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What is Communist Voice?
Communist Voice is a theoretical journal which not only

exposes the capitalist system, but deals with the tragedy that

has befallen the revolutionary movement. It confronts the

thorny questions and controversies facing progressive activists

today, and holds that the crisis of the working class movement

can only be overcome if Marxist theory again enlightens the

struggle for the emancipation of the oppressed. The liberating

ideas of Marx, Engels and Lenin have been twisted beyond

recognition, not only by outright capitalist spokespeople, but

also by the false “communist” regimes of China, Cuba and

others today, and of the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe of

yesterday. Communist Voice denounces these distortions

(revisions) of the ideas of Marxism-Leninism — whether

Stalinism or Trotskyism or reformism — and stands for

placing revolutionary theory on a solid basis through the

criticism of revisionism and by analyzing the new

developments in the basic economic and political structure of

the world today. Through this work, the Communist Voice

seeks to pave the way for communism to once again become

the red, fighting banner of the revolutionary working class

movement. Only the influence of the real communist theory

can help the goal of a classless, communist society again

spread among the workers and oppressed here and around the

globe. Only the spread of anti-revisionist Marxism can

overcome the influence of liberal, reformist and petty-

bourgeois nationalist trends and allow the struggle against

capitalism to break out in full force.

The revolutionary parties and movements of the working

class in the 19  and 20  centuries never achieved their fullth th

goals. The working masses fought monarchy, fascism,

colonialism, and various capitalist classes, and also made their

first attempts to establish a new social system — however these

attempts never went beyond the first steps. This class struggle

will be renewed in the 21  century, as the masses are facedst

with how to escape from the escalating misery brought by

capitalist development around the world. To hasten the day of

the revival of the revolutionary movement, the CV opposes the

neo-liberal and reformist ideologies that are dominant today.

It holds that progressive work today requires more than

opposing the ultra-conservatives and more than trying to

reform the marketplace. It means helping  reorganize  the

working class movement on a basis independent of the liberals

and reformists as well as the conservatives. The CV sees its

theoretical tasks as helping to clear the way for a future

reorganization of the working class into, first and foremost, its

own political party, as well as other organizations that truly

uphold proletarian class interests.

Communist Voice thus continues the Marxist-Leninist and

anti-revisionist cause to which its predecessor, the Workers’

Advocate, was dedicated. For a quarter of a century, the Work-

ers’ Advocate was the paper of a series of activist organ-

izations, the last one being the Marxist-Leninist Party. The

demoralization of the revolutionary ranks included the

dissolution of the MLP and, along with it, the Workers’ Ad-

vocate. But the Communist Voice continues, in a different

form, with fewer resources, and with more emphasis on

theoretical work, the struggle of the Workers’ Advocate to

contribute to the development of a mass communist party.

The Communist Voice is published by the Communist

Voice Organization, which links together members in a few

cities. The CVO calls on all activists who want to fight

capitalism in all its guises to join with us in opposing all the

bankrupt theories and practices of the past — from Western-

style capitalism to Stalinist state capitalism, from reformism to

anarchism, from reliance on the pro-capitalist trade union

bigwigs to “left” communist sectarianism toward “impure”

struggles. It is time to lay the basis for the revolutionary

communism of the future by revitalizing the communist theory

and practice of today. Only when communism spreads among

the millions and millions of oppressed can the struggle against

capitalism again become a force that shakes the world!
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The Occupy movement
and building the class struggle

By Mark Williams

The following presentation was given at the Detroit Workers’

Voice discussion group meeting of January 22 on the current

stage of the the Occupy movement, and was followed by

animated discussion. The talk focused on the lessons of the West

Coast port blockades about the relationship of the Occupy

movement to the present trade union leadership. The astonishing

role of the union leaders in discouraging solidarity with their own

unions is not something new. The as-little-struggle-as-possible

policy of the class-collaborationist leaders was apparent even in

the great upsurge of the 1930s, which was the time when the

main American industrial unions were formed.

Information about the history of the clash between the pro-

capitalist union leaders and more recent rank-and-file militancy

can be found at the Communist Voice Organization website. See

especially “The Million Worker March national conference in

Detroit, May 14-15, 2005: What happened to this split in the

labor bureaucracy?” by Pete Brown, which discusses the

shortcomings of even the more leftist leaders of the ILWU

(www.communistvoice.org/36cMWMconf.html), those from San

Francisco Local 10. Also, for an example of the importance of a

revolutionary political party for the trade union movement, and

how communist militancy helped the rank-and-file revolt of the

1930s that led to the main American industrial unions, while the

pro-capitalist trend among the union leadership tried to put a lid

on struggle, see “The CPUSA’s work in auto and the change in

line of the mid-1930s” (www.communistvoice.org/WAS8703

CPUSA-UAW.html). Other articles on strikes and unions can be

found at www.communistvoice.org/00Strikes.html.

The Occupy Wall Street movement signals a new wave of

resistance that has begun as the capitalist economic crisis takes

its toll on the masses. The sharks of Wall Street and the other

capitalist businesses are recovering from the crisis by ripping the

flesh off the workers, oppressed nationality communities,

students, etc. The result is a massive growth of unemployment

and home foreclosures, slashing of workers wages and benefits,

social programs, and education. Austerity for the masses is the

means by which the business owners and executives are fattening

their corporate profits, embellishing their personal fortunes, and

insuring that half the population is near or below the poverty line

while the economic gap between the rich and poor soars to

astounding levels.

The Occupy movement targets the crimes of the corporations

and their control of the political system. Though the activists

associated with Occupy agree that change on these issues are

needed, there are important disagreements among them on what

sort of changes are needed, what direction the struggle should

take, and who the friends and enemies of the movement are. In

short, though Occupy is officially “non-political”, there is a battle

between different class political trends within it. In general,

Occupy activists recognize that the Republicans are tools for the

corporations. And most of the activists do not walk in lockstep

with the other big capitalist party, the Democrats, although there

are trends in Occupy which have illusions about that party. A

sizeable radical section of activists sees not only the need for

serious relief measures for the workers and poor today, but is

looking for an alternative to capitalism itself. Which trends have

greater sway among the activists differ from place to place.

Where more radicalized and class-conscious activists hold sway,
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the greater the extent to which the movement is able rally the

masses as a real fighting force against the capitalist gangsters.

Though Occupy reflects but a first step in the efforts of the

masses to get organized, the Occupy encampments and mass

actions have been a thorn in the side of the wealthy few. The

Republicans generally fumed at Occupy, while a number of

Democrats feigned support for the movement and mouthed the

Occupy slogan “we are the 99%”. But whatever tolerance the

Democrats initially showed, when it became clear that Occupy

activists were not willing to confine their protests to what the

capitalists found acceptable, that they would dare to defy

repressive capitalist “law and order” regulations if necessary, the

Democratic politicians tried to beat the protesters into sub-

mission. Obama’s Homeland Security apparatus and mayors in

major cities coordinated plans to wipe out Occupy encampments.

Protesters’ cries for justice were answered with police tear gas,

rubber bullets, beating of protesters and mass arrests. More often

than not, the mayors were liberal Democrats who had feigned

support for OWS only to crush it like their Republican cohorts

who were openly hostile from the start.

Most Occupy camps were destroyed, but the activists were

not deterred and gained more support from the masses. Demon-

strations against police repression broke out. Most notable was

the November 2 demonstration where about 15,000 protesters

marched on the Port of Oakland. Following this, West Coast

Occupy groups issued a call for a December 12 shutdown of

ports from San Diego to Anchorage. These actions were to show

solidarity with port workers, like those in Longview, WA who

are battling the multinational corporation EGT, which is trying

to eliminate jobs and bring in a non-union workforce. The port

terminal operator SSA, which is owned by Goldman-Sachs, was

another target. The actions also supported independent truckers,

largely of Mexican heritage, the “troqueros”, who are were trying

to unionize.

The port capitalists and the local authorities did their best to

undermine the protest. Shamefully. so did the supposedly militant

leaders of the ILWU, the longshoreman’s union. The ILWU

leaders denounced the protest as an attempt by “outsiders” to

take over the workers’ struggle. In fact the action would be an

impetus to the workers’ struggle, while opposing it undermines

the struggle the union bureaucrats claim to champion. Despite all

these obstacles, blockade plans went forward. Leaflets supporting

the action were distributed to the rank-and-file workers, who

largely responded positively to them despite the hysteria created

by their union officials. On December 12th in Oakland, at one

time there were 2,000 people blockading port entrances. The port

was effectively closed. In Seattle hundreds of activists set up a

determined blockade that eventually was attacked by police with

stun grenades and pepper spray. Nevertheless, the port was

forced to shut down. Blockades in Portland led to cancellation of

two shifts. Other cities had port protests, but didn’t have the

force to maintain blockades.

Actions by Occupy on an array of social issues continue in a

number of cities. So do protests against the current election

circus. In mid-December, for example, Occupy activists held

protests against each candidate in the Republican primary in

Iowa, denouncing them at campaign headquarters and other

campaign events. Protests also took place at the Iowa Democratic

Party headquarters and against Obama. A speech by Republican

Ron Paul was interrupted by activists denouncing Paul’s pledge

to dismantle the Environmental Protection Agency. Paul loyalists

are a presence at various Occupy events where they try to appeal

to activists by touting Paul’s stand against various foreign wars

or repressive legislation or bailing out the banks. This sounds

good until one learns that Paul’s libertarian “solution” to all the

these evils is to let the capitalists run completely wild, free of

virtually any regulations, taxes or government social programs.

The bourgeoisie’s police-state tactics have only whetted the

appetites of activists for future defiant actions of all kinds.

Without mass struggle there is no way to fight capitalist austerity

measures, much less create a new social order where there is no

wealthy elite lording over the masses.

But the present movement is merely the beginnings of

resistance. As the struggle against capitalist austerity develops,

it will become more apparent that success rests on the building

of the working-class movement, and that building such a move-

ment will mean a radical change from the stand of the dominant

union leadership which rejects unions as a means to mobilize

workers into the class struggle and preaches salvation through

electing Democrats. It will mean building up rank-and-file

organizations among unionized and non-unionized workers that

transform their growing anger among into militant class actions.

This brings us back to the issue of the West Coast port

blockade organized by Occupy activists. The most significant

feature of the Occupy actions on the West Coast is not that they

resulted in ending the attacks on port workers, which they didn’t,

but that it showed or confirmed to many activists the need to

organize workers to break free from the shackles imposed on

them by the timid union officials. To see how this process

developed, I’m going to go into some more detail about the West

Coast actions and the ILWU leadership’s attempts to stifle the

solidarity events. This information comes from activists who

were involved in organizing the actions and had to deal with the

union bureaucracy face-to-face.

One of the good features of the port blockade organizing was,

though the union leaderships opposed the action, the activists

worked hard to appeal directly to rank-and-file port workers and

truckers and to the working class communities in the area. To

give an idea of the preparation for the blockade I’ll quote from

a report by one of the organizers:

“The two and a half weeks prior to D12 were

a coordinated blanketing of our city with com-

munity specific flyers for high school students,

college students, port truckers, longshore workers,

and a general flyer for Spanish and English

speaking community members. We and many

others spent hours every day handing leaflets out

one by one and posting flyers at Community

Services, Labor Ready and Work Source Centers,

and a Latin day worker center. Bus stops on busy,

working class thoroughfares and in our

neighborhoods were all flyered. Local Spanish

radio stations made daily announcements. . . We

made a consistent and concerted effort to outreach

to our working communities of color and

immigrant communities.

“Specific attention was also given toward

reaching out to port workers. Groups went
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multiple mornings a week at 6:30am to hand

flyers to receptive truckers waiting in line to load

containers, several of whom openly shared the

impossibility in making ends meet and the reality

that ‘something’s gotta change’ On two different

occasions the port police were called on us by

security people. . . . The same effort went into

flyering outside the union hall before swing shift

dispatch.”

The report goes on to mention conference calls between

organizers in different cities, stating:

“Hearing about other organizers facing the

common brick wall built by union leaders calmed

our nerves and solidified our resolve.”

I don’t know if the content of the flyers and leaflets was

lacking in certain ways. Indeed some of the views in the report

I’m quoting from are not helpful in developing the class struggle

(for example, the “rise and decolonize banner” or the opposition

to political parties in general). But intensively campaigning for

a militant mass action of worker solidarity, both among port

workers and throughout the working class communities, when it

was well-known that the union hierarchy was a “brick wall”

against them, is an example of the type of work that must be done

on a consistent basis for the revitalization of the working class

movement.

The success of the Dec. 12 port blockades sent the ILWU

officials into a frenzy of activity, not against the port capitalists,

but to squash the solidarity protests organized by Occupy

activists. In January, activists, including some rank-and-file

members of the ILWU, were organizing a caravan in support of

Longview, WA longshore workers who are fighting against the

union-busting efforts of the EGT corporation. Instead of

welcoming efforts to keep the company from kicking the ILWU

out of the port, the ILWU leaders attempted to wreck meetings

organizing the solidarity caravan.

This is chronicled in a report by some solidarity caravan

organizers.  The report states that in a January 5th organizing
1

meeting in Portland: 

“During the open microphone, the Local 4

(Vancouver, WA) President Brad Clark took the

microphone. To the Occupy crowd of longshore,

unemployed, students and non-union workers, he

offered an impassioned plea which reflected the

position of the International. ‘We support Occupy,

we support Longview, but please keep your

mistaken efforts at solidarity away.’ His message

was contrary to the voices of the workers and

community members in Longview.” At the end of

the meeting, says the report, “Local 8 (Portland)

President Jeff Smith demanded to speak. Jeff

Smith had made a name for himself in the weeks

leading up to the event, evicting Occupy Portland

members from the union hall in the lead-up to the

D12 Port shutdown, denouncing the event in the

local media, and even threatening to rip flyers

from the hands of Occupy members, in a blatant

act of disrespect to the event. Smith took the

stage, preceding to read a long, publicly published

letter from the leadership of the ILWU

international. As the crowd in attendance filed out

of the room in protest, Smith finished his letter to

a mostly empty hall, while rank and file longshore

and retirees stayed behind to rebut him for what

audience remained.

“Subsequently, after Longview workers spoke

in Portland Oregon, the leadership of ILWU

international allegedly ordered picket support

from Locals in Portland and Vancouver for

Longview’s longstanding picket be immediately

ceased.”

The report then describes an organizing meeting the next day

in Seattle. Originally, the President of the Longview Local, Local

21, was supposed to be part of the speakers panel. But the ILWU

national leadership ordered Longview members against attending

the Seattle meeting, and the Local 21 leader was a no-show. The

national ILWU even ordered Longview members against making

public speeches. Despite this some Longview workers attended

the meeting.

But it turned out that ILWU leaders would attend the meeting

after all, leading a small goon squad to disrupt and physically

attack the meeting. The ILWU leaders included the President of

the Seattle Local, Local 19, and two other Local 19 officials.

From here I’ll quote the Seattle activists’ report. It says that just

before the meeting:

“a self-identified longshore worker in the

audience came up to one of our organizers. He

told her there would be a disruption of the panel,

and that any Longshore rank and file member who

spoke would be physically removed from the

stage. . . .

“The disruption took place when Jack

Heyman, retired ILWU member from Local 10

(Oakland) spoke. Cam Williams, President of

Local 19 (Seattle) along with several ILWU

member behind him, rushed to the microphone

that was set up in the middle of the room. He

interrupted Heyman’s speech and demanded that

the letter from the International be read. . . .

“Cam Williams shoved the organizers aside

and grabbed the microphone. Subsequently, about

15-20 ILWU member and union officers, who had

spread themselves out across the hall, took the cue

to disrupt.  Presidents of Local 4 (Vancouver,
2

WA) and Local 8 (Portland) made sure to throw

their weight around. When asked to leave, they

threw punches, shoved people, swore and yelled.

Their breaths reeked of alcohol. One man wearing

ILWU swag was holding a megaphone he had

See “Jan 6th 2012: Unity vs. Union Bureaucracy/Occupy Seattle1

in Solidarity with Longview, WA” http://www.occupyseattle.org/blog/
2012-01-11/jan-6th-2012-unity-vs-union-bureaucracy.

A comrade of the Communist Voice Organization who was present2

estimates that there were 8 - 10 ILWU goons at the meeting.
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brought along. Audience members surrounding

them chanted ‘shame, shame’ and ‘sit down or

leave’. . . . The leaders of the most militant union

in this country, was [sic] acting like company

goons.”

The report also describes that a number of women activists

who were telling the goons to stop disrupting the meeting were

subject to sexist remarks by the goons, leading to one women

activist slapping one of the union thugs in the face. Other goons

shoved that woman, but were rebuffed by what the report calls

“physical resistance from Occupy Seattle folks who had had

enough of this sexist behavior.”

Now this report from Seattle has its own political problems,

for example, rightly criticizing the narrow vision of the AFL-CIO

leadership and its support for the Democratic Party, but wrongly

concluding that political parties in general, which presumably

includes revolutionary workers’ parties, cannot address the

demands of the working class. They rightly attack the rotten

bureaucratic structures of the present union leadership, but

wrongly conclude that “The problem is that old forms of struggle

that gave birth to the unions no longer work in this globalized

world.” It’s true that each new wave of struggle gives rise to new

forms, but it’s foolish to disparage the struggle that gave rise to

the unions, when the building of industrial unions was largely

due to the existence of left-wing political parties, in particular the

old Communist Party, USA before it transformed completely into

a reformist supporter of the Democrats. These parties formed

fighting unions where no unions existed, organized the rank and

file in defiance of the AFL leadership and their narrow craft

unionism, carried out militant actions, and addressed the issue of

race and gender discrimination. Indeed, the CPUSA activists

were the principal organizers of one of the great Occupy events

ever, the Flint sit-down strike of 1937. The truth is that if the

class struggle develops it will need a political party, a party of

the most class-conscious worker/activists, who can provide a

consistent class orientation in the social struggles of the moment

while also orienting the workers and other oppressed toward the

goal of the revolutionary overthrow of capitalism.

Indeed the more the class struggle advances, the more the

general Occupy orientation and rules will become insufficient.

Though many worthy struggles have been organized under the

Occupy banner, Occupy is a mixture of different trends and

organizations, some oriented to the class struggle and some not,

some with illusions in some minor reforms, or reforming the

Democratic Party, and others who want to abolish capitalism and

hold militant class actions. And there are activists still sorting out

their political views. Because of this, some of the best actions

and organizing gets done not by Occupy structures themselves,

but by groups within Occupy who have their own organizational

structure and views. Proposals for militant mass actions may be

passed by General Assemblies of Occupy, but that doesn’t mean

the local Occupy structure will allocate sufficient resources for

them or be the mainstay of the nuts and bolts organizing work.

The first report by Seattle Occupy activists gives something

of a picture of this. It praises some parts of Occupy Seattle for

their role in assisting the port blockade. But it also says

“However, a few of the other teams did not work

well with us.” And that “the various working

groups in Decolonize/Occupy Seattle should

respect the decisions taken by the General

Assembly and allocate resources accordingly. The

General Assembly had unanimously voted for the

port action. However, whether intentional or not,

we faced a lack of support and accountability

from some working groups. . . .

“Other members of Occupy seemed to fear the

militancy of the port action, with some even

calling it ‘violence’. They feared we would

alienate the unions (typically meaning union

officials, not rank and file members) and that we’d

alienate people watching mainstream news

coverage of the event.”

Certain Occupy activists report similar problems in other

cities. And they complain about how the supposedly “leaderless”

Occupy organizational structures have their own bureaucratic

methods that impede the struggle.

I raise these issues not to belittle Occupy protests or the

devotion and self-sacrifice of Occupy activists. We encourage

participation in these actions. But a realistic evaluation of the

Occupy movement shows that the activists who raise the banner

of class struggle against the capitalists, whether they work within

the Occupy organizations or not, will have to build up their own

groups based on a revolutionary working-class orientation,

groups that allocate all their resources to mobilizing the workers

into their own rank-and-file organizations that can carry on the

struggle despite the obstacles of the union bureaucrats. This is

what is necessary if there is to be real resistance to the capitalist

austerity drive. This is what the class struggle will require, both

to beat back the present attacks of the capitalists, and to prepare

the workers for the time when they will be able to rise up and

overthrow the source of their current misery, the capitalist system

itself. �
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Labor Day 2012: the US elections, the Marikana massacre 

in South Africa, and the struggle in Syria against dictatorship
(from Detroit Workers' Voice #105, September 3, 2012)

Fight capitalist austerity!
No to the Republicans and Democrats!

 

This Labor Day workers are facing harsh austerity at the

hands of the capitalists. Obama and the Democrats and Romney

and the Republicans are both claiming they will save us. A

glance at the record shows this isn't so. But that doesn't mean

nothing can be done. The mass struggle of workers and poor folk

can advance our demands for relief from the crisis, for jobs,

better pay, for real environmental measures, the protection of

women's rights, for full rights for immigrant workers, against

police murders of black people, against imperialist wars, etc. In

various countries around the world anti-austerity actions have

raged and the Arab Spring has shown how the downtrodden can

rise up and rid their country of tyrants. In the US, there have

been certain strikes and protests that show the potential for

building a powerful mass workers' movement.

The Republican insanity

The Republican leaders cheer on the austerity drive. Their

motto is that the capitalists should be free from any restraint, and

then there will be a veritable heaven on earth for all. Hence, taxes

and regulations on the rich, and unions, of course, should all but

disappear. Workers should be seen but not paid, at least not very

much.

As for global warming, they say it’s a hoax, or at least not

caused by human activity, and pretend that industrial and

corporate activity have nothing to do with the climate. And the

health care crisis? They don’t worry about that. So what if 50

million people are uninsured? Supposedly young people have

decided to “self-insure”, and the free market will take care of

everything else.

And women’s rights? The Republicans are backing one more

crazy law after another, from eliminating equal pay provisions in

Wisconsin to opposing abortion rights and limiting the

availability of birth control. They even talk of redefining rape to

blame the woman. As for racism? They are eager to expand the

police state at the Mexican border and to harass Latinos with

racial-profiling measures in Arizona, Alabama and elsewhere.

The police, under mayors of both parties, go on murdering

Blacks.

But the Republicans are first and foremost for slashing social

programs. They blame unemployment on unemployment

insurance, and poverty on anti-poverty programs. They moan

about balancing the budget in order to slash social programs, but

their worry about deficits disappears when it comes to granting

millionaires more tax breaks, or expanding the trillion-dollar war

machine.

The Democrats are no real alternative

What, then, is Obama’s alternative?

Social programs? Even before taking office, Obama lined up

Democratic support for Bush’s bank bail-out, then gave trillions

to the banks and nothing to the mortgage foreclosees. When he

had a large Congressional majority, Obama put social programs

on the chopping block in the name of deficit reduction! Obama

passed health care reform, but this was mainly a giveaway to

Striking South African miners slaughtered by police:
police then charge miners with the murders committed by the police!

On August 16, South African police surrounded and shot and

killed in cold blood 34 striking miners at the Marikana platinum

mine of the Lonmin company, wounded 78 and arrested 350. In

another barbaric move, the ANC government has now charged

270 of the miners with the murder of their comrades, who were

actually shot and killed by the police!! The miners, who live in

desperate conditions often without clean water or electricity, had

been waging a wildcat strike since August 10. The strike was

already a bitter struggle: two police and eight miners died in

earlier clashes.

This massacre is a horrendous crime by the African National

Congress government, which came to power in the defeat of

apartheid 16 years ago but which has presided over and

participated in extreme exploitation of the workers and the poor

by the rich capitalists. The ANC’s mine union, the National

Union of Miners, has increas-ingly merged with management. Its

founder, Cyril Ramaphosa, sits on the Lonmin board of directors

and has an annual income of $167,000, while the miners live in

shacks and barely survive on $660/mo. They demand a raise to

$1,560. The slaughter and charges show the betrayal of the

workers by the ANC and its cohort, the South African

Communist Party, which long ago revised Marxism to abandon

the workers’ class struggle.

The workers are waging a stern fight. Makhosi Mbongane,

a winch operator, vowed: "They can beat us, kill us and kick and

trample on us with their feet, do whatever they want to do, we

aren't going to go back to work.” Solidarity with the striking

South African miners!
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private insurance groups. He is ravaging public schools, teachers

and students alike, with his “Race to the Top” program.

Tax the rich? No, Obama extended Bush’s tax cuts for the

rich. Then this February, he proposed lowering the tax rate for

companies from the present 35% to 28%, and down to 25% for

US manufacturers. His State of the Union Address preached the

Reagan-style trickle-down economics of cutting regulations and

taxes for the business elite. Jobs? While millions are out of work,

Obama has no real jobs program. Instead he backs measures that

would cut hundred of thousands of postal service jobs. And his

bailout of GM and Chrysler may have revived their profits, but

it was at the cost of cutting wages and tens of thousands of jobs.

Climate change? Beneath Obama’s sweet talk about “green

energy”, his program is drill more oil, strip-mine more coal with

mountain-top removal, frack more natural gas and license new

nuclear power plants. This year he has boasted of opening up

millions of acres of land and offshore for drilling, and of helping

develop fracking technologies to extract natural gas from shale

rock. Never mind that fracking poisons water resources and

produces large carbon emissions just like coal and oil.

Union leaders give in to the capitalist program

Faced with this onslaught, one might think the trade union

leaders would be organizing a revolt. Hardly. Instead, the

dominant trade union bureaucracies routinely give big

concessions to the capitalists, and work to limit worker mass

actions or outright squash them.

Rather than opposing Obama’s pro-capitalist program, the

AFL-CIO bureaucrats have endorsed him for re-election and

promise to mobilize tens of thousands of workers to doorbell for

him this fall. The UAW bureaucrats heap praise on Obama’s auto

bailout despite its major job cuts and half wages for new hires.

The AFL-CIO leaders denounce the Republicans, but even

here they try to please the capitalists. They have organized rallies

and a recall campaign against Republican Governor of Wisconsin

Scott Walker who wants to effectively end negotiating rights for

public sector unions. But this was only after Walker failed to

accept big contract concessions offered by the bulk of the union

hierarchy. Far from organizing a serious fight, the present pro-

capitalist AFL-CIO and CTW leaders subvert it. For example,

when Occupy activists successfully organized port blockades on

the West Coast in solidarity with longshore workers and truckers

battling anti-union measures, ILWU longshore union officials

denounced them and even physically assaulted an Occupy

planning meeting.

Thus, to beat back the class offensive of the rich — to say

nothing of overthrowing their rule — the working class is going

to have to overcome this treachery by organizing in a way that is

independent of the capitalists and all their apologists. In the US,

this means opposing all the capitalist politicians, whether

Democrat or Republican.

The spirit of struggle lives!

But the working class has begun to move. Workers in other

countries are on the move. In the U.S. a number of small strikes

have taken place – janitors in Houston and San Francisco,

Caterpillar workers, Con Ed workers in New York. Chicago

teachers plan to strike. Worker rallies were held in Philadelphia

and in Wisconsin, where some workers demanded a general

strike. Among the workers a critique has been gaining ground

against the sellout activities of the top union leaders. Many are

concluding that the worker masses should keep the initiative in

their own hands and carry out direct action. Similarly, workers

are critiquing the agreements which have settled recent strikes

and concluding the need for stronger mass action.

Neither candidate in the presidential election offers the

working class anything significant. The only thing that will bring

any changes in the workers' favor under the heel of the ruling

capitalists – the only thing that will also help prepare for the day

when we bring them down in a workers' revolution – is a mass

movement of struggle of the working class and its allies among

the oppressed. This must be a struggle directed against both

parties of the rich, the Republicans and the Democrats, against

the blood-sucking capitalist class itself. Let us join with the

workers of the world and build that movement!

Fight the austerity attacks of the rich!

Build the workers' mass movement!

Down with the Republicans and Democrats, enemies of the

workers and poor!

Syrian people’s rebellion persists against bloody Assad regime

For many months the Syrian people have mounted a struggle
to bring down the tyrannical Bashir al-Assad regime. In 2011

the masses launched nonviolent demon-strations demanding the

democratic rights denied them by the government, which has

portrayed itself as a friend of the Palestinian people against

Israeli zionism. But like his father, Hafez, who slaughtered

thousands in the city of Hama in 1982, Bashir, the leader of the

Syrian bour-geoisie, drowned the demonstrations in blood and

tortured numerous activists. In response, the people seized arms

from the Syrian military and began fighting back. As Assad

continued the slaughters, soldiers began defecting and the

defections turned into a flood. Defecting soldiers and militant

civilians formed military groups that challenged Assad’s troops.

Despite the great superiority of the regime in weaponry, the

masses have challenged the government in the capital city of

Damascus, in the largest city, Aleppo, and throughout the

countryside.

The Syrian uprising is the latest wave in the flood of the

Arab Spring, which has inspired the world with mass heroism

and demands for democracy and relief from economic

deprivation. As in the other Arab countries, it is a struggle

against a brutal tyranny that has prevented the workers and poor

from organizing in their own interests. The masses can only

move forward through the fall of the tyrant. Support the Syrian

people! Down with Assad!
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The agony of Greece:
the rape of the Greek working class and the rise of mass resistance

by Joseph Green

The following article is based on the presentation at the

Detroit Workers’ Voice Discussion Group meeting of February

26, 2012, with an added postscript on recent developments.

The latest flashpoint in the world economic crisis is Greece.

The Greek government can’t pay off its loans from the past

without assistance. Should Greece default, this might well result

in higher interest rates for other countries with large government

debts, such as Italy and Spain, causing a new financial collapse

spreading across Europe. For this reason, and not for any love of

the Greek people, the EU and the IMF have provided Greece

with two bailouts, one in mid-2010 and one presently. Indeed,

these have been bailouts of the bankers and the financial system,

not of the Greek people, and the terms of the bailout are that

Greece submit to severe austerity.

The extent of this austerity is astonishing. It is pushing

working people into despair and ruin. The new bailout insists on

cuts and yet more cuts in Greek wages, pensions, jobs, and social

services. Consider wages. There is to be a cut of 22% in the

minimum wage specified by the National General Collective

Agreement. There is an even deeper cut that is variously reported

as being for workers under 25, or for workers in their first job.

There is yet lower pay for apprentices: their pay is to be cut to be

cut to 10% lower than the new standard for first jobs. Meanwhile

taxes on workers are going up and up, while their pay is being

cut. And social services are being devastated, and yet more

workers are being laid off. There are to be cuts in Greek medical

services; all substitute teachers in the schools are to be laid off;

a total of 150,000 government workers are to be laid off by 2015;

and on and on. Here in my hands are two pages of cutbacks: if I

read them all it would take a good part of this meeting. They

include the notorious “restructuring of the labor market”, i.e.,

eliminating workers’ rights and benefits, abolishing sectoral

bargaining agreements; limiting the length of collective bargain-

ing agreements to three years; insisting that all present collective

contracts expire in one year (no doubt, to allow the new cuts to

come into effect rapidly); preventing arbitration unless both

parties agree; allowing employers to convert full- time workers

to part-time at their own discretion; and on and on.

Greek workers are to be the new serfs, working at the whim

of their lords and masters. And as for the unemployed, and those

unable to find enough to eat, well, an entire generation of Greek

workers is being written off.

These conditions are being imposed by a troika consisting of

representatives of the European Central Bank, the IMF, and the

European Commission (which is the executive body for the

European Union). The troika insists there will be no bailout

without these conditions, and the bailout itself consists mostly of

providing money to repay loans.  Moreover, whatever money

does temporarily go to the Greek government will still be under

the control of representatives of the troika. Thus the most

important changes in the economic life of Greece, this massive

impoverishment of the Greek people, are being taken by private

negotiations between bankers, administrators, the IMF, and a

Greek government which didn’t dare present the agreement to the

Greek people for approval, and the foreign bankers are to call the

shots.

This is being promoted as a way to bring Greek government

finances into order. It’s unlikely that anyone really believes that

this will happen. The last bailout, that of mid-2010, resulted in

depressing the Greek economy further, so that Greek finances

ended up in even worse shape. That’s the likely outcome of the

present bailout as well. But to keep up appearances, the troika

projects that if everything goes as they expect — and so far

nothing has — Greece will gradually pay back its obligations.

The real intent seems to be to simply postpone default awhile, in

order to buy time to try to isolate other countries from the effect

of the coming Greek default.

Now, what’s going on in Greece is not just an ordinary

business cycle. This is a deep crisis which has still not reached its

bottom. It is part of an international depression which is

threatening many of the arrangements of market fundamentalism.

We have entered a period of crisis, economic and political.

One crisis doesn’t ended before another begins. There’s the

economic crisis; the growing environmental crisis, with hot and

cold spells of weather devastating millions of people; the military

and political crises, which also affect the economy — for

example, if there are military attacks on Iran it may result in

skyrocketing oil prices that further depress the world economy.

And as for the bourgeoisie, it is complacent. It’s idea is that,

if growth comes back, the depression is over. So in the US the

bourgeois economists declared that the “Great Recession” ended

in June, 2009. By this standard, the Great Depression of the

1930s ended in 1933 when growth resumed. So what if mass

misery continued on and on? And the bourgeoisie’s idea is that

the environmental issue isn’t that important either: if worse

comes to worst, they’ll send up some rockets to put big parasols

around the earth in an attempt to cool it: this is one of the

crackpot “geoengineering” ideas that peeked out at the last UN

global warming summit in December in Durban, South Africa.

As for the Greek financial crisis in Greece, well, the European

bourgeoisies think that if they can just keep it penned up in

Greece, it’s simply a great opportunity to smash living standards.

Thus a few days ago Mario Draghi, president of the European

Central Bank, proclaimed the end of the era of social programs

in Europe. Reporting on this, the Wall Street Journal wrote:

“European Central Bank President Mario

Draghi warned beleaguered euro-zone countries

that there is no escape from tough austerity

measures and that the Continent’s traditional

social contract is obsolete…

“He said Europe’s vaunted social model —

which places a premium on job security and

generous safety nets — is ‘already gone,’ citing

high youth unemployment; in Spain, it tops 50%.
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He urged overhauls to boost job creation for

young people…

“He argued instead that continuing economic

shocks would force countries into structural

changes in labor markets and other aspects of the

economy, to return to long-term prosperity…”

(“Europe’s Banker Talks Tough”, February 24,

2012, http://online.wsj.com/article/SB100014240

52970203960804577241221244896782.html)

Here Mr. Draghi argues, in essence, that mass suffering, even

if half the youth are unemployed, doesn’t show the necessity for

social benefits, but is, rather, a blessed opportunity to remove

these benefits. This is the path the EU bourgeoisie has been on

for some time, as with the EU labor standard of 2003 that

envisioned a labor week of up to 65 hours, with possible

exemptions even from that limit. Mr. Draghi wants to use the

crisis in force “structural changes in labor markets” wholesale,

i.e. eliminate all job security for workers, all restrictions on how

capitalists can abuse workers, and so forth. If all this is done, Mr.

Draghi is convinced that there will be a return to prosperity, and

hey, if not, there’s always more cuts to be made.

In this regard, I was surprised a few days ago to see an

interview on TV with an EU official who proudly pointed to

Latvia as an example of the great things that austerity can bring

a country. But  a little research showed me that Latvia and

Ireland are indeed the new models for European market-funda-

mentalist economics. So what’s happening there?

Well, the Latvian economy tanked in 2008, and in 2009 it

dropped more than any other country in the EU. It contracted by

18%, so almost a fifth of the economy vanished. Unemployment

reached 20% at the start of 2010, and wages fell and fell and fell,

dropping 7 percent in 2009 and 8% in 2010.

After such a spectacular collapse, the Latvian economy hit

bottom and grew 5% last year. See, say the EU officials, happy

days are here again — the recession’s over. You can supposedly

restore growth by cutting and cutting and cutting. True,

unemployment is still 16%, but so what? This is the face of the

new prosperity.

Now, as a matter of fact, even this miserable 16%

unemployment rate was only achieved because a substantial part

of Latvian workers moved to other countries: in 2010 alone, 1%

of the country migrated to the UK in search of work, and that’s

not counting migration to Ireland and other countries. And the

economy is still 13% below what it was when the crash took

place. But hey, wages have fallen, and that’s good, as far as the

capitalists are concerned. It’s what they wanted. What’s misery

for the common people, is heaven for the capitalists of Latvia and

the EU as a whole.

Ireland isn’t much better. It is another example where the

bourgeoisie crows that growth has resumed, and so austerity

worked. But what’s happened is that the government is still

bankrupt, with a budget deficit of 10% of GDP.  Social benefits

have been cut. Life has become desperate, and about 40,000

people, somewhat under 1% of the population, fled Ireland last

year in search of work. Moreover, no one expects even this

“recovery” to last.

But there’s another side to the picture. European austerity has

been met by mass demonstrations. This is particularly so in

Greece, which for the last several years has been the site of

continual demonstrations, short strikes, and other actions. This

year opened with a new round of demonstrations. And on the day

when the bailout was considered in the Greek parliament,

hundreds of thousands of people demonstrated in Athens, tens of

thousands in Thessaloniki, the second-largest city, and other

actions took place elsewhere. Dozens of banks and other build-

ings burned across Athens.

But many of the governments championing austerity in

Europe are supposed “socialist” ones. They talk in the name of

the working class, but for decades these have been parties who

work with the bourgeoisie and subordinate the working class to

what the bourgeoisie wants. Indeed, it was George Papandreou,

the President of the “Socialist International”, who inaugurated

austerity as then-Prime Minister of Greece. The union leaders

associated with the social-democratic parties have not wished to

see the workers denounce the “socialist” politicians. So the

“socialist”-led unions have protested austerity a bit with brief

actions to cool off their members, but have avoided going far

enough to really put a spoke into the austerity plans of the

governments and bankers.

In Greece, the suffering has led to actions that continue

month after month.  And it was the Panhellenic Socialist

Movement (PASOK), after coming to power in 2009, that began

the austerity in 2010, and presently has joined with the

conservative “New Democracy” party and the far-right Popular

Orthodox Rally in a coalition to impose austerity under Prime

Minister Lucas Papademos, a former vice-president of the

European Central Bank. [See postscript for later developments

— presently there is a second coalition, this time led by the

conservatives under Prime Minister Antonis Samaris.] However,

PASOK is faced with parties to its left. Some opinion polls show

PASOK’s support dropping to single-digits, while the groups to

their left have reached a total of almost 40% support. All such

polls with a grain of salt, but the bourgeoisie is worried that the

coming elections  may undermine the full implementation of the

austerity deal.

However the Greek working class still lacks a clear

orientation on what to do, as can be seen by the nature of the

groups to the left of PASOK. The largest groups are the

Coalition of the Radical Left (Syriza), the Democratic Left

(DIMAR, which split towards the right from Syriza in 2010), and

the Communist Party of Greece (KKE) —  which is the old

Stalinist party. There are also Maoist and other groups, but I

don’t have too much information about them,

Syriza and Dimar have a large following. And they say they

reject the current austerity measures. But they don’t put forward

the need for major changes needed to break away from neo-

liberalism and really present an alternative to austerity, and their

plans are largely based on the hope that they could do a better

job than PASOK in negotiating a deal with the European and

world bankers. Indeed Dimar is even accused by many of

serving, in essence, as a left-sounding wing of PASOK.

The KKE uses more radical-sounding rhetoric than Syriza or

Dimar. It talks of fighting the monopolies, and getting out of the

EU. But it doesn’t put forward any concrete idea about what this

means other than setting up a government with itself in power, on

the lines of the old state-capitalist regimes in the Soviet Union

and Eastern Europe. It polemicizes that there is nothing between

capitalism and socialism, and concludes from this that it doesn’t
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need any concrete plan other than bringing its state-capitalist

model (of course, they don’t call it that) into existence.

For them, to fight for carrying out major changes now means

to prettify capitalism and reconcile with the bourgeoisie. This

sounds radical. But it means that they don’t have too much idea

about what to demand. What should be done if the financial

system does collapse? What should be done if Greece really does

get out of the eurozone (i.e. stops using the multilateral EU

currency, the euro, and returns to a Greek currency such as the

drachma) or out of the EU altogether?

If the working class is to organize itself, it has to defend itself

against austerity; it has to have its own program for dealing with

the economic and environmental crises and overcoming neo-

liberalism. The struggle on these issues will not only prepare the

working class to take power, but will have  a good deal to do

with what a workers’ regime will look like when it comes to be.

Let’s consider, for example, one example of how Lenin dealt

with a similar issue.

In 1917, between the February revolution that overthrew the

tsar and the October revolution that would bring the Bolsheviks

the power, the Provisional Government sought to continue

Russian participation in the war, keep the big bourgeoisie and

landlords in power, and stabilize the capitalist crisis. This was a

period of both economic and political crisis. In one of his articles

at that time, “The Impending Catastrophe and How to Combat

It”, (Collected Works, vol. 25, pp. 319-65) Lenin wrote:

“Unavoidable catastrophe is threatening

Russia. The railways are incredibly disorganized

and the disorganization is progression. The rail-

ways will come to a standstill. The delivery of raw

materials and coal to the factories will cease. The

delivery of grain will cease. The capitalists are

deliberately and unremittingly sabotaging (damag-

ing, stopping, disrupting, hampering) production,

hoping that an unparalleled catastrophe will mean

the collapse of the republic and democracy, and of

the Soviets and proletarian and peasant associa-

tions generally, thus facilitating the return to a

monarchy and the restoration of the unlimited

power of the bourgeoisie and the landowners.

“The danger of a great catastrophe and of

famine is imminent. All the newspaper have

written about this time and again. ...

“Everybody says this. Everybody admits it.

Everybody has decided it is so.

“Yet nothing is being done.”

He denounced the bourgeois classes and the government, but

he did more than this. He proceeded to show that measures to

provide relief for the crisis could be taken. He wrote that  “...the

ways of combating catastrophe and famine are available, that the

measures required to combat them are quite clear, simple,

perfectly feasible, and fully within reach of the people’s forces,

and ... these measures are not being adopted only because,

exclusively because, their realization would affect the fabulous

profits of a handful of landowners and capitalists.” (Emphasis

Lenin’s)

He referred to the need for regulation of economic life, and

for “control”, i.e. ensuring that the regulation is implemented. He

talked about 

1) the “amalgamation of all banks into a single bank, and

state control over its operations, or nationalization of the banks”;

2) nationalization of the syndicates (or monopolies);

3) abolition of commercial secrecy;

4) compulsory syndication, i.e. amalgamation into an

association, of the various branches of economic life; and

5) compulsory organization, or at least encouragement or

organization of the population into consumer’s societies.

Moreover, he stressed that these steps should be carried out

in a revolutionary-democratic way, not a reactionary-bureaucratic

one.

He said that these measures would not in themselves be

socialism. Indeed, he said that

“nationalization of the banks...would not deprive

any ‘owner’ of a single kopek” and “is being

delayed exclusively because of the vile greed of

an insignificant handful of rich people. If the

nationalization of the banks is so often confused

with the confiscation of private property, it is the

bourgeois press, which has an interest in

deceiving the public, that is to blame for this

widespread confusion.”

While these measures would not be socialism, he stressed that

these measures point toward socialism, and that it is impossible

to go forward if one feared an advance toward socialism. But he

did not simply say, if we’re in power, things will be fine, or

socialism will automatically solve everything. Instead, he

elaborated the necessary measures to take to avoid perishing

from cold and hunger, and he said that they should be done in a

way that relied on the activity of the masses of working people,

or else the measure would give rise to nothing, or worse than

nothing.

He also pointed out that, in the conditions in Russia of that

time, these measures would not be implemented unless the

Bolsheviks came to power. Various measures to avoid economic

collapse had been taken in various capitalist countries, but they

wouldn’t be taken in Russia; moreover, in the other countries

where they had been implemented to this or that extent, the

capitalists used war-time regulation and control of the economy

to oppress the working masses deeper than ever.

This is a general approach of importance to us today. It’s not

that we should imitate every measure Lenin listed. There is a

century of experience with different measures, and capitalism has

somewhat different forms today. We also have to bear in mind

that the political situation and the mass consciousness is different

today than it was then. At that time, Russia was months away

from the Bolshevik revolution; today, we are still in a situation

of working class disorganization. Then Russia was faced with

imminent working-class revolution; today we are faced with a

protracted period of struggle to develop an independent working

class movement with revolutionary spirit. But the what is striking

is how much of the approach in the “Impending Catastrophe” is

relevant to us today.

It’s important in the crisis to show what are the measures

needed so that the masses can survive the economic crisis that is

throwing millions upon millions out into the streets, and the

measures needed to deal with the looming climactic crisis which
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is already bringing flooding and other hardships to millions of

people. Even though socialist revolution is still distant, we are

entering a period of major economic and political changes. But

whether these changes deepen mass misery and remove working-

class rights, or bring some relief from the crimes of neo-

liberalism, depends on what happens in the class struggle. Mere

bailouts of this or that industry, or subsidizing this or that

program with a few more dollars, means marking time and

preserving the essence of the market-fundamentalist economy.

The working class needs its own program for not only fighting

market fundamentalism, but for influencing what, to this or that

extent, will replace market fundamentalism. There needs to be a

fight for 

* direct relief for the masses, and the end to the trickle-down

economics that implies that saving this or that capitalist industry

or even building green infrastructure will automatically, by itself,

provide jobs,

* the imposition of economic and environmental planning on

a scale that dwarfs what was done in the 1960s and 70s,

* the establishment of economic controls, for enforcing the

plannedmeasures on the capitalists,

* pruning of the overgrown financial system: a replacement

of health insurance by universal health care; the elimination of

whole branches of financial speculation; the nationalization or

control of the banking system; the reorganization of pensions and

worker relief funds so that they are planned with respect to total

production, and not the level of the stock market; etc.,

* and as much worker influence on the measures that are

taken, and their planning, as possible, this being a crucial part of

the fight for democratic rather than bureaucratic methods.

Prior to revolution, the best the workers can achieve is to

have these measures implemented in a partial and distorted way,

and the capitalists will continually seek to take back whatever is

gained, just as now they are taking back the social programs won

by the working masses in decades of struggle. Yet the fight for

whatever is possible now is crucial, or the working masses will

be degraded to mere slaves, the environment will be utterly

devastated, and the development of a fighting movement will be

put off to the 32nd of January. If this fight is to have any real

chance of achieving something, activists should 

* bring the class issue to the fore in all these measures, and

continually show the need, if any progress is to be achieved,  to

fight the entrenched capitalist interests,

* should use the fight over immediate measures to help

organize the working masses and in a way that helps merge all

the individual issues into an overall class struggle, and

* should use the experience of these struggles to help the

masses come to their own conclusion about what a proper

economic system should be and the need for the replacement of

capitalism, even when it’s in state-capitalist disguise, by

socialism. As the crisis deepens, more and more people are

thinking about socialism. Even some bourgeois economists are

talking about Marx, saying that he is right about the bad aspects

of capitalism but supposedly wrong about communism as the

answer. But it’s the working class which will have the final say

on this.

The main forces to the left of the Greek socialists don’t have

this perspective. Nevertheless, it is crucial that the Greek masses

are insisting on continuing the demonstrations and strikes. They

are not going to starve in quiet. This will help inspire similar

struggles elsewhere in Europe, as the crisis  deepens in one coun-

try after another. The mass struggle is not in vain because there

isn’t yet clarity on the goal. On the contrary, as the struggle

deepens, it will encourage major changes in consciousness, and

create the soil for the development of new class-conscious trends.

All this won’t take place overnight. But the bourgeoisie is far too

complacent, not only over where the economic crisis is going, but

over how long it will be able to subjugate the working class to its

market-fundamentalist perspective.

Postscript

Since the above was written in late February, the Greek

economic situation continues to grow more desperate, as the

ruling European bourgeoisie insists that the deal negotiated with

the troika be institute in full force. It doesn’t matter how much

the intervening months have verified yet again that austerity is an

economic disaster in Greece, in Britain, in France, in Spain, and

elsewhere in Europe. It doesn’t matter that forcing Greece into

bankruptcy may well be the trigger that brings down other

European countries, one after another. The bourgeoisie sees its

golden opportunity to enforce market fundamentalism in full

force, cut social spending, eliminate worker protections, and

privatize, privatize, privatize, and it’s not going to be diverted.

The immediate issue is that the Greek government is about to

go bankrupt unless the next round of bailout funds from the

Eurobankers is actually delivered, and the EU won’t grant that

unless the Greek government shows that it is willing to rape the

Greek people with full zeal and enthusiasm. An immediate show-

down on this issue had been delayed for a number of months by

political instability in Greece, but the time for decision is

nearing.

There have been two general elections in Greece this year,

leaving the country in the hands of a second austerity coalition

(the first austerity coalition being the one mentioned above under

then-Prime Minister Papademos), this time led by the conserva-

tive New Democracy party, and supported by PASOK and

DIMAR. The hatred for austerity has been demonstrated in the

elections by the growth of votes for anti-austerity parties of

various political complexions. But in the Greek multi-party

system, the party with most votes gets an extra 50 seats in

parliament (out of 300 total).  So, with a pro-austerity party still

getting more votes than any other party, even if far less than

previously, the pro-austerity parties have squeaked by with

enough seats to form a ruling coalition based on support from

slightly less than half the voters. Of course, to get that support,

the biggest vote-getter among the pro-austerity parties, which is

now New Democracy, promised hand-on-heart in the elections

that it could shield Greece from the worst consequences of

austerity, if only the people agreed to  austerity and privatization

in general. But the European bourgeoisie won’t hear of it.

The details of the two elections are as follows: the agreement

to form the first austerity coalition of “socialist” PASOK and

conservative New Democracy specified that new elections should

be held early — and so there were general elections on May 6,

2012. This election reflected a groundswell of popular hatred for

austerity. PASOK, the “socialists” for austerity, were devastated,

with the party obtaining only somewhat more than one-quarter of
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the votes it had gotten in the last general elections, those of 2009.

The conservative New Democracy was also hit hard, getting only

somewhat over one-half the votes it had gotten in 2009, but

doing somewhat better than PASOK. And, although New

Democracy obtained less than one-fifth of the votes cast, it ended

up as the party with most votes. Meanwhile the anti-austerity

Syriza tripled its vote from 2009, and became the second largest

party in parliament. New Democracy obtained only about 12%

more votes than Syriza, but had over twice the seats in parliament

because of the 50-seat bonus. But even so, New Democracy

needed to form a coalition in order to have a majority, and it was

was unable to do so.

So a caretaker government was formed in order to mark time

until the next general election, this time on June 17, 2012. It was

again fought sharply over austerity, with New Democracy saying

that to reject austerity would mean that Greece would be forced

to leave the Eurozone and reestablish its own currency, the

drachma. To win votes, New Democracy pretended that it could

accept austerity and yet soften it, protect many jobs, and get two

additional years to meet various fiscal targets. Syriza said it

would tear up the austerity deal altogether, but claimed it could

negotiate a better deal with the European bourgeoisie, and that

this would not require leaving the Eurozone.

The result of the June elections was that PASOK continued

its decline, losing yet more votes. Both New Democracy and

Syriza increased their votes substantially, with New Democracy

retaining a modest lead over Syriza. New Democracy would have

had only 6 seats more than Syriza, but the 50-seat bonus allowed

the formation of a second austerity coalition, with New

Democracy’s Antonis Samaris as Prime Minister, and PASOK

and DIMAR joining in this coalition of shame. These three

parties represented about 48% of the votes cast.

While New Democracy was busy insisting that the European

bourgeoisie would be reasonable and soften the bailout terms, the

the troika has been busy insisting on deeper and deeper cuts. A

few days ago a secret letter from the troika found its way into the

press. It showed that the troika was demanding that the six-day

work week be introduced, the hours of rest per day be lessened,

the minimum wage be cut further than proposed earlier, employ-

ers’ contribution to social funds be cut, and on and on. (“Euro-

zone demands six-day week for Greece”, the Guardian,

September 4, 2012, http://www.guardian.co.uk/business/2012/

sep/04/eurozone-six-day-week-greece) 

Meanwhile strikes in the most varied sectors and

demonstrations have continued throughout this period. Not a day

goes by without some protest in Greece. Greece may be the spark

that sets Europe aflame. �

Lobbying fails again: Senate Democrats vote for 5-day mail delivery in bill S. 1789

Organize, unite and resist!

Stop management/Congress war
on  postal workers and public service!

(The following is from Detroit Workers’ Voice #104,
June 1, 2012.)

Bill S.1789 recently passed the Senate. It’s a devastating

attack on postal workers and postal service to the public. Among

its worst features is it sanctions 5-day mail delivery. Senate bill

1789 also goes along with much of management’s plans to close

or partially close thousands of post offices and processing

facilities and wreck public service. The bill would lead to

eliminating 100,000 jobs according to the NALC. And bill

S.1789 sanctions brutal cuts in Worker’ Comp benefits to

thousands of injured workers. The bill’s main difference with

management is merely that it delays some of the massive job and

facility cutbacks for a while. Postal workers and services are still

on death row — only the date of execution has been slightly

delayed.

So continues the combined efforts of management and

Congress to destroy postal workers and the post office as an

institution serving the public. In the Spring of 2011, the APWU

leadership convinced workers to accept a disastrous contract,

doubling the number of low-paid temporary employees, making

future career employees into second-class workers with much

lower wages and benefits and requiring many present career

employees to accept irregular work schedules instead of a normal

40-hour week. The NALC contract is currently in arbitration, and

it’s likely that the arbitrator will agree to harsh concessions on

workers similar to the precedent set under the horrible APWU

contract.

 Meanwhile, management has announced its intentions to

eliminate 220,000 jobs, including 120,000 layoffs. They revealed

their intentions to close thousands of post offices and eliminate

most processing facilities and Saturday delivery. Recently they

decided to save some post offices but at the cost of cutting the

hours at about 13,000 offices with the great majority open only

2 or 4 hours a day. Senate Bill 1789 is a step in helping manage-

ment’s dreams come true. It passed due to overwhelming support

from the Democrats. Indeed, President Obama now endorses

5-day delivery. 

As usual, the Republican-controlled House is putting forward

even more devastating attacks in line with management.
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Republicans Issa (Ca.) and Ross (Fl.) are proposing legislation

to undermine union bargaining rights and create new government

panels with the power to shut postal facilities at will and impose

major cuts to postal worker wages and benefits. House Repub-

licans just passed Rep. Ryan’s bill to cut postal and federal

employees wages via increased worker payments to retirement

funds.

Union leadership’s dead-end policy

What does this history tell us? It shows that the fate of postal

workers cannot be entrusted to the politicians of either party. But

our union officials deny this. Yes, we are told horror stories

about the Republicans. But then we are told that the Democrats

are the alternative. Senate Bill 1789 and Obama’s support for

5-day delivery should dispel that notion. Even the union officials

admit that these particular stands are a problem. But they pretend

that these are mere flaws, not part of a fundamental anti-worker

stand that created the present budget problems in the first place.

The union hierarchy never tires of pointing out the budget

crisis of the USPS would disappear were it not for ridiculous

requirements imposed by Congress in the 2006 postal reform bill

that makes the USPS pay $5-6 billion each year to cover retiree

benefits 75 years in advance. But they “forget” to mention that

this 2006 bill was overwhelmingly supported by both capitalist

parties, Democrats and Republicans alike (and the NALC leaders

at the time).

No matter what, the leaders of all the postal craft unions insist

the solution is vote Democratic, campaign for them, send mil-

lions of dollars to them, become an activist for them, etc. But if

we accept the union leaderships’ advice, we would avoid the

Republican anti-worker steamroller only to be bled to death by

our back-stabbing Democratic “friends”.

Similarly, the union leaderships find ways to embrace

management. Sure, they complain constantly about how foolish

management is. But they and management share the same basic

goals. They both know that the postal service is losing money

right now mainly because of the robbery of the postal budget by

certain government agencies. But they both cooperate to make

the workers pay for this robbery. That’s why, for instance, the

last APWU contract included multi-billion dollar contract

concessions. Insofar as the union officials offer any resistance to

management, it’s almost always confined to filing a grievance,

where unjust regulations and unsympathetic arbitrators ensure

that justice is often denied. 

The way forward: rank-and-file resistance

We are told by the union leadership that however

disappointing the Democrats are, the Republicans would be

worse. We are advised that however hard workers are hit by

union concessions, management wanted even more concessions.

But the idea that there’s no other alternative is wrong.

The rank and file can establish their own agenda, their own

organizing, and their own methods of fighting, independently of

the union bureaucracy.

Certainly an immediate priority is to save 6-day delivery and

end the $5-6 billion dollar annual rob-bery of the postal budget.

As well, we should demand an end to cuts in wages and benefits,

cuts in jobs, increased workloads and the replacement of

full-time workers with low-paid temporary workers. 

Postal service to the public must not be cut just because it

saves money, or as currently happens, postal management merely

asserts it saves money, but only if there is no hardship to the

public. Plans to slow mail delivery times and access to post

offices should be abolished. Indeed there should be improved

service and an increase in the workforce to provide that. The

$5-6 billion robbed from the postal budget should be allocated

for the workforce and service to the public. Should budget

shortfalls remain, government funds should be allocated. (If the

government can find trillions for profit-mad banks and give

billions to private auto companies, it should grant funds to the

postal service, which is supposed to be a public service.)

Such demands are a viable alternative, and even the union

leadership would agree with some. However, they are not willing

to wage a serious fight for them. For this, the rank and file will

have to develop new forms of organization among themselves.

That can begin with forming networks at a particular workplace

or between workplaces. Such groups can hold meetings to

discuss what issues to concentrate on, what forms of struggle

they can carry out, and how to spread the struggle. Leaflets can

be written to expose management and the pro-capitalist

politicians’ attacks on the workers and the ways the union leaders

are selling out. Distribution of leaflets can be used to mobilize

more workers into resistance and to link up with like-minded

workers elsewhere. Distribution at post offices, in working class

neighborhoods and schools can help win allies.

As the rank-and-file groups develop and spread, the ability to

carry out mass struggles will grow. On the rare occasions where

the union leaders stage a protest, the rank-and-file networks can

bring a militant outlook into it. Likewise this can be done at

union meetings. Management can be confronted wherever they

hold public meetings on closing facilities. Recently retired postal

workers, Occupy activists and others marched around and inside

a post office in Portland, Oregon.

The initial forms of resistance can prepare for the bigger

battles that will be needed to stave off the onslaught of

management and both political parties. We will need serious

actions inside and outside the workplace mobilizing the workers

of all crafts, not begging hat in hand every so often before the

politicians.

We should be inspired by the national wildcat strike of 1970

and subsequent wildcat strikes later in the 70s. We should be

encouraged by recent actions of the Occupy movement where

thousands of workers blockaded ports on the West Coast in order

to win demands of longshore workers and truckers. Postmaster

Donahoe and the capitalist political parties will not relent out of

kindness, but only if they are forced to. �
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Solidarity with the Quebec student strike!
The following article is based on a talk at the Detroit

Workers' Voice Discussion Group meeting of June 24, 2012, with

a postscript dealing with subsequent events.

Welcome to the Detroit Workers' Voice Discussion Group.

This is a meeting where friends and interested workers can come

discuss the events of the day with the comrades who write and

distribute  Detroit Workers' Voice. Our aim is to encourage the

creation of an independent workers' movement, that is, that

workers should organize themselves independently of the

capitalists and pro-capitalist parties. There is not a single issue

today, from education to global warming to keeping body and

soul together during the depression, that workers can leave to the

bourgeoisie.

Today's discussion will be the strike of college students in

Quebec. Even though over 150,000 students are on a strike that

is now [late June] in its fifth month, it is barely mentioned in the

ordinary media. The major issues which threaten to bring down

the economy of entire regions, like Greek austerity, are covered.

But when it's a question of the beginning of mass protest, then

the bourgeoisie tries to pretend, when possible, that nothing is

happening. Thus the news here has rarely mentioned either the

Quebec strike, which began in February, or the miner's strike in

Spain, where 8,000 miners have been defying the austerity

measures of the Spanish government. So in holding this meeting,

we aim not just to discuss the strike, but to manifest practical

internationalist solidarity by spreading news of it.

The Canadian bourgeoisie is seeking to implement austerity,

just as the American and other bourgeoisies are. As part of this,

the Liberal government of Quebec has brought in an increase in

college tuition.  It is to rise from $2,168 to $3,793 by 2017. This
1

led to social science students at the University of Quebec in

Montreal going on strike, followed by other students at that

university and other colleges and CEGEP's (a type of pre-

university and vocational college unique to Quebec). Perhaps

170,000 students left their classes and sought to shut the colleges

down. It's hard for me to get a fully reliable figure about this, as

some left sources habitually exaggerate numbers at

demonstrations, but it seems that at least 150,000 students have

been involved in the strike, and the numbers are definitely much

higher if one adds on those students and supporters from the

general population who come to demonstrations. It might be up

to 300,000 or 400,000 people.

There is no question that this is a massive movement in

Quebec; that it has swept from one school to another; and that it

has gained the sympathy of many teachers and of many working

people. It effectively shut down much of the college system, and

demonstrations have taken place all over, from the Stock

Exchange to the main streets of Montreal.

All three main college student federations in Quebec are

involved. One of them is particularly notable: this is CLASSE,

the Coalition large de l’ASSÉ, which is an acronym for

something which in English is the broad coalition of the

association for a student union solidarity. Its core is ASSÉ, the

Association pour une Solidarité Syndicale Étudiant. CLASSE has

about 80,000 members and is apparently the most determined

force among the various student federations. The other two

federations are the Quebec Federation of University Students,

FEUQ, and the Quebec Federation of CEGEQ students, FECQ.

There are many notable features of this struggle. One, which

is often mentioned by bourgeois accounts to denigrate it, is that

Quebec has the lowest student fees in Canada, and even with the

increases it would still have pretty much the lowest fees. These

fees are certainly lower than those we see here for four-year

colleges and universities. But the question is, is it right that these

fees should be there? If the bourgeoisie has succeeded in forcing

Canadian and American college students to be loaded down with

debt and oppression, if it has made college education unafford-

able for working-class students, does this mean that the Quebec

students are wrong to fight? On the contrary, it is an inspiring

thing that the Quebec students are willing to fight unjust fees,

even if somewhat lower than elsewhere, and it is something that

is of help to students elsewhere. And it is notable that those who

say, well, these fees are low, never ask if they are affordable for

the Quebec students, never ask if it is right for them to have to

pay them, never ask if the real issue is that students elsewhere

should stand up and fight too. As a matter of fact, Canadian

students outside Quebec are also fighting higher fees and

austerity — they just haven't yet reached the same level of

struggle as Quebec students.

Meanwhile the Quebec government has taken the same hard

line on students fees as the bourgeoisie elsewhere takes on

austerity in general. Whether it is squeezing an entire country

like Greece or individual sections of the population, the

bourgeoisie is insisting that there should not be any  weakness

shown: the measures must be implemented in full. In Quebec, the

government insisted that it would not back down, but would only

see about giving some additional bursaries to students who had

trouble. The Quebec students rejected this, and went on strike

against the increases.

The Quebec government, as part of its hard-line stand, has

met the demonstrations with repression and has arrested about

2,000 students, mostly using supposed traffic violations as the

pretext. But seeing that the strike continued to grow and gain

strength, it has sought to outlaw the strike and the right to

demonstrate. On May 18 it passed Bill 78, an emergency law

against the students and the general right to demonstrate. It's not,

of course, an emergency for the bourgeoisie when people starve,

or are thrown out of their homes, so long as profits continue. But

it's an emergency when students stand up for their rights.

Bill 78 has been described as the worst bill in Quebec since

the War Measures Act of 1970, during which the Canadian

government dealt with the separatist threat with the iron fist. In

the name of defending the right of students to attend class —

something which the worthy bourgeois legislators don't think is

The provincial Liberal Party governed Quebec from 2003 on, with1

Jean Charest as Premier, until the elections of September 4 , whichth

brought in Pauline Marois as Premier in a minority Parti Quebecois
government



16  Communist Voice  /  September 12, 2012

threatened by fees, arrests, austerity, and repression — it denies

the right to stage the student strike. It mandates draconic fees

against students continuing strike activity; against teachers

supporting the student strike, or any strike; against organizations

supporting the strike; or against anyone taking part in a

demonstration of 50 or more people anywhere in Quebec without

giving 8 hours prior notice to the police and conceding to what-

ever changes the police want. If these measures aren't enough, the

bill specifies that the Minister of Education, Recreation and

Sports can change them at will.

The level of the fines is outrageous. They begin at $1,000-

5,000 per day for students, $7,000-35,000 per day for leaders,

and $25,000-125,000 per day for student or labor organizations.

Moreover, the fines double on each successive violation, so they

could quickly reach astronomical heights.

The Bill also has a bit of cunning. Seeing that the strike was

effective, it suspends classes at 11 universities and 134 colleges

where over 150,000 students were still on strike. It then mandates

that classes start in August and the semester end in September.

To do so, it sets aside the normal requirements for the length of

instruction. The appareny intent is to take the wind out of the

strike by simply shutting down the schools, and then in August

force everyone to quit the strike by dint of outrageous penalties.

The immediate result of Bill 78 was a wave of protest across

Quebec. Not just students, but working people in general were

outraged. Demonstrations took place in defiance of Bill 78, while

in Montreal and other cities people would begin banging pots at

8 pm. 150,000 people demonstrated in support of the strike and

against Bill 78 on May 22, When Gerald Tremblay, mayor of

Montreal, sought to get people to stop coming into the streets to

bang pots, and whined that the noise was so loud that he could

even hear it in his fancy home in Outremont, he only succeeded

in getting 1,000 potbangers to show up outside his house and

bang away.

On the other hand, the associations of businesspeople have

backed the government and Bill 78. What we have is a class

division, where the ordinary people tend to back the students, and

the bourgeoisie not only has no qualms about emergency laws

against protest, but it loves them.

Meanwhile the most recent action of the protest movement

was the day before yesterday on June 22, when tens of thousands

of people demonstrated again. Other actions are planned for July

22 and August 22.

The students haven't been cowed down, but the strike faces

various questions of orientation. There's the issue of how to keep

it going while the schools are official closed during the summer.

There's the question of what to demand in the face of the

government hard line. Some of the student associations are

beginning to back down and talk about accepting some fee

increases. And there is the question of whether to be diverted into

backing this or that political alternative to the Liberal Govern-

ment.

So let's see what the attitude of the different political forces

are. The politics in Canada, both inside and outside Quebec, is a

bit more diverse than here. The major parties are the Conserva-

tives, the Liberal, the New Democratic Party, the Greens (who

got a million votes in the last election), and the Bloc Quebecois,

which is the federal version of the separatist Parti Quebecois.

 The Liberal Party is, of course, the party that, under Premier

Jean Charest, is squeezing the students in Quebec, so there's no

question about its stand.

The federal government in Canada is led by Prime Minister

Stephen Harper of the Conservative Party. The Conservative

Party, despite its history of raucous electoral conflict with the

Liberals, is united with the Liberals on this. It is the party

spearheading austerity on the federal stage; it is a party that

makes no qualms about being a business party; so of course it

backs the provincial Quebec Liberals in squeezing the students.

When a UN representative expressed concern about Bill 78 as a

violation of democratic rights, the Harper government sought

unsuccessfully to get a unanimous declaration in Parliament

backing the Quebec government.

The New Democratic Party is a typical social-democratic

party: it pretends to back the masses while being more concerned

to stay on good terms with the bourgeoisie. So it has been in a

quandary. Some NDP representatives from Quebec have claimed

to support the strike, but the official stance of the party is that, as

a national party, it doesn't intervene in such matters. The national

NDP was even embarrassed when the Conservative Party

accused it of sabotaging the unanimous consent needed to pass

the federal resolution in support of the Quebec government's

right to pass Bill 78. Imagine that, the NDP, the official

opposition in the Canadian parliament, was embarrassed to be

accused of having blocked a unanimous resolution in support of

the most vile act of the Liberal government in Quebec.

 The Greens say they are against Bill 78, but it's hard to find

anything on their website that mentions the strike.

The Bloc Quebecois is the federal wing of the separatist

movement. It would be embarrassing for the separatist Parti

Quebecois to contest federal elections, so a separate organiza-

tion, the Bloc Quebecois, does this. The Parti Quebecois posed

as supporters of the student strike, and its leader Pauline Marois

wore the red square emblem of the strikers. More recently, she

has made a point of removing the red square, while claiming that

it means nothing that she refuses to wear it anymore. It’s also

notable that the Parti Quebecois made several attempts to

increase college and university tuition fees in the past.

None of these forces really support the students, but some of

them wanted to utilize the discomfort of the Liberal government

for their own electoral purposes. Especially the Parti Quebecois

wants to do this. The NDP had recently elected many

representatives in Quebec, which is a first for it, and some of

them were very new and young people and may have sym-

pathized with the strike. But it's clear that the provincial NDP

was hesitant even to make use of the strike for ordinary politick-

ing against the Liberal Government. And among the politicians,

even if they said they opposed Bill 78, they also demanded that

people obey it as long as it was law. This meant that, in practice,

they were allied with the bourgeoisie in suppressing the

movement. This is the same stand as taken by the top union

officials. They claim to support the students and oppose Bill 78,

but say it should be obeyed. This is the same way the class-

collaborationist union bureaucrats suppress the rank-and-file of

their own organizations, and lead union struggles to disaster.

So we see that, despite the surface differences between

Canadian and American politics, some things are quite similar.

The struggle against austerity is a class struggle, with the masses

oppressed by it while all the bourgeois forces are backing
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austerity to this or that extent.

The establishment political trends claiming to speak for the

masses are against the development of a militant movement of

the students and the workers. They tell the masses to give up

their struggle and obey bourgeois dictates. And they promote that

electing their politicians is the only thing that can be done, even

though they support austerity themselves to this or that extent.

But we also see that there is a lively history of mass struggle

in Quebec, one that is worthy to be learned from. How far the

students will succeed in this struggle we don't know. But we do

know that the Quebec students have risen up repeatedly. In 2004-

5, for example, they opposed the early plan of the Liberal gov-

ernment of Premier Jean Charest to freeze financial support for

the universities, and 100,000 students went on strike in 2005,

achieving a small part of their demands. And today, the

movement has returned in even larger numbers. No matter the

immediate outcome, the present movement will serve as one link

in a chain.

The struggle in Quebec is our struggle, too. Solidarity with

Quebec students!

Postscript: The elections of September 4 brought in a

minority government of the Parti Quebecois, with Pauline Marois

to be the new Premier. She quickly announced that she would

cancel the tuition increases through an order-in-council (thus

avoiding an uncertain vote in the National Assembly) and that

Bill 78 (called Law 12 after it was passed) would be repealed.

These steps would be a major victory for the student strike.

 The victory, however, is not the election of a Parti Quebecois

(PQ) administration, but that the government has been forced to

accept some student demands. At the same time as she was

talking of cancelling the Liberal Party’s tuition increases, Marois

also announced that she supports her own version of tuition

increases, but linked to the rate of inflation. The new PQ

government intends, within 100 days of when it takes office, to

have a summit meeting to work out this and other economic and

political issues.  
2

So it can’t be forgotten that PQ is a party of the bourgeoisie,

and, moreover, one with a neo-liberal program, and has repeat-

edly sought tuition increases itself. Indeed, when PQ’s Lucien

Bouchard was premier in 1986 and sought to increase student

fees, he was backed by Pauline Marois, who was then Education

Minister, but a month of student protest defeated the increase.
3

The elections also saw a jump in votes for Quebec Solidaire

(QS), a coalition of various left-wing groups who, among other

things, not only stood for the student demands but supported

defying Law 12. By way of contrast, all the mainstream

politicians and union leaders, even those who said they were

against Law 12, counseled that it should be obeyed while it

existed. Amir Khadir, a QS leader and a member of the Quebec

National Assembly, was arrested on June 6  at a demonstrationth

against the tuition hikes and Law 12. In the current elections,

QS’s vote went up from 3.8% of the vote in the last general

election of 2008 to 6%, and it won two seats this time, instead of

one. This shows the support for radical stands in Quebec. 

 However, although QS supports many admirable social,

economic, and environmental goals, it isn’t clear how it would

accomplish these goals. It also has the problem that it doesn’t just

support the right to self-determination of Quebec, as it should,

but is a separatist or sovereigntist party. Even if its vision of what

an independent Quebec should be differs from PQ’s, QS still, for

example, supports various of the divisive language laws which

PQ also champions.

Meanwhile, while the Liberal Party lost the election and

former Liberal Premier Jean Charest, the leader of the war on the

students, lost his seat in the National Assembly, the PQ and the

Liberal Party remained the top two parties. Furthermore, a new

neo-liberal party, the Coalition for Quebec’s Future, emerged as

the third largest party. It’s clear that the bourgeoisie and its

parties are still set on their neo-liberal course.

The new Premier Marois’s announcement that the Liberal

tuition increases will be cancelled and Law 12 repealed have

resulted in ending strike activity for now. But not everyone is

convinced that the struggle is over. CLASSE, for example, is

wary of the PQ government, and also wants an amnesty for those

arrested during the student strike. It has called a demonstration

for later in September. �

Benjamin Shingler, “Another battle on the horizon for Quebec2

students after election victory,” Leader-Post, September 9, 2012. (http://
www.leaderpost.com/news/Another+battle+horizon+Quebec+students+
after+election+victory/7214685/story.html)

Lucien Bouchard has continually campaigned for tuition increases3

and social cutbacks in Quebec. In February 2010 he joined with other
bourgeois bigwigs in circulating an open letter demanding tuition
increases. And in May this year he joined with other bigwigs in another
open letter, again advocating fee increases and also calling for smashing
the student strike.
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Book review:

The Great Recession and the fight against it
By Pete Brown

Two British writers have come out with recent (2009) books

about the latest economic crisis and tried to deliver Marxist

analyses of it. They are Chris Harman, who wrote Zombie

Capitalism: Global Crisis and the Relevance of Marx and

Michael Roberts, who wrote The Great Recession: Profit cycles,

economic crisis; A Marxist view. Both writers promote the same

analysis of what caused the Great Recession, namely the falling

rate of profit experienced by capitalist investors. They also

endorse Marxism as relevant to today’s crisis. They are right to

point to Marxism, but it’s questionable whether their particular

analysis about the falling rate of profit is the right explanation for

today’s ongoing crisis. And they’re particularly weak on giving

advice to the working class about how to fight the effects of

today’s recession. 

Marx recognized that capitalism engenders periodic system-

wide crises. Just to recognize this Marx had to go against the

main bourgeois economists of his day, who admitted that

disproportions in the economy might crop up from time to time

but who insisted it was impossible for the system as a whole to

go into crisis. The Great Recession has proved this wrong (again)

and has revived interest in Marxism, and it’s timely for Harman

and Roberts to come out with these books. They both contain

criticism of the main bourgeois economic schools of thought

(monetarism and Keynesianism). 

What can be done about the recession? This is the practical

question on the minds of workers today. How can this economy

generate jobs? How do we get out of the recession? Presumably

an analysis of the causes of today’s slump would be connected

to an analysis of how to end the slump; remove the causes, or

change them, and you can produce an economic revival or at

least some relief for the masses. We can’t expect capitalism to

stop getting into periodic crises, but writers on the Great

Recession could at least indicate what kind of measures to

demand as the masses struggle to defend themselves. There is no

guaranteed way out of the crisis, and in fact a period of repeated

crises is upon us. But one would expect a Marxist theory of the

recession would at least have something to say about working

class orientation.

So what do Harman and Roberts have to offer on this? Not

much. They share the view that capitalism just sucks and can’t

be expected to produce jobs no matter what. That’s all very well

for an ivory-tower academic to say, but what about the millions

of workers who have been discarded by the recession? What

about the tens of millions who have suffered reduced work hours

and cuts in wages and benefits? What about the hundreds of

millions who are facing cuts in social security, pensions,

Medicare and other government-sponsored health plans? To say,

“Well, that’s capitalism!”, and leave it at that, is not an activist

approach.

Roberts stresses that profits drive investment, and investment

produces jobs. The recession, he says, is caused by a fall-off in

the rate of profit; the capitalists stop investing, and this dries up

jobs. He doesn’t just discuss up and downs in profit rates but

pushes the theory that a fall in profit rates is the cause of

recession. Such a theory might lead some capitalists and their

friends to say, the way to bring back jobs is to increase the rate

of profit. Thus we’d get the Tea Party/Romney/Ryan plan: cut

wages and benefits, slash Social Security, Medicare and Med-

icaid, tear up collective bargaining agreements and destroy

workers’ pensions, drive the workers harder and in this way

restore profitability. Capitalist spokesmen are constantly whining

on TV, “We need to be guaranteed higher profits, we need

stability, we need promises of tax cuts,” etc. before they’ll do

any hiring.

A self-proclaimed Marxist, Roberts would never endorse

such a plan. But it shouldn’t be regarded as completely out of the

ballpark that some working class “leaders” would advocate

restoration of the profit rate as the solution to workers’ problems.

Look at the AFL-CIO trade union bureaucrats. The main call in

their propaganda is for trade war and sanctions against China,

which they say unfairly competes against American industry. As

they campaign for Obama, at the same time they are

campaigning to push Obama for tougher sanctions against China,

to restore American industry to its pre-eminent monopoly

position in the world. So a call to increase the rate of profit is not

that far-fetched for self-styled “labor leaders.” 

And Roberts has no other plan to offer workers outside of a

few mild reformist suggestions. Instead of encouraging workers

to fight the effects of the recession and analyzing how to build

the struggle, he’s satisfied with musing about profit cycles.

Harman is a little more praxis-oriented, especially in the last

chapter where he gives a call to intellectuals to engage in

struggle. But it’s very short, and general. As a leader of the SWP

of Britain Harman helped promote their reformist orientation in

the movement, but this is generally kept apart from his book’s

theorizing, which concentrates on the rate of profit. 

Harman’s history of stagnation

Harman’s book is mostly a history of 20  century capitalism,th

arguing that it has constantly suffered from a falling rate of profit

and has an innate tendency to stagnation. Today it’s a “walking

dead” system, still feeding off its victims (the workers) but not

producing anything alive. Chapter 6 covers “The Great Slump”

(the Great Depression of the 1930s), Chapter 7 “The Long

Boom” (post-war capitalism, the 1950s-60s). Chapter 8 is “The

end of the golden age” (the 1970s), while Chapter 9 is “The

Years of Delusion” (globalization and the expansion of finance

in the 1980s-90s). Harman argues that throughout most of the

century capitalism has been struggling against a falling rate of

profit. There’s truth to this, since Marx showed that capitalism

has a tendency to produce a fall in profitability even as it

expands production and the mass of profits. Marx showed that as

capitalism expands it has a tendency to expand constant capital

(c) relative to variable capital (v). This results in a constantly

falling rate of profit, given by Marx’s formula, p’ (rate of profit)

= s (surplus value) /( c + v). (See Capital Vol. III, Chapter II.)

But with his chronology Harman is promoting the Trotskyist
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“general crisis” theory, which says that world capitalism has

been in overall constant crisis since 1917, and not before. But

weren’t there crises and in fact long depressions in the 19 th

century? Weren’t there wars and lots of them (including

imperialist wars of conquest) during the so-called “Pax

Victoria”? For Harman 20  century capitalism is chock full ofth

crises and wars, but apparently 19  century capitalism wasth

healthy. 

Marx showed ways the capitalists have of fighting against the

fall in profitability. These are ways of increasing exploitation, of

driving the workers harder, faster and longer. In new industries

or with expanded markets (China, India) the capitalists can also

hire workers new to capitalist exploitation and in this way

expand their variable capital (v) relative to c. Even in old

capitalist countries like the U.S., the capitalists have a huge

supply of “reserve army” of sometime workers (the old, the

young, women, immigrants, rural residents, etc.) who can be

called on to expand v when necessary. 

Harman likes to indict militarism as a way the capitalists

have of avoiding excess constant capital. He says they burn off

old c in wars by bombing and blowing it up, and they throw

away new capital in the sinkhole of destruction. Thus World War

II restored the rate of profit not by building new factories and

employing lots of people but by demolishing old capital. Harman

rightly denounces capitalism for its tendency to generate wars,

but he gives a one-sided view of how the capitalists escaped

from their Great Depression. Aside from destruction of capital,

they also built new industries and hired many new workers,

including women (with strict wage controls, long hours of work,

and intense exploitation under wartime discipline). After the war

the government also gave away many factories – constant capital

purchased with workers’ tax dollars – to capitalist corporations

as they transitioned back to a civilian capitalist economy. 

Harman tries to follow the same logic in his explanation for

the “long boom” of the 1950s-60s, arguing that the capitalists

continued to burn off capital during the Cold War. Maybe they

didn’t actually demolish lots of capital in hot wars, but their

military budgets diverted lots of investment to wasteful military

spending, which propped up the profit rate for civilian industry.

But by the 1970s this combination no longer worked. By this

time so much constant capital had been built up that capitalism

tipped over and went into crisis. Political leaders tried to restore

the system with a dose of Keynesian spending, but it didn’t

work, and Keynesianism also went into crisis. Since the early

1980s capitalist thinking has been dominated by monetarist

market fundamentalists who have presided over a big expansion

of finance capital in the established economies. Through

globalization of industry they’ve been able to prop up the rate of

profit temporarily, but there were periodic scares leading to the

big crash of 2007-08. That’s Harman’s story of capitalism up to

the Great Recession.

Importance of the working class

Despite his faulty logic and one-sided arguments, Harman

has interesting observations to make along the way. He’s good

at emphasizing the decisive role of the working class. In the last

chapter, “Who can overcome?” Harman argues that the working

class is still the decisive political force, and this working class is

still largely industrial. He points out that, even after “deindus-

trialization”, the number of workers in industry in the U.S. was

still nearly 20% higher in 1998 than in 1971 (p. 332). And he

argues that industrial workers play a more important role in the

economy than before, objectively, as their productivity has gone

way up in recent decades. He also points out the close ties

between the newly expanding service industries and manu-

facturing industries: service workers use all kinds of manu-

factured goods provided by industrial workers. And many service

workers are themselves engaged in manual occupations (garbage

collection, truck and bus drivers, longshoremen, postal workers)

just like manufacturing workers. Even the educated strata –

teachers, nurses and other health workers – are increasingly

being forced into disciplined, proletarianized, semi-industrial

positions (p. 334). He argues that most workers, even though

they’re told they’re expendable, actually occupy traditional long-

term jobs, jobs that will not be lost by globalization; and he

concludes, 

“The most important impact of offshoring and

rising imports has not been their role in destroying

jobs, but in helping employers to destroy workers’

confidence in their capacity to defend conditions,

wages and working hours.” (p. 336) 

So he says the most important roadblock to building a new

workers’ movement is subjective, not objective. Harman sees

capitalist crisis creating conditions in which the working class

will be stimulated to overcome misery, and the task of Marxists

today is to help ensure that subjective conditions are created to

push forward a revolutionary situation. 

Thus Harman ends with some inspiring words and

enthusiasm for the future. And his comments along the way give

a trenchant criticism of capitalism, for example his exposure of

global warming and the coming environmental crisis (see

Chapter 12, “The new limits of capital”).  But Harman thinks it

all hangs on his theory of the falling rate of profit, and he isn’t

really very convincing on this. He provides some tables on profit

rates since 1948, and they do seem to show a decline (though

they also show some recovery). But he also endorses Lewis

Corey’s tables for the 1920s. And according to Corey the profit

rate in the 1920s was only half of what it was, according to

Harman, in the 1990s-2000s. In other words, after decades of

“decline”, the rate of profit was still double what it had been

back in the 1920s! So much for the “general crisis” theory!
1

Harman likes to refer to Lewis Corey as an expert on the falling1

rate of profit and the use of it to explain the Great Depression of the
1930s. From Wikipedia we learn that Lewis Corey was the pseudonym
of Louis (Luigi) Fraina, an Italian-American labor activist and one of
the founders of the Communist movement in the U.S. In the early 1900s
Corey was around the IWW and for awhile was editor and chief writer
for the SLP’s daily newspaper. He became a leader of the left wing of
the SP, and he was the first to publish translated works of Lenin and
Trotsky in the U.S., in 1918. He helped found the Communist Party but
was expelled in the early 1920s for misuse of Party funds. He remained
active in left circles and in 1934 published The Decline of American
Capitalism (available online at Marxist Internet Archive). Chapter VIII
of that book, “The Fall in the Rate of Profit”, contains some charts for
the rate of profit in the 1920s. They show up and down movements, but
even in good years for the capitalists, such as 1923, the rate of profit did
not exceed 9.2%, and in bad years such as 1927 it was only 5.5%. (He
shows it dropping to 1.7% in 1930, but this was after the Depression’s

(continued...)
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Roberts misreads his own graphs

Like Harman, Roberts also attributes the present crisis to a

fall in the rate of profit. But it’s hard to tell how serious to take

this, since Roberts misreads his own graphs and charts on the

rate of profit. Roberts doesn’t try to go back to the 1930s and

before; he starts with the post-World War II era, which he calls

the Golden Age of capitalism. Like Harman he argues there was

a very high rate of profit in this era. His charts show considerable

up and down movement since then, but Roberts insists that it’s

all downhill. Chapter 7, “Secular Decline in Profitability,” argues

for a secular (long-term) decline in the rate of profit since the

1950s. But his chart on p. 44 shows a rate of profit in the low

20%s in the 1950s-60s, then dropping in the 1970s to a low of

15% in 1982, after which it recovered in the 1980s to hover

around 19% in the 1990s and after. So yes, on the average the

rate of profit in the 1990s/2000s is lower than it was in the

1950s-60s, according to his figures from around 21-23% down

to 18-20%. But simply to assert this is to overlook the main

change, which is decline in the 1970s and recovery in the 1980s.

What happened in these decades? Roberts never explains this

very well. 

For that matter, Roberts never explains the Golden Age of

high profitability. Like Harman he attributes some of it to the

burn off of capital in World War II, and he also attributes some

of it to the “new, expanding” industries of auto and electrical

goods – apparently they didn’t exist before the war. But like

Harman his main assertion, not supported by his own graphs, is

that of a “secular decline” of profitability caused by a buildup of

organic composition (the ratio of c to v). For some reason this

results in a crisis from time to time. But why? Like Harman he

says the buildup of capital eventually reaches a tipping point, and

this generates a crisis. But why, and at what particular point? 

Roberts’ graphs show a rising rate of profit in the period

around 2005, but then he says a crisis ensued because the rate of

profit fell sometime after that. Did it really? — his graphs don’t

show that. And even if profit rates dropped a little, would that be

enough to trigger a total strike on new investment? Are the

capitalists really that sensitive? More generally, Roberts’ graphs

show the rate of profit dipping whenever there’s a recession. He

takes this to be a causal relation, a fall in profitability causing a

crisis in production. But given the rough timeline in his graphs,

it’s hard to see; it may be they simply coincide. Causality might

even go the other way: as sales fall, the capitalists are stuck with

a load of unsalable goods, so of course their profit rate falls. 

As the book goes on, Roberts more and more recognizes the

ups and downs given by his graphs – that is, he qualifies (without

saying so) his original thesis of a simple decline. But he never

explains the ups and downs, and at the end he’s still insisting on

his original thesis as an explanation for the crisis of 2007-09. 

Can unproductive industries make a profit?

One topic Marxists need to deal with is the structure of

capitalism, how it’s changed in recent decades. Roberts makes

an attempt at dealing with this in his theory of productive vs.

unproductive industries. This is connected to his thesis about the

long-term decline in profitability in this way: postwar capitalism

has developed lots of unproductive industries (he says) which

don’t add to real profits or profitability, and this is what underlies

the general decline in the rate of profit. 

By “productive” industries Roberts means the traditional

commodity-producing industries like mining and manufacturing.

He also includes transportation and communications and some

unspecified services. In these industries capitalists extract surplus

value and generate profits. These profits then get circulated

around and invested partially in “unproductive” sectors, in

which, Roberts asserts, the capitalists may make substantial

profits for themselves, but they don’t generate any profits for the

system  as a whole. No surplus value is extracted, and they don’t

add to the general rate of profit, they only subtract. This is why

there’s a general decline in profitability. 

Some of these sectors may be necessary to the continued

growth of capitalism; for example Roberts mentions education

and other government services. But their growth leads to a

decline in direct profit-making, which eventually makes the

system stall.

Roberts has some accurate comments about the growth of

new industries, and his dismissal of “unproductive” industries

sounds realistic when he’s talking about the financial “industry”

and playing around with fictitious capital on Wall Street. But he

overstates things when he tries to draw a sharp distinction

between value-producing and non-value-producing industries.

Harman is closer to reality in pointing out that many so-called

“service” industries actually involve a lot of manual occupations

and use of industrial equipment. For example in retail: workers

stocking shelves and moving goods around are doing manual

jobs and using industrial moving equipment; sales clerks are

punching keys on a machine for hours at a time. Similar things

could be said of workers in hospitals, hotels, schools, postal

facilities, etc. It’s hard to see how the capitalists involved are not

extracting surplus labor from these workers. 

Anyone who thinks capitalists in the “hospitality” industry

are not making real profits should take a trip to Florida and look

at the miles of high-rise hotels in Orlando and Miami. These

employ tens of thousands of partly unionized workers — clerks,

room cleaners, maintenance workers, busboys, servers, etc. The

capitalist hoteliers take their massive profits from this industry

and invest them no doubt partially in “productive” sectors like

manufacturing; then they take profits from there and invest them

no doubt partially back into “unproductive” investments like

restaurants, cruise ships, amusement parks, etc. So the profits get

churned back and forth between “productive” and “unproduc-

tive” sectors. For the capitalist it doesn’t make any difference, so

long as he’s making a profit. He exploits labor in both kinds of

(...continued)1

beginning.) Harman shows the rate of profit in the 1990s-2000s in
manufacturing as varying between 13% and 17.7% (p. 235), double that
of the 1920s! How is that a “decline”?

Another problem with Corey is that in the 1940s he became a Cold
War renegade who campaigned against Communism on the basis that
the capitalist tendency for the profit rate to fall could be overcome by
rising productivity. This shows that Corey never really understood
Marx, according to whose explanation productivity has nothing to do
with profit rates. Rising productivity means that workers produce more
goods in the same amount of time, but it doesn’t affect the value of the
goods produced in that time (which is a function of the labor time
involved) nor does it affect the division between necessary and surplus
labor time. Harman is grasping at straws when he tries to pull in Corey
as an expert on the falling rate of profit.
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industries. Insisting that only manufacturing produces “real”

profits is like 18 -century Physiocrats insisting that only agri-th

culture produces “real” value. 

Strangely, Roberts himself includes the profits made in retail,

hospitals, etc. in his calculations on profitability. In Appendix A,

“Measuring the rate of profit”, Roberts says he includes the net

profits from all industries and the wages (variable capital) of all

workers. He doesn’t restrict it to just mining, manufacturing, etc.

So his harping on productive vs. unproductive industries begins

to look like a diversion he doesn’t take very seriously himself.

Denouncing profiteering

The fact is, capitalists in the period just before the onset of

the latest crisis were making profits hand over fist. And many of

them, despite the capitalist shakeout, still are. This is well known

and recognized by Roberts, who denounces the capitalists in

some of the best sections of his book. For example, on p. 295

Roberts writes:

“Overall, GS [Goldman Sachs] has got free

money [from the government] worth around

$70bn in the last year. It has paid back about

$20bn of that. But in the meantime, it has been

able to make over $30bn in profit! What is GS

doing with those profits? It is paying its bankers

and directors around 50% in straight bonuses.

This year, GS employees will get about $16bn in

bonuses on top of their salaries – at a time when

a record number of Americans (32m) are on food

stamps, unemployment of various sorts has

reached 16% of the workforce and people are

losing their homes.” 

Roberts even goes so far as to offer a solution on p. 297:

“There is an obvious solution. Bring them all

[the banks] into public ownership and make them

democratically accountable to the elected institu-

tions with a measure of control for the workers in

them. Then the top bankers and their bonuses can

be reined in; then the risk of excessive borrowing

and speculation can be stopped; …” 

This is similar to the reforms urged by Roberts on p. 173:

“… But if deposits are to be saved at the

taxpayer’s expense, should not ownership of the

banks also pass to the people? … People’s money

is not safe with capitalists – only a democratically

accountable state system can make it so.” 

This is the closest Roberts comes to offering a way out of the

crisis for workers.  What’s missing is some idea of how to build

a movement that can actually force these changes from the

government, a movement that can compel the capitalists to cough

up some of their wealth and put their compulsive profit-seeking

under some restrictions. Though lacking in analysis, Roberts

does make a contribution to building such a movement with his

exposures of capitalist profiteering and his relentless exposures

of bourgeois economic “experts.” For example, on p. 281:

“… [Ben] Bernanke [chairman of the Federal

Reserve Bank] propounded in March 2005 that

‘… Higher home prices in turn have encouraged

households to increase their consumption – all

these are good things.’

“When the housing boom burst in 2007,

Bernanke was quick to deny any fallout for

capitalism. ‘We have not seen any major spill-

overs onto other sectors of the economy,’ he

claimed in June 2007. By November, when the

losses for the banking system began to accrue,

Bernanke told the U.S. Congress that any losses

for the financial system would be no more than

$50-150bn. They have currently reached $1.6trn

and are expected to be at least double that

ultimately.

“The ‘free marketers’ were equally unable to

see ahead. Robert Lucas, the president of the

American Economic Association … told his

audience in 2003 that ‘the central problem of

depression-prevention has been solved’ – in other

words, economies could avoid any recessions

from now on.”

This shows Roberts at his best. He amasses quotes from the

bourgeois experts and uses them to show that these people really

don’t know what they’re doing. They’re like the captain of the

Titanic who, after smashing his ship head-on into an iceberg,

shouts “Full speed ahead! We’re right on course!” 

Roberts is also good at throwing out statistics about how the

recession is affecting different classes. He has all the numbers at

hand, how the working people suffer increased unemployment,

loss of homes, higher taxes and cuts in social welfare while the

rich are getting richer. These numbers are familiar to anyone who

reads a daily paper, but it’s good to have them concentrated and

underlined. These are the kind of facts that can fuel a new rise in

the workers’ movement.

How to get things moving

Roberts doesn’t have any plan to fight the effects of recession

and neither does Harman. Harman’s only “solution” for recession

is destruction of capital through wars or ongoing depression, and

Roberts’ solution is similar. Both of them hope that further

misery for the masses will somehow spark an upsurge in the

workers’ movement, but neither of them understands the unique

situation we’re in today. They think a declining rate of profit

somehow disarms the capitalists, makes them weaker and easier

to push over. Roberts thinks reform measures will be fairly easy

to carry through.

But that isn’t our situation today. The working class is

disorganized and disoriented, and the capitalists are stronger than

ever. They aren’t in a weak position ideologically or financially.

Profits in fact are very high, and the capitalists don’t feel

compelled to resort to radical measures to restore them. The

recession wiped out a lot of weaker capitalist firms, but the ones

left are stronger than ever. Low interest rates are not encouraging

firms to borrow and invest in productive activity; on the contrary,

they borrow from the government just to buy government bonds

which pay a higher rate of interest. Financial firms make profits

hand over fist by pushing money around in a circle and making

handlers’ fees. Firms are sitting on trillions of dollars in cash, but

they make higher profits by sitting on it than they would by

hiring people and building new sectors of the economy. Higher

productivity means they can produce the same number of cars,

houses, etc. that they used to without hiring more people. 
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The average rate of profit is in fact more difficult to calculate

than either Harman or Roberts thinks. But whether the rate of

profit today is going up, down or sideways, one thing is clear: the

working class is hurting while the rich capitalists, propped up by

the capitalist governments, are doing better than ever. Regardless

of the rate of profit, workers need jobs, and they have a right to

demand their needs be met. The capitalists put us in this fix, and

we should angrily demand relief measures at least.

This kind of anger fueled the rise of the Occupy movement,

which had some basically correct ideas. First, the importance of

class differences (“the 99% vs. the 1%”). Their percentages and

analysis were off, but the basic idea, that the needy are getting

stepped on while the greedy are being bailed out, was (and is)

correct. Second, their tactic of mass gatherings in the streets. The

working class and poor can’t rely on the rich media and contacts

with the bourgeois politicians; they must use the means they

have, mass pressure. These tactics need to be followed up and

expanded by workers today, but they need to be supplemented

with clearer class analysis and political organization so the

movement can stand up to blandishments and outright attacks

from government leaders. 

It would be wrong to think (as Roberts apparently does, in

some places) that we have a working class party already in place,

ready to implement reforms as soon as the rate of profit drops

off. Last year the politicians, mostly Democrats, undermined

Occupy with promises of help and then smashed occupations

with police attacks (coordinated by Obama’s Homeland Security

cops). This year the Democrats and trade union leaders are trying

to pull activists into the campaign to re-elect Obama, as if he

represents a block to the capitalists’ program.

But Obama is just another sellout politician. In 2008, despite

all the hype about “hope” and “change”, the only definite policy

endorsed by Obama was support for Bush’s bank bailout. This

was important for candidate Obama, as it assured rich supporters

he was a safe defender of the establishment. Four years later the

banks are doing fine while millions of workers suffer the effects

of high unemployment and cutbacks in government services.

Obama never brought the jobless rate down as he promised and

never devised a bailout for underwater homeowners as he

promised; the only promises he’s kept were to the rich. Today a

couple congressmen have jobs bills they’re trying to push, but

Obama ignores them; he doesn’t endorse, favor, or even mention

these mild reforms. Instead he sticks to his game plan: don’t rock

the yacht.

Lenin’s advice: go after the capitalists

But this is what needs to be done. The capitalists need to be

targeted as the cause (and beneficiaries) of the system’s collapse.

We can take good advice for this from Lenin’s article, “The

Impending Catastrophe and How to Combat It.” This article was

written at a time (September 1917) when the Russian economy

was headed for disaster, and Russia was in the midst of a

revolutionary crisis. So the situation isn’t exactly the same as

today, but what Lenin says provides some guidance for workers

today. Lenin argued that any partial solution (short of socialism)

must be something that actually hurts capitalism and hurts

profitability. There’s no way around it. Either the capitalists or

the workers must be forced to pay for today’s crisis. The

bourgeois politicians Romney, Ryan, Obama, etc. can’t imagine

forcing the capitalists to pay, so their only solution is to force

cuts onto the workers. The Romney/Ryan plan is to do so

directly and brutally, while Obama’s plan is to be less direct, to

talk the workers into meekly accepting cuts on their own. Neither

of them can imagine forcing the capitalists to pay.

But this is just what must happen. Of course any measures to

help the workers will be denounced by Republicans as

“socialism”, but this is hyperbole. A partial solution – a jobs

program, for example – is not permanent and is not even

“creeping socialism.” But, as Lenin argues, you can’t be afraid

to open the door toward socialism, you can’t be afraid to trample

on bourgeois rights and privileges. Otherwise you won’t get

anywhere. This is where the trade union bureaucrats and other

self-styled working class leaders get stuck. They bend over

backwards to find a “win-win” solution that benefits both

capitalists and workers, but actually means cutbacks for the

workers and continued domination by the rich. 

Workers should be in the streets today demanding no more

cutbacks, demanding jobs, demanding an end to layoffs, and

demanding that the rich pay for these programs with higher taxes

or even special levies. These are things workers can fight for

today, and such a fight will prepare workers for the struggle

tomorrow to get rid of capitalism entirely. �
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Say NO to fracking!
By Pete Brown

Over 1,000 people marched in Albany, New York on August

27 in a demonstration against fracking. They were protesting

New York Governor Andrew Cuomo’s plan to open up parts of

New York to fracking. Until now fracking has been banned in

New York, but after he took office Cuomo ordered a study of the

issue. After four years the study commissioners are about to

issue their report, and when they do Cuomo has warned

environmental groups he plans to OK fracking in some parts of

the state. He’ll probably allow it to begin along the Southern

Tier, the border with Pennsylvania, where fracking has already

begun. 

The protesters targeted Cuomo with banners, signs and

cardboard caricatures. They advised him to “just say no” and

chanted, “Make fracking a crime!” The most common sign was

“Ban fracking now!”, but many demonstrators carried homemade

signs with their individual sentiments like “Don’t frack my

farm!” and “Think your water is safe? Think again!” The march

stopped in front of government office buildings in the state

capital and finished with a rally at a nature preserve. 

The protest was sponsored by an umbrella coalition of groups

called “Don’t Frack New York.” These groups and others have

joined together to sponsor a “Global Frackdown” coming

September 22, which will feature teach-ins in many different

localities. The oil and gas industry is finding itself facing a horde

of local environmental groups as it tries to push fracking into

localities and states not yet impacted by it. Meanwhile activists

in New York continue to target Gov. Cuomo: a group of them

confronted Cuomo when he visited the New York state fair, and

Cuomo was heckled by activists when he appeared at a recent

panel on energy policy. Activists are dogging him for pretending

to be anti-fracking when he ran for office and now reversing

himself.

A crime against the environment

Fracking, or hydraulic fracturing, is the latest technology

used to extract natural gas from underground. It uses

multidirectional drilling to tap sources of gas deep underground.

Shale formations contain much natural gas locked up in the

rocks; this is blasted out of the rock with water under high

pressure. To make the water more slippery and thus less subject

to friction, various poisonous chemicals are mixed with the

water. As the gas is extracted from the well, much of this

polluted water is then returned to the surface. 

There are many dangers to this practice. Much of the polluted

water is left underground, where it may leak into groundwater

nearer the surface, water used for drinking, bathing, etc. We

don’t know exactly what chemicals are used, and federal laws

protecting commercial secrecy make it impossible to find out,

but it’s generally recognized they include benzene and other

highly carcinogenic chemicals. This “flowback” also contains

minerals picked up from underground, some of which are

radioactive. It also contains radioactive tracers gas companies

use to track their drilling. Even when returned safely to the

surface, there’s a big question about what to do with the polluted

water. It can’t be returned to the regular water system, since the

chemicals it’s infused with are highly toxic and difficult to

separate from the water. This isn’t just a problem for the future;

already thousands of fracking wells have been drilled in

Colorado, Pennsylvania, Texas and other states, so it’s a pressing

problem regardless of fracking’s future. 

The solution that’s been taken up in some places is to inject

the polluted water back underground into supposedly safe places

deep underground and supposedly walled off from groundwater.

But forcing water back underground in these injection wells also

has problems; in Arkansas the result has been hundreds of small

earthquakes. Even if these earthquakes don’t cause much damage

on the surface, there’s the danger they may open up fissures that

allow the polluted water to seep up to groundwater near the

surface. 

Another solution considered is to require gas companies to

reuse the polluted water, to store it in large containers and then

take it to other drilling sites. One problem with this is the sheer

quantity: each well uses millions of gallons of water, so large

containers would be necessary. Transporting those opens up the

possibility of spills on the roadway or railway and poisoning

workers assigned to do clean-up. This is complicated by the fact

that gas companies will not reveal what chemicals are in the

polluted water, and the bourgeois doctrine of commercial secrecy

allows them to get away with this. Courts in Pennsylvania have

ruled that people who have been sickened by fracking may be

treated by doctors who have been informed by the gas companies

what chemicals were used in the fracking; but the doctors are

strictly forbidden from telling anyone else, including the

patients, what those chemicals are. This shows the insanity of

capitalism, which not only allows, but insists on, people not

being informed about chemicals that are poisoning them. 

Plus, there’s the issue of taking millions of gallons of fresh,

drinkable water and infusing it with chemicals, making it

impossible to use again without expensive chemical processes

(which won’t be done). This is criminal in a time of increasing

droughts and the ever increasing cost of providing safe drinking

water to people as the water table is depleted. One would think

that the criminals involved would be jailed, but the oil and gas

industry is specifically exempted from the federal Clean Water

Act. Since the federal EPA cannot act, in Pennsylvania it’s asked

the state EPA to step in and test areas around fracking wells for

radioactive minerals in the water. So the federal and state EPAs

bounce the ball of responsibility back and forth. Meanwhile local

water treatment plants usually can’t test for radioactivity

themselves, and even if they do, they don’t have the means to

separate radioactive minerals from the water.

Another problem is the seepage of natural gas. Fracking

causes fissures in the rock and allows natural gas to seep up into

groundwater. Gas companies say this can’t happen because

groundwater is only a few hundred feet down, while the wells are

many thousands of feet deep and separated from groundwater by

walls of rock. But experience tells otherwise. Various academic

studies (by Cornell U., Duke U., Colorado School of Public

Health) have shown a definite increase in natural gas around

areas of fracking, both in the water and the air. There are many

reports of animals and humans being sickened in the area. But
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here again, gas companies’ pollution of the air is completely

legal because the oil and gas industry is exempted from the

Clean Air Act. The federal EPA did a study of some of the health

dangers from fracking in 2004, but the results of this study were

censored when it was released, so the exact health dangers

remain unknown. (Ian Urbina, “Pressure Limits Efforts to Police

Drilling for Gas”, New York Times, 3/3/2011, http://www.

nytimes.com/2011/03/04/us/04gas.html?pagewanted=all)

Aside from the immediate danger of making people and

animals sick, natural gas (mainly methane) is a serious addition

to the problem of global warming. Methane is actually a much

worse global-warming gas than carbon dioxide. Aside from

seepage through the ground, there’s a big loss of natural gas

through the wellbore and through cracks in pipes. These are

problems with any traditional gas wells and pipelines, but the

problem is intensified with fracking. Fracking also damages the

integrity of other pipelines in the area as it cracks the rock.

Another problem is the possibility of a blowout, which actually

happens quite often, and when it does gas, oil, polluted water,

etc. are spewed across the surrounding area. 

There are many other problems with the development of

fracking. Many of them involve the economic development. The

gas industry brags about bringing development to rural areas, and

some property owners do profit financially. But it also brings a

lot of headaches: hordes of gasfield workers move into an area

that doesn’t have facilities to take care of them. The workers end

up living in motels, trailers, RVs, etc. for months at a time.

Narrow country roads are now jammed with heavy machinery

and tanker trucks that tear up the roads. These are problems that

could be dealt with, given a certain amount of economic planning

and forcing the gas companies to pay for development. But that

doesn’t happen; local communities, and the people who live

there, are forced to pay for everything. 

Propaganda from the cancer-stick people

The bourgeoisie like to make a fuss about the need for

“energy independence.” This is one of their arguments for

busting shale and extracting natural gas – it’s a domestic source

of energy and so presumably helps reduce U.S. dependence on

foreign oil. But the only ones acquiring “independence” are the

energy companies that sell their product around the world.

Taxpayers and working people in the U.S. end up paying the bill

for any problems while the oil and gas companies make billions

in profits.

Energy companies have been running a national ad campaign

to convince people to support gas drilling. One of the lies they

promote is that there’s nothing new to fracking, that gas drilling

has been going on for decades. But actually there have been

problems with gas wells for decades; these are just ignored by

the ad campaign. And in fact the technology of fracking is new.

Fracking involves very long, deep drilling, going in different

directions and using pressurized, chemically-laden water to break

apart shale. The technology for this “horizontal slickwater

fracturing” has been developed only in the last 15 years. It’s used

not only for gas extraction but also for oil; it’s made possible a

new oil boom in North Dakota and Texas, and as oil is depleted

from the North Slope in Alaska, there’s talk of using it there too

to extract harder to get oil.  Oil and gas companies try to say the

new technology has less environmental impact than the old

technology, because there’s less surface disruption from drilling

wells: since each well can be drilled in any direction for long

distances, fewer wells need to be drilled. This is true, but the

dangers from fracking also occur at long distances in any

direction. 

The industry ad campaign was designed by the PR company

Hill and Knowlton. This is the same firm that used to promote

smoking in the 1950s and 60s and denied that tobacco use had

any links to cancer. The gas industry is using experienced liars

to promote fracking. But its effect is limited; while many

national and statewide politicians have been won over, many

local environmental groups are drawing a line in the sand and

saying, “Not here.” 

Bourgeois politicians promise tight regulations

To try and disarm opposition, the bourgeois politicians in

support of fracking are promising tight regulation to ensure safe

drinking water. Gov. Cuomo has promised that New York will

have “the tightest regulation of any state in the country”, and

New York City mayor Bloomberg has called for a “tightly

regulated” fracking industry. Bill Richardson, former Energy

Secretary in the Clinton administration, has also come to

Cuomo’s support. At a panel on energy sponsored by the New

York state Democratic Party, Richardson said he was all for

“strong regulation” but insisted “Natural gas is the future. It is

here.” (New York Post, August 24)

In the first place, Cuomo promises that the watershed for

New York City will be protected and no fracking allowed there.

But if it’s important to protect the water of New York City, why

isn’t it equally important to protect the water of Albany,

Syracuse, Binghamton, etc.?

Further, environmental activists have plenty of experience

with “tight regulation” and see its results. Look at the BP oil

spill, for example. Look at the Enbridge oil pipeline spill in

Michigan. Look at the hundreds of accidents and safety problems

at nuclear power plants. Even Cuomo’s investigation of fracking

was a joke, like Obama’s moratorium on new drilling in the Gulf

of Mexico. Give it a little time, let the opposition die down, then

go back to business as usual, the government in bed with the

corporate polluters. 

Regulatory capture is a phenomenon of capitalist

government. Look at the Wall Street meltdown in 2007-08.

There were numerous government agencies in charge of

watching Wall Street, but they all “missed” the danger signs until

it was all over. Why? They were too busy partying with the

people and institutions they were supposed to watch. Similarly

with coal companies and the OSHA regulators who are supposed

to be watching out for coal miners’ safety. The corporations

bribe the regulators, and there’s regular interchange of personnel

as the government regulators quit their job and get hired by the

corporations, and vice versa. 

Even politicians not directly bribed by the corporations still

buy into the general bourgeois philosophy of market funda-

mentalism. The main thing is to promote freedom for the

corporations to make as much money as possible, especially the

energy monopolies. The politicians shy away from

environmental regulation as much as possible just as they shy

away from economic planning. Oil and gas companies are

exempted from air and water regulation, and industrial practices



September 12, 2012 / Communist Voice  25

are protected by commercial secrecy. Naked capitalist ideology

is promoted especially by Republican Party politicians who

stridently promote “Drill, baby, drill!” and oppose any

government regulation. So they love to hate Obama because he

wouldn’t approve the Keystone XL pipeline from Canada

without first having an environmental impact study. But the

Democrats’ approach isn’t that different: first they “study” and

“investigate”, then they hold some hearings, and then it’s “Drill,

baby, drill.”

Environmental activists who are seriously concerned about

the dangers of fracking are sick of this charade. So the main

slogan at the August 27 demonstration was “Ban fracking now.”

They didn’t call for tighter regulation, but for a complete ban.

This puts these activists on a collision course not only with the

corporate polluters but with politicians, including Democrats like

Cuomo, who act as corporate front-men.

The coming collision

The energy monopolies are not going to stop their push for

fracking. Besides New York, they are pushing for gas extraction

from the entire Delaware River basin, the border area of New

York, New Jersey and Pennsylvania. The government commis-

sion in charge of the river basin has ordered a “review” and a

“study” to see if this is feasible; no doubt they will follow the

same path as Gov. Cuomo, at first feigning interest in scientific

evidence and then capitulating to the rich corporations. Gas

companies are also signing leases all over northeastern Ohio, and

there’s significant activity in Colorado. 

The energy monopolies’ push for fracking isn’t due to any

concern for “American energy independence” or the needs of the

masses, but because the energy companies are bent on main-

taining their profits without bothering with a shift to alternative,

renewable energy sources. Because of their powerful position

within the bourgeoisie, they’re able to run roughshod over others,

using whatever technology is easiest for them, and to hell with

its impact on the environment. They’ve already paid for mineral

rights in many areas, and they aren’t about to back off from

fracking. Activists who are seriously concerned about clean

water and air are thus going to be forced into a confrontation. In

this confrontation activists should look to the working class for

support. 

The working class is the only force that can act as a

consistent counterweight to the corporations and their

government. Corporate capture of regulatory agencies can only

be countered by mobilizing the working masses to demand more

transparency and to get workers involved in the enforcement of

regulation. This doesn’t mean just having a few trade union

leaders sign off on things, to avoid rocking the boat and continue

getting their fat paychecks. It means activists going directly to

the masses, not through the sold-out politicians and union

leaders, and mobilizing them for actions. 

Up to now over 100 municipalities in New York, including

the city of Binghamton, have passed resolutions against fracking,

and recently Vermont became the first state to ban fracking.

Local resolutions are the result of struggle by local activists who

should be applauded for their work. On the other hand, many of

these resolutions are more like declarations of intent rather than

outright prohibitions, and many are based on legalistic arguments

about the rights of corporations, etc. Their actual legal status will

be up in the air if the state of New York sanctions fracking, since

state law overrules local ordinances. So local resolutions don’t

end the struggle; they intensify the need for activists to expand

their outreach to workers and prepare militant actions. 

Environmentalist groups that are serious about clean water

and air will be forced into a clash with the energy monopolies.

Serious activists welcome this fight, because they’re sick of

being controlled by the sold-out politicians compromised by ties

to corporate polluters. If they’re able to gain the support of wide

masses of the working people and to develop a program of

standing up to the capitalists, activists have a chance of winning

the battle against fracking and participating in the general

movement of class struggle. �
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The Trayvon Martin murder
and the anti-racist movement

On Sunday, April 8, the Detroit Workers’ Voice Discussion

Group discussed the Trayvon Martin murder and the movement

that arose to condemn this racist crime. The following article is

from the invitation to the meeting.

We will be discussing the details of the event itself — the

murder of the 17-year-old black youth Trayvon by the

neighborhood watch guard George Zimmerman in Sanford,

Florida, February 26th. We will dissect the lies put forth by

Zimmerman and his supporters, who claim that he acted in self-

defense, and show that the incident was indeed a murder.

We will discuss the refusal of the Sanford police department

to arrest Zimmerman [he was finally arrested on April 11] and

show that this illustrates the institutional racism that lies behind,

encourages, and abets racist murders like these. We will discuss

the Florida “stand your ground” law which allows the use of

deadly force on the slightest pretext. We will show how it is part

of the growing repressive apparatus of US capitalism, and also

how this apparatus is connected to continuing racism and

chauvinism against black people and other minorities.

We will discuss how the murder of Trayvon Martin has

swiftly called forth an outburst of protest across the country.

Beginning with declarations from Trayvon’s family, the

movement has escalated into rallies and marches in Sanford, and

elsewhere in Florida, and spreading around the country, nearly

every day since the event. People everywhere have worn hoodies

as symbols of solidarity. In the social media many similar cases

of racist abuse and murder are being exposed and attacked, both

current and from the past. This is an important development,

which is part of the incipient resistance of the working class to

the capitalist attacks that are escalating during the economic

crisis.

The murder of Trayvon Martin is both a racist atrocity and a

sign of the repressive atmosphere in the US, in which liberal

mayors ordered the police to throw the Occupy movement of its

encampments, while the conservatives are busy demonizing

blacks, immigrants, Islamic people, and others. Overall, the US

now jails a higher percentage of its population than any other

country in the world. While the US has only 5% of the world’s

population, it has 25% of the world’s prisoners. At the same

time, black males are imprisoned disproportionally, and there are

now more black males in the grips of the criminal justice system

(in jail, on probation, or on parole) than there were slaves prior

to the Civil War. 

Finally, we will discuss how the Trayvon murder, and the

mass protests against it, raise not only the question of how to

build the struggle against these atrocities, but also of why the

civil rights movement and the black rebellions which capped it,

though resulting in definite progress, were unable to eliminate

racism and white supremacy. Today these evils are taking

outrageous forms, both familiar ones and new ones. Activists,

especially black activists, are asking, “why do we still have to

fight this?” They are saying that “now we even have a black

president, yet we are still shot down like dogs! Now, over 150

years after the abolition of slavery, we have to counsel our

children how to avoid being murdered by white racists. What’s

up with this?” 

There may be a black president, but the capitalist class still

rules the US, and it is on the rampage against both the working

class and various minorities. The Obama administration has only

feigned sympathy to some of the victims of racism, while doing

nothing to stop the growing wave of repression and racism.

Worse, the Obama administration is continuing the reactionary

and chauvinist campaign started by then-President Bush after the

Sept. 11 attacks of 2001; it is adding more and more police-state

measures, carrying out more and more anti-immigrant raids, and

giving the police more and more powers. Obama’s stand is

symptomatic not only of the reactionary stand of the American

bourgeoisie as a whole, but of the deepening class divide in the

black community between the bourgeois black leadership, which

has joined the oppressors, and the black working and unemploy-

ed masses, whose conditions of life degenerate by the day. 

Lenin said that imperialism is “reaction all along the line”.

This truth is revealed once again by the racist murders in the U.S.

today, and the high rates of imprisonment in major imperialist

countries like the US and Russia (the first and second most

enthusiastic jailers of their own population). Not only is the

capitalist class seeking to slash living standards of the working

masses in the economic crisis, but it is introducing one repressive

measure after another and singling out blacks, immigrants, and

other minorities as special targets of attack. Help build the

struggle against racist murders and the growing apparatus of anti-

working class repression! “
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Why the struggle against revisionism is important

About the Janaozen massacre of striking Kazakh
workers and the reaction of the revisionists

An introduction by Communist Voice, and two articles from the May 2012 issue of 

the Ukrainian journal Klassovii Vzglyad (Class View) 

Introduction

On June 4th this year, thirty-four oil workers and supporters

in Kazakhstan were convicted of rioting or “organizing and

participating in mass unrest” to punish them for taking part last

year in a major oil strike against OzenMunaiGasi, a subsidiary of

KazMunaiGas, which is Kazakhstan’s state oil and gas company.

Despite court rulings that the strike was illegal and the firing of

about 1,000 strikers, the workers had persisted in their struggle

for seven months. Then, on December 16, 2011, Kazakhstan

Independence Day, the police attacked a mass gathering of

strikers in the town of Janaozen, setting off widespread street

fighting. In the course of this, the police killed at least 17 people

and wounded 100 or more. This was a bloody massacre by the

corrupt and repressive regime of President Nazarbayev, and it

was intended both to smash the strike and to stop the overall

wave of mass protest that is simmering in the country. The

various trials of the strikers have been a further atrocity, with the

imprisoned workers being tortured in an attempt to blame them

fir having supposedly provoked the massacre. Roza Tuletaeva

was accused of being the strike leader, and she has been subject

to both torture and an especially long sentence. Protests and

appeals against the sentences are continuing.

The vast oil, gas, and mineral wealth of Kazakhstan has been

used, not for the prosperity of its working people, but for the

development of a market economy and the enrichment of a

corrupt regime. Discontent and worker actions have spread

through Kazakhstan, and workers have won a number of

struggles. The Janaozen massacre is a frenzied attempt to drown

their movement in blood.

One would think that all groups and trends who claim to

stand for the working class would condemn the Janaozen

massacre. But, as we shall see, there are those who claim to be

socialists and communists, and yet support the massacre. We

reprint below two articles translated from the May 2012 issue of

Klassovii Vzglyad (Class View), a journal of Ukrainian Marxist

activists, one of which condemns the fake “Communist” Party of

Ukraine for endorsing the Janaozen massacre, and the other gives

some of the demands of the Janaozen strikers.

It is a major feature of left-wing politics today that such

differences over a capitalist massacre of strikers can exist. It

shows that the disputes among those who claim to be Marxists

aren’t simply doctrinal squabbles. There really is a major

division between those who actually stand for Marxism-Leninism

and the working class, and those who use some of the phrases of

Marxism but are willing to back massacres of workers in

Janaozen and elsewhere. These fake communists are revisionists,

people who distort Marxism to the point that it loses its revolu-

tionary character and becomes an apology for repressive regimes,

whether in Kazakhstan or Syria or elsewhere. In the

Commonwealth of Independent States, a loose association of

many of the countries of the old Soviet Union including Russia,

Kazakhstan, and, unofficially, Ukraine, many of these revision-

ists are Stalinists, who not only long for the old Soviet Union, but

are nostalgic for the harshest days of Stalin’s rule. 

The Communist Voice Organization believes that commun-

ism will eventually appear again as the banner of the revolution-

ary working class. But it can only do so when it is a revolutionary

and anti- revisionist communism, which is opposed to the state-

capitalists who have dragged the communist banner through the

mud. �

About Kazakhstan

Kazakhstan used to be part of the Soviet Union, and

became independent in 1991 as the Soviet Union collapsed.

The Soviet Union, while claiming to be communist, had

actually developed a state-capitalist system under Stalin, and

maintained this system right to its end. State-capitalism, while

different in form from market capitalism, still amounts to a

ruling bourgeoisie running the economy for its own benefit.

When the Soviet Union collapsed, the new regime in

Kazakhstan promised that things would be so much better than

in the old Soviet days, and it proceeded to develop a market

economy, as was done in Russia as well. This has brought

neither freedom nor prosperity. The country has been ruled

autocratically by President Nursultan Nazarbayev for over two

decades since independence, and the new market economy has

meant widespread poverty and heartless exploitation of the

workers. The market economy did, however, bring approval

from the Western bourgeoisie.
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Execution of workers in Janaozen
from Klassovii Vzglyad (Class View–A Journal of Internationalist Marxism), May 2012

The editors of Klassovii Vzglyad regret to inform readers that

much of the analytical material about the massacre of oil workers

in the Kazakh city of Janaozen, which was prepared specifically

for this issue, for technical reasons has not seen the light. We

hope to later put it on the blog Against the Current. However we

could not ignore the execution of the Kazakh workers, as in the

recent history of the CIS this execution is an unprecedented

phenomenon. Therefore we are printing materials that relate to

the events in Janaozen. In the first place, here is the appeal about

the seven-month-long oil strike, which also was a prelude to the

December tragedy. The appeal clearly shows the purpose of the

workers’ movement in Janaozen. And secondly, an article by our

comrade appears, denouncing the attitude of the Ukrainian

Stalinists towards Kazakh events. 

What prompted the residents of Janaozen
 to resort to protest on the 16th

Dear citizens of Kazakhstan! 

Brothers and sisters, mothers and fathers!

For seven months, day and night, in the heat and frosts, the

oil workers have stood in “Yntymak” [Solidarity] Square in the

city of Janaozen. These simple people are demanding that the

authorities show respect and fair treatment for the workers,

respect for the work of your brothers and sisters, respect for the

work of mothers and fathers. 

For seven months, no one from the “Ak Orda” [Kazakh Presi-

dential Palace in Astana], neither the President nor the ministers,

nor any deputies of the Majilis have arrived to conduct

negotiations! They do not want to hear, see, and solve the

problems of the people! 

For seven months, they have been supported by oil workers’

movements and independent trade unions around the world! They

were supported by simple workers, steelworkers, miners, mining

engineers, doctors, and teachers from all of Kazakhstan! The

workers were supported by deputies of the European Parliament.

The struggle of our workers was seen all over the world! The

workers’ struggle is everywhere! 

The workers’ demands are legitimate and peaceful. We are

well aware that on their struggle depends the fate of our children

and the future of all working people of Kazakhstan! We

understand that ordinary people: teachers, doctors and nurses,

and the workers, drivers, and ordinary police employees want to

live as human beings and must support the struggle of the

workers. For the oil workers, and for all of us, free higher

education should be available for our children, with

kindergartens, and medical care. Everyone should have money

for affordable housing! And for this, by the Constitution of our

country, all the wealth belongs to the people, not to the thieving

investors and the fat cat bureaucrats! 

Brothers and sisters! Let us work together, every one of us,

to strive for a better life now, not later, as the authorities are

promising us on the TV! Striking oil company workers work very

hard and they hold on thanks to the help of simple people, not the

authorities. Let’s help the workers and demand:

* Liberation of Natalia Sokolova [a labor union lawyer jailed

during the protest], who was protecting the Kazakh workers, and

recognition by the authorities of the strike and the subsequent

lockout, restoration of any and all laid-off workers, and removal

of all judicial charges against workers and trade unionists;

* Improvement of living and working conditions, increase of

wages, pensions, and the application of industrial and increased

coefficients [hazardous work pay] not only for the oil workers,

but for all workers without exception, throughout Mangystau

Province;

* Independent investigation, punishment and dismissal of all

officials, employees, whose actions led to the incitement of social

hatred, lawlessness, humiliation, judicial and bandit harassment,

beatings and brutal murders of workers and their families;

* Nationalization (back to the people as state property under

the control of the workers) of enterprises in the mining sector;

* We all now need independent trade unions and to create our

own political parties, which will protect us, not millionaires and

employers.

On December 16, 1986, our brothers and sisters, who took to

the streets and squares in Almaty, won independence for all of

us. But the authorities have stolen the freedom of ordinary people

and appropriated all of our wealth, appropriated fields, refineries,

and means of production, and they have appropriated the work

of many generations of our fathers and grandfathers. The

government 20 years ago lied and promised us a good life, and

they have continued to loot and plunder! What will happen when

the oil runs out, and the other wealth? Is this what our ancestors

shed their blood for, to preserve these riches for us?

On December 16, 2011 all self-respecting people will come

to a peaceful rally and protest in Yntymak Square in Janaozen.

And together we must make a choice:

Do we need this shameful government, that does not think

about the people?

Do we need free elections to the Majilis of deputies

representing workers and ordinary people?

 Join the oil workers, stop work, create trade unions, workers’

committees and go to “Yntymak” Square!

* Together we will achieve justice!

* Together, we will become the masters of wealth and

achieve a better life for ourselves and for all the people of

Kazakhstan!

* We will return to the people the freedom and independence

of the Motherland!

* Together we will achieve respect for work and decent pay

for work!

* Together we are an invincible force!

On December 16 rise up to fight for the rights of all the

people of Kazakhstan! We are not silent slaves! Enough of

enduring humiliation and deceit!

The Action Team of Mangystau Province Residents �
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Fangs of the Ukrainian Stalinists
from Klassovii Vzglyad (Class View–A Journal of Internationalist Marxism), May 2012

On January 4 [2012] in the pages of the party organ of the

Ukrainian Communist Party, an article appeared under the title

“An ‘Orange’ Express Train Moscow - Astana [capital of

Kazakhstan]”, which literally shocked the Ukrainian left-wing

circles. In this paper, the Ukrainian Communist Party leadership

finally gave its assessment of the execution of the oil workers in

the Kazakh city of Janaozen on December 16, 2011, and also

commented on the recent protests in Russia. It would be better

not to have done this ...

The vast majority of the Ukrainian public has long known the

essence of Symonenko-ism [referring to Petro Symonenko, the

Chairman of the Ukrainian Communist Party or CPU]. In

addition to nostalgia for the strong hand of “the father of nations”

[Stalin], having been intimidated by the ubiquitous U.S.

imperialism and delighted with authoritarian regimes a la

Lukashenko [authoritarian President of Belarus] and Putin, the

Ukrainian Communist Party has distinguished itself by being

perfectly unscrupulous, among the leftish political forces, in

surrendering the interests of Ukrainian workers to the absolute

corruption of Ukrainian bourgeoisie.

It was quite clear why the Ukrainian pseudo-Communists

kept silent, and did not condemn the crimes of the Kazakh

government against the workers. Stalinists are uncomfortable

with talking about such things, because they have their own

finger in the pie, and it is worth recalling at least the Shakhty

case in 1928 or later the massacre of the workers in 1962 in

Novocherkassk, in 1961 in Temirtau, in 1963 in Krivoy Rog, etc.

The CPU-ists, as the ideological successors of the CPSU, would

prefer to keep silent, to erase the memory of the facts of the

humiliation of the working people in the “socialist” (in fact,

state-capitalist) system, or at least to disown them, as Khrushchev

did with Stalin.

However, as it has turned out, the helmsman of the CPU has

not had his fill of arrogance, cynicism and desperation, and

confirmation of this was the article already mentioned, in which

Ukrainian “communists” identify themselves with the crimes of

the regime of Nazarbayev [President of Kazahkstan]. The author

of this article, presenting the “party line”, states that, with the

shooting of oil strikers, “Kazakhstan’s leadership acted toughly,

wisely and appropriately ...”. In addition, it denied they were

workers at all, but instead disguised rebels (as if the video is not

clear that the military was shooting down unarmed people) ... No

comments ... After these statements, only a deficient person

could consider the CPU to be a left organization.

Then, switching to the recent events in Russia, the author

again continues the “general line” of the CPU by sharply

condemning the recent protests against election fraud, saying that

 “those who are eager to be Robespierres used to live rich and

bold” ... Symonenko and Co., who are so obviously trying to

justify their complete inactivity in their familiar warm deputy’s

chair, are “communists” who are scared of any public street

fighting, even for their bourgeois constitutional rights. But the

Ukrainian Stalinists do not forget next to express their reverence

for Putin, and called the demonstrators “rabble of the capital”,

who had a pitiful look “in the eyes of the colonel of the Soviet

intelligence” ... 

The Ukrainian Communist Party is a political corpse, which

is not of much interest to Marxists. It disturbs others that the

grinning fangs ideology of Stalinism, which continues to live on

in the former Soviet Union, fully emerges in this article. The

ruling class, especially in the CIS [Commonwealth of

Independent States, which is a loose association of a number of

the countries which were formerly in the Soviet Union], has

learned to use this ideology to their advantage to protect their

own position, and for the discrediting of Marxism-Leninism. and

to undermine the communist movement. Unfortunately, quite

often revolutionary-minded youth who have easily accepted the

simple patriotic and romantic teachings of the theorists of

Stalinism, which are manifested in the form of a veiled Great

Russian chauvinism, are often not fully conscious participants in

the movement, with imperial attitudes, enthusiastic for

authoritarian and totalitarian political systems, etc.

Marxists must consistently and continuously disclose the

nature of anti-labor great-Stalinism, dissociate itself from this

right-wing conservative political movement. Only a Leninist

organization can help to free the workers from capitalist slavery.

�
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The American left and the Arab Awakening

On Sunday, June 19, 2011, the Detroit Workers’ Voice

Discussion Group held a meeting to discuss the reaction of the

left to the Arab Spring. Below is the meeting announcement,

which gave an assessment of the Arab Spring and why various

left groups were upset about this upsurge of popular struggle. It

pointed to the historic nature of the uprisings that shook or

overthrew  entrenched tyrannies, but without glorifying the likely

outcome of the democratic struggle. It’s been over a year since

then, and this assessment still holds. Unlike the shameful

assessments by those Trotskyist groups like the Workers World

Party or the Party for Socialism and Liberation that denounced

the popular struggle in some Arab countries, and unlike the

wildly vacillating assessments of some other Trotskyist groups,

who one day hailed the democratic movement of a country and

created the impression that socialism was around the corner, and

the next day declared that the people’s struggle had been

hijacked by imperialism and had accomplished nothing, the

Marxist-Leninist assessment of the democratic struggle provides

a coherent framework to judge what’s going on in struggles such

as those in the Middle East and North Africa, and where these

struggles may lead.

The mass uprisings throughout the Middle East and North

Africa have inspired millions of workers and activists around the

world. One would expect a similarly enthusiastic response from

left-wing groups and those who declare themselves communists.

And indeed the struggle in such countries as Egypt, Tunisia, and

Bahrain have generally been greeted by enthusiasm. But certain

left-wing groups are skeptical of the uprisings in Syria and Libya,

and have denigrated the movement in Iran for a long time.

For example, in the face of the horrendous massacres of the

people by the Assad regime in Syria, the Workers World Party

has declared its support for the regime. It embraces the bloody

efforts to repress the movement and writes:

“Syria’s internal situation may be difficult to

understand, but in this unfolding struggle clear

statements of support for the Syrian government

and against U.S. destabilization efforts have come

from Hugo Chavez in Venezuela, Hezbollah

Secretary General Seyyed Hassan Nasrallah in

Lebanon and several exiled leaders of Hamas, the

Palestinian organization that was elected by the

people of Gaza.” (Sara Flounders, “Events in

Syria — Which side are you on?”, “Workers

World”, May 5, 2011, www.workers.org/2011/

world/syria_0512/).

What’s happening is that the mass upsurge in the Middle East

and North Africa has shaken bourgeois regimes of all types: both

overtly conservative regimes, and regimes which falsely posed as

“socialist” and “anti-imperialist”. For decades, police-state

regimes have ruled over much of this region. They have taken

away from the Arab and other Middle Eastern and North African

peoples much of the fruits of their past revolutionary struggles

against colonialism and the local exploiters. But in the Arab

spring, in one country after another where there was tyranny and

increasing impoverishment, the masses rose up. Uprisings have

struck at regimes whose ruling parties were associated with the

“Socialist International” (such as the fallen regimes in Tunisia

and Egypt), and they have struck at regimes which claim to far

more radical. They have struck at regimes which tie themselves

closely to US imperialism, but also to those who look expectantly

to other, rival imperialisms. These uprisings have torn the mask

off the sugared words of tyrants. And they have revealed once

again the big gulf in the left between those who really stand for

the independent organization and struggle of the working masses,

and those who put their faith in supposedly benevolent tyrannies.

There is an added complexity in Libya because American and

European imperialism have intervened militarily with the NATO

bombing campaign. The fight between NATO and the Qaddafi

regime is not a fight for humanitarianism, but one between two

utterly reactionary forces, and moreover between these two anti-

people forces which were increasingly good friends only

yesterday. But the key struggle going on in Libya is still between

the democratic uprising and the Qaddafi regime. It is a great

danger both for the Libyan people and the entire region that it

was this fight between two reactionaries (NATO and Qaddafi)

that prevented the democratic movement from being drown in

blood. But the Libyan uprising is still part of the general

democratic movement of the region.

To a lesser extent, similar complexities exist throughout the

Arab spring. The present upsurge is shaking the old Middle East.

But it has its particular conditions. Everything the insurgent

masses are split up into disparate groupings, and nowhere is the

uprising led by a solid revolutionary movement. Everywhere

different class factions take part in the struggle, and everywhere

different class interests are expressed. Although these struggles

are against bourgeois governments, everywhere elements of the

bourgeoisie are involved in the uprisings; and everywhere there

are strong illusions in the Western imperialists. Moreover, even

as the masses fight the market fundamentalism of the old

regimes, there are strong elements in the movement who

advocate more market fundamentalism, and they will be

supported by imperialism and regional reactionaries.

The result is that the Arab spring will be only one step in a

long struggle for liberation, albeit an important step that

revitalizes the mass struggle in the Middle East and North Africa

and reverberates around the world. But these conditions also

pose a theoretical challenge to those groups, such as the

Trotskyists, who don’t believe in stages of struggle and who

often finds ways of giving “military but not political support” to

reactionary regimes; they pose a challenge to non-class anti-

imperialists, since some of their favorite regimes are falling; they

pose a challenge to the Stalinists, who also backed various of

these regimes and whose idea of democratic struggle is to back

the bourgeoisie; and, to all of us who desire to show solidarity

with this momentous historical movement, they pose a challenge

to find our way in this complex situation.

This meeting will discuss the general social nature of the

Arab spring. It will show that the basic principles of Marxism-
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Leninism on democratic struggle, such as those outlined by Lenin

in Two Tactics of Social-Democracy in the Democratic

Revolution, provide — when combined with consideration of the

present social and political conditions — a solid foundation for

analyzing this mass struggle. These principles show why the

overthrow of tyranny doesn’t result in immediate liberation, but

in an intensified class struggle. They provide a basis for

understanding that the working class not only has to fight for the

most complete destruction of the old dictatorial apparatus, but to

develop its own independent class movement; in fact, the two

tasks are linked, because only the working masses - - not the

imperialists, and not the bourgeoisie — really wants a thorough

destruction of the old dictatorship.

This discussion will also deal with how the inability to grasp

the social nature of the Arab spring, or — in some cases — even

to support the democratic movement, shows how serious the

struggle is between revisionism and real Marxism-Leninism. The

revisionists (Stalinists, Trotskyists, etc.) speak in the name of the

working class and even Marxism-Leninism, but have long

revised or abandoned the basic Marxist principles. This is not a

minor doctrinal question: it bears on such things as whether one

supports or opposes the bloody repression of the democratic

movement.

Come join us this Sunday and discuss these issues! �
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Solidarity with the Syrian uprising and
 the Arab Spring!

By Joseph Green
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This article is loosely based on a talk I gave at the Detroit
Workers’ Voice Discussion Group on July 29th. I have
dropped the detailed discussion of events in particular
countries, and replaced it with a vast amount of additional
material on the attitude of the left to democratization. I have
also referred to relevant events since the talk, such as the
infamous Marikana massacre in South Africa. — JG

Every day brings more news about Syria. The uprising
continues and grows despite many hardships and deaths as the
regime strikes back at villages and cities with heavy weapons:
tanks, artillery, helicopter gunships, etc. The uprising has
spread throughout the country until there is even fighting in
Syria’s capital Damascus, and now in Syria’s main commer-
cial center and largest city, Aleppo. The determination of the
Syrian people, and their hatred for the decades of tyranny and
torture, has undermined the dictatorship of the Ba’ath Party
under Bashar al-Assad. The despotic regime is still able to
carry out massacres, but its grip on power fades from day to
day.

In Egypt, a different type of struggle is presently taking
place. The tyrant Mubarak was toppled from power, but the
“deep state” behind the Mubarak regime — the generals,
senior bureaucrats, and privileged business kleptocrats who
were the base of Mubarak’s power — still have most of their
power, and they are seeking to make their power permanent.
Meanwhile the variegated mass front that opposed Mubarak
has divided: the bourgeois Islamists, having won the
parliamentary and presidential elections, are seeking their
own rule through compromise with the military; many
Egyptian bourgeois liberals have been supporting the “deep
state” in fear of the Islamists; and the more radical section of
the masses are not sufficiently organized to seriously
challenge the situation. The euphoria of victory over Mubarak
has been replaced by worry over whether there will be
Mubarakism without Mubarak, and by concern over how the
left has to change in order to be a major force. 

In this article, we take the balance-sheet of the last year of
the Arab Spring. Syria and Egypt represent two different

aspects of the Arab Spring. In most countries, struggles
continue with the aim of overthrowing entrenched regimes
that trampled people’s rights for years. But in Egypt, Mubarak
was overthrown; in Tunisia, Ben Ali fled; and in Libya, the
Qaddafi dictatorship was smashed. In these countries, the
euphoria of victory has been replaced in varying degrees by
concern over what comes next.

We are not disillusioned and disheartened by this
outcome. On the contrary, we see that the Arab Spring has
continued to reverberate around the world. And we see that
the Marxist view of the democratic struggle and of its role in
the working-class movement provides insight into the new
developments in the Arab Spring.

It’s also time to examine again the opposition of much of
the American left to some of the uprisings of the Arab Spring.
Recent years have been hard times for the left. But the
existence of trends which set themselves against some of the
most important struggles and uprisings of millions upon
millions of people shows that some of the problems of the left
are self-inflicted. The skepticism of the left, both here and
elsewhere in the world, towards the rising to new political life
of the working masses of the Middle East and North Africa
can only give rise to a reverse skepticism of the masses
towards such a sorry left. The disarray in the left over the
Arab Spring shows that the differences in the left aren’t
simply a matter of squabbling. The present-day crisis in
revolutionary theory and orientation can’t be avoided; and it
is necessary to puncture the pretenses of revisionist trends,
such as Trotskyism and Stalinism, to be Marxist.

Different views about democracy

Different classes and political forces have different ideas
about democratic movements. The bourgeois market-funda-
mentalists want to use the overthrow of tyranny to speed up
market reforms, and they would like to see the “deep states”
of the dictators remain the behind-the-scenes power. 

The petty-bourgeois democrats believe that democratic
reforms mean the complete economic and political liberation
of the masses. They idealize the democratic struggles they
support and fail to see the need for an independent working-
class movement which has goals that go beyond democratic
reforms. And so, when they see the actual mixed and gritty
character of a particular democratic struggle, they may regard
it as a fraud. 

The Trotskyists preach that the struggles of the Arab
Spring will amount to nothing unless they lead directly to
workers’ power or socialist revolution. This results in an
attitude to democratic struggles that can be strikingly similar
to that of the petty-bourgeois democrats: the struggle will
either lead to complete liberation or it is a fraud.
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In contrast, Marxism-Leninism holds that the democratic
struggle leads not to utopia, but to the possibility of a broader
and wider class struggle. It emphasizes the difference between
democratic change, however radical, and the socialist
revolution, and yet it recognizes that democratic struggles are
of vital importance to the exploited masses. The democratic
struggle can lead to a more conscious political life among the
masses, and to greater knowledge by the working class of its
own interests and of the exploitative nature of the
bourgeoisie. The setbacks and zigzags that follow the
overthrow of the tyrants; the breakup of the old coalitions;
and the development of new alignments are not just
difficulties: they are a situation in which people learn to
recognize and fight the real aims of the various exploiting
classes and of outside imperialisms.

Last year we discussed the Arab Spring in the Detroit
Workers’ Voice Discussion Group. We looked at the divided
and complex nature of the insurgent movements and noted
that

“The present upsurge is shaking the old
Middle East. But it has its particular conditions.
Everywhere the insurgent masses are split up
into disparate groupings, and nowhere is the
uprising led by a solid revolutionary movement.
Everywhere different class factions take part in
the struggle, and everywhere different class
interests are expressed.” And we said that “The
result is that the Arab Spring will be only one
step in a long struggle for liberation, albeit an
important step that revitalizes the mass struggle
in the Middle East and North Africa and
reverberates around the world.”1

Democratic euphoria

But this is not the view of bourgeois and petty-bourgeois
democratism. Marwan Bishara, senior political analyst for Al
Jazeera, evaluates the Arab Spring from an outlook that
doesn’t see beyond democracy in and of itself in his new
book The Invisible Arab: The Promise and Peril of the Arab
Revolution. He writes with passion of the historic role of this
movement, saying

“... today’s Arab generations are finishing the
job their grandparents started several decades
ago by extending the liberation of the land
[decolonialization—JG] to its people
[democratization—JG], and in the process,
recovering their personal and national dignity.
That’s why today’s revolutions are the
culmination and embodiment of the social and
national consciousness that rejects the repres-
sive Arab state order and favors democratic
change. Those rushing to count the losses and

gains and to judge the casualties of each
passing Friday are missing the point about the
historic transformations sweeping through the
region. Regardless of barriers and setbacks, the
genie has now left the proverbial bottle. This
break with the past may not necessarily bring
about positive and/or immediate change, but the
decisive break has been made.” (p. 176)

He expresses an enthusiasm that every person who is in
solidarity with the working people of the Arab world should
feel. He reflects the optimism of the great movement that is
taking place, and is right about its significance going far
beyond the immediate results. He accepts that there will be
bumps and setbacks and hard work ahead, and in a section
entitled “Fasten your seatbelts” writes that

“The next few years promise to be difficult.
The revolution’s aftershock could be dangerous
if people are not prepared to combat the
looming forces of counter revolution, which
manifest in the region’s pervasive dictatorships,
in its reactionary political and religious
movements, sectarian groups, and with the
cynical regional and international powers. The
revolutions have added new elements of
unpredictability to a region bridled with
instability and conflict...” (p. 224)

But he doesn’t let the problems and sacrifices to come
obscure that change is coming. Nor does he see that change
as anything but democratic change: he doesn’t even consider
the question of major change in the economic system 

Bishara writes at a time where the disintegration of the
present democratic movement into its component class
fractions is still, in most places, a matter of the future.  It2

hasn’t entered into his consciousness yet. He sees the
democratic change and downfall of utter tyranny as the
solution to all the problems of the region, including poverty.
He doesn’t see that exploitation continues and even expands
with the downfall of tyranny, and that class struggle
intensifies. His stand is that of a pure-and- simple democrat.

It’s not that he doesn’t see that poverty and desperation
provided the fuel for this uprising. He talks of how

“Unemployment and repression began to alter
the structure of Arab family life, as a whole
generation could not afford to marry or to have
children.” (P. 65)

And it’s not that he doesn’t see that the working class has
played a major role in this historic movement. Indeed, he
criticizes the media for

DWVDG meeting notice, 19 June 2012. See pages 30-31 of this1

issue of Communist Voice.

The Arab world has sharp class conflicts, but in the heat of the2

desperate and determined struggle against the entrenched dictatorships,
the movement appears as something in which class differences, other
than with the very rich, are muted in the face of the common grievances
against tyranny and the denial of all rights. In fact, the different classes
have had different aims and a different attitude to and role in the
struggle from the start. But the consciousness of the class differences
and their importance gets muted for a time.
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“neglecting the vital role played by the Egypt-
ian and Tunisian labor unionists and activists in
2011 and the likes of Hached [head of the
General Union of Tunisian Workers until his
assassination in 1952 by a French paramilitary
hit squad—JG], decades earlier. Tunisian and
Egyptian workers have a long history of clashes
with the authorities and the military in the
1970s and ‘80s, the result of which is that labor
unions and middle-class syndicates in both
countries evolved quite sophisticated, highly
networked, and democratically organized
membership and leadership structure —
regime-controlled syndicates and unions
notwithstanding.” (pp. 100-1)

Indeed, he points out that
“Between 1998 and 2004, there were more

than one thousands cases of collective worker
action throughout Egypt. ... The turning point,
however, came on April 6, 2006, when more
than twenty thousand workers went on strike in
Mahallah, a major center for textile production.
In December 2006 and September 2007, civil
servants and white-collar labor groups joined
the movement.” (p. 104)

And it’s not that he doesn’t see Western economic policy
as a problem. He writes that

“As their debt-laden economies deteriorated
in the late 1980s, most Arab countries inter-
ested in foreign loans and investments had to
take new austerity measures and ‘reform’ their
economies in line with Western diktats.” (p. 45)
And he writes about “the failure of the U.S.-led
neo-liberal policies of the ‘Washington
consensus’...” (pp. 231-2)

He even has some feeling for the peculiar position of Al
Jazeera, which itself is based in monarchist Qatar, and he
writes that:”The fact that Al Jazeera belongs to the Qatari
state ... adds another paradox to the complicated world of
Arab television.” (p. 188)

But in his view, the working class is just one part of a
broad coalition. Bishara doesn’t see that this coalition has
seriously different class interests, and he imagines that the
cherished unity of the people against tyranny will continue
into the future after tyranny falls. He writes that

“I doubt the Arab revolution could have
taken down regimes if it were not for its
pluralistic, diverse, and creative nature, and I
believe more of the same is needed for the post-
revolutionary stage of the revolution to
succeed. Nationalists, leftists, Islamists, and
others put their differences aside as they were
led by an ad-hoc coalition of young activists,
students, the unemployed, labor unions,
bloggers and artists, the religious and the
Marxist, and women and men, who adapted to

emerging realities.” (p. 216)
And indeed, at the high point of the struggle against tyranny,
it appears that everyone — except a few privileged klepto-
crats — is united for freedom. The thought that, as time goes
on, the class antagonisms between the workers and various
bourgeois strata also oppressed by the old tyrannies might
break into the open is beyond him.

He does see some serious problems facing the people after
the dictators are overthrown. He is concerned to assure that
“Arab democrats and open-minded Islamists” work together
in constructing a new world; and he looks expectantly
towards various “moderate” but very bourgeois Islamic
parties, writing that “The ruling AK Party in Turkey has
shown the way forward in accepting the parameters of the
secular civic state, and it seems An-Nahdah, the party that
won more than two-fifths of the Tunisian parliamentary seas,
will follow in its footsteps.” (P. 221) And no doubt the
relationship of the masses to the Islamic trends is an
important issue for the future. But he doesn’t trace the
evolving relationship of these trends to the local bourgeoisie
or suggest that class issues could be hidden under the Islamic
garb. 

His pure-and-simple democratic standpoint is also
reflected in his economic views. Yes, he denounces the
poverty, “austerity policies, waste, fraud, and under-
development”, and so on. But he sees all this as a result of
“political suppression, economic corruption, discrimination,
gender politics, instability and war”, of “waste, fraud, and
underdevelopment”, of lack of transparency, and of the utter
greed of leaders who raped their countries. And surely that’s
part of the story — a very real part of the story. But that’s all
he sees. He doesn’t see that capitalist development itself, even
when combined with democracy and relative transparency,
also leads to inequality and misery. He sees the aspect of the
Washington consensus that hypocritically imposed the
interests of a small section of the bourgeoisie on the entire
country, but he doesn’t have the faintest idea that the basic
operation of the market leads to devastation. It’s a bit amusing
that, at one point, he denounces the old regime for having
“ignored fiscal discipline, tax reform, or securing copy-
rights...” (p. 53). Copyrights? That was the problem facing the
masses? Or the lack of the fiscal discipline, which the
bourgeoisie deals with by taking away the subsidies that let
people survive while in poverty? And, while praising the
ruling AK Party in Turkey and An-Nahdah in Tunisia, it never
strikes him to ask whether the market-fundamentalist policies
of these parties can really lift the yoke of unemployment and
poverty from the masses.

Non-class anti-imperialism

Bishara radiates enthusiasm and confidence from the point
of view of pure democratism. And that’s probably the main
way in which pure democratism is reflected in countries
where the people are rising in struggle. Such a viewpoint has
strong roots among the working masses of the Arab world,
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who have been subjected to decades of dictatorship.
But not all people with a merely democratic outlook

sympathize with the Arab Spring. In the US left, petty-
bourgeois democratism sometimes results in opposition to
some of the popular uprisings. The people and trends involv-
ed may take part in a number of struggles against racism, war,
and poverty, yet they sneer at the struggle against dictatorship
in such places as Syria and Libya. They regard themselves as
the truest and most staunch anti-imperialists, but they are
championing non-class anti-imperialism, a stand which is
anti-imperialist only in pretense, because it is detached from
the mass struggle in the countries of dictatorship. Non-class
anti-imperialism is more concerned with how a democratic
struggle might affect the momentary power balance between
the big powers, or even the sales of some oil company, than
whether the masses of a country are free or how to encourage
the class struggle. The non-class anti-imperialists have more
faith in benevolent despots (at least many of them seem to
persuade themselves that these despots are benevolent,
although the legions of victims of these regimes might dispute
that) than in the people these despots rule over. 

In a way, the non-class anti-imperialists are still fighting
the Cold War. They didn’t understand in the past that both US
capitalism and Soviet state-capitalism were both enemies of
the working class. And today, after the collapse of the Soviet
Union and the East European bloc, they don’t recognize that
not just the big powers of the West, but Russia, India, and
China are imperialist countries, and that siding with one
imperialism against another is a betrayal of the struggle
against world imperialist system. So they side with any
regime which is, or was historically, a bit closer to Eastern
imperialism than Western imperialism.3

Serious anti-imperialism must base itself on the struggles
of the masses. Anything else is play-acting. It’s only the
working masses who have a consistent interest in destroying
imperialism as a system. But at a time when democratization
struggles are rarely directed explicitly at imperialism, the non-
class anti-imperialists have lost faith in the peoples of many
countries. And when the Arab Spring erupted, they were
shocked to see not just the regimes closest to US imperialism,
but also their favorite dictatorships under attack, and they are
engaging in a diehard defense of them. They generally sided
with the bloody regimes of Qaddafi in Libya and Assad in
Syria. The worst of the non-class anti-imperialists have
slandered the Arab masses standing up against dictatorship as
reactionaries, jihadists, Al Qaeda memberss, racists, and
Western agents. Their terms of abuse against the heroic
activists of the Arab Spring often closely resembled those of
the Western imperialists in their “war on terror”. 

Despite their belief that they are the most righteous anti-
imperialists, the non-class anti-imperialists have much the
same outlook as the imperialists themselves. The Western
imperialists have constantly expressed skepticism and doubts
about the uprisings and sought to replace them with com-
promise solutions. Thus UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon
declared on Friday, August 3, that the Syrian conflict had
become a “proxy war” between outside powers, and called on
the big powers in the Security Council to come together and
impose a settlement. This was immediately echoed by the
social-democratic Institute for Policy Studies. Phyllis Bennis,
a fellow of the IPS and director of their “New International-
ism” project, wrote that “even UN Secretary-General Ki-
moon acknowledges the conflict has become a proxy war
between world powers” that has supposedly “drowned out”
the democratic aspirations of the masses. She writes that
“right now unfortunately, that outside super-power game
remains dominant.”4

Bennis and the non-class anti-imperialists believe that,
when they quote imperialist officials denigrating a mass
uprising, this is irrefutable. She even think it strengthens her
case to point out that Ban Ki-moon “usually represents
Washington’s positions”. It never strikes her or other non-
class anti-imperialists that their zealous agreement with such
assessments by people  representing Washington’s positions
might show a common outlook with this or that faction of the
imperialists. Instead, she believes that the good fight is to
support a compromise solution, such as that sought by Ban
Ki-Moon, in which the masses lay down their arms, and there
is a diplomatic settlement agreed to by the dominant foreign
powers. And yet such a solution is the goal of the “outside
super-power game”, an actual “downing out” of the demo-
cratic movement, and a denial of the people’s right to root out
the Assad dictatorship.

Non-class anti-imperialism gets a certain plausibility from
the complicated and rapidly-changing political situation in the
Arab Spring. In the Arab Spring — as in most revolutions and
uprisings in the past, including those supported by the non-
class anti-imperialists — there are many intrigues and inter-
ventions by outside powers favoring one or the other side or
trend.  There was even the US/NATO air war in Libya, which5

 The difference between such regimes isn’t as clear as the non-class3

anti-imperialists believe. For example, in recent years Qaddafi’s regime
was embraced warmly by European imperialism, literally, as various
European leaders welcomed Qaddafi personally. While Qaddafi’s
regime was slightly closer to Eastern imperialism, and Tunisia to
Western imperialism, Qaddafi himself warned against the downfall of
Tunisia’s Ben Ali, displaying the solidarity of one dictator for another.

“Syrian Uprising Morphed Into Regional and Global Wars”,4

August 10, http://www.ips-dc.org/articles/syrian_upri_sing_morphs_
into_regional_and_global_wars.

 In periods where an old reactionary system is being broken up, the5

forces of the old are usually in crisis, divided, and veering this way and
that. If all the foreign reactionary and imperialist powers were united in
direct opposition to the struggle, and rendering a united support to the
local reactionaries, it would be hard for any change to take place. This
doesn’t meant that the reactionaries are friends of the masses: the
outside forces of the old world are seeking to utilize the situation for
their own advantage, even when they intervene to some extent against
dictatorships they supported until yesterday. But it does mean it’s
absurd to announce that Arab Spring has been “hijacked” by
imperialism — as non-class anti-imperialists have done with respect to
various of the struggles — simply on the evidence that these divisions

(continued...)
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occurred at the same time that the Western imperialists
expressed doubts about the insurgent Libyan masses. But it
isn’t that hard to see that what is taking place in the Arab
Awakening is a genuine movement of the democratic masses.
It’s the dictators that cry out that it’s all a foreign plot, just as
the segregationists used to shout that the civil rights move-
ment in the South was the result of “outside agitators”.

The non-class anti-imperialists are responsible for
presenting the left in an ugly light before the working class.
They demonstrate repeatedly their willingness to overlook or
even back the most outrageous repression of the masses of
this and that country. Today they vilify key parts of the Arab
Awakening. Yesterday they backed the bloody Saddam
Hussein regime in Iraq when US imperialism invaded. They
couldn’t distinguish between the people of Iraq and the
regime, and couldn’t realize that there were three sides of the
struggle in Iraq, not two: the clearest sections of the Iraqi
masses were opposed to both the Hussein regime and the US
occupiers. Some, such as the Workers World Party and the
Party for Socialism and Liberation, go so far as to support the
Taliban’s struggle as supposedly anti-imperialist: they don’t
understand how to support the Afghan masses against both
enemies, the Taliban and the Western imperialist occupiers.6

And it’s common for them to support the oppressive regime
in Iran as some sort of anti-imperialist bastion in the Middle
East: indeed, they defend the theocratic Iranian regime at the
same time as they denounce the Syrian democratic movement
for allegedly being an Islamist plot.

Another example of non-class anti-imperialism comes
from the Communist Party of the USA,  a Stalinist party that
still regards the state-capitalist system in the late Soviet Union
as socialism. The CPUSA has its criticism of Stalin, of
course, as the Communist Party of the Soviet Union itself
had, but it still defends the old state-capitalist dogmas. And it,
too, is uneasy about the Arab Awakening. While paying lip-
service to some of the grievances which the people in Syria
and Libya may have had, the CPUSA supported the Qaddafi
regime against the uprising and presently supports the Assad
regime. This is similar to the stand of most Stalinist parties
around the world. It turns out that Stalinism and Trotskyism
aren’t as different as the Stalinists and Trotskyists would like
one to believe.

Permanent revolution and the Arab Spring

The WWP and PSL are from the wing of Trotskyism that
likes to slur over theoretical differences and unpopular
positions. A number of Trotskyist groups that pose as more
revolutionary than WWP and PSL like to make a big deal of
Trotsky’s version of “permanent revolution”. And indeed, it
was the first really distinctive theory put forward by Trotsky,
and it remains to this day a core concept of Trotskyism. So
it’s not surprising that various Trotskyist groups have insisted
that “permanent revolution” provides the orientation for the
Arab Spring.

But if most Trotskyist groups have judged the Arab Spring
with the yardstick of the “permanent revolution”, the
experience of the Arab Spring, in turns, serves as a test for
“permanent revolution”. And it’s a test that “permanent
revolution” has failed badly. It gives rise to the idea that the
democratization movements and the Arab Awakening will
either go on to workers’ power and socialist revolution, or
they will fail, giving rise to nothing. According to “permanent
revolution”, to even imagine anything else is to be a Stalinist
believer in the “theory of stages” or “two-stage revolution”
and amounts to betrayal of the workers’ interests.7

(...continued)5

exist and weaken various Arab dictatorships.  The outside powers seek
to find one way or another to keep the masses enchained. But their
desires and what they can accomplish are two different things. They did
not achieve a compromise solution in Libya; they do not end up with
military bases in Libya; and there’s no guarantee they will do any better
in Syria.

Lenin famously pointed out that one of the features of a
revolutionary situation is that “it is impossible for the ruling classes to
maintain their rule without any change; ... there is a crisis, in one form
or another, among the ‘upper classes’, a crisis in the policy of the ruling
class, leading to a fissure through which the discontent and indignation
of the oppressed classes burst forth. For a revolution to take place, it is
usually insufficient for ‘the lower classes not to want’ to live in the old
way, it is also necessary that ‘the upper classes should be unable’ to live
in the old way. (In Sec. 2 of “The Collapse of the Second International”,
1914, Collected Works, vol. 21, p. 213.) He by no means meant that the
revolutionaries should unite with the frenzied attempts of the upper
classes to find a new way to continue their exploitation. He did mean
that the divisions caused by the fractures in the upper classes are one of
the features allowing mass action to burst out of the bounds ordinarily
imposed by the harsh suppression of the ruling classes.

The Workers World Party’s view of the Taliban as anti-imperialist6

is discussed in such articles as “The socialist debate on the Taliban:
Trotskyism slips on the supposed anti-imperialism of the Taliban”
(www.communistvoice.org/28cTaliban.html) and “Anti-imperialism and
the class struggle: Part 2 of ‘the socialist debate on the Taliban’”
(www.communistvoice.org/29cEmir.html), the latter of which discusses
the similarity between Stalin’s and Trotsky’s idea of anti-imperialism.

The Party for Socialism and Liberation prefers to be even more
evasive on such issues than the WWP; that’s its idea of how to unite
activists. But in such talks as “Iraq, Iran and U.S. imperialism in the
Middle East” by Heather Benno at PSL’s 2010 National Conference on
Socialism, she praises “the resistance in Iraq and Afghanistan”, while
making no mention of the masses fighting against both the Taliban and
the occupation. Thus she is referring, however evasively, to the Taliban

(continued...)

(...continued)6

as part of the forces which, in her view, are an “inspiration to all who
are fighting imperialist domination. By bogging down the U.S. war
machine, they have given breathing room to other U.S. targets, such as
Iran. Their struggle is an international struggle; they are one with the
struggles of working-class and oppressed peoples around the world.”
(http://www.pslweb.org/party/socialism-conference-2010/panel-
imperialism-01-iraq-iran-and-us.html) 

 A common opportunist position on the democratic struggle, taken7

repeatedly by the Stalinist CPUSA for example,  is that the working
class should simply trail behind the bourgeois liberals. The Trotskyists
claim that the only way to avoid such a serious blunder is to deny the
difference between democratic and socialist movements. They denounce

(continued...)
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Yet a year and a half into the Arab Spring, in the countries
where dictators have fallen, there is neither workers’ power
nor retrogression to the past. Instead the repressive secret
police apparatus has been curtailed to this or that extent in
those countries; there is a greater mass political activity; and
the discussion over what comes next has spread to larger parts
of the population than ever.

How can this be described as a useless outcome for the
masses? And yet, in order to save the theory of permanent
revolution, this is what the Trotskyists have to do. The
Trotskyist Spark, for example, faced with the fall of Qaddafi,
first carried articles presenting the outcome as a horror, and
then fell silent about Libya.  It doesn’t present a realistic8

picture of the difficulties and struggles facing the Libyan
working people, but instead pictures a hell on earth. There is
no mention in the Spark of anything positive that has resulted
from the fall of the Qaddafi regime, such as the increased
political activity of the Libyan people,  liberation from the
political police, the attempts to reconcile the various ethnic
groupings, the improved status of the Berbers, and the
successful holding of elections. Instead, Spark is much more
concerned with oil deals than with what the masses are doing
in post-Qaddafi Libya. It has discovered, decades after the
rest of world was clear on this fact, that foreign oil companies
are interested in buying Libyan oil, and it implies that these
oil companies are now all Western ones by leaving out that
China is also involved with the post-Qaddafi Libyan oil
industry.

The Trotskyist League for the Revolutionary Party claims
that the fate of the uprisings “confirm our warnings that the
struggles against imperialism and for democratic freedoms
cannot succeed if they remain trapped within capitalism.”  So9

the LRP denies that there have been any advances on the
grounds that there can be no improvement in “democratic

freedoms” so long as capitalism and imperialism still exist.
They back this up by seeking to prove that Libya after
Qaddafi is a racist hell, as Spark does, and by demonstrating
that the need for mass struggle continues in Tunisia and
Egypt, as if this proved that nothing had changed. Their
general standpoint is simply that nothing short of socialism is
of any value, and they stress that it is essential to “raise no
illusions that there is any other solution to the masses’
problems than socialist revolution”.  No doubt, socialism is10

the only way to end capitalist exploitation and the repression
used to back it up. But surely it is essential to “raise no
illusions” that mass struggle under capitalism is futile and
can’t achieve definite gains of use to the masses.

The problem the Trotskyists have with the Arab Spring is
that there was never a chance that it was going to lead to
immediate workers’ power anywhere in the Arab world: not
in Egypt, Tunisia, or Libya; not in Yemen; not in Syria or
Bahrain or elsewhere in the Arab world. For the time being,
this is not a possibility. In the Middle East and North Africa,
as elsewhere in the world, the conditions aren’t yet ripe for it;
the working class is too disorganized; and the revolutionary
movement is too much in crisis. In these circumstances,
Trotskyist theory should lead to opposing the Arab Spring and
its struggle against dictatorship. As a result, the advocates of
“permanent revolution” either have to glorify various
struggles and pretend that, if only there was Trotskyist
leadership, socialism is near, or to denounce these struggles.
The best of Trotskyist writing on the Arab Spring reports on
developments in the workers’ movement that aren’t discussed
in many other places. But their need to force the situation into
the general pattern predicted by the theory of “permanent
revolution” results in biased and unreliable estimates of what
they report on, with the Trotskyists either presenting each
upsurge of the workers’ movement as a sign that socialist
revolution is near, or one-sidedly presenting everything in the
overall movement as an unparalleled disaster. And ultimately,
it results in their discreetly falling silent when events too
blatantly contradict their dogmas.

One of the Trotskyist groups, the International Marxist
Tendency whose website is called “In Defence of Marxism”
(IDM), has been enthusiastic about the revolt against Assad,
and polemicized against certain groups on the left that
denounce it.  But this is only because it managed to convince11

itself that what is going on in Syria is the first steps of a

(...continued)7

the recognition of this difference as the “theory of stages” or “Stalinist
two-stage revolution”. It is astonishing that Trotskyists could regard as
the fount of wisdom the idea that the revolutionary struggle can never
go through distinct phases or stages, based on the particular conditions
of the time. How dogmatic can one get? But in any case, in so doing, the
Trotskyists are in fact denouncing Marxism, which, from the first, has
stressed the class differences between democratic and socialist revolu-
tions. Revolutionary Marxists have used this recognition to show the
working class the need to have its own independent stand during even
the most radical democratic struggles or revolutions. This is discussed
in my article “Leninism and the Arab Spring” in the Nov. 15, 2011 issue
of Communist Voice (www.communistvoice.org/46cLeninism.html),
which pays special attention to Lenin’s book Two Tactics of Social-
Democracy in the Democratic Revolution.

See “The Imperialist Race for Oil and Gas”, September 19, 2011,8

http://the-spark.net/np900401.html, “Libya: Local Thugs Hunt Immi-
grants ... with the Complicity of the Big Powers”, October 31, 2011,
http://the-spark.net/np900404.html, “New Libyan Regimes:  Promising
Nothing Good – Backed by Western Leaders’ Hypocrisy”, http://the-
spark.net/np903403.html. 

“Land Day 2012: Only the Workers and Poor People Can Lead the9

Arab Revolutions to Victory!” (http://www.lrp-cofi.org/statements/
landday2012.html)

 “Egypt: In the Face of the Coup – Boycott, Protest the Presi-10

dential Elections!”. June 15, 2012, http://www.lrp-cofi.org/statements/
egypt_061512.html.

See “In Defence of the Syrian Revolution: The Marxist position11

on the revolution and Assad’s so-called ‘anti-imperialism’ - part one”,
March 15, 2012 http://www.marxist.com/in-defence-of-the-syrian-
revolution-the-marxist-perspective.htm. This article roundly condemns
the stand of “some organizations, which claim to be ‘leftist’ but
denounce the insurgents as “a band of thugs”. The article names, in
particular, two Stalinist parties, the Communist Party of Canada and the
Communist Party of Syria, but is silent about the various Trotskyist
groups with a similar position.
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socialist revolution, not a democratization struggle, and that
Syrian socialism was close. It believes that if only there were
“a genuine leadership”, the insurgents would not only
overthrow the Assad dictatorship but “establish a genuinely
democratic and socialist Syria.”  It reports on the establish-12

ment of popular local councils in Syria, and implies that they
are the truly revolutionary force which could carry out the
socialist revolutionary program.13

To give IDM its due, however, its idea of socialism is
quite different from ours and easier to implement. In its view,
the economy was already socialist under the Assad
dictatorship, at least until neo-liberal reforms began in the
1990s. It identifies socialism simply with an economy with a
big state sector, just as the Stalinists do. It recognizes that the
ruling party under the Assad dictatorship, the Ba’ath party,
“centred the nationalized industries in the grip of a tiny clique
at the top of society”, there was “not a degree of democratic
control of the economy by the workers”, and the Ba’athists
“suppressed any attempt of workers to build independent
organizations”.  But still, in its eyes, this was not state-14

capitalism, but socialism. And the IDM doesn’t see that the
turn towards neo-liberalism by the Assad dictatorship in the
1990s and the 2000s had economic roots in the state-capitalist
economy; for the IDM, it was supposedly simply a political
decision by the Assad dictatorship, which responded to the
collapse of what the IDM regards as socialism in the Soviet
Union and Eastern Europe by looking towards China. 

Thus IDM’s enthusiasm for the Syrian insurgents was
based on euphoric and unrealistic expectations. So it may not
be surprising that within five months of its major polemic in
defense of the Syrian uprising, the IDM came down with a
case of the blues and began backtracking. It carried an article
entitled “Syria: Reaction on Both Sides of the Divide!”,
which declares that the Syrian uprising, whose prospects were
so bright just a few months previously, was lost if it doesn’t

take up the socialist program.  15

Democratization and socialism

Real Marxism — as opposed to the mockery that Stalinism
and Trotskyism has made of Marxism — has a very different
idea of the role of democratic struggles than is put forward by
the theory of “permanent revolution”. It sharply distinguishes
even the most radical democratic reforms from the socialist
transformation of the economy and society. At the same time,
it by no means declares that the benefits of the democratic
struggle are an illusion.

Marx, writing over 150 years ago about a radical democrat
of his day, said:

“Whereas we say to the workers: ‘You will
have to go through 15, 20, 50 years of civil
wars and national struggles not only to bring
about a change in society but also to change
yourselves, and prepare yourselves for the
exercise of political power’, you say on the
contrary: ‘Either we seize power at once, or
else we might as well just take to our beds.’ “ 16

Thus Marx doesn’t say, the workers’ struggle is useless
unless it immediately gives rise to workers’ power. Instead he
says that workers’ power is inconceivable unless the masses
engage in one struggle after another against exploitation and
oppression. This includes democratic struggles. Marxism
holds that democracy doesn’t lead by itself to the end of
exploitation. Instead it leads to a wider, broader, and fiercer
class struggle. But in doing so, it brings the day of socialist
revolution closer.

The Arab Spring may go through various zigzags and
horrible setbacks. While some dictators have fallen, others are
resisting heavily. And when the old dictatorships fall, there is
the question of what follows them. And even where there are
no sharp setbacks, the Arab Spring is likely to prove
disappointing on the economic front. The participation of
sections of the bourgeoisie in the movement, the strong
influence of neo-liberal ideas, and the lack of much idea of
what an alternative policy would be, preclude that. The wave
of market fundamentalism which was being taken up by the
dictatorships may continue in another form after the
dictatorships fall. The best possibility is that sections of the
masses will achieve a more organized opposition to it. 

This will not prove that the democratic struggle was a
fraud or an empty shell because socialism wasn’t achieved.

“In Defence of the Syrian Revolution: The Marxist position on the12

revolution and Assad’s so-called ‘anti-imperialism’ - part two”, March
16, 2012, http://www.marxist.com/in-defence-of-the-syrian-revolution-
the-marxist-perspective-2.htm.

Ibid. The article, after denouncing every other section of the13

resistance in Syria, says that “The establishment of popular councils
where the people have been able to establish control, temporarily
replacing the old state regime, is also a significant development. So far,
these have only lasted for short periods of time and in limited parts of
the country. In spite of this, these are symptomatic of what would be
possible with a genuine mass revolutionary leadership.” No doubt, the
attempt to build popular councils shows the mass ferment that is going
on in Syria. But the IDM website has little evidence that these councils
go beyond the democratic aims of the other insurgents. The article
“Syria: Declaration of the Free Local Council of Zabadani”, 29 January
2012, http://www.marxist.com/declaratio-of-the-free-local-council-of-
zabadani.htm, expresses the hope that “other places will be inspired by
it [the local council in Zabadani] and follow its example”. But the
declaration that it reproduces does not go beyond the bound of
democratic enthusiasm.

 See footnote 11.14

http://www.marxist.com/syria-reaction-on-both-sides-of-the-15

divide.htm, August 15, 2012. It declares: “So, where is Syria going and
what is the revolution, or, quite arguably, what remains of the
revolution, going to produce?” (Emphasis added) At the end, it says
“We believe that the only way the revolutionary forces can defeat
reaction is if they put forward the following:...” and proceeds to
elaborate a program for the imminent establishment of workers’ power.

 “Revelations Concerning the Communist Trial in Cologne”, Karl16

Marx, 1853. Section 1. Preliminaries. http://www.marxists.org/archive/
marx/works/1853/revelations/ch01.htm.
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Instead these prospects demonstrate some of the ways in
which democracy gives rise to sharper and broader struggles
of all types. The anti-dictatorship struggle may be followed
eventually by a period of depression, as the various class
sections of the movement go their own way, and the hopes for
economic liberation fade. The democratic uprisings will leave
a legacy that demonstrates the power of the masses, but they
will need to be followed up by the coming forward of an
independent working class movement. 

From the Marxist-Leninist point of view, the only path
forward in the Arab world as well as elsewhere is through the
increased organizational, political, and ideological role of the
working masses. The Trotskyists say the only thing lacking
for socialist revolution was leadership; they say if only the
masses were led by leaders committed to Trotskyist perm-
anent revolution, socialism — indeed, regional socialist
regimes — could have been achieved. Marxism says that what
is needed for this is the working class transforming itself
through many struggles. And what is needed for revolution
even then is the existence of a revolutionary situation. 

In brief, Marxism says that, if the working class organizes
itself as an independent force, the immediate struggles will
bring socialism closer, while Trotskyism says these struggles
are futile unless they immediately result in socialism. That’s
why Marxism is a more realistic guide for the working class
movement, while Trotskyism boils down to the repeated
complaint that another wonderful opportunity has been lost.

The Marikana massacre and democratization

The experience of the democratic struggle against
apartheid in South Africa sheds some light on the Arab
Spring. In South Africa, apartheid was completely destroyed,
and the African National Congress (ANC) obtained political
power, but the new ANC government has carried out an
utterly market fundamentalist policy which has left the
majority of the black masses in deep poverty. It is going to
take the organization of an independent working class
movement, independent of the ANC and the new black
bourgeoisie as well as of the white bourgeoisie, in order for
the masses to advance. And yet, the fall of apartheid was still
an important and essential step..

The extent to which the ANC government has become
simply another capitalist oppressor is revealed by the recent
shocking slaughter of mine workers. The massacre by police
on August 16 of 34 striking platinum miners at Marikana,
South Africa is a shocking atrocity. It recalls the Sharpeville
massacre of 1960 which took place under the apartheid
government of the time, in which the police opened fire on
black people protesting the racist pass book laws, killing at
least 69 people and injuring many more, with the majority of
victims shot in the back as they fled. At Marikana, the strikers
were shot down while gathered on a small out-of-the-way hill,
with the intent of smashing their strike, and many of them too
were shot down as they fled or sought to surrender. 

But the apartheid government of the time of Sharpeville is
long gone. It is the ANC, the largest resistance organization

against apartheid, that has ruled South Africa for almost 20
years. And yet here again there is an atrocious massacre of
black workers, and moreover of miners, the poorest of whom
are living under conditions similar to what black miners had
faced under apartheid.

When apartheid was overthrown, the black masses
expected improvements in their horrible living conditions.
The ANC Freedom Charter had proclaimed not only the
equality of all the people of South Africa and the end of the
color bar, but that the people would have education, housing,
medical care, labor rights, nationalization of big industry,
redistribution of land, etc., and made special mention of the
poorest and most oppressed sections of the working class. Yet
after the ANC took power, it tore up many of the promises of
the Freedom Charter, and increasingly implemented a harsh
market fundamentalist policy, hand in hand with the World
Bank and other agencies of the world bourgeoisie. 

This shows that the criticism of the ANC and the
associated Communist Party of South Africa from anti-
revisionist communists was justified. In the last decade of
apartheid, the ANC leadership adapted a policy of seeking a
deal with the National Party, the ruling party of apartheid and
the party of the dominant Afrikaner section of the white
bourgeoisie, at the expense of radical reforms. The ANC
leadership’s idea was to offer to leave the white bourgeoisie
and the basic economic structure of the country untouched,
but to end apartheid, and to achieve this compromise with the
help of the Western bourgeoisie. This required watering down
ANC objectives to what was acceptable to the Western
bourgeoisie and the big powers. Negotiations were held
between the ANC and the leaders of the National Party, the
Afrikaner Broederbond (a secret organization of the Afrikaner
leadership), and the apartheid government. They bore fruit
when the apartheid government legalized the ANC, released
Nelson Mandela from jail, and began the several-year-long
transition that led to the end of apartheid and the elections
that first brought the ANC to power in 1994. But they also
bore fruit for the bourgeoisie in the form of a neo-liberal
economic policy.

The result has been pretty much as foreseen back in 1990,
when critics wrote that

“a black elite may be given a portion of power
and privilege” and “the workers and poor may
be able to breathe a little easier with the
loosening of repression and discrimination, but
the miserable economic conditions in which the
masses live won’t be changed.”  17

“On Mandela’s tour of the U.S. and the prospects for South17

Africa”, The Workers’ Advocate Supplement, vol. 6 #6, July 15, 1990.
In the same issue, the leaflet “Apartheid No! Revolution Yes!” from the
New York Workers’ Voice is reprinted that states that “The deal being
discussed may put an end to many harsh and hated features of the
apartheid regime. And a black elite may be given a portion of power and
privilege. But the oppression of the black working people would remain
in force. The workers and the poor may be able to breathe a little easier

(continued...)
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Does this mean that the struggle against apartheid was a
sham which accomplished nothing, another promising struggle
which was unfortunately “hijacked”? No. Apartheid denied the
rights and humanity of a majority of the South African
population. It made South Africa into a country that was a
bastion of racism and reaction extending far beyond its borders.
So long as the apartheid regime existed, South Africa was a
slave-labor camp for the majority of its population. The fall of
apartheid was a historic event for South Africa and the world.

But it means that the fall of apartheid did not bring economic
liberation to the working masses of South Africa. The conditions
of struggle for the masses have changed, but the need for
struggle remains. But this struggle will more clearly raise class
issues, and will eventually reach a broader and deeper level than
proved possible under apartheid. 

Democratization doesn’t bring about utopia. The conserva-
tive form of democratization in South Africa preserved harsh
economic conditions for the majority of the black masses. It was
not inevitable that the fall of apartheid would bring in such a
conservative, neo-liberal government; the ANC leadership and
its revisionist allies are guilty of a tremendous betrayal of the
ANC rank-and-file and of the movement in general. Moreover,
had there been independent working class organization,
additional advances might have been achieved despite the ANC.
Democratic changes don’t bring socialism in themselves, but
radical democratic changes can bring much greater economic
benefits than what the ANC has delivered. But there is no
guarantee that the Arab Awakening will do any better than the
ANC has done.

Still, one way or another, atrocities such as apartheid and the
bloody dictatorships of the Arab world will be cast aside. One
way or another, the old political world is coming to an end, and
good riddance! Something new is developing. The task facing
working class activists is not to imagine that socialism is around
the corner. It is to fight for as radical a change as possible during
democratization. But it is especially to fight to develop a class-
conscious workers movement, that will seek to utilize the gains
of democratization to develop as broad a class struggle as
possible. For some, this may seem too prosaic a goal to be
worthy of support. But from the Marxist standpoint, this is the
real motor of history.

Particular features of the Arab Spring

The Arab Spring takes place under its own particular
conditions that neither the pure democrats nor the Trotskyists
take very seriously into account. 

* First of all, the working class movement in the Arab world,
as elsewhere, faces severe crisis. It is not simply divided into a
few big pieces, such as reformist organizations versus revolu-
tionary organizations, but it is often fragmented into small
pieces: there are many political groupings, fractures along relig-

ious lines, national and ethnic issues to resolve, etc. This is
compounded by the current crisis of revolutionary theory. To
change this, there will need to be careful attention to how to
unite the workers on a class-wide basis, and with the
revolutionary outlook that will enable them to mobilize the entire
oppressed people around them.

* The Arab Spring has been motivated not just by the hatred
for political tyranny, but by deep economic grievances. Poverty
and inequality have been growing in the Arab world, even as
economic development transformed the Middle East and North
Africa. In the Arab world, as elsewhere, bourgeois economic
development has brought increasing poverty and despair. Yet at
the same time, there is massive confusion about the alternatives
to market fundamentalist policy. Various dictatorships claimed
to be “socialist”, and there has been no widely-influential
refutation of this by the left. On the contrary, such trends as
Stalinism and Trotskyism have reinforced such claims by these
dictatorships. This helps create doubts as to what an alternative
policy to present-day market reforms would be. The liberal
bourgeois elements of the anti-dictatorship movements simply
want a more open capitalist system, rather than the crony
capitalism of the dictatorships, and the pressure of world
capitalism reinforces that. But there is also confusion among the
working masses themselves. 

* The outside powers, both the major world powers and
regional regimes, are all seeking to influence the Arab Spring.
These are all conservative forces that stand against the need for
radical change, and that pose a threat to the popular character of
the various uprisings. Nevertheless, these outside powers have
conflicting interests among themselves, and their inability to
unite to impose a settlement on the region has given an opening
for the struggle against certain regimes. It is not the outside
powers who have imposed the Arab Spring on the masses, but
the insurgent people who have made the Arab Spring into a
reality that the whole world has to acknowledge.

* While there is anger among the masses at the way that
outside powers have propped up the local dictatorships and
backed the Israeli government, the Arab Spring is not an anti-
imperialist movement. Nevertheless, the fall of the dictatorships
will in the long-run reinforce anti-imperialism in the region. It
does not, however, help unite the masses or increase their hatred
of imperialism when their democratic struggles are condemned
in the name of anti-imperialism. Perhaps the non-class anti-
imperialists might consider which is a more powerful force for
change: the Qaddafi and Assad families and their hangers-on
who made fabulous fortunes by raping their countries, or the
millions upon millions of people who were economically and
politically raped by these dictatorships.

* And the Arab Spring takes place at time when further
crises loom: economic, political, and environmental. The world
depression continues, and it has its impact in the Middle East
and North Africa. The environmental crises, including but not
restricted to global warming, are having an impact that can only
intensify over time. This makes it timely that the various
dictatorships are falling, because it makes it easier for the masses
to respond to future crises. And it makes it unlikely that any new
despotic regimes in the region can be as stable as those of the
past. �

(...continued)17

with the loosening of repression and discrimination, but the miserable
economic conditions in which the masses live won’t be changed.” The
Workers’ Advocate Supplement was a journal of the Marxist-Leninist
Party of the USA, which dissolved in November 1993. The Communist
Voice Organization comes from those activists from in or around the
MLP,USA who have continued to uphold communism.
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