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Welcome to the first issue of the Australian Marxist 
Review for 2018. The 13th Congress of the Communist 
Party of Australia has come and gone, leaving members 
with a deep sense of what needs to be done to bring the 
Party to the People. Issue #67 explores the way forward 
for the Party before focusing on some specific challeng-
es and opportunities.

The issue begins with General Secretary Bob Briton’s 
Contribution to the 19th International Meeting of 
Communist and Workers’ Parties. Given on the occa-
sion of the 100th anniversary of the October Revolution, 
the contribution focused on analysing the worsening 
international and domestic situation as it exists today, 
highlighting the re-emergence of especially repugnant 
anti-worker forces that were previously considered too 
extreme and the growing recklessness of imperialism. In 
the face of these challenges, Communists must demon-
strate leadership and initiative.

The lessons of that momentous event one hundred years 
ago are, as Brinda Karat of the Communist Party of India 
(Marxist) points out, still directly relevant to the strug-
gles of workers today. In her address to the 2017 Trade 
Union Congress held in London, Brinda uses current 
examples of struggle in India to show how Communists 
can learn from the Bolsheviks and identifies key areas of 
work for the future.

Capitalism, like all class societies before it, is based on 
exploitation. In his article, “Culture and agriculture”, 
Wadi’h Halabi discusses the culture of exploitation 
as it relates to agriculture and the opposition between 
town and country before demonstrating how socialist 

countries previously approached the issue and the poten-
tial for agro-towns and ecological agriculture to increas-
ingly resolve the contradiction. Of course, this can only 
be done under socialism!

The next article is the fourth and final part of Craig 
Ryan’s epic “On the illegality of war” series. In this part, 
he outlines the attempts by imperialist countries to en-
trench pre-emptive self-defence as a principle of inter-
national war and further demonstrates that international 
law isn’t simply a tool of international capital but is 
something that can be appropriated and used to “nourish 
other forms of progressive struggle”. 

Culture, too, may be appropriated in the international 
struggle against capital. Nordahl Grieg, although largely 
unknown outside of Nordic countries, strived for peace 
and Communism through his work as a journalist, poet, 
novelist and dramatist. Lars Thomsen, in “Nordhal 
Grieg’s commitment to peace”, provides a biography of 
some Grieg’s significant works and adventures before 
his untimely death in 1943.

This issue’s book review, brought to you by Lars 
Thomsen, focuses on Emmanuil Kazakevich’s The Blue 
Notebook. Kazakevich’s work transports readers to the 
summer of 1917 and provides a very personal account of 
Lenin’s experience of writing The State and Revolution 
in exile. 

The final article of this issue is a short piece describing 
the experience of a Spanish commune, Marinaleda, and 
their achievements in the face of overwhelming pressure 
from the rest of capitalist Spain. 

Editorial
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CPA Contribution to  
the 19th International Meeting  
of Communist and Workers’ Parties

Bob Briton

On behalf of the Communist Party of Australia, I would 
like to thank the Communist Party of the Russian 
Federation and General Secretary Gennady Zyuganov 
for the impressive and ambitious program of meetings 
and celebrations prepared for the representatives of the 
international Communist movement. The decision to 
hold the International Meeting in Russia was an obvi-
ous one. The centenary of the Great October Socialist 
Revolution demanded that we meet here on the soil 
where those epoch-making events took place.

Over the next several days, we are rightly going to hear 
a lot about the victory of the workers, peasants and sol-
diers of Russia in 1917. It is undoubtedly true that we 
wouldn’t be meeting here, reviewing and planning our 

work, if it weren’t for those events. The road to social 
progress would have been much longer and more dif-
ficult. The creation of something like the Communist 
Party in Australia would have been delayed for a very 
long time. For this reason, our Party has gone to con-
siderable effort to celebrate the Great October Socialist 
Revolution in a fitting way.

The backdrop to  
the 19th IMCWP
Unfortunately, the political and social backdrop for the 
centenary of 1917 is not encouraging. The political right 
is on the march in many parts of the world. Political 
forces previously considered too extreme and with such 
repugnant anti-worker and racist agendas are taking 
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political office or dramatically influencing the policy 
agenda of country after country. Workers and other 
exploited people are resisting, but the accumulation of 
decades of ideological, legislative and even more direct 
attacks on the rights of workers and other exploited peo-
ple have left us vulnerable.

The geopolitical situation of the world has deteriorated 
since our parties last met in Vietnam. The economic cri-
sis facing the US, papered over for the time being, has 
deepened. Rivals to US economic hegemony are getting 
stronger relative to the US and this is causing reckless-
ness and increased aggression on the part of US imperial-
ism. Thoughts that the Trump administration would not 
last or simply continue the policy course set by previous 
administrations have proved incorrect. Trump’s elec-
tion marks an escalation of the military and economic 
aggression against independently-minded, sovereign na-
tions and emerging blocs that reject its dominance.

We see this in the Middle East with the US’s direct 
involvement and resourcing of terrorist groups deter-
mined to destroy the sovereign state of Syria. We see it 
in Eastern Europe and the tensions between the Ukraine 

and the Russian Federation. We see it in the threats and 
economic sabotage against Venezuela and the coup car-
ried out in Brazil. And we see it in the provocations 
against the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea.

The Australian government has been drawn even more 
closely into the war fighting plans of the US. Australia 
volunteered to carry the war for hegemonic control from 
Iraq into Syria. It helped the US in its confrontational 
stance over the situation in the South China Sea and de-
clared its willingness to fight a genocidal war against the 
DPRK. This is in addition to its boosted commitment to 
the US administration’s “Pivot” or rebalance to the Indo-
Pacific region. This includes the establishment of new 
military bases, including the major one in Darwin, and 
hugely expensive acquisitions of military equipment. 
Over the next two decades, the Australian government 
has committed itself to spending more than one trillion 
Australian dollars and adopted the target, as requested 
by former US President Obama, of spending two per-
cent of GDP on “defence”. This is a major theft from 
the Australian people who continue to have their living 
standards cut and basic rights curtailed.

The Odessa Trade Union building where in 2014, 42 people were murdered by Ukrainian fascists.
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The impact of  
the demise of the USSR
As we have been predicting for some time, the demise of 
the Soviet Union has been a tragedy for the people of the 
world. Millions of people have died and suffered losses 
in terms of living conditions and rights. The current wars 
and efforts at destabilisation are a continuation of US 
imperialism’s plan to retain global hegemonic power de-
spite a loss of leadership in the economic sphere.

The US’s long term plans for global control have some 
way to go. The dismantling of the USSR in territorial 
terms is not complete. Obstacles remain to its unfettered 
access to the resources of the country, including the oil 
and other riches of Siberia. US imperialism sees the 
territorial integrity of China and its growing economic 
power, not as an opportunity for the enrichment of the 
people of the world, but as a grave threat.

The US wants to carve up these rivals and to install sub-
servient regimes that will do its bidding. It is this per-
verse logic, the logic of capitalism and imperialism, that 
drives its efforts to surround the Russian Federation and 
the People’s Republic of China with client states, mili-
tary bases, nuclear weapons and other military assets. 
The survival of humanity and the planet has been placed 
at risk by this reckless, anti-people agenda.

A major task before the international Communist move-
ment is the building of a mass peace (or more correctly, 
“anti-war”) movement with a clear understanding of 
the origins of the threat to the peoples of the world. Our 
Party is playing its part but it must redouble its efforts 
as part of the overall strategy of removing the threat to 
peace through the building of socialism. Success in this 
area is a top priority of our work in the coming period.

Deteriorating conditions  
in Australia
To many outsiders, Australia may appear to have escaped 
the worst rigours of the global capitalist economic crisis. 
This is an illusion. Australians have suffered cuts to gov-
ernment employment, welfare payments and reductions 
in government services. Unions have been subjected 

to investigations where the most scandalous and base-
less accusations have been made. The legal system has 
been used to limit trade union rights including access 
to their members in workplaces. A special police force 
was formed to harass construction workers and their 
trade unions, fining them thousands or, in the case of one 
union, several million dollars, for taking strike action. In 
fact, strike action is virtually outlawed. In the meantime, 
one worker per week dies on average on Australian con-
struction sites.

Precarious jobs are predominant in the limited number 
of jobs being created in the troubled economy. Zero hour 
contracts are common as are underpayment and non-
payment of wages. Workers from oversees are being 
used to undermine local pay and conditions. Automation 
and the employment of “artificial intelligence” are not 
being used to reduce the burden on workers but to se-
verely reduce the numbers of jobs available.

A fightback by the peak Australian trade union council 
is underway but is yet to bite. Our Party’s influence in 
the trade unions is limited and we are yet to succeed in 
injecting a militant, class struggle spirit into the actions 
that do take place, albeit with very restricted objectives.

The rise of  
the right in Australia
Australia has not been exempted from the rightward drift 
in similar societies and economies. Fringe racist groups 
attack minorities including Muslims and recently arrived 
migrants. Resentment at high levels of unemployment, 
including youth unemployment, has given rise to slo-
gans within trade union memberships of “Aussie work-
ers for Aussie jobs.” Fringe ideas have representation 
within state and federal parliaments such as the racist, 
right-populist Pauline Hanson’s One Nation Party.

Anti-science sentiments are on the rise with high level 
encouragement, particularly regarding the challenge of 
climate change. The Australian government has resisted 
international efforts to limit CO2 emissions and is cap-
tive to the fossil fuel lobby. Its recklessness, combined 
with the disruption from successive US administrations, 
is putting the survivability of the planet at risk.

US imperialism sees the territorial integrity 
of China and its growing economic power, 
not as an opportunity for the enrichment  
of the people of the world, but as  
a grave threat.
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The most pressing direct challenge to the working class 
in Australia is the ruling class’s war on workers and 
their trade unions described earlier. It has been accom-
panied by a media campaign to smear the image of trade 
unions in the eyes of Australian workers. The impact 
has been great, but the fightback is gathering strength. 
Much hangs in the balance in Australia at the present 
time. Police state tactics are being employed that must 
be stopped so that Australia doesn’t continue its drift to-
wards a quasi-fascist state with even harsher conditions 
for our movement.

Revitalising the struggle
The challenges are great but the opportunities for 
Communists to assume their leadership role are also 
great. Our Party has experienced modest growth in re-
cent years especially among young workers and students 
most of whom, for a time, were not interested in our 

historic movement. They come to us as the products of 
the media and education systems hostile to Communism. 
Real life experiences draw them to questioning the sys-
tem and to learn and be active.

Our Party is about to hold its 13th National Congress 
in Sydney in December. Our 12th Congress was held in 
2013 under the slogan “United and Active for a Socialist 
Australia”. The emphasis was placed on uniting and 
organising the Party for the period that followed. This 
year’s Congress has the slogan “Taking the Party to the 
People”. There is a shift in emphasis to look outward that 
is evident in the work of our Party from maintenance and 
consolidation. The time for very bold initiatives to build 
the influence of our Parties has arrived because what is 
true for Australia must also be true for many other par-
ties around the world. We must work with a range of 
other forces in our struggle against the very aggressive 
agenda of capitalism and imperialism but the time has 
arrived to demonstrate leadership and initiative.

The most pressing direct challenge to the working class in Australia is the ruling class’s war on workers 
and their trade unions.
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Is the legacy of the Russian 
Revolution still relevant today?

Below is the text of a speech given by 
Brinda Karat of the Communist Party of 
India (Marxist) at the 2017 Trade Union 
Congress held in London to commemorate 
the 100th anniversary of the October 
Revolution. 

Dear comrades and friends,

On this most historic occasion of the centenary of 
the epoch making Russian revolution, I extend my 
warm greetings to you and on behalf of my party, the 
Communist Party of India (Marxist). For the past year, 
the one million plus members of the CPI(M), and through 
them the masses of working people, have observed in 
different ways the centenary of the Russian revolution, 
at factory gates, in village meetings, on university cam-
puses, in seminars and public meetings. Much of what I 
say today is what we collectively believe is the legacy of 
the Russian revolution under the revolutionary leader-
ship of its most brilliant strategist and theorist V I Lenin.

At a time when the world is facing the challenge of 
an offensive of imperialism, of right-wing forces, of 
xenophobia, of racism, of bigotry, of increased violence 
against women and marginalised social groups, the need 
for an alternative vision of human development can-
not be over emphasised. In India we have the rule of an 
extreme right-wing government wedded to neo-liberal 
policies and a framework of politics which is based on 
sectarian, majoritarian ideologies termed “hindutva”. 
They work to destroy the unity of the people on religious 
lines. Their aim is to replace the secular framework of 
India by a theocratic hindu state. The Left and specifi-
cally the CPI(M) is one of their main targets as they see 
us as a barrier in their efforts to destroy democracy, unity 
and human rights. For two weeks our central office in the 
heart of New Delhi was literally barricaded because of 
daily demonstrations led by Union ministers and leaders 
of the ruling party against the CPI(M). But we will not 
be cowed and will intensify our fight to oust this gov-
ernment and take forward the struggle for an alternative 
path of development. 

The tremendous achievements of the first socialist 
state beckon us to understand what was possible and 
what is possible to create today. The Soviet Union 
created records, equally relevant today, in wiping out 

poverty, backwardness and illiteracy, in establishing 
equality among peoples and nationalities, between men 
and women. It is an inspiration of what was and what 
can be and that is why we say that the era it established 
of the transition from capitalism to socialism is as rel-
evant today. Capitalism is not the end of history.

On this occasion, we salute the memory of Lenin 
and commemorate the sacrifices of the millions of 
Bolsheviks, women and men who gave their lives in the 
battle for socialism and also lived their lives in the strug-
gle to establish socialism. In paying homage, we must 
strongly protest against and reject the canards, the lies, 
the distortions of the project of rewriting of the history 
of the revolution and the unprecedented achievements of 
the Soviet state being undertaken in the last two decades 
since the collapse of the Soviet Union, by those political 
representatives of corporations and finance capital who 
benefitted most by the collapse of the socialist regime. 
The betrayal of the revolution by those at the helm of 
affairs in the former Soviet Union, the distortions, the 
over-centralisation and bureaucratisation, the depolitici-
sation of the people are a different chapter to discuss and 
debate. But the dismantling of the revolution can hardly 
be a licence to wipe out its achievements.

In particular, the attempt to characterise the Soviet state 
as a “totalitarian” one and to draw comparisons with 
Nazi Germany, to bracket communism and fascism is 
motivated ideological engineering. It negates the truth 
that none of the Western countries which boast of de-
mocracy today would have survived but for the vital 
role played by the USSR and the Communist Party of 
Soviet Union under Stalin in destroying the Nazi regime 
and the enormous sacrifice of 25 million Soviet citisens 
and soldiers of the red army who died to free the world 
from fascism. The partisans in France, Italy, the Balkans, 
Greece and Spain were part of this historic battle against 
fascism. But the reason why the lies and vilification of 
the Russian revolution is an ongoing project is precisely 
because of the relevance of the Russian revolution today. 

In our world today, capitalism has wrought havoc and 
destruction on the lives of millions across the world. 
Seventy-one percent of the world holds only three per-
cent of global wealth, while only 8.1 percent of the 
global population owns 84.6 percent of global wealth. 
Oxfam, in its report published in January this year, 
brings out the stark contrast in all its horrifying details. 
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“Eight men own the same wealth as the 3.6 billion peo-
ple who make up the poorest half of humanity”. Further, 
the report shows how “our broken economies are funnel-
ling wealth to a rich elite at the expense of the poorest in 
society, the majority of whom are women.” 

Capitalism today is not only still the monstrous system 
described so vividly in Marx’s writings, but even more 
so because even though we have the power of technol-
ogy, the creation of scientific discoveries, and enough 
resources to eliminate poverty and disease, the hunger 
for profit maximisation is, one and a half centuries after 
Capital was written, still the core of capitalism, more 
so in its neo-liberal avatar.  The answer to capitalism, 
the alternative to capitalism, is socialism and that is the 
relevance of the Russian revolution and that is why it is 
vilified.

Dear comrades, the Russian revolution embodied the 
dreams and yearnings of workers and peasants through-
out the world for a better, more just society, an end to 
exploitation of human by human, and it turned that 
dream into a reality. It was the first time the world had 
witnessed the actuality of a working class led revolution, 
witnessed the establishment of the first state of what the 
Bolsheviks termed the rule of the working class and 

peasantry. It brought into focus the Leninist concept of 
the capture of state power, the necessity to overthrow 
the state controlled by the ruling classes and to establish 
a new state. This lesson is relevant today as the social 
democratic theory that change and reforms can work 
within the capitalist system still prevails in many circles.

The capture of state power in the first Russian revolu-
tion was not by a coup or a military takeover. It was 
through the power of a people ignited against exploita-
tion. But it was not an amorphous mass. The people in 
the forefront of the battle were workers in alliance with 
peasants and soldiers, who were peasants in uniform. In 
other words, the lesson of peoples’ power is premised on 
a class-based understanding.

Today there are many who question the concept of work-
ing class leadership. Marx’s analysis of capitalism and 
his conclusion that it is the working class and its position 
in production relations which can emancipate itself only 
through the overthrow of the capitalist system itself is 
termed out-dated. Undoubtedly, capitalism of the 21st 
century is vastly different from the time of Marx’s analy-
sis. For example, global capital today is able to extract 
super profits by virtue of monopoly rent from its brand 
and intellectual property. The fight against global capital 
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will have to be expanded to include issues such as mo-
nopoly rent on the basis of copyright and patents even 
on such life and death issues as in the pharmaceutical 
industry. Thus workers as consumers also need to be or-
ganised. But the core of exploitation of labour power as 
the lever to maximise profit is relevant in contemporary 
analysis. Contrary to the claim that the working class is 
a declining force whose role is deminishing, the reality 
is that while the industrial workforce in capitalist cen-
tres has declined due to the shift of industrial centres 
through the so-called globalisation process in search of 
cheap labour to the developing countries in Asia, the 
number of workers globally has grown. Now with the 
capitalist world’s failure to recover from the 2008 cri-
sis, the entire gamut of policies linked to the neo-liberal 
framework is itself being refashioned in the heart of the 
capitalist world, the United States of America. The huge 
unemployment crisis in most of the western countries 
has once more brought to the fore the utter bankruptcy 
of the capitalist system. 

It is the workers across the world who are leading the 
battle against austerity measures and in defence of their 
rights. At the same time, the lack of a coherent political 
alternative provides the right wing with the opportunity 
to intervene and divert the anger of workers into divi-
sive, racist and xenophobic channels. This only under-
lines the important lesson for revolutionary forces to pay 
priority attention to organising the working classes and 
finding new ways to organise given the fragmentation of 
the workplace, the outsourcing, the trend of contractoris-
ing and casualising of the work force and the majority 
of workers now being in the informal sector. Given the 
nature of the neo-liberal, state, in addition to organising 
workers at the point of production, we have to organise 
them in areas where they live facing the brunt of priva-
tisation, which makes water, electricity and sanitation so 
much more expensive for consumers. In India, there is 
an offensive against workers’ rights including the right 
to unionise. United actions of trade unions have been 
taking place in major sectors. Over 100,000 workers are 
expected to participate in a three-day sit-in before parlia-
ment in New Delhi from November 9th-11th.

At the same time, a mechanical understanding of class 
is often problematic. When Marx said workers of the 
world unite he was not speaking of male workers. Yet 
we are unable to integrate the multiple forms of the dou-
ble burden that working women face as an integral part 
of our struggle. All successful revolutions have shown 
the critical role of working women in the revolution. We 
know the February revolution in Russia was started by 
the huge street demonstrations of women workers. Apart 
from gender, in our experience in India, within the work-
ing classes there are sections who face added oppression 
and discrimination on the basis of caste, with a large sec-
tion of the so-called untouchables, the dalits, relegated 
to the lowest rungs of the social ladder. Caste acts as 
an instrument for the intensification of the extraction of 
surplus value of the dalits. Somewhat similar is the as-
sault on the rights of adivasis communities (tribal com-
munities) with corporate seizures of land and forests, 
destruction of histories, cultures, languages and ways of 
life. No class struggle in India can succeed without at the 
same time challenging the birth-based hierarchical caste 
system against dalits or the specific issues that adivasi 
workers face. I think this would be equally relevant to 
the questions of race and religious based discrimination 
or even against immigrants in other countries. These 
aspects have grown in the last century and working 
class struggles which ignore these aspects damage and 
weaken themselves laying themselves open to legitimate 
charges of being racist or casteist. Thus class conscious-
ness must necessarily include the consciousness of the 
specific exploitation that workers may face because of 
their caste, race, or gender. 

For us in India, the Russian revolution provided another 
very important lesson. That the worker–peasant alliance, 
first seen in action in the Russian revolution, is of deep 
relevance today and forms the strategic core of the class 
alliance. This is true in many developing countries which 
are basically economies with a large agrarian/agricultur-
al base. In the last three years in India, there has been an 
average of 12,000 farmer suicides every year. Right now, 
we have seen massive mobilisations in states across India 
of the peasantry against acute agrarian distress caused 

In the last three years in 
India, there has been an 
average of 12,000 farmer 
suicides every year.
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by the neo-liberal policies of the Government of India. 
These include highly inadequate allocations for the de-
velopment of agricultural infrastructure, low prices for 
farmers’ produce, cuts in subsidies and soaring costs of 
farm inputs, resulting in debt burdens and so on. You 
will be happy to know that in the most recent struggle 
thousands of peasants in the State of Rajasthan, which 
is ruled by a right-wing government, launched militant 
struggles under the red flag of the left-wing peasants’ 
organisation, the All India Kisan Sabha, and forced the 
government to accept their demands. It was a historic 
victory. 

Therefore one of the most relevant lessons of the Russian 
revolution is in understanding the need for building 
class-based alliances of the different sections of the peo-
ple depending on the class character of the state. 

The last century has seen the development of parliamen-
tary democracy in most parts of the world and revolu-
tionary forces have to engage and participate in these 
processes to take the movement forward. The combi-
nation of parliamentary work with class struggle is an 
important feature of the challenges facing us in the fight 
for socialism. In India we have some experience of the 
combination of these processes. At present the CPI(M) 
is leading two state governments in the States of Kerala 
and Tripura. It is not possible to go into details of the 
alternative policies these governments try to implement 
within the restrictions of the system, but the approach 
of our participation in parliamentary politics is guided 
and should always be guided by the analysis of the class 
alliances we forge and not through opportunist electoral 
alliances.

In this context, the importance of organisation and of a 
communist party as envisaged by Lenin is essential if 
the huge energies of the revolutionary masses are to be 
united towards a common goal. Spontaneity is always 
an essential element of revolutionary fervour, but for 
success, more so against the highly centralised and mili-
tarised capitalist states today, the need for organisation 
of the working people is paramount. We are commit-
ted to the building of a communist party. I know that in 
most of Europe and the West, the very word communist 

party has been discarded by many progressives and new 
formations have been created, some quite successful in 
their mobilisation of people, particularly the youth. We 
appreciate the work being done by many Left platforms 
which have developed. But it needs to be stated that the 
change from a communist party which is live, dynamic, 
democratic in its internal processes as the Bolshevik 
party was in its early years, into a bureaucratised hier-
archical structure as happened in the latter years of the 
Soviet Union is not intrinsic to the concept of a com-
munist party based on democratic centralism. I would 
like to stress that one of the important lessons of the 
Russian revolution is the importance given to building 
an organisation capable of responding to the challenges 
of the time.

Comrades, we cannot think of the Russian revolution 
and its legacy without foregrounding the original and 
most important contribution of Lenin in developing the 
Marxist understanding of imperialism and intertwin-
ing it with revolutionary strategy.  Imperialism as “the 
highest stage of capitalism” developed as a worldwide 
system due to the inherent requirements of monopoly 
capitalism. The Russian revolution, the first anti-impe-
rialist revolution, broke the conventional understanding 
that the socialist revolution would take place in the most 
developed capitalist societies. The uneven development 
of capitalism during the stage of imperialism, when the 
entire world was brought under the purview of a world 
capitalist system, showed that it could be in a less devel-
oped capitalist country which was the weakest link in 
the chain of the world capitalist system, where the chain 
could be broken and the revolution surge forward. 

Today there are attempts to eliminate the very word im-
perialism from our dictionaries by the apologists of the 
present world order. The collapse of socialist states in 
the Soviet Union and East European countries altered 
the balance of forces in favour of imperialism. In the 
absence of a countervailing socialist system, imperial-
ism is aggressively pursuing its policies for establishing 
its global hegemony. In its quest for the control of natu-
ral resources and markets it is fuelling sectarian con-
flicts and regional wars in many parts of the world. The 

Imperialism as “the highest 
stage of capitalism” developed 

as a worldwide system due to 
the inherent requirements of 

monopoly capitalism.
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present situation in West Asia and Africa is a blatant ex-
ample. The most reactionary forces and governments are 
supported by the United States of America and its NATO 
allies. Let us not forget that it was the US and NATO 
which first funded and armed Islamist terror groups to 
fight incumbent regimes, whether in Afghanistan, in 
Iraq, in Libya or now in Syria. 

The biggest threat to peace and harmony in the world 
emanates from imperialism and its constant search for 
new forms of plunder and loot. The need to strengthen 
forms of internationalism and solidarity against impe-
rialist depredations is an important aspect of what we 
can learn from the Russian revolution. One of the basic 
planks of the Russian revolution was the fight for na-
tional sovereignty against the joint attacks of 14 capital-
ist powers. Today imperialism’s role in the support of 
reactionary regimes all over the world, against the inter-
ests of the people, makes it evident that no revolution-
ary struggle can move forward without mobilising the 
people against imperialism and its new forms.

The October Revolution was not just a revolution against 
Tsarist autocracy in Russia. It had a universal signifi-
cance as it heralded a new type of revolution which was 
anti-imperialist, anti-capitalist and socialist in character.  
In the present-day world, the struggle against finance-
capital driven imperialism continues. True to the spirit 
of October, we have to actively support all the strug-
gles against imperialist hegemony – the struggle of the 
Palestinian people for liberation; the heroic endeavour 
of the Cuban people to defend their national sovereignty 
and the socialist system;  the struggles of the people of 
Venezuela, Bolivia and other Latin American countries 
against the right-wing forces backed by imperialism; the 
resistance of the peoples of West Asia against imperialist 
aggression and attacks on their national sovereignty and 
the struggles of the working people in Europe, Japan and 
North America against the onslaught of neo-liberalism.

We should strive for the coalescence of all the struggles 
against imperialist aggression, neo-liberalism, women’s 
oppression and environmental degradation so that they 
become a powerful force for change.

The social changes wrought by socialist policies are one 
of the most inspiring legacies of the revolution, which 
is of extreme relevance today in particular the sex based 
discriminations which remain as a black shadow in every 
nook and corner of the capitalist world. Dear friends, 
half of the world’s population is the female half which 
holds up more than 70 per cent of the sky. The work of 
women in the survival of families is even today unrec-
ognised. Capitalism and particularly neo-liberal policies 
have strengthened patriarchal practices and discrimina-
tion in a myriad ways, in the economic, political, social 
and cultural spheres. 

The socialist revolution in Russia and the subsequent 
formation of the Soviet Union, showed the world in a 
most spectacular way that the all-round emancipation of 
women is possible only through the socialist path. The 
policies conceptualised and implemented in the world’s 
first socialist state, made women and children the great-
est beneficiaries. 

We have heard in previous sessions of this seminar the 
great achievements of socialist Russia in its policies 
for women, in its abolition of discriminatory laws, in 
its attempts to overcome the unequal sexual division of 
labour, in the opportunities for employment, education 
and creativity for the female population. Women who 
were equal partners in the revolutionary movements, 
which overthrew the Tsarist rule, and later the rule of the 
provisional government, were also critically the agents 
for the transformation. They impacted not just women in 
the Soviet Union but across the world forcing capitalist 
governments to introduce reforms in their own systems. 
India too was greatly influenced by the achievements of 
Soviet women. One hundred years later the work of pio-
neering female leaders of the Bolshevik party lives on.

It lives on my dear friends in the sacrifices of women and 
men for the principles that the red flag represents. I con-
clude my address, with the words of a dalit, female ag-
ricultural worker in the dist of Hooghly in West Bengal. 
West Bengal is a state where communists and progres-
sive force have faced the most ferocious terror by the 
present state government backed in their anti-communist 
fascistic methods by those ruling at the centre. More 
than 200 comrades have been martyred in the last four 
years. The woman I speak of is called Santwana. She 
had mobilised her village to vote for the communists in 
the previous elections. Three days later she was waylaid 
in the late evening when she was returning from work 
and brutally attacked. Her breast was almost completely 
cut off. She survived. I went to visit her in the hospital 
with my comrades. She held my hand and said, “Why 
do you worry sister? What can they do to me? They can 
take away my work, they can burn my home, I will sleep 
in the field, but as long as I live they can never take away 
the red flag from my hand and my heart, and if they kill 
me, there are other hands to hold it.” 

There are millions of Santwanas across the world, who 
know and believe that a better world can and must be 
built. The triumphant cries of the women and men of 
Petrograd as they hoisted the red flag on that distant day 
resonate through the century to us here today – we are 
here, we have arrived. 

Long live Socialism 

Long live the Revolution
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Wadi’h Halabi 

Abstract: The rise of agriculture and exploitation led to 
the development of a pervasive ‘culture of exploitation’. 
A socialist revolution only partially overcomes this cul-
ture. Among its expressions are continuing if reduced 
inequalities between city and countryside, between 
intellectual and manual labour, and men and women. 
After a socialist revolution it takes conscious efforts to 
overcome the remnants of the culture of exploitation, 
reflected, for example, in youth leaving agricultural pro-
duction for life in cities. This paper argues that attract-
ing youth back to agriculture after a socialist revolution 
will be a significant test of overcoming the old culture. 
Agrotowns that combine ecological agriculture with the 
transport, communications, housing, industrial and edu-
cational facilities of towns, may set important founda-
tions for a new culture freer of the influences of exploita-
tion. Cuba, China, Vietnam, and other states formed by 
socialist revolutions, have much to offer in developing 
agrotowns. Agrotowns may also provide a model for the 
‘new land reform’ in capitalist countries where hundreds 
of millions have been pushed off the land. 

Keywords: Culture of exploitation; opposition between 
city and countryside and between intellectual and man-
ual labour; ecological agriculture; agrotowns; coopera-
tives; Cuba-China cooperation; new land reform

Nature and society are complicated! Fortunately, the 
working class and its parties have Marxism to achieve 
some clarity, both in theory and practice, on these 
two interacting complexities. Marxism owes much to 
Friedrich Engels’ pioneering work on the dialectics of 
nature and the origin of the family, private property, and 
the state. At Marx’s funeral in 1883, Engels gave Marx 
credit for reminding us that humans have to eat! Why 
even mention this? Because a real separation – and op-
position – had developed between city and countryside, 
an opposition born of exploitation. 

Many city dwellers do not give much thought as to where 
food comes from, what it took to produce and prepare 
it, or food’s social and environmental costs. In capitalist 
countries it is common for large farms to forbid entry to 
outsiders. Among the reasons are slave-like conditions 
of work. There were several prosecutions for slavery on 
farms and ranches in the US in the late 20th century; the 
general crisis of capitalism is certain to create more such 
cases. Impoverishment of the countryside was behind a 
significant part of the protest votes for Donald Trump in 
the 2016 US presidential elections.

Workers and the masses worldwide should also be aware 
of the social and environmental devastation of rural areas 
that followed counter-revolutions in the Soviet Union, 
Albania, Bulgaria, etc. In just a few years, conditions in 
those areas began to resemble the destruction that capi-
talism has brought to rural areas in much of Africa and 
South Asia.

In the Communist Manifesto, the young Marx and Engels 
committed communist parties to overcome the opposi-
tion between city and countryside. Culture, in a sense, 
is the entire structure of institutions, practices, philoso-
phies, as well as science, art and literature that largely 
developed atop agriculture. Of necessity, then, most of 
culture as we think of it developed atop a foundation 
of exploitation of humans and nature. Since the rise of 
agriculture, the periodic advances we can detect in phi-
losophy, science, art, or literature are like bolts of light-
ning that illuminate social advances and, in retrospect, 
their limitations. Thus, the rise of capitalism in Europe 
also opened the door for the Renaissance, Shakespeare, 
Hegel’s work in philosophy, Newton and Leibniz’s ad-
vances in calculus, and so on. 

The rise of the working class movement brought human-
ity Marxism. The theory of evolution, quantum physics 

Culture and agriculture

What will be necessary to attract youth back to agriculture after a socialist 
revolution? The answers can provide the foundations for a new culture, and 
an ecological civilisation
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Many city dwellers do not give much thought as to where food comes from, what it took to produce and 
prepare it, or food’s social and environmental costs.

and relativity are among developments that accompanied 
the rise of the working class. So was abstraction in art.1

Marxism’s commitment to land reform 
opened the path to overcoming the 
oppostion between city and countryside
Since 1871 and the Paris Commune, the working class 
has seized power approximately twenty times. Fifteen of 
those captures of power were subsequently overturned, 
most seriously in the Soviet Union. Remnants of the 
“culture of exploitation”2 and problems with the organi-

1	 “The introduction of time freed art from specific subject matter in the 
service of historic ruling classes. Abstraction permits impulsive invention. This 
kind of freedom of spontaneous visual invention was not possible within the 
confines of the pictorial arts anywhere in the world before the flowering of 
working class culture and the growth of Impressionism in the late 19th century. 
Freedom from specific subject matter does not mean abstraction is devoid of 
content, as bourgeois critics tend to imply.” (Note by Samia Halaby, my comrade 
and collaborator, who produced the graphics cited in the next footnote.)

2	 See “Speaking the truth – Marxism’s powerful weapon against the culture of 
exploitation”, and, in particular, the two accompanying graphics, a contribution 
by this author to the 1st World Cultural Forum, Beijing, October 2015; and 
“Away with all pests, revisited”, on how ecological agriculture and the associated 
organizations can be the foundation for an ecological civilization. Contribution to 
the 7th World Socialism Forum, Beijing, October 2016.

sation of agricultural production were among the factors 
in those defeats. 

Marx, in his great work on why the Paris Commune was 
defeated, focused the Communist movement’s attention 
on the necessity for land reform. While the bourgeoisie 
celebrated the defeat of the Commune and the “death” of 
the working class movement, the communist movement 
drew lessons from that defeat. The working class and its 
parties can face the truth and correct its errors. Land re-
form was crucial to the victory of the Russian and subse-
quent socialist revolutions, including those in Vietnam, 
northern Korea and China. Land reform opened the door 
to overcoming the culture of exploitation. The hammer 
and sickle became the world communist movement’s 
central symbol. 

Despite enormous achievements, the Soviet Union re-
duced but never quite overcame the opposition between 
city and countryside or between intellectual and manual 
labour. These oppositions, like the social inequality be-
tween men and women, can ultimately be traced to the 
rise of agriculture, exploitation, the division of labour, 
specialisation, and the ensuing “culture of exploitation” 
of both people and nature. 
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The privileges of Soviet officials were relatively modest 
compared to those we find in capitalist societies. Soviet 
officials were not millionaires, but they had the best 
housing and cars, for example. Those privileges devel-
oped atop the remnants of the “culture of exploitation”, 
including the inequality between intellectual and manual 
labour.3 4 

Privileges tend to be cumulative; unless firm steps are 
taken to limit them. In the Soviet Union, party/govern-
ment leaders’ privileges led to a growing gap between 
the mass of agricultural and industrial workers, and as 
a result difficulties grew in leaders’ ability to speak the 
truth. The failure to speak the truth, and the underlying 
causes, became a factor in the fall of the Soviet Union to 
counter-revolution in 1991. 

Differences between China and Cuba after 
revolution
Marx and Lenin predicted that dictatorships of the prole-
tariat would take very different forms. In fact, there are 
considerable differences between China and Cuba, two 
of the five remaining states formed by socialist revolu-
tions. (The others, Vietnam, People’s Korea, and Laos, 
also differ in form, but all are states of the working class.) 

After the working class took power in China on October 
1, 1949, considerable efforts went on industrial devel-
opment as well as development of agricultural collec-
tives. Remarkable achievements were recorded in both 
industry and agriculture. But limitations in organisation 

3	 A fascinating argument that agriculture has not been sustainable since its 
earliest days is found in the geological evidence presented in Dirt: The Erosion of 
Civilizations, by David R. Montgomery, 2008

4	 There is evidence of gender equality before the rise of agriculture. See, for 
example, “Sex equality can explain the unique social structure of hunter-gatherer 
bands” by M.Dyble et al., Science, 15 May 2015.

(which often followed the Soviet model) also became 
evident. Guided by Marxism, the leadership of the 
Communist Party realized that China still needed to ‘go 
to capitalist school’, to use Lenin’s term, and introduced 
motivation at every level, top to bottom. What followed 
since opening up and the introduction of market mecha-
nisms in China has been simply extraordinary develop-
ment of the productive forces. Like all achievements, 
the development of the productive forces have come at a 
cost. There has been a large increase in exploitation, cor-
rosion and corruption of officials, and massive damage 
to the environment, rural and urban. These costs must be 
addressed, or the revolution can be endangered. 

In Cuba, after the working class seized power in the 
autumn of 1960, great emphasis was placed on educa-
tion, health care, the environment, and minimising so-
cial inequality. The leadership had some privileges, but 
these were consciously limited. Ecological agriculture, 
the preservation and promotion of biodiversity, and the 
associated efforts to develop urban as well as rural co-
operatives, are some of Cuba’s historic achievements, 
despite significant problems and limitations. 

At the same time, Cuba’s accomplishments in environ-
ment, health care and education have also come at a cost. 
Among these, development of the productive forces has 
been limited. 

What will it take to attract youth back to 
agriculture in both China and Cuba
In both China and Cuba, the indications are that youth 
will avoid agriculture if they can. The reasons range 
from the very hard work, often under a broiling sun, to 
low pay, and isolation from the educational, cultural, 
transport, and perhaps most important communications 
(internet) facilities of cities. 

Land reform opened the door 
to overcoming the culture of 

exploitation. The hammer 
and sickle became the world 

communist movement’s 
central symbol.
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What will it take to attract youth to agriculture and the 
countryside? As answers become clear, they can provide 
guidance and foundations for an ecological civilisation 
and a new culture increasingly free of the influences of 
exploitation. The answers also point to the consider-
able potential benefits of cooperation between Cuba and 
China, as well as Vietnam, Laos and People’s Korea. 
(Vietnam has been promoting cooperatives, Laos has 
been advancing ecological agriculture, etc.)

Agricultural production and  
meeting human needs 
Youth are definitely human, and share most of the same 
needs as ordinary humans! So, while youth will provide 
the decisive answers as to what will attract them back 
to agriculture, older Marxists can make some guesses. 
For one, all humans have a profound, lifelong need to 
contribute to our society, physically and intellectu-
ally. Agriculture can help fill that need. But the physi-
cal labour must not be crushingly long and hard, nor the 
income crushingly low, as is common for agricultural 
producers under capitalism. In addition, ecological agri-
culture can address humanity’s desperate need for envi-
ronmentally sustainable practices. Industrial agriculture 
as developed by capitalism accounts for half or more of 

all poisoning of nature. Capitalism’s existential threat to 
the human environment – most immediately to biodiver-
sity (the web of life) and to climate – can be a world-
revolutionary factor under communist leadership.

Ecological agriculture provides critical solutions to so-
cial and environmental problems. But capitalism cannot 
implement it, in part because of deepening poverty and 
private ownership of land. 

Humans need blue skies, green trees, and clear water. We 
need healthy and varied food that has not been transport-
ed thousands of kilometres, or dangerously processed. 
The method of ecological agriculture can address those 
needs. Humans also have a need for solidarity and so-
cial support. The social isolation, poor communications 
and transport facilities common in the countryside as it 
evolved under exploiting societies is a major problem. 
They are among the reasons youth leave agriculture. 

Humans need social interaction; and quiet time alone. 
Social spaces and proper housing are required to meet 
these needs. Among our most profound needs are to 
know our changing universe, society and selves, while 
we also need magic, song and play in our lives. We need 
to understand the opposing forces that shaped our past 
and present, the problems they posed or pose, and their 

What will it take to attract youth to agriculture and the countryside?
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better and poorer solutions. We need competing visions 
of our future, and the ability to change our world, collec-
tively and individually. Those who produce food must 
also have good educational, cultural, transport and com-
munications capacities. 

Ultimately young people will provide the decisive an-
swers as to what will attract them back to agricultural 
production after a socialist revolution. But we want peo-
ple of all ages, not just youth, involved in the production 
and preparation of food and other agricultural products. 

Agrotowns may provide the solution
Analysis of human needs makes it increasingly clear that 
the solutions to agricultural production after a socialist 
revolution will require something like the “agrotowns” 
proposed and in some cases developed in the Soviet 
Union by planners and agriculturalists. Agrotowns com-
bined agricultural production with the industrial, educa-
tional, cultural, health care and other facilities of cities.5

Unquestionably, much study, planning, evaluation, and 
local involvement customisation will be needed to devel-
op agrotowns that address social and cultural sensitivi-
ties and environmental conditions. Indeed, the participa-
tion of local workers and farmers, with their knowledge 
of indigenous materials and conditions, contributed to 
the most successful of Soviet agrotowns, at Zaiukovo. 
Cuba and China each have much to contribute; Cuba 
with its expertise in ecological agriculture and preserva-
tion of biodiversity, China with its unmatched capacity 
to develop modern transport, communications, energy-
generation, housing, and industrial and office buildings. 

Since state-supported cooperatives are likely to be the 
basic form of organisation, Vietnam’s growing experi-
ence with cooperatives will also have much to contrib-
ute. Laos has reportedly made significant efforts in ad-
vancing ecological agriculture.

Agrotowns may also provide solutions to 
land-reform challenges in capitalist coun-
tries today

Land reform is one of the most difficult problems the 
working class and Communist Parties in capitalist coun-
tries face today. This is because, since the 1950s, mo-
nopolised capitalism has pushed hundreds of millions of 
peasants and farmers off the land and into slums and a 
miserable life of unemployment or self- or casual em-
ployment. Even a few months’ separation from the land 
can make it very difficult to work it productively without 
extensive social support. 

5	 See “Agrotowns, a Brief History and Review of Resources” by Donald Donato, 
to be published in International Critical Thought (forthcoming).

It is possible that agrotowns, as developed in states such 
as China and Cuba, can provide guidance for the “new 
land reform” desperately needed for national liberation 
and socialist revolutions in capitalist countries.6 

Summary
Unquestionably, experimentation will be needed in de-
veloping agrotowns. Cuba and China each have much 
to contribute to this effort; Cuba with its expertise in 
ecological agriculture and preservation of biodiversity, 
China with its unmatched capacity to develop modern 
transport, communications, energy-generation, housing, 
and industrial and office buildings.

Cooperatives are likely to be the basic form of organi-
zation; ultimately, communist societies will be like big 
cooperatives. Vietnam’s growing experience with coop-
eratives will have much to contribute. Laos has report-
edly made significant efforts in advancing ecological 
agriculture. 

The conscious development of ecological agriculture, 
agrotowns and cooperatives can set the foundations for 
the blooming of a new culture increasingly free of the 
influences of the “culture of exploitation” that first arose 
with agriculture. 

Ideas expressed in this paper do not necessarily represent those of the CPUSA. This paper 
was prepared in an individual capacity for the 2nd World Cultural Forum, Beijing, October 16, 
2017, sponsored by the Division of Marxism, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, and the 
Council of the World Cultural Forum. 

Special thanks to Sandy Rosen, Donald Donato, Samia Halaby, Marc Brodine, Eric Brooks, 
John Womack, Jr., Tom Whitney, and other comrades and friends of the CPUSA and the Center 
for Marxist Education; to Miguel Vales Garcia of the Communist Party of Cuba, the Cuban 
Academy of Sciences, and the Institute of Ecology and Systematics, Havana; to comrades 
Deng Chundong, Liu Zixu, Yu Weihai and Li Haiyu of the Communist Party of China; and to 
professors Wu Xiangdong and Tian Song of Beijing Normal University. This paper benefited from 
discussions with Richard Levins in the years before his death. Errors are the author’s property. 

6	 For further discussion of this topic, see the author’s “Richard Levins, 
Ecological Agriculture and Revolutionary Optimism,” prepared for the Richard 
Levins memorial in Havana, July 2017. Copies are available by writing the author, 
wah787@yahoo.com
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On the illegality of war

Part 4

Craig Ryan

The creation of an opinio juris 
for anticipatory self-defence
Carty identified how the British Government used the 
invasion of Iraq to try to achieve the entrenchment in 
international law of an expanded, pre-emptive, self-
defence doctrine. Like Kritsiotis, he distinguished be-
tween the official legal justification put forward by the 
British Government for the war – Iraq’s alleged breach 
of the historic Security Council resolutions reviving 
Resolution 678 from the Gulf War1 – and other argu-
ments made by the British Government for political and 
public consumption.2

Carty identified the justification put forward by the 
British Government to Britain’s parliament and people 
for the war: the supposed heightened threat posed by 
Iraq’s alleged possession of weapons of mass destruc-
tion. He argued that the British Government’s strat-
egy was directed towards obtaining “the consent of 
Parliament and the acquiescence of public opinion to the 
invasion”, which would “drive” the British state into ac-
tion.3 This approach served the aim of achieving the ul-
timate incorporation of the doctrine of anticipatory self-
defence in international law. The invasion itself would 
constitute the necessary material element of British state 
practice, while the intended inference to be drawn from 
the arguments put to Parliament and to the people by 
the Government in justifying the invasion was that there 
was the necessary subjective element – the opinio juris 
of the British state.4

The International Court of Justice had long confirmed 
that the actual practice of states and their opinio juris are 
the primary constitutive elements of rules of customary 

1	 Which in 1990 had authorised the use of force against Iraq over its invasion 
of Kuwait.

2	 Carty, “The Iraq Invasion as a Recent United Kingdom ‘Contribution to 
International Law’ ”, pp 144 -145.

3	 Carty, “The Iraq Invasion as a Recent United Kingdom ‘Contribution to 
International Law’ ”, p 144.

4	 Carty, “The Iraq Invasion as a Recent United Kingdom ‘Contribution to 
International Law’ ”, p 144.

international law.5 For the opinio juris pre-condition to 
be satisfied, the state or states seeking to rely on a puta-
tive rule must accept it as binding in law,6

the acts concerned ... must also be such, or be 
carried out in such a way, as to be evidence of a 
belief that [the] practice is rendered obligatory by 
the existence of a rule of law requiring it. The need 
for such a belief, ie the existence of a subjective 
element, is implicit in the very notion of the opinio 
juris sive necessitatis ... The States concerned must 
therefore feel that they are conforming to what 
amounts to a legal obligation.7

In elucidating how the British Government presented its 
arguments justifying the invasion of Iraq in anticipatory 
self-defence terms, Carty8 looked at statements of gov-
ernment ministers including Prime Minister Blair, and 
various policy and other documents both before and after 
the March 2003 invasion. One was the September 2002 
British Government Intelligence Dossier which stated in 
one part that Iraq had “chemical warfare stocks which 
would enable Iraq to produce significant quantities of 
chemical weapons within weeks.”9 Citing Kampfner’s 
conclusions, Carty described how in the period from 
2001 to 2003, Blair suggested the world would face a 
threat on a huge scale if the Iraqi Government provided 
chemical and biological weapons to terrorists, he also 
alluded to that Government’s history in regards to weap-
ons of mass destruction, and said that “at some point 
the danger will explode.”10 This argument echoes that 
put forward by the US Government in its formulation 
of the anticipatory self-defence doctrine in its National 

5	 In Nicaragua v United States of America, ICJ Reports (1986) 14 at [183], the 
International Court of Justice said (quoting from an earlier case – Continental 
Shelf (Libyan Arab Jamahiriya Malta), ICJ Reports (1985)): “ ‘It is of course 
axiomatic that the material of customary international law is to be looked for 
primarily in the actual practice and opinio juris of States ...’ ”. See Harris, Cases 
and Materials on International Law, p 869.

6	 See Harris, Cases and Materials on International Law, p 41 referring to the 
North Sea Continental Shelf Cases, ICJ Reports (1969) 3.

7	 North Sea Continental Shelf Cases, ICJ Reports (1969) 3 at [77]: see Harris, 
Cases and Materials on International Law, p 31.

8	 Carty expressly relied on Kampfner’s analysis in Kampfner, J., Blair’s Wars, 
(Free Press, 2004): see Carty, “The Iraq Invasion as a Recent United Kingdom 
‘Contribution to International Law’”, pp 144 - 145.

9	 Referred to in Carty, “The Iraq Invasion as a Recent United Kingdom 
‘Contribution to International Law’ ”, p 145.

10	 The Blair quote is referred to in Kampfner, Blair’s Wars, p 198: see Carty, 
“The Iraq Invasion as a Recent United Kingdom ‘Contribution to International 
Law’”, p 145.
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Security Strategy about the magnitude of potential 
threats validating anticipatory action, even when a threat 
is not imminent. As if to underline the distinction from 
the Caroline formula for states legitimately exercising 
self-defence short of actual attack (when the threat is 
“instant, overwhelming, leaving no choice of means, and 
no moment for deliberation”) British Foreign Secretary 
Straw indicated in June 2003 that neither he nor Blair 
had described the threat from Iraq as imminent, but rath-
er as current and serious.11

In March 2004, Blair made a speech in relation to the 
invasion of Iraq, in which he questioned the limited con-
ception of self-defence allowed for in the UN Charter, 
and referring to the “global threat” posed by terrorists 
and by states holding weapons of mass destruction, 

11	 Carty, “The Iraq Invasion as a Recent United Kingdom ‘Contribution to 
International Law’”, pp 145 – 146.

stated, “we surely have a duty and a right to prevent the 
threat materialising”.12

The totality of what the British Government was saying 
in these years – the delineation of a supposed threat of 
vastly increased magnitude which, it asserted, justified 
scope for pre-emptive military action beyond the limits 
provided for in the UN Charter and in existing custom-
ary international law – demonstrated that its intention 
was that the invasion of Iraq would be a precedent for the 
eventual incorporation of the anticipatory self-defence 
doctrine in international law. The invasion itself would 
meet the state practice element necessary for a new rule 
of customary international law, while the perception cre-
ated by the statements of the British Government, that 
Britain acted on Iraq out of its sense of legal obligation 
to remove a threat to the world posed by Iraq’s supposed 
weapons of mass destruction capability, would be an 

12	 Carty, “The Iraq Invasion as a Recent United Kingdom ‘Contribution to 
International Law’”, p 146.

Tony Blair visiting President George W Bush in Crawford, Texas.
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evidentiary contribution to satisfying the required opinio 
juris element.

As we have seen, the US too aimed at the incorporation 
of anticipatory self-defence as a principle of international 
law. The articulation in 2002 of the magnitude of threat 
rationale in the National Security Strategy as a justifica-
tion for attacking Iraq, was clearly intended as a con-
tribution to the formation of the necessary international 
opinio juris. The Strategy expressed that development 
in the law on pre-emptive self-defence was necessary; 
that in view of “the capabilities and objectives of today’s 
adversaries” the US would in effect be compelled to take 
anticipatory action to defend itself.13

Ideological contest for peace
The attempt by the imperialist powers (in the face of the 
tenacity of the post-war UN Charter order constraining 
the use of force) to forge an expanded notion of anticipa-
tory self-defence and to incorporate it in international 
law, evidences how, even for the imperialist powers, the 
scope of available action for states to pursue their ends 
had been limited by the UN Charter order. It also points 
to ideological contest over the meaning of legal concepts 
as being a primary factor in the development of inter-
national law; the ideological contest in the present case 
being over the question of the validity of the use of force 
by states. 

We have seen earlier that international law is susceptible 
to amelioration. Its apparently neutral and autonomous 
form – ambivalently maintaining the status quo while si-
multaneously constraining powerful states – ensures this. 
It is not static, but changes in dynamic interaction with 
the social and political forces that shape it in the course 
of class struggle. What form international law takes at 
any particular time is determined by the prevailing bal-
ance of those forces. This means that international law 
is open to the possibility of appropriation by progressive 
forces in the cause of “counter-hegemonic”14 struggle.

Applying a deconstructionist understanding and meth-
odology anchored in dialectics reveals that the social 
and political conflict underlying the development of 
international law manifests itself in the legal arena in 
ideological conflict over the meanings of legal concepts. 
For example, in the present context, the disputes over 
whether there could have been implicit UN Security 
Council authorisation for the use of force against Iraq, 
and the scope of the self-defence exception to the UN 
Charter prohibition on the use of force by states.

13	 See Bothe, “Terrorism and the Legality of Pre-emptive Force”, pp 231 – 232.

14	 Chimni, “Marxism and International Law”, p 346.

The attempt by the governments of the imperialist states, 
around their invasion of Iraq, to win political and popu-
lar acceptance of the idea that the putative legal principle 
of anticipatory self-defence would validate in law those 
states’ use of force against other states, exemplifies the 
dialectical process central to the development of inter-
national law. Arguing for a particular legal position is, in 
the immediate sense, one way in which the government 
of a state tries to achieve the political support or acquies-
cence of the people of the state that is necessary to drive 
the state into action. At the same time, implicit in this 
legal argumentation is recognition of the existence of 
opposition to a proposed course of action. In countering 
this opposition, states feel obliged to at least appear to 
provide a legalistic rationale for their proposed action.15

At the level of re-shaping international law, a govern-
ment and its ideologues will be able to claim on the 
basis of the decisive, actuating support of the people (if 
achieved) the existence of an opinio juris (the legal no-
tion of a state’s subjective understanding of its obliga-
tions and rights under international law) for the action 
of the state. If this outcome is replicated by a sufficiently 
wide number of states,16 and particularly the most pow-
erful ones,17 both in terms of action and opinio juris, a 
new rule of customary international law will be deemed 
to exist.18

Though with its own distinct role in the evolution of in-
ternational law, ideological conflict is, of course, only 
one of multiple factors determinative of the form in-
ternational law comes to take, and is also one form in 
which the other factors play out. As Chimni said about 
the character of contemporary international law:

It is shaped by a range of factors including: (i) 
the dominant understanding of the history of 
international law; (ii) the cohesiveness and strength 
of the class that occupies centre stage at the global 
level of a particular historical conjuncture; (iii) the 
nature and logic of the states system; (iv) the role of 
non-state actors, including international institutions 
and civil society organisations; (v) the strength of 
domestic and international resistance movements; 

15	 Remembering that powerful states rely on international law to safeguard 
their interests, and that they recognise the potency of the idea of the Rule of 
Law in the international system, they are wary of openly flouting it. (Please see 
earlier discussion at “De-mystification of the Rule of Law”).

16	 The practice of states needs to be “extensive and virtually uniform”: see 
North Sea Continental Shelf Cases, ICJ Reports (1969) 3 at [74] in Harris, Cases 
and Materials on International Law, p 30.

17	 Chimni, “An outline of a Marxist course”, p 72. As Chimni put it, the winning 
of acceptance for new rules of customary international law: “calls forth an 
interpretative exercise that vests power in [powerful states]” who are also 
better placed “to prevent the application of a customary norm inimical to their 
interests” (p 72).

18	 See North Sea Continental Shelf Cases, ICJ Reports (1969) 3 at [74] and 
[77] in Harris, Cases and Materials on International Law, pp 30 - 31. See also 
commentary at Harris, p 41.
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Members of the forces loyal to Libya’s UN-backed Government of National Accord (GNA) are seen in the 
coastal city of Sirte, east of the capital Tripoli, in the aftermath of a US airstrike.

and (vi) the internal dialectic of international law. 
Each of these factors may play a decisive role, 
depending on the subject, arena and political 
conjuncture of law-making.19

Chimni also identified the thrust of imperialist ideology 
in the present era around the specific question of the use 
of force by states. Identifying the unravelling of the UN 
Charter framework in the post-Cold War era, Chimni 
said that in this period of “accelerated globalisation” 
there has been an attempt “to redefine the norms relating 
to the use of force in order to realise the current interests 
of imperialism”.20 The US “the foremost imperial state ... 
seeks to change the rules of the game” so as to legitimise 
the military action of the imperial state which is “crucial 
to the overseas expansion of transnational capital”.

The quest for incorporation in international law of an 
expanded pre-emptive self-defence doctrine is integral 
then to “an emerging bourgeois imperial international 
law ... [and] global political domination.”21

19	 Chimni, “An outline of a Marxist course”, p 60.

20	 Chimni, “An outline of a Marxist course”, p 87.

21	 Chimni, “An outline of a Marxist course”, pp 87 - 89.

In justifying the 2011 NATO intervention in Libya, its 
proponents argued a case for a liberal interpretation of 
international law’s prohibition on the use of force by 
states. Speaking on the television programme Q&A, 
then-US ambassador to Australia, Bleich, stated:

The situation in Libya was clear cut ... under the 
standards that have been laid out not only by the 
United Nations but as we’ve seen progress on 
humanitarian aid assistance and protection over 
the course of the last few decades. First you had 
an international mandate by a lawmaking body. 
The UN Security Council had these two resolutions, 
1970 and 1973. Second you had a commitment by 
a wide coalition of nations to step in. It wasn’t just 
one or two countries but instead you have countries 
from every region of the world, including the Arab 
League and, third, you had a direct, imminent 
threat to humanity. ... Under those circumstances 
that was a good case for the duty to protect and 
the international community stepped up ... .22

As with the invasion of Iraq, the advocates of military 
action in Libya conflated different legal concepts to 

22	 See transcript of Q&A programme “Confessions of Kevin” broadcast on the 
ABC, 4 April 2011.
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claim that the foreign aggression was valid in law. In this 
case, Bleich blended together a UN Security Council au-
thorisation–humanitarian intervention argument tinted 
with a version of a pre-emptive self-defence rationale, 
all wrapped in the cloak of the relatively new respon-
sibility to protect doctrine, to justify the aggression. 
23 The ultimate purpose of this argumentation with its 
loose reasoning is to achieve a re-definition of the in-
ternational law on the use of force. More recently, there 
were the arguments made by the US and its allies that the 
government of Syria had used chemical weapons against 
its population and had committed grave humanitarian 
crimes. In light of the US-led military aggression against 
Syria, including a campaign of air strikes on that country 
since 2014, these accusations can be understood as hav-
ing been intended to prepare the ideological ground for 
a putative legal justification for foreign intervention in 
Syria.

In the attempt to re-define international law on the use of 
force in the interests of the imperialist powers and tran-
snational capital, the pronouncements that come from 
the powerful imperialist states satisfy “the element of 
opinio juris ... to a great extent ... .”24 However, to repeat, 
it is not a straightforward process, and even the govern-
ments of powerful states have to ensure their actions 
have legitimacy in the eyes of their own populations,25 
hence their ideological offensives (for example, Bush in 
2002 proposing the anticipatory self-defence doctrine to 
the US Congress).26 Their aim is to win the acceptance 
of their own peoples of the legal interpretations they put 
forward, to ground their aggressive actions, but also to 
forge an evidential basis towards satisfying the opinio 
juris element justifying military aggression, while the 
military interventions themselves will satisfy the state 
practice element; both elements necessary for a liberal 
interpretation of the exceptions to the prohibition on 
the use of force by states to become entrenched in in-
ternational law. Thereby, they hope, international law 

23	 Ultimately the NATO assault on Libya was authorised by UN Security Council 
Resolution 1973 (2011) which incorporated reasoning of the “Responsibility 
to Protect” doctrine. In 2005 the UN General Assembly in its Resolution 60/1 
adopted the Outcome of the 2005 World Summit of government leaders which 
included an affirmation that each State “has the responsibility to protect its 
populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against 
humanity”. In elaborating on this “Responsibility to Protect” doctrine, the 
Outcome went on to state world leaders’ commitment to take “collective action 
... through the Security Council in accordance with the [UN] Charter” if necessary 
because peaceful means were inadequate and national authorities were failing 
to protect their populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and 
crimes against humanity. The UN Security Council in its Resolution 1973 (2011) 
authorising NATO’s assault on Libya, employed the responsibility to protect 
doctrine, and it did so again in 2014 and 2015 in Resolutions 2165 and 2258 
respectively, authorising humanitarian assistance passage across Syria. See 
also: Zifcak S, “The Responsibility to Protect After Libya and Syria” [2012] 13 
Melbourne Journal of International Law 1 at pp 6 - 7; Bellamy AJ, “Libya and 
the Responsibility to Protect: The Exception and the Norm” (2011) 25 Ethics & 
International Affairs 263 - 269.

24	 See Chimni, “An outline of a Marxist course”, p 72.

25	 Chimni, “An outline of a Marxist course”, pp 62 – 63.

26	 With the announcement of the National Security Strategy.

will be re-defined: effectively in favour of imperialist 
aggression. 

To repeat: the need to argue a case also implies the ex-
istence of opposition, and specifically of alternative in-
terpretations of the law on the use of force by states. It 
follows that there is the potential for the opposing views 
to influence the international law outcome. Given what 
is known about international law, there is a point to pro-
gressives presenting counter-arguments which assert 
the UN Charter’s prohibition against the use of force by 
states (save in the most limited circumstances), so as to 
ensure popular and political support for that position and 
by so doing bolster the prevailing, universal opinio juris 
in favour of it. 

VI. Conclusion
International law is part of the superstructure of interna-
tional society. It primarily serves to further the interests 
of the dominant transnational capitalist class, including 
helping ensure the global domination of the powerful 
imperialist states. 

Legal concepts such as the formal equality and sover-
eignty of states obscure the relations of substantive in-
equality between states, while being the very premise 
of the apparatus of rules and mechanisms by which 
international law ensures the compliance of states with 
its principles and decisions. The formal equality and 
sovereignty of states concepts give international law its 
appearance of neutrality and autonomy and, thereby, its 
ideological authority as manifested in the willing ac-
ceptance of international law by less powerful states. 

This seeming neutrality and autonomy is of course il-
lusory, for in the interpretation and operation of inter-
national law, the interests of the transnational capitalist 
class and its representative states still tend to prevail 
(through unequal treaties, for example). 27 This is merely 
to observe, however, that the form of any political or 
legal system cannot be understood apart from its social 
content, which provides its real meaning.

27	 See Chimni, “An outline of a Marxist course”, pp 58, 63 - 64, 71 - 72. Chimni 
explained how the historical circumstances for the emergence of international 
law facilitated its development as a system in which the interests of the 
transnational capitalist class and imperialist states usually prevail. It is the 
modern capitalist state which is the central subject of international law, and 
this state (“a function and form of social relations”) appeared “representing 
the transition from feudalism to capitalism” in Europe in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries. Coexisting from the outset “with the colonial state 
in an evolving capitalist world economy”, a structure that “spawns uneven 
development between states” and that is essentially imperialist in character, 
this capitalist state system “indelibly” marked “the body of international law” 
(p 58). Refer also to Miéville’s useful historical discussion of the development 
of international and maritime law in relation to “the mercantilist state-building 
process” involving European imperial powers, such as the English and Dutch, in 
their colonial expansion in the seventeenth century: Between Equal Rights, pp 
204 - 224.
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It follows too, that international law changes with the 
historical, unfolding of the class struggle in capitalism. 
Ideological conflict over the meaning of legal concepts 
is an expression of the social conflicts within capitalism, 
and in turn helps determine what international law really 
stands for at any point in time in interaction with other 
factors (eg the strength and cohesion of the dominant 
class, the states system, international institutions, and 
the internal dialectics of international law). International 
law’s peculiar form of apparently neutral, and autono-
mous regulation of relations between ostensibly equal, 
sovereign states – while serving its primary function 
of helping maintain the global status quo – simultane-
ously enables it to be a mechanism for change. There 
is potential here that international law can be pushed in 
a substantively progressive direction because of these 
inherent contradictions. The relative strength of the con-
flicting social forces is decisive in determining the role 
international law is to play, with qualities such as politi-
cal understanding, aims, and organisation being critical. 
It is a matter of how successfully the contending forces 
are able to exploit the peculiarities of the international 
law form so as to be able to appropriate it to serve their 
interests.

The system of international law that emerged from the 
Second World War demonstrated international law’s 
susceptibility to transformation in a progressive direc-
tion. In the context of the post-war struggles by millions 
across the world to free themselves from colonialism, 
the incorporation into international law of the principle 
of self-determination marked a decisive break with the 
old understanding of the principle of state sovereignty 
in international law. With the Soviet Union, the newly 
independent states of Asia, and the new socialist states 
playing the leading role in campaigning for incorpora-
tion of the right to self-determination in the basic legal 
instruments of the United Nations, the meaning of “sov-
ereign equality” of states in the UN framework28 was 
qualitatively transformed from being a description of the 

28	 UN Charter, Art 2(1).

relative status of bourgeois imperialist states with each 
other, to a recognition that the new socialist and post-
colonial states were on the same footing as these other 
states. In broader historical terms, the significance of 
this development was that it represented the break with 
the old colonial system of subjection and dependence 
of many peoples and countries and a step towards true 
internationalism. 

The emergence of increasing numbers of newly inde-
pendent states in turn had a cumulative impact on re-
shaping international law. The legitimisation of pro-
gressive national liberation movements, such as the 
African National Congress and the Palestine Liberation 
Organisation, was achieved with profoundly positive 
political consequences. There was also the drive to 
give political and economic substance to the formally 
equal status enjoyed by the newly independent states. 
The efforts to achieve equity in the international law of 
distribution met with some success. For example, fol-
lowing the efforts of the newly independent countries 
through UNCTAD and the Group of 77, the developed 
industrialised world eventually agreed to the incorpora-
tion into the GATT agreement of the principle of special 
and differential treatment to third world countries. This 
amounted to a partial appropriation of the international 
law on trade in the interests of developing countries.

None of this is to say that there is some innate quality in 
international law that drove and compelled its own lib-
eralisation. That would be to invest the bourgeois legal 
form with the kind of mystical, determinative power that 
the Pashukanites credit it with. Rather, it is the case that 
the system of international law that had evolved – largely 
due to the successful struggles of oppressed peoples and 
states for national independence and equality of status, 
in conjunction with the progressive demands made by 
democratic political forces in developed countries – was 
formally neutral and autonomous, which paradoxically 
enabled its appropriation by particular interests. Its form 
meant that international law was supremely malleable 
while maintaining its structural integrity. 

... the form of any political 
or legal system cannot be 

understood apart from 
its social content, which 

provides its real meaning.
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Compelled by the moral and political imperative of his-
tory, manifested in the deaths of at least up to 50 mil-
lion people and cataclysmic destruction of the Second 
World War, and with the victory over reaction of the 
democratic and progressive world view (embodied in 
the United Nations) driving the development, the most 
significant advance in international law was the codifica-
tion in the UN Charter of the prohibition on the use of 
force by states. This represented the expression of the 
universal opinion that military aggression was no longer 
an acceptable strategy for states to pursue in conducting 
their affairs. 

The UN Charter’s Article 2(4) general prohibition on the 
use of force by states, was the culmination of an his-
torical tendency to increasingly limit the circumstances 
when war is legally justified: for example, the Caroline 
case principle that a state may only resort to self-defence 
if it is faced by an imminent and overwhelming threat, 
the limitations on “resort to war” contained in the League 
of  Nations Covenant after the First World War, and the 

1928 General Treaty for the Renunciation of War.29 In 
essence, Art 2(4) of the UN Charter was a declaration 
that war is illegal; certainly war understood as the use of 
force by nation-states against other nation-states. Such 
use of force could only be legally justified if it complied 
with one of the two exceptions to the fundamental pro-
hibition: self-defence (itself confined) or UN Security 
Council authorisation.

The post-Second World War international legal order, 
characterised by the abolition of formal colonialism, 
the movement made towards redistributive justice (and 
therefore real equality) for developing countries, and 
the hope it offered for the achievement of lasting world 
peace, came under attack from resurgent imperialism 
in the 1980s and 1990s. With the collapse of the Soviet 
Union and the socialist governments of Eastern Europe, 
the TNC-led globalisation drive was unleashed with its 
programme of economic and political penetration and 
subjugation of nations by powerful capitalist interests. 
To this end, the leading imperialist powers embarked on 

29	 With regards to the General Treaty for the Renunciation of War 1928, Harris 
points out that: “Somewhat ironically, 63 states, i.e. virtually the whole of the 
international community at that time, were parties to the Treaty when the 
Second World War started in 1939.” Obviously, given the Second World War and 
the formation of the United Nations, the General Treaty for the Renunciation of 
War has been effectively superseded by Art 2(4) of the UN Charter: Harris, Cases 
and Materials on International Law, p 861.

The UN Security Council meeting in New York, January this year.
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an ideological strategy of narrowing the meaning of state 
sovereignty so as to de-legitimise the existence of cer-
tain states and legitimise military assaults against them 
and others. This also involved an effort to broaden the 
parameters of the self-defence and UN Security Council 
authorisation exceptions to the fundamental prohibition 
on the use of force by states. Thus there has been the pro-
motion of the various doctrines of humanitarian inter-
vention, pre-emptive self-defence, and implicit Security 
Council authorisation for military interventions, cham-
pioned by the leading imperialist powers (in Yugoslavia 
and Iraq, for example). These powers are the best placed 
militarily to exploit for their own ends the loosening of 
restrictions on the use of force.

Appropriating international law is on one level an ex-
ercise in ideological persuasion. For the logic of inter-
national law’s form as autonomous, neutral regulator of 
relations between equal, sovereign states – the thing that 
makes it acceptable to the less powerful states, thereby 
ultimately founding its authority – dictates that the wid-
est possible audience of nations must be convinced of 
the correctness, the legality, of its rules and principles 
and of actions purportedly taken pursuant to it.30 This 
is the context in which progressive forces and the less 
powerful states can and must assert their version of 
international law, rather than embrace legal nihilism. 
Above all, they must struggle to preserve the integrity 
of the dominant post-Second World War legal under-
standing that the use of force by states is fundamentally 
prohibited in international law.31 A pressing imperative 
today given the US-led military aggression against Syria 
and its war planning directed at China. The necessity for 
such ideological struggle is rooted in the necessity for 

30	 This is also a reference to the notion of opinio juris, one of the constitutive 
rules of customary international law: the idea that states must believe that they 
have particular legal obligations.

31	 One area in which this purpose may be pursued today is in the interpretation 
of the doctrine of “Responsibility to Protect” adopted by the UN in 2005, and 
deployed in relation to the imperialist interventions in Libya (2011) and Syria 
(2014 continuing). This doctrine provides for international military intervention 
in states if necessary to protect populations “from genocide, war crimes, ethnic 
cleansing and crimes against humanity”. In its Resolution 60/1 of 2005, which 
included adoption of the Responsibility to Protect doctrine, the UN General 
Assembly affirmed the principle that states must refrain “from the threat or 
use of force in any manner inconsistent with the purposes and principles of 
the United Nations” and underlined that “collective action” under the doctrine 
must be pursued through the Security Council. In 2006 the Security Council in 
Resolution 1674, reaffirmed the Responsibility to Protect doctrine. In his 2009 
report on implementing the Responsibility to Protect, the UN Secretary-General 
emphasised that the doctrine reinforced “the legal obligations of Member States 
to refrain from the use of force except in conformity with the [UN] Charter”, 
and that any military action in pursuit of the doctrine’s protective objectives, 
“must be authorized by the Security Council”. The statements by the UN General 
Assembly and the Secretary-General provide a basis for progressives to argue 
that the Responsibility to Protect doctrine does not a provide a legal justification 
for military interventions by states against other states that are inconsistent with 
the UN Charter, and in particular its fundamental prohibition on the use of force; 
and to oppose the doctrine’s proposed application in particular cases when that 
would be contrary to this interpretation. It is worth noting that the UN Security 
Council employed the Responsibility to Protect doctrine in relation to authorising 
NATO’s assault on Libya in 2011 in Resolution 1973. The Security Council again 
utilised the doctrine in authorising the passage of humanitarian assistance across 
Syria in Resolutions 2165 (2014) and 2258 (2015).

struggle to build a better world, remembering that the 
world is shaped in struggle, and with the lesson of the 
progressive advances achieved in international law in 
the twentieth century in mind.

The struggle for the dialectical appropriation of inter-
national law forms and principles is not an abstract 
ideological exercise. Ultimately, it is another form of the 
class struggle. Advances achieved in international law 
nourish other forms of progressive struggle, be it, for 
example, through providing “external legitimation and 
ideological self-empowerment” for national liberation 
movements, or, again, by providing a regulatory frame-
work for the achievement of some redistributive justice 
for poorer countries such as through the institution of 
the principle of special and differential treatment in trade 
towards developing countries. The potential cumulative 
effect of such reciprocal operation of international law 
upon economic, social, and political life, is to help fa-
cilitate further social transformation; even through con-
tributing to that development of the material conditions 
of production which are the essential prerequisite for the 
emergence of higher forms of social organisation.

Of course, this interactive process is dynamic and com-
plex, posing problems and dangers as well as opportuni-
ties, and thus requires astute political leadership  – par-
ticularly from Communists – to chart the way forward. 
However, the promise is immense, including, most 
importantly, the achievement of a truly peaceful world. 
It is imperative therefore that progressives fight to de-
fend that most fundamental principle of the post-Second 
World War international legal order, the one with univer-
sal resonance given the circumstances of its promulga-
tion – the prohibition of the use of force by states – and 
assert its real, if unspoken, meaning. 

War is illegal.
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Lars Ulrik Thomsen

Recent developments should be the begin-
ning of a renaissance for Nordahl Grieg’s 
authorship. His efforts for peace and free-
dom stand as a shining example.

Ever since my youth, the Norwegian journalist, poet, 
novelist and dramatist Nordahl Grieg (1902-43) has 
played a significant role for me. It began when I read his 
novel Forever Young the World Must Be1, written from 
first-hand experience of the Soviet Union, where he 
had lived in 1932-4, and of Spain, which he had visited 
as a war correspondent in 1937. Central to the book is 
the young Englishman Leonard Ashley’s meeting with 
the Soviet state, reflected through his experiences in 
Moscow, and his youthful sympathy for socialism, but 
also his difficulty in overcoming bourgeois prejudices. 

Grieg is scarcely known outside the Nordic countries, 
but he was listed in the Great Soviet Encyclopedia as 
one of the most important Scandinavian writers of all 
time. He was a committed anti-fascist and communist 
although, in order better to serve the communist idea, 
he was by agreement never a member of the Communist 
Party of Norway (NKP). Following his return from 
Moscow, he became chair of the Norwegian Friends of 
the Soviet Union. His actress wife Gerd was the daugh-
ter of NKP chairman and MP Adam Egede Nissen and 
Grieg was close to many active communists.2

He was a universal man who mastered many genres. 
After sailing to Australia and back as an ordinary sea-
man in 1921, he published his first collection of poems, 
Around the Cape of Good Hope, and his first novel, The 
Ship Goes On, which aroused attention and some con-
troversy, because of his realistic descriptions of the hard-
ships and temptations of a sailor’s life.3

From 1925 Grieg travelled as a journalist for the Oslo 
evening newspaper Oslo Aftenavis.4 His Græske breve 
(Greek Letters) (1926) express his youthful joy at 

1	 N Grieg, Ung må verden endnu være, Gyldendal, Norwegian Publisher, 1938.

2	 Personal correspondence from Runa Evensen, chair of of the NKP.

3	 G M Gathorne-Hardy, Nordahl Grieg 1902-1943, in War Poems by Nordahl 
Grieg: All That Is Mine Demand, Hodder & Stoughton, London, 1944, p 10.  
Gathorne-Hardy knew Greg and translated the poems

4	 See Grieg, Johan Nordahl Brun, at http://www.leksikon.org/art.php?n=1020.

experiencing the world. Unfortunately not yet translated 
into English, the Letters transport the reader to the an-
cient people, their struggle for independence and the 
creative power of their art, philosophy and drama. Here 
is an excerpt from Lykken (Happiness):

One day, a marvellous day, has passed. We came 
down from the temple at Bassae, which is at four 
thousand feet, high up in Arcadia ... .

And now it is evening. A violet twilight runs down 
the green mountain, a spark projecting up there, 
the evening star, which poor Sappho sang about 
two-and-a-half-thousand years ago: the evening 
star, which brings everything together as the bright 
morning has spread, you bring the lamb, you bring 
the goat, you bring the child to her mother ... .”5

5	 Translated by LUT from N Grieg, Langveisfra: Græske breve, Kinesiske 
dager, Spansk sommer (Scenes from Afar: Greek Letters, Chinese Days, Spanish 
Summer), Gyldendal, Oslo, 1964.

Nordahl Grieg (1902-43).

Nordahl Grieg’s  
commitment to peace
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Grieg had really drunk of the spring Kastalia 6 – the 
source of the Muses! 

From 1927, after travelling to China, to report on the 
Civil War there for the Norwegian press, Grieg increas-
ingly turned his attention to drama. His most outstanding 
success was the play Our Power and Our Glory (1935), 
dealing with the Norwegian shipping situation towards 
the end of the First World War. He vividly contrasted 
the fate of the seamen, exposed to German subma-
rine attacks, with the luxurious life of the profiteering 
shipowners.7

A major theme of Grieg’s plays is the conflict between 
humanitarian objectives and the supremacy of force in 
the world, so that its use cannot be discarded without 
disaster.8 In arguably his best play, The Defeat (1936), 
inspired by the Spanish Civil War and dealing with the 
Paris Commune on 1871, he attacked the pacifist human-
ism of the Western world. The proletarian Varlin, one of 
the leaders of the Commune, says:

This is peace. ... It’s not something you own, it’s 
something you have to conquer. ... it’s always 
threatened; every day you must guard it from harm 

6	 The spring emerging beside the seat of the Delphic oracle.

7	 H Beyer, Citizen of the World, in Masterpieces of the Modern Scandinavian 
Theatre, R W Corrigan, ed, Collier Books, New York, 1967, p 309.

8	 Gathorne-Hardy, op cit, p 11.

by vindicating human dignity. ... peace must be the 
most unresting thing in the world.9

In 1940, having served in the Norwegian Army in the 
campaign against the Nazi German invasion, Grieg es-
caped to Britain on the same ship as the Norwegian royal 
family and the national gold reserves. Thereafter, he put 
himself in the service of the resistance by writing patri-
otic war poems which were broadcast in his own voice 
from London, dropped in leaflet form in Norway or 
otherwise secretly distributed. Through this he became 
a national hero. But he also wanted to be where the fight-
ing was. He died on the 2nd of December 1943 when the 
Australian bomber on which he was serving as a reporter 
was shot down over Berlin. In 1945 his war-time poems 
were published in Norway in Friheten (Freedom) and 
Flagget (The Flag). 

Recently, I had a pleasant surprise when reading the 
manuscript of Grieg’s screenplay Større kriger (Greater 
Wars)10, written during his exile in London. It concerns 

9	 N Grieg, The Defeat, Act 2, Scene 1, in Masterpieces of the Modern 
Scandinavian Theatre, op cit, p 343.  However, Bertolt Brecht considered the 
play as “astonishingly bad”, leading him to write The Days of the Commune, in 
which he “cut out the petty-bourgeois nonsense” (Letter to Helene Weigel, 25/26 
February 1949, quoted in Brecht Collected Plays 8, Methuen, London, 2003, pp 
225-6).  Brecht’s Varlin, unlike Grieg’s character, comes over to recognising the 
need for revolutionary terror.

10	 A draft for two screenplays found in Oslo in 1989; Gyldendal Norwegian 
Publisher, 1989.

Nordal Grieg was killed in a bomber like the one pictured when it, and its Australian crew, was shot 
down over Germany.
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a meteorologist who refuses to make an independent 
assessment of fascism in Germany. The script works 
strongly to this day, especially the poignant scenes when 
Norway is attacked. Grieg’s moral is that, if you do not 
take action against war and fascism, then suddenly one 
day it will be knocking on your own front door. The 
manuscript deserves to be filmed, because the problem 
Grieg describes is still topical. Too many people turn 
their backs on reality and escape into their own little 
world.

July 2016 will see the fifth anniversary of the terrorist 
attack against the Norwegian labour movement youth 
organisation by Anders Behring Breivik. As in the 
1930s, capitalism is in deep crisis, and one of the con-
sequences is a growth in extreme right-wing and fascist 
forces throughout Europe. This fact has not appeared in 
the public debate on the terrorist attack, since politicians 
and the media have preferred to present it as the actions 
of a single, insane person. We can only understand the 
Oslo atrocity by drawing a parallel with the 1930s cri-
sis-riven capitalism which, of course, led to the Second 
World War.

The struggle for peace permeates Grieg’s literary and 
poetic work. Therefore, it is natural that his 1936 poem 
inspired by the Spanish Civil War, Kringsatt af fiender 
(Surrounded by Enemies),11 which was set to music in 
1952 by Danish composer Otto Mortensen, has been 
sung at the many commemorations of the victims of the 
Oslo terrorist attack. The poem’s message is one of cre-
ating peace by creating human dignity. 

The fight for peace and justice gains more and more 
importance in our time, not just in one country but as 
a global commitment. We can now see that the US-led 
“War on Terror” is a pretext for reintroducing a modern 

11	 See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Til_Ungdommen.

version of colonialism, which can hardly be separated 
from the supposed ethos of the medieval crusades. It is 
fought under the guise of a war for human rights and 
democracy, for ‘humanitarian intervention’, and for pre-
venting terrorist attacks.

The setbacks for the labour movement and other demo-
cratic forces after 1989 have affected many people and 
their belief in socialism. Here, and in the fight against 
war and the right-wing turn, Nordahl Grieg’s writings 
are a great encouragement – a force to maintain faith in 
the future and social progress.

In the poem Den menneskelige natur (Human Nature) 
there is a clear appeal to us:

But you who live,
must watch
The peace we glimpsed
In the neighbouring closet of death
Be above all not weary –
As people become
after wars –
When turbid and greediness arises
According with despondency
The warm putrefied mire
Saved by hundred
generations
Where the mind can creep
to rest
And he that we killed
can arise.12

We must above all not be weary, but continue to put 
present-day phenomena and events into a social frame-

12	 Translated by LUT from the original Norwegian. Grieg’s complete text can be 
found online at www.bokselskap.no/boker/haabet/den-menneskelige-natur.
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work. This applies wherever democratic, social and 
other human rights are overridden.

Grieg’s war-time poem The Best was published in July 
1943 in the Danish illegal paper Vestjyden:

The Best

Death can flame like a cornfield;
Clearer than once we spy
Each life in that glowing anguish;
They are the best who die.
 
The string and the single-hearted,
Who willed and dared the most, –
Calmly they took their parting,
Each in his turn was lost.
 
The world is ruled by the living.
Never can be suppressed
The competent, indispensable
Host of the second-best.
 
The best are murdered in prisons,
Swept off by bullets and seas;
Not in their hands our future;
To die is enough for these.
 
So we build them shrines of our weakness,
The sense of our emptiness;
But this is to fail our greatest,
Betray them with vain distress.
 
They would live in our faith and courage;
They would not be mourned as dead;
Still flows in hearts of the fearless
The blood that the fallen shed.
 
To each of us here that knew them
More wealth than was theirs descends;
For children had these for fathers,
And men have had these for friends.
 
Increasing the life they yielded,
Their ghosts in new men survive.
Upon their graves shall be written –
For ever the best shall live.13

13	 War Poems by Nordahl Grieg, op cit, pp 45-6. Vestjyden (The West Jutlander) 
was an illegal paper printed by the Danish Communist Party in Esbjerg during the 
war.  The poem was printed in several illegal papers and had a great influence on 
the morale of the Danish resistance movement.  The reference is from Vestjyden, 
July 1943.

 
The poem is a tribute to the many who sacrificed their 
lives in the resistance fight in WW2, but also a wake-up 
call to us – the descendants – about the need to continue 
the struggle for peace, freedom and equality. Like his 
idols Keats, Shelley and Byron,14 Nordahl Grieg died 
young, but his name lives on through his books and 
poems as a living testimony to the struggle for peace.
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Soviet Worker’s Canteen in the 1930’s.
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Book Review by Lars Ulrik Thomsen

Illegal in the summer of 1917

The Blue Notebook
by Emmanuil Kazakevich 
Translated from Russian by Ralph Parker and Valentina Scott

Lenin’s time in Razliv, near Petrograd in the summer of 
1917, has inspired at least two works of art – a novel and 
a symphonic movement.

With the counter-revolution starting in July 1917, the 
situation changed completely for the Bolsheviks, as they 
were now illegal.1

Lenin had to go underground and the Central Committee 
organised his exile. He lived for a while with the Russian 
worker and farmer Yemelyanov and his family, in the 
district of Razliv outside Petrograd. At first he stayed in 
their barn but after a few days moved to a hay meadow 
on the Eastern shore of Sestroretskiy Lake. All this is 
portrayed in an excellent way by Emmanuil Kazakevich2 
in The Blue Notebook. As a gifted writer, Kazakevich 
really understood how to describe the events of Razliv in 
the summer of 1917, even if the book is fiction:

The moon shed a dim light in the pale northern 
sky. Two boats glided across the lake. Lenin was 
seated in the stern of the first boat. He kept his eyes 
strained at the milky twilight of the distant shore.  
He was thinking that if it should turn out to be quiet 
and safe over there in the meadows across the lake 
he would be able to send for his blue notebook 
and complete an exceptionally important pamphlet 
that had long lain in his mind. (p 3)

On the surface this was a quiet life in a thatched hut, of 
the type used by Russian farmers when they could not 
get home at night. But there followed some months of 
hectic and intense work, in what Lenin called his “green 
office”. It consisted of a chopping block as a desk, and 
a tree stump as a chair. The time in Razliv became a 
maturation process for Lenin as a human and politician.  
In addition to numerous articles, he wrote his pamphlet 
The State and Revolution, which was intended to clarify 
the Marxist understanding of the state in preparation for 

1	 V I Lenin, Lessons of the Revolution, in Collected Works, Vol 25, pp 227-243.

2	 See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Emmanuil_Kazakevich.

the “world proletarian revolution”3 – although it was not 
actually published until after the October Revolution.

As well as describing this, Kazakevich depicts the sig-
nificance Lenin had for Yemelyanov’s family, especially 
for his wife Nadezdha:

It was clear that whenever he obtained a piece 
of observation, however petty, about the lives 
and needs of the people, he weighed it on some 
special scales, that he thought of applying what 

3	 V I Lenin, Preface to the First Edition of The State and Revolution, in 
Collected Works, Vol 25, p 387.
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he had found out, what he had heard, to a much 
greater scale. He was wholly with them, with the 
people he was living amidst, and at the same time 
he was not there at all, but among a vast number 
of other people whom he did not know personally. 
He was like the artist who admires a landscape or 
who looks at people just as another man does but 
who at the same time is using his imagination in a 
way that others don’t, thinking, “I’m going to paint 
that”, “I could draw that”, or “That might be useful 
for my idea”. (p 47)

The care and interest that Lenin showed to Nadezdha’s 
family made an indelible impression on her. She real-
ised that when the Bolsheviks came to power, that would 
mean a fundamental change in the position of women in 
society.

Every morning, she sent the eldest boys to town to buy 
newspapers for Lenin, which were indispensable for his 
correspondence with the Party and its newspapers.

Having grown accustomed to Lenin, Nadezhda 
found it hard to believe (for he was so cheerful, 
lively and kind) that he was on the run, that 
thousands of people were hunting him and that 
he was protected from them by nothing more 
than the thin wall of the shed. And, as she read 
a newspaper which ran some rabid campaign 
against him, or overheard talk about Lenin in the 
shop, she grew terrified by her carelessness. After 
that she would take the children into a corner and 
remind them for the hundredth time of their duty to 
keep their mouths shut and not betray the presence 
of a stranger in their midst by a word or a glance; 
they were to forget about the man in the garret.” 
(p 49)

Lenin was not alone in hiding at Razliv; Zinoviev ac-
companied him. In view of Zinoviev’s later vacillation, 
Kazakevich imagines a very sharp dialogue between 
the two men, in which the core issues of the revolution 
are depicted. Against Lenin’s argument that they should 
move on from the bourgeois democratic revolution in 
February to the Socialist Revolution, Kazakevich depicts 
Zinoviev as having gotten cold feet, trying to reconcile 
Lenin with the provisional government. Here Lenin an-
swers Zinoviev as follows:

I’m not juggling with slogans, I’m telling the masses 
the truth at each new turn of revolution, however 
sharp it may be. And you, I have the feeling, 
are afraid to tell the people the truth. You want 
to conduct proletarian politics with bourgeois 
methods. Leaders who know the truth “in their 
circle”, among themselves, and don’t tell that truth 
to the masses because the masses, as they say, 
are ignorant and slow-witted, are not proletarian 

leaders. Speak the truth. If you suffer a defeat 
don’t try to pass it off as a victory; if you strike a 
compromise, tell the people that it is a compromise; 
if you had an easy victory over the enemy, don’t 
insist that it was difficult, and if it was difficult, 
don’t boast that it was easy; if you make a mistake, 
admit your mistake without fear for your own 
prestige because what undermines your prestige 
is keeping silent about mistakes; if circumstances 
oblige you to change course, don’t try to present 
things as though there had been no change; be 
truthful to the working class if you believe in its 
class feeling and revolutionary common sense 
– and for a Marxist not to believe in that spells 
shame and ruin. Besides, even to deceive the 
enemy is extremely complicated, double-edged 
and permissible only in the most concrete cases of 
direct military tactics, for our enemies are far from 
being shut off by an iron wall from our friends, they 
still have an influence on the people and, with their 
skill in making fools of the masses, they will try – 
with success, too – to show up our clever-clever 
maneuvers as attempts to deceive the masses. 
To be insincere with the masses for the sake of 
‘deceiving the enemy’ is a stupid and ill- calculated 
policy. The proletariat needs the truth and there is 
nothing more damaging to its cause than a genteel 
petty-bourgeois lie.” (p 87f)

Zinoviev staggers and is lost; he fails the revolutionary 
ideals to Lenin’s great disappointment. This upsets him 
because Zinoviev had belonged to the Zimmerwald Left, 
and was one of his closest colleagues in their long-term 
exile. Again it is important to stress that the dialogue is 
fiction, but the later events in preparing for the October 
Revolution confirmed the treason of Zinoviev.

With his personalisation and dialogues, Kazakevich is 
able to provide a whole new dimension to the events in 
the summer of 1917. Now we can understand the costs to 
the Bolsheviks, in psychological and physical exertions, 
in preparing for the October Revolution.

As an additional dimension, we can complement 
The Blue Notebook in Dmitri Shostakovich‟s 12th 
Symphony, The Year 1917. In this exceptional composi-
tion, Shostakovich first depicts the February Revolution 
in Petrograd, then the time in Razliv, thirdly the shot 
from the cruiser Aurora, and finally “the dawn of hu-
manity” – the very revolution itself. The movement that 
concerns Razliv alternates between contemplative and 
hectic and short sections, showing how it felt to be on 
the run and in hiding. It is a beautiful and gripping piece 
– an indelible memory of the time, preparing for the for-
mation of the first working class state.

The Blue Notebook by Emmanuil Kazakevich translated from the Russian by Ralph Parker and 
Valentina Scott [Progress Publishers, Moscow, 1962, hbk, 105 pp; only available used]
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Abraham

This is what we can read in the official seal of Marinaleda. 
This Spanish village is famous for being the only openly 
stated socialist village in Europe. In the Council´s main 
office, you will not find a Spanish flag or the king´s photo 
as is customary in Spain, but a picture of Che Guevara 
instead. Among its achievements are its lack of police 
and unemployment, the expropriation of land from the 
Dukes of the Infantado, and the provision of rental hous-
es built by the townspeople for just $21 a month. 

To understand Marinaleda properly, we need to rec-
ognise and contextualise the struggle of this village of 
2,700 people over the last 40 years against the bourgeois 
state.  

A bit of history
In 1979, the head of the CUT (Workers Unity Collective), 
Sanchez Gordillo was elected the Mayor of Marinalea. 
The genocidal fascist General Franco had been dead for 
four years and the current continuist constitutional regime 
was declared just one year prior. In 1979, Marinaleda 
was poorly developed even by Spanish standards: 70% 
of people were unemployed, many families were with-
out shelter and landowners ruled the economy in a terri-
tory chiefly focused on agricultural production. 

The beginning of Gordillo´s term as mayor was char-
acterised by continuous conflicts against the Spanish 
state. For example, in 1980 the “Hunger Strike Against 
Hunger” was led by the CUT, SOC (Rural Workers 

Union) and 700 Marinaleda inhabitants against the 
Spanish Government´s social cuts which were causing 
widespread starvation. 

To provide for its people, the Marinaleda Council 
gave its first 50 free houses to its inhabitants in 1981. 
Throughout the 1980s, they also occupied El Humoso 
and La Nave, the farmland and factory which are now 
the backbone of Marinaleda´s income. At that time, 50% 
of the state of Andalusia (where Marinaleda is located) 
was owned by just 2% of the people. 

The fight still continues
Sanchez Gordillo has remained the mayor of Marinaleda 
since 1979. He has been prosecuted and repressed by the 
state on several occasions, due to his union and political 
activities. As a result, Marinaleda has gained significant 
international attention. The facts are self-evident: its pri-
mary farmland and factory are governed by a public co-
operative system and are staffed by 600 farmers in rota-
tion by an “Unemployed Assembly”, where employment 
takes precedence over profit. The salary is an equivalent 
of AUD $65 per day or $1,670 per month (the minimum 
salary is $32.5 per day for the rest of the state) regardless 
of their role. Houses built are dedicated to Che Guevara 
or Salvador Allende and are rented for $21 a month. 
Nursery school attendance costs $20 a month. 

Sanchez Gordillo during the hunger strike, 1980.

Marinaleda, a utopia towards peace

“Peace, bread and work”, a “speaking wall” in 
Marinaleda.
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Nine out of eleven Marinaleda councillors are CUT-BAI 
(Workers Unified Collective) members. They announce 
the assemblies and meetings via megaphone where eve-
ryone is invited to discuss the decisions which affect 
the village, and 23% of the population are SOC (Rural 
Workers Union) members. 

Even though none of the four million Spanish unem-
ployed workers live in Marinaleda, there is still a com-
mon ground between this village and the nearby villages: 
There are about 20 private businesses such as the the two 
pharmacies and three bars/restaurants. In addition, the 
low amount paid by the people as rent, is just possible 
through the subsidy paid by the state yearly to every vil-
lage in the area, and that is the main weapon used by 
the media to write dozens of articles of all kinds against 
their economic and social progress every year.

Marinaleda is just a small village. It is not a general so-
lution, but it is a living example which shows us that 
even today and in the most unfavourable contexts we 
can build high levels of class-consciousness, and the im-
portant role of the worker’s parties and unions for a real 
social change. 

Improvements via class struggle may take years or even 
decades, but there is no doubt that it’s the only way to 
defeat capitalism. 

AMR discussions
Have your say: amr@cpa.org.au

Wall painting at the public building used as Town 
Council.
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