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On the lnternotionol Situotion

New Twist in the
lmperiolist Knot
By the Revolutionary Communist Party, USA
The dramatic and sudden collapse question posed for resolution, a new
of long-existing state structures in factor with immense implications
Eastern Europe in late 1989 and for world affairs.
early 1990 underlines the basic truth If Marxism-Leninism-Maoism
of the observation in the Declara- enabled the revolutionary commution of the Revolutionary Interna- nists, as expressed in the aforementionalist Movement, adopted in tioned Declaration, to see most
1984:
clearly the impermanence of the
"The post World War 2 world is existing woild order and the underrapidly coming apart at the seams. lying stresses and strains that. were
The international economic and threatening to tear it asunder, it is
political relations, the 'division of also true that Marxism-Leninismthe world'
established through Maoism never claimed a capacity o

imperialist powers' inexorable compulsion to further expand, and all of

foretell the future. The actual march
of events will always prove richer,
more complex, variegated and surprising than the predictions of any

ultimately be resolved by world war
between rival blocs, unless revolu-

theory. Nevertheless, it is against the
actual course of events that any ttre-

world war had also led to revolu-

-

2
to the

and in the aftermath of World War

no longer corresponds
-needs
of various imperialist powers
to 'peacefully' extend and expand
their proht empires.... The very

logic

of the imperialist system and
revolutionaries is preparing a
situation. The contradiction

the

new

between

the rival bands of imperialists,
between the imperialists and the

ory which claims to be scientific
must be tested, and the revolutionary
communists do not shy away from,
such a critical evaluation.
At the turn of the decade of the

proletariat and the bourgeoisie in the 1980s, the Revolutionary Comimperialist counEies, are all likely in munist Party, USA (RCP,USA), as is
the coming period to express them- well known, put forward its belief
selves by the force of arms on an that world war would most likely
unprecedented scale."
break out in the course ofthe decade
Many of the elements that unless prevented by revolution in
appeared most permanent and large and/or strategic parts of the
unshakable in the post World War 2 world. And, if not prevented, world
world, including the boundaries of war would, in tum, give rise to revooppressed nations, between the

the different European countries lutionary struggle throughout the
themselves, stand revealed as merely world. This analysis was made on
provisional, temporary and (from a the basis of our understanding of the
world historic point of view) transi- dynamics of imperialism and our
tory phenomena. Even the most observations of the contemporary
unthinkable modification of fron- world situation: (l) that the network
tiers, the reunification of an imperi- of international relations established
alist Germany hitherto divided into through World War 2 (the "division
two antagonistic war blocs, is no of the world") was no longer
longer simply a matter for conjec- favourable to the continuing expandture, nor even the hidden agenda of ed reproduction of capital. This netWest German revanchists or a battle- work had increasingly stood as a
cry of die-hard reactionaries: it is a limit in the way of the different

these powers needed to break up the

existing framework and establish a
new one more favourable to them;
(2) two imperialist blocs (one led by
U.S. imperialism, the other by
Soviet social-imperialism) were

increasingly in conflict with each
other

each one standing as the
immediate and direct obstacle !o the

-

other's expansion efforts. History
had shown that such conflicts would

tion imposed its own resolution of
these contradictions, and that each

tionary advances. Mao Tsetung and
the revolutionary comrades of the
Chinese Communist Party had been

clearly stressing this point with
increasing urgency in the years
immediately preceding the reac-

tionary coup d'etat following Mao's
in t976; (3) finally, the actual
course of events followed by the
imperialist states through much of
deatlr

the 1980s and the period immediate-

ly preceding indicated that the two
blocs were on such a collision
course towards world war. This was

reflected in the political, military,
ideological and cultural realms as
well

in particular wittr the rise of

"Reaganism"
in the United States
and the aggressive pursuit of the
Soviet imperialiss' project as well,

most notably the invasion of
Afghanistan in 1979 and the subsequent war there. It was in this context that the RCP,USA analysed that
the principal contradiction in the
world was between the two imperialist blocs.
World war had ceased to be
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"unthinkable" and became a practi-

Soviet blocs
that have resulted in
a temporary and partial mitigation of
this contradiction and put off for a

these conditions, our Party sought to

frontation between these imperialist
blocs. But we should not lower our
guard and flip to the other side,
ignoring or underestimating the very
real, deep-going, and still intense
contradictions between these imperi-

"sound

tle alarm" to the proletariat

as to the danger

of such

a conflagra-

tion and to call on the proletariat and
the peoples to strive to avert such a
catastrophe through stepping up rev-

olutionary struggle.

In retrospect, events have not
rorked out in the way we had forerseen. And like others throughout the
world, we are overjoyed that such a
war has not taken place. The breakneck drive to war of the mid-1980s

(the implantation of the Euro-

missiles in Germany, the shooting
down of the jet airliner KAL 007

over Soviet airspace, the ever
increasing decibel level of sabre-rattling) has given way to the situation

today which in many ways appears
as the mirror opposite: the climate

of

dangerous rivalry between the two
superpowers has been replaced, on
the surface at least" by a new era of
"muhlal understanding" between the
U.S. and the USSR. The "cold war"

officially declared over.

lo

has been
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diction between the U.S. and the

cal plan of the imperialist ruling
classes to which, to a large degree,
other domestic and foreign policy
goals were subordinated. Under

Certainly public perception

day's reality. At the same time it is
wrong and dangerous to mistake the
appearance for the essence of things.
The world most definitely has not
entered into a new era of peace and
ranquility. Instead we are seeing an
.rverall intensification of the basic

rontradictions in the world and a

deepening of the crisis of imperialism. In our opinion, ttre orientation
of the Declaration,lhal these contraldictions are moving to a point where
they will be resolved by the force of
arms, also remains trtue. The most
important factor to recognise and
seize hold of in tlu new internation-

alframrwork is the more favourable
'conditions
for revolution in the

-

certain time a direct, all-out con-

alist blocs and the continuing danger
of world war."t

The current situation is a result
both of the overall intensification of
contradictions and a shift, however
temporary and partial it may prove,
in the relative weight of the major
contradictions in the world (the contradiction between the imperialist
powers, the contradiction between
the imperialists and the oppressed
nations and the contradiction between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie in the imperialist and capitalist countries. The other major contradiction of the era of imperialism,
between socialist states and imperialism, is currently inoperative as a
result of the restoration of capitalism
in the previously existing socialist
states.)

In Eastern Europe it is easy to see
the results of many different contradictions at work. First, while the
cold war has been declared over and
the U.S. and the USSR are indeed
negotiating, collaborating and con-

niving over how to best exploit
some of the countries of the region,
it is also true that the previous rivalry that existed between these imperi-

alist powers has not disappeared and

is raking new forms. U.S. imperialism has been able to introduce pow-

erful forces closely linked to it into
the govemment structures of several
of these states. The Western bloc, for
the time being, has made use of the
discontent of the masses with the old
regimes, but it is also acutely aware

of the need to prevent such turmoil

tervailing phenomenon: tle intensification of imperialist conflicts witlrin each of ttrese blocs. This is most

in
East and the West
- tothethe spectre
in relation
of a reunitclear

ed imperialist Germany.

The West German ruling class had

never renounced, even formally, its
claim to represent all of what was

prewar Germany (which includes
not. only East Germany but large
chunks of other countries as well,

especially Poland). But until

Gorbachev began o send out "feelers" about the possibiliry of German
reunification as early as 1987, such a
goal seemed impossible except as a
direct result of victory in another

world war.
For geographical and historical
reasons, Germany's natural "sphere
of influence", the region where it
invariably seeks to establish its
hegemony and shore up its base for
broader world conquest, is in Eastern Europe. A reunified Germany
means not, only the merging of East

Germany into the West German
imperialist machine, it means providing much of the fuel for this
machine (the most vital being the
labour of the proletariat) from the
more backward countries of Eastern
Europe. This includes especially
Poland and other areas in and outside the present borders of the USSR

of
that today form
-thecountries
Soviet imperialist empire.
part

Ultimately, tlis reality hardly augers

for peace between a voracious
Germany and the Soviet Union.

Quite the contrary, it was the desire
for Germany to seek its natural "living space" in the East that was one

of the decisive features pushing
Hitler's Germany toward war with
the then socialist Soviet Union. But
at present the Soviets seem to feel
that their interests are best served by
allowing the German jackals o feed
on East European meat in the hopes
that, in return, this German machine

from developing into a genuine rev-

Bob Avakian, Chairman of the

will be so mighty that it

olutionary movement. This aspect

even the Soviet economy out of its

Central Committee of the RCRUSA,
summed up the party's past views
this way:

bears resemblance to the role played
by the revisionist parties in the West,

morass and, furthermore, that
Germany's eastward links will

who were used to bolster Soviet
interests while striving to contain
and suppress genuine revolutionary
sruggle.

loosen it from the Western alliance.

"First of all, we were correct in
stressing the real and heightening
danger of world war. Second, it is
true that things did not work out the
way we had anticipated, and there
have been shifts in world contradictions
and in particular the conEa-

Furthermore, the very fact that the
contradiction between the U.S. and
the Soviet Union has been partially
mitigated opens the door to a coun-

world as awhole.

-

can pull

For the moment, most of Germany's Western allies have officially
expressed support for the reunifica-

tion of Germany, and it is true that
the entire Western bloc benefits
from the weakening of the Soviet
bloc. But as reunification becomes
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less of a propaganda ploy and more
of a program for action, Germany's
friends and allies in the West
become more and more openly

real barriers to their capacity to fua-

form to the needs of the different

matically depart from the existing

national capital formations they preside over. These strategic needs and

frightened. The essential condition
Gorbachev has posed for the reunification of Germany is the elimination
of Western troops from within its
borders. Although it is unclear to
what extent Gorbachev will be able
to impose his conditions for reunifi-

example, West Germany's growth
has come on the basis of its parrrership within the Western imperialist

cation, a short-term compromise
would not change his medium-range
goal of a Germany decoupled mili
urily from the U.S. And a reunited

Germany without U.S. or Soviet
troops is a different Germany than
that of today, and would be a major

order without calling these vital relationships into question as well. For

empire. Thus it is difficult to see
how any durable and viable redivision of the world could take place
without the violent recasting of a/,

imperialist relationships and a new
order being brought about on the

a

peaceful redivision of the world, that

is, a decisive redrawing of

the

of influence of the different
imperialist powers and of the netspheres

work of links between them, without
the violent conflict between rival
imperialist blocs.

What we understand about the
workings of imperialism and l€nin's
basic teachings on the subject iugues
strongly against the possibility of
peaceful division. While it is true
that the objective need for a new
redivision affects all the imperialist
powers, this same need presents
itself to each imperialist power in
differing and often opposite ways.
What is a favourable redivision for

one power

is generally a very

unfavourable division for is rivals.
It is certainly true that the Soviet
rulers have a number of short and

even intermediate-range interests
which, as pointed out earlier, overlap

especially with those

of

West

German imperialism. But fundamentally the opposite is the case: each of
these powers needs its own hegemony over Central and Eastern Europe.

Furthermore, both West Germany
and the USSR have their own
already existing relationships with
other states (blocs) which constitute

However much individual ruling
class figures might prefer to march
forward on the road of peaceful redivision and joint exploitation, the
underlying conflicts between differ-

while the possibility of further significant, even dramatic, realignments in the current world balance
cannot be ruled out, it is necessary
to see such shifts and realignments
no, as the beginning of a new spiral
which holds within it the possibility
of a new round of dynamic develop-

By "durable" or "viable" redivision of the world, we mean one
which could allow a whole new spi-

realignment would represent

direction and then in another.

different powers.

ral of imperialist growth and development, such as that which has

Germany with all which that entails
vis-a-vis the npo existing imperialist
blocs would represent a significant
shift in imperialist power relations.
The problem remains whether such a

"invisible hand" pushing governments and statesmen first in one

ent imperialist states is bound to

stage than that of today.

The prospect for a reunified

will continue to assert

themselves and play the role of the

only basis possible for imperialists,
that of the relative strength of the

actor on a substantially different
Can the World be
Peacefully Redivided?

interests

marked most of the post-World War
2 period. And it is nothing less than
a protracted and sustained period of
capitalist development which could
accomplish the miracles that are

being called for: modernisation of
the backward economies

of Central

and Eastern Europe, the development of vast new markets for con-

sumer goods

in these countries

(which would imply a radical raising
of living standards for at least a
major section of the people), and a

corresponding intensification of
imperialist exploitation in the Third

World. All this is supposed to trke

reemerge

all the more sharply.

So

ment but as part of tle conclusion
ttre existing spiral, as a reflection

of
of
the fact that the current division of
the world is no longer adequate for
the expanded reproduction of capital, East or West. The RIM Declaration makes reference to Stalin's
famous quote of World War 1 about
"tying all of the contradicrions in the L
world into a single knot and throwing them onto the scales for resolu- o
=
tion". Today's situation is not the T
resolution or "denouement" of the o
imperialist knot, but rather its

place without disturbing the powers
already seated at the imperialist banquet table
P1s'1ss, Britain, Japan,

tightening and the further internvining of the opposing trends of the

etc.

proletarian revolution. Recent events

-

It is clear that at least some of the
governmental and ruling class
spokesmen are drunk with this delusion. In particular this is true of the
German imperialist ruling class who

believe they may have at last found
their way out of their long-standing

dilemma

-

how to pursue their

strategy of German reunification and

"living space" in the East
while saving their homeland from
the virtual destruction that a fullscale war between the two rival
blocs, fought to no small degree on
German territory, would entail.
According to press accounts, even
the dour Chancellor Kohl is full of

drives toward imperialist war and

ital". That is to

say, their policies

and strategy must ultimately con-

s
=

(o

do not argue for a protracted, (o
"peaceful" expansion of the imperi- a
alist system but rather for a period of (rt
intense turmoil and conflict out of
which a new alignment of world
relations will be born.
More Favourable Grounds
for Revolution

obtain

vigour and optimism these days...
But whatever different rulers East
and West may believe, their soul, to
paraphrase Marx, is the "soul of cap

d

The fact that the collision course
between the two rival imperialist
blocs has been temporarily mitigated

creates new conditions governing
the revolutionary process in different
countries and the world as a whole.
There are certainly some unfavourable elements to the new situation,
for example, that certain imperialist
powers now feel less restricted in
their aggression against the
oppressed nations and counries (the
Panama invasion is a recent case in
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point). However, the main implication for revolutionary sfuggle is the
opposite: the conditions are more

Russian peoples and the central

favourable for the proletariat and the

authorities, the inevitable sacrifices

oppressed peoples.
One of the nro main pillars of the
imperialist system in the past period,

that are being demanded of the pro-

the USSR, is undergoing tremendous internal upheaval. The only
ones who can be disheartened by the
difficulties of this great enemy are

those who continued to believe
against all evidence that the revisionist USSR has been a friend of
the oppressed peoples, or at least a
"lesser evil" than the U.S. whose
conflict with this latter power is sup-

posedly in the interests of the
oppressed. The capacity of the
USSR to intervene against revolu-

tion is, at least temporarily, dramatically reduced, and this becomes a
favourable factor for challenging tlre
existing order in all of the Soviet
empire and beyond.

Furthermore, the political influ-

of the USSR and its ability o
mislead the masses has also under-

ence
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gone dramatic changes. While
Gorbachev is quite popular with
bourgeois public opinion in the
imperialist West, the political
authority of the USSR has been

selves, the dramatic heightening of
the contradiction between the non-

letariat in the "restructuring" drive
of these factors have awak-enedallsleeping
peoples to political
life and created the circumstances in
which the programs and political

platforms of different classes and
tendencies can be examined by the
If even
the most rudimentary steps can be
taken now toward the establishment
of a genuine proletarian revolutionary vanguard, then the possibility for
a real revolutionary opening cannot
masses and tested in practice.

be dismissed.

In Eastern Europe, many of the
in the USSR,
but there are also many differences
that stem from the existence of different states and nations as well as
from the historical circumstances in
which the East bloc was created
(i.e., East Europe became pafl of the
same factors exist as

socialist camp not as a result of revolution in these countries but basically due to the victory of the Soviet
Red Army against the Nazis). As the

RIM Declaration points out, little
socialist transformation was actually

greatly undermined elsewhere as the
nature of the USSR as a capitalist
power standing opposed to the interests of the oppressed peoples is all
the more evident. Forces like George
Habash of the Popular Front for the
Liberation of Palestine @FLP) who
have long served as apologiss of the

carried out. in these countries. The
collapse of these exploiting regimes
offers the best opening for revolutionary advance in this region since
revisionism consolidated its hold in

Soviet social-imperialists are very

from the Brink

quiet these days, and all the more so
as the USSR steps up is collaboration with Israel itself. Today, it is

very difficult to justify one's own
capitulation through reference to a

supposedly larger interest represented by the USSR; still less is it possible to hold out the hope of Soviet
"aid" as the key to advancing the
liberation struggles.
Nor should we underestimate the
potential for upheaval in the Soviet
Union itself taking on a more revolutionary character. It is true that the
ideological and political weight of

the mid-1950s.

Gorbachev Steps Back
The current turn in world affairs is
essentially due to the policies adopted by Mikhail Gorbachev within the

Soviet Union and internationally.
Upon coming to power, Gorbachev
inherited a Soviet imperialist system

marked by a colossal military

vening reigns of Andropov and

Chernenko did not break in any
decisive way with "Brezhnevism".
The Brezhnev period of "stagna-

tion" was, of course, not only

an

economic phenomenon. It was also
marked by important advances on
the part of the Soviet imperialists in

their conflict with the U.S. And it
had repercussions in all other
spheres as well. The notorious lack
of political and intellectual liberties
under the Brezhnev form of bourgeois dictatorship, the rampling on

the national rights of the nonRussian nations making up the
USSR, even the Russo-centric political and ideological atmosphere
engendered by Brezhnev & Co,
were all part of a package whose
core was preparations for an all-out
military confrontation with the Wesi.
bloc.
When Khrushchev came to power
through a reactionary coup d'etat in
1956 he declared his intention to
"peacefully compete" with the West
and made many grandiose boasts of

how he would "bury" the West
through victory in this peaceful
competition. The building of the
Berlin Wall was perhaps the most
dramatic illustration of this view.
The East bloc would be "walled off'
economically and politically from
the West even though it would continue to interpenetrate in a single
world economy, in the Third World

for example. The "socialist" system
would triumph not by destroying the
West but by beating the West at "its
of
own game"
- the construction
modern imperialist
states with a
standard of living for broad sections
of the masses that only the privileges of imperialism could guarantee.

But such a competition was bound
to fail. The division of the world that

by the Western imperialist war
machine. This massive military

existed in the post-war world was
highly unfavourable to the new
rulers of the Soviet Union, despite
their hegemony over a number of
not-insignificant countries of Eastern Europe, especially East Germany. More importantly, the Soviet
bloc did not have the same kind of

Khrushchev and Brezhnev-style

buildup is an essential reason for

neocolonial empire that the U.S. had

revisionism is heavy indeed, and this
makes it very difficult for the emer-

what Gorbachev called the economic "stagnation" in the USSR during
the Brezhnev period (that is, the

rue that the calling into question of

period following the fall of
Khrushchev up to Gorbachev's

established in the wake of World
War 2. Even in countries where it
was able to gain a foothold, for
example, in the state sector in India,
the weaknesses in its own capital

the form of rule by the rulers them-

ascension to power). The short inter-

formation prevented the social-

gence

of a

genuine Marxistit is also

Leninist-Maoist line. But

machine. Estimates are that war
preparations consumed 207o of the
Soviet gross national product, which
represents much more (in relative
terms) than the resources consumed
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imperialists from being able to

in

Soviet expansionary pressures
would inevitably meet with resistance from other powers. Similarly,
the Western powers themselves

home markeL In other words, piecemeal advances by the Soviet imperialists were not enough to enable it to

could not be permanently bound by
the existing division of the world.
First, the "cards" had been dealt out
unevenly to the Western players.
Although some, like West Germany,

compete on a world scale with its

have done well acting within a new

rivals.

set of connections and linkages
within the U.S. empire, ultimately
these powers, too, must seek to increase and consolidate their own
spheres of influence. These pres-

invest on the scale necessary to profit fully from these opportunities and,

l.urn, use the superprofits that
could be garnered in a place like
India to fuel new dynamism in the

Indeed, the "peaceful competi-

tion" became more and more onesided throughout the decades of ttre
1970s and 1980s, especially in economic terms. Even so, Brezhnev's
challenges to the West bloc made
considerable headway, for example,
in Angola, Ethiopia, etc. And U.S.
imperialism had been significantly
shaken by its humiliating and costly
defeat in Vierram.

The whole imperialist system,
East and West, was increasingly
confronted with the built-in limits to
its profit-engendering capacities;
both blocs continued to -lurch ahea_{
but at rates and from a surting pdint
determined by what had gone before
(especially the division of the world
rthey had inherited). Furthermore, the
'massive war build-up carried out by
ithe U.S. and the USSR in particular
would have very different (and temporarily, at least, opposite) effects on
Ithe home economies. The U.S. "perverse recovery" of the Reagan era
was fueled in large part by a massive

military buildup while the Soviet
economy was already burdened
down by military expenditures even
before the decibel level jumped at
the beginning of the decade (taking

'the Afghanistan invasion as a start-

ing point).
The problem for the Soviet leaders
was never one of "guns or butter".
Then, as now, the Soviet ruling class
could only make their political, economic and military decisions within
piuameters determined by the workings of the imperialist system itself.
Once the decisive step of transforming the formerly socialist state into a
capitalist one had been taken, the
leaders of such a system were not

and could not be free to choose
whatever path of development and
whatever form of competition with
the West they might desire. In other
words, their imperialist nature itself
pushed them into a course

of chal-

lenging the hegemony of the U.S.
imperialist bloc.

sures, however, took place and acted

through a bipolar framework which
pitted the whole Western imperialist
bloc against the Soviet Union and
its allies. In other words, France and
W Germany, while ultimately competitors of U.S imperialism, sought
to advance their own independent
imperialist interests through alliance
with the U.S. fiust as the U.S. had
carried out its takeover of the British
Empire not by going to war against
Britain but in great measure while it
was Britain's ally in World War 2).

Furthermore, in the very important
case of West Germany, the "natural"

sphere of influence (including a
large part of the historic "home
base" itself, East Germany) was
solidly (or so it seemed!) anchored
in the Soviet orbit.
Qualitative Nature of
the Division of the World

it is not correct to
of the world only as
a quantitative parcelling out of difFurthermore,

see the division

ferent spheres of influence.

It

also
has a qualitarive element as well, in

that only a redivision of the world
provides the necessary impetus to a

whole new round (or spiral) of

logical mobilisation of the masses

that accompanies war may (if things
go well for them) enable the imperialists to intensify exploitation and
clamp down on the proletariat. All
this is part of the wrenching process
of reorganisation of capital.
At the same time, the altered capital base of the imperialist countries
interacts with new modes of control
over and penetration of the colonies
and neocolonies. The integration of

colonies into a new global frame-

work enables imperialist capital to
both more profitably expand and
restructure internationally and to
further transform production relations in the oppressed countries to
meet its requirements.z

The Brezhnev program was not
based on the hypothesis of long-term

peaceful competition with the West.
His massive military expenditures
were a reflection of the fact that the
defence of Soviet "real socialism"

(ie, social-imperialism) would rely
on force and ultimately offered the
only real prospect. for their triumph
over the West. These expenditures
were a type of "investment" which
mortgaged the present against hopes
for the future.

But such investments could not
endure indefinitely. By putting ever
increasing tension on the contradictions of Soviet society the Brezhnev
policies threatened to blow up in the
face of the ruling class. The explo.
sion of contradictions seen in the
perestroika years of Gorbachev did
not come out of the blue; the pressure had long been building. When

Gorbachev came to power he was
confronted with the choice between

continuing Brezhnev's policies
with the very real likelihood of the
outbreak of war in the immediate
perid ahead
or making a radical

-

imperialist development through the
further centralisation of capital and
the destruction of inefficient capitals
and their reintegration into others.
This need, also, would make itself

departure from the basic course the
country had been on for some time.
It is also necessilry to recall the

felt in the West as well as the East.
War, and the process of going into
and coming out of it, plays a decisive role in all of this. This is not
only because large amounts of productive capacity are destroyed but

By all accounts, relations between
the USSR and the U.S. were, as
Shevardnadze put it at the time, at

also because war enables the imperi-

alist state, to a large degree, to
directly organise production along
the most rational lines. Also, very
importantly, the political and ideo-

international situation

when

Gorbachev came to power

1985.

in

their worst point since World War 2
quite a statement considering all

-the extreme moments of conflict
between the two powers in that period (the Berlin airlift, Korean War,

Cuban missile crisis, etc.). The U.S.
ruling class, through the adoption of
"Reaganism", had made it clear that
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it intended to pursue its own program of militarisation and confrontation with the Soviets at wharever cost.

In fact, Reagan presided over the

biggest military buildup in world
history. And it was not a question of
the production of war materiel alone

the U.S. had been pursuing the
-Soviets
across the board: its efforts
to destabilise Nicaragua's Sandinist
regime, the introduction of a new
generation of nuclear-tipped missiles
in Europe in 1983, the invasion of

in history, but chance itself is not
"blind": underlying laws of motion
are expressed througft chance
events. While any one "incident"
need not have started a third world
war, these two collision paths would
inevitably give rise to one such
"incident" after another until a war
did break out. This is one reason

why

it is not correct to treat thd

whole post World War 2 period as an

indistinguishable block in which a
more or less constant and unchang-

ing danger of war exists simply
of

Grenada to depose a pro-Soviet

because of the general tendencies

regime, and so on.

imperialism.
While the possibility of the outbreak of woild war cannot be ruled

It is never completely clear to

,what extent various representatives
of the ruling class are conscious of
the direction in which ttreir policies

are heading. Some historians, for
example, claim that Hitler was surprised at the British declaration of

out at any time, this possibility can
become either relatively remote or
acutely imminent at a given time. To

deny this, to act as though there is
no particularity to the development

war following his invasion of of contradictions or that they can
only all intensify in a one-dimenboth believe nuclear war was sional way, is bound to lead to errors
inevitable? Late in his term, when in assessing the situation and in
Poland. Did Brezhnev and Reagan

"Reaganism" had taken a severe

beating by the Iran/Contra scandal,
Reagan himself professed his supto
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posed concern (without naming
names) that some of his inner circle

believed in the "inevitability of
nuclear war". Yet several years
before his "conversion" Reagan had
declared before a group of Christian
fundamentalists that he expected to
see "Armageddon" (the biblical pre-

developing a policy in relation o it.
This can take the form of the error
mentioned earlier of denigrating the
very real danger of war that did exist
in the period in question by reducing
it to the permanent, if residual, dan-

ger of conflict that exists under
imperialism. Or such an argument'
can take an opposite form

consid-

diction of massive fire and the

ering the danger of the outbreak
of
war always imminent, always occu.
pying the same relative importance

destruction of the Earth) "in his life-

compared to the other contradictions

1i6s"

-

at age 70! Certainly,

Reagan had made his "firmness", his
ability "to push the button" if necessary, one of the main images he presented to the public. Both Reagan

and his inner circle were clear that

their policies brought with them

a

real risk of the outbreak of war, and
they accepted such a risk.
In the final analysis, however, 0re
subjective understanding of state
leaders is of far less importance than

in any given period. Such a view
would turn the danger of the outbreak of world war into a "holy
ghost", always present but never
tangible. In reality, the two views are
not as different from each other as it
appears.

But if it is true that it is ultimately
underlying laws, and not the decisions of statesmen, that determine
questions of war and peace, it is true
too that history is made by human

the momentum their policies give
rise to. The point is that both the
U.S. and the USSR were clearly
anchored on a war course in the
period from 1979 to 1986. Indeed,

beings, even if they do not make it
according to their will alone. And it
is clear that at a number of key junctures the state leaders did make decisions which backed away from the

the fact that a war did not take place
in that period is, to some degree, a

precipice of world war. Our Party
has already raised some points o{
self-criticism in relation to this

matter of chance, for any one of a
number of "incidents" could well
have started the chain of actions and
reactions leading to allout conflict.
Chance does play an important role

point. Specifically, we underestimat-r
ed the degree o which the massive

of the ruling classes when they were
confronted with the questions of ini-

tiating a war they could win.

Furthermore, the imperialists had
more freedom of action, more
manoeuvreing room, than we had
previously believed.

History has proven that imperialists will shrink before no crime if
they feel that the existence of their
class and its "vital interests" are at
stake. At the same time, they are
also acutely aware of the Pyrrhic

nature of any victory that would

come at the expense of the complete
or virtual desEuction of their home
base. Indeed, one of the most alarm-

ing features of the 1980s was the
imperialists' continual efforts to
solve this dilemma, to find a way of
surviving, winning and reconstructing on the basis of nuclear holocaust. (Militarily this took different
forms, such as the U.S.' stepped-up
search for t}te miracle weapon, "star
wars", that would free it to obliterate
its enemy wittrout suffering the consequences, or the "miniaturisation"

of nuclear weapons, developing

smaller, more accurate missiles and
warheads that could be more sharply

focused on military targets in the
hopes of making such weapons more
"usable". Of course, no one could be
sure how "survivable" such a nuclear war could be, but even the most
optimistic commentators wrote of
hundreds of millions of deaths.)
The rulers of the USSR and the
U.S. were confronted with the stark
reality of where their path was heading. And, indeed, this sober reckoning played a major role in influencing the choices to proceed along a
different path. This was particularly
the case when Gorbachev came to
power, but once he showed a desire
to slow down the immediate drive
towards war, the U.S. imperialists
also were quick to take up his offer,
for the U.S. too confronted the problem of the difficulties of surviving
and winning a nuclear war.
Reserves

As already pointed out, the fact
that the imperialists were able to
choose a different path is also a
question for analysis. In other'
words, bo_th blocs of imperialists,
seemedlo have more capacity to

destruction caused by nuclear

adapt, more "reserves", than we had

weapons would influence the actions

previously thought. An analysis of
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lhs "reserves" of the U.S. and Soviet U.S. imperialism could have been
blocs is outside the scope of this overtlrown.
aflicle and must be the subject of , One can anticipate the objection
further study. Still, a few points can that with such qualifications the very
be noted. First, it is important to concept of "reserves" has become so
stress that "reserves" is a relative lnebulous as to lose all value. No,
question. For an imperialist ruling -this is not fte case. It is possible to
class, "reserves" are those economic,

political, diplomatic and military

factors which they can mobilise to

enable them to meet exceptional
requirements and weather extraordinary difficulties. It is most definitely
not like a "reserve tank" of gasoline
that can be turned on when the other
fuel is used up and, in trrn, will continue to function for a clearly predictable period of time. For example, the lack of revolutionary struggle of the proletariat and oppressed

peoples or their errors can also
become a "reserve" for the ruling
class in times of crisis, and a most
important one at that!
There is no time when the imperi-

alists are completely "without
reserves". This is another way of
saying that imperialism, however
shaken and battered, will not fall of
its own weighq nor

will the outbreak

of war ever be "automa1ig"
- ofi1
would come about as a result
underlying tendencies and compulsions expressing themselves in con-

nection with and through interna-

tional events and concrete actions

taken

by the principal

srates

only collusion exist. For example,
even in the midst of war itself both
tendencies can be clearly seen. In
World War 2 the U.S. and Britain
were allied against the German bloc,

understanding to concretely analyse
the motion and development of the

it is clear that this alliance was
full of contention, as ttrese two rivals
each pursued different and highly
conflicting guls through the course
of their collaboration (or collusion)
against the other bloc. Similarl"y,
even while the Allied and the Axis

imperialist states, the underlying
weaknesses they face, as well as

bloc were in a life and death battle
for world supremacy, the two sides

understand the basic laws governing
the functioning of imperialism, and

it is possible on the basis of this

"the reseryes" they are able to draw
upon, and on this basis to develop
revolutionary strategy and policies
aimed at hastening the overthrow of
these beasts. That such analysis can
never be made with the same precision as a mathematical axiom does

not make it any less scientific
like all science it can only reflect
reality partially and like all science
it must continue to advance through
practice and the struggle between
the correct and the incorrect so as to

reflect reality more fully and completely. Furthermore, while all of
nature and society are in a constant
strte of change, human society (and
thus the world situation) are more
dynamic, changing and complex;
thus perception and analysis of peo.
ple cannot help but lag behind, to a
greater or lesser degfee, the actual
transformations taking place.

involved.

The corollary point must also be
Collusion and Contention
made: there is no specific level of
"reserves" which will guarantee that
Collusio+ and contentio[ are
the imperialiss will survive any par- .oBlo$tes in tne- dialsctical sens-si
ticular period of crisis or zo, go to 'that is, like all opposites, they interwar. Our Party has analysed that an penetrate with each other and can,
important factor enabling the U.S. under certain circumstances, transruling class to weather the storm form ttremselves into tlreir opposites.
provoked by the Vietnam war and
Collusion and contention always
the rise of a powerful revolutionary
exist between imperialist powers;
movement within the borders of the this conradiction is itself an expresU.S., most especially the Black lib- sion of the inherent tcndency in cap
eration movement" was its remaining italism of competing capitals to botl
economic, political and military attract and repel each other, and
reserves, connected with its position
whose very conditions of existence
at the head of a global empire. This demand the existence of other capiis certainly the major factor, for tals even though these capitals are
example, in the U.S. imperialists' inevitably locked in a battle to
ability, for a time, to pursue the destnoy each other. Capital stands as
Vietnam war while enabling the liv- one pole of a contradiction opposite
ing standards of broad strata in the labour (the proletariat), but it also
U.S. to rise. But it would be a seri- has contradiction within it. Marx
ous mistake to conclude from this captured this dual nature well when
that a full-scale revolutionary situa- he referred to the capiulist class as
tion could not have emerged in that i'an operating.frateroiry of thieves".
period or that it is inconceivable that
At no tlme can only contention or

but

colluded at important junctures
tle interests of proletarian
revolution and the Soviet Union.
Britain and Germany worked jointly
against

against the interests of the revolution

in Greece. Similarly, the policies of
the U.S. and Britain toward a "second front" were also governed, to no
small degree, by their desire both to
see the then socialist Soviet Union
bled and weakened by Germany (in
the early years of the war) and
(especially after the Red Army had
dealt Hitler a decisive blow) to min-

imise revolutionary advances sure to
accompany Hitler's defeat by rushing the Allied imperialist armies to

Berlin.

Ultimately, the relationship

between imperialist powers, and all

the more so between imperialist
blocs, is determined principally by
contention and only secondarily by
collusion. This, too, is rooted in the
fact that capital can only exist as
many, conflicting capitals. But what
is principal in a general sense does
not determine which aspect of the
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relationship between imperialist a
states is dominant, or principal, at tt
any moment in international affairs.

Opposites can and are transformed
into each other and this can take
place more rapidly, violently and
repeatedly as the contradiction itself
is heightened. The principal aspect
determines the nature of a contradic-

tion at any given time and in this
sense it can be said that the current
international situation is marked
more by collusion between the U.S.
and the USSR than by their contention. But it is also true that both

contention and collusion can
increase, even

if the relationship

between these two opposites undergoes change.

In today's situation collusion

has

become a more important factor in

world affairs, and even the con-
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tention between the imperialist powers is taking place lo no small extent

through and as part of their collusion. Even so, today's East-West
"honeymoon" could just as quickly
be transformed into a bitter and violent divorce.

The relationship between collusion and contention is, of course, no
stranger to the question of rhe principal contradicrion on a world scalq
Conrcntron and collusion are a unity
of opposites; they are two opposite
expressions, or forms of motion, of

the interimperialist contradiction.
Contention, and not collusion, is
what, in an overall and long-term
sense, characterises the contradiction between imperialist powers, and
it is ttre force that propels ttre imperialist states to war with one another.
The situation today where East-West
relations are more marked by collusion is both a ref'lection of the fact

that the principal contradiction has
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been temporarily and partially mitigated and it contributes to this temporary and partial mitigation. The
fact that the principal contradiction
has been partially and temporarily
mitigated
even if a new principal
contradiction were to clearly emerge
and govern the unfolding of world
events
does not and would not
mean the elimination of tle contra-

-

-

dictions between the imperialist
powers. Furthermore, these changes
are taking place in a world in which
the options, manoeuweing room and
'teserves" of the imperialist powers
are shrinking, and this is a further

argument against any tendencies
toward complacency. The overall
intensification of the basic contradictions means that the interrelationship between ftese different contradictions is all the more tightly drawn

and subject to rapid and dramatic
reconfigurations.

The collapse of the Eastern

European regimes is an illustration
of the above point. While long-term

rivalry betwern the two imperialist
blocs helped set the stage for this
collapse (including through the
West's direct efforts to foment trou-

ble in the opposing camp), the
upheaval was made possible in a
more immediate sense by the mitiga-

tion of the rivalry between the two
blocs and the temporarily predominant role of collusion in the superpower relationship, for it was the
sharpness of the conflict between the

two blocs which held in check, if
only temporarily, the centrifugal
forces within the blocs themselves.
(The mutual attraction of the two

countries

will

most,

definitely inter-

penetrate with and greatly influence
the development of the contradiction
between the two blocs.

Germanys toward each other existed

before as well, but the marriage
could not be consummated due to
the sharpness of the rivalry of their
respective clans.)

But it is important to note that

here, too, counterbalancing tendencies exist. As East and West Germany grow closer to each other and in
so doing upset many of the premises
on which both of the two blocs are
organised, there is also a tendency to
resolidify some previously strained
Poland with the USSR,
alliances
France with Briuin, and so forth.
It can be said that today's world
situation is marked by two opposite

-

factors. The straining of the post
Wodd War 2 structures has reached
the point of, as Mao put it in referring to the law of contradiction, conspicuous change. That the previous
framework is no longer viable is evident to all. But at the same time the

different actors on the world arena
are as yet unable to carry through
the necessary realigament. The redi-

vision of the world has already
begun, but this redivision cannot be
completed, it cannot be brought to
fruition, by the methods that are
being currently employed. The previozs division of the world cannot
help but assert itself and constantly

stand
plans

in the way of the best-laid
of the imperialists precisely

because it. has not been shattered.
The rest of strength of different
imperialist powers, the imposing of
will by one grouping over another
and the sorting out of relative
strength within the different group-

Gorbachev's Ace?
One thing is crystal clear: all of
the previously established snategies
of the imperialists, East and West,
are being restudied and revised. The
status qua is coming unravelled and
any attempt by one or another power

(or group of powers) to rest their
strategic interests on an effort to
maintain this status quo will surely
end in failure. Gorbachev, pushed by

the acuteness of the crisis in the
USSR, recognised this more rapidly
than his American counterparts and
played the more dynamic role in
triggering today's situation.

By playing the "German card",
that is, opening the door to German
reunification, Gorbachev has taken a
great gamble, but he has also thrown

what might turn out to be a giant
wrench into the Western alliance.
The question can be posed: are
Gorbachev's policies (especially
regarding Germany but even more
broadly) to be considered the white
flag of surrender by the "loser" of
the Cold War or rather a Machiavellian manoeuwe aimed at disrupting the West while Gorbachev actually proceeds with a hidden agenda?
Neither of these two views is correst, even though both contain elements of truth. As we have seen,

Gorbachev did (ot so it appears)
come to the double conclusion that
the status quo was no longer viable

and that, at the critical moment
when vital decisions had to be taken,

ings has yet to take place.

it was not possible to reshape the
world through war in a way

This is what explains the seeming
paradox of the current world situa-

favourable to Soviet social-imperialism at that time. In this sense,

tion. The very real cooperation
between the U.S. and the USSR is

allowing a number of previously
"frozen" situations
Afghanistan,
Nicaragua and, of coursg,
Germany
to witness important movement.
-On one level, the danger of world
war no longer fills the air. Yet the
rapid unravelling of yesterday's
seemingly immutable features is a
most destabilising factor in world
affairs. The increase in turmoil
among the ruling circles and the real

possibility of revolutionary upheavals among tle masses in many

Gorbachev did "back down". But
such a decision did not, of course,
change the imperialist character of

the Soviet Union nor did

it

mean

that Gorbachev had simply sulrendered to his enemies. It did mean
that he strove to consciously adopt
and apply new policies which most
favoured social-imperialism within
the framewort of his decision to
back away from the onward rush
toward war of the mid-1980s.
There is no evidence that the policies of Gorbachev will succeed,
even temporarily, in pulling the
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USSR out of the crisis in which it
has been mired. It is, certainly, an
attempt at radical restructuring of
the Soviet economic system, and it
is clearly seen by the Soviets as integrally connected with their efforts to
"restructure" (or redivide!) international relations as a whole. But even
while playing the key role in undoing the old order the Soviets have

not been able to fundamentally
recast international relations in a
way favourable to them. To take one

example, the German locomotive
has yet to be hitched to the Soviet
train. And even as Germany and the
USSR each strive to bring about
such a coupling, the fundamental
dispute over who will be the conductor and which direction the train

will roll cannot help but sharpen.
The underlying compulsion for a
new, more favourable division of
the world continues to exist for the
Soviet Union and it will continue to
assert itself in the different policies
that the Soviet rulers debate and
adopt. Even in the most recent period, when Soviet strategic choices
were not being made mainly from
the point of view of how to prepare
and prosecute a successful world
war, the Soviet ruling class continued to pursue its interests through
various diplomatic, political, economic and most definitely military
steps as well. When making such
calculations, all imperialist ruling
classes consider not only mday but
tomorrow, not only what policy they

might prefer but also what policy
might be forced on them by the
unfolding of events
- this is one
meaning of "preparedness".
Attempts will always be made to turn a
retreat in one sphere into an advance
in another
a concession on armaments, for example, into an intemational public opinion windfall. The
possibility that Gorbachev's current

-

strategic plan will fail and will be
abandoned either by Gorbachev

himself or by his successors has
always been taken into account by
Soviet civilian and military authorities, and by the West as well. What
is a strategic retreat from confrontation today could become a strategic

preparation for conflict tomorrow.

This is not mainly a question of
Machiavellian manoeuvreing;

it

is,

again, the underlying drives of
imperialism expressing themselves
through the choice of policies by

people who are but partially aware
of the very forces they are responding to.
The West has certainly won some
important victories over its Soviet
counterparts in the recent period. But
the very real difficulties being faced

by tlrc USSR also represent a source
of worry in the Western ruling circles, for they realise that the crisis

and turmoil in the Soviet Union
becomes a major factor for instability
and uncertainty in world affairs. This
is one reason that the Western powers

have been careful not to push
Gorbachev too hard in a number of
cfucumstances, such as in relation o
the crisis provoked by Lithuania's

"declaration of independence".
Furthermore, as far as the relations
between the two imperialist blocs are
concerned, the possibility cannot be
ruled out that it will be the U.S. or
furttrer fissures within the U.S. bloc
that will call an abrupt halt to the current turn in intemational events.

aspect (what actually reflects the
essence of imperialism and what
plays the key role in its development). And, of course, such "peace"

involves the carrying out of violent

suppression and wars against

oppressed nations and peoples. In

the imperialist powers where long
periods of "peace" can exist
and
this only relatively, as noted above
still revolutionary strategy must

-

-be based upon precisely

those
moments of severe crisis, disorder
and/or war, when the actual class

relations and natue of the man-eat-

ing imperialist system are evident
and ttre dictatorial nature of the reactionary political power revealed, and
the possibility of an assault on state
power becomes viable.
Wagrng or preparing to launch the

revolutionary war of the proletariat,
People's War, remains the pressing
task of communist revolutionaries in
all countries, even if the particular
nature of this war will vary according
to the conditions in different coun-

Conclusion

tries and especially between tle two
great streams of the world proletarian

We have already pointed out thal
the most imporrant factor to grasp is
the more favourable grounds for revolution. There is no telling how long
this more favourable convergence of

revolution: the new democratic revo-

contradictions and circumstances
might last. The increasing rapidity
of the unfolding of world events,

has caused some turmoil

which is itself a reflection of the
underlying intensification of contradictions, is a strong incentive to
seize the hour.

No truly revolutionary strategy
can ever be built upon the assumption of a long and protracted period

lution of the oppressed countries and
the socialist revolution of ttre capitalist and imperialist states.

The recent turn in world events

of revolutionaries

in

the ranks

but it

has
caused much greater turmoil in the
ranks of the imperialists and reactionaries. Difhculties exist, but they

-

can and must be overcome. An
already favourable situation can
become all the more favourable
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intervention of the revolutionary

Ot

of
communists. n
period has been marked by the
Footnotes
absence of world war, i[ has been a
1. Revolutionary Worker No,540 (January
violent and turbulent epoch full of
221990).
wars and revolutions of different 2. See Raymond Lotta, America in
types. For most countries in the Decline (Banner Press, Chicago, USA,
world, "peace" is very relative 19E4) for a more complete discussion of
indeed and the violent nature of this point regarding the redivision of the
reactionary rule is constantly world. It is interesting to note here the difreasserting itself. Even if, in the ference between the reorganisation brought
about by world war and the current situaimperialist countries, "peacg"
in which East and West Gernnny are
- tion
that is, the absence of a direct miliseeking to reunify. The West German
tary confrontation with other major imperialists, especially, are promising the

-

o

through the conscious and energetic

peace. Even though the post-war

powers or some other major wzu
appears to be the "normal" state of
affairs, this is only the appearance
of things, it is only looking at things
from their quantitative aspect (what
dominates for the longest period of
time) and not from their qualitative
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benefits of citizenship in a powerful impe-

rialist homeland to the masses East

and
West without suffering or hardship. In fact,

they have been very careful to promise,
completely unrealistically, that the whole
"buy out" can take place without the ranquility of the German burgher being disturbed

in the least.

