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MARXISTS are internationalists not only
because we have a personal commitment
to fight for the liberation of all people
regardless of race, sex, or creed, but also
becanse we understand the need for inter-
national working-class solidarity.

The world market enslaves all workers.
Capital, factories and financial investment
can be moved rapidly to those countries
with cheaper workers or weaker trade
unions. Capitalism is 2 world economic sys-
tem. To replace it with socialism we will
have to build a world-wide workers' move-
ment, to form the basis of an alternative
world-wide economic system.

However, nationalism is stifl important
and popular in the working classes of many
countries around the world. Despite the
international nature of capitalism, national
divisions and nationalist politics continue to
have deep roots in modern society.

Nationalism, as a political movement,
developed alongside capitalism from the
seventeenth century onwards. In country
after country the capitalist class, the bour-
geoisie, in an effort to create unified national
markets which they could exploit, drew
workers and small farmers into political
moavements to smash up the feudal order of
the kings and barons. They consolidated
their fight for power by stirring up national
sentiments and using nationalist ideclogy.

The nationalism of the upcoming bour-
geoisie was progressive in as much as it
opposed the “nation” or the “people” to the
narrower authority of the king and the aris-
tocracy. This was a revolutionary
nationalism but it alsc laid the foundations
for justifying colonialism, racism and xeno-
phobia. Nationalism is as dangerous as a
razor blade which cuts both ways.

Socialists need to deal with the national
question because of such strong historical
roots but also because nationality and
national identity can be the source of
oppression for many workers.

In Kurdistan, in former Yugoslavia, in
East Timor, in Palestine, people have been
denied political and sociat rights — even the
right to speak their own language — or
murdered because of their nationality. In
short, they have been denied the right to
decide how to rule themselves, as a nation,
by larger and stronger nations.

Socialists cannot tell Kurdish workers
that only their class matters, not their nation-
ality. They face death precisely because of
their nationality. To ignore this would show
2 Jack of human compassion and cut social-
ists off from the workers suffering
oppression. Socialists have to champion
the national rights of every nation.

The Bolshevik Party developed a policy
of “the right of all nations to sclfdetermi-
nation”. They worked in a Russian Empire
where many nations were trapped and
oppressed by an tyrannical state ruled by
the Tsar. Trotsky summarised the policy
like this: “...recognition of the right to
secession and independent existence for
each national portion of the state.

“In so far as the various nationalities vol-
untarily or through force of necessity,
coexist within the borders of one state their
cultural interests must find the highest pos-
sible satisfaction within the framework of
the broadest regional (and consequently
territorial) autonomy, including statutory
guarantees of the rights of each minority.”

“T'be Bolsbheviks argued
that if socialists
combined class struggle
Dpolitics with support for
self-determination they
could build trust
between workers of
oppressed and oppressor
nation.”

The point of such an approach is not to
boost nationalism but to undermine it. Lenin
and the Bolshevilks argued that if Russian
socialists combined class struggle politics
with support for self-determination they
could build trust between workers of
oppressed and oppressor nation. They
could also provide an alternative focus to
the bourgeois nationalists in the oppressed
nations.

To achieve such a combined policy
socialists need to build working-class organ-
isations independent of the bourgeois
parties with a programme integrating the
fight for national rights with the working-
class socialist revolution.

After his death Lenin’s ideas were dis-
torted by Stalin to justify giving up the fight
for socialist revolution and linking up
instead with bourgecis nationalists in
oppressed countries. Sadly this Stalinist ver-
sion of selfdetermination lives on today,
including among many groups who call
themselves “Trotskyist”. Trotsky vigorously
opposed the Stalinist policy on the national
question.

According to the Stalinists and the
pseudo-Trotskyists the world is divided into

“good” (oppressed) and “Dad” (oppress
ing) nations and which is good, which is
bad, is set in stone, it does not change over
time. History shows us that an oppressor
nation can become a minor power, and
sometimes an oppressed nation. For
instance the Ottoman Empire Cnow Turkey)
once ruled over vast parts of thee Middle East
and Eastern Furope. Turkey is now a minor
power, a relatively backward capitalist
country. It is however an oppressor of the
Kurds. The Tamils were an advantaged
minority in Sri Lanka, then became an
oppressed group. The Jews wrere the most
oppressed group in Europe, then became
oppressors of the Arabs in Israel.

Lenin argued socialists should fight for
consistent democracy on the national ques-
tion: “A struggle against the privileges and
violence of the oppressing nation, and no
toleration of the striving for privileges on
the part of the oppressed nation”.

By adopting a scheme of good nations
and bad nations many left grotps have aban-
doned Lenin’s idea of consistent democracy.
They champion Palestinian nationalism and
support the destruction of the Israeli nation
state by the surrounding Arab states.

They champion the “Catholic” national-
ism of Sinn Fein/IRA, and ignore the
legitimate fears of the Protestant working
class of being oppressed within a united Ire-
land.

In the last analysis the good nation/bad
nation scheme writes off the working class
of the so-called bad nation — the Israeli
working class or the Irish Protestant work-
ing class

In the last decade the Alliance for Work-
ers’ Liberty has tried to resurrect the
Bolsheviks’ ideas on the national question,
in particular their notion of consistent
democracy. @




March 1996

Teach yourself socialism

And explanation of
dialectical materialism by
Edward Congze

SCIENTIFIC method demands that we
should study things in their inter-relation
with one another, and with the purpose
we have in mind whep studying them.
Lenin called this the “spirit and essence of
the dialectic”, and few men have practised
it better than he did. In itself, this demand
Is rather meaningless. It gains life only by
being applied. The capacity to think ade-
quately cannot be learned by heart, It is
acquired only be much cxercise and prac-
tice in tackling concrete problems, A
knowledge of the scientific method is no
substitute for this €xercise, just as reading
a book on golf will never in irself make a
man a golfer.

Generally speaking, we understand
something only by seeing it in relation to
or in connection with other things. Take
a chair, for example. As long as we merely
repeat the word “chair”, we learn nothing
about it. Whatever we may know about the
chair, we can express in sentences about
it. In these sentences we relate this chair
to other objects. We say: “This chair is
hard or black or ugly.” This means that
our mind connects this chair with other
hard (or soft), black (or not black), ugly (or
beautiful) objects, Fach thing stands in
some relation to everything else in the
world. it is thus fully understood only if all
its relations are known. Therefore it has
been said that to know one thing ¢om-
pletely is to know everything.

In the case of this chair, the reader need
strain his fancy only a little in order to see
the point. Its temperature is influenced
by a depression thousands of miles away,
Its molecules are hijt by radio waves from
Milan and Tokyo and continually broken
up by cosmic rays from the stratosphere.
Its weight depends on the earth and the lat-
ter’s position among the stars. The light
which falls upon it connects it with the
sun. We might go on indefinitely with this
cnumeration.

The philosopher sums up — everything
is interrelated with everything else. The
Poct expresses the same idea by saying:

“Thou canst not stir a flower

Without troubling of a star.”

But actually, we never worry about all
these properties of our chair, We are sat-
isfied when we know those of its qualities
which are of practical importance for us,
like stability, size or beawty. We normally
try to understand things, because we want
to handle or control them better. There
are, of course, people who want to know
a fot of things which are of no conceivable

“We think inadequately
about British
democracy if we
overlook the actual
Jorm that democracy

] takes and the actual
# soclal circumstances
under which it operates
and may cease to

use 1o anybody in the world. There are
many theoreticians who imagine that their
dignity is bound up with the uselessness
of their results. The ruling class often delib-
erately feeds the minds of the working
class with a knowledge which is entirely
useless for the working peopie, in order to
lead them away from the class struggle. But
these exceptions show only that inteili-
gence, like everything else, can be put to
a wrong use

Reason, rightly used, guides us in our
practical control of things. Guided by the
practical purpose we have in mind, we
arc satisfied with knowing one section out
of the infinite number of relations, quali-
ties and properties of an object. We know
of something if our knowledge of that
thing contains everything we need for our
practical purposes, The owner of a bicycle
knows his bicycle when he knows enough
about it 1o be able to ride and occasionaily
repair it. The amount of things which the
producer of bicycles must know about
them, in order to have a successful knowl-
edge, is of course much greater. The
wealth of our knowledge of a subject is rel-
ative to our practical purposes.

Our knowledge reflects or copies reality,
We have a correct idea of 2 thing if we
know those of its properties and relations
which are important for our practical con-
trol of the thing,

Scientific method lays special stress
upon this aspect of correct thinking,
because it is so very common to look at
things and events apart from their inter-
relations with cne another, and apart from
our purpose,

A man would think quite wrongly if he
considered the question of building a
bridge ora road ora house without regard
to the peculiar circumstances in which
this bridge or road or house is to be built.
Again, when a man is riding a bicycle, the
peculiar circumstances are, for example,

operate.”

the state of the road, the other vehicles and
the traffic signs on the road. A person
would not ride a bicycle well if (being
inattentive or drunk) he were to ignore ail
these special circumstances and overlook
these important factors in the concrete
situation. The result would be that he soon
would be knocked down; practical defeat
always follows wrong thinking,

The reader will think that there is
nobody foolish enough to behave in such
away. And yet, in social questions people
do behave in that way daily. We can dis-
tinguish three principal violations of the
first law of scientific method,

Wrong thinking

OUR attitude to something is faulty if we
do not look at the thing as we meet it in
our practical life, but in a general way.
We can, for example, discuss democracy
as pure democracy, and dwell on its mer-
its. Bur this is quite valueless, because in
our everyday life and struggle we have
nothing to do with pure democracy or the
idea of democracy. “Democracy” is an
empty word. The only thing which exists
and can interest us practically is “parlia-
mentary bourgeois democracy in
contemporary Britain.” We think inade-
quately about British democracy if we
overlook the actual form that democracy
takes and the acrual social circumstances
under which it operates and may cease to
operate. The practical consequence of
speaking thus ahout democracy is to make
a fetish of it and to sacrifice everything in
order to keep it, even things which are far
more valuable. The German social democ-
rats conceded wage cuts between 1930
and 1933 in order to save democracy; they
lost both wages and democracy, since the
workers could scarcely be expected to
fight very ardently for trade unions which
had consented to numerous wage cuts “in
the interest of democracy.” The practical §
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consequence of seeing democracy as it
actually is — isto regarditasa special form
of capitalist control which gives certain
facilities to the working class, but only on
condition that the workers behave, o are
strong enough o compel the granting of
these Facilities.

When we think about democracy we
should do so for the practical purpose of
finding out what it means for the emandci-
pation of the working class. Whenever we
fook at any social guestion, we must se¢ it
its bearing upon the practical emancipa-
tion of the working class. The real function
of British democracy in the class struggle
is of supreme importance in this respect.
To leave that out of consideration leads to
theoretical error and practical impotence.

Generally speaking, thinldng that vio-
lates the first law of scientific method
neglects parts of 4 question of factors in 2
situation which are important for our prac-
tical attitude to this question or situation.

By remaining in the sphere of vague and
merely verbal abstractions, and by stress-
ing the similarities between ail
democracies, we take no notice of the fun-
damental differences between them. It is
wrong to state that “democracy is —
democracy.” For all practical purposes,
there is all the difference in the world
between bourgeois parliamentary democ-
racy and working class democracy. It is
equally wrong to say that “war is — war”
and to treat all wars alike. We then over-
fook just those differences berween the
different types of war which should be
decisive in forming the attitude of mem-
bers of the working class to those wars in
which their ruling class involves them.

Lenin showed in 1920 how foolish it is
o decide for or against compromises quite
generally or in the abstract, without basing
the decision in each case on “the concrete
conditions of each compromise.” His ‘Left
Wing' Conunutsisim — afl Infantile Dis-
order fully illustrates this point of the
scientific method.

Many fascist and orthodox theoreticians
regard imperialism as simply the vaguc
desire to extend one’s power and terri-
tory. Imperialism, as a historical reality, is
always more than a policy of conquest in
general. Imperialism, defined abstractly,
is the “desire for expansion.” But this
abstract definition becomes a false defini-
tion, if it is used to explain some actually
existing form of imperialism. In saying,
for example, that Britain, like Rome, etc.,
is expanding its influence over the world
because it is the natural desire of ail soci-
eties to expand, the differences between
Roman and British imperialism are glossed
over. The economic circumstances in
which this policy of expansion takes place
are left out of account. A correct idea of
imperialism is the desire for expansion
plus sofme eConomic motive for this expan-
sion. This motive can be scttlement of
surplus population, trade, plunder, €tc.
The special form of imperialism will
depend on the economic and class struc-
rure of the society which expands.

The peculiarities of modern imperial-

ism — on which imperialism our practical
interest naturally centres — are brought
out only if we see its roots in the very
structure of a developed capitalist country.
Modern imperialism is the necessity for
finance capital to expand, owing to the
pressure not of some vague “will to
power”, but of its very real surplus prod-
wcts, This correct definition of imperialism
is indispensable for all practical purposes,
c.g for an efficient fight against imperial-
ism. We can thus abolish imperialism,
which demands so many sacrifices from
workers all over the world, not by the
moral reform of ambitious statesmen Or
by passing pious resolutions against it. We
must destroy its roots by abolishing the
cconomic system of capitalism which
makes imperialist exploitation a necessity.

“Scientific method
carefully studies the
mistakes of the past,

in ovder to avoid

them in the future,
and from the past il
takes the lessons for
the present struggle.”

Things do not exist in “purity”

WE never meet with pure social phenom-
ena. Pure capitalist countries, for instance,
do not exist. In Germany, to take an exam-
ple, the capitalist system is blended with
feudal elements (the Junkers and the mil-
jtary caste) and small producers (peasant
farmers, artisans). The non-capitalist ele-
ments got 4 strong political influence in
Nazism and partly account for the anti-
capitalist character of the Nazi movement.
Their influence gives to the antj-capitalist
propaganda of the Nazis a reality which we
never can understand if we regard Ger-
many as a purely capitalist country.

But is Britain a pure capitalist country?
The feudal lords have almost entirely
merged into the business world, The mil-
itary caste is small and enjoys little respect.
Few peasants have survived the vicissi-
tudes of the industrial revolution. The
percentage of persons engaged in agei-
culture has steadily declined from 12.5% in
1881 to 5.6% in 1931. And yet, Britain can
appear as an almost purc capitalist coun-
try only if we look at the geographical unit
and not at the British economic system as
a whole.

A pure capitalist country cannot exist.
Capitalism needs as its complement vast
non-capitalist agricultural districts. Events
in these agricultural districts deeply affect
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the industrial areas of the world, We shall
never be able to understand what happens
in Britain if we keep our ¢yes fixed on
events at home. Since about 1900, we have
entered into the stage of a world econ-
omy in which each capitalist country is
inter-related with the rest of the world.
What happens, for instance, to the farmers
in Asia is as important for us as what hap-
pens at home. A conerete study of British
capitalism must give serious attention to
the peasant revolt in Asia, which is far
away geographically, but very near home
cconomically. In Russia, the peasant revolt
put the Bolsheviks into power and, in con-
sequence, 4 very large country ceased to
be available for capitalist investment on i
large scale. In China and India the hunger
of the peasants undermines the power of
British impesiakism. The Lancashire worker
goes hungry because the Indian peasant
does. And last, but not least, the ruin of the
Japanesc peasant has brought about that
Frantic industrialisation of Japan which dri-
ves British goods from the markets of the
Pacific, Southern Asia and Africa. Pure cap-
italism does not exist even in England,
because the peasants that are scattered
over the vast spaces of the world form a
part of British capitalism.

Lenin, in 1921, gavea scientific analysis
of the different economic systems which
coexist under the dictatorship of the pro-
letariat in Russia. He found five of them —
(1) patriarchal peasant CONOMY; (2) sim-
ple commodity production; (3) privaie
capitalism; (4) state capitalism; (5) social-
ism. This analysis has remained the key
for the understanding of Soviet Russia. In
the meantime, private capitalism has been
destroyed almost completely, but bureas-
cratic state capifalism has grown
immensely. It is very unscientific to talk
about the “gigantic steps towards social-
ism” in the USSR and to forget the other
factors in the situation, especially 4.

Danger of isolating facts

IN another way we think unscientifically
if we isolate one fact or event from all
other facts or events with which it is con-
nected and which account for its changes.

Biology studies man not in isolation, but
as one of a number of related species. In
psychology we can stucly our “mind” only
in its close connection with our bodily
and soclal activities, which to a great
extent build it up. Without constantly
referring to them, we are unable to give a
scientific explapation of what happens in
our mind.

Fach social fact or event must be con-
sidered in connection with the economic
system on which it stands. We have already
demonstrated this in the case of democ-
racy. It is impossible to get the right view
about fascism by looking only at fascist
shirts, violence and spectacular nonsense.
We must understand fascism as a mani-
festation of the economic system under
which we live. No social events at which
we may look at the present time in Europc
will appear to us in the true light unless we
see how they grow out of finance capital-
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ism planning for war. All of them fulfil
some function in this economic system.
When seen in isolation, Nazism, wars and
tariffs appear as the unintelligible outcome
of sheer stupidity and madness.

Looking ahead

SCIENTIFIC method is interested not only
in the thing as it is now, but as it was yes-
terday. It is interested in the past history
of the thing. Scientific method carefully
studies the mistakes of the past, in order
to avoid them in the future, and from the
past it takes the lessons for the present
struggle. Science is especially interested in
what the thing will be tomorrow, for sci-
ence is greatly concerned with the
“tendencies” of a thing's movement and
development. No scientific understanding
is possible withowt the capacity for look-
ing ahead. We regard an astronomer as a
scientist, because he can foresee years
ahead an eclipse of the sun. Lack of fore-
sight is one of the main causes of the
subjection of the working class. Because
the ordinary person so often sees only
what is directly before his eyes, he can be
casily duped. Scientific method sees in
peace the coming war and in war the com-
ing peace. Most people “foresee™ events
only a fortnight after they have happened.
Many people whose eyes are fixed on what
just now is, will believe in the coming war
only when they smell the poison gas in
their nostrils. Scientific method foresecs in
prosperity the coming depression and
expects in depressions the coming pros-
perity. The scientific mind saw in the rise
of the British Empire the germs of its
decay, as Napoleon did 120 years ago. It
sees in the victory of German social democ-
racy in 1918 the germ of its destruction
through fascism. It sees in fascism already
the forces which drive it to its own
destruction in a new war.

Social events, however, can never be
predicted with absojute certainty. Why
could we be quite sure years ago that the
sun would be partially eclipsed in 1935 on
June 30th? Because this event depends
only on three factors which we know well,
that is the movements of the earth, sun and
moon. These three bodies move in fairly
regular paths. They form an almost iso-
lated system in which new factors very
rarely interfere. If another, now distant,
star suddenly moved into the neighbour-
hood of sun, meoon or earth, our
prediction, of course, would break down.

Why could nobody be sure, years ahead,
that in 1934, on June 30th, Hitler would
murder his pals? Because this event
depended on thousands and thousands of
factors, factors so numerous that it was
impossible to survey them all,

Apart from: that, it is a fundamental rule
of scientific method that we can foresee
only “tendencies.” What do we mean by
this word “tendency”? Marx defined a “ten-
dency” as a “law, the operation of which
is checked, retarded or weakened by coun-
teracting influences.”

In the social sciences, the emergence
of new, unforeseen circumstances is rather
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frequent. To take an example: Ricardo
assumed that agricultural rents in Britain
would rise with the growth of the popu-
lation. His reasoning was quite correct.
But later on a new factor arose. The virgin
land of America was thrown open to agri-
culture and cheap wheat from America
drove agricultural rents down. Ricardo cor
rectly foresaw the “tendency” for
agricultural rents to rise; but a counter-
acting force checked this tendency.

Marx in 1867 predicted that the growth
of capitalism would be accompanied by
the increasing misery of the working class
and increasing unemployment. In actual
fact, the situation of the working class
improved in the capitalist countries during
the following 50 years, the real wages
went up and unemployment did not grow
perceptibly. The revisionists and reformists
regarded Marx as refuted and based their
case mainly on this rise in the standard of
the working class.

Marx, however, had only maintained
that the growth of capitalism created a
“tendency” to impoverish the masses more
and more. He says of the law of the increas-
ing misery of the masses: “Like all other
laws, it is modified in its actual working by
numerous considerations, with the analy-
sis of which we are not here concerned.”

What was the counteracting force in
this case? Two factors need special empha-
sis: (1) Emigration to America and Australia
absorbed a great part of the European sur-
plus population, at the rate of about one
million a year; (2) imperialist expansion
opened up markets which for a long time
appeared inexhaustible.

Labour is more and more displaced by
machines and coasequently more and
more workers will be unemployed, but
emigration and imperialism as counter-
acting forces reduce the number of
unemployed for a time. In other words, the
new factors delay the operation of Marx’s
law. But in the long run their counteraction
exhausted itself. Emigration has practically
ceased and the colonial markets are shrink-
ing steadily, Mass unemployment is
therefore visible to everybody.

Our political activities will gain in pre-
cision if we see that we can predict
tendencies only and keep in mind that
something new may happen of which we
did not think beforehand. Whenever cap-
italism was in difficulty, Marxists predicted
its speedy collapse. The futility of these
prophecies should warn us that scientific
method does not furnish us with the omni-
science theologians attribute to God.

To sum up the first law of scientific
method, Whenever we think or have
thought about a question, we should ask
ourselves — (1) Did I, in studying it, con-
sider everything relevant for the purpose
which the working class and I should pur-
sue? (2) Did I see it in the context in which
it stands? (3) Did I consider its tenden-
cies? Nobody who repeatedly and
consistently applies these tests to the
resuits of his thinking can fail to experi-
ence a widening of his understanding of
the world. I
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