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RECONSIDERING MARXISM, -

by Bruce Jesson,

A NEGLIGIBLE INFLUENCE IN NEW ZEALAND.

This year I have been doing a course on Marxism ab the Auckland - WEA,
and this is the firsh of a series of articles thay has grown out of that course.
My aim is o provide as comprehensive an accouny of Marxism as possible. -
I will briefly cover the economic, social and political background of Marxism,
and iys intellectual originq INwill trace the development of Marx's thought,
and will explain the main conce%hs and some of bhe areas of difficulty. And
I will sketch the subsequent developmend of Marxism: the Second, Third and
;Fourhh Internationals, some of the independent thinkers and schools of thought,
through %o the disintegration and renewal of the last couple of decades.

The trouble with such a comprehensive approach is that I will inevitably
get oul of my depth, as I move into the specialisy areas of philOSOphy,“eCO"
nomics and history. {Some readers may be able fo help me in gheir particul-
ar fieldsof interest.) Still, I have to take the risk. There isn't much depth
of knowledge of Marxism in New Zealand. Is influence has been negligible
here. All that we have really had is the dogmatic and unatgractive tradition
associated with the Russian Revolution. This has deterred a.lot of ‘people
who identify this btradition with Marxism as such; and has caused many others
to immerse themselves in dochrines thabt often border on the absurd. There
is of course much more to Marxism bthan the codified beliefs of Stalinism and
Trobskyism - and a comprehensive treatment of Marxism is the besi way of
showing ik.

A comprehenmve treatment of Marxism is also hhe best way of showing that
it has been the only sustained attempt to develop a radical theory of capitalism.
Marx is by far the most impressive of the radical thinkers: rigorous, sophist-
icated, systematic and exhaustive. Marxz has dominated radical ‘thought for a
hundred years, not because his ideas are necessarily true, bub because he
defined the problems and provided some of the concepts that have been needed
for a critical analysis of capitalism. Marxism has been the framework for a
cenbury of discussion, debabe and conflich abouy the nature of capitalism.
Even competing political theories, such as anarchism, have been dominated by
it, In a sense, Marxism is the self-consciousness of the socialisy and commun-
ist movements. It is their accumulation of thought and of reflection on exper-
ience. Everything about this tradition is open bto questioning and douby.  Few
of Marx's own ideas survive entirely unscathed. However, Marxism can't be
ignored as a body of thought withoul starting from scraich.

- Marxism's negligible influence in New Zealand is more a comment on New
Zealand society than it is on Marxism. I isn'y just a matter of the radical
impulse being weak in New Zealand. It is equally to do with the New Zealand
‘aversion bo abstrach thoughbt, "New Zealanders reck little of general ideas
~and great principles," wrote Andre Siegfried in a 1902 assessment of the New
Zealand workingclass, This has been an enduring feature, not only of New
Zealand society buty also of New Zealand radicalism, Our lack of interest in
ideas has even in the past been a source of considerable self-satisfaction}
activism has been the test of radical commitment, nob thought. Marxism of
course is a highly abstract and complex system of t;hcught;, and could hardly
flourish in an environment of colonial pragmatism, :

Marx's thoughi has been known about in New Zealand since ab leasﬁ ‘the
1880s, when William Pember Recves wrote aboutb it in the family newspaper,
the Lyitelton Times., One or two New Zealand intellectuals, such as Willis
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Airey and Bill Sutch, have shown some signs of a Marxisy influence. Bub as
a rule Marxism has functioned in New Zealand in ibs obher guise, as a philos-
ophy of polilical action. The relationship bebween theory and action has
alwayq been a problem for Marxism (and I will wrike aboub ih in more detail
later in these articles). Clearly, Marx intended thab his though# should have
a political impach, bul much of whal he wrote is too absbrach and complex bo
_be of any immediate political use. ~In praciice, Marxisy political movements
have had difficulty, reconciling the conflicting demands of theory and political
aclion. New Zealand is zn exbreme case where an obsessive and unsuccessful
cactiviam has jush aboubd cancelled oub theory altogether,

Marxism's history as an avgzﬁi{}lse poligical movement in New . Zealand goes
back to phe formation of bhe Marxian Associabion in 1919 and the Communish
Paryy in 1921. Thal is, Marxism was eshablished here as a by-product of
the Russian Revoluyion ~ which was a bad sign, because iy showed that New
Zealand lacked the radicalism and the intelleciual resources o sstablish a
Marxist political movement of ibs own accord. Pefore bhe war, Marxism had
been one of several influences in the Social Democratic (formerly Socialish)
Parky and on bhe leaders of the Red Federation of Labor. In 1916, bthe Social
Democratic and Red Fed leaders helped form the Labour Paryy, and any Marx-
is influence was absorbed and disappeared withouy frace. This left a vacuum
on the Lefs, to be filled in a few years by the Communist Paryy, and it meant
vhat a Leninist conformiby could be imposed very easily in New Zealand. Un-
like Europe, or even Britain and $he United Sbabtes, there was no already-
existing national Marxism ¢ complicate the spread of Leninism. There were
no local Marxist leaders to be won over bo Leninism, or discredited, no exist-
ing Marxist organisations to be splib or absorbed. Leninism had no competitors,

- The early Communist Party was established on the f{ringes - likerally - of
New Zealand socieby, in the same West Coast coal-mining communities that a
decade or so carlier had nurbured the Socialist Parhy and the Red Federation.
Isolabion, hardship and a sense of communihy generabted a class awareness in
these townships thal was rare for New Zealand. The Communisy Party emerged
on the Coast oub of an environment of solid trade union activism; and this
association of communism and miliband unionism has continued ever since., The
link between the two seems logical enough, bul the similarity of Marxism and
militant unionism is decsplive, Bobh use the rheboric of class sbruggle: bub
the strength of Marxism is s sweep and the fact thab it is a theory concerned
with the whole of capitalist society; whereas unionism, militant or moderate,
has a more resiricted outlock and a wuch narrower focus. Trade union
aclivism fosters a grossly simplified form of Marxism, thab is often combined
with a defeusive, disparaging atbitude o the complexities of political theory.

Perhaps this partly explains the appeal of Leninism, because ib too is an
acbion~omenwd grossly simplified form of Marxism. However, bhe most obvious
atbraction of Leninism for New Zealand comm mzaz%:;c: has been ibs identification
with the Russian Revelubion. Evidently, the existence of a tangible alterna-
tive has fulfilled some sort of emobional need l[or New Zealand communisis -

a feeling of certainty perhaps, or even the promise of a utopia. At any rate,
loyalty to Russia (or, when the movemeny splintered, China, Cuba, Albania)
has been a dominating featurc of New Zealand communism, There was a time
when bhe case both for and against Marxism was argued enbirely in terms of
the Russian wxpemcnm Ay one of bthe crisis points in the hiskory of the
Communist Pargy of New Zealand, following the revelations abouly Stalin in 1956
and the invasion of Hungary, many of its members left - not because they
had changed their minds about Marxism, bub because they had losy faibh

in bhe Sovied Union.

It is templing even now be interpred the communist experience in New
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Zealand from an international perspeciive. During the decades of Stalin's
rulg, communism in New Zealand gave the impression of funchioning as an
insignificany parby within a ,monolithic world movement. Since then, there
has been a series of schisms that have secemed very much a mabter of com-
peting international loyalties.

- Yeb in some ways ih is positively misleading ko concentrate on bhe Russian
{o¥ Chinese etic) connection, because ih hasn'h made much difference to left-
“wing activity within New Zealand. The existence of various socialist home-
lands has provided a focus for loyalty and a bedrock of faith; bub the revolu-
tionary experience of these counbries is irrelevant to New Zealand.  Similarly,
Leninism has functioned as something to believe in; bub local communists simply
ignore those aspects of Lenin's thought (for instance his critique of brade
unwmqm} that they find inconvenient,

Left-wing politics in New Zealand has been derived from a political culture
with which we feel much more comfortable -~ the Brivish. Radicalism in this
counbry draws on a bwypically-British mix of influences: liberalism and non-
conformism, Christian socialism, Fabianism, Labour Pariy reformism, militant
trade unionism with a political gloss, A most, the influence of the main
- communisy powers has disturbed this mix. For instance, in the late Ywenties
and early thirties the Communist Party adopted the Comintern's hard-line
atibitude Yo the Labour Party and moderate trade unionism. Subsequently,
this was regarded as a particularly damaging experience, bub it did have a
basis in atvitudes that were common at the time, Similarly, in bthe late
sixbies and early seventies, the Communist Party went through a phase of
~anarchisbtic militancy, in response to the Cultural Revolution in China. But
there was a local basis for it too, in the exuberanh activism of bhe protest
movemenb.

The colonial origins of the New Zealand Left have been so obvious as %o
attrach no comment. The bookshelves of older radicals are crowded with titles
from Lawrence and Wishart, Victor Gollancz and the Left Book Club ~ alongside
the unreadable tomes from bhe Foreign Languages Publishing House in Moscow,
(The equivalent for some of my generation has been New Left Books.) For
bhe firsh thirty-ocdd years of iks existence, the Communist Party of New Zeal-
and belonged to a British Empire grouping of communist parties (and ab no
point in iks history has it challenged the link with Britain). In bhe fifties, it
adopted a programme called The New Zealand Road to Socialism which was cop-
ied from the British equivalent, The Bribish Road bo Socialism. ,

Australia, with ibs more indusbrialised economy, has also been an important
channel of left-wing influence. Several of the Red Fed leaders were Ausbral-
ian, The early Communist Parbty of New Zealand was parb of the Australian
Party, which continued to play a big brother role up 4ill the sixties., = There
has as well been a sporadic American influence on the New Zealand Lefl, going
back (again) to the Red Federabtion and i4s borrowings from bhe qyndxcalmm
of the (American) Western Feaemmon of Miners, :

There is a pattern to all this. The various deficiencies of the New Zealand
Left are all related: its obsessive and unfruitful activism; its lack of any
capacity for independenb bhoughb and analysis; its colonial inadequacy; dbs
semi-religious faith in the various communist regimes. Each of these is a
sympﬁom of the local tradition of colonial pragmatism and of bhe New Zealand
aversion ho abstyrach thought.

The particular failings of the New Zealand Left didn'h stand out so defin-
itely during the Stalinist era, because the whole of the world movement was
smothered by a Russian-imposed conformity., (Even the non-Stalinist
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Left: had to funchion in a polipical climate determined by the vagaries of
Soviet policy.) But the monolithic unity of the international communist move~
ment quickly cracked afber the deabh of Stalin, The strains were apparent
even in the fifties, with Eastern European philosophers developing humanisb
mherpreﬁaipaﬁq of Mary, and with 2 mass exodus irom Wesbern commuunisy
parties after the invasion of Hungary. The national and ideological conflict
between Russia and China also began in the fifties: when ib became public in
1962-3 i seb off a process of disintegration, releasing pressures thal mush
have bepn buﬂdmg up for decades.

Dtrrmg the sixties and seventies, nabional communist parties sbtarted assert-
‘mg their autonomy: the hesi~known axamples are those of Eurocommunism,
but the most consistent case is jush across the Tasman, where the Commums%
Party of Australia has established a position of complete independence. Other
forms of Marxism flourished, mainly Tro&;skyzxm to sbary wikh, but also the
3Imogh-f0rgoht«@n heritage of Western Marxism. Marxish theory experienced
something of a r@bzr&h, shimulated by the efforts of the French communist
philosopher, Louis Althusser.

The last ten or twenfy years has been, for Marxism, a period of disintegra-
tion and renewal.” New Zealand has experienced the disintegration, but nol
much Qf qbe,renewal, :

In 1%3 “the Communist Party of New Zealand, alone among Weshern commun~
ist parties, decided to support the Chinese parbhy againsy the Russian. As a
consequence ih suffered a much greater upheaval than other parties. Ibs
history since then has been one of continual defections and splits. To stary
with, bhe cenflict was wibth supporters of the Soviet Union: in 1966 the CPNZ
losk most of ibs trade union influence when bhe pro-Soviet Socialist Unityy Party
was formed. Subsequenily, divisions appeared among the supporiers of Maoism,
with the mosYy damaging of these splits occurring in 1970 when the CPNZ lost
its entire Wellington Districy, The Parby has been shedding individuals and
groups ever since, ‘Yl it has now reached the siate of being one of the small-
est of a number of left-wing sects.

This splintering of the Stalinist §radivion was parallelled by the appearance,
for the first time in New Zealand, of the main anti~Stalinist form of Marxism -
Trotskyism. In 1967, bhe Socialist Action League was formed, and quickly
became important in bhe anti~war movemeny; and if has since been joined by
a couple of much tinier Troiskyist groups, the Socialisy Labour League and
the Communist Leff. ,

There are aboub seven or eight left-wing secbs operating in New Zealand,
and the frakricidal strife ~ especially among the Maoist groups - has occasion-
ally seemed positively demenied. Often, this strife has seemed %0 be abouj
competing international allegiances more than local differences, and there has
been a noticable reluctance ho use Yhe sijuabion ho eshablish any measure of »
independence, Thus, the Socialist Uniby Parky is notorious for its blind faith
in the Soviet Union. Similarly, the various Maoish groups used bo compete
frenetically for the favour of China, although the sihuabion settled down after
the post~Mao leadership in China repudiated Mao and broke with Albania. A
group called the Prepa: amry Commibbee for the Formaiion of the Communist
Paryy of New Zealaﬁd {Marxist-Leninist) ended up with the Chinese franchise,
The Communist Party repudiated both China and its own Maoist past, and
transferred ibs loyalty Lo Albania. And the Workers' Communist League was
left in a position of i'eldimsa independence, more by default it seems than by
~design. Troyskyism hasn't had any equivalent Revolution of iks own bo ident-
ify with., (Although the Sodialist Action League is an uncritical publicist for
Cuba and Nicaragua, and supports the Soviel Union.on all issues of importance.)
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~_But the Trotskyist groups all value their overseas connections, and they all
~rely on overseas parenh organisabions - for literature, articles to reprint,
touring celebribies, and even te some extent for bheir polities,

If phe various communist groups could ignore bheir conflicking internabional
loyalties, they might find thabt they acbually have quite a lot in common,
“They are all activist organisations. Most of them are active in the unions,
They all campaign around a vange of liberal causes. Nearly all support the
Labour Parby, Their immediate aims, as well as their uliimate goals, coincide
on many points. In a more rational political aymosphere, they could mostly
operate as {ii?fcron@ tendencies wibhin the one party.

There is no prospect of them doing anything so sensible, if enly because
f*ach group has its own history - which includes its conflicts with bhe other
groups. History divides the groups in anobher way too: each group expresses
gome era of New Zealand's political history, and this causes something of a
generation gap. The Communist Party, the Preparatory Committee and to a
lesser extent the Socialist Unity Party all have a flavour of the thirties -
especially the Communist Parby which is unrepentant about ibs Stalinism.. The
Socialist Uniby Party has also been marked by the fifties, with leaders like
Bill Andersen and Ken Douglas deriving their habitual caution from their
experiemo of the 1951 waterfront defeat. A younger generation of communists
is represented in the Socialist Action League and bhe Workers' Communist
League, both of which developed out of the sbudent protesh movemenb. af
Victoria University in the late sixties (SAL) and the early sevenbies (WCL).
These bwo groups express the period when world communism was disintegrating,
and appear less rigid and dogmatic than the other groups. :

" Yet across the generation gap, between bhe elderly and the middle-aged,

- there is an unbroken btradition of activism, pragmatism and anti=intellectualism. -
Despite their university origins, both SAL and WCL are absorbed in the day-
to-day problems of practical politics and show little awareness of the intellect-
ual ferment that has cccurred in European Marxism. Some years ago, Socialist
Action tock this anti-intellectualism o the extreme of physically transferring
its activities and its membership from the universities bo the declining freez-
ing mduqtry - 'a turn bo the workingeclass' I think shey called it. S

I knov. from personal conbav&: that some of bhe people in these gmupq do -
have a private interest in poimval theory, but are diffident about displaying
it publicly. It seems that they have made a judgement thab there is no aud-
ience for theoretical discussion in New Zealand, and that politics in any case
is about ackion. What this indicates is that pragmabism hasn'b 3ur~1!‘4 been \
a deficiency of a particular era and of particular groups, bub is deeply~rooted
in New Zealand society. It also means that anki-intellectualism permeates the
New Zealand university system, rendﬂrmg it incapable of c‘cnbmbubmg any
t;hccrebzc‘a} conbenty to radical politics in New z’ealand ' :

WPH mdybt’ I am OVCE"‘%iahlng i;he problcm qhghb}y Despite everybhmg,
there have been flickerings of interest in Marxist theory. Between 1978 and
1981 there were four annual Marxian Political E(‘onomy Conferences, The first
was exhilarabing for many of the participants. It was as though a long-suppress-
ed need was ab lasb being recognised and meh. Subsequently the conferences
detieriorated - nob because of any lack of an audience, bul more because the
supply of t;huory dried up., Some of the papers that were presented bo these
conferences were printed by David Bedggood in Red Papers on New Zealand,
which appeared in three volumes and has been the mosb uncompromising ahtempb
ab pubhshm mdzgenouq Marxisy theory so far made in New Zealand.

" David Bedggoad has also wrilben the only book bhab has altempied a Marxisy
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appraisal of New Zealand - Rich and Poor in New Zealand. Unfgrbunahely,

it hasn't been a particularly successful book, abtracting a scathing review

from W.H. Oliver in The Listener, bub nob receiving any comparable defence

from the Left. E‘he prab em, | bhink, is that the book was rejected by bhe

ackivist Left as ‘academic!, and by the theoretically~inclined Left as koo dog-
matic and too clese to being a creed for activists, Either way, Rich and Poor

“in New Zealand has beerr a viebim of New Zealand anbti-inbellectualism. (I don't

intend this as an off-hand dismissal of the book, and will consider it in more
“debail later in this aeries.)

In recent years, there has been a nobicable increase in inkerest in Marxist
theory, although bhere is now no organisational expression of i, Litble
pockets of Marxism have developed in several of our universities - Auckland,
Massey, Victoria and Canterbury - largely as an extension of the Marxism
that has become fashionable in ﬁy'i%ishg Australian and American universities.
The difficulty with & development of this sort is that ib hasn't emerged from
New Zealand needs, and doesn't have an indigenous Marxist tradition to relate
to. Consequently, there is the danger of insularity. It is too easy for indiv-
uals, or even little groups of Marxisis, bo become pre-occupied with problems
that interest them in the inbernational literature, and bo remain uninvolved
in the politics of their own country. This self-absorption also inhibits contact
between Marxists in the different universities - or even within the same univer-
siby, if Auckland is any example. (The New Zealand Cultural Studies Working
Group Journal is about ghe only abbempt at inber-university communication
thab I am aware of.)

An insular, self-absorbed, narrowly-academic form of Marxism is more like~
ly to wvindicate the dominant anbi-intellectualism than counter it. The point,
obviously enough, is reievance. During the seventies, New Zealanders dis-
covered thab their socieby was much less stable than they had always imagined.
Suddenly, our economy was shown to be among the most fragile in the 'devel-
oped! world. Traditional political loyalties staried to break down. Bigotry
surfaced. In 1981, political viclence erupted. A process of social disintegra-
tion has also been evidenb during bhe last decade. Social and racial divisions
have become more cbvious, aggravated by unemployment., Family patberns
have been changing: the traditional nuclear family is becoming more the excep-
tion than the norm. Drugs and unemployment have combined to creabte a
definite criminal sub-culture in New Zealand, ,

Without really being aware of i, we have been living bthrough a time of
rapid and fundamenbdsl change, especiuily when compared with the decades
immediately preceding it. Unlike earlior per“ﬂj of change, the country is
not: moving in any obvious direction - which is perhaps why we haven't really
been aware of how fundamensal the process is. Taken singly, each of these
changes has a straighbtforward logic. Bub the combined effect is chaotic and
bewildering. Taken togebher, these changes are just manifesbations of conflicts
that are basic to our enbire socieby.

Neone of the political parties has reqund&d with policies thah are appro-
priate bto bhe severity of the counbry's problems. (Excepl possibly for the
New Zealand Party, and it has res;onded with cenburies-old dogma.) Nor
has anything of imporbance come oub of the universities., Apparently, the
entire counbry has been afflicted with a paralysis of thought; which isn'
surprising conmdprmg the tradition of complacent pragmatism,

Ity is this situabion bthab establishes bhe relevance of Marxism, in at least
two ways. Marxism is concerned with the development of society as a whole -
and therefore corresponds bo bhe scope of New Zealand's problems much betber
than the fragmented disciplines of the university, such as philosophy, econom-
ics, political science, sociology, anthropolegy and history. And Marxism is
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a theory of conflict and change, and has as its subject matber the sort of
turmoil thay New Zealand is currently experiencing. Both of these features
‘of Marxism can be traced 4o bhe influence of the Hegelian dialectic. In the
modern context, these ywo features of the dialechbic - the concern with the
‘development of society as a whole, and the emphasis on conflich and change -
provide a useful intellectual {ramework for examining a disintegrating and
~fragmented socieby such as ours. The novelby of this intellectual framework, -
in New Zcaland at least, is thab it is nob just concerned wibth the various
processcs of change - economic, political, social and cultural - bub wikh bheir
Jingerconnecbion.

Marxzism may nok have discovered a political base in this counbry yeb, but
it does have the compensation of a definite intellectual role - and ne real
competitors., This inteliectual role is simply a product of bhe circumsbances
that affect us, and it will become clearer as the processes of change.accel-
erate. Perhaps the surprising thing about the last decade is nol how much
change has occurred, bub how litble. (There may have been some hyperbole
in my earlier account of the country's decline. The process so far has becn
one of deterioration rather than catastrophe.) We have been spared the full
effect of our economic debacle by the magnanimiby of the worlds' bankers,
and this has softened the political and social repercussions. However, Muldoon
is now predicting thab the world economy will enter a full-scale depression
within the next year or fwo. If he is right, then this country is going bo
experience a crisis in the fullest sense of the word. In the meantime, there
is an obvious neced for a theorebical appraisal of the processes thab scem
destined bo result in such disastrous outcome.

This is where The Republican fits into this potbed history of Marxism in
New Zealand. Publication of The Republican covers bthe same decade as New
Zealand's disintegration. Naburally, the process of disintegration has pro-
vided the magazine with ibs subject matber. More than any other radical pub-
lication, The Republican has focussed single-mindedly on a Marxist analysis
of the political and economic convulsion that has been dominating life in this
countiry.  The main benefit of this is that it has established the beginnings
of an indigenous tradition for isolated Marxists, scabtered around bhe country,
to relate to,

Sometimes the Marxist nature of this analysis hasn'y been noticed, in some
cases because bhere are people who can't recognise a political bheory unless .
it hits them with polysyllabic jargon, bub also because the concepis are often
buried in the analysis. In this series of arbicles, I intend writing explicitly
about the concepbs; which means shifting the emphasis away from New Zealand
buy will clarify the methodology that I have been using. In one sense, this
series will be a vindication of Marxism. Bul at the same time, I am going
o be completely rubhless aboub it, culting away the dogma in order to
un¢over the concepts that have a lasting value.

(This scries on Marxism will continue in thenext issue: with a discussion of
the political and intellecbual ovigins of Marxism.)

AVAILABLE FROM REPUBLICAN PRESS, P.0O. BOX 22-263, OTAHUHU.

The Fletcher Challenge: Wealth and Power in New Zealand. Bruce Jesson. $4-
Children of the Storm. David Parkyn. $5-. Concrete Realiby. Tim Shad-
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philosophy, t?“ﬁ 11 materialls Ergels®  coni zibuai@ﬂ; not
Marg's. and took it word ?aw word from Hegsl, Clearliy,
thers ls soms vn%gﬁq; g te do, because Engels® philopophy is  called
*dizslectical metarial whareas Hegal's is an  extreme form of
idealiism. appavently Engels, 2nd following him Lenin, aimply

migunderstood the nature of the Hegellan dialectic. Among others, the
ftalian Mernist Luclo Colletti avgues this  in 'Marszisw  and Hegel’,
However, this dossn't entizely settle the matter weause  Hegel's
philogophy has s Lts theme the gosl of Re om in humén
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- Bruce Jeason.
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@ vidual coincide with
these of society as 2 whols. Hegel intendsd this as sn  scceptandte by
the indlividual of an oppressive reality. put  ir could also be
imterpreted as a call to revolution. (This i1z the meaning that Herbert
Marcuse stresses in 'Reason and Fevolution',) Hegel's philosophy views

humanity as hiztorical and histeory as human, It is a pevepective that
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Bngels® atbtempt Lo esteblish a materlalist disleciic invelved a
misunderstsnding 1 wntlty {in Hegelis syetenm) of thowght and
reality, and of "i@@ h@% St Y] ﬁné@zst nding and Reason.
Bngels ﬁ&ééa ds he derivation of
tha dial izcarded aome of
Hegel's theory: and the
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Being applying egual
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physice, barley graing snd thought, Engels seems o imsgine that these
examples constitute some sort of proof, but in themselves of course
examples prove nothing. Ultimately the lawe that Engeles clites ave a
matter of loegle. Yt stands o ressgon that . . . .

Bngels maintains that change ig basic to Being and that movement is
& property of matter. The origin of change is internal conflict. Any
entity contains within ;

2
3

salf itg own contradiction, this being the
driving force of a process of gelf development (e.g. the contradictlion
betwoen Capital and Labour is the driving foree within capltalism}.
Change ocouxs through a process of negetion, whereby oneé phase of
development 1s supsrcaded by the next.

Engels has been treated havehly by professional  phillosophers. in
particular, the ides of a dialectic of HRature has recelved seathing
treatment. The obvicus obdectlon {especlally frow an emplrielst
viewpoint}) iz to the ides of universal laws of Being -~ which by their
nature arve beyond the range of human sasxperience. There Lig also an
obvious objection to Engels’ agsamgtggﬁwahat the laws of change sre the
game for Wature as for humsn soclety - Br even that the same laws apply
Lo different types of human sogiety. Morsovery, wmany of Engels?
agsertions appear nongenszical or arbityery ~ 2.g. the aspertion that a
grain of barley iz negated during germination.

Within the Marwist tradition, the most freguent oriticism 1s of
Bngela® trestment of Hegel, Hegel was a systematic thinksr and his
system can’t be wrrenshed apart without destroying its coherence. The
disleetic can't lnoicelly be separated frow the idealism., (This ls the
arux of wy own argubent.) Coilettd hag  argued this  polnt  most
gtrongly, by maintsining that the dizlecti ie  integral to Hegel's
theology. Aooording  te Colletti, Hegel's wislon of & dynamic,
inherantly contradictory resiity iz intended to demonsivate  the
insubstantiality of matter and the existence of God. T think that
Callattl overstetes the case. Hegel's point iz that matter cannot  be
the source of phillosephicsl truth, n
Feverthelsses, Collsttl ls bapicelly vight,
very clogse to Hegel's ides of God, Mare
Nature does logically lmply some sort of pa ism. Bagel wvisuslises
the dialsctic az & process whaeveby an entity strives to achieve lts
potential., In humen scolety, the driving fores of this procsss is
human motivetion. But what could this driving force be in HNature,
without some divine prasence?

i

that it dossn't exist,
naafay 28 the dialectic is
4 Begel's dialectic of

Bngels® opinlone about philosophy marel reflect the breadth of
interest of a cultured, Hinsteenth C@&tw”* Burapsan gentleman, and are
toe  sketehy o dustilfy wmueh attesntion. Although Ergels’ wook
Panti-Duhringt war enormously imﬁ@r%&ﬁt in popularising Merziem, the
sBectlion on philosophy doesn't seenm to have had such ilmmediste lmpact.
In Burope, at the turn of the century, it was sssumed that Merxuism had
ng phllosophy of its own and could bs sttachad indiscerviminately to
other philosophies. It wae only in Ruszla that Engels® phileosophical
fragmente were talken seriously. There, the idea of a matexrialist
dialectic took off in Hegelien fashion, as though it had & 1ife of its
own, developing in a way that would probably have appalled Engels. The
initial damage was done by Plekhanov, the founder of Russlan Marzlsm,
who coined the term ‘dialesticel materiaslism®. Plekhanov aystematised
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Engels' comparatively haphazard popularisstion of Marxiem, turning 1t

inte an inteorated hody of zhée v, Dislecticsl materizlism became the

P
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T
hasis of this syvatem, ?f@vgﬁfng rhe gx; ss&yb&éz ngtifisat%an for e
theory of the entire higtoxy of humanity (historicsl materialism).
Lenin  regarded plaknanov’s interpretation af Harzism a8
authoritative (despite their theo i i aif = go  that

Plekbanov's version wag absorbed intc anin the xuling
ideoclegy of the Soviet state. In its fkﬁﬁi f v {85 cutlined in Soviet
vext books such as  'The Fundementals of Marxism-Lenlinism'), this
ié&aiﬁav ig mimilar in structure to Hegel's philosephy. Reality 1is

sumed to be rational, and governed by universal laws of Being. These
l&wg are the origin of a dialectic of history, moving from a state of
uncongcious harmony (primitive communism) through various formg of
class society, to a ptate of conscious harmony in a  future communist
soviety. Hegsl's theclogical terminslogy has been discarded, but it
Was never necessary anvway. And some of the terms have besen changed.
The dislectic of ideas has glven way to a history of class struggle.
The vonfliet betwsen humen conpolousness snd an oppressive soclety has
heen replaced by & conflict between the forces of production and the

relations of production (in plain language, the level of technolegy and
the property ayaten) . Havertheless, the oversil pyetam is
substantially Hegsllan, and tﬁ~“kﬁ"é &> in metaphyvslics,  And

rary pattern on human
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Marsizp-leaninism was
is largely residuel,
%@gxi%m {apd  even
pelf-conteingd theory
ohilosophy © the un ree ; ; in
muach of the cum§léﬁ&?y of Marux's theory aziqarz n the subtleties of
Hogelis dialectic -~ but 1t ls & move sophisticated usme of the dialsetic
than that of Engels, Plekhanoy or Lanin,

sed of Stalinism end iis influende today
: : : it im &  travesty of
Marz'ts work was &
on  no  external

gights and
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However that is & subject for a later article in this series.

T L T T U . L T

The Fletcher Challenge - Wealth and Power in New Zealand 18 still availe
able from Brute Jesson, PO Box 22-26%, Otahuhun, Aucklsnd &, for four
dollare.
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RECONSIDERING MARXISM (3). Continuing the series on ‘MarxiSm startéd in

Issue 51.. .

REFORM OR REVOLUTION - IS THAT THE QUESTION?
by Bruce- Jesson

In his writings about Nineteenth Century Paris, Marx gives the term
*1& boheme' a more indefjnite but much stronger = meaning than ° the

j'preseht use of"bohemian' "La boheme' :was used interchangably by Marx

with lumpenproletariat" to cover "decayed roues with dubious means of
sub51stence and of dubious origin, . : .. ‘ruined..ahd adventurous
of fshoots of the bourge0151e, .. . vagabonds,; --dischatged’ soldiers,
discharged jailbirds, escaped galley slaves, swindlers, ' .mountebanks,

' lazzaroni, pickpockets, tricksters, gamblers, pimps, brothel keepers,

porters,: litterateurs, organ-grinders;. rag-pickers, ' knife-grinders,
tinkers, beggars' 'La boheme referred to those on ‘the margins of

" society - “the whole .indefinite disintegrated mass thrown' hithetr *and

;‘th;the:" (l)

Anong this disintegrated mass were the professional revolutionaries.
Marx wrote about the relationship between revolutionary and bohemenlan
in a réview of a couple ©of boeks on-the Parisian = conspirators: ' "The

‘development of proletarlan conspiracies produced:a need for a division

of labour. Thelr members .were divided 1into occasional consplrators,
consplrateurs d! OCCaSlOD, i.e .workers who cakried on conspiracies“'only
in addition’ to thelr other employment, wha .only attended the meetings
and Képt themselves in readiness to appear at the assembly point {pon

ordefrs from the leader, and into professional c¢énspirators who devoted

their‘entife aetibity'to'the‘conspiracy and made ‘a living from it . . .
This class's p051t10n in life conditions its whole character from

" the outset.‘ The’ proletarlan conspiracy naturally offers them only very
'“1imiteéd and uncertain means '« of 1livlihood. . They are therefore

continually forced to dip their fingers into the conspiracy's treasury.
Many of them also come into direct COlllSlon with bourgeois. sociéty in

" general and cut:a more ;or less graceful = figure “before  the pollce
‘courts. They are lmpelled into the  circles which Parisi calls ' la
‘boheme, by thelr precarlous existence; which in regard to partlculars

is more dependent on chance -than: on;, their .own actions; by their

‘irregular life, whose only fixed. stops -are the WiﬁeShops -~ the

,consplrators meetlng places; by their inevitable associdtion with fall

kinds of dubiocus people. These democratic bohemians'’ of - proletarian
origin (there is alsoc a democratic boheme of ‘bourgeois ~origin, the
democratic loafers and bar-flies) are therefore either workers who have
given .up working and as a result have become dlssolute,' or elements
that stem from the lumpenproletariat and carry over all the dissolute
hablts of this class into their new life.. It can pe understood how
under these 01rcumstances ~a couple. of Jjailbirds -are to be found
involved in almost every. conspiracy trial. ! " s : ' S

“The ' whole life 'of these .professional ‘conspirators’ bears theé
character of the boheme most markedly." (2} =i

This - believe .it or not = 1is Marx's: description of "French
communism, the worklngclass republican movement that was descended from
the sans culottes of the French Revolution. At its height the French
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Revolution generated a social .radicalism, associated “with Jean-Paul

“! Ma¥at -and Jacdues Roux; and even a nascent communist movement around
Francois Babeuf and the Conspiracy of Equals. Filipo Buonarrcoti, a
friend and follower of Babeuf's. transmitted communism to Nineteenth
Century France, where it generated conspiratorial movements such as
Blancqui's Societie des Saisons. '

Louis-Auguste Blangui was the dominant flgure of French COommunism.

"In Walter Banjamln s opinion, "It is hardly possible to overestimate
“the revolutlonary prestige which- Blanqul possessed . . . e Before
" Lenin there was no one with-a clearer profile in the proletarlat. C (3}
' Marx acknowledged this: "The proletariat rallies more and more .around
revolutlonary socialism, round communism, for Wthh the bourgeoisie has
itself invented the name of Blangui." {4) And his derogatory comments
about the Blanqulst censpirators. in the book reviéew were tempered by a
tribute of sorts: "It is they who throw up and command the barricades,
organise the resistance, plunder the arsenals, lead in the seizure of
arms and munitions in homes, and in the midst of the insurrection carry
“out those daring coups which so coften cause disarray in the government
ranks. In a word, they are officers of the insurrection.”

This cOnSPiratorial milieu formed the background of Marx and Engels'
early’ pOlltlcal involvement. - In the 1840s they,belonged to a.communist
sect, the League of the Just later to become the Communist League,
which ﬁad developed in the 1830s in the large German - immigrant

‘communlty 1n_Parls., This phase of theixr lives lasted until about . 1850.
Early in-that year, Marx and Engels were involved with the, ; Blanquists
Adam and Vidille in a World-wide Society of Communist Revolutlonarles

Ite‘statutes stated, "The purpose of the society 'shall be the overthrow
of’ the privileged classes, the subjugation of these classes to the
dlctatorshlp of the proletariat by the waging of permanent revolution

pendlng the establlshment of Communism; whlch shall be the final form

of organleatlon for the human species."

‘However 1850 was also the year in which Marx and Engels closed -down
the Communlst League, and wrote their boék review about _the_,communlst
conspiracies.  This was prompted ‘by internal strlfe ., .about . :the
‘conspiratorial and unrealistic nature ‘of “communist polltlcs. But.. a

more fundamental reason . was. Marx's .assessment that there was no

immediate prospect of revoluticn, because of the growing prosperity of~

capltallsm. Marx spent the rest of his life studying pOlltlcal

economy ‘When he returned to political act1v1ty it was as an organlser-

of a mass labour movement, not as & communist COnsplrator -

‘George Lichtneim arguee_that Marx ceased to beé a communist  in  the
early 1850s anhd became instead the founder of a form of . democratic .
socialism (5). The revolutionary communist tradition believed "in.  the..

need for a revolutlonary dictatorship in order to establish the common.
owné¥ship of property. This vision ceased to be relevant in industrial
Eyrope. But the idea moved East to countries that were comparable to

revoluticnary France, and. in particular to Ru551a, where it was picked;.:-

up by Lenin.

Although Lichtheim overstates his case, he does have a point. - Tt

isn*t just that'Mar%fceased to be a practical revolutionary. in  185Q.
His theorising aboutarevolution mostly dates from then too, and is
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domindted by his:reflections on revolutionary. France,‘ Marx had etudied
the French Convention during his stay in Paris from 1843 5. And'he'was“
especially interested in. the process by which a polltlcal demoaratiCE
revolution spills over into a social, proletarlan revolution, Whlch 1s

thé stage. he.thought Germany was .. at. Lenin and Trotsky were also'
fascinated by revolutionary France, because of  the 51mllar1ty 'Wlth
Russiayand also because France provided a revolutlonary ‘mogel. ‘But

none of this is relevant to the process of change in ‘a complex modern:
democracy : o

AN I RRETLEVANT TRADITION?

It might be asked: what has all this got to do with New Zealand?
Nothing directly, .which is the reason I raise it. Since the importing
of Leninism in the twenties, a. nomlnal COmmltment to‘ revolutlon has
existed on the left-wing fringes of New Zealand’ pOllthS "’ This has
caused~nothing'but“trouble and confusion for the Left ever 51nce.

- Generally, this belief in revolution is nothlng more than an
unexamined prejudice, -derived. from the authorlty of Lenin. " Sometimes
it is batked by historical arguments {'there has never been an -example
of a peaceful rewélution’) but this is theoretlcally .1nva11d :history
never -proves anything. Often the commitment to revolutlon ‘is hedgéd
with 'qualification: it is conceded that there 15 ‘a p0551b111ty of the
revolution being peaceful, with the bourge0151e being responsible’ foér
‘any violence that might occur. Not that any of this matters toc much,
because no-one  discusses these things publicly, for fear of the
ridicule that: would eénsue: o T D

The Left's. commitment to.revolution is nominal, inasfar as it is

. reluctant to-. actually ~defend the idea. Yet in ‘other ways ‘the

revolutlonary ethos still permeates the structure and 1deology 'dffﬁfhe
‘Left.  The concept of a vanguard party, dlSClpllned and wlth ‘a unified

will, only ~ makes sense in a revolutlonary context L Iin
non-revolutionary New Zealand it ‘has produced an’ arxray of futile: sects,
that exist in an atmosphere of paranoia ,and secrecy. The damage

extends to the Left's rhetorlc,-whlch is off—puttlng for any potential
New Zealand audience. And it 1is embodled "in a series of political
concepts, such.as that the state is the organ of the rullng c¢lass. The
overall effect is to create little islands of semi- revolutlonary

-consclousness in.-a sea of mass indifference. .

The stock left- w1ng response to this line of ‘argumént’ is that"tne
revolutlonary tradition is 1nternatlonal, and not llmlted by national
boundaries. It is certalnly true that Marxiem is an 1nternatlonal

.political language that crosses cultural barriers, but this is because

of the level of abstraction of Marxist theory. It provides - a

.conceptual: framework  .which leaves out of account the cultural

differences between communities.. (Just as mathematicians, to use an
extreme -example, can communicate with each other across  the cultural
boundaries.)} - .However, there are some.aspects of Marxism that "are not
.international, but are specific to Nlneteenth Century Elurope. ‘*"This
applies not just to the revolutlonary tradltlon, but eVen to  sbme of
the terminology. Words like 'proletariat’ and 'bourge0151e are dated,
imprecise and lacking a clear meaning.
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fre” 1s only’ récently that the: Pakeha Left Has aknowledged that Maori
polltlcs has 'its own goals and cultural herltage " There has been no
eguivalent rec0gn1tlon ‘of New Zealand's identity yet.‘,Thel Left still
‘insists on acting as though 1t were part of an amorphous' 1nternatlonal
striggle; which 6nly makes it a foreigner in its .OWn' country." sup
Eﬁconferences ‘are festooned with ‘the ‘banners and rcons; ‘of revolutlonary
Russia. ' '"Thé Socialist Action League has turned into "a £riendship
society for Nicaragua and Cuba. Here and there, in places 1like .the
Auckland TUC, there are self-conscious pockets of workingclass
consciousness that appear totally unrelated to the suburbanl exrstence
of the New Zealand worker. In practice of #'¢ourse - there- are no
revolutionaries in New Zealand Everyone makes their compromises,
settiing elther for worthy llberal ‘Gauses ' or thé -routine of trade
‘unionism.” All that 'the revolutlonary 'rhetorlc hds done is erect
barriers: between the Left ‘and New Zealand socrety, and w1th1n the Left
‘1tself between reformlst and revolutlonary

‘

Now, I don't want to trivialise the matter. The reformlst/
revolutronary ‘argument does involve a basic issue of polltlcal theory
‘‘Marxism deals with social wholes All aspects of society are 'seen as
“Being inter-related; which means that change is seen in terms  of a
”total transformatron of socrety In contrast tradltlonal Labour Party
-pragmatlsm prefers the’ apparently more realistic approach of tangible
Eplecemeal change From a Marxist pornt ot v1ew,, such change . is
i'necessarrly subverted by the surroundlng capltallst totallty '

However, this thedretical difference has never been debated in New
Zealand, and has never in fact been the basis of the division between
the reformist and the 'revolutionary'’ Left. Members- of the communist
_sects are as pragmatlc,‘concrete and llnear in thelr__thlnklng as, . the
‘non-Marxist reformlsts Nor’ has there been any, discussion of .How a

' socral transformatlon mlght actually occur 1n a country such as ours.
'ReVOlutlonarles never consrder the process of revolution or what it
would c0n51st of. 'S 1larly, reformists never relate thelr isolated
reforms to any definite v151on of socrallsm o S ‘IL

“In- the New Zealand context the lelSlODS w1th1n the Left have been
:largely artlflclal dating to "the splits that occurred W1th1n the
’”European Left 1n the wake of the Russian Revolutlon These lelSlons
“iere to ‘some’ “extent ‘artificial in Europe too, belng cften englneered by
the Russian leaders through the agency of the Communist Internatiocnal.
In retrospect, the best that can be said about the revolutionary/
_ reformist argument 1s that both sides were”rlght " The reformists .. said
L“that the" revolutlonarles would create bureaucratlc monstronsrtre”‘w and
“they’ ‘did. 'And the revolutlonarles said that the reformrsts would sell
“out; and they always have. The result is ;the‘ present “state of

despondencyrand disarray of the international'Left.‘

In New Zealand Cat present we barely have a dlscernlblet‘Leftklat
“a1l.  One of the shocks of this Labour government has ‘been the way that
”:all have ‘collapsed ‘before 'it:'.the unions, . the, Labour Party
) organlsatlon, the Welfare 1ndustry.. There hasn t been suff1c1ent
socialist consciousness to prov1de a core of resrstance . to. the trite

Ccertainties of rlght-Wlng economlc theory
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'DISMANTLING THE BARRIERS.

Clearly there is some reconstructing to do.’ It isn't 'a matter of
starting completely from scratch. There  ‘are -hundreds of people
involved in radical polltlcs and thousands:more who take an interest.

- Whvat prevents this radical milieu functlonlng as an identifiable Left

is the divisions that criss-cross it. Common action sometimes occurs,

»i-on. the varjous liberal causes, but long-term communication is

1mpossrble across the barrlers

T ‘isn o onry the revolutlonary Left that erects barrlers " ‘Labour
Party soc1allsts c0nsprre to influence Labour Party affalrs, but " don't

f function as part of & wider socialist movement. . ‘Labour ' Network' is
4‘ava11able ta Labour Party members, rather than to the Left as a whole.

Many radicals akre sucked ‘in by the issue . orientation of New ‘Zealand
politics, and concentrate oh some special interest, Peace, ecology or
whatever, without partrcrpatlng in any broader ‘movement: In® some
‘cases, such as feminist and ‘Maori separatism, the barriers are erected
as a matter of:prlnc1ple, with 'the rest of the radical .milieu being
‘regarded as. part of the oppressive environment. o

. In Auckland especrally, radical pOllthS is- segmented lnto a series
of self contalned little groups. Some of these groups are ' influential
wrthln the wider context of establishment llberallsm But ‘they are
collectlvely futlle as a socialist alternatlveF Some of them ‘realise
this. Efforts are belng made to establish common action among the
communist sects. However this is too limited, ‘because it leaves the
main barrier intact. There would still remain that p01ntless division
between_the revolutlonary and reformlst Left
; Now, I am not 80 unreallstlc as to expect people to cease what ' they
are d01ng and form a common movement, and it ' isn't necessary anyway .
It would be- a cuff1c1ent 1mprovement if people just communlcated dcross

. the barriers. Roger Douglas has' at least prov1ded the Left with a

comnon purpose: he has impelled-everyone inte economids. There is now

.2 widely-recognised need for an alternative  socialist ~~ efonomic
» programme. . If handled properly, “the -.progess of economic discussion

could prove more 1mp0rtant than- any resultlng pollcy It could involve

. such thlngs as joint meetlngs,_the pooling of resources for “Yegearch,

people contrlbutrng to.each others publrcatlons.‘ It could provrde the
interaction znd shared interests that':would itself constltute a
socrallst alternative. ' ' :
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