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What we fight for 

Red Flag is a revolutionary socialist initiative campaigning in the 
Labour Party, in the trade unions and among young people for: 

• a revived Labour Party with socialist policies, under the 
democratic control of its new mass membership

• a mass social movement to fight the Tory government with direct 
action, in the workplaces and on the streets

• a left-wing Labour government that breaks with the capitalists and 
their agenda of austerity and war

• international solidarity with refugees, migrants and the workers of 
the world, not war, occupation and racism

• a democratically planned economy for equality and ecologically 
sustainable development

• a social revolution, a Socialist Republic of Britain and a socialist 
world

A LABOUR PARTY WITH SOCIALIST POLICIES

Labour’s new mass membership opens a huge opportunity to build 
a genuinely mass party in working class communities, campaigning 
in the workplaces and on the streets around clear socialist policies.

Against austerity

• 100% opposition to Tory austerity. No cuts to welfare, services, 
jobs or pay.

• End cruel benefits sanctions – stop forcing disabled people to 
work.

• Tax the rich, not the poor: raise taxes on business and the wealthy. 
Clamp down on tax avoidance.

• A planned economy for the workers, not the rich
• 
• Take over the banks and financial institutions without 

compensation.
• Merge the banks into a single state-owned investment bank under 

direct democratic control of the working class majority.
• Jobs for all. For a massive programme of investment to create 

socially useful, sustainable jobs. End precarious working – make 
casual contracts permanent, including apprenticeships.

• Share the work. Cut the hours to a maximum 30 hour working 
week and reduce the retirement age to 60 for all.

Fight exploitation

• Raise the minimum wage to £10 an hour, for all, regardless of age.
• Work or full pay. Benefits for the unemployed and pensions for 

the retired at the level of minimum wage or final salary, whichever 
is higher. Pensions to be nationalised and guaranteed.

• End the pay freeze. Peg wages to a people’s cost of living index.
• Nationalise the top monopolies under workers control and 

without compensation. This to include the great food, water, 
energy, transport, infrastructure, pharmaceutical, manufacturing, 
property, retail, technology and telecoms conglomerates.

• Draw up a socialist economic plan through mass direct 
democracy, matching production and distribution to popular 
need not private greed.

• Cancel the national debt to the private bondholders and refuse 
to submit to blackmail from international financial institutions.

Public services not private rip-offs

• Build and improve publicly owned social housing all over Britain, 
freezing rents, guaranteeing tenancies, stopping the sell-off of 
estates.

• A National Education Service from cradle to grave, free at the 
point of delivery. Bring all schools and nurseries under public 
ownership under control of parents, teachers and pupils.

• Massive investment in health including mental health services.
• Scrap student fees and loan schemes. A living grant for all.
• End PFI/PPP and renationalise privatised services. Restore local 

democracy: end the cap on local authority spending.

Extend democracy

• Abolish anti-trade union laws. Employment protection from day 
one.

• Votes at 16.
• Nationalise the media, guarantee right to reply, launch new mass 

media under democratic control of the labour movement.
• Abolish the Monarchy, the House of Lords, the Privy Council.
• For a single chamber, elected by proportional representation.
• Self-determination for Scotland and Wales, including the right to 

separate from the UK if a majority choose it.

Defend our environment

• Reinstate solar and wind projects.
• Stop fracking.
• Phase out fossil fuels.
• Promote a planned shift to sustainable energy.

Against discrimination and oppression

• No to racism in all its forms, to Islamophobia, anti-Semitism and 
national chauvinism.

• No to sexism, complete equality for women, equal pay now.
• No to oppression and discrimination against lesbian, gay, bisexual 

and transgender people.
• Free abortion on demand.
• 24-hour free childcare facilities for all.
• No to discrimination on grounds of disability. Abolish Work 

Capability Assessment, reinstate all benefits.

Internationalism not imperialism

• Cancel Trident.
• Britain out of NATO.
• Welcome refugees and migrants. Yes to freedom of movement, no 

to immigration controls.
• No more imperialist wars. Britain out of NATO. Troops out of 

Afghanistan, Eastern Europe, Ireland and all overseas postings.
• Don’t bomb Syria – no to British wars. Solidarity with Syrians and 

Kurds fighting ISIS and Assad.
• Stop backing Israel, its occupations and wars. Boycott Israel 

and support Palestinian self-determination and the return of 
Palestinian refugees.

• Break ties with the far right Ukrainian government.
• Not a penny or a person for the defence of the billionaires’ system. 

Not a standing army loyal to the establishment, but a defence 
force of the working class majority.

• No to the undemocratic institutions of the EU. No to a British 
nationalist walkout – for a United Socialist States of Europe.

STRENGTHEN THE LABOUR MOVEMENT

We can revive the Labour Party and the trade unions, recruiting 
the young and the old, the working and the unemployed, the casual 
workers, women, black and Asian people, migrant workers, LGBT 
people, the skilled and unskilled, the manual and the office workers.

• End the bans on socialists and the purge of new members. Restore 
the right of local Labour Parties to select and if necessary deselect 
their local and parliamentary candidates.

• Full policy-making powers to be in the hands of the membership, 
not the MPs or grandees.

• Labour MPs to be under the democratic control of the party’s 
membership, not the other way round.

• For a democratic and socialist constitution for Labour that sets 
public ownership and socialism as our goals.

• For workplace Labour Party branches and mass Labour women’s, 
BME, LGBT and youth organisations.

• Labour councils should refuse to carry out Tory cuts and rally 
nationwide resistance including coordinated strike action 
against undemocratic Tory disqualifications and any attempted 
imposition of commissioners.

• All Labour and union officials to be subject to regular re-election 
and to the right of the members to recall them, and to be paid the 
average wage of the workers they represent.

• For cross-union and cross-industrial combines of workers that 
can take action even against the wishes of union officials where 
necessary.

• Workers of all countries, unite – build  an international union of 
revolutionary socialist 

• parties.

A MASS SOCIAL MOVEMENT TO FIGHT THE TORIES

We can’t wait until 2020 to get rid of the Tories. With such a 
small majority, the Tories can be beaten, if we mobilise mass action.

• Strikes against Tory cuts to pay, conditions and services. Solidarity 
strikes.

• Occupy all services and facilities facing closure.
• Mass civil disobedience to support strikes and occupations.
• For a general strike if the Tories try to ban, prosecute or surcharge 

unions or their members for taking action.
• For Councils of Resistance, with delegates from local union 

branches and workplaces, from tenants’ campaigns, antiracist and 
women’s initiatives, student and youth groups and Labour Party 
branches.

FOR REVOLUTION

• Even a House of Commons of 630 Jeremy Corbyns would not 
be enough to legislate capitalism out of existence, because faced 
with a mortal threat to their profits and privileges the ruling 
class would use all means at their disposal to restore their order, 
including a military coup.

• A left-wing Labour government should not accept the sabotage 
of the rich, but should be a workers’ government and take power 
out of the hands of the unelected civil servants, CEOs, security 
chiefs and generals.

• We need a mass party committed to revolution, which will mean 
the forcible dispossession of the ruling class through direct 
action from below, breaking up their unelected apparatus of 
coercion, taking power into the hands of workers’ councils and a 
working class defence force.

• Today hundreds of thousands of people are changing British 
politics. Soon millions can change Britain. All together, we can 
bring down the Tories and open the road to a working class 
government and a social revolution. 
 
If you agree join us - www.redflagonline.org/join
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First Impressions

Tom Watson and Hilary Benn have taken advantage 
of Trump’s missile attack on Syria’s Shayrat airbase to 
launch their own attack on Jeremy Corbyn. This is the 
latest salvo in their war of attrition which they intend to 

wage until they finally remove him as the Leader of the Labour 
Party.

Tom Watson, Deputy Leader and not entitled to make up 
policy, got in first and told the Birmingham Mail: “These US 
strikes appear to be a direct and proportionate response to a 
clear violation of international law by the Syrian regime.” Hilary 
Benn, chair of the Commons’ Brexit committee and former 
shadow foreign secretary, said: “Let’s hope Syria will now think 
twice before deciding to gas its own people again.” He was backed 
up by Angela Eagle who added that the attack was, “… morally 
justifiable in response to a crime against humanity and compliant 
with our Responsibility to Protect.”

Not to be outdone, John Woodcock, chair of the PLP 
backbench defence committee, tried to out-patriot the Tories by 
adding,  “It is disappointing that the UK government sat on its 
hands until the US acted, 24 hours ago, Theresa May was insisting 
no one was contemplating a military response.”

Their immediate target, of course, was Corbyn who, correctly, 
refused to support the US attack, but in the longer term their 
purpose was to display their credentials as reliable potential 
members of a British government who can be depended upon 
to do whatever the western imperialist powers, led by the US, 
require.

Neither the US nor Russia, nor any of the regional powers like 
Saudi Arabia, the Gulf States, Turkey or Iran, have the interest of 
the Syrian people anywhere on their agenda. Each is prepared to 
prolong the war until their actual strategic aims; dominance of 
the region, causing their rivals maximum damage and crushing 
independent revolutionary forces, have been achieved. That is 
why they intervened in the Syrian conflict in the first place.

Ken Livingstone
The decision by Labour’s National Constitutional Committee, 
NCC, to suspend Ken Livingstone for a further year for “bringing 
the party into disrepute” is a victory for the Labour right and the 
Zionist movement.

It is a victory for the right, who have cynically manufactured 
claims of antisemitism against leftwing party members in order 
to undermine Jeremy Corbyn and to sow division amongst his 
supporters.

It is a victory for the Zionists in the Jewish Labour Movement, 
and outside the party, who claim a monopoly on the definition 
of antisemitism, seek to speak on behalf of all Jewish people, 
and wish to ensure that Labour never again elects a leader with a 
principled record of solidarity with the Palestinian people.

Despite the fact that the NCC did not find Ken Livingstone 
guilty of antisemitism, the Labour right and Zionists called for his 
case to be referred to the National Executive Committee (NEC). 
This proves they are not concerned with challenging antisemitism, 
but are conducting a witch-hunt in which expulsion is used to 
claim a high profile scalp and legitimise the Zionists’ attempt to 
equate criticism of Israel or Zionism with antisemitism.

The attack on Livingstone is an attack on the members’ right to 
free speech, it is an attack on the Palestinian solidarity movement, 
it is an attack on anti-Zionist Jews who are undifferentiated from 
the “British Jewish population”. It trivialises and undermines 
genuine struggles against antisemitism and, despite his shameful 
capitulation, it is an attack on Jeremy Corbyn’s leadership and the 
millions of workers who look to the party to provide a genuine 
alternative to Tory austerity.

For all these reasons we oppose Ken Livingstone’s suspension, 
we defend the right to criticise Israel and Zionism, and we urge all 
socialists and left wing groups in Labour to reject this witch-hunt 
and step up the struggle to kick out the right wing and fight for 
socialist policies.

Article 50 triggered
Theresa May has triggered Article 50, starting the process of the 
UK leaving the European Union. With a few exceptions the Labour 
Party voted for Article 50, which will make it more difficult for 
them to lead the opposition once the negative consequences of 
Brexit become clear. 

This issue of Red Flag features extensive coverage of the 
Brexit process, political developments in Europe and makes a 
contribution to the debate on the left and in the labour movement 
about creating a radical alternative resistance. 

KD TAIT



4  RED FLAG   APRIL 2017

May blocks IndyRef2

Now is not the time,” 
declared British 
Prime Minister 
Theresa May on 

the announcement of the 
Scottish parliament’s vote 
for a second referendum, 
“because we’ve got to be 
coming together, not pulling 
apart…” 
The Scottish people would 
be “asked to make a crucial 
decision without necessary 
information. I don’t think 
that would be fair. This union 
that we have, I believe, is very 
precious.”

It would not be the 
first time a haughty prime 
minister is (potentially) 
brought down by her own 
hubris. If any response 
to Scottish First Minister 
Nicola Sturgeon’s demand 
for a second independence 

referendum was designed to 
rankle with Scots, this was it.

The Scottish parliament 
ratified the SNP’s call for a 
second referendum, IndyRef2, 
by 69 votes to 59, albeit with 
the support of the Greens. The 
referendum is proposed to 
take place “between autumn 
2018 and spring 2019”.

Blairite leader of the 
Scottish Labour Party 
Kezia Dugdale gave her 
full backing to the Tories: 
“There absolutely should not 
be another independence 
referendum until after Brexit.”

This is ridiculous in that 
it envisages Scots will only 
be allowed to take such a 
decision when it is too late 
to affect Brexit, which a 
large majority of them were 
opposed to. 

Fortunately Jeremy 

Corbyn has been much more 
democratic. He told BBC’s 
Andrew Marr that it was up to 
the Scottish people to decide 
whether and when to have 
a second referendum. Quite 
right – and if it makes Brexit 
more difficult, then so be it. 
Corbyn must keep up his 
support.

That said, Red Flag agrees 
with comrade McBurney (see 
below) and with what Jeremy 
has said in the past: that 
Scottish workers are better off 
fighting for socialism with the 
closest possible ties to workers 
of other nations, including 
England and Wales, as well as 
with other nationals working 
in Scotland.

Scottish trade with the rest 
of the UK is worth £50 billion, 
with the rest of the EU £12 
billion. In or out of the EU, an 
independent Scotland would 
face barriers to its economy. 
Workers would be called 
upon to pay “their share” 
(i.e. most) of the inevitable 
austerity – for the sake of the 

nation, of course.
Resistance to these 

attacks will be undermined 
by the growth of national 
chauvinism and patriotism 
– on both sides of the border 
– that any attempt to establish 
a new nation inevitably 
produces. 

Like Sandy, we believe 
that the class struggle is 
more effective when workers 
combine across borders and 
tear them down – together. 
Better to stay in the UK, 
fighting to stop Brexit and 
striving for a British federal 
workers’ republic.

However Scottish people 
should have a say on whatever 
Brexit deal the Tories come up 
- with a veto if you like – over 
whether it applies to them. If 
Labour and the Trade unions 
support this right it will help 
promote solidarity between 
Scottish, English Welsh and 
Northern Irish workers and 
even kybosh the hard Brexit 
many Tories want. 

‘The right to divorce does not mean all 
marriages should end in divorce’

JEREMY DEWAR

SANDY MCBURNEY

The British working 
class movement 
exists and has been 
created in over 200 

years of joint struggle against 
British capital. The highest 
form of workers unity is in 
a socialist party struggling 
for socialism. However, 
the Scottish nationalist left 
rejects the idea of building a 
common socialist party with 
our comrades south of the 
border.

The socialist movement 
in Britain traditionally fought 

to unite all workers in Britain 
to fight for pro-working 
class reforms and a workers’ 
government in Britain. The 
Scottish nationalist left 
reject that political struggle 
in favour of uniting with 
a section of the Scottish 
establishment to fight for a 
Scottish capitalist state and to 
put “Scotland first”.

Such a nationalist 
perspective is obviously 
opposed to working class 
unity and is subservient 
to the forces of capital. We 

can expect the Scottish 
nationalist perspective 
to provoke a Stronger for 
England narrative down 
south – indeed this is already 
happening. Nationalism 
begets nationalism.

In a period of heightening 
international tension we can 
expect any Scottish divorce 
proceedings to become quite 
nasty. Chauvinists on both 
sides of the border will be 
arguing over the division 
of assets and liabilities. 
Workers will be dragooned 

into supporting their own 
bosses against the other: 
Scotland first, England first, 
etc. National traitors will 
be denounced. The divorce 
proceedings will tend to 
split the working class into 
nationalist fragments, each 
supporting their own bosses.

I support the right of 
national self-determination 
for Scotland and Catalonia, 
etc., but that does not mean 
that I support the call for 
independence, for the 
reason stated above. Often 
nationalists seem blind to the 
fact that support for the right 
of national self-determination 
does not necessarily mean 
support for independence. As 
Lenin says, socialists support 
the right to divorce but do not 
advocate that everyone who is 
married should get a divorce.
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Failed Stormont staring
at Brexit precipice

The future of 
Stormont and of 
a new Northern 
Ireland power 

sharing-executive remain on 
hold after talks between the 
main parties broke down. 
Another short period of 
talks will occur before a new 
executive is cobbled together, 
without which direct rule 
from Westminster takes its 
place. 

Sinn Fein want the 
Democratic Unionist Party 
(DUP) leader Arlene Foster 
to step aside while her role in 
the “Cash for Ash” scandal is 
investigated. Other red lines 
include issues relating to the 
Irish language, a Bill of Rights 
and “legacy issues”. These are 
certainly not unimportant 
concerns, but unfortunately 
no red light appears for 
Sinn Fein when it comes to 
the inevitable new round of 
austerity.

Whether it would suit 
Sinn Fein and the DUP 
to stay outside power-

sharing arrangements for 
long remains to be seen. 
Nationalists have increasingly 
been enraged by the DUP’s 
sectarian behaviour and 
wondering what they’ve 
gotten out of the Good Friday 
Agreement (GFA), while 
many DUP supporters have 
never embraced the GFA 
anyway. So a period of direct 
rule is on the cards amid 
widespread disillusionment 
with a failed and scandal-
ridden Stormont.

Whatever happens Britain 
still rules the Six Counties, 
and will do so as long as 
Unionists have a veto over 
a united Ireland, a veto 
enshrined within the GFA. 
Sinn Fein’s attempt to trigger 
a border poll provision in 
the GFA is completely in 
the hands of the British 
government. So we now have 
a triple whammy: a Unionist 
and British veto over a border 
poll, a united Ireland and 
continued EU membership.

Sinn Fein’s success at 

the polls was considerably 
helped by DUP corruption 
and arrogance, but major 
fears over the consequences 
of Brexit also played their 
part. Other anti-Brexit parties 
like the nationalist Social 
Democratic and Labour Party 
and the (“cross-community”) 
Alliance party also benefitted. 
Pre-referendum, the anti-
austerity People before Profit 
(PbP) took a significant 
slice of voters away from 
Sinn Fein, but just one 
year later this pro-Brexit 
grouping completely lost its 
momentum.

Brexit will be a disaster for 
Ireland north and south.The 
Republic is set to take a big 
hit to its trade with the UK, 
through tariffs and exchange 
rate volatility. This will impact 
on the north’s key trading 
relationship with the south 
as well. In the north the loss 
of crucial EU funding, which 
has been set at £3.5 billion 
over seven years, will never 
be replaced by Westminster. 
Although there is consensus 
between the EU, the UK 
and the Republic against the 
creation of a hard border, the 
likelihood of a hard Brexit is 
likely to dash these hopes.

Moreover, the UK can 
only negotiate its trading 
arrangements with the 
Republic through the EU, 
and not directly. And given 

the slim prospects of the UK 
getting a free trade deal with 
the EU, this means that there 
will be taxes on imports and 
exports between the UK and 
the Republic. Customs checks 
will be needed to enforce this. 
And even if a deal is done, 
there would still need to be 
checks on the origin of goods 
so that the Republic is not a 
backdoor route to avoid UK 
taxes.

This scenario of border 
checks and queues will hinder 
trade and the movement 
of people across the 
partition border. No wonder 
resentment is growing in 
border areas, as witnessed by 
protests organised by Border 
Communities Against Brexit. 
No wonder that a united 
Ireland is once again proving 
a popular option north and 
south. 

There is clearly a massive 
anti-Brexit feeling in Ireland. 
This lays the basis for building 
a movement in which labour 
movement activists are at 
the forefront of taking direct 
action to stop the increased 
social and economic hardship 
resulting from Brexit. The 
centrality of the working 
class is also key to ensuring 
any fight for a new united 
Ireland must be for a 
Workers’ Republic, and not a 
plaything of US, EU or British 
imperialism.

BERNIE MCADAM

On Friday 24 March, 
workers at Irish bus 
and coach operator 
Bus Eireann  began 

an indefinite all-out strike. 
Five trade unions representing 
2,600 workers, including 
SIPTU and the National Bus 
& Rail Union (NBRU) have 
called the action. 

On the first day of action 

rail services were disrupted 
as workers refused to cross 
picket lines. One week into 
the strike and more unofficial 
picketing has seen nearly all 
Dublin Area Rapid Transit 
(DART) and Dublin Bus 
services cancelled.

Management at Bus 
Eireann have produced 
a “survival plan” that 

Bus Eireann workers on
indefinite all-out strike   

would result in wage cuts, 
casualisation and threats to 
hundreds of jobs. There has 
been no consultation with the 
union. 

SIPTU Organiser Willie 
Noone said that “Management 
wish to prepare the company 
for the future privatisation 
of public bus services by 
concentrating draconian cuts 
on ordinary workers”, and that 
at stake is not just the jobs 
and conditions of transport 
workers but “the destruction 
of a public service which 
is essential in connecting 
communities throughout 

Ireland”.
Representatives from 

all three transport sectors 
have met, and have given 
a mandate for a ballot on 
industrial action to be held by 
Iarnrod Eireann and Dublin 
Bus workers. This potential 
solidarity action is absolutely 
necessary, as any success for 
management at Bus Eireann 
will put other branches of 
the transport system into the 
firing line, while successful 
national transport strike 
would be a real game changer 
in the battle against years of 
draconian austerity in Ireland. 
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A CWU WORKPLACE REP

THEAGITATOR

Royal Mail: concessions 
will encourage bosses, 
time for CWU to fight

Up to 300 postal 
workers in 
Doncaster walked 
out on 24 March 

against a worker off on stress 
being sacked over the phone, 
forcing Royal Mail to agree 
to an external investigation. 
Another wave of action has 
been slowly building from 
below since the wildcat 
walkout in Swindon last 
August that involved several 
offices and up to a thousand 
workers. Many, like the 
balloted strike in Accrington 
where the guilty manager 
was moved out of the office, 
have been at least partially 
successful, forcing Royal Mail 
to shift back a gear.

There is a steady stream 
of short protest actions, 
sit-ins and walkouts that 
the newspapers never 
report, driven by managers 
imposing change by diktat. 
Royal Mail has brazenly 
sidelined agreements with 
the Communication Workers 
Union at the shopfloor 
level, while an effective 
no-strike deal at national 
level has stopped postal 
workers challenging the 
efficiency drive unleashed 
by privatisation.  The CWU 
recognises this, stating in 
the union magazine Voice 
in January that offices where 
managers refuse to stick to 
agreements will be allowed 
to ballot for strikes – but why 
aren’t we challenging this 
widespread reality nationally?

Postal workers gained 
an unprecedented five year 
deal in 2014 by threatening 
to wreck the Tory-Lib Dem 
privatisation of Royal Mail, 
winning legal guarantees 
against the new millionaire 
shareholders breaking up 
the business or creating a 
two-tier workforce with 
zero hours contracts.  But 
while forced to stick to these 
guarantees, Royal Mail has 
pushed to make the rest of the 
agreements with the CWU a 
dead letter at local level. Now, 
impatient to hike profits, 
it has jumped the gun and 
upped the ante, not content to 
wait for 2019.

Pensions
First company directors 
declared the pension fund 
unsustainable at the end of 
last year, threatening to close 
it in 2018. Now in response 
to CWU proposals about the 
future of the job, they have 
proposed a long list of cuts 
to the rights, including worse 
conditions for new starters 
and slashing allowances won 
over the last two decades. 
Royal Mail is daring the union 
to break its agreement not 
to organise national strikes, 
which would invalidate the 
five-year deal.

Back in August Deputy 
General Secretary Terry 
Pullinger threatened that 
the CWU would “use every 
means at our disposal, 
including strikes, to defend 
our members’ future 
pensions”. Yet now the union 
has put forward its own 
deal that would see Royal 
Mail maintain its level of 
contributions, a level that 
is inadequate to fund the 
pension, leading to smaller 
pension payouts for many.

The strategy is to swap 
this pension concession with 
a proposal for a 35-hour 
week with no loss of pay and 

the continuation of the legal 
guarantees of the last five 
years. The union offialdom is 
pressing members and reps 
to sign up to this without any 
real debate.

Royal Mail, however, has 
dug in and insisted these 
proposals – a pay rise, the 
35 hour week – will have to 
“pay for themselves” with 
concessions elsewhere. 
Directors claim they are 
not making the profits that 
shareholders expected.

The CWU faces a sharp 
choice: launch a national 
strike or make further 
concessions. The latter option 
would leave postal workers 
worse off and the union 
weaker. And Royal Mail 
would just be back for more 
in five years or sooner.

Agreement after 
agreement has seen the 
union forcing a reluctant 
Royal Mail to accept phrases 
about focusing on “growth” 
rather than “efficiency”, and 
“consensus” rather than 
“diktat”, with and a load of 
waffle about “mutual interest”. 
But the last ten years have 
shown this to be a mirage.

Royal Mail management 
and the pro-market 
government regulator Ofcom 
are determined to break up 
postal workers’ conditions 
and undermine the union, the 
better to break it in the future.

Postal workers urgently 
need to debate these 
proposals, develop a strategy 
and build up rank and file 
organisation to generalise 
the power we’ve seen in local 
walkouts.

The Agitator is a regular 
column providing a platform 
for rank and file union 
activists. Email submissions 
to contact@redflagonline.org
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INDUSTRIALBULLETIN

Unite: vote McCluskey 

Labour Deputy Leader 
Tom Watson made 
a last minute bid to 
swing the vote against 

Len McCluskey in Unite the 
union’s ongoing election of its 
general secretary. 
In an attempt to hoodwink 
Unite’s 1.2 million members 
into backing the right wing 
candidate Gerard Coyne, he 
made a series of unsupported 
assertions that Len is 
meddling in Labour Party 
politics.
Speaking on the BBC Radio 
4’s Today programme on 
20 March, Watson accused 
McCluskey of using Unite to 
organise “a political faction 
in the Labour Party with 
the tacit approval of the 
leadership. Enough is enough, 
this has got to stop...” he said, 
“I’m afraid there are some 
people who do not have our 
electoral interests at heart”.
Watson, the architect of 
the failed Parliamentary 
Labour Party coup against 
Jeremy Corbyn last summer, 

produced as evidence a 
covertly made recording of 
Jon Lansman of Momentum 
boasting at a public meeting 
that if McCluskey were re-
elected Unite would affiliate 
to his organisation.
Lansman’s claim was 
somewhat inept since 
Unite’s General Secretary 
constitutionally cannot 
make such decisions – 
only the union conference 
or Executive Committee 
can. But Watson’s claim 
was malicious as well as 
dishonest, aimed not only 
against Lansman and Corbyn 
but designed to boost Coyne, 
who is also backed by the 
right wing Labour grouping 
Progress.

Ian Allinson
Those Unite members who 
do not wish for a return to 
the days when Unite meekly 
followed the leadership of 
Tony Blair do have a choice 
in “grassroots socialist” 

candidate Ian Allinson. 
Ian has rightly criticised 
McCluskey for his support for 
Trident, his opposition to the 
free movement of labour, and 
his lacklustre campaigning 
against the Trade Union Act.
Ian also has immaculate 
credentials, leading the 
ongoing Fujitsu strike against 
the offshoring of 1,800 IT 
jobs.
Despite his willingness to 
take only a worker’s wage if 
elected, Ian does not call for 
an independent rank and 
file organisation in Unite 
and stood aside from the 
most recent attempt to build 
one, Unite Grassroots Left, 
which supported Jerry Hicks’ 
election campaign in 2013.
And despite Ian’s pledge to 
“support Jeremy Corbyn and 
the left wing of the Labour 
Party” (Daily Politics, BBC 
One 28 March), he is neither 
a member of the party nor 
does he make any demands 
on Labour.
Another example of Ian’s 
political weakness could be 
seen when he seemed to sit 
on the fence over Brexit, 
while the political group 
he supports, Revolutionary 
Socialism in the 21st Century 

(RS21), supported a Leave 
vote. Unfortunately apolitical 
trade unionism, even of 
the militant variety, leaves 
power in the hands of the 
bureaucracy.
Finally, a vote for Ian could 
split the left vote. Allinson 
tries to deny this saying his 
campaign “will take votes 
off both other candidates” 
(Why voting Ian Allinson 
won’t split the left vote). But 
this is inconceivable. Clearly 
any success for the far left 
candidate would weaken the 
mainstream left candidate 
more.
For all these reasons, we call 
on Unite members to vote for 
Len: but not uncritically. On 
the contrary, Unite activists 
need to use the campaign to 
raise political and industrial 
issues in the workplace and 
the branches and regions. 
There is much that needs to 
be done to turn Unite into a 
democratic, fighting union.
Red Flag will support all 
attempts by Unite members 
– including Ian – to build a 
rank and file organisation, 
based in the workplace, 
to wrest control from the 
officials and place it firmly in 
the hands of the members.

On 3 April rail 
drivers’ union 
Aslef announced 
that 52 per cent of 

its members on Southern Rail 
had rejected the latest deal it 
had recommended to resolve 
the dispute over removing 
guards on their trains.

The long running dispute 
between  Aslef and the RMT 

and  Govia Thameslink 
(GTR) Southern’s parent 
company, is over “Driver 
Only Operation” with its 
important implications for 
the safety of the travelling 
public as well as railworkers 
job security.

This is the second time 
in less than two months that 
Aslef members have placed 

solidarity with rival union 
RMT’s guards over allegiance 
to their own officials. But 
when will these bureaucrats 
understand that no means 
no?

It was reported on the 
BBC that the union would 
simply go back to the 
employers and seek another 
deal!

The danger is that as in 
so many disputes the officials 
will keep coming back with 
inadequate offers until the 
membership, fed up with 
the lack of progress, finally 
says yes. The only way to 
overcome this problem is for 
members of both unions on 

Southern Rail: another 
sell-out delayed 

Southern Rail to demand the 
strikes are escalated and to 
elect a strike committee to 
take control over the dispute 
and force the bosses to accept 
a deal. 

The dispute shows that 
the only way to put an end 
to the profit-motivated 
attacks on safety, pay and 
working conditions (not to 
mention the annual gouging 
of passengers with price 
hikes) is to fight in the unions 
and the Labour Party for 
the renationalisation under 
workers’ control not just of 
Southern Rail but the entire 
network. 
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The period since the 2015 general election 
has been a roller coaster ride Britain’s 
political parties, with all of them forced 
to ditch their incumbent leaders at one 
point or another. The big losers of the 
election, Nick Clegg of the Lib-Dems 
and Ed Miliband of Labour were the 

first to fall on their swords. But the winner, Conservative 
leader David Cameron, has also gone since the European 
Union Referendum, as has Ukip’s Nigel Farage.

The triumph of Brexit, owing much to the control 
of the press by rabid Europhobes, went directly against 
the overwhelming interests of the British ruling class, 
in particular the City of London. Other shocks to the 
establishment were the double election of Jeremy Corbyn 
against the wishes of 90 per cent of Labour MPs and 
from across the Atlantic the triumph of Trump – a vocal 
supporter of Brexit.

Since then we have witnessed the rise and rise of 
Theresa May in by-elections and opinion polls, the decline 
of Ukip, and latterly the fall and fall of Labour support 
and the rumblings of another attempt to remove Corbyn. 
Electoral debacles weigh heavily on a party steeped in 
electoral opportunism.

Labour is now projected to lose 50 seats in the May 
local elections, while the Tories are forecast to gain around 
50 and Liberal Democrats 100. Ukip, under new leader 
Paul Nuttall, are projected to lose as many as 100 seats. 
Since their record performance in 2013 the Tories have 
stolen their Europhobic clothes. Given that the shocks of 
Brexit have hardly begun, the year ahead will likely see 
other leaders’ heads roll.

All these shock results, whether for the right or the 

Brexit and Britain’s 
Political Crisis 

How can socialists navigate the 
choppy waters that lie ahead? 

Perspectives
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left, are related to a worldwide wave of discontent with 
the establishment. Whether left or right depends on 
which has been in power during the decade-long period 
of crisis and stagnation. Their lookalike policies of 
bailouts for the billionaires and austerity for the billions 
have been rumbled. Right wing demagogues as well as 
a smaller number of left wingers, like Jeremy Corbyn, 
Bernie Sanders, Pablo Iglesias and Jean-Luc Mélenchon, 
have benefited.

In a climate like the present trying to adapt one’s 
policies to what one judges is the electorate’s mood – the 
standard “wisdom” of Labour centre-right – is fraught 
with danger. For Labour this is based on trying to split the 
difference between the younger, higher qualified workers 
in new industries in the major conurbations of London, 
Manchester, Leeds etc., and the older former industrial 
areas, referred to misleadingly as Labour heartlands: 
in other words, the two-thirds of Labour supporters 
who voted Remain and the two-thirds of Labour-held 
constituencies that voted Leave.

The danger is that the Lib-Dems could scoop up 
Labour seats in the big cities if it fails to resist Brexit, 
whereas Ukip could do the same in the Leave areas if it 
opposes it. So not only Corbyn and McDonnell, but Ed 
Miliband and Hilary Benn as well insist that Labour must 
“heal the wounds of Brexit”. But a wound infected by the 
pathogens of anti-migrant racism cannot be sewn up 
without producing a gangrenous sore.

Corbyn’s weakness
Labour correctly campaigned for Remain independently 
of the Tories and LibDems but, despite Jeremy Corbyn’s 
leadership, massively endorsed by the membership, 
he did not take charge of the campaign. Instead it was 
handed over to the right wing, with Alan Johnson to the 
fore, and Peter Mandelson and Blair in the background 
– all uncritical supporters of the EU. After the cruel 
destruction of the Greek economy by EU institutions, 
uncritical attempts to puff up the Union were doomed to 
fail. The attempt to blame Corbyn alone for this and use 
it as the launchpad for another leadership challenge was 
scandalous.

Nevertheless the Jeremy’s campaign was weak. Jeremy 
Corbyn, John McDonnell and prominent advisers, like 
Seumas Milne, Andrew Fisher and James Meadway, were 
self-acknowledged Eurosceptics. Under pressure from the 
centre-right in the shadow cabinet, Corbyn reluctantly 
supported Remain but probably still clung on to his long-
held 1980s Labour left anti-Europe beliefs.

His criticism of EU austerity was of course completely 
justified, and his pledge to work with socialist parties in 
the Europe to halt them was positive, as was his refusal 
to “address the concerns” about immigration that the 
Labour IN for Britain advisors called for. But the message 
of staying in to fight for socialist policies alongside 
European workers was muffled.

Last but not least Labour’s campaign failed because it 
failed to address the underlying causes of alienation in the 
so-called “left-out” areas, where well paid manufacturing 
jobs were replaced by minimum waged, precarious 
(under-)employment. Right wing MPs and councils, 

implementing Tory cuts, had neglected these Labour 
strongholds for years, so challenging austerity here would 
inevitably mean challenging the right in the PLP and 
the town halls. And that was precisely what Corbyn has 
refused to do.

After the defeat he wrongly and hastily called for the 
triggering of Article 50 and then decided to direct MPs 
not to oppose Brexit because it represented the “will of the 
British people”. In January he abandoned free movement 
of labour, saying it is not a principle.

Brexit shadow minster Keir Starmer made it clear that 
free movement is not one of Labour’s red lines, though free 
access to the EU market is: a shoddy attempt to support 
free movement only as a demand of big capital. Diane 
Abbott alone on the front bench still openly advocates it 
as a working class principle, a workers’ right.

Corbyn also wrongly decided to impose a three-
line whip to vote for the European Union (Notification 
of Withdrawal) Act 2017 despite every one of Labour’s 
amendments being rejected. Forty-seven out of 229 
Labour MPs voted against it – correctly in our view, 
whatever their reasons. 

Next comes the Great Repeal Act, which will be 
agreed by Parliament before the withdrawal terms are 
known. When the terms are signed off, this will transfer 
all applicable EU legislation into UK law, before it is then 
culled either by parliament or by the government using 
secondary powers.

Carnival of reaction
What Labour’s leaders fail to realise are the deep changes 
underway in the world situation of which Brexit and the 
tensions within the European Union and Trump’s conflict 
with Mexico, China and the EU are all about. The sudden 
eruption of national chauvinism and racism is a product 
of the tensions between the major imperialist powers 
about how to escape from the prolonged stagnation of 
profit rates that underlies the deep recession and weak 
recoveries.

In the process the ideological hold that the main 
capitalist parties have over their working and middle 
class electorates has been undermined. Whatever Brexit’s 
left apologists may wish for, this has mainly shifted the 
political centre of gravity to the right.

Brexit has moreover not solved Britain’s problems, but 
set in train highly contested negotiations that will create 
a whole series of explosions. Right from the beginning 
it has raised once again Scottish independence and set 
the Irish unity fault lines moving again. Gibraltar might 
seems a tiny issue, but one that can spin out of control 
when you a have a fiercely chauvinist press calling out the 
Tories and reminding them of Thatcher’s “glorious” deeds 
in the Falklands.

Spain’s encouragement of the Scots by withdrawing its 
veto is a crafty move. We can expect more of the same 
when the negotiations really get going. And all the British 
parties, including Labour, will be called on to dance to the 
patriotic tune played by the media.

Before the referendum Red Flag warned that the 
consequences of a Brexit vote would be a carnival of 
reaction, centred on racism and national chauvinism. 
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And so it proved to be. Besides the daily dose of 
Europhobia from the tabloids, there are the abuse and 
harassment European of workers and physical attacks 
on refugees, the most shocking being the beating of an 
Iranian Kurdish refugee by a mob in Croydon. The young 
man is in hospital with a fractured skull and a blood clot 
on the brain, so murderous was the intent.

Red Flag argued for a Remain vote – not because 
of any support for the institution which had subjected 
Greece to the savage austerity dictated by the European 
Central Bank, nor because of any illusions in its social 
measures, but because Britain outside the EU will be no 
more democratic, socially progressive, nor its ordinary 
people more “sovereign”. Nor will any supposed effects 
of immigration (low wages, insecure jobs, housing 
shortages) be solved by cutting back on it. Instead it will 
only further restrict the freedom of British and European 
workers to live and work in one another’s countries.

Internationalism
We voted Remain first and foremost not for the EU 
as it stands, nor out of fear of the harsh economic 
consequences of leaving (though these are likely to be 
real enough), but because we oppose any measures that 
erect greater obstacles to the international unity of the 
working class. Strengthening borders, erecting customs 
and tariff barriers, increasing duties on exports and 
imports, repealing labour rights enshrined in EU treaties, 
including free movement of labour will all foment 
chauvinism. They will increase disunity both within the 
British working class and between it and its sisters and 
brothers across the channel.

Decade after decade, under Labour and Tory 
governments alike, the press has agitated ceaselessly for 
one immigration tightening act after another: Caribbeans 
in the 1960s, Asians in the 1970s, East Europeans in the 
2000s, Somalis, Afghans and Syrians today… The anti-
immigration appetite only grows with repeated feeding. 
In fact it is the international unity of working class and 
the internationalist unity of the British workers we need 
to promote, not unity with “our bosses” under the union 
flag.

Entering as we are a new period pregnant with inter-
imperialist clashes that point inevitably in the direction 
of war, the internationalist left in the Labour Party and 
outside needs to take up the fight to safeguard and 
deepen working class internationalism. This is all the 
more important since we are completely lacking an 
International – a party uniting the workers of the world.

Red Flag believes that this stands in the forefront of 
our tasks today. Far more so than opportunist hopes 
of winning elections on lowest common denominator 
manifestos, or reconciling the irreconcilable factions 
within the Labour Party. It is vital too not to leave to the 
Liberals as the representation of internationalism, which 
is just what Labour has allowed to happen.

We believe that cooperation across Europe (and 
beyond) is necessary right now: between workers in the 
same transnational enterprises, in similar industries, facing 
similar degrees of oppression and super-exploitation 
(precarious workers, youth, women, migrants, etc.). The 

more barriers the racists and chauvinists try to erect or re-
erect between us, the more we must organise to pull them 
down and make their defenders the objects of hatred and 
contempt by all class conscious workers.

Nor should this be limited to such issues as defence 
of jobs, wages and rights. The labour movement, party 
and unions, should unequivocally fight for European 
unification on the basis of the expropriation of capital 
across the continent, and for a democratically planned 
socialist economy.

Resistance
Two huge demonstrations in London – in January 
(Women against Trump) and March (Unite for Europe) – 
showed the mass scale of opposition to Brexit and Trump. 
What was weak in the former, and totally absent in the 
latter was the labour movement.

Since most of the socialist left – the SWP, the SP, the 
CPB – supports Brexit, and the Labour Party is paralysed 
by its leader’s attempts to court the so-called Labour 
heartlands, the anti-Brexit movement is led by openly 
capitalist and middle class forces: Greens, LibDems, 
Scottish and Welsh nationalists. Politically they are 
uncritically pro-EU, while divided over whether to pursue 
a soft Brexit or oppose Brexit outright.

The failure of the Labour Party and the socialist left 
to create an alternative leadership means that illusions in 
the EU remain strong and hostility towards the labour 
movement and socialist organisations could grow.

To avoid that Labour urgently needs to orient towards 
the majority of its voters – who supported Remain – and 
young EU citizens now working in the UK, mobilising 
them not only to stop Brexit but to transform Europe not 
just into a social but into a socialist Europe. Failure to give 
this political leadership threatens to repeat in England 
and Wales the hollowing out and ignominious collapse of 
the Labour Party in Scotland.

Anti-Brexit socialists should build on the anti-
racist and internationalist instincts of the movement 
by advocating class struggle methods and the goal of 
international socialism.

The referendum decision cannot bind a minority 
to cease its vocal opposition – especially since it could 
change tomorrow into the majority when the shape of 
the deal becomes clear. We want to stop Brexit by open 
and democratic means, i.e. by convincing the majority 
of people, and first of all the working class, that it will 
prove a disaster for them, and also by opposing every 
anti-working class measure the Tories build into the 
agreement, above all restricting the free movement of 
labour.

Labour should oppose all pro-Brexit legislation, 
including the Great Repeal Bill, and demand, by mass 
direct action if needed, that the final deal be put to the 
people either by referendum or by a general election; that 
it must similarly receive the consent of Scotland, Wales 
and Northern Ireland; and that the Scots and Irish have 
the right to hold referendums on independence without 
any veto from the British government.



Lexit: the myth of 
‘Class Struggle in One Country’

Triggering Article 
50 opens the way 
to progressive 
policies outside 
the EU to control 
capital, raise 
public funds for 

infrastructure investment, enforce 
equal rights for migrant workers and 
radically cut or abolish VAT.” 

That is how Robert Griffiths, 
general secretary of the Communist 
Party of Britain, hailed the signing of 
Article 50 in the Morning Star. 

He seems to be blissfully unaware 
that, with a swift change of leader, 
the Tories have stolen UKIP’s clothes 
and are currently leading Labour 
by double digits in the opinion 
polls.  Meanwhile, because of their 
unequivocal opposition to Brexit 
and support for free movement, 
which Jeremy Corbyn cannot match, 
the Liberal-Democrats are enjoying 
a revival.

Since the adoption of the British 
Road to Socialism in the early 1950s, 

the CP has had a strategy which 
anticipated a left Labour government 
in alliance with the communists. That 
government would then carry out 
the programme of nationalisation 
and social reform that would open 
the road to Socialism.  Building on 
the nationalism it adopted during the 
second world war, the party opposed 
the various developments of what 
eventually became the European 
Union as an obstacle to its scenario. 

The reformism of the CP allowed 
its programme to be shared to 
varying degrees by many on the Left 
of the Labour Party and the unions 
and it became the heart and soul 
of opposition to joining “Europe” 
within the labour movement. In the 
successive campaigns to stay out, or 
get out, the CP, in particular, had 
no hesitation about campaigning 
alongside right wing Tories, even 
those like Enoch Powell who were 
shamelessly racist on immigration. 

Today, it is maverick former 
Labour and Respect MP George 

JEREMY DEWAR

Galloway, always something of 
a Stalinist, who was happy to 
campaign for Brexit alongside racist 
Nigel Farage. Now he is advocating 
the formation of a “Patriotic 
Alliance” to take full advantage 
of the great victory of Brexit.  He 
tweeted, “I’ll fight for a People’s 
Brexit, an end to “free movement 
of labour” from the EU. British jobs 
with Commonwealth preference in 
immigration.” (28 March).

The Far Lexiteers
The CP and the old Tribune Left 
never had much problem with 
“progressive” patriotism, in the fond 
belief in the 1970s that militant trade 
unionism and the Forward March of 
the left in the Labour Party meant 
they would soon be on the road to 
socialism. The two largest groups 
on the far left; the Socialist Party 
(formerly Militant) and the Socialist 
Workers Party, however, could not 
go along with this. 
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Until the early 70s, both took an 
abstentionist position on the issue 
of “Common Market” membership 
but then shifted to staying out and 
then for getting out. In last year’s 
referendum, despite the changes 
during 44 years of EU membership, 
not least the TUC and the Labour 
Party becoming enthusiastic 
supporters of ‘Europe’, the two groups 
showed that, like the Bourbons, they 
had “learned nothing and forgotten 
nothing”.

Both of them, alongside Lindsey 
German and John Rees’ Counterfire, 
could only see a Brexit vote as a 
protest against, and a body blow for, 
the Tories. 

Before the referendum, SWP 
national secretary Charlie Kimber 
argued:  “With the political feeling in 
Britain at the moment it is more likely 
it would see Cameron’s resignation, 
turmoil in the Tory party, the loss of 
their parliamentary majority and an 
early election. This offers the hope 
of the end of the Tories before 2020, 
surely something to be grasped.”  
Well, yes, Cameron had to go but 
the rest of the prediction was clearly 
wishful thinking. 

Afterwards, ignoring the basic 
fact that Brexit was a reactionary 
project and a Yes vote inevitably 
strengthened reactionaries at every 
level, Kimber tried to give the vote 
a left spin:

“The central issue is that it was 
a revolt against the establishment. 
People who are generally forgotten, 
ignored or sneered at delivered a 
stunning blow against the people 
at the top of society; this was a 
rejection of the governing class. The 
vote was partly driven by bitter anger 
at the grinding and relentless attacks 
on working class people since the 
onset of the financial crisis.” (Why 
did Britain vote to leave? ISJ 152)

Unfortunately for Kimber, then 
came the election of Donald Trump 
and rendered this argument useless. 
On election day itself, Trump said 
a victory for him would be “Brexit 
times 10”. Trump was certainly the 
anti-establishment candidate and he 
also appealed to the working class, 
the forgotten people, those who 

suffered from neoliberalism, Wall 
Street, etc.

What the SWP and the SP 
ignore is the simple fact that anti-
establishment populists can come 
in a right wing form, even a far 
right form, as well as a left wing 
one. Indeed, right wing populism 
steals the clothes of the left in order 
to deflect the justified resentment at 
insecurity and exploitation caused 
by domestic capitalism onto its 
capitalist rivals abroad and onto 
immigrant communities at home. 

Much of the Socialist Party’s 
argumentation for backing Brexit is 
identical to the SWP’s; they list all 
the neoliberal policies and actions 
of the EU whilst dealing in the most 
perfunctory way with the fact that 
these policies have been pursued 
even more savagely by the British 
ruling class, and for considerably 
longer, than by the European 
Commission.

The other trick the far left 
Lexiteers pull is to point out that the 
EU is a force imposing neoliberalism. 
Yes it is, but that is only half the story. 
The UK governments and bosses 
were pioneers of neoliberalism long 
before the EU adopted what the 
French and Germans long regarded 
as an “Anglo-Saxon” dogma.

As a result, it was Thatcher 
and Major, not the politicians and 
bureaucrats in Brussels, Paris or 
Frankfurt, that insisted on watering 
down the Social Charter. It was they 
who insisted on opt-outs from nearly 
every piece of progressive legislation 
from the Working Time Directive, 
through to the Pregnant Workers 
Directive. And now it is the British 
government that is deaf to appeals 
to share the burden of hundreds of 
thousands of refugees arriving on 
the shores of Greece and Italy. 

It was UK soldiers, not German, 
who invaded Afghanistan and Iraq. 
It is still harder to get into Fortress 
Britain than it is to enter Fortress 
Europe, as the thousands trapped 
in Calais and Dunkirk testify. It was 
Britain that got the EU to massively 
reduce its search and rescue mission 
in the Mediterranean; it was Theresa 
May who supported this because it 

would discourage other migrants. 
To focus on the EU’s imperialist 

crimes and not to highlight Britain’s 
disarms British workers and fosters 
nationalist myths. To suggest, as the 
SP does, that getting out of the EU 
means one less obstacle to installing 
a socialist government here, is to 
regard our fellow workers in Europe 
as a negligible quantity in the balance 
of class forces.

They go on to claim that 
progressive reforms centred on 
renationalisation and public 
spending on services would be 
“impossible within the EU” whilst 
blithely ignoring the fact that they 
would be equally impossible within 
Britain without a huge class struggle 
against Britain’s bosses and their 
parties, plus the judges, the police 
chiefs and the army top brass. In 
fact, EU law does allow member 
states both to nationalise and to 
privatise industries. The Treaty on 
the Functioning of the EU, Article 
345 states “The Treaties shall in no 
way prejudice the rules in Member 
States (MS) governing the system of 
property ownership.”

After the result, the SP claimed 
its position had been validated 

“In the 2016 British Perspectives 
document we stated: ‘It is possible 
that the EU referendum could 
become a means by which many 
workers express their rage at 
continued austerity and wage 
restraint. We have to pose the 
referendum in those terms, 
explaining that voting ‘Leave’ could 
lead to the possibility of getting the 
Tories out.’ This, of course, is exactly 
how the referendum campaign 
developed.”

This incredible topsy-turvy logic 
was written in 2017. So how come 
the Leave campaign was rancid with 
racism, that opposition to austerity 
and wage restraint didn’t figure in 
it, that it focused hate on refugees 
and European workers? Well, would 
you believe it?  This was the fault 
of Jeremy Corbyn for “allowing the 
anti-EU campaign to be dominated 
by right-wing Tory and Ukip 
xenophobes, like Trump-supporting 
Nigel Farage” (The Socialist, 29 
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March). Worse still “This meant that 
the left case for exit was not heard by 
the mass of the population.”

This indelible stamping of Brexit 
with the anti-immigration narrative 
of the Daily Mail and Express is, of 
course, very embarrassing for the SP 
and the SWP, especially the latter, 
who now want “Stand Up To Racism” 
be at the front of the resistance to 
the wave of chauvinism Brexit has 
unleashed. Their response has been 
to insist with increasing desperation 
that the two phenomena are not 
related. Since any idiot can see this is 
untrue they plead for letting bygones 
be bygones, forget Brexit and appeal 
“let’s unite going forward”.

The only trouble is, Brexit is not 
in the past, it’s the key battle we face 
going forward.

Benefits of Brexit?
The Socialist Party’s key conference 
document, dated 17 March, has a 
whole section, Consequences of 
Brexit. 

Rather strangely they assert  
“the capitalist class have no reliable 
political party that can pursue their 
interests”. They rightly point out that:

“Theresa May was anointed 
Tory leader as the only pro-remain 
figure that would be acceptable to 
the Tory ranks. However, her room 
to manoeuvre is extremely limited 
by the schism in the Tory ranks and 
the fear of a popular revolt if she 
is perceived to have betrayed the 
referendum result.”

However, this doesn’t advance 
the working class struggle one iota 
if the biggest “fear” May is facing 
is “a popular revolt” if she fails to 
breaks with the single market and 
free movement. On the contrary, this 
shows that as a direct result of Brexit 
the balance of forces has shifted 
dramatically to the right. It mirrors 
what is happening in the US; Trump 
and Brexit may have temporarily 
robbed the big bourgeoisie of its 
stable hegemony over to the masses, 
but it has also opened up new routes 
to attacks on the working class, 
“native” and migrant, at home and 
abroad.

Similarly, in After 50 vote, fight for 

a Brexit for workers (Socialist Worker 
14 March), the party puts forward a 
minimal eight-point programme. 
All excellent stuff but none of their 
demands have been made easier to 
mobilise around by Brexit; many of 
them; defending migrants, effective 
action on climate change, no to trade 
deals which favour multinationals, 
have been made much harder to 
achieve in isolation from our class 
sisters and brothers in Europe.

Internationalism
So, why do the SP and SWP believe 
that an isolated Britain would be 
a more advantageous battlefield? 
Well, one reason is that, for them, 
political strategy is little more than 
putting a plus wherever the biggest 
capitalist forces put a minus; the 
bosses want to Remain, then we 
want to Leave, the bosses do not 
want an independent Scotland, then 
we do. The problem with this is that 
it can easily leave them alongside the 
smaller capitalists.

Alex Callinicos tries to raise this 
to the level of a theory in an article 
penned before the referendum 
result. Drawing on the correct 
observation that the EU is a “Europe-
wide neoliberal regime” he asserts 
that, “Breaking that is most likely to 
happen at national level. To make 
successful resistance dependent on 
a coordinated movement at the EU 
level is to postpone that resistance 
indefinitely.” (The internationalist 
case against the European Union, ISJ 
148)

This is not just threadbare, it is 
deceitful. No one is suggesting that 
a simultaneous EU-wide uprising 
against neoliberalism is necessary. 
Of course struggles may start in one 
country before others, but there is 
no doubt that they can be spread 
more easily to other countries if 
they share the same political, legal 
or economic framework. Would 
Callinicos apply the same argument 
to the more general question of the 
struggle for socialism? What price 
internationalism, now?

Whether he realises it or not, 
he has simply recycled Stalin’s 
socialism in one country as the 

“class struggle in one country”. It is 
a concession to nationalist ideology 
to say that British workers (or Scots 
workers) can struggle better in an 
“independent” country than in an 
international framework where they 
are able to do so in collaboration 
with workers in other countries.

This is the opposite of 
internationalism and an error that 
will come back to haunt them again 
and again. Brexit will be the central 
issue in British, and European, 
politics for years to come and the 
SWP and SP have put themselves on 
the wrong side. By accommodating 
to a backward-looking nationalism, 
they have turned away from the 48 
percent who opposed leaving the EU 
and will now, justifiably, accuse the 
Left of contributing to the rise of the 
reactionary forces emboldened by 
Brexit.
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The rebirth of the 
European far right
Tobi Hansen reports from Berlin

A number of factors have contributed 
to the rise of right wing populism in 
Europe and, indeed, in other countries 
around the world. The tap root of 
these developments lies in neoliberal 
globalisation and the reaction to it, 
especially after the great recession 

of 2008-2011 and the depressed growth rates, and even 
stagnation, in the major economies that followed it. 

These led to simmering discontent with the established 
political parties, left and right, which insisted there was 
no alternative to neoliberalism with its race to the bottom 
in terms of wages and social services. Gradually, an 
explosive charge of anger built up which could have taken 
a revolutionary or a counterrevolutionary form. 

The pioneers of neoliberalism, Thatcher’s Britain and 
Reagan’s America, had already used economic recession to 

destroy old industries in which unions had been strongest 
and wages above average, slash social expenditure and 
privatise utilities. This created depressed areas where once 
there had been strongholds of industry and heartlands 
of the labour movement and in these “rustbelts”, 
unemployment and social problems, drugs and petty 
crime, were rife. 

Even outside these immediate areas, the rapid shrinkage 
of unionisation levels meant stagnant or declining wages. 
For young people, it meant insecure jobs and rates of 
unemployment double those of adults. The long lasting 
after-effect of this misery can be seen in the voting patterns 
in Britain’s Brexit referendum and Trump’s shock election 
victory. Right wing populists blamed industrial decline 
and the loss of good jobs on immigration, cheap foreign 
imports, outsourcing and offshoring and called for strict 
migration controls, fences and walls.
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The Great Recession, triggered as millions could 
see, by the rapacious pursuit of the banks in promoting 
debt bondage to individuals and indeed entire countries, 
exacerbated and extended these existing problems. 
Faced with a wholesale meltdown of the banking system, 
governments of the right and the left bailed out the banks 
with billions at the taxpayers’ expense. Then, to solve 
the resulting fiscal crisis, they began to slash the health, 
pension and education systems built up since the Second 
World War. At first, the response to this was a radical one, 
strike waves, the occupation of squares, the rise of left 
parties and movements (Syriza, Podemos) and the Arab 
Spring. 

These movements, however, failed to move beyond 
protest to the struggle for power to impose their own 
solution to the crisis. Spring soon turned to Winter, 
and not only in the Middle East. Populism, with its 
attacks on the political establishments, the bankers, 
globalisation, international financial institutions and free 
trade agreements, remained strong, but it became a right 
wing populism, blaming immigration and, in Europe, the 
European Union.

The major breakdown of another Arab and Muslim 
state, Syria, added to the still on-going chaos in Iraq and 
Afghanistan, created a perfect storm in the Middle East. 
This drew in various regional powers and then Russia, 
which intervened decisively to save Assad. In turn, the 
Iraqi crisis generated ISIS, which the spilled over into 
Syria with its mock caliphate, in fact a vicious totalitarian 
regime. 

ISIS outrages reported in the western media, especially 
attacks on Yazidis and Christians, were used by the 
European right to fan the flames of Islamophobia. More 
recently, they took advantage of “home grown” terrorists 
who carried out the outrages in Paris, Nice, Brussels, 
Berlin and London, as “proof ” of the need to deport 
Muslims who failed to totally integrate or were convicted 
of minor crimes.

They even used secularism and feminism to disguise 
their racism and target not only the relatively small 
number of refugees but also the large, long-established 
communities from the former colonies or semi-colonies 
of the European powers; in France from North and Sub-
Saharan Africa, in Britain from Pakistan or in Germany 
from Turkey.

Inter-imperialist tensions 
Another powerful factor, also linked to the crisis of 
modern capitalism, was the rising tension between the 
major powers, and its reflection in a turn to the right in 
their domestic politics. This was particularly true under 
Obama’s presidency, and Hillary Clinton’s stint as Secretary 
of State when, far from pressing the re-start button for a 
positive relationship, they started a new cold war instead. 

After the advance of Nato to the borders of Russia 
came the EU and US interventions in support of the 
far right-led Maidan movement that overthrew the 
pro-Russian Ukraine President, Viktor Yanukovich. 
Vladimir Putin’s annexation of the Crimea, to ensure its 
huge naval bases did not fall into the hands of the coup-
imposed government in Kiev in which sat fascists, led to 
the imposition by the EU of painful economic sanctions. 
Putin responded to that by cultivating the far right parties 

in Europe, including a large Russian loan to Marine Le 
Pen, and Trump in the USA. 

In the light of these events, Putin was even more 
determined that the Western powers should not achieve 
regime change in Syria, although Obama at least had little 
appetite for that anyway. Russian backing and arms for 
the Assad regime turned the popular uprising into a full-
scale civil war in which the regional powers Iran, Turkey, 
the Gulf States took sides. The US briefly threatened to 
bomb Assad’s but ultimately rejected intervention. Even 
so, it was Russia’s subsequent massive aerial intervention, 
rather than the regime’s own strength, that tipped the scale 
against the rebels. 

The carnage in Syria, plus the advance of ISIS, led to a 
huge outflow of refugees, first into neighbouring countries 
and then across the borders, external and internal, of the 
states of the European Union. This encouraged right wing 
populist parties, already trading in vicious islamophobia, 
to set up a cry that Europe’s borders were “wide open” and 
that our jobs, our freedoms, our religion and culture were 
being submerged. 

Populist racists advance
In such a world situation it is no surprise that more 
aggressive and bellicose nationalist, racist, and even fascist, 
leaders and movements are coming to the fore across 
Europe. Right wing populist parties have increased their 
parliamentary representation in several recent rounds 
of elections, becoming serious contenders for office in a 
number of cases. In central and eastern Europe some have 
actually come to power or taken a share of it via coalitions.

In France, Holland, Britain and Germany we have 
seen the rise in electoral support for right wing populist 
parties that use the defence of supposedly threatened 
national, European or religious culture or identity as a 
cover for racism, particularly Islamophobia. In France, we 
have Marine Le Pen’s National Front, in the Netherlands, 
Geert Wilders’ Party for Freedom, in Britain the UK 
Independence Party, UKIP, and, in Germany, Frauke 
Petry’s Alternative for Germany, AfD.

Some of these right-wing populist parties, such as the 
Austrian Freedom Party, FPÖ, from 2000-2005, and the 
Danish People’s Party for almost ten years, have already 
played a role as junior partners to conservative and/or 
liberal parties, thus proving their reliability to the capitalist 
system. In the March general election, the Dutch Party for 
Freedom, PVV, became the second biggest party with 20 
seats in Parliament. In Belgium, sections of the Flemish 
bourgeoisie and petit bourgeoisie express themselves in 
two parties of the right, the more brazenly racist Vlaams 
Belang, formerly the Vlaams Blok, and the right-populist 
NVA, which became the strongest party in the last Flemish 
elections. 

In Hungary, Fidesz, led by Viktor Orbán, has been in 
office since 2010 when he won 52.7 per cent of the popular 
vote, with a two-thirds majority of seats, enabling him 
to make changes to the constitution which fortified his 
power. In 2014, he again won 133 of the 199 seats in the 
National Assembly although, with 44.5 per cent, a reduced 
share of the vote. A key element in his election campaigns 
has been his claim that he is defending the frontiers of 
a Christian Europe against a Muslim invasion. He has 
actually done what Donald Trump can only sloganise 
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about; constructed a 280-mile long razor wire “wall” 
sealing his country off from southern Europe. Worse still, 
his only serious domestic opposition comes from the 
outright fascist party, Jobbik. 

On top of their anti-migrant and islamophobic racism, 
these parties are increasingly resorting to demagogic 
attacks on the European Union, often using the language 
of the Left’s attacks on neoliberalism, globalisation and 
anti-austerity policies. Of course, they generally restrict 
their defence of social welfare to the indigenous, that is, 
white, population, blaming pressure from migrants for the 
problems that actually result form austerity programmes. 

The right wing populist parties, as well as the far right 
or fascist ones, conveniently use “identity politics”, based 
on the religion and culture of refugees from Muslim 
countries, as a cover for their racism. Many of them add to 
this a denunciation of multiculturalism, either following 
or being followed by mainstream politicians like Nicolas 
Sarkozy, Angela Merkel and David Cameron. Instead, 
they demand either assimilation to the culture of the host 
nation or “repatriation”.

Brazen Fascism 
In some central and south-eastern European countries, 
outright fascist parties and movements of a considerable 
size exist, capable of winning and holding seats in 
Parliament without modifying their virulent racist 
message. As we have seen, in Hungary, Jobbik is now the 
principal opposition party, having gained 22.2 percent of 
the vote and 23 seats in 201. Its leader, Gábor Vona, was 
the head of the black shirted fascist militia, the Magyar 
Gárda, founded in 2007 but banned in 2009 by the courts. 
It has since metamorphosed several times, changing in its 
name and uniform. Of course, legal bans by the state are 
quite inadequate to deal with fascist militia and its thugs 
still represent a danger to Roma and Jewish citizens, to 
refugees and to the organisations of the working class in 
struggle. 

Most brazenly Nazi is “Golden Dawn” in Greece, 
headed by Nikolaos Michaloliakos. Its members have 
been convicted of hate crimes against immigrants and 
murderous attacks on them and on leftists. It also has a 
long record of successfully penetrating the Greek Police 
Force and, indeed, acting as its agents against the student 
movement and Left. In September 2013, the Greek 
conservative government of Antonis Samaras, alarmed by 
the scale of its penetration of the police force, launched a 
clampdown on them and a purge of the police. 

Predictably, such state repression provided ineffective, 
as have individual terrorist attacks by anarchists, in 
crushing Golden Dawn. In the EU elections following the 
arrests they received 536,442 votes and 9.4 per cent of the 
vote, compared to 426,025 votes and 6.9 percent of the 
vote in the Greek parliamentary elections in 2012. In the 
September 2015 parliamentary election they again won 
7 per cent and 18 seats. Moreover, since the betrayal of 
its promises by Syriza, Golden Dawn has begun to grow 
again. 

It is clear that only militant confrontation with the 
fascist bands when they attempt to march in areas inhabited 
by immigrants or the working class, plus training effective 
defence squads against their attacks, can meet the violence 
these parties and their paramilitary forces represent. 

Above all, only the growth of mass political forces, based in 
the organised working class and proclaiming a message of 
revolutionary hope and social transformation can finally 
scatter and disintegrate this virulent form of fascism. 

What must we do?
Through these developments, the working class movement 
across Europe will be seriously tested in the coming 
period. The reactionary forces, both the racist populists 
and outright fascists, offer themselves to the bourgeoisie 
as social enforcers of a solution to the crisis and the 
suppression of workers’ struggles if the mainstream parties 
and the state forces are unable to do so. They threaten to 
split the working class along lines of so-called race and 
culture, meaning religion, creating a social base at home at 
home for their imperialist adventures abroad. 

For this reason, the radical left, the revolutionary 
organisations, have to fight  with a clear class standpoint 
and policy. It is not sufficient simply to defend capitalist 
democracy in alliance with liberals, or to rely on state 
institutions such as the police and the justice system, to 
defend us against the rise of reactionary movements 
and parties. Of course, we must defend each and every 
democratic right and stand shoulder to shoulder with 
anyone willing and able to fight racist violence. But, what 
we must not do is sacrifice effective action against racist or 
fascist mobilisations for impotent parades with liberals and 
pacifists or, for that matter, the trade union bureaucracy 
and reformist parliamentarians. 

Where the right wing populists, like Trump, are posing 
as enemies of the establishment, the elite, neoliberalism, 
it would be self-defeating to form an alliance with that 
establishment which has already presided over real losses 
for workers in terms of jobs and security. That has been 
the strategy of the reformist parties and the trade union 
leaders and it has only reinforced their identification with 
it, not a radical alternative to it. 

At the core of antiracist and antifascist mobilisations 
must be common working class action, and self-defence of 
refugees and workers. Beyond this, there must be a struggle 
to build a force, Europe-wide, that presents a perspective 
of revolutionary hope against the reactionary despair of 
the right populist and fascists. That means advancing a 
positive programme, one of socialist revolution against 
the crises of the capitalist system and the threat of inter-
imperialist war.
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The renewal of Bolshevism: 
Lenin’s April Theses

THE LONG READ

DAVE STOCKTON

the Russian Social Democratic and Labour 
Party, RSDLP. In 1912, after a failed period 
of reunification, Lenin led a decisive split, 
which marked a resolute break not only 
from the opportunist Mensheviks but also 
conciliators such as Trotsky. After this, 
the Bolsheviks effectively operated as an 
independent party. 

When war broke out in 1914, Lenin 
recognised it as the product of a profound 
change that had taken place in capitalism; 
its development into a global system had 
opened a new epoch, imperialism. For 
the Great Powers, the war was not about 
defence of the Fatherland, let alone the 
rights of small nations, it was a fight for 
control of the world and its resources. 
Consequently, in this war, there could be 

Lenin’s April Theses, at 479 
words one of the shortest of 
his major works, represented 
a qualitative advance in 
his strategic thinking, 
effected a transformation 
of the Bolshevik Party’s 

programme and formed the blue print for 
the victorious October Revolution that, in 
turn, changed the world. 

Nonetheless, the theses built on the 
previous achievements of Bolshevism; 
its recognition that, although it regarded 
the coming overthrow of Tsarism as a 
bourgeois revolution, it would be the 
working class, not the bourgeoisie, that 
would lead it. Its ally in this task would 
be the country’s huge majority peasantry, 

whose interest was to expropriate the great 
landowners, the social base of Tsarism. 
The centrality of the peasantry underlined 
the relative economic backwardness 
of Russia , which meant that, unlike in 
Western Europe, socialism was not on 
the revolutionary agenda.  This kept 
Russia’s revolution from being a socialist 
revolution. 

Equally importantly, since the 
unsought for split with the Mensheviks 
in 1903, Lenin had built a party based 
on a selected cadre of activists who had 
operated for fifteen years in conditions of 
legality and illegality. Repeated factional 
disputes over both strategy and tactics had 
moulded the Bolsheviks into a seasoned 
and politically distinctive current within 
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no question of siding with one side or 
another.

This analysis also threw light on the 
collapse of the Second International after 
almost all its sections, most importantly 
its leading section, the German SPD, 
betrayed its principles and its resolutions 
by supporting “their” governments in 
the war. This, Lenin concluded, reflected 
the material base of these parties and, 
crucially, the trades unions, in their 
advanced capitalist industries, which 
needed global markets and resources to 
expand further. With such treacherous 
parties there could be no common ground, 
revolutionaries in all countries would have 
to be as intransigent against opportunism 
as the Bolsheviks had been in Russia.

Imperialism’s creation of a world 
economy and world politics also had 
implications for revolutionary strategy 
within Russia. It meant that there could no 
longer be two entirely separate revolutions, 
first bourgeois and then proletarian, 
separated by an entire historical epoch, as 
most Marxists had envisaged the future. 
A revolution against an imperialist power 
raised the prospect of a socialist revolution. 
Lenin was, at first, loathe to concede this 
since it had been an issue of debate with 
Leon Trotsky in 1905, but he realised that, 
in practice, the separation between the 
two revolutions was disappearing and 
the tasks of both were interlacing. Rather 
than a mechanical separation, what was 
involved was a dynamic transition. The 
“bourgeois tasks” had still to be fulfilled, 
and the Bolsheviks had always argued 
that, in Russia, they would be fulfilled 
by a working class-led revolution, but a 
proletarian revolution would have to start 
to fulfil socialist tasks. 

Another area of Lenin’s theoretical 
work in Switzerland was his rediscovery 
of Marx and Engels’ writings on the state 
in the light of the experience of the Paris 
Commune of 1871. In them, the founders 
of Communism had given a content to 
their earlier argument, from 1851, that 
the state could not be used to overthrow 
capitalism, rather it had to be “smashed”. 
Now they saw the need not only to break 
up the machinery of repression but to 
create a new kind of state, based on the 
arming of the people and the formation 
of an executive of elected and recallable 
delegates. Lenin quickly saw that the 
workers’ councils, soviets, first seen in 
1905 in Russia, were precisely such bodies. 

Even before the dramatic events began 
to unfold in Russia, therefore, Lenin was 
already grappling theoretically with the 
problems those events would pose and 
formulating the necessary strategic and 
programmatic solutions. As we shall 
see, however, his ideas were far from 
representative of the party he had spent 
two decades fighting to build.

When after February Revolution some 

senior Bolshevik leaders, Lev Kamenev and 
Joseph Stalin amongst them, thought the 
war had changed its character, becoming a 
defence of the democratic conquests made 
by the workers and soldiers, he insisted it 
remained an imperialist war and that the 
Bolsheviks must continue to work to end 
it in a revolution – a proletarian one and 
on a Europe-wide scale. 

All these new theoretical insights and 
renewed tactics formed the basis, in the 
April Theses, for drawing the conclusion 
that a non-bourgeois second phase of the 
revolution lay ahead, that the workers 
party would have to lead it. Indeed, with 
the support of the workers and soldiers 
organised in soviets, it would have to 
seize power, and take measures, not 
just fulfilling the bourgeois tasks, but 
beginning the transition to proletarian 
ones. This was moreover possible because, 
Lenin insisted, an international socialist 
revolution was breaking out in Western 
Europe as a result of the chaos and 
exhaustion caused by the war  

An unexpected outcome
The revolutionary explosion of February 
1917 destroyed forever the Tsarist regime. 
But it led to a profoundly contradictory 
situation when it came to the question 
of who now held state power. The liberal 
politicians in the old Tsarist parliament, 
the Duma; Pavel Milyukov, Alexander 
Guchkov and Mikhail Rodzianko, had 
declared themselves the Provisional 
Government, although they had not called 
for, let alone led, the uprising. Throughout 
the events on the streets of Petrograd 
they had concentrated on trying to find 
another Romanov to “save the monarchy”.

They and their foreign backers, the 
British and French imperialists, were in 
mortal dread that the Petrograd Soviet 
might try to form a workers’ government 
and put an end to the war. In fact, the 
workers’ and soldiers’ revolution had 
given the soviets the lion’s share of power. 

Fortunately for the bourgeoisie, the 
Soviet’s Executive Committee, dominated 
as it was by the Mensheviks Nikolai 
Chkheidze and Matvei Skobelev, together 
with Victor Chernov of the Socialist 
Revolutionaries, SRs, and Alexander 
Kerensky of the Trudoviks, were convinced 
that, since the Russian Revolution was 
a bourgeois revolution, there must be a 
bourgeois government. Therefore, the 
Soviet Executive pledged support to a 
government headed by liberal landowners, 
Prince Lvov and Mikhail Rodzianko, and 
big industrialists like Alexander Guchkov. 
They were determined to continue the 
war to seize Constantinople and the rest 
of Poland, promised to them by Russia’s 
allies, Britain and France. 

The leaders of the Petrograd Soviet, on 

the other hand, knew that the workers and 
the soldiers who had made the revolution 
wanted the opening of peace negotiations 
and a speedy end to the war “without 
annexations or indemnities”. 

For the time being, the Mensheviks and 
SRs declined to join the government but 
Alexander Kerensky, of the small Trudovik 
Party, saw his opportunity and took it. 
While the mass of Soviet delegates agreed 
to support the Provisional Government, 
they also established, independently of the 
Executive, an “observation committee” to 
watch over it. Moreover, its famous Order 
No1, which required soviet approval of all 
troop movements and had been proposed 
by the troops who had mutinied, effectively 
put the soldiers under the control of the 
soviets. 

What had emerged therefore was a 
situation of dual power: power divided 
between representatives of two potentially 
irreconcilable class forces. The working 
masses saw the soviets as the weapon of 
their struggles. The bourgeoisie saw the 
Provisional Government as its champion 
against those struggles. State sovereignty 
was, in reality, split. 

Such an arrangement reflected the 
illusions on the part of the workers 
and soldiers in a partnership with the 
bourgeoisie. The leaders of the Soviet saw 
it as a long lasting agreement between 
equal partners. However, as Trotsky 
explained in his History of the Russian 
Revolution:

“Either the bourgeoisie will actually 
dominate the old state apparatus, altering 
it a little for its purpose, in which case the 
soviets will come to nothing, or the soviets 
will form the foundation of a new state, 
liquidating not only the old governmental 
apparatus, but also the domination of 
those classes which it served.”

The Bolsheviks unprepared
These momentous events and their 
outcome found the Bolshevik Party 
unprepared. The situation simply did 
not fit the prognosis they had worked 
with since the revolution of 1905-07. 
The Mensheviks, starting from the 
premise that the Russian revolution was 
bourgeois in character, had concluded 
that the government must be a bourgeois 
one, both in terms of its personnel 
and the tasks it could be expected to 
undertake. The Bolsheviks, however, 
had long recognised that the bourgeoisie 
would play only a counter-revolutionary 
role, obstructing the fulfilment of the 
democratic tasks. They concluded from 
this that the working class party had to 
lead the revolution and seize power, but in 
an alliance with the peasantry, particularly 
its more revolutionary democratic part.

The key tasks were to lead an armed 
uprising that would install a combined 
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Provisional Government, but they too 
continued to believe that the character 
of the revolution remained a democratic, 
bourgeois one.

The Russian Bureau of the exiled 
Central Committee, comprising 
Alexander Shlyapnikov, Vyacheslav 
Molotov and P A Zalutsky, veered between 
different positions. At first, they called for 
a provisional revolutionary government 
to be formed, from above, by the parties 
represented on the Soviet Executive. 
However, the Bureau’s perspective of a 
pact with the other Soviet parties ran 
into a major obstacle; the Mensheviks 
and SRs, far from wanting to participate 
in a workers’, or workers’ and peasants’, 
government, wanted to support the one 
formed by the bourgeois parties. 

In addition, although the majority of 
the Mensheviks had been antiwar before 
the Tsar’s downfall, they now claimed that 
the war had changed its character and 
now represented a defence of the gains 
of the revolution. This became known as 
“revolutionary defencism”. 

Faced with these facts, the Russian 
Bureau moved further to the left and, by 
22 March, was characterising the Soviets 
as the embryos of a new state power- a 
view close to Lenin’

In contrast, the editorial board of the 
Bolshevik daily, Pravda, occupied the most 
right-wing position within Bolshevism. 
Since their return from Siberian exile, Lev 
Kamenev, Joseph Stalin and M N Muranov 
had seized control of the editorial board 
from the Russian Bureau. The paper 
declared on 7 March: “As far as we are 
concerned, what matters now is not the 
overthrow of capitalism but the overthrow 
of autocracy and feudalism.” Stalin wrote: 
“The Provisional Government has, in 
fact, assumed the role of defender of the 
conquests of the revolutionary people . 
. . At present, it is not in our interest to 
force events by hastening the eviction of 
bourgeois strata who, inevitably, will one 
day detach themselves from us.”

This supportive attitude towards 
the Provisional Government, a nakedly 
bourgeois one, apart from the fig-leaf of 
Kerensky, was soon to bear bitter fruit 
in the form of support for the war. On 
15 March, Kamenev used the pages of  
Pravda to advocate conditional support 
for Russia’s war effort:

“If the democratic forces in Germany 
and Austria pay no heed to our voice, then 
we shall defend our fatherland to the last 
drop of our blood.”

He continued: “When army faces 
army, it would be the most insane policy 
to suggest to one of those armies to lay 
down its arms and go home. This would 
not be a policy of peace, but a policy of 
slavery, which would be rejected with 
disgust by a free people. The people will 

worker-peasant government which, 
because of the forcible measures it 
would then have to take against the old 
landowning class and the bourgeoisie, was 
described as “the democratic dictatorship 
of the proletariat and peasantry”. Even 
so, the measures to be taken by this 
government would have to be limited 
to the minimum part of the 1903 
programme which they still shared with 
the Mensheviks, that is, the Democratic 
Republic, the Confiscation of the Landed 
Estates and the Eight-Hour Working Day. 
These were popularly known as the “Three 
Whales” after the old Russian folk story 
that these were what the world rested on. 

Whilst they played an active role in the 
February uprising, the Bolsheviks were 
puzzled by its outcome. If this was the 
provisional government envisaged in the 
prognosis of a democratic dictatorship, 
why was the bourgeoisie in charge of it and 
not revolutionary social democrats and 
populists? If this was not the democratic 
dictatorship, then did one still have to be 
created by an armed insurrection, led by 
the Bolsheviks?

At the same time, despite Milyukov 
and Guchkov being in office, the workers 
and the peasants in uniform, had created 
structures which went beyond those of any 
democratic republic. Indeed, the soviets, 
militia and factory committees were the 
embryo of a new type of state, one which 
embodied working class, not bourgeois, 
democracy. Moreover, the workers were 
armed and the soldiers were no longer 
under the control of their officers, having 
formed their own committees, and were 
obeying only the soviets, to which they 
elected their own delegates.

What was to be made of the fact 
that the workers’ soviets supported 
this provisional bourgeois provisional 
government and the Mensheviks and the 
SRs led the soviet. How could one launch 
an insurrection against a government that 
the majority of the workers supported?

The Bolsheviks’ Petersburg 
Committee, in charge of the city’s 15,000 
party members, declared on March 3 
that it did not, “...oppose the power of the 
Provisional Government in so far as its 
activities correspond to the interests of the 
proletariat and of the broad democratic 
mass of the people”. This position evaded 
the question of how “far” the Provisional 
Government was actually serving the 
interests of the masses, and implied no 
immediate challenge to the dominant 
Menshevik line within the Soviet 
Executive Committee, indeed, most of the 
Bolsheviks within that committee voted 
for the Mensheviks’ resolution on the 
attitude to the government.

In contrast to this, the District 
Committee in Vyborg, the main industrial 
heart of the city, raised demands 
that expressed severe mistrust of the 

remain intrepidly at their post, answering 
bullet with bullet and shell with shell. This 
is beyond dispute. We must not allow any 
disorganisation of the armed forces of the 
revolution.”

Small wonder then that, by mid-
March, rank and file worker Bolshevik 
cells in the Vyborg district, who had 
played a vanguard role in the February 
uprising, were calling for the expulsion of 
the Pravda editors from the party.

Lenin in Switzerland
Lenin expressed his initial responses to the 
Russian Revolution in a series of articles 
sent to Pravda, his Letters from Afar. 
Their political content was so shocking to 
Stalin and Kamenev that they published 
only a curtailed version of one of them. In 
these articles, Lenin presented his newly 
developed view that the Soviet was “an 
organisation of workers, the embryo of a 
workers’ government”, and that the only 
guarantee of destroying Tsarism lay in “... 
arming the proletariat, in strengthening, 
extending and developing the role, 
significance and power of the Soviet of 
Workers’ Deputies”.

In Switzerland, Lenin had been 
studying the massively increased role 
of the state in the imperialist countries 
and, as we have seen, studying Marx and 
Engels’ writings on France and the Paris 
Commune. He now realised that the 
process of smashing the old bureaucratic 
police and military state machine of the 
exploiting classes and replacing it with 
a state of a new type, based on councils 
of delegates elected in the workplaces, 
barracks and villages, and recallable at 
the shortest notice by their electors, was 
actually underway, thanks to the actions 
of the masses in the February Revolution. 
Its completion, however, required 
conscious leadership or else the officer 
corps, especially the former Tsarist High 
Command, would use what remained of 
it to carry through a counter-revolution. 
Its goal would be to sweep away the 
democratic gains of the workers which, 
he emphasised, already made Russia, “the 
freest and most democratic country in the 
world”. 

In his third letter, Lenin announced: “I 
said that the workers had smashed the old 
state machine. I would be more correct to 
say have begun to smash it.” His conclusion 
was that the dual power outcome of the 
February Revolution necessitated either 
the transition to the workers’ council 
(soviet) state, or the triumph of bourgeois 
reaction.

Shock at the Finland station
Having travelled from Switzerland through 
Germany and Sweden, when Lenin’s 
train crossed the Russian frontier from 
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Finland, a delegation of Bolshevik leaders, 
including Kamenev and a Kronstadt 
sailors’ leader, Fyodor Raskolnikov, went 
to meet him. Raskolnikov records Lenin’s 
greeting to Kamenev, “Hardly had he 
entered the compartment and sat down 
than Vladimir Ilyich turned on Comrade 
Kamenev. ‘What’s this you’re writing in 
Pravda? We’ve seen several issues, and 
really swore at you’”.

Lenin did not wait for a party meeting. 
He explained his radical change of 
position to everyone who could hear 
him at the Finland Station in Petrograd. 
The Menshevik Chkheidze, chairman 
of the Petrograd Soviet, who headed the 
official welcoming party, pleaded with 
Lenin to play his part in “the closing of the 
democratic ranks”. Lenin ignored his words 
and declared to the surrounding crowd: 
“The world-wide socialist revolution 
has already dawned. . . Any day now the 
whole of European capitalism may crash. 
The Russian Revolution accomplished by 
you has paved the way and opened a new 
epoch. Long live the world-wide socialist 
revolution.”

From the station, Lenin was taken 
in a sort of triumphal procession to the 
Bolshevik HQ in the commandeered 
mansion of the Tsar’s former mistress, 
the ballerina Ksheshinskaya. There, an 
audience of Bolsheviks and some left 
Mensheviks heard Lenin explain his 
radical new perspective. So shocked was 
this audience that there were no questions. 
The next day, at a meeting in the Tauride 
Place of seventy Bolshevik delegates to the 
first national gathering of soviets, he read 
his April Theses for the first time. Again, 
the response was shock. Lenin’s wife 
Krupsakaya in her Memoirs recalls:

 “The comrades were somewhat taken 
aback for the moment. Many of them 
thought that Ilyich was presenting the 
case in much too blunt a manner, and that 
it was too early yet to speak of a socialist 
revolution.” She even confided to one of 
her friends, “ I’m afraid that Ilyich looks 
as though he’s gone crazy”. 

The same afternoon, Lenin addressed 
a joint meeting of Bolsheviks and 
Mensheviks, called to discuss prospects 
for re-unifying the RSDLP. This was 
another project of the Kamenev-Stalin 
leadership. Chkheidze was in the chair. 
The response from the Mensheviks was 
as to be expected, “these are the ravings of 
a madman” shouted one. But the support 
from the Bolsheviks was cool and only 
Alexandra Kollontai spoke in favour of 
Lenin’s position. However, it was clear the 
idea of reunification was dead in the water. 
When one Menshevik mentioned it, Lenin 
shouted from the floor “Never!” 

An internal struggle ensued, with 
Kamenev, and a section of the leadership 
who began to call themselves “Old 
Bolsheviks”, confronting Lenin’s “new” 

Bolshevism. The forums for this debate 
were the Petrograd City Conference, 
April 14 - 22, and then the Seventh All-
Russia Conference, April 24-29. In these 
debates, it was Lenin alone who was able 
to fully transcend the limitations of the 
old Bolshevik programme and perspective 
but this was not done without an intense 
debate. It is testimony to the vitality and 
strength of the Bolshevik cadres, as created 
since 1903, as well as to the open and 
democratic debate in the party, that it was 
able to undertake such a programmatic re-
armament at the crucial hour. 

The debate pitted Lenin against the 
contending Bolshevik groupings in 
Petrograd. His hardest blows were struck 
against the right wing, led by Kamenev 
and Stalin, but he also had to contend with 
certain leftist forces. These were inclined 
to ignore the need for patient explanation, 
and for the tactics that would later be 
called the united front, to win the masses 
away from the Mensheviks and the SRs.

Lenin’s struggle to re-arm the 
Bolsheviks met with bitter resistance 
from many of his closest comrades. When 
Kamenev published the Theses in Pravda 
on April 7, he prefaced them with the 
remark: “As for the general scheme of 
comrade Lenin, it seems to us unacceptable 
in that it starts from the assumption that 
the bourgeois-democratic revolution is 
ended, and counts upon all immediate 
transformation of this revolution into a 
socialist revolution.” Pravda added the 
note that these represented Lenin’s views 
not those of the Party.

Lenin’s reply to the criticism that he 
was abandoning the historic positions of 
Bolshevism was clear and to the point: 
“My answer is: the Bolshevik slogans and 
ideas on the whole have been confirmed 
by history; but concretely things have 
worked out differently; they are more 
original, more peculiar, more variegated 
than anyone could have expected. To 
ignore or overlook this fact would mean 
taking after those ‘old Bolsheviks’ who, 
more than once already, have played so 
regrettable a role in the history of our 
Party by reiterating formulas senselessly 
learned by rote instead of studying the 
specific features of the new and living 
reality.”

He went on to explain: “The 
revolutionary-democratic dictatorship 
of the proletariat and the peasantry has 
already become a reality in the Russian 
revolution... The Soviet of Workers’ and 
Soldiers’ Deputies, there you have the 
‘revolutionary-democratic dictatorship of 
the proletariat and the peasantry’ already 
accomplished in reality. This formula is 
already antiquated. Events have moved it 
from the realm of formulas into the realm 
of reality, clothed it with flesh and bone, 
concretised it and thereby modified it.”

Over a process of three weeks of 

argument and debate in all the districts 
and cells of the party, Lenin won the 
majority to his programmatic line 
of advance. Putting its wavering and 
vacillating behind it, the Party now set out 
to win the masses to recognition of the 
potential power of the soviets and the fast-
growing workers’ militia, the Red Guards. 
The Party now embraced a programme of 
transition to workers’ power. 

This episode refutes the Stalinist myth 
that Bolshevism was always monolithic, 
that temporary factions and factional 
struggle were alien to it. Likewise, it 
refutes the Menshevik and anarchist 
dogma that Bolshevism was rigid and 
inflexible, incapable of learning from 
the revolutionary masses. It is, in short, 
the practical proof of the correctness 
of democratic centralism; ensuring full 
democratic debate and then a focused and 
disciplined carrying out of a decision once 
taken.

The April Days 
Meanwhile, the class struggle once again 
intervened in the debate. The powerful 
mass yearning for peace amongst both 
the soldiers and the workers had taken 
the form in March of fraternisation in the 
trenches at the front. The Soviet Executive 
had, with some difficulty, managed to 
quell this and restore order, where the 
generals had failed, but the price was to 
step up appeals for a negotiated peace. 
The Provisional Government, especially, 
Guchkov and Milyukov, would have none 
of this. 

They looked to restoring military 
discipline in the army through 
commanders like Alexeyev, Kornilov 
and Brussilov, who were raging at the 
Soviet’s interference in their commands. 
They also wished to reassure Russia’s 
allies, whose funding and arms supplies 
they desperately needed, that they would 
fight on to a victorious conclusion. 
The publication of a letter from foreign 
minister Milyukov to the Allies, re-
affirming Russia’s continued participation 
in the war, obliquely asserting its continued 
imperialist war aims, occupation of 
Constantinople, for example, but omitting 
any talk of a democratic peace, caused 
outrage amongst the Soviet delegates. 
Their Menshevik and SR leaders had 
been pressing the government to adjust 
Russia’s war aims in the direction of the 
Zimmerwald slogan of “a peace without 
annexations or indemnities”.

On April 20, when news of Milyukov’s 
letter reached the factories and barracks, 
mass armed demonstrations by workers 
and soldiers broke out in Petrograd and 
Moscow, despite strenuous attempts by 
the Soviet Executive to prevent them. 
The slogan for peace without annexations 
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predominated but the new Bolshevik 
slogans, Down with the Provisional 
Government, All power to the Soviets, 
appeared for the first time. The counter-
revolution also mobilised and on 
the Nevsky Prospekt, the city’s main 
boulevard, clashes occurred between 
the demonstrators and armed officer 
cadets and students. General Kornilov, 
military commander in the city, tried to 
use soldiers to disperse the workers and 
soldier demonstrators but his men refused 
and appealed to the Soviet which instantly 
countermanded his order. He resigned 
his post in disgust, though “living to fight 
another day”. 

Once more, the power of the Soviet had 
been displayed. The Cadets and the Soviet 
leaders, alarmed by the reappearance of 
the masses, began negotiations for the 
entry of “socialist ministers” into a new, 
second, Provisional Government. This 
re-entry of the masses onto the stage, and 
the revelation of the bourgeois ministers’ 
counter-revolutionary character, exposed 
the fundamental fault lines within the dual 
power system. This, in turn, strengthened 
Lenin’s hand in the internal debate, at the 
Seventh Conference. 

The immediate result, after a week or 
two of frenzied negotiations, was the entry 
of socialist ministers into Prince Lvov’s 
cabinet. These included two Mensheviks, 
Skobelev (Labour) and Tseretelli 
(Posts and Communications), the 
Socialist Revolutionary leader, Chernov 
(Agriculture) the Popular Socialist, 
Peshekhonov (Food), and the Trudovik, 
Kerensky (war and the navy). Shortly 
afterwards, Guchkov and Milyukov were 
forced to resign. Ever the compromiser, 
despite his comprehensive defeat at the 
Seventh Congress, Kamenev remarked to 
Tseretelli: “After all, in the organisation of 
the coalition, of which I don’t approve, we 
couldn’t have done any better.” 

World Revolution
The April Theses and Lenin’s other writings 
such as his Letters on Tactics, which 
elaborate on and defend them, plus his 
many speeches, constitute a remarkable 
achievement and opened the road to the 
October Revolution. They were based 
on a clear perspective of working class 
power, aided by the poor peasants and 
the radicalised soldiers, and expressed in 
a state of soviets and an armed people. 
“Old Bolshevism”, insofar as it was limited 
to the democratic dictatorship and the 
two revolutions perspective, was cast 
aside. Renewed Bolshevism centred on 
the slogans “All Power to the Soviets” and 
“Down with the Capitalist Minsters”. 

But Lenin’s Theses also warned against 
any failure to recognise that the Bolsheviks 
were, as yet, a minority in the soviets and 
that therefore their task was to “patiently 

explain” the need for soviet power. In 
doing this, they could be confident that 
the Provisional Government would not 
be able to solve Russia’s burning problems, 
summed up in the famous triad; Bread, 
Peace and Land, so long as it was chained to 
the imperialist war and to the bourgeoisie. 

Lenin foresaw and, with the aid of 
rank and file Bolsheviks, the party rapidly 
came to see it too, that the masses would 
come over to the side of the Party. As long, 
that is, as it neither compromised with 
the Provisional Government nor engaged 
in an attempt to overthrow it before 
the workers and soldiers of Russia were 
behind this 

The April Theses also had repercussions 
worldwide. Breaking with a view of the 
Russian Revolution as an isolated national 
event, the Party now fought for the 
Russian workers to stand in the vanguard 
of the international revolution. As Lenin 
told the April Conference that endorsed 
his line: “The great honour of striking 
the first blow has fallen to the Russian 
proletariat, but we should never forget that 
its progress and revolution are but part of 
a world-wide and growing revolutionary 
movement which is daily becoming more 
powerful . . . We cannot see our task in any 
other light.”

In the Bolshevik Party, Lenin had 
forged an instrument for revolution that 
had been tempered by years of struggle, 
both theoretical and practical, both 
internal and external. This Party was, 
despite the waverings of leaders like 
Kamenev, a revolutionary party receptive 
to the needs of the revolution. Moreover, 
it was an internally democratic party that 
could be won to change its positions, even 
its most hallowed ones, in order to serve 
the revolution and the working class. 
The triumph of Lenin’s line reflected the 
strength of the Party itself and not just 
Lenin’s genius. 

As Trotsky put it: “The revolutionary 
tradition of the Party, the pressure of the 
workers from below and Lenin’s criticism 
from above, compelled the upper stratum 
during the months of April and May, 
employing the words of Stalin, ‘to come 
out on a new road’”.

Appendix
The main points of the April Theses: 

1) The war remains on Russia’s part 
a predatory imperialist war owing to the 
capitalist nature of that government. In 
view of the undoubted honesty of those 
broad sections of the mass believers in 
revolutionary defencism it is necessary 
with particular thoroughness, persistence 
and patience to explain their error to them, 
to explain the inseparable connection  
between capital and the imperialist war, 
and to prove that without overthrowing 
capital it is impossible to end the war 

by a truly democratic peace, a peace not 
imposed by violence.

The most widespread campaign for 
this view must be organised in the army at 
the front. Fraternisation.

2) The specific feature of the present 
situation in Russia is that the country 
is passing from the first stage of the 
revolution which, owing to the insufficient 
class-consciousness and organisation of 
the proletariat, placed power in the hands 
of the bourgeoisie, to its second stage, 
which must place power in the hands of 
the proletariat and the poorest sections of 
the peasants.

3) No support for the Provisional 
Government; 

4) The masses must be made to see 
that the Soviets of Workers’ Deputies are 
the only possible form of revolutionary 
government, and that therefore our task 
is, as long as this government yields to the 
influence of the bourgeoisie, to present 
a patient, systematic, and persistent 
explanation of the errors of their tactics, 
an explanation especially adapted to the 
practical needs of the masses.

As long as we are in the minority, 
we carry on the work of criticising and 
exposing errors and at the same time 
we preach the necessity of transferring 
the entire state power to the Soviets of 
Workers’ Deputies, so that the people may 
overcome their mistakes by experience.

5) Not a parliamentary republic; to 
return to a parliamentary republic from 
the Soviets of Workers’ Deputies would be 
a retrograde step, but a republic of Soviets 
of Workers’, Agricultural Labourers’ 
and Peasants’ Deputies throughout the 
country, from top to bottom.

Abolition of the police, the army 
and the bureaucracy. The salaries of all 
officials, all of whom are elective and 
displaceable at any time, not to exceed the 
average wage of a competent worker.

6) The weight of emphasis in the 
agrarian programme to be shifted to 
the Soviets of Agricultural Labourers’ 
Deputies. Confiscation of all landed 
estates. Nationalisation of all lands in the 
country, the land to be disposed of by the 
local Soviets of Agricultural Labourers’ 
and Peasants’ Deputies. 

8) It is not our immediate task to 
“introduce” socialism, but only to bring 
social production and the distribution of 
products at once under the control of the 
Soviets of Workers’ Deputies.

9) Party tasks: (a) Immediate 
convocation of a Party congress (b) 
Alteration of the Party Programme, on 
the question of imperialism and the 
imperialist war, on our demand for a 
“commune state”. Amendment of our out-
of-date minimum programme. Change of 
the Party’s name, from Social Democrat to 
Communist. 

10. A new International.
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On March 15, Brazil was shaken 
by a general strike against plans 
by the government of Michel 
Temer to slash Social Security. 

The working class, along with the youth 
movement, took to the streets on a massive 
scale across the country. According to 
Guilherme Boulos a coordinator for the 
Homeless Workers’ Movement, MTST, 
“Today is a historic day. It was a turning 
point. Until this moment, only civil 
society movements came to the streets. 
Today, the working class joined the strike. 
This sounds the alarm and marks the 
beginning of the end for this illegitimate 
government”. 

Douglas Izzo, leader of the Unified 
Workers’ Central, CUT, in Sao Paulo state 
said, “Either the government withdraws 
the pension reform bill from the 
Parliament or we will paralyse the whole 
country and go on a general strike”. That 
same day, public school teachers from all 
over the country started a national strike 
against the pension “reform”, summoned 
by the National Confederation of 
Education Workers, CNTE. In Porto 
Alegre, capital of Rio Grande do Sul, 
Judge Marciane Bonzanini granted 
an injunction suspending all Temer’s 
campaign actions for Social Security 
“reform”, under penalty of a R$100,000 
daily fine in case of noncompliance. The 
lawsuit was filed by nine trade unions in 
Rio Grande do Sul state. 

The youth movement, involved in 
historical struggles against the coup and 
in support of Public Education ever since 
2015, kept up its enthusiasm and showed 
that it has not been defeated by repression 
and authoritarianism. On the contrary, it 
is stronger and more conscious, the high 
school students’ movement is growing 
across the country.

Across the country, teachers, subway 
workers, public servants, electricians and 

postal workers paralysed their sectors. In 
São José dos Campos, in Sao Paulo state, 
General Motors workers had a 3 hour 
stoppage. At the aircraft manufacturer, 
Embraer, there was also a protest action 
and in Jacareí, the metalworkers of the 
Chinese automobile manufacturer Cherry 
called a 24 hour strike.

In Rio de Janeiro state, activities 
began early in the morning, delaying the 
shift of workers from Duque de Caxias 
Oil Refinery, in Baixada Fluminense 
region. In Campos dos Goytacazes, a city 
responsible for 80 percent of the state’s oil 
production, all access to the Port of Acu 
was blocked. 

In Juiz de Fora, teachers were out, 
as well as DaimlerChrysler engineering 
workers, public servants, banking 
employees and postal workers. The 
unified action brought out some 30,000, 
as striking workers were joined by the 
Landless Workers’ Movement, MST, 
high school and university students, in 
a demonstration that occupied the main 
avenue of the city for more than two 
hours.

In the capital, Brasília, approximately 
5,000 people took part in the occupation 
of the Federal Ministry of Finance 
building. Sao Paulo, the economic heart 
of the country, woke up with a paralysed 
subway and public transportation 
system. Some 200 women occupied the 
National Institute for Social Security, 
INSS, building, in the centre of the city. 
Later, about 200,000 people occupied Sao 
Paulo’s most important avenue, Avenida 
Paulista.

In Greater Sao Paulo, there were 
very important strikes by Volkswagen 
workers and the Capuava Refinery oil 
workers. In Santos, port workers went on 
strike despite facing repression from the 
military police of State Governor Geraldo 
Alckmin. All bus services in the coastal 

cities of Santos, Guaruja, Praia Grande 
and Cubatao were frozen by striking bus 
workers.

The sheer scale of the strikes was 
already a significant defeat for the coup-
installed government. It has now lost the 
support of the masses who, manipulated 
by Brazil’s biggest broadcaster, Rede 
Globo, once beat pots as a protest against 
former president Dilma Rousseff and 
her Workers’ Party, PT. The illegitimate 
government, which wanted to adopt the 
pension reform by the end of April and 
the labour reform by the end of June, was 
surprised by the huge scale of popular 
resistance that occupied the streets of the 
country with slogans against the reforms 
and demanding “Temer Out”.

Going forward
The key to the success of the protest 
was that there was a united call by all 
the main trades unions. The virtual 
destruction of Social Security is an attack 
on the whole working class and it is clear 
that only a class-wide resistance will be 
able to defeat it. 

But it will have to be a sustained 
resistance. This action, no matter how 
successful it may have been, was not 
enough to stop Temer’s attack. The 
working class responded to the call to 
fight and the wider population, aware 
of the grave situation, supported and 
joined in the protests. Now, in order not 
to lose this momentum, we must take 
the movement even further, triggering 
working class strikes and building for an 
indefinite general strike to end the attacks 
on working class rights and past gains 
and for the final downfall of the coup 
government of Temer.

This movement is marked by its class 
character. People went to the streets when 
they were called out by the trade unions, 
with their own flags and left-wing parties’ 
flags. It seems that the Brazilian people 
and working class have now awoken 
from a nightmare, opening a space for a 
rich discussion about the necessity for a 
struggle for a just, egalitarian and truly 
democratic society. A socialist society.

• Against the pension reform
• No repeal of rights
• Temer out
• All power to the people!

Fora Temer! The working class 
movement in Brazil is throwing 
its weight behind new movement
Pericles de lima · liga socialista - brazil

LETTERS FROM AMERICA

Liga Socialista are supporters of the League 
for the Fifth International in Brazil
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Germany: the ban on AKP events 
plays into President Erdogan’s 
hands 
MARTIN SUCHANEK · GRUPPE ARBEITERMACHT - GERMANY

International bulletin

When Turkey’s President 
Erdogan compared the 
German Chancellor, 
Angela Merkel, to Hitler, 

there was some predictable outrage in 
the media but there was no indignant 
response from Berlin. The official line 
was not to respond to such “provocation”, 
particularly when the Dutch PM, Mark 
Rutte, had recently banned MPs from 
Erdogan’s AKP party from entering 
Holland. Rightly, it was calculated that 
such storms would soon blow over 
because Turkey continues to need 
Western investment, just as Germany still 
wants Turkey to cooperate in preventing 
refugees from crossing the EU’s borders.

Referendum
Despite all the displays of indignation 

by the Turkish government, the 
prohibition of AKP events actually plays 
into Erdogan’s hands. At the moment, 
he is interested in a verbal escalation, 
because he wants to present the coming 
vote on constitutional changes, whose 
real content is to give him dictatorial 
powers, as a national referendum 
on “Turkey”, “Islam” and the racist 
impositions of the West. The fact that 
many Turks have fallen for his demagogy 
and “victim posing” is the result of the 
daily racial oppression experienced by 
millions of people in Europe and of 
imperialist exploitation.

Erdogan needs to raise the demagogic 
temperature because, despite his control 
over the media, the war against the 
Kurdish population and the dismissal of 
hundreds of thousands of public officials, 
he cannot be certain that he will win 
the referendum. The nationalist, ultra-
reactionary agitation, the invocation of 
the “Ottoman Empire”, the terrorisation 
of the opposition by the police and his 
own gangs make it clear that the vote is 

about giving plebiscitary legitimacy to 
a dictatorship masked by parliamentary 
camouflage. 

The AKP is not a fascist party, and 
the regime is also not fascist, but neither 
is it a “normal” religious, conservative 
bourgeois party. It is a right-wing populist 
party, which serves as an extension of 
the regime into society, in particular 
the rural population and the petty 
bourgeoisie, which organises them for 
mass mobilisations, and has departments 
for intimidating the opposition, the left 
and the workers’ movement.

A “yes” in the referendum would 
undoubtedly represent a further step 
towards the consolidation of this regime, 
at the head of which there has to be a 
“strong man”, a “Bonaparte”, who appears 
to rise above the classes and their “special 
interests”. That will allow him to act in 
the interests of the Turkish bourgeoisie, 
above all the factions that are particularly 
close to him, without any real constraints. 
In order to secure his rule, “peace” 
would not return even after a victory, 
because he would continue his strategy 
of tension, blaming all problems on an 
internal or external enemy, the Kurds, the 
conspiracies of Gülen, against which the 
“democratically” legitimised president 
must proceed with all harshness.

A “no” in the referendum would be 
a blow to these intentions. At the same 
time, it would exacerbate the political 
confrontation in Turkey, since it is 
unlikely that the AKP would accept such 
a result.

What to do?
The workers’ movement and the left 
should take the following political line:

Firstly, instead of calling for bans on 
Turkish politicians, we should support 
the NO campaign of the Kurdish 

and Turkish left. It is important and 
correct that this has not merged with 
the campaigns of the nationalists or 
reactionaries, but is led independently. 
This support, however, should not be 
uncritical of  the policy of the Turkish 
and Kurdish left and the liberation 
movement. Supporting this campaign, of 
course, means organising and supporting 
meetings and demonstrations against the 
AKP campaign.

Secondly, this activity should be 
combined with the demand for lifting the 
ban on the PKK and all other Kurdish 
and Turkish organisations in Germany 
and the EU.

Thirdly, we call for the end of the 
EU-Turkey deal and the opening of the 
borders for the refugees, their right to 
work, freedom to choose their place of 
residence in the EU and full citizenship 
rights. We also call for the abolition of all 
entry restrictions for people from Turkey, 
in particular the introduction of visa-free 
travel.

Fourthly, we must stand for the 
ending of arms deliveries to Turkey and 
the withdrawal of all German troops from 
that country.

Conclusion
The government and racists do not 

want the conflict in Turkey to spill over 
into “our country” and at the same time 
support the Turkish government, not 
least by oppressing the opposition to it in 
Germany. Their prohibitions are directed 
only superficially against Erdogan, in 
reality they are imposed twice as harshly 
against left and democratic forces, which 
are not allowed to be politically active.

We oppose all such hypocrisy. The 
fight against dictatorship, for democratic 
rights and the national self-determination 
of the Kurdish people, also affects us, 
the left and the workers’ movement in 
Germany and other countries. We are 
partisan. We support the struggle of the 
left and the working class in Turkey. 
Therefore, our answer to Erdogan, Merkel 
and Rutte is: Full democratic rights for all 
migrants and refugees! Support the NO 
campaign! Build a solidarity movement 
with the Kurdish movement, the 
democratic opposition and the workers’ 
movement in Turkey!

Gruppe Arbeitermacht is the German section 
of the League for the Fifth International 
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As we go to press the latest Le 
Monde/Cevipof opinion poll 
revealed that in the first round 
of the French Presidential 

election due on 23 April centrist French 
presidential candidate Emmanuel Macron 
and far-right Front national candidate 
Marine Le Pen are tied on 25 percent. 

The official candidate of the 
Republicains Francois Fillon is stuck 
on 17.5 percent of first-round votes and 
the so-called far left candidate Jean-
Luc Mélenchon; now with 15 per cent 
has pushed past the official Socialist 
Party (PS) candidate Benoit Hamon on 
10 percent, The poll also predicts that 
Macron would beat Le Pen in the May 7 
second-round vote by 61 percent to 39 
percent. 

Only a few months ago it looked as 
though Francois Fillon had it all sewn 
up as the official candidate of his party 
the main force on the “respectable right” 
of French politics. Previously prime 
minster under Nicolas Sarkozy he is a 
reactionary bigot, dreaming of becoming 
the French Thatcher. He received support 
from the reactionary movement “Manif 
pour Tous”, which organised four huge 
demonstrations against the law legalising 
same-sex marriage in 2013. After his 
election he promised to sack 500,000 
civil servants and slash 100 billion euros 
(£85billion) from public spending. Then 
he was hit by an expenses scandal 
involving his wife and is under formal 
police investigation. This opened the 
way for Emmanuel Macron – President 
François Hollande’s former finance 
minister. 

Emmanuel Macron
He defected from the PS to run for 
president last year, founding his own 
centre-left En Marche! party. As a result 

Macron with scarcely a party behind 
him but a growing band of personalities 
and defectors from the Socialist Party 
including former prime minster Manuel 
Valls. 

He bills himself as an “outsider “- 
outside the two party system maybe but 
hardly outside the French establishment. 
He is a graduate of the prestigious 
National School of Administration, 
ENA, by profession a banker and 
specialist in finance. He formerly worked 
for Rothschild and Co. A protegé of 
President François Hollande, he co-
authored a report on how to “reform” the 
French economic and political system, by 
slashing social rights. Then, as Minister of 
the Economy, Finances and Industry, he 
started carrying it out. 

With his loi Macron, he deregulated 
the department stores, opening them on 
Sundays and then moved on to a general 
deregulation of labour with the loi El 
Khomri that, though named after another 
minister, was actually inspired by him. 
It led to a mass protest movement last 
spring. 

As president he would undoubtedly 
carry on with these anti-working class 
policies. He is the only candidate that has 
declared his determination to comply 
with the EU-imposed public deficit limit 
of 3 per cent of GDP. He has praised 
the Uber model as a way of giving a job 
to everybody, especially youth in the 
banlieues. In the same vein, he has titled 
his recent book “Revolution” whose 
central theme is to “free labour and the 
spirit of enterprise”. Of course, to position 
himself at the centre and attract voters 
from both right and left he talks of raising 
workers’ wages, by cutting social security 
contributions.

No wonder then that he is the 
favourite candidate of big business and 
finance or that he raised part of the 
money for his campaign in the City of 
London and has refused to make public 
the list of people supporting him.

Benoit Hamon
Another incarnation of the heritage of 
François Hollande is the official Socialist 
party candidate Benoit Hamon, now 
languishing in the polls. If Macron 
embodies the bosses’ friend that Hollande 

Historic collapse of Republican 
centre paves way for radicals 
MARC LASSALLE · FRANCE

French presidential 2017
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turned out to be; Hamon represents the 
deception that Hollande practiced on 
French workers in order to get elected. 
He is a pure product of the Socialist party 
school of bureaucrats, trained in the 
ranks of the PS-controlled student union, 
UNEF. He has taken a cynical move 
towards the left to win the PS primaries 
in which many voted for him to knock 
out the hated ex-premier Manuel Valls, 
who was standing on a law and order 
ticket reminiscent of Sarkozy.

The support of PS figures like Valls 
for Macron, indicates severe tensions 
between the two wings of PS, the 
outright bourgeois liberals and the social 
democrats, like Hamon. It is possible to 
imagine an open split between the two 
wings, or a general move of the majority 
of PS to the right, into a pure and simple 
bourgeois party, as happened in Italy with 
the Democratic Party.

Jean-Luc Melenchon
The most radical candidate of the left is 
Jean-Luc Mélenchon. He declared himself 
a presidential candidate over a year ago, 
thus presenting his own Parti de gauche 
(PG) and its ally the Communist Party 
(PCF) with a fait accompli. No longer 
standing as the Left Front candidate, he 
launched his own campaign where he 
alone makes the policies.

Its programme is a pot pourri of left-
reformist demands, plus his programme 
for a Sixth Republic, which calls for 
citizens’ initiatives, use of referenda, the 
rights to recall MPs, guarantees of media 
pluralism, constitutional rights at work, 
protection of the commons - “air, water, 
food, health, energy, the means of life”, 
and lowering the voting age to 16. More 
dubiously, an obligatory nine months 
“service citoyen” for the under 25s, paid 
at the minimum wage.

All references to the working class, 
have replaced by “the people” and “the 
Nation” counterposed to the “élite” and 
the “the privileged caste”. Instead of an 
electoral front of made up of parties (PG, 
PCF) we have a “citizen-movement” 
named “Unsubmissive France” (la France 
Insoumise). This project is based on the 
neo-populist theories of Ernesto Laclau 
and Chantal Mouffe and the practice 
of the Spanish Podemos and its leader 
Pablo Iglesias. In addition, Mélenchon 
declares himself to be “a French 
independentist” and proposes a return 

to national sovereignty, with measures 
like withdrawing from the European 
treaties and NATO and implementing 
an ecologically and solidarity-oriented 
protectionism.

While these nationalist tendencies 
were always present in his ideology, it is 
clear today that he is trying to ride the 
new wave of national chauvinism, after 
Brexit and Trump’s victory. A whole 
chapter of his programme is entitled “For 
the independence of France”, as though 
France were an oppressed and not an 
oppressor nation. Mixing progressive 
reforms with this nationalist poison, this 

“populism of the left” can only weaken 
the class-consciousness of French workers 
and thus open the way for the populism 
of the right. A vote for Mélenchon is not a 
class vote in any sense of the term.

Marine Le Pen
As we have seen Marine Le Pen and the 
Front National is running neck and neck 
with Macron but is likely to be defeated 
as left and respectable right voters vote 
for Macron.

Echoing Trump’s election and the 
Brexit vote, the FN is now strong in the 
French “rust belt” in the North, with 

Lille as its main city, a traditionally 
working-class and left-wing voting 
bastion. Here, most of the industries; 
mines, steel and textiles, have closed, 
leaving the area impoverished and with 
a high unemployment rate and attendant 
social problems. In the last years, under 
Marine Le Pen’s leadership, the FN has 
increasingly oriented itself to these layers 
of the working class left behind by the 
working class parties the SP and PCF.

She claims she will defend public 
services; health, schools, post offices, and 
pensions, which have come under attack 
from successive governments. In doing 
so, she has appealed to what she calls the 
“invisible people” (she means the “native” 
French, of course) against “the system”. 
In themes that echo Trump’s campaign, 
she is promising to “restore our freedom 
and control over our destiny by giving 
the French people back their sovereignty”, 
and to “rebuild France” and “restore the 
country’s greatness”. 

But of course she still focuses on 
the FN’s traditional racism promising 
to slash the number of people entering 
France to 10,000 a year, about one tenth 
of the current number, and to promote 
national identity in schools by language 
laws. She also promise to end access to 
French nationality by birth. She promises 
to give priority in employment to French 
citizens, imposing “an additional tax on 
the hiring of foreign workers”.

The FN has been able to latch onto 
and turn to its own advantage two 
historic weaknesses of the major working 
class reformist parties, the SP and the 
French Communist Party, PCF, French 
patriotism and republican secularism. 
The former goes back to the Tricolour 
waving of the Popular Front of 1936-1938 
and the wartime resistance movement, 
while the latter is an accommodation 
to the dominant ideology of the French 
bourgeoisie.

It seems highly unlikely, despite her 
loans from Russian banks, her televised 
reception in the Kremlin by Vladimir 
Putin let alone the accusations that the 
dark arts the Russian secret services are 
being deployed in her favour, that Le Pen 
will pull off a shock victory in the second 
round.

 
 
THe electoral mayhem 
facing the political elite 
reflects the deep instability 
and divisions in French 
society and stems from 
the two radically different 
consequences of the 
2008 financial crisis: on 
the on hand the rise to 
prominence of the Front 
National and on the 
other the largest workers’ 
movement against a 
left-wing government in 
decades - the struggle 
against the ‘loi El Khomri’.

For more international analysis visit 
www.fifthinternational.org
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SPOTLIGHT ON SOCIALIST POLICY

The Brexit victory, in the June 23, 
2016 referendum, created shock 
waves not only in Europe but 
right around the world. Donald 

Trump credited his victory in part to 
it, winning on a similar programme of 
breaking free from multilateral trading 
blocks, increasing rivalry with other great 
powers and victimising  migrant workers. 

In Britain, thanks to the billionaire 
tabloids, chauvinist and racist poison 
has penetrated a sizeable minority of the 
working class who traditionally voted 
Labour. But “healing the divisions” in the 
Labour Party by adapting to the anti-
European and anti-immigration views 
of the Leave voters would be a disaster. 
Jeremy Corbyn’s recent retreat from the 
principle of “free movement” for British 
and European workers, was a first step in 
this direction. 

Theresa May’s triggering of Article 
50, with Labour support, unleashes a two 
year negotiation over exit terms; to be 
followed by an indefinite period of trade 
negotiations. From now on, every dispute 
between the UK government and the EU 
will be used by the tabloids to foment yet 
more chauvinism. This is why all genuine 
socialist internationalists were firmly 
opposed to leaving the European Union. 
Now, despite the referendum vote, they 
must remain so, otherwise a tsunami of 
imperialist patriotism will sweep Labour 
away as a party of any use to the working 
class. 

However, unlike the Liberals, who 
have wisely put themselves at the 
forefront of opposition to Brexit and 
defence of free movement, socialist 
internationalists must also make it 
clear that the European Union is itself 
an imperialist project. It is the means 
by which finance capital in the major 
states intends to subordinate the smaller 
countries in order then to compete 
with the US, Russia and China in a new 
struggle to redivide the world, a struggle 
that can lead to war. 

Revolutionaries cannot support for 
one minute the European Union as it 
is with institutions like the European 
Commission and the European Central 
Bank which have used the Euro, and the 
rules that underpin it, to bludgeon Greece 
and other southern European states into 
austerity. Nor can we support its military 
and diplomatic aid for the adventures in 
Ukraine, its Cold War aimed at Russia, its 
hot wars in the Middle East or its racist 
Fortress Europe policy on immigration.

Since the inauguration of the Euro, 
European imperialist governments, led by 
Germany, have adopted policies through 
the European Central Bank, ECB, and the 
IMF that imposed austerity within most 
countries of the Union. They are running 
down the welfare state as an overhead no 
longer affordable by a capitalism mired in 
low profit rates and a prolonged tendency 
to stagnation. In such conditions, it is 
an absolute utopia to imagine that the 
EU can be peacefully transformed into a 
“Social Europe” by a process of reform or 
democratisation.

It is equally utopian, and actually 
reactionary, to imagine that it would be 
in the interest of any working class in 
Europe, or the rest of the world, if the 
states which compose the EU were to 
revert to separate national economies 
or that this would represent a recovery 
of sovereignty by their peoples or 
parliaments. Reactionary nationalism is 
the natural and poisonous corollary of 
such moves, as we have seen so clearly 
in the UK. Marxists no more favour the 
break up of large states or semi-state 
confederations than they would support 
the breaking up of giant companies 
or banks into smaller capitalist units. 
With states, as with the economic units 
of capital, our road forward is through 
social ownership to a planned economy 
under democratic workers’ control and 
management.

Nevertheless, the crisis which has 
wracked the EU since 2008 shows that 

The socialist European federation 
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the capitalist classes of the continent 
are unable to perform the historically 
progressive task of unifying the continent 
peacefully. The task of unifying Europe, 
which revolutionary socialists realised 
was necessary a century ago, before 
the carnage of the two world wars 
exterminated millions of European 
workers, peasants, oppressed nations and 
“races”, falls to the working class. The 
means by which it can achieve this is the 
Europe-wide revolution.

The main obstacles to such a 
perspective are not objective ones. 
They lie in the divisions of the 
European working class and, above 
all, its bureaucratic trade union and 
parliamentary leaderships, all of which 
are closely tied to their national capitalist 
classes. In the struggles against ECB 
guided austerity, workers will not only 
need to take control of their unions, 
or build new organisations, but to 
coordinate the fight across the continent. 
This will require internationalist political 
leadership and, as soon as possible, the 
founding of a new international party of 
the working class, a Fifth International.

This does not mean that we are 
indifferent to struggles for serious partial 
or democratic changes to the EU any 
more than we would be to reforms at the 
national level. We advocate a strategy of 
continent-wide coordinated action, up 
to and including general strikes, which 
spread from the national flashpoints 
through solidarity action. A vital part of 
this process will be building solidarity 
action with workers in Europe, starting 
with Greece, but everywhere that our 
class confronts the dictatorship of capital.
• We are for opening the external and 

internal borders of Europe to migrants 
and refugees fleeing poverty, persecution 
and war. 

• We are for their right to full citizenship 
and equal access to social security, 
healthcare and education for them and 
for all those already here. We are for the 
release of all detainees and an end to the 
persecution of “illegals”.

• We are against the policies of austerity 
and privatisation which dismantle the 
welfare state, weaken labour protection, 
human and trade union rights, and that 
promote environmental degradation.

• We are against the undemocratic 
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institutions of the EU; the Council, 
Commission, Central Bank and the 
powerless parliament. We are for their 
replacement by bodies under the control 
of the democratic organisations of the 
working people of the continent.

• We are for the immediate dissolution of 
Nato and the disbanding of the standing 
armies of the various states, replacing 
them with workers’ militia.

• We are for elections by proportional 
representation with no percentage 
threshold, by all people resident in 
Europe over the age of sixteen, of a 
Constituent Assembly to establish the 
legal basis of the Union.

• We are for a charter of democratic and 
social rights including the rights to 
assembly, free speech, equal access to and 
democratic control of the mass media, 
women’s rights (equal pay, control of 
fertility, socialisation of childcare and 
housework), workers’ rights (to strike, to 
join a trade union, etc.).

• We are for a planned management of 
the natural environment, including the 
planned elimination of the use of fossil 
fuels and nuclear power, to combat the 
climate change caused by capitalism and 
to overcome the hypertrophy of urban 
centres and rural depopulation due to 
lack of infrastructure and resources.

• We are for the expropriation of 
private property in all the large scale 
means of production, distribution, 
communications and banking under 
workers’ control and management.

• We are for the right of all states, whose 
peoples have freely and democratically 
chosen to do so, to join the European 
Union.

• We are for a Socialist United States 
of Europe based on the common 
ownership of the means of production 
and exchange, of universal free provision 
housing, of welfare, education healthcare 
and care of the young, the old, the 
disabled and the sick.

To fully realise this programme 
requires a Europe-wide struggle led by 
the working class and its allies; all the 
socially and nationally oppressed groups 
and layers of present day society. It 
requires both national revolutions and 
a European revolution. The first stage is 
for workers across Europe to come to the 
aid of their Greek brothers and sisters 
and demand the total cancellation of the 
Greek debt and the abandonment of all 
attempts to impose further austerity in 
Greece or any other country. 

Therefore our objective remains to 
oppose and stop exit from the EU, whilst 
building the most powerful links with 
workers’ organisations across Europe, 
agreeing with them a strategy for going 
forward to a United Socialist States of 
Europe, open to the world, established in 
the course of a continent-wide spread of 
social revolution.

Darcus Howe (1943-2017)
OBITUARY

Darcus Howe was introduced to 
a new generation of activists 
in August 2011, when he 
was interviewed on the BBC 

during the anti-police uprisings that 
started in Tottenham and spread across 
London and many parts of England.

In an attempt to provoke the veteran 
radical, the interviewer asked, “You 
are not a stranger to riots yourself, I 
understand, are you? You have taken part 
in them yourself.”

Howe retorted in his hallmark 
gruff manner, “I have never taken 
part in a single riot. I’ve been part 
of demonstrations that ended up in 
a conflict. Have some respect for an 
old West Indian Negro, and stop accusing 
me of being a rioter. Because you wanted 
for me to get abusive, you just sound 
idiotic—have some respect.”

The staunch refusal to let the 
establishment set the terms and tone of 
the debate, the militant defence of the 

right to protest and the derisory scorn for 
his would-be oppressor: this was Darcus 
Howe.

Darcus was born in Trinidad, a 
nephew of Marxist historian CLR James. 
Like his uncle, he dedicated his adult life 
to political activism, writing and cultural 
studies.

After he arrived in England in 1961, 
Darcus joined the British Black Panthers 
and gained fame (or notoriety, depending 
on your views) when he defended himself 
as part of the Mangrove Nine in 1971. 
The police had targeted the Mangrove 
restaurant in Notting Hill, raiding it 12 
times over an 18-month period, allegedly 
for drugs but in reality to intimidate the 
group of black activists who used it as 
their headquarters.

When the black collective marched 
on the police station in protest, nine of 
them were arrested and charged with 
conspiracy to riot, affray and assault on 
the police. Defending himself at the Old 

Bailey, the judge found Darcus and all 
nine innocent and for the first time in 
British history acknowledged racism in 
the ranks of the police.

Ten years later, Howe organised a 
march of 20,000 in protest at police 
inaction over the New Cross fire that 
killed 12 black teenagers. The main 
slogan on the Black People’s Day of 
Action was, “13 dead, nothing said” – a 
chant that could still ring true today.

The Race Today journal and collective 
that he edited and founded alongside 
Linton Kwesi Johnson was a beacon of 
hope in dark, despairing times. He was 
also a key defender of the Notting Hill 
Carnival against repeat attempts by the 
police to close it down.

He will be missed by his family and 
friends here and in the wider African 
diaspora – as he will by socialists 
everywhere.
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