What Future for Socialism/ Communism?
Chris Marsh

Last century, perhaps untl Thache® era and the collapse of the Soviet bloc, sodalism/
communism was widdy undestood as the alternative to capitalism. Now sodalism/ communism is
popubrly regarded as having been tried and failed, as history not futurity. The @ merican DreamQis
suppo®d to be a (multicultural) classless sodety, so why look ahead to a time when @lass sodety
[will be findly abolished®? An aging set of diehardstry to keep sodalist idess going, for academic
interest more than to engage in the political process, but younge generations of radicals are more
engaged with dternaive alterndives to capitalism:

¥ the merdly @nti-Omovements and the World Soda Forum with its mass internationd
gaheings

¥ thelifestylers, dropous and siddines, some of whom P as in the permaculture movement
and the ecovillage nework B are organised and have agreed gods, methodobgies and
ideologies, and Dto the extent that they are @olitical Ob lean towards anarchism and sodal
ecology rather than to socialism/ communism; and

¥ lastly, as ever, there are lobby groups reformers/reformists, and charities, lately grown like
Tops/ into a magjor sector of sodety, with NGOs and big campagns fronted by A-List
celebrities, bankrolled by billiondre philanthropists and by every shape and size of Fund
and Trug. World-changing and do-goockry is an indugry in the twenty-first century. No
wonde sodalism/ communism is history.

Very occasiondly, a spark of interest in sodalist ideas in the mind of a young student flames into a
passion. For a while he (usudly) will raid the shelves of second-hand marxist literature, and seek
enlightenment from old comrades holding forth in a pub or bookdiopback room Thereis evidently
a romantic, wacky appeal in Reds and al tha. And there is something else: a feeling, an urge a
desperation, a sense that all is not well, there has to be another way, and maybe we took the wrong
road all those years ago. Sadly, though,the old comrades don®have the answers, and the young
enthudast drifts off, perhapsto WMake Poverty HistoryCPor down some other road paved with good
intentions

Wha then do we have to offer, and wha mugs we do B thos of us who bdieve in sodalism/
communism D to get revolution back on the world agende? In recent years we have stuck to the
prediction/prescription whereby the class struggle will be resolved by the overthrow of the globd
class of capitalists by the globd working class, to bring abou a sodety where each person
contributes to the common wealth according to his or her ability, and takes from it according to his
or he sdlf-determined needs This desirable outcome is suppo®dly hdd back only by the globd
working class not realising its commondity of interest and potentially supreme power, so thejob of
sodalistsisto inform and educate the working class, and engender solidarity. Onereasonwe fail in
thisrole is our tendency to fal into factionsespousng variationsof the sodalist case, so efforts are
made towards solidarity throughforming aliances. In Britain in recent years this manifested as the
®Godalist AllianceQ but that fell apart again because of disagreements between one much larger
groupBbthe Sodalist Workers Party B and the others (together making up some 46% of the whole)
who were always outvoted. (Like maindream sodety, sodalists fetishise @emocracyOas Ghe
majority of those who get to vote get to decideQ. Wha is |eft today after tha fiasco is a pachily
active Party called QRespectO(led by the SWP and fronted by George Galloway, who is proudly
paaded as Respect@ first Member of Parliament) and a smattering of disgruntied individud
sodalists and tiny leftie groups some still hoping to re-launch the Sodalist Alliance in the autumn
of 2005.
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Is forming dliances notthe way then? Will individud sodalist paties only atract suppot and voes
if fronted by a charismatic leader? Do the compromises tha have to be made on procedure or policy
make this strategy awaste of time?

In March 2005, a Godalist Unity ConferenceOwas hdd on behalf of the 46% agang the decision
to close the SA in favour of Respect. The Report of the event ? conveys its sponrsOscrupuloudy
@emocraticO conference condud, and outlines their policy unde the headings Godalism®
@Republicanism® OnternationdismO and @Environmentalism® The Manifesto of the origind
Sodalist Alliance is still available on an obolete web site’, and incorporates a whole wish list full
of goodintentions impassible to achieve (or render obolete) ahead of fundamental revolution. An
aliance of sodalists may perhaps be excused for compiling so @eformistOa doaument on the
grounds tha it was put togehe for SA candidaes standing in local govenment elections
Galloway@ Respect Party seems to have inheited much of the same material about ending the
occupation of Irag and raising the minimum wageetc.*, and has a similar excuse. Their Conditution
says this:

Our overal aim is to help create a sodaly just and ecologically sugainable sodety|, a
sodety in which sodal judice is defined as incorporating: the organisation of sodety in the
mog open, participative, and accountable way practicable based on common ownership and
democratic control; the maximum freedom for the individud commensurate with the
freedom of others; the fight againg, and ultimate abolition of, racism, sexism and all forms
of discriminaion on groundsof religion, disability, age or sexual identity; the ultimate
abolition of al forms of economc exploitation and social oppression; the promotion of
peace and a system of justice which gives defence from tyranny, pregjudice and the abuse of
power; [and] the promotion of sodal, economic and cultural structures which are
ecologically sustainable and suppotive to globd ecosystems.”

Tha passage can be read as a sodalist agendg but Respect literature is predominantly reformist,
and membership is open to anyonegeneraly sympathetic to the Party@ aims. It must be uncertain
how long the patchy suppot Respect enjoyswill last, especially if George Galloway moves on or
its specia gppeal to Asian communities wanes.

Wha can sodalisty communists learn from this failed attempt at aliance building? How can we
avoid a similar debacle in future? First of all, clearly, we need to do some work on wha makes
genuine participatory democracy.® Secondly, we must avoid thetrap of trying to exploit upaurges of
popubr protest. The current Make Poverty HistoryOcampaign is such a trap waiting for us to fall
into. One World-in-Commone returned from the big G8 demo in Edinburgh with this message
dt® easy to dismiss the motives and politics of the vast majority of marchers as reformist, pro-fair-
trade etc. but it was encouraging to see so many from diverse groups and naions who oppo®
povaty and want something done about it. | think any movement towards sodalism/communism
will need to embrace indusveness and diversity while maintaining a principled oppostion againg
reformism.® (My italics) But this is teetering on the brink of another bandwagon GrapQike the one
Respect fell into. A group determined on turning the G8 demo into a @arnival for Full EnjoymentO
had this to say: Gince the G8 last met in the UK in 1998,wee seen more sodal cuts, privatisation
and compulsory work schemes in Europe and beyond. This is pat of a continuing endosure of
resources and means of living N such as water, land and housng N aroundtheworld. Now the G8
bosses meeting in Gleneagles claim to address concerns aboutclimate chaos and world povety. But
they redly aim to strengthen the system at the root of these conditions and to find more efficient
ways of managing, exploiting and endosng us We can only stop it by abolishing a profit-based
econony; by dismantling the states and borders that divide us® With tha kind of local-to-globd
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ingght, sodalism/ communism can be reclaimed as the dternative to capitalism, butwith adifferent
Band nmuch more radical Bagendafrom the old marxist prediction/prescription.

Thenew agendainvolves Qinlearning our learning®. Rather than congantly looking back to marxist
literature that is from fifty to over one hundeed and fifty years old, we mug be prepared to look
ahead, stop being coy about wha a sodalist future would be like, and make alliances with people
who are siddining capitalism now. We should give up on the notion that capitalism is a necessary
stage in a process leading to a socialist sodety. In fact human survival is uncertain dueto over-
exploitation of the land we depend on for everything P a crisis that has crept up on us dueto
alienaion from the land from long béore the capitalist era. Land degradation is a huge subject and |
will not attempt even to define it here, but there are texts available.’® It is the issue of climate
change which is the haot topic at the G8, and the Editorial in the latest issue of Permaculture
Magazneindudel this gim summary:

The British Antarctic Survey reports that the West Antarctic icesheet is melting. If it
collapses the sea levels could rise more than 16 feet. Both Londonand Bangladesh will be
drowned. Meanwhile, American scientists now predict tha the likelihoodof the Gulf Stream
(unmpCswitching off due to excessive meltwater in the Arctic is greater than 50% And the
glaciers in the Himalayas tha ensure the annud flow for the river systems of the Indian
submntinent and E Asia are retreating. Withouttheirrigaion they provide, 1 bilion peple
will bedisplaced. Then there are the matters of CO, dissolving in the oceans acidifying the

seas and making them virtudly uninhabitable; a 1jC rise in temperature making tropical
rainforests unviable; and a 1-2;C rise making trout disappear from the Rockies. Even if we
stoppeal all emissions now there is still likely to be a 0.6jC rise because the effects of
climate changehappen over decades, notyears. Thegrimmest predictionis tha there will be
a90%die off of theglobal hurman popubtion*

Capitalism D for reasons well undestood by socalists B will not be deterred by concerns about
pollution. However, it may have to respondto the twin concern of @il Peak® and in his book on
this'?, Matt Savinar points to the US @escent into fascism®and says the US government will @o to
war to get oil and kill anyonewho getsin theway.OThat soundsbad enough, but Savinar goes on to
explore possible dternatives to oil and says why they cannotstem off the inevitable:

E even Gree energyOb were it a reality © would not change the fundamental issue that
humans are up agang: the earth has a carrying capacity, and we have used up the supea-
abundant resource, oil, over thelast 150years to systematically deplete virtudly every other
resource: top soil, fresh water, forests, biodiversity and mineras. This is why we will not
jusgt be quietly slipping back to the 1700sbut will be more likely to go straight back to the
Stone Age For example, pre-indugrial sodeties mined copper from ores with 30-50%
metal. Nowadays, a typical copper mine averages less than 0.8% copper which can only be
extracted usng large amounts of energy. No oil, no ppe and no anything dse tha we take
for granted in the moden world.*®

Twenty years ago onecould arguetha climate changebthen called the Greenhause Effect B could
be averted by addressing land degradation. Land regenerated after millennia of over-exploitation to
feed urban popuktions'* and planted with trees, would thrive on the newly released carbon dioxide
| spent the 1980sarguing againg the @ollutionCbias in the British environmental movement: toxic
waste, nudear waste, acid rain, CFCs etc., with only two conaernsrelating to land use: saving the
tropical forests and conserving the pretty bits of the British countyside At tha time, even
environmentalists were alienaed from the land and obliviousto land use concerns Today thee is
more awareness, paticularly of the desirability of buying local food, nat jus because it is more
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nutritious but also to suppot local growers and save Good milesOand packaging. The idea of
planting trees to mop up CO2 is still current™®, but few people bdieve tha is the solution to climate
change and of course the oil pesk scenario mugt mean tha the remaining oil should be conserved
for chemical produds, na bumed.

| mentioned earlier the need for sodalists’ communists to @inlearn our learningQwhich requires an
honest appraisal of the preciousmarxist canon, and beng prepared to discard wha is obolete. For
ingance, sodalism was not conceived by Marx as a rescue package for a dying and depleted plang;
his enthudastic predictions depended on the (Gnassive E produdive forcesO achieved unde
capitalism, whose socia relationswould become fetters, so tha D following the patern of earlier
transtionsPsodalism would bust forth'®. Marxists have seen social changeas alinear progression:

Capitalism has not existed for al time butis the outcome of a process of soaa evolution.
Starting with primitive communism in which propaty was hdd in common, followed in
tumn by thekind of sodety known in Greece and Rome, based on produdion by chéttel slave
labour, and by Feudd sodety out of which capitalism grew. In each of the sodeties after
primitive communism there has been exploitation of one class by another but the form of
exploitation has changed. Thefeudd serf was not @wnedQes the chatel slave had been, but
he was tied to the land of the manoria lord and unde obligation to give unpad labou on
the lord® land while free to maintain himself by hs labouron land unde his control. E The
evolution of property sodety reaches its limit with the advent of capitalism. The
establishment of Socialism and with it the end of exploitation is the beginning of a new era
in the history of mankind. The working class will therefore be the last exploited class to
achieve its emancipaion. *’

This simplistic European Marxist prediction/prescription results in a bizarre colluson between
sodalists communists and the capitalist system they deplore, because capitalism is accepted as a
necessary stage on the way to a sodalist sodety. So whilst we dismiss the aims of Make Poverty
History as reformist, we have no radical postion to take agang the G8 development project in
Africa

Theaims of Make Poverty History are: Grade justice, debt cancellation, and more and better aid for
theworld®@ poarest counties®'® OrradejusticeQi's seen as the primary aim, and the mos demanding
and contentious It is based on the premise that the people of Africa are poor because thar counties
are indedevelopedQ and all will be well if therich counties concede to them fair trade in ther
cash crops raw materials and manufactures. Bob Geldof has been fronting a TV programme on
Africa, and (not beng aregular viewer) | hgpopened on thefirst of these in which he showed a part
of AfricaPl think in TanzaniaDBwhere people were living sugainably and happily in small hamlets
btiny soda groupsbin amongs ther food-growing gardens But these people are being resettled
because their old land is beng expropriated for cash crops Geldof interviewed oneof the recently
resettled people, who said they couldn®get on harmonioudy in the new large communities and the
poorer paches of land they have been given are some distance from the settlement and in therainy
season cannotbe reached dueto mud ' Intrigued by this confirmation of my long-hdd antipathy to
so-called development, | searched on the web for something more authoritative, and found Chapter
8 of an e-text of African Agriculture: The Critical Choices.”® The author, Henry Mapolu, describes
the same process as in the Geldof programme taking place from the colonial period to the 1980s
Mapolu relates how the people resist resettlement and cash cropping, and resume subsstence
farming in the old way, which may be why the process of resettlement is never complete and still
goeson.
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Enforced resettlement P often described in and labdled with different terms D has been a cruaa

aspect of human history, but it has happened patchily, sporadically and out of sight The more
moden history books and various political texts make occasiond references to complex rural

systems disrupted despite resistance. A thousnd years ago, in the Anglo-Saxon period, much of

Britain was a pachwork of hamlets with their own gardens, open-field strips and pastures®, before
the Norman conquest brought in feuddism, and later thee were furthe disruptions with the
Endosures and Clearances. In 1853 Marx writes of an Ondian sodety [with] no history E but the
history of successive intrude's who founded their empires on the passive basis of tha unresisting
and unchanging sodety.® These rulers opeaated handsoff systems of exploitation management

whereby they creamed off surpluses but left the Gabric of traditiond rural independence aloned a
practice which the British disrupted by ingtituting formal deedsto land? In his article, Marx writes
of England® @oubk mission in India: onedestrudtive, the other regenerativeN the annihilation of

the old Asiatic sodety, and the laying of the material foundations of Western society in Asia.O
Marx@ concluson is worth quotng in full:

The devastating effects of English indugry, when contemplated with regard to India, a
county as vast as Europe and containing 150 millions of acres, are pdpable and
confoundng. But we mug not forge tha they are only the organic results of the whole
system of produdion as it is now condituted. Tha produdion rests on the supreme rule of
capital. The centralization of capital is essential to the existence of capital as an independent
power. The destructive influence of tha centralization uponthe markets of the world does
but reveal, in the mog gigantic dimensons the inheent organic laws of political economny
now at work in every civilized town. The boumgeois peiod of history has to create the
material basis of the new worldN on the one hand the universal intercourse founded upon
the mutud dependency of mankind, and the means of tha intercourse; on the other hand the
development of the productive powers of man and the trandormation of material produdion
into a scientific domnation of naural agendes. Bourgeois indudry and commerce create
these material conditions of a new world in the same way as geologica revolutions have
created the surface of the earth. When a great sodal revolution shdl have mastered the
results of the boumgeois epodh, the market of the world and the moden powers of
produdion, and subjected them to the common control of the most advanced peoples, then
only will human progress cease to resemble tha hideous pagan idol, who would not drink
the nectar butfrom the skulls of the dain.?*

That process is taking a long time to work its way throughthe world, partly dueto resistance to
resettlement, but also due to former colonies being ddiberately underdevelopeal. India today is
certainly becoming more urban®, but 70% still live in rura villages, 90% of which have a
popuktion of less than 2000, into which business is managing to make some inroads?® Gramsci®@
('heory of Subodinaion and HegemonyGhows tha hefollowed Marx in seeing it as necessary for
the peasant sodeties of Southern Italy to be disrupted and dislocated, throughwar if necessary, in
order to bring them into solidarity with theworking class of theindusrialised North?’. But wresting
the land from the peasants, and the aienation from the land of urban populations (in Britain( so-
called villages and towns, as well as in cities prope), has alowed land degradaion worldwide to
spread and worsen largely unob®rved and ignored except by speciaists. And land degradaion B
exacerbaed by climate change and oil pesk B rendeas capitalism unsugainable and a new world
founde on ts achievements an impossible dream.

My aim in this article has been to begin to wean sodalisty communists off the old Marxist
prediction/prescription, in orde than we may agan become the aternaive to capitalism.
Questioning the prediction/prescription is the first stage B and | have suggested that this requires
that we @inlearn our learningONext | have suggested that we aign ourselves to other radical world
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changes, rather than get on populst bandwagonsor make reformist compromises tha pepeuae
the colluson with capitalism tha the soda evolution modd got us into. The permaculture
movement and the globda ecovillages nework, in paticular, are actudly more radical than
sodalisty communists because they are addressing the mog serious threat to life on earth: land
degradation ?® and they are putting their prindples, theory and expertise into practice all aroundthe
world. A little exploration of how far these initiatives have progressed will show that they need to
get political if theland use revolution is to move fast enoughto avert theloomng crisis. And there
will come a time when thar progress is perceived as threatening to capitalist vested interests, and
campagning for mass suppot will beessential. Sodalists communists have nothing to lose but our
obsolete theory. We have aworld to win.
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