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WHAT REDFLAG FIGHTS FOR
Jeremy Corbyn’s leadership of 
the Labour Party has inspired 
hundreds of thousands of 
people to campaign for an 
alternative to the diet of 
austerity, racism and war force 
fed by previous governments.

As Marxists, we stand 
for a revolutionary solution 
to the exploitation and 
conflict inherent in the 
capitalist system. That’s why 
we campaign for a socialist 

programme - a democratically 
owned and planned economy 
which meets the needs of the 
millions, not the millionaires.

To carry out a radical 
transformation of society, 
we need a radically different 
kind of party; a party led 
by its members, rooted in 
working class campaigns and 
communities, and committed to 
a revolutionary break with the 
British state and capitalist class. 

In Britain we campaign 
for a grassroots democracy 
in the labour movement, an 
anticapitalist programme for the 
Labour Party, and international 
solidarity in cooperation with 
our sister groups in the League 
for the Fifth International. 

Red Flag stands for the 
revolutionary class struggle and 
international socialism. 

Join us today!
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Labour members hold 
the key to stopping 
Brexit

BY KD TAIT

EDITORIAL

A s we go to press Theresa May is still 
trying to blackmail both wings of 
her party by threatening Remainers 
with a No Deal Brexit and hard 
line Leavers with No Brexit. The 
other threat she holds over them 
is the prospect of Jeremy Corbyn 

in Downing Street. Meanwhile Corbyn has set 
his face against the members and maintained the 
party’s commitment to Brexit, which will cost jobs, 
drive down wages, and fuel the rise of the far right. 

The so-called justification for this dereliction of 
responsibility is the fact that a minority of Labour 
supporters voted Leave, and many target seats 
are in Leave constituencies. This pure electoral 
triangulation is buttressed with the argument that 
the EU is the principal obstacle to Labour carrying 
out its modest programme of nationalising public 
utilities and railways. 

In fact the first line of resistance to a Labour 
government which really tried to make inroads into 
the profits of the rich would be the backbenches of the 
PLP, the City of London, and the courts. The flimsy 
EU structures would have a very distant part in that 
fight, especially compared to the potential strength 
of our natural allies in the European working class 
movement. 

In whatever form it comes, Brexit is a reactionary, 
nationalist project that, by fuelling a conflict between 
British and non-British workers, by promoting the 
utopia of a ‘sovereign’ UK within the international 
capitalist system, erects a serious obstacle to working 
class advance in Britain and Europe. That is why 
migration is at the heart of the debate, it is why the 
only thing that the Tories and Labour agree on is 

that migrant numbers should be driven down, and 
migrants given fewer rights than ‘British’ workers.

Labour’s policy on Brexit has never been debated 
seriously at either  branches and constituency level or 
at Annual Conference. Another Europe is Possible 
and Labour Against Brexit are correct to fight for a 
democratic decision on the deal; one which contains 
the option of abandoning Brexit altogether.

Many supporters of Corbyn’s fudge argue that  if we 
were to campaign to halt Brexit then this would lead 
to a rampage by the right. But whatever the outcome 
of Brexit, the right will be able to take advantage of 
it; May’s “soft Brexit” will be called “Brexit in Name 
Only” and the resulting economic impact will be 
blamed on not achieving a “hard Brexit”. The even 
worse consequences of “No-Deal” will be blamed 
on “Europe” taking its revenge for Britain regaining 
sovereignty. Naturally, if Brexit is somehow defeated 
altogether, this will be a “betrayal” of the ‘Will of the 
People’, stabbed in the back by politicians.

We must not give an inch on this terrain. Left 
supporters of Brexit, such as the SWP and, indeed, 
the Labour leadership around Jeremy Corbyn, are 
hamstrung by their refusal to accept the link between 
Brexit and racism.

Those who cannot accept that Brexit is a 
reactionary project from start to finish are 
condemned to the sidelines in the central struggle in 
British politics or, worse, to promoting concessions 
over migration which inject the poison of chauvinism 
into the multi-national British working class.

Red Flag calls for a vote against any Brexit and 
a special conference to give party members the 
final say n
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T he New Year will be a 
year of major political 
conflict in Britain – one 
that could spill out onto 
the streets. The Brexit 
crisis could in addition 
trigger the early onset 

of a recession, the first signs of which 
are already appearing in the world 
economy.

A general election may come 
sooner rather than later if May cannot 
get enough Tory and Labour votes for 
her Brexit deal, but the Tories will do 
all they can to avoid one for fear of 
letting in Labour under Corbyn.

But it would be the height of folly 
for British workers to wait passively 
for a Corbyn government. The trade 
union and LP branches need to 
start militant campaigning now in 
the workplaces, the communities, 
the streets, to fight racism, to raise 
wages, to organise workers in the gig 
economy, to put an end to austerity 
and cuts and, yes, to stop Brexit.

It became clear in 2018 that the 
British people bought a pig in a poke 
on 23 June 2016, when a narrow 
majority, 52 percent, voted for the 
country to leave the European Union.

Brexit Mayhem
After two years of painful negotiations, 
not so much with the representatives 
of the European Union as between the 

factions within her own party, Theresa 
May’s “Deal” faced rejection by 
Parliament by a big margin. En route, 
she had managed to lose her overall 
parliamentary majority and put herself 
at the mercy of the arch-reactionary 
Northern Ireland Democratic 
Unionists.

Their rejection of her deal came 
as no surprise. So, too, with “the 
odd couple” who head the European 
Research Group, ERG, Jacob Rees 
Mogg and Boris Johnson. They are 
both on record as preferring no 
deal and believe that World Trade 
Organisation rules would be just fine. 
They dream of a free trade zone with 
their kith and kin in Canada, Australia 
and New Zealand (that is, the white 
Commonwealth) and with Donald 
Trump’s deregulated Garden of Eden.

Accepting the goal of no hard 
border with the Irish Republic meant a 
so-called backstop could keep Britain 
in the single market and therefore 
with “free movement of labour”, until 
a frictionless customs deal could be 
reached. This might well mean years 
of “subjection” to EU rules and court 
decisions but without a place on the 
Commission or in the European 
Parliament. The only quick solution 
would have been to keep Northern 
Ireland in the single market and have 
the EU/UK border in the Irish Sea, but 
this was rejected by May and Corbyn.

As the phrase goes, during this 
transition period Britain would be 
“a rule taker but not a rule maker”. It 
would also have to continue to pay an 
agreed sum into the common funds 
of the Union. Worse still, no new 
trade deals could come into operation 
without the say-so of the EU. Worst of 
all, ending the transition period would 
require the agreement of the EU.

Under the terms of Article 50 of 
the Lisbon Treaty, Britain is due to 
leave the EU on March 29. May has 
promised to let the Commons vote on 
her deal on January 15. If, as seems 
likely, no deal with the EU is agreed by 
parliament then, or in the few weeks 
remaining, this will mean not just a 
“hard border” in Northern Ireland, 
that is, customs checks and imposition 
of tariffs, but the same at all the British 
ports and airports.

All reports, public and secret, 
suggest the result will be chaos. It 
means restricting or severing relations 
of production and exchange that 
have been in existence for nearly 
fifty years. It will probably produce 
a further slump in the value of the 
pound, and the planned withdrawal of 
many companies with trans-European 
production chains. It will mean job 
losses.

May’s hope is that, like the 
condemned prisoner, the approach of 
the day of execution will “concentrate 
the mind wonderfully” for wavering 
MPs. In short, it is sheer political 
blackmail. She hopes that, preferably 
on January 15 but at least on some 
date before March 29, enough Tories 
and enough Labour MPs will break 
from their No position and vote for 
the lesser evil of her deal to save the 
country from disaster.

The only way to avoid all this 
would be to withdraw Article 50 and 
abandon Brexit altogether via a second 
referendum. Of course, this would 
require Labour to do a complete 
somersault as well but it would only 
mean a return to its policy before 
June 2016, that is, recognition that 
leaving the EU would be far worse 
than staying in and seeking to change 
its anti-working class institutions in 
united action with our sisters and 
brothers on the continent. That is the 
only progressive outcome from the 

Jeremy Corbyn’s commitment to a Brexit which 
is indistinguishable from the deal negotiated by 
Theresa May has prevented the party from taking 
advantage of the most favourable conditions to 
drive this shambolic government from power. It ’s 
time to change course.

BREXIT 

Labour
pains

DOMESTIC
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Labour
pains

present impasse. It would certainly 
be likely to generate a reactionary 
French-style gilets jaune movement 
centring on immigration phobia, but 
UKIP and Tommy Robinson have 
already taken to the streets against the 
“Betrayal of Brexit” and are guaranteed 
to mobilise whatever the outcome of a 
parliamentary vote.

The prospect of such a 
development cannot be bought off 
either by accepting May’s supposedly 
soft Brexit or by a “hard” crash out. 
The price that working people in 
Britain and Europe would pay for 
either is far too high. Brexit conditions 
will encourage the growth of the 
extreme right and foment racist 
outrages, not avoid or appease therm. 
The UKIP-Robinson thugs, if they 
materialise, must be defeated on the 
streets.

Labour’s dishonest line
Unfortunately, Jeremy Corbyn has 
been playing the same sort of double 
game with the Labour membership as 
May has with the Tories. As a not-so-
secret proponent of a Labour Brexit 
or Lexit, in 2015 he found himself at 
the head of a Parliamentary Labour 
Party which was overwhelmingly anti-
Brexit. Even more uncomfortable, the 
300,000 plus new members, who were 
overwhelmingly supportive of him as 
leader, were also strongly opposed to 
Brexit and to ending free movement.

Thus, when Cameron’s referendum 
came, Corbyn played a feeble and 

unconvincing pro-Remain hand. And 
when the result was out, the very next 
day, he called for it to be implemented. 
“The British people have made their 
decision. We must respect that result”, 
he said.

Corbyn decided to set his compass 
by the minority of Labour voters 
and members who had voted Leave. 
He inaccurately dubbed them “our 
heartland” because many were in 
old, former industrial towns in the 
Midlands and North, areas often 
referred to as “left behind” and 
regarded like the rustbelt areas of the 
US, which swung towards Trump in 
2016. Of course, Labour should have 
a policy aimed at regenerating these 
areas; massive investment and modern 
industrial development under public 
ownership and workers’ control, 
but it should also be absolutely 
clear that they were devastated not 

by the EU but by the policies of 
UK governments, beginning with 
Margaret Thatcher but continued 
under New Labour. The closure of the 
pits, the steel mills, the shipyards, the 
sale of council houses, the wholesale 
privatisations, the disintegration of the 
NHS, all these policies have “Made in 
Britain” stamped on them.

Corbyn’s closest advisors are 
Andrew Murray and Seumas Milne, 
both former Communist Party 
members who stick rigidly to the 
“anti-Common Market” line of 
the Labour Left and the CP in the 
1970s. Their excuse is that a Labour 

government would face substantially 
greater obstacles to implementing a 
radical manifesto if Britain remained 
in the EU. In his most recent interview 
he expressed it thus: “I don’t want to 
be told by somebody else that we can’t 
use state aid in order to be able to 
develop industry in this country.” As 
if a trade deal negotiated with Donald 
Trump would be any different!

The three main left “parties” 
outside Labour, CPB, SWP and SP, 
join the chorus that leaving the EU is 
essential for a Corbyn government to 
carry through left wing or “socialist 
policies” but they have been short on 
suggestions on what such a strategy 
would mean. Indeed, there is nothing 
in the existing Labour programme 
that Brussels would oppose anyway.

Ironically, if Britain really does 
cut loose from the EU it will find 
even bigger obstacles to a socialist 
programme in any free trade deal 
with Donald Trump’s USA. The 
reality would be far from any Stalinist 
daydream of socialist autarky. It would 
make Britain a “rule taker” from a 
USA even more thoroughly wedded 
to neoliberalism than Brussels is, and 
one determined to drive hard bargains 
to “make America great again”.

The US could also flood UK 
markets with its cheaper goods, 
obliterating many jobs here. Its 
companies would have the competitive 
advantage of fewer workers’ rights 
and lower environmental and safety 
standards. The US also has a huge 
private healthcare sector. It would 
undoubtedly demand “market access” 
to contracts within the NHS and other 
public sector services, and US courts 
would enforce its application.

The worst consequence of the 
contradiction between the covert pro-
Brexit views of the Corbyn leadership 
and the anti-Brexit views of the 
great majority of Labour members, 
both within the Corbyn left and on 
the Blairite right in the PLP, is that 
it has paralysed the Party and left it 
without any clear position on the most 
important issue in British politics for 
generations.

On paper, at least, Labour is 
committed to Keir Starmer’s “six 
tests”, which call for an exit deal 
on terms that are as good as the 

The policies of de-
industrialisation, privatisation, 
and closures started by 
Thatcher and continued by 
Labour are all stamped “Made 
in Britain”. 
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benefits of membership, clearly an 
impossible ultimatum that the EU 
could never accept. Shamefully, the 
2017 manifesto, For The Many, Not 
The Few, added rejection of free 
movement. The position was further 
muddled by the Liverpool conference’s 
composite resolution which demanded 
a general election but left the option 
of a second referendum “on the table”. 
Corbyn supporters have only accepted 
this as clever tactics because they 
believe that a left Labour government 
could only be elected if the party holds 
on to its pro-Brexit minority of voters 
by pandering to their chauvinism. 
Opinion polls regularly contradict 
this, showing increased Labour 
popularity if it adopted a clear anti-
Brexit, pro-referendum policy.

Change Labour’s policy
Michael Chessum, national organiser 
of Another Europe is Possible, worked 
on Corbyn’s 2016 leadership campaign 
and served on Momentum’s first 
steering committee. In a Guardian 
article on December 16, he correctly 
summarised the issue:

“Real movements need internal 
democracy and leaderships that 
respect the mandates they are given. 
Jeremy has fought for decades for the 
right of members to decide policy, 
and that is why many of us fought for 
him so hard. It is beyond me why he 
would now seemingly take a stance so 
completely at odds with both the will 
of members and the mandate of party 
conference. If a left leadership is seen 
to thwart the will of members, this will 
do the left profound damage in the 
long run in Labour’s internal politics.”

Instead of an open and democratic 
debate within the party, ending in 
the adoption of a clear position and 
a campaign to win the electorate to 
it, the party has relied on ambiguous 
formulations and even contradictory 
statements, by the leaders, Corbyn, 
McDonnell and Starmer, that both 
pro- and anti-Brexiteers could 
interpret in their own way.

This is little more than Blair-style 
triangulation. Corbyn seems to believe 
that the majority of his supporters 
have nowhere else to go either in terms 
of finding an alternative left leader 
or, in the case of a general election, 

an alternative party to vote for. So 
he feels free to court the minority of 
anti-Brexit Labour voters by offering 
them the fantasy of a “Labour Brexit”. 
What he is avoiding like sin is letting 
the Party debate what position to take 
on Brexit and, for good measure, he 
is now trying to stop the electorate 
voting in a second referendum.

This position is not honest and 
open, nor is it honorable. Moreover, 
it is not clever either; should there be 
a general election, pro-Brexit Labour 
voters are likely to switch support to 
an openly Brexit party while anti-
Brexit voters could move to an openly 
Remain party such as the Greens or 
the LibDems. Even quite small shifts 
in either direction could wipe out all 
chance of a Labour majority.

The only way forward for Labour 
now is to halt the double speak and 
come out as the only party that 
can stop Brexit. It should expose 
the lie that a big trade deal with 
Trump’s America would bring bigger 
economic advantages than continued 
membership of the EU and the idea of 
an “independent” UK striking out on 
the road to socialism under a Corbyn 
government for what it is, a fantasy 
inspired by the mirage of “socialism in 
one country”. 

Above all, Brexit would be an act 
of immeasurable self-harm by the 
working class, weakening the UK 
workers’ solidarity with the relatively 
strong labour movements on the 
continent. A serious campaign to 
remain in the EU in order to mobilise 
workers across the continent against 
its undemocratic institutions and its 
reactionary policies could help to 
turn the tide against the Right in all 
countries.  

The danger of the Right
The threat of the Right is a direct 
result of Brexit. Since Britain is not a 
member of Schengen and admitted 
only a tiny handful of refugees 
from war-torn countries such as 
Syria, the threats of an “invasion by 
Muslims” had nothing to do with the 
EU’s freedom of movement. Yet the 
Islamophobic right wing press enabled 
right wing Tories, UKIP and assorted 
fascists to piggyback the referendum 
for hate speech against Britain’s 3.5 

million Muslims.
The launch of a campaign against 

the ‘Great Brexit Betrayal’ headed by 
fascist leader Stephen Yaxley-Lennon 
(AKA Tommy Robinson) and UKIP 
leader Gerard Batten, confirms what 
we warned of, a conjuncture of two 
streams of virulent Islamophobic 
racism. Batten has been a regular 
speaker from the platform of the 
Democratic Football Lads’ Alliance 
“Free Tommy Robinson” protests 
this summer where he called Islam a 
“death cult,” and said Britain’s Muslims 
should be obliged to publicly renounce 
parts of the Qur’an, and he called for 
Muslim-only prisons. He has called 
Yaxley-Lennon a “hero” and appointed 
him a UKIP ‘consultant’ on ‘grooming 
gangs’, adapting an old antisemitic 
trope to the cause of Islamophobia.

Stopping the growth of the far 
right means countering their narrative 
with a more powerful alternative 
of our own. This must start from 
opposing Brexit, but not as the 
Liberals do, by praising an EU that in 
fact has enormous anti-working class 
goals built into its very foundations. 
Instead it should make clear that 
many of those goals and policies 
were copied from the Britain of the 
1980s where they were pioneered. 
The reactionary utopia of Brexit, 
needs to be combatted with a socialist 
alternative, a perspective of struggle 
which presupposes the defeat of the 
populist right and fascists and the 
unity of Europe’s workers, and those 
beyond, to build a new world. It 
means setting the goal of a Socialist 
United States of Europe, which is not 
a fortress that rejects or imprisons 
refugees but welcomes workers from 
beyond its borders.

This alternative cannot start by 
dressing up a nationalist myth about 
sovereignty and “taking control” in 
‘leftwing’ clothes. The control we 
need to take is over our workplaces, 
factories, offices, shops, schools and 
hospitals and running them for the 
common good. Our alternative starts 
by identifying those who presently 
hold economic and political power in 
society and fighting to seize it from 
them. n

DOMESTIC
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T he Tories and the 
right wing tabloids are 
back at work after the 
midwinter break: stoking 
up racism. Their target 
is the 200 or so refugees 
who have crossed the 

English Channel since November, 
to claim their internationally 
recognised right to asylum.

Harsh measures by British and 
French border authorities have made 
it more difficult and dangerous to 
hide on lorries, trains or ferries. 
Temporary camps and shelters have 
been bulldozed. Racists and criminals 
have preyed on them. This has forced 
many to risk their lives at sea. Clearly, 
crossing one of the busiest shipping 
lanes in the world in rubber dinghies 
and small boats is fearfully dangerous 
and it is right to deploy ships to rescue 
them and bring them to safety in 
Britain.

But this was clearly not Tory 
Home Secretary Sajid Javid’s purpose 
in sending a naval patrol ship, HMS 
Mersey, to join two Border Force 
cutters. His interruption of an 
expensive safari holiday in South 
Africa to declare it as a “major 
incident” indicates his real priorities. 

“My focus continues to be 
on protecting the UK border and 
preventing loss of life in the Channel”, 
he said.

Note the order. In case there were 
any doubts, he told Sky News “Our job 
here is to make sure this doesn’t turn 
into a new route for ever-increased 
illegal migration, so I want to stop 
it now as much as I possibly can”. 
He also stated that Britain would be 
making asylum claims more difficult, 
to discourage people from coming. “If 
you do somehow make it to the UK, 
we will do everything we can to make 
sure that you are often not successful.”
• The Government stated it was 

doing “everything we can” to 
ensure migrants are returned to 
France where possible, though 
if Border Force vessels pick up 
migrants in British waters, they 
would have be taken to port in 
Britain.

• Javid also suggests many are not 
‘genuine’ asylum seekers:

• “A question has to be asked: if 
you are a genuine asylum seeker 
why have you not sought asylum 
in the first safe country that you 
arrived in? Because France is not 
a country where anyone would 

argue it is not safe in anyway 
whatsoever, and if you are genuine 
then why not seek asylum in your 
first safe country?”

Fortress Britain 
In fact, Britain and France collude 
in keeping the encampments around 
the channel ports squalid and highly 
unsafe. He also ignores the fact that 
for most their only knowledge of a 
European language is English, and 
some have relatives here.

Javid, like most Tory and too 
many Labour, Home Secretaries, 
is dancing to the racist tune of the 
Express, the Mail and the Sun, which 
demanded, “We must stem the tide of 
migrant boats crossing the Channel”.

Not to be outdone, the Tory MP 
for Dover and Deal, Charlie Elphicke, 
called for “investment in stronger 
borders all the way along our coast”. 
This Dad’s Army nonsense would 
be funny if it were not targeted at 
penniless and desperate people who 
have already been grossly maltreated 
and driven from their homes and 
abused and insulted on their journey 
across Europe.

The idea that Britain is under siege 
has been whipped into a frenzy since 
the EU referendum campaign of 2016. 
Nigel Farage has recently claimed 
that it was his infamous Brexit poster 
showing a column of Syrian refugees 
on the Croatia-Slovenia border with 
the legend “We must break free of 
the EU and take back control of our 
borders”, which won it for Leave. 

No matter that he was wilfully 
confusing the “free movement” of 
EU citizens, nurses from Portugal, 
electricians from Poland, with those 
fleeing the “humanitarian” wars that 
Britain and its Nato partners have 
been waging for the last 16 years. For 
them, Europe’s borders are already far 
from “open”. 

The reality is that Britain has taken 
in hardly any people from the conflict 
zones of the Middle East, Central 
Asia or Sub-Saharan Africa, just a 
few thousands while Germany took 
close on a million and a much smaller 
country, Sweden, several hundred 
thousand. Britain is not a member 
of the Schengen passport-free zone, 
as anyone who has holidayed abroad 
can tell you. Only citizens of EU 

The arrival of a handful of refugees who 
crossed the English channel in rubber 
dinghies has provided the excuse for the 
farcical spectacle of British warships being 
deployed to put a stop to this ‘invasion’. More 
ships are available for the defence of the 
realm since the UK ended its support for 
Mediterranean search and rescue operations.

REFUGEES 

Channel
crossings



08 / REDFLAG. / JANUARY 2019

member states are allowed in without 
immigration status checks. 

The number granted asylum in 
Britain was a disgraceful 4,981 over 
the last year. Government figures 
estimate that only 1,832 clandestine 
entrants, that is, people arriving on 
small boats, stowaways on ferries and 
in the backs of lorries, made it to the 
UK ports in 2017/18, a decrease of 23 
per cent on the year before when it 
stood at 2,366. 

Over half of those applying for 
asylum are refused because they 
cannot provide sufficient documentary 
proof or “evidence” of torture or rape. 
The international treaties and charters 
that accord the right of asylum do 
not demand such material. But then 
no court enforces these solemn 
declarations on powerful states. 

Meanwhile, it is estimated that the 
number of refugees living in dreadful 
conditions around Calais, Caen and 
Dunkirk in northern France and 
around the Belgian ports is around 
1,500. Far from being a flood, or a 
tide, the number of asylum seekers, 
compared with countries closer to 
the war zones is a trickle, easy for a 
wealthy country like Britain to absorb. 

Labour’s weak response 
Labour’s shadow home secretary, 
Diane Abbot, was correct when she 

described the Tories’ scaremongering: 
“It’s the Farage technique, ‘hordes’ of 
people trying to enter the country. You 
frighten people about that.”

Jeremy Corbyn has also stated: 
“they are the product of wars, they are 
the product of human rights abuses, 
they are the product of environmental 
disasters. Europe cannot close its 
borders to them.”

When it comes to concrete 
proposals, however, Labour becomes 
totally evasive. They call for more 
cooperation with French authorities, 
support the sending of the boats and 
refugees’  right to come to Britain 
“when they are found in British 
territorial waters”. Nothing that is not 
already being done. 

Diane Abbot, on BBC Radio 
4’s Today Programme, accepted the 
narrative that the issue was to stop 
them coming. Yes, it was important 
for the British naval forces to save lives 
but, she added, “that’s only a palliative. 
You have to stop them making the 
crossing in the first place.”

“We need to work with the French 
to work with these people and advise 
them on what their real options are.” 
Hmm, Hmm, what might that mean? 
When the interviewer pointed out, 
surely these people want to come 
to Britain, Diane replied, “Well I’ve 
visited some of these camps and some 

of them don’t have a realistic attitude 
about this country”.

What she did not dare to say is 
that refugees in northern France and 
Belgium wanting to come to Britain, 
have a right to seek asylum here and 
should be welcomed. They should be 
brought here by normal, safe, modes 
of transport. That is the answer to 
the dangers of the sea crossing and 
exploitation by people smugglers.

Like Labour’s ducking and diving 
over Brexit, this shows that the 
Corbyn leadership is “left” for just as 
long as it does not threaten Labour’s 
relations with “our people”, that is, 
those who voted Leave because of 
their false belief that immigration is 
the cause of run down areas in Britain. 
There is only one way to deal with 
this and that is to contradict it. To tell 
the truth to prejudice, to educate the 
ignorant. That is what a socialist party 
would do.

This shows the urgent need to 
organise a Left curent in the Labour 
party and in the unions; one which 
does not set its compass by electoral 
opportunism but sees its job as 
combatting backward ideas, including 
amongst Labour’s own voters. 

This is why Red Flag says, open the 
borders to all seeking asylum and to 
workers seeking work. n
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WE WILL not be 
led quietly to 
annihilation by 
the elites and 
government… it 
is not only our 
right, but our 

moral duty to bypass the government’s 
inaction and flagrant dereliction of 
duty, and to rebel to defend life itself.”

So reads the opening proclamation 
of Extinction Rebellion, the new 
environmental movement launched in 
Parliament Square on 31 October.

The campaign’s inaugural action 
is a call to arms in the wake of the 
United Nations warning that we have 
just 12 years to avert catastrophic 
climate change. Only those politicians 
who are completely bought and paid 
for by the fossil fuel industry now 
deny the facts in front of them. But 
acknowledgement is not action: we 
now produce more CO2 year on 
year than when climate change first 
emerged into the public consciousness 
30 years ago.

Fatalism is an understandable 
response when confronted with the 
almost unimaginable consequences of 
runaway climate change and the scale 
of the challenge needed to prevent it. 
But we have not reached the point of 
no return yet.

It is possible, by replacing 
capitalist competition with the 
democratic planning of the economy, 
to radically transform the way we 
relate to the environment and thereby 
mitigate the worst effects of climate 

change by keeping in any rise in 
temperature below 1.5C. History also 
shows us, from the ending of slavery, 
to the Russian Revolution, to the the 
fight for civil rights, that ordinary 
people are capable of rapidly achieving 
momentous social changes.

But there is no overstating 
the gravity of the crisis. Today the 
capitalist parties, whether social-
democratic or conservative, wedded as 
they are to the market, are incapable of 
delivering the kind of action we need. 
The market rules all, and for decades 
to come it will be more profitable 
to continue with the established 
dirty industries than to invest in 
renewables. These are decades we do 
not have.

If we even wanted to carry out 
half of the measures advocated by the 
IPCC to limit global warming to 1.5, 
we would have to initiate a planned 
reorganisation of the economy on a 
fundamental and irreversible scale.

But Extinction Rebellion limits 
itself to demanding the government 
enact legally binding policies to reduce 
UK carbon emissions to zero by 2025, 
and cooperate internationally to 
ensure the global economy ‘runs on 
no more than half a planet’s worth of 
resources per year’. But it also takes 
up the call for a democratic ‘citizens’ 
assembly’, elected by lottery, to ‘oversee 
the changes… creating a democracy fit 
for purpose’.

Will getting arrested and 
convening an unaccountable and 
unrepresentative ‘citizen’s assembly’ 

change the world? No, but it is a break 
with the old and approaching the issue 
from the right angle - democracy and 
direct action.

Labour Party members should 
pass motions endorsing the campaign 
and calling on the leadership to do 
likewise. We should promote and 
participate in the actions, while 
expanding the campaign to target the 
companies as well as the politicians 
– occupy and shut down their 
headquarters and operations.

Trade unionists in the 
engineering, automotive, and energy 
industries have a vital role to play, but 
the Labour Party should take the lead 
by championing a policy of retraining 
and redeployment in the industries of 
future which should be democratically 
planned, and run under the control of 
the workforce.

Peaceful civil disobedience 
is a powerful tactic when used in 
combination with other forms of 
action. But as the experience of anti-
fracking protesters shows, any threat 
to private property will in the end 
by met with state violence. If we are 
determined to ‘rebel to defend life 
itself ’, then we must be prepared to 
defend ourselves too.

Socialists should also back the 
call for mass assemblies to plan how 
to get out of the crisis, aiming to root 
them amongst the social class which 
has both the most to gain, and the 
power to change things – the working 
class. A randomly selected assembly 
with no social roots does not add up 
to a viable machinery for the social 
upheaval Extinction Rebellion hopes 
to bring about. But if these bodies are 
composed of elected delegates, subject 
to recall, and linked to workplaces, 
neighbourhoods, and working class 
organisations, they can become truly 
representative, and form the skeleton 
of a new political power, one which 
ordinary people have an incentive to 
participate in and defend.

These steps are necessary to save 
Earth’s precious ecosystems, and avert 
catastrophe.The clock is ticking and 
only the actions of working people can 
seize the initiative and power from 
politicians who have proved incapable, 
unwilling, or both, to act in the face 
of the imminent crisis confronting 
humanity. n

A new movement is putting democracy and 
direct action at the centre of the struggle 
against climate change  BY CHRIS CLOUGH

ENVIRONMENT

Extinction
Rebellion
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O ne hundred years ago, on the night of 15 
January, 1919, Rosa Luxemburg and Karl 
Liebknecht were brutally murdered by 
right-wing soldiers. Rosa’s lifelong comrade 
and co-leader of the newly born German 
Communist Party, Leo Jogiches, was 
murdered by the same forces on March 10, 

having just publicised the manner of his comrades' deaths. 
They were victims of a bloody repression visited on 

revolutionary Berlin workers by a government headed by 
leaders of the Social Democratic Party of Germany, the 
SPD, Friedrich Ebert and Philipp Scheidemann. The units of 
counterrevolutionary soldiers, the Freikorps, were working 
under the direct command of war minister Gustav Noske, 
also a social democrat, who, on taking up his post famously 
commented, “Someone has to be the bloodhound”.

The repression was the final act of a provocation 
launched by the counterrevolution, which prompted a 
largely unorganised takeover of buildings by lightly armed 
workers and soldiers and then their crushing by regular 
military forces using artillery and tanks. The “uprising” 
which had started on January 5 was crushed on 9-11. 

Luxemburg and Liebknecht had been major figures 
within the SPD for nearly twenty years; Rosa as one of its 
foremost theoreticians, journalists and public speakers.  
Karl, the son of one of the SPD’s two founders, Wilhelm 
Liebknecht, was the founder of its youth movement and a 
courageous opponent of the approaching imperialist war. 
He was not so much a theoretician as a tireless agitator 
who, according to Luxemburg, lived in a perpetual whirl of 
activity, speeches and meetings. 

After the SPD capitulated to patriotism by voting for 
war credits on August 4, 1914, Rosa Luxemburg, Clara 
Zetkin, Karl Liebknecht, Leo Jogiches, Julian Marchlewski 
and the veteran Franz Mehring, formed an opposition 
to the war and the SPD’s betrayal. They were joined by a 
younger generation of leaders, Ernst Meyer, Paul Levi, 
Hugo Eberlein, Kate and Herman Duncker, Wilhelm 
Pieck, Eugen Leviné, and others. They formed a group 
that was first called the International Group and later the 
Spartakusbund. 

A much larger force,  the Independent Social 
Democratic Party of Germany, USPD,  was formed when 
the SPD leaders expelled deputies for voting against or 
abstaining on war credits and calling for peace negotiations. 
Despite persecution by the SPD majority, the new party’s 
membership rapidly grew to about 120,000. Many of the 
Berlin shop stewards who had led strikes in 1916 and 1918 
against the war, and later the soldier and sailor mutineers 
who sparked the November Revolution, rallied to the party. 

In 1919, having stopped the First 
World War and overthrown the 
monarchy, German revolutionaries 
attempted to spread the Russian 
socialist revolution to Europe by 
launching an insurrection in Berlin.
DAVE STOCKTON  tells the story

FEATURE

The 
Spartakist
Uprising 
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Karl Kautsky and Eduard Bernstein joined it, too.  Its left 
wing was led by Georg Ledebour. The USPD leadership was 
generally considerably to the right of its members. 

From prison, Rosa and Karl advised the Spartacusbund 
to remain in the USPD to try to win it to revolutionary 
politics and away from its pacifist positions. It did not even 
occur to them to create a leadership abroad as the Russian 
social democrats had always done. Thus, Rosa found herself 
in the Barnimstrasse Women’s Prison and then the Wronke 
fortress for most of the war years. She could smuggle 
out her flaming appeals, such as the Junius Pamphlet, 
that famously proclaimed German Social Democracy a 
“stinking corpse”, but she could not crystalise a leadership 
of a new party to replace it, nor link it to an underground 
organisation. However, Leo Jogiches performed heroic 
work in networking and creating illegal links for producing 
the pamphlets and journals of the Spartacusbund.

By November 1918, Germany, like Russia in 1917, 
was in the throes of revolution. Germany had plainly lost 
the war and its urban population was near starvation as 
a result of the British naval blockade. Already, waves of 
strikes in 1916 and early 1918 had swept the country where 
the call for bread had linked with the demands for an end 
to the war. Revolution, when it came, was triggered by a 
mutiny of the sailors of the North Sea fleet. Soon workers’ 
and soldiers’ councils, Räte, began to be formed across 
Germany, modeled on the soviets of the 1905 and 1917 
Russian revolutions. 

The Army High Command, terrified of repeating the 
Russian experience and desperate to prevent the army 
disintegrating completely, called on the civilian government 
of Prince Max von Baden to sue for an armistice to the Allies, 
particularly the American President Woodrow Wilson. 
They unceremoniously pressured the Kaiser to abdicate 
and encouraged the main mass working class party, the 
Majority SPD to form the government with Friedrich Ebert 
as its head. 

Liebknecht and Luxembourg, released from prison 
in late October and early November respectively, threw 
themselves into the fight for a socialist revolution to rid 
Germany of the warmongering generals and profiteering 
capitalists who had led the country into the terrible carnage 
of the First World War. They advocated a republic of 
workers' councils like Russia. 

On November 9, mass demonstrations in Berlin led 

to the proclamation of a republic and the formation of a 
six-person Council of People's Deputies, led by Friedrich 
Ebert. After some hesitation, the USPD decided to take up 
three of the posts. Ebert was working closely with the High 
Command which was politically cunning enough to see 
in the SPD the essential weapon need to avoid a socialist 
revolution. Ebert obligingly assured them that he “hated the 
revolution like sin”. 

At the same time, he offered Liebknecht a place on 
the Council. Clearly his objective was to compromise and 
tie the hands of the left by assuming office in what was in 
terms of its function a bourgeois government. Karl refused. 
Nevertheless, millions of workers and soldiers thought the 
new government and the SPD were the leadership of the 
revolution. 

The first workers' and soldiers' councils were led by 
revolutionary soldiers, sailors and workers' shop stewards, 
Obleute. But as the Räte spread across Germany it became 
clear that the SPD was winning a large majority in them. 
Finally, when a congress of councils assembled in the 
Circus Busch in Berlin on December 16, Luxemburg and 
Liebknecht did not get delegacies. Out of the 489 delegates, 
the SPD Majority had 288 delegates and the USPD 90, of 
whom only 10 were from the Spartacusbund. 

The SPD majority voted for the convocation of 
a constituent assembly in early January. Ebert and 
Scheidemann made it clear that the Räte were temporary 
bodies and that a parliamentary regime was what they were 
after, and as as soon as possible. Meanwhile, Ebert affirmed 
the legitimacy of the Army High Command and asked them 
to send reliable units to Berlin and other revolutionary 
centres to ensure or restore “order”.

Of course, the Russian revolution had also started 
in this way but there were critical differences. After the 
”spontaneous” February Revolution, the first soviets 
had a big Menshevik majority, who promptly handed 
the government over to the bourgeois politicians of the 
Provisional government. In Russia, however, during the 
February mass uprising, the officer corps had effectively 
lost control over the army units to soldiers' committees. 
As a result, the soviets, especially the Petrograd Soviet, 
exercised more power than the government, a situation that 
became known as "dual power". 

Alhough the Bolsheviks were in a minority in the 
soviets, they were a substantial one and they represented an 

The 
Spartakist
Uprising 
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experienced and disciplined party, rooted in the factories 
and barracks, whose programme and tactics went back to 
1903, and whose existence as a fully independent party 
went back to 1912. In these years of preparation, they 
developed an illegal underground apparatus as well as legal 
organisations and mass publications. 

Moreover, in April 1917, they adopted Lenin’s April 
Theses, in effect a new action programme for transforming 
the bourgeois democratic revolution against Tsarism into a 
workers' revolution against capital. Under Lenin, soon to be 
joined by Trotsky, they patiently but aggressively carried out 
agitation around the slogans of ending the war, feeding the 
hungry masses and distributing the landlords' estates to the 
peasants, the famous, Peace! Bread! Land! They combined 
this with slogans to pass all power to the soviets and throw 
out the capitalist minsters from the Provisional government. 

On this basis, the Bolsheviks were able to win a majority 
in the Soviets by the end of August and take the lead in 
defeating a counterrevolutionary coup d’etat. As a direct 
result of deploying these tactics they were able to overthrow 
the government in an insurrection supported by the mass of 
workers and soldiers on October 25 (November 7 according 
to the modern calendar).

True, rank and file radical workers and sailors, led by 
Bolsheviks and anarchists, had attempted to overthrow 
the provisional government in the July Days of 1917. The 
Bolshevik leadership, after hesitation, supported the armed 
demonstrations underway but opposed the attempt to 
overthrow the government whilst it still had the support 
of a majority in the soviets. The Bolsheviks were subjected 
to government repression and Lenin had to go into hiding 
until the very eve of the October Insurrection.

In hindsight, we can see that Luxemburg and Liebknecht 
should have launched the sort of factional struggle Lenin 
waged in the Russian Social Democracy and which in 1912 
led to the final emergence of Bolshevism as a party free of 
opportunism and compromise with the right. This meant 
that Bolsheviks were free to build up support in the working 
class for consistent revolutionary policies and to do so by 
combining legal and illegal means.

Luxemburg understood the importance of a 
revolutionary party, but her views of it fell short of the kind 
of combat party the Bolsheviks were building. Faced with 
the increasingly bureaucratised SPD she stressed instead 
the importance of the spontaneous activity of the working 
class, of its capacity for forcing the pace in a revolutionary 
period, as against the critical role of party leadership as 
strategist and tactician in the revolutionary struggle.

The new German Communist Party, KPD, was 
formed around the nucleus of the Spartakusbund and 

the International Communists in a conference held from 
December 30, 1918, to January 1, 1919. Before it had time 
to consolidate itself and launch a renewed challenge to the 
social democratic traitors, it was faced by the test of fire in a 
revolutionary uprising it had not planned. 

Ebert and the High Command had been putting 
together a reactionary armed force made up of loyal troops 
and the Freikorps, a militia of volunteer soldiers, some 
of whom had been involved in fighting the Bolsheviks in 
the Baltic. Late December saw a premature attempt by the 
military to disarm the revolutionary sailors and dissolve 
the armed workers' organisations but this failed in the face 
of huge mass demonstrations of protest. In the midst of 
this crisis, the USPD members of the Council of People’s 
deputies resigned. 

The next provocation was the attempted removal of the 
left wing USPD police chief in Berlin, Emil Eichhorn. He 
refused to quit his post. Again, mass mobilisations flooded 
the streets. This convinced a number of revolutionary 
workers’ leaders, amongst them Karl Liebknecht, that 
it was necessary to overthrow the Ebert government in 
order to stop Noske’s Freikorps taking over Berlin. The 
demonstration's sheer size, 500,000 and the accompanying 
general strike, convinced them that the masses were ready 
for action. 

An Interim Revolutionary Committee of 53 members 
was formed with USPD lefts, and Revolutionary Shop 
Stewards on it. Liebknecht, who was also a member, 
along with Georg Ledebour, argued that the time was 
ripe to overthrow Ebert.  They issued  a proclamation, 
declaring Ebert and the government deposed. Groups of 
revolutionary workers and soldiers had already occupied 
the building of the SPD daily, Vorwärts.

Luxemburg, however, was not convinced that the 
revolutionary forces were either strong or well organised 
enough as yet for such a decisive confrontation. Moreover, 
when the KPD central committee met, it rejected the call 
and indeed ordered Liebknecht to leave the Committee 
which in any case was in confusion. From this moment 
on, everything began to go wrong. The Revolutionary 
Shop Stewards, who had called the mass demonstrations, 
refused to support an “uprising” to remove Ebert. So, too, 
did the only revolutionary military force in Berlin, the 
People's Marine Division, sailors from the Baltic fleet who 
had started the November Revolution. They declared their 
neutrality.

Ebert and Noske now pounced. From the 6-11 January, 
the revolutionary occupiers came under a full-scale attack 
from the Freikorps in which 156 ‘Spartakists’ were killed, 
some as they tried to surrender under a white flag of truce, 

FEATURE
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others as they threw up makeshift barricades to protect the 
workers’ quarters on the eastern side of the city. 

Although the KPD central committee had not 
authorised the “uprising”, Rosa concluded that the 
communists had no alternative but to place themselves on 
the side of the insurrection, even though it was certain to 
fail. The small and ill-organised KPD was unable to do what 
Lenin and the Bolsheviks had been able to do in the July 
Days of 1917; to effect a retreat in good order that preserved 
the party, its morale and its leaders’ lives. 

Nevertheless, during their final few days, Rosa and 
Karl’s brilliant articles for the KPD daily Rote Fahne 
concentrated on the need for decisive action. Those who 
see a contradiction between her opposition to setting the 
goal of overthrowing Ebert at this conjuncture and her 
reported reproof to Liebknecht, “But Karl how could you, 
and what about our programme?” fail to understand her 
revolutionary method. To attempt to seize power at this 
conjuncture was a serious mistake, indeed an adventure, 
she thought. Events were to prove her right on this score. 
But resistance, even aramed resistance, to Ebert and Co's 
attack on the revolutionary working class was justified 
and necessary. As can be seen in the article in Rote Fahne 
published on January 7, she was far from counseling retreat 
once battle had been joined. Indeed she sharply condemned 
those in the USPD who were trying to negotiate with Ebert. 
She talked of,

“….spineless elements [are] already industriously at 
work paving the way for ‘negotiations’, bringing about 
compromises, throwing a bridge across the abyss which has 
opened up between the masses of workers and soldiers and 
the Ebert government, inducing the revolution to make a 
‘compromise’ with its mortal enemies.

"Now there is no time to lose. Sweeping measures must 
be undertaken immediately. Clear and speedy directives 
must be given to the masses, to the soldiers faithful to 
the revolution. Their energy, their bellicosity, must be 
directed towards the right goals. The wavering elements 
among the troops can be won for the sacred cause of the 
people by means of resolute and clear actions taken by the 
revolutionary bodies.

Act! Act! Courageously, resolutely, consistently – that 
is the ‘accursed’ duty and obligation of the revolutionary 
chairmen and the sincerely socialist party leaders. Disarm 
the counter-revolution, arm the masses, occupy all positions 
of power. Act quickly! The revolution obliges. Its hours 
count as months, its days as years, in world history. Let the 
organs of the revolution be aware of their high obligations !”

As Noske unleashed his dogs of war, the Freikorps, to 
indulge in a bloody frenzy against the left. Rosa wrote her 

last article, “Order Reigns in Berlin”.
“Was the ultimate victory of the revolutionary 

proletariat to be expected in this conflict? Could we have 
expected the overthrow of Ebert-Scheidemann and the 
establishment of a socialist dictatorship? Certainly not, if 
we carefully consider all the variables that weigh upon the 
question."

She acknowledged the revolutionary immaturity of the 
mass of the soldiers, the countryside the lack of coordination 
of the revolutionary centres across the country, that  “they 
still do not march forward in lockstep with one another, 
there is still no unity of action, which would make the 
forward thrust and fighting will of the Berlin working class 
incomparably more effective”.

Nevertheless she asks and answers the vital question:
“Does that mean that the past week’s struggle was 

an 'error'? The answer is yes if we were talking about a 
premeditated 'raid' or 'putsch'. But what triggered this week 
of combat? As in all previous cases, such as December 6 
and December 24, it was a brutal provocation by the 
government.

"The revolution’s enemies can also take the initiative, 
and indeed as a rule they exercise it more frequently than 
does the revolution. Faced with the brazen provocation by 
Ebert-Scheidemann, the revolutionary workers were forced 
to take up arms.”

This analysis spells out the reasons for the defeat but 
also her belief in final victory. It shows how the “Order” 
boasted of by the treacherous social democratic leaders will 
be short lived:

"Order reigns in Berlin! You stupid lackeys! Your order 
is built on sand. Tomorrow the revolution will rear its head 
once again and to your horror will proclaim, with trumpets 
blazing: 'I was, I am, I will be!’”

Luxemburg’s last struggle, like the whole of her life, is 
an inspiration. Her memory has been trampled on by her 
opponents and misrepresented by her supposed supporters 
as a weapon against Bolshevism. As for Liebknecht, despite 
his tactical mistakes in 1919 he, too, remains an example of 
revolutionary will and courage.    

Trotsky summed up the significance of  the two shortly 
after the news of their murder reached him:

He talked of the, “valour of determination, that 
heroism of action which makes the figure of Liebknecht 
unforgettable to the world proletariat. And at his side 
stands Rosa, a warrior of the world proletariat equal to 
him in spirit. Their tragic death at their combat positions 
couples their names with a special, eternally unbreakable 
link. Henceforth they will be always named together: Karl 
and Rosa, Liebknecht and Luxemburg!” n
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O n October 5, 1968, a peaceful civil rights march was 
savagely beaten off the streets of Derry by the Royal Ulster 
Constabulary (RUC). The RUC riot was flashed over TV 
screens throughout Ireland and Britain that evening. 
Among the defenceless marchers was Gerry Fitt MP, 
blood streaming down his face after being truncheoned, 
one of 96 people needing hospital treatment.

The events that day caused widespread anger within the nationalist 
community throughout ‘Northern Ireland’. It also caused not a little 
curiosity from people in Britain unaware that their commonly accepted 
civil rights might not exist in another part of the ‘United Kingdom’. The 
main consequence of the events in Derry though was the start of a year 
of mass protest action from the nationalist community which was to 
throw the northern Unionist state into a major crisis and herald thirty 
years of war against the British presence.

The Orange state, established in 1921, was a repressive and 
vicious sectarian state from birth, created by carving out territory 
that guaranteed a majority for the mainly Protestant Unionists. For 
the minority, who identified as Irish nationalists, mainly Catholics, 
it meant widespread discrimination, especially in housing and 
jobs. There was gerrymandering of local government boundaries to 
safeguard Unionist control of councils where they were in a minority. 
Ratepayers voted but not lodgers, company directors got extra votes in 
local elections. Hence the Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association 
(NICRA) demand for ‘one man, one vote’.

The Special Powers Act, the Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC) 
and the infamous ‘B’ Specials (Ulster Special Constabulary) ensured 
a prison house for Catholics which often descended into pogroms 
of Catholic areas by loyalists and state forces. In short, there was a 
‘Protestant Parliament and a Protestant state’ as Lord Craigavon, the 
first prime minister of Northern Ireland, proudly called it.

Civil Rights
NICRA was founded in 1967, modelled on the Black civil rights 

movement in the USA. Its aim was to peacefully lobby for a limited 
programme of civil liberties and it was supported by the Communist 
Party of Ireland, Northern Ireland Labour Party (NILP), Republican 
Labour and the Republican Movement. Its demands included reform 
of the electoral system, the abolition of the Special Powers Act and of 
the B-Specials.

NICRA, in truth a very moderate, cross class body, was hurled 
into the spotlight as it tapped into the pent up anger and frustration of 
the oppressed nationalist community. When Home Affairs minister 
Craig tried to ban the march in Derry, NICRA was reluctantly forced 
by the more radical Derry Housing Action Committee (DHAC) to go 
ahead. DHAC comprised local NILP activists like Eamon McCann, 
later charged with two others for organising the march.

In the aftermath of the march, the Citizens’ Action Committee 
(CAC) in Derry was also formed by Catholic middle class elements 
headed by Ivan Cooper and John Hume, basically to dampen down 
the spirit of revolt. The left dissolved into this respectable body.

After the Derry march, Peoples’ Democracy (PD) was formed in 
Queen’s University, Belfast. Comprised mainly of student radicals, 
PD adopted a Civil Rights charter with additional demands on house 
building, jobs and farm co-operatives. They were the most dynamic 
and radical force around at the time, often incurring the wrath of 
NICRA leaders, and organised mass protests in Belfast.

PD led a four day civil rights march from Belfast to Derry which 
was repeatedly attacked and harassed by loyalist thugs with police 
connivance. The ambush at Burntollet Bridge was particularly vicious 
as eighty marchers were bombarded with bricks and bottles by club 
wielding loyalists. The RUC were complicit in leading the marchers 
into this trap.

Bloodied and weary, the marchers successfully made it to Derry 
where they received a rapturous welcome. In revenge, the RUC ran 
amok in the Catholic Bogside later that evening. Barricades went up, 
the RUC were banished from the area for a week and ‘Free Derry’ was 
born.

NICRA continued to centre their campaign around ‘one man, 
one vote’ with even Labour Prime Minister Harold Wilson pleading 
for universal franchise. But the Unionist prime minister of Northern 
Ireland, Captain O’Neil, was unable to deliver it as he increasingly 
became the object of hard line Unionist intransigence. His apparent 
‘softness’ led to his downfall and Wilson’s threat of Westminster 
intervention was shown to be mere bluff as the government melted 
before loyalist resistance.

Struggles escalates 
It was increasingly clear to the nationalist community that serious 
reform was not forthcoming. NICRA had no strategy to deal with this 
as their marches and supporters came under the cosh of loyalists and 
state forces. So, when a large scale RUC incursion into the Bogside in 
Derry was launched in 1969, nationalists drove out the police with 
petrol bombs and bricks, forcing Labour’s Home Secretary, James 
Callaghan to send in British troops. Alongside the Battle of the Bogside 
there were also serious clashes in Belfast as loyalists, often aided and 
abetted by the RUC, sought to drive out Catholic families.

An initial welcome for Callaghan and the troops soon disappeared 
as meaningful reforms failed to materialise and street clashes 
subsequently broke out between troops and nationalists. With 
NICRA’s demands being ignored by the Unionist state and its British 
backers, nationalists began to look elsewhere, towards direct action, to 
pursue their interests.

The pogroms on Catholic areas confirmed a traditional Republican 
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historical truism for nationalists, that they could not rely on the 
state for protection. There followed the growth of Citizen Defence 
Committees and then the rise of the Provisional IRA as the main, 
though not the only, armed force. A struggle to reform the state had 
grown over into a struggle to ‘Smash Stormont’ and get rid of the 
border. British rule itself was now recognised as the problem; without 
it there would be no border.

The Ballymurphy Massacre in 1971 and then the slaying of 14 
Derry protesters on Bloody Sunday, 1972, by the Parachute Regiment 
had escalated the armed struggle against Britain and alienated a whole 
community. The slaughter in Derry happened under the Tories but 
there was no protest from the Labour Party. The Parliamentary Labour 
Party actually voted to accept the Widgery Report on Bloody Sunday 
which declared the British Army innocent, a ruling only overturned 
many years later in 2010 by the Saville Inquiry.

The Sectarian Endeavour
So, the initial year of mass revolt gave way to a republican armed 
guerilla campaign which, despite thirty years of struggle, was unable to 
expel the British from the north. The political wing of this movement, 
Sinn Fein, sued for peace and the Good Friday Agreement (GFA) was 
agreed in 1998. The hallmark of this deal was a devolved Assembly 
and a power sharing government. Sinn Fein dropped its militant 
opposition to the state. It decommissioned its weapons, recognised 
the police and accepted a Unionist veto over a united Ireland.

Twenty years on and the Good Friday Agreement now lies in 
tatters with no Assembly or power sharing executive but the peace 
does hold. Indeed, some of the more blatant forms of discrimination 
have been whittled away thanks to thirty years of resistance. But 
the northern Orange state has not been smashed and still remains a 
sectarian endeavour.

The GFA has not decreased sectarianism, sectarian tensions 
remain as high as ever. The Assembly was based on a sectarian 
headcount and a sectarian hand out of resources to benefit politicians 
and middle class elements in both communities. Any opponents of 
the GFA are still hounded and repressed. Internment without trial or, 
rather, internment on remand, strip searching of republican prisoners 
and even the non jury Diplock Courts remain. The state is still a 
sectarian bulwark of the union.

The indelible birth mark of the Orange state was that it was founded 
upon a systematic social oppression of the minority on the basis of 
their nationality, their identification with Irish nationalism and for a 
united Ireland. In that sense, the question of religious differences was 
always secondary. Discrimination was so widespread and entrenched 
that a few reforms could never guarantee social justice. The abolition 
of the state and its border was a prerequisite for uplifting the minority 
from their second class status.

Sinn Fein’s years of eating humble pie since the GFA have not 
progressed their goal of peace with justice let alone a united Ireland 
one jot. Even elementary rights which they have supported, like the 
Irish Language Act and same-sex marriage, have been sabotaged 
by Unionist bigotry.The Unionist veto on just about everything still 
rules. In fact, it has taken the threat of Brexit and its likely disastrous 
consequences on the economy of the north and south to raise the 
border question once more, not the GFA’s peace process!

Lessons of 1968
A key lesson of the 1968-69 mass revolt is that a determined struggle 
to end discrimination would inevitably pose the question of a national 
struggle. Partition, established in 1921, was itself part of a deal 

which defeated the objectives of the Irish national revolution for a 
free independent 32 county republic. The northern state could only 
survive with heavy doses of repression of nationalists and marginal 
privileges for loyalists.

The pacifist leaders of the Civil Rights movement were petrified 
by the forces of mass revolt now unleashed. The motley collection of 
Stalinists, liberals and nationalists were comfortable in their criticisms 
of PD. The Provisional Republicans, who became the main force on 
the ground because they addressed the national question and defence, 
condemned the Civil Rights perspective of reforming Stormont from 
within.

The legacy of Stalinism, typified by the Official Republican 
Movement’s stages theory of first a reformed Stormont, then a united 
Ireland and, at some distant point, socialism, accorded well with the 
civil rights leaders. The Provos’ early ‘Smash Stormont’ perspective saw 
the mass movement replaced by a guerilla campaign which inevitably 
ran into a cul-de-sac because it was unable to match superior British 
firepower and repression. The end result was a peace deal which 
reneged on their previous political positions.

The legacy of the small forces of the left is not much better. PD, 
Eamon McCann and the Derry activists despite their clear radical 
edge were also unable to build a revolutionary socialist alternative to 
the failed nationalist and reformist strategies on offer. An alternative 
socialist strategy had to recognise that agitation for civil rights in the 
north had to take account of the national aspirations for a United 
Ireland. That meant fighting for a working class and socialist leadership 
in the revolutionary democratic struggle that had opened up.

So, alongside the demands against discrimination, abolishing the 
Special Powers Act and Stormont, socialists should have formulated 
an action programme including the following;

The need to agitate for action within the factories and workplaces. 
All out strike action was vital.

The need to challenge the self appointed CAC leadership in Derry 
by calling for open democratic public meetings to decide future action 
and to fight for an Action Council to coordinate workers’ strike action.

In response to loyalist and state attacks, it was imperative for 
action councils to organise and train detachments of youth and 
workers as defence militias. In the absence of democratic militias, 
militant youth were often diverted into a constant round of street 
fights with the police.

The left urgently needed to raise class demands alongside the 
democratic ones. For a massive scheme of public works to create jobs 
and build houses for all. Opening up the books of the Councils to 
delegates of working class organisations. Real equality could not be 
realised without fighting to end the common exploitation of both 
Catholic and Protestant workers, this was crucial in appealing to 
advanced Protestant workers.

There had to be an orientation to southern workers and, indeed, 
British workers, for solidarity action. Agitation amongst soldiers in 
the south - demands to refuse to seal the border and to open the 
arsenals for defence of barricaded areas would have been necessary.

This approach would, at the very least, have become a real focus 
for militants in developing an all Ireland revolutionary socialist 
organisation and a counterweight to the failing strategies of Stalinism 
and pure republicanism. This would have been a legacy that could 
put the revolutionary democratic struggle on the road to permanent 
revolution and the Workers’ Republic. n
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O n 5 January, tens of 
thousands of workers 
and students flooded 
into Budapest’s Heroes 
Square to demand 
President Victor 
Orban’s Fidesz party is 

“swept from power”.
If Orban thought that the 

winter break would kill off the anti-
government movement, this emphatic 
response instead killed off any hope 
of that. A trio of dictatorial laws 
has drawn opposition parties, trade 
unions, students and intellectuals into 
a mass street movement, mainly in the 
capital Budapest but also, for the first 
time, across the country.

Now, the trade union federation, 
MASZSZ, which has 150,000 
members, has threatened a general 
strike on 19 January. “The government 
has abandoned us,” said Laszlo Kordas, 
head of MASZDZ, “The country must 
come to a halt at the same time on the 
same day.”

Another union official admitted to 
the German newspaper Handelsblatt 
that this was due to rank and file 
pressure, “Some of our members are 
asking us to shut down the country.”

The movement started in 
November last year, when Fidesz, 

which has a two-thirds majority in 
Parliament following its landslide 
election victory in April and so 
can pass any law it likes, moved to 
shut down the Central European 
University, which was founded and 
partially funded by Orban’s hate 
figure, the billionaire George Soros.

Slave Law
Then, on 12 December, car and 
chemical workers, meatpackers 
and teachers joined the students 
and academics on the streets, when 
parliament passed the so-called “Slave 
Law”.

This law allows employers to 
roster their workers for an extra 400 
hours overtime a year, to pay for this 
additional labour time at the normal 
rate and to withhold payment for up 
to three years. Workers rightly fear 
that they would be sacked if they 
refuse to do the “overtime”, effectively 
making it compulsory.

Just think about it for a minute. 
Four hundred hours equates to two 
whole hours extra a day or one extra 
working day per week. 

There is a certain irony in all of 
this. Fidesz was elected on a platform 
that almost exclusively centred on 
eliminating immigration; a policy that 

is coveted by right wing politicians in 
the UK ranging from Jacob Rees-
Mogg and Nigel Farage through to the 
fascist Tommy Robinson.

Yet this policy has produced an 
acute labour shortage in Hungary, 
especially in the all-important car 
industry, which is dominated by 
multinationals like BMW, Audi and 
General Motors, where workers are 
paid on average €900 a month, a third 
of a typical German car worker’s wage. 
An estimated one million, mainly 
young, workers have left the country 
since 2006, when Orban came to 
power, and have not been replaced. 
Workers have even nicknamed the 
new law the “BMW law”.

Other authoritarian laws passed 
at the end of 2018 include the setting 
up of new “administrative courts” to 
deal with corruption cases and the 
like. These courts will be under the 
direct control of the ruling party, 
thus ending the independence of the 
judiciary, very handy since the Fidesz 
government is increasingly mired in 
financial scandal. Another draws the 
mainstream media, which are already 
largely in the pocket of Fidesz, into 
one consortium. Many fear this would 
signal the final end of independent 
journalism.

Repression and resistance
The initial response of the government 
was to violently repress the 
movement, unleashing teargas on 
the demonstrators on 12 December, 
arresting over 50 protesters and 
wounding many more. It has called 
off its dogs since then, taken aback by 
opinion polls that regularly suggest 
that 80 per cent of the population 
disapprove of the slave law and fearing 
the type of street movement that 
brought Orban himself to power on a 
pro-democracy ticket in 2006 .

Now, the opposition parties have 
joined the fray, with MPs partially 
occupying the state TV centre to 
demand the right to read out a 
statement supporting the protests. 
Until now, only the government line 
on the protesters, essentially that it 
is all a plot concocted by Soros, has 
been broadcast. This broadening of 
the movement, however, also brings 

Protests erupt
against Orban’s 
‘slave law’
A movement against an attack on working hours has 
morphed into a sustained challenge to Hungary’s 
authoritarian ruler BY JEREMY DEWAR
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its dangers.
Firstly, the mainstream parties, 

including the Socialist Party, MSZP, 
cannot be trusted. They have proved 
no friends to the workers in the 
past and have remained quiet amid 
the rising tide of racism, especially 
antisemitism. Their main goal is 
to secure a level playing field for 
themselves in May’s important 
European elections.

Worse, the fascist Jobbik party, 
currently polling at 8 per cent support, 
has opportunistically positioned 
itself as a defender of workers’ 
rights. Yellow vests have even started 
appearing on some of the more recent 
demonstrations. As a defender of zero 
immigration, violently antisemitic 
and a promoter of authoritarian 
dictatorship, the presence of Jobbik 
is a clear threat to workers, migrants, 
and women. Within the movement, 
socialists should link workers’ rights 

with the women’s movement and 
campaigns in solidarity with migrants 
and against racism. Raising anti-racist 
and pro-women slogans, alongside 
self-defence committees, is the first 
step to isolating the far right and 
driving them out of the movement.  

The workers have had to wring the 
call for a general strike on 19 January 
out of their union leaders. But the 
unions are weak, with fewer than one 
in ten workers belonging to one. To 
overcome this limitation, workers 
must build councils of action in every 
district of Budapest and in all cities 
and towns, drawing in all workplaces, 
unionised or not, students and rural 
workers. The running of the general 
strike and direction of the movement 
must be placed in the hands of such 
action committees.

Orban doesn’t fear the opposition, 
let alone trade union leaders. What 
he does fear is that the movement 

could escape their control and develop 
into one that, as is already happening 
spontaneously, threatens his rule. If 
he survives, with one or two minor 
concessions, he will simply come back 
and pick off workers and students 
piecemeal.

To prevent this, the workers 
must inscribe on their banners the 
repeal of all Orban’s dictatorial laws, 
demand he is ejected from office 
and that a constitutional assembly 
is called, under the control of the 
working masses. To end the growing 
dictatorship of Orban’s Fidesz party 
and prevent Jobbik from filling his 
shoes, a new party of the working 
class is needed, a revolutionary party 
that can resolve the crisis engulfing 
Hungary in the interests of all 
workers, be they Hungarian, Roma 
or immigrant, Christian, Jewish or 
Muslim. n

Sri Lanka’s constitutional 
crisis, during which 
there appeared to be 
two governments at one 
point and no government 
at all at another, 
has been resolved, 

at least formally. On December 
16, the country’s Supreme Court 
ruled unanimously that President 
Maithripala Sirisena had acted 
unconstitutionally when he sacked 
the then prime minister, Ranil 
Wickremasinghe, replacing him with 
Mahinda Rajapakse, and then closed 
parliament and called early elections 
for January. Having previously 

said he would never again appoint 
Wickremasinghe as PM, even if every 
MP voted for him, Sirisena has now 
reinstated him.

While that decision ends 
the political stand-off between 
Wickremasinghe and Rajapakse as 
to which one is really the PM, the 
political reverberations of the whole 
episode will continue to shake the 
island in the coming year. Quite 
apart from the legal implications of 
having acted against the Constitution, 
Sirisena’s political stature has been 
severely eroded and any hopes he 
had of securing a second term must 
surely now be shattered. Equally, the 

prospects for the Sri Lanka Freedom 
Party, SLFP, of which he is the Leader, 
in parliamentary elections that must 
be held within the year, are not 
good, it had already lost members to 
Rajapakse’s Sri Lanka People’s Party, 
SLPP.

Rajapakse himself has not come 
out of the crisis well, either. Earlier 
in the year, his star seemed to be 
rising once again as the SLPP won 
handsomely in local elections but 
now he is clearly associated in the 
popular mind with the underhand and 
unconstitutional plotting of Sirisena. 
In addition, his own position as an MP 
is likely to be challenged because he 
was elected as a member of the United 
People’s Freedom Alliance, UPFA, 
but has subsequently joined the SLPP 
and the Constitution requires MPs to 
resign if they change party.

Since the unpopularity of Ranil 
Wickremasinghe was probably one 
of the main factors in persuading 
Sirisena to sack him, it is rather ironic 
that he, of all people, has benefitted 
most from the whole debacle. By 
refusing to recognise his removal from 
office, organising a parliamenetary 

Crisis over?
The constitutional stand-off has been resolved but instability 
remains the order of the day in 2019
BY PETER MAIN 
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majority in his defence and mobilising 
significant mass demonstrations in his 
support, he has done a great deal to 
redeem himself in the court of “public 
opinion”.

Prospects
The formal return to “business as 
usual”, however, cannot hide the deep 
malaise within Sri Lanka’s whole 
political system. It cannot erase the 
public’s memory of Rajapakse’s MP’s 
hurling furniture at the Speaker of 
Parliament and throwing water laced 
with chilli powder at fellow MPs in an 
attempt to prevent a vote of confidence 
in Wickremasinghe.

Perhaps most importantly of all, 
it will not change the policies that had 
made Wickremasinghe so unpopular. 
The advantage of coming out on top 

in the crisis may be short-lived and 
there is no shortage of rivals to be the 
UNP’s next presidential candidate, 
the most frequently mentioned being 
his current deputy, Sajith Premadasa. 
Given the serious damage done to the 
economy by the crisis, which led to 
a collapse in tourism, a devaluation 
of the rupee and a raising of interest 
rates when all the ratings agencies 
downgraded the country’s status, the 
economic situation is now far worse. 
The Treasury is reported to have 
calculated that the crisis cost R102 
billion (some £510 million).

Public disillusionment with 
politicians and parties is obviously 
entirely justified but, as we have seen 
in many other countries, it can be 
channelled into highly reactionary 
movements. This was certainly 
Mahinda Rajapakse’s strategy in the 
past and he is probably still guaranteed 
the Sinhala chauvinist vote, with the 
support of much of the Buddhist 
clergy and groups such as the clerical 
fascists of Bodu Bala Sena. However, 
to win a presidential election he may 
need to seek broader support and his 
emphasis now is on “policies to benefit 
all Sri Lankans”. If not Mahinda, then 

he has two brothers, Gothabaya and 
Basil, who could take his place.

While the Right try to blame the 
country’s ills on a combination of their 
political opponents and oppressed 
minorities, the Left needs to draw the 
real lessons from the crisis. Popular 
discontent is ultimately rooted in 
the sense of betrayal of democratic 
principles and that is the issue upon 
which the Left should mobilise. 
Sirisena may not have got away 
with his almost dictatorial plan to 
remove the government and close the 
parliament but the people have had 
no say in that, any more than they had 
a say in Wickremsinghe’s economic 
policies, the failure to seriously 
investigate either war crimes against 
the Tamils or the corruption scandals 
or, for that matter, even when there 

will be new elections to parliament.

Democracy
When people say that the whole 
system is rotten, they are right - and 
the answer is to change the whole 
system. For us, as socialists, the change 
needs to be one that removes the 
existing state apparatus and replaces 
it by a system of democratically 
elected workers’ and farmers’ councils, 
supporting a government that will 
socialise all the main sectors of the 
economy and then plan their use to 
maximise the fulfilment of human 
needs, not private profits.

Although that is our strategic 
goal, we clearly cannot move straight 
towards it, it requires the support of 
the majority of workers and that has 
to be won by applying tactics that can 
be supported by the majority and can 
lead towards that goal. Parliamentary 
democracy is always limited by the 
reality that economic power in society 
is in the hands of a small class of 
capitalists.

Nonetheless, we are in favour of 
the most radical forms of democracy 
within a capitalist society; we want 
equal votes for all from the age of 16, 

we want all branches of government, 
including both the judiciary and the 
security forces, to be accountable 
to elected authorities, we want the 
abolition of the whole presidential 
system, which serves only to limit the 
power of the elected MPs, we want all 
elected representatives to be recallable 
by their electors and paid the average 
wage, we want the rights of minorities, 
including the right of national self-
determination, to be guaranteed.

The list could, of course, go on, 
but the point is that most of these 
rights, although democratic, are not 
included in the existing constitution. 
We need a new constitution and for 
that we need a democratically elected 
Constituent Assembly. That is a 
demand that can appeal well beyond 
the ranks of committed socialists and, 
indeed, well beyond the working class. 
That is a potential strength. While not 
hiding our own, socialist, goals, we 
can propose campaigns and actions 
that can be supported by others who 
do not share those goals.

The existing rulers will not want 
any such reform - it would strike at 
one of the roots of their power - it 
will have to be fought for and we 
will propose working class forms 
of campaign and action to force 
them to concede our demands. In 
the course of such campaigning, we 
can not only popularise the demand 
for a Constituent Assembly but also 
propose the building of working 
class organisations within which the 
workers’ particular demands such 
as trade union rights, equal pay, 
health and safety legislation, health 
insurance, access to employers’ 
accounts and so on, can be identified 
and formulated.

In the longer term, such 
organisations as workplace 
committees, union branches, women 
workers’ organisations, tenants’ 
associations, young workers’ groups, 
would no doubt extend their roles, 
in times of difficulty becoming the 
organisers of working class action 
on a broader scale, eventually the 
mobilisation of the whole working 
class to overthrow the existing state 
and install a workers’ government. It 
is the task of revolutionaries today to 
develop and popularise such tactics 
that can link today’s issues, such as 
the recent constitutional crisis, to 
the strategy of the revolutionary 
overthrow of capitalism and the 
building of socialism. n

When people say the whole 
system is rotten, they are right 
- the answer is to change the 
whole system
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On January 3, three 
members of the 
Balochistan Students’ 
Organisation were 
released alive after 
a month of illegal 
detention by the secret 

services. This victory belongs solely 
to those leftists and the social and 
workers’ movements who stood up for 
these courageous student activists. The 
students were abducted after holding a 
protest for their comrade Jiand Baloch 
who went missing a week earlier on 
November 30 together with his 10 year 
old brother, Husnain, and his father, 
Abdul Qayyum.

No thanks are due to the Pakistan 
Tehreek-e-Insaf, PTI, led government 
of Imran Khan. The “Naya Pakistan” 
the PTI promised is clearly not 
about delivering democratic rights. 
Government ministries have kept 
silent about the crimes carried out 
by the secret service, if they did not 
actually order them. There was no sign 
of any protest from the overwhelming 
majority of bourgeois society, by 
their courts, media outlets and liberal 
intellectuals. The National Assembly 
also kept its silence, including those 
bourgeois parliamentarians who hold 
their seats in Balochistan. That makes 

it clear that we can place neither trust 
nor hope in these “high” institutions 
and representatives of bourgeois 
society. They are all intrinsically 
connected with the ruling class and 
its state.

Support from Members of the 
National Assembly came mainly 
from leftists like Mohsin Dawar and 
Ali Wazir, who are associated with 
the Pashtun Tahaffuz Movement, 
PTM, and Manzoor Pashteen who 
was denied the right to participate in 
the ongoing protest in Quetta. They 
answered the call for solidarity even 
though they themselves had been 
threatened by the military in mid-
December in retaliation for supporting 
the democratic rights of the Pashtun 
people. Shamefully, we also have to 
record that with only a few exceptions, 
many socialist organisations in 
Pakistan did not speak up. Theirs is 
not the socialism for which the League 
for the Fifth International stands. 
Ours is a socialism that recognises that 
speaking up for the most oppressed in 
society is the duty of every socialist.

Crisis
Since the government of Imran Khan 
came into power in August, the 
number of abductions has increased. 

While this is surely a very frightening 
development, we should recognise 
that it is a symptom of the instability 
within Pakistani society. The Pakistani 
ruling class is afraid of the political 
and economic crisis it has created. It 
is afraid of the social movements and 
political reorganisation this could 
generate. Therefore it tries to stamp 
out every spark of dissent.

The government and state is 
increasingly authoritarian, even 
trying to suppress different political 
factions of the ruling class, as can be 
seen from the pending corruption 
cases against opposition party leaders. 
While we should be aware of these 
contradictions, and make good use 
of them in building social resistance, 
such political forces can never be 
allies of ours. When Bilawal Bhutto 
now calls himself the defender of 
democracy, he does not do so to 
defend the victims of repression, but 
to gather popular support in the face 
of corruption charges against his 
father, Asif Ali Zardari. The actions of 
the whole caste of corrupt bourgeois 
politicians are aimed solely at the 
consolidation of their own power 
against the other opposing factions of 
landlords and industrialists.

We hope that the mobilisations 
since Jiand Baloch went missing have 
strengthened the bonds of solidarity 
amongst the comrades of the BSO. 
Difficult times put every movement 
under immense strain but they can 
also be the best teacher to develop 
the politics and organisation that will 
bring liberation tomorrow.

Now, as the economic and political 
crisis is deepening, what is urgently 
needed is a revolutionary socialist 
party that sinks deep roots within the 
working class as well as amongst the 
people of the nationally oppressed 
provinces. The resurgence of socialist 
ideas amongst many students is a 
glimmer of hope in that regard, and 
we are looking forward to working 
with the comrades of the Baloch 
Students’ Organisation and everyone 
else who wishes to develop that in the 
future. A central task in that will be to 
fight for the speedy release of Jiand, 
Abdul, Husnain and all other missing 
persons! n

Missing
students
released
Victory as three activists released - but Jiand Baloch and 
his family remain missing more than a month after their 
abduction
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MARXIST ABC 

R eformists and Anarchists alike believe that 
Bolshevism led logically to Stalinism and 
bureaucratic tyranny. They are wrong.

Bolshevik means majority. It was the name adopted 
by the revolutionary majority in the Russian Social 
Democratic and Labour Party (RSDLP) after the party’s 
Second Congress in 1903. The losing faction became 

known as the Mensheviks (minority). The split took place because the 
old editorial board of the RSDLP newspaper Iskra refused to be bound 
by the democratic decisions of the congress.

The Bolsheviks argued for a regime of democratic centralism which 
combined two things: the maximum possible democratic debate inside 
the party, and total unity in action once a decision had been made.

The Bolshevik leadership was elected and the programme and 
practice of the party was decided by democratic conferences, but once 
those decisions were made they were put into practice by all party 
members.

Democracy ensured that errors could be corrected. Centralism 
ensured that the party would be a combat organisation in more than name 
alone, that it would strike as a clenched fist. This form of organisation 
scandalises anarchists and Labour MPs alike. But their objection to 
“party discipline” in the name of democracy serves only to disguise the 
fundamental absence of democracy within their own organisations.

The absence of democratic centralism in the Labour Party means that 
the MPs, ultimately, can do what they want. The anarchists’ and populists’ 
devotion to “networks” and spontaneous, non-disciplined organisations 
covers up the influence of unelected cliques and the ineffectiveness of 
their organisations.

But back in 1917, without both party democracy and centralism 
there would have been no October revolution. Following the February 
Revolution of that year, the Bolshevik Party won the support of the 
Russian workers through their struggle for “Peace, Bread and Land”. 
In particular, they rallied the workers to the slogan “All Power to the 
Soviets”, for the rule of democratic councils of workers’ and soldiers’ 
delegates.

But at first the party leaders Lev Kamenev and Joseph Stalin opposed 
this and wanted to support the new capitalist Provisional Government. 
It was party democracy that enabled Lenin, after his return to Russia 
in April 1917, to campaign for and win a majority of the party and its 

leadership for a revolutionary approach.
Centralism meant that across Russia the Bolshevik workers were 

now campaigning for the workers’ councils to take power, eventually 
winning a majority in the Soviets for this course and for an armed 
uprising in October.

Soviet power was the highest form of democracy history has yet seen. 
The tiny handful of exploiters were excluded, but the mass of workers 
and poor peasants could recall their delegates to the soviets at any time 
to ensure they reflected their views.

Far from promoting bureaucracy, the Bolsheviks sought to prevent 
it by rotating official posts and restricting the earnings of officials. Even 
when the Soviet Union was surrounded by imperialist armies in 1918, 
the Bolsheviks continued to debate the way forward.

But the legacy of seven years of war took its toll on the Russian 
workers. Many of the finest working class fighters died in the civil war to 
defend the revolution. The soviets, which had been the centre of debate, 
collapsed as effective organisations. 

In these dire circumstances only the Bolshevik Party stood between 
the revolution and the right wing “White” armies and their imperialist 
backers.

Inevitably, power became concentrated in the hands of the party, 
which acted as the guardian of the revolution. The Mensheviks openly 
called for the overthrow of the Bolsheviks and collaborated with the 
Whites. Socialist Revolutionaries tried to assassinate Lenin. To safeguard 
working class power the Bolsheviks banned these collaborators and 
terrorists from the Soviets. Lenin and Trotsky realised that, with only one 
party in existence, the interests of the richer peasants, the middle class 
and even pro-capitalist elements could now find a voice in the Bolshevik 
Party itself. So they argued for a temporary ban on factions within the 
Party in 1921. This was the first voluntary limitation on internal party 
democracy the Bolsheviks ever undertook.

This proved to be a grave mistake. The ban on factions – like the 
banning of other workers’ and peasant parties – was intended as a 
temporary measure. But it became the permanent foundation on which 
Stalinism was able to impose bureaucratic rule.

A bureaucracy developed within the party and remaining Soviet 
organisations. The initial job of the bureaucrats was to oversee the 
distribution of what resources were available. This bureaucracy had no 
interest in democracy, or world revolution. Quite the opposite. It was 
opposed to anything that could have threatened the status quo and its 
own relatively privileged position.

Lenin recognised the danger of the bureaucracy, and called Russia a 
“workers’ state with severe bureaucratic deformations”. He called for the 
party to launch a struggle against bureaucratism. Trotsky launched the 
Opposition in 1923 to fight for Soviet and party democracy. But Stalin 
used his organisational power at the centre of the party machine to help 
the bureaucratic caste take over the whole party and state.

It is in this sense only that Stalinism grew out of Bolshevism. It did 
so not as Bolshevism’s continuation, but as its counter-revolutionary 
negation. Bolsheviks who opposed Stalinism were first isolated, then 
sacked, deported, framed and finally murdered.

Those who say Bolshevism led inevitably to Stalinism have to portray 
all the necessary measures of working class power – the building of the 
Red Army, the re-introduction of management into the ruined Russian 
factories, the banning of parties who had declared war on the revolution 
– as similar to Stalin’s dictatorship against the working class. They judge 
the harsh methods of both Bolshevism and Stalinism from the same 
standpoint, without taking account of who they were fighting and why.

As Trotsky said: “. . . the Bolshevik revolution, with all its repressions, 
meant an upheaval of social relations in the interest of the masses, whereas 
the Stalinist Thermidorean upheaval accompanies the transformation of 
Soviet society in the interests of a privileged minority. It is clear that in 
the identification of Stalinism with Bolshevism there is not a trace of 
socialist criteria.” n
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