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Over 100 patients and 80 medical 
staff were packed into the hospital in the 
Afghan city of Kunduz as the building 
was ripped apart by aerial bombardment 
in the dead of night on October 3. Wave 
after wave of deadly bombing continued, 
lasting at least an hour, despite frantic 
calls from the Médecins Sans Frontières 
(MSF—Doctors Without Borders) staff to 
U.S., NATO and Afghan military head-
quarters. By the time it was over, 12 staff 
and ten patients, including three children, 
were dead and the intensive care, emer-
gency room and physiotherapy units razed 
to the ground. Six patients burned to death 
in their beds in the intensive care unit, 
another lay dead on the operating table; a 
surgeon died on an office table. Over 30 
people are missing. A fitting marker for 
the 14th anniversary of the U.S. invasion 
and occupation of Afghanistan.

As survivors mourned colleagues and 
loved ones, the Pentagon scrambled for 
cover, issuing a steady stream of contra-
dictory lies, replete with trite references to 
“collateral damage” and Taliban “human 
shields.” That might have been the end of 
it, had the dead simply been indigent, illit-
erate Afghan villagers. But MSF is inter-
nationally respected and well- connected, 
and its spokesmen swatted down the Pen-
tagon lies like flies, demanding an inde-
pendent investigation into this war crime. 
So after nearly a week of prevarication, 
President Obama was finally compelled 
to issue a grudging apology, even as he 
insisted on keeping the “investigation” 
in- house.

Afghanistan was the “good war” Obama 
pledged to win when he won the presi-
dency in 2008, as opposed to George W. 
Bush’s “bad war” and occupation in Iraq, 

which the Democrats vowed to end in 
short order. Seven years later, American 
forces remain in Iraq. In Afghanistan, 
notwithstanding that the U.S. combat role 
was officially brought to an end last year, 
Obama has increased the use of drone 
warfare, while almost 10,000 U.S. troops 
remain in the country on a training and 
advisory mission. The “advisers” are 
clearly still bombing away.

The Kunduz bombing was no acci-
dent. The hospital offered medical care 
to victims from all sides of the conflict; 
that’s why it was raided by Afghan gov-
ernment troops in July, and that’s why it 
was bombed. The Taliban religious reac-
tionaries are die- hard opponents of social 
liberation; nonetheless, U.S. imperialism 
is the main enemy of the world’s working 
people and oppressed masses, who have 

a military side with even these Islamic 
fundamentalists against the imperialists. 
All U.S. and other imperialist forces out 
of Afghanistan and the Near East now!

U.S.- Led Anti- Soviet  
“Holy War” in Afghanistan

The history of U.S. imperialism in 
Afghanistan has been one long atrocity 
from the time it got involved there more 
than 35 years ago. In the late 1970s, the 
CIA began funding and training Islamic 
fundamentalists who rose up against a 
pro- Soviet left- nationalist regime that had 
come to power in Kabul and implemented 
a handful of reforms particularly ben-
efiting women. The Islam ist cutthroats 
specialized in targeting schoolgirls and 
unveiled women, among other “heathens.” 
Thus began the biggest covert operation 

in CIA history, and a decade- long proxy 
war against Soviet military forces. The 
Taliban, Al Qaeda and Islamic State 
(ISIS) are all first-  or second- generation 
offspring of that U.S.- sponsored “holy 
war” against the Soviet Union.

The Soviet Union was based on a histori-
cally progressive collectivized and planned 
economy—product of the Bolshevik- led 
workers revolution of October 1917—al -
beit, beginning in 1923- 24, under the rule 
of a nationalist and anti- revolutionary 
Stalinist bureaucracy. The Soviet mili-
tary intervention in Afghanistan in De -
cember 1979, launched to defend the 
USSR’s southern flank against the CIA- 
sponsored insurgency, also objectively 
opened up the possibility of moderniz-
ing Afghan society and freeing Afghan 
women from centuries of degradation. 
The Soviet presence encouraged them to 
shed their burqas and study science, med-
icine and engineering; the victory of the 
mujahedin meant a return to slavery. As 
Trotskyists who stood for unconditional 
military defense of the Soviet degenerated 
workers state and championed the cause 
of women’s emancipation, we defended 
the Soviet intervention and proclaimed: 
Hail Red Army in Afghanistan! Extend 
social gains of October Revolution to the 
Afghan peoples!

Washington seized on the Red Army 
intervention to launch a renewed anti- 
Soviet campaign of military provoca-
tion and economic strangulation. Instead 
of fighting to finish off the mujahedin, 
a prospect that was within reach by the 
mid 1980s, the Kremlin bureaucrats tem-
porized, hoping to appease the U.S. By 
the end of the 1980s, the bureaucracy 
had withdrawn the Soviet Army, leaving 
Afghanistan to revert to the benighted 
and tribal- riven slaughterhouse it is to 
this day and helping to pave the way to 
the destruction of the Soviet degenerated 
workers state itself.

continued on page 8
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Imperialist devastation of Afghanistan and Near East has displaced millions 
of people. Migrants at Serbian-Croatian border wait to be allowed to travel 
further into the European Union, September 24.

 AP Médecins Sans Frontières

Fourteen years of imperialist war in Afghanistan. Left: Red Cross warehouse in Kabul destroyed by U.S. bombing in October 2001. Right: Aftermath of 
U.S. airstrike against Doctors Without Borders hospital in Kunduz, October 3.
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We print below the fourth installment of 
“Karl Marx” by Lenin. The earlier parts, 
which gave a sketch of Marx’s life and 
an overview of his philosophical and eco-
nomic doctrines, were published in WV 
Nos. 1073- 1075 (4 and 18 September 
and 2 October). This selection continues 
the explanation of Marxist economics, 
including its critique of private owner-
ship of land.

Volume Three of Capital solves the 
problem of how the average rate of profit 
is formed on the basis of the law of value. 
The immense stride forward made by 
economic science in the person of Marx 
consists in his having conducted an analy-
sis, from the standpoint of mass economic 
phenomena, of the social economy as a 
whole, not from the standpoint of individ-
ual cases or of the external and superficial 
aspects of competition, to which vulgar 
political economy and the modern “the-
ory of marginal utility” frequently restrict 
themselves. Marx first analyses the origin 
of surplus value, and then goes on to con-
sider its division into profit, interest, and 
ground rent. Profit is the ratio between 
surplus value and the total capital invested 
in an undertaking. Capital with a “high 
organic composition” (i.e., with a prepon-
derance of constant capital over variable 
capital in excess of the social average) 
yields a rate of profit below the average; 
capital with a “low organic composition” 
yields a rate of profit above the average. 
Competition among capitalists, and their 
freedom to transfer their capital from 
one branch to another, will in both cases 
reduce the rate of profit to the average. 
The sum total of the values of all the com-
modities in a given society coincides with 
the sum total of the prices of the com-
modities, but, in individual undertakings 
and branches of production, as a result of 
competition, commodities are sold, not at 
their values but at the prices of production 
(or production prices), which are equal 
to the capital expended plus the average 
profit.

In this way, the well- known and indis-
putable fact of the divergence between 
prices and values and of the equalisation 
of profits is fully explained by Marx on 
the basis of the law of value, since the 
sum total of values of all commodities 
coincides with the sum total of prices. 
However, the equating of (social) value 
to (individual) prices does not take place 
simply and directly, but in a very com-
plex way. It is quite natural that in a soci-
ety of separate producers of commodi-
ties, who are united only by the market, 
a conformity to law can be only an aver-

age, social, mass manifestation, with 
individual deviations in either direction 
mutually compensating one another.

A rise in the productivity of labour 
implies a more rapid growth of constant 
capital as compared with variable capital. 
Inasmuch as surplus value is a function of 

variable capital alone, it is obvious that 
the rate of profit (the ratio of surplus value 
to the whole capital, not to its variable 
part alone) tends to fall. Marx makes a 
detailed analysis of this tendency and of 
a number of circumstances that conceal 
or counteract it. Without pausing to deal 
with the extremely interesting sections 
of Volume Three of Capital devoted to 
usurer’s capital, commercial capital and 
money capital, we must pass on to the 
most important section—the theory of 
ground rent. Since the area of land is lim-
ited and, in capitalist countries, the land 
is all held by individual private owners, 
the price of production of agricultural 
products is determined by the cost of 
production, not on soil of average quality 
but on the worst soil; not under average 
conditions but under the worst conditions 
of delivery of produce to the market. The 
difference between this price and the 
price of production on better soil (or in 
better conditions) constitutes differential 
rent. Analysing this in detail, and show-
ing how it arises out of the difference in 
fertility of different plots of land, and out 
of the difference in the amount of capital 
invested in land, Marx fully reveals (see 
also Theories of Surplus Value, in which 
the criticism of Rodbertus is most note-

worthy) the error of Ricardo, who consid-
ered that differential rent is derived only 
when there is a successive transition from 
better land to worse. On the contrary, 
there may be inverse transitions, land may 
pass from one category into others (owing 
to advances in agricultural techniques, 

the growth of towns, and so on), and the 
notorious “law of diminishing returns,” 
which charges Nature with the defects, 
limitations and contradictions of capi-
talism, is profoundly erroneous. Further, 
the equalisation of profit in all branches 
of industry and the national economy in 
general presupposes complete freedom of 
competition and the free flow of capital 

from one branch to another. However, the 
private ownership of land creates monop-
oly, which hinders that free flow. Because 
of that monopoly, the products of agricul-
ture, where a lower organic composition 
of capital obtains, and consequently an 
individually higher rate of profit, do not 
enter into the quite free process of the 
equalisation of the rate of profit. As a 
monopolist, the landowner can keep the 
price above the average, and this monop-
oly price gives rise to absolute rent. Dif-
ferential rent cannot be done away with 
under capitalism, but absolute rent can—
for instance, by the nationalisation of the 
land, by making it state property. That 
would undermine the monopoly of private 
landowners, and would mean the more 
consistent and full operation of freedom 
of competition in agriculture. That is why, 
as Marx points out, bourgeois radicals 
have again and again in the course of his-
tory advanced this progressive bourgeois 
demand for nationalisation of the land, a 
demand which, however, frightens most 
of the bourgeoisie, because it would too 
closely affect another monopoly, one that 
is particularly important and “sensitive” 
today—the monopoly of the means of 
production in general. (A remarkably pop-
ular, concise, and clear exposition of his 
theory of the average rate of profit on cap-
ital and of absolute ground rent is given 
by Marx himself in a letter to Engels, 
dated August 2, 1862. See Briefwechsel, 
Vol. 3, pp. 77- 81; also the letter of August 
9, 1862, ibid., pp. 86- 87.)

With reference to the history of ground 
rent it is also important to note Marx’s 
analysis showing how labour rent (the 
peasant creates surplus product by work-
ing on the lord’s land) is transformed into 
rent paid in produce or in kind (the peas-
ant creates surplus product on his own 
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Eugene V. Debs, leader of the Social-
ist Party (SP) in the early 20th century, 
has been getting a lot of attention from 
the reformist social- democratic left these 
days. The reason is that Bernie Sanders, 
the Democratic presidential candidate, 
sees himself as standing in the tradition 
of Debs. In particular, with Black Lives 
Matter activists and others criticizing 
Sanders for having nothing to say to 
black people, what Debs had to say about 
racial oppression is being discussed.

Likening Sanders to Debs is grotesque. 
Debs, whatever his shortcomings, was a 
socialist who opposed all capitalist politi-
cians and dedicated his life to the struggle 
to get rid of capitalism. Sanders, in con-
trast, is a bourgeois politician, a represen-
tative of the class enemy. He is seeking to 
be nominated for imperialist commander- 
in- chief by the capitalist Democratic 
Party.

In August, the social- democratic jour-
nal Jacobin published an online article 
“Something to Offer” (jacobinmag.com, 
August 11), which was an edited version 
of an article originally published in 2008 
in the academic journal International 
Labor and Working- Class History. The 
author, University of Wisconsin historian 
William P. Jones, defends Debs against 
accusations of indifference to racism. 
Jacobin’s blurb says: “Unlike many in 
his party, Eugene V. Debs believed the 
struggle for black equality was critical to 
realizing the promise of socialism.”

Jones argues against using Debs “to 
epitomize white radicals’ alleged indif-
ference to racism and its significance 
to the history of the working class in 
the United States.” He blames this view 
of Debs on the influence of mid 20th 
century labor historian Philip S. Foner, 
a supporter of the Communist Party. 
Jones’s attack on Foner appears in the 
broader context of attempts to refurbish 
the Socialist Party at the expense of 
the Bolshevik Revolution and the early 
Communist movement. A whole array 
of authors around the Historical Materi-
alism journal, its conferences and book 
series willfully obscure the vast gulf 
that separates the Second (Socialist) and 
Third (Communist) Internationals (see 
“The Neo- Kautskyites,” Spartacist No. 
63, Winter 2012- 13).

It is worth reading Jones’s piece along-
side the two Debs articles he discusses: 
“The Negro in the Class Struggle,” (Inter-
national Socialist Review, November 
1903) and “The Negro and His Nemesis,” 
(International Socialist Review, Janu-
ary 1904), both of which are included in 
the book Eugene V. Debs Speaks (1972). 
Jones attempts to defend Debs’s social- 
democratic attitude toward black oppres-
sion, especially from Communist critics. 
But, unintentionally, he underlines both 
Debs’s weaknesses and also the impor-
tance of the Leninist analysis of black 
oppression and its effect on the working 
class and the labor movement.

The racial oppression of black people 
is fundamental to American capitalism, 
which was founded on chattel slavery, 
and cannot be eliminated short of social-
ist revolution. The capitalist ruling class 
foments racial animosities to divide and 
weaken the working class and defend its 
own rule. The fight against black oppres-
sion is crucial to the fight to overthrow 
U.S. capitalism; black workers must play 
a leading role in this struggle.

Jones goes to great lengths to show 
that Debs was not a racist and that he 
denounced racism. This is true. The two 
articles by Debs, written as polemics 
against racists within the SP, are eloquent 
in defending black people against racism, 

in calling for working- class unity across 
racial lines and in emphasizing that the 
Socialist Party should open its ranks to 
black people. In “The Negro in the Class 
Struggle,” Debs stressed, “The history of 
the Negro in the United States is a his-
tory of crime without a parallel.” Debs 
stands out favorably against most of his 
contemporaries in the labor movement—
including within the SP.

Debs’s writing remains a powerful 
denunciation of white workers’ racism. 
Debs recognized that black oppression, 
rather than making white workers priv-
ileged, degrades them, thus providing a 

refutation of the later concept of “white 
skin privilege.” In “The Negro and His 
Nemesis,” Debs wrote:

“Foolish and vain indeed is the [white] 
workingman who makes the color of his 
skin the steppingstone to his imaginary 
superiority. The trouble is with his head, 
and if he can get that right he will find 
that what ails him is not superiority but 
inferiority, and that he, as well as the 
Negro he despises, is the victim of wage 
slavery, which robs him of what he pro-
duces and keeps both him and the Negro 
tied down to the dead level of ignorance 
and degradation.”

Proving that Debs was not a racist is a 
bit of a straw- man argument. The charac-
terization of Debs as “color blind” does 
not signify that he was racist, or even 
indifferent to black oppression. Rather, it 

refers to three interrelated flaws: Debs’s 
lack of understanding of the central role 
that black oppression plays in maintain-
ing capitalism in the United States, of the 
vital (and numerically disproportionate) 
role that black workers will play in an 
American socialist revolution, and of the 
need for a revolutionary workers party 
that places the fight against black oppres-
sion at its center.

For a Leninist Vanguard Party

At bottom, Debs’s problems on the 
black question are related to his funda-
mental political problem: the party ques-

tion. As V. I. Lenin argued, in What Is 
to Be Done? (1902), the party should, as 
“the tribune of the people,” defend all the 
oppressed. In order for Lenin’s Bolshevik 
Party to be the instrument of proletarian 
revolution, it needed to be comprised 
of the most advanced elements of the 
working class and to champion the fight 
against all forms of special oppression—
national, ethnic, religious, women’s 
oppression, etc. 

Debs’s conception of the party was the 
opposite of Lenin’s. Debs embraced the 
social- democratic view that the work-
ers party should be a party of the whole 
class, a big tent that embraced working- 
class tendencies of all types, including 
outright racists like Victor Berger, the 

Wisconsin SP Congressman. Such a con-
ception of the party prioritizes unity with 
non- revolutionary and anti- revolutionary 
elements over building a programmati-
cally unified party of revolutionaries that 
would be capable of leading a socialist 
revolution. Thus, a social- democratic par-
ty’s right wing ends up determining the 
party’s program and practice.

Debs was not ignorant of racism within 
the SP: “Indeed, so thoroughly is the 
South permeated with the malign spirit of 
race hatred that even Socialists are to be 
found, and by no means rarely, who either 
share directly in the race hostility against 
the Negro, or avoid the issue, or apologize 
for the social obliteration of the color line 
in the class struggle.” While opposing this 
racism, Debs allowed himself to be used 
as left cover for the right wing in his own 
party. This is similar to how Debs’s prin-
cipled opposition to the interimperialist 
First World War (for which he paid with 
imprisonment—which likely hastened his 
death—and loss of his U.S. citizenship) 
in effect covered the opportunism of the 
right- wing Socialists. 

The blurb to the Jacobin article not-
withstanding, Debs did not see the fight 
against black oppression as central to 
fighting against capitalism in the United 
States. To his credit, Debs believed that 
white and black workers should (to bor-
row a later phrase) “unite and fight” for 
their common class interests—but he 
failed to see black oppression as strate-
gic. Debs wrote that black people should 
join the SP, but that is essentially all:

“In capitalism the Negro question is a 
grave one and will grow more threaten-
ing as the contradictions and complica-
tions of capitalist society multiply, but 
this need not worry us. Let them [the 
capitalists] settle the Negro question 
in their own way, if they can. We have 
nothing to do with it, for that is their 
fight. We have simply to open the eyes 
of as many Negroes as we can and bring 
them into the socialist movement to do 
battle for emancipation from wage slav-
ery, and when the working class have 
triumphed in the class struggle and 
stand forth economic as well as political 
free men, the race problem will forever 
disappear.”

— “The Negro in the  
Class Struggle” 

Several paragraphs later, he offers the 
famous conclusion:

“We have nothing special to offer the 
Negro, and we cannot make separate 
appeals to all the races.
“The Socialist Party is the party of the 

continued on page 5

  Underwood & Underwood

Left: Soviet poster from 1926 declares “Down With Anti-Semitism!” Right: Socialist Party leader Eugene Debs 
addresses Milwaukee Socialist meeting; SP Congressman Victor Berger, an open racist, is seated at far right.

Tulsa World

National Guardsmen detain wounded black people during race riot in Tulsa, 
Oklahoma, 1921. Wave of anti-black pogroms swept American cities after the 
end of World War I.

The Communist Fight Against Black Oppression

Leninism vs. Debs’s Socialist Party
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The following article is reprinted 
from Spartacist Canada No. 185 (Summer 
2015), newspaper of our comrades of the 
Trotskyist League/Ligue Trotskyste.

Anti- Chinese racism is always bub-
bling near the surface in British Colum-
bia. The targets vary—immigration, 
language, “foreign ownership,” “monster 
houses”—but the toxic racism is a con-
stant. Thus a long- running campaign 
against Chinese- language signs in the 
Vancouver suburb of Richmond saw the 
city council vote on May 25 to direct staff 
to come up with a bylaw against “visual 
clutter.” This marked a retreat from its 
earlier determination to ban Chinese- only 
signs outright, but there was no mistaking 
that Chinese people were the target. Even 
so, this measure did not satisfy the reac-
tionaries who sought a ban. Among them 
was Harold Steves, a longtime city coun-
cillor and well- known NDPer [supporter 
of the social- democratic New Democratic 
Party], who declared that “the signs should 
all be in English.”

With nearly 100,000 ethnic Chinese 
(half the population), Richmond has the 
highest proportion of first- generation 
immigrants of any Canadian municipal-
ity. Despite this, according to the munic-
ipal government’s own survey, just over 
three percent of all Richmond shops dis-
play Chinese- only signs. Yet this vicious 
campaign has been on the boil for years. 
In 2013, a petition seeking to make it an 
offence to have commercial signs that are 
not at least 70 percent English (or, hypo-
critically, French) got 1,000 signatories. 
Sounding like a modern-day white Rho-
desian, one of them declaimed: “We, the 
new visible minorities, are experiencing 
exclusion.... Why do I have to be an out-
sider?” (Toronto Star, 23 March 2013).

Last November, as the issue resur-
faced during the municipal elections, 
the virulently racist “Immigration Watch 
Canada” unfurled a large banner atop a 
busy Richmond highway with the mes-
sage: “Fight Gridlock: Cut Immigration.” 
This outfit, which is promoted by open 
fascists and has links to similar anti- 
immigration groups in the U.S., Britain 
and Australia, rails against “the indig-
nity that Richmond citizens and all other 
Canadians will continue to endure.” These 
sick bigots fulminate about communities 
being “overwhelmed by immigrants” and 
predict there “might well be civil war 
over control of many Canadian cities”! 
Showing their contempt for all minori-
ties, they also attempted to foment a rac-
ist backlash against the largely Punjabi 
port truckers during the latter’s strike 
last year, blaming them for “displacing” 
white Canadian workers.

Many of these same reactionary “English 
only” forces also oppose funding English 
as a Second Language classes and other 
services which are essential for immigrants 
to be able to work and more generally nav-
igate society. Meanwhile, capitalist gov-
ernments at every level are slashing ESL 
programs to the bone. Against such anti- 
immigrant bigotry, we Marxists oppose all 
“official language” edicts and are against 
privileges for any language. We demand 
equal language rights for all. We support 
bilingual (or multilingual) education where 
necessary, and the provision of services 
in any language—French, English, Cree, 

Inuktitut, Chinese, Punjabi—where cir-
cumstances warrant.

Over 40 percent of Metro Vancouver 
residents have mother tongues other than 
English, with languages from China, 
India and the Philippines topping the list. 
Immigrants make up a strategic compo-
nent of the working class in B.C. and they 
bring many valuable political experiences 
from their homelands. In its own defense, 
the workers movement must reject anti- 

immigrant reaction and the kind of racist 
filth pushed by outfits like Immigration 
Watch, which can only poison the strug-
gles of labour against capital and bring 
defeat.

A History of  
Anti- Chinese Racism

Always an integral part of British 
Columbia’s history, Chinese people con-
tributed their sweat and blood to build a 
modern industrial province. Settling in 
B.C. at least as long ago as the white col-
onists, many came from California and 
China to join the gold rush of 1858, when 
the British officially founded the main-
land territory. Others already lived in Vic-
toria, in the then- separate colony of Van-
couver Island. In the late 19th and early 
20th centuries, they consistently repre-
sented 5- 10 percent of the B.C. popula-
tion. In the early 1880s, the rail magnates 
used the skills of Chinese workers (many 
of whom had worked on the U.S. trans-
continental railroad) to build the B.C. leg 
of the Canadian Pacific Railway. Paid less 
than their white co- workers and given the 
most dangerous jobs, at least 600 Chinese 
workers died on the project.

After the final spike was driven in 
1885, Chinese labour was deemed no 
longer necessary. The Canadian govern-
ment first curtailed and then outright 
banned Chinese immigration, slapping 
on the hated “head tax” and fomenting 
a backlash against the Chinese. In the 
House of Commons, the corrupt and rac-
ist prime minister John A. Macdonald 
railed against “the Chinaman” that “he 
has no British instincts or British feelings 
or aspirations, and therefore ought not to 
have a vote.” Chinese Canadians did not 
obtain the right to vote until 1949.

The capitalists’ anti- Chinese racism 
was particularly open and raw in B.C. In 

a typical comment, a Vancouver Sun col-
umnist wrote in 1914: “We want our pop-
ulation to remain a white people; we want 
no interference with our laboring classes 
by a cheap yellow, brown or black exo-
dus from any part of Asia; we want our 
agricultural, our mining, our fishing, our 
lumbering and all our other industries to 
be in the hands of white people” (quoted 
in Patricia E. Roy, A White Man’s Prov-
ince: British Columbia Politicians and 

Chinese and Japanese Immigrants, 1858- 
1914, 1989). This “yellow peril” racism 
also saw Japanese Canadians, once a 
large component of the West Coast fish-
ing industry, essentially wiped out as a 
thriving community in B.C. Targeted as 
“enemy aliens,” they were dispossessed 
and thrown into concentration camps 
during World War II (see “The Infamy of 
Canada’s Concentration Camps,” Spar-
tacist Canada No. 64, September 1985). 

And throughout, Native people were rele-
gated to third- class status.

The magnates of B.C.’s coal mines, 
fisheries and lumber industry were past 
masters at using racial divisions to crush 
workers struggles. Chinese were often 
recruited as strikebreakers during min-
ers strikes and, despite some exceptional 
instances of joint class struggles against 
the bosses, the fishing industry was 
wracked with divisions between Native, 
white and Japanese fishermen. Buy-
ing into these divide- and-rule schemes, 
many union officials also whipped up 
anti- Chinese racism, excluding Asians 
from union membership. The 1907 Van-
couver riot which almost destroyed Chi-
natown was led by the “Asiatic Exclusion 
League,” a group formed by the Vancou-
ver Trades and Labor Council.

In stark contrast to the racism peddled 
by much of the trade- union leadership, 
William “Big Bill” Haywood, then a 
leader of the Western Federation of Min-
ers and later a fervent supporter of the 
1917 Russian Revolution, telegrammed 
during the 1903 Vancouver Island min-
ers strike at Ladysmith: “We approve of 
calling out any or all men necessary to 
win at Ladysmith. Organize Japanese and 
Chinese if possible.”

Down With  
Racist Scapegoating!

Anti- Asian reaction is by no means 
simply history. B.C.’s ethnic minorities, 
Chinese people in particular, remain the 
target of racist slurs and verbal abuse 
in the workplace and in public. The 
Canadian- nationalist union tops, too, have 
inflamed such divisions. Only three years 
ago, union misleaders in B.C. spearheaded 
a vicious campaign over the hiring of 200 
Chinese temporary foreign workers at a 
coal mine in northern B.C. As we said 
at the time: “Such campaigns are poison. 
They serve only to pit Canadian working 
people against their class brothers and 
sisters abroad and, increasingly, against 
foreign- born workers at home” (“Union 
Tops’ Ugly Campaign Against Foreign 
Workers in B.C.,” Spartacist Canada 
No. 175, Winter 2012/2013). Against this, 
a class- struggle leadership would fight 
to unionize such foreign- born workers, 
demanding equal pay for equal work. It 
would combat all forms of anti- immigrant 
bigotry, demanding full citizenship rights 
for all immigrants.

In the last couple of decades, anti- 
Chinese bigotry in B.C. has also been 
inflamed by the supposed role of Asian 
investors in driving up house prices. 
According to one recent study, Vancou-
ver now has the second most unaffordable 
housing market in the world after Hong 
Kong—worse than London and New 
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York! Vancouver is a rapidly growing city 
with limited land space. Its housing stock 
is largely made up of single- family homes 
which use a huge amount of scarce land. 
Meanwhile, low interest rates have driven 
up demand as desperate young families 
scrape together a down payment. As for 
the large and growing number of poor 
and unemployed, they can scarcely find 
a roach- infested room to flop in. Home-
lessness, addiction, street prostitution and 
general human decrepitude are stark and 
highly visible. 

It is the profit- driven capitalist system 
which creates grinding poverty, rampant 
unemployment and precarious conditions 
of life for working people. Under capital-
ism, housing is always the source of vast 
profits for developers, real estate mag-
nates and slumlords. But the furor being 
whipped up over absentee investors from 
China who have parked their money in 
downtown condos and multimillion- dollar 
West Side houses serves only to further 
fuel a racist backlash.

As for the hundreds of thousands of 
Chinese people in Canada, they do not 
form a homogeneous group and are, like 
all communities, divided along class and 
other lines. A handful are quite rich cap-
italists, but the vast majority are workers, 
students or petty- bourgeois shopkeepers 
and professionals. There are also divi-
sions between the earlier generations of 
immigrants and those who have come 
more recently. Many of the former are 
Cantonese speakers originally from the 
former British colony of Hong Kong, 
while the more recent immigrants are 
largely Mandarin speakers from main-
land China who often have less command 
of English. Some among the Hong Kong- 
derived layers have come out publicly 
against Chinese- only signs in Richmond, 
in part to try to quell the racist backlash 
of which they are also victims.

Defend the Gains of the 
Chinese Revolution!

The differing origins and makeup of 
B.C.’s Chinese population reflect develop-
ments in contemporary China itself. The 
1949 Chinese Revolution swept away the 
rule of the warlords and their European 
imperialist masters. Despite profound 
deformations from the outset under the 
rule of a nationalist Stalinist bureaucracy, 
the workers state that emerged represents 
a tremendous gain for workers and the 
oppressed the world over. Hong Kong, 
in contrast, remained a capitalist enclave 
under British rule until it was repatriated 
to China in 1997.

Thanks to its collectivized economy, 

China has brought hundreds of millions 
of people out of dire poverty into social 
production and massively advanced living 
standards. The state- owned enterprises 
that remain at the heart of the economy 
are not operated for the profit of a tiny 
handful of ultra-rich capitalists, unlike 
private companies under capitalism. 
For this reason, the imperialist powers 
will not rest until they have regained 
China for untrammelled exploitation. It 
is in the interests of workers everywhere 
to stand unconditionally in defense of 
China against imperialism and capitalist 
restoration.

China’s collectivized economy has 
somewhat shielded it from the depredations 
of the world capitalist market, but the rule 
of the Stalinist bureaucracy under Mao and 
his successors has blocked the road to the 
achievement of genuine socialism. To fully 
realize the potential of the collectivized 
economy, the bureaucracy must be swept 
away through a workers political revolution 
and replaced with a government based on 
workers democracy. Instead of the Stalin-
ists’ pipedream of “peaceful coexistence” 
with the capitalist- imperialist world, a rev-
olutionary government of the workers and 
peasants would fight for a perspective of 
international socialist revolution.

In introducing “market reforms” begin-
ning in the 1980s, the Chinese Stalinists 
have helped create a new class of capi-
talist entrepreneurs on the mainland, and 

since 1997 have maintained a capitalist 
economy in Hong Kong. Many of these 
capitalistic elements, whether in Hong 
Kong or on the mainland, fear a return to 
a more “command” type of economy with 
potential risks of expropriation of their 
wealth, and look to places like Australia 
and Canada as “stable” bourgeois democ-
racies where their investments will be 
safe. A China ruled by workers and peas-
ants councils would expropriate the grow-
ing class of private Chinese capitalists as 
well as the Hong Kong tycoons. China’s 
all- round development toward socialism is 
crucially dependent on working- class revo-
lution in the advanced capitalist countries, 
which would open the road to a global 
planned economy based on the highest 
level of technology and industry.

Unchain B.C. Labour!

These days, the bourgeois media por-
tray Vancouver as a temperate “Sea- to- 
Sky” playground for the rich. But the city 
also has the poorest urban area in the 
country—indeed, a strip of East Hastings 
on the Downtown Eastside resembles a 
Third World shantytown where the des-
titute and homeless are dumped. As the 
capitalists attack unions, jobs and living 
conditions, they are eager to manipu-
late national and ethnic divisions within 
the working class so as to keep workers 
divided and paralyze their struggles. For 
the exploiting class, racist campaigns 

over language, “foreign” (B.C. code for 
Chinese) investors or foreign- born work-
ers are made to order. This also fosters 
nationalism and with it the illusion that 
the workers have a common interest with 
their Canadian capitalist exploiters.

The multiracial working class in B.C., 
with its strategic contingents of long-
shoremen, port truckers, construction, 
forestry and other workers, has immense 
potential social power. But this power is 
shackled by a nationalist, pro- capitalist 
union bureaucracy together with its polit-
ical allies in the NDP. Against divisive 
scapegoating and chauvinism, the pro-
letariat needs to mount a class- struggle 
fight against the capitalist order—and 
that can only be based on the under-
standing that labour and capital have no 
common interests.

A successful fight for jobs, decent 
housing and health care for all hinges on 
the struggle to forge a multiracial revolu-
tionary workers party. Such a party would 
champion the cause of all the oppressed, 
fighting for a socialist revolution to sweep 
away the entire capitalist system. A work-
ers government would rip the means of 
production from the hands of the exploit-
ers, and seize the ritzy office towers, 
mansions and empty condos in order to 
transform them into housing and other 
socially useful facilities. It would create 
a socialist planned economy in the inter-
ests of the whole of the working people. 
Native, Asian, black or white—workers of 

the world unite! n

working class, regardless of color—the 
whole working class of the whole world.”

When this was written, the Great 
Migration of millions of black people to 
the North and West was still in the future. 
While black people were not yet inte-
grated into the industrial working class, 
the black question was already important 
to the labor movement, if not in the same 
way as it would be two decades later. This 
was less than a decade after the Plessy v. 
Ferguson decision that legalized segrega-
tion; there had been, on average, a lynch-
ing every four days in 1903; practically 
all American Federation of Labor unions 
excluded black people, and black strike-
breakers were used in various strikes.

Debs fought for an inclusive labor 
movement. As a leader in the American 
Railway Union (ARU) in the 1890s, he 
fought unsuccessfully against the color 
bar and to admit black workers. He later 
argued that the failure to organize black 
workers contributed to the defeat of the 
1894 Pullman railroad strike.

Despite the growing importance of 
black oppression, the Socialist Party of 
Debs’s time had nothing special to say 
to black workers and in fact generally 
oscillated between indifference and rac-
ist hostility. It is no wonder that Hubert 

Harrison, perhaps the most important 
black Socialist of the early 1900s and 
one of the leading intellectuals of Harlem 
in that period, left the SP in disgust. Nor 
is it any wonder that, after the Bolshevik 
Revolution, black Socialists in Harlem 
were drawn to the Communist Interna-
tional (Comintern), which emphasized 
the fight against racial oppression.

James P. Cannon—a former SP mem-

ber and founder of the Communist Party 
(CP) as well as later the central leader 
of early American Trotskyism—put it 
well in “The Russian Revolution and the 
American Negro Movement” (1959):

“The best of the earlier socialists were 
represented by Debs, who was friendly 
to all races and purely free from prej-
udice. But the limitedness of the great 
agitator’s view on this far from simple 
problem was expressed in his statement 
[quoted above].... That was considered a 
very advanced position at the time, but 
it made no provision for active support 
of the Negro’s special claim for a little 
equality here and now, or in the foresee-
able future, on the road to socialism....
“In the meantime, nothing could be done 
about the Negro question as such, and 
the less said about it the better. Sweep it 
under the rug.”

The SP’s left wing sympathized with the 
Bolshevik Revolution and in 1919 the party 
split. Left-wing Socialists were among the 
founders of what became the Communist 
Party, though Debs never made the leap. 
The Communist International intervened 
into the fledgling CP to get the party to 
make the fight for black liberation central 
to its work. As Marxist historian Jacob 
Zumoff underscored in an interview pub-
lished on the Jacobin website on August 
18: “The long struggle against national, 
ethnic, and religious oppression in tsarist 
Russia—what Lenin had called the ‘prison 
house of nations’—made the Bolsheviks 
aware of connections between non- class 
oppression and the fight for working- class 

power. This was central to the Comin tern’s 
broader vision.”

In his recent book, The Communist 

International and U.S. Communism 

(2014), Zumoff details the Communist 
International’s interventions to force the 
early Communist Party to see the con-
nection between the struggle for black 
liberation and socialist revolution. The 
Comintern’s proddings laid the basis for 
the CP’s work among black people in the 
1930s, even after its Stalinist degenera-
tion, such as around the Angelo Hern-
don and Scottsboro Boys cases. During 
the 1930s, and especially in WWII, the 
Stalinist Communist Party increasingly 
sold out the fight against black oppres-
sion as part of supporting the Democratic 
Party of Franklin Roosevelt.

Jones (and Jacobin) are motivated by 
anti- Communism, which is why so much 
of Jones’s article consists of a polemic 
against Philip Foner. Although he was a 
Stalinist, Foner recognized that—unlike 
the SP—the Communist Party militantly 
opposed black oppression. Foner’s label-
ing of Debs as “color blind” was merely a 
restatement of the Comintern’s view. The 
Spartacist League stands on the inter-
ventions of Lenin and the Comin tern 
around this issue in the early 1920s as 
part of our fight against black oppression 
and for black liberation through socialist 
revolution. n

Debs...
(continued from page 3)
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We print below an edited presentation 
by Bruce André of the WV Editorial Board 
to a Spartacist League meeting in New 
York City last month. Comrade André’s 
talk debunks some of the more pervasive 
myths being circulated in the press about 
the Chinese economy and explains some 
recent economic developments. 

Key to understanding China’s econ-
omy is that, contrary to the claims of 
most bourgeois pundits and self-described 
socialists, it is not a capitalist country. 
The 1949 Revolution overthrew the rule 
of the Chinese bourgeoisie and landlords 
and liberated the country from imperial-
ist bondage. The subsequent creation of a 
collectivized, planned economy laid the 
basis for a surge in industrial develop-
ment and enormous gains for the misera-
bly poor worker and peasant masses. The 
revolution, which was carried out by Mao 
Zedong’s peasant-based People’s Libera-
tion Army, created a workers state, but 
one that was deformed from its inception 
by the rule of the parasitic Chinese Com-
munist Party (CCP) bureaucracy. Despite 
major capitalist inroads, China remains a 
workers state with the core of its econ-
omy collectivized, including nationalized 
banks and major industries. Although a 
small capitalist class has emerged on the 
mainland, it does not hold state power.

The imperialists who “lost China” in 
1949 are committed to getting it back 
in order to once again exploit its masses 
at will. This can be seen in the U.S.’s 
increasing military aggression against 
China, currently focused on the South 
China Sea. In its latest provocation, the 
U.S. has scheduled naval maneuvers in 
the next two weeks “inside the 12-nautical 
mile zones that China claims as territory 
around some of the islands it has con-
structed in the Spratly chain” (Financial 
Times, 8 October). This belligerence goes 
hand in hand with economic pressure. 
The proposed Trans-Pacific Partnership 
(TPP), which the Obama administration is 
spearheading, is an anti-China bloc dom-
inated by U.S. and Japanese imperialism 
and including nine other capitalist states 
as well as Vietnam, a deformed workers 
state. 

The International Communist League 
opposes the TPP as well as the U.S. mil-
itary maneuvers as part of our uncondi-
tional military defense of China against 
the imperialists and other capitalist states 
and against internal counterrevolution. 
At the same time, we give no political 
support to the CCP regime, which must 
be swept away by the Chinese proletariat 
through a political revolution that creates 
a regime of workers democracy com-
mitted to a program of world socialist 
revolution. 

From Mao’s time to today, CCP pol-
icies have expressed the nationalist 
Stalinist dogma that socialism—a soci-
ety of material abundance marked by the 
disappearance of classes—can be built 
in a single country, even one as histori-
cally backward as China. This program is 
utterly counterposed to the Marxist pro-
gram of world proletarian revolution—the 
prerequisite to creating an internationally 
planned economy that would eliminate 
scarcity by harnessing the most sophisti-
cated technology, which today is concen-
trated in the advanced capitalist coun-
tries. Under Mao, the planned economy 
was immensely distorted by the rule of 
the bureaucracy, which made a virtue of 
economic autarky. To correct the imbal-
ances this bureaucratic mismanagement 
created and to spur modernization and 
growth, beginning some 35 years ago 
subsequent regimes introduced market 

reforms, loosening state control over pro-
duction and trade. Capitalist investment 
was also invited into certain areas. 

This experience is far from unique 
to China. In the July 1988 Spartacist 
pamphlet “Market Socialism” in East-
ern Europe, we addressed the effects of 
such measures in several East European 
deformed workers states, before their 
destruction through capitalist counter-

revolution. We observed that within the 
framework of Stalinism, there is “an 
inherent tendency to replace centralized 
planning and management with market 
mechanisms. Since managers and work-
ers cannot be subject to the discipline 
of soviet democracy (workers councils), 
increasingly the bureaucracy sees subject-
ing the economic actors to the discipline 

of market competition as the only answer 
to economic inefficiency.” We also refer 
readers to our series “China’s ‘Market 
Reforms’: A Trotskyist Analysis” (WV 
Nos. 874 and 875, 4 August and 1 Sep-
tember 2006).

*   *   *

This has been a volatile summer for 
financial markets, resulting in some sharp 
losses, especially for banks, hedge funds 
and other big capitalist investors. That, in 
turn, has generated a renewed round in 

the bourgeois press of seeking to explain 
the problems of the world economy as 
resulting from a supposedly mounting 
crisis in China. 

On August 24, following a series of 
sharp declines on the New York Stock 
Exchange, the Dow Jones Industrial 
Average plummeted almost 600 points. 
As it happened, this came after a series 
of major sell-offs on the Shanghai stock 

exchange. The financial press in this 
country started screaming about a sup-
posed “meltdown” in China. The Taaf-
feites of the Committee for a Workers’ 
International, who claim that capitalism 
has been restored in China, fretted about 
“a China-led global recession” (“China 
crisis triggers panic on global markets,” 
socialistworld.net, 25 August). 

Now, first of all, the sell-off on Wall 
Street had, at bottom, nothing to do 
with China. It was a classic example of 
a financial bubble deflating (somewhat). 
Starting in 2009 and running until a year 
ago, the Federal Reserve printed money 
to the tune of some $3.5 trillion and gave 
it out free of charge to the banks and 
other financial institutions. They, in turn, 
invested in stocks and other risky assets 
in the U.S. and around the world, artifi-
cially stimulating the global economy. A 
lot of those financial bubbles—from the 

prices of minerals and other raw mate-
rials to stock and bond prices in Third 
World countries—are now losing steam. 
The fact that the pinprick that let some 
air out of the stock market bubble in the 
U.S. came from a fall in the Shanghai 
stock market was purely accidental, with 
no underlying economic significance. The 
pinprick could just as easily have come 
from rumors about Fed policy, or almost 
anything else.

Secondly, the state of the Shanghai 
stock market says nothing about the state 
of the Chinese economy as a whole. Unlike 
stock markets in the U.S. and other capi-
talist powers, movements on the Chinese 
stock market have almost no impact on 
investment decisions in that country. Only 
about 5 percent of private-sector funding 
in China is generated on the stock mar-
ket—to say nothing of the dominant state-
owned sector! If the NY Stock Exchange 
lost some 40 percent of its value in two 
months, as the Chinese stock market did 
this summer, we would be looking at a 
global depression.

The collapse of the Shanghai exchange 
surely represented a political black eye 
for the Beijing regime, which for the 
past couple of years has been encourag-
ing the country’s middle class to boost 
their income by investing in stocks while 
preaching that the stock market was going 
to play a “decisive role” in allocating 
resources. That political commitment by 
the Beijing bureaucrats no doubt explains 
why they have spent an incredible $236 
billion of the country’s valuable reserves 
trying to shore up stock prices since the 
rout began in June.

Thirdly, even if the Shanghai stock 
market collapse reflected a growing eco-
nomic crisis in China, which it did not, 
that would hardly portend an economic 
crisis in the U.S. The U.S. has a huge 
domestic market that accounts for some 
70 percent of its Gross Domestic Prod-
uct. The Chinese market for U.S. exports 
accounts for only 1 percent of this coun-
try’s GDP. 

The Yuan and You

Meanwhile, in mid August Beijing 
devalued the yuan, allowing the value 
of its currency to fall 4.4 percent in one 
week. This was viewed in the U.S. finan-
cial press as another sign that the Chi-
nese economy is supposedly entering into 
a deep crisis. The devaluation was pre-
sented as a panicked reaction by Beijing, 
seeking to head off an economic downturn 
by boosting exports. (A lower exchange 
rate for the yuan makes Chinese exports 
cheaper on international markets.) In a 
Monthly Review (27 August) article titled 
“The Devaluation of the Yuan,” Indian 
economist Prabhat Patnaik proclaimed: 
“China’s devaluation of the currency por-
tends a serious accentuation of the world 
capitalist crisis.” Patnaik foresees a com-
ing currency war in which China desper-
ately tries to stay afloat by increasing its 
exports at the expense of its competitors 
internationally. 

Let’s put this currency devaluation 
in context. Back in 2005, under strong 
pressure from Washington, China basi-
cally tied its exchange rate to the dollar. 
That resulted in an upward revaluation 
of the yuan that continued over the next 
ten years, which was almost certainly 
not exactly what Chinese officials had 
anticipated. As the U.S. Federal Reserve, 
following the financial crisis, began print-
ing money like there was no tomorrow, 
that logically should have led to a weak-
ened dollar. But the economic stagnation 
in Japan and Europe, to say nothing of 

Imaginechina

September 29: Brokerage house stock ticker screen in Fuyang, city in eastern 
China, shows stock price fall.
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High-speed train factory in Changsha, Hunan province, March 2015.  Massive 
state investment in transportation, housing and other fixed assets kept 
 Chinese economy booming while 2007-08 global financial crisis drove capi-
talist  economies into recession.
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the ongoing Greek debt crisis, ended up 
making the dollar look like the world’s 
safe haven for finance capitalists. Capital 
flowed into the U.S., strengthening the 
dollar—as well as the yuan, which was 
now linked to the dollar. The upward val-
uation cut into China’s exports because 
it made it more expensive to purchase 
goods made in China and priced in yuan. 
This was especially true for importers in 
Europe and Japan, since the euro and yen 
were weakening. 

The best way to judge the economic 
impact on China is to look at the yuan’s 
trade-weighted exchange rate over the 
past decade. This is the exchange rate of 
the yuan not only against the dollar but 
against a basket of the currencies of Chi-
na’s main trading partners, weighted to 
reflect the importance of each of those 
countries in China’s trade. A 15 August 
Economist article included a graph show-
ing that from 2005 to mid 2015, the yuan’s 
trade-weighted exchange rate increased by 
fully 50 percent. In other words, if you just 
look at the impact of the appreciation of 
the yuan over that period, it would tend on 
average to make Chinese goods 50 percent 
more expensive on international markets. 

In that context, the depreciation of 
the yuan in August was anything but 
earth-shattering. In fact, the Economist 
questions whether it is even accurate to 
speak of a devaluation. It points out that 
the People’s Bank of China (the central 
bank) first stood aside, letting the market 
play more of a role in setting the yuan’s 
exchange rate; then it quickly backtracked, 
spending tens of billions of dollars of the 
country’s reserves to prop up the yuan 
and keep it from falling further. As the 
Economist put it: “The initial 2% deval-
uation only undid the previous ten days’ 
worth of appreciation in trade-weighted 
terms. The yuan remains more than 10% 
stronger against the currencies of China’s 
trading partners than it was a year ago.”

One constraint on the People’s Bank of 
China is that a bigger one-off devaluation 
would simply cause other countries 
to follow suit, undoing the effect of 
the devaluation in terms of boosting 
exports. And a widespread perception 
that the yuan is headed toward a series of 
devaluations would accelerate the already 
bothersome flight of capital out of the 
country.

All of this is not to say that the yuan 
depreciation, such as it is, will have no 
impact on global trade. As of mid 2015, 
Chinese exports were down 8.3 percent 
over the previous 12 months, clearly due 
to the economic slowdown in much of 
the capitalist world. The yuan revaluation 
can be expected to provide a bit of a 
boost to Chinese exports. Meanwhile, a 
number of Asian countries with strong 
export exposure to China will be hurt 
to some degree—Taiwan, Malaysia and 
South Korea export more than 5 percent 
of their GDP to China. 

In Europe, the yuan devaluation drove 
down the stock price of a number of 
companies that sell in China as inves-
tors worried about possible losses. But as 

the dust cleared it was not at all obvious 
that, overall, European companies would 
suffer much pain. China is the largest 
market for major German car manufac-
turers, but it turns out that those compa-
nies are largely hedged against currency 
fluctuations. And a significant number 
of the cars that they sell in China are 
made there, which mitigates the impact 
of currency- rate changes. The Wall Street 
Journal (11 August) favorably quoted a 
prominent stock analyst who declared that 
the overall impact of the devaluation on 
the German auto industry would “effec-
tively be zero.”

What Crisis?

That said, the widespread claim that 
Beijing devalued the yuan in order to head 
off a burgeoning crisis in China mani-
festly has no basis in fact. In the words 
of economist Nicholas Lardy in a New 
York Times op-ed piece (26 August), the 
talk of crisis in China is a “false alarm.” 
Virtually everyone agrees that China’s 
economy is growing at something like 7 
percent per year, a level that no advanced 
capitalist country today could even hope 
to attain. True, China’s phenomenal 
rate of growth is down somewhat from 
the rates of recent years (9.7 percent in 
2013 and 8.3 percent in 2014). But keep 
in mind that those figures express Chi-
na’s growth in year-over-year percentage 
terms. From 2007 to 2013, China tripled 
its output of goods and services. Last year 
China accounted for almost 40 percent of 
all economic growth worldwide. In other 
words, 7 percent growth this year rep-
resents a much higher total output than 
14 percent growth did in 2007. 

Furthermore, the slip in percentage 
growth is hardly surprising. Staggering 
rates of state-driven investment kept the 
Chinese economy booming while the cap-
italist world was reeling from the global 
financial crisis of 2008-09. That gigantic 
investment in housing, transportation and 
other fixed assets appears to have topped 
out at a rate equivalent to one half of the 
country’s GDP—an extraordinary level of 
investment. In just two years, from 2011 to 
2012, China constructed some 3.8 billion 
square meters of housing, enough to com-
fortably house well over 100 million peo-
ple. (The Taaffeites side with neoliberal 
economists, well to the right of Keynes-
ians like Paul Krugman, by attacking Bei-
jing for deficit spending. Their 25 August 
article does not address the most obvious 
question: How was “capitalist” China 
uniquely able to make enormous strides 
during the global financial crisis?)

One could add that the devaluation of 
the yuan comes as Beijing is setting up 
the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank 
and has committed hundreds of billions 
of dollars to building the new Silk Road 
Economic Belt through Central Asia 
to Europe and maritime routes through 
South Asia to Africa. All of this, along 
with the burgeoning Chinese investment 
in Africa and South America, speaks to 
an extension of China’s economic and 
financial footprint globally, not to eco-
nomic crisis in China. 

Those pushing the notion of an impend-
ing economic crisis in China point to the 

obvious bubbles that have developed, such 
as in real estate. With the government 
holding well over $3 trillion in reserves, 
there is little likelihood of the national 
banking system facing collapse. Recent 
articles have reported that state stimulus 
programs have resulted in excess indus-
trial capacity, for example in cement man-
ufacturing. A planned economy under 
the rule of workers and peasants coun-
cils would minimize such imbalances. In 
the event of unused capacity, workers in 
nationalized industries could be retrained 
and employed in other industries. Obvi-
ously, private businesses cannot and will 
not do this.

Some Prospects and Questions

So, what can we say about the state of 
the Chinese economy? Behind the eco-
nomic statistics, what we are focused on 
is the potential for working-class revolt 
and political fracturing of the Communist 
Party regime. 

The first question is: As China’s explo-
sive economic growth slows down some-
what, will there be enough jobs to prevent 
mass unemployment? Let’s first look at 
the current distribution of China’s labor 
force among the main sectors of the econ-
omy. There has been a sharp decline in 
the proportion of the labor force engaged 
in agriculture, from about 47 percent in 
2004 to under 30 percent a decade later. 
That decrease was accompanied by an 
increase in the proportion of the industrial 
workforce until about 2011, when it lev-
eled off at about 30 percent. Meanwhile, 
there has been a steady increase in the 
proportion of workers engaged in the ser-
vice sector, from about 30 percent in 2004 
to over 40 percent in 2014. 

An important fact about these service- 
sector jobs is that, for the most part, 
they are presumably not highly produc-
tive. Assuming that the service sector 
continues to expand, one can imagine 
that it would be an efficient mechanism 
for absorbing labor leaving the agricul-
tural sector while keeping a damper on 
unemployment. The precondition is that 
the personal income of Chinese con-
sumers must be high enough to support 
an expanding service sector. That seems 
to be the direction that things have been 
going in. Personal consumption appears 
to be on track to replace fixed-asset 
investment as the country’s main engine 
of economic growth. Last year, personal 
consumption accounted for 51 percent of 
GDP, up from 48 percent in 2013. Sales of 
cars and household appliances, as well as 
overall retail sales, increased. In the first 
half of this year, personal consumption 
accounted for 60 percent of the country’s 
economic growth.

More than one third of China’s labor 
force consists of migrant workers from 
rural regions, presumably the lowest-paid 
section of the industrial workforce. 
During the 1980s and ’90s, the real wages 
of Chinese workers hardly increased, 
despite huge gains in productivity—the 
simple transfer of a laborer from a back-
ward rural farm to an urban factory rep-
resents an enormous increase in produc-
tivity. After 2009, the wages of migrant 
workers increased dramatically—almost 

doubling in five years. Those increased 
labor costs were a major factor in under-
cutting China’s export-led growth.

The question that, to my mind, is posed 
by all of this is: What happens when the 
pool of migrant labor begins to dry up? 
From what I can tell, that day is not nec-
essarily very far off. The country’s pop-
ulation aged 15 to 24 decreased from 
about 250 million in 1990 to about 200 
million in 2015. This is caused in part by 
the regime’s one-child policy. Last year, 
China had 14.5 million fewer migrant 
workers aged 16 to 20 than in 2008, a 
decline of 60 percent.

China’s working-age population, aged 
between 16 and 60, currently stands 
at about 916 million. That number has 
been falling for the past three years, at 
an increasing rate. In February of this 
year, the total number of migrant workers 
leaving their rural homes for jobs in the 
cities fell 3.6 percent year-on-year. It 
was the first recorded drop in the flow 
of migrant workers. For the moment, the 
decline in the number of young migrant 
workers has been offset by increased 
employment of older workers. From 2008 
to 2014, the portion of migrant workers 
aged over 50 increased from 11.4 percent 
to 17.1 percent. Some 14.6 percent more 
migrant workers were over 50 years 
of age last year compared to 2013, the 
biggest increase in three years. 

As the flow of migrant workers from 
rural areas starts to slacken seriously, 
economic development is going to depend 
much more heavily on increasing produc-
tivity. As in the case of improving the 
quality of industrial goods, the bureau-
cracy is, by its nature, ill prepared to tackle 
improvements in efficiency and innova-
tion. This point was explained by Leon 
Trotsky in relation to the Soviet Union in 
The Revolution Betrayed (1936). n
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The final overturn of the Russian Rev-
olution was a shattering defeat for work-
ing people in the former Soviet Union and 
everywhere else, including in the U.S. 
The U.S. ruling class proclaimed itself 
the sole “superpower,” swaggering and 
slaughtering its way around the globe, 
while bleeding dry the working class at 
home and grinding the black and Latino 
poor into the dirt.

Washington’s  
Near East Quagmire

Since then the U.S. has extended its 
tentacles ever farther across the Near 
East. In 1991, Bush the Elder launched a 
punitive war against the Saddam Hussein 
regime in Iraq. A hallmark of that war 
was the dropping of two 2,000- pound 
“bunker buster” precision “smart bombs” 
on a civilian air raid shelter in Baghdad. 
Our headline read, “Hundreds Killed as 
U.S. Deliberately Bombs Civilian Shel-
ter: George Bush—Baby Killer” (WV 
No. 521, 1 March 1991).

A decade later, with the Soviet Union 
gone, Bush’s son invaded Afghanistan 
in the wake of the criminal World Trade 
Center attack, ostensibly to get the Tali-
ban regime that was harboring Al Qaeda 
leader Osama bin Laden. Scion of a 
wealthy Saudi family and veteran of the 
CIA anti- Soviet operation in Afghanistan, 
bin Laden had by then turned his atten-
tion to other “infidels,” including his for-
mer imperialist benefactors. The U.S.- led 
2003 invasion of Iraq, which had nothing 
to do with bin Laden or the twin towers 
attack, followed in short order.

The bloody toppling by the U.S. of 
Saddam Hussein, whose bonapartist 
regime was based on the Sunni minority, 
had a huge impact not only on Iraq but 
on the region as a whole. The destruction 
of the social fabric of Iraq has threatened 
to upset the intricate and fragile structure 
erected by the British and French impe-
rialists when they took over the Near 
East from the defunct Ottoman Empire 
following World War I. This imperial-
ist carve- up amalgamated different pre- 
national peoples in artificial colonial or 
semicolonial states under the precept of 
divide and rule. Short of workers revo-
lutions that could have channeled wide-
spread anti- imperialist sentiment into the 
struggle for a socialist federation of the 
Near East, this ramshackle system could 
only be maintained through brutal impe-
rial or bonapartist rule. Today, the pros-
pect of a new carve-up of the region is 
increasingly posed.

Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, etc. were not 
nation- states but patchwork entities cre-
ated by the imperialists (as is the case in 

much of sub- Saharan Africa as well). The 
rulers of the arrogant American Empire 
seem to “learn nothing and forget noth-
ing.” They decapitated the Iraqi state, 
unleashing a chaotic and bloody free- for- 
all among the Sunni, Shi’ite and Kurd-
ish populations. In so doing, they ended 
up benefiting Iran, which for decades 
the Western imperialists have sought to 
weaken and isolate. Iran now influences 
the rump Iraqi regime that is dominated 
by the Shi’ite majority, incurring the 
wrath of embittered Iraqi Sunnis and in 
turn fueling the growth of ISIS and other 
Sunni forces which target not only Shi’ites 

but also the U.S. and the West in general.
Even as he was trying to extricate the 

U.S. from the Iraqi quagmire, Obama 
embarked on the NATO bombing of 
Libya in 2011 that overthrew the regime of 
strongman Muammar el- Qaddafi and set 
the stage for the current bloody chaos in 
that country. Moreover, the hell unleashed 
by the U.S. imperialists and their allies 
across the entire region has forced mil-
lions of people to flee from their homes, 
to neighboring countries and to Europe.

In Syria, Obama sought to undermine 
the regime of Bashar al- Assad, throwing 
Washington’s weight behind an insur-
gent opposition to the Assad regime, 
a key ally of Iran and a client of Rus-
sia going back to the Soviet era. Based 
on the relatively small Alawite sect, the 
Assad regime could only stay in power 
by wielding an iron fist against all oppo-
nents. Meanwhile, the “moderate” oppo-
sition bankrolled by the U.S. was nothing 
but a conduit for U.S. money and arms 
to various Sunni fundamentalist militias, 
including the Syrian branch of Al Qaeda 
and its later offshoot, ISIS. Marxists have 

no side in the ethnic/ sectarian civil war 
in Syria. Of course the working class of 
the entire world does have a side against 
the U.S. imperialists and their allies in the 
Near East.

After ISIS seized huge chunks of Iraq 
and Syria last year, the U.S. intervened 
militarily in the Syrian civil war, bombing 
ISIS forces in coordination with its spot-
ters and foot soldiers on the ground, par-
ticularly the Kurdish nationalists. At that 
point we declared: “revolutionary Marx-
ists have a military side with ISIS when it 
targets the imperialists and their proxies, 
including the Syrian Kurdish nationalists, 

the [Iraqi Kurdish] pesh merga, the Bagh-
dad government and its Shi’ite militias” 
(“Down With U.S. War Against ISIS!”, 
WV No. 1055, 31 October 2014).

The U.S.- led “coalition” against ISIS 
includes Saudi Arabia, a hideously reac-
tionary theocracy rooted in Wahhabi 
Sunni fundamentalism. The Saudi regime 
is waging a vicious and bloody war against 
Houthi- led forces in Yemen, continues to 
fund all manner of anti- Western Islamist 
groups in Syria (and elsewhere) and has 
much in common with the social stric-
tures of ISIS. The Kingdom is notorious 
for the barbaric practice of public behead-
ings—over 100 people were executed in 
the first half of this year. Another U.S. 
coalition partner is Turkey, whose main 
target is not ISIS but the Kurdish nation-
alists. The Erdogan regime in Turkey has 
re- launched and escalated a murderous 
reign of terror against the Kurds.

Our central opposition is to the U.S., its 
imperialist allies and regional coalition 
partners. The recent military interven-
tion by Vladimir Putin’s capitalist Rus-
sia, which has been met with hostility by 

the U.S. and its allies, does not change 
our position. Russia’s main concern lies in 
propping up its Syrian client regime and in 
maintaining its only foothold in the Near 
East, especially its sole naval facility on 
the Mediterranean. Capitalist Russia has 
a huge nuclear arsenal, inherited from the 
Soviet Union, and a large military, but it is 
not imperialist and it is not a contender for 
global domination; it is, for now, simply 
another player in the squalid civil war in 
Syria in which the international working 
class has no side. While our main opposi-
tion is to the imperialists, we also oppose 
all the other capitalist powers involved 
(including Iran, Russia, Saudi Arabia and 
Turkey) and call for them to leave.

Socialism or Barbarism

Ghoulish atrocities such as the Kunduz 
hospital bombing are intrinsic to imperi-
alist wars and occupations, which seek to 
instill terror in the civilian population. 
During World War II, the U.S. and its 
British imperialist ally were no more hes-
itant than their Nazi counterparts to carry 
out mass murder, albeit under a “demo-
cratic” facade. Intense Allied bombing of 
the industrial city of Dresden in Germany 
and of Tokyo and Osaka in Japan resulted 
in upwards of 300,000 deaths, as civil-
ian (and particularly working- class) areas 
were turned into infernos (see “The Hid-
den History of U.S. Terror Bombing,” WV 
No. 521, 1 March 1991). This was capped 
by the nuclear incineration of Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki.

The imperialists employ a particularly 
vengeful brutality against those who chal-
lenge their rule. In its counterrevolutionary 
wars against the forces of the North Korean 
deformed workers state in the early 1950s 
and the Stalinist- led workers and peasants 
of Vietnam in the 1960s and early ’70s, 
the U.S. and its allies were responsible for 
the deaths of some six million people in 
total. We hailed the victory of the Viet-
namese revolutionary fighters in 1975 
over the U.S. and its local puppet forces.

In the intervening decades, U.S. impe-
rialism has grown only more barbaric and 
irrational, having lost its economic hege-
mony while still dominating the world 
militarily. It must be brought down by 
a re- awakened proletariat, the multira-
cial U.S. working class that is its Achil-
les’ heel. Socialism or barbarism—those 
are the alternatives that have confronted 
humanity since the emergence of the 
imperialist system over a century ago. 
Either the conquest of power by the inter-
national proletariat and the creation of a 
global egalitarian order or the downfall 
of civilization. The task of building rev-
olutionary Marxist parties molded in the 
image of the Bolshevik Party of Lenin 
and Trotsky and subject to the discipline 
of a reforged democratic- centralist Fourth 
International remains as urgent as ever. n

Afghanistan...
(continued from page 1)

land and hands it over to the landlord 
because of “non- economic constraint”), 
then into money- rent (rent in kind, which 
is converted into money—the obrok [quit 
rent] of old Russia—as a result of the 
development of commodity production), 
and finally into capitalist rent, when the 
peasant is replaced by the agricultural 
entrepreneur, who cultivates the soil with 
the help of hired labour. In connection 
with this analysis of the “genesis of capi-
talistic ground rent,” note should be taken 
of a number of profound ideas (of partic-
ular importance to backward countries 
like Russia) expressed by Marx regarding 
the evolution of capitalism in agriculture. 
“The transformation of rent in kind into 
money- rent is furthermore not only inev-
itably accompanied, but even anticipated, 
by the formation of a class of property-
less day- labourers, who hire themselves 
out for money. During their genesis, when 
this new class appears but sporadically, 
the custom necessarily develops among 
the more prosperous peasants, subject to 
rent payments, of exploiting agricultural 
wage- labourers for their own account, 

much as in feudal times, when the more 
well- to- do peasant serfs themselves also 
held serfs. In this way, they gradually 
acquire the possibility of accumulating 
a certain amount of wealth and them-
selves becoming transformed into future 
capitalists. The old self- employed pos-
sessors of land themselves thus give rise 
to a nursery school for capitalist tenants, 
whose development is conditioned by the 
general development of capitalist pro-

duction beyond the bounds of the coun-
tryside” (Capital, Vol. III, p. 332). “The 
expropriation and eviction of a part of 
the agricultural population not only set 
free for industrial capital, the labourers, 
their means of subsistence, and material 
for labour; it also created the home mar-
ket” (Capital, Vol. I, p. 778). In their turn, 
the impoverishment and ruin of the rural 
population play a part in the creation, for 
capital, of a reserve army of labour. In 

every capitalist country “part of the agri-
cultural population is therefore constantly 
on the point of passing over into an urban 
or manufacturing [i.e., non- agricultural—
Lenin] proletariat.... This source of rela-
tive surplus population is thus constantly 
flowing.... The agricultural labourer is 
therefore reduced to the minimum of 
wages, and always stands with one foot 
already in the swamp of pauperism” 
(Capital, Vol. I, p. 668). The peasant’s 

Karl Marx...
(continued from page 2)
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Students in downtown Kabul, 1981. Soviet intervention provided huge gains 
for Afghan women and offered prospect of modernizing Afghanistan.
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Left: Destitute migrant farm worker family in California, 1936. Right: Collective farm, Soviet Ukraine, 1930s.
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has as much reality as the promised but 
never delivered cap on the number of 
second- tier workers from contract talks 
four years ago. But in the unlikely event 
that the company adheres entirely to this 
prolonged wage progression, those hired 
since 2007 would remain second- class 
union members, saddled with an infe-
rior health plan and a 401(k) in place of 
a defined- benefit pension. Tellingly, even 
if all UAW members tomorrow earned 
the current top- tier wage of $28 an hour, 
FCA’s costs per worker would be compa-
rable to those at Toyota’s non- union U.S. 
operations.

The very purpose of the tier system 
imposed in the 2007 contract was to 
gouge UAW workers in order to make the 
domestic automakers more competitive 
against their foreign rivals that have set up 
non- union shops in this country, primar-
ily in the South. For Fiat (now FCA) CEO 
Sergio Marchionne, who introduced him-
self to the UAW during the 2009 Chrysler 
bankruptcy proceedings by insisting the 
union accept a “culture of poverty,” the 
gutting of the union is on track. At every 
step, the pro- capitalist union misleaders 
have accommodated the bosses, includ-
ing by helping slash wages. In 2007, then 
UAW president Ron Gettelfinger boasted 
that “the gap in labor costs” between the 
Detroit Three and the “foreign transplant 
operations will be largely or completely 
eliminated by the end of the contracts.” 
Today, Williams, who embraces the noto-
rious union- buster Marchionne literally as 
well as figuratively, continues to facilitate 
the plan the FCA chief outlined to inves-
tors last year: “We need to freeze the tier 
ones and make them a dying class.”

The new deal, like the first, also falls 
far short in many other respects. Left 
intact is the Alternative Work Schedule, 
which rotates workers between day, after-
noon and night shifts over short periods 
of time, jeopardizing health and safety. 
As one worker told WV, “I trade my body 
for a paycheck.” Enhanced profit sharing 
and productivity bonuses, intended to 
blur the class line and grease the skids 
for speedup, put conditions on money that 
should just get added to base wages. Retir-
ees, all but told to shut up and die at the 
time of the bankruptcy, are tossed a lousy 
$1,000 car voucher for their many years 
of sweat and toil. And while the union 
bureaucrats have—for the moment—put 
on hold their push for a health care co- op 
(at least at FCA), they still insist on find-
ing “smart solutions” to help the company 
avoid rising health care costs. One such 
“solution” is tucked away in the proposed 
contract: top-tier workers will be forced 
to pay deductibles for the first time if 

the “Cadillac tax” mandated by Obama’s 
Affordable Care Act kicks in.

Enough already! Williams tried to down-
play the resounding opposition to his co- op 
project, claiming it was due to a botched 
communication effort. No, a stinker is a 
stinker. The matter is simple: the auto-
makers should foot the bill for any and all 
expenses (including the Cadillac tax) asso-
ciated with providing top- level health care 
to all workers (and their families), who 
risk life and limb to churn out cars for the 
bosses’ profit. The health care cost stud-
ies proposed by the UAW tops are more 
smoke and mirrors from a union leader-
ship that goes out of its way to be 
company- friendly, that is to say, loyal lap-
dogs of the greedy employers who amass 
fortunes by exploiting labor.

Accepting the terms set by the capital-
ists is the road to ruin for the union and 
its membership. Take the false choice that 
the UAW bureaucrats present as “the give 
and take between job security, and good 
pay and benefits.” Over the years, this 
“give and take” has brought everything 
from the spinning off of parts workers 
and growth in temps to the institution of 
tiers—everything, that is, except job secu-
rity and good pay and benefits. Despite 
modest membership gains since 2012, the 
UAW represents 42 percent fewer Detroit 
Three workers than it did in 2005. Mean-
while, the top- tier UAW wage for assem-
bly workers has remained frozen since 
2003 (with a marginal increase included 
in the FCA agreement).

Today, union officials claim to be “pro-
active” in response to job losses, boasting 
of measures in the deal like “sourcing 
conferences” and “strategic partnership 
initiatives” with the company purchasing 
department. Such efforts to encourage so- 
called insourcing are supposed to convince 
the automaker to bring contracted- out jobs 
back under the FCA umbrella by offering 
to have union members do them for subpar 
wages. Yet more tiers to save the bosses 
money! In the 1970s, Detroit Three new 
hires started at over 90 percent full pay 
and reached top rate after three months. 
Almost all production workers across a 
company made the same wage, with some 
loose change for different classifications 
and shift premiums.

Far from undertaking an industry- wide 
strike to restore wage parity, or a mili-
tant fight to organize the unorganized at 
the suppliers, much less auto plants in the 
South, the UAW tops instead act despi-
cably like labor brokers, reinforcing divi-
sions among the workers and fueling a 
race to the bottom. The same goes for 
all the finger- wagging at Mexico, where 

some FCA auto production is scheduled to 
move. The framework of U.S. auto worker 
versus Mexican auto worker is a recipe for 
driving down wages and working condi-
tions on both sides of the border. Mar-
chionne certainly is no stranger to divide-
and-conquer; in recent years, he foisted 
major concessions on union auto workers 
in Italy by threatening to move production 
out of that country (with the U.S. as one 
possible destination). The way forward is 
to proceed from the unity of interests of 
auto workers in the U.S., Mexico and else-
where against the common class enemy—
the Detroit Three auto bosses who bleed 
workers dry regardless of locale—which 
would open the prospect of joint struggle.

UAW members have every reason 
to distrust Williams and his gang. The 
labor traitors are, for the second time in 
as many weeks, attempting to sell a bill 
of goods. Auto workers must not give in 
to resignation over the possibility of doing 
any better. Neither should they let their 
just anger at the union bureaucrats take 
the form of refusing to pay union dues—a 
danger opened up by recent “right to 
work” laws in Michigan and Indiana. Such 
a step would simply weaken the union in 
its coming battles. Instead, all members 
should insist that their hard- earned dues 
money go into the union strike fund or 
toward organizing drives—and above all 
not get wasted on the electoral campaigns 
of Democratic Party politicians, who no 
less than Republicans are the political 
representatives of the bosses. Michigan 
went “right to work” a couple of years ago 
after the UAW tops and the rest of labor 
officialdom channeled protest against the 
anti- union forces into the dead end of reli-
ance on Democrats and the ballot box.

The Detroit auto giants are today sol-
idly in the black thanks to the massive 
concessions shoved down the throats of 
the workers with the active assistance of 
the UAW bureaucracy. This time around, 
the automakers are willing to pay out a lit-
tle to buy labor peace; but for workers to 
truly get theirs, it is going to take a fight. 
Given their abiding respect for the bosses’ 
rules and bottom line, the sellouts atop 
the union are utterly incapable of direct-
ing any serious battle. It is well past time 
that they be shown the door.

The forging of a class- struggle leader-
ship would go a long way toward trans-
forming the unions into battalions of or gan-
ized labor, capable of fighting for quality 
health care that is free for everyone at the 
point of delivery and jobs for all through 
a shorter workweek with no loss in pay, 
among other causes of the entire working 
people. Armed with a program based on 
the understanding that the working class 
shares no interest with the bosses, a union 
with the power of the UAW could head up 
a broader fight against capitalism’s rav-
ages, enlisting support from the rest of 
the proletariat as well as the unemployed 
and black and immigrant communities 
in the crosshairs of the capitalist rulers. 
This perspective demands the building of 
a multiracial revolutionary workers party 
dedicated to the overthrow of capitalist 
production for profit once and for all. n

UAW...
(continued from page 12)

private ownership of the land he tills is 
the foundation of small- scale production 
and the condition for its prospering and 
achieving the classical form. But such 
small- scale production is compatible only 
with a narrow and primitive framework of 
production and society. Under capitalism 
the “exploitation of the peasants differs 
only in form from the exploitation of the 
industrial proletariat. The exploiter is the 
same: capital. The individual capitalists 
exploit the individual peasants through 
mortgages and usury; the capitalist class 
exploits the peasant class through the state 
taxes” (The Class Struggles in France). 
“The small holding of the peasant is now 
only the pretext that allows the capitalist 
to draw profits, interest and rent from the 
soil, while leaving it to the tiller of the 
soil himself to see how he can extract his 
wages” (The Eighteenth Brumaire). As a 
rule the peasant cedes to capitalist soci-
ety, i.e., to the capitalist class, even a part 
of the wages, sinking “to the level of the 
Irish tenant farmer—all under the pre-
tence of being a private proprietor” (The 
Class Struggles in France). What is “one 
of the reasons why grain prices are lower 
in countries with predominant small- 
peasant land proprietorship than in coun-
tries with a capitalist mode of produc-

tion”? (Capital, Vol. III, p. 340.) It is that 
the peasant hands over gratis to society 
(i.e., the capitalist class) a part of his sur-
plus product. “This lower price [of grain 
and other agricultural produce—Lenin] 
is consequently a result of the producers’ 
poverty and by no means of their labour 
productivity” (Capital, Vol. III, p. 340). 
Under capitalism the small- holding sys-
tem, which is the normal form of small- 
scale production, degenerates, collapses, 
and perishes. “Proprietorship of land 
parcels, by its very nature, excludes the 
development of social productive forces 
of labour, social forms of labour, social 
concentration of capital, large- scale cattle 
raising, and the progressive application of 
science. Usury and a taxation system must 
impoverish it everywhere. The expendi-
ture of capital in the price of the land 
withdraws this capital from cultivation. 
An infinite fragmentation of means of 
production, and isolation of the produc-
ers themselves.” (Co- operative societies, 
i.e., associations of small peasants, while 
playing an extremely progressive bour-
geois role, only weaken this tendency, 
without eliminating it; nor must it be 
forgotten that these co- operative socie-
ties do much for the well- to- do peasants, 
and very little—next to nothing—for the 

mass of poor peasants; then the asso-
ciations themselves become exploiters 
of hired labour.) “Monstrous waste of 
human energy. Progressive deterioration 
of conditions of production and increased 
prices of means of production—an inev-
itable law of proprietorship of parcels.” 
In agriculture, as in industry, capitalism 
transforms the process of production only 
at the price of the “martyrdom of the 
producer.” “The dispersion of the rural 
labourers over larger areas breaks their 
power of resistance, while concentration 
increases that of the town operatives. 
In modern agriculture, as in the urban 
industries, the increased productiveness 
and quantity of the labour set in motion 
are bought at the cost of laying waste 
and consuming by disease labour power 
itself. Moreover, all progress in capital-
istic agriculture is a progress in the art, 
not only of robbing the labourer, but of 
robbing the soil.... Capitalist production, 
therefore, develops technology, and the 
combining together of various processes 
into a social whole, only by sapping the 
original sources of all wealth—the soil 
and the labourer” (Capital, Vol. I, end of 
Chapter 13).

[COMING UP NEXT:  
SOCIALISM]
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Striking auto workers picket Detroit GM plant, September 1970.
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anti- Communist AFL- CIO misleaders 
over the integrated labor movement, in 
defeating the black Uncle Toms in the 
inner cities and their capitalist patrons in 
the Democratic Party. 

But the BPP turned its back on the mul-
tiracial working class. Instead, the Pan-
thers substituted their own militants for 
the organized power of the working class. 
However heroic, they were no match for 
the armed might of the capitalist state.

The Panthers Pick Up the Gun 
and Are Defeated

Taking advantage of California’s then- 
permissive gun laws, the Panthers applied 
their “pick up the gun” theory. At first 
this tactic seemed successful as Newton’s 
armed patrols in Oakland went unmolested. 
The Panthers also held a rally protesting 
the police murder of a young black man, 
Denzil Dowell, in Richmond, California, 
which the cops ran like a Southern town. 
Again, they succeeded in facing down the 
cops. The documentary shows footage of 
the most spectacular action of the BPP, the 
one that put them on the map nationwide. 
That was the armed Panther march, led by 
Bobby Seale, into the state Capitol in Sac-
ramento, to protest the Mulford Bill. This 

bill (named after a white politician from 
a wealthy Oakland enclave) was drafted 
specifically to disarm the Panthers.

The scenes from Sacramento in the 
documentary, with then California gov-
ernor Ronald Reagan and state legislators 
cowering, capture the spirit that inspired 
the rapid growth of the Panthers. They 

are also a powerful indictment of gun 
control laws, at the time pushed by right- 
wing Republicans and today by liberals. 
What is abundantly clear is that the pur-
pose of such laws is to disarm black and 
working people, ensuring that the cops 
maintain their monopoly on the means 
of violence together with their fascist and 
criminal counterparts. 

Taken aback by the Panthers’ flamboy-
ance and uncertain how much support they 
had in the ghettos, the state’s authorities 
at first proceeded with some caution. But 
beginning with the wounding and jailing 
of Huey Newton on frame- up charges of 
killing a cop in October 1967, and gaining 
steam with the Oakland police killing of 
17- year- old Bobby Hutton and the arrest of 
Panther leader Eldridge Cleaver in April 
1968, a coordinated national campaign to 
wipe out the Panthers was launched by 
the FBI under the Democratic president 
Lyndon Johnson and carried out by local 
police forces. In many cases they had the 
active collaboration of cultural nationalist 
groups like Ron Karenga’s United Slaves 
organization, whose members killed L.A. 
Panther leaders Bunchy Carter and John 
Huggins on the UCLA campus in 1969.

While Nelson’s documentary doesn’t 
mention the role of these black cultural 
nationalists, who glorified the heritage of 
African kings and queens, it very pow-
erfully depicts the murderous vendetta 

launched by J. Edgar Hoover’s FBI. Rav-
ing that the Panthers were the “greatest 
threat to the internal security of the coun-
try,” Hoover revived COINTELPRO, the 
counterintelligence program that had orig-
inally been set up in 1956 with its main 
target being the Communist Party. In a 
memo distributed to all FBI offices in the 

country, Hoover declared: “The purpose 
of this new counter- intelligence endeavor 
is to expose, disrupt, misdirect, discredit, 
or otherwise neutralize the activities of 
black nationalists.” What Hoover meant 
by “neutralize” was spelled out in 1968, 
“the Negro youth and moderate[s] must be 
made to understand that if they succumb 
to revolutionary teachings, they will be 
dead revolutionaries.”

COINTELPRO unleashed the most sav-
age and systematic campaign of racist mur-
der in modern American history. Much of 

this is vividly portrayed in archival foot-
age in the documentary: from images of 
Panthers in Philadelphia stripped to their 
underwear and lined up against the wall 
outside their headquarters, to Oakland 
Panthers piling up sand bags in antici-
pation of a police assault on their office. 
There are depictions of Bobby Seale being 
bound and gagged like a latter- day slave 
on orders from the judge in the Chicago 
Seven trial. Footage of a rally outside the 
courthouse shows the powerful eloquence 
of the 20- year- old Fred Hampton, the dep-
uty chairman of the BPP’s Illinois branch.

There is also footage of the bloody after-
math of the 4 December 1969 pre- dawn 
raid by the Chicago police on Hampton’s 
apartment. Orchestrated by the FBI, the 
cops unleashed an onslaught of bullets 
killing Hampton and 17- year- old Mark 
Clark in their beds as they slept. Among 
those interviewed in the movie is William 
O’Neill, the police informant who was 
Hampton’s bodyguard and provided the 
floor plans to the apartment. 

Four days after the assassination of 
Hampton and Clark, an L.A. SWAT team 
laid siege to the Panther office in L.A., 
firing thousands of rounds of ammuni-
tion. Although unmentioned in the docu-
mentary, a particular target of the LAPD 
was L.A. BPP leader Geronimo ji Jaga 
(Pratt), a Vietnam War vet whose mili-
tary knowledge was crucial to saving his 
life and those of his comrades. Geron-
imo was subsequently framed up for a 
1968 murder and spent 27 years in prison 
(eight of them in solitary) before his con-
viction was overturned and he was freed 
in 1997; he died in 2011.

Virtually the entire leadership of the 
New York Black Panthers was arrested 
on trumped- up and completely ludicrous 
“conspiracy” charges, including that they 

were plotting to blow up the Bronx botan-
ical gardens and other targets. Known as 
the Panther 21, they were held in jail for 
nearly two years. After a 13- month trial, 
the longest criminal proceeding in New 
York state history at the time, it took the 
jury only three hours to find all of the 
Panther 21 not guilty on all charges. 

Thirty- eight Panthers were murdered 
under the FBI’s COINTELPRO campaign. 
Hundreds of others were rounded up and 
thrown in jail. Today, 20 former Panthers, 
including America’s foremost class- war 
prisoner Mumia Abu- Jamal who had been 
sentenced to death on frame- up charges 
of killing a Philadelphia cop, continue to 
languish in America’s prison dungeons. 
While the number of former BPP members 
in jail is mentioned in the movie, nothing is 
said of their cases or the cause of fighting 
for their freedom. Among the former Black 
Panther supporters still incarcerated are Ed 
Poindexter, Wopashitwe Mondo Eyen we 
Langa and Albert Woodfox, all of whom, 
like Mumia, receive monthly stipends from 
the Partisan Defense Committee. The PDC 
is a class- struggle, non- sectarian legal and 
social defense organization associated with 
the Spartacist League.

The Panthers Defend Themselves 
and Move Right

From May 1967 to December 1969 
alone, the BPP was hit with 768 arrests and 
almost $5 million in bail bonds. Isolated, 
with state repression relentlessly bearing 
down on them, the Panthers shifted their 
focus to legal defense work. The Panthers’ 
alliance with various white radical and 
liberal groups, like the Peace and Freedom 
Party, was not motivated by any realiza-
tion that American society could only be 
revolutionized by an integrated working- 
class movement. Rather they were driven 
by the need to gain the broadest material 
and other support for their legal defense.

The documentary shows footage of 
Panthers at Jane Fonda’s apartment, with 
former BPP members recalling the titil-
lation of the white glitterati at the sight 
of them lining the walls in their black 
leather jackets and berets posturing as if 
they were about to shoot someone. The 
cultural wing of the liberal bourgeoi-
sie paid handsomely for the experience 
of exposing their bourgeois sensibilities 
to the “black revolution” in safety, an 
expensive delight somewhat recalling the 
Roman arena. 

What is left unsaid is the role played 
by the reformists of the Communist Party 
(CP), although one is left to wonder where 
all the white lawyers who defended the 
Panthers came from. Guided by the legal 
apparatus of the CP, the Panther leader-
ship was influenced to launch a “united 
front against fascism” in 1969. Its purpose 
was to forge a political alliance with the 
liberal Democratic Party establishment 

Panthers...
(continued from page 12)
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against the Republican right on an essen-
tially civil libertarian basis. The central 
demand of this abortive “united front” 
was community control of the cops. This 
demand combined liberal illusions about 
the nature of the capitalist state with black 
nationalist illusions that the oppression of 
black people could be ended through their 
control of ghetto institutions. Today, the 
call for community control of the police is 
again prominent in the Black Lives Matter 
protests against racist cop terror. Behind 
it is the deadly reformist illusion that the 
capitalist rulers can be pressured into dis-
mantling their repressive state apparatus.

Along with their turn toward the lib-
erals, the Panthers launched a series of 
ghetto social work programs, exemplified 
by their “breakfast for children” program. 
As the documentary portrays, these new 
activities were designed to gain support 
from black people in the inner cities who 
had not rallied behind the BPP’s adventur-
ist confrontations with the cops because 
they recognized that the balance of forces 
was decidedly not in their favor. In addi-
tion, the aim was to give the Panthers a 
more humanitarian image when facing 
middle- class white juries. To this day, 
the image of the Panthers feeding hungry 
black children is the one preferred by the 
reformist left and black petty- bourgeois 
radicals.

With the rulers of this country now 
snatching school lunches even out of the 
mouths of white kids, the idea of provid-
ing breakfast to hungry children must 
look pretty good to black youth and oth-
ers. But the Panthers’ “serve the people” 
programs were no competition for the 
money the U.S. government was throwing 
at poverty programs in the 1960s. This 
was hardly out of the “goodness of their 
hearts.” Rather the aim was to pacify the 
inner cities following the ghetto uprisings. 
The bourgeoisie needed black youth as 
cannon fodder for their dirty war against 
the Vietnamese workers and peasants and 
didn’t want to fight a war on two fronts, at 
home and abroad. 

But the problem with the Panthers’ food, 
health and other programs was not that 
they didn’t work but that they strength-
ened the BPP’s paternalistic self- image: 
the Panthers as avenging angels of the 
black masses who in turn were seen as 
grateful clients, not as potential con-
scious revolutionists in their own right. 
Meanwhile, the main beneficiaries of the 
government’s “war on poverty” were a 
thin layer of the black population, many 
of whom went on to be overseers of the 
ghettos as big city mayors, police chiefs 
and in other government offices.

By every index of misery the condi-
tions of life for the black working class 
and poor are as bad as they were in the 
1960s. The reality today is that much of 
the black population is written off as lit-
tle more than a “surplus population” by 
the racist rulers, not worth even providing 

with subsistence- level welfare and other 
programs. And of course there are the 
huge numbers locked up in prisons. This 
serves to underline, again, that the only 
road to black freedom lies through shat-
tering the entire system of racist American 
capitalism. What is necessary is a strug-
gle for power, a socialist revolution, by the 
integrated working class—the wage slaves 
without whose labor the capitalist owners 
cannot reap their golden riches—that will 
overthrow the U.S. imperialist order.

The Fall of the  
Black Panther Party

Facing a dead end politically, their early 
victories against cop brutality long behind 
them, the popular- front alliance with the 
reformists and liberals going nowhere, 
the Panthers were broken by bloody state 
repression and COINTELPRO provoca-
tions. These in turn fed into murderous 
internal factionalism. In 1971 there was a 
violent and spectacular split centered on 
the personalities of BPP leaders Eldridge 
Cleaver and Huey Newton. As seen in the 
documentary, Cleaver and much of his 
group were in exile in Algeria where he 
fled following his 1968 arrest. This wing 
continued to talk of “urban guerilla war-
fare,” although given the massive state 
repression against the Panthers this was 
little more than posturing. The Newton 

wing moved to Democratic Party liberal-
ism as seen in the footage in The Black 
Panthers of Bobby Seale and Elaine 
Brown campaigning as Democrats in the 
1973 Oakland municipal elections.

Despite the idealism and heroism of 
the early Panthers, the split reflected the 
problems of trying to build a “revolution-

ary vanguard” based on the glorifica-
tion of impoverished black youth in the 
ghettos, seeing the “most oppressed” as 
the “most revolutionary.” Although often 
courageous, these adventurous youth were 
not recruited on the basis of a revolution-
ary political program. As a reflection, 
discipline in the Panthers was imposed 
by street- gang methods. In the absence of 
a membership politically armed through 

education, discussion, debate and commit-
ment, leadership in the Panthers became 
a form of “hero worship.” The disastrous 
effect can be seen in the documentary 
with Huey Newton bathing in adula-
tion following his release from jail. The 
inherent corruption of the “warrior- hero” 
leader is captured in scenes of Newton’s 
lavish penthouse apartment, paid for out 
of party funds raised for Panther defense 
cases.

The Panthers’ glorification of lum penism 
was also seen in their treatment of women 
members, who by the 1970s made up over 
half the party’s membership. While many 
of these women were leaders of Panthers’ 
political education classes and some were 
party leaders, phrases like “pussy power” 
were thrown around, reflecting the sexual 
degradation of women in the BPP. This 
was not simply vulgar talk but came out of 
the Panthers’ lumpenproletarian base and 
macho quasi- militarism, which made for a 
brutal internal life, particularly for women.

Nonetheless, from the late 1960s through 
to the Cleaver- Newton split, the Panthers 
were so sacrosanct in radical circles and 
nearly all self- proclaimed Marxist organ-
izations that any criticism of them was 
met with shrill accusations of racism. In 
the face of the widespread hero worship of 
Newton, Cleaver and other Panther lead-
ers, the Spartacist League polemicized 
against the BPP’s notion of lumpen van-
guardism and argued that black national-
ism, even in its most radical form, was a 
utopian dead end. We also denounced their 
physical assaults against other leftists and 
challenged their rightward plunge into the 

Democratic Party. At the same time, we 
fought to defend Panther militants against 
state repression, and we continue to do so.

For Black Liberation  
Through Socialist Revolution!

In the end, the Panthers were not 
defeated politically through the interven-
tion of a Leninist vanguard party, but rather 
physically and organizationally destroyed 
by the capitalist state. Thus, many of the 
lessons of the demise of an organization 
that represented the high- water mark of 
black radicalism in the last 50 years of 
American history have been lost. Our pur-
pose is to arm a new generation of young 
militants and workers with these lessons, 
to win them to the program of revolution-
ary integrationism. That is the understand-
ing that the only road to black freedom lies 
in the struggle to smash racist, imperialist 
America through a proletarian socialist 
revolution, in which black workers, the 
most combative element in the working 
class, will play a leading role. 

As we concluded our article “End of 
the Black Power Era,” which was written 
after the Cleaver- Newton split:

“The Panthers could not defeat the cops 
because the cops are an essential part of 
the capitalist state and the Panthers could 
not defeat that state. Given that fact, the 
Panthers could only alternate between the 
bitter consequences of heroic adventurism 
or appealing to the liberal establishment.
“The oppression of the black people can-
not be ended by black activists alone, but 
only by the working class as a whole. The 
breakup of the Panthers’ organization and 
authority creates greater opportunity—
but only opportunity—for the struggle for 
an integrated proletarian socialist van-
guard party. The process is in no sense 
inevitable; there will always be plenty of 
hustlers and romantic rebels to attempt 
endless repetition of the old mistakes and 
betrayals. But the intervention of Lenin-
ists among radical blacks can stimulate 
the understanding that the liberation of 
black people will be both a great driving 
force of the American proletarian revolu-
tion, and a great achievement of the rev-
olution in power. That revolution will be 
made, not in the name of black power, but 
of working- class power—communism.” n
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With its powerful archival footage 
and interviews with former Black Pan-
ther Party members, Stanley Nelson’s 
documentary The Black Panthers: Van-
guard of the Revolution reopens a chap-
ter of black history that has long been 
distorted, hated and feared by the racist 
rulers of America. While the capitalist 
ruling class has embraced Martin Luther 
King as the prophet of “nonviolence” and 
“patient moderation,” the Panthers have 
long been demonized as little more than 

thugs. Even amidst the outpouring of pro-
tests against racist cop terror, there has 
been little reference to the Panthers who 
courageously championed the defense of 
the ghetto masses against police brutal-
ity. Instead, the call has been to “reclaim 
MLK” as some kind of radical opponent 
of American capitalism.

To some extent, such mythology is also 
shared by Nelson. His documentary gives 
the impression that the Panthers were a 
kind of Northern offshoot of the civil 
rights movement and that it was only fol-
lowing King’s assassination in 1968 that 
they came to despair of his “turn the other 
cheek” liberal pacifism. On the contrary, 
the Black Panther Party was founded as a 
direct response to the failure of the civil 
rights movement, embodied in MLK’s 
Southern Christian Leadership Confer-
ence, to make any serious dent into the 
bedrock of black oppression when it 
moved North in the mid 1960s. 

Here, the political premises of the King 
leadership—which looked to the federal 
government and the Democratic Party 
for legislative redress—collided with 
economic and social reality. Black peo-
ple in the Northern ghettos had lived with 
“equality under the law” for years while 
being segregated in the rotting tenements 
of the inner cities, relegated to the worst, 
lowest- paying jobs and daily humiliated 
and brutalized by the police. It became 
abundantly clear that King had no pro-
gram to fight the causes of racial oppres-
sion, which is rooted in the economic and 
social structure of capitalist America.

A movement that had raised great hopes 
and activated tens of thousands in often- 

heroic battles collapsed amidst the ghetto 
uprisings that began in Harlem in 1964 
and continued with undiminished inten-
sity through Watts in 1965 and Newark, 
Cleveland and Detroit in 1967. In the mid-
dle of these upheavals, the Black Panther 
Party was founded in Oakland in 1966 
by Bobby Seale and Huey Newton. They 
sought to strip away the deeply felt sense 
of powerlessness of the black inner city 
residents, particularly in relation to racist 
cops gunning down blacks on the streets. 

Images of Malcolm X and his call for 
the right of self- defense “by any means 
necessary,” fill the screen at the begin-
ning of the documentary. But it gives little 
idea of the impact of his uncompromis-
ing opposition to the capitalist rulers of 
America, Democrats as well as Republi-
cans. Malcolm sparked hatred and fear in 
those rulers and inspired black militants. 
The Panthers were established just two 
years after The Autobiography of Mal-
colm X was first published. In his book 
This Side of Glory (1993), former Panther 
leader David Hilliard recalled a conver-
sation in which Newton announced that 

he was about to found a new organization 
that will be “the personification of Mal-
colm X’s dreams.” 

The Black Panthers: Vanguard of the 
Revolution shows footage of BPP patrols 
in Oakland, armed with guns and law 
books, surrounding a gang of white cops 
terrorizing a black “suspect.” For boldly 
asserting their constitutional right to bear 
arms and challenging racist cop terror, the 
Panthers gained the respect of the ghetto 
masses and began drawing many black 
youth into their ranks, first in Oakland 
and then nationwide. At its height, the 
BPP had 4,000 members and 35 chapters. 
As one former Panther says in the docu-
mentary: “We were not after the church 
folks; we were not after the Muslim folks. 
We wanted the brother on the corner, the 
brother who is getting his head banged in 
every weekend by the police.”

Other former Panthers recall the prob-
lems of trying to assemble a “vanguard 
of the revolution” from unemployed black 
youth. The BPP made its stand on purg-
ing the ghetto of police brutality. This 
was equivalent to calling to overthrow 

the armed might of the capitalist state, 
a perspective that could and can only be 
realized by the mobilization of the multi-
racial working class under the leadership 
of a genuine vanguard party. Despite 
the radicalism and personal courage of 
its militants, the BPP shared the pre-
dominantly white, student- centered New 
Left’s rejection of the centrality and stra-
tegic social power of the working class in 
the struggle against racial oppression and 
class exploitation. 

As we wrote in 1972:
“To avoid the Marxist contention that the 
organized working class is the key rev-
olutionary element, the Panthers came 
up with the theory that black lumpens 
are the revolutionary vanguard, and that 
all employed workers, black and white, 
have been bought off by the ruling class. 
The Panthers’ ‘theory’ of lumpenism is 
a mixture of self- aggrandizement and 
impressionism....
“A political movement which isolates 
itself in a social milieu hostile to normal 
work- a- day society must become irre-
sponsible, individualistic and ultimately 
cynical and contemptuous of the mass of 
working people. It is precisely that task 
of revolutionaries to penetrate the main-
stream of social and economic life and 
explode ‘normal work- a- day’ society on 
the basis of its terrible oppressiveness—
the very oppressiveness which drove indi-
viduals to become revolutionaries in the 
first place.”

— “End of the Black Power Era,” 
reprinted in Marxist Bulletin No. 
5 (Revised), “What Strategy for 
Black Liberation? Trotskyism 
vs. Black Nationalism”  
(September 1978)

The Panthers had members working 
in factories near Oakland and even put 
out a few issues of a plant newspaper at 
the Fremont GM plant. Unionized white 
workers on strike at an oil refinery in 
Richmond, California, took up the BPP’s 
cry of “pig” against strikebreaking cops 
who were attacking their picket lines. 
Thus, the idea of linking the anger of the 
ghetto masses to the power of labor was 
not some kind of utopian pipedream. The 
Spartacist League sought to win young 
black militants around the Panthers to a 
Marxist perspective and to the struggle to 
forge a multiracial revolutionary workers 
party. Fighting in the unions as well as 
among radicalizing youth, such militants 
could have been instrumental in break-
ing the brittle stranglehold of the racist, 
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What part of “no more tiers” does 
United Auto Workers (UAW) head Den-
nis Williams not understand? Union 
members, by a two- to- one margin, re-
jected the first rotten deal that his team 
negotiated with Fiat Chrysler (FCA)—
the first time UAW workers have voted 
down a national contract since 1982. 
Deliberations had been kept hidden from 
workers, who were rightly furious at the 
extension of the two- tier wage system 
even as Williams hailed the proposed 
contract for its supposed “tremendous 
gains.” Returning to the table for Round 

Two, the UAW bureaucracy this time set 
a deadline for a strike and very belatedly 
began preparations, only to announce an 
eleventh- hour agreement. In the end, 
more of the same was served up—the 
tiers that are so corrosive to the unity and 
integrity of the union are preserved over 
the life of the deal. This repackaged sell-
out deserves to share the fate of the first.

Of course, simply sending the same 
birds back for a third go- round is highly 
unlikely to yield anything better. To 
wrest real gains from FCA, as well as 
General Motors and Ford, the union will 

have to draw a line with strike action 
when the bosses don’t budge. Indeed, the 
mere threat of a strike convinced man-
agement to seemingly discover a little 
extra money it could afford to fork over. 
But for Williams & Co., who are devoted 
to maintaining the profitability of the 
automakers, that threat was intended as 
theater, not a serious declaration of class 
battle. Auto workers need a new union 
leadership, one that will confront the 
employers from the standpoint of class 
versus class, not passive acceptance of 
capitalist exploitation and oppression.

The existing union officialdom’s con-
nivance with the employers was evi-
dent in how they addressed the genuine 
concerns of their members. Equal pay 
(and benefits) for equal work means 
all workers should receive the highest 
rate, immediately. Instead, the union 
bureaucrats have hatched an eight- year 
phase- in scheme to close the enormous 
wage gap. Conveniently for FCA, much 
of this wage hike is to take place, if 
at all, after the 2019 expiration of the 
proposed contract. In other words, it 
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Black Panthers at rally to free Huey Newton in West Oakland, July 1968.
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