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ContentsJeremy Corbyn’s leadership of the 
Labour Party has inspired hundreds 
of thousands of people to campaign 
for an alternative to the recipe of 
austerity, racism and war offered by 
previous governments.

As Marxists, we stand for 
a revolutionary solution to the 
exploitation and conflict inherent in 
the capitalist system. That’s why we 
campaign for a socialist programme - 
a democratically owned and planned 
economy which meets the needs of the 
millions, not the millionaires.

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

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

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

Contact
contact@redflagonline.org
/redflagonline
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3EDITORIAL  ·

a contemporary motion “to adopt a 
policy of remaining in the European 
Customs Union and Single Market through 
membership of the eea.” sponsored 
by Blairite mps but also supported by 
lefts like Clive Lewis and tssa general 
secretary Manuel Cortes, because it 
implied continued free movement,  failed 
to be prioritised for debate by delegates. 
Momentum encouraged delegates not to 
prioritise it by implying there was already 
a substantive debate scheduled.  In fact all 
delegates got was a bland nec statement, 

drafted to with the explicit intention of 
giving the leadership room to manoeuvre 
and compromise:

“Labour accepts and respects the 
referendum result and will seek a new 
relationship with the eu not as a member 
but a partner” and goes on to call for 
“a tariff and impediment-free trading 
relationship with the eu.”

If it was right to oppose Brexit then, 
it is right to continue to oppose it now. 
Nothing material has changed. The 
labour movement is under no obligation 

to “respect” a result, motivated either by 
outright chauvinism or by myths about 
the responsibility of the eu or foreign 
workers for our run-down industrial 
areas and crisis wracked public services. 
All real problems: none the fault of 
immigrants.  Labour’s only democratic 
obligation is to ensure that any reversal 
or modification of the Brexit decision is 
itself a democratic one. If Labour wants a 
Europe of “cooperation” and “solidarity” 
then it should remain in Europe and fight 
for that vision.

It’s not undemocratic to oppose Brexit but it is sensible 

Labour: the new political centre ground 
Annual conference saw a confident leadership define the limits of its project

labour’s brighton conference was a 
confirmation that, thanks to a general 
election in which Labour saw a net gain of 31 
seats and the Tories lost their overall majority, 
Jeremy Corbyn’s leadership of the party is 
now unchallenged. This should not have been 
surprising in a party where electoral success 
comes first, second, and third as far as most 
mps are concerned. Half the venom the plp 
directed at him for 18 months was because 
they thought they might lose their seats.  

So Brighton was a triumph with frequent 
standing ovations. 1200 mainly leftwing 
delegates packed out the biggest conference 
in recent memory. In from the cold was Jon 
Lansman’s Momentum, formerly derided as a 
rabble.

Jeremy Corbyn said after the general 
election that Labour had “moved the political 
centre”. This is true in the sense that the Tories 
have had to stop talking about austerity. But 
it does beg the question “has Corbyn moved 
more towards the centre?” 

By dumping free movement, committing 
to Trident and Nato, and dispensing with 
his original bold programme of taking the 
key sectors of the economy into democratic 
ownership, Corbyn is signaling that his 
version of social-democracy is no threat to the 
fundamental interests of British capitalism. 

True the Corbyn’s  speech was full of the 
old rhetoric of democratic socialism and left 
Labourism, whose aim is: 

“Not simply to redistribute within 
a system that isn’t delivering for most 
people but to transform that system. So we 
set out not only how we would protect public 
services but also how we would rebuild and 
invest in our economy, with a publicly-owned 
engine of sustainable growth, driven by 
national and regional investment banks, to 

generate good jobs and prosperity in every 
region and nation.” 

The right wing, embodied by Tom 
Watson have already concluded an armistice 
if not surrender, endorsing or showing no 
opposition to Corbyn strengthening his 
support on the National Executive Committee 
(nec). We should not forget however that 
they retain control of the party apparatus, 
local campaign forums and the disciplinary 
machinery – and Katy Clark’s democracy 
review is unlikely to seriously challenge that. 

For many, the most significant part 
of Corbyn’s speech was a long-overdue 
commitment to launch “… a review of social 
housing policy - its building, planning, 
regulation and management” tasked with 
proposing “a radical programme of action to 
next year’s conference.” Of course a review is 
not yet a pledge to build council housing on a 
scale to end the waiting lists. We need to work 
on this at local and national level with hard 
figures of what we need and how we can tax 
the mansions to build the council houses.

Corbyn also pledged Labour will ensure 
that “people who live on an estate that’s 
redeveloped must get a home on the same 
site and the same terms as before. … councils 
will have to win a ballot of existing tenants 
and leaseholders before any redevelopment 
scheme can take place.”  This is not a view not 
have been shared by the Labour councils in 

many inner London boroughs. 
The theme of being “a government in 

waiting” dominated proceedings. But these 
pledges need not wait till we have a Labour 
government. Labour councils should embody 
as much of the new housing policy in next 
year’s local government manifestos – and 
members should demand that Momentum 
and the leadership ensure that happens. 

Many will welcome the security of 
Labour’s left leadership following the turmoil 
of coups and purges. But conference clearly 
demonstrated that, with the end of the 
period of civil war, Labour now needs an 
independent and critically minded grassroots 
in the trade unions and the party. Without 
such a movement the pace and scale of 
change will de determined by the back room 
stitch ups and compromises between Labour’s 
new establishment and the party’s most 
conservative components in the trade union 
bureaucracy, the plp and local councils. 

In the months to come we need to ensure 
that Conference’s policy pledges feature 
prominently in both local government and 
general election manifestos. John McDonnell’s 
comments that Labour is ‘wargaming’ 
responses to capitalist sabotage played well 
with an audience of activists – but are not 
taken seriously by the bosses. 

A Labour government committed to 
serious reforms will face resistance, if its 
reforms materially change the wealth, power 
or privileges of the capitalist class – and there 
are policy responses that we should prepare 
the party for now: 

In the face of vested interests seeking to 
undermine a Labour government we will need 
to impose exchange controls to prevent capial 
flight, expropriate the financial institutions 
continued on page 4 

EDITORIAL



·  LABOUR4

moshe machover, an Israeli socialist with 
a decades-long record as a defender of 
Palestinian rights has become the latest victim 
of a witch hunt against opponents of Zionism, 
following the republication of his article ‘Anti-
Zionism is not Anti-Semitism’. 

The pretext used to justify Machover’s 
expulsion was his supposed membership 
of the Labour Party Marxists, an accusation 
he categorically denies. But the allusion 
in the notice of his expulsion to an article 
that “appears to meet the International 
Holocaust Remembrance Alliance definition 
of antisemitism”, reveals the principal 
motivation. 

Antisemitism
The claim that Machover’s article is 
antisemitic rests on the fact that it quotes 
Reinhard Heydrich, one of the main authors 
and organisers of the Nazi Holocaust, to show 
that for a brief period during the 1930s, the 
Nazis tried to cooperate with Zionists in 
getting Jews to leave Germany. 

Machover quotes a 1935 article by 
Heydrich in which the latter claimed that “The 
[Nazi] government finds itself in complete 
agreement with the great spiritual movement 
within Jewry itself, so-called Zionism, with its 

recognition of the solidarity of 
Jewry throughout the world and 
the rejection of all assimilationist 
ideas”. 

Machover notes that 
Heydrich’s article contained “a 
friendly mention of Zionism, 
indicating an area of basic 
agreement it shared with 
Nazism”, and adds that “looking 
back at all this, it seems all the 
more sinister, since we know 
that the story ended with the gas 
chambers a few years later”. Far 
from “excusing” Heydrich and 
the Nazis or saying that Nazis 
and Zionists are politically or 
morally equivalent, Machover is 
simply pointing out that Zionists 

and Nazis both wanted German Jews to 
emigrate to Palestine, albeit for conflicting 
reasons. Zionism wanted to establish a Jewish 
state in Palestine, while the Nazis wanted to 
drive Jews out of Germany altogether and had 
ultimately genocidal intentions towards them.

The argument is one that a large number 
of Jewish and even Israeli historians have 
made for decades: that from its earliest days 
the Zionist movement tried to cooperate 
with European antisemites to promote Jewish 
emigration, at a time when the great majority 
of Jewish people, from Orthodox rabbis to 
liberals, socialists and communists opposed 
emigration and argued instead for integration 
and resistance to antisemitism at home.

This temporary cooperation between 
some Zionists and Nazi Germany produced the 
1933 Haavara Agreement between the Third 
Reich, the Zionist Federation of Germany 
and the Anglo-Palestine Bank controlled 
by Palestine’s Zionist Jewish Agency. This 
agreement saw Zionist organisations lift their 
boycott of Germany in return for the Nazi 
regime permitting wealthier German Jews to 
exchange a portion of their property for safe 
passage to Palestine.

Haavara helped to more than double 

Palestine’s Jewish population from 174,610 in 
1931 to 384,078 in 1936. But it also weakened 
Jewish resistance to antisemitism, and the 
relatively small number who managed to get 
to Palestine under this agreement did not 
represent a major factor in saving Jewish 
people under Nazi rule.

It is understandable that both Jewish and 
non-Jewish defenders of Zionism should find 
these observations offensive, but they are 
not antisemitic – and that is Labour’s witch 
hunters dared not expel him for antisemitism, 
but were reduced to condemning him by 
implication. 

Conclusion
Debate on the history and nature of Zionism 
has only become a particularly dangerous 
activity since Labour elected a defender of 
Palestinian rights as its leader for the first 
time. 

With the Israeli state and its Zionist 
defenders running out of excuses for their 
criminal occupation and facing a growing 
international movement of solidarity with 
the Palestinians, they have responded with a 
systematic campaign to silence their critics 
through accusations of antisemitism. 

This is the motivation behind the 
campaign of wildly exaggerated claims about 
the prevalence of antisemitism in the Labour 
Party. Far from educating members and 
confronting real antisemitism, it represents 
a grotesque devaluation of a very serious 
charge. 

Red Flag calls for Moshe Machover’s 
immediate and unconditional reinstatement. 
Anyone on the left who refuses to do this, 
whatever their view on Palestine and Israel, 
shares the witch hunters’ contempt for party 
democracy. 

Meanwhile we have to redouble our efforts 
to reinstate members expelled for socialist 
beliefs, defend free speech on Palestine, Israel 
and Zionism, and speed up the process of 
thoroughgoing democratic reform of the 
party  
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Reinstate Moshé Machover
The noted socialist and Anti-Zionist writer has been purged by the Labour Party

cont. from p3 and the investment houses; 
index wages to inflation to prevent 
plummeting real wages; immediately 
convoke emergency meetings up and down 
the country towards the development of 
an emergency economic plan to maintain 
production and meet people’s needs directly 
without recourse to market mechanisms. The 
real answer to capitalist sabotage of a Labour 
government is for a Labour government to 

break with the capitalists. 
To complete this break what is needed 

is a social force more powerful than the 
bankers and the ceos: the working class who 
the bosses can’t live without, but who can 
do away with the exploiter class to reshape 
society along revolutionary democratic and 
collective lines. 

This is the threat, the total loss of power, 
that Labour has to confront the billionaires 

with, if it wants to force serious concessions, 
i.e. taxation of their unearned wealth to 
restore the nhs, fund a national education 
service, solve the housing crisis, put an end 
to military adventures and help address the 
humanitarian and ecological disasters across 
the world. 

And if we can do that, then why stop there? 
Why not change the system fundamentally 
and permanently? 
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since 1914 Labour has been an imperialist 
party with antiwar activists within it. 
Under Jeremy Corbyn’s leadership, many 
will be hoping that ratio can be reversed. 
Whilst Corbyn’s antiwar credentials are 
unimpeachable, Labour’s history shows 
the struggle to shake off its subservience to 
British imperialism is far more than just a 
numbers game: it’s a struggle that strikes 
right at the core of Labour’s self-identity and 
purpose. 

For more than 100 years Labour in 
government and in opposition, has repeatedly 
backed Britain’s ruling class in its wars and 
adventures. Whenever the call to arms was 
raised, Clement Attlee, Harold Wilson, 
Michael Foot and Tony Blair all wrapped 
themselves in the butcher’s apron. 

Despite its mythology, Labour did 
not lead the way during the long retreat 
from Empire. Only when it was obliged by 
bankruptcy, military defeat or us pressure, 
did Labour relinquish those parts of the 
Empire it could not hold on to. And when it 
departed it left the bloody mess of partition in 
India, Palestine and Ireland.  

Since its relegation to the second tier of 
great powers, it repeatedly backed the usa 
in its own wars and invasions.  Blair defied 
a huge antiwar movement and sacrificed half 
the party’s membership and millions of votes 
to defend British’s imperialism’s alliance with 
the usa.

Time for change?
With an antiwar leader and a large antiwar 
membership, things should be different now.  

In the May election campaign Labour’s 

shadow foreign secretary Emily Thornberry 
denounced Theresa May for “striking deals” 
with the government’s “jihadist-funding 
friends in Saudi Arabia and Qatar” and said 
that Labour would “not just return to the 
Cook Doctrine, but take immediate steps in 
government to enact it”. This was a reference 
to Robin Cook’s abortive “ethical foreign 
policy” announced under Blair in 1997, which 
included not selling arms to dictatorships 
engaged in repressing their own people.

In fact Labour’s 2017 manifesto was a 
retreat from this. It promised to put Cook’s 
“ethics” into practice, enshrining “peace, 
universal rights and international law” at the 
heart of foreign policy. But it also committed a 
Labour government to spending the full Nato 
target of two per cent of gdp on defence and 
to renewing the Trident nuclear deterrent.

One of the main obstacles to securing a 
progressive international policy are those 
trade unions with well paid and highly 
skilled members in the arms industry, whose 
trenchant defence of jobs, inevitably ends up 
with demands for bigger contracts and more 
sales. 

This attitude is one of the few things that 
left and right wing mps can agree on. John 
Woodcock called for Labour mps to become 
ambassadors for the ‘defence’ industry 
and John Spellar urged the government to 
“up their game and secure new contracts, 
especially with Saudi Arabia and the Gulf 
States.” Not to be outdone, Cat Smith and Liz 
McInnes have also lobbied the government to 
do more to support the arms industry.

Instead of planning to redeploy this 
skilled labour towards socially useful tasks, 

Labour and the trade union leaders support 
the merchants of death on economic grounds.  

The self-interested trade unionism of 
this privileged ‘aristocracy of labour’ is a 
major source of the patriotic, pro-imperialist 
pressure on the Labour Party. 

The second is the fundamental 
contradiction of the Labour Party itself. 
Labour seeks to legislate reforms on behalf of 
the working class, rather than lead it to power. 
Its strict adherence to exclusively electoralist 
methods means it has to deeply persuade the 
capitalists that it will govern on their behalf 
“as well”.

To prove this it allows British imperialism 
a free hand abroad. Thus Labour’s support 
Nato and Trident is not just “the price we 
have to pay” for a Corbyn government. It is its 
declaration to the capitalist class, that it will 
safeguard its interests even at the price of its 
cherished reforms. 

This means we can only have a radical 
socialist programme and an internationalist 
foreign policy if we radically change the 
Labour Party, starting with its attitude to the 
British ruling class and British capitalism’s 
interests worldwide. 

Conclusion
The whole of Labour’s history and the 
behaviour of pro-Corbyn mps suggests that 
will not happen unless the new radicalised 
membership and the youth who flocked to 
Corbyn’s rallies during the election assert 
themselves and begin to debate and fight for 
an internationalist foreign policy.

This should include not just opposition to 
Trident renewal but also decommissioning all 
of Britain’s nuclear weapons. It should mean 
getting out of Nato, the imperialist alliance 
that ranks Labour’s Ernest Bevin as one of 
its key initiators. It also means defending 
free movement for European workers and 
opening our borders to the refugees fleeing 
our ruling classes’ wars in the Middle East 
and Africa.

Britain’s responsibility for the wars and 
crises engulfing the world means Labour’s 
ordinary members, and Labour as a party, 
need to start taking international affairs 
deadly seriously. 

Everything indicates that we are entering 
a period of escalating conflicts and clashes 
between the rival imperialist powers that could 
eventually lead to another world war. Only by 
building an international alliance of socialists 
– a new revolutionary socialist International – 
can we ensure that the next war does not see 
Labour enthusiastically rally to the flag as it 
has done so many times before
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Internationalism is Labour’s missing link
Dave Stockton argues that Labour’s support for imperialist wars has its roots in 
the party’s desire to govern a capitalist system on behalf of an exploited class
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just days into the new term Wakefield City 
Academies Trust (wcat) announced, out of 
the blue, that it was pulling out of 21 schools, 
throwing the academic lives of thousands of 
children across Yorkshire into limbo.

The National Education Union (neu, 
formed by the merger of nut and atl) has 
led the community response. At a recent 
public meeting, the union’s Sally Kincaid 
focused on the goal of bringing the schools 
back under the control of their respective 
local authorities. For the first time teachers 
and parents were able to share experiences, 
uncovering the extent of wcat’s wrongdoing.

One issue raised was financial 
mismanagement, first publicised last year. 
Former ceo Mike Ramsay paid £440,000 to it 
and clerical work to firms owned by Ramsey 
and his own daughter. Ramsey stepped down 
in disgrace earlier this year.

It would also appear that wcat has 
pillaged like a bandit, ransacking money from 
the reserves of its chain schools and getting 
into millions of pounds of debt. A member 
of the governing board of the wcat’s flagship 
school, Wakefield City Academy, reported 
that £700,000 had been seized directly from 
the schools financial reserves as a “forced 
loan”.

This money, earmarked for helping the 
school through a potential crisis, now has no 
prospect of being paid back to the school, as 
according to wcat there is no legal basis to 
enforce an academy trust to pay back loans to 
its chain schools.

Time and time again wcat has proven 
itself to be a reckless enterprise. In 2016, the 
trust privatised school cleaners at Kinsley 
Academy, transferring their contracts to 

Barnsley-based c&d Cleaning. Their wages 
were cut from £7.85 per hour to the minimum 
wage of £7.20; their sick pay was stripped 
completely.

 The three women, Lesley Leake, Marice 
Hall and Karen McGee, took matters into 
their own hands. After a ballot (3 votes taken, 
all 3 in favour) they chose to go on strike. The 
trio became known nationally as The Kinsley 
Three, mounting a 13-week strike before c&d 
callously sacked them days before Christmas 
last year.

 
Bring all academies in-house
Throughout the meeting calls were made 
for the failed experiment 
of academisation to end, 
and for all schools to be 
brought back under local 
authority control. One 
contributor registered their 
disappointment that this 
was not included in Angela 
Rayner’s 10-point plan 
for education, presented 
at Labour Conference in 
Brighton.

The mp for Hemsworth 
Jon Trickett, whose 
constituency covers several 
of the schools involved, 
expressed his support and 
plans to join a lobby of 
parliament on Tuesday 
24 October. However, he 
stopped short of any explicit 
call for Wakefield Council 
to take back the schools that 
fall within its district, simply 

stating that there was no legal mechanism to 
do so.

 This is taking Labour’s obsession with 
constitutional legality way too far. Labour 
could front a petition, public meetings and 
a ballot of parents, teachers, students and 
the local community to demand the schools 
return to authority control.

Labour councils could even set up their 
own multi-academy trusts to take over the 
schools. If religious bigots, profiteering mega-
chains and asset-stripping spivs can run 
schools, why not democratically elected local 
authorities?

 As it stands, there is a great sense of 
fear for the future of the schools. Wakefield-
based Outwood Grange, one of the original 
multi-academy trusts that was championed 
as a pioneer for academisation, is rumoured 
to be in the running to take over some of the 
schools.

But concerns have been raised over 
reports of mass expulsions from Outwood 
Grange Academy and draconian behavioural 
policies leading to students being excluded for 
trivial offences, like spending too long in the 
toilet or being “rowdy” on the bus.

The current situation throws up huge 
questions around the state of education in 
this country, with worries that many more 
trusts could collapse at any moment. wcat 
represents more than just a canary in the 
coalmine for academies; this is a collapsed 
coalmine with thousands of our children still 
trapped inside it

Wakefield academy chain collapse 
Rob Schofield urges Labour to commit to renationalising the education system to 
prevent profiteering that gambles with the futures of our students
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on 18 october, Labour unanimously won 
a symbolic opposition day vote calling for a 
pause in the introduction of Universal Credit. 
The motion was non-binding but the result is 
a fresh sign of the government’s vulnerability, 
with Tory mps ordered to abstain from the 
vote. Earlier that day, facing growing disquiet 
from her own backbenchers, prime minister 
Theresa May was forced to announce the 
scrapping of charges of up to 55p a minute for 
calls to the Universal Credit helpline.

Universal Credit represents the biggest 
change to the welfare system undertaken since 
its inception. It has seen the introduction of 
some of the most severe and punitive benefit 
cuts for decades, meaning that millions of 
families moving onto Universal Credit will 
be worse off. New claimants wait a minimum 

of 6 weeks for their 
first payment, 
forcing people into 
a spiral of debt as 
rent arrears soar and 
as claimants resort 
to borrowing from 
payday or doorstep 
lenders.

A damning 
study from the 
Smith Institute, 
examining 775 rent 
accounts in London’s 
Southwark and 
Croydon boroughs, 
revealed that the 

average claimant had £156 in rent arrears 20 
weeks after moving on to the benefit, despite 
being in credit at a similar stage under the old 
Housing Benefit. Most claimants said they had 
never been in arrears before.

The strict eligibility conditions imposed 
amount to a loss of up to £200 a month for 
many working families. One food bank 
quoted in the Smith Institute study saw a 179 
per cent spike in the number of families with 
children coming through its doors. According 
to the Trussell Trust, food bank usage in the 
uk has reached an all-time high, with a record 
1.2 million emergency food parcels handed 
out last year. Nearly 43 per cent of food bank 
users in 2016-17 reported that they were in 
a crisis situation due to changes or delays to 
their benefit payments.

Many Tory mps see food banks as a worthy 

charitable exercise, with Jacob Rees-Mogg 
describing them as “rather uplifting”. In fact 
they are an indictment of a capitalist Britain 
where 13 million live below the poverty line. 
And the explosion of food poverty is set to get 
worse, as Brexit threatens to affect food prices. 
In September, union Unite made a freedom 
of information request after discovering the 
government’s suppression of data on expected 
food price inflation when Britain leaves the 
eu. This will push up inflation overall and will 
drive even more people into poverty.

In addition to demanding that Universal 
Credit should be halted, Labour should 
demand the reversal of the draconian cuts 
made over years to other benefits, cuts that 
are pushing even more people into destitution. 
Changes to Personal Independence Payments 
announced earlier this year, disqualifying a 
further 160,000 disabled claimants, are another 
example of the government’s contemptuous 
disregard for the poorest and most vulnerable 
in our society.

The Tories claim that Universal Credit 
will give people “incentives to work”. What 
they mean is that it will push claimants into 
a job market where workers are increasingly 
subjected to low paid “flexible” employment 
and left in a permanent state of uncertainty.

Labour has pledged to abolish zero hours 
contracts and to introduce a £10 an hour living 
wage once elected. But millions can’t wait. 
With such a small majority, the Tories can be 
beaten. Labour and the union movement must 
mobilise mass action against the Tories and 
their programme for poverty
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Labour secures respite for welfare claimants

The Tories learn the hard way that you can’t please everyone, writes Jeremy Dewar

in her Florence speech Theresa May outlined 
her desired outcome as somewhere between 
membership of the European Economic 
Area (the eu plus Iceland, Liechtenstein and 
Norway), which includes access to the eu’s 
single market, and the free trade agreement it 
recently concluded with Canada, which covers 
a limited range of commodities and took ten 
years to negotiate. 

But eea membership would mean 
accepting “free movement of persons, goods, 
services and capital.” It “would also mean the 
uk having to adopt at home – automatically 
and in their entirety – new eu rules”, while 
the Canada deal would “represent such a 
restriction on our mutual market access that 
it would benefit neither of our economies”. So 
neither was a model and hence the two-year 
transition period.

Scheduled right before the Tory party 
conference, this was primarily not just for 

a domestic audience, but for her own front 
bench. As a real negotiating position, it is 
deeply flawed, as Alan Beattie wrote in the 
Financial Times:

“This may be a fruitless quest. In thousands 
of trade deals worldwide, no two economies 
have replicated the frictionless cross-border 
commerce of the eu single market by forcing 
regulators to accept each others’ rules as 
equivalent.”

Britain’s big bourgeoisie, the 1 per cent if 
you like, are overwhelmingly of the view that, 
even at this stage, the government should either 
find a way to avoid Brexit altogether or enter 
a long enough transition period to make that 
politically feasible.

Deal or no deal?
The trouble is the party of government – 
the bosses’ natural choice – is in thrall to its 
chauvinistic, xenophobic base, right from its 

core electorate, its membership to its mps. 
Ironically, against the interest of the class it 
serves, it is in the grip of a right wing racist 
populism that their friends in the media helped 
whip up.

So we have Tory Remainers and 
Brextremists at each other’s throats, with the 
battle lines drawn. Threaten no deal while 
trying to negotiate some mutually beneficial 
agreements, whip up chauvinist resentment at 
the Europeans when trade falls off, and hope for 
a bailout from “America First” Donald Trump. 
Or go for a long transition, giving uk-based 
businesses time to adjust, while seeking as close 
a deal to the eea without (full) freedom of 
movement, i.e. not that close.

Neither is a realistic policy from the 
capitalists’ point of view. And both are a real 
threat to the working class: uk-born and eu 
citizens working here as well as European 
workers across the eu

Dara O’Coghaidhin welcomes the pause in the introduction of Universal Credit 
but calls on Labour to go further and commit to reversing all welfare cuts
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royal mail bosses using the courts to get 
our strike declared “unlawful” and force us 
into “mediation” is a dishonest delaying tactic 
designed to break the momentum of our 
massive 89 per cent vote for strike action.

Their cheek is unbelievable. They blanked 
the union through 18 months of talks, forcing 
us to ballot. Then they called for a no vote to 
“get the union back to negotiations”! Now 
they have turned around and claimed the 
2014 Agenda For Growth agreement, struck 
at the time of privatisation, legally binds the 
union to weeks of external mediation. It’s no 
surprise that an unelected, anti-trade union 
judge took the side of a handful of millionaire 
shareholders over 130,000 postal workers. 

Delaying tactics 
This is a delaying tactic, pure and simple, 
tying our union up in negotiations, which, to 
quote Royal Mail, “we expect will take close 
to Christmas to be completed, and maybe 

longer”. 
It was clear from 

the outset of the 
dispute that Royal 
Mail would use the 
Agreement to stall 
and undermine our 
momentum. 

Terry Pullinger 
and Dave Ward 
say the pressure of 
the live ballot and 
possible Christmas 
strikes means that 
Royal Mail is still 
“staring down the 
barrel of a gun” and 
that “We can still 

take strike action if we need to.” 
This should be the case unless the bosses 

cave in. 
But there are worrying hints of further 

delays ahead. Outside the court Terry 
Pullinger tried to deflect attention from 
Royal Mail’s weakest point. “This strike was 
never just about Christmas, never just about 
the desire to take strike action, it’s about 
getting agreement, the right agreement… and 
whether that takes three months, six months 
or a year, this union will keep going...” 

Fine. But fighting talk has to be backed 
up by action, including the threat of illegal 
action, if necessary or Royal Mail will 
continue stringing us along.  

We can’t let them use the courts to 
move the goalposts again and again, so the 
strike gets ever further away and our energy 
dissipates. 

Maximum pressure comes from striking 
and escalating quickly, not dragging it out 

for months. We must make sure further 
injunctions don’t stop us. Royal Mail bosses 
have had 18 months to talk. Now it’s time to 
force concessions out of them by hitting them 
where it hurts - the shareholders who’ve been 
looting the company and lining their pockets 
with £500k a day.

 
Organise the rank and file 
The cwu 13 October ‘Four Pillars’ bulletin 
rightly urges workers to “hold on to the anger 
and energy because industrial action could 
very well happen again”. 

We had Royal Mail on the back foot before 
the injunction. Let’s use the next five weeks to 
ensure our hard work beating the anti-union 
laws’ strike threshold and building support for 
action is not wasted. 

We don’t have to sit on our hands and see 
what comes out of secret mediation. 

It’s time to put our campaign on a footing 
that can deliver the action we need to win:
• Regular meetings of local reps and members 

to build links across the different sections – 
delivery, distribution, processing, etc. 

• Solidarity meetings, high street stalls and a 
big demonstration involving other unions 
and the Labour Party

• A national rank and file meeting could set 
out our red lines in the negotiations, debate 
the best strategy to win our demands, and 
organise a grassroots network to sustain 
the momentum and escalate the struggle if 
necessary. 

Let’s face facts. Royal Mail, the Tories and 
the courts are determined to beat us. 

Our union has run a good campaign to get 
the ballot out, but the only way we can be certain 
of winning our demands is to be willing - and 
organised - to act even if our leaders don’t
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Royal Mail wins strike ban injunction
A CWU postal rep urges workers to use the time to prepare action that can win

This Branch/CLP believes that:

1. following an overwhelming ballot result 
Royal Mail should have listened to its staff 
and recognised the need to shift its position, 
instead of taking them to court to secure an 
injunction to delay strike action;

2. Royal Mail should never have been 
privatised. Alongside the increasing pressure on 
staff and their terms and conditions, the public 
are seeing price increases, cuts to services – for 
instance, with delivery office closures across 
the country – and asset stripping with over 

£200m worth of property having been sold off;
3. This is the familiar story of privatisation, 

with hedge funds and senior executives reaping 
the rewards. In just three and a half years Royal 
Mail has paid out over £620m in dividends 
to private shareholders – just under £500,000 
every day – and last year alone Royal Mail’s ceo 
saw her pay packet increase by 23%; and

4. Royal Mail is an important public 
service and part of our national infrastructure 
that should be re-nationalised by a Labour 
government and brought back together with 
the Post Office in public ownership at the 

earliest opportunity.

This Branch/CLP therefore resolves to:
1. contact local cwu postal branches to 

express support for its members in the current 
dispute;

2. mobilise support for future picket lines;
3. take a solidarity photo at this meeting to 

be shared on social media tagging @cwunews; 
and

4. ask our mp and councillors to make 
clear statements in support of cwu members 
in Royal Mail.

CWU Model Motion for Labour Party members



9WOMEN  ·

fine gael Taoiseach Leo Varadkar has given 
notice of an abortion referendum to be held 
next year in the Republic of Ireland. The 
Eighth Amendment of the Irish constitution 
gives Ireland some of the most restrictive 
laws on abortion in Europe. This amendment 
ensures that the life of the unborn carries 
equal weight to that of its mother. A woman 
could spend fourteen years in prison for an 
illegal termination. Abortion is only allowed 
if the life of the mother is at risk.

That’s why it’s so important that a growing 
pro-choice campaign calling for the Repeal 
of the Eighth Amendment has developed in 
Ireland. Tens of thousands marched in Dublin 
on 30 September to show their support for 
choice organised by the Abortion Rights 
Campaign. This follows on from Strike4Repeal 
day in March where thousands occupied 
O’Connell Bridge as they made their way to a 
protest at the Irish Parliament, the Dail.

The waning influence of the Catholic 
Church especially amongst young people is 
indicative of changing attitudes in Ireland. 
The stunning referendum victory for same 
sex marriage supporters also revealed this 
change throughout the population. Opinion 
polls consistently point to majority support 
for increased abortion rights.

However this sentiment is not adequately 

reflected in the main political parties in 
Ireland. Both Fine Gael and Fianna Fail oppose 
repealing the Eighth; Labour support repeal 
but still want restrictions on abortion; Sinn 
Fein fudge the issue but similar to Labour. 
Only the Anti-Austerity Alliance/People 
before Profit and a few other independent TDs 
have a clear pro-choice position.

The growing clamour for repeal – even 
the un Human Rights Committee decreed 
the Irish law goes against human rights – 
has forced Varadkar to appoint a “Citizens’ 
Assembly” to consider the issue. Much to 
the surprise of Fine Gael and others, the 
Assembly recommended, by 64 per cent, that 
abortion should be permitted in a wide range 
of circumstances, and that abortion should be 
legalised upon request, up to 12 weeks into the 
pregnancy. A substantial minority, 28 per cent, 
called for the upper limit to be set at 22 weeks. 
A parliamentary committee will now decide 
on the wording in the referendum and will 
submit this to the government in December.

So it is not clear what the Irish people 
will be voting on as yet. Will the Eighth 
Amendment be completely removed, or 
replaced by a provision which determines 
differing levels of access to abortion? Given 
the socially conservative make up of the 
government and the Dail, a mass movement 

from below, headed by working class women 
themselves, will have to push hard on 
campuses, in workplaces and on estates for 
the recommendations of the Assembly in their 
entirety to be put to the people.

While it is vital to repeal the Eighth, that 
does not in itself mean free, legal and safe 
abortion for all who need or want it. Only by 
obtaining the right to free abortion on request 
and supporting a woman’s right to choose can 
we completely decriminalise abortion.

Similarly in Northern Ireland, despite 
being part of the ‘uk’, abortion is also 
illegal and only allowed if the woman’s life is 
in danger or there is permanent or serious 
danger to her mental or physical health. Until 
a recent victory following a campaign led 
by Labour’s Stella Creasy mp, women had to 
travel to England for privately paid abortions. 
Now they will be available free on the nhs 
but women will still have to incur the costs 
of travel, accommodation and time off work. 
This makes women in Northern Ireland, and 
particularly poorer women, second class 
citizens. The Supreme Court has ruled the 
decision rests with the Stormont Assembly, 
so in Northern Ireland and across the uk 
we need a strong working class women’s 
movement to demand free and safe access to 
abortion for all
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Referendum on Irish abortion ban 
Protest campaign forces government to promise referendum on 8th amendment
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in the February Revolution of 1917, the 
workers and soldiers of Petrograd rose in 
spontaneous revolt against the hardships 
caused by two and a half years of war. 
Civilians were verging on starvation, while 
those fighting suffered horrendous losses 
- 1.5 million had been killed, five million 
wounded, with millions more taken prisoner.

Demonstrations by women demanding 
bread and freedom, a general strike and a 
mass mutiny of the huge Petrograd garrison 
brought down the Bloody Tsar Nicholas II, 
and with him fell the entire 300 year-old 
Romanov autocracy. The Petrograd Soviet, 
a council of workers and soldiers’ delegates, 
first formed in the failed revolution of 1905, 
took over the running of the city. Similar 
events followed in Moscow and in other cities 
across the vast empire. The hated police force 
effectively melted away and armed workers 
and soldiers kept order. Real power lay in 
the hands of the Soviets - since the soldiers 
would take no orders unless countersigned 
by their councils.

By early March the Petrograd Soviet 
already had 1,300 members, and within a 
week had more than doubled to 3,000. Since 

the plenary session of the Soviet became 
unwieldy an executive of fourteen members 
was elected. 

The example of the capital was emulated 
throughout the country. Soviets of various 
types were rapidly set up, and by the 
beginning of September their number was 
officially estimated at 600, theoretically 
representing some 23 million voters. The first 
all Russian congress of the Soviets, which 
was held in June, formally established the 
All-Russian Central Executive committee, 
an assembly of over 250 members which, 
however, was dominated by the leaders of the 
Petrograd Soviet.

In backward Russia the bourgeoisie 
and its parties were a weak force and the 
first provisional government, made up of 
members of the old Tsarist parliament (the 
Duma) was propped up by the dominant 
parties of the Russian peasantry and the 
working class – the peasant based Socialist 
Revolutionaries (sr’s), and the opportunist 
wing of the Russian Social Democratic 
Labour Party, the Mensheviks. 

Mensheviks and sr’s alike were 
convinced that, as this was a bourgeois, 

i.e. democratic, revolution, the Liberal 
bourgeoisie should lead it. Thus they allowed, 
indeed encouraged, the representatives of 
the bourgeois parties from the old Tsarist 
parliament to take ministerial office. But 
Russia’s bourgeoisie was no revolutionary 
class. In line with the other rulers of the 
warring Great Powers it was an imperialist 
bourgeoisie, bent on plunder. Hence they 
were intent on continuing the war with 
Germany. The “socialists” who wanted 
them to take power were thus dragged into 
supporting a war that they now pitched as a 
“defence of democracy” or a “defence of the 
revolution.” 

The Bolsheviks (since 1903 a separate 
faction of rsdlp but after 1912 a separate 
party) were still a minority within the soviets. 
They had enormous experience of struggle 
over many years including initial illegality, 
then in 1905-7 revolutionary mass action 
including leading an uprising in Moscow 
in 1905. In 1910-14 they were working in 
semi-legal conditions, establishing a daily 
paper Pravda (Truth). After 1914 they once 
again faced acute repression during the war. 
This had made them a tough and disciplined 

Red October
The working class 

takes power

100th Anniversary
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party of committed revolutionary activists. 
But this party was neither the undemocratic 
caricature portrayed by the Social Democrats 
and anarchists, nor was it the monolithic 
party the bureaucratic followers of Stalin 
later idealised. 

In reality, it was only through a vigorous 
democratic debate over its fundamental 
goals and the necessary changes of tactics, 
from April 1917, that made the socialist 
outcome of the revolution possible at all.

Following his return from exile, Lenin 
won the party away from its initial position 
of giving critical support to the bourgeois 
provisional government, to the objective of 
a workers’ and peasants’ government, based 
exclusively on the soviets and the armed 
people. It was this party and this programme 
that would address the tasks of solving the 
dire living conditions of the masses: ending 
the war and distributing the landlords’ huge 
estates to the peasantry. These tasks were 
summed up in the famous slogans “Bread! 
Peace! Land!” as well as “All Power to the 
Soviets!” 

From April onwards the Bolsheviks 
argued that the Russian Revolution must 
not to rest content with a “democratic” 
imperialist government, it needed a workers’ 
government based on the soviets. That 
this was the correct and necessary path, 
one rooted in an estimation of the real 
contradictions of Russian development and 
the inability of the ‘democratic bourgeoisie’ 
to secure the victory of the revolution, was 
proved positively in October 1917.

For six months the revolution oscillated 
between advance and retreat. The April Days 
saw powerful street demonstrations against 
the war, triggered by the War Minister Pavel 
Milyukov’s pledge to Britain and France 
to fight on to the end. This crisis saw him 
replaced by Alexander Kerensky, one of the 
vice chairmen of the Soviet and a member of 
a small party, the Trudoviks. In practice he 
increasingly became a free agent balancing 
between the bourgeois minsters and the 
Soviet Executive. 

Another major success for the Bolsheviks 
came in June when a demonstration, called 
by the Soviet Executive was dominated by 
their slogans – ‘All Power to the Soviets’ 
and ‘Down with the capitalist ministers’. 
Buoyed by their success, a second mass 
upheaval was prepared in July in response 
to a new military offensive planned by 
Kerensky. Calls to overthrow the Provisional 
government were raised by massive armed 
demonstrations in which sailors from the 
nearby Kronstadt naval base played a major 
role. However, the idea of overthrowing the 
government was opposed by Lenin and the 
Bolshevik leadership, though the party’s 
military organisations had been drawn into 
it. An insurrection might just have succeeded 

in Petrograd but it would not have been 
supported at the front or in the countryside.

When the movement abated the 
government presented this as a failed 
Bolshevik coup and severely repressed the 
Bolsheviks, suspending the right to due 
process and restoring the death penalty. 
Lenin went into hiding and Leon Trotsky 
who was working closely with the Bolsheviks, 
joining them in August, was imprisoned. 

Despite this setback, Bolshevik influence 
amongst the working class began to recover 
at the expense of the Mensheviks and sr’s, 
as the hopeless war dragged on and living 
conditions for the masses continued to 
deteriorate. The Soviets were in fact showing 
themselves to be flexible and democratic 
bodies, which, because delegates could be 
recalled, reflected the developing political 
consciousness of the masses, much more 
accurately and responsively than any 
parliament or municipal council could do. 

The lead up to October
Following the July Days, Kerensky was 
appointed prime minister, and started 
plotting a military counter-revolution 
alongside the main bourgeois parties, and 
Lavr Kornilov, the new commander-in-chief. 

Very soon the naive Kerensky was 
outmanoeuvred by the overconfident general, 
who ordered him to resign and hand over 
power to Kornilov as dictator. But Kerensky 
had intended that he, not the general, should 
become the Napoleon Bonaparte of the 
Russian Revolution. Alarmed to find himself 
a potential victim rather than victor, he 
turned to the Petrograd Soviet for aid. 

In turn the terrified leaders of the 
Mensheviks and Socialist Revolutionary 
Party (sr’s) formed a “committee for 
struggle with the counterrevolution”. They 
implored the Bolsheviks, a party whose 
newspapers they had closed, and leaders 
imprisoned, to join them. From hiding just 
over the border in Finland, Lenin urged the 
Bolsheviks to form a military united not 
only with the Mensheviks and sr’s but with 
Kerensky and the provisional government, 
in order to defeat the advancing counter-
revolutionaries. 

When the Bolsheviks objected that a 
united front would mean abandoning the 
fight against Kerensky, Lenin replied that 
since the Bolsheviks were the only force who 
could mobilise the working class against 
the immediate danger of the military coup, 
this course of action would open the road 
to defeating Kerensky and the parties which 
backed him afterwards. It was agreed and 
the factory Red Guards, which had been 
demobilised and disarmed during the 
repression following the July Days, were 
quickly reformed and rearmed. 

In the event, Kornilov’s coup rapidly 

disintegrated as revolutionary workers held 
up troop movements on the railways and 
Bolshevik agitators enlightened his misled 
soldiers to the fact that there was no German 
takeover underway in Petrograd. Even 
Kornilov’s “Savage Division” of Caucasus 
mountaineers and the Cossacks were won 
over. In early September Leon Trotsky, Lev 
Kamenev and a number of other Bolshevik 
leaders were released from prison.

On September 2, for the first time, the 
Petrograd Soviet adopted, by a margin of 
279 to 115, a Bolshevik resolution, proposed 
by Kamenev calling for “a government of 
the representatives of the revolutionary 
proletariat and peasantry.” On September 5 
the Moscow Soviet followed suit by 355 to 
254 votes. In the aftermath of the failed coup 
local Soviets all over Russia finally began to 
endorse the Bolshevik slogan of ‘All Power to 
the Soviets’.

At this stage, the slogan meant a 
Menshevik-SR government (who were a 
majority in the soviets) that the Bolsheviks 
would support against the counterrevolution 
but not take positions in. Instead they would 
remain a democratic opposition within 
the soviets, calling for the government to 
take radical measures to deliver peace, 
redistribution of the land, and workers’ 
control of production. 

But it soon became clear not just to 
the Bolsheviks, but to broader numbers of 
workers and soldiers, that the Mensheviks 
and SR leaders in the Soviet would never 
make a break with the capitalists and the 
imperialist war. 

On September 12, whilst still across 
the border in Finland, Lenin finished one 
of his most his most important theoretical 
works: The State and Revolution. It dealt 
with a theme that he had been arguing since 
the outbreak of February Revolution, in his 
“Letters from Afar”; namely that the working 
class could no longer limit itself to the goal 
of even the most democratic bourgeois 
republic.

For Lenin now the task was to create 
a workers’ government supported by the 
poor peasantry. It had to be based on the 
soviets, not on a parliament. The State 
and Revolution argued that the 1871 Paris 
Commune had shown that the working 
class could not take over the bourgeois state 
as it was with its bureaucracy and standing 
army, its police force and its judiciary. It had 
to break this apparatus of repression and 
replace it with the rule of bodies of recallable 
delegates elected directly by the workers in 
their factories, the soldiers in their barracks 
and the peasants in their villages. The armed 
people had to replace the standing army and 
its officer corps. Events since February had 
begun this process, dissolving the police 
force, democratising the army and creating 
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the soviets. 
On September 14 Lenin also finished 

another work; less famous but of enormous 
importance; ‘The Impending Catastrophe 
and How To Combat It’. Here he presents a 
detailed outline of what the Bolsheviks will 
do to save the country from the economic 
breakdown that the war is bringing. It 
outlines a series of what in the 1920s and 
1930s came to be called transitional demands. 
These include imposing workers’ control 
of production and distribution of goods, 
nationalisation of the banks and industrial 
syndicates, abolition of commercial secrecy, 
measures to prevent financial collapse, 
universal duty to work, etc. 

 In a chapter called Can we Go Forward 
if We fear To Advance Towards Socialism, 
Lenin concludes:

“Universal labour conscription, 
introduced, regulated and directed by the 
Soviets of Workers’, Soldiers’ and Peasants’ 
Deputies, will still not be socialism, but 
it will no longer be capitalism. It will be a 

tremendous step towards socialism, a step 
from which, if complete democracy is 
preserved, there can no longer be any retreat 
back to capitalism, without unparalleled 
violence being committed against the 
masses.”

Lenin’s fight for the Insurrection 
On September 14 Lenin sent the first of a 
series of letters to the Bolshevik Central 
Committee in Petrograd, which read:

“The Bolsheviks, having obtained a 
majority in the Soviets of Workers’ and 
Soldiers’ Deputies of both capitals, can 
and must take state power into their own 
hands……. The present task must be an 
armed uprising in Petrograd and Moscow 
(with its region), the seizing of power and 
the overthrow of the government.”

Feeling the ground shifting beneath its 
feet Kerensky’s Provisional Government 
called a “Democratic Conference”, which 
met from September 14-22, with 1,200 
delegates from various parties and local 

government bodies. But it turned out to 
be just another talking shop, deciding little 
and, led by Trotsky, the Bolshevik delegation 
cruelly exposed its inability to solve any of 
the big issues. The conference finally elected 
a Provisional Council of the Republic, called 
for short the Pre-parliament.

On Lenin’s and Trotsky’s proposal, the 
Bolshevik Central Committee decided that 
the Bolsheviks should attend, denounce walk 
out of the pre-parliament. 

Red October 
By the beginning of October Bolshevik 
membership has risen to 43,000 in Petrograd 
from 16,000 in April. Lenin was increasingly 
impatient with the Party leadership, fearing 
they would delay the organisation of an 
insurrection until after Kerensky had struck. 
He wrote: 

“Unfortunately, vacillations are to be 
noted at the top levels of our Party, a “fear”, as 
it were, of the struggle for power, a tendency 
to substitute resolutions, protests, and 

PHOTOS: P10 L-R: THE SOLDIERS’ SOVIET PETROGRAD, 1917; LENIN ADDRESSING THE SOVIET IN THE SMOLNY; SVERDLOV, LENIN AND TROTSKY; ABOVE: RED GUARDS IN PETROGRAD, 1917
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congresses for this struggle.”
The Bolshevik party’s right wing, led by 

Kamenev, Alexei Rykov and David Ryazanov, 
were vehemently against the Party’s course 
towards insurrection and a Bolshevik 
dominated Soviet government. They were 
still arguing for a coalition government of 
the moderate socialists and that nothing 
decisive could be done till the Constituent 
Assembly met. Elections to this body had 
been repeatedly postponed but were now 
due in November. 

From this point on a major debate 
raged in the party between the “Old 
Bolsheviks” who in reality still clung to the 
old perspective. By All Power to the Soviets 
they meant waiting until the Constituent 
Assembly “where we will be such a strong 
opposition party that in a country of universal 
suffrage our opponents will be compelled to 
make concessions to us at every step, or we 
will form, together with the Left Socialist-
Revolutionaries, non-party peasants, etc., a 
ruling bloc which will fundamentally have to 
carry out our programme.”

For Kamenev and Co. only when 
the proletarian revolution broke out in 
western Europe might it be possible for 
the Bolsheviks alone to take power and to 
pass from the minimum programme of 
democratic reforms to the capitalist system 
and begin to carry out socialist measures. 

Lenin argued passionately against 
Kamenev’s position but he also distrusted 
Trotsky’s argument of timing the uprising to 
coincide with the opening of the Second All-
Russia Congress of Soviets, on October 20. 

Lenin feared that the Central Committee 
was thinking of leaving the decision in the 
hands the delegates of the Congress of Soviets. 
This might waver, debate and debate, and 
meanwhile Kerensky and the government 
would be given warning to prepare a blow 
against the congress. He insisted that 
the party had to take responsibility for 
overthrowing the government and then 
place the power in the hands of the Soviets.

Finally on October 10 the 12-person 
Bolshevik central committee after a debate 
lasting ten hours finally approved Lenin’s 
short resolution “recognising… that an 
armed uprising is inevitable and that its time 
has come, the Central Committee suggests 
that all party organisations be guided by 
this.” Kamenev was the sole vote against this. 

On October 12 the Petrograd Soviet 
formed a Military Revolutionary Committee, 
ostensibly to protect the Soviet and other 
workers’ organisations against either a 
looming German offensive against the city 
or the despatch of revolutionary units of the 
garrison to the front planned by Kerensky. 
In fact it was the key body responsible for 
organising the insurrection.

Soon the Military Revolutionary 

Committee was overseeing the winning 
over of the garrison, barracks by barracks, 
the deployment of the Red Guards, and 
conducting a series of mass meetings in the 
factories and on the streets. 

But on October 18, Kamenev and 
Zinoviev published an article in author 
Maxim Gorky’s newspaper Novya Zhizn 
revealing and opposing the Bolsheviks’ plan 
for the insurrection. They claimed that they 
were only exercising their right to express 
publicly a difference of opinion. Lenin 
responded that “after a decision to strike has 
been taken by the party centre, only blacklegs 
[scabs] can carry on agitation among the 
lower bodies against that decision”. He 
proposed their expulsion from the party, 
but the Central Committee baulked at this, 
fearing to split the party at such a decisive 
moment. 

For a moment there was consternation. 
Would the insurrection have to be postponed 
because the government knew everything? 
Fortunately the government was vicious but 
impotent. On October 24 it tried to close 
the Bolshevik newspaper Rabocchii Put’s 
printing presses, to raise the Neva bridges 
(cutting off the main workers’ districts from 
the government quarters) and to take control 
of the Smolny Institute, the meeting place 
of the Petrograd Soviet and headquarters 
of the Revolutionary Military Committee 
and Bolshevik Central Committee. But the 
government organisers of this could only 
find 18-year old military officer cadets to 
carry out their orders and they were easily 
repulsed without bloodshed. This action was 
the signal to finally unleash the insurrection. 

By nightfall, Red Guards and sailors 
from the cruiser Aurora controlled all the 
bridges across the Neva and all roads leading 
into the city. The Aurora moved up to the 
Nikolaevsky Bridge, within easy range of the 
Winter Place. 

By morning of October 25 the Red 
Guards and soldiers had seized the General 
Post Office, the Nikolaevsky bridge, 
the Warsaw and Baltic rail stations, the 
power stations, the State Bank, the central 
telephone exchange, and main Government 
buildings. The Winter Palace, General Staff 
headquarters, and the Mariinsky Palace 
where the Pre-Parliament was still meeting, 
remained in the hands of the Provisional 
Government.

That afternoon the Petrograd Soviet 
met in Smolny with Trotsky in the chair. He 
announced:

“In the name of the Military 
Revolutionary Committee I declare that the 
Provisional Government has ceased to exist.” 
Lenin was the next speaker,

“Comrades, the workers’ and peasants’ 
revolution, about the necessity of which the 
Bolsheviks have always spoken, has been 

accomplished. What is the significance of 
this workers’ and peasants’ revolution? Its 
significance is, first of all, that we shall have 
a Soviet government, our own organ of 
power, in which the bourgeoisie will have 
no share whatsoever. The oppressed masses 
will themselves create a power. The old state 
apparatus will be shattered to its foundations 
and a new administrative apparatus set up 
in the form of the Soviet organisations. 
From now on, a new phase in the history 
of Russia begins, and this, the third Russian 
revolution, should in the end lead to the 
victory of socialism.”

At 10:40 in the evening, the Second 
All-Russian Congress of the Soviets finally 
convened in the Smolny. Meanwhile the 
assault on the Winter Place was underway. 
It was more an infiltration and disarming of 
the defenders, than the dramatic storming 
depicted in Eisenstein’s film October – no 
one was killed. During the night the cruiser 
Aurora and the Peter and Paul Fortress train 
their guns on the Palace and a few blank 
shots were fired. 

On the news that the Palace was under 
fire the Mensheviks and sr’s staged a walkout 
from the Congress melodramatically 
declaring their intention to die with the 
ministers. (In fact they are turned back by 
Red Guards before they can reach it and 
no minister died). Trotsky, the congress’ 
president, told them as they departed “You 
are pitiful, isolated individuals! You are 
bankrupts. Your role is played out. Go where 
you belong from now on – into the dustbin 
of history!”

By 2am, the Winter Palace was captured 
and Vladimir Antonov-Ovseenko of the 
MRC arrested the Provisional Government, 
completing the victory of the revolution in 
Petrograd. 

Finally at 3am on October 26 the Soviet 
Congress got down to business. John Reed 
in Ten Days That the Shook the World 
described the scene:

“Now Lenin, gripping the edges of the 
reading-stand, let little winking eyes travel 
over the crowd as he stood there waiting, 
apparently oblivious to the long-rolling 
ovation, which lasted several minutes. When 
it finished, he said simply, ‘We shall now 
proceed to construct the socialist order.’” 

The Congress of Soviets issued a number 
of resolutions drafted by Lenin: a Declaration 
To Workers, Soldiers, and Peasants!, plus 
a Decree on Peace and a Decree on Land. 
In addition, the formation of a Soviet 
government - the Council of People’s 
Commissars (Sovnarkom), chaired by Lenin 
- was announced.

The Bolsheviks had come to power and 
a new era in the history of the world had 
begun - the era of the working class socialist 
revolution
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the 19th congress of the Communist 
Party of China was intended to mark a 
turning point for the country. The officially 
inspired personality cult around President 
Xi Jinping was the most obvious sign 
of this. Having congratulated Xi on his 
“extraordinary elevation”, Donald Trump 
observed that he was now “like a king, but 
they call him the President”. This may, of 
course, have been tinged with a certain envy, 
but it was accurate enough.

The Congress celebrated the victory of 
Xi’s faction within the Communist Party 
by incorporating his “Thought”, that is, 
his programme, into the Constitution of 
the Party itself. This is not just yet another 
honour but a formal recognition of Xi’s 
primacy; anyone disagreeing with him now 
is automatically an enemy of the Party.

As expected, Congress also saw a 
thorough overhaul of the leading bodies of 
the Party. The Politburo was increased from 
22 to 25 and five of the seven members of its 
Standing Committee, the highest authority, 
were replaced. Two of its new members, 
Wang Huning, in charge of ideology and 
party organisation and Zhao Leji, who takes 
over the anti-corruption brief, appear to 
have been appointed to enforce obedience 
in the Party.

Opposition
At first sight, this all appears to demonstrate 
Xi’s invincibility but it must also reflect fears 
that there are still powerful opponents of his 
programme both within the Party and more 
widely in society. 

When he came to power at the 18th 
Congress, in 2012, one of Xi’s main 
priorities was the reform of the state owned 
sector of the economy by opening it up to 

“market forces”. In particular, this meant 
ending the provision of “soft” finance 
which masked inefficiency and undercut 
production in the private sector. That, 
however, was a fundamental challenge to the 
millions of party members who staff the vast 
bureaucracy and form the linkages between 
Party, government, industry and banks.

The breadth of opposition to Xi’s 
policies can be judged from the numbers 
purged from the Party,  1,340,000 since 
2012 but, just as significantly, they included 
35 full or alternate members of the Central 
Committee itself. Twelve of those were only 
expelled two weeks before Congress opened 
so opposition is far from over. That is why 
there is such an emphasis on imposing “Xi’s 
Thought” on the party and, indeed, the whole 
of society. Two university departments have 
been established to lead the study of his 
Thought so that it can be correctly taught in 
Party schools and work sessions. In time it 
will also be included in all school curricula.

Xi Jinping Thought
Nonetheless, Xi’s faction has clearly won its 
battles and the tone of the “Work Report”, 
with which he opened Congress, was 
triumphalist. While he covered virtually 
every aspect of policy in his three and a half 
hour speech, he gave particular emphasis 
to China’s new standing on the world 
stage. The full title of his contribution to 
political theory is “Xi Jinping Thought on 
Socialism with Chinese Characteristics 
in the New Era”. China’s English language 
newspaper, the Global Times, summed up 
its key feature: “China in the new era will be 
more powerful to drive forward the global 
economy and contribute more to addressing 
problems in Asia and throughout the world. 

China in the new era will contribute more 
to the world, safeguarding global peace and 
prosperity.” 

It was Xi’s faction that recognised, 
in the aftermath of the 2008 crisis, that 
China’s economic strength, which had been 
shown by its ability to weather that crisis, 
could only be maintained by developing 
the ability to project power internationally. 
China needed not only to guarantee sources 
of energy and raw materials and access to 
markets but to invest its wealth wherever 
it could earn the best returns. In short, Xi’s 
“New Era” is a recognition that China is now 
an imperialist power and global expansion is 
an imperative.

In his first five years, Xi has succeeded 
in overcoming his opponents in the Party 
and, very importantly, in modernising and 
re-equipping the armed forces. In the next 
five, it is clear that he means to build on 
those successes and China’s increasingly 
belligerent profile in recent years is a sign of 
this. The militarisation of the South China 
Sea, the One Belt, One Road programme 
for building infrastructure linking much of 
South Asia, Central Asia, the Middle East, 
Africa and Europe to China, the recent 
display of advanced military hardware, all 
point in this direction. 

A new era?
A precondition for global strength, however, 
is stability on the home front. The economy 
is still marked by a huge overhang of debt, 
both commercial and private. China’s 
growing numbers of capitalists know they 
are dependent on the Party for the social 
controls that secure their profits, but they 
are sceptical of its ability to carry through 
the promised reforms. As Jack Ma, the 
head of the internet trading conglomerate 
Alibaba and one of China’s richest men, said 
when commenting on  Xi’s “elevation”: “Will 
he and his new cohort of officials do a much 
better job of pushing for market-oriented 
reforms and opening up than in his first 
term? After all, that is what really matters to 
investors and businessmen.”

For China’s workers and farmers, the 
“new era” will mean not only more patriotic 
propaganda and anti-foreign sabre rattling 
but also increased surveillance and repression. 
If state owned industry is “reformed” that will 
inevitably mean an attack on jobs, wages and 
conditions in that sector while any financial 
crisis would force bankruptcies and closures 
across the economy. China’s bosses may be 
able to rely on the Communist Party to take 
their side, but the workers need a party of 
their own
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China: Xi Jinping’s ‘New Era’  
Peter Main reports on the CCP’s challenge to the United States’ pre-eminence
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on october 27, the Catalan Parliament 
declared independence by 70 to 10, with 55 
abstentions. The Spanish state responded 
by removing the Catalan First Minister and 
his government from office, dissolving the 
Parliament, and assuming control of the 
region’s government, police and media.

New elections have been called for 
December 21. Until then, Soraya Sáenz 
de Santamaría, a senior minister from the 
ruling Partido Popular will rule as proconsul 
in Catalonia.

The refusal of the Spanish state to 
grant Catalans their democratic right to 
a referendum on independence means 
Mariano Rajoy’s government must bear the 
prime responsibility for the political crisis 
that has engulfed the country.

The arrest of Catalan nationalists, 

the threats to dissolve the autonomous 
government and the violent attempt to 
disrupt the referendum were not a defence 
of democracy, but a defence of the Spanish 
state’s monopoly over the national rights of 
its peoples.

As we go to press, the Madrid Director 
of Public Prosecutions has filed charges 
of rebellion, sedition and misuse of 
public funds against the former Catalan 
government and the Speaker’s Committee 
of the Catalan Parliament. It seems 
Puigdemont and other officials have taken 
refuge in Brussels. This punitive measure 
was made possible by the political collapse 
of the Catalan nationalists and the failure of 
the Spanish labour movement to put a stop 
to Rajoy’s reckless criminalisation of the 
independence movement.

 

Divisions
The declaration of independence by just over 
50 per cent of the Catalan parliament was a 
futile adventure that gave Rajoy the pretext 
he needed to impose direct rule, whilst 
ensuring the Catalan population remains 
divided over national loyalties instead 
of united in defence of their common 
democratic rights.

It was a farcical end to the weeks of 
paralysis and uncertainty that followed the 
referendum on October 1, whose result 
immediately split the hitherto united 
separatist forces. The party of Carles 
Puigdemont, the PDeCAT, is a thoroughly 
neoliberal bourgeois party, which only 
recently converted to the separatist cause 
in an effort to extricate itself from the 
consequences of its austerity and inveterate 
corruption. Inevitably it came under 
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Catalan nationalists collapse with a whimper 
KD Tait calls for working class unity to fight for a socialist and democratic alternative
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sustained pressure from its own class 
not to make a unilateral declaration of 
independence.

Conversely the two main petty bourgeois 
nationalist parties, the Republic Left of 
Catalonia (erc) and the Popular Unity 
Candidacy (cup), pressed furiously for an 
immediate declaration.

Rajoy, sensing he had Puigdemont on 
the ropes, would offer no concession nor 
brook any formal external mediation. It is 
now clear that, behind the scenes, mediation 
was taking place, with the European Union 
urging Rajoy to hold back, giving the eu 
time to pressure Puigdemont.

 
Splits
Puigdemont’s flight signifies that his 
resistance to Madrid’s takeover will be 
effectively symbolic. If this remains the case 
and his party accepts participation in the 
December elections, this will likely split 
the separatist forces irrevocably. The petty 
bourgeois radicals of the cup, who propped 
up Puigdemont’s austerity government, will 
feel particularly betrayed, not to say duped.

On the other hand, Catalans who opposed 
the undemocratic way the parliament called 
the referendum, and consequently boycotted 
it, and were alienated still further by the 
unilateral declaration of independence, 
will be tempted to rally behind the parties 
opposed to independence. If this translates 
into support for the Catalan sections of 
the Partido Popular, Ciudadanos and the 
Socialists (psoe), it will hand a victory to the 
most reactionary forces in Spain.

 The hope for some separatists is 
that victory for the nationalists in the 
forthcoming referendum will act as a legal 
referendum, forcing Madrid and Brussels 
to yield. This hope is likely to prove a 
disappointment, since although the erc and 
cup are likely to gain at the expense of the 
pdecat, there has never been a majority 
for independence and the separatists will 
enter the elections full of recriminations and 
divided as never before.

Of course just as defeat will divide 
the separatists, so victory may divide the 
victors. It is possible that Rajoy, pressed 
on by the reactionary Francoist recidivists, 
may overplay his hand, prompting fresh 
resistance from the pro-independence 
movement.

The threats to jail Catalan ministers, 
barring them from the December elections 
show that the government is sorely tempted 
to resort to the argument of force, rather 
than risking the outcome of the force of 
argument.

If the Madrid government does not 
permit totally free and fair elections, 
and anyone must have doubts about the 
credentials of elections called by the 
Partido Popular’s proconsul, then the only 
appropriate response would be an active 
boycott and a general strike, to prevent 
Rajoy organising a coronation for the parties 

of Spanish imperialism.
 

Self determination
Rajoy’s insistence that Catalans have no 
right to either decide whether to secede 
from Spain is a violation of the basic right of 
nations to self-determination. His assertion 
that this right is impossible under the 1978 
Constitution may be formally true but that 
does not prevent it being pedantic sophistry.

 If a nation feels itself oppressed within 
a multinational state its right to secede (self 
determination is a right or it is nothing) 
must be accepted without reservations or 
coercion. Of course having a right does 
not oblige one to use it, since a right is not 
a duty. As Lenin famously pointed out the 
right to divorce does not mean an obligation 
to do so.

Socialists should be in favour of the 
widest possible unity of the working 
class and opposed to any measures which 
fragment or degrade the productive forces 
we wish to take control of, and put to the 
service of human need, not private profit.

For these reasons we are generally 
not in favour of splitting up large states 
or federations into smaller ones, with the 
growth in nationalist prejudice between 
workers inherent in such processes. For 
socialists small is not beautiful; nevertheless 
separation is a lesser evil than a unity that 
can only be maintained by force or fraud. 

Therefore the Spanish government’s 
attempt to prevent the referendum was a 
violation of an elementary democratic right, 
whether or not one agrees with secession or 
the methods used to call the referendum. 
By these actions, Madrid has forfeited the 
right to any say in how Catalans decide their 
future. 

Does this means that socialists at 
the moment support total independence 
for Catalonia? No. Not unless and until 
the people of the province have a free, 
unhindered vote. The referendum - thanks 
to the undemocratic inclinations of both 
Rajoy and Puigdemont - saw only 43 per cent 
vote. This does not means that those who 
abstained were opposed to independence 
but the result is clearly far from a mandate 
to force people into independence.

If new elections give a clear majority to 
separatist parties, or if resistance to Rajoy’s 
repression draws the Catalan working class 
into a general mobilisation under the call 
for independence, then it would be the duty 
of socialists across Spain and Europe to do 
everything in our power to help them achieve 
their goals. It must be noted however, that 
hitherto, the Catalan labour movement has 
given little indication of widespread support 
for independence.

 
Resistance
Plainly the imposition of article 155 is an 
affront to democracy. If Rajoy, the Senate, 
the High Court and King Felipe VI win an 
outright victory in Catalonia this will be a 

severe blow not just for the region’s citizens 
but for progressive forces throughout Spain.

It is the duty of socialists in the rest of 
Spain to obstruct its implementation, to 
demand the release of the two Jordis, an 
end to the persecution of pro-independence 
politicians, and the restoration of the 
Generalitat’s autonomy, which should 
convene new elections to the Catalan 
parliament under its own authority.

Podemos leaders have denounced 
Rajoy’s coup. Good. Now the ccoo and ugt 
union federations should come out clearly 
against Rajoy’s constitutional coup and 
arrests of Catalan leaders. Left-wingers in 
the psoeshould break from the treacherous 
Pedro Sánchez who says he has chosen to 
“defend the Constitution” and support the 
Catalans’ right to self-determination.

 
Elections
If, on the other hand, as seems possible, there 
is no mass opposition to Rajoy’s suppression 
of Catalan autonomy, and the far from 
certain promise that December elections 
go ahead without bans and proscriptions, 
socialists in Catalonia should nevertheless 
prepare to contest them.

The working class of Catalonia, despite 
the fact they should be fighting to stop 
Rajoy’s coup alongside the partisans of 
independence, should place no confidence in 
Carles Puigdemont, the erc or the nationalist 
“anticapitalists” of the cup. Working class 
and leftwing voters should give critical 
support to Catalunya en Comù, the party 
led by Barcelona’s Mayor Ada Colau, which 
did not participate in the referendum but 
which has consistently denounced Rajoy’s 
repression.

Socialists should unite around a platform 
defending democratic and national rights; a 
socialist programme to address the needs of 
the people by taxing and expropriating the 
rich; and a constituent assembly to create 
a constitution based on the democratic 
federation of socialist republics in Spain.

With such a programme, socialists can 
supersede the nationalist divisions and 
rally a class opposition to both Rajoy and 
Puigdemont.

In the rest of Spain, Podemos Unidos 
should urge the leftwing of the psoe to break 
with the party’s social chauvinist leadership 
and help found a new working class, socialist 
party that can lead the struggle to oust 
Rajoy’s government and demand elections to 
a sovereign Constituent Assembly. 

Within this socialists should fight not 
only for the right to self determination up 
to and including secession but also for the 
abolition of the Bourbon monarchy, the 
Senate, and unelected judiciary.

Across Europe, workers and youth, 
socialist and labour parties, should condemn 
the actions of Rajoy and the European 
Union’s leaders’ shameful support for them, 
and organise demonstrations in support of 
Catalans’ democratic rights
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labour of 
love sounds 
promising. 
A comedy, 
it revolves 
around two 
protagonists: 
Blairite mp 
for Mansfield 
David Lyons 
(Martin 
Freeman) 
and his 
traditional 
Old Labour 
constituency 
office 

secretary Jean Whittaker (Tamsin Greig). 
It recounts their 27 years of conflict over 
what Labour stands for and the party’s 
relationship with the working class.

It doesn’t quite deliver what it promises, 
and what it does deliver is not particularly 
convincing. But let’s start with the positives.

The play is bang up to date, beginning 
and ending on 8 June 2017, with Lyons 
losing his seat. The structure of the play 
involves a series of flashbacks, running in 
reverse chronological order back through 
2015, 2001, 1994, 1992 and finally 1990, 
with Margaret Thatcher’s resignation. After 
the interval, the play fast-forwards through 
these again to arrive back at the present.

This device allows the audience to see the 
characters at various key moments for the 
party and for themselves. So we gradually 
learn that Lyons was imposed on the local 
party by London HQ, that Jean was the wife 
of the previous MP, and that David was 
challenged by Len, an “old Labour” diehard 
who decided to run as an independent and 
who effectively cost Lyons his seat.

The acting is great, the jokes are mostly 
funny and it was great to be able to hear 
every word and see every move in a lovely 
music hall era theatre for just £10. So why 
did I leave feeling cheated?

The ideological message of the play is 
that Labour does not belong to either the 
left or the right, but can only succeed when 
the conflicting wings of the party unite to 
create something bigger and for everyone. 
A convenient message for modern times 
indeed, with Jeremy Corbyn and Tom 
Watson kissing and making up at this 
year’s conference; but unfortunately not a 
convenient truth.

To tell how crassly and unconvincingly 

this message is put across, I am going to 
break the golden rule of reviews and, at 
the risk of being expelled from the Writers’ 
Guild, reveal the ending. Look away now if 
you don’t want to know (though everyone 
on the back row with me saw it coming).

After failed marriages, failed remarriages 
and classic misunderstandings (Jean wrote 
an incoherent message on a flip-chart, which 
when she read it out backwards – why? – 
revealed how much she admired David), 
David and Jean fall into each other’s arms.

David explains: “The party was not 
hijacked from the left by Tony Blair. Nor was 
it stolen from the right by Jeremy Corbyn. 
The real party belongs to you, Jean.”. To 
which she replies after a pause: “Who’s 
Eugene?”.

Good joke, poor politics. The lazy 
assumption – in fact a piece of “received 
wisdom” crafted by hacks (and playwrights) 
– that “ordinary” members are neither 
interested in nor ultimately affected by the 
battle for the party’s soul is nonsense.

But here we are presented with the 
idea of a party run by patronage, where the 
former MP can give his seat to his secretary 
without so much as a vote. Having promised 
in the early scenes to deliver satire in the 
vein of The Thick of It, in the second half 
the play peters out into a Hugh Grant-style 
rom-com: ultimately a good premise for a 
play wasted

Labour of love: a marriage of right and left
Our critic wishes a little more love had gone into this laboured production

Detroit ‘67 revisited
Review of Detroit, dir. Kathryn Bigelow, 143min

detroit is a study in terror, torture and 
tension, a masterclass that is painstakingly 
slow in revealing the fate of seven black 
men and two white women, holed up in 
the Algiers Motel one night in downtown 
Detroit in 1967.

By 1967, the civil rights movement 
had reached the northern States. Oakland, 
Chicago and Detroit were working-class 
cities where young whites had started 
to mix with young blacks in unlicensed 
speakeasies, but the where police were also 
still riddled with racists.

The police raided one such event, 
leading to days of rioting, looting and 
shootings; about 40 were killed in real 
life. Officer Philip Krauss (played by the 
excellent Will Poulter) shoots down one 

unarmed shoplifter in the back, who is then 
given sanctuary by security guard Melvin 
Dismukes (played by the equally brilliant 
John Boyega). Krauss is admonished but 
fatally allowed back on patrol.

Meanwhile The Dramatics, a black 
soul group in the style of The Drifters, are 
on the verge of a recording breakthrough 
when their gig is cancelled due to the 
disturbances.

Two of them end up in the hotel, when 
a black man wants the white women to 
feel what it’s like to have the police on 
your back. He shoots blanks from a starter 
pistol by the window. Within minutes, the 
Algiers Motel is locked down.

The remainder of the film shows what 
happened after the police and National 

Guard enter the hotel, searching for a non-
existent gun. Lined up facing the wall, one 
by one the men are taken into the next 
room, where they are shot – or a shot is 
fired over their heads to frighten the others.

This is a great film, which sets the scene 
without bravado and focuses unremittingly 
on the tragedy of a small group of youths. 
Its relevance today could not be overstated; 
in fact you cannot watch it without thinking 
of the killing of Michael Brown and the 
subsequent Black Lives Matter movement.

It is a credit to the filmmakers that 
you barely notice that you have been in 
the cinema for over two and a half hours. 
You will come out, blinking into the bright 
lights but also reeling from the horror of 
racism backed by state forces

A play by James Graham
Starring Tamsin Greig and Martin Freeman

Noël Coward Theatre, London 
Until 2 December
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art, literature, 
film, and science 
today are infused 
with the incandescent 
legacy of the 
Russian revolution. 
Every generation 
of artists who seek 
to deploy art as a 
hammer with which 
to shape society 
owes a great debt to 
the revolutionary 
movements 

unleashed by the October revolution, whose 
centenary we are celebrating. 

This year Pluto Press have published a 
significant text from these debates - Boris 
Arvatov’s Art and Production, edited by John 
Roberts and Alexei Penzin. Appearing for the 
first time in English, Arvatov’s manifesto for 
a new avant garde art is a powerful testament 
to the vitality of the revolution that changed 
forever not only art, but politics, and the 
struggle for human emancipation.

Arvatov was a leading theorist in the Soviet 
avant-garde; biographical information is scarce 
but we know that he joined the Bolshevik 
Party in 1919 and served as commissar in the 
Red Army during the civil war - an experience 
which would leave him suffering from shell 
shock and mental health problems. He would 
contribute to the periodicals of the Proletkult 
and go on to co-found the lef. 

Proletkult - a contraction of the Russian, 
Proletarskaya Kultura or proletarian culture, 
was a movement that erupted in in 1917 and 
grew and flourished during the Civil War. Its 
early inspirers were Alexander Bogdanov and 
Anatoly Lunacharsky. Lunarcharsky joined the 
Bolsheviks in mid-1917 and became People’s 
Commissar of Education. From this post he 
encouraged Proletkult. Its aims were outlined 
by an early theorist, Platon Kerzhentsev;

“The task of the ‘Proletkults’ is the 
development of an independent proletarian 
spiritual culture, including all areas of the 
human spirit — science, art, and everyday life. 
The new socialist epoch must produce a new 
culture, the foundations of which are already 
being laid. This culture will be the fruit of the 
creative efforts of the working class and will be 
entirely independent.” 

During the Civil War it played an 
important role in agitation and propaganda 
(Agitprop) where artists produced on a grand 
scale for huge public events and agitprop trains 
crisscrossed Russia. By 1920 it had 84,000 
members organized in some 300 local studios, 
clubs, and factory group.

Bolshevik leaders like Lenin, Trotsky, 
Nadezhda Krupskaya, however, distrusted 
the tendency to denigrate the achievements of 

bourgeois culture and thought more practical 
tasks of increasing literacy should take 
precedence over artistic experimentalism. In 
1920 the autonomy of Proletkult was reigned-
in but many artists and trends that it inspired 
continued and flourished during the 1920s, 
influencing music, architecture photography, 
film as well as the design of everyday objects, 
textiles, furniture, clothes. 

There was the Futurist poet Mayakovsky, 
the design work of Alexander Rodchenko and 
El Lissitsky, the painting of Kazimir Malevich 
and the architecture of Valdimir Tatlin. Film 
was another area it stimulated, seen in the 
early works of Sergei Eisenstein like Strike and 
The Battleship Potemkin (1925) and October 
(1928). In the theatre there was the great 
innovative producer and designer Vsevolod 
Meyerhold.

The school of Constructivism, and its 
more left wing variant Productivism, are 
associated with Rodchenko, Malevich and 
Lissitsky. A key voice for this trend was lef, 
the journal of the Left Front of the Arts, 
which appeared from 1923 to 1925 and as 
Novy lef (‘New LEF’), from 1927 to 1929. 
The journal’s objective, as set out in one of its 
first issues, was to “re-examine the ideology 
and practices of so-called leftist art, and to 
abandon individualism to increase art’s value 
for developing communism.”

Boris Arvatov’s Art & Production was 
originally published in 1926. Though never 
republished in the Soviet Union it was a 
significant contribution to the ideas of the 
Productivists. Their platform in reaction 
against Constructivism rejected the role of the 
individual, skilled artist-designer. In order to 
truly be socially productive, art itself needed to 
be incorporated into the heart of the industrial 
relations of production - the factory.

Divided up in to four chapters, Art & 
Production begins with his vivid history 
of bourgeois art and its function, as well as 
seeking to show art’s varying (but consistent) 
relationship to production. Starting from 
the feudal guild system, Arvatov traces this 
genealogy. 

The transition from the craft guilds of 
feudal society to capitalism would see art 
subordinated to consumer interests and 
the political ideology of the bourgeoise. 
Fundamentally a demonstration of class 
supremacy in a disorganised capitalist system, 
its potential remains essentially limited and 
its functions narrow. During the development 
of machine production he identifies the artist 
eventually working within industry simply as 
decorator – i.e. art decorating objects within 
the factory.

From this, Arvatov discusses easel art, a 
form wherein the artist is subordinated to the 
laws of commerce. As free-floating commodity, 

easel art is ideal for bourgeois society - it is a 
fundamental expression of individualism; it is 
isolated and detached - unable to ‘build’ life. 
As imperialism developed so did the instability 
of bourgeois society, leading to what Arvatov 
describes as extreme emotional subjectivism 
in bourgeois art as expressed through the 
solipsistic canvas. 

He fiercely rejected this form, the studio 
it is produced in and the galleries it hangs in, 
seeking to abolish each. Arvatov denies that 
easel art can ever be progressive for the ideas 
of the working class - its form in particular 
ensures it can never have a social function: “it’s 
destiny is never to be proletarian”. 

He goes on to detail the programme of 
lef. To break with the limited, proscribed 
bourgeois forms, the artist must become 
an engineer-constructor within the factory, 
their technical skills must be embedded (and 
subordinated) to the labour process itself. 
We must consume art in a radically different 
way - no longer for contemplation, it must be 
subsumed into life: “the proletarian artist must 
be the equal builder of every day life and not a 
priest of art.”

Arvatov’s ideas proved unrealisable 
because they took place at a time of upheaval 
for the factory. The New Economic Policy 
which had allowed the reemergence of private 
capital, had seen industrialization slow to a 
snail’s pace. It was soon to be replaced, under 
Stalin, by a massive forced industrialisation 
and the collectivisation of agriculture. 

However, Arvatov’s assertion at his book’s 
conclusion highlights a more fundamental 
problem, not in the text, but in the conditions 
in which is existed. It predicts that upon 
reaching communism, art will “wither away”. 
Alas under Stalin there was to be no room for 
ideas how art and life must be fused. 

Stalin identified the harsh regime of forced 
industrialisation with building “socialism 
in one country” and soon crushed all the 
experimental and creative ideas of the artists 
of the 1920s. Those who refused to adapt to 
the monumental art glorifying the great leader 
were silenced, some were sent to the Gulag; 
others faced the firing squad. 

Arvatov’s ideas are anticipation of history; 
one which tragically was not allowed to enter 
into the dialectic of democratic working class 
practice. But these are surely the struggles that 
must take place as revolutionary ideas applied 
to transforming the environmentally and 
inhuman conditions of capitalist production 
during the transition to a classless, stateless 
society - communism.

There is much to think about and discuss 
in this book; it brings a significant addition to 
our own contemporary debates for a radical 
art, its relationship to production, and a 
socialist future
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