A  contribution to a short history of Communism

(With respect to South Africa and the SACP)
Introduction

The presenting of a short history of Communism is by no means an easy task. It is important that students of Marxism take the time to study the original texts by themselves.  While mentioning this it is equally important to note that many of the texts, especially that of Progress publishers have Stalinist distortions and should be used with great caution. The principal aim of the distortions was to falsify the role of Trotsky and to create the impression of a principled continuity between Lenin and Stalin. Stalin even went to the extent of recreating pictures wherever Lenin and Trotsky appeared together, to remove Trotsky from the picture. The struggle for theory is an important part of the struggle for Socialism. As Lenin put it, without revolutionary theory, there can be no revolutionary action. Thus by Stalin falsifying history, he gained an important tool in helping to ideologically chain the minds of the workers of the world. The Soviet Union may have collapsed but the methods and heritage of Stalin remains with us. It is important to take steps to clear away the muck that has clouded much of the struggle for Socialism today. This paper is one contribution in this direction.
The development of class divisions

With the development of technique (such as new farming methods, the domestication of animals, and so on) there developed class divisions. Those who had the new and stronger techniques gained power over those who did not have this. Out of the primitive tribal societies developed class divisions. One of the first class societies was slavery. A limit of slave society was that a slave belonged to the master for life and this was a hindrance to the development of feudal society (where the peasant was now tied to the land, working for the landlord). The growing landlord class led the fight to free the slaves so that they could work for them on their farms. The development of a new class of capitalists led the fight against feudalism, freeing the peasant from the land so that there could be a permanent pool of labour from which to draw workers. With peasants stuck on the land, the capitalist would have no workers. The middle class and the new layer of capitalists led the fight against the big landlords to free the serf from the landholdings. An important example of the capitalists fighting for their right to freely exploit workers was the French Revolution of 1789. The main slogan of the capitalists was: Liberty, Equality, Fraternity. What was really meant by these slogans was that the capitalists would gain the ‘liberty’ to exploit workers freely, that those who had wealth were equal, and that those who had wealth would be the ruling class. With the development of capitalist society rose huge workplaces where thousands of workers were concentrated. This concentration of workers has created the ground for the development of the Communist movement. In other words, the development of capitalism is creating grounds for its overthrow and for the advancement to Socialism and ultimately Communism. The main feature of capitalism is that while production may be organised on a great scale, the fruits of the production is held in the hands of a few.
At each stage of the development of class society there developed a state structure that maintained the class divisions. In other words, the state acted as an instrument of violence to keep the ‘haves’ in control and to forcibly suppress the ‘have-nots’.  Of the most highly developed form of state under capitalism, Lenin wrote the following in his State and Revolution:
“A democratic republic is the best possible shell for capitalism, and therefore, once capital has gained control (through the Palchinskys, Chernovs, Tseretelis and Co) of this very best shell, it establishes power so firmly that no change of persons, or institutions, or parties in the bourgeois republic can shake it.”
In other words, the only possible transition from capitalism to Socialism is through a revolutionary overthrow of the capitalist state. 

The early Socialists (Fabians) – Utopian
In the early days of capitalism there were many different groups who all laid claim to being Socialist. This was a time of extreme hardship for workers- child labour was widespread and often workers had to work 14 hours a day. Karl Marx classified most of these groups as being utopian Socialists. In other words they ignored the fact that capitalist society was based on class divisions and depended on having a mass of landless, poverty-stricken working class. The only way to overcome these terrible hardships was to overthrow the system of capitalism. The utopian socialists such as the Fabians believed in creating mass co-operatives and help schemes for the working class. The problem was that these co-operatives were limited to a small section of the society and most of the capitalists could not be persuaded to give up their wealth and create worker co-operatives. Thus the dominant class was still the capitalist class. 
Communist Manifesto 1848

In 1847 the Communist League was formed in London. This was a small organization, which nevertheless gave Marx and Engels the task of drafting its manifesto. This they did by the following year. In the Communist Manifesto, the path to Socialism and ultimately Communism, was set out as being only possible through a revolutionary overthrow of capitalist society. The Manifesto ends with the words: “The Communists disdain to conceal their views and aims. They openly declare that their ends can only be attained by the forcible overthrow of all existing social conditions. Let the ruling classes tremble at a Communist revolution. The proletarians have nothing to lose but their chains. They have a world to win.”
First International (International Workingmen’s Association) 1864-1873

The Communist Manifesto was also adopted as the programme of the First International. It was mostly a loose association of trade unions, worker co-operatives, small socialist parties and study groups. Even though the first International played a leading role in supporting strikes of workers over their demands, it was not able to sustain itself and collapsed by 1873. The biggest achievement of the First International was the international General strike on 1 May 1886, mostly in the USA and in some parts of Europe, for an 8 hour day and a 40 hour week. Many workers were gunned down by the police but many capitalists gave in and granted the workers’ demands. It is out of this struggle that workers commemorate Mayday, in honour of international worker struggles against capitalism. 

Second International (Social Democratic)1889 – First world imperialist war

The Second International was an advance over the First International in that it was now composed of mass Social Democratic parties. It was still a federation. It developed in the last period when capitalism was still expanding but was rapidly reaching its limits, namely that by 1900 the whole world was divided up among the imperialists. Initially, participation in bourgeois parliaments by the Social Democratic parties yielded gains for the working class in Europe. But the division of the whole world among the imperialists meant that future capitalist expansion could only be by intensified conflict between the imperialists. This inter-imperialist rivalries was the underlying basis for the first (and second) world imperialist war. Lenin (in his Imperialism-the highest stage of capitalism) wrote that in this period, one of the main features would be the domination of the world by giant monopolies. A key feature of the monopolies is that they represent the rule of finance capital. Finance capital is the merger of banking and industrial capital. Put simply: the major banks control the industrial companies while at the same time the industrial companies control the banks. An example of finance capital is that the bank of New York controls most of the gold mines in South Africa. On the other hand, the giant mining company Anglo American, was until recently, the controlling shareholder of the SA Reserve bank. Lenin wrote that under world domination of finance capital the decisive decay of capitalism had set in and that the period of imperialism would be marked by wars, civil wars and revolutions. Out of this struggle between the world working classes and the capitalist classes would emerge the next stage of Socialism. This would not be an automatic process but would involve a life and death struggle.
Trotsky, in his ‘Results and Prospects’ and ‘Permanent revolution’ realised that not only was the period of capitalist reforms over but in colonial and neo-colonial countries, the very fight for democratic reforms such as jobs and housing for all, would lead to a clash with imperialism. The decay of the capitalist classes meant that the only class that could guarantee full democratic demands in the colonies and non-imperialist countries, would be the working class in power. As the capitalists reacted, the worker’ government would increasingly be forced to take steps against them, expropriating them. Thus the struggle for democratic demands would immediately open up a period of advancing to Socialism. The revolution would thus become ‘permanent’ in the sense that it would not stop ‘half-way’ but the very fight for democratic demands would, in an uninterrupted manner, be forced to take the Socialist road. The international nature of the development of capitalism implies that the advance to Socialism must of necessity take place on an international scale.
Lenin in his ‘Two tactics of Social democracy’ initially believed that a period of capitalism was inevitable but that to progress from feudalism a revolutionary overthrow of the regime had to set the scene for a revolutionary provisional government (of workers, poor peasantry and capitalists) to take the struggle forward. This period would be one of heightened class conflict as the interests of the working class and capitalist class would immediately clash. Lenin called this period the democratic dictatorship of the proletariat and peasantry. He left open the question of how the peasantry could be represented- they may have organised their own party. The democratic reforms would create the space that was necessary for the further struggle of the working class for the overthrow of the capitalist regime. Stalin later distorted Lenin in this regard to justify the 2-stage theory of revolution (or the theory of Socialism in one country). Rosa Luxembourg predicted that Lenin’s position (of a period of capitalist rule) would limit the working class in the case of a revolutionary overthrow of the czarist regime in Russia.
When the First world imperialist war broke out in 1914, most of the parties of the Second International lapsed into national chauvinism. Instead of turning the war into one where the working class mobilised for the overthrow of their local capitalist class, the majority of the Social Democratic parties supported their own regimes, voting for funding for the war. They were assisting the capitalists to arm, sending workers of one country to kill workers of another, all in the interests of imperialist clash for greater fields of exploitation. The Second International collapsed during this period. The Russian Bolsheviks and a few other parties were in the minority. The Bolsheviks argued that this was the moment for mobilising the working class for the overthrow of the oppressive regimes.

Third International (Communist) 1919-1943

In February 1917 the Russian working class and peasantry rose to overthrow the czarist regime. In the initial period the Bolsheviks in Russia (including Stalin) argued against the workers taking power, saying that a period of capitalism was still ahead. They initially supported the provisional government. When Lenin arrived in Russia in April 1917, he argued against support for the provisional government as it was still supporting the imperialist war. The workers could only support the government if it gave up all its annexations it gained as a result of the war and broke decisively with all capitalist interests. He argued for the immediate proceeding to the second stage of going for power to the working class and poor peasants. Lenin even went as far as to say that to place demands on the new government was to create illusions in them. He called for the exposure of the government and all that it stood for. He called for full democratic demands such as the abolition of the army, police and bureaucracy, the confiscation of all landed estates, nationalisation of all land, centralisation of the banks and for the workers committees (Soviets) to take over the control of it. He called for the changing of the party programme. More importantly he called for the council of workers representatives to be the only driving force that could lead the achievement of the full democratic programme. This was the same as Trotsky’s position on ‘permanent revolution’.
Lenin went so far as to say that whoever still stood for the democratic dictatorship of the proletariat and peasantry (and a period of capitalism) had gone over to the side of the capitalist class. Actual developments had gone beyond what they had previously thought. 
Lenin was the first, in his April 1917 Thesis, to make a call for the establishment of a new International. Lenin realized that the struggle for Socialism would need the working class to take power in one or more of the advanced imperialist countries. They were placing their hopes on a successful Socialist revolution in Germany. 
After a period of exposure of the ‘democratic’ government, the Bolsheviks led the masses to overthrow it in October 1917. At the same time intensive work was carried out to lay the groundwork for the Third International, which was established in 1919. The advance of the Third International was that it was comprised of Communist parties, was highly centralised, in effect being one world party, taking account of the worldwide struggle for Socialism while sharing and centralizing experience. The victorious Russian revolution led to a wave of workers uprisings and intensified struggles across the world. The imperialists tried everything to crush the new Soviet state. They sent armies into Russia and the counter-revolutionary war against the Soviets lasted 4 years. Lenin nominated Trotsky as the leader of the Red army to face off the threat from the imperialists. Such as the political trust between Lenin and Trotsky that Lenin gave him a blank sheet with his signature on it for use in the field. The 4 year war had a terrible toll on the workers- many of the leading Communists died on the battlefield, productive resources were diverted to the military – many were starving. To make matters worse, the imperialists, having learnt their bitter lesson from Russia, defeated the working class in Germany. Under these conditions the Soviet Union stood isolated, the masses grew tired, the Soviet structures stopped meeting. Under these conditions a bureaucracy emerged. Lenin and Trotsky formed an alliance against the bureaucracy, whose chief representative was Stalin. Lenin spent his last days trying to have Stalin removed as Secretary of the Party. Unfortunately he died before achieving this objective (1924). The bureaucracy gradually entrenched its position of power – with it came privileges. Eventually defence of the Soviet Union was turned by the Stalin leadership into defence of the bureaucracy.  Gradually, Trotsky and whoever else opposed the line of the bureaucracy were isolated; later expelled. Most of the remaining leaders of the Bolshevik party, who had led the October 1917 revolution, were killed off by the Stalin leadership.  Across the world the process repeated itself, with mass expulsions. Despite working under very hard conditions, Trotsky and others, who by now had formed an international left opposition, stayed within the Communist party for ten years, until, in 1933, they broke from the Third International. 
The logic of defence of the bureaucracy turned into a new theory, Stalin’s “Socialism in one country’. The dynamic of Socialism in one country implies capitalism in the others. Across the world, eventually the stalinised Communist parties played a counter-revolutionary role, heading off and beheading revolutions. The turn back to the Menshevik position of forming a block with capitalist forces (in other words a period of capitalism) was openly promoted by the Communist International. In Spain this meant supporting a popular front with capitalist parties, in China, this meant forming an alliance with a bourgeois nationalist party, the Kuomintang, subordinating the Communist programme to it. Cadres were instructed to join and build the Kuomintang – to build and support a ‘left’ within it. When the Kuomintang came into power, they turned their guns on the Communists. Many were killed. The policy of postponing the taking of power, ie of promoting a period of capitalism, became the general line of the Communist International. During the second imperialist world war, workers were on the march, across Europe workers were armed en-masse, conditions were ripe for workers’ revolutions; Stalin made a deal with imperialism to partition the working classes. The German working class were divided into east and west; certain parts of Europe were handed over to Stalin’s control while in the east, Communist parties promoted a capitalist future for the working class there. Similar partitions were agreed upon by Stalin, eg Palestine was divided into Israel and Palestine; Korea and Vietnam was divided into North and South. As part of the deal with imperialism, Stalin closed down the Third International in 1943. It is the stalin policy of placing national capitalist forces in power as opposed to the working class in power, that is behind the SACP’s two-stage theory in South Africa. Stalin may be long dead, the Soviet Union collapsed but the results of the policy of the bureaucracy still weigh heavily on the working classes of the world, including in South Africa.
Fourth International 1938-1948- ?

The struggle against the bureaucracy reached break point in 1933, when the Stalin policy of not forming a block against fascism, enabled Hitler to come to power. The left opposition had called for a block with the Social Democrats to keep Hitler out. Trotsky and the left opposition broke with the 3rd International and set about building the Fourth. It was launched in 1938, just a year before the second world imperialist war. Such was the threat to the Stalinists (and imperialism), namely that of workers really taking power everywhere including the Soviet Union, that they had him executed in 1940. Many other members of the Fourth International were hounded out of the trade unions, of workers parties, some killed, many isolated. The strength of the Fourth International was that it was build out of the fire not only of the fight for world revolution but also of a fight against the Stalinist degeneration of the Communist party. Although the Fourth International did not meet for another 10 years after its founding, the Fourth Internationalists played a leading role in the fight for Socialist revolution in Japan, Vietnam, Bolivia and many other countries. Under the weight of the combined attacks of the capitalists and Stalinists, the Fourth International splintered and collapsed; some groups adapted their programme to either stalinism or capitalist reforms. The struggle against world capitalism-imperialism remains the central struggle today; the Stalinist parties continue to play a reactionary role today. In other words, the programme of the Fourth International remains as relevant today as when it was founded in 1938.
CPSA founded in 1921

The Communist party of South Africa (CPSA) was founded during the progressive period of the Third International and its founding document reflects this. Its main appeal was to the working class, white and black to unite in overthrowing the capitalist system on a world scale. It rejects appeals to patriotism and to religious prejudices as methods of bourgeois governments to divert the working class from setting itself the task of taking power. It says bourgeois governments “are criminally conspiring to maintain as long as they can their decadent, outworn, slave-grinding system with its political expression, the so-called democratic state…, it has not only failed to fulfil a single one of the promises still held out for it, but, by crushing the workers with the perpetual dread or actuality of unemployment, starvation, repression, massacre and war, it is driving mankind ever deeper into the abyss.” 
Every twist and turn of the stalinised Communist party of the Soviet Union was followed by the CPSA and its latter day SACP. The CPSA expelled those who held true to their 1921 manifesto and who refused to accept the new line of promoting the building of the ANC and of suppressing the Communist programme in favour of a period of capitalism, ie of capitalist rule. (the so-called two stage theory). 
When the CPSA was banned in 1950, the authorities still recognised the threat of the role of Trotsky and Lenin: The Suppression of Communism Act defined Communism as : “Communism” means the doctrine of Marxian socialism as expounded by Lenin or Trotsky’.
In 1956, one year after the Freedom Charter was adopted, Mandela was quoted in the Liberation magazine as follows when commenting on its nationalisation clauses: …”The breaking up and democratisation of these monopolies will open up fresh fields for the development of a prosperous Non-European bourgeois class. For the first time in the history of the country, the Non-European bourgeoisie will have the opportunity to own in their own name and right mills and factories, and trade and private enterprise will flourish as never before…” In other words the programme of the Freedom Charter is for a continuation of capitalism in South Africa. It is around the Freedom Charter that the SACP has mobilised for support for an ANC government, has held back the working class from seizing power in South Africa. The SACP’s ,Path to power, adopted in 1989 was the final nail that tied the working class to use armed struggle to achieve a negotiated settlement for a capitalist future. The crucial role of unity with white workers is absent. Instead the programme talks of unity with the white community as if they were a uniform bloc. Thus monopoly capitalists and white workers were seen by the SACP as essentially having the same interests. Gone was the notion of a democratic state being outworn and criminal and dooming the masses to unemployment and starvation. SACP leaders have not only become key components of the ANC government but have taken up key posts of Intelligence and Policing, in effect playing the leading role to crack down on any current and future working class uprisings. 
The track record of the ANC and SACP in government since 1994 has seen a further flourishing of unemployment and mass starvation. What is needed is the re-establishment of a genuine Communist party in South Africa, on a independent working class basis and taking into account the history of the first 4 Internationals. The road to achieving, even the full democratic programme can only be through the working class taking power, no other social force has the interest in doing so. What is needed is to build the necessary political vehicle, a revolutionary working class party. 
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