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By Tariq Ali

CLR James is now, by any standards, an old man. He appears s
but this impression evaporates when he begins to talk. It isal
being transported back to the polemical debates and argum

James was born in the West Indies some 80 years ag
the Thirties and soon developed a reputation as a s

| had last heard him speak at the ‘Dialectics of
Roundhouse in 1967. On that occasion he had
American leader Stokely Carmichael. ‘Race ive
thundered, ‘No,’ James had replied with quigi it ig 5.

The same year James spoke at an Int
Birmingham, held to pay tribute to Ma

CLR James was a Trotskyist and a
17 years. His conversations with Trots
of Johnstone. He left because of diffe
Union. -

He is presently in London for th
Allison and Busby, including a revis
met him last week in his hotel roo
view. It must end as the Second T¢
single minute of cricket.

TA: What were the main literary influeng
you in your youth? What were the first §
you read and how much impact did these
on you?

CLR: The greatest literary influence of
before I left the Caribbean was Wi
Makepeace Thackeray, I first read Vanity
when I was nine years old. Subsequently I re
on nine other occasions. I didn’t know it wé
literary classic.

My mother had a Shakespeare, Vanity Fa
and another book called John Halifa
Gentleman. These were on the shelf and I was li
ing in the Caribbbean countryside with nothing
to do, so I read.

Thackeray and his constant attacks upon the
aristocracy had more part in shaping my attitude
towards the establishment than Marx.

TA: Would you say your views have altered over
the last decades at all, or are you still as intran-
sigent as ever on the themes close to your heart?

CLR: My views haven’t altered. I left the Trot-
skyist movement in 1951, but I have remained an
independent Marxist ever since.

I do not subordinate myself to any state. I
have never been to Moscow, though I have much
more sympathy with the Chinese developments. |
am attached to no political organisation what-
SOever.

TA: But how would you view world politics
today? The situation has aitered in many ways
since the Thirties.

CLR: My view of world politics is based firmly
on what Lenin said in 1919. He told us that this
was going to be an epoch of wars: imperialist
wars, nationalist wars, civil wars. And of course,
an epoch of revolution.

I see the old societies falling apart, in severe
crisis and I don’t think there is any way out ex-
cept through building a new, socialist society. In
that sense I have not changed since 1934, when I
first joined the Fourth International.

It was Marx who first stated that the choice
confronting humanity was socialism or bar-
barism. I believe that. I believe that in the last
half century we have seen many examples of bar-
barism. Can I say something to you. I don’t wish
to start any controversy or polemic, but have
your read Solzhenitsyn?

TA: Yes

CLR: Well, how can you still say that the USSR
is a workers’ state, eh? :

TA: But what Solzhenitsyn is writing about is
things which surely Trotsky and his supporters
knew about in the Thirties?

The Old Man used to often reflect on the fact
that the purges and the trials were just the tip of
the iceberg. You didn’t appreciate the crimes car-
ried out against a. mass of the population during
the collectivisation?

CLR: Of course, all that I knew and thought and
wrote about, but the concreteness and the detail
supplied by Solzhenitsyn is still a surprise. How
can we see in that any element of socialism?

TA: How would you view China today?

CLR: Now that is difficult for me to say, but I
know that up till Mao’s death [ was always very
sympathetic to the Cultural Revolution. Mao
said that the two things which mattered most to
him were the defeat of Chiang Kai-shek and of
Japanese imperialism and the Great Proletarian
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TA: But there wa st democracy in
China under Mao, no rights for the masses unless
they happened to agree with Mao.

CLR: I accept that, but they were doing their best
to prevent the decline into barbarism that took
place in Stalin’s Russia. But what has China got
to do with the question I asked you about
Russia?

TA: Quite a lot. For me there no qualitiative dif-

Jference (there never was) between the mode of
production in China and in' the Soviet Union,
regardless .of whether it was under Lenin and
Trotsky, Stalin or Brezhnev.,

.
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TA: These days there is a lot of talk about the
‘crisis of Marxism’. Have you ever seriously
questioned your Marxism or doubted its use as a
method of investigation?

CLR: Never, never! In 1932 I came to this coun-
try for the first time. I looked around. I was very
well read in history and literature. I had musical
interests: Bach, Beethoven and Mozart were
known to me. But my thought had no order
about it.

It was after reading Marx and Lenin and stu-
dying Trotsky’s polemics against Stalin that I
began to develop a coherent view of the world. In
1933 came Hitler and ‘socialism or barbarism’
appeared the only alternatives.

In the 1914-18 war capitalism killed 8 million
men, then it went to pieces in 1929 with the
depression and as the economic recovery took
place fascism was triumphant in Germany, Italy,
and, a few years on, in Spain, and then came the
Second World War. Today they don’t go to war
because it would be suicide given the power of
nuclear weapons.

But I have no confidence in capitalism. None
whatsoever. | have never entertained any serious
doubts about Marxism over the last five decades
of my life. Capitalism offers nothing that I want.

But I want to come back on the Soviet Union.
You lot still stand by the ‘workers’ state’ thesis. I
see that Mandel still keeps on writing about it.

TA: Well, I'll give you my views on the matter,
which may or may not be orthodox. I don’t
regard the Soviet Union as a socialist state..

the fall of Saigon the supply of Soviet weapons
(especially the rocket launchers) was not an in-
significant event.

CLR: But the Chinese gave weapons t0o0...

TA: Sure, in the early stages in particular. But
the FI called for a united front of Moscow and
Peking to defend the Vietnamese revolution. It is
when one sees the Soviet Union in a global con-
text that one cannot but be forced to the conclu-
sion that there are some fundamental differences
between the USA and the USSR. :

CLR: That I can accept, but can we ask people to
sacrifice themselves for Russia as one did in the
day of Lenin? If you are supporting them then
you have to defend them.

CLAIRVEAUX, the Mulatto, was in com-
mand, and with him was Capois Death, a
negro officer, so called on account of his
bravery. From early morning the national
army attacked. In the afternoon under a
crossfire of musketry and artillery Capois
led the assault on the blockhouses of
Bréda and Champlin, shouting ‘Forward,
forward!’.

The French were strongly entrenched
and drove off the blacks again and again
only to see them return to the attack with
undiminished ardour. A bullet knocked
over Capois’ horse. Boiling with rage he
scrambled up and, making a gesture of
contempt with his sword, he continued to
advance. ‘Forward, forward!’.

The French, who had fought on so
many fields, had never seen fighting like
this. From all sides came a storm of

‘shouts. ‘Bravo! Bravo!’. There was a roll
of drums. The French ceased fire. A
French horseman rode out and advanced
to the bridge. He brought a message from
Rochambeau. ‘The Captain-General sends
his admiring compliments to the officer

- who has just covered himself with so much
glory.’

Without a shot fired from the blacks,
the horseman turned and rode back to the
blockhouse and the battle began again.
The struggle had been such a nightmare
that by now all in San Domingo were a
little mad, both white and black.

From ‘The Black Jacobins'

CLR JAMES

of their own class. But I disagreed. I don’t think
s0.
I played cricket and football till I left the
Caribbean and cricket has always meant a great
deal to me. It has never interfered with my Marx-
ist view.
As to why it never caught on in Canada, I
think the answer is simple: climate. You can’t
have a season in Canada. That’s the chief reason.

TA: Whom would you regard as the most attrac-
tive cricketer today?

CLR: Viv Richards, The way he plays is
something new. I used to think that George
Headley was the greatest, better than Sobers or
the three W's, but this boy Richards is a marvel.

His batting is something we haven’t known
before. He is an extraordinary batsman
altogether. The way they drop the ball on the off-
stump or just outside and he keeps on hitting it
through the on-side fieldsmen to the on boun-
dary. The precision of the shot is such that he
could be playing billiards. I've never seen
anything like it.

TA: Do you regret any part of your life. Is there
anything you would have done differently?

CLR: No. I have enjoyed reading books, which is
what made me a Marxist.

TA: And what lies ahead? What are your plans
now?

CLR: [ am writing my autobiography in Trinidad
and I will go back and finish that. After that I
would like to go to Florence and spend two or
three weeks there. :

I am fond of that city. Michaelangelo,
Raphael, Leonardo da.Vinci... It is a beautiful
city. I’'m a little bit scared as it’s now controlled
by the Italian CP (laughs), but I doubt they’ll do
anything to me now. .

As the Test match started the interview end-
ed, with CLR grumbling about the inclusion of
Boycott in the English side, If he were an English
selector: ‘I would get rid of Boycott. He just
demoralises the rest of the team. Pick two new
openers and let them play in all five tests. They'll
ruin one or two, but they’ll be good at the end.’

CLR: But orkers’ state?

great revolution in the Carib- "1 ’
d the excitement following the
bn and in the wake of the.sg

d . lLoday

TA: But defend whom against what? In any con-

Jrontation between the masses and the
bureaucracy we are with the masses. It is only
when there is a confrontation with imperialism
that we refuse to remain neutral.

In my opinion the sovereignty of the Cuban
Revolution was guaranteed by the existence and
the military strength of the USSR. The
withdrawal of the missiles by Khruschev also
guaranteed that there would be no military at-
tempt to overthrow Fidel.

Of course, his enormous popularity was the
major factor, but Cuba is only a small island.
Anyway let us agree to differ on this old, old
debate.

Leaving politics aside for the moment, could
we discuss your other passion, cricket. Could I
ask two initial questions: why is it that cricket in

workers’ state which is utterly
deformed, has to be overthrown
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objective role of the USSR in

ective tension between the
R, which is based on the fact
allowed to circulate in the
dity. Neither foreign capital
pf capital.

prevent that happening the
fo be on its guard and
ails or where it sees a
s al the expense of im-

I read appYaoout. But
ow another thing which for me is very impor-

I.
If it were not for Fidel’s army, Angola would
pw be under the control of the South African  [€

L that the Cuban in-
remendous event’,
prs and Russian

hites. The Cuban intervention in Angola wasa B¢

emendous event in the history of the world, I
iink Fidel is doing the best under the cir-

tra ion would have
bee ible.

the Caribbean and India-Pakistan is a mass sport
like football in Britain, and secondly why did it
not catch on in some of the other colonies such as
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CLR: In Britain there is a very wide range of
things that the people can be interested in, but
the impact of cricket in India and the Caribbean
was different. The overwhelming majority of the
masses were illiterate. They saw cricket, which is
a marvellous game altogether, as an art form.

It was the easiest and most accessible part of
Western civilisation that they could identify with
and it was also participatory. :

In my book Beyond the Boundary 1 develop
this theme in greater detail. Western literature,

‘music, painting was only for the élite, but cricket
the masses could adopt and take over. Instinc-
tively they appreciated the artistic quality of the
game.

The great critics of the fine arts have yet to
realise the fact that when 100,000 people go to see
a football or a cricket match it is, even if they do
not articulate it, an artistic event.

what I

ILR: Many people have talked about it, but
here is the money to come from? A lot of peo-
le say that, and an American film-maker is stu-
ying the possibility today.

I am prepared to write a film script provided ture,
e can find a capable film-maker and the
nance. But most of them are not too happy
bout the idea of making a revolutionary film.

A: What about the Cubans? They have a collec-
on of very talented and very radical film-
wakers. Don’t yvou think they might be prepared

obedient servil
‘(Signed) Toussaint L. Quver-

‘General of the Armies of
the King, for the Public Good.’

From ‘The Black Jacobins'

‘The Black Jacobins' by CLR James
is published by Alison & Busby at
£4.95 pbk.

TA: Could it not also be said that in some ways

TA: That i ible, ind it diffi
ar ks passinie, bt I find it difficuis to sport is the new opium of the masses?

) collaborate on a film?

LR: There was talk at one stage of translating
ie book into Spanish by the Cubans. But the
ook has a few sharp attacks on the Russian

gime and when they reached those pages they '

believe that he could have sent the troops without
lengthy consultations with the Russigns. Their
motives were probably very different, but I don’t
believe that the Russians were not involved,
Itisalso the case that in the months preceding

CLR: Trotsky used to say that the working class
was far too interested in sport. He said that far

‘.too . much .of . their . energy. and interests. were. .
' devoted to sport rather than in the organisation * * °

It is available from The. Other

~ ~Bookshop,” 328 Upper St, London
‘N1. Add 10% if ordering by mail. «
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