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De fend Yu go sla via Against NATO’s At tack!

Bal kan Quag mire
NATO’s ter ror bomb ing of Yu go sla via is the larg est-

scale mil i tary op er a tion in Eu rope since World War II.
Modeled on the 1991 U.S.-led “Op er a tion Desert Storm,”
NATO’s at tempt to bat ter the Ser bian dom i nated Yu go slav
re pub lic into sub mis sion is an as ser tion of the West ern im -
pe ri al ists’ “right” to im pose their will on any coun try on
earth. Hun dreds of Yu go slav ci vil ians have al ready been
killed and thou sands more wounded. While Pen ta gon

pub lic-relations hacks have re peat edly pro claimed their
de ter mi na tion to pro tect Kosovo’s per se cuted Al ba nians,
and prom ised that the im pe ri al ists’ “smart bombs” would
only be used on strictly “mil i tary tar gets,” Pristina, the cap -
i tal of Kosovo, has been dev as tated by NATO’s “hu man i -
tar ian” bomb ers. Bridges, fac to ries, ra dio and tele vi sion in -
stal la tions, as well as fuel de pots and power-generating
fa cil i ties in Ser bia, have been knocked out.
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“To face re al ity squarely; not to
seek the line of least re sis tance; to
call things by their right names; to
speak the truth to the masses, no
mat ter how bit ter it may be; not to
fear ob sta cles; to be true in lit tle
things as in big ones; to base one’s 
pro gram on the logic of the class
strug gle; to be bold when the hour 
of ac tion ar rives—these are the
rules of the Fourth In ter na tional”
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With U.S. planes spear head ing the ae rial at tack, Bill
Clinton con tin ues to deny plans for an in va sion of Yu go sla -
via. Mean while prep a ra tions for a full-scale NATO ground
as sault go for ward in ex o ra bly. If NATO at tacks the Yu go -
slav army on the ground, the con flict could rap idly spread
through out the en tire re gion. If enough of the in vad ers end
up be ing sent home in body bags, it could ig nite se ri ous
pop u lar op po si tion within the im pe ri al ist heartlands.

Re printed be low are two po lit i cal state ments by the
In ter na tional Bolshevik Ten dency op pos ing the crim i nal
ag gres sion against Yu go sla via. The first, dated 30 March, is
sup ple mented by a 26 April up date which ex plains why,
af ter the rem nants of the Kosovo Lib er a tion Army signed
on as NATO aux il ia ries, Marx ists no lon ger raise “In de -
pend ence for Kosovo” as an im me di ate de mand.

30 March—On 24 March NATO launched a mas sive ae rial
as sault on doz ens of tar gets across Yu go sla via. So cial ists
and class-conscious work ers around the world must op -
pose this crim i nal ag gres sion through ev ery pos si ble
means. NATO’s mur der ous on slaught, which co mes af ter
years of eco nomic em bargo, is in tended to force Slobodan
Milosevic to sign the Ram bouil let “peace” ac cord, thereby
sur ren der ing Yu go slav sov er eignty over Kosovo (an eth ni -
cally Al ba nian prov ince) and per mit ting NATO to gar ri son 
28,000 sol diers there.

NATO’s lead ers jus tify their bomb ing cam paign with
hyp o crit i cal cant about the Ser bian “hu man rights” abuses
of Kosovo’s per se cuted Al ba nian ma jor ity. But im pe ri al ist
out rage over such abuses is al ways ex tremely se lec tive. It
was not much in ev i dence in East Timor dur ing the past
quar ter cen tury as the In do ne sian mil i tary bru tally crushed 
all op po si tion. Nor has there been an out pour ing of “hu -
man i tar ian” con cern over the fact that in an on go ing cam -
paign against its own per se cuted mi nor ity, Tur key (a full-
fledged NATO mem ber) has de stroyed some 3,000 Kurdish 
vil lages and forced hun dreds of thou sands of Kurds to flee
their homes. In fact, Tur key and In do ne sia have both re -
ceived sub stan tial mil i tary aid and eco nomic as sis tance
from the U.S. and its al lies over the years.

Croc o dile Tears & Geo-Political Cal cu la tions 

The des per ate Al ba nians in Kosovo who wel comed the
im pe ri al ist as sault on the Serbs will find out soon enough
that NATO is no friend of the op pressed. The “hu man i tar -
ian” croc o dile tears shed over the plight of the Kosovars by
Clinton, Blair, Schröder et al., are solely aimed at build ing
sup port for NATO’s cam paign and boost ing their own ap -
proval rat ings. Bill Clinton came very close to mak ing this
ex plicit in his ini tial ad dress to the Amer i can peo ple ex -
plain ing the at tack, when he stressed the ne ces sity to safe -
guard NATO’s “cred i bil ity.”

While the im pe ri al ists are fun da men tally in dif fer ent to
the plight of the Kosovars, they are vi tally in ter ested in
quell ing, or at least con trol ling, eth nic con flicts in the Bal -
kans which threaten to ig nite a con fla gra tion that could
spread far be yond the bor ders of the for mer Yu go slav
work ers’ state. To ex ert ef fec tive con trol, NATO must dem -
on strate a “cred i ble” ca pac ity to pun ish those who defy it. It 
was Milosevic’s re fusal to do as he was told, not his abuse of 
the Kosovars, that led NATO to at tack.

The rul ers of “For tress Eu rope,” who pro fess to be so
hor ri fied by Ser bian “eth nic cleans ing” in Kosovo, are busy
get ting rid of thou sands of ref u gees from an ear lier round

of com mu nal con flict in the re gion and tight en ing re stric -
tions on those who re main. Their con cerns about halt ing
Serb po groms are in part mo ti vated by a de sire to avoid a
new in flux of ref u gees. The NATO pow ers are will ing to
spend bil lions on bomb ing, but plead pov erty when it co mes
to aid ing the very peo ple whose in ter ests they sup pos edly
hold so dear. Marx ists de mand that the bor ders be open to
all Bal kan ref u gees: No de por ta tions! Full cit i zen ship rights for
all im mi grants!

The U.S.-led NATO at tack on Yu go sla via is an as ser tion
of the im pe ri al ists’ “right” to bomb any coun try whose do -
mes tic pol i cies they do not ap prove of. Some more so ber
im pe ri al ist ob serv ers, in clud ing the cer ti fied war crim i nal
and for mer U.S. sec re tary of state, Henry Kissinger, are un -
easy about the im pli ca tions of such a pre ce dent. They
worry that do ing away with even a pre tense of re spect for
na tional sov er eignty and “in ter na tional law” could, in the
end, fur ther destabilize the im pe ri al ist world or der.

Self-Determination for Kosovo!
Down With the Pogromists!

Kosovo’s Al ba nian ma jor ity, who, prior to the cur rent
wave of po groms, con sti tuted 90 per cent of the pop u la tion,
have been bru tally op pressed by their Serb over lords since
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Abolish the Rac ist Death Pen alty!

La bor: Fight to Free Mumia!

22 April—Mumia Abu-Jamal, for mer Black Pan ther and
rad i cal jour nal ist, has been on death row in Penn syl va nia
for 17 years—framed for an act he did not com mit by a vi -
cious and rac ist sys tem that aims to si lence an el o quent
critic. Mumia, whose pas sion ate ar gu ments on be half of the 
op pressed have earned him a well-deserved rep u ta tion as
“the Voice of the Voice less,” is un doubt edly the best
known death-row in mate in the U.S. to day. 

On Mumia’s birth day, April 24th, hun dreds of thou -
sands of peo ple around the world will be mo bi liz ing in his
de fense. Many will par tic i pate be cause they know that an
in jury to one is an in jury to all. Workers, mi nor i ties and all
the op pressed share a com mon in ter est in de fend ing those
who are at tacked for dar ing to speak out against op pres -
sion. Mil lions are fol low ing Mumia’s case, es pe cially on the 
West Coast of the U.S., where it is re ceiv ing con sid er able
main stream me dia at ten tion. In a cru cially im por tant de vel -
op ment, un ion mil i tants have ini ti ated sev eral la bor ac -
tions to pro mote his cause.

Sat ur day is nor mally a day in which a lot of cargo is
moved on the docks on the West Coast, but not this week.
The In ter na tional Long shore and Ware house Un ion
(ILWU) has de clared a “stop-work” in sol i dar ity with
Mumia for the day shift on Sat ur day 24 April in ev ery port
from San Diego to Bellingham (north of Se at tle). This de ci -
sion was made by del e gates to a 26 March con ven tion of the
ILWU’s long shore di vi sion. The con ven tion also voted to
ask ILWU mem bers to join the dem on stra tion for Mumia in
San Fran cisco on that day. This ac tion by a sig nif i cant sec tor 
of the U.S. work ing class adds im mensely to the im pact of
the 24 April dem on stra tions. 

In Jan u ary, mem bers of a teach ers’ un ion in Oak land,
Cal i for nia (the Oak land Ed u ca tion As so ci a tion—OEA) de -
fied op po si tion from the cap i tal ist me dia, the cops, the
mayor, school ad min is tra tors and their own un ion pres i -
dent, to hold a teach-in on Mumia’s case in their class -
rooms. The event, which was widely pub li cized in the lo cal
me dia, proved to be hugely pop u lar among Oak land’s
predom i nantly black pop u la tion, and, as a re sult, the OEA 
bu reau crats and school ad min is tra tors did not at tempt any
re pri sals.

Bra zil ian teach ers in the state of Rio de Ja neiro have de -
clared one hour stop-work meet ings on 23 April to “re late
Mumia Abu-Jamal’s sit u a tion with the need for an on go ing
strug gle against rac ism in all its forms around the world.”
Many in ter na tional la bor fed er a tions (in clud ing in Brazil,
France, It aly, New Zea land and South Af rica) have also
joined the cam paign for Mumia’s free dom. 

For his part, Mumia is on re cord in sup port of a va ri ety
of la bor strug gles. In 1998 he en dorsed the ILWU’s cam -
paign against a le gal at tack by the em ploy ers for an ear lier
dem on stra tion of sol i dar ity with strik ing dock ers in Liv er -
pool, Eng land. More re cently, Mumia re fused a re quest for
an in ter view by ABC-TV’s pop u lar 20/20 pro gram be cause
he sup ported locked-out cam era op er a tors and tech ni -
cians, and did not want to speak with strike break ers. In an
in ter view with the ILWU’s Dis patcher, Mumia ex plained:

“I had to ask my self, ‘Would I cross a picket line if I were
liv ing in quasi-freedom, and walk ing to the stu dio?’ The
an swer was an ir re vo ca ble, ‘no.’ How could I do less, even 
un der these cir cum stances? I felt an in tense af fin ity for the 
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peo ple of NABET, and felt it was an im por tant op por tu -
nity to ex press and dra ma tize my sol i dar ity with them.”

Sin is ter Cop Prov o ca tions
The strug gle for Mumia’s free dom is gain ing mo men -

tum, but it is also fac ing mount ing op po si tion, par tic u larly
in Phil a del phia. On 13 April, or ga niz ers of the planned
“Mil lions for Mumia” dem on stra tion in Phil a del phia re -
ported that they had learned Mayor Ed Rendell and the
Phil a del phia Po lice De part ment were plan ning to in ter fere
with the 24 April dem on stra tion. The city au thor i ties have
ap par ently de creed that only a “cer e mo nial pa rade” of
some 500 peo ple will be per mit ted to march from the site of
the mass rally in front of city hall. At the same time, it was
re vealed that on the night be fore the mass dem on stra tion,
sev eral ma jor ar ter ies would be blocked off in the city to
fa cil i tate a po lice “me mo rial din ner” for Dan iel Faulk ner,
the cop whose death was pinned on Mumia.

Or ga nizers of the “Mil lions for Mumia” dem on stra tion
de nounced these prov o ca tions and vowed to go ahead
with the march, with or with out, of fi cial au tho ri za tion.
Pam Af rica, of “In ter na tional Con cerned Fam ily & Friends
of Mumia Abu-Jamal,” con demned this de ci sion:

“This rac ist city ad min is tra tion is forc ing hun dreds of
thou sands of peo ple to come here to save the life of an in -
no cent man....We are not com ing on va ca tion. They have
forced us to make this stand.
“Our voices will be heard, I am con fi dent that peo ple will
come in even larger num bers when word of this out rage
spreads. We have al ready set a pre ce dent. Thou sands of
Mumia’s sup port ers have marched count less times to the
site we pro posed.”

The dem on stra tions in San Fran cisco, Phil a del phia and
other cit ies in ter na tion ally build on the wave of ac tions
which oc curred in 1995 when Penn syl va nia Gov er nor Tom
Ridge ini tially signed a death war rant for Mumia, slat ing
him for ex e cu tion on 17 Au gust. The mas sive in ter na tional
out cry this pro duced forced the state of Penn syl va nia to
sus pend the ex e cu tion, only ten days be fore the sched uled
date.

Mumia is once again threat ened with im mi nent ex e cu -
tion. He will soon file an ap pli ca tion with the U.S. Su preme
Court as sert ing that he did not have a fair trial. If this is not
ac cepted, Mumia must re sort to the Phil a del phia fed eral
dis trict court, which will de cide whether or not it wishes to
hear new ev i dence in the case. The ap peals pro cess is al -
most ex hausted and Tom Ridge, who re mains gov er nor, is
as ea ger as ever to sign the death war rant.

Who is Mumia Abu-Jamal, and
Why Does the Rul ing Class Hate Him?

Born Wes ley Cook in Phil a del phia on 24 April 1954,
Mumia be came po lit i cally ac tive in his early teens. At 15, he 
helped to found the Phil a del phia chap ter of the Black Pan -
ther Party. Af ter the Pan thers col lapsed, Mumia be gan
work as a ra dio jour nal ist,  fo cus ing on “his tory from be low,”
and ed i to ri al iz ing against the in jus tices of cap i tal ism. He
was an out spo ken op po nent of po lice bru tal ity and de -
fended the Phil a del phia-based, Rasta-inspired MOVE col -
lec tive against a con tin u ing cam paign of po lice ha rass -
ment. (This cam paign reached its pin na cle in 1985 when
Philly cops and fed eral po lice agents in cin er ated the MOVE 
com pound, mur der ing 11 peo ple.)

A lit tle be fore 4 a.m. on 9 De cem ber 1981, Mumia, who

was moon light ing as a cab driver, wit nessed a po lice of fi cer 
as sault ing his brother. He stopped his cab and rushed over.
The events that fol lowed re main some what con fused,
largely due to the state’s tam per ing with ev i dence and co -
erc ing wit nesses. What is clear is that po lice of fi cer Dan iel
Faulk ner was shot dead and Mumia was crit i cally
wounded by a bul let from Faulk ner’s gun which pen e -
trated his liver and lodged against his spine.

The pro ce dures un der taken by the cops and courts from
this point on were clearly aimed at con vict ing Mumia, re -
gard less of the ev i dence. The po lice failed to per form stan -
dard on-scene bal lis tic tests to de ter mine if Mumia’s li censed
hand gun had even been fired. Other sus pects picked up in
the vi cin ity on the night of the shoot ing were forced to un -
dergo test ing for gun shot res i due on their hands. Mumia
was not. The med i cal ex am iner judged the fa tal bul let to be
.44 cal i ber. Mumia’s pis tol was a .38. One of the two bul let
shards ex tracted from the po lice man’s corpse has been
“mis placed” by the state. Nu mer ous wit nesses who ini -
tially tes ti fied for the pros e cu tion have since re canted and
al lege that they were pres sured by the po lice into fin ger ing
Mumia in the first place.

It is abun dantly clear that Mumia did not re ceive a fair
trial, even by the stan dards of the rac ist jus tice sys tem. It is
also clear from the ev i dence and the tes ti mony of the wit -
nesses that Mumia is the vic tim of a po lice frame-up. Wit -
nesses who could have proved his in no cence were not
called and ev i dence that could have ex on er ated him was
sup pressed. His law yer (an in com pe tent pub lic de fender
who was sub se quently dis barred) did not in ter view a sin -
gle wit ness in prep a ra tion for the trial. The de fense had no
funds to hire ei ther a pa thol o gist or a bal lis tics ex pert. Black 
ju rors were sys tem at i cally re moved from the jury, and a
bo gus “con fes sion” was in tro duced. 

The pros e cu tor at the orig i nal trial, Jo seph McGill, also
com mit ted two gross pro ce dural vi o la tions of Mumia’s
rights by cit ing his mem ber ship in the Black Pan ther Party
as “ev i dence” of his guilt and sec ondly by ar gu ing in his
sum ma tion that the jury should not hes i tate to sen tence
Mumia to death be cause death-row in mates were not (at
that time) be ing ex e cuted in Penn syl va nia. Ron Castille, the 
dis trict at tor ney who op posed Mumia in his first ap peal,
now sits on the State Su preme Court, which re cently (Oc to -
ber 1998) re fused to hear a new ap peal.

The judge in the 1982 trial, Al bert Sabo, a life-time sup -
porter of the Fra ter nal Or der of Po lice, also con ducted
Mumia’s 1995 post-conviction re lief hear ings. Known as a
hang ing judge, Sabo had a rep u ta tion for hand ing down
more death sen tences than any other judge in the U.S. All
but two of the peo ple Sabo sen tenced to death were mem -
bers of vis i ble mi nor i ties. Sabo con ducted him self in a prej -
u di cial man ner to ward the de fen dant and his coun sel
through out the pro ceed ings.

Cap i tal ism and Rac ism

The vin dic tive per se cu tion of Mumia Abu-Jamal rests
on two cor ner stones of the Amer i can free en ter prise sys -
tem—ra cial op pres sion and po lit i cal re pres sion. Rac ism, a
struc tural com po nent of cap i tal ism, is, in the U.S., a leg acy
of slav ery. Amer i can blacks have his tor i cally been ag gre -
gated into the low est paid and dirt i est jobs, and ghettoized
into a “re serve army.” The super-exploitation of blacks has
tended to de press all wages and white-supremacist ide ol -
ogy has also im peded the de vel op ment of class-
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consciousness among the white work ing-class:
“When Amer i can cap i tal ism hit full stride af ter the Civil
War, it had a ready-made la bor re serve army in the multi-
millioned black pop u la tion, al ready branded from birth
due to the ide ol ogy of ra cial in fe ri or ity handed down
from slav ery. Thus the spe cific fea tures of Amer i can his -
tory com bined with the gen eral needs of cap i tal ist de vel -
op ment to cre ate a black color-caste, forc ibly seg re gated
at the bot tom of so ci ety.”

—"Black Lib er a tion & the Class Strug gle,"
     1917 No.8, 1990

The institutionalization of rac ism in Amer i can so ci ety is
most glar ing within the ju di cial sys tem. Prisons have be -
come a growth in dus try in the U.S. with over 1.5 mil lion
peo ple, dis pro por tion ately black and poor, in car cer ated.
At the pin na cle of the U.S. crim i nal jus tice sys tem rests the
death pen alty, the vic tims of which are also dis pro por tion -
ately black. Re cent court rul ings un der cut ting tra di tional
ha beas cor pus rights have sped up the ma chin ery of death.

Po lit i cal Re pres sion in Amer ica:
from Hay market to Mumia

Mumia Abu-Jamal is a vic tim of more than just ju di cial
rac ism. He was also tried and con demned for his po lit i cal
views. The U.S. rul ing class does not gen er ally flaunt the
po lit i cal na ture of its le gal sys tem, and fre quently charges
the rul ers of other coun tries with “hu man rights abuses”
when they re sort to the death pen alty to si lence po lit i cal op -
po nents. In gen eral Amer ica’s rul ers have found that bour -
geois de moc racy rep re sents the most ef fec tive and in ex -
pen sive form of gov ern ment. So long as the cap i tal ists do
not feel any se ri ous dan ger to their rule, they pre fer the
safety valve pro vided by bour geois electoralism. The ex is -
tence of dem o cratic rights also helps main tain the il lu sion
of rule by con sent.

But the wealthy and pow er ful U.S. bour geoi sie has also
pe ri od i cally re sorted to per se cut ing in di vid ual re bels in
high-profile po lit i cal tri als. This re cord stretches from the
Hay market mar tyrs hanged in 1887 for lead ing the fight for
an eight-hour day; to Sacco and Vanzetti, two an ar chist im -
mi grants sent to the elec tric chair in 1927 for a dou ble mur -
der they did not com mit; to the ju di cial mur der in 1953 of
Jul ius and Ethel Rosenberg at the height of the McCarthyite
witchhunt.

Even in wealthy im pe ri al ist coun tries which do not have 
cap i tal pun ish ment, the state of ten wields the power of life
and death. Fa tal ities in cus tody, in clud ing sui cide, are com -
mon place, as is death re sult ing from “ac ci den tal” shoot -
ings or beat ings by po lice. Cops are on the front lines of the
cap i tal ist state. Their pri mary role is to de fend pri vate
prop erty and its own ers which, un der bour geois de moc -
racy, some times means sup press ing those deemed to be an
ideo log i cal dan ger to the sta tus quo.

To strug gle for so cial jus tice, work ing peo ple and the op -
pressed must rec og nize their en e mies. Mumia Abu-Jamal
has in spired tens of thou sands of young mil i tants with his
cou ra geous re sis tance to his op pres sors as he con tin ues to
strug gle, “live from death row.” His case ex em pli fies the
link be tween the re al ity of rac ist op pres sion and the re pres -
sive func tions of the state.

IBT Ac tive in Mumia’s De fense

The In ter na tional Bolshevik Ten dency (IBT) is one of a
large num ber of or ga ni za tions which have joined the bat tle

to free Mumia. Where our mod est re sources have per mit -
ted, we have sought to par tic i pate in build ing united-front
ac tions to broaden sup port for Mumia’s free dom and to
draw new lay ers into the strug gle. Within the frame work of 
joint ac tion, we con tinue to ar gue for our own views of the
les sons to be learned and the nec es sary po lit i cal tasks.

In To ronto, IBT mem bers joined with a va ri ety of other
left ist group ings in or ga niz ing a dem on stra tion in Mumia’s 
de fense on 14 No vem ber 1998, af ter Penn syl va nia’s Su -
preme Court turned down his ap peal for a new trial. Some
150 peo ple at tended the rally, or ga nized un der the slo gans
“Free Mumia Abu-Jamal! Down With the Rac ist Death
Pen alty!” Or ga ni za tions spon sor ing and speak ing at this
dem on stra tion, be sides the IBT, were Anti-Racist Ac tion,
Friends of MOVE, On tario Co ali tion Against Pov erty, So cial -
ist Ac tion and the Trotskyist League (TL—Ca na dian af fil i -
ate of the U.S. Spartacist League).

The same or ga ni za tions (with the ex cep tion of the TL,
which an nounced that it no lon ger in tended to par tic i pate
in build ing such events) have been joined by many more,
in clud ing the In ter na tional So cial ists, the Black Ac tion De -
fence Com mit tee, the New Dem o cratic Youth (youth group 
of Can ada’s mass so cial-democratic party) and sev eral un -
ions in build ing a dem on stra tion in To ronto on 24 April.

In Eng land, IBT com rades have played a cen tral role,
along with some an ar chist com rades and oth ers, in ini ti at -
ing and build ing the united-front co ali tion “Mumia Must
Live!” un der the slo gans of “Free Mumia Abu-Jamal! Abol -
ish the Rac ist Death Pen alty!” This co ali tion, es tab lished in
Lon don early in 1999, is pub li ciz ing Mumia’s cause across
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the coun try, leaf let ing at many po lit i cal events and build -
ing for a Sunday 25 April “Eve ning for Mumia” fea tur ing
speeches, com edy and mu sic to co in cide with the ac tions
in ter na tion ally. En dorsers of the cam paign in clude the Liv -
er pool dock ers, La bour left MP Jeremy Corbyn, George
Silcott (whose brother Winston was un justly im pris oned
by the rac ist po lice) and a va ri ety of left groups in clud ing
the Al li ance for Workers Lib erty, An ar chist Black Cross,
An ar chist Com mu nist Fed er a tion, Com mu nist Party of
Great Brit ain and So cial ist La bour Party (Hack ney branch).
The co ali tion has also re ceived sup port from branches and
shop stew ards within the pub lic-sector un ion UNI SON; the 
Rail, Mar i time and Trans port Un ion; and the Na tional Un -
ion of Jour nal ists (which made Mumia an hon or ary mem -
ber in 1995).

Our New Zea land com rades ini ti ated a “Com mit tee to
Free Mumia Abu-Jamal” in Wellington which in cludes left -
ists and an ar chists among oth ers. On Sat ur day, 28 No vem -
ber 1998, the Com mit tee held a rally un der the ban ner “Free 
Mumia Abu-Jamal!” to co in cide with Thanksgiving Day
ac tions in the U.S. The Wellington dem on stra tion, which
was sup ported by of fi cials of the Trade Un ion Fed er a tion,
drew al most 50 par tic i pants. The Com mit tee is or ga niz ing
a Mumia dem on stra tion to co in cide with the 24 April in ter -
na tional pro tests.

Our com rades in Al bany, New York have cir cu lated a
res o lu tion among lo cal trade union ists out lin ing Mumia’s
case and con clud ing:

“The La bor Move ment of the Hay market mar tyrs and the
Lud low Mas sa cre, of Joe Hill and Big Bill Haywood, of
Sacco and Vanzetti, and, more re cently, of PATCO, the
Decatur war zone, and the De troit News pa per strike/
lock out calls for the im me di ate re lease of Mumia Abu-
Jamal.”

This mo tion was en dorsed by the Al bany lo cal of the

Amer i can Postal Workers Un ion along with un ions rep re -
sent ing all grad u ate stu dent em ploy ees in New York state
and pro fes sors in Al bany.

The Power of La bor
In the San Fran cisco Bay Area, IBT com rades are in -

volved with the La bor Ac tion Com mit tee to Free Mumia
Abu-Jamal (LAC), which was es tab lished in Feb ru ary by
trade-union ac tiv ists from the ILWU and other un ions to
“ed u cate work ers and pro mote la bor ac tion” in the strug -
gle to free Mumia Abu-Jamal. Jack Heyman, a key ac tiv ist
in the LAC, is also on the ex ec u tive board of ILWU Lo cal 10
and it was he who ini tially put for ward the mo tion for the
stop-work ac tions on 24 April.

The ILWU’s pro test, as well as the ini tia tives taken by
teach ers un ions in Oak land and Rio de Ja neiro, rep re sent a
ma jor step for ward in the de fense of Mumia and the cam -
paign against the death pen alty. But they are also im por -
tant for the un ion move ment it self, which is hob bled by
bu reau cratic and con ser va tive lead er ships who of ten op -
pose ac tion for any thing but the short-term in ter ests of their 
own dues base. The rec og ni tion by some sec tions of the
long shore and teach ers’ un ions that their in ter ests are con -
nected to achiev ing jus tice for Mumia is a most wel come
de vel op ment.

The fight for Mumia’s free dom is of vi tal im por tance to
ev ery left ist, ev ery trade union ist and ev ery one else com -
mit ted to the strug gle for so cial jus tice. Mumia’s life can
only be saved through mass pro tests to ex pose the hid eous
frame-up be ing per pe trated by Phil a del phia’s cops and
courts. Ul ti mately the strug gle to up root the sys tem of rac -
ist in jus tice which Mumia’s case ex em pli fies re quires the
forg ing of a lead er ship in the la bor move ment com mit ted
to mo bi liz ing work ers and the op pressed to strug gle for the 
ex pro pri a tion of the expropriators. ■
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Mumia Awarded  John Brown Medal
The fol low ing re marks were made by Larry Law rence in
pre sent ing the John Brown So ci ety’s Gold Medal to Pam
Af rica on be half of Mumia Abu-Jamal in front of an over -
flow crowd of more than 1500  at the Town Hall  in New
York City on 26 Feb ru ary 1999.

We of the John Brown So ci ety thank the or ga niz ers for the
priv i lege of pay ing our re spects to night to the de ter mined and
cou ra geous Mumia Abu-Jamal.

Our Gold Medal goes only to those who have suf fered and
sac ri ficed greatly for the sa cred cause of jus tice for the poor. We
speak in the name of one of the 19th cen tury’s great est cham pi -
ons of the ex ploited slaves to honor those fight ers to day who
dem on strate the same great strength of char ac ter that took John 
Brown to Kan sas and Harper’s Ferry. John Brown raised high
the lamp of ra cial equal ity to light the path way of man kind.

We feel that rev o lu tion ary fight ers for so cial jus tice for the
poor are the most im por tant peo ple on the face of the earth, and
that they de serve all the love and re spect that we can pay them.

I also want to point out that we do not give our award to the
cap i tal ist pol i ti cians of the two ma jor par ties. Their ca reers are
about cor rupted self-seeking and they serve as in stru ments for
a bru tal U.S. mil i tary ma chine.

We are above all ro man tics and dream ers. Ar gu ment and
po lem ics have an im por tant place on the far left, but we also

need po etry and clas si cal el o quence as a part of our ef forts. We
can take the cause of so cial equal ity to a higher level by go ing
back to the 19th cen tury and learn ing from such fig ures as Wil -
liam Lloyd Gar ri son, Wendell Phil lips and Fred er ick
Douglass.

They were both fight ers and lyr i cal pub lic speak ers.
Wendell Phil lips taught us that: “None know what it is to live
till they re deem life from its seem ing mo not ony by lay ing it a
sac ri fice upon the al tar of some great cause.” Leon Trotsky, in a 
dif fer ent con text, spoke for rev o lu tion ary fight ers of our cen -
tury when he said in 1938, that our high est hap pi ness can be
achieved when we have, “the con scious ness that one par tic i -
pates in the build ing of a better fu ture, that one car ries on his
shoul ders a par ti cle of the fate of man kind....”

Mumia chal lenges each of us from his prison cell to stand on 
his broad shoul ders and look with him into the vast fu ture of
man kind. A fu ture of uni ver sal broth er hood and jus tice. We
must set him free so that he can re turn to us and help us in the
grand bat tle to make a better world for all work ing peo ple. May
the spirit of John Brown lighten his ter ri ble bur den in these dif -
fi cult hours.

I say to him now that he stands sol idly in the John Brown
tra di tion. It is one of the great est hon ors of my life to pres ent the 
Gold Medal of the John Brown So ci ety to Mumia Abu-Jamal.
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Long shore/Ware house Mil i tant Cau cus: a Great Tra di tion

Or i gin of ILWU’s Po lit i cal Ac tion

The idea of mo bi liz ing the power of the or ga nized work -
ing class for Mumia’s free dom did not arise spon ta ne ously
in the Bay Area or Brazil. Many of the mil i tants as so ci ated
with the La bor Ac tion Com mit tee to Free Mumia Abu-
Jamal (LAC), as well as some of the key ini ti a tors of the
Oak land school teach-ins, were in volved in the trade-union 
work of the then-revolutionary Spartacist League (SL) of
the 1970s. Some also par tic i pated in the more mod est ac tiv i -
ties of the fore run ners of the In ter na tional Bolshevik Ten -
dency. In Rio de Ja neiro, the teach ers’ ac tion has been
spear headed by mil i tants as so ci ated with the Liga Quarta-
Internacionalista do Brasil, which is linked to the In ter na -
tion al ist Group in the U.S., it self a re cent split from the SL.

The LAC re ferred to the his tor i cal pre ce dents for the In -
ter na tional Long shore and Ware house Un ion’s 24 April ac -
tion in an 8 April press re lease:

“This ground break ing call for a work ac tion in de fense of
a po lit i cal pris oner co mes out of a long his tory of ILWU
sol i dar ity with nu mer ous strug gles, in clud ing ship ping
boy cotts to pro test the right-wing coup of Gen eral
Augusto Pinochet in Chile in 1973, and against apart heid
in South Af rica in 1984, which re ceived rec og ni tion from
Nel son Mandela.”

The 1984 ac tion, which lasted 11 days and took place in de -
fi ance of sev eral back-to-work or ders, was led by long shore 
mil i tant and IBT sup porter, Howard Keylor. Keylor
pointed out that many left ists are un aware of the back -
ground to the long shore stop-work ac tions and strikes of
the 1970s and 1980s, which in turn laid the ba sis for the
ILWU’s cur rent de fense of Mumia:

“In the pe riod be tween 1974 and the early 1980s (by
which time the Spartacist League had wrecked the work

and driven the best trade-union po lit i cal mil i tants out of
pol i tics and, in many cases, out of their un ions), the ILWU 
Long shore/Ware house Mil i tant Cau cus posed a clear
class-struggle pole to the class-collaborationist pol i cies
that had be come so deeply engrained in the un ion. Per -
haps the great est suc cess we had in try ing to deepen
work ers’ class con scious ness was in demystifying the
sanc tity of the cap i tal ist laws which for bid work ers’ po lit -
i cal or sol i dar ity strikes, as well as job ac tions in their own
de fense. By 1984, the San Fran cisco long shore men were
able to carry out a suc cess ful 11-day il le gal po lit i cal strike
re fus ing to work South Af ri can cargo with out suf fer ing
state or em ployer re pri sals. The West Coast long shore
un ion went on to wage port, re gional, and coast wise
strikes in vi o la tion of the con tract and of fed eral law in
their own de fense, as well as in sup port of other work ers
such as the Liv er pool dock ers and Aus tra lian wharfies.”

We up hold the per spec tive of build ing pro gram mat i -
cally-defined class-struggle cau cuses in the un ions. None
of the la bor ac tions car ried out in sup port of Mumia have
been ini ti ated or ac tively sup ported by the Spartacist
League. In re cent years, the SL has done some valu able
work in Mumia’s de fense, but these days it gen er ally
avoids par tic i pat ing in united fronts with other left ists.

Any ini tia tive that points in the di rec tion of class-
struggle union ism is wel come, but even the skill ful ap pli ca -
tion of united-front tac tics by in di vid ual la bor mil i tants
can not sub sti tute for or ga nized nu clei of class-conscious
mil i tants within the un ions strug gling to win the mem ber -
ship to a per spec tive of pow er ful, united class strug gle.
This ul ti mately re quires the cre ation of a po lit i cal or ga ni za -
tion link ing the strug gles of ev ery sec tor of the ex ploited
and op pressed—a mass rev o lu tion ary work ers’ party. ■
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De cem ber 1984: Howard Keylor ad dresses Berke ley stu dents on anti-apartheid boy cott



Open Let ter to Workers Van guard

Dis agree able Sectarians
The fol low ing is an open let ter to Workers Van guard, news pa -
per of the Spartacist League/U.S.:
25 April 1999
Com rades:

As we have oc ca sion ally pointed out in the past, the
Spartacist League/Par ti san De fense Com mit tee (SL/PDC)
de serves credit for its pi o neer ing work in pub li ciz ing the
case of Mumia Abu-Jamal and or ga niz ing for his free dom.
Since 1995 Mumia’s case has won ever broader sup port
within the left and la bor move ment in ter na tion ally. Re gret -
ta bly you have not seen this as an op por tu nity to en gage in
com mon work and po lit i cal strug gle with ac tiv ists from
other or ga ni za tions. In stead you have tended to al low
petty sec tar ian or ga ni za tional con sid er ations to take pre ce -
dence over prin ci pled united-front ac tiv ity to free Mumia.

The 16 April Workers Van guard (WV) com men tary on re -
cent events in Mumia’s de fense cam paign is a case in point.
The ar ti cle, head lined “Mo bi lize the Power of La bor! Free
Mumia Now!,” treats in an ex tremely cur sory man ner the
ex cep tion ally im por tant work-stoppage by the In ter na -
tional Long shore and Ware house Un ion (ILWU) on 24
April. Ev ery port from San Diego to Bellingham Wash ing ton
was shut down for the day in sol i dar ity with Mumia! It is hard to 
over state the im por tance of such an event—par tic u larly in
this pe riod in which or ga nized la bor has been on the de fen -
sive. Yet this ac tual, liv ing, mo bi li za tion of the “Power of
La bor” to free Mumia is dis missed with a sin gle para graph
bur ied in the text. You claim that it was or ga nized so as “to
min i mize the cost to the com pany,” but Sat ur day can be
one of the busi est days on the docks. You also mis tak enly
re port that the work stop page was only for two hours,
rather than for the en tire day shift.

You grudg ingly ad mit that it was, “a pow er ful state -
ment of the so cial power” of la bor to win Mumia’s free dom. 
The ILWU’s coastwide shut down for Mumia was an ac tion
that, to our knowl edge, is un prec e dented in the his tory of
U.S. la bor for at least the last 50 years. Of course we look for -
ward to the hy po thet i cal “broader ac tions” that you pro ject
for the fu ture, but this event was of his toric im por tance,
some thing you are clearly loathe to ad mit.

You re ported that “the ILWU” had called for the ac tion,
but did not in form your read ers that it had been ini ti ated by 
Jack Heyman, a for mer SL sup porter, who is cur rently on
the ex ec u tive board of the ILWU’s San Fran cisco lo cal, and
is also ac tive in the La bor Ac tion Com mit tee to Free Mumia
(LAC), along with IBT com rades, for mer SL trade-union
sup port ers and oth ers. Many LAC par tic i pants played an
ac tive role in build ing the his toric 1984 la bor boy cott of
apart heid cargo in San Fran cisco. This boy cott es tab lished
an im por tant pre ce dent for the ILWU’s re cent ac tion in de -
fense of Mumia. The SL’s shame ful sec tar i an ism in 1984
was thor oughly doc u mented by three for mer Spartacist
trade-union ac tiv ists in “Third Pe riod Robertsonism  at Pier 
80,” pub lished in Bul le tin of the Ex ter nal Ten dency of the iSt,
No. 4, May 1985.

Brother Heyman is in tro duced in the WV ar ti cle as
some one “who pos tures as the left wing of the ILWU Lo cal
10 ex ec u tive board” and roundly de nounced for hav ing the 

te mer ity to ask the “non-sectarian” PDC for a list of un ion
en dorse ments gath ered in the past for Mumia. WV ad mits
that these en dorse ments were all a mat ter of pub lic re cord,
but still smears Heyman as some one whose real aim:

“is to go af ter the reds, in the ser vice of the la bor bu reau -
cracy (whose seats Heyman et al. de sire to fill) and of con -
ceal ing the true na ture of the cap i tal ist state.”

WV de nounces the La bor Ac tion Com mit tee as a “ver i -
ta ble rogues’ gal lery” whose “vis ceral ha tred” of the
Spartacist League has led them to try to give a “la bor façade 
to the class-collaborationist pol i tics that de fine the ‘Mil -
lions for Mumia’ pro tests.” The fact that Heyman (and the
other com rades work ing in the LAC), through a com bi na -
tion of hard work and po lit i cal skill made a vi tal con tri bu -
tion to spark ing the most pow er ful act of la bor sol i dar ity in
Mumia’s de fense to date, is com pletely ig nored by WV
which claims that the LAC:

“ob scures the class na ture of the cap i tal ist state, deep-
sixes any men tion of the Dem o cratic Party and com -
pletely ob vi ates the cen tral ity of the fight for black lib er a -
tion to the cause of the eman ci pa tion of all of la bor.” 

The will ing ness to em ploy such brain less slan ders has a
great deal to do with why the con tem po rary Spartacist
League is so widely re viled on the left and has so lit tle in flu -
ence in the la bor move ment.

WV wraps up its de nun ci a tion of the La bor Ac tion Com -
mit tee with a con dem na tion of its ap peal for la bor or ga ni -
za tions to:

“join the ILWU at the head of a dem on stra tion whose
whole prem ise is not the cause of mo bi liz ing the so cial
power of the mul ti ra cial work ing class for Jamal’s free -
dom but rather one which ap peals to the agen cies of the
class en emy for ‘jus tice’.”

The SL did not or ga nize a con tin gent in ei ther the San
Fran cisco or Phil a del phia “Mil lions for Mumia” dem on -
stra tions on 24 April and it is clear that you op posed mo bi liz -
ing the la bor move ment (or any one else) for these events.
The os ten si ble rea son for this sec tar i an ism is that you dis -
agree with one of the main slo gans of the ral lies (i.e., for a
“New Trial” for Mumia). You pre fer the call to “Free
Mumia!” So do we. None the less we do not see this as a rea -
son to ab stain from par tic i pat ing in na tional events that are
many times larger than any ral lies the SL/PDC has been
able to or ga nize. Of course we par tic i pate in these dem on -
stra tions with our own slo gans, in clud ing the call to “Free
Mumia!”

We re call that dur ing the Viet nam War the SL marched
in many dem on stra tions or ga nized around clearly so cial-
pacifist slo gans, but car ried its own plac ards call ing for vic -
tory to the Indochinese Rev o lu tion. The ILWU con tin gent,
which headed the 24 April dem on stra tion in San Fran cisco,
raised the call to “Free Mumia!” It did not, to my knowl edge, 
call for a “New Trial.”

WV ap prov ingly quoted the re marks of a par tic i pant in
an SL meet ing last Feb ru ary who asked:

“How about some body tell ing the truth, that there’s no
way that Mumia’s go ing to get jus tice in the courts. It’s go -
ing to be ex actly the same frame-up bullshit that hap -
pened the first time.”
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It is not im pos si ble that a new trial could re sult in an ac -
quit tal. To as sert oth er wise is fake ul tra-leftism. Fake, be -
cause the SL does n’t truly be lieve it. If a new trial can only
re sult in “ex actly the same frame-up bullshit,” why is the
PDC’s Ra chel Wolkenstein still par tic i pat ing in Mumia’s
de fense team which has been pur su ing ev ery pos si ble le gal
av e nue, in clud ing try ing to win a re trial? Fur ther more, in
the 1970s, the SL it self launched suc cess ful court chal lenges 
against in fringe ments of its dem o cratic rights by both the
U.S. Se cret Ser vice and the Fed eral Bu reau of In ves ti ga tion. 

The SL’s abstentionism was not fun da men tally dic tated
by the choice of slo gans by the “Mil lions for Mumia” or ga -
niz ers. This is proved by the fact that both the Lon don and
To ronto united-front events held in con junc tion with the
Phil a del phia and San Fran cisco ral lies were or ga nized on
the ba sis of the call to “Free Mumia!” Yet in both cases, the
Spartacist League’s co-thinkers re fused to en dorse or help
build the events. In Lon don, where a sol i dar ity night or ga -
nized by the “Mumia Must Live!” co ali tion drew over 100
peo ple, the SL did not send even a sin gle sup porter.

In To ronto, a united-front dem on stra tion was held in -
volv ing many of the same groups that had or ga nized a suc -
cess ful 14 No vem ber 1998 pro test to de mand Mumia’s free -
dom. On that oc ca sion the Trotskyist League (the SL’s
Ca na dian sis ter sec tion) had been an ac tive par tic i pant in
the united front. But al though it was in vited, it re fused to
at tend the plan ning meet ings for the 24 April dem on stra -
tion. At one of these meet ings, a pro posal was floated to
change the ba sis of unity from “Free Mumia!” to a call for a
new trial. Our com rades, and oth ers, ar gued against mak -

ing such a change and the pro posal was shelved.
In To ronto, 150 peo ple turned out to dem on strate for

Mumia’s free dom across the street from the U.S. con sul ate.
Among the par tic i pants were ten TL sup port ers. Speakers
from the en dors ing or ga ni za tions ad dressed the crowd, in -
clud ing rep re sen ta tives of the United Sec re tar iat, the In ter -
na tional So cial ists, So cial ist Re sis tance (for merly La bour
Mil i tant), the Black Ac tion De fense Com mit tee, New So -
cial ists, Friends of MOVE, Na tion of Is lam and our selves.
TL mem bers marched in the picket line, car ried their own
plac ards and raised their own chants. Two TL sup port ers
stood in front of the rally with a large ban ner fea tur ing a
pic ture of Mumia and vir tu ally iden ti cal slo gans to those
that the dem on stra tion had been or ga nized around. The
ab sur dity of the TL’s pos ture was widely com mented on at
the dem on stra tion—they agreed with the slo gans, turned
out and par tic i pated in the event, but for some in ex pli ca ble
rea son re fused to en dorse or build it.

Such “tac tics” are not likely to win many con verts
among the left. Most po lit i cal ac tiv ists re gard the SL as a
slightly ri dic u lous, fre quently hys ter i cal and gen er ally dis -
agree able sect. The only pur pose of the SL lead er ship’s
semi-abstention from the cam paign to free Mumia can be to 
seal off their mem ber ship from ex ces sive ex po sure to other
left ists and so cial re al ity in gen eral. In the pro cess, the
SL/PDC has man aged to squan der the po lit i cal cred i bil ity
it gained from its im por tant early work in the fight for
Mumia’s free dom.
Sam uel T.
for the In ter na tional Bolshevik Ten dency
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To ronto, 24 April: IBT sup porter speaks at ‘Free Mumia’ united-front dem on stra tion



Milosevic re voked Kosovo’s au ton o mous sta tus within the
Ser bian Re pub lic a de cade ago. Schools, uni ver si ties, li brar -
ies, and ra dio and tele vi sion sta tions that pro vided ser vices
in Al ba nian were shut down and Al ba nians were sys tem at -
i cally ex cluded from all pub lic-sector jobs. This com pelled
the Kosovars to im pro vise their own par al lel civil ad min is -
tra tion and or ga nize ru di men tary ed u ca tional and
healthcare ser vices for them selves. In re cent years Ser bian
au thor i ties at tempted to strengthen their hold on Kosovo
by ship ping in thou sands of Serb ref u gees (them selves vic -
tims of ear lier “eth nic cleans ing” drives in Croatia and
Bosnia).

Claiming to com bat “ter ror ism,” the Ser bian po lice ruth -
lessly sup pressed ev ery at tempt to or ga nize peace ful pro -
tests by the Al ba nian pop u la tion. This ul ti mately left the
armed-struggle guerrillaism of the Kosovo Lib er a tion
Army (KLA) as the only ap par ent op tion. The ab sence of
any vis i ble op po si tion within Ser bia to Milosevic’s chau -
vin ism helped ce ment the grip of the KLA na tion al ists over
the Kosovars. The KLA, for its part, would be ex tremely
hos tile to any Al ba nians who saw in Ser bian work ers a po -
ten tial class ally, rather than sim ply a com mu nal en emy.

We call for the de fense of Yu go sla via (in clud ing
Kosovo) against NATO forces, but we do not de fend the
“ter ri to rial in teg rity” of the ex ist ing Ser bian state. We ad a -
mantly op pose the re newed wave of mur der ous “eth nic
cleans ing” be ing car ried out by Milosevic against Kosovo’s
Al ba nian cit i zens in the wake of NATO’s at tack. The
Kosovars have ev ery right to forc ibly re sist their Serb op -
pres sors and to de ter mine their own fu ture. All com mu ni -
ties (in clud ing mem bers of Kosovo’s Serb mi nor ity) have
the right to self-defense against communalist po groms. 

The Kosovo Lib er a tion Army is made up of peo ple who
are just as com mit ted to a pro gram of na tional ex clu sive -
ness as Milosevic and his ilk. The KLA is de ter mined to
gain in de pend ence from the Serbs and only signed the
Ram bouil let agree ment (which spec i fies that Kosovo re -
main nom i nally part of Ser bia for three years) as a ma neu -

ver. They hoped that Serb in tran si gence would lead NATO
to at tack.

While we of fer no po lit i cal sup port to the bour geois-
nationalist KLA, we none the less side with them mil i tarily
in their strug gle for free dom from their Serb op pres sors. If,
in the course of the pres ent con flict, the KLA should be -
come sub or di nated to, or be gin to op er ate es sen tially as an
aux il iary of, the NATO ag gres sors, our at ti tude would
change to one of fa vor ing the vic tory of the Yu go slav army
over both the im pe ri al ists and their aux il ia ries.

The U.S. (which is or ches trat ing the as sault on Yu go sla -
via) has been re luc tant to start re draw ing bor ders in the re -
gion and has not been pro mot ing an in de pend ent Kosovo.
The Ger man bour geoi sie ap pears more open to the pos si -
bil ity. This is not the first time that Amer i can and Ger man
pol i cies have di verged—in 1991 Ger many de fied the U.S.
and gave Croatia, its tra di tional re gional cli ent, a green
light to se cede from Yu go sla via.

Un der the aus pices of NATO, the U.S. in tends to con -
tinue play ing a sig nif i cant role in Eu ro pean af fairs. There
are some ten sions, but for the most part, the ma jor play ers
in the Eu ro pean Un ion (EU) are happy to have Amer i can
par tic i pa tion in en sur ing “sta bil ity” (i.e., im pe ri al ist dom i -
nance), as they ex pand the EU and deepen their eco nomic
pen e tra tion of East ern Eu rope.

Cracks in the Im pe ri al ist Con sen sus
The Greek and Ital ian gov ern ments have al ready in di -

cated that they fa vor stop ping the bomb ing and at tempt ing
to re open ne go ti a tions with Milosevic. The U.S. ad min is -
tra tion is well aware that pop u lar sup port for the cam paign
is shal low and could quickly evap o rate if the Amer i can mil -
i tary be gins to suf fer se ri ous ca su al ties. This is why Clinton
took the un usual step of an nounc ing in ad vance that, what -
ever the out come of the bom bard ment, NATO would not
be send ing ground troops into Kosovo. While such dec la ra -
tions are sub ject to change, at this point a sub stan tial sec tion 
of the Amer i can bour geoi sie has se ri ous res er va tions about 
the wis dom of step ping into the Bal kan quag mire.

This was re flected in the fact that the U.S. Sen ate only en -
dorsed Clinton’s de ci sion to start bomb ing by a vote of 58 to 
41. The lib er als have signed on, but among the Re pub li can
right there is a re luc tance to get in volved in what they see as 
a Eu ro pean prob lem. There is a grow ing iso la tion ist sen ti -
ment among a sec tor of the Amer i can bour geoi sie which
oc ca sion ally finds ex pres sion in com plaints about un der -
writ ing NATO’s oc cu pa tion of Bosnia (which is all that is
pre serv ing “peace” there). It is also re flected in op po si tion
to fund ing the United Na tions, the IMF and the World
Bank.

The U.S. rul ers are mind ful of the pain ful les sons
learned in Leb a non in 1983, and So ma lia a de cade later,
when the world’s only su per power was forced to cut and
run as soon as Marines and Rangers started com ing home
in body bags. If NATO’s pun ish ing air at tacks do not com -
pel Milosevic to re lent, the next move may be to up grade
the KLA’s mil i tary ca pac ity in an at tempt to “Albanianize”
the con flict. But, in the short run at least, the KLA is not
likely to be a match for Milosevic’s army, even af ter it has
been “de graded” by NATO’s bom bard ment.

The small-fry NATO gang sters (Can ada, Bel gium, Hol -
land, etc.) have pro vided a few planes and bombs, as well
as a full com ple ment of sanc ti mo nious prat tle about the im -
por tance of pre vent ing vi o lence and pre serv ing “peace.”
Brit ain’s Tony Blair, who has made a more sub stan tial con -

10

Bal kan Quag mire...
con tin ued from page 2

Kosovo Lib er a tion Army sol diers
REUTERS



tri bu tion of le thal weap onry, has also pro vided plenty of
pi ous ser mon iz ing to jus tify the La bour Party’s role as the
chief ex ec u tive of Brit ish im pe ri al ism. He is en thu si as ti -
cally backed by the To ries, the Lib eral Dem o crats and the
vast ma jor ity of his own mem bers of par lia ment, in clud ing
many on the so-called left, like Ken Living stone. La bour’s
dis si dents, led by vet eran peace nik Tony Benn, are com -
plain ing that the bomb ing com menced with out the bless -
ing of the United Na tions. Mean while, the Brit ish press,
which has been full of com par i sons be tween Milosevic and
Hit ler, is openly ad vo cat ing that NATO send in ground
troops to fight the Serbs.

The Ger man me dia is also cam paign ing for launch ing a
ground of fen sive and is busy pre par ing pub lic opin ion for
the in ev i ta ble ca su al ties. Ger many’s rul ing So cial Dem o crat/
Green co ali tion ful somely backs the NATO cam paign, the
first op er a tional mis sion for the Ger man mil i tary since
1945. The SPD, whose lead ers are openly dis cuss ing the
pos si bil ity of send ing sol diers to fight the Serbs, has long
sup ported Ger man im pe rial am bi tions. Af ter sup port ing
NATO’s bomb ing of the Bosnian Serbs in 1995, and the sub -
se quent dis patch of Ger man “peace keep ers” to Bosnia, the
for mer pac i fists of the Green Party have also be come com -
fort able with their new, bel li cose stance.

Bal kan Pow der Keg
Many bour geois an a lysts are con cerned that NATO’s

bomb ing cam paign, in tended to sta bi lize the sit u a tion, may 
in stead widen the con flict and draw in other pow ers in the
re gion. A likely flash point is Mac e do nia, pres ently home to 
some 10,000 NATO troops who are slated to march into
Kosovo when, and if, Milosevic is forced to ca pit u late and

sign the Ram bouil let deal.
But so far Bel grade has re sponded to NATO’s as sault by

re dou bling its “eth nic cleans ing” in Kosovo, con cen trat ing
par tic u larly on ar eas where the KLA is stron gest. The tens
of thou sands of ref u gees from Kosovo who are pour ing
into Mac e do nia join a large Al ba nian pop u la tion with their
own griev ances about their treat ment at the hands of the
coun try’s Slavic ma jor ity. It is not dif fi cult to imag ine how
this could pro duce an ex plo sion.

Up heaval in Mac e do nia would have ma jor re per cus -
sions through out the re gion. The Bul gar i ans re gard
Macedonian as merely a Bul gar ian di a lect, and con sider
Macedonia a prime can di date for in clu sion in “Greater Bul -
garia.” This would, of course, be un ac cept able to Greece,
Ser bia, and Al ba nia (which, if it were stron ger, would like
to unite the Al ba nians of west ern Mac e do nia, along with
those of Montenegro and Kosovo into a “Greater Al ba -
nia”).

Sev eral mil lion Mac e do nians live in north ern Greece, a
re gional su per power which has had strained re la tions with 
Mac e do nia in re cent years. Greek in ter ven tion would in ev -
i ta bly be met by a countermove from Tur key. And, not too
far in the back ground, is Rus sia, a bank rupt for mer “su per -
power” whose im po tent pro tests NATO has sim ply ig -
nored. Al though hob bled, Rus sia re mains an im por tant
fac tor in Eu rope and the world, and NATO’s at tack on its
tra di tional Bal kan ally has fu eled the re sur gence of Great
Rus sian xe no pho bia.

Na tion al ism & Coun ter rev o lu tion
The roots of the cur rent round of Bal kan con flicts lie in

the vic tory of cap i tal ist coun ter rev o lu tion and the de struc -
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tion of the de formed Yu go slav work ers’ state cre ated af ter
World War II by Josip Broz Tito’s peas ant-based Sta lin ist
par ti sans. In the 1950s and 60s, the Yu go slav fed er a tion en -
joyed con sid er able eco nomic growth, which pro vided the
ba sis for ris ing liv ing stan dards for its cit i zens. Dur ing this
pe riod, Tito’s Yu go slav League of Com mu nists (LCY) was
largely suc cess ful in de fus ing the bit ter na tional an tag o -
nisms which had be dev iled the re gion for cen tu ries. 

Af ter a break with Sta lin in 1948, the Titoists sought to
se cure their po si tion through a com bi na tion of ma neu vers
with West ern im pe ri al ism, ex per i ments with mar ket “re -
forms” and for eign in vest ment, and a pol icy of eco nomic
de cen tral iza tion that was pro moted as “work ers’ self-
management.” These mea sures un der mined the Yu go slav
work ers’ state by in creas ing im pe ri al ist in flu ence in the
econ omy, gen er at ing a layer of wealthy en tre pre neurs with 
con nec tions to el e ments of the rul ing LCY bu reau cracy and
en cour ag ing cen trif u gal ten den cies in the econ omy which
led, in turn, to a re vival of na tional an tag o nisms. 

By the late 1980s the fed eral sys tem and the au thor ity of
the cen tral gov ern ment had largely dis in te grated.
Milosevic, who was to play a key role in the de struc tion of
the Yu go slav de formed work ers’ state, had orig i nally con -
sol i dated his po si tion at the head of the LCY bu reau cracy in 
Ser bia by fan ning the flames of Serb chau vin ism. His de ci -
sion, in 1990, af ter re vok ing Kosovo’s au ton o mous sta tus,
to de clare a state of emer gency in the prov ince trig gered a
se ries of inter-ethnic con flicts which ripped the Yu go slav
fed er a tion apart.

Croatia and Slovenia se ceded in 1991 and a bloody
three-cornered com mu nal war be tween Serbs, Mus lims
and Croats erupted in Bosnia-Herzegovina. This con flict
raged un til 1995, when, through a com bi na tion of NATO
air strikes against the Bosnian Serbs, bribes and eco nomic

pres sure, the Dayton “peace” ac cord was signed, and
30,000 NATO “peace keep ers” ar rived to en force it. To day
Bosnia is lit tle more than a NATO pro tec tor ate where com -
pli ant pup pet re gimes perch un steadily on thou sands of
im pe ri al ist bay o nets.

For a So cial ist Fed er a tion of the Bal kans!

The task of rid ding the re gion of Milosevic and the other
na tion al ist dem a gogues and des pots be longs to the work -
ers and op pressed peo ples of the Bal kans. Po lit i cal and mil -
i tary in ter ven tions in the re gion by the cap i tal ist Great
Powers have al ways served re ac tion ary ends, and this one
is no ex cep tion. Only a so cial ist fed er a tion of the Bal kans,
forged in strug gle against the var i ous im pe ri al ists, their al -
lies and vas sals, can pro vide the ba sis for an eq ui ta ble res o -
lu tion of the com pet ing na tional claims and guar an tee a se -
cure fu ture for the many peo ples of the re gion.

If they are to avoid be ing led to the slaugh ter house in the 
fu ture, work ing peo ple in the im pe ri al ist coun tries must
learn to op pose the crim i nal ven tures of their “own” rul ers.
Class-conscious work ers in Eu rope and North Amer ica
will cheer ev ery time Serb gun ners shoot a NATO pi rate
out of the sky. With ev ery act of sol i dar ity they un der take
on be half of NATO’s vic tims, work ers in the im pe ri al ist
coun tries strike a blow for their own lib er a tion. 

The his tory of na tional con flicts and eth nic an tag o nisms
dur ing the past de cade dem on strates that the com pet ing
na tional as pi ra tions of the peo ples of the Bal kans can not be
eq ui ta bly re solved un der cap i tal ism. Only rev o lu tion ary
in ter na tion al ism pro vides a vi a ble al ter na tive to the mur -
der ous credo of na tional ex clu sive ness.

The task of forg ing a rev o lu tion ary lead er ship for the
work ers of the Bal kans, based on the Trotskyist pro gram of
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class unity across na tional lines, is not an easy one—yet
there is no al ter na tive. The bit ter truth is that the more re -
mote such a pros pect ap pears, the more bloody and bar -
baric the con flicts will be. The strug gle for a So cial ist Fed er -
a tion of the Bal kans is not uto pian—it is the only
his tor i cally pro gres sive an swer to the ir ra tio nal ity of na -
tional ex clu siv ity and revanchism.
De fend Yu go sla via! De feat NATO Ag gres sion!
No to “Eth nic Cleansing”—In de pend ence for Kosovo!
Im pe ri al ists Out of the Bal kans!

KLA Becomes NATO’s Proxy
26 April—Prior to the com mence ment of NATO’s at tack on
Yu go sla via last month, the Ser bian lead er ship claimed that
it would only take their po lice and mil i tary a week to ten
days to mop up the Kosovo Lib er a tion Army “ter ror ists,”
who con trolled al most half of the pre dom i nantly Al ba nian
prov ince. As soon as NATO’s bombs be gan to fall, the Serbs 
launched a mil i tary drive to smash KLA strong holds and
de pop u late their “base ar eas.” The re sult was an ex o dus of
hun dreds of thou sands of eth nic Al ba nians who poured
across the bor ders into Al ba nia, Mac e do nia and
Montenegro. NATO pub li cists, and the im pe ri al ist me dia,
downplayed the Serbs’ mil i tary cam paign against the KLA, 
and de picted the tor rent of ref u gees as a di a bol i cal and un -
fore see able tac tic de vised by Milosevic to em bar rass the
great pow ers.

For their part, the Serbs sug gested that Kosovo’s Al ba -
nians were flee ing NATO’s bombs and noted that some
tens of thou sands of Serbs had also fled the re gion. NATO
did bomb Pristina, Kosovo’s cap i tal, and a de sire not to end
up as “col lat eral dam age” doubt less mo ti vated some of the
ref u gees. But the flood of eth nic Al ba nians was pri mar ily
the re sult of the Yu go slav army’s pre vi ously ad ver tised of -
fen sive against the KLA. Sim i lar forced pop u la tion trans -
fers were used by U.S. forces in Viet nam in the 1960s and
the Salvadoran mil i tary in the 1980s in their drive against
left ist in sur gents.

The KLA has been re garded by the im pe ri al ists as an un -
sa vory bunch of thugs heavily in volved in the her oin trade
and con nected to dan ger ous Is lamic fun da men tal ists. At
points during the ne go ti a tions lead ing up to the Ram bouil -
let “peace” set tle ment, the KLA as sumed a non-compliant
pos ture. This is hardly sur pris ing, as the deal called for
KLA units to be dis armed, while NATO’s army of oc cu pa -
tion set about con struct ing a new, suit ably trac ta ble, po lit i -
cal re gime for the re gion. In the end, the KLA del e ga tion
signed the Ram bouil let con tract hop ing that Bel grade’s re -
fusal to cede Kosovo to NATO would lead to an im pe ri al ist
as sault.

Rev o lu tion ar ies op pose Ser bian “eth nic cleans ing” and
all other crimes against the Kosovo Al ba nians. The mil i tary
strug gle of the KLA against the Yu go slav army and po lice
was a just one—and their as pi ra tion to gain in de pend ence
from their Serb op pres sors was en tirely sup port able. The
com mence ment of NATO’s cam paign to “de grade” the
Serb mil i tary did not au to mat i cally change this. Yet the con -
fig u ra tion of forces made it highly likely that the eth nic Al -
ba nians’ strug gle for free dom would soon be sub sumed by
the im pe ri al ist as sault on Yu go sla via.

The Yu go slav mil i tary ef fec tively min i mized ca su al ties
in their cam paign against the KLA by avoid ing close com -

bat and in stead us ing tanks and ar til lery to first sur round
and then bom bard vil lages held by the in sur gents.
Equipped only with light weap ons, the KLA was un able to
of fer any ef fec tive re sis tance to Serb ar mor and was de -
stroyed as an ef fec tive mil i tary force within a mat ter of
weeks. As the Serb cam paign against the KLA wound
down, the flood of ref u gees abated. This was por trayed by
the West ern me dia as yet an other fiend ish and un pre dict -
able trick by Milosevic. At the same time, Bel grade’s at -
tempts to ini ti ate dip lo matic con tacts with a view to end ing
NATO’s bomb ing were re buffed.

Mean while the KLA rem nants which re grouped in
north ern Al ba nia sought a tighter re la tion ship with NATO. 
In our 30 March state ment (re printed above) we an tic i -
pated such a pos si bil ity and qual i fied our sup port to the
KLA ac cord ingly:

“If, in the course of the pres ent con flict, the KLA should
be come sub or di nated to, or be gin to op er ate es sen tially as 
an aux il iary of, the NATO ag gres sors, our at ti tude would
change to one of fa vor ing the vic tory of the Yu go slav
army over both the im pe ri al ists and their aux il ia ries.”

It is pos si ble to trace the course of this de vel op ment
through ac counts pub lished in the Brit ish press. The 12
April is sue of the In de pend ent re ported:

“OSCE [Or gani sa tion for Se cu rity and Co op er a tion in
Eu rope] of fi cials be lieve that the KLA has changed its tac -
tics: in stead of try ing to de fend vil lages from the Serbs it is 
con cen trat ing on hit-and-run guer rilla at tacks against the
Yu go slav army, while at tempt ing to pro tect the huge
num bers of dis placed Al ba nians trapped in the hills. Al -
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though the West de nies that it is arm ing the KLA, the re -
bel army acts as Nato’s eyes and ears in Kosovo.”

On the same day, an other Lon don pa per, the Daily Tele -
graph, re ported:

“Amer ica has started se cret ne go ti a tions with the Kosovo
Lib er a tion Army about sup ply ing it with spe cial ist weap -
ons to at tack Serb ground forces in Kosovo that con tinue
to evade Nato’s air cam paign. Frus trated at the lack of
prog ress against Ser bian tanks, ar til lery and ar moured
ve hi cles, Wash ing ton has started sound ing out other
trusted Nato part ners about arm ing the KLA with wire-
guided mis siles. It co mes af ter des per ate pleas for help
from the KLA by sat el lite phone to Amer i can mil i tary ad -
vis ers. There has been a clear soft en ing of stance by the
State De part ment, which last year was will ing to ac cept
de scrip tions of the KLA as ter ror ist crim i nals but now ap -
pears to view it as an or gani sa tion it can do busi ness
with....The equip ment be ing con sid ered for ship ment to
Kosovo in cludes wire-guided anti-tank mis siles, me dium 
mor tars and other weap ons use ful against ar mor.”

A few days later, on 18 April, the Sunday Tele graph re -
ported:

“Nato is now qui etly draft ing the KLA into its war against 
Slobodan Milosevic. It is even con sid er ing plans to train
them and ease the arms em bargo on Yu go sla via to sup ply
them with weap ons such as mor tars and rocket-propelled 
gre nades. From their re main ing en claves within Kosovo
and re con nais sance mis sions staged from Al ba nia, the re -
bels al ready use sat el lite and cel lu lar tele phones to pro -
vide Nato with de tails on Ser bian tar gets.”

On 22 April, Rob ert Fisk, one of Brit ain’s better in formed 
print jour nal ists, wrote an ar ti cle in the In de pend ent un der
the head line: “Nato re sorts to war by proxy.” The KLA is to -
day ex actly that: a proxy for NATO. This re la tion ship is a
prod uct of the crush ing mil i tary set backs suf fered by the
KLA on the one hand, and the fail ure of NATO’s air strikes
to de liver a quick and pain less vic tory on the other.

Mil i tary de fense of Yu go sla via against im pe ri al ist at -
tack does not ne gate the right of Kosovo’s Al ba nians to re -
sist Serb op pres sion, nor, on the level of prin ci ple, their
right to sep a rate from Ser bia. The Kosovo Al ba nians are en -
ti tled to de ter mine their own fu ture, like ev ery other peo -
ple. But the right to self-determination can not be ex er cised
through NATO oc cu pa tion. In sub or di nat ing it self to
NATO, the KLA, which cur rently con sti tutes the only vis i -
ble  lead er ship of Kosovo’s Al ba nian pop u la tion, has been
es sen tially trans formed into an in stru ment of im pe ri al ist
pol icy. The KLA still talks about achiev ing “in de pend -
ence,” but it is in fact sup port ing NATO’s drive to turn
Kosovo into an im pe ri al ist pro tec tor ate on the Bosnian
model.

We stand in the tra di tion of Vladi mir Le nin who, in the
midst of World I, as serted that: “To be in fa vour of an all-
European war merely for the sake of re stor ing Po land is to
be a na tion al ist of the worst sort...” (“The Dis cus sion on
Self-Determination Summed Up”). Le nin ob served that
Marx ists do not re gard the right of self-determination as a
cat e gor i cal im per a tive:

“The sev eral de mands of de moc racy, in clud ing self-
determination, are not an ab so lute, but only a small part of
the gen eral-democratic (now: gen eral-socialist) world
move ment. In in di vid ual con crete cases, the part may
con tra dict the whole; if so, it must be re jected. It is pos si -
ble that the re pub li can move ment in one coun try may be
merely an in stru ment of the cler i cal or fi nan cial-
monarchist in trigues of other coun tries; if so, we must not
sup port this par tic u lar, con crete move ment....”

—Ibid.

The KLA can no lon ger be con sid ered as any kind of na -
tional lib er a tion move ment—it is to day sim ply a cat’s paw
of im pe ri al ism. We have there fore dropped the call for
“In de pend ence for Kosovo” as an im me di ate, agitational,
de mand be cause in the pres ent con text it can only serve as a 
cover for the schemes of the im pe ri al ists. ■
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Per ma nent Rev o lu tion and Kurdistan

Free Öcalan! De fend the PKK!
The fol low ing is an ed ited and abridged trans la tion of an ar ti cle
orig i nally pub lished as a 24 Feb ru ary sup ple ment to
Bolschewik, jour nal of Gruppe Spartakus, Ger man sec tion of the 
IBT.

Abdullah Öcalan, leader of the Kurdish Workers’ Party
(PKK), was cap tured on 15 Feb ru ary by agents of the Turk -
ish se cret ser vice who greeted him with the cyn i cal words,
“Wel come home, you are now our guest.” One thing that
Öcalan, Tur key’s Pub lic En emy No. 1, can be cer tain of is
the deadly hos til ity of his mil i tary “hosts” who have made
no pre tense of “fair ness.” Im me di ately af ter Öcalan was
snatched in Kenya, his Turk ish law yer was ar rested and
mem bers of his in ter na tional le gal team were turned away
at the bor der, and hun dreds of mem bers of the only re main -
ing le gal pro-Kurdish party, Hadep, were im pris oned. The
in ter na tional left and work ers’ move ment, par tic u larly in
Ger many and Tur key, must take up the strug gle to de fend
Öcalan and all other Kurdish ac tiv ists. We there fore agree
with the PKK that “dem on stra tions, ral lies and oc cu pa -
tions must take place with the aim of sav ing the life of the
chair man of the PKK” (MED TV News, 16 Feb ru ary).

The suc cess ful de fense of Öcalan, and the PKK as a
whole, against the ju di cial sys tems of both Tur key and Ger -
many re quires, above all, the kind of mas sive work ing-
class ac tion which can threaten the bour geois so cial or der.
Left ists and class-conscious work ers in Ger many must ac -
tively de fend the Kurdish re sis tance. The case of Öcalan,
and the nu mer ous other PKK mil i tants who are now threat -
ened with ar rest and de por ta tion, is clearly a sit u a tion
where “an in jury to one is an in jury to all!”

The Kurds’ jus ti fied pro tests against their Turk ish op -
pres sors (and Ger man col lab o ra tors) have been met by a
cam paign aimed at abol ish ing dual cit i zen ship and
strength en ing anti-democratic laws. Both gov ern ment and
op po si tion pol i ti cians, as well as the cor po rate me dia, are
in volved in this vi cious cru sade. Af ter the bloody mas sa cre
of Kurds at the Is raeli em bassy in Berlin, fun da men tal dem -
o cratic rights were sus pended as au thor i ties banned all
dem on stra tions in the city. Chan cel lor Schröder and Home
Sec re tary Schily de clare that “we” Ger mans must not per mit 
con flicts on “our” streets which are not “ours” and, fur ther,
that “we” should crack down hard on Kurdish pro test ers,
in clud ing con sid er ing us ing fast-track de por ta tions. This
cyn i cal na tion al ist pro pa ganda threat ens the wel fare and
even the lives of Kurdish ac tiv ists.

In re cent years, the Ger man state has di rectly par tic i -
pated in con flicts in Tur key. It banned the in ter na tional
Musa Anter peace train to Diyarbakir in 1997, sup pressed
Kurtulus (a news pa per crit i cal of the Turk ish re gime) and
con ducted a bru tal raid on the Anadolu pub lish ing com -
pany in Co logne. Ger many has po lit i cally sup ported all the
op pres sive mea sures un der taken by its NATO part ner in
An kara while con tin u ing to sup ply arms to the Turk ish
mil i tary. Ger man im pe ri al ism is al ready a party to this con -
flict and an en emy of those who stand for the lib er a tion of
Kurdish and Turk ish work ers and peas ants! It is sheer hy -
poc risy for Schröder et al to make a dis tinc tion be tween
“their” con flicts and “ours” be cause the strug gle has

reached Ger man streets and in volves Ger man po lice—as if
the Ger man state is in the habit of tol er at ing in ter nal class
strug gle! The rul ing class rou tinely re sponds to re sis tance
against op pres sion “with ad e quate force.” In 1997, when
stu dents pro test ing ed u ca tion cuts en tered the in vi o la ble
pre cincts of par lia ment, they were at tacked by mounted
po lice; when an gry min ers pro test ing mass re dun dan cies
oc cu pied the motor way, they were threat ened with
charges of breach ing the peace; at re cent anti-fascist dem -
on stra tions many left ists have been ar rested. The point is
not to counterpose “their” Kurdish/Turk ish con flicts to
“our” Ger man ones, but to see that the fun da men tal con -
flict of in ter est is be tween the ex ploit ers and op pres sors
(them) and the ex ploited and op pressed (us). Those who do 
not un der stand that the state’s at tacks on the PKK are also
at tacks on the en tire left and work ers’ move ment (Ger man,
Turk ish and Kurdish) un der stand noth ing!

With out the same le gal rights as Ger man left ists,
Kurdish mil i tants face the threat of de por ta tion back to the
Turk ish state’s tor ture cham bers. This threat by the Ger -
man gov ern ment is not an empty one. In 1994, the SPD’s
min is ter of the in te rior for Baden-Württemberg brushed
aside hyp o crit i cal con cerns about “le gal ity” and re -
sponded to sim i lar Kurdish pro tests by say ing that he had
al ready started de por ta tions. This is why we de mand: Full
cit i zen ship rights for all im mi grants—now! Stop the de por -
ta tions!

Rev o lu tion ary Pol i tics or
Im pe ri al ist Di plo macy?

The In ter na tional Bolshevik Ten dency and its Ger man
sec tion, the Gruppe Spartakus, stand for the de fense of the
Kurdish re sis tance, and par tic u larly the PKK, against both
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the Turk ish state and its im pe ri al ist al lies. We have re peat -
edly called for lift ing the ban on the PKK. In the face of the
out ra geous pro ceed ings against Öcalan by Tur key’s ter ror -
ist re gime, it is nec es sary to or ga nize broad united-front ac -
tions and mass mo bi li za tions un der the slo gan: “Im me di -
ate and Un con di tional Re lease of Abdullah Öcalan!”
In stead, Nizametin Tas of the PKK cen tral com mit tee has
ap pealed to the “pro gres sive pub lic” and “all dem o cratic
pro gres sive groups” to send “ob server del e ga tions to Tur -
key” (MED TV News, 16 Feb ru ary). Such im po tent mor al -
is tic ap peals will not sub due the blood hounds of the
military dic ta tor ship or their im pe ri al ist back ers, nor will
they be of any use in “safe guard ing the life of chair man
Apo”—this re quires de ter mined in ter na tional mass mo bi -
li za tions of im mi grants and work ers.

This is not the first time the PKK has re lied on im pe ri al ist 
di plo macy rather than rev o lu tion ary mass mo bi li za tions.
Tas ap peals to the gov ern ments of the Eu ro pean Un ion
(EU) and the U.S. to “put pres sure on the fas cist Turk ish
state,” while Kurdish dem on stra tors de mand that the Ger -
man gov ern ment ad vo cate a “fair” trial. We re fuse to en -
dorse de mands that the Turk ish mil i tary give Öcalan a “fair 
trial,” or calls on Ger many and the other Eu ro pean im pe ri al -
ists to ap ply dip lo matic pres sure on Tur key.

Tur key is not fas cist, but its po lit i cal re gime is dom i -
nated by the mil i tary. When foxes put a hare on trial, the
hare al ways ends up as their din ner, how ever for mally cor -
rect the ju rid i cal pro ce dure. Öcalan doubt less ful fils all the
cri te ria for be ing con victed of high trea son ac cord ing to
Tur key’s Kemalist [Kemal Ataturk founded the mod ern
Turk ish state af ter World War I] le gal code and ju di ciary—
even a “fair” trial would put his life in jeop ardy. Tur key’s
bloody rul ers have no right to con duct any kind of trial of
Öcalan. The Kemalist state has dis crim i nated against and
op pressed the Kurds since it was founded. Kurds are not al -
lowed to speak their own lan guage, their cul ture is sup -

pressed, and their re gion is mired in deep pov erty and eco -
nomic back ward ness. The Turk ish state has re sponded to
all signs of Kurdish re sis tance with cen sor ship, ar rest, tor -
ture, mas sa cres and the de struc tion of thou sands of
Kurdish vil lages. The PKK and Öcalan are not po lit i cally
re spon si ble for the thou sands of peo ple killed in the Turk -
ish mil i tary’s dirty war against the Kurdish na tion. That re -
spon si bil ity lies solely with Tur key’s rul ers and their im pe -
ri al ist pro tec tors. The only way that jus tice can pre vail, and
the only way to stop these bar baric at tacks, is through the
rev o lu tion ary over throw of the op pres sors.

The PKK’s ap peals to the im pe ri al ists are uto pian and
counterposed to the path of lib er a tion for the Kurdish
masses. Im pe ri al ism, as the op pres sor of mil lions, can not
sud denly change its na ture and be come the lib er a tor of the
Kurds. The eco nomic and po lit i cal un der de vel op ment of
Kurdistan and the Mid dle East is a prod uct of the im pe rialist
world sys tem. The cap i tal ists in the eco nom i cally ad vanced
im pe ri al ist coun tries use a com bi na tion of com pe ti tion in
the global mar ket, ac cess to in vest ment and cred its, and
mil i tary mus cle to en sure the con tin u a tion of their ex ploi ta -
tion of the un der de vel oped coun tries.

Un der the terms of the 1923 Lausanne Treaty, which
carved up the Mid dle East un der Brit ish and French he ge -
mony, the Kurds were di vided be tween four states. Lib eral
ap peals to the Eu ro pean Un ion, com bined with the no tion
of of fer ing Tur key EU mem ber ship, pro vided it agrees to
re spect “hu man rights,” are ut terly uto pian. It is in con ceiv -
able that the EU will want to as sume re spon si bil ity for run -
ning the Turk ish “poor house,” at least in the near fu ture.
All of the EU’s sup posed hu man-rights con cerns sim ply
serve as an ex cuse to hold Tur key at arm’s length. They will
not, and are not in tended to, im prove the sit u a tion of the
Kurds in Tur key. If de pend ent Tur key were to join the EU,
it would mean giv ing up its sov er eignty (e.g., in ag ri cul -
ture) to fur ther the in ter ests of the Eu ro pean im pe ri al ists—
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which could only in flict even more harm on the op pressed
and ex ploited.

The U.S. im pe ri al ists’ “pro tec tion” of the Kurds in
north ern Iraq keeps them penned in ref u gee camps and re -
tards any strug gle for lib er a tion. It pro vides a smokescreen
for Amer i can at tacks on Iraq, and al lows the Turk ish mil i -
tary to freely at tack PKK po si tions in north ern Iraq. We call
for driv ing the im pe ri al ists out of the Mid dle East, and the
im me di ate with drawal of the Turk ish army from
Kurdistan. We sup port the right of all op pressed na tions to
self-determination.

Con trary to the fan ta sies of some in the Kurdistan sol i -
dar ity mi lieu, Öcalan’s de par ture from Syria did not rep re -
sent a dip lo matic break through in the search for a “po lit i cal 
so lu tion” to the war in Kurdistan. Öcalan’s od ys sey re -
vealed how il lu sory the PKK’s dip lo matic hopes were. No
state on earth was will ing to grant Öcalan asy lum or stand
with the Kurdish lib er a tion strug gle. It aly po litely asked
Öcalan to leave and in Greece pro-Kurdish cab i net min is -
ters found them selves in trou ble. Öcalan is a ver i ta ble “hot
po tato.” No gov ern ment would have him, ex cept his Turk -
ish jail ers. He shares the fate of the Kurdish na tion as a
pawn on the chess board of in ter na tional di plo macy.

In stead of ap peal ing to the left and the in ter na tional
work ers’ move ment, the PKK looked for sup port from the
im pe ri al ists and Hein rich Lummer, an ul tra-rightist Ger -
man pol i ti cian with fas cist con nec tions who is no to ri ous for 
send ing riot po lice to at tack squat ters in Berlin dur ing the
1980s. The PKK’s ori en ta tion to the right was not a po lit i cal
mis cal cu la tion—its roots lie in the PKK’s petty-bourgeois,
na tion al ist pol i tics.

So cial ism or Bar ba rism—
Per ma nent Rev o lu tion or Stagism?

Like most Turk ish Sta lin ists and Mao ists, the PKK be -
lieves that the back ward ness of Kurdistan means that so -
cial ism is not on the agenda and in stead it is nec es sary to
fight for a bour geois-nationalist, multi-class “peo ple’s rev -
o lu tion,” to open the road for in de pend ent (state-assisted)
cap i tal ist de vel op ment. Leaving aside a bit of dec o ra tive,
but mean ing less, so cial ist phrase ol ogy, this is what the
PKK’s pro gram boils down to. In ev i ta bly this strat egy re -
quires the sub or di na tion of the in ter ests of Kurdish work -
ers and peas ants to those of the fee ble petty ex ploit ers who
make up the Kurdish bour geoi sie—gran dil o quently
dubbed the “pa tri otic bour geoi sie.” The PKK turns a blind
eye to the count less eco nomic, po lit i cal and per sonal links
that tie the in dig e nous bour geoi sie in un der de vel oped
coun tries to the landed elites and their im pe ri al ist pa trons.

This is why the PKK at tempted to es tab lish a dip lo matic
rap proche ment with the im pe ri al ists, and why they have
long taken pride in col lab o rat ing with the “pa tri otic”
Kurdish land own ers. No rul ing class ever al lies it self with
the toil ing masses un less they are as sured that the op -
pressed have sub or di nated their strug gles to those of the
bour geoi sie—in this case, it means ac cept ing feudalist op -
pres sion in the name of unit ing the Kurdish na tion. This
pol icy does not lead to lib er a tion or an im proved life for the
ex ploited masses of Kurdistan. It has pro duced in stead the
anti-Semitic ar ti cles writ ten by Öcalan (un der his pen
names Ayden Safer and A. Inanc, e.g., in Ozgur Ulke, 28/29
Au gust 1994), as well as flir ta tion with Islamicist ten den -
cies, and even ex plicit sup port for im pe ri al ist rac ism:

“Un for tu nately, the back ward ness of our peo ple is a blot

on de vel oped Ger many. This makes me sad. Ger many
should not have been made to suf fer this evil....This is
why rac ism is spread ing again. Quite jus ti fied, by the
way! I also think that the right is right. I want to say quite
openly that on this is sue I do not think like a so cial dem o -
crat. The right-wingers are right.”

—Öcalan in an in ter view with jour nal ist Günther
    Wallraff

The PKK sees the task of Kurdish lib er a tion as an es sen -
tially iso lated na tional task (with the Kurdistan sol i dar ity
mi lieu as its semi-diplomatic sup port group), but com mu -
nists view the Kurds’ strug gle as a po ten tial cat a lyst for
pro le tar ian rev o lu tion through out the Mid dle East. There
is no iso lated na tional path to eco nomic de vel op ment and
so cial prog ress un der cap i tal ism in the era of im pe ri al ism
with its global mar ket and in ter na tional di vi sion of la bor.
Rec og nizing this re al ity is the nec es sary start ing point for
all rev o lu tion ary cal cu la tions and ac tions. The dreams of
the lead ers of Asia’s “ti ger econ o mies” about catch ing up
with the im pe ri al ists have been bur ied be neath the wreck -
age of the lat est fi nan cial cri sis. Con sidering the eco nomic
back ward ness of these coun tries and the pres sures ex erted
by global com pe ti tion, cap i tal de mands that for these econ -
o mies to “de velop,” i.e., re main prof it able, they must have
vastly greater rates of ex ploi ta tion of their hu man and nat -
u ral re sources. Fan tasies about a “na tional dem o cratic
stage” of har mo ni ous cap i tal ist de vel op ment prior to pro -
le tar ian rev o lu tion can only serve the in ter ests of the na -
scent na tional bour geoi sie and lead in ex o ra bly to a night -
mare for the work ing class (China 1927, Spain 1936-39,
In do ne sia 1965-66, Chile 1972-73). The cap i tal ists know
this. How ever, petty-bourgeois for ma tions like the PKK are 
still pro mot ing the same bour geois pro gram and the same
stagist model of na tional cap i tal ist de vel op ment which has
led to de feat so of ten in the past.

The strat egy of per ma nent rev o lu tion, vin di cated in
prac tice by the Oc to ber Rev o lu tion of 1917, pro vides the
only vi a ble al ter na tive. It is based on two pre mises: a) the
tasks of the bour geois rev o lu tion (dem o cratic rights, the
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land ques tion and the na tional ques tion) can not be car ried
out by the na tional bour geoi sie, but only through pro le tar -
ian rev o lu tion sup ported by the masses of im pov er ished
peas ants; and b) only in ter na tional so cial ist rev o lu tion can
open the road for the eco nomic, po lit i cal and cul tural
eman ci pa tion of the masses. The bu reau cratic de gen er a -
tion of the world’s first work ers’ state through Sta lin’s pol -
icy of “so cial ism in one coun try” dem on strated this in prac -
tice.

Kurdistan & Rev o lu tion in the Mid dle East
We un con di tion ally de fend the right of the Kurdish na -

tion to self-determination, that is, to es tab lish a sep a rate
state, but we do not cur rently ad vo cate that the Kurds at -
tempt to ex er cise this right:

“In the pres ent cir cum stances an in de pend ent Kurdish
state would find it self in very great dif fi culty....sur -
rounded by its his toric op pres sors, but it would be a so ci -
ety char ac ter ized by back ward, pre-capitalist so cial
struc tures. Be cause of its un der de vel op ment, an in de -
pend ent Kurdistan would find it self at the mercy of the
re gional as well as im pe ri al ist pow ers.”

—Bolschewik No. 2 

The es sen tial ob sta cle to real so cial lib er a tion is
Kurdistan’s lack of the pri mary pre req ui site for so cial ist
rev o lu tion: a pro le tar iat.

“Kurdistan is not a clas si cal case of a co lo nial rev o lu tion,
as for ex am ple, China and Viet nam were ear lier this cen -
tury. In both these cases, the pro le tar iat was small, but
with suf fi cient eco nomic and po lit i cal power to lead the
peas antry in a suc cess ful as sault on both the im pe ri al ist
mas ters and their in dig e nous bour geois al lies.”

—Ibid.

In China and Viet nam the vic tory of Sta lin ist-led guer -
rilla move ments, which op posed the in de pend ent po lit i cal
ac tiv ity of the pro le tar iat, in ev i ta bly pro duced des potic,
bu reau crat i cally de formed work ers’ states. As we noted in
our pre vi ous ar ti cle:

“One of the pe cu liar i ties of the Kurdish na tional ques tion
is that it is in ter twined with the so cial ques tion in the
states with Kurdish mi nor i ties and, through them, in all
the states of the Near East. The fight for the free dom of the
Kurds re quires a com mon strug gle with the Turk ish, Per -
sian and Arab work ing masses. Any se ri ous threat to cap -
i tal ist rule in Tur key, for ex am ple, must in ev i ta bly pose
the ques tion of the Kurds. The Kurdish strug gle for na tional 
lib er a tion, on the other hand, could eas ily spark a wave of
up heav als that would shat ter the brit tle re gimes of the re -
gion.” 

—Ibid.

The ex ist ing cap i tal ist states must be re placed by a so -
cial ist fed er a tion of the Mid dle East, within which the
Kurds can de cide their own fu ture. If the Kurdish free dom
strug gle were to take this di rec tion, the ef fects would be felt 
far be yond the Mid dle East. It could also pro vide a pow er -
ful im pulse for pro le tar ian strug gle in Ger many and ev ery
other coun try in Eu rope that is pres ently home to some of
the mil lions of im mi grant work ers from the Mid dle East.

Pro le tar ian In ter na tion al ism vs.
Petty-Bourgeois Na tion al ism

The PKK’s fight for an in de pend ent Kurdistan, which is
not con nected to the class strug gle and lacks any so cial ist
con tent, has reached a dead end. Vic tory in the guer rilla

strug gle seems to have dis ap peared from the PKK’s
agenda. The PKK’s na tion al ist ori en ta tion is ab so lutely in -
com pat i ble with the re al i ties of the in ter na tional class
strug gle. In dis crim i nate at tacks on Turk ish tour ist cen ters,
shops and ca fes can only serve to un der mine in ter na tion al -
ist unity among the ex ploited and op pressed, as op posed to 
le git i mate at tacks on agents of the Turk ish or Ger man
states or fas cists. Rev o lu tion ary in ter na tion al ists op pose
at tacks on news stands, tea houses or fast-food out lets
which are tar geted sim ply on the ba sis that they are Turk -
ish. We would de fend these pre mises, and their ci vil ian pa -
trons, against the blind fury of the PKK na tion al ists. We
take the same ap proach to ward at tacks which do not di rectly
and ex clu sively tar get the Turk ish state or big busi ness, but
aim in stead at tour ist cen ters—na tion al ist at tempts to hurt
the Turk ish state “in di rectly” by ruth lessly kill ing Turk ish,
Kurdish and West Eu ro pean work ers are in de fen si ble.

The trag edy is that the PKK’s na tion al ist logic is ex actly
the op po site of the re quire ments for the lib er a tion of the
Kurds from na tional op pres sion and semi-feudal ex ploi ta -
tion. In ter na tional work ing-class unity is the only vi a ble al -
ter na tive to the re ac tion ary col lab o ra tion be tween Ger man
im pe ri al ism and Tur key’s rul ers.

A good ex am ple of how such an ap proach can work was
the long shore boy cott in the mid-1980s in San Fran cisco,
where sup port ers of the In ter na tional Bolshevik Ten dency
played a lead ing role. This po lit i cal strike against apart -
heid, which lasted for eleven days, was di rected against un -
load ing South Af ri can cargo. It cost the apart heid re gime
dearly, while pro mot ing an in ter na tion al ist and class-
struggle ap proach to the burn ing po lit i cal is sues faced by
the work ing class—es sen tial pre req ui sites for the rev o lu -
tion ary lib er a tion of hu man ity. Such an in ter na tion al ist
rev o lu tion ary per spec tive is re al iz able. In 1991, dur ing the
Gulf War, when the Turk ish gov ern ment sought to mo bi -
lize pop u lar opin ion against Iraq, spon ta ne ous pro tests
erupted in Turk ish Kurdistan. The de mands raised there
were taken up by other Turk ish and Kurdish work ers in
mass strikes and dem on stra tions. This po lit i cal awak en ing
of the Turk ish work ing class in sol i dar ity with the Kurdish
lib er a tion strug gle was seen as a se ri ous threat to the Turk -
ish re gime.

In Ger many and other Eu ro pean states, rev o lu tion ary
work ers must openly and ac tively solidarize with the cause 
of im mi grant work ers and, in par tic u lar, with the strug gle
of the Kurds against na tional op pres sion. Rev o lu tion ar ies
must also seek to make con nec t ions with the
proletarianized im mi grants of the Mid dle East with the
per spec tive of build ing a rev o lu tion ary al ter na tive lead er -
ship within the un ions counterposed to the ex ist ing re form -
ist bu reau cracy. The PKK, by or ga niz ing im mi grant Kurds
as Kurdish pa tri ots rather than as work ers with out a fa ther -
land, acts as an ob sta cle to pro le tar ian in ter na tion al ism and 
thus, ul ti mately, to the lib er a tion of the Kurds. A care ful
anal y sis of the Kurdish ques tion leads to the con clu sion
that, as im por tant as it is to de fend the PKK, it is equally
im por tant to sharply crit i cize their pol i tics. Kurdish fight -
ers must break with the PKK, as well as the nu mer ous
smaller Mao ist and Sta lin ist pseudo-Leninist re vi sion ist
group ings, and par tic i pate in build ing a Le nin ist-
Trotskyist in ter na tional or ga ni za tion, based on the pro -
gram of per ma nent rev o lu tion, with sec tions in ev ery
state—in clud ing Tur key and Ger many. This is the road to
the rev o lu tion ary lib er a tion of the Kurds and all the other
op pressed and ex ploited peo ples of the world. ■
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Down with UN Star va tion Em bargo!

Hands Off Iraq!

Re printed be low is the IBT’s 19 De cem ber 1998 state ment on the
im pe ri al ist bomb ing of Iraq.

At 12:49 am Thurs day morn ing Bagh dad air raid si rens
sounded, and min utes later the city was sub jected to the
first wave of a pu ni tive im pe ri al ist ter ror-bombing op er a -
tion dubbed “Desert Fox” by the U.S. Pen ta gon. Clinton’s
“Desert Fox,” like George Bush’s 1991 “Desert Storm,” is all 
about main tain ing U.S. he ge mony in the oil-rich Mid dle
East. Brit ain’s so cial-democratic prime min is ter, Tony
Blair, vol un teered Brit ish bomb ers for the mur der ous cam -
paign. Blair has also vig or ously de fended Clinton against
sug ges tions that the tim ing of the as sault had any thing to
do with post pon ing a sched uled vote on im peach ment by
the U.S. House of Rep re sen ta tives. 

The pre text for the cur rent at tack is Iraq’s sup posed fail -
ure to fully com ply with UN arms in spec tors. Dur ing the
1980s, Iraq was armed and sup ported by Brit ain, Ger many
and the U.S. as a bul wark against Iran’s Is lamic Rev o lu tion.
To day Saddam’s for mer pa trons feign hor ror at the
thought that Iraq may still pos sess some of the weap onry
which they orig i nally pro vided. Yet UN in spec tors have
con ceded that Iraq’s nu clear and chem i cal weap ons pro -
grams have been dis man tled, and they also ad mit that no
ev i dence of bi o log i cal weap onry has been found. The hys -

te ria in the im pe ri al ist me dia about the sup posed dan gers
posed by Saddam’s “weap ons of mass de struc tion” also
rou tinely ig nores the fact that the me dium-range mis siles
Iraq pos sessed (which are nec es sary to de liver such weap -
ons) have been de com mis sioned.

Saddam Hussein is a bru tal dic ta tor and the en emy of
the Iraqi masses, but his only “crime” in the eyes of
imperialism is that he is not pli able enough. Hav ing failed
to top ple Hussein in the af ter math of Desert Storm, for the
past eight years the U.S. has sub jected Iraq to a vi cious em -
bargo that is di rectly re spon si ble for the deaths of well over
a mil lion Iraqis—two-thirds of them chil dren. The on go ing
campaign against Iraq is, at bot tom, an as ser tion of
America’s “vi tal in ter est” in con trol ling the oil fields of the
Mid dle East by ne gat ing Bagh dad’s ca pac ity to lean on the
Sau dis, Ku wai tis and other U.S. cli ents in the re gion. The
con tin u ing pres sure on Saddam has also al lowed the U.S.
con sid er able le ver age over Iraq’s oil in dus try which holds
more than ten per cent of the world’s to tal proven oil re -
serves. For years the open-ended “weap ons in spec tions”
have pro vided a pre text for the in def i nite con tin u a tion of
UN sanc tions, and the re stric tion of Iraqi oil sales. 

Amer i can/Brit ish in sis tence on the im por tance of
heeding UN res o lu tions has al ways been very se lec tive.

19

PETER DEJONG–AP

Fu neral pro ces sion for young Iraqi vic tims of UN block ade



The Is rae lis, the main U.S. ally in the Mid dle East, have for
years sim ply ig nored UN de ci sions they don’t like. Un like
Iraq, the U.S., Brit ain and Is rael pos sess both sub stan tial
quan ti ties of “weap ons of mass de struc tion” and the means 
to de liver them, but none of them would tol er ate the in -
fringe ments of sov er eignty to which Iraq has been sub -
jected. The in spec tors (who the Iraqis rightly re gard as lit tle
more than spies for the im pe ri al ists) sup pos edly re port to
the UN, yet “Desert Fox” be gan be fore the UN Se cu rity
Coun cil even had a chance to dis cuss the re port which sup -
pos edly oc ca sioned it.

In his tele vised speech from the White House an nounc -
ing the at tack, Pres i dent Bill Clinton bragged that U.S. pol -
icy to ward Iraq was one of “in tense dip lo matic pres sure
backed by over whelm ing force.” A con sid er able amount of
dip lo matic pres sure has also been used on Amer ica’s al lies
in Eu rope and its Mid dle East cli ents. Ger many’s so cial-
democratic chan cel lor, Gerhard Schröder, ea gerly en -
dorsed the U.S. as sault, as did Ca na dian Prime Min is ter
Jean Chrétien, but France has shown a marked lack of en -
thu si asm and Rus sia re called its am bas sa dor from Wash -
ing ton to sig nal its dis plea sure.

One rea son the U.S. did not wait for the Se cu rity Coun cil
be fore launch ing its of fen sive may be be cause three of the
five per ma nent mem bers of the coun cil have in ter ests that,
to one ex tent or an other, con flict with those of the Brit ish/
Amer i can axis. The Chi nese Sta lin ists, who are at tempt ing
the im pos si ble task of pre sid ing over an or derly tran si tion
from col lec tiv ized prop erty to cap i tal ism, have re cently
had in creas ing fric tions with Wash ing ton over trade is sues, 
spheres of in flu ence in Asia, and China’s han dling of var i -
ous pro-American dis si dents. The lead ers of Rus sia’s bank -

rupt cap i tal ist-restorationist re gime find it gall ing to have
to watch the U.S. hu mil i ate a tra di tional ally. More over Iraq 
owes Rus sia $7 bil lion which can not be re paid while Iraqi
oil is em bar goed. France is also owed some $5 bil lion by the
Iraqis. In ad di tion to these debts, both French and Rus sian
oil com pa nies have re port edly been ne go ti at ing lu cra tive
oil de vel op ment deals with Iraq which can not go for ward
un til the UN sanc tions are lifted.

The in ter na tional work ing class has a side in this strug -
gle—and it is with Iraq, and its gov ern ment, against the
Brit ish and U.S. pi rates and their al lies. This in no way im -
plies any po lit i cal sup port to Saddam Hussein, the
“butcher of Bagh dad,” whose bru tal dic ta tor ship has been
main tained through mur der of ev ery po ten tial op po nent,
the crush ing of the left and work ers’ move ment and sav age
re pres sion of re li gious and eth nic mi nor i ties, par tic u larly
the Kurds. We look for ward to the rev o lu tion ary over -
throw of Saddam, the re ac tion ary Arab sheiks and col o nels, 
and the rac ist Zi on ists, and the open ing of the road to the
So cial ist Fed er a tion of the Mid dle East.

The U.S.’s pre ferred op tion is to or ga nize some kind of
pal ace coup to re place Hussein with a more sub ser vi ent
dic ta tor. In ex plain ing the ra tio nale for this lat est cam paign
of im pe ri al ist ag gres sion, U.S. Sec re tary of State Mad eleine
K. Albright an nounced that: “we have come to the de ter -
mi na tion that the Iraqi peo ple would ben e fit if they had a
gov ern ment that re ally rep re sented them” (New York Times, 
18 De cem ber [1998]). This en cap su lates the cyn i cism and
ar ro gance of the im pe ri al ists—so ea ger are they to “save”
the Iraqi peo ple from Saddam that they are will ing to rain
death on tens of thou sands to do so.

De fend Iraq! Down with Im pe ri al ist
Gun boat Di plo macy!

In the im pe ri al ist coun tries it is im per a tive that so cial ists 
and class-conscious work ers re sist the out rages per pe -
trated by “our” lead ers through mass mo bi li za tions, po lit i -
cal strikes and any other avail able means. It is also im por -
tant to op pose the semi-official me dia cam paign aimed at
whip ping up anti-Iraq sen ti ment which, par tic u larly in the
U.S., could po ten tially es ca late into rac ist hys te ria di rected
against all Arabic and Is lamic peo ples.

This Brit ish/Amer i can bomb ing ex er cise can not be
called a “war;” it is an act of mas sive state ter ror ism against
a vir tu ally de fense less, pri mar ily ci vil ian, pop u la tion. We
bit terly re gret that Iraq is forced to face this as sault as
lightly armed as it is, and that the im pe ri al ist forces seem
likely to es cape with out suf fer ing any se ri ous mil i tary re -
verses in their gi gan tic crim i nal un der tak ing.

In the pres ent con fron ta tion Marx ists stand with mil -
lions of peo ple around the world who are an gered by the
mur der ous cam paign against Iraq by the U.S., Brit ain and
their ac com pli ces. But the job of Marx ists is to chan nel that
an ger, to win work ers and young mil i tants to un der stand
that it is nec es sary to go be yond mere op po si tion to par tic u -
lar out rages and be gin se ri ous and sus tained rev o lu tion ary
work to end the ir ra tio nal and blood-drenched im pe ri al ist
or der and re place it with a sys tem in which hu man need
co mes be fore pur suit of pri vate profit. This re quires a
strug gle to forge Trotskyist par ties, rooted in the pro le tar -
iat, in ev ery re gion of the world. It is to that strug gle that we
of the In ter na tional Bolshevik Ten dency are com mit ted. ■
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IBT’s Sec ond In ter na tional Con fer ence

Weathering the Storm
The shift ing pol i tics and or ga ni za tional al le giances of

in di vid u als is one of the pe ren nial fea tures of life on the left. 
The sig nif i cance of such move ments can only be as sessed in 
the con text of the over all sit u a tion of the work ers’ move -
ment and the op por tu ni ties of the day. In the last eigh teen
months, the In ter na tional Bolshevik Ten dency (IBT) wit -
nessed the de par ture of two small in ter nal oppositions
with clearly right ward tra jec to ries. Four com rades re jected
the transitional program, and one com rade de cided that
vot ing for work ers’ par ties within pop u lar fronts could be a 
le git i mate tac tic. In this same pe riod, other left ward-
moving in di vid u als—in clud ing one from the In ter na tional
So cial ists (IS) in Can ada and two for mer mem bers of the
Rev o lu tion ary Workers League (RWL) in the United
States—joined the IBT.

The IBT’s Sec ond In ter na tional Con fer ence, in Jan u ary
1998, al lowed com rades to dis cuss the in ter na tional po lit i -
cal sit u a tion, eval u ate our work over the past pe riod and air 
po lit i cal dif fer ences that had arisen since our 1994 con fer -
ence. The “Tasks and Per spec tives” res o lu tion adopted by
the con fer ence be gan with the fol low ing ob ser va tion: 

“The col lapse of the USSR, a world-historic vic tory for im -
pe ri al ism, has cast a long shadow over this de cade. While
the cap i tal ists’ triumphalist pro pa ganda about ̀ the death
of com mu nism’ is des tined to take its place be side the
equally stu pid dec la ra tion that 1989 marked the ‘end of
his tory,’ the fall of So viet Sta lin ism pro foundly affected
the con scious ness of hun dreds of mil lions of work ers and
op pressed peo ple around the world.”

The tri umph of coun ter rev o lu tion in the USSR pro -
duced a dra matic de te ri o ra tion in liv ing stan dards, life ex -
pec tancy and eco nomic se cu rity for work ing peo ple
through out the for mer So viet bloc, and sparked a se ries of
bit ter na tion al ist con flicts in the re gion. It also led to a
whole sale as sault on so cial pro grams and work ing-class
liv ing stan dards in the im pe ri al ist coun tries.

The right ward shift in the in ter na tional po lit i cal spec -
trum is ev i dent within the left and work ers’ move ment.
With a few highly sig nif i cant ex cep tions, the un ions in the
im pe ri al ist coun tries have gen er ally been qui es cent and, in
some places, their in flu ence and mem ber ship have de clined
con sid er ably. In many coun tries the trade-union bu reau -
crats have been un able or un will ing to mount any se ri ous
re sis tance, even of a de fen sive char ac ter, to pro tect gains
won in the past.

The con fer ence doc u ment noted that, in the af ter math of
the So viet col lapse, “the os ten si bly rev o lu tion ary left is as
frag mented, dis ori ented and de mor al ized as at any time
since the de feat of the Paris Com mune.” To a con sid er able
ex tent, the cap i tal ists’ pres ent ad van ta geous po si tion de -
rives from the pop u lar view that the col lapse of Sta lin ism
re futes the idea that work ing peo ple will ever be able to cre -
ate a so cial ist so ci ety. The cap i tal ists have been em bold -
ened and, in many cases, ap pear to have for got ten that the
con ces sions they are now so ea ger to re voke were orig i nally 
granted to avert mas sive rev o lu tion ary so cial up heav als. 

The in creas ingly ag gres sive cor po rate at tacks on work -
ing peo ple are set ting the stage for large-scale erup tions of

class strug gle in ter na tion ally in the next pe riod. These so -
cial ex plo sions will pro pel tens of mil lions onto the path of
rev o lu tion ary strug gle. Ini tially, such out breaks will in ev i -
ta bly have a po lit i cally prim i tive and semi-spontaneous
char ac ter. In the ab sence of a vis i ble and au thor i ta tive rev o -
lu tion ary al ter na tive, much of this spon ta ne ous an ger and
en ergy is likely to be squan dered in the dead-end of petty-
bourgeois rad i cal ism (e.g., an ar chism, life-stylism, en vi -
ron men tal ism, syn di cal ism, etc.).

Time spent re in vent ing the wheel is time wasted. The
cru cial task for Marx ists in this pe riod is to carry for ward
the pro gram matic ac qui si tions of the past which alone pro -
vide the ba sis for rec re at ing a rev o lu tion ary, in ter na tion al -
ist lead er ship for the work ing class. But what steps to ward
re build ing such a lead er ship are open to a small group of
rev o lu tion ar ies to day? In our “Tasks and Per spec tives” res -
o lu tion we noted that since our in cep tion our pri mary ob -
jec tive has been, “to en sure the sur vival of an anti-
revisionist ideo log i cal pole within the in ter na tional
Trotskyist ‘far left.’” The strug gle to pre serve the thread of
rev o lu tion ary con ti nu ity car ried for ward by Trotsky’s
Fourth In ter na tional af ter the Stalinization of the Com in -
tern re mains a vi tal pre con di tion for the se lec tion and train -
ing of the rev o lu tion ary cad res of to mor row.

Main taining this per spec tive is not al ways easy. Our
small or ga ni za tion has not been im mune to the pres sures
cre ated by the set backs suf fered by the in ter na tional work -
ing class in re cent years. When the class is in re treat, few
work ers are ac tively seek ing a rev o lu tion ary al ter na tive.
Not all com rades have the for ti tude or vi sion to up hold
po si tions that they may in tel lec tu ally ac cept to be his tor i -
cally nec es sary, if at the mo ment, these views are not met
with an en thu si as tic re sponse.

The im pulse to at tempt to es cape po lit i cal iso la tion and
gain in flu ence within broader so cial lay ers is pow er ful but,
in a pe riod when op por tu ni ties are few, such ap pe tites fre -
quently lead to jet ti son ing el e ments of the rev o lu tion ary
pro gram. But an au then ti cally rev o lu tion ary lead er ship for
the work ing class can only be reforged with cad res who are
will ing to tell the truth to the masses, no mat ter how un pop -
u lar it may be, and who are ca pa ble of sus tain ing them -
selves by tak ing a long view of his tory.

De bate Over the Tran si tional Pro gram
We had long planned to pub lish an edi tion of Trotsky’s

1938 Tran si tional Pro gram, trac ing its de vel op ment from the
early Com mu nist In ter na tional and high light ing its role in
the ex em plary trade-union in ter ven tions car ried out by the
then-revolutionary Spartacist ten dency in the 1970s. This
was an am bi tious pro ject for a group of our size, but we
con sid ered it to be a crit i cal part of our strug gle to il lu mi -
nate the pro gram matic con nec tion be tween the rev o lu tion -
ary Com in tern, Trotsky’s Left Op po si tion and the
Spartacist League of the 1960s and 70s.

In dis cus sions prior to our con fer ence, it be came clear
that some com rades had de vel oped se ri ous dif fer ences
over fun da men tal el e ments of our po lit i cal pro gram and
his tor i cal tra di tion. Com rade Jim Cul len, who made very
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sig nif i cant con tri bu tions to the IBT dur ing his ten years of
mem ber ship, both as our lead ing mem ber in New York,
and as a mem ber of the ed i to rial board of this jour nal, an -
nounced that he had come to view the es sen tial pro gram -
matic con cep tions of the Tran si tional Pro gram as no lon ger
ap pli ca ble. He framed the is sue as fol lows:

“The fun da men tal ques tion about the TP to day is this:
Did the post-war world rep re sent a con tin u a tion of the
same ep och as Trotsky de scribes in the TP, in which case
the per spec tives it con tains re main fun da men tally our
own? Or did it, on the con trary, rep re sent a dif fer ent ep och, 
in which case a re-evaluation of per spec tives is called
for?”

The ma jor ity of the IBT main tained that Le nin and
Trotsky had been cor rect to see the out break of World War I 
as sig nal ing a qual i ta tive trans for ma tion in the his tory of
cap i tal ism as a world sys tem: its pro gres sive his tor i cal mis -
sion was ex hausted and a new, im pe ri al ist, ep och of “wars
and rev o lu tions” had be gun. In this ep och of im pe ri al ism,
so cial ist rev o lu tion is on the his tor i cal agenda and the task
of rev o lu tion ar ies is to in ter vene in the day-to-day strug -
gles of the work ing class with a pro gram link ing the im me -
di ate is sues faced by work ing peo ple to the ne ces sity of
over turn ing the ex ist ing so cial or der. Such a pro gram must
be com posed of de mands ca pa ble of or ga niz ing the work -
ing class for rev o lu tion ary strug gle.

Com rade Cul len and his co-thinkers ar gued that, since
World War II, we have been liv ing in a new ep och in which
so cial ist rev o lu tion has not been on the his tor i cal agenda (at 
least in the met ro pol i tan coun tries). Con se quently, in their
view, the Tran si tional Pro gram is a doc u ment of merely his -
tor i cal in ter est. Cul len’s lead ing sup porter soon came to the 
con clu sion that not only Trotsky’s pro gram, but also Lenin’s
or ga ni za tional model, should be junked. He de cided that it

was there fore point less to wait for the IBT con fer ence, and,
in stead, went off to sign up as a so cial dem o crat. Cul len and 
his two re main ing sup port ers waited un til the con fer ence,
and then walked out at the be gin ning of what had been
sched uled as an en tire day of dis cus sion on the is sue of the
tran si tional pro gram. 

Maastricht & Marx ism
A sec ond ary is sue in the de bate, which Cul len and his

col lab o ra tors cor rectly iden ti fied as a par tic u lar in stance of
their more gen eral po lit i cal dif fer ences, was the ques tion of
our at ti tude to ward the Eu ro pean Un ion. This dif fer ence
came to light when com rade Cul len crit i cized the po si tion
ad vo cated by IBT co-thinkers (and oth ers) within Ar thur
Scargill’s So cial ist La bour Party in Brit ain. The pre mier is -
sue of the Marx ist Bul le tin (April 1997) de clared:

“We re ject the Maastricht plan for an im pe ri al ist super-
state as well as the Eurosceptics’ al ter na tive, which points 
to an autarkic, pro tec tion ist Brit ain. We must pre pare for
ag gres sive re sis tance to all cap i tal ist at tacks on wages,
liv ing stan dards and so cial ser vices, whether these are ad -
vanced on the grounds of pro mot ing Eu ro pean in te gra -
tion, safe guard ing Brit ish sov er eignty or sim ply mak ing
Brit ish in dus try ‘com pet i tive’. Workers’ strug gle across
na tional lines—not na tion al ist poi son—must be our re ply 
to cap i tal ist at tacks.”

The mi nor ity com rades char ac ter ized this po si tion as
“ul tra-left” and “ab sten tion ist” al though it was clearly in
line with the IBT’s po si tions on the 1992 Maastricht ref er en -
dum, as well as the 1988 Can ada/U.S. Free Trade Agree -
ment.

The de bate on this is sue, which oc cu pied most of the sec -
ond day of the con fer ence, re vealed that com rade Cul len
and his as so ci ates had come to the view that so cial ism is not 
a vi a ble op tion for the fore see able fu ture. They there fore
con sid ered it a mat ter of some ur gency for work ers to em -
brace what they took to be the least op pres sive vari ant for
or ga niz ing cap i tal ism. Per haps it should have come as no
sur prise that af ter los ing on this is sue, the mi nor ity com -
rades would de cide to walk out be fore what had been billed 
as the “main event”—the dis cus sion on the tran si tional
pro gram.

Soon af ter his de par ture, com rade Cul len made his
liquidationist con clu sions ex plicit by ob serv ing that it
would be “ab surd” for him and his fol low ers to at tempt to
launch a new or ga ni za tion. Dis cour aged by the course of
po lit i cal de vel op ments in the last quar ter cen tury (and par -
tic u larly the past de cade), they con cluded that we, and
those whose work we are con tin u ing, have mis read his tory
in a rather fun da men tal way. 

Given the depth and scope of their dif fer ences, it was in -
ev i ta ble that we would part ways, for these com rades had
changed their minds about the fun da men tal va lid ity of the
pro ject to which they were once re cruited. On the whole,
our op po si tion ists con ducted them selves in a se ri ous and
po lit i cally re spon si ble man ner dur ing their time in the IBT.
While we can not en dorse their pes si mis tic con clu sions, we
ap pre ci ate the fact that by fight ing for their views they
helped deepen our un der stand ing of, and com mit ment to,
the Trotskyist tra di tion for which we stand.

From the IBT to the So cial ist Al li ance
An other is sue dis cussed at our con fer ence was the fu -

ture of the for mer IBT mem bers in Brit ain who had been in -
stru men tal in the pub li ca tion of the SLP Marx ist Bul le tin.
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These com rades had con cluded from the SLP’s De cem ber
1997 na tional con fer ence (see ar ti cle else where in this is sue) 
that they had no rea son to re main in the SLP, and were in
the pro cess of de cid ing on the man ner of ex it ing and their
fu ture per spec tives.

Many os ten si ble Trot sky ists in Brit ain be lieve there is no 
role for a small group ex cept as an en try in side some larger
for ma tion. It be came ap par ent that one MB com rade, Ian
Don o van, was un com fort able with the de vel op ing con sen -
sus that the best means of prop a gat ing the pro gram nec es -
sary for so cial ist rev o lu tion was through re-constituting a
Brit ish sec tion of the IBT.

Com rade Don o van has many tal ents, and, though at
times er ratic, he played a valu able role in help ing es tab lish
the IBT in Brit ain. As the Marx ist Bul le tin com rades pre pared 
to de part from the SLP, he be gan to ex press an in tense de -
sire to par tic i pate in the newly-revived So cial ist Al li ance.
The other com rades did not share this en thu si asm, and
tended to view the So cial ist Al li ance, in both con cep tion
and ex e cu tion, as a pro pa ganda bloc be tween a va ri ety of
os ten si bly so cial ist for ma tions “united” on the ba sis of a
low est-common de nom i na tor pro gram some what to the
right of most of its com po nents. In short: a swamp.

In de part ing the IBT, comrade Don o van downplayed
the is sue of the So cial ist Al li ance. In stead, he took is sue
with our view that the Spartacist ten dency of the 1970s rep -
re sented the con ti nu ity of au then tic Trotskyism. Com rade
Don o van had been a mem ber of the Spartacist League/
Brit ain (SL/B) in the mid-1980s, af ter the group had un der -
gone a qual i ta tive de gen er a tion, and he had been a vic tim
of gross abuse at the hands of the SL/B lead er ship. Dur ing
his time in the IBT, he pe ri od i cally dis played a cer tain sub -
jec tiv ity to ward the SL/B.

In the pe riod lead ing up to his de par ture from the IBT,
com rade Don o van be gan to ar gue that the Spartacist
tendency had been wrong in cit ing Trotsky to sup port its
op po si tion to vot ing for work ers’ par ties par tic i pat ing in
pop u lar fronts (i.e., al li ances with bour geois par ties). When 
Sal va dor Allende was elected at the head of the Chile’s
Unidad Pop u lar, the SL wrote:

“It is the most el e men tary duty for rev o lu tion ary Marx -
ists to ir rec on cil ably op pose the Pop u lar Front in the elec -

tion and to place ab so lutely no con fi dence in it in power.
Any ̀ crit i cal sup port’ to the Allende co ali tion is class trea -
son, pav ing the way for a bloody de feat for the Chil ean
work ing peo ple when do mes tic re ac tion, abet ted by in ter -
na tional im pe ri al ism, is ready.”

—Spartacist, No. 19, No vem ber-December 1970

The re mark able pre science of this as sess ment is all the
more im pres sive be cause the SL stood alone among all the
world’s sup posed Trotskyist cur rents in re fus ing any po lit -
i cal sup port to Allende. A quar ter of a cen tury af ter
Pinochet de liv ered the “bloody de feat” pre dicted in
Spartacist, com rade Don o van as serted that, be cause Leon
Trotsky never ex plic itly op posed vot ing for work ers’ par -
ties in pop u lar-front al li ances, it was pos si ble, at least in
prin ci ple, for rev o lu tion ar ies to call for votes to Unidad
Pop u lar can di dates.

In its 1970 state ment, the SL had ex plained the po lit i cal
logic of its po si tion:

“Within re form ist work ers’ par ties there is a pro found
con tra dic tion be tween their pro le tar ian base and for mal
ide ol ogy and the class-collaborationist aims and per sonal 
ap pe tites of their lead er ships. This is why Marx ists...give
re form ist par ties such ‘crit i cal sup port’—against overt
agents of cap i tal—as will tend to re group the pro le tar ian
base around a rev o lu tion ary pro gram.”

—Ibid.

When the re form ists en ter into a com mon for ma tion
with the cap i tal ist par ties this con tra dic tion is sup pressed
for the du ra tion of the bloc:

“It is our job then to re-create the ba sis for strug gle within
such par ties by de mand ing that they break with the co ali -
tion. This break must be the el e men tary pre con di tion for
even the most crit i cal sup port.”

—Ibid.

The Bolsheviks con ducted just such a cam paign against
Kerensky’s co ali tion with the bour geoi sie un der the slo gan
“Down with the Ten Cap i tal ist Min is ters.” Le nin’s ab so lute 
po lit i cal op po si tion to pop u lar frontism in 1917 was crit i cal
to the suc cess of the Oc to ber Rev o lu tion. Con versely,
where rev o lu tion ar ies have been un able to mount such a
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cam paign on an ef fec tive scale, the re sults have been uni -
formly di sas trous—from Shang hai in 1927 to San ti ago in
1973.

Com rade Don o van came to re gard the SL’s re jec tion of
elec toral sup port to all the can di dates in pop u lar fronts as
ev i dence of hope less sec tar ian abstentionism. An IBT
leader who re sponded to Don o van sug gested that there
could be a sub jec tive el e ment in volved in this re as sess -
ment:

“I un der stand that your ex pe ri ence with the de gen er ated
SL/B was very trau matic. I sus pect that this has some -
thing to do with your ap par ent im pulse to want [to] re ject
the iSt as ever hav ing been any good. As you know the
IBT is based on quite a dif fer ent as sess ment.”

The IBT lead er ship pro posed that, “as this dis cus sion
does not grow out of any ques tion posed in our ac tual
work” and in volved a “hy po thet i cal ques tion of pos si ble
elec toral tac tics to ward a pos si ble pop u lar-front co ali tion,”
a sub stan tive dis cus sion could be post poned un til the next
preconference pe riod. Com rade Don o van found that to be
un ac cept able and promptly left the IBT to be gin pub li ca -
tion of his own jour nal, Rev o lu tion & Truth. He also joined
the Lon don unit of the So cial ist Al li ance, of which he was
sub se quently elected chair.

(Last Jan u ary, nine months af ter leav ing the IBT, Don o -
van as saulted a mem ber of the Spartacist League/Brit ain at 
a dem on stra tion com mem o rat ing the Brit ish Army’s 1972
Bloody Sunday mas sa cre in Ire land af ter she slan dered him 
as a sup porter of the re ac tion ary Royal Ul ster Con stab u -
lary. Our com rades on the spot im me di ately con demned
the as sault. We have a long stand ing com mit ment to de fend 
any left ist, in clud ing mem bers of the Spartacist ten dency,
against such phys i cal at tacks.)

Com rades Cul len and Don o van left the IBT for dif fer ent
rea sons, but they shared a com mon im pulse to ab jure the
“sec tar ian,” “ul tra-left” and “ab sten tion ist” Trotskyist
tradition which they once em braced. In com ment ing on
com rade Cul len’s de par ture in a post ing on our website, we 
re called Trotsky’s ob ser va tion:

“Great po lit i cal de feats in ev i ta bly pro voke a re con sid er a -
tion of val ues, gen er ally oc cur ring in two di rec tions. On
the one hand the true van guard, en riched by the ex pe ri -

ence of de feat, de fends with tooth and nail the her i tage of
rev o lu tion ary thought and on this ba sis at tempts to ed u -
cate new cad res for the mass strug gle to come. On the
other hand the routinists, cen trists, and dil et tantes, fright -
ened by de feat, do their best to de stroy the au thor ity of
rev o lu tion ary tra di tion and go back ward in their search
for a ‘New Word.’”

—”Sta lin ism and Bolshevism: Con cern ing the
    His tor i cal and The o ret i cal Roots of the Fourth
    In ter na tional” (29 Au gust 1937)

Two, Three, Many MEGs!

Pol i tics is a two-way street, and our 1998 “Tasks and
Per spec tives” doc u ment pro jected that:

“The right ward shift in the pol i tics of os ten si bly rev o lu -
tion ary groups is likely to con tinue to pro duce splits and
fis sures. In ev i ta bly that pro cess should throw up some
left ward-moving el e ments.”

A few such ex cep tional in di vid u als con tinue to find
their way to us, at tracted by the con sis tently rev o lu tion ary
pro gram for which we strug gle. An out stand ing re cent
exam ple was the de ci sion of two com rades of the Marx ist
Education Group (MEG) of Al bany, New York, to join the
IBT. (See also the state ment of Ste phen J., for merly a mem -
ber of the Ca na dian In ter na tional So cial ists else where in
this is sue.)

In 1995 the MEG was founded by for mer mem bers of the 
cen trist Rev o lu tion ary Workers League (RWL) who had
be come alien ated by that or ga ni za tion’s sub or di na tion of
pro gram matic con sid er ations to the fre netic or ga ni za tional 
dic tates of the group’s lead ers. Af ter a few years spent par -
tic i pat ing in a range of agitational ac tiv i ties in Al bany, the
MEG com rades con cluded that it was nec es sary to widen
their field of ac tiv ity, and ex plore the pos si bil ity of re -
group ing with other rev o lu tion ar ies.

The MEG had al ways re garded the strug gle of the Rev o -
lu tion ary Ten dency (RT—fore run ner of the Spartacist
League) in the Amer i can So cial ist Workers Party of the
early 1960s as a crit i cal ep i sode in the his tory of Amer i can
Trotskyism. This in clined them to sym pa thet i cally con -
sider the his tor i cal re cord of the Spartacist League. Yet their 
en coun ters with the Spartacist League in the 1990s as mem -
bers of the RWL made them wary of the SL’s claim to rep re -
sent the con ti nu ity of the RT. They were not im pressed by
the SL’s ten dency to sub sti tute hys ter ics, ul ti ma tums and
name-calling for se ri ous po lit i cal de bate.

In early 1998 the MEG con tacted both the IBT and the In -
ter na tion al ist Group (led by the SL’s for mer ed i tor Jan
Norden). This led to a se ries of dis cus sions, both writ ten
and ver bal, with both groups fo cus ing on the Rus sian ques -
tion, the gen eral strike and the his tory of the SL’s po lit i cal
de gen er a tion. Ul ti mately the com rades con cluded that the
IBT was the most con sis tent rep re sen ta tive of the rev o lu -
tion ary pro gram matic her i tage of the RT and early SL.

The re cruit ment of se ri ous young rev o lu tion ar ies mov -
ing from cen trism to Trotskyism is al ways wel come, but it
has par tic u lar sig nif i cance in a pe riod of lim ited op por tu ni -
ties. It is also im por tant as a har bin ger of po ten tially larger
rev o lu tion ary regroupments in the fu ture as the tide of
coun ter rev o lu tion ebbs, and the pro found con tra dic tions
em bed ded in the post-Soviet New World Or der be gin to
erupt. We look for ward to that mo ment, when the cap i tal -
ists, their agents and ideologues will be force fully re minded
that “Red Ain’t Dead!”  ■
(In ter ested read ers can find re lated ma te rial at our website:
“www.bolshevik.org”)
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Bolsheviks in King Ar thur’s Court

SLP: a Post mor tem
In early 1996 Brit ish mineworkers’ leader Ar thur

Scargill launched the So cial ist La bour Party (SLP) in a re -
volt against the overtly pro-capitalist pol i cies em braced by
Tony Blair’s New La bour Party. From the be gin ning, the
SLP con tained a con tra dic tion be tween the left-Labourism
of its ini ti a tors and the more rad i cally so cial ist as pi ra tions
of the mil i tants it at tracted. At its birth, the SLP could have
been the cat a lyst for a ma jor regroupment of the most class-
conscious sec tions of La bour’s tra di tional work ing-class
base and hun dreds of sub jec tive rev o lu tion ar ies from the
Brit ish left. But by its sec ond con fer ence, in De cem ber 1997,
it was ev i dent that the SLP had hard ened into a dead-end
re form ist sect.

Brit ish sup port ers of the In ter na tional Bolshevik Ten -
dency (IBT) spent two years in side the SLP, from its in cep -
tion un til shortly af ter its sec ond con fer ence. They joined
the SLP with out il lu sions, know ing that the break with
Blair’s New La bour rep re sented a se ri ous step to the left for
the SLP’s small work ing-class base, but that many il lu sions
in Labour ite parliamentarianism re mained. Our com rades
were se ri ously com mit ted to build ing the SLP into a party
with enough le ver age to split New La bour. In the course of
the po lit i cal strug gles re quired to carry out such a per spec -
tive, they hoped to ex pand the in flu ence of rev o lu tion ary
Marx ist ideas within the Brit ish work ing class.

We con sider this in ter ven tion in a real move ment of a
sec tion of the Brit ish work ing class to have been a valu able
ex pe ri ence which helped es tab lish the IBT as a small, but
se ri ous, com po nent of the left, with a rep u ta tion for com -
bin ing unity in ac tion with pro gram matic clar ity. Un for tu -
nately, the SLP as a whole did not achieve any de gree of
suc cess in break ing a broader layer of Brit ish work ers from
La bour. Nev er the less, an eval u a tion of the rise and fall of
the SLP, and the in ter ven tion of Marx ists in side it, can pro -
vide valu able les sons for the fu ture.

Dur ing most of this cen tury the La bour Party served as a
“so cial ist” in sur ance pol icy for Brit ain’s cap i tal ist rul ers
against the sort of rev o lu tion ary ca tas tro phe that be fell
their Rus sian cous ins in 1917. But the tri umph of coun ter -
rev o lu tion in the USSR in 1991, widely in ter preted by bour -
geois ideologues as sig nal ing the “end of com mu nism,”
rad i cally al tered the rules of the game. Hav ing de cided that
they no lon ger face any dan ger from rev o lu tion ary up heav -
als, the bour geoi sie is now in tent on re vok ing many of the
con ces sions made to work ing peo ple in the past.

In the im pe ri al ist coun tries to day, the mass so cial dem o -
cratic par ties, which have al ways served as the po lit i cal
agents of the bour geoi sie within the work ers’ move ment,
no lon ger even pre tend to fight for im prove ments. In stead
they vie openly with the cap i tal ist par ties for the job of dis -
man tling the so cial gains won by pre vi ous gen er a tions.

Or i gins of the SLP

Tony Blair rep re sents those in the La bour Party who
want to sever the re main ing links with the un ions and
emerge as the lib eral party of Brit ish im pe ri al ism. One of
Blair’s first acts as La bour leader in 1995 was to for mally re -

pu di ate the pla tonic com mit ment to so cial ism cod i fied in
Clause IV of the party’s con sti tu tion.

Ar thur Scargill, a prom i nent La bour “left,” de clared that 
Blair’s vic tory on Clause IV meant that it was nec es sary to
launch a new party—a so cial ist la bor party. As sisting
Scargill in this ven ture were a few of fi cials of the once-
mighty Na tional Un ion of Mine workers (NUM), a hand ful
of vet eran Brit ish Sta lin ists, and a small cir cle of cad res who 
were once con nected to the “United Sec re tar iat of the
Fourth In ter na tional.” 

Scargill’s rep u ta tion was by far the SLP’s most im por -
tant as set. His role as the leader of the he roic, year-long
NUM strike of 1984-85 pro vided the SLP with in stant rec -
og ni tion and ready ac cess to the cap i tal ist me dia—as sets
which no other Brit ish left group pos sessed. Scargill’s
radical im age, and the SLP’s ini tial rhe tor i cal ap peal to all
“so cial ists and com mu nists” to join, at tracted both ex pe ri -
enced “far left” ac tiv ists and a layer of trade union ists from
La bour’s “hard left.”

25

REUTERS

Tony Blair’s New La bour: break ing with the unions



Many of those who ini tially ral lied to the SLP had vivid
mem o ries of the min ers’ val iant strug gle and bit terly re -
called the cow ardly be tray als of their strike by the La bour
Party and the Trades Un ion Con gress bu reau crats. Had
Scargill cho sen to launch a new party a de cade ear lier, he
could very likely have gath ered many more sup port ers
than he was able to by the time Blair had taken over. Yet, de -
spite Ar thur Scargill’s rep u ta tion as a fear some “red” and
his cou ra geous de fense of the So viet Un ion at the height of
the Thatcher/Rea gan Cold War hys te ria of the early 1980s,
his pol i tics never tran scended left-Labourism.

In launch ing the SLP, Scargill and his co te rie were in or -
di nately con cerned with main tain ing a tight grip on their
new ven ture. They de manded that any one join ing the SLP
re nounce all pre vi ous or ga ni za tional af fil i a tions and
frowned on any thing which smacked of “fac tional” ac tiv -
ity. Such re quire ments nat u rally re pelled many po ten tial
af fil i ates, in clud ing the thou sand-odd mem bers of Mil i tant
La bour (now the So cial ist Party) whose lead ers had ini -
tially shown in ter est.

De spite these ill omens, in its for ma tive pe riod the SLP
bub bled with in ter nal po lit i cal life. In March 1996, two
months be fore the found ing con fer ence, mem bers were in -
vited to a one-day pol icy meet ing dur ing which work shops 
met to draft pol icy pa pers on top ics in clud ing eco nom ics,
anti-racism, women, youth, in ter na tional re la tions, Ire land,
Eu ro pean Un ion, healthcare and ed u ca tion. The pa pers
pro duced by the work shops were dis cussed and amended
in a round of sub se quent meet ings and then sent out to the
branches for con sid er ation prior to the May found ing con -
fer ence.

All views were sup pos edly wel come, but it was clear
from the out set that the lead er ship was anx ious to curb the
ex pres sion of views con trary to its own left-reformist
political frame work. At one point dur ing the March 1996
meet ing, Ar thur Scargill him self rushed from the eco nomic
pol icy work shop to squelch a sug ges tion in the Eu ro pean
Un ion work shop that the SLP de clare it self op posed to
Brit ish im pe ri al ism—whether in or out of Eu rope. While
Ar thur was busy com bat ing such “ul tra-left” sen ti ments on 
Eu ro pean unity, par tic i pants in the eco nom ics work shop
pro posed that the SLP com mit it self to a pol icy of ex pro pri -
a tion of cap i tal ist prop erty and the in sti tu tion of work ers’
man age ment of pro duc tion as nec es sary pre con di tions for
the con struc tion of a so cial ized econ omy. These pro pos als,
which re flected the views of many SLP mem bers, were re -
jected by the group’s found ers as too far to the left of tra di -
tional Labour ite “so cial ism.”

SLP’s Founding Con fer ence
At the SLP’s found ing con fer ence, the lead er ship got its

way on most is sues. But on the ques tion of Brit ish troops in
Ire land it was forced to bow to pres sure from the left, when
it be came clear that a large ma jor ity of the 500 con fer ence
at ten dees sup ported the im me di ate with drawal of all
troops. This was an im por tant break from the La bour
Party’s so cial-chauvinist re cord on Ire land. The SLP con fer -
ence also came close to dump ing the lead er ship’s pro posed
“anti-racist im mi gra tion pol icy” for Brit ish im pe ri al ism in
fa vor of scrap ping con trols al to gether. Sev eral other left ist
amend ments re ceived re spect able votes at the con fer ence.

De spite the fact that many of the work ers who had
bro ken with La bour to join Scargill’s ven ture were open to

ar gu ments that went be yond tra di tional Labourism, it be -
came clear the Scargill lead er ship re tained suf fi cient
political au thor ity among its base to en sure that the SLP’s
program re mained within the frame work of mil i tant re -
form ism.

In the early days, many SLP branches had sev eral dozen
mem bers and their own ac tive in ter nal po lit i cal life. But
one of the fea tures of the bla tantly un dem o cratic con sti tu -
tion im posed by the lead er ship at the found ing con fer ence
(with out any dis cus sion) was the stip u la tion that branches
must be based on par lia men tary con stit u en cies. This took
some time to ac tu ally im ple ment in the face of re sis tance in
many lo cal i ties. This mea sure, cop ied from the La bour
Party, was de signed to pre vent the big ger and more dy -
namic branches emerg ing as a po ten tial coun ter weight to
the na tional lead er ship. The lead er ship also used the du bi ous
au thor ity of the con sti tu tion and its ban on dual mem ber -
ship to ar bi trarily ex clude in di vid ual mem bers, group ings
and, in some cases, whole branches, with lit tle ex pla na tion
and no right of ap peal.

In stead of seek ing to ex pand its in flu ence among rev o -
lu tion ary minded youth and shop-floor union ists, the
leadership spent its time pur su ing left-posturing un ion
bu reau crats and dis af fected Labour ite par lia men tary ca reer -
ists. Scargill was con tin u ally hint ing about im mi nent
break throughs in this field, but lit tle ever came of it.

Barbara D., a prom i nent IBT sup porter in Brit ain, stood
for elec tion to the Na tional Ex ec u tive Com mit tee (NEC) at
the SLP’s found ing con fer ence as part of a hast ily im pro -
vised slate from the March 1996 eco nom ics work shop. The
slate was com prised of those who had wanted to in clude
the call for the ex pro pri a tion of the bour geoi sie in the SLP
pro gram. This left ist bloc made a good show ing with
Barbara, its top vote-getter, com ing within a sin gle vote of
be ing elected. The var i ous mem bers of this slate rep re -
sented a con sid er able spec trum of left ist opin ion, and de -
bates on re lated is sues con tin ued for some time af ter the
con fer ence. In a ma jor con tri bu tion to this dis cus sion,
Barbara ar gued that the SLP should seek to con nect the eco -
nomic and po lit i cal in ter ests of work ing peo ple:

“So cial ist La bour’s eco nomic pol icy should be about two
in ex tri ca bly linked ob jec tives—meet ing the im me di ate
needs of the work ing class to day and set ting up an eco -
nomic sys tem for the fu ture that will fun da men tally meet
the needs of all. Cap i tal ism does nei ther. We need to
smash it and re place it with a sys tem run by the work ing
class, a cen trally planned, col lec tively-owned econ omy
that man ages the re sources of so ci ety in the in ter ests of all.
“We don’t need to wait un til the SLP achieves po lit i cal of -
fice. We can be gin, even as a small, new party, in fight ing
for the things we need now. And we should do this re -
gard less of the im pact it will have on the cap i tal ist sys tem. 
Cap i tal ism can only meet ba sic needs par tially and tem -
po rarily, if at all. By fight ing for our needs, we have no
choice but to chal lenge cap i tal ism.
“We can be gin with fight ing un em ploy ment, through
mea sures like those out lined in the pol icy doc u ment—a
four-day work ing week with no loss of pay, a ban on all
non-essential over time and vol un tary re tire ment on full
pay at age 55....
“The rul ing class will not take kindly to this kind of eco -
nom ics....
“Workers need to take con trol of eco nomic con cerns—the
in dus tries in which they work, the util i ties, the banks. We
can not just talk about na tion ali sa tion. The ques tion is
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who will run them once they are na tion al ised and who
will ben e fit from them. This is why we have to talk about
na tion ali sa tion with out com pen sa tion—clearly tak ing
these busi nesses, and their fi nan cial re wards, out of the
hands of the cap i tal ists and into the hands of the work ers.
We must fight for work ers con trol of the econ omy, so that
work ers ben e fit from the econ omy.
“And again the forces of the state will be used against us.
‘With out com pen sa tion’ will leave the rul ing class fight -
ing for their lives. Be in no doubt that they will be will ing
to use phys i cal vi o lence against us. We must be pre pared
to de fend our selves. The picket line is the first level of this
de fence, but it will ul ti mately be nec es sary to build our
own state to de fend the new eco nomic sys tem we want to
set up. This is why the needs of to day are in sep a ra ble
from the type of so ci ety we need for the fu ture.”

—”SLP Eco nomic Pol icy: A Dis cus sion Doc u ment,”
     June 1996

SLP Marx ist Bul le tin Launched

The dif fer ences within the left ist NEC slate were too se -
ri ous and too deeply held for there to be any pros pect that
the bloc might de velop into a long-term pro gram mat i cally-
based op po si tion to the SLP lead er ship. A few months af ter
the con fer ence, Barbara, her for mer IBT com rades and sev -
eral other left-wingers col lab o rated in the pro duc tion of “A
Marx ist Programme for the SLP,” and sub se quently, in
early 1997, launched the SLP Marx ist Bul le tin (MB).

While the Marx ist Programme ad vo cated “the im me di -
ate and un con di tional with drawal” of Brit ish troops from
North ern Ire land and called for de fend ing the op pressed
Cath o lics from Or ange ter ror ism, it did not en dorse the SLP 
lead er ship’s call for a “united Ire land” on the grounds that
such a call im plied sup port for the forc ible in cor po ra tion of
the Protestant mi nor ity within a uni tary (Cath o lic-
dominated) state. Such a pol icy would tend to re in force the
grip of the Or ange big ots on Protestant work ers.

On the ques tion of Eu ro pean in te gra tion, the SLP Marx -
ist Bul le tin counterposed so cial ist in ter na tion al ism to the
Scargill lead er ship’s lit tle-Englandism. The MB pro gram
re jected “the Maastricht plan for a Eu ro pean im pe ri al ist
super-state as well as the Eurosceptics’ al ter na tive, which
points to an autarkic, pro tec tion ist Brit ain,” and pro -
claimed that, “Workers’ strug gle across na tional lines—not 
na tion al ist poi son—must be our re ply to cap i tal ist at tacks.”

Sup porters of the MB openly chal lenged the SLP lead er -
ship’s ten dency to fo cus ex clu sively on im me di ate de -
mands, thereby tac itly treat ing the so cial ist ob jec tive as
some thing un real or im prac ti cal:

“The ma jor weak ness [of the SLP pro gram]...is the yawn -
ing chasm be tween the programme of im me di ate de -
mands, which is ex plic itly posed as a se ries of re forms to
the ex ist ing sys tem, and the fi nal goal of ‘cre at ing a so cial -
ist so ci ety’.
“We should be aware that this kind of di vi sion, be tween
‘im me di ate de mands’ and the ‘fi nal goal’ (also known as
the ‘min i mum’ and ‘max i mum’ programmes) is a char ac -
ter is tic hall mark of so cial dem o cratic pol i tics. The La bour
Party, right through the days of Ramsay Mac Don ald
through to Wil son/Callaghan, could tol er ate airy talk of
its ̀ fi nal goal’ as ex pressed in the old La bour Party Clause
IV, as long as its programme of im me di ate de mands were
kept com pletely sep a rate from any thing that pointed to the
ne ces sity to go be yond cap i tal ism. To the La bour Party,
any de mands that pointed con cretely to the need to de -

stroy cap i tal ism it self con sti tuted `ex trem ism’ and were
to be avoided like the plague.”

—”Where are we go ing?,” re printed in
    SLP Marx ist Bul le tin No. 1

SLP Work Among Women & Youth

Marx ist Bul le tin sup port ers ac tively par tic i pated in the
SLP women’s sec tion. One of the more an i mated po lit i cal
con tro ver sies that took place in the women’s sec tion arose
when an MB com rade pro posed that the SLP come out
against all state cen sor ship. Some women ac tiv ists sup -
ported this, but oth ers, par tic u larly those who iden ti fied
more strongly with fem i nism, took the view that the thing
to do was pres sure the cap i tal ist state to act in an anti-sexist
man ner.

Sev eral Marx ist Bul le tin sup port ers played key roles in
lay ing the ground work for a So cial ist La bour youth con fer -
ence in late 1996 that was sup posed to launch a youth
group. MB com rades pro duced a draft “Youth Char ter,”
which pro voked con sid er able dis cus sion par tic u larly
around its pro pos als for de crim i nal iz ing drugs, abol ish ing
the age of con sent and re as sert ing the tra di tional Marx ist
view that po lice and vol un teer sol diers are not part of the
work ers’ move ment. MB sup port ers ar gued vig or ously
against the re form ist no tion that the armed thugs of the
cap i tal ist state are just “work ers in uni form,” who should
be ad mit ted to the trade-union move ment.

The young SLPers who par tic i pated in the ini tial prep a -
ra tions for a youth group were com mit ted to build ing an
or ga ni za tion that could make sub stan tial gains for the SLP
among young peo ple. But the SLP lead er ship was con -
cerned that a vi brant youth wing could end up as an or ga -
niz ing cen ter for left ist op po si tion. So the NEC aborted the
whole ini tia tive by ar bi trarily low er ing the age limit from
30 to 25, thereby dis qual i fy ing most of the mem bers of the
in terim com mit tee.

The SLP and the Elec tions

As the May 1997 gen eral elec tion ap proached, it be came
ev i dent that New La bour, de spite its overtly pro-capitalist
pol i cies, would re tain most of its tra di tional work ing-class
sup port on the grounds that it alone could rout the dis cred -
ited To ries, cre at ing an up hill strug gle for the 63 SLPers
who con tested seats. The en ergy and ef fec tive ness of SLP
Marx ist Bul le tin sup port ers dur ing the cam paign was
widely re spected and added weight to their cri tique of the
lead er ship’s po lit i cal vac il la tions and bureaucratism.

In the ory, lo cal SLP branches were free to choose their
own can di dates, but in sev eral cases, the lead er ship rigged
the se lec tion pro cess. When the Brent East SLP branch de -
cided to stand against Blair’s can di date, for mer Greater
Lon don Coun cil leader Ken Living stone, Scargill pub licly
dis owned them, and de clared that the SLP had “never in -
tended” to run against Living stone (Morn ing Star, 3 Feb ru -
ary 1997).

Through out the cam paign, the SLP lead er ship re mained 
si lent on the ques tion of vot ing for New La bour where the
SLP was not run ning. The op por tun ist de sire to stay
friendly with New La bour’s “lefts,” which lay at the bot tom 
of this, blurred the SLP’s im age, con fused its sup port ers,
and un der cut its abil ity to pose a se ri ous al ter na tive to the
Blairites.

The Marx ist Bul le tin, which was ac knowl edged as “the
main voice of the [SLP’s] Trotskyist left” by the Weekly

27



Worker (13 De cem ber 1997), ar gued against vot ing for New
La bour, and pro posed that SLP branches not run ning can -
di dates should be al lowed to choose be tween ab sten tion
and crit i cally sup port ing other left ist can di dates. This, the
only pol icy con sis tent with the break with New La bour in
the first place, was op posed by many self-proclaimed
Marx ists in the SLP (mostly for mer “Trotskyist” La bour
Party entrists), who wanted to vote for the Blairites where
the SLP was not con test ing the seat.

Scargill and the ‘Red Men ace’

From the found ing con fer ence on ward, the Scargill
lead er ship imag ined that the best way to con sol i date the
SLP (and en sure their con trol) was to elim i nate all left ist
crit ics. This ef fort ab sorbed an in or di nate amount of the
time and at ten tion of the lead er ship and, in the end, proved
en tirely coun ter pro duc tive. The crude meth ods em ployed
to purge sus pected op po si tion ists (typ i cally the more ac tive
and ef fec tive SLP mem bers) poi soned the in ter nal at mo -
sphere and dis cred ited Scargill and his co te rie among
many mem bers who re called all too well how witchhunts
against the La bour left had paved the way for Blair in the
first place.

While more po lit i cally savvy SLP mem bers rec og nized
the lead er ship’s ar gu ments for pro scrib ing mem bers of
“out side” or ga ni za tions as bo gus and self-serving, this pol -
icy made sense to many mem bers who re sented peo ple
who claimed mem ber ship in the SLP, but re fused to take
the or ga ni za tion se ri ously. This in dig na tion was di rected
par tic u larly at sym pa thiz ers of the Com mu nist Party of

Great Brit ain (CPGB), the most left ist rem nant of Brit ish
Sta lin ism. The CPGB’s Weekly Worker reg u larly pub lished
re ports of in ter nal de vel op ments in the SLP, which fre -
quently in cluded well-founded crit i cisms. But their re fusal
to re spect the SLP’s right to any kind of an in ter nal life
made it easy for Scargill to get rid of any one iden ti fied as a
CPGB sym pa thizer.

Sup porters of the IBT, on the other hand, ac ceded to the
SLP lead er ship’s de mands, and dis solved their sep a rate
pub lic or ga ni za tion, with out aban don ing their po lit i cal
views. In Sep tem ber 1997, Ar thur Scargill made a fee ble at -
tempt to in tim i date MB ac tiv ists with a let ter in which he
dis in ge nu ously in quired:

“Could I ask you why you are con nected with ‘Marx ist
Bul le tin’ and have en dorsed the ̀ State ment to the NEC on 
the ques tion of party de moc racy’ when you know these
ac tions are in con flict with the So cial ist La bour Party’s
con sti tu tion?”

The MB com rades re sponded by flatly as sert ing their in -
ten tion to con tinue to ar gue for their pol i cies within the
SLP, and Scargill backed off.

The Fight for De moc racy in the SLP

The “state ment on party de moc racy,” to which Scargill
re ferred in his let ter to the Marx ist Bul le tin, had been
drafted by a group of SLP com rades who met reg u larly in
Read ing dur ing 1997. The Read ing state ment (which was
en dorsed by 15 branches and 80 in di vid ual mem bers, in ad -
di tion to the Marx ist Bul le tin), rep re sented the Scargill lead -
er ship’s most se ri ous chal lenge.
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Pre vi ously, a hand ful of SLP mem bers, in clud ing sev -
eral sym pa thetic to the CPGB and the Workers Power
group (WP), had launched their own “Cam paign for a
Dem o cratic SLP” (CDSLP). Un like the Read ing bloc, which
took care to keep its ac tiv i ties strictly in ter nal, the CDSLP
made its crit i cism pub lic, in one case, at the Lon don press
con fer ence called by the SLP to launch its na tional elec tion
cam paign. The CDSLP’s an tics were not well re ceived by
most SLP mem bers, many of whom were well aware that
WP was ad vis ing peo ple to vote for Blair’s can di dates
rather than the SLP. The CDSLP, whose in flu ence in the
SLP, was neg li gi ble, pro vided the bour geois press with a
chance to poke fun at the left, and gave the SLP lead er ship
an ex cuse to smear all their left crit ics as agents of Blair.

Un like Workers Power, the CPGB was broadly sup port -
ive of the SLP ini tia tive, yet their par tic i pa tion in the
CDSLP gave most SLP mem bers the im pres sion they did n’t 
take mem ber ship in the SLP very se ri ously. The Marx ist
Bul le tin, like most of the Read ing bloc, com pletely dis so ci -
ated them selves from the CDSLP, but firmly op posed the
lead er ship’s at tempts to drive out sus pected WP or CPGB
sup port ers.

The ma jor ity of the Read ing bloc de cided to run a “de -
moc racy” slate for the NEC at the SLP’s up com ing con -
gress. Marx ist Bul le tin sup port ers ex plained why they
chose not to par tic i pate in this ven ture in a 27 Oc to ber 1997
let ter:

“We be lieve that the pro duc tion of low est com mon de -
nom i na tor joint pro pa ganda for the NEC elec tions, even
with the right to pro duce our own sep a rate pro pa ganda,
would be det ri men tal to the nec es sary strug gle for po lit i -
cal clar ity at the Con gress. We be lieve such a slate im plies
a much higher level of po lit i cal agree ment than in fact ex -
ists. .          .           .
“The Con gress is the high est body of the SLP and to have
ar gued for more de moc racy and dis cus sion, as our united
front has done, and yet then not to take full ad van tage of
those op por tu ni ties that do ex ist seems more than a lit tle
con tra dic tory.”

—re printed in SLP Marx ist Bul le tin No. 5,
    De cem ber 1997

While most other par tic i pants in the Read ing bloc took
the view that in ter nal de moc racy took pri or ity over all
other ques tions, the Marx ist Bul le tin in sisted, that to ef fec -
tively op pose the bu reauc ra ti za tion of the SLP, it was also
nec es sary to chal lenge the lead er ship’s Labour ite po lit i cal
ap pe tites. To this end, MB sup port ers put for ward
resolutions in their branches on Ire land, the Eu ro pean
Un ion, censorship and im mi gra tion con trols; a spe cial con -
fer ence is sue of the SLP Marx ist Bul le tin in cluded a de tailed
anal y sis of most of the con fer ence res o lu tions. Five MB
com rades ran as a slate on the “Marx ist Programme for the
SLP.”

Marx ist Bul le tin sup port ers ad dressed the ques tion of in -
ter nal de moc racy with a con sti tu tional amend ment which
in cluded the fol low ing:

“Mem bers of the Party have the con sti tu tional right to ad -
vo cate changes of Party pol icy on any ques tion, and to
com bine to gether in ten den cies or fac tions to change
Party pol icy or the Party lead er ship, sub ject only to their
abid ing by the Rules, Con sti tu tion and Ob jec tives of the
Party.”

This sim ple state ment of el e men tary dem o cratic prin ci -
ple was sup ported by a sub stan tial por tion of the mem ber -

ship, and picked up by a num ber of SLP branches, in clud -
ing sev eral where the Marx ist Bul le tin had no di rect
con nec tions.

At the found ing con fer ence, where the lead er ship had
ini tially im posed its con sti tu tion, Ar thur Scargill had as -
sured ev ery one that it could be dis cussed and amended at
the next con fer ence. But at the sec ond con fer ence, al most
ev ery at tempt to pro pose a con sti tu tional amend ment was
ruled out of or der on the grounds that it con tra dicted the
con sti tu tion. To give some sem blance of le gal ity to their du -
bi ous use of the con sti tu tion, the lead er ship handed out
cop ies of a lengthy and com pli cated dis ci plin ary code,
which they then in sisted on putt ing to an im me di ate vote,
with out giv ing del e gates a chance to read it. The low est
point in this whole farce was un doubt edly the dis cov ery by
the mem ber ship, part way through the first day of the con -
fer ence, that three Scargill loy al ists (sup pos edly rep re sent -
ing a so ci ety of re tired min ers) had been awarded a bloc
vote greater than the com bined to tal of all the reg u larly
elected del e gates from lo cal branches! The lead er ship’s
abil ity to get away with such mea sures sig naled that the
SLP’s trans for ma tion into a Stalinoid shell was qual i ta -
tively com plete.

The gro tesque bu reau cratic ma nip u la tions at the De -
cem ber 1997 con gress guar an teed vic tory for the lead er -
ship over its crit ics, but the price was high. Most of the
SLP’s more tal ented and ac tive mem bers were driven out
and the mo rale and en thu si asm of those who re mained was 
sapped. The sup port ers of the Marx ist Bul le tin, and
hundreds of oth ers, walked out in the weeks fol low ing the
con fer ence. In Lon don, three-quarters of the mem bers, in -
clud ing most of the ac tiv ists, have left. And the purg ing
con tin ues as var i ous erst while lead er ship al lies, in clud ing
the group ing around Pat rick Sikorski, for merly as so ci ated
with the United Sec re tar iat of the Fourth In ter na tional, and
the neo-Stalinist homo phobes as so ci ated with Royston
Bull’s Eco nomic & Philo soph i cal Sci ence Re view, have them -
selves fallen out of fa vor with King Ar thur.

An Op por tu nity Squan dered
Many of the os ten si ble rev o lu tion ar ies who were orig i -

nally at tracted to the SLP imag ined that they were help ing
launch a new all-inclusive (re form ist) work ers’ party
(some times re ferred to as a “com mu nist-labour party,” or a
“party of recomposition”), within which they could find a
home as a loyal left wing. The Marx ist Bul le tin com rades
took a dif fer ent ap proach. While op pos ing the pro scrip tion
on dual mem ber ship in other left ist or ga ni za tions, they re -
jected the at tempt to rec re ate a “party of the whole class.”
From the out set, the com rades who went on to found the
Marx ist Bul le tin saw the SLP as an op por tu nity to win some
of the more po lit i cally con scious worker mil i tants to rev o -
lu tion ary so cial ism.

“In po lit i cal life there can be no guar an tees. It is of course
pos si ble that bu reau cratic ma noeuv res or po lit i cal purges 
could turn the SLP into a life less shell and wreck the
whole pro ject. It is also con ceiv able that even with the
most ex em plary lead er ship and the most vig or ous and
ac tive mem ber ship the SLP will still not be able to es tab -
lish it self as a vi a ble player in na tional pol i tics in the near
fu ture. It is im pos si ble to know un less we try. But the
pos si bil ity ex ists that the SLP will de velop a suf fi ciently
hard-hitting set of pol i tics and be able to pro ject them ef -
fec tively enough to at tract thou sands of work ing-class
youth and un ion mil i tants dis gusted by Blair & Co. And if 
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the SLP re tains a suf fi ciently open and dem o cratic in ter -
nal régime it could ed u cate and po lit i cally de velop this
new layer into so cial ist ac tiv ists and or gan is ers who are
able to reach tens of thou sands of oth ers.”

—”The So cial ist La bour Party—Why Bob Pitt is
     Wrong,” What Next, No. 2, 1996

The SLP be gan as a po lit i cally con tra dic tory and un sta -
ble for ma tion break ing to the left from New La bour. At
times of height ened ac tiv ity, po lit i cal de vel op ments can be
very swift, and Marx ists must be alert to both the di rec tion
and speed of mo tion if op por tu ni ties for rev o lu tion ary
break throughs are to be seized. It is also nec es sary to know
when it is time to move on. In an nounc ing their res ig na tion
from the SLP, sup port ers of the Marx ist Bul le tin wrote the
fol low ing:

“We say to those mil i tants that re main in the SLP: com -
rades, you are wast ing your time. The party was worth
some thing once, but that po ten tial has been de stroyed.
We have a better chance of build ing a mass work ing-class
party that can fight for our in ter ests if we are out side the

strait jacket of the SLP.
“Many past and pres ent mem bers of the SLP will play an
im por tant part in the fu ture of the Brit ish work ers’ move -
ment. But the SLP is no lon ger the arena in which they can
do so. Marx ists, and all those com mit ted to a so cial ist fu -
ture, must look else where for joint ac tiv ity, dis cus sion
and de bate.
“The need for a work ing-class al ter na tive to Blair’s La -
bour Party is stron ger than ever. The need for a party with
a Marx ist programme that can lead the work ing class to
vic tory is an ab so lute ne ces sity. The So cial ist La bour
Party is nei ther.
“Sup porters of the Marx ist Bul le tin will be es tab lish ing a
group out side the SLP. We will be work ing for the same
ob jec tives and ar gu ing for the same programme as we did 
in side the SLP. We look for ward to con tin ued work with
any com rades who wish to build a real, rev o lu tion ary, al -
ter na tive to Labourism, and with broad lay ers of in di vid -
u als and groups on spe cific is sues where we have
agree ment. We will en gage in and en cour age the pro cess
of po lit i cal de bate the SLP has sti fled—the pro gram matic
strug gle nec es sary for the fu ture of our class.” ■
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ICL De bates IBT

On 13 Feb ru ary, the Trotskyist League (Ca na dian af fil i ate of the In ter na tional Com mu nist League, 
headed by the Spartacist League/U.S.) de bated the In ter na tional Bolshevik Ten dency on the na tional
ques tion in Que bec. The event was spon sored by the Brock So cial ists, a stu dent group at Brock Uni -
ver sity, in St. Cath a rines, On tario. The en tire tran script of the de bate has been posted on our web
site (www.bolshevik.org). It will also be avail able in the forth com ing Trotskyist Bul le tin No. 7. 



Open Let ter to the In ter na tional So cial ists

From Cliff to Trotsky
The fol low ing let ter was dis trib uted at a na tional gath er ing of the
Ca na dian In ter na tional So cial ists in To ronto.

1 May 1998
Dear com rades,

I was an ac tive mem ber of the IS for three years (Sep tem -
ber 1994 to De cem ber 1997), but I am no lon ger a mem ber of
your or ga ni za tion. I think I owe it to IS com rades to ex plain
my dif fer ences. I hope you will se ri ously con sider what I
have to say.

I was ex pelled by Abbie Bakan on De cem ber 10, 1997 for
al leg edly “in fil trat ing” the In ter na tional So cial ists (IS) on
be half of the In ter na tional Bolshevik Ten dency (IBT) and
the Trotskyist League of Can ada (TL). The al le ga tion is an
ob vi ous lie—any one who knows any thing about the IBT
and the TL knows that they are com pet ing or ga ni za tions.
Even if I wanted to “in fil trate” the IS, which of course I did -
n’t, it would be im pos si ble to do so on be half of both of
these groups.

This does not mean that I did not de velop dif fer ences
with the IS on sev eral crit i cal is sues. How ever, I did not
have sin is ter mo tives. In the pe riod from when I be gan to
de velop some se ri ous dif fer ences un til I was ex pelled, I car -
ried out all my re spon si bil i ties as a full mem ber of the or ga -
ni za tion—at tend ing pa per sales and meet ings, as well as
pay ing dues. I did re sign my post as Fred er ic ton branch
con ve nor, which I think was the hon or able thing to do,
given my grow ing doubts about much of the group’s ba sic
po lit i cal ori en ta tion. I also cor re sponded with the IBT and
TL, a fact I did not try to con ceal. In a phone con ver sa tion
with Car o lyn Egan in mid-November, I asked if this was ac -
cept able to the IS. She said it was ac cept able and that the IS
did n’t want to lose me. When I was ex pelled, Abbie’s ul ti -
ma tum was that if I con tin ued talk ing to the IBT or TL, I
would no lon ger be a mem ber of the or ga ni za tion. This is
con sis tent with the IS pol icy of seal ing its mem bers off from 
po lit i cal com pe ti tion. It was likely that I would have left the 
IS at some point, but it should have been on my own terms.

The Po lit i cal Pe riod

The IS char ac ter izes the era that we are liv ing through as
one of “eco nomic in sta bil ity and po lit i cal vol a til ity.” This is 
gen er ally cor rect, but it leaves out a lot. Globally the cap i -
tal ists have been on the of fen sive for the past de cade. This
pri mar ily re sults from their vic tory in the “Cold War” over
the USSR which strength ened U.S. im pe ri al ism and its al -
lies. The ex is tence of the So viet Un ion as a coun ter weight to 
the NATO im pe ri al ists strength ened the hand of var i ous
na tion al ists in their con flicts with im pe ri al ism and played a 
key role in the de feats of im pe ri al ism in China, Cuba and
Viet nam. One of the first fruits of the dis in te gra tion of the
USSR un der Gorbachev was the crush ing of Iraq in the
mur der ous 1991 Desert Storm at tack. The ul ti mate col lapse
of the So viet bloc led di rectly to a se ries of ma jor
concessions and re treats by left ist forces glob ally, e.g.,
South Africa, Nic a ra gua and El Sal va dor.

Of course his tory did not come to an end when the Sta -
lin ist re gimes did—the work ing class has con tin ued to

strug gle. But we must rec og nize that the re cent sig nif i cant
strug gles (On tario, France, South Ko rea) have had a de -
fen sive char ac ter and that gen er ally the level of po lit i cal
con scious ness is far be hind the level of strug gle. The con -
scious ness of the pro le tar iat has been low ered, not raised, by
the de struc tion of the So viet Un ion (which, while it was not
gen u inely so cial ist, was cor rectly seen by many work ers as
hav ing an econ omy that, since 1917, had op er ated out side
the dic tates of global cap i tal ism). One con se quence of the
im pe ri al ist vic tory in the Cold War is that the word “so cial -
ism” has been tem po rarily erased from the vo cab u lary of
many in the work ers’ move ment. The cap i tal ists have also
con cluded that so cial ism is dead—which is one rea son they 
are be ing so ag gres sive about take backs. Par tic u larly in
West ern Eu rope af ter World War II, the cap i tal ists made
im por tant con ces sions in terms of the so cial wage be cause
they wanted to un der cut the ap peal of “so cial ist” East
Eu rope.

The IS lead er ship says that there are “deep pools of bit -
ter ness.” Yes there are, but so what!? Bit ter ness does not
equal class con scious ness. Un em ployed Ger man work ers
joined the Na zis in the 1930s be cause they were bit ter. So cial -
ist Worker noted that many work ers, em bit tered by Bob
Rae’s NDP gov ern ment in On tario, turned around and
voted for the cap i tal ist par ties.

Le nin said that class strug gle does not au to mat i cally
pro duce rev o lu tion ary con scious ness. Those who don’t
un der stand this al ways tend to over es ti mate (and tail) ex -
ist ing move ments in the class, and down play the party
ques tion and the need for rev o lu tion ar ies to fight for lead -
er ship. Le nin called this ten dency “economism.” If the
work ing class is rev o lu tion ary in it self, it does n’t need a
party to lead it.

The work ing class, through its own strug gles for
existence, can only achieve trade-union con scious ness—a
form of bour geois ide ol ogy. This is be cause work ing class
strug gle tends to be sec tional and na tional. The role of the
van guard party is to bring po lit i cal class con scious ness (an
un der stand ing of his tory, of the var i ous so cial classes and
op pressed group ings in so ci ety and of the com mon in ter est
shared by work ers in ter na tion ally) to the most ad vanced
work ers from out side the frame work of their own im me di -
ate ex pe ri ence:

“We have said that there could not have been So -
cial-Democratic con scious ness among the work ers. It
would have to be brought to them from with out. The his -
tory of all coun tries shows that the work ing class, ex clu -
sively by its own ef fort, is able to de velop only trade
un ion con scious ness, i.e., the con vic tion that it is nec es -
sary to com bine in un ions, fight the em ploy ers, and strive
to com pel the gov ern ment to pass nec es sary la bour leg is -
la tion, etc. .          .          .
“...the spon ta ne ous strug gle of the pro le tar iat will not be -
come its gen u ine ‘class strug gle’ un til this strug gle is led
by a strong or ga ni za tion of rev o lu tion ar ies.”

—V.I. Le nin, What Is To Be Done? (1902)

The ini tial mem bers of a com mu nist move ment will nat -
u rally come to rev o lu tion ary pol i tics as in tel lec tu als (Marx,
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Engels, Le nin and Trotsky all came from such back -
grounds). Life on the shop floor may give work ers a
gut-level ha tred of their boss, but it does not au to mat i cally
give them an un der stand ing of the op er a tion of the cap i tal -
ist sys tem as a whole. This does not mean that work ers can -
not be come Marx ist rev o lu tion ar ies, but to do so re quires
in ves ti ga tion in de pend ent of their own work ex pe ri ence.

The Party Ques tion

An un bal anced view of the state of the class strug gle
leads the IS to over es ti mate the pos si bil i ties for the left in
gen eral and it self in par tic u lar. This has pro duced a re cruit -
ment pol icy that was best summed up by Alex Callinicos of
the Brit ish So cial ist Workers Party as: “If it walks, sell it the
pa per; if it buys the pa per, re cruit it.” There is an amaz ing
con tra dic tion be tween this def i ni tion of mem ber ship and
the IS claim to be build ing a Le nin ist van guard. The “open
re cruit ment” pol icy, apart from any thing else, makes the IS
ex tremely vul ner a ble to in fil tra tion by fas cists and the
state. 

In the 1903 Bolshevik/Men she vik split over the cri te ria
for mem ber ship, what side would the IS re ally be on? In his
1959 book, Rosa Luxemburg, Tony Cliff, founder of the IS
ten dency, wrote: “for Marx ists, in ad vanced in dus trial
coun tries, Le nin’s orig i nal po si tion can much less serve as a
guide than Rosa Luxemburg’s....” This state ment was ed -
ited out of fur ther edi tions of the book, but it shows that the
party ques tion is not  a ques tion of prin ci ple for the IS, but
one that changes ac cord ing to the his tor i cal junc ture.
Luxemburg her self came to rec og nize that Le nin had been
right against her on the ne ces sity for a rev o lu tion ary van -
guard party, as op posed to an all-inclusive “party of the
whole class.” ISers—Le nin ar gued for a high com mit ment
to pol i tics and ac tiv ity as a cri te rion for mem ber -

ship—agreed? Now take a look at your branch mem ber -
ship list. ‘Nuff said. 

Leon Trotsky, leader of the Rus sian Rev o lu tion and
founder of the Red Army, opened the Tran si tional Pro gram
with the lines: “The world po lit i cal sit u a tion as a whole is
chiefly char ac ter ized by a his tor i cal cri sis of the lead er ship
of the pro le tar iat” (The Death Ag ony of Cap i tal ism and the
Tasks of the Fourth In ter na tional, 1938). The party ques tion is
the cen tral one for rev o lu tion ar ies.

A real rev o lu tion ary group must be made up of se ri ous
peo ple, com mit ted to the rev o lu tion ary pro gram. This de -
fines the mem ber ship of a Le nin ist group. But in the IS you
can be a lot of things—a fem i nist, a so cial dem o crat or an
an ar chist. These are all forms of bour geois con scious ness. It 
is the task of Marx ists to ar gue with peo ple like this, to win
them away from such il lu sions—not to re cruit them as they
are and thereby di lute the or ga ni za tion. To fem i nists, we
say, “draw a class line, not a sex line;” to so cial dem o crats,
we say, “you have to break the power of the bour geois
state;” to an ar chists, we say, “the pro le tar iat needs a state to 
de fend its rev o lu tion.” Only those who re ject fem i nism,
so cial de moc racy or an ar chism, and em brace Marx ism, can
be re cruited. If you started a rock-climbing club, would you 
let peo ple join who thought you should go scuba-diving
in stead? The IS has too many peo ple go ing in too many dif -
fer ent di rec tions. As a whole, they have no di rec tion. This is 
what Le nin had to say about those who put ar ti fi cial unity
over po lit i cal prin ci ple:

“We are march ing in a com pact group along a pre cip i tous
and dif fi cult path, firmly hold ing each other by the hand.
We are sur rounded on all sides by en e mies, and we have
to ad vance al most con stantly un der their fire. We have
com bined, by a freely adopted de ci sion, for the pur pose
of fight ing the en emy, and not of re treat ing into the neigh -
bour ing marsh, the in hab it ants of which, from the very
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‘... the role of van guard fighter can be ful filled only by a party that is guided by the most ad vanced the ory’—V.I. Le nin



out set, have re proached us with hav ing sep a rated our -
selves into an ex clu sive group and with hav ing cho sen
the path of strug gle in stead of the path of con cil i a tion.
And now some among us be gin to cry out: Let us go into
the marsh! And when we be gin to shame them, they re -
tort: What back ward peo ple you are! Are you not
ashamed to deny us the lib erty to in vite you to take a
better road! Oh, yes, gen tle men! You are free not only to
in vite us, but to go your selves wher ever you will, even
into the marsh. In fact, we think that the marsh is your
proper place, and we are pre pared to ren der you ev ery
as sis tance to get there. Only let go of our hands, don’t
clutch at us and don’t be smirch the grand word free dom,
for we too are ‘free’ to go where we please, free to fight not 
only against the marsh, but also against those who are
turn ing to wards the marsh!”

—What Is To Be Done?

Chris Har man of the Brit ish SWP re ferred to Le nin’s
anal ogy to ex plain the kinds of prob lems that arise with
low-level re cruit ment:

“The rev o lu tion ary party ex ists so as to make it pos si ble
for the most con scious and mil i tant work ers and in tel lec -
tu als to en gage in sci en tific dis cus sion as a pre lude to con -
certed and co he sive ac tion. This is not pos si ble with out
gen eral par tic i pa tion in party ac tiv i ties. This re quires
clar ity and pre ci sion in ar gu ment com bined with or ga ni -
za t ional  de c i  s ive  ness .  The al  ter  na t ive is  the
‘marsh’—where el e ments mo ti vated by sci en tific pre ci -
sion are so mixed up with those who are ir re me di a bly
con fused as to pre vent any de ci sive ac tion, ef fec tively al -
low ing the most back ward to lead. The dis ci pline nec es -
sary for such a de bate is the dis ci pline of those who have
‘com bined by a freely adopted de ci sion.’ Un less the party
has clear bound aries and un less it is co her ent enough to
im ple ment de ci sions, dis cus sion over its de ci sions, far
from be ing ‘free,’ is point less.”

—”Party and Class,” 1969

The IS lead ers will say that re fus ing to re cruit peo ple
who don’t un der stand or agree with your pro gram is a
char ac ter is tic of “small group men tal ity” and is “sec tar i an -
ism.” They will deny that the IS is accommodationist and
claim that if you don’t re cruit new youth as soon as you
meet them you will never see them again. But if there re ally
is a rad i cal iza tion, won’t peo ple show up more than once?
Why sign up peo ple who aren’t re ally in ter ested or com -
mit ted when you know that in a few weeks or a month they
will drift off? The con stant turn over pro duced by the
“Open Re cruit ment” pol icy has pro duced a less po lit i cal
or ga ni za tion and an over all low er ing of the level of the
mem ber ship.

An or ga ni za tion built in this way is doomed ei ther to be
by passed by great events or to be tray. One of the main rea -
sons the Sec ond In ter na tional sup ported their own rul ers in 
the First World War was be cause they built a “broad” in clu -
sive or ga ni za tion on low est com mon de nom i na tor (that is,
re form ist) pol i tics. This en sured that at crit i cal mo ments
they could not of fer de ci sive rev o lu tion ary lead er ship to
the work ing class. The IS lead er ship knows this his tory, but 
is in ca pa ble of draw ing the op er a tional con clu sions. When
peo ple crit i cize this pol icy, the re sponse they get is that they 
are “self-important” and that they should get busy re cruit -
ing.

The pri or ity of rev o lu tion ar ies must be to forge a po lit i -
cally prin ci pled van guard of the work ing class. In pe ri ods in
which the work ing class is not on the of fen sive, small rev o -
lu tion ary groups that make “growth” their top pri or ity

must po lit i cally adapt to the ex ist ing (bour geois) con -
scious ness of the class. Such groups can never lead a work -
ing-class rev o lu tion. 

‘Don’t Bomb Iraq’ or ‘De fend Iraq’?
Be ing a rev o lu tion ary is not easy. It means say ing un -

pop u lar things a lot of the time, but the task of rev o lu tion ar -
ies is to “say what is.” You have to raise a rev o lu tion ary
pro gram to be able to win peo ple to rev o lu tion ary pol i tics.
In 1915, the Bolsheviks said “Turn the Guns Around!” It
was un pop u lar, and peo ple hated them for it, but they kept
on say ing it be cause it was cor rect. By 1917, when the bru tal -
ized, im pov er ished, war-weary Rus sian pro le tar iat un der -
stood that the Bolsheviks had told them the truth there was
a mass rad i cal iza tion that turned the Bolsheviks into a mass 
party and led di rectly to the Oc to ber Rev o lu tion.

In the 1991 Gulf War the IS aban doned the Le nin ist po si -
tion of mil i tary de fense of Iraq so that they could en ter
anti-war co ali tions with their left-liberal mi lieu. Be cause of
their lack of po lit i cal prin ci ples, they would not dis tin guish 
be tween an im pe ri al ist power and an im pe ri al ist vic tim
(Iraq). In the re cent Gulf cri sis, the slo gan of the Brit ish SWP 
was “Don’t Bomb Iraq.” Does this mean that it is okay to
starve Iraq as an al ter na tive; is it okay for the U.S. im pe ri al -
ists to use dip lo matic pres sure? It is bad enough to tail be -
hind pro gres sive move ments, but don’t tail France, Rus sia
and Saudi Ara bia. The IS, in this case, bowed to the pres -
sure of bour geois ide ol ogy.

Op por tun ism & NDP Loyal ism
IS op por tun ism is clearly dis played in Can ada by the

per pet ual call for a vote to the New Dem o cratic Party (in
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Brit ain it is the La bour Party). This is ex plained by re fer ring
to Le nin’s tac tic of crit i cal sup port. But in the early 1920s,
when Le nin ad vanced this tac tic, there was a wide layer of
mil i tant work ers fol low ing the re cently cre ated La bour
Party. Since it had n’t been in gov ern ment, and claimed to
be a work ers’ party com mit ted to so cial ism, many ad -
vanced el e ments of the work ing class had deep il lu sions in
it. Le nin’s pro posal was de signed to help put La bour into
of fice to ex pose its real pro-capitalist char ac ter and shat ter
the il lu sions of the work ers who sup ported it.

Le nin also pro posed that the Com mu nist Party should
seek to or ga ni za tion ally af fil i ate with the La bour Party.
How dif fer ent the sit u a tion is to day! The NDP and New
La bour re tain a con nec tion to the un ion bu reau cracy, but
they do not even pre tend to run on a work ing-class pro -
gram. They are very clear that cap i tal ism has noth ing to
fear with them in power—as they have proven time and
again.

The task of rev o lu tion ar ies is to break il lu sions. But for
sup posed Marx ists to call for vot ing for the so cial dem o -
crats when they run on an overtly pro-capitalist pro gram
and point to their re cord of un ion-bashing and at tacks on
the poor and op pressed can only cre ate il lu sions. 

The treat ment of the NDP in the in ter nal bul le tin re -
leased prior to last year’s elec tion (April 23 1997) notes that
in On tario the la bor bu reau cracy had pulled back from con -
fron ta tions with the Mike Har ris gov ern ment in or der to
cam paign for the NDP: “Un ion mil i tants are ex pected to re -

place their picket signs with lawn signs.” The doc u ment
goes on:

“we have to be the mem ory of the class. In the mid dle of
the Bob Rae years of de spair, when thou sands were leav -
ing the party, we ar gued against the stream to still vote for
the NDP. Our vote for the NDP has noth ing to do with its
re cord. It is the only party that is based on the un ion
move ment and not the cor po ra tions. We know it will
sell-out.”

This is an as tound ing state ment, when you think of it.
Firstly be cause the IS al most never goes “against the
stream.” But sec ondly be cause it so bra zenly ad mits that its
elec toral sup port to the NDP has noth ing to do with the ex -
is tence of il lu sions of the work ers, but merely the fact that it
is con nected to the la bor bu reau crats. The NDP is so far to
the right that it can not re ally be ac cused of “sell ing out”—it
runs on its re cord of bla tantly at tack ing work ers, and the IS
calls for elect ing it! The Steering Com mit tee doc u ment con -
tin ues:

“We were crit i cized by peo ple like Jack Layton [a prom i -
nent left-NDP mu nic i pal pol i ti cian in To ronto] for tak ing
this po si tion [i.e., vot ing NDP]. Their sup port to the NDP
is based on il lu sions that the NDP will make a dif fer ence.
When they saw the NDP im ple ment Tory cuts, they aban -
doned the party.”

Bob Rae’s gov ern ment was so hated by work ing class
peo ple for act ing like To ries that Layton wanted to get
some dis tance from it. But not the IS lead er ship! Ap par -
ently with out see ing the ob vi ous con tra dic tion, the lead er -
ship doc u ment goes on to quote Le nin’s fa mous com ment
on crit i cal sup port:

“I want to sup port [the La bour Party] in the same way as
the rope sup ports a hanged man—that the im pend ing
es tab lish ment of the gov ern ment of the [La bour Party]
will prove that I am right, will bring the masses over to my 
side, and will has ten the po lit i cal death of the [La bour
Party]....”

—”Left-Wing” Com mu nism—An In fan tile Dis or der

The NDP in power had hung it self—the best el e ments in
its base were melt ing away. Yet still the IS sup ported the
so cial dem o crats. This is ex actly the op po site of what Le nin
ad vo cated. In stead of seek ing to rally some of the thou -
sands of work ers who were de sert ing the NDP in dis gust
at its be tray als, and di rect them to the left into sup port ing
in de pend ent la bor can di dates against NDPers who backed
the hated So cial Con tract, So cial ist Worker used its cre den -
tials to try to cor ral left-wing vot ers for Rae.

The con fu sion of the IS pol icy on the NDP is per haps
best summed up by the Steering Com mit tee in the fol low -
ing:

“So we call for a vote to the NDP. But we do not sup port
the NDP. We or ga nize a rev o lu tion ary so cial ist or ga ni za -
tion that is an op po nent of the NDP’s, whose goal it is to
re place it. We vote for the NDP, but we do not cam paign
for them or join the party.”

If the NDP (or Tony Blair’s La bour Party in Brit ain) was
worth vot ing for, if it com manded the al le giance of a size -
able num ber of so cial ist-minded work ers who had il lu -
sions in it, then it would make sense to cam paign for it, or
per haps even af fil i ate to it, in or der to make con tact with
and in flu ence that layer of mil i tants. But when there is no
such layer be cause the so cial de moc racy is so na kedly
pro-capitalist, then there is no rea son for rev o lu tion ar ies to
call for mil i tant work ers to vote for it. In fact, by do ing so,
Marx ists can ac tu ally help cre ate il lu sions among left ist
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work ers that there is some rea son to still vote NDP.
Of course the IS likes to pres ent its votes to the NDP and

La bour Party as a “class vote” against the bosses’ par ties.
But that is re vealed as just so much cyn i cal double talk by
the fact that the IS in ter na tion ally is also will ing to call for
votes to openly bour geois par ties—such as the South Af rica’s
Af ri can Na tional Con gress in 1994 and South Ko rean pres i -
den tial can di date Kim Dae Jung in 1987. De spite all the fine
talk about work ing-class in de pend ence, the IS bot tom line
is al ways de ter mined by pop u lar ity.

Those who don’t be lieve that the work ing class can be
won to Marx ism through the in ter ven tion of so cial ists
putt ing for ward a rev o lu tion ary pro gram you end up
adapt ing to the ex ist ing con scious ness and wa ter ing down
their pol i tics.

Some years ago the Amer i can In ter na tional So cial ist
Or ga ni za tion (ISO) sup ported the Team sters for a Dem o -
cratic Un ion (TDU) as they cam paigned for state in ter ven -
tion to “clean up” the un ion. Now that the courts have
thrown out the TDU-backed team ster pres i dent Ron Carey, 
the ISO is sing ing a dif fer ent tune:

“Gov ern ment in ter ven tion was widely viewed as a step
for ward, es pe cially since the gov ern ment set up the first
di rect elec tions for Team ster pres i dency—which elected
Ron Carey in 1991.
“But it only was a mat ter of time be fore the gov ern ment,
hav ing es tab lished its right to in ter vene in the un ions,
would go against the in ter ests of the rank and file.”

—Sharon Smith in So cial ist Re view, No. 215,
    Jan u ary 1998, “A crime to or gan ise?”

Marx ism is use less if you don’t ar gue it with peo ple.
What’s the good of op pos ing state in ter ven tion af ter the

fact? The ISO did n’t have the guts to raise the Marx ist slo -
gan of class in de pend ence when it re ally mat tered. The
new po si tion is noth ing but com men tary. The ISO’s fail ure
to raise a Marx ist pro gram when it re ally mat tered is ev i -
dence that they don’t be lieve that the work ing class can be
won to rev o lu tion through the in ter ven tion of a van guard
party. So they wa ter things down.

Dem o cratic Cen tral ism or
Bu reau cratic Cen tral ism?

Some ISers who agree with some of these points may
think, “well, we made some mis takes, no body’s per fect, but 
we are a dem o cratic group and our mis takes are cor rect -
able.” But these “mis takes” form a pat tern—one which can
only be bro ken by go ing to the roots of the whole IS tra di -
tion. And the IS lead er ship is very re sis tant to any kind of
fun da men tal po lit i cal dis cus sion. IS na tional meet ings
don’t usu ally fea ture much po lit i cal dis cus sion. Mostly
they re peat old af fir ma tions: “the pe riod is great, we’ve got
to re cruit.” Any op po si tion to the lead er ship is taken care of 
very quickly, and in a way de signed to pre vent se ri ous po lit -
i cal dis cus sion. In Van cou ver, the Steering Com mit tee re -
cently split the branch to iso late a dem o crat i cally elected
branch lead er ship. In my own case, it took only slightly
more than a month to ex pel me af ter it be came known that I
was de vel op ing dif fer ences.

The lack of de moc racy is par tic u larly clear in the way the 
in ter na tional group runs. The IS in ter na tion ally is a bu reau -
cratic cen tral ist or ga ni za tion. Individual mem bers at the na -
tional level have no say in de ter min ing the in ter na tional
line of the group. The Cen tral Com mit tee (CC) of the Brit ish 
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SWP sim ply gives or ders to the other na tional lead er ships.
When the SWP lead ers de cided in the early 1990s that it was 
time for a “turn,” the mem ber ship had no say in this. Pe ri -
odic del e gated in ter na tional con ven tions and an elected in -
ter na tional lead er ship (as in the Fourth In ter na tional un der 
Trotsky) could pro vide the pos si bil ity of dem o crat i cally
eval u at ing and cor rect ing the line of the group. But at the
same time it would also pose the “risk” that mem bers
might not agree with ev ery thing laid down by the Brit ish
CC. Trotsky stood for a dem o cratic-centralist in ter na tional:

“We stand not for de moc racy in gen eral, but for cen tral ist
de moc racy. It is pre cisely for this rea son that we place na -
tional lead er ship above lo cal lead er ship and in ter na tional 
lead er ship above na tional lead er ship.”

—”An Open Let ter to All Mem bers of the Leninbund,”
     6 Feb ru ary 1930

The means used to short-circuit se ri ous po lit i cal de bate
in ter nally are also ex tended [ex ter nally], in an at tempt to
shel ter ISers from po lit i cal dis cus sion with peo ple out side
the group as well. Or ga ni za tions such as the Trotskyist
League and the Bolshevik Ten dency are ex cluded from all
IS pub lic meet ings purely on the ba sis of their pol i tics—to
avoid any un com fort able ques tions they might raise. I ad mit 
that I once agreed with, and par tic i pated in, the IS ex clu sion 
pol icy. I re gret this and now re ject this pol icy 100 per cent. I
also re gret and re pu di ate any thing I may have said in ig no -
rance about these groups in the past.

The IS pol icy is not even lim ited to the groups stand ing
fur thest to its left. At Marx ism ‘97, IS mem bers were in -
structed not to talk to or even take leaf lets from mem bers of
other groups, “hear no evil—read no evil!” In an in ter nal
memo writ ten af ter the Mon treal anti-poverty con fer ence
in Jan u ary 1996, where La bour Mil i tant and other groups
turned up, the IS lead er ship ad mit ted that, “no mat ter how
bon kers the pol i tics of some of these sects, they can grow
just like us.” But the con clu sion was that it is a “ter ri ble mis -
take” to even talk to any of them:

“Talking to mem bers of one of these groups is not the
same as talk ing to a con tact. They are poi son, and we have 
to turn our back hard on them. It is a dis trac tion for us to
be spend ing time an a lyz ing their pol i tics, dis cuss ing their 
pa per, etc. It sucks us into the ‘oth er worldly’ mi lieu of the
small sects. They are ir rel e vant.”

For sim i lar rea sons the IS gen er ally avoids, or at least
tries to min i mize, sit u a tions where its mem bers end up
work ing closely with mem bers of other groups even when
they share a com mon ob jec tive (like to de fend Mumia Abu
Jamal). If the pol i tics of all the other groups were in deed so
ir rel e vant to the is sues fac ing the work ing class, there
would not be much need for dis cus sion. But the fact is that
they of ten dis cuss the same is sues that the IS does, even if
they some times draw dif fer ent con clu sions or pro pose dif -
fer ent tac tics. Whether they are right or wrong on a par tic u -
lar ques tion, a pol icy of sim ply re fus ing to read, dis cuss or
de bate with them is not aimed at help ing de velop a
rounded Marx ist con scious ness—it can only tend to pre -
vent IS mem bers from se ri ously think ing about pol i tics.

The IS lead er ship’s pol icy of re fus ing to dis cuss or de -
bate other el e ments of the left is ex actly the op po site to that
of Le nin and Trotsky. IS mem bers should ask them selves
why the writ ings of all the great rev o lu tion ar ies (e.g. Marx,
Le nin and Trotsky) are full of po lem ics and po lit i cal crit i -
cisms of other left ists. They wrote lots of ar ti cles di rected at
shades of left ist opin ion that were much smaller and more
“ir rel e vant” in rel a tive terms, than the other Ca na dian left

groups. They were not afraid of po lit i cally en gag ing their
po lit i cal ri vals, and they knew that the best way to ed u cate
their mem bers and sup port ers was by draw ing what Le nin
called “lines of de mar ca tion” through po lem ics. 

Marx ism is a sci ence. A sci ence can only de velop if all
shades of opin ion are able to be heard. I be lieve that the rev -
o lu tion ary left would be in much better shape if dif fer ences
were de bated thor oughly and openly. Real rev o lu tion ar ies
prac tice work ers’ de moc racy—they don’t just ad vo cate it
in the ab stract. Po lit i cal ex clu sions and at tempts to pre vent
your mem bers from read ing or dis cuss ing other points of
view on the left only make sense if you have some thing to
hide. These tech niques are de signed to help the IS “Go for
Growth,” but in the end they can only end up depoliticizing 
the IS.

Rev o lu tion ary Con ti nu ity

It is very im por tant to know the his tory of the Marx ist
move ment and par tic u larly of your own or ga ni za tion. An
or ga ni za tion’s his tory tells you a great deal about why it is
where it is to day and where it is likely to go. In the IS lit tle
at ten tion is paid to the group’s his tory. Most mem bers pick
up this in for ma tion in for mally in bits and pieces. Many
peo ple know that in Can ada the IS orig i nated in the 1970s
as a group within the Waf fle—a left-nationalist fac tion of
the NDP.

For those who don’t know, Tony Cliff, founder of the IS
ten dency in ter na tion ally, was ex pelled from the Fourth In -
ter na tional for re fus ing to sup port North Ko rea against
Amer i can im pe ri al ism and its South Ko rean pup pet in the
Ko rean War. Cliff said that North Ko rea, like the USSR, was 
“state cap i tal ist.” In fact it was not cap i tal ist—which is why
the U.S. was so hos tile to it. North Ko rea was mod eled on
the So viet Un ion un der Sta lin—the old landed rul ing class
and their im pe ri al ist pa trons’ prop erty had been ex pro pri -
ated, the econ omy was col lec tiv ized and the dic ta to rial
Kim Il Sung re gime mo nop o lized all po lit i cal power.

One thing that Tony Cliff and the IS lead er ship have
never been able to ex plain is why, if it was in cor rect to call
for a vic tory of the North Ko rean Sta lin ists against the U.S.
and its South Ko rean pup pets in the 1950s, was it okay to
sup port the North Viet nam ese Sta lin ists against the U.S.
and its South Viet nam ese pup pets 15 years later? The forces 
in volved in the two con flicts were vir tu ally iden ti cal. The
only thing that was dif fer ent—and for the IS this is de ci -
sive—was the de gree of pop u lar ity. In the early 1950s the
Cold War was at its height and there was a mas sive wave of
anti-communist hys te ria. Tony Cliff’s dec la ra tion that Rus -
sia and its al lies were “cap i tal ist” meant that he no lon ger
had to de fend it or the other de formed work ers’ states (in -
clud ing North Ko rea and China) against im pe ri al ism. This
was clearly a di rect re sult of the enor mous ideo log i cal pres -
sures of McCarthyism bear ing down on the left. But by the
late 1960s, with the New Left, the Viet nam ese were pop u lar 
with the rad i cal iz ing stu dents the IS sought to re cruit. So
Cliff switched the IS line to de fend ing the (pop u lar) Sta lin -
ists against im pe ri al ism. Trotsky said that op por tun ists
al ways know which way the wind is blow ing.

Con clu sion
I would like to make it clear that I have no per sonal an i -

mos ity to ward com rades in the IS. I know there are plenty
of ded i cated peo ple in the group who re ally want to be
com mu nists and to fight to change the world. Un for tu -
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nately, they are in the wrong or ga ni za tion.
The IS’s flawed anal y sis of the pe riod and faulty un der -

stand ing of the party ques tion is con nected to its his tory of
po lit i cal ad ap ta tion to pre vail ing winds. The fact that the
anal y sis of the pe riod and so much more orig i nates largely
by bu reau cratic de cree from the SWP CC adds to the dif fi -
culty of at tempt ing any se ri ous change in the group’s di rec -
tion. The lead er ship is con stantly say ing, “we’re on the
verge of some thing big—look at the Amer i can, Brit ish and
Greek groups—just push a lit tle harder.” This keeps mem -
bers run ning, but they aren’t re ally go ing in any di rec tion.
They are like chick ens with their heads cut off—run ning
around a lot, but not re ally get ting any where.

When the big break does n’t come, peo ple get de mor al -
ized. I’ve seen some good peo ple move away from rev o lu -
tion ary pol i tics af ter a pe riod of fran tic ac tiv ity. When this
hap pens the IS rarely makes much ef fort to keep them and
in stead tends to say “they were no good, let’s re cruit some
new peo ple.” The raw, rel a tively po lit i cally in ex pe ri enced
peo ple, who are con stantly be ing re cruited to re gen er ate
the group, have the ad van tage of mak ing it very easy for
the re gime to get what it wants in ter nally. In the last few
months, I have done some read ing about other groups
which took a sim i lar ap proach in the past. Some of them
grew to thou sands of peo ple, but ul ti mately fell apart be -
cause what holds a group to gether is the set of ideas, the
pro gram, shared by the mem bers. Groups like the IS, which 
place a higher value on short-run suc cess than win ning
in flu ence for their ideas, end up spit ting out a lot of good
peo ple, many of whom drift away from the left.

The only way to build a se ri ous group is on the ba sis of a
se ri ous, con sis tently rev o lu tion ary pro gram and con sis -
tently po lit i cally prin ci pled ac tiv ity. Some may say that the

IS is the big gest group in Can ada, and that their “sec tar ian”
op po nents are too small to in flu ence things. Be ing small is
no vir tue, but it is better to have a rev o lu tion ary group of
what ever size than a big ger re vi sion ist one. Be cause a small
rev o lu tion ary group has the pos si bil ity of one day lead ing
to vic tory, whereas an op por tun ist one (like the IS) never
can, no mat ter how big it gets. There are a lot of in di vid u als
in the IS who can have a large im pact on the di rec tion of the
rev o lu tion ary left in this coun try. But the road to rev o lu tion 
is a pre cip i tous path and there are no short cuts. It is some -
times dif fi cult, but it is al ways nec es sary, to tell the work ing 
class the truth. A rev o lu tion ary group must have the cour -
age to openly side with Iraq against Ca na dian im pe ri al ism
in a mil i tary con flict in the Per sian Gulf or to vote for left ist
op po nents of the cap i tal ist ANC in South Af rica. 

I de clare for the In ter na tional Bolshevik Ten dency. Af ter 
con sid er able study I have come to the con clu sion that the
IBT rep re sents real rev o lu tion ary con ti nu ity—from the
formerly rev o lu tion ary Spartacist League, through the
Rev o lu tion ary Ten dency, the Amer i can So cial ist Workers
Party, Trotsky’s Fourth In ter na tional and back to the
Bolshevik Party that led the Rus sian pro le tar iat to power.
The IBT is the liv ing em bodi ment of the pro gram of Le nin
and Trotsky—the pro gram of Bolshevism.

The only pos si bil ity for the fu ture of hu man ity on this
planet is com mu nism. This can only come about through a
pro le tar ian rev o lu tion led by a van guard party. I look for -
ward to fu ture dis cus sions with IS mem bers about how
such a party can be cre ated.
Reforge the Fourth In ter na tional—World Party of
So cial ist Rev o lu tion!
Yours for work ers’ de moc racy
Ste phen J.

37

BLACK STAR

Vietnam War pro test: Wash ing ton, 1967. Mass anti-war move ment led IS to sup port ‘state-capitalist’ North Viet nam



Fake So cial ists vs. Women’s Lib er a tion

Apol o gists for Is lamic Re ac tion

Re printed be low is the text of an IBT state ment on an in ci dent
that took place in To ronto dur ing the cel e bra tion of In ter na tional
Women’s Day in 1998:

The re moval of two lit er a ture ta bles from To ronto’s In ter -
na tional Women’s Day (IWD) fair at Ryerson Poly tech nic
on March 7 [1998] has cre ated a ma jor con tro versy on the
Ca na dian left. One ta ble be longed to the rac ist Ca na dian
Forces. The other, en ti tled “Pos i tive Im ages of Women in
Is lam,” was set up to pro mote the Ira nian the oc racy’s re -
cord on women. It was stocked with a va ri ety of pro pa -
ganda ma te ri als pub lished by the Min is try of Cul ture of the 
Is lamic Re pub lic of Iran (IRI) and dis played quo ta tions
from “Imam Khomeini”—the re ac tion ary cleric who led
the move ment that top pled the Shah in Jan u ary 1979.

Khomeini’s Is lamic Re pub lic im me di ately moved to im -
pose the veil, crush the left and re store the bar baric prac -
tices of flog ging, am pu ta tion and ston ing. On 8 March 1979, 
a few short weeks af ter tak ing power, Is lamic thugs opened
fire on Te he ran’s In ter na tional Women’s Day dem on stra -
tion. In the months that fol lowed, the Imam’s “Rev o lu tion -
ary Guards” at tacked na tional and re li gious mi nor i ties and
mur dered thou sands of left ists, fem i nists, ho mo sex u als,
“adul ter ers,” athe ists and other “en e mies of al lah.” 

Re cently the Ira nian gov ern ment has sought to soften its
well-deserved rep u ta tion as one of the world’s most
misogynist re gimes. The chance to set up a pro pa ganda
stall at International Women’s Day in To ronto pre sented an 
ex cel lent pub lic re la tions op por tu nity, while also serv ing to 
dis creetly in tim i date ref u gees from the mul lahs’ death
squads. The lib eral fem i nists who or ga nized the IWD fair
were happy to wel come IRI par tic i pa tion just as they em -
braced the “sis ters” from the Ca na dian Forces.

Not ev ery one saw things this way. Women com rades of
the Workers’ Com mu nist Party of Iran (WCPI), some of
whom had spent years in the mul lahs’ jails, took the lead in
driv ing out the Imam’s pro pa gan dists. The New So cial ists,
So cial ist Ac tion, Trotskyist League, On tario Co ali tion
Against Pov erty and a va ri ety of left-feminists and an ar -
chists also par tic i pated in this com mend able ac tion. (None

of our com rades were pres ent at the time, oth er wise we
would cer tainly have joined in.) Af ter re mov ing the
Khomeinites, the left ist pro test ers turned to the Ca na dian
mil i tary and ran them out as well.

Pre dict ably, the fem i nist or ga niz ers of the fair, as well as
var i ous lib er als, fem i nist un ion bu reau crats and fake-
socialists, op posed the ex clu sions. Among the sup pos edly
Marx ist groups which sided with the Khomeinites were the 
Com mu nist Party, So cial ist Re sis tance (for merly La bour
Mil i tant), Com mu nist League (fol low ers of Jack Barnes)
and In ter na tional So cial ists (IS).

The IS has been the most out spo ken de fender of the IRI’s 
“right” to par tic i pate in IWD. With con sum mate cyn i cism,
the IS lead er ship claims that this ac tion, ini ti ated and
largely car ried out by émigré Ira ni ans, was a “rac ist” act
mo ti vated by blan ket hos til ity to be liev ers in Is lam:

“The booth was at tacked and the women ex pelled from
the fair on the bo gus ar gu ment that the re li gion they rep -
re sent is sex ist.”
“This is just rac ist.”

—So cial ist Worker [Can ada], 11 March 1998

The IS ar ti cle goes on to smear the pro test ers by as so ci at -
ing them with the Na tional Front fas cists in France, on the
grounds that they too op pose the veil! This cyn i cal trick re -
calls the Zi on ists’ prac tice of brand ing all crit i cism of Is rael
as “anti-Semitic.” 

In a 28 March state ment de fend ing the ac tion, WCPI
sup porter Hassan Varash ex plained:

“one of the women stand ing be hind the booth as the staff
ad mit ted that she was em ployed by the Ira nian con sul ate
in Can ada....
“And an other fact is that the IRI’s booth was far from the
[WCPI]’s, whereas there was a ta ble just at tached to the
[WCPI]’s booth which be longed to an Is lamic women’s
group. This group has al ways been pres ent in the fair for a 
num ber of years and the [WCPI] had no prob lem with
their pres ence....The only thing that caused the ac tion was 
the fact that the booth be longed to the Is lamic state, which 
was per ceived as an in sult to the cause of women’s equal -
ity, and as a threat to the se cu rity of the re gime’s op po -
nents in Can ada. For this rea son the [WCPI] was
de ter mined to force the IRI’s agents out.
“The slo gans used and chanted un til the agents were ex -
pelled were also in dic a tive of the fact that the pro test ers
planned to ex pel the IRI, not the Mus lim women—slo gans
such as ‘Down with the Is lamic Re pub lic of Iran,’ ‘Stop
ston ing in Iran,’ ‘Is lamic ter ror ists out, out,’ etc.”

The 25 March [1998] is sue of So cial ist Worker car ried a
full page ed i to rial by Paul Kellogg, dis in ge nu ously pos ing
the is sue as one of “de fend[ing] the right of all re li gious mi -
nor i ties to par tic i pate in the fight for women’s rights and
the fight against pov erty.” Kellogg as serts that “no ev i -
dence has been ad vanced” to prove that the booth, which
was stocked with of fi cial IRI pro pa ganda and staffed by a
woman who ad mit ted to work ing part-time for the Ira nian
con sular ser vice, was in any way con nected to the Ira nian
state. But Kellogg and the IS lead er ship don’t care: “Even if
there were a booth at IWD that had some back ing from the
Ira nian state, would that jus tify an at tack?” The IS says no.
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At is sue is the at ti tude of so cial ists to ward the mul lahs’
“Is lamic Rev o lu tion,” which the IS sup ported. While not
sup port ing the IRI, the IS con sid ers Is lamic fun da men tal -
ism to have a pro gres sive as pect in as much as it is “a type of
na tion al ism, a re sponse to the crush ing hand of im pe ri al -
ism in the Mid dle East.” Thus Kellogg views Khomeini’s
rev o lu tion pos i tively:

“What makes the Ira nian state re ac tion ary is not its re li -
gion, but the class pro ject of its rul ers—a class pro ject
which set it self the task first to de stroy the gains made by
Ira nian work ers and the poor in the rev o lu tion of 1979,
and sec ond to re build an Ira nian cap i tal ist class....”

But there was no work ers’ rev o lu tion in 1979—there was 
a re ac tion ary mass mo bi li za tion that top pled a re ac tion ary
dic ta tor. The mil lions of work ers and poor peo ple who par -
tic i pated in the strug gle to oust the hated Shah and his bru -
tal re gime did so un der the lead er ship of Aya tol lah
Khomeini who un am big u ously de clared his in ten tion of
cre at ing an Is lamic state. The over throw of the bloody
Pahlavi dic ta tor ship did not re sult in any gains for the
work ers’ move ment, but rather in its rapid de struc tion at
the hands of Khomeini’s Is lamic gangs. It is bad enough
that the IS loudly hailed the “Is lamic Rev o lu tion” at the
time, but to con tinue pro mot ing the lie that it brought
“gains” to Iran’s work ers and op pressed is pos i tively per -
verse. 

In 1978-79 the IS treated the mo bi li za tions against the
Shah as a work ing class up surge in which Khomeini and his 
mul lahs were only in ci den tal fig ures. The Ca na dian IS pa per 
ran a front-page blurb (cop ied from its Brit ish par ent) that
pro claimed: “Sud denly, work ers’ power in Iran has ex -
ploded on to the world stage...Iran, fired by work ers’
power, can fuel the strug gle for so cial ism” (Workers’ Ac tion,
De cem ber 1978-January 1979).

While ac knowl edg ing that Khomeini held a po si tion of
“sym bolic lead er ship” in this sup posed ex plo sion of
“work ers’ power,” the IS as serted that: “At pres ent there is
a com plete vac uum of po lit i cal lead er ship among the Ira nian
work ing class.” This was sim ply un true—the lead er ship of
the Ira nian work ers’ move ment (prin ci pally the Mos cow-
line Tudeh Party, but the other left ist groups as well) made
the same “op ti mis tic” as sess ment of the char ac ter of the “Is -

lamic Rev o lu tion” as the IS. In stead of warn ing the work ers 
of the mor tal dan ger posed by Is lamic re ac tion, they cel e -
brated the di men sions of Khomeini’s “mass move ment,”
and painted rosy pic tures of the un fold ing of an in ex o ra bly
rev o lu tion ary pro cess. An ar ti cle from the Feb ru ary 1979
is sue of Workers’ Ac tion en ti tled “The form—re li gion; The
spirit—rev o lu tion” as serted:

“Khomeini has many re ac tion ary views. He is an ab so lute 
anti-communist. But, for the time be ing Khomeini is a
sym bolic fo cus for a re volt which be gan in the mosques
be cause it was the only place the peo ple could or ga nize
their op po si tion with out fear of the dreaded SAVAK..          .          .
“But to be lieve the peo ple of Iran are fight ing and dy ing
in their hun dreds and thou sands only to let one re ac tion -
ary leader be re placed by an other is ab surd.”

What was “ab surd” was the re fusal of the IS and the rest
of the fake-left in ter na tion ally (and in Iran) to open their
eyes to the dan gers of Is lamic re ac tion. In fact the op po si -
tion to the Shah ex tended far be yond the mosques. Left ist
or ga ni za tions had sub stan tial sup port both on the cam -
puses and in the un ions, par tic u larly among the oil work -
ers. The prob lem was that the Ira nian left, like the IS, tailed
Khomeini and his move ment. Only the then-revolutionary
Spartacist ten dency (whose pro gram the In ter na tional
Bolshevik Ten dency up holds to day) raised the nec es sary
pro gram for the Ira nian work ers: “Down with the Shah!
Down with the Mul lahs! Workers to Power!”

Had the Shah’s pro pa ganda min is try at tempted to set
up a lit er a ture ta ble at the first IWD march in 1978, the fem i -
nist and left ist or ga niz ers would cer tainly have joined ref u -
gees from his dic ta tor ship in over turn ing it. If two black
stooges of the hated apart heid re gime had at tempted to set
up a ta ble to pro mote “pos i tive im ages of black women in
South Af rica,” they would surely have re ceived the same
treat ment. Pub li cists for Iran’s bru tally mi sog y nist re gime
who turn up at events ded i cated to pro mot ing women’s
lib er a tion de serve no less. Those mis er a ble “so cial ists”
who choose to de fend the Is lamic re ac tion ar ies against
their vic tims thereby take po lit i cal re spon si bil ity for the
ter ri ble crimes of the mul lahs against Iran’s work ers,
women and other op pressed peo ple. ■
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thing else nec es sary to keep things go ing dur ing a gen er al -
ized work stop page.

The mas sive de ploy ment of state re pres sion has of ten
been suf fi cient to de mor al ize the strik ers, but in some cases
re pres sion has back fired and re sulted in a surge of sup port
for the work ers. In sit u a tions where the work ers’ move -
ment is strong, and its cause pop u lar, strik ers have been
able to dis perse scabs and neu tral ize el e ments of the cap i tal -
ists’ re pres sive ap pa ra tus. When this hap pens, the bosses
are usu ally anx ious to make a deal. 

Early Pro po nents of Gen eral Strikes

In dis cuss ing the gen eral strike ques tion, it is use ful to
know some thing about its or i gins and evo lu tion. The first
rel a tively mod ern ad vo cate of the gen eral strike was Jean
Meslier, a rather un or tho dox French priest, who was ac tive
in the early 1700s. Meslier has been ac cused of be ing an
athe ist, and he may have been the orig i nal “lib er a tion theo -
lo gian.” He is cred ited with the pithy ob ser va tion that so
pleased Vol taire to the ef fect that hu man ity will only be
free, “when the last king is stran gled with the guts of the
last priest.” Meslier is also re mem bered for his ob ser va tion
that if the “small peo ple” (or “com mon ers”) were to stop
work ing, the First and Sec ond Es tates (the no bil ity and
clergy) would soon col lapse un der their own weight.

Echoes of Meslier’s sug ges tion of con duct ing a gen eral
strike against the no bil ity were still float ing around some
60 years later at the time of the French Rev o lu tion.
Constantin Volney, a mem ber of the Na tional As sem bly,
pub lished an in flu en tial book in 1791 which con tained a di -
a logue be tween the “Peo ple” (com posed of “ev ery pro fes -
sion use ful to so ci ety”) and the “Priv i leged Class” (or “Men
liv ing in idle ness at the ex pense of those who la bour”), in
which the Peo ple de mand sep a ra tion from the par a sites:

“We toil, and you en joy; we pro duce, and you dis si pate;
wealth flows from us, and you ab sorb it.—Priv i leged
men, class dis tinct from the peo ple, form a na tion apart
and gov ern your selves.”

—The Ruins, or a Sur vey of the Rev o lu tions of Em pires,
    1819

Such well known fig ures as Jean Paul Marat and
Gracchus Babeuf men tioned the idea of a gen eral strike. It
was also picked up by the “Eng lish Jac o bins”—a cir cle of
rad i cals also known as the “Lon don Cor re sponding So ci -
ety” who trans lated and pub lished Volney’s book.

The first known at tempt to ac tu ally carry out a gen eral
strike oc curred in Scot land in April 1820 in re sponse to gov -
ern ment re pres sion af ter the in fa mous Peterloo mas sa cre
the year be fore. Ini tially the Glas gow rad i cals had planned
to join a pro posed tax re volt in Eng land, but in Jan u ary 1820 
de cided:

“that there should be ‘a Strike’ of work ev ery where upon
the first of March fol low ing and to con tinue for some days 
which it was thought would ef fec tu ate an In sur rec tion.”

—quoted in Threats of Rev o lu tion in Brit ain 1789-1848,
    M. Thomis and P. Holt, 1977

The ob jec tive of these insurrectionaries was to win “a
Rad i cal Re form, Uni ver sal Suf frage, and An nual Par lia -
ments,” and they made some at tempt to ar range for si mul -
ta neous ac tion in Eng land. The strike lasted for a week and
ini tially suc ceeded in clos ing down ev ery en ter prise in

Glas gow and the sur round ing area. But its fail ure to spread 
fur ther, al lowed the au thor i ties to soon gain the up per
hand. The end came with the de feat of a small party of re bels
af ter a shoot-out with some of King George’s red coats in
what was dubbed “the Bat tle of Bonnymuir.”

De spite this ini tial ex pe ri ence, the idea of a gen eral
strike as a means of re dress ing so cial in jus tice re mained
pop u lar. In the 1830s its fore most ex po nent was Wil liam
Benbow, a rad i cal cob bler and for mer Quaker preacher,
whose pop u lar 1832 pam phlet on the sub ject, en ti tled
“Grand Na tional Hol i day and Con gress of Pro duc tive
Classes” was widely cir cu lated. Benbow ob served:

“All men en joy life, but do not en joy it equally....The only
class of per sons in so ci ety, as it is now con sti tuted, who
en joy any con sid er able por tion of ease, plea sure and hap -
pi ness, are those who do the least to wards pro duc ing
any thing good or nec es sary for the com mu nity at large.”

Benbow as serted that all the mass of hu man ity lacked
was:

“a knowl edge of our selves; a knowl edge of our own
power, of our im mense might, and the right we have to
em ploy in ac tion that im mense power.”

—quoted in Com mu nism and the Gen eral Strike,
    W.H. Crook, 1960

Benbow pro posed to rec tify the ex ist ing so cial in equal i -
ties by means of a “Grand Na tional Hol i day” of about a
month’s time, dur ing which the work ers would with draw
their la bor. His plan had a few kinks that needed to be
worked out—like how the strik ers were sup posed to feed
them selves dur ing the walk out—but it was nev er the less
adopted by the Chart ists, the most ad vanced and mil i tant
work ing-class move ment of the time.

In Au gust 1842, a strike against bru tal wage cuts in the
mines and tex tile mills that erupted in the north of Eng land
was spread by “fly ing pick ets” across the re gion and into
Scot land and Wales. This strike is of ten re ferred to as the
“Plug Plot” be cause the strik ers made a point of pull ing the
plugs of the steam boil ers in ev ery fac tory to en sure that
pro duc tion ceased. The Chart ists sup ported this ac tion,
and though they did not lead it, their name is of ten as so ci -
ated with it. At its height, some 500,000 work ers were in -
volved, but the strike fiz zled out af ter a month as they were
grad u ally starved back to work. 

In the 1860s, Eng lish mem bers of the First In ter na tional,
who were ac tive in the Re form League, threat ened a “uni -
ver sal ces sa tion of la bour” to back de mands for vot ing
rights for (male) work ers. This threat was taken se ri ously
by the Tory gov ern ment which promptly pushed through a 
re form bill to sig nif i cantly widen the fran chise.

Bel gian Gen eral Strikes and the SPD

In 1891, on May Day, 100,000 Bel gian work ers, spear -
headed by the Wal loon coal min ers, went out on strike to
de mand the vote. While they even tu ally re turned to work
three weeks later with out win ning their de mands, the sup -
port for their ac tion was suf fi cient to con vince the lead er -
ship of the re form ist Bel gian Workers Party (POB) that a
gen eral strike could be an ef fec tive tac tic. In 1893, the POB
ini ti ated a suc cess ful gen eral strike. The gov ern ment,
which had not taken the threat se ri ously, was caught by
sur prise and was forced to grant a vote to male work ers (al -
though not an equal one, as ex tra votes were awarded to cit -
i zens on the ba sis of their prop erty hold ings, ed u ca tion or
pro fes sion). 

The vic tory in Bel gium made a great im pres sion in ter na -
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tion ally and sparked a wide-ranging dis cus sion of the gen -
eral strike tac tic within the Sec ond In ter na tional, par tic u -
larly in its larg est and most in flu en tial sec tion, the Ger man
So cial Dem o cratic Party (SPD). There were three main ten -
den cies within the SPD. The right wing, which was dom i -
nated by the of fi cial un ion lead er ship, was chiefly con -
cerned with the ques tion of le gal ity. As “prac ti cal”
bread-and-butter bu reau crats with com fort able po si tions
to pro tect, they tended to view talk of us ing the mass strike
for rev o lu tion ary pur poses as fool ish and pos si bly dan ger -
ous. They con sid ered that a gen eral strike should only be
used to gain the fran chise or to pro tect the un ions’ le gal
sta tus or other dem o cratic rights. They were par tic u larly
con cerned that any gen eral strike have clearly de lin eated
ob jec tives, and be care fully con trolled by the un ion lead er -
ship.

The SPD left wing took a di a met ri cally op posed po si -
tion. Their fore most rep re sen ta tive was the bril liant Pol ish
émigré, Rosa Luxemburg, who viewed the “mass strike” as
a means to un leash mass pop u lar rev o lu tion ary ac tion.
There was also a “cen ter” ten dency headed by Karl
Kautsky, then re garded as the world’s pre em i nent Marx ist.
In op po si tion to the SPD right, Kautsky as serted that the
mass strike could, hy po thet i cally, be used for rev o lu tion -
ary pur poses. He agreed, how ever, that it was pri mar ily a
de fen sive weapon which had to be di rected and con trolled
by the of fi cial lead ers of the work ers’ or ga ni za tions.

The di vi sions over the mass strike par al leled a broader
de bate over po lit i cal strat egy be tween the same three
ten den cies. Eduard Bernstein, the lead ing fig ure of the “re -
vi sion ist” right wing, openly ad vo cated a gradu al ist, re -
form ist strat egy. His po si tion was en cap su lated by his fa -
mous re mark that: “The move ment means ev ery thing for
me and what is usu ally called ‘the fi nal aim of so cial ism’ is
noth ing.” Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Leibknecht (who in
1918 went on to found the Ger man Com mu nist Party) rep -
re sented those in the SPD who be lieved that rev o lu tion was 
an im mi nent pos si bil ity. Kautsky stood in the mid dle—
agree ing with the left that so cial ist rev o lu tion was nec es -
sary and in ev i ta ble, but con signed it to the hazy fu ture.

In 1902, the Bel gian work ers’ move ment launched an -
other gen eral strike, this time to win an equal vote for all
adults (in clud ing women). Par tic i pa tion was much higher
than in it had been in 1893—some 350,000 work ers took
part, but this time the gov ern ment was better pre pared.
They had or ga nized scabs and also tight ened things up in
the army, which had been a bit un steady in 1893.

The POB lead er ship, sens ing that the gov ern ment was
go ing to of fer se ri ous re sis tance, im me di ately be gan to
backpedal. The first thing they dropped was the de mand
for the fe male fran chise. This was fol lowed by a se ries of
other con ces sions, but the more they con ceded, the more in -
tran si gent the gov ern ment be came. As the POB re treated,
the wa ver ing mid dle-class el e ments in creas ingly went
over to the gov ern ment’s side. There’s a les son here.

Finally, the POB lead er ship tried one last face-saving
gam bit. They asked the king to dis solve par lia ment, i.e., to
dis miss the gov ern ment. When the king, to no one’s sur -
prise, sided with the gov ern ment against the work ers, the
POB bu reau crats de clared vic tory and called off the strike.
In fact, the work ers had won noth ing.

The strike had been fol lowed closely by ev ery one in the
SPD. Rosa Luxemburg was im po lite enough to point out
that the strike had been de feated, even though a high per -
cent age of work ers had par tic i pated and the un ions had

ini tially en joyed a great deal of pop u lar sup port.
Luxemburg at trib uted the de feat to the POB lead er ship’s
cra ven dec la ra tion at the out set that, what ever hap pened,
they would obey the “law.” This sig naled to the gov ern -
ment that it could do as it wished, with out fear of re tal i a tion 
from the un ion lead ers. There*s al ways a cal cu la tion to be
made in such sit u a tions: some times re pres sion works, but
some times when you at tack peo ple, you en rage them. It can 
be a dan ger ous game. But when you are guar an teed, in ad -
vance, that what ever you do, the other side is not go ing to hit
back, there is not much to stop you from whack ing them.

And that’s what hap pened: at ev ery step the POB’s
timid le gal ism de mor al ized their fol low ers and em bold -
ened their en e mies. Luxemburg*s ob ser va tions were very
acute, and clearly il lu mi nated the rea sons for the de feat.

Rus sia 1905: From Gen eral Strike
to In sur rec tion

The next ma jor dis cus sion of the gen eral strike within
the in ter na tional so cial ist move ment was sparked by
events in Rus sia in 1905-06. In tsar ist Rus sia a feudalist/
au to cratic po lit i cal re gime rested atop a pop u la tion that
was over whelm ingly peas ant. Yet there was also a very
mod ern, and fully cap i tal ist in dus trial sec tor, fi nanced
from abroad. Rus sian fac to ries had state-of-the-art tech nol -
ogy and a po ten tially pow er ful work ing class that was
young, highly con cen trated and sub jected to sav age ex ploi -
ta tion. Workers had no po lit i cal rights and of ten suf fered
phys i cal bru tal ity in the work place.

There was very lit tle room in tsar ist Rus sia for the de vel -
op ment of the layer of priv i leged la bor aris to crats who pre -
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dom i nated in the Bel gian, Eng lish and Ger man work ers’
move ments. In Rus sia any one in volved in un ion or ga niz -
ing risked jail. Un der such cir cum stances, un ion lead ers
tend to be a dif fer ent sort of per son than we are used to
here, where those at the top en joy com fort able of fices, ex -
pense ac counts and sub stan tial sal a ries.

The tsar ist po lice rou tinely re sponded to strikes by at tack -
ing the work ers: rid ing horses into them, beat ing, ar rest ing
and even kill ing them. Many strikes were bro ken and many 
union ists were jailed. Workers in one fac tory would of ten
get up set when their friends and rel a tives, who hap pened
to work in the fac tory next door, were be ing bru tal ized, and 
they would some times walk out spon ta ne ously to help.
This proved to be a re mark ably ef fec tive way of curb ing
these at tacks, be cause it put pres sure on the own ers of en -
ter prises that were not di rectly in volved in the dis pute to
de mand that the po lice be reined in.

In these sit u a tions, when work ers in a num ber of fac to -
ries were out to gether, they would of ten gather to dis cuss
the sit u a tion, and jointly plan their next move. These as -
sem blies were the fore run ners of the “so vi ets,” or work ers’
coun cils, of 1905. 

In 1904, the tsar got in volved in a di sas trous war with
Ja pan that de mor al ized the army and dis cred ited the re -
gime. In Jan u ary 1905, a strike broke out at the Putilov Iron
Works, an im por tant fac tory in St. Pe ters burg. It was led by
Fa ther Gapon, a priest and part-time po lice agent, who was
anx ious to keep the strike un der con trol and avoid any es -
ca la tion. At the same time, how ever, he was un der some
pres sure to de liver the goods for the strik ers. He there fore
pro posed that the work ers pe ti tion the tsar at the Win ter
Pal ace. So the work ers formed a large pro ces sion un der

Gapon’s lead er ship, and hold ing high re li gious icons and
the tsar’s pic ture, they marched off.

But the tsar had grown tired of all the strikes, and de -
cided not to re ceive the pe ti tion. In stead, he had his troops
open fire on the march ers. Eight hun dred dem on stra tors
were killed and hun dreds more were wounded. The idea
was that a show of force would dem on strate to the “lit tle
peo ple” who was boss. But it didn*t have that ef fect at all.
This mas sa cre en raged peo ple through out the coun try and
pro duced a wave of strikes that, for the first time, swept
right across the em pire. Ini tially the strug gle in volved
work ers and stu dents, but even tu ally in many ar eas, the
peas ants also re volted, burn ing down the manor houses
and lynch ing the land own ers. There were so many of these
out breaks, and they were so wide spread, that the re gime
couldn*t con trol them.

This pop u lar dis af fec tion also ex tended to the mil i tary.
When army units were sent out to crush an up ris ing on an
aris to crat’s es tate, the sol diers (most of whom were peas -
ants them selves) would of ten end up shoot ing their ser -
geant or lieu ten ant in stead of the in sur gents. Sergei
Eisenstein’s 1926 movie, “Bat tle ship Potemkin,” de picted a
fa mous na val mu tiny that took place in June 1905.

Or i ginally these up heav als were al most en tirely spon ta -
ne ous. Mem bers of the var i ous left par ties in each lo cal ity
took part, but there was no plan ning or cen tral di rec tion,
which made them more dif fi cult to re press. The in for mal
as sem blies of em ploy ees from dif fer ent fac to ries that had
be come com mon dur ing ear lier, smaller-scale con fron ta -
tions with the em ploy ers and the po lice be gan to op er ate on 
a larger scale and, in many re gions, played a cen tral role in
the strug gle. 
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Rosa Luxemburg cap tured the fluid char ac ter of these
events in her 1906 book The Mass Strike:

“The mass strike, as the Rus sian rev o lu tion shows it to us,
is such a change able phe nom e non that it re flects all
phases of the po lit i cal and eco nomic strug gle, all stages
and fac tors of the rev o lu tion....Po lit i cal and eco nomic
strikes, mass strikes and par tial strikes, dem on stra tive
strikes and fight ing strikes, gen eral strikes of in di vid ual
branches of in dus try and gen eral strikes in in di vid ual
towns, peace ful wage strug gles and street mas sa cres, bar -
ri cade fight ing—all these run through one an other, run
side by side, cross one an other, flow in and over one an -
other—it is cease lessly mov ing, a chang ing sea of phe -
nom ena.”

The high point came with a na tional gen eral strike
which swept the coun try, be gin ning with a strike by print -
ers in Mos cow in Sep tem ber 1905. In Oc to ber, Mos cow rail -
way em ploy ees walked out and were joined by rail, tele -
graph and postal work ers across the coun try. Be fore long
al most ev ery other group of work ers were also out in a gen -
eral strike that shut down the na tional trans por ta tion and
com mu ni ca tion sys tem. This par a lyzed the re gime’s abil ity 
to de ploy, or even com mu ni cate with, its troops. The strik -
ers’ de mands be came in creas ingly po lit i cal: an elected gov -
ern ment and ba sic civil rights.

The strike was co or di nated by joint strike com mit tees
(so vi ets) in St. Pe ters burg, Mos cow and other cit ies. These
so vi ets, which in cluded rep re sen ta tives from fac to ries
through out a given area, be gan to take re spon si bil ity for
en sur ing food sup plies and main tain ing so cial or der. This
sig ni fied the emer gence of an em bry onic work ers’ gov ern -
ment along side the of fi cial one.

In a bid to re gain con trol, the tsar made what ap peared
to be ma jor po lit i cal con ces sions in his “Oc to ber Man i -
festo.” He an nounced that he had un der gone a mi rac u lous
con ver sion and now saw the im por tance of “de moc racy.”
From now on, he prom ised, there would be a par lia ment (a
“duma”) and cit i zens would have free dom of speech, as so -
ci a tion and as sem bly. This was nat u rally very pop u lar and
most strik ers soon re turned to work think ing that they had
won.

As the tide of strug gle be gan to ebb, the gov ern ment
started to crack down. Pu ni tive at tacks were launched in
pre vi ously re bel lious ar eas. Mar tial law was de clared in
Po land, which had been one of the most trou ble some re -
gions of the em pire, and the mil i tary be gan to court-martial
lead ers of the mu ti nies.

The left or ga ni za tions re sponded to these new at tacks
by call ing an other gen eral strike for No vem ber. As the
strike move ment once again be gan to build, the gov ern -
ment made an other tac ti cal re treat—drop ping the
court-martials, lift ing mar tial law in Po land and mak ing a
few other con ces sions. But as soon as strike prep a ra tions
wound down, the au thor i ties once again went on the of fen -
sive. This time the po lice ar rested prom i nent work ers’ lead -
ers, in clud ing Leon Trotsky and other lead ers of the St.
Pe ters burg So viet.

Once again the work ers’ move ment sought to re new the
gen eral strike. This time the au thor i ties were able to keep
the lid on in St. Pe ters burg, but in Mos cow, and other ar eas
of the coun try, the strug gle was fought with a new in ten -
sity. It was ob vi ous that win ning con ces sions from the tsar -
ist state was point less, if the gov ern ment re neged on their
prom ises as soon as things set tled down. So the Mos cow
work ers, with the Bolsheviks in the lead, launched an up -

ris ing, which was de feated af ter sev eral weeks of street
fight ing. Dis tur bances con tin ued in ter mit tently for an -
other 18 months, but the au toc racy grad u ally re gained con -
trol.

The Mos cow up ris ing was the first se ri ous at tempt to
use a gen eral strike as a bridge to in sur rec tion. Fif teen years 
later, Le nin ob served that with out the “dress re hearsal” of
1905, the vic tory in 1917 would not have been pos si ble. A
broad layer of po lit i cally-conscious work ers learned about
the re gime they faced and the im pos si bil ity of re form ing it.
The ex pe ri ence also taught the rev o lu tion ar ies about the
pol i tics of mass mo bi li za tion, and some of the prac ti cal as -
pects of chal leng ing the state power.

The ex pe ri ence of 1905 also il lu mi nated the lim its of the
gen eral strike. It had been pow er ful enough to dis lo cate the
state power and to ex tract con ces sions, at least on pa per,
but ul ti mately, when the re gime re gained its bal ance, the
re forms were re scinded.

Le nin had only been able to re turn to Rus sia in Oc to ber,
but he had fol lowed events closely, and clearly un der stood
the im por tance of the mass strike in par a lyz ing the gov ern -
ment and ral ly ing the masses of the op pressed and dis af -
fected be hind the pro le tar iat. He also came to ap pre ci ate
the im por tance of the so vi ets (an in sti tu tion not fore seen by
Marx, or any other so cial ist the o rist) as a mech a nism for the
mo bi li za tion of the work ing class.

Leon Trotsky, the most prom i nent fig ure in the St. Pe ters -
burg So viet, which had func tioned as the lead ing cen ter of
the re volt, drew many of the same con clu sions as Le nin
from the events. It was not suf fi cient to par a lyze the au toc -
racy or even force some con ces sions—what was nec es sary
was that the work ers, at the head of the op pressed, sup -
press the tsar’s po lice and mil i tary, ex pro pri ate the land -
own ers and in dus tri al ists, and es tab lish or gans of pro le tar -
ian power.

Luxemburg*s views on the gen eral strike broadly par al -
leled those of Le nin and Trotsky. She too rec og nized that by 
De cem ber 1905 it had been nec es sary to go be yond the
mass strike to the sei zure of power, and she sa luted the
Rus sian work ers for their he roic at tempt to do so.
Luxemburg tended to place some what more em pha sis on
the ca pac ity of the mass strike to un leash the spon ta ne ous
rev o lu tion ary en er gies of the masses than ei ther Le nin or
Trotsky, but she was cor rect that a gen eral strike is not
some thing that can be ar ti fi cially de creed by the of fi cial
lead er ship of the work ers’ move ment:

“the mass strike, as shown to us in the Rus sian rev o lu tion, 
is not a crafty method dis cov ered by sub tle rea son ing for
the pur pose of mak ing the pro le tar ian strug gle more ef -
fec tive, but the method of mo tion of the pro le tar ian mass, the
phe nom e nal form of the pro le tar ian strug gle in the rev o -
lu tion.”

—The Mass Strike

Va ri eties of Gen eral Strikes
Thirty years af ter the ex pe ri ences of 1905, Trotsky wrote

a let ter to the Brit ish In de pend ent La bour Party (ILP) in
which he quoted Fred er ick Engels’ com ment in 1893:

“the po lit i cal strike must ei ther prove vic to ri ous im me di -
ately by the threat alone (as in Bel gium, where the army
was very shaky), or it must end in a co los sal fi asco, or,
fi nally, lead di rectly to the bar ri cades.”

Trotsky sug gested that the Oc to ber 1905 gen eral strike
in Rus sia, as well as the 1893 Bel gian strike, be longed to the
first of these cat e go ries—the gov ern ment took fright and
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made con ces sions with out a se ri ous test of strength.
The sec ond sce nario, that of a “co los sal fi asco,” oc curs

when the gov ern ment is well-prepared and has con fi dence
in its troops, and the strike is a bu reau cratic, top-down af fair, 
“cal cu lated not for de ci sive bat tles, but to ‘frighten’ the en -
emy.” The cap i tal ists usu ally make a point of be ing
well-informed about such things, and are likely to be come
more ag gres sive—not more con cil ia tory—if they sense that 
the work ers’ lead er ship is not se ri ously pre pared for strug -
gle.

The third type of gen eral strike “leads di rectly to the bar -
ri cades.” Among the fac tors that de ter mine the vic tory or
de feat of an in sur rec tion ary gen eral strike Trotsky lists:

“the class dif fer en ti a tion of so ci ety, the spe cific weight of
the pro le tar iat, the mood of the lower lay ers of the petty
bour geoi sie, the so cial com po si tion and the po lit i cal
mood of the army, etc. How ever, among the con di tions
for vic tory, far from the last place is oc cu pied by the cor rect 
rev o lu tion ary lead er ship and its clear un der stand ing of the con -
di tions and meth ods of the gen eral strike and of its tran si tion to
open rev o lu tion ary strug gle.”

—"The ILP and the Fourth In ter na tional," 
    18 Sep tem ber 1935, em pha sis in orig i nal

There are other pos si ble sce nar ios—cases where rev o lu -
tion ists might call for a gen eral strike with out hav ing the
sei zure of state power as an im me di ate ob jec tive. Trotsky
an a lyzed the sit u a tion in France in 1935 in the fol low ing
terms:

“It is pre cisely be cause the pres ent in ter me di ate state re -
gime is ex tremely un sta ble, that the gen eral strike can
achieve very great par tial suc cesses by forc ing the gov -
ern ment to take to the road of con ces sions on the ques tion

of the Bonapartist de cree-laws, the two-year term of mil i -
tary ser vice, etc.”

—"Once Again, Whither France?"
Yet gen eral strikes pose the ques tion of power, at least

im plic itly, even when they are launched for more mod est
ob jec tives:

“What ever may be the slo gans and the mo tive for which
the gen eral strike is ini ti ated, if it in cludes the gen u ine
masses, and if these masses are quite re solved to strug gle,
the gen eral strike in ev i ta bly poses be fore all classes in the
na tion the ques tion: Who will be the mas ter of the house?”

—Ibid. 

In his let ter to the ILP, Trotsky dis cussed an other type of
“gen eral strike”—one much closer to the re cent “Days of
Ac tion” in On tario. In this kind of “gen eral strike,” the un ion 
lead er ship:

“ar rives at an agree ment with the class en emy as to the
course and out come of the strike. The par lia men tar i ans
and the trade union ists per ceive at a given mo ment the
need to pro vide an out let for the ac cu mu lated ire of the
masses....In such cases they come scur ry ing through the
back stairs to the gov ern ment and ob tain the per mis sion
to head the gen eral strike, this with the ob li ga tion to con -
clude it as soon as pos si ble, with out any dam age be ing
done to the state crock ery.”

Such ar range ments can be made ex plic itly or im plic itly.
It is the lat ter that we have been see ing in On tario, but the
es sen tial point is the same: the un ion lead ers are us ing these 
“Days of Ac tion” mass mo bi li za tions to make a po lit i cal
state ment and to give their base a chance to blow off steam.
The un ion tops want to give their mem bers the im pres sion
that they*re in volved in a se ri ous strug gle while at the same 
time sig nal ing to the cap i tal ists in ad vance that they are not
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re ally go ing to make any trou ble. Trotsky made the fol low -
ing com ment about a sim i lar sort of “gen eral strike” which
the French un ions called a week af ter right wing ers at -
tempted to launch a coup on 12 Feb ru ary 1934:

“Ev ery class con scious worker must say to him self that
the pres sure from be low must have been ex tremely
powerful if Jouhaux him self [chief un ion bu reau crat] had
to be stir for a mo ment out of his im mo bil ity. True, in -
volved here was not a gen eral strike in the proper mean -
ing of the term, but only a 24-hour dem on stra tion. But
this re stric tion was not put by the masses, it was dic tated
from above.”

—”Once Again, Whither France?” 

The On tario “Days of Ac tion” have been very lim ited,
very tightly man aged, and have, on the whole, had much
more the char ac ter of a se ries of city-wide dem on stra tions
rather than se ri ous gen eral strikes. The un ion lead ers
clearly in tend these ac tions to be a means of pres sur ing,
rather than se ri ously con front ing [Con ser va tive Pre mier
Mike] Har ris. Their ob jec tive all along has been to get a seat
at the ta ble so that they can have a say in how the Tory
agenda is go ing to be im ple mented—where and when the
cuts will come; which schools and hos pi tals will be axed,
etc. The char ac ter of the mo bi li za tions and the way they*ve
been con ducted re flect this in tent.

These “Days of Ac tion” have been heavily de pend ent on 
the mo bi li za tion of the un ion ap pa ra tus. The un ions have
been hir ing ad di tional staff and pay ing the reg u lars a lot of
over time. They’ve also put re sources into ad ver tis ing and
pub lic re la tions. The un ion tops are nei ther will ing to, nor
ca pa ble of, po lit i ciz ing the strug gle, and they don’t want to
en cour age se ri ous mil i tancy. In gen eral, they have been
care ful to avoid giv ing the im pres sion that these are se ri ous 
mo bi li za tions against the bosses or even the Har ris gov ern -
ment.

The OFL [On tario Fed er a tion of La bour] lead er ship has
also taken a def er en tial at ti tude to ward the “Pink Pa per”
un ions which have sought to un der cut even the very lim -
ited “Days of Ac tion.” The lead er ship of the Steel workers,
Paperworkers, et al. al most seem to wel come the Tory at -
tacks as a judge ment on those who re fused to vote for Bob
Rae and his NDP un ion-bashers in the last elec tion.

The un ion bu reau crats want to be able to turn the move -
ment on and off like a tap. They also want to avoid be ing
out flanked on the left by the emer gence of more mil i tant
el e ments. As long as they*re able to main tain the de gree of
con trol that we’ve seen so far, it is clear that the cap i tal ists
aren*t go ing to face any se ri ous in con ve nience. 

We’ve had quite a few of these “Days of Ac tion” now
and ev ery one knows what to ex pect. But at the be gin ning,
no one was cer tain how it was go ing to play out. The first
city shut down took place in Lon don [On tario] in De cem ber
1995. Now Lon don is not ex actly known as a hot bed of la bor
rad i cal ism, so it was a bit of a chal lenge. The busi ness types
in vested in quite an ag gres sive ad ver tis ing cam paign en -
cour ag ing the cit i zenry to stand up to the “un ion bosses.”
The lo cal un ions made some pre lim i nary at tempts to mo bi -
lize sup port. They called a few ad vance ral lies and were
sur prised at how strong the level of sup port was.

The most im por tant con fron ta tion took place out side
the city lim its at the Ford Talbotville plant. It’s a very large
in stal la tion, and it makes a lot of money for Ford. The CAW
[Ca na dian Auto Workers] de clared that they would be
shut ting it on that day, but Ford did not want to lose a day’s
pro duc tion, and took the pre cau tion of get ting a court in junc -

tion pro hib it ing pick et ing. The com pany then or dered all
em ploy ees to re port to work or face se ri ous con se quences.
The OPP [On tario Pro vin cial Po lice] an nounced that they
were pre pared to en force the court in junc tion and would
send in the tac ti cal squad if nec es sary. No body was go ing
to defy the law—the Ford plant was go ing to stay open. But
Buzz Hargrove, head of the CAW, calmly re sponded that
the plant would be shut.

It was all very dra matic. That night, as we were driv ing
down from To ronto, we heard news bul le tins on the ra dio
ev ery ten min utes. There was clearly go ing to be a ma jor
con fron ta tion. But when we got to the site, we found the
plant shut tight and no cops in sight. In stead, there were
per haps 150 well or ga nized, dis ci plined CAW pick ets who
looked like they knew how to han dle them selves. It was
re ally quite im pres sive: “pro le tar ian or der.”

The CAW let it be known that if Ford were to pur sue the
le gal rem e dies too ag gres sively, there would be a whole lot
more lost pro duc tion. Even tually, when the case fi nally got
to court a year or so later, it was thrown out on some tech ni -
cal ity. There is an im por tant les son here. Of course it was
not widely ad ver tised—just a lit tle item bur ied in the busi -
ness sec tion, but it is an im por tant ex am ple of the use of the
kind of tac tics that built the un ions in the first place. On a
small scale it pro vided a glimpse of what a real gen eral
strike would look like.

The high point of the “Days of Ac tion” has been the
To ronto shut down in Oc to ber 1996. As at Fort Talbotville,
the cap i tal ists threat ened in di vid ual work ers and the un -
ions with pu ni tive sanc tions and court or ders. And once
again, the un ions ig nored the threats, and went ahead with
the at tempt to close down To ronto for a day.

The key was the tran sit sys tem. The courts is sued an
in junc tion to keep the buses and sub ways run ning. The
un ions coun tered by dis patch ing 200 or 300 se ri ous pick ets
to ma jor tran sit in stal la tions in the mid dle of the night, be -
fore the crews re ported for the day shift. These pick ets were 
not sent to pass out in for ma tional leaf lets, al though they
did pro vide a lit tle hands-on ed u ca tion to the very few
gung-ho man ag ers and oth ers who were un wise enough to
try to re port for work. So the would-be scabs were kept out,
the in junc tions were ripped up, and the tran sit sys tem was
shut tight. The po lice de cided not to push things to a con -
fron ta tion.

It had been widely pre dicted that if the TTC [To ronto
Tran sit Com mis sion] was shut down, down town To ronto
would be tied up with an enor mous traf fic jam due to all the 
tran sit rid ers driv ing their cars to work. But that morn ing,
down town To ronto looked like a ghost town. No one even
tried to go to work. Af ter months of blus ter and in tim i da -
tion, the cap i tal ists de cided not to risk a con fron ta tion, and
just closed up shop for the day. To ronto is, of course, the
financial cap i tal of this coun try, and it’s not a par tic u larly
strong un ion town. Ini tially, the OFL brass had been re luc -
tant to try to shut To ronto, so this was an im por tant dis play
of un ion strength.

It’s quite sig nif i cant that im me di ately af ter the To ronto
shut down, the poll sters re ported a dra matic drop in sup -
port for Har ris, and a surge in sup port for or ga nized la bor.
Working peo ple were say ing to them selves: “Hey, we don’t 
have to put up with this—look what we can do!” And there
was a lot of talk about the next step, which was gen er ally as -
sumed to be a prov ince-wide “Day of Ac tion.” This mood
was widely noted, and el e ments of the To ries’ base be gan to 
worry that per haps Har ris had gone too far, that his
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brass-knuckle tac tics might turn out to be more trou ble
than they were worth.

But the OFL lead er ship was even more wor ried. They
feared that they had put some thing in mo tion that might
soon es cape their con trol. The grow ing self-confidence of
the un ion ranks and the wide spread an tic i pa tion that the
coun ter at tack on the To ries would be stepped up in the
af ter math of the To ronto suc cess, alarmed them. The un ion
brass wasted lit tle time mak ing it clear that, as far as they
were con cerned, the un ions had made their point, and there 
were no plans to es ca late things fur ther. So be fore long, the
surge of mil i tant sen ti ment abated and the To ries’ stand -
ings in the polls re turned to their pre vi ous lev els.

Three Crit i cal Points

Over the past three years there have been three ob vi ous
points at which a un ion coun ter of fen sive could have de liv -
ered a se ri ous blow to the Har ris gov ern ment. In each sit u a -
tion there were risks, but the odds were much better than
even that the un ions could score a ma jor vic tory. The first
op por tu nity came in March 1996, when 50,000 OPSEU
[On tario Pub lic Ser vice Em ployees’ Un ion] mem bers were
out on strike. A lot of peo ple in the la bor move ment were
pleas antly sur prised when the OPSEU ranks did n’t just col -
lapse—de spite hav ing a lead er ship that was about as bad
as  could be imag ined.

The crit i cal mo ment in this con flict came when Har ris
sent a unit of the OPP tac ti cal squad to at tack a few dozen
peace ful pick et ers at Queen’s Park right in front of a cou ple
of TV cam eras. Peo ple who saw the as sault on the eve ning
news that night wanted to know what was go ing on. These
or di nary civil ser vants are peace fully pick et ing, and then,
with no prov o ca tion, they are at tacked by these riot cops
dressed up like Darth Vader. It was a rev e la tion for a lot of
peo ple out there in TV-land. There are lots of places in the
world where this is rou tine, where cops don’t bother much
with dem o cratic nice ties, but in Can ada peo ple are sup -
posed to have a few dem o cratic rights.

Gord Wil son [then OFL head] threat ened that if this con -
tin ued, the un ions would or ga nize their own squads and
start “whack ing back.” (Not a bad idea, but of course he
was n’t se ri ous.) But it was not just or ga nized la bor, there
was a feel ing of out rage at this dis play of thuggishness by
Har ris. Var i ous priests, cler gy men, rab bis and other em i -
nent fig ures de manded an in quiry, and the Tory speaker of
the house [pro vin cial par lia ment] agreed to con duct one.
Har ris, caught off bal ance, had to go along with set ting up
some kind of in ves ti ga tion. Of course, noth ing came of it,
but at that mo ment, a class-struggle lead er ship in the un -
ions could have de liv ered a pow er ful blow to the Harrisites 
by launch ing sol i dar ity strikes with OPSEU against the
To ries and their goons.

The next ma jor op por tu nity came with the To ronto
strike. Hav ing suc cess fully de fied Har ris, the courts and
the bosses to close down To ronto, and hav ing then
organized a dem on stra tion of 250,000 the next day—the
larg est ever seen in Can ada—the un ions were briefly rid ing 
a surge of pop u lar sup port. All kinds of peo ple sud denly
be came aware of the power of the work ing class and the
power of its or ga ni za tions. Har ris and the To ries are mostly 
nasty, small peo ple. The To ronto strike had shaken them
and the big money in ter ests that they rep re sent. But the
ques tion for both sides was “what next?” As soon as it be -
came clear that the OFL tops had no in ten tion of push ing
their ad van tage, the To ries re gained their nerve, and in a

mat ter of a few weeks, it was al most as if the whole thing
had never hap pened.

The third ma jor op por tu nity was the teach ers’ strike last
Oc to ber [1997]. On some ques tions there has been a mo lec -
u lar evo lu tion of pop u lar/work ing-class con scious ness in
On tario un der Har ris. This will not go on get ting better and
better, ev ery day in ev ery way, of course—par tic u larly
given the char ac ter of the un ion lead er ship. But it*s ex -
tremely sig nif i cant that in this prov ince founded by the
Loy al ist ref u gees from the Amer i can Rev o lu tion, 125,000
tra di tion ally con ser va tive teach ers went on a two-week
po lit i cal strike in an at tempt to de feat Tory at tacks on pub -
lic ed u ca tion. The To ries de nounced it as a dan ger ous, “il le -
gal” at tempt to thwart de moc racy. They also por trayed it as 
an at tack on chil dren. These themes were ech oed by ev ery
ma jor news pa per and tele vi sion com men ta tor.

Yet they couldn*t sell it. They had big ads, fo cus groups,
stud ies and lots of con sul tants try ing to fig ure out why peo -
ple seemed less con cerned about the con se quences of the
teach ers’ con tempt for the law, than about the To ries’ ed u -
ca tional “re forms.” Law and or der is sup posed to be a hot
but ton for the right wing—but it did n’t work, de spite the
near unan i mous con dem na tion of the strike by the cap i tal -
ist me dia.

The fact is that the Har ris gov ern ment it self had done a
lot to un der cut pop u lar il lu sions in bour geois de moc racy
and the “rule of law.” By rejigging the rules to ram through
what ever leg is la tion they felt like, and marginalizing the
role of their par lia men tary op po si tion, the To ries un der cut
the le git i macy of the pro cess in the eyes of much of the pop -
u la tion. If the teach ers were “break ing the law” in op pos ing 
Tory at tempts to wreck the school sys tem and widen the
gulf be tween rich and poor, most work ing peo ple de cided
that they were in fa vor of law-breaking, at least on this is sue.
This is a po ten tially highly sig nif i cant de vel op ment. 

Sup port for the teach ers re mained firm and was even
tend ing to rise as the ac tion went into its sec ond week. On
the tenth day of the strike [5 No vem ber 1997] the tra di tion -
ally Tory [To ronto] Globe and Mail—the pre-eminent
mouth piece of Ca na dian cap i tal ism—ad vised Har ris that
his gov ern ment:

“may be los ing the bat tle for pub lic opin ion. The teach ers’ 
ap par ently il le gal walk out is dis rupt ing the lives of mil -
lions of stu dents and par ents, yet at this point Ontarians
pre fer the teach ers’ ver sion of events to the gov ern -
ment’s.”

With things start ing to run out of con trol, the Globe
editorialists pro vided Har ris with a list of con ces sions to
make to the teach ers. And then, af ter the ed i to rial page was
set, a late-breaking news flash ar rived which ended up on
the front page of the same is sue: “Teachers may end walk -
out.” The union lead ers had lost their nerve.

So, there it was—a clas sic case of the cri sis of po lit i cal
lead er ship. The teachers wanted to strug gle and all that
stood be tween them and vic tory was the po lit i cal char ac ter
of their lead ers. It was a huge op por tu nity thrown away. 

Les sons of the On tario ‘Days of Ac tion’

There are some im por tant les sons to be drawn from
these “Days of Ac tion.” The first is that the or ga nized work -
ing class is the key to any suc cess ful strug gle against so cial
op pres sion. That*s pretty widely rec og nized now. The flip
side is that for the work ers’ move ment to emerge vic to ri ous 
in a ma jor con fron ta tion with the To ries, they must be seen
to cham pion the in ter ests of all the op pressed: the dis abled,
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the sick, sin gle par ents, aboriginals, im mi grants and ref u -
gees, ra cial and lin guis tic mi nor i ties, vic tims of po lice bru -
tal ity, wel fare re cip i ents and ev ery other so cial group the
Har ris gov ern ment has gone af ter.

The third ob vi ous les son is that the ex ist ing un ion lead -
er ship is pro foundly con ser va tive and fun da men tally
pro-capitalist. The la bor bu reau cracy is a petty-bourgeois
so cial layer which func tions as the “la bor lieu ten ants of
cap i tal.” But they also em body a cer tain con tra dic tion,
because their ex is tence de pends on the pres er va tion of the
or ga ni za tions of the work ing class. In cer tain cir cum -
stances, in lim ited ways, el e ments of the bu reau cracy are
pre pared to go be yond the frame work of cap i tal ist le gal ity
if they feel enough pres sure from be low and they feel that
their own in ter ests are some how threat ened. We’ve seen
some of that, and it’s im por tant to rec og nize.

An other very im por tant les son of these “Days of Ac tion”
is that rank-and-file union ists and other work ing peo ple
will fight if they*re given a lead. If they feel that there is
some thing im por tant at stake, and if their or ga ni za tions are 
pre pared for strug gle, the ranks have shown, once again,
that they will run risks and to do what needs to be done.
That*s im por tant.

Finally, it should be noted that due to the tim id ity of the
un ion lead er ship, the “Days of Ac tion” have done very lit -
tle, if any thing, to stay the To ries’ hand. Yet they have none -
the less pro vided some very im por tant ob ject les sons for the 
peo ple who par tic i pated in them, and even for those who
merely wit nessed them. This is a bit in tan gi ble, but it may
be quite sig nif i cant in the fu ture. These lim ited ac tions, if
noth ing else, have shown that the work ing class has real
so cial power and that a gen eral strike could work. That is
now very clear to lit er ally mil lions of peo ple in On tario.

Af ter the teach ers’ un ions pulled the plug on their strike, 
they held one last rally at Queen’s Park. Per haps 50,000
peo ple turned out (mainly teach ers). You could just feel the
frus tra tion felt by many at their lead er ship’s ca pit u la tion.
Dur ing the speeches from the bu reau crats on the plat form,
half the crowd ex pressed their dis gust with an gry chants of
“Gen eral Strike! Gen eral Strike!” That was their way of say -
ing that they didn*t want to fold the ac tion—they wanted to 
ex pand it. They wanted to turn it into a gen eral strike—to
get rid of Bill 160 [the Tory bill at tack ing pub lic ed u ca tion]
and bring down Har ris.

Gen eral Strikes & Rev o lu tion ary Lead er ship

Now, some left groups (for ex am ple, the com rades of the 
Trotskyist League [TL—Ca na dian af fil i ate of the Spartacist
League/U.S.]) think that it is wrong to call for a gen eral
strike to bring down the To ries at this point. They ar gue
that such a de vel op ment would nec es sar ily pose the ques -
tion of so cial rev o lu tion and for that, they tell us, you need a 
mass rev o lu tion ary work ers’ party.

It is con ceiv able that a rev o lu tion ary sit u a tion could
de velop out of a mass strike to bring down the Har ris gov -
ern ment, but when we have raised the gen eral strike slo gan 
dur ing the pre vi ous “Days of Ac tion,” this is not how we
have posed it. Rather, we were call ing for some thing that
was on the im me di ate agenda—the log i cal next step in the
strug gle. We are, un for tu nately, a bit fur ther away than
that from a so cial ist rev o lu tion at the mo ment.

The ex pe ri ence of the work ers’ move ment in ter na tion -
ally shows that mass strikes can achieve a great deal, even

in sit u a tions which are not im me di ately rev o lu tion ary.
What is re quired is bold and skill ful lead er ship and proper
prep a ra tion (in both a tech ni cal and po lit i cal sense). A mass 
strike can pres ent ma jor op por tu ni ties for rev o lu tion ary or -
ga ni za tions, even very small ones.

For ex am ple, in Min ne ap o lis in 1934, a hand ful of
Trotskyist mil i tants ini ti ated strug gles which led to a se ries
of ag gres sive truck ers’ strikes and ul ti mately re sulted in a
city-wide gen eral strike that turned Min ne ap o lis from an
open-shop town into a un ion strong hold and gave the Trot -
sky ists a pow er ful base in the Mid-West la bor move ment. If 
the TL com rades want to wait un til they grow into a mass
party be fore rais ing the gen eral strike slo gan, that is their
busi ness—but this is not how Le nin, Trotsky or Can non
[James P. Can non, the his toric leader of the Amer i can
Trotskyist move ment] ap proached the ques tion.

The role of Marx ists in the un ions is to ad vance a pro -
gram rep re sent ing the his toric in ter ests of the work ing
class. In stead of try ing to pres sure the trade-union bu reau -
crats to be a bit more mil i tant, rev o lu tion ar ies seek to ex -
pose their fun da men tal loy alty to the cap i tal ists and the ne -
ces sity to cre ate a new kind of lead er ship, one that is not
com mit ted to play ing by the bosses’ rules, nor to at tempt -
ing to make this ir ra tio nal so cial sys tem work. ■
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Les sons from Working-Class His tory

Marx ism & the
Gen eral Strike 

The fol low ing is an ed ited ver sion of a talk given by Tom Riley at a
pub lic meet ing in St. Cath a rines, On tario on 30 April 1998—the
eve of a one-day “Day of Ac tion” in that city.

The ques tion of the gen eral strike has of ten been a sub -
ject of con tro versy within the Marx ist move ment. One
thing that com pli cates the is sue is the fact that the term has
been used to cover a wide va ri ety of events—from mass in -
sur rec tion ary up heav als to heavily bu reauc ra tized
one-day po lit i cal pro tests. Gen eral strikes have been em -
ployed to win eco nomic gains, to re sist state re pres sion,
and to win or de fend a va ri ety  of po lit i cal and so cial gains.

In Ger many in 1920, a work ers’ gen eral strike aborted an 
at tempted right-wing coup (the Kapp Putsch). The San
Fran cisco Gen eral Strike in 1934 se cured the un ion hir ing
hall for dockworkers. In Spain in 1936, work ers re sponded
to Gen eral Fran cisco Franco’s at tempt to seize power with
an im me di ate gen eral strike and a semi-spontaneous in sur -
rec tion which ini tially over whelmed the army. In Bel gium,
a coun try with a long his tory of gen eral strikes, there were

two po lit i cal strikes in the early 1950s: one in 1950, to op pose
the re in state ment of King Leopold III, a Nazi col lab o ra tor;
and an other in 1952, to shorten the term that armed forces
con scripts had to serve. In Que bec in 1972, work ers car ried
out a semi-insurrectionary gen eral strike in re sponse to the
jail ing of three un ion lead ers. There are lit er ally hun dreds
of other ex am ples that could be cited.

A gen eral strike rep re sents a ma jor chal lenge to any
re gime be cause it poses—at least im plic itly—the ques tion
of which class shall rule: the bour geoi sie, or the pro le tar iat.
With po ten tially so much at stake, both sides are of ten
forced to choose be tween es ca la tion or ca pit u la tion.

In some cases the cap i tal ists have won by wait ing out the 
strik ers—af ter all, work ing peo ple need to eat and can not
usu ally last long with out in comes. In other sit u a tions the
cap i tal ists have crushed gen eral strikes with re pres sion or
bro ken them through a com bi na tion of po lice pres sure and
the use of scabs (typ i cally priv i leged petty-bourgeois el e -
ments) to drive the buses, un load the freight, and do ev ery -

48

MIN NE AP O LIS HIS TOR I CAL SO CI ETY

Min ne ap o lis gen eral strike, 1934. On 22 May, strik ers dis perse cops and scabs in ‘Bat tle of Dep uties Run’

con tin ued on page 40


