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May Day Action by Proletariat

V.1. Lenin

A year has passed since
the Lena events and the first,
decisive upsurgence in the
revolutionary working-class
movement since the June Third
coup. The tsar’'s Black
Hundreds and the landowners,
the mob of officials and the
bourgeoisie have celebrated the
300th anniversary of plunder,
Tatar incursions, and the
disgracing of Russia by the
Romanovs. The Fourth Duma
has convened and begun its
“work”, though it has no faith in
that work and has quite lost its
former counter-revolutionary
vigour. Confusion and tedium
have beset liberal society, which
is listlessly making appeals for
reforms while admitting the
impracticability of anything even
approximating reform.

And now comes a May Day
action by Russia’s working
class, who first held a rehearsal
in Riga, then went into resolute
action in St. Petersburg on May
1. (0.S.); this action has rent the
dun and dreary atmosphere like
a thunderbolt. The tasks of the
approaching revolution have
come to the fore again in all their
grandeur, and the forces of the
advanced class leading it stand
outin bold relief before hundreds
of old revolutionaries, whom
persecution by hang men and
desertion by friends have not
defeated or broken, and before
millions of people of the new
generation of democrats and
socialists.

Weeks before May Day,
the government appeared to have
lost its wits, while the gentlemen
who own factories behaved as if
they had never had any wits at
all. The arrests and searches
seemed to have turned all the
workers’ districts in the capital
upside down. The provinces did
not lag behind the centre. The
harassed factory owners called
conferences and adopted
contradictory slogans, now
threatening the workers with
punishment and lock-outs, now
making concessions in advance
and consenting to stop work,
now inciting the government to
commit atrocities, now
reproaching the government and
calling on it to include May Day
in the number of official holidays.

But even though the
gendarmes showed the utmost
zeal, even though they “purged”
the industrial suburbs, even
though they made arrests right
and left according to their latest
“lists of suspects”, it was no use.
The workers laughed at the
impotent rage of the tsar’s gang
and the capitalist class and

derided the governor's menacing
and pitiful “announcements”;
they wrote satirical verses and
circulated them by hand or
passed them on by word of
mouth; they produced, as if from
nowhere fresh batches of small,
poorly printed “leaflets”, short
and plain, but very instructive,
calling for strikes and
demonstrations, and reminding
the people of the old,
uncurtailed, revolutionary
slogans of the Social-
Democrats, who in 1905 led the
first onslaught of the masses
against the autocracy and
against monarchy.

A hundred thousand on
strike on May Day, said the
government press the next day.
Bourgeois newspapers, using
the first telegraphed information,
reported a hundred and twenty-
five thousand (Kievskaya Mysl).
A correspondent of the central
organ of the German Social-
Democrats wired from St.
Petersburg that it was a hundred
and fifty thousand. And the day
after the whole bourgeois press
quoted a figure of 200,000—
220,000. Actually the number of
strikers reached 250,000!

But, apart from the number
of May Day strikers, much more
impressive—and much more
significant—were the
revolutionary street
demonstrations held by the
workers. Everywhere in and
around the capital crowds of
workers singing revolutionary
songs, calling loudly for
revolution and carrying red flags
fought for several hours against
police and security forces
frantically mobilised by the
government. And those workers
made the keenest of the tsar s
henchmen feel that the struggle
was in earnest, that the police
were not faced with a handful of
individuals engaged in a trivial
Slavophil affair,[2] that it was
actually the masses of the
capital’s working class who had
risen.

This was a really brilliant,
open demonstration of the
proletariat’s revolutionary
aspirations, of its revolutionary
forces steeled and reinforced by
new generations, of revolutionary
appeals to the people and the
peoples of Russia. Last year the
government and the
manufacturers were able to take
comfort from the fact that the
Lena explosion could not have
been foreseen, that they could
not have made immediate
preparations to combat its
consequences; this time,
however, the monarchy had
displayed acute foresight, there
had been ample time for
preparation and the “measures”
taken were most “vigorous”; the
result was that the tsarist
monarchy revealed its complete
impotence when faced with a
revolutionary awakening of the
proletarian masses.

Indeed, one year of strike
struggle since Lena has shown,
despite the pitiful outcries of the
liberals and their yes-men
against the “craze for striking”,
against “syndicalist” strikes,
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against combining economic
with political strikes and vice
versa—this year has shown what
a great and irreplaceable
weapon for agitation among the
masses, for rousing them, for
drawing them into the struggle
the Social-Democratic proletariat
had forged for itself in the
revolutionary epoch. The
revolutionary mass-scale strike
allowed the enemy neither rest
nor respite. It also hit the
enemy’s purse, and in full view
of the whole world it trampled
into the mud the political prestige
of the allegedly “strong” tsarist
government. It enabled more and
more sections of the workers to
regain at least a small part of
what had been achieved in 1905
and drew fresh sections of the
working people, even the most
backward, into the struggle. lt did
not exhaust the capacity of the
workers, it was frequently
demonstrative action of short
duration, and at the same time
it paved the way for further, still
more impressive and more
revolutionary open action by the
masses in the shape of street
demonstrations.

During the last year, no
country in the world has seen
so many people on strike for
political ends as Russia, or such
perseverance, such variety, such
vigour in strikes. This
circumstance alone shows to
the full the pettiness, the
contemptible stupidity of those
liberal and liquidationist sages
who tried to “adjust” the tactics
of the Russian workers in 1912—
13, using the yardstick of
“European” constitutional
periods, periods that were mainly
devoted to the preparatory work
of bringing socialist education
and enlightenment, to the
masses.

The colossal superiority of
the Russian strikes over those
in the European countries, the
most advanced countries,
demonstrates, not the special
qualities or special abilities of
Russia’s workers, but the
special conditions in present-day
Russia, the existence of a
revolutionary situation, the
growth of a directly revolutionary
crisis. When the moment of a
similar growth of revolution
approaches in Europe (there it
will be a socialist and not a

bourgeois-democratic revolution,
as in our country), the proletariat
of the most developed capitalist
countries will launch far more
vigorous revolutionary strikes,
demonstrations, and armed
struggle against the defenders
of wage-slavery.

This year’'s May Day
strike, like the series of strikes
in Russia during the last
eighteen  months, was
revolutionary in character as
distinguished not only from the
usual economic strikes but from
demonstration strikes and from
political strikes demanding
constitutional reforms, like, for
instance, the last Belgian
strike.[3] Those who are in bond
age to a liberal world outlook and
no longer able to consider things
from the revolutionary
standpoint, cannot possibly
understand this distinctive
character of the Russian strikes,
a character that is due entirely
to the revolutionary state of
Russia. The epoch of counter-
revolution and of free play for
renegade sentiment has left
behind it too many people of this
kind even among those who
would like to be called Social-
Democrats.

Russia is experiencing a
revolutionary situation because
the oppression of the vast
majority of the population—not
only of the proletariat but of nine-
tenths of the small producers,
particularly the peasants—has
intensified to the maximum, and
this intensified oppression,
starvation, poverty, lack of rights,
humiliation of the people is,
further more, glaringly
inconsistent with the state of
Russia’s productive forces,
inconsistent with the level of the
class consciousness and the
demands of the masses roused
by the year 1905, and
inconsistent with the state of
affairs in all neighbouring not
only European but Asian—
countries.

But that is not all.
Oppression alone, no matter
how great, does not always
give rise to a revolutionary
situation in a country. In most
cases it is not enough for
revolution that the lower classes
should not want to live in the old
way. Itis also necessary that the
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upper classes should be unable
to rule and govern in the old way.
This is what we see in Russia
today. A political crisis is
maturing before our very eyes.
The bourgeoisie has done
everything in its power to back
counter-revolution and ensure
“peaceful development” on this
counter-revolutionary basis. The
bourgeoisie gave hangmen and
feudal lords as much money as
they wanted, the bourgeoisie
reviled the revolution and
renounced it, the bourgeoisie
licked the boots of Purishkevich
and the knout of Markov the
Second and became their
lackey, the bourgeoisie evolved
theories based on “European”
arguments, theories that revile
the Revolution of 1905 as an
“intellectualist” revolution and
describe it as wicked, criminal,
treasonous, and so on and so
forth.

And yet, despite all this
sacrificing of its purse, its honour
and its conscience, the
bourgeoisie—from the Cadets to
the Octobrists—itself admits that
the autocracy and land owners
were unable to ensure “peaceful
development”, were unable to
provide the basic conditions for
“law” and “order”, without which
a capitalist country cannot, in
the twentieth century, live side
by side with Germany and the
new China.

A nation-wide political crisis
is in evidence in Russia, a crisis
which affects the very foundation
of the state system and not just
parts of it, which affects the
foundation of the edifice and not
an outbuilding, not merely one
of its storeys. No matter how
many glib phrases our liberals
and liquidators trot out to the
effect that “we have, thank God,
a constitution” and that political
reforms are on the order of the
day (only very limited people do
not see the close connection
between these two
propositions), no matter how
much of this reformist verbiage
is poured out, the fact remains
that not a single liquidator or
liberal can point to any reformist
way out of the situation.

The condition of the mass
of the population in Russia, the
aggravation of their position
owing to the new agrarian policy
(to which the feudal landowners
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had to snatch at as their last
means of salvation), the
international situation, and the
nature of the general political
crisis that has taken shape in
our country—such is the sum-
total of the objective conditions
making Russia’s situation a
revolutionary one because of the
impossibility of carrying out the
tasks of a bourgeois revolution
by following the present course
and by the means available to
the government and the
exploiting classes.

Such is the social,
economic, and political situation,
such is the class relationship in
Russia that has given rise to a
specific type of strike impossible
in modern Europe, from which
all sorts of renegades would like
to borrow the example, not of
yesterday’s bourgeois
revolutions (through which shine
gleams of tomorrow’s proletarian
revolution), but of today’s
“constitutional” situation. Neither
the oppression of the lower
classes nor a crisis among the
upper classes can cause a
revolution; they can only cause
the decay of a country, unless
that country has a revolutionary
class capable of transforming the
passive state of oppression into
an active state of revolt and
insurrection.

The role of a truly advanced
class, a class really able to
rouse the masses to revolution,
really capable of saving Russia
from decay, is played by the
industrial proletariat. This is the
task it fulfils by means of its
revolutionary strikes. These
strikes, which the liberals hate
and the liquidators cannot
understand, are (as the February
resolution of the R.S.D.L.P. puts
it) “one of the most effective
means of overcoming the apathy,
despair, and disunion of the
agricultural proletariat and the
peasantry, ... and drawing them
into the most concerted,
simultaneous, and extensive
revolutionary actions”.[1]

The working class draws
into revolutionary action the
masses of the working and
exploited people, who are
deprived of basic rights and
driven to despair. The working
class teaches them revolutionary
struggle, trains them for
revolutionary action, and
explains to them where to find
the way out and how to attain
salvation. The working class
teaches them, not merely by

words, but by deeds, by
example, and the example is
provided not by the adventures
of solitary heroes but by mass
revolutionary action combining
political and economic
demands.

How plain, how clear, how
close these thoughts are to
every honest worker who grasps
even the rudiments of the theory
of socialism and democracy!
And how alien they are to those
traitors to socialism and
betrayers of democracy from
among the intelligentsia, who
revile or deride the “underground”
in liquidationist newspapers,
assuring naive simpletons that

they are “also Social-
Democrats”.
The May Day action of the

proletariat of St. Petersburg,
supported by that of the
proletariat of all Russia, clearly
showed once again to those who
have eyes to see and ears to
hear the great historic
importance of the revolutionary
underground in present-day
Russia. The only R.S.D.L.P.
Party organisation in St.
Petersburg, the St. Petersburg
Committee, compelled even the
bourgeois press, before the May
Day action as well as on the eve
of January 9, and on the eve of
the Tercentenary of the
Romanovs as well as on April
4,[4]to note that St. Petersburg
Committee leaflets had
appeared again and again in the
factories.

Those leaflets cost
colossal sacrifices. Sometimes
they are quite unattractive in
appearance. Some of them, the
appeals for demonstration on
April 4, for instance, merely
announce the hour and place of
the demonstration, in six lines
evidently set in secret and with
extreme haste in different
printing shops and in different
types. We have people (“also
Social-Democrats”) who, when
alluding to these conditions of
“underground” work, snigger
maliciously or curl a
contemptuous lip and ask: “If the
entire Party were limited to the
underground, how many
members would it have? Two or
three hundred?” [See No. 95
(181) of Luch, arenegade organ,
in its editorial defence of Mr.
Sedov, who has the sad courage
to be an outspoken liquidator.
This issue of Luch appeared five
days before the May Day action,
i.e., at the very time the

underground was preparing the
leaflets!]

Messrs. Dan, Potresov
and Co., who make these
disgraceful statements, must
know that there were thousands
of proletarians in the Party ranks
as early as 1903, and 150
thousandin 1907, that even now
thousands and tens of thousands
of workers print and circulate
underground leaflets, as
members of underground
R.S.D.L.P. cells. But the
liquidationist gentlemen know
that they are protected by
Stolypin “legality” from a legal
refutation of their foul lies and
their “grimaces”, which are fouler
still, at the expense of the
underground.

See to what extent these
despicable people have lost
touch with the mass working-
class movement and with
revolutionary work in general! Use
even their own yardstick,
deliberately falsified to suit the
liberals. You may assume for a
moment that “two or three
hundred” workers in St.
Petersburg took part in printing
and distributing those
underground leaflets.

What is the result? “Two
or three hundred” workers, the
flower of the St. Petersburg
proletariat, people who not only
call themselves Social-
Democrats but work as Social-
Democrats, people who are
esteemed and appreciated for
it by the entire working class of
Russia, people who do not prate
about a “broad party” but make
up in actual fact the only
underground Social-Democratic
Party existing in Russia, these
people print and circulate
underground leaflets. The Luch
liquidators (protected by
Stolypin censors) laugh
contemptuously at the “two or
three hundred”, the
“underground” and its
“exaggerated” importance, etc.

And suddenly, a miracle
occurs! In accordance with a
decision drawn up by half a
dozen members of the
Executive Commission of the
St. Petersburg Committee—a
leaflet printed and circulated by
“two or three hundred’—two
hundred and fifty thousand
people rise as one man in St.
Petersburg.

The leaflets and the
revolutionary speeches by
workers at meetings and
demonstrations do not speak of

an “open working-class party”,
“freedom of association” or
reforms of that kind, with the
phantoms of which the liberals
are fooling the people. They
speak of revolution as the only
way out. They speak of the
republic as the only slogan
which, in contrast to liberal lies
about reforms, indicates the
change needed to ensure
freedom, indicates the forces
capable of rising consciously to
defendit.

The two million inhabitants
of St. Petersburg see and hear
these appeals for revolution
which go to the hearts of all
toiling and oppressed sections
of the people. All St. Petersburg
sees from a real, mass-scale
example what is the real way
out and what is lying liberal talk
about reforms. Thousands of
workers’ contacts—and
hundreds of bourgeois news
papers, which are compelled to
report the St. Petersburg mass
action at least in snatches—
spread throughout Russia the
news of the stubborn strike
campaign of the capital’s
proletariat. Both the mass of
the peasantry and the peasants
serving in the army hear this
news of strikes, of the
revolutionary demands of the
workers, of their struggle for a
republic and for the confiscation
of the landed estates for the
benefit of the peasants. Slowly
but surely, the revolutionary
strikes are stirring, rousing,
enlightening, and organising the
masses of the people for
revolution.

The “two or three hundred”
“underground people” express
the interests and needs of
millions and tens of millions,
they tell them the truth about
their hopeless position, open
their eyes to the necessity of
revolutionary struggle, imbue
them with faith in it, provide
them with the correct slogans,
and win these masses away
from the influence of the high-
sounding and thoroughly
spurious, reformist slogans of
the bourgeoisie. And “two or
three” dozen liquidators from
among the intelligentsia, using
money collected abroad and

1-15 He 2012

among liberal merchants to fool
unenlightened workers, are
carrying the slogans of that
bourgeoisie into the workers’
midst.

The May Day strike, like
all the revolutionary strikes of
1912—-13, has made clear the
three political camps into which
present-day Russia is divided.
The camp of hangmen and
feudal lords, of monarchy and
the secret police. It has done
its utmost in the way of
atrocities and is already
impotent against the masses of
the workers. The camp of the
bourgeoisie, all of whom, from
the Cadets to the Octobrists,
are shouting and moaning,
calling for reforms and making
fools of themselves by thinking
that reforms are possible in
Russia. The camp of the
revolution, the only camp
expressing the interests of the
oppressed masses.

All the ideological work, all
the political work in this camp
is carried out by underground
Social-Democrats alone, by
those who know how to use
every legal opportunity in the
spirit of Social-Democracy and
who are inseparably hound up
with the advanced class, the
proletariat. No one can tell
beforehand whether this
advanced class will succeed in
leading the masses all the way
to a victorious revolution. But
this class is fulfilling its duty—
leading the masses to that
solution—despite all the
vacillations and betrayals on the
part of the liberals and those
who are “also Social-
Democrats”. All the living and
vital elements of Russian
socialism and Russian
democracy are being educated
solely by the example of the
revolutionary struggle of the
proletariat, and under its
guidance.

This year’'s May Day
action has shown to the whole
world that the Russian
proletariat is steadfastly
following its revolutionary
course, apart from which there
is no salvation for a Russia that
is suffocating and decaying
alive.
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May Day to change the system

David Harvey

May Day is the occasion
we celebrate the grand
achievements of the workers of
the world in making our world a
far, far better place to live in.
There is, unfortunately, not too
much to celebrate these days.
The past 30 years are littered
with battles and skirmishes that
have resulted in defeat after
defeat for organised labour.

A capitalist class gone
rampant has now consolidated
its power to command or corrupt
almost all the major institutions
that regulate the body politic —
the political parties (of both left
and right), the media, the
universities, the law, to say
nothing of the repressive state
apparatus and international
institutions. The democracy of
money power now rules. Aglobal
plutocracy exerts its will almost
everywhere unchallenged.

So what is there to
celebrate? We would not, of
course, have what we still have
now (from pensions to the
remnants of reasonable health
care and public education) had
it not been for the labour
movement. But waxing nostalgic
over the undoubted
achievements and heroism of
the past will get us nowhere.

May Day should therefore
be about relaunching a
revolutionary movement to
change the world. The very
thought of doing that — even just
saying it and writing it down —is
as exhilarating as it is
astonishing.

But is this, too, a relic of
revolutionary rhetoric from some
bygone era? Or are we at one of
those curious points in human
history when the only
reasonable thing to do is to
demand the impossible? The
simultaneous stirrings of revolt
from Cairo and Damascus to
Wisconsin and the streets of
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London, from Athens to Lima,
from the murderous factories in
China's Pearl River Delta to the
factory occupations in
Argentina, from the revival of
rural rebellions in India to the
movements of shanty-town
dwellers in South Africa,
suggests something different is
in the air. An unstoppable
movement of global revolt,
perhaps, that says: enough is
enough! It is our turn, the
dispossessed and deprived of
the earth, to want and get more.

Alongside all  the
simmering protests,
innumerable practical

alternatives to endless capital

accumulation are being
explored — co-operative
movements, solidarity

economies and networks, food
security organisations,
environmental and peasant
movements, worker-controlled
collectives are all in motion. A
decentralised but substantial
movement of people across the
world already exists, seeking
satisfying and humane ways to
reproduce an adequate social
life.

This sprawling and often
chaotic movement bids fair to
take on the role that organised
labour once played. Animated
by autonomist and alternative
lifestyle thinking and with
marked preference for locally-
based and networked
organisational forms, these
movements, often backed by
a powerful but insidious NGO
culture, have trouble
combining and scaling up to
translate their often fecund
local schemes into a global
strategy to deliver an adequate
and healthy social life to the
6.8 billion people now on
Planet Earth.

Where we can go depends,
of course, very much on where
we are now. So what are the
revolutionary possibilities — and
even more importantly, the
revolutionary necessities — of our
time?

We are, | believe, at an
inflection point in the history of
capitalism. The compound rates
of growth that have prevailed over
the past two centuries are
increasingly difficult to sustain.
Is continuous compound growth
(at a minimum rate of 3 per cent
ayear) in perpetuity possible in

8

1-15 He 2012

Debt Crisis and Demostrations in latin America

a world that is already fully
integrated into the capitalist
dynamic? The environmental and
social consequences are bad
enough but the potentially deadly
geo-economic and geopolitical
competition over markets,
resources, land and uses of the
atmosphere is even scarier.

Zero growth is a necessity
and zero growth is incompatible
with capitalism. The necessity
is, therefore, that we must all
become anti-capitalists.
Alternative ways to survive and
prosper must be found. That is
the imperative of our times. This
is what we should commit to on
this May Day.

The crisis of 2007-9 and its
aftermath constituted a warning
shot. That crisis, many say,
constituted a game-changer for
how politics and the economy
might work. But nobody seems
to have a clear idea of what the
new game might be about, what
its rules might be, and who might
guide it in what direction.

The bankruptcy in creative
ideas today contrasts radically
with earlier crises. In the 1930s,
for example, a major shift in
economic thinking,
Keynesianism, underpinned a
radical reorient- ation of state
apparatuses and policies in the
core regions of capitalism. It
produced relatively strong and
stable economic growth from
1945 to 1968 or so, in North
America and Europe.

I[ronically, these were
years when the top marginal tax
rate in the United States was
sometimes as high as 92 per

Demostrations in 1930

centand never less than 70 (thus
giving the lie to those who claim
that high marginal tax rates on
the rich inhibit growth). These
were also years when organised
labour did reasonably well in the
advanced capitalist countries.

While decolonisation
throughout the rest of the world
proceeded apace, the spread
and, in some cases, imposition
of economic development
projects brought much of the
globe into a tense relation with
capitalist forms of development
and underdevelopment
(prompting a wave of
revolutionary movements in the
late 1960s into the 1970s, from
Portugal to Mozambique). These
movements were resolutely
resisted, undermined and
eventually rolled back through a
combination of local elite power
supported by US covert actions,
coups and co-optations.

The crisis years of the
1970s forged another radical
paradigm shift in economic
thinking: neoliberalism came to
town. There were frontal attacks
on organised labour
accompanied by a savage
politics of wage repression. State
involvement in the economy
(particularly with respect to
welfare provision and labour law)
were radically rethought by
Reagan and Thatcher. There
were huge concessions to big
capital and the result was that
the rich got vastly richer and the
poor relatively poorer. But,
interestingly, aggregate growth
rates remained low even as the
consolidation of plutocratic
power proceeded apace.

An entirely different world
then emerged, totally hostile to
organised labour and resting
more and more on precarious,
temporary and dis- organised
labour spread-eagled across the
earth. The proletariat became
increasingly feminine.

The crisis of 2007-9 sparked
a brief global attempt to stabilise
the world's financial system using
Keynesian tools. But after that
the world split into two camps:
one, based in North America and
Europe, sees the crisis as an
opportunity to complete the end-
game of a vicious neoliberal
project of class domination: the
other cultivates Keynesian
nostalgia, as if the postwar growth
history of the United States can

be repeated in China and in other
emerging markets.

The Chinese, blessed with
huge foreign exchange reserves,
launched a vast stimulus
programme building
infrastructures, whole new cities
and productive capacities to
absorb labour and compensate
for the crash of export markets.
The state-controlled banks lent
furiously to innumerable local
projects. The growth rate surged
to above 10 per cent and millions
were put back to work. This was
followed by a tepid attempt to
put in motion the other pinion of
a Keynesian programme: raising
wages and social expenditures
to bolster the internal market.

China's growth has had
spillover effects. Raw material
suppliers, such as Australia and
Chile and much of the rest of
Latin America have resumed
strong growth.

The problems that attach
to such a Keynesian
programme are well-known.
Asset bubbles, particularly in
the "hot" property market in
China, are forming all over the
place and inflation is
accelerating in classic fashion
to suggest a different kind of
crisis may be imminent. But also
the environmental
consequences are generally
acknowledged, even by the
Chinese government, to be
disastrous, while labour and
social unrest is escalating.

China contrasts markedly
with the politics of austerity
being visited wupon the
populations of North America
and Europe. The neoliberal
formula established in the
Mexican debt crisis of 1982, is
here being repeated. When the
US Treasury and the IMF bailed
out Mexico in order to pay off
the New York investment banks
they mandated austerity. The
standard of living in an already
poor country fell by nearly 25 per
centover five or so years. By the
end of the century Mexico had
more billionaires than Saudi
Arabia and Carlos Slim was
soon to be declared the richest
person in the world in the midst
of burgeoning poverty.

This is the fate, along with
perpetually high rates of
unemployment and stagnant
wages that awaits populations
in the West, unless there is
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sufficient political resistance and
popular unrest to reverse it. It is
a politics of dispossession, not
only of assets but of hard-won
political and civil rights.

Behind this there lies a
sinister history. When Ronald
Reagan assumed the
Presidency in 1981, he
drastically reduced the marginal
top tax rate from 72 to 32 per
cent while lavishing all manner
of other tax advantages on the
corporations and the rich. He
launched a huge deficit-financed
arms race with the Soviet Union.
The result was a rapid increase
in the debt. David Stockman,
Reagan's budget director, then
gave the game away. The aim
was to so run up the debt as to
justify gutting all the social
programmes and environmental
regulations that had been
imposed on capital in preceding
years.

When Bush Jnr came to
power in 2001, his Vice-
President, Dick Cheney,
repeatedly asserted that
"Reagan taught us that deficits
do not matter". So Bush cut
taxes substantially on
corporations and the rich. He
fought two unfunded wars
(costing close to a trillion dollars)
and passed a costly drug
prescription law that favoured big
pharma. Abudget surplus under
Clinton was turned into a sea of
red ink under Bush. Now the
Republicans and the Wall Street
faction of the Democrats
demand the debt be retired at
the expense of social
programmes and environmental

regulations.

This is what plutocratic
politics has been about these
past 30 years: raise the rate of
exploitation on labour, plunder
the environment mercilessly and
collapse the social wage so the
plutocrats can have it all.

Yet the two greatest
problems of our time, according
to the millennium goals signed
by almost all countries in the
United Nations, are the potential
for ecological collapse and
burgeoning social inequalities.
But in the United States there is
a persistent movement to
exacerbate both problems.
Why?

Capital throughout its
history has long sought to evade
certain costs, to treat them as
"externalities" as the
economists like to say.
Environmental costs and the
costs of social reproduction
(everything from who takes care
of grandmother and the disabled
to child rearing) are the two most
important categories that capital
prefers to ignore. Two hundred
years of political struggle in the
advanced capitalist world forced
corporations to internalise some
of these costs either through
regulation and taxation or
through the organisation of
private and public welfare
systems.

The early 1970s was a high
watermark in the advanced
capitalist world for environmental
regulation (in the USA the
establishment of the
Environmental Protection
Agency and the Occupational

1-15 He 2012

Safety & Health Administration,
for example) and state and
corporate welfare schemes (the
welfare state structures of
Europe).

Since the 1970s, there has
been a concerted effort on the
part of businesses to divest
themselves of the financial and
political burdens of dealing with
these costs. This was what
Reaganism was all about.
Simultaneously, the high
mobility of capital (encouraged
by the deregulation of finance
and capital flows) permitted
capital to move to parts of the
world (Asia in particular) where
such costs had never been
internalised and where the
regulatory environment was
minimalist.

Meanwhile, the preferred
means for seeking solutions to
the key problems of
environmental degradation and
global poverty — the liberalised
markets, free trade and rapid
growth and capital accumulation
favoured by the IMF, the World
Bank and leading politicians in
the most powerful countries —
are precisely those which
produce such problems in the
first place. The problem of global
poverty cannot be attacked
without attacking the global
accumulation of wealth.
Environmental issues cannot be
solved by a turn to green
capitalism without confronting
the corporate interests and the
lifestyles that perpetuate the
status quo.

If capital is forced to
internalise all of these costs then
it will go out of business. That is
the simple truth. But this defines
a convenient path towards an
alternative to capital. What we
must demand on May Day is
that capital pay its social and
environmental dues and debts in
full. Organised labour may lead
the way. But it needs allies from
among the precarious workers
and the social movements. We
might be surprised to find that,
united, we can make our own
history after all.

David Harvey is a
Distinguished Professor at
the Graduate Center of the
City University of New York.

For several weeks now a
student revolt has shaken the
neoliberal consensus imposed
for many years by the Quebec
and Canadian governments. It
was sparked by the
announcement of a new, 75
per cent increase in university
tuition fees.

Since its announcement
inthe 2010 Quebec budget, the
media lackeys of the Liberal
government have attempted to
present this measure as
inevitable. But behind this
claimed inevitability we find an
eminently political decision
expressed in what the finance
minister terms a “cultural
revolution,” and the
international economic
authorities refer to as an
“austerity budget.” Whatever
the name given to it by
governments, it clearly and
definitively involves the
dismantling of public services
aimed at privatizing what
remains of the commons.

The student movement
has focused on the issue of
tuition fees and the
commodification of the
universities. However, it is not

Student’s Struggle

Declining Welfare
State & Its Effect
on Student’s

unaware that this measure is
integrally linked to a larger
project affecting elementary and
secondary education, the
healthcare sector and the
unfettered development of
natural resources. Our
resistance to the Quebec
government's  neoliberal
measures has to take into
account all of these sectors,
establishing a social link that
enables us to speak of a
community.

The government is trying to
compartmentalize our strike by
saying its tuition hike is designed
to get the students to pay their
“fair share.” However, the
students have attempted from the
outset of the strike to say that
their policy goals went beyond
the framework of a strict
accounting and corporatist
exercise with the government. Of
course we want to see the
government cancel this tuition
fee increase, but at the same
time we want to challenge the
economic imperative that
informs the policies of our
governments.

Ifitis to do this, the student
movement cannot remain alone,

and must be joined by all of the
forces that make up our society
and make it live - whether it is
the workers in healthcare,
education and social services;
the workers locked out by Rio
Tinto and laid off by Aveos,
victims of unfettered capitalism;
the casual employees of the
Couche-Tard convenience
stores, denied the right of
association; the women faced
with Conservative threats to their
rights; the elderly forced to work
longer; or the Indigenous
peoples seeing a new
colonization that pillages the
territory remaining to them.

From the student strike to
the social strike

The striking students are
aware of their inability by
themselves to force the
government to retreat from these
various measures. Hence the
necessity for the student
movement to be joined by all
social forces in our fight against
Finance Minister Bachand's
cultural revolution. We are not
appealing here for some
superficial support, with a few
union full-timers writing a news
release repeating for the

umpteenth time their support for
the student struggle. On the
contrary, we are calling for a
convergence of the Quebec
people as a whole in opposition
to the cutbacks and the
commodification of social
services and our collective
rights. Only a generalization of
the student strike to the
workplaces can make this
convergence effective. It is
therefore a call for a social strike
that we are issuing to the
population as a whole!

The government's response
to the students is to muzzle
them through the courts and
police truncheons. The
education minister is making
daily efforts to break the strike
that the students voted for
democratically. Our best
response to the hardening of the
state's management of the strike
is to widen it, to render
impossible any isolated
repression. Let us stop fearing
the laws that fetter our
discontent, let us collectively
disobey and go together into the
streets of Quebec. Alone, this
disobedience will be
marginalized and repressed by

the government. But if all
sectors of Quebec society act
together the government will be
unable to rely on the courts.

We must build this social
strike from the bottom up, by
initiating a discussion in the
workplaces on how to desert
our day-to-day occupations.
Let us call for general meetings
in our local unions to discuss
the possibility of instituting
such a strike.

Let us contact the
community groups in our
neighborhoods, to hold
citizens' assemblies on the
social strike. These
assemblies are the expression
of our capacity to deliberate
together and to build a
movement that goes beyond the
limits established by the elite.

May the streets,
occupied for two months now,
become the expression of our
collective refusal.

The government is now
scared, it is ready to yield. Let
us seize the moment to insert
a key into the gears of the
cultural revolution and defend
a society that puts people
before profit.
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