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Troy Davis is dead. At 11:08 p.m. on 
September 21, Davis, a 42-year-old black 
man, was murdered by the legal guardians 
of the capitalist ruling class. For 22 years, 
Davis fought to prove his innocence of 
the 1989 killing of off-duty police offi-
cer Mark MacPhail in Savannah, Geor-
gia, only to spend the last moments of 
his life strapped to an execution gurney. 
For its part, the U.S. Supreme Court went 
through the charade of reviewing his peti-
tion for a last-minute stay of execution. As 
protests took place around the world, hun-
dreds of Davis’s supporters rallied outside 
the Jackson, Georgia, prison—officially 
known as the Diagnostic and Classifi-
cation Prison—while millions followed 
the story on TVs, radios and cell phones, 
hoping for a semblance of justice for this 
black man caught in the American “jus-
tice” system. 

The killing of Troy Davis was racist 

legal lynching! In place of hooded KKK 
nightriders were pin-striped prosecutors 
and  black-robed judges, along with the 
Board of Pardons and Paroles, which 
turned down Davis’s bid for clemency the 
day before the execution. In place of the 
lynch rope were needles dispensing the 
life-ending chemical cocktail. The sub-
stantial evidence of Davis’s innocence 
meant nothing. A white uniformed en  forcer 
of capitalist law and order had been killed, 
and this black life had to be taken in 
return. Here is a stark demonstration of 
the workings of the capitalist state—an 
instrument of organized violence to pro-
tect the class rule and profits of the tiny 
handful of capitalists against the workers 
and the oppressed. The death penalty is 
the ultimate sanction of a “justice” system 
that is not only stacked against workers and 
the poor but also, in this society founded 
on slavery and maintained on a bedrock 
of black oppression, racist to its core. 

The story of Troy Davis’s frame-up is 
a familiar one for black people in this 
country. In 1991, he was sentenced to 
death after a frame-up conviction based 
on questionable “eyewitness” identifica-
tions, dubious accounts that he confessed 
and testimony coerced by the cops. Not 
a shred of physical evidence linked him 
to the killing. Seven of the prosecution’s 
nine witnesses have since recanted. The 
only holdouts were a man who may be the 
actual killer and another who first denied 
being able to identify the shooter, only to 
finger Davis at trial two years later. 

What sets Davis’s case apart were the 
worldwide calls to stop his execution, ulti-
mately including even former FBI direc-
tor William Sessions and former Georgia 
Congressman Bob Barr—both staunch 
proponents of capital punishment—as 
well as the Pope and ex-president Jimmy 
Carter. Protests were held in cities inter-
nationally following the signing of his 
death warrant on September 6. In the 
last days of his life over 600,000 peo-
ple  signed petitions on Davis’s behalf. 
Just as a federal court judge last year 

 dismissed evidence of Davis’s innocence 
as “smoke and mirrors,” the state authori-
ties answered these calls for mercy with 
contempt.

Almost a century ago, Socialist leader 
Eugene V. Debs powerfully condemned 
the barbarism of the death penalty, writ-
ing in a May 1913 letter: “The taking of 
human life through criminal impulse or 
in an hour of passion by an individual is 
not to be compared to the immeasurably 
greater crime committed by the State when 
it deliberately puts to death the individual 
charged with such crime. Society may not 
consistently condemn murder as long as it 
is itself red-handed with that crime.” 

As Marxists, we oppose the death pen-
alty on principle and everywhere—from 
the capitalist U.S., Japan, Iran and Russia 
to the Chinese deformed workers state. 
This principle applies for the guilty as well 
as the innocent. We do not accord the state 
the right to decide who shall live and who 
shall die. Abolish the racist death penalty! 

Legacy of Slavery

Other than the U.S. and Japan, every 
advanced capitalist country has elimi-
nated capital punishment as part of its 
criminal code. The European bourgeoi-
sies are brutally repressive. But the con-
tinued use of the death penalty in the U.S. 
speaks to the particular depravity of this 

country’s capitalist rulers. More funda-
mentally, capital punishment in the U.S. 
is rooted in the origins of its capitalist sys-
tem, which was built on the backs of black 
slaves. Under the Slave Codes, blacks 
were killed with impunity for “crimes” 
ranging from insolence toward whites to 
rebellion against the slave masters. 

This legacy can be seen today in the 
dungeons of death row. Of the more than 
3,200 men and women there, over 40 per-
cent are black, and another 12 percent are 
Latino. Among the 36 states that main-
tain the death penalty, California has the 
largest death row population. But capital 
punishment remains a largely Southern 
institution. Over 70 percent of executions 
since the Supreme Court reinstituted the 
death penalty in 1976 have taken place in 
the states of the former Confederacy—
and more than half of those in Texas 
and Virginia. In Davis’s Georgia, black 
males make up 15 percent of the popula-
tion but constitute nearly half of those on 
death row. 

Among those speaking out against the 
racist death penalty is the family of James 
Anderson, a black auto worker who was 
brutally murdered by white-supremacists 
in Jackson, Mississippi, on June 26 (see 
“Lynch Mob Murder of Black Worker,” 
WV No. 985, 2 September). In a letter to 
the Hinds County district attorney, Ander-

son’s sister Barbara Anderson Young 
asked that he “not seek the death penalty 
for anyone involved in James’ murder,” 
noting the family’s religious opposition 
to capital punishment. She added, “We 
also oppose the death penalty because it 
historically has been used in Mississippi 
and the South primarily against people of 
color for killing whites.” 

The cheapness of black life to the 
American ruling class is evident not just 
in who is sent to death row, but also in 
whose loss of life constitutes a capital 
offense. Although blacks and whites are 
murder victims in roughly the same num-
bers, 80 percent of those executed have 
been convicted of killing a white person. 
Just hours before Troy Davis was put to 
death, the state of Texas executed Law-
rence Brewer, one of three racist thugs 
convicted for the gruesome 1998 kill-
ing of James Byrd, a black man who was 
decapitated as he was dragged to death 
from the back of a pickup truck. While 
Texas has carried out over 470 execu-
tions since 1976, Brewer became only the 
second white person ever executed in the 
state for the murder of a black person. 

The discriminatory application of the 
death penalty was sanctified by the U.S. 
Supreme Court 24 years ago in the case of 
Warren McCleskey, a black prisoner who 
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was executed in Georgia in 1991. McCles-
key’s attorneys presented the Court with 
an authoritative study detailing that black 
people in Georgia convicted of killing 
whites were sentenced to death 22 times 

more frequently than those convicted of 
killing blacks. In rejecting McCleskey’s 
appeal, the Supreme Court explicitly 
acknowledged that to accept this premise 
would throw “into serious question the 
principles that underlie our entire crimi-
nal justice system.” In its callous pro-
nouncement, the court expressed a basic 
truth. McCleskey was a victim of the 
racism that pervades the criminal justice 
system—who the cops stop on the street, 
who the prosecutors choose to indict, 
what charges and sentences are sought, 
who sits on juries, who gets paroled and 
who gets executed.

The buildup to Troy Davis’s execution 
sparked something of a public discussion 
on capital punishment in the bourgeois 
press, especially as it intersected the 
ascendance of Texas governor Rick Perry 
as a leading contender for the Republi-
can presidential nomination. Earlier this 
month, Texas authorities had planned to 
execute four prisoners in the space of a 
week. Among those was Duane Buck, 
whose September 15 execution was stayed 
by the Supreme Court at the last minute. 

Convicted of killing his former girlfriend 
and a friend of hers in 1995, Buck was 
one of seven black men sentenced to 
death based on the “expert” testimony of 
a Texas prison psychologist that because 
they were black they should be expected 
to engage in violent behavior in the future! 

Death Penalty: Bipartisan Policy

At the September 7 Republican candi-
dates’ debate, Perry received a wild ova-
tion for having overseen 234 executions. 
He further burnished his credentials by 
assuring moderator Brian Williams that 
this body count never cost him a wink of 
sleep. In an editorial titled “Cheering on 
the Death Machine,” the New York Times 
(11 September) declared that Perry’s 

“atti tude about death may make sense in 
the hard-edged Republican primaries, but 
other voters should have serious doubts 
about a man who seems to have none.” 

There is no question that the sinister 
Christian fundamentalist Perry is an out-
right reactionary, one of several in the 
Republican contest. But the Democrats—
the other party of racist capitalist rule—
are themselves no slouches in adminis-
tering the rulers’ assembly line of death. 
Barack Obama, a supporter of the death 
penalty, refused to intervene as time ran 
out for Davis, with press secretary Jay 
Carney declaring: “It is not appropriate 
for the president of the United States to 
weigh in on specific cases like this one, 
which is a state prosecution.” 

Obama was not so shy about “weigh-
ing in” on the case of death row politi-
cal prisoner Mumia Abu-Jamal, a former 
Black Panther spokesman and a MOVE 
supporter who was framed up and sen-
tenced to death on false charges of kill-
ing a Philadelphia police officer in 1981. 
State and federal courts have repeatedly 
refused to hear the massive evidence 
of Mumia’s innocence, including another 
man’s confession to the killing. During 
the 2008 presidential campaign, Michael 
Smerconish, a right-wing Philadelphia 
journalist leading the calls for Mumia’s 
head, asked Obama about Mumia’s case. 
According to Smerconish, Obama replied 
by denying knowing much about the case 
while assuring him nevertheless that any-
one convicted of killing a cop should be 
executed or imprisoned for life. 

What to expect of the Democrats can 
be seen in the case of Shaka Sankofa, who 
was executed in June 2000 at the height 
of the presidential campaign in the face 
of international opposition similar to that 
which sought to stop Davis’s execution. 
As then-governor of Texas George W. 
Bush and his advisers weighed the politi-
cal risks of stopping the execution—or 
not—his Democratic opponent, Al Gore, 
not only reaffirmed his commitment to 
the death penalty but gave the go-ahead 
to execute a likely innocent man, declar-
ing that “mistakes are inevitable.” Eight 
years earlier, Bill Clinton interrupted his 
first presidential campaign by flying back 
to Arkansas, where he was governor, to 
oversee the execution of Rickey Ray Rec-
tor, a brain-damaged black man. 

The liberals at the New York Times 
may be appalled that Rick Perry and the 
Republican right openly revel in state 
murder and indifference to the likelihood 
of killing innocent people. But Perry & 
Co. are only giving voice to what has 
been ruling-class policy—implemented 
by Democrats and Republicans alike—to 
massively bolster the repressive forces of 
the capitalist state. It was Clinton’s 1996 
Antiterrorism and Effective Death Pen-
alty Act that cut off the possibilities of 
presenting new evidence of innocence by 
eviscerating the right of federal habeas 
corpus to overturn state death sentences. 
By 2010, the prison population had 
reached 2.3 million people, over half of 
whom were black and Latino, the major-
ity convicted on nonviolent drug charges. 
In the calculations of the American bour-
geoisie, the urban ghettos, which used to 
provide a reservoir of unskilled labor for 
the auto plants and steel mills, are sim-
ply written off as an expendable popula-
tion, revealing the racist rulers’ impulse 
to genocide. 

While a widely cited poll shows that 

nearly two-thirds of the population con-
tinues to support the death penalty, there 
has been a drop in public support over the 
past several years. The fact that more than 
130 people on death row have been proven 
innocent since 1973, including through 
DNA testing in recent years, has given 
sections of the ruling class some pause 
in the accelerated rush to execution, and 
juries have become a little more reluctant 
to issue death sentences. On March 9, Illi-
nois became the fifth state since 2004 to 
eliminate the death penalty. 

In their attempts to fine-tune the sys-
tem of capitalist repression, liberals often 
promote the living death of “life without 
parole” as an alternative to state execu-
tion. A New York Times (12 September) 
editorial upholds life without parole as 
“a sound option” in capital cases even 
though it complains that this sentence 
is otherwise often misused. The Times 
pointed out that blacks make up 56.4 per-
cent of those serving life without parole 
in the U.S. but only 37.5 percent of the 
country’s prison population. This statistic 
further underscores that there can be no 
fair or “humane” system of “justice” for 
minorities or for the working class as a 
whole in a society based on the exploita-
tion of labor and maintained through the 
special oppression of black people. 

While the face of death row is now 
primarily black and Latino, fighters for 
labor’s cause have also been targeted for 
death by the capitalist state: the Hay-
market anarchists, labor organizers who 
fought for the eight-hour day and were 
put to death in 1877; IWW organizer Joe 
Hill, executed in 1915; anarchist work-
ers Sacco and Vanzetti, who died in the 
electric chair in 1927. This ruling-class 
venom toward those perceived as chal-
lenging their oppressive rule is seen today 
in the death sentence hanging over the 
head of Mumia, a prize-winning journal-
ist renowned as a powerful voice for the 
oppressed. 

Following the execution of Sacco and 
Vanzetti, James P. Cannon, founder and 
secretary of the International Labor 
Defense, wrote: “It is the vengeful, cruel 
and murderous class which the workers 
must fight and conquer before the regime 
of imprisonment, torture and murder can 
be ended. This is the message from the 
chair of death. This is the lesson of the 
Sacco-Vanzetti case” (“A Living Monu-
ment to Sacco and Vanzetti,” Labor 
Defender, October 1927). This too must 
be the lesson of the case of Troy Davis, 
whose murder at the hands of the state 
will be avenged when a workers party 
leads all the exploited and oppressed in 
a socialist revolution that sweeps away 
the entire barbaric apparatus of capitalist 
repression. ■

Troy Davis...
(continued from page 1)

Labor Struggles and the
Capitalist State

In fighting company union-busting, long-
shoremen in Longview, Washington, are con-
fronting anti-labor laws enforced by govern-
ment agencies, the courts and the police. 
Drawing some lessons of the successful 
1934 Minneapolis Teamsters strike, Trotsky-
ist leader James P. Cannon pointed out that 
many workers were learning from their own 
experience that the state was not neutral but 
was an agency of the capitalist class in sup-

pressing labor struggles. He also explained that strike strategy and tactics must be guided 
by a realistic assessment of the actual balance of class forces in the concrete situation. 

This spirit of determined struggle was combined at the same time with a realistic 
appraisal of the relation of forces and the limited objectives of the fight. Without this 
all the preparations and all the militancy of the strikers might well have been wasted 
and brought the reaction of a crushing defeat. The strike was understood to be a pre-
liminary, partial struggle with the objective of establishing the union and compelling 
the bosses to “recognize” it. When they got that they stopped and called it a day. The 
strong union that has emerged from the strike will be able to fight again and to protect 
its membership in the meantime. The accomplishment is modest enough. But if we 
want to play an effective part in the labor movement we must not allow ourselves to 
forget that the American working class is just beginning to move on the path of the 
class struggle and, in its great majority, stands yet before the first task of establishing 
stable unions. Those who understand the task of the day and accomplish it prepare the 
future. The others merely chatter.

As in every strike of any consequence, the workers involved in the Minneapolis 
struggle also had an opportunity to see the government at work and to learn some 
practical lessons as to its real function. The police force of the city, under the direction 
of the Republican mayor, supplemented by a horde of “special deputies,” were lined up 
solidly on the side of the bosses. The police and deputies did their best to protect the 
strikebreakers and keep some trucks moving, although their best was not good enough. 
The mobilization of the militia by the Farmer-Labor governor was a threat against the 
strikers, even if the militia-men were not put on the street. The strikers will remember 
that threat. In a sense it can be said that the political education of a large section of the 
strikers began with this experience.

—James P. Cannon, “Minneapolis and Its Meaning,” New International (July 1934)
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struggle for Mumia’s free dom by 
presenting the political basis of 
the state vendetta against Mumia 
and the explosive evidence which 
completely destroys the more than 
two-decades-long frame-up of this 
eloquent fighter for black freedom. 
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The fol low ing arti cle is re  printed 
with a minor factual correction from 
Work ers Ham mer No. 216 (Autumn 
2011), news pa per of the Spar ta cist 
League/Bri tain, sec tion of the Inter-
na tional Com mu nist League (Fourth 
Inter na tion al ist).

The fall of Tripoli on 21 August marked 
the over throw of the bona part ist bour geois 
regime of Colonel Muam mar el-Qad dafi 
at the hands of the impe ri al ist pow ers. 
Spear headed by Bri tain and France and 
backed by the U.S., in March the world’s 
most pow er ful impe ri al ist coun tries un -
leashed a mas sive mili tary onslaught. The 
assault on Libya car ried out by NATO was 
author ised by a United Nations Security 
Coun cil reso lu tion that claimed the opera-
tion aimed to “pro tect civ il ians.” NATO 
sub jected Tripoli and other areas of Libya 
to unre lent ing aerial bom bard ment while 
“spe cial forces” car ried out covert opera-
tions on the ground. Accord ing to a NATO 
state ment, between 31 March and 31 Au -
gust, the impe ri al ist alli ance car ried out a 
“total of 21,090 sort ies, in clud ing 7,920 
strike sort ies.” These deadly bomb ing raids 
did not stop with the fall of Tripoli—
NATO planes con tinue to pound areas 
held by forces loyal to Qad dafi includ ing 
Sirte and Bani Walid. Sev eral attempts 
by the impe ri al ists to assas si nate Qad dafi 
have so far failed but an inten sive man-
hunt for him con tin ues. 

The impe ri al ist bom bard ment posed 
point blank the need for defence of Libya. 
In a state ment we issued at the start of 
the bomb ing, the Inter na tional Com mu nist 
League (Fourth Inter na tion al ist) called on 
work ers around the world to take a stand 
for mili tary defence of Libya against the 
impe ri al ist pow ers, with out giv ing any 
politi cal sup port to Qaddafi’s capi tal ist 
re gime. We noted that the impe ri al ist 
in ter ven tion, which had the bless ings of 
the sheikhs, kings and mili tary bona part-
ists of the Arab League, would slaugh ter 
count less inno cent peo ple. 

Prior to the impe ri al ist attack, the con-
flict in Libya took the form of a civil war, 
over lain by tri bal and regional divi sions, 
between Qaddafi’s Tripoli-cen tred gov-
ern ment and the impe ri al ist-backed oppo-
si tion forces con cen trated in the east, a 
con flict in which Marx ists had no side. 
But with the NATO bomb ing, the civil 
war became sub or di nated to impe ri al ist 
mili tary inter ven tion. Our state ment [pub -
lished in Work ers Van guard No. 977, 
1 April] urged: “Every step taken by the 
work ers of the impe ri al ist coun tries to 
halt the depre da tions and mili tary adven-
tures of their rul ers is a step towards their 
own  lib era tion from capi tal ist exploi-
ta tion, impover ish ment and oppres sion. 

Defend Libya against impe ri al ist attack! 

U.S. Fifth Fleet and all impe ri al ist mili tary 

bases and troops out of North Africa and 

the Near East!” 

Prime min is ter David Came ron greeted 
the over throw of Qad dafi by prais ing the 
“rebels,” declar ing that “free Lib yan forces” 
are now in con trol in the coun try and that it 
is “now up to Lib yans to shape their future.” 
News media end lessly retailed the image of 
the anti-Qad dafi “rebels” cele brat ing in the 
streets of Tri poli and else where. But with-
out NATO, the “rebels” could not have 
defeated Qaddafi’s army. The real value of 
the “rebels” to the impe ri al ists was in pro-
vid ing a “humani tarian” and “dem o cratic” 
cover for naked sub ju ga tion of a neo co lo-
nial coun try. Now these flun keys are set ting 
up a pup pet gov ern ment in Tripoli led by 
the Tran si tional National Coun cil, which 
is open ing up Libya’s resources, espe cially 
its enor mous reserves of oil and gas, to the 
impe ri al ist vul tures. 

Defence of Libya against impe ri al ist 
bom bard ment should be ele men tary, not 
only for prole tarian oppo nents of capi-
tal ist rule but for any one opposed to the 
strong est capi tal ist pow ers impos ing their 
will on weaker coun tries through over-
whelm ing mili tary might. Not so for the 
bulk of the “social ist” left inter na tion ally, 
which served to line up work ers and youth 
behind the impe ri al ist mur der ers by cham-
pion ing the Lib yan “rebels.” 

The Brit ish ref or mists take their cue 
from the Labour Party, which stood four-
square behind Came ron on the bomb ing 
of Libya. As shadow for eign sec re tary 
Dou glas Alex ander put it: “Labour has 
stead fastly sup ported the mili tary action 
to pro tect the Lib yan peo ple” (Inde pend-
ent, 4 Sep tem ber). Fol low ing suit, the 
Alli ance for Work ers Lib erty (AWL) 

main tained its long track record of sup-
port to “dem o cratic” Brit ish impe ri al ism. 
In addi tion to a 23 March state ment titled: 
“Why we should not denounce inter ven-
tion in Libya,” the AWL pub lished foam-
flecked arti cles denounc ing the Social ist 
Party, Brit ish sec tion of the Com mit tee 
for a Work ers Inter na tional (CWI) and the 
Social ist Work ers Party (SWP) for their 
stated oppo si tion to the NATO inter ven-
tion. But while these social-dem o cratic 
organisa tions offered pro-forma oppo si-
tion to the bomb ing, mobilisa tions against 
it were patheti cally small because as 
cheer lead ers for the Lib yan “rebels” these 
left ists lined up with their “own” capi tal-
ist rul ing classes and wel comed the over-
throw of Qad dafi. 

The Social ist Party pro claimed the down -
fall of the regime “a vic tory for the Lib-
yan peo ple,” but added a dis claimer that 
it was “also a suc cess for impe ri al ism” 
(socialist party.org, 26 August). The SWP 
favoured impe ri al ist inter ven tion in Libya, 
but would have pre ferred an alter na tive 
to bomb ing. In March they advo cated: 
“Instead of bomb ing Libya, West ern gov-
ern ments could hand all the assets they 
have seized from Gaddafi’s regime to the 
revo lu tion ary forces” (Social ist Worker, 
22 March). On this the ref or mists got what 
they wanted: in March the Brit ish impe ri-
al ist gang sters seized a huge haul of Lib-
yan dinars, the assets of a sove reign coun-
try. On 31 August the Royal Air Force 
flew 280 mil lion dinars ($226 mil lion) to 
the impe ri al ist pup pets in Libya, as a first 
instal ment of the cash they had looted. 

On the eve of the over throw of Qad-
dafi, the SWP pro claimed: “Good rid-
dance Gad dafi, but don’t trust the West” 
(Social ist Worker, 20 August) while the 
arti cle under neath said: “The end of Gad-
dafi’s regime is a cause for cele bra tion,” 
while absurdly moan ing that the impe ri-
al ist pow ers “hijacked the Lib yan revolt.” 
Some hijack: the “rebels” were will ing 
tools of the impe ri al ists. They pleaded for 
mili tary inter ven tion and fed lurid tales 
to a pli ant West ern press of atrocities by 
Qaddafi’s forces, includ ing mass rapes of 
women, for which no evi dence has been 
found. Dur ing the bomb ing of Libya, the 
so-called Lib yan “revo lu tion ar ies” col-
luded with NATO, act ing as spot ters on 
the ground, call ing in air strikes and pin-
point ing tar gets. 

Bitter Fruits of
Libyan “Revolution” 

The anti-Qad dafi forces were whipped 
into shape by Brit ish and other impe ri al-
ist  “spe cial” forces, the type of shad owy 
opera tives who carry out hide ous tor ture 
and mas sa cres in Iraq and Afghan i stan. An 

arti cle in the Tele graph (28  August) 
posi tively crowed that, months be-
fore the attack on Tripoli, groups of 
young males sec retly trav elled to 
Ben ghazi “to learn the art of insur-
gent war fare from an inter na tional 

force of covert units com posed of the Brit-
ish SAS [Special Air Service] and MI6 [spy 
agency] and troops from the French, Qatar 
and United Arab Emi rates spe cial forces.” 
The Brit ish  im pe ri al ists “covertly sup-
plied 1,000 sets of body armour,  advanced 
tele com mu ni ca tions equip ment and night 
vision gog gles”; while “hun dreds of weap-
ons, tons of am mu ni tion and com mu ni ca-
tions equip ment were smug gled into Trip-
oli and hid den in secret arms dumps.” On 
their return to Tripoli, the arti cle claimed, 
the under cover agents con vinced an officer 
in Qad dafi’s army, Mohammed Eshkal, to 
open the gates of Tripoli to the impe ri al ists. 

For Marx ists, the ques tion of extend ing 
mili tary sup port in civil wars and other 
con flicts is deter mined by whether the 
vic tory of one side or the other would fur-
ther the cause of the work ing class and the 
oppressed. We refused any sup port to the 
anti-Qad dafi forces, which we de scribed 
as a cabal of pro-impe ri al ist “dem o crats,” 
CIA stooges, mon ar chists and Isla mists. 
Today there is a mount ing body of evi-
dence show ing their reac tion ary char-
ac ter. “This is a bad time to be a black 
man in Libya,” reported Alex Thomp son 
on Chan nel 4 News on 28 August, and 
the bour geois press is awash with sto ries 
of racist atrocities against black Afri can 
immi grants. Under Qad dafi there were 
an esti mated one mil lion un doc u mented 
immi grant work ers in Libya, which has a 
popu la tion of six mil lion and a work force 
of 1.7 mil lion. Immi grants were sub ject to 
racist dis crimi na tion and attacks, includ-
ing anti-immi grant riots in  2000. Today 
dark-skinned males are being indis crimi-
nately tar geted by “rebel” forces as “pro- 
Qaddafi mer cen ar ies,” which can mean 
sum mary exe cu tion. Writ ing in the Inde-
pend ent, Kim Sen gupta described the bod-
ies of 30 black men lying decom pos ing on 
the ground, not ing that many of them “had 
their hands tied behind their back, either 
with plas tic hand cuffs or ropes.” Sen gupta 
con tin ued that “the mount ing num ber of 
deaths of men from sub-Saha ran Africa 
at the hands of the rebels—lynch ings in 
many cases—raises dis turb ing ques tions 
about the oppo si tion admin is tra tion, the 
Tran si tional National Coun cil” (Inde-
pend ent, 27 August). 

Among Libya’s “revo lu tion ar ies,” mur-
der ous tri bal and other divi sions are evi-
dent. In July their com mander-in-chief, 
Gen eral Abdah Fat tah Younes, and two of 
his aides were mur dered, by rival “rebel” 
fac tions by all accounts. The Obeidi tribe, 
of which Younes was a mem ber, blames 
the Isla mists for his death. Ali Senussi, 
a leader of the tribe, told report ers that if 
the rebel gov ern ment does not bring those 
respon sible to jus tice, “the Obei dis are pro-
mis ing this will not go unpun ished” (Chris-
tian Science Moni tor, 25 August). Many 
rebel com mand ers are former Lib yan army 
offic ers; Kha lifa Bel qa sim Haf tar, a former 
com mander and vete ran of Qaddafi’s war 
against Chad, is also a CIA stooge. 

The cur rent rebel mili tary com mander 
in Tripoli, Abdel Hakim Bel haj, founder 
of the now defunct Lib yan Islamic Fight-
ing Group, has caused a furore in Bri tain 
by com plain ing that MI6 pro vided intel li-
gence on him to the Qad dafi regime as a 
result of which he was impris oned and tor-
tured. Dur ing this time the Brit ish secret 
serv ice worked with the CIA and with 
Qaddafi’s forces in the “extraor di nary ren-
di tion” of pris oners. At the beh est of MI6, 
Bel haj was  kid napped in 2004 in Bang kok 
and handed over to the CIA. From there he 
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June 7: NATO terror bombing targets area of Tripoli including Libyan leader 
Qaddafi’s residence.

Reuters

August 25: Black men in Tripoli rounded up by imperialist-backed “rebels.” 
Many black African immigrants, accused of being “pro-Qaddafi mercenar-
ies,” have been arrested, often executed.
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We print below the sec ond 
part of a class given by com-
rade S. Wil liams to the New 
York Spar ta cus Youth Club on 
the Paris Com mune of 1871. 
Part One appeared in the Young 
Spar ta cus pages of Work ers Van-
guard No. 985 (2 Sep tem ber). At 
the educational, comrade Karen 
Cole discussed the work of the 
Women’s Union for the Defense 
of Paris and Aid to the Wounded. 
On the facing page, we print her 
expanded remarks. 

The first part of the class cov-
ered the back ground to the Com-
mune, includ ing the Franco-
Prus sian War, the end of Napo  léon 
III’s empire and the sub se quent 
estab lish ment and col lapse of 
the  Gov ern ment of National 
Defense. On 18 March 1871, 
when Adolphe Thiers, elected 
head of the gov ern ment by the 
reac tion ary National Assem bly, 
sent troops to Paris to cap ture 
the can nons held by the National 
Guard, the work ers car ried out 
an insur rec tion. Shortly there-
after, the remain ing ele ments of 
the bour geois state and its sup port ers fled 
to Ver sailles; the Cen tral Com mit tee of 
the National Guard, despite hav ing the 
lead er ship of the work ers in Paris, called 
for elec tions. 

Thus it was that the Cen tral Com mit-
tee of the National Guard found itself at 
the head of Paris, with all the mate rial 
appara tus of power cen tered in its hands. 
As Trot sky put it, it was a coun cil of 
depu ties of the armed work ers and petty 
bour geoi sie. But the Cen tral Com mit tee 
of the National Guard did not see itself 
as a cen tral, revo lu tion ary authority. Marx 

argued that, given that the bour geoi sie 
had only recently fled, was dis or ga nized 
and had few troops, rather than call ing 
elec tions to a com mune the Cen tral Com-
mit tee “should have marched at once on 
Ver sailles,” but “the right moment was 
missed because of con scien tious scru ples.”
That is to say, instead of destroy ing its 
ene mies, the Cen tral Com mit tee sought 
to exert moral influ ence on them and 
the Ver sail lese were left untouched. This 
allowed them to regroup and pre pare to 
later smash the Com mune. 

Other cities of France had already had 
at least one upris ing since Sep tem ber 
1870. After March 18, com munes formed 
in Lyons, St. Etienne and a cen ter of heavy 

industry, Le Creu sot. How ever, the Cen-
tral Com mit tee and later the Com mune 
Coun cil were beholden to anarchoid ideas 
of “fed era tion” and “autonomy” and as 
Trot sky noted, they attempted to “replace 
the prole tarian revo lu tion, which was 
devel op ing, by a petty bour geois reform: 
com mu nal autonomy. The real revo lu-
tion ary task con sisted of assur ing the 
pro le tariat the power all over the coun try. 
Paris had to serve as its base...to attain 
this goal, it was neces sary to van quish 
Ver sailles with out the loss of time and 
to send agi ta tors, organ iz ers, and armed 
forces through out France.” 

But despite these weak nesses the Paris 
Com mune rep re sented the nucleus of a 
work ers state. As Marx and Engels noted, 
the pro le tariat could not “simply lay hold 
of the ready-made State machin ery, and 
wield it for its own pur poses”—the work-
ers had to shat ter the rem nants of the 
bour geois state and replace it with their 
own class dic ta tor ship, the “dic ta tor ship of 
the pro le tariat.” And this is pre cisely what 
hap pened. On March 28, two days after the 
National Guard organized elec tions to the 
Com mune, to the new Com mune Coun cil, 
the gov ern ment of prole tarian Paris met. 
Its first decree was the sup pres sion of the 
stand ing army and the sub sti tu tion for it 
by the armed peo ple. It also trans formed 
the state bureauc racy by low er ing salar-
ies and mak ing all offi cials recallable at 
any time. A left-Proudhon ist in the Com-
mune, Jean-Bap tiste Millière, described 
the Com mune suc cinctly: “The Com-
mune is not a Con stitu ent Assem bly. It is 
a mili tary Coun cil. It must have one aim, 
vic tory; one weapon, force; one law,  the 
law of social sal va tion” (quoted in Trot-
sky, Ter ror ism and Com mu nism [1920]). 
Already in the Com mu nist Mani festo, 
Marx and Engels under stood that it was 
neces sary for the work ers to run a state—
i.e., the pro le tariat “organ ized as the rul-
ing class.” After the expe ri ence of 1848, 
Marx and Engels had under stood that it 
was neces sary to crush the bour geois state 
machine, but what it would be re placed 
with remained abstract. Tak ing the Com-
mune as a model, they acquired a clear 
under stand ing of what the  “dic ta tor ship of 

the pro le tariat” would look like.
I want to talk about what the 

“dic ta torship of the pro le tariat” 
is. While the  Commune was 
a glimpse of the future, a full-
scale work ers revo lu tion was 
accom plished in fact only by 
the Bolshe viks in Octo ber 1917, 
when work ers and sol diers, led 
by the Bolshe vik Party, organ-
ized in coun cils—a bit like the 
Com mune itself. They over threw 
the capi tal ist class and founded 
the Soviet work ers state, the most 
advanced social devel op ment 
in all of human his tory. Revi-
sion ists of all stripes dis tort the 
mean ing of the “dic ta tor ship of 
the pro le tariat” in order to paint 
the Com mune in the colors of a 
peace ful bour geois democ racy, 
thus reject ing the fun da men tal 
les sons of the Com mune and the 
Bolshe vik Revo lu tion. The origi-
nal spokes man for this revi sion-
ism was Karl Kaut sky, a leader of 
the Ger man Social Dem o cratic 
Party and the Sec ond Inter na-
tional, who aban doned fun da-
men tal Marx ist inter na tion al ism 

and sup ported his own rul ing class dur-
ing World War I. More recently, another 
revi sion ist, a now-deceased leader of the 
fake-Trot sky ist United Sec re tariat, Dan-
iel Bensaïd, recy cled sev eral of Kautsky’s 
argu ments (with out cred it ing Kaut sky) in 
a 2008 essay recently reprinted by Tout 
Est à Nous! La Revue, the pub li ca tion of 
the New Anti-Capi tal ist Party in France. 

To para phrase, Kaut sky argued that 
un like the Bolshe vik Revo lu tion (which 
Kaut sky opposed and con sid ered a 
“putsch”), “The Paris Com mune was a 
dic ta tor ship of the pro le tariat, but it was 
elected by uni ver sal suf frage, i.e., with-
out depriv ing the bour geoi sie of the fran-
chise, i.e., ‘demo cratically’” (Lenin, The 
Prole tarian Revo lu tion and the Rene-
gade Kaut sky [1918]). Simi larly, Bensaïd 
argued that the “form” of “the dic ta tor-
ship of the pro le tariat” in the Com mune 
remained “that of uni ver sal suf frage.” 
That is to say, they both try to reduce 
the Com mune “dic ta tor ship of the pro le-
tariat” to a ques tion of gen eral “democ-
racy” and “uni ver sal suf frage.” As Marx-
ists we under stand that there is no  such 
thing as class less “democ racy.” While 
we defend the great est democ racy under 
capi tal ism, “uni ver sal suf frage” is a 
form of bour geois democ racy, i.e., it is a 
form of class rule of the capi tal ist class. 
Both Lenin and Trot sky in their semi nal 
responses to Kaut sky (The Prole tarian 
Revo lu tion and the Rene gade Kaut-
sky and Ter ror ism and Com mu nism, 
respec tively) noted that the bour geoi-
sie had already fled Paris at the time of 
the Com mune elec tions and, while there 
were elec tions based on uni ver sal suf-
frage, these fun da men tally reflected a 
class vote—that of the pro le tariat. What 
defined the Com mune “dic ta tor ship of 
the pro le tar iat” was the sup pres sion of 
the bour geois stand ing army and the sub-
sti tu tion for it by the armed work ers. 

To paint the Com mune in the colors of 
bour geois democ racy is to glo rify capi tal-
ism and dis ap pear the key Marx ist les sons 
of the Com mune. When looked at on a 
national scale, “uni ver sal suf frage” did 
not rep re sent work ing-class inter ests. The 
reac tion ary National Assem bly brought to 
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National Guard marches outside the Hôtel de Ville following proclamation of the Commune, 
28 March 1871.

Military leaders 
of the Commune: 
Polish leftist 
immigrants Jaroslaw 
Dombrowski 
(left) and Walery 
Wroblewski. Below: 
Communards 
manning barricade.
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Paris Révolutionnaire Pierre Petit



30 SEPTEMBER 2011 5

power on Feb ru ary 8 was elected through 
“uni ver sal suf frage” and it sought to crush

the Com mune, which had over turned 
bour geois class rule. In fact, at the time 
of the Com mune there were some “social-
ists” who sup ported bour geois democ racy 
against the work ers. One of these was a 
his toric fig ure named Louis Blanc, who 
op posed the Com mu nards because they 
were “insur gents against an Assem bly most 
freely elected”! Such “bour geois social-
ists” are the true pre de ces sors of Kaut sky 
and Bensaïd, not the Com mu nards.

Who Was in the Commune and 
What It Accomplished

One of the main prob lems once the 
Com mune came to power was the influ-
ence of petty-bour geois and anarchoid 
lead er ship, which meant that the dif fer ent 
ele ments of the Com mune shrank from 
cen tral ism and “authority.” As Trot sky 
put it, the Com mune swarmed with “bour-
geois social ists” and Marx com plained 
that “the Com mune wastes too much time 
over tri fles and per sonal squab bles. One 
can see that there are influ ences at work 
other than those of the work ing men.” 
None the less, the Com mune, hav ing seized 
state power, was driven by this logic to 
imple ment meas ures in the inter est of the 
work ers and the petty bour geoi sie, some-
times in con tra dic tion to the for mal pro-
grams of its par tici pants.

Who were the depu ties of the Com mune 
Coun cil? There was a range of fig ures, 
from a radi cal bour geois Jaco bin named 
Charles Deles cluze to around 40 mem bers 
of the First Inter na tional, most of whom 
were influ enced by Proudhon  (who had 
died in 1865) and to a much lesser extent 
by Mik hail Baku nin. (Bakunin’s main 
con tri bu tion in 1870-71 was to try to lead 
an upris ing in Lyons in late Sep tem ber 
1870: there he declared the bour geois state 
abol ished, after which the state promptly 
crushed his upris ing.) There were also 
some sup port ers of Auguste Blan qui in 
the Com mune, as well as other diverse ele-
ments like the petty-bour geois adven turer 
and slan derer of Marx, Félix Pyat, from 
whom the Inter na tional had pub li cly dis as-
so ciated itself in 1870.

Léo Fran kel, a col labo ra tor of Marx 
in the Inter na tional, played an impor tant 
role. Fran kel, a jew eler by trade, was in 
the Com mune and he moti vated the most 
pro gres sive reforms related to the work-
ing class that were insti tuted. He pushed 
for the abo li tion of night work for bak-
ers  and for work ers coop era tives and 
trade unions to take over fac to ries not in 
use. He argued for the Com mune to not 
accept the low est bid ders, which forced 
wages down, arguing that the Com mune 
should only buy from work ers coop era-
tives. He lost that strug gle, although the 
Com mune Coun cil did agree to estab lish 
a mini mum wage.

There were also about a dozen sup port-
ers of Blan qui in the Com mune Coun cil. 
How ever, on March 17, just before try ing 
to steal the National Guard’s can nons, 
Thiers pre emp tively arrested Blan qui (who 
by then was an old man) to prevent the 
Pari sian work ers from ral ly ing around 
him. Blan quists were con spira to rial. Their 
view was encap su lated by a Blan quist 
leader in the Com mune named Raoul 
Rigault who said, “With out Blan qui, there 
is noth ing doing, with Blan qui, every-

thing.” And they spent much of the revo-
lu tion seek ing to get Blan qui back. A 
veno mous and hys teri cal attack that bour-
geois his to rians con tinue to level against 
the Com mune to falsely make the work ers 
appear as blood thirsty vil lains is their 
per fectly defen sible arrest of some hos-
tages, includ ing the Arch bi shop of Paris, 
Georges Dar boy, who they hoped to 
ex change for Blan qui. (Later, as the Ver-
sail lese were crush ing the Com mune, 
Dar boy and dozens of other hos tages were 
shot.) In fact it was Thiers who sought to 
have the arch bi shop mar tyred for the 
coun terrevo lu tion ary cause. Dar boy him-
self pleaded with Ver sailles to make the 
ex change and wrote, “It is known that 

B
oth his to rians who defend the Com-
mune and those who despise it have 
writ ten much about the women who 

par tici pated at every con junc ture in the 
Com mune. In fact, depic tions of women 
became meta phors for atti tudes toward 
the Com mune as a whole. To the bour-
geoi sie, Pari sian women who sup ported 
the Com mune were crazed vira goes who 
were “drunk with hate.” Depic tions of 
blood thirsty whores cul mi nate in the bour-
geoisie’s favor ite image of the pétro leuses. 
Sup pos edly, these were the fanati cal Com-
mu nard women who in the last days, with 
their innocent chil dren in tow, torched the 
great build ings of Paris. In reality, the bour-
geoi sie masks with these fab ri ca tions what 
really hap pened—the bour geoi sie drowned 
tens of thou sands of prole tarian men, 
women and chil dren in a river of blood.

The most well-known female fig ure, 
the heroic Louise Michel, embod ied the 
fer vent deter mi na tion of the Com mune. 
Politi cally she was an anarchist, a fol-
lower of Baku nin. She was there on the 
morn ing of March 18, rous ing Paris upon 
see ing Thiers’ troops in Mont mar tre. She 
vol un teered to assas si nate Thiers at Ver-
sailles, where the reac tion ary bour geois 

gov ern ment resided. She even snuck there 
and brought back news pa pers to prove to 
her com rades that she could pull it off. 
She was a nurse with the ambu lance com-
pa nies and a fighter at the Fort of Issy 
and on the bar ri cades. Defi ant at her trial 
after the crush ing of the Com mune, she 
remained politi cally active for the rest 
of  her life. The French bour geoi sie has 
since sani tized her image to turn her into 
a harm less fem in ist. 

How ever, Michel was not cen tral to 
the for ma tion of the Women’s Union 
for the Defense of Paris and Aid to the 
Wounded. The Women’s Union was one 
of the most politi cally advanced expres-
sions of revo lu tion ary work ing-class con-
scious ness in the Com mune. It was able to 
lead and organ ize the wide spread popu lar 
fer ment among women because its pre-
cepts reflected the revo lu tion ary prole-
tarian per spec tive of the Marx ist wing 
of the First  Inter na tional. The Women’s 
Union became the rec og nized inter me di-
ary between women in the city and the 
Com mune gov ern ment. No other group 
had such sus tained city wide influ ence, 
from its found ing in April to the end of 
the Com mune on the bar ri cades. 

Eli sab eth Dmi trieff along with Natha-
lie Le Mel were the lead ing forces behind 
the Women’s Union. Twenty years old, 
the Rus sian Dmi trieff was sent to Paris 
by Marx shortly before the Com mune 
arose. She stepped for ward to become a 
main advo cate for women and to propa-
gand ize for a social ist per spec tive. Natha-
lie Le Mel, an active mem ber of the First 
Inter na tional and a former mili tant strike 
leader in the book bind ers union, worked 
along side her. 

On 11 April 1871, the Jour nal Offi-
ciel of the Com mune devoted much of its 
front page to an appeal by “a group of cit-
i zens” to the dem o cratic-minded women 
of Paris. The appeal called for the women 
to attend a meet ing that even ing with the 
pur pose of form ing “a women’s move ment 
for the defence of Paris.” It also expressed 
the need for “the active col labo ra tion of 
all the women of Paris who real ize...that 
the present social order bears in itself the 
seeds of pov erty and the death of Free dom 
and of Jus tice; who there fore wel come 
the advent of the reign of Labour and of 

Equality.” The appeal fur ther stated that 
it was not just the Ver sailles gov ern ment 
that was guilty of betray ing Paris, it was 
equally “the privi leged...who have always 
lived on [the people’s] sweat and grown 
fat on [the people’s] mis ery.” The civil war 
was “the final act of the eter nal antago-
nism between right and might, between 
work and exploi ta tion, between the peo ple 
and its exe cu tion ers!”

At its first meet ing, the Women’s Union 
sent a pro posal to the Execu tive Com mis-
sion of the Com mune solic it ing mate rial 
aid to set up facilities in each arron disse-
ment (city dis trict) town hall and to sub si-
dize the print ing of cir cu lars, pos ters and 
notices for dis tribu tion. The Execu tive 
Com mis sion imme di ately began to imple-
ment the meeting’s pro posal by print ing 
the entire text of the Address of the Union 
in the Jour nal Offi ciel on April 14, with 
a sum mary of the deci sions taken at the 
meet ing. 

The Address illus trates the view of the 
Women’s Union on the source of wom-
en’s oppres sion. The des ig na tion ouvrière
(worker) was placed under the name of six 
of the seven sig na to ries to indi cate their 
work ing-class ori gins. It referred to the 
Com mune as a gov ern ment whose ulti-
mate objec tive was the abo li tion of all 
forms of social inequality, includ ing dis-
crimi na tion against women. Most sig nifi-
cantly, it described dis crimi na tion against 
women as a means by which the rul ing 
classes main tain their power: 

“That the Com mune, rep re sent ing the 
prin ci ple of the extinc tion of all pri vi-
leges and of all inequality, should there-
fore con sider all legiti mate grie vances 
of any sec tion of the popu la tion with out 
dis crimi na tion of sex, such dis crimi na-
tion hav ing been made and enforced as 
a means of main tain ing the pri vi leges of 
the rul ing classes.
“That suc cess of the present con flict 
whose aim is...ulti mately to regen er ate 
Society by ensur ing the rule of Labour 
and Jus tice, is of equal sig nifi cance to 
the women as it is to the men of Paris.”

— quoted in Eugene Schulkind, 
“Socialist Women During 
the 1871 Paris Commune,” 
Past & Present (February 1985) 

Every mem ber of the Women’s Union 
had to con trib ute ten cen times and to 
acknowl edge the authority of the Union’s 
Cen tral Com mit tee. The arron disse ment
com mit tees set up by the Women’s Union 
had rotat ing presi dents aided by a board, 
which was sub ject to recall by mem bers. 
The arron disse ment committees’ func-
tions included pro vid ing non-relig ious 
per son nel for wel fare insti tu tions, such 
as orphan ages and hos tels for the eld erly.

The Women’s Union also inter vened 
in the politi cal clubs that had taken over 
churches and had become mass “speak-
outs” and organ iz ing cen ters for Pari sian 
women and men. With women mount ing 
the church pul pits, these gath er ings gave 
voice to wide spread hatred of the church. 
At one meet ing a woman sug gested that 
the bod ies of 60,000 Pari sian priests (her 
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Ver sailles does not want either an 
exchange or a recon cilia tion.”

Reforms car ried out by the Com mune 
included the sep ara tion of church and 
state, expro pria tion of church prop erties 
and free pub lic edu ca tion. The Com mune 
also effec tively imple mented a pro gram 
of “full cit i zen ship rights for immi-
grants,” with the promi nent par tici pa tion 
of a num ber of for eign ers includ ing the 
Poles Jaros law Dom brow ski and Wal ery 
Wro blew ski, who were some of the Com-
mune’s most effec tive mili tary lead ers, 
and Léo Fran kel, who I just men tioned, 
who was born in Hun gary and worked 
with the Ger man work ers move ment. 
Women also played an impor tant role 
in the Com mune. The Women’s Union 
for the Defense of Paris and for  Aid to 
the Wounded was founded by Eli sa beth 
Dmi trieff (see arti cle, page 5). She was 
sent to Paris by Marx and knew him and 
his daugh ters. With Frankel’s sup port 
her union made clothes for the National 
Guard in order to engage women and 
keep them on the side of the revo lu tion. 
Louise Michel, per haps the most well-
known woman of the Com mune, organ-
ized a corps of ambu lance nurses, tend ing 
the wounded even under fire and sav ing 
injured Com mu nards from the vicious 
nuns who ran hos pi tals in those times.

Marx insisted that a tre men dous fail-
ing of the Com mune was that it did not 
seize the banks. On March 20, in need 
of cash, the Cen tral Com mit tee of the 
National Guard went to the Roths childs 
to open a line of credit at their bank. The 
lat ter “loaned” the new work ers gov ern-
ment of Paris a mil lion francs. How ever, 
in the Bank of France there were bil lions 
of francs, gold bul lion, treasury bonds 
and titles of all kinds. With out the bank, 
all the capi tal ists would have been on 
their knees before the Com mune. Lissa-
ga ray, one of the key his to rians of the 
Com mune, who later worked with Marx 
in Lon don, noted, “Since the 19th March 
the gov ern ors of the bank lived like men 
con demned to death, every day expect ing 
the exe cu tion of the treas ure. Of remov ing 
it to Ver sailles they could not dream. It 
would have required sixty or eighty vans 
and an army corps.” It was the Proudhon-
ists in the Com mune who, bow ing before 
the sanc tity of pri vate prop erty, would not 
touch the Bank of France.

That said, as I noted, some of the Com-
mune’s poli tics were in direct coun ter po-
si tion to the for mal pro gram of some of 
its par tici pants. In organ iz ing large-scale 
in dustry and manu fac ture, the Com mune 
was tak ing steps of socializa tion directly 

con trary to the Proudhon ist pro gram 
that  advo cated small prop erty-hold ing. 
The Blan quists believed in con spira to rial 
meth  ods and build ing a secret organ i-
zation, yet in actu ality their dec lara-
tions  dur ing the Com mune called for a 
free fed era tion of Com munes—a large, 
national organ i za tion.

Per haps the most sym bolic act of the 
Com mune, which also often meets with 
the ire of bour geois his to rians, was the 
raz ing of the Vendôme Column. In a 
party-like atmos phere, tick ets were sold 
to the pub lic spec ta cle of top pling this 
monu ment to the first Napoléon’s mili-
tary con quests. On May 16 the Com mune 
destroyed it as a sym bol of their oppo-
si tion to bour geois mili tar ism. The art ist 
Gus tave Cour bet was the most well-known 
advo cate of its dis man tling. Another long-
last ing sym bol, which has its ori gins in 
the Com mune, is the song of the inter-
national work ers move ment, the “Inter-
nation ale,” writ ten after the Commune’s 
defeat by the worker-poet Eugène Pot tier, 
who also sat on the Com mune Coun cil. 
As Lenin put it, the Com mune was a “fes-
ti val of the oppressed,” and in fact, many 
Com mu nards were gath ered at an out door 
con cert under the warm spring sun on 
May 21 when the Ver sail lese came sneak-
ing into the city to begin their system atic 
slaugh ter.

Disorganization and 
Bloody Defeat

The mili tary inter ven tions of the Com-
mune were ham pered both because it 
lacked seri ous mili tary lead er ship and 
because there was an ongo ing rivalry with 
the National Guard, which only gave up 
par tial power to the Com mune. There 
was  never a clear cen tral ized com mand 
of  the armed forces. When the Com mu-
nards failed to march imme di ately to Ver-
sailles on March 18, Thiers and the forces 
of coun ter revo lu tion began to regroup. 

Start ing in early April 1871, the Ver-
saillese shelled Paris con stantly and 
through a deal with Bis marck, they man-
aged to have him set free 60,000 impris-
oned French sol diers, increas ing the loyal 
troops sur round ing Paris. After a series of 
very poorly led sort ies against the Ver-
sail lese, between early April and early 
May, a turn ing point came on May 9 when 
the Com mu nards lost the Fort of Issy—a 

key fort between Paris and Ver sailles. 
After Issy, the Fort of Van ves fell. Finally 
on May 22, the gate to the city of Paris at 
St. Cloud was left unde fended and a spy 
trai tor sig naled to the Ver sail lese troops, 
who began to fil ter into the city.

In the weeks before that, the army of 
the Com mune had been totally dis or ga n -
ized. There was lit tle effec tive lead er-
ship or dis ci pline and, faced with con stant 
bom bard ments from Ver sailles, there was 
an increased pres sure for some kind of 
strong, cen tral ized, dic ta to rial lead er ship. 

On May 1, ele ments of the Com mune, 
hark en ing back to the old French bour-
geois revo lu tion under the Jaco bins, formed 
suc ces sive “Com mit tees of Pub lic Safety.” 
A split in the Com mune occurred be tween 
a minority, includ ing some sup port ers of 
the Inter na tional, and a majority. Trot sky 
noted that the Com mit tee of Pub lic Safety 
was dic tated by the need for “red ter-
ror” and described the vari ous meas ures 
passed in an attempt to defend the Com-
mune. But he also noted that “the effect 
of all these meas ures of intimi da tion was 
para lyzed by the help less oppor tun ism of 
the guid ing ele ments in the Com mune, by 
their striv ing to recon cile the bour geoi sie 
with the fait accom pli by the help of piti-
ful phrases, by their vac il la tions between 
the fic tion of democ racy and the reality 
of dic ta tor ship.” Finally, in late May, as 
the Ver sail lese cap tured more and more 
of the city, the Com mune dis in te grated 
entirely. Deles cluze, the old, sick Jaco-
bin elected to lead the last Com mit tee of 
Pub lic Safety, went to fight at a bar ri cade 
where he was killed.

After the Ver sail lese entered the city, 
the Com mu nards fought des per ately. But 
street by street the Com mune was crushed. 
Men, women and chil dren were indis-
crimi nately mas sa cred. Some of the last 
fight ing occurred in the workers’ dis tricts 

on the heights of Belle ville and Ménil-
mont ant. The “Wall of the Com mu nards” 
(Mur des Fédé rés) in Père Lachaise ceme-
t ery was where 200 Com mu nards who 
fought to the bit ter end were put up 
against the wall and exe cuted. Today, 
we  still march to this place to com-
memorate our own fal len com rades. Tens 
of thou sands of Com mu nards were mas-
sa cred by the Ver sail lese in that last 
week in May—at least 30,000 peo ple. 
In  one prison so many were exe cuted 
that blood flowed in its gut ters.

Paris 
Commune...
(continued from page 5)
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Communards and National Guardsmen stand over remains of Vendôme Col-
umn, symbol of the first Napoléon’s military conquests, razed on 16 May 1871.
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Communards fight to the bitter end among tombs of Père Lachaise cemetery, 
night of 27 May 1871.
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Many of those who didn’t die in the 
initial mas sa cre suf fered fates worse than 
death. Some were taken to Ver sailles, 
jeered at and spit on, kept in the open 
or in dun geons where they died of hun-
ger and thirst, cholera or gan grene. Some 
were sent to prison barges and kept tied 
up in tiny cells. Oth ers, after being tried, 
were deported to New Cale do nia, a deso-
late colony in the Pacific Ocean to the 
east of Aus tra lia, where, if they sur vived 
the voy age where they were kept in cages 
below deck, they also met grisly fates, 
from mal nu tri tion to mala ria to over work 
in prison camps. In a par ticu larly vicious 
and vin dic tive act, the art ist Cour bet was 
held respon sible for the demo li tion of the 
Vendôme Column and made to pay hun-
dreds of thou sands of francs for its recon-
struc tion. To avoid bank ruptcy, he had to 
paint con stantly, but the money received 
for each paint ing sold went directly to pay 
the state. Finally, he fled to Swit zer land 
and died pen ni less in 1877. In a paean to 
reac tion, on top of one of the hills where 
the Com mu nards fought, Mont mar tre, 
a huge white church was erected and in 
Paris today you can still see this basilica 
from miles around, a sym bol of the coun-
ter revo lu tion ary French bour geoi sie and 
relig ious triumph.

While both the Com mune and the Bol-
she vik Revo lu tion, the “dic ta tor ship of 

the pro le tariat,” are por trayed lyingly in 
bour geois his tory as vicious and blood-
thirsty, the real blood thirsti ness can 
be seen in the bour geois rul ing class’ 
treat ment of the Com mu nards after the 
Commune’s defeat. It also shows how 
cor rect  the  Bolshe viks were and the 
impor tance of revo lu tion ary lead er ship 
in fight ing to win.

After the Commune’s defeat, Marx 
gained a great deal of atten tion for his 

book The Civil War in France and dif fer-
ences sharp ened amongst the dif fer ent 
politi cal cur rents in the First Inter na-
tional (espe cially with Baku nin) over 
who could claim the most authority and 
respon sibility for the Com mune. By 
1872, the First Inter na tional had effec-
tively fal len apart. In a let ter to Frie drich 
Sorge in 1874, Engels wrote that he opti-
mis ti cally hoped that the next inter na-
tional would “be directly Com mu nist and 

will openly pro claim our prin ci ples.” But 
it was not the next inter na tional, the 
 Sec ond, which ended up openly wav-
ing  the ban ner of com mu nism, it was 
Lenin’s Third Inter na tional, which was 
pro claimed in 1919, a result of the vic-
tory of the 1917 Bolshe vik Revo lu tion. 
From the Com mune to the Rus sian Revo-
lu tion, that is our con ti nuity, the pre cur-
sor to the ban ner of the Trot sky ist Fourth 
Inter na tional. ■

count) should be used instead of sand-
bags for con struct ing bar ri cades.

On April 16, the Com mune author ized 
con ver sion of aban doned work shops into 
worker-owned coop era tives. Imme di ately 
after the enact ment of this decree, all 
types of labor asso cia tions in Paris were 
invited by the Com mis sion of Labor and 
Exchange to assist in plan ning its imple-
men ta tion. The Com mune invi ta tion was 
addressed to unions and asso cia tions 
“of both sexes” and explic itly called on 
“women cit i zens, whose devo tion to the 
Social Revo lu tion is so inva luable, not to 
dis re gard the all-impor tant ques tion of the 
organ i za tion of pro duc tion.”

Léo Fran kel, a Hun garian Marx ist and 
mem ber of the First Inter na tional, led the 
Commune’s Com mis sion of Labor and 
Exchange. He was the main link between 
the Com mune lead er ship and the Wom-
en’s Union, pro vid ing it with money and 
assis tance. The Com mis sion of Labor and 
Exchange let the Women’s Union sub sti-
tute its own plan for women’s coop era tives 
for the one the Com mis sion had already 
drafted, prior to the crea tion of the Union. 
A com mit tee of nine rep re sen ta tives from 
labor organ i za tions, includ ing Natha lie 
Le Mel from the Execu tive Com mis sion 
of the Women’s Union, met in mid May 
to coor di nate their efforts. 

The Women’s Union adver tised for 
women to meet and form asso cia tions 
to  run work shops in all the tra di tional 
women’s trades, such as the nee dle trades, 
feather pro cess ing, arti fi cial flow ers and 
laundry. In a plan sub mit ted to the Com-
mis sion of Labor and Exchange, the 
Women’s Union elaborated on what it 
envi sioned as the goals of the Com mune. 
It stated that the “Revo lu tion of 18th 
March rep re sents the point in his tory at 
which the pro le tariat will have...brought 
to frui tion the age-old strug gle for social 
equality,” and con tin ued, “to estab lish 
firmly the foun da tions for the new politi-
cal organ i za tion that is its neces sary 
pre  req ui site, the Com mune must com-
plete the par tial vic tory of the Peo ple, 
not by lim it ing itself to the urgent needs 
of mili tary defence, but by embark-
ing unequivocally on the path of social 
reform” (quoted in Schul kind, “Social-
ist Women Dur ing the 1871 Paris Com-
mune”). There is evi dence that work-

shops were formed to pro duce muni tions, 
sand bags and uni forms.

Pierre-Joseph Proudhon’s reac tion ary 
views toward women domi nated the 
French sec tion of the First Inter na tional. 
Proudhon had preached the triple inferi-
ority of women for sup posed physi cal, 
intel lec tual and moral rea sons. He used 
pseu do scien tific clap trap to “prove” that 
the sub or di na tion of women was inevi-
table. So it is all the more remarkable 
that the Com mune threw off this back-
ward phi loso phy in favor of the fight for 
the com plete equality of men and women. 
This is not to say that there still wasn’t 
much back ward think ing among the Pari-
sians as a whole. But in spite of the influ-
ence of anti-women big otry, the Com mune 
gave women posi tions of respon sibility, 
appointed them to admin is ter wel fare 
insti tu tions, sent them on liai son mis-
sions to pro vin cial cities and included 
them on com mis sions to reform edu ca tion 
and open new schools for girls, such as a 
school for indus trial design.

In May, plac ards appeared call ing for 
peace with Ver sailles, signed by an anony-
mous group of women cit i zens. Two days 
later, the Women’s Union responded with 
its own pos ters, denounc ing the “anony-
mous group of reac tion ary women” who 
had writ ten such a “shock ing proc la ma-
tion.” It wrote in the name of “social revo-
lu tion, the right to work, and equality and 
jus tice” and excori ated these women for 
call ing for con cilia tion with the “cowardly 
assas sins” of Ver sailles. The wall pos ters 
also affirmed the view of the Women’s 
Union that the civil war was a class con flict. 

A final tragic note is that on the day 
before the Ver sailles troops entered the 
city to crush the Com mune, the Women’s 
Union was launch ing the Fed eral Cham-
ber of Work ing Women to reor gan ize 
women’s work based on fed er ated labor-
ers’ asso cia tions. Instead, the Women’s 
Union organ ized women for the bar ri-
cades, where many soon faced their final 
hour.

A few months after the mas sa cre of the 
Com mune, Léo Fran kel wrote in a repub li-
can news pa per a passionate denunciation 
of those who opposed women’s equality:

“Women are deprived of their rights 
by  the claim that their men tal and 
 physi cal facul ties are inferior to those 
of men because nature designed women 
to be mother, wife and house keeper. 
Thus, in all our laws and in all our 
 insti tu tions, women are con sid ered as 
inferior to men, as being ser vants of men. 

“All the objec tions pro duced against 
equality of men and women are of the 
same sort as those which are pro duced 

against the eman ci pa tion of the Negro 
race…. Firstly peo ple are blind folded 
and then they are told that they have 
been blind since birth.”

— quoted in Schulkind, 
“Socialist Women During the 
1871 Paris Commune” 

In a let ter to Dr. Lud wig Kugel mann 
dated 17 April 1871, Marx argued against 
the def eat ist posi tion that one should 
only take up arms when vic tory is cer-
tain. He strongly made the point that 
politi cal lead er ship is key. The Marx-
ists Léo Fran kel and Eli sab eth Dmi trieff 
inter vened into the short-lived Com mune 
with a revo lu tion ary prole tarian pro gram. 
Con scious of their goal of an egali tarian 
class less soci ety, they helped lay the basis 

for future work ing-class strug gles. Marx 
wrote: 

“World his tory would indeed be very 
easy to make if the strug gle were taken 
up only on con di tion of infal libly favour-
able chances. It would, on the other 
hand, be of a very mys ti cal nature, if 
‘accidents’ played no part. These acci-
dents them selves fall natu rally into the 
gen eral course of devel op ment and are 
com pen sated again by other acci dents. 
But accel era tion and delay are very 
de pend ent on such ‘acci dents,’ which 
included the ‘accident’ of the char ac ter 
of those who at first stand at the head of 
the move ment....
“What ever the imme di ate results [of 
the Com mune] may be, a new point of 
depar ture of world-his toric impor tance 
has been gained.” ■

Revolutionary 
Women...
(continued from page 5)
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Hue and Cry over 
China’s Role in Africa

Fake Trotskyists in Camp of Counterrevolution

In August 2009, U.S. Sec re tary of State 
Hil lary Clin ton vis ited Angola to wit ness 
a major agree ment between the gov ern-
ment of the Popu lar Move ment for the 
Lib era tion of Angola (MPLA) and the 
Ameri can oil giant Chev ron. Clin ton 
took the occa sion to pledge fur ther U.S. 
invest ment, which came on top of an ear-
lier prom ise by Wash ing ton to help build 
two  hydroelectric plants. For Angola’s 
bour geois-nation al ist MPLA, these deals 
marked some thing of a turn by the U.S. 
impe ri al ists. For nearly 30 years after 
win ning inde pend ence from Por tu gal in 
1975, Angola was wracked by a dev as-
tat ing civil war. For much of that period, 
the U.S. gave mili tary and finan cial sup-
port to guer rilla forces allied with apart heid 
South Africa fight ing a reac tion ary war to 
un seat the MPLA, which was backed by 
the Soviet Union and Cuba. Fur ther more, 
U.S. capi tal ists had shown lit tle inter est in 
invest ing in Angola fol low ing the offi cial 
end of the civil war in 2002.

There was a clear pur pose to the 
friendly face Clin ton offered the MPLA 
gov ern ment. The year before her visit, 
Angola had become Africa’s larg est trade 
part ner with China, the most pow er ful of 
those coun tries today where capi tal ist rule 
has been over thrown. Pro vid ing nearly 15 
per cent of China’s petro leum, Angola has 
sur passed Saudi Ara bia as the larg est oil 
exporter to China. In return, Bei jing has 
pro vided low-inter est loans that have been 
used to build hos pi tals, schools, irri ga tion 
systems and roads. Simi lar deals have been 
struck from Sudan and Alge ria to Zam bia 
and the Dem o cratic Repub lic of Congo, 
pro vid ing oil and met al lic min er als for 
main land China’s boom ing indus tries. 

For the U.S. and other impe ri al ist pow-
ers, which suf fered a his toric defeat with 
the 1949 Chi nese Revo lu tion, these are 
not wel come devel op ments. Car ried out 
by a peas ant-guer rilla army led by Mao 
Zedong’s Chi nese Com mu nist Party (CCP), 
the 1949 Revo lu tion estab lished a work-
ers state, although one that was bureau-
crat i cally deformed from its incep tion. 
The crea tion in sub se quent years of a cen-
trally planned, col lec tiv ized economy laid 
the basis for enor mous social progress for 
work ers, peas ants, women and national 
minorities. Ever since 1949, the impe ri-
al ists have sought the coun ter revo lu tion-
ary  over turn of CCP rule and the return 
of China to untram meled capi tal ist ex ploi-
tation. To this end they have pur sued 
 military pres sure and threats, sup ported 
inter nal anti-Com mu nist move ments and 
“dis si dents” and, over the last 30-plus 
years, pene trated the Chi nese main land 
economy cour tesy of the CCP regime’s 
“mar ket reforms.” 

As Chi nese trade and aid agree ments 
with Afri can coun tries began to pro lif-
erate five years ago, impe ri al ist spokes-
men sounded the alarm. World Bank 
head Paul Wol fo witz lashed out at the 
very favorable loans offered by China’s 
state-owned banks, which, he declaimed, 
did not meet “social and envi ron men tal 
stan dards.” This from a man who a few 
years ear lier had been a lead ing archi-
tect of the Bush administration’s wars in 
Afghan i stan and Iraq! Chim ing in with a 
throw back to the anti-Soviet Cold War, a 
head line in Britain’s Daily Mail (18 July 

2008) screamed: “How China’s Tak ing 
Over  Africa, and Why the West Should 
Be VERY Wor ried.” 

The blow back touched off a debate 
among aca dem ics and gov ern ment offi cials 
in China on its role in Africa, within the 
bounds, to be sure, of over all policy set by 
the Bei jing Sta lin ist bureauc racy. An arti-
cle titled “The Prac tice of China’s Dip lo-
matic Con cept of ‘Har mo ni ous World’—
An Analy sis of Sino-Afri can Rela tions in 

Recent Years” by Ge Zhi guo rightly con-
demned “the West’s long stand ing poli-
cies toward Africa,” which have not only 
“not  given Africa pros perity and stabil-
ity” but have also “caused many Afri can 
coun tries to sink into long-term chaos and 
eth nic vio lence” (Gaoxiao Sheke Dong tai 
[Social Sci ences Per spec tives in Higher 
Edu ca tion], third issue in 2007; this and 
other trans la tions are by WV). 

From King Leopold’s kill ing fields of 
the Bel gian Congo to Britain’s con cen tra-
tion camps in Kenya and U.S. sup port to 
apart heid South Africa, the record of the 
West ern impe ri al ists in Africa is one of 
mass mur der, slave-like labor and bru tal 
repres sion of inde pend ence move ments 
and workers strug gles. Indeed, the pre-
cur sor to such bar bar ism was the enslave-
ment of Afri cans in capitalism’s early 

mer can tile stage. Impe ri al ist sub ju ga tion, 
far from mod ern iz ing such societies, has 
rein forced their back ward ness and im mis -
era tion. Not ing that China’s invest ments 
in Africa are moti vated by very dif fer-
ent pur poses, Ge Zhi guo called on Bei-
jing to reform some of its own poli cies to 
counter resent ment among Afri cans over 
the treat ment of work ers in China’s enter-
prises and the under cut ting of local busi-
nesses by Chi nese entre pren eurs. 

As Trot sky ists, the Inter na tional Com-
mu nist League stands for the uncon di-
tional mili tary defense of China against 
impe ri al ism and inter nal coun ter revo lu-
tion. We sup port China’s right to trade in 
order to pro cure what it needs to fur ther 
its devel op ment. We rec og nize, how ever, 
that China’s invest ment and aid pro grams 
are deter mined not by prole tarian inter na-
tion al ism but by the CCP bureaucracy’s 
nar row nation al ist inter ests, which are 
rooted in the Sta lin ist dogma of “build ing 
social ism in one coun try” and its corol-
lary, “peace ful coex is tence” with impe ri-
al ism (now called the “har mo ni ous world” 
policy). Opposed to the per spec tive of 
inter na tional prole tarian revo lu tion, the 
CCP regime has accom mo dated impe ri al-
ism—includ ing, as will be dis cussed below, 
by join ing with the U.S. and South Africa 

in back ing the anti-Soviet forces in Angola
—while mili tarily and politi cally sup port-
ing “friendly” bour geois rul ers in Africa 
and else where who bru tally repress work-
ers and the rural and urban poor. 

China’s role in Africa is con tra dic-

tory, reflect ing the con tra dic tions beset ting 
China itself as a bureau crat i cally ruled 
work ers state in an impe ri al ist-domi nated 
world. To defend and extend the gains 
of the Chi nese Revo lu tion requires a pro-
le tarian politi cal revo lu tion to oust the 
CCP bureauc racy and replace it with a 
regime of work ers democ racy com mit ted 
to the fight for world social ism. 

China Is Not Capitalist

Form ing the left flank of the impe rialists’ 
anti-China cam paign are such “social ists” 
as the Com mit tee for a Workers’ Inter-
na tional (CWI), led by Peter Taaffe, and 
the United Sec re tariat (USec) of the late 
Ern est Man del. A 30 March 2008 arti cle 
titled “China in Africa” by the CWI’s Ger-
man sec tion, Social ist Alter na tive (SAV), 
denounced China as “just another player” 
in the “game” of exploit ing Afri can coun-
tries. The SAV declared that “China, like 
other impe ri al ist coun tries, only seeks  to 
exploit their resources and mar kets as 
effec tively as pos sible.” In the USec’s 
Inter na tional View point online (Janu ary 
2007), Jean Nanga, described as a “Con go-
lese revo lu tion ary Marx ist,” simi larly con-
demned China’s sup posed “glo bal ambi-
tion” as “moti vated by capi tal ist inter est.”

That the CWI and USec have shame-
lessly enrolled in the anti-Com mu nist 
cru  sade against China is no sur prise. Pros-
ti tut ing them selves to bour geois “democ-
racy,” the USec and the CWI’s pre de ces sor 
hailed all man ner of impe ri al ist-backed 
coun ter revo lu tion ar ies that were arrayed 
against the former Soviet and East Euro-
pean deformed work ers states, e.g.,  Polish 
Solidarność and the reac tion ary rab ble 
on Boris Yeltsin’s Mos cow bar ri cades in 
 August 1991. 

Direct ing its Sta lin o pho bia against 
China, the USec has cham pioned such pro- 
imperi al ist “dis si dents” as Nobel “Peace” 
Prize recipi ent Liu Xiaobo, a fan of the 
U.S. wars in Viet nam, Iraq and Afghan-
istan (see “Hong Kong: Fake Trot sky ists 
Hail Impe ri al ist Run ning Dog Liu  Xiaobo,” 
WV No. 981, 27 May). Mean while, the 
CWI, as our com rades of the Spar ta cist 
League/Bri tain noted, has  cheered anti-
Com mu nist riots in Tibet and openly 
defended “dem o cratic” capi tal ist Tai wan, 
which has long been sup ported by U.S. and 
Japa nese impe ri al ism as a dag ger aimed 
at the People’s Repub lic of China (see 
“China Is Not Capi tal ist,” Work ers Ham-
mer No. 202, Spring 2008). Peter Taaffe 
likes to pon tifi cate that the “tran si tion” 
toward full-blown capi tal ism “has not yet 
been fully com pleted” (“Half way House,” 
Social ism Today, July/August 2011). This 
is just a bit of cos metic cover for the 
CWI’s con crete and con sis tent sup port to 
the forces of capi tal ist coun ter revo lu tion. 

The furor over China’s role in Africa 
began to seri ously mount in 2006 in 
response to the Dar fur con flict in west ern 
Sudan, which resulted in mass slaugh-
ter and the driv ing of some two mil lion 
peo ple from their homes. The proxi mate 
cause of that con flict was the un leash ing 

Xinhua

Above: Work crew at one of 30 geothermal wells drilled in Kenya by a Chi-
nese state-owned oil company, September 13. Below: Chinese-built Merowe 
Dam provides Sudan with stable electrical power supply. 
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of jan ja weed mili tias, based on nomadic 
Mus lims, by the Khar toum gov ern ment 
against guer rilla forces based on a farm ing 
popu la tion that was also Mus lim. In the 
U.S., a cam paign by Chris tian right ists, 
Zion ists and a num ber of promi nent lib er-
als demand ing impe ri al ist inter ven tion to 
“save Dar fur” demon ized China, which has 
invested heavily in Suda nese oil pro duc-
tion and devel oped close ties with the al-
Bashir regime, pro vid ing it with mili tary 
hard ware. Join ing in with this cabal, the 
SAV’s 2008 arti cle wailed, “The Chi nese 
regime, which imports 8 per cent of its oil 
from Sudan, has shown dur ing the recent 
con flict that it cares a lot about its prof-
its and far less about the fate of the local 
popu la tion.”

It should be noted that one of the fac-
tors prompt ing China to increas ingly turn 
to Africa for petro leum was a rab idly 
anti-Com mu nist cam paign, led largely 
by the Ameri can labor bureauc racy, that 
suc ceeded in quash ing the China National 
Off shore Oil Company’s planned acqui si-
tion of U.S.-based Unocal in 2005. Ear lier 
that year, the CWI’s U.S. affili ate, also 
called Social ist Alter na tive, enlisted in 
the anti-China effort by cosign ing a leaf let 
demand ing that Har vard Uni ver sity divest 
from Pet ro China, another Chi nese state-
owned enter prise, and Unocal. 

Anti-China tirades by lib er als and osten-
sible social ists might play well in Lon-
don, Paris and other impe ri al ist cen ters, 
where the bulk of the left pushes the lie 
that China is capi tal ist or is irre ver sibly 
on that road. But that mes sage is not so 
eag erly embraced in Africa, where Chi-
nese aid in build ing hos pi tals, schools and 
other infra struc ture con trasts sharply with 
the legacy left by the real impe ri al ists: 
extreme pov erty, social back ward ness, 
tri bal and eth nic war fare. The carv ing up 
of Africa by the Euro pean pow ers at the 
1884-85 Ber lin Con fer ence was a sig nal 
of the emer gence of mod ern impe ri al ism. 
As V. I. Lenin explained in Impe ri al ism, 
the High est Stage of Capi tal ism (1916), 
the advanced indus trial coun tries were 
increas ingly com pelled to export capi-
tal to the more back ward coun tries in the 
search for raw mate ri als and cheap labor. 
The result ing inter im pe ri al ist com pe ti tion 
led to two world wars and count less colo-
nial adven tures, at the cost of untold death 
and destruc tion. 

The fun da men tally dif fer ent pur pose 
of China’s invest ments in Africa can be 
seen in the value of the com modities they 
 gener ate. All com modities—from mined 
pro ducts to fac tory-pro duced goods—
embody both use value (as desirable 
objects of con sump tion) and exchange 
value (broadly reflected in mar ket prices). 
Under capi tal ism, the own ers of indus-
trial plants and other means of pro duc tion 
amass profit by hir ing labor to pro duce 
com modities, with the pur pose of in creas-
ing exchange value. China’s over seas 
invest ments, which are financed by sev eral 
of the mainland’s state banks, are driven 
not by the profit motive but by the need 
for raw mate ri als for its col lec tiv ized indus -
tries at home—i.e., to extract use value. 

U.S. State Depart ment offi cial Prince-
ton Lyman, who is decid edly not a Marx-
ist, acknowl edged as much in a 2005 pres-
en ta tion to the Con gres sional U.S.-China 
Com mis sion, stat ing:

“China uti lizes a variety of instru ments 
to advance its inter est in ways that 
west ern nations can only envy. Most of 
China’s in vest ments are through state-
owned com pa nies, whose indi vidual 
invest ments do not have to be prof itable 
if they serve over all Chi nese objec tives. 
Thus the rep re sen ta tive of China’s state-
owned con struc tion com pany in Ethiopia 
could reveal that he was instructed by 
Bei jing to bid low on vari ous tend ers, 
with out regard for profit. China’s long 
term objec tive in Ethiopia is in access to 
future natu ral resource invest ments, not 
in con struc tion busi ness prof its.” 

The mere fact that China engages in 
world trade does not make it capi tal-
ist or impe ri al ist. It is because Chi nese 
invest ment is not driven by the capi tal ist 
profit motive that its effects are so radi-
cally dif fer ent from those pro duced by 
impe ri al ist exploi ta tion of Third World 
coun tries. Mar tyn Davies, direc tor of the 
China Africa Net work at South Africa’s 
Uni ver sity of Pre toria, lauds the Chi nese 

as “the biggest build ers of infra struc ture” 
in Africa (“The Next Empire?” Atlan tic, 
May 2010), a senti ment echoed by Ameri-
can  aca demic Debo rah Brau ti gam in her 
over whelm ingly favorable 2009 book on 
China’s role in Africa, The Dragon’s Gift 
(Oxford Uni ver sity Press). 

Pressures of the World Market

China’s need to import raw mate ri als 
became acute around a decade ago when, 
due to its soar ing eco nomic growth, the 
main land could no longer pro vide the bulk 
of oil and met al lic min er als to meet in-

dustrial needs. By vir tue of its “going 
 glo bal” policy, China by 2009 was im port-
ing 52 per cent of its oil and 69 per cent of 
its iron ore. 

China’s situa tion con trasts with that of 
the Soviet work ers state, which issued out 
of the 1917 Octo ber Revo lu tion led by 
the  Bolshe vik Party. After the fail ure of 
prole tarian revo lu tions in more advanced 
Euro pean coun tries, espe cially Ger many, 
a con ser va tive bureau cratic caste led by 
J.V. Sta lin usurped politi cal power begin-
ning in 1923-24. Severely marked by the 
back ward ness inher ited from tsar ism and 
the dev as tat ing effects of impe ri al ist war 
and civil war, the Soviet Union pos sessed 
abun dant iron ore, oil, tim ber and other 
raw mate ri als. Sta lin & Co. used that fact 
as an argu ment for the  reac tion ary-uto pian 
notion that social ism could be achieved 
in Soviet Rus sia alone. This threw over-
board the basic Marx ist under stand ing that 
achiev ing social ism—a society of mate-
rial abun dance—requires work ers rule in -
ter na tion ally, par ticu larly in the indus tri-
ally devel oped coun tries. 

Based on its planned economy, the 
So viet Union under went phe nom enal 
growth in the 1930s while the rest of the 
world was mired in the Great Depres sion. 
But through its own resources and efforts, 
the USSR could not reach, much less sur-
pass, the tech no logi cal level and labor 
pro duc tivity of the advanced capi tal ist 
coun tries. Decades of impe ri al ist mili tary 
and eco nomic pres sure, com bined with 
bureau cratic mis man age ment and Sta lin-
ist sell outs of revo lu tion ary oppor tu nities 
inter na tion ally, fatally weak ened the Soviet 
work ers state, which was destroyed by 
capi tal ist coun ter revo lu tion in 1991-92. 

Fol low ing this catas trophe, the CCP 
lead er ship con ducted an inter nal study 
aimed at fig ur ing out how to avoid a simi-
lar fate while hew ing to its nation al ist 
Sta lin ist pro gram of “social ism with Chi-
nese char ac ter is tics.” One of the regime’s 
con clu sions was that the Soviet Union had 
spent too much of its resources try ing to 
com pete with the impe ri al ists mili tarily 
and in other ways. China, it was deter-
mined, would instead expand and deepen 
its ties to the world capi tal ist mar ket. Bei-
jing is now such a “respon sible” part ner 
in the world mar ket that the Chief Econo-

mist at the World Bank, one of the main 
insti tu tions enforc ing impe ri al ist dic tates, 
is Jus tin Yifu Lin, one of China’s lead ing 
econo mists! 

In “going glo bal,” Bei jing has increas-
ingly backed mili tary inter ven tion in the 
Third World by the United Nations, a 
den  of impe ri al ist thieves and their vic-
tims. This rep re sents a turn from the pol-
icy the CCP regime adopted when China 
was admit ted to the UN 40 years ago. As 
 Stefan Stähle noted in “China’s Shift ing 
 Attitude Towards United Nations Peace-
keep ing Opera tions” in the academic jour-
nal China Quar terly (Sep tem ber 2008):

“At first, China com pletely rejected the 
idea of UN peace keep ing. Bei jing re garded 
all UN inter ven tions as being manipu-
lated by the super pow ers, not least be-
cause China had been the tar get of the first 
US-led enforce ment action author ized by 
the United Nations in 1951 [sic, should 
be 1950] dur ing the Korean War…. Since 
1981, how ever, when China began to 
open up to the world, Chi nese dip lo mats 
have voted in favour of all those mis-
sions which car ried out tra di tional peace-
keep ing tasks or man aged tran si tions.”

In plain Eng lish, “peace keep ing tasks” 
trans late to bloody repres sion and the 
impo si tion of impe ri al ist dik tat. China has 
crimi nally lent its own mili tary and police 
forces to such “peace keep ing,” from Haiti 
to Sudan. As Chris Alden noted in China 
in Africa (Zed Books, 2007), “The major-
ity of Chi nese pea ce keep ers, in fact, are 
based in Africa, mak ing China the larg est 
con tri bu tor of all the per ma nent mem ber 
states of the UN Security Coun cil to peace-
keep ing oper ations.” As prole tarian inter-
na tion al ists, we demand that China end its 
par tici pa tion in UN mili tary mis sions.

As China’s economy con tin ues to grow 

while the impe ri al ist coun tries are mired 
in a seem ingly end less depres sion—the 
lat est dem on stra tion of the cri sis-rid den 
nature of the system of pro duc tion for 
profit—it might seem that Bei jing has 
indeed found a way around the pres sures 
that ulti mately led to the col lapse of the 
Soviet Union. But such an idea is based 
on fal la cious belief in the stability of the 
world capi tal ist order and the benevo lence 
of China’s impe ri al ist trad ing part ners, 
which domi nate the world mar ket. 

In China itself, the country’s stun ning 
eco nomic growth serves to exac er bate 
class and social ten sions. Par ticu larly due 
to “mar ket reforms,” an enor mous divide 
has been created between cor rupt gov ern-
ment offi cials, capi tal ist entre pren eurs 
and privi leged petty-bour geois on one 
side and the hun dreds of mil lions of pro-
le tarians—in both state-owned and pri-
vate enter prises—and poor peas ants on 
the other. A wave of strikes last year in 
auto plants and other pri vate enter prises 
was but one com po nent in the explo sion 
of what the CCP regime calls “mass inci-
dents”—work stop pages, assem blies of 
peti tion ers, pro tests against cor rup tion, 
etc. The num ber of such inci dents reached 
180,000 in 2010, dou bling since 2006.

Sooner or later, the Sta lin ist regime will 
bring China to the brink, pos ing the threat 
of capi tal ist coun ter revo lu tion. At the same 
time, the antago nism between the bureauc-
racy and China’s toil ing masses is pre par-
ing the ground for a prole tarian politi cal 
revo lu tion to oust the para sitic Sta lin ist 
regime. The Chi nese pro le tar iat needs the 
lead er ship of a  Len in ist-Trot sky ist party 
that com bats the apos tles of “dem o cratic” 
coun ter revo lu tion, not least those who 
par ade this pro gram in “social ist” and 
even “Trot sky ist” garb, and breaks the 
work ing class from Sta lin ist nation al ism. 
Guided by such a lead er ship, a China of 
work ers and peas ants coun cils would pro-
mote prole tarian revo lu tion inter na tion-
ally. Under work ers rule, the indus trial and 
tech no logi cal capacity in Japan, the U.S. 
and West Europe would be har nessed for 
the all-around devel op ment of China as 
part of a world social ist order. 

“Non-Interference”: 
Support to Bourgeois Rule

In respond ing to the charge of Chi-
nese “neo co lo ni al ism” in Africa, many 
aca dem ics and gov ern ment spokes men 
in China point to Beijing’s policy of 
“ non-inter fer ence” in other countries’ inter-
nal affairs. Writ ing in an aca demic jour-
nal, Liu Naiya enthused over China’s aid 
to former colo nial coun tries in Africa as “a 
‘gift’ to Afri can nation al ism from a social-
ist coun try. In other words, it is a rational 
politi cal invest ment—a great dem on stra-
tion of the broth erly friend ship of inter na-
tional com mu nism” (“Mutual Bene fit: The 
Essence of Sino-Afri can Rela tions—A Re-
sponse to the Charge of ‘China’s Neo co-
lo ni al ism in Africa’,” Xiya Fei zhou [West 
Asia and Africa], August 2006).

CCP spokes men like to point to the aid 
and dip lo matic sup port that China early 
on gave to some of the move ments in 
Africa that fought for inde pend ence from 
colo nial rule. And there is no doubt that 
Chi nese aid and invest ment have spurred 
devel op ment in many Afri can coun tries. 
But this is a far cry from social ist inter-
na tion al ism. China’s busi ness agree ments 
come with the “politi cal con di tion” that 
Bei jing do noth ing to upset its bour geois 
trad ing part ners. Thus the Chi nese Sta lin-
ists help prop up the capi tal ist order that 
keeps the masses of Afri can work ers and 
peas ants in abject pov erty. The CCP’s 
will ing ness to shore up reac tion ary bour-
geois regimes was dem on strated as early 
as the 1954 Asian-Afri can Soli darity Con -
fer ence in Ban dung, Indo ne sia, where 
Zhou Enlai pro pounded the “Five Prin-
ci ples of Peace ful Coex is tence,” includ-
ing a pledge to refrain from pres sur ing 
other coun tries to change their eco nomic 
systems. The “anti-impe ri al ist” ratio nale 
for this class-col labo ra tion ist pro gram 
was exposed as thread bare by the Mao 
re gime’s simul ta ne ous policy of peace-
ful coex is tence with Japan, the impe ri al ist 
pow er house of Asia.

continued on page 10

Mariner Books

Above: Chained Congolese men, victims of Belgian King Leopold II’s murder-
ous colonial plunder. Below: British colonial forces terrorize Kenyan villagers 
in 1953 in suppression of Mau Mau rebellion.
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A com mon ref er ence in argu ments sup-
port ing Beijing’s poli cies is the build ing 
of the Tan za nia-Zam bia rail way by Mao’s 
China in the early-mid 1970s. This was a 
sig nifi cant devel op ment that entailed an 
enor mous out lay of self-sac ri fic ing labor 
by Chi nese work ers. But the CCP simul-
ta ne ously gave politi cal sup port to Tan-
zania’s Nye rere regime, which repressed 
basic trade-union strug gles by impov er-
ished work ers. 

In this, the Chi nese Sta lin ists showed 
their politi cal kin ship with the Krem lin 
bureauc racy. Soviet aid was criti cal in the 
con struc tion of the Aswan Dam in Egypt, 
which was com pleted in 1970. Along with 
this aid came Soviet mili tary advis ers, 
and more. In fact, Mos cow gave Egypt’s 
bour geois bona part ist Nas ser regime more 
advanced mili tary hard ware than it gave to 
North Viet nam in its heroic fight against 
U.S. impe ri al ism! Mean while, the Soviet-
aligned Suda nese Com mu nist Party sub or-
di nated itself to the bour geois-nation al ist 
strong man Nimeiry, betray ing a revo lu-
tion ary oppor tu nity that ended in a mas-
sa cre of Com mu nists in the early 1970s. 
Fol low ing the same  class-col labo ra tion ist 
pro gram, the South Afri can Com mu-
nist Party (SACP) has for over 80 years 
sub merged itself in an alli ance with the 
Afri can National Con gress (ANC), today 
help ing to enforce the dic tates of neo-
apart heid capi tal ism as part of the ANC-
led bour geois gov ern ment. 

Revo lu tion ary Marx ists rec og nize that 
a work ers state might be com pelled to 
strike trade deals and dip lo matic agree-
ments with capi tal ist states. But this 
must not be con fused with the task of the 
 commu nist party to lead the strug gle for 
prole tarian revo lu tion. In Lenin’s time, 
the Soviet work ers state signed the 1922 
Rapallo treaty with capi tal ist Ger many, 
an agree ment that included mili tary coop-
era tion. Simul ta ne ously, the Bolshe viks 
were the lead ing force in the Com mu nist 
Inter na tional, seek ing to forge Com mu-
nist par ties that could suc cess fully lead 
the work ers, not least in Ger many, to the 
prole tarian sei zure of power. 

A revo lu tion ary regime would also 
seek to use over seas assets as a weapon of 
prole tarian-inter na tion al ist stra tegy. Leon 
Trot sky addressed this in regard to the 
Chi nese East ern Rail road, which had been 
built by tsar ist Rus sia to fur ther the plun-
der of China but remained under Soviet 
own er ship fol low ing the Octo ber Revo lu-
tion. In 1929, two years after slaugh ter ing 
tens of thou sands of Chi nese Com mu nists 
and other mili tants, Chi ang Kai-shek’s 
regime pro voked a mili tary con flict with 
the Soviet Union, then under the Sta lin ist 
bureauc racy, over con trol of the rail road. 
In “Defense of the Soviet Repub lic and the 
Oppo si tion” (Sep tem ber 1929), Trot sky 
fought against those who treated Soviet 
policy in this regard as “impe ri al ist.” He 

pointed out: “We regard the Chi nese East-
ern Rail road as one of the weap ons of the 
world revo lu tion, more spe cifi cally, of 
the Rus sian and Chi nese revo lu tions…. 
So long as we have the pos sibility and the 
power, we shall pro tect it from impe ri al-
ism, in prep ara tion for hand ing it over to 
the vic to ri ous Chi nese revo lu tion.”

Trot sky con tin ued that “the char ac ter 
of this type of social ist enter prise” and 
its admin is tra tion and work ing con di-
tions “would have to be such as to raise 
the economy and cul ture of the back ward 
coun tries with the aid of the capi tal, 
tech nology, and expe ri ence of the richer 
prole tarian states to the mutual bene fit of 
both sides.” Pro ject ing how a prole tarian 
dic ta tor ship in Bri tain would han dle the 
former impe ri al ist rulers’ con ces sions in 
India, he wrote:

“The workers’ state will be bound to 
trans form them not only into vehi cles of 
India’s eco nomic upbuild ing but also of 
her future social ist recon struc tion. Natu-
rally, this policy, equally indis pensable 
for con soli dat ing social ist Eng land, 
could be car ried through only shoul der 
to shoul der with the van guard of the 
Indian pro le tariat and it would have to 
offer ob vi ous advan tages to the Indian 
peas ants.” 

CCP’s Anti-Soviet Treachery

The per spec tive out lined by Trot sky is 
dia met ri cally opposed to the nation al ist, 
anti-revo lu tion ary pro gram of the Chi-
nese Sta lin ists. This was glar ingly seen in 
the crimi nal alli ance Mao’s regime forged 
with U.S. impe ri al ism against the Soviet 
Union, cas ti gated and slan dered by Mao-
ists as “social-impe ri al ist” and the “main 
enemy” of the world’s peo ples. 

One of the fruits of this betrayal was 
the dev as ta tion of Angola from decades 
of war. After win ning inde pend ence from 
Por tu gal in 1975, the coun try was thrown 
into a civil war between three nation al ist 
guer rilla forces: the MPLA, the National 
Union for the Total Inde pend ence of 
Angola (UNITA) and the National Front 
for the Lib era tion of Angola (FNLA). Ini-
tially, as Marx ists we gave no sup port to 
any of the con tend ing sides, all of which 
were petty-bour geois nation al ist move-
ments aspir ing to con geal a bour geois 
regime. How ever, that situa tion soon 
changed. 

Aided by the Soviet Union, the MPLA 
gained con trol of most key areas, includ-
ing the capi tal Luanda, and declared 
An gola a “people’s repub lic.” In response, 
the U.S. forced the unifi ca tion of UNITA 
and the FNLA and sup plied them with 
arms, while South Africa and Por tu gal 

added hun dreds of their own troops to the 
effort to over throw the MPLA. The civil 
war was thus trans formed into a proxy war 
between U.S. impe ri al ism and the Soviet 
degen er ated work ers state. Marx ists had a 
clear side in this con flict: for the mili tary 
vic tory of the MPLA. Mao’s China, how-
ever, actively sup ported the CIA-funded 

FNLA/UNITA, even send ing  mili tary 
instruc tors to train the anti-Com mu nist 
cut throats. Tes ti fy ing to China’s role, U.S. 
offi cials noted that Wash ing ton was able 
to cut back “aid to the anti-com mu nist 
move ments, because we were sat is fied to 
let the Chi nese do the work in the field” 
(quoted in Le Monde, 5 Decem ber 1975). 
So much for “non-inter fer ence”!

As South Afri can troops led a blitz krieg 
toward Luanda, China’s offi cial  Pek ing 
Review (21 Novem ber 1975) issued a 
high-level policy state ment con demn ing 
the “expan sion and crude inter fer ence of 
the Soviet Union,” refus ing to even men-
tion the inva sion by the apart heid armed 
forces! Soviet aid, com bined with later 
inter ven tion by heroic Cuban troops, even-
tu ally turned the tide and drove back the 
impe ri al ist prox ies and their South Afri can 
ad vance guard. But the civil war dragged 
on. Bridges were destroyed by bombs, 
rural roads and fields were planted with 
land  mines, and urban infra struc ture all but 
col lapsed, enor mously com pound ing the 
country’s pre-exist ing deep back ward ness. 

The Ango lan masses paid in blood for 
the treach ery of the Chi nese Sta lin ists, 
who have been able sub se quently to take 
advan tage of the des ti tu tion of Angola 
and other coun tries in sub-Saha ran Africa 
to which they them selves con trib uted. 
More fun da men tally, with its mate rial 
aid to reac tion ary, impe ri al ist-backed 
 anti-Soviet forces from South ern Africa 
to Afghan i stan in the 1970s-80s, the CCP 
con trib uted to the destruc tion of the USSR 
itself, a cat as trophic defeat for work ers 
and the oppressed the world over, includ-
ing in China. 

For Proletarian Internationalism!

Directed by the Bei jing bureaucra-
cy’s nar row national inter ests, over seas 
state invest ment often pits Chi nese firms 
and man ag ers against the work ers they 
em ploy. Along with the Chi nese-financed 
mines, oil facilities and con struc tion proj-
ects that have sprung up through out Africa 
has come evi dence of work ers abused 
through dis cri mina tory hir ing prac tices, 
low wages and out right union-bust ing. 
One study cited by Debo rah Brau ti gam in 
The Dragon’s Gift found that Chi nese con-

struc tion firms in Nami bia vio lated mini-
mum wage laws and “affir ma tive action” 
train ing require ments while also fail ing 
to pay social security and other bene fits. 
Chi nese work ers in Africa have waged 
their own bat tles against mis treat ment. 
Accord ing to Brau ti gam, when some 200 
Chi nese con struc tion work ers in Equa to-
rial Guinea went on strike in March 2008, 
a clash with local security forces resulted 
in two work ers being killed.

A fact vir tu ally ignored by both the 
bour geois and the “left” press is that many 
of the worst attacks on Afri can work ers 
are car ried out by pri vate Chi nese entre-
pren eurs who, with Beijing’s approval, 
have attached them selves like leeches 
to China’s invest ment pro gram. In 2010, 
two Chi nese super vis ors at the Col lum 
Coal Mine in Zam bia shot 13 min ers dur-
ing a wage pro test. The fol low ing year, 
Zam bian authorities decided not to press 
charges, touch ing off wide spread anger 
among Zam bians. The mine, which the 
press described as “Chi nese-owned,” was 
not a state-owned entity but the prop erty 
of a pri vate inves tor, oper ated by his four 
younger broth ers.

Marx ists sup port work ers fight ing for 
union rights and decent wages and bene-
fits, includ ing their strug gles against 
Chi nese man age ment. At the same time, 
it is  neces sary to com bat nation al ist 
dema gogues and trade-union mis lead-
ers who seize on the abuses of work ers 
to jump onto the imperialists’ anti-China 
band  wagon. For exam ple, the COSATU 
union fed era tion in South Africa, part of 
the Tri par tite Alli ance with the ANC and 
SACP, has long vitu per ated against Chi-
nese cloth ing imports driv ing out local 
manu fac tur ers. 

Such pro tec tion ism pro motes the lie that 
the (over whelm ingly black) South Afri-
can pro le tariat has a com mon “na tional 
inter est” with the (over whelm ingly white) 
South Afri can capi tal ist class, reveal ing 
the bank ruptcy of the COSATU bureau-
crats’ claims to stand for inter national 
work ing-class soli darity. It also feeds 
the drive for coun ter revo lu tion in China, 
strength en ing the hand of the impe ri al-
ists whose mili tary and eco nomic might 
pose for midable obsta cles to prole tarian 
revo lu tion in South Africa and else where. 
Defense of China and the other deformed 
work ers states—Cuba, North Korea, Viet-
nam and Laos—is of vital im por tance in 
the fight for a social ist future in Africa, 
for which the com ba tive and stra te gi cally 
con cen trated South Afri can work ing class 
holds the key. You can’t win new gains if 
you can’t defend old ones!

Marx ists must also com bat the chau-
vin ism that per meates the Chi nese state 
bureauc racy and its rep re sen ta tives over-
seas. With bud gets and dead lines deter-
mined by Bei jing, Chi nese com pa nies often 
employ work ers from China rather than 
hire locally. Defend ing such prac tices, 
the gen eral man ager of the state-owned 
China National Over seas Engi neer ing 
Cor po ra tion declared: “Chi nese peo ple 
can stand very hard work. This is a cul-
tur al dif fer ence. Chi nese peo ple work 
until they fin ish and then rest.” Zam bian 
work ers, he  com plained, were “like the 
Brit ish”: “They have tea breaks and a lot 
of days off. For our con struc tion com pany 
that means it costs a lot more” (quoted in 
Chris Alden, China in Africa). Such com-
ments speak volumes about the con tempt 
that Chi nese bureau crats hold toward both 
Afri can and Chi nese work ers. 

Inher it ing the over seas opera tions of 
Chi nese state enter prises, a gov ern ment 
of work ers and peas ants coun cils in China 
would make spe cial efforts to hire and 
train local work ers, with union rights and 
with pay and bene fits above local scale. 
Such a regime would also make short shrift 
of the bour geois elements who have ari sen 
in China as a result of “mar ket reforms” 
and have found a place in Africa as well. 
Above all, it would fol low the lead of the 
early Soviet work ers state in pro mot ing 
the vic tory of work ers rule through out the 
pla net. It is to carry out the task of forg ing 
the Len in ist van guard par ties neces sary 
to lead that strug gle that the ICL fights 
to reforge the Fourth Inter na tional, world 
party of social ist revo lu tion. ■

China...
(continued from page 9)
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was flown to Tripoli where he was inter-
ro gated, includ ing by Brit ish forces, and 
tor tured. Now that  Bel haj is in cahoots 
with the impe ri al ists, he has made assu r-
ances that the fact he was impris oned and 
tor tured in the past “will not stop the new 
Libya hav ing orderly rela tions with the 
United States and Bri tain” (guard ian.co.uk, 
4 Sep tem ber). 

Workers Power: 
Once More unto the Breach...

Among the most avid sup port ers of the 
“rebels” on the Labour ite left, Work ers 
Power admits that “a major part of the rebel 
lead er ship was will ing to hand over larger 
parts of the economy to impe ri alist mul-
tination als,” while sec tions “with Islamic 
roots plan to include ele ments of Sharia into 
the legal system.” But never mind that: “It 
would be ridicu lous to give up on the Lib-
yan revo lu tion because of the crimes of its 
lead er ship or the  manoeuv res of the impe-
ri al ists in Wash ing ton, Lon don  or Paris.” 
For Work ers Power, the  impe ri al ist-backed 
“rebels” pro vide an open ing for “a strug-
gle for con sis tent democ racy and inter na-
tionalism” (“Should Social ists Sup port the 
Lib yan Revo lu tion?” 22 August). 

Work ers Power’s bla tant pro-imperialism 
seem ingly caused some dis sent within 
its mem ber ship and led to the expul sion 
of Chris New combe. In a pub lic state-
ment dated 28 August he declared that he 
is form ing a fac tion in oppo si tion to the 
Work ers Power lead er ship. Oppos ing sup -
port to the “rebels,” New combe asks: 

“Given that the rebel TNC has totally 
aligned itself with the impe ri al ist aggres-
sors, what pos sible basis is there for 
revo lu tion ar ies among the rebel forces to 
strike even a mili tary front with its lead-
er ship and forces loyal to it? Should they 
not, rather, imme di ately turn their guns 
on these pro-impe ri al ist trai tors?” 

New combe adds that any one read ing arti-
cles on Libya by Work ers Power’s League 
for a Fifth Inter na tional (L5I) may “ask 
them selves whether the League has in fact 
reversed the pola rity of its pro gramme, 
reject ing the AIUF [anti-impe ri al ist united 
front] in favor of a pro-impe ri al ist united 
front” (WP-L5I Left Oppo si tion inter net 
post ing, 28 August). 

Work ers Power has a record of march-
ing in lock step with impe ri al ism. In 1995, 
under the guise of pro vid ing humani-
tarian aid for work ers in Bos nia, Work-
ers Power refused to defend the Bos nian 
Serbs against impe ri al ist bomb ing. Four 
years later, dur ing the 1999 NATO bomb-
ing of Ser bia, led by then Labour prime 
min is ter Tony Blair and Dem o cratic U.S. 
presi dent Bill Clin ton, this arch-Labour ite 
organisa tion joined in the imperialists’ war 
cry over “poor lit tle Kosovo,” sup port ing 
the Kosovo Lib era tion Army which was 
a stalk ing horse for the impe ri al ist attack 

on Ser bia. Despite a ven eer of oppo si tion 
to the bomb ing, Work ers Power marched 
along side the Alli ance for Work ers Lib-
erty in a 10 April 1999 rally in Lon don 
domi nated by NATO and Alba nian flags 
and plac ards scream ing, “NATO Good 
Luck” and “NATO Now or Never.” 

Capi tal ist coun ter revo lu tion in the for-
mer Soviet Union, an enor mous defeat for 
the work ing masses of the entire world, 
embold ened the impe ri al ists to aggres sively 
assert their might over weaker coun  tries 
through an increas ing num ber of bomb ings, 
wars and occu pa tions, exem pli fied by the 
slaugh ter of Afghans and Ira qis in which 
U.S. and Brit ish impe ri alism have taken a 
lead ing role. The social-dem o cratic “left” 
helped pave the way for these atrocities by 
hail ing the counterrevo lu tion ary forces, 
from Polish Solidar ność to Boris Yeltsin’s 
Rus sian “dem o crats.” 

In Third World coun tries, the pseudo-
Trot sky ists invoke the “anti-impe ri al ist 
united front” as a cover for sup port ing 
bour geois regimes. This includes sup port 
to the reac tion ary “Islamic Revo lu tion” of 
Aya tol lah Kho meini in Iran in 1979. In 
the Arab world, both Sta lin ists and pseudo-
Trot sky ists hailed the so-called “Arab Rev-
o lu tion” rep re sented in the 1950s by Colo-
nel Gamal Abdel Nas ser in Egypt and in the 
1970s by Qad dafi in Libya. Sup port to Arab 
nation al ism has led to the bloody defeat of 
work ers move ments through out the Near 
East, not least in Egypt, where Nas ser 
rewarded the Com mu nists for their sup port 
by impris on ing, tor tur ing and kill ing them. 

The bour geois-nation al ist regimes of 
Nas ser and Qad dafi inevitably failed to 
address the felt needs of the masses. To 
the “anti-impe ri al ist united front,” we coun-
ter pose the Trot sky ist pro gramme of per-
ma nent revo lu tion, which holds that in the 
neo co lo nial coun tries, the pro le tariat must 
lead all the oppressed masses in a strug-
gle for social ist revo lu tion against their 
“own” bour geoi sie, as part of an inter na-
tion al ist stra tegy for prole tarian revo lu tion 
in the impe ri al ist coun tries. 

We have always politi cally opposed 
Qaddafi’s capi tal ist regime, a dic ta tor-
ship that has bru tally sup pressed any one 
sus pected of oppos ing his rule. At the 
same time, we have con sis tently defended 
Libya against impe ri al ist attacks. Dur ing 
the 1986 U.S. bomb ing of Tripoli under 
U.S. presi dent Ronald Reagan our com-
rades of the Spar ta cist League/U.S. sent 
a team to Tripoli to express our soli darity 
with the neo co lo nial vic tims of impe ri al-
ism. The same year we wrote: 

“For the ‘crime’ of defy ing Ameri can 
impe ri al ism and for being a mili tary cli-
ent of the Soviet Union, Libya’s Qad dafi 
was cho sen by Reagan early on to take 
the rap for all the world’s ter ror ist inci-
dents. For over five years the U.S. has 
con ducted a ven detta against this small 
desert coun try with a popu la tion of 
under 4 mil lion.” 

— Workers Vanguard, No. 411, 
12 September 1986

In fact, when Qad dafi first came to 

power in 1969, he was fanati cally anti- 
Commu nist and anti-Soviet. But with U.S. 
impe ri al ism tar get ing Libya—and him 
per son ally for destruc tion—he be came 
increas ingly reli ant on Soviet arms to 
defend his  coun try. The destruc tion of the 
Soviet degen er ated work ers state in 1991-
92 removed what had been the main 
impedi ment to impe ri al ist depre da tions 
around the world. Fol low ing the inva sion 
and occu pa tion of Iraq in 2003, Qad dafi 
renounced Libya’s nuclear weap ons pro-
gramme and wel comed impe ri al ist inspec-
tors to verify this. In 2004, then Labour 
prime min is ter Tony Blair bro kered a rap-
proche ment with Qad dafi and over the last 
decade his regime closely col labo rated 
with Wash ing ton and Lon don in the “war 
on ter ror,” while polic ing the Medi ter ra-
nean to help the impe ri al ists to keep Afri-
can immi grants out of Europe. 

Myth of the “Arab Revolution” 

On Qaddafi’s down fall, the SWP hoped 
that his removal might yet invigo rate the 
“Arab Revo lu tion” and warned: “Don’t let 
west hijack Arab Spring” (Social ist Worker, 
27 August). An “Arab revo lu tion” by defi-
ni tion can not be a class revo lu tion of the 
work ers in the Arab coun tries against their 
bour geois rul ers. It flies in the face of the 
need for the politi cal inde pend ence of the 
pro le tariat from all bour geois forces and is 
an obsta cle to the work ing class devel op-
ing basic class con scious ness. 

A fun da men tal dif fer ence between the 
events in Libya and the popu lar upsurges in 
Tuni sia and Egypt is that in the lat ter two 
coun tries there is a pow er ful, con cen trated 
work ing class. The pro le tariat is the only 
force that has the poten tial social power 
and class inter est to lead all of the impov er-
ished and oppressed in social ist revo lu tion 

to over throw all the mur der ous regimes 
of the region. But to achieve this task, the 
work ing class must emerge as a revo lu-
tion ary force under its own class ban ner. 
The task of genuine Marx ists is to com bat 
illu sions in an “Arab Revo lu tion” (Mark 
II) and all mani fes ta tions of nation al ism, 
which in Egypt leads to the masses plac ing 
their trust in the army. It is also vital to dis-
pel illu sions in “dem o cratic” impe ri al ism, 
which will be used by the capi tal ist rul ers 
to derail strug gles against dic ta tor ship. The 
NATO bomb ing of Libya, as well as the 
occu pa tions of Afghan i stan and Iraq, is a 
reminder that “democ racy” is only a mask 
to con ceal the true nature of impe ri al ism 
which has an inher ent drive to sub ju gate 
the neo-colo nial coun tries. 

What’s needed are revo lu tion ary work-
ers par ties to lead the pro le tariat in a strug-
gle for social ist revo lu tion against the 
mili tary bona part ists, the relig ious fun-
da men tal ists and all bour geois politi cal 
forces, open ing the road to the eman ci pa-
tion of women and the lib era tion of all the 
oppressed and exploited. 

As our com rades in the Spar ta cist 
League/U.S. wrote (Work ers Van guard 
No. 976, 18 March): 

“The Lib yan pro le tariat has clearly been 
dev as tated in the cur rent con flict, as mi-
grant work ers—a major com po nent of 
the work ing class in that coun try—have 
fled the chaos, armed vio lence and rac-
ist attacks en masse. The future of the 
Lib yan masses will be decided by work-
ing-class strug gle that extends bey ond the 
national ter rain to include the pro le tari-
ats of Alge ria, Tuni sia and, espe cially, 
Egypt. That requires the forg ing of revo-
lu tion ary work ing-class par ties as part of 
a genuine Trot sky ist Fourth Inter na tional, 
which would link the fight for social ist 
fed era tions of North Africa and of the 
Near East to the strug gle for prole tarian 
revo lu tion in the impe ri al ist cen ters.” ■ 

Libya...
(continued from page 3)
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the “local community” and a “foreign cor-
poration.” But the Longview “community” 
includes the cops who are busting union-
ists’ heads, and the U.S. components of the 
EGT conglomerate are no less commit-
ted than their foreign partners to  keeping 
the port union-free. The ILWU has the 
potential to win this struggle precisely 
because it is not local but coastwide. As 
the  shipping industry’s Journal of Com-
merce (19 September) acknowledged: “It 
is this unchallenged jurisdiction at West 
Coast ports that makes the ILWU one of 
the most powerful unions in the United 
States. In the container sector, shipping 
executives know a dispute at one port 
can lead to the ILWU shutting down their 
operations on the entire coast.” If the 
union is going to stand down EGT, it has 
to be prepared to continue playing to its 
strengths: its collective organization and 
its ability to stop the flow of goods.

International working-class solidarity 
could be decisive, especially if scab grain 
starts being shipped out. The Journal of 
Commerce observed: “The bigger concern 

for EGT, however, could be the close con-
nections the ILWU maintains with dock-
worker unions in Asia, where most of its 
grain will be exported. The ILWU and its 
Asian counterparts in the past have coor-
dinated job actions on both sides of the 
Pacific against vessels involved in labor 
disputes at U.S. and Asian ports.” The 
ILWU augmented its power, as did the 

250-member Panama Canal pilots union, 
when the pilots affiliated with the ILWU 
on September 17. But when ILWU lead-
ers rail against EGT as a “foreign” threat 
to U.S. shippers, they line up behind 
the profitability of ILWU members’ red-
white-and-blue exploiters and undermine 
international labor solidarity.

The ILWU Ladies Auxiliary has played 

a prominent role in protesting EGT’s 
union-busting. Alliances with working-
class women and the unemployed played 
an important role historically in union 
organizing and strike battles. The ILWU’s 
multiracial membership—majority black 
in the Bay Area and Latino in L.A.—
gives the union the potential to forge 
strong bonds with the ghetto and barrio 
masses. But to galvanize such support 
behind the unions requires a labor move-
ment that links its struggles to the fight for 
black freedom and immigrant rights and 
defends all those thrown onto capitalism’s 
scrap heap.

The backstabbing role of the Trumka 
AFL-CIO leadership epitomizes the poli-
cies of the U.S. labor bureaucracy, which is 
wedded to the continued rule of capital and 
preaches reliance on the bosses’ state and 
political parties, especially the Democrats. 
Labor needs a leadership based on a class-
struggle program and committed to the 
independence of the working class from 
the class enemy. Such a leadership would 
support the building of a workers party to 
lead all the exploited and oppressed in the 
fight for a workers government, destroying 
the capitalists’ repressive state machinery 
root and branch. ■

ILWU...
(continued from page 12)

Brock Lile

September 7: Unionists who mobilized to stop grain shipment face off 
against cops. ILWU is in crucial fight for its future.
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SEPTEMBER 27—Six days ago, the small 
town of Longview on the Columbia River 
in Washington State was occupied by an 
army of police from throughout the sur-
rounding area. Armored SWAT vehicles 
and rifle-wielding cops in riot gear flooded 
the streets and closed down roads leading to 
the town’s port. Around the port rail tracks 
outside EGT Development’s newly built 
grain terminal, which is being run with scab 
labor, were some 50 protesting members 
and supporters of International Longshore 
and Warehouse Union (ILWU) Local 
21. As a train carrying grain appeared, 
cops swarmed the tracks, handcuffing 
and arresting ten protesters, includ-
ing Local 21 president Dan Coffman 
and wives and mothers of longshore-
men. One 57-year-old woman had her 
rotator cuff torn. When two Local 21 
officers rushed to her aid, they were 
hurled to the ground and cuffed, their 
faces shoved into the gravel and their 
eyes directly and repeatedly sprayed 
with mace. Now they’re charged with 
assaulting the police!

This massive display of force by the 
cops is the latest chapter in the ILWU’s 
struggle against the multinational 
EGT conglomerate, which is dead set 
on breaking the union’s 80-year hold 
on work at Pacific Northwest grain 
terminals. Like every conflict between 
labor and capital, the confrontation in 
Longview is a hard-nosed struggle 
between class forces whose interests 
are irreconcilable. Which side prevails 
is determined by the relative strength 
of the opposing forces. Repeatedly, 
Local 21 has mobilized militant labor 
action to stop trains from bringing 
grain shipments into the terminal. 
On September 8, the union came out 
on top when it brought its power to bear 
as several ports across Washington were 
idled and picket lines in Longview rein-
forced. Before the day was over, police and 
private security had reportedly turned tail 
and EGT was howling about all the grain 
strewn on the tracks. 

The ILWU and its allies are up against 
EGT and its allies—the cops, the courts 
and capitalist government agencies like 
the National Labor Relations Board 
(NLRB). The giant grain exporter wants 
to establish the $200 million, state-of-the-
art Longview terminal as a prime location 
for shipments to growing markets in Asia. 
If EGT gets away with refusing to hire 
Local 21 members as its lease with the 
Port of Longview obliges it to do, it would 
embolden other employers up and down 
the coast to gun for the ILWU. In the face 
of this deadly threat to the ILWU’s future, 
the rest of the labor movement must rally 
to the defense of Local 21.

The cop rampages, including a Sep-
tember 7 assault on ILWU International 
president Robert McEllrath, amply demon-
strate the role of the police: to protect the 
property and profits of the capitalist class 
through brute force. Following the union 
victory on September 8, Longview police 
and Cowlitz County sheriff’s deputies 
unleashed a campaign of terror and intimi-
dation. Trade unionists, among them Local 
21 leaders, were accosted in their homes 
and cars, arrested and jailed by gangs of 
cops for non-violent misdemeanor citations 

that ordinarily would not merit arrest, let 
alone jail. To date, at least 135 ILWU mem-
bers and supporters have been arrested in 
connection with union protests.

McEllrath, who had a warrant for his 
arrest stemming from the union’s actions 
on September 7-8, turned himself in to 
Cowlitz County authorities yesterday and 
was released after being given a citation. 
Officials from both the ILWU and the 
International Longshoremen’s Association 
(ILA), which is based on the East and 

Gulf coasts, accompanied McEllrath in 
solidarity and, according to the ILWU, 
longshoremen all along the West Coast 
stopped work for 15 minutes.

A federal civil rights lawsuit filed on 
September 22 by the ILWU against Sheriff 
Mark Nelson and Police Chief Jim Duscha 
details one brutal arrest after another. 
Describing an attack on a Local 21 member 
and former union official outside her home, 
the suit states that the cops “grabbed her, 
threw her down onto her stomach, shoved 
her onto the hood of her car and handcuffed 
her with her hands behind her back. Then, 
before putting her into the police car, two 
officers proceeded to slam her body onto the 
side of her car and then onto a wooden fence 
even though she was already handcuffed.” 
A member of another ILWU local, who is 
also a minister, was dragged from his home 
by cops, one of whom brandished a semi-
automatic weapon, and taken to a crowded 
school parking lot where he was handcuffed 
and arrested in front of his wife and chil-
dren. Even people just driving vehicles or 
wearing clothes identifying them as ILWU 
supporters have been followed and roughed 
up. This criminalization of longshoremen 
smacks of the arrests, beatings and worse 
that the cops mete out to black people every 
day in America’s urban ghettos.

On September 16, some 200 union mem-
bers and supporters, led by Coffman and 
ILWU Coast Committeeman Leal Sun-
det, marched to the Cowlitz County Hall 
of Justice to offer themselves up for mass 

arrest. This was a sharp statement against 
the cops’ “made for TV” assaults, in which 
individual unionists are picked up and 
hauled off. Some 30 police officers in full 
riot gear were assembled inside, but the 
unionists, who waited around for a half 
hour, were just told to go home. Then, a 
couple of hours later, the vicious roundups 
resumed with the arrest of Local 21 vice 
president Jake Whiteside in front of his 
children in a church parking lot.

The day before the march, Sundet had 

sent Sheriff Nelson a letter voicing union-
ists’ anger at the arrests and police brutal-
ity, pointing out that those being rounded 
up were the same ones who had dispersed 
on his orders from the port railroad tracks 
on September 7 and were not arrested at 
the time. The letter nailed the sheriff as 
“EGT’s propagandist” for carrying out a 
“sensationalized media campaign to mis-
characterize union members as lawless 
criminal aggressor thugs.” Among the lies 
planted in news outlets was the accusa-
tion that union members pepper-sprayed 
policemen when, as the letter states, “it 
was the other way around.”

Sundet’s letter made an appeal to the 
sheriff to “remain neutral” in this conflict, 
and now the union has launched a petition 
campaign to recall Nelson. The notion of 
police “neutrality” is a suicidal illusion. 
The cops are the hired guns of the capi-
talists. As one old labor saw goes, there 
is more education at the end of a police-
man’s nightstick than in four years of col-
lege. During the 1934 West Coast water-
front strike, seven union men were killed, 
including two gunned down by San Fran-
cisco cops on “Bloody Thursday,” July 5, 
which sparked a citywide strike that led 
to the founding of the ILWU. Unions in 
the U.S. were built in the course of just 
such bitter battles against the capitalist 
state—the cops, courts and military like 
the National Guard—and its strikebreak-
ing auxiliaries, from the Pinkertons to the 
Ku Klux Klan. The struggle to organize 

unions and win real gains is a history of 
laws broken and injunctions defied. 

The Constitution of Bay Area ILWU 
Local 10 codifies an important corollary 
lesson coming out of such hard-fought 
strikes: “No member of the State Mili-
tia, or officer or agent of a corporation or 
association of employers, or a deputized 
city, county or state police officer, shall 
be permitted to hold membership in this 
Union.” But the enlistment of port secu-
rity—the “ILWU Watchmen”—in Bay 

Area Local 75 is a direct violation 
of this prohibition. Security guards 
at the Los Angeles/Long Beach port 
and elsewhere are also in the ILWU. 
EGT’s own private security force has 
served as the prosecution’s main wit-
nesses against the ILWU. Neither the 
cops and prison guards nor private 
security guards have any place in the 
labor movement!

While the ILWU and every other 
union might have to fight some battles 
in the courts, there should be no illusion 
that the “justice” system is anything but 
a tool of the capitalist ruling class. In 
fact, the federal district court where the 
ILWU lawsuit against the police was 
filed is the same one coming down like 
gangbusters on the union. At the request 
of the NLRB, most of whose members 
are Democratic Party appointees, this 
court had earlier issued an injunction 
prohibiting the ILWU from aggressive 
picketing. The union was then found 
in contempt of court for the Septem-
ber 7-8 protests, with the judge giving 
the company and police carte blanche 
to come up with figures to set fines 
against Local 21, which according to 
the NLRB may reach nearly $300,000. 
The NLRB, whose purpose is to demo-

bilize labor struggle and maintain class 
“peace” on behalf of the bosses, is building 
a case for slapping the union with additional 
penalties for the September 21 protests. 

As we wrote in “ILWU Fights Deadly 
Threat” (WV No. 986, 16 September), “it’s 
been clear from the beginning that EGT 
wants a non-union facility” in Longview. 
The company has tried to disguise its union-
busting as a “jurisdictional dispute” between 
the ILWU and scabs in Operating Engineers 
Local 701, who are working the Longview 
terminal. Criminally, AFL-CIO head Rich-
ard Trumka has sided with the company by 
promoting this lie. The Trumka bureaucra-
cy wants to squelch the ILWU’s battle for 
fear of undermining the Democratic Party 
and its leader, Barack Obama, whose 2012 
presidential campaign is in trouble. 

There have been a number of statements 
and resolutions from the ILA and other 
unions in the U.S. in support of Local 21, as 
well as from dock workers unions overseas 
and Japan’s Doro-Chiba rail workers union. 
The 24,000-member, Portland-based Joint 
Council of Teamsters No. 37 has voiced its 
support for the Longview longshoremen. 
At the same time, it is Teamsters-affiliated 
Brotherhood of Loco motive Engineers and 
Trainmen mem bers  who are crossing 
picket lines by driving trains into EGT’s 
Long view terminal. There’s a word for this: 
scabbing!

Some ILWU officials have presented 
the Longview struggle as a fight between 

Defend Longview ILWU Against 
Bosses’ Cops and Courts!

Wagner/Daily News

September 21: ILWU Local 21 executive board member Kelly Muller being pepper-
sprayed and thrown to the ground by cops. A dozen unionists and family members 
were arrested as EGT union-busters moved grain into Longview terminal.

Police Assaults, Arrests, Injunctions
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