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BASIC POSITIONS OF INTERNATIONALIST 
COMMUNISTS IN NORTH AMERICA 

 
1 

We denounce capitalism, whatever its apparent form of government, 
as a social system based on the exploitation of man by man. 

2 
We denounce the so-called “socialist” countries as brutal 

exploitative regimes to be overthrown by the working class. 

3 
We support communism as the only means capable of saving 

humanity from its extinction under capitalist barbarism. 

4 
We reject all interclassist struggles and ideologies as alien to the 

proletariat and contrary to its interests as the universal class. 

5 
We denounce labor unions and elections as instruments of economic 

exploitation and political subjugation to the capitalist system. 

6 
We affirm, in this moment, the total decadence of the capitalist system — its 

inability to contribute further towards social development — and the 
immediate need for a communist revolution on a global scale. 

7 
We advocate the establishment of a revolutionary 
party to function as the nerve center of the class. 
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EDITORIAL 
JULY 2018 

 
At the time of writing, the working class pulsates to 
life faced with the brutality of capital. The various 
identity hustlers — who promote uniformly capitalist 
politics predicated on divisions of blood, culture, and 
fatherland — would have us believe that class antag-
onisms are no longer the driving force of society. Yet 
the bleak reality of the modern nation-state, as well 
as the sheer scale of repression that it is periodically 
compelled to unleash in order to defend the present 
order, with all of its myriad contradictions, suggests 
otherwise. 

Earlier this year schoolteachers in West Virginia 
fired the opening salvo, signaling the resumption of 
class war. This set off a massive strike wave, in defi-
ance of both the bosses and the unions. So far, the 
latter have done everything in their power to dis-
suade the teachers from this course of action, at-
tempting to reroute their unrest to the safety of the 
ballot box, where it could be effectively neutralized. 
These unsanctioned (and by all accounts illegal) 
strikes have not only succeeded in paralyzing the 
school system at the state level; they have also pro-
voked widespread anxiety in the ruling class and its 
political lackeys, who have grown unaccustomed to 
workers putting up a fight. The heroic struggle of the 
West Virginia schoolteachers has inspired their peers 
in Oklahoma, Arizona, Kentucky, and Colorado to 
follow their example, with others elsewhere in the 
US contemplating similar measures. The possibility of 
a national teachers’ strike, perhaps joined by the 
many disaffected workers employed throughout the 
public sector, is being taken very seriously by the 
powers that be. In the state of Florida, for example, 
the teachers’ union has advised its rank-and-file not 
to strike, making abundantly clear that it will not 
condone, much less support, militancy under any cir-
cumstance. 

A similar process appears to be underway in Iran, 
France, Nicaragua, Puerto Rico, and Venezuela, 
where the situation for the working class has deteri-
orated considerably since the start of the economic 
crisis. The governments of the Right and the Left dis-
play the same disregard for our lives, which they see 
as expendable. Time and again, they shed the blood 

of those workers who have demonstrated against the 
deterioration of their living conditions under capital-
ism. Deliverance from these situations will depend 
above all on the extent to which the working class is 
able to extricate itself from capital and assert its po-
litical independence. The working class must respond 
to the violence of the exploiting class, exercised 
openly or covertly, with their own self-organization 
for the revolutionary conquest of power. 

The capitalist class sits atop a mountain of corps-
es. Syria continues to serve as a battleground for im-
perialist interests scrambling to gain a foothold in the 
region, as well as a potential site for the start of 
World War Three. Already the conflict has claimed 
the lives of nearly half a million people, the sacrificial 
lambs of rival imperialisms struggling to maintain 
profits at the expense of the global working class. It is 
this dynamic, embedded within capitalism, which 
propels hostilities between different nation-states. 
And this struggle for control of the planet has only 
intensified with the economic crisis, for which, it is 
crucial to note, they have no solution. Only one les-
son can be gleaned from all this: no faction of cap-
ital is progressive in the decadent phase of 
the system. Those who look for a progressive ac-
tor in conflicts between the various factions of capital 
will be sorely disappointed. In place of this hedging, 
we affirm that the way to put an end to imperialist 
carnage is not to line up on one side of it, but to or-
ganize ourselves as a class and fight our exploiters 
everywhere, who are responsible for engineering it in 
the first place. 

As we speak, Cuba, one of the few standing bea-
cons of the Stalinist Left, is undergoing a profound 
crisis. No end to this crisis appears to be in sight. The 
present issue dives into the history and basic func-
tioning of the Cuban economy, demonstrating its 
capitalist underpinnings. It further challenges the 
claim, made by both the ideologues of the regime 
and its critics on the Right, that what was established 
in Cuba bore any resemblance, even remotely, to so-
cialism. Recent attempts to reform the country’s 
economic model have stalled out, due to the inability 
of the private sector to absorb all those laid off by 
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the state. Meanwhile, a generational transfer of pow-
er is underway within the ruling circles. The new 
leaders face significant pressure, both from above and 
below, to restore dynamism to the Cuban economy 
within a global economy where opportunities for 
profitable investment are increasingly scarce. 

Simultaneously, the United States has been tend-
ing more and more towards militaristic enforcement 
of its exclusionary immigration policies, exploding 
under the Obama administration. In this issue, we 
look into the conditions of undocumented sweatshop 
workers in the Fashion District of Los Angeles, Cali-
fornia as a case study to help us better understand 
the process of legal precaritization, as well as the 
many hurdles and difficulties involved with organizing 
workers who have no legal status.  

With the election of Donald Trump to the presi-
dency of the United States, after campaigning on a 
virulently racist, xenophobic platform, fringe elements 
of the far Right — neo-Nazi groups and adjacent 
formations, the KKK, the so-called “alt-right” — have 
doubtless been emboldened. Many on the Left warn 
of an impending fascist takeover, which supposedly 
can only be combated by a temporary alliance of the 
working class with the “progressive” wing of capital. 
This line of argument falls apart upon closer examina-
tion, however. Fascism, and dictatorship more gener-
ally, is an immunological response by capitalism to an 
existential threat, which can be internal or external in 
nature. Aligning with capitalism’s progressive wing to 
restore capitalist democracy achieves nothing, since 
democracy can be readily transformed into fascism as 
soon as necessary. In this issue, we include a newly-
translated article from the Italian Communist Left on 
the role antifascism played in disarming workers ideo-
logically, if not materially. 

Finally, the IDF’s recent massacre of unarmed 
protesters along the Gaza border has reignited the 
debate over Israel and Palestine. While leftists rush to 
signal their support for Palestinian nationalism against 
the Zionist state, the current issue prefers to look at 
the deeper roots of the conflict. By ascertaining its 
relationship to the Jewish question and the national 
question — two questions which have long vexed 
Marxists — it becomes clear that each expresses a 
contradiction of capitalism. Jews in Eastern Europe, 
most of them workers sympathetic to socialist ideas, 
adopted various forms of nationalism before 1945. 
Zionism eventually won out, following the Nazi gen-
ocide, even earning the support of official communist 
parties as a “nationalism of the oppressed.” In light of 
Israel’s subsequent and ongoing atrocities against the 
Palestinians living in the occupied territories, howev-
er, it should perhaps be seen as Exhibit A in the case 
for why supporting any kind of nationalism is always a 
mistake, no matter how sympathetic. That includes, 
among others, Palestinian nationalism (but also Kurd-
ish, Catalan, etc.). Resolution of the Jewish question, 
as well as the national question, can only come 
through the revolutionary overthrow of capital on a 
global level. 

Internationalist Communists reject all cross-class 
coalitions and mobilizations, which subject the work-
ing class to the will of capitalists, preparing it to be-
come cannon fodder for their wars. The goal of this 
publication, as stated in the inaugural issue, is to re-
group those individuals within the class who defend, 
without any compromise or hesitation, these interna-
tionalist and revolutionary positions. 

Intransigence
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SUGARCANE STALINISM 
STATE CAPITALISM AND DEVELOPMENT IN CUBA 

 
Nations, as well as individuals, cannot escape the imperatives of capital accumulation 
without abolishing capital. 

— Grandizo Munis, “For a Second Communist Manifesto”1 
 
The official narrative concerning the nature of the 
changes to the economy and broader society ushered 
in by the Cuban government after the so-called “revo-
lution” of 1959 holds that the agrarian reform and 
subsequent statification of the economy — i.e., the 
transferal of ownership of the means of production 
from private capitalists to the state — set Cuba on the 
path to socialism. This was the viewpoint advanced by 
the French agronomist Rene Dumont, who served as 
an advisor to the freshly-minted “socialist” government 
on matters pertaining to economic development. Since 
then, other scholars on the Left have seriously studied 
the Cuban economy. Among those to do so from a 
critical lens, Samuel Farber stands out as the most in-
tellectually rigorous and consistent. Though it is not 

without its problems, his book about Cuban society af-
ter the triumph of the barbudos over the CIA-
sponsored Batista dictatorship provides a rare window 
into the inner workings of the Stalinist system in its 
Cuban instantiation. Farber subscribes to the standard 
“bureaucratic collectivist” position, arguing that, while 
Cuba falls short of the benchmark for socialism due to 
the absence of meaningful control over production 
and distribution by the laboring masses, neither can it 
be considered capitalist, since the nationalization of the 
means of production supposedly precludes competi-
tion between enterprises. Instead, he says, what exists 
in Cuba is a qualitatively new kind of class society 
based on the autocratic rule of a parasitic bureaucracy 
embedded in the state apparatus, whose iron-tight grip 
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over both the economy and society at large frustrates 
any attempt by individual enterprises to pursue their 
particular economic interests.2 

Though their conclusions are radically different, de-
fenders of both “socialist” and “neither socialist, nor 
capitalist” (henceforth, neither-nor) theories about 
Cuba and other statified societies nevertheless coin-
cide in the view that the nationalization of private en-
terprises constitutes a partial, or perhaps even whole-
sale, negation of capitalism and its laws of motion. This 
conception, whose unfortunate genealogy can be 
traced back to the “state-socialist” ideas of Ferdinand 
Lassalle and his followers in the First International, has 
no basis whatsoever in the theory of socialism elabo-
rated by Marx and Engels. For the latter, state monop-
olies did not signify the negation of capitalist produc-
tion relations but their accentuation.3 In fact, they in-
sisted that the transition towards socialism would nec-
essarily entail a progressive weakening, or “withering 
away,” of the state machinery. The remainder of this 
essay will attempt a critical analysis of the aforemen-
tioned theories employing an approach that is meth-
odologically Marxist and forthright in its commitment 
to workers’ self-emancipation. It will argue, moreover, 
that “socialist” Cuba is really a society based on waged 
labor and capital accumulation. The defining character-
istics of this society, to which we will assign the desig-
nation “state-capitalism,” are the hyper-concentration 
of capital and collective exercise of de facto control 
over the means of production by a state bourgeoisie. 

As with so many of the New Left’s leading lights, it 
is not entirely clear what Dumont understood “social-
ism” to mean. If the Monthly Review crowd with which 
he associated is any indication, then we are safe in as-
suming that the state plays a central role in his concep-
tion. However, since he failed to leave behind so much 
as a brief outline or operational definition, we are left 
to decipher his views from a few scattered remarks in 
his account of the Cuban economy’s transformation 
along Soviet lines. For instance, he contrasts “socialist 
planning” with “the invisible hand of profit,” which allo-
cates capital according to wherever the rate of profit is 
highest. By contrast, he says, a socialist economy will 
substitute the central planner’s will for the anarchic 
“law of the market place,” though he does not specify 
anywhere what the operation of such a law entails or 
how it is manifested concretely in social production.4 
Instead, Dumont regales his readers with anecdote af-
ter tedious anecdote of him reproaching enterprise 
managers and state book-keepers for making plans in a 
completely ad hoc fashion and setting output targets 

based on erroneous, or even fabricated, figures. All 
this, he explains to us, prevents a planned economy 
from operating smoothly.5 Regrettably, his inquiry into 
the failure of planning in Cuba both began and ended 
there. Farber shows a superior understanding of the 
true depth of the problem, identifying the inefficiency, 
mechanical breakdowns, and waste in the system as a 
logical consequence of the hierarchical organization of 
production. He correctly argues that the lack of genu-
ine feedback, indispensable to economic planning un-
der any system, and mediocre productivity (despite 
chronic overstaffing) result from inadequate to nonex-
istent material incentives and the transparent separa-
tion of the producers from the instruments of work.6  

This explanation may appear counterintuitive upon 
first glance. After all, workers in the conventional capi-
talist countries are also dispossessed of any means of 
production. However, enterprise managers under the 
two systems have a different set of tools at their dis-
posal to discipline their workers. Most notably, where-
as workers in the conventional capitalist countries can 
be compelled on pain of joblessness to maintain a cer-
tain level of productivity, their counterparts in Cuba 
are generally protected from long-term unemploy-
ment by a provision in the country’s constitution es-
tablishing employment as a fundamental right of citi-
zenship.7 As a result, enterprise managers are often 
forced to tolerate a certain degree of idleness, and 
even absenteeism, from their workers as a transac-
tional cost for meeting the production quotas imposed 
on them by those higher up on the bureaucratic chain 
of command. Hence, to the extent that economic 
planning exists at all in Cuba, it has always functioned 
badly and in an inconsistent manner. In reality, revi-
sions to the final output quotas occur so frequently 
and are so widespread across the various industries 
and enterprises that there effectively is no such thing 
as “the plan.” Guaranteed employment is often cited 
by those who defend a “socialist” or neither-nor per-
spective as airtight proof of the nonexistence of a la-
bor market in Cuba. Indeed, some have even argued 
that since workers in these countries supposedly do 
not enjoy the double-freedom identified by Marx — 
i.e., the “freedom” to sell their labor-power to an em-
ployer and “freedom” from any means of production 
— there is not even a working class proper. Such an 
interpretation cannot be reconciled with the facts. 
Firstly, a worker in Cuba can have his or her employ-
ment terminated after repeated minor offenses, or as 
punishment for engaging in dissident activity.8 Although 
this is uncommon due to its inconvenience, since an in- 
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fraction of that magnitude shows up on one’s work 
record, limiting future job possibilities.9 It is well-
known, moreover, that the rate of annual labor turno-
ver in state-capitalist countries such as Cuba is com-
paratively higher than that of the conventional capital-
ist countries.10 This suggests that labor-power can in 
fact be bought and sold in Cuba. 

Conventional wisdom on the Left dictates that 
state planning interferes with the unconscious forces 
of the market that govern production under capitalism. 
The intellectual primogenitor of this idea is the Stalino-
Keynesian Paul Sweezy. Though his conceptualization 
was not original, Sweezy was undoubtedly one of the 
first to systematize this sacrilege against Marxism and 
present it before an audience of self-styled radicals and 
intellectuals in the English-speaking world. His theory 
provides much of the conceptual framework that 
holds together “socialist” and neither-nor interpreta-
tions, so we will need to examine its basic assump-
tions. According to Sweezy, all that is needed to do 
away with the “law of value” — i.e., the social mecha-

nism that regulates the exchange of commodities un-
der capitalism according to the average amount of 
time necessary to produce them — is that state plan-
ning supplant market forces as the principal means of 
mobilizing the factors of production.11 The functioning 
of present-day capitalist society shows that this is a 
complete and utter falsehood. The law of value coex-
ists alongside state planning nowadays in the form of 
import-substitution industrialization, investment incen-
tives and subsidies to private businesses, the manage-
ment of public utilities and major industries by the 
state, directive planning (see: French dirigisme), and 
control over the flow of money-capital through cen-
tralized banking. Third-world “developmentalist” states 
have employed many of these strategies to gain an ad-
vantage against their rivals on the world market by 
nurturing native industries until they are capable of 
competing globally.12 The purpose of state planning is 
the same everywhere: it is about introducing a degree 
of regularity and uniformity into the economy, where 
it otherwise does not exist, to facilitate the fulfillment 
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of certain objectives and mitigate cyclical crises. For in-
stance, the need to restore anemic profit rates in the 
conventional capitalist countries gave rise to an institu-
tional arrangement known as the “mixed economy” 
whereby the state, employing a combination of eco-
nomic “sticks” and “carrots,” fiscal stimuli, and even di-
rect economic intervention, steers capital investment 
and production towards desired ends. In the United 
States, the country of laissez-faire capitalism par excel-
lence, government spending as a percentage of GDP 
since 1970 has grown as high as 43%, while that figure 
has never fallen below 34% within that same period, 
indicating that at any given time the state controls be-
tween a third to two-fifths of the economy.13 Even 
though the US government does not tell businesses 
how much of what to produce, it is effectively engaged 
in a form of planning, in which certain forms of pro-
duction receive preference over others, by redistrib-
uting money from the more profitable sectors of the 
economy to those that need it through taxation and 
deficit financing (i.e., deferred taxation). Thus, we see 
that, instead of mangling markets, state-planning has 
become indispensable for their preservation. 

As a social entity, capital leads a twofold existence: 
a phenomenal existence as an array of independent 
economic units and an essential existence as total so-
cial capital, or the sum of capitals in their dynamic in-
terrelations. Total social capital manifests itself exclu-
sively through its individual fragments. However, these 
fragments are only independent from each other and 
total social capital in a relative sense, since their exist-
ence implies both.14 Let us imagine that capital is an 
electronic circuit, while the individual fragments are the 
nodes. The nodes are an integral part of the circuit: 
there is no circuit without them and vice-versa. Each 
node is a part of, and hence dependent on, the whole 
circuit. Now, the individual nodes can be spaced closer 
or further apart — or, in the case of capital, it can be 
more or less concentrated — but they cannot exist 
outside the circuit, outside the totality. Applying the 
same concept to waged labor yields important insights. 
Workers in a capitalist society are “free” with respect 
to the individual capitals to whom they sell their labor-
power, while they are attached to total social capital as 
accessories. Indeed, the very presence of waged labor 
implies competition between enterprises because it 
presupposes economic units with enough autonomy 
to make independent decisions with regards to em-
ployment.15 The conferral of the means of production 
onto a single entity — referred to earlier as the “hy-
per-concentration” of capital — has not extinguished 

competition within Cuba. It has merely changed the ju-
ridical-legal form of private property from individual 
(private) property to state property. The means of 
production are the class property of the state bour-
geoisie and the non-property of workers. To explain 
this in terms of our electronic circuit metaphor: the 
nationalization of enterprises in Cuba has brought the 
individual nodes in the circuit — i.e., the fragments of 
total social capital — closer together, while the circuit 
as such remains intact. The detractors of state-
capitalism theory and some proponents, such as the 
Cliffites, treat Cuba and other statified economies as a 
single productive unit.16 The “giant factory” thesis is se-
ductive in large part because it makes an analysis of 
these societies more manageable by condensing many 
complex phenomena into a single object of study. This 
assumes a functional monolithism in which the consti-
tutive elements of the social totality behave as parts of 
a harmonious, undifferentiated whole. A more exhaus-
tive examination on our part will show that this as-
sumption is completely unjustified. 

Competition exists so long as total social produc-
tion is functionally fragmented into a plurality of recip-
rocally autonomous and competing enterprises. Two 
criteria are necessary to demonstrate the relative or-
ganizational separation of enterprises, and it can only 
ever be relative. The first is the presence of a market 
for labor-power. The second is the exchange of prod-
ucts between enterprises in money-commodity form.17 
It was established earlier that enterprises in Cuba are 
independent employers of labor. But they are also in 
competition with each another in the Marxian sense 
— i.e., they confront one another as buyers and sellers 
of commodities. We know that this is so because their 
products are exchanged for money instead of being 
directly appropriated and physically distributed. A re-
port authored by the ECLAC (the Economic Commis-
sion for Latin America and the Caribbean — a region-
al subdivision of the UN) on the state of Cuba’s econ-
omy during the Special Period, before the market re-
forms of the late 90s, found that, 

companies in the traditional sector sell at regulated 
prices, frequently receive preferential tax and tariff 
treatment, and acquire a large part of their inputs 
with subsidies, in order to cover the deficits that 
arise from selling at subsidized prices. 

The report continues: “the producer of tradable goods 
operates in international or domestic markets and has 
no obligation to purchase inputs in the domestic mar-
ket.”18 In other words, Cuban enterprises produce 
goods that they then sell on domestic and/or foreign 
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markets; they purchase inputs of raw materials, as well 
as intermediate, or semi-finished, goods from each 
other and from foreign companies; and finally, their 
transactions, whether scriptural or cash, are exchange 
transactions in which money functions as both a 
measure of value and medium of circulation. It may be 
argued that these transactions are mere formalities 
because the state owns all the means of production. 
Another way in which this thesis can be restated is 
that, even though the process which we have just de-
scribed has the form of commodity exchange, its con-
tent is different, because the legal framework of stati-
fied property prevents enterprises within Cuba from 
behaving autonomously. Yet this begs the question of 
why the products of human labor would have to be 
exchanged — or appear to be exchanged — for 
money in the first place. The answer, of course, is that 
the government depends on the profitability of the 
economy as a whole, therefore it obliges enterprises 
to be responsible for their own finances, which turns 
them into independent units with competing economic 
interests. Adherents of “socialist” and neither-nor the-
ories also deny that competition exists within Cuba 
because the state allows unprofitable enterprises to 
continue operating. While it is commonplace for states 
to prop up native firms — even whole industries — 
by absorbing their losses, nothing about this arrange-
ment is incompatible with the existence of competi-
tion and commodity exchange. The idealized version 
of capitalism as a purely free market with only minimal 
government interference, which these people use as a 
standard for comparison, exists nowhere but in text-
books. It also runs counter to the experience of capi-
talism over the last century and a half, which is replete 
with examples of the state tampering with the “nor-
mal” operation of markets. In fact, what is most unu-
sual about the variety of capitalism which has been es-
tablished in Cuba is that losses and profits all ultimately 
revert to the state, where the balance is then redis-
tributed among the different branches. In the process, 
many non-viable sectors and firms are artificially kept 
afloat. However, central planners can only tolerate in-
solvency to a limited degree. They do not have free 
reign to reapportion money as they choose, at least 
not forever, since this would reduce the total amount 
of money available for capital formation and under-
mine Cuba’s competitiveness on the world market. 
The same is true of commodity prices in Cuba, as the-
se must mirror global commodity prices or else lose 
Cuban state money if they stray too far or for too 
long. In short, the very same mechanisms that mobilize 

labor and capital according to the requirements of val-
orization in conventional capitalist countries also make 
their appearance under state-capitalism, albeit in a 
highly distorted form. Instead of eliminating these 
mechanisms altogether, competition forces the state 
to introduce its own in order to attempt to do con-
sciously (and less efficiently) what the market does un-
consciously.19 

The accumulation of capital, or enlarged reproduc-
tion of the physical means of production, is the sole 
objective of production in capitalism. This is because, 
as Marx explained, 

the development of capitalist production makes it 
constantly necessary to keep increasing the amount 
of the capital laid out in a given industrial undertak-
ing… it compels [the capitalist] to keep constantly 
extending his capital, in order to preserve it, but 
extend it he cannot, except by means of progres-
sive accumulation.20 

In Capital, Marx laid out the formula of capitalist re-
production as follows: c + v + s, where c represents 
constant capital or the physical capital stock, v is varia-
ble capital or wages, and s is surplus-value or profit.21 
The mass of surplus-value can itself be divided up into 
two parts, one designated for capitalist consumption 
and another which is earmarked for accumulation. Let 
us refer to these as k (capitalist consumption fund) 
and a (accumulation fund) respectively, such that the 
mass of surplus-value S = k + a. Under capitalism, the 
growth of c depends directly on the amount of a, with 
v not increasing except inasmuch as it is necessary to 
employ additional labor-power in order to set an en-
larged mass of capital, c, in motion. By contrast, in a 
socialist society, the growth of c would depend entire-
ly on the needs of v, the physical reproduction re-
quirements of the population, while S and its compo-
nents k and a would be available to whomever need-
ed them in the form of additional products ready for 
consumption.22 In Cuba, as in all the other state capi-
talist countries, any increase in the labor fund that sus-
tains the whole working class, v, is directly contingent 
upon the expansion of c, the mass of the means of 
production, and the accumulation fund, a, which feeds 
its growth.23 The nationalization of industries does not 
abolish capital, or its accumulation. Rather, it acceler-
ates what are already innate tendencies of the capital 
accumulation process: 1) the concentration of capital, 
what Marx called “expropriation of many capitalists by 
few”; and 2) the “socialization” of production, or the 
tendency for the various branches of industry to be-
come dependent upon one another.24 Both serve to 
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increase the productivity of labor — i.e., the rate at 
which surplus-value is pumped out of the working 
class — by raising the organic composition of capital 
(ratio of c to v). The nationalization of industries 
achieves this by concentrating capital in enterprises 
that are larger and more efficient due to the econo-
mies of scale, which reduce the cost of production per 
unit as industrial output expands. On the other hand, 
the socialization of production harmonizes the differ-
ent branches of industry, minimizing “bottlenecks,” or 
imbalances in output along each “link” in the produc-
tion chain. In summation, the goal of production in 
Cuba is still the accumulation of capital out of profits. 
The legal monopoly exercised by the Cuban state over 
the instruments of labor has not changed the social 
organization of production because, “right can never 
be higher than the economic structure of society.”25 

The leaders of the government that came to pow-
er in 1959 were optimistic, at least early on, that Cuba 
would be able to break free of its reliance on sugar 
and diversify its economy. They turned Marx on his 
head, arguing that it was necessary for the construc-
tion of socialism to develop Cuba’s economic base — 
i.e., to accumulate capital at an accelerated rate by sub-
jecting workers to an intensified exploitation. The US 
economic blockade against Cuba created a shortage of 
basic consumer goods and spare parts for existing ma-
chinery, most of which came from America. Since 
there was no alternative source of spare parts, the 
new government turned to the other great imperialist 
power, the Soviet Union, for economic assistance, 
which it readily provided. The Soviets sent machines to 
Cuba, but industrialization soon ran up against some 
problems of a technical nature: the “intermediate 
technology” produced in the USSR and its buffer states 
was very clunky and inefficient, as well as incompatible 
with much of the existing equipment on the island. 
Cuba would eventually have to import newer ma-
chines from Western Europe or Japan. However, the-
se could only be bought with dollars, and the quickest 
and most reliable way to obtain dollars was to export 
sugar. Moreover, despite receiving significant aid from 
the Soviets, Cuba still needed to pay for the massive 
import bill it had racked up. This, too, it could do only 
by selling sugar.26 The same process that had led the 
Cuban state to “double-down,” so to speak, on sugar 
production as its primary source of revenue in previ-
ous years culminated towards the end of the 1960s 
with the campaign to harvest ten million tons of sugar. 
The Soviets provided Cuba with a guaranteed market 
for all its sugar production, just as the United States 

had done up until 1960, the year that the economic 
blockade went into effect, under the terms of the Rec-
iprocity Treaty of 1902.27 Because Cuba is a single-
export economy, it has always depended on an impe-
rialist sponsor with a much larger economy to absorb 
its output. The US had filled that role prior to 1960, 
and now the Soviet Union would do so. In both in-
stances, the political price paid by Cuba was onerous. 
The US had demanded a naval base on sovereign Cu-
ban territory and the right to intervene militarily to de-
fend its business interests, while the Soviets demanded 
that Cuba serve as its proxy in armed conflicts all over 
the world. In 1966, Cuba negotiated a lucrative trade 
agreement with the Soviet Union to sell five million 
tons of sugar at above-market prices in the years 
1968-1969 but total output fell short of the mark, av-
eraging just 3.7 million tons in each year. Undeterred 
by this failure and determined as ever to transform 
Cuba into an industrial powerhouse, the new rulers 
set their sights on an even more ambitious goal, con-
ceived as a cure-all for the country’s economic woes: 
Cuba would defy the laws of nature and economics by 
tripling its output within the space of a single year, 
with a ten-million-ton sugar harvest. The Soviets would 
buy the agreed-upon five million tons at the price 
point stipulated by their trade agreement with Cuba, 
and another two million would be sold on the world 
market at the average going rate, while the remaining 
three million would be sold to consumers and compa-
nies in domestic markets. The Cuban state, aided in 
great part by the Party and its trade union appendages, 
launched a military-style campaign mobilizing the entire 
country to secure the production target. Their efforts 
ultimately proved unsuccessful, and the disorganization 
that the campaign caused in the other sectors of the 
economy have had lasting effects from which, it can be 
argued, Cuba still has not recovered. In the end, all 
plans to industrialize Cuba at breakneck speed, as Sta-
lin did with Russia in the first two five-year plans, were 
short-circuited by the economic realities of the period 
after the 1959 coup. Cuba ceased to be a sugar plan-
tation for the United States but became one for the 
Soviets.28 

The agrarian reforms have been touted as a cen-
terpiece of the “socialist” project in Cuba. However, 
they actually served as a form of capitalist primitive ac-
cumulation, transforming the peasantry into a class of 
agricultural waged laborers. The parallels between this 
process and so-called “socialist primitive accumulation” 
in Stalin’s Russia, which was to lead to the travesty of 
“socialist commodity production,” are noteworthy. 
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The state-owned farms created in Cuba by merging 
the segmentary landholdings of poor and middling 
peasants, or by breaking up the large estates, operate 
as commercial farms. Those who toil in these glorified 
capitalist enterprises, cynically baptized “people’s 
farms” (granjas del pueblo), receive their “wage” packet 
as a minuscule fraction of the total crop yield, v, which 
is barely adequate to keep them alive, while the state 
sells the excess product, s, in domestic markets for a 
profit.29 The top-down management structure of these 
enterprises, rooted in statified property, and the re-
sulting lack of control over the distribution of the out-
put is acknowledged by the Cuban state to be a major 
disincentive to productivity, yet it could not be other-
wise.30 Any measure of authentic control over the 
economy exercised by the producers themselves 
threatens not only the rate of capital accumulation but 
also the functional integrity of the Cuban political sys-
tem, which is based on an all-pervading militarism, and 
therefore it cannot be tolerated. Private farmers are 
incorporated into the nexus of value-production as 
small-holders with usufructory (rather than owner-
ship) rights to the land. In practice, however, they do 

not freely dispose of the product of their labor, but 
must sell it to the state through its distribution centers 
(Centros de Acopio) at fixed prices, engaging in what 
amounts to piece-work.31 Unusual though it may seem, 
their predicament typifies that of the Cuban worker: 
subjected to a ruthless exploitation, which knows no 
limits, not even those of human physiology; completely 
immobilized and deprived of all autonomy by an om-
nipresent state machinery; supervised at all times by 
the police, the CDRs (Comités de Defensa de la Revolu-
ción), and in the workplace by the unions, who also 
play an organizing function within Cuban capitalism; 
without the right to organize or express themselves; at 
the mercy of the whims of the state bourgeoisie; etc. 
In no other country is the working class as dominated 
as in Cuba, something that the Cuban government un-
ambiguously promotes as a major selling point to its 
prospective partners in joint ventures. A study by the 
Brookings Institution, a capitalist think-tank, remarked 
that although, “[t]he Confederation of Cuban Workers 
and Communist Party cells are embedded within firms 
… these organizations generally align with the produc-
tion goals of the firm and its associated state agencies,” 
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and therefore, “[m]anagement need not worry about 
militant strikes or work stoppages.”32 The profoundly 
reactionary nature of the unions derives from the role 
that they play within capitalism as regulators of the 
purchase and sale of labor-power. They are interested 
in maintaining the system of waged labor because their 
existence depends on it. This has allowed them to be-
come integrated into the capitalist state as its auxiliary 
organs, a process that reaches its highest expression in 
state-capitalist countries such as Cuba.33 But unlike in 
other capitalist countries, Cuban unions do not even 
pretend to represent workers, or to negotiate with 
employers on their behalf. They are state organs 
tasked with imposing labor discipline and increasing 
productivity.34 

All the measures undertaken by the Cuban gov-
ernment since 1959, and approvingly cited by the state 
bourgeoisie and its partisans, both internal and exter-
nal, as concrete evidence of its “revolutionary” and 
“working-class” character, were completely self-serving 
and implemented in order to shore up capitalism on 
the island. Perhaps the best example, though, and the 
one that best illustrates this point, is the Cuban state’s 
successful campaign to eradicate illiteracy in the coun-
tryside. This is one of the enduring legacies of Cuban 
state-capitalism and something to which the govern-
ment has resorted time after time to justify its own 
existence from a moral standpoint. Cuba, they say, 
was a backward country with an underdeveloped 
economy, trapped in a parasitic relationship with its 
neighbor to the north — the revolution has given it its 
independence and made it the envy of all Latin Ameri-
ca! What these people do not see, or do not want to 
see, is that all the achievements of the supposed 
“revolution” were categorically capitalist measures. 
Their purpose was never to improve the living condi-
tions of the Cuban worker, but to enlarge the Cuban 
capital, achieving a greater rate of exploitation (ratio of 
s to v) through better utilization of the existing tech-
nology. After relations between the US and Cuba took 
a turn for the worse, and Cuba aligned itself with the 
Soviet Union, the country experienced a hemorrhaging 
of the same skilled workers that it would need to in-
dustrialize the economy. Shipments of machinery and 
raw materials from the Soviet Union, which were 
quite generous, were literally piling up on the docks, 
since Cuba had neither the personnel to operate them 
nor buildings in which to store them.35 In order to in-
dustrialize and keep abreast of competitors, Cuba 
would have to convert its illiterate rural population in-
to a workforce capable of generating surplus-value for 

the state. Although the attempt to industrialize Cuba 
stumbled against insurmountable barriers, a highly-
skilled workforce was left over as a byproduct of this 
aborted process. In recent years, human capital ex-
ports have become the country’s primary source of 
income — replacing sugar production, which collapsed 
after the fall of the Soviet Union due to the loss of a 
guaranteed market — with tourism and remittances 
from abroad as second and third respectively. Brazil, 
for example, pays the Cuban state $4,000 per month 
for each doctor sent over on an “internationalist mis-
sion.” However, these doctors only earn an average of 
$400 each month in wages.36 The difference is appro-
priated by the government as surplus-value to pay for 
military spending and the luxury consumption of the 
ruling class or is otherwise reinvested in profitable 
business ventures, many of them in partnership with 
foreign capitalists. Even the country’s “socialist” health 
care system, held up by many as its crowning 
achievement, serves the accumulative needs of Cuban 
capital. From the point of view of capital, a state-run 
health care system is preferable to a private or multi-
payer system, such as exists in the US, because it al-
lows the whole capitalist class to pool money for the 
cost of reproducing the workforce, which also includes 
health care, instead of having to bear that cost individ-
ually. Furthermore, since it allows workers to see doc-
tors more frequently, and in addition gives them access 
to preventive care, it also reduces said costs in the 
long-term, not to mention the work hours squandered 
due to illness.37 In short, it is about molding the worker 
according to the requirements of enlarged reproduc-
tion and minimizing the cost of his or her needs to 
yield more surplus-value. 

The capitalist economy, whether private or state, 
demands endless economic growth, which, however, 
can only be obtained through an increase in the rate 
of exploitation or a reduction in working-class con-
sumption. The state bourgeoisie in Cuba has tried 
both strategies, with disastrous results for workers, 
who have seen their living standards absolutely devas-
tated over the past six decades. Right-wing dissidents 
and leftist activists, both on the island and abroad, have 
put forward a number of solutions, some more wor-
thy of discussion than others, but all of them suffer 
from the same defect: they do not in any way ques-
tion the material bases of capitalist society. The general 
consensus on the Right is that the command apparatus 
should be dismantled in favor of a free-market system 
and state property auctioned off to companies or pri-
vate individuals. However, there is much less agree- 
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Photo: Scene from the maleconazo (1994), an uprising against austerity during the Special Period 
 
 

ment about how quickly to proceed with denationali-
zation (the experiences of Russia and the countries in 
the former the Soviet Bloc, one assumes, have served 
as cautionary stories against the dangers of “reckless 
privatization”) and which social programs will ultimate-
ly be spared the chopping block. Proposals on the Left 
are much more varied, ranging from Yugoslav-style 
“self-management,” in which worker-operated enter-
prises compete within a fairly deregulated market 
economy, to a “democratized” state-capitalism.38 In 
fact, one of the most frequent criticisms of Castro-
Stalinism from the Left is that it unjustly excludes all 
but a handful of people from decision-making. In other 
words, it is authoritarian and undemocratic. Yet this 
simply mistakes symptoms for the disease. The rigidly 
hierarchical character of the Cuban economy is a side 
effect of statified property. Its transformation into indi-
vidual private property or decentralization through le-
galistic means would not alter its content in the slight-
est. All that would change is the particular institutional 
form of capitalism. In reality, all of the proposed solu-
tions amount to little more than superficial modifica-
tions to the current system, while its essential pillars, 
waged labor and capital accumulation, remain firmly in 
place. It is revealing that all of the factors cited as rea-
sons for pursuing such changes — for example, im-
proving the quality of feedback, eliminating waste, in-

creasing productivity, streamlining enterprises, etc. — 
derive from the structural imperative to enlarge the 
national capital. At bottom, the Left-Right dualism rep-
resents nothing more than competing alternatives for 
managing capitalism. The working class must reject this 
paradigm in its entirety, putting the immediate aboli-
tion of waged labor and commodity exchange on the 
agenda, first on a national, then on an international, 
scale. This requires that the exploited in Cuba and all 
other countries organize as a class to overthrow the 
capitalist state, doing away with this repressive ma-
chinery once and for all, and simultaneously establish 
their own power structure based on the workers' 
councils: committees of democratically-elected and in-
stantly revocable delegates. These organs will be re-
sponsible for expropriating capital, carrying out eco-
nomic planning, and overseeing the extension of the 
“socialized” — or strictly use-value producing — sec-
tor of the economy to all productive activities. These 
are the tasks ahead, and in Cuba, as everywhere else, it 
is only the working class which can carry them to 
completion. The suppression of the capitalist system, 
whatever its disguise, is the indispensable condition for 
the full emancipation of humankind and its rebirth as 
an authentic community. 

ES 
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ROSA LUXEMBURG AGAINST FEMINISM 
 

Feminism appeared throughout Europe in the late 
1890s as “suffragism.” The suffragettes defended the 
extension of the right to vote for women under re-
stricted suffrage, that is, the right of women of the 
propertied classes to participate in the political leader-
ship of the established state and society. In their strug-
gle to make an entry-point into the management of 
businesses and the government for petit bourgeois and 
upper-class women, the suffragettes soon tried to win 
over working women, much greater in number and 
above all much more organized. The feminists pro-
posed an inter-classist front of “women,” whose objec-
tive would be to obtain female bourgeois deputies 
within the system of restricted suffrage. They prom-
ised to represent the “common interests of women” 
that supposedly unite female workers with those 
bourgeois women of radical English liberalism.  

The left wing of the Second International, with Ro-
sa Luxemburg and Clara Zetkin at the head, was radi-
cally opposed. A year before the formation of the first 
suffragist group in England, Zetkin had presented in 

Gotha, the true founding congress of the German So-
cialist Party, a report on “The question of women and 
the tasks of social democracy,” which was unanimously 
approved. Since then, the German Socialists had dedi-
cated themselves to organizing and training thousands 
of working-class women, promoting mass mobiliza-
tions for universal suffrage for both sexes. From the 
Stuttgart Congress of the International, the Left, with 
Zetkin and Luxemburg at the helm, took the fight to a 
global level. Not against the supposed sexism of party 
leaders, but against concessions to feminism by some 
parties, like the Belgian, which had approved at one of 
its congresses supporting the extension of restricted 
suffrage to the women of the upper classes: 

The Congress of the Second International held in 
Stuttgart committed the social democratic parties 
of all countries to initiate the struggle for universal 
female suffrage as an essential and indispensable 
part of the general struggle of the proletariat for 
the right to vote and for power, in contrast with 
feminist aspirations. — Clara Zetkin 
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Rosa Luxemburg and the left wing of the 
International against feminism 

The ideological struggle became increasingly intense as 
time wore on. In her correspondence, Rosa Luxem-
burg shares her intimate rejection of the “moral and 
spiritual” argument of feminism and the invocations of 
“the development of one’s own personality” when 
what feminists were really demanding was equality be-
tween the men and women of the social layers that 
were in power within that very same power. She was 
clear that “women” are not a historical subject above 
or outside social classes and that is why she profound-
ly rejected the struggle for a so-called “right of wom-
en” that would benefit female workers, separated 
from the evolution of the workers’ movement in gen-
eral and the fight against capitalism.  

For Luxemburg, feminists were trying to use 
workers’ rejection of the issue of women’s oppression 
as a way to derail the struggle and consolidate a sys-
tem whose historically progressive phase was ending, 
in the same way that nationalism manipulated re-
sistance to cultural-national oppression:  

The duty of mobilizing against and combating na-
tional oppression, which corresponds to the class 
party of the proletariat, does not find its founda-
tion in any particular “right of nations,” nor does 
the political and social equality of the sexes ema-
nate from any “right of women” to which the 
movement for the emancipation of bourgeois 
women refers. These duties can only be deduced 
from a generalized opposition to the class system, 
to all forms of social inequality, and to all power of 
domination. In a word, they are deduced from the 
fundamental principle of socialism. 

—Rosa Luxemburg, “The National 
Question and Autonomy” (1906) 

In Die Gleichheit, the newspaper edited by Zetkin, she 
made it clear that the power of the women who ben-
efitted from restricted suffrage is born out of their so-
cial position in the bourgeoisie and the petit bourgeoi-
sie and that the legal reform of the right to vote they 
proposed would strengthen that power; however, 
working women could only be affirmed through labor 
struggles hand in hand with their male class comrades:  

Those who defend the rights of bourgeois women 
want to acquire political rights in order to partici-
pate in political life. Proletarian women can only 
follow the path of labor struggles, the opposite of 
setting foot in real power through basically legal 
statutes. 

That is why she denounced any organization “of 
women” and every “front of women’s organizations,” 

because she realized that organizing in a deceitful inter-
classist space only served to increase the power of the 
petit bourgeois (and, as we shall see, nationalist) social 
layers that supported feminism and dividing the work-
ing-class movement. 

March 8th against feminism 
Luxemburg is so clear that the organization of groups 
made up exclusively of women should not open the 
door to class collaborationism nor to the separation of 
the class that when Clara Zetkin invites her to the first 
congress of socialist women, she mocks in a letter to 
Luisa Kautsky: “Are we feminists now?” she writes. But 
Luxemburg knew that if Clara Zetkin organized groups 
of socialist women, it was for the same reason that the 
Second International created youth groups: to reach 
the working class as a whole and not only the workers 
who were concentrated in large workplaces. Although 
in Germany at the time there were many women in 
the factories, most working-class women were en-
gaged in non-industrial work, raising their own chil-
dren, and industries based on domestic work.  

There is only one movement, a single organization 
of communist women — formerly socialist — 
within the communist party together with com-
munist men. The goals of communist men are also 
our goals, our tasks. 

— Clara Zetkin  
The creation of March 8th as a day of struggle in 1910 
under the name of “Day of International Solidarity 
Among Proletarian Women,” a proposal by Zetkin, is a 
part of that. It is about affirming the socialist and work-
ing-class character of the movement for truly universal 
suffrage, that is, including the acquisition of the right to 
vote for women. That is to say, the creation of March 
8th was part of the struggle of the women of the Left 
of the Second International for the democratic rights 
of all workers and against the feminist idea of the “un-
ion of women” — “against which I have fought my en-
tire life,” Rosa Luxemburg would write. 

The moment of truth 
The moment of truth that would demonstrate the 
context and the reason for the struggle of the Left of 
the Second International against feminism came with 
the first world war. 
The suffragettes literally “demanded” governments to 
incorporate women into the war effort and the capi-
talist bloodbath. In return, the British government 
granted the vote to eight million women from the 
wealthiest families in 1918, still far from universal suf- 
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frage. This is what the press now celebrates as “con-
quest of the right to vote by women,” forgetting to 
mention that these women were few. 

By contrast, Zetkin and the organizations of work-
ing-class women convened the first international con-
ference against the war in the middle of the most sav-
age repression of internationalists by all governments. 
It was the first political act organized by a group of the 
Second International against the war at a time when 
Luxemburg, Rühle, and Liebknecht were all in prison. 

[We must] lead proletarians to liberate themselves 
from nationalism and the socialist parties to recov-
er their freedom for the class struggle. The end of 
the war can only be achieved by the clear and un-
breakable will of the popular masses of the bellig-

erent countries. In favor of action, the Conference 
makes an appeal to socialist women and socialist 
parties of all countries: War against war! 

— Declaration of the Interna-
tional Conference of Socialist 

Women Against the War 
The demonstration of March 8th in Petrograd — 
which, as was traditional, was organized by groups of 
working-class socialist women, mobilizing workers re-
gardless of their sex and making demands for the class 
as a whole — became the trigger of the Russian Revo-
lution. 

Nuevo Curso (Spain)
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Photo: Protest after the Triangle Shirtwaist fire (April 5, 1911)
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GARMENT WORKERS 
YESTERDAY, TODAY, AND TOMORROW 

 
Buses headed for the center of the Fashion District of 
Los Angeles pull up to a corner not far from the Pico 
Metro Station. The DASH F bus is built to handle 
twenty seated passengers, and perhaps an additional 
fifteen standing. By the first few stops in South Cen-
tral Los Angeles, though, the buses are filled with as 
many as sixty people on their way to work. Eventually 
the bus driver stops taking new passengers. As we 
pass nearby Los Angeles Street and Santee Alley, they 
begin to get off the bus and enter non-descript build-
ings. These three- to four-story unmarked industrial 
buildings appear to be home to dozens or more 
workers. While workers enter the building from the 
inbound bus, other visibly tired workers, mostly 
young women, lean against the bus signpost heading 
back to South Central. Their shifts have just ended. 

Today there is little research into what working 
conditions are like for sweatshop garment workers in 
the United States. Indeed, most people are unaware 
such an industry exists in the United States, or if they 
do, they think it must be a rare. Meanwhile, a seem-
ingly unlimited supply of fresh fashion pours from 
LA’s Fashion District into the department stores and 
fashion retailers. At locations like the California Mar-
ket Center, young fashion designers sweat under 
bright lights and the critical eyes of wholesale clients 
who may be interested in their latest handmade 
piece. The successful designer’s garments are ap-
proved for purchase and must be ready to order as 
quickly as possible. The garment must be manufac-
tured in multiple sizes, and in enough quantities to 
stock several retailers’ displays. How do retail whole-
sale purchasers manage to find the latest fashion, and 
procure sizeable orders in the same week? The only 
means by which this is possible is through the labor-
ers working in the shadows of the Fashion District. 

Textiles have long been known as an industry 
with brutal working conditions. In terms of raw mate-
rial production, textiles historically began as cotton 
planted and harvested by slaves in the colonial period 
until the industrial revolution. The history of textile 
manufacturing is the history of capitalist development 
itself, and the history of the development of this lu-
crative market is the history of slavery from point of 
purchase in Africa, to their destination on cotton 
plantations in the South. By 1834, textile spinning mills 

littered the Northeast of the United States, employing 
mostly women and their daughters to operate dan-
gerous, yet delicate, machinery that was often too 
small for grown men’s hands to operate. The work-
ers in these mill operations were quick to conflict 
with their employers, jumpstarting the earliest labor 
movements in the history of the United States. 1834 
and 1836 were marked by mass strikes in Lowell, 
Massachusetts, where textile laborers decided to take  
action against a series of wage cuts.1 The textile indus-
try, though roiled with frequent labor action, re-
mained a job only for the lowest paid wage workers 
in the most deplorable conditions throughout the 
nineteenth century. By 1911 the garment workers, 
still fighting for basic safety conditions and livable 
wages, witnessed a lock-in and the death of 134 
women and girls during a fire that temporarily turned 
public attention to the plight of sweatshop garment 
workers. In 1912, the famous Lawrence Strike gar-
nered further attention. The Industrial Workers of 
the World (IWW) sought to organize laborers who 
were otherwise ignored by trade unions of the time 
due to their status as recent immigrants. Conditions 
in the 1912 Lawrence textile mills are described as no 
less deplorable than in 1836, with women living on $9 
a week, and industrial accidents being so widespread 
that many garment workers were lucky to see their 
twenty-fifth birthday.2 And then, exactly one century 
after the first strikes in Lowell, a nationwide general 
strike in solidarity with the West Coast Longshore-
men swept garment factories on the East Coast. On 
September 1934, in Saylesville, Rhode Island, the Na-
tional Guard was called in to stop as many as 4,000 
workers from storming the mills.3 With a century of 
labor struggle in the textile mills over basic safety and 
wage concerns, it seemed no reconciliation was in 
sight. It appeared that clothing must be made cheaply, 
with little regard to safety, or it will not be made for 
profit at all. 

From old letters or grainy photographs, the tex-
tile workers’ struggle appears distant. However, in the 
nearly nine decades since the last major battle be-
tween textile workers and the state and capitalist 
class, the production and shipment of garments has 
been completely transformed. But their conditions of 
production have changed very little. Americans buying 
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clothing today can read the tags of garments to see 
where much of the cheapest manufacturing labor has 
been exported in order to maintain profit margins. 
Thailand, Bangladesh, Malaysia, and other countries in 
South Asia produce a great quantity of cheap gar-
ments that fill stocks in department stores in Illinois, 
Texas, and California. The textile mills of the North-
east have been since retrofitted into high-end con-
dominium spaces for young professionals, with the 
façades of these mills regarded as critical components 
of the region’s “historical significance.” Even as work-
ers saw their jobs evaporate into thin air in these re-
gions, textile manufacturers took to the South to find 
cheap labor. This lasted only as long as costs could 
permit, and even many of the textile operations of 
the South have been moved overseas. However, the 
trend of “fast fashion” has since prevailed. As not eve-
ry consumer is satisfied buying the cheap and out of 
season products that appear in Walmarts across the 
nation, many require clothes to be cheap enough to 
be purchased seasonally to stay in style. 

“Fast fashion” is the term coined to describe the 
mass production of designer clothing of relatively low 
physical quality, but of higher value due to the high 
turnover of fashion trends. These clothes are largely 
produced outside of the United State, but their initial 
production guarantees garment labor required in the 
United States. This is because the rapidly-decaying 
value of a product from design, to wholesale pur-
chase, to retail floor dictates that overseas production 
keeps the commodity from reaching the market in 
time. For this reason Los Angeles, the capital of fash-
ion consciousness, has been home to decades of 
sweatshop labor practices that mimic both the condi-
tions of workers in countries like Bangladesh and 
those of US mill workers near the turn of the twenti-
eth century. 

A major scandal erupted after the discovery of a 
large sweatshop operation in the city of El Monte, CA 
in 1995.4 Seventy-two Thai women were “recruited” 
for work in the United States. These workers were 
brought to the United States with a debt that they 
could not realistically repay, and were required to 
work up to 22 hours in a single day at under $2 per 
hour to repay the massive loan. The discovery of this 
operation sent shockwaves through the community. 
Although the women involved in this specific incident 
were not deported, the failure of both media cover-
age and non-profit activism regarding this single case 
cannot go unnoticed. Outrage at this heinous case of 

labor trafficking and exploitation did not manifest as a 
movement to investigate further cases of exploitation. 
Yet the likelihood that this was the only operation of 
its kind providing textiles for major department stores 
and designer retail stores alike was low. Even in the 
initial investigation following the discovery of the El 
Monte operation, large sums of money and paper-
work dating back several years indicated that a firm 
could operate illegally under conditions like these with 
little or no suspicion. Gone are the days when the 
textile barons boldly display their names on the facto-
ry façade. Contemporary sweatshops are relegated to 
the shadows, and even investigation into these prac-
tices can put the workers at great risk of either de-
portation or violent retaliation from their traffickers. 
The 1995 El Monte case is remembered by many lo-
cals in Southern California. Although, many view it as 
an unusual case, as if this is no longer the primary 
means by which many retailers get their products to 
market faster than the competition. This is obviously 
far from the truth. The US Department of Labor be-
gan investigations of sweatshop labor in garment pro-
duction in 2016, only to uncover that the practice is 
alive and well in the twenty-first century. Labor prac-
tices throughout the Los Angeles area include condi-
tions not unlike those found elsewhere in the world, 
with long hours and pay well below the minimum 
wage. These practices, as it turns out, are not anoma-
lous — they are in fact the norm. 

Communists must consider the links between the 
struggle of migrant laborers working outside the pro-
tections of Federal and state laws in the United States 
and struggles taking place around the world. The 
Dhaka fire in 2012, just over a century after the Tri-
angle Shirtwaist Factory Fire, point to the failure of 
capitalism to provide for more than mere subsistence 
level wages in one of its oldest and most developed 
markets. While many are aware that these conditions 
continue to exist in deeply impoverished countries, 
the myth persists that workers in the United States 
are protected from such “excesses.” Rather than 
viewing this as a problem of uneven development, 
Marxists should consider instead that this is a prob-
lem related to the falling rate of profit. Markets with 
razor-thin margins due to the centralization and scale 
of their production in developed capitalism, still re-
quire manual labor at points of production that no 
technological advances have been able to automate. 
The only solution the capitalist class has found to 
make these essential commodities is to search for  
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creative ways to bring the cost of production down 
to its bare minimum. By circumventing legal struc-
tures, and taking advantage of relative economic un-
derdevelopment throughout the world, capitalists 
have resorted to the employment of workers who 
enjoy no legal protections, are desperate to survive, 
and whose wages could simply go no lower if they 
are expected to show up to work the next day. 

Labor unions — which have worked doubly to 
protect only workers with legal status, as well as 
shield the state from any direct confrontation with 
the working class — offer no solution to those work-
ers who must live with no paper trail if they want to 
remain safe from deportation. For those workers 
whose labor provides the clothing on our backs or 
the food on our tables, the choice is state violence or 
violence directly inflicted on them by the bosses, who 
could retaliate by simply threatening to cut them off 
from work, leaving them to survive with no docu-
mentation. As labor unions decline in significance and 
membership in the United States, the question arises 
as to what “legal” and “protected” work will look like 

in the coming decades. With a continual market push 
to reduce costs and an increasing demand on the 
worker to pay for basic necessities, such as food and 
housing, labor unions, which have long since sold the 
strike option to the highest bidder, will not give even 
“legal” workers recourse in an economy that has an 
expected loss in accumulated worker wealth for the 
first time in generations. Perhaps the future could be 
just as bleak for the retail and food-service workers 
responsible for handling the products manufactured 
or grown by their undocumented peers.  For com-
munists, the task ahead will be to identify the most 
important struggles for the undocumented workers 
that fill these hidden factories. While there will likely 
be other non-communist organizations also involved 
in these struggles, it is important to put forward a 
communist political program in any discussion with 
workers in the midst of organizing for better working 
conditions. Struggles like these create opportunities 
for communists to forge meaningful bonds with the 
rest of the working class, provide crucial aid, and 
promote any activity that falls outside of the bounda-
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ries of what the unions are willing or able to do. All 
workers, particularly those who enjoy few legal pro-
tections, stand to benefit from wresting control over 
their own struggles and working conditions from the 
bosses and the union bureaucracy. It is also important 
to note that labor unions have largely written off 
garment workers, many of whom are undocumented. 
Sometimes the unions even try to prevent them from 
organizing, for legal reasons. The difficulty involved in 
organizing among workers who fear the personal re-
taliation of their bosses or deportation cannot be 
overstated.  

Anybody who is willing to fight in this vulnerable 
situation must feel that they are not under immediate 
threat of displacement. This poses a challenge to 
communists who are aware of the unmistakable pro-
letarian character of these workers, but who under-
stand that the struggle for minimal protections puts 
them at great risk. Communists should prioritize safe-
ty and discretion. Assisting workers in getting legal or 

financial aid amid struggle may be necessary. In the 
worst-case scenario, workers could face deportation, 
in which case access to legal counsel may be inade-
quate, and safe harbor may be the last resort. The 
standard practice of discussing theory and action 
should not be ignored, however. As hidden as the 
garment workers appear to be, only noticeable to 
those paying attention while riding the buses into and 
out of the Fashion District, for example, they are part 
of a larger community of proletarians eking out an 
existence on the sidelines of American capitalism. Re-
gardless of the potential legal risks imposed on them 
by the state, the greatest risk comes to the industry 
that would come to a halt without them. The gar-
ment workers, like all workers, have leverage against 
capital in that they will always be more indispensable 
to production than the capitalists who exploit them. 
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FASCISM? DEMOCRACY? 
COMMUNISM 

 

The central question confronting the workers’ move-
ment nowadays is its attitude towards democracy, or 
more precisely, the need to defend (or not) the dem-
ocratic institutions threatened by fascism, at the same 
time as the latter proceeds to destroy the proletarian 
organizations. The simplest solution to this question — 
as to others — is not the clearest, since it in no way 
corresponds to the reality of the class struggle. Though 
it may seem paradoxical at first glance, the workers’ 
movement will only succeed in actually preserving its 
organizations from the assault of reaction on the con-
dition that they maintain their fighting positions intact, 
not tie them to the fate of democracy, and fight the 
battle against the fascist offensive, at the same time as 
it carries forward the struggle against the democratic 
state. In effect, once the communion between the 
workers’ movement and democratic institutions is es-
tablished, the political condition for the complete ruin 
of the working class is given, since the democratic state 
finds in the contribution of the working masses, not a 
possibility of life or of persistence, but the necessary 
condition to become an authoritarian regime, or the 
signal of its disappearance with the aim of ceding its 
place to the new fascist organization. 

If one considers the current situation regardless of 
its connection with the situations that preceded it and 
which will come after it, if one considers the current 
position of the political parties without linking them to 
the role they have played in the past and that which 
they will play in the future, the immediate circum-
stances and the current political forces of the general 
historical context are displaced, which allows reality to 
be easily presented thusly: fascism goes on the attack, 
the proletariat is completely interested in defending its 
freedoms, and for this reason it is necessary to estab-
lish a defensive front of threatened democratic institu-
tions. Painted with a revolutionary tinge, this position is 
presented under the varnish of a pretended revolu-
tionary strategy, while also being fundamentally "Marx-
ist.” From here, the problem is presented thusly: there 
is an incompatibility between the bourgeoisie and de-
mocracy, consequently, the interest of the proletariat 
to defend the freedoms that the latter grants to it nat-
urally prevails over its specifically revolutionary inter-
ests and the struggle for the defense of democratic in-
stitutions thus becomes an anticapitalist struggle! 

At the base of these propositions there is an evi-
dent confusion between democracy, democratic insti-
tutions, democratic liberties, and working-class posi-
tions that are erroneously called “workers’ freedoms.” 
We will observe both from the theoretical point of 
view, and from the historical point of view, that there 
is an irreducible and irreconcilable opposition between 
democracy and working-class positions. The ideological 
movement that has accompanied the ascent and victo-
ry of capitalism is situated and expressed, from an 
economic and political point of view, on the basis of 
the dissolution of the interests and particular demands 
of individuals, communities and especially of classes, 
within society. Here the equality of the components 
would be possible precisely because individuals entrust 
their fate and custody to the state organisms that rep-
resent the interests of the community. It is useful to 
point out that liberal and democratic theory supposes 
the dissolution of groups, of categories made up of 
“citizens,” which would be interested in spontaneously 
ceding a part of their freedom to receive the safe-
guarding of their economic and social position in com-
pensation. This relinquishment would be made for the 
benefit of an organism capable of regulating and di-
recting the whole of the community. And while the 
bourgeois constitutions proclaim the “rights of man” 
and also contain the affirmation of “freedom of as-
sembly and of the press,” they do not recognize class 
groupings in any way. These “rights” are considered 
exclusively as attributions granted to “man,” to the 
“citizen,” or to the “people,” who must make use of 
them to grant the organisms of the state or govern-
ment access to the individual. The necessary condition 
for the functioning of the democratic regime resides, 
then, not in the recognition of groups, their interests, 
or their rights, but in the foundation of the indispensa-
ble organism to guide the collectivity, which must 
transmit to the state the defense of the interests of 
each unit that constitutes it. 

Democracy is only a means for preventing “citi-
zens” from resorting to organs other than those gov-
erned and controlled by the state. It could be objected 
that freedom of assembly, press, and organization lose 
all their meaning from the moment it becomes impos-
sible to obtain, through them, a given concession. Here 
we enter the terrain in which Marxist critique shows 
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how, behind the democratic and liberal mask, class 
oppression is actually hidden, and that Marx so rightly 
affirmed that the synonym of “Liberty, Equality, and 
Fraternity” is “infantry, cavalry, artillery.” On the con-
trary, today it is not so much a matter of demonstrat-
ing the inconsistency of the supposedly egalitarian basis 
of democracy, but of exposing how they intend to tie 
the expansion of workers’ organizations with the de-
fense of the latter. 

Now, as we have explained, the condition of life of 
the democratic regime consists precisely in curtailing 
the power of some groups in particular in the name of 
the interests of individuals, as well as society. The es-
tablishment of a workers’ organization directly involves 
an attack on the theory of democracy and for this rea-
son it is characteristic to note that, in the current peri-
od of degeneration of Marxist thought, the overlap of 
the two Internationals (that of the traitors and that of 
the future traitors) occurs precisely on the basis of the 
defense of democracy, from which would derive the 
possibility of existence, and even development, of 
workers’ organizations. 

From a historical point of view, the contradiction 
between “democracy” and workers’ organizations 
manifests itself in a bloody way. 

English capitalism was founded in the seventeenth 
century, but it was much later that Chartists snatched 
the right of the working class to organize by force of 
struggle. In all countries, the workers would obtain this 
conquest only on the basis of strong movements that 
were continually subjected to the bloody repression of 
democratic states. It is quite accurate that before the 
war, and more specifically until the first years of our 
century, mass movements aimed at establishing inde-
pendent organisms of the working class were led by 
socialist parties towards the conquest of rights that 
would grant workers access to government or state 
functions. Certainly, this question was hotly debated 
within the labor movement; its most conclusive ex-
pression is found above all in the reformist theory 
which, under the banner of the gradual penetration of 
the proletariat into the enemy’s fortress, actually al-
lowed the latter — and 1914 represents the conclu-
sion of this balance sheet of Marxist revision and trea-
son — to corrupt and submit to their own interests 
the whole of the working class. 

In the struggle against what is habitually derided as 
“Bordigism,” it is often argued, for reasons of contro-
versy (which are generally the reasons of entanglement 
and confusion), that this or that movement had as its 
objective the conquest of universal suffrage, or this or 

that democratic demand. This way of interpreting his-
tory is very similar to that which consists in explaining 
events, not by determining their cause as a function of 
the antagonistic classes and the specific interests that 
they really put forward, but simply basing themselves 
on the initials inscribed on the flags that waved above 
the masses in movement. This interpretation, which on 
the other hand has only a purely acrobatic value in 
which the pretentious people who populate the labor 
movement are pleased, vanishes immediately if the 
problem is posed in realistic terms. In effect, working 
class movements cannot be understood except in the 
course of their ascent towards the liberation of the 
proletariat. If, on the contrary, we place them on the 
opposite path, which would lead the workers to con-
quer the right of access to governmental or state func-
tions, we would place ourselves directly on the same 
path that led to the betrayal of the working class. 

In any case, the movements that had as their ob-
jective the conquest of the right to vote could carry 
out this fight and in an enduring fashion, because in the 
end, far from dismantling the democratic system, they 
did nothing but introduce the workers’ movement it-
self into its very game. The miserable deeds of the 
workers who rose to government posts are well 
known: the Eberts, Scheidemanns, Hendersons, etc., 
clearly demonstrated what the democratic mechanism 
is and the capacity it has to unleash the most ruthless 
counter-revolutionary repression. What concerns the 
class positions conquered by the workers is complete-
ly different. Here no compatibility with the democratic 
state is possible; on the contrary, the irreconcilable 
opposition that reflects the antagonism of classes is ac-
centuated, sharpened, and amplified, and workers’ vic-
tory will be achieved thanks to the policy of the coun-
terrevolutionary leaders. 

The latter distort the effort made by the workers 
to create their class organizations, which can only be 
the fruit of a merciless struggle against the democratic 
state. Proletarian triumph is only possible in this direc-
tion. When the working masses are seduced by the 
politics of the opportunist leaders, they end up being 
dragged into the democratic swamp. There they are 
not more than a simple pawn of a mechanism that be-
comes so much more democratic as it manages to an-
nul all the class formations that represent an obstacle 
to its functioning. 

The democratic State that operates this mecha-
nism will make it work “equally” only on the condition 
of having before it, not antagonistic economic catego-
ries grouped in different organisms, but “citizens” equal 
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to each other, who recognize themselves as being of 
similar social position, to traverse together the multiple 
paths they have access to upon exercise of the demo-
cratic power. 

To critique the democratic principle with the aim 
of demonstrating that electoral equality is nothing 
more than a fiction that obscures the chasms separat-
ing classes in bourgeois society exceeds the framework 
of this article. What interests us here is to be able to 
show that there is an irreconcilable opposition be-
tween the democratic system and working-class posi-
tions. Every time the workers have been able to im-
pose — through heroic struggles and sacrificing their 
own lives — their class demands on capitalism, they 
have dealt a serious blow to democracy, a blow of the 
kind only capitalism necessitates. On the contrary, the 
proletariat finds the reason for its historic mission by 
denouncing the lie of the democratic principle in its 
own nature and in the need to suppress the differ-
ences of classes and the classes themselves. At the end 
of the path traveled by the proletariat through the 
class struggle, there is no regime of pure democracy 
because the principle on which communist society will 
be based is that of the non-existence of a state power 
directing society, while democracy is absolutely in-
spired by it. In its most liberal expression, it continually 
strives to exclude the exploited who dare to defend 
their interests with the help of their organizations in-
stead of remaining submissive to the democratic insti-
tutions created with the sole aim of maintaining class 
exploitation. 

Having placed the problem of democracy in its 
normal framework — we do not really see how else it 
would be possible for Marxists to do it — it is possible 
to understand events in Italy and in Germany, as well 
as the situations currently experienced by the prole-
tariat in different countries, and in particular in France. 
At first glance, the dilemma in which they situate these 
events consists of the opposition “fascism/democracy,” 
or, to use common terms, “fascism/antifascism.” 

These “Marxist” strategists will say, to top it all, 
that the antithesis continues to be the existence of 
two fundamentally opposed classes, but that the prole-
tariat has the advantage of taking advantage of the op-
portunity offered to it and of presenting itself as the 
main figure in the defense of democracy and in the an-
tifascist struggle. We have already highlighted the con-
fusion between democracy and workers’ positions that 
is the basis of this policy. 

Now we need to explain why the front for the 
defense of democracy in Italy — as in Germany — did 

not represent, ultimately, more than a necessary con-
dition for the victory of fascism. For what is improper-
ly called the “fascist coup d’état” is only, in the end, a 
transfer of power, more or less pacific, from a demo-
cratic government to the new fascist government. In 
Italy, a government made up of the representatives of 
democratic antifascism gives way to a ministry led by 
the fascists, which will have an assured majority in this 
antifascist and democratic parliament, when, however, 
the fascists had no more than a parliamentary group 
of forty representatives out of five hundred deputies. 
In Germany, the antifascist Von Schleicher gives way to 
Hitler, called, on the other hand, by another antifascist, 
Hindenburg, the chosen of the democratic and social-
democratic forces. In Italy and Germany, in the epoch 
of the transformation of capitalist society into fascism, 
democracy does not immediately retire from the polit-
ical scene, but maintains a political position of the first 
order: in effect, if it remains in government, it is not 
with aim of representing within it a rallying point to 
prevent the situations to which a fascist victory will 
lead, but to allow the triumph of Mussolini and Hitler. 
In Italy, moreover, after the march on Rome, and for 
several months, on top of that, a coalition government 
was formed of which the fascists were a part in col-
laboration with the Christian Democrats, and even 
Mussolini renounced the idea of having representatives 
of social democracy in the leadership of trade-union 
organizations. 

Current events in France, where the fascist per-
spective does not represent the only capitalist solution 
to the situation, and where the “pact of action” be-
tween socialists and centrists has made the working 
class the main element in the defense of democracy, 
will end up clarifying the theoretical controversy in 
which our fraction stands against the other organiza-
tions that claim to be for the working class. For the 
necessary condition for the defeat of fascism, and 
which supposedly consists in the regrouping of the 
parties that act within the working class in a united 
front raising the flag for the defense of democracy, this 
condition that did not exist either in Italy or in Germa-
ny, it is completely fulfilled in France. Now, in our 
opinion, the fact that the French proletariat has been 
derailed from its class terrain and spurred on as it has 
been, by centrists and socialists, on the road that today 
immobilizes it and tomorrow will deliver to it capital-
ism, foreshadows the undoubted victory of the enemy, 
in the double sense of being forced to resort to fas-
cism, or to a transformation of the current state into a 
state in which the government will gradually absorb 
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the fundamental legislative functions and where work-
ers’ organizations must give up their independence and 
allow state control in exchange for their “ascension” to 
the category of collateral consultative institutions. 

When it is said that the current situation no longer 
allows capitalism to maintain a form of social organiza-
tion analogous or identical to that existing in the as-
cending historical period of the bourgeoisie, it does 
not do more than confirm an evident and indisputable 
truth. But it is also a verification of facts that is not 
specific to the question of democracy, but is general 
and applies equally to the economic situation and all 
other social, political, cultural, etc., manifestations. This 
serves to prove that today is not yesterday, that there 
are currently social phenomena that did not appear in 
any way in the past. We would not highlight this banal 
statement if it were not for the political conclusions, 
which are strange at the very least, that it entails: social 

classes are no longer recognized by the mode of pro-
duction they establish, but by the form of political and 
social organization with which they endow themselves. 
Capital is thus a democratic class necessarily opposed 
to fascism, which is a resurrection of feudal oligarchies. 
Otherwise capitalism can no longer be capitalism, from 
the moment it stops being democratic, and the prob-
lem consists in murdering the fascist demon using capi-
talism itself. Or, since capitalism today is interested in 
abandoning democracy, we only have to put it on the 
ropes by taking up the texts of the constitution and 
the laws, and we would thus break the transformation 
of capitalism to fascism and open the way that leads to 
proletarian victory. 

Ultimately, the fascist offensive would temporarily 
force us to place our revolutionary program under 
quarantine in order to defend the endangered demo-
cratic institutions, and then resume the comprehensive 
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fight against this very democracy that, thanks to this in-
terruption, would have allowed us to set a trap against 
capitalism. Once the danger was eliminated, democra-
cy could be crucified again. 

The simple enunciation of the political conclusions 
derived from the verification of the difference be-
tween two capitalist epochs — the ascending and the 
descending — allows us to see the state of decompo-
sition and corruption of the parties and groups that 
claim to be on the side of the proletariat in the cur-
rent period. 

The two historical periods considered separately 
can differ, and really do differ, but to reach the conclu-
sion that there is an incompatibility between capitalism 
and democracy, or between capitalism and fascism, we 
should consider democracy and fascism not so much 
as social forms of organization, but of classes or it 
would be necessary to admit that from now on the 
theory of the class struggle is no longer true and that 
we are witnessing a battle that will pit democracy 
against capitalism, or fascism against the proletariat. 

But the events in Italy and Germany are there to 
show us that fascism is nothing more than the instru-
ment of bloody repression against the proletariat, at 
the service of capitalism, which sees Mussolini proclaim 
the sanctity of private property on the rubble of the 
class institutions that the workers had founded to di-
rect their struggle against the bourgeois appropriation 
of the product of their work. 

But the theory of the class struggle is verified, once 
again, in the cruel experiences of Italy and Germany. 
The appearance of the fascist movement does not at 
all modify the antithesis of capitalism/proletariat, re-
placing it either by capitalism/democracy or fascism/ 
proletariat. In the evolution of decadent capitalism, 
there comes a time when the latter is forced to un-
dertake another path different from that which it had 
traveled in its ascending phase. 

Before it could fight its mortal enemy the proletar-
iat, presenting its perspective as that of a progressive 
majority with the same fate until it achieved its libera-
tion and, with this aim, it opened the doors of the 
democratic institutions by accepting so-called workers’ 
representatives, who became agents of the bourgeoi-
sie in the measure that they came to chain the work-
ers’ organizations in the framework of the democratic 
State. Today — after the war of 1914 and the Russian 
revolution — the problem for capitalism is to disperse, 
with violence and repression, any proletarian focus 
that may be related to the class movement. At bot-
tom, the explanation of the difference in attitude be-

tween the Italian and German proletariat in the face of 
the fascist offensive, the heroic resistance of the for-
mer to defend the last brick of the workers’ institu-
tions and the collapse of the latter as soon as the Hit-
ler-Papen-Hindenburg government was formed, de-
pends solely on the fact that in Italy the proletariat 
founded — aided by our current — the organism that 
could lead to victory, while in Germany the Com-
munist Party, broken by the base in Halle by merging 
with the leftwing independents, experienced a series of 
stages in the course of the multiple convulsions of the 
left and extreme left, which mark successive steps 
forward in the corruption and decomposition of a 
party of the German proletariat that in 1919 and 1920 
had written pages of glory and heroism. 

Even if capitalism goes on the offensive against 
democratic institutions and the organizations that claim 
to support them, even if it assassinates political per-
sonalities belonging to democratic parties of the army 
or the Nazi Party itself (like June 30 in Germany), this 
does not mean that there should be as many antithe-
ses as there may be oppositions (fascism/military, fas-
cism/Christianity, fascism/democracy). These facts only 
prove the extreme complexity of the current situation, 
its spasmodic nature, and do not threaten in any way 
the theory of class struggle. The Marxist doctrine does 
not present the struggle of proletariat/bourgeoisie in 
capitalist society as a mechanical conflict, to the point 
that any social manifestation could and should be 
linked to one or the other end of the dilemma. Apart 
from the antithesis of bourgeoisie/proletariat, the only 
motor of present-day history, Marx demonstrated the 
foundations and the very contradictory course of capi-
talism, to such an extent that capitalism cannot exist in 
harmony, even after the proletariat has ceased to exist 
(as is the case in the current situation as a result of the 
action of centrism and social-democratic betrayals) as 
a class that tries to break the capitalist order and es-
tablish the new society. At the present time, capitalism 
may have temporarily amputated the only progressive 
force of society, the proletariat, but, both in the eco-
nomic and in the political sphere, the contradictory 
foundations of its regime do not cease to determine 
the irreconcilable opposition of the monopolies, of 
States, the political forces that act in the interest of the 
conservation of their society, in particular the contrast 
between fascism and democracy. 

Basically, the dichotomy of war/revolution means 
that once the establishment of a new society has been 
discarded as a solution to the current situation, an era 
of social tranquility will not appear at all, but the entire 
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capitalist society (including the workers) will walk to-
wards catastrophe, a result of the contradictions in-
herent in this society. The problem to solve is not to 
attribute to the proletariat as many political attitudes 
as there are oppositions in the situation, linking it to 
such a monopoly, such a state, to such a political force, 
against those who oppose it, but to maintain the inde-
pendence of the organization of the proletariat in 
struggle against all economic and political expressions 
of the class enemy in the world. 

The transformation of capitalist society into fas-
cism, the opposition and conflict between the factors 
of both regimes, must in no way alter the specific 
physiognomy of the proletariat. As we have pointed 
out on several occasions, the proletarian programmatic 
foundations today must be the same that Lenin pub-
lished, with his work as a fraction, before the war and 
against opportunists of all stripes. Against the demo-
cratic State, the working class must maintain a position 
of struggle for its destruction and must not enter it in 
order to conquer positions that allow for the gradual 
construction of a socialist society; the revisionists who 
defended this position, turned the proletariat into a 
victim of the contradictions of the capitalist world, into 
cannon fodder, in 1914. Today, when situations force 
capitalism to proceed towards an organic transfor-
mation of its power, of the State, the problem remains 
the same, that is, the destruction and introduction of 
the proletariat into the enemy state to safeguard its 
democratic institutions, which places the working class 
at the mercy of capitalism; and where the latter must 
not resort to fascism, it once more makes it a victim of 
interimperialist conflicts and the new war. 

The Marxist dichotomy of proletariat/capitalism 
does not mean that communists in every situation 
must raise the question of revolution, but that in any 
circumstance the proletariat must be grouped around 
its class positions. The question of the insurrection 
may arise when the historical conditions for the revo-
lutionary struggle exist, and in the other situations it 
will be obligated to promote a more limited program 
of demands, but always on a class basis. The question 
of power arises only in its integral form and if the his-
torical premises necessary for setting in motion the in-
surrection are missing, this question does not arise. 
The slogans to be put forward, then, will correspond 
to the elementary demands that concern the living 
conditions of the workers from the point of view of 
the defense of wages, proletarian institutions, and con-
quered positions (right of organization, of the press, of 
assembly, of demonstration, etc.). 

The fascist offensive finds its raison d’être in an 
economic situation that precludes any possibility of er-
ror, and that assumes that capitalism must annihilate all 
the workers’ organizations. In this moment, the de-
fense of the demands of the working class directly 
threatens the capitalist regime, and the outbreak of de-
fensive strikes can only be situated in the course of the 
communist revolution. In such a situation — as we 
have already said — the democratic and social-demo-
cratic parties and organizations play a leading role, but 
in favor of capitalism and against the proletariat, in the 
line that leads to fascist victory and not in the line that 
leads to the defense or to the triumph of the proletar-
iat. The latter will be mobilized in the defense of de-
mocracy so that it does not fight for partial demands. 
The German Social Democrats call on the workers to 
abandon the defense of their class interests so as to 
not threaten the “lesser evil” government of Brüning; 
Bauer has done the same for Dollfuss between March 
1933 and February 1934; the “Pact of Action” be-
tween socialists and centrists in France is realized be-
cause it contains (a clause inspired by Zyromski’s prin-
ciples) the fight for democratic freedoms, excluding 
strikes for economic demands.  

Trotsky dedicated a chapter of his documents on 
the German revolution to demonstrate that the gen-
eral strike has ceased to be the weapon of defense of 
the working class. The struggle for democracy is a 
powerful distraction maneuver to separate workers 
from their class terrain and attach them to the contra-
dictory movements of the state in its metamorphosis 
from democracy to fascist state. The dichotomy fas-
cism/antifascism thus acts in the exclusive interest of 
the enemy; antifascism and democracy drug the work-
ers so that the fascists can skewer them; they daze the 
proletarians so that they cannot see their own class 
terrain. These are the central positions that the prole-
tarians of Italy and Germany have traced with their 
blood. World capitalism can prepare the world war 
because the workers of other countries do not take 
inspiration from these programmatic ideas. Our frac-
tion, inspired by these programmatic principles, con-
tinues its fight for the Italian revolution, for the interna-
tional revolution. 

Ottorino Perrone 
(December 1934) 
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HOUSING CRISIS IN THE US 

 
From June 1872 to February 1873, Engels authored a 
series of articles under the title The Housing Question. 
He asserted:  

It is not the solution of the housing question which 
simultaneously solves the social question, but rather 
the solution of the social question, the abolition of 
the capitalist mode of production, which makes the 
solution of the housing question possible.1 

Since Engels recorded these lines, capitalism has shown 
again and again that it cannot adequately provide hous-
ing for the great masses of the proletariat. Indeed, the 
greatest periods of building housing for the working 
class only occurred under conditions of direct or indi-
rect state intervention in an environment of the ex-
pansion of an ascendant phase of capitalist accumula-
tion. Only a communist society could begin to address 
such a basic human need as housing.  

The industrial reserve army of labor, excluded 
from the labor process, is also excluded from housing. 
Beyond that, costs of housing worldwide routinely 

outstretch the ability of employed workers to pay. The 
global recession of 2007 began in California where the 
overhang of bad mortgage debt destabilized the entire 
global banking system. Finance capital depends on vast 
quantities of wealth being tied up for the long-term in 
real estate. In the US, this crisis came with an increase 
of tent cities and roving mobile home camps that de-
spite the capitalist celebration of recovery, have not 
gone away. For workers, an already bad housing situa-
tion became a disaster as rents continued to sky rock-
et for a supply of housing that is neither growing nor 
getting any newer. From 2005 to 2017, the average 
age of housing increased from 31 to 37 years, reflect-
ing the lack of home-building during the Great Reces-
sion. Indeed, much of the actual housing supply that 
workers rely on in most urban areas is considerably 
older than 37 years.2 Choking off the supply of availa-
ble housing is good for the continued accumulation of 
capital. An enormous population of migrant homeless 
has come into being as the result of local political 
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bosses pushing their homeless population onto other 
communities who are also trying to criminalize the 
homeless. 

The UN Special Rapporteur, Philip Alston, in his 
report to the UN Office of the High Commissioner 
paid particular attention to the housing crisis in Cali-
fornia, noting that the homeless have been effectively 
criminalized due to the system of anti-vagrancy laws.3 
Skyrocketing real estate prices and finance capital are 
recreating the conditions that led to the subprime 
mortgage crisis. The most visible effect of this is the in-
creasing numbers of homeless and the growth of tent 
cities almost ten years after the outbreak of the most 
recent crisis.4 One longitudinal study of homelessness 
in Birmingham, Alabama from 2010 found that most 
homeless men earned an average of ninety dollars a 
week for doing about thirty hours’ worth of work.5 
Much of the data available on homelessness in the US 
is antiquated, dating back to the “Great Recession” 
2010 or earlier and does not reflect a situation that 
has been steadily worsening for decades.  

Capitalist social cleansing in the cities has increas-
ingly pushed out the working-class populations. One of 
the most iconic tent camps in the US is Los Angeles' 
Skid Row. There are hundreds of such places across 
the US and across the world. Cities will do homeless 
sweeps of downtown areas shortly before big events, 
so that nobody of class social importance can see the 
problem under their noses. The legal assault on the 
homeless has increased the numbers of migrant home-

less as local authorities gentrify their cities. California is 
the most extreme example in the US of concentrated 
wealth of the capitalist center surrounded by tent cit-
ies. While the inhabitants of such camps are not 
“without skills” the capitalist class has every reason to 
drive down the costs of those skills. 

Many schemes have been attempted to address 
the problem within the system. One being the building 
of micro-houses in various cities in the US. In Japan, 
lockable sleeping pods have been employed in an at-
tempt to address the problem of homelessness. In the 
US, homeless shelters have increased steadily in size 
and numbers since the 1980s. These have only served 
as repositories for the homeless. 

Radical reformist approaches such as cooperative 
housing, rent control, squatting to own or rent striking 
are very appealing and such struggles day-to-day are 
often necessary but it is still reformist and it doesn't 
begin to address the problem. Ultimately, any reform-
ist approach can only attempt to make the conditions 
of life under capitalism slightly more bearable for a 
few. Like all the other necessities of life such as food, 
drink, medicine, or clothing, housing remains a com-
modity to be bought and sold. Reforms can only show 
the limits of what can be achieved within capitalism 
but it is the task of revolutionaries to organize for the 
overthrow of the capitalist system with all misery that 
it generates.  

ASm — Internationalist Workers’ Group (US) 
 
 
Notes 
                                                
1 Engels, Friedrich. The Housing Question. (International Publishers. 
New York, NY: 1935). 

On its own admission, therefore, the bourgeois solution of the 
housing question has come to grief — it has come to grief owing 
to the antithesis of town and country. And with this we have ar-
rived at the kernel of the problem. The housing question can only 
be solved when society has been sufficiently transformed for a 
start to be made towards abolishing the antithesis between town 
and country, which has been brought to an extreme point by pre-
sent-day capitalist society. Far from being able to abolish this an-
tithesis, capitalist society on the contrary is compelled to intensify 
it day by day. On the other hand, the first modern utopian social-
ists, Owen and Fourier, already correctly recognized this. In their 
model plans the antithesis between town and country no longer 
exists. Consequently, there takes place exactly the contrary of that 
which Herr Sax contends; it is not the solution of the housing 
question which simultaneously solves the social question, but only 
by the solution of the social question, that is, by the abolition of 
the capitalist mode of production, is the solution of the housing 
question made possible. To want to solve the housing question 
while at the same time desiring to maintain the modern big cities is 
an absurdity. The modern big cities, however, will be abolished on-

                                                                                  
ly by the abolition of the capitalist mode of production, and when 
this is once on the way then there will be quite other thing to do 
than supplying each worker with a little house for his own posses-
sion. 

In the beginning, however, each social revolution will have to 
take things as it finds them and do its best to get rid of the most 
crying evils with the means at its disposal. And we have already 
seen that the housing shortage can be remedied immediately by 
expropriating a part of the luxury dwellings belonging to the prop-
ertied classes and by quartering workers in the remaining part.” 

2 Na Zhao. “The Aging Housing Stock. National Association of 
Home Builders.” Eye on Housing. (January 2017). 
3 Philip Alston. “Statement on Visit to the USA.” UNOHCHR. 
(December 2017). 
4 Gee, Alastair. “America's Homeless Population Rises for the 
First Time Since the Great Recession.” Guardian. (December 
2017).  
5 Wasserman, J. A., & Clair, J. M. At Home on The Street. Lyne 
Rienner Publishers, Inc. 2010. 
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NOTES  
ON THE TRANSITION 

TO COMMUNISM 
Communist treatments of the transition between capi-
talist society and communism are not as numerous as 
one might perhaps imagine. Despite the importance of 
the subject, it seems many theoreticians are content to 
repeat or elaborate on the scarce few lines that Marx 
or Lenin have devoted to the subject. (Communization 
theory, in some of its forms at least, stands as an ex-
ception to this general trend. Yet, despite our sympathy 
with their general standpoint, we cannot avoid the im-
pression that the communizers intend to do away with 
capitalism by shouting slogans at it.) And often, those 
treatments that exist are quite unconvincing. First of all, 
because many of them involve a very “thin” conception 
of communism (or socialism), as in the famous Leninist 
dictum that socialism is state capitalism made to serve 
the entire people. (Of course, we are never told how 
capitalism, of any sort, can serve “the people,” and who 
“the people” might be.) In general, this thin conception 
of communism is most readily apparent in Stalinist and 
Trotskyist texts, but the “ultraleft” is not exempt from 
it, as witnessed by the GIK conception of communism 
in its “Fundamental Principles…,” a communism where 
autonomous workplaces calculate “the labor-time ab-
sorbed in each product” so that each worker may have 
“their” share. Salva nos, Domine! 

The other problem, shared by most of the texts in 
question, is an odd inability to take capitalism seriously. 
Capitalism is portrayed as impotent and incoherent, a 
pale shadow which can coexist with incipient socialism 
and slowly give way to it, and whose parts can be iso-
lated and instrumentalized by the transitional, or even 
the communist society. The classical expression of this 
is the belief that statification of the capitalist economy 
is equal to movement toward communism, and that in 
the communist society instruments remarkably similar 
to money — whether called labor notes, certificates, or 
something else is irrelevant — will operate. 

Modern capitalism, however, is unlike prior modes 
of production in that it comprises a total system: i.e., a 
whole whose general character and laws of motion im-
bue every part with nothing accidental or extraneous. 
From wage labor to parliamentary politics, every aspect 
of capitalist society is capitalist, and remains such when 
it is translated into an ambiguous situation. This, as well 

as the immense pressures of near-universal support for 
capitalism and the sheer social inertia acting in its favor, 
means that any ambiguous or transitional situation will 
eventually be resolved in a capitalist manner. One might 
without much exaggeration question if it is possible to 
exit a total system (and let us note that collapse is not a 
possibility short of the extinction of the species; modes 
of production do not collapse into nothing, but rather 
are replaced by other arrangements of productive ac-
tivity). The only remaining hope for the species is thus 
that a consciously-inflicted, sufficiently severe and rapid 
blow struck against exchange society would be capable 
of doing just that. 

If this turns out not to be the case, the best human 
society can hope for is that some kind reformist might 
contrive to make euthanasia available on the cheap. For 
it is important to emphasize, against those who would 
have the revolution be a remote dream, that industrial 
society in its current form is nearing an end one way or 
another. Already it is impossible to stop anthropogenic 
climate change. Perhaps a communist society would be 
able to mitigate some of its effects by instituting a rapid 
slowdown of production, but not capitalism. Until then, 
capitalist society will continue to overproduce from the 
standpoint of markets and the planetary environment. 
Therefore, the choice is socialism (a return to a barba-
rism of sorts) or extinction. 

But the aforementioned blow — the revolution or 
general insurrection against value and property — must 
then induce as complete a break as possible with capi-
talist forms of society. In those territories isolated from 
the rest of the globe, there can be no question of any-
thing short of immediately imposing communism. Such 
areas no longer exist, though, apart from North Sentinel 
Island and a few patches of the Amazon which have as 
of yet not received the blessings of modern civilization. 
Everywhere else, crucial production processes, including 
the ones that are necessary for the provision of food, 
shelter, medicine, and infrastructure, require inputs that 
come from outside of the area in question. In all but the 
most exceptional circumstances, these inputs will have 
to be traded for. 

There are two possibilities for a communist dicta-
torship trading on the world market. The first we may 



 32 

broadly term an extractive approach, and involves the 
sale of existing objects and more abstract goods. Antic-
ipating the second half of this text slightly, it is clear that 
the revolution would imply immediate abolition of most 
forms of property. Yet a certain distinction between the 
objects and territories under the control of communist 
dictatorship and any outside this control would remain, 
as well as certain rules for usufructory use. A sale, then, 
would in this case mean the alienation of certain objects 
in exchange for (foreign) currency. Depending on the 
area in question, there might well be lots of objects that 
could be alienated in this manner with little trouble, for 
example luxury items of the former bourgeoisie and all 
associated strata (this would also remove objects which 
have no function other than signaling social status from 
the community), expensive cultural objects, intellectual 
property, money, and savings accounts. The communist 
dictatorship will do things states today cannot dream of 
doing, because it cannot, and indeed must not, operate 
as a “legitimate” state. 

Such an approach can only last a definite amount of 
time, to be sure. Yet, even if it just endures for a very 
short period, it provides the society in transition with a 
highly beneficial discontinuity in production for sale. And 
because this is the sole alternative, a transitional society 
will sooner or later have to resort to it. To most this is 
of course old news, since it is one of the simplest (and 
therefore most cogent) arguments against “socialism in 
one country.” That said, we acknowledge that this line 
of argument is often taken much too far. It follows from 
the interdependence of various areas of the globe via a 
world market that, even in the revolutionary area under 
communist dictatorship, some production for sale must 
exist. It does not at all follow from this, however, that 
one hundred percent of production must be for sale, or 
that internal markets still need to exist.  

In fact, apart from this production for sale, there is 
no reason why production and distribution should not, 
immediately, be organized so that a scientific social plan 
based on human need regulates both. Then, instead of a 
mostly exchange economy giving way, through some ill-
defined process, to the planned system of provisioning 
that characterizes communism, the general structure of 
the communist system of provisioning will already be in 
place, albeit deformed by the necessity of participating 
in the world market. Needless to say, these distortions 
will not be insignificant. But as the revolutionary zone 
expands and brings more resources under its direct 
administrative control they will become less significant, 
until they cease to exist altogether with the fall of the 
last holdouts of capitalism. 

Now, let us change track here slightly and consider 
the experience of the individual member of the society 
in transition — a person who perhaps labors but is no 
longer a worker or proletarian. One of two things will 
be true: either the choice of whether to labor and, if so, 
in what capacity, will be a personal prerogative, or else 
individuals will have to fulfill a labor obligation, imposed 
as much as possible on all available members of society 
equally. In the latter case, compulsion will be open and 
direct. We know that, even in communist circles, there 
is a tendency to prefer the indirect compulsion of the 
market — the vaunted “incentives” of bourgeois eco-
nomics. Yet this indicative of nothing but the continued 
influence of market ideology. Direct, open compulsion 
is of course far from pleasant, but it is a sharp pain that 
disappears quickly. Market compulsion and competition 
on the other hand represent constant psychological and 
organic stress. It stands to reason that the only incen-
tives during the transitional phase will be incentives for 
market fetishists to emigrate. 

Members of the society in transition will have access 
to goods regardless whether or how much they labor. 
The suggestions in the Gothakritik must be rejected. First 
of all because a system of labor vouchers, where goods 
are received in proportion to the time spent laboring, 
would not lead to any development of the productive 
forces, only Stakhanovism. Second, because there is no 
need to further develop the productive forces, at least 
in the metropolitan regions where revolution will most 
likely to break out. For the principle of distribution, we 
see nothing else as adequate except the classic “to each 
according to his needs.” 

Of course, the society in transition will not be able 
to fulfill every errant desire on the part of its members 
(neither will communist society), and at first it will not 
be possible to fulfill every genuine need either, particu-
larly when the necessity of winding down production is 
taken into account. But it will be possible, at any rate, to 
prioritize the most pressing needs first, and to organize 
a system of rationing which would allocate to everyone 
necessary goods, based on culture or circumstances of 
life (as such, it will not allocate cow's milk to the Chi-
nese, or casu marzu to the sane), so that the elderly and 
those with compromised immune systems will receive 
priority treatment when it comes to the administration 
of flu vaccines, the physical laborer will receive priority 
in the allocation of calories (compared with the clerical 
laborer), and so on. These goods would of course be 
given out for personal use, but would not become the 
possessions of those who are using them. Nor would it 
be possible to accumulate them.  



 33 

Basing distribution on need will, we think, also help 
solve the problem of the social position of technicians, 
specialists, and whatnot. In the immediate aftermath of 
revolution, not everyone will be able to perform tasks 
associated with management and planning. After a time 
this may be remedied by an extensive and sustained skill 
transfer program. Yet the immediate danger remains of 
a stratum of specialists setting itself up as a privileged 
caste. But that possibility is considerably less likely if this 
new caste bases its privilege not on the premise that it 
deserves more (since the nexus between allocation and 
compensation is broken), but that it needs more. 

At first, it will be possible to meet some of these 
needs from the preexisting mass of goods under the 
direct control of the communist dictatorship. Following 
the insurrection, redistribution will undoubtedly be an 
important mechanism. In time, however, it will become 
necessary to produce more vital goods. Production will 
be planned, in mostly material terms — the production 
of so many tons of wheat necessitates the production 
of so many tons of fertilizer, water, and so on — by a 
“central” organ of society, that is, one whose full range 
of competence coincides with the entire territory under 
the communist dictatorship. (In the case that there are 
several disconnected territories under this dictatorship, 
such that communication and movement of goods be-
tween them are difficult, there would then presumably 
be multiple dictatorships and multiple organs that carry 
out directive planning, though these would not take the 
antiquated form of the nation-states, and would strive 
to merge as soon as circumstances permit.) Organs of 
lesser scope, whether sectoral or local, could not take 
into account the interdependence of modern industrial 
production, and their separate existence would lead to 
forms of exchange and enterprise independence reap-
pearing. There would of course be other organs of the 
dictatorship, as well as less permanent groups, but this 
exceeds the scope of the current text. 

Labor-time, to the extent that it would figure at all 
into planning calculations, would simply be one of many 
inputs considered, and administrative organs would not 
aim to minimize labor-time expenditure, as is so often 
proposed, because the resulting laws of motion would 
then be essentially the same as the laws of motion that 
govern capitalism. Besides, it is not probable that labor 
will be scarce, even in the period of transition, since not 
only would many jobs become superfluous, from maids 
and nannies to cashiers and finance ministers, but with 
the end of market discipline, labor will itself become an 
expression of the human personality, the prime “need” 
for the new man.  

Finally, we can briefly sketch how trade between a 
communist dictatorship and a world market will occur. 
Production of trade goods would proceed along rough-
ly the same lines as production of other goods, even if 
these are only necessary because of the realities of the 
world market. Since the revolutionary zone presumably 
would have no currency of its own, either because such 
currency was never necessary to begin with, or because 
the short time in which currency is issued will be hyper-
inflationary to pay whatever debts might hinder access 
to the world market, it would set its prices in whichever 
“foreign” currency proves most convenient. And to an 
extent it could set those prices at will, administratively, 
since there would be no costs of production. We are 
talking, then, of goods which have a price, but not value 
in the full sense since no abstract labor is embodied in 
them. This will enable the revolutionary dictatorship to 
consistently undercut other sellers. Contracts drawn up 
will not be for single purchases, we imagine, since these 
are more affected by the anarchy of the market. Rather, 
the revolutionary dictatorship and the buyers or sellers 
with whom it engages with would conclude a contract 
for continuing provision of goods at fixed prices, for at 
least one planning cycle. Then it will be possible for the 
planning organs to take the quantity of the trade goods 
to be produced as fixed and proceed with calculating 
the total quantity of producer goods, raw materials, and 
necessary labor accordingly. Nonetheless, all these plans 
will at least in part be monetary and in that regard will 
not be communist. 

But this production of trade goods — and here we 
apologize if we are belaboring the point — no matter 
how significant its impact on the overall system, will be 
a minor sector of a much broader communal, planned 
network of provisioning, an irritant of sorts, even if it is 
necessary in the short term. As soon as the opportunity 
presents itself, the organism will expel the irritant. The 
revolutionary zone thus expands strategically, targeting 
crucial resources. Elsewhere other uprisings over time 
will break out. New areas can then join the communist 
dictatorship. Whatever trade-good production remains 
will be purposefully wound down as the dictatorship, in 
an increasingly better negotiating position, thus imposes 
harsher and harsher terms of exchange. Finally, with the 
end of the last vestiges of the world market, the need 
for any production for exchange passes, and the first 
directive plan is drawn up in exclusively material terms. 
After a short period of transition, human society enters 
integral communism. 

Kontra Klasa (Croatia)
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Photo: May Day parade in Tel Aviv, featuring the profiles of Lenin and Stalin (1947)
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ZIONISM AND MARXISM 
NATIONALISM, INTERNATIONALISM, AND HISTORY 

 
Few topics attract such controversy as contemporary 
Israel. No other ethnoreligious conflict polarizes political 
opinion so completely, nor commands the same level 
of international interest, as that between the self-styled 
Jewish state and the large population of stateless Arabs 
which it continues to displace. In recent years, turmoil 
elsewhere throughout the Middle East almost eclipsed 
the decades-old dispute. But the massacre of unarmed 
protestors1 by IDF snipers along the Gaza border over 
the past few months, callously euphemized as “clashes” 
or “confrontations” in the Western press,2 has sparked 
outrage around the world. 

Outrage seldom leads to insight, though, much less 
effective action. This is not to deny that Israel’s policies 
are outrageous, of course, since they undoubtedly are. 
Rather, it is simply to acknowledge that indignation is 
not enough to adequately grasp a problem — let alone 
arrive at a satisfactory solution. A more dispassionate 
approach is thus needed. Leon Trotsky liked to invoke 
Spinoza’s dictum, explaining that his objective was “not 
to deride, bewail, or detest human actions, but instead 
to understand them.”3 Here the materialist method of 
Marx proves well suited to the task, insofar as it allows 
human actions to be viewed in their concrete historical 
development, unclouded by moral prejudice or maud-
lin sentimentality. 

While not quite neutral Weberian Wertfreiheit, this 
should at least prevent snap judgments and one-sided 
denunciations. Zionism is a particularly germane object 
of analysis, moreover, for it singlehandedly throws into 
relief a pair of questions which have long preoccupied 
Marxists: 1) the “Jewish question” and 2) the “national 
question.” Jewish nationalism, not just Zionism but also 
its Bundist nemesis, can then be related to the trend of 
Marxian internationalism in the workers’ movement of 
Eastern Europe. From there, the history of the present 
strife between Jews and Arabs in the Middle East may 
be broken into three consecutive phases. Starting with 
the Yishuv or Jewish settlement in post-Ottoman Pales-
tine under British colonial rule, through the foundation 
of modern Israel in 1948, up to its eventual emergence 
as a regional superpower in 1967, the article will move 
in chronological order.  

In what follows, then, the argument is divided into 
two main sections, each divided into three subsections, 
with a conclusion at the end. 

I. Questions Jewish and national 
A. Marxism and the Jewish question 
1492 marks a watershed in the prehistory of capitalist 
society, and is relevant to this investigation for a couple 
of reasons. First of all, because it was when Columbus 
stumbled upon the Americas, hoping to find a shorter 
sea route to India. Second, because the joint monarchs 
Ferdinand II of Aragon and Isabella I of Castile issued 
the Granada Edict on March 31 that same year, man-
dating the Jews’ expulsion from Spain. What Marx in 
Capital dubbed “primitive accumulation” involved not 
just racialized chattel slavery across the Atlantic and in-
discriminate slaughter of indigenous peoples, but also 
the mass exodus of Spanish Jews.4 Loren Goldner has 
highlighted the significance of the “blood purity” laws 
instituted thereafter to later ideas about race, although 
for the time these “remained enmeshed with medieval 
conceptions.”5 Despite not being identical to capitalism 
proper — the specific relations of which took root in 
the soil of British agriculture — primitive accumulation 
nevertheless represented a necessary precondition for 
its materialization. 

The so-called “Jewish question” first began to take 
shape during the period of bourgeois revolution. Jews 
flocked to Amsterdam following the 1572-1585 Dutch 
Revolt, where they were at last permitted to exercise 
their religion from 1622 on. Many resettled in England 
at the invitation of Oliver Cromwell circa 1653. Finally, 
French Jews were granted citizenship and full equality 
under the law by the official decree of September 27, 
1791. Stanislas Marie Adélaïde, Comte de Clermont-
Tonnerre, offered the universalist doctrine: “Everything 
for the Jews as citizens, but nothing as a nation!”6 (Less 
than three years later, 16 Pluviose Year II [February 4, 
1794], France would extend similar rights to its black 
populace by abolishing “slavery among the negroes in 
all our colonies.”)7 Certain provisions were rolled back 
by Napoleon, but for the most part the Jews benefited 
immensely from his conquests. Restoration after 1815 
meant going back to pre-1789 strictures for all uncon-
verted Jews, but legal emancipation gradually spread in 
most states over the course of the nineteenth and into 
the twentieth century. Wherever the ancien régime fell, 
Jewish communities in Europe won gains hitherto un-
known in the diaspora. 
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Until 1848, conversion was nevertheless required 
for any Jew wanting to participate in modern political 
life.8 (Marx’s friend, the poet Heinrich Heine, famously 
quipped that baptism was his “admission ticket” [En-
trée-billet] to European culture).9 Already by the early 
1840s, however, astute commentators discerned that 
the Jewish question was not religious but secular in es-
sence.10 For Marx, it was merely a symptom of a much 
larger question: namely, the “social question” posed by 
industrial capitalism and its concomitant proletarianiza-
tion of society. He saw the Jew as a cipher for capital, 
representative of the money-economy par excellence, 
untied to any land.11 This was more due to “the real 
position of the Jews in civil society today” than cultural 
differences of diet, costume, or confession.12 Since they 
found themselves in this predicament wherever these 
productive relations prevailed, the only answer was to 
overthrow the entire existing order. Or, as Marx put it, 
“emancipation of the Jews into humanity… [should] 
not be conceived as a special task for the Jews, but as a 
general practical task of abolishing the inhumanity of 
present-day society.”13 

In the second half of the nineteenth century, how-
ever, alongside numerous improvements to the Jewish 
lot, popular antipathy steadily gathered force in West-
ern Europe.14 Even Enlightenment philosophers such as 
Kant and Fichte, both ardent supporters of the French 
Revolution, described the Jews as “vampires of society” 
[Vampyre der Gesellschaft] or else a sort of “state within 
the state” [Staat im Staate].15 Now with the unification 
of Germany in 1871, and with the advent of the Third 
Republic in France shortly thereafter, civic and romantic 
nationalism gave way to “biological” racism inspired by 
Arthur de Gobineau and groups such as Wilhelm Marr’s 
Antisemitic League.16 German and French Jews, by then 
largely assimilated, were disturbed by what they saw as 
a medieval throwback or sudden recrudescence of by-
gone hatreds.17 Put differently, they failed to recognize 
its truly unprecedented character. When Engels tried to 
address the problem of rising antisemitism in 1890, he 
likewise dismissed it as “the reaction of moribund feu-
dal strata against modern bourgeois society.” Antisemi-
tism’s existence in a region, he added, “is proof there is 
not yet enough capital there.”18 

Lenin followed Engels closely in this regard,19 insist-
ing that antisemitism was anachronistic (a “residue” or 
“survival” of serfdom) or bound to soon die out (“this 
ignorance is passing away, as people’s eyes are opening 
up”).20 Trotsky was convinced that Jews would sooner 
or later be absorbed by their respective host nations, 
integrated into the wider population seamlessly. By the 

1930s, though, this no longer seemed a likely prospect. 
“Earlier in life,” he admitted in a 1937 interview with 
the Jewish Daily Forward, “I leaned toward the view that 
Jews around the world would assimilate into the cul-
tures they lived among, and the Jewish question would 
thereby disappear in a quasi-automatic fashion. Histori-
cal development over the last quarter of a century has 
not confirmed this perspective. Decaying capitalism has 
everywhere exacerbated nationalism, a part of which is 
antisemitism, so that the question looms largest in the 
most developed capitalist state in Europe, Germany.”21 
One of Trotsky’s followers, the Belgian revolutionary 
Abram Leon, claimed “the decay of capitalism renders 
the Jewish question insoluble within its purview.”22 Just 
two years after this line was written, Leon was sent to 
the ovens at Auschwitz. 

Following revelations of the Judeocide, intellectuals 
revisited the question.23 Besides Trotsky, none of them 
had foreseen “the physical extermination of the Jews.”24 
Many Marxists found it difficult to account for the ca-
tastrophe that had befallen European Jewry within the 
framework of traditional histomat. Some, like the criti-
cal theorists Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno, 
now came to see antisemitism as an effect of modern 
bourgeois relations, rather than a precapitalist holdo-
ver: “As bearers of this new mode of life from country 
to country, Jews earned the resentment of those who 
suffered under that system.”25 The late Moishe Postone 
explained in a 2010 conversation that in the antisemitic 
worldview, “the abstract domination of capital is per-
sonified as the Jews.”26 In a less academic vein, others 
have reached the same conclusion, noting the pervasive 
tendency to “personalize capital” across the political 
spectrum.27 Resolving the Jewish question is therefore 
bound up with the social question as a whole, still oth-
ers point out, as “the perpetuation of antisemitism 
goes ‘hand-in-glove’ with the continuation of capitalist 
methods of production.”28 

Zionism promised respite for the Jews, a return to 
the ancestral homeland, somewhere they could finally 
live without fear of persecution.29 Nationhood cannot 
deliver on this promise, though: at best, it just kicks the 
can down the road; at worst, it complicates their plight 
further.30 “Under conditions of US imperial decline, the 
ruling class might use antisemitism to save themselves, 
thus fulfilling Rosa Luxemburg’s prophecy that Zionism 
only provides the chance for a concentrated pogrom,” 
warns Hillel Ticktin.31 Here the national question enters 
in. But the Nationalitätenfrage is not strictly coextensive 
with the Judenfrage, despite their shared timeframe, so 
it must be treated separately. 
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B. Marxism and the national question 
German rabble-rousers in the past were kept apart 
by the tiny states in which they lived. It was clear to 
conspirators that no effective blow could be struck 
under these circumstances… Now some draw the 
correct conclusion, from a revolutionary angle, and 
direct their eyes to the union of Germany. This evil 
idea must be conquered. 

— Klemens von Metternich, 1819 

Various dates have been proposed for the origin of the 
“nation-form,” its appearance as a distinct unit of eth-
nic, linguistic, and cultural affiliation.32 Bordiga held the 
Hellenic city-states, the Macedonian Empire, and Impe-
rial Rome to be ancient equivalents of the modern na-
tion, drawing upon Engels’ Origin of the Family, Private 
Property, and the State (1884), though there are doubt-
less limits to this analogy. Kingdoms and principalities 
throughout Europe under feudalism were by contrast 
subnational, based on personal bonds of lordship, vas-
salage, and enfeoffment. These were held together by 
oaths of fealty, hierarchical obligations to those further 
up the chain. Christendom during this period was su-
pranational, linked by a common ritual stretching over 
many lands under the Latin tongue.33 It was the decline 
of dynastic realms and centralized religious authorities, 
along with the rise of print media, that lent nationalism 
such appeal as an alternative source of solidarity. Older 
loyalties were thus slowly supplanted by these newer 
“imagined communities.”34 

Nations in the narrow sense of the word entailed 
unitary domestic markets, removal of feudal privileges, 
and standardized grammatical conventions — in short, 
the consolidation of bourgeois rule. According to Bor-
diga’s timeline, at least, this occurred sometime during 
the eighteenth century.35 Eric Hobsbawm, the Marxist 
historian, suggested 1780 as the definitive turning-point, 
around the time that French republicans eschewed the 
États généraux (which privileged the clergy and nobility) 
in favor of the Assemblée nationale (representing “the 
whole people”).36 Patriotic symbols came to predomi-
nate, as national flags replaced papal insignias and he-
raldic coats of arms. Hobsbawm underscored the radi-
cal novelty of the nationalist idea, tracing its subsequent 
trajectory over the nineteenth century. 1848 may have 
seemed like the dawn of an international revolution to 
Marx and Engels, but it was popularly remembered as 
the “Springtime of Nations” [Printemps des peuples], or 
the awakening of “smaller nationalities.” Forty years on, 
with the founding of the Second International, debates 
about the national question acquired a special urgency 
among socialist parties.37 

Sadly for their immediate disciples, neither Marx nor 
Engels ever elaborated a systematic response to this is-
sue. Marx had mostly stressed the proletariat’s intrinsic 
internationalism. “While the bourgeoisie of each nation 
retains national interests, modern industry has created 
a class which in all nations has the same interest and for 
which nationality is already dead,” he jotted in an 1845 
manuscript.38 Engels had reasoned similarly in an article 
published the year before: “The proletarians of every 
country have one and the same interest, one and the 
same enemy, and one and the same struggle. By their 
nature, they are free from national narrowness; their 
disposition is essentially humanitarian, anti-nationalist… 
Only proletarians can destroy nationality.”39 In their co-
authored 1847 Manifesto, Marx and Engels once again 
reiterated that “modern industrial labor, modern sub-
jection to capital, the same in England as in France, in 
America as in Germany, has stripped the proletarian of 
every trace of ‘national’ character.”40 A few pages later, 
their well-known retort: “Communists are reproached 
for desiring to abolish nationality, but the working class 
has no country to begin with.”41 

Poland and Ireland would seem notable exceptions 
to this rule, seeing as Marx and Engels gave priority to 
national struggles in those countries. Yet their rationale 
for doing so was highly specific in each case: in the case 
of Polish independence,42 it was intended to disrupt the 
reactionary bloc of Prussia, Austria, and above all Rus-
sia; in the case of Irish independence, it was intended to 
loosen England’s stranglehold over the rest of the globe. 
Russia and England had been bastions of counterrevo-
lution throughout the nineteenth century, outposts of 
stability while Europe elsewhere descended into chaos. 
Franz Mehring, one of Marx’s first biographers, wrote: 
“Just as Marx regarded the Polish question as a lever for 
overthrowing Russian dominance, so he regarded the 
Irish question as a lever for overthrowing English world 
dominance.”43 Hence for Marx and Engels, the rallying-
cry “Long live Poland!” meant no more than “Death to 
the Holy Alliance!”44 Similarly, they believed that liberat-
ing Ireland would open the floodgates of popular un-
rest in England.45 Everywhere their stance on particular 
national questions was subordinated to the question of 
international revolution. 

Generalizing from these examples is tricky, though, 
especially given Marx and Engels’ deprecatory attitude 
toward the aspirations of Southern Slavs,46 “nonhistoric 
peoples” [geschichtslosen Völker]47 whose independence 
would supposedly strengthen tsarist Russia.48 Neverthe-
less, the Marxists of the Second International under-
took to rearrange these scattered statements, bestow-
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ing upon them greater coherence than they originally 
possessed. As the Social-Democratic movement grew, 
tensions arose between workers from different ethnic 
and religious backgrounds. It should come as no sur-
prise, then, that the national question was posed most 
acutely in vast multinational states such as the Russian, 
Ottoman, and Austro-Hungarian Empires. The theories 
that came out of the debates around the turn of the 
century were of uneven quality, but can be divided into 
three major strands: 1) those of Renner, Bauer, and the 
Austromarxists; 2) those of Luxemburg, Pannekoek, 
and Trotsky before October 1917; and 3) those of 
Lenin, Stalin, and the Bolsheviks.49 Rosa Luxemburg’s 
pointed criticisms of national self-determination will be 
bracketed for now. 

Karl Renner’s brief 1899 pamphlet State and Nation 
portrayed the issue of multiple nationalities coexisting 
within a single state as a purely administrative concern, 
to be addressed by “canton councils,” governing bodies 
that would handle education and cultural affairs.50 Otto 
Bauer’s treatise on The Question of Nationalities and So-
cial Democracy (1908) featured a far more impressive 
theoretical apparatus, of a neo-Kantian cast, providing 
much richer descriptions of national character and re-
lated phenomena. But its prescriptions were practically 
indistinguishable from Renner’s. “Each nation ought to 
independently satisfy its own cultural needs,” he argued, 
“while the state limits itself to protecting those interests 
that are a matter of indifference.”51 But such proposals 
had very little application outside of Austria-Hungary, 
observed Pannekoek.52 He accused Bauer of pandering 
to cheap patriotic sentiment, of trying to “win over the 
working class to socialism by acting more nationalistic 
than the capitalists.” Pannekoek, whose views more or 
less paralleled those of Luxemburg, derided this tactic 
as “national opportunism.”53 Lenin was evidently quite 
impressed with this formulation, citing it in a 1914 talk 
next to the underlined comment: “Bauer’s basic error is 
his refined nationalism.”54 

When it came to his own theorization of national 
questions, Lenin exhibited the same basic ambivalence 
as Marx: on the one hand, unswerving internationalism; 
on the other, qualified endorsement of movements for 
national liberation. “Marxism cannot be reconciled with 
nationalism,” he declared late in 1913, “whether of the 
‘most just,’ ‘purest,’ most refined and civilized brand. In 
place of all forms of nationalism, Marxism advances in-
ternationalism — i.e., the amalgamation of all nations in 
a higher unity.”55 And again a few months later: “Class-
conscious workers fight against every kind of national-
ism, both the crude, violent Black Hundred nationalism, 

and the ‘refined’ nationalism that preaches splitting up 
the workers’ cause according to their nationality.”56 Still, 
Lenin endorsed the right to national self-determination 
insofar as it might destabilize the international capitalist 
order, with revolt in the colonial periphery triggering a 
revolution in the metropolitan core. “The dialectics of 
history are such that the smaller nations, so powerless 
as an independent factor in the global struggle against 
imperialism, can still play a part as one of the ferments 
or bacilli which prepares the real anti-imperialist power, 
the international socialist proletariat, to burst onto the 
scene,” he contended.57 

Luxemburg disagreed with this gamble, which she 
felt made for strange bedfellows — “alliances with any 
Tom, Dick, and Harry [mit Krethi und Plethi]”58 — and 
which she suspected would not lead to communism. 
For better or worse, the sordid history of national lib-
eration fronts in the twentieth century seems to have 
vindicated her on this score. Yet Lenin’s contention did 
not seem so farfetched at the time. Paul Mattick would 
later remark in 1959 that “the postwar renaissance of 
nationalism contradicts both Lenin and Luxemburg on 
the ‘national question,’ since the era of anticolonial up-
risings is still not over, but these no longer serve world-
revolutionary ends.”59 Either way, the national question 
converges at this point with the Jewish question on the 
subject of Jewish nationalism. 

C. Jewish nationalism and European socialism 
Between 1881 and 1945 or so, the spirit of nationalism 
gained ground amongst Jews living in Eastern Europe. 
Unlike their cousins in the West, who were fairly well-
integrated but numerically fewer, they had been fenced 
off into a contiguous urban ghetto known as the Pale 
of Settlement. Almost a world unto itself, it contained 
all the socioeconomic strata found in more developed 
nations: “a financial bourgeoisie as elsewhere, but with-
out much influence; below that a middling bourgeoisie, 
intellectual and commercial; and finally the vast Jewish 
proletariat.”60 Nationalist ideology, which had followed 
Bonaparte across the Elbe in 1812, began to seize the 
consciousness of the Pale’s five million Yiddish-speaking 
inhabitants as Russia approached the fin-de-siècle. The 
proximate cause for this newfound sense of ethnic sol-
idarity was the wave of pogroms that broke out fol-
lowing the assassination of Tsar Aleksandr II.61 Intermit-
tent anti-Jewish riots would continue over the next 
four decades, reaching a crescendo around 1902-1903. 
The government response to the pogroms could range 
anywhere from passive indifference to active incitement 
as the years wore on.62 
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East European Jewry during this period was also fa-
vorably disposed to socialist ideas. Of course, the most 
significant segment of this population was the seething 
mass of socialistically-inclined workers. So there was a 
great deal of overlap and crosspollination between Jew-
ish nationalism and Marxian internationalism across the 
region. Historians hold that these ideological tendencies, 
which pulled in opposite directions and yet were held 
simultaneously by many working-class Jews, sprang from 
the same source: the breakneck pace of industrial mod-
ernization.63 Modern capitalist production corroded the 
foundations of traditional life in the Pale, which cleared 
the way for cultural renewal.64 Rudiments of organized 
labor soon arose, or were imported from the West, as 
contact was made with mainstream Social-Democracy. 
Jewish proletarians adopted its party and trade union 
structure, learning the latest slogans and rhetoric from 
their Western comrades. When nationalist ideas began 
to permeate these milieux during the 1890s, however, 
they were met with harsh rebuke by internationalists in 
the socialist movement (many of them Jews), who saw 
such ideas as divisive.65 

Despite the steady barrage of criticism, rival strains 
of nationalism kept up their pursuit of Jewish workers, 
recruiting from one another’s ranks. Two strains stood 
out: Bundism and socialist Zionism.66 Bundism was the 
worldview of the General Union of Yiddish Workers in 
Lithuania, Poland, and Russia, otherwise known as the 
Bund. Initially it promoted legal equality for Jews across 
borders, but later championed “national-cultural auton-
omy” à la Bauer. From the outset, Bundists considered 
themselves part of the Russian Social-Democratic Labor 
Party, but their relationship was always fraught.67 Labor 
Zionism was the worldview of the “Workers of Zion,” 
otherwise known as Poale Zion. Poale Zion consistently 
advocated full political sovereignty for Jews within fixed 
geographic borders. Although it worked alongside other 
socialists, Poale Zion was its own party.68 

Zionism originated with Theodor Herzl as a nation-
building initiative in 1896, but its longue durée stretches 
back further. Moses Hess, widely seen as a precursor to 
Herzl, announced his “solution to the Jewish problem” 
as early as 1862, whereby the Jews would repatriate to 
Palestine.69 He had been a mentor to Marx, Engels, and 
other Young Hegelians two decades earlier; Alexander 
Ruge nicknamed him “the communist rabbi.”70 Engels 
fucked Hess’ wife in September 1846, causing them to 
fall out.71 Jean Longuet, Marx’s French grandson, voiced 
his support for the Zionist enterprise in 1918,72 praising 
Lenin and Woodrow Wilson for their spirited defense 
of nations’ “right to self-determination.”73 Borochov, the 

progenitor of Marxist Zionism, attended one of Lenin’s 
Belgian lectures shortly before the Great War, lingering 
afterward to pick his brain on the Jewish and national 
questions.74 Unsurprisingly, the Bolshevik leader thought 
Borokhov was confused. David Ben-Gurion, who took 
over the centrist faction of Poale Zion after Borokhov’s 
death up to his tenure as Prime Minister of Israel, re-
portedly told Isaac Deutscher in 1958 that “there was 
one man who could have saved the whole world, but 
alas, he missed his opportunity: Lenin.”75 (Allegedly Ben-
Gurion boasted of having read all forty Russian volumes 
of Lenin’s work).76 

At least in Eastern Europe, formal Bundist organiza-
tions preceded their Zionist counterparts by almost a 
decade.77 Whereas the Bund formed in October 1897, 
just a couple months after the inaugural World Zionist 
Congress convened in Basel, Poale Zion only formed in 
March 1906. Vladimir Medem, a prominent spokesman 
for the former, proclaimed that the Jews were a nation 
unto themselves, but preferred institutional to territorial 
autonomy.78 Confronting Trotsky at the 1903 meeting 
of the RSDLP, Medem asked him whether he was a Jew 
or a Russian. “I’m a Marxist,” Trotsky immediately shot 
back.79 Medem was friendly with many Zionists in Swiss 
exile, but distrusted Herzl and was underwhelmed by 
Weizmann’s oratorical abilities.80 Still, he got along with 
them far better than with his socialist contemporaries. 
For instance, Medem despised Lenin, calling him “a born 
dictator,” while Trotsky was “Lenin’s cudgel” and Lux-
emburg was a spiteful bitch.81 Like Poale Zion, the Bund 
was unsure if it should align with the fragments of the 
Second International or join the Comintern after 1918. 
The majority of Bundists chose the first option, slouch-
ing toward reformism in the interwar period.82 Oddly, 
the proletarian Zionists proved far more radical during 
this stretch of time. 

Poale Zion’s tempestuous growth after the revolu-
tion of 1905 caught nearly everyone off guard, not least 
of all the Bundists.83 By contrast with their competitors, 
Borokhovites were adamant in their insistence on “ter-
ritorialism” — the notion that Jews required a physical 
homeland in which they could be sovereign. In an early 
programmatic piece, “The National Question and Class 
Struggle,” Borokhov emphasized that “the fundamental 
prerequisite of production is the territory.”84 For mem-
bers of Poale Zion, the only reason Palestine appeared 
a viable location was the spontaneous Jewish migration 
to the area from 1896 to 1906. “Our Palestinism is not 
a matter of principle,” read their charter, “because it has 
nothing to do with old traditions.”85 Eretz Israel even-
tually became more to its platform.86 Joseph Roth, the 
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Austrian-Jewish author, thus related in one of his more 
journalistic pieces: 

The only consciously proletarian East European Jew 
is the Jewish worker. He tends to espouse socialism 
of various hues, and is thereby less of a Jew than his 
bourgeois or semiproletarian coreligionists. Less of 
a Jew, even if he is a Jewish nationalist and Zionist. 
But the most nationalistic Jewish socialist is the Poale 
Zionist, who aspires toward a socialist state in Pales-
tine. Many Jewish workers belong to the socialist or 
communist parties of the countries where they live, 
making them Polish, Russian, or Romanian socialists. 
Social issues invariably take precedence over national 
ones. “National self-determination” is an intellectual 
luxury for a group that has nothing more serious to 
worry about… Yet if any nation is justified in seeing 
the “national question” as essential to its survival, it 
is surely the Jews… forced to become a “nation” by 
the nationalism of others.87 

Zionism differed very little in this respect from diasporic 
nationalisms at the time. WEB Du Bois, the father of 
pan-Africanism, speculated that “the African movement 
means to black Americans what the Zionist movement 
must mean to Jews.”88 Regardless, Borokhov barely lived 
to see the revolutions of 1917. After he succumbed to 
pneumonia in December, the bulk of Poale Zion signed 
up with the communists. 

In recent years, Bundism has been made the object 
of a curious nostalgia. Leftists, who are always eager to 
signal support for the nationalist strivings of historically 
oppressed peoples, want a form of Jewish nationalism 
without either the body count or strategic US backing 
of Zionism. The Bund seems to represent a “path not 
taken,” a readymade alternative to the present (albeit 
one lost to time, which perhaps just enhances its allure). 
Samuel Farber thus wistfully recounts “Lessons of the 
Bund,” extolling its doctrine of doikayt. “Hereness,” as it 
roughly translates, maintained that the right place for 
Jews was where they already lived.89 “Bundists believed 
in fighting where Jews were, not escaping to colonize 
someone else’s land,” another writes, accentuating their 
difference from the Zionists.90 Marxists a hundred years 
ago, who regularly encountered both, did not find them 
so dissimilar. Georgii Plekhanov joked that the Bundists 
were “Zionists suffering from seasickness [сионисты, 
боящиеся морской качки].”91 Plekhanov’s protégé, Lenin, 
undoubtedly concurred with this judgment, repeatedly 
blasting their motion to segregate schools and workers’ 
clubs by nationality.92 Very few sober and evenhanded 
retrospectives have been written on the Bund; most of 
them fall prey to romanticization. Quixotic nationalism 
offers an easy escape.93 

Obviously, this brief sketch does not exhaust either 
Bundism or Zionism. Kombundists, who received their 
orders from Moscow, formed a sizable minority within 
the Bund. Zionism also included more moderate repre-
sentatives like Weizmann, to say nothing of hardliners 
such as Jabotinsky. Weizmann was likewise familiar with 
“Plekhanov and the arrogant Trotsky” from Switzerland, 
and was once mistaken for Lenin in Capri.94 Jabotinsky 
came across Borochov in 1913, and was upbraided for 
“militant Hebraism.”95 Anyway, both Bundists and Zion-
ists — not to mention Jewish communists! — fought 
bravely against Nazism: Bernard Goldstein and Marek 
Edelman belonged to the Bund; Simcha Rotem, Yitzhak 
Zuckerman, and Emanuel Ringelblum to left Poale Zion. 
It is frivolous to tally casualties of each group, especially 
when the real point is that Bundism and socialist Zion-
ism were both nationalist deviations from revolutionary 
Marxism. Today they are relevant only as past instances 
of community self-defense (somewhat akin to the Black 
Panther Party in 1960s America).96 

II. Arabs and Jews in Palestine 

A. Palestine in the shadow of imperialism and 
fascism 

The geopolitical landscape of the contemporary Middle 
East is incomprehensible without knowing the last hun-
dred years of imperialist maneuvers. Early in the twen-
tieth century, most of the region was still ruled by the 
Ottomans, although the French and British had made 
substantial inroads. World war hastened the sultanate’s 
downfall, leading to the establishment of a “mandate” 
system, in which France and Britain would oversee the 
territories relinquished. Problematically, however, both 
powers had previously given guarantees to the subject 
peoples then under Istanbul’s thumb. Hoping to weaken 
their wartime foe, a series of negotiations were rapidly 
conducted: first, the McMahon-Hussein correspondence 
of 1915-1916; next, the Sykes-Picot agreement of 1916; 
last, the Balfour declaration of 1917.97 Virtually all of the 
persistent ethnoreligious conflicts that one hears about 
in the region to this day — between Jews and Arabs in 
Israel/Palestine, Sunnis and Shi’ites in Yemen and Iraq, 
Christians and Muslims in Lebanon, Kurds and Persians-
Turks-Arabs in Kurdistan/Iran-Turkey-Syria-Iraq — can 
be traced back to how the Middle East was carved up 
around 1920.  

Balfour’s statement approving “a national home for 
the Jewish people” effectively rescinded all the promises 
made previously to the Arabs. Mutual mistrust soon set 
in between these two communities, as ethnic hostilities 
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spilled out onto the streets. Settlers continued to pour in 
to the Yishuv from Europe and America, undeterred by 
news of violence. Jews from Hashomer Hatzair (“Young 
Watchmen”) began emigrating en masse in 1919-1920, 
bringing a collectivist ethos from Galicia.98 “Zionism may 
well have started as a bourgeois movement, but its only 
guarantors are young Poale Zion proletarians,” reflected 
the antiwar author Arnold Zweig in 1920. “For all that 
is built, worked for, and created in Palestine is done by 
those molded by this character.”99 On May Day 1921, 
the newly-formed Palestinian Communist Party (PKP) 
sought to capitalize on the rapid influx of wage-laborers 
to the region: 

The Jewish worker has not come to persecute you, 
but live with you, and is ready to fight on your side 
against the capitalist enemy, be it Jew, Arab, or Brit-
ish. If capitalists incite you against the Jewish worker, 
it is in order to protect themselves from you… You 
cannot fall into this trap; the Jewish worker, soldier 
of the revolution, has come to offer you his hand as 
a comrade in resisting British, Jewish, and Arab capi-
talists. We call on you to fight against the rich who 
are selling their land and their country to foreigners. 
Down with British and French bayonets; down with 
Arab and foreign capitalists!100  

With the defeat of the proletarian revolution by 1923, 
or its containment to Russia, the internationalist spirit of 
these lines ebbed away. Beginning already in 1924-1925, 
the overwhelmingly Jewish PKP pivoted away from the 
emphasis on combined class struggle towards uncritical 
embrace of anticolonial Arab nationalism. Poale Zion’s 
Palestine branch meanwhile remained a multitendency 
organization until the end of the twenties, despite splits 
in the movement elsewhere. Yet its reformist majority 
followed an increasingly exclusivist line, before breaking 
off to become Mapai in 1930.101 Kibbutzim sometimes 
hired Arab farmhands, but prohibited their membership. 
Non-Jews were not allowed in the General Federation 
of Hebrew Workers, or Histadrut, either.102 Hashomer 
Hatzair was the only labor Zionist group that put forth 
any effort to cultivate relations with its Arab neighbors. 
Until it dissolved into Mapam in 1947, it was alone in 
pushing for a binational state. 

Revisionism, an irredentist current within Zionism, 
began to amass adherents after the bloodshed of 1929. 
Named for its demand that the mandatory borders be 
revised to encompass “greater Israel” [Eretz Yisrael Ha-
shlema], the chief proponent of this view was Vladimir 
Jabotinsky. Encouraging his ultranationalist countrymen 
to march on sites sacred to both Muslims and Jews, in 
a carefully calculated provocation, he managed to goad 
Arabs into brutally attacking the protesters. Antisemitic 

incidents took place across the country, with full-fledged 
pogroms occurring in Hebron and Safed. Fatalities were 
about equal, as the British colonial military suppressed 
the riots and the Jewish paramilitary Haganah [Defense] 
exacted reprisals.103 Jabotinsky’s position was buttressed 
by fears of a forthcoming Arab backlash, which he used 
to portray Weizmann as weak (forcing him to resign as 
president of the Zionist Organization). When mounting 
tensions again led to war in 1936, Jabotinsky took it as 
an occasion to crack down on the Marxists and various 
other “traitors” to the Israeli nation. Opposition within 
the Yishuv was intolerable to an authoritarian personality 
such as Jabotinsky.104 

Indeed, in his blistering 1937 polemic against “The 
Brownshirts of Zionism,” the council communist Abner 
Barnatan did not hesitate to call Jabotinsky a “fascist.”105 
(This was not such an uncommon comparison in those 
days; Ben-Gurion would call Jabotinsky “Vladimir Hitler” 
to his face). Barnatan had just narrowly avoided capture 
at the hands of the Nazis, and was staying in Tel Aviv as 
the Great Revolt began. Jabotinsky’s revisionist maxim, 
“Judea will be reborn in fire and blood,” had a distinctly 
Bismarckian ring to it, and he openly admired Mussolini. 
Hence Barnatan was hardly the only observer to notice 
the similarities; Albert Einstein wrote an open letter to 
the New York Times in 1948, taking aim at the terrorist 
disciple of Jabotinsky, Irgun’s Menachem Begin. “Lately 
Begin speaks of freedom, democracy, anti-imperialism,” 
wrote Einstein, “but not that long ago he preached the 
fascist doctrine of the state…”106 Within three decades, 
however, Begin was Israel’s prime minister. Primo Levi, 
who was quite far from an anti-Zionist (he saw Israel as 
a “lifeboat” for the Jews),107 added his voice to a chorus 
charging Begin with fascism in 1982.108 Comparisons of 
Zionism with Nazism — i.e., the unimaginative “Zionazi” 
refrain — are usually gratuitous and distracting, as even 
Finkelstein concedes,109 but in this case a rather specific 
analogy is being drawn. 

Extremists also triumphed on the Arab side during 
this time, as moderates were executed in 1939 at the 
behest of the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem, Haj Amin al-
Husseini.110 A strident nationalist, Husseini extended his 
support to Hitler and Mussolini, writing that “the Arabs 
are the natural friends of Germany, because they have 
the same enemies: the British, the Jews, and the com-
munists.”111 Such rhetoric was disturbing to Jewish ref-
ugees from Europe, who traveled to Palestine in hopes 
of escaping antisemitism. Gershom Scholem lamented in 
one of his last notes to Benjamin that “Nazi propaganda 
has more of an effect among the Arabs than is usually 
admitted, and that is a bitter pill to swallow.”112 On the 
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whole, Zionists tend to conflate Christian/“Occidental” 
with Muslim/“Oriental” antisemitism, ignoring the latter’s 
clear derivation from the former in order to construct 
a unitary “Islamofascist” adversary.113 Derivative or not, 
though, anti-Jewish hatred is no less potent transposed 
into another environment, and should not be excused 
by Israel’s chauvinistic treatment of the Arabs. Hamas’ 
notorious 1988 charter shows how easily these tropes 
can flourish outside Europe.114 

Mandate Palestine lasted a mere twenty-eight years. 
From the start, the thin strip of land proved to be more 
trouble than it was worth. Britain sought to rid itself as 
swiftly as possible of this artifact of interimperialist war. 
Throughout the its brief existence, the national struggle 
of Jews and Arabs was waged against the backdrop of 
a fascist counterrevolution in Europe. Leaving aside the 
scandalous deals that both Arab nationalists and Zionists 
tried to make with the Nazi government,115 the memory 
of imperialism and fascism would haunt their subsequent 
political destinies. Colonialism receded from the capitalist 
periphery, and dictatorship from the capitalist core, but 
each informed a postwar movement which strove for 
self-determination within the same territory.116 Perhaps 
for this very reason, the Palestinian case epitomizes the 
insoluble contradictions of capitalism past its expiration 
date, and society’s inability to resolve any of its burning 
“questions” so long as it persists. 

B. Israel, or the antinomies of self-determination 
A post published in Mosaic last November asked, “Who 
saved Israel in 1947?” Its author immediately responded 
that it was Stalin as much as Truman: “Not only did the 
Soviet Union under Stalin vote for partition, it was also 
the first country to recognize Israel de jure, barely three 
days after independence. Well before the United States, 
it spoke in favor of the Jewish state.”117 Few remember 
these facts nowadays, though, in light of the countries’ 
poor diplomatic rapport after 1950 or so. Sometime in 
the mid-fifties, the USSR instead threw its weight behind 
Nasser, Egypt, and Arab socialism, all sworn enemies of 
Israel. Given such a stark reversal, one wonders why the 
Soviets had ever supported the young Hebrew nation. 
But the rationale given at the time was straightforward: 
“the right of nations to self-determination.” Underlying 
this stated rationale, of course, was an ulterior motive 
that was no less obvious: “the search for anti-Western 
partners in the Middle East.”118 

Once news of the European Judeocide had spread, 
world leaders felt obliged to address the question of a 
Jewish homeland. Zionism, which never before enjoyed 
the support of even the majority of Jews, now suddenly 

felt a surge of popularity. Even the Soviets, who refused 
to humor Zionist proposals as long as the Comintern still 
existed (it was disbanded in 1943), started to entertain 
the possibility of partition. The USSR’s representative to 
the United Nations, Andrei Gromyko, thus introduced 
the proposal on May 14, 1947. “No Western state has 
so far been able to ensure the elemental rights of the 
Jewish people,” Gromyko explained. “It would be unjust 
to deny the Jews their right to establish an independent 
state, particularly in view of all they endured during the 
war.”119 Months of debate ensued, but when the plenary 
reconvened on November 26, Gromyko repeated that 
“the decision to partition Palestine is in keeping with the 
principle of ‘the national self-determination of peoples.’ 
Study of the Palestinian question suggests that Jews and 
Arabs there do not want to live together.”120 Just three 
days later the decision passed. 

Communist support for Jewish self-determination in 
the region did not end at that, of course. With war on 
the horizon, CPUSA members rallied to the defense of 
the fledgling nation. Roughly ten thousand communists 
took to the streets of New York City, chanting “Arm 
the Haganah!” or “Save the Jewish State!” Bands played 
the Hakitvah, Israel’s national anthem, and others waved 
the blue and white Magen David flag (patterned after 
that of the Warsaw Ghetto).121 Driven out by bombing 
campaigns perpetrated by Irgun and the Stern gang, the 
British imposed a stiff embargo prohibiting arms sales to 
the Israeli military. Feeling pressure from its closest ally, 
the US vacillated. However, Stalin instead picked up the 
slack, selling Ehud Avriel surplus firearms and munitions 
through Czechoslovakia — 10,000 Mauser P-18 rifles; 
4,500 ZB-37 heavy machine guns; 3,000,000 rounds of 
7.92 mm. bullets.122 Pilots received training at airfields in 
České Budějovice and Hradec Králové, where they flew 
nine retrofitted Messerschmitt-109s.123 Units comprised 
of Czechoslovak volunteers went to serve in Palestine, 
apparently inspired by the International Brigades during 
the Spanish Civil War.124 

Israel won its war of independence by March 1949, 
thanks largely to the assistance of the USSR. Arabs living 
in the region experienced Israel’s victory as an unmiti-
gated catastrophe, or Nakba. Over six thousand Israeli 
Jewish soldiers and civilians were killed, versus about ten 
thousand Palestinian Arab soldiers and civilians (plus five 
thousand more soldiers in the Pan-Arab expeditionary 
force).125 Yet the overall cost for longtime inhabitants of 
the territory was far greater than such figures indicate. 
More than 700,000 refugees were left by the so-called 
“population transfer.” Some of them left as part of the 
temporary evacuation order put out by Arab leaders, 
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whereas others were forcibly evicted, but none were 
permitted to return once armistice took effect. Villages 
were emptied, and neighborhoods cleared. “Genocide” 
would not accurately characterize the events of 1948, 
as the anti-Zionist historian Ilan Pappé makes clear, but 
this scarcely diminishes the horror: “Ethnic cleansing is 
not genocide… It does, however, carry with it atrocious 
acts of butchery and death… Thousands of Palestinians 
were savagely killed by Israeli troops of all backgrounds, 
ages, and ranks.”126 

Not long after the Palestinian Nakba came the ex-
pulsion of Jews from Arab and Muslim countries. Jew-
ish communities which had existed there peacefully for 
hundreds of years vanished almost overnight. Pogroms 
broke out in Damascus, Algiers, Tripoli, Tunis, Baghdad, 
Cairo. Where they had been citizens — in Libya, Algeria, 
Lebanon, Iraq — Jews found themselves denaturalized, 
stripped of rights, subject to exorbitant taxes and fines, 
their property forfeited or confiscated. 800,000 Mizrahi 
and Sephardi fled between 1948 and 1972. Retaliatory 
or not, the banishment of this population turned out to 
be a massive blunder. Far from undermining the “Zion-
ist entity,” Israel was vastly strengthened in the process, 
since most of the Jews thus banished made their way to 
Tel Aviv and Haifa.127 At the same time realignment was 
taking place as Israel’s allegiances shifted westward, first 
to France and then the United States. Understandably, 
Stalin felt betrayed, and lashed out against anyone sus-
pected of harboring Zionist sympathies.128 Communists 
of Jewish descent were rounded up and put on a show 
trial, most memorably Rudolf Slánský and eleven other 
“Zio-Trotskyite” saboteurs in the Czech party hanged in 
1952. Even today Jewish communists are often accused 
of being soft on Israel, despite opposing it like any other 
bourgeois state.129 

However, some Marxists continued to defend Israel 
after 1948 by invoking the principle of nations’ “right to  
self-determination.” One noteworthy example was Hal 
Draper, not a Stalinist by any means, who nevertheless 
condemned those who had invaded Israel — “some of 
the most backward kingships and dynasts of the world, 
semifeudal oppressors of the Arab people…” For what 
was their goal in all this? “This reactionary invasion was 
launched with but one end in view,” Draper elaborated, 
“precisely to deprive the Israeli people of their right to 
self-determination.”130 Raya Dunayevskaya reaffirmed in 
1978 that “the first Arab war against the state of Israel 
was anything but revolutionary, for the unifying cement 
of the feudal Arab states was opposition to Israel, which 
does not suffice to make kings and emirs ‘revolutionar-
ies’.”131 During the 1960s, she felt that progressive Arab 

nationalisms had at last crystallized, although “Ba’ath and 
Fatah have their origins in fascism.”132 Yet Dunayevskaya 
upheld Israel’s autonomy: “Israel has just as much right a 
to exist as any country, and on matters other than self-
determination, Marxist-Humanists do not take sides.”133 
Many pro-Israel leftists were also outspoken supporters 
of anticolonial movements, like the French philosopher 
Jean-Paul Sartre, a major voice for Algerian liberation in 
the 1960s. Sartre earlier welcomed the arrival of Israel, 
writing in 1949 that while he “always hoped the Jewish 
problem could be resolved within a human community 
unrestricted by boundaries… no developing society can 
skip the stage of national independence, so must be glad 
Israel has come into the world.”134 

But it remains unclear why Stalin, or indeed anyone 
influenced by the Leninist doctrine of a national right to 
self-determination, would choose to back the tiny Jewish 
protectorate in Palestine and not the Arab masses who 
surrounded it. Lenin’s own misgivings about nationalism 
in the region are instructive in this regard. He explicitly 
stressed “the need to combat pan-Islamism and similar 
trends that strive to combine the liberation movement 
against European and American imperialism with efforts 
to strengthen the positions of the mullahs and khans.”135  
In 1932, Trotsky consulted a certain “comrade Nathan” 
of Left Poale Zion, concerning the matter of Palestinian 
liberation: 

On the question of the events in Palestine, I am right 
now only gathering material. In particular, I await the 
arrival of a Marxist from Palestine. Comrade Nathan 
of Poale Zion is sending me much that is valuable… 
I find [Nathan’s] letters very interesting, because they 
give me a far better sense of the Palestinian situation. 
This presents me an opportunity to express a more 
concrete opinion on the 1929 riots and make out to 
what degree and in what proportions Arab national 
liberation (i.e., anti-imperialist) movements are tied to 
reactionary Muslims and antisemitic pogromists. All 
these elements were present.136 

Most Trotskyists today would be embarrassed to learn 
their founder attempted to enlist a group like Poale Zion 
to the Left Opposition.137 Trotsky was no Zionist, to be 
sure.138 Still, his latter-day followers could use a reminder 
about the reservations he had backing national liberation 
fronts freighted with reactionary components. Only the 
most debased Trotskyist sects lend “critical but uncon-
ditional support” to Islamist groups like Hamas,139 while 
Stalinist remnants like the PFLP poll at around 3% in the 
occupied territories. Even selecting among these meager 
options leaves the bankrupt ideology of national libera-
tion intact, while a century of dead-end struggles should 
cast doubt on the entire premise. 
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Algeria’s independence from French colonialism was 
not so dissimilar from Israel’s independence from British 
colonialism. It led to the 1963 Nationality Code, which 
granted citizenship only to Muslims, or rather individuals 
whose fathers or paternal grandfathers were Muslim, by 
jus sanguinis.140 Quite clearly, this bears close similarity to 
Israeli laws granting automatic citizenship to anyone who 
has at least one Jewish grandparent. Before France’s exit, 
almost 140,000 Jews lived in Algeria. Fewer than fifty live 
there today. Israel's inveterate violence toward Arabs in 
the region has likewise led to widespread displacement 
of a long-established group. Reforms typically associated 
with bourgeois revolutions were reversed in both cases: 
the old secular Code Civil was replaced with Islam as the 
state religion in Algeria; Britain’s modified millet system, 
inherited from the Ottomans, was replaced with a state-
run rabbinate in Israel. Such examples are never strictly 
isomorphic, but both illustrate the serious shortcomings 
of national liberation ideology. 

Historian Arno Mayer asserts that “once Lenin and 
Wilson, grand ecumenical adversaries, had universalized 
the Western idea of territorially-bounded national self-
determination, there was no keeping it out of the Middle 
East.”141 Aspirations to autonomy set Arabs and Jews in 
Palestine on a “collision course” in the wake of Britain’s 
withdrawal. Despite the extraordinary circumstances of 
its inception, “[t]he contested and bloody birth of Israel 
was like the foundation of practically any nation-state.”142 
Wars of colonial independence after 1945 were often 
accompanied by ethnoreligious strife. For example, the 
liberation of India from British rule in 1947 also led to a 
partition, dividing Hindus and Muslims. Over one million 
people died, and some fifteen million were uprooted.143 
EMS Namboodiripad, one of the Marxist-Leninists who 
championed national independence in these years, later 
reflected: “Not only was the country partitioned, but the 
division between the two religious communities ended in 
some of the worst carnage in human history.”144 Pakistan 
was of course able to found a state, something Palestine 
has so far been denied. Violence lies at the root of every 
modern state, however. 

C. 1967 to the present 
To bring things up to date, a number of phenomena will 
have to be compressed in this last subsection: the 1967 
Six-Day War, the 1973 Yom Kippur War, two intifadas, 
and the Israeli-Egyptian blockade of Gaza that has lasted 
twelve years now. Given certain limitations of space, the 
treatment each receives here will be greatly abbreviated. 
But it goes without saying that these are complex issues, 
about which more could be said. 

1967 was an obvious milestone in the history of the 
conflict. First of all, because Israel’s decisive military win 
secured its status as a regional superpower. Second, on 
account of the way the map was redrawn following the 
ceasefire. Prewar paranoia turned to postwar euphoria, 
as the IDF made short work of the Arab armies up and 
down the Sinai Peninsula. Annexations and occupations 
soon followed: East Jerusalem, Golan Heights, Gaza, the 
West Bank. The Israelis “thought they had won,” Segev 
notes ironically in his chronicle of the war.145 Deutscher 
drew quite different conclusions in a dialogue published 
shortly thereafter: “None of the problems that confront 
Israel or the Arab states have been solved. On the con-
trary, the all-too-easy triumph of Israeli arms has simply 
aggravated the old issues while creating new (and more 
dangerous) ones. Israel's security has not been increased, 
as it is today more vulnerable than it was before June 5, 
1967.”146 Reading these lines fifty years later, seeing the 
garrison state Israel has become, it is difficult to disagree 
with Deutscher’s appraisal. Upon reexamination, Segev 
concludes much the same.147 

Yom Kippur 1973 was not so one-sided. At least in 
the beginning, the Egyptian and Syrian forces caught the 
Israeli army off-guard. The IDF regained its footing after 
the first week, and inflicted three times as many fatalities 
as it suffered. In spite of the sudden turnaround, Israel’s 
supreme self-assurance was deeply wounded, while the 
prestige of its enemies (Sadat, Assad) soared. However, 
this did little to change the situation of Palestinian refu-
gees, which was miserable as ever.148 When Sadat visited 
Israel on 19 November 1977, and met again with Begin 
at Camp David the following September, the Palestinians 
were left out of the peace negotiations: “Egypt got back 
the Sinai Peninsula, to the very last inch of it, at the cost 
of leaving the occupied territories under Israel’s absolute 
control.”149 Mubarak took over after Sadat’s assassination 
three years later, but the bilateral agreement held. Civil 
war meanwhile raged in Lebanon, with Israel backing the 
Maronite Christian Phalange against Arafat’s PLO militias 
in Beirut. Having secured its southern border with Egypt, 
over 100,000 Israeli troops were deployed to Galilee in 
1982 with the intent of crushing the Palestinian fedayeen. 
Begin’s ploy backfired, though: the IDF failed to get rid of 
Fatah, committing dozens of war crimes in its two-year 
Lebanese expedition.150  

One unforeseen consequence of Israel’s incursion to 
the north was the creation of the Shi’ite fundamentalist 
group Hezbollah, which was backed by theocrats in Iran. 
Yet this was part of a broader shift across the region, as 
secular Arab nationalism was now swapped for religious 
Islamic fundamentalism — i.e., “a phenomenon which is 
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modern, not traditional, and capitalist, not feudal,” but is 
for that reason all the more reactionary.151 Discontents 
continued to pile up in Gaza and the West Bank, where 
the stabbing of an Israeli businessman, followed by a car 
accident that claimed seventeen Palestinian lives one day 
later, resulted in general revolt throughout the occupied 
territories.152 Initially, the December 1987 revolt had all 
the familiar markings of class struggle, the self-activity of 
the Palestinian working class. Soon Israel brought in the 
hamstrung PLO, which for years it had tried to destroy, 
to manage the spontaneous uprising (which took Arafat, 
then in Tunisian exile, by complete surprise), but by that 
time it was too late: the Intifada was on. “Virtually every 
day in the first few weeks of the uprising was a general 
strike,” Andrew Rigby recalls.153 Now a Sunni equivalent 
of Hezbollah emerged. 

Fatah formally recognized Israel’s right to exist near 
the end of 1988, but Israel stayed coy about engaging in 
talks until 1993.154 It was during this interim that Hamas 
threw down the gauntlet against Fatah for leadership of 
the Palestinian resistance. The Marxist journal Aufheben 
vividly depicts the early days of the Hamas-Fatah rivalry 
in a 2002 piece:  

A bitter turf war took hold over who was top guard 
dog on the Palestinian streets. Nationalist gangs were 
already in rehearsal for their future role as guardians 
of bourgeois law, order, and property relations. With 
the intifada steadily exhausting itself, the proletariat in 
the Occupied Territories was decimated by factional 
infighting and so-called “collaborator killings,” as more 
Palestinians were killed by other Palestinians than by 
Israeli forces in spring of 1990. Many “collaborators” 
were looters or class struggle militants. Others were 
part of fairly new groups, Hamas and Islamic Jihad… 
which wished to undermine the PLO but not replace 
them. Hamas’ more-militant-than-thou competition 
with Fatah was aimed at guaranteeing themselves a 
role in the character of the future Palestinian state… 
as they rejected the very idea of a secular bourgeois 
state. For Hamas, a Palestinian state by definition had 
to be a Muslim state. Islamism is a modernist political 
movement, which nevertheless harkens back to pre-
capitalist forms. Thus, like fascism, it can position itself 
against both communism and capitalism (its political 
opposition to capitalism is in reality moral opposition 
to “usury”). Like antisemitism and anti-Americanism, 
it is a form of pseudo-anticapitalism.155 

By 1993 the First Intifada wound down. Saddam Hussein 
of Iraq, seen by many Palestinians as the last great hope 
of the Arab world, was isolated after his disastrous war 
with the Gulf states. Palestine could no longer count on 
his support. Yitzhak Rabin swept back Labor into power 
in Israel after a decade of Likud. 

All this led toward the meeting of Arafat and Rabin, 
ratifying the the Oslo Accords. Their historic handshake 
on the White House lawn inaugurated the interminable 
“peace process” of the nineties. Oslo also set up a semi-
autonomous statelet in Gaza and the West Bank under 
the Palestinian Authority. Despite no major concessions 
being granted, many were optimistic for the first time in 
ages. Rabin’s assassination in 1995 at the hands of a reli-
gious Jewish extremist came as a shock to everyone, but 
Peres promised to press on with the deal. Eleven suicide 
bombings were carried out over the next couple years, 
though, mostly targeting buses and marketplaces. Hamas 
and Islamic Jihad claimed responsibility for the attacks.156 
Jewish terrorists had also carried out sporadic killings, of 
course, most famously Baruch Goldstein in 1994,157 but 
the systematic wave of bombings leading up to the 1996 
elections pushed Israeli politics sharply rightward. Likud 
prevailed over Labor, ushering world-class shitstain Bibi 
Netanyahu into office. Netanyahu’s double-dealings and 
bad faith buried the peace process over the next three 
years, until a corruption scandal temporarily torpedoed 
his career in 1999. What little was left of Oslo fell apart 
with Arafat in 2000.158 

It was Ariel Sharon, another inveterate Israeli hawk, 
who set off the Second Intifada. Provocation was surely 
the aim of Sharon’s “impious pilgrimage” to the Temple 
Mount, site of the Al-Aqsa Mosque, the fateful morning 
of September 28, 2000.159 Riots broke out immediately, 
as Palestinian Jerusalemites hurled stones at worshipers 
visiting the Western Wall. Police fired rubber bullets at 
the protestors, but shortly switched over to live ammo. 
Four Palestinians were killed, with roughly two hundred 
wounded. Soon the news spread and crowds across the 
occupied territories took to the streets. Hundreds were 
murdered by IDF soldiers during the next two months, 
and thousands more wounded or imprisoned. A couple 
off-duty Israeli reservists in Ramallah were captured and 
then lynched — dragged from their cells, disemboweled, 
bodies set ablaze — in a widely-televised incident. Using 
overwhelming firepower and force, the IDF responded 
with its usual heavy-handedness. Martyrdom became the 
default modus operandi, not only for Hamas and Islamic 
Jihad, but also the secular Al-Aqsa Martyrs’ Brigades and 
even the nominally Marxist PFLP. Civilians in Israel were 
targeted by a string of suicide attacks, nearly thirty a year 
between 2001 and 2005.160 

Just over 3,000 Palestinians died during the uprising, 
versus just over 1,000 Israelis. The Second Intifada drew 
to a close in mid-2005. No sooner had hostilities ended 
than the IDF disengaged from Gaza. Vacated settlements 
and abandoned Israeli infrastructure were subsequently 
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disassembled and scrapped for pieces. Elections in Gaza 
brought Hamas to power in 2006, prompting a bloody 
civil war within the Palestinian Authority. Fatah retained 
its hold on the West Bank and East Jerusalem, but ceded 
Gaza to the Islamists. Governing forced Hamas to finally 
“go legit,” renouncing bus bombings in favor of mortars 
and rockets. Because Hamas refused to recognize Israel, 
a stifling economic blockade was imposed on Gaza that 
remains in place to this day. Periodic attacks on Tel Aviv 
and Beersheba resulted in predictably disproportionate 
Israeli counterattacks, in the form of airstrikes and even 
ground invasions (such as Operation Cast Lead in 2009 
and Operation Protective Edge in 2014). While the IDF 
claims to exclusively go after terrorists, ordinary Gazans 
bear the brunt of these assaults. In this respect, at least, 
the latest bloodshed along the border is emblematic of 
the entire post-2006 era.  

III. Results and prospects 
Israel plays an outsized role in the imagination of both its 
apologists and detractors. For the former, who more or 
less parrot hasbara talking-points, Israel is almost uniquely 
benevolent. One hears all the usual ideological nonsense: 
Israel is “a light unto the nations,”161 the IDF is “the most 
moral army in the world,”162 its government is “the only 
democracy in the Middle East.”163 But for the latter, who 
simply recite BDS press-releases, Israel is almost uniquely 
malevolent. Here the hyperbole is inverted: Israel is “the 
Zionist entity,” the IDF is “guilty of incremental genocide 
in Gaza,”164 its government is “a settler-colonial apartheid 
state.”165 Apologists often complain that Israel is unfairly 
scrutinized, that every action is put under a microscope. 
Detractors counter that this focus is deserved, in light of 
the “special relationship” Israel cultivates with the United 
States.166 Lenin’s metaphor of “bending the stick” in one 
direction, so as to straighten out a crooked narrative,167 
comes to mind. Each side claims to be merely correcting 
widespread media misinformation, with all the resultant 
confirmation biases. 

Comparisons, especially of the historical variety, are 
often misleading. Gaza since 2005 has occasionally been 
compared to Warsaw Ghetto, for instance, and attacks 
on Israel compared to the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising of 
1943. While the IDF’s counterattacks have been savage, 
killing around 1,500 in 2009 and 2,300 in 2014, the Nazi 
response was of a wholly different order of magnitude. 
More than 300,000 Warsaw Jews were gassed and shot 
dead over a six-week span. South Africa under apartheid 
is another favorite historical comparison, with Israelis as 
the Afrikaner Boers and Palestinians as the native black 
population. The British-Israeli socialist Moshé Machover, 

today a Labourite but formerly of Matzpen, argues that 
“analytically speaking, this label does not strictly apply to 
Zionist colonization. Using ‘apartheid’ as invective might 
be a satisfying way of venting one’s feelings, and perhaps 
can serve as effective propaganda shorthand, but people 
begin to believe Israel is another South Africa and thus 
can be dealt with in a similar way.”168 Other longstanding 
anti-Zionists, like Chomsky, concur: “Within Israel itself, 
while there is severe discrimination, it does not compare 
with South African apartheid.”169 If comparisons must be 
made, it is wiser to look for analogues which are closer, 
both in space and in time. 

Viewed through the prism of the Middle East, Israel 
resembles many of its neighbors in terms of mistreating 
an ethnoreligious minority. Restricting oneself just to US 
allies, several names jump out as guilty of major human 
rights violations: Turkey, Egypt, and Saudi Arabia. Turkey, 
a NATO member and US ally that plays host to several 
of its nuclear missile siloes, has killed more Kurds since 
1978 (45,000 dead, just going by its own estimates) than 
Israel has killed Palestinians since 1948. Egypt is likewise 
a military dictatorship friendly with the US, and perse-
cutes Coptic Christians on a regular basis. Saudi Arabia, 
another US ally, is currently maintaining the blockade of 
Yemen to its south that, with an estimated eight million 
at risk of starvation. “Paradoxically, Begin and Sharon are 
realizing an old Zionist dream,” Primo Levi commented 
in 1982, “turning Israel into a Middle Eastern country. 
But they are doing it in the worst possible way, adopting 
the demagogy, instability, and unreliability that marks out 
so many rulers in that area.”170 Still, if Israel is no worse 
than other bourgeois states in this part of the world, it 
is certainly also no better. 

“Every nationalism begins with a Mazzini,” remarked 
Rudolf Rocker in a 1927 letter to fellow anarchist Max 
Nettlau, “but in its shadow lurks a Mussolini.”171 Yet this 
warning has gone unheeded for a century. Picking and 
choosing between “good” and “bad” nationalisms today 
has become something of a sport on the Left, as leftists 
take sides in various ethnonational conflicts around the 
globe. A spectator sport, of course, since they have no 
influence whatsoever over the outcome, but a sport all 
the same. Usually they take the side of the underdog in 
any given conflagration, cheering on the “nationalism of 
the oppressed.” Lenin at the end of his life distinguished 
“the nationalism of an oppressor nation and that of an 
oppressed nation,”172 but he never called upon socialists 
to support either one. Nationalist symbols are flaunted, 
a country’s colors flown, even if the liberation fronts of 
old have long since lost their Marxist-Leninist tinge. Gar-
con Dupont remarks: 
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Class consciousness (the imperative to undo the class 
relation) and internationalism (antinationalism) are the 
hard-won response to competing parochialisms. The 
old political slogan of class-conscious internationalism 
(“no war but class war”) discloses the rallying cry for 
a “Free Palestine” as a retreat from the possibility of 
human community… Leftist support for reactionary 
nationalism on grounds of siding with the underdog is 
preposterous and repugnant: a wanton irrationality. 
Whomsoever brandishes the Palestinian flag sustains 
the category of nationhood. Yet left sentimentalism is 
also intelligible. Of more interest than ostensible pop-
frontist rationalizations of “my enemy’s enemy” is the 
how of leftist support for nationalism, which appears 
in its protest against the demolition and bulldozing of 
what has been defeated… For the Left always seeks 
out ways of returning to historically-obsolete modes 
like religion, the nation-state, sentimentalized cultural 
specificity… And indeed, this search for ways back is 
the Left’s main ideological function. Historically, it has 
fallen to communists to refute this backward drifting 
of the Left (understood as opportunism and blatant 
racketeering). National liberation is untenable and in 
any event incompatible with the human community: 
no state, no religion, no class are invariable demands 
communism makes upon society. There cannot, and 
must never be a “free Palestine.”173 

Monsieur Dupont, the older brother, already castigated 
pro-Palestinian postures in his glorious 2009 diatribe on 
Nihilist Communism: 

Self-determination is an anti-imperialist aspiration that 
hinges on the idea of one state being the proletariat 
of another — an assumption grounded in fetishizing 
victimization and studiously ignoring local tyranny (or 
explaining it as a natural response to global tyranny). 
Communists consider every form of nationalism and 
representative politics based on religion or ethnicity 
to be false, designed to obscure processes of capital 
accumulation being carried out by nascent bourgeois 
factions in the liberation movement… Ideologies of 
liberation are used to promote their economic self-
interest and repress internal class struggle. Put simply, 
leaders of Hamas do not carry out suicide bombings 
themselves, and we see from the example of the IRA 
or ANC how mafia-style operations can hide behind 
revolutionary pretense until the appropriate moment 
for its butterfly-like emergence to respectable bour-
geois status. The Israeli working class is as proletarian 
as the Palestinian working class, so there is obviously 
no side for revolutionary communists to take in this 
battle. If we were to encapsulate our position into a 
slogan it would read for the Palestinians: the struggle 
against Israel begins with the struggle against Palestine; 
and for the Israelis: the struggle against Palestine begins 
with the struggle against Israel.174 

Josh Moufawad-Paul, Maoist blogger extraordinaire, has 
thus written an angry review of Dupont’s book: “Nearly 
half of this is dedicated to defending Zionism and com-
plaining about Palestinian self-determination while using 
half-assed and poorly thought-out pro-colonial and pro-
imperialist logic. Anyone who thinks this garbage is useful 
is a Eurocentric chauvinist.”175 (In fairness to Dupont, of 
course, his remarks on Palestine only take up about five 
of Nihilist Communism’s three hundred pages). Dupont 
replies obliquely: “Misapprehensions about the nature of 
its object have resulted in a malicious representation of 
our critique of leftist support for Palestinian nationalism 
as ‘pro-Zionism’.” Hence why, Dupont explains, “nihilist 
communism is only concerned with those contributory 
factors which situated Israel as the culmination of failed 
European national liberation projects; the function of the 
exceptionalist hatred directed towards Israel and forms 
taken by anticolonialists desiring to appease that hatred; 
the Left’s reference to Israel as embodiment of a Jewish 
archetype controlling the world.”176 

A similar point was made by Wolfgang Pohrt some 
thirty years ago, again with reference to Israel-Palestine. 
“Militant leftists do not see this idiotic conflict between 
two ethnic nationalisms as an occasion for helplessness 
or resignation,” observed Pohrt. “Rather, they welcome 
it as an opportunity for getting involved, fanatically taking 
sides, and diving into ‘national liberation struggles’ with 
the full force of conviction.”177 Liberation is meaningless 
at a national level, unless tied to international revolution, 
since any new nation-state will be seamlessly absorbed 
into the global system of capital. By the way, this is what 
prevents national liberation fronts from ever mounting a 
serious threat to the capitalist order: national autonomy 
is forever subverted by the heteronomy of capital. Pohrt 
was therefore right to stress that “the national liberation 
struggle of the PLO does not aim to abolish exploitation 
or oppression, but instead seeks to obtain the conditions 
for their replication.” With Israel-Palestine, the problem 
is thus emphatically not that the conflict is lopsided, as if 
everything would be okay so long as the casualties were 
even on both sides — the problem is the national form 
of all the proposed “solutions.” 

Kurdistan is instructive in this regard. Many socialists 
have felt impelled to offer solidarity and support for the 
besieged Kurdish fighters trapped in the Syrian warzone. 
Their national question goes back somewhat further,178 
to the disintegration of the Ottoman Empire and spoils 
of World War I. Gilles Dauvé summarizes the issue well 
in his 2016 piece on the “reality and rhetoric” of Rojava. 
“Some Kurds have been forced to act in the conditions 
they find, amidst an internationalized war unfavorable to 



 48 

emancipation,” he dryly states. Nevertheless, despite his 
charitable introduction, Dauvé concludes that prospects 
for a social revolution there are slim. “Democratic con-
federalism” and related disavowals aside, any attempt to 
transition out of capitalism absent a coordinated, simul-
taneous seizure of power by the international working-
class would take the form of a nation-state. It would be 
yet another misbegotten effort to build “socialism in one 
country.”179 For as Marx always insisted, “the emancipa-
tion of labor is neither a local nor a national, but a social 
problem, embracing all countries where modern society 
exists, and depends for its solution on the concurrence, 
practical and theoretical, of the most advanced capitalist 
countries.”180 Even Bordigist groups that stick to the old 
Leninist line on liberation movements reject its feasibility 
for Kurds and Palestinians.181 

The Second International slogan about the “equality 
of nations,” taken up by Lenin,182 was one of its weaker 
innovations. Nowhere does this notion appear in Marx’s 
writings, and Luxemburg was right to reject it. “A ‘right 
of nations’ which is valid for all countries and all times is 
nothing more than a metaphysical cliché of the ‘rights of 
man’ type,” she wrote in 1908. “Dialectical materialism, 
the basis of scientific socialism, has broken once and for 
all with such ‘eternal’ formulae, as the historical dialectic 
shows there are no ‘eternal’ truths or intrinsic rights.”183 
Just as Marx criticized vague phrases about the “equality 
of classes” in the Lassallean Gotha Program of 1875,184 so 
must Marxists today demonstrate that these theoretical 
ideals are practically unrealizable under capitalism. Engels 
explained in his Anti-Dühring (1877) that the demand for 
equality among the various classes of society has its sole 
rational content in abolishing class divisions tout court.185 
So the demand for equality among the various nations 
of the world has its sole rational content in abolishing 
national divisions tout court. 

Zionism at one point appeared to be a “nationalism 
of the oppressed,” if only for a short time around 1948. 
Its main nationalist rival, Bundism, went up in smoke like 
ashes rising from the crematoria at Auschwitz. For most 
of its history, Zionism had been fairly marginal to Jewish 
politics. “Recall that the majority of East European Jews 
were opposed to Zionism until the outbreak of World 
War II,” Deutscher informed an audience in 1964. “The 
Zionists in our part of the world constituted a significant 
minority, but they never succeeded in winning over the 
majority of their coreligionists.”186 Only in retrospect did 
the idea of a Jewish homeland in the Middle East take on 
an air of inevitability. Even then, “the triumph of Zionism 
did not flow from some sort of ontological necessity or 
implacable logic of history but was rather the avatar and 

result of the most irrational phase of our era.”187 Hersh 
Mendel, considered by Brossat and Klingberg “the very 
archetype of the Yiddishland revolutionary,”188 followed 
this path: he was first a Bundist, then a Bolshevik, next a 
Left Oppositionist, finally a Zionist.189 

Deutscher, who had been Mendel’s comrade in the 
Trotskyist section of the interwar KPP, found it hard to 
sustain his own earlier opposition to Zionism after 1945. 
With a heavy heart, he confessed: “My anti-Zionism had 
been based on an historical confidence in the European 
labor movement, or more broadly European civilization, 
which proved to be unjustified. If I had urged European 
Jews to go to Palestine, instead of arguing against Zion-
ism in the twenties and thirties, I might have helped save 
some of the lives that were later extinguished in Hitler’s 
gas chambers.”190 Still, Deutscher hastened to clarify that 
this did not mean he had suddenly become a Zionist; it 
just meant no longer an anti-Zionist. And indeed, many 
communists have since criticized the narrowness of anti-
Zionism in particular,191 and any politics which fixate on 
the prefix “anti-” in general.192 Like antifascism, deemed 
by Bordiga the worst product of fascism, anti-Zionism 
is the the worst product of Zionism, since it simply pits 
one part of bourgeois society against another instead of 
getting rid of the whole thing.193 

Regardless, this does not mean Zionism, fascism, or 
imperialism should not be opposed. Nationalist ideology 
must be fought wherever it rears its ugly head. Zionism, 
like every other form of nationalism, divides the workers 
from one another and their own objective class interest. 
Once in power, nationalists will turn on any leftists who 
were naïve enough to make common cause with them, 
and suppress independent organizations of the working 
class. For workers, it does not matter whether they are 
exploited by foreign or domestic capitalists. Their enemy 
is international capitalism, which honors neither arbitrary 
border nor national division. Every particular oppression 
they experience — racial, sexual, national — is integral 
to the universal relation of wage-labor, and can only be 
effectively challenged by challenging the capitalist system 
as a whole. “Partial” struggles, as some have called them, 
are nonstarters because they cannot be knitted together 
into some sort of rainbow coalition.194 

As Trotsky wrote to Lazar Kling in 1932, “the Jewish 
question is international, and cannot be resolved through 
‘socialism in a single country.’ Jewish workers know their 
fate is linked to that of the entire proletariat.”195 Indeed, 
if communism promises anything, it is a future without 
homelands, a world in which people can live wherever 
they damn well please. 

— Walt Auerbach
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