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THE FAILURE OF SO-CALLED SOCIALISM - znd THE IMPLICATIONS FOR OUR TEEQRY
& PRACTICE:~

‘ Tt i essential thdat we realise that today for the vast majority of:
working class people in capitalist countries, socialism is not an inspiring:
viasion. Most of us on the revolutionary left are able to explain away for
ourselves the problems of so-called socialist regimes and retain the belief
in a secialist and ultimately communist vision as laid down in the writings.: ..~ _
of the founders of the communist movement. Not surprisingly, we are in a hurry |
to dismiss the threat so-called socialist societies pose to our ideas by :
making the (correct) point that these societies are mnot socialist - not even
moving towards socialism. But, even if it is true that the bourgeois mediaz-:
make what happens in so-called socialist societies seem even worse than 1t
in. fact is, we cannot get --away with arguing that calling these regimes
socialist is purely a dirty trick of the West. After all, these regimes
call themselves socialist and adopt 'Marxism-Leninism' as their-official _
ideology. And events like the 'Boat People' and thewar between Vietnam and :
Cambodia affect popular consciousness. So, Western ideologues of anti- - _ §
communism like the 'néw philosophers' 'in France are able to give a certain’ ' ' :
plausibility to their claim of a historical continuity existing bétween
Marxism, totalitarianism {the Gulag)-aﬁd“so—called socialist societiess

Internal and External Faéﬁo?s:

Faced with this situation, revolutionaries in the West have stressed
that so-called socialist societies bear no relation to real socialism. And  ~
we argue that countries liké the Soviet Union were diverted from the building’
of socialisti because of external ‘constaints - for instance, the Civil War '
from 1917 <21, the failure of the revolution in Western Europe. Indeed, .
these external facioss ave important, but there also existed internal factors
that determined the failure to build ‘socialism in-the USSR (or. at the very
least move towards it). And, we must dhalyse these internal:-factors and
develop a critique of them if we are to' rebuild confidence in the desirabi-
lity of socialism. In the 1920tz -and the: 19308y many working: class van—.:.
guards in the West idetified with the Soviet Union. In the 1960s and 19708,
it was with China. Today, they are just as aware of the pervasive rotteness
of capitalism but no longer see the possibility of an alternative. So, to
provide them with such an alternative is a matter of great urgency.

The Dictatorship of the Proletariat

A fundamental internal factor lies in the contradictory nature of -
the period after the revolution - the period that has been described by-
Marx onwards as:the dictatorship of the proletariat. The key problem is .. 0~
that whereas the dictatorship:of the proletariat is seen as a transitional -
gbate that 'withers away'' - the steps taken during it (to stengthen working -
class rule) make this process of 'withering away' more and more unlikely.

At a political level, the centralisation of power into one party
that is both ruling party and state apparatus works against a destruction
of the state that is seen by Marwxists as an essential characteristic of .-
communism. And the turbulent nature.of the relationship between the state/
party and the organ$s ot popular power {e.g. the Soviets in the USSR, .
Poder Popular in Angola etc) reflects a conflict between state priorities at
a national level : and the autonomy 6f local decision -making. - S

At the economic level, the centralisation of economic decision
making in the state plan works against the economic decen®alisation that is-
essential for effective workers' control.. This fundamental -contradiction™
was clear in the 1920-1 debate on: the: trade unions in the USSR in which
the main protagonists were Lenin, Trotsky and the Workers Opposition. The
Workers Opposition argued for workers"control-of'production-at'Elant:levél.-**
Against this, Lenin counterposed the need for a perspective which started - :
from the interests of the class/nation as a whole - which managers of - B
industry appointed by the state to carry out the economic plan were said
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to represent.* Though Lenln (unllke Trotsky who argupd the most extreme
position of the 'militarisation of lahkour' ) did concede that in the
prevailing situwation in the Soviet Union, the interests of the state did not
totally coincide with the interests of individual groups of workers and that
therefore trade unions were sitill necessary to workers as defensive bodies.

The Bénning'of Disseﬁt.

There can be no ‘once and for all correct souiutlon.to these

xtremely difficuit problems. They can only be resolved where political”
debate and discussion flourishes - and this is not the case in a one- .
party state. In fact, after 1917, the Bolsheviks began by allowing other = .
political parties (and factions inside their party) but they were quick to = .
use the Civil War as a c .. pretext for the silencing of political '
opposition and debate. At ‘his speech to the Tenth partf congress in March
1921, Lenin told the Workers Opposition;

'"You have come to. the Party Congreus w1th Comrade Kollontal 8
pamphlet which is entitled The Workers Opposition. When you sent in the_
final proofs, you knew. about the Kronstadt events and the rising patty—-
bourgeois counter—revolutlon. You don't seem to realise the responsablllty
you are undertaking, and the way you are disrupting aur unity.' .

At that congress, the Bolsheviks banned the Workers Opposition and all future
factions. And this decision was to have severe consequences for political -
debate and opp051tlon in the Soviet Unien and in all societies that took it
for a model. va1ously, you can't seperate banning facﬁlons and banning
other parties. As Deutscher puts it in the Prophelt Armed ; 'They did not
realise that they could not ban all controversies outside the;r ranks and -
keep it alive within their ranks; they could not abolish democratic rights
for society ak'iarge and preserve those rights for themselves alome.'*™ '

Wlfherlng Away of fhn *ate-'

Underlylng thls under—estlmatzon of the necesslty for polltlcal
discussion- and debate in the transition to socialism is the notion held_
by Marx, Lenin, Engels. etc. of the "withering: away: of the state'. For
acgording to the theory, as the state 'withers away' so does the need and:
rationale for political differences. (that are articulated by politi@ﬁl
parties). A @ontemporary version of this argument is put&orward by Ber-
tell Ollman in an article in Critique (issue 8) - he writes; e
'We should not be surprised to learn that in these conditions (of commu-
nism) there is. no place for a state. Simply put, the state withers away.
because there is nothing further for it to do. The main work of the e
dictatorship of the proletariat was to destroy:all remnants of capitalism . ....
and to construct the foundations for full communism. Laws,y organisation,
discopline, coercion etc, were all necessary to accomplish these ends. .

But now communism is the reality, and capitalism is history. Marx says,
"When, in the course of development, class distinctions have disappeared,
and all production has been concentrated in the hands of associated indi-
viduals, the public power will lose its political character. Political:
power, properly so- called, is merely the corganised power ofione class for
oppressing ancther."......The people of communism are.agreed on.all
subjects which could possibly come before a parliament. When interests

merge and decisions are unanimous, it is no necessary to.go through the .

*Tt is qulte clear that the relatlonshlp between local and natlonal 1nterests

continues to be a key problem for so-called socialist societies. For instance,

in China, there is the problem of the different yields. of the different '
agricultural communes. Should the communes with the richer earth be allowad

to keep all their produce and distribute it to their members (who would:then
have a higher standard: of living than workers in poorer communes) or should

the state take some of their produce and redistribute it to those communes.

whose land is less fertile!

** Bee also section 2 of the Blg Flame pamphlet The Revolution Unflnlshed
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formality of coﬁnting hands. Furthermore all mally major decisions, those'
bearing on the structure of communism itself, have alkeady been taken by
this time, People have what they want, that is communism, and there in

nothing for a legislature, whose main function is to make changes, to.

change..vsacenaaa ! .

For some totally unexplained reason, it seems that in the transition to :
communism, everybody is agreed on all major issues! Myths must be very strong.
to enable someone to write so glibly - given the events in so-called _
socialist countries over the last 60 years. That Ollman (and others) can
be so absurdly optimistic comes from the Marxist belief that politics is.
essentially about classes and since under communism thers are not classes,.
it follows that there is no politics., But ‘even if we accept that under
communism everyone is of the same class, why. should that imply the dis-
appearance of  fundamental political differences? For exemple, differences
about how to best use scarce resources, of how to punish wrong-doers, .
of what policies to have in trade with: other countries. etc. Under capitalism,
the bourgeoisie is represented by a plurality - why should not this be the
case for the working class under communism? Historically, this idea that
the proletariat can have only one voice has been used systematically to
stifle any political opposition to the dominant party in so-called .
socialist societies. Maybe, in time, the miracle will happen and all
political differences will under communism disappear but this is not .
something that can be forced. On the contrary, political discussion
and debate should be encouraged and the structures that promote it
institutionalised.. - - g _ o o
After the overthrow of capitalism,.the state does not wither away.
For even if the.long-term aim of the revolutionary leadership is to run . .

down the state apparatus, what happens in. the short term is that the state/party

expands into all aspects of everyday lifé &t the expense of civil society.
Since many of the problems discussed above are associated with the concept
of the 'dictatorship of the proletariat', in’the next section, I want to.
look briefly at the arguments of those Marxists who édre critical sf the

term and would prefer to do'without the ideas that lie behind it. =~

NO CHINESE WALL “* 0 oo

Within Marxism, there is a ‘tradition (that of Sécond Internationalism from
Kautsky onwards) which is very antagonistic to the diétdisrship of the
proletariat - their solution has been to argue that proletarian democracy
is simply a guantative extension of bourgeois democracy - a tansitien that
need not include the smashing of the bourgeois state. Today, this position
is argued for by Buro-Communists, left sSocial-democrats and'third-roaders'
like Geoff Hodgson. Hodgson's interesting book Socialism and Parliamentary -
Democracy is an argumént in favour of 13 proposions - fowrof whioh are;

~ Socialists should not aim at a destruction of parliament nor at a
smashing of parliamentary instituiions. _ TR _

- A national congress of delegates from soviet-type bodies should not " -
be the supreme decision-making body in a sccialist regime in Britain, even
if soviets and & congress of soviet répresentatives are desirable. (By '
a soviet, Hodgson means, of course, a council of worker representatives
elected from workplaces in a particilar district). R
- The supreme decision-making body in a socialist regime in Britain should
be some sort of'pariiament; nged;zesSentially,on universal_adult’suffrage._' 

- All socialists, Marxist or otherwise, do not aid the ca#le of socialism
in Britain by continuing to use the term 'dictatorship of the proletariat’ '
whatever the users of that term may take it t@ mesn.®*

*It's not at all clear whether it is the term that Hodgson is objecting
to or the concept behind it - from my reading of the book, I suspect that
it's the latter. True to Second Internationalism, Hodgson also believes
that there may be a special 'British' way to socialism. He guotes Marx's
remark that to smash the bureaucratic-military machine 'is the pre-

condition for every real people's revolution on the Continent'to suggest
that Marx did not mean th?s generalisation to apply o Britatn! &8
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Hodgson's argument that 'there is no Chinese wall between bourgeois and
rroletarian democracy ' rests on a fundamental misunderstanding about -

the nature of rights in a bourgeocis democracy. Hodgson begins his argu-
ment with the correct pergeption that rights in a bourgeios democracy
(e.g. freedom of speech, freedom to organise collectively, the right to
hold meetings etc) are an important gain for the working class and -
certainly not something to be abandoned in a post-revolutionary situation.
At the same time, we must not forget the limited nature of these freedoms.
There is freedom of the press but you need to have a lot of capital to

make use of it. In Britain, most publications of the revolutionary (and
reformist) left have a2 hard time getting distribution. And if one of our
papers began to have a mass sales - you can be sure that obstacles would:
be put in its way (e.gs the law of libel). In a situation of social unrest,
when the left and the far left can expect to find an ever-increasing o
hearing: there  is little doubt that ways will be found (e.g. the declaratlonw-
of a state of emergency) of making inoperative the freedom  ofthe press ’
and the other’ fréeedoms of bourgeois democracy. A current exemple of this
process of restriction can be seen in the North of Ireland where the rlght
of a trial by jury has been suspended and replaced by the notoriocus -

Diplo ck courts which maske a mockery of any notion of bourgeois justice.s

To argue that freedoms and rights are limited within bourgeois democracy’

is not the same as to say (as the ultra-left does) that they are a sham:
and not worth defending. On the contrary, they are worth defending because
they are intrinsgically worthwhile and also because they provide the &~
socialist movement with space to be active in. But inflefénding these free—
doms, we must not forget (as Euro-~communists and left soc1al—democrats R
do) that ruling class rule in a bourgeios démocracy 'is & mixture of consent
and coercion; in an attempt to distance themselves. from ‘the revoliutionary -
left, they seem to only be aware of the corsert side-of the mixture.*: i

S0CTALISM AS STATE PLANNING

For writers like Hodgson, the transition to socialism centers around . .
political and economic centralisation. At an economic level, left social .
democracy and euro-communism argue that the transition to socialism
involves more and more state intervention in the economy. In Spcialism =
and Parliamentary Democracy, Hodgson writes; -

"It is in recent years that the beginnings of this'unlocking' (of the
power structure) strategy have emerged within the Labour Party, with
the prgosals of Planning Agreements and a National Enterprise Board'.
Behind Hodgson' szna1y51s is that ‘what we have in 'advanced' capltallst
countries today is a social formation contalnlng elements from both "
the capitalist and the socialist mode of product1on. The socialist elements
are things like state intervention in the” econony, the natlonallsed
industries and-institutions like the Natlonal Health Serv1ce (NES) .

And their strategy for the transition to ‘socialism is to fight for fore
state planning and more democracy in ‘these 1nst1tulons until the o
capitalist elements in the mode of productlon are irdsuch a minority as o
to be insignificant. Such a strategy is gradual and “explaing why _
they see proletarian democracy as a guantatlve exten51on of bourge 015

EE S

*It can be pointed out that the freedom of ‘the press in a post—revolutlonary
situation will be & gualitative exten81on. It will mean newspapers and . :
television to which everyone has access. With the development of systems '
like xmXmwim¥mr cable television - the potential for ‘mass 1nvolvement o
is there.

**Not that the Labour govermment ever did anything to unlock the power
structure. '
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democracy.

This 'socialism as state planning' perspective is incorrect in that;
~firstly, it misunderstands the role of the state sector in a m*xed‘"”
capitalist economy. Whilst it may be true that institutions Iike thé NHS-
are in some ways a working class victory, they are not a political threaf:
to ruling class hegemony. And when capital decides (as in the current
recession) that expenses on the NHS must be cut back, this gets done -
even if it is the 'party of the working class' (Labour ) that controls the
government, It is quite true that under monopoly capitalism there is an’ =
ever increasing state sector of the economy but this must  be seen as
a collective charge or capital and not as some &Qutonomcus force for
socialism, Nor is it the case that there are the seeds of socialism
within the state sector of the economy._For exemple, in the National Coal
Board (NCB}, relations between workers and management are on traditional
capitalisklines and the NCB is run with all the features you would expevt o
of a capitalist enterprise (e,g,'redundanc1es, speed-ups, théreaged B
productivity ‘etc,} In the health service, nationalisation has rot affec- ted
the hier -archical relations that exist betwesn doctors, domestics, nurses
and patients - nor has it led to a greater emphas1s on preventative as opposeoo
to curative medecine. And there remain very great’ ‘differences between the
health services of non-capitalist countrles like: Cuba 2nd Chi na*. and’ those
of countries like Britain which remain domlnated by the capltallst concept o
of health. i )
- secondly, left 5001a1~democraCy and Euro—communlsm have at ‘their

very centres a conception of socialism as government by the state for the
people which is very far from the vision of Marx in his libertarian _
writings (e.g. on the Paris Commune) and of Lenin in State and. Revolutlon m'
though it is fair comment. to say. that post-revolutionary USSR did not. :
realise this vision in practlce. The left social-democratic model
of socialism as state planning has its roots in Fabian paterpalism and'

allows no place in the building of .. socialism on; the selfuact1v1ty of
working people -~ which .is central: to our ddeas of the tran31tlon. And, .
at the economic level, it bears.a. not.. acc1dentaL resemblance to the centrally
planned economies of. state collectmv1st soc1et1es. ”15,

The Crisis of Socialism -

As T argued at the beginning, there i& no longer a widespread belief amongsi i
militants that 5001allsm is the solution to our probelms. ‘Events over o
the last 60 years, have made it the case’ “the - the d851rab111ty of secialism iion
is something that has to be arpgued for '~ it cannof be taken for granted.
80, we can no longer hold & stageist model of’ revolutlon whereby first =
there is the seizure of power and it is only ‘after this seizure that
we can begin to talk about what life will be like under socialism,
what social relations will'be like etc. To respond to the 1deologlcal
crisis of socialism, we must begln to discuss’in'considerable detail what
socialst society will be liké and in what ways'it will be different :
from life under capitalism. Thls is already being déne at a sectoral’
level (i.e. in discussions on ‘what & socialist health service would be _
like) and it must be extended ‘to coveér all the institutions of soczety{_ o

We can begin the discussion by remembering that; B

- in the 'advanced' capitalist counttries that we live in, the

forces of production are much nore developed than in those societies where

*See the article by Sheila Hillier in Revolutionary Socialism(%4)




34

" capitalism has already been overthrown. Even if it is not impossible to
introduce socialism in a general situation of scarcity - it is much more
difficult. Today in capitalist countries, there is little doubt that the
relations of production are holding back the forces of production. For
example, there is the need to build thousands of new houses, there are
thousande of unemployed building workers ready to do the job - but
because production is regulsted by the market (and not need), the
houses are not buuilt. o

- socialism was seen by early Marxists as a transitional stage on the'
way to communism. The problem iz that socialism is a contradictory stage -
in that the more measures that have to be taken to protect socialism,.
the more difficult is the transition to cominunism. o o

- Tt is also the case that much that is central to our struggle -

against capitalism will still be very necessary after the revolution = for . -

instance, the self-activity of the masses and the autonomy of the social
novement.s. We do not support the self-activity of the masses because we o
see it as a useful tactic against the capitalist regime. We support it
because it is fundamental to our conception of communism - a society '
where people exercise total control over all aspects of their lives.

We are not making the revolution for power to be handed from one elite-

Lo another. For people to exercise control, a society's, political,economic,
cultural and social organisation must be both decentralised and linked . .o-u7"

at = national level. And institutions that exercise this control must be

developed at local, regional and national/state level. For:instance;. in °
China the failure to extend mass democracy.beyond]théfloéal3levélﬁdfj-T*f
the commune led to to a failure to institutionaiise: democracy, in. the post ..

1948 period. As a consequence it was inpossible to make. permanent. thie’
gains of the cultrual revolution and prevenﬁﬁthe*triumphTofvrevisidnism
in the period after the death of Mao. The ‘same goes for  the autonomy-of
social movements. Our support for women to organise autonomously is not
tactical, it is absolute. And this means that we recognise that women will
want to organise autonomously after the geizure of power - and the same
poes for the other social movements. We recognise the right of social
movements to organise autoncmously for as long as they think fit.- L

- We must recognise the tremendous limitations of the one-party/state -
model. It represents the limitation of political debate and disagreement
which can only be an obstacle to the building of socialism. We should see
the existence of a plurality of parties ater the revolution as a pre-.
condition for the nurturing of political life. At the same time, it is . _
vital to decentralise 'as much as possible political and economic decision-
making and to build -from the base up a net-work of local, regional and. .
national councils (sSoviets) that are the building blocks of proletarian’ .
democracy. a : -

There is a part of the Marxist tradition that thinks that we should be .
silent about what will happen in a post-revolutionary situation. This ..
silence has allowed right-wing forces to monopolise the debate about what
socialism is. The argument in this paper is that unless we challenge the . .
right-wing and provide our own detailed and concrete model of socialism, =
our chances of mobilising mass involvement in the struggle for socialism .

will be slight.

" Pete Anderson (Birmiﬁgham BF)




