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EDITORIAL NOTES  
 

 
Notes on the world situation following  
the US presidential election  
 
These notes were discussed and their general line was 
adopted on 18 February 2021 at a meeting of the Co-ordi-
nating Committee appointed by the Third International 
Conference of the Organising Committee for the Reconsti-
tution of the Fourth International (OCRFI) in November 
2020.  

 
he start of 2021 has been marked by not one, but by 
two major events in the United States. 
The first event was what happened on 6 January 

2021, i.e. what should really be called a “real fake” at-
tempted coup d’état. Fake, because not one significant sec-
tion of the US bourgeoisie had the slightest illusion that the 
assault on the Capitol would translate into a seizure of 
power. Quite simply because at that point, the main leaders 
of finance capital, the army and the state apparatus had 
taken a clear position before the election in favour of de-
fending a certain degree of stability of the institutions, 
which presupposed respect for the electoral process. This 
was the bourgeoisie’s choice, even though some sectors of 
the bourgeoisie were engaged in the “real fake” attempted 
coup d’Etat. 
Because there was also a “real” aspect to that attempt. Not 
in the sense of an attempt to seize power, but in the sense 
that the action carried out against the Capitol had a deeply-
rooted political significance beyond the election itself: the 
affirmation that a broad sector exists within the capitalist 
class and its state apparatus that lays claim loudly and 
clearly to its right to go as far as it sees fit in the long-term 
destabilisation of the traditional institutions of bourgeois 
rule. 
Because although no major sector of the bourgeoisie had 
opted for a fascist coup at that stage, this new situation – 
one in which the consensus on defending the institutions 
has been shattered – will continue. 
The second event, which is just as important as the first, is 
the Senate’s refusal on 13 February to proceed with 
Trump’s impeachment. This refusal is important, because 
strictly from the point of view of bourgeois institutional le-
gality, there was a need to vote to impeach. Now, a section 
of the same political apparatus which certainly supports 
Trump but which rejected the coup against the Capitol nev-
ertheless refused to support his impeachment. 
The explanation for this choice has to do first of all with one 
figure: 75 million voters voted for Trump. Those 75 million – 
or in any case a proportion of them – are not shocked to see 
Trump and his supporters play the card of permanently de-
stabilising the institutions, and even support that policy. 
Trump’s decision – at this stage – finally not to set up a new 
party because he thinks that this policy will be supported by 
the Republican Party, allows us to assess the depth of the 
phenomenon. 

From this point of view, the refusal to impeach Trump 
means that the US bourgeoisie is no longer able to impose 
consensual respect for the institutions on all of its compo-
nent sections. It is obliged to take into account what we 
must refer to as a situation of possible “dotted line civil 
war”, where it is henceforth established that a President of 
the United States can call for an assault on the Capitol, the 
assault takes place, people are killed…and the President is 
not made to answer for this in any way.  
There is no point of comparison in history of a situation 
where the institutions that have not been overthrown have 
at the same time been undermined from the inside by the 
very same people who are supposed to protect them. And 
this opens the door to all sorts of very dangerous adven-
tures. 
So, we need to take these two events into account in order 
to assess the world situation following the US presidential 
election. The destabilisation of the institutions of the 
world’s main capitalist power has become a long-term fact. 
We need to assess the consequences of these events both 
internationally and domestically in the United States. 
At the international level, the current moment needs to be 
regarded as part of the continuity of the last 80 years from 
the point of view of the world order. What is causing the 
crisis of US imperialism, and therefore what is causing the 
crisis we are witnessing today – which has in no way been 
resolved by Biden’s election – are the fundamental ele-
ments of the crisis of the capitalist system based on private 
ownership of the means of production.  
We have said it before, notably in the Alarm Manifesto 
adopted by the OCRFI’s Third International Conference, and 
we say it again: since the start of the pandemic, we have 
been seeing the mass destruction of the productive forces 
such as capitalism has never seen outside of periods of 
world war, which has officially resulted in an unprece-
dented situation of economic recession for all of the big 
capitalist powers throughout 2020 (a situation in which, in 
the UK for example, the collapse of gross domestic product 
(GDP) has been the biggest in an equivalent period since 
1709!). And at the same time, major sectors of the capitalist 
class have taken advantage of the situation to make huge 
profits while general impoverishment spreads more widely 
for the masses.  
Several commentators are comparing the current crisis with 
the crisis of 1929. The militant activists of the Fourth Inter-
national and the workers in general know that 1929 led to 
events of historic importance. It led to both Hitler’s victory 
and the crushing of the German working class in 1933, as a 
result of the criminal policy imposed by the Stalinist and so-
cial-democratic apparatuses. But 1929 also led to the prole-
tarian revolution in France and Spain in 1936, to the semi-
insurrectional strikes in Toledo and Minneapolis in the US, 
and many other events. 
From this point of view, if a comparison can be drawn, then 
it is to understand – within the limits of comparing it to 
1929 – that the current crisis will certainly put on the 
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agenda attempts to solve the crisis of the capitalist system 
through authoritarian coups d’état (in this sense, the as-
sault on the Capitol is an indicative element), but also at-
tempts to solve the crisis through proletarian revolutionary 
processes. 
In the past year, we have seen mobilisations by millions 
upon millions of people, from Algeria to Lebanon, from Bel-
arus to Thailand, and from Chile to the United States (with 
Black Lives Matter), to refer to just a few examples of pro-
cesses where the masses have risen up. 
Leading into the US presidential election, there were pow-
erful protests against the murder of Black people. Of 
course, Trump tried to respond to this in a typically fascistic 
way, encouraging the spread of the murder of Black people, 
including by the police. But the mobilisation by more than 
20 million Americans taking to the streets against “institu-
tional racism” did not make conditions ripe for a fascist op-
tion in the US. Despite being hampered by the apparatuses 
that lead the working-class organisations, the power of the 
mobilisation by Black people and the youth made that op-
tion totally adventurist.  
Hence finance capital’s decision to opt for Biden. But this 
choice involves imposing a Sacred Union (1). Biden’s elec-
tion only makes sense if it can rely on the working class and 
the labour movement being co-opted, therefore on the AFL-
CIO being co-opted.  
The “left” of the Democratic Party, the so-called “demo-
cratic socialists” (Democratic Socialists of America, or DSA) 
have an important role to play in this desire for co-optation; 
they need to contain any independent working-class move-
ment and bring it within the framework of Biden and the 
Democratic Party. And we should highlight the role of US 
ex-Trotskyists, who – just like the ex-Trotskyists in France – 
are playing the most reactionary of roles by giving their sup-
port to the “left” of the Democratic Party. 
As far as the new Biden administration and the Democrat 
“left” are concerned, the central slogan is: we need to con-
tain the movement of the working class. But the bourgeoi-
sie itself is not homogeneous. Congress’s inability to im-
peach Trump shows that one part of “national unity” is very 
fragile, centred on sectors of the Republican Party. Not to 
mention what Trump himself is going to do in relation to 
the elements of radicalisation of the right. 
At the international level, in these conditions Biden’s elec-
tion once again poses all of the problems of how imperial-
ism exercises its rule. Let us remember that the Yalta-Pots-
dam Agreements in 1945 opened up a period in which US 
imperialism was able to rely on the Kremlin bureaucracy in 
order to restabilise the world order. What was referred to 
at the time as the “counter-revolutionary unholy alliance” 
enabled the containment of the revolutionary processes for 
several decades.  
But this unholy alliance was undermined by a contradiction. 
The Stalinist bureaucracy had a genuine interest in what 
was referred to as “peaceful coexistence” with imperialism, 
insofar as it had abandoned any policy aimed at the expro-
priation of capital internationally. For its part, however, the 
capitalist system could not abandon the quest to open up 
new markets. Of course, in the interests of “world order” it 
could contain its own frenzy for winning new markets, but 
its own logic inevitably led it to seek to penetrate the 

USSR’s market, just as today it needs to penetrate China’s 
market. 
As long as the Kremlin bureaucracy was in place and the 
counter-revolutionary unholy alliance existed, it could con-
tain the revolutionary processes internationally – even if it 
could not prevent them from surging up – and even lead 
them to defeat or complete obliteration. In a country like 
France, the Kremlin bureaucracy had a major role in the res-
toration of the bourgeois state in 1945, in breaking the gen-
eral strike in 1968, and in the attempt to keep Giscard and 
the Fifth Republic in place in 1981. We could also mention 
the coup d’état in Indonesia and the role of the Stalinist bu-
reaucracy in helping it happen. And we could also refer to 
the crushing of the revolution in Greece after the Second 
World War, the simultaneous nature of the crushing of the 
Hungarian Revolution of the Councils and the imperialist in-
tervention in Suez in 1956, or Cuba’s role during the Soviet 
invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968...  
When the Soviet Union collapsed and disintegrated in 1991, 
the whole weight of the “world order” rested increasingly 
on the shoulders of US imperialism. This led to the unbri-
dled military interventions in Afghanistan, Iraq, etc. At the 
same time, it led to an agreement between US imperialism 
and the Chinese bureaucracy to enable the super-exploita-
tion of the Chinese proletariat in factories set up in China by 
the multinationals, allowing bigger margins of profit to be 
extracted. But the imperialist wars and interventions (in a 
situation where the sharing of the burden negotiated with 
the other imperialisms had its limits) that allowed the arms 
industry to achieve huge profits finally started to weigh too 
heavily. 
In 2016, the significance of Trump’s assumption of the pres-
idency under the slogan “America First” was the new ad-
ministration’s aim to solve the problems of US finance capi-
tal by ridding itself of the constraints of having to maintain 
the “world order” – insofar as this was possible. Up to a cer-
tain point, this worked, but on the condition of tearing the 
whole world apart. We have in mind Trump’s vacillations 
and U-turns: one day on the verge of launching a nuclear 
war against North Korea, the next day getting ready to pas-
sionately hug the North Korean leader, the day after that on 
the brink of war once again. We can remember Trump stat-
ing that he was going to extend the war in Afghanistan, 
then that he was pulling out of the country, then deciding 
after all to leave troops there, all of this in an attempt to ne-
gotiate an agreement with the Taliban; and so on. 
In this situation, one question stands out above all for US 
imperialism, under Biden as well as under Trump. We could 
formulate it as follows: US imperialism needs to focus its ef-
forts against China.  
We are no longer in the situation where the interests of US 
imperialism lay in using the Chinese bureaucracy to force 
the Chinese workers to be exploited, and where, in this 
way, the interests of the Chinese bureaucracy lay in using a 
certain room for manoeuvre, including from the point of 
view of China’s economic development. In any case, rela-
tions today are not the same as they were before. Why? Be-
cause the crisis of the world market is such that the prob-
lem posed today is no longer that the US multinationals 
should be able to flood the world market with products 
they have had produced at a low cost in China. The problem 



The Internationale no. 21 – February 2021 5 
 
today is that they need to take direct control of the Chinese 
market. This is the underlying logic of the policy of confron-
tation with China. All the more for the fact that a particular 
aspect of the current moment in the situation, after a year 
of the global pandemic, is that despite the counter-revolu-
tionary bureaucratic nature of the Chinese Communist 
Party and the State that run China, the Chinese economy is 
the only one to be officially declared “out of recession” in 
2020, the only one acknowledged by the imperialist “credit 
agencies” as having seen a growth in GDP. This situation is 
intolerable for imperialism. 
It is significant that having barely taken office, Biden is mak-
ing even more warlike comments on China than Trump 
made before him, is issuing more and more warnings, and is 
seeking to rally all of the forces of imperialism around this 
aggressive policy. Concessions can be made on this or that 
topic. But it is all about getting to the heart of the matter: 
today, capitalism’s crisis requires a general offensive against 
the working class globally, which includes the offensive 
against China as one component element of that general of-
fensive. This could lead US imperialism to de-escalate – or 
in any case to balance – other fronts it judges to be “sec-
ondary”. 
The problem facing humankind is this: if it really wanted to 
defend state ownership, the Chinese bureaucracy would 
have to call on the working class around the world. But on 
the contrary, in the eyes of the working class around the 
world, the Chinese bureaucracy is characterised by its policy 
of repression against the workers and the youth. Repression 
in Hong Kong, repression of independent trade unions, re-
pression directed against the whole of the Chinese working 
class. For the same reason, the bureaucracy will reject any 
call on the Chinese masses to defend the gains of the Chi-
nese Revolution. 
The Fourth International’s position is well-known. We are 
unconditionally against any imperialist war, and especially 
any war of aggression against China. But we affirm that de-
fending all of the gains made by the working class through 
struggle, including state ownership in China, is first and 
foremost the task of the working class itself. Whether we 
are talking about China, the United States or other coun-
tries, the key question is therefore the question of class in-
dependence. 
In this sense, from our point of view, the elements that re-
spond to this situation – however modestly – include the 
progress that has been made in the United States towards 
setting up independent working-class candidacies in elec-
tions, aimed at setting up a Labor Party and a Black workers’ 
party linked to building a Labor Party. We include in this 
perspective the progress – however modest – that has been 

made in the fight for workers’ parties in Germany and Italy, 
opening up an independent perspective for the working 
class. Also, the fight in France for an independent workers’ 
party, and the fight in China and other countries for inde-
pendent working-class organisations, because the experi-
ence of the working class teaches us that without a political 
party, the working class will not be able to fight to put an 
end to the system of exploitation and oppression. 
The situation is undeniably difficult, all the more for the fact 
that throughout the world, the workers are facing a policy 
being implemented by the apparatuses that lead the work-
ing-class organisations which to varying degrees is oriented 
towards a Sacred Union. The situation is also difficult be-
cause we are facing the consequences of the crisis of the 
Fourth International. And today we even see how the repre-
sentatives in Algeria of the revisionist centre are receiving 
the ambassadors of the main imperialist countries one after 
the other, for talks which they themselves describe as “fra-
ternal” and “friendly”.  We see how in the United States, 
they are giving their support to the “left” of the Democratic 
Party, and in France giving the same kind of support in 
other forms… 
But there is no other path forward than implementing the 
Programme of the Fourth International. 
This forms part of a broader movement through which, on 
every continent, the workers are seeking to advance on the 
path of reorganising the labour movement on the axis of 
class independence. This poses the problem of building po-
litical parties, of trade union independence. And to this end, 
the urgent task for the sections of the Fourth International 
is to help towards the regroupment of activists on the 
grounds of class independence, therefore to hold the World 
Conference Against War and Exploitation, For a Workers’ In-
ternational at the initiative of the International Workers’ 
Committee, and to give specific attention to the Interna-
tional Working Women’s Conference and the regroupment 
around the International Alliance of Youth for Socialism. 
This is why we offer these notes for consideration not only 
by the militant activists and sympathisers of the Fourth In-
ternational, but also by labour movement activists of all po-
litical origins who – like us – are waging the struggle for 
class independence and are seeking out the paths for help-
ing towards the reconstruction of an independent political 
representation of and for the working class. 
 
_________________________ 
(1) Translator’s note: The union sacrée or Sacred Union was a polit-
ical truce in France during the First World War, in which a signifi-
cant part of the socialist movement agreed not to oppose the go-
vernment or call any strike, in the name of patriotism.  
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We salute the uprising by the farmers 
and rural workers of India! 
 
 
The Organising Committee for 
the Reconstitution of the 
Fourth International (OCRFI) 
sends its fraternal greetings to 
the uprising by the farmers 
and rural workers in India, 
which for nearly 100 days has 
been defying the anti-farmer 
laws of the Modi government! 

 
he OCRFI salutes the immense 
solidarity of the workers, youth 
and the oppressed of India with 

the revolt by the farmers and rural 
workers, and the growing aspiration for 
unity between the urban workers, far-
mers, rural workers and youth against 
the reactionary government of Modi 
and its policies! At a time when 
throughout the world, the crisis of the 
capitalist system based on private own-
ership of the means of production, com-
bined with the disastrous management 
of the Covid-19 pandemic by every cap-
italist government, is resulting in the 
most brutal blows against the working 
class, farmers and rural workers, the re-
volt by the farmers and rural workers in 
India is showing the exploited and op-
pressed of the whole world that they 
have the possibility to reverse the 
course of events through their own mo-
bilisation and on their own demands.  
This is why urban workers, farmers, ru-
ral workers and youth all over the world 
cannot but express their solidarity with 
the struggle of the Indian farmers and 
rural workers, and their rejection of the 
repression being directed by the Modi 
government against the farmers and ru-
ral workers.  
Nothing justifies Modi’s laws, except 
for subordination to imperialism 

India’s farmers and rural workers are 
right to demand the repeal of the anti-

farmer laws of the reactionary govern-
ment of Narendra Modi and the BJP. 
They are right to contest these laws that 
undermine the MSP – the Minimum 
Support Price of purchase of their agri-
cultural production guaranteed by the 
State.  
Nothing justifies these laws except the 
subordination of the Modi government 
to the big agribusiness multinationals 
and imperialist institutions such as the 
World Trade Organisation (WTO), a tool 
for the diktat of imperialism, and espe-
cially US imperialism.  
Through its anti-farmer laws, the Modi 
government has once again revealed 
what it has been since 2014: the instru-
ment of the big foreign and Indian mul-
tinationals, the direct instrument of 
Washington (as it has shown in recent 
months, carrying out the orders of 
Trump and then Biden through its very 
many military acts of provocation 
against China), and the organiser of the 
worst expressions of reaction on all 
fronts. 
Just like it demonstrated at the end of 
2019, when it unleashed a brutal attack 
against Muslim Indian citizens, tram-
pling on the equality of citizens before 
the law, lashing out against the most 
basic freedoms and even challenging 

the very existence of India as it was con-
stituted at the time of independence. 
This anti-democratic offensive has trig-
gered powerful mobilisations against it 
by the youth, forming the vanguard of 
the struggle for democratic freedoms, 
and merging with the huge mobilisation 
by the workers against the laws aimed 
at eradicating every working-class gain 
regarding the right to work. 
This uprising of the labouring masses re-
sulted in the general strike on 26 No-
vember 2020, which brought together 
millions upon millions of urban workers 
in the informal and formal sectors in re-
sponse to the call by all of the trade un-
ion organisations. 
Following those mobilisations, the 
farmers and rural workers rose up 
against Modi’s anti-farmer laws. 
Through their actions, all of the coun-
try’s active forces, all the exploited and 
oppressed, have rejected Modi and his 
policies. 
The booklet published by the Research 
Unit for Political Economy, circulated by 
the labour activists of the Trade Union 
Solidarity Committee (TUSC) of Mumbai 
in December 2020, quite rightly empha-
sised that: “A country that does not en-
sure its food security will remain vulne-
rable to arm-twisting by imperialist  
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powers. (…) At a virtual WTO meeting 
on 25 May this year (2020), at the 
height of Covid crisis, food exporting 
countries criticised the new aid pack-
ages being provided to farmers by some 
governments in response to the crisis 
claiming they would “distort” global 
food trade.” 
They were perfectly right to point out 
that: “The above warnings are not spec-
ulation or scare-mongering. They are 
simply conclusions drawn from observa-
tion of the worldwide pattern of the im-
pact of liberalisation, privatisation and 
globalisation on agriculture. For exam-
ple, this is precisely the model imposed 
on Mexican agriculture since the 1990s, 
and more particularly since 1994 (the 
North American Free Trade Agreement 
– NAFTA).” 
Yes, it is the same policy that ravaged 
Mexican agriculture which Modi now 
wants to impose on India.  
For winning back national sovereignty 
By demanding the maintenance of the 
MSP, the return of State control over 
the trade in agricultural products in fa-
vour of the farmers, and therefore 
firmly demanding the outright repeal of 
Modi’s anti-farmer laws, the farmers 
and rural workers of India are fighting 
for winning back national sovereignty 
and for the nation’s food sovereignty, 
which is incompatible with the greed of 
the big multinationals.  
Beyond Modi’s anti-farmer laws, for 
which they are demanding repeal pure 
and simple, in many places the farmers 
and rural workers “face exploitation at 
the hands of moneylenders, fertiliser 
suppliers, traders and landlords (some-
times combined into a single person); in 
other places, exploitation as agricul-
tural labour; elsewhere, eviction by for-
est officials; or corruption by local au-
thorities in league with private inter-
ests. Others face the usurping of their 
common resources by private interests; 
or displacement by rapacious corporate 
projects; or the robbery of their water 
resources by one or other means, includ-
ing pollution. It is necessary to see the 
struggle at Delhi as part of this broad 
stream of struggle of India’s toiling 
peasantry, which has a great liberating 
potential for Indian society.” 
The mobilisation of the poorest and 
most oppressed layers of the peasantry 
for the repeal of the anti-farmer laws 
paves the way for the struggle to end 
the reign of the big landowners and 

usurers, for the agrarian reform that 
has always been denied to the farmers 
and rural workers of India since they 
freed themselves from the British colo-
nial yoke.  
Against division 
The Modi government has used the 
same acts of manipulation and provoca-
tion against the farmers and rural work-
ers that it is using against the urban 
workers and against the youth: the poi-
son of communalist, regionalist and re-
ligious division.  
But the farmers and rural workers have 
rejected division. They have rejected 
the provocations of the BJP and its 
henchmen accusing the Sikhs of separa-
tism. Like the youth, in 2019 the work-
ers and the vast majority of the popula-
tion rejected the laws discriminating 
against Muslims, reaffirming their com-
mitment to the principles of democracy 
and secularism.  
The Modi government has attempted to 
divide the farmers’ organisations, invit-
ing them to join its conciliation commis-
sion in an attempt to get their leaders – 
or some of them – to abandon the slo-
gan of “repeal”. But here again, the 
farmers and rural workers have 
thwarted all the manoeuvres. Gathered 
throughout the country in huge Maha 
Panchayats (1) that brought together 
hundreds of thousands of people, they 
have forced all of their organisations 
from the bottom to the top and from 
top to bottom to remain firmly united 
on the demand for repeal. And the few 
leaders who have ventured in another 
direction have so far been forced to give 
up.  
Nor have the farmers and rural workers 
given in when faced with the repression 
unleashed against them by the govern-
ment. Workers worldwide are joining 
them to demand: release all the detai-
nees! 
Like any mass mobilisation, the farmers’ 
uprising in India has set millions of men 
and women in motion. And women are 
often in the front line, once again veri-
fying the tendency that sees working 
women taking a leading role in the 
struggle against exploitation and op-
pression.  

For unity between the urban workers, 
farmers and rural workers 

“The struggle of the farmers and rural 
workers of India is the struggle of all the 
workers” has been heard for nearly 100 

days now, while the slogan, “Kisan Maz-
door Ekta Zindabad!” (Long live unity 
between farmers and workers!), has 
rung out in factories and offices. 
The urban workers, the youth and the 
oppressed masses face the same ene-
mies as the farmers and rural workers: 
imperialism and its institutions (WTO, 
IMF, World Bank), as well as its agent in 
India: the Modi government…but also 
all those who – before Modi – submit-
ted to the demands of imperialism, in-
cluding – as Indian labour activists point 
out – “left-wing” governments: 
“These Acts have not come out of the 
blue. Anyone who has tracked the pro-
gress of India’s so-called “reforms” in 
agriculture knows that these measures 
have been pushed by powerful interests 
for more than two decades; the “Tar-
geted Public Distribution System” intro-
duced by Chidambaram as Finance Mi-
nister of the United Front government in 
the late 1990s dealt the first hammer-
blow to the PDS (2). The Congress-led 
UPA (3) government also tried to subtly 
push the same agenda.” 
It is the same Modi government – at the 
beck and call of the multinationals – and 
its “Make in India” programme that has 
pushed through its anti-Labour Code 
laws, privatisation of State-owned en-
terprises and blows against the working 
class, all aimed at reducing the cost of 
labour! 
It is the same Modi government that – 
with the same contempt it has for far-
mers and rural workers – forced mil-
lions of starving migrant workers to 
leave the big cities in April 2020 under 
inhumane conditions, when the pan-
demic was at its peak.  
It is the same Modi government that 
has imposed a state of emergency in the 
state of Jammu and Kashmir, and is 
maintaining military tension with neigh-
bouring countries. It is the same Modi 
government that – subjecting to the 
WTO – has accepted the ban imposed 
on India by the US and European Union 
imperialists to freely produce the vac-
cines needed by the people to protect 
themselves from Covid-19.  
It is no coincidence that the general 
strike by 250 million proletarians on 26 
November 2020 – which on that day 
achieved unity between the main trade 
union confederations – included the de-
mand for repeal of the anti-farmer laws 
in the platform of emergency measures 
to safeguard workers.  
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“The labour movement, 
the trade unions  
have a major part to play” 
Since 26 November, throughout India, 
urban workers together with their trade 
union organisations have been taking 
more and more action at the local level 
in solidarity with the mobilisation by the 
farmers and rural workers. At the grass-
roots, there is complete unity between 
urban worker, farmers and rural work-
ers. As far as all urban workers are con-
cerned, the struggle of the farmers and 
rural workers is their struggle.  
But isn’t the question being posed that 
“at the top”, the leaders of the trade 
union confederations and political par-
ties claiming to defend the working 
class should call for action by the urban 
workers, alongside the farmers and ru-
ral workers, to put an end once and for 
all to the anti-farmer laws, and more 
generally to the reactionary policies of 
the government and the Modi govern-
ment itself?  
This is why the OCRFI shares the view-
point expressed by its supporters in In-
dia, on the eve of the mass demonstra-
tions by farmers and rural workers in 
New Delhi on 26 January (Republic 
Day), in their bulletin Spark: “The time 
has come to throw out the Government 
which is in the pockets of corporate 
houses, whose only motive is to make 
profits by looting the government and 
the people to become richer and richer.  
The first step on that way is the united 
struggle of the workers, farmers and 
youth to force the cancellation of the 
anti-farmer, anti-worker and anti-dem-
ocratic laws enacted by the Modi gov-
ernment. The labour movement, the 

trade unions have a major part to play 
in such a unified mobilisation and sup-
port the decision of the farmers to make 
26 January a high point nationally in 
their struggle.  
Capitalism is not in the interest of the 
masses. It only benefits a few rich. An 
end must be put to such an exploitative 
system. Socialism is best suited to India, 
where majority of the people are poor. 
We need a government which will look 
after the interests of the masses such as 
farmers, workers, migrant workers, 
poor people. The Modi Government is 
far from being such a government. We 
need to identify a party which repre-
sents an ideology which will benefit the 
masses and not a few rich people.” 
Against war and exploitation, for the 
Workers’ International 
The Organising Committee for the Re-
constitution of the Fourth International 
salutes the farmers and rural workers of 
India. It also salutes the thousands of 
trade union activists, political activists, 
and activists of the women’s and stu-
dents’ organisations of India, alongside 
whom we have been working these last 
30 years, in our joint fight against war 
and exploitation. 
It especially salutes the hundreds of ac-
tivists with whom we met in the World 
Conference Against War, Exploitation 
and Precarious Labour and For a Work-
ers’ International, in Mumbai in Novem-
ber 2016. We know how deeply you are 
committed to organising initiatives for 
unity between urban workers, farmers 
and rural workers, taking the initiative – 
notably in Mumbai – to organise urban 
workers’ rallies in solidarity with the 
farmers and rural workers, as well as 

trade union delegations to farmers’ ral-
lies, since you are fully aware that only 
unity between all the oppressed and 
the working class will make it possible 
to defeat Modi. 
We, OCRFI activists, will continue this 
joint fight against war and exploitation 
at your side, in particular by preparing 
with you the 2021 World Conference 
Against War and Exploitation in Paris, as 
well as the International Working 
Women’s International Conference 
which will take place just before it. 
We will continue the fraternal debate 
with you to identify the paths to an in-
dependent working-class agenda. We 
will continue to learn with you the les-
sons of the policy of subordination to 
multinational corporations which a 
number of parties claiming to act on be-
half of the working class have pursued, 
a subordination which in 2006-7 led the 
“left-wing” government of the state of 
West Bengal to expropriate farmers’ 
lands for the benefit of the capitalist 
Tata. And we are going to do this be-
cause – like you – we want to contribute 
towards the reconstitution of a genuine 
Workers’ International and genuine 
workers’ parties. 
Long live the uprising by the farmers 
and rural workers of India for the re-
peal of the anti-farmer laws! 
Kisan Mazdoor Ekta Zindabad! Long 
live unity between farmers and wor-
kers! 

18 February 2021 
 

________________ 
(1) Grand village council meetings. 
(2) Public Distribution System. 
(3) United Progressive Alliance. 
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The world crisis, US-China relations  
and the struggle of the Chinese proletariat 
 

 
By François Forgue 
 
The open crisis of the whole 
capitalist system – crisis in the 
global economy that is seeing 
all of the big imperialist pow-
ers ravaged by recession, but 
also crisis in the whole gamut 
of political relations in the in-
ternational class struggles – 
constitutes a new situation. 
The Organising Committee for 
the Reconstitution of the 
Fourth International (OCRFI) 
defined it in these terms from 
its very first phases, and ana-
lysed its developments 
in these terms in the  
Alarm Manifesto adopted  
by its last conference (1). 
 

ll international relations, all re-
lations between states, form 
part of this new situation. This 

applies to the relations between China 
and the imperialist powers, and first 
and foremost the main imperialist 
power: the United States. 
In this case, what is at stake is the future 
of a state that rests on a national econ-
omy based on the results of a social rev-
olution, which in 1949 resulted in a 
break with imperialist domination and 
the destruction of private ownership of 
the means of production in the main 
economic sectors. However, that revo-
lution did not result in the constitution 
of a workers’ republic, a Republic of 
Workers’ Councils; straight away, politi-
cal power was confiscated by a social 
layer that was outside of the control of 
working people: the bureaucracy that 
emerged from the apparatus of a Stalin-
ist party (2). The collectivisation of the 
big industrial means of production and 
the land – including in the form of these 

being taken into state control by a state 
that was strictly controlled by the bu-
reaucracy – lies at the root of China’s 
rapid economic growth, which is not 
comparable with the economic growth 
of any of the countries that gained their 
independence but maintained private 
ownership of the means of production, 
and turned an extremely backward 
country into one of the world’s big in-
dustrial powers with a proletariat com-
prising 400 million people today.  
A proletariat whose existence – includ-
ing its physical existence – depends on 
preserving the social basis on which it 
was formed. A proletariat whose strug-
gles against the bureaucratic govern-
ment and its arbitrary nature explains – 
despite all the blows delivered against it 
by the bureaucracy – the partial but es-
sential preservation of that basis inher-
ited from the Revolution. 
The way in which the Chinese economy 
– which, of course, cannot free itself 
from the global reality of which it is a 
part – has reacted to the sudden 
changes in the international situation 
comes from the state-controlled char-
acter of that economy. 

What impact will the developments in 
the global crisis – which is still in its early 
stages – have on China? On the rela-
tions between imperialism and the bu-
reaucracy, as well as on social and polit-
ical developments in China itself, i.e. 
above all on the struggle of the working 
class? 
These are the questions which this arti-
cle will begin to address in order to help 
towards an international discussion. 

The imperialist offensive against China 

Everyone accepts that the big capitalist 
powers, headed by the US, have un-
leashed a fierce offensive against China, 
especially in recent years. Trump’s re-
placement by Biden does not in any way 
mean that the imperialist offensive 
against China will diminish in intensity. 
Quite the opposite. 
In one of his first statements as US Pres-
ident (on 7 February), Joe Biden said 
that in relations between China and the 
US, henceforth “there’s going to be ex-
treme competition”, and at the same 
time he pointed out that as far as he 
was concerned, President Xi Jinping 
“doesn’t have a democratic, small D, 

A 
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bone in his body”. Since for Biden the 
word “democracy” means the clear-cut 
interests of US capitalism, this formula-
tion designates the Chinese regime as 
an enemy that must be defeated. More-
over, at the same time Secretary of 
State Antony Blinken echoed comments 
made by his predecessor Pompeo, ac-
cusing China of genocide and saying 
that the Chinese government would be 
held accountable for its attacks on in-
ternational law. At a time when US war-
ships are ramping up their presence and 
their interventions in the South China 
Sea, Biden has created a special team 
responsible for co-ordinating the “mili-
tary response to China”. 
Of course, all this is not entirely new. 
The impact of the world changes on pol-
icy regarding China is part of a continu-
ity whose roots lie in much earlier de-
velopments. 
In its 4 January 2020 issue, British finan-
cial weekly magazine The Economist 
published a chronicle of what it de-
scribed as “the planet’s biggest break-
up” between China and the US, explain-
ing that: “The roots of the superpower 
split go back 20 years. When China 
joined the World Trade Organisation in 
2001, reformers at home and friends 
abroad dreamed that it would liberalise 
its economy and, perhaps, its politics 
too, smoothing its integration into an 
American-led world order. That vision 
has died.” 
This is an acknowledgement of failure: 
imperialist policy was counting on the 
fact that its pressure – applied on the 
leading bureaucracy’s policy of “open-
ing up” – would give it full access to the 
Chinese market, thus breaking up state 
ownership. That pressure was not 
enough, whilst the financial crisis of 
2008 marked the dead-end in which the 
capitalist system of exploitation found 
itself globally; a dead-end that has been 
fully revealed today. It needed to move 
on to a new phase. In 2011, Hilary Clin-
ton, Obama’s Secretary of State, gave 
the assurance that the US’s return to 
the “Asia-Pacific” region would be long-
term. In 2017, Trump used a new for-
mulation, “Free and Open Indo-Pacific”, 
meaning that conditions needed to be 
imposed on China for imperialist con-
trol over the whole of Asia. 
So, there is a continuity between 
Obama’s policy and the policy of Trump 
and then Biden towards Asia, and spe-
cifically China. But Biden’s policy – like 

Trump’s in the last years of his term – is 
shifting in accordance with the new 
global state of play. 

The reality of relations 
between the US and China 

Very often, relations between the US 
and China are presented as a confronta-
tion aimed at “world supremacy” be-
tween two “superpowers” treated on a 
more or less equal basis. It is endlessly 
repeated that those relations will in 
themselves be a determining factor for 
the whole planet, and that what is in 
question today is the US’s “global lea-
dership”. The reality is quite different. 
Of course, China (1.4 billion human be-
ings in a single geographical continuity, 
subject to the authority of a single 
state!) constitutes a big power. Today, 
the growth of China’s national economy 
has made it the world’s second-biggest 
producer of goods after the US.  
But although this allows China to be de-
scribed as the world’s second-biggest 
power, it still lags far behind the biggest 
power. For example, it is said repeat-
edly that China’s military budget is the 
second-biggest in the world, second 
only to that of the US. It amounts to 
US$261 billion, but the US military 
budget amounts to US$732 billion. This 
qualitative gap applies in every domain, 
notably in the decisive area of labour 
productivity, which is five times higher 
in the US.  
Saying this does not ignore the huge 
transformation which China has under-
gone, but notes that describing China as 
a power which has the capacity to com-
pete with the US in every domain and is 
preparing to attack – a kind of new ver-
sion of the Yellow Peril – is nothing 
more than a pretext to cover for impe-
rialism’s aggressive policy. 
China’s position in international rela-
tions and the world economy has noth-
ing to do with the “Chinese miracle” 
which is constantly referred to, but with 
the long-term consequences of the Chi-
nese Revolution of 1949, despite the 
bureaucracy and despite imperialism’s 
crisis itself.  
The leading layer, the Chinese bureau-
cracy, has played – and is still playing – a 
stabilising role internationally that is es-
sential for imperialism.  
Within the march of the global eco-
nomy, dominated and structured on the 
basis of the capitalist system of exploi-
tation, the Chinese economy has helped 

to maintain the functioning of that 
global economy. The Chinese economy 
has become a supplier of large quanti-
ties of goods produced at low cost, in 
other words produced by a super-ex-
ploited fraction of the Chinese proletar-
iat whom the bureaucratic state made 
available to the multinationals.  
It is this relation which created a close 
interdependence between China and 
the US, without however destroying the 
foundation on which China’s national 
economy rests. Also, the basic antago-
nism between world imperialism and 
the very foundations of “Chinese 
power” survived, even when both sides 
were congratulating themselves over 
their “co-operation”, and trade rela-
tions between China and the capitalist 
powers were growing. Despite every-
thing, China remained a “bitter enemy”. 
Yves Le Drian, Minister for Foreign Af-
fairs in the Macron government, re-
ferred to this in his own way when he 
said in a recent interview that as far as 
the European Union is concerned, China 
was both a partner and a systemic rival. 
It is this type of relation which today is 
being put into question; as The Econo-
mist put it: “That vision has died”. In the 
current context, the will to survive of 
each imperialism, starting with the 
most powerful one, will be affirmed 
through the wish to protect by any 
means possible the positions it occu-
pies. This can only exacerbate inter-im-
perialists rivalries. But it will also bring 
with it increased violence in the attacks 
carried out in each country against the 
workers as well as all the peoples; and, 
in a very particular way, against any 
state which is not directly subservient 
to the world imperialist order as deter-
mined by US imperialism. There is al-
ready evidence of this in the initiatives 
taken against Iran, Venezuela, and, of 
course, China. But, let us repeat, the 
case of China is not identical to the oth-
ers, because what is at stake is every-
thing that remains today of the Chinese 
Revolution, and above all the existence 
of a Chinese proletariat created on the 
basis of state ownership, which today is 
more than 400 million strong.  
Aggressiveness towards China is inten-
sifying in every domain. The acts of mil-
itary provocation in the China Sea are 
accompanied by a vast offensive that 
has been launched by the US at the eco-
nomic level; the condemnations and 
hostility manifested at the diplomatic 
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level are a mark of the wish to isolate 
China. The acts of military provocation 
accompany these measures of encircle-
ment.  
Thus, armed clashes took place in June 
2020 between the Indian army and Chi-
nese troops in the high valleys of the 
Himalayas, resulting in at least 40 dead 
on the Chinese side and 20 victims 
among the Indian troops (3). This can-
not be explained by Trump’s particular 
aggressiveness or his personal style. It 
will not disappear simply because 
Trump was defeated in the election. 
The whole policy of US imperialism, the 
policy of both the Democratic Party and 
the Republican Party, is aimed at ramp-
ing up the pressure on China by every 
means. As one US academic wrote in Le 
Monde Diplomatique in June 2020: “The 
presidential election will be played out 
between two camps that each accuse 
the other being too soft on China.” 
During a whole period, the kind of rela-
tions established between imperialism 
and China was a safety-valve for imperi-
alism while also benefitting the bureau-
cracy, contributing to the stability of its 
rule but also allowing the whole of the 
Chinese economy to make progress 
– thanks to exports acting as a flywheel 
– and therefore allowing the Chinese 
proletariat to grow numerically. This 
growth was achieved in those contra-
dictory conditions, with the bureau-
cracy’s policy delivering a fraction of the 
proletariat up to super-exploitation by 
the foreign multinationals and working 
to divide the proletariat into “migrant” 
workers and the urban proletariat. But 
at the same time, the numerical in-
crease and growing concentration of 
the proletariat led to a resurgence in la-
bour struggles and attempts by the 
workers to organise independently, de-
spite repression by the bureaucracy. 
The consequences of the turning-point 
in the world situation are occurring 
within this whole range of contradic-
tions. 
This is the context in which we need to 
understand the significance of the re-
pression directed at Hong Kong by the 
Beijing government. On 6 January 2021, 
officials of Hong Kong’s independent 
trade union organisation, the HKCTU 
(4), was targeted in a round-up of activ-
ists whose only “crime” announced by 
the authorities was to have taken part 
in an election campaign that was per-

fectly legal – including from the Chi-
nese authorities’ point of view. Of 
course, this policing onslaught against 
labour activists in Hong Kong is aimed at 
“ensuring order” in Hong Kong itself. 
This attempt to decapitate the trade un-
ion organisation comes at the very time 
when the big capitalist bosses in Hong 
Kong are using the pandemic as a pre-
text for carrying out massive job-cuts – 
as is the case with Cathay Airlines, 
whose management have even decided 
to no longer recognise the union. This is 
one way of reassuring the multination-
als which operate in Hong Kong: the 
province’s special status of “one coun-
try, two systems” must continue to be 
applied wherever this affects capitalist 
profit, and the limited rights enjoyed by 
the labour movement in Hong Kong 
must disappear. 
But beyond this particular aspect, the 
anti-trade union repression in Hong 
Kong is a dire warning addressed to the 
whole of the Chinese working class. At a 
time when the consequences of the 
world situation and the imperialist of-
fensive are increasingly brutal for the 
Chinese working class as a whole, the 
bureaucracy deems it indispensable to 
signal to all Chinese workers that no in-
dependent expression of their interests 
will be tolerated, even though the 
measures it is taking may facilitate the 
manoeuvres by imperialism.  
The bureaucracy is acting in this way at 
a time when, despite the consequences 
of the pandemic and the health 
measures and despite the unemploy-
ment, strike movements have taken 
place in some education sectors (re-
garding unpaid wages) and among the 
mass of workers in insecure employ-
ment (in particular, delivery workers, 
etc.). This demonstrates that “beneath 
the calm surface, the sea is seething”, as 
one Chinese activist has put it. 

Everyone is scared  
of the Chinese proletariat… 

The bureaucratic regime’s biggest fear 
is that the huge proletarian masses will 
start a movement, finding allies among 
the poor farmers and rural workers – of 
whom the regime boasts that it has 
“pulled them out of poverty”, when 
their monthly income is less than the 
equivalent of 50 euros or US$60 (5) – as 
well as the millions of people classified 
as “self-employed” when in fact they 

are trapped in the insecure work mar-
ket. World imperialism also fears such a 
movement. Thus, on 21 September 
2020 the Financial Times published an 
article by an economist from Singapore 
entitled “The west should heed Napo-
leon’s advice and let China sleep”. In this 
article, the author explained that for 
the Chinese, the fall of the USSR meant 
“that a weak central government will 
result in massive chaos and suffering for 
the Chinese people. For evidence, they 
look to 4,000 years of Chinese history 
and, particularly, the so-called “century 
of humiliation” China suffered from 
1842 to 1949. (…) A stable, predictable 
China, even as it becomes more asser-
tive, is preferable to the alternative. (…) 
A democratic China would probably be 
even less patient in dealing with Hong 
Kong and Taiwan. (…) [T]here is a poten-
tial volcano of anti-western sentiment 
waiting to explode in China.  
Currently, the only political force strong 
enough to hold down these forces of 
Chinese nationalism is the Chinese Com-
munist party. (…) Western governments 
should learn to live and work with the 
Chinese leadership, instead of wishing 
for its transformation or early demise.” 
Using language which we would not 
use, what is being clearly stated here is 
the fear of a revolutionary uprising that 
would eliminate government by the bu-
reaucracy – and it is this fear that lies at 
the heart of the bureaucracy’s policy. 
And also has a bearing on the way im-
perialism is acting. 
For the ruling bureaucracy as a social 
layer (whatever internal contradictions 
may exist), the main enemy is the Chi-
nese working class. This is why the bu-
reaucracy cannot ensure that China is 
defended against imperialism.  

The struggle of the Chinese working 
class and the world unity  
of the class struggle 

China is often treated as a unique and 
exceptional phenomenon, basing the 
argument on the country’s vast size, the 
fact that it has the biggest population in 
the world, and all of the specific factors 
that have marked its history. 
The position of the Fourth International 
takes the world unity of the class strug-
gle as its starting-point: the Fourth In-
ternational has always refused to iso-
late the struggle of the Chinese working 
class – and therefore the 1949 Revolu- 
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tion – from the global march towards 
the proletarian revolution and from the 
world unity of the class struggle. Alt-
hough the Chinese Revolution in 1949 
was one of the major elements in the 
revolutionary wave that followed the 
end of the Second World War, at the 
same time it is that international revo-
lutionary wave which created the objec-
tive conditions for the Chinese Revolu-
tion. All of the developments in China 
after the 1949 Revolution flow from the 
activity of the Chinese working class, 
but within a given set of international 
conditions: the conditions resulting 
from the upsurge of the political revolu-
tion in the countries of Eastern Europe 
and in the USSR itself from 1953 on-
wards, the conditions resulting from the 
global struggles of the working class 
against imperialism that include the 
Sino-Soviet split from 1960 onwards, 
etc. The same applies today: the devel-
opments in China cannot be separated 
from the degree reached by global crisis 
of the capitalist system of exploitation. 
As far as the Fourth International is con-
cerned, as it said in the Alarm Manifesto 
adopted by the OCRFI’s Third Interna-
tional Conference: “The fate of the Chi-
nese people cannot be dissociated from 
the international class struggle. (…) The 
resistance of the Chinese working class 
puts the demand for democracy at its 
centre.  
This is why the Fourth International, 
which is unconditionally in favour of de-
fending state ownership in China, does 
not entrust any historical mission to the 
bureaucracy and considers that the sur-
est way to preserve the gains of the 
1949 Revolution is the struggle through 
which the Chinese working class in all its 
components seeks to impose its right to 
self-organisation, to build its independ-
ent organisations. It is on the grounds of 
its independence (including from the bu-
reaucratic state apparatus) that the Chi-
nese working class will preserve its 
gains.” 

The current phase 
of the imperialist offensive 

Diplomatic pressure, recourse to mili-
tary means and economic attacks (what 
is referred to as the “trade war” be-
tween the US and China) were already 
present before the current phase of the 
global crisis. But how is this offensive 
presenting itself today – and with what 
consequences? 

The current pandemic originally spread 
in China. This gave rise to a series of at-
tacks on the Chinese   government – not 
only by the Trump administration but 
also by representatives of the bourgeois 
order in every country (Macron, Mer-
kel, Johnson, etc.) – accusing China of a 
lack of transparency, a failure to pass on 
information and even (by the US gov-
ernment) of having knowingly provoked 
the spread of the virus around the 
world. 
In reality, although the Chinese bureau-
cracy did indeed try to deny the growth 
of the Covid-19 epidemic in China itself, 
to the point of using police repression 
against medical professionals who were 
raising the alarm, a wide range of scien-
tists acknowledge that once the bu-
reaucracy’s government recognised the 
gravity of the epidemic, it widely pro-
vided information on the epidemic’s de-
velopment. And the international com-
mission of enquiry that visited China re-
cently – surrounded by a lot of noise – 
did not challenge the government’s 
conclusions. The Chinese government 
was also attacked by those who were 
sure that its official death-toll was much 
lower than the real one. This was prob-
ably the case, but the undeniable fact 
remains (which is “awkward” for the big 
capitalist powers) that the Chinese au-
thorities were successful in using the re-
sources of a state-controlled economy 
to contain and limit the epidemic in a 
way that puts to shame the responses 
to the health crisis in the biggest capi-
talist powers.  
The death-toll in other countries has 
reached the hundreds of thousands 
(well over 2 million worldwide) com-
pared to China’s death-toll of tens of 
thousands (as announced by western 
sources) or only thousands (as the Chi-
nese authorities are saying). The bu-
reaucratic government has not only 
tried to deny the epidemic (using re-
pression and other means), today it is 
fiercely pursuing Chinese citizens who 
are giving out information on the situa-
tion during lockdown. Once again, this 
demonstrates its counter-revolutionary 
character which is in contradiction with 
the social gains that allowed it to curb 
the epidemic – without stamping it out. 
The strict lockdown that was imposed 
on the population in broad regions of 
China could not fail to adversely affect 
the economy. But what is happening to-
day in terms of a recovery? 

The situation of the Chinese economy, 
jobs and the crisis 
of the world economy 
How did the ruling bureaucracy react to 
the situation created by the pandemic 
and the global crisis? Responding to the 
economic challenges proved more diffi-
cult than curbing the pandemic. Of 
course, state control of the economy 
provided the means to quickly contain 
the epidemic – on a completely differ-
ent scale compared to countries where 
private ownership of the means of pro-
duction prevails – and the direct conse-
quences of the pandemic on the econ-
omy. This response meant that the pro-
duction of essential goods was main-
tained, and led to an undeniable recov-
ery. Nevertheless, the situation in China 
remains chaotic and contradictory.  
The first measures taken by the govern-
ment were announced during the final 
session of the National People's Con-
gress in July 2020. What is striking is the 
fact that no figures were given for these 
measures and no details were provided 
for the programmes which needed to 
be implemented; there was only the in-
sistence that jobs had to be saved 
above all. But the data, both at that 
time and in early 2021, are the vaguest 
precisely regarding employment. 
For the first time, therefore, the leader-
ship of the Chinese Communist Party 
(CCP) did not set target figures for eco-
nomic growth. This was an exception-
ally serious admission. It indicated that 
the bureaucracy as the country's lead-
ing caste was in disarray. It did not have 
– perhaps more than this – the means 
to protect itself from the global crisis 
through relative self-sufficiency. 
New measures were decided upon dur-
ing the fifth plenary session of the Cen-
tral Committee in October 2020. Hence-
forth, recovery and economic growth 
required a new model, the “double cir-
culation” strategy. This means that do-
mestic demand needs to be stimulated 
while maintaining the export sector and 
foreign investment. Of course, the Chi-
nese government has room for ma-
noeuvre in trying to achieve this, due to 
the fact that the state controls the 
economy. As we have already noted, 
this room for manoeuvre is one expres-
sion of the fact that China is the only big 
power whose economy has not gone 
into recession. But, as the Financial 
Times has pointed out (18 January 
2021), this bounce-back does not mask 
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other challenges. In the explanations 
they give for their policy, the Chinese 
leaders assure everyone that stimulat-
ing domestic demand will make China 
more attractive to foreign investment. 
In other words, it is therefore a question 
of making it even easier for foreign cap-
ital to penetrate the Chinese economy, 
and notably the financial sector. But re-
balancing the whole economy by in-
creasing consumption (through “do-
mestic demand”) requires an increase 
in purchasing power, therefore of 
wages, which in itself will reduce the ad-
vantage of goods produced in China. 
Whatever the bureaucracy may say, it 
cannot free itself from the constraints 
of a global market that is in the process 
of disintegrating. 
The Chinese stimulus plans are coming 
up against the limitation of an increase 
in production imposed by the very con-
ditions of the world market. This was 
expressed by a Chinese economist and 
professor at the China Europe Interna-
tional Business School, quoted in Le 
Monde Diplomatique, when he noted 
that during the financial collapse in 
2008 and the global economic crisis this 
triggered, the situation was different. In 
order to guarantee its profits at that 
time, imperialism needed the low-cost 
workforce in countries to which it had 
offshored production, especially China: 
“We are not capable of finishing the 
race on our own (…). It is only when the 
world economy returns to normal that 
the situation in China will return to nor-
mal.” And he exclaimed in anguish: 
“Where are the orders?” 
It is also because of this that effective 
indications on the extent of the recov-
ery, the proportion of workers who 
have not got their jobs back, and the un-
employment rate remain extremely lim-
ited, vague and contradictory. As Hong 

Kong’s daily newspaper the South China 
Morning Post put it: “China’s unemploy-
ment crisis mounts, but nobody knows 
the number of jobless.” This quote is 
from April 2020, but the situation is not 
any clearer today. What Philip S. Golub 
emphasised in Le Monde Diplomatique 
in June 2020 remains true: “the latest 
figures for urban unemployment (6.2 
percent of an economically active urban 
population of 440 million) do not in-
clude rural areas or reflect the huge 
numbers of internal migrants. Some es-
timates put unemployment at around 
205 million, or a quarter of the total ac-
tive population” (6). The different as-
sessments of the consequences of the 
pandemic revolve around this fig-
ure: around 200 million jobs lost. But 
how many have been recovered? 
On this point, the China Newsletter 
(No.538, 1 September 2020) explained 
once more that the bureaucracy is 
caught in a vice: “As far as the govern-
ment monopolised by the CCP is con-
cerned, on the one hand it needs to re-
sist the punitive measures of Washing-
ton and its allies, and on the other make 
sure that the workers do not threaten 
stability. On the one hand, open up the 
state enterprises and the markets that 
are reserved for them – the European 
Union Chamber of Commerce in China is 
complaining that “there are only 
crumbs left for us” – and on the other, 
prepare to confront the workers when 
the government – as it has announced it 
will – asks the state enterprises to ‘rid 
themselves of their social obligations, 
i.e. pensions, schools, hospitals and 
every other institution that is linked to 
those enterprises.” (7) 
The “Chinese economic miracle” has led 
to a growing and increasingly direct de-
pendence by the Chinese economy on 
the convulsions of the global capitalist 

economy. There is often reference to a 
fall in the share of China’s national in-
come represented by exports. But the 
export sector is an indispensable fly-
wheel in the functioning of the econ-
omy as a whole. The subsidiaries of the 
imperialist multinationals play a key 
role in this: they react in relation to 
their profits at the same time as serving 
as the main tool of capitalist penetra-
tion. Around 200 million jobs depend 
directly on exports. Chinese industry 
also needs imports. From whichever an-
gle one addresses the question, it is US 
imperialism that has the advantage in 
an arm-wrestle, an advantage that is 
growing even more in the current crisis. 
The American economist we have al-
ready quoted said in the same article: 
“Global demand for products made in 
China, or elsewhere, is unlikely to re-
cover in the short or medium term.” 
Given the kind of links the Chinese 
economy has with the world market, 
the global crisis in itself provides addi-
tional weapons to US imperialism. 
A report by the research provider Rho-
dium Group has concluded: “All labor  
indicators deteriorated (…). Migrant 
workers were hit harder than other 
groups. Price-adjusted migrant wages 
fell 12.3 percent in 1Q2020, while urban 
and rural workers’ wages fell at a slower 
pace.” (8) 
According to Rhodium, the actual (as 
opposed to official) unemployment rate 
in the first quarter of 2020 is probably 
higher than 20 percent of the active 
population. The report added that de-
spite the pandemic and worsening la-
bour market conditions, the govern-
ment spent only 1 percent more on so-
cial security and employment, com-
pared with the first three months of 
2019. 
Furthermore, a report in 2020 by 
France’s Treasury indicated that alt-
hough “China’s participation in globali-
sation” had increased spectacularly 
thanks to it joining the WTO, since then 
that participation has “gradually fallen 
back” because “the evolution of China’s 
role in world trade is the result of com-
petitive advantages which have gradu-
ally diminished, such as the low cost of 
labour.” In other words, what we have 
called “the rebirth of the Chinese labour 
movement” has resulted in a rise in 
wages that goes directly against the 
needs of the bureaucracy in its relations 
with imperialism. 
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Of course, the current global crisis also 
weighs heavily on the various imperial-
ist states, and therefore on the US itself. 
The situation holds enormous risks of 
destabilisation for the US. This does not 
reduce the sharpness of the confronta-
tion; on the contrary, it increases it: im-
perialism – starting with US imperialism 
– increasingly needs to open up a solu-
tion that is favourable to it, whatever 
the cost. This is being expressed at the 
military level, and also in relation to the 
alliances that are directly linked to the 
establishing of strategic superiority in 
Asia. The agreements with South Korea, 
the Philippines, and increasingly openly 
with Taiwan, just like the “reconcilia-
tion” with Modi’s India, have no other 
objective. 
This is also the meaning of what is re-
ferred to as the “trade war”.  
This term is sometimes used to present 
the current conflict as a rivalry, a vying 
for control of markets, for a reduction in 
trade deficits, and so on. In reality, it is 
not about this (heightened competition 
between two big capitalist states); it is  
about an effective wish to strangle the 
Chinese economy that rests on different 
social relations than those of the capi-
talist economies, and therefore rela-
tions which the overall needs of the im-
perialist system can no longer accom-
modate, as was previously the case. 
This is the framework for the so-called 
“decoupling” operations, which are 
marked both by threats (sometimes 
carried out) to break the supply chains 
set up with China and by the boycotting 
of Chinese products, as well as by the 
direct intervention of the US govern-
ment to ban China from obtaining the 
materials and equipment needed for 
basic branches of its economy to func-
tion. Obviously, this cannot happen 
without creating considerable compli-
cations for the capitalist economies 
themselves. The rhetoric about a “de-
coupling” between the US and Chinese 
economies is one thing, but the reality – 
as established in previous years as a 
very function of the quest for profit by 
the big imperialist powers – is some-
thing else altogether. 
This was recognised by US Senator 
Marco Rubio (Republican Party mem-
ber and unsuccessful candidate for the 
presidential nomination won by Trump) 
when he said in a TV interview: “This 
country made a decision about 30 years 
ago that the most efficient allocation of 

capital was to move many of the means 
of production to other countries. It was 
cheaper in China, but not just China (…). 
Well, now that vulnerability is being ex-
posed. (…) Sometimes, the most effi-
cient allocation of capital is against our 
national interest” (9).  
Several representatives of capital – and 
not only in the United States – have 
made similar remarks. These are one 
expression of the fact that although the 
growth of the deep crisis of the world 
capitalist system is making it difficult for 
the system to use the means it had em-
ployed to postpone the eruption of the 
crisis, which proved effective at the 
time, abandoning those means also pre-
sent risks.  
This applies to the area of relations with 
China, a country that plays a crucial role 
in the world’s chains of production. As 
the WTO emphasised in a report in 
2019, it has become “the world’s supply 
centre for value-added products”. For 
example, in the case of Apple products, 
which depend on supplies from sub-
contractors mainly based in Asia, with 
almost 40 percent of these coming from 
China. However, these contradictions, 
which continue to grow sharper, must 
not make us lose sight of the central axis 
of imperialism’s policy: make China 
yield, by any means. 
When we say “by any means”, this in-
cludes resorting to war. We will come 
back to this point later in this article. 
War is one of the possibilities included 
in the development of imperialism’s 
policy. Making China yield does not only 
mean forcing the bureaucracy to make 
further concessions. It means putting 
an end to state control of the economy; 
it means a direct threat to the inde-
pendence and unity of China, which 
were won by expelling imperialism and 
expropriating the Chinese capitalists.  
This is the framework within which the 
EU-China Comprehensive Agreement 
on Investment was agreed in principle 
on 30 December 2020, prompting Pres-
ident European Commission Ursula Van 
der Leyen to give the assurance that “it 
will provide unprecedented access to 
the Chinese market for European inves-
tors” (10). Of course, the speed with 
which the agreement was reached – af-
ter years of complicated negotiations – 
is an indication of the European imperi-
alisms’ wish to take advantage of the 
particular situation created by the US 
presidential election.  

This does not change the balance of 
forces between the imperialisms. In late 
November 2020, French newspaper Le 
Monde reported that the European Un-
ion had proposed to the US that they 
should face the Chinese challenge 
jointly, insisting on the fact that the “big 
democratic societies and the biggest 
market economies that are the United 
States and the European Union must re-
spond together to the strategic chal-
lenge represented by China.” Now, as 
far as Biden is concerned – just like 
Obama, and Trump in his own way – any 
alliance can only be based on the su-
premacy of the United States: the old 
European imperialisms will not escape 
this law. 

A “Sputnik moment”? 

An American columnist headed one of 
his recent articles: “Is the Pandemic 
China’s Sputnik Moment?” In it, he re-
calls that in 1957, sending a device into 
space put the Soviet Union ahead of the 
United States in a crucial technological 
area, and that this “changed not only 
the way the United States saw the So-
viet Union but also the way it under-
stood its own priorities”. Similarly, to-
day, the effectiveness which China dis-
played in preventing the spread of the 
epidemic on a catastrophic scale to the 
whole of the country means that “the 
view of China in the United States and 
the world will never be the same after 
this crisis as it was before.” (11)  
This comment is relevant, provided we 
look beyond the specific fact referred 
to. At a time when the crisis is hitting 
hard in all of the capitalist economies, 
China’s success in maintaining modest 
growth – even though this lags far be-
hind the results of previous years – and 
its announcement of forecasts of GDP 
growth of around 6 percent in 2021 are 
enough to justify saying that indeed 
“the view of China in the world will 
never be the same”. In other words, the 
expression used a few months ago by 
the European Union to describe China 
as both a partner and a systemic rival no 
longer corresponds to reality: China is 
above all an enemy against whom every 
means can be used, depending on the 
circumstances. This is the case even if 
the growth forecast for the Chinese 
economy will not be enough to guaran-
tee stability in employment and there-
fore to prevent an escalation of the 
masses’ anger against the bureaucracy.  
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This was the starting-point for Minxin 
Pei, a US economist of Chinese origin 
and a fervent advocate of privatisation 
in China, to explain in an article the 
need and also the opportunity for the 
US to put increasing pressure on China, 
in view of the latter’s economic weak-
nesses and the political factors that are 
undermining the power of the Chinese 
Communist Party. 
He said that “the diplomatic, economic, 
and military pressure that Washington 
can bring to bear on Beijing will place Xi 
and the Chinese Communist Party he 
leads under enormous strain. Indeed, a 
prolonged period of strategic confronta-
tion with the United States, such as the 
one China is currently experiencing, will 
create conditions that are conducive to 
dramatic changes.” (12)  
Henceforth, war – total war – is one of 
the concrete possibilities contained in 
US policy on China. This remains true af-
ter Biden succeeded Trump. 
From this point of view, the recent 
statements made by retired US General 
Jim Mattis (in an op-ed piece co-written 
with “defence” specialists) are enlight-
ening. General Mattis was Trump’s De-
fence Secretary from 2017 to 2019. He 
resigned when Trump decided to with-
draw US troops from Syria.  
General Mattis, who had been respon-
sible for US military operations in the 
Middle East and then Afghanistan, ex-
plained that “America first” must not 
mean “America alone”, and that there-
fore what is wrong with Trump’s policy 
was that it “is undermining the founda-
tions of an international order mani-
festly advantageous to US interests.” 
He went on to say that “the principal ex-
ternal threat the United States faces to-
day is an aggressive and revisionist 
China” and that in order to respond, 
there is a need to “buttress American 
military strength with enhanced civilian 
tools and a restored network of solid al-
liances”, including in the nuclear do-
main and the capacity to rapidly deploy 
military forces to a particular location. 
(13)  
Neither an enigma, nor a miracle 
The contradictory situation that exists 
today in China did not happen in a vac-
uum; it resulted from the international 
class struggle and the struggle of the 
Chinese working class against the bu-
reaucracy as part of that international 
class struggle.  

The current developments at the world 
level are closely linked to the whole po-
litical, social and economic history of 
China since 1949. The current situation 
therefore incorporates all of the strug-
gles of the working class that have 
marked the recent years. Just as the sit-
uation also incorporates the crises that 
have ravaged the bureaucracy.  
The “campaign against corruption” 
launched by Xi Jinping, which in two 
years has affected more than 2 million 
people including senior figures in the 
bureaucratic hierarchy, underlines the 
permanence of the system’s instability.  
In the recent period, purges on a mas-
sive scale have hit representatives of 
the layer of “Chinese big bourgeois”, 
thus reminding us that the bureaucracy 
depends above all on its power, and 
that this power is inextricably linked to 
the bureaucracy’s control of the state 
and therefore of state control of the 
economy – even though, in the final 
analysis, its overall policy can only open 
up the path to the restoration of capi-
talism. 
“Enigma” and “miracle” are words that 
are continuously used in reference to 
China. And yet, neither word reflects re-
ality. The role played by the Chinese 
economy – which is based on state own-
ership of the big means of production – 
in a global economy structured on the 
basis of capitalist relations, and there-
fore on private ownership of the means 
of production, has nothing to do with 
mysterious or incomprehensible fac-
tors.  
On the contrary, its role is explained by 
the decay of the global capitalist system 
and the factors feeding that decay, re-
sulting in that system’s need to ensure 
the co-operation of China’s leading bu-
reaucracy, as the latter has continued 
over decades to supply international 
capitalist exploiters with a low-cost 
workforce while preventing it from or-
ganising independently. Today, its role 
is also explained by imperialism’s ur-
gent need to change those relations. 
As we have seen, there is nothing “mi-
raculous” about the rapid growth of 
China’s GDP. There are the conse-
quences of the social revolution of 
1949, of the removal of imperialist 
domination, and with it, the elimination 
of private ownership of the means of 
production belonging to a Chinese 
bourgeoisie that was subordinated to 

imperialism, the destruction of the sys-
tem of big private land ownership, and 
a genuine agrarian revolution – all of 
which freed up productive capacity on a 
large scale. The rapid growth of China’s 
GDP in recent decades, driven by ex-
ports, rests on the preparatory founda-
tion of an industrial transformation that 
was only made possible by the state 
taking control of the means of produc-
tion and thus enabling the exponential 
growth of the main productive force, 
the proletariat. 
Before we conclude, we need to briefly 
revisit the 1949 Revolution and the 
struggles of the Chinese proletariat 
against the bureaucracy, a process 
which has been followed by the Fourth 
International notably in the documents 
to which we referred at the start of this 
article.  
The 1949 Revolution,  
a component part  
of the global revolutionary wave 
Within the context of the revolutionary 
vague that followed the Second World 
War, China was the scene of a far-reach-
ing social revolution. 
The social layer that is currently in 
power, the Chinese bureaucracy – a bu-
reaucracy that emerged from a Stalinist 
political party – found itself placed at 
the head of a revolution which in the 
first place took the form of a huge up-
rising by farmers and rural workers, 
subsequently joining up with the strug-
gle by the working class. Thus, unlike 
the Stalinist bureaucracy in the USSR, it 
did not achieve power by crushing the 
Chinese proletariat or by repressing the 
peasant masses. The CCP came to 
power by – in a manner of speaking – 
piggy-backing the revolutionary up-
surge by the Chinese masses in the 
countryside and also in the urban areas. 
In so doing, it broke in practice with its 
policy that was defined as “revolution in 
stages”, which meant keeping in place 
the reactionary regime of Chiang Kai-
shek until this was overthrown by the 
masses. What was stated in China in 
1949 was a concrete expression of the 
hypothesis put forward in the Transi-
tional Programme, which said that “the 
petty bourgeois parties, including the 
Stalinists, may go further than they 
themselves would like along the path of 
breaking with the bourgeoisie.” By pre-
venting any soviet-style representation, 
the CCP was able to confiscate political  
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power on the basis of the far-reaching 
social transformations won through the 
Revolution which, thanks to its content 
(expropriation of finance capital as well 
as foreign and national industrial capi-
tal, agrarian reform putting an end to 
the social and political existence of the 
big private landowners, achieving the 
country’s unity and independence 
against imperialism) is a proletarian rev-
olution in the true sense of the term. 
In this sense, even though the Chinese 
bureaucracy shares the counter-revolu-
tionary nature of the Stalinist bureau-
cracy of the USSR, it is not identifiable 
with the Stalinist bureaucracy. Its rela-
tions with the masses were – and still 
are to some extent – more complex. 
Indeed, in order to bring down the 
bourgeois nationalist Kuomintang re-
gime, it had to rely on the will of the 
masses to put an end to that regime, 
thus rejecting the instructions from 
Moscow and putting into question the 
agreement made at Yalta between im-
perialism and the Stalinist bureaucracy. 
Even during that period, marked by pro-
found revolutionary developments and 
intense mobilisation by the masses, the 
reactionary content of the monopoly on 
power held by the bureaucracy mani-
fested itself straight away by a ban on 
any form of any organised expression of 
democracy – and therefore of workers’ 
democracy. 
It was also expressed at the level of the 
Maoist bureaucracy’s international pol-
icy. As soon as a truce with imperialism 
was possible, immediately after the Ko-
rean War, the bureaucracy sought a sta-
tus quo with imperialism based on sac-
rificing the revolutionary struggle of the 
proletariats and peoples directly influ-
enced by the CCP (India, Indonesia, 
Bangladesh), offering imperialism a 
“Chinese-style peaceful co-existence” 
that would form the framework within 
which the whole of the bureaucracy’s 
foreign policy would operate. 

The fight of the Chinese proletariat 
against the bureaucracy, a component 
part of the international class struggles  
The resistance of the working class to 
the bureaucratic government mani-
fested itself as soon as that government 
came to power. The first years of the 
new CCP government were notably 
marked by the difficulty in guaranteeing 
control over the urban proletariat 

through the state’s grip on the appa-
ratus placed at the head of an exuber-
ant resurgence of the trade union 
movement – a resurgence that moved 
one historian to refer to it as the “Hun-
dred Flowers in the Factory”. The period 
1956-7 was marked by what is referred 
to as the “Hundred Flowers Campaign”, 
i.e. a period when the monopoly of 
power exercised by the bureaucracy 
was challenged, notably by the student 
youth seeking to link up with the work-
ing class (14). This was the moment 
when the student Lin Chi Lin, along with 
many others, counterposed “demo-
cratic socialism” to “feudal socialism”. 
The “Hundred Flowers Campaign” de-
veloped in relation to the political revo-
lutions in Eastern Europe.  
The subsequent repression did not 
erase the consequences of that move-
ment from the consciousness of thou-
sands upon thousands of young work-
ers and students. Unlike the Soviet Un-
ion, where the seizure of power by the 
bureaucracy was carried out via the al-
most total crushing of any opposition, 
and where the counter-revolutionary 
bureaucracy showed itself capable of 
banning any form of resistance organ-
ised within the working class, the conti-
nuity in China of opposition to the bu-
reaucracy would be maintained to a 
great extent, and traces of the big polit-
ical movements that marked each pe-
riod would be found in the events of the 
following period, in every phase of the 
bureaucracy’s crisis and the proletar-
iat’s confrontation with the bureau-
cracy. 
Ten years after the “Hundred Flowers” 
came the “Cultural Revolution”, which 
was triggered by the crisis inside the bu-
reaucracy and caused by China’s isola-
tion following its break with the Soviet 
Union. Very quickly, it saw the masses 
and the youth, as well as the working 
class to a large extent, begin to put for-
ward their own demands. This develop-
ment was unacceptable for all the frac-
tions of the bureaucracy, which closed 
ranks and crushed this movement by 
the youth and workers oriented to-
wards political revolution. Pierre Lam-
bert perfectly summarised this period 
when he said: “The youth were asked to 
flush out the bourgeois, and they found 
the bureaucrats.” (15) 
Although it remained largely controlled 
by various fractions of the bureaucracy,  

the “Cultural Revolution” constituted a 
genuine revolutionary explosion, and at 
the same time it highlighted the intrin-
sically counter-revolutionary nature of 
the bureaucracy as such and of all its 
fractions. What was to follow (in partic-
ular, from 1978 onwards: Deng’s re-
forms, the opening up of the economy, 
and increasing co-operation with impe-
rialism) underlined the reactionary 
“restorationist” character of the Chi-
nese bureaucracy as such, and was ac-
companied by wide repression against 
the workers and the youth. 
Of course, these developments were al-
ready contained in the preceding pe-
riod. But there are profound differences 
between what one could call “the Mao 
period” and what followed, even 
though there was no gap between 
them. 
The so-called “reforms” period widened 
to a new degree the gulf between the 
leading bureaucracy and its state insti-
tutions on one side and the proletariat 
and the great mass of the population on 
the other. The very relationship of the 
working class with state ownership 
changed, insofar as state enterprises 
largely stopped being providers of 
healthcare, education, housing and jobs 
for life to their employees, in order to 
ensure their “competitiveness” interna-
tionally. The whole range of events that 
occurred at that time were in contradic-
tion with the needs of the proletariat. 
They resulted in a headlong race for 
privileges and individual enrichment by 
any means, including corruption in the 
first instance. This period was marked 
by direct penetration by capital and for-
eign enterprises in China (initiated by 
the Special Economic Zones, or SEZs). 
Hundreds of thousands of Chinese 
workers – especially migrant workers – 
were directly exploited by big multina-
tional corporations that benefited from 
the police protection provided by the 
bureaucracy. The fact remains that 
these occurrences rested fundamen-
tally on the same social basis referred to 
as “Maoist austerity” and were located 
within the same political framework, 
that of the bureaucracy’s uncontrolled 
power. The reforms certainly resulted 
in a weakening of the sources of a 
planned economy, and to the general 
spread of corruption that had become a 
way of life for the bureaucracy, but it 
did not yet result – for the main part –  
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in the destruction of state ownership of 
the big means of production and the 
overall functioning of the command 
economy following the state’s instruc-
tions. Those instructions were not re-
placed by the fluctuations of the world 
economy and the quest for capitalist 
profit. This policy of so-called “opening 
up” led to the spread of capitalist rela-
tions which had never been completely 
eradicated in China. There then devel-
oped a whole layer of Chinese capitalist 
entrepreneurs, including “billionaires” 
who were often CCP members at the 
same time. The leading bureaucracy 
– the state – not only retained its pre-
eminence in the economy, but to some 
degree delegated a fraction of the econ-
omy to those capitalists while keeping 
control over the economy in their own 
hands. The repression that has not 
spared even the biggest of the “big 
bosses” ’illustrates this (16). 
From the point of view of the activity of 
the working class, this period led to the 
“Beijing Spring” of May-June 1989, i.e. 
the start of the workers’ revolution 
against the bureaucracy; the statement 
published by the Fourth International at 
that time was entitled “The political rev-
olution that is starting in China is a 
workers’ revolution”. The whole activity 
of the Fourth International was focused 
on the slogan “socialism is the workers”. 
The revolution that was starting was 
crushed using military repression. Polit-
ically, the vanguard that began to 
emerge showed itself incapable of 
opening up a clear perspective, insofar 
as it remained trapped within the at-
tempt to reform the bureaucracy.  
The events of 1989 marked a huge gulf, 
changing the relationship of the mass of 
the working population to every frac-
tion of the bureaucracy. At that time, 
the working people and youth were on 
one side, and the bureaucratic state and 
its military institution were on the 
other. 
In today’s struggles by the working 
class, the organised vanguard is neces-
sarily called upon to revive not only the 
revolutionary tradition of 1949, but also 
the lessons of the revolutionary upris-
ing of 1989 and all the struggles which 
marked the activity of the Chinese pro-
letariat over the last 70 years.  
In 2018, Hong Kong-based journalist 
Harvey Thomlinson wrote: “China is sea 
of labour unrest” (New York Times, 
2 April 2018). He wrote those lines at a 

time when a protest movement was be-
ing launched by tower crane operators 
in Changsha (Hunan province); the 
movement quickly spread to crane op-
erators in several other provinces. This 
was the first time in a long while that 
such a movement, which was launched 
independently of the official trade un-
ion organisation, had spread to a whole 
profession. And this was just one exam-
ple among many others. Over the last 
30 years, there has been a succession of 
movements for demands and strikes in 
the widest range of sectors, notably in 
the big enterprises belonging to multi-
nationals (such as Walmart or Honda), 
actions which have been met with sys-
tematic repression but which neverthe-
less have been marked by the workers’ 
wish to organise and by the election of 
workers’ delegates. These facts have 
been widely analysed in the brochure 
on “The rebirth of the Chinese labour 
movement” (17).  

The struggle of the Chinese working 
class against the bureaucracy  
and for workers’ democracy 

The question of democracy is a com-
mon thread running through every 
phase of the Chinese proletariat’s strug-
gle since 1949. In its broadest sense, de-
mocracy is the fact that the people de-
cide – in one form or another – all the 
questions that concern it. Now, the Chi-
nese working masses are precisely not 
called upon to take part in any decision, 
with all decisions being taken by the 
leading circles of the bureaucracy who 
control the state.  
For China’s working masses, democracy 
means ensuring their own control over 
their gains and deciding the orientation 
of the economy. It is a question of work-
ers’ democracy. 
In practice, faced with the monopoly of 
power exercised by the bureaucracy, 
the least demand comes up against the 
fact that the workers do not have the 
right to express their demands and en-
sure their satisfaction by organising in-
dependently. In this way, fighting for 
each demand poses as a basic necessity 
the opportunity to express it – there-
fore, poses the basic need for democ-
racy. 
The solution to all the democratic ques-
tions in China, including the questions 
that are linked to the existence of na-
tional minorities (18), can only be found 
by exercising workers’ democracy (by 

the working class itself controlling and 
managing the social gains made 
through its struggle), in other words by 
exercising soviet democracy (democ-
racy of the workers’ councils). 
But China has never known a demo-
cratic period – even a period of bour-
geois democracy. Of course, in Russia, 
the Revolution proceeded to dissolve 
the Constituent Assembly, but – self-ev-
idently – only after this had been 
elected. What are the forms of the dem-
ocratic demands inextricably linked to 
social demands which the Chinese pro-
letariat will formulate? In what combi-
nation? What demands which formally 
have to do with “bourgeois democ-
racy”, but which also have a social con-
tent, will be put forward in the course 
of the Chinese proletariat’s struggle? 
There is no obvious answer to these 
questions. There is a policy, the one 
aimed at establishing government by 
and for the working class which was 
posed practically by the 1949 Revolu-
tion. 
One can understand the complexity of 
these problems through the struggles of 
the Chinese working class since the turn 
to “reforms”. In 1978, resistance to the 
dictatorship of the bureaucracy – which 
was carrying out the turn that speeded 
up the march towards the restoration of 
capitalism, striking blows against the 
working class, notably by initiating the 
qualitative reduction of all the social 
benefits that were linked to working in 
state enterprises – also took the form of 
the demand for democracy (the “Wall 
of Democracy” movement). This is the 
starting-point that allows us to under-
stand the political and social content of 
the fight being waged in Hong Kong, 
which can only find a positive solution 
through united action by the whole of 
the Chinese working class. 
The crushing of the uprising of 1989 was 
a necessity for the bureaucracy, but 
also for imperialism, so that imperialism 
could continue with the penetration of 
capital in China as part of its move to-
wards the elimination of what remained 
of the gains of the Revolution. The 
crushing of the uprising was followed by 
a strengthening of the bureaucracy’s 
dictatorship at every level, and by a 
wide-ranging social offensive against 
the working class. This multiform offen-
sive was expressed through the elimina-
tion of a whole series of state enter-
prises, increased penetration of foreign 
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capital in China, and a reinforcement of 
an institutional division of the Chinese 
working class, notably through mass 
lay-offs, super-exploitation of the part 
of the Chinese proletariat (especially 
migrant workers) offered up to the mul-
tinationals, and the dismantling of the 
matrix of job-grades in state enter-
prises. However, this offensive did not 
make the working class disappear as the 
main social force opposing the bureau-
cracy, and it did not succeed in putting 
an end to the working class’s struggles. 
In these difficult conditions, the Chinese 
working class resisted. It fought back, 
resulting in what we have called 
“the rebirth of the Chinese labour 
movement”. This represents a link in 
the chain that is leading to the Chinese 
working class regaining control over its 
gains and ousting the bureaucracy from 
power – which Marxists define as “po-
litical revolution”. 

What is “political revolution”?  

Taken overall, the current events both 
internationally and in China itself pro-
vide more clearly than ever an outline 
of the alternative that is posed as a re-
sult of all of the preceding history: ei-
ther the bureaucracy – whatever the 
contradictions in its ranks – responds to 
the imperialist offensive by maintaining 
its dictatorship and preventing the 
masses from applying their capabilities 
by means of workers’ democracy, thus 
directly opening the door to the re-es-
tablishment of capitalist domination in 
China, with the disastrous conse-
quences which this counter-revolution 
would produce; or the working class se-
cures its government – the democratic 
government of, by and for the workers, 
the government of the workers’ coun-
cils – by driving out the bureaucracy, 
which can only be done in relation with 
the struggles of the international prole-
tariat. 
The social gain represented by the de-
struction of private ownership of the big 
means of production is not an abstrac-
tion. Today it is embodied above all in 
the existence of the Chinese proletariat, 
whose existence is inextricably linked 
with the property relations gained by 
the 1949 Revolution, in other words 
with the non-re-establishment of capi-
talist production relations as the domi-
nant form of the economy. This is the 
precise content of unconditionally de-
fending China, which therefore means 

first and foremost defending the work-
ing class, a major component of the in-
ternational proletariat.  
Political revolution is the proletarian 
revolution in a country where the revo-
lutionary activity of the working class 
has established the basis necessary for 
the developments leading to socialism, 
but where a bureaucratic layer has 
taken over political power. The expres-
sion “political revolution” was first used 
by Leon Trotsky in relation to the USSR 
and the proletariat’s objectives in its 
struggle against the bureaucratic dicta-
torship. Of course, the history of the 
class struggle since the first victory of 
the proletarian revolution in a country 
(Russia in 1917) has supplied several 
different configurations of such a situa-
tion. But the fact remains that the term 
“political revolution” makes the distinc-
tion between revolutionary activity in a 
country like China and the activity that 
marks the revolution in a country where 
the bourgeois state and the capitalist 
production relations have not been 
overthrown. 
The policy of the Fourth International 
and the building of a section of the 
Fourth International in China are guided 
by this main axis: preparing the prole-
tarian revolution, in other words pre-
paring the establishment in China of 
workers’ state institutions (a Republic 
of Workers’ Councils, based on the or-
ganising of urban workers and the asso-
ciation of farmers and rural workers 
with the democratic government). At 
every moment, this objective is stated 
in the battles of the working class for its 
demands, for its right to organise.  
The struggle against imperialism and in 
defence of the sovereignty and unity of 
China cannot be effective without in-
corporating the workers’ struggle 
against the bureaucracy. To this extent, 
the struggle for freedoms, beginning 
with the workers’ independent political 
freedom, constitutes an indispensable 
link in the chain of demands leading to 
the overthrow of the bureaucracy and 
the constitution of a democratic work-
ers’ government, which is the only guar-
antee for the survival of the gains that 
still remain and for their extension as a 
component part of the march to the in-
ternational proletarian revolution. 
This is not a hollow statement of grand 
principles; rather, it is an affirmation of 
the very content of the actions of the 
Chinese proletariat. For example, a 

question that has become crucial due to 
the bureaucracy’s policy is the question 
of the unity of the working class – and 
therefore of its equality before the law. 
The period of “reforms” and “opening 
up” was not only marked by blows de-
livered against the part of the working 
class that was employed in the state en-
terprises, but also by the fact that the 
formation of new working-class layers 
occurred in the form of resorting to mi-
grant workers, who were and are 
treated like foreigners in their own 
country, without rights, without guar-
antees of employment, and largely con-
demned to be super-exploited in sec-
tors linked to exports (notably in multi-
national businesses) as well as being 
subjected to atrocious working condi-
tions in privately-owned small busi-
nesses, like in the mining sector. 
The status of these workers was and is 
indeed defined by their original resi-
dence and not by where they work. An 
estimated 290 million workers have 
been placed in this situation. It is they 
who have suffered the most from the 
rampant unemployment that has fol-
lowed the pandemic. The health insur-
ance and unemployment insurance sys-
tems in China only provide minimal cov-
erage; nevertheless, the majority of mi-
grant workers have been deprived even 
of this. For example, the official statis-
tics for 2017 indicate that just 17 per-
cent of them received unemployment 
payments in 2017. 
The evolution of the situation of the mi-
grant workers in the coming period is 
one essential aspect of the struggle of 
the whole of the working class in China. 
As the struggle for equal rights in all ar-
eas develops, it poses the question of 
power. 
The recent measures taken in Hong 
Kong by the bureaucracy’s government 
demonstrate – for the whole of China, 
for all of China’s working people – that 
democracy in its most elementary 
forms is incompatible with the bureau-
cracy’s government, and that the bu-
reaucracy is prepared to facilitate every 
one of imperialism’s manoeuvres rather 
than stop repressing the independent 
labour movement, which sets a danger-
ous example for the whole of China. By 
banning the commemoration of the 
Tiananmen Square massacre – which 
had taken place every year, since a ban 
could not be imposed thanks to the re-
sistance of the Hong Kong trade union 
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movement – the Chinese bureaucracy 
has deliberately delivered a blow 
against the unity of the workers of the 
whole of China with the workers of 
Hong Kong. At the same time as the Bei-
jing government was affirming its re-
pressive grip against the trade union 
movement and against the popular will 
in Hong Kong, it was reaffirming its 
commitment to the principle of “one 
country, two systems” while guarantee-
ing its protection to the capitalists of 
Hong Kong. The full range of democratic 
demands will be expressed in the 
course of the struggle by the Chinese 
working class for its most basic de-
mands (the right to work, working con-
ditions, wages, social rights, and so on), 
a struggle that will continuously pose 
the question of the workers’ right to or-
ganise for their own objectives. This 
struggle will therefore pose the very is-
sue of who holds the power, hence the 
issue of establishing the regime of 
workers’ democracy.  
Our starting-point is the relevance to-
day of the proletarian revolution inter-
nationally – and therefore in China. The 
movements of the Black workers and 
the youth in the United States – and the 
political crisis of US imperialism which 
those movements are sharpening – are 
at the same time an obstacle to imperi-
alism’s destructive plans and insepara-
ble from the struggle of the Chinese 
workers. More than ever, action by the 
working class is crucial for the future, in 
China and elsewhere. 
_______________________ 
(1) See “Editorial notes” in Issue No.7 (Au-
gust 2017) of The Internationale and the 
Alarm Manifesto adopted by the OCRFI’s 
Third International Conference (8-10 No-
vember 2020). The Alarm Manifesto, of 

Point 18 is devoted to China, was published 
in Issue No.20 (November 2020) of The In-
ternationale.  
(2) In other words, Trotsky’s formulation in 
Chapter 9 of The Revolution Betrayed re-
garding social relations in the USSR (“The 
means of production belong to the state. But 
the state, so to speak, “belongs” to the bu-
reaucracy”) applies to China, taking into ac-
count the differences between the Stalinist 
bureaucracy of the USSR and the Chinese 
bureaucracy, which are referred to later in 
this article.  
(3) The Chinese Revolution extended as far 
as Tibet, so the Chinese state shares a com-
mon border with India. The borderline had 
been the pretext for a war between India 
and China in 1962. Since then, several mili-
tary incidents have taken place. But the par-
ticular aspect of this latest confrontation 
was the degree to which was framed, an-
nounced and then followed up by US policy. 
(4) The origins of the Hong Kong Confedera-
tion of Trade Unions (HKCTU) are to be 
found in the trade union movement that 
fought against the British colonial power 
and broke with the official Chinese union 
confederation at the time of the 1989 move-
ment and its bloody repression. 
(5) Translator’s note: The average monthly 
wage in the manufacturing sector in 2018 
was the equivalent of 775 euros or US$920. 
(6) Philip S. Golub, “US, China and global re-
balance”, Le Monde Diplomatique, 10 June 
2020. 
(7) The China Newsletter is published every 
fortnight by the China Commission of En-
quiry. 
(8) Asia Society Policy Institute and Rhodium 
Group, “The China Dashboard – Labor and 
Welfare Policy Reform”, Summer 2020, 
available at: 
https://chinadashboard.gist.asiaso-
ciety.org/summer-2020/page/labor. 
(9) Tucker Carlson Tonight, Fox News, 17 
March 2020. 
(10) See the article published in Issue 
No.271 (Wednesday, 6 January 2021) by La 

Tribune des Travailleurs [Workers’ Tribune], 
the newspaper of the Democratic Independ-
ent Workers Party (POID) in France. The In-
ternationalist Communist Tendency (TCI), 
French section of the Fourth International 
and a member of the OCRFI, is an open ten-
dency inside the POID. 
(11) Branko Milanovic, “Is the Pandemic 
China’s Sputnik Moment?”, Foreign Affairs, 
12 May 2020. 
(12) Minxin Pei, “China’s Coming Upheaval”, 
Foreign Affairs, May/June 2020. 
(13) Kori Schake, Jim Mattis, Jim Ellis, and 
Joe Felter, “Defense In Depth”, Foreign Af-
fairs, 23 November 2020. 
(14) Translator’s note: A faction within the 
bureaucracy encouraged citizens to openly 
express their criticism of the regime (“Let a 
hundred flowers bloom”). This was brought 
to a sudden and brutal end by the bureau-
cracy under Mao, with the despatch of tens 
of thousands of militant activists to prison or 
labour camps between 1957 and 1959. 
(15) The mimeographed edition of Infor-
mations Ouvrières [Labour News] (No.50 
dated 17 September 1966) said: “Its objec-
tive [set by the leadership] was to hunt 
down the bourgeois agents. Millions of 
young Chinese committed to this fully. (…) 
They discovered the “bureaucrat” of the Chi-
nese CP. That is when the CP leadership be-
gan to retreat”. 
(16) This is especially illustrated by the re-
cent “difficulties” of the Alibaba corporation 
and its founder and former CEO Jack Ma. We 
know that the repression has led to some of-
ficials being sentenced to death for “corrup-
tion”, as well as several “capitalist figures” 
being ousted in the course of a retaking of 
control described by US economist Nicolas 
Lardy as “a counter-attack by the state”. 
(17) See the brochure “The rebirth of the 
Chinese labour movement”, published by 
the China Commission of Enquiry. 
(18) It is an obvious fact that the bureau-
cracy has the same attitude towards its na-
tional minorities that it has towards any 
question that touches on democracy. It is 
equally obvious that its methods are violent. 
The Chinese government’s repression of the 
Uighur minority – and of the national minor-
ities generally – goes hand-in-hand with its 
repression of the workers. In both cases, a 
positive response can only come from the 
independent labour movement. The work-
ers’ struggle for their demands and for the 
right to organise is the starting-point of the 
struggle for democracy. The statements by 
the big imperialist powers are another mat-
ter altogether. When they put themselves 
forward as defenders of the national minor-
ities, workers and youth around the world 
are duty-bound to be sceptical about the at-
tacks to come. 

 

A strike in Shanghai in 2011] 
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Correspondence of The Internationale 
 
 
Germany 
 

 
 
The Internationalist Socialist Group, 
German section of the OCRFI, was con-
stituted on 6-7 February 2021 

 
n 6-7 February 2021, the mili-
tant activists of the German 
section of the Fourth Interna-

tional (OCRFI) held their first national 
conference and constituted the Interna-
tionalist Socialist Group (ISG), German 
section of the OCRFI. The ISG is founded 
on the basis of the Programme of the 
Fourth International (the Transitional 
Programme) and the Reproclamation 
Conference of the Fourth International 
in 1993.  
Comrades of the German section took 
part in the Turin conference on 5-7 Feb-
ruary 2016 that constituted the OCRFI, 
as well as the OCRFI’s next two Interna-
tional Conferences in November 2017 
and November 2020. At the time of our 
founding as the ISG, we are at the stage 
of a group. But as far as the members of 
the ISG are concerned, there is no 
doubt whatsoever that it is necessary 
for this group of members of the Fourth 
International to grow into an organisa-
tion. (…) Our starting-point is the princi-
ple that the class struggle is interna-
tional in its content and national in its 
form. Thus, in Germany we cannot in 
any way ignore the fact that the course 

followed by the apparatuses, notably in 
the SPD and the trade unions, is a bur-
den that weighs upon the working class. 
This has consequences which we must 
take into account. “In the appalling cri-
sis of degeneration and decay of the of-
ficial labour movement, even more than 
in the past, enormous difficulties arise 
before the emancipatory struggle of the 
exploited and oppressed masses. In a 
way, the treachery of the bourgeois-
worker apparatuses is leading them to 
retrace the path “mapped out” by previ-
ous generations who had built their 
class organisations, workers’ parties 
and independent trade unions, thus 
constituting themselves as a class in 
their resistance to exploitation and op-
pression.” (A quote from the report by 
Comrade Pierre Lambert entitled 
“Should the World Conference of the 
Sections reproclaim the Fourth Interna-
tional?”, which was approved by the 
World Conference in June 1993).  
Regarding 1993, the treachery to which 
Comrade Lambert referred triggered in 
Germany – and in other countries – a 
speeding-up of the destruction of the 
social-democratic party, the SPD. And at 
the same time, it sparked a search for 
new forms of organisation, but once 
these had barely been created, the 
leaderships “at the top” stripped them 
of any perspective. This applies to the 
WASG (1), and more recently to 
Aufstehen [Stand Up] and other similar 
groupings. In every case, it was parts of 
the apparatus itself which – acting in 
concert with the relics of Stalinism – led 
the search for new forms of organisa-
tion into a dead-end. And at the same 
time, we witnessed a movement by the 
masses that used the smallest of 
breaches to reappropriate “their” or-
ganisations. (…) 
When Schulz put forward his candidacy 
for SPD Leader [in 2017] on the theme 
of “justice” in a vague way that made no 
commitments, in fact acting as the can-
didate of the European Union, we can 
say without exaggeration that 17,000 
new members joined the SPD, most of 
them young people. They disappeared 

just as quickly when the SPD leadership 
decided to join the Grand Coalition (2). 
Therefore, within the framework of the 
fight to build an independent workers’ 
party, at any given moment we cannot 
ignore the movement by the masses 
aimed at making use of their traditional 
organisations. In this sense, we support 
the discussion by social-democratic ac-
tivists and trade unionists who want to 
protect and stand up for their gains and 
their organisations against the destruc-
tive line of the Grand Coalition summa-
rised in the formulation “we carry on as 
before”. In so doing, the demand from 
the Transitional Programme – “Break 
with the bourgeoisie, take the power!” 
– is expressed concretely in the slogans 
“Break with the Grand Coalition” and 
“Break with the European Union and its 
institutions”. (…) 
Building an independent party of the 
working class is indispensable in view of 
the betrayals by the Second and Third 
Internationals, as well as the course 
followed by the leaderships of the trade 
union apparatuses and their integration 
into the Sacred Union (3). The German 
working class needs its own political 
party, “a party in its own right, distinct 
from and opposed to all the rest, one 
that is conscious of itself as a class 
party.” (4) 
This search is alive today; it is evidenced 
by the first series of responses to a 
letter written by a comrade who had 
quit the SPD. The comrade had said 
notably: “Faced with this situation, the 
question urgently arises as to how the 
workers can achieve political represen-
tation of their interests, a party that 
only represents their specific interests, a 
party “that is conscious of itself as a 
class party”! Throughout the world, 
young people, women and working 
people in general are no longer 
prepared to accept the choice of “the 
lesser evil”. They have a point of view 
regarding what a party representing 
their interests should do, and regarding 
what a government acting in the 
interests of the majority, of the workers 
and youth, should do (...). Wouldn’t a 

O 



The Internationale no. 21 – February 2021 21 
 
government taking the interests of the 
majority as its reference-point have 
placed production under the state’s 
control and applied it to the manu-
facture of products and to the 
infrastructure that are indispensable for 
confronting the pandemic? And in order 
to do this, shouldn’t it confiscate the big 
businesses – starting with the pharma-
ceutical companies – and the assets of 
the banks? Such a government would 
take the billions of euros from where 
they are today and use them to provide 
free treatment for all, and to fund all of 
the nursing jobs and equipment that are 
needed by the hospitals to function 
properly. Such a government would 
guarantee to each worker an income 
that would allow them to live through 
the lockdown and the closure of 
businesses. Such a government would 
(re)nationalise basic research and 
provide research teams with the means 
to carry out research into emerging 
viruses and other illnesses. Such a 
government would establish price 
controls for basic foodstuffs and 
medication, since the big supermarket 
chains and the pharmaceutical chains 
are pushing up prices everywhere on the 
pretext of the pandemic and the 
economic crisis. To this end, such a 
government would in particular 
confiscate the military budgets, which 
today continue to fund imperialist 
military operations against the peoples. 
It would requisition the billions applied 
to speculation and apply them to 
healthcare for the overwhelming 
majority. Because a government that 
would be prepared to take such 
measures, which are necessary for the 
workers’ survival and contrary to the 
demands of the capitalist class, would 
break with the capitalist class.” 
Drawing the consequences from this, he 
added” “Because I think such a 
government is needed urgently, I want 
to make a commitment alongside those 
workers, youth, groups and organisa-
tions who like me think that it is 
important to lay the foundations for 
such a party on the basis of the 
necessary political independence of the 
working class. To this end, I am writing 
to those comrades who share this point 
of view. You are invited to circulate this 
statement to all those who think it 
necessary to take the path of setting up 
a workers’ party that will act indepen-
dently and solely in favour of the 

interests of the workers and the youth.” 
The discussion was then opened, 
showing clearly that the fight for a 
Committee For a Workers’ Party on the 
line of “working-class policy– workers’ 
party–workers’ government” meets a 
deeply-rooted need of cadres of various 
political backgrounds within the labour 
movement. 
The comrades of the ISG are taking part 
in the discussion and are contributing 
towards extending and publicising it.  
 
Excerpts from Issue No.11 (February 
2021) of Die Internationale Arbeiter-
korrespondenz [International Labour 
Correspondence], organ of the ISG. 
_____________________ 
(1) A left-wing split from the SPD in 2005 
which resulted in the creation of Die Linke 
[The Left] in 2007. 
(2) A coalition government with the main 
bourgeois party, Angela Merkel’s CDU/CSU. 
(3) Translator’s note: The union sacrée or Sa-
cred Union was a political truce in France 
during the First World War, in which a signif-
icant part of the socialist movement agreed 
not to oppose the government or call any 
strike, in the name of patriotism. 
(4) Friedrich Engels, Letter to Gerson Georg 
Trier (18 December 1889), Marx and Engels 
Collected Works (MECW), Vol.48 (Letters 
1887-90), Digital Edition, Lawrence & 
Wishart (2010), pp.423-5.  
 
France 

 
The TCI is a current of the POID, which 
publishes La Tribune des Travailleurs 
[Workers’ Tribune] 
 
The 55th Congress of the French sec-
tion of the Fourth International (the in-
ternationalist Communist Tendency 

(TCI) of the POID) met on 6-7 February 
2021 
 

ur congress is being held at a 
time when the pandemic has 
already caused more than 2 

million deaths worldwide and nearly 
80,000 in France, and in a context 
marked by the mass destruction of hun-
dreds of millions of jobs and the impov-
erishment of billions of human beings. 
Together with the OCRFI’s Alarm Mani-
festo, we affirm that the main source of 
the countless sufferings borne by the 
working masses throughout the world 
does not lie primarily in the nature of 
the pandemic, but in the political and 
social content of the measures taken by 
governments. The latter have proved 
once again on all continents that they 
are not guided by the need of the pop-
ulation to protect their health but exclu-
sively by the wish to protect the capital-
ist system based on private ownership 
of the means of production. This is true 
both in France and internationally. 
But what marks the situation in Febru-
ary 2021 in our country is first and fore-
most the enormous rejection (which 
sometimes tends towards expressions 
of revolt) by all sectors of the popula-
tion – and especially by the working 
class and youth – in face of the misery 
imposed by the Macron government. 
What marks the situation is an upsurge 
in the class struggle, the increasing 
number of strikes begun at the grass-
roots, “from below”, which are involv-
ing the labour organisations in seeking 
– despite the leading circles of the ap-
paratuses, which are all tied to a Sacred 
Union with Macron – the path of 
fighting for the satisfaction of demands. 
What marks the situation is that, faced 
with this upsurge by the working class 
and youth, the government, its repre-
sentatives and the bosses have been led 
in several circumstances to concede 
partial demands in order to protect 
what is essential to them: the system of 
private ownership of the means of pro-
duction, the institutions of the Fifth Re-
public and the Macron government it-
self. For those in power, it is necessary 
to prevent the countless demonstra-
tions of workers’ resistance from con-
verging and openly posing the question 
of power in the public arena. The ques-
tion of power is formulated today in 
these terms: it is urgent not only to 
drive this government from power, but 
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also to get rid of the institutions of the 
Fifth Republic, to break with the strait-
jacket of the European Union treaties 
that frame them and embody Bonapar-
tism against political democracy to the 
point of caricature. For those in power, 
there is a need to continue to benefit 
from the Sacred Union that was sealed 
on 19 March 2020 by the vote of all the 
“left-wing” parties (Communist Party, 
Socialist Party and France Unbowed) in 
favour of funding the capitalists in the 
initial amount of 343 billion euros 
[around US$409 billion]. A Sacred Union 
which is continued in each of those par-
ties’ actions today, for which the su-
preme law is respecting the rules of the 
institutional game: to stick together un-
til the 2022 presidential election and 
beyond, in order to grant the regime of 
the Fifth Republic yet another reprieve. 
But in the face of this, the workers, 
youth and working women are making 
inroads in the class struggle and are be-
ginning to lay down markers which go 
beyond short-term demands, express-
ing the capacity of the working masses 
to take the future of society into their 
own hands.  
Of course, these elements are still mod-
est, but we cannot ignore what they are 
starting to outline: the vaccination cen-
tres set up by doctors and nursing staff 
themselves, often with the support of 
local and regional councillors against 
the central government of the Fifth Re-
public and demanding to be supplied 
with vaccines, this is the road to self-or-
ganisation; similarly, the affirmation by 
the CGT unions at Sanofi that they are 
ready to start vaccine production lines 
themselves; in other forms, the strike 
preparation committees, the delegate 
committees, or the initiatives by the 
committees of working women in the 
neighbourhoods, the student commit-
tees for the reopening of the universi-
ties, or the 100 AESH staff (5) in Seine-
Saint-Denis meeting with their union to 
decide and organise their strike action, 
and so on.  
In various forms, the will for self-organ-
isation is being expressed, with the 
workers freeing themselves practically 
from asking the apparatuses for permis-
sion to take action, a determination for 
self-organisation to which we are con-
tributing, on our behalf, as militant ac-
tivists of the Fourth International en-
gaged in building the workers’ party. 

The 55th Congress coincides with the 
opening of a new phase of the class 
struggle: new struggles are underway, 
new tasks are taking shape for the Trot-
skyist militant activists. Of course, the 
militant activists of the Fourth Interna-
tional – like all the workers of this coun-
try – have been suffering for more than 
a year from the consequences of the 
policy of this government in every field, 
and from the blows that the govern-
ment is continuously striking against 
working people and youth. But the 
bonds that solidly unite them allow 
them to reflect collectively on the situa-
tion and to gain from this situation of 
suffering, disorganisation and destruc-
tion elements for reflection and organi-
sation regarding what must be done to 
fight back and help the oppressed and 
exploited to open up another path for 
themselves: the path to a new kind of 
government, to a new society based on 
meeting the needs of the vast majority 
and not the demands of a handful of 
profiteers and speculators. (…) 
As the discussion begun in our ranks – 
on the role of La Tribune des Travail-
leurs, its content, and the assumption of 
responsibility for its circulation by the 
Trotskyist militant activists – has devel-
oped, it has broadened out to revisit a 
question that is fundamental for our 
current: what revolutionary vanguard 
organisation should we build? All the 
militant activists – and beyond them, 
the members of the Democratic Inde-
pendent Workers Party (POID), and be-
yond even them a wide layer of worker 
activists and young people of all politi-
cal tendencies – agree on recognising 
the attribute of La Tribune des Travail-
leurs as a newspaper that informs the 
workers, but also organises and contrib-
utes towards organising the fightback. A 
newspaper which at the same time fully 
plays its role as an open forum of the 
class struggle, presenting different 
points of view and promoting free de-
bate; a newspaper which constantly fo-
cuses on what emerges “from below” in 
the working class. A quality instrument, 
an instrument for workers’ interven-
tion, an instrument for the emancipa-
tion of the workers. La Tribune des Tra-
vailleurs can of course be improved. The 
mandate given to the leadership 
elected at the 55th Congress must be to 
further expand the capacity of La Tri-
bune des Travailleurs to be an instru- 

ment for all workers and activists who 
are seeking to fight for social emancipa-
tion.  
Within this framework, the relationship 
between the newspaper and the organ-
isational form of the revolutionary van-
guard is a specific issue. The militant ac-
tivists of the Fourth International are 
united by a political objective, the ob-
jective which Marxists have set them-
selves for more than 170 years, namely 
the seizure of political power by the 
working class so that it reorganises so-
ciety and the economy, socialises the 
main means of production and ex-
change, puts them at the service of the 
vast majority and eradicates capitalist 
profit and the extortion of surplus-
value, the driving force of the system of 
exploitation. This political objective pre-
supposes that the class independence 
of the working class is permanently 
made the crucial element.  
The question of the newspaper and its 
role in building the revolutionary van-
guard organisation is completely linked 
to the question of class independence.  
 

Excerpts from the Address 
adopted by the TCI’s 55th Congress 

_____________ 
(5) School inclusion facilitators for pupils 
with disabilities. 
 
Britain 

 

No more support for the government 
“in the national interest”! 
 

s the Covid-19 death-toll 
passes 100,000, well in excess 
of the 70,000 civilians who 

died during the whole of World War 
Two, there is growing anger among  

A 
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workers and the wider population at 
the measures being implemented by 
the Tory government.  
A government that is focused on 
blaming the public for the lack of 
progress in combatting the virus, on 
hoping that the vaccination 
programme will prove to be the 
solution to its continuing failures, and 
on instilling fear about new variants of 
the virus while covering up the fact 
that the variants only emerged thanks 
to the government’s inaction, delays 
and inadequate measures. A 
government that continues to channel 
hundreds of millions in public money to 
its private-sector cronies and party 
donors every month, at the same time 
as thousands of people lose their 
incomes and their jobs. 
People are being told to stay at home 
“to protect the NHS” by the same 
politicians who have driven the NHS 
into the ground, systematically 
starving it of public funding for more 
than 10 years in order to open it up to 
privatisation, the same politicians who 
voted against a pay-rise for nurses two 
years ago and then hypocritically co-
opted the people’s spontaneous 
expressions of gratitude and 
appreciation into a cynical “Clap for 
Carers” PR exercise. The same 
politicians who have inflicted 
exhaustion, clinical depression, anxiety 
and post-traumatic stress disorder on 
NHS and care home staff, and put 
thousands of families in the horrific 
situation of not knowing when their 
loved ones might receive treatment for 
other life-threatening conditions (in 
addition to the millions of people – 
4.46 million in England alone – who are 
left waiting for more routine 
treatments that include knee and hip 
replacement surgery).  
Meanwhile, the government’s inac-
tion, criminal negligence and corrupt-
tion is still being ignored by the 
Starmer leadership and the TUC 
leadership, as they continue to support 
the latest in a long line of inadequate 
and mistimed measures, still priori-
tising the so-called “national interest” 
over the interests and obvious needs of 
working people.  
The true meaning of “national interest” 
is to give the capitalists a free hand in 
destroying the lives and livelihoods of 
working people in their never-ending 
search for profit. 

The complicity of the Labour Party and 
TUC leaderships in British capitalism’s 
offensive against working people is 
echoed by the newly-launched Project 
for Peace and Justice, whose 
champions include Jeremy Corbyn and 
Len McCluskey.  
The working class wants to fight back. 
And that fightback is taking place. 
Workers are resisting, despite too 
often being left hanging by those at the 
highest levels who claim to lead them. 
On 7 January, 9,000 engineers and call 
centre workers (GMB members) at 
British Gas began a national five-day 
strike in response to the company’s 
“fire and rehire” plans, similar to the 
failed attempt at British Airways. 
Despite bullying and intimidation by 
British Gas management during the 
first strike action, the GMB set five 
more 24-hour strikes between 20 
January and 1 February. 
One of the problems highlighted by the 
GMB strike action is the lack of broad 
unity and solidarity: of the 20,000 
British Gas employees being pressured 
to accept worse employment contracts 
or lose their jobs, around 7,000 
frontline office workers represented by 
UNISON accepted the company’s new 
terms in December 2020, and 4,000 
non-unionised staff also agreed to sign 
new contracts. But the workers fighting 
for their jobs are not responsible for 
the lack of unity and solidarity; that 
responsibility lies with their leaders, 
who are consistently refusing to link up 
the workers’ acts of resistance into a 
common cause on basic demands – 
there are even reports of offers of 
solidarity being ignored. (…) 
There is no more time to lose! More 
than 100,000 lives have been 
needlessly lost, and tens of thousands 
of livelihoods have been needlessly 
destroyed. As this criminally negligent 
government and its “national interest” 
supporters gaslight the people and 
abandon them to an even worse repeat 
of the disaster last spring, let us also 
remember and repeat that the 
emergency demands put forward by 
Labour Internationalist last April – 
including: requisition the billions given 
to the banks and big businesses and 
apply them to emergency measures to 
directly protect the population; 
requisition big companies to serve in 
the production of everything that is 
lacking today in the NHS; ban 

“temporary” lay-offs, job-cuts and 
bogus self-employment; full pay 
immediately for all self-isolated 
workers, whatever their work status; 
financial security for all, scrap 
Universal Credit (6) – are still in the 
best interests of the working class and 
must be met! Today, that list of 
demands must also include 
requisitioning the big pharmaceutical 
labs to produce the necessary vaccine 
doses at cost rather than at a profit for 
private companies. 
And all of this can only be carried out by 
a government serving the interests of 
the working class, a workers’ govern-
ment that breaks with the capitalist sys-
tem and its institutions. 

Editorial from Issue No.14 (January 
2021) of Labour Internationalist, 

publication of the OCRFI  
militant activists in the UK 

_____________________ 
(6) A single monthly payment that replaces 
six social benefits, which for between 2.5 
and 3.2 million households translates into 
an average loss of income equivalent to 180 
euros or US$215 per month. 
 
Mexico  

 

“Save the soldier Cienfuegos” 
 

his phrase, which spread 
through the social networks in 
November 2020, sums up the 

position of the López Obrador govern-
ment (7) in recent weeks. Various press 
outlets and social networks filtered out 
the reason why there is a need to “save” 
General Salvador Cienfuegos Zepeda, 
who was arrested in Los Angeles 
(United States) on 15 October. They had 
to avoid annoying the Mexican armed 
forces, which one imagines put a lot of 
pressure on the executive power so that 

T 
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their “honour” was not stained by accu-
sations supported by more than 700 
documents and recordings in the pos-
session of the Drug Enforcement Ad-
ministration (8). This material accuses 
General Cienfuegos of drug trafficking, 
“conspiracy in the manufacture, impor-
tation into the Unites States, and distri-
bution of illegal drugs”, money launder-
ing, and receiving bribes from the drug 
cartel run by the Beltrán-Leyva broth-
ers. (…) 
Who is General Salvador Cienfuegos? 
The arrest of the four-star-general, a 
former Secretary of National Defence 
under President Enrique Peña Nieto 
(2012-18), triggered an earthquake. 
Cienfuegos is the most senior Mexican 
public servant to have been arrested in 
the US, and the first head of the De-
fence Ministry to experience prison. 
The phenomenon of drug trafficking in 
Mexico cannot be understood if one ig-
nores the intricately close connections 
that have existed for decades between 
the various drug cartels, the financial 
system and the various governments (at 
both the federal and state level). The la-
bour organisations have long since de-
nounced those close connections. 
During the previous presidency, the 
General stood out as someone who had 
forged a new role for the armed forces, 
as the instrument for the increasing mil-
itarisation of the country. He had cham-
pioned the systematic use of the armed 
forces in the domestic life of the coun-
try, and was one of the main instigators 
of the new legal framework that al-
lowed the army to take on policing tasks 
within the framework of domestic secu-
rity legislation. This was expressed in a 
“legal framing” of systematic violations 
of human rights and the murders and 
disappearances of tens of thousands of 
people, with working people, women 
and the youth being the primary tar-
gets. 
Cienfuegos has direct responsibility for 
his involvement in two prominent cases 
that demonstrate the true role of Mex-
ico’s armed forces: the massacre of 22 
people in Tlatlaya in October 2014, and 
the disappearance of 43 student pri-
mary school teachers from the teacher 
training college in Ayotzinapa, on 26 
September 2014. The truth has still not 
been established in these two cases, de-
spite Lopez Obrador’s election cam-
paign promises. 

The army has profited from contracts 
linked to AMLO’s megaprojects  
The López Obrador administration has 
been criticised for its excessive depend-
ence on the military, triggering a debate 
on the militarisation of the country and 
the army’s grip on society. The Presi-
dent’s policy has reinforced that milita-
risation, by giving responsibilities to 
senior military figures in the security in-
telligence field and eliminating counter-
balances. 
Even worse, between 2013 and 2019 
the Defence Ministry used bogus com-
panies to benefit from tax breaks. Vari-
ous army bodies paid around US$156 
million to 250 companies which were 
subsequently classified as “ghost com-
panies” by the Tax Administration Ser-
vice (SAT). Instead of exposing this net-
work of corruption and punishing those 
responsible, following López Obrador’s 
assumption of the presidency the De-
fence Ministry acquired a prominent 
role in public administration with re-
gard to the various responsibilities it 
had been given. It has responsibility for 
the construction of Santa Lucía Airport 
and will participate in the construction 
of two sections of the Mayan Train, two 
public works projects that are emblem-
atic for this government. 
AMLO supports Cienfuegos and the  
Defence Ministry, continuing the 
policy of militarisation of the country 
López Obrador has said nothing in his 
statements about General Cienfuegos’s 
responsibility in the massacres and dis-
appearances referred to earlier, and in 
the violations of human rights during 
the so-called “war on drugs” under his 
leadership. López Obrador has also said 
nothing about the fact that army troops 
have been included in the National 
Guard gendarmerie created by his gov-
ernment, which has been illustrated in 
the repression of the migrants [from 
Central America]. Despite the 2018 
change of presidential administration in 
Mexico, there has been continuity from 
the point of view of the character and 
role of the repressive institutions. 
For the Internationalist Communist 
League (LCI) of Mexico (affiliated to the 
OCRFI), this is not about a war between 
“good guys” and “bad guys”. Drug traf-
ficking is a transnational economic and 
commercial activity that generates bil-
lions of dollars and has infiltrated the 
whole of the country’s economic, social  

and cultural life. An economic activity 
that decides the country’s political and 
economic life, just as other big busi-
nesses do. Subsidiary companies, civil 
servants and political figures help to 
launder the resulting funds and benefit 
within the framework of the United 
States-Mexico-Canada Agreement (US-
MCA or T-MEC), which places the inter-
ests of the big capitalists in the exploi-
tation of natural resources, the land, 
the workforce and security above the 
interests and needs of working people, 
who are being sacrificed. 
There will not be any solution to this 
problem within Mexico’s institutional 
framework. The only possible solution is 
through the workers organising nation-
ally and internationally towards the sei-
zure of power by the working class with 
the help of its independent party, free 
from any dependence on the bosses, 
the Church and the drugs trade, which 
will sweep away all of the rotten institu-
tions. 

Article published in Issue No.26 
(December 2020) of Transición 

 [Transition], the publication of the  
Internationalist Communist League  

(LCI, member of the OCRFI) 
___________________ 
(7) Headed by current President Andrés Ma-
nuel López Obrador, widely referred to by 
his initials AMLO. 
(8) The DEA is a US federal law enforcement 
agency tasked with “the war on drugs”. 
 
Brazil 
 

 

Ford wants to leave the country after 
making a pile of money 
 

he bosses at Ford are trying to 
cheat their employees by laying 
them off before any negotiation 

with the metalworkers’ union of Tauba- 
T 
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te and Camacari. They are also trying to 
surreptitiously relocate their assets and 
plant machinery, threatening to leave 
the workers in the lurch. In response, 
this provocative act by the bosses to-
wards the workers has resulted in in-
junctions being issued by the labour tri-
bunals of São Paulo and Bahia, on 5 and 
6 February respectively. The injunctions 
prevent the lay-offs and oblige the com-
pany to pay wages and maintain paid 
leave while the employment contracts 
are in force. The court rulings also for-
bid Ford from transferring its assets. 
In an article published on 18 January on 
the website of the Unified Workers’ 
Central (CUT) (9), the union leaders 
Paulo Cayres, Sergio Nobre and Vagner 
Freitas said: “If Ford sticks to its deci-
sion, the federal government and state 
governments should requisition the fac-
tories – including the plant machinery 
and other equipment – as compensa-
tion for the millions of reais which Ford 
has received in tax breaks in Brazil”. 
When Ford announced the closure of its 
factories in Brazil, José Genoíno, ex-
president of the Workers’ Party (PT) 
proposed a bill in the Chamber of Dep-
uties (10) to nationalise the company, 
which would become state-owned. 
Genoíno made this proposal to the PT’s 
members of parliament and to CUT 
members, adding that the workers 
should occupy the closed factories to 
protect the plant machinery and other 
assets. Ford’s attempt to lay off its em-
ployees is aimed at dividing them and 
ultimately forcing the workers to accept 
their fate and exchange their jobs for a 
crust of bread. The workers of both Tau-
bate and Camacari have rejected such 
an agreement with the employers, be-
cause they know that once a factory is 
abandoned, they will not get any reclas-
sification to an equivalent job, even as-
suming that they would find a new job. 
Last year, the leadership of the metal-
workers’ union at the Ford factory in 
São Bernardo had convinced the work-
ers to end their powerful strike against 
the closure of the auto plant. The did so 
in return for the illusory promise that 
the company would find a buyer for the 
plant in the same sector who would re-
hire the laid-off workers. Once it had 
got rid of its workers, Ford sold off its 
machinery and the factory site for 50 
million reais [equivalent to 7.46 million 
euros or US$8.9 million]. 

This cannot happen again. This is why, 
faced with Ford’s act of provocation in 
trying to lay off its workers and sell off 
its assets, disregarding the interests of 
the workers and the country, the trade 
unionists must direct their actions to-
wards occupying the factories and de-
manding their nationalisation. In Bahia, 
PT Governor Rui Costa could take the in-
itiative of requisitioning the factory in 
Camacari. In the Chamber of Deputies, 
the PT’s federal parliamentary mem-
bers could table an emergency bill to 
nationalise the two closed factories. 
There is not a minute to lose, before the 
workers are scattered. The Ford man-
agement has already shown that it 
wants to leave the country after making 
a pile of money. If Ford wants to leave, 
let it leave. But it should keep its hands 
off the two factories, and not ruin the 
lives of thousands of workers! 
 

Published in Issue No.34  
(February 2021) of Resistir!,  

in which the militant activists 
 of the Internationalist Communist 
 Organisation of Brazil participate 

_____________________ 
(9) The CUT is the main national trade union 
centre in Brazil. 
(10) Brazil’s lower house in Parliament. 
 
Morocco  

 
Regarding the normalisation 
agreement between Morocco 

and the State of Israel 
 
Minbar Ischchighila [Workers’ Trib-
une] interviewed Comrade Naji El 
Khatib, a Palestinian activist fighting 
for a single democratic secular state in 
Palestine (we publish the following ex-
cerpts) 
 

What is your comment on the normal-
isation of relations between Morocco 
and the State of Israel? 
Regarding the Moroccan government’s 
normalisation of its relations with the 
Israeli apartheid occupation state, we 
should condemn it, as it constitutes a 
stab in the back for the legitimate strug-
gle of the Palestinian people for their 
rights, which are being violated by the 
entity of occupation, racism and dis-
crimination that is continuing its theft 
of Palestinian lands in broad daylight.  
I must also say that this public normali-
sation is just the result of the normali-
sation that has been happening in se-
cret for several decades, and the result 
of the facilitation of immigration by Mo-
roccan Jews to strengthen the State of 
Israel since its creation.  
The Moroccan regime – like all the 
other Arab regimes, whether monar-
chies or republics – has carried out this 
secret normalisation for a long time, 
and has turned the Palestinian issue – 
which it claims to support – into a busi-
ness. (…) 
 
How do you see the relationship be-
tween the Moroccan people and the 
Palestinian question? 
The Moroccan people stand alongside 
the Palestinian people in their struggle. 
The protests against normalisation that 
have been held in various towns and cit-
ies around the country are an expres-
sion of that courageous support for the 
Palestinian people.  
The repression and banning of several 
popular protests in Morocco cannot 
hide the solidarity being expressed with 
the Palestinian people. The Palestinian 
people know very well that the Moroc-
can regime is banning popular protests, 
as was the case on 14 December when 
the police shut down Mohamed V 
Boulevard in Rabat in order to prevent 
any gathering. (…) 
 
How do you see the positions of the 
Moroccan political parties on normali-
sation? 
Palestinian internet sites and the press 
have reported on the honourable posi-
tions taken by the forces of the Moroc-
can left and by the secular forces in gen-
eral. The Palestinians have been 
stunned by the positions adopted by 
the Moroccan Islamists, notably by the 
Justice and Development Party (PJD) 
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and the Attawhid wal Islah movement 
(11). (…) 
This moral, political and ideological 
break by the Islamist forces is the com-
plete opposite of the image of the Mo-
roccan Jewish protestor against Zionism 
and against Israel’s racist policy. We 
saw the activist, Sion Assidon, wearing 
both a red fez and a Palestinian keffi-
yeh, surrounded by police officers. This 
Moroccan Jew had been jailed in Keni-
tra in the 1970s, and he received a 
medal of honour from the Palestinian 
Liberation Organisation (PLO) for his po-
sition and his constant support for the 
Palestinian cause along with his com-
rade-in-arms Abraham Serfaty. True 
Jews, and above all Moroccan Jews, are 
against the Zionist entity which has only 
brought harm to the whole of human-
kind. 
 
Do you have practical proposals for the 
Moroccan organisations and masses 
regarding the future of support for the 
Palestinian Revolution? 
I think that the greatest service that 
Morocco’s left-wing and secular forces, 
as well as civil society organisations, 
could do for Palestine is to organise a 
propaganda campaign and a broad 
democratic discussion amongst the 
working class and the students to clear 
up the confusion suffered by the Pales-
tinian cause.  
This confusion is due firstly to the offi-
cial Palestinian position known as the 
“two-state solution”. The King of Mo-
rocco has also played on this division by 
claiming to support Palestine while at 
the same time normalising his relations 
with the murderer of its children, and 
by stating that he supported a “two-
state solution”, in other words a solu-
tion that eliminates the Palestinian 
cause, a solution that is rejected by all 
of the democratic forces in Palestine, 
regarding it as a racist solution (since it 
is based on one state for Jews and one 
state for the Palestinians). This propa-
ganda campaign can help the Moroccan 
people to know that the true interests 
of the Palestinian people are not repre-
sented by the Palestinian Authority, nor 

by its right wing in Ramallah, nor by its 
religious wing in the Gaza Strip. 

Published in Issue No.10 
 (January 2021) of Minbar Ischchighila 

[Workers’ Tribune], for an  
independent policy favourable  

to the working class and the nation.  
_______________ 
(11) Attawhid wal Islah [Monotheism and 
Reform], a religious association linked to the 
PJD. 
 
Senegal  
 

 

Resolutely internationalist 
is what we are! 

 
he Senegalese Revolutionary 
Studies Group signed an appeal 
for a world conference by the In-

ternational Workers’ Committee 
Against War and Exploitation, For a 
Workers’ International (IWC). Being or-
ganised at the world level appears as a 
necessity to us, as the workers’ inter-
ests have no borders. We took part in 
the IWC’s international May Day rally, 
celebrating the workers’ international 
struggle. A Pan-Africanist comrade 
spoke in the rally on a crucial question: 
water. We reject a policy that is synon-
ymous with careerism, corruption and 
compromise in the interests of the pow-
erful. We want to break with the “na-
tional unity” that is keeping the regime 
in place. How can one claim to stand for 
socialism and communism while being 

part of the government with Macky 
Sall? There is room for a working-class 
party, a party of the youth and women. 
Covid-19 has not hit Senegal hard, but 
emigration using makeshift boats has 
killed hundreds of young people. Young 
people have no hope of getting even a 
simple job that would allow them to 
start a family or be independent.  
Then, too many of them believe that Eu-
rope is an El Dorado, and set off to sea 
as victims of the lies. Reduced to slavery 
in Libya, or dying in the Saharan desert 
or at sea: this is the fate of many of 
them. For those who survive, a life with-
out dignity in Europe awaits the vast 
majority. We could talk about malaria, 
famine, ancestral customs that mutilate 
women, or about the corruption com-
pounded by clientelism that runs like a 
gangrene through the administrations. 
We are not forgetting the wars and ter-
rorism that are raging in Burkina Faso 
and Mali, or the repression in Guinea. 
We are part of the movement by uni-
versity and school students to defend 
the right to study. We are supporting 
and taking action with the workers who 
are fighting for their jobs, their liveli-
hoods, their dignity. We refuse to de-
pend on funds from the former colonial 
masters, or to see their troops still in Af-
rica. Changing all this will not be easy. 
So, how do we do it? 
We want a political party that will 
champion only the interests of the op-
pressed. A party affiliated to a Workers’ 
International that has the aim of build-
ing socialism.  
We have been observers at a confer-
ence of the Fourth international and we 
have signed the Alarm Manifesto that 
was adopted.  
Yes, alarm, because capitalism is in the 
process of destroying civilisation solely 
for the profits of a tiny minority of pred-
ators.  
So, Ca Kanaam – Forward! 

 
Article published in Issue No.1  

(January 2021)  
of Ca Kanaam–En avant! [Forward!] 
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Revisiting the importance  
of working in the trade unions 
Lenin’s “Left-Wing” Communism: An Infantile Disorder was published 100 years ago 

 
By Max Schumacher 
 
 
In the Alarm Manifesto ad-
dressed “To the workers, youth, 
labour activists around the 
world and to all those who want 
to put an end to capitalist ex-
ploitation”, which was adopted 
at the OCRFI’s Third Interna-
tional Conference, the dele-
gates debated at length on in-
tervening in the trade unions 
in the current conditions. They 
did so in a context where, on 
every continent, the leader-
ships of the organisations 
which the working class built 
in the course of its class strug-
gle are in practice involved in a 
Sacred Union (1) with 
the imperialist governments. 
 
 

he comrade giving the introduc-
tory report to the Third Interna-
tional Conference emphasised 

that: “There is one point one which we 
need to clarify the discussion between 
us. Regarding the organisations that 
were constituted by the working class as 
part of its historical struggle, and in par-
ticular regarding the trade unions, do 
we agree on thinking that we cannot 
confuse the union with its apparatus, or 
the various levels of the apparatus?  
This is an important discussion: for ex-
ample, it came up in the debate with the 
Chilean militant activists who broke 
with the OCRFI.  
They had drawn the conclusion that the 
tremendous revolutionary wave which 
began in Chile in October 2019 had re-
sulted in the CUT trade union confeder-
ation being definitively co-opted, and 
that it had become a corporatist trade 
union federation. The legacy of our 

movement, and to be more precise, the 
legacy of what Lenin and – above all – 
Trotsky taught us about trade unions, as 
well as what Comrade Pierre Lambert 
taught us, is that the trade union built 
by the working class in order to consti-
tute itself as a class (and which Trotsky 
said is the basic arena of the united 
front) (2), as long as it has not been de-
stroyed, remains – despite its leadership 
– a tool for the working class to organise 
and take action on the ground of its own 
independence.” (3)  
Evidently, we are dealing here with a re-
curring problem that also faced the 
Third International Conference; these 
questions have been posed repeatedly 
throughout the history of the labour 
movement, in order to resolve the is-
sues and provide activists and cadres 
with an orientation in the class struggle. 
 
The trade unions as “organised 
agencies for superseding the very 
system of wages labour and capital 
rule” 
In late August 1866, Karl Marx drafted 
the “Instructions for the delegates to 
the Provisional General Council: The 
Different Questions”, intended for the 
delegates to the First Congress of the In-
ternational Working Men’s Association 
(IWA or the First International), to be 
held in Geneva from 3 to 8 September 
1866. In Point 6 of this document 
(headed “Trades’ unions. Their past, 
present and future”), Marx formulated 
among other things a certain number of 
guiding principles which over time – and 
taking into account the demands by cur-
rent union leaders regarding “equita-
ble” wages and working conditions – 
have lost none of their relevance for us 
as militant activists of the Fourth Inter-
national: “Capital is a concentrated so-
cial force, while the workman only has 
at his disposal his working force. The 

contract between capital and labour 
can therefore never be struck on equita-
ble terms, equitable even in the sense of 
a society which places the ownership of 
the material means of life and labour on 
one side and the vital productive ener-
gies on the opposite side. The only social 
power of the workmen is their number. 
The force of numbers, however, is bro-
ken by disunion. The disunion of the 
workmen is created and perpetuated by 
their unavoidable competition among 
themselves.  
Trades’ Unions originally sprang up 
from the spontaneous attempts of 
workmen at removing or at least check-
ing that competition, in order to con-
quer such terms of contract as might 
raise them at least above the condition 
of mere slaves.” (original emphasis). Us-
ing the restrained language which the 
varied composition of the Congress del-
egates called for, Marx stressed the 
need for the First International to work 
inside the trade unions: “If the Trades’ 
Unions are required for the guerrilla 
fights between capital and labour, they 
are still more important as organised 
agencies for superseding the very sys-
tem of wages labour and capital rule.” 
(original emphasis) 
This is why, as far as Marx was con-
cerned, it was indispensable that the 
trade unions “must now learn to act de-
liberately as organising centres of the 
working class in the broad interest of its 
complete emancipation. They must aid 
every social and political movement 
tending in that direction. Considering 
themselves and acting as the champi-
ons and representatives of the whole 
working class, they cannot fail to enlist 
the non-society men into their ranks. 
They must look carefully after the inter-
ests of the worst paid trades, such as the 
agricultural labourers, rendered power-
less by exceptional circumstances.” (4) 

T 
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The rural worker of the second half of 
the 19th century is the direct ancestor 
of all the workers in insecure employ-
ment today, who are not organised by 
the trade union leaderships and must 
gain their own union through fierce 
struggle. And we see today that the 
“worst paid” working men and women, 
for example the hundreds of thousands 
of underpaid nurses (as well as many 
other working women in “classic female 
occupations” in creches, schools, etc.) 
are the ones who are waging difficult 
union fights without having either a 
long “tradition” or experience. 
In April-May 1920, Lenin wrote “Left-
Wing” Communism: An Infantile Disor-
der. The pamphlet was intended to pre-
pare all the delegates before the start of 
the Second Congress of the Third Inter-
national (the Communist International). 
It was “aimed at applying to Western 
Europe whatever is universally practica-
ble, significant and relevant in the his-
tory and the present-day tactics of Bol-
shevism” (Chapter 6). As we shall see, 
this work still fulfils this function, and 
not only for Western Europe. 
We will quote further excerpts from it, 
notably from Chapter 6 – which is 
headed: “Should revolutionaries work 
in reactionary trade unions?” – because 
these will show not only what we have 
“known” for 100 years, but will also in-
dicate what we must do as revolution-
aries. 
 
The legacy of the Second Interna-
tional: “a policy of agreement with 
the capitalists” 
Lenin’s pamphlet was drawn upon no-
tably in the Theses of the Second Con-
gress of the Communist International 
on “The trade union movement, factory 
councils, and the Communist Interna-
tional”. The Theses contained a charac-
terisation of the trade union bureau-
cracy and the unions it controlled as 
having become “channels for influenc-
ing the working masses in the interests 
of the bourgeoisie” during the First 
World War. A full century later, that 
characterisation is still perfectly rele-
vant today, as the next passage from 
this document confirms: “The old union 
bureaucracy is trying to maintain the 
unions as organisations of the labour ar-
istocracy; it retains the rules and regu-
lations which make it impossible for the 
badly-paid working masses to join the 
unions. Even now the old trade union 

bureaucracy is trying to substitute for 
the strike struggle of the workers, which 
with every day takes on more and more 
the character of a revolutionary strug-
gle between proletariat and bourgeoi-
sie, a policy of agreement with the cap-
italists, a policy of long-term agree-
ments which, with the uninterrupted 
mad rise in prices, are utterly meaning-
less. It is trying to force on the workers 
the policy of collaboration with the em-
ployers, of joint industrial councils, and 
to make the conduct of strikes more dif-
ficult from the legal point of view, with 
the help of the capitalist State.” (5) 
The Manifesto of the Second Congress 
of the Communist International (August 
1920) insisted: “The ever-growing help-
lessness of an individual before the blind 
interplay of historic events has driven 
into the unions not only new strata of 
working men and women but also 
white-collar workers, functionaries and 
petty-bourgeois intellectuals. Prior to 
the time when the proletarian revolu-
tion will of necessity lead to the creation 
of Soviets, which will immediately as-
sume ascendancy over all of the old la-
bour organisations, the toilers are 
streaming into the traditional trade, un-
ions, tolerating for the time being their 
old forms, their official programmes, 
their ruling aristocracy, but introducing 
into these organisations an ever-in-
creasing and unprecedented revolution-
ary pressure of the many-millioned 
masses.” 
In this context, “waging a merciless 
struggle against reformism in the trade 
unions and against parliamentary cret-
inism and careerism, the Communist In-
ternational at the same time condemns 
all sectarian summonses to leave the 
ranks of the multi-millioned trade union 
organisations or to turn one’s back upon 
parliamentary and municipal institu-
tions. The Communists do not separate 
themselves from the masses who are 
being deceived and betrayed by the re-
formists and the patriots, but engage 
the latter in an irreconcilable struggle 
within the mass organisations and insti-
tutions established by bourgeois soci-
ety, in order to overthrow them the 
more surely and the more quickly.” In 
this way, “in all his work, whether as 
leader of a revolutionary strike, or as or-
ganiser of underground groups, or as 
secretary of a trade union, or as agitator 
at mass meetings, whether as deputy, 
co-operative worker or barricade 

fighter, the Communist always remains 
true to himself as a disciplined member 
of the Communist Party, a zealous 
fighter, a mortal enemy of capitalist so-
ciety, its economic foundation, its state 
forms, its democratic lies, its religion 
and its morality. He is a self-sacrificing 
soldier of the proletarian revolution and 
an indefatigable herald of the new soci-
ety.” 
The starting-point for Lenin’s pamphlet, 
which constitutes “the fundamentals of 
Bolshevik theory and tactics” (Chapter 
1), was located in the knowledge drawn 
from the history of Bolshevism, which 
among other things taught the Bolshe-
viks to mercilessly expose and repel 
armchair revolutionaries, to use a com-
bination of legal forms and under-
ground forms of struggle, and to “learn 
how to work legally in the most reac-
tionary of parliaments, in the most reac-
tionary of trade unions, co-operative 
and insurance societies and similar or-
ganisations” (Chapter 3). Lenin dealt in 
detail with the question of making com-
promises (not only in relation to the 
Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, which for a few 
months had led to the formation of a 
“Left Communist” fraction) (6). He 
made an observation and a demand: 
“The conclusion is clear: to reject com-
promises “on principle”, to reject the 
permissibility of compromises in gen-
eral, no matter of what kind, is childish-
ness, which it is difficult even to consider 
seriously. A political leader who desires 
to be useful to the revolutionary prole-
tariat must be able to distinguish con-
crete cases of compromises that are in-
excusable and are an expression of op-
portunism and treachery; he must direct 
all the force of criticism, the full inten-
sity of merciless exposure and relentless 
war, against these concrete compro-
mises, and not allow the past masters of 
“practical” socialism and the parliamen-
tary Jesuits to dodge and wriggle out of 
responsibility by means of disquisitions 
on “compromises in general” (Chapter 
4). In this context, let us recall the “Pre-
paratory notes for the OCRFI’s Second 
World Conference” (7) and especially 
the section headed “A crisis that goes 
back a long way”, which dealt with the 
slide from making compromises to be-
ing politically compromised. 
In Chapter 6 of his pamphlet, Lenin fo-
cused on the “reactionary trade un-
ions”. The German “Left Communists” 
had given their response to this issue: 
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the revolutionaries, the Communists 
must not in any circumstances be active 
in the counter-revolutionary trade un-
ions of Legien (8). Lenin condemned this 
position: “We cannot but regard as 
equally ridiculous and childish nonsense 
the pompous, very learned, and fright-
fully revolutionary disquisitions of the 
German Lefts to the effect that Com-
munists cannot and should not work in 
reactionary trade unions, that it is per-
missible to turn down such work, that it 
is necessary to withdraw from the trade 
unions and create a brand-new and im-
maculate “Workers’ Union” invented by 
very pleasant (and, probably, for the 
most part very youthful) Communists, 
etc., etc.” 
Lenin described the formation of the re-
actionary characteristics and the “craft 
union” narrowness of the trade unions, 
but at the same time he insisted: “How-
ever, the development of the proletariat 
did not, and could not, proceed any-
where in the world otherwise than 
through the trade unions, through re-
ciprocal action between them and the 
party of the working class. The proletar-
iat’s conquest of political power is a gi-
gantic step forward for the proletariat 
as a class, and the Party must more than 
ever and in a new way, not only in the 
old, educate and guide the trade unions, 
at the same time bearing in mind that 
they are and will long remain an indis-
pensable “school of communism” and a 
preparatory school that trains proletar-
ians to exercise their dictatorship, an in-
dispensable organisation of the workers 
for the gradual transfer of the manage-
ment of the whole economic life of the 
country to the working class (and not to 
the separate trades), and later to all the 
working people.” 
As far as Lenin was concerned, the pri-
mary cause of the reactionary character 
of the trade unions was the constitution 
of a “labour aristocracy”: “The Menshe-
viks of the West have acquired a much 
firmer footing in the trade unions; there 
the craft-union, narrow-minded, self-
ish, case-hardened, covetous, and 
petty-bourgeois “labour aristocracy”, 
imperialist-minded, and imperialist-
corrupted, has developed into a much 
stronger section than in our country.” 
(original emphasis) Because as far as 
Lenin was concerned, it was not a ques-
tion of turning one’s back on the trade 
unions; on the contrary, a ruthless 
struggle needed to be waged through to 

the end, “to a point when all the incor-
rigible leaders of opportunism and so-
cial-chauvinism are completely discred-
ited and driven out of the trade unions. 
Political power cannot be captured (and 
the attempt to capture it should not be 
made) until the struggle has reached a 
certain stage. This “certain stage” will 
be different in different countries and in 
different circumstances; it can be cor-
rectly gauged only by thoughtful, expe-
rienced and knowledgeable political 
leaders of the proletariat in each partic-
ular country.” Lenin said: “We are wag-
ing a struggle against the “labour aris-
tocracy” in the name of the masses of 
the workers and in order to win them 
over to our side; we are waging the 
struggle against the opportunist and so-
cial-chauvinist leaders in order to win 
the working class over to our side. It 
would be absurd to forget this most ele-
mentary and most self-evident truth.” It 
was precisely in light of this pressing 
need that Lenin condemned the stupid-
ity of the German “Left Communists”, 
“when, because of the reactionary and 
counter-revolutionary character of the 
trade union top leadership, they jump to 
the conclusion that…we must withdraw 
from the trade unions, refuse to work in 
them, and create new and artificial 
forms of labour organisation! This is so 
unpardonable a blunder that it is tanta-
mount to the greatest service Com-
munists could render the bourgeoisie. 
Like all the opportunist, social-chauvin-
ist and Kautskyite (9) trade union lead-
ers, our Mensheviks are nothing but 
“agents of the bourgeoisie in the work-
ing-class movement” (as we have al-
ways said the Mensheviks are), or “la-
bour lieutenants of the capitalist class”, 
to use the splendid and profoundly true 
expression of the followers of Daniel De 
Leon (10) in America. To refuse to work 
in the reactionary trade unions means 
leaving the insufficiently developed or 
backward masses of workers under the 
influence of the reactionary leaders, the 
agents of the bourgeoisie, the labour 
aristocrats, or “workers who have be-
come completely bourgeois” (cf. En-
gels’s letter to Marx in 1858 about the 
British workers).” 
As a result of this, Lenin recommended: 
“The Executive Committee of the Third 
International must, in my opinion, posi-
tively condemn (…) both the policy of re-
fusing to work in reactionary trade u-
nions in general (explaining in detail 

why such refusal is unwise, and what ex-
treme harm it does to the cause of the 
proletarian revolution) (…). The Third In-
ternational must break with the tactics 
of the Second International, it must not 
evade or play down points at issue, but 
must pose them in a straightforward 
fashion.” 
 
As the Fourth International, we 
have adopted this analysis and 
these tasks in our programme  
The Fourth International determinedly 
rejects trade union fetishism and 
condemns it. “Therefore, the sections of 
the Fourth International should 
constantly strive not only to renew the 
apparatus of the trade unions, at critical 
moments boldly and resolutely 
proposing new combative leaders in 
place of routine officials and careerists, 
but also to create wherever possible 
independent militant organisations that 
are more responsive to the tasks of the 
masses’ struggle against bourgeois 
society; and, if necessary, not stopping 
even in the face of a direct break with 
the conservative apparatus of the trade 
unions. If it is criminal to turn one’s back 
on the mass organisations for the sake 
of sectarian fiction, it is no less criminal 
to passively tolerate the subordination 
of the masses’ revolutionary movement 
to the control of openly reactionary or 
disguised conservative (“progressive”) 
bureaucratic cliques. Trade unions are 
not a means in themselves, they are 
only one of the means on the path to 
proletarian revolution.” (11) 
Already, Point 5 of the Theses of the 
Second Congress of the Third 
International on “The trade union 
movement, factory councils, and the 
Communist International” proposed a 
concrete formulation aimed at precisely 
defining the trade union as “an organ of 
revolutionary struggle for communism”: 
“Since communists attach more 
importance to the goal and nature of 
trade unions than to their form, they 
should not shrink from a split in the 
union organisations if the refusal to split 
would be tantamount to abandoning 
revolutionary work in the unions, 
abandoning the attempt to make them 
instruments of revolutionary struggle 
and to organise the most exploited 
sections of the proletariat.” (12)  
It is clear: such a split must be linked to 
the building of a genuine trade union  
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organisation, to the building of 
organisations of struggle such as factory 
committees, etc., starting from the 
movement of the class struggle itself. 
Now, we are continuously witnessing 
the artificial rise of “trade unions” that 
serve to divide the working class. 
Currently, in the German airline industry 
there are at least three competing 
organisations represented on each 
flight. New trade unions are dividing the 
workforce mainly in relation to the 
specific job being done – in the sense 
where Lenin characterised them as “the 
craft-union, narrow-minded, selfish, 
case-hardened, covetous, and petty-
bourgeois ‘labour aristocracy’”, but in 
this case in a reduced form, that of a 
return to the professional craft 
association.  
However, such an evolution, which only 
allows these new trade union heroes to 
do their job, is caused by the repeated 
betrayals by the leadership of the 
traditional union, which – in the name 
of a “duty towards social peace”, or 
“social partnership”, and today in the 
name of the Sacred Union – blocks the 
workers’ struggle for wages and better 
working conditions. It is the 
opportunistic and reactionary character 
of those leaderships that provoke such 
splits. The Theses on “The trade union 
movement, factory councils, and the 
Communist International” defined 
other conditions of the struggle for and 
within the trade unions: “But even if 
such a split should prove to be 
necessary, it should be effected only if 
the communists succeed in convincing 
the broad working masses, by constant 
struggle against the opportunist leaders 
and their tactics, by the most vigorous 
participation in the economic struggle 
of the broad working masses, that the 
split is to be made not for the sake of 
distant revolutionary aims which they 
do not yet understand, but for the sake 
of the most immediate practical 
interests of the working class in the 
development of their economic 
struggle. In the case where a split 
becomes inevitable, the communists 
should take great care that the split 
does not isolate them from the working 
masses.” (13) 
And where splits have already 
happened, the place of the communists 
is alongside those who are prepared to 
“fight the counter-revolutionary tenden-
cies of the trade union bureaucracy”. 

Because “support for revolutionary 
unions should not mean that 
communists leave the opportunist 
unions which are in a state of ferment 
and are moving towards advocacy of 
the class struggle.” (14) 
But if one simply “notes” that a trade 
union is no longer a trade union, if this 
is not based on an analysis, then it leads 
nowhere, it disarms and demoralises 
the class fighters and cadres, and is just 
another facet of opportunistic 
integration into the trade union 
apparatus, leaving the working class 
open to the blows of the capitalists and 
their governments. 
 
Elements of a discussion by the 
German section of the OCRFI on 8 
January 2021, and its tasks 
We do not limit ourselves to just reading 
basic historical documents! They 
constitute guides to action and can 
therefore be verified in the light of the 
current developments in the class 
struggle. The OCRFI’s Alarm Manifesto 
must also be translated into action in 
the context of the struggles of the 
working class, taking into account the 
conditions that apply in each of the 
different countries. 
On 8 January 2021, the militant activists 
of the German section of the OCRFI 
organised a discussion on the Alarm 
Manifesto. The aim of this online 
meeting was to launch the discussion 
on adopting the Alarm Manifesto, not in 
the sense of an exclusively theoretical 
consideration, but in order to combine 
the analysis made by the OCRFI’s Third 
Conference with the practical conse-
quences of intervening in the class 
struggle, as the Conference delegates 
did in their contributions. 
On 8 January, the question of 
intervening in the trade unions quickly 
became the focus of the discussion.  
Comrades who are not (yet) members 
of the Fourth International raised the 
following question, based on their 
experience of concrete struggle – for 
some, spanning many years – in the 
strikes at Amazon, etc.: how to prevent 
the “disintegration” being pushed by 
the union leadership in the face of the 
common action being demanded by the 
workers?  
Experienced workers are coming up 
against union officials who self-
confidently tell them: “You haven’t got 

a clue!” What is it that drives union 
representatives to such provocative 
acts, trying to put the workers down by 
saying “You haven’t got a clue”? Of 
course, it is the demands formulated by 
the workers. At Amazon, for example, 
they formulated the demand for a 
united strike on all sites at the same 
time – not only in Germany, but 
throughout Europe. They are 
demanding that this strike action be 
rolled out to all industrial branches and 
combined with strikes by public postal 
workers and those working for private 
delivery services. This is quite clearly a 
question of the struggle so that “the 
trade union built by the working class 
(…) remains – despite its leadership – a 
tool for the working class to organise 
and take action on the ground of its own 
independence”, and in this particular 
case, the struggle by a layer of workers 
in insecure work who are constantly 
making use of their trade union, forcing 
it to organise their strike action; and in 
so doing, they are building the union 
against all those who oppose it, creating 
strike leaderships and networks of 
union delegates. 
One comrade raised a very serious 
issue: the Ver.di union (which organises 
in the civil service, haulage, public 
transport, retail trade, banks, 
newspapers, publishing, etc.) has, like 
other unions, reached “emergency 
collective bargaining agreements due to 
the pandemic”. 
For example, Ver.di reached an “emer-
gency collective bargaining agreement” 
with the municipal employers for eight 
German airports. Of course, this 
includes “job security” up to the end of 
2023, but the workers are paying a high 
price for this: working time is reduced 
by 6 percent, with a corresponding 
reduction in pay. There will be no pay 
increase before Autumn 2022. A few 
days later, a similar case emerged: a 
subsidiary of [low-cost airline] 
Lufthansa Eurowings reached a 
“restructuring collective agreement” 
with Ver.di that should offer protection 
against lay-offs until March 2022. In 
return, the union members have agreed 
to reductions in pay, pension payments, 
etc. In May 2020, the airline Lufthansa 
received 9 billion euros [equivalent to 
US$10.7 billion] under the Grand 
Coalition’s bailout programme and the 
federal state took a 20 percent share in 
the company, which had been 
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completely privatised in 1997 in line 
with the European Union’s directives. 
The “aid” received from the Grand 
Coalition was not tied to any 
improvement whatsoever in jobs or pay. 
Undoubtedly, the march towards 
corporatist integration of the unions is 
underway. The leaderships are refusing 
to fight back, organise and lead the 
struggle to defend jobs and pay. On 
these issues, the Ver.di leadership is 
acting like the leadership of a 
reactionary trade union that has been 
co-opted into the state. And yet, Ver.di 
is not a “yellow” or scab union. But its 
leaders are putting the union in danger. 
We therefore need to analyse in detail 
the process of corporatist integration. 
The foundation of the trade union 
struggle is the struggle for trade union 
independence. From November 1918 
(the Stinnes-Legien Agreement) (15) 
onwards, this struggle in Germany came 
up against the class collaboration with 
the capitalists which the union 
leaderships were practising. This 
collaboration, which was accompanied 
by legislation on Betriebsräte (works 
councils) entitled “Principles regulating 
collective work”, replaced trade union 
independence with “collaboration 
based on confidence” by the works 
councils in the form of Mitbestimmung 
(co-decision) with the capitalists, and 
was subsequently updated by the 
“historic compromise” of 1952: works 
councils that were subject to 
“collaboration based on confidence” 
now became by law the instruments of 
co-management  in the interest of the 
company or corporation, and 
henceforth were a component part of 
the system of capitalist competition. 
But in fact, the role of the trade union 
must be exactly the opposite: its task is 
to eliminate competition between 
workers on the basis of its 
independence. 
The German section of the OCRFI will 
hold its founding conference on 6 
February 2021. It will draft a document 
for debate among trade unionists, and 
with intervention in the trade unions in 
mind, it will draw up in accessible terms 
the balance-sheet of the class 
collaboration that has been practised in 
Germany for decades within the 
framework of Mitbestimmung (co-
decision). But we need to take into 
account the fact that entire generations 
of trade union representatives have 

been trained within this framework. 
This means that we should in no way 
identify all works councils with the 
application of the law on organising in 
the workplace! We condemn a law that 
puts trade union independence into 
question and, for example, forbids 
works councils from launching strike 
action; in other words, a law that blocks 
them from carrying out their union 
function and puts them in a straitjacket. 
This is about contesting the legal basis 
that puts trade union independence 
into question. And this undoubtedly 
includes the fight against limiting the 
right to strike in Germany. 
This document must take stock of what 
we want to say when we talk about the 
co-opting of the trade unions, which are 
being called upon to become tools for 
the policy of dismantling the working 
class. In Germany, this is linked to 
another crucial practical question: is the 
work of the Mitbestimmung bodies (i.e. 
class collaboration) a function of the 
trade union, or rather has the trade 
union been reduced to the function of a 
co-decision body? We must include this 
question in our discussion, combined 
with the question of our tasks in the 
trade unions, i.e. of independent 
orientation in the class struggle to set 
up strike committees, workplace 
committees, councils, networks of staff 
representatives, and so on. Because the 
function of those networks of staff 
representatives has been largely 
displaced by the function of the works 
councils and staff councils, which are 
required by law to replace independent 
trade union activity – and they have 
partly succeeded in doing this – thanks 
to the forms of “collaboration based on 
confidence” set down in law. But 
resistance to this is coming together – 
championed by the youth. 
As far as the German section of the 
OCRFI is concerned, this is linked to 
what was pointed out by the rapporteur 
in Point 8 of the “Preparatory notes for 
the report made to the meeting of the 
enlarged OCRFI Secretariat, 24-26 May 
2019”: “This defence of the working-
class organisations is being carried out 
in the name of the independent struggle 
of the proletariat. It is therefore carried 
out as a leverage-point for the class 
struggle, for the strikes, for the protest 
marches, as a leverage-point for the 
autonomous movement of the working 
class, which includes the movement 

towards its own specific forms of 
organisation: strike committees, dele-
gates appointed by mass meetings, 
delegate committees. It is one and the 
same fight to help the working class to 
organise on its own class grounds. The 
Fourth International and its sections can 
only carry out this fight provided they 
correctly pose the question of building 
the party: the party of the Fourth 
International and the transitional forms 
that lead to it.” (16)  
The comrade giving the introductory 
report to the OCRFI’s Third 
International Conference needed to 
clarify that “we cannot confuse the 
union with its apparatus, or the various 
levels of the apparatus”. And he 
explained: “But at the bottom of the 
apparatus ladder, the union delegate 
who goes about their daily business and 
whose workmates call on them to 
champion their demands, is obviously 
not independent of the highest levels. 
Up to a certain point, they retain their 
confidence in the leaders, but the union 
work they carry out is not for the benefit 
the bourgeois leadership, it is for the 
benefit of the working-class character of 
the union.” (17)  
Clarifying this contradictory situation is 
essential in the discussion which we 
must have with mobilised working men 
and women. It must also inevitably be 
linked to the struggle on the line of 
“working-class policy–workers’ party–
workers’ government”. 
The development of the struggle for the 
party of the working class must be 
inextricably linked to the struggle of the 
revolutionaries inside the trade unions. 
We are not an appendage of the trade 
unions. We do not in any circumstance 
substitute the trade union for the 
workers’ party, which must be built and 
which must feature on the agendas of 
our meetings, since today the working 
class in Germany, Europe and beyond 
notes that it does not have political 
representation as a class. Nor do we 
have an abstract organisational discus-
sion to set up any form of structure; 
rather, we have a discussion based on 
the workers’ demands formulated in 
the OCRFI statement dated 24 March 
2020 (18), which for us remains fully 
relevant today in the form of the Alarm 
Manifesto. 
These are very specific concrete 
demands and not a complete 
“programme”, around which activists 
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and cadres who are fighting to build the 
workers’ party can rally together on the 
basis of immediate action. 

20 January 2021 
 
 
____________________ 
(1) Translator’s note: The union sacrée or Sa-
cred Union was a political truce in France 
during the First World War, in which a signif-
icant part of the socialist movement agreed 
not to oppose the government or call any 
strike, in the name of patriotism. 
(2) “(…) the rejection of the policy of the 
united front creates insurmountable obsta-
cles to working in the trade unions, since 
each trade union is, by its very nature, the 
arena of an ongoing united front of revolu-
tionary parties with reformist and non-party 
masses.” (Leon Trotsky, “The Trade Unions 
in Britain”, September 1933). 
(3) See “Excerpts from the report presented 
on 8 November 2020 to the Third Interna-
tional Conference of the OCRFI” in Issue 
No.20 (November 2020) of The Internatio-
nale. 
(4) Marx and Engels Collected Works 
(MECW), Vol.20 (Works 1864-68), Digital 
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Introduction  
The following political chro-
nology was published to mark 
the 100th anniversary of the 
Paris Commune, in Issue 
No.552 (May 1971) of La Vérité 
[The Truth], at that time the 
organ of the Central Commit-
tee of the Internationalist Com-
munist Organisation for the re-
construction of the Fourth In-
ternational (OCI) in France. 
The Internationale is 
republishing it for its readers 
to mark the Paris Commune’s 
150th anniversary. The foot-
notes are by the editorial team  
of The Internationale.  
 

1864 
This year marks a turning-point in the 
history of the Bonapartist regime (1). 

 
17 February: Republican newspaper 
L’Opinion Nationale publishes the Ma-
nifesto of the Sixty, in which – despite 
many illusions – the most conscious  

elements of the working class distance 
themselves from the bourgeois republi-
can party that opposes the Empire. 

25 May: The workers win the right to 
form coalitions. For Bonaparte, this was 
about repeating the operation he had 
carried out in 1851: having achieved 
power without any serious opposition 
due to the wait-and-see attitude of a 
working class that had little interest in 
helping to prop up the same bourgeois 
democrats who had provoked it and 
then massacred it in June 1848, Bona-
parte thought he could at least buy the 
working class’s neutrality if not compli-
city, by allowing some measures to be 
passed that were in its favour. Clearly, a 
futile calculation.  
The working class stepped into the 
breach this opened up, which resulted 
in massive strikes (in La Ricamarie, 
Aubin, Paris) and a big growth in its class 
organisations, political parties and 
trade unions. 

28 September: The International Work-
ingmen’s Association (IWA) (the First In-
ternational) is founded in London, and 
soon afterwards its French section 
(headquartered in Paris at Rue des 
Gravilliers and then Rue de la Corderie) 
becomes well-established; at this stage, 

its core membership is made up of ac-
tivists with a Proudhonist (2) back-
ground (Tolain, Fribourg, Limousin). 

THE CONGRESSES 
OF THE INTERNATIONAL: 

September 1866: Geneva (Switzerland) 
September 1867: Lausanne (Switzeland) 
September 1868: Brussels (Belgium) 
September 1869: Basel (Switzerland) 

After a series of hard fights, with the 
founders of the French section leading 
the charge, collectivism prevails over 
mutualism. These leaders were jailed 
on 29 August 1868, following one of 
three court cases launched against the 
International by the Empire. These two 
facts enabled closer relations between 
the Blanquists (3) and the IWA mem-
bers, and activists such as Malon and 
Varlin (4) then assumed the leadership 
of the French section. The latter were 
reluctant to have the working class play 
a supporting role to the various bour-
geois republican groupings, but never-
theless emphasised the importance of 
the political struggle. 

1870 
12 January: The funeral takes place of 
Victor Noir, a young journalist mur-
dered by Pierre Bonaparte, a cousin of 

A political chronology  
of the Paris Commune  

(1871) 
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the Emperor. The Parisian working class 
mobilises, and 200,000 people attend. 
The government had taken every pre-
caution, with the police and the army 
on hand to bloodily crush any revolu-
tionary attempt. A confrontation was 
avoided, which allowed the regime to 
put down any opposition for a long pe-
riod, but Paris had become aware of its 
strength. 

20 April: A Senatus-consulte (5) is issued 
which establishes a parliamentary sys-
tem. The Emperor tries to channel re-
publican and working-class opposition, 
which is growing throughout the coun-
try, by giving it a parliamentary plat-
form. 

8 May: A plebiscite on “The People ap-
proves the liberal reforms introduced 
into the Constitution since 1860 by the 
Emperor” results in an overwhelming 
majority in favour (the population is still 
mainly comprised of small farmers and 
rural workers). A number of such plebi-
scite operations, the penultimate ma-
noeuvre by bankrupt Bonapartism, 
failed to disarm the opposition, so the 
final resort – war – was considered and 
then accepted “with a light heart” by 
Prime Minister Emile Ollivier. 

18 July: France declares war on Prussia. 

2 August: The first military clashes, and 
the first French defeats. 

7 and 9 August: Popular protests in 
Place de la Concorde and in front of the 
Legislature pose the question of the re-
gime. 

14 August: The La Villette Affair (6): in 
keeping with their insurrectionist tac-
tics, the Blanquists try to take over the 
fire station at La Villette, targeting its ar-
senal. This resort to arms ends in a pro-
test which fails to draw in the masses. 
The Blanquist leaders are pursued; 
some are arrested and others leave the 
country to resume their exile. This de-
feat, which throws the Blanquist party 
into disarray on the eve of serious 
events, also illustrates this movement’s 
weaknesses: a small nucleus of con-
spirators, lacking any link with the 
masses, holding the trade unions (the 
basic organs for defending the working 
class) in contempt, and therefore inca-
pable of understanding “what is going 
on”. The insurrection was launched out-
side of the deep-rooted movement of 
the masses and, as such, was defeated. 

However, the consequences of this de-
feat – far from being confined only to 
the Blanquists – affected the whole of 
the working class, as it facilitated the 
government’s repression of all activists. 

4 September: When news arrives of the 
disaster at Sedan (7), the popular 
masses demonstrate in the Place de la 
Concorde and invade the Palais Bour-
bon (8). Gambetta (9) proclaims the fall 
of the Empire. A Republic is then 
founded at City Hall, and a Provisional 
Government (“Government of National 
Defence”) is formed under the leader-
ship of Trochu and Jules Favre. 

5 September: The first proposals are 
put forward aimed at setting up a provi-
sional Parisian municipal authority com-
posed of delegates from working-class 
organisations, including trade unions 
and radical clubs. For the Parisian revo-
lutionaries, it was a question of avoiding 
seeing the new regime confiscated by 
the bourgeois National Assembly mem-
bers, as happened in 1830 and 1848. A 
meeting of IWA activists (an “Assembly 
of worker delegates”) takes place at 
No.2 Rue Aumaire and adopts the fol-
lowing resolution: “Republican commit-
tees must be organised immediately in 
each arrondissement (10). Each arron-
dissement will delegate four of its mem-
bers to form a Central Committee (…)”. 
At this stage, it is not a question of 
standing up to the Provisional Govern-
ment, but of mobilising efforts to de-
fend the capital city. From this point on, 
the Provisional Central Committee – 
composed almost exclusively of mem-
bers of the International – operates 
continuously from No.6 Place de la 
Corderie. The battle is therefore joined 
to gain Arrondissement Republican 
Committees, which is where the various 
political tendencies of the labour move-
ment will link up. 

15 September: A manifesto of the Re-
publican Central Committee of the 
Twenty Arrondissements (the first “Red 
Poster”) is addressed to the people of 
Paris. It constitutes a national defence 
programme, but also puts forward a 
certain number of demands of a politi-
cal nature: Freedom of the press, free-
dom of assembly, freedom of associa-
tion; Commanding officers of the Na-
tional Guard to be elected; Delegates to 
be sent to the provinces with the task of 
organising republicans. 

19 September: Paris is completely sur-
rounded; the Siege of Paris begins. 
Bismarck (11) and Jules Favre meet for 
talks at the Château de Ferrières. 

25 September: The Provisional Govern-
ment issues decrees postponing the 
Paris municipal elections and elections 
to a Constituent Assembly. The Repub-
lican Central Committee reacts immedi-
ately by inviting the people to them-
selves proceed with the municipal elec-
tions “as soon as possible”. In parallel, 
the Republican Central Committee in-
vites the battalion commanders of the 
National Guard to confer, and begins 
the political fight against the Provisional 
Government. 

5 October: The battalions of Belleville 
(12) march on City Hall under the com-
mand of Flourens (13). The other battal-
ions rally to the movement, which fails; 
but it marks the start of a rivalry be-
tween the National Guard and the Re-
publican Central Committee. 

8 October: Demonstration in front of 
City Hall organised by the Republican 
Central Committee in order to regain 
the initiative. A serious setback. The 
masses, i.e. the battalions, do not fol-
low. 

31 October: Defeat in the Battle of Le 
Bourget, Metz (14) surrenders. The 
Blanquists decide the time has come to 
try to lend a hand. Blanqui seizes City 
Hall, but cannot keep hold of it for lack 
of sufficient organisation of the work-
ers. 

3 November: The Provisional Govern-
ment holds a plebiscite and wins a 
crushing majority, enabling it to pursue 
the Blanquists and the revolutionaries. 
Once again, their ranks are thrown into 
disarray. 

5 and 7 November: Mayoral elections 
for the arondissements, which prove a 
relative success for the revolutionaries. 
Malon and Delescluze are elected. 
 

1871 
The night of 5 January: The Republican 
Central Committee, now renamed the 
Delegation of the Twenty Arondisse-
ments, covers the walls of Paris with a 
Red Poster: 
“The politics, strategy and administra-
tion of 4 September, in continuity with 
the Empire, have been judged.  
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MAKE WAY FOR THE PEOPLE! 
MAKE WAY FOR THE COMMUNE!” 

19 January: The final attempt to break 
out of the siege ends in bloody defeat in 
the Battle of Buzenval. 

22 January: Another revolutionary day: 
National Guards succeed in freeing their 
comrades who had been held in prison 
since October, but fail to take City Hall, 
which is defended well by Vinoy and 
Ferry. The revolutionaries become the 
target of repression (radical clubs 
closed down, newspapers banned, ar-
rests). 

28 January: An armistice is signed, 
providing for elections and the entry of 
the Prussians into Paris. 

8 February: Elections result in a Na-
tional Assembly with a monarchist ma-
jority. The General Delegation and the 
International had campaigned for there 
to be “workers among the people in 
power”. 

15 February: A meeting of 3,000 Na-
tional Guards takes place in the Tivoli-
Vauxhall auditorium; it appoints a Com-
mission responsible for drafting the 
statutes of a National Guard Federa-
tion. 

20 and 23 February: With the elections 
over, the General Delegation gets down 
to reorganising the revolutionary forces 
in the form of Vigilance Committees of 
the Arrondissements. Resolutions are 
passed: 
“Every member of a Vigilance Commit-
tee declares his adherence to the Revo-
lutionary Socialist Party. Accordingly, he 
seeks to achieve by any means its re-
moval [of the bourgeoisie] as a ruling 
caste… No more bosses, no more prole-
tariat, no more social classes… 
It therefore will oppose by force, if nec-
essary, the meeting of any Constituent 
or other alleged National Assembly… 
It recognises no government of the 
country other than the government of 
political and social liquidation produced 
by the delegation of the country’s revo-
lutionary communes and the main 
working-class centres…” 

27 February to 2 March: Continuous 
demonstrations in Paris, fraternisation 
with the soldiers, the National Guard’s 
artillery is transported to working-class 
neighbourhoods. 

10 March: The National Assembly de-
capitalises Paris (15) and passes 

measures that are intolerable to the 
people of Paris: commercial bills due 
between 13 August and 13 November 
1870 to be immediately payable; the 
abolition of the 1.50 francs daily pay for 
the National Guards, which is the only 
means of subsistence for a working-
class population that has been made 
unemployed by the war. These acts of 
provocation push the petty bourgeoisie 
of Paris – the very many craftspeople 
and shopkeepers – into the proletariat’s 
camp. 

13 March: Proclamation of the Central 
Committee of the National Guard Fe-
deration. Its programme: 
“1. The Republic shall not be made con-
ditional on universal suffrage, which it 
carries out; 
2. The National Guard affirms its abso-
lute right to appoint all of its command-
ing officers and to recall them when 
they have lost the confidence of those 
who have elected them; 
3. Plan for the complete reorganisation 
of the national forces.” 
Almost every battalion signs up to this 
programme. The Blanquists and the 
members of the International, who 
were very active in the framework of 
the Delegation of the Twenty Arron-
dissements, regarded this new organi-
sation with mistrust and barely fought 
to be represented in it. This political er-
ror would weigh very heavily on the 
events that followed, with the political 
leadership of the revolution (the Com-
mune) never succeeding in making the 
military leadership fall in line; on occa-
sion, the latter had its own political line. 
Nevertheless, on the eve of the decisive 
day of 18 March, the cadres of the in-
surrection were in place.  
17 March: Blanqui is arrested, having 
been sentenced to death in absentia for 
his role in the events of 31 October 
1870.  
8, 9, 16 and 18 March: Repeated at-
tempts by the Thiers government (16) 
to recover the National Guard’s artil-
lery; the last attempt takes place in 
Montmartre (17). What is at stake? 
Thiers stated later: “The business peo-
ple told me repeatedly: You will never be 
able to carry out financial operations if 
you don’t make an end of these scoun-
drels, if you don’t take their cannons 
away from them.”Statement by Comte 
d’Hérisson, a conservative: “One almost 
wonders if Mr Thiers really wanted to 

capture the Montmartre cannons, and if 
his aim rather was to achieve a popular 
movement that would allow him to 
evacuate Paris first, and then recapture 
it by drowning it in blood.” 
These confessions serve to fully charac-
terise the Communard movement, the 
first proletarian revolution in history, 
and all the recantations by “serious” 
historians will do nothing to change 
that. The popular reaction to Thiers’s 
enterprises results in the execution of 
two generals: Lecomte and Thomas 
(18). The government tries to mobilise 
the National Guard in the bourgeois 
neighbourhoods. Another setback. It is 
then forced to evacuate Paris and beats 
a hasty retreat. The order is issued to all 
services of both the army and the gov-
ernment administration to fall back to 
Versailles. In this way, the bourgeois 
state apparatus is completely destroyed 
in Paris.  
During 18 March, there is no co-ordi-
nated action whatsoever by the revolu-
tionaries; only a few local initiatives re-
spond to the new situation.  
The Central Committee of the National 
Guard finally meets in City Hall, and out 
of necessity finds itself entrusted with 
all powers. Despite much hesitation, it 
assumes power temporarily, with “time 
to prepare the municipal elections”. 
Since there was a clear need to admin-
ister Paris, the Central Committee pro-
ceeds to delegate people. In the main, 
this genuine provisional government is 
composed of Blanquists and members 
of the International. 

19 March: The Interior Minister dele-
gates the temporary administration of 
Paris to the Mayors’ Assembly. 
The mayors, most of whom are bour-
geois republicans, use this as an argu-
ment to launch into an attempt at me-
diation between Versailles and Paris. 
These excuses, made possible by the 
Central Committee’s irresolute atti-
tude, considerably benefit Thiers. 

21 March: A meeting of the Delegation 
of the Twenty Arrondissements poses 
all of the important issues of the mo-
ment:  
Municipal elections scheduled for 24 
March (some activists condemn their 
detrimental character). The Central 
Committee’s wait-and-see approach is 
condemned. “The army was allowed to 
leave… We haven’t arrested the trai-
tors… The Bank of France is guarded by 
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reactionary battalions. In politics, every 
mistake is a crime…” (Chatelain) (19) 
The fact remains that in order to avoid 
dividing the revolutionaries, the major-
ity of the Delegation line up behind the 
Central Committee. 

21 and 22 March: The National Guard 
represses two reactionary demonstra-
tions in Paris, but simultaneously, the 
Central Committee allows the mayors’ 
attempts at mediation to develop fur-
ther. It takes an insistent and public in-
tervention by the Delegation of the 
Twenty Arondissements before the 
Central Committee firms up its position 
on 24 March and announces its irrevo-
cable decision to organise municipal 
elections on 26 March. 

25 March: With the start of the elec-
toral campaign, the Central Committee 
announces its (temporary) withdrawal. 
The International publishes an ex-
tremely moderate manifesto (“the 
Commune Delegation (…) must deter-
mine the progressive application of the 
social reforms”), clearly inspired by the 
Proudhonists. 

26 March: Election day; there is a high 
turnout. 

27 March: The results of the election 
are established. The Delegation of the 
Twenty Arondissements issues a new 
manifesto that assigns its objectives to 
the new government. Also inspired by 
the Proudhonists, the new manifesto 
represents the last important manifes-
tation of the Delegation, which will very 
quickly be subsumed into the National 
Guard and the state apparatus. 

28 March: The results are declared: 90 
elected representatives, of whom just 
13 are from the Central Committee of 
the National Guard. Three political 
groups: members of the International, 
Blanquists and Jacobins.  
Fifteen or so members of the Interna-
tional, a handful of Blanquists. The ma-
jority is composed of unclassifiable 
men: “Jacobins” locating themselves in 
the tradition of 1793, petty bourgeois 
solely concerned with a political revolu-
tion, centralisers, “Romantics”, and fi-
nally, republican greybeards more con-
cerned with parading than taking ac-
tion. Prisoners of their own hatred like 
Felix Pyat, they are a ferment of disinte-
gration; on that account, personal quar-
rels poison the atmosphere of the Com-
mune Assembly. 

29 March: The Commune proceeds to 
establish a genuine government rather 
than a municipal administration, alt-
hough the demands for action – the 
conflict with Versailles – do not sit well 
with the federalist principles stated in 
the programme of the elected repre-
sentatives.  
But those principles continue to hinder 
the Communards’ efforts. For example, 
it is in the name of those principles that 
there will be a refusal to arm the inhab-
itants of the communes around Paris 
who want to fight against the Versailles 
forces. 
 

APRIL 
 
Over the course of some months, move-
ments inspired by the Commune take 
place without great success in a number 
of working-class cities and big towns in 
the rest of the country, such as Lyon, 
Saint-Etienne, Le Creusot, Marseille, 
Narbonne, Toulouse and Limoges. They 
barely worry the government, which 
copes with them without much diffi-
culty, and do not even succeed in tar-
geting significant numbers of troops. 
Although the inherent weakness of the 
revolutionary movement outside Paris 
should be noted, this defeat was also 
due to the Communards’ negligence: 
they sent representatives out to the 
rest of the country too late and without 
enough resources (just 100,000 francs 
spent on external propaganda).  
2 April: A decree by the Commune on 
the salaries of civil servants equalizes 
pay for administrative posts with the 
worker’s wage (6,000 francs per year). 

With universal suffrage used in elec-
tions at every level, this was the means 
used to smash the imperial bureaucracy 
and put in place a working-class govern-
ment.  
Other measures relating to school edu-
cation – driven by Vaillant – eliminate 
religious education in schools and aim 
to reorganise primary and technical 
schools; given the short time available 
to the Communards, these did not pro-
duce any concrete results. 
Secularism in education, achieved here 
for the first time, appears as a gain for 
the proletariat which the bourgeoisie 
strives to destroy whenever it can. 

2 April: The first serious military en-
gagement between the forces of Paris 
and Versailles: a reconnaissance mis-
sion towards Courbevoie (20) by Com-
mune troops led by Bergeret ends in de-
feat, and the prisoners are shot by the 
Versailles forces. This provokes a big 
emotional response in Paris, resulting in 
a spontaneous mobilisation. 

3 April: The Commune gives in to popu-
lar pressure and decides to march on 
Versailles. This sortie is carried out com-
pletely carelessly and without any or-
der, and ends in disaster. Thiers had had 
the time to put together a new army 
and indoctrinate it. Once again, then 
Parisians pay a very high price for their 
illusions, thinking that the army would 
not fire on the National Guard. 

5 April: Decree on hostages: the execu-
tion of one Commune fighter by the 
Versailles forces must result in the exe-
cution of three Versailles hostages. This 
decree would only be applied in the last 
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few days of the Commune, whilst the 
Versailles army carried out executions 
from the start of the conflict. 

15 April: The Assembly of the Interna-
tional in Geneva states: “In the Com-
mune Revolution of 18 March, we have 
saluted the political advent of the work-
ing class…” The internationalist charac-
ter of the Commune is made even 
clearer by the direct participation of for-
eigners: the Hungarian Leo Frankel (21), 
the Poles Dombrowski and Wroblewski 
(22), and others. 

16 April: Decree regarding the reactiva-
tion of workshops that had been aban-
doned by their owners. It provides for 
immediately assigning them to workers 
for setting up co-operatives. These co-
operative enterprises will federate, 
marking the beginnings of a reorganisa-
tion of production on a basis that is to-
tally alien to capitalism: collective ap-
propriation and an embryonic form of 
central planning. Complementary elec-
tions to the Communal Assembly.  
Pointless discussions develop around 
the validation of those elected, some of 
whom received less than one-eighth of 
the votes cast; at least at the Assembly 
level, this shows the limits of the com-
munalist movement, due to the social 
origins of most of its members in bour-
geois parliamentarism. 

17 April: Decree on the maturity date of 
commercial bills. The law passed by the 
National Assembly on 10 March would 
have caused 300,000 bankruptcies in 
Paris.  
The aim of the decree is to protect 
small-business owners and at the same 
time avoid a further worsening of the 
economic situation in the capital. Re-
payments will only start from 15 July 
1871 onwards; this equitable measure 
strengthens cohesion between the clas-
ses. 

20 April: A civil order abolishes night-
work in bakeries. Like all other 
measures with a social character, this 
was initiated by members of the Inter-
national, who – given their own work-
ing-class background – realised the 
need for them. 
27 April: Decree abolishing fines and 
deductions from workers’ wages, an 
abuse in the 19th century where the 
boss acted as judge and jury for the 
slightest “misconduct” and assumed 
the right to impose financial penalties. 

Also to protect workers’ wages, the 
Commune carries out a review of con-
tracts made by the State with private in-
dividuals; henceforward, the percent-
age applied to wages will be listed in the 
specifications. 
Finally, employment offices – which 
were private businesses – are abol-
ished. These institutions of the bour-
geois regime operated real trafficking 
similar to the trafficking in foreign work-
ers we see today. 

28 April: Creation of a “Committee of 
Public Safety”. The International mem-
bers vigorously oppose the resurgence 
of the old myths (23) dressed up in 
pompous wording that in reality is anar-
chistic. The Communal Assembly splits 
irretrievably between a Majority and a 
Minority. The Minority’s position was 
undeniably correct and realistic at this 
stage, but it was considerably weak-
ened when they announced on 15 May 
that they were separating from the 
Commune and withdrawing to their ar-
rondissements; this was short-sighted in 
view of the imperatives of civil war, 
which do not tolerate abstention. 
 

MAY 
 
7 May: Decree on the Mont-de-Piété 
(24). Between 12 and 25 May, objects 
were redeemed with a total value of 
323,407 francs, a small amount which il-
lustrates that the Commune was also an 
insurrection born out of poverty. 
A Federation of radical and popular 
clubs is created and continues the activ-
ities of the Republican Vigilance Com-
mittees in the preceding period, by 
providing effective aid. This is an ex-
pression of the political will of the work-
ing class. The Women’s Union, founded 
by E. Dmitrieff and N. Le Mel (25), is 
closely linked to the International and 
plays a similar role. To properly under-
stand what the Commune was, one can-
not ignore the strength of this popular 
current; its ideological demands and 
wish to satisfy the material needs of the 
masses pointed to a dictatorship of the 
proletariat. 

8 May: The Fort d’Issy (26) is taken by 
the Versailles forces. The city’s de-
fences begin to receive direct bombard-
ment. The worsening military situation 
rekindles the power struggle between 
the Central Committee of the National 
Guard and the Commune (represented 

by its war delegates); the balance tips in 
favour of the Central Committee. 
Henceforth, at both the military and po-
litical levels, there will no longer be any 
leadership that is at least co-ordinated, 
if not centralised (which it never was). 

9 May: During the renewal of the Com-
mittee of Public Safety, a new clash oc-
curs between Majority and Minority 
members. The Minority members are 
ousted from the administration: Vallès 
from the Intendance (Commissariat), 
Vermorel from the Sûreté (Security), 
Longuet from the Journal Officiel (27). 
This minority “with the exception of 
some ten members, comprised the most 
enlightened and the most laborious 
members of the Council” (28). 

16 May: Protot, Justice Delegate, issues 
a civil order which stipulates that ad-
ministrative acts will be carried out free 
of charge, a modest measure in line 
with the move towards inexpensive 
government. 
20 May: Ratification of the peace treaty 
in Frankfurt; Bismarck obligingly sup-
plies Thiers with new troops.  
“That, after the most tremendous war 
of modern times, the conquering and 
the conquered hosts should fraternise 
for the common massacre of the prole-
tariat – this unparalleled event does in-
dicate, not, as Bismarck thinks, the final 
repression of a new society up heaving, 
but the crumbling into dust of bourgeois 
society. (…) Class rule is no longer able 
to disguise itself in a national uniform; 
the national governments are one as 
against the proletariat!” (29)  
The Commune’s fighters are forced to 
fall back to the first internal line of de-
fence, inside the city walls. 
In the afternoon, the Versailles forces 
enter Paris – a postern gate is treacher-
ously left open for them. 
That same day, the Finance Delegate, 
Jourde, sends a letter to the Deputy 
Governor of the Bank of France re-
questing funds which he must have 
taken, since it is known that during the 
whole civil war period, Thiers drew bills 
on the Bank of France amounting to 257 
million francs, while the Commune only 
received 16 million francs.  
The financial means had to be found to 
support the lives of 357,000 people in 
Paris, quite apart from the costs of run-
ning the city. Jourde’s “honesty” was 
much admired, especially by those 
bourgeois who were aware of the fact 
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that if the Communards had seized the 
cash and other forms of paper money 
held by the Bank, it would have been 
very difficult for Thiers to finance the 
counter-revolution. 

The night of 21 May: Some men com-
pose themselves and try to organise the 
resistance in Paris, but the Versailles 
forces have already made serious in-
roads. From this moment on, there is no 
longer any overall plan, centres of re-
sistance are set up haphazardly and the 
defences at important strategic points 
like Montmartre are not maintained 
properly. 

23 May: Rigault and Ferré have hos-
tages executed, belated measures 
which therefore look more like an act of 
vengeance or despair rather than a le-
gitimate act of defence, faced with Ver-
sailles troops who have been carrying 
out mass executions for more than a 
month.  
A series of fires take hold in many parts 
of the city: “While tearing to pieces the 
living body of the proletariat, its rulers 
must no longer expect to return trium-
phantly into the intact architecture of 
their abodes. (…) The bourgeoisie of the 
whole world, which looks complacently 
upon the wholesale massacre after the 
battle, is convulsed by horror at the des-
ecration of brick and mortar!” (30)   

24 May: City Hall is evacuated, and then 
goes up in flames. 
The Commune falls back to the Town 
Hall in the 11th arrondissement. 
The Pantheon is taken by the army. 

25 May: Delescluze dies on a barricade 
near Chateau-d'Eau. (31) The Left Bank 
is evacuated. 

26 May: The struggle continues, but the 
Communards now only hold the Fau-
bourg Saint-Antoine and its surrounding 
area. Execution of around 50 hostages 
in Rue Haxo. 

27 May: Père-Lachaise Cemetery is lost. 

28 May: The last barricade falls at 
1.00pm, in Rue Oberkampf. “The noise 
of battle has died down, but new gunfire 
can be heard in Paris: that of the firing-
squads; it has already lasted a week.” 
(32) When the proletariat threatens the 
bourgeoisie’s privileges, the latter’s fe-
rocity no longer knows any limits. Some 
4,000 Communards are killed during the 
battle, at least 30,000 are shot after-
wards, and others are sentenced to be  

deported to New Caledonia, including 
the penal colony on Nou Island. 
 
______________________ 
(1) The regime of the Second French Em-
pire (1851-70) of Louis-Napoleon Bona-
parte, referred to as Napoleon III. 
(2) Supporters of Pierre-Joseph Proudhon 
(1809-65), who advocated a form of uto-
pian, non-proletarian socialism. In 1847, 
Marx published The Poverty of Philoso-
phy, a scathing polemic against the con-
cepts of utopian socialism in answer to 
Proudhon’s book, Philosophy of Poverty. 
(3) Supporters of Auguste Blanqui (1805-
81), an old revolutionary militant who was 
highly regarded by Marx. Blanqui was 
held prisoner in the provinces during the 
whole period of the Paris Commune, hav-
ing been arrested on 17 March. 
(4) Benoît Malon (1841-93), who worked 
as a dyer, and Eugène Varlin (1839-71), 
who worked as a bookbinder, were both 
IWA members and elected leaders of the 
Paris Commune. 
(5) A form of decree issued by the Senate. 
The name drew inspiration from Ancient 
Rome. 
(6) La Villete is a neighbourhood in north-
eastern Paris. 
(7) A 130,000-strong French army was de-
feated by the Prussian army in the Battle 
of Sedan, resulting in the capture of Em-
peror Napoleon III and 104,000 of his 
troops. This battle effectively decided the 
war in favour of Prussia and its allies, 
though fighting continued under a new 
French government. 
(8) The seat of the Legislature. 
(9) Leon Gambetta, like General Trochu 
and the lawyer Jules Favre, was a leading 
bourgeois republican. 
(10) The city of Paris is divided into 20 ar-
rondissements municipaux [administra-
tive districts or boroughs], more simply 
referred to as arrondissements. 

(11) Otto von Bismarck (1815-98), states-
man of the Kingdom of Prussia and the 
first Chancellor of the German Empire 
proclaimed in January 1871, following the 
defeat of Napoleon III. 
(12) A working-class neighbourhood in 
the east of Paris. 
(13) Gustave Flourens (1838-71), elected 
representative and General of the Paris 
Commune. 
(14) A city in Lorraine, in eastern France. 
(15) The new capital is Versailles, the for-
mer main residence of the kings of France. 
(16) Adolphe Thiers (1797-1877), bour-
geois politician, head of the Versailles 
government and the main organiser of 
the crushing of the Paris Commune. 
(17) A working-class neighbourhood in 
the north of Paris. 
(18) Given responsibility by Thiers for re-
covering the National Guard’s artillery, on 
18 March in Montmartre, Generals 
Lecomte and Thomas were surrounded by 
workers from the neighbourhood, where 
women were to play a decisive role. The 
two generals ordered their troops to fire 
on the crowd. The soldiers refused, with 
“rifle butts raised on high” [from the orig-
inal French verses of The Internationale], 
and shot their own generals. 
(19) Eugene Chatelain (1829-1902), 
worker, poet and veteran of the Paris 
Commune. 
(20) A suburb north-west of Paris. 
(21) Leo Frankel (1844-96), Hungarian 
jewellery worker and member of the In-
ternational, elected Commune Delegate 
for Labour and Industry. A survivor of the 
repression, he contributed towards 
founding the Workers’ Party in Hungary 
(1880) and then was active in the Wor-
kers’ International (Second International). 
(22) Jaroslaw Dombrowski (1836-71), 
born in Poland under the domination of 
the Russian Empire; while an officer in the 
Russian Army, he took part in the January 
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Uprising against tsarism in 1863; became a 
General in the Commune. Valery Wroblew-
ski (1836-1908), Polish participant in the 
January Uprising in 1863; emigrated; be-
came a General in the Commune; in exile, 
joined the International in London. 
(23) Because this echoed the Committee of 
Public Safety set up in April 1793 during the 
bourgeois revolution in France. 
(24) Translator’s note: The Mont-de-Piété 
originated in Italy in the 15th century as a 
privately-funded network of charitable 
pledge-shops or pawnbrokers aimed at com-
bating usury, and spread to other countries 
such as France, Belgium, Spain and Switzer-
land. In 1869, the Mont-de-Piété in France – 
a privately-owned institution with share-
holders – had an annual turnover of 25 mil-
lion francs and declared a profit of 784,736 
francs after making a contribution to the As-
sistance Publique, a body of charitable foun-
dations. At the time of the Commune, some 
73 per cent of pledges were made by work-
ers, and two-thirds of the 1.5 million loans 
made annually were loans of between 3 and 
10 francs. The Commune’s decree dated 29 

March only suspended the sale of pledged 
objects; the decree dated 7 May allowed ob-
jects with a value of less than 20 francs to be 
redeemed free of charge. 
(25) The Women’s Union to Defend Paris 
and Care for the Wounded was founded in 
April 1871 by Elizabeth Dmitrieff (1851-
1910), a Russian emigree, member of the In-
ternational and close associate of Karl Marx, 
and by Nathalie Lemel (1826-1921), a book-
binder, trade union delegate and member of 
the International. 
(26) One of six forts built to the south of the 
main wall around the city; its remains sur-
vive today in the suburb that bears its name, 
south-west of Paris on the road to Versailles. 
(27) Jules Vallès (1832-85), journalist, writer 
and elected representative of the Com-
mune; Auguste Vermorel (1841-71), journal-
ist and elected representative of the Com-
mune; Charles Longuet (1839-1903), mem-
ber of the International, elected representa-
tive of the Commune, son-in-law of Karl 
Marx, editor of the Journal Officiel [Official 
Newspaper] which published the decrees of 
the Paris Commune as well as news. 

(28) Prosper-Olivier Lissagaray, History of 
the Paris Commune of 1871, Chapter XIX 
(1876).  
After taking part in the Paris Commune, Lis-
sagaray (1838-1901) lived in exile in London 
(1871-80), staying at Karl Marx’s family 
home.  
During this time, he collected testimonies 
from the survivors in exile in London and 
Switzerland and consulted all documents 
available at the time to ensure accuracy.  
Marx assisted him in the writing of History of 
the Paris Commune of 1871, which was 
translated into English by Eleanor Marx.(29) 
Karl Marx, “The Fall of Paris”, The Civil War 
In France (1871). 
(30) Ibid. 
(31) Translator’s note: A veteran of the rev-
olutions of 1830 and 1848, Delescluze chose 
his own death. Carrying only his cane and 
wearing his ceremonial sash as the military 
commander of the Commune, he walked to 
the nearest defended barricade, climbed to 
the top in clear view of the enemy, and was 
promptly shot dead. 
(32). C. Talès, La Commune de 1871 (1921)  
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