


Editorial Guide to issue #12 
by Jake 

This issue of Chicago Workers ' Voice Theoretical 
Journal initiates a new series by Barb on the Bolshevik 
Agrarian Program. Part I discusses serfdom, 19th century 
peasant movements and the Russian Social-Democratic 
agrarian programs up to 1903. 

Continuing our coverage of Mexico we present three 
articles. Anita Jones de Sandoval presents the second 
article in her series analyzing the mass movements and 
politics in Mexico today. Here she discusses the relation
ship between democratic demands and the fight for social
ism. This should help to rectify the mistakes of Joseph in 
Detroit, who just can ' t shake off the semi-anarchist mon
key. 

An editorial by EI Machete discusses the need for 
working class organization, and Jack Hill reviews the 
interesting memoir of a guerilla fighter from Guerrero. 

Immigration is often a hot political issue in the United 
States. It will certainly continue to be, and it is one that 

some of the left and much of working class does not see in 
a proper perspective. Jack Hill ' s article discusses immi
gration from a revolutionary Marxist perspective, one that 
we need when opposing the frequent reactionary legal 
measures and attacks against immigrants typical of this 
point in time. 

Sarah provides a review of the movie Che . This film 
was popular with activists in Chicago and presumably 
elsewhere, and it raises some important issues regarding 
Che and the Cuban revolution. Sarah takes the opportu
nity to speak to issues raised by the film, as well as some 
other matters of concern to revolutionaries . 

Finally, LA Workers ' Voice contributes a book re
view and commentary on Jay Gould ' s anti-nuclear, anti
chemical pollution expose, The Enemy Within. Jack Hill 
adds an introduction to our LA comrades ' review. The 
graphic was supplied by Los Angeles Workers' Voice. <> 
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The Bolshevik Agrarian Program 
Part I 

by Barb, Chicago 

"We have passed the world's first law 
abolishing all private ownership of land." (1) 

"Voices are being raised here that the 
decree itself and the Mandate were drawn up 
by the Socialist-Revolutionaries. What of it? 
Does it matter who drew them up?" (2) 

The Bolshevik agrarian program has been the subject 
of much controversy and, I think, misinterpretation. Rosa 
Luxemburg spoke for many other European socialists 
when she accused the Bolsheviks of betraying socialist 
economic principles. She regarded the Bolshevik land 
measures as a cop-out from their original conception, 
merely a tactical expediency to assure peasant support for 
the proletarian regime. Luxemburg voiced the widespread 
misconception that the peasants were granted to right to 
own "private property" and that this would "cut off' the 
way to socialism (3). The Bolshevik decree raised the 
questions: What, then, were the real differences between 
the (Left) Socialist-Revolutionaries and the Bolsheviks? 
How could the Bolsheviks adopt the agrarian program of 
its "much condemned" foes? For, after all, the S.-R.s soon 
left the government and opposed the Bolsheviks as a 
vicious counter-revolutionary force. 

Much of this confusion resulted from viewing Russia 
from the standpoint of Western European capitalism. The 
alarmed European socialists were fairly ignorant of the 
actual agrarian conditions in Russia and poorly under
stood the nature of the Russian Revolution. To attempt to 
set the record straight, this article traces the evolution of 
the Bolshevik agrarian program which went through a 
rational evolution over several decades. I maintain that at 
every stage, including its final adaptation, it was based on 
the foundations established by Marx and Engels. 

The Peasants Under Serfdom 

" .•. do you call them people? I say they're 
nothing but flies." (4) 

Most comrades probably have a pretty accurate pic
ture of life WIder serfdom, but it is useful to review the 
matter since the S. -D. position was that de facto serfdom 
remained in Russia after the so-called Emancipation. 

Serfs, or land-bound peasants, (5) were literally owned by 
the feudal master . In fact, the worth of a noble was judged 
less on the amount of land he owned than by the number 
of "souls" he owned, which could number into the tens of 
thousands. Gogol's satiric novel, Dead Souls, gives a 
good picture of this. His character, Chichikov, a genial 
opportunist, goes about the coWltryside buying up de
ceased serfs in order to amass evidence of "property" to 
get a bank mortgage to impress an heiress -- although he 
owns no land at all. 

Serf economy was called "natural economy." That is, 
it was mainly based on non-monetary exchange and 
cottage industry. It was a kind of closed circle: production 
served chiefly to perpetuate the landlords (in splendid 
style) and the serfs (on subsistence level). Feudal agricul
tural production was notoriously low, being labor-inten
sive and technically archaic. 

Through his "paternal graciousness," the rural land
lord (boyar) allotted the peasant (muzhik) a small, poor, 
parcel of land to sustain his family. In return, the serf 
worked the landlord's vast lands with his own crude 
implements and livestock, as well as with his wife and 
children. Both sexes had to work a minimum of three days' 
forced labor (barshchina), sometimes while the peasant's 
own fields rotted and, moreover, had to pay the landlord 
in produce or handcrafted goods. This was called corvee 
or fee-in-kind labor. 

The other means of compensating the landlord was 
called "quit-rent," or money rent (obruk). This was ob
tained through the serfs handicraft side-line, or some
times he got the landlord's permission to ply a trade in the 
town, work for a factory, or hire out to a neighboring 
latifundia for wages. 

There were different kinds of bound peasants: crown 
serfs (the tsar was the biggest serf-owner), state peasants, 
church peasants (eventuaJJy merged with the state), mon
astery peasants, and private-landlord serfs, reputed to be 
the most mistreated. The crown and state peasants also 
paid "rent" in the form of corvee or obrok. While they 
might have had slightly larger allotments and were not 
under the landlord's thumb, they formed the bulk of the 
military recruits, who served up to 25 years. 

There were also vast numbers of landless, totally 
dependent servants called "courtyard people." Some 
landlords educated such serfs, and a few even sent them 
abroad. There are intriguing accounts of serf architects, 
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playwrights, and opera singers who served to enrich the 
landlord's lifestyle. Later, there were "factory-bound" 
serfs who labored in mining, logging, and manufacturing. 
Small pockets of peasants had never been bound, or had 
been manumitted by individual owners. The most signifi
cant of these were the Cossacks along the border regions 
of the Don, Dnieper and Volga Rivers. 

The rural landlord or state-official landlord had full 
control over his serfs' lives. Laws were gradually enacted 
to restrain his actions; for example, he was forbidden to 
kill, mutilate, or "reduce his serfs to ruin," i.e., fail to 
provide for them in times offamine. In reality, there was 
no redress for the mistreated serf since he was forbidden 
to make a legal complaint against a landlord and, besides, 
the authorities were his master's peers. The landlords 
could and did confine serfs, flog them to the point of death, 
buy and sell them, interfere in peasant land distribution, 
convert landed-serfs into household-serfs, send them to 
the military, banish them to hard labor in Siberia, expel 
the sick and elderly "non-workers," force marriages, split 
up families, and sexually abuse the women. 

There was another outrageous aspect to serfdom. 
Not only did the serf pay the landlord "rent" for his poor 
plot, but had to pay the state a tax on his own head, called 
the "poll tax." Under the peculiar institution of serfdom, 
landlords were not taxed but serfs were! The landlord was 
merely obligated to collect and submit to the government 
the taxes on each head-of-serf-household he owned. 

The serf huts which clustered around the landlord's 
property were called the village commune (obshchina or 
mir). The peasants elected members to a council which 
governed the land relations of the commune and kept 
order. The commune, which eventually became a bone of 
contention between the Bolsheviks and the S.-R.s, had a 
double function. While by no means the "primitive
communist" (pre-serfdom) institution so romanticized by 
the S.-R.s, it still had a definite collectivist nature in that 
it served as a means of peasant survival, ensuring mutual 
aid. Since the serfs commonly held isolated strips ofland 
in several different fields, cooperation in plowing, seed
ing and harvesting was a necessity. Pastures, forests, and 
fishing grounds were generally shared by all, and some 
communes even withheld land to be farmed in common. 
Only a very few, however, equally divided up the total 
yield from individual plots. The commune had both a 
land-holding and a land-distributing function, for it peri
odically assessed its population and redistributed the 
allotment land in a more-or-less equal fashion. [Some 
communes had a system of hereditary instead of 
repartitionalland tenure] . 

But the commune was also a coercive, controlling 

instrument of the feudal landlord. The entire commune was 
held responsible for the taxes assessed against it as a unit, 
and so apportioned and collected the taxes due from each 
member. In addition, the commune was held liable for 
individual "misdeeds" such as non-payment of taxes, 
"laziness," running away, or rebellion. 

The serfs, the "dark people," were helplessly bound to 
the land both through their allotments and through the 
commune. It was a form of chattel slavery, and Lenin drew 
many comparisons between the slave-holding U.S. South 
and Russia under serfdom. In fact, at the end of the serf era, 
some landowners merged village and manor fields into 
actual "plantations." Enforcing the serf-crushing patriar
chal autocracy was the patriarchal church which kept the 
peasants in ignorant superstition, and the peasants, in tum, 
carried these patriarchal relations into the peasant house
hold. 

Despite the downtrodden existence of the serfs, there 
had been peasant rebellions from the late 16th C. on. The 
Cossack nomads had from the outset resisted this slavery, 
much like the American Indians, and subsequently led 
many peasant revolts. Certain Cossack leaders, such as 
Stenka Razin and Pugachev, became national heroes . The 
Cossacks were eventually "bought off," given land in 
exchange for forming the tsar's private border guard. The 
Cossack "armies" then formed self-governing communi
ties and, in time, created their own serf-owning aristocracy. 
Then there were also sizeable persecuted religious groups, 
such as the "Old Believers," who resisted cooperation with 
the government. 

As the 19th century opened, peasant disorder had 
become a nationwide problem. This commonly took the 
form of insubordination, refusal to work or pay taxes, 
sabotage, mass flight, or petitioning of authorities; but 
there were also violent rebellions of "the torch and pitch
fork" with manor houses burned, and landlords and offi
cials killed. Tsarist troops, often with Cossack aid, quelled 
these rebellions easily and cruelly. In the five years 
preceding the Emancipation, there were almost 500 major 
rebellions recorded, and this was but the tip of the iceberg 
(Robinson, p. 49). 

At the end of the 18th c., there had been approxi
mately 10 million private-serf and 7 114 m. state-peasant 
households (34 m. "souls"), out of a total population of 36 
m. people. On the eve of the Emancipation, there were 10 
112 m. private-serf and almost 13 m. state-peasant house
holds (approx. 40 m. "souls") out ofa total population of 
74 m. (Robinson, pp. 33, 63). While numbers had risen, 
the percentage of serfs had greatly fallen, indicating that 
the old "natural economy" was on its way out. Moreover, 
existing peasant allotments were continually shrinking in 
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size and the misery of living conditions increasing -- with 
famine ever looming. 

As the J 9th C. progressed, many rural landlords, 
having fallen upon hard times, were anxious to get rid of 
their serfs. The influx of Western culture was largely 
responsible. Increasing taste for Western luxuries and the 
lure of urban centers had resulted in much absentee 
landlordism, and debt had forced many landlords to mort
gage their serfs. The development of urban industry had 
created a market for manufactured goods and a demand 
for agricultural products that the archaic, feudal agricul
ture was incapable of meeting. Influenced by Western 
economists, Russian economists were promoting the 
changeover to wage labor. Moreover, the influence of 
Western liberal ideas was creating a section of younger, 
reform-minded landowners. 

Thus from 1798 on, a few tentative reforms were 
enacted. For example, there were laws to redistribute land 
to some of the poorer peasants, and laws which forbade the 
buying or selling of serfs without land. Other laws 
authorized contractual arrangements between masters 
and serfs, meaning a serf could buy his "freedom" and 
even purchase land. However, few could afford either, 
and those who tried still remained bound by life-long debt 
to the landlord. In short, all these laws were more or less 
impotent. However, a more significant reform of 1840 
gave factory owners the right to emancipate their serfs. 
Thus, more than half the factory-bound serfs had become 
free hired labor before 1861, a sure sign that capitalist 
relations were already predominant in industry. 

The Emancipation of the Serfs 

"The right of bondage over the peasants 
settled upon the landlords' estates, and over 
the courtyard people, is forever abolished." (6) 

The Peasant Reform of 1861, enacted by Tsar 
Alexander II, is commonly referred to as the "Emancipa
tion of the Serfs." This "emancipation" involved approxi
mately 22.5 m. bound-peasants who with this act suppos
edly became masters of their own "souls." As indicated, 
the reform was impelled by two currents. First, the 
increasing rebellion of the peasants was obviously a threat 
to the landowning class. As Lenin stated: "The tsar 
himself admitted that the peasants had to be emancipated 
from above, lest they emancipate themselves from below" 
(CW, 1964, Vol. 4, ''The Workers' Party and the Peas
antry," p. 421). The underlying economic reason was that 
capitalism was rapidly expanding into the countryside so 
that the landlords (as well as the urban bourgeoisie) were 
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putting pressure on the government to free the serfs to 
prepare a section of contract wage labor necessary for 
capitalism's development. 

Testifying to the backwardness of its economy, Rus
sia was the last major European countl)' to free its serfs 
(France in 1789, Germany and other countries in 1848). 
The Decree itself was a mass of confusion. Even govern
ment officials admitted that the peasant land laws were 
"incomplete, inexact, and in some instances even contra
dictory" (Robinson, p. 65). As such they allowed for much 
exploitive manipulation. In Lenin's view, the reform was 
"legalized robbery:" 

It was the first act of mass violence against the 
peasantry in the interests of nascent capitalism 
in agriculture. It was the "clearing of estates" 
for capitalism by the landlo rds (CW, 1972, Vol. 
13, "Agrarian Programme of Social-Democracy ," 
p. 277). 

Robinson maintains that: 

In very much that it preserved, even in much 
that it created, the Emancipation of the 'sixties 
contributed powerfully to the making of the 
Revolution of1917; the meaning ofthe Procla
mation of 1861 did not become altogether clear 
until it was illuminated by the glare of that 
great conflagration (p. 65). 

Lenin used the phrase "act of violence" because the 
reform in no way undercut landlord exploitation of the 
peasantry. Instead of the old master/serf relationship, 
there evolved a more advanced feudal structure of land
ownerf'temporarily-bound" peasant. The peasantry be
came the lowest "social estate," subject to special dis
criminatory laws and taxation. In reality, the peasant 
remained just as bound to the land and to the village 
commune as before, andjust as dependent on the landlord's 
largess or lack of. 

The liberal view was that the Emancipation was a 
generous act accompanied by a grant ofland with state aid 
to the peasantry. The reality was quite different. With the 
Reform, peasant allotments reverted back to the landlords, 
who then redistributed the land. The peasant was not given 
land; he was required to purchase it and, moreover, was 
forced to accept whatever allotment was bestowed. The 
laws placed many obstacles in his way if he wished to 
refuse it, sell it or even give it away. If the landlord and 
peasant made a private agreement, the peasant was "tem
porarily bound" to him in labor service for 20 years. If the 
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peasant received a government loan, or if the commune 
itself received the loan (which was usually the case with 
hereditary tenure), the government paid the "landlord" for 
his land, and the purchaser then had 49 years to repay the 
government at 6% interest. Regardless, the price of the 
land was jacked up to three to four times its value, and so 
the government also made a tidy profit. Such agreements 
were called the "redemption payment." 

The redemption payment was due yearly, and if the 
peasant could not pay it (and he usually couldn't), he had 
the option of working it off for the landlord in "labor 
service" or losing his land. "Labor service," then, was 
merelyanewformofcorvee: in Lenin's terms, a transition 
from corvee to capitalism. [The peasants continued to 
refer to it as barshchina.] Thus, unlike under serfdom, 
corvee was not preserved by force oflaw, but enforced by 
economic dependence. In essence, the peasants were 
paying for their freedom and "renting" themselves until 
they "redeemed" themselves! 

The other major issue was that of the "cut-offlands." 
When allotments were redistributed, aminimum of subsis
tence land was determined, and landlords were allowed to 
hold back up to 112 of the peasants' land above this 
minimum. Thus, they secured possession of the best parts 
of the allotments, including forests, grazing grounds, 
water access, etc. This deprived the peasantry of from 11 
5 to 2/5s of their original allotment land and, as Lenin 
sarcastically put it, "freed" them from the resources 
necessary for their existence. The peasants then had to pay 
rent to the landlords for the use of these necessary re
sources. This could also take the form of money (the old 
"quit-rent") or labor service. 

Most private-landlord estates operated on a combina
tion oflabor service and wage labor. Only an insignificant 
amount of land was tilled solely by hired labor using the 
landlords' own implements in a true capitalist manner. By 
far, the greater part was tilled by peasants on a corvee or 
metayerbasis. Metayer. or share-cropping, meant that the 
peasant worked the landlord' s land with his own imple
ments and animals, not for wages but for a certain 
percentage of the crop, plus worked gratis for a set number 
of weeks. As more and more landlords became "absentee 
squires," many latifundia were tilled entirely by peasants. 

Moreover, usually the peasants ' plots were still iso
lated strips, now wedged into the landlord's holding, so the 
peasants had to payor work off additional "fines" for 
access through the landlord's property, or for straying 
cattle, etc. These fines could become as much of a 
financial burden as the redemption payment. 

In addition to this, the peasants were always in debt to 
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the landlords for usurious loans which got them through 
hard times. A widespread practice called "winter hiring" 
was particularly exploitive and increased the "plunder of 
the peasantry" -- to use Lenin's favorite phrase. This 
meant that landlords hired the peasants for summer work 
during the winter months when they were starving and 
would desperately accept 112 to 1/3 the normal wage in 
exchange for an advance of money or grain. 

There was some change in the status of the old village 
commune, but the peasant remained in even greater bond
age to it. Now the allotments technically "belonged" to the 
members of each household in equal share, while the 
household had collective responsibility for its members. 
Still, all peasants were required to join a "village commu
nity" (selskoe obshchestvo), and freed-serfs formerly 
belonging to a particular landlord were forced to remain 
together. In some cases, there was confusion in legal 
status between the two forms, but for all practical pur
poses, the "village community" equalled the old "com
mune." It still maintained its land redistribution function, 
which now included authorizing the buying, selling, or 
transferring of all land. But the commune was also clearly 
an institution of the feudal government, mandated to 
collect the redemption payments and taxes . [In Robinson's 
terms, the communes were "engines of an over-priced 
redemption" (p. 80).] The commune also was responsible 
to guarantee that the peasants performed various services 
to the landlords and state, such as military service. And it 
was given the right to punish or banish offenders and to 
issue passports. In short, the commune took on many of 
the police functions of the old landlords. 

In addition, taxes on the peasantry increased tremen
dously in amount and scope. There were all sorts of new 
taxes now due this emancipated "social estate" which 
remained officially divided into about 30 feudal catego
ries, e.g. , former landlord serfs, former state peasants, 
former gift-land peasants, etc., each with a different tax 
status. The taxes levied on the nobility's land were only 
1/10 per/dessiatine (1 dess. = 2.5 acres) as much as on 
peasant land (Robinson, p. 95). In addition, the peasants 
bore the burden of indirect taxation on articles of neces
sary consumption. 

Contrary to official propaganda, the Peasant Reform 
actually forced peasants off the land. As an example, the 
less land or the worse land, the higher the rates of taxation, 
since the peasant himself became more valuable to both 
the state and the private landlord as he was forced to 
become a money-wage earner. Many peasants delayed 
their redemption payments as long as possible, preferring 
to remain legally "landless." 

As the 19th C. progressed, more and more nobles 
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wished to get rid of some of their land which was becoming 
a burden. Therefore in 1883, a government Peasant Land 
Bank was set up, ostensibly to enable peasants to purchase 
additional plots. However, for the land purchased through 
the Bank, the average price was approximately 36.5% 
higher than through private purchase, and the interest rate 
was so exorbitant that it often accelerated the ruin of these 
peasants. Robinson maintains that, in reality, the Bank 
actually gave most aid to the landlords (pp. 101-02). 

So much for "land grants" and "government aid!" 
What was happening to the peasantry, of course, was 

that it was shaking off the archaic, feudal categories and 
beginning to sort itself out into capitalist economic classes. 
A great many peasants could not make a go of their 
pathetic plots or make the redemption payments, and 
either rented out their plots or even paid individuals or the 
commune to take them over, and hired themselves out as 
part or full-time wage labor. These were often the "gift
land peasants," e.g., former "courtyard peasants" and 
"factory peasants" who were compeJled to accept what 
were termed "beggarly aJlotments," but had no farming 
experience. 

It was not the poorest peasants, but the adequate 
peasants who worked the landlords' lands because imple
ments and draft animalas were necessary to do so; thus, 
they managed to hang on to their plots and survive. The 
more enterprising or lucky peasants (or those with large 
families) were able to acquire additional land, and began 
to prosper to the point of hiring wage-labor themselves. 
The fomer state-serfs, who emerged from the Reform with 
slightly more land and lesser taxes, formed a big percent
age of this group. Thus, the peasantry was dividing into 
the "ruined peasants" (rural proletariat/poor peasant), the 
"middle peasant," and the "peasant bourgeois-capitalist" 
(later termed the kulak) (7), all groups, however, standing 
in opposition to the feudal-capitalist landlords. 

As the 20th C. dawned, 10.5 m. peasant households 
(50 m. people) owned 75 m. dess., while only 30,000 
landlord families (150,000 people) owned 70 m. dess. 
That averaged out to 2,333 dess. per landlord family, and 
only 7 + dess. per average peasant household (CW, 1973, 
Vol. 15, "The Agrarian Question in Russia Towards the 
Close of the Nineteenth Century," p. 80). [Radkey 
estimates the average as closer to 11 dess., but regardless, 
a huge number of peasants had only 1 or 2 dess. ofland, 
a grossly insufficient subsistence level.] Moreover, it was 
estimated that the peasants were nearly 30% of their 
annual total assessment in arrears to the state (Radkey, p. 
95). The situation was so critical that the government was 
forced once again to offer a few reforms such as reductions 
or even canceJlation of redemption debts and the poll tax. 
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The government also began encouraging the colonization 
of Siberia and Asiatic Russia, offering state loans and aid, 
but this did little to relieve the land crisis. For example, 
Radkey states that during the peak years of immigration, 
1897-1900, the population increase of rural Russia was 
nearly 14 times as great as the net loss from out-migration 
(p. 109)(8). 

The land tenure system was a confused mess. For to 
whom did the land actually "belong"? Nominally to the 
peasants, but actuaJly the terms "rented," "leased," and 
"mortgaged" are more appropriate. Or did the land 
"belong" to the commune, for it controlled the land until 
the peasants had paid off the redemption? Even then the 
titled householder was not freed from other ties to the 
commune; it was almost impossible to withdraw from the 
commune. . Or did the land realJy "belong" to the 
government, the banks, and the old landlords? All the 
average peasant knew, or cared about, was that he did not 
have enough land to support his family, and he continued 
to practice in the old ways what Radkey caJls "an economy 
of devastation." 

In Lenin's summation, the Great Reform was feudal 
because it was carried out by the feudal landowners, but 
it was also a reform which had bourgeois "content." 
Politically, it was a step forward in the transformation of 
Russia into a bourgeois monarchy. Economically, it 
marked the transition from feudal to capitalist relations in 
the countryside. The peasant was caught between bond
age to the old master and bondage to money. 

The First Social-Democratic Agrarian Program 

" ... in that programme the inevitability of a 
'radical revision' of the Peasant Reform was 
recognised twenty years before the Russian 
revolution." (9) 

The first Russian Marxist Agrarian Program was 
drawn up by Plekanov for the Emancipation of Labor 
Group in 1883-85. While brief, its tenets underlay subse
quent S.-D. programs. It called for: 

A radical revision of our agrarian relation
ships, i.e., of the terms on which the land is to 
be redeemed and allotted to the peasant com
munities. The ri&ht to refuse their allotments 
and to leave the commune to be &ranted to 
those peasants who may find it advantageous to 
do so, etc (CW, 1972, Vol. 13, "The Agrarian 
Programme of Social-Democracy in the First 
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Russian Revolution 1905-1907," pp. 255-56). 

Lenin judged that both its principles and its partial de
mands had been correct; the right to refuse allotments and 
leave the commune had been particularly foresighted . 
However, it was too abstract, not really a program but a 
Marxist declaration . Theoretically it was weak. It did not 
clarify the economic basis on which the program stood; it 
did not clarify the distinction between a radical revision 
and a reformist revision; and it did not differentiate the 
proletarian standpoint from the general democratic stand
point. 

It was also weak practically: it did not take into 
account the experience of the peasantry. However, Lenin 
conceded that, at the time, it couldn't have been more 
concrete without a nation-wide peasant movement and the 
Marxists had had little contact with the peasantry. More
over, there was not yet even a workers' party(p. 256)(10). 

In other ofPlekanov' s statements, he had foreseen that 
an impending democratic revolution might give way to a 
"general redistribution" ofland which would 

give a powerful impetus to the development of 
capitalism, to the growth of the home market, 
. to an improvement in the conditions of the 
peasantry, to the disintegration of the village 
commune, to the development of class contra
dictions in the countryside and to the eradica
tion of all vestiges of the old, feudal bondage 
system in Russia (CW, 1972, Vol. 10, "Revision 
of the Agrarian Programme of the Workers' 
Party," p. 170). 

In the idea of "general redistribution," Lenin saw the basis 
of the S.-D. theoretical formulation of the agrarian ques
tion. He isolated these conclusions from Plekanov's 
writings: 
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First. The agrarian revolution will necessarily 
be a part of the democratic revolution in Rus
sia. The content of this revolution will be the 
liberation of the countryside from the relations 
of semi-feudal bondage. 
Second. In its social and economic aspect, the 
impending agrarian revolution will be a bour
geois-democratic revolution; it will not weaken 
but stimulate the development of capitalism 
and capitalist class contradictions. 
Third. The Social-Democrats have every rea
son to support this revolution most resolutely, 
setting themselves immediate tasks, but not 

tying their hands by assuming commitments, 
and by no means refusing to support even a 
"general redistribution". (p. 170). 

Narodism - "Peasant Socialism" 

" ... the Narodnik. .. [looks] with one face to 
the past and the other to the future." (11) 

Lenin's chief task during this early period was to 
refute the Narodnik views which dominated the left. The 
Narodnik (Populist-"Going to the People") movement 
arose shortly after the Great Reform. Originally, it had a 
revolutionary content, the Narodniks representing the 
position of radical democracy against the feudal autoc
racy. They had been the first peasant allies and, moreover, 
the first to pose the problem of capitalism. Lenin had great 
respect for its early spokesmen, Herzen and, especially, 
Chemyshevsky . 

Narodnism had been an important precursor to Marx
ism in that establishing "communism" was its goal. It had 
shared a basic departure point with Social Democracy, 
namely a hatred of feudalism and the rising capitalist 
bourgeoisie. Lenin regarded the Narodniks as petty
bourgeois, utopian-communists who represented the view 
of the small producer. From the viewpoint of the 1860s-
70s, they had considered capitalism to be an arbitrary path 
of development for Russia. There was at this time only the 
nucleus of an urban proletariat; therefore, they had viewed 
the peasantry as the chief revolutionary force in Russia. 
They believed that the peasants could be protected from 
capitalism's inroads through the village commune which 
they saw as a repository of "naive communism," operating 
on a basis of "natural economy and primitive equality." 
They saw the commune as the "embryo of socialism," the 
means by which Russia could "bypass capitalism," and 
"go over" directly to socialism. Due to the era of feebly
developed capitalism, and the fact that the petty-bourgeois 
nature of peasant economy had not yet been revealed, the 
Narodniks had only been able to see the village commune 
in its social and agricultural aspects, and not in its political 
and economic aspects. 

Lenin listed the three main points ofNarodism as: 

1) Belief that capitalism in Russia represents a 
deterioration, a retrogression. 
2) Belief in the exceptional character of the 
Russian economic system in general, and of the 
peasantry, with its village community, artel, 
etc., in particular. 
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3) Disregard of the connection between the 
"intelligentsia" and the country's legal and 
political institutions, on the one hand, and the 
material interests of definite social classes, on 
the other (CW, 1972, Vol. 2, 'The Heritage We 
Renounce," pp. 513-14). 

These beliefs had led the Narodniks to a theory of "bypass
ing" capitalism through the leadership of the peasantry by 
what they erroneously regarded as a "disinterested" (i.e., 
classless) intelligentsia. They had seen this as possible 
because they viewed the peasants as ready-made "social
ists" who only needed a spur from the intelligentsia to rise 
up against the autocracy in social revolution. They had 
eschewed any kind of political struggle as only advanta
geous to the rising bourgeoisie; thus, they obviously had 
no interest in establishing a republic. The Narodniks 
represented a semi-anarchistic position based on a non
materialist, romantic view of history as determined by 
outstanding individuals. 

By the later decades of the 19th C., the rousing of the 
peasantry through the "Going to the People" movement 
had proved an utter failure . The underground Narodnik 
organization, Zemlya i Volya ('Land and Liberty") was 
founded in 1876 but by 1879 had already split into two 
directions. On one hand, it spawned Narodnaya Volya 
("The People's Will"), small groups of dedicated terror
ists . [In fact they had assassinated the author of the Great 
Reform, Alexander II.] The Narodnya Volya had actually 
adopted the political struggle against the autocracy, but 
had failed to connect it with socialism. Brave as these 
quixotic individuals were, they had only succeeded in 
alienating the masses because of the governmental repres
sion their actions brought down. 

The other branch ofNarodism, and the more serious 
foe of Social-Democracy, had retreated into a bourgeois
IiberallNarodnik trend, called Chorny Peredel (General 
Redistribution) . This group was mainly composed of 
ideologues who were prolific writers against the growing 
influence of scientific socialism. They had absorbed a 
little of Marx, only to assert that "orthodox" Marxism was 
not applicable to Russian circumstances. By this they 
meant that Russia was not necessarily destined to pass 
through the stage of capitalism on the way to socialism. 

Lenin regarded these theorists as willfully and stu
pidly blind to the reality of rural capitalism which was by 
this time staring them in the face. These latter-day 
Narodniks persisted in upholding the idea that there was 
an "absence of the market" in the countryside. They 
refused to acknowledge the growing class differentiation 
in the countryside and other signs of capitalism's inroads. 
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The Narodnik theorists avoided real materialist economic 
analysis. Moreover, they distorted Marx to suit their ends, 
and Lenin even accused them of falsifying the results of 
their own statistics in order to back up their theories. 

These "corrupted" Narodniks gushed over the Peas
ant Reform and clung to a highly idealized view of the 
peasant's tie to the land; thus, they even tended to view 
"labour service" in a rosy light. [Marx called this "soil 
mysticism!"] They imagined an egalitarian commune, 
based on its original premise of equalized land redistribu
tion. The commune was in reality a mainstay of feudal 
exploitation. But the Narodniks ignored the social-estate 
seclusion and inequality of taxation, its tying of the 
peasant to his allotment, its coercive collective liability. 
They also did not see that the conunune in no way 
prevented (and actually impelled) the differentiation of the 
peasantry into capitalist classes . The Narodniks persisted 
in viewing the peasantry as a heterogeneous group, such 
exploitation as took place being due to individual greed. 
Moreover, they did not consider the very important fact 
that the peasants themselves had no sentimental attach
ment to the commune. 

The Narodnik horror of capitalism, whose rapacious
ness was fully apparent in Europe, blinded them to its 
objective historical role. They did not see that it was the 
necessary force which would destroy feudalism, but viewed 
it only as a new kind of exploitation which they desperately 
hoped to avoid. And because they had little contact with 
the Russian urban proletariat, by this time a sizeable force, 
they did not grasp the integral connections between urban 
and rural capitalism which were already in place. 

At the same time, the Narodniks demanded all sorts 
of governmental reforms to improve peasant life, such as 
civil freedoms and access to knowledge, and measures to 
bolster up the existing peasant economy and small produc
tion in general with credits, cooperatives, land improve
ment, enlargement of land holdings, etc. Essentially 
Narodism had deteriorated into left-liberalism. reflecting 
the typical approach of the petty-bourgeoisie which Lenin 
characterized as: "to battle against bourgeoisdom with the 
instruments of bourgeois society itself' (CW, 1972, Vol. 
1, "The Economic Content of Narodism." p. 348). 

Lenin's theoretical task during this period was to 
demonstrate, through materialist economic analysis, that 
capitalism had already thoroughly permeated rural Russia 
and that, therefore, there must be a new basis for revolu
tion. His investigations culminated in a major work, 
mainly written while he was in exile in Siberia, The 
Development of Capitalism in Russia (1899) (12), His 
analyses proved not only the dominance of the market 
system in the countryside, but the subsequent differentia-



tion of the peasantry into capitalist classes: the poor 
(40%), middle (40%) and kulaks (20%). Lenin's conclu
sions contained a significantly new observation: 'The 
chief feature of the economy of the bottom group of 
peasants is the sale of their labour-power" (CW, 1972, 
Vol . I, ''New Economic Developments in Peasant Life," p. 
51). A modem rural proletariat or semi-proletariat had 
been formed. The fact that human labor power had become 
a commodity proved that capitalism prevailed, and this 
had led to the beginnings of class conflict: "The funda
mental cause of the struggle of economic interests arising 
among the peasantry is the existence of a system under 
which the market is the regulator of social production" (p. 
73). 

Arguing from Marx, Lenin affirmed that, objectively, 
capitalism was economically progressive and any attempt 
to "hold it back" was reactionary, because capitalism 
would get rid of feudalism, medievalism, serfdom: "Yes, 
Marxists do consider large-scale capitalism 
progressive ... because it creates conditions for abolishing 
dependence" ("Economic Content of Narodism, " pp. 379-
80). 

Lenin also demonstrated how the communes -- the 
"engines of over-priced redemption payments" -- were 
forcing the peasants into capitalist classes of landless 
proletarians and landed proprietors. The communes were, 
by now, pretty much controlled by this new peasant 
bourgeoisie who exploited labor. Moreover, they exacted 
exorbitant interest on usurious loans to their poorer neigh
bors . He also showed how the tendency ofthe peasantry 
was no longer really for "community," but that they were 
eager to become independent small farmers, or "home
steaders" in the western, and especially American, sense 
of the word. And in fact, there was no force on earth that 
could prevent this from happening. 

Lenin's summation was that latter-day N arodism was 
reactionary insofar as it proposed measures to tie the 
peasant to the soil and to the old modes of production, 
insofar as it wanted to retard the development of money 
economy, and insofar as it expected a change of the path 
to be brought about by "society" and by the influence of 
"representatives of the bureaucracy." But it was objec
tively progressive in its demands for the improvement of 
peasant life and economy, measures which would acceler
ate Russia's economic development along the capitalist 
path - despite Narodnik theory. 

There was no way to derail capitalist development. To 
think otherwise was to bury one' s head in the sand like an 
ostrich: "Our Narodniks are incapable of understanding 
how one can fight capitalism by speeding up its develop
ment, and not by 'holding it up,' not by pulling it back, but 
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by pushing it forward, not in reactionary, but in progres
sive fashion" (p. 353). Lenin's description of the Narodniks 
as facing both backwards and forwards characterized 
them as an impotent force . 

The First Social-Democratic Agrarian Program 

"Further the S.-D. Party proclaims that it 
will render support to all who rise up against 
the class of the privileged landed nobility." (13) 

The program of the newly formed Russian Social
Democratic Party (The League of Struggle for the Eman
cipationofthe Working Class, 1895)was drafted by Lenin 
while in prison in 1896, and smuggled out in invisible ink. 
It stated its goal in clearly revolutionary terms: the 
overthrow of the feudal autocracy and the establishment of 
a bourgeois democratic republic. In its agrarian section, 
it spelled out Plekanov' s vague " radical revision of our 
agrarian relationships." It demanded: 

1. Abolition ofland redemption payments and 
compensation to the peasants for payments 
made. Return to the peasants of excess pay
ments made to the Treasury. 
2. Return to the peasants of their lands cut off 
in 1861. 
3) Complete equality of taxation of the peas
ants' and landlords' lands. 
4) Abolition of collective responsibility and of 
all laws that prevent peasants from doing as 
they will with their lands (CW, 1972, Vol. 2, 
"Draft and Explanation of Programme for the 
Social-Democratic Party," p. 98). 

These radical reforms would go a long way in freeing 
the peasant from the shackles offeudalism as embodied in 
the landlord and commune relationships, and enable him 
to progress as an independent capitalistic fanner . But 
they would not necessarily destroy feudal economic hege
mony which could continue to exist under a less-than
democratic bourgeois government if that were, in fact, the 
result of the revolution. In other words, it was not clear 
at this time how far the revolution would go or what part 
the peasants would play in the overthrow of feudalism. 
Crippled by centuries of ignorance and exploitation, the 
peasants were almost totally non-political, as well as 
unorganized. Their chief cry was for MORE LAND. 
Steeped in religious superstition, they saw the land as 
"God's land" and individual landowners as usurping a 



greedy share of what belonged to all of God's creatures . 
They wanted the right to do with the land as they pleased, 
but they did not yet see the feudal landowners as a class 
which must be overthrown. The Narodniks saw the peas
ants as "innate socialists;" the liberals saw them as an 
"inert, reactionary mass." Lenin ' s painstaking materialist 
analysis of peasant conditions revealed a revolutionary 
potential in the peasantry. 

Therefore, the promise of the S.-D.s to support "all 
who rise up against the class of the privileged landed 
nobility." This not only clearly established the S.-D.s as 
the peasants' ally, but left the way open for whatever 
further aims the peasantry might develop, up to a peasant 
revolution against feudal property. In a later pamphlet 
directed to the peasantry, Lenin explained that restoring 
the cut-off lands 

is not a barrier. It is a door. We must first pass 
through this door in order to go farther, to 
march along the wide and open road to the very 
end, to the complete emancipation of all work
ing people in Russia (CW, 1974, Vol. 6, "To the 
Rural Poor," p. 418). 

This early draft reveals the two underlying considerations 
of the Bolsheviks' agrarian approach taking form. The 
practical and realistic starting point was always: 1) What 
do the peasants demand? The ultimate objective, however, 
involved painstaking and continual analysis of changing 
historical conditions and the shift of forces : 2) How can 
peasant demands be met in a way that will prepare the way 
for socialism? 

The Revised Program of 1899 

" ••• the peasantry .•. may not have the strength to 
respond .•.. " (14) 

Lenin continued to shape the Party Program, and to 
wrestle with the problem of the role of the peasantry in the 
revolution. He posed the questions to be answered as : 

1) how to elaborate demands in such a way that 
they do not degenerate into support of small 
property-owners in a capitalist society? and 2) 
is our peasantry capable, at least in part, of a 
revolutionary struggle against the remnants of 
serfdom and against absolutism? (CW, 1964, 
Vol. 4, "A Draft Programme of Our Party," p . 
243). 
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There was no doubt that there were growing revolutionary 
elements among the peasantry, but he concluded that "it 
would be senseless to make the peasantry the vehi cle of the 
revolutionary movement, that a party would be insane to 
condition the revolutionary character of its movement on 
the revolutionary mood of the peasantry" (pp. 244-45). 

The resulting version of the agrarian program was 
rather tentative and considerably more garrulous than his 
earlier draft: 

The Russian Social-Democratic working
class party, giving its support to every revolu
tionary movement against the present state 
and social system, declares that it will support 
the peasantry, insofar as it is capable of revo
lutionary struggle against the autocracy (my 
underline), as the class that suffers most from 
the Russian people's lack of rights and from the 
survivals of serfdom in Russian society. 

Proceeding from this principle, the Russian 
Social-Democratic working-class party de
mands: 

1) The abrogation ofland redemption and quit
rent payments and of all duties at present 
obligatory for the peasantry as a tax-paying 
social-estate. 
2) The return to the people of the sums of which 
the government and the landed proprietors 
have robbed the peasants in the form of re
demption payments. 
3) The abolition of collective liability and of all 
laws that hamper the peasant in disposing of his 
land. 
4) The abolition of all remnants of the peasant's 
feudal dependence on the landlord, whether 
they are due to special laws and institutions 
(e.g., the position of the peasants and workers 
in the iron-foundry districts ofthe Urals) or to 
the fact that the land of the peasants and the 
landlords has not yet been demarcated (e.g., 
survivals of the law of easement in the western 
territory), or to the fact that the cutting-off of 
the peasant land by the landlords has left the 
peasants in what is in actual fact the hopeless 
position of former corvee peasants. 
S) That peasants be granted the right to de
mand, in court, the reduction of excessively 
high rents and to prosecute for usury landlords 
and, in general, all persons who take advantage 
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of the necessitous condition of the peasants to 
conclude with them shackling agreements ( p. 
245). 

The S.-D. objectives were established as: "1) to 
abolish all pre-capitalist, feudal institutions and relations 
in the countryside ... ; 2) to give the class struggle in the 
countryside a more open and conscious character" (p. 
251) . However, these objectives were not actually stated 
in the program. The strategic dilenuna to be worked out 
was how to "support the first struggle to the extent that it 
does not contradict the interests of social development" 
(p.251). 

Lenin made a very interesting side-comment. His
torical materialist as he invariably was, he conceded 
willingly that to the extent that Narodism was revolution
ary, "Narodism had to be included, with relevant amend
ments, as a component part of the programme of Russian 
Social-Democracy" (p . 251). 

The Completed Program of 1903 

" ... by demanding that the 'free develop
ment ofthe class struggle in the countryside' be 
ensured, we place ourselves in opposition ..• to 
all revolutionaries and socialists who are not 
Social-Democrats." (15) 

The year 1902 was to see an advance in peasant 
consciousness, especially in the Ukraine and parts of 
southern Russia. For the first time since the Reform, there 
appeared sporadic but mass actions of the peasantry 
against the landlords, the first hint of a desire to expropri
ate landlord land. These rebellions were quickly put down 
by the autocracy because, as Lenin later analyzed, the 
peasants had no real political aims, they were not orga
nized, and there was no tie to the proletariat. To its credit, 
the new S.-D. agrarian program actually anticipated this 
upsurge in peasant consciousness. 

In preparation for the 2nd Congress of the R.S .D.L.P., 
July, 1903, both Plekanov and Lenin composed draft 
programs, while a committee tried to reconcile the two 
versions. Plekanov's draft was used as the basis while 
Lenin, in great frustration, tried to correct what he consid
ered wrong fonnulations. Following is the agrarian 
section as ratified before the Bolsheviks and Mensheviks 
split, with Lenin's strongly-urged deletion (which he could 
not get passed) underlined: 

With a view to eradicating the remnants ofthe 

old serf-owning system and for the purpose of 
facilitating the free development of the class 
struggle in the countryside, the Russian Social
Democratic Labour Party will work for: 

1) abolition of land redemption and quit-rent 
payments, as well as of all services now imposed 
on the peasantry as a tuable social-estate; 

2) annulment of collective liability and of all 
laws restricting the peasant in the free disposal 
of his land; 

3) restitution to the people of all sums taken 
from them in the form of land redemption and 
quit-rent payments; confiscation for this pur
pose of monasterial property and of the royal 
demesnes, and imposition of a specialland-tu 
on members of the big landed nobility who 
received land redemption loans, the revenue 
thus obtained to be credited to a special public 
fund for the cultural and charitable needs of the 
village communes; 

4) establishment of peasant committees; 

a) for the restitution to the village communes 
(by expropriation, or, when the land has 
changed hands, by redemption, etc.) ofthe land 
cut off from the peasants when serfdom was 
abolished and now used by the landlords as a 
means of keeping the peasants in bondage; 

b) for the eradication of the remnants of the 
serf-owing system which still exist in the Urals, 
the Altai, the Western territory, and other 
regions of the country; 

5) empowerment of courts to reduce exorbitant 
rents and declare null and void all contracts 
entailing bondage (CW, 1974, Vol. 6, "The 
Agrarian Programme of Russian Social-Democ
racy," pp. 109-10) (14). 

[The phrase which Lenin wanted struck out meant that 
landlords were to be paid for relinquishing the stolen cut
off lands they had subsequently purchased from the origi
nal thieves.] 

When compared with the draft of 1899, this program 
reveals a leap forward in revolutionary theory. It also 
clarifies a practical strategy (as well as cuts out extrane-
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ous detail). Most importantly, it recognized the role of the 
peasantry (as a whole) in the revolution . The logic was as 
follows: The expropriation of feudal property by the 
peasantry as a whole would result in the downfall of 
feudalism which would facilitate the development of capi
talism which, in turn, would lead to the 

free development of the class stru&&le in the 
countryside. This condition is the fundamental 
and focal point in the theory of revolutionary 
Marxism in the sphere ofthe a&rarian question 
(p. 122). 

Yet because the situation in the countryside involved 
an "extremely complex web" of feudal and capitalist 
forms, there was confusion about the nature of the 
revolution, and many objections to the program were 
expressed -- by the Menshevik faction, the European 
socialists, and also the Narodnik theorists. 

Lenin explained that the revolution in Russia had a 
curious double nature involving dialectical contradic
tions. The revolution of the peasantry (as a whole) was 
against feudalism, while the workers' revolution was 
ultimately against capitalism. It was the task of all 
democrats to establish a constitutional republic. How
ever, the mere toppling of the tsarist autocracy -- which 
would be easy it was so rotten! -- would not eradicate 

. feudalism which was rooted in rural property. Lenin 
defined the peasantry as a whole as the lowest "social
estate class" under feudalism, therefore, as the class which 
must overthrow feudalism: 

The abolition of the social-estates requires a 
"dictatorship" ofthe lowest, oppressed social
estate, just as the abolition of classes in &eneral, 
includin& the class of proletarians, requires the 
dictatorship ofthe proletariat (CW, 1974, Vol. 
6, "Reply to Criticism of Our Draft Programme," 
(p.438). 

However, against the bourgeoisie, the peasantry as a 
whole was not a revolutionary class; its petty-bourgeois 
nature made it a reactionary class. 

Therefore, while both workers' and peasants' pro
grams put forth immediate demands, the workers' section 
contained "minimum" demands as against the bourgeoi
sie, while the peasant section contained both "minimum" 
and "maximum" demands - "minimum" as against the 
bourgeoisie, but "maximum" as against the feudal-minded 
landlords. Both workers' and peasants' programs were 
"minimum" or reform, in the sense that they only de-
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manded measures the bourgeoisie could (in principle) 
concede without losing its domination. The peasant 
demands, however, contained measures that the feudalists 
would never concede and could only be taken by force; 
they were therefore "maximum." Neither the workers' nor 
peasants' program was "socialist" at this time since 
neither called for the expropriation of the bourgeoisie. The 
peasants, however, were the radical democrats, the lead
ing force in the task at hand - the bourgeois revolution 
against feudalism. 

Criticisms of the program predicted the cries of alarm 
in 1917. It was not "socialist." It was not consistent with 
the basic principles of Marxism, since orthodox Marxism 
advocated large-scale production. Therefore, the restitu
tion of the cut-offlands would delay the development of 
capitalism. It would fortify and multiply small property. 
Marxists had no business supporting small-scale farming 
and private property. Restitution of cut-off lands to the 
commune would be a gift to the rural bourgeoisie, etc. 

Lenin answered that the fall offeudalism was in itself 
a "gift" to the bourgeoisie! He conceded that on one hand, 
yes, the S.-D.s were supporting small-scale farming, but 
supporting it against feudalism, not against bourgeois 
capitalism. He defended the program: 

In a word, the contradictory position of the 
small peasant on the boundary between serf 
economy and capitalist economy fully justifies 
this exceptional and temporary support of small 
property by the Social-Democrats. We repeat: 
this is not a contradiction in the wordin& or in 
the formulation of our pro&ramme, but a con
tradiction in real life ("Agrarian Programme," 
p. 133). 

The cut-offlands pertained to alliatifundia still farmed on 
feudal lines, and were to be returned to the peasants. At 
this time, it was proposed that only the crown and 
monastery lands be entirely confiscated, as they were 
considered to be an especially exploitive "means of keep
ing the peasants in bondage." [On the other hand, cut-off 
lands which had since been transformed into true capitalist 
latifundia would not be touched.] There was then a 
problem of what to do with the confiscated lands. Lenin 
said that the S.-D.s would not be opposed to the sale of the 
expropriated lands because 

In a police-controlled class state, even if it is a 
constitutional state, the class of property own
ers may not infrequently be a far stauncher 
pillar of democracy than the class of tenant 
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farmers dependent on that state ("Reply to 
Criticism," p. 437). 

A chief objection was that if the S.-D.s really wanted 
to count on revolutionary support from the peasantry, they 
should go further than the cut-off lands, and offer them 
"maximum" demands. They should call for either a 
"general redistribution" of the land or a bourgeois "nation
alization of the land." "General Redistribution," the 
Narodnik slogan, meant, in effect, to confiscate all land
lord land and redistribute it in small parcels to all the 
peasants. Lenin regarded this as a reactionary, utopian 
idea of generalizing and perpetuating small-scale peasant 
production. Moreover, it conveyed the false idea that the 
peasantry could serve as the vehicle of the socialist 
revolution. It was looking at things from the "existing 
prejudices of the peasantry, and not from the properly 
understood interests of the proletariat" ("Agrarian 
Programme," p. 137). In plain terms: 

We do not want the rural proletarian to help 
the rich peasant more than is necessary, more 
than is essential to the proletariat ("Reply to 
Criticism," p. 443). 

Lenin's objection to nationalization of the land -- at 
this time -- was that this would put ownership of the land 
into reactionary hands -- the autocracy's if the revolution 
failed, or a "semi-constitutional" monarchy ifit partially 
succeeded. This might lead to horrific experiments in the 
"hocus pocus of 'state socialism'." The S-.D.s would, 
however, also agree to "partial nationalization of the land" 
(crown and monastery) if rents went back to a peasant 
fund. The S.-D.s were not against nationalization of the 
land on principle, but they could advocate it ONLY under 
specific conditions: if all land, including the peasants, was 
nationalized and if there came into being a truly demo
cratic bourgeois state. Lenin emphasized that mere na
tionalization of agricultural industry was in no way a 
"socialist" measure, for socialism would nationalize all 
industry. 

Since at this point in history it was impossible to tell 
how far the revolution would go, restitution of the cut-off 
lands had to be the maximum demand. This, along with 
peasant committees and peasant courts, would facilitate 
the class struggle in the countryside. Lenin had previously 
characterized the restitution of the cut-offlands as a "door 
leading farther." Here, he clarified what he meant: First, 
the landlords would probably never agree to this, which 
would impel further peasant actions, or second, even if 
they did, a little land would hopefully whet the peasants' 
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appetite for all the land. It would "fan the embers of the 
peasants' class (social-estate) enmity for the feudal-minded 
landlords" ("Agrarian Programme," p. 132). After feu
dalism has been eradicated, 

the proletariat in general and the rural prole
tariat in particular will march alone; not to
gether with the "peasantry", not together with 
the rich peasant, but against him ("Reply to 
Criticism," p. 442). 

Very important additions to the S.-D. program were 
the establishment of peasant committees and rural "indus
trial" courts. The peasant committees would replace the 
Committees of Nobles set up to handle the 1861 land 
redistribution. They would signify "a democratic revi
sion of the peasant reform" ("Agrarian Programme," p. 
124). The courts would be empowered to reduce rents, 
nullify contracts entailing bondage, and handle land dis
putes. An important corollary was that agricultural wage
workers and economically weak peasants should be given 
separate representation from prosperous peasants. This 
would sharpen the class struggle. In addition, other civil 
rights were demanded: freedom of movement (abolish
ment of passports), freedom to manage their own commu
nal affairs and dispose of communal revenues, and the 
establishment of a zemsky sobor (rural national congress). 

Marx and Engels on the Commune 

" •.. a special study ... has convinced me that 
this village commune is the fulcrum for the 
social regeneration of Russia; but ... ," Marx, 
1881 (17) 

"Que les destinees s' accomplissent!" (" May 
Destiny Take Its Course"), Engels, 1893 (18) 

As for the commune itself, Lenin stated that the S. -D.s 
will never "help anyone to 'destroy the village com
mune'," would support it against bourgeois attack, and 
would also support any truly democratic, collective peas
ant enterprise, but stood for the 

complete abolition of the social-estate nature of 
the peasant commune, and, consequently, utter 
annulment of collective liability, and abolition 
of all lawsrestricting the peasant in the free 
disposal of his land ("Agrarian Programme," p . 
144). 



• 

The pseudo-collectivism of the existing, corrupted com
mune was not in the interests of technical and social 
progress; therefore, the socialists must at this point sup
port individualism over collectivity: 

Thus, we take our stand -- by way of exception 
and by reason of the specific historical circum
stances -- as defenders of small property; but 
we defend it only in its struggle against what 
has come down from the "old order .••. " (p. 
147). 

Lenin's analysis and conclusions were straight out of 
Marx and Engels. There are misconceptions still today 
around the idea that Marx and Engels believed that 
Russia's "exceptional circumstances" would make it pos
sible for her to "go over" to socialism through the village 
commune. If that were really so, that would make Marx 
and Engels straight-up Narodniks! Engels said that up to 
1882, he and Marx had still hoped that the Russian 
commune would be the "starting point for communist 
development." By 1894, however, he seriously doubted 
this could happen . 

The point is that Marx and Engels allowed this as a 
''theoretical possibility" only iLcertain conditions ob
tained. Engels' key article, "On Social Relations in 
Russia" (1877, 1894), sums up the evolution of his and 
Marx's thought on this matter. In 1877, Marx quoted 
Chemyshevsky's posing ofthe question: 

Must Russia start, as her liberal econo
mists wish, by destroying the village commu
nity so as to go over to the capitalist system, or 
can she, without undergoing the torments of 
the system, secure all its fruits, while develop
ing her own historical endowments? (SW, Vol. 
2, "On Social Relations," p. 406). 

Marx's answer was cautious: 

If Russia continues to advance along the path 
she has followed since 1861, she will miss the 
best chance history has ever offered a people, 
and will have to undergo allthe fatal vicissi
tudes of the capitalist system (p. 406). 

Here is Marx and Engel's posing of the question and 
answer in 1882: 

But in Russia, we find, face to face with the 
rapidly developing capitalist swindle and bour-

geois landed property, just beginning to de
velop, more than half the land owned in com
mon by the peasants. How the question is: can 
the Russian obshchina, though greatly under
mined, yet a form of the primeval common 
ownership of land, pass directly to the higher 
form of communist common ownership? Or, 
on the contrary must it first pass through the 
same process of dissolution as constitutes the 
historical evolution ofthe West? 

The only answer to that possible today is this: 
If the Russian Revolution becomes the signal 
for a proletarian revolution in the West, so that 
both complement each other, the present Rus
sian common ownership of land may serve as 
the starting point for a communist develop
ment (p. 404). 

Engel's reasoning proceeded as follows: Russia's 
"exceptional circumstances" only meant she was very 
backward. The commune was not specific to Russia but 
a basic, while varied, form of association common to all 
primitive societies, but which inevitably underwent disin
tegration as feudalism and then capitalism superseded it. 
Feudalism had put the commune in bondage to the serf
owning landlords. The Great Reform had put the com
mune also in bondage to the state and to the bourgeois 
landlords. The inroads of capitalist relations within the 
commune had further corrupted and disintegrated its 
original primitive-communist form. The commune as it 
stood was a brake on agricultural production; the fact that 
it was so prevalent in Russia (almost half the land tilled) 
only demonstrated the backwardness of Russian agricul
ture. 

There was actually little "collectivity" left in the 
present-day commune [He estimated only about 114 of its 
total functions!] (19). In no sense, then, was the present
day commune "nearer to socialism" than the propertyless 
workers of We stem Europe. In no way could this com
mune -- in its present state - make the leap over capitalism 
into socialized production: 

The predominance of this form in Russia proves, 
it is true, the existence in the Russian people of 
a strong impulse to associate, but is far from 
proving their ability to jump, with the aid of 
this impulse, from the artel straight into the 
socialist order of society. For that, it is neces
sary above all that the artel itself should be 
capable of development, that it shed its primi-

2126197 . .. CWvTheoreticalJolllTlal 15 



tive form ... and rise at least to the level of the 
West European cooperative societies (p. 392). 

But could the commune "shed its primitive form" 
itself before it was too late? Even in 1881, Marx had 
admitted in a letter to the Russian S. -D. Vera Zasulich that 

••• economic factors ..• have revealed the secret 
that the present condition of the commune is 
longer tenable ..• something new is required, 
and this new element which is being insinuated 
into the most various guises can always be 
reduced to the same thing: abolishing commu
nal property, forming a rural middle class from 
the minority of more of less wealthy peasants 
and turning the vast majority simply into 
labourers (SW, Vol. 3, pp. 160-61). 

On the other hand, Marx had felt that the commune might 
possibly be saved: 

If the revolution takes place at the right time, if 
it concentrates all its forces to ensure the free 
development of the village commune, the latter 
will soon emerge as the regenerative force in 
Russian society and as something superior to 
those countries which are still enslaved by the 
capitalist regime (p. 161). 

Marx's optimism was based on the hope that Russia's 
fatal involvement in the Crimean War would inspire a 
revolution against the autocracy. This had not happened, 
and in the years since Marx had written this, Russia had 
been rushing headlong into capitalism. moreover, the 
bourgeoisie had shown itself to be a strong force for the 
overthrow of feudalism. In 1893-94, Engels re-analyzed 
the situation and formed new conclusions. His assessment 
of the commune was now much more negative: 
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The Russian community has been in existence 
for centuries without once producing within 
itself an impulse to transmute itself into a 
higher form of communal property ••. Nowhere 
has agrarian communism, come down from the 
tribal system, ever evolved anything out of 
itself except its own disintegration ..• How can it 
take over the vast productive forces of capital
ist society, as communal property and social 
instrument, before capitalist society itself car
ries out this revolution? .. How can the Russian 
community show the world how to manage 

large-scale industry on social lines, when it has 
forgotten how to cultivate its own land on 
communal lines? ("On Social Relations," pp. 
401-02). 

His conclusion: 

And as Russia had no choice but this: either to 
develop the commune into a form of production 
from which it was separated by a number of 
historical stages, and for which not even in the 
West the conditions were then ripe - evidently 
an impossible task -- or else to develop into 
Capitalism, what remained to her but the latter 
chance? (SW, Vol. 3, "Letter to Danielson," p. 
501). 

Engels saw Russia to be on the verge of a bourgeois 
revolution, which he hoped would hasten the socialist 
revolution in Europe. This, in tum, could enable the 
Russians to go further. There was only one chance to save 
the commune: if the commune could hang on until 1 ) there 
were a proletarian revolution in Europe which would set 
up a new, higher form of socialized agricultural produc
tion as a model for Russia to emulate; and 2) !fEu rope give 
Russia the necessary technology to farm on a capitalist 
basis. 

The Russian revolution will also give a fresh 
impulse to the labour movement in the West, 
creating for itself new and better conditions for 
struggle and, thereby advancing the victory of 
the modern industrial proletariat, a victory 
without which present-day Russia, whether on 
the basis ofthe community (the commune) or of 
capitalism, cannot achieve a socialist transfor
mation of society ("On Social Relations," p. 
410). 

But in fact (as Lenin also was to emphasize in 1902), 
events were moving so fast both from below and from 
above that Engels predicted that the growing bourgeois 
strength in the government would force the autocracy to 
deal a death blow to the commune - which was indeed to 
happen with Stolypin's "reform" of 1906. It was in that 
context that Engels said "May destiny take its course." 
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The Socialist';'Revolutionaries 

"Populism as tempered in the heat of con
flict with Marxism .... " (20) 

Lenin: " .•• a certain revival of senile 
Narodism." (21) 

Remnants of Narodism gathered new adherents and 
coalesced into the Socialist-Revolutionary Party in 1902. 
The S.-R program was drawn up by its leading theoreti
cian (and extreme foe of Lenin) Victor Chernov, but was 
not adopted until 1906. It was not a plan of revolutionary 
action, but more a statement of principles which were 
never revised from 1902 to 1917. 

One of the few historians to do an in-depth study on 
Social-Revolutionism, Oliver Radkey states that the SRP 
was "only nominally a peasants' party; in essence it was 
a party of doctrinaire intellectuals" and, in fact, did not 
become a mass party until 1917 (p. 20). This does not 
deny, however, the influence that the S.-Rs had on the 
peasantry, for they capitalized on the peasantry's favor
able sentiments toward their Narodnik predecessors, whose 
slogan had echoed the peasants' cry for "Land and Free
dom." The S.-R.P. stated the goal of its "mimum pro
gram" thus: 

In the interests of socialism and of the struggle 
against bourgeois-proprietary principles, to 
make use of the views, traditions, and modes of 
life of the Russian peasantry, both as toilers in 
general and as members of the village com
munes, particularly in its conception of the 
land as being the common property of all the 
toiling people (CW, 1974, Vol. 8, "From 
Narodism to Marxism," p. 86). 

Lenin characterized the S.-R ideology as: "the 
Narodnik theories of old, embellished with modish Euro
pean opportunism (revisionism, Bernsteinism, and criti
cism of Marx)" (CW, 1972, Vol. 9, "Petty-Bourgeois and 
Proletarian Socialism," p. 439). Chemov's point of view 
was that "Marx is our great common teacher in the realm 
of economics, but we do not feel constrained to make of 
him an idol" (Radkey, p. 45). TheS.-R.sacceptedMarx's 
theory oflabor value, and claimed they had incorporated 
the class struggle into their ideology. They had finally 
recognized the existence of the proletariat. However, they 
lumped the peasantry, the proletariat and the disenfran
chised intellectuals into one "revolutionary" class as the 
"oppressed people." They aggrandized the power of the 

tsarist autocracy and minimized the growing power of the 
bourgeoisie, whom they continued to regard as totally 
dependent on the autocracy. They did not acknowledge the 
proletariat as the revolutionary force against bourgeois 
capitalism because they saw only the agrarian revolution 
as necessary to create socialism. In fact, they appeared to 
envision a conservative bourgeois government arising 
after the revolution which would exist for a long time. 

Nonetheless, the peasantry would lead the way toward 
socialism in this manner: Under the leadership of the S.
R intellectuals, the peasants would expropriate landlord 
and state lands (but not peasant lands), which would be 
divided among those who worked the land with their own 
hands according to "subsistence norms." This was called 
the "General Redistribution." The peasants would not 
own these plots as private property. Land could not be 
bought or sold; it was only for "use." Collectivization of 
production was not envisioned at the outset. Land could 
be farmed on either a household or on a communal basis. 
However, because of their supposedly innate collectivist 
nature, the peasants would willingly join their plots to
gether in a purged and regenerated commune relationship, 
as well as associate in all kinds of cooperatives. The land 
would belong to "all the people:" ''We shall make it no 
one's," explained Chernov, "and precisely as no one's 
does it become the belonging of all" (p. 26). [This 
formulation echoes that of the ignorant peasantry!] Radkey 
comments that the S.-R objective seems to have been to 
make the land as "nearly like air as possible" (p. 26). This 
hazy, non-materialist concept was the heart of the S.-R 
program. It was called "Socialization of the Land" and 
"Equalization of Use" [termsLenin scorned as "pseudo
scientific"]. The S.-Rs avoided the term "nationaliza
tion" for that implied centralized, i.e., state, control. 

After the "General Distribution," the peasantry (be
cause they were innate egalitarians) would ensure that 
everyone remained a "middle" peasant by continuing 
"equalized land tenure." Thus, the peasantry would 
remain a unified "class" which would hold off capitalism. 
The peasantry would gradually come to see the benefits of 
collective farming and proceed to "socialize" all the land. 
This, the S.-R.s called their "minimum program." In
cluded in this "minimum program" were also all sorts of 
political rights and reforms for the benefit of both urban 
workers and peasants. 

Only then, when agriculture was fully "socialized," 
and the peasantry matured enough to elect the S.-Rs to 
power, would the S.-Rs complete the collectivization of 
agriculture, turn to socializing industry, and eradicate all 
remnants of private property. By this time, obviously no 
proletarian class struggle against capitalist industry would 
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be necessary. This the S.-Rs called their "maximum 
program." So it was a peculiar program in that its 
"minimum" demands were revolutionary while its "maxi
mum" demands were reformist. Moreover, it posed a 
ludicrous picture of a society divided into halves: "social
ization" in the country and capitalism in the cities! 

No deep thought seemed to have been given to what the 
bourgeois government would do about this arrangement in 
the meantime, nor how "socialization" was actually to be 
carried out. The S.-R.s had a vague concept that it would 
be effected by a combination of both centralized (the 
conservative, therefore undemocratic, bourgeois govern
ment!) and democratic local agencies, although they very 
definitely emphasized "federalism" and "decentraliza
tion." Radkey believes that their motive was that they 
thought they could assume control of local agencies. Even 
in this brief description, the fantasy nature of the S.-R 
conception is evident and Lenin said, quite rightly, that 
"disputes with the Socialists-Revolutionaries should al
ways be reduced to this very question of their conception 
of reality" ("From Narodism to Marxism," p. 87). 

Lenin recognized the "socialist good intentions" of 
the S.-Rs, but characterized their social nature as "bour
geois-democratic." They were "the radical intelligentsia 
or intellectual democratic movement," the "extreme Left 
group of our bourgeois democracy" (pp. 78, 83-84). In 
less generous moments, he called them "childishly naive 
anarchists." Lenin isolated three major points in the S .-R 
world outlook: 

First, theoretical emendations of Marxism. Sec
ond, survivals of Narodism in their views ofthe 
laboring peasantry and the agrarian question. 
Third, the same Narodnik survivals in their 
view of the impending Russian revolution as 
non-bourgeois in character (p. 84). 

The S.-Rs called themselves "socialist" and adopted 
Marxist rhetoric, but they really "floundered hopelessly" 
between Narodism and Marxism. Lenin regarded the S.
Rs as having lost the integrity of the old Narodnik views 
precisely because they constituted a historical stage in the 
transition from Narodism to Marxism. In confusing the 
democratic and the socialist revolutions, they falsely 
idealized the democratic revolution with their talk of 
"socialization." Lenin summed up all Narodism, includ
ing the S.-R.s, thus: 

18 

In the presentation of immediate aims, the 
program ••• is not revolutionary. In its ultimate 
aims it is not socialist (CW, 1972, Vol. 9, 

"Socialism and the Peasantry," p. 314). 

On the other hand, the S.-Rs and the Bolsheviks did 
have some specific common standpoints from which they 
could work together. For example, both advocated a 
constituent assembly and an armed people's militia. In 
fact, Lenin considered the S.-Rs to be more revolutionary 
in certain areas than the Mensheviks. For example, both 
the S.-R.s and the Bolsheviks supported the expropriation 
of cut-off landswithout compensation, and the right of 
nations to self-determination, while many Mensheviks did 
not. As for "General Redistribution," while at this time it 
was reactionary and utopian because it would perpetuate 
small-scale peasant production, on the other hand, it was 
revolutionary in that it proposed a peasant revolt to crush 
the feudal system. 

Lenin's Assessment of the 1903 Program 

" .•• it is not the proletariat's business to 
'devise' such a programme for bourgeois soci
ety .••• " (22) 

In 1908, looking back from the vantage point of 
having passed through the first stage of the Revolution and 
the Stolypin Reform, Lenin evaluated the 1903 program 
as based on too much caution and "restraint." He judged 
that attempts to be concrete were correct, but that the 
distinction made between cut-off lands that served for 
exploitation by means of serfdom and bondage (lands cut 
off in 1861, crown and monastery land), and lands which 
were exploited in a capitalist manner had been fallacious . 
What was not seen at the time was that "a peasant mass 
movement could not be directed against particular catego
ries of landlord estates, but only against landlordism in 
general" (CW, 1972, Vol. 13, "The Agrarian Programme 
of Social-Democracy," p. 257). Landlordism could not 
be "purged;" it must be abolished. 

The 1903 Program had raised the correct question: 
the conflict of interests between peasants and landlords at 
the moment of the revision of agrarian relations. But the 
solution had not been correct. It did not (or could not) 
foresee that two types of capitalist evolution were pos
sible: that enacted from "above," i.e., the eventual Stolypin
"Junker"(23) type of reform of 1906, and revolution from 
"below" as led by the democratic peasantry. It set up 
something "intermediary." 

Leninjudged the fundamental mistake of this program 
to be 

the absence of a clear idea of the issue around 
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which the agrarian struggle could and should 
develop in the process ofthe bourgeois revolu
tion in Russia -- a clear idea of the types of 
capitalist agrarian evolution that were objec
tively possible as the result of the victory of one 
or other of the social forces engaged in this 
stru&gle (p. 258). 

This was, however, inevitable because there still had 
not been an open mass movement of the peasantry. At this 
time, no one could judge to what extent disintegration 
among the peasantry had progressed as a result of the 
partial transition from "labour-service" to wage-labour. 
No one could estimate how large the stratum of agricul
tural labourers had become since the 1861 Reform or to 
what extent their interests had diverged from those of the 
general ruined peasant masses. 

The mistakes of the 1903 S.-D. program were due to 
the fact that "while we correctly defined the trend of 
development, we did not correctly define the moment of 
that development" (p. 291). That is to say, the S.-D.s had 
overestimated the degree of capitalist development in 
Russian agriculture (in both landlord and peasant farm
ing) which had given rise to a strong peasant bourgeoisie. 
They therefore had doubted that the peasantry (as a whole) 
was capable of bringing about an agrarian revolution. At 
that time, the survivals of serfdom had appeared to be a 
minor detail. The 1905 Revolution had exposed this 
mistake. The survivals of serfdom in the countryside had 
proved to be much stronger than thought: it had, in fact, 
given rise to a nationwide peasant movement and made 
that movement the "touchstone of the bourgeois revolution 
as a whole." Most significantly, it had shown that 

hegemony in the bourgeois liberation move
ment, which revolutionary SocialDemocracy 
always assigned to the proletariat, had to be 
defined more precisely as leadership which 
rallied the peasantry behind it (p. 292). 

[To be continued in next issue.] 
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The Fight for Democratic Demands and the Socialist 
Revolution in Mexico 
by Anita Jones de Sandoval 

This is the second in a promised series of articles about 
the mass movement and the political movement in Mexico. 
The original plan for this article was to discuss the 
ideological confrontation between reformism and revolu
tion in Mexico. However, a recent article in the Detroit 
based journal, Communist Voice l , despite its author's 
polemical hyperbole about "would be socialists" and 
"petti-bourgeois nationalists," raises some interesting is
sues regarding the relationship of the fight for democratic 
demands and socialist revolution in Mexico and the role of 
the revolutionary left. 

The Communist Voice author asserts that I and other 
authors in the CWV cannot accept that the possibility of 
change in Mexico is only for "some democratic changes" 
so we are painting the struggle of the peasantry, (i.e. the 
EZLN), as socialist. One doesn't have to be very astute to 
observe that the socialist revolution is not imminent in 
Mexico, and that the fight for democratic demands is not 
a fight for socialism, but those observations don't equal an 
analysis of Mexico. It seems that the CV author doesn't 
understand the indigenous peasant movement, nor the 
relationship between the fight for democratic demands and 
the process of gathering forces and building organization 
for a socialist revolution in Mexico. 

I think that there is a dual nature to revolution in 
Mexico. The current mass struggles in the countryside and 
in the cities (of workers, peasants, street vendors, indig
enous peoples, et al.) are for democratic and often eco
nomic demands. It is an irrefutable fact that the workers' 
movement continues to be weak. Furthermore, there is not 
a party of the proletariat or even a strong Marxist
Leninist trend. Yet, it is capitalism itself which is not 
satisfying even the basic demands of the toilers in Mexico. 
In the countryside, the big landowners are a part of the 
Mexican bourgeoisie, not a separate feudal class, or 
remnant of a class. Even in southern Mexico where there 
exists near feudal exploitation of the indigenous peas
antry, the oligarchy is integrated into the bourgeoisie 
class. 

The duality of the Mexican revolution is similar to the 
duality which Lenin talked about in Russia in a number of 
his writings, but not identical. Lenin noted the duality of 

1) Communist Voice, Dec. 15, 1996, "Mexico and 
Peasant Socialism." Available from P.O. Box 13261, 
Harper Station, Detroit, MI 48213. 
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the revolution in Russia in explaining the Bolshevik 
program in the countryside and for the bourgeois-demo
cratic revolution. 

" ••.•• There is no doubt that in Russia, too, the 
liberal bourgeoisie ....... are betraying and will 
betray the peasantry, i.e., will confine them
selves to a pseudo-reform and take the side of 
the landlords in the decisive battle between 
them and the peasantry. In this struggle only 
the proletariat is capable of supporting the 
peasantry to the end. There is no doubt, finally, 
that in Russia, too, the success of the peasants' 
struggle, i.e., the transfer of the whole of the 
land to the peasantry, will signify a complete 
democratic revolution, and constitute the so
cial basis of the revolution carried through to 
its completion, but this will by no means be a 
socialist revolution,........ The success of the 
peasant insurrection, the victory of the demo
cratic revolution will merely clear the way for 
a genuine and decisive struggle for socialism, 
on the basis of a democratic republic. In this 
struggle, the peasantry, as a landowning class, 
will play the same treacherous unstable part as 
is now being played by the bourgeoisie in the 
struggle for democracy. To forget this is to 
forget socialism, to deceive oneself and others, 
regarding the real interests and tasks of the 
proletariat ... " (V.I. Lenin, June-July, 1905, 
LeW, v. I 9, p. 136.) 

Capitalist development and class differentiation in 
the countryside are considerably more advanced in Mexico 
than they were in the Russia of 1905 or even 1917. 
Furthermore, Mexico underwent a massive bourgeois 
democratic revolution from 1910 to 1925 in which the 
peasantry played a major role. 

This revolution was incomplete due to the betrayal of 
the toilers by the emergent bourgeoisie; the struggle has 
continued with upsurges and retreats since then. It would 
be en error to apply Lenin's analysis of European peas
antry in the 19th and early 20 century to Mexico now 
without noting these differences between the democratic 
struggle in Russia in 1905-1917 and Mexico now. Mexico 
is a capitalist country with capitalist relations in the city 
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and countryside, It is also a dependent capitalist country, 
exploited by imperialism. It is a country with a large 
superexploited indigenous population, and a significant 
peasantry who are mainly poor peasants and semi-prole
tarians. Much of the semi-proletariat in the countryside 
comes very close to being a rural proletariat - they are 
workers on the plantations and ranches who also own 
individually or through the ejidos a tiny piece of land 
which they subsistence farm. In the countryside there are 
also latinfundistas, minilatinfundistas, and ranchers 
("ganaderos" -- small and large). In Chiapas in southern 
Mexico, even the medium sized ranchers and landowners 
are tied securely to the PRJ and form part of its local power 
elite. In the cities there is a large petty-bourgeoisie. This 
includes unemployed workers and dispossessed peasants 
who make up the poorest of the poor street vendors, 
numerous semi-proletariat, shopkeepers and profession
als. There also exists an important proletariat working in 
heavy and light industry and in the service sector. 

For some years the main contradiction around which 
political struggle has polarized is the struggle against the 
PRJ regirne---against its political machine, corruption, 
caciques, and the extreme forms of exploitation it has 
inflicted on the masses of working people. Struggle has 
broken out for democratization across a fairly broad 
spectrum of society, including some sectors of the bour
geoisie who want the PRJ to share power with other 
political parties. For the poor toilers the struggle has 
centered on basic democratic and economic demands 
Gobs, wages, housing, education, social services, food, 
health care, land, political rights and end to repression, 
etc.). Part of the struggle of the toilers includes the fight 
being waged by the indigenous peoples for all those basic 
demands, plus the return of lands stolen from them and 
some form of autonomy. The indigenous peoples' fight for 
land, economic and political rights is a part of the peasant 
movement itself, especially in southern Mexico. 

For many years, there has existed, in many forms, an 
alliance between the proletariat, the urban poor, and the 
poor peasantry around economic and democratic de
mands. This is another difference between the peasant 
movement in Mexico and in Russia in 1905. As the quote 
from Lenin notes, the Russian peasant movement centered 
on the demand of the transfer of all the land to the 
peasantry. The peasant movement in Mexico has raised a 
series of demands which go beyond land distribution, 
many of which are the same as the demands of the workers 
and urban poor, (e.g ., healthcare, education, justice, de
mocracy, etc.). 

As well, not since the presidency of Lazaro Cardenas 
(1934-1944) has there been a section of the bourgeoisie 
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who could actually claim the label "liberal" in the sense it 
is used by Lenin to discuss a democratic, nationalist 
bourgeoisie who supported the peasants' struggle for land. 
It has to be noted that Cardenas represented the section of 
the landowners and capitalists who were integrating into 
the PRJ, (then called the Partido Nacional Revolucionario) 
and were still in conflict with remnants of the older 
landowning class and with U.S. and British imperialism. 

Coming out of the Mexican Revolution, the original 
program of the PNR and then the PRJ defined itself as a 
class alliance of the peasantry, the workers and the 
political class. The Cardenas reforms and nationalizations 
were aimed at allowing the Mexican bourgeoisie, through 
the PNR, to consolidate itself and to develop the capitalist 
economy. Step by step, as the bourgeoisie grew stronger, 
the interests of the toilers were betrayed. For the peas
antry, this betrayal was codified by President Carlos 
Salinas de Gortari with the changes in the land reform 
article of the Mexican Constitution tied to the NAFT A 
negotiations . 

In recent years, the PRO has claimed to support the 
peasants and the indigenous peoples in their struggles 
against the PRJista machine. The PRO politically repre
sents a merger of petty-bourgeois social democracy (the 
Second International), reformist Marxism (the Partido 
Socialista Unificado de Mexico, and the liberal "political 
class" (i.e., bourgeois politicians such as Cuahutemoc 
Cardenas). The support it can give to the peasants is 
severely limited by the fact that the PRO leadership will 
fight with the PRJ, but only to a point. It will not go against 
its own capitalist class, and it works to restrict and control 
the mass movement. 

The EZLN and the Peasant Movement in 
Southern Mexico 

The current crises of the PRJ regime actually goes 
back into the 1980's when the PRJ was first challenged 
seriously by bourgeois. forces (pRO, PAN) of which the 
PRD, in particular, has a mass base among the petty
bourgeoisie, some peasantry and some workers. The 
independent mass movements of workers and urban poor 
remained active and strong in their areas, but nationally 
very fragmented and weak. Although the EZLN is not the 
only militant peasant organization in Chiapas, the upris
ing led by the EZLN marked the entrance into the arena of 
struggle of the poorest of the poor peasants, the indigenous 
peoples of southern Mexico. The mass base of the EZLN 
are the indigenous peasants whose families were peons on 
the plantations (fmcas) of the Chiapan Priista oligarchy, 
and who live on ejidos in the Lacandona jungle. The 
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indigenous Jands have been stolen repeatedly over the 
course of 500 years of subjugation, and the communities 
forced ever deeper into desperation. 

The ejidos of the Lacandona are not the ejidos formed 
by the PRJ as part of the land reforms of earlier epochs. 
These ejidos were created by indigenous peons who fled 
the fineas to the jungle, and cleared land for their ejidos. 
Sometimes their ejidos have been legally recognized and 
sometimes not. These ejidos are subsistence villages, 
whose residents are exploited as rural workers, as wood
cutters, as cheap, indebted labor by the latinfundistas, the 
ranchers and the rest of the oligarchy. 

There are two issues: first, the EZLN is not a socialist 
organization and its demands are not socialist. Certainly 
the demands of the indigenous peoples for the return of 
their lands, for autonomy, and for economic assistance 
and more social services, etc., are theoretically possible 
through reforms . The EZLN in its program originally 
called for the satisfaction of the eleven basic demands of 
the "faceless, nameless" oppressed Indian masses, an end 
to the PRJ government, a new coalition government (coa
lition of opposition, non-PRJ forces), and a new constitu
tion. In other words, for radical democratization perhaps 
even a democratic insurrection, but certainly not for 
socialism. Since the 1994 uprising, the EZLN has moved 
away from its more radical positions, shifting towards the 
reformist PRD, and even declaring themselves not to be in 
a struggle for "political power" according to 
Subcomrnandante Marcos. However, the EZLN has not 
completely given up its arms and organization. It contin
ues to maintain strong support in Chiapas and to be able 
to hold out politically against the PRJ. The EPR (Ejercito 
Popular Revolucionario) in Guerrero does have a program 
which caUs for a fight for political power, however this is 
also within the framework of a democratic revolution). 

So do I think the peasant movement in Southern 
Mexico, the EZLN, the EPR, are Socialist? Absolutely 
not. I do think that the existing struggle of the masses of 
peasants, indigenous peoples, workers and oppressed is 
where revolutionaries must fight to define a revolutionary 
proletarian trend, and to develop and deepen the revolu
tionary movement and gather forces under the leadership 
of that trend. The extent of class differentiation in the 
countryside and the extent of organization of the poor 
peasantry and semi-proletariat does mean that there is a 
real potential for the proletariat to pull this movement 
away from reformism, pushing the democratic demands to 
their revolutionary (not socialist but revolutionary) limits 
and clearing away obstacles to the socialist revolution. As 
to the future of the alliance between the proletariat and 
peasantry, I don't think it is inevitable (depending on how 

the democratic struggle develops) that the poor 
peasantry,and semi-proletariat in the countryside will 
"betray the proletariat". The question of the ideology of 
the small proprietor is a serious one. It is possible that if 
the small peasantry and the indigenous peoples win some 
of their demands for land, they will be hostile to the 
demands of socialism for the abolition of private enter
prise. It may also be possible, that given the reality of 
Mexico, the poor peasants and indigenous communities 
will remain poor and in struggle, that capitalism cannot 
satisfy their basic needs and that this will continue to push 
them toward the proletariat. It is worth noting that the 
problem of petty-bourgeois ideology, is not restricted to 
the peasantry. In Mexico, many workers have been so 
completely devastated economically, that in order to sur
vive, they are engaging in "petty-bourgeois" economic 
activities. Neither is this problem restricted to the depen
dent or underdeveloped countries. In the developed capi
talist countries, it's not unusual for industrial proletarians 
to own property and make income from rents, or to operate 
small businesses on the side and even to employ labor in 
those businesses. It may be that the poor peasants in 
Mexico who own a piece of land and a house, and are 
exploited by the plantation owners, ranchers, and local 
capitalists, have more interests in common with the work
ers (who may own their little house and garden but are 
exploited by the capitalists), than they have with the petty
bourgeois and bourgeois ranchers. 

The Revolutionary Movement and Democratic 
Revolutions 

" ....... But even if our revolution is bourgeois in 
its economic content (this cannot be doubted), 
the conclusion must not be drawn from it that 
the leading role in our revolution is played by 
the bourgeoisie, that the bourgeoisie is its mo
tive force •.. The leader of the bourgeois revolu
tion may be either the liberal landlord together 
with the factory-owner, merchant, lawyer, etc., 
or the proletariat together with the peasant 
masses •••• From this, the Bolsheviks deduce the 
basic tactics of the socialist proletariat in the 
bourgeois revolution - to carry with them the 
democraticpetty bourgeoisie, especiaUy the peas
ant petty bourgeoisie, draw them away from the 
liberals, paralyze the instability of the liberal 
bourgeoisie, and develop the struggle of the 
masses for the complete abolition of all traces of 
serfdom, including landed proprietorship. "(V.I. 

Continued on page 25, see MEXICO 



From EI Machete: 

Work to Form the Political Organ of the Toilers 
(From the Mexican newspaper EI Machete. Corre
spondence: Apartado Postal 14-339, Mexico 14 
D.F., Mexico. E-mail: cleta@maiLinternet.com.mx. 
Translation by the Coordinadora Intemacional de 
Apoyo al Pueblo de Mexico, Chicago, Illinois, USA, 
120 Broadview Village #400, Chicago, IL 60153) 

In Mexico the "mass movement" has now at least 3 
decades of development. In this mass movement are 
entrenched those who do not accept the official gifts, 
baptized by the enemy as "Democratic Openings" or 
"Political Reforms". Within these mass movements were 
generated the armed movements which have made their 
appearance in recent years, (the EZLN, EPR, ERlP ..... ), 
and also from these "mass movements" were born the 
Fronts and Coordinating Organizations [Coordinadoras] 
which have been able to confront the State since the decade 
of the I 970s, (CNTE, CONATIMSS, MPI, CNP A, FPFV, 
CONAMUP, CLETA, .... ) 

It has been these coordinating organizations which put 
the brakes on the privatization of the IMSS, [Instituto 
Mexicana de Seguridad Social] and resisted the 
privatization of transportation, and of PEMEX; their 
action has postponed the destruction of the ejido or the 
annihilation of the communal forms of production. It has 
been these social organizations which have been able to 
force money for the construction of housing out of the 
State's budget, and which have held back measures [of the 
government and others] with a tendency to provoke cul
tural genocide, such as those which would take back 
educational conquests or the often announced plan to 
privatize Chapultepec Park. 

But the mass movement cannot by itself alone carry 
out the political struggle, rather this task responds to a 
political organization which gives it [the mass movement] 
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cohesion. In this moment it is strategic to work for the 
consolidation of this organization. 

Will it be the Party of the Proletariat? Will it have 
another name? For now it is not important what we baptize 
the child, nor how its functioning will be structured or 
formed. To define these is part of the discussion that is 
going on in many sectors. What is certain is that those who 
propose to make a revolution cannot be subjected to 
participating in politics by asking to borrow the structure 
of the PRD [Partido Revolucionario Democratica] or the 
PT [Partido del Trabajo] .. It is necessary to create one of 
our own. 

The formation of this political structure is not to 
exclude nor substitute for the social organizations, on the 
contrary, it must be complementary to the action of the 
mass movement, and inclusive, finding links with the 
groupings which are laboring to form the peoples' army. 

This political organization should not (and cannot), 
supplant the unions nor the popular organizations. No, it 
must nourish itself with the more advanced cadre (open 
and closed) which have been produced by the mass 
movement over these 3 decades, who must carry out 
leadership and political organization tasks. 

It is pertinent to clarify that this is not to negate the 
serious attempts at political organization which have 
occurred; on the contrary, we have to start from them and 
work to achieve the unity in theory and in practice of those 
whose struggle has demonstrated that they are, incorrupt
ible, the most decided, and those who really want to make 
the revolution. 

Of course, this can not be achieved with a meeting, nor 
in the short term, but it is the moment to begin, or better 
said, it is time to give another push in the process of 
structuring the political organization of the toilers . <> 
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Book Review: 
Ef Otro Rostro de fa Guerrilla, by Arturo Miranda Ramirez 
Published by Editorial "EI Machete", Feb. 2, 1996 
Reviewed by Jack Hill, Chicago Workers Voice 

For the benefit of those who can't read Spanish and to 
stimulate the interest of those who can, I would like to say 
a few things about this book. It is only available in 
Spanish, but I found it worth the effort to read it. It's a 
short book, but it helps you get a feeling for the politics and 
sentiments of those who participated in the guerrilla 
movements in the state of Guerrero, Mexico, in the 1970s. 
The book mixes together historical information about the 
political struggles in Guerrero focusing on the history of 
the guerrilla movements led by Genaro Vasquez and Lucio 
Cabaiias with personal remembrances of the author and 
some discussion of political issues. One thing that makes 
the book a little hard to read is that the time frame jumps 
back and forth between various chapters, sometimes with 
little warning. 

According to what he says of himself, the author was 
a participant in the movement lead by Genaro Vasquez. He 
was arrested, tortured and jailed twice. The book appears 
to me to be an honest attempt to document, for new 
revolutionaries coming up in the movement now, the 
experiences of the struggle the author was involved in. 
After enduring so much abstract arguing over intellectual 
b.s. on the internet Marxism lists, I found it refreshing to 
read this account of people who didn't try to make 
revolution from their armchairs or computer terminals. 

Miranda does not give a systematic history of the 

Mexico, continuedfrom page 23 

Lenin, "The Bolsheviks and the Petty Bourgeoi
sie", February 25, 1907. LCW, Vol 12, pp. 181-
182.) 

This brings us to the other basic question raised by the 
CV. What program does the revolutionary proletariat 
have? The mass struggle requires alliances with different 
class forces. The development of a socialist movement 
requires differentiation between the bourgeoisie, the petty
bourgeosie and the workers' organizations and interests. 
There is no ''wall'' between the democratic struggles and 
the socialist struggle. How far the revolutionary move
ment can go depends on what class force wins leadership 
ofthe movement - on the strength of the proletariat in the 
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guerrilla organizations, but he does give the political 
background and history leading up to their formation . He 
knew both Lucio Cabanas and Genaro Vasquez and 
participated in political struggles with them. I can't repeat 
all the information here that is in the book. However, I need 
to say a few words on the general history for those readers 
who may not be familiar with it. 

Guerrero is a poor mountainous state in the south of 
Mexico with a long history of despotic political rule and 
of guerrilla struggle. In 1960 a mass movement against the 
dictatorial governor was met with a massacre of protesters 
in the capital city of Guerrero. After the massacre a new 
governor was put in place and the PRJ made its typical 
attempts to placate and buy off the oppositional forces . 
Later in the decade there were more massacres, however; 
nothing really changed. Lucio Cabanas and Genaro 
Vasquez were both important leaders in the movement. 
Lucio was a student leader and considered himself a 
Marxist. He became a teacher in a rural area, participated 
in the struggles of the poor peasants, and was a member of 
the Mexican Communist Party. Miranda gives a lot of 
detail about the movement among students at the teachers' 
colleges in Guerrero and among the rural teachers. The 
teachers' school of Ayotzinapa, where Miranda got a 
scholarship and where Lucio was a student leader, was a 

Continued on next page 

fight. The fact is, in Mexico in the midst of the mass 
upsurges and retreats, the repression and the political 
crises, tentative steps are being taken to forge this trend. 
The forces around EI Machete are a part of this attempt. 
What is their program? To strengthen the unity of the most 
revolutionary elements and organizations in the mass 
movement, to develop a program to push the limits of the 
democratic struggles, and to begin the process to form an 
independent proletarian organization. This process is very 
fragile and under tremendous pressure, I believe that it 
should be supported by socialists, in word and in deed. 

The next article in this series will discuss this process 
of consolidating and nurturing of the left wing of the mass 
movement, and of the socialist forces in the workers' 
movement. <> 



hotbed of political and social activism. Genaro was the 
leader of a mass organization fighting the PRJ dictatorship 
called the Guerrero Civic Association. Both of them 
continued their political organizing throughout the 60s, 
and both were leading guerrilla organizations by the end of 
the decade. 

Genaro was jailed in 1966 in an attempt to suppress 
the mass organization he led. It didn't work, of course, but 
it did lead to the formation of his guerrilla organization. In 
1968 one of the first military actions of the "civicos" was 
to break him out of jail. Immediately after Genaro was 
liberated the organization was reformed as the National 
Revolutionary Civic Association (Asociacion Civica 
Nacional Revolucionaria). They organized and trained 
militarily and worked on their political links to all strands 
ofthe movement. Miranda doesn't list all of the actions 
taken by the ACNR, but gives lot of details of their most 
spectacular action which was to kidnap the rector of the 
Autonomous University of Guerrero, who was an impor
tant capitalist and politically powerful. This action was a 
big success, nine comrades were freed from jail (flown to 
Cuba) and a large ransom was paid. In 1972 Genaro 
Vasquez died. He was trapped in a car wreck and killed by 
the military when they caught him. This was very demor
alizing to the organization. So much of it was centered on 
his personality. The organization did attempt to carry on, 
but it was on much more of a defensive basis. Many 
guerrillas were captured and jailed or killed. 

In the meantime on a parallel course, Lucio Cabanas 
formed the Party of the Poor (Partido de 10sPobres). He 
broke completely with the Communist Party. If I under
stand what Miranda says correctly, Lucio planned for 
years to form a guerrilla organization. He actually did it 
after a massacre in 1967 in Atoyac. Lucio had a strong 
base among the rural teachers of Guerrero who had 
participated in political struggles with him since his 
student days in the late 1950s. Miranda doesn't tell a lot 
about the activities of the PDLP, but he does mention that 
they kidnapped a university official from Acapulco. How
ever, this did not tum out well; the police rescued him and 
captured the guerrillas who kidnapped him. Lucio died in 
combat in 1973, betrayed by police spies. 

Miranda makes three political points that I would like 
to comment on briefly. He emphasizes the harm that 
sectarianism did to the movement, he opposes a militarist 
view of revolution that downplays the need for political 
work among the masses, and he stresses the need for 
revolutionary cadre to be totally dedicated and prepared 
for torture and death. 

Miranda feels that sectarianism was one of the biggest 
downfalls of the guerrilla movement. Each group was 

convinced that it and it alone had the complete answer and 
everyone should just join them. Lucio Cabanas and Genaro 
Vasquez distrusted each other. Cabanas thought Vasquez 
was more of a nationalist than a Marxist revolutionary, 
while Vasquez was suspicious ofhowthoroughly Cabanas 
had broken with the old Mexican Communist Party (the 
PCM). (Miranda emphasizes that the PCM was bureau
cratic, sectarian, reformist, and opposed to the develop
ment of armed struggle.) Eventually in 1975, after both 
leaders were dead, the two groups and some others were 
forced to ally in order to survive, but by then the best 
opportunity was past. Miranda gives a lot of examples of 
how sectarian attitudes prevented the two forces from 
cooperating for the benefit of the struggle. 

I certainly see no reason to argue with Miranda's point 
that sectarianism was a major liability in the revolutionary 
political movement in Mexico and that this issue continues 
right to this day. I do, however, see another point in regard 
to sectarianism that Miranda doesn't deal with. The health 
of the movement does require a vigorous discussion of 
political and ideological differences. All of us who have 
been in the left political movement for any period of time 
have run into those who want to outlaw political discus
sion in the name of opposing sectarianism. Opposing 
sectarianism should not be the excuse for glossing over 
analysis of differences in political analysis and in strategy 
and tactics. 

At this point I no longer believe that anyone group has 
a monopoly on the one and only true path to revolution, so 
I am inclined to come down hard against those who are 
holding onto their sects and saying that they have the one 
true answer to all questions of revolutionary tactics, 
strategy, and ideology. I agree with Miranda that individu
als and groups should strive to work together for the 
advancement in the practical movement of the oppressed 
despite their political and ideological differences. I would 
add a point that Miranda doesn't speak to - that we can't 
paper over the political and ideological differences but 
must continue to try to sort them out. From the time of 
Marx, the left has been plagued with groups that were 
more interested in building up themselves on a sectarian 
basis than in advancing the working class struggle. Mexico 
has had its share of such groups, as has the U.S. 

On the second point, Miranda is very critical of some 
small guerrilla formations which came up who ridiculed 
political work among the masses as automatically reform
ist. They held that the only really revolutionary work was 
armed struggle. Miranda respects the dedication and 
heroism of some the people who took up such a line, but 
he is clear that the guerrilla struggle must be linked to the 
masses. The goal was to organize the masses of the 



oppressed to take up the anned struggle. The revolution 
can not just be the work of a small group of dedicated 
individuals . 

Miranda talks at length about some guerrilla activists 
he knew who followed such a militarist type line. They 
carried out some spectacular actions, but having weak ties 
to the masses meant that not much came of their actions. 
Both Lucio Cabanas and Genaro Vasquez did have strong 
links to the masses in Guerrero due to their long involve
ment in the mass struggles in the period before they took 
up guerrilla struggle. There is some suggestion in the book 
that they had a problem maintaining the same high level of 
links to the masses once they started on the course of 
guerrilla struggle. 

Here is a quote from Miranda on the relationship of the 
guerrilla organization and the masses . 

"The guerrilla is simply and plainly the political 
expression of the vanguard of the masses; not 
understanding it thus is to fall into vanguardism 
or into romanticism and into a caricature of the 
reforming role which it should play; they must be 
conscious that they alone by themselves will never 
succeed in taking power; it (the guerrilla) is 
merely the seed of the future popular revolution
ary anny which, in the war of all the people 
against the governing oligarchy, will make pos
sible the taking of power and the installation ofa 
new order oflife without exploiters and exploited. 
... "(p. 94) 

mobilizing them I agree with. I don't agree that the 
guerrilla organization can take the place of a revolutionary 
political party. For one thing I think a guerrilla organiza
tion which tries to be the overall guide to revolutionary 
strategy is likely to lose its bearings and tend to lose its 
connections to the masses. 

Miranda also makes a strong point about the personal 
strength and dedication necessary to be a serious revolu
tionary. Many dedicated revolutionaries were tortured 
and killed by the representatives of the old order in 
Mexico. Those who couldn't withstand the torture gave up 
their comrades to torture, imprisonment and death. Be
coming a cadre in the underground guerrilla organizations 
in those days required a person to steel oneself for any 
sacrifice. 

I think this point is important to keep in mind even 
today in the U.S . when the struggle is not so intense. 
Destroying the old system of capitalism and replacing it 
with a new system of socialism will require again many 
iron-willed activists prepared for any sacrifice. In fact if 
you look at the news today, activists fighting the atrocities 
of capitalism around the world are facing police attacks, 
firings, jail, torture and death. I found it refreshing that 
Miranda reminds us of the personal side of the struggle and 
not just the intellectual side. 

To repeat my main points, I think Miranda has a good 
point about sectarianism, although I would add that 
opposing sectarianism should not prevent serious at
tempts to sort out differing political and ideological views . 
He is also correct in opposing a militarist politics and in 
emphasizing the steeling necessary for revolutionary cad-

The point on linking the struggle to the masses and res. <> 
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What stand should working class revolutionaries take on the issue of immigration? 

The W1rking Class Has No Borders! 
By Jack Hill 

(Article based on a presentation given at a forum at New 
World Resource Center in October 1996.) 

Author's note: I have been involved in political 
struggles on the issue of immigration for many years and 
I believe my stands are consistent with Marxism
Leninism. However, I am not a Marxist scholar and this 
briefpresentation is not an exhaustive review of Marxism 
on the immigration question. 

Introduction 

In the last few years there have been several serious 
attacks on immigrants and immigrants' rights, particu
larly in the period leading up to the 1996 Presidential 
campaign. 

Proposition 187 in California was one of the first big 
blows of this campaign. Other attacks have included the 
anti-immigrant provisions of the new welfare legislation, 
major increases in the border patrols, more deportations, 
and streamlined kangaroo courts to deport people. 

Simultaneously, there has been a flood of propaganda 
against immigrants in the mainstream press and anti
immigrant harangues from demagogical politicians. Per
haps the most ludicrous propaganda of this type is the hype 
surrounding the push for "English Only" laws. "English 
Only" propositions aim to create a deep resentment to
wards immigrants. [Among the long list of alleged crimes 
committed by immigrants is the denigration of the English 
language, chiefly by Spanish-speakers, muy malo!] 

Both Democrats and Republicans are responsible for 
this dirty campaign. The bipartisan support for immigrant 
bashing and sanctions on the rights of even legal immi
grants is quite striking considering the avowed platform of 
the Democratic Party. 

Of course a variety of forces are opposing these 
attacks, in different ways. The political forces that claim 
to defend the rights of immigrants, at least paying lip 
service to them, include some figures in the Democratic 
and Republican Parties, most Latino politicians, and 
many liberal and left groups. Some trade unions have 
stands in favor of immigrants' rights, while others have 
very bad positions. Immigrants' rights groups have called 
protests of many sorts in Chicago, Los Angeles, San 
Francisco, and other cities. 

However, within the forces that supposedly are de
fending immigrants' rights, there are many who accept 
that immigration should be restricted and that immigrants 
should have limited rights. This is wrong. 

In this talk I want to show that the only correct stand 
to advance the interests of the working class as a whole is 
to demand full rights for all immigrants, and also to 
demand an end to all restrictions on immigration. 

The Class Divided 

The immigration laws have divided the working class 
in this country into three categories according to how 
many legal rights they have: citizens, legal immigrants, 
and undocumented immigrants. This division is extremely 
harmful to the united struggle of the workers and poor. 
This is the central question for understanding what stand 
to take on immigration. 

The fundamental situation is that, under capitalism, 
workers are placed in immediate competition with each 
other. Therefore, certain workers can get short term 
advantages if competition for the jobs they have is limited. 
However, this is poison for the overall struggle of the 
working class. This struggle can only advance if there is 
unity of all strata and nationalities of workers. 

I want to re-emphasize the point that the other com
rade made: defending the rights of immigrants must be 
taken up by the working class as a whole. This is vital to 
build a movement which can seriously oppose the current 
attacks. It is even more vital for building a revolutionary 
movement of the working class. My contention is that 
activists who want to build such a movement must put a 
lot of effort into fighting the chauvinist and opportunist 
views of those who claim to lead the working class. They 
must make a big effort to educate the whole working class 
in this country that the cause of the immigrant is an integral 
part of their struggle. 

Views of Marx and Engels 

Engels has a section on the Irish immigrants in En
gland in his 1844 book, The Condition of the Working 
Class in England. 

"The rapid expansion of English industry 
could not have taken place if England had hot 

28 ··········· .. · .. · cWVTh~oretica/joUmal.<.· 2126197 



possessed in the numerous and impoverished 
population of Ireland a reserve at command." 

There are Irish quarters in all the major industrial cities. 
The Irish live under very degraded conditions, filth, drunk
enness . 

"With such a competitor the English work
ing-man has to struggle, with a competitor 
upon the lowest plane possible in a civilized 
country, who for this very reason requires less 
wages than any other. Nothing else is therefore 
possible than that, a Carlyle says, the wages of 
English working-man should be forced down 
further and further in every branch in which 
the Irish compete with him." 

Workers in all the low skilled jobs are subject to this sort 
of competition. 

"On the contrary, it is easy to understand 
how the degrading position of the English 
workers, engendered by our modern history, 
and its immediate consequences, has been still 
more degraded by the presence on rish compe
tition." 

Engels appears shocked at the horrible conditions of 
the Irish immigrant workers. He doesn't analyze much 
why they are living in such conditions, below the miserable 
standard of the English workers, but he does make a major 
point on the hann done to the working class by this 
division. 

Over the next decades, Marx and Engels put a lot of 
effort into studying the history and struggles of the Irish 
people. It was a question of huge practical importance for 
the working class struggle in England where they were 
living and working. By 1869-70 Marx and Engels were 
emphasizing the crucial role of the Irish question in 
developing the working class movement in England. 

For example, this is from a letter, Marx to L. 
Kugelmann, Nov. 29, 1969: (p. 502) 

"Every one of its movements in England itself 
is crippled by the quarrel with the Irish, who 
even in England form a very important section 
of the working class. The primary condition of 
emancipation here-the overthrow of the En
glish landed oligarchy-remains impossible be
cause its position bere cannot be stormed so 
long as it maintains its strongly entrenched 
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outpost in Ireland." (From the Marx and Engels 
collection, Ireland and the Irish Question.) 

Here is another quote from Marx along the same lines . 
Marx makes the point that England is the most advanced 
capitalist country, the country which is the key interna
tionally to the revolution. And he further states that the key 
to the struggle in England is the Irish question. 

"If England is the bulwark of landlordism 
and European capitalism, the only point where 
one can hit official England really hard is 
Ireland. 

"In the first place, Ireland is the bulwark of 
English landlordism. If it fell in Ireland it 
would fall in England .... On the other hand, by 
maintaining the power of the landlords in Ire
land, the English proletariat makes them invul
nerable in England itself. 

"In the second place, the English bourgeoi
sie had not only exploited the Irish poverty to 
keep down the working class in England by 
forced immigration of poor Irishmen, but it has 
also divided the proletariat into two hostile 
camps. The revolutionary fire of the Celtic 
worker does not go well with the nature of the 
Anglo-Saxon worker, solid, but slow. On the 
contrary, in all the big industrial centers in 
England there is profound antagonism between 
the Irish proletariat and the English prole
tariat. The average English worker hates the 
Irish worker as a competitor who lowers wages 
and the standard of life. He feels national and 
religious antipathies for him. He regards him 
somewhat like the poor whites of the Southern 
states of North America regard their black 
slaves. This antagonism among the proletar
ians of England is artificially nourished and 
supported by the bourgeoisie. It knows that 
this scission is the true secret of maintaining its 
power. 

"This antagonism is reproduced on the 
other side of the Atlantic. The Irish, chased 
from their native soil by the bulls and the sheep, 
reassemble in North America where they con
stitute a huge, ever-growing section of the 
population. Their only thought, their only pas
sion, is hatred for England. The English and 
American governments (or the classes they 
represent) play on these feelings in order to 
perpetuate the covert struggle between the 

· 29 



United States and England. They thereby pre
vent a sincereand lasting alliance between the 
workers on both sides of the Atlantic, and 
consequently, their emancipation. 

"Furthermore, Ireland is the only pretext 
the English Government has for retaining a big 
standing army, which, if need be, as has hap
pened before, can be used against the English 
workers after having done its military training 
in Ireland. 

"Lastly, England today is seeing a repeti
tion of what happened on a monstrous scale in 
Ancient Rome. Any nation that oppresses an
other forges its own chains. 

"Thus, the attitude of the International 
Association to the Irish question is very clear. 
Its first need is to encourage the social revolu
tion in England. To this end a great blow must 
be struck in Ireland. 

"The General Council's resolutions on the 
Irish amnesty serve only as an introduction to 
other resolutions which will affirm that, quite 
apart from international justice, it is a precon
dition to the emancipation of the English work
ing class to transform the present/orced union 
(i.e., the enslavement oflreland) into equal and 
free confederation if possible, into complete 
separation if need be." (From Karl Marx, Con
fidential Communications, written about March 
28, 1870.) 

Later the Irish movement subsided and was sup
pressed and the English working class did not as a whole 
break from support for the English bourgeoisie. In this 
letter that Engels wrote to K. Kautsky on Sept. 12, 1882, 
you can see the harm done to the working class cause by 
not breaking from the chauvinist politics of the English 
bourgeoisie. 

"You ask me what the English workers 
think about colonial policy. Well, exactly the 
same as they think about politics in general: the 
same as the bourgeois think. There is no work
ers' party here, you see, there are only Conser
vatives and Liberal-Radicals, and the workers 
gaily share the feast of England's monopoly of 
the world marker and the colonies." 

Also in regard to the U. S. Marx and Engels noticed the 
problems for the working class struggle caused by the 
divisions between immigrants and native-born. 

nus is from a letter from Engels to Schlueter, March 
30, 1892. 

"Your great obstacle in America, it seems 
to me, lies in the exceptional position of the 
native-born workers. Up to 1848 one could 
speak of a permanent native-born working 
class only as an exception. The small begin
nings of one in the cities in the East still could 
always hope to become farmers or bourgeois. 
Now such a class has developed and has also 
organized itself on trade-union lines to a great 
extent. But it still occupies an aristocratic po
sition and wherever possible leaves the ordi
nary badly paid occupations to the immigrants, 
only a small portion of whom enter the aristo
cratic trade unions. But these immigrants are 
divided into different nationalities, which un
derstand neither one another nor, for the most 
part, the language of the country. And your 
bourgeoisie knows much better even than the 
Austrian government how to play offone na
tionality against the other: Jews, Italians, Bo
hemians, etc., against Germans and Irish, and 
each one against the other, so that differences 
in workers' standards ofliving exist, I believe, 
in New York to an extent unheard of elsewhere. 
And added to this is the complete indifference 
of a society that has grown up on a purely 
capitalist basis, without any easygoing feudal 
background, toward the human lives that per
ish in the competitive struggle." 

Lenin 

Lenin is very hard on the opportunist so-called "so
cialists" who want to restrict immigration. At the Interna
tional Socialist Congress in Stuttgart in 1907, Lenin 
comments on the debate on the resolution in regard to 
immigration. 

"A few words about the resolution on emi
gration and immigration. Here, too, in the 
Commission there was an attempt to defend 
narrow, craft interests, to ban the immigration 
of workers from backward countries (coolies
from China, etc.). This is the same spirit of 
aristocratism that one finds among workers in 
some of the "civilized" countries, who derive 
certain advantages from their privileged posi
tions, and are, therefore, inclined to forget the 
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need for international class solidarity. But no 
one at the Congress defended this craft and 
petty-bourgeois narrow-mindedness. The reso
lution fully meets the demands ofrevolutionary 
Social-Democracy." (Lenin, Collected Works, 
1972 edition, Vol. 13, p. 79) 

In another article on the same congress, Lenin said, 

"Further, on the question of emigration and 
immigration, a clear difference of opinion arose 
between the opportunists and the revolution
aries in the Commission of the Stuttgart Con
gress. The opportunists cherished the idea of 
limiting the right of migration of backward, 
undeveloped workers -- especially the J apa
nese and the Chinese. In the minds of these 
opportunists the spirit of narrow craft isola
tion, oftrade-union exclusiveness, outweighed 
the consciousness of socialist tasks: the work of 
educating and organizing those strata of the 
proletariat which have not yet been drawn into 
the labor movement. The Congress rejected 
everything that smacked ofthis spirit." (Lenin, 
Collected Works, Vol. 13, p. 89.) 

Later, Lenin cited this struggle to illustrate the genu
ine internationalist stand on immigration. 

"In our struggle for true internationalism 
and against 'jingo-socialism' we always quote 
in our press the example of the opportunist 
leaders of the S.P. in America, who are in favor 
of restrictions of the immigration of Chinese 
and Japanese workers (especially after the 
Congress of Stuttgart, 1907, and against the 
decisions of Stuttgart). We think that one can 
not be internationalist and be at the same time 
in favorof such restrictions. And we assert that 
Socialists in America, especially English So
cialists, belonging to the ruling, and oppressing 
nation, who are not against any restrictions of 
immigration, against the possession of colonies 
(Hawaii) and for the entire freedom of colonies, 
that such Socialists are in reality jingoes." 
(Collected Works, Vol. 21, 428, Letter to the 
Secretary of the Socialist Propaganda League) 

Lenin took a strong stand for equal rights for immi
grants in Switzerland. 

2126/97 

[discussing militias] "We can demand popular 
election of officers, abolition of all military law, 
equal rights for foreign and native-born work
ers (a point particularly important for those 
imperialist states which, like Switzerland, are 
more and more blatantly exploiting larger num
bers of foreign workers, while denying them all 
rights)." (Collected Works, Vol. 23, p. 85) 

[platform for Swiss Left Zimmerwaldists] "18. 
Compulsory naturalization of all foreigners, 
free of charge. Every foreigner shall become a 
Swiss citizen after three months' residence in 
the country, unless he, on very good grounds, 
applies for a postponement, which may be 
granted for not more than three months. It 
must be explained to the masses that such a 
reform is particularly urgent for Switzerland, 
not only from the general democratic stand
point, but also because, owing to its imperialist 
environment, Switzerland has a larger per
centage offoreigners than any other European 
country. Nine-tenths' of these foreigners speak 
one of the three languages used in Switzerland. 
The disfranchisement and alienation offoreign 
workers serve to increase political reaction, 
which is already mounting, and weaken inter
national proletarian solidarity." (Collected 
Works, Vol. 23, p. 142) 

Overall Lenin makes two points on immigration. The 
first is that immigration is positive in the sense that it 
breaks down national barriers among the proletariat and 
promotes internationalism. For example, here is a section 
of the article, "Capitalism and workers' immigration" 
written in 1913. (Vo1.l9, p. 454) 

"There can be no doubt that dire poverty 
alone compels people to abandon their native 
land, and that the capitalists exploit the immi
grant workers in the most shameless manner. 
But only reactionaries can shut their eyes to the 
progressive significance of this modern migra
tion of nations. Emancipation from the yoke of 
capital is impossible without the further devel
opment of capitalism, and without the class 
struggle that is based on it. And it (is) into this 
struggle that capitalism is drawing the masses 
of the working people of the whole world, 
breaking down the musty, fusty habits of local 
life, breaking down national barriers and preju-
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dices, uniting workers from all countries in 
huge factories and mines in America, Ger
many, and so forth." 

Lenin's second point is that immigration makes unifi
cation of the proletariat inthe capitalist countries more 
difficult because the bourgeoisie divides the proletariat. 

He also discusses the consequences of many of the 
most politically advanced workers leaving Russia after 
1905. 

"Workers who had participated in various 
strikes in Russia introduced into America the 
bolder and more aggressive spirit of the mass 
strike. Russia is lagging farther and farther 
behind, losing some of her best workers to 
foreign countries; America is advancing more 
and more rapidly, taking the most vigorous 
and able-bodied sections of the working popu
lation of the whole world." (same article, Vol. 
19, p. 456) 

In this period also, workers are immigrating to the 
U.S. bringing experience of militant struggle. This is 
another reason for American workers to welcome immi
grant workers . The downside is that losing this militant 
section retards the struggle in the country they leave. 

Conclusions 

are not for ending restrictions on immigration. 
Trade unions have a very mixed record on this. There 

is always the tendency to protect a section of workers at the 
expense of the whole class. The Farmworkers Union, for 
example, has supported the rights ofJegal immigrant farm 
workers at the same time that it campaigned against 
undocumented workers! 

Many other unions have made trade protectionism a 
focus of their politics. "Blaming foreigners" in this way 
for allegedly "stealing American jobs" inevitably leads to 
targeting undocumented workers, who by the same logic 
are also "stealing" jobs. 

In conclusion, for the success of the working class 
struggle, for the working class struggle to go all the way 
to socialist revolution, we must imbue the working class 
with the need to defend immigrants and oppose restrictions 
on immigration. <> 

Marxist-Leninist revolutionaries have to stand against r--C~'H=-E~,-C-o-n-ti-n-u-e-d-fi-ro-m-p-a-~-e-3-5------
any and all restrictions on immigration of working people. 
We have to stand for full and equal rights for all. Sandinista regime to accommodate the Nicaraguan bour-

As slogans we should put forward, "Full rights for all geoisie at precisely the time that the Nicaraguan toilers 
immigrants, the working class has no borders, no were pressuring the government to take measures against 
human being is illegal." the rich, measures that would have strengthened 

This is a simple stand, but it is not widely popular Nicaragua's hand in the contra war. 
inside the U.S. working class. We have a lot of work to do 
in educating the workers here. 

Even in the left this stand is controversial. Some who 
advocate full and equal rights for immigrants in general 
still allow that immigration quotas, i.e. immigration re
strictions (and with them the border patrol and La Migra), 
are pennissible. 

I would also point out that the Labor Party is wrong 
to call just for an immigration policy that does not 
discriminate. (See issue no. 11 of the CWVTJ for more 
comments on the Labor Party and immigration.) 

We must oppose and try to win the masses away from 
the Latino politicians (and any other political dema
gogues) who posture against abuses of immigrants, but 
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Today in Cuba, Che' s name is hailed as a beacon 
lighting the "socialist" path. Despite Che's revolutionary 
aspirations, it appears that his writings are being used as 
a way to promote austerity for the masses in Cuba while 
a reopening to western capitalism takes place. It is impor
tant today to clarify the difference between state capital
ism and socialism. Che had the desire to end exploitation 
and oppression. However, he did not know fully how to 
accomplish this. Invoking his name as a revolutionary 
beacon that leads to the establishment of socialism does 
not help activists to clarify this question. <> 
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Movie Review: 

CHE 
Reviewed by Sarah. Chicago Workers' Voice 

Political activists are following the uprising in Chiapas, 
the strikes and demonstrations in Korea, the demonstra
tions in the Dominican Republic with much interest. These 
dramatic mass struggles inspire activists not only to act, 
to organize and change the world, but also to think about 
the future. What will the next wave of struggles look like? 
What issues will inspire revolutionary action? What ideas 
will guide the mass struggle? What forms of organization 
are needed? How can we build a real socialism that will 
end exploitation once and for all? 

In the 1990' s the fonner Soviet Union disintegrated. 
Its autocratic state capitalist system went bankrupt and the 
giant country was replaced by several smaller states with 
the more typical market capitalist economy and bourgeois 
parliaments. 

In the 1980's and 1990's there was another kind of 
disintegration. Many left wing and revolutionary organi
zations collapsed. Many have noted the general crisis and 
confusion that exists within the left. For organizations that 
followed the Soviet Union as a model of socialism this 
collapse was inevitable. However many other organiza
tions also died in this period. The reason for this, I believe, 
is that much of the left drew their bearings from trends 
such as revisionism, trotskyism and anarchism: trends that 
are not capable of guiding a socialist revolutionary move
ment. Since the current situation finds many in the left 
without their fonner bearings, it opens up the possibility 
that activists will take stock of the history and experience 
of the revolutionary movement in this century. If they can 
come to grips with its mistakes and forge ahead with what 
is needed, they will be in a position to advance revolution
ary theory and organize new revolutionary movements, 
movements more powerful than the old. 

However, it is also possible to maintain the ideas, 
practices and types of organizations that led to the current 
crisis. In fact for some people, romanticizing about the 
heyday of the Cornintem or the Fourth International (if it 
ever had a heyday) is not just a daydream but their life's 
work. 

In the current situation, filled with confusion, uncer
tainty and the search for reliable bearings to guide revolu
tionaries, the life and legend of Che Guevarra has gained 
renewed interest. 

Many activists saw the movie Che when it played in 

2126197 

Chicago. This movie documents Che Guevarra's days in 
Bolivia. It follows the path taken by Che and the guerilla 
group he led. The director interviewed several people who 
knew Che during those final days. He interviewed one of 
the participants in the guerilla group, several peasants 
who met Che, and one of the soldiers who captured him. 

The movie provokes interest in some important issues . 
At the beginning of the movie the director shows that Che 
had some disagreements with Soviet politics at the time. 
The director says that Che liked neither the bureaucracy 
nor the high living of Soviet officials. The movie docu
ments a speech given by Che in Algiers that criticized the 
idea of "peaceful coexistence." This was a key political 
idea put forward by Soviet leaders at the time. "Peaceful 
coexistence" certainly sounds like a fine and progressive 
idea, especially when one considers the super aggressive 
attitude of U.S. imperialism towards the Soviet Bloc 
countries. But it was not meant as a diplomatic stance. It 
was a key ideological ingredient of the Soviet Union's 
politics, a politics we refer to as "revisionism," the revis
ing of revolutionary Marxism into sterile reformist poli
tics that sounds like the original but has all the revolution
ary working class content ripped out of it. 

The politics behind the slogan "peaceful coexistence" 
downgraded the significance of the anned struggles against 
imperialism such as the Vietnamese war against U.S . 
imperialism and the anned liberation movements in M
rica. But it dido't simply belittle anned conflict in favor of 
peaceful forms of activism. Soviet revisionism sometimes 
support "reformism with guns," that is, it sometimes 
supported an armed conflict so long as the toiling masses 
were not likely to gain power or generally get out of the 
control of the "national" bourgeoisie. The essential thing 
for revisionism is that the workers and peasants must tail 
behind the capitalists. 

Immediately after Che retumed to Cuba, there were 
several days of private meetings. Che then resigned his 
positions in the Cuban government. The movie provokes 
a question about what happened. Was Che cut out of his 
positions in Cuba because he criticized the Soviet Union? 
And if so, doesn't that make the current promotion of Che 
by the Cuban Communist Party and Cuban government 
somewhat cynical? 

In the movie, Che' s letter to the Cuban people was 
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read. Some of the activists in Chicago who viewed this 
movie thought that it sounded suicidal. Some feel that, if 
Che were indeed kicked out of politics in Cuba, perhaps 
the only path he saw was a path of militant action leading 
eventually to revolutionary martyrdom. 

To speak to this argument we must first look at the 
issue of Soviet politics and the fight against this distortion 
of Marxism. 

There is some debate over whether Che could have 
been more open in criticizing Soviet politics. However, the 
rea1 issue is did Che want an open debate on Soviet 
politics. For example, he could have joined in the "Great 
Polemic on the Line of the International Communist 
Movement" as the Communist Parties of China and 
Albania called it. At the time that Che resigned from the 
Cuban government, a major debate criticizing Soviet 
politics was underway. China and Albania were publicly 
denouncing several Soviet theories, especially "peaceful 
coexistence," at large meetings attended by all the commu
nist parties in the world. By the late sixties the debate was 
raging. The communist movement was suffering the larg
est split in its history with one side denouncing the 
"Khrushchovite revisionism" of the Soviet Union while 
the other deplored the ultra-leftism of Mao Zedong and his 
allies. 

Flawed though it was with many revisionist problems 
of its own, the debate in the communist movement inspired 
many activists to fight revisionism. Che never spoke about 
this polemic, nor about the splits that were developing in 
many of the communist parties. Of course Che did not 
have to join the Chinese side to oppose Soviet revisionism; 
he had some criticism of his own and presumably could 
have developed it. I want to point out that there is no 
indication in any of his writings, nor in the movie, that Che 
wanted to develop an open fight in the revolutionary 
movement against Soviet politics. 

It was important to wage a struggle against revision
ism. Some activists have pointed out that Che would have 

only if it is connected to the mass struggle and aims to 
develop that struggle. In Bolivia, at the time, miners were 
fighting important battles against the companies and the 
government. However, the guerilla struggle led by Che did 
not hook up with this fight . The guerilla fighters did not 
have and were not able to win the support of the Indian 
peasants. Clearly Che did not have an assessment of the 
conditions for a revolutionary movement in Bolivia. 

Before he died, Che spoke to a young girl who was 
interviewed in the movie. His last words showed his 
revolutionary spirit. He talked of his desire for a new type 
oflife without exploitation and oppression. This is what 
inspires revolutionary activists everywhere. If one is to 
honor his spirit and the lives of other revolutionary 
martyrs, one has to ask the hard questions of how to 
advance the revolutionary movement. 

One question to ask is what inspires the renewed 
interest in Che? 

Che's name is linked with the spirit of international
ism and revolutionary heroism. He was born in Argentina. 
He participated in the political struggles in Guatemala. He 
escaped to Mexico from Guatemala after the CIA coup. 
There he met Fidel Castro. In 1956 he was aboard the 
yacht Granma when it landed in Cuba. He participated in 
organizing the Cuban revolution. He was an important 
figure in leading the revolutionary armies that eventually 
captured power. After he resigned from the Cu ban govern
ment, he went to the Congo (later Zaire) where he fought 
with the anti-imperialist movement. Finally, he led an 
expedition to Bolivia in hopes of helping to foment revo
lutionary struggle in Latin America. In close consultation 
with the U.S. military, Bolivian soldiers murdered him 
after his capture. Watching the horrors of nationalist strife 
in Bosnia, Rwanda and other countries, we see the impor
tance of an internationalist perspective and the burning 
need to advance the worldwide revolutionary movement. 
Che lived and worked and died as an internationalist. 

faced enormous obstacles, including the virtual impossi- Che's name has some link with anti-revisionism. As 
bility of waging such a fight from Cuba. (Of course, this previously mentioned, Che criticized the former Soviet 
shows the falseness of upholding Cuba as a defender of Union regarding "peaceful coexistence," and in practice 
revolutionary politics against revisionism today.) If Che he pursued a line opposite to what the Soviet Union 
even had inklings of the bankruptcy of Soviet politics (and advocated. However Che was not an anti-revisionist per 
apparently he had some dissatisfactions), and if he were se. 
cut out of Cuban political life, then he undoubtedly felt 
himself to be in a difficult situation. He would not be the 

Today, most leftists have some criticism of the politics 
and practices in the former Soviet Union and of the 
communist parties linked to the Soviets. However, the 
hard work of critiquing revisionism is not very popular. It 
means sorting out what went wrong, separating the good 
from the bad, figuring out what that experience means for 
the advance of the revolutionary movement. Most impor-

first one to choose a path that meant martyrdom when 
faced with unacceptable politics and an unclear path. 

The movie brought out Che's isolation from the 
masses in Bolivia. Please note that the guerilla fight can be 
important for developing the revolutionary movement but 
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tantly, it means discarding some long-cherished views and 
changing some long-held practices. I think it is easier to 
rely on the old answers of Soviet style revisionism, or 
Trotskyism, or anarchism, or on vague populism than to 
answer hard, questions and to change. Unfortunately, the 
current promotion of Che goes along with this general 
mood. Che's critique of Soviet revisionism may be more 
a matter of the desires of current day activists than a reality 
in his own life. 

Che's name is linked with socialism, especially "so
cialism" in Cuba. But what is "socialism" in Cuba? 

The revolution freed Cuba from the abject subjuga
tion to U. S. imperialism that was the Batista regime. After 
the revolution the working class, the peasantry and the 
oppressed attempted to put many measures in place that 
would further their interests, that would give them a new 
life. This is very important social experience. After the 
revolution, the many reforms that were carried out im
proved living conditions, increased the literacy and skills 
of the masses, and improved industrial and agricultural 
techniques. Many of these reforms were beneficial to the 
masses. 

Because the Cuban revolution defeated U.S. imperial
ism and because it brought a better life for the masses, it 
is highly regarded . This revolution and the Cuban experi
ence should be closely studied. I have read Tab lada , s book 
on Che's economic plans. (Che Guevarra. Economics 
and Politics in the Transition to Socialism by Carlos 
Tab I ada. PathfinderlPacific and Asia. 1989) In the main, 
the measures Che considered implementing sound like 
very reasonable things to do in a small country under 
imperialist blockade - even in a small capitalist country 
- if the leadership of that country does not want to go 
along with the dominant economic forces . 

This is what gives Cuba its contradictory character. In 
reality it was a small country whose economy was always 
capitalist and which survived in its position largely be
cause of the rivalry that existed between two imperialist 
powers. At the same time the masses and many activists 
from the leading political party were inspired by ideas of 
socialism and they attempted to put those ideas into 
practice - this gives Cuban society features of a society in 
transition. And, true enough, those features are not and 
probably can not be maintained today in the current 
economic climate of globalization. 

However, these measures do not constitute socialism. 
One of the questions not dealt with by Che, at least as 
reported by Tablada, is the impossibility of establishing 
socialism in a small country in the larger capitalist world. 
However, Che does view the Soviet bloc as socialist. 
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I think it is important to look at this experience 
critically. In the camp of those whose politics were and are 
heavily influenced by Soviet style communism, the older 
style communist party politics and by Trotskyism, many 
look at Cuba and say that the experience was just great, 
that any problems are just a result of the pressures of world 
imperialism, the U.S .-led blockades and embargos, etc. 
As far as they are concerned, Cuba is on the path to 
socialism. 

Among those who came out of other politics, espe
cially Maoism and supposed anti-revisionism, there has 
been a tendency to negate that experience altogether under 
the thought that the Cuban Revolution is just a variant of 
Soviet revisionism. I think some of this idea existed in the 
organizations we came out of -- the COUSML and MLP 
-- at least in the atmosphere, if not in the official docu
ments. Neither of these organizations wrote much about 
Cuba although it's hard to say why. Certainly there were 
many other important issues that we had to deal with. But 
perhaps there was not so much interest in Cuba because we 
all knew that it was, after all, revisionist. 

I think the Cuban experience needs to be studied just 
as does the Soviet or Chinese experience. We need to 
separate the good from the bad and concentrate the essence 
of this rich revolutionary experience. Not all the problems 
in Cuba, such as the current opening to Western imperial
ism, the way its economy was tied to the Soviet economy, 
the current austerity measures, etc., are due to objective 
conditions. Nor do all these problems stem from the 
ideological mistakes of the Cuban leaders. 

Part of assessing the Cuban revolution involves ap
praising the role of the Cuban leaders. In my opinion, the 
Cuban leadership, while it stood at the head of many 
progressive measures in Cuba, has overall played a bad 
role - and I think it has to be sorted out what was good and 
what was bad about its role. In particular, it has played a 
bad role in regard to revolutionary theory and what 
direction the various revolutionary movements should 
take. They have promoted reformism and in some cases 
have hamstrung the movements in various countries . 

For example, it urged the revolutionary forces in 
Nicaragua not to "make the mistake we made" by being 
too socialist and driving the capitalists out of the country. 
Actually the capitalists and petty-capitalists fled Cuba 
after the revolution at the instigation and insistence of the 
c.I.A. Moreover, the Cuban leadership pressured the 

Continued on page 32. See CHE 



Book review: 

Los Angeles Workers' Voice reviews 

The Enemy Within by Jay Gould 

Introduction by Jack Hill 

The following article was sent to Chicago Work
ers' Voice by the Los Angeles Workers' Voice. As 
with every article, the views presented here are first 
and foremost the responsibility of the author. I would 
like to add a couple of additional comments. 

First of all, please note that the anti-capitalist 
conclusions are not necessarily those of Jay Gould 
but are the views of the article's author, an activist 
with LA WV. It is logical to draw such conclusions 
but Gould does not discuss such things in his writ
ings. If one read this article quickly, one might miss 
the distinction between the conclusions that Gould 
draws on the relationship between exposure to nuclear 
radiation and toxic chemicals and breast cancer and 
other diseases, and the LA Workers' Voice conclu
sions about our economic and political system. 

The second point is that we in the Chicago 
Workers' Voice group have not had the chance to 
study Gould' s book and form our own opinion. 
However I did get a chance to look over a book 
written by Gould in 1990 which also deals with the 
health effects oflow level exposure to nuclear radia
tion. (Jay M. Gould and Benjamin A. Goldman, 
Deadly Deceit, Low Level Radiation, High Level 
Cover-Up, Four Walls Eight Windows, New York, 
1990.) My impression is that Gould has been doing 
public health statistical research on these questions 
for many years. He uses, as far as I can see, the same 
high powered statistical tools that are generally used 
in epidemiological studies. He is a strong partisan of 
a view that many mainstream scientists consider 
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extreme: that exposure to the low level radiation from 
nuclear reactors is having a serious and measurable 
negative impact on public health. That doesn't mean 
he is wrong. As a matter of fact, I bet he is right. 

Those with more expertise than I will have to 
judge how strong Gould's science is. In his previous 
book Gould does as any reputable scientist does he 
provides lots of details on his data and how he ~na
Iyzed it. I am inclined to believe that Gould is doing 
reputable science, albeit with a strong bias against 
nuclear energy. The only qualification I would suggest 
that the reader keep in mind is the basic caution: 
correlation does not prove causation. Just because 
exposure to low level nuclear radiation and to toxic 
wastes coincides with higher rates of breast cancer , 
one can not automatically conclude that it is the cause. 
r m sure that defenders of nuclear power are using this 
to argue their way around all of Gould' s conclusions. 

So you the reader will have to evaluate for yourself 
these conclusions. I cannot guarantee to you that 
Gould is right, but I do think he makes a serious case. 
For several years after the near-meltdown at Three 
Mile Island there was a strong anti-nuke mass move
ment in the U.S. We in Chicago Workers' Voice 
participated in this movement as part of the Marxist
Leninist Party. We thought this movement was just, 
that nuclear energy should be opposed (along with 
nuclear weapons), and that the culprits who imposed 
this horribly unsafe and unhealthy technology on the 
U.S. and the world were the monopoly capitalists. We 
were right. 
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NUCLEAR EMISSIONS, TOXIC CHEMICALS AND THE POISON PRESS: 
SINISTER PARTNERS IN A LEGACY OF DEATH AND DECEIT 

The assertion that "living near a nuclear plant engenders no 
greater risk than 1 i ving el sewhere in Minnesota" (Minneapol is Star 
Tribune, 5/6/95), is not borne out by the facts, but is typical of the 
disingenuous, self-serving fabrications issued by the corporate media on 
behalf of the nuclear power/nuclear weapons industry. 

Standing in stark contrast to the -endless stream of similarly 
reassuring and tranquillizing propaganda is the recently released book 
titled, The Enemy Within, by Jay.M. Gould. The book documents Gould's 
research which has succeeded in making the link between nuclear fallout 
and reactor emissions to what is unquestionably a heal th crisis of 
immense proportions. This crisis, which must appear even to the casual 
observer as having the nature of an epidemic, invol ves the al arming 
increasing rate of occurrence of cancers generally and of breast and 
childhood cancers more specifically. Today, for example, nearly 45,000 
women in the United states (population 255M) die each year from breast 
cancer as compared to about half that number in 1950 (population 151M). 
More telling, though, is the fact that within that time period some 
areas of the country have experienced an increase in the rate of 
incidence for breast cancer that has nearly tripled. As for cancers in 
children, the statistics are just as disturbing. While childhood cancer 
mortality was at one time a medical rarity in the U.S. -- two deaths per 
100,000 children in 1935, by 1955 the incidence had quadrupled to 8 
dea ths per 100,000. By 1950, of any disease, cancer had become the 
leading cause of death amongst children 5-14 years of age. 
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Gould beg~n looking into this matter while serving on the 
Environmental Protection Agency Science Advisory Board in the early 
80' s. (Envi ronmental Prott:!ction Agency? Hardl y! EPA more honestl y 
stands for Every Polluter's Assistant and/or Every Pesticide Approved). 
He became concerned that government epidemi 01 ogists, because of the 
important political and economic implications, were reluctant to pursue 
an investigation of what were to him very sharply delineated geographic 
variations in cancer mortality rates. In order to try and pinpoint the 
reason that would explain this variation, he had to conduct his own 
investigation, realizing that in the process he would indeed be treading 
on some sensitive political toes. By analyzing the available data he 
was able to show the existence of a correlation between those areas with 
high cancer rates and those areas known to contain high concentrations 
of chemical wastes. His research led him to believe that in addition to 
the known chemi ca 1 cuI pri ts, other cofact ors must al so be invo 1 ved. 
Eventually, he was led to consider the possibility that nuclear reactor 
emissions were playing an important supporting role in the process of 
carcinogenesis. 

Using data culled from National Cancer Institute files, Gould was 
a b 1 e t 0 s how t hat worn e n I i vi n gin s 0 - c a lie d n u c I ear co un tie s, 1. e. , 
those within a 100 mile radius of a reactor, are at the greatest risk of 
dying from breast cancer. It turns out that 1,319 of the 3,053 counties 
in the U. S. are "nuel ear. " These counties account for far more than 
hal f of all breast cancer deaths in the U. S. and tend to show the 
highest breast cancer mortality rates in the nation. Furthermore, the 
exacerbating effect of reactor emissions was most pronounced for women 
1 i ving in 1 arge metropol i tan areas. These urbanized areas have al so 
tended to be the centers for the most intensive industrial development. 
Consequently, the women in these regions have been compelled to suffer 
f rom the added exposure to the decades -long accumul a ti on of toxi c 
industrial wastes, air pollution, drinking water contamination from 
nuclear fallout since urban water supplies are likely to be obtained 
from above ground sources, and possible overexposure to radiologic exams 
such as fluoroscopy and mammography. 

The largest source of nuclear fallout has been from the atmospheric 
tests conducted by, who else but our old friends, the U.S. Imperialists 
and the Sovi et Imperia lists. Al though the atmospheri c testing was 
stopped in 1963, it has been estimated that the total amount of 
radiation released was equivalent to 40 , 000 Hiroshima bombs. As a 
result, we are all downwinders, we have all been turned into guinea 
pigs. 
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In a rare moment of honesty coming from someone involved in the 
nuclear weapons indt'stry, Dr. John Gofman, who was in charge of the 
biomedical division of the Lawrence Livermore Laboratory and also aided 
in the development of the atomic bomb made the following statement: 

There is no way I can justi fy my fai 1 ure to hel p sound an 
alarm over these activities many years sooner than I did. I 
feel that at least several hundred scientists trained in the 
biomedical aspect of atomic energy myself definitely 
incl uded -- are candidates for Nuremberg-type trials for 
crimes against humanity for our gross negligence and 
i rresponsibi I i ty. Now that we know the hazard of low-dose 
radiation, the crime is not experimentation -- it's murder. 

As evidence of yet another government coverup, this statement 
appeared in a Washington Post article on April 14, 1979: 

Officials involved in U.S. bomb tests feared in 1965 that 
disclosures of a secret study linking leukemia to radioactive 
fallout from the bombs could jeopardize further testing and 
result in costly damage claims ... That study, as well as a 
proposal to examine thyroid cancer rates in Utah, touched off 
a series of top-level meetings within the old Atomic energy 
Commission over how to influence or change the two studies. 
The document also indicates that the Public Health Service, 
which conducted the studies, joined the AEC in reassuring the 
public about any possible danger from fallout. 

More than three decades ago, with the publication of her ground
breaking book, Silent Spring, Rachel Carson had cautioned that chemicals 
are the "sinister partners" of man-made fission products and together 
they would change the very nature of life in the world. For her 
efforts, Carson was soundly vilified and condemned as being little more 
than an hysterical fearmonger by agents of the government and chemical 
industry. 

Today, for example, as a sort of vindication of Carson's warning, 
breast cancer mortality rates are 40% higher in New York metropolitan 
counties than in Texas, Louisiana and Oklahoma. Despite the fact that 
these southern states suffer from the nation's highest concentrations of 
petrochemical wastes, during the time of the study they did not have any 
operating nuclear reactors . On the other hand, Westchester and Long 
Island, which are in New York, have reported the nation's highest levels 
of per capita exposure to nuclear emissions which originate from the 
Indian Point, Millstone and Brookhaven nuclear reactors. 
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Suffolk County, which is home to the Brookhaven reactor, has one of 
the nation's highest rates of breast cancer mortality at 32.4 deaths per 
100,000 women, as compared to the overall U.S . rate of 24.6. Equally 
significant is the fact that since 1950 this county has shown a rate of 
increase that is 40 times the corresponding rate of increase for breast 
cancer mortal i ty for the nation as a whol e: i. e., a 40% increase as 
compared to a 1\ increase . 

The Great Lakes region of the country is another area that has 
suffered the effects of long-term contamination from the "sinister 
partners" of radiation emissions and industrial chemicals. Since the 
turn of the century, industries have used the vast expanse of water in 
the lakes as dumping area for their wastes. Added to this are the 
radioactive effluents from the three dozen U.S. and Canadian civilian 
nuclear power reactors that have been discharged into the lakes since 
the 1970's. 

Certainly one would think that vital information such as this that 
appears throughout The Enemy Within, would be a sufficient cause for 
concern that might even generate a news report or two. But alas, 
informing the working class about the important events that 
significantly affect their day-to-day lives does not even appear on the 
top 10 list of "things that corporate media do." Instead, once again, 
the "free press" and government 
being the lackeys of industry 

agenci es have exposed themsel ves as 
that they have always been. On 

innumerabl e occasi ons they have been gi ven the opportuni ty to prove 
their allegiance to the ruling class -- and they have not disappointed. 

A case in point is their abysmal reporting on the environmental 
causes of disease such as pesticides, industrial wastes, air pollution 
and radiation. Their mandate is obviously, on the one hand, to minimize 
the environmental (i.e., industrial) origins of illness, while on the 
other to emphasize one's personal responsibility, up to and including 
one's genetic inheritance. Over the past few years the media have been 
conducting a big campaign, hyping the medical establishment's search for 
the latest gene that will explain, if not explain away, why people have 
heart disease or breast cancer, or whatever it is that ails them. Of 
course, some peopl e wi 11 undoubtedl y be shown to have a genetical 1 y 
determined susceptibility to this or that disease. Again, the point 
here is one of emphasis, because even if this proves to be the case, the 
condition or health of the environment will almost certainly play an 
important role in determining how or even if this gene will be 
expressed. 
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As an example of this unbalanced reporting, a November 1996 
"newscast" on KCAL/Channel 9 in Los Angeles strongly emphasized the 
point that what is most determinative for a person's state of health is 
their personal life style choices, while at the same time completely 
downplaying (i.e., covering up) the potential impact that various 
recognized environmental insults, including pesticides and radiation, 
can have on a person's health. The essence of their message was that 
the public's anxiety about the environmental causes of cancer is way out 
of proportion to the actual risks. They ended their report by stressing 
that the health benefits gained by eating lots of fruits and vegetables 
far outweighs any concern about possible pesticide residues. This is 
the kind of message that must be, not coincidentally, sweet music to the 
ears of the agri-capitalists and their friends in the pesticide 
industry. 

In these latter days of largely unregulated capitalist industrial 
development, it is not in the least surprising that the chickens are 
coming home to roost. Given that poisoning the environment and forcing 
working people to endure all kinds of unnecessary risks has always been 
a strong sui t of the rul ing cl ass, this shoul d come as no surprise 
whatsoever. In fact, almost daily, though I am not so sure about the 
word "almost," one scandal or another, environmental or otherwise, is 
uncovered that reveals the utter contempt and disregard that this system 
has show for any real human values. 

The following are but a few examples that represent merely the tip 
of the iceberg: 
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* In 1932, the U.S. Public Health Service initiated a study of 
third stage syphilis using 400 poor Black men in Tuskeegee, 
Al abama, never tell ing them of thei r illness and denying them 
treatment, allowing many of them to fester and suffer agonizing 
pain and even death. 

* In 1945, the managers at the Hanford Nuclear Processing Complex 
in Richland, Washington, released 5050 curies of radioactive iodine 
into the air in their haste to provide the necessary plutonium for 
the fi rst atom bombs. Documents obtained under the Freedom Of 
Information Act revealed that between 1944-1956, a whopping 530,000 
curies of 
facility. 

radioactive iodine were released into the air by the 
27,000 plaintiffs have filed suit against the facility 

after the Department of Energy acknowl edged in 1991, that many 
thyroid cancers in the area resulted from the large releases of 
radioactive iodine. 
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* Between 1946-1958, u.s. exploded 66 nuclear bombs in the Marshall 
Islands, Vaporizing entire islands and exposing indigenous people 
and u.s. service personnel to radiation to use them as guinea pigs. 

* In 1948, Kerr-McGee (of Karen Silkwood infamy) became the first 
company to begin uranium mining on the Navajo Reservation in New 
Mexico. Attracted to this region by cheap labor and lax health and 
safety regulations, Kerr-McGee sent the Navajo workers into the 
mine without protective masks to breathe the dust-laden air. As 
late as 1966, three years prior to shutting down its mine, 
ventilation systems had not been installed. Since no provisions 
had been made for drinking water, the miners were allowed to drink 
f rom the pudd I es of "hot" water that accumul a ted on the mine floor. 
Within only a few years after the mine closure, nearly 20\ of the 
miners had died of lung cancer, with many more either dead or dying 
from dust poisoning or pulmonary fibrosis. 

* In 1979, Three Mi I e I s I and nuc I ear reactor near Harrisburg, 
Pennsylvania, malfunctioned with the resultant release of a large 
quantity of radioactive iodine and other fission gases. 
The incident made the national headlines just long enough to allow 
for sufficient damage control -- then it was buried. What has 
remained I argel y unreported are the numerous I awsui ts brought 
against the owner-operator of the facility. 300 cases have been 
privately settled, while a class action suit involving 2,500 
plaintiffs is still pending. At the heart of these suits are the 
numerous claims of radiation-induced illnesses and disorders 
suf fered by res i dents living near the s t ri cken reactor. These 
health effects have included: still births, low birthweight, birth 
defects, spontaneous abortions, 
bizarre sores that won't heal and 
affected adults, children, farm 
them. 

sterility, cancers, leukemia, 
a host of other illness that have 
animals and the foliage around 

* In 1989-1990 Los Angeles County and many other areas in the state 
were repeatedly bombarded by an armada of helicopters spraying the 
toxic pesticide, malathion to "save" California's agri-business 
from the Mediterranean fruit fly. Even Dr. Shirley Fannin, head of 
L.A. County Department of Health, joined in the chorus to give her 
stamp of approval for the use of this derivative of an immune and 
nervous system poison developed for chemical warfare by Nazi 
Germany during WWII. "Make sure you cover your cars, 'cause this 
stuff will eat the paint right off, but don't worry about possible 
health effects," the people were reassuringly told. 
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* In 1996 it was revealed that beginning in 1989, and without 
obtaining informed consent, 1,500 poor Black and Latino babies in 
Los Angels were subjected to an experimental measles vaccine. The 
program had been initiated in Haiti, Mexico, Senegal and Guinea
Bissau in 1987. In Haiti and elsewhere the vaccine has been linked 
to the deaths and other serious medical problems amongst some of 
the children. 

* The latest unresolved scandal involves the shameful, cold-hearted 
treatment of U.S., armed forces personnel who "served their 
country," i.e., the interests of U.S. Imperialism, in the Persian 
Gulf. Reminiscent of the vicious chemical warfare employed by the 
U.S. against the Vietnamese people, in which many U.S. troops were 
also "inadvertently" doused, many of the personnel returning from 
the Gulf have complained of experiencing numerous medical problems, 
some of them life threatening. Collectively these ailments have 
come to be known as Gulf War Syndrome (GWS). Many of those suffer
ing are convinced that the disorders are a result of their exposure 
to toxic chemicals, including the experimental vaccinations they 
were forced to submit to. The Pentagon has tried to sweep this 
under the carpet by claiming that the complaints are simply due to 
"post traumatic stress." Whatever proves ul timatel y to be the 
source of GWS, the veterans, who thought they were doing the right 
thing by heeding Uncle Sam's call, and that they in turn would be 
taken care of in time of need, have had to swallow a very bitter 
reality pill. Namely, that old man Sam is anything but a 
benevolent uncle, in fact he's a rotten SOB. 

The aforementioned crimes against humanity, and that is what they 
are, were carried out in spite of, what is at best, a rhetorical U.S. 
commitment to numerous lofty but worthless bourgeois covenants, such as 
the Nuremberg Principl es, the Geneva Conventions, the U. N. Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, the U.N. Charter, and yes, even the 
Consti tution. Any society that has sunk so low into the depths of 
barbarism that it would knowingly, with malice and forethought, 
jeopardize all life on the planet, has unmistakably forfeited any claim 
to legitimacy or right of existence. 

L.A. WORKERS' VOICE 
12/25/96 

Anyone interested in obtaining a list of sources 
used for this article, or for further discussion can 
contact L.A.W.V. at P.O. Box 57483, L.A., CA 90057, 
or at Internet:74742.1651@Compuserve.com 
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