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A new movement for
women’s liberation

In a time of increasing political instability and tension that 
has given us Donald Trump and Brexit, it’s reassuring to 
see one old tradition reasserting itself against a global 
lurch to the right.

Returning to the radical social roots that inspired 
its foundation in the early decades of the 20th century, 
International Women’s Day has become the focal point for 

a new generation of militant women’s struggles around the world.
The new movement has emerged from the burgeoning 

resistance to attacks on fundamental rights launched by a host 
of reactionary governments. Campaigns to defend the right to 
choose, access to contraception and against official indifference 
to the murder, rape and sexual harassment of women have found 
fertile soil amongst millions of women who are saying “enough is 
enough”.

On the Asian subcontinent, the entry of millions of women 
into waged labour and particularly into industrial work has 
transformed the working class. In recent years, India, Pakistan 
and Bangladesh have witnessed militant mass protests and strikes 
against starvation wages and appalling working conditions.

This experience of struggle, often having to overcome 
the opposition and inertia of male-dominated trade union 
leaderships, has given women the confidence to take collective 
forms of resistance learned in the workplace onto the streets to 
protest rape and gendered violence.

Women of the subcontinent are subjected to horrific levels of 
sexual violence; in many countries rape and honour killings are 
tolerated if not officially sanctioned. In Pakistan and India, the rise 
of Islamist fundamentalism and Hindu extremism in government 
has gone hand in hand with a sharp rise in attacks on the already 
limited social and political rights of women.

Europe too is experiencing a tide of social conservatism, with 
hard-won rights coming under sustained attack. Last September, 
thousands marched in Dublin joined by supporters around world, 
to pressure the government to hold a referendum to repeal a law 
that makes an abortion a criminal offence punishable by up to 14 
years in prison.

In October, seven million women demonstrated in Poland in a 
pro-choice demonstration they called “Black Monday”, opposing 
the conservative government’s attempt to criminalise abortion. 

Participants spoke of feeling empowered as never before in 
a country where the all-male Catholic hierarchy exercises 
suffocating power and influence on social questions.

In the UK and across Europe in countries suffering under 
neoliberal austerity programmes, the social position of women is 
being undermined through the collapse in government funding 
for women’s refuges and rape crisis centres, with disproportionate 
numbers of women losing jobs in the public sector. Women are 
being made to take up the slack of a disintegrating welfare state, 
taking on additional care responsibilities for children and the 
elderly, as well as paid work.

In Spain, activists have researched and campaigned on the 
precarious character of women’s work and social lives, looking at 
a plethora of jobs ranging from domestic workers to sex workers, 
white collar and blue collar, and examining how part-time or 
fixed-term contracts, presented as suiting women’s “domestic 
responsibilities” in fact super-exploit and disempower these 
women, subjecting them to high levels of stress, anxiety, and 
illness.

This work reflects the efforts of those behind campaigns like 
#EverydaySexism that aim to highlight the real experiences of 
women who, in the West, are told that they have already achieved 
equality, but who continue to suffer intolerable levels of abuse in 
the home, in the street and in schools and workplaces.

Muslim women who suffer oppression at the hands of Islamist 
regimes or within culturally conservative and patriarchal societies 
are at the same time the victims of state-sanctioned racism or 
patronising and reactionary attempts to police their dress by 
bourgeois feminists.

In Latin America, Argentina has seen the renewal of the 
#NiUnaMenos movement protesting the epidemic of gendered 
violence that sees one woman murdered every 30 hours. In 
October 2016, a widespread one-hour strike and protest was 
observed in response to the brutal rape and murder of sixteen 
year old Lucía Perez and police repression at the end of the 
National Women’s Meeting in Rosario.

As elsewhere these specific protests against violence against 
women are part of a generalised resistance to a reactionary 
government. President Mauricio Macri is presiding over a 
savage austerity programme. His comments in defence of street 

EDITORIAL
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harassment and cat-calling show that Donald Trump’s brazen 
sexism is far from being an aberration amongst bourgeois rulers.

All these movements are responses to particular local 
factors, but what they have in common is an awareness 
that rights once won have to be defended, and that mass 
collective action is the most effective route to winning 

and defending rights of women. Importantly there is a growing 
solidarity between these actions; increasingly protests are marked 
by simultaneous solidarity actions in different countries, helping 
to infuse the new women’s movement with a powerful sense of 
internationalism and unity from its inception.

The election of a US President with an appalling record of 
misogyny and sexual harassment prompted an unprecedented 
worldwide demonstration of over six million women on 21 
January, paving the way for the return of mass actions to an 
International Women’s Day too long the preserve of sanitised 
commercial and political platitudes.

Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor, the author of From 
#BlackLivesMatter to Black Liberation and a member of the US 
National Planning Committee for the International Women’s 
Strike, outlined the spirit she hopes will animate the 8 March 
mobilisation:

“For years, International Women’s Day has gone unnoticed or 
was depoliticised. Most people no longer even know that its roots 
lie in the struggle of women textile workers in the US — or that a 
mobilisation of women in Russia to oppose the First World War 

in 1917 was the spark for an uprising that led to the overthrow 
of the Tsar and set off the Russian Revolution. This March 8, we 
are hoping that women and those who support them will join 
together in political actions across this country to draw attention 
to the conditions of working-class women’s lives and the struggle 
needed to transform those conditions.”

She continues:
“What I mean is that a women’s movement that does not take up 

a whole range of issues — racism, Islamophobia, anti-immigrant 
racism and bigotry, low-wage exploitation, the relentless attacks 
on the remnants of the welfare state, the U.S. government’s endless 
promulgation of war and occupation — is not really addressing the 
actual issues that impact working-class women and their families.”

The new movement explicitly rejects what it calls the “one 
per cent feminism” of the sort exemplified by Sheryl Sandberg’s 
book Lean In, which essentially means middle class women 
pushing themselves forward for promotion and as “leaders” in 
business and politics. Hillary Clinton, Margaret Thatcher and the 
women CEOs sitting on company boards demonstrate in practice 
that equal opportunity or free competition for the top posts 
simply enables individual women to become responsible for and 
beneficiaries of the exploitation and oppression of their working-
class sisters.

This indicates a welcome return to the original intentions of the 
revolutionary women who launched International Women’s Day 
in order to champion the common cause of women’s liberation 
with the struggles of all the exploited and oppressed people in 
society. Revolutionary Marxists like Clara Zetkin and Alexandra 
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Kollontai insisted that it was the common exploitation 
and oppression of the working class under capitalism that 
provided the universal experience that could unite people 
of different nationalities, skin colours and religions in the 
struggle for social and political emancipation.

While socialists support demands for an end to all 
discrimination and march alongside women of every social 
class against sexual harassment and assault, our solution is 
based on raising the floor to collectively reduce inequality 
and oppression, not on encouraging individual escapes 
through a glass ceiling.

To build an effective new wave women’s liberation 
movement will require the mobilisation of 
working-class women worldwide; for example, 
the oppression of women in Saudi Arabia 

is assisted by the UK government’s support for the 
reactionary Saudi regime.

They must do so alongside lesbian, gay, bisexual and 
trans people, whose oppression is integrally linked to the 
oppression and exploitation of women and the hegemony 
of patriarchal relations. A 21st century women’s liberation 
will be a movement of people of colour; in the West, white 
workers will need to make special efforts to unite with 
black and ethnic minority women, especially those who 
are migrants or refugees, driven here by the imperialist 
policies of our rulers.

Sexism, and its cousin homophobia, is the most deeply 
rooted prejudice in existence. It requires a consistent and 
conscious effort to overcome its insidious reproduction 
within progressive and working-class movements. Labour 
movement parties and trade unions, dominated by men, 
with notorious cases of sexual abuse and discrimination, 
are a reflection of the entrenched power of sexist and 
patriarchal relations.

That is why women – like BAME and LGBT people – 
need their own spaces (sections or caucuses) where they 
can mobilise to fight manifestations of sexism within our 
movement, and organise to ensure that women play a full 
role in all areas of their organisations’ work, and that men 
are not exempted from the need for political education and 
activity in the service of women’s liberation.

A new movement, with working-class women and the 
racially and nationally oppressed at its heart, and with the 
methods of class struggle to the forefront, is absolutely 
vital, but it will need to link itself to the building of a new 
party of the working class. This party will have to be one 
whose socialism is founded on transcending capitalism 
and all forms of exploitation and oppression. In its fight to 
defend past gains and make major new ones, its aim will be 
working-class control, the power to veto the actions of the 
capitalists and to take over production and vital services. 
Preparing the transition to socialism in this way, however, 
will point to the necessity of seizing political power.

The slogan that asserts there can be no socialism 
without women’s liberation and no women’s liberation 
without socialism is as vital today as ever. The movement 
we are witness to now is one in which working-class women 
will play their greatest role yet, for the first time in history 
comprising a majority of industrial wage-labourers, and a 
majority in the semi-colonial world. This dual character 
will give it the strength and dynamism to take the struggle 
for women’s liberation and socialism to new frontiers in 
the years to come.

250, 000 MARCH TO DEFEND THE NHS 
UP TO  a quarter of a million people, from every corner of the UK, 
responded to the call to demonstrate in London in support of the 
NHS. It was a massive show of working class solidarity, displaying 
not only an acute awareness of the dangers posed to the much loved 
institution, but also a willingness to do something about it.

Jeremy Corbyn’s speech in Parliament Square was strong on 
passion, but weak on detail. He called on protesters to “defend the 
NHS with all of your might,” but with no indication of how this might 
be done.

It will be up to healthworkers, many of them migrants, NHS 
campaign groups and users of the service to use this giant demo as a 
springboard for strikes, occupations and coordinated action to stop 
the Tories destroying the NHS in the next three years.

A COUPLE of court cases have supported workers demanding basic 
rights against so-called gig economy employers. First 40,000 Über 
minicab drivers last October, then workers for Pimlico Plumbers 
last month won the right to be classed as employees, rather than self-
employed contractors.

What’s the difference? Four weeks paid holiday a year, sick pay, 
maternity leave, a minimum wage, redundancy rights… These so-
called self-employed workers earn on average half the minimum 
hourly rate.

DPD courier drivers are even fined £150 a day for falling ill, since 
contractually they are responsible for delivering a service. Care and 
leafleting companies effectively sack their workers if they fall out of 
favour simply by not giving them rotas. No equalities laws hinder 
discriminating bosses.

Around a million workers across the UK are estimated to be in this 
trap. The unions need to follow up their legal actions by recruiting gig 
workers to a militant campaign of strikes, like those recently organised 
by rank & file Deliveroo bicycle couriers.

Gig economy: the fight for basic rights

IN THE first week of March thousands of car workers at Ford 
Bridgend and Vauxhall plants in Luton and Ellesmere Port were told 
their jobs are at risk.

Ford is restructuring its European operations following the EU 
referendum and the Tories’ decision to pursue a “hard” Brexit. The 
Brigend factory makes a third of all Ford’s engines, but if these are 
subjected to tariffs and taxes when they are exported to mainland 
Europe the costs could be enormous.

Fellow US car giant General Motors, which owns Vauxhall, is 
likewise looking to sell its UK plants, looking to focus on the larger 
EU market. Any buyer is likely to asset strip the plants, and downsize 
or stop production.

Unite General Secretary Len McCluskey, who is facing re-election, 
is full of fighting talk, but members need to place concrete demands 
on him.

• Defend every job with strikes and occupations.
• Link the disputes with coordinated action and call for cross-

border action to defend jobs in France, Germany and Belgium.
• Nationalise all threatened car plants with no compensation and 

together with our European sisters and brothers plan car production 
across borders.

This crisis exposes what Brexit means for manufacturing. If the 
multinationals can do this to carworkers, just think what they can do 
to workers in supply chains and smaller units.

But it also shows how workers can fight back: not by accepting 
worse pay and conditions to compete with their “foreign” competitors, 
but by forging strong bonds of solidarity with them against a common 
enemy.

RISK TO THOUSANDS OF CAR JOBS
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JEREMY DEWAR

THEAGITATOR

Southern Rail drivers
defy union leaders to back 
RMT over TUC

The long running 
dispute at Southern 
Rail has taken a 
further dramatic 

turn after drivers in the 
Aslef union voted down a 
deal recommended by their 
General Secretary Mick 
Whelan and the TUC by 54 
per cent to 46 per cent.

A successful and defiant 
strike by RMT drivers and 
conductors on the same 
day the ballot result was 
announced saw many Aslef 
members refusing to drive 
trains without their RMT 
colleagues on board.

Crucially the snubbed 
deal would have allowed 
Southern Govia Thameslink 
Railway to force drivers to 
operate trains without a 
conductor “in exceptional 
circumstances”. While 
sickness or lateness due to 
delayed connecting trains 
were highlighted in the deal, 
few drivers doubted that what 
was really being offered was a 
scab deal that would require 
Aslef members to drive on 
when the RMT was on strike.

This is why the more 
militant RMT union was 
excluded from the talks 
between Aslef and the 
company. Disgracefully the 
TUC wholeheartedly went 
along with this attempted sell 
out. As ever, the TUC acted to 
isolate workers fighting back 
and to lubricate the wheels 
of class collaboration, rather 
than the engine room for 
powering the class struggle to 
higher levels.

While it is a great victory 
for solidarity and a boost to 
RMT members, who have 
now taken 29 days of strike 
action over 10 months, there 
is a very real danger that the 
dispute could be shunted into 
a siding, while another sell 
out is cobbled together.

Aslef Assistant General 
Secretary Simon Weller soon 
made this clear, “We could 
put strike dates on if we wish 
but it is not where we want 
to be. I see no reason why 
we can’t achieve a negotiated 
settlement that’s acceptable to 
all our members.” Aslef is now 
embroiled in new secret talks 
with Govia.

According to the 
bureaucrats who run this craft 
union, which has traditionally 
blocked joint action with 
other grades, the margin 
of defeat in the ballot was 
so slim that only a tweak is 
necessary. The government 
and the media seem to agree 
that this is “responsible” trade 
unionism.

How strange that the 
much narrower victory for 
Brexit (52-48) is taken to be 
the will of the people and 
anyone seeking to soften its 
impact, let alone reverse the 
decision is said to be in denial 
or undemocratic, but Weller 
and Whelan are responsible 
citizens!

Unfortunately RMT 
officials, while constrained 
by their members’ militancy, 
cannot be trusted to offer 
a way forward themselves. 
Their main demand is to 
be included in the talks. 
They even called off a vote 
to extend the strikes to 
Govia’s other franchise at 
London Midland, running 
services between Liverpool 
and the capital, which was 
widely expected to return a 
whopping mandate for action, 
as a gesture of goodwill to 
Aslef and the bosses.

Joint union meetings 
should be organised to agree 
a rank & file led alternative 
strategy, escalating the 
strikes up to and including 

all out action, and including 
all unions: Aslef, RMT and 
TSSA. These meetings should 
also elect strike committees 
that can act fast to buck any 
attempt to divide the workers.

The strikes should 
also be extended to other 
networks: London Midland 
immediately but to other 
rail companies and the tube 
too. This is a national attack 
designed to break the unions 
and massively reduce the 
workforce at a time when the 
number of passengers, the 
length of the trains and the 
tightness of the timetable are 
all increasing. It is a recipe for 
accidents and deaths.

Nationalisation
But strike action on its own 
can merely delay the changes 
and expose the hidden hand 
of the Tory government in 
driving them through. The 
real problem that needs 
resolving is privatisation, 
which needs not safety but a 
lower wage bill and broken 
unions, so that profit can be 
maximised.

Labour should promise 
to nationalise Southern GTR 
and the entire rail network. 
None of the fat cats, from 
Virgin’s Richard Branson 
to South West Train’s Brian 
Souter, deserve a penny more 
of taxpayers’ money, having 
soaked up government grants 
for two decades.

And the trains must be 
run under workers’ and 
passengers’ control. They 
are the ones who work or 
travel by rail every day. They 
know what is safe and what 
is dangerous. They know 
how the service could be 
improved.

If local Labour Party 
branches and CLPs take the 
lead and form rail support 
committees to promote 
solidarity and a fully funded 
nationalised alternative, then 
not only can this dispute 
be won but we can turn the 
tables on the Tories and the 
greedy privatisers.
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As epected and 
intended, the 
Copeland and 
Stoke by-elections 

were  severe setbacks for 
Labour and for Jeremy 
Corbyn’s leadership. 
Whatever the particular 
reasons for the defeat in 
the two seats, the campaign 
and the result shows that 
an army of activists is no 
use if you haven’t got a clear 
altnernative. That Labour, 
not the Tories are being 
crucified on Brexit is because 
of the utterly confused and 
contradictory line pursued 
by both Corbyn and John 
McDonnell. The leadership’s 
decision to whip Labour 
MPs into voting for Article 
50 – even when it is clear that 
May is going for a hard Brexit 
– has demoralised party 
members and voters who are 
unimpressed with the lack of 
will to fight. 

But the Corbyn 
movement’s woes go much 
deeper than the post-
Copeland blues and the 
climbdown on Brexit and free 
movement of labour. 
The roots of the malaise lie 
in the strategy of Corbyn and 
McDonnell, which is above 
all concerned with avoiding a 
split within the Labour Party. 
Far better in their view to 
lead an impotent party that 
is split in practice than an 
effective united party shorn of 
the dead weight of the Blairite 
rump. Having promised 
to democratise the Labour 
Party, to encourage the new 

members to take control of 
policy formation to effect a 
“Corbyn Revolution”, they did 
nothing of the sort.

Following two leadership 
election victories, Corbyn 
invited his enemies into the 
shadow cabinet - and then 
refused to exert any discipline 
over them whatsoever. This 
shows a lack of backbone 
and a lack of respect for 
the membership. Having 
guaranteed the security of the 
PLP by refusing to support 
mandatory reselection, MPs 
were given license to abuse 
the leader, the members and 
the party with no fear of the 
consequences. They did next 
to nothing to combat the 
purge overseen by Deputy 
Tom Watson and Chairman 
Iain McNicol.

They protected cuts-
making Labour councils by 
virtually ordering them to 
set “legal” i.e. cuts budgets. 
They made no serious move 
to democratise the Labour 
Conference or the method of 
drafting the next manifesto. 
John McDonnell decided 
to keep the balanced books 
pledge that rules out any 
really major expansions, 
re-nationalisations etc. and 
therefore to support cuts 
budgets.

Last but not least after 
correctly supporting a Remain 
vote in the referendum, they 
then adopted a “the people 
have spoken” policy and 
three-line whipped a vote for 
triggering Article 50.

Most shameful of all, they 
abandoned the free movement 
of labour pledge in the name 
of placating Labour’s so-called 
heartlands. In fact around 
two-thirds of Labour voters in 
Stoke Central and Copeland 
supported Remain, in line 
with national figures. So even 

here, it is not a question of 
Labour’s heartlands pushing 
the leadership to the right, 
but the PLP right, the 
billionaire press and the Tory 
establishment setting the 
agenda and leading Corbyn 
by the nose.

A new model party
Labour’s mass membership 
is the factor that can make a 
difference in promoting a real 
socialist alternative. But it’s no 
use waiting for instructions 
from the Leader’s Office - let 
alone Momentum. 

Corbyn was elected 
to lead the party on the 
issues that members 
support - renationalisation, 
taxation of the rich to invest 
in jobs and education, 

combatting oppression and 
discrimination, a foreign 
policy based on peace and 
solidarity.

The best way to ensure we 
retain a left wing leadership 
is for the party grassroots 
to wage an independent 
struggle to make left wing 
policies a reality. That will 
mean confronting councillors 
making cuts, it will mean 
trying to replace Blairite MPs; 
but it will also mean turning 
local parties into organising 
centres of resistance to Brexit, 
to austerity, to the rise of 
racism and the destruction 
of the welfare state. By 
actually drawing in the new 
members and supporters into 
a combination of political 
discussion and applying it 
to our activity we can create 
a movement more powerful 
than individual leaders, and 
strong enough to overturn the 
stranglehold of the PLP that is 
suffocating our movement in 
its cradle. 

KD TAIT

PARTYANDPROGRAMME

Labour’s members are 
passive observers in the 
PLP’s guerilla war 

“CORBYN’S STRATEGY OF COMPROMISE WITH THE 
RIGHT ALLOWS THEM TO LEAD HIM BY THE NOSE”  
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JOY MACREADY

The Bolsheviks 
and women’s 

liberation 
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The 1917 Bolshevik government advanced 
a revolutionary programme for women’s 
rights, struggling to break with the 
backwardness and prejudice of Russia.

The Bolsheviks argued that for women 
to be liberated, they would have to be 
relieved of their semi-slave status within 

the family. This would only happen if the state, now 
based on the democracy of the soviets, took on the major 
responsibilities for meeting people’s material needs by 
socialising housework and childcare.

Under these conditions, the family, along with the last 
remnants of the state itself, would ‘wither away’, and women 
would be free to participate in constructing socialism and 
communism as equals with men.

World War One
Russia’s entry into the First World War had already brought 
important changes for  many women. Peasant women 
took on their husbands’ work while thousands of women 
served as nurses, and even as soldiers, on the front lines. 
Most importantly, 250,000 women joined the industrial 
workforce, bringing their total number to over one million 
in 1917. By then, 20.3 percent of workers in the metal 
working industries of Petrograd were women and numbers 
in woodworking had increased 700 percent.

Despite the harsh conditions they encountered, 
this entrance of large numbers of Russian women into 
industrial production was a profoundly progressive step. It 
led to them joining trade unions and eventually becoming 
fighters for the revolution.

Working women were central to the February 
Revolution. They were highly visible, gathering in a mass 
protest on February 22, International Working Women’s 
Day, to call for bread and peace. That morning, a few 
hundred women textile workers had assembled in their 
factories and resolved to call a one-day political strike. 
Women tram workers stopped public transport, sending 
a citywide signal that strikes were underway. The strikers 
sent delegates to neighbouring factories with appeals for 
support. By noon, an estimated 90,000 had followed the 
women out on strike.

Three days later, it was women who persuaded the 
soldiers, who had opened fire on the demonstrators the day 
before, to lay down their arms, this was a crucial moment 
in toppling the tsarist regime.

Later in the year, coinciding with the October 
Revolution itself, the First All-City Conference of Petrograd 
Working Women was organised by the journal Rabotnitsa 
(The Woman Worker) and attended by 500 delegates 
elected by 80,000 working women. The conference was to 
prepare non-party women for the coming uprising and to 
explain the Bolshevik programme, which the new Soviet 
government would pursue after victory.

Its business was interrupted by the outbreak of the 
armed uprising. The delegates recessed to participate in 
the revolutionary struggle along with many other working 
women who bore arms, dug entrenchments, stood guard 
and nursed the wounded. Soviet women were members 
of Red Guard units from the first days of the October 
Revolution, and they fought side by side with men on every 
front during the Civil War.

Just after the October Revolution, Lenin said: “In 

A women’s demonstration during 
the revolutionary upsurge in 

St. Petersburg, early 1917
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Petrograd, here in Moscow, in cities and industrial centres, 
and out in the country, proletarian women have stood the 
test magnificently in the revolution. Without them we 
should not have won, or just barely won. That is my view. 
How brave they were, how brave they still are! Just imagine 
all the sufferings and privations that they bear. And they 
hold out because they want freedom, communism. Yes, 
indeed, our proletarian women are magnificent class 
warriors. They deserve admiration and love….”

The Bolsheviks’ concern to organise women to fight 
against their oppression pre-dated the 1917 revolution. As 
early as 1899, Lenin insisted that the programme of the 
Russian Social Democratic Labour Party (RSDLP) should 
include: “establishment of complete equality of rights 
between men and women.” The programme adopted by 
the Second Congress of the RSDLP in 1903 added to this:

“With a view to safeguarding the working class from 
physical and moral degeneration, and also with the view to 
promoting its capacity for waging a struggle for liberation, 
women should not be employed in industries harmful to 
the female organism, they should receive four weeks’ paid 
pre-natal and six weeks’ post-natal leave; all enterprises 
employing women should have nurseries for babies and 
small children, nursing mothers should be allowed to leave 
their work for at least half an hour at intervals of not longer 
than three hours, and male factory inspectors should be 
replaced by women in industries with a female labour 
force.”

Around the world today, how many women have still 
to win these rights?

Throughout the entire pre-revolutionary period, the 
Bolsheviks pressed their demands for complete sexual 
equality as they carried out educational and organisational 
work among women through every possible vehicle: 
cultural and educational organisations, evening schools, 
trade unions, etc. Centres of Bolshevik agitation and 

propaganda also took the form of women’s clubs. In 1907, 
such a club was opened in St. Petersburg under the name 
“The Working Women’s Mutual Aid Society”, while in 
Moscow a similar club was called “The Third Women’s 
Club”.

Lenin was well aware, and a fierce opponent of, sexism 
within the RSDLP. In an interview with Clara Zetkin of the 
German Social Democratic Party, he said:

“…Unfortunately it is still true to say of many of our 
comrades ‘scratch a Communist and find a Philistine.’ Of 
course you must scratch the sensitive spot, their mentality 
as regards women. Could there be a more damning proof 
of this than the calm acquiescence of men who see how 
women grow worn out in petty, monotonous household 
work, their strength and time dissipated and wasted, their 
minds growing narrow and stale, their hearts beating 
slowly, their will weakened? Of course, I am not speaking 
of the ladies of the bourgeoisie who shove onto servants the 
responsibilities for all household work, including the care 
of children. What I am saying applies to the overwhelming 
majority of women, to the wives of workers and to those 
who stand all day in a factory.

“So few men – even among the proletariat – realise 
how much effort and trouble they could save women, even 
quite do away with, if they were to lend a hand in ‘women’s 
work’. But no, that is contrary to the ‘right and dignity of a 
man’. They want their peace and comfort. The home life of 
the woman is a daily sacrifice to a thousand unimportant 
trivialities. The old master-right of the man still lives in 
secret… Our Communist work among the women, our 
political work, embraces a great deal of educational work 
among men. We must root out the old ‘master’ idea to its 
last and smallest trace. In the Party and among the masses. 
That is one of our political tasks, just as it is the urgently 
necessary task of forming a staff of men and women well 
trained in theory and practice, to carry on Party activity 
among working women.”

 

The Bolshevik programme
The Bolshevik programme to free women from their 
domestic drudgery and bring them into the Party as 
activists was based on four primary precepts:
• Free union
• Women’s emancipation through wage labour
• Socialisation of housework
• Withering away of the family

A number of laws, such as universal and equal suffrage, 
were introduced immediately to give women equality in 
the legal sense and also in the workplace; equal wages was 
first item on the list.

In December 1917, illegitimacy was abolished in law, 
making fathers, whether married or not, co-responsible 
for their children and freeing mothers from the burden 
of a double standard which had punished them for the 
consequences of shared “mistakes”.

The Bolsheviks established a range of far-reaching 
reforms, specifically the 1918 Family Code, which 
established civil marriages (to reduce the power of the 
church) and simple divorce on demand (which could be 
requested by either partner). The Code was followed in 
1920 by the legalisation of abortion, which was also free on 
demand. Directly after the decree there was a mass wave 
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of divorces as unhappy partners took the opportunity to 
relieve themselves of their other half.

The young jurist Alexander Goikhbarg, drafter of 
the Code, believed that the fetters of husband and wife 
would become obsolete. Although women had entered 
the workforce, they were still responsible for child rearing, 
cooking, cleaning, sewing, mending, all the mindless 
drudgery of housework essential to the family. This work 
would be taken over by paid workers in communal dining 
rooms, laundries and childcare centres. Women would be 
free to enter the public sphere on an equal basis as men. 
They would be equally educated, waged and be able to 
pursue their own individual goals and development. 

Goikhbarg believed that free unions based on love 
and respect for one another would gradually replace 
marriage, and this was a view shared by many Bolsheviks. 
He believed children, the elderly, and the disabled would 
be supported under socialism by the state; housework 
would be socialised and waged; and thus women would 
no longer be economically dependent on men. Meanwhile, 
the Family Code of legal duties would provide protections 
as long as they were still necessary.

The Russian revolutionary, Alexandra Kollontai, said: 
“The family, deprived of all its economic tasks, not holding 
responsibility for a new generation, no longer providing 
women with the basic source of their existence, ceases to 
be a family. It narrows and is transformed into a union of 
the marital pair.”

 The Bolsheviks believed that the abolition of the family, 
rather than the gender conflict within it, held the key to 
women’s emancipation. Importantly, with communal 
kitchens and laundries, the Bolsheviks concentrated not so 
much on challenging men to share in women’s work but 
rather sought to transfer that work into the public domain.

 The Code was the most progressive family legislation 
the world had ever seen, it abolished the inferior legal 
standing of women and created equality under the law. 
However, the Bolsheviks were well aware that this was 
legislation for a transitional period. They knew that the law 
alone could not liberate women, any more than it could 
create socialism, but the elimination of antiquated family 
laws was the essential first step towards liberation. They 
believed that law, like the state, would wither away. There 
was tension and heated debate within the Party as to how 
fast this could happen.

Between 1923 and 1925 the Family Code was redrafted 
several times, and publicly debated in a manner which law 
makers today would find unfathomable.

In addition, the Bolsheviks aimed to revolutionise the 
peasant existence by passing the Land Code. This abolished 
private ownership of land, water, forests and minerals, and 
placed them all in hands of the soviet state. It recognised 
the role of the village commune, the mir,  in distributing 
land between all its citizens, regardless of age, sex, religion 
or nationality; all had the right to use the land and to 
participate fully in the decision-making of the mir. Under 
the Land Code, women could now be heads of households.

The Bolsheviks were only partially successful in 
implementing their visionary programme. Foreign 
invasion and civil war led to famine in 1921 and the 
introduction of the New Economic Policy, which allowed 
a controlled re-introduction of trading in agricultural 
produce and consumer goods. This unavoidable retreat, 
combined with the backwardness of Russia’s economy and 
its overwhelmingly peasant population, meant that their 
ambitious reform programme could not be fully carried 
out.

Nonetheless, the Bolsheviks established the goal of a 
society in which communal dining halls, childcare centres 
and public laundries would replace the unpaid labour of 
women in the home. Freed from their domestic burden, 
women would achieve equality with men. Mutual affection 
and respect would replace legal and economic dependence 
as the basis for relations between the sexes. They were the 
first to legalise abortion in 1920 and made it available to 
women, free of charge.

This was a conscious effort to liberate women, and the 
new laws reflected the aim of the withering away of the 
family. Many of the gains that were made, such as equal 
pay, have never been attained in ‘democratic’ society even 
though they are enacted in law. It would be interesting 
to discuss what the main demands would be today for 
women’s liberation and how much they would overlap with 
the programme the Bolsheviks advanced. In fact, the vast 
majority of their programme would be still be valid today. 
For all the claims by the ruling class, women have not 
achieved the level of freedom they had in 1918 in Russia.

•  A longer version of this article appears online:  
 redflagonline.org

WOMEN RED GUARDS IN 1917
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Konkordiya Samoilova was 
born in 1876 in Irkutsk, 
Siberia. Her father was an 
Orthodox priest. Samoilova 

graduated with a gold medal from 
the gymnasium and moved in 
1896 to Saint Petersburg. There she 
studied, like Vladimir Ilyich Lenin’s 
wife Nadezhda Krupskaya before her, 
at the Bestuzhev Higher Women’s 
Institute. These bodies were the only 
higher educational institutions open 
to women in Tsarist Russia.

Here Samoilova read the 
socialist-populist Nikolay 
Chernyshevsky’s novel What Is 
To Be Done? and, like Lenin a 
decade earlier, was enormously 
influenced by it. A central theme 
of the novel was the liberation of 
women from the chains of marriage 
and the bourgeois family. She soon 
got involved in the anti-Tsarist 
underground, in social democratic 
educational circles in working-class 
districts. In 1900-01 she was arrested 
and served three months in prison.

In 1902 she joined the Russian 
Social Democratic Labour Party 
(RSDLP). She then left for Paris to 
study at the Free Russian School 
of Social Sciences, whose lecturers 
included leading party figures 
like Lenin and Julius Martov, 
becoming a convinced Marxist. 
After the split at the RSDLP’s Second 
Congress in 1903, she joined Lenin’s 
Bolshevik faction. Returning to 
Russia, she became a “professional 
revolutionary” maintaining the 
Bolsheviks’ underground networks. 
She was very active as a public 
speaker during the revolutionary 
years of 1905-07, suffering several 
arrests and a year’s imprisonment 
during the four years of reaction 
which followed this first revolution’s 
defeat.

In 1912, as a recovery of class 
struggle got underway, Samoilova 
became a founding editor and 
secretary on the editorial board of 
the new Bolshevik daily newspaper 
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Konkordiya
Samoilova

Pravda. In this period she became 
more interested in activity amongst 
working-class women, having 
to overcome indifference and 
sometimes even hostility from male 
Bolsheviks. She was the person 
primarily responsible for organising 
Russia’s first ever celebration of 
International Women’s Day in 1913. 
In January 1914 she was central to 
the launch of Rabotnitsa (Woman 
Worker). In this work she received 
the active support of Inessa Armand 
and Nadezhda Krupskaya, who 
were working with Lenin in nearby 
Austrian Poland.

When the war broke out in 
1914 she was arrested again and 
then exiled. On her return to 
Petrograd after the 1917 February 
Revolution, Samoilova took up 
work on a revived Rabotnitsa 
alongside Alexandra Kollontai, who 
had joined the Bolsheviks from 
the Mensheviks during the war. 
Together they worked for the victory 
of the Bolsheviks in the Soviets 
(workers’ councils) created during 
the February uprising, and of the 
October insurrection that brought 
them to power.

Samoilova had written that “If 
a woman is capable of climbing 
the scaffold and fighting on the 
barricades then she is capable of 

being an equal in the worker’s family 
and in workers’ organisations.” She 
increasingly stressed that women’s 
liberation should be a higher priority 
for the party.

Rabotnitsa was openly critical 
of sexist behaviour from male 
comrades, both in the trade unions 
and the party, especially through its 
letters’ column, where workers’ wives 
wrote in. One such letter complained 
that male factory workers “are all 
for equal rights in words, but when 
it comes to deeds it turns out that a 
chicken is not a bird and a baba is 
not a human being”.

The party’s first All-Russian 
Women’s Congress in May 1918 had 
only 130 delegates, but a second 
congress held in November saw 
1,147 delegates gather. In 1919 
Samoilova worked with Armand 
and Kollontai leading the newly 
established Women’s Department of 
the Bolshevik Party.

But the strains of all of this work 
and of the terrible famines and 
epidemics that hit Russia in 1919, 
1920 and 1921 began to tell on all the 
Bolshevik leaders. Yakov Sverdlov, 
secretary of the Bolshevik’s central 
committee, had died of typhus in 
1919. Inessa Armand died of cholera 
in 1920; Konkordia’s husband had 
died of the same disease in 1918, 
which hit her hard. In 1921, whilst 
on a speaking tour on the Volga on 
an “agitboat”, Samoilova contracted 
cholera herself, and on her death 
was buried alongside her husband in 
Astrakhan.

Alexandra Kollontai, wrote of her 
in 1927 that “Konkordiya Samoilova 
was a party worker of unparalleled 
selflessness, a fine, business-like 
speaker who knew how to win the 
hearts of working women. Those 
who worked alongside her will long 
remember Konkordia Samoilova. 
She was simple in manner, simple in 
dress, demanding in the execution of 
decisions, strict both with herself and 
others.”
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The struggle for women’s 
rights exploded towards the 
end of the 19th Century, 
as hundreds of thousands 

of women in the industrialised 
countries were drawn into mass 
production. Pulled out of the private 
sphere of the home, they were thrust 
into the public workplace, where 
they shared a common experience 
with other working-class women and 
men.

However, despite working 
alongside men in factories, women’s 
pay was significantly lower; they 
weren’t allowed to be members 
of trade unions and were barred 
from voting as well as from joining 
political parties. Additionally, they 
were second-class citizens in a legal 
sense: divorce was restricted and 
men owned women’s property.

Women also faced a double 
burden of work in the factory and 
housework at home. They often faced 
domestic violence in the family.

Clara Zetkin, a key figure in the 
world’s first mass socialist party, the 
German Social Democratic Party 
(SPD), led the battle for women’s 
rights and fought to lay the basis for 
a socialist-led, working class-based, 
women’s organisation.

In 1891, she was instrumental in 
launching Die Gleichheit (Equality), 
subtitled “for the interests of working 
women”. Its express purpose was to 
provide women comrades in struggle 
with a clear Marxist understanding 
of women’s oppression, to enable 
them to place themselves on the 
secure base of Marxist politics.

The network created by Die 
Gleicheit helped to dramatically 
increase women’s membership of the 
SPD from 4,000 to 82,642 between 
1905 and 1910.

Challenging sexism within  
the movement
First, however, Zetkin and her co-
thinkers had to overcome hostility 
to the involvement and demands 
of militant women within the party 
itself. In addition, trade unionists 
in the wider labour movement were 

fearful that women workers would 
threaten their jobs and bargaining 
position.

Speaking at the Party Congress in 
1896, Zetkin argued for the inclusion 
of women in the political struggle 
of the working class. Following 
Fredrick Engels, she said that the 
root of women’s oppression lies 
within the family, that there is an 
inseparable connection between the 
social position of women and private 
property in the means of production. 
Without a socialist revolution, 
women’s liberation could not be 
achieved and, without involving 
women in the class struggle, the 
socialist revolution itself would be 
impossible.

She countered the men’s fear that 
working women would undermine 
their position by arguing: “The 
more women’s work exercises its 
detrimental influence upon the 
standard of living of men, the more 
urgent becomes the necessity to 
include them in the economic battle.”

Internationalism
Zetkin made the struggle for 
women’s rights international. 
In 1907, she organised the first 
International Conference of Socialist 
Women, attended by delegates 
from 15 countries, to coordinate 
the struggle for the vote and build 
mass socialist women’s organisations 
worldwide.

In 1908, on 8 March, 15,000 
garment workers marched through 
New York’s Lower East Side to 
demand an end to the dangerous 
conditions at work sweatshops, 
violence against women at work, 
child labour and the right to vote. 
What they were fighting against was 
brutally demonstrated two years later 
in New York’s garment district with 
the horrific Triangle Shirtwaist fire in 
which 146 workers perished.

In 1910 the American workers’ 
struggle went global. At The second 
International Socialist Women’s 
Conference in Copenhagen, Zetkin 
proposed adopting March 8 as a 
day of celebration and struggle for 

working class women.
At the second conference, in 

1910, she argued for an International 
Women’s Day. On March 19, the 
following year, rallies in Austria, 
Denmark, Germany and Sweden 
were attended by over a million 
workers, under the slogan: “The vote 
for women will unite our strength in 
the struggle for socialism.”

This all took place as part of 
a worldwide socialist movement, 
united in a single organisation: the 
Second International. But tragically 
the Second International broke apart 
with the outbreak of the First World 
War in 1914, when the leaders of the 
SPD and its other national parties 
supported their “own” capitalist 
governments in war.

Zetkin stood up against 
chauvinist hatred, together with 
revolutionaries like Rosa Luxemburg 
and Karl Liebknecht. Their tiny 
grouping bravely opposed the war, 
and denounced the SPD leaders for 
betraying the international working 
class by supporting the slaughter.

Zetkin, as the secretary of the 
International Bureau of Socialist 
Women, called a conference in Bern 
at the end of March, 1915. Women 
from Poland, Britain, Germany, 
France, Italy, Switzerland and 
Russia attended. This conference 
was the first to re-raise the banner 
of internationalism and struggle 
against the war. It issued a call that 
concluded:

“The working people of all 
countries are brothers. Only the 
united determination of the people 
can stop the slaughter. Socialism 
alone is the future peace of humanity. 
Down with capitalism, down with 
the war, onward to socialism.”

She remains an inspiration to 
socialists today. Zetkin showed how 
socialists need to fight for the rights 
of women even within their parties 
and unions, how the unity of the 
women and men of the working 
class has to be fought for every day, 
and how millions of working class 
women can be rallied to take their 
place alongside men in the fight for 
socialism.
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the colonisation and enslavement of 
whole peoples. Today, they continue to 
be a cornerstone for dictatorships and 
are leaders in the fight against the rights 
of women, gays and lesbians, against 
contraception and sexual education. 
In Hindu India, and Christian Brazil, 
thousands of women are killed each year 
as a result of sexual or sexist attacks. 
The sexist Trump considers assaults on 
women to be a right of (rich) men.

The history of class society shows that 
neither religion per se, nor any particular 
religion, produced the oppression of 
women, but rather that class society itself 
needed an ideology that justified, and 
continues to justify, both the exploitation 
and the oppression of women. With regard 
to world history on this issue, religions, 

The war against Islamic 
State, the renewal of state 
bans on Islamic women’s 
dress in the West and 
the spread of Islamist 
terrorism has renewed 
the focus on Islam as a 

religion. For many liberals, from feminist 
commentators to atheists like Richard 
Dawkins, it is taken as read that Islam 
is somehow exceptional as compared 
to other religions. It is more backward, 
more oppressive, than Christianity, which 
supposedly went through a process of 
“enlightenment” that made it indisputably 
part of our “Western civilization”.

Even though many people recoil 
from the chauvinist consequences of 
anti-Muslim prejudice and even more 

from open racism, the claim that Islam 
is particularly reactionary and, above all, 
particularly hostile to women, has had a 
deep impact on the workers’ movement 
and the radical left.

Were the sexist attacks in Cologne on 
New Year’s Eve 2015 not an example of 
this? Is the lack of democratic rights for 
women in many Islamic countries not 
proof of this?

Religion and oppression
In reality, even a brief look at 
reactionary religious movements, or 
even governments, around the world, 
shows that other faiths are no better 
than Islam in this regard. The Christian 
churches played an important role in 

Women’s liberation, Islam 
and anti-Muslim racism 
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especially the big “world religions” are 
of enormous importance. Differences 
in religious thought are ultimately a 
reflection of past, or emerging, changes 
in their respective societies.

Christianity became a state religion 
in the ancient Roman Empire and later 
became the central ideology of feudalism. 
Protestantism arose with the decline of 
this mode of production and became the 
ideology of the emerging bourgeoisie, as 
evidenced, among other things, by the 
Reformation and the development of 
Protestant ethics.

Islam developed in the 7th century 
with the establishment of a class society 
which, although with some specific 
characteristics, was based on the “Asiatic 
mode of production” and it provided the 
ideological framework that corresponded 
to the needs of the official apparatus and 
a powerful merchant class in tributary 
urban centres. This brought about a 
relative improvement in the position of 
the woman, compared to the prevailing 
conditions among the patriarchal Arab 
tribes.

Islam
The rise of Islam meant that ethnic or 
family background was insignificant 
for joining the community of believers 
(Umma). The barbaric treatment of 
women among the Arab tribes was 
ended. Women were given rights, the old 
Arabian law of inheritance was changed, 
and the number of women that could 
be married was limited. Mohammed 
and his successors did not introduce the 
veiling or seclusion of women, which 
was already known in Arabia. The same 
applies to female genital mutilation.

Of course, one cannot say, as some 
“Islamic feminists” do, that Islam 
liberated women. What happened was 
the establishment and consolidation of a 
class society. Patriarchy was strengthened 
by the rules of the Koran but at a higher 
level of civilisation than that of the 
tribes. Women were banned from having 
relationships with more than one man.

On balance, then, Islam is just as 
hostile to women as all other religions 
in societies based on exploitation. 
The objective measure of progress for 
Marxists is, for example, the degree of 
involvement of women in the labour 
market or political and social equality, 
not religious practices or teachings. The 
fact that the situation for women in many 
so-called Islamic countries is often still 
far worse than in the imperialist centres 
is not due to their specific religion, as 
is shown, for example, by looking at 
Christian countries in the “Third World”.

The reason is rather the combination 
of integration into the capitalist world 
market and the survival and indeed 
reproduction of pre-capitalist forms 
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of exploitation and oppression. The 
“backwardness” of many countries in 
Asia, Africa and Latin America is an 
expression of their subordinated and 
exploited integration into the imperialist 
world system, which determines their 
inner development. The use of the term 
“Islamic countries” or “Islamic world” in 
this context, and in view of the enormous 
differences between these states, tends 
to obscure rather than to clarify the 
understanding of the relationship 
between imperialism, class struggle and 
religion.

Increasing importance of religion
If we want to understand the role of 
Islam, we first need an understanding of 
the class relations, their inner dynamism, 
the embedding of these countries in the 
imperialist world order and the division 
of labour. No one could overlook the fact 
that in these countries religion, meaning 
Islam and not just Islamism, has gained 
greater importance. The reason for this, 
however, can obviously not lie in the 
“nature” of the people. On the contrary, 
a decisive factor is disillusionment with 
the “West” and the unfulfilled promises 
of progress from the imperialist powers, 
especially the USA, which proclaimed the 
material improvement of all classes and 
women as a goal after the Second World 
War and after the Cold War. The Soviet 
Union attempted to achieve similar geo-
strategic interests by promoting left-wing 
nationalist regimes.

These promises failed because of the 
harsh reality of capitalist competition. 
In particular, with the onset of neo-
liberalism and capitalist globalisation, 
these countries became more and more 
a place for speculative investment, 
the “opening” of their markets to the 
multinationals, privatisation of industries 
and services, which not only exacerbated 
the exploitation of their working class 
but also ruined, or threatened with ruin, 
large parts of the petty bourgeoisie and 
the “middle classes”.

At the same time, however, the 
bourgeois-nationalist, petit-bourgeois 
nationalist, and Stalinist forces that 
dominated the left and liberation 
movements proved politically incapable 
of developing an effective perspective 
for resistance. The policy of the great 
majority of the Iranian left, for example, 
led to an adaptation to the “national 
bourgeoisie” under “Islamic” leadership 
and to a historic defeat of the workers’ 
movement. The fall of the Shah did not 
lead to a social revolution, but ended in 
the Islamic counter-revolution.

After the end of the Cold War, 
the crisis of leadership intensified, 
with the supposedly secular forces of 
nationalism or Arab socialism cruelly 
exposed, as can be seen, for example, in 

the political capitulation of the PLO in 
Oslo. All this strengthened the political 
Islamist forces and also the influence of 
a “fundamentalist” Islam, Salafism, which 
demagogically presented itself as the only 
realistic alternative to the West.

At the same time, bourgeois forces or 
military dictatorships also increasingly 
relied on religion as the ideological 
justification for their rule. Material 
improvements for the masses became 
increasingly difficult in the period of 
neo-liberalism and especially since the 
great crisis of 2007/8, which produced 
increased impoverishment and mass 
unemployment as well as the destruction 
of entire states such as Iraq as a result of 
imperialist invasions and occupations. 
Religion served as a consolation in an 
ever more desolate world. This, of course, 
strengthened the conservative religious 
authorities at both local and national 
levels.

It also showed, however, that the basic 
function of the dominant religion in the 
“Islamic states” was to stabilise the system 
of governance. It did this, firstly, by 
“explaining” to the great mass of workers 
and, above all, the rural population, that, 
no matter how wretched their life might 
be, it had to be accepted. At most, they 
could hope to find a benefactor, a “just” 
capitalist or landlord. The brutal class 
struggle against their rule, however, 
would be illegitimate.

Secondly, it has to be understood that 
this function does not flow simply from 
religious convictions. In Islamic societies, 
the preachers and Imams are naturally 
closely tied in with the ruling class who 
provide them with benefits and privileges 
and whose ideological advocates they are. 
In this respect, their position does not 
differ greatly from that of priests, pastors, 
popes and evangelical preachers in the 
“Christian countries”.

Thirdly, religion also serves to 
legitimise not only capitalist exploitation 
but also the oppressive relationships 
that go with it. That is particularly true 
with regard to the position of women. 
This varies a great deal in the different 
countries and for different classes. It can 
stretch from the complete denial of rights, 
as in countries like Saudi Arabia, or 
under the rule of the Taliban, to a formal 
equality in Islamic countries with a 
relatively secular constitution. That is not 
the same as the real, living relationships, 
however, not least because the differing 
forms of women’s oppression are not 
simply created by Islam but are, rather, 
legitimised by it or, in some places, 
contradict it, as is the case in Pakistan 
with its caste system.

Classes and religious consciousness
The above analysis reveals the social and 



men and women, is similar to that of 
slaves or bonded labourers, and this is 
extended into the enslavement of women 
within the family. This is combined with 
the reproduction of pre-capitalist social 
structures, where “tribal leaders”, the 
head of the family and traditional elites 
are still firmly in the saddle. Their power 
is legitimised religiously and traditionally, 
not in order to revive a past class society, 
but to establish particularly ruthless 
forms of exploitation in production for 
the capitalist market.

The urban and rural “higher” 
bourgeoisie, as well as parts of the “middle 
classes”, are often a second, central social 
carrier of Islamic ideology. For these 
classes, unlike the peasantry and working 
class, it is at least possible to live an 
“Islamic way of life”, including gender 
segregation and restriction of women 
from gainful employment.

At the same time, the crises of 
capitalism threaten the position of these 
strata; they fear their decline. One the 
one hand, they blame big capital and the 
urban and global elites for this but, on the 
other, also the democratic movements 

and national and religious minorities, 
especially other Islamic currents. For 
them, the workers’ movement and 
the women’s movement are ultimately 
hostile, even though there are numerous 
attempts to build Muslim trade unions or 
women’s organisations, a certain analogy 
with Christian unions and the Christian 
“women’s movement”.

It is no accident that the working 
class is often less influenced by religious 
thought. In the first place, over-
exploitation of the class as a whole, forces 
women to work for wages. This applies 
in particular to those countries which 
cannot base their wealth on the sale of 
mineral resources and are therefore not 
in a position to feed large numbers of 
citizens and, above all, to employ migrant 
workers to do all the necessary work, as 
with the Petro Monarchies of the Gulf.

In countries such as Egypt, Pakistan 
and Indonesia, there are huge working 
classes, numbering millions. In Pakistan, 
about 20 percent of the 65 million waged 
workers are women, while in Egypt about 
one third of the working population is 
employed in the industrial sector and in 
Indonesia almost half. Very many women 
work in the industrial centres of these 
countries and women played a very active 
role in the Egyptian independent trade 
union movement and also in the fall of 

political roots of the strengthening of 
Islamist forces. However, the attempt to 
pursue a stricter “Islamisation” is by no 
means merely a sign of the strength of 
reaction. It is also a response to internal 
disintegration, to a deepening of the class 
divisions within these societies, which, as 
with the Arab Spring, can “surprisingly” 
also lead to revolutionary shocks and 
insurrections.

The servile morality of the rulers, 
whether in the form of a religious or a 
“secular” ethic, is often invoked precisely 
when real living conditions more and 
more blatantly contradict the aspirations 
of morality. Justice, equality, honesty and 
so on are preached to the poor, when they 
are increasingly openly trampled upon 
in daily life and above all in the world of 
work. It is therefore no wonder that, in 
the Islamic countries, the attitude of the 
different classes to religion varies a great 
deal.

The ruling class often has a particularly 
cynical relationship with religion. Its 
members have long adopted “Western” 
lifestyles. They often live separated from 
the “normal” population and in enormous 

luxury. The women of the ruling class do 
not have to work, their daughters often 
behave like their counterparts from “good 
homes” in the West. Their “religiosity” is, 
above all, a facade for the people. While 
they may mock and reject religious 
zealotry and rules for themselves, they 
recognise their value for the “immature” 
and “backward” population, who do not 
need to know any more than is necessary 
to fulfil their function as hardworking 
peasants or wage slaves.

It is no accident that religiosity 
finds its most fertile breeding ground 
among the middle classes and in the 
countryside. Here, too, hypocrisy is 
of course widespread. As we know 
from Catholic boarding schools, the 
guardians, educators and priests teach 
obedience not only to God, but also to his 
“representatives on earth”. This hypocrisy 
is, of course, also to be found among the 
religious dignitaries of Islam.

Often, women and girls in rural areas 
are particularly brutally oppressed because 
of the enormous power of traditional 
elites. The poorest, especially women and 
girls, are largely denied access to education 
and public life. Infrastructure and medical 
care are generally much worse than in 
the cities. Finally, often enough there are 
forms of servitude that are exploitative. 
The position of peasants and workers, 
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Mubarak.
The fact that women are forced to sell 

their labour power as a commodity means 
that, for the working class, religious 
prescriptions become an enormous moral 
and material burden, and stand in open 
contradiction to their actual lives. In 
addition, their exploiters turn religion as 
a moral weapon against women, and the 
class as a whole. Finally, the beginnings 
of organisation give women a way to lift 
themselves out of their virtually enslaved 
position, which, by the way, also applies 
to self-defence forces like the Kurdish 
militia.

It would be naive to think that 
women, or working class men, cease to be 
Muslims when they take the path of the 
struggle. Nonetheless, they do alter their 
relationship to the state and religious 
authorities, and this is exacerbated by 
the fact that these generally take a stand 
against women who oppose exploitation 
and oppression.

Of course, there are also battles 
against oppression, imperialism or 
occupation, in which religious or even 
Islamic currents can play a leading role. 
These, however, constitute the exception, 
just as the Christian “liberation theology” 
stood in sharp contrast to the official 
Catholic Church and always remained 
a minority current. Secondly, the fact 
that organisations such as Hamas have 
become a leading force in the struggle 
of the Palestinians against Zionism and 
imperialism does not alter the fact that 
their social goals remain reactionary and 
pro-capitalist, which also leads them to 
restrict women to their “traditional” or 
“natural” gender roles in the liberation 
struggle itself.

Fight against women’s  
oppression and imperialism
In the so-called “Islamic countries”, 
that is the states that are dominated by 
imperialism and in which Islam is the 
majority faith, the fight for women’s 
liberation is closely linked to that against 
deprivation and oppression, which 
are legitimised by religion. In essence, 
however, this is not a “religious” struggle, 
but a struggle for democratic and social 
rights.

These include a number of democratic 
demands, such as the formal, legal 
equality of women as citizens, in court, in 
divorces and so on, the right to freedom 
of movement, equal guaranteed and 
free access to education and training, 
the abolition of gender segregation, the 
creation of gender equality and provision 
of women’s shelters to protect them 
from domestic violence. Revolutionaries 
advocate the separation of state and 
religion, the abolition of every theocratic 
form of government and all privileges of 
religious communities.

 
“THE WORKING CLASS IS OFTEN LESS INFLUENCED BY 
RELIGIOUS THOUGHT SINCE OVER-EXPLOITATION OF THE 
CLASS FORCES WOMEN INTO WAGED WORK”
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At the same time, there is the 
social question in the countryside. The 
liberation of women is unthinkable in 
many countries without a programme 
of agrarian revolution, the expropriation 
of landed property and the abolition of 
bonded labour. Such a struggle must be 
based mainly on the agricultural workers, 
day labourers and small peasants.

After all, the fight for the rights 
of women workers is decisive for the 
common struggle of the whole working 
class. Women must first of all have access 
to all areas of professional activity, and 
unregulated, temporary, “unofficial” 
working conditions must be abolished. 
In most countries, a minimum wage 
that covers the cost of living would be a 
unifying demand for men and women. 
Added to this is the demand for paid 
leave, sick pay and pensions.

The precondition for this, however, is 
the opening of the workers’ movement to 
women and its support for their struggles 
for democratic rights, against sexism and 
attacks. At the same time, this would 
also be the starting point for a working 
class women’s movement, which could 
also give the oppressed women from the 
middle classes and the peasantry a way 
forward.

The struggle for the right of self-
defence is necessary against attacks by 
Islamic or other anti-women forces whose 
most reactionary manifestations include 
forms of clerical fascism. There should be 
no reliance on the state, the need for self-
defence units of the working class and the 
peasantry must be argued and, wherever 
possible, put into practice.

Finally, such a movement is 
inconceivable without women fighting 
male chauvinism and patriarchal 
structures in the workers’ movement. 
These are widespread even among 
non-religious men. Therefore, women 
must have the right to hold separate, 
independent meetings of their own in the 
trade unions and political organisations 
of the working class.

The ties that bind women, and men, 
to the ruling class via the medium of the 
religious authorities can only really be 
put in question on the basis of the class 
struggle. Many women (and men) will 
enter the battle without having already 
broken from their faith. To demand this, 
or make it a precondition for joint action 
would be doctrinaire and ultimatist and 
would only play into the hands of the 
religious authorities and the capitalists 
and landowners standing behind them, 
who should be fought.

Also, a revolutionary party will accept 
people with religious convictions if 
they are prepared to accept the political 
programme for the separation of state and 
religion and to stand up for it. At the same 
time, such a party and its programme must 
be based on solid materialist principles, 

and its goal should be to patiently 
persuade militant believers of consistent 
materialism, which is theoretically 
incompatible with a religious, or any 
other idealist, explanation of the world.

What is decisive for membership of 
the party is its programme and that does 
not require acceptance of atheism, but 
only of the proletarian revolution, that 
is, the establishment of workers’ power, 
which itself will create the conditions in 
which the need for religion will die out.

Islam and women in the  
imperialist countries
We have seen that, in many countries 
dominated by imperialism, Islam, not 
just the Islamists, is closely connected to 
the existing order. That is not the case in 
European countries where it is not Islam 
that is the predominant religion, but 
Christianity. Of course, here, too, we call 
for the separation of state and religion, 
for example, the abolition of all religious 
education in schools, and are against all 
the other ways in which the state gives 
massive support to the Catholic and 

Protestant Churches.
In the imperialist countries, the official 

and bourgeois “critique” of Islam is by no 
means religious or even enlightening, but 
instead has a racist character that serves 
to stigmatise migrants and fugitives, as 
well as to justify military and political 
interventions in “backward” countries.

In the exposure of the repressive role 
of religion as it is undertaken by the 
Right, by state institutions and bourgeois 
organisations, the oppression of muslim 
women serves only as an excuse. In fact, 
the proposed “measures” to combat it, 
whether that is “integration laws” or rules 
on clothing such as the ban on veils or the 
burka, only serve to strengthen divisions 
in the class and the oppression of women.

The causes of real oppression, and its 
consequences; lack of job opportunities, 
poor pay, no promotion, dependence 
on the man’s income, are not fought as 
reasons and means for the continuation of 
racist oppression. Instead, the exclusion 
and bad position of Muslim women and 
men is blamed on their wrong beliefs. It is 
as if migrants would suddenly have equal 
opportunities on the labour market, in 
the education system or in the search for 
accommodation if they were to abandon 
their faith and become “fully integrated”.

Finally, in racist thinking, the 

oppressed, and especially Muslim women, 
are presented as having no agency. The 
veiled woman cannot speak for herself, 
no matter how eloquent she is. She has to 
be “liberated” by the state through forced 
measures such as a ban on the veil. If she 
shows no understanding of this, then that 
is proof that she is just too backward to 
recognise her own interest.

This is white, democratic, civilising 
racism “at its best”. Its paternalism, 
however, also reveals its reactionary, 
imperialist character. The core of this 
concern for the “Muslim” woman is that 
it is not about the fight against women’s 
oppression. The rights of migrant 
women, refugees, including men, are 
ultimately of no concern. The assertion 
that Islam is a particularly reactionary 
religion, fundamentally more deeply 
and irreconcilably oppressive, ultimately 
leads to the idea that Muslim women, 
and men, unlike people of other religious 
convictions, first have to abandon their 
religion before they can be regarded as 
equal human beings at all.

By attributing this particularity to 
Islam, racism reverses the cause of the 

oppression of Muslims; Islam, religion and 
Muslim people themselves are blamed. 
They need to assimilate, “integrate” and 
“discard” their own identity, in order to 
be “well” integrated and accepted into 
the western community. The mendacity 
of this demand is particularly evident 
among those who have “arrived” for 
decades, the young people in the Paris 
suburbs, young people of the second 
and third generations who face a future 
as unemployed, labourers, part-time 
workers, precarious workers for whom 
capitalism provides access only to the 
“secondary labour market” if at all.

Real integration and a joint struggle 
against women’s oppression are therefore 
only possible if the struggle for equal 
rights, open borders, equal access to 
education, training and work is combined 
with the fight against anti-Muslim racism 
in all its varieties.

 
“THE EXCLUSION AND OPPRESSION OF MUSLIM WOMEN 
IS BLAMED ON THEIR INDIVIDUAL BELIEFS RATHER THAN 
SYSTEMIC RACISM AND DISCRIMINATION”
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Donald Trump’s presidency 
has galvanised opposition. 
But turning resistance into 
victories will not be easy. 

Republicans control both houses of 
Congress, the Presidency and hardline 
conservatives will undoubtedly soon 
control the Supreme Court. At a state 
level they hold power in 32 state 
legislatures plus 33 governorships, 
covering 61 per cent of the U.S. 
population. Democrats only control state 
capitols 13 states, some 28 percent of the 
country’s population. Many attacks will 
be launched at state level like the “right to 
work’ anti-union laws of many states. 

The upsurge in mass demonstrations 
since his inauguration proves that 
millions are ready and willing to fight 
Trump if given a lead. 

Labor fakers
But workers who want to use the 
collective strength of their trade union 
organisations to face down Trump’s 
attacks face a problem: the trade union 
bureaucracy. Take Richard Trumka, the 
President of the AFL-CIO. He won’t 
be out on the streets protesting Trump 
anytime soon. His response to the new 
president’s address to Congress was:

“Will we partner with him? 
Absolutely! Will we partner with him 
to try to rewrite the immigration rules 
of the country? Absolutely!… Using the 
bully pulpit to say this is your country, 
this is where you owe your allegiance, 
this is where you should be investing and 
building, that is a good thing.”

Indeed Trumka egged Trump to 
go further on immigration and go for 
stopping legal as well as illegal migrants, 
saying: “I was actually pleasantly 
surprised to hear him say the system is 
broken and it’s legal immigration, as well 

as undocumented people.”
Those who remember the final scene 

of Orwell’s Animal Farm will recognise 
Trump and Trumka, indeed the great 
bulk of the trade union bureaucracy.

“The creatures outside looked from 
pig to man, and from man to pig, and 
from pig to man again; but already it was 
impossible to say which was which.”

United front
For this reason it is vital to link up with 
union locals that have fought back 
in recent years – longshore workers, 
Chicago teachers, the Service Employees 
International Union, all those involved 
in the Fight for 15 movement – and draw 
them into the mass resistance. At the 
same time the entire movement needs to 
support and promote the growth of rank 

and file control within organised labor 
and a massive drive to recruit millions of 
new union members. 

The con job that Trump pulled on his 
working class supporters by promising to 
“bring back the jobs” and “make America 
great again” will not work and the 
illusions will soon turn to disappointment 
and anger. To bring back jobs to America 
under capitalism, Americans must join 
the race to the bottom. Protectionism is 
a delusion in the age of global capitalism. 
And Trump knows this. He has already 
stated that American workers are 
overpaid.

There is a growing consciousness 
amongst workers, women and men, black 

and white, immigrant and US-born, 
that to resist Trump direct action will be 
needed. This can be seen by the frequent 
calls for “general strikes”, for a nationwide 
stoppage on May Day. The “Day Without 
Immigrants” action on 16 February shut 
down many businesses in many sections 
of the country, especially ones that rely 
heavily on migrant labour.

These types of mass actions need to 
become more widespread, more “general”, 
and involve all of the targeted minorities 
and their supporters in concert with 
the majority of workers, those whose 
social, trade union and democratic 
rights will also be under attack from the 
Republicans.

Workers’ party
To foster this, representatives of all 
groups that are under attack should come 
together to plan strategies and tactics for 
a more coordinated and therefore more 
effective resistance. An effective resistance 
will need a strategy that challenges the 
logic of a system that produces everything 
for profit, by supporting taxation and 
investment based on public need. But to 
challenge the system we need to break 
free of the Democrats – the alternative 
party of the billionaires. 

The Democrats’ job is to restrict 
resistance to speeches and votes in 
congress. Openly or covertly their 
message is to wait and vote for them in 
the next round of elections. And above all 
to do nothing to challenge the system, as 
dear to Hillary Clinton as it is to Donald 
Trump.

Even Democrats like Bernie Sanders 
won’t really help. Sanders likes to call 
himself a socialist and praises Eugene 
Debs; but Debs was a revolutionary 
socialist who supported and led strikes, 
who fought racism and scapegoating 
immigrants, who went to jail for 
opposing imperialist wars. Above all he 
helped build an independent working 
class party.

It is Debs’ example that we should 
follow today: a working class party that 
can unite all the exploited and oppressed 
and wage a class struggle against the 
political establishment and the ruling 
class it serves. 

‘TO CHALLENGE THE SYSTEM 
WE NEED TO BREAK WITH THE 
DEMOCRATS WHO DEFEND IT’ 
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The movement against Trump 
needs to forge a new leadership 
out of the struggles to come
Marcus OTONO · TENNESSEE
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Normally, American Jewish 
leaders would expect to feel 
quite positive about a new US 
President apparently more 

friendly to Israel than his immediate 
predecessor. But Donald Trump’s actions 
since his inauguration seem to have 
thrown many of them into a panic.

This is not entirely attributable to 
his antisemitic provocations, like his 
statement on Holocaust Memorial Day 
that carefully avoided any mention of 
the six million Jewish victims, or the 
presence of open antisemites like Steve 
Bannon and Richard Spencer in his 
political entourage. An unholy alliance 
with antisemites has always been at the 
heart of the Zionist project, with both 
sides sharing the goal of gathering the 
world’s Jews “where they belong”, in the 
eastern Mediterranean, and taking them 
away from countries where they actually 
live but where, apparently, they “do not 
belong”.

Israel Lobby
A majority of the USA’s “pro-Israel lobby” 
are not Jewish but so-called “Christian 
Zionists”, many of them Evangelical 
Christian fundamentalists who believe 
that a Jewish state, and Jewish emigration 
to it, are necessary to bring about the 
Second Coming of Christ. Following this, 
the Jews will either convert or perish in 
the ensuing Rapture and Armageddon. 
Thus, enthusiasm for Israel and support 
for its oppression of the Arab Palestinian 
people has always gone alongside quite 
hostile attitudes towards Jewish people 
at home. Donald Trump is hardly any 
different.

What has alarmed American Jewish 
leaders is the rhetoric from the White 
House about abandoning the “two-state 
solution”, that is, a separate Palestinian 

state alongside Israel in some, but 
not necessarily all, of the Palestinian 
territories occupied by Israel in 1967. In 
this, Trump shares quite a lot with Israel’s 
prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu, 
who has created similar alarm, both in 
Israel and in the USA.

Trump and Netanyahu
Both leaders are tough-talking, right-
wing demagogues who rail against 
a “liberal establishment” that they 
blame for undermining their countries’ 
“greatness”. Both were elected on the 
basis of appeals to racist sentiments. 
Netanyahu effectively stole the votes 
of Israel’s extremist pro-settler parties 
with a video clip on the day of Israel’s 
March 2015 elections, warning that 
Israel’s minority-Arab citizens were 
“advancing on the ballot boxes in droves”, 
apparently having been “bussed out” to 
vote by “left-wing organisations” with the 
support of Mahmoud Abbas, the head of 
the Palestinian Authority in the Israeli-
occupied West Bank.

Both employ a virulent Islamophobia 
in the name of “anti-terrorism”, 
something also shared by Trump’s other 
new admirer in the region, the Syrian 
dictator Bashar al-Assad. Both were quite 
vocally opposed to President Barack 
Obama’s nuclear deal and detente with 
Iran, which Israel still regards as its major 
regional rival. Now, both seem willing 
to place a bomb underneath the policy 
that has allowed Israel to continue its 
occupation of the 1967 territories for the 
last fifty years.

Two state illusion
The truth is that neither Israel nor the 
USA have ever had any intention of 
granting the Palestinians any meaningful 
independent state. That has already 
effectively been made impossible by the 
network of illegal Jewish settlements in 
the West Bank, and by the “separation 
barrier” (dubbed the “Apartheid Wall” by 
anti-occupation activists) that winds its 
way through the West Bank, cutting off 
whole communities from their adjacent 
lands and effectively annexing those lands 
to Israel.

In that respect, Trump and Netanyahu 
are merely bringing their countries’ 
official rhetoric into line with their actual 
practice. However, endlessly maintaining 

Talking down the 
two-state solution
marcus halaby 

The US President’s 
comments on Israel 
raised eyebrows - but 
the possibility of a future 
Palestinian state was 
always a fantasy

IMPERIALISM IN THE DOCK
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like. I can live with either one.”
The problem for pro-Israel opinion 

in the USA is this: if there is to be no 
separate Palestinian state, then the 
effective situation is “one state” by default, 
as Palestinian Authority negotiator Saeb 
Erekat pointed out in response to Trump’s 
claim that he was committed not to “two 
states” but to “peace”.

What would that “one state” look like? 
If it were to be a democratic state, then 
common citizenship for both peoples 
would mean an Arab-majority state, and 
the end of the “Zionist dream” of Israel 
as an emergency homeland-in-waiting 
for Jewish people across the world. The 
Zionist alternative would mean a “Jewish 
state” with an Arab majority denied 
voting rights or citizenship, subject to 
military occupation and in the process 
of being squeezed off their land and, 
ultimately, out of the country. 

By letting the cat out of the bag, these 
two nationalist demagogues run the risk 
of ensuring that the only practicable 
solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict 
becomes precisely the nightmare of an 
Apartheid state in which Israeli state 
forces are permanently mobilised to 
suppress the Palestinian majority. Worse 
still, they are both capable of pursuing 
exactly this course.

the pretence of a “peace process” 
supposedly moving towards “two states” 
has served a purpose for both Israel and 
its US protector.

For the USA, it provides a sop with 
which it can placate allies like Egypt 
and Saudi Arabia, in a region whose 
populations instinctively side with the 
Palestinians. For Israel, it provides an 
alibi in the court of world public opinion, 
allowing it to continue the occupation 
and a relentless expansion of the 
settlements. At the same time, it blames 
“Palestinian terror” or intransigence for 
the failure of negotiations to produce a 
political solution while repressing the 
inevitable Palestinian resistance to this 
grim process.

“Peace”
The most coherent proposal that 
Trump has made so far is to move the 
US embassy in Israel from Tel Aviv 
to Jerusalem, something that would 
effectively recognise Israel’s illegal 
annexation of East Jerusalem in 1967. 
In a much-ridiculed speech during a 
recent visit to Israel, Trump said: “So I’m 
looking at two states and one state. And 
I like the one that both parties like. I’m 
very happy with the one that both parties 

ISRAEL’S THEFT OF PALESTINIAN LAND
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On February 28 representatives 
from the European Union, 
European Central Bank, and 
the International Monetary 

Fund arrived in Athens to discuss terms 
for a fourth bailout package for the Greek 
government. These negotiations had 
initially stalled, with the IMF dubious 
about Greece’s ability to achieve a 
‘sustainable’ fiscal surplus, givent that the 
austerity mandated by previous bailout 
agreements has locked the economy into 
a vicious debt spiral. After the inevitable 
period of political posturing amongst 
the various creditors, normal service was 
resumed with only the finer points of 
further futile austerity to be arranged.

Another bailout means another round 
of austerity. Yet life in Greece has already 
taken a rapid and brutal decline in the 
past eight years - a direct consequence 
of the savage terms imposed by the 
lenders, whose sole motivation is to 
recover the French and German banks’ 
loans, irrespective of the human cost or 
economic sense. The economy has shrunk 
by more than a quarter. 23 per cent of 
the population are “severely materially 
deprived”. The entire medical system 
is crumbling with hospitals dubbed 
“danger zones” for patients undergoing 
relatively straightforward treatment. Half 
of pensioners are receiving a pension that 
puts them below the country’s poverty 
line - in some cases receiving just €300 
per month. Pensions are increasingly the 
only source of income to help support 
extended families as unemployment sits 
at 23 per cent, with youth unemployment 
double that. In some regions, long term 
unemployment (those out of work for 
more than a year) is at 77 per cent. 
Hopelessness has sunk in.

Presiding over this social catastrophe 
is the left wing party Syriza, elected 
in 2015 on an explicitly anti austerity 
platform, one prepared to confront the 

EU. The election slogan ‘hope is on it’s 
way’ is little more than a bitter memory 
or the butt of ironic jokes. Confronted 
with the need for a third bailout within 
months of taking power, Syriza led the 
population to think it was preparing for a 
bold confrontation with the Troika, and 
in particular with the EU. Yet, despite 
a powerful rejection of austerity in the 
‘Oxi’  referendum, the population was 
simply ignored as the Syriza government 
capitulated, implementing virtually all 
the EU’s diktats, agreeing to give the 
Troika’s beancounters a veto over the 
government’s spending plans. 

Syriza is also complicit in the racist 
treatment of refugees in the country. In 
line with an agreement between Turkey 
and the EU, Greece is overseeing the 
containment of 60,000 refugees, who 
are forced into camps, barred from 
leaving and given little to no access to 
any support or information, leaving the 
camps vulnerable to attacks from the far-
right. Stripped of dignity and basic rights, 
the refugee population face deplorable 
conditions with nothing being done. 

Fighting back
Despite the huge levels of unemployment 
and insecurity, outbursts of resistance 
ensures the Syriza-EU axis doesn’t have 
it all its own way. Strikes from several 
sectors have taken place over pay, 
taxation, and contracts - fire fighters, 
sailors, and public sector workers, to 
name some. Given the precipitous drop 
in living standards, it’s no surprise 
Greece’s middle classes are in revolt; the 
‘Against the Auctions’ campaign involves 
members of the public walking from 
court room to court room trying to 
disrupt the sell off of primary-residence 
property seized from those who default 
on loans. Farmers have been staging road 
blockades, and lawyers on indefinite 

strikes. This demonstrates the depth of 
the social crisis. Nevertheless despite the 
huge opposition, the resistance remains 
politically impotent, fixated on the 
question of EU membership. Popular 
Unity, a split from Syriza that emerged 
from the referendum crisis in 2015, and 
the Communist Party (KKE), argue for 
an exit from the Eurozone yet there is 
little clarity on how this would work, and 
in any case the labour movement has not 
been able to unite around a clear political 
leadership. 

Though sporadic resistance continues, 
it is not necessarily on the increase; for 
many the difficulties in trying to survive 
and navigate in current conditions 
leads to the predominance of individual 
struggle to get by in such a crisis. With 
Syriza fatally discredited, and with the 
Popular Unity reduced to an ineffective 
rump, socialists must look to establishing 
new structures to organise resistance 
and overcome the sectarian divides 
that weaken and undermine the labour 
movement. Committees of action located 
in big workplaces and neighbourhoods 
can take a lead in this struggle, helping 
to work out a common programme 
to address the immediate needs of the 
population - such as on the questions of 
housing provision, support to refugees 
and guaranteed access to education 
and healthcare, wider provisions of 
healthcare, and the support of workers 
rights.

Before negotiations could begin, the 
Troika extracted an agreement from 
Syriza to cut pensions again, breaking its 
promise to pensioners that a new bailout 
wouldn’t come at their expense. This isn’t 
a negotiation - it’s extortion. The only way 
out for the Greek people is to stop the 
Troika looting their country, by seizing 
control of the banks and privatised 
infrastructure and placing them under 
democratic control. This would provoke 
a furious reaction from the European 
leaders - and indeed the rest of the world 
- but it would also send a message to the 
working class of Europe that the time 
for new, radical measures has arrived. 
Faced with the choice of siding with the 
exploited and abused people of Greece 
or with the privileged elites of Paris or 
Berlin, European workers would certainly 
rally to the Greek’s cause - if a lead were 
given. 

• To submit letters and contributions  
email contact@redflagonline.org

Syriza continues its cash for 
cuts policy, capitulating to EU 
demands in new bailout deal
KATIE PELIKANOU
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Women’s oppression long 
predates capitalism. Indeed 
it goes back to the origins 
of class society. But each 

succeeding mode of production and 
exploitation altered the family unit of 
women’s oppression and exploitation. 

Capitalism
Industrial capitalism revolutionised 
the nature of production, taking it 
out of the family home. Although the 
household stopped being the basic unit 
of production, with commodities now 
produced in a factory, the family structure 
persisted and with it the oppression of 
women. The family became the means 
by which the new class of proletarians 
reproduced themselves and their labour 
power for free – something that is of great 
value to the capitalists.

Although the capitalist mode of 
production draws an ever-increasing 
number of women into the labour force, 
giving them thereby greater economic 
independence, the family unit keeps 
them in domestic bondage, limiting that 
freedom. As the Russian revolutionary 
Alexandra Kollontai, said: “Capitalism 
has placed a crushing burden on woman’s 
shoulders: it has made her a wage-worker 
without having reduced her cares as 
housekeeper or mother. Woman staggers 
beneath the weight of this triple load.” 
Even in the “liberated” West, where 
women make up close to 50 per cent 
of the workforce, they still do the vast 
majority of the housework and childcare.

MATERIALISM
The status quo, and the ideology of 
sexism, persists because men gain 
material benefits from women’s 

oppression; they have, on average, higher 
wages than women, their skills have 
greater value, they don’t have to do much 
housework, and don’t face problems of 
sexual harassment and assault.

This is the material root of the strength 
and persistence of sexism within the 
working class. But, at the same time, this 
sexism weakens the struggle against the 
employers and their state. Just like racism 
or national chauvinism, it divides and 
weakens us. In all major working-class 
struggles, therefore, those with a broader 
class viewpoint, men as well as women, try 
to overcome this division by combating 
the relegation of women to an inferior 
position.

Class
If all women are oppressed, they are not all 
equally oppressed and not all women have 
the same degree of power to end their 
oppression. Women, like men, are divided 
into classes. The women of the ruling class 
offload most of their oppression onto their 
working-class “sisters” and their privileges 
vis-à-vis working-class men, as well as 
women, will always tie them to defending 
their class before their sex.

Women of the lower middle class and 
the professions suffer more oppression 
than those of the ruling class and have 
a long history of struggle, the history of 
feminism. Many of the issues feminists 
raise are very important; violence against 
women; sexist ideology in culture and 
education; the hypocrisies of male 
chauvinism and religious morality. But 
their solution, an all-class women’s 
movement and the tendency to seek 
solutions that leave capitalism intact, 
mean that they cannot get to the roots of 
the problem: the bourgeois family and the 
capitalist mode of production, on which 

this family unit rests and for which it 
reproduces the workers’ capacity to work 
while bringing up a new generation of 
workers.

Working-class women, especially 
those drawn into social production and 
socialised services, thereby partly escape 
from the atomisation and isolation of 
the individual family home. They are 
impelled by conditions of the workplace, 
by exploitation, to seek collective self-
defence via the trade unions, a gateway 
to social and political life in general. Of 
course the burdens of the family or of 
domestic labour still weigh heavily on 
them and hold them back. Of course, too, 
even in the unions they encounter sexism 
and discrimination.

Programme
It is for this reason that Marxists set as 
their goal the socialisation of domestic 
labour and childcare both as reforms to 
win in the here and now and as demands 
transitional to a socialist society. Thus 
workplace crèches or council-run 
nurseries, especially if they are controlled 
by the users and those who work in them, 
can enable women to play a much fuller 
role in social and political life. Their 
limited nature (where they exist) plus the 
repeated attempts by governments to cut 
or privatise them however point the way 
to a bigger question. How can the rearing 
of children and home life in general be 
organised so that society as a whole takes 
the responsibility and reaps the rewards?

To fully and completely socialise child 
care and domestic labour will require 
a whole different method of organising 
production itself. An economy planned 
democratically by everyone can radically 
adjust the one to the other, fitting labour 
time to the needs of childcare, deploying 
resources for childcare at work, ensuring 
men play an equal role in both spheres 
and involving the young themselves as 
a part of their education. Only thus can 
a real social equality be planned for and 
achieved.

Working class movement
To fight for this perspective, is why we 
need not only a revolutionary party and 
trade unions but, vitally today, a socialist 
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working-class women’s movement. It 
would take up the whole spectrum of 
women’s oppression: domestic violence, 
rape and femicide; discrimination at work 
and inequalities in pay; and the lack of, or 
cuts to, childcare and healthcare. It would 
also combat the sexist culture of capitalist 
society.

Another vital weapon in the struggle 
against sexism is the right of women 
to organise amongst themselves in the 
workplaces, the unions and the parties, 
to raise all issues of sexist culture and 
harassment. This right to caucus should 
be guaranteed by all bodies. It is not, as 
some argue, an instrument of division but 
of unity at a higher level, unity against 
sexism, unity in the struggle against 
capitalism.

A socialist women’s movement must 
set out to draw in women in the unions, 
on the housing estates, in the schools and 
the colleges, uniting them into a common 
struggle. They must have democracy and 
autonomy, with the right to elect their 
own leaders, not subject to dictation by 
any party or union. However, a genuine 
revolutionary party would openly and 
frankly organise its own members within 
such a mass organisation, as it would in 
the unions, and would have to win the 
right to lead by persuading the majority 
its course of action was right and its 
members the best fighters. By this means, 
more and more women could be won to 
the party.

This common goal of socialism and 
women’s liberation indicates why the 
latter is a struggle for men as well as 
women, why all those who share this 
goal must unite their efforts in common 
trade unions and political parties. But, as 
long as women remain oppressed, they 
have the right and the duty to organise 
themselves. Socialists cannot say to 
women that their liberation must “wait for 
socialism” or will be only a by-product of 
the economic and political class struggle. 
It is a vital and integral part of it.

As James Connolly the great Irish 
revolutionary, murdered by British 
imperialism in 1916 once wrote “None so 
fitted to break the chains as they who wear 
them, none so well equipped to decide 
what is a fetter.”

Bread and Roses
As we go marching, marching, in the beauty of the day
A million darkened kitchens, a thousand mill lofts gray
Are touched with all the radiance that a sudden sun discloses
For the people hear us singing, bread and roses, bread and roses.

As we come marching, marching, we battle too, for men,
For they are in the struggle and together we shall win.
Our days shall not be sweated from birth until life closes,
Hearts starve as well as bodies, give us bread, but give us roses.

As we come marching, marching, un-numbered women dead
Go crying through our singing their ancient call for bread,
Small art and love and beauty their trudging spirits knew
Yes, it is bread we fight for, but we fight for roses, too.

As we go marching, marching, we’re standing proud and tall.
The rising of the women means the rising of us all.
No more the drudge and idler, ten that toil where one reposes,
But a sharing of life’s glories, bread and roses, bread and roses.

This poem, written in 1911 by James Oppenheim, became associated with 
the Lawrence Textile mill strike of 1912, when women millworkers carried 
placards that read “We want bread, and roses too”.

Two pickets of the 
Ladies Tailors union

during the  1910 New York 
garment workers’ strike
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