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The WRP entered the election on 12
November 2014. The election took
place on 28 November. Of 16 parties,
the WRP was 7Ƙƌ with 2 seats in parlia-
ment. More than 13,000 persons voted
for the party. The vote was evenly
distributed over the length and breadth
of the country with an average of 1.5%
of the vote.

It is estimated that the party would
have won 4-5 times more votes had it
entered the elections earlier. However,
this is doubtful as it is strongly sus-
pected that the vote was rigged with
electronic voting machines without any
means to have verified the votes. We
suspect that the WRP obtained its vote
because it had escaped the pre-pro-
gramming of the Indian electronic
voting machines.

It was a whirlwind campaign, but it
was based on the national organisation
of the group of former South African
conscripted soldiers.

Other organised groups which
account for the WRP vote were former
PLAN fighters and SWAPO Youth
League members of 1976 and their
supporters, mineworkers and the
former TCL mineworkers (whose
pension fund was stolen), the Southern
Communities Allegiance (which had

taken back their land), the homeless
and housing groups, (pauperised)
teachers etc. Members of the Truth and
Justice Committee of the 1976 PLAN

fighters in the north encouraged people
to vote for the WRP.

An outcome was that we now have
a central committee of 23 persons and

Thousands rallied in London’s Trafalgar Square in support of the Greek

government’s  bid to overturn the crushing weight of Troika-imposed

austerity: See ‘Greece: The Crisis is Here to Stay’ page 5

(Ctd. p. 2)
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it will probably grow to over 30 in the
next few weeks. Further outcomes
were that the former TCL workers have
requested membership of the WRP and
the Truth and Justice leadership of the
north have requested to meet with us
to discuss their joinder of the WRP, and
various branches are being organised
around the country.

A problem to be sorted out practi-
cally and theoretically is that only the
core of the leadership can be called
Marxist (members of the Workers
International to Rebuild the Fourth
International) at this stage.

The sudden turn of the working
class to the WRP we see as a result not
only of history, but of the changing
configurations in the class. (Since 1978
the nationalists have systematically
eradicated the working class leadership
in the unions and replaced it with
nationalists [tribalists]). The latter
years have seen increasing tension and
outright hostility between the working
class and its petit bourgeois nationalist
leadership, particularly the trade union
leadership. The class was forced more
and more to conduct its struggles
outside the unions against the capital-
ists including the union leaderships.
The most outstanding example is the
struggle against pension fund theft in
which union leaders colluded with big
business to steal pension funds, each
running into hundreds of millions of
rands.

The history of the WRP provided
the firm foundation on which the class
could build their support for a political
current in which it could have full con-
fidence. The WRP was brought into
being in 1984 by socialist elements in
the liberation struggle. These elements
such as Werner Mamugwe (in the 50’s
and 60’s) and later Hewat Beukes, Erica
Beukes, Jacobus Josob and others (in
the 70’s and 80’s) not only were the
main overt and clandestine organisers
of the liberation struggle inside the
country, they were part of the spear-
head of the struggles against the bour-
geois nationalist (tribalist) leadership
of SWAPO and others.

During these early years of struggle
the socialists were painfully aware that
this bourgeois nationalists leaderships
were groomed by the Stalinists and the
imperialists for political takeover of the
states to become independent. Given
anti-communist legislation, severe and
ruthless repression of any left currents
and the relative freedom of nationalists
to conduct their politics and imperialist
support it was a given that the nation-

alists would prevail at independence
day.

In 1976 the challenge of socialist
youths against the nationalist leader-
ship of SWAPO in exile ended in defeat,
crushed by the bourgeois regimes of
Kaunda (Zambia) and Nyerere (Tanza-
nia).

Then in 1984 at the time the WRP
was clandestinely established a
massive terror campaign since 1978
had been launched inside the SWAPO
and the ANC which allowed the party
to launch an effective campaign against
the nationalists and their international
backers. The ones worst hit were the
SWAPO as ‘liberators’, the international
churches and the Anti-apartheid move-
ment.

Nevertheless, the SWAPO was
foisted onto the Namibian nation in
1990 albeit with a seriously dented
reputation and a clear disrespect from
the Namibian people.

In 1988 the WRP (still clandestine)
successfully called out mass protests on
4 May 1988 against South African occu-
pation of Namibia.

On 1 April 1989 SWAPO sent in
PLAN fighters into the north of the
country misinforming them that the
UNTAG – the UN task force for the
elections in Namibia – was in control in
the north and that the South African
army had already withdrawn to South
Africa. The South African Army had not
withdrawn and Martti Ahtisaari of the
UN ordered the South African Army to
massacre the PLAN fighters. Many of
them were shot dead while they were
eating because the South African Army
drove in white UN painted armoured
cars.

The SWAPO leadership had clearly
acted under pressure of the exposure
of their mass crimes by a group in
Namibia under the leadership of the
WRP.

On the evening of Saturday, 1 April,
1989, the WRP met with hundreds of
SWAPO members mourning at a cus-
tomary meeting place in Katutura, the
black township in Windhoek, while the
SWAPO leaders were partying with
their white partners in Klein Windhoek,
the opulent white town adjacent to
Windhoek, celebrating the coming of
independence. It was a sad, intimate
and outraged gathering. We spent time
together until the early hours of the
morning.

The WRP thereafter staged a flier
protest across Windhoek titled, “The
UN, the foot soldiers of imperialism”.

On 1 May 1989 the WRP was openly
declared as a Trotskyist Party with the

hammer and sickle with the superim-
posed 4 as its emblem.

At the opening of the Namibian
Parliament on 21 March 1990, (on the
advice of Cliff Slaughter) the WRP
staged a march to Parliament to declare
the SWAPO leadership traitors and
imperialist agents. This demonstration
was beamed around the world by tele-
vision. This was meant among other
things to imprint the indelible fact on
the SWAPO leadership and its imperi-
alist handlers that their terror was at
an end and their pretences were done.

Since 1990 the WRP embarked on
the mundane tasks of nursing bodies of
workers back to fighting condition and
back to the unions who were led into
defeat by the provocateur and oppor-
tunist tribalist union leaders; individual
and group legal defence of workers in
labour tribunals; fighting endemic and
all-pervading legal corruption; and
tasks bordering on welfare, seeking out
any pocket of worker resistance and
dissatisfaction. Cd Jacobus Josob, a
shopsteward of the so-called SWAPO
unions at the Namibia Breweries,
directed union negotiations to a living
wage tied to inflation, permanent ben-
efits such as scholarships for workers’
children, housing benefits, etc.

The unionised workers immediately
started experiencing the fatal effects of
a tribal petit bourgeois nationalist lead-
ership. They were sold out to the cor-
porations. These union leaders – part
of the SWAPO leadership – knew the
tactic of speaking left while hastening
along rightward. Privatisation of public
assets including health immediately
became the first issue. A section of the
union leadership used their anti-priva-
tisation rhetoric to garner public
support to climb the ladder to parlia-
ment as SWAPO members.

The WRP kept pace and drove for a
deeper understanding of privatisation
as an attack against workers, the dero-
gation of their rights and benefits, while
it had no economic justification as it
had been proven to be an unequivocal
failure in East and West around the
world. It became a favourite invitee at
symposiums and panels to discuss pri-
vatisations to the ire of union leaders.

However privatisation soon
reached workers’ pension funds which
were liquidated and stolen by the cor-
porations and the SWAPO leadership
with the assistance of the union leader-
ships. In 1994 the process started with
the theft of R 200 million from the TCL
mineworkers’ pension fund.

Thereafter Rio Tinto Zinc, fishing
companies and the State Pension fund
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took the cue that pension funds were
easy pickings from a working class left
weak and disorganised by a treacher-
ous leadership.

The amounts stolen and intended
to be stolen ran into billions of rands.

In 1996 the WRP worked with
workers’ leaders at four mines of the
TCL where workers were on strike and
had formed committees in every
department of the mine’s management
to raise their demands. It advised them
to open the mines books amongst
others. TCL closed its mines only for
the miners to find out afterwards that
their pension fund was stolen.

In 2008 the Workers Advice Centre
associated with the WRP was
approached by the TCL Workers Com-
mittee to assist in the recovery of the
stolen pension fund. After many
protest marches and legal action the
campaign is still continuing.

In 1999 the WRP assisted to organ-
ise the homeless in Windhoek who
were in running battles with the Wind-
hoek municipality which kept on force-
fully evicting them from land. This
struggle led the WRP into a permanent
struggle with the municipality’s contin-
uation of apartheid town planning and
management policies.

In 2002 the WRP launched a project
in which it built 43 housing units for
homeless families. It proved that a
house could be built at 35% the market
price and the houses were of sterling
quality, much higher than the council
structures. It further developed a
housing policy in which group housing
contained a social centre including a
satellite clinic amongst others which
would relieve the pressure on the sec-
ondary health centres, the hospitals,
and enable them to concentrate on
their secondary functions. (One woman
of the homeless who has fought tire-
lessly all the way will be part of our
Central Committee).

The municipality did not allow us to
complete the houses and the project.
With partially built homes into which
the families had moved it went on the
offensive and stopped the project. (But,
we have a written report which will
become part of our parliamentary pro-
gramme.)

In 2002 the executive patron of the
homeless, Erica Beukes, was drawn
into court when the municipality cut
water to the 43 households causing a
severe health hazard. She tried to have
the water reconnected. This was
coupled with protests. Corrupt judges
directed the judgments against her in
person and barred her for life to bring
cases against the municipality. This set

off a decade-long fight against the
courts and the corrupt judges.

The WRP leaders and their associ-
ates began studying bourgeois jurispru-
dence and law from 1999.

In cases of house owners, workers,
finance, fundamental rights the WRP
through its Workers Advice Centre
(WAC) put severe pressure on the judi-
ciary in their exposure of legal corrup-
tion, incompetence and academic
poverty.

WAC involved itself in pending cases
against Labour Hire and in opposing the
appointment of corrupt judges. In 2013
the WAC caused one Jeremy Gauntlett
ӌ�������������������Ǧ��������������������
the shortlist of candidates who were to
be selected as judges to the South
African Constitutional Court, due to his
involvement in judicial improprieties
and corruption in Namibia.

In 2013 the WRP stopped the force-
ful eviction of landless in the South
when an armed contingent of the
Namibian Police was sent down from
Windhoek.

WRP leaders and youth spoke at
numerous forums – even ones funded
by the right-wing Conrad Adenauer
Stiftung – and made contact with
groups around the country. The issues
varied across the political field.

The WRP actively supported strik-
ing teachers and fuel workers.

It was accepted in the mainstream
of the struggle against Germany for
reparations. It assisted national groups
– most notably the Rehoboth Baster and
Nama peoples – to organise politically
to fight for self-determination. This
issue is of central importance in the
unification of the Namibian working
class. The WRP now stands at the heart
of it with votes from each and every
national group in this country.

During four of the five previous
elections the WRP participated, sus-
pecting strongly that it had won at least
one seat. However, the SWAPO rigged

each election. The WRP had twice
before participated in an alliance.

With an absolutely meaningless
opposition, the intensifying critical con-
dition of the working class and the poor
peasantry and a cynically destructive
boss-boy regime it explains on hind-
sight the vote for the WRP.

The WRP had also received at least
three hours of TV time on a case against
the Indian electronic voting machines.
The case was beamed live from the
courtroom over two days with the
running head displaying Workers Rev-
olutionary Party - WRP.

The party’s fight against the elec-
toral commission for its use of the
EVMs was also well publicised during
October 2014.

The only setback was that many
people had not known that it had
entered the elections.

The workers and their organisa-
tions now seek to join the party directly.

We explain this as the weakness of
these fledgling organisations and the
virtual alienation of the workers from
the unions. These workers seem to
view the solution of their perceived
powerlessness as joining the WRP
directly.

To us it seems that we have to
accept this, make certain that a Marxist
leadership remains and use this situa-
tion to empower and build strong
working class organisation. This is a
theoretical and practical problem for
the Workers International under
whose discipline this will have to pro-
ceed.

Similar problems surfaced in South
Africa with the alienation of workers
from the COSATU by a tribalist bour-
geois leadership. The mine workers
were put in a precarious position.
NUMSA was the exception.

Hewat Beukes.

13 January 2015

TCL workers gather in Windhoek with families and supporters to campaign

against the theft of their pension funds
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Workers International Journal reproduces Numsa National Treasurer Mphumzi Maqungo’s

Address to the Australian Workers
Union
March 3, 2015, Posted in Press Releases, 4 March 2015

I greet you in the name of the National
Union of Metalworkers of South Africa,
NUMSA. I am here to give you an update
since our General Secretary, Irvin Jim,
addressed your 2013 conference.

I am happy to report that, despite
the shrinking of South Africa’s manu-
facturing sector, NUMSA has continued
to grow. In 2013 we reported to you a
membership of 300,000. Today it
stands at 360,000. We are the biggest
union in the history of the African con-
tinent.

Despite massive de-industrialisa-
tion in our country, during which hun-
dreds of thousands of manufacturing
jobs have been destroyed, NUMSA’s
membership has grown by nearly 65%
over the last six years. NUMSA is truly
a dominant force.

The key development since
Comrade Jim’s address to you in 2013
was our Special National Congress at
the end of 2013.

We called this Congress because we
realised that the situation in South
Africa had fundamentally changed and
that we needed to respond. The
response of the Special National Con-
gress was very clear:

 It called for a break with the
Alliance with the governing ANC and
SACP, an alliance we have been part of
for more than 20 years

 It resolved to build a working-
class united front to fight for the funda-
mental restructuring of the South
African economy and society

 It resolved to embark on a
process to build a socialist movement
and form a working class political party

 It agreed to broaden the scope
of the union and to organise along value
���������ӌ�������������������������������
of one industry one union that is the
history of our federation, Cosatu.

I want to explain each of these res-
olutions briefly to you.

Why did we call for a break with the
governing alliance?

There were three main reasons:
Firstly, the government of the ANC

and the South African Communist Party
is presiding over a neoliberal strategy
which is damaging the South African
economy and hurting the working class

and the poor. We sit with an unemploy-
ment rate of 35% and the number of
unemployed people is rising. In 2012
the ANC, with the support of the Com-
munist Party, formally adopted the
National Development Plan. This is a
final commitment to a strategy that
refuses to restructure our colonial
economy. Our minerals will continue to
be exported in their raw state while our
manufacturing industry declines. The
result will be profit for capital and
increased poverty, unemployment and
inequality for the working class and the
poor. The plan also calls for the de-
regulation of the labour market:
ü Making it easier to hire and fire

workers
ü Extending probationary periods
ü Introducing wage flexibility for new

labour market entrants
The second reason for calling for a

break with the Alliance is that it is
attacking democratic freedoms. You
will have heard of Marikana, a commu-
nity next to a Lonmin mine. You will
have heard how 34 mineworkers were
massacred by South African police on
behalf of private mining capital. You
will also have heard more recently of
the chaos in the South African parlia-
ment as a result of the President refus-
ing to answer legitimate questions
about huge expenditure of public
money on his private residence, the
equivalent of nearly 30 million Austral-
ian Dollars spent on making his home-
stead into a luxurious estate. We see the
clear signs that we are headed for a
security state.

And the third reason for our resolu-
tion was that there has been a complete
breakdown of democracy within the
ANC. The will of the leadership is
imposed regardless of the views of the
membership.

In short, those were the reasons for
the call to leave the Alliance.

Next, let me look at our resolution
which called for the building of a United
Front.

In South Africa today community
protests, which often become violent
and are attacked by the police, take
place almost every day. 214 community
protests were recorded in 2014. The

represent the grievances of South Afri-
ca’s working class and impoverished
������� � � ӌ� � ��� ����������������������ǡ��
lack of sanitation, a lack of piped water,
a lack of electricity. They are complain-
ing that they are being left to rot in
apartheid townships while the white
ruling class and its black allies get
wealthier. These protests need to come
together into a protest movement
across the country. The United Front is
a vehicle for that. We understand that
any division of workers’ interests
between their lives at work and their
lives at home is a completely artificial
one.

Those who live in shacks are work-
ers. Those who use buckets instead of
toilets are workers. Those who queue
around communal taps are workers.

We are pleased to be able to report
that we convened an initial People’s
Assembly of the United Front at the end
of 2014. The United Front is already
active all over the country, supporting
and initiating community protests. The
United Front will formally have its
national launch in June.

What about the resolution on build-
ing a working class political party?

There is no political party in South
Africa today which represents the
interests of the working class and the
poor.

The South African Communist Party
has claimed to represent those inter-
ests and continues to make that claim.
But in reality it has buried itself inside
the ANC. Its General Secretary is a
Minister in the government. Its Deputy
General Secretary is a Deputy Minister
in the government. It supports the
National Development Plan. As a party
representing the working class it is
dead.

We have been researching working
class organisation around the world
with a symposium and a series of study
tours. We will have our own national
conference on socialism in the build up
to our April Central Committee where
we will decide on the form of working
class party to build.

Finally, I must explain the resolu-
tion to broaden the scope of the union.
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Our Congress decided to endorse
the principle of organising along value
chains, instead of simply being locked
into sectors and industries.

We believe that the real power of
workers will increase if we organise in
the whole of the metal value chain,
from mining to transport of raw mate-
rials, to production of metals, to manu-
facturing and transport of the finished
product.

As a result of this resolution, we
have struggled successfully with the
Department of Labour to register our
new scope which now includes mining,
transport, security, construction, clean-
ing, industrial chemicals, renewable
energy, information and communica-
tion technology, aviation and related
services, and health and canteen serv-
ices. We are already recruiting signifi-
cant numbers in mining and transport.
As a result of these decisions we have

been expelled from our federation,
Cosatu.

The national leadership of Cosatu
has failed to implement the militant
resolutions of its own 11Ƙƌ Congress.
Instead, it has spent the last two years
trying to get rid of those forces who
want to implement them. The result is
that the federation has become dis-
armed and demobilised.

At this moment, 8 of Cosatu’s 19
affiliates are supporting NUMSA and
have refused to participate in any
Cosatu national Structures. This Group
of 8 has now decided to mount a cam-
paign of rolling mass action in support
of the resolutions of Cosatu’s 11Ƙƌ Con-
gress. It has challenged the leadership
of Cosatu to support this campaign.

So where do we stand today?
NUMSA is facing challenges as we grow
in numbers and expand our work: A
new union in the metal industry has

been formed by disgruntled former
members and officials. It is being well
funded. This is taking place in a year in
which all of NUMSA’s shop stewards
stand down and new elections are held.

Institutions of the State are less
co-operative than they were before,
doing their best to obstruct us at every
turn.

Our leaders are routinely vilified in
the media by ANC and SACP and Cosatu
leaders. But we are growing from
strength to strength. We are fighting to
be reinstated in Cosatu.

But if we don’t succeed, we will
build a new federation. Whatever hap-
pens, as we move forward into this new
terrain of struggle, we will remain the
militant, revolutionary union that we
have always been. As we say in South
��������ӌ����������ǥ������Ǥ�������������
organised working class.

Greece:

The crisis is here to stay
THE first round of negotiation between
the SYRIZA-led coalition government
in Greece and the Troika (European
commission, European central Bank,
IMF) has ended. At stake here were
arrangements to prevent Greece’s
national finances collapsing in short
order.

As German Finance Minister, Wolf-
gang Schaeuble has represented the
Troika in these negotiations.

Actually Schaeuble spoke for the
decisive part of the European bourgeoi-
sie when he bragged that he had
imposed a set of conditions for tempo-
rary support to the Greek banking
system which the SYRIZA-led govern-
ment would find very hard to sell to
their electorate.

The Greek government’s response
was more or less to point out that they
have not been knocked out yet.

Prime-Minister Alexis Tsipras and
Finance Minister Yiannis Varoufakis
claim that there is a good deal of
support in European political circles for
their argument that the extreme
poverty and social breakdown imposed
on their country as the price for “rescu-
ing” it from extreme indebtedness are
unnecessary and self-defeating. So far
there has been little beyond a few

sympathetic words to substantiate that
view. Developments have caused a
sharp discussion within the “Radical
Left” SYRIZA coalition. Left MP Stathis
Kouvelakis said of the accord signed by
the Greek government on 20 February:

“The agreement insists on the full
and timely repayment of Greece’s
debts. Most importantly, it foresees the
existing programme being followed
through in full, which means the
country agreeing to remain under the
supervision of the Troika …

“Indeed, the Greek government has
committed to not taking any unilateral
measure that might endanger the budg-
etary objectives laid down by the cred-
itors.

“This accord thus neutralises the
SYRIZA government’s activity and its
capacity to implement its programme.
We ought to be clear – it keeps the
Memorandum framework in place”.

(The Memorandums embodied the
surrender of the previous Greek gov-
ernment to the demands of the Troika.
They imposed profound cuts in state
spending, a programme of systematic
privatisation, destruction of trade
union rights and cuts in wages and
benefits which brought the nation to
the very brink of collapse. Of course

very little of the money provided to
“bail out” the Greek economy goes any-
where near the country. It simply shifts
from one bank account to another in
Frankfurt, Paris or London.)

Further on in the interview pub-
lished on the Verso Books website,
Kouvelakis added:

“The idea that we could break with
austerity policies and yet avoid con-
frontation with the European Union has
been refuted in practice. The majority
tendency in SYRIZA avoided giving a
clear answer to what would happen if
Greece’s creditors refused to negotiate.

“Those who upheld this position
also thought that our European part-
ners would be obliged to accept SYRI-
ZA’s legitimacy and thus accept the
Greek government’s demands. And we
can clearly see that this is not the case.
The dominant tendency in the SYRIZA
leadership has the illusion that it is
possible to change things even within
the existing European Union frame-
work.

“These institutions have shown
their true face, which is the imposition
of extremely harsh neoliberal policies
and other policies leading to the eco-
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nomic and social marginalisation of
entire countries.”¹

SYRIZA is itself a coalition of a
medley of left-wing political groups. It
won its breakthrough 36% of the vote
in February for several reasons.

The forces which set up SYRIZA had
previously spent a number of years
concentrating on assisting and getting
to know social movements such as
environmentalist groups, squatters and
protests over corporate land-grabs and
similar problems. When the crisis hit
Greece and masses of people started to
occupy the main squares of Athens in
protest, many of those involved already
knew and respected the SYRIZA activ-
ists and discussed with them readily.

As the crisis and the Memorandums
started to really erode the Greek
economy and cause profound social
decay, SYRIZA built on their reputation
by helping to set up and encouraging
solidarity networks which established
free health clinics, cost-price farmers’
markets, and food and toy banks. They
established the Solidarity for All organ-
isation, contributed to it from MPs sal-
aries, and took up the campaign for
support around Europe.

The activists whom the “radical left”
coalition won to its ranks in the course
of these activities were an important
source of strength in the election cam-
paign.

On the other hand, SYRIZA wound
back on class-struggle rhetoric and
concentrated on denouncing the impact
of austerity. More vocally anti-capitalist
groupings such as the anti-capitalist
Antarsya found themselves completely
isolated in the election and won no
seats.

On the question of membership of
the European Union and European
Monetary Union, SYRIZA did not start,
as the KKE Greek Communist Party
does, with the immediate demand to
withdraw from both. KKE slightly
improved their performance in the
February General Election, but came
nowhere near government power.

SYRIZA’s core message is that the
austerity and the cuts are unnecessary
and unwise. They do not talk about
these things as necessary products of
capitalism in its dotage, but as one
policy option among others. They
describe the political representatives
of the European bourgeoisie in mealy-
mouthed terms as “the neo-liberal
European elite and its political repre-

1  http://www.versobooks.com/blogs/
1878-stathis-kouvelakis-going-on-this-
way-can-only-mean-defeat

sentatives”². They say this elite’s aim is
“the entrapment of SYRIZA into a
framework which does not constitute
a real alternative against neoliberal
hegemony. They tried and will continue
trying to entrap the Greek government
and SYRIZA in a clearly defensive
stance, in which they would be forced
to merely try to confine the damage,
without the ability to undertake our
own alternative initiatives.”³

SYRIZA fought the election on the
basis of the Thessaloniki Programme.
Their demands included: A European
Debt Conference, a European New Deal
of public investment financed by the
European Investment Bank, an imme-
diate increase of at least 4 bn euros in
public investment, gradually reversing
all the Memorandum injustices, incen-
tivising small businesses, investing in
knowledge and research, rebuilding the
welfare state and working for the
broadest possible alliance across
Europe to achieve this.

Immediately, SYRIZA in govern-
ment was pledged to install a national
reconstruction plan focussing on: Con-
fronting the humanitarian crisis,
restarting the economy and promoting
tax justice, regaining employment, and
transforming the political system to
deepen democracy. A key element in
the financial planning was the aim of
collecting 20bn euros of unpaid taxes
over seven years.

The construction of the SYRIZA alli-
ance is linked to the development of the
political consciousness of broad layers
in Greek society. In the 1970s, as
Fascist dictatorships came crashing
down in Spain and Portugal in the face
of big colonial uprisings and popular
movements at home, Greece, too,
emerged from years of military dicta-
torship.

However, despite many hopes on
the left, what arose in these countries
were not workers’ states, but officially-
speaking bourgeois parliamentary
democracies (although it was never
entirely clear how secure the social
foundations of such formations were).
The rise of a Euro-Communist trend
within the workers’ movement, tradi-
tionally dominated by pro-Soviet Com-
munist Parties, provided a necessary
basis for this development but at the
same time bitterly split those parties.
Certainly in the case of Greece, the
2  Yiannis Bournous: Thoughts on the
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political form which at the time came
to prominence was the allegedly social-
democratic PASOK party, which actu-
ally embodied many aspects of tradi-
tional clientelism.

The split in the Communist move-
ment and then the collapse of the Soviet
Union had a devastating impact on
working people’s political thinking. At
the same time Greece suffered the same
effects of globalisation and de-industri-
alisation as many other countries in
Europe, leading to further social and
political fragmentation. Membership of
the European Union and later the Euro-
pean Monetary System seemed to many
to be a lifeline for the Greek economy.

All this disarmed and demobilised
working people and left them in great
political difficulties as the economic
crisis burst out in 2007-8 and its effects
unfolded.

Many Marxists, like Stathis Kouve-
lakis, became involved in SYRIZA in
order to participate in the re-organisa-
tion and rebuilding of the left, which
they see as a process linked to the
re-constitution of the workers’ move-
ment as a class.

There is a contradiction, which is
becoming more flagrant by the minute,
between the time needed for this devel-
opment in Greek society to mature and
the plain fact that the crisis will not go
away and that its consequences will
keep working on the political situation.

The essential illusion, and one
which it will be hardest to break down,
is not so much “that it is possible to
change things even within the existing
European Union framework” but that
there is a way out of the crisis at all that
does not involve destroying capitalism.

The initial stages in mass mobilisa-
tion do not and cannot embody this
revolutionary Marxist insight. They
have to be based on a defensive reflex
which demands a return to the better
days of the past, however that is
dressed up. They have to take the form
of a “reformist” demand (for want of a
better word) to rescue and revive what
are generally known as Keynesian pol-
icies such as can be read in the first part
of the Thessaloniki Programme.

How pressing this contradiction is,
is emphasised by the continued
support for the fascist Golden Dawn.
Following the murder of the left rap
artist, Pavlos Fyssas, by a GD associate,
leading members of this party were
exposed as political gangsters and
dragged in front of the courts. Senior
police officials who sympathised with
them were sacked and there was a
����������������ƴ��������������Ǥ�
�����
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Dawn still came third in the February
elections.

How are Marxists to work in this
situation? Some solve this problem
with appeals to more radical forms of
action. There are calls for an indefinite
general strike in Greece or for a strike
of bank staff to prevent capital flight.
These calls, which might be useful
mobilising tools in the right circum-
stances, completely miss the point at
this time.

Some correctly explain how capital-
ism’s internal contradictions drive
inexorably to a crisis. Workers Interna-
tional thoroughly agrees with this
theory, and “theory also becomes a
material force as soon as it has gripped
the masses.”¹ However, there is clearly
a contradiction between our Marxist
understanding and the prevailing
understanding among masses of
working people which cannot be
resolved by even the best work of
explanation.

The current political situation is
clearly a huge test-bed for working out
that contradiction, and Marxists have
to consider what their practice is, how
to organise and act, in relation to this.
1  Marx: Introduction to a Critique of

Hegel’s Philosophy of Right

Obviously we must support and
encourage the movement against aus-
terity, the austerity which capitalism
needs and requires.

Government debts are being used
as a weapon to impoverish working
people across Europe, and we should
continue to campaign for a popular
audit of the workings of finance capital.
This should lead to clear mass cam-
paign to drop the debt.

We should support calls for finan-
cial transparency and for measures to
force big capitalist enterprises and
super-rich individuals to pay taxes in
order to fund the welfare state.

We need to support and encourage
every movement against cuts and aus-
terity.

We need to support and strengthen
opposition to privatisations.

We should support those on the left
of SYRIZA who press the government
to carry out the Thessaloniki Pro-
gramme and who mobilise mass
support for this. It is only through a
consistent and determined campaign
for the programme on which SYRIZA
was elected that the masses can learn
to what extent it is a correct and ade-
quate way forward and where its short-
comings lie.

We agree that the government must
be prepared when necessary to impose
controls on the Greek banking system
and face the consequences up to and
including withdrawal from the Euro-
pean Monetary Union (the euro) and
the EU.

We need to work systematically to
internationalise all movements to
defend working people against
attempts to make them pay for the
crisis and to use the crisis to make
further capitalist inroads into the gains
previous generations have made
(measures described in shorthand as
“neo-liberalism”, but actually express-
ing the true character of imperialism).

Of course that does not mean ignor-
ing and neglecting movements in each
country and locality, but we have to
point out that bourgeoisie’s attack is
international in its scope.

We must continue to propose a
Movement for a Europe of Working
People. In particular we should try to
centre the campaign to defend the
Greek people on this demand.

At the same time there are opportu-
nities to clarify what Marxism teaches
on a number of issues, and we must
continue to take up that challenge.
Bob Archer

March 2015

Letter: To Workers International to Rebuild the Fourth International

‘I ask you to re-admit me as a member of WIRFI’
Dear comrades,
I ask you to readmit me as a member of
Workers International to Rebuild the
Fourth International.
You will remember that back in autumn
2013 the International Secretariat of
the Committee for a Workers’
International (CWI) asked me to choose
between the CWI on the one hand, of
which I had been a member since 2006,
and Workers International to Rebuild
the Fourth International (WIRFI) on
the other hand, which I had helped to
found in 1990.

I explained to you in my letter of 12
November 2013  why I then chose the
CWI and so had to resign from your
organisation.

To cut a long story short, I did so
because I was then certain that both
organisations, by their declared intent
and by their practice, endeavoured to
rebuild the Marxist international, but
that it was my duty to build the organ-
isation best suited for the goal of build-

ing a section of that international in the
country where I lived, Germany. In that
process, in which I have been engaged
since my first encounter with the CWI
back in 2004, I hoped that I would also
be able to continue contributing to the
indispensable overcoming of the weak-
nesses of the CWI, many of them con-
genital weaknesses inherited from its
British precursor, Militant, and its
incomplete break with Pabloite and
Mandelite revisionism.

Unfortunately, almost immediately
after I had announced my decision to
stay in the CWI, its leadership, both
international and German, rejected it.
In effect, they raised the additional
demand that I renounce my criticism of
the CWI, accept all of its “tradition” and
“break with” WIRFI, that is, treat WIRFI
as an enemy organisation. They stipu-
lated these as the new conditions of my
staying in the CWI. Those absurd con-
ditions had never been satisfied by me
during all the previous years of my

membership. The fact alone that they
were suddenly raised shows that
neither the International Secretariat
nor the leadership of its German sec-
tion, Sozialistische Alternative (SAV),
had ever considered giving me a “real”
choice to stay in the CWI.
A virulent internal campaign to expel
me from the SAV followed. In itself, this
campaign and especially the methods
of it shed a light on the true nature of
the CWI of which I was not aware
before it started. Every militant who
envisages to join that grouping should
be aware of those methods and I am
ready to disclose all the dossier of that
campaign to interested working class
militants. During four months, the said
campaign claimed a large share of the
resources of that organisation of then
about 350 members and ended by my
expulsion on 5 April 2014. That
extraordinary, baffling effort can be
explained only as part of an attempt to
persuade or intimidate the member-
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ship so that it accepts that all political
clarification inside the SAV stops.
Indeed, around the same time as that
campaign started, a secret resolution
became known. Passed by parts of the
International Secretariat and of the
German leadership at a meeting in
London, in October 2013, that resolu-
tion committed them to ending a very
important effort of clarification of the
nature of the Transitional Programme
and its method.
The discussion had been taking place
inside the German section but remains
important for the whole of the CWI and
indeed for the whole of the interna-
tional working class movement, includ-
ing Workers International to Rebuild
the Fourth International.

In effect, the CWI decided not to be
the place to have that clarification. The
record of the WIRFI shows that it is that
place and I hope that it will soon actu-
ally formulate a new transitional pro-
gramme, of course based on the old one
of 1938.
All developments in the international
class struggle, especially the latest one,
pitting the whole working class of
Greece against European imperialism,
shows how bitterly it is needed. I would
like to contribute to the elaboration of
that programme.
The proceedings and the results of a
federal conference of the SAV at the end
of January 2015 confirmed the negative
turn of that organisation and also a
large dip in the number of its members.
The new SAV is no longer the same
living organisation of which I became a
member nine years ago. Moreover,
there are signs of the same negative
tendency of the CWI as an international
grouping. A world congress of the CWI
that was to take place in December

2014 was cancelled and replaced with
a routine meeting of its International
Executive Committee, despite all the
momentous changes in the class strug-
gle since the last, 10Ƙƌ congress of 2010.
In some of these changes, especially in
South Africa, the CWI has been a noted
participant. No balance sheet of that
has appeared.
But the struggle does not wait for
anybody to become conscious of their
international tasks. The Special Con-
gress of the National Union of Metal-
workers of South Africa (NUMSA)
initiated, in December 2013, a decisive
break with the bourgeoisie and its
parties and a turn to build a new party
of the working class. This turn opened
a new epoch in the relations between
the classes in that country but, even
more importantly, it opened a whole
new perspective for the already long
efforts of the working class in several
countries to rebuild its parties. Some of
those efforts have become mired
because of their difficulties to break
with the bourgeoisie and form a pro-
gramme of an actual transition to the
socialist revolution which is the only
answer to the crisis of the whole system
of imperialism. They now have the
South African example before their
eyes showing that a decisive break with
the bourgeoisie is possible. This repre-
sents a whole new opportunity to
rebuild the Fourth International.
To use this unique opportunity
requires an international organisation
not just to propagate the imitation of
this immense turn everywhere and
defend NUMSA against the Stalinist
attacks of which it is now victim, but to
work in a systematic way towards
rebuilding the International. I am sure
Workers International can develop as

that organisation. It embraced enthusi-
astically the NUMSA turn, makes every
effort to be part of it and to extend that
movement internationally. Despite its
very limited forces, WIRFI has been at
the origin of new initiatives in the same
general direction in former Yugoslavia
and in Namibia.
I do not abandon the hope that at some
future stage, CWI comrades will also
take their place in rebuilding the inter-
national. Those who are still members
of that grouping must work for it to
happen, and it is a lot of work that
awaits them – work that becomes more
difficult, not easier, as time passes and
the results of the negative develop-
ments are allowed to solidify. It has
already become unlikely that the CWI
can play a positive role in the recon-
struction of the International without
undergoing a major crisis.

For me, it is now high time to organ-
ise for the rebuilding of the Fourth
International with those who actually
set out to do it, however small their
numbers, and that is you comrades. I do
not promise a complete agreement with
everything you do but I know that this
has never been the basis of recruitment
to WIRFI. I know that you and I still
agree with our programme as we stated
it back in 1990 and with the aim to
rebuild the International on that pro-
gramme. If you accept me back, I
promise to do my best to put it into
practice as a member of WIRFI.

Comradely,

Mirek,

Berlin, 16 February 2015

(This application was accepted by
WIRFI)

Marxist Considerations on the Crisis:
Part 1
by Balazs Nagy

Published for Workers International by Socialist Studies. Isbn 978 0 9564319 3 6
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Extract from a forthcoming book by Balazs Nagy:

Historical materialism: a
timely reminder
This section of a chapter to be published in Volume II of Marxist Considerations on the Crisis is a
succinct re-statement of Marx and Engels’ most fundamental concepts.
They need restating because the widespread misunderstanding, indeed misrepresentation, of
these views deprives the younger generation of socialist activists of a theoretical tool-kit which is
esssential for orientating their practice.
On 18 February this year, for example, readers of The Guardian newspaper in the UK were
treated to an edited version of a speech the Greek Finance Minister, Yiannis Varoufakis, made a
few years ago, under the headline “How I became an Erratic Marxist”.
The extract below was certainly not written with Varoufakis in mind, but it does take up, among
other things, the fatalistic and mechanical interpretation of historical materialism which he clearly
held in his younger days and which has led to him to a critique of Marxism and a turn to thinkers
such as Malthus and Keynes when his expectations were disappointed.
The context for the material below is a discussion of the revolutionary movements during and just
after World War II and the problems which prevented the parties and militants of the Fourth
International from playing the part that they ought to have played in those events.
This text is translated from the French original.

It is not particularly surprising that
Trotsky was able to foresee the out-
break of World War II so clearly several
years beforehand, and even less the
result of some miracle. What enabled
him to predict the main lines of future
development was historical material-
ism, the scientific theory and method of
Marxism.

Based on a profound understanding
of historical development and what it
means, and in particular of imperialism
as the “highest stage” of capitalism and
the relationship of social classes within
that development, and armed with
Marxist theory, Trotsky was able –
years before the event – to predict the
war, describe its inner driving forces
and announce that its consequences
would be revolutionary.

So I need to say something about
this fundamental element of Marxism
and look in detail at some important
questions in a way that will help to
clarify those tumultuous years during
and immediately after the war.

In the first place it is important to
understand that, by working out histor-
ical materialism and its various appli-
cations, Marxism transformed the
presentation of history from an arbi-
trary narrative of contingent events

into a science. As a result, it provides
history in movement, i.e. human activ-
ity (politics) with a compass by which
to orientate itself and to put itself in
harmony with general development.
Trotsky was in possession of this scien-
tific strength of historical materialism,
which is why he was able – like the
outstanding classical Marxists who pre-
ceded him –  to trace in advance the
main contours of future development.
The many and aggressive attempts to
relegate history to the role of a servant
subordinated to the capricious ideolo-
gies of the capitalist system at bay
make it all the more necessary today to
insist on this scientific character of
historical materialism. These attempts
include the assertion (which is no more
than the resurrection of an old irra-
tional belief) that history is ruled by
blind chance, and not so long ago the
extremely arbitrary announcement of
the end of history, a declaration, which
seems to have escaped unscathed the
general rebuttal and ridicule it so richly
deserved.

It is well known that Marx summed
up the essence of historical materialism
in the famous passage in the Preface to
the Contribution to the Critique of Polit-
ical Economy (published in Karl Marx

& Frederick Engels, Collected Works
Volume 29, London 1987):

“In the social production of their
existence, men inevitably enter into def-
inite relations, which are independent of
their will, namely relations of production
appropriate to a given stage in the devel-
opment of their material forces of pro-
duction … It is not the consciousness

of men that determines their exist-

ence, but their social existence that

determines their consciousness …
from forms of the development of the
productive forces these relations turn
into their fetters. Then begins an era of
social revolution … (but) … In studying
such transformations it is always neces-
sary to distinguish between the material
transformation of the economic condi-
tions of production, which can be deter-
mined with the precision of natural
science, and the legal, political, religious,
��������������������������ӑ�����������ǡ�����Ǧ
logical forms in which men become con-
scious of this conflict and fight it out.”

This compact formulation explains
why and how Trotsky was able to
predict the war and the revolution
“with the precision of natural science”.
But it needs to be supplemented with
some of the further stipulations with
which Marx and Engels enriched this
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scientific conception. Their works are
more or less well-known, but it is nec-
essary to recall to mind some passages
in greater detail, particularly in view of
the violent opposition and shameful
neglect they have suffered.

So, in talking about these “definite
relations”, which “turn into their fet-
ters”, Engels later made it very clear:
“The contradiction between socialised
production and capitalistic appropria-
tion manifested itself as the antagonism
of proletariat and bourgeoisie”. (Social-
ism Utopian and Scientific, Moscow,
1974, pp. 62 and 63.) But even before
then, he had refined and generalised
this truth in his famous polemic against
“professorial socialism” from which he
later drew the pamphlet Socialism
Utopian and Scientific and in which he
wrote:

“… then it was seen that all past
history … was the history of class strug-
gles; that these warring classes of
society are always the products of the
modes of production and of exchange
— in a word, of the economic conditions
of their time; that the economic struc-
ture of society always furnishes the real
basis, starting from which we can alone
work out the ultimate explanation of
the whole superstructure of juridical
and political institutions as well as of
the religious, philosophical, and other
ideas of a given historical period.” (Anti-
Dühering, Moscow, 1959, p.41. Engel’s
emphases.)

One could go on quoting various
writings by Marx and Engels in order to
learn more about this scientific method
of investigating the past as well as guide
to orientating political activity. One
should also make a point of studying
Ludwig Feuerbach and the end of
German Classical Philosophy, which
Engels wrote a few years after Marx had
died in order to enrich considerably our
knowledge of historical materialism.
But what matters now is to go into
more detail about some of his teachings
which are often neglected or left in the
shade, although they are essential.

First and foremost it is necessary to
clarify that, despite their scientific con-
ception, which presents history (past
and present) as materially determined,
Marxists are neither soothsayers nor
clairvoyants. We have to make an abso-
lute distinction between them and any
sort of oracle or fortune-teller, and this
means settling accounts, once and for
all, with some of the petty-bourgeois
perceptions or behaviours which now-
adays pass for Marxist.

The most illustrious representative
of this tendency is Isaac Deutscher who,

in the three-volume biography he
devoted to Trotsky (The Prophet
Armed, The Prophet Unarmed and The
Prophet in Exile), even presented him
as a mystical prophet. Now, surprising
though it may seem in people with
Marxist convictions, quite a few former
Trotskyists followed that very
“prophet”, not with the devoted and
loyal but also decent and reasonable
confidence owed to a respected leader,
but like a credulous flock following a
preacher. To give a better picture of the
difference, if not incompatibility
between on the one hand the Marxist
understanding of the direction of future
development and on the other the
prophecies of an oracle, we must here
anticipate something that happened
immediately after the war.

At the outcome of the second world
slaughter, when the Fourth Interna-
tional members saw a reality which at
first sight differed from the revolution
Trotsky had foreseen, quite a few of
them, including certain leading cadres,
accused him of having offered a “false
prophecy” when he predicted a revolu-
tion. Disappointed at not seeing one,
they deserted the Fourth International.
By doing so they revealed that their
membership of it had had more to do a
with blind, mystical herd-mentality
than with Marxist consciousness, since
instead of taking into consideration
certain concrete events which, in the
course of the war, modified the objec-
tive givens in the situation, they blindly
clung to Trotsky’s words when he, of
course, could not have included these
events in his calculations. Concretely,
for example, they expected a classical
triumphant world revolution, whereas
the revolutionary class had become
more and more dominated by essen-
tially counter-revolutionary Stalinism.
This tragic mistake expressed their lack
of understanding of historical material-
ism, which they relegated to the level
of vulgar mechanical determinism.
Onto it they then grafted the idealised
image of a heroic revolution in an
exalted, romantic petty-bourgeois
spirit that has very little to do with
reality, especially as this revolutionary
reality had, during the war, been as
seriously downtrodden and battered
on the one hand as it was misinter-
preted and not understood on the other.

We shall see concretely later on
how, during the war, certain human
activities transformed or modified the
general context both in relation to both
World War I and Trotsky’s expectations
based on the objective march of history.

For the moment, however, I should
like to draw the reader’s attention to
issue no. 23 (September 1985) of the
journal Cahiers Léon Trotsky (Leon
Trotsky Notebooks��ӌ��������������������
to as CLT). It contains an article by
������� �����ƴ� ��������� ǲ�������� ��� ���
������������ ����� �ư� ��� ������ư��� ������
mondiale” (“How Trotsky and the Trot-
skyists confronted the Second World
War”, available in English online at
https://www.marxists.org/history/et
ol/revhist/backiss/vol3/no4/brouww
2.html.)

���������������ǡ������ƴ�������������
Trotsky specified what the particular
features of this war were just as it was
breaking out. Certain features of this
new war here stand out as making a
clear difference with its predecessor.
Trotsky’s brutal assassination by a Sta-
linist agent prevented him from devel-
oping this more fully.

But what does emerge very force-
fully from what he writes is the recog-
nisable imprint of Trotsky’s analysis,
particularly the approach to real facts
and movements and the meticulous
study of concrete reality. Trotsky
carried out the verification of Marxist
theory in the light of this reality to
restore it, revived and more concrete,
on the one hand and/or in part modi-
fied on the other. We shall have plenty
of occasions subsequently to observe
how the sterile repetition of abstract
truths (because they are detached from
changing reality) is opposed to this
creative Marxism.

Here we must point even more con-
cretely to one of the essential charac-
teristics of historical materialism which
opposes it definitively to absolute or
fatalistic determinism in historical
development. That is its main distin-
guishing mark and one which assumed
decisive importance during the war, i.e.
the crucial role played in history by
men, concretely social classes and
therefore their collective representa-
tives (parties, etc.) and individuals.

Contrary to the superficial and
biased assertions of innumerable bour-
geois critics, Marxism in general and
historical materialism in particular
have nothing to do with vulgar materi-
alism. Even though historical events
and the course of history are deter-
mined in general by the material condi-
tions of existence, this determination is
not some sort of blind force, but oper-
ates through and in human activity.
Against the mechanical determinism
proper to the Church’s views on predes-
tination and/or resigned fatalism,
Marxists have always insisted that men
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make their own history. Marx put this
truth into words in his magisterial
assay on Napoleon III’s seizure of
power in The 18 Brumaire of Louis
Bonaparte:

“Men make their own history, but
they do not make it as they please; they
do not make it under self-selected cir-
cumstances, but under circumstances
existing already, given and transmitted
from the past.” (https://www.
marxists.org/archive/marx/works/18
52/18th-brumaire/ch01.htm).

The decisive importance thus
assigned to human activity, or more
precisely to that of classes and their
struggle, involves giving living concrete
flesh and blood reality to the deter-
mined but otherwise dry and blind
character of the movement of history,
a reality which can often quite consid-
erably influence the objective factors of
development. As such, and as the motor
of history, it is one of the pillars of
historical materialism and this was
already expressed when this new con-
ception was first sketched out on a big
scale by Marx and Engels in 1846 in the
pages of The German Ideology. This
fleshed out and added detail to the first,
essential but lapidary formulation of
this central idea of historical material-
ism couched in the bare, concise
phrases of the Theses on Feuerbach
which Marx hurled onto the page in
1845.  These precocious texts already
expressed the fundamental principles
and main laws of historical materialism
and clarified its teachings precisely on
the primordial role of human activity
in history which preoccupies us here.

Talking about the Theses on Feuer-
bach, it is important to emphasise in
general that these brilliant comments
by Marx are far from being simple
aphorisms or bon mots whose only
internal link is just that they share the
same subject, i.e. Feuerbach’s philoso-
phy and that of the materialists in gen-
eral. Such a superficial view would be
a gross error, and one which, sadly,
numerous Marxists, including some
very prominent ones, have not
managed to avoid. For all their efforts
and good intentions, they fell back into
the usual rut of the old comfortable and
reassuring determinism, whereas for
all their brevity and density, these
Theses represent a coherent whole, the
succinct formulation of a new material-
ism breaking radically not just with
idealism but the whole of preceding
materialism.

Of course a proper overall look at
these Theses would far exceed the
scope of this study, which has to focus

on their main theme, i.e. the place and
role of human activity in history, which
is the same as the theme of The German
Ideology.

It is appropriate to repeat that Marx
summed up his criticism of the whole
of previous materialism in the Theses:

“The chief defect of all hitherto
existing materialism – that of Feuer-
bach included – is that the thing, reality,
sensuousness, is conceived only in the
form of the object or of contemplation,
but not as sensuous human activity,
practice, not subjectively ... Feuerbach
wants sensuous objects, really distinct
from the thought objects, but he does
not conceive human activity itself as
objective activity.” (https://www.
marxists.org/archive/marx/works/18
45/theses/theses.htm. Marx’s empha-
sis). Then, immediately afterwards, the
second Thesis follows logically from
this assertion: “The question whether
objective truth can be attributed to
human thinking is not a question of
theory but is a practical question. Man
must prove the truth — i.e. the reality
and power, the this-sidedness of his
thinking in practice.” (Marx’s empha-
sis).

What is clear is that the fundamen-
tal achievement of historical material-
ism, right from the outset, consisted in
re-establishing the unity of the world
that had been broken by both idealism
and metaphysical, mechanical materi-
alism. Historically the first conception
to deny and reject this unity had been
idealism, by establishing a hierarchical
duality of the world within which the
primacy of the spirit and of conscious-
ness dominated over subordinate being
and matter. Against this view that was
imposed by the ruling classes, materi-
alism asserted the pre-eminence of
being and matter. But as Marx stipu-
lated in the Theses, the various schools
of materialism maintained the same
dualism in the world, and merely
reversed the respective positions of the
two opposed poles in this same rigid
duality.

Re-establishing the conceptual
unity of the world in this way in and
through Marxism was an unprece-
dented and unparalleled philosophical
ӌ� � � ���� ���������Ǩ� � ӌ� � � ����������������
brought to a close the pre-history of
philosophy and opened a new horizon
to human thought and action.

Hence it is very understandable that
the dominating classes unleashed a
veritable crusade against historical
materialism within which its old tradi-
tional weapon of idealism was compro-
mised and disintegrated all the more

quickly and completely for running so
completely counter to the objective
development of the world.

But meanwhile Engels had already
had to insist on this unity in his polemic
�������� ��ǅ������ǣ� ǲThe unity of the
world does not consist in its being,
although its being is a pre-condition of
its unity … The real unity of the world
consists in its materiality …” (p.65.)

But what preoccupies us here first
and foremost is that from its very
beginning historical materialism
regarded human activity, praxis, not as
the manifestation of some spirit hover-
ing above material reality, as successive
idealist systems have viewed it, nor as
the product of an abstract human
essence, a captive dependence of spirit
emanating from it, as various currents
of materialism have taught. Against
these abstract, metaphysical and com-
partmentalised views, the new concep-
tion established the material nature of
this human praxis in its whole social
dimension, declaring that: “… human
essence is no abstraction inherent in
each single individual. In its reality it is
the ensemble of the social relations.”
(Thesis VI)

Then in Thesis VII, Marx explained:
“All social life is essentially practical. All
mysteries which lead theory to mysti-
cism find their rational solution in
human practice and in the comprehen-
sion of this practice.” (Underlined by
Marx.) Acting as a material force in this
way, this human activity therefore has
the power to orientate and define the
ultimate course of history, even when
it is in opposition and conflict with its
trajectory as determined by the so-
called objective factors. And it was on
this path that Marx arrived at his best
known Thesis XII … : “The philosophers
have only interpreted the world, in
various ways; the point is to change it.”
(Underlined by Marx).

So it now emerges that historical
materialism has put human activity
back at the centre of the world,  that
praxis long since essentially embodied
in the movements of social classes and
the struggles between them which, as
material forces, act as the real motor of
history.

It was in The German Ideology that
Marx and Engels together then traced
the historical path this human activity
followed in its two basic dimensions: in
relation to nature and in the social
relation between men themselves. In
resolving and overcoming the contra-
dictions of the old materialism, includ-
ing that of its most highly-evolved
representative, Feuerbach, they formu-
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lated the basic principles of historical
materialism. They expressed their crit-
icism of the whole of previous materi-
alism in the observation that: “He does
not see how the sensuous world around
him is, not a thing given direct from all
eternity, remaining ever the same, but
the product of industry and of the state
of society; and, indeed, in the sense that
it is an historical product, the result of
the activity of a whole succession of
generations…” (https://www. marxists.
org/archive/marx/works/1845/ger
man- ideology/ch01b.htm. My empha-
����� ӌ���Ǥ�ǤȌ�����������������������������
clarified and sharpened this criticism
of the old materialism with the
reproach directed in particular at
Feuerbach, that: “…  he never manages
to conceive the sensuous world as the
total living sensuous activity of the
individuals composing it; … he is com-
pelled to take refuge in the “higher
perception” and in the ideal ‘compen-
sation in the species,’ and thus to
relapse into idealism at the very point
where the communist materialist sees
the necessity, and at the same time the
condition, of a transformation both of
industry and of the social structure.”
(Emphasis in the original).

This recognition of the material
world as the objectification and solidi-
fication, to put it briefly, the summation
����������ӌ����������������ӌ����������������
marked Marx’s efforts to shake off the
weight of the whole of previous philos-
ophy. In the Introduction to his article
“Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of
Right” written for Arnold Ruge’s Deut-
sch-Französische Jahrbücher, we find
Marx’s famous but unjustly neglected
formulation: “The weapon of criticism
cannot, of course, replace criticism of
the weapon, material force must be
overthrown by material force; but
theory also becomes a material force as
soon as it has gripped the masses.”
(https://www.marxists.org/archive/m
a r x / w o r k s / 1 8 4 3 / c r i t i q u e -
���Ȁ�����Ǥ���Ǥ��������������ӌ���Ǥ�ǤȌ

The unity of the world, where
human action becoming a material
force (including their ideas), fulfils a
decisive role in history; as such it is and
remains a crucial characteristic of his-
torical materialism, of all Marxist
theory. It is not some residue of the past
inherited from Hegel in the thinking of
a young Marx still searching for his
path, as certain pseudo-Marxists have
imagined. Well after this first formula-
tion of the significance of the role of

theory in history, and even after
writing The German Ideology with
Engels, Marx repeated this truth in his
letter to P.Annenkov of 28 December
1846: “What is society, irrespective of
its form? The product of man's interac-
tion upon man ... man is not free to
choose his productive forces … for every
productive force is an acquired force,
the product of previous activity. Thus
the productive forces are the result of
man's practical energy, but that energy
is in turn circumscribed by the condi-
tions in which man is placed by the
productive forces already acquired, by
the form of society which exists before
him, which he does not create, which is
the product of the preceding genera-
tion. The simple fact that every suc-
ceeding generation finds productive
forces acquired by the preceding gen-
eration and which serve it as the raw
material of further production, engen-
ders a relatedness in the history of man,
engenders a history of mankind …”
(http://www.marxists.org/archive/m
arx/works/download/Marx_Engels_Co
rrespondence.pdf p.379. Emphases in
the original.)

Several decades later, Engels was
obliged to reaffirm this truth on several
occasions against a current of historical
determinism which, as a relatively
strong tendency in German Social-De-
mocracy, threatened to contaminate
the rest of the movement. In his letter
dated 5 August 1890 he warned K.
Schmidt that: “… while the material
mode of existence is the primum agens
[primary agent, prime cause] this does
not preclude the ideological spheres
from reacting upon it in their turn,
though with a secondary effect…”
(http://www.marxists.org/archive/m
arx/works/download/Marx_Engels_Co
rrespondence.pdf p.541)

A little later the same year, on 21-22
September, he expressed his thoughts
even more clearly in his letter to J.
Bloch:

“According to the materialist concep-
tion of history, the ultimately determin-
ing element in history is the production
and reproduction of real life. Other than
this neither Marx nor I have ever
asserted. Hence if somebody twists this
into saying that the economic element is
the only determining one, he transforms
that proposition into a meaningless,
abstract, senseless phrase. The economic
situation is the basis, but the various
elements of the superstructure — polit-
ical forms of the class struggle and its

results, to wit: constitutions established
by the victorious class after a successful
battle, etc., juridical forms, and even the
reflexes of all these actual struggles in
the brains of the participants, political,
juristic, philosophical theories, religious
views and their further development into
systems of dogmas — also exercise their
influence upon the course of the histori-
cal struggles and in many cases prepon-
derate in determining their form.”
(https://www.marxists.org/archive/ma
rx/works/1890/letters/90_09_21.htm.)

A little later in the same letter,
Engels admitted that:

“Marx and I are ourselves partly to
blame for the fact that the younger
people sometimes lay more stress on
the economic side than is due to it. We
had to emphasise the main principle
vis-à-vis our adversaries, who denied it,
and we had not always the time, the
place or the opportunity to give their
due to the other elements involved in
the interaction.”

There have been many examples in
history which attest to the extreme
power of lying ideologies and false
ideas in influencing the course of
history quite decisively. Just take the
world wars of the last century during
which they had a decisive influence on
the course of history. Between 1914
and 1918 reactionary nationalism pre-
vailed against proletarian internation-
alism, even seizing hold of the majority
of the Second International. And then
during World War II the idea of bour-
geois democracy embodied in the Sta-
linist parties’ Popular Front policy
floored the revolution.

This is what explains the primordial
importance of the theoretical struggle
and the confrontation of ideas. This
theoretical struggle does not just com-
plete the social and political struggle, it
fulfils an essential function for the
course and the outcome of the general
battle. Later Lenin, fighting against
blind spontaneity, re-established the
decisive role of revolutionary con-
sciousness and thus the great impor-
tance of the theoretical struggle
alongside the economic and political
struggle in his work What is to be Done?
which was devoted to this subject. For
the present, this examination of histor-
ical materialism makes it possible to
understand not just Trotsky’s ability to
foresee war and revolution, but also the
imperfect, incomplete and unfinished
nature of that revolution.


