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Socialism
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There are many versions of socialism. Just like there are many versions of Christianity or Conservatism or Islam. What socialists agree on, and what motivates them, is a desire for more equality. Horrified by the obvious inequalities between rich and poor, between bosses and workers, socialists, seek, in particular, more equality for the working class. Socialist analysis concludes that it is essentially the working class that produces the actual wealth in society, that capitalists exploit workers’ labor power to appropriate surplus value from the labor of the (‘raced’ and gendered) working class. The capitalist system—with a tiny minority of people owning the means of production—oppresses and exploits the working class. This, indeed, constitutes the essence of capitalism: the extraction of surplus value—and profit—from workers by capitalist employers.

Capitalism may be more or less racist. It may be more or less sexist. Capitalism can cope with non-racism, even if racism is currently rampant and lethal in many countries and periods of history. It can cope with equal opportunities for women and gender equality, even if sexism and misogyny are similarly widespread. Capitalism cannot, however, cope with equality between the exploiter class and the exploited class. Capitalism, in its essence, depends on class-exploitation for its survival. 

Social Democrats

There are three main currents (and many sub-currents) on the Left, internationally and historically. From the most moderate to the most left-wing, they are: social democrats, socialists, communists. Confusingly, both communists and many socialists call themselves Marxist.

Some on the Left want things a bit more equal in terms of outcomes, such as SAT results, income, wealth, Medicare for all and a welfare state. And they usually want a meritocracy, a situation where people regardless of (‘raced’ and gendered) social class, can progress educationally and occupationally as a result of their effort and ability, rather than a result of their social class (or gender or ‘race’ or religion). These leftists are usually social democrats, the centre-left. For social democrats, meritocracy is fine leading to unequal positions in an unequal society. 

The means by which they seek to achieve this ‘good life’ and ‘good society’ is usually by regulating Capital, making sure it meets certain standards regarding safety, the environment, workers’ rights and conditions and pay, profits. By having inspectors to check up that Capital, and capitalists, corporations and bosses, are meeting social responsibilities, as well as making profits. Social democrats are happy with the capitalist system—they just want it to be ‘fairer’, with a ‘progressive’ taxation system, with the rich paying a bigger percentage of their income than the ordinary worker. They do not see Capitalism as the problem, or even a problem in society, only its excesses. Because they wish to ‘humanize’ or ‘moderate’ capitalism rather then replace it, they are ‘Parliamentarist’—they are happy to take part in elections, use the state to introduce social reforms, and embark on a peaceful, electoral road to social democracy. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century the German Social Democratic Party (SPD) became the first of many mass workers’ parties. Under Eduard Bernstein, it abandoned Marxist ideas of socialist revolution, and these socialists, social democrats, became known as ‘Revisionists’—they revised Marx’s ideas of revolution and proletarian democracy out of existence—much to the anger of their more Marxist contemporaries such as Rosa Luxemburg.

Within a few years after the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia in October 1917, the world socialist movement split in two, dividing into (1) a pro-Russian revolutionary socialist or Communist Party with membership in the Third International which was largely controlled by Moscow and the Soviet Union, and a social democratic or Labor party affiliated with the Second International. At times, these two international groups—and discrete parties within individual countries—have cooperated with each other as elements of a United Front. For instance, they joined together in the fight against Fascism in the 1930s, and in Popular Front governments in Spain (prior to and during the Spanish Civil War of 1936-39), and in France and Chile. At other times the two groups of socialists entered into bitter conflict with each other, with, at one stage in the late 1920s and early 1930s, the Communist Parties calling the Social Democrats, ‘social fascists’.

Social Democrats ruled most of Western Europe between 1945 and the ‘Crisis of Capital’ of the early 1970s. The form of governance was a form of corporatism—a broad agreement between trade unions, Capital/employers and government. That consensus recognized the need for full employment, a welfare state, and a general dampening of ‘the class war’ through negotiations. In this period of economic growth, general profits were increased, as were workers’ wages and the social wage offered by the welfare state. However, with the decline in profits, the ‘crisis of capital accumulation’ of the 1970s, many social democrat parties, such as New Labour governments under Tony Blair in Britain since 1997, have become more like centre-right parties, espousing neoliberal and neoconservative policies such as the privatization and marketization of public services rather than centre-left redistributionist policies.

Social Democrats, at various times in the last 100 years, have governed most countries in Western Europe and Australasia. Usually they are called social democrat. All of these governments of the centre-left usually established or developed a minimum wage, a welfare state, free (i.e. tax funded) national health systems, unemployment pay, old age pensions, free university tuition and schooling, and child and maternity benefits—and state control of some ‘essential services’ such as railways, gas supply, electricity supply, some of the broadcasting /television networks, and sometimes, ‘strategic industry’ such as coalmining. In some countries these parties’ programs were substantially socialist—such as with the Labour government of Clement Atlee in theU. K. 1945-50, which nationalized a fifth of the British economy, and the Socialist Party—Communist Party Union de la Gauche under Francois Mitterand in France.

The most advanced welfare systems today are in Scandinavia—Finland, Sweden, Norway and Denmark. Sweden has usually been ruled by the Social Democrats since the 1930s. In these countries, the ‘Gini coefficient’—the measurement of the gap between the richest and the poorest in any country, is the lowest in the world. That is to say, these are some of the most equal countries in the world. A high Gini coefficient figure signals the high levels of inequality within a country. In 2006, the Gini coefficient for the U. S. is 45. For Britain it is 37. The EU average is 32, falling as low as 25 in Sweden (Choonara, 2006).

Today, the U. S. and the U. K. are two of the most unequal societies in the developed world. British poverty rates, about 13 percent, approach those in the US, which are almost 18 percent. The figure for those living in poverty in social democratic Scandinavia is 5 percent. (idem). 

In some respects, ‘The Great Society’ project of Lyndon Johnson in the U. S. in the 1960s was the closest the U. S. has come in moving to a social democratic society. 

The U. S. is very unusual among advanced capitalist countries in that the term ‘socialist’ is often used as a term of abuse. In most advanced capitalist countries it is regarded as a perfectly legitimate and ‘respectable’ set of ideas, ideology and political organizations. Even more so, the term Marxist, in the U. S., is scarcely used, except as an insult. For example many Marxist educators in the U. S. prefer to be known as ‘Critical Educators’, or as ‘Marxian’ ( a term little used, for example, in Britain) to avoid this term which has been more thoroughly demonized than anywhere in Western Europe, or the English and French speaking worlds. 

And yet there was a  notable socialist presence in the U. S. at the beginning of the twentieth century. “From 1901 to the onset of World War I, the Socialist Party was arguably the most successful third party in the U. S. of the twentieth century, with a thousands local elected officials. There were two Socialist members of congress, Meyer London of New York and Victor Berger of Wisconsin; over 70 mayors, and many state legislators and city councilors. Socialist organizations were strongest in the midwestern and plains states, particularly Oklahoma and Wisconsin” (Wikipedia, 2006). Socialist Party candidate Eugene Debs polled 6% of the popular vote in the 1912 Presidential election. Socialists in the U. S. were again stronger as part of ‘The New Left’ in the 1960s and 1970s, generally supporting the candidacy for President of Democratis Party candidate, George McGovern. 

The largest group of socialists in the U. S. curently is the DSA, the Democratic Socialists of America, who are part of, the left wing of, the Democrat Party. There are many much smaller groups, such as the World Socialist Party (http://worldsocialism.org/usa/wiki/index.php?title= Main_Page); Socialist Party (http://sp-usa.org/); Socialist Workers’ Party; the International Socialist Organization (http://www.internationalsocialist.org/) (linked to the Socialist Workers’ Party in Britain, currently the largest of the Marxist parties in Britain http://www.swp.org.uk/), Socialist Altenative, (http://www.socialistalternative.org/), linked to the Socialist Party in Britain (http://www.socialistparty.org.uk/) which , as ‘Militant’, was the strongest Marxist group in Britain in the 1980s.

Socialists and Marxists

Some people want a far more equal society, one where workers (whether they be blue collar or white collar) not only have a meritocratic society in which effort and ability are rewarded, but where education results, incomes, wealth, standards of living, and life expectancy are far more equal than at present. These are usually called socialists. 

Some Socialists believe that significant parts of the economy—but not all of it—should be collectively controlled—by the state, or the local state, for example—instead of being owned and controlled for the economic benefit of the owners or senior management such as CEOs (Chief Executive Officers, who are part of the capitalist class, owning, via salary, shares, share options, substantial parts of the corporation). Socialist slogans in many countries are such as ‘Public Need not Private Profit’—for example with respect to health and education services, rail and transport services, postal services. 

Other socialists, more left-wing, more Marxist, wish to see an end to Capitalism, a society where there are no capitalists exploiting and profiting from the labor-power (the skills, attitudes, work) of workers, a society and economy where the employer is collective. Where capitalism is history.

Socialists also disagree on rewards in society—such as pay levels and inequalities. Some want, as in some subsistence economies, ‘from each according to her/his ability, and to each according to her/ his need’ as called for in The Communist Manifesto, [1848] written by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels. These are ‘Scientific Socialists’ what might be termed ‘Classical Marxists’, people who go along very much with Marx’s vision of an eventual communist society, where capitalism is replaced, supplanted, by communism.

Marx's vision of ‘the higher phase of communist society’ ([1875], 1978, p. 263) in Critique of the Gotha Programme that would come after the temporary phase of socialism. As Marx put it, 

In the higher phase of communist society, when the enslaving subordination of the individual to the division of labour, and with it the antithesis between mental and physical labour, has vanished; when labour is no longer merely a means of life but has become life's principal need; when the productive forces have also increased with the all-round development of the individual, and all the springs of co-operative wealth flow more abundantly – only then will it be possible completely to transcend the narrow outlook of the bourgeois right, and only then will society be able to inscribe on its banners: From each according to his ability, to each according to his needs. (ibid) 

Most people who call themselves Marxist, might be more appropriately termed ‘Marxian.’ They work within a developing Marxist tradition, but do not necessarily see final answers in what Marx (and Engels) wrote in the nineteenth century (even if works like ‘The Communist Manifesto’ are amazingly prescient about globalization, capitalism, capitalization and exploitation). For example, writing about Capitalism, Marx and Engels wrote that it has an inbuilt tendency to constantly expand: 

The markets kept ever growing, the demand ever rising. . . . The place of manufacture was taken by the giant, Modern Industry, the place of the industrial middle class, by industrial millionaires. . . . Modern industry has established the world-market. The need of a constantly expanding market for its products chases the bourgeoisie over the whole surface of the globe. It must nestle everywhere, settle everywhere, establish connexions everywhere. . . . In one word, it creates a world after its own image. (Marx and Engels, [1847] 1977: 37–39). 

Other Marxists—or Marxians—wish for collective control of the economy, but accept what they see a need for differentials in rewards. 

There are many examples of pre-Marxian egalitarianism and socialism, such as the Spartacist revolt in Ancient Rome; the Levellers and the Diggers during the Cromwellian Revolution in England of 1640-1660; the Babeuf Plotters during the French Revolution of 1789 and after; the ‘utopian socialists’ of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries described by Engels (1892) in Socialism: Utopian and Scientific.

But the analysis used by socialists worldwide today is usually a variant of, or derived from, Marxism. This analysis shows that we live in a Capitalist society and economy in which the capitalists—those who own the banks, factories, media, corporations, businesses—profit from exploiting the workers. This analysis also demonstrates that class-conflict, which is an essential feature of capitalist society, will result in an overthrow of capitalism (whether by revolutionary force or by evolutionary measures and steps) and the coming to power of the working class. Classical Marxists believe that after a transitional stage of socialism the final stage of ‘communism’ described by Marx above will come into being. 

Communists

The word ‘Communist’ is now usually taken to refer to the particular Soviet Russian form of communism or Marxism. That is a one-party dictatorship, variously described by other Marxists as a ‘Party-State’, ‘a deformed workers’ state’, or, as leading Trotskyite, Tony Cliff analyzed it, ‘state capitalism’. Until the crimes of Stalin,  the Soviet ruler from 1924 to 1953, were revealed (in 1956), most Marxists were happy to call themselves communists, and headed many progressive and ant-racist movements and campaigns and trade unions and struggles for decent pay and working conditions. Many were beaten by anti-union ‘goons’ (thugs) in the U. S. as described in Steinbeck’s filmed novel Grapes of Wrath, and in films such as Matalan and Harlan County USA, or the filmed French novel by Emile Zole, Germinal. In the 1930s, many communists (and other Marxists) from North America and Europe joined the International Brigade, and, as depicted in George Orwell’s book, Homage to Catalonia, and in Ken Loach’s film, Bread and Roses, died in defense of democracy against Fascism in the Spanish civil war.

As soon as the horrors of the Stalinist Terror in the Soviet Union became known, many communists and socialists throughout the world—including in the U. S. and Western Europe—felt betrayed by what they think is the noble ideal of socialism or of communism. Strong groups within the international Marxist and international Socialist movement took (and take) the position, ‘neither Washington nor Moscow’. This was the position of one of the largest Marxist groups in Britain, the International Socialists. (Like most Marxist groups they went through various name changes. They are now the Socialist Workers’ Party).

In parts of developing countries such as Peru, India, and Nepal, Maoist versions of Marxism are active. These identify the peasantry as the revolutionary class, not the industrial workers, and engage in armed revolutionary insurrection. And there are one-party communist states such as China, Vietnam, Laos and Cuba, as well as the sole surviving Stalinist dictatorship of North Korea. 
Today, many Marxist groups in countries like the USA, Britain, France, wouldn’t fill a stretch limo. And the disputes between some of the tiny grouplets make the disputes between the Judean Popular People’s  and the People’s Front of Judea, a satire within the Month Python film The Life of Brian (1979) seem like a meeting of long-lost friends. 

But all big movements start off small! And it is not often covered in the `free media’ that many millions do vote for Marxist and Communist political parties, and hundreds of millions for socialist parties throughout the world. Democratically elected communists and Marxists have governed the Indian states of Kerala and West Bengal for most of the last fifty years, The Communist Party of India and the Communist Party of India (Marxist) regularly win millions of freely cast votes. In Indonesia, prior to the U. S. and British inspired mass killings of a million communists, the Indonesian Communist Party had over three million members. In Sri Lanka, a Trotskyite Party, the LSSP, was the largest opposition party at various times between 1946 and 1970. 

And currently, country after country in Latin America is freely electing leftist presidents and governments of various hues. The most socialist is Hugo Chavez in Venezuela. 

The government of socialist President Hugo Chavez, elected in 1998, has led the poor majority in a battle to take control of Venezuela’s resources and put them to use to overcome crippling poverty and underdevelopment. When Chavez began introducing reforms that benefited the poor over the rich, the local elite and multinationals—backed by the U. S. government—responded with repeated attempts to overthrow the government. 

The resistance to any encroachment on their power by the capitalist elite has radicalized Venezuela’s poor, who have come to realize that it is impossible to achieve change simply by electing a government and getting it to enact reforms. The Venezuelan people have been forced to take the road of revolution and fight for popular power on the streets. In the process, many have drawn the conclusion that capitalism cannot be reformed. 

In Venezuela, the revolution has raised the banner of socialism again, well after it was declared dead and buried with the collapse of the Soviet Union. The Venezuelan revolution is working to build a “new socialism of the 21st century”, based on principles of democracy and humanism. And it is working: poverty is decreasing (by 3 million people last year alone) and the poor are winning more and more power. (Munckton, 2006)

In most countries of Western Europe, socialist parties and alliances win between 6% and 12% of the vote in national elections, where those elections are held under systems of proportional representation. In the German elections of 2005, the Linkspartei, a socialist grouping, won 9% of the vote and 54 members of Parliament. In the French Presidential elections of 1995 and 2002, Arlette Laguiller, a Trotskyite, leader of the Lutte Ouvriere, won around 6% of the votes; in Scotland, the Scottish Socialist Party won 6% of the votes in the 2003 elections for the Scottish Parliament; in Portugal O Bloco de Esquerda, the Left Bloc, won 6.5% of the votes in the 2005 Parliamentary elections and 8 MPs; in Italy, Rifodazione Communista wins around 6% of the votes, and in recent elections in Scandinavia, various Left parties win between 6 and 13% of the vote. In Eastern Europe, since the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1991, a number of (renamed) Communist Parties have won free and democratic Presidential and Parliamentary elections, such as, on various occasions, those in Poland, Hungary, Bulgaria, Slovakia, Lithuania, seeking to protect their welfare states. 

In fact, we often find it difficult to read a party’s politics by its label. Parties change their trajectory. They even change their names to suit changing times. Few parties in Eastern Europeformed after the downfall of the Soviet empire, for example, were likely to call themselves communist or Marxist or even socialist. Similarly, few parties formed after the demise of the right-wing dictatorships in Portugal or Spain in the 1970s referred to themselves as ‘conservative.’ To understand what any party does or does not stand for, we must move beyond superficialities.  Reading a party’s policy platform provides some degree of insight, at least, into what principles that party claims to support.  But claims, like labels, can deceive us.  We need to study the actions of a party to know what it really stands for, and what it doesn’t.
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