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From 1987 to Today 
By Gwydion M. Williams

This year, I finally got round to scanning some of the magazines that we in the Bevin Society had 
been producing from 1987.  This included things that I had forgotten.

One notable find was my comments about the way the West saved Saddam Hussein after his war 
with Iran.  Had there been a genuine desire to bring multi-party democracy to the Middle East, that 
would have been the moment.  But in fact it was all about power politics.  While he seemed to benefit 
Western interests, Saddam could do what he liked.  Including using poison gas, which politicians 
like Tony Blair ignored until the Soviet collapse led them to think they could do as they please and 
discard allies like Saddam.

I also remembered in 1988 how the Soviet Bloc threw away its best chance for successful reform, 
by invading Czechoslovakia.  Without that, they might have had something like the successful reform 
that Deng carried out in the next decade in China.  And Thatcherism would probably never have 
emerged.

I found many other shrewd comments made at the time.  Expecting Gorbachev to fail.  And warning 
of the complete failure of Yeltsin's 'Reforms'.

I also re-discovered my detailed demonstration that Leninism was indeed a straightforward 
continuation of the original views of Marx and Engels.  I’d shown that Lenin discarding Parliamentary 
Democracy was much what Marx might have done, had he ever got the sort of power that Lenin was 
accumulating in Russia after its first middle-class revolution in February / March 1917.  Anti-Leninist 
Marxism faded, because it rather than Lenin was the deviation.

Finally, I made a detailed criticism of the turn to right-wing economic policies that happened in the 
1990s.  At the time, it seemed possible that Labour would retain confidence in the economic and 
welfare policies that had actually won the Cold War.  But instead they became New Labour and 
acted as if all the Thatcherite nonsense was true.

The policies of Thatcher and Reagan totally failed to boost growth.  They did not shrink the state.  
But they did give a much bigger cut of the social wealth to a rich Overclass, also called the 1%.  It 
also did not rob the whole of the 99%.  The Next Nine lost little, and many of them aspired to rise 
into this Overclass.

I have since studied the matter in much more detail – see Feed-the-Rich Economics1. But I was 
saying it back in 1995, when most views were different.  Most of the Far Left carried on with exactly 
the same criticism of ‘capitalism’ that they had made for decades, and missed what was new and 
dangerous.  Failed to defend the Mixed Economy as something that should have been preserved.

1 https://labouraffairsmagazine.com/problems-magazine-past-issues/the-mixed-economy-won-the-cold-war/ 

Articles by topic - everything from 2014, organised as Socialist 
Theory, British Politics, Economics etc.
See https://labouraffairsmagazine.com/

Also old articles from 1987 onwards, also organised by topic 
https://labouraffairsmagazine.com/

very-old-issues-images/m-articles-by-topic/
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When Saddam Hussein Was a Western Hero
By Gwydion M. Williams

Back in September 1987, I wrote the following 
about the USA under Reagan saving Saddam 
Hussein’s Iraq from the consequences of the 
war he had launched against Iran.  It was part 
of the October 1987 Newsnotes, appearing in 
Issue 4 of Labour and Trade Union Review, now 
Labour Affairs.1

The Bitter Sea 
The past few weeks and months have seen a 

series of dangerous confrontations in a body of 
water that the Arabs call the Arabian Gulf, and 
the Iranians call the Persian Gulf, and to which 
the British media attach the bland label “The 
Gulf”. The ancient Mesopotamians, the first 
people to leave written records about it, had a 
name for it that might seem very suitable. They 
called it “The Bitter Sea”!

The Bitter Sea has been getting ever more 
bitter recently, in part as a follow-on from the 
“Irangate” shambles. What happened there is 
a perfect argument for democratic control over 
foreign policy. Naturally, some things have to 
be done in secret. Spying has to be organised 
secretly. It was quite reasonable for Nixon to 
make secret contacts with Peking [Beijing], for 
instance, before publicly ending many years of 
bitter hostility. But Irangate was another matter. 
It was secret, mostly in order to stop Congress 
from restraining President Reagan’s wishes, 
even though Congress was fully within its rights 
in restraining him. 

Success might have justified such double-
dealing. But the whole idea was a basically 
stupid one. Reagan had said, publicly, that there 
were going to be no concessions to terrorists. 
And of course he was right. If someone has a just 
claim, you should concede it before they need to 
resort to terrorism. If the claim is not seen as 
just, then it is pointless and short-sighted to give 
into it. 

Plane hijackings are a case in point. The first 
hijackers were given everything they asked for. 
So naturally, everybody started doing it. There 
are no limits to the number of armed groups who 
want world-wide attention to their cause. A far 
higher price in blood was paid - is still being paid 
- than if the first hijackers had been resisted and 
given nothing. 

Reagan seemed to know all this. And then 
behind the scenes he started trading arms for 

1  https://labouraffairsmagazine.com/
very-old-issues-images/magazine-001-to-010/
magazine-004-october-1987/ 

hostages, making it clear that hostage-taking 
could be a highly profitable business. Naturally, 
the Iranians and their allies snatched as many 
more hostages as they could lay their hands on. 

To make up for the arms for hostages deal, 
and after cunning diplomatic manoeuvring by 
Kuwait, the US sent its forces into the Gulf. This 
was a risky move. A small body of water like the 
Gulf was and is dangerous territory for a navy. It 
is particularly dangerous for the US Navy, which 
is mainly designed for fighting on the great 
oceans of the world, and which relies on allies 
for some basic elements like minesweepers. 

Nevertheless, the manoeuvre seems to have 
worked. Partly, perhaps, because it was done 
openly and publicly. Those who didn’t like the 
idea were able to say so, through the normal 
political channels. And it became clear that 
the opposition was not so strong as to prevent 
President Reagan from acting. 

(The US Constitution is set up with “checks 
and balances”, which mean in practice constant 
strife between the President and the different 
factions within Congress. The President is free 
to do almost anything he likes, provided only 
that he does it openly, and that his opponents 
cannot get it ruled unconstitutional or deprive 
it of funds. Neither of these things are likely to 
happen.) 

Iran could have chosen to fight. But this would 
have been unwise. The US had built up huge 
naval and air power in the region. They could 
have hurt Iran very badly. They would certainly 
have been able to cut off Iran’s oil exports, 
on which it depends for its war against Iraq. 
Besides, for a time it seemed as if Iraq had 
stopped its attacks on tankers carrying Iranian 
oil. But these attacks have now resumed, and 
still Iran has made no major response. 

At the time of writing, the drift seems to be 
towards peace. Iran is no longer demanding 
that the Iraq’s leadership be overthrown. They 
will settle for an official UN declaration that Iraq 
was the aggressor which began the war. The 
presence of the US naval forces means that 
the dream of a Shiite Fundamentalist revolution 
spreading into Arabia no longer seems practical. 
The Iranian leaders are neither mad nor evil; they 
simply operate from . a world view very different 
from anything you can find in Europe. Hopefully, 
a continuing war no longer looks worthwhile 
from the Iranian point of view. 

***
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A view from 2019
Back in 1987, the US could probably have 

forced Saddam to step down as the price of 
their help, but at that time they seemed happy 
enough with him.  Happy even though torture, 
repression and the use of gas were exactly the 
same as they were in 1991, when tolerating him 
was declared morally unacceptable

Peace was indeed made, in August 1988.  But 
after the sudden decline in Soviet power in 1989, 
the USA may have decided it was a good idea 
to get rid of Saddam.  Just as they encouraged 
the removal of Ceausescu in Romania, Mobuto 
in Zaire / Congo and Suharto in Indonesia.  And 
hard evidence suddenly appeared about long-
suspected criminal ties and corruption among 
Italy’s Christian Democrats, wrecking a party 
that had successfully made Italy strong.

What is known is that Saddam was being 
pressed hard for debts he had run up for a war 
that had damaged Iran, then seen as the main 
Islamic threat.  Also Kuwait was stealing oil from 
shared oil fields.  This was the context of his 
foolish invasion of Kuwait.

Was he set up?  It is the sort of thing that 
happens in thriller films, and often presented as 
virtuous.

What we know is that the invasion of Kuwait 
began a process of US intervention, with the 
Soviet Union no longer balancing it.  A pattern 
that is now seen as a disastrous failure by an 
increasing majority.  So if those people thought 
they were being clever, they were vain and 
deluded.

Tanks for the memory 
 

By Gwydion M. Williams

Back in 1988, when no one was 
expecting the Soviet collapse, I 

reminded everyone of past Soviet 
offenses.

 
Twenty years is one generation, and the 
generation of American and West European 
radicals who were young in 1968 have 
naturally chosen this year to remember their 
past. Dozens of programmes have been 
made about what it was like to be a student 
radical in Western Europe or the USA. 
 

But other things happened in 1968. It was 
also the year of the Tet offensive in Vietnam, 
which persuaded a majority of Americans that 
the war was unwinnable. And it was the year 
in which the "Prague Spring" was crushed  
 

History since 1968 has been dominated by the 
outcomes of these three events. America's 
failure and final defeat in Vietnam, plus the 
student uprising, forced a big re-think and 
shift of values in the West. The crushing of the 
Prague Spring led to a freezing-up in Eastern 
Europe. What Gorbachev is promising 
to do in 1988 is far less radical that what 
Czechoslovakia was actually doing in 1968. 
 

During the 1970s, the left in Western Europe 
had an immense opportunity - and largely 

wasted it. Socialism was divided between 
"idealists" who phrase-mongered about 
revolution and "pragmatists" who were 
content to run the existing capitalist system, 
and in fact ran it rather badly. The middle 
ground - those who could devise practical 
reforms, and push them through - was too 
weak numerically to put its ideas into practice. 
In Britain, the best opportunity was Workers' 
Control, in particular the Bullock proposals. 
But Workers' Control was blocked by an 
alliance of Labour Left and Labour Right. 
This failure to do anything coherent with 
the massive trade union power of the 1970s 
tarnished the image of West European 
Socialism. Soviet-style Communism had lost 
the last of its credibility in 1968. Vietnam, dear 
to our hearts in the 1960s and early 1970s, 
got involved in an invasion of Kampuchea 
and a senseless border war with China. 
Thatcherism triumphed almost by default! 
 
This is an extract from Newsnotes, which 
appeared in July 1988, in Issue 7 of Labour 
and Trade Union Review.  Many more old 
Newsnotes available on the web.1 

1 https://labouraffairsmagazine.com/m-articles-by-topic/
newsnotes-historic/
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Thatcher and Gorbachev as Soulmates
Economic determinism is in crisis and its political fruits are increasingly disconcerting its adepts in London 

and Moscow, Jack Lane argued back in 1989.
The Guardian reported that after the recent annual 

awards ceremony of Good Housekeeping magazine, Mrs 
Thatcher said:

“For years when I was young and in politics with all 
hopes and dreams and ambitions, it seemed to me and to 
many of my contemporaries that, if we got an age where we 
had good housing, good education, a · reasonable standard 
of living, then everything would be set and we should have 
a fair and much easier future.”

Instead she had come up against “the real problems of 
human nature”. “Why is it that we have child cruelty in 
this age? Why is it that we have animal cruelty? Why is it 
that we have violence? Why is it that only a month after 
Hillsborough, which was a terrible football occasion, we 
had so many arrests and problems on the football field? 
Why is it that people take to terrorism? Why is it that people 
take to drugs?” (The Guardian, September 27, 1989).

This was an extraordinary statement. We have a Prime 
Minister in power for over ten years who is totally 
nonplussed by the problems around her. A Prime Minister, 
moreover, whose very appeal and whose boast were that 
she knew exactly how to sort out all our problems. Now 
she admits that she cannot understand why so many people 
behave as they do. And it need hardly be said that a person 
in this position will not have any realistic solutions to 
these problems. It is important to try to figure out how this 
situation has arisen.

Maggie was born again around 1974. If this had happened 
in a Christian sense she would be able to explain all these 
problems as variations on original sin and would have 
attempted to solve them by getting us all to concentrate on 
saving our souls. However, the light that she saw was that 
of economic determinism: everyone should look at their 
bank balance and the bigger it got the happier they would 
be.

Ten years on she is genuinely mystified that after all her 
efforts the problems of the 1970s are still around, everything 
from inflation to terrorism. Some of the problems are even 
nastier than they were in those dark and evil days.

Traditional Tories would never have been puzzled by 
the problems that Maggie now faces. They accepted that 
human behaviour was not guided by any predetermined 
scheme of things and that the job of politicians was to 
make the best, meaning the most feasible, arrangements 
that would facilitate constructive social behaviour. But 
there was no magic formula to do this and anyone who 
believed otherwise was, at best, a nuisance. Toryism was 
therefore infinitely flexible and adaptable.

This sort of Toryism is now R.I.P.  We now have a Tory’ 

Prime Minister who does not even believe in the existence 
of society and does not seem able to realise that that in 
itself could cause quite a lot of anti-social behaviour. Being 
an ideologue, she is likely to get more and more frustrated 
with the world in general and act accordingly. Fortunately 
as Kinnock & Co. are going in the opposite direction the 
consequences for the country will be minimised.

What is potentially of greater significance is the problem 
of her soulmate in Moscow.

Gorbachev obviously went through some sort of a ‘born 
again’ experience, and though he did not become a free-
marketeer he seems to have concluded that the key to all 
his problems lay with the economy. All the simpletons in 
the media were in total agreement. Get the economy right – 
whatever that meant – and all would be well. He set about 
doing so and has been taken aback by the fact that the 
prospect of lots of consumer goodies and the appropriate 
amount of freedom led people to want to be more Armenian, 
Latvian, Estonian, Russian, Ukrainian etc. etc. Clearly the 
peoples of the Soviet Union do not ‘live by bread alone’ 
and will not do so even if they have plenty of it. They could 
be happy with a bad economy as easily as they could be 
unhappy with a good economy. They would thereby deny 
all the laws of Marxism as known to Mikhail. And how in 
those circumstances can he solve their problems?

His predecessors understood these social forces better 
and developed a political force that overawed the peoples 
of the Soviet Union. It visibly transformed everyone’s 
life and aimed to do likewise for the rest of the world. It 
appeared for a long time to be on the verge of succeeding. 
In these circumstances it seemed a bit silly and a waste of 
time to be consumed by one’s local nationalism.

But Lenin’s and Stalin’s grand design has been abandoned 
and, in its absence, what else – other than nationalism – 
is there to get excited about? It is a situation where ‘the 
centre cannot hold’ except in the most precarious way. And 
it could mean some very erratic behaviour by the centre.

Maggie and Mikhail, since they can ‘do business 
together’ should have a lot to talk about. They should have 
an informal summit. Why not hold it after next year’s Good 
Housekeeping awards? An agreed topic could surely be 
‘Why don’t people know what’s good for them?‘

This article appeared in November 1989, in Issue 14 of 
Labour and Trade Union Review, now Labour Affairs.  You can 
find more from the era at “Articles By Topic from 1987”.1 

1 h t t p s : / / l a b o u r a f f a i r s m a g a z i n e . c o m /
very-old-issues-images/m-articles-by-topic/. 
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Russia past and present (in 1992)
by Jack Lane

The Financial Times had a supplement called 
The Reforming of Russia on May 13th. It appeared 
with an introductory piece by John Lloyd saying, in 
effect, that he had nothing to say: 

“A Russia reforming is a vertiginous place. So many 
questions are open, so many issues are not resolved, 
the resolution of so many of these seem unattainable; 
so many movements and trends point to deepening 
chaos; and yet, so many signs of hope and optimism 
now appear from beneath the rubble of the collapsed 
Soviet imperium. 

“The best of times for chroniclers, it is the worst of 
times for forecasters: who, either Russian or foreigner, 
could weigh with certainty the competing masses of 
threats and possibilities?” 

While Lloyd went on to say nothing in particular 
in a very long-winded way, a colleague was making 
very sweeping statements about the past. This was 
done with a comprehensive ignorance of Russian 
history. Leyla Boulton claimed that the present 
situation

” … returns Russia roughly to where it was at the 
beginning of this century, when Pyotr Stolypin, the 
reformist tsarist premier, started land reforms to break 
up the prevailing communal system and develop a class 
of private farmers. Before that had time to make real 
headway, the reforms were interrupted by World War 
One, and then buried by the Bolsheviks.” 

The Bolshevik revolution was a political coup in 
St Petersburg by a minuscule group. Their slogan of 
land to the peasants was the easiest reform of all to 
carry out because they could do absolutely nothing 
to stop the peasants taking the land. They could not 
“bury” these reforms even if they had wanted to 
do so. After the overthrow of the Tsar the land was 
up for grabs, and grabbed it was. Suddenly peasant 
owners appeared who had the power of life and 
death over their fellow non-owning peasants. And 
they were not slow to use their power. Proudhon’s 
slogan that Property is Theft appeared literally true. 

For centuries the peasantry had lived through 
the communal system known as the Mir, which 
together with vodka and the balalaika made life 
bearable. The virtues of the market in land were 
not immediately obvious to the majority who had 
lost out in the land grabbing. A civil war developed 
among the peasantry. 

This became serious for the Bolsheviks when the 
towns were not being fed, for the very good reason 
that they had nothing to pay the peasant producers. 
Adam Smith’s ‘invisible hand’ of the market never 
appeared to sort out the problem. After a period 
of indecision by the Bolsheviks, the Stalin faction 
took the decisive step of siding with the landless 
majority and carried through collectivisation. To 
the smart alee ideologues of the pure free market, 
this was an awful solution. However it gave the 
peasantry the human attractions of the Mir plus the 
efficiency of modem tractors. The philosophy of 
the Enlightenment was spread through Russia via 
Marxist ideology. On this basis Russia was fed and 
industrialised, the Nazis beaten and Russians put 
into space. 

These achievements proved to be a hard act to 
follow. The achievements of the market, by contrast, 
are still not blindingly obvious to the Russians. 
In the same article Boulton describes the case of 
Ms Galena Knitchkova, a nurse who decided to 
become a farmer by buying a house and machinery 
and borrowing money to buy land. 

“Since then her house has been burned down and 
she has run out of money to buy seeds”. 

We are not told if the disasters were accidents, but 
it seems likely that they were not. In other words, 
entrepreneurs in Russia face the same problems 
today as they have always faced, If the market is to 
be brought to Russia it would need the ruthlessness 
of a Stalin to impose it, or it would have to be a 
very well-planned evolution of market forces from 
within the system that existed. 

Gorbachev could not decide what he wanted, 
and seemed to have become a sort of sleepwalking 
alien from another planet. Maybe he had become 
dependent on Financial Times journalists for his 
ideas about Russia. 

This article appeared in July 1992, in Issue 30 of Labour 
and Trade Union Review, now Labour Affairs.  You can 
find more from the era at “Articles By Topic from 1987”. 1 

1 h t t p s : / / l a b o u r a f f a i r s m a g a z i n e . c o m /
very-old-issues-images/m-articles-by-topic/. 
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Kleptocracy in Yeltsin’s Russia
This article by Professor Grigori Kotovsky of the Russian Academy of Science is based on a lecture given 
in Oxford University on the 31st of January [1992]. It takes a different line from other articles that have 
appeared in L&TUR, which have generally supported Yeltsin. But we are glad to give space to a different 

point of view – one that the official media is now suppressing.
It is perhaps not so surprising that both the Western and 

the Soviet media have been concentrating on the tactics of 
individuals in their attempt to make sense of the accelerating 

sequence of events leading to the collapse of the Soviet Union. 
After all, the General Secretary of the CPSU has always 

been an unconstitutional monarch, and Gorbachev was no 
exception, But instead of concentrating on the role of political 
leaders alone, I wish to examine the class forces behind these 

events.

Perestroika can be seen as the natural historical outcome of a 
general social, economic and political crisis which was already 
entrenched by the mid sixties. The transition to a new economic 
system based on markets, to political and ideological pluralism, 
the restoration of human rights and the development of civil 
society based on parliamentary democracy were all unavoidable 
compulsions for the then Soviet society. And no-one will 
contest the historic role of Gorbachev and his close followers 
who grasped the necessity for changes and who set perestroika 
in motion. The means by which these transformations are being 
achieved, however, leaves no room to doubt that their principle 
objective has been to safeguard the interests of the Soviet ruling 
class.

It has to be recognised that, despite the egalitarian ideology, 
Soviet communism had long allowed the development of class 
society. It controlled both political power and the means of 
production in the public sector. It consisted of the upper structures 
of the communist party, the military and the civil service. It 
went down to embrace directors of industrial enterprises and 
chairmen of collective and state farms. Perestroika was initiated 
by this very class, in its own interest, and not by a constituency 
from below.

Itis well known that Perestroika started with basic changes in 
Soviet foreign policy. Change had to happen, for two kinds of 
reason. First, the economy could no longer support the costs of 
nuclear defences and the arms race. Second and related to the 
first, Soviet society as a whole had lost faith in the legitimacy 
of this race. As a result, there emerged a consensus among the 
ruling class about the new trends in foreign policy.

To secure the support of the major part of the Soviet 
establishment, Gorbachev initiated at the early stages of 
perestroika a substantial increase in the salaries of the higher 
echelons of the administration, of party apparatchiks and the 
trade union elite. These were unambiguous signals that the 
reforms were in their basic interest. But the rapid shift to political 
and ideological pluralism resulted, inter alia, in mounting and 
open criticism of the party, its ideology and past performance. 
The decisive success of the opposition forces under open anti-
Communist banners in the Baltic Republics combined with 
substantial challenges elsewhere and added uncertainties for the 
administration and the party apparatus to bring about a series of 
unforeseen splits in the ruling class.

In the early stages of perestroika, 1985 to 1988, the Soviet 
establishment, seeking to consolidate its power, split into two 

groups. On the one hand there was a conservative group desiring 
reforms with safeguards that the basic economic and social 
structures of Soviet society would remain intact. Secondly 
there was Gorbachev’s entourage, who stood for pluralistic 
democracy, decentralisation of power and decision making, and 
markets.

By the end of 1988, when it had become obvious that no 
political and economic structures would escape change, two 
further types of split occurred. On the one hand, the old Soviet 
ruling class, both in Russia and in the republics inside and 
outside Russia, with neither the imagination nor the material 
interest to envisage or push through alternatives to the old 
communist structures, fomented and battened on to extreme 
nationalism, ethnic nationalism and sectarianism as a means of 
saving their skins. Look at the Baltic States, Armenia, Georgia, 
Moldavia, even the Ukraine. They are now being ruled not so 
much by anti-Communists as by opportunist ex-communists, 
with a new political base.

On the other hand a new ‘entrepreneurial’ class has emerged 
from the nomenclatura, and united in a shotgun marriage with 
commercial speculative elements of the society. As the mismatch 
between supplies and effective demand has intensified, the 
public sector itself has successfully nurtured a powerful mafia, 
if not a class, of black marketeers, hoarders and speculators.

This pseudo middle class is rapidly enriching itself in three 
main ways. One is through so-called co-operatives. Early 
reforms encouraged co-operatives both in production and in 
circulation in order, on the face of it, to increase efficiency. 
The results couldn’t have been more different. By about 
October 1991 there were over 2,500 co-ops. Only 20% were in 
production, The rest are in pure commerce, I must emphasise, 
in pure buy and sell operations. Furthermore these co-ops are 
actually small joint stock enterprises. And who accumulated 
the capital to invest this way and to accumulate further at 
unprecedented rates? These people are mainly ex high party 
officials, top level administrators, underground speculators and 
even real criminals. Many production and service co-operatives 
have been set up as extensions of factories and institutes of 
applied technology. They are selling exactly the same goods 
and services as are produced by the parent organisations, but at 
exorbitant prices!

The second means of enrichment is via the import-export 
sector. Since 1987 exports have been entirely liberalised. 
Whereas before 1987 foreign trade was in the charge of the state 
monopoly, and factory and farm managers had no direct links 
with overseas markets, since that date any unit of production 
can sell its goods abroad. And does. Following the example of 
the large trading companies, tens of thousands of individual , 
small scale traders are speculating in import-export operations. 
Their consumer goods are exported abroad at lower than world 
market prices, In return, goods of Petticoat land standards are 
brought to Moscow and other big cities and sold at sky high 
prices in small boutiques. 
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The third route to nouveau riche is through joint enterprises 
with foreign capital. By the end of 1991 about 80% of them 
were in commerce, not in production. 

All these new forms of ‘entrepreneurship’ are real steps 
towards the market economy. What was their impact on the 
economy? Over the last three years, we have watched a steady 
decline in flows of goods and services between domestic 
enterprises, a growing famine of raw materials, components 
and parts, and a steadily growing scarcity of a wide spectrum of 
consumer goods and foodstuffs. 

Why is there currently such awful economic chaos? The 
breaking of the state monopoly in foreign trade has at least three 
main consequences. First, it has not only reduced the state to 
bankruptcy, forcing it to crawl on all fours to the G7 countries 
for aid, it has also led to a massive decentralisation of foreign 
exchange holdings into the very linings of the pockets of the 
directors of enterprises and ministry officials ( especially those 
with power over licences). Instead of being concentrated and 
used in some kind of planned way in either the public sector 
or the emerging private one for purposes of investment, hard 
currency is now privatised, scattered to the four winds and used 
for consumption or hoarded abroad. 

Second, literally thousands of enterprises now export instead 
of delivering produce to their old partners inside the country. 
The consequences? The old linkages between enterprises within 
the domestic economy have been deprived not only of foreign 
exchange but also of consumer goods. 

Third, unregulated exports led to the disappearance from 
the shops of goods in which the country was previously self 
sufficient. One example is of TV sets, the production of which 
has been on a slow but steady expansion path. On the domestic 
market, TV sets are now to all intents and purposes unavailable. 
They are all destined for foreign climes, South East Asia for 
instance, where they are being sold at discount prices. Another 
more serious deficit has been in bottles for wine and mineral 
water in Moscow and elsewhere. It was recently discovered that 
a group of young new entrepreneurs had cornered the market, 
broken these bottles and exported glass to the west as a raw 
material! Even some essential foodstuffs are being exported! 

A further body blow to production has taken the form 
of the rapidly expanding sector of commodity exchanges, 
currently far surpassing their parent organisations in the West 
in terms of numbers. They have replaced the state wholesale 
and distributive organisations, (gossnab). State enterprises, 
deprived of commercial information, have to use these firms 
as intermediaries and are robbed by them both as buyers and 
sellers. Commercial managers and brokers are making millions 
from thin air. The President of the most important commodity 
exchange in the Russian Federation, ex Marxist economist Mr 
Borovoy, is heading the list of new Soviet multimillionaires, 
who have made their fortunes in the last two or three years. 
These commercial empires have been signal contributors to our 
inflation. 

In short, the main cause of the deepening scarcity of consumer 
goods, and of the decay of Soviet industry, is to be found in 
the economic processes initiated and supported by the state. 
Its objective can be nothing other than the formation of a new 
comprador bourgeoisie by means of this accelerated process 
of primary accumulation of capital. The picture is completed 
with the rupture of economic relations with eastern Europe, 

the shutting of basic chemical industries under pressure from 
‘greens’ and the disruptive fall-out of the miners’ strikes. 

Neither the Gorbachev-Ryzhkov-Pavlov combine nor 
Yeltsin’s political group has ever tried to regulate or check these 
processes, though they appear to be ruinous to the economy 
in transition. On the contrary, public scandals involving in 
1989-90 the so-called ANT state co-operative which exported 
strategic materials and armaments under false licences; and in 
1990-91 ‘the affair of the 140 billion roubles’, an import-export 
operation in which a member of the Russian Government Mr 
Yeltsin was implicated, both reveal direct connections between 
top Soviet politicians and these import-export concerns. Both 
judicial cases were shelved! 

Neither the official representatives nor the ideologues of 
political groups holding power have been able to present 
convincing analyses of economic development after about 
1985. Their explanations for the economic chaos have the 
virtue of simplicity: ‘results of the past Communist regime’, 
“the inevitable phase of transition’, ‘the result of inaction by 
the Centre’ (this from the Yeltsin group). To the extent that such 
explanations have been taken seriously at home and abroad, they 
have merely succeeded in exploiting a widespread credulity. 

Of one thing we can be sure. We will now see the fractured 
elite competing for survival with different strategies of primitive 
accumulation, often basted in honeyed language welcome to 
audiences abroad. Meanwhile the mass of people is growing 
aware of the tragedy of perestroika: namely that the reforms 
they originally supported (because of the obvious appeal and 
legitimacy of the declared goals of the reformers: glasnost, 
human rights, parliamentary democracy, improvements in 
consumption) are being constrained and limited by the original 
proponents of reform: by the ruling class itself. 

The coup d’etat of August 1991 struck Soviet intellectuals 
as suspiciously idiotic. It smacked of theatre. After all the 
putschists had formidable means of oppression in their hands. 
Yet they were unable to overcome a Russian resistance that 
was far better publicised than it was organised. Whoever or 
whatever was behind this coup, it had the effect of consolidating 
the fighting factions of the ruling class. 

The economic basis of this consolidation is the prospective 
privatisation of public property by the Yeltsin government. 
Such plans open up enormous possibilities to grab public 
resources both for the private sector nouveau riches and for top 
bureaucrats including directors of enterprises. Already we hear 
of cases of so-called ‘wild privatisation’. The nationalisation and 
redistribution of CPSU properties has also shown how the law 
can be violated on a mass scale. At the All-Russian conference 
of directors of public enterprises and private entrepreneurs, held 
in Moscow on January 1992, a demand was advanced to issue 
free of cost 5 % of shares of privatised public units to their 
directors. The tendency is obvious. 

Yeltsin came to power overwhelmingly on a negative vote, a 
vote against the CPSU. What kind of economy and society was 
to replace the old one was shrouded in question marks. Only after 
his election did he clarify that he would go for a fully-fledged 
market economy of the Western type. For this a bourgeoisie has 
to be created, or, as Yakovlev and other formerly official CPSU 
ideologues have coyly euphemised, a ‘middle class’. However, 
this ‘middle class’ is already creating itself at the speed of light. 
Semi-criminal and criminal elements and erstwhile high party 
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members and foreign investors are being aided and abetted by 
a plethora of legal acts facilitating privatisation. A struggle will 
intensify between these people on the one hand and’ those on 
the other who favour the creation of markets but the reform of 
enterprise ownership by means of distribution of shares among 
those who work in them. 

The watershed between Gorbachev and Yeltsin turns 
essentially on concepts of nationhood, between those who desire 
confederation and those who want the full disintegration of the 
USSR. We should be careful to note that the interests served by 
disintegration, ironically, are those of semi communist Russian 
chauvinism. For it is by means of full disintegration rather 
than by confederation that Russia will best be able to dominate 
other republics. The republics meanwhile are trapped between 
the interests of their own elites, often former communist party 
careerists exploiting subnationalisms, and Yeltsin’s elite which 
expands its control over the levers of so much of the economic 
space on which the republics have been developed to depend. 
For the time being, the army is loyal to Yeltsin, though splits are 
starting to become evident 

The socio-political situation in the CIS in the first post 
perestroika period (since August 1991) grows increasingly 
complex. Three political camps have now emerged inside the 
Russian Federation. Firstly, there are conservatives, led by ex-
party apparatchiks and bureaucrats marginalised in the process 
of enrichment. Though these people have no mass support, they 
are numerically strong and rather active in the republics and at 
local levels. Secondly there are political forces supporting the 
Yeltsin group, which directly represents the interests of both the 
nouveau riches and a substantial segment of the old dominant 
class ready and waiting to transform itself into a new comprador 
bourgeoisie. Thirdly there is the new left, led by intellectuals, 
trade unionists and to some extent junior members of the ex-
CPSU apparatus. 

In my view this third group represents the interests of the 
majority of the population. It supports the transition to a market 
economy, but one mainly based on decentralised and collective 
forms of ownership of the means of production, restricting 
private property to services and retail trades. At present I 
am calling this political and economic strategy a ‘contained 
managerial capitalism’. This group stands for a reinstallation of 
some kind of federal structure in the CIS. 

It is not surprising that the West has rendered full support to 
Yeltsin’ s political group. The massive deliveries of food to save 
Gaidir’s economic reforms speak for themselves. But we need 
to take note of three factors. First, it is doubtful that the Soviet 
nouveau riche have material interests in economic stability. 
Quite the reverse. Russian plans to create markets for land and 
for immovable property will attract accumulated capital into 
non-productive investments. In the current conditions, markets 
in the CIS will be attractive only provided the rouble becomes 
fully convertible. But this demands a speedy reversal of current 
economic trends and the sustained growth of GNP. 

Second, further disintegration of the former Soviet Union will 
create colossal obstacles to economic recovery in the CIS states. 
The choice is clear: either accept President Nazarbayev ‘s recent 
model of a CIS along the lines of the European Community or 
accept the full economic disintegration of the Asian Republics 
from Russia and their reintegration into a Middle Eastern 
economic organisation – a ‘Caspian Common Market’ and so 

on. 

Third, large masses of our population, attracted by Western 
levels of living, support plans for transition to some kind of 
capitalism, sold to them as a ‘market economy’. But most have 
naively believed that such a transition could be implemented 
without mass impoverishment and unemployment, safeguarding 
all the achievements of socialism in the social and cultural 
spheres. They were not braced for massive inequality of 
incomes between small elites and the majority of the workforce. 

Now citizens of the CIS, especially of Russia, are absorbed 
in the struggle for day to day survival. And this included the 
greater part of the intelligentsia. For the time being they have 
lost the sense of national self-dignity. But tomorrow they will 
discover that their ex great power has been converted, with 
Western connivance, into a second rate country of the so-
called Third World. There will be no chance of recovery as 
the ‘brain drain’, which has already nearly destroyed Soviet 
fundamental science, will be joined by a ‘brawn drain’, if plans 
for the selective outmigration of skilled man-power actually 
materialises. Their beloved armed forces are being converted 
into the police forces guarding the interests of the North in the 
inevitable confrontation with the South in the 21st century. 
They will become fiercely anti-western.  And a new nationalist 
upsurge on such a basis will not be propitious for global stability. 

Tragically and ironically, it will be the West rather than the 
peoples of the CIS which will soon have to decide which path 
makes more sense, the ‘wild capitalism’ of the so called Russian 
democrats, or the ‘contained managerial capitalism’ of the new 
left.

[The warning was to prove tragically accurate.  The economy 
shrank, after Privatisations based on New Right ideas.  The 
main result was that corrupt business people gained enormous 
wealth.

[By 1997, Yeltsin had made such a mess that the re-election of 
the refounded Russian Communists looked very possible.1

[After fighting dirty to prevent this. Yeltsin put Putin into 
power.  Putin stopped the rot, while accepting that the existing 
rich would be safe if they paid their taxes.  And by degrees, he 
re-asserted Russian interests in the world.

[The West retains an utterly false notion of what happened.  
Gives massive attention to the pathetic remnant of the 
Westernisers who did such damage under Yeltsin.  They get 
less than 5%, mostly split between the actual offenders and 
their rivals Yabloko, who had the same ideas but no power in.  
Apart from a brief surge by the right-wing nationalist ‘Liberal 
Democratic Party of Russia’ in 1993, the Russian Communists 
remain the main opposition.]

This article appeared in July 1992, in Issue 30 of Labour and 
Trade Union Review,.  You can find more from the era at the 
Articles By Topic From 1987 Web-page.2  

1 https://labouraffairsmagazine.com/m-articles-by-topic/
m99-topic-menus-from-long-revolution-website/46-globalisa-
tion/1473-2/ 
2 h t t p s : / / l a b o u r a f f a i r s m a g a z i n e . c o m /
very-old-issues-images/m-articles-by-topic/.  
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The Poll Tax Riots of 1990
 Gwydion M. Williams accepts the view of Tory Home Secretary David Waddington that the 

Trafalgar Square riot was caused by ‘sheer wickedness’. But the origins of that wickedness are to be 
found on the Tory front bench. 

At a time when everyone expected the March 
31st poll tax demonstration to be just another 
demo, several of us went to try to sell copies of 
L&TUR. We hoped to get through to a different 
crowd of people. We found a different crowd of 
people, indeed – but not one that was likely to buy 
copies of a serious political journal. We didn’t 
manage many sales, and people selling other left 
journals seemed to be doing no better. Though 
a great variety of people were there, as on any 
demonstration, a surprisingly large number were 
lumpen and apolitical. Shouting slogans against 
Thatcher was all they were interested in. We 
even got some hostility, because we identified 
ourselves as a part of the broad labour and trade 
union movement, rather than using some lurid 
title like Red Ranter or Socialist Headbanger.

All of us had gone before the big trouble 
started, so I am in no position to add to what 
has already appeared in the papers – except that 
the police were photographing people rather 
more openly and publicly than they usually do. 
But anyone who knows London will guess that 
a lot of the trouble came from the place itself. 
Trafalgar Square is close to the centres of power, 
and an ideal place to feel alienated in. Hyde Park 
is much better for quietly dispersing a crowd – 
trees and lawns tend to calm people down, and 
there is Speakers Corner for those who still need 
to let off steam.

The organisers had asked for the march to be 
redirected to Hyde Park, and this was refused. 
This point was made in the parliamentary debate, 
but received less attention than it deserved.

One might have expected Norman Tebbit to 
say:

“It is inconceivable that violence on such a 
scale was spontaneous. On Saturday, I called for 
exemplary sentences for those who were convicted 
of committing criminal acts. May I today emphasise 
the importance – perhaps the greater importance 
– of prosecuting those who planned and organised 

the mayhem?”

Unfortunately, it was actually Roy Hattersley, 
Labour’s Shadow Home Secretary, who said the 
worlds I’ve quoted. He let the government off the 
hook, more or less going into alliance with them 
against the march organisers. He didn’t raise the 
matter of the refusal to allow the march to go to 
Hyde Park, and when it was raised he made too 
little of it

It was left to others in the debate to make the 
points that Hattersley should have made. Thus 
Dick Douglas asked the Home Secretary

“Will he compare the events in London with the 
peaceful rally that was held in Glasgow and remember 
that we in Scotland have been demonstrating peacefully 
against the poll tax for three years?”

He added that
“I have fought against violence all my life but I 

have also fought against injustice to the poorer 
sections of the population.”

And Tony Banks said
“Is it not a fact that the vast majority of people 

on that demonstration were there to demonstrate 
peacefully… Is it not also a fact that extremists on 
the street need extremists in Government and that 
with the Prime Minister, who is sitting next to the 
Home Secretary, the extremists in our society have 
all the cause and justification that they need?”
For the march to end in a fight with the police 

was, of course, totally lunatic. The poll tax is 
actually fairly unpopular among police officers. 
According to the independent magazine Police 
Review, police would sympathise with the aims 
of the demonstration, since “every officer will 
lose money as a result of the poll tax.” (The 
Independent, April 6th.) It’s stupid to treat the 
police as the enemy on an issue where there 
could be a large degree of sympathy. But, as I 
said, it was a fairly lumpen crowd, full of the sort 
of people who see the police as natural enemies.

A bunch of anarchist poseurs called Class War 
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have claimed credit for the violence. Actually, 
they can’t have had all that much to do with it. 
They are not an organisation with hundreds of 
reliable street-fighters who can be turned loose at 
a moment’s notice. A lot of their previous efforts 
have flopped – notably Stop the City, which 
didn’t.  It will be interesting to see if anything 
happens to them after this latest bust-up. They 
seem to enjoy a strange immunity, rather as if 
someone very highly placed thinks that they are 
rather useful to the Thatcherite cause.

It has been left to Hackney Council, controlled 
by the Labour Left, to take effective action – 
they suspended 28-year-old Town Hall clerk 
and ‘Class Warmonger’ Andy Murphy, after 
he’d given an interview full of stupid remarks 
that Thatcher could conveniently denounce. 
Actually, I can’t really support Hackney Council 
for punishing him for something that has nothing 
to do with his work. But it’s interesting that they 
look for ways to get at Class War, whereas the 
police have somehow failed to take action against 
people who are blatantly doing their best to cause 
riots and sundry mayhem.

Class War could only flourish in the conditions 
that Thatcher has created. And it took the Poll 
Tax, and its widespread rejection by the whole 
society, including a large part of the Tory Party, 
to create the conditions for a riot. Laws that the 
leader of the governing party has imposed on 
an unwilling society just do not have the same 
standing as laws that the whole society has 
agreed to and accepted. In pushing ahead with 
poll tax, and various other measures, Thatcher 
has gone against the unwritten laws of political 
life – unwritten laws that have given Britain 
political continuity since 1688.

As I said, the rioters were not particularly nice 
people. Most of them would have been on the 
fringes of society in almost any possible social 
set-up. But it has taken Thatcher, with her 
enthusiasm for all things American, to create 
something like the American underclass.

An underclass is not a nice thing. The best 
thing to be done with it is to abolish it, reabsorb 
it back into the working class. But that would 
mean reasonable jobs, cheap accommodation, 

a general attitude of social concern. The very 
opposite of Thatcherism, in fact

If that does not happen, the future could be 
very nasty. We on the left are often tempted to 
idealise the victims of oppression. The fact is, 
while the occasional individual will be ennobled 
by suffering and misfortune, most people are 
degraded by it. As W. H. Auden put it:

“I and the public know
"What all schoolchildren learn
"Those to whom evil is done
"Do evil in return”.

Auden actually said this in 1939, after fleeing 
to America to escape World War Two. He 
recognised that Germany had produced Nazism 
because it had been brutally treated in the 
Versailles peace treaty. He also recognised that 
just protests against an unjust treaty had turned 
into something decidedly evil. He had no solution 
– it was left to others to first destroy Nazism, and 
then create a Europe in which Germany could fit 
in as a positive force. But the observation was a 
shrewd one – much shrewder than anything T. S. 
Eliot ever came up with.

In the late 20th century, we have the means 
to provide a good life for everyone. People like 
Thatcher are determined to tum everything into a 
nasty rat-race instead. A rat-race will usually be 
won by rats. And the hopeless losers in the same 
race can sometimes be even more vicious, having 
little to lose and a lot to be angry about. So the 
next time Waddington or one of the other Tories 
starts talking about wickedness, agree with them, 
and then point out where the original wickedness 
came from.

 

This article appeared in May 1990, in Issue 
17 of Labour and Trade Union Review, now 
Labour Affairs.  Using the pen-name Walter 
Cobb and with the title Evil in return.   

You can find more from the era at https://
labouraffairsmagazine.com/very-old-issues-
images/m-articles-by-topic/.  
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Democracy and the Communist Manifesto
By Gwydion M. Williams

I wrote this in 1990, when the Soviet Union was already collapsing.  And before it was apparent how much 
of a mess the New Right were going to make of the new world that emerged. 

With hindsight, parliamentary democracy has been much less of a benefit than I had expected at the time.  
It has split Ukraine and kept it poor.  Many of the states that are most successful at giving people what they 
want are one-party states: most notably China.  Others, like Japan and Singapore, are systems where one 
party dominates and others are marginal.

The Communist Manifesto is a famous document. 
the best known of all that Marx and Engels wrote. A 
very odd document, with a strange and seldom-told 
history. It is also remarkable for essentially ignoring 
the struggle for political democracy and constitutional 
rights, the main issue of the unsuccessful revolutions 
of 1848.

Back in 1984, I began working on a study, intended 
to be called The Communist Manifesto - 1848 to 
1984. For various reasons. the work was delayed. My 
original discovery - that the Manifesto had glossed 
over crucial political matters - had no obvious direct 
implication for the world as it was then. Since then, 
the whole Leninist structure that existed in Eastern 
Europe has come unstuck. The same forces that 
were operating as far back as 1848 seem to have 
achieved a final triumph. Political democracy, mostly 
won after World War One and lost again in the run-
up to World War Two, has been re-established and 
this time seems likely to last.

Tragically, socialism in those countries had become 
associated with a denial of that sort of freedom, and 
with a subservience to Russia. Thus they are, for 
the time being. rejecting any sort of socialism and 
my of the possible non-capitalist alternatives to the 
discredited Brezhnevite system. The fault lies not 
with Stalin, nor even with Lenin, but with Marx and 
Engels.

***
The Communist Manifesto was drafted as a 

working document. not an abstract statement of 
principles. It was intended to be used precisely as 
a political manifesto for a seizure of power by the 
Communist League. It was commissioned in 1847, 
. in the expectation of a radical and republican 
revolution in Europe. It was actually printed early in 
February 1848, just ahead of the actual outbreak of 
revolution in France.

The Manifesto described itself as the work of 
“Communists of various nationalities”. The names 
of Marx and Engels did not appear in the early 
editions. The intention was to publish it in English, 
French, German, Italian, Flemish and Danish. Polish 
is not mentioned, although it includes comments on 
political groupings in Poland Other parts of the world 
- Russia, for instance - were hardly looked at at all.

In the event. in 1848 it came out first in German, and 
then in Danish, Polish and Swedish. French, Italian 
and Spanish translations were made, but remained 
unpublished. It came out in English in 1850, and it 
was this English edition that was the first to give the 
name of the authors.[A] Incidentally, it anglicised 

them as Charles Marx and Frederic Engels.
The Manifesto was published in the name of the 

Communist League. It seems that the League was 
seriously thinking about taking power in 1847 and 
1848. Marx and Engels, as its chief theorists, were 
delegated to improve and expand its statement 
of principles, as a preliminary to making a bid for 
power. They could not write just as they pleased, as 
they did in their other works. But most commentators 
say surprisingly little about the Manifesto’s context.

The only serious discussion of the matter I have 
been able to find comes from George Sorel. Mainly 
on the strength of the title of his most famous work, 
Reflections on Violence, people have written him 
off as a nutty old terrorist. In fact he was a highly 
interesting character. He was part of the mental world 
of the Second International, which disintegrated 
during World War One. Remarkably enough, he has 
connections to all three of the successful political 
movements that came out of the Second International 
- moderate Social Democracy, Leninist Communism, 
and those Socialists like Benito Mussolini who went 
over to the Right and created Fascism.

Sorel says of the Communist Manifesto:
“It has been asked if it reflected Marx’s ideas 

well. Above all, this document seemed to have had 
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the purpose of summing up the notions which had 
currency in socialist circles. Sometimes the author 
gets out of trouble with a play on words. Everyone is 
struck by Marx’s embarrassment in speaking of the 
family and country and it is obvious that he could not 
express his whole thoughts.”[B]

The Manifesto is ambiguous about the position of 
women, implying that ‘free love’ has already been 
effectively established by the bourgeoisie. But I’ll 
leave the matter aside, to be dealt with in a later 
article.

***
The Manifesto was one component of a scheme 

that failed to come off. The idea seems to have 
been that the existing governments of Europe 
would be overthrown by bourgeois revolutionaries; 
by democratic revolutions for parliaments and 
constitutions, under the leadership of the middle 
class. But the Communist League hoped to raise 
up the working class against these bourgeois 
revolutionaries just as soon as they had overthrown 
the established governments. They considered that 
the revolution could then be pushed well beyond 
anything its original leaders had bargained for.

Such a scheme was by no means impossible. The 
French Revolution had changed far more than its 
original leaders had ever intended to change. So 
indeed had the English Revolution against Charles 
I. Some seventy years later, Lenin would actually 
succeed in carrying through a two-stage revolution 
on much the same lines.

The trouble was, the bourgeoisie was also able to 
anticipate such an outcome. They too had read the 
history of the French Revolution, and of the Terror, 
and they intended to avoid another such breakdown 
of the established order. Marx hoped that they would 
blindly overthrow the old order, and be overthrown 
in turn. But in fact, large sections of the bourgeoisie 
foresaw the danger and held back. In Germany the 
established order was not overthrown. In France 
it was in due course replaced by the conservative 
Napoleon III. And so forth.

In the short run, the Communist League’s plans 
failed completely. The Manifesto itself was largely 
forgotten. It seems only to have been revived after 
a quarter of a century, with the German edition of 
1872. According to Sorel,

“This document remained unknown for a long time, 
and when it was unearthed, an originality was attributed 
to it that it did not have at the time of its publication.”[C]
What Marx, Engels and their associates were trying 

to do in 1848 was very speculative. The Manifesto 
says that “Communism is already acknowledged by 
all European powers to be itself a power”;[D] but in 
fact it was not, and Marx must have known quite well 
that it was not The Communist League was a small 
organisation, with little political power and even less 
military power.

It suited the various established governments to 
use Communism as a bogey to frighten reformers 
and moderate revolutionaries. It was in their 
interests to exaggerate its strength. The ‘spectre’ 

that was haunting Europe was not in fact very 
solid or material. But the Communist League, as 
influenced by Marx and Engels, decided to go along 
with the pretence, and try to turn it into a reality. In 
the particular circumstances of 1848, the ‘spectre’ 
could have become very powerful indeed.

Marx began as an Hegelian. He next became a 
Left Hegelian, and then a follower of Feuerbach 
before deciding that in fact he was a communist 
Communism as a movement had been around for a 
good many years before Marx. And it was basically 
something that workers had created for themselves. 
Meanwhile Engels, another Left Hegelian, had made 
the same progression from abstract philosophy to 
revolutionary politics. The two of them joined forces 
on the way. They sorted out their philosophy in two 
books; The Holy Family and The German Ideology.

Marx’s work took a more popular turn with The 
Poverty of Philosophy, in which he condemned 
Proudhon.  Proudhon chose to make use of the term 
‘anarchist’, which up to then had only been used 
as a term of abuse. Marx and Proudhon had been 
friends, but their ideas developed in different ways. 
And Marx was not a man to let friendship get in the 
way of clarity of thought. Marx had one set of ideas, 
and Proudhon had another. Jn the long run, one or 
other of them had to go. And while there was a strong 
Proudhonist movement for a good many decades, in 
the end it was Marx’s ideas that won out Modem-day 
anarchism, even, has much more a Marxist flavour 
than a Proudhonist flavour.

Marx and Engels immersed themselves in the 
Communist League when it seemed as if real power 
could be won. The Communist Manifesto defined 
what the Communist League was, what it was not, 
and what it planned to do. And when the period of 
revolutions was over, and the Communist League 
began to fall apart, they calmly accepted this. They 
waited for the next crisis, and in the meantime 
developed and clarified their ideas.

The Manifesto was only a first draft for Marxism. 
Yet it has a clearness and precision that is admirable. 
As far as they could, they made it very very obvious 
what they were talking about

Marx took a highly Hegelian view of history. Anyone 
doubting this should read Hegel’s Philosophy 
of History. Though the values are different, the 
patterns of thought and even turns of phrase are 
very similar. History has a single possible course of 
development, a course both logical and necessary. 
Nations and cultures move along it at various rates - 
they can even stop altogether, or slip backwards. But 
they cannot deviate from the line of development, 
because nothing else is possible.

For Marx and Engels, feudalism had replaced the 
slave-based systems of Greece and Rome, and 
Capitalism had replaced Feudalism. Now Capitalism 
was due to be replaced by modem Communism. 
History had gone that way because it could not have 
gone any other way. Hegelianism has a number 
of built-in assumptions, that Marx and Engels took 
over without taking a hard look at them and asking 
if they were true. The most significant is that there 
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is essentially only one possible line of historical 
development Stages of history might occasionally be 
skipped -

Marx did think that this might happen in Russia. 
But the very language he used was significant; if you 
skipped over one stage, you would of necessity find 
yourself in the next.

***
From this viewpoint, Marx could hardly reject the 

process of capitalist industrialisation that had tom 
the existing order to shreds. Capitalism had created 
misery and disruption for the precapitalistic lower 
classes. Other radicals might see it as a massive 
error and distortion of life; Marx insisted that the whole 
process was necessary, and therefore progressive. 
From time to time he would express his sympathy for 
those who had been crushed by this process, but he 
never ceased to insist that it was necessary. It had 
created the working class, the ‘proletariat’, and must 
continue to create and enlarge this class.

“The other classes decay and finally disappear 
in the face of Modern Industry; the proletariat is its 
special and essential product”.[E]

And the working class, unlike all previous lower 
classes, would be fit and able to run society for itself 
and in its own interests. He liked this formula so much 
that he quoted it, along with a preceding sentence 
about the proletariat alone being really revolutionary, in 
his Critique of the Gotha Programme in 1875. Despite 
this, most people who call themselves Marxists fail to 
take it into account. They confuse reactions against 
modern industry with Marx’s schema of the proletariat 
as the essential product of modem industry.

Marx insisted that the future lay with the proletariat. 
But the bourgeoisie was not entirely despised. On 
the one hand they were condemned as fit only to be 
overthrown. But on the other hand their positive role 
was also made clear.

“The bourgeoisie has disclosed how it came to pass 
that that brutal display of vigour in the Middle Ages, which 
Reactionists so much admire, found its fitting complement in 
the most slothful indolence. It has been the first to show what 
man’s activities can bring about. It has accomplished wonders 
far surpassing Egyptian pyramids, Roman aqueducts, and 
Gothic cathedrals; it has conducted expeditions that put in the 
shade all former Exoduses of nations and crusades”.[F]

“The intellectual creations of individual nations become 
common property. National one-sidedness and narrow-
mindedness become more and more impossible, and from the 
numerous national and local literatures there arises a world 
literature. “[G]

“The bourgeoisie, during its rule of scarce one hundred 
years, has created more massive and more colossal 
productive forces than have all preceding generations together. 
Subjection of nature’s forces to man, machinery, applications 
of chemistry to industry and agriculture, steam-navigation, 
railways, electric telegraphs, clearing of whole continents 
for cultivation, canalisation of rivers, whole populations 
conjured out of the ground - what earlier century had even a 
presentiment that such productive forces slumbered in the lap 
of social labour?”[H]

“To the great chagrin of Reactionists, it has drawn from 
under the feet of industry the national ground on which it 

stood. All old-established national industries have been 
destroyed or are daily being destroyed. They are dislodged by 
new industries, whose introduction becomes a life and death 
question for all civilised nations.”[I]
The Manifesto expresses little sympathy for most 

of the classes that were suffering under capitalism. 
It had no pity for those classes which were being 
destroyed by it Thus:

“The lower middle class, the small manufacturer, the shop-
keeper, the artisan, the peasant, all these fight against the 
bourgeoisie, to save from extinction their existence as fractions 
of the middle class. They are therefore not revolutionary, but 
conservative. Nay more, they are reactionary, for they try to 
roll back the wheel of history ....
“The ‘dangerous class’, the social scum, that 

passively rotting mass thrown off by the lowest layers 
of the old society, may, here and there, be swept 
into the movement by the proletarian revolution; its 
condition of life, however, prepares it far more for the 
part of a bribed tool of reactionary intrigue. “[J]

I have quoted at length just because this is the side 
of the manifesto that most people ignore. Stirring calls 
for revolution, fierce condemnation of the bourgeoisie, 
are the bits that everyone knows about The full range 
of Marx’s ideas has become obscured, the theory 
only partially grasped. And socialists and communists 
have paid the price for taking such short cuts.

Ideas that are never properly expressed cannot 
be applied properly. Nor can they be rejected as 
inadequate, if history does not match their predictions. 
Marxists since the 1950s have covered over the less 
fashionable of Marx’s notions. They are not accepted, 
and they are not rejected. To do either would lead to 
purposeful political action. Having done neither, the 
various Marxist movements throughout the world 
have wasted the accumulated political power and 
prestige which earlier generations of Marxists had 
built up, and which are now thoroughly in decline.

***
This article appeared in July 1990, in Issue 18 of Labour 

and Trade Union Review, now Labour Affairs.  You can 
find more from the era at “Articles By Topic from 1987”.  
https://labouraffairsmagazine.com/very-old-issues-images/m-
articles-by-topic/.  

[A] Karl Marx Frederick Engels Collected Works Volume 
6. Lawrence & Wishart London 1976. Pages 697-699

[B] From George Sorel Oxford University Press 1976. 
Page 171. The quote comes from Section VIII of Polemics 
on the Interpretation of Marxism: Bernstein and Kautsky, 
published in 1960

[C] Ibid, page 171.
[D] Communist Manifesto, introduction. Page 481 in 

Karl Marx Frederick Engels Collected Works Volume 6.
[E] Karl Marx Frederick Engels Collected Works Volume 

6, page 494.
[F] Ibid, p 487
[G] Ibid, p 488
[H] Ibid, p 489
[I] Ibid, p 488
[J] Ibid, p 494
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The Communist Manifesto and Leninism
By Gwydion M. Williams

The Communist Manifesto is a famous 
document, the best known of all that Marx 
and Engels wrote. A very odd document, with 
a strange and seldom-told history. It is also 
remarkable for essentially ignoring the struggle. 
for political democracy and constitutional rights, 
the main issue of the unsuccessful revolutions 
of 1848. I examined this in Democracy and the 
Communist Manifesto (L&TUR No. 18). This 
article will show the results of Marx and Engels’ 
failure to see the advantages of democratic 
structures and multi-party systems.

In the revolutions of 1848, the struggle for 
democracy was the issue. People wanted 
parliaments, wanted constitutions, wanted 
elections on a really democratic basis. But 
what does the Manifesto say about the matter? 
Astonishingly enough, it avoids it almost 
completely. There are only a few remarks that 
hint at a rather dismissive attitude to such things. 
It says:

“The executive of the modern State is but a committee 
for the managing of the common affairs of the whole 
bourgeoisie” (Communist Manifesto, introduction.)

“In the French revolution of July, 1830, and in the 
English reform agitation, these aristocracies again 
succumbed to this hateful upstart” (Ibid, chapter III.)
And that is all it has to say about the matter! 

The struggle for Bourgeois Democracy is seen 
as only a form of struggle by the bourgeoisie 
against the older ruling classes. Democratic 
constitutions as such are seen as unimportant 
According to Sorel:

“The Manifesto of 1847 assumes that the power 
of the bourgeoisie will be overturned by a coalition 
of Jacobins and proletarians. The victors, in order 
to take full advantage of their successful campaign, 
will organise a democracy which begins by adopting 
measures of social liquidation, the nomenclature of 
which was borrowed by Marx and Engels from the 
literature of their time. Finally, with the working class 
each day exercising more dominance over the state, the 
ideals of the League of Communists will enter into the 
history of institutions. This schematic tableau seems to 
have been intentionally presented in an enigmatic form. 
Marx, still only a young philosopher without reputation, 
could not express his ideas with complete freedom. 
Many of the members of the association for which he 
spoke thought that the transitory regime of democracy 
could be avoided, thanks to a revolution which would 
be conducted energetically enough to throw the workers 
into full communism.”[1]

The point becomes clearer if you look at the 
earlier drafts for a ‘Communist Catechism’ from 
which the Manifesto itself grew. Thus in the Draft 
of a Communist Confession of Faith, written by 
Engels in June 1847, you have:

“Question 16: How do you think the transition from 
the present situation to the community of property is to 
be effected?

“Answer: The first, fundamental condition for the 
introduction of community of property is the political 
liberation of the proletariat through a democratic 
constitution.

“Question 17: What will be your first measure once 
you have established democracy?

“Answer: Guaranteeing the subsistence of the 
proletariat”.[2]
This clear commitment to a democratic 

constitution, normal enough for radicals in the 
1840s, was both expanded and slightly qualified 
in Principles of Communism. This was produced 
by Engels in October 1847.

“Question 18: What will be the course of this 
revolution?

“Answer: In the first place it will inaugurate a 
democratic constitution and thereby, directly or indirectly, 
the political rule of the proletariat. Directly in England, 
where the proletariat already constitutes the majority 
of the people. Indirectly in France and in Germany, 
where the majority of the people consists not only of 
proletarians but also of small peasants and urban petty 
bourgeois, who are only now being proletarianised and 
in all their political interests are becoming more and 
more dependent on the proletariat and therefore soon 
will have to conform to the demands of the proletariat. 
This will perhaps involve a second fight, but one that can 
end only in the victory of the proletariat.

“Democracy would be quite useless to the proletariat 
if it were not immediately used as a means of carrying 
though further measures directly attacking private 
ownership and securing the means of subsistence of 
the proletariat. Chief among these measures .... “[3] (.)
Principles of Communism was used as raw 

material for the Communist Manifesto, the joint 
work of Marx and Engels. The measures detailed 
at the end of Section II of the manifesto are 
clearly a modified version of those in Principles 
of Communism, which immediately follow the 
section I have quoted. But in the Manifesto, 
references to a democratic constitution have 
been transformed:

“We have seen above, that the first step in the 
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revolution by the working class is to raise the proletariat 
to the position of ruling class, to win the battle of 
democracy.

“The proletariat will use its political supremacy to 
wrest, by degrees, all capital from the bourgeoisie, to 
centralise all instruments of production in the hands of 
the State, i.e., of the proletariat organised as the ruling 
class; and to increase the total of the productive forces 
as rapidly as possible.”[4]
It is this notion of democracy, democracy as 

the power of a state representing the proletariat, 
that was to be followed some seventy years later 
when Lenin carried out a takeover remarkably 
like what Marx and Engels had planned for in 
1848. The Soviet state was not a distortion of 
Marxism; the model was there in the Communist 
Manifesto.

The whole notion of political democracy was 
evaded. It may, as Sorel implies, have been 
because of disagreements over tactics. But also 
it would have been unwise for the Communist 
League to have been directly against 
parliamentary democracy - a popular and highly 
radical demand at the time. Yet nor did they wish 
to let a parliamentary system inhibit them, if there 
seemed a chance of taking the revolution any 
further. The Communist League could hardly 
have won majority support even if the whole 
of the working class supported it, because the 
other social classes (which Marx regarded as 
reactionary) outnumbered the proletarians.

The logic of this was a Leninist-type seizure of 
power, in which a small but determined working 
class would dominate the rest of society. As 
a statement of principles, the Communist 
Manifesto had to lay the groundwork for such 
a development But not too obviously, since 
the established governments had not been 
overthrown, and it was the bourgeois democrats 
who were likely to dominate the first stages of 
any revolution. Thus the matter was left obscure.

Marx did not actually tell lies. But he was very 
good at not drawing attention to embarrassing 
facts.

In Marx’s later writings there is a continuing 
ambiguity about democracy. He was prepared 
to accept that a peaceful transition to socialism 
might occur in Britain, America and perhaps 
other countries. He would talk about the 
“withering away of the state” - but also about the 
“dictatorship of the proletariat”. I suspect that one 
method was as good as another to him. He did 
not expect the question of political democracy to 
be relevant after a proletarian revolution.

Marx avoided the question of democracy and 
constitutions by merging all states in which the 
middle class was dominant into a single category, 

the ‘dictatorship of the bourgeoisie’. This category 
ignored specific forms of government and the 
normal level of civil rights. It ignored also the 
very different political traditions that existed in 
Europe. It lumped together the liberal oligarchy 
of Britain after 1688 with the self-governing 
farmers and townsmen of Switzerland and 
the absolutist monarchical states that existed 
elsewhere. It failed to separate the Latin and 
Roman Catholic tradition of a separate Church 
and State from the Byzantine and Orthodox 
Christian tradition of a Church dependent on the 
State.

(Please don’t refer me to Engels’ The Origin of 
the Family, Private Property and the State. The 
book is full of flaws. Much of the evidence that 
Engels himself cites points to a very different 
conclusion from the one he draws. But I’ll deal 
with this in another article.)

[Thirty years on, I have still not got round to it.  
In brief, though Engels describes the state as an 
agent of the ruling class, even the cases he cite 
show it acting to keep the society in being, and 
putting some limits on Ruling Class greed.)

The simple fact is that Marx and Engels never 
tidied up their position on democracy. They 
treated it as an unimportant matter. Thus when 
Kautsky argued against Lenin and Trotsky on 
the matter, each side could match quote against 
quote, opinion against opinion, without any 
serious distortion of what ‘the founders’ had 
said.

Part of the complication lay in the big gap 
between what Marx and Engels had wanted, 
and what a state built on the lines of the 
Communist Manifesto was likely to produce. 
I do not suggest that the Socialist movement 
should simply have relied upon the expansion 
of democracy. It was very far from being well 
established in the 19th century. France swung 
wildly between democracy and dictatorship. 
Germany was to acquire democratic forms, 
elections and parliaments, but the government 
was not dependent upon them. The difficulty 
was that Marx had left the matter in a hopeless 
muddle. He assumed that the differences were 
irrelevant: one bourgeois state was much like 
another.

Socialists like Bernstein and Kautsky assumed 
that democracy would develop as a matter of 
course. They assumed that workers would 
acquire power peacefully, by sheer force of 
numbers. Marx’s theory of historical development 
could be seen as saying that Bernstein argued 
in Evolutionary Socialism that the whole idea of 
revolution should be dropped, and that society 
had not developed as Marx had predicted. 
Kautsky would not go so far - he hung on to 
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some of the revolutionary language, while in 
practice expecting an evolutionary development

A more consistent position was held by socialists 
like Lenin or Rosa Luxemburg. (In those days 
they were all socialists or social-democrats. It 
was only after the Russian Revolution that Lenin 
revived the term Communist and used it for his 
new Third International.) They assumed that 
revolution was inevitable, and drew particularly 
on Marx’s writings on France for this view. Both 
views could claim some support from Marx. 
Neither could deal properly with the critical 
question of forms of government. Marxism, 
supposedly a complete view of the world, in fact 
had an enormous gap in it!

Socialists like Kautsky and Bernstein became 
almost irrelevant in the world that emerged after 
World War One. They had had arguments over 
the interpretation of Marxism. But at the level of 
political practice, they were on the same side. 
They were Independent Social Democrats, who 
supported Germany’s war effort in a half-hearted 
way. The majority Social Democrats were 100% 
for the war, expecting that a victory for Germany 
would be the victory of a semi-socialist state 
over its capitalist rivals.

In Germany, the Independent Social Democrats 
were squeezed out by the mainstream social-
democrats and by the new Communist Party. 
Similar things happened in other countries. It was 
not just that they could not compete; they hardly 
knew what to do. Bernstein’s autobiography, 
which is available in English, is a well-written but 
strangely non-political document

Many of those who dreamt of a new world in the 
years before World War One found themselves 
completely lost in the new world that actually 
emerged. Rosa Luxemburg was killed by right-
wingers. Some people have wondered just what 
she would have done had she lived; I suspect 
that she herself was wondering that. She took 
no steps to get to safety, after a failed revolution 
in which she had played no part, even though 
she was blamed for it. Perhaps she preferred to 
die a martyr than live on in a world she could no 
longer cope with.

Lenin, when he created the Bolshevik State, 

assumed that workers would have no need 
to be protected against a workers’ state. (And 
the fate of other classes did not concern 
him). Indeed, in The State and Revolution he 
assumed that the actual state apparatus could 
be abolished soon after the revolution. Since 
this proved impossible, he took steps to see 
that the apparatus of the workers’ state could 
operate as efficiently as possible. Opposition - 
even from left-wing socialists and anarchists, 
even from minorities within the Bolshevik party 
- would clearly hinder the efficient functioning of 
the workers’ state. Therefore he took steps to 
eliminate this opposition; either jailing them or 
shooting them.

Stalin’s only innovation was to apply similar 
methods to other leaders of the Bolshevik party. 
And I suspect that Lenin would have done just 
the same, had he lived longer. And when we look 
at what other leaders of Leninist systems have 
done, it is hard to believe the Khrushchevite or 
Trotskyite notion that it was perfect apart from 
the sad fact that it was run by Stalin rather than 
somebody else.[5]

The remarkable thing is not that the Bolshevik 
state failed to live up to Lenin’s hopes for 
it, but that it worked at all. The man had no 
experience of anything except faction fights 
among professional revolutionaries, who were 
generally to be numbered in hundreds. Yet 
somehow he was able to transform his party 
into a mass organisation that could rule over 
millions, and be far more powerful and efficient 
than the Tsarist state had ever been. The critical 
error was to leave out the notion of a lawful and 
loyal opposition.

In Western-style democracies, opposition 
parties may be treated unfairly. They may even 
be suppressed during times of emergency. But 
everyone recognises that the ideal is to allow 
them to operate freely. It follows logically from 
the ideal of free elections, which in practice will 
always lead to a multi-party system and the 
possibility of the government being thrown out 
peacefully. Thus when the crisis has passed, the 
restrictions tend to get relaxed. Even the Latin 
American countries have mostly gone back to 
some form of elected government Right-wing 
dictatorship in both Spain and Greece has been 
transformed step-by-step into parliamentary 
government with left-wing parties in power.

The Leninist model includes no such provision. 
The ideal is no opposition: the supreme 
authorities in the workers’ state will be acting in 
the best interests of everyone, and no one at all 
should oppose them. Everyone supported Stalin, 
until he was actually dead and Khrushchev had 
decided that he was wrong after all. Everyone 
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supported Khrushchev, until he was ousted in a 
constitutional coup. (It was constitutional, in the 
sense that the Politburo did have the theoretical right 
to oust a General Secretary. But it was also a coup, 
because that constitutional machinery had not been 
used for decades, and was not expected to actually 
operate to settle a power struggle.)

The Soviet Union in its Leninist days had no place 
for any legitimate or legal opposition to the leader of 
the day. Brezhnev was the best leader since Lenin, 
for as long as he was alive. Likewise for Andropov, 
and Chernenko. And up until last year everyone said 
that they were backing Gorbachev, even though it 
was known that many top party people were out to 
slow him down and frustrate the changes he was 
arguing for.

Gorbachev could have chosen to create a system 
in which he could· be replaced constitutionally. 
But he failed to do so while his position was still 
strong, probably because the whole weight of Soviet 
tradition was against going so far. He would have 
had to have been an outstandingly generous and far-
sighted leader to have given his enemies the means 
to oppose him effectively. There was nothing in 
conventional Marxism-Leninism, from the Manifesto 
right down to Lenin’s last writings, that would tell him 
that he ought to do so. With the election of Boris 
Yeltsin as leader of the Russian Federal Republic, an 
effective alternative now exists. But this happened 
against Gorbachev’s wishes, in a situation he is now 
clearly losing control of.

The critical flaw in Marxism is that it failed to learn 
from the 1688 revolution in Britain. It failed to realise 
the usefulness of political pluralism and liberty of 
opinion. It tended to sneer at such things, because 
their operation was not 100% perfect And for this 
very reason, it failed to attract large numbers of 
workers whose day-to-day experience told them 
the usefulness of such imperfect liberties. This is an 
error that must not be repeated.

On the other hand, even an imperfect theory is 
better than no theory at all. The Kinnockite ‘Socialism 
with a nice smile and no ideas’ model looks likely to 
replace Thatcherism. But if Labour under Kinnock 
cannot then go on and do something coherent, 
there could easily be a new Thatcherism within 
the next ten years or so. Yet coherence on the Left 
tends to be built on bits and pieces of Marxism, and 
most people acquired Marx’s misunderstanding of 
democracy, along with the useful and valid things he 
said. And this fatal misunderstanding has done a lot 
of damage to left-wing causes over the years.

The possibility of combining Marxist class politics 
and economic analysis with a recognition of the 
usefulness of political democracy remains open. 
Marxists, especially in Britain, have used up vast 
amounts of intelligence and ingenuity to avoid 
reaching such a conclusion. It was this that messed 
up the New Left - however much the dictatorial 
methods of Stalin or Mao were condemned, the 
New Left could not hide the fact that exactly the 
same principles lay at the heart of its own ideology. 
Attempts to reconcile such contradictions led to 

incoherence.
It turns out that ‘bourgeois democracy’, the political 

system worked out in the 17th and 18th centuries 
by the English gentry, and only later . extended to 
the bourgeoisie, is exactly what is needed to make 
socialist systems viable and effective. Because 
Marxists held out against this notion, and because 
the rest of the left was very unclear on the matter, 
great opportunities were lost. But the basic drift of 
events is favourable - the Manifesto was quite right 
on this point. Lost chances will come again, and this 
time should not be missed.

 
This article appeared in November 1990, in Issue 

20 of Labour and Trade Union Review, now Labour 
Affairs.   You can find more from the era at “Articles 
By Topic from 1987”.  https://labouraffairsmagazine.
com/very-old-issues-images/m-articles-by-topic/. 

Remarkably, none of the New Right seem to have 
noticed my clear demonstration of authoritarian 
attitudes present from the start of Marxism.  Nor any 
critic of Lenin or Stalin, as far as I kow.

Had I felt so inclined, I would have had a good 
chance of brokering this into a nice niche within 
the New Right or New Labour order.  They would 
probably have appreciated having the son of 
Raymond Williams speaking with their voices.  
And then might have noticed I also had something 
meaningful to say.  (Or then again, perhaps not, 
since most of them are empty.)

But if you’ve read the other things I was saying at 
the time, you should see why I did not.  I accurately 
saw what a mess they were making of the wider 
world, at a time when few others outside of the Bevin 
Society saw it.  And I had noticed that ‘trickle-down’ 
was a fraud – most of the economic gains were going 
to the very rich.

It is no good making exactly the same criticism 
of ‘capitalism’, regardless of what the system is 
currently doing.  Most of the Far Left does that, and 
it mostly fails.  What we were saying, then and now, 
was that a system with many good points was being 
moved in the wrong directions.

[1] From George Sorel. Oxford University Press 
1976. Page 241. The quote comes from Materials 
for a Theory of the Proletariat

[2] Karl Marx Frederick Engels Collected Works 
Volume 6. Lawrence & Wishart London 1976. Page 
102.

[3] Ibid, p 350. Emphasis original
[4] Communist Manifesto, Chapter II. Emphasis 

added.
[5] I have since then examined both in detail: 

https://gwydionwilliams.com/history-and-philosophy/
why-trotksys-politics-achieved-nothing-solid/ and 
https://gwydionwilliams.com/history-and-philosophy/
khrushchev-influenced-by-trotskyism/.
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The New Right in 1995
By Gwydion M. Williams

This is selected sections of a much longer 
article that I wrote in 1995.  I’ve cut out things 
that are no longer relevant, a quarter of a 
century later.

Toryism is an odd phenomenon. People 
call it reactionary, yet it has been a ruling 
party during more than three centuries 
of unprecedented change. It calls itself 
conservative. And yet what has it conserved, 
apart from its own existence?…  

English elite education is very good at 
producing people who seem to know what they 
are doing, regardless of whether or not they do 
in fact know. It used to be the traditional ruling 
class that played the game best. But after two 
world wars and a massive decline in Britain's 
place in the world, very few people still had 
deference for the remnants of that once-great 
ruling class. 

A new sort of leader was needed for a new 
age. People free from the traditional accents 
and outmoded trappings of power - people like 
the 'Cambridge Mafia' who are so prominent 
in present-day Toryism. They were classless 
in both the good and the bad senses of the 
term. Callously indifferent to the plight of those 
less fortunate than themselves, because these 
new upwardly-mobile characters considered 
that they'd earned their privileged positions. 
Pigheadedly ignorant of the traditional rules that 
had more or less held Britain together across 
three centuries of unprecedented change. And 
if things somehow did not work out as they'd 
hoped, it was definitely not their fault. Their 
theme-tune should be that old Tom Jones pop-
song, I'm Not Responsible'. 

The traditional ruling class did on occasion 'do 
the decent thing', though not as often as they 
pretended. For this new lot, the only decent 
things are fame, power, money and pleasure. 
The sense of honour that gave some dignity 
to the old ruling class just does not exist any 
more.  It is neither a genuine aristocracy nor a 
true meritocracy. A new word is needed for them 
- 'grabocracy'. 

If you want to understand the 'grabocracy', 
forget about what they say. Look at what has 
actually occurred during their period of power. 
Ignore what they promise to do for you next year. 
It will always be positive, but their promises do 
not bind them. And they will never ever accept 

any responsibility for anything that goes wrong. 
'Innocent even if proven guilty' is their slogan. 

People were promised lower taxes for ordinary 
people, decent care for those who needed it 
and a return to traditional values. None of this 
was true. Even before the Clarke budget of 
1993, ordinary people were paying a sum total 
of direct and indirect tax well above what they 
had been paying when the Tories first came to 
power. Families bore the heaviest burden. More 
and more people were taking advantage of 
Thatcherite nihilism to simply ignore traditional 
expectations of how they should live their lives. 

Welfare that is 'targeted' can very easily miss 
those who actually need it. If everyone gets what 
they need without any suspicious questioning of 
their means, the needy will not be neglected. But 
when there are credits and kudos for those who 
cut the budget by refusing or driving away the 
allegedly undeserving, what would you expect 
to happen? 

Thatcherite 'reforms' have given us a worse 
public service that is also more of a burden to 
everyone except the richest 5%. The richest 5% 
have done very nicely, and they tend to call the 
tune, both in the Tory party and in the media. 
The media they mostly own and control now that 
the notion of public service is largely extinct. For 
the richest 5%, the 1980s have been lovely, and 
they hope for more. But the poor have· already 
been squeezed to an embarrassing extent. 
There is not a lot more that can be wrung out of 
the poorest 10%. Short of establishing humane 
death-camps, what more can anyone do to 
them? …

Rich people are voting with their wallets. In 
the abstract, they are always very patriotic. But 
actions speak louder than words. Britain as a 
viable independent economic unit has gone. 
Options that were open twenty years ago are 
no longer available. There are just two serious 
choices remaining to us. Civilised values in a 
European Union. Or a market-led barbarism that 
does not meet the economic needs of ordinary 
people…

[It never occurred to me in 1995 that moves 
to quit the European Union would actually win 
majority support.  That those hurt by the New 
Right would be so neatly tricked into blaming 
those who had mostly helped them.

[As at 8th December 2019, Brexit seems likely 
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and will indeed be ‘market-led barbarism’.]
After World War Two … there was a general 

determination to make a better world, and a 
better world was made. And made without the need 
for miracles or dictatorship or 'great leaders'. 

Ignoring the wishes and the wisdom of the ruling 
class, the Left in Britain and America built the best 
and most stable socio-economic system the world 
has yet seen. It was very much the work of the 
left - the Labour Party in Britain and the New Deal 
Democrats in America. The process had in fact 
been pioneered in the 1930s in America, lifting that 
country out of the deep depression which had been 
created by speculators and by business-dominated 
Republican governments. Now the whole system 
of social reform was repeated on a much larger 
scale, especially in Germany and Japan. Those 
two countries were remodelled with a much greater 
freedom than Labour Party people or American New 
Dealers could ever have had at home. And both 
Germany and Japan have benefited greatly from 
the changes imposed on them by the occupying 
powers….

[Also Italy.]
The post-1945 system was not capitalist. At least 

not as the word had been understood up until then. 
'Roses' might become 'bananas' if enough people 
chose to call them that, but would still remain flowers 
rather than fruit. The fact that the new post-1945 
system came to be called capitalist does not mean 
that it was anything like the abstract rationalised and 
mathematical capitalism of the economic textbooks. 
It's doubtful that even classical capitalism was really 
like that - but that's another story. 

Nor was the new system "bourgeois". In the 1940s, 
the classical bourgeoisie and the middle class had 
lost a lot of ground relative to the working class. And 
they were pretty much resigned to this loss. It was at 
first only as a matter of left-wing propaganda that the 
new system was called capitalist and bourgeois. But 
once its success was obvious and its newness half 
forgotten, right-wingers declared that the post-1945 
system was what capitalism had really always been 
about. For a time, actual historic capitalism was 
dismissed as some sort of unfortunate pre-history…

The New Right had borrowed a great deal from 
Marxism. Every single successful political movement 
in the 20th century has borrowed a great deal from 
Marxism. No serious or effective politics seem to be 
possible without it, although the purest Marxists have 
also often been the least serious or effective. But 
the New Right would be nothing without its lapsed 
leftists. 

Marxism is the only modem politics that will allow 
someone to ignore conventional wisdom with some 
hope of success. But it is also rather less than a 
complete truth. In particular, the simple identification 
of capitalism and the bourgeoisie is a vast 
oversimplification of a very complex relationship. 

Capitalist relationships were pioneered by the 
"bourgeois", burghers or dwellers in a borough, 

the prosperous element in the towns and cities of 
Western Europe. In the confused fragmentation of 
feudalism, they were able to make a separate life 
for themselves, independent of the surrounding 
rural areas. These "bourgeois" or burgers tended 
towards Protestantism, which in tum aided the rise of 
capitalist markets - this was understood for at least 
a century before it became an "original discovery" by 
Max Weber. 

That is history as it actually happened. But the 
New Right "knew" from a variety of sources that the 
spirit of the market was the spirit of the bourgeoisie. 
'Natural Man' as envisaged by Rousseau was actually 
the semi-detached suburban Mr Jones. Demolish 
all of the excrescences of the welfare state, allow 
free reign to the market, and a return to authentic 
bourgeois values was an absolute certainty! When 
they promised a free, easy and libertarian "back 
to basics", they really did believe what they were 
saying…

The way of life of the original bourgeoisie was 
intensely local and particular. This need not have 
been incompatible with a slow and gradual rise to 
a more sophisticated society. And this was exactly 
what happened in Switzerland, which preserved 
the way of life of free peasants and cities and town 
dwellers. It has kept four separate nationalities in 
peaceful coexistence, and achieved a GDP per head 
twice that of Britain and comfortably ahead of the 
USA. (The staff of The Economist reckon average 
Swiss prosperity as $34,610 as against $16,300 and 
$25,687, according to The World in 1994.) 

Apart from wealth and peace and security, and 
apart from the Red Cross, the lands that are now 
Switzerland produced Calvin, the other great 
Protestant teacher besides Luther. Calvinism did a 
great deal to generate both capitalism and science 
elsewhere in Europe. Switzerland later produced 
Rousseau, who defined a new and secular way of life 
after the collapse of Christian intellectual authority in 
the Enlightenment. Switzerland also produced Carl 
Gustav Jung, with his strange notions of collective 
unconscious and the equally original but now much 
more familiar concept of extrovert and introvert 
personalities. The land also provided the setting for 
Mary Shelley's Frankenstein, and gave a refuge to 
Voltaire, Einstein, Lenin and many others. That one 
small stretch of mountains produced or nurtured a 
disproportionately large proportion of the interesting 
and worthwhile products of European civilisation. 
Though not the cuckoo clock - that was German. 

The original bourgeoisie were the product of 
controlled markets and regulated trade. In Britain, 
they were also very much under the thumb the 
state. This left them vulnerable to a ruling class that 
suddenly decided that free trade was a good idea. 
For that lax, libertine, lightened and pleasure-loving 
ruling class of the 18th century, free trade worked 
out OK, raising them far above their European rivals 
for couple of centuries. But free markets were not 
such a good idea for e bourgeois, even though they 
too gained unprecedented prosperity…

Markets of a sort have existed since the Bronze 
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Age. But always controlled markets. Either you 
control the market, or it controls you. And outside 
of New Right fairy tales, markets are both blind and 
stupid. People do indeed communicate their needs 
via market mechanisms, just as the New Right say. 
But not all of their needs, and very little of their care, 
sympathy or sense of duty…

A market let loose in a society is very much like 
a bull in a china shop. People who only want a 
nice cheap hamburger or a pleasant-looking bit of 
furniture may unknowingly be fuelling a process that 
destroys the rain forests for teak veneers and cheap 
grazing for cattle…

Controlled markets won the Cold War for the West. 
Classical capitalism in Britain and the USA had never 
managed to average as much as 2% annual per 
capita growth over the decades. The USSR under 
Stalin did better than that for a couple of decades. 
Leninism ruthlessly organised a whole society as if it 
was a single huge corporation, and managed much 
faster economic growth than classical capitalism had 
ever managed. At a time when classical capitalism 
was not even managing 'business as normal', Stalin's 
system looked like the best practical alternative to a 
great many sincere and idealistic people. 

It was only the post-1945 system of Welfarism 
and a highly controlled market that could meet the 
challenge of Stalinism. Welfarism did just as well 
economically, while offering vastly more personal 
freedom. Even so, the struggle between the two rival 
world systems remained very uncertain for many 
decades. And no one dared to touch Welfarism 
in the West until a confused mix of liberalisation, 
dictatorship and market-orientated reforms had 
reduced the Leninist half of Europe to an incoherent 
mess…

Tories are trying to replace the Welfare State with 
a 'Don't-Care State', a social system in which people 
are neglected and only property is looked after. You 
get talk of a 'welfare society'. In so far as such a thing· 
ever existed - and it was never all that effective - it 
was based on a collection of separate communities 
where a neighbour had an unquestioned right to call 
on your aid, just as you could call on theirs. It was 
based on extended families where almost the whole 
of the population lived and died within a few miles 
of each other, and knew each other from cradle to 
grave. That was real 'communitarianism'. 

The neighbourhood and the extended family were 
broken up several decades ago, replaced by the 
American innovations of a mobile car based society 
and the nuclear family. These were radical new 
forms based on new technology and an enlargement 
of market-based social relationships. There was 
no sound reason to think that these non-traditional 
forms would prove stable or successful for most 
people. No reason to suppose that the break-up of 
traditional family structures would have any stopping 
point short of the totally fragmented individual

Fifteen years of Tory rule have brought us very much 
closer to being a slurry of atomised individuals. And 
this is a perfectly natural response to free markets. 
Markets are very good at responding to "I want", as 

long as you can back your wants with cold cash. 
Markets are deaf to such sentiments as "I care" or "I 
have an obligation". Such soft sentiments simply do 
not register, unless they can somehow be translated 
into "I want". Which is why social controls are always 
needed, if you want to keep your society functional…

Toryism makes use of reactionaries, just as dairy 
farms make use of cows and just as chicken farms 
make use of hens. Chicken farms are not run for 
the benefit of the poultry. Dairy farms are not run for 
the benefit of the cows. The Tory Party is not run 
for the benefit of its broadly reactionary rank-and-
file. It began as an upper-class clique that drew on 
the genuinely reactionary forces in the society for the 
benefit of the Stuart dynasty. But the Stuarts were 
radical about everything except their own power. 
They made use of reactionary forces, but always in 
their own interests. And always with the intention of 
sacrificing such people to the march of progress as 
soon as their usefulness was over. 

Tory political wisdom has followed the Stuart 
example, refreshed from time to time by refugees 
from other political traditions. Toryism needs non-Tory 
input. People like Edmund Burke, an Irish Protestant 
Whig. Or Benjamin Disraeli, a Jewish Radical. Or 
the Liberal Unionists of Joseph Chamberlain, who 
had been a highly radical and successful mayor of 
Birmingham. And even Winston Churchill, though he 
began and ended his career as a Tory, first made 
a big name for himself as a Liberal minister in the 
government of 1905. That was the government that 
destroyed much of the remnants of the old order and 
introduced the beginnings of the Welfare State. 

The historic function of Toryism has been to 
further Enlightenment values while appearing to be 
reactionary. It only adopted the name 'Conservative' 
in the 1830s. And it has never really merited it. While 
there is a functional radical party, the reactionary 
side to Tory politics is a hollow sham. It became 
something else, a Radical-Right creed, only because 
of the weakness of the left. Only because of the 
failure of Labour to carry through the radical social 
reforms that everyone was expecting in the 1960s 
and 1970s. 

Why did Labour fail? There were many factors…
Only the left in Britain could have successfully 

messed up the post-1945 system. The right had 
neither the courage nor the imagination. They merely 
benefited from widespread working class disgust 
at endless, pointless, self-defeating trade union 
militancy. What could you make of a movement that 
disrupted everything and backed away from serious 
reforms like workers' control and an incomes policy? 
The Social Contract was an optimum for Trade 
Unionism. But Trade Unionists destroyed it. 

A stalemate was created in the 1970s. Serious 
advance on a left-wing basis was prevented by the 
left itself. This deadlock could only be broken by a 
militantly right-wing government. Someone had to 
reduce trade union power to the point where society 
could start functioning again. And the Tories are still 
trading on their success in so doing. They are now 
doing far more damage to British society than any of 



Issue 40 - Marxism and the Wrong Turning of the 1990s   Page 22

the left-wing militants ever managed. Destroying the 
society so as to save it - American ideas have had a 
very big influence. 

Toughness without justice is the essence of 
brutishness. Punishments that are not generally 
accepted as just have little effect on people. Criminals 
are only copying the sort of behaviour they see the 
rich getting away with. 

Under Tory management, Britishness is turning into 
Brutishness. Tough 'law-and-order' policies merely 
feed this problem, exactly as they have in the United 
States of America. Armed police and the execution 
of criminals have not prevented the steady drift to a 
vastly more dangerous and violent society…

Whatever success the New Right have had, 
has been due to their willingness to dissolve the 
economic basis of the various nation states. They 
may be willing to die for their county, but they will 
not pay for it. For a few dollars more, they destroy 
nationalised industries, remove tariff protections and 
scrap national economic plans. All of this nation-
breaking activity is combined with a great deal of 
chauvinistic flag-waving and declarations of their 
love for the nation…

[Actually very few of the New Right have risked 
their lives for any cause whatsoever.  The dying has 
mostly been done by sincere members of the Old 
Right who follow them.]

The United States in the 1980s showed exactly how 
things could go wrong. Under Reagan and Bush, the 
living standards of the bulk of society went down. In 
Britain, the poor got poorer, average workers got a 
bit richer and the rich got very much richer. In the 
USA, people on average incomes lost ground, and 
yet still went on voting Republican. After a glitch in 
1992, they have now voted for another dose of the 
same. 

The Right in Britain and America are very good 
at making false promises. They find covert ways of 
tapping racist sentiments. It is not even that they 
are sincere racists, or have any intention of meeting 
the demands of poor people who blame social ills 
on immigration. They want those people's votes, 
they do not want the people themselves. The racists 
get nothing of substance from Tory or Republican 
politics. But it is all done very skilfully. And the Left 
can even aid the process, by referring to the Tories 
or Republicans as if they were sincere racists rather 
than cynical vote-stealers…

The abrupt collapse of Leninist Marxism has given 
the New Right a credibility that they do not deserve. 
Something of the sort was actually predicted even 
before the USSR got going. E.M. Forster in 1909 
saw the inherent instability of the Wellsian vision of 
the future, the rational world state. His short story 
The Machine Stops correctly forecasts that such a 
system could collapse very rapidly after a long slow 
decline in the quality of its leadership. Though the 
USSR was officially Marxist, Wellsian utopias were 
the first inspiration for most of its leaders. Also a 
common culture that gave them a wide spectrum of 
non-Marxist support. Wells himself hailed the USSR 
as the future that worked. 

In The Shape of Things to Come, Wells supposed 
that such a system would be secure once it had the 
chance to raise a new generation through its own 
self-enclosed educational system. Most people 
either hoped or feared that this judgment was correct. 
I suppose that no one took any notice of Forster. But 
in the real world, a self-selecting oligarchy is not 
likely to remain competent. Not when it is immune to 
public opinion. Not when it has to rely on people who 
have grown up in the system and fail to realise that 
anything else is possible. 

The USSR failed to build up an informed public 
opinion that could have curbed the leadership in the 
interests of the system as a whole. Its collapse was 
always likely to happen. Something similar may well 
happen in China, though probably not for another 
generation, not until all of the old guerrilla fighters 
are dead. The current Tory / Foreign Office schemes 
to undermine China using a shallow democracy 
based on tiny Hong Kong would be comical, were it 
not for the likelihood that it will all end very unhappily 
for the unfortunate inhabitants of Hong Kong, none 
of whom will be given refuge over here unless they 
are very very rich. 

[Nearly a quarter of a century later, the unfortunate 
inhabitants of Hong Kong still show no signs of 
understanding how they were used.

[In 1995, I still believed much too much of the official 
Western line on China.  I remembered perfectly well 
that China had made enormous advances under 
Mao, something they imply not to have happened 
while managing to avoid direct lies.  But until provoked 
by Chang and Halliday’s Mao: The Unknown Story, 
I had not looked in detail or realised just how much 
successful socialism the post-Mao leadership had 
retained.

[I also did not realise until later how much Russia 
and Ukraine were suffering after having their own 
Leninist systems undermined.]

With hindsight, we can see East European 
Leninism was undergoing a long slow collapse ever 
since Brezhnev invaded Czechoslovakia in 1968 and 
imposed a 'normalisation' that had no depth, idealism 
or credibility. The New Right were lucky, not clever. 
And, unless all that they said about Gorbachev was 
a pack of cynical lies, the collapse of the USSR was 
caused by precisely the sort of measures that they 
thought would revitalise it. 

It is unfortunate that most of the Left remained 
sentimentally attached to the USSR long after it 
lost coherence and ceased to be worth supporting. 
But some of us were never fooled. And it is time to 
reassert the basic truth of the wider socialist position. 
Only socialism can cope with the complexities of the 
modem world. Only socialism can prevent it falling 
into chaos. New Right ideology can only multiply the 
chaos…

Class in a Classless Society
Almost 150 years ago, a fringe radical group 

known as the Communist League put forward a 
highly utopian demand. They called for a classless 
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society. Under [Tory Prime Minister] John Major, 
this aim has become official Tory party policy. The 
last few years have seen the fall of corrupt and 
unpopular governments that had Marxism as their 
formal ideology. But the substance of Marxist ideas 
has become part of normal politics 

Whatever Major says, we obviously still have 
classes. The only really classless thing we have 
is the Tory government, classless in the dictionary 
sense of 'lacking in flair, dignity and style'. We still 
have classes. But not the same classes that existed 
150 years ago. Very large classes of independent 
small producers, craftsmen and peasants have been 
reduced to a tiny remnant. So too have the aristocrats 
who lived at the expense of the peasantry. And there 
has been a considerable merger between what used 
to be two widely separated groups, manual labourers 
and the 'professional classes'. 

Modern society is broadly divided into three groups: 
1. The Overclass - those who live off other 

people's work, and are rich. 
2. The Underclass - those who can not or will 

not contribute to the wealth of the society, and are 
poor. 

3. The Mainstream - those who work for a 
living and support the rest. 

In Britain, at least, the 'Underclass' has not yet 
diverged very far from the Mainstream. Before 
Thatcherism, there was no real Underclass this side 
of the Atlantic, and it is not yet too late to reverse the 
trend. Note also that the old or sick do not properly 
belong in the Underclass. Nor yet do most of the 
unemployed - class means more than immediate 
economic activity. And contribute to the wealth of the 
society is not always the same as doing paid work…

In America, the term 'middle class' has been 
extended to embrace pretty much the whole of the 
Mainstream. Logically. it is not a bad term for the 
class that is in the middle of the social structure. 
Perhaps lorry drivers and dustmen really do regard 
themselves as middle class over there. But not in 
this country. In any case, redefining the working 
Mainstream of society as 'middle class' confuses 
them with the small and privileged minority who do 
do well as agents of capital or as hangers-on to the 
rich. 

There have been dramatic changes in Britain's class 
structures since 1945. There was a time when the 
upper-middle-class was able to monopolise certain 
types of work, the good and secure jobs in the army, 
navy, civil service, law, the church, the educational 
system and medicine. There was a time when such 
occupations had status. They were a cut above 
'trade', the world of business that belonged to the 
mid-middle classes. They were far superior to poorly 
paid white collar occupations and small businesses 
that belonged to the lower-middle class…

In the 18th century, doctors and lawyers and 
teachers were more or less on the same level. 
Doctors and teachers have vastly improved their 
service to society over the past two centuries, and 
lost most of their social standing. Lawyers have 

successfully kept their own trade in an eighteenth 
century condition - slow, arbitrary and expensive. 
They even dress in eighteenth-century style - their 
US counterparts have modernised their garb, but 
nothing else. Lawyers are the only profession that 
still has significant status. The rest have modernised, 
lost privileges and gone into the Mainstream…

Self-employment [since 1980] has been a 
polarising and regressive phenomenon. It robs from 
the poor and gives to the rich. A small number of 
self-employed persons do very well and have very 
nice lives. But these are a mere one-tenth of the 
total number. The vast bulk of the self-employed are 
'working poor', only just above poverty level. And 
of course any of them can be unlucky and end up 
jobless, burdened with enormous unpayable debts. 

Writers and journalists are one group that still 
does have some independence. A best-selling novel 
can be written in a back room by someone with no 
connection to existing literary circles. Writers and also 
some journalists control their own conditions of work, 
and this is a very exceptional condition. Rather, it is 
an odd survival of what used to be the norm. And the 
immediate experience of such people normally gives 
them a wildly inaccurate notion of what modern life 
is all about. They are the lucky possessors of one of 
the few skills that has not been very much changed 
by capitalism or industrialisation. This keeps them 
somewhat separate from everyone else, inclined to 
believe that the vanished world of small independent 
production is still strong and viable 

The media is mostly owned by the Overclass, 
and identifies with their interests. The loss of 
independence by The Times, once the pride of the 
British establishment, is symbolic of the change. 
The 'Thunderer' is now a lapdog. The old joke - 
"two reporters and a gentleman from The Times" - 
will mean nothing to future generations. It already 
means nothing to those unfortunate enough to grow 
up during the Thatcher era. The decline did not 
begin with Murdoch the Dirty Digger, though he was 
certainly part of it. 

There are those on the left who treat the root 
meaning of a word as the true meaning. By this 
logic, when newsreaders have tragic news to pass 
on, they should put on a goat-mask and sing a 
doleful melody. 'Goat song' is the literal meaning of 
the original Greek term. Likewise both terrible and 
terrific are offshoots from the word terror, but have 
acquired very different meanings. And both interest 
and improve were technical financial terms in their 
earliest beginnings, only gradually acquiring a wider 
sense. 

What do we make of the traditional Marxist terms, 
Proletariat and Bourgeoisie.? According to their 
strict and proper origins, they have nothing to do 
with modem society. Proletarian is a Latin term for 
those citizens who had no property and could only 
contribute their labour. In the modem world, even 
quite poor people have some property. And people 
can be very well off and still dependent on their own 
labour. In any case, most working people will have 
no idea what 'proletariat' means. And the ones with 
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the least idea will mostly be those who might actually 
be 'proletarian', in the technical sense. 

Bourgeois is a more specific term. There was in 
Marx's time a very extensive social class, burghers 
or citizens or bourgeoisie, that owed its origins to 
the West European tradition of self-governing towns 
or boroughs. Even when there was no direct line of 
descent, this old social group was the main source of 
social ideas and traditions for the rising middle class. 

Contrary to the standard Marxist view, this group of 
property-owning townspeople was only accidentally 
associated with capitalism. They played a large part 
in starting it and in spreading it round the world. But 
they were very silly burghers to do such a thing. In 
the long run it was lethal for all of their social values…

In the world of the 1990s, the capitalist class has 
largely lost its bourgeois legacy. A lot of its members 
are of working class origin . Unlike similar people in 
earlier eras, they are not much concerned to conceal 
it. In so far as they want to copy anyone, they copy 
the remnants of the old landed aristocracy. 

We are dealing with a situation that Marx never 
envisaged. A lot of his analysis remains very valid 
and useful, but it must be applied intelligently. The 
terms 'bourgeois' and 'proletarian' sound as if they 
mean something very definite and scientific. In fact 
they do not. Only in the Communist Manifesto are 
the terms spelt out clearly. But in the Manifesto, the 
term 'middle class' is used as something distinct 
from the bourgeoisie…

The split between the upper-middle-class 
professionals and the commercial classes was basic 
to the British way of life. It has now come unstuck. 
And nothing very much has replaced it. 

The upper class and professional classes bad 
some idea of how to put their social objectives into 
practice, and how to balance their needs and desires 
against those of other classes. The commercial 
classes never needed such knowledge, and had a 
wildly false idea of the proper methods. 

Society is not a business, any more than it is an 
orchestra or a football team or an army regiment. 
Society is the thing that makes all of these social 
forms possible. It allows people to specialise in 
running them without concern for wider affairs. But 
since business was all they knew, the Tory stratum 
that had come from a commercial background 
decided that business values must be a universal 
truth. 

New Right ideology was no more than a glossy 
justification for what the commercial classes felt like 
doing anyway. That sort of person had never had any 
responsibilities except to operate successfully within 
the limited and highly artificial world of commerce. 
Cocooned within a sophisticated civilisation, they had 
no notion of the duties and responsibilities of rulers. 
They merely believed in individual responsibility, in 
the sense that they always hold some other individual 
responsible for anything that goes wrong. For this 
reason I call them an Overclass; not a ruling class. 

When I say that the commercial classes were 
cocooned within a sophisticated civilisation, I do not 

mean to imply that they had it easy . Far from it Like 
boxers or footballers or actors or academics or pop 
stars, they were in intense competition with their 
own kind, and also with various outside threats. Only 
there was nothing in their way of life that prepared 
them for maintaining the system that they were 
dependent upon. Looking after wider matters was 
generally the responsibility of a quite different sort of 
person. (Boxing was given a definite and regulated 
form by the Marquis of Queensberry, for instance.) 

Two hundred years of capitalism has eroded all 
social divisions that are not based on money. Rich 
people are not visibly different from middling or 
poor people, apart from their possession of wealth. 
But why should such a system hold together? It's 
not natural, in as much as no such thing has ever 
existed before in the whole history of the world. And 
it isn't just or reasonable - skill in money-making 
activities counts for something, but so do social 
connections, inherited advantages and sheer luck. 
And there are many valuable human qualities that 
are not well reflected in terms of cash. Scientists are 
one notable case - when Einstein went to America, 
he was quite surprised by the size of the salary they 
were willing to offer him. And it remains true that a 
moderately clever businessman is likely to acquire 
far more money than a genius in almost any other 
field of endeavour. 

We now have a system in which most people 
must end up as 'losers', but are in no way prepared 
to accept such a role. Previous lower classes were 
led to believe that their position was the Will of God. 
They also tended to feel that it was better to be poor 
and virtuous than rich and bad. You had a 'social 
pyramid' - not particularly fair, but very very stable. 
So stable .that it lasted for several millennia before a 
break-through to a different and ever-shifting sort of 
society in parts of Western Europe. These days you 
have a 'social worm-bucket', a conflict of everyone 
against everyone else, universal selfishness praised 
as wisdom. 

Why should such a system hang together? Look at 
America, and you will see that it doesn't. The more 
the US loses touch with its puritan small-farmer and 
small-town roots. the more the whole place simply 
fails to cohere or keep people civilised. 

People on the left have generally followed Marx 
in speaking of 'capitalist society', taken to mean the 
same as 'bourgeois society'. They could seem to be 
the same, in as much as modern capitalism developed 
within the social frameworks of the bourgeoisie, the 
class of prosperous town-dwellers. But capitalism 
as such has no social values. Capitalism free from 
external controls is nihilistic. If everything is for sale, 
what price virtue? What price traditional politeness? 
What price social hierarchy and titles? (Lloyd George 
is said to have actually produced a price-list. Both 
Liberals and Tories did unofficially award titles to 
their rich supporters, and still do.) 

If you are going to allow free play to market 
forces, then you should not whinge about the loss of 
traditional social values. It is a gross dishonesty. But 
it is a form of dishonesty that the Tories have raised 
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to a fine art. Remember, they have been a governing 
party at every stage of the rise of capitalism and the 
erosion of English particularness. This continues 
now that 'UK Ltd' is itself being eroded…

The detailed unfolding of this process was complex. 
Edward Heath, grammar school boy and the son of 
a grocer, came to power as the representative of 
the new forces. But he learned a lot after his defeat 
by the miners. He offered a new consensus to the 
trade unions, a system that would have taken them 
forward at least as far as Thatcherism has set them 
back. But this option was rejected as a "betrayal of 
working-class interests". 

The Bevin Society and its associates were almost 
alone on the left in seeing merit in Heath's ideas 
at the time they offered a possible way forward… 
Everyone else was against Heath's ideas as a 
diversion from socialism and/or revolution. So there 
were further strikes and the Three Day Week. Heath 
lost the two elections of 1974. And then his personal 
vanity prevented a quiet handover to Whitelaw, who 
would have been a Tory leader in a more traditional 
mode. Thus power passed to Thatcher, and to Tory 
elements who were pledged to run the nation on 
what they supposed were businesslike lines…

Business skill is not at all the same as political skill. 
Business is an intensely artificial environment. It is 
an activity that does not become possible at all until 
you have a quite sophisticated society. Contrary to 
the fairy-tales of the New Right, business is not at all 
the same as trade in the traditional sense. Traders 
and trade routes are as old as history, though 
trade merges invisibly into social customs like gift-
exchange, which are probably even older. The line 
between them is that you give gifts so as to establish 
ties of friendship, or to confirm ties that already 
exist. Whereas with trade, you exchange goods with 
someone you may not care for at all, just so as to get 
what they are willing to give…

[But business remains immensely social, with 
businesspeople always seeking social links with 
other businesspeople.  This is least so in the 
speculative financial markets, but exists even there.]

On a wider front, business has certainly changed 
the role of women, bringing them to a much less 
unequal position. This was not at all what was 
desired by earlier generations of businesspeople - 
businessmen, rather, were still very much in favour 
of keeping women in their traditional roles. Except 
that women were a source of cheap untroublesome 
and undemanding labour, so that the temptation to 
employ them was irresistible. But once women had 
been given an independent role outside of the home, 
they were bound to start demanding additional rights. 

Businesspeople have brought into being a world 
that is not really to their tastes. But they do not care 
to be told the grim truth - that business is by its very 
nature self-altering, self-mutating, self-disrupting, 
in the long run self-destructive. Understandably, 
they prefer to support those politicians who 
blame someone else: Businesspeople approve of 
politicians who uphold traditional values, but only 
to the degree that this can be done without hurting 

business interests. And that means hardly at all, 
when it comes to the crunch. 

There is also personal corruption, but I think that the 
left have given rather too much attention to personal 
corruption by critics of capitalism. Most of the trouble 
comes, not from corrupt or illegal ties, but from normal 
and legitimate dealings in a free market with no fixed 
social responsibilities. Corruption is often a means 
for societies to change and modernise smoothly and 
peacefully, with the harmonious agreement of all 
established interests. 

Grossly corrupt ties between businesspeople 
and politicians need not· be bad for economic 
development - look at Italy, look at Japan. It is 
excellent that those societies are now having a 
general clean-out, having become prosperous and 
stable enough to afford it. There is no need to keep 
the scaffolding after you have built the house. But 
corruption in those countries was part of wealth-
creation in the critical years of building an industrial 
society…

[Back in 1995, I failed to realise just how much Italy 
and Japan had been damaged.  A bad old order was 
replaced by something much worse.  Japan’s ‘Lost 
Decade’ began in 1991, but I was not then aware it 
was worse than the aftermath of a 1991-2 financial 
crisis.]

A society is a collective entity that has to renew 
itself with each generation. And this is not something 
that happens spontaneously. Since the start of the 
Industrial Revolution in Britain, each generation 
has been visibly different from the last, which is not 
at all a natural or a normal condition. As the most 
recent end-product of this process, we tend to see 
it as an improvement. Or perhaps we see it as an 
improvement up until the point at which we were 
produced, going into decline as a new generation is 
produced after us with new and alien values. In any 
case, something gets reproduced, but not quite what 
the previous generation had wished for…

19th century capitalism managed an annual 
growth rate of less than 2%, averaging out over all of 
the cycles of boom and bust. This was perhaps the 
best a truly free market could manage. It is of course 
well below the average of the post-war welfare state 
systems. Countries like Japan and South Korea 
managed more than 10% during their 'catch-up' 
period. China is managing similar rates right now. 
And they are doing it with a mix of state and private 
enterprise, ignoring the wise advice of people whose 
own economies are mired in recession. 

Businesspeople succeed by being skilled at 
managing the particular problems of their own 
business, which can change from day to day and 
even hour to hour. Adam Smith is quite right when 
he says that they cannot concern themselves with 
the general interests of society, or even know what 
these are. The whole matter is much too complex 
for any one mind… The vast majority of successful 
economies have always had considerable state 
intervention. 

The New Right is always able to find the state guilty 
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of any economic breakdown or mess-up. Since the 
state will generally have been doing something, you 
can always discover this to be the cause, just as 
the Inquisition were always able to find heretics or 
witches who could be blamed for the latest famine or 
plague. Then again. when the state had intervened 
in the economy and the economy had flourished, it 
could always be said that success had been achieved 
despite what the state had been doing. 

Dogmatists will never run out of excuses, no matter 
how far the real world behaves in some other way. 
But the balance of probabilities is that sensible state 
intervention does work. Also protectionism protects, 
at least in the vulnerable early stages of an industrial 
society. The leaders of the USSR went wrong when 
they failed to open up to the world market in the 
1960s, when their industries had been established 
and were still quite as good as anyone else's…

Businesspeople are used to accepting responsibility 
for their own particular business, but not for society at 
large. And since they are used to measuring success 
in terms of profit, their notion of wider responsibilities 
is to demand that everything be made profit-making. 
But at the same time they want traditional values to 
be maintained. And that is the basic contradiction. 

Most successful businesses grow by breaking 
up and replacing some older and less profitable 
system. Increasingly, the pressures of modern 
competitiveness are forcing even the largest and 
most successful companies to 'restructure', alter their 
social forms and dump loyal long-term employees. It 
makes money, certainly- but it also breaks societies. 

To blame the top managers is easy enough. 
From a socialist perspective, this is tempting, but a 
temptation that is best resisted. If you demand less 
tax, less regulation, cheaper goods and services, 
then you can not blame top managers for making 
a career out of meeting that demand. As the Chief 
Executive of Barclays Bank put it "we have to 
keep our costs down. People do want to spend a 
lot of time with the old fashioned bank manager of 
myth. But they don't want to pay for it." (The Money 
Program, 20th March 1994.) This pattern - people 
want tradition but will not pay for it - is something 
that I have noticed all over the place. Only in the 
fantasy-world of the New Right will these two desires 
be automatically in harmony…

The post-1945 leaders had their own memories 
to tell them what it was that had brought Hitler to 
power. They decided that there would be no more 
mass unemployment. As a secondary issue, they 
did also stabilise the world currency system with a 
scheme that lasted until speculators destroyed it 
in the early 1970s. But the key point was always a 
guarantee that there would be jobs for all those who 
wanted them, and even for those who didn’t want 
them. Back then, no healthy adult had any excuse 
for not having a job. 

The lesson of the 1930s was well understood by 
the British ruling class. But the message was never 
passed on the commercial classes, who never did 
learn what it took to keep a society in being. The 

civil service, for all their faults and silliness, did take 
responsibility for maintaining the overall welfare of 
the society. Private business does not. They want to 
sell off everything. They talk of UK Ltd. and then they 
want to sell off all of its assets, to ease the burdens 
on themselves. 

What former Tory leader Harold Macmillan said 
about Thatcher was much too generous. He likened 
her sale of the nationalised industries to some 
declining rich family that keeps going by selling the 
family silver and other inheritances from better times. 
But what Thatcher did was not so much selling the 
family silver - she sold the entire family!

***
Victorian values, 'dinkies' and 'sinks' 
When Mrs Thatcher as Prime Minister started 

talking about 'Victorian values', people were too polite 
to mention that she herself could never have become 
Prime Minister if Victorian values had actually held 
solid. Both her gender and her class origins would 
have debarred her even from becoming an MP, 
and definitely not Prime Minister. Such things never 
happened in the days when solid aristocratic, gentry 
and middle-class values held sway. Nor would she 
even have been able to attend university - that was 
men-only until quite late in the day. 

Traditional family structures in Britain depended 
on women being both kept down and protected. As 
elder sisters, wives, mothers, aunts, grandmothers, 
great-aunts or spinsters, they had a definite place 
in the society. They were usually well looked after 
for as long as they stayed in that place. They lived 
longer and had less worries than the men. They 
helped to maintain a structure of family life - a 
structure in which they would normally get more and 
more important as they got older. Married women 
could not be discarded by their husbands. And it was 
rare for any member of the extended family group to 
lose their place within it. 'A place for everyone and 
everyone in their place' - that was the logic. 

No one nowadays is against the changes that have 
more or less equalised the sexes. To be precise, the 
most recent and still controversial changes still have 
their critics. But such criticism is much less rational 
than the criticism of previous generations. The 
reactionaries of thirty or forty years ago did correctly 
see that easy divorce, women getting educated 
and women going out to work would undermine the 
family values of their day. 

The reactionaries fought for a real and a solid 
tradition, and they lost. I am very glad that they lost. 
But I also wish to make it clear that they understood 
the issue much better than those reformers who 
thought a few minor changes would solve everything. 
People then and now were unwilling to face up to 
the consequences of what previous generations 
decided. They want both freedom and tradition, even 
when these are obviously not compatible…

The Declaration of Independence says that all men 
are created equal. The French Revolution called 
for fraternity, brotherhood, along with liberty and 
equality. Even among radicals, the notion of equality 
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was assumed only to apply to the male sex. Women 
might be cherished and protected, even worshipped, 
but they had no proper part in public life. 

[No one said 'all men are sisters'.]
If 'family values' had included actually valuing 

families in terms of hard cash, the women might have 
remained content. But there were and are immediate 
short-term benefits in merely talking about 'family 
values' while plundering the social funds that had 
been reserved for their support. So the old order 
broke up. And we got the current snarl-up, which is 
itself undergoing rapid and continuous change…

In the 18th century [Britain and Western Europe], 
families were the basic medium of social life. And 
18th century society was stable and static. At least 
it was stable and static compared to what we have 
now - the forces of capitalism and industrialism were 
only just beginning to disrupt it. More than 90% of 
the population lived and died within twenty miles 
of where they had been born. And they lived and 
died in a world that remained basically familiar - not 
identical, but still highly recognisable. 

All of this has now changed. Economic forces 
freed from social control mean that very few people 
are able to live and work all of their lives in their 
birthplace, even if this is all that they want. The world 
changes out of all recognition every ten years or so. 
And families are lost and scattered amid millions of 
strangers. 

When I talk about families, I mean real families, 
extended social groups that perpetuated themselves 
through marriage and kinship. Tory MPs demand a 
return to 'traditional nuclear families'. But the 'nuclear 
family' is only a cut-down remnant of the traditional 
kin-group. As a widespread social form, the nuclear 
family is actually very recent. It depends on a man 
and a women getting on very well together, which 
will happen spontaneously some of the time, quite 
often in fact, but not always or reliably.

The extended family managed to find a place for 
most people. A married couple who didn't particularly 
get on could coexist without annoying each other 
too much. Traditional families usually had a much 
more sensible notion of what real people could be 
expected to do. If a married couple formed a natural 
pair this was excellent. But it was not essential. 
Family life could proceed on no more than mutual 
tolerance…

The 'nuclear family' is a mere stage in the 
breakdown of family networks. It never existed as 
a social norm before the 20th century. And it hasn't 
lasted long. It meets one particular human need - the 
strong sexual and social bond that can form between 
two people, particularly when both of them see it as 
the expected thing to do. At that level, the 'nuclear 
family' can work very well for very many people, 
though not for everyone. Where it really falls down is 
as a unit for raising children…

A common pattern nowadays is that a couple 
starts off as 'dinkies' , double-income, no kids. Some 
chose to stay that way, and some are unable to have 
children, but most go on to fulfil their basic biological 

programme by breeding and raising children. And 
despite all the popular rhetoric about 'family values', 
society actually penalises them for doing it. From 
being comfortably-off 'dinkies' they suddenly become 
'sinks' - single income, noisy kids screaming. Child 
support does not even begin to meet the financial 
cost, let alone the demands for time and care…

One might indeed wonder why people still do 
chose to become parents, in view of all the hassle. 
But we are members of a species, at least as 
much as we are individuals. If we are naked apes, 
we are also hairy mammals. And that is a much 
more fundamental identity. Careful child-raising is 
something our remote ancestors learned back during 
the time when the dinosaurs ruled and we were tiny 
little mouse-like creatures…

[But those remote ancestors were not that much 
like the mice familiar to us today.  These are rodents, 
and grouped with primates, rabbits and some other 
creatures in one grand category of mammals.  We 
are closer to mice than to cats, elephants or pigs.  
Pigs we loosely resemble to the untrained eye, just 
as there are many mouse-like small scavengers.  
Even a marsupial mouse in Australia, which is closer 
to the kangaroo than to us.]

Perpetuating our own kind is a basic habit. Any 
lineage that lost it would obviously not have left behind 
many descendants. But it is not a simple matter. It is 
not just a matter of personal reproduction, passing 
on our genes. People also have very strong urges 
to perpetuate a wider group, familiar people, even 
if they are not related. People will even go to great 
lengths to adopt and raise children who are definitely 
not related to them within any category smaller than 
the entire human species. 

Simplistic notions like 'selfish genes' explain some 
sorts of human behaviour, but not all of it. If it were 
just a matter of 'selfish genes', parents would be 
happy to give their babies away to any stranger who 
could be trusted to look after them properly. In reality, 
almost all parents will hang on to their children with 
great determination, giving up only when it really is 
a matter of life or death. We seem to have a basic 
instinct to try to perpetuate a familiar group…

Thatcherism has given traditional values a double 
dose of poison, speeding the process of break-up 
and confusion. Talk counts for little. It is 'voting with 
your wallet' that makes the real difference. Toryism 
attracts votes from people who really do want to 
preserve traditional values of home, religion and 
family. But the party itself has never really served 
such ends. 

The role of Toryism since the late 18th century has 
been to sound as if it would preserve the traditional 
values of home, religion and family, while actually 
allowing them to perish. 

New Right theory says that giving extra money 
to the very rich will make them so much more 
productive that they will raise the general level of 
wealth and make the poor richer as well. It says 
that more prisons and punishments will mean less 
crime. It says that less welfare will mean a return to 
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traditional family values. How they have got away 
with saying such rubbish is a minor mystery in itself. 
If their theories were even half right, there would 
be no poverty or recession in Britain, and the USA 
would have very little crime. 

If you assume that an advanced industrial society 
can only be run using the profit motive, then you can 
explain the collapse of the USSR in the 1980s. But 
not its considerable success in the previous decades 
- your theory predicts that the USSR should have 
collapsed in the 1930s. And it's no answer to point 
to the human cost of Soviet industrialisation. The 
theory was supposed to be talking about economic 
success, not morality. Besides, the original capitalist 
industrialisation was no more moral, cost at least as 
much in human terms, and took a lot longer…

the Tories are past masters at building coalitions 
of people whose aims and interests are not in fact 
compatible. Naturally, this leads to long-term results 
that absolutely no one wanted; But in the short term 
it does win elections, and is therefore judged to be 
wise and successful, a skill that is passed on from 
generation to generation. 

Consider how you might resolve the following 
problem. Group A is hostile to homosexuality and 
not fond of public spending. Group B believes in 
homosexual rights but ideological opposition to 
public spending. You might have a great debate on 
what you think is correct, and then try to impose it on 
the society. That is the Labour or Liberal method, and 
it can work, in the sense that it can actually change 
societies and redraw the norms of social behaviour. 
But it has never been the Tory way. Rather than 
actually taking action on a principled basis, they find 
an issue that can fool rival groups into thinking that 
their own best interests will be looked after. So pick 
on public funding for homosexual art, as if it were 
some great or serious matter… 

When dealing with Tories, never suppose that they 
really know what they are doing. It is a grave error to 
invest them with some sort of Machiavellian genius. 
Many of them are very slick operators in the short 
term, a few days or weeks or months or years. But 
itis not in them to actually alter the direction of the 
society. 

The 'slick operators' are the lubricating grease 
in the machinery of society, helping events to go 
in whatever direction they may be heading, often 
somewhere quite stupid. Tory policies never really 
control the process, except in so far as they spoil 
other people's plans. What they want seldom has 

much to do with the long-term result of their actions.
That is the nature of Toryism. If it were otherwise, 

how could they have been a governing party over 
fully 300 years, years full of changes that they 
abominated? Toryism began among those who 
supported the right of James the Second to become 
King of England. It lost its soul when it consented to 
his replacement by William of Orange. But Toryism 
remained in government, outlasting even the rivals 
the Whigs, whose principles did for a time shape the 
evolving society.

If Lady Thatcher manages to continue her 
vandalism and wreck Europe, then the future will 
probably belong to the rising nations of East Asia. 
Or civilisation might collapse, she might achieve 
that even. What will never happen is a return to the 
'Grantham Values' that Lady Thatcher would wish to 
impose on us. 

Thatcher was rare in going beyond rhetoric, and 
trying  to roll back the wheel of history. But she has 
simply destroyed things, creating nothing serious 
to put in their place. She promoted the mentality of 
'don't fix it, break it', a mentality that others now copy 
She replaced a welfare state with an illfare state. A 
pleasant if unsuccessful Britain with an increasingly 
unpleasant place that is also no better economically. 

Never suppose that the Tories really know what 
they are doing.

And What Now?
This article is from Issue 44 of a magazine that was then 

called Problems of Communism (And Capitalism).  It was 
published in January 1995, at a time before the disastrous 
surrender to Thatcherites by New Labour had become 
clear.  The full article (23,000 words) is available on-line.1

Blair swallowed the idea that Thatcher had been largely 
right on economics and welfare.  Junked a lot of the social 
controls, just as the Tory Libertarians would have wished.

It didn’t really work.
As of 2019, the long-standing Tory belief that all our 

troubles stem from the European Union has become 
dominant.  This allows the interests of the rich to be 
defended, without admitting that New Right ideas were 
always junk.

A break-up of the United Kingdom is likely, with Scotland 
and perhaps Wales finally escaping the grasp of England.  
Perhaps also the collapse of Northern Ireland into a much 
more liberal Irish Republic.

1 https://labouraffairsmagazine.
com/problems-magazine-past-issues/
problems-magazine-older-issues/ 


