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What We Stand For
The Young Communist League is the youth wing of the 
Communist Party of Britain and was founded in 1924.
It is organisationally autonomous and decides its own policies, priorities
and activities.
The YCL is a democratic organisation based on the principles of Marxism-
Leninism. It is directed by a National Committee whose members are
elected at the annual YCL Congress, and it is building branches across
the country.
The YCL aims to develop the political consciousness of young people and
to increase their involvement in politics both nationally and
internationally.
The YCL seeks to become the communist wing of a wider youth movement.
The YCL seeks to defend and strengthen the welfare state, and campaign
for its extension as a step towards creating an equal and just society. 
We believe that public transport should be viewed as part of this system.
The YCL demands free and inclusive secular education for all, including
nursery care, schools, universities, community colleges and adult
education centres.
The YCL believes that a redistribution of wealth through progressive
taxation can pay for this. The economic demands of big business are
starving our welfare system, which Britain, one of the richest states on
earth, could certainly otherwise afford.
The YCL opposes the overwhelming power of big business, and opposes
the European Union because this is a vehicle for promoting the interests
of big business at the expense of democracy and equality, and its
institutions are undemocratic, corrupt and unaccountable.
The European Union also threatens to introduce ever more racist foreign
policies, as shown by the Schengen agreements, which Britain has
largely signed up to, and the moves to create a single European army.
The YCL aims to help establish a socialist society based on public
ownership and democratic control. We believe that in Britain at the
moment social change can be achieved by peaceful means. However, we
defend the right of the oppressed to resort to armed struggle when this
is the most practical way of liberating themselves.
The YCL believes that no one should be unfairly discriminated against
in any way on any basis, including sex, race, sexuality, disability or
religious beliefs. 
The YCL supports the right of women to free and easily available abortion.
The YCL recognises the Irish people’s right to self-determination.
The YCL supports the cancellation of all ‘third world’ debt.
The YCL works in solidarity with sister organisations throughout the
world, and supports the struggle of people everywhere for socialism. The
YCL declares its support for the world’s socialist and progressive
countries.
The YCL opposes all anti-trade union laws.
The YCL does not believe that Britain needs a nuclear arsenal, and
campaigns for unilateral, immediate and unconditional nuclear
disarmament.
The YCL recognises that religion has been used in the past to keep
working people in drudgery and exploitation, but also acknowledges and
works with progressive religious currents and all religious people
prepared to fight for social change. 
The YCL demands a secular state, and supports freedom of worship and
of religious and atheist propaganda.
The YCL realises the urgency of protecting the natural environment. We
hold that most environmental damage is caused by the wilful neglect of
major corporations and governments, and that this can be changed
through socialism.
The YCL supports the Morning Star as the only daily socialist newspaper
in Britain and does its utmost to aid the circulation of the paper.

How to contact us
The YCL, Unit F11, Cape House
1st Floor, 787 Commercial Road, London, E14 7HG.
Tel: 0207 517 9722
Fax: 0207 517 9733
E-mail: cp-of-britain@mcr1.poptel.org.uk.
Web-site: www.communist-party.org.uk

Challenge is edited by Ben Chacko and Ed Griffiths.
Articles are contributed as named. The views
espoused in signed articles are not necessarily
reflective of the views of Challenge as a journal or of
the Young Communist League as an organisation.
T’thanks to Jim Gledhill, Costas Pateras, Gawain
Little and Emily Mann.

Published by the Young Communist League, 
Unit F11, 787 Commercial Rd, London E14 7HG. 
Printed by the Democrat Press, 57 Green Lane,
Merseyside L45 8JQ
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Editorial
This issue, “Challenge” will focus on freedom.
Human freedom is vital to the success of
socialism and is an integral part of our
revolutionary vision. However, the very word
‘freedom’ is misused by the mainstream media
and the capitalist authorities in the Western
world to create a largely false impression that
capitalism represents liberty and socialism, on
the contrary, is based on a lack of individual
freedom – note phrases such as ‘the free market’.
Of course, we would be the last to deny that in
many socialist countries in the past, individual
freedom has been gravely restricted, and that
while much of what we hear from the capitalist
press in the West, alongside quasi-intellectuals of
the right, about the crimes committed by former
socialist states is often grossly exaggerated or
simply untrue (see Kenny Coyle’s excellent series
of articles, “New Wave of Anti-Communism”, in
issues 31, 32 and 33 of “Communist Review”) it
would be ludicrous to contend that the socialist
countries of the Eastern bloc did not sometimes
withdraw even the most basic of human liberties. 
That, however, is not what we wish to
concentrate on in this issue. Rather we intend to
look at what freedom is, how it should be
approached, and whether the Western
imperialist powers are actually as free as they
claim to be. Our cover story thus focuses on the

United Nations declaration of human rights and
tries to see how interpretations of it differ, and
how, ultimately, capitalism’s ruthless search for
profits is incompatible with these rights. We also
look at freedom in relation to issues such as the
legalisation of cannabis or the prison system.
This issue also contains articles on the
international situation – an article on
imperialism in the Congo, a review of the
situation in Cuba, and a look at the dangers
threatening the Australian education system and
their implications for Britain on page 14.
Continuing the educational aspect Anita Dodds
writes on the possible threat to British education
by the General Agreement on Trades and
Services (GATS.) 
One of the most important pieces in the issue is
Ed Griffith’s explanation of why you should vote
Labour. Faced with the right wing and
warmongering policies of the current
Government, many on the left are inclined to
regard Labour as just as bad as the
Conservatives. Certainly many would be
reluctant to cast their vote in favour of this
Government. But the actual situation is more
complicated than this and the piece provides
some of the reasoning behind our support for
Labour at general elections. 
We hope you enjoy this issue of Britain’s best left
youth publication – “Challenge”.

Ben Chacko.

Battlefield of ideologies
★ Rumours are circulating in Russia that President Vladimir Putin is planning to

dissolve parliament some time next year and hold early elections. If true, this
would be a tacit acceptance of the communist-led opposition’s argument that
before late 2003 (when elections are due) the country’s economy will have
nosedived under the pressure of demands to pay back foreign loans.

★ When Challenge went to press, it really did look as if Peter Mandelson would be
out of the Cabinet for good. The wily former YCL member was replaced at the
Northern Ireland Office by another ex-communist, John Reid.

★ Don’t worry, the world economy’s going to do just fine.
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Communists win
landslide victory
For the first time, one of the former
Soviet states has returned the
communists to power. General
elections at the end of February
saw the Communist Party of the
Republic of Moldova (PCRM) take
over 50% of the vote, against 13%
for the right-wing former
government. This result gives the
PCRM 70 seats out of 101 in the
Moldovan parliament, and the
associated right to form a
government, choose the country’s
president and amend the
constitution without consulting

other parties. This is the first time in European history that a
communist party has come to power through purely peaceful,
democratic and constitutional means.
The PCRM’s first secretary, Vladimir Voronin, moved quickly
after the results were announced to set out the new
government’s priorities. Moldova’s economy has been
devastated by a decade of bandit capitalism: the average
monthly salary is £20, and a poll shortly before the election
showed that 85% of the population describe their situation as
‘catastrophic’. The country also faces a separatist conflict in
the eastern region of Transdniestria, whose largely Russian
and Ukrainian population had rejected the previous
government’s drift towards integration with Romania (the
Moldovan language is very close to Romanian) and ultimately
with NATO. The communists, unlike their predecessors, are
prepared to meet many Transdniestrian demands: cultural
autonomy, constitutional status for the Russian language,
and guarantees that the country will retain its independence
from Romania. The election therefore means that a peaceful
solution to the Transdniestria conflict is closer than at any
time in the past 10 years.
The communist government’s economic programme is based
on the need to raise living standards and move out of post-
perestroika crisis. Benefits, pensions and state-sector pay
are set to be doubled, and substantial public funding will be
used to boost manufacturing and production. A key economic
priority is to root out corruption, both within the state
bureaucracy and in private corporations. Privatized
companies will be subject to stringent control, and if
necessary will be renationalized, although there will be no
wholesale renationalization in the immediate term.
It is hard to overstate the significance of this event. Although
Moldova is a small country, if renewed socialism is successful
there then it could soon come to play in the former Soviet Union
and beyond the role that Cuba plays in Latin America: a
constant example and inspiration to revolutionary change. Ten
years after the ‘end of history’, a party which unashamedly calls
itself communist has won a crushing victory in a free election

and is now embarking on Europe’s first experiment in ‘velvet’
social revolution. There will undoubtedly be attempts to
destabilize and discredit Moldova, and socialists everywhere
must be ready to mobilize and offer our full solidarity. The
Romanian government has already responded to the election
result with an emergency cabinet meeting and a decision to hike
military spending. But as we near the tenth anniversary of the
Soviet Union’s official collapse, at least one of its fifteen
republics has decisively embraced a revitalized and more
democratic form of socialism. As an article in the Moscow daily
Sovietskaya Rossiya observed, reports of the death of
communism turn out to have been somewhat exaggerated.

Jeopardising Justice
Proposed reforms of the judiciary in Britain do not bode well
for justice in this country. Of course, British ‘justice’ is often
extremely unjust anyway, as is not surprising considering we
live in a capitalist country; justice will always be sidelined if
the interests of big business are at stake. But the new
proposals stand a good chance of undermining justice
completely.
In an attempt to appear as guardians of ‘law and order’,
Labour have decided that the best way of looking like a
government which will protect its people from crime is to put
more people in jail. This abstract conclusion being reached,
the Home Secretary Jack Straw has begun a process of
altering the balance of law courts in favour of the accusers
and against the accused. Part and parcel of these moves is
the restriction on a right to trial by jury. Now a new threat has
been unveiled.
All past convictions will now be made known to a jury when
considering a case. The defenders of this proposal claim that
this will give a jury more knowledge about the character of the
defendant, which will allow them to assess the likelihood of
guilt. This is a medieval principle of justice. Any judgement of
guilt for a crime should be made purely on evidence; if a jury
know about past convictions, they may assume guilt more
easily because ‘that’s the kind of thing (s)he’d do’ rather than
concentrate entirely on the case in question. Knowing of a
defendant’s past will distract attention from the case being
looked at, which makes a mockery of the idea of a jury being
purely objective. Combined with the new ‘anti-Terrorism’
legislation, the state machinery for repression has grown
considerably; it is possible, for example, to lock up innocent
people because they are apparently ‘likely to commit a crime’.
In addition the traditional motto of British justice, ‘innocent
until proven guilty’, has been eroded. Now a person is guilty
until proven innocent. Exactly what our Government wants –
that should clap some more people in jail. 

Ban fox hunting – not animal testing
Animal welfare has been all the rage lately. But the debate
seems often to polarize into two equally unpleasant
groupings. On the one hand you have the mighty hunters,
smearing warm blood onto their children’s faces to celebrate
the kill. And on the other you have the anti-vivisectionists,
flying the flag for the unlikely and often profoundly offensive
concept of ‘animal rights’. But the two are linked by more
than their general repugnance: they share a deep-rooted anti-4
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humanism. Any sane humanist approach to animal welfare is
based on recognising the essential fact that human beings,
possessed of consciousness, genuine social interaction
(animal ‘society’ is a metaphor) and a conscience, and not
just animals like any other. Different moral criteria apply: we
can neither take animal behaviour as a model for our own, nor
try to judge animals according to our own standards. This
sounds like common sense – and so it should. But the idea of
‘animal rights’ runs flatly counter to this common sense, by
asserting that animals are moral entities with inalienable
rights. The absurdity of this is demonstrated by the fact that
only humans are asked to observe these rights: no ‘animal
rights’ activist wastes time blockading a cat which violates
the ‘rights’ of mice.
Animals are not people. They are not moral entities, and they
do not have any ‘rights’. The only answer to the activist
quoted as saying ‘I don’t see why a dog should die to save a
person’s life’ is  ‘I do – even yours’. As long as animal testing
is useful, science should use it. The favourite argument of the
‘animal rights’ lobby, that animal testing did not prevent the
thalidomide tragedy, is a powerful argument for more animal
testing rather than less: if thalidomide had been tested on
pregnant animals, as would now been required, it would not
have been allowed into circulation.
But if we should not pretend that animals are on a level with
people, neither should we act as though we were on a level
with them. If humans, as moral entities, claim the right to
use animals for our good, then the corollary is that we
should treat them as humanely as possible in the process.
There is nothing humanist about destroying a fox for the
sheer video-game enjoyment of it, and it is hardly likely that
someone who takes that for recreation will be morally
unscathed. So hunting should indeed be banned, even
though Labour’s current support for it is simply a token
gesture to prevent the left from agitating on more important
issues. Similarly, we owe support to organizations like
Compassion in World Farming, which – without claiming
that animals have ‘rights’ – argues for humane practice in
agriculture. But a movement whose spokespeople regularly
compare the valuable research done at Huntingdon Life
Sciences and elsewhere to Auschwitz and Belsen is simply
lying – and should be ignored.

YCL hold special congress
The Young Communist League held a special congress on the
24th February. Congress resolved to strengthen the League’s
international links, particularly with the General Union of
Palestinian Students (GUPS) and with FARC, the Colombian
revolutionaries, and to participate in the forthcoming World
Festival of Youth and Students in Algiers. 
Other resolutions included a pledge to greater League
presence in the anti-capitalist movement, as the YCL follows
the theory of Marxism-Leninism which most participants in
the movement lack, reducing their political effectiveness.
Greater use is also to be made of the opportunities given us
by the growth of the Internet.
In addition Congress made way for a series of changes to be
made in the Young Communist League Constitution, which
will be considered at our next Congress in the autumn.

Obituary: Laurent Désiré Kabila
The worst of European attitudes to Africa were on display
around the assassination of Congo’s president, Laurent Kabila.
From the failure to spot anything suspicious in the fact that the
former colonial power Belgium knew he was dead before
anyone else did (after all, Brussels would never interfere in the
affairs of a sovereign country. . .) to the ill-concealed racism of
most newspapers’ reporting, this was a perfect illustration of
what Kabila had devoted his life to fighting against. As a young
man he saw the dream of an independent, prosperous and
democratic Congo shattered when the murder of President
Patrice Lumumba pitched the country into civil war. Western
powers and apartheid South Africa intervened to make sure
Lumumba’s allies were defeated, and power was seized (with
obvious European connivance) by the army leader, General
Mobutu. See Challenge 1 for a brief overview of how Kabila
rallied the fragmented opposition, corrected the mistakes
identified by Che Guevara and finally overthrew the Mobutu
dictatorship – which had become a byword for corruption,
embezzlement and casual brutality.
Now Kabila, like Lumumba before him, has been assassinated.
Congo is again in the grip of civil war, with European- and US-
backed troops from Rwanda and Uganda in control of large
swathes of territory. Progressive African governments (Angola,
Mozambique, Namibia, Zimbabwe) are providing what military
aid they can to the Democratic Republic of Congo: they realize
that the return of neocolonialism to a country with such massive
natural resources would be a profound setback to the liberation
of the whole African continent. But the Rwandans and Ugandans
have repeatedly violated ceasefire agreements, and the outcome
of the war remains uncertain.
At the time of writing it was not possible to say definitely who
killed Kabila. The concerted attempt to spin through the media
the idea that the Angolan government was behind the murder is
frankly ludicrous, and the peculiarly detailed knowledge of
what had happened which Belgian diplomats had within hours
is a strong suggestion that European powers were involved. If it
was an attempted coup, with or without foreign backing, then it
seems to have failed. Of course, it is too early to judge the new
government, headed by Maj-Gen Joseph Kabila (the murdered
president’s son). But if the snide comments which have
circulated about his inauguration mean that no president’s son
can ever make a good president himself, then the Democratic
Republic of Congo is not the only large country which might
have problems ahead. Maj-Gen Kabila was not elected to his
post in a full nationwide vote; as if that happens in any country
in the midst of desperate war. What remains true is that the
government-controlled areas of Congo are the only parts where
any kind of democratic norms exist: opposition parties operate
freely, and state power is exercised through local Committees
of People’s Power and a national transitional parliament.
It is natural to want to assess Laurent
Kabila’s legacy. But today the country’s
future is too uncertain to allow a
definite answer. One thing, however, is
clear. If the democratic forces finally
manage to unite Congo under popular
rule, then Kabila will be justly regarded
as the father of the nation – and if not,
then he will join Patrice Lumumba on
the immortal list of martyrs for
Congolese and African dignity.
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Capitalism versus human rights
by COSTAS PATERAS

Nearly every leader in the world pays lip service to the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), yet it has
become clear that with the collapse of the socialist bloc
the rights enshrined in it are increasingly violated. The
UDHR was drafted by the United Nations in 1948 (one of
the last examples of Soviet/US cooperation) and, as
Noam Chomsky puts it, “the adoption of the UDHR on
December 10 1948 constituted a step forward in the slow
progress towards the protection of human rights.” What
is clear is the breadth and variety of rights enshrined. It
does not stop at civil and political rights, but
encompasses national, social, economic and cultural
rights including the right to a home, a job, education,
healthcare and so on. This breadth does not necessarily
make it the ultimate statement on human dignity, but it is
an obvious checklist by which to judge the rhetoric of
governments.
However, the application and understanding of what the
UDHR is are not uncontroversial. Countries regularly
denounce each other for apparently breaching these
principles – witness the constant disagreements between
the US and China. It is clear from Washington’s
propaganda that a capitalist view of human rights tends
to rest on an individualistic philosophy, where abstract
concepts such as free speech are bandied about. The
Times has attacked developing countries for calling for
more attention to housing, food, healthcare and
education, despite the fact that these too are contained
within the UDHR. China publicly places more emphasis on
collective and social rights. Communists must examine
the contradiction between the capitalist and socialist
readings of the UDHR.
Capitalists see the right to own the means of production
privately as sacred. Marx argued that this made human
beings see other people as an obstacle to their own
freedom rather than part of the solution – “The right of
man to freedom is not based here on the association of
man with man but on the separation of man from man. . .
the right to private property is the right to dispose of
one’s resources arbitrarily, without regard for other men
– the right of selfishness,” he wrote in his essay On the
Jewish Question. Private ownership of land and other
aspects of the economy leads to competition between
citizens, and selfish values are promoted. The phrase
“it’s a dog-eat-dog world” comes to mind. Marxists and
socialists see real human emancipation as removing the
shackles of exploitation imposed by this method of social
organization, and would argue for social, economic and
political relations designed to achieve the collective good.
No individual is an island, and in order to be free people
must exist in a state of harmony and not antagonism with
their fellow citizens. Capitalist ideology seems to defend
an economic system which allows the ruling class to

make their profit by paying the workers less than the
wealth that they (the workers) have created. Georg
Lukács pointed to the fundamental problem of capitalism
– the economic basis makes it impossible for the
professed aims of liberal democracy to be realized. This
can be seen from a study of the US Bill of Rights, and of
the Soviet Union’s 1977 constitution. The first ten
amendments to the US constitution, which make up the
Bill of Rights, refer only to negative rights (‘freedom from’
something) of a narrowly political nature. In short, the
document does not guarantee the right to a rounded and
dignified life, in accordance with the UDHR. The Soviet
constitution, on the other hand, includes the principles
laid down in the UDHR with regard to cultural, social,
political, national and economic rights (‘freedom to’ do
something). In addition, details are given of how these
aims will be fulfilled, such as in Article 41: “ Citizens of
the USSR have the right to rest and leisure. This right is
ensured by the establishment of a working week not
exceeding forty-one hours, for workers and other
employees, a shorter working day in a number of trades
and industries, and shorter hours for night work; by the
provision of paid annual holidays, weekly days of rest,
extension of the network of cultural, educational and
health-building institutions, and the development on a
mass scale of sport, physical culture, and camping and
tourism; by the provision of neighbourhood recreational
facilities, and of other opportunities for rational use of
free time.”
Every citizen enjoyed the full economic, social, cultural
and national rights of the UDHR. All education was free,
as was the excellent health service. Unemployment is an
unwelcome innovation in post-socialist Russia. One can
argue that socialist democracy was not fully developed
within the socialist bloc, but the citizens of these
countries still enjoyed greater political rights than they do
now – where one has to be a billionaire to have much
political influence. Cuba, despite the restrictions imposed
by the US blockade, has extended socialist democracy as
well as protecting the other rights of the UDHR to the
point where two years ago workers in their councils and
unions rejected the finance minister’s call for a universal
income tax. The policy was dropped – would that happen
in the USA? Not very likely, I fear.
It is therefore very clear that a Marxist approach to the
problems of social organization and human emancipation
leads to the embracing of the UDHR. Our own
government poses as the defender of ‘freedom’ and
promoter of ‘democratic values’ across the world – to
this end it launched a vicious war on Yugoslavia in 1999 in
flagrant breach of Article 2 (“Everyone is entitled to all
the rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration,
without distinction of any kind... no distinction shall be6



COVER STORY:Capitalism
 vs hum

an rights

7

made on the basis of the political, jurisdictional or
international status of the country or territory to which a
person belongs”). Close examination will shatter the myth
that the rights of British citizens are protected. Britain
has anti-union legislation which is the envy of employers
the world over. British law allows employers to use
selective pay increases to induce workers to reject union
and collective bargaining. This is coupled with restrictive
legislation (such as the ban on secondary picketing)
which makes it very difficult for trade unions to defend
their members legally. Article 23.4 – “Everyone has the
right to form and to join trade unions for the protection of
his interest” – has been effectively neutered. The
privatisation of our higher education system contravenes
Article 26’s declaration that “higher education shall be
equally accessible to all on the basis of merit”. The rights
of the UDHR are flouted in terms of child health, civil
liberties (the new Prevention of Terrorism Act), the right
to work and many other areas. The neoliberal assault
begun by the Tories in 1979 has sought to strengthen the
ruling class in Britain by weakening employees’
organizations, to increase the profits of big business and
to reduce the welfare budget to fund tax cuts. Political
rights are restricted in order to protect these parasites
from the attempts to create a mass struggle for justice –
see the new power the police have to suppress legitimate
demonstrations.
The UDHR also places responsibility on governments to
take measures to ensure that they respect these rights in
relation to the citizens of other countries: Article 22
states that “Everyone, as a member of society, has the
right to social security and is entitled to realization,
through national effort and international cooperation...,
of the economic, social and cultural rights indispensable
for his dignity”. A world capitalist system runs counter to
this. The US, while preaching humanitarian values,
violates the UDHR in many ways in order to control
international markets and open up the economies and
labour markets of developing countries to exploitation by
transnational corporations (TNCs). In the 1980s the US
government sponsored death squads in Guatemala and
Nicaragua – a policy which is now being repeated in
Colombia, where US access to oil is threatened by the

Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia/People’s Army
(Farc-EP). The interests of TNCs run counter to that of
nationally independent developing countries’ organizing
their own resources to the benefit of their people. So the
USA and the European Union (and any other budding
imperial power) will attack the UDHR to serve the forces
of what is laughably called globalisation. All opponents of
international big business are treated ruthlessly, as the
experience of Cuba and Vietnam illustrates.
Marxism is an internationalist worldview which rejects
social chauvinism and seeks the emancipation of the
whole human race. The conditions of working people’s
lives are equally important, whether they are British or
Mexican. Socialist countries treated developing countries
as equals: their commercial relations were conducted
with no strings attached – unlike the IMF, which
undermines living conditions and welfare provision by
imposing punitive austerity budgets. Technical assistance
was offered in order to help developing countries
diversify their economies and become less dependent on
one or two raw products. The number of people from the
developing world who were trained by the Soviet Union
alone in the period from 1955 to 1965 has been estimated
at 150,000. Cuban doctors today travel to all the disaster
spots in Latin America and Africa – they actively promote
Article 25 (“Everyone has the right to a standard of living
adequate for the health and well-being of himself and of
his family, including... medical care”), and have set up a
new college to provide free training to student doctors
from the ‘third world’. Compare this to our own exports:
arms and neocolonialist war.
The UDHR can only be fully realized in a developed
socialist society. The principles in it must be achieved
through collective effort, doing away with capitalist
exploitation and the individualist thinking which led US
ambassador to the United Nations Jeane Kirkpatrick to
describe the social, economic and cultural provisions of
the UDHR as “a wish list to Santa Claus”. Without
socialism, we will be left with this one-sided and
ultimately self-serving version of human rights – in
which, as Anatole France quipped, “the law gives the rich
man precisely the same right as the beggar to sleep under
the bridges of Paris.” ★
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Legalising Weed?
TThhee  lleefftt  hhaavvee  oofftteenn  ssuuppppoorrtteedd  tthhee
lleeggaalliissaattiioonn  ooff  ccaannnnaabbiiss  ––  bbuutt  iiss  iitt  aa  ggoooodd
iiddeeaa??  BBEENN  CCHHAACCKKOO ddiissaaggrreeeess
An issue which has attracted much controversy among the
left is our attitude towards the legalisation of cannabis. This issue
has also led to fierce debate in the Houses of Parliament, where
various ways of punishing drug addicts are continuously being
discussed.

The legalisation of cannabis is a complicated issue for
socialists. As highlighted in this issue, freedom is integral to
socialism, and as a result many socialists have claimed that
people should be free to smoke cannabis, just as they are free to
smoke tobacco or drink alcohol. To back up this basic claim, there
is a vast array of evidence of evils which legalisation of cannabis
would supposedly cure: the individual dangers of drug dealers,
who, operating illegally, may be dangerous to customers, and
who certainly charge outrageous prices for the drug; if smoking
pot were not illegal, then people who did it would be less likely to
fall into other illegal habits such as stealing and taking more
harmful drugs; everyone who wants to can obtain it anyway, and
legalising it would lead to safer conditions for users, less
opportunity for people to be given dangerous fake substitutes and
a reduction in profits for the drug barons.

On the face of it, these reasons may sound convincing. But a
deeper glance into the origins of drug abuse may reveal
otherwise. Those who take drugs do so in order to gain cheap
thrills at the expense of health. People who do this – who feel the
need to do this – do so because their lives lack meaning. Why?
Capitalism – of course.

The basic reason why people take drugs is boredom; and people
are bored because of the alienation of human beings from their
work and from themselves which capitalism engenders. For a
huge number of people under capitalism, life lacks meaning, and
this is reflected in diverse ways : drug abuse, turning to religion
(not so much mainstream religions as tiny, dangerous cults, or
‘exotic’ eastern religions like Buddhism), obsession with sex and
sometimes alcohol abuse. It is not only capitalism which can
cause this, as the increased levels of alcohol abuse in the Soviet
Union during the long economic decline of the 1970s, when the
idealism of the Revolution was all but dead, proves. But
capitalism is the major reason in the world now for such
developments. Drug abuse is seeking an escape from reality – not
for nothing did Marx call religion ‘the opium of the people’, for its
effect can sometimes be similar, if in a more sophisticated way.
Socialists cannot reconcile themselves with such things. Neither
can we have much sympathy with government responses to drug
abuse, because it fails to seek the roots of the problem and deal
with it, preferring to debate the largely irrelevant question of
punishing the drug addicts. It is unlikely that drug abuse can be
effectively eliminated while the predominant economic system in
the world and in Britain is capitalist, but at the same time
socialists cannot fall into the ultra-left trap of ignoring the current
situation and folding our arms in resignation with the words, ‘It’s
a product of capitalism, so there’s no point in trying to change it
while capitalism exists.’ 

For a socialist, freedom is about giving individuals the right to
control their own destinies, to shape their own lives. Does this

include the right to remove oneself from reality? Obviously drug
addiction can harm other people, in which case the freedom of the
individual conflicts with the rights of others and must be curbed.
But the key point is that addiction to cannabis leads people to a
false conception of contentment and of their actual conditions of
life, much reducing their potential to liberate themselves from a
system which lowers their lives to the level where they need to do
such things.

It is true that users of cannabis would be less at risk from
dealers if the drug were legalised. But they would also probably
use it more frequently, would be more likely to get addicted, and
quite likely become more dangerous themselves. Of course, if
prices were cheaper they would not be driven to crime to pay for
their habit so often. But again this would lead to more frequent
use. As for the drug barons, would they be worse off? No. If
cannabis were not illegal, a greater number of people would try it
just to see what it would be like; a huge number of shops would
start stocking it, and they would buy greater quantities of the
drug. As for vast profits being cut, are the major tobacco
corporations lacking in profit? We cannot ignore the fact that
many people in the third world are exploited terribly by the drug
barons, and the Colombian left wing revolutionaries, FARC, have
made it one of their priorities to combat these fat cats. It is not
surprising that the U.S.A. has intervened in Colombia against the
rebels; whatever the governments say, drug abuse among the
poor can be very advantageous to capitalism. If people are taking
to drugs to give their life some meaning, then they are far less
likely to be active in combating the social system. Drug abuse is a
symptom of despair, and despair is socialism’s greatest foe.
Famously, in California during the Vietnam war, Ronald Reagan –
then governor of California, later President of the United States –
prevented a major turnout for an anti-war rally by holding a huge
all-invited party at the same time – with free cannabis.

That legalising cannabis would lead to the legalisation of other
drugs is quite likely – whatever the difference between the
symptoms of cannabis and those of heroin, LSD and the ‘class A’
drugs,  essentially legalisation would be giving the go ahead for
those who want to distance themselves from the realities of life,
whether it be for poverty stricken teenagers in urban centres or
for pop stars disillusioned by fame and money. Socialism cannot
be achieved unless people realise their true situation and how to
change it, and socialists have a proud history of reducing drug
abuse – illegal drugs were never nearly as prolific in the USSR as
they were in the West. In China, opium addiction was one of the
worst products of imperialism (the informed know of the horrors
of the Opium Wars – how the British grew opium in huge
quantities in India and forcibly exported it to China, seizing Hong
Kong when the Chinese protested as a sign that they had better
not complain) which was almost completely eliminated after the
socialist revolution, although since ‘capitalisation’ in the 1990s
drug addiction has re-emerged on a disastrous scale.

The act of taking cannabis is simply an attempt to distort reality,
something risked only by the desperate or the uninformed.
Legalising it would be accepting the need for such distortion – in
other words denying that it is possible to achieve fulfilment for
individuals by other means, such as the transformation of the
social system, rooting out alienation of the individual from
society, from himself and from his work completely. The
legalisation of cannabis would not increase individual freedom.
On the contrary, it would be a lasting danger to all genuine
attempts for people to liberate themselves from the suffering and
gross injustice caused by capitalism. ★8
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Tough on the causes? ED GRIFFITHS

When you’re talking about freedom, it makes sense to
talk about prisons. Virtually all modern societies, whether
socialist or capitalist, reserve the right under certain
conditions to deprive their citizens of what liberty they might
otherwise enjoy. It’s a subject about which you’re hardly likely
to hear serious debate from the mainstream politicians: all
three leading parties have thoroughly bought into the
misleading and ignorant assertion that ‘prison works’. If this
mantra is repeated enough, apparently, there will be no need
to consider what ‘work’ we even want our prisons to do, let
alone whether they fulfil whatever the task is.
The number of people held in British prisons has risen
steadily over the past twenty years, as successive
governments tried to look as if they were trying to ‘get tough’
on ‘crime’. Those last inverted commas don’t mean I think
there is no such thing as crime: they mean that I don’t
necessarily accept either that the crimes for which you go to
prison are always more serious than the ones for which you
get made Secretary-General of Nato, or that what the right
wing gets tough on is actually crime itself rather than the
luckless criminal. Because the uncomfortable fact for the ‘get
tough’ brigade is that most crime arises not from the intrinsic
evil of the poor (the vast majority of prisoners are from
deprived backgrounds) but from the poverty of the poor. In a
society where (according to UNESCO) around 24% of the
population lack basic functional literacy, it is hardly
surprising that despair and the experience of alienation will
drive some to crime. Even the crimes of the rich, indeed, are
often social in origin. Take the widely-publicised corruption of
some Tory MPs at the time of the Major government. It’s easy
to understand how someone born in a well-to-do bourgeois
family, with a successful career behind them at public school
and Oxbridge, who had never really experienced difficulties
or failures, could slip into the ‘taxes are for little people’
mindset. This is not to excuse or condone their behaviour: it is
merely to illustrate how the ‘dog-eat-dog’ ideological world
of capitalism, as well as the material injustice to which it
corresponds, provides a breeding ground for criminal and
anti-social actions.
A coherent strategy to deal with crime, then, must take as a
starting point the need to eliminate its essential causes. That
means socialism. But it would be mindless utopianism to
think that all crime will vanish overnight once Britain sets out
on the road to a new society. So a second conclusion must be
drawn – if crime is rooted in alienation, then as long as there
is a criminal justice system at all its goal must be
rehabilitation. A tiny number of people are simply a danger to
those around them: they commit crimes because of some
mental problem which it is at present beyond psychiatric
science to solve. These people should, of course, be held in
some form of prison (or, at least, secure confinement) for as
long as they present a risk. But most prisoners, and most
criminals, do not fall into this category. And for them the aim
of the justice system should not be temporary confinement

followed by a probable return to crime, but the fullest
possible re-integration into society. This means a radical
rethink of the prison system as it exists in Britain today.
Socialist Vietnam provides some pointers towards how penal
policy can work. The emphasis there is placed on education,
training and community service rather than punishment – the
aim being to give inmates the best possible chance of a
dignified and decent life after their release. Where British
prisons have been aptly dubbed ‘universities of crime’,
Vietnam’s rehabilitation centres are schools for life and work
outside. Last year brought a dramatic vindication of this
policy. To celebrate the twenty-fifth anniversary of
unification, the government decided to grant early release to
around 12,000 inmates who had already served at least one
third of their sentences (out of a total prison population which
is lower than Britain’s, despite the fact that more people live
in Vietnam). However, in a gesture of faith in the inmates
which would be unheard of in Britain, the authorities decided
on an experiment: rather than themselves choosing who
should be amnestied, they invited the inmates to elect which
of their number most deserved to be released. Astonishingly,
the match between the people chosen for early release by
their fellow inmates and those whom the prison service
regarded as most deserving was better than 90%.
Britain, sadly, is going the other way: following the US down
the path to longer sentences and profit-making privatised
prisons. The ‘prison-industrial complex’ in the land of the free
now has around two million inmates – roughly 0.7% of the
total population, compared to 0.1% in Britain and 0.07% in
Vietnam. None of the main parties questions this worrying
tendency: they prefer instead to vie with one another for the
title of the toughest on crime, with even the young Tony Blair’s
‘tough on the causes of crime’ rider forgotten. It therefore
falls to communists and their allies to restate the case for a
humanist approach to criminal justice. ★

Readers who have access to the Internet are strongly advised
to consult the Penal Lexicon website (www.penlex.org.uk) for
a wide range of material connected with this topic.

INTERNATIONAL
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The Crisis by THOMAS BAMFORTH

of higher education in Australia 
The health of any civil society is dependent upon the strength
of its university system. Without adequate universities there
would be no critical news media, no functioning public health
system, few means of social advancement, and a breakdown
in the rule of law. In Australia, both Labour and Liberal
governments have included universities in their
programmes of market deregulation, and have sought to
reign them in as sources of dissent. In doing so they have
undermined the foundations of Australian democracy, and
have discredited any claims that Australian society is either
fair or egalitarian.
Under Prime Minister John Howard, the present Australian
government has ludicrously applied neo-classical
economics to the university system. The Liberal Party’s
devotion to the privatisation of national assets and the
reduction of government expenditure has had serious
consequences. Universities have lost much of their funding
and have been forced to raise money through marketplace
competition. These funding cuts have meant that ‘surplus’
academics have been made redundant, and that university
departments with few students or no immediately obvious
vocational worth have been closed. It is thus virtually
impossible to study classics, anthropology, and many
modern languages. Cuts to the sciences and mathematics
have also seen a serious deterioration in Australia’s
intellectual life. In order to survive, university departments
have been forced to take on more students than they can
teach effectively. As a result the teacher:student ratio has
worsened significantly. The poverty of the sciences and the
humanities is starkly contrasted with the success of the Law,
Commerce, Business and IT departments which have an
obvious market demand. Humanist disciplines with their
tradition of disinterested inquiry have been undermined by
those subjects which directly feed the needs of private
companies and the whims of the marketplace.
A further effect of market deregulation on universities has
been the subtle quelling of dissent. Recently, the
Melbourne University Press refused to publish a book by
an academic at the same institution. The book was
deemed to be overly critical of the university’s policies. In
addition, academics have often complained of minor
harassment for opposing a university’s official line.
Examples of such harassment are losing internet access
and being passed over for promotion. As academics are
now employed on a contractual basis, rather than being
given tenure, few are brave enough to oppose official
policies too openly.
This attack on the freedom of speech has also greatly
impoverished student life. In Victoria, the previous Liberal
state government introduced reforms to make student
unionism voluntary. The effect of this on Victoria’s
universities was to reduce funding to student services and
to prevent any form of political comment in student union
productions on the spurious grounds that voluntary

unions did not represent the consensus of student
opinion. In particular, the effect of the then Liberal
government’s reforms was to limit severely the scope of
student newspapers and theatre groups. At one major
university the student paper, appropriately called Lot’s
Wife, was forced to close. Government policies have thus
significantly curtailed freedom of speech in Australia.
Students have also suffered from cuts to university
funding. Since the introduction of the Higher Education
Contributions Scheme (HECS) in 1996, the costs of
education have gradually been transferred onto students.
Each year the amount to be repaid by students has risen
(by 125% during the Howard Government’s first 6 months
in office), while the salary threshold for repayment has
fallen. The mounting cost of degrees has deterred many
students from poorer backgrounds from applying for
places at universities. It has also particularly discouraged
those already in employment from seeking to improve
their skills or knowledge base. This socially regressive
trend has been accentuated by the introduction of ‘up-
front fees’. Wealthy students, by paying fees in advance,
are able to leave university debt-free. More distressingly,
students who are able to pay the full cost of tuition are
eligible for lower entrance requirements than others. With
pressure on academics to pass students with cash,
Australia is becoming a more socially polarised society
than its egalitarian myth would allow.
There has been no adequate proposal to solve the
problems facing higher education in Australia. The most
contentious measure has been the establishment of
private universities that run in conjunction with state ones.
In Victoria, The University of Melbourne (a publicly funded
institution) recently opened Melbourne University Private
as a means of raising revenue from corporations.
Companies can now pay for a specific course to be created
for their employees. In addition to providing public money
to establish a private institution, the quality of any courses
undertaken at the private university are guaranteed by the
well respected public one. The principal causes for concern
are that public money is being directed into private hands,
that access to the private university will be limited to a
corporate elite, and that the independence of both the
private and public universities will be threatened through
an over reliance upon corporate funds. Private universities
will only exacerbate the problems facing Australian
universities.
For Australia, as for Britain, the survival of universities is
fundamental for the continuation of basic democratic
rights and freedoms. Distressing as the recent attacks
upon higher education are, the real consequences will be
felt in the medium term. With widening social divisions,
the lack of civic or humanist education among the next
generation of politicians, journalists, and businesspeople
will have grave consequences indeed. ★
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‘An instrument for the benefit of business’;
what does GATS mean for British education?

by ANITA DODDS 

Currently in Geneva, international trade negotiators are
putting together a deal which could remove from our
government the responsibility for making decisions about
our education system. The aim of the negotiations is to
standardise systems across the World Trade Organisation
area, leading allegedly to greater efficiency and
profitability in the global marketplace. The World Trade
Organisation is hoping to widen the scope of existing trade
liberalisation measures contained in the General
Agreement on Trade in Services (“GATS”, surprisingly
enough). If the current negotiations reach a conclusion,
the implications for the UK Higher Education sector could
be enormous.

Since the fiasco of Seattle, most know that the World
Trade Organisation has a lot to prove in order to justify its
role as one of the most powerful international financial
bodies. As Stephen  Byers put it, “there has to be
fundamental and radical change”. Trade in services is a
growth area which the World Trade Organisation could
cover and thus regain some of its credibility. “Services” in
the WTO lexicon include everything from
telecommunications and space travel through to
education and health.

The WTO hopes, in its expansionist zeal, to cover as
many sectors as possible. As Sir Leon Brittain stated when
European Commissioner for Trade, “No sector will be
excluded, and the aim must be, in no morethan three
years, to conclude an ambitious package of additional
liberalisation….in politically difficult as well as in other
sectors”. Brittain said this in 1998, and the WTO is
meeting in full session later this year.

Higher education would obviously be a “politically
difficult” area to liberalise. Only public services supplied
by governments “neither on a commercial basis nor in
competition with one or more service suppliers” are
exempt from WTO strictures. As there are both public and
private Universities and Colleges in Britain, with
increasing amounts of funding coming from private rather
than public sources, it is clear that our publicly funded
Universities will be covered by the WTO if it gets its way.
The GATS negotiations aim to remove barriers to free
trade in order to give foreign competitors equal access to
the UK education market. Barriers cited by the WTO
include measures restricting the mobility of students,
restrictions on the translation of foreign degrees and
qualifications, nationality requirements and, “the
existence of government monopolies and high
subsidisation of local institutions”.

There is a real risk, therefore, that GATS will result in an
end to state financial assistance for UK higher education
students. For instance, the new area of GATS rules and
restrictions on state subsidies could identify payment of
student tuition fees as discriminatory against the private
sector. This could force the government to either subsidise

students at private institutions equally (where there may
not be as high quality a “product” as in the public sector,
with no government regulation…), or end state financial
support to students altogether.

Even the WTO itself accepts that there are dangers to
liberalising the higher education sector; a document
produced by its secretariat noted that, where there has
been liberalisation, in “some instances, higher education
institutions are being forced to look for alternative
sources of funds while investors are being encouraged to
enter a new industry. This situation has been perceived as
involving the risk that in the rush to become market-
oriented, universities might be distracted from their
educational missions”. 

So why has this issue received so little coverage ? Even
our own government appears relatively clueless about the
eventual import of the negotiations and what they could
spell for our public services. 

As Renato Ruggiero, the former Director General of the
WTO stated, “I suspect that neither governments nor
industries have yet appreciated the full scope” of the WTO
plans. Apparently our Government is still prepared to
endorse further liberalisation without heed to its side-
effects. In a Government document on the negotiations,
Mandelson states that the “main barriers to trade in
services are found in national regulations…(EC)
negotiating positions must reflect UK business
priorities”. This highlights partof the problem in
assessing exactly what the Government is saying in 
our name during the WTO negotiations. Responsibility 
for WTO issues has passed from our Government to an
even more remote organisation, the EU. Yet GATS is
rarely given any mention in discussion of issues
surrounding Europe.

Nor is the debate confined to education; indeed, the
threat to higher education pales into insignificance
compared to that faced by the NHS. The GATS is
fundamentally hostile to all public services, treating them
as, at best, missed commercial opportunities and, at
worst, unfair competition or barriers to entry for foreign
services and suppliers. The lack of consultation over GATS
also highlights the current vogue for an arrogant form of
decision-making which cuts out populations in favour of
faceless  EU bureaucrats.

It is essential that we have some impact on the content of
the GATS negotiations; if not, the general public will be
presented with a fait accompli (as it has been so many
times before when the WTO has produced deals). 
This article has centered on the threat to higher education.
If you would like any more information on this issue 
or on campaigns concerning other public service 
sectors and the GATS negotiations, please contact
Anneliese Dodds on 07980 846235 or email
anneliese.dodds@st-hildas.ox.ac.uk ★
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Why you should vote Labour
Britain is sliding towards the next general election amid
the drizzle of depressing and right-wing pronouncements we
have grown used to from New Labour. Attitudes to the
government among workers and young people range from a
grim “better than the other lot” to open hostility: it’s rare to
find someone who’ll passionately defend Tony Blair’s record
in office without at least one eye fixed on a Millbank job.
True, William Hague’s Tories are offering a programme that
would bring a flush of excitement to the cheek of Enoch
Powell, if not Oswald Mosley. But the widely-touted recovery
of Tory electoral fortunes has failed to materialize: even
large sections of the bourgeoisie seem to think their
privileges more secure in the euro with Blair than out of it
with Hague. The temptation either to boycott the poll entirely
(“a plague on both your houses”) or to cast a protest vote for
one of the multitude of far-left groupings is palpable. But
communists still advise their supporters and sympathizers
to resist this temptation. Lucky voters in a handful of
constituencies will have the chance to back a candidate
nominated by the Communist Party of Britain; everywhere
else, the CPB is calling for a Labour vote. At first glance, the
policy seems a strange one: the Blair government is pro-
business and anti-worker, but you should vote for it, but you
should vote Communist if you get the chance, but you
shouldn’t support any of the other outfits to the left of
Labour. It’s easy to see why this policy was the object of
intense debate at last year’s CPB Congress, and why it gets
attacked in some left-wing circles. To see why it’s the right
policy requires an investigation of the way capitalist
democracy works, and what coherent strategies for
socialism can be used within it.

Not many people believe any longer that what either of the
mainstream parties does in government depends on its stated
policies and manifesto commitments. The fiction is wearing
thin even in the official discourse of election campaigns, as
party manifestos shrivel to a few easy benchmarks and a
torrent of largely meaningless rhetoric. But the idea that the
actions of governing parties depend in some decisive way on
the actual (rather than public) opinions of the people leading
them is still quite widespread. It is this belief which gives rise
to a million ‘what if’ speculations of the kind which are so
popular in some parts of the Labour Party (what if John Smith
had lived? what if Margaret Thatcher hadn’t?). And it’s the
same belief which leads to a personalized vision of history in
which the 1945-1951 Labour government introduced serious
reform (sweeping nationalization, the foundation of the NHS)
because Clement Attlee was a decent sort of a man, while the
present Labour government does nothing of the kind because
Tony Blair’s a nasty little sell-out. As a matter of fact, there
may be a grain of truth to some of these character
assessments (i.e. the last one). But as a way of understanding
politics, let alone changing it, it falls far short. The reality is
that the views of party leaders have only a marginal impact on
the way parties govern within the confines of capitalist
(bourgeois) democracy.

This appears very strikingly from British history since the
end of the Second World War. Simplifying, but not distorting
too badly, we can divide the period into two distinct sections
on the basis of government behaviour: social democracy
from 1945 to 1976, and neoliberalism (sometimes
misleadingly called ‘Thatcherism’) from 1976 to the present.
In the first period, the welfare state was built up and the
empire dismantled. Of course, it would be madness to paint
this as any kind of ‘golden age’ (as Eric Hobsbawm has tried
to do in The Age of Extremes): decolonization paved the way
for neocolonialism, and public welfare did not prevent
widespread poverty. But the interesting point is that Tory
governments largely failed to reverse the social-democratic
measures put through by Labour ones: sometimes, as in the
case of Edward Heath’s attempt to enact anti-union laws,
they were defeated by protest and industrial action;
sometimes they didn’t even seriously try. They even on
occasion brought in ‘left’ policies themselves – it was Sir Alec
Douglas-Home’s Tory administration which introduced
student grants in 1963. This led to a common belief in a
‘ratchet’ by which politics could only move to the left, while
large-scale and sustained reversion to the right was
impossible whichever party was in office. One reason ‘new
left’ and ‘euro-Communist’ literature from this period seems
so dated today is that it never really entertains the possibility
of the kind of serious reaction we have seen since.

The period from 1976, however, saw the ‘ratchet’ change
direction. Interestingly, the change appears to take place in
the middle of a government, rather than co-inciding with an
election. It was a Labour government, elected in 1974 with
the rhetoric of “a profound and irreversible redistribution of
wealth and power in the interests of working people and their
families” and the substance of continued social democracy,
which in 1976 accepted an economic package from the
neoliberal International Monetary Fund. This led to
unemployment topping one million (believe it or not, that had
been unheard-of in the social-democratic period) and
involved the government in all-out battle with the unions.
Thatcher was to continue the same direction with increased
vigour after 1979 (just as Labour governments between 1945
and 1976 had been more vigorous than Tory ones in
implementing the social-democratic consensus), and John
Major and now Blair have remained firmly within the
ideological and political orbit of neoliberalism.

Any residual belief in the central importance of what the
people at the top think was exploded in 1990, when Major
replaced the combative and (bizarrely) charismatic Thatcher.
Hopes that a milder (or at least weaker) personality in
Number Ten would mean a softening of the government’s
reactionary policies were rudely shattered over the next
seven years, which saw rail privatization, the Criminal
Justice Act and a host of attacks on pensioners, asylum-
seekers, single mothers and other vulnerable groups. It’s
worth pointing out, incidentally, that Thatcher’s robust
manner did not mean she was in fact following her own12
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course: despite her evident personal suspicion of any
foreigners who did not swear allegiance to the Stars and
Stripes and carry assault rifles to school, it was her
government which passed the Single European Act.

The reason for these facts is that the real room for
manoeuvre enjoyed by governments in a bourgeois
democracy is starkly limited. The broad sweep of their
policy is decided not by the convictions of the Prime
Minister but by the objective balance of forces acting on
them. It is no co-incidence that the reform measures of the
post-War Labour government came at a time when the
Communist Party’s size (nearly 60,000 members) and
influence were greater than at any time before or since (so
far). The Soviet Union’s key involvement in defeating the
nazis had weakened anti-communist sentiment, and had
meant a temporary break from government and media ‘Red
scare’ tactics. Mutinies in the armed forces were
symptomatic of a widespread feeling that people had not
been fighting for a return to the 1930s status quo. If
capitalism was to survive, it could only do so at the price of
substantial concessions – the choice for the British
bourgeoisie was between sacrificing some of their wealth
through higher taxes to improve the workers’ living
conditions, and risking losing it all in a socialist revolution.
The basic formula for social democracy was set: yield as
much as necessary to the demands of the left, in return for
being able to keep as much as possible back. Shifts in
welfare provision, taxation and workers’ rights ever since
have broadly reflected the bourgeoisie’s collective estimate
of what is necessary and what is possible. A number of
factors allowed the neoliberal reaction after 1976: the
decline in the world influence of the USSR, the restructuring
of capitalist economies in the wake of the 1974 oil crisis, the
failure of the left to keep pace with changes brought about
by new technology, the ‘euro-Communist’ deterioration of
the Communist Party. The Common Market (now the
European Union), which Britain joined in 1973 and which
strengthened capital against labour, also played a
significant role. The hard-right policies of the Major
government must be understood in terms of an internal and
external balance of forces which was heavily stacked
against the left – the disintegration of the Soviet Union and
other socialist states, combined with the payoff from
Thatcher’s vicious attacks on the trade union movement,
weakened any resistance to the bourgeoisie’s agenda.

This might sound like an argument against voting at all, on
the grounds that the direction of government policy is
unlikely to be changed in any fundamental way by the result.
But this would be to misunderstand the processes at work.
Although both parties have substantially pro-bourgeois
leaderships, the social positions of their support bases are
significantly different. Labour still relies on the votes,
activists and money of the trade union movement and the
left. The Tories, by contrast, draw their funding from big
business and their activist base chiefly from the small and
middle bourgeoisie (not forgetting the role played by the
dominant position of the right-wing press). This makes a
Tory government freer to adopt blatantly anti-worker
measures than a Labour one would be; a fact borne out by
history, which shows the Tories enacting (for instance) anti-
union laws and Labour under Blair essentially marking time,
neither repealing the laws nor extending them. Any reasoned

strategy for socialism in Britain must recognize that the
failure of New Labour to serve the interests of the workers is
the failure of the mass labour movement to make it do so. An
analysis which focuses on the parliamentary side of politics
and ignores the day-to-day battle outside parliament must
be woefully inadequate.

Communists should therefore decide their stance in
immediate political clashes (including elections) from the
perspective of how the left’s influence can be strengthened
and consolidated until the point where it can exercise
decisive pressure and bring about the overthrow of
capitalism. A vote is not a sacred opportunity once every five
years or so to visit a polling station and commune with your
political convictions; nor is it a chance to read through a pile
of manifestos and choose which one appeals to you most. It is
just one of many weapons which can be used to forge political
influence. If the strength and cohesion of the left and labour
movement remains constant, it will be able to exert greater
influence on a Labour administration than on a Tory one. And,
in fact, there is a feedback effect as well – the Tories in office
would use their relative freedom from left-wing pressure to
attack working-class organizations and thus reduce their
potential clout. Thatcher’s anti-union laws are a textbook
example of this. The mere fact of a Labour election victory
also helps to build confidence in the labour movement, which
is a crucial subjective factor in putting together a movement
capable of fighting for socialism.

For that remains the goal: to overthrow capitalism and
replace it by a socialist society. This can never be achieved
simply through winning a parliamentary majority – without a
strong and militant non-parliamentary movement behind it, a
‘socialist’ government would be forced to play by the same
rules as any other. Last year’s corporate protests over oil
pricing are a tiny foretaste of what a government committed
to the abolition of capitalism would face from day one.

Those on the left who dream about setting up a mass
electoral rival to Labour in the immediate future, therefore,
are fooling themselves. It is highly unlikely that any such
grouping could win significant support; and if it did, the result
of hiving off a portion of Labour’s socialist and union backing
would be to reduce the left’s influence over Labour without
actually increasing the strength of the left in the country as
opposed to in parliament. Whether the election was
ultimately won by Labour or the Tories, the probable result of
this kind of electoral intervention would be to produce a more
right-wing and more anti-worker government than we have at
the moment. The Communist Party, by contrast, focuses its
energies on putting together an effective and militant left.
That’s why the CPB, unlike some ultra-left groups, supports
the unions’ keeping their link with Labour. That’s why the CPB
prefers patient work in unions and communities to standing
headline-grabbing numbers of election candidates. When
there is a communist candidate, this is part of an ongoing
programme of work to build the left and strengthen the
labour movement in the area, rather than being a purely
parliamentary attempt to split the Labour vote. New Labour’s
pro-business policies must be defeated within the labour
movement itself – and this means the left must defend its
position at the heart of that movement. The temptation to
treat Blair’s government as one Labour betrayal too far is a
real one; but yielding to it would only make the battle for
socialism in Britain that much harder. ★
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  Congo – imperialism in action

by MATTHEW VAN ROOYEN
“To numerous ‘old’ motives of colonial policy, finance
capital has added the struggle for the sources of raw
materials, for the export of capital, for sphere of
influence...”

This quote could have been written yesterday, by an
enlightened commentator, but it was actually written in
Lenin’s “Imperialism the Highest Stage of Capitalism”. It is a
quote which perfectly illustrates the situation in Congo. 

The area known today as the Democratic Republic of Congo,
had been known to Europeans since the 16th century, and was
originally formed during the carve up of Africa during the late
19th century, under control from Leopold II. Of course history
didn’t begin with the Europeans, during the 16th century a
large kingdom was united in the area by a warrior know as
Kongolo. Most of its problems, however can be traced back to
recent events. The Europeans use tribal conflicts in their
divide and rule policies.

The area was annexed into the Belgian Congo in 1908.
The build up of events to the country’s independence were

bloody and sometimes chaotic, but a few figures stand out,
chiefly Patrice Lumumba. 

Patrice Lumumba was the first democratically elected Prime
Minister of Congo, and indeed Africa. His story is heroic, but
short.

In 1958 he founded the Congolese National Movement,
which was the first national agitator for freedom. The same
year he was arrested for inciting violence, after a riot in
Stanleyville.

On June 30th 1960, the Republic of Congo was given
supposedly unconditional independence, but this wasn’t
before Belgium had proposed a five year hand over of power,
which was viewed by many as preparing puppets for
government. In early elections the Congolese National
Movement won decisively, and Lumumba became Prime
Minister with Joseph Kasavubu as president. 

Almost immediately the copper rich province of Katanga (now
Shaba) broke away, with the help of Belgium. Lumumba asked
for United Nations assistance to help remove the Belgians from
Katanga. The help that was forthcoming was condescending
and insufficient. It was now that he had to ask the Soviet Union
for help in moving troops to the warring region. 

Kasavubu had up till now been maintaining a pro-West
course for Congo, and dismissed Lumumba, blaming his
relationship with the USSR as the reason. Lumumba refused
to accept the dubious legality of the decision. With the
government at loggerheads, the leader of the army 
Joseph Mobutu staged a coup, supposedly showing support
for Kasavubu.

Lumumba was again arrested, and soon sent to the
breakaway government of Katanga, which was led by Moise
Tshombe. He was murdered there by Belgian trained and CIA
backed troops. His body was dissolved in acid, to make sure
nothing could be traced.

In 1964 the revolutionary war broke out, with Lumumba
supporters including Che Guevara and Laurent Kabila,
rebelling against the puppet government, in which Mobutu
controlled the balance of power. This government was South

African backed. In 1965 Mobutu seized total control of the
country. This marked the beginning of 30 years of dictatorship,
and the collapse of the revolutionary war. The rebellion in
Katanga was also crushed. 

During this long and brutal rule, the generally pro-West-
and especially pro-France- Mobutu Sese Seko (as he was
now known) plundered the country’s natural resources
(amassing a considerable personal fortune). He created an
atmosphere of corruption in the country now called, Zaïre.
Living conditions in the Zaïre fell to among the lowest in the
world. Notably during this time Lumumba was adopted as a
national hero, showing that the shrewd Mobutu knew that
Lumumba’s character was an inspiration to the Congolese/
Zaïrean people.

Mobutu was a typical instrument of imperialist aggression in
Africa. Western powers, in this case most notably France, play
on the weakness and greed of a ruler that they could
manipulate and impose by force of arms.

In 1997 the Alliance of Democratic Forces, led by Laurent
Kabila took power after a rebellion. The country now became
the Democratic Republic of Congo. Almost immediately
Western- backed troops from Uganda and Rwanda invaded to
support rebels in the north. Civil war has been raging in the
country since.

Recently events took a different turn. Laurent Kabila was
shot. The story which emerged was that one of his bodyguards
was responsible. Confusion followed, but action was taken to
stop another coup, and install Laurent Kabila’s son, Joseph,
as the new president. Early attempts by Joseph Kabila to
breathe life into a failing peace process have been rejected by
the rebels. Even though we don’t know much about Joseph
Kabila signs like this are promising.

The Democratic Republic of Congo covers a vast area,
roughly the size of Western Europe, and with a population of
about 50 million. Its stability is essential for the health of the
entire region.

It is also a vastly wealthy country in terms of mineral
resources, rich in copper, cobalt, diamonds and oil to name
but a few. This can be seen as a chief reason for Western
involvement within the country. As Lenin’s quote illustrates
the quest for raw materials is one which capitalism carries out
continuously, as well as wanting the Democratic Republic of
Congo, as a ready source for its goods. Laurent Kabila’s
adherence to free market policies could not be ensured, so it
suited the Western powers to destabilise his regime, by
supporting the rebels through the Ugandan and Rwandan
occupiers.

Joseph Kabila and his allies, Namibia, Zimbabwe,
Mozambique and Angola are attempting to resist this illegal
occupation of a state. And hopefully Laurent Kabila’s son will
continue the reforms which his father began during his all too
short presidency.

The Democratic Republic of Congo lies on the west rim of the
Rift Valley, which is, in fact, the cradle of mankind. It’s a
tragedy that this land should the victim of imperialist
exploitation and greed.

Congo and its resources belong to its people. ★14
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Cuba at the beginning of history
JIM GLEDHILL, International Secretary

In November last year 4, 244 delegates from 118 countries
converged on Havana for the Second World Meeting of
Friendship and Solidarity. Sergio Corrieri Hernandez, president
of the Cuban Institute of Friendship with the Peoples (ICAP),
welcomed the delegates in the Karl Marx Theatre with an epic
introductory speech, saying that “the permanence of US
aggression gives solidarity with Cuba a defining character. One
either consents to it through ignorance, resignation or
complicity or one denounces and struggles against it.” He
outlined Cuba’s role in counteracting the dominant neo-liberal
motto of “everyone for himself” in a world where three
quarters of the population lives in poverty. 

Perhaps the most striking aspect of the Conference was its
reflection of the inspirational power of the Cuban Revolution,
which overthrew the corrupt US-backed dictatorship of
Fugenzio Batista in 1959. This was particularly evident in the
contributions made by the various African delegations, which
had come to express their solidarity with a country, which even
in the face of nearly half a century of US hostility, has managed
to inspire and assist the growth of national liberation struggles
around the world. The Head of International Relations of the
Movement of People’s Liberation of Angola (MPLA) praised
Cuba’s internationalism and the role it played in the liberation
of the “land of their forefathers” on the 25th Anniversary of
Angolan independence. Cuba had, he said, contributed to
Angola’s national dignity as ten thousand Angolans had been
educated and trained as doctors in Cuba to consolidate a
“strong and free society”. 

The South West African People’s Organisation (SWAPO)
thanked Cuba for sending doctors to assist in Namibian
healthcare, particularly in very poor rural areas. The Cuban
presence in Africa had directly contributed to Namibian
independence and the overthrow of the Apartheid regime in
South Africa. It had also played a major role in the struggle for
liberation in Mozambique and Zimbabwe, which both sent
impressive delegations. 

The Conference did not, however, simply review past
victories. The main focus of debate was Cuba’s contemporary
situation and how to bring international pressure to bear on the
United States to end its forty year campaign to destroy the
Cuban Revolution. Participatory sessions focused on both the
ways in which the US has deliberately manipulated media
misinformation to undermine Cuban society 

and the way in which the activities of international solidarity
organisations have achieved a great deal in counteracting this.
Ken Gill, Chairman of the British Cuba Solidarity Campaign,
outlined the central role British trade unions have played in
opposing the US blockade of Cuba in the United Kingdom. 

Despite the intensification of US imperialist aggression in the
1990s following the collapse of the socialist camp, which has
resulted in the Cuban “Special Period,” the mood of the
Conference was optimistic and the atmosphere was very much
one of anti-imperialist defiance. Daniel Ortega, President of the
Nicaraguan Sandinista movement addressed the conference
floor in the wake of the FSLN’s recent electoral gains saying
that “the dictatorships the US nourished have all disappeared.”
He added “the people’s movements have not been contained,”

pointing to the advances made by progressives in Brazil, El
Salvador, Guatemala and Venezuela. These sentiments were
echoed by the Cuban Foreign Minister, Felipe Roque, who
highlighted the need for an integrated and united anti-
imperialist bloc in Latin America and the Caribbean to oppose
the designs of US foreign policy. This he said, was “the only
possible way for people to survive.”

In his closing remarks to the Conference, Cuban President
Fidel Castro condemned the 1989-90 “Washington Consensus”
of privatisation as the “open-sesame of progress, development
and happiness.” He argued that the boom of neo-liberal
globalisation in the aftermath of the collapse of the Soviet
Union and the socialist countries has accelerated the process of
the concentration of capital in developed, highly industrialised
countries and the “dollarisation” of the Latin American
countries’ economies. The Cuban economy is however,
experiencing economic growth in the shadow of the US empire.
“In our country,” he said, “a much more profound revolution is
taking place. To build a better and more efficient Socialism.” 

Through projects, such as the Latin American School of
Medicine, where 4000 students from across the continent of
Latin America are being trained as doctors, Cuba is building on
the achievements of the Revolution and continuing its tradition
of internationalism. In his welcoming speech, Sergio Corrieri
Hernandez illustrated the theme of revolution as an ongoing
historical process, which has made the Cuban struggle against
imperialism such an enduring and inspirational one:

“When in the future chroniclers, political analysts and
thinkers write the history of these years, they will have to point
out that these were not the last years of the Cuban Revolution
nor the end of history but the prologue to vast changes that will
have to happen in the world if we want to continue to exist.” ★
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