COMMENTS ABOUT THE MANIFESTO OF LEFT UNITY by Phil Sharpe
The comprehensive critique of the Left Unity manifesto has already been elaborated and incorporated into Socialist Standpoint. However some additional comments can be made about the completed version of the manifesto. The finished manifesto is a document that does outline the arguments for a left-wing and socialist vision of society in a more systematic manner. In general its policy proposals can be supported and defended. But it is necessary to also indicate some important omissions and deficiencies that could discredit our cause. The first issue relates to the section about ending the war on terror. What is not mentioned in this section is our opposition to the reactionary policies and actions of radical Islamic groups like ‘Islamic State’. These organisations are effectively mercenary gangs and carry out systematic persecution and repression of adherents of the Christian religion, secular forces in Syria and Iraq, and opposition to the Shite followers of Islam. We should argue that the only basis to promote human emancipation is by the struggle for socialism and democracy in global terms. We should also make explicit that we are for freedom of choice in relation to religious faith, and for the separation of Church and state. This does not mean that we have a fully worked out programme in relation to religion but we do have to outline our position of opposition to reactionary actions being carried out in the name of religion.
The section on Internationalism is limited in two important senses Firstly, the view that: “We stand for peace and equality between peoples and against imperialist wars, military intervention and the exploitation of other countries for economic gain.” This standpoint is flawed because it does not outline the understanding that only with the advance of international socialism will it be possible to develop relations between countries based on the principles of peace and equality. If capitalism continues then the connections between countries will be based on the dynamics of exploitation and domination. This situation is an expression of the expansionist logic of an economic system based on the private ownership of the means of production. Hence if we are to realise peace and equality in practice, as opposed to this aim being merely a moral commitment then the aim of any revolutionary regime within the UK will be to support the struggle for world socialism. Only in this manner can we establish a situation in which the wars promoted by capitalism can become a relic of the past. (This perspective was outlined in detail in the initial article on the Left Unity Manifesto)

The initial Manifesto has been radically changed on the question of the European Union. The revised Manifesto still retains the call for rejection of withdrawal from the European Union but this is approach is presented in the most negative terms: “But we recognise that the EU in its current form is a club of bankers and big business. It imposes neoliberal economic policies across Europe which increase the exploitation of ordinary people and attack our welfare provision.” If this situation is what characterises the EU then it would seem logical to make the call for withdrawal from the EU! However what is omitted from this argument, which is reinforced by a vague call for a different Europe, is a constructive perspective to unite the working class of the EU against austerity and for the struggle or socialism. Instead the national isolationist sentiments of the comments about the EU are reinforced by the call to retain the pound instead of adopting the Euro within the UK. Thus the comments on the EU tend to support the standpoint of national prestige rather than adopt truly principled internationalism.
What is totally absent from the manifesto is mention of the Scottish national question. We would suggest that the only principled approach is to support the right of self-determination for Scotland. Instead the Manifesto adopts a position of complete ambiguity in order to avoid controversy.

But what is the most glaring omission from the manifesto is any mention of the possibility and capacity of working people to be able to unite to transform society. Instead the Manifesto adopts an assumed perspective that a Left Unity government would implement measures and policies in the interests of the working class. This approach implies support for ‘socialism from above’. The left wing party in government would act on behalf of working people in order to promote the creation of an alternative form of society. Such an approach implies that the working class is not able to overcome its subordinated position within capitalism in order to collectively act as the historic agency of change. Instead the working class is assumed to be the ‘victim’ of the system that is powerless and unable to organise against capitalism in the interests of socialism. Thus the prospect of socialism becomes what an enlightened elite can realise. What is not acknowledged by these pessimistic assumptions is that the standpoint of ‘socialism from above’ has been an historic failure. Virtually all of the societies based on a one party dictatorship have been replaced by a process of the restoration of capitalism. It has not been possible to realise socialism in a situation in which popular democracy has not been realised. However the Left Unity Manifesto upholds its own form of support for socialism from above because the aims and policies of the Manifesto are not connected to the elaboration of the role of collective self-emancipation. Instead the approach of the Manifesto is based on indicating the moral inferiority of capitalism when compared to the elitist version of socialism envisaged by Left Unity. What is not asked in relation to this defence of this narrow standpoint is how can Left Unity envisage becoming popular in relation to defence of this elitist stance?

The reason for this scepticism about the working class is simple. The working class is assumed to be nationalist and more concerned with immigration than issues with socialist dimensions. In fact we cannot dodge this issue, and we have to accept the apparent accuracy of this pessimistic viewpoint. This situation is because continual defeats in the class struggle has eroded the vestiges of socialist culture and led to demoralisation. Furthermore the limitations of the trade union bureaucracy has contributed to this situation. It would have been possible for the trade unions to lead a campaign against austerity over the last five years, and this would have led to renewed confidence and militancy within the working class. Instead the trade union leadership prefer the implementation of austerity rather than lead mass struggles with an uncertain future. The result of this situation is that right wing populism that scapegoats immigration as the major problem of society gains credibility. Instead of ignoring this ideological problem, or accepting the supposed conception of the reactionary nature of the working class, we need the development of a principled Marxist party that can act to propagate the necessity of the unity of the working class against austerity and capitalism. What is not needed is the creation of a Marxist party that capitulates to the reactionary moods within society. Instead we need a party that promotes the view that the working class can be an agency of socialist change. But the Left Unity Manifesto does not adopt this perspective and instead develops a programme that has many policies but does not outline how they can be implemented. Most specifically the Manifesto does not address how collective action in favour of its aims can be realised. In other words the Manifesto lacks the confidence that socialism can be possible because it cannot envisage the revolutionary possibilities of the working class. Instead the working class is effectively conceived as a ‘reactionary mass’.
As an alternative to this effective pessimism we would argue that the forces of Marxism can unite in terms of propagating opposition to austerity. All the governments that will be elected in May 2015 will be based on support for austerity. It is possible to develop effective propaganda that will result in mass support for a campaign of opposition to the new government. But the credibility of this campaign will only be possible if the forces of Marxism overcome their effective scepticism about the capacity of the working class to engage in collective action and instead develop a strategy that will promote the possibility of the development of a mass movement that can oppose bot austerity and capitalism. It will be argued by opponents of this viewpoint that it will be difficult to generate a movement of opposition to austerity because of the prevailing mood of demoralisation and the prevalence of reactionary views within society. This criticism does have validity because it cannot be denied that the very lack of militant action in the past few years has given rise to defeatism about the prospects of success in the class struggle. Hence it will be very difficult to win the argument in favour of mass mobilisation and the possible success of the Labour Party in the election has also facilitated the influence of calls for moderation. However it would be foolish to listen to the calls to let a possible Labour government resolve the problems of capitalism. The Labour Party acts in terms of what is in the interests of capitalism rather than the requirements of the working class. This is precisely why it is necessary that the working class is not limited by past traditions and instead acts in accordance with the demands generated by the present situation of crisis. The point is that we cannot resolve the crisis by relying on changes within capitalism or the actions of government. Instead the point is that the present situation can only be dramatically resolved by the working class acting on the basis of its own initiative and capacity to create its own agenda of potential change and transformation of society. In other words the only social force that is capable of bringing about the progressive development of society is the collective activity of the working class. If this mass action does not occur the economic and political situation will not improve. The capitalist system cannot automatically resolve its own crisis, contrary to what the politicians claim. Measures to tackle the debt will only worsen and not resolve the problems of society. Ultimately only the collective action of the working class can express the possibility to bring about improvements by the promise of introducing a socialist society.
However there are two major objections to the above perspective. Firstly, the working class is considered by many sceptics not to be what it was in the past. The contemporary working class is said to reject the importance of trade unions, or is divided by different levels of skill or the possibility of social mobility. It is also said to be prejudiced and obsessed with the issue of immigration. However this apparent nostalgia for the working class of the past ignores the fact that it could be militant and yet also supporters of the British Empire. The working class of the UK was never revolutionary – apart from the exceptional situation in 1926 – and yet it was capable of engaging in tenacious mass struggles. This heritage has not been ended by social changes or rising levels of affluence. The growing level of white collar work is often badly paid and just as alienating as blue collar employment. But there has been a dramatic decline in levels of trade union membership. This situation would seem to be unfavourable for the development of a mass movement against austerity. But what is ignored by this pessimism is that the generation of mass action led by the trade unions could result in massive increases in membership and lead to the growing confidence that collective action can bring about constructive results. Instead of promoting this perspective the union leadership prefer to repress any calls for opposition to austerity and public expenditure cuts. The central problem in relation to the difficulties of developing mass struggle is created by the inertia o the union bureaucracy. We need a different leadership responsive to the rank and file if resolute struggles are to be generated. Failing this possibility we need to increase the pressure of the membership of the unions to force the leadership to call action. A general strike against austerity is required. Ultimately we need a general strike against austerity within the EU.
Any success in the struggles will raise the question of the type of society that is required in order to advance the interests of working people. This development raises the second problem. For the supporters of the present capitalist system argue that the alternative of socialism is unpopular, and so eventually people have to accept the actuality and credibility of what exists rather than engaging in false wishes about an imaginary future. This type of ideological defence of existing society is effective as long as the majority of people do consider that capitalism is superior to any other historical alternative. However, principled Marxists believe that the very process of mass struggle, combined with the influence of the ideas of revolutionary Communism, can start to convince people that the alternative of socialism is necessary and possible. Marxism is also able to indicate that the very development of capitalism has created transitional forms within society that are a possible prelude to the promotion of an alternative society. What changes these transitional forms from a potential condition to actuality will be the role of revolutionary practice. Indeed the organs of struggle will express important features of the alternative to capitalism. Consequently socialism will remain unpopular as long as the process of mass struggle does not develop and instead the demoralised condition of mass consciousness remains influential. This present unfavourable situation does not mean that Marxists should reject making propaganda for socialism because it is apparently a futile task. Instead we should intensify our efforts to argue for revolutionary alternatives to capitalism and also outline a strategy for mass struggle. In this manner Marxism can become a possible impetus to the promotion of mass struggle against austerity. Nothing is to be gained by Marxism effectively rejecting the task of arguing in favour of class struggle and for socialism. We urge that Left Unity should be more energetic in arguing for a revolutionary programme and for socialism.
