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EDITORIAL NOTES  

 

 

 
ell our friends I am sure of the victory of the 
Fourth International!” These were the last words 
of Leon Trotsky, in the early hours of 21 August 
1940, before succumbing to the wounds inflicted 

by his murderer, the Stalinist agent Mercader. 
It is eighty years since the assassination of the founder of 
the Fourth International. Eighty years that have seen the 
confirmation of Lenin’s characterisation of imperialism as 
“reaction all down the line” and “the epoch of wars and 
revolutions”. And during which the revolutionary resistance 
of the masses has – especially in the last thirty years – 
encountered the hardest of blows delivered against the 
workers, their gains and their independent organisations. 
Eighty years that have seen the appalling crisis of the 
international labour movement deepen; and the Fourth 
International has not escaped this. 
On the occasion of the 80th anniversary of the assassination 
of Leon Trotsky, there will certainly be no lack of 
demoralised and sceptical individuals who will lecture on the 
fact that Trotsky was wrong, and that the Fourth 
International, founded in 1938 to ensure the thread of 
continuity of the three previous Internationals, has not 
achieved the victories that were expected… 
Often, delivering this judgement has more to do with 
justifying their own abandoning of the struggle for socialism. 
Drawing these conclusions would mean stopping at the 
superficial aspect of things, giving in to the trend of the 
moment and the pressure coming from the dominant 
ideology. Because by stating his confidence in the victory of 
the Fourth International at the very moment when 
humankind was sinking into the horrors of the Second 
Imperialist World War, at the very moment when 
triumphant Stalinism was becoming the gravedigger – in the 
true sense of the word – of the best fighters of October 
1917, Trotsky was stating his confidence in the capacity of 
the working class to save humankind from barbarism. And 
that capacity was conditional on the help which could be 
given to the working class by a solid vanguard, based on the 
Programme of the Fourth International. 
A Programme which affirms that “without a socialist 
revolution, in the next historical period at that, the whole 
culture of humankind faces disaster”. 
Of course, the historical period has shown itself to be 
infinitely longer that anyone could have imagined in 1940… 
Nevertheless, does that affirmation not have the greatest 
relevance today in terms of the ravages of the Covid-19 
pandemic (in reality due to the ransacking of public research 
and the destruction of healthcare and welfare systems by 
every capitalist government), following the first waves of 
mass lay-offs that have thrown tens of millions of workers 
into unemployment around the world? 
In this double issue of The Internationale, our readers will 
find the report of the Marxist Conference organised on 23 

May in France (as a video conference, due to the lockdown 
measures) by the Internationalist Communist Tendency (TCI) 
of the Democratic Independent Workers Party (POID), 
French section of the Fourth International and a member of 
the Organising Committee for the Reconstitution of the 
Fourth International (OCRFI). 
In that conference, we demonstrated with supporting facts 
the dead-end into which the survival of the system based 
on private ownership of the means of production leads, 
even in the midst of its utter dislocation. Hence, we 
demonstrated the relevance today of the struggle for 
socialism, for the reorganisation of the whole of society on 
the basis of the socialisation of the means of production. 
“The world political situation as a whole is chiefly 
characterised by a historical crisis of the leadership of the 
proletariat”, is the very first affirmation of the Programme 
of the Fourth International. Here again, we invite our 
readers to examine this affirmation in light of the events we 
are living through. Is it an exaggeration on our part to say 
that in every part of the world, at a time when the capitalist 
system has entered a new phase in its crisis, we have all 
seen the leaderships of the main political parties that claim 
to represent the workers – directly or indirectly – rush to 
give their support for plans to bail out capital and the 
banks? 
In France, the Socialist Party, Communist Party and France 
Unbowed members of the National Assembly joined in the 
unanimous vote on 19 March in favour of the programme 
proposed by Macron that offered 343 billion euros 
(subsequently increased to 400 and then 500 billion!) to the 
banks and the capitalists. In Britain, not only did the Labour 
Party’s members of parliament (including its “left wing”) 
approve the same kind of bailout plan, the Labour Party 
leadership (together with the leadership of the national 
trade union centre, the TUC) also proposed to the 
Conservative government to form a “National Recovery 
Council” that would chain the trade unions to the 
employers and the government. In Belgium, the Socialist 
Party leaders voted to grant “special powers” to the 
bourgeois government. In Germany, the SPD leadership has 
long since been bogged down in a “grand coalition” with 
the bourgeois parties, while in the Spanish State, the 
“socialist” PSOE government together with Podemos and 
the remnants of the Communist Party are directly following 
the orders of the State to save the capitalists at the 
workers’ expense. Just like in Portugal, under the leadership 
of a Socialist Party government that has just banned strikes 
in the name of the fight against the pandemic. And what 
can we say about the vote in Brazil by the members of 
parliament of the Workers Party (PT), the Communist Party 
and the Party of Socialism and Liberty (PSOL) in favour of 
the Bolsonaro-Mourao government’s measures, which 
include a wage freeze for civil servants, wage cuts in the 

T 
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private sector and the gifting of 1,200 billion reais 
(equivalent to 200 billion euros or US$227 billion) to the 
banks and the capitalists! And we could give many other 
examples. 
Contrary to the movement of the apparatuses “very much 
to the right” in an attempt to save the decaying capitalist 
system, in recent months we have seen every kind of 
resistance by the working class, despite the blows it is 
receiving: the renewed strike wave in China following the 
pandemic, the wave of wildcat strikes in the United States 
and in Italy, the workers’ protests in India and Bangladesh, 
the demonstration by more than 100,000 hospital workers 
in France, and the growing demand in Brazil to drive 
Bolsonaro from power. 
It is in this context that we must understand the importance 
of the movement that exploded in the United States on 25 
May, following the murder of George Floyd by the police. 
This movement of unprecedented power by millions of 
youth and workers falls within the class struggle, because 
beyond the legitimate protests against the murder of Black 
people by the police, it has shaken the institutions of the 
world’s most powerful imperialist state, founded on racism 
and 400 years of oppressing the Black population. 
We publish in this issue the report of the Marxist 
conference held jointly on 12 June by representatives of: 
the TCI, French section of the Fourth International; Socialist 
Organizer, the organisation that in the United States 
champions the positions of the OCRFI; and an activist of the 
Ujima People’s Progress Party, the Black working-class 
organisation in Baltimore. This was an opportunity to 
examine the dialectical relationships between the struggle 
by Black people for self-determination and self-organisation 
in the United States, and the struggle for the political 
independence of the American working class, i.e. for the 
labour movement to break with the Democratic Party and 
found a Labor Party based on the trade unions. 
Obviously, this is a particular illustration of the struggle for 
political independence by the working class, which is at the 
heart of the Programme of the Fourth International. 
However, those of us who regrouped in the OCRFI around 
five years ago, and who are preparing our next International 
Conference in November 2020, do not make agreement 
with that Programme a precondition for joint action. 
Especially for joint action by all those who – amidst the 
crisis of the labour movement – deem it necessary to 
reorganise the labour movement on a new axis, the axis of 
independence, of the “class against class” struggle that 
exclusively has the workers’ class interests as its starting-
point. 
This is why we are committed to both preparing the OCRFI’s 
International Conference and helping to ensure the success 

of the World Conference convened by the International 
Workers Committee Against War and Exploitation, For a 
Workers’ International (IWC). 
Because we fully support the comments by comrade 
Nambiath Vasudevan, trade union representative in 
Mumbai (India) and one of the IWC’s two co-ordinators, 
together with Daniel Gluckstein, during the online 
international workers’ rally on May Day, organised by the 
IWC (1):  
“What is the way out? People’s power alone can reverse the 
tragedy. For this to become a reality, in India as elsewhere 
in the world, the working class must identify as a class for 
itself, and what is more, rise above divisive values in order 
to reconstruct a solid organisation nationally and 
internationally. 
Comrades, on this May Day, let us resolve to work in this 
direction. Covid-19 should not be allowed to be used as a 
means to get additional dividends for the perpetrators of 
exploitation! (…) To avoid a future epidemic like Covid-19, 
people must have proper jobs with decent wages, houses, 
hospitals, schools and healthcare in place. Profit-greedy 
capitalism, except for offering sympathy and nothing else, 
has failed to take any concrete measures in the larger 
interests of the people. 
The public interest must rise above selfish private motives. 
The world’s working class has a role to play. That is what 
has brought us to this rally. Hence, on this May Day, we say 
with one voice: Down with capitalism! Down with 
exploitation and war! Long live socialism!” 
This double issue of The Internationale also contains two 
contributions which we offer up to our readers for 
reflection. The first is the report of the Marxist Conference 
organised in Paris on 31 January on “The double oppression 
of women: How do we end it?” The second is both a tribute 
to our comrade Pierre Lambert, who was born on 9 June 
1920 and died on 16 January 2008, and a political 
contribution on “The Fourth International and the trade 
union question”. 
These documents, like all of the material published in this 
double issue, are a first political contribution to the 
preparation of the OCRFI’s International Conference to be 
held in November 2020, and an invitation to all those who 
share the positions contained in them to join the ranks of 
the member organisations of the OCRFI without delay. 

 

The editorial team 

___________________ 
(1) The rally, in which labour activists of all political tendencies 
from 45 countries spoke, can still be viewed online on the IWC’s 
website in English, French, Spanish and Turkish, at https://coi-
iwc.org.  
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OCRFI Statement (24 March 2020) 

“The failed capitalist system and the governments  
that serve its interests: they are guilty and responsible  
for the growth of the coronavirus pandemic!” 
 
 
At the time of writing, no-one 
can predict the inevitably 
disastrous outcome of the 
coronavirus pandemic that is 
threatening the lives of 
millions of men, women and 
children around the world. 
On the other hand, the 
conditions that have allowed 
and are allowing the pandemic 
to take on catastrophic 
proportions, the conditions 
that are allowing it to spread 
rapidly across the whole planet, 
these are known by the 
workers and peoples 
of the whole world. 

 

 
Political decisions familiar 
to the workers and peoples 
of the world 
 
Because they are the result of all the 
political decisions taken and 
implemented for decades by the 
governments of the big capitalist 
powers, but also by the governments of 
the dominated countries on every 
continent, all of them guided only by 
championing the interests of the big 
multinationals, the big banks and 
speculation. 

The political decisions that flow from 
subordinating the whole of human 
civilisation to the law of capitalist profit.  
The political decisions by capitalist 
governments – whether they call 
themselves “left-wing”, “progressive” 
or right-wing – that are dismantling 
social welfare systems which the 
workers had won through their class 
struggle.  

The political decisions by capitalist 
governments that are dismantling and 
privatising public healthcare systems, 
cutting hundreds of thousands of 
medical and hospital staff jobs, as well 
as hundreds of thousands of hospital 
beds, thousands of hospitals, medical 
units and local health centres. 

The political decisions by capitalist 
governments that are financially 
strangling public basic research, 
rendering scientists powerless in their 
research into emerging viruses. 

The political decisions by capitalist 
governments that are allowing 
pharmaceutical corporations to 
accumulate enormous profits through 
production at the lowest possible 
“labour cost”, resulting in the current 
shortage of products as simple as 
masks, testing kits and disinfectant 
products. 

The political decisions by capitalist 
governments, like those of the United 
States, Britain, Germany, France and 
Canada that are organising the pillage 
of the nations of Africa, Latin America 
and Asia. Pillage that, according to 
UNICEF, has resulted in 3 billion human 
beings (40 per cent of the world’s 
population) not having access to soap 
or running water, and so cannot wash 
their hands several times a day to limit 
transmission of the virus.  

Not to mention the billions of human 
beings who can only feed themselves 
once a day. 
 

The consequences of the new 
financial crash are adding to the 
consequences of the pandemic  

 
To the dramatic consequences of those 
decisions can now be added the social 
consequences of the new financial 
crash, which for months was clearly 

imminent as a continuation of the 2008-
9 crisis and the onset of which has been 
speeded by the pandemic. Already, this 
is being expressed in the 
announcement of plans for massive lay-
offs and job-cuts in the automotive, 
aviation, banking, retail, garment, 
private power-loom and service 
sectors, to mention just a few.  

Today, most of the capitalist 
governments – beginning with the US 
administration and the governments of 
the main European powers and their 
European Union – have been seized by 
panic and are being led to announce 
exceptional measures in an attempt to 
deal with the situation.  

More determined than ever to “bail out 
the economy”, in other words to offer 
billions of dollars or euros to the 
capitalists, some are announcing that 
they are “challenging the policies for 
limiting budget deficits”, others are 
talking of temporary nationalisation of 
businesses and a freeze on evictions 
and home repossessions during the 
crisis. Everything that was considered to 
be impossible yesterday is today being 
conjured up by frantic governments. 
But the workers are not being fooled! 
 

The workers are not being 
fooled! 
 
They know that those governments 
devoted to the capitalists’ interests, 
those anti-working-class governments, 
have not changed their nature. They 
know that, even though these measures 
are being conjured up, and even though 
these measures or some of them are 
being implemented partially and 
temporarily, those governments will in 
the future take back a hundredfold 
what they have pretended to give over 
a few weeks. 
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The truth is that not one of those 
governments, whatever the political 
label – right or “left” – of the parties 
that comprise them, is taking the least 
of the genuine measures for 
safeguarding the population that are 
needed today to beat the pandemic! (1) 
Because, what measures appropriate to 
the situation would a government take 
if it was genuinely concerned to protect 
the health of the vast majority?  
 

What measures would be taken 
by a government serving the 
interests of the vast majority? 
 
Such a government would place the 
entire production apparatus under 
state control and immediately direct it 
towards producing goods that are 
indispensable for stamping out the 
epidemic: masks, testing kits, 
disinfectant products, medicines, etc. It 
would organise the systematic testing 
of the whole population. To do so, it 
would not hesitate to requisition the big 
enterprises (starting with the 
pharmaceutical corporations) and the 
banks’ assets. 

Such a government would immediately 
reopen all hospital facilities that have 
been closed down, it would requisition 
all available premises needed to house 
as soon as possible the hospital facilities 
and life support units that are 
indispensable for meeting current and 
future needs.  

Such a government would take the 
billions from where they are today, in 
order to ensure that medical care is free 
to all, and that the funding is there for 
all the medical staff and equipment that 
are needed to run hospitals properly. 

Such a government would organise the 
containment of the whole population, 
in particular by obliging businesses to 
guarantee the payment of wages to all 
employees who are isolating 
themselves at home. And in the 
dominated countries, where the vast 
majority of the workforce are in the 
“informal sector”, without regular 
wages or guarantees, such a 
government would guarantee to each 
worker an income to live on 
satisfactorily during the period of 
confinement.  

It would organise the distribution of the 
foodstuffs and basic subsistence 
products needed by the population.  

Such a government would nationalise 
or renationalise basic research, and 
would allocate to scientific teams the 
funds needed for research into 
emerging viruses and other diseases. 

Such a government would proceed 
immediately with the requisition of 
residential buildings and would house 
all homeless and badly-housed people, 
for whom the “containment” measures 
that have been announced are 
meaningless as long as they do not have 
a home. 

Such a government would decree an 
immediate halt to evictions, it would 
declare a moratorium on the payment 
of rent and rental charges, it would 
decide to immediately ban lay-offs and 
job-cuts. Such a government would 
order price controls on basic necessities 
and medicines, in view of the fact that 
the major retail chains and pharmacy 
chains are pushing up prices 
everywhere on the pretext of the 
pandemic and the economic crisis. 

Especially in order to do this, such a 
government would requisition the big 
powers’ military budgets, which today 
continue to fund imperialism’s military 
interventions against the peoples. More 
generally and irrespective of the 
country, such a government would 
redirect credits allocated to the military 
towards the needs of the hospitals. 

Such a government would immediately 
stop servicing both the domestic and 
external debt. It would confiscate the 
billions tied up in speculation 
(especially the speculation currently 
being carried out by the big 
corporations in relation to the fall in the 
value of their own shares!) and apply 
them to servicing the healthcare needs 
of the vast majority. 
 

Break with the demands of the 
capitalist class 
 
Because a government that would take 
such measures which are needed for 
the survival of working people, 
measures that are contradictory to the 
demands of the capitalist class, would 
not hesitate to break with that class.  

For our part, organised in the OCRFI and 
fighting for the reconstitution of the 
Fourth International, in each of our 
countries we declare ourselves in 
favour of forming such governments 
that will exclusively serve the interests 

of the vast majority, and we will support 
any step by the working-class 
organisations in this direction. 
Governments that will not hesitate to 
requisition the pharmaceutical 
corporations, large companies and the 
enormous assets of the banks in order 
to fund measures for protecting the 
urban workers, rural workers and the 
youth. 

But it must be recognised that today, 
not one of the current capitalist 
governments – of whichever political 
label – wants to go down this path. 
Rather, even as they talk of “waging 
war” on the pandemic, they are all 
refusing to tackle the sacrosanct private 
ownership of the means of production, 
because as far as they are concerned, 
protecting private ownership takes 
priority way ahead of the needs of 
working people.  
 

They are using the pandemic to 
reinforce all existing anti-
working-class and anti-
democratic measures 
 
Not only are they not taking the 
necessary measures, they are using the 
pandemic and the crisis to reinforce all 
existing anti-working-class and anti-
democratic measures. 

The US administration in particular, by 
maintaining and ramping up its criminal 
sanctions against Iran, Venezuela, Cuba, 
Zimbabwe and other countries, is taking 
advantage of the pandemic in an 
attempt to increase the pressure on the 
nations.  

And what is there to say about the 
open-air prison that is the Gaza Strip, 
one of the world’s most densely 
populated territories, where, as the 
result of 14 years of murderous 
blockade imposed with the complicity 
of the “international community”, more 
than 2 million Palestinians have barely 
50 testing kits and 100 protection 
masks available to them? 

And what is there to say about the 
millions of refugees who have been 
driven from their homes by 
imperialism’s wars, with tens of 
thousands of them penned inside 
unhealthy camps in the Greek islands, 
to whom the European Union and all of 
its governments are refusing to grant 
asylum and thus delivering them up to 
illness?  
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So, despite their resounding 
declarations and their current 
promises, all of the capitalist 
governments are guilty and responsible 
for the barbarism that is being revealed 
by the pandemic. 
 

The trap of a Sacred Union with 
the exploiters and their 
governments 
 
In these conditions, is it not shameful to 
see the leaders of the political 
organisations that speak in the workers’ 
name rally round in a Sacred Union (2) 
with the capitalist governments in 
several countries around the world?  

Is it not shameful to see parties that 
speak in the workers’ name support the 
existing capitalist governments, 
precisely at a time when the latter are 
passing “state of emergency” measures 
in the various parliaments, measures 
that are extending the capitalist 
governments’ offensive against social 
gains and democratic rights? 

Although they know that the health 
measures for slowing down the 
pandemic are necessary, nevertheless 
the workers do not conclude from this 
that they must fall into the trap that is 
being set for them in the form of a 
Sacred Union with the exploiters and 
their governments.  
 

A big increase in strikes, wildcat 
strikes, work stoppages and 
threats of strike action 
 
The workers are entitled to demand of 
every organisation that speaks in their 
name that it immediately breaks with 
the Sacred Union which their leaders 
have established with the capitalist 
governments. 

By contrast, in recent days we have 
seen a big increase in strikes, wildcat 
strikes, work stoppages, threats of 
strike action, collective workers’ 
initiatives and other class-based action 
in the United States, Italy, France, 
Algeria, Chile, Peru and other countries, 
where the workers together with their 
trade union organisations are refusing 

to be forced to carry on working 
without any protection from the 
pandemic.  

In many countries, we have seen the 
workers refuse to allow the capitalist  

governments to use the current crisis to 
increase all of the attacks on the gains 
won through the class struggle and on 
democratic rights, just as they are 
rejecting the capitalists’ calls to make 
them pay for “their” crisis and its 
consequences.  

In China, as soon as the pandemic 
started to slow down, we have seen the 
workers resume strike action and mass 
protests to impose their rights. 

More than ever, the workers can only 
count on their own strength, as stated 
in the words of the workers’ 
international song, The Internationale: 
“No saviour from on high delivers; No 
faith have we in prince or peer. Our own 
right hand the chains must shiver: 
Chains of hatred, greed and fear.” 
 

The validity of the struggle to 
put an end to the failed system 
of capitalism 
 
For our part, organised in the OCRFI and 
fighting for the reconstitution of the 
Fourth International, we affirm that the 
events which humankind is living 
through today confirm the validity of 
the class struggle, the fight to put an 
end to the failed system of capitalism 
based on private ownership of the 
means of production.  

The events confirm the validity of the 
fight for a government that will 
safeguard working people that will 
carry out the structural changes which 
are needed for the benefit of the vast 
majority, in other words the fight for 
socialism. No more and no less, we are 
dealing with defending and preserving 
human civilisation.  

The organisations, groups and activists 
around the world that are fighting for 
the reconstitution of the Fourth 
International know that in that fight, 
they are standing shoulder-to-shoulder 
with the workers, activists, youth, and 
the political tendencies and currents 

that are seeking to preserve the 
independence of the working class and 
its organisations. And in particular, they 
are standing shoulder-to-shoulder with 
all those who, in more than 50 
countries, are preparing the success of 
the World Conference Against War and 
Exploitation, For a Workers’ 
International, which will take place on 
5-6 November 2020 in Paris.  
 

For an end to war and 
exploitation!  

For an end to capitalist 
barbarism! 

For the defence of humankind 
and civilisation! 

Join the struggle of the Fourth 
International, join the ranks of 
the OCRFI organisations! 

 

24 March 2020 
 
 

 
___________________ 
(1) The OCRFI condemns in the strongest 
possible terms the racist statements by 
Trump and his acolytes, accusing China of 
being responsible for the coronavirus. The 
truth is that the Chinese bureaucracy, after 
denying the epidemic and repressing those 
who sounded the alarm, was forced to 
mobilise the vast resources under state 
ownership, building new hospitals in a 
matter of days and taking measures to 
contain epidemic, an objective that is 
currently being reached in China…which is 
not the case in any of the main capitalist 
powers in Europe and North America. 
Similarly, whatever point of view one might 
have regarding the policy of the Cuban 
bureaucracy, the fact remains that Cuban 
doctors have been sent to the countries that 
have been worst hit, despite decades of the 
criminal blockade to which Cuba has been 
subjected. 

(2) Translator’s note: The union sacrée or 
Sacred Union was a political truce in France 
during the First World War, in which a 
significant part of the socialist movement 
agreed not to oppose the government or call 
any strike, in the name of patriotism.  
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This statement was endorsed by: 

Afghanistan: OCRFI activists in 
Afghanistan 
Algeria: Organising Committee 
of International Socialists of 
Algeria (COSI) 
Azania-South Africa: Azanian 
section of the Fourth 
International (AS-FI) 
Bangladesh: Bangladeshi section 
of the Fourth International 
Belgium: Internationalist 
Socialist Organisation (OSI), 
Belgian section of the Fourth 
International 
Benin: Liaison Committee of 
Benin Trotskyists (CLTB) 
Brazil: Internationalist 
Communist Organisation (OCI), 
Brazilian organisation linked 
with the OCRFI 
Britain: Charles Charalambous, 
editor of Labour Internationalist, 
publication of the British 
supporters of the OCRFI 
Burundi: Burundian section of 
the Fourth International 
Canada: Liaison Committee of 
Trotskyists in Canada – OCRFI 
Chile: Chilean Trotskyist group 
Côte d’Ivoire: M, Ivoirian activist  
France: Internationalist 
Communist Tendency (TCI) of 
the POID, French section of the 
Fourth International (member of 
the OCRFI) 
Germany: German section of the 
OCRFI 
Greece: Andreas, editor of 
Ergatika Nea [Labour News] 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Haiti: Berthony Dupont, Haiti 
Liberté [Haiti Freedom], member 
of the IWC 
Hungary: Supporters of the 
Fourth International 
India: Spark group, Franklyn 
d’Souza, Subhas Naik  
Italy: Italian section of the 
Fourth International 
Mexico: Internationalist 
Communist League (OCRFI) 
Morocco: OCRFI supporters in 
Morocco 
Pakistan: Pakistani section of 
the Fourth International 
Peru: Socialist Internationalist 
Groupe (GSI), Peruvian section 
of the OCRFI 
Portugal: A Internacional [The 
Internationale] Group (OCRFI) 
Romania: Romanian section of 
the OCRFI 
Russia: Group of supporters of 
the OCRFI  
Senegal: Activist sympathisers of 
the OCRFI 
 

 
 
 
Serbia: Jacim Milunovic, labour 
activist 
South Korea: Council of Korea’s 
activists - Solidarity 
Switzerland: Wolfgang 
Eichenberger, on behalf of 
Tribune Ouvrière [Labour 
Tribune] 
Togo: Steve, Togolese activist of 
the Fourth International 
Tunisia: L, Tunisian activist 
Turkey: Marxist Workers 
League, Turkish section of the 
OCRFI 
United States: Socialist 
Organizer, section of the Fourth 
International in the United 
States (OCRFI) 
Zimbabwe: Mafa Kwanisai Mafa, 
OCRFI Zimbabwe 
 

__________________ 
This statement was published and 
distributed in Arabic, Chinese (Mandarin), 
English, French, German, Greek, Hungarian, 
Italian, Portuguese, Russian, Spanish, 
Turkish and Urdu. The subheadings were 
inserted by the editorial team of The 
Internationale. 
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MARXIST CONFERENCE OF 12 JUNE  
 

United States 

Black people, the Black Party and the Labor Party 
 

 
fter George Floyd’s murder by 
the Minneapolis police on 25 
May provoked an 

unprecedented mobilisation of millions 
of youth and workers in the United 
States, standing up against institutional 
racism, the Internationalist Communist 
Tendency (TCI) (French section of the 
Fourth International) organised an 
online Marxist Conference on 12 June 
2020 on the topic: “United States: Black 
people, the Black Party and the Labor 
Party”. Three comrades contributed 
and guided it: comrade Nnamdi 
Lumumba, spokesperson of the Ujima 
People’s Progress Party, a Black 
working-class organisation based in 
Baltimore (Maryland); comrade Alan 
Benjamin, a representative of Socialist 
Organizer, the organisation which 
upholds the positions of the Fourth 

International and the OCRFI in the 
United States; and Daniel Gluckstein, on 
behalf of the TCI leadership.  
 
Nnamdi Lumumba: The last few 
months of crises in the United States 
have dispelled many myths and 
inaccurate understandings about the 
US capitalist/imperialist regime. This 
revelation has happened just as much 
internally as it has occurred external of 
the borders of the US. 
Firstly, the world has witnessed the 
clumsy and inadequate response by the 
national and local leaders to deal with 
the Covid-19 pandemic. 
Exposed is the fact that the US has no 
public health policy in place to deal with 
such crises. With over 2 million people 
confirmed infected and over 115,000 
confirmed deaths, the systemic 

problems associated with the US 
parasitic for-profit health system has 
exposed the crises that Black, Latino, 
Indigenous and working-class people 
have been forced to suffer under, in 
terms of obtaining adequate and timely 
healthcare. Black, Latino and 
Indigenous populations are more than 
twice as likely to die from infections. In 
many states, Black people represented 
over 50 per cent of all confirmed cases. 
Then, in the shadow of the failures of 
the Covid-19 pandemic, the masses of 
working-class people have taken to the 
street demanding justice and the end of 
racist police murders of Black peoples. 
All this has happened in the backdrop of 
a presidential election year, which was 
supposed to allow for a peaceful 
transition of national and local 
government from one sector of the 

A 

“I can’t breathe!”: the cry of distress of George Floyd, aged 46, suffocated to death by a police officer in 

Minneapolis on 25 May, and of so many others before him, appears on placards waved by millions of protestors 

as they also shout “Black Lives Matter!” 
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capitalist ruling class to another. 
Instead, the US political system has 
been met with crisis after crisis that 
exposes the corruption of this capitalist, 
racist, imperialist and colonial society. 
 

“We are the descendants of those who 
were imported from Africa” 
 

For us, Africans, the crisis that is so 
heightened at this moment is not new. 
As descendants brought to North 
America as chattel property and used to 
build the economic structure of the 
American capitalist system, we have 
been in a constant struggle of resistance 
and struggle for national self-
determination. 
The US capitalist propaganda would 
have the world forget that the US is a 
rotten colonial settler state. The 
genocide and enslavement of the 
indigenous peoples have been made 
footnotes of history. But the right of the 
Indigenous people is as just and 
legitimate as those of the Palestinian 
people today and the African people of 
occupied South Africa in the 20th 
century.  
The process of kidnapping, 
enslavement and genocide of millions 
of African people brought to North 
America, South America and the 
Caribbean Islands started the process of 
colonial domination and wealth 
extraction from of Africa. This process 
created domestic colonies of African 
people throughout the West. 
The labour-power that once belonged 
to independent African peoples was 
subverted and used to build the 
economies of the Americas and Europe; 
what comrade Karl Marx 
euphemistically called the “primitive 
accumulation of capital”.  
The Black liberation struggle is the 
continued struggle of African people to 
free ourselves from domestic 
colonialism, imperialism and racist 
attacks by both the government and 
backward ordinary white citizens who 
embrace white supremacist 
worldviews. Ours is a movement that 
has been anti-colonial, anti-racist, anti-
imperialist and anti-capitalist from its 
inception. Despite the efforts of Black 
petty bourgeois in alliance with liberal 
sectors of the capitalist class, attempts 
to integrate the Black working class into 
society have been filled with 
contradictions. Black and Brown 
peoples still struggle against 

institutionalised racism that prevents 
our full participation in the legal 
capitalist economy.  
This lack of access to the legal economy 
is then used as the reason for repressive 
and draconian polices and tactics to 
lock up huge numbers of Black and 
Brown people. Under the guise of the 
13th Amendment, which is often 
believed to have ended legal slavery in 
the US, it is now possible to have access 
to a cheap labour force allowed by the 
transfer ownership of slave labour from 
individual capitalists to the state. 
There have been periods of intense and 
sharp struggle by the Black population 
to seek its economic and political 
independence from the US capitalist 
state. Some of these have taken the 
form of Black nationalism and 
revolutionary Pan-Africanism. These 
political tendencies have been the most 
critical sectors of US domestic and 
foreign policy. It has been this ongoing 
resistance that has led the Black 
community to consistently be less 
supportive of US wars and 
interventions. The Black liberation 
movement has been at the cutting edge 
of the most radical movements for 
peace, social justice and economic 
justice for all demographics. 
 

Black people have been relegated to 
the role of auxiliaries in the struggles of 
their “allies” 
 

Unfortunately, the Black movement has 
seen repeated sell-outs and hijackings 
of political movements by sectors of the 
white community. 

Whether the women’s movement of 
the 1920s, which refused to include the 
demands of Black women, voters’ rights 
laws, the demands of the LBGTQ+ 
struggle or other working-class 
struggles, the Black community has 
been victim to alliances falling apart 
when our former white allies get their 
demands met. It is because of this 
dubious history in the overall workers 
movement that African people have 
continued to fight for their self-
determination and national liberation. 
It has required Black left organisers to 
be aware of white chauvinism in our 
organising spaces.  
We will not be relegated to an auxiliary 
role in the workers’ struggle against 
bosses. In many large cities in the US, 
African people make up a sizeable 
majority of urban populations and we 
must be able to centre the struggles of 
Black and Brown workers in all the work 
happening in these areas, if we are to 
make incremental process to build 
independent worker power. 
We hold on to our right to build a 
separate and independent nation that 
attempts to unify Africa and African 
peoples, led by African workers to 
defeat imperialism, neo-colonialism 
and capitalism in Africa, the Americas 
and the rest of the world. 
 
Alan Benjamin: In recent weeks, 
millions of young people, Black and 
white, have taken to the streets to say 
“no” to institutional racism and to 
demand justice for George Floyd, but 
also for Breonna Taylor, the young 

On 19 June, “Juneteenth”, the day of commemoration of the abolition of slavery, 
several local branches of the ILWU (dockers’ union) called for strike action and 
paralysed all the ports on the Pacific coast. In Oakland (a city in California with a large 
Black population), an impressive demonstration was held, led by the banners of ILWU 
Local 10. 
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nurse murdered in Kentucky, and 
Ahmaud Arbery, the young Black jogger 
murdered by a retired police officer, 
and so many others. The number of 
murders committed by the police, 1,099 
in 2019, of which 24 per cent involved 
Black people (who only represent 13 
per cent of the population) is 
outrageous. The latest was the murder 
of Rayshard Brooks, aged 27, who was 
shot by a white police officer in Atlanta, 
Georgia.  
This movement has started to pull down 
monuments and statues that were put 
up in honour of army leaders who 
fought for the slave-owning southern 
Confederate states in the American Civil 
War (1861-5). Why have the protestors 
given so much importance to statues 
that honour Southern generals?  
Trump said at the time: “They are part 
of our history.” In one way, he is right: 
the modern United States has its roots 
in the alliance formed between the 
capitalist leaders of the Northern states 
and the former slave-owners of the 
Southern states. This alliance between 
those who faced each other in the Civil 
War was agreed in order to crush what 
was referred to as Radical 
Reconstruction. Radical Reconstruction 
was the twelve-year period that 
followed the Civil War, when freed 
Black slaves allied themselves with poor 
white farmers in laying the foundations 
of a democratic  
system in which Black and white, men 
and women, could vote and hold 
elected office. But they were betrayed 
and bloodily crushed by the alliance of 
Northern capitalists and former 
Southern slave-owners in order to 
maintain capitalist rule. 
The capitalist class is aware that this far-
reaching movement – the biggest mass 
movement since the 1960s, at least – is 
destabilising all of the country’s 
institutions, not just the police, from 
the federal to the state level. As far as 
the capitalist class is concerned, the 
institutions must be protected in order 
to protect the capitalist system itself. 
This what is being expressed by the 
sectors of the ruling class which are 
saying that Trump is going too far. 
Senior army generals have publicly 
warned Trump, saying that if the army 
is sent onto the streets to put down the 
protests – as Trump had in mind – there 
will be an explosion. Others, like Nancy 
Pelosi, the Democrat Speaker of the US 

House of Representatives, are 
suggesting a “reform of the police”. This 
amounts to nothing more than getting 
rid of a few “bad apples”, the most 
racist officers…with the aim of keeping 
the whole racist police system in place. 
This is why Black organisations are 
rightly putting forward the demand for 
supervision of the police by Black 
communities, for Black self-
determination in relation to the police. 
 
The institutions of the United States 
are based on racism 
 
Socialist Organizer, which upholds the 
programme of the Fourth International 
in the United States, supports the 
demands of the millions of people who 
are protesting: justice for Floyd, Taylor 
and Arbery, and exemplary punishment 
of police officers who are guilty of racist 
murder. But we are raising the issue 
that racism will not be eradicated from 
the police as long as the capitalist 
institutions, based on institutional 
racism, remain in place. This poses the 
question of the necessary alliance 
between the oppressed Black 
population and the US working class. 
Racism is ultimately just the ideological 
envelope that allowed slavery to be 
justified for 250 years, and then for 
another 100 years after the abolition of 
slavery, with the Jim Crow laws, in other 
words segregation (1). Nnamdi 
Lumumba was completely correct to 
remind us that it is also racism that 
explains today what is referred to as the 
“prison-industrial complex”, in which 
mostly Black and Latinx prisoners are 
forced to work for 15 cents per hour for 
the benefit of corporations that draw 
on that prison workforce. Whole 
sectors of industry depend on this 
modern form of slavery. 
An effective struggle against racism 
poses the need for Black people to build 
their own organisations. I was 
impressed and very moved by the 
young Black woman who shouted: “We 
built your power, your wealth. And we 
have nothing. And we have nothing to 
lose!” That cry expresses the need for 
Black people to be able to build their 
own political representation, their own 
organisation. The Black question is at 
the heart of the American nation: Black 
people built the wealth, but they have 
been systematically excluded from the 

nation and from the opportunity to 
have access to that wealth. 
For us, this question is inextricably 
linked to the question of working-class 
independence. The leading circles of 
the trade union movement remain 
subordinated to the Democratic Party, 
therefore to one of the fundamental 
pillars of the capitalist State in the 
United States. This is what hampers the 
labour movement from being able to 
wage the fight against institutional 
racism right through to the end. 
Therefore, the question of class 
independence – which presupposes 
breaking with the Democratic Party – is 
posed as a necessity not only for US 
workers, but also for oppressed Black 
populations in general. 
 
For years and years, our organisation 
has been fighting for a genuine 
independent workers’ party to be 
constituted, based only on the mass 
working-class organisations that exist in 
the United States, the trade unions: a 
Labor Party. But let’s not kid ourselves, 
as a result of all that history, there has 
been and there still is distrust by Black 
people towards organisations led by 
white workers. For a very long time 
there have been people who, with the 
best intentions in the world, have asked 
Black people to be “auxiliary troops” in 
their struggles. Today there are all 
those “left” groups in the Democratic 
Party, like the Democratic Socialists of 
America (2), who are calling for a 
“reform” of the police in order to better 
protect it. There have been many 
betrayals by those who were supposed 
to be the allies of Black people. That 
distrust leaves its mark. Also, for there 
to be a linking up with Black workers, 
they need to feel like an equal partner, 
and therefore to be able to form their 
own organisation that will decide in 
what form it will ally itself with the 
Labor Party. 
 
Black liberation is closely linked with 
class independence  
 
I would illustrate this with what 
happened on Tuesday, 9 June, in which 
we played a part. On that day, the day 
of George Floyd’s funeral, several local 
branches of the West Coast dockers’ 
union, the International Longshore and 
Warehouse Union (ILWU), as well as the 
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East Coast dockers’ union, the 
International Longshoremen’s 
Association, which is affiliated to the 
AFL-CIO union federation, but also Local 
808 of the International Brotherhood of 
Teamsters (truck drivers’ union) and the 
agricultural workers’ union, the Farm 
Labor Organizing Committee (affiliated 
to the AFL-CIO), organised a work 
stoppage and observed silence for 
8 minutes and 46 seconds (the time it 
took for Floyd to be suffocated by police 
officer Chauvin) to honour the memory 
of George Floyd and all those who were 
murdered by the police. 
There was a follow-up to that action: all 
of the ILWU local branches called for 
strike action and a shutdown of all 29 
ports on the West Coast of the United 
States, from Bellingham (Washington 
state, the furthest north) to San Diego 
(California, the furthest south), for eight 
hours on 19 June.  
That date is called “Juneteenth”, the 
day traditionally celebrated in the 
United States as marking the end of 
slavery in 1865. Trent Willis, Keith 
Shanklin, Billy Kepo’O and Ryan 
Murphy, respectively the President of 
ILWU Local 10, 34 and 91 and Secretary-
Treasurer of Local 75, declared with one 
voice: “The time is now to use our 
power, for our union to shut down all 
West Coast ports, in solidarity against 
racism and repression”. Clarence 
Thomas, former Secretary-Treasurer of 
ILWU Local 10, stated: “We think that 
the most effective way to stop police 
terror is by the working class taking 
action at the point of production: if the 
working class is going to be heard, labor 
must shut it down.”  
The ILWU Locals which initiated that 
strike – Locals that are often majority 
Black, or led by Black workers – called 
on the unions of the whole United 
States to join with them on 19 June. 
 
Daniel Gluckstein: I would like to 
answer a question that has been put to 
us, since, due to the fact that this 
conference is taking place in France, 
comrades are inevitably being led to 
make comparisons.  
The comrade asks the following 
question: “Isn’t there a contradiction 
between our position for working-class 
unity without distinction of colour and 
origin, and the support we are giving to 
the proposal for an independent Black 
political organisation, of course linked 

to the Labor Party. If this perspective is 
correct in the United States, shouldn’t it 
be correct elsewhere as well, including 
in France?” 
I would say that, contrary to what is 
sometimes thought in France, France is 
not the centre of the world, and the 
French labour movement is not some 
kind of model for the labour 
organisations of the whole world. Of 
course, there are comparisons to be 
made. In France, like in the United 
States, capitalism developed on the 
basis of the pillaging of Africa. In France, 
like in the United States, there is a 
sizeable proportion of Black people in 
the population, particularly in the most 
exploited sectors of the working class. 
That is the common point for 
comparison. 
In the United States, there is a particular 
dimension, and I completely agree with 
what the two previous speakers have 
said, especially regarding the fact that 
the issue posed for Black people in the 
United States is the issue of fighting for 
national self-determination and self-
organisation, in a situation where – as 
Nnamdi Lumumba put it so well – the 
Black movement has always been 
betrayed by sectors belonging to the 
labour movement or so-called 
progressive movements. But those 
alliances collapsed. Black people cannot 
be relegated to the role of “auxiliary 
troops” in struggles being waged by 
others. They must take on their own 
responsibilities, their own leadership 
role in that movement. 
 
An institutional racism that is the 
legacy of 400 years of oppression 
 
And I would like to emphasise one 
aspect for our French comrades. When 
we talk about racism in the United 
States, we are talking about 
institutional racism. Not just the stupid 
prejudice that can exist anywhere 
around the world. We can state that 
nowhere else in the world has 
institutional racism taken on so large a 
dimension as in the United States. 
Nowhere else in the world has it been, 
like in the United States, a dominant 
element in a period covering more than 
400 years of history. 
In no other country in the world has 
capitalism emerged in such a close 
relationship with the exploitation of 
Black people in particular. In no other 

country has racism been to such an 
extent the ideological envelope 
“justifying” and authorising all the acts 
of persecution of which Black people in 
the United States have been the victims 
for more than 400 years now. To the 
extent that today it is still a mass “vote-
winner”. 
I’d like to draw the attention of French 
members of the audience to something 
that might appear strange in France. 
You’ve heard that Trump was going to 
hold his first “post-lockdown” election 
rally on19 June in Tulsa, Oklahoma. In 
other words, on the anniversary of the 
abolition of slavery in the United States. 
[Editor’s note: The rally finally took 
place on 20 June, and was a dismal fai-
lure.] 
Trump called that rally not only on 19 
June, but in Tulsa, the city where, on 31 
May and 1 June 1921, hundreds of Black 
people were slaughtered in shootings 
and lynchings, like many other that took 
place in the 20th century. Trump 
deliberately chose to hold his first 
campaign rally in Tulsa on 19 June. This 
was a provocation, saying: You see, on 
the anniversary of the end of slavery, 
here I am in the place where hundreds 
of Blacks were slaughtered. It was an 
appeal to the most racist sentiments of 
a large proportion of the electorate. 
Unfortunately, to do this in the United 
States can be “electorally 

“I can’t breathe!”: The cry of distress by George 
Floyd, aged 46, suffocated to death. On 9 June, 
several West Coast branches of the ILWU called  
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advantageous”. It would be hard to 
imagine in other countries. There is a 
fraction of the white population, 
referred to as “rednecks”, who do not 
hide their wish for a return to the worst 
periods of persecution of Black people. 
So, it is a “vote-winner”. 
Even in France, to make a comparison 
which has its limits as such, one can 
barely imagine Marine Le Pen, a woman 
of the far-right, holding an election rally 
on the anniversary of the Vel d’Hiv 
Round-up, on the spot where the Vel 
d’Hiv used to stand (3), as some kind of 
wink towards the deportation of the 
Jews. Electorally speaking, that would 
be counter-productive. But in the 
United States, that wink towards the 
lynching of Black people can be 
electorally productive. That just shows 
the depth of institutional racism and its 
embedding, unfortunately, in the 
consciousness of millions of white 
people, including in sectors of the 
working class and small-scale farmers. 
 
The wealth of the United States was 
born out of slavery, the deportation 
and murder of millions of Africans 
 
We must stress this: the wealth of the 
United States was born out of slavery, 
the forced deportation and murder of 
millions of sons and daughters of the 
African soil, without whom the United 

States would never have become the 
power it became. But there has not only 
been slavery. In a whole series of 
episodes in US history, to which Nnamdi 
Lumumba has referred, Black people, 
who have played a crucial role in the 
liberation struggle in the United States, 
have repeatedly been betrayed by 
those who should have been their allies, 
or actually were their allies. 
One of the most striking episodes was 
when the United States became a 
modern capitalist country through the 
Civil War, when the country’s industrial 
North defeated the South, which was 
based on agriculture and slavery. We 
know very well that the Northern 
capitalists were not concerned about 
freeing the slaves in the beginning; 
rather, their main concern was to 
consolidate their domination, and they 
had even given guarantees to the 
Southern slave-owners that slavery 
would be maintained. 
But in the war against the South, they 
were faced with a problem: the 
Northern troops couldn’t win the war, 
and in order to win against the South, 
they had to do what they had refused to 
do in the beginning: they had to call on 
Black men to enlist. More than 200,000 
Black men enlisted in the Northern 
army, with 125,000 coming from the 
South and 80,000 from the North. 
Without this commitment by Black 

men, it is likely that the North would 
have found it very difficult to defeat the 
South. Up to a certain point, the 
Northern capitalists were dependent on 
this commitment by Black men. To 
obtain that commitment, they not only 
promised an end to slavery – 
emancipation – but went further: they 
promised land, “40 acres and a mule”, 
in other words, within a US economy 
that was largely agricultural, the 
opportunity for Black people to become 
Black farmers, based on the model of 
white farmers, and as a result to win a 
certain degree of economic indepen-
dence. This therefore meant 
emancipation that would be both 
political and economic. 
Following the North’s victory, a 
movement began in the South, a 
revolutionary movement referred to as 
the Radical Reconstruction period, 
which saw Black people and part of the 
poor white population take their fate 
into their own hands and impose the 
election of Black men in the Congresses 
of the Southern states for the first time. 
One of the Southern states, South 
Carolina I think, had a majority of Black 
representatives in its state Congress. 
 
Radical Reconstruction,  
a key period in US history 
 
During Radical Reconstruction, the 
masses imposed a whole series of 
progressive measures: the education of 
children, and political freedoms, 
including the right to vote for Black 
people and women. But there is one 
thing they did not gain, even at the 
highest point of that revolutionary 
phase, and that is land ownership. 
Reneging on their promise of “40 acres 
and a mule”, the Northern capitalists 
did everything they could to ensure that 
the main source of wealth, the land, 
remained in the hands of either the 
railway companies or the big 
landowners. This was a betrayal of the 
promise of economic emancipation, 
without which political emancipation 
meant nothing, which had made 
hundreds of thousands of Black people 
hope that they would achieve economic 
and social equality. This was refused to 
them by the same people who had 
promised it to them.  
The Radical Reconstruction phase, 
when poor whites and Black people 
became allies and imposed a whole 

for strike action lasting 8 minutes 46 seconds (the length of time it took George Floyd to die) in 
tribute to Floyd and all the victims of institutional racism and police violence. 
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series of democratic gains – including 
women’s rights, the right to vote and 
the right to abortion, for example – and 
formed militias to defend their rights, 
finally came to be regarded by the 
capitalist government of the United 
States as a threat to its system, the 
system of private ownership of the 
means of production.  
There was a reversal of alliances, and 
the Northern capitalists once again 
allied themselves with the former slave-
owners of the South, and bloodily 
crushed the Radical Reconstruction 
movement. In Tennessee alone, 20,000 
Black members of a self-defence militia 
were slaughtered in the space of a few 
days in the late 1860s. And there are 
many more examples. 
To translate into French history what 
would be the equivalent of this amazing 
revolutionary upsurge, 
let’s say that it 
corresponds to the most 
revolutionary period of the 
French Revolution (1792-
3), and to the Paris 
Commune (1871). It is 
without any doubt the 
most progressive social 
movement ever seen in 
the United States, and the 
core of that movement 
were the freed former 
slaves and part of the Black 
people in the North, allied 
with poor whites. 
This short period of just a 
dozen years saw racist 
prejudices largely decline 
among the “rednecks”, 
because the alliance with 
Black people redefined the situation in 
class terms. There was the possibility of 
political and social emancipation. The 
Republican Party, which had carried the 
hopes of the North in the Civil War and 
had promised to end slavery, 
considered that capitalist rule was in 
danger. Allied with the Southern former 
slave-owners, it bloodily crushed 
Radical Reconstruction.  
Not only that, it also encouraged a 
return to the worst kinds of racist 
persecution that had subsided for some 
ten years. This took the form of the Jim 
Crow Acts, a system of persecution and 
discrimination, which meant that from 
the later part of the 19th century 
onwards, Black people in the South lost 
all of the democratic rights they had 

previously won. It also meant that any 
group of whites could lynch any Black 
person. In the 1920s and ‘30s in the 
United States, lynchings happened 
regularly, announced in advance in the 
newspapers: “Next Sunday, we will 
hang five Blacks”, accused of imaginary 
crimes. And thousands of people 
travelled hundreds of kilometres to 
attend “the show”. The press informs us 
that, at the end of a long process, the 
innocence of a Black man lynched 100 
years ago on a false accusation of rape 
has just been acknowledged; just one 
among tens of thousands of others who 
were slaughtered.  
This betrayal by the Northern 
“progressive” bourgeoisie of those who 
had enabled them to win the Civil War, 
of those whose rights had been 
removed one by one, delivering them 

up to the worst kinds of racist 
persecution from which they hoped 
they had escaped following the Civil 
War, finally returning them to slave 
status – not officially, but in practice – 
explains that sense of betrayal, and 
what Nnamdi Lumumba said: we 
experienced betrayal by all of our allies, 
and we concluded from this that we had 
to organise ourselves and free 
ourselves, of course in alliance with 
others, but by leading our own 
movement ourselves. 
 
Institutional racism  
and the labour movement  
 
As Alan has said, institutional racism 
continued to prevail even inside the 
labour movement, which in the United 

States was built by incorporating the 
racist and discriminatory positions of  
the bourgeoisie to a certain extent. In 
the 1980s – not so long ago, therefore – 
I remember meeting a comrade, a Black 
labour activist, who explained to me 
that a few years previously, in Los Ange 
les, the second biggest city in the United 
States, the municipal authority still only 
hired whites, and hiring was controlled 
by the union. When Black people 
applied to be hired as city employees, 
the union refused. They were forced to 
form a “separate” Black union. Why 
“separate”? What else could they do, 
when the existing union refused to 
admit Black people? The Black 
Employees Association was formed, it 
fought legal battles and finally imposed 
the hiring of Black people on the 
“white” union and City Hall. Then, when 

the first staff restructuring 
plans were implemented by 
the municipal authority, 
City Hall applied the “last 
in, first out” rule. In other 
words, Black employees 
were the first to go. 
This is a constant battle, for 
which we could give many 
other examples, which 
explains the fact that today, 
yes, the issue is posed in 
terms of national self-
emancipation and self-
organisation by Black 
people. A sensible Black 
activist will not think it 
“natural” to trust a white 
activist, even the nicest, 
who tells them: “I will take 
care of your future.” This is 

why the slogan of self-emancipation 
and self-organisation, of the right of 
American Black people to form their 
own organisations as they see fit, and to 
decide for themselves what kind of 
relations they intend to maintain with 
the labour movement in general, with 
the trade unions, and in the future with 
a Labor Party, is a crucial question. 
Nobody will free the American Black 
people apart from themselves.  
As revolutionary militant activists 
fighting for freedom from exploitation 
and oppression throughout the world, 
we have to understand that the driving 
force of the struggle against 
exploitation and oppression are the 
exploited and the oppressed 
themselves.  
 

Saint Paul, Minnesota, 19 June. An activist holds up a placard that 
says “40 acres and a mule”. This official promise of a patch of land, 
plus a mule to farm it with, had been made to Black people by the 
leaders of the North during the Civil War, in exchange for Black men 
enlisting in the Northern army, which was in difficulty at the time. 
More than 200,000 Black men joined the Northern army, which won 
the War…but the promise was never kept. 
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Nobody will free the American Black 
people apart from themselves 
 
The particular oppression of Black 
people in the United States means that 
the spark for the uprising against 
oppression and exploitation is to be 
found first  
of all in the capacity of Black people to 
take their affairs onto their own hands, 
of course in alliance with the other 
oppressed categories. But it is up to 
them to determine their alliances and 
their forms, without trusting those who 
could betray them soon afterwards. 
This question goes beyond the Black 
question in the United States. 
Ultimately it is a concentrated 
expression of what Marx said, cited by 
Nnamdi Lumumba: “The emancipation 
of the workers must be the act of the 
working class itself.” 
To conclude, I would like to show how 
this consciousness is deeply rooted in 
the mindset of generations of Black 
Americans. In a book devoted to the 
Radical Reconstruction period, I found 
this anecdote, which I will read to 
you. In that period there was an 
incredible movement to educate the 
children of former slaves. Some 
9,000 teachers went down to the 
South to do this, and an estimated 
250,000 children were educated at 
that time. A historian describes how 
the schoolkids learned very quickly, 
as indicated in the following 
exchange: “The teacher asks the 
children: “Now, do you still think 
that white people are better than 
you because they have straight hair 
and pale faces?” The answer, in 
unison: “No, Sir!”. The teacher 
resumes: “No, they are not better, 
they are different, because they possess 
great power, they have formed a great 
government, and they control this great 
country. Children, what do you think 
makes them different to you?” The 
children all shout in unison: “Money!”. 
The teacher resumes: “All right, but 
what allowed them to have that 
money?” The children, in unison: “They 
took it from us, they stole it from us”.” 
That was true in 1869, and it is still true 
in 2020. 
 
Question put to Nnamdi Lumumba: 
“I’d like to have your opinion on 
Alexandria Ocasio Cortez (4), who was 
elected to represent the Bronx and 

Queens in Congress with more than 
80 per cent of the vote, with the support 
of Brand New Congress and Justice 
Democrats. I saw a documentary on 
Netflix that dealt with that. I get the 
impression that the policy she is 
following is favourable towards Black 
people, towards oppressed people. 
What do you think? What is your point 
of view on Bernie Sanders and the 
progressive Democrats?” 
 
Nnamdi Lumumba: Alexandria Ocasio 
Cortez represents a contradiction. On 
the one hand, she is Latina and Brown, 
and is progressive in the context of the 
Democratic Party’s normal position. On 
the other hand, she is a part of the 
capitalist Democratic Party, and draws 
Black and Brown working-class people 
closer to the embrace of the 
Democratic Party. 
This relationship causes confusion 
amongst all progressive and working-
class people, because the true power of 
workers is in their independent self-
organisation, not dependence on a 

capitalist imperialist party. Because her 
base is in the Democratic Party, she will 
be exposed quickly when it comes to 
defending tooth-and-nail the rights and 
interests of Black, Brown and working-
class people. For us in the Ujima 
People’s Progress Party, this is a 
contradiction that we have attempted 
to avoid. We refuse to run our Black 
revolutionary progressive candidates 
on the Democratic Party slate.  
There is a saying from our elders: “The 
tools of the slavemaster cannot free the 
slave”. And because all political parties 
are instruments of class organisation, 
we know that there are real limits to 
participating as Democrat candidates in 
terms of being able to push working-

class and Black interests in the real 
world. 
 

The Democratic Party is a pillar of the 
capitalist system 
 
The Democratic Party are experts at co-
opting progressive movements. 
Progressive movements have failed 
time and time again to co-opt the 
Democratic Party. 
Similar to Bernie Sanders: he is the Pied 
Piper, trying to preserve and save the 
Democratic Party. His policies are 
indeed progressive in the American 
political spectrum. But through his 
allegiance to capital, his allegiance to 
the Democratic Party, even when he 
himself could have broken free and 
created a really progressive left 
movement that raises up working-class 
people, he has again proven that he will 
always betray the interests of working 
people. We refuse to join the 
slavemaster’s party, the party of 
imperialism, capitalism, colonialism and 
death to humanity.  

We refuse. 
 
Question put to Alan Benjamin: 
“Can you say some more about 
the 9 June strike you mentioned, 
but also about the different 
positions that exist inside the 
trade union movement regarding 
the murder of George Floyd, and 
more generally about the Black 
Lives Matter mobilisation?” 
 
Alan Benjamin: There have been 
a lot of important statements 
within the trade union 
movement in support of the 
mobilisations demanding justice 

over the murder of George Floyd. In the 
San Francisco Bay Area, there was an 
important statement by the four local 
unions affiliated to the AFL-CIO, 
condemning institutional racism and 
explaining that the labour movement 
must be in the vanguard of the fight for 
justice. The Minneapolis branch of the 
Amalgamated Transit Union, ATU Local 
1005, refused to transport National 
Guard troops who had been sent to put 
down the protests, stating its solidarity 
with the protestors.  
The 9 June action received a lot of 
support. The docker comrades, 
members of several ILWU local 
branches, raised the following issue: 
“we have to go beyond the statements 

Nnamdi Lumumba (r.), independent Black working-
class candidate in Baltimore (2016), activist member 
of the Ujima People’s Progress Party. 
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that are everywhere, even though these 
statements are important. Even the 
AFL-CIO issued a statement demanding 
justice for George Floyd. But we have to 
do something.” So, 9 June was an action 
that had to be carried out in a co-
ordinated way. In the United States, the 
question of the police and the presence 
of the police officers’ union is being 
posed. Large sectors of the organised 
labour movement, the comrades of the 
United Auto Workers (UAW), for 
example, have published a statement 
demanding that the police officers’ 
union be expelled from the AFL-CIO.  
A whole discussion has been opened on 
the question: is there room for an 
instrument of state repression within 
the framework of the trade union 
movement? The San Francisco Labour 
Council, which is affiliated to the AFL-
CIO, resolved this question by expelling 
the police union ten years ago. We 
adopted a resolution of support for 
democratic rights and for a new trial for 
Mumia Abu-Jamal. The police union 
said that Mumia was a “cop killer”, that 
there could be no question of voting for 
that, and they demanded that the 
resolution be withdrawn. We refused. 
They left, and since then they have 
justified defending the police against 
activists everywhere. 
 
Local branches of the ILWU, the West 
Coast dockers’ union, call for strike 
action on 19 June 
 
But what is important today is the fact 
that the dockers not only took strike 
action lasting 8 minutes and 46 seconds 
(the time it took George Floyd to die 
when he was killed) on 9 June. Also, on 
19 June, the anniversary of the 13th 
Amendment to the US Constitution 
which officially ended slavery in the 
United States – not in practice, as 
Nnamdi Lumumba pointed out – there 
will be a 24-hour strike by the dockers, 
because they work three eight-hour 
shifts on the docks, and they are calling 
on the trade union movement to 
support them and do likewise, on the 
same day that Trump will hold his rally 
in Tulsa. Already, local branches of the 
electricity workers union, the 
Teamsters and other local unions are 
starting to support the strike call that 
just came out this morning for 19 June. 
So our organisation, Socialist Organizer, 
which is a small organisation – but 

firmly embedded in the labour 
movement after developing links over 
decades with Black activists, the 
dockers, etc. – is actively supporting the 
call by publicising and circulating it. This 
is a new element in the situation, where 
radicalisation is happening inside the 
labour movement linked to the 
movement for liberation and justice for 
Black people against institutional 
racism. 
Question for Nnamdi Lumumba: A 
comrade writes: “I remember reading in 
La Tribune des Travailleurs [Workers’ 
Tribune, the weekly newspaper of the 
Democratic Independent Workers Party 
(POID) in France] that in 2016, comrade 
Nnamdi Lumumba stood as an 
independent candidate in the local 
elections in Baltimore, particularly on 
two demands: an immediate end to 
police brutality and a minimum wage of 
US$15 per hour. What balance-sheet 
did his party draw from that 
experience?” 
 
Nnamdi Lumumba: It was very useful 
for helping us understand, utilising the 
electoral process as another front for 
the liberation struggle of Black workers. 
It helped us realise the potential of 
being able to meet and organise 
hundreds of Black workers and other 
working-class people who are looking 
for solutions outside of the duopoly 
[Republican and Democratic parties] 
that controls politics in the United 
States.  
We also discovered that the potential 
for self-organisation is high, because 
there are a lot of workers who have 
been forced out of the electoral 
process. They no longer vote, but they 
want to be organised and want to 
express political activity outside of the 
electoral process. 
We did make some errors in that 
process, but we’ve had a chance to look 
at them and – hopefully – resolve them. 
We believe it is possible to come out of 
every election stronger as a workers’ 
movement, whether that’s by winning 
the election, or being able to build 
successful fight-back campaigns, or 
build workers’ self-run institutions.  
 
Another question for Alan and 
Nnamdi: 
“More and more opinion polls are 
showing that the perspective of 
socialism is becoming more popular in 

the United States. A Gallup poll in 2018 
said that 51 per cent of young 
Americans regard socialism as a positive 
idea. A Harris poll in 2019 said that 
55 per cent of American women would 
prefer to live in a socialist country rather 
than a capitalist one. Of course, these 
are only opinion polls. But is it true, and 
can this feeling of workers and young 
people in the United States looking for 
an alternative to capitalism be 
confirmed; and if so, how is Socialist 
Organizer on the one hand, and the 
Ujima People’s Progress Party on the 
other hand addressing those people in 
this respect?” 
 
Alan Benjamin: It is true that those 
opinion polls indicate a new 
consciousness that is developing 
everywhere, especially among the 
youth, but also beyond. This issue is 
new to us. For decades, the question of 
socialism had always been difficult to 
raise in the United States, due to 
Stalinism and the fact that the two 
words were presented as being 
synonymous. We had been 
marginalised as supporters of socialism, 
even inside the unions. But there is 
confusion on this question, because 
Bernie Sanders has raised the question 
of socialism, but in its social-democratic 
version. This symbolises socialism for 
many people; when you go beyond the 
opinion polls and ask what they think 
about the market economy, they say: 
“We want a market economy, but with 
Scandinavian-style socialism.” So, we 
are opening a discussion with all those 
comrades. The Democratic Socialists of 
America (DSA) is often used as an 
example of an organisation that has 
supported Bernie Sanders, that 
functions inside the Democratic Party 
and claims to be “socialist”, but at the 
same time pointing out: “We are 
socialists inside the Democratic Party, 
we use the platform of the Democratic 
Party, it is not possible to do otherwise 
because we don’t want to be 
marginalised.” This version of 
“socialism” inside the Democratic Party 
is an obstacle.  
We, Socialist Organizer, explain that the 
Democratic Party cannot be used for 
the benefit of the workers, contrary to 
what is claimed by those who declare 
themselves in favour of a “dirty break” 
with the Democratic Party. We cannot 
move towards socialism by agreeing to 
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the subordination of the labour 
movement to the Democratic Party. 
Because there is no socialism without 
collective ownership of the means of 
production, and because the 
Democratic Party is one of the two 
pillars for defending the system of 
private ownership in the United States.  
There is a whole debate on this in the 
United States, in reviews like Jacobin 
and others, on: what kind of socialism 
do we want? Inside the DSA, there are 
young people who want a genuinely 
socialist solution, and who are raising 
the question of breaking with the 
Democratic Party. But there are other 
sectors inside the DSA that are in the 
majority and argue that people will be 
marginalised if they break with the 
Democrats, and if they raise the 
question of collective ownership of the 
means of production. Obviously, we are 
part of this debate, alongside those who 
are moving towards breaking with the 
Democrats, and against those who are 
justifying subordination to the 
Democratic Party for whatever reason. 
 
Nnamdi Lumumba: I do believe that 
this is consistent. Obviously, there are 
polls showing that, but I also believe 
that oppressed communities have been 
trying to survive capitalism for a very 
long time. For us, the overt denial of 
access in the legal capitalist economy 
has created survival-type skills that are 
more communal in nature in the 
Black and Brown communities. 
So, even though I would not 
mischaracterise them as necessarily 
“socialist” programmes, there is a 
strong base of communal sense, of 
collectiveness, that really makes 
socialism an open proposition for a 
lot of people. For example, in the 
1960s, comrade Fred Hampton (5) 
said that the Free Breakfast for 
Children Program was an example of 
socialism, that socialism was the 
people, and it had a huge amount of 
support even if the people 
themselves did not call it “socialism”. 
I do not believe that we should back 
away from being socialist and 
promoting socialist policies. I think the 
more that people hear about it, and 
contrast it to the rotten stuff we get 
under capitalism, the more that people 
will be open to socialism as an 
alternative mode of production, and to 
social relationships as well. 

Sanders had the means to make the 
break, but he chose not to do so 
 
Daniel Gluckstein: A few short 
comments on what Nnamdi and Alan 
have said. I share Nnamdi’s point of 
view regarding Bernie Sanders: he had 
the means to make the break and stand 
as an independent candidate, but he 
chose not to do so. This question of 
choosing to break or not to break with 
the bourgeoisie is a question that is 
posed to workers and activists around 
the world. In France, the “left-wing” 
parties chose to vote [in the National 
Assembly on 19 March] in favour of a 
programme worth hundreds of billions 
of euros being offered to the banks and 
the capitalists, capitalists who are using 
those billions to lay off workers in their 
tens of thousands. That is one choice. 
They could have chosen not to approve 
those billions, to deprive the capitalists 
of the tool they are now using to launch 
lay-off programmes. They made that 
choice, and those who – like us – 
support the independence of the 
working class are making a different 
choice, choosing to fight for a ban on 
lay-offs and against the whole range of 
destructive plans which in the United 
States have destroyed more than 30 
million jobs in the space of a few weeks, 
and which here in France have already 
destroyed half a million jobs – and that 
is just the start. The second comment 

I’d like to make is that the issue of 
racism, which is a universal issue like 
the issue of exploitation, takes different 
forms from one country to another. But 
France isn’t exempt from racism or 
police violence.  

As an extension of the mobilisations 
that have taken place in the United 
States against the murder of George 
Floyd, for the last two weeks we have 

seen a very significant movement 
develop in France – notably among the 
youth – to obtain justice for Adama 
Traoré, who was killed by the police in 
2016 in conditions on which the 
government would prefer to remain 
silent.  
And more generally, mobilisations by 
tens of thousands of young people over 
the last few weeks in this country 
against police violence. Tomorrow, 
there will be protest marches in 
response to a call by the Truth For 
Adama Committee, and obviously the 
militant activists of the Fourth 
International, the activists of the POID 
and Youth Revolution will take to the 
streets together with the youth and 
older people, workers and activists of all 
political tendencies, against racist 
crimes and for justice to be done for all 
the victims of police violence in our 
country. 
Third comment: Comrades have asked 
questions on the basis of articles they 
have read in La Tribune des Travailleurs 
on what is happening in the United 
States, on Nnamdi Lumumba’s election 
campaign in Baltimore, and on the 
activity of Socialist Organizer. We are 
proud to publish every week a 
newspaper that devotes a lot of space 
to those developments in the 
international class struggle, and we will 
of course continue to do so. I am calling 
here for all the comrades to support the 

newspaper, take out a 
subscription and sell it, as 
militant activists of the 
Fourth International do 
throughout the world, 
developing an independent 
working-class press. 
 
The fight for the Workers’ 
International 
 
To conclude, this conference 
was organised by militant 
activists of the Fourth 
International, but although 
we are supporters of the 

Fourth International, we don’t make 
this a precondition for working jointly 
with workers and activists from around 
the world. The emancipatory 
movement of the exploited and the 
oppressed, and the movement of the 
working class to reconstitute itself, 
must be recomposed on a new axis. We 
call this the fight for the Workers’ 

Bill Whitfield, a Black Panther Party activist in Kansas 
City, serves free breakfasts to children, 16 April 1969. 
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International. Several conferences have 
taken place. The Workers’ International 
means the perspective of regrouping 
those activists and currents that locate 
themselves on the real battleground of 
independence, of self-organisation by 
the workers and the peoples, whatever 
differences they may have between 
them. 
In November 2020, here in France, 
there will be a conference of the 
International Workers Committee 
Against War and Exploitation, For a 
Workers’ International (IWC), which 
regroups those workers and activists 
around the world. The conference will 
involve representatives from more than 
50 countries from every continent. The 
report of that conference will be given 
in a public rally in Paris. I hope that the 
health conditions during the lockdown 
and the lifting of the lockdown will 
allow us to welcome all those 
comrades; I hope that the conditions in 
November will make it possible for us to 
welcome comrades from around the 
world in a big hall in Paris, rather than 
in video conferences via the internet. I 
would like us to be able to once again 
hear Nnamdi Lumumba, Alan Benjamin, 
and all the comrades who are 
participating on every continent in the 
emancipatory struggle of the exploited 
and the oppressed. I thank the 
comrades for contributing to and 
guiding this Marxist Conference, live 
from the United States.  
 
 

______________________ 
 
(1) The period of Radical Reconstruction 
(1865-77) came to an end with the 
imposition of the Jim Crow Acts, which 
established racial segregation in the 
southern states. Segregation was not 
abolished until the mass movement for Civil 
Rights and Black liberation in 1965. 
(2) Democratic Socialists of America (which 
until recently was still affiliated to the 
Socialist International) is an organisation 
that exists inside the Democratic Party. It 
was notably one of the mainstays of Bernie 
Sanders’ Democratic primary campaigns, in 
2015 and 2019. Regarding the movement 
that is currently underway in the United 
States, the DSA has come out in favour of 
“reforming” the police and opposes any 
Black working-class policy that is 
independent of the Democratic Party.  
It is especially significant that for months, 
and particularly in recent weeks, the DSA 
has expressed itself in France every week in 
the columns of the weekly newspaper 
Informations Ouvrieres, the publication of 
the liquidationist revisionist group that 
provoked the crisis of the Fourth 
International in 2015. In this way, week after 
week, Informations Ouvrieres gives a 
platform to the DSA’s officials, who explain, 
for example: “I expect the labour 
organisations to call for a reform of the 
police” (without any comment by the 
editorial team). Were the labour movement 
to declare itself in favour of “reforming the 
police”, this would indeed be perfectly 
compatible with the Democratic Party’s 
policy. Also, compatible with the policy of 
Informations Ouvrieres, which makes no 
reference whatsoever – not even a purely 
formal one – to the fight for the labour 
movement to break with the Democratic 

Party, the fight for an independent Black 
Party and a Labor Party based on the trade 
unions. 

(3) On 16 and 17 July 1942, the French police 
carried out orders received from the Nazi 
occupation authorities and arrested 13,000 
Jews in Paris, one-third of whom were 
children, and held them for five days in the 
Vélodrome d’Hiver (Winter Velodrome). 
Known popularly as the Vel d’Hiv, this was 
an indoor bicycling racetrack and stadium 
also used for big sporting and cultural 
events. All of those arrested were deported 
by train in cattle trucks and murdered in the 
Auschwitz extermination camp. 
(4) A DSA member of Latinx origin, 
Alexandria Ocasio Cortez was elected 
Representative for New York's 14th 
congressional district on 6 November 2018, 
standing as the Democratic Party candidate. 
She supported Bernie Sanders in the 
Democratic Party primaries, before Sanders 
backed the candidacy of Joe Biden. 
(5) Fred Hampton (1948-69): Black activist 
and one of the most renowned speakers of 
the Black Panther Party (BPP, originally the 
Black Panther Party for Self-Defence), and 
chairman of the BPP’s Illinois chapter. As 
done by other BPP chapters, Hampton set 
up a Free Breakfast for Children Program in 
Chicago (Illinois), which addressed food 
injustice experienced by Black children, as 
well as a community health clinic and other 
initiatives.  
Sharing the fate of many leaders of the BPP, 
Fred Hampton was murdered by the FBI in 
Chicago on 4 December 1969, within the 
framework of the FBI’s extensive 
programme of illegal surveillance, 
infiltration, perjury, police harassment and 
killings, formally known as the Counter 
Intelligence Program (COINTELPRO). 

 

 
 

Leon Trotsky, in exile in Mexico, reading The Militant, the weekly newspaper of the American Socialist Workers Party (SWP) 
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MARXIST CONFERENCE OF 12 JUNE  

 

 

The Labor Party and the Black Party 
 

 
he perspective of an 
independent working-class 
party based on the trade unions 

(these being the only working-class 
organisations that exist in the United 
States, in the absence of a mass 
workers’ party), the Labor Party, was 
defined during discussions that took 
place in the late 1930s between Leon 
Trotsky – at that time in exile in Mexico 
– and the leadership of the party of the 
Fourth International in the United 
States, the Socialist Workers Party 
(SWP), at a time when Marxists 
considered – in continuation of the 
resolutions of the first few Congresses 
of the Communist International of Lenin 
and Trotsky – that Black people in the 
United States suffered a particular form 
of national oppression.  

Socialist Organizer – fraternal section of 
the Organising Committee for the 
Reconstitution of the Fourth 
International (OCRFI) – adopted the 
following resolution at its 12th National 
Convention in October 2012: 

“The founding program of the Fourth 
International calls on its followers to 
fight in all circumstances for a break by 
the trade union and political leaderships 
that represent and speak in the name of 
the workers with the capitalist system in 
its death agony. In the United States, 
this means fighting for the trade unions, 
for the AFL-CIO in particular, but also for 
Change to Win and the independent 
unions – the only organized expression 
of the working class as a class for itself 
– to break with the capitalist class and 

its political instrument: the Democratic 
Party. 

The capitalist class depends politically 
on the Democratic Party's 
subordination of the trade unions – the 
only existing mass workers’ 
organisations – via the trade union 
bureaucracy. Fighting to break the 
unions from the Democrats and for a 
Labor Party based on the trade unions is 
a central task of Socialist Organizer, the 
US section of the Fourth International, 
and is the US expression of the Fourth 
International’s international orientation 
to build its sections “on the line of the 
transition”. To drop our call for a Labor 
Party based on the trade unions would 
mean letting the union bureaucracy off 
the hook – it would mean failing to 
highlight the fact that subordination to 
the Democrats is THE main obstacle 
facing the US workers’ movement.” 

Regarding the linkage between a Labor 
Party and an independent Black Party, 
the resolution adopted by the 12th 
National Convention of Socialist 
Organizer continued: “There is, of 
course, in the United States a very 
specific dimension of the class struggle 
that involves the question of national 
oppression. Socialist Organizer’s 
perspective on the national question in 
the United States rests upon some basic 
pillars:  

– White supremacy has been and 
continues to be the central source of 
division within the working class in the 
United States. To help overcome this 
obstacle, we fight for the unions to 
champion the rights of racially and 

nationally oppressed groups, and we 
support and participate in the 
autonomous movements and 
organisations of Blacks, as part of an 
overall strategy of building working-
class unity. 

– We support the self-organisation of all 
groups that face racial and/or national 
oppression in the US in their fight for 
equality and social justice. At the same 
time, we fight to forge the unity of all 
components of the US working class in 
the fight for socialist revolution, which is 
the precondition for wiping out racial 
oppression. 

– Black people were a component part 
of the constitution of the American 
nation but at the very same time were 
permanently excluded by the ruling 
classes from inclusion within this very 
nation. The history of slavery, the US 
Civil War, Reconstruction, Jim Crow, etc. 
gives the Black struggle a specificity 
within the class struggle than cannot be 
equated directly with any other 
oppressed group in the United States. 

– We support Black self-determination, 
though we do not advocate territorial 
separation. To further their liberation 
struggle by breaking with the 
Democratic Party, and to enable the 
forging of a unity of equals with workers 
of other nationalities, we support the 
construction of an independent Black 
Party, which we in Socialist Organizer 
see as linked to the struggle for a Labor 
Party based on the trade unions. We 
would seek all avenues to promote the 
unity of a Black Party with (and 
potentially within) a Labor Party.” 
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 MARXIST CONFERENCE OF 23 MAY 
 
 
 
 

World coronavirus crisis 

The failure of capitalism  
and the relevance today of socialism 
 
On 23 May 2020, a Marxist Conference was organised (as a video conference) by the Interna-
tionalist Communist Tendency (TCI), French section of the Fourth International, on the topic: 
“World coronavirus crisis: The failure of capitalism and the relevance today of socialism”. Over 
the course of two and a half hours, comrades Daniel Gluckstein and Pierre Cise presented the 
Marxist point of view on this issue and answered questions.  
We publish below large excerpts from that event. 
 

 
Daniel Gluckstein: Dear friends, dear 
comrades, thank you for taking part in 
this Marxist Conference organised by 
the Internationalist Communist 
Tendency of the Democratic 
Independent Workers Party (POID), a 
member organisation of the Organising 

Committee for the Reconstitution of 
the Fourth International (OCRFI). 
We have received very many questions. 
This undoubtedly demonstrates the 
interest in Marxism that is developing 
today, but also a great deal of anxiety 
regarding the current situation. 

Many of you, and many workers in the 
country generally, are watching the 
developments in the situation 
anxiously; not only how the pandemic is 
developing, but also its knock-on effects 
at the economic and social levels. 
Hundreds of thousands – perhaps 
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millions – of workers and young people 
are looking for answers, for 
explanations. Also, for a discussion on 
the means to act: how do we prevent 
humankind from falling into a torrent of 
barbarism? How do we open up a 
perspective for the workers, for the 
youth? These are some of the questions 
to which we will try to provide answers 
today. 
 

What is Marxism? 
 
First of all, what is Marxism? Marxism is 
the unity of theory and practice in 
organising. Marxism constantly starts 
from theoretical questions to reach 
their practical consequences, and at the 
same time examines the concrete 
situation to achieve a generalisation of 
the principles that flow from it. And to 
do so, Marxism starts with the facts, 
and only the facts. We are in the habit 
of saying that if the facts were to 
invalidate the Marxist viewpoint, then 
we would have to reconsider Marxism 
itself. 
Among the questions posed in the lead-
up to this conference, some comrades 
have asked about “fake news”. The 
principle of Marxism is to rely solely on 
verified facts which any worker and any 
activist can observe for themselves and 
check on their reality, and not to be 
afraid of saying that we don’t know 
what we don’t know. 

So, one initial fact is indisputable: there 
is a virus. As for the precise conditions 
in which it emerged and how dangerous 
it is, various answers have been given. 
There are contradictory points of view 
and too many unknowns for a current 
that seriously sets itself the task of 
helping the workers free themselves 
from the chains of exploitation and 
oppression to be able to answer 
categorically: here is where the truth is 
to be found. On this point, we need to 
let the science develop and provide 
indisputable answers to questions 
which, for now, are subject to 
questioning and polemics. 
However, there is a second indisputable 
fact: the propagation of the virus, the 
spread of the epidemic and its 
transformation into a pandemic not 
only have to do with the specific 
characteristics of this virus; they are 
also linked to the policies that were 
implemented in the period that 
preceded it. 

We have known for decades in France, 
and this is also true in the other big 
capitalist countries, the alarm was 
sounded by several researchers 
regarding the fact that, following on 
from previous coronaviruses, there was 
an urgent need to develop basic 
research into the process by which this 
type of epidemic emerges and spreads. 
It is an indisputable fact that the 
funding needed for this kind of basic 
research was not provided. It is an 
indisputable fact that in an economy 
driven by the search for profit, this basic 
research was discarded once it was 
clear that it would not result in profit. It 
is an indisputable fact that in France, as 
much as in the United States and other 
countries, public budgets were quick to 
decide not to allocate the funds needed 
for this research. 
It is also a fact that hospital units and 
beds were closed and ransacked to a 
significant degree. We know that in 
France, 120,000 hospital beds have 
been shut down in the last 20 years, as 
well as maternity units, hospital 
departments and entire hospitals. It is a 
fact that in France and every other 
capitalist country, healthcare budgets 
have been systematically choked off in 
the name of the necessary austerity 
policies; in other words, in fact, in the 
name of the need to relieve the 
capitalists of the taxes they were 
paying.  
 

Healthcare budgets have been 
systematically choked off 
 
It is a fact that in a country like France, 
not a single preventive measure was 
taken that would have allowed the 
population and patients to be tested. It 
is a fact that protective masks were not 
only in short supply, more than a billion 
masks were destroyed and the stocks 
were not rebuilt.  
What is true for the developed capitalist 
countries is even more true for the 
countries dominated by capitalism, by 
the imperialist powers. We can see 
what is happening today in Brazil, in 
India, in South Africa.  
These are first and foremost political 
decisions, economic and social choices 
which, all around the world, have 
sought to cut public services if not to 
make them purely and simply 
disappear, they have sought to tear 

apart health policies and cut social 
welfare systems.  
All this has resulted in the conditions of 
this epidemic being much worse than 
they otherwise might have been.  
I must say that in France, those political 
choices have been made with a 
remarkable continuity by every single 
government over the last forty years. It 
is striking to note that today, currents 
other than our own acknowledge this 
reality, saying that healthcare has been 
under attack for forty years. We need to 
remember who has been in power in 
our country over the last forty years. 
Right-wing governments, servants of 
the capitalist class, that’s par for the 
course. But we can’t forget that the 
same policy was pursued with perfect 
continuity and very zealously by so-
called “left-wing” governments: the 
Socialists and Greens under François 
Hollande; before that, the so-called 
“Plural Left” government, with 
ministers from the Socialist Party, 
Communist Party, the Greens and Jean-
Luc Melenchon; and before that, more 
governments “of the left”, with 
ministers from the Socialist Party and 
Communist Party, under François 
Mitterrand. 
What do all these governments, which 
pursued the same policy despite having 
apparently different political labels, 
have in common? What all of them 
have in common is that they chose to 
remain prisoners of the capitalist 
system, prisoners of the law of profit 
that rules the capitalist system, and 
therefore of the directives of the 
European Union, which is nothing more 
than a supranational command post for 
imposing the laws of capital. 

A capitalist system – we will have the 
opportunity to come back to this during 
this conference – which has long since 
entered its phase of decay, of 
putrefaction, and which today can only 
manage to maintain itself at the cost of 
the mass destruction of the productive 
forces. Among those productive forces, 
there is the main one: the proletariat’s 
labour-power which, together with 
Nature that surrounds it, constitutes 
one of the two sources of all new 
wealth. Destroying the productive 
forces, devaluing, reducing, weakening 
the main productive force – the working 
class’s labour-power – involves, among 
other things, putting into question its 
right to healthcare, healthcare systems 
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and social welfare systems. This is a 
second fact. 
There is a third fact which must be 
noted. For more than two months, in 
our country as in most of the 
industrialised countries, production has 
almost been brought to a halt. The 
lockdown measures have resulted in 
the stopping of a very large proportion 
of industrial production, and 
commercial trade has slowed down and 
very often stopped. One would have 
thought that as the lockdown is lifted, 
the economy would resume, that 
industry would start up again unabated. 
But we should note that the exact 
opposite is true. Under lockdown, 
production stopped. As the lockdown is 
being lifted, the recovery is happening 
so slowly, so timidly that specialists are 
already announcing that we are 
heading towards a major economic 
crisis. 
 

Hundreds of millions of jobs 
under the threat of destruction 
 
The first waves of lay-offs have been 
announced and others are being put 
together, and most economic experts – 
even those of the bourgeois class – are 
announcing that this crisis will be worse 
than the crisis in 1929. There is talk of 
hundreds of thousands or even millions 
of lay-offs in France alone. How many 
hundreds of millions internationally? To 

which the capitalists and their 
governments are responding with a 
torrent of anti-working-class measures; 
we will come back to these later. But let 
us carefully note this paradox: when 

production stops, it stops, and when it 
“starts up again”, it is still practically at 
a halt. There is an explanation for this 
paradox which relates to the laws of 
capital, which we need to be aware of. 
There is a fourth fact that we need to 
refer to, because it is playing an 
increasing role in the current situation 
and in the questions we are facing: the 
400 billion euro package. La Tribune des 
Travailleurs [Workers’ Tribune], the 
POID’s weekly newspaper, has warned 
about this fact since the Law of 19 
March was passed. A law allocating a 
total of 343 billion euros – 300 billion to 
the banks and 43 billion to capitalist 
businesses – was approved 
unanimously by the National Assembly, 
and since then the amount has been 
increased to 400 billion. 

The special feature of this law is that it 
was passed unanimously by all the 
Assembly members of the “left-wing” 
parties, the right-wing and far-right 
parties, and the members of Macron’s 
party. Since then, we have stressed the 
intolerable character of a law that gives 
hundreds of billions to the capitalists in 
order to bail them out and prepare the 
anti-working-class lay-off programmes. 
We took a public position in favour of 
requisitioning the 400 billion. Many 
workers and activists who are members 
of neither the POID nor the Fourth 
International have approved the 
adoption of this position. But there are 

also comrades who are wondering 
about it. Among the questions we have 
received, one comrade – clearly close to 
the Fourth International, since she 
referred to having attended a 

Revolutionary Study Group – said: “I am 
convinced with 90 per cent trust, but I 
have a 10 per cent lack of 
understanding that prevents me from 
approaching colleagues to talk about 
this campaign.” 
This comrade doesn’t spell out the 
reasons for her lack of understanding. 
But the question she raises calls for two 
replies. The first is that one shouldn’t be 
convinced “by trust”. Nobody should 
trust anything as a starting-point. One 
should always be able to check for 
oneself. The second remark is that we 
can give the means to each person to 
verify what we are putting forward. Let 
us repeat, this is about facts. I am 
recalling the facts for this comrade, 
whom I don’t know, and for all those of 
you who might share that doubt. And I 
can understand that doubt, because 
how can it be that it is only La Tribune 
des Travailleurs, the POID and the TCI 
that are pointing to the National 
Assembly vote, and all the others aren’t 
talking about it? 
Well, in order to remove doubt, we 
need to check for ourselves. It is easy to 
access the National Assembly website 
and check whether a law was indeed 
passed on 19 March and was then 
promulgated on 23 March, and it is 
possible to check who voted for that 
law. At least doubt will be removed 
regarding the fact that it was a 
unanimous vote, since this is recorded 
in the minutes of the debates in the 
National Assembly. 
Then, it is just as easy to check the law’s 
content, especially Article 6, which 
indicates that 300 billion euros are 
made available to the banks by the 
State until 31 December 2020 so that 
they can enable businesses to benefit 
from it by asking for loans. Does the law 
say that the precondition for this would 
be for companies to lay people off? No. 
It simply says that the banks decide the 
conditions for granting those loans. So, 
how do the banks decide on the 
conditions? Obviously, this forms part 
of the negotiations between the banks 
doing the lending and the businesses 
doing the borrowing. But since banks 
aren’t charitable enterprises, before 
they grant a business loan, they set a 
certain number of conditions regarding 
the company’s viability, in other words 
its capacity to make profit and not lose 
money. 
 

On 16 May, nurses, doctors and other hospital staff at the Saint-Pierre Hospital in 
Brussels (Belgium) form a “guard of dishonour” for Prime Minister Wilmes. 
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The 19 March vote gave the 
banks the power to decide 
 

And this is why, in the negotiations 
between the banks and the businesses, 
clauses come up that say: we will 
increase productivity by carrying out 
restructuring, by trimming the fat, by 
getting rid of a certain number of 
unprofitable sectors. For a few days 
now, the government has been making 
a show of protesting: this is scandalous, 
we are giving money to the banks so 
they can make a loan to Renault, and 
Renault announces a restructuring 
programme. Pure hypocrisy! The 
government knows very well that, 
having given the banks the keys to the 
300 then 400 billion, they are the ones 
who set the conditions for allocating it.  
What is more, right now in France, a 
very large number of small businesses 
are making it known that they have 
asked the banks for loans but have been 
turned down. The banks think that very 
many small businesses are not in a 
position to deal with the situation, and 
despite the State’s guarantee, they are 
refusing to make loans to those small 
businesses. This is the logic of 
capitalism, and those who are 
protesting, whether it’s the 
government or the parties “of the left”, 
saying “we didn’t know”, are saying 
something that is not correct.  
They knew perfectly well that by voting 
for the Law of 19 March, in other words 
by handing to the banks the keys to the 
coffers, they had decided that it was for 
the banks to decide. 
Another fact, which one can easily 
check, is that henceforth the banks are 
using that money to encourage 
restructuring. 
So, could things be done differently? 
This is a question we have been asked. 
Can one avoid bailing out the banks in 
order for them to bail out businesses? If 
one did that, wouldn’t it create more 
problems for employment? Before 
answering this question, let’s point out 
that Marxists are not surprised by the 
crisis that is developing. The economic 
and social crisis, which risks becoming 
bigger than anything seen for three-
quarters of a century, is not the result 
of the epidemic. Logic would dictate 
that the epidemic would have given 
way to a rapid expansion of economic 
activity.  

The reasons for the crisis go much 
further back. They had matured even 
before the crisis of 2008. They are 
inherent to capitalism. The eruption of 
the epidemic was only a triggering 
event. If it wasn’t the epidemic, other 
factors would have intervened. 
It was these questions which my 
comrade Pierre Cise and I examined in 
an article published in the last issue 
(No.17) of The Internationale, the 
OCRFI’s review, an article written 
between December 2019 and January 
2020. At the time, we didn’t know 
anything of the coronavirus crisis that 
was about to hit. 

 
Pierre Cise: As has just been said, many 
media channels, political figures and 
experts are trying to convince us that 
Covid-19 triggered a financial crisis, 
which in turn triggered an economic 
crisis. The reality is actually quite 
different. Covid-19 and its 
consequences have indeed produced a 
shock to an already ailing economy with 
the potential for a crisis that precisely 
only needed a shock to appear. 
In the article in The Internationale 
No.17, written a few weeks before the 
epidemic became a pandemic, we 
noted first of all that speculation in the 
financial markets was at its height, 
eleven years after capitalism’s first big 
crisis in 2007-8. In 2019, the US stock 
exchange indexes recorded their best 
results in several years, a progression 
that also impacted the European stock 
exchanges to the same degree. 
Shareholders in the four biggest French 
companies quoted on the Paris Stock 
Exchange received a little over 60 billion 
euros, the highest level of dividend 
payments since the 2007-8 crisis. 
This orgy of speculation also fattened 
up investment funds like those run by 
the famous US investment 
management corporation BlackRock, as 
well as hedge funds. 
In 2019, hedge funds paid out three 
times more profit than in 2018 to their 
clients. BlackRock alone made US$5 
billion profit. 

 
Orgy of speculation… 
and slowdown of production 
 
The second thing we noted was that in 
the so-called “real” economy, the 
economy in which goods and services 

are produced, the economy also of 
productive investment, there was a 
completely different atmosphere. 
The economies of the main capitalist 
countries were marked by a slowdown 
and stagnating growth. Over the course 
of 2019 up to the start of this year and 
before the pandemic, capital’s main 
international organisations – the OECD, 
the IMF, etc. – revised their growth 
forecasts downwards. To take just the 
OECD, for 2020 it forecast the lowest 
level of growth since the 2007-8 crisis. 
This discrepancy between financial and 
stock exchange results and the reality of 
wealth production alarmed most 
analysts at the time. An opinion poll 
carried out in late 2019 among the 
biggest investors in the financial 
markets predicted a crisis bigger than 
the one in 2007-8 between that point 
and three to five years’ time. This 
means that the pandemic clearly 
accelerated the pace for this to happen. 
But there is nothing random or 
temporary about this discrepancy. In 
fact, it comes down to the very nature 
of the capitalist system in its current 
stage, the stage of imperialism. This 
stems from capitalism’s basic 
contradiction, namely the contradiction 
between the possibility of producing 
more and more in order to make more 
and more profit on the one hand, and 
on the other, the limited opportunities 
for consumption in the capitalist 
system, as Marx said. The capitalists’ 
goal isn’t to satisfy human needs, it’s to 
achieve the maximum profit. 
Let’s take an example from barely a 
week ago: the statement by the senior 
management at Sanofi, one of the 
world’s biggest pharmaceutical 
producers, which demonstrated its 
intention to prioritise the US market for 
the Covid-19 vaccine it is developing. 
Why is Sanofi doing this? Because the 
capitalists who own Sanofi are only 
there to make profits, and the US 
market guarantees those profits. The 
CEO of Sanofi France seems to have 
backtracked on that statement by 
explaining that there will, of course, be 
supplies of the vaccine for Europe, but 
specified that Europe should propose 
terms that are as advantageous as 
those offered by the United States. 
As Marx pointed out, under a capitalist 
system, it is not the case that too many 
commodities are produced in relation 
to humankind’s needs, that too many 
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means of production, factories, 
machinery, etc. are produced that could 
provide employment for the workforce. 
On the contrary, there is not enough 
production to respond to humankind’s 
needs. We can see this notably with 
famine and undernourishment, and 
today with the dramatic lack of the 
material means to hold the pandemic in 
check. (…) Producing means of 
production does not prevent 
unemployment, under-employment 
and poverty. 
The problem is that too many 
commodities and means of production 
are produced in relation to the 
opportunities for selling those 
commodities and means of production 
in order to be able to provide enough 
profit that can be reinvested in 
production and create new profits, and 
to do so in a continuous movement. 
One of capitalism’s characteristics is 
that profitable markets are increasingly 
limited by competition between 
capitalists, who are forced to secure 
their commodities and their market 
share by winning new markets. In the 
imperialist epoch, where the totality of 
the world market has been won, this 
involves takeovers or the destruction of 
competitors, which has its limits. No 
longer being able to sell their goods and 
services in conditions that are 
profitable for them, the capitalists seek 
to reduce the costs of production, 
notably that part of production costs 
which they call “labour costs”, namely 
the value of labour-power. In so doing, 
the capitalists reduce the workers’ 
capacity to consume.  
How? On the one hand, by making them 
work longer and more intensely, by 
reducing their number (lay-offs), and on 
the other, by reducing the value of 
labour-power by attacking all of the 
gains and rights won by the working 
class through struggle: the social 
welfare and pension systems, the public 
schools system, collective bargaining 
agreements, the Labour Code. 
 

Capital cannot escape  
its own laws 
 
But capital cannot escape its own laws, 
and must always generate profit, 
otherwise it wouldn’t be capital. And as 
Marx said in Capital, “Value therefore 
now becomes value in process, money in 
process, and, as such, capital.” (1) In 

other words, capital is money that 
generates money, currency that 
generates offspring.  
Since the market isn’t sufficiently 
meeting the capitalists’ expectations in 
terms of profit, capital is orienting 
towards other fields of investment, new 
markets, including markets that don’t 
meet any of humankind’s basic needs, 
and on the contrary, threaten 
humankind with decline and 
destruction. 
How is this expressed? We set this out 
in detail in our article in The 
Internationale. 
Firstly, through increased military 
spending. Rosa Luxemburg was the first 
to demonstrate the role of militarism 
and military spending in capitalism in its 
imperialist stage: not only to defend 
markets, win new ones and crush 
competitors, but also as a huge source 
of profit in a sector that largely lives off 
orders placed by the State. This is an 
artificial market, since it doesn’t create 
any wealth. On the other hand, it 
creates forces that destroy wealth, 
moreover absorbing capital that will 
therefore not be applied to the creation 
of new wealth and to the needs of the 
population. 

In 2019, military spending was at its 
highest level since 2008, a little over 
US$1.8 trillion, one-third of which was 
spent by the United States alone. And 
Trump announced a 2020 budget with 
an extra US$750 billion for military 
spending, not hesitating to ask the US 
Congress to make room in the federal 
budget by reducing the healthcare and 
education budgets if necessary. We can 
see the consequences of this today du-
ring the pandemic. 

The other element is the explosive 
growth of debt, much earlier than the 
debt triggered today by the 
programmes to bail out the capitalists. 
First of all, there is State debt, of course, 
which soared dramatically with the 
bailouts for the banks and speculators 
that faced the threat of collapse in the 
2007-8 crisis, and which has continued 
to grow, notably due to the fact that 
State revenues have been reduced 
through the tax breaks granted to the 
capitalists. For the so-called emerging 
countries, concern was already growing 
just before the pandemic regarding 
their ability to service the debt in the 
light of pessimistic growth forecasts for 
those countries. It is certain that with 

the emergence of the pandemic, those 
forecasts are even more pessimistic. 
On the other hand, there is company 
debt, which has also soared 
dramatically. But debt to do what? To 
produce new wealth or for growth? 
Growth has been relatively weak for the 
capitalist economies in recent years, 
and this leads us to think that this 
indebtedness actually has not been 
directed towards increasing growth, 
and therefore increasing wealth. 
Furthermore, by way of an example, we 
can note that in late 2019, the index for 
industrial activity in the United States – 
the world’s biggest economy – was at its 
lowest level since the 2007-8 crisis, and 
it would have been even lower if the 
State hadn’t placed orders for military 
material last December. This drop also 
applies to the services sector, the 
activity of which is at its lowest level for 
three years. Of course, we are dealing 
here with the situation before the 
pandemic. 
So then, what is the debt for, if not for 
producing wealth? In fact, the debt has 
mainly served to fund financial 
operations aimed at satisfying the 
shareholders. These have particularly 
involved share buybacks, which we 
described in La Tribune des Travailleurs 
(8 April 2020) that are aimed at 
artificially raising a company’s share 
price. To sum up, companies that carry 
out these manipulations increase their 
stock market value not through greater 
production, not through the discovery 
of new production techniques, but 
through artificial and purely parasitic 
operations. And to do this, they secure 
funding through indebtedness. 
Finally, there is household debt, which 
was the source of the experts’ and 
analysts’ greatest fears before the 
pandemic, especially in the Unites 
States, but also in Europe. So, what can 
we say today when 34 million 
Americans are unemployed, when 40 
million workers in the European Union 
are partially unemployed, 13 million of 
whom in France alone, not to mention 
the lay-offs and job-cuts that are in the 
pipeline? 
 

Where did the debt come from? 
 
This orgy of debt was only made 
possible by the policies of the central 
banks during the 2007-8 crisis to avoid 
a collapse of the financial system and to 
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stimulate economic recovery. The 
central banks injected masses of 
practically free money into the financial 
circuits. Those measures, which in the 
past had a temporary character in order 
to hold the financial crisis in check, have 
become permanent for more than ten 
years, with an above-average result in 
terms of a resumption of wealth 
production. 

On the other hand, the result is 
different from the point of view of the 
financial markets and the speculators. 
In our article in The Internationale, we 
quoted  

an editorial writer of French finance 
capital’s daily newspaper Les Echos (12 
August 2019), who pointed out: “As 
soon as one deprives money of its time 
value [through zero per cent or even 
negative interest rates – The Editor], it 
is possible to justify the financing of 
everything and anything. This is why 
financial bubbles, real estate bubbles 
and every other kind of bubble take 
shape. It is also in line with this same 
logic that “zombie companies” are 
being kept alive, thanks to cheap capital 
contributions to which they should not 
have had access. Is this world, where 
finance no longer sifts the wheat from 
the chaff, (…) sustainable?”  

The question deserves to be asked, and 
it was asked six months before the 
pandemic. But the laws of capitalism 
want profit ultimately to be realised 
only via the extraction of surplus-value, 
by exploiting the working class, because 
surplus-value is the only source of 
wealth. The tendency of capitalism in its 
current stage of decay is therefore to 
seek new sources of surplus-value by 
reducing the value of labour-power, 

reducing “labour costs” itself, not just 
its relative share of the wealth 
produced. In other words, by making 
the workers produce more wealth 
without receiving the value of their 
labour-power, above all by reducing its 
absolute value, i.e. by attacking wages, 
collective bargaining agreements, 
recognised job grades, the social 
welfare system, the pensions system – 
in short, by attacking the workers’ 
spending power.  
This is a new expression of the 
destruction of the productive forces, 
beginning with the main productive 
force, the working class’s labour-power. 

Speculative bubbles, indebtedness 
applied to satisfying the interests of 
shareholders rather than production, 
continuous growth in military spending 
that is feeding war in many parts of the 
globe, attacks on the workers’ gains and 
living standards – the Covid-19 crisis has 
developed across a wide range of 
destruction of productive forces and 
the main one, the human productive 
force. 
 

Mechanisation and money  
 
So there we have the situation as we 
analysed it a few weeks before the 
pandemic hit. A situation that was 
dramatically confirmed and worsened 
by the pandemic.  

It confirms what Marx said: in the 
development of the productive forces, 
there arrives a stage where productive 
forces and means of circulation are 
born which can only be harmful within 
the framework of the existing relations 
of production, and are no longer 
productive forces; rather, they are 

destructive forces. To demonstrate this, 
he referred to mechanisation and 
money. 
Money: Through the question of 
speculation, bubbles, the central banks’ 
policy and debt, we have seen how this 
destructive force was exercised before 
the pandemic, and we shall see during 
this conference how it is being 
exercised and will be exercised in the 
current situation. 
Mechanisation: Today, this takes the 
form of automatization, robotization 
and digitisation. In themselves, these 
phenomena represent undeniable 
technological progress, but in the 
framework of capitalist relations of 
production they are factors in the 
destruction of productive forces: the 
closure of production units, offshoring, 
the destruction of jobs, the 
restructuring of production processes 
globally towards more insecure working 
and a reduction of the value of labour-
power, the destruction of public 
services – notably the national 
education system with the attempt by 
Macron and his Education Minister, 
Blanquer, to break up national 
education programmes and teaching in 
class via the perpetuation of 
teleworking – not to mention the 
destructive impact on the relationship 
between humankind and its 
environment: pollution, greenhouse 
gas emissions, serious deterioration in 
the physical and psychological 
conditions for working and living, a 
deterioration in the safety of workers 
and the population at large, the 
pillaging and anarchic use of natural 
resources, etc. 

 
Daniel Gluckstein: There is one 
question we should ask ourselves: why 
do so few people agree to use the word 
“capitalism” to denote the social 
system in which we live? A few decades 
ago, all of the currents of the labour 
movement (whatever they were: 
Socialist, Communist, anarchist, 
Trotskyist), trade unionists considered 
it normal, natural, to say that the 
system in which we live is called the 
capitalist system, that the aim of the 
labour movement is to put an end to 
capitalism, and that this involves 
collective action by the working class in 
order to socialise the means of 
production. 

The arms industry, the leading global market of a decaying capitalist system 
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But for a few decades now, no doubt 
following the collapse of the Soviet 
Union in 1991, and the offensive against 
the entire labour movement, it would 
seem that above all one must not talk of 
capitalism. One can possibly challenge 
“globalisation” and its “excesses”, or 
even talk of “neoliberalism”, but talking 
of capitalism as such, that is out of the 
question. Now, capitalism is not a dirty 
word, it is a reality that we can define 
scientifically.  

What is capitalism? It is a system in 
which two social classes face each 
other, the one that owns the means of 
production, in other words the capital 
that allows factories, raw materials, 
machinery, etc., to be bought… and 
labour-power to be used. Then, the 
other social class, which only owns its 
labour-power as its only wealth. 
And if it wants to live, the social class 
which only owns its labour-power as its 
only wealth is forced to sell that labour-
power to those who own the means of 
production. In one way, those who own 
the means of production have 
extraordinary power: the workers 
depend on them to earn a living, in the 
real sense of the word, and to this end, 
the owners of the means of production 
impose conditions of exploitation that 
result in only a part of the labour 
supplied by the workers being paid for, 
and the workers are forced to give up 
another part of their working day for 
free. 
It is this part of the working day, the 
free labour, which is the source of 
surplus-value. The source of that 
surplus-value is itself the basis for all 
new wealth, of all profit realised by the 
capitalists. 
 

A crucial question: who owns 
the means of production? 
 
So, it is hard to understand why so 
many people on “the left” are so intent 
on avoiding the use of the word 
“capitalism”. There can only be one 
explanation, that it is necessary to avoid 
pinpointing the crucial question: who 
owns the means of production? 
Because the one who owns the means 
of production will be at the centre of 
organising production. The one who 
owns the means of production 
organises the economy, organises 
society, and imposes its political forms. 

So, at least on “the left” when they wish 
to contest the situation, they prefer to 
talk about “neoliberalism”. They also 
talk about “productivism”. I think it is 
important for labour activists to 
understand and take on board how the 
term “productivism” is a con at best. 
What does productivism mean? It 
means a system that has the aim of 
producing in all circumstances. 
In Volume Four of Capital, Marx 
examined the notion of productive 
labour; he wrote that there are two 
ways of addressing productive labour. 
As far as a worker is concerned, 
productive labour is labour that 
produces something useful, a 
use-value, to use Marx’s term. 
But as far as the capitalist is 
concerned, productive labour is 
labour that produces surplus-
value, in other words the thing 
that will enable profit to be 
made. That is very different. 
Because when the capitalist 
exploits the worker, when he 
forces him/her to produce 
surplus-value, that surplus-value 
appears in the form of a 
produced commodity. But for the 
capitalist to recover his investment, for 
him to realise his surplus-value, his 
commodity must be able to find a 
buyer. And if it doesn’t find a buyer – 
and this is the nature of the current 
situation in the crisis, where production 
capacity significantly exceeds the 
possibility for the market to absorb 
commodities – then one cannot say that 
the capitalist is productivist first of all. 
Take the current situation: today, the 
parking lots of the big auto 
manufacturers around the world are 
full of millions of new cars that can’t 
find buyers. This is why the capitalists 
are saying that the crisis is such that 
they can no longer continue to produce 
cars, therefore that they are going to 
shut down factories and lay off workers. 
For now, the auto tycoons are not 
pushing the production of cars. Rather, 
they are being careful and already 
would like to be able to sell off their 
stocks. 

What is happening in aircraft 
manufacture? Airbus and Boeing are in 
the process of significantly reducing 
their production. Why? Because they 
still have to sell planes in conditions 
where this will bring profit. And if 
production itself and production 

capacity itself exceed the market’s 
capacity to absorb the commodities 
produced, then the capitalists, in order 
to maintain their profit margins, will not 
hesitate to massively destroy the 
produced commodities – planes, 
automobiles, potatoes, and so on – and 
nor will they hesitate to massively 
destroy the existing productive forces. 
This means factory closures, it means 
lay-off programmes – hundreds of 
millions of job-cuts are being 
announced around the world – and, of 
course, it means an attempt to bypass 

production through speculation. This is 
why it’s important to be precise. 
Another thing would be to consider 
productive labour from the point of 
view of human needs. When we 
consider the extraordinary capacity for 
production that humankind possesses 
today, and we try to imagine for an 
instant that this capacity for production 
will not be ruled by the search for profit, 
then, on the contrary, we could imagine 
production of which the rapid 
expansion would be guided by the 
satisfaction of human needs. 
For example, let’s take vehicle 
production. There is always a discussion 
to be had about the use of individual 
cars and their impact on pollution. But 
it is an indisputable fact that the 
transport conditions for workers and 
youth throughout the world are far 
below what is needed. Producing trains 
instead of destroying them, creating 
new train routes instead of shutting 
them down, tram networks and many 
other things would be a significant 
factor in rapidly expanding the 
productive forces, not only in France 
but internationally. 
We can reflect in the same way on the 
construction industries and public 
works. If there were a plan for providing 
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for humankind in terms of schools, 
hospitals, clinics, maternity units and 
housing, there would be a significant 
development of the productive forces 
at the global level. And what about the 
production of medicines needed to 
combat disease – I’m not even thinking 
about Covid-19 – and, for example, to 
eradicate diseases which we know how 
to combat but which still kill tens of 
millions of people every year, notably 
children in Africa, Asia and Latin 
America, because there is a lack of 
vaccines, because there is a lack of the 
means of prevention, because there is a 
lack of medical personnel. 
If it were a question of regarding the 
labour that is needed for humankind’s 
survival as productive, then that is 
completely different to the productive 
labour of surplus-value. This distinction 
is indispensable. Those who play to the 
gallery by talking about “combatting 
productivism” are very careful to avoid 
being specific: whose productivism, 
serving whose interests; the 
productivism of the capitalist class that 
seeks to produce surplus-value in order 
to make a profit, or the productivism of 
the working class taking charge of 
society in order to satisfy the needs of 
the human race? 
 

That is called socialism 
 
Historically, the labour movement – 
from its birth in the 19th century, at the 
time of the First International of Marx, 
Engels and Bakunin, the labour 
movement of the first trade unions, the 
labour movement of the Amiens 
Charter in France which was the 
foundation of the old CGT – has always 
shared, whatever its political currents, 
the understanding that the system 
based on private ownership of the 
means production, the capitalist 
system, was at the root of all the evils 
that burden the working class and 
humankind. It has always had the 
understanding that when it is 
organised, the labour movement’s final 
objective is the expropriation of the 
capitalists. In other words, the fact that 
the means of production must no 
longer be in the hands of a very small 
minority which uses them to make a 
profit; rather, the means of production 
need to become the property of the 
biggest number. This is what is called 
the socialisation of the means of 

production, which would allow 
industrial production and the economy 
to be planned in relation to human 
needs. 
So, this of course poses several issues. 
Some comrades have made the 
observation that we can’t declare 
ourselves in favour of requisitioning the 
400 billion euros if we don’t declare 
ourselves in favour of nationalising the 
banks. Obviously, in order to help 
towards planning production in a way 
that answers the needs of the human 
race rather than the need for profit, it is 
indispensable for the banks to be 
merged into a single bank under the 
State’s control, a bank that has been 
nationalised without compensation or 
repurchase, the funds of which are 
linked to the needs for developing 
industry and economic activity in the 
service of humankind’s interests. 
That is called socialism. The word has 
become clichéd, it has been soiled, it 
has been betrayed. Many other words 
have been betrayed and soiled. The fact 
that democracy is being trampled 
underfoot every day doesn’t prevent 
many people (including ourselves) from 
standing up for democracy. That fact 
that the Republic has been betrayed 
and soiled – one can see this under the 
Fifth Republic – doesn’t prevent many 
people (including ourselves) from 
standing up for the Republic. So yes, we 
do say that we stand for the struggle for 
socialism, in other words for a society 
where the key word isn’t the search for 
and the realisation of profit, which 
results in plunging an increasing 
number of workers and youth into 
poverty, into exploitation, into decay, a 
situation where, in France, the world’s 
fifth biggest industrial power, today 
there is undernourishment and even 
hunger that affects millions of families. 
So yes, we shouldn’t be afraid of saying 
that the aim is a new society, a society 
where the starting-point is the 
satisfaction of everyone’s needs. If we 
want to fight to defend the interests of 
the working class, we must not be afraid 
of socialism. 
Those who voted on 19 March in favour 
of giving 343 billion euros (which 
became 400 billion, then 500 billion) to 
the bankers and the capitalists in order 
to ultimately be able to continue to run 
society, those people are saying, in a 
way: it’s up to the banks and the 
capitalists to decide who gets laid off, 

who will keep their job, who will lose 
their paid leave, who will work 60 hours 
per week, etc. Those who voted for that 
law did so because they are scared of 
moving to socialism, they are scared of 
challenging a capitalist society based on 
private ownership of the means of 
production, even if their party is called 
“Socialist” or “Communist” or 
“Unbowed”. Those are just labels, and 
the names should be earned. 
Conversely, if we start from the needs 
of working people, then this has an 
immediate consequence: today, 
banning lay-offs and maintaining all 
jobs is a priority issue. We must create 
the conditions for unity in order to 
impose this. It’s not enough, as some 
people are doing, to politely ask the 
government to kindly decree this. It is in 
order to impose this solution, this first 
step, a ban on lay-offs, in order to quite 
simply avoid having millions of people 
reduced to insecure work and poverty, 
that it is more than ever necessary to 
build the revolution-nary party of the 
Fourth International fighting for the 
workers’ party, in order to hasten the 
advent of socialism. 
Among the questions that have been 
sent to us, I saw this one: “If it wasn’t 
for the 300 billion euros guaranteed to 
the banks, the capitalist system would 
have been overwhelmed and there 
would have been huge job-losses. Do we 
really need a clean slate? Shouldn’t we 
keep whatever is good, and reform it? 
Destroying everything and then 
rebuilding it, isn’t that risky?” 
Firstly, the 300 billion for the banks is 
guaranteed, and yet, contrary to what 
the comrade seems to think, there 
already are and there will be huge job-
losses. That enormous amount has 
been given to facilitate the job-losses, 
to facilitate the restructuring. Far from 
guaranteeing jobs, it is an accelerating 
factor in the destruction of jobs. I’d like 
to respond especially to: “Do we really 
need a clean slate? Shouldn’t we keep 
whatever is good, and reform it?” Of 
course we should keep whatever is 
good, and reform it. For example, we 
should keep jobs. Today, what is on the 
agenda is not that the working class 
wants to destroy jobs, it is that the 
capitalist class is preparing to destroy 
millions of jobs: 30 million jobs in the 
United States and 500,000 jobs in 
France in the last two months, and 
millions more to come. Yes, keeping 
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whatever is good means keeping jobs. 
Keeping whatever is good means 
keeping collective guarantees, 
permanent employment contracts, jobs 
with recognised job grades, collective 
bargaining agreements. Keeping 
whatever is good means keeping the 
Social Security system, the one founded 
in 1945 to guarantee to the workers and 
their families that they would be 
covered against whatever life might 
throw at them. Keeping whatever is 
good means keeping the public 
services, keeping a school system that 
educates kids, with teachers interacting 
face-to-face with their students, with 
programmes, with diplomas and 
qualifications, with the means to 
support children in difficulty, with the 
means to provide catch-up schooling. 
Keeping whatever is good means 
keeping our public pension schemes. 
As revolutionaries, we want to keep 
whatever is good in our society, which, 
generally speaking, has been won 
through struggle by the working class. 
And what we call on people to fight 
against is precisely the measures taken 
by the government and the capitalist 
class to put into question whatever is 
good, whatever needs to be preserved 
and improved, and especially to 
preserve jobs. 
 

Regarding the slogan 
“Ban lay-offs!” 
 
Another question asks us: “I agree with 
the slogan to ban lay-offs, but isn’t this 
a pious wish?”  

If it were a pious wish, a few of us would 
opt out, having very little confidence in 
pious wishes and “piousness” in 
general. But that’s not what this is 
about. The whole history of the class 
struggle is a history in which the 
exploited and the oppressed, by 
organising, won gains through struggle 
which they were told beforehand were 
unobtainable.  

Marx himself describes in Capital how, 
in England in the mid-19th century, the 
liberal bourgeois raised the possibility 
of limiting working time for children, 
their working day, and the capitalists 
tore out their hair and screamed their 
concern: “But if we can no longer make 
eight-year-old kids work 14 hours per 
day, we are heading straight for 
bankruptcy!” Well now, a limitation was 

introduced on working time for 
children, then for women in industry, 
and then the working day was limited in 
general, and the capitalist class had no 
choice in the face of a show of labour 
force, and had to get used to it. 
The same applies to all of the working 
class’s gains. To mention just one: if the 
capitalists had been told at the start of 
the 20th century that they would be 
obliged to pay a deferred salary to 
protect workers against life’s mishaps, 
that a system called Social Security 
would be put in place, guaranteeing 
every person that they would have 
healthcare based on the deferred 
salary; if they had been told that, then 
there is absolutely no doubt that that 
the capitalist class would have said: 
that’s impossible, we’re heading for 
bankruptcy. Well, we have the proof: 
there is a Social Security system. Of 
course, the capitalists are doing all they 
can to destroy it, but the capitalist class 
did not go bust. Why? Because when it 
is forced to concede workers’ gains, 
when it is forced to concede things that 
it would never have wanted to concede 
because what is at stake is its power, 
then the capitalist class is capable of the 
biggest concessions. 
So no, there is no limit on what the 
working class can set itself as an 
objective to impose. The working class 
has won significant gains through 
struggle, internationally and in France, 
and every one of those gains was 
regarded as being impossible at the 
start. But it won them. It is a question of 
both defending those gains and moving 
towards new gains.  
One can easily imagine – however 
unlikely it may appear – the balance of 
forces created by millions of workers 
mobilising on a united basis in a general 
strike, thereby forcing the government 
– even temporarily – to agree to a ban 
on lay-offs.  
That would not put the capitalist system 
itself into question. Obviously, it would 
put into question a small proportion of 
the capitalists’ profit, a very small 
proportion. But when it is a question of 
its power, the capitalist class is 
prepared to make that kind of 
concession in order to keep its power.  
A pious wish? Certainly not. But we are 
very conscious of the fact that every 
time the capitalist class is obliged to let 
something go with one hand, it intends 
to take back with the other hand 

whatever it has been forced to concede. 
The Social Security system of 1945 has 
always stuck in the throat of the 
capitalist class. It is now 75 years that 
the capitalists and all the governments 
that serve their interests have used 
counter-reform after counter-reform in 
their determination to nibble away at 
the Social Security system, making the 
payment for some medication non-
reimbursable, separating different 
types of risk, and a whole series of other 
attacks. 
But for now, they have not followed 
through to the end. Conscious of the 
fact that this is the issue, this is why we, 
militant activists of the Fourth 
International, have organised on the 
basis of a programme, the one on which 
the Fourth International was founded in 
1938, a programme mostly written by 
Leon Trotsky and discussed with his 
comrades, entitled The Death Agony of 
Capitalism and the Tasks of the Fourth 
International. Its subtitle adds this 
clarification: “The mobilisation of the 
masses around transitional demands to 
prepare the conquest of power”. Why? 
Because we are conscious, for example, 
that if the issue is a ban on lay-offs, this 
is a step in a certain direction; banning 
lay-offs goes against the bosses’ basic 
demand, which is: in all circumstances, 
we must make a profit. So, banning lay-
offs is one step towards challenging the 
dominance of the capitalist class. 
 

The relevance today of  
transitional slogans 
 

From this point of view, this demand, 
linking up with others, poses and will 
inevitably pose the question of power, 
the question of a working-class 
government reorganising society on its 
own basis. This is the logic which, for 
our part, includes the slogan of banning 
lay-offs. 
And yet, do we make this a 
precondition? No, because the urgent 
issue today is to put a stop to lay-offs. 
You will see in the next issue of La 
Tribune des Travailleurs reports by our 
comrades on various Renault auto 
plants. The workers who were 
questioned and the trade union 
delegates are unanimous in saying that 
lay-offs must be banned. They know full 
well that they must be banned even if 
the Renault management is telling them 
that this isn’t viable economically, blah 
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blah… The workers are saying 
instinctively that lay-offs must be 
banned. Unity to get lay-offs banned is 
a necessity today, which cannot be 
conditional on agreeing with the 
programme of the Fourth International. 
So, things are moving. I read in 
L’Humanité (22 May), the newspaper 
that expresses the viewpoint of the 
French Communist Party, a feature 
article that rightly criticises the fact that 
the state aid programme – and I quote 
– “is a social scrapping bonus”. This is 
perfectly correct. But L’Humanité 
cannot reveal the fact that this was 
contained in the Law of 19 March. It 
said: “Everyone knows that faced with 
the Covid-19 crisis, people do not expect 
the Prime Minister to 
make promises, they 
expect the State to be 
capable of implementing 
ambitious management 
of its action, capable of 
preventing the social 
scrapping that is in 
preparation.” 
If L’Humanité is counting 
on the State’s capacity to 
put a stop to the lay-offs, 
then it’s a lost cause. 
What we need to count 
on is the capacity of the 
workers and their 
organisations to unite in 
order to impose a ban on 
lay-offs. Voices are being 
raised in this direction. 
The Senator for Seine-
Saint-Denis, Fabien Gay, a Communist 
Party member, spoke in the Senate to 
declare his support for banning lay-offs. 
Other leaders, some France Unbowed 
representatives like Quatennens, 
National Assembly member for the 
Nord département, have also adopted a 
public position in favour of banning lay-
offs. Should we push to achieve unity of 
all the forces that are coming out in 
favour of banning lay-offs? Yes. 
As far as we are concerned, this 
demand is linked to another one: the 
400 billion euros given to the bankers 
and the capitalists must be 
requisitioned, precisely in order to turn 
it into a programme for protecting jobs. 
This is our position, we defend it, but we 
don’t make it a precondition. This is 
why, everywhere possible, at the very 
moment we are holding this 
conference, the militant activists of the 

Fourth International, within the 
framework of the POID committees of 
which they are members, are 
contacting activists and branches of the 
Communist Party, the Socialist Party 
and other so-called left formations and 
saying: if you are ready for a unity 
agreement in order to take action 
together in a struggle and mobilisation 
which throughout the country is raising 
the slogan “Ban lay-offs, Maintain all 
jobs”, we, the POID, are ready for that 
unity, we wish for that unity, we will do 
everything we can to achieve it, while 
continuing – obviously – to develop our 
positions independently. This is our 
conception of unity. 
 

Social war is the DNA  
of capitalism 

 
Pierre Cise: I will answer three 
questions. Firstly: “What are the 
similarities and the differences between 
the crisis of 1929 and today’s crisis?” 
The comrade asking this question 
clarifies: “Today we should rather refer 
to a social war”, which could lead 
people to think that this was not the 
case in 1929. 

I would like first all to make a comment: 
the widespread social war which the 
comrade emphasises is not specific to a 
period of crisis. “Social war” is 
capitalism’s DNA. The basic source of 
this social war, or this struggle between 
society’s two main classes (I therefore 
prefer to use the term “class struggle”), 
between those who own the means of 
production and credit – the capitalists – 

on the one hand, and those who only 
own their labour-power – the workers – 
on the other, is to be found in the 
process of exploitation of labour-power 
by the capitalists. It is a struggle 
between the workers, who will seek to 
improve their living standards by 
fighting to appropriate a bigger share of 
the wealth produced, and the 
capitalists who, on the contrary, want 
to reduce as far as possible the share of 
wealth produced which is passed on to 
the worker as pay in return for the use 
of his/her labour-power, and want to 
appropriate a bigger share of that 
wealth and transform it into profit, and 
then to begin the whole process again. 

This social war, this class struggle, is the 
root cause of the 
creation of trade union 
organisations, political 
parties, collective 
guarantees and the 
Labour Code. It is a 
permanent war, and 
often, what the workers 
win on one side is 
continuously put into 
question by the 
capitalists via other 
routes, up to and 
including dictatorship or 
war, as Daniel has 
pointed out. Let’s come 
back to the comparison 
between the 1929 crisis 
and today’s crisis. 
Whichever the crisis, it is 
often compared to the 

1929 crisis, because it was the first big 
financial, economic and social crisis of 
capitalism in its imperialist stage. 
That said, in a text written in the mid-
1930s, Trotsky rightly pointed out that 
from a historical point of view, the 1929 
crisis was in fact the second biggest 
crisis of the contemporary capitalist 
system, the first being quite simply the 
First World War. 
In fact, the 1929 crisis serves as a 
“standard” because it was the first crisis 
that didn’t take an immediate wartime 
and military form, although its ultimate 
consequence was the Second World 
War. 
There are, of course, many differences 
between 1929 and 2020 in form and 
context. We can’t cover this in detail 
today, but we can say that, 
fundamentally, the same mechanisms 
operated in both. After the First World 

Consequence of the 1929 crisis: the number of hunger marches by unemployed 

workers increases in the United States (in this case, in Chicago in 1934). 
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War, an economic boom occurred in the 
main capitalist countries, with the 
exception of Germany, which was 
defeated and crushed by the “war 
reparations” demanded by the 
victorious Allies. That boom was made 
possible above all by a frenzied 
exploitation of labour-power, which 
Charlie Chaplin’s film Modern Times 
demonstrates so clearly. Notably, it was 
frenzied exploitation via the 
introduction of assembly-line work. 
Combined with a stagnating average 
wage, this exploitation allowed colossal 
profits to be made. There was intense 
activity in the financial markets – mostly 
the stock exchanges at that time – in 
terms of speculation in the shares 
issued by the sectors that were driving 
the boom, pushing the stock market 
indexes to new heights. At the same 
time, this economic boom developed 
the forces of production and production 
itself beyond the markets’ capacity for 
absorption. There is always this internal 
contradiction in the capitalist system. 
“Consumer credit” developed at that 
time, substituting for wages that were 
at half-mast. But that was not enough, 
and from late 1928 onwards, 
production started to collapse. What 
had already been produced was selling 
more and more badly. It became 
increasingly hard to repay credit. The 
speculators withdrew their capital, and 
that was the Wall Street Crash of 
October 1929. This generated a crisis 
that spread to all the stock exchanges 
and the main economies on the planet, 
with the economic, political and social 
consequences we are familiar with. 
War, i.e. the mass destruction of the 
productive forces, became clearly the 
only solution for the capitalists in order 
to restart the system of exploitation. 
 

The pandemic increased 
the pace of the crisis 
 
Regarding the current crisis, its forms 
aren’t the same. And, of course, the 
context isn’t the same. Some 
phenomena that were embryonic or 
non-existent in 1929 have reached 
unprecedented proportions today. But 
as we indicated in the introduction to 
this Marxist Conference, the 
fundamental mechanisms described in 
the process leading to the 1929 crisis 
can be found again in the mechanisms 
that have led to today’s crisis. The same 

ingredients were present before the 
pandemic, and the pandemic increased 
the pace of the crisis. 
Will this lead to a world war, as it did in 
1929? In terms of form, it could go in 
that direction, or in others, but what is 
certain is that the only solution 
available to capitalism, having reached 
its imperialist stage in both 1929 and 
today, is new destruction of productive 
forces, which is already being heralded 
with mass unemployment, under-
employment and the likelihood of more 
lay-offs and job-cuts. 
There is much more to explore on this. 
The next question is formulated as 
follows: “We can see that the current 
crisis is first of all destroying the 
productive forces, but a certain number 
of capital’s representatives – Devedjian, 
Riester, Boris Johnson (2) – have also 
been affected to varying degrees. To 
what extent can the capitalists and their 
political staff agree to work at their own 
peril by not warding off the virus?” 
The truth is that it’s not just with the 
virus that the capitalists seem to be 
planting the seeds of their own 
destruction. The whole functioning of 
the system, with its trail of destruction 
of productive forces, seems to be 
sawing off the branch on which the 
capitalists are sitting.  
The issue isn’t posed from the point of 
view of individuals who comprise the 
capitalist class, of their lesser or greater 
perception of the tragic absurdity of the 
conditions for the survival of capitalism. 
The capitalists are a social class that 
owns the means of production, whose 
role, mission and even dogma, but 
above all whose reason for existing is to 
exploit labour-power and create wealth 
which it can appropriate, once the costs 
of production are deducted. In 
capitalism’s ascendant phase, this was 
an undeniable factor in developing the 
productive forces. But in its imperialist 
phase, this process has gradually 
transformed into its opposite, as we 
explained earlier. It is difficult for the 
results of production to be sold because 
the need for profit involves a level of 
exploitation which itself limits 
consumption. Faced with this difficulty 
in selling commodities and therefore 
realising a profit, a dominant fraction of 
the capitalists directs their capital 
towards speculation, the “casino 
economy”, the “artificial paradises” of 
debt, and military spending. These are 

contrivances that regularly vanish in a 
puff of smoke, but this has been 
happening at increasingly smaller 
intervals in the last fifty years or so. 
There is a reality to be faced, the real 
economy as we described it earlier. 
Well, the fact that the biter is 
sometimes bit is part of the game. In 
2008, the capitalists didn’t hesitate to 
sacrifice the Lehman Brothers 
investment bank and thousands of 
smaller banks in order to save the 
system, just like the mafia when it 
doesn’t hesitate to eliminate some of its 
own members to safeguard the whole. 
What motivates our fight is that 
alongside the capitalists who are sawing 
the branch they are sitting on, there is 
also the whole of humankind. Our fight, 
the working class’s fight, is the fight to 
avoid the whole of humankind being 
dragged along with them as they fall. 
Another question posed concerns the 
environment: “Can we say that 
capitalism has something to do with all 
the current environmental issues? If so, 
what if the party’s position on this?” 
This is a question that deserves detailed 
explanations that are impossible in the 
framework of this conference, and we’ll 
have to come back to this in another 
conference. Today we will limit 
ourselves to some basic principles. 
 

A Marxist position  
on the environment 
 
First of all, a clarification: the party 
doesn’t have a specific position on 
these questions, apart from deciding to 
address them as an integral part of 
humankind’s struggle for its 
emancipation.  

The substance of the party and its 
programme is drawn from Marxism and 
its permanent facing up to the facts. I 
will therefore sketch out the Marxist 
position here in very broad strokes, also 
pointing out that Marx and Engels gave 
their views on these questions more 
than a century before the emergence of 
the currents referred to as “political 
environmentalism”. 

What Marxism tells us is that humans 
are the product of Nature. They 
constructed themselves within their 
relationships with Nature, of which they 
are the product.  
Therefore, Marxists oppose all theories 
– which, by the way, are flourishing 
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again with this pandemic – which say 
that humans and Nature are in 
opposition to each other, or that 
humans are simply predators on 
Nature. As a condition of their 
development, humans have sought to 
master Nature, their environment, and 
to learn its laws, which has generated a 
phenomenal development of the 
productive forces.  

But as Marx explained in Wage Labour 
and Capital: “In the process of 
production, human beings work not 
only upon nature, but also upon one 
another. They produce only by working 
together in a specified manner and 
reciprocally exchanging their activities. 
In order to produce, they enter into 
definite connections and relations to 
one another, and only within these 
social connections and relations does 
their influence upon nature operate – 
i.e., does production take place.” 

As a result, as far as we’re concerned, 
the development of the relationship of 
humans with Nature cannot be 
conceived of outside of the relations 
created by humans between 
themselves, in other words, the 
relations of production, and – in terms 
of our epoch – the capitalist relations of 
production. 

Indeed, questions to do with the 
environment, “environmental issues”, 
as the comrade puts it, do have 
something to do with capitalism, and 
not just a little. Marx himself said this in 
Capital, pointing out that “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.” 
(3). Why? Because its driving force isn’t 
the satisfaction of human needs, but 
the realisation of profit. The medium-
term and long-term conditions of its 
actions, allowing in particular for a 
balanced relationship to be preserved 
between humans and Nature for the 
needs and continued existence of 
humankind, are basically of no interest 
to the capitalists. This puts all the 
propaganda about “green capitalism” 
into perspective. 

So, questions to do with the 
environment, and especially the 
question of its destruction, are not 
independent of the general struggle 

against the threat to humankind posed 
by capitalism in its imperialist stage. 

The destruction of the environment is 
one component part of the movement 
to destroy the productive forces, a 
destruction which, as we have seen, is 
necessary for maintaining the 
dominance of the system based on 
private ownership of the means of 
production. The environment is not a 
separate component part and a 
separate struggle, any more than a 
struggle that is placed above all others 
in the name of a so-called 
“environmental emergency”, “climate 
emergency” or other such 
“emergencies”. For Marxists, and this is 
what we’re trying to demonstrate in 
this conference, the emergency is the 
need to overthrow capitalism, the 
survival of which threatens the 
existence of humankind, and therefore 
its environment. Of course, these are a 
few ideas of principle, basic ideas that 
merit being explored and discussed at 
length. I hope that we’ll be able to 
resume a more “normal” cycle of 
Marxist Conferences, with a special 
session on these questions about the 
environment and environmentalism. 

For now, you can refer to the 
presentation made during a 
revolutionary youth camp in August 
2018, which was published in Issue 
No.12 (November 2018) of The 
Internationale with the title: “Should we 
be environmentalists? Marxism and the 
environment”. 
 

The relevance today of the  
slogan of a sliding scale  
of working hours 
 

Daniel Gluckstein: The issue of jobs and 
lay-offs will become and has already 
become a central issue for the workers 
around the world. This is already the 
case in France. I have highlighted the 
crucial character of the slogan “Ban lay-
offs”.  
A comrade has sent in the following 
question: “The Transitional Program-
me, therefore the programme of the 
Fourth International, proposes the 
sharing of work as a solution. But how 
can this be done without a loss of 
wages?” This is an important question. 
The passage from the Programme to 
which the comrade refers explains: 
“Under the threat of its own 
degeneration, the proletariat cannot 
permit the transformation of a growing 
proportion of workers into long-term 
unemployed, into paupers living off 
hand-outs from a decaying society. The 
right to work is the only serious right 
the worker still has in a society that is 
based on exploitation. Meanwhile, this 
right is being confiscated from the 
worker at every step. Against 
unemployment – “structural” as well as 
“temporary” – it is time to put forward 
the slogan of a sliding scale of working 
hours, in parallel with the slogan of 
public works.  
Trade unions and other mass 
organisations should bind the workers 
and the unemployed together in the 

“If the virus doesn’t kill us, hunger will”, say these inhabitants of the deprived 
neighbourhoods of Santiago (Chile). 
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mutual responsibility of solidarity. 
Available work should be distributed 
among all available workers, and the 
working week determined in line with 
this. The average wage of every worker 
remains the same as it was under the 
old working week. Wages, with a strictly 
guaranteed minimum, follow the 
movement of prices. It is impossible to 
accept any other programme for the 
present catastrophic period.” [original 
emphasis]. Is this slogan relevant 
today? To this, we reply: yes. The 
comrade asks: how is it possible to 
protect everybody’s job, share work out 
between everybody, and protect wages 
at the same time? In the current period, 
this objection can appear to be a 
common-sense objection. Before 
showing how this common sense is only 
apparent, I’d like to give a concrete 
example.  

No later than this morning, the daily 
newspaper Le Figaro, which can’t be 
suspected of having sympathy for the 
working class, published the following 
news item: “The top 600 ultra-wealthy 
Americans have seen their fortune 
increase by US$434 billion in the last 
two months.” The newspaper added: 
“American billionaires continue to get 
rich while the Covid-19 pandemic 
destroys tens of millions of jobs in the 
United States”. 

You heard that right: in the last two 
months, 30 million Americans have lost 
their jobs and 600 super-billionaires 
have seen their fortunes increase by 
US$434 billion.  

That represents around US$14,500 for 
each worker who has lost their job. 
US$14,500, much more than two 
months’ salary for those workers. In 
other words, if that US$434 billion was 
in the pockets of the 30 million people 
who have lost their jobs instead of going 
into the pockets of the capitalists – and 
I’m not talking here of confiscating the 
enormous fortunes they had before the 
crisis, but just this little bonus of 
US$434 billion in two months – then 
those 30 million people could have 
maintained their purchasing power, 
and their situation and that of their 
families would have been much better 
than it is today. They could have 
consumed more than they are able to 
do with their meagre unemployment 
benefits. So, including from the point of 
view of restarting the capitalist 

economic machine, such a 
redistribution would be beneficial.  
I point this out simply in order to show 
that nothing is impossible. Posing the 
question of sharing out the available 
work to all workers, and maintaining 
wages, is one way of posing the 
question, not of overthrowing 
capitalism, since it is a “transitional” 
slogan that still remains within the 
framework of the capitalist system, but 
simply the question of another kind of 
redistribution between profits and 
wages. 

It is therefore a remarkably moderate 
slogan. As I have just shown, this could 
maintain all wages without even 
jeopardising the fortunes accumulated 
by the capitalists before the phase of 
the pandemic. So, there is no economic 
impossibility whatsoever in saying that 
in all circumstances it would be possible 
to redistribute the mass of available 
work among all available workers and 
to maintain wages. If we apply this to 
the situation in France, if 3, 4 or 6 
million workers are deprived of their 
jobs, which would not even represent 
20 per cent of the mass of workers, that 
would mean an equivalent reduction in 
the capitalists’ profits. Economically, 
there is nothing impossible about that. 

Of course, for the capitalists to accept 
such a situation, they would have to be 
forced into it by exceptional 
circumstances, but at the economic 
level, things would be perfectly 
bearable for the capitalist class. On the 
other hand, at the social level and the 
political level, such a demand would 
appear – rightly – to the capitalist class 
and the government as an intolerable 
attack. Because everybody understands 
the consequences of this: if the working 
class begins to receive, as the price for 
its labour, a bigger fraction of the labour 
actually carried out, if the capitalists 
appropriate a reduced fraction of free 
labour, this opens up a dynamic. And at 
the end of that dynamic, there is the 
fact that free labour itself should 
disappear. 
At the end of that dynamic, there is the 
fact that the working class could 
demand for itself the totality of the 
product of the labour it has carried out. 
At the end of that dynamic, there is the 
fact that society could be organised on 
a basis that starts from the social needs 
of the vast majority, and not from the 
requirement for capitalist profit. This is 

why the slogan “sliding scale of working 
hours”, the slogan of sharing work 
between all available workers while 
maintaining wages, is what we call a 
transitional slogan, in the strongest 
sense of the term. Formulated within 
the framework of the capitalist system, 
it sets off a dynamic which heads in a 
direction that aims to exit the 
framework of the capitalist system, 
which poses the issue of breaking with 
that framework, which in turn poses the 
issue of socialising the means of 
production. This is true for this slogan 
and many others. 
 

For a working-class government 
 
This leads us to a question that has 
already been raised: where should 
revolutionary militant activists who are 
fighting to build the workers’ party 
direct their political activity? 
As we have said, we are supporters of a 
working-class unity government. The 
founding programme of the Fourth 
International formulates this by saying: 
“Of all the parties and organisations 
which base themselves on the workers 
and peasants and speak in their name, 
we demand that they break politically 
with the bourgeoisie and enter the path 
of struggle for the workers’ and 
peasants’ government. On this path, we 
promise them full support against 
capitalist reaction. At the same time, we 
tirelessly develop agitation around 
those transitional demands which in our 
opinion should form the programme of 
the “workers’ and peasants’ 
government”.” But what does a 
“working-class unity government” 
mean today? It means that it is the duty 
the organisations that claim to stand for 
the working class – although their links 
are stretched very thin, they still exist – 
to rally together on slogans that are 
shared by all the workers. And we know 
very well that when you go to the 
grassroots, in factories, in workshops, 
on construction sites, in working-class 
neighbourhoods, in schools, in offices, a 
very large proportion of the workers 
and youth share the same 
preoccupations. They think that lay-offs 
should be banned, public services re-
established, the Social Security system 
and the public school system defended. 
They share the same wish not only to 
defend what exists, but to win back 
what has been destroyed. 
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This wish is coming up against all kinds 
of obstacles. The comrade referred to 
the projects of a certain number of 
“left-wing” parties, and the least we can 
say of them is that they’re not seeking 
to break with capitalism. We could refer 
to the positioning of the leaderships of 
the trade union organisations. The 
Fourth International is unconditionally 
in favour of defending the trade union 
organisations and their independence. 
This does not prevent us from looking 
critically at the way in which the leaders 
of the labour organisations are in a way 
accompanying the “recovery 
programmes”, whether those 
programmes come from the 
government or, more recently, from the 
European Union, programmes which – 
as we have seen – include perspectives 
for “restructuring”. 
The fact is that, as long as this refusal to 
break with capitalism prevails, we are in 
a vicious circle. I recall what I referred 
to at the start of this conference: every 
government in a long list of 
governments – and I’m not talking here 
about the willingness of those who 
participated in them – had in common 
that they had abandoned any form of 
breaking with capitalism, had 
abandoned overthrowing it, and they all 
remained within the logic of preserving 
the capitalist system. 

 
Not being afraid of moving  
towards socialism and posing 
the question of breaking 
 
It falls to those who are not afraid of 
moving towards socialism to say clearly 
to the workers: yes, the policy we are 
putting forward is a policy for the unity 
of the working class’s forces, including 
the aim of overthrowing the capitalist 
system based on private ownership of 
the means of production. 

It falls to us to say: this is why we think 
that the unity of all the forces that claim 
to stand for the working class and the 
youth must be able to be expressed on 
each one of the slogans put forward, 
but also at the governmental level. All 
of the governments which followed 
each other in power in this country, 
whatever the label they adorned 
themselves with – of the right, of the 
left, of the centre – have in common the 
fact that they were capitalist 
governments at the social level. In other 

words, the class that dictated its orders 
to those governments was and is the 
capitalist class. The interests that 
dictated the policies of those 
governments were and are the interests 
of the capitalist class. 
We call for a government whose orders 
will be dictated, not by the interests of 
the capitalists, i.e. the interests of a 
small minority, but by the interests of 
the great majority – those who work, 
who only have their labour to provide 
for themselves and their families, their 
children. In other words, a government 
that agrees to have its perspectives 
dictated by the working class, by the 
workers and their organisations. 
It is for the advent of a working-class 
unity government that we invite all 
those who share this perspective to join 
the struggle of the Fourth International 
as it fights to build a workers’ party. 
Other questions focus on the seizure of 
power by the working class. One of 
them concerns the Constituent 
Assembly: “How is the election of a 
Constituent Assembly organised? Who 
organises it?” 
A Constituent Assembly is called for as 
a democratic solution in a situation 
where the existing government can no 
longer remain in place and where those 
who have an interest in democracy 
succeed in imposing it. What form will 
the establishing of a Constituent 
Assembly take in the near future? This 
depends on the circumstances. 
Let’s take the example of what has just 
happened in Algeria. For more than a 
year, the significant revolutionary 
power of the popular movement, the 
Hirak (4), was the bearer of the popular 
rejection of the existing regime and 
made one question the focus: who 
should decide? One fraction of the 
institutions of the Algerian state who 
decide to transfer the power to another 
fraction? Can the fate of the people, of 
the Algerian nation that won its 
freedom at the cost of a million and a 
half deaths in the war of independence, 
simply be decided as part of the 
confrontation between different 
fractions of the state apparatus at the 
highest levels of that apparatus? Or 
rather, is it for the people to decide? 
And if it is for the people to decide, 
what was shouted on the protest 
marches and declared in posters and 
leaflets is that this can only happen via 
a sovereign Constituent Assembly 

through which the people’s delegates 
decide for themselves. Obviously, we 
can only hope that the Algerian people, 
like all the peoples who have mobilised 
for their freedom and their sovereignty, 
will be able to open up that path. But 
events will decide the precise form. 
Another question: “How can the 
working class appropriate the means of 
production?” 
We must have confidence in the 
working class, in its capacity to solve the 
problems it is facing. To put it simply, 
the production of wealth, the 
production of commodities only needs 
the working class. It doesn’t need 
capitalists. Shareholders are only there 
to collect profits on the basis of the 
surplus-value extorted from the 
workers. But the production of 
commodities only requires the know-
how of the workers, engineers and 
technicians, of those who together 
constitute the working class that 
produces the wealth. 
Consequently, how could the working 
class take the production of 
commodities into its own hands? In the 
simplest possible way. The only 
condition for this to happen is that the 
investment necessary for production 
doesn’t depend on the goodwill of 
shareholders and multinationals, but 
depends on a concerted plan. For 
example, one could imagine the 
workers’ delegates, together with their 
organisations, from different branches 
of production, meeting periodically in a 
producers’ congress, a production 
congress, and deciding for themselves 
in relation to society’s needs, how they 
should respond to them. 
Who better than the workers who 
produce, be it in construction, in the 
metal industry, in the chemical industry 
or auto industry, who can know better 
than them how to respond to the need 
for social planning? On this level and on 
so many others, we need to trust the 
producing class to resolve this question. 
“Can the seizure of power be peaceful? 
Does it have to be violent?” asks one 
comrade. We can only hope for a 
peaceful seizure of power. Let us simply 
remember that every time the working 
class has tried to seize state power, it 
has faced the savage onslaught of the 
opposing class. The Paris Commune was 
a bloodbath because the Versailles 
forces of reaction did not accept a 
workers’ government being imposed. 
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The Russian Revolution faced a terrible 
war and an appalling blockade because 
the imperialist powers decided to 
intervene. 
Therefore, if the question is asked of 
the workers: are they in favour of taking 
power into their own hands peacefully 
and deciding the fate of society, the 
answer will be yes. 
But beyond this, the question is: if the 
capitalist class resists, if it unleashes 
repression, should the workers give in? 
This is a question which the workers 
have faced very often in history. What 
is certain is that the working class has 
the democratic right to demand to take 
control of society. There is no 
predetermined path for the seizure of 
power by the working class. But there is 
a way, and that way is by organising. It 
falls to the workers, within this society 
which is hostile to them because it is 
ruled by the capitalist class, to find the 
means for their own organisation, in 
trade unions, in political parties, in 
strike committees, in workers’ 
committees and in every other form, in 
order to ensure that their class interests 
prevail. 
Not only for short-term demands, but 
for openly postulating that, let us 
repeat, this society – ruled solely by the 
interests of the capitalist class for 
decade after decade, whatever name 
the governing parties may have or had 
– can be ruled by the satisfaction of the 
needs of the vast majority. 
It has been pointed out to me that there 
are currently 1,142 connections to the 
website, so, according to the specialists, 
many more people are watching, since 
several people often share the same 
connection. This is a sign that there is 
obvious interest and a search for 
answers. It is worried workers and 
activists who are searching for answers, 
and rightly so. 
A comrade asks: “Is war possible? There 
is talk of a war between the United 
States and China. How far could the 
current crisis go? Isn’t revolution a 
distant prospect?” 
Yes, the current situation is made up of 
so many disturbances, so many twists 
and turns, things that appear to be 
follies but aren’t, that anything is 
possible. If you think about that 
incredible figure of 30 million job-cuts 
in two months in the United States; or 
about that fact that in two months, 
Covid-19 has killed around 100,000 

Americans, a very big majority of whom 
in the most exploited and most 
oppressed social layers (it is no 
coincidence that Black Americans are 
paying the heaviest price by far for this 
epidemic); and when activists of my 
generation remember that the 
Vietnam War, which was a terrible 
trauma for the American people, cost 
the lives of just over 50,000 young 
Americans who were sacrificed by 
imperialism in an unjust and unjustified 
intervention in that country; then yes, 
the disaster has already begun. Nobody 
can rule out the risk of war. War is 
already present, even if it doesn’t set 
China against the United States. One 
need only look at what has been 
happening in the Middle East for the 
last 20 years, which is spreading to 
Libya, to Africa. Every time, it is 
imperialism’s policies of pillage that lie 
at the heart of those wars. 
Disaster is also closer to us. A comrade 
writes: “Will this video conference be a 
determining factor, or will it just be 
more pointless talk? Me, I’m scared. 
Macron is pushing ahead with dramatic 
speed, he is pushing through laws and 
more laws with incredible speed, this is 
totally new. The engine is running and it 
can no longer be stopped. All this is 
happening in front of our very eyes, but 
nobody sees anything. Are people 
blind?” 
I completely understand this comrade’s 
anguish. I don’t believe that a 
conference can ever be “a determining 
factor” in itself. However, is it doomed 
to be nothing more than “pointless 
talk”? That’s for the comrade to 
answer. I hope that this has not just 
been pointless talk. But what is being 
discussed here and offered for 
reflection are not abstract ideas, they 
are proposals for action. 
Yes, Macron is pushing ahead with 
dramatic speed. Yes, he is delivering 
blows with incredible speed. But we 
should point out that he is only able to 
do so because he is being guaranteed 
complete impunity. He is only able to do 
so because those who are supposed to 
oppose him voted in favour of the 300 
billion, because building on that vote, 
he has the feeling that no-one will block 
his path when he lets the capitalists 
organise their lay-off programmes at 
Engie, Air France, Renault and other 
companies in the near future, at 

Arcelor, in Lorraine, etc. That’s the 
problem. 
I don’t think we can say that Macron is 
acting this way because people are 
blind or they don’t understand the 
situation. All the comrades have seen it 
for themselves, in the workplace, in the 
schools, when selling the paper in the 
markets and in front of the 
minimarkets, it’s enough to say that we 
are against Macron to get the workers 
interested. People aren’t deaf. They 
have a point of view on the fact that this 
government’s policy is disastrous and 
that we need to put an end to it. 
At the same time, they ask themselves: 
how do we do it? 
There is no simple answer to that 
question when on the one hand, at the 
political level, the opposition just pay lip 
service to opposing anything, with all of 
them saying: we have to wait for 2022 
and a new “saviour from on high”. And 
how many millions of jobs will be cut 
between now and 2022? And when, at 
the trade union level on the other hand, 
of course, the trade unions put forward 
demands but basically don’t call for a 
general mobilisation to put an end to 
the government’s policy. 
So, the problem isn’t that the workers 
are blind or deaf. The problem is 
undoubtedly that they are insufficiently 
organised at an independent level and 
insufficiently alerted to what everyone 

“Everything will be remembered!” is the 
headline in Spark (June 2020), the bulletin 
published by Indian activists of the OCRFI, 
featuring photos that remind us of the fate of 
tens of millions of migrant workers in India, 
driven from towns and cities by the lockdown 
and by hunger. 
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else is doing and where their interests 
lie or don’t lie. 
And yet, when a comrade sends us the 
question: “How do we explain the 
extreme weakness of the social 
movement compared to what it has 
been in the past, throughout the world 
and especially in the western 
countries?”, I don’t agree with the way 
the issue is posed. France isn’t the 
centre of the world, but after all, 
between the mobilisations against the 
El Khomri Law [revising the Labour 
Code] and the ones against the 
pensions reform more recently, the 
workers in France have proved their 
ability to mobilise in defence of labour 
gains. 
If – despite all the attempts to take the 
path of strike action – they weren’t able 
to go as far as a general strike situation, 
is this due to them wanting to let the 
Macron laws go through, or is it due to 
the fact that those who could have 
issued the call for a general strike 
refused to do so? 
If we look at the situation over the last 
ten years in Spain, in Portugal, Greece, 
Belgium and elsewhere, who could talk 
of the “extreme weakness” of the social 
movement? Even in the United States, 
where there have been significant strike 
waves in recent months, including at 
the start of the epidemic period. Not to 
mention the strikes in China, what has 
happened in Hong Kong and in a whole 
series of other countries. 

I don’t think it is accurate to talk of “the 
extreme weakness of the social 
movement”. What is certain is that the 
leaderships of the organisations that 
were built by the workers to defend 
themselves as a class have the tendency 
to lower their guard, to participate in 
accompanying the regimes in place 
rather than breaking with them, and 
not only in France. We need only see 
how in the United States, the trade 
union leaders support one of the two 
capitalist parties, the Democratic Party, 
which itself reached agreement with 
Trump for a programme amounting to 
more than US$2 trillion, not 400 billion 
euros like in France, a programme that 
is organi-sing the lay-offs.  

That is where the weakness is, not in 
the “social movement” in general. It is 
in the policy of the leaders who are 
shirking their responsibilities and don’t 
want to go down the path of breaking 
with the capitalists. But the working 

class has the capacity to take action, to 
rise up. The comrade says: “Isn’t 
revolution a distant prospect?” You 
know, revolution is a distant prospect 
right up to the moment it becomes an 
immediate prospect. Nobody can 
determine when, how and in what 
form. I’ll remind you of a well-known 
anecdote.  
In January 1917, Lenin, who had taken 
refuge in Switzerland, in Zurich, held a 
lecture with Swiss socialist students. He 
talked to them about the prospects for 
world revolution, about the situation in 
Russia, and basically told them: “We old 
folk will perhaps not see the decisive 
struggles of the imminent revolution. 
But I think I can express with certainty 
the hope that the youth, who are so 
admirably active in the socialist 
movement in Switzerland and around 
the world, will have the pleasure not 
only of fighting in the proletarian 
revolution of the future, but also of 
winning it.” He said these words a few 
weeks before the February 1917 
Revolution erupted, which opened the 
path to the October Revolution, which 
in turn was the most gigantic upheaval 
from the point of view of the advance of 
the working class in the 20th century. 
So, let’s not venture into making 
predictions. The current situation 
cannot be maintained. It will not be 
possible to force millions upon millions 
of workers to lose their jobs overnight, 
to lose their Social Security system, 
their rights. It will not be possible to 
force the younger generation to no 
longer have a public school system, 
diplomas and qualifications, or 
prospects. It will not be possible to 
force teachers to no longer teach, or 
care workers to no longer provide care, 
all because the capitalists’ profits 
demand it. 
So, let’s concentrate on what we can do 
to help our class, the working class, to 
move forward, to free itself, in other 
words to organise at every level.  
A comrade asks: “You say that you are 
the French section of the Fourth 
International. Is the OCRFI what is 
generally referred to as the Lambertist 
Fourth International?” 
Personally, I have never heard talk of a 
“Lambertist” Fourth International. We 
are militant activists referred to as 
“Trotskyists”, since the Stalinists called 
us by that name during the bloody 
period when they were pursuing our 

comrades throughout the world. We 
have followed in the footsteps of Leon 
Trotsky, who founded the Fourth 
International in 1938. Together with 
comrade Pierre Lambert, we worked to 
defend that Fourth International 
against those who were betraying its 
programme and perspective. Together 
with him, we took part in the 
Reproclamation Conference of the 
Fourth International in 1993. And faced 
with the subsequent crisis of the Fourth 
International, in 2015, we constituted 
the Organising Committee for the 
Reconstitution of the Fourth 
International. We are Marxists; we are 
supporters of the Bolshevism of Lenin 
and Trotsky, and we appreciate the role 
comrade Pierre Lambert played in the 
continuity of Trotskyism and its 
embedding in the labour movement in 
our country. 
These labels are enough for us. As for 
the rest, we are revolutionary working-
class fighters, supporters of the Fourth 
International and its programme. 
Well, even so, is this what distinguishes 
us from and counterposes us to other 
currents of the labour movement? 
There is a free debate. I have referred 
here to several issues, and you have all 
noted that some comrades didn’t have 
the same perspective as us, and this is 
totally normal, because the labour 
movement cannot be rebuilt on the axis 
of independence if there is no free 
debate between workers and activists. 
A comrade writes to us, saying in effect: 
“The situation has changed. Before, one 
could understand that your current 
fought for transitional political 
organisations, like the MPPT, the PT, 
and later the POI (5). Today, does this 
orientation (I understand that the 
comrade is talking about the 
orientation of the Trotskyists in France 
of building the POID) not constitute an 
obstacle to building a French section of 
the Fourth International as a mass 
party, taking into account the particular 
role and specific history of the French 
section of the Fourth International?” 
I don’t believe so. We even have the 
exactly opposite point of view. Not long 
ago, the working class in our country 
had a situation where powerful political 
parties claiming to stand for its interests 
existed. Although one could judge that 
their policy turned its back on the 
interests of the working class, at the 
electoral level the parties that claimed 
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to stand for socialism or communism 
were able in certain periods to 
represent 30 or 40 per cent, or maybe 
50 per cent of the votes. Those parties 
had hundreds of thousands of 
members. 
The evolution of the situation 
internationally, the betrayal of working-
class interests by those parties – I’m 
thinking, for example, of what 
happened in France after the election of 
Mitterrand, the policy followed by 
Socialist and Communist government 
ministers, their adaptation to the 
demands of capitalism, their 
participation in all of the counter-
reforms – and then the collapse of the 
Soviet Union, and many other events, 
resulted in a situation where those 
parties became weak and sometimes 
disappeared. 
We know that in Italy there existed the 
most powerful Communist Party in the 
whole of Western Europe, and that it 
disappeared. This is also true in other 
countries. These are indisputable facts. 
The working class is weakened due the 
fact that organisations which – even 
formally – represented its existence as 
a class have disappeared. 
But can we just live with this situation? 
Should we consider, as we often hear, 
that after all, the question of class lines 
is no longer on the agenda? Should we 
accept the idea that the main 
differences aren’t between working 
class and capitalist class, but – 
depending on the circumstances – 
between environmentalists and non-
environmentalists, between left and 
right, with all the vague designations 
this can have? 
Therefore, we must indeed pose the 
issue of a workers’ party. There must 
indeed be a political representation 
that says: the workers have the right to 
have a political party which represents 
them as a class, and which will not be 
the prisoner of vague definitions that 
lack a class character. If we understand 
that the root cause of the situation is 
the existence of the capitalist system, 
i.e. the system that rests on private 
ownership of the means of production, 
a party should at least exist – there 
could be several of them – and say 
clearly: we stand on the ground of the 
working class and we fight against the 
domination of society by the capitalist 
class. This is called a workers’ party.  

Today, many workers and activists are 
moving towards this perspective and 
are posing this question. Many workers 
think that in the current crisis, it is 
indeed the capitalist system which is at 
stake; and that there is indeed the need 
to rebuild a workers’ party, one way or 
another. 
We ourselves are supporters of the 
programme of the Fourth International. 
But must we make agreement with that 
programme a precondition for jointly 
building a workers’ party? We do not 
believe so. On the contrary, we believe 
that all those who share the point of 
view that the working class needs 
political representation should be able 
to take action together; the history of 
the labour movement teaches us this. 
The First International, the 
International Workingmen’s 
Association, founded in London in 1864, 
brought together all of the currents of 
the labour movement: some (very few) 
that stood for Marxism, alongside all 
the varieties of Socialists – more or less 
utopians, Possibilists, reformists – and 
all sorts of anarchists and anarcho-
syndicalists.  
But all of them supported the 
independence of the working class, all 
of them considered that the workers 
should be able to organise for 
themselves and separate themselves 
from the capitalist class, all of them 
considered that the aim of the struggle 
was not simply to resist capitalism, but 
to overthrow it, all of them considered 
that the aim was the socialisation of the 
means of production, and that doing 
this required the working class to seize 
political power. Obviously, the 
circumstances are different, but isn’t 
this demand still relevant today? We 
think that it is.  
And this is why we see no contradiction 
whatsoever between inviting all those 
who share the positions of the Fourth 
International and its programme to 
continue this discussion, to join its 
ranks, to take part in the Revolutionary 
Study Groups in which we organise that 
discussion, and at the same time, 
working with all those who think it 
necessary to rebuild the labour 
movement on a new axis, 
internationally in the framework of the 
International Workers Committee For a 
Workers’ International, and in France in 
the framework of the POID. And 
working on a united basis, in other 

words – concretely – to set up Unity 
Committees right now, straight away, 
for a ban on lay-offs. 

I will finish with this last question from 
a comrade: “Faced with media that are 
extremely hostile to the social 
movement, and faced with a repressive 
state apparatus, with every resource 
committed to presenting even the 
vocabulary of anti-capitalism as “old-
fashioned” and “obsolete”, ultimately 
can we win opinion over with the 
derisory means at our disposal?”  
Win opinion over... I’m not sure exactly 
what that means, and to what extent 
the ambition is to win over “all 
opinion”. But can we ensure progress 
for ideas and a mode of organisation 
that is in line with working-class 
interests? 
The newspaper La Tribune des 
Travailleurs was launched in particular 
circumstances, almost five years ago. 
And for five years, the distribution of 
the newspaper has seen regular growth 
in the number of subscribers, from issue 
to issue. So, in answer to the comrade’s 
question, I would say the following: of 
course, the means available to us are 
extremely modest and are nothing 
compared to the means at the disposal 
of the big media. Besides, today you 
only have to switch on any TV channel 
to hear the same thing as on competing 
TV channels, and to open any daily 
newspaper to read the same thing as in 
other dailies. 
What is it that makes La Tribune des 
Travailleurs see a regular progression, 
however modest? In answer to this 
question, I’d like to use my remaining 
five minutes simply to remind the many 
of you who are readers of La Tribune 
des Travailleurs what the paper has said 
in recent weeks. 
In the first week of the pandemic, our 
headline was: “In France and around 
the world, the workers faced with the 
crisis”, and the editorial was headed: 
“Producers, let us save ourselves”. This 
was one way of saying that we could not 
march along in a Sacred Union. We 
posed the issue of the destruction of 
hospital beds and entire hospitals, and 
the whole policy that had led to this. 
And we quoted all the leaders of the 
parties “of the left” who were coming 
out in favour of a Sacred Union. We 
called on the workers to unite the 
working class’s ranks to defend the 
rights and guarantees, to repel the 
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destructive offensive that was 
underway, and finally, to drive Macron 
and his policy from power. 
The following week, the front page of La 
Tribune des Travailleurs published a 
petition: “The National Assembly has 
just decided to give 300 billion to the 
banks. Let that sum be immediately 
reallocated to protecting the 
population.” The editorial was headed: 
“Let the banks’ profits die, as long as the 
population lives!” The newspaper gave 
all the details on the National Assembly 
vote on 19 March. The following week, 
our front-page headline was:  

“Patients in danger. Hospitals at 
breaking-point. Immediately requisition 
the assets of the banks and the big 
companies to produce the masks, 
gloves, testing kits and ventilators that 
are needed! Immediately requisition the 
300 billion euros offered to the banks.” 
And on the inside pages, we posed a 
whole series of questions: “Where are 
the masks, who are they kidding?” We 
denounced the social war which the 
government had launched. 
The following week, the main headline 
in La Tribune des Travailleurs was: “Let’s 
not allow Blanquer and the government 
to organise the educational shipwreck 
of the young generation.” And in a 
feature article, we posed the question: 
“We will have to rebuild the hospital 
system. Where do we need to start?” 
And we gave all the information on how 
successive counter-reforms over 40 
years had resulted in preparing the 
conditions for the current health 
disaster. 
The following week, the headline in La 
Tribune des Travailleurs was: “Behind 
Macron’s calls for national unity, an 
offensive against the workers and the 
youth”. 
The following week, the headline was: 
“Without masks, without tests, without 
protection, what consequences would 
easing the lockdown on 11 May have?” 
We reviewed the fact that henceforth 
there was 400 billion for the banks and 
the bosses. And the appeal by the 
POID’s National Bureau was headed: 
“Neither national unity nor unity in 
action with Macron and his 
government!” 
The following week, the headline in La 
Tribune des Travailleurs was: “400 
billion for the banks and the bosses, and 
a 5-euro handout for those who are 

hungry. The workers can expect 
nothing from Macron and his 
government.” 
Then, the following week, the headline 
was: “An easing of lockdown fraught 
with danger. Teachers, parents, 
railworkers, RATP staff (6), local 
councillors and the health professions 
point the finger.” 
Then, the following week: “Waves of 
lay-offs, extension of working time, 
pillaging of the Social Security system, 
breaking up the public school system… 
The government is not wasting a 
minute in attacking the workers and 
their families!” 
Finally, this week, we quoted “A nurse 
face-to-face with Macron: “The bonus 
is kind of you, but what we want is a 
wage adjustment. By how much? And 
when?” So, comrades, there is the 
answer to the question that was asked. 
Is the work that consists of making this 
newspaper, writing it, distributing it, is 
this work useful for the emancipation 
of the oppressed and the exploited? If 
you think this is useful work, then let’s 
do it together. Let’s organise. Organise 
yourselves. Spread the word about La 
Tribune des Travailleurs, sign up 
subscriptions around you. Discuss it, 
distribute it. Not to satisfy some 
unknown publicity or promotional 
campaign, but to satisfy the needs of 
our class. Let’s organise. The working 
class has no other weapon than 
organisation. 

If this Marxist Conference can be 
something other than pointless talk, to 
respond to the question and the 
comrade’s legitimate concern, which 
everybody shares, then, if we don’t 
want this to be pointless talk, if we want 
this to enable a step forward – a modest 
but indisputable step – on the path of 
organising, I call on everyone who has 
taken part in this conference: one way 
or another, let each one of us ask 
ourselves the question of taking one 
step more along the path of organising. 

Join the Revolutionary Study Groups of 
the Fourth International, if you want to 
continue this discussion, deepen your 
understanding of what our programme 
is, and together build the revolutionary 
party that is needed for the overthrow 
of capitalism. 
If, without going that far, you think it is 
indispensable to unite our efforts in 
order to defend the independence of 

the working class, your place is in the 
POID and in distributing La Tribune des 
Travailleurs. 
One way or another, the discussion 
which we have opened today will 
continue. We invite you to pursue it 
with the militant activists whom you 
know, in the Revolutionary Study 
Groups, in the TCI cells, in the columns 
of La Tribune des Travailleurs, or – why 
not – by sending in your thoughts on 
this conference. In any case, comrades, 
let us have confidence in the working 
class, in its capacity to free humankind 
from the chains of oppression and 
exploitation! 

__________________ 
(1) Karl Marx, Capital, Vol.1, Part 2, Chapter 
4: “The General Formula for Capital”. 

(2) Respectively: a French right-wing 
political figure, Macron’s Culture Minister 
and the British Prime Minister, all of whom 
have been infected with Covid-19. 

(3) Karl Marx, Capital, Volume I, Chapter 15, 
“Machinery and Modern Industry”. 

(4) The Hirak (popular movement) began in 
the Rif region (in the cities of Al Hoceima and 
Nador) in October 2016 as a popular protest 
against injustice and poverty. 

(5) MPPT: Movement for a Workers’ Party; 
PT: Workers’ Party; POI: Independent 
Workers' Party. 

(6) RATP: The Paris region transport 
network. 

 

France: POID activists campaign for the requisition of 
the 400 billion euros given to the banks and the 
bosses. 
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 MARXIST CONFERENCE OF 31 JANUARY 

 
 
 

The double oppression of women 
 

How do we end it? 
 
“The double oppression of women: How do we end it?” was the topic of the Marxist Conference organ-
ised on 31 January in Paris, with the participation of more than 200 comrades. We reproduce below 
the introductory presentations made by comrades Christel Keiser, Daniel Gluckstein and Isabelle 
Boudid, as well as the discussion that they sparked.  
The headings were inserted by the editorial team of The Internationale.  
 

 
Christel Keiser:  
We have chosen to address a complex 
question. The title is perhaps ambitious; 
it’s about focusing on the oppression of 
women, but above all on how to end it. 
This meeting will certainly not be 
enough to resolve the issue, but we will 
give a few pointers. 
This is the fourth in our cycle of Marxist 
Conferences. We have shared the 
workload: three comrades will focus on 
various particular aspects.  
 

Daniel Gluckstein:  
I have been given responsibility for 
summarising what the Marxist position 
is on the source of the oppression of 
women. 
What is the oppression of women? A 
society dominated by men. This reality 
is completely linked today to the system 
of capitalist exploitation. But it would 
be a mistake to say that the oppression 
of women began with capitalism. 
Human society has been marked by the 
situation of the specific oppression of 
women for many tens of thousands of 
years. 
However, if we take into account the 
hundreds of thousands of years that 
make up the history and prehistory of 
humankind, it is fair to say that the 
appearance of the patriarchal society 
occurred relatively recently, a few 
thousand years ago, maybe a few tens 
of thousands of years ago. In fact, more 
than 90 per cent of the history and 
prehistory of humankind corresponds 

to a period in which social life was 
marked by the fact that women played 
a dominant role in it. The emergence of 
a situation where the relationship of 
dominance is inverted, where there is a 
move from a relationship of dominance 
mostly by women to a relationship of 
absolute dominance of women by men, 
occurred at a specific time, and 
obviously was not the result of different 
physical or intellectual characteristics 
between men and women, and even 
less the result of some kind of divine 
will. This change occurred in history 
with the evolution of social 
organisation, and specifically with the 
way in which human beings joined 
together to produce their means of 
subsistence. 
 

The emergence of relationships of 
dominance of women by men 
 

It was as part of this evolution that 
relationships of dominance of women 
by men emerged and were imposed. 
In his book The Origin of the Family, 
Private Property and the State – a book 
that maybe is a bit complicated because 
it was written around a century and a 
half ago – Friedrich Engels, one of the 
founders of Marxism, demonstrated 
that neither the family, nor private 
property nor the State have existed 
from time immemorial; rather, there is 
a connection between those three 
categories in their emergence in the 
history of humankind. 

For hundreds of thousands of years, 
human beings lived in basic 
communities that were necessary for 
being able to master nature collectively 
and take the means of subsistence from 
it. Engels called the economy of these 
primitive societies the “primitive 
communistic household”, in which 
groups of men and women lived 
communally on the basis of a fairly 
rudimentary division of labour: women 
were responsible for the household, the 
home, in the broadest sense of the 
word; and men were responsible for 
seeking out means of subsistence 
through hunting and fishing, and 
bringing these back to the communal 
home. 
This society had the characteristic of 
women, especially mothers, playing a 
dominant role in it. The focus of all 
social activity was the home, and the 
home was governed by the mother or 
the group of mothers. Men were 
responsible for finding means of 
subsistence outside, but women 
governed the community. Even to the 
point where the right of parentage was 
a maternal right: children were 
recognised as the mother’s children, 
the only thing one could be sure of at 
that time (and even today, although 
things are different in civil terms). 
Within that relationship, a man who did 
not pull his weight, for example if he 
was too lazy to bring back acceptable 
quantities of the result of fishing or 
hunting, could be driven out of the 
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community by the women, forcing 
him to find another tribe, another 
social group he could join. It was 
not men who laid down the law, 
they had to make a sufficient 
necessary contribution in order to 
be able to justify their place in the 
community. 
The first division of labour 
therefore appeared between the 
sexes: men waged war, hunted, 
fished, procured the raw materials 
for food; women looked after the 
home, prepared the food and 
clothing. Engels said – it’s 
important to understand this and 
avoid superimposing modern-day 
patterns on the ancient situation – 
that each of them was, in a way, 
the master of their domain: the man in 
the forest, the woman in the home. 
Each of them owned the tools that they 
made and used. The man owned his 
weapons, the tools for hunting and 
fishing, and the woman owned the 
household items. The household 
economy was shared by several 
families, and everything that was used 
in common was communal property: 
the dwelling, the garden, the dugout 
canoe and so on. Women ruled the 
home throughout this period, and this is 
confirmed by everything we know – 
which is still rudimentary – about 
primitive societies. 
 

The dramatic change: the 
appearance of a social surplus 
 

When did things change dramatically? 
The change came when scientific and 
technological advances resulted in the 
fact that the search for sustenance by 
primitive communities did not just 
involve unpredictable activities 
(hunting, fishing, etc.), when different 
forms of economy began to appear, 
especially a very important stage: the 
domestication of animals.  
The consequence of the domestication 
of animals, and then animal-breeding 
and cultivation to feed animals, was 
that human groupings began to have 
the capacity to produce a bit more than 
what they consumed day to day, in 
other words to produce a social surplus 
that exceeded what could be consumed 
(here I am summarising tens of 
thousands of years in a few minutes, so 
it is a broad outline). That surplus was 
to be the source of additional wealth. 
And additional wealth means a change 

in social relations, because the question 
would be posed as to who that wealth 
belonged to. 
For an initial period, it was collective 
wealth. But when there is a social 
surplus, there is of course the 
temptation for whoever is the source of 
that social surplus to declare 
themselves its owner. And since the 
source of that social surplus was located 
outside the home, since it was the 
product of the activity of the person 
who previously went hunting and 
fishing, and who now organised the 
breeding of animals, the supervision of 
the herds and flocks, and the cultivation 
to feed those herds and flocks, that new 
additional wealth, which formed the 
first basis for accumulation, came to 
belong to the person who produced it, 
namely to the man. 
This change gradually had 
consequences that changed, inverted 
the relations between men and women 
within the primitive community. Up to 
that point, it was difficult to talk of 
wealth. Wealth, in other words some 
jewellery, a few kitchen utensils, some 
weapons, some extremely rudimentary 
tools. But from the moment when herds 
and flocks existed, activity was 
organised. Further, there was a need to 
quickly find people to oversee the herds 
and flocks, since the community found 
it difficult to oversee them itself. It was 
in this period that slavery appeared. 
Up to that point, in wars between 
tribes, when prisoners were taken, 
these were either assimilated into the 
tribe or were eaten (depending on the 
period). In the case of female prisoners, 
they were eventually incorporated into 

the community of women. But 
from the moment when this new 
form of economy – the ownership 
of herds and flocks that needed to 
be overseen, the ownership of 
fields that needed to be cultivated 
in order to produce – developed, 
then there was a need for a 
workforce, a need for labour-
power that was owned. This 
marked the appearance of slavery, 
and its widespread use. 
 

The origin of the family 
 

It was in these conditions that – 
within the framework of the 
communistic household economy 
– man, as the owner of this new 
source of food, also became the 

owner of everything that organised that 
source of food.  
This was also expressed in vocabulary. 
Engels explained that originally, the 
word “family” (which in our cultures has 
a generally positive connotation) meant 
the group of slaves of which a man was 
the owner (I’ve checked the etymology, 
and what he said is correct). “Family” 
comes from the Latin word famulus, 
which means “servant” or domestic 
slave. The starting-point for the 

definition of family is the group of 
slaves that became the property of the 
man who took charge of the new 
economy, which was no longer simply a 
subsistence economy. 
Then, the Romans included in “the 
family” everything that belonged to the 

Cave paintings on the walls of the Magura Cave 
(Bulgaria), dating from the Mesolithic and Neolithic 
periods and depicting scenes from the daily life of 
primitive society. 

Cover of the first edition of The Origin 
of the Family, Private Property and the 
State (1884) by Friedrich Engels 
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male owner of wealth: the slaves, but 
also the wife, the children and 
everything that belonged to him thanks 
to his dominant position. It was in this 
situation that a new family unit 
appeared, to which the Romans 
attached particular importance, in 
which the head of the family had the 
right of life and death over his slaves, 
over his wife, over his children. He was 
the undisputed master of that collective 
production of wealth. Obviously, in 
these conditions, women lost the status 
they had up to that point and became 
increasingly subordinated to men. 
This took an interesting legal form: 
throughout the preceding period, 
inheritance was in line with the mother-
right. When a man died, his property 
could not be passed on to his children, 
since one never knew exactly who was 
the children’s father. So, property 
passed through the maternal line: to his 
brothers and sisters, because they were 
born of the same mother as he was, or 
to the children of his brothers and 
sisters. But this was in an era when 
there was very little to pass on through 
inheritance. 
From the moment when there was that 
accumulation of wealth outside of the 
domestic family unit which belonged to 
the man, there was a change in the right 
to inherit. Engels said that this reversal 
of the order of succession, i.e. moving 
from the maternal line to the paternal 
line, constituted a “revolution, one of 
the most decisive ever experienced by 
humanity”. When he said “revolution”, 
he did not mean this as something 
positive, rather it was an overturning of 
the most basic social order: the 
transition to father-right. Engels used 
this formulation: “The overthrow of 
mother-right was the world historical 
defeat of the female sex.” Because the 
reversal of the right to inherit in a way 
sanctions the reversal of the 
relationship between men and women 
within the household economy. 
Women saw their social situation 
deteriorate.  
From being the dominant element in 
the domestic community, they 
increasingly became a dominated 
element, slaves to man’s pleasure and 
increasingly regarded simply as a tool 
for reproduction and maintaining the 
home. This was Engels’ analysis. 
Also, it was in this framework that the 
monogamous family was imposed, 

linked to the need to pass on an 
inheritance: henceforth, in the 
framework of the monogamous family, 
every child was the child of the head of 
the family, of the husband.  
From time immemorial, this reality has 
been completely relative. But Article 
302 of the Napoleonic Code (1) resolved 
the issue as follows: whatever 
happened and whatever the 
circumstances, a child born in the family 
is the father’s child. At that time, people 
didn’t know about DNA; this avoided 
asking questions. It was important – not 
for abstract moral reasons, but for 
ensuring that the transmission of 
inheritance was done in accordance 
with this legal framework and no other. 
It is the appearance of the social 
surplus, of surplus wealth, and its 
appropriation by the person who 
produced it, the man, that explains the 
forms of the family as it has appeared 
and as it has been handed down to us 
through the centuries – and nothing 
else.  
As a result, conjugal marriage as 
constituted throughout the history of 
humankind is not first and foremost a 
story of love and an equal relationship 
between two beings (perhaps, and we 
can certainly hope so, it will ultimately 
become this as part of free relations by 
freed humankind); rather, it is first and 
foremost a matter of social relations of 
domination, with respect to property 
and the concentration of wealth. 
Thus, Marx and Engels wrote in 1846: 
“The first division of labour is that 
between man and woman for the 
propagation of children.” Engels added: 
“The first class opposition that appears 
in history coincides with the 
development of the antagonism 
between man and woman in 
monogamous marriage, and the first 
class oppression coincides with that of 
the female sex by the male.” (2) 
 

Economic oppression is the root 
cause of unequal rights, not the 
other way round 
 

So we need to understand that unequal 
rights between men and women is not 
the cause of economic oppression, but 
the other way round: is it economic 
oppression that is the root cause of 
unequal rights. In the ancient 
household economy, the fact that 
women collectively took care of 
maintaining the home did not place 

them in an inferior situation in the 
division of labour that made men go out 
in search of produce needed for 
subsistence. But within the patriarchal 
family, where the “noble” functions 
were taken care of by the men, who 
raised the herds and flocks, cultivated 
the fields, and later worked in industry, 
maintaining the household 
corresponded to a private service 
rendered by women to men in a 
relationship of domestic slavery, due to 
the fact that women were excluded 
from the production of wealth and, of 
course, its appropriation. This has gone 
on throughout the centuries, including 
in the epoch of capitalism. 
Of course, Engels tells us, women can 
participate in production in the epoch 
of capitalism. When the proletariat was 
formed in the 19th century, women 
were integrated into production, 
sometimes by force, and became part 
of the working class. But this happened 
in a relationship where – if 
circumstances permitted – they had to 
both become part of the production of 
wealth and guarantee the full range of 
what was referred to as their “family 
duties”. In other words, they had to 
suffer both capitalist exploitation and 
domestic exploitation. 
 

“The open or concealed  
domestic slavery of the wife” 
 

Engels wrote: “The modern individual 
family is founded on the open or 
concealed domestic slavery of the wife”. 
And he used this formulation: “Within 
the family [the husband] is the 
bourgeois and the wife represents the 
proletariat.” This is also true of the 
working-class family.  
We have been called on to talk about 
the double oppression or the double 
exploitation of women. In one text, 
Lenin talks of the triple alienation of 
women.  
This is a reality, one that cannot be 
limited to the bourgeois class, but is 
also true within the working class. This 
is why Engels was led to say: a day will 
come when relations between men and 
women will be free from any form of 
oppression, of domination. But from 
the very start, the precondition is that 
the system of exploitation itself – 
therefore the capitalist system – must 
be eradicated and thus allow all the 
relations of exploitation and oppression 
to be removed at their source. 
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Is it enough to put an end to capitalist 
exploitation for all of the relations of 
oppression and exploitation of women 
by men to disappear by that very act? 
It’s much more complicated. It is a 
necessary condition, but certainly not 
enough. This is why all struggles for 
equal rights and against oppression 
have their place within the general 
struggle for the emancipation of 
humankind. 
Putting an end to the oppression of 
women together with double 
exploitation is an issue which in the first 
place concerns women, but it is 
important for men to think that it 
concerns them as well. In the years 
1850-60, at a time when the Irish 
people were rising up against British 
colonial oppression, Marx and Engels – 
who were passionate supporters of Irish 
independence – had written a lot on 
this subject. Addressing British workers, 
Engels used the following phrase, which 
has since become famous: “A people 
which oppresses another cannot 
emancipate itself.” (3) This is true for 
the male part of the working class. A 
gender which oppresses another 
cannot be free, and consequently, the 
complete emancipation of the working 
class in all of its component parts, 
including its male component part, 
requires that the struggle for the 
emancipation of women be waged 
through to the end. 
 

Isabelle Boudid: It has been said that 
the oppression of women today is 
linked to capitalist exploitation. I would 
like to give a few elements of the 
exploitation of women in capitalism’s 
ascendant phase. The Industrial 
Revolution developed in the 19th 
century. This was a rapid expansion, 
involving machine tools that didn’t 
need qualifications, skills or physical 
strength. Therefore, it involved the 
mass hiring of the most vulnerable 
layers of the proletariat: women and 
children. Working conditions and the 
exploitation of women before 1914 
were terrifying. 
In 1867, a doctor’s report on the 
working conditions of female machine 
operators in Paris explained: “The 
working day of 10 to 12 hours to which 
female workers are subjected renders 
the greatest number of those workers 
hysterical (…). Two years of labour in 
these conditions are enough to destroy 

the health and beauty of a young 
woman.” 
Regarding oppression, in a situation 
where the moral order reigns, where 
women are brought from the 
countryside to work in towns and cities, 
where they are often obliged to sleep in 
dormitories set up over the workshops 

because they can’t pay for lodging or go 
home to sleep, and because in this way 
the bosses have them “on hand”, here 
are the internal rules of one of those 
dormitories, attached to a spinning mill 
in the Cevennes region, from 1904:  
“The women spinners have a duty to 
obey and submit to the persons 
responsible for overseeing them, both in 
the lodgings and in the mill.  
It is absolutely forbidden to go into town 
on any pretext. Those who go into town 
without the prior permission of the 
Manager will be dismissed. 
Female workers who are noticed for 
their improper dress or behaviour will 
be dismissed. 
Female workers must attend church 
services on Sundays and holidays. 
Any breach of the new regulation will be 
severely punished by a fine, additional 
chores or suspension.” 
 

The reality of wage inequality 
 

I would also like to give a few figures 
regarding wages and wage inequality 
between men and women. Women’s 
wages were often two-thirds or even 
half of men’s wages. In Paris for 
example, in 1870, the average daily 
wage for men was 4.74 francs; for 
women, it was 2.14 francs. In Fourmies, 
in the Nord region, male spinners 
earned 4 francs and female spinners 
1 franc, for the same work. In Lyon, 
female silk workers earned 1.40 franc 
per day, for 12 hours work; 1.40 franc 
buys you three kilos of bread. In the 
Finistere département (Brittany), 
female sardine-canners were paid by 

the piece, and in order to survive they 
were sometimes obliged to work 
18 hours per day. According to the 
circumstances, they earned between 3 
and 12 francs, knowing that a kilo of 
bread cost 1.25 franc and a kilo of 
butter 15 francs. 
I could give many more examples, but 

these are enlightening 
enough. 
Those conditions of 
superexploitation, those 
miserable living 
standards led to women 
rising up and organising, 
doing so within the 
overall framework of the 
proletariat’s struggle. 
I would like to focus on 
some women’s 
movements in the 19th 

century. In 1869, the female silk 
workers of Lyon began a strike that 
would last almost two months, for a 
wage increase and a reduction in the 
working day. This was the start of their 
organising. There were mass meetings, 
the silk workers elected a strike 
committee, they set up an office 
responsible for collecting donations for 
the strikers, and, linking up with the 
labour movement internationally, they 
received the sum of 1,590 francs from 
the First International.  
This was a staggering, resounding, 
concrete expression of workers’ 
international solidarity.  
On 11 July, the silk workers held a 
1,000-strong mass meeting and decided 
to join the Lyon section of the First 
International. This marked the 
transition from rising up to an 
awareness of belonging to the working 
class, the class of the exploited. The 
most significant event, which saw 
women burst onto the political stage 
and organise the struggle through to 
the end, was the Paris Commune in 
1871. From start to finish, they 
participated in the struggle of the 
Commune, in its organisation, on equal 
terms. 
The Prussians had Paris under siege. On 
17 March, [new French government 
leader] Adolphe Thiers demanded of 
the people of Paris to lay down their 
arms and submit to the Prussian army. 
The women went up to the front line to 
defend the weapons that were stored 
at Montmartre, Belleville, etc., 
weapons that had been paid for by the 

A textiles factory in Calais (northern France) in 1910 
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Parisians via public subscription. 
Lissagaray explained in his History of the 
Paris Commune of 1871: “As in our 
great days, the women were the first to 
act. Those of the 18th March (…) did not 
wait for the men. They surrounded the 
machineguns, apostrophized the 
sergeant in command of the gun, 
saying, ‘This is shameful; what are you 
doing there?’” 

 

Women and the Paris Commune  
 

A few days later, the Paris Commune 
was proclaimed. It immediately took 
emergency measures to safeguard 
working people.  
Some of the first measures directly or 
indirectly concerned women: a 
moratorium on rental debt; public 
education and the right of girls to 
education; the recognition of 
illegitimate children; equal treatment 
between male and female teachers; the 
payment of a pension to widows of 
national guardsmen killed in combat, 
whether legally married or not; a ban on 
night work in bakeries; the right to 
divorce; the possibility for a woman to 
obtain alimony in the event of 
separation, etc. 
Women organised. They founded the 
Women's Union for the Defence of Paris 
and Care of the Wounded, together 
with the Russian militant activist 
Elisabeth Dmitrieff, and they organised 
the Commune. Their participation was 
decisive: Vigilance Committees, 
canteens, creches, education, 
ambulance service, protection of the 

civilian population, care for the 
wounded, and helping to operate 
workshops that had been abandoned 
by the bosses who fled during the Siege 
of Paris. 
But just as decisive was the 
participation of women in the defence 
of the Commune when the Versailles 
government troops entered Paris. The 
survival of the Commune, of what Marx 
had called the first working-class 
government, was at stake, and the 
women did not hesitate to defend it on 
the barricades and in the street-to-
street fighting. You have heard of Louise 
Michel, but there were thousands of 
others like her. 
We should also refer to the strikes that 
took place at the start of the 20th 
century, notably in the United States, 
also in the textile industry. 

The struggle against the exploitation 
and oppression of women also 
combined with the struggle for their 
democratic rights, notably for the right 
to vote.  You are certainly familiar with 
the struggle of the suffragettes in 
Britain from 1903 onwards, which – 
after 15 years of struggle – obtained the 
right to vote for women over the age of 
30, in 1918. The German Marxist Clara 
Zetkin explained in 1889, in a speech to 
the founding congress of the Second 
International: “The right to vote, 
without economic freedom is no more 
and no less than a currency without a 
rate of exchange. There would exist no 
social problem in the countries 
maintaining universal suffrage if social 
emancipation would be dependent on 
the attainment of political rights. The 
emancipation of women as well as of all 
humankind will only occur within the 
framework of the emancipation of 
labour from capital.” 

I would also like to quote here from a 
resolution adopted by the International 
Workers’ Congress of Paris (July 1889), 
regarding women’s demands: “Fixing of 
a maximum working day of eight hours 
for young workers. Abolition of work by 
children under the age of 14 and the 
reduction of the working day to six 
hours for both sexes. Abolition of night 
work, except in certain industrial 
branches the nature of which requires 
uninterrupted operation. Abolition of 
work by women in all industrial 
branches where production is especially 
harmful to women’s bodies. Abolition of 
night work for women and young 

people under the age of 18. Weekly rest 
of at least 36 consecutive hours for all 
workers.” 
 

The origins of International 
Women’s Day (8 March) 
 

I would also like to refer to the 
organisation of women via the 
International Socialist Women’s 
Conferences, the first of which was held 
in 1907, but above all to the second one 
held in August 1910 in Copenhagen, 
where there was a discussion on how to 
battle concretely to win the right to 
vote. It was following a proposal by 
Clara Zetkin that the decision was taken 
to have an International Women’s Day 
for the right to vote, set for 8 March in 
1912. 
I don’t have the time to review the role 
of women in the struggle against war, 
against imperialist war, the slaughter of 
1914-18. One of the figures in that 
struggle was, of course, Rosa 
Luxemburg. I will end by once again 
focusing on the role of women in what 
was to be another major upheaval. In 
1871, the women were the first to act, 
but they were also the first to act in 
1917 in Russia, on 23 February, going 
against the opinions of male Bolshevik 
leaders who thought that it was not the 
right time for revolution. They were the 
first to act because there was a war on, 
because they had had enough of 
queuing outside bakeries. Here’s what 
Trotsky says in The History of the 
Russian Revolution (Chapter 7): “Thus 
the fact is that the February revolution 
was begun from below, overcoming the 
resistance of its own revolutionary 
organisations, the initiative being taken 
of their own accord by the most 
oppressed and downtrodden part of the 
proletariat – the women textile 
workers”. 
 

Christel Keiser: Before talking about the 
role of women in the Russian 
Revolution, we need to refer back to the 
situation they were in during the 
preceding decades.  
The situation of working women in the 
1910s in Russia was particularly 
unbearable. This does not mean that 
they were not already organised in 
order to fight back against that situation 
and improve it. 
I don’t have the time here to describe 
their role in the 1905 Revolution and 
the February 1917 Revolution. But their 

The “Appeal to Working Women” by 
the Paris Commune (18 May 1871) 
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standpoint was not of secondary 
importance.  

Alexandra Kollontai, the Russian 
Communist militant activist who played 
a very important role in the Russian 
Revolution and in the workers’ 
government in 1917, said in 1908 that 
women had begun to organise, but 
there was a need to make a distinction 
regarding women from the aristocracy, 
although there was no question of 
rejecting what they had done: “The 
women question – say the feminists – is 
a question of ‘rights and justice’. The 
women question – answer women 
workers – is a question of ‘a piece of 
bread’.” (4)  

I’m insisting on this question in order to 
establish the class relation, which is the 
relation within which the struggle for 
the emancipation of women must be 
waged. 

We have referred to the Paris 
Commune of 1871. We had a debate 
when we were preparing this meeting.  

One female comrade claimed that the 
Paris Commune had given women 
much more than the 1917 Revolution in 
Russia. But we need to understand that 
Russia in 1917 was a very backward 
country. It is in this context that women 
were to win a certain number of things. 
Never has a regime done so much for 
women. Lenin said in 1918: “Nowhere 
else in the world have equality and 
freedom for working women been so 
fully established.” (5) And the Patriarch 
of the Orthodox Church said: “This is 
satanic work carried out by the dregs of 
the human race.” The opposition 
between these two statements shows 
what was achieved for women, within 
an overall context. There were the 
general measures: the abolition of 
social classes, the cancellation of the 
state loans, nationalisation of the 
banks, the separation of Church and 
State, etc., achieved as early as late 
1917, as well as the measures that 
made progress towards the 
emancipation of women. 
 

The work of the October 1917 
Revolution 
 

A network of creches and kindergartens 
were created in response to existing 
needs, and to enable women to do 
something other than what they were 
doing up to that point. Public canteens 
were also set up. People could go and 

eat in a public canteen without women 
necessarily having to do the cooking. 
There was the establishment of non-
interference by the State in sexual 
relations between individuals, except 
where violence was involved; prison 
sentences for homosexuals were 
abolished. In 1920, just a few years after 
the start of the Revolution, abortion 
was decriminalised. Wage equality was 
introduced, and the length of the 
working day was regulated in general 
and particularly for women and 
children. There was no longer night 
work for women, and no overtime for 
women or children. 
Civil marriages were introduced, and 
the married name could be the 
woman’s, the man’s, or both. The right 
to divorce was introduced, by mutual 
consent or at the request of either the 
man or the woman. A section was 
created within the Commissariat of 
Social Welfare for maternity protection 
and early childhood care. The right to 
vote was established. And these were 
just the main measures. 
But they were decrees, the 
implementation of which still had to be 
done. We are dealing with a backward 
country where famine was raging, there 
was the war, and there were political 
disagreements inside the government, 
notably over the question of signing a 
peace agreement with Germany and 
Austria-Hungary. In short, 
implementing the range of measures 
that had been approved was difficult. 

For example, freedom relating to 
marriage was accepted in urban areas, 
but things were more complicated in 
the countryside. Religious marriages 
predominated during that revolution. 
Trotsky was led to write that “woman is 
chained to her housework” despite the 
decrees that had been adopted. (6) 
In his book Les Femmes dans la 
révolution russe [Women in the Russian 
Revolution, published in 2017], Jean-
Jacques Marie explains that in the 
elections for the Constituent Assembly, 
peasants in the villages of several 
regions forbade women to enter the 
polling stations. The right to vote had 
been established for women, it had 
been formally approved, but women 
were prevented from entering the 
polling stations. Lenin characterised the 
situation for women at that time in the 
following terms: “Notwithstanding all 
the laws emancipating woman, she 

continues to be a domestic slave, 
because petty housework crushes, 
strangles, stultifies and degrades her, 
chains her to the kitchen and the 
nursery, and she wastes her labour on 
barbarously unproductive, petty, nerve-
racking, stultifying and crushing 
drudgery.” (7)  
For all that, Trotsky added in The 
Revolution Betrayed: “However, the 
boldest revolution, like the ‘all-
powerful’ British parliament, cannot 
convert a woman into a man – or rather, 
cannot divide equally between them the 
burden of pregnancy, birth, nursing and 
the rearing of children.” But he insisted 
on the structures that were created: 
“The revolution made a heroic effort to 
destroy the so-called ‘family hearth’ – 
that archaic, stuffy and stagnant 
institution in which the woman of the 
toiling classes performs galley labour 
from childhood to death”, and on the 
fact that the Revolution replaced the 
family with a system of social services. 
And there were exceptional measures. 
“The place of the family as a shut-in 
petty enterprise was to be occupied, 
according to the plans, by a finished 
system of social care and 
accommodation: maternity houses, 
creches, kindergartens, schools, social 
dining rooms, social laundries, first-aid 
stations, hospitals, sanatoria, athletic 
organisations, cinemas, theatres, etc.” 
This was a programme that deserved to 
be implemented. 

In the beginning, women were very 
mistrustful of all these structures. 
Habits had been formed, there were 

A Soviet literacy campaign poster: 
“Woman! Learn to read and write!” 
 “Oh, Mummy, if only you had been 
educated, you could have helped me!” 
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prejudices. People preferred to keep 
children at home rather leave them at a 
creche; the social laundries didn’t do 
such a great job, and maybe the social 
dining rooms weren’t so good. But 
gradually, they realised that there were 
many advantages to be had, and started 
to use those structures very widely. 
There is another thing that the 
Revolution did not resolve: the issue of 
prejudices. 
 

Daniel Gluckstein: There is something 
that is not well known, but I find it very 
significant, not only regarding the 
problems that the Russian Revolution 
faced, but regarding the problems 
which necessarily faces and will face 
every workers’ revolution: the gap 
between the overturning of social 
structures and the overturning of 
mentalities.  
Marxists say that consciousness lags 
behind existence. Especially when there 
is a revolution, because a revolution 
changes existence rapidly and 
drastically, and people’s consciousness 
takes it takes several generations.  
The Russian Revolution was confronted 
with this, especially regarding the role 
of women and the relations between 
men and women. 
In 1923, the country had been bled dry. 
People were hungry. There was still the 
threat of foreign intervention, and yet 
Lenin and Trotsky, speaking in different 
circumstances, said: we are very 
concerned by all the foreign military 
interventions, but beyond that, the 
priority for us is cultural activism. And in 
order for the working class to succeed 
in raising itself to a higher cultural level, 
it must reflect on its way of life. 
 

“But to achieve the actual equality 
of man and woman (…) all our 
domestic habits must be 
revolutionized” (Trotsky) 
 

In 1923, when the situation globally and 
in Russia were especially chaotic, with 
military interventions, war and 
confrontations, Trotsky – acting on a 
party mandate – organised several 
conferences, with the participation of 
men and women, working-class 
activists and delegates embedded in 
the factories. The conferences were 
devoted to issues of everyday life: 
marriage, the relations between men 
and women, the education of children, 
but also alcoholism, prostitution and so 

on. There were hours of discussions and 
questions; men and women responded 
and said contradictory things. 
All of this was published in a book, 
Problems of Everyday Life. That seems 
disproportionate amongst the general 
chaos of the revolution. But if the 
working class in general and its 
vanguard in particular didn’t devote 
time to reflecting on the changes that 
needed to be made to their own 
lifestyle habits, things would not get 
done by themselves. 
In one of his press articles included in 
the book, Trotsky wrote: “To institute 
the political equality of men and women 
in the Soviet state was one problem and 
the simplest. A much more difficult one 
was the next – that of instituting the 
industrial equality of men and women 
workers in the factories, the mills, and 
the trade unions, and of doing it in such 
a way that the men should not put the 
women to disadvantage. But to achieve 
the actual equality of man and woman 
within the family is an infinitely more 
arduous problem. All our domestic 
habits must be revolutionized before 
that can happen.” (8)  
This took surprising forms. Another 
piece is entitled: “The Struggle for 
Cultured Speech”. Russian workers and 
peasants used all sorts of bad language. 
Trotsky quoted the rules adopted by the 
workers in one factory, which banned 
the use of bad language. Very severe 
rules, which said: now, this has to stop. 
We are moving towards an advanced 
society, so we must be able to express 
ourselves in an advanced manner. 
Trotsky wrote: “Let us hope that the 
working women – those of the 
Communist ranks, in the first place – will 
support the initiative of the “Paris 
Commune” factory. As a rule – which 
has exceptions, of course – men who use 
bad language scorn women, and have 
no regard for children. This does not 
apply only to the uncultured masses, but 
also to the advanced and even the so-
called responsible elements of the 
present social order.” 
This may look like questions of detail, 
but in reality, much of the legacy of the 
former society was concentrated in 
those details.  
In the discussion between those 
delegates, one particular question was 
posed: has the Revolution brought 
about transformations in family life? 
You could say to yourself: the day the 

working class takes power, all of 
society’s problems and injustices, the 
oppression of women, racism will 
disappear from one day to the next. It is 
more complicated, in the light of the 
lived experience of a living revolution. 
 

“Problems of everyday life” 
 

For example, in the discussion (9), in 
answer to the question: “Have you 
noticed a dramatic change in family 
life?”, one of the guys says: “Yes, you 
can see a dramatic change, family life is 
regarded in more simple terms, but 
basically nothing has changed. The 
family has not been relieved of its 
everyday worries, and you still see one 
person dominate the others.” Another 
says: “The Revolution has brought 
about a big change in the workers’ 
family life and everyday life. Especially if 
both the husband and the wife are 
working, then she considers herself to 
be materially independent and that she 
has the same rights as her husband. On 
the other hand, we are seeing the 
disappearance of the prejudices that 
make the husband the head of the 
family. There is a big desire for 
independence as soon as the material 
basis for a person’s livelihood is 
guaranteed.” 
Others had a more nuanced point of 
view. One person saw the progress 
made by the Revolution in the following 
terms: “The Revolution has brought 
about transformations in family life in 
the sense that husbands drink less and 
beat their wives and children less.” 
There was agreement that there was 
still a lot to do, but that compared to 
the previous state of affairs, the guy 
saw some progress being made. The 
reality is more complex and more 
mundane. 
Another guy says: “These problems 
aren’t being addressed anywhere, as if 
people were trying to avoid them. 
Myself, up to now, I have never thought 
about it. These are new problems. They 
are extremely important.” 
Someone else approached the issue in 
another way: “It’s true that the 
Revolution has brought something new 
in the worker’s family life, but new isn’t 
necessarily positive. Financial ruin, 
shortages and famine have battered the 
family and forced it to regroup and 
make economies. It’s women above all 
who have suffered from these 
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difficulties. Her situation has 
deteriorated.” 
Another guy says: “Discussions on these 
questions are rarely raised. And yet, 
they affect everybody very badly. In my 
view, they are avoided so as not to 
create bad blood.  
Everyone understands that the only way 
out is for the government to take 
complete responsibility for educating 
workers’ children without separating 
them from their parents, and for women 
to be freed from the kitchen. 
Communists rarely refer to that 
wonderful future, which enables them 
to put off that thorny discussion until 
later. The workers know that in a 
Communist’s family, the problem is 
even more painful than in their own 
homes. If the husband is a party 
member, he is completely busy with his 
work and his greater interests, and his 
wife has to slave away like a workhorse, 
only to be further criticised for her non-
Communist behaviour that harms her 
husband’s standing.” Harsh, but fair. 
 

“In principle, everybody agrees on 
recognising women’s equality” 
 

Another says: “The issue of equal rights 
for women and men is a current 
problem, but there is a very wide range 
of opinion. In principle, everybody 
agrees on recognising women’s 
equality...” But there is the family, the 
kitchen, the housework to take care of… 
Another guy says: “The Revolution has 
undoubtedly brought about 
transformations in the way of 
envisaging the family and even 
women’s liberation. Men have the habit 
of regarding themselves as the head of 
the family, with the women taking care 
of the children, the washing-up, the 
laundry. He finds the time to go to 
meetings and conferences, and to read 
the newspapers. And there he is 
explaining to his wife what she has to 
do, how she needs to raise the children, 
do the laundry, prepare meals, open the 
windows, and how to behave towards 
the family, the children and comrades 
who come by. In the end, they start to 
quarrel. On her side, the wife 
demonstrates the desire to be more 
free, to leave the children somewhere, 
to be in her husband’s company more 
often, which leads to domestic disputes, 
a lot of fuss, leading to divorce, 
remarriage, etc.” 

Others say: “When the woman is strong 
enough or when the situation allows it, 
she shows herself to be an active and 
dogged supporter of the new ideas and 
relations. Whilst the man, as a husband 
and a father, is in a totally unfavourable 
position. There have been cases where 
Communist women have had to quit the 
party because their husbands 
demanded that they go back to working 
in the home and the kitchen, and taking 
care of their spouse. Fathers often think 
in line with the old criteria. If they don’t 
beat the children, that means they’re 
letting them run wild. So they beat the 
children, thinking that this is a proven 
and effective method of education.” 
Yet another says: “We can see women 
wanting to free themselves. They 
criticise their husbands for the fact that 
other women put their children into a 
creche or a kindergarten and have more 
freedom, while they are obliged to look 
after the children. So, there is a big 
desire for freedom among women.” 
Someone else says: “It must be said that 
lifestyle has not taken any particular 
form. Nothing has changed, everything 
has stayed the same as before. It’s only 
in the factory discussions or factory 
committee discussions that people can 
learn something. For example, when 
someone comes to complain, when a 
woman comes to say that her husband 
has hit her.” In the rest of society, that 
remained hidden away. 
Another says: “If we examine the 
Communists’ way of life, we realise that 
in fact, the woman stays at home while 
her husband does the rounds of the 
meetings. The wives of Communists are 
very poorly integrated into social 
activity. When the question of the 
worker’s way of life is raised, it is the 
female workers who are most 
interested in it. They talk about creches, 
social dining rooms, etc., but it must be 
said that, given all of the objective and 
subjective conditions, we haven’t done 
much to transform the way of life. 
Among Communist workers, they often 
think that when the husband goes to a 
meeting, the wife should stay at home. 
Sometimes, this leads to divorce. The 
husband doesn’t let the wife go to the 
meeting while she absolutely wants to 
go, which also leads to divorce. In one 
workers’ meeting, someone said that in 
our sector, there were two cases where 
the husband categorically forbade his 

wife from going to a meeting, and in 
both cases this led to divorce.” 
Women were the ones who suffered 
most from these dramatic changes. 
There were neither creches nor 
kindergartens. Communist women also 
had to do the washing… 
Yet another says: “In the past, the 
husband regarded his wife as a slave. 
That is the hallmark of history. Today, 
really, he regards her a bit differently. In 
the past, when the husband had been 
drinking, he sometimes beat his wife, 
once, twice, three times a week. 
Nowadays, vodka is banned. But if we 
want to find out what has replaced it 
that is more complicated. Today, 
husbands try to obtain home-made 
spirit, but they beat their wives less 
often and regard them as citizens. 
Besides, the wife also sees herself as a 
citizen and doesn’t allow anyone to beat 
her.” 
This is not anecdotal. This is the 
complex, living, convoluted and 
peculiar way in which a completely 
backward working class and peasantry – 
economically, socially and culturally – 
were faced with the consequences of 
their own movement. This is 
undoubtedly the most paradoxical 
aspect, if one considers the problems of 
everyday life in the history of the 
Russian Revolution. This Revolution, 
which is the one that took the most 
measures for women’s emancipation, 
had been carried out for the large part 
by workers and peasants who beat their 
wives when they had drunk vodka. We 
can also say that this Revolution, which 
granted equal rights and cultural rights 
to all of the oppressed national 
minorities and to Jews, was largely 
composed of peasants and workers 
who were anti-national minorities, anti-
Semitic, etc. 
So, there is a contradiction between the 
extraordinary liberation movement 
made possible by the Revolution, and 
the consciousness that those who 
carried it out might have of it. Hence the 
importance given by Lenin and Trotsky 
to saying: we need to get to grips with 
this question of cultural backwardness, 
and work to change the social 
structures and change mentalities. 
There was an ambitious effort, the 
momentum of which was stopped by 
the Stalinist bureaucracy, which put 
into question all of the progress made.  
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It was indispensable for the working 
class to seize power and socialise the 
means of production, for it to drastically 
change the social structures, but 
perhaps this was the easy part. The real 
problems began from that moment on. 
 

The Stalinist bureaucracy calls into 
question the rights won by 
women, one by one 
 

Christel Keiser: Prejudiced or not, the 
Stalinist bureaucracy gradually 
removed, one by one, all of rights 
gained by women in the Revolution, all 
of the emancipation measures. In order 
to establish a bureaucracy, they needed 
to crush any critical thinking and break 
with the emancipation of the oppressed 
social layers, notably by preventing 
them from organising. 
How did the Stalinist bureaucracy go 
about this? First of all, it broke up the 
Communist Party’s network of women’s 
sections.  
These sections were set up in 1919 on 
the basis of the Committees for 
Agitation and Propaganda among 
women and female workers. These 
Committees were created by the First 
All-Russian Congress of Women 
Workers and Peasants of 1918. It was a 
genuine network organised inside the 
Party for the defence of women’s rights. 
In 1922, there were 10 million card-
holders of the Party’s women’s 
sections, out of 70 million women in 
Russia. So the women were very widely 
organised.  
Their officers were elected for three 
months and were not eligible for re-
election; this was a democratic system 
that was not tolerable as far as the 
Stalinist bureaucracy was concerned. 
As early as 1923, the offensive began. 
The women who had led the Revolution 
and were members of the government 
that resulted from that Revolution had 
either died or had left. Alexandra 
Kollontai was sent to Norway as 
ambassador. That suited Stalin: he 
could now do things that perhaps he 
would not have been able to do if she 
were present. 

Another element was the New 
Economic Programme (NEP); a certain 
dose of capitalism was re-established. 
The social services no longer had any 
money, there was no longer any 
investment in them because they 
weren’t profitable. It’s good to have 

creches, community clinics, public 
canteens, public laundries, etc. on 
paper, but if there is no money to run 
them, things become complicated. 

Trotsky said what Marx was saying 90 
years previously: “The actual liberation 
of women is unrealisable on a basis of 
“generalised want”.” (10)  
 

The return of the workers’ wives 
to their pots and pans 
 

Trotsky summarised the consequences 
as “the return of the workers’ wives to 
their pots and pans” (11). But the 
women resisted; the sections were not 
shut down overnight. They said: since 
slogans are nowhere to be found at the 
top, well then, we will build women’s 
emancipation from the bottom up. 
They were quickly accused of feminist 
deviationism by Stalin and his cronies. 
Many of the women’s sections 
disappeared. Press coverage of 
women’s issues faded away. The battle 
waged by the Stalinist bureaucracy 
lasted ten years. In 1930, Stalin 
eliminated the last women’s sections 
and justified this as follows: women’s 
emancipation had been achieved, so 
specific women’s organisations in the 
Communist Party were no longer 
needed. The late 1920s saw the start of 
a policy of massive and rapid 
industrialisation, but without the 
equivalent social services, because 
there was no longer any funding. 
Women were now fully engaged in 
production; they were no longer only to 
be found in the household. They 
suffered the double oppression we 
were talking about earlier. They were 
both homemakers and being exploited 
in the factories, with totally inadequate 
social services.  

Trotsky said that the creches at that 
time were “bad orphan asylums”. One 
can understand why parents didn’t 
want to send their children there. He 
added that the public laundries stole 
and tore more linen than they washed, 
and that the social dining rooms were 
very bad. It was in this context that the 
bureaucracy moved up a gear in putting 
women’s emancipation into question. 

In 1934, the right to divorce was 
threatened by the introduction of a new 
Family Code. Only children produced 
within marriage were recognised as 
legitimate. Cohabitation was 
condemned, and divorce proceedings 

now had to be paid for. So female 
workers could ill afford the luxury of 
divorce. 

1935 saw a return to the sanctity of the 
family. I can’t resist reading this quote 
from the newspaper Izvestia, in August 
1935: “Our women, full citizens of the 
freest country in the world, have 
received Nature’s gift of being mothers. 
May they be able to treasure it in order 
to bring Soviet heroes into the world.”  

Here we have the Stalinist doctrine that 
restores the family to its former glory… 
Women did without making Soviet 
heroes in the conditions just referred 
to. 
Trotsky explained why they absolutely 
wanted to once again regard the family 
as sacred. “The most compelling motive 
of the present cult of the family is 
undoubtedly the need of the 
bureaucracy for a stable hierarchy of 
relations, and for the disciplining of 
youth by means of 40,000,000 points of 
support for authority and power.” (12) 
This is a good summary of the 
bureaucracy’s objective. 
In the 1940s, medals were awarded to 
mothers: the Maternity Medal for 
having five or six children, the Order of 
Maternal Glory for having seven to nine 
children, and the Order “Mother 
Heroine” for having 10 or more 
children. Many women were awarded 
these medals, and with good reason: 
abortion was banned! 
Single people and childless couples 
were taxed. At that time, giving birth 

Soviet literacy poster (1925): “If you do 
not read books, you will soon forget 
how to read and write” (the peasant 
woman is reading Ten Days That Shook 
The World by John Reed). 
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put women in danger because they 
were delivering in dreadful conditions 
in a backward Russia. Trotsky said, in 
The Revolution Betrayed: “The birth of a 
child is for many women a serious 
menace to their position. It is just for 
this reason that the revolutionary 
power gave women the right to 
abortion, which in conditions of want 
and family distress, whatever may be 
said upon this subject by the eunuchs 
and old maids of both sexes, is one of 
her most important civil, political and 
cultural rights.” 
 

“Abortion, which destroys life, 
is inadmissible” (Stalin) 
 

In 1936, abortion was banned for the 
first pregnancy. And in 1944, abortion 
was completely banned. Stalin 
explained in the following terms the 
reasons why they had decided to ban 
abortions: “We need men. Abortion, 
which destroys life, is inadmissible in 
any country. Soviet woman has the 
same rights as Soviet man, but that 
does not absolve her from the great and 
honourable duty imposed on her by 
nature: she is to be a mother. She is to 
bear life. And this is certainly not a 
private matter, but a matter of great 
social significance.” Just as she must 
work, she must bear children. This is not 
at all a private matter, but a matter that 
has to do with public life. In the 1930s, 
prostitution grew, because women 
needed to eat. Trotsky would describe 
prostitution as “the extreme 
degradation of woman in the interests 
of men who can pay for it” (13). In 1935, 
in Moscow alone, more than 1,000 
women engaged in selling their body 
were arrested. 
Homosexuality, which had been 
decriminalised, once again became a 
criminal offence in January 1934, 
punishable by confinement in a prison 
camp simply on the basis of a 
denunciation, and a little later, by 
internment in a psychiatric hospital. A 
significant number of children were 
abandoned, linked to the Stalinist 
bureaucracy’s policy: there were 7 
million abandoned children in 1926. 
Just 80,000 were admitted to 
community clinics, which moreover 
were very low quality. 
There was a special concentration camp 
for women, created in Siberia in 1937. 
The only reason women were sent to 
the camps was because they were the 

wife of So and so, the sister of So and 
so, the sister-in law of So and so. By the 
late 1930s, the objective of women’s 
emancipation set in 1917 was nothing 
more than a caricature. Everything that 
had been won thanks to the 1917 
Revolution had been eliminated by the 
Stalinist bureaucracy for the whole of 
the working class in Russia, but 
especially for women, who very often 
were the first victims of its policy. 
Trotsky said in The Revolution Betrayed: 
“The Thermidorian legislation is beating 
a retreat to the bourgeois models, 
covering its retreat with false speeches 
about the sacredness of the ‘new’ 
family.” Some responded to the 
struggle for women’s emancipation by 
setting men and women against each 
other. 

I don’t think that was right. The struggle 
for women’s emancipation can only be 
waged within the overall framework of 
the working class’s struggle. I would like 
to quote a passage from The Holy 
Family, by Marx and Engels: “The 
change in a historical epoch can always 
be determined by women’s progress 
towards freedom, because here, in the 
relation of woman to man, of the weak 
to the strong, the victory of human 
nature over brutality is most evident. 
The degree of emancipation of woman 
is the natural measure of general 
emancipation.” 

This was right then, and is still relevant 
today. Fighting for women’s 
emancipation today is a huge 
programme. I would like to start with a 
sad reality on which we have expressed 
an opinion on several occasions in La 
Tribune des Travailleurs (14): the 
violence inflicted on women. This 
includes harassment at work, 
harassment in the streets and domestic 
violence, which is a sad reality today.  
Some comrades have been surprised by 
those articles and have said: all the 
same, men have also fought; or, people 
are talking about this in order to avoid 
talking about the real issues. But what 
are the real issues: the pensions reform 
and the class struggle? Aren’t women 
affected by the pensions reform and the 
class struggle?   
 

220,000 women are the victims of 
domestic violence every year 
 

Let’s remember that in France every 
year, 220,000 women are the victims of 

domestic violence. In 2018, 121 of 
those 220,000 women died at the hands 
of their partner or ex-partner, and 149 
in 2019. How many will die in 2020?  
Of course, the decay of society explains 
this situation. But the men who beat 
their wife or partner, the men who kill 
their wife or partner, think that they 
have full power over their partner, 
including the power to beat or kill her. 
We talked about the evolution of 
mentalities. I think that there is a huge 
amount of work to do, because men 
need to free themselves from that 
sense of impunity, of the right to do 
what they want to their partner. 

Marlène Schiappa, France’s Secretary of 
State for Gender Equality, has said that 
she doesn’t have a magic wand and that 
it is just a funding issue. No, it is also a 
funding issue! A certain number of 
measures can be taken immediately to 
protect women from violent partners. 
Increasing the number of places in 
accommodation for women and 
children who are victims of violence is a 
concrete measure, and it needs 
funding. It is a measure that a working-
class government would take 
immediately. Training professionals to 
deal with victims is also a measure it 
would take. 

Women who go to police stations to file 
a complaint are often told: you are very 
kind, but go home, because we have 
other things to do. And I’m not so sure 
that the person who registers their 
complaint does so particularly 
generously. Having social workers in the 
police stations who will accompany 
women who come to file a complaint is 
a real measure, but there again, it needs 
funding. 
Also, more funding for associations that 
help victims. People can think what 
they like, but those associations play a 
valuable role when the government 
fails in its responsibilities. 
We could also talk about care 
programmes for violent partners. 
Things can be done in that area. The list 
goes on. If a decision were taken to no 
longer implement an austerity policy, as 
is the case today in every domain, there 
could be a response to these urgent 
questions. 
Women’s rights groups organised a 
demonstration in November 2019 to 
call for 1 billion euros in funding. How 
did the government respond? 
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360 million euros in 2020. See the 
difference! 
Funding doesn’t solve everything, that’s 
for sure. We need to put an end to the 
system of capitalist exploitation of 
which the patriarchy is a component 
part. And I would like to insist on this 
issue: an increase of capitalist 
oppression and exploitation makes 
gender inequalities grow even bigger. 
 

When we talk about prejudices, 
we also need to work inside our 
own organisation 
 

La Tribune des Travailleurs (Issue 
No.223, 22 January 2020) published a 
dossier on the terrible consequences of 
the pensions reform for women. One 
comrade told us that this issue of the 
newspaper was difficult to sell because 
it didn’t appeal much to men; when he 
saw men, he would ask them to sign the 
call for a general strike, and when he 
saw women, he would ask them to buy 
the paper on the basis of the pensions 
reform, as if the consequences for 
women did not concern the whole of 
the working class. 

When we talk about prejudices, we also 
need to work inside our own 
organisation.  

I’ll come back to the pensions issue. In 
France, there are solidarity mechanisms 
that allow the pension gap between 
men and women to be narrowed: family 
rights and the widow’s pension. 

Regarding family rights, the increase in 
the duration of insurance by eight 
(yearly) quarters per child in the private 
sector (four quarters in the public 
sector) was abolished by the 
government and replaced by a 5 per 
cent increase of the pension, granted to 
the man or the woman. Now, as there is 
a significant pension gap between men 
and women, the couple will tend to opt 
for applying the 5 per cent increase to 
the man’s pension. You can imagine 
what can happen if they separate! Up to 
now, there was a 10 per cent pension 
increase from the third child onwards 
for the man AND the woman, so 20 per 
cent. Under the pensions reform, they 
are using sleight of hand on us, saying: 
there is an increase of three times 5 per 
cent, so 15 per cent, plus a 2 per cent 
increase from the third child onwards, 
so 17 per cent. But after all, there is a 
difference between 20 and 17 per cent! 

As for the widow’s pension, that is an 
absolute scandal. Up to now, when 
there was more than one partner, it was 
paid to them on a pro rata basis 
according to the years each spent with 
the husband. From now on, it will only 
be the last partner who will benefit 
from the widow’s pension. The woman 
who raised the couple’s children will be 
deprived of the widow’s pension in case 
of a divorce. This is outrageous, it is a 
threat to the right to divorce! Women 
will hesitate to ask for a divorce, since 
they will lose their widow’s pension. In 
addition, the widow’s pension will only 
be paid when the woman retires. 
Today, 120,000 women receive a 
widow’s pension between the ages of 
55 and 64. Under the reform, those 
120,000 women will be deprived of 
their widow’s pension. Imagine: you 
bought a house, and you paid the 
mortgage as a couple. Your partner 
dies, and you are left to pay the 
mortgage on your own! And when the 
partner is no longer there, your living 
standards are no longer the same.  

Ah well, never mind, you will no longer 
have the financial means to keep up the 
mortgage payments. You’ll have to go 
and live with your children, if you have 
any… 

[Labour Minister] Muriel Penicaud 
dares to say, like all the others, that 
women are the big winners with this 
reform! And she doesn’t hesitate to lie 
and say on [public radio channel] France 
Inter that currently, women only have 
family rights from the third child 
onwards! This reform is an act of 
violence against women in another 

form. This is true for pensions, and it is 
also true for the right to healthcare. 

Let’s take maternity units. With his 
plan, [Health Minister] Buzyn decided 
to turn 300 hospitals into district 
hospitals. That means more emergency 
wards and more maternity units for 
those 300 hospitals. Again this week, a 
woman gave birth at the roadside en 
route to Lons-le-Saulnier, because the 
maternity unit at Saint-Claude had been 
shut down. She gave birth in her car, on 
her own, next to her husband, in 
temperatures of minus 5°C. They will 
explain to us that in the 21st century, 
this is civilised, this is progress, because 
since those maternity units were 
dangerous, it was better to shut them 
down. But come on, it’s better to give 
birth in a maternity unit rather than a 
car! 

Some figures: In 1975, there were 
1,369 maternity units; in 1995 there 
were 816; and in 2016 there were 517, 
with all the consequences we are 
familiar with. 

We could also talk about the right to 
abortion. The Veil Law of 1975 is, of 
course, a restrictive law. I would point 
out that it was the result of not just a 
mobilisation by women, but a 
mobilisation of the labour movement as 
a whole. It is a restrictive law because it 
is an individual right granted to French 
adult women who have money and fall 
within the time-limits. Subsequently, 
these restrictions have gradually been 
lifted. But to have an abortion, you 
need abortion centres. Now, since they 
are shutting them down one after the 
other, women have the right on paper, 
of course, but in real life, that right is 
largely being put into question. 
 

A textiles factory in Morocco 
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A workers’ party, a revolutionary 
party, cannot ignore these issues 
 

One hundred and thirty abortion 
centres have been closed down in 10 
years, of which 60 since 2012. This also 
is an act of violence against women. 
A workers’ party, a revolutionary party 
cannot ignore these issues. I even think 
it should take a very serious interest in 
them, by clearly posing the relationship 
between the oppression of women and 
capitalist exploitation.  
There are demands that are common to 
the whole working class, but there are 
also demands that are specific to 
women. 
One day, Lenin said to Clara Zetkin: 
“Unless millions of women are with us, 
we cannot exercise the proletarian 
dictatorship, cannot construct on 
Communist lines. We must find our way 
to them, we must study and try to find 
that way. (…) No special organisations 
for women. A woman Communist is a 
member of the Party just as a man 
Communist, with equal rights and 
duties. There can be no difference of 
opinion on that score. Nevertheless, we 
must not close our eyes to the fact that 
the Party must have bodies, working 
groups, commissions, committees, 
bureaus or whatever you like, whose 
particular duty it is to arouse the masses 
of women workers, to bring them into 
contact with the Party, and to keep 
them under its influence.” (15)  
So, no special party, because this is 
indeed a fight to be waged by the whole 
of the working class. At the same time, 
as Lenin pointed out, structures, 
committees and official bodies within 
the party that enable women to 
promote their specific demands are 
necessary. 
I could talk about wage equality. Today, 
on average, for a full-time equivalent, 
there is an 18.5 per cent pay gap 
between men and women. Add part-
time work to this, the fact that women 
often have less valued jobs and there is 
real discrimination by employers, and 
we get situations where women are 
paid 20 per cent less for the same job. 

Laws can always be passed, but they will 
not be able to force an end to 
oppression, oppression that is directly 
linked to capitalist exploitation. 
Therefore, we need to reflect on a 
programme focused on women, 
featuring specific demands: opening 

enough creches to meet demand, 
reopening maternity units and abortion 
centres, creating the places that are 
needed at the pre-school level, 
increasing wages for women within the 
framework of a general wage increase, 
reopening maternal and child health 
clinics, creating all the public services 
that will allow women to do something 
other than the work which is reserved 
for them at home. 

Working out this kind of programme 
must be done at both the national and 
local level. Everyone is in the process of 
preparing candidate lists for the 
municipal elections. The communes 
(16) are relaying the government’s 
policy, putting public services, creches, 
etc. into question. By preventing 
women from having access to creche 
places, they are kept stuck in the 
housing estates. This is the fate that is 
reserved for them. 
I will finish with an absolute scandal, the 
gender parity law. We are being forced 
to get rid of women from our candidate 
list for the municipal elections (and this 
applies to most of our lists) because 
gender parity is being imposed on us, 
supposedly to resolve the issue of 
gender equality! But where is the 
problem, if the POID has more women 
than men on its lists? This so-called 
bourgeois equality on the issue of 
gender parity in fact means putting 
women’s equality into question. 

 

THE DISCUSSION 
 

A male audience member: What I find 
outrageous is that a complaint of 
domestic violence is not passed on 
immediately to the public prosecutor’s 
office. The woman tells herself that the 
situation will be sorted out, and in the 
end it isn’t sorted out. In 2018, there 
were two deaths in Montreuil (17). I’m 
not making a generalisation, but I think 
that this could also be something 
concrete to be done. 
 

A male audience member: Christel 
referred to care programmes that could 
be provided to a violent partner. That 
made me think of the situation in 
educational establishments, which no 
longer have school psychologists. This 
means there are children who, in the 
evening at home, see Dad hitting Mum 
and will integrate that into their 
behaviour in some way, or young girls 

who see Mum being hit and will also 
integrate that into their behaviour in 
some way, and no help will be given to 
them. This is one of many issues that a 
working-class government could take 
up, in my opinion. Setting up 
commissions or structures could be 
useful for discussing and building a 
party that will respond to those issues. 
 

A female audience member: I have two 
comments. Firstly, regarding women 
who are awarded medals for 
reproduction. If women are treated like 
hens that are good layers, why don’t 
they receive a wage, because it is a job 
as such. Secondly, when a women’s role 
is regarded as being at home, cooking 
and taking care of the kids, why doesn’t 
she also receive a wage? Women 
should be living their lives, not stuck at 
home. 
 

A female audience member: The issue 
that has just been raised often comes 
up. Personally, I’m not in favour of 
homemakers being given a wage, 
because that means integrating the 
model as a standard, saying that since 
women are made to bear children, they 
will be restricted to that role. All abuse 
will therefore be allowed. The situation 
of homemakers is a real issue. 
[Gender Equality Secretary] Marlene 
Schiappa talks about medical abuses 
within the framework of pregnancies. 
Women’s bodies are regarded as 
objects by capitalism (not by men, 
because I don’t think that this is only an 
issue about men).  
The health scandals at the medical level 
affect women first and foremost, their 
progeny, their uterus.  
In India, for example, the best means of 
contraception promoted by the State is 
to sterilise women, not to sterilise men. 
I wouldn’t be in favour of male 
sterilisation either, but this is always the 
response given, including – consciously 
or unconsciously – by the medical 
profession. 
In France, when you’re pregnant, yes, 
there are gynaecological abuses. And 
instead of providing funding to improve 
care, the government is shutting down 
maternity units, drastically reducing 
women’s pensions and not increasing 
their wages, and its only response is the 
gender parity law. 
I heard a Communist Party local 
councillor praise the benefits of gender 
parity on the radio. To be satisfied with 
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such a law means we have reached the 
stage of stigmatising what women are, 
and internalizing pretty huge misogyny, 
because that can only have adverse 
effects. 
I think there is a whole bunch of 
avenues that we can work on regarding 
violence towards women. 
 

A male audience member: One issue 
that was not addressed sufficiently in 
the local elections campaign is the 
creche issue. Municipal creches have 
been privatised in very many towns and 
cities, and some have been 
transformed. In my commune, the 
municipal creche is no longer a fully-
fledged means of child care; rather, it is 
composed of a large number of 
childminders spread around the 
housing estates, women who are shut 
away in their own homes, watching 
over kids. This is a step backwards for 
women. 
There is also a lack of creches. 
Childminders cost more than municipal 
creches. It would be worth pushing 
further with the demand for setting up 
municipal creches for child care. Also, to 
train male childminders as well as 
female ones. 
 

A male audience member: An issue is 
emerging today, the resurgence of all 
the religious fundamentalisms that put 
pressure on society. The issues of 
maternity and respect for women are 
linked. 
 

Christel Keiser: There are many things I 
agree with. What Bruno said about 
complaints being filed without further 
investigation is classic. Studies that 
have been carried out have found that 
most of the time, women who die from 
being beaten by their partner have filed 
several complaints that were not 
followed up. This is why I insisted on the 
point about these women being 
accompanied by social workers. When 
they exist, the function of such 
associations is to accompany women in 
the police stations. Since they know the 
way things happen, they create 
pressure to ensure that not only the 
interview is conducted correctly, but 
also that the complaint is passed on to 
the public prosecutor’s office. From the 
point of view of justice, this is the only 
way for the case to proceed. 
I agree completely with Antoine. A 
magistrate in the Nord region worked 

on the issue of care for violent men and 
had put in place structures that enabled 
interesting results to be obtained. This 
is one possible avenue among others, 
although I think that the priority is to 
protect women from violent men.  
Regarding wages for “good laying 
hens”, we should ask supporters of 
Stalinism what they think about this, 
since they were the ones who 
introduced the medals. Introducing a 
wage for women who procreate for the 
nation, which was the objective, means 
establishing a system that perpetuates 
the fact that the woman stays at home. 
As soon as you give them a wage, there 
is no reason for social work to exist. 
That’s not a very good idea. 
We can all address the issue of 
municipal creches in our communes. 
When we were out canvassing 
yesterday, we found a father who had 
been refused creche places for his two 
young children. He was therefore 
forced to seek the help of a 
childminder. 
On that point, no, female childminders 
are not are shut away in their own 
homes. I am not against assigning that 
task to men. Let’s also be careful not to 
counterpose the two forms of 
childminding. Obviously, a creche offers 
certain advantages. But a private creche 
doesn’t offer the same advantages as a 
public creche. This is the case in 
Montreuil. The two most recent creches 
were built and are managed under a 
“delegation of public service”, which is 
a polite way of referring to 
privatisation.  
The Family Benefits Fund (CAF) 
acknowledges the fact that the same 
qualifications don’t apply for staff 
members, there isn’t the same ratio of 
staff to children, and there is a 
difference in the fees charged; they 
therefore recognise that there is a 
difference between public creches and 
private creches. I am in favour of 
fighting in the communes for enough 
creche places to be created to meet 
parents’ needs.  
As for religious fundamentalism, I 
would start by talking about the 
government’s violence. It is this 
government that is preventing women 
from having access to crèche places; it 
is this government that is preventing 
women from giving birth in decent 
conditions; it is this government that is 
preventing women from having 

recourse to abortion centres. Let’s 
begin to take action where we have the 
ability to take action. 
 

A male audience member: I’d like to 
come back to the factory committee 
that banned swearing and vulgar 
language. This echoes what is 
happening today among students, 
when people talk about “safe spaces” 
where words that reflect sexism or 
homophobia should be banned. I think 
that we should be at the forefront of all 
that inside the party. 
 

A female audience member: I attended 
some feminist groups, and they talked 
to me about social class regarding 
women. I would like to know what the 
party’s position is, because I think that 
there is a world of difference between a 
financier’s wife and a woman worker. 
They don’t share the same lived 
experience, they don’t have to fight for 
the same things. We’re talking about 
women here, but which women? 
 

A female audience member: I would 
like to know what is meant by 
“women”. There may well be a differ-
rence between a woman married to a 
banker and a female worker. That 
would be a difference of money. 
However, I think that we are addressing 
all women. It may be that all women 
face the same problems regarding their 
freedom. But I can understand that 
money makes life easier.  
 

A male audience member: Someone 
said that there is a world of difference 
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between a worker’s wife and a boss’s 
wife. No, they can both be raped. 
 

Christel Keiser: It’s true that they can 
both be raped. But the issue raised by 
Bruno is that when they go to file a 
complaint, it will not be resolved in the 
same way for the workers’ wife as the 
boss’s wife.  
Feminist organisations tell us that 
women are a social class. No, they are 
not a social class, because a social class 
is defined by the relation of 
exploitation. There is the person who 
sells his or her labour, and the person 
who exploits labour-power. That is 
what your concluding comment 
suggests: a banker’s wife and a female 
worker don’t have the same interests. 

Of course, all women can face the same 
problems. For example, when there 
aren’t any abortion centres, there 
aren’t any for working-class women or 
any other women.  

But some women can pay for access to 
an abortion centre somewhere else – 
not working-class women. Some 
women do not have that right because 
they don’t have the financial means. 
Double exploitation mainly concerns 
working-class women and not 
bourgeois women. 
 

Daniel Gluckstein: Straight away, 
tempers start rising. The issue is fairly 
simple. In capitalist society, all women 
are oppressed as women, all women 
are in a relationship of submission to 
male domination, domination by 
society and their partner. Regarding 
working-class women, this is doubled 
by capitalist exploitation. A bourgeois 

woman can be beaten by her partner 
(that is oppression of women, just like 
for all other women). But the working-
class woman, as well as possibly being 
beaten up by her guy, is exploited 
throughout the day at the boss’s place. 
This double aspect reflects on 
everything. 
Of course, a democratic demand 
applies for all women. When the right 
to divorce doesn’t exist, it is forbidden 
to all women. If we demand the right to 
divorce, we demand it for all women. 
But working-class women are subjected 
to a double exploitation and a double 
oppression that is specific. This doesn’t 
prevent the party from supporting 
democratic demands that concern all 
women. When Christel raises the issue 
of the horror of domestic violence, 
there is no discrimination in relation to 
social background. 
As for us, we address issues from the 
angle of the relationship between the 
democratic demand that is common to 
all women and the social demand that 
is specific to working-class women. 
I’d like to say a word on the interesting 
question raised regarding “safe 
spaces”.  
I wasn’t aware of the existence of “safe 
spaces”. This raises a more general 
question. We fight for the emancipation 
of the working class, in other words for 
civilisation to really be civilisation. We 
are doing so in a situation where 
humankind is alienated. But we are not 
obliged to reproduce the most extreme 
forms of that alienation.  

The person who fights for the liberation 
of humankind will be all the better in 
that fight if they don’t reproduce the 
most extreme forms of individual 
alienation in their social behaviour. In a 
party like ours, every effort to express 
oneself correctly is strongly 
recommended. We are not an island of 
socialism, but there are things we do 
not tolerate, notably in relations 
between men and women. Any form of 
violence in the party is punishable by 
expulsion, especially any form of 
violence by men towards women. Any 
attempt at harassment is immediately 
punished. Once again, there is no island 
of socialism in capitalist society, but we 
can’t fight for the liberation of 
humankind and at the same time 
reproduce forms of relationship that so 
greatly run counter to that fight. There 
can be contradictions, like in any social 

group, but this isn’t a minor issue. We 
haven’t yet reached the stage where 
factory committees vote to ban bad 
language, but perhaps we’ll get there. 
There are plenty of other things that 
need to be banned. 
 

A female audience member: Feminism, 
which claims to champion women, 
champions them less than the fight for 
socialism. For example, we fought to 
get the separate qualification for 
medical gynecology reintroduced; 
700 medical gynecologists have been 
newly trained. In the beginning, when 
the specialisation in medical gynecology 
was abolished, 70 per cent of medical 
gynecologists were in Sector 1, but 
today, most of them are in Sector 2. (18) 
When we champion women’s rights, we 
prioritise the championing of working-
class women’s rights. Because under 
the current system, just as women can 
go to the UK for an abortion if they can 
afford it, they can choose to get a Sector 
2 consultation and pay 90 euros instead 
of 25 euros [the Sector 1 fee], but 
working-class women can’t do that. 
There is one thing we haven’t 
addressed, and that is the adding of a 
final “e” to a whole bunch of words 
[inclusive writing], which is presented 
as feminism. I wanted to make a general 
point about this and all the other 
“feminist” aspects, for example setting 
quotas for women, all those so-called 
measures for championing women that 
are phony and taken by the very same 
people who are trying to eliminate 
gynecology as a specialisation, who are 
shutting down most maternity units, 
and so on. 
As far as I’m concerned, the fight for 
feminism is intrinsically linked to the 
fight for socialism. 
 

A male audience member: I want to 
come back to an aspect which I think is 
general, but it’s not up to me to judge 
how the issues need to be handled. I 
have found that there is a thing I will call 
“inversions”. On the question that has 
been raised of paying wages to mothers 
(this was a proposed by Le Pen in 2012 
or 2017), this is a good idea only at first 
sight, but that doesn’t mean that there 
is no other choice. I’ve heard of a 
proposal for a public service for 
domestic work. I don’t know if that is 
worthwhile. Maybe it’s something we 
could explore. 
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On the question of fundamentalism. A 
guy who beats his wife and justifies it 
with religion, I’m not sure that if he 
becomes an atheist, he will suddenly 
stop beating her. He’ll find other 
reasons to do it. That’s not the issue. 
Religion is often the outer wrapper 
which reinforces something that 
already exists. 
Regarding “safe spaces” and inclusive 
writing, that’s often a way for people to 
portray themselves as a vanguard. But 
it’s very unclear, and that prevents 
people from going to the root of the 
problem by linking it to class 
exploitation and class oppression, as we 
are doing here. There is a confusion that 
is deliberately maintained. In the name 
of the “safe space”, in a general 
meeting at the high school where I was 
doing my Preparatory Class, one guy 
was accused of class contempt because 
he had taken someone else to task for 
having said that the pensions reform 
“would not affect us” (his mother was a 
notary public and his father a senior civil 
servant). That was in the name of 
“we’re all friends here, there is no 
division”. We can’t trust those things, 
which seem progressive but in fact are 
a way to blur the lines that exist. 
 

A male audience member: I’d like to 
come back to the question of the 
banker’s wife, who could be a female 
banker. I am a banker. I don’t think that 
women constitute a social class, 
otherwise we would have to say that 
men constitute a social class, which is 
not the case. But there are issues that 
are specific to women. These 
inequalities are also to be found in the 
upper classes of society. I work at the 
head office of a banking group, with 
very high wages and wage formations. 
However, there are a lot of inequalities 
between men and women who do the 
same work, starting with a 15 to 20 per 
cent pay gap, but above all in terms of 
career progression. Women don’t 
achieve the same positions as men. 
By talking about the banker’s wife, I am 
really illustrating society’s inequalities. I 
was part of the 10 per cent of the 
highest-paid French people, and my 
partner was one of the most poverty-
stricken, not even receiving Income 
Support or any grant. Just because 
someone is the partner of someone 
who is part of the upper class, that 
doesn’t mean that they aren’t affected 

by the problems that are typical of 
capitalism. On the other hand, women’s 
emancipation can only be achieved by 
the struggle of the working class, 
because the ones who are waging that 
struggle, the ones who will see that 
struggle through to the end, are the 
working class rather than women from 
the upper classes. 
My partner was seriously ill, suffering 
from a condition that is not recognised 
in France. She had to go abroad to 
receive treatment. That was possible 
because I had the financial means for it 
to happen. The problems of society and 
of funding healthcare are the result of 
capitalism, with all of today’s neoliberal 
policies. 
 

A female audience member: I’d like to 
ask a question about the women’s 
committees inside the POID and the 
TCI. I find this absurd: we share our daily 
life with men and we need to struggle 
alongside them. I’m Black, so am I going 
to ask for a committee for Black people 
as well? I’m gay, so am I going to ask for 
a committee for gay people? There’s no 
end to this. 
 

Christel Keiser: First of all, to reply to 
the comrade who supposedly is a 
banker: No, you’re not a banker! Your 
boss is the banker, and you are a bank 
employee. Of course, you’re an 
executive. What you describe regarding 
pay inequalities between men and 
women is exactly the same – maybe at 
a higher level – as what is happening in 
other professional sectors. In your case, 
when all is said and done, you have a 
boss who exploits you, even if you don’t 
see that. 
Marie-Jo was right to raise the issue of 
medical gynecology and the fact that 
gynecologists are opting for Sector 2. 
Therefore, it is women with the most 
money who will be able to benefit from 
medical gynecology. Now, medical 
gynecology is what allows a certain 
number of medical conditions to be 
detected, notably forms of cancer.  
We shouldn’t be so clear-cut about 
inclusive writing. It doesn’t bother me, 
although you’re right, that isn’t what is 
going to resolve the issue, and 
meanwhile the government continues 
to take measures against women. 
I am in favour of women’s commissions 
inside the workers’ party, inside the 
revolutionary party. There are, of 
course, demands that are common to 

the whole of the working class, but 
there are demands that are specific to 
women. Every time women’s 
commissions have been set up, there 
has been real work relating to women, 
something that the party as such 
couldn’t do. It is rare to see a POID 
leaflet arguing for the creation of the 
creche places that are needed, and so 
on. Yes, there need to be specific bodies 
within the framework of the workers’ 
party, ones that pose the issue of 
specific women’s rights and the issue of 
defending them. 
 

Daniel Gluckstein: There is a line which, 
for us, cannot be crossed: recognition of 
the fact that there is specific oppression 
of women, and that this can only be 
resolved through the struggle of the 
whole of the working class. And that at 
the same time, this can and must call for 
specific slogans and specific initiatives.  
After that, it is all about how you put 
this into practice. There is not one single 
form. For example, in relation to the 
question regarding organisation, in the 
Fourth International, like in the POID, 
people are members of a TCI cell and a 
POID committee within which men and 
women are politically active together 
and on an equal basis. Otherwise, we 
would be dealing with a women’s party, 
and we would fall into 
communitarianism. Some organisations 
do that, but that isn’t the way we 
organise. 
But this does not contradict the fact 
that, in order to address women better 
and more effectively, there can be a 
women’s commission, but not 
necessarily composed solely of women. 
A commission that aims to make 
proposals to ensure that the party 
addresses women’s concerns in a more 
appropriate and more intelligent way, 
just as there can be commissions on 
other issues – I am in favour of that. 
We aren’t obliged to counterpose one 
thing to another. Let me take the 
example of inclusive writing. If the 
masculine form prevails over the 
feminine form in the French language, 
that is no accident, it is related to the 
patriarchal society. I think it is better to 
write in the same way, whether the 
masculine form prevails or the feminine 
form prevails. I find inclusive writing 
complicated. If there are people who 
think that’s fine, I’m not going to fight 
over it. But I’m not going to be fooled 
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into thinking that some people aren’t 
going to agree on its importance in 
order to avoid talking about something 
else. There are more important things 
we need to focus on. 
I’d like to come back to one point that 
had been raised: the relationship 
between religion and the oppression of 
women. Let’s not fall for a certain form 
of official propaganda. Islam is a religion 
that treats women like second class 
persons, certainly, but the Catholic 
religion or the Jewish religion are just as 
bad. All monotheistic religions reduce 
women to a role of submission to men. 
Is that by accident? Monotheism 
appeared at a precise point in the 
history of humankind. It appeared at a 
time when, since production allowed 
the development of commodities and 
the exchange of commodities, all men 
and all women were supposed to be 
equal, which resulted not in different 
gods, but in a single god. In other words, 
it was when the social surplus 
developed that monotheism appeared. 
That is precisely the point where we 
moved from a matriarchal society to a 
patriarchal society. Has the last aspect 
nothing to do with the first? 
Let’s pose the issue in another way. 
Monotheistic religions assign a 
subordinate role to women that is 
certain. But this is not the cause of the 
oppression of women, it is the 
reflection – in the domain of ideology – 
of a system that excludes women from 
every important role in society. 
Therefore, the issue is not the struggle 
against ideology but the struggle 
against the system of oppression. 
Otherwise, we would need to explain 
why monotheism appeared at the same 
time as the patriarchy. Look at the 
ancient myths. In their most primitive 
forms, the relationships between the 
gods and goddesses of the Greek 
pantheon weren’t based on the 
oppression of women by men. 
I’m sure that religions are a tool of 
oppression. But I live in an extremely 
diverse city, with housing estates. If 
creches hadn’t been shut down, if 
maternal and child health clinics, social 
services and schools hadn’t been shut 

down, if the fees and prices for 
children’s sports centres hadn’t been 
increased, then part of the population – 
women, men, children – would not turn 
to religion but to social and other 
activities. 
If you transform the country into a 
desert, you hand it over to people who 
will offer other solutions: you are 
unhappy on Earth, but one day you’ll be 
happy on high. Those responsible are 
neither the people who turn to religion, 
nor even partially religion itself. It is a 
State, it is a government that abandons 
the populations to their situation. The 
fight-back against the government and 
against that policy is on the agenda. 
Afterwards, men and women will 
indeed find the means to free 
themselves from all superstitions. 
 

Christel Keiser: To finish, here is an 
excerpt from the last part of the 
Transitional Programme: “All 
opportunist organisations by their very 
nature focus mainly on the upper layers 
of the working class, and therefore 
ignore both the youth and women 
workers. However, the epoch of 
decaying capitalism deals its heaviest 
blows to women, both as wage-earners 
and as homemakers. The sections of the 
Fourth International must seek support 
among the most oppressed layers of the 
working class, and therefore among the 
women workers. Here they will find 
inexhaustible sources of loyalty, 
selflessness and willingness to sacrifice. 
Down with bureaucratism and 
careerism! Make room for the youth! 
Make room for the woman worker! – 
these slogans are inscribed on the flag 
of the Fourth International.” 
Obviously, I invite you to join the 
Fourth International and its cells. 
 

_______________________ 
(1) The Napoleonic Code was the civil code 
established in France in 1804, replacing the 
previous patchwork of feudal laws with a 
body of clearly written and accessible law. 
(2) Translator’s note: Both quotes are from 
The Origin of the Family, Chapter 2 (“The 
Family”). The first reference is to The 
German Ideology, which was only published 
after Engels’ death. 

(3) Reiterated by Engels in “A Polish 
Proclamation” (June 1874). 
(4) Alexandra Kollontai, “The Woman 
Worker in Contemporary Society”, in Talk 
for the First All-Russian Women’s Congress, 
10-16 December 1908, published in St. 
Petersburg (Russia) in1909. 
(5) V I Lenin, “Speech at the First All-Russia 
Congress of Working Women”, 19 
November 1918. 
(6) Leon Trotsky, “From the Old Family to 
the New”, 13 July 1923. 
(7) V I Lenin, “A Great Beginning”, 28 June 
1919. 
(8) Trotsky, “From the Old Family to the 
New”. 
(9) Translator’s note: The 1923 Russian 
edition of the book included an edited 
transcript of discussions by a group of 25 
Moscow agitators and mass organisers, in 
response to questions drafted by Trotsky.  
This discussion features in French editions of 
the book, but, unfortunately, it has not been 
included in recent English editions. 
Therefore, the quotes that follow have been 
translated from the French version. 
(10) Leon Trotsky, The Revolution Betrayed, 
Chapter 7. 
(11) Ibid. 
(12) Ibid. 
(13) Ibid. 
(14) La Tribune des Travailleurs (Workers’ 
Tribune) is the weekly newspaper of the 
Democratic Independent Workers Party 
(POID), of which the Internationalist 
Communist Tendency (TCI), French section 
of the Fourth International, is a current. 
(15) Clara Zetkin, “Women, Marriage and 
Sex”, in Reminiscences of Lenin, January 
1924. 
(16) Translator’s note: Within the French 
governmental system, the commune is the 
local administrative unit with its own mayor, 
which can cover a small village or a large 
town or city. 
(17) A commune in the eastern suburbs of 
Paris. 
(18) Translator’s note: In France, medical 
consultation fees are payable by the patient 
and then partly reimbursable by the State 
under the Social Security system, at a pre-
set rate for each type of consultation. The 
tariff for medical fees comprises three 
Sectors: Sector 1 fees are set annually 
through national negotiation with doctors’ 
representative organisations; in Sector 2, 
clinicians are allowed to charge higher fees, 
within reason; Sector 3 has no fee limits (a 
very small percentage of clinicians are in 
Sector 3, and their patients have reduced  
reimbursements). 
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OUR HISTORY 
 
 

Pierre Lambert 
and the trade union question 
 

 

One hundred years ago, on 9 June 1920, our comrade Pierre 
Lambert was born (he died in January 2008). A labour activist 
and Trotskyist militant throughout his conscious life, he was 
one of the main leaders of our current, fighting for the 
reconstruction of the Fourth International, and then the 
architect of its reproclamation in 1993. To honour him, in this 
issue of The Internationale we are publishing excerpts from the 
book Itinéraires [Routes], published in France in 2002 (by 
Editions du Rocher, Paris), which took the form of interviews 
between comrades Pierre Lambert and Daniel Gluckstein. 
Taking into account the relevance today of the “trade union 
question”, at a time when the labour movement in every 
country – in forms which vary, of course – is facing both the 
destructive plans of the capitalist governments and attempts to 
integrate the trade unions into the state apparatus, we have 
chosen excerpts from the chapter devoted to the policy of the 
militant activists of the Fourth International regarding the trade 
unions. The Internationale’s editorial team was responsible for 
the edits and footnotes, except for the footnotes that are taken 
from Itinéraires (indicated as such).  

The editorial team 

n the course of its ages-old 
struggle in defence of its 
immediate interests (which are 

inseparable from achieving its historic 
objective: socialism), the working 
class has built organisations, parties 
and trade unions which regroup it in 
order to face the capitalist class.  
The existence of these organisations 
and the protection of their 
independence have together always 
been of major importance for 
Marxists. (...) There is absolutely no 
difference between a member of the 
Fourth International joining a trade 
union and a wage-earner of 
whichever other political tendency 
deciding to do likewise. It is a 
question, to use the classic 
formulation of confederated trade 
unionism in France, of grouping 
together with other wage-earners to 
ensure the “common defence of their 
material and moral interests”, 
“independently of the political, 
philosophical or religious opinions” of 
each one of them. 

Claiming the opposite would amount 
to saying that the trade union 
organisation belongs to such and such 
political current, to such and such 
political apparatus, which controls it. 
This concept exists: it is the notion of 
the trade union as the “transmission-
belt” of a political party. 

This notion has cost the labour move-
ment dearly. It is not shared by us. We 
situate ourselves resolutely within the 
tradition of the trade union move-
ment in our country, the tradition of 
regrouping workers in the trade un-
ion, whatever their political, philo-
sophical or religious opinions. There-
fore, there cannot be “entryism” by 
Trotskyist militant activists into the 
trade union organisations. 

I 
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Daniel Gluckstein: Your experience in 
the trade union movement began with 
building illegal trade unions under the 
Nazi occupation. It continued with the 
Liberation, a period of considerable 
developments in the trade union 
movement. But first of all, a definition: 
what does the trade union mean to a 
member of the Fourth International? 
 

Pierre Lambert: We need to start with a 
question that has always been 
complicated within the labour 
movement, the question of the 
relationship between trade union and 
party.  
Historically, this question has been 
dealt with (and resolved) in different 
ways by the labour movement in 
different countries. In Britain, it was the 
trade unions that set up the Labour 
Party. In Germany there is also an 
organic link between trade union and 
party, despite the fact that the 
relationship is not exactly the same as 
in Britain.  
In France, there is a particular tradition, 
that of trade union independence from 
political parties, as established in the 
Charter of Amiens (1). 
As for me, in the beginning, when I 
started to be active to help build the 
illegal trade unions – this was in the 
early 1940s, when I was around 20 
years old – I did not ask myself the 
question of the relationship between 
the political parties and the trade 
unions, as I was led to do later on the 
basis of experiences I lived through. (…) 
It was at that time, when with others I 
was getting down to building illegal 
trade unions, that I understood that a 
trade union, which brings the workers 
together whatever their political, 
philosophical or religious tendencies, 
cannot be identified with a political 
party. I began to understand that these 
are two different forms of organisation 
that the working class needs, just as it 
needs all of the forms of organisation 
and gains which constitute it as a class 
(collective bargaining agreements, the 
Social Security system, etc.) (…) 
As for me, I started work in a factory a 
few months after July 1940 (2), and 
there I learned what the class struggle 
really was, by helping – with others, you 
must always remember that – to 
gradually set up the illegal trade unions. 
More and more labour activists from all 

tendencies joined in the reconstitution 
of the organised class struggle.  
It was starting from the experiences I 
lived through, especially in the illegal 
trade unions and above all in the trade 
unions during 1945-6, that I considered 
that we needed to revise the position 
taken by the Communist International 
(the 21 Conditions) (3). In 1947, at the 
congress of the Trotskyist organisation 
in France, I proposed that the 
Conditions be revised: I proposed an 
amendment which was passed 
unanimously, replacing points 9 and 10 
of the 21 Conditions with the 
recognition in France of the respective 
independence of the political parties 
and the trade unions.  
 

Daniel Gluckstein: You refer to the 
experience of building the illegal trade 
unions and then the Liberation. How did 
that experience lead to the conclusion 
that two of the 21 Conditions on the 
relationship between parties and trade 
unions needed to be reconsidered? 
 

Pierre Lambert: I saw what the 
subordination of the CGT to the Stalinist 
apparatus really meant, and I 
understood how harmful it was.  

When I say Stalinist apparatus, we need 
to be clear: there were at that time (and 
there were more afterwards for a 
certain time) excellent Communist 
Party (CP) militants who thought that 
the prestige of the Red Army and the 
impact of the Russian Revolution 
justified a lot of things. In particular, it 
led them to agree to subordinate 
themselves to the Stalinist apparatus. 

As a member of the Fourth 
International, I disagreed with that. As a 
supporter of defending the social gains 
of October (we’ll come back to this 
later), I opposed the subordination of 
the class struggle to the Kremlin 
apparatus in any country; so, however 
much prestige was associated with 
October 1917, I could not agree with 
subordinating a trade union 
organisation to Stalin and the Stalinist 
bureaucracy.  

Besides, more generally, I did not think 
that the trade union movement should 
subordinate itself to any state, including 
the USSR. That’s why I couldn’t accept 
that situation. 
 

Daniel Gluckstein: Isn’t there a paradox 
here? You’ve explained that you 
became conscious of the harmful 

character of the policy of subordinating 
trade union organisations to the 
Stalinist apparatus, and at the very 
same time you yourself, who weren’t a 
member of the CP, were taking on 
responsibilities in trade union 
organisations that were reconstituting 
themselves underground. You were a 
Trotskyist militant activist, and we know 
what that meant at the time, especially 
to the Stalinist apparatus. And yet, in 
those circumstances, when Stalinism 
and the Vichy regime were co-
operating, it was possible for a 
Trotskyist militant activist to link up 
with activists from other currents or 
tendencies and take part in rebuilding 
the labour movement? 
 

Pierre Lambert: Once again, one can’t 
understand this if one doesn’t 
understand what differentiates a trade 
union from a party. As far as I was 
concerned, I thought that a trade union 
should bring the workers together, 
whatever their political, philosophical 
or religious tendencies. So there was no 
need for me to give the Stalinist 
apparatus an account of what I was 
doing politically. It was solely through 
the confidence placed in me by the 
workers that I acquired those 
responsibilities. I only had to give an 
account to the trade unionists who had 
elected me, whatever their political 
tendencies or opinions. 

Of course, the trade unions that were 
rebuilt underground were very largely 
dominated by the CP apparatus and 
members. However, there could be no 
question of my re-joining the CP several 
years after being expelled from the 
Communist Youth. My attitude was: 
there is no need to answer to the CP, it’s 
not my party. I don’t see why I should 
give an account to that party for the 
mandate entrusted to me by the 
workers within the trade union 
framework. And what was true for me 
was true for the other members of the 
Fourth International. It’s in this regard 
that the Trotskyists played an important 
role where they were, on the ground. 
(…) 

I was expelled in 1952. By the way, the 
CP leader who was General Secretary of 
the CGT Federation of Employees had 
to resort to using mandates supposedly 
signed by union members in order to 
achieve a “majority” in favour of my 
expulsion. 
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Daniel Gluckstein: What was the trade 
union reasoning that justified your 
expulsion from the CGT? 
 

Pierre Lambert: None whatsoever, 
except for the fact that I was a 
Trotskyist. This is why, after that, I 
asked to be readmitted every year. And 
every time, there was manoeuvring to 
stop it happening. But I am not blaming 
the grassroots CGT representatives who 
were CP members. Most of them – not 
all of them, obviously – thought they 
were defending “the party”. Besides, 
many of them were removed in the 
years that followed. 
 

Daniel Gluckstein: Labour activist, 
trade union activist, CGT member until 
1952, then you ask to be readmitted for 
several years. Finally, in the early 1960s 
you join Force Ouvriere (4). (...)  
From the 1960s onwards, you belonged 
to what was called a “class struggle 
minority” in CGT-Force Ouvriere, which 
was expressing disagreements with the 
reformist majority. In that “class 
struggle minority”, there were 
obviously not only Trotskyists, but also 
anarcho-syndicalists and various other 
elements. In 1969, things changed. At 
the Confederal Congress of CGT-Force 
Ouvriere, the “class struggle minority” 
activists finally found themselves in a 
united front on a joint resolution with 
the reformist majority. How do you 
explain that change? 
 

Pierre Lambert: We need to be precise 
about the terms we use. You could say 
that a trade union represents a 
permanent united front. In that sense, 
an agreement within the union 
between comrades who otherwise have 
different political or philosophical 
opinions can look similar to the kind of 
permanent united front that you are 
talking about. But there are, obviously, 
profound differences with a united 
front based on particular precise 
objectives. This is nothing new or 
special. What happened in 1969? 
One year previously, the general strike 
of May and June 1968 saw 10 million 
workers face up to the regime that had 
resulted from the 1958 coup d’état (5). 
In April 1969, de Gaulle provoked a 
referendum with the aim of 
supplementing the anti-democratic 
institutions that had been created in 
1958 with the introduction of a 

corporatist order (the association of 
labour with capital). (…) 
That referendum threatened an 
essential foundation of democracy: it 
proposed introducing institutions in 
which the trade union organisations 
would have to integrate with the state. 
This was a new rehash of corporatism, 
which had its day in the sun at the time 
of Vichy, Salazar and Franco. (6) 
As circumstances would have it, the 
National Confederal Congress of CGT-
Force Ouvriere was being held a few 
weeks before 27 April, the date set for 
the referendum. I was mandated by my 
trade union as a delegate to that 
Congress with other comrades. Our 
mandate was to ensure the 
condemnation of the referendum 
through which de Gaulle wanted to 
institutionalise the association of labour 
with capital. It was to explain that the 
trade unions needed to unite in the face 
of this corporatist danger. To allow the 
reader to better understand how things 
went, the simplest thing is to quote 
here some excerpts from the speech I 
gave to the CGT-FO’s 10th Confederal 
Congress, as reported in the minutes 
taken in shorthand during the Congress 
itself, and then published by the 
Confederal Bureau of CGT-Force 
Ouvriere. 
“Comrades, when I heard comrade 
Bergeron’s (7) report this morning, I 
confess that I was waiting impatiently 
for the last part. 
I think the whole Congress can 
congratulate itself on the clear and 
precise position adopted by the 
Confederal Bureau through comrade 
Bergeron’s words, in effect saying no to 
corporatism, no to the referendum! 
(Applause) 
Comrades, today we are the first trade 
union organisation to hold its Congress 
around one month before the 
referendum, and I think that the 
position that we are going to take will 
be decisive: we are going to be, once 
again, the trade union organisation, the 
trade union federation that must open 
the only possible perspective for the 
working class: no to corporatism, no to 
the referendum, no to integrating the 
trade unions into the state! (Applause) 
Comrades, it is clear that a lot of 
problems have come up in the last three 
years. It would be improper for me to 
explain that the FO union branch for 
Social Security employees and 

managerial staff that I represent has 
always agreed with the Confederation’s 
orientation. We have had 
disagreements, and we still think now 
that, on a whole series of questions, we 
were right and the Confederal Bureau 
was wrong (…). (…) 
We think that a whole a range of bodies 
have nothing to do with us. However, 
we do make the distinction between 
those bodies which have nothing to do 
with us and those bodies where we 
should be present, both participatory 
bodies and attendance bodies, those 
within which the trade union movement 
freely defends the interests of the 
working class, without being tied to 
them in any way. But, comrades, those 
problems, as important as they are, will 
certainly continue to create 
disagreements between us, just as I 
consider that what we will continue to 
disagree over is the way in which the 
general strike of May-June 1968 ended. 
As far as I am concerned, I think that 
everything was possible in that general 
strike, that we could have obtained a 
whole series of guarantees for which 
today we are obliged to fight, and we 
will have to fight some more and fight 
hard against the government and the 
state; but I think that all of those 
disagreements, as important as they 
are, which should be debated, which are 
being debated, today are secondary 
when compared to the problem of 
fundamental agreement on our future, 
on the time and place where we are 
today, and on the future role of the 
trade union movement. 
What is at stake is the opportunity for 
the working class and for the youth to 
find an organisation that is capable of 
expressing the interests of the working 
class and the youth; what is at stake 
today is the fact that there are 100,000 
young people who have not been able to 
find a place in the CETs (8), and those 
young people need to have an 
organisation and to keep an 
organisation that can in fact impose the 
opportunity of those young people to 
find jobs; what is at stake is a trade 
union that is independent from the 
state, a trade union that is independent 
from the political parties; but a trade 
union that is independent from the state 
is precisely what the referendum means 
today. The corporatism that the 
referendum wants to impose means 
that we, a trade union, would be 
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sending representatives to make laws, 
in other words capital’s laws, laws 
which belong to the government and 
not to us, which cannot be our kind of 
laws. We would be obliged, under the 
authority of the prefect chief of police, 
to make laws and to have them 
respected. We would be reduced to an 
official trade union, like under Franco, 
we would be reduced to being like the 
so-called trade unions under the Labour 
Charter (9), we would be reduced to 
being auxiliaries of the police and the 
state. 
This is what is at stake on 27 April, and 
today, it is an honour to have heard the 
Confederation’s representative say: I 
condemn corporatism, I condemn the 
corporatist Senate, I condemn the 
corporative Regional Assembly. I 
condemn… and we have condemned 
with him, but that condemnation must 
be voiced publicly, because it is not a 
simple electoral affair, we are directly 
involved. Because it is the future of the 
trade unions, it is our trade union that is 
at stake, it is our union that they want 
to change, it is our union that they want 
to destroy, and I think that this 
Confederal Congress should say: we call 
for a “No” in the referendum in any 
possible case, whatever the 
circumstances. (Applause) 
Whatever the circumstances might be, 
tomorrow we will not agree, just as we 
did not agree in 1940, we will not agree 
to be corporative auxiliaries in the 
destruction of the trade unions, and, 
comrades, the significance of our 
adopting this position today goes far 
beyond the limits of our Confederation. 
The whole country, the whole of the 
working class, and all of the other trade 
union federations will be obliged to line 
up with the CGT-Force Ouvriere – and 
this is the significance of the debate and 
the vote, which is of prime importance 
over everything else, and which means 
that whatever our differences over this 
or that problem, however important it 
may be, for the time being those 
differences should take second place to 
the survival of a trade union movement 
which is independent from any state, 
any government and any party. 
(Applause)” 
Following that debate, there was – as 
there always is in trade union 
congresses – a Resolutions Commission, 
in which we jointly drafted a resolution. 
We looked for a compromise that 

would express a common position of 
the trade union organisation on this 
vital question, namely: either protect its 
independence, or integrate with the 
state institutions. In those conditions, 
the CGT-FO Confederal Congress 
passed a resolution calling for two 
“Noes” in the referendum: no to 
participating in any corporatist-style 
body, and no to the referendum! That 
resolution was presented unanimously 
to the Congress. At that moment, I was 
invited to speak, to explain the thinking 
of those, like me, who were part of the 
“class struggle minority” but who were 
voting with the Confederal (reformist) 
majority in favour of the resolution. (…) 
I repeat, if the framework for this book 
is essentially to describe our “route”, 
then truth be told, I must insist on the 
fact that this condemnation of the 
association of labour with capital, which 
resulted in making the corporatist 
threat withdraw, was the work of 
labour activists from all tendencies. 
Looking back over the years, if you trace 
the chronology, you’ll see that it was 
the call by CGT-Force Ouvriere for a 
“No” vote in de Gaulle’s referendum 
that led to similar positions being taken, 
especially by the CGT confederation. 
And in the final analysis, that’s what 
brought about the rejection of the 
referendum proposed by de Gaulle. 
After the vote on 27 April 1969, the 
“corporatist Senate” was not 
established. (…) 
As you can see, the attitude of the 
members of the Fourth International to 
the trade unions is neither a matter of 
circumstances nor the expression of a 
so-called “entryist” policy which, let us 
repeat, would make no sense in the 
matter. It is a question of principles. 
Political democracy rests on the 
recognition of the existence of social 
classes, which in particular takes the 
form of recognising the independence 
of the trade union organisations. Every 
threat to the independence of the trade 
union organisations is a threat to 
democracy. 
This issue is not new to the labour 
movement.  
At the big crisis moments, we have 
always seen two sides face up to each 
other within the trade union 
movement: those who considered 
integration to be inevitable, and those 
who, in all circumstances, regarded the 
independence of the trade union 

organisations to be a necessity above all 
others. (…) 
The debate just referred to regarding 
the 1969 referendum overlapped – in 
another form – the problem which the 
labour movement had already faced in 
1940. When the leadership of the CGT 
confederation decided to participate in 
establishing Petain’s Labour Charter, 
following the lead of CGT Confederal 
Secretary Belin, who became a Vichy 
government minister, there was at that 
time a handful of activists of all political 
tendencies who opposed that move, 
including the reformist Leon Jouhaux 
who rejected the integration into 
corporatism.  
 

_____________________ 
(1) Footnote from Itinéraires: The Charter of 
Amiens, adopted at the 1906 Congress of the 
old CGT, stipulates: “The Confederal Congress 
of Amiens reaffirms Article 2 of the CGT 
statutes, which says: “The CGT unites, 
regardless of political belief, all workers 
conscious of the struggle to be carried on for 
the disappearance of the wage system and the 
employing class.” The Congress believes that 
this declaration is a recognition of the class 
struggle which, in the economic realm, places 
the workers in revolt against all forms of 
capitalist exploitation and oppression, material 
and moral, carried out by the capitalist class 
against the working class. 
The Congress clarifies this theoretical 
affirmation by the following specific points: In 
its day-to-day demands, the union movement 
seeks the coordination of workers’ efforts, the 
increase of workers’ well-being through the 
achievement of immediate gains, such as the 
shortening of working hours, the raising of 
wages, etc. 
This effort, however, is only one side of the 
work of the union movement. It prepares for 
complete emancipation, which can be achieved 
only by expropriating the capitalist class. It 
advocates the general strike as a means of 
action to that end. It holds that the trade union, 
which today is an organisation of resistance, in 
the future will be an organisation for 
production and redistribution, the basis of 
social reorganisation. 
The Congress declares that this double task, the 
day-to-day task and that of the future, arises 
from the situation of the wage-earners, which 
weighs upon the working class and creates for 
all workers, regardless of their political or 
philosophical opinions or attachments, the 
duty to belong to their basic organisation, the 
trade union. 
Consequently, as far as individuals are 
concerned, the Congress affirms each union 
member’s complete liberty to participate, 
outside of his union grouping, in whatever 
forms of struggle correspond to his 
philosophical or political views. In return, it 
merely asks him not to introduce into the union 
the opinions he holds outside it. As for the 
organisations, the Congress declares that, 
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since economic action must be directed at the 
employers if the union movement is to attain 
its maximum effect, affiliated organisations 
should not concern themselves, as trade union 
groupings, with parties and sects which, 
outside and in parallel with the unions, may 
freely strive for social transformation.” 
(Congress resolution, 8-14 October 1906, 
passed by 830 votes in favour, 8 against, 1 
blank) 

(2) Translator’s note: Following the fall of 
France to the Nazis in June 1940, the Third 
Republic’s Popular Front government gave full 
powers to Marshall Petain on 10 July. Petain, 
one of France’s “heroic” generals of the First 
World War who had put down the soldiers’ 
mutinies in 1917, signed an armistice with Nazi 
Germany, pledging allegiance to Hitler, and 
formed an authoritarian government based in 
Vichy. France was divided in two, with a 
northern zone directly under Nazi control, and 
a so-called “free zone” in the south, 
administered by the Vichy government on 
behalf of the Nazis. The Vichy government 
stayed in place after the Nazis extended their 
occupation to the southern half of France in 
November 1942, and was finally ousted in 
August 1944. 

(3) Footnote from Itinéraires: At the Second 
Congress of the Communist International (July 
1920), a document was adopted that would 
pass into history under the title of “The 21 
Conditions” for the admission of political 
parties into the Communist International. In 
order for this document to be understood, it 
needs to be placed in its correct context.  
The young Communist International, 
constituted just after the Revolution of 
October 1917, witnessed an influx towards it 
not only of thousands of proletarians fired up 
with enthusiasm by the victory of the soviets in 
Russia, which was a promise of future 
revolutionary victories in other countries, but 
also of a whole series of organisations, parties 
and leaders, some of which were heavily 
impregnated with the vague or even social-

patriotic policy that had marked several of the 
currents within the old socialist parties and the 
trade union movement. The Second Congress 
of the Communist International therefore 
judged it necessary to summarise in a certain 
number of points the conditions which had to 
be fulfilled by a party before being admitted 
into the Communist International. Historical 
accuracy obliges us to say that this was more a 
document that reflected particular 
circumstances rather than a document with a 
definite political aim. A certain number of 
“conditions” evidently had a general scope, 
others were more specifically linked. But, as 
has happened more than once in history, the 
“provisional” lasted longer than intended and 
turned into something else. Stalinism quickly 
seized on the “21 Conditions” in order to 
definitively freeze in place those of the 
conditions which could serve to stabilise a 
bureaucratic layer leading the Communist 
International, and to turn them against the 
class struggle itself. Among those conditions, 
Nos.9 and 10 deal with the relations between 
the Communist International and the trade 
unions. Although the subordination of the 
trade union to the party was not explicitly 
formulated, the content of these two 
conditions lead to it very logically. Condition 
no.9 stipulates that it is necessary to “win the 
trades unions etc. for the cause of communism 
by incessant and persistent work”. Condition 
No.10 urges a fight to be waged everywhere 
for a break with the trade union International 
founded in Amsterdam [in July 1919], in order 
to get the trade unions to join “the 
International Association of Red Trades Unions 
affiliated to the Communist International”. 
These formulations were aimed at allowing for 
a demarcation line to be drawn between 
themselves and a trade union movement led 
by those who in August 1914 had dragged the 
trade unions into the Sacred Union with the 
pro-war governments (with the exception of a 
few minorities like the one led by Pierre 
Monatte in France within the CGT). It is 
nevertheless true that the formulation of these 

conditions posed as a principle for aligning the 
trade unions with the party, with all the 
negative consequences which flowed from it. It 
was these conditions, devoted to trade 
unionism, which the Trotskyist militant 
activists had put into question immediately 
following the Second World War. 

(4) In 1947, in the context of the Cold War, a 
proportion of the (reformist and anarcho-
syndicalist) cadres of the CGT, the historic 
trade union confederation of the working 
class, rejected the influence of the Stalinist 
party over the union confederation and 
founded the CGT-Force Ouvriere union 
confederation. Today in France, the CGT and 
CGT-Force Ouvriere represent the two 
branches that emerged from the “old CGT”, 
founded in 1895. 

(5) Bogged down in its dirty colonial war in 
Algeria, the bourgeois parliamentary regime of 
the Fourth Republic was swept from power in 
1958 by the coup d’état led by General De 
Gaulle, who established a Bonapartist regime: 
the Fifth Republic. 

(6) In power in Portugal from 1932 to 1968, 
Salazar headed a corporatist dictatorial regime 
called the Estado Novo [New State], which was 
overthrown in April 1974 by the proletarian 
revolution. General Franco was the main 
organiser of the July 1936 military coup in the 
Spanish State. He established a bloody 
dictatorship that was also based on the 
corporatist doctrine. 

(7) André Bergeron (1922-2014), reformist 
leader of the CGT-FO from 1963 to 1989. 

(8) Translator’s note: CET (short for collège 
d’enseignement technique): technical school. 
(9) Under the Vichy regime, the Labour Charter 
(October 1941) introduced the association of 
labour with capital, denying the class struggle. 
It was drafted by Belin, the former Confederal 
Secretary of the CGT who had become one of 
Petain’s government ministers. Most of the 
Confederal Bureau of the CGT (which was 
dissolved in August 1940), including General 
Secretary Leon Jouhaux, had rejected it. 
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