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Dear comrades,

At the recent IEC meeting a major dispute erupted involving, in the view of the majority of England and Wales comrades who 
attended, fundamental issues. Arising from that dispute an international faction has been formed which the England and Wales 
IEC members are members of. There will now be a process of debate, leading up to a World Congress in January 2020, in order to 
discuss out and clarify the issues. The faction will be producing written political material explaining its view, and will invite others 
to do the same. Organised debates, with all views being put, will then take place. We recognise that it will not be possible for most 
comrades in England and Wales to draw firm conclusions prior to that process of discussion.

Nonetheless, we think it is important that comrades are informed of the current situation in an organised way, rather than it seep-
ing out gradually. For that reason we held a one day emergency NC on 6 December and have asked regional FTs to arrange report 
backs to regional committees. We also encourage the comrades to read the enclosed material.

It is not complete, as some confidential issues cannot be reported in writing, but contains the main political documents produced 
so far. The material is more or less chronological and dates mainly from prior to the IEC meeting. The last two items are resolutions 
that were presented at the end of the meeting. The resolution from the faction was defeated by 23 votes to 21, with two abstentions. 
The resolution moved by the Greek IEC members, ‘Concerning IEC 2018,’ was agreed by 24 votes to 21, with one abstention.

In solidarity,

Hannah Sell for the EC
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1. The IS and the whole CWI recognizes and salutes the 
tremendous achievements and work of all the comrades in the 
Irish section over a period of decades and in particular in the 
struggle over the water charges and the tremendous victory 
we played a crucial role in scoring the victory in the repeal ref-
erendum. Nothing must be done to sully these achievements 
in the current discussions. These achievements have been the 
result of the sacrifices and struggles of all the comrades in the 
Irish section together with the CWI.

2. However, a crisis has developed. The IS and repre-
sentatives of the leadership of the Irish section have met to 
have extensive discussion to try and find a principled solution 
to the problems which have arisen.

3. This meeting followed the revelation that a comrade, 
CP, had [redacted]. The IS totally condemns these actions 
and finds them reprehensible. We agree that this needs to be 
reported and discussed to the NC of the Irish section which 
should discuss and agree what disciplinary sanctions should 
be taken against CP.

4. However, the IS is also of the view, that mistakes 
were made by the Irish leadership in handling this issue. 

5. There are political questions and aspects of party 
building methods which comrades have raised which need to 
be discussed out further within the section involving the IS. 

6. We urge all comrades in the leadership to work con-
structively to try and positively engage in discussion to resolve 
these issues. Comrades in the course of these discussions have 
the right to discuss with all comrades as part of this process. 
Any discussion on a more organized basis amongst comrades 
should only be done on the basis of informing the appropriate 

IS statement following meeting 
with Irish leadership

14 September 2018

structures and leading bodies of the party.

7. The IS will participate in these discussions with the 
view of trying to assist the comrades to overcome the current 
crisis and move forward.
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Email from PS to KMcL, PM, DB
28 February 2016

1. Hi Kevin, Paul and Danny. Following the points I 
raised on the AAA programme during the election, and dis-
cussed with the three of you, I thought it was important to do 
a more considered follow up email, now the election is over, 
for your consideration. Perhaps comrades should send to Ste-
phen and Laura as IEC members?

2. Firstly, I hope you are well following the stresses and 
strains of the election campaign. Our results are excellent and 
a real credit to the long-standing work of the section over 
many years.

3. My impressions were that we have, through our 
work and that of the AAA, built a tremendous base among 
the working class in Limerick ñ and no doubt this applies in 
the other areas as well.

4. The impact that our 3 TDs can have in this new situ-
ation is immense. The potential for the building of an even 
more developed left force is posed clearly, as is the rapid 
building of our own forces.

5. For the Irish bourgeois the outcome is clearly a big 
blow, and whether or not a government can be formed or not 
is a major problem for them. The pressure for a ìnational gov-
ernmentî of FG and FF will be strong but is also laced with 
dangers for the ruling class. The possibility of new elections 
makes the situation very volatile with various scenarios on the 
cards. This real prospect makes the points raised below poten-
tially more pressing and urgent.

6. The mass anti-establishment mood was evident on 
the doors and the result has underlined this reality. There 
is the development of quite a deep class consciousness and 
polarisation. A large anti-establishment layer of the working 

class has emerged and is passing through different stages of 
consciousness, with a more passive layer attracted to SF and 
others at this stage and a more conscious layer rallying around 
us. This is an immensely favourable scenario for our party, 
which is well positioned to play a significant role in taking 
consciousness of an advanced layer in a more socialist direc-
tion.

7. The results for the AAA and PBP show the potential 
for our party and the wider left. Alongside this, what will also 
begin to come into its own is the idea of a left government and 
a discussion on what programme a left government would 
have to adopt to end the crisis. Support for the idea of a left 
government, given the crises facing the bourgeois parties in 
Ireland, can grow rapidly and there is a case for launching a 
campaign based on this and developing even further the idea 
of a new party for the working class in Ireland.

8. As you know I raised questions over the approach we 
adopted through the AAA on programme during the election 
campaign. Essentially, in all of our election materials and the 
majority of our media appearances, we put forward to a mass 
audience the central demand for tax rises on the corporations 
and the rich. In general there was no call for public ownership 
and the wider measures that need to be taken to deal with the 
inevitable steps that the capitalists would take in Ireland and 
Europe against such a government. Especially important fol-
lowing the experience of Greece.

9. I think that the platform we put forward through 
the AAA also had an impact in limiting what our public reps 
raised in the media, although that changed to an extent to-
wards the end of the campaign. The idea that tax rises and 
a fairer distribution of wealth ñ in effect a more progressive 
capitalism - would be a solution to the economic and social 
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crisis in Ireland was pronounced. I think this was a mistake 
and should be recognised as such.

10. I’m sure the comrades would agree that we could 
have raised the demands on tax alongside the call for the 
democratic nationalisation of the banks. This would have had 
a resonance in Ireland, given the role of big finance in crash-
ing the economy. It would also have been possible to call for 
public ownership of the main sectors of the economy and a 
massive programme of public investment to reverse the aus-
terity programme etc.

11. Also the idea of a socialist society should have been 
mentioned more as the type of society we are aiming to build. 
I don’t think that there would have been any real opposition in 
the AAA to these points being adopted as part of the election 
platform ñ indeed the AAA manifesto document does cover 
at least some of these issues quite well - but crucially in the 
mass election material it was absent. In

12. the context of the new radicalisation and polarisa-
tion, we have a duty to plant the seeds of socialist conscious-
ness, and an identification with the explicit idea of socialism.

13. The question of why we adopted the position we did 
should be looked at. I can understand fully the idea of put-
ting forward the most resonant slogans, and that the idea of 
tackling inequality, the one-sided nature of the “recovery” and 
taxing the rich are hugely popular.

14. But we went too far in emphasising this while ex-
cluding the wider steps a left government would have to take 
in Ireland to end the crisis. In essence did we not made too 
many concessions to what we might see as the ìcurrent con-
sciousnessî and ended up by, objectively speaking, arguing for 
a fairer capitalism?

15. We need to prepare the large numbers of the work-
ing class who are following us for the organic resistance of the 
ruling class to even partial measures like tax increases on their 
wealth/profits etc. We criticised Syriza and Podemos for put-
ting forward a programme of demands and reforms without 
explaining the more radical steps that would have to be taken 
to make them viable in the current context. Could we now be 
accused of repeating the same mistake?

16. Was there a concern that if we did take this approach 
it would undermine our electoral prospects? Was there a wor-
ry that we could be attacked in the media, or that the issue of 
Ireland’s exclusion from the euro and the EU would have been 
put to us in interviews etc?

17. Following the election there is likely to be even 
greater pressure, in particular as the possibility of a left gov-

ernment grows in popular consciousness, to water down fur-
ther our approach. Given the tremendous platform we now 
have in Ireland, there should be a discussion in the section on 
how we deal with this.

18. A discussion on our programme and how we explain 
our position to a mass audience is linked to the issue of build-
ing the party and our cadre in Ireland.

19. The comrades have talked many times about weak-
nesses in the party, a lack of cadre, our lack of profile and re-
lated issues. Partly this is linked to the overheads of the work 
with the AAA. I detected, at least in Limerick, that many 
comrades were not clear or confident on how we could build 
the SP from the AAA and the wider periphery that we have. 
Has there been an element of us “suspending” the SP’s activ-
ity, political interventions and structures for the course of the 
campaign? Was it the case that this went further in this elec-
tion than in any other of our previous election campaigns, 
even accounting for the fact our comrades were standing as 
the AAA?

20. A key to building the SP is a clear delineation of the 
distinct role of our party and programme. The necessity of a 
left government having to carry through a rupture with capi-
talism and adopting a socialist programme should be rein-
forced. Flowing from this is the need for a conscious revolu-
tionary socialist party. On that basis we can appeal to people 
to join us to achieve that task from among the best elements 
of the AAA and beyond.

21. The huge pressure of electoral work, which is almost 
all-encompassing, has, as the comrades know, led to a very 
large part of our apparatus and cadre being consumed with 
this work, the public positions etc. On the other side is the 
incredible standing of our public reps and our overall reputa-
tion, which is a fantastic position to have. 

22. Comrades can see the dangers that can develop un-
der these conditions. In order to ensure that we can fully take 
advantage of the potential that exists I’d suggest the following: 

23. That a full discussion takes place in the Irish section 
on our programme, how we put this forward and how we can 
fully utilise our public positions to advance a socialist pro-
gramme.

24. The discussion should begin among the leading 
comrades as part of a balance sheet flowing the elections. Fol-
lowing this a proposal from the leadership for a structured 
discussion in the party as a whole on perspectives and pro-
gramme would be important.

25. Linked to this there should be a thorough assessment 
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on how we can strengthen the party structures and party con-
sciousness, party building and the cadre. In particular how do 
we re-balance our work with an emphasis on internal work 
and party profile, the paper etc and a full time team/depart-
ment who are responsible for this.

26. Comrades themselves will also have ideas as to how 
we address these challenges and move the party forward to 
sieze hold of the opportunities.

27. Once again, well done on the excellent results which 
are a special inspiration to us in Scotland and across the whole 
of the international. These comments are written in the full 
recognition of the tremendous role that the leading comrades 
are playing.

Hope to speak to all soon,

Philip [Stott}
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Our response to the issues
Laura Fitzgerald, Stephen Boyd, Kevin McLoughlin, Joe Higgins – 5 October 2018

[redacted]

Political issues – has the Irish section succumbed to 
opportunist pressures?

1. The political issues that the letter from the IS refer-
ences relate to the question as to whether we, in the Gener-
al Election of 2016 and over the last years in the abortion / 
women’s movement in Ireland, adapted politically to the cir-
cumstances and lowered our programme, and presumably if 
this is the case, whether it constitutes a tendency in the party 
in Ireland, which would be a very serious matter. In regard to 
the abortion / women’s movement, the particular point might 
be whether we have made unprincipled concessions to petit 
bourgeois Identity Politics ideas in our interventions and our 
own campaigning. We genuinely welcome a discussion on 
these issues.

2. It’s unquestionable that there are opportunist pres-
sures on the Party in Ireland. This arises inevitably in the spe-
cific context of winning and fighting to maintain and further 
develop public positions and mass campaigns, and also gener-
ally in the context of the objective reality we face, namely that 
we are still at a relatively early stage in the redevelopment of 
class consciousness and organisation and the challenges that 
this poses to the revolutionary party.

3. As opposed to succumbing to opportunist pressures, 
in fact we have been conscious of these dangers and have con-
sistently strived to take a principled approach to our work as 
we seek to win over the most open and radicalised workers, 
youth and women. That does not mean that we haven’t made 
this or that mistake, but the fundamental integrity of revolu-
tionary Marxism has been fought for in all arenas of our work.

General Election 2016

4. The IS comrades attach PS’s letter and mention 
concerns with the approach taken in the General Election 
campaign in 2016. While the delegation of comrades who at-
tended the discussions in London on these questions in 2016 
all readily accepted that it was a mistake and wrong that we 
did not agitate enough around nationalisation in the election 
leaflets in the few weeks of the campaign itself and also that 
it was a mistake not to specifically mention socialism in the 
latter, we did not, however, accept the idea that this was done 
either consciously or subconsciously in order to make it easier 
to win votes and a base, or as PS poses in his letter, “... did we 
not make too many concessions to what we might see as the 
“current consciousness”, and ended up... arguing for a fairer 
capitalism?”.

5. The leaflets produced in the General Election cam-
paign were brief and agitational, trying to connect with a de-
veloping consciousness amongst a large section of the work-
ing class and youth. Comrades from the international such 
as DB and PS who were visiting at the time were part of the 
discussions on the material, but from our records and recol-
lection, didn’t make any suggestions for changes to deal with 
issues along the lines above, in the course of the campaign 
rush itself. This precisely is illustrative of the fact that the leaf-
lets were good agitational material, but taking a step back and 
looking retrospectively, the omissions were clear.

6. In particular, we made a decision in the final leaflet 
produced in the campaign to focus on intervening into the 
debate that had opened up in the campaign around the ‘Fiscal 
Space’ – the prominence of the slogan “Tax the Rich” on the 
leaflet alongside indicative examples of wealth that exists that 
could be utilised for people’s needs had particular shortcom-
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ings in not advocating more explicitly for a struggle for wealth 
expropriation. In acknowledging this significant mistake, we 
also need to look at our work and the material produced gen-
erally, and in the period in the run up to the General Election 
to get a more accurate picture.

7. The majority of comrades from Ireland made the 
point at the meeting in London in 2016, in opposition to the 
points made by the IS comrades and PM that seemed to chime 
with PS’s letter (that there was a clear and present danger of 
opportunism in the approach of the party), that we should be 
judged, not just in what was in fact a short election campaign, 
but in the round of our work, including extensive mass ma-
terial of a more developed character that we produced and 
circulated in late 2015 as part of our campaign leading to the 
general election in February 2016.

8. In September 2015, at the AAA (now Solidarity) 
Conference, Socialist Party comrades advocated the adoption 
of a new programme which was ratified by the conference, 
precisely in preparation for the General Election and our po-
litical intervention into it and here is a quote from that docu-
ment:

9. “Over the last year, the power of the super-rich has 
been graphically illustrated in the figure of Denis O’Brien. 
However, it goes far beyond individuals: the financial system, 
industry, the media are all sources of huge power and are all 
controlled by millionaires and billionaires for private profit. 
The EU, ECB and IMF are also playing a significant role in 
pushing right wing policies, with austerity now written into 
EU rules by the Fiscal Compact. To challenge austerity means 
to take these forces head on. This challenge must be organised 
on an international basis. One country can be to the forefront 
of the challenge but cannot do it on its own. Our struggle is 
international or it is nothing at all. The capitulation of Syriza 
in Greece this year demonstrates the dangers of attempting to 
compromise with or tame capitalism. The Greek experience 
shows that a Left government will either break with capital-
ism or else be broken by it. The AAA supports reform but 
is opposed to reformism – the idea that permanent gains for 
working people can be won and consolidated today within the 
framework of a rotting profit-driven capitalism... As James 
Connolly said: “The day has passed for patching up the capi-
talist system; it must go.””

10. We took a very principled approach to the Right 2 
Change initiative in the run up to the General Election. This 
initiative was an attempt by a section of the Trade Union bu-
reaucracy to falsely channel the radicalisation from the water 
charges movement behind Sinn Fein, ensuring any attempts 
to build a genuine anti-austerity, working-class, left and so-
cialist political challenge would be subsumed by a swing to 
Sinn Fein.

11. Enormous pressure was exerted upon us to sign up, 
and we were roundly attacked for not doing so. We could not 
sign up because the initiative was primarily aimed at increas-
ing Sinn Fein’s radical veneer precisely at a time when they 
had been exposed, not only in relation to their refusal to sup-
port non-payment of the water charges, but also by the fact 
that they were refusing to rule out coalition with traditional 
capitalist parties. In fact Sinn Fein in the south was in the 
throes of a definite rightward trajectory given that its pro-
gramme limited to working within the neoliberal ‘fiscal space’.

12. The sectarian nature of Sinn Fein that fundamentally 
contravenes basic working-class interests and how the Right 
2 Change initiative could be viewed by the working class in 
the North had to be integral to our considerations and tactics. 
We were attacked by trade union officials linked to the water 
charges movement for never wanting to be in government as 
a result of our principled approach to Right 2 Change and we 
had to respond in kind with an explanation that we wanted to 
be part of a left, anti-austerity, pro-working-class government. 
Here is one of the answers that we gave to the Right 2 Change 
questions:

13. “Does the AAA agree now to form a progressive gov-
ernment based on this platform if the numbers allow?

14. “The AAA is open to participate in government but 
not a government that includes any parties associated with 
austerity or a government whose policy is based on operat-
ing within the strict fiscal rules set by the EU or capitalism. 
We want a government that will scrap the unjust taxes and 
charges and reverse the draconian austerity cuts that have 
been implemented; a government that immediately sets about 
the transformation of the economy on the basis of demo-
cratic public ownership of the key sections of the economy 
to ensure people’s needs not profit is the basis of society. The 
transformation of Syriza, in only six months, from being an 
anti-austerity party into leading a pro-austerity government 
shows that real change can only happen if a government is 
made up of parties or TDs who are prepared and commit-
ted to break capitalist rules. We believe mass mobilisations of 
working class people will be crucial if the programme of such 
a genuine left government is to be fully implemented.”

15. In December 2015, PM and RC had an opinion piece 
in The Irish Times that said that “...we need an ambitious left 
which ...struggles for a left government with socialist policies.”

16. In January 27th 2016, just four weeks before the 
General Election, Joe Higgins TD hosted a major Press Con-
ference in the Merrion Hotel, Dublin to launch our ‘Alterna-
tive Analysis and Conclusions to Oireachtas Enquiry into the 
Banking Crisis’. With a media attendance that encompassed 
all the national television, radio and printed press outlets, and 
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which had a bigger attendance than any of our election press 
conferences, the Alternative Report’s introduction stated:

17. “Banking & Home Provision should not be subject 
to exploitation and profiteering but should be public services. 
The disaster of the bubble and crash scream out that criti-
cal industries, such as banking and the provision of homes, 
should not be the subject of speculation, exploitation and 
profiteering by private interests. Hundreds of thousands of 
people are still suffering very severe hardship because that 
was, and is, the case until now. The horrific current housing 
and homelessness crises is a direct result. Banking and the 
provision of homes should be public services run in the inter-
est of the needs of society as a whole.”

18. We attack the capitalist media: “The media’s depend-
ence on property advertising, capitalist ownership, neoliberal 
ideological conformity and shared interests and identification 
with capitalist interests led it to cheerlead the bubble and to 
largely ignore signs of the oncoming crash.”

19. Other conclusions and recommendation including 
the following:

•	  “Billions could have been saved by burning bond-
holders;

•	  “The Need for a Publicly Owned and Democrati-
cally Run Banking System to enable: rational planning of the 
economy for people’s needs not profit; productive investment 
rather than speculation; and low cost personal finance. This 
obviously means that AIB and PTSB should not be privatised 
and that the government should not sell off its shares in BOI 
either.

•	 “The need to outlaw speculation and profiteering in 
urban building land.

•	 “The Need for a Publicly Owned and Democratically 
Run Construction Industry to enable rational planning of the 
economy for people’s needs not profit and productive invest-
ment rather than speculation.”

20. Pressures during the campaign were real. Towards 
the latter half of the campaign there was a swing to Sinn Fein 
in Dublin West and there was a real danger that RC could lose 
her seat. The party essentially directed all possible resources 
into hand to hand combat in the area, which changed the dy-
namic and was essential to us keeping the seat. In that con-
text, the online manifesto we produced was not really focused 
on or used, and the idea of a final, more explanatory leaflet 
propagandising for our broader programme –  which we ordi-
narily produce during the latter part of an election campaign 
–  was subsumed by this battle. It was a short election cam-

paign and our material was geared towards intervening into 
the debate that was unfolding during the campaign pertaining 
to the idea of the ‘Fiscal Space’. The online manifesto, which 
was not publicly launched in this context, contained the fol-
lowing conclusion:

21. “Repudiate the debt created by the property crash. 
Reverse all the cuts and austerity taxes. Instead of privatising 
the banks, put them under the democratic control of working 
class people and direct credit for need not profit. End the use 
of abuse of the wealth created by working class people by the 
capitalist. establishment. Invest in infrastructure and manu-
facturing base within the economy. End the rule of the 1%. 
Bring the key wealth producing sectors and natural resources 
into democratic public ownership.”

22. During 2016’s meeting in London, the majority of 
Irish comrades did not have an issue with the relevant and sa-
lient criticisms about the material produced during the elec-
tion campaign itself. The issue was more that any points made 
to illustrate the context and to allay fears that there may be 
a drift towards opportunism, were not really engaged by the 
comrades in our view, and were treated as us being defensive. 
Furthermore, when we discussed the actual situation in the 
party and how the challenges posed in the General Election 
put huge strain on our still small cadre layer, and that this was 
also an important factor in the mistakes during the election, 
the IS comrades did not seem open to these points. When we 
went on and tried to explain that the party, and the approach 
to party building, came under constant pressure emanating 
from our mass work and servicing the public positions, these 
points were generally not engaged with, despite the fact that 
we had been attempting to engage the IS in discussion on 
these realities we face over a number of years.

Making concessions to identity politics?

23. ROSA was established as a broad socialist feminist 
banner on International Women’s Day 2013. It has been a vital 
initiative in which we’ve been able to build activist groups in 
which we have intervened into with our programme as well 
as more recently mobilising many hundreds of activists into 
a socialist feminist ‘Yes’ campaign in the referendum. It’s also 
worth noting that during this period RC and ROSA called a 
demonstration against victim blaming and in solidarity with 
victims of sexual assault that had 8,000 on it. ROSA in Bel-
fast was able to mobilise 1,000 at the same moment under its 
banner. It has afforded us the opportunity to raise our politics 
with significant layers of young people and women in par-
ticular, many of whom have joined the Socialist Party in the 
process, in a way that would never have happened had we not 
taken this initiative. 

24. The reasoning behind establishing ROSA in 2013 
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was our analysis, not only that the outbreak of an abortion 
rights movement sparked when Savita Halappanavar’s death 
was publicised in November 2012 would continue, but also 
that there was a growing section of young people who were 
identifying as feminist who were open to left and socialist ide-
as. We had a perspective that this would grow and that it was 
an international phenomenon.

25. The development of a global women’s movement in 
which young women in particular display an impatience for 
change and an unwillingness to accept any more harassment, 
violence, denial of bodily autonomy, unequal pay or sexism of 
any kind has happened in the context of huge crisis for capi-
talism and decades of neoliberalism that have eroded the liv-
ing standards of working-class and poor women. These high 
expectations for equality and for freedom from oppression 
clash completely with what capitalism has to offer, and simply 
cannot be met within the framework of the current system.

26. The ‘post-feminism’ mantra of feminising the elite 
has been exposed as futile and a thinly veiled means to con-
tinue to perpetuate oppression and exploitation amongst im-
portant sections of this generation of young people – most 
concretely manifested in the fact that young women were the 
biggest supporters of Bernie Sanders’s challenge in the 2016 
Democratic primary against Clinton whose central campaign 
message was the bourgeois identity politics of “elect the first 
woman President”.

27. However, given the context of setbacks for many dec-
ades for the working-class movement, in movements against 
oppression there is the manifestation of damaging petit bour-
geois, reformist and postmodern ideas of individualism that 
fundamentally reject the central tenet of capitalism as the ex-
ploitation of workers in the pursuit of profit, and hence the 
potential to unify the working class to challenge and funda-
mentally end that exploitation, as well as the multiple oppres-
sions that the capitalist system fosters. Rather than making 
concessions to these ideas, we have been proactive in trying to 
counter them, and we also recognise that there will be some 
reflections of these ideas in the ranks of the party given their 
prevalence amongst young people, that we need to patiently 
discuss and challenge.

28. For us, the new global feminist movement is ex-
tremely significant, deep seated and positive, notwithstand-
ing the inevitable presence of problematic ideas inside these 
movements. It’s important that we display a sensitivity to and 
empathy with oppressed groups getting active to challenge 
their own oppression, and intervene with an extremely sharp 
and rooted analysis that illustrates how capitalism has to be 
challenged in order to end oppression. The more convincing 
these points are, the more that the need for working-class soli-
darity and socialist struggle as the only route to end oppres-

sion will really be understood by the best sections of these 
movements.

29. In our interventions in Ireland, we have found that 
this section of young people radicalised on abortion rights, 
LGBTQ issues etc. have in fact had a huge impact on the views 
of older working-class people. Rather than any work in this 
field cutting us off from other important sections of the work-
ing class, it’s actually largely respected, appreciated and un-
derstood as important.

Identity Politics in the abortion rights movement

30. The most concrete example of us clashing with iden-
tity politics pertains to the contrast between the approach that 
ROSA took to the abortion rights struggle, and those sections 
of the movement, particularly in the Abortion Rights Cam-
paign (ARC) that subscribe to ‘intersectional feminism’. This 
had many forms, but the sharpest expression of difference and 
conflict occurred in relation to what approach to take regard-
ing abortion pills.

31. In the 2010s, the use of telemedicine services to ob-
tain abortions on the island of Ireland was silently increasing. 
We saw the significance of this in the abortion rights strug-
gle -- namely that the reality of people getting abortions on 
Irish soil rather than travelling abroad could be brought to 
bear as a serious pressure on the establishment, not only to 
lift the ban but crucially to bring in legislation that reflected 
reality, legalising abortion. This was a very important ques-
tion as there was a considered push by the media and political 
establishment to focus on the ‘hard cases’ solely, rape and fatal 
foetal abnormality etc., ignoring the reality of the abortions 
that happen every day for a myriad of private reasons.

32. ROSA’s Abortion Pill Train action in 2014, and later 
Abortion Pill Buses actively flouted the law, got major na-
tional and international media coverage, drawing attention to 
the reality of the pills and increasing the amount of people 
accessing them through WomenOnWeb.org by 200 per year 
because of the coverage the actions received. These actions, 
combined with laser-focus with which RC pushed the abor-
tion pills and early abortion on request at the Dail Committee 
in Autumn of 2017 were critical in the seminal 12-weeks on 
request proposal.

33. ROSA and the Socialist Party were isolated within 
the official pro-choice movement for our civil disobedience 
actions with the abortion pills. The first action in particular 
prompted a slew of outrageous criticisms and attacks and at 
least one attempt to sabotage the action. The most cogent ar-
gument put forward by spokespeople for the ARC in opposi-
tion, was that it would alert the state to the use of the pills 
and that this would put the supply in danger, putting the most 
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vulnerable people at risk.

34. Though we did not think that the supply of pills was 
likely to be affected, we said that if that happens we will find 
other ways to get the pills in. We said that the status quo can-
not be accepted, that it must be actively fought, that the ac-
tions would increase the knowledge and confidence of those 
who need to access abortions in Ireland, those who are barred 
from travelling due to poverty, lack of citizenship, being in an 
abusive relationship etc. That it would empower, as well as di-
rectly challenge the narrative of abortion in only the socalled 
‘hard cases’, precisely because women taking control into their 
own hands would shift the debate.

Exposing Identity Politics in action

35. The attack on the civil disobedience actions with the 
pills were put forward by subscribers to ‘intersectionality’ and 
as we can see, were a real example of identity politics in ac-
tion, or working against effective action, to put it more accu-
rately. The myopic individualism of identity politics meant a 
complete focus on individuals getting the pills in the present 
without any vision whatsoever for the building of a move-
ment, both to potentially massively increase the amount of 
individuals getting safe access to the pills in Ireland, but also, 
crucially, to build unstoppable pressure for the state to legalise 
and provide the pills.

36. Identity politics in action becomes an accepting of 
the status quo and a negotiation with it to amplify the voices 
of and/or improve the situation for individuals who are op-
pressed on a case by case basis – a fundamentally flawed and 
useless strategy that shirks struggle and solidarity. Any broad-
er analysis of the class balance of forces, or in that context, 
strategy and tactics to push forward struggle, are non-existent 
and at times are argued as being oppressive in and of them-
selves.

37. Informing our strategy with the civil disobedience 
actions was a firm belief that the large majority of the work-
ing class were on our side, albeit passively at the time. We felt 
that despite the fact that the actions were breaking the law, it 
was likely that the state would turn a blind eye, precisely be-
cause any repression could have shifted that passive support 
into a much larger active movement. Our rooted optimism in 
working-class attitudes on the issues informed all our tactics –  
a stark contrast with the philosophical pessimism of identity 
politics, in which the potential for working-class solidarity is 
at best underplayed, at worst completely discounted via the 
prism of a Foucauldian view of power.

38. ROSA and the Socialist Party have been subjected 
to numerous bouts of immensely pressurising campaigns of 
attacks over the abortion pills actions, and other questions 

that we don’t have time to go into here, orchestrated by pro-
ponents of identity politics in the abortion rights and LGBTQ 
movements. We have attempted to make a principled Marxist 
challenge to these ideas, but also have concretely countered 
their methods in a real struggle and movement. Rather than 
making concessions to these ideas and methods, challenging 
them was integral to the key role that we have played in the 
historic abortion rights movement in securing the 12-weeks 
on request victory.

Potential differences on National Question for further 
discussion

39. As there seems to be some issues of difference be-
tween the IS and the Irish NEC on aspects of our programme 
on the National Question (NQ), although there is a lack of 
clarity regarding the nature and importance of these differ-
ences, we wish to make a few points on this question with a 
view to establishing the basis for further, clarifying discussion. 
The IS have over several years raised points regarding articles 
and statements, and queried slogans and formulations, and 
partial discussions have resulted, but there has been insuffi-
cient follow-through.

40. The NEC has previously indicated that we believe 
that discussions with the IS would be helpful, both to ensure 
that there is full understanding of our position, and to clari-
fy the exact concerns of the IS. IS comrades may have valid 
points to make about particular articles, article headlines, and 
verbal contributions at meetings, and we should discuss these. 
The comrades may well have relevant and perfectly good 
points which we should register, especially regarding the tone 
and balance of our material. We are open to the benefits of 
collective discussion and will accept criticism when it is due.

41. It is also possible that some of the concerns of the IS 
are based on misunderstandings. It is important that neither 
the NEC or the IS assumes a full understanding of the lines of 
argument of the other. There is always the danger that when 
comrades are stretched that premature conclusions are drawn 
and we would ask the IS comrades to read and consider our 
written material in the round. We have featured the various 
manifestation of the NQ in detail in recent conference docu-
ments, longer articles in our journal, in sections of the cen-
tenary book and in the introduction to Peter Hadden’s book.

42. However, while we consider it possible that a careful 
explanation of our position and a full discussion may reduce 
the concerns of the IS, it is possible that there are important 
differences between the IS and the NEC. Taken together the 
concerns raised over the last years point to the IS being un-
comfortable with our position on the NQ in Ireland in ways 
that are not simply questions of tone and emphasis. This is 
most apparent with regards to recent discussions around how 
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we frame our position on the question of a border poll; the 
particular difficulties encountered in the recent period in 
dealing with Brexit; and our on-going differences as to how 
best to orientate to the layers of working-class people who are 
supportive of Sinn Fein (primarily in the South).

43. As we explained in our 2018 Conference Document:

44. “It is essential that the ideas of Marxism reach the 
widest possible audience and that we build a politically strong 
a mass Marxist party in Ireland. Reaching wide layers of work-
ers, both Catholic and Protestant by background, will only be 
possible if we apply the ideas of Marxism to the burning issues 
of the moment. This is particularly the case with regards to 
the difficult issues which divide working class people along 
sectarian lines. We must both seek to fully analyse and un-
derstand the consciousness and mood of different sections of 
the working class, and engage in detail with each issue around 
which division crystallises.

45. “The most recent Assembly election in March 2017 
marked a turning point in the history of Northern Ireland. 
For the first time since the foundation of the state unionist 
political parties no longer have a majority at Stormont. The 
impact this has had, and will have in the period ahead, on 
the consciousness of both Protestants and Catholics cannot 
be overstated”.

46. This is the context in which we operate and in which 
the calls for a border poll have become louder and louder. This 
is a dangerous development. A border poll does not represent 
a “democratic” solution to the division of Ireland and will not 
provide a “solution” in any sense. Protestants have the right 
to say no to being coerced into a united Ireland. If this coer-
cion takes the form of a majority vote in the North it is still 
coercion, even if dressed up ‘democratic’ clothing. In stating 
this publicly we are clear that we do not in any way ignore the 
rights of Catholics. It has always been the case that we take 
into consideration the intense desire for change of working-
class Catholics and we recognise the positive side of this in-
tense desire for change.

47. We have thus taken great care to accurately charac-
terise the nature of Sinn Fein, and to understand the nature of 
its support base, North and South. The IS have raised ques-
tions as to whether we are risking cutting ourselves off from 
a large potential audience by taking what they may consider 
too blunt or one-sided an approach to Sinn Fein. We do not 
think that this is the case, though of course from time to time 
articles may appear to lack balance, or individual comrades 
will not explain our positions with sufficient nuance.

48. We cannot afford mistakes on key aspects of our 
tactics, slogans and programme on the NQ and are open to 

discussion and feedback from all comrades on an ongoing ba-
sis. We would argue that we have taken thought-through and 
politically nuanced stances with regards to Sinn Fein through 
an almost continuous process of democratic discussion, with 
necessary tactical variations North and South.

49. It is not the purpose of this document to go into de-
tail on these issues, but rather to signpost areas for full debate 
and consideration. We would value a thorough discussion 
with the IS at this time as we grapple with what are profound-
ly difficult questions for Marxists: how do we reconcile what 
appear to be irreconcilable aspirations, and at the same time 
drive forward the struggle for socialism.

The struggle to build our forces

50. North and South we are witnessing a real openness of 
a generation of young people to socialist ideas. The work that 
we have done with ROSA, our work, particularly in the North 
in connecting with and helping to organise young ‘precarious’ 
workers, have all massively strengthened our ability to inter-
vene amongst the working-class youth that are the future of 
the struggle for socialism. We are deeply optimistic about the 
perspective for increased working-class organisation, struggle 
and politicisation in the months and years ahead, in the con-
text of continued multifaceted crisis for capitalism here and 
globally.

51. We are confident that important public positions that 
we have won and will continue to fight for, can be utilised as 
sharp instruments to aid the development of class conscious-
ness, struggle and organisation in that context. We face many 
challenges, including on complex political questions in rela-
tion to the National Question – at base the challenge of over-
coming the odious division fostered by the capitalist system 
to attempt to cut across working-class solidarity and power. 
We also have a huge fight on our hands to grapple more suc-
cessfully with the pressures and tensions inevitably created by 
our mass work, including its impact on skewing resources and 
focus away from crucial party building tasks – recruitment, 
consolidation and cadre development. We are confident that 
the discussions ensuing from the political and organisational 
issues that this situation has thrown up can be a real assist in 
meeting the challenges ahead, most crucially to build a sig-
nificant revolutionary force on this island as part of the CWI’s 
struggle to build mass revolutionary forces globally.
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A brief contribution on some 
political issues mentioned by PM

Laura F, Stephen B, Kevin M, Joe H – 10 October 2018

Sinn Fein

1. Without in any way rushing to judgement regarding 
political positions, we welcome that there is now a discussion 
unfolding on important and interesting political issues, some 
of which PM pinpointed in his document. We think any dis-
cussion will clarify issues and we are hopeful that there will be 
broad agreement on the questions.

2. PM describes Sinn Fein as “a nationalist, pro-capi-
talist party, which seeks to manage capitalism in Ireland,”. We 
agree with this but also feel it is an incomplete description 
of Sinn Fein. Of course they are “a nationalist, pro-capitalist 
party”, the reality is that Sinn Fein are a bourgeois national-
ist party - but of fundamental importance to any political de-
scription of Sinn Fein is that they are a sectarian party. A party 
which currently plays a sectarian role in the North - whose 
armed wing in the past waged an individual terrorist armed 
struggle, that was overtly sectarian and at times directly tar-
geted working class Protestants.

3. This is important, as is the fact that we need to view 
and discuss Sinn Fein in a combined way, i.e. we need to take 
account of both the situation with them, North and South, 
otherwise we are in danger of a major flaw in our approach 
to Sinn Fein.

4. This is an important juncture for the national ques-
tion in Ireland. Brexit, the issue of a border poll, historic de-
mographic changes, the potential break-up of the UK and the 
prospect of Sinn Fein being in government in the South, have 
already had an impact on the objective situation and all have 
the potential to further significantly alter the objective situa-
tions North and South, including in a negative and challeng-
ing way.

5. The approach that the party adopts towards Sinn 
Fein in the South cannot be divorced from these events, nor 
can it be divorced from the potential impact on the party in 
the North.

6. Key to the characterisation of Sinn Fein is their rela-
tionship to the working class. Among Catholics in the North, 
and among some sections of the working class in the South, 
Sinn Fein, are seen as ant establishment, though clearly that is 
diminishing because of their shift to the right. Sinn Fein are 
not comparable to the ex-social democratic traditional parties 
of the working class, neither are they comparable to the newer 
formations and parties that arose or grew during the last ten 
years, such as Die Linke, Syriza, PSol or Podemos.

SF and the working class

7. In the North they are of course only based in one 
section of society and in the South they have certain support 
among sections of the working class but there are also major 
questions about Sinn Fein many many working class people. 
This would include substantial layers of class conscious work-
ers who regard Sinn Fein with suspicion and sometimes with 
hostility. This is because of the role of the Provisional IRA 
during the Troubles and because they see the sectarian role 
that Sinn Fein play in the North, but also because they have 
openly embraced the constraints of neo-liberalism in recent 
years.

8. The doubts that many working class people have re-
garding Sinn Fein are shown by previous opinion polls when 
at one point in 2015, according to a Millward Brown Poll, 
Sinn Fein had the support of 26% of the electorate. Yet, in part 
because of the role of the party in exposing Sinn Fein’s right-
ward shift, but also because of the fragility of it’s working class 
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support base that simply were not convinced by it’s embrac-
ing of the “fiscal space”, they only received14.65% of the vote 
in the 2016 general election. This was only a 4.65% increase 
from the 2011 general election. A major underachievement by 
a party that at one point believed they could be the main party 
in a coalition government post the general election. 

DSW by-election

9. In the South, because of the opposition to the estab-
lishment parties and the absence of a broad left and working-
class alternative, Sinn Fein will improve their vote share, po-
tentially substantially. It will be interesting if this is reflected 
in the ||Presidential Election. However, as they are evolving 
further to the right as part of their attempt to make themselves 
acceptable partners in government for the bourgeois parties, 
the connections they have in some working class communi-
ties have been weakened. It’s highly unlikely that a shift left 
and to struggle is possible, though perhaps Mary Lou may try 
engage in some rhetoric. 

10. The weakening of its real roots and position in work-
ing-class communities was shown by the party’s victory in 
the2014 Dublin South West by-election which took all of the 
commentators by surprise. Sinn Féin had performed extreme-
ly well in local elections the previous May, winning50.3% of 
the first preference vote in the Tallaght South and 32% in the 
Tallaght Central and were widely predicted to win the seat.

11. As PM correctly comments the party “mercilessly” 
exposed Sinn Fein during the by-election in relation to their 
conservative approach to the water charges. We did this not 
by making appeals to Sinn Fein to change their position or 
to join with us in campaigning to build a mass movement of 
non-payment, aimed at their supporters and voters, but by 
actually exposing the contradictions in their propaganda and 
approach to the struggle to defeat the water charges. We ex-
posed the sharp difference between the rhetoric and the ac-
tual reality of Sinn Fein’s position. 

12. Here are some extracts from the last leaflet we 
distributed in the DSW by-election: “Unfortunately Sinn 
Fein - Refused to promise to abolish water charges if in 
government”…“Sinn Fein refuse to support non-payment…
Refusing to support mass non-payment of Water Charges, 
and now with Gerry Adams, Mary Lou McDonald and other 
TDs telling theJournal.ie on Wednesday that they will pay the 
charge, Sinn Fein’s opposition to this double tax sounds very 
hollow. Unjust taxes and charges should not be paid. That’s 
always been the most effective way to undermine and defeat 
them. 

13. ”Can they be trusted on Water Charges? …The sig-
nal Sinn Fein is giving is that people should pay this Water 

Charge, until they are in government! That is in complete con-
trast with the best instincts of the majority in working class 
communities who either can’t pay or won’t pay. Their weak 
approach on Water Charges raises the question as to whether 
their promise to abolish them if elected will be kept. The elec-
tion of Paul Murphy would make it clear to Sinn Fein that 
a weak position on Water Charges in the future will not be 
tolerated.”

United Front tactics

14. United Front tactics is a reference to tactics that the 
Comintern and revolutionary parties adopted in general to-
wards the mass organisations of the working class in the1920s 
and 1930s. It involved proposing a united front with those or-
ganisations on key issues or struggles - march separately but 
striking together. The united front was a means for the revo-
lutionaries to help mobilise the masses in struggle and to win 
over the best of the ranks of the workers organisations to the 
revolutionary movement when their leaders were exposed as 
being unwilling or incapable of fighting capitalism. 

15. When the word “elements” is added to united front, 
there is a danger that it is a shorthand that can confuse and 
miseducate comrades, rather than clarify. We should be hesi-
tant about using labels if they don’t accurately convey what we 
mean. We don’t have the time to go into more generally, but 
will use the example DSW By-Election just given to try to il-
lustrate the difficulty with the term. 

16. There was no question of a unified approach with 
Sinn Fein on the water charges. There was obviously an at-
tempt by us to win over people who voted for them by using 
the water charges and austerity issues, but there is a major dif-
ference in the content and tone of our campaign.

17. Our focus wasn’t Sinn Fein. There was no agreement 
or shared goal, even in words, between us and Sinn Fein or its 
members on the water charges. Behind a tokenistic opposi-
tion to water charges, Sinn Fein in reality said people might 
as well pay the charge because a struggle can’t win. They were 
pointing away from the struggle that was necessary and we 
didn’t in any way orient to Sinn Fein but to the working class 
communities. The bottom line we established with the people 
was the need to fight water charges as the current sharp point 
of austerity, and electorally that meant voting for us, not Sinn 
Fein.

18. We had limited time to affect a shift in voting inten-
tions if we were to achieve a victory for ourselves and the new 
movement. That didn’t allow time for a period of united front 
or common struggle with Sinn Fein, even if, in words, one 
had been possible. The clarity and sharpness of our criticisms 
helped bring subterranean doubts about Sinn Fein and their 
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role to the surface at a time of huge anger against the charges. 
Our message was a vote for Sinn Fein will not defeat the wa-
ter charges, a vote for Paul Murphy could, but would at least 
strengthen the struggle to do so. United front or elements of 
the united front, does not really describe our direct but skilful 
assault on Sinn Fein.

19. There have been differences in the way different 
comrades have approached the question of Sinn Fein. Some 
comrades have been unnecessarily hesitant in making direct 
criticisms but instead make implied or indirect criticisms. For 
example, focusing criticism on Sinn Fein for their openness at 
bringing Fianna Fail or Fine Gael back into power, rather than 
also showing how what Sinn Fein are putting forward will not 
at all deal with the key issues facing people. Or demonstrating 
that they are not using their huge resources to fight on the is-
sues. This is a missed opportunity to raise the level of people 
by alluding to their real and actual experience of Sin Fein, a 
reality that Sinn Fein are trying to camouflage.

20. A quick quote from our perspective document at 
this years conference also illustrates the point: “Some genu-
ine people have hopes or illusions in Sinn Fein and clearly 
we want to influence them. Our criticisms shouldn’t be crude. 
There isn’t a problem placing demands on them in certain cir-
cumstances, but not in a way that re-enforces illusions. Nei-
ther do we want to leave it as an open question as to what 
they will do. If taking an approach of placing demands, some 
commentary is necessary that raises some doubt on what they 
will do, for example backed up by reference to weak positions 
they have already adopted.”

2016 general election 

21. In the 2016 general election we continued this ap-
proach towards Sinn Fein - aiming to skillfully exposing 
them in the eyes of their supporters and potential voters. In 
a pre-election newsletter (distributed December 2015, two 
months before the election) in Dublin Bay North for MOB 
we wrote: “We have major doubts about Sinn Fein because: 
It won’t advocate a mass boycott of water charges.It accepts 
that the Troika’s financial rules have to be respected, which 
means it won’t support the public investmentneeded to tackle 
the health and housing crises. They are imposing major cuts 
to jobs and services in the North. Sinn Fein TDs including 
Gerry Adams have repeatedly indicated they are open to go 
into government with Fianna Fáil and Labour.”

22. From the same newsletter we wrote in relation to the 
formation of a government: “AAA in the next Dáil... If it isn’t 
possible to get agreement that radical measures are necessary 
and we cannot enter government, AAA TDs will adopt the 
following approach to the next government: If there’s a choice 
between a government involving a combination of Fianna 

Fail, Fine Gael and Labour versus another made up of other 
parties and Independents, the AAA will use our TDs’ votes to 
allow the new alternative government to be formed. 

23. “AAA TDs will help mobilise movements to pres-
surise the government to deliver on issues; we will only sup-
port measures that benefit working class people and oppose 
ones that don’t. At the same time, the AAA would go all out 
to build a new mass movement, with the aim of achieving a 
genuine Left government as soon as possible. ”

24. The origins of this nuanced and principled posi-
tion in relation to the formation of a government stem from 
our2015 conference document and discussion, which com-
rades should re-read as part of this discussion. Importantly in 
the document and during the conference discussion we placed 
an important rider on whether we would allow an “alternative 
government” that included Sinn Fein to come to power and 
that was in relation to the potential impact this would have on 
the North if this meant that Sinn Fein would use it’s election 
to call a border poll, and we agreed that the situation would 
have to be looked at concretely at that time. 

Sinn Fein today

25. Sinn Fein’s 2017 Ard Fheis passed a motion that 
paves the way for Sinn Fein to enter a coalition government 
with the main establishment parties. Sinn Fein in govern-
ment in the South will have a major destabilising impact on 
Northern Ireland. As part of the Southern government they 
will become de facto guarantors of the Belfast Agreement and 
therefore will have a dual role as part of the process within the 
North and as one of the governments involved in upholding 
the so-called peace process.

26. Sinn Fein in government in the South may well co-
incide with a new economic crisis and as part of a capitalist 
government “forced” by the diktats of the markets and the EU 
they will implement austerity and attacks on working class 
people. In such a situation will Sinn Fein use nationalism and 
sectarianism as a distraction from these attacks? Of course 
they will, it is inherent in their method and approach. Will 
such a government push for a border poll? Sinn Fein has al-
ready said that the holding of a border poll will be a central 
plank of their programme for government, and this would 
have the potential to push the North back towards sectarian 
conflict.

27. It is possible that in the next period support for Sinn 
Fein can increase and that some working class people will 
place their hopes in Sinn Fein being in government after the 
next general election as an alternative to the FG minority gov-
ernment supported and propped up by Fianna Fail. We need 
to keep an eye to nature of the support that Sinn Fein develops 
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in the next period and this will be a factor in how exactly we 
take them up during the forthcoming elections. An analysis of 
the different views that exist amongst sections of the working 
class towards Sinn Fein must continue to play an important 
part in how we skilfully take them up in our material and pub-
lic interventions.

28. The resolution of the national question in Ireland 
can only come about through a united struggle of the working 
class, Catholic and Protestant, North and South, to overthrow 
capitalism and the creation of a socialist society. Therefore we 
must continue to adeptly expose Sinn Fein before the working 
class both North and South and weigh up in a rounded out 
way all the potential implications that can flow from our ap-
proach to this sectarian party. 

Socialist programme today 

29. An important question has come up as to how we 
put forward our programme. These are just a few comments 
to assist in a discussion on this issue, which seeks to outline 
the method by which we present our programme today and 
apply a transitional method. 

30. The last decade has seen a profound crisis of capital-
ism in Ireland and globally, followed by a neo-liberal recovery 
that has only helped to further accentuate massive economic 
and wealth inequality. This is combined with a radicalisation 
around issues of oppression such as those faced by women, 
people of colour, LGBTQ and oppressed groups in society re-
flecting a desire for full equality.

31. We have seen how the material realities faced by the 
majority in society has resulted in explosive struggles here in 
Ireland in recent years, most notably the successful struggle 
against water charges and the historic repeal referendum. It 
has also resulted in an increased openness to a radical social-
ist alternative. Our party played a central role in each of these 
battles and in doing so we sought to impact on the conscious-
ness of working-class, women, young and LGBTQ people 
about the need for fundamental anti-capitalist and socialist 
change. 

32. We understand that fighting on specific issues will 
not, in and of itself, produce this understanding. How we ap-
ply a transitional method today is therefore critical. Such a 
method begins by identifying key issues that are essential for 
working-class people and then systematically and thoroughly 
exposes why capitalism is fundamentally incapable of resolv-
ing these issues and of meeting the needs and upholding the 
rights of the majority in society. While we fight on the key 
issues affecting workers, women and young people, we have 
also sought to explain how this system, particularly in the ep-
och of neo-liberalism, is based on the undermining and erod-

ing of their living standards and rights. 

Anti-capitalism

33. What differentiates our socialism from that espoused 
by left figures such as Bernie Sanders and Jeremy Corbyn, is 
that it is rooted in a consistent and thoroughly anti-capitalist 
and revolutionary position. We have to be able to demonstrate 
that there is a fundamental conflict between a capitalist econ-
omy driven by the ruthless drive for profit and meeting the 
needs of working-class people. Fundamentally, we have to be 
able to convince them of the necessity to struggle to challenge 
the private ownership of the wealth and resources of society, 
and that only on this basis can the horrors created capitalism 
be ended. Such an approach contrasts starkly to the idea of 
a reformed capitalism, or a so-called “mixed economy” put 
forward by Sanders and Corbyn.

34. By convincing people of an anti-capitalist position 
– using specific demands that connect with key aspects of 
peoples’ lives and struggles, but which also strike at the very 
heart of the way capitalism operates – we can in turn convince 
workers and young people of the need to struggle for a left 
and socialist government, based upon a break with capital-
ism and the democratic public ownership and planning of the 
key sectors of the economy. This was the method adopted by 
the Bolsheviks in the Russian Revolution. They argued that 
the demands of “peace, bread and land” could only be met by 
breaking with capitalism and were necessarily linked to the 
revolutionary demand for “all power to the soviets”.

35. The housing crisis is a brilliant and very concrete 
way of helping us to get across the need to challenge capitalist 
policies and the system itself. We explain why the capitalist 
market, run in the interests of developers and landlords, is in-
capable of providing affordable housing and that this market 
must be challenged. This flows from the ruthless profiteering 
that has seen the price of land, homes and rents skyrocket, 
while at the same time the neo-liberal policies of the capitalist 
establishment have ensured that precious public housing has 
not been built.

Housing

36. As well as raising demands around the question of 
rent controls and the building of public housing on public 
land, we have also raised the necessity for the democratic 
public ownership of the construction industry and banking 
system. We try and demonstrate that on the basis of taking the 
resources out of the private hands of those who profit from 
the crisis, affordable homes can be built for all.

37. In the last month and half we have intervened into 
the occupations and demonstrations surrounding the Take 
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Back the City movement. In intervening into these struggles 
we can take up questions like the necessity of rent controls, 
the seizure of empty property held by developers, the build-
ing of public housing and flowing from this point, the need 
to challenge the capitalist market in order to fundamentally 
solve the housing crisis. There can exist a real openness to an 
anti-capitalist position amongst those young people that have 
been activated by this issue, and by adopting a transitional 
approach we can help them draw revolutionary socialist con-
clusions about society.

38. In the struggle for abortion rights we have also 
adopted a transitional method in our agitation and propa-
ganda. We pointed out how the backward and cowardly par-
ties of the capitalist establishment, with connections to the 
Catholic Church, had maintained the existence of the eight 
amendment and the denial of bodily for women and pregnant 
people, despite the desperate need for change.

39. We weren’t passive, but consistently demonstrated 
that only a mass movement and struggle by young people, 
women and working-class people generally could bring about 
repeal and bodily autonomy. This was an argument not ac-
cepted by others on the left and most sections of the pro-
choice movement. From our programme flows our methods 
of struggle, which we put into action via the initiatives around 
the abortion pill, which were critical to winning the historic 
victory of 12-weeks on request, because our actions changed 
the facts on the ground. 

Abortion rights and church/state

40. In our material we consistently pointed out the im-
pact that policing women’s bodies and the denial of abortion 
rights was having on the lives of many. We showed that this 
was a by-product of the oppression of women which is inher-
ent in capitalism and specifically the backward nature of Irish 
capitalism, which was historically connected to the Catholic 
Church. On this question, and on the question of women’s 
oppression generally, we have skilfully linked them to the 
necessity for anti-capitalist and socialist change, highlighting 
the reality of profound economic exploitation as well as op-
pression under this system. In ROSA’s 15-point programme, 
that we helped develop, it calls for: “Build a socialist-feminist 
movement to challenge the oppression and inequality that 
stems from the private ownership of wealth. For a mass work-
ing-class movement that unites workers, women, LGBTQ 
people and all oppressed to challenge capitalism’s rule of the 
1% super-rich and the destruction of the environment.”

41. Another important and related question is that of 
separating church and state in the South. We have sought to 
expose how there can be no trust in the representatives of the 
capitalist class to carry this out. They have time and again 

proven unwilling and incapable of fundamentally challenging 
and rooting the Church out of the state.

42. They lag behind progressive and secular aspiration 
for the separation of church and state. They are only willing 
to introduce piecemeal and incremental change on these issue 
and they simply can’t be relied upon to end church control of 
the health and education systems. An example of their cra-
venness towards the church was seen in the last week. The 
government capitulated to lobbying from the church against a 
proposal for the Department of Education that give students 
at secondary levels an option to take alternative subjects to 
Religious Tuition. They have also blocked the Sex Education 
Bill brought forward by Solidarity.

43. We have put forward that the struggle for ending 
church control, must be linked to challenging the rule of the 
parties of Irish capitalism and for a left socialist government 
that will break with their system.

Brexit

44. The question of Brexit is clearly a complex one that 
needs more discussion, particularly in terms of how it relates 
to the national question in Ireland and the question of a po-
tential hardening of the border. There are number of fears 
around this question, such as the economic fallout that may 
come from Brexit as well. It is critical that our programme on 
this starts by addressing the fears of working-class people of 
the potential of this fallout. We have to explain the actions 
that workers and their organisations can take in order to pre-
vent any potential erosion of their living standards as a result 
of Brexit. This is why we have put forward the demand that 
the trade union movement should organise a conference of 
workers’ representatives from Britain and Ireland to discuss 
what action can be taken.

45. We argue that there should be coordinated action to 
ensure that there are no cuts to pay, attacks on conditions or 
shedding of jobs flowing from Brexit, and whatever industrial 
action that is necessary, is taken to ensure that the rights and 
conditions of workers are not put on the capitalist chopping 
block. We argue that it is the profits of capitalism that should 
be hit, not workers’ rights and conditions and that any compa-
ny threatening redundancy should be taken into democratic 
public ownership.

46. A discussion on the question of how we take up our 
programme is a positive and important one. The realities of 
capitalism in Ireland can lead to further explosive struggles of 
working-class people, which we will be intervening into. Our 
ability to adopt a transitional method in taking up the vital 
issues affecting different sections of the working class will be 
critical to building our forces in the months and years ahead.
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Internal life and democracy in the party

47. PM has raised some vital issues for discussion relat-
ing to the internal life of the Party and we look forward to a 
full discussion on these issues. Democracy within the revolu-
tionary party is absolutely crucial, and it’s only made possible 
with the existence of a strong, independent, politically devel-
oping cadre inside the Party at all levels.

48. There are concrete challenges to the development 
of cadre – one of the biggest issues we have faced over many 
years is the impact of mass work. Because of the immediacy of 
mass campaigns, electoral challenges etc., comrades’ attention 
is often directed away from the crucial, patient political work 
that is essential for Party building inside the branches.

49. Particularly since the repeal movement, we’ve seen 
hugely increased opportunities to build amongst radicalised 
youth and workers. However, even though we meet large 
amounts of young working-class people who are already open 
to left and socialist ideas, and often are very positively pre-
disposed to our work and even to joining the party, we ex-
perience continued complications in consolidation and cadre 
development and in consistently activating new members. In 
many ways this is inevitable at this current conjuncture, with-
out the edifying backdrop of an awakened, conscious, active 
and organised workers’ movement that can be an ‘anchor’ for 
the political development of comrades in the Party as well as 
for the development of class consciousness broadly.

50. We find that it takes a huge amount of patient, politi-
cal work to try to overcome barriers that new members face 
to their political development and activity, including to really 
convince them of our perspective for revolutionary struggle 
and of the power of the working class. In this way, in order 
to reap the potential that exists to build that is in fact deeper 
than it has been for many years, we have to be extremely sharp 
politically and focused and tenacious in assisting the integra-
tion, political consolidation and development of new mem-
bers. 

Developing a cadre 

51. Building a strong cadre inside the Party takes time 
and a huge amount of conscious effort. Part of this process 
is aiding comrades to develop politically such that they feel 
independently confident to answer the many questions that 
bourgeois society can throw at them in their daily lives. In this 
context, we need a thorough theoretical and political educa-
tion of comrades, one that is at once rooted in these questions 
that comrades inevitably will have, and one that connects 
concretely with questions of perspectives and our work and 
role today. Within this, prioritising youth work and the de-
velopment of young comrades is key – if we are successful in 

this arena of work it will have a transformative effect in all the 
arenas of the Party work and structures.

52. On the points raised about fulltimers in the South 
– of course we must be cognisant of the real danger of ‘sub-
stitutionalism’.Generally, the role and key remit of fulltimers 
in branches is to work with and aid the development of other 
comrades, both in terms of their political development and 
to generally develop the role that they play. As opposed to 
controlling the situation, or as is implied, curbing other com-
rades, the central task of fulltimers in areas central task is to 
facilitate the development of the Party and all comrades in the 
fullest way possible.

53. As a broad aspiration, no one would disagree with 
the idea of Branch Secretaries generally not being fulltimers, 
however, from our experience, it’s not possible to be as pre-
scriptive as PM’s proposal is, precisely because party building, 
consolidation, cadre development etc. is a complicated and 
sometimes challenging process and task.

54. In fact, after the 2011 General Election in the South, 
the REC made a decision to move away from fulltimers who 
were area organisers / Secretaries in our key electoral areas 
and generally. This process proved more complicated than we 
anticipated, precisely because the comrades who were Secre-
taries found the work very taxing. This mainly related to the 
realities of the impact of mass work on the branch building 
tasks. At a BC School in 2012, during the household tax cam-
paign, when discussing with the Secretaries it was clear that 
every single one of them was playing a central organising role 
in their local broad campaign, rather than prioritising the key 
internal questions central to party building and political de-
velopment. 

55. We have not had any policy that Secretaries should 
be fulltimers, not at all, but we did move in recent years to 
appoint a Party fulltimer to the key electoral areas precisely as 
an aid to the work and to absolutely ensure that Party building 
tasks were not subsumed by mass work pressures.

56. In the coming weeks and months it’s clear that there 
is a real potential, not only for openings for important work-
place interventions and industrial strife including amongst 
young workers eg as illustrated in the hospitality sector in 
the North, but also flowing from repeal and the beginnings 
of a movement on housing developing, that social movements 
led by young people can reflect themselves in city centres and 
suburban areas in new and exciting ways. It’s vital in this con-
text that we discuss how the Branch Committees, the fulltime 
apparatus etc. all work to facilitate the maximum develop-
ment of all comrades to ensure that we can most effectively 
intervene and build from this developing political situation.
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IS letter for discussion on a 
marxist challenge to identity 
politics

1. Hi Laura, Sorry for not replying yesterday, I was out 
of the centre speaking in Leeds. As requested below I’ve listed 
a very brief summary of issues we would like the discussion 
on 14 October to address, hopefully in order to clarify the is-
sues and reach agreement. And, of course, as we have made 
clear, our questions on these issues in no way undermine our 
recognition of the fantastic victory achieved in the referen-
dum campaign.

2. We know that comrades on the Irish NEC have 
questions over the approach of the IS to struggles relating 
to women’s oppression. At the meeting in London on 13+14 
September Kevin said that he “didn’t think the comrades had 
engaged in a serious way with the women’s movement as it has 
emerged over the last two years” and that he thought we were 
“hesitant” on it but didn’t know why. We don’t agree but think 
it would be useful to discuss this issue out. You, of course, 
should explain your criticisms of our approach including what 
concrete measures you think were needed and not taken by 
the international. We would also like to hear your assessment 
of the different struggles that have developed around various 
aspects of women’s oppression globally, including the factors 
that have led to them taking place now and what you see as 
the perspectives for such movements in the coming period.

3. We would also like to discuss how you see the con-
nection between women’s and LGBTQ+ oppressions and radi-
calisation. At the school you and other leading Irish comrades 
seem to argue that if we didn’t ‘put these issues central’ we 
would be cut off from radical young people. In addition some 
young comrades from Ireland appeared not to understand the 
centrality of the working class. We, of course, agree that we 
have to stand in defence of women’s and LGBTQ+ rights in 
every country. However, we would we would not agree that 
these are the central issues, above all others, leading the broad 

mass of young people, and working class young people in par-
ticular, towards anti-capitalist conclusions at the moment, nor 
would we agree that that the section of society who are radi-
calised initially on these issues are the single most important 
section for us to orientate to either in Ireland or internation-
ally. That is not to dispute that an important section can be 
radicalised around these issues, particularly where movements 
take place and where we intervene in and attempt to give lead-
ership to them, as we correctly have done in Ireland and other 
sections. We would like your views on these questions.

4. We would also like to discuss concretely what meas-
ures the comrades took during the referendum campaign to 
raise the potential role of the working class in fighting for 
women’s rights. For example what demands did we put on the 
trade union leaders, what activity did we conduct at work-
places, and how did we use the positive example of the water 
charges victory?

5. Finally, we would like to discuss how comrades see 
the role of ROSA both currently and in the future, and how 
that relates to the role of the party and future class struggles. 
We would also like to know if the comrades view ROSA as 
an applicable model for our work internationally regardless of 
circumstances which, if so, we would not accept.

6. For background on our general approach it might be 
worth looking at an article I did for Socialism Today: http://
www.socialismtoday.org/192/identity.html

7. Even though these points are very brief I think it would 
be worth circulating them to the NC for their information.

I hope that is helpful, look forward to seeing you at the week-
end. Comradely, Hannah [Sell]
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Women’s oppression and identity 
politics – our approach in Ireland 
and internationally

International Secretariat

Introduction

1. This brief document is dealing specifically with is-
sues relating to how we take up identity politics in Ireland and 
internationally, which the IS thinks needs to be discussed. It 
does not attempt to give an overview of our general position 
on a Marxist approach to the oppression of women. Most 
recently this was summarised in the resolution unanimous-
ly agreed at the 2016 World Congress, which can be found 
here: http://www.socialistworld.net/index.php/other-topics/
women/7485-CWI-11th-World-Congress-2016--Women-
and-oppression-in-class-society.  

2. The CWI has a proud history of campaigning for the 
rights of all oppressed sections of society. In many countries 
we have intervened, and played a leading role, in movements 
against racism including via Youth against Racism in Europe 
in the early 1990s on a continent-wide basis. In Britain we 
also initiated Panther in the early 1990s, aimed specifically at 
young black workers. We have also led numerous campaigns 
against women’s and gender-based oppression including the 
Campaign Against Domestic Violence in Britain, and now 
Rosa in Ireland, Libres y Combativas in the Spanish state, any 
many more. At every stage we have correctly fought to try and 
make sure the most oppressed in society are fully represented 
at every level of the CWI. 

3. Today, as we go onto outline, there is an important 
radicalisation taking place around issues relating to women’s 
and gender-based oppression on a global basis. In some coun-
tries radicalisation has resulted in mass movements. This is 
particularly where the ruling class, significant sections of it, or 
individuals like Trump, have a more openly reactionary atti-
tude towards the rights of women, which has inevitably come 
into sharp conflict with women’s aspirations for equality. 

4. Clearly, where movements relating to women’s op-
pression are posed it is vital that we turn to them, intervening 
and, where possible, playing a leading role as the comrades 
have in Ireland North and South, and in the Spanish state. 
Such movements can represent the first steps towards collec-
tive struggle by previously unorganised layers of women and 
can be an important step forward. In many cases initially their 
leadership is dominated by bourgeois and petit-bourgeois 
feminists who try and divert the movement, for example as a 
means to win support for big-business Democrats in the US. 

5. Our task is to skilfully link the immediate demands 
of the struggle to the need for a united struggle of the work-
ing class for socialism, as the only means by which genuine 
liberation can be achieved.  Historically and today, our record 
on this is second to none. Other Trotskyist organisations have 
tended either to ignore movements against women’s oppres-
sion or, more often, to have acted as uncritical supporters for 
them, without any attempt to win them to a working-class 
standpoint. Attempts to find a short cut to winning mass sup-
port have resulted in the wrecking of many organisations. 

6. In recent movements against gender-based oppres-
sion the weaknesses of the workers’ movement, and a rela-
tively low level of consciousness, has meant identity politics 
has often had considerable influence. In one sense, identity 
politics can be an inevitable part of the political awakening 
of many members of oppressed groups within society. Recog-
nising that you are oppressed, and that you can fight against 
your oppression through a common struggle with others who 
share the same oppression, is a vital first step. 

7. However, the identity politics that currently has in-
fluence emanated from the capitalists via the universities over 
recent decades. At bottom these ideas are used by the ruling 
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class to obscure class divisions, and play a divisive role. They 
have also seeped into the workers’ movement in many coun-
tries. They put an overwhelming emphasis on cataloguing and 
describing different forms of oppression, tending to empha-
sise differences rather than common interests. The toxic dis-
cussion on trans rights currently taking place in the British 
trade unions, with sections of feminists wrongly arguing that 
improving trans rights undermines the rights of women, is 
an example of the consequences of seeing different oppressed 
groups as in competition with each other rather than cam-
paigning for a united struggle against all oppression. We have 
consistently intervened in the debate defending trans rights, 
while fighting for a class approach. 

8. ID politics also tends to lay the blame for oppres-
sion on the behaviour of individuals rather than fighting for 
changes in the structure of society. Whenever we are interven-
ing in a milieu where such alien class ideas are widespread it 
is inevitable we will come under pressure to make concessions 
in that direction. The answer, of course, is not to step back 
from intervening but to guard consciously against the dan-
gers, patiently explaining the central role of the working class 
in the fight to transform society. We are concerned that the 
comrades in Ireland have not done this sufficiently. 

9. It is our duty, as the elected leadership of the CWI, 
to raise our concerns in order to strengthen the work of the 
whole international, particularly as these issues and pressures 
are arising in many sections of our international. This has al-
ways been the approach of the CWI. We are striving to build 
the embryo of a world revolutionary international, not a series 
of national organisations linked together in name only. We 
should welcome all comrades – including the Irish comrades 
– feeling free to raise doubts and differences about any aspect 
of our international’s work. 

10. In order to engage in a discussion on these issues the 
IS wrote to the Irish IEC comrades on 31 August 2018 propos-
ing a meeting to discuss a series of issues, starting with the 
question of Identity Politics. Unfortunately, the discussion on 
this crucial issue has not yet begun although it is now sched-
uled to do so at an Irish NC meeting on 17+18 November. 
However, given, in our view, the urgency of starting to discuss 
these issues – with the aim of reaching principled agreement 
– the IS has here outlined our central concerns. We would ask 
that this is circulated to the Irish NC and we also propose to 
circulate it to the IEC. We propose comrades respond in writ-
ing which we will also circulate. 

11. Before we come to outlining our concerns it is neces-
sary that we reiterate our recognition of the tremendous vic-
tory that was scored in the Repeal Referendum, the important 
role the Irish section played in achieving it and, in particular, 
the section’s role in helping to ensure the referendum resulted 

not only in the repeal of the eighth amendment, but in the 
winning of abortion on demand up until twelve weeks. The 
referendum was an important victory for women and for the 
Irish working class, and inflicted a serious blow on the Irish 
state and the Catholic Church. Kevin McLoughlin said at the 
recent NC that in his opinion we were hesitant about the work 
the Irish comrades have done among women, giving as an in-
dication that there had only been one article on it on the CWI 
website between Savita’s death and the end of 2017. As Tony 
Saunois explained to the October Irish NC we are keen to give 
prominence to the comrades’ role in this work, as was shown 
at the CWI school, and would happily have published more 
articles had they been submitted. In fact, at the time of the 
Irish NC there were eight articles and videos on the CWI site 
relating to the comrades in Ireland’s work on women. 

How we respond to radicalisation of women

12. Kevin McLoughlin has argued that the IS has not 
“engaged in a serious way with the women’s movement as it 
has emerged over the last two years” and has been “hesitant” 
about it. We reject this and ask what concrete measures the 
comrades think we have failed to take. At the last World Con-
gress we had a discussion on women’s oppression and unani-
mously agreed a document. We have considerably stepped up 
our coverage on the CWI site of issues relating to women’s 
oppression, particularly but not only linked to IWD when we 
have always carried special material. 

13. However, we think there is a difference in how we as-
sess the movements that have and will take place, and how we 
see them in relation to other struggles which are likely to de-
velop. As part of this we think the comrades could be in dan-
ger of overstating the importance of the victory on abortion 
rights. At the recent CWI school for example, Laura Fitzger-
ald, replying in the commission on the issue, said, “There will 
never be an issue like this again which poses so clearly the 
kind of society we want in people’s minds.” The referendum 
victory is a real step forward for women, and is very impor-
tant, but it will nonetheless be dwarfed by the experience of 
collective action in the class battles that will develop in the 
coming years, let alone a conscious struggle for socialism. 

14. In our view a tendency has also developed of some 
leading Irish comrades seeing all struggles through the prism 
of the women’s movement, rather than seeing how it intercon-
nects with other struggles. It is important that we have a bal-
anced approach, recognising that working-class women can 
also move into action on many other issues, as well as those 
directly related to their specific oppression and that moves to-
wards ‘sectional’ struggle are not, always, in all circumstances, 
a step forward. If, as we are concerned there could be a ten-
dency to do in Ireland, comrades put the issue of a movement 
against women’s oppression above all other trends, there is a 
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countries. Over the previous decades women had been drawn 
into the workforce in many countries on an unprecedented 
scale. This was a central factor in the increased confidence of 
women and the improvements in social attitudes that resulted. 

19. Under pressure from the workers’ movement, and 
from women’s struggles, women had taken significant steps to 
equality in law, although reality lagged far behind. At the same 
time the hollowing out of manufacturing industry in much of 
Europe and the US, and the overall driving down of workers’ 
wages, meant that it was no longer so clearly ‘the norm’ that 
men had better-paid work than women and, increasingly, it 
was vital for both parents to work in order to make ends meet. 
All of these factors meant that – before the economic crisis – 
young working-class women were, in general, more confident 
of their prospects than young working-class men.

20. That confidence then came up sharply against the ef-
fects of the economic crisis which, of course, has hit women 
particularly hard. At the same time, all the problems of sexual 
harassment and violence remained and were in sharp con-
flict with the propaganda of women’s equality. It is therefore 
no surprise to us that young women have been to the fore of 
the general radicalisation that has taken place, and also feel 
strongly on issues relating to their own specific oppression. 
Nor should it be a surprise to us, given the block created by 
the right-wing trade union leaders, that there is sometimes 
more confidence to struggle on social questions than on eco-
nomic issues. In Ireland, for example, the accumulated anger 
at austerity has had very limited outlets as a result of the role 
of the trade union leaders but could be expressed via the ref-
erendum. 

21. The #metoo phenomenon has, on a global basis, 
highlighted an increased determination by women to refuse 
to accept sexual harassment and abuse. While in many coun-
tries it has, so far, remained mainly at the level of a social me-
dia campaign, in others it has led to movements on the streets. 
In a whole series of countries, from Ireland to Argentina to 
Spain and now India, very important movements against dif-
ferent aspects of women’s oppression have taken place and are 
still taking place. 

22. However, in our view it is not the case that move-
ments relating to women’s oppression will be central to 
struggle in every country in the next period. In addition in 
many countries where such movements occur the working-
class elements within them can quite quickly become part of 
broader struggles of the working class (although of course the 
demands specifically relating to women’s oppression would 
remain an important aspect of those movements). 

Varying approaches of the capitalists

real danger we could miss important opportunities to win the 
most thinking layers now, but particularly in the future when 
mass movements develop on other issues. 

15. For example, we understand that the public meeting 
advertised on the recent very important 10,000-strong hous-
ing demo was a ROSA public meeting entitled ‘Why Housing 
is a Feminist Issue’. We know that party meetings have now 
been organised but think it was a mistake to make a ROSA 
public meeting the cutting edge of the intervention in the 
demonstration and, if you did decide to do so, to have that 
meeting title. Surely any good young people who had been 
attracted to ROSA during the referendum campaign would 
have seen the need to campaign on housing without us high-
lighting it as ‘a feminist issue’, when in reality it is a much 
broader issue?

16. In addition, in 2018, every one of the monthly public 
meetings advertised on the Socialist Party Ireland Facebook 
Page has been related to women’s or LGBTQ+ oppression. 
Clearly these have been important issues over the last period, 
and should have been give prominence, but we think that is 
going too far. In Ireland due to our long record of struggle, 
and the relatively high public profile the party has as a result 
of the TDs’ positions, we have been able to win a base among 
important sections of the working class. There is a danger that 
– as a result of the overwhelming turn that has been made to 
issues relating to women and gender oppression – we could 
become perceived by a layer of workers for whom that is not 
the only or primary concern as ‘not for them’. This can obvi-
ously include layers of male workers and older women, but 
also young women and non-binary people who – while partly 
radicalised by their specific oppression – do not consider it to 
be the most central issue for them. 

Global radicalisation of women

17. The radicalisation that has taken place is primar-
ily, but not exclusively, of young women. In Britain, to give 
one example, only 36% of women would describe themselves 
as feminist, but among 18-24 year olds a majority (54%) do 
so and among younger teenage girls and women the figure 
is even higher – around 70%. We would also agree that the 
younger generation who are radicalised by women’s oppres-
sion tend to reject the rigid gender norms imposed by capital-
ism. 

18. In our view, while of course there were struggles 
prior to 2007, this radicalisation flows from the experience of 
a generation who have grown up in the age of austerity. Prior 
to then, at least in the economically-advanced countries, capi-
talist propaganda peddled the ideas of ‘post-feminism’ – sug-
gesting women were on the verge of winning equality. While 
this was never true, there was a grain of truth in it in many 
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even a Labour shadow minister, Dawn Butler, to make posi-
tive comments about the record of Militant-led Liverpool City 
Council at this year’s Labour Women’s conference.

26. Nonetheless, in Britain and a number of other coun-
tries, the lack of a social base at this stage for launching new 
attacks on women’s or LGBTQ+ rights means that the major 
capitalist parties are unlikely to move in this direction in the 
short term. Even the far right in Britain is forced to dress up 
its reactionary ideas in the clothes of falsely claiming to de-
fend women and LGBTQ+ people against the supposed threat 
of Islam. In Ireland the capitalist parties have also been forced 
to bend to the mood in society. Varadkar’s calling of the recent 
referendum to remove the blasphemy laws from the statute 
books is part of his pose as socially liberal. Of course, the con-
tinued role of the church in education and the health service 
are real obstacles to Irish capitalist parties’ ability to bend on 
these issues, but we should still not underestimate how far 
they can go under pressure. Ultimately, while capitalism can 
never provide real equality for women or LGBTQ+ people, it 
can nonetheless be pushed a considerable distance in terms of 
legal changes while continuing to attack the living conditions 
of every section of the working class.

What is a transitional approach to the struggle against 
women’s oppression?

27. In every struggle in which we intervene, we aim to 
have a transitional approach, linking current demands to the 
need for socialist revolution, led by the working class. The 
decade-long capitalist crisis has led to enormous accumulated 
anger against the existing order. Nonetheless, the legacy of 
the preceding period has not yet been fully overcome. Glob-
ally the working class entered the era of austerity ill-prepared, 
with a low level of socialist consciousness and of organisation. 
While this is changing, under the hammer blows of brutal ex-
perience, aided by our intervention, the scissors – the gap be-
tween the objective crisis of capitalism and the consciousness 
of the working class – remains wide. Nonetheless, we have to 
strive to connect with existing day-to-day struggles in the way 
we formulate our programme. However, the starting point 
when deciding what programme to advance is obviously not 
existing consciousness but objective reality and then how we 
engage with it. If we were starting programmatically from ex-
isting consciousness we would not be putting forward a pro-
gramme for the socialist transformation of society. 

28. We are concerned that the Socialist Party recruit-
ment leaflet the comrades have produced aimed at those 
who were involved in the referendum campaign talks about 
a “grass roots movement from below with young people at 
its beating heart” and “anti-capitalist struggle” but does not 
make even the briefest attempt to explain what socialism 
means or the role of the working class. The final page of that 

23. We should expect movements to take place wherever 
significant sections of the capitalist class attack women’s rights 
or have an openly reactionary approach to gender-related op-
pression. In the US for example, following the appointment 
of Kavanaugh, it is very clear that there is the speeding up of 
the development of a mass movement against the blatant sex-
ism of Trump and his allies, and in defence of abortion rights 
which face attack. Trump is also attempting to unravel all the 
gains made by trans people over the last period, which will 
also inevitably trigger a movement on the streets. 

24. In Spain, the remnants of Francoism, with its brutal 
repression of women and dominance of the Catholic church, 
means that the issues of women’s oppression are particularly 
strongly felt. In that sense there is a similarity with Ireland, 
where the state has since its inception been intertwined with 
the Catholic Church, meaning that movements on these is-
sues were inevitable and fuelled by the deep-seated anger with 
the capitalist establishment. The response to the Pope’s visit, 
in the wake of the referendum, showed the deep-rooted revolt 
against the Catholic Church. At this year’s CWI School the 
comrades vividly described how young people had convinced 
their families to vote for Repeal. The contrast with the Brexit 
referendum was striking – there the majority of young people 
tried to convince their parents to vote for Remain, and largely 
failed. Clearly there are many differences between the two ref-
erendums, but one factor is surely that in Ireland young peo-
ple were convincing their parents to strike a blow against the 
Irish ‘establishment’ – which they were happy to do, whereas 
in Britain, the way to strike a blow against the existing order 
was to vote for Brexit. 

25. In Britain, by contrast, while clearly there is a radi-
calisation around women’s oppression – which it is important 
we respond to – it is not automatic that this mood becomes 
a movement. If the government was to launch an attack on 
abortion rights – for example – it would ignite mass strug-
gle. However, at this stage Theresa May continues to pose as a 
defender of women’s and LGBTQ+ rights – making speeches 
against domestic violence, wearing ‘I’m a feminist t-shirts’ on 
IWD, proposing changes to make it easier for trans people 
to self-identify and so on. All these are cynical – and cheap 
– ways in which she can try to make the Tory party appear 
more socially liberal, whilst at the same time slashing expend-
iture on refuges for women fleeing domestic violence along 
with other public services. The England and Wales section 
has initiated a new campaign on this important issue. In the 
past comrades in Britain led the successful Campaign Against 
Domestic Violence, which succeeded in winning legal chang-
es, and getting policies in opposition to domestic violence 
adopted by the trade union movement. Today, however, the 
economic difficulties facing women fleeing violence are worse 
than ever. It was the devastating cuts to domestic violence ser-
vices, often implemented by Labour councils, which pushed 
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32. An essential part of doing this would be pointing to 
the significant mass working-class movements that we have 
led in Ireland – on the bin and water charges. In addition we 
should point to the potential power of the trade union move-
ment which, despite their overwhelmingly rotten leader-
ship and having being weakened, continue to be the largest 
working-class organisations in Ireland. Many, probably a big 
majority, of the young people who became politically active 
for the first time during the Repeal movement would not have 
seen the trade unions as relevant to their struggle. Nonethe-
less, as part of educating them about the role of the organ-
ised working class we think it would have been important to 
have had a concerted campaign to put demands on the trade 
union leaders to organise campaigns and action for the right 
to abortion, along with campaigning in the workplaces. We 
could, for example, have used the positive work on this done 
by the NIPSA comrades in the North as an example of how to 
put pressure on the union leaders in the South. This approach 
could also have helped us reaching a wider layer of working-
class women. 

33. Obviously, the comrades in Ireland do not have the 
valuable political weapon of the students’ union (SE) which 
the comrades in the Spanish state were able to use so effective-
ly as a lever to force significant sections of the trade unions to 
take strike action on 8 March 2018. Nonetheless, were meas-
ures taken to put demands on the tops of the trade unions, 
combined with direct appeals to the rank and file? Appeals 
to anti-capitalism or even socialism in general, if not linked 
to the role of the working class in achieving it, are of limited 
value in winning radicalised young people to our approach. 

34. Of course, comrades may argue that they did take 
this approach and received no response. Either way we think 
more should have been done to explain our approach in our 
public material. ROSA, as far as we can see, did not make any 
demands on the trade union leaders in its #timeforchoice 
campaign. We fear that this is because such initiatives were 
not seriously pursued and that this reflects a wrong approach 
to the trade unions, where the rottenness of the leaders is 
wrongly used as a reason not to put demands on them, or to 
sufficiently orientate to the ranks of the trade unions. 

35. When Ruth Coppinger spoke at the England and 
Wales Socialism 2014 event the comrades who had organised 
it asked for any comments on the workshop on women she 
addressed. Ruth responded:

“I thought the session was very trade union focused and prob-
ably not aimed enough at young women. I know Britain is 
different to Ireland but I thought even for England it would be 
imbalanced. Most women wouldn’t be in unions. Most young 
women wouldn’t have seen unions doing much for women. 
I thought a lot of the contributions were from middle-aged 

leaflet, which puts the case for joining, entitled “organised for 
change”, states: 

“Repeal was not an isolated event. It was part of a global revolt 
against sexism and misogyny. This has given rise to the #me-
too phenomenon; the thousands who took to the streets of 
Ireland to say, ‘I believe her’ after the acquittal of Paddy Jack-
son and other Ulster rugby players in April; the six million-
strong feminist strike in the Spanish State on International 
Women’s Day; the #NiUnaMenos movement against gender-
based violence in Latin America. 

“This global revolt is a new generation of young people saying 
‘enough is enough’, Opposition to sexism, racism, homopho-
bia and transphobia is linked to an aspiration for a truly equal 
society and a growing opposition to a society run in the inter-
ests of the super-rich elite. 

“We can be truly proud of what we achieved in May, but we 
should register that if we organise together we can defeat the 
status quo. We can make real change. We can end all of the 
injustices and inequality in an anti-capitalist struggle. 

“That is why you should be a socialist and this is why you 
should join us in organising for socialist change.” 

29. Of course there is nothing wrong with referring to 
important movements that have taken place against gender-
related oppression, but it is wrong in a Socialist Party recruit-
ment leaflet to make no attempt to link them with other strug-
gles of the working class or, in fact, to raise the role of the 
working class at all. 

30. We are concerned that it could be the comrades’ ap-
proach to initially limits ourselves, when discussing with this 
layer, to anti-capitalist propaganda. We recognise that many 
workers and young people would consider themselves anti-
capitalist but have not yet drawn all the conclusions that we 
have. This is never our goal, however. Our aim is to win work-
ers to the full programme of the CWI. In some cases – par-
ticularly on the basis of the experience of struggle – workers 
who had not previously drawn anti-capitalist conclusions can 
be drawn very quickly into our ranks. 

31. What measures were necessary, when intervening 
in the struggle for abortion rights, to win the best layers to 
the CWI? Clearly, the militant and campaigning stance taken 
by the comrades – for which they were attacked by a layer 
of bourgeois and petit-bourgeois feminists – was an impor-
tant positive factor. It was also necessary, however, to combat 
the ideas of petit-bourgeois feminism. Central to this is argu-
ing that the organised working class could play a potentially 
decisive role in fighting for the right to abortion and other 
women’s rights. 
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union membership among the young is very low. 

39. However, as a new generation begins to get organ-
ised to fight for its rights at work, it is inevitable that they will 
look to some form of trade union organisation. It is a debat-
able issue whether, as greater numbers of young people begin 
to see the possibility of fighting back in their workplace, they 
will found new unions or join existing ones. In our view, the 
general trend, at least in Northern Europe, is likely to be that 
workers first try and use the ready-made tools of the existing 
unions, only turning to found new ones if they are blocked by 
the union bureaucracies. This is the dominant trend in Britain, 
for example, although there are also some small ‘new’ unions, 
predominantly involving migrant workers. These can start to 
coalesce with the existing unions on the basis of a struggle for 
their democratisation. Regardless of what form such develop-
ments take, however, we have to explain to the young people 
we can reach the potential power of the organised working 
class. The US McDonalds strike against sexual harassment is a 
graphic illustration of how young women workers can see the 
unions as a means to fight back against the oppression they 
face as women. The same is true of the Google strike, which 
also represents the start of a new section of the working class, 
tech workers, entering the field of battle. While our approach 
will be instinctively understood more easily by working-class 
women, who are our main priority, we can also win some 
women from middle-class backgrounds, by convincing them 
that the only road to via which they can win liberation is via 
the struggles of the working class. We will not do this, how-
ever, if we do not put our arguments clearly and firmly.

40. Of course, we are in no sense suggesting that we 
should have pulled back from organising independent action 
in the referendum campaign and instead ‘waited’ for the trade 
union leaders. This has never been the approach of the CWI. 
For example, in the poll tax movement in Britain we put de-
mands on the trade union leaders while at the same time or-
ganising a mass campaign of non-payment from below. In ex-
plaining to the young people we have met in the referendum 
the potential role of the working class, we should not only use 
the example of the trade unions but also the magnificent mass 
campaigns we have led in Ireland. It is surprising, therefore, 
that so little use is made of the water charges victory, which 
demonstrates graphically how united working-class struggle 
can win, and crucially our role in leading it. The pamphlet that 
comrades have put together on socialist feminism to use as 
a recruitment tool from the referendum campaign does not, 
for example, include a single reference to the water charges 
movement. 

41. In addition to specific demands on the trade unions 
to take action for abortion rights, in our view, the propaganda 
of the comrades on the issue would have been strengthened 
by a greater weight being given to the link between a wom-

women and were economic. Think the social issues, rape cul-
ture, sexism are now massive issues in society and could have 
gotten more coverage.”

36. As it happens, the workshop that year had a partic-
ular trade union focus that had not been the case in many 
other years. However, in our view Ruth’s comments also reveal 
a misunderstanding about the necessity of us explaining how 
economic and social change can be won, and the role of the 
organised working class in achieving that, as well as an un-
derestimation of the importance of economic issues for work-
ing-class women, including young women. This generation 
of petit-bourgeois feminists put very little focus on winning 
material gains for women concentrating overwhelmingly on 
individuals’ experience of sexism. In that sense their ideas are 
a retreat from at least some of the feminist struggles of the 
1970s. 

37. We, however, while of course combating sexist at-
titudes in society, should continue to put central the issues 
of equal pay, freedom from sexual harassment at work, the 
right to free childcare, decent housing and so on. For the big 
majority of working-class women these are crucial issues 
around which they can be mobilised into action. This has 
been graphically demonstrated by the fantastic Glasgow mass 
strike of women council workers fighting for equal pay, with 
CWI members playing a leading role. More than 700 women 
joined the union to take part in the strike, showing the pole 
of attraction the unions become when they organise action. 
And what better example of workers’ unity in action than the 
predominantly male Glasgow bin workers coming out in un-
official solidarity action with them, showing that they under-
stood that the fight for equal pay is in the interest of the whole 
working class. 

38. Comrades may argue, as Ruth does in her com-
ments, that Ireland is different to England, Scotland and per-
haps other countries, with a lower level of trade union partici-
pation and struggle. Even if this is the case we don’t think it 
should alter our basic approach. We would accept that the role 
of social partnership in Ireland has meant that the trade union 
leaders have, overall, played a particularly bad role. Nonethe-
less, we do not think there is a fundamental difference be-
tween Southern Ireland and other countries. In recent years 
Southern Ireland has seen a number of important strikes such 
as the 2017 transport workers’, Ryanair and the mainly female 
Lloyd’s Pharmacy workers. The fact that ICTU was forced to 
back the recent 10,000-strong housing demonstration, at least 
in name, is also an indication they can be forced to act under 
pressure from below. And overall trade union density is actu-
ally higher in Southern Ireland – at around a third – than it is 
in Britain – where it is now only a quarter. Union density – in 
Ireland and Britain – is also actually higher among women 
workers than among men. Of course, in both countries trade 
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an’s right to choose, when and whether to have children, and 
winning economic improvements for working-class women. 
These points are included in Rosa’s 15-point programme, but 
seem to have been given little emphasis in day-to-day cam-
paigning. We should always stress that – unlike the reaction-
ary anti-abortion campaigners who do nothing to improve 
the lives of women and children – we are fighting for a real 
right to choose, meaning not only the right to high-quality 
safe contraception and to abortion but also the right to decent 
housing, pay, fertility treatment, parental leave and childcare. 
In this way we can have an effect on sections of working-class 
women and men who remain unsure about the question of 
abortion. This is also a way of drawing out that capitalism is 
increasingly unable to offer any real right to choose because, 
even when abortion on demand is granted, the economic and 
social gains made in the past are under relentless attack. 

How do we recruit and politically consolidate the layer we 
have reached in the referendum campaign?

42. It is absolutely correct that we have turned to, and 
attempted to win, the layer of young people who have been 
radicalised by the referendum campaign. It is also correct that 
in doing so we have an open and welcoming approach, and 
attempt to use language which does not put up unnecessary 
barriers to them. We do not agree with the abstract ‘purist’ 
approach of the small groups like the IMT, for example, who 
refuse to use the terms ‘Marxist feminist’ or ‘socialist feminist’, 
both because, “nowadays the concept of feminism has become 
so broad as to become virtually meaningless” and because 
“feminists often blame ‘patriarchy’ for most of the problems 
of society”. We agree that feminism has become such a broad 
term that Theresa May can adopt it and also that feminist 
theorists usually consider patriarchy and not class to be the 
central division in society. Nonetheless, the vast majority of 
people who consider themselves as feminists see it as meaning 
simply supporting equal rights for women. It is therefore not 
incorrect to use the term, provided it is not on its own, but we 
also give an indication of our class approach with the addition 
of terms like socialist or Marxist.

43. However, even here we have to be clear ourselves, 
and with our periphery, what we mean by the term. There is a 
certain comparison with the decision in the 1990s of a num-
ber of our sections, including Britain and Ireland, to change 
our name to ‘Socialist Party’ or similar ‘broad’ names. We did 
so because at that stage the reformist and social-democratic 
formations which previously would have claimed the word 
had capitulated wholesale to neo-liberalism leaving us able in 
some countries to use the world socialist but give it a clear 
Marxist content. We had to guard, however, against the ten-
dency of some comrades to think that in changing our name 
we were also ‘blurring’ our ideas. In claiming to be socialist 
feminists we are not therefore agreeing with the forces collect-

ed under that banner in the 1970s and 1980s that represented 
various strands of reformism. We should be careful about un-
critically quoting left feminist academics who, while they may 
in some cases describe themselves as socialist feminists, do 
not have a rounded-out position on how to end women’s op-
pression. Hester Eisenstein, to give one example, an academic 
who has worked for the government of New South Wales, is 
quoted uncritically in the ‘Socialist Feminism’ pamphlet.

44. We think it is a mistake to suggest that young people 
who are rebelling against the rigid gender norms of capital-
ism are automatically or generally the most radical section 
of society, thereby downgrading the role of other sections 
of the working class and miseducating those young people. 
Of course, at this point of time, in Ireland, a layer has been 
radicalised around these issues. However, in general there 
is no automatic connection between individual rebellion on 
these issues and drawing conclusions about the need for col-
lective struggle for a new society. To give an example from 
Britain, it would generally have been true in the 1980s, when 
the Tory government was implementing specifically anti-gay 
legislation, that LGBTQ+ campaigners were often anti-Tory 
and even looked to the workers’ movement for support. To-
day, however, after capitalism has adapted to pressure from 
below and all the major capitalist parties formally stand for 
equal rights, being LGBTQ+ in itself is no indicator of po-
litical views. In the 2015 UK general election LGBTQ+ voters 
supported the Tories and Labour in equal numbers. 

45. At the 2018 CWI School comrades in the leadership 
of the Irish section emphasised that young women and non-
binary people are the most radical in Ireland at this point in 
time, and that we will cut ourselves off from the most radical 
young people if we didn’t put issues of bodily-autonomy cen-
tral. At the same time, they did not, in our view, counter the 
views put by a young Irish comrade in a commission that a re-
jection of gender norms is a rejection of the system itself. Nor, 
when a new young comrade argued that as a Solidarity TD 
candidate she would be representing “young queer women”, 
was any attempt made by the three Irish NEC members who 
spoke afterwards to gently correct her mistaken approach by, 
at least, pointing out that she would be representing not only 
young queer women but all sections of the working class. Tak-
en as a whole, we were concerned that a trend could be devel-
oping in the leadership of the Irish section of not adequately 
dealing with the issue of identity politics. 

The use of language 

46. If we adopt wholesale the language of petit-bour-
geois feminism it will not help us in this vital task. We should 
use terms like misogyny and patriarchy with care because 
they do not aid us in a theoretical understanding of the root 
causes of women’s oppression. Misogyny – meaning hatred or 
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contempt of women and girls – can be an accurate descrip-
tion in some circumstances but it does not point towards the 
reason such hatred exists or where it stems from, so does not 
help to raise the level of understanding of the layer we are 
trying to reach. The term patriarchy also has limited use. We 
live in a patriarchal society, in the sense that men have more 
power than women. Nonetheless, as Marxists, we understand 
that the oppression of women developed alongside and inter-
twined with the development of class society and it is class, 
not gender, which is the most fundamental division in society. 
Our language has to help the radicalised young women we 
can reach to draw that conclusion, not reinforce wrong ideas. 
Sometimes material produced by the comrades in Ireland 
seems to slips into calling for movements of, “young people, 
of women, of LGBT people, of workers”, which goes too far 
towards the identity politics approach of listing ‘class’ as one 
in a series of oppressions without explaining its centrality. It is 
true comrades often emphasise in speeches that it is poor and 
working-class women who suffer most from the abortion ban, 
but this is not the same as explaining the potential power of 
the working class as an agent of change. 

47. We also have to patiently explain to new members 
that it would be a mistake to use language in a way that put 
up unnecessary barriers to reaching out to other sections of 
the working class and is unnecessarily inaccessible to them. 
To state the obvious an essential part of the role of a revolu-
tionary party is to aim to unite – via its programme – all the 
heterogeneous layers of the working class with their different 
needs and experiences. Of course, at this stage we can only 
reach a minority of the most thinking layers, but still aim to 
instil in them an approach which will allow us to reach the 
mass of the working class in the future. 

48. Clearly, what language we use is not fixed. At every 
stage we have to attempt to use language which is scientifi-
cally correct and which takes the consciousness of our audi-
ence forward, which reaches out to a layer who are radicalised 
on a particular issue, but does not exclude sections of workers 
for whom that issue is not central. This is a difficult balance 
which changes over time. When, for example, in the 1970s 
we proposed including ‘housewives’ in committees to plan 
nationalised industries it was a correct attempt to reach out to 
working-class women who were not in the workplace. But it 
would obviously not be correct today!

49. We also recognise that the best language to use will 
vary between countries. Nonetheless, we are concerned that 
it seems to have become commonplace to use terms which, 
while they might be understood among young feminist ac-
tivists, can be off-putting or easily misinterpreted by broader 
sections of the working class such as ‘cis-normative’, ‘toxic 
masculinity’ and even ‘rape culture’. The first is not under-
stood beyond a narrow audience, and while the second is a 

description of a narrow, repressive idea of masculinity, which 
most men reject, to those who don’t know that it can sound 
like being male is, in and of itself, ‘toxic’. We should also, in 
our view, have some caution about how we use the term ‘rape 
culture’ so as not to be seen to be implying that all, or a major-
ity of men are potential rapists.

50. And while we have to welcome all that is positive 
in current moods, we should be careful not to uncritically 
follow them and thereby make mistakes. For example, it is 
enormously positive that more women are beginning to feel 
confident to speak out against sexual abuse. We shouldn’t, of 
course, exaggerate the extent of the progress that has been 
made. The accusations of sexual harassment and abuse are 
still far outnumbered by the number of incidents which go 
unreported because of a justified lack of confidence on the 
part of women that they will be taken seriously. We have to 
stand in clear opposition to the sexist character of the capital-
ist state and in support of the rights of all victims. The turn-
out of thousands of mainly young women in opposition to 
the Ulster Rugby rape trial, shows the mood of burning anger 
that exists amongst an important layer against the blatant sex-
ism of the court proceedings, as does the hundred thousand 
who marched under the banner of the SE in Spain against the 
court’s treatment of the victim of the ‘Wolfpack’ rapists. 

51. However, as we have discussed previously, in wel-
coming these movements, and understanding why slogans 
like ‘I believe her’ are used, we have to be careful not to go 
along with the conclusion of many petit-bourgeois feminists 
that every accusation of sexual assault made by a woman 
against a man has to be accepted as proven regardless of evi-
dence. Our approach is one of sympathy and solidarity with 
the person making the accusation, but at the same time we 
support the right to a fair hearing and the right of the accused 
to a fair trial. Underlying the conclusion of those feminists 
who insist that the woman is always right regardless of evi-
dence is a belief that the fundamental division in society is 
between men and women, with men responsible for all the ills 
of the world. That is not our starting point. We recognise that 
sexual abuse of women by men is extremely widespread, and 
often goes unreported, but we cannot draw a conclusion in 
each individual case from that. Aside from anything else, were 
we to do so we would be handing a weapon to the capitalist 
class, who would only have to make accusations against any 
effective male leader of the class struggle in order to discredit 
them. To be clear, that is not in any way to suggest we try to 
brush sexual abuse in the workers’ movement under the car-
pet. On the contrary, it is vital we tackle it wherever it occurs if 
we are to effectively make the case for the workers’ movement 
being the best vehicle to fight for women’s rights. 

Our attitude towards ‘separate’ organisations
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52. In general, the attitude of the CWI towards organ-
isations or parties of particular sections of the oppressed – 
whether black, women, LGBTQ+ or others – is not fixed but 
depends on the concrete circumstances. We have to have a 
flexible approach, basing our position on the political direc-
tion of travel. Where a new formation is a step towards rais-
ing the consciousness and cohesion of the working class we 
should support it, but not if it is a step in the opposite direc-
tion. In Britain, for example, we did not support the foun-
dation of black sections in the Labour Party in the past, as 
it mainly represented a section of black careerists furthering 
their own interests who emphasised separation from the rest 
of the labour movement. The opposition of Lenin and Trotsky 
to the Bund, which organised among Jewish workers in Rus-
sia, to give another example, was not based on its existence 
but its programme of ‘cultural autonomy’ which tended to 
emphasise the divisions in the working class. Of course, there 
is a difference between our approach to broader organisations 
and to a revolutionary party where, although sometimes tran-
sitional structures are necessary on a temporary basis, we al-
ways aim to organise all sections of our membership together 
in common structures. 

53. Nonetheless, as well as sometimes participating in 
and supporting ‘sectional’ broader organisations we can in 
certain circumstances initiate them. The prominence Rosa has 
achieved during the referendum campaign has been enthusi-
astically greeted throughout the CWI. Inevitably as a result a 
number of other sections have launched versions of Rosa as a 
means to intervene among radicalised young women. Others 
have used different banners, particularly Libres y Combativas 
in the Spanish state. 

54. As we said at the start, the CWI has a long history 
of initiating numerous campaigns, organisations and banners 
which are aimed at reaching out to a specific section of soci-
ety that have been radicalised on an issue and winning them 
to Marxism. Nonetheless, we have to weigh up at each stage 
‘what we give’ and ‘what we get’. For example, comrades in 
Britain were involved in initiating Panther in the early 1990s, 
with the goal of winning black youth who were attracted to 
black nationalist ideas. Panther had considerable success, mo-
bilising large numbers on demonstrations and to meetings for 
a period. Bobby Seale spoke at a Panther meeting in Brixton, 
London with around 2,000 mainly young black people pre-
sent. It was the biggest ever meeting of its kind in Britain. He 
also met with the leaders of Panther and the party. However, 
for a combination of reasons, primarily the very difficult pe-
riod, after the collapse of Stalinism, and the weakness of our 
black and Asian cadre, the end result was that we lost people 
to black nationalism rather than winning new people from it. 

55. At this stage we do not think there is one interna-
tional model we can use as a banner for our work against 

women’s oppression. Rosa, however, can continue to play a 
useful role in Ireland as can similar banners in other sections. 
However, we think it is vitally important that comrades adopt 
a clear, working-class orientated approach, if we are to win 
people from it.

56. We would also have questions about whether, during 
the referendum, the profile of the party lost out too much to 
the profile of Rosa. For example, we understand that the big 
majority of posters we produced for the referendum were in 
the name of Rosa, with a minority in the name of Solidar-
ity, and none by the Socialist Party. Obviously, the TDs were 
known as Solidarity and/or Socialist Party members and had 
a high-profile in the referendum campaign, particularly Ruth. 
Nonetheless, in order to fully capitalise on that, we think it 
would have been better to have consciously had a higher party 
profile. 

57. We also believe it is important now to draw a bal-
ance sheet of what we have achieved via our Rosa work, and 
what role we think it is going to play in the future. During the 
referendum we know that hundreds attended meetings called 
by Rosa and around 1,000 people gave their details to cam-
paign with Rosa. Inevitably there has been a lull since the ref-
erendum result. However, it would be useful to get figures on 
how many are actively involved in Rosa at the moment. Our 
understanding is that it is does not have any elected structure 
and has relatively small numbers – maybe around twenty – at-
tending its all-Dublin fortnightly meetings. We in no way sug-
gest that Rosa therefore has no value, but if that information is 
accurate it is currently in reality a banner or campaign, rather 
than a more developed organisation with its own structures 
and life. Of course Rosa could fill out again, on the basis of 
the future struggles that will develop over the separation of 
church and state. However, in our view that is likely to be only 
one of numerous fields of struggle that will develop in Ireland, 
and may not be the most central in the immediate period. We 
therefore think that Rosa should not be the centre of the com-
rades’ work to the extent it appears to be, and what resources 
are dedicated to it should be discussed accordingly. 

Conclusion

58. In summary we are concerned that, in their anxi-
ety to recruit as many as possible from a layer who have been 
radicalised by issues related to gender oppression, comrades 
in Ireland are in danger of making too many concessions to 
the consciousness of that layer. To do so would be to attempt 
to take a short cut which would have negative consequences.

59. This is a road that many revolutionary organisations 
have gone down at different times, with disastrous results. 
Famously the USFI prior to May 1968 wrote off for decades 
the prospect of mass working-class struggle in the advanced 
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capitalist countries and instead focused on ‘liberation move-
ments’. The US SWP also, in their desperation to give uncriti-
cal support to the Black Power movement, ended up lagging 
behind the most advanced elements within it, even criticising 
the Black Panthers for arguing it was possible to be black and 
racist and to be black and a capitalist. 

60. We are not suggesting that the Irish comrades have 
taken this profoundly mistaken path but we are worried that 
some errors could have been made in that direction which 
need to be corrected. We hope by raising our fears openly it 
will enable an honest and constructive debate from which we 
can reach principled agreement. 
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A Response to the IS document 
“Women’s Oppression and 
Identity Politics”

From the NEC in Ireland, with all NEC comrades, bar Paul M voting for the document

1. This is a response to the IS document, “Women’s Op-
pression and Identity Politics – Our Approach in Ireland and 
Internationally”. The IS document mostly focuses on our ap-
proach and methods in relation to our interventions on wom-
en and abortion in Ireland, including our approach in ROSA 
which we initiated nearly six years ago. We will make points:

•	 On	identity	politics	and	our	battle	against	it

•	 On	 the	 importance	 of	 the	 global	 women’s	 move-
ment, which we feel the IS seems hesitant about

•	 On	the	decisive	role	we	actually	played	in	the	abor-
tion rights struggle

•	 On	whether,	as	the	IS	suggest,	the	Irish	section	has	
moved away from a working-class orientation and stand point

Part One – The Irish Section and Identity Politics

2. In Ireland, in contrast to what is implied, we have 
actually clashed considerably with the ideas of identity poli-
tics in the movement and have challenged these ideas, week 
in, week out.

Identity Politics

3. The IS says, “...identity politics can be an inevitable 
part of the political awakening of many members of oppressed 
groupings… Recognising that you are oppressed, and that you 
can fight against your oppression through a common strug-
gle with others who share the same oppression, is a vital first 
step.” As a description, this is problematic. We shouldn’t give 
credence to the idea that fighting against oppression is in and 
of itself ‘identity politics’. When the IS argues that ‘sectional 

struggle’ is not always a positive, we understand this relates to 
the above view of identity politics.

4. A group moving into struggle against their oppres-
sion is a positive development. What’s completely separate, 
different, and wholly reactionary are the ideas of ‘identity 
politics’. There needs to be a skilful but very firm challenge 
to these damaging petit-bourgeois, reformist and postmodern 
ideas of individualism that can exist within movements that 
aim to fight oppression.

5. In a 2014 Socialist Party article, we described identity 
politics as “viewing society as comprising of interest groups. 
Sometimes the interest groups intersect and overlap, but there 
is not any overarching framework in which to analyse soci-
ety.” We situated these ideas in the context of setbacks for the 
working-class movement, and the backdrop of the dominance 
of postmodernism in academia. We wrote:

“Postmodernism... feeds into analysing oppression from a 
subjective or personal viewpoint. Needless to say, the voices 
and the personal experiences of those that are oppressed are 
extremely important. But to have the best insight into the na-
ture and roots of oppression, as well as having the voices and 
experiences  of the oppressed front and centre; a materialist 
analysis of broader social forces at work, that the oppression 
flows from, is necessary. We need to have a clear vision as to 
how to best challenge and end that oppression.”

6. The article goes on to explain: “The centrality of 
class is not a denigration, relegation or denial of special op-
pressions. Crucially,  is the fact that a united, organised and 
conscious working class has the most power to challenge the 
oppressive system of capitalism;  a system that has a vested 
interest in maintaining oppressions, often for economic gains 
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from them, but also from the point of view of dividing work-
ers to cut across unity and struggle. Working class struggle is 
the most effective challenge to the ruling class...”

Clash with Identity Politics in the Abortion Struggle

7. The claim made by the IS that we are adapting to 
identity politics, is somewhat contradicted by their criticism 
of our focus on anti-capitalist arguments. Demonstrating the 
role of capitalism is actually a key way to introduce the need 
for a socialist alternative, thereby presenting a fundamental 
challenge to identity politics. In a more specific sense, the 
approach that ROSA took to abortion pills, meant that we 
clashed with those who subscribe to ‘intersectional feminism’.

8. In the 2010s, the use of abortion pills on the island 
of Ireland was silently increasing. We saw the significance – 
namely, that people had an alternative to travelling abroad 
and more and more were having abortions on Irish soil. We 
saw that this could change the situation and consciousness.

9. ROSA’s abortion pill train and later, the abortion pill 
buses actively flouted the law, and received major national 
and international media coverage – drawing attention to the 
existence of the pills and increasing the usage through Wom-
enOnWeb.org by 200 per year up to 2017. ROSA and the So-
cialist Party were isolated within the pro-choice movement by 
these actions. They prompted a slew of attacks and at least one 
attempt at sabotage. It was argued that these actions would 
alert the state to the use of the pills and that this would put 
the supply in danger and put the most vulnerable at risk. We 
countered that if the supply of pills was affected, we would 
find other ways to get them in. We correctly believed that the 
actions would increase the knowledge of and use of the pills.

10. The attacks on our actions were a real example of 
identity politics. Its myopic individualism meant a complete 
focus on individuals getting the pills in the present, without 
any vision whatsoever for the building of a movement to pres-
surise the state to legalise and provide the pills, or using the 
pills as part of a political struggle. Identity politics meant ac-
cepting the status quo or minimal progress. Any broader fo-
cus on the class balance of forces, was posed as being oppres-
sive in and of itself.

11. Our actions were based on a firm belief that the ma-
jority of the working class were on our side, albeit passively. 
Even though the actions were breaking the law, we felt that it 
was likely that the state would turn a blind eye, as any repres-
sion could shift that passive support into a much larger active 
movement. Our optimism in the attitudes of working people 
contrasted starkly with the philosophical pessimism of identi-
ty politics, in which the potential for working-class solidarity 
is at best underplayed, at worst, completely discounted. Chal-

lenging identity politics was key to the role we have played in 
the historic securing of the 12 weeks on request victory.

Other  Clashes with Identity Politics - The Sex Industry

12. The IS document could give the impression that the 
Irish section is soft on, and friendly with the forces of petit-
bourgeois feminism. The truth is we are largely treated as pari-
ahs by these forces, and our opposition to the sex industry has 
been the centrepiece of a series of vicious campaigns of on-
line attacks over a number of years. We’ve been effectively ‘no 
platformed’ on some demonstrations because of the stance we 
have taken on the sex industry, illustrating the anti-working 
class, anti-socialist nature of identity politics.

13. One spate of online attacks happened after the refer-
endum victory. “ROSA are SWERFS” (anti-sex worker) trend-
ed on Twitter Ireland. A significant section of the hundreds of 
young people activated in ROSA’s Yes campaign were knocked 
back by this attack, which was consciously orchestrated by ‘in-
tersectional feminists’. They did this because the unashamedly 
pro-choice and socialist Yes campaign that ROSA had run was 
popular (an academic researcher has revealed to us that RO-
SA’s Yes posters were by far the most popular amongst a cross 
section of society). We had exposed how those who claim to 
be radical had needlessly gone along with an utterly bourgeois 
and tame official Yes campaign.

14. Within the identity politics framework, the question 
of the sex industry is posed on a solely individual level, focus-
ing on the rights of sex workers not to be stigmatised, not to 
suffer state repression, and to be affirmed and accepted. Of 
course all of this is valid, but it is one-sided. It fails to recog-
nise the reality of the sex industry: the nature of this sexist, 
racist and oppressive, as well as exploitative industry; the role 
that it has in fostering macho culture and the harmful social 
impact of this; the impossibility of making such a dangerous 
industry safe; and how this plays into the sanitising of the in-
dustry and the magnates who profit from it.

15. When this came up in the Dáil, we strove to forge an 
independent class position. We did not support the (highly 
neoliberal version) of the ‘Swedish Model’ being brought in by 
the Government. Neither did we succumb to the tremendous 
pressure from forces rooted in identity politics to eschew any 
criticism of the sex industry and to support decriminalisation 
of pimping. We engaged in a very detailed way with all aspects 
of the legislation as it went through parliament, advocating 
numerous amendments. Most importantly, in our material 
and comrades’ speeches in the Dáil, we explained that there is 
no reformist solution:

“It’s a pertinent comment on capitalism today that the sex in-
dustry is a massive, global, billion dollar industry. Capitalism 
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turns everything into a commodity to profit from. The sex in-
dustry moguls profit from a visage of sexual liberation, but 
the industry is, in fact, extremely backward, old-fashioned, 
and sexist gender roles are dressed  up as modern and shiny. 
Real sexual and human freedom is impossible in conditions of 
poverty and wealth inequality.”

“It’s also impossible when women’s oppression remains. The 
struggle against all oppression and inequality has to be an 
anti-capitalist  struggle, based on solidarity, with the working 
class linking with all the oppressed and exploited to challenge 
the ‘masters of the universe’... In short, a socialist struggle is 
needed.” (“Socialists on the sex industry: Opposing pimps & 
traffickers, Supporting sex workers’ rights & safety”, Socialist 
Alternative journal, May 2017)

16. In contrast, PBP/Socialist Workers’ Network (for-
merly SWP) deputies in the Dáil took no such stance, mak-
ing absolutely zero criticism of the nature of the sex industry 
profiteers in a complete opportunist submission to identity 
politics.

Challenging Bourgeois Identity Politics

17. Most of the above refers to the petit-bourgeois iden-
tity politics which is prevalent in movements against oppres-
sion and can have the most impact on radicalised youth. There 
is also a more ‘out and out’ bourgeois form of identity politics 
that we have taken head-on. This is from the Sunday Times 
from 29 January, 2017 entitled ‘Rebuff to Fake Sisters of Dáil’:

“Socialist deputy Ruth Coppinger has refused to join a cross-
party women’s caucus in Leinster House, saying “there’s not 
much point in pretending there’s a fake sisterhood in the Dáil”. 
Coppinger was the only female politician who rejected an in-
vitation to attend a meeting last week about setting up the 
group. “I don’t really want to spend any time in a forum with 
women like Joan Burton and Frances Fitzgerald who have im-
posed austerity on other women as government ministers,” 
said Coppinger…”

18. Again, in contrast, the PBP/SWP female deputy at-
tended the above meeting.

Part Two: Global Feminist Revolt – Some points of 
Perspectives & Analysis

19. How we challenge identity politics needs more dis-
cussion. However, it’s a negative side of what has been an over-
whelmingly positive development – the emergence of a global 
feminist movement that has had an impact on all continents.

20. There has been a belated and partial recognition of 
the global feminist movement in recent years in CWI mate-

rial. A tendency to understate the significance of this devel-
opment inevitably has an impact on concrete initiatives and 
interventions, or lack thereof. The tendency for the comrades 
to reference campaigns and initiatives from a quarter of a 
century ago, albeit very important ones like the Campaign 
Against Domestic Violence, underscores this point.

21. In the 2014 International Women’s Day statement, 
when there clearly was an outline of significant sections of 
youth identifying as feminist and open to left politics, and 
struggles like the ‘Rage Against Rape’ in India in 2013 had 
taken place, there were only two allusions to the new feminist 
movement. The first is negative:

“This year the so-called ’fourth wave’ of feminism  gets an air-
ing but fails to offer a way out of the very practical problems 
of the women workers and poor farmers who make up half of 
the world’s population.”

22. The second is a factual point that fails to venture any 
significant conclusions or perspectives:

“Mass demonstrations in Spain against attempts to reverse 
progressive legislation, allowing abortion in the first 14 weeks, 
have shown the deeply felt anger on this issue and the pre-
paredness of young women to fight. Socialists in Ireland have 
played an important role in maintaining the pressure for legal 
reforms that came into sharp  focus after the death of  Savita 
Halappanavar who was refused a life-saving abortion at the 
end of 2012.”

23. In the 2016 International Women’s Day CWI State-
ment itself, there is no mention of the women’s movements 
and no points about violence, sexism or abortion.

24. ROSA was established because we had a perspective, 
not only for a significant abortion rights struggle but because 
we identified increasing sections of young women in particu-
lar, identifying as ‘feminist’ and open to socialist politics, and 
we also felt that this would be an international phenomenon. 
In summer 2016, before #MeToo or the idea of the global fem-
inist strike, we wrote in our journal:

“The Stanford rape case that went to trial in June 2016, had 
a colossal resonance, globally. This is because one in three 
women around the world will experience physical or sexu-
al violence during her life. It’s also because globally, there is 
the outline of a new women’s movement. A new generation 
of young women are being radicalised by continued women’s 
and LGBTQ oppression, identifying as feminist, and in some 
instances engaging in political action.”

25. This has significantly deepened since. In Latin 
America, especially Argentina, and in the Spanish state there 
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has been mass occupations, feminist strikes and mass mobi-
lisations of a militant character – ‘class struggle feminism’ as 
the comrades so aptly call it. In Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan and 
Tunisia, campaigners have successfully reversed or blocked 
‘marry-your-rapist’ laws.  In the US, the ‘Women’s Marches’ 
after Trump’s election were some of the biggest demonstra-
tions in US history. In late 2017 the #MeToo phenomenon saw 
the hashtag trending on Twitter in one day in 85 countries 
around the world. On Facebook 12 million people responded 
in the first 24 hours.

26. To varying degrees, questions of gender-based 
harassment and violence on the street, in the home, and at 
work are aspects of women’s (and gender non-conforming 
people’s) lives at some point in time in every state. Amongst 
many working-class and young women, being radicalised on 
this question is inter-linked completely with all the other as-
pects of their lives under capitalism – unequal pay, precarity 
in work and housing. Furthermore, a growing section of the 
young working class are following and radicalised by strug-
gles in other parts of the globe.

27. These are all features of the global feminist move-
ment that has deepened in recent months by women workers 
taking questions of harassment and abuse into the workplace. 
Working-class women are putting their stamp on the move-
ment, making it a potentially dynamic aspect of the working-
class movement as a whole.

28. The IS seem to imply a rigid distinction between 
those who are radicalised on economic questions, and those 
who are radicalised on social questions. There is no Chinese 
Wall between radicalisation on social and economic issues, 
and drawing a false dichotomy fails to recognise the processes 
of radicalisation unfolding in many states on questions of op-
pression and the potential interplay of questions of oppres-
sion, and the economic realities of capitalist crisis.

29. The “#MeToo” McDonalds strike in ten US cities is 
an inspiring example of this radicalisation. In the South of Ire-
land, the Repeal victory has helped propel an important sec-
tion of young people into protest activity on housing.

30. Furthermore, the worldwide Google walkouts in No-
vember, organised in opposition to management was indica-
tive. In Dublin, up to 1,000 Google workers walked out. There 
are many multinationals with largely unorganised workforces, 
so this was particularly seminal and the impact of the Repeal 
movement was clear. Alongside demands in relation to sexual 
harassment, other demands of the walkout included points 
about equal pay, illustrating the interaction of the economic 
and social.

31. Comrades organising young workers in Unite the 

Union in Belfast have taken up the issue of sexual harassment 
at work. The Boojum workers who recently unionised also si-
multaneously got active with ROSA because of their concern 
on this issue. Then there’s the inspiring equal pay strike in 
Glasgow, Scotland. Surely this development, led by a section 
of workers that importantly continues to embody important 
class traditions, is not divorced from the broader radicalisa-
tion among women, generally? This can in turn inspire and 
educate the younger radicalised layer who see the power 
of the organised working class and learn important lessons 
about solidarity.

The Material Basis for Radicalisation of Young Working 
Class Women

32. What’s fuelling this radicalisation and mass feminist 
movements? The IS document cites the entering of women 
into the workforce en masse, increased confidence and expec-
tations, and then the disproportionate effects of austerity and 
the ravages of the Great Recession. This is all valid. However, 
the en masse entering of women into the workforce, globally, 
also means that women workers are concentrated in some of 
the most militant, or potentially militant sectors, globally, and 
are likely to continue to be at the forefront of struggle.

33. The trends of neoliberalism over decades have many 
features that impinge in specific ways on proletarian women. 
The shift of manufacturing to the East has seen masses of 
girls and women entering into factory work. Simultaneously, 
the expansion of the service sector in the West has been ac-
companied by record numbers of women workers taking up 
these lower-paid, less secure, often unorganised forms of em-
ployment. The privatisation drive has also disproportionately 
affected working-class women, both as workers and as users 
of services.

34. In our Southern Perspectives document in 2015, we 
said:

“Since the movement against the water charges really emerged 
as a mass and active struggle in October 2014, it’s been very 
noticeable that working-class women have become central or-
ganisers in the movement. As with the activity around home-
lessness and the housing crisis that happened in 2014, this 
includes working-class women in their 20s and 30s...getting 
active for the first time… The emergence of working-class 
women as organisers...shows the potential for the intertwin-
ing of the building of a working-class revolt against auster-
ity, to a women’s movement that has a strong involvement of 
working-class  women.”

35. In Ireland and in many other states, young people 
and young women in particular have developed an impa-
tience for change that’s characterised by an unwillingness to 
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accept inequality or any further vestiges of sexism, and this 
means they will likely continue to clash with the system.

Women’s Oppression and Capitalism - Inextricably Linked

36. A point is made in the IS document that in the West, 
the impact of deindustrialisation on traditionally majority 
male sectors, alongside a simultaneous increase in women in 
the workforce meant that: “before the economic crisis – young 
working-class women, were, in general, more confident of 
their prospects than young working class men.” This seems 
one-sided, not taking into account, for example, that there has 
been a significant rise in sexist propaganda in the mass media 
in this period, which also had a detrimental impact on the 
confidence and mental health of young women, as well as the 
continued persistence of violence, pay inequality etc.

37. The point is also made that there was “grain of truth” 
in the ‘post-feminist’ idea that “women were on the verge of 
winning equality” in many countries. Again, this seems one-
sided when considering the experiences of the very many 
working-class women even in the advanced capitalist coun-
tries at that time, or of any women who suffered intimate 
partner violence and abuse. In fact, the burning and impatient 
desire for equality, which can’t be achieved under capitalism 
as women’s oppression is stitched into the fabric of the system 
– the Oxfam wealth report estimated that the unpaid labour 
women do globally amounted to $10 trillion in 2017 - is likely 
to continue to be hugely radicalising.

38. Furthermore, there is reference made to the capital-
ist establishment in a number of countries, including Ireland, 
that will implement ‘feminist’ and LGBTQ- friendly measures 
in order to drum up support. While this will be true in some 
cases, it can also tend to understate the impact of the move-
ments that have developed. While Varadkar in Ireland has 
gained kudos among some for Repeal, it was an enormous 
battle and struggle against him and the whole political es-
tablishment ‘from below’ that won the right to a referendum. 
Working-class people have an understanding of this. Also, the 
threat that the ascent of right-populist and far-right political 
forces poses to oppressed groups and existing rights needs 
more emphasis. This is a reactionary system and gains from 
decades ago can be threatened – as evidenced by the threat to 
Roe vs. Wade in the US.

The Question of Macho Violence

39. Gender-based violence and harassment are very im-
portant factors in the radicalisation. In the context of the Bel-
fast rape trial and presumably in reaction to the “I believe her” 
slogan that emerged from below, the IS document cautions, 
“we have to be careful not to go along with the conclusion of 
many petit-bourgeois feminists that every accusation of sexu-

al assault made by a woman against a man has to be accepted”. 
The IS are intimating that we just follow petit-bourgeois femi-
nists. This is inaccurate to say the least. The facts are that when 
we called the demonstration North and South regarding this 
trial, we purposely called it under the general title/slogan of 
“Stand with Her & All Survivors”.

40. When a ‘Not Guilty’ verdict was delivered, “I Believe 
Her” became the rallying cry. This slogan was a challenge to 
the mistreatment by police and the victim blaming by the 
courts and media. This slogan was a genuine cry of solidar-
ity from below to the woman, and to validate all survivors of 
sexual violence.

41. The key point is that if we were overly legalistic or 
cautious in our approach, we would not have taken the initia-
tives and these important developments and potential would 
have passed us by. The sentiment behind the slogan was huge-
ly progressive and thousands of angry young women marched 
through cities North and South irreverently chanting “Sue me 
Paddy”, after the acquitted rugby player threatened to sue 
those saying “I Believe Her”.

42. Under the banner of ROSA one thousand joined the 
demonstration in Belfast and 8,000 marched in Dublin. Sub-
sequently, the “I Believe Her” slogan has manifested itself in 
the Wolfpack case in the Spanish State and in the US during 
the appointment of Kavanaugh to the Supreme Court.

#MeToo

43. In reference to the #MeToo phenomenon, the IS 
document says that every accusation cannot just be auto-
matically believed, and that everyone has the right to a fair 
trial. It goes on to repeat that many petit-bourgeois feminists 
advocate: “that every accusation of sexual assault made by a 
woman against a man has to be accepted as proven regardless 
of evidence”.

44. Just to be completely clear, we agree that there can 
be no automatic acceptance of guilt and believe we do have 
to be careful. Being careful also means being careful not to 
be insensitive to women, precisely because the facts speak so 
overwhelmingly to the general lack of justice for victims of 
sexual violence. A movement that’s  throwing light on this 
social scandal is valid and important, and we should not be 
seen to equivocate on supporting it publicly or in our own 
ranks. Similarly, the point made about the potential for the 
state to orchestrate a false accusation against a male leader a 
trade union or in the revolutionary party to try to do damage, 
is something that could happen. However, that possibility is 
not a reason for us not to register the positives of the #MeToo 
phenomenon, and more recently #MeToo being taken into 
the arena of struggle by workers.
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45. Points are made against the terms ‘rape culture’ and 
‘toxic masculinity’. When ‘rape culture’, was popularised after 
the ‘Rage Against Rape’ in India in 2012, we had a discussion 
on whether it was correct for us to use the phrase. Precisely 
because the phrase denotes how rape occurs in a social con-
text of sexist culture, victim blaming, perpetuation of myths 
about rape, and as it rejected petit-bourgeois ideas about the 
‘nature’ of men etc., we decided it could be a useful phrase. 
When, a number of years later in Germany, the far-right in-
vented the horrid phrase, “rape-fugee”, we pulled back from 
the phrase for a period.

46. Regarding ‘toxic masculinity’, we have used it. How-
ever, more often we use the phrase ‘macho culture’. The main 
issue is the idea or social phenomenon depicted. When inter-
vening on questions of intimate partner violence, harassment 
and abuse, we have to have a rounded-out approach that both 
chimes with the mood of the most militant layers, but also 
connects with a working-class struggle against the system. 
In doing so, of course we must highlight the life endangering 
lack of resources in relation to affordable housing, rape crisis 
supports, refuges, access to free counselling etc. However, we 
absolutely must also challenge macho culture / machismo / 
toxic masculinity, including when it manifests itself inside the 
working class and working-class movement.

Rigid Gender Roles

47. The whole question of macho culture and macho 
violence should be placed in the context of the nature of cap-
italism. The perpetuation of rigid gender roles is a tool for 
capitalism that has damaging consequences. Macho culture 
is also rife in the ‘armed bodies’, the police and armed forces, 
and is in this way a certain ideological aid for the perpetuation 
of capitalist rule. This quote from the US comrades’ is a very 
good example of how to expose the system:

“The Kavanaugh sexual assault allegations have exposed the 
culture at the elite, private high schools and Ivy League uni-
versity fraternities and societies. This is a horrifying, misogy-
nistic world where there is literally a culture of raping women 
that is passed from generation to generation of ruling-class 
youth. This is the culture that future judges, politicians, CEOs, 
and presidents are steeped in, one in which rich, white men 
make a game of objectifying,   humiliating, and assaulting 
women.”

48. On these issues, if we overwhelmingly or exclusively 
focus on questions of cuts and austerity alone, but don’t agi-
tate against capitalism as a breeding ground for violence, our 
intervention would be weakened. It’s also in some ways be-
hind the best working-class youth that aspire to a world free 
from interpersonal and state violence – a world that only so-
cialists have a vision for, and only the working class, organised 

and conscious, can create.

49. In some of the IS document’s formulations around 
violence, the correct and important points about auster-
ity / neoliberalism / services are not accompanied by points 
about macho culture . We would ask whether the IS comrades 
think it’s correct that some points on macho culture should 
be raised? In our view, we have to be careful of a potentially 
overly economistic approach.

Tackling Homophobia and Transphobia

50. In her article on identity politics from 2015, Hannah 
makes the important point that the campaigners from LGSM 
(LGBT support group of the British miners’ strike from 
1980s) did not tell miners who displayed some homophobic 
attitudes to “check their privilege”. Of course, one cannot help 
but shudder at the mere thought of such condescension being 
shown to this heroic group of workers engaging in a seminal 
class battle! In this way, it’s a useful point. However, LGSM 
campaigners did challenge homophobia. They did it in a com-
radely way that was combined with an implacable active sup-
port for the miners that had an inspiring and transformative 
impact.

51. Similarly, within any working-class struggle today, 
there will be challenges posed by working-class women and 
youth to prejudiced or oppressive attitudes and behaviours. 
If this is done in a sensitive and balanced way, in the spirit 
of solidarity in which the primacy of working-class unity 
remains central, this does not have to be a problem. It also 
bears no relation to the ultra left, patronising, divisive and 
ineffective “call out culture” of privilege theory and identity 
politics – that favours moralising over solidarity and struggle; 
fundamentally reinforcing the status quo.

52. We must stand in opposition to the dangerous and 
discriminatory anti-trans ideas that have been whipped up by 
the right-wing in many states, who are preying on the trans 
community eg through the ‘Bathroom Bills’ in the US. Where 
these ideas have manifested themselves in parts of the trade 
union and feminist movements, they are often in part a rem-
nant of elements of second wave feminist ideas (and are often 
backed up by Stalinist lefts who have backward ideas on gen-
der), ideas which have for the most part been rejected by radi-
calised youth. Transphobic attitudes can also sometimes be 
hidden behind arguments that resources are scarce and that 
vital social services are already overstretched etc., as a justifi-
cation to deny trans rights.

53. We need to be sensitive of course, as broad attitudes 
catch up with changes in society -we reject the ‘call out cul-
ture’ and ‘no platforming’ moralistic approach of those rooted 
in Identity Politics. However, it is absolutely crucial we are 
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also understanding of the accumulated and justified anger 
that gender non-conforming people feel about the oppression 
they experience. Neither should we underestimate the poten-
tial for working-class solidarity on these issues.

Working Class Solidarity Against Oppression

54. The IS document seems to suggest that the abortion 
vote was also an anti-austerity vote. It says that “...the accumu-
lated anger at austerity has had very limited outlets as a result 
of the role of the trade union leaders but could be expressed 
via the referendum.”

55. It is unintended but this a significant understatement 
and diminishing of working-class attitudes on these issues. 
The Marriage Equality “Yes” was at base, a vote to support and 
affirm LGBTQ lives. The “Yes” for Repeal was a consciously 
pro-choice vote. (67% on exit polls cited “Choice” as reason 
for their “Yes”). In the deprived working-class community of 
Jobstown, there was an over 90% Yes for Marriage Equality. 
In Dublin’s, Stoneybatter, populated by young newcomers and 
traditional working-class, inner-city residents, there was a 
92% Yes for abortion rights. The working class has the great-
est propensity to show true solidarity.

56. There is only one reference to Ruth C in the IS docu-
ment and unfortunately it’s a negative reference. The comrades 
quote Ruth’s comments that a commission at the England and 
Wales Socialism event didn’t feature enough young women 
and their concerns such as sexism, violence etc. But Hannah’s 
comment immediately after, that that commission that year 
had a particular trade union focus, actually gives credence to 
the points Ruth made, yet the comrades make a definite criti-
cism out of it.  The IS then immediately go on to say that petit-
bourgeois feminists today focus on sexism and sexist attitudes 
and ignore concrete economic questions. Are the IS trying to 
imply that this is the approach of the comrades in Ireland?

57. Suffice it to say, all our interventions, agitation and 
propaganda on questions of oppression should deal with both 
the economic and social questions. They should also show 
due sensitivity to oppressed layers, their experiences and their 
concerns, while we expose and agitate against capitalism and 
illustrate the need for a united working-class struggle as the 
way forward. In the words of James Connolly, “none so fit-
ted to break the chains as they who wear them, none so well 
equipped to decide what is a fetter... But whosoever carries the 
outworks of the citadel of oppression, the working class alone 
can raze it to the ground.”

Part Three: ROSA & Abortion work in Ireland

58. There is unfortunately misinterpretation, misinfor-
mation and misunderstandings in the IS document regarding 

ROSA. No IS member, as far as we can ascertain, discussed 
with any comrade involved in organising ROSA to check any 
information for the document. The strong impression is given 
is that ROSA constitutes a large majority, or even all, of our 
work and interventions, the reality is ROSA work has not 
been given a large amount of resources.

59. Since ROSA was initiated in the South we launched 
the AAA as a broad left movement for working class people; 
got 14 councillors elected; stood in the Euro elections; stood 
in three by-election and won two of them; maintained/won 
three TD (MP) positions in parliament and stood in a number 
of other areas in a general election; played a key role in a victo-
rious and historic water charges struggle; played an important 
role in a number of strikes; relaunched the AAA as Solidar-
ity; scored a tremendous victory against the capitalist state in 
the Jobstown ‘Not Guilty’ verdict and produced The Socialist, 
journals, pamphlets and three books on many issues, not least 
on the National Question. Substantial resources and the party 
itself was only directed into ROSA in the first six months of 
2018, in the run up to the Repeal / abortion referendum itself.

Huge Victory for Working Class Women

60. The IS document says we are in danger of overstat-
ing the abortion rights victory. Unfortunately, the IS are un-
derstating it. Winning, not only repeal of the abortion ban 
but also abortion up to 12 weeks on request is the single big-
gest blow struck for women’s rights and against the Catholic 
Church in the history of the state, and was celebrated most of 
all by the working class.

61. The IS document criticises our orientation in the 
abortion struggle. We are not fully clear of the point being 
made regarding young people in the IS document when they 
contrast the role of young people in the Brexit referendum 
to the role of the young in the abortion referendum in Ire-
land. In any case, our primary orientation over the years of 
the abortion struggle was to working class youth. We weren’t 
awkwardly forcing an agenda, as these have been the major 
activating issues for the young for a time. Neither was there 
any deviation from a class perspective in this; actually we were 
working in the best traditions of the CWI, where youth work 
was always understood as being essential to building the revo-
lutionary party, particularly among working-class youth.

62. ROSA’s Yes campaign was active on the streets, in the 
schools and on the doors in working-class communities. On-
street city centre campaigning connected us with with a huge 
cross section of the working class, including retail and other 
city-based workers. Many took bundles of the campaign lit-
erature for their colleagues. In Limerick, we helped a group of 
hairdressers organise a protest against anti-choice campaign-
ers. In Dublin city centre, we had some joint activity with the 
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Nurses and Midwives for Choice Campaign. This group of 
workers had to organise outside union structures as their un-
ion did not support a ‘Yes’ in the referendum. Door-knocking 
saw us intervene broadly into the mass in the run up to the 
referendum. We received a hugely warm response on these 
activities and were often getting canvass returns of 80-90% Yes 
in our heartland areas.

Concerted Campaigning and the Trade Unions

63. The IS document says that we should have had 
a ‘concerted’ campaign to put demands on the trade union 
leaders on abortion. In point 31, they also say we should have 
argued, “that the organised working class (i.e. trade unions ed. 
[authors]) could play a potentially decisive role in fighting for 
the right to abortion”. The implication is that this should have 
been an important part of our campaign.

64. Later we will show what we did regarding the unions. 
However, we did not have the concerted campaign envisioned 
by the IS directed at the unions either for the first phase, the 
legislative process to agree the outline legislation that would 
be implemented in the event of a yes, or in the second phase, 
the referendum campaign itself.

65. Such a campaign would have gotten bogged down 
in bureaucracy, and opposition by some to a Yes stance and 
in demands to tone down discussion on the use of abortion 
pills and the demand for full abortion rights. Both of these 
were crucial if we were first to force acceptance of 12 weeks on 
request and in winning the Yes in the referendum. Put sim-
ply, the unions were not a mechanism to have a broad impact 
around a strong pro-choice position as they were way behind 
the general population on this issue. Such an approach would 
have used up a lot of energy and resources needed for the 
main lines of battle.

66. In the actual struggle that was unfolding, we needed 
first to mobilise as much direct pressure from the broad work-
ing class and the young activists on the political establishment 
to force their hand in the legislative process that was unfold-
ing. It was necessary to bring people into struggle through the 
street activities, protests and demonstrations that were grow-
ing progressively bigger. Given that we had very limited re-
sources, a concerted campaign on the unions would have run 
the considerable risk of weakening our ability to organise and 
mobilise that direct political pressure in society.

67. The points made by the IS re the unions are formally 
correct on paper, but in terms of the facts on the ground in 
this case, they are actually a bit abstract and therefore incor-
rect. The assertion made by the IS comrades in point 31, that 
the unions could play a potentially decisive role in achieving 
abortion rights was a wrong assessment of the actual situation.

68. While a small handful of unions formally backed a 
Yes vote, others refused or voted down that position, like the 
Irish Nurses and Midwives Organisation and Fórsa. There was 
simply no drive in the trade unions to fight for pro-choice leg-
islation or a Yes because the leadership adopted a conservative 
position of not ‘rocking the boat’. And there just isn’t an active 
rank and file that we could have connected with to try to alter 
or overturn that position.

Fighting on the Actual Front Line

69. It was ROSA’s actions with abortion pills that opened 
up the potential in the situation. The massive growth in the 
use of the pills afterwards, in effect, meant that there was abor-
tion in Ireland up to 12 weeks organised by people themselves 
using pills. This made the ban illogical, but as mentioned, we 
still had to maximise political pressure to force the political 
establishment down the path we had carved out. In terms of 
the battle in 2017 mobilising activists to directly build up such 
pressure was the key task. A vital aspect of this was also our 
tactics in using the deliberations and investigation of the par-
liamentary committee to bring out the reality of the change 
that the pills were having and try to force them to make the 
recommendation for legislation for 12 weeks on request. This 
was an enormous victory for working-class women in partic-
ular, and the reality is, it would likely not have been achieved 
if we had focused in a significant way on the trade unions.

70. The IS document refers to the water and bin charg-
es struggles. These, as well as the seminal campaign against 
household charges in 2012, which achieved a 52% national 
boycott, were all struggles that our organisation played a cru-
cial role in. But they further illustrate the points above as they 
primarily took place outside of the trade union structures. 
The fact that these mass working- class movements happened 
in this way was because it was easier for the working class to 
construct and participate in an independent campaign/move-
ment, than to force the union leaders into a fighting stance.

71. The Irish section recognised that forcing the unions 
to act would be difficult after they were able to defy the anti-
austerity pressure and decisively sell-out, in late 2010. How-
ever, we also recognised that there was a possible alternative 
way forward if a movement, made up of working-class people, 
could emerge independently of the unions. We were instru-
mental in fomenting this movement, and we had the perspec-
tive that this could in turn create a new active base to fight 
to reclaim the trade unions. Without the pioneering work we 
put in, in the Campaign Against Water and Household Taxes, 
it is questionable whether the later water charges movement 
would have developed. So there have been issues with the role 
of the trade unions for many years, but that hasn’t meant that 
we turned away from the working class. In fact, the Irish sec-
tion has turned directly toward the working class in all of our 
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campaigns.

72. These struggles, despite not being conducted through 
the labour and trade union movement, were class battles. The 
abortion rights struggle in Ireland also took place outside of 
the trade union structures, but that doesn’t mean it was not a 
working-class struggle. On one level, it’s a valid point that the 
former are on economic questions and therefore relate very 
directly to class interests – namely over who possesses the 
wealth in society.

73. However, there are other aspects of class struggle 
that are not primarily economic based, that are or can be part 
of the broader class struggle - eg anti-war movements, move-
ments for voting or democratic rights -because they challenge 
important aspects of capitalist rule, and by extension the abil-
ity of capitalists to extract profit. Sexism, repression, and in 
Ireland the Catholic Church, are all important aspects of how 
capitalism rules over working-class people and society, gener-
ally.

74. But there is an important economic aspect of the 
abortion rights victory. At least 150,000 have travelled from 
Ireland for abortions since 1980, with costs of anything up to 
€800 or €1000. Now there will be access to abortion for free at 
home. We saw the potential for a real victory to be achieved 
and we formulated nuanced, concrete tactics that played a key 
role in realising this victory.

The Trade Unions

75. Through the radicalisation and struggles of the water 
and abortion movements, new activists for the working-class 
movement have been formed, who can in turn play a role in 
redeveloping fighting trade unions, which is always a part of 
our political argumentation.

76. The IS document says that we have adopted a wrong 
approach to the trade unions, basically saying that we don’t 
place demands or orientate to the unions because of the rot-
tenness of the leaders. This is not true. We have limited re-
sources and many demands, but we do feature union work, 
although we need to do more. However, the comrades can see 
that there are real problems with the leaders and where the 
unions are at right now.

77. Crucially, the IS have made a mistaken assumption, 
that there is a baseline active rank and file in the unions that 
we could orientate and build amongst. This might exist in a 
few workplaces, in the transport sector for example, and we 
do indeed have important connections and support there. 
However, the exception proves the rule, in general it is the 
absence of an active layer that  is the main problem. In many 
unions the bureaucracy organise the structures to keep people 

out. Essentially this means that currently, there isn’t an active 
layer or a mechanism to really put the leadership under sig-
nificant pressure.

78. The IS cites the fact of the ICTU backing the recent 
housing demonstration, as a sign or proof  that they can be 
pressurised. The ICTU backed the recent housing demonstra-
tion, true, and every small step should be welcomed.  But the 
IS should not overstate its significance. The majority of the 
union leaderships do not want a real fight with the govern-
ment on Housing or other issues; were willing to endorse the 
October protest in significant measure so as to “put it on their 
CV”; and refused to back the upcoming December protest. 
The student unions with far less resources mobilised up to 10 
times the numbers on October 3 2018.

79. A few months ago we agreed and discussed a work-
place and trade union strategy in all the branches in the 
South. We also held a special aggregate meeting in Dublin, 
that emphasised the need to recruit more workers, build a 
base in some key workplaces and unions, and yes, these meet-
ings were a means to educate all the comrades in the Party as 
to the crucial role of the organised working class in the strug-
gle for change.

Anti Capitalist & Socialist Agitation & the Central Role of 
the Working Class

80. As well as the Irish section not orientating to the 
working class in its abortion work, the IS says we make con-
cessions to current moods, which implies political opportun-
ism to some degree. On the other hand, the IS makes light of 
the fact that we actually have engaged in anti-capitalist agita-
tion, saying we just limit it to that and/or we don’t link it to 
highlighting the role of the working class, so is of little value. 
We hope to illustrate that this is completely imbalanced and 
inaccurate, and that in our work we have emphasised the is-
sues that are key radicalising factors today. We have not not 
just critiqued capitalism, we have argued for socialism, and 
crucially we have defended the key role of the working class.

81. We engage a lot in anti-capitalist argumentation 
consciously as a key way to raise the need for socialist change 
and the centrality of class. The more convincing an argument 
is made as to why it will be impossible for capitalism to deal 
with the issues people face, the more the material necessity for 
each person to get involved in a collective struggle is clarified. 
This not only exposes reformist ideas, but raises the urgent 
need for an organised working-class  movement. Unless the 
nature and inability of capitalism is discussed and under-
stood, it is very difficult for someone to really comprehend 
how the working class will get active and fight for socialism. 
A failure to apply this method can descend into an abstract 
presentation of socialist ideas.
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82. The quotes in the IS document give a skewed impres-
sion of our approach. From the Socialist Party leaflet from the 
‘Stand with Her’ protest in Dublin in March 31 2018:

“WHAT’S CAPITALISM GOT TO DO WITH IT? Capital-
ism inherited the oppression of women and honed it to a new 
level. It will never willingly grant full rights to half the popula-
tion for fear the inequality which the system is based on will 
be challenged. The objectification of women’s bodies and sex-
uality that is pushed by the beauty, fashion and sex industry 
make billions in profits annually  by pushing old-fashioned 
gender roles. This means the feminism of Hillary  Clinton and 
establishment figures like Katherine Zappone is meaningless 
– because it doesn’t challenge the system.

““A woman’s place is in the revolution” - liberation and the 
struggle for socialist change

“It’s no accident that last year, 82% of all wealth generated went 
to the richest 1% of the population. This shows how unequal 
the world is but also what could be achieved if the wealth and 
resources were used in a planned way for the benefit of peo-
ple and the planet. There needs to be a socialist feminist chal-
lenge to capitalism in Ireland and victory on abortion rights 
can give a huge impetus to fight for such fundamental change.

“Tomorrow belongs to those who prepare today

“If organised and united, women, workers and the young have 
the power to overthrow capitalism in Ireland and its history of 
misogyny and backwardness.”

83. And more examples from this Socialist Party leaflet 
from November 2017 on abortion rights:

“James Connolly called socialism, ‘the great anti- theft move-
ment’. We stand for a challenge to injustice and wealth in-
equality and homelessness. We stand for free quality educa-
tion and healthcare and putting people’s needs and that of the 
planet before profit.”

“Now is our time. Young people have been the backbone of 
the movements that propelled Corbyn and Sanders forward in 
Britain and the US – we need such a mass movement here that 
breaks with capitalism and institutes real democratic socialist 
change, including the full separation of Church and State.”

Bringing People Closer - Winning New Recruits

84. From a Socialist Party recruitment leaflet & inter-
vention leaflet for ROSA’s Bread and Roses Festival Sept 2017:

“The wealth and resources exist on our planet to end poverty 
and to provide a good living standard for all. But capitalism as 

a system is concerned solely with the drive for profit for a tiny 
few, which means that the needs of people and the planet are 
trampled on. Ridden by economic chaos and political crises, 
this system offers us only a future of war, inequality and envi-
ronmental destruction.

“If we are to have meaningful change this system must go. It is 
working-class people who create the wealth in society, but this 
is being squandered by the 1% elite who own and control it. 
We need to build an anti-capitalist and socialist movement of 
workers, young people, women and LGBTQ people, a move-
ment that fights to take the wealth producing sectors of the 
economy out of the private ownership of this parasitic minor-
ity. On this basis we can invest in affordable homes, decent 
jobs, a national health service free at the point of use and free 
education for all.

85. The ROSA programme states that “Feminising the 
ruling class is not real change. Build a socialist feminist move-
ment to challenge the oppression that stems from the private 
ownership of wealth. For a mass working-class movement 
that unites workers, women, LGBTQ people and all oppressed 
to challenge capitalism’s rule of the 1% super-rich and the de-
struction of the environment.”

86. On 31 March, 2018, addressing 8,000 on the “Stand 
With Her Demo” that Ruth and ROSA called, Ruth C talked 
about 14% pay inequality, unpaid labour of women, and the 
need for free childcare. RC said that she’s a “a TD, a socialist 
and Socialist Party member. None of the above “are possible 
in a system that is profit driven”, she declared. RC went on to 
say that, “Inequality is the DNA of capitalism and its doing 
very well promoting rigid gender roles, promoting racism, 
promoting division between people” and that “Capitalism is 
honing the level of oppression of women to a new level than 
before”.

87. In a Socialist Party leaflet from August 2013, we 
raised the need for “A mass sustained campaign of pressure, 
rooted in every community and workplace for the availability 
of free, legal and safe abortion facilities provided through the 
public health service – for a woman’s right to choose”. The first 
newsletter of ROSA in 2013 stated:

“The hoarding of wealth by the European and global elite 
must end. We need a mass movement of ordinary working 
[people], unemployed and young women and men for the 
public ownership of wealth and resources.

“It’s vital that women participate at the front and centre of 
such a movement ensuring that issues of reproductive rights, 
equal pay, free childcare, and an end to the macho culture that 
permeates capitalism that promotes rape and violence, are all 
taken up by the movement as a whole – in the tradition of the 
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great socialist and suffragette Sylvia Pankhurst who, in Britain 
over 100 years ago, campaigned to ensure that the suffragette 
movement promoted votes for all women and men, not just 
those who owned property, by linking up with the Labour 
movement, supporting strikes of male and female workers, 
promoting women’s rights and issues in the context of the 
quest to build a movement of all ordinary women and men 
against the exploitative capitalist system.”

88. In trying to concretise the question of linking up an-
ti-austerity and pro-choice struggles, ROSA’s leaflet for 2015’s 
Pride raised the need for “a left political force that can, in uni-
son with the anti-water charges, anti-austerity struggle, build 
the basis for a left government that would consciously and 
fully break the links between the Irish state and the church in 
all its guises.”

Defending the Working Class

89. There was an infamous incident in 2015 in which a 
Labour Party Government Minister engaged in scare-mon-
gering that the Marriage Equality referendum would be de-
feated by anti-water charges campaigners who would vote 
‘No’ to damage the Government. We made a massive deal of 
this, defending the working class and using it to ridicule La-
bour. The quote below is from a Socialist Party article after the 
Marriage Equality referendum:

“Despite these stereotypings of working class people, the 
highest Yes votes in the country were recorded in the most 
deprived and neglected working class areas. As reported in 
the Irish Times for example, in Dublin Coolock voted 88% 
Yes, Jobstown 87%, the Liberties 88%, Cherry Orchard 90%. 
In Limerick, Moyross voted 70% Yes and South Hill 72%. 
The very people mobilised and politicised  by the anti-water 
charge movement went on to register a powerful statement 
in support of LGBT friends, family and neighbours and for 
equality and social change. Grainne Healy, chairperson of 
Marriage Equality and co-director  of the main “Yes Equal-
ity” campaign herself explained that “When we were out can-
vassing in areas like Finglas, there was an overwhelming Yes. 
Once we moved into Glasnevin, there would be more resist-
ance. It seemed the houses with two cars and plenty of money 
were just less open to Yes.”

Do These  Issues “Put off ” Other  Sections of the Working 
Class ?

There is a danger that – as a result of the overwhelming turn 
that has been made to issues relating to women and gender 
oppression – we could become perceived by a layer of workers 
for whom that is not the only or primary concern as ‘not for 
them’. This can obviously include layers of male workers and 
older women, but also young women and non-binary people 

who – while partly radicalised by their specific oppression – 
do not consider it to be the most central issue for them. (IS 
Document).

90. As shown above, the Irish section hasn’t made any 
“overwhelming turn” away from the working class, but the 
quote from the IS also completely fails to recognise the sig-
nificance of the change that has taken place in Irish society 
and in the working class. The victory on 25 May 2018 reflects 
this and is understood within the working class as being very 
significant. The fact that it was driven by a youthful move-
ment from below, has been a powerful and inspiring boost 
for many.

91. From the Socialist Party article “The 8th Repealed - 
How Yes was won” (6 June 2018):

“The yes vote was very strong in urban areas. Most cities had 
a yes vote of just below or just above 70%. Dublin had nine 
in the top ten Yes constituencies and Wicklow at 74.26% was 
the other. The overall Yes percentage in Dublin was 75.5%. In 
Stoneybatter, which is made up of working class communities, 
as well as a new younger demographic moving into the area, 
the vote was reportedly 92%.

“The vote was very high among the middle class and working 
class. e figures point to it being higher in the former, though 
in the campaign it was clear that the depth of feeling on the 
issue was strongest in the working class, with working-class 
women being the beating heart of the revolt.”

92. This is completely consistent with the political ap-
proach which underpinned all of this work. Below is a quote 
from the statement produced in the name of the three TDs in 
the aftermath of the referendum result: (May 26 2018)

“It must also be said and said loudly, that once again, as was 
the case with the water charges movement and the Marriage 
Equality referendum, the working class was the “secure foun-
dation” as James Connolly once put it, of this enormous social 
change. Because of lived experience, a sense of solidarity is in-
nate to the working class. It is the force pushing forward  pro-
gress in this country, as was witnessed during the campaign 
and will be demonstrated by the size of the votes in working-
class communities…..”

Real Solidarity

93. The change in the attitudes was also reflected in acts 
of solidarity. For this year’s Pride, a leading organiser of the 
recent industrial action in Bus Éireann, who has joined Soli-
darity and is a contact for the Socialist Party, (who is extreme-
ly supportive of ROSA), came to Pride dressed in rainbow 
colours with his own children. Many older workers – affected 
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by the radicalisation of their own children - have progressive 
attitudes on these questions.

94. Solidarity held a 500-strong Jobstown victory rally 1 
July 2017. A young comrade who is a school student spoke at 
it. In her speech, she focused in on the role of young people in 
struggle, the impact of the Marriage Equality referendum as a 
radicalising factor, and the movement for Repeal. A few days 
later a comrade was intervening on a picket of crane work-
ers and the first comment of a striker was to mention the full 
name of the young person, and how inspiring she was. Simi-
larly, the young comrade’s uncle overheard the two men be-
side him in a pub speaking about his niece and how brilliant 
her speech was! There is no evidence of working class people 
being put off by our ROSA work, rather, the opposite is true.

95. ROSA’s mass campaign for a Yes vote received a 
strong echo. We produced 8,000 posters with a number of 
different designs and these were widely commented upon as 
being the most effective of the whole campaign. They were the 
only posters to answer the scaremongering of the ‘No’ side. 
Our poster, with a photo of Savita was described as “striking 
in their simplicity and directness” by an Irish Times journalist 
and had a real impact in the final week.

96. The point about us potentially putting off women 
and non-binary people who are radicalised by their own op-
pression but do not see it as central does not add up. It’s an-
other example of a serious underestimation of the historic 
nature of the abortion victory.  In any case, we have always in 
all our propaganda, our interventions, our speeches, raised a 
multitude of issues; from housing, to environmental destruc-
tion, to precarity at work; all the while, raising broader points 
about challenging capitalism and the type of working-class 
movement needed to do so.

Part Four: Conclusion & some Questions for the IS

97. We had hoped that this exchange on identity poli-
tics and the global women’s movement could have been con-
structive and broader in its scope, going into the nature of the 
countless developments in many countries and what the per-
spectives are for this movement in a much fuller way. Hope-
fully that can still happen at the IEC meeting.

98. Of course a review is an essential part of any such 
discussion. The work in Ireland undoubtedly has many weak-
nesses; on abortion, on women’s and LGBTQ rights, there are 
very many things that we could have done better. We will re-
view and try to learn all the lessons in an open discourse in the 
organisation. That is essential in order for us to be sufficiently 
prepared for the political events and struggles to come.

99. In a pressurised situation, with a lot at stake, we 

strove to raise our programme, anti-capitalist and socialist 
ideas, highlighting the urgent need to challenge the private 
ownership of wealth and argued for a united working-class 
struggle as the only way to do so. We did feature the anti-wa-
ter charges, working-class mass movement and included the 
trade unions in our argumentation in a balanced way, given 
the situation in the unions. We have produced an appendix as 
an answer to the numerous inaccuracies of the IS document.

100. A defining feature of the IS document is the lack of 
understanding of how the struggle for abortion rights in Ire-
land actually unfolded over the last years, or unfortunately of 
the real nature of our campaigning and building work. Be-
latedly, after the struggle is over, and won (in large measures 
by our actions), the IS raise ‘concerted’ criticisms of our ap-
proach. We have no issue with criticism that is based on facts 
and a balanced assessment of them.

101. However, if this debate results in a more developed 
discussion on the nature and perspectives for the women’s/
feminist movement, that will be very purposeful. That is nec-
essary as the situation is clearly moving on as some of the re-
cent developments show the need for workplace organising to 
take on sexual harassment and equal pay in particular have 
been pronounced in the past weeks. This is a very dynamic 
situation and we need to be politically open to what may hap-
pen.

102. The IS document says there could be more move-
ments of women, but particularly where existing rights are 
attacked or in countries where there is a particular legacy of 
oppression. In conversation, IS comrades have indicated that 
the movements seem to have mainly been in Catholic coun-
tries. The comrades accept that there is a radicalisation among 
women, but that it isn’t a movement in many states. In our 
view, all of this, errs on the negative side and and isn’t consist-
ent what what has happened or what could happen in the next 
years.

103. These issues need more discussion. They haven’t 
been adequately covered in perspectives material in recent 
years. In the documents for this IEC, in reality there are just 
three or four paragraphs but don’t flesh out or sufficiently ana-
lyse these movements in enough depth. Instead, the material 
tends to pose them as secondary or the support acts to greater 
events. Women’s rights or struggles can be seen as sectional 
issues, but we must remind ourselves that women are half the 
population and a huge portion of the overall working class. 
Below we quote from paragraph 22 from the IS document.

“However, in our view it is not the case that movements relat-
ing to women’s oppression will be central to struggle in every 
country in the next period. In addition, in many countries 
where such movements occur the working-class elements 
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within them can quite quickly become part of broader strug-
gles of the working class.”

104. It is difficult to know what is being said here. Gen-
erally the paragraph seems to be cautioning, raising that the 
women’s movement won’t be central or primary. If that is the 
main point, we’d ask the IS to outline its rationale for such an 
assessment? Given the reality of recent events; would a more 
open attitude to the potential not be more appropriate? But it 
says, “in many countries where such movements occur”, this 
seems to imply we should expect movements of women. That 
makes it even more essential for urgent and developed discus-
sions, even special IEC discussions or meetings, so that the 
international is prepared. If we don’t have such discussions, 
does that reflect we are not taking a serious approach to per-
spectives or that we have a view that the significance of the 
women’s movements that may occur will be limited?

105. Our view is that the radicalisation among women 
seems to more universal, global and interconnected. It is not a 
temporary phase, but a more fundamental shift in conscious-
ness and is deeper, in that it is not the preserve of middle class 
layers, but is also reflective of a change amongst working class 
women.

106. Work among the young is and must be a vital and 
central aspect of the work of every section; that is part of the 
tradition and DNA of the CWI. Front and centre in our youth 
work must be taking up the precarious position of the young 
and the huge increase in their economic exploitation. At the 
same time, if all sections engage in youth work, it would seem 
inconceivable that within that youth work we would not take 
up issues of oppression as this is clearly a part of the radi-
calisation process amongst the youth, including among work-
ing-class youth. Again, all this points to the need for more 
discussion, including about the possibility that these issues of 
equality could be quite central.

107. Point 44 of the IS document states, “ We think it is 
a mistake to suggest that the young people who are rebelling 
against the gender norms of capitalism are automatically or 
generally the most radical section of society, thereby down-
grading the role of other sections of the working class and 
miseducating those young people.” Here two things are being 
alleged. The first that we elevate a section of youth and the 
second, that in doing that, we automatically, downgrade the 
working class.

108. This a strawman, as we never suggested those rebel-
ling against gender norms are automatically the most radi-
cal. That is a baseless assertion. However, particularly in the 
context of the examples given above, we feel this quote raises 
more questions about the approach of the IS.

109. Why do the comrades counter-pose these young 
people to the working class? Do the comrades feel those who 
are impatient for equality for women and gender non-con-
forming people are in general middle class or affected by mid-
dle class ideas, or is there a danger of mistaking the self- ap-
pointed leaders of these movements for the base? We assume 
the comrades don’t rule out that some of these young people 
while, not automatically assumed, could in fact be some of the 
most radical, or has that been excluded?

110. It seems to us likely that this movement has deeper 
roots than previous women’s/feminist movements. Instead of 
coming just after the post war boom, is coming at a time of 
chronic neoliberal capitalist crisis, part of which is increased 
exploitation and the further proletarianisation, which can 
profoundly affect developments.

111. Questions are raised in the IS document about re-
viewing ROSA and asking if we see it as a model to be fol-
lowed generally. What approach or tactics sections take to the 
work needs to be determined on the ground, taking into ac-
count the conditions and what our goals and objectives are. 
The IS talks of twenty people around ROSA now, again un-
fortunately, we see misrepresentation instead of a political ap-
proach. In the last months ROSA in Dublin has had 70, 100 
and 150 at different meetings it has organised. Successful, well 
attended meetings have also happened in Belfast and in other 
cities in the South.

112. ROSA is much more than the number who might 
be at a particular event. ROSA is extremely well known and 
supported by thousands. It is a reference point,  and has a 
record and reputation. Of course it isn’t clear if ROSA will 
develop with a growing and consistently active membership, 
but difficulties in getting and maintaining people in activity 
is a general problem in this period given the complications 
around political consciousness in general. What is beyond 
dispute is that ROSA has been essential in fighting on the is-
sues and in building the Party in so many ways over the last 
years.

113. If, on the basis of further discussions on perspec-
tives for the women’s movement, it is felt by sections that 
there is definite potential, then there clearly would be a basis 
for a discussion as to whether a specific banner/campaign/
organisation will be appropriate. No one would advocate a 
‘one-size-fits-all’ approach, but clearly it would be beneficial 
for everyone if the lessons from all the sections who are taking 
initiatives are brought together.

114. We suspect that the IS has a significantly different 
view of ROSA and its successes to comrades in Ireland. If 
comrades see ROSA as having limited value, they will not ac-
cept as legitimate that the public profile of the party can be di-
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minished when ROSA is being promoted. We are concerned 
about the profile of the Party too and are taking measures to 
enhance it. However, we need to be very clear, the Party has 
been strengthened enormously through the ROSA work.

115. The comrades are correct when they say there were 
ROSA and Solidarity posters in the referendum but none for 
the Party. It is possible that we could have produced a run of 
Party posters at one of two junctures in the campaign and that 
point will be taken on board.

116. However, it would be completely wrong if comrades 
concluded that if there were some Party posters that the Party 
would have grown, or that we did not have a definite plan for 
how to build during the referendum. The way the Party was 
going to grow and in fact did grow, was by having a very high 
profile in the ROSA campaigns which mobilised hundreds 
throughout the campaign in different parts of the country. 
The Party has a very high profile in ROSA. The number of 
recruits so far is lower than we would like, but there is still a 
very large supportive periphery around us in ROSA, which 
we believe can yield significantly more in the months ahead.

117. The IS comrades say that “in our anxiety to recruit” 
from this work, we are taking shortcuts. For the comrades’ 
information, we have not operated an open policy of recruit-
ment - we didn’t during the water charges nor during Repeal 
- because we are trying to recruit on a good basis. Given the 
confusion that generally exists, this is appropriate. Here is a 
breakdown of recruitment in the South this year, at the time 
of writing:

•	 29/35	of	recruits	in	2018	are	women

•	 13/35	 are	 workers,	 including	 precarious	 low	 paid	
workers,retail, teachers, factory, tech & community workers

•	 12/35	are	school	students,	and	9	out	of	these	12	are	
from a working class background

•	 9/35	are	college	students	(some	of	whom	also	part-
time workers), the large majority of these students are from a 
working class background

•	 26/35	were	active	 in	 the	 referendum	campaign	be-
fore joining the party

There are still challenges to integration and consolidation 
which we are discussing and trying to wage a campaign on.

Raising  a Fundamental Question Mark

118. Incredibly, the IS document says that a “tendency 
has… developed of some leading Irish comrades seeing all 

struggles through the prism of the women’s movement”. What 
is the basis or evidence for this assertion that intimates that 
some leading Irish comrades are abandoning a class viewpoint 
and Marxism? The central idea of the whole IS document is 
that the Irish section has moved away from a working-class 
orientation and stand point.

119. All of these points tee up the IS to make a reference 
at the end to the USFI and their infamous and disastrous 
writing-off of the working class as the key agent for change. 
Despite not directly linking the Irish leadership or ‘sections’ of 
it, to such a degeneration, inevitably the allusion is enough to 
raise a big question mark over the Irish comrades. Comrades 
are free to raise whatever they see fit, but it should be based 
on real information and facts about the work and the political 
approach being pursued. It is poor that the IS document isn’t 
based on that method.

120. The Irish section has an important base in the work-
ing class, that we have fought tooth and nail for over decades. 
We are always looking to deepen and activate that base. In the 
North, the question of working-class unity, most especially 
in the workplaces and trade unions, but also through youth 
struggle, is the daily concern of the comrades because of the 
National Question. The role we have played for decades, both 
North and South, is to be the most implacable defenders of 
the working class as an agent for change, as the most power-
ful and only antidote to all the ills of society. We would hope 
that what we have documented here, and the experience of 
comrades of the Irish section, answers the question mark that 
is being raised over our position.

121. Finally, we have to register that we regret the ap-
proach that the IS has adopted in their document. It is based 
on superficial analysis and judgment from afar. It is full of in-
accuracies or misquotes and half information removed from 
context to such an extent that they confuse rather than clarify, 
and speculative suggestions that paint a very negative picture. 
For our part, we will try to answer all points points about our 
approach and hope that the actual discussion at the IEC is 
constructive and productive. A very important aspect of that 
discussion will be whether the CWI has engaged in and pre-
pared for the exceptional women’s movement that has erupted 
and whether the CWI is ready for what may come next.

Appendix 1 - IS Document - Answers in Brief to specific 
points:

122. Housing Demo and Meeting: The IS completely mis-
represent our intervention at the recent housing rights dem-
onstration. The IS says a ROSA public meeting was the cutting 
edge of our intervention. That is simply untrue. They refer to 
a ROSA meeting entitled ‘Housing is a Feminist Issue’, and 
criticised the title. We agree it’s not a great title (the whole idea 
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of discussing this issue was precisely to bring in class points 
to youth who’ve been radicalised by the Repeal movement) 
but there was no specific ROSA material distributed at that 
demonstration. The meeting in question was advertised on 
social media. So much for it being the cutting edge. At the 
demonstration, a Solidarity leaflet was distributed, but the 
main intervention was for the Party, and included a discus-
sion among comrades beforehand regarding the approach; 
the distribution of a specially produced leaflet and the selling 
of the paper. We sold 110 papers and got 6 Party names.

123. Socialist Feminist Pamphlet: The IS note there is no 
reference to the water charges movement in the Socialist Party 
pamphlet produced for the referendum campaign. We’ve out-
lined that water charges are a constant reference point. In fact 
water charges speakers have spoken at ROSA IWD and Bread 
and Roses events. However, the IS comrades didn’t say that 
this pamphlet was a selection of old articles from recent few 
years relating to abortion. In that context, we feel it is imbal-
anced to portray the absence of a mention of the water charg-
es as being symptomatic of anything.

124. A Socialist Party pamphlet for IWD 2017, which 
sold up to 1,000 copies, says,

“The revolt against water charges of recent years has shown 
that when working-class people get organised en masse, they 
are powerful. Initially, the working class got organised  in 
communities  to challenge the water charges, a pillar of aus-
terity  and the neo-liberal drive...the  need for the women’s 
and LGBTQ movement to connect  with the working-class 
and trade union movement.”

125. Use of Language: We haven’t historically used the 
phrase ‘socialist feminist’ in the Irish section. However, a 
number of years ago we felt it could be a useful term, if filled 
with the content of our programme. Two words that are 
mentioned by the IS are generally not words that we feature, 
namely ‘cisnormative’ and ‘patriarchy’. We consciously shun 
the use of the word ‘patriarchy’ , though we do refer to capi-
talism as ‘patriarchal’ which is different. In the course of the 
campaign, in the different strands of our campaigning we 
used trans-inclusive language and this in no way dimmed the 
impact of our material, nor were there any indications that it 
put anyone off.

126. Comrades Speaking at the CWI School: It is a poor 
method for the IS to take out of context a line in LF’s lengthy 
contribution at the European School and we completely dis-
pute their interpretation of it. We feel the approach taken to 
the contributions of two young comrades, one of whom was 
a member for four months, is completely imbalanced and im-
plies an overly strict approach in what is a school and forum 
for comrades. If leading Irish comrades had taken up the mis-

takes of these young comrades in the commissions, from what 
were generally positive, if imbalanced and raw contributions, 
that would have been a real knock to the two comrades. There 
were ongoing discussions with all the comrades during the 
school, teasing out issues etc., and those two comrades have 
also been discussed with since the school on these issues.

127. Not Raising Childcare and Real Choice: We’ve con-
sistently raised the need for public childcare, housing etc. to 
ensure working-class families can make the choice to have 
children and not subsist in poverty, in relation to abortion. 
The comrades’ assessment that this would have been help-
ful in convincing people unsure of abortion, misses the main 
point. Once we were in the actual referendum campaign, it 
was necessary to focus and openly deal with abortion, and not 
be seen to avoid it. The real situations people face and why this 
right is a necessity - these questions and the points of the Pro-
lifers, needed to be answered directly and that was our focus.

128. The CWI Website: The IS implies that the abortion 
issue in Ireland has been well covered on the CWI website 
and that any deficiencies are as a reflection of the comrades 
here. The fact is that between Savita Halappanavar’s death in 
October 2012 and September 2017, apart from a short press 
release, there was one brief article of 250 words. In our experi-
ence, it is normal that the comrades get in touch with sections 
when they want to cover issues they consider important, or 
take articles from websites of sections and adapt them, but 
this didn’t happen. In September and early December of 2017, 
we sent in a number of articles on abortion, but they were 
not featured. Yes, in late December 2017 the issue was covered 
with an article, and again for IWD 2018, and after the ‘Yes’ 
vote, but in our view, two written pieces over an intense five 
years indicates a political issue.

129. Monthly Public Meetings Solely Based Around 
Fighting the Oppression of Women or LGBTQ People: Point 
16 in the IS document continues with the biased portrayal that 
everything we do is women or LGBTQ focused. In fact, the 
information that is presented in a confused way is not a de-
scription of the Party, centrally, but that one branch out of five 
in Dublin, which sometimes holds open branch meetings or 
public meetings that they publicly advertise. The seven meet-
ings from October 2017 to October 2018 were: 1. Oct. Public 
meeting on Catalonia; 2. Nov. Open branch meeting on Che 
Guevara; 3. Feb. Open branch meeting Repeal to Revolution; 
4. April. Open branch meeting on Belfast Rape Trial; 5. May. 
Public meeting on Abortion; 6. July. Public meeting on Why 
Ireland has been no place for women or LGBTQ (Documen-
tary) and 7. Oct. Public meeting on Housing/Capitalism. So 
the information relates to one branch and not the Party over-
all and shows, unsurprisingly, that at the high point of the Re-
peal movement we featured issues connected to that struggle, 
but before and after, the topics were different.
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Appendix 2 - What we Actually did in Relation to the 
Unions during the Yes Campaign:

130. We will quickly sum up some of the initiatives we 
took re the unions.

131. Susan Fitzgerald, organiser for Unite the Union, 
spoke in an official capacity at a 500-strong launch rally for 
ROSA’s ‘Yes’ campaign in Liberty Hall - the most well- known 
trade union venue on the island - she spoke on the role that 
the unions should play in the struggle and how abortion rights 
is a worker and trade union issue.

132. Attempts were also made to try to turn Unite’s Yes 
position into something more active and tangible, like getting 
assistance for the postering of the broad campaign, but this 
proved difficult to tie down.

133. Comrades active in a number of unions sought to get 
motions passed in their union branches, and at union confer-
ences to support a Yes vote. This includes a comrade who is on 
the Youth Committee of Fórsa, the second largest, who really 
pushed the issue but met a wall of resistance from the bureau-
cracy who refused to take any position on the referendum.

134. On 18 May, we organised a major press conference 
that was covered widely in the media. The theme was how 
abortion was a class issue. It had speakers who were working-
class campaigners from communities and a union speaker 
about how abortion is a workplace issue.

135. ROSA had an article about the abortion pills in a 
special newsletter produced by some unions to advocate for 
a ‘Yes’. This was a good initiative, but unfortunately it was not 
distributed very widely.

136. Not directly union related, but connected; Ruth C 
wrote officially to the broad ‘Yes’ campaign to raise a number 
of criticisms. These included that there was not enough / any 
working-class voices for the ‘Yes’ campaign in the media de-
bates, and that it was a serious mistake for the campaign to be 
associated with Government figures who were implementing 
a myriad of attacks on workers.

137. Immediately after the ‘Yes’ victory, ROSA in the 
North organised a major action to use the victory to force 
pressure for change, there. This ‘Abortion Pill Bus’ garnered 
unprecedented national and international coverage. Illustrat-
ing that were there is potential, the Party focuses on the un-
ions; the bus went to the NIPSA conference and was greeted 
enthusiastically by the delegates and a comrade then spoke for 
ROSA and received a standing ovation. A motion of support 
for ROSA and abortion rights campaigners’ work was passed. 
(This action at NIPSA took place after the victory. Using NIP-

SA as an example in the South, where the actual situation in 
the unions is different, wouldn’t really have been feasible.)

138. Some trans comrades took the initiative to organise 
Dublin’s first Trans Pride march in July. On our request, Unite 
officially supported the march and there were numerous trade 
union banners on the demonstration. Approx. 1,000 attended.

139. Both, North and South, we have attempted to con-
nect with workers on the question of challenging sexual har-
assment in the workplace and trade union activists have been 
invited to address ROSA meetings on this topic.
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Response of Belgian IEC 
members on IS document

1. Rosa Ireland was our main inspiration to start our 
own public women’s work under the Rosa-banner. With its 
bold initiatives in the Repeal Campaign it assured that the 
mass mood around abortion rights turned into a mass strug-
gle that won an important victory which inspired women all 
over the world and provided the international with a superb 
position to intervene in the mass mood around women’s is-
sues that has become an international trend. It showed how 
the building of mass struggle – putting trust in the working 
class masses rather than in the “progressiveness” of layers of 
the establishment - is the way forward to obtain victories, 
showing how women fighting for change shouldn’t trust the 
bourgeois feminists and their methods of lobbying or their 
limited demands that always remain within the limits of the 
capitalist system - including the interests of its establishment 
– and wouldn’t provide real change for the majority of women. 
The comrades made sure that victory was won, but also, with 
their bold intervention, that the influence of the bourgeois 
women’s organisations and their divisive ideas was curbed, or 
at least challenged in a serious way. 

2. This victory is that of the Irish section and the work 
they developed under the banner of Rosa. It was possible on 
the basis of correct perspectives that a movement around this 
issue would develop and on the basis of a correct interven-
tion in the mood present among the youth and broad layers of 
society. In the development of their work they provided im-
portant lessons for the work of all sections: an emphasis on 
action, creating an important inroad to youth on which com-
rades can build in the years to come. In that way Rosa played, 
in Ireland, but also – on a much smaller scale – in Belgium, a 
role similar to that of  Blokbuster and Youth Against Racism 
in the 1990’s.

3. At that time the IS played an important role and gave 

significant attention to this important issue in the youth work 
of our sections. We were able to tap the mood and play a lead-
ing role in the anti-racist movement, through our national 
sections but also with outstanding international initiatives 
like the international YRE demonstration of 40.000 on Octo-
ber 24th 1992 and the YRE international camp in 1994. Un-
fortunately the IS is not playing this same leading role in this 
new field of work, despite the big opportunities that occur.

4. We would like to make two concrete proposals on 
the basis of the opportunities that have arisen after the Cork 
rape trial and the massive international attention Ruth’s inter-
vention in parliament got internationally: 

•	 First to widen or open up the call by Ruth for worldwide 
protests and strikes on IWD 2019 through an interna-
tional appeal and campaign by the CWI, in the name 
of some of our most prominent female public figures as 
Ruth C (Ireland), Kshama S (US), Lucy R (Germany) and 
Ana G (Spanish state).

•	 And secondly to organise an international meeting of at 
least 3 days on the issue of the women’s work of our sec-
tions (similar to a meeting that was organised at the end 
of the ’90), there we can take time to share the experi-
ences and discuss some of the very important topics and 
issues of program and approach. Agenda, timing, how 
wide to mobilise etc to be further discussed. 

5. It was the Irish section that provided comrades in-
ternationally with a Marxist analysis of what is identity poli-
tics, among others with a pamphlet which the Belgian section 
translated to use in our Rosa work (http://rosa.ie/fighting-
oppression-marxist-viewfighting-oppression-marxist-view-
point-point/). Why is it that the IS doesn’t mention any of the 
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written material of the Irish section and Rosa, but bases its 
text on isolated remarks and impressions? And why is that a 
text of this caractre is sent to the IEC before elaborated dis-
cussions on this issue have taken place with the Irish section 
or before the section could respond? 

6. In point 13 one phrase of Laura’s reply at the sum-
mer school 2018 is quoted. Making up an argument around a 
one phrase quote is highly questionable. How are comrades to 
check if these were her exact words and if she didn’t explain 
and cadre them? Where is the written material that show the 
comrades “overstate” the importance of the referendum vic-
tory? 

7. The housing meeting called by Rosa is in our eyes a 
correct move towards the big layers of people who engaged 
with and around Rosa in the fight around abortion rights. 
When we intervene in “sectional” movements or with front 
organisations that are aimed at specific oppressed layers, it is 
a key task that we orientate them on the broader social issues 
and on the working class and pull them into the struggles of 
the working class. 

8. Trade union traditions in Belgium are very dif-
ferent from those in Ireland, with a trade union leadership 
which is just as traitorous, but using different methods. The 
fact that they organise an overwhelming majority of work-
ers, combined with the fact that there is competition between 
the two main trade union federations for membership pushes 
them regularly into action to show they are the most com-
bative. When pressure from the rank and file mounts trade 
union leaders can also use the method of tiring workers 
down through a series of ineffective (isolated in one sector/
region) action, a tradition which is particularly strong in Wal-
lonia. In Belgium the last years have been years with regular 
mass trade union demonstrations and strikes, flowing from 
a continual pressure from the rank and file to act against the 
constant flow of attacks by the right wing government. Trade 
union membership remains at a very high level, even though 
there is widespread discontent about how the leadership mis-
led the fight against the government. The massive trade union 
action plan of 2014 attracted large layers of young workers 
to the trade union, which was partly reflected in the social 
elections of 2016, with shop stewards being elected who got 
to know the trade union as a fighting organisation instead of 
a negotiating institution. On top of that both main trade un-
ions have in the last years taken steps to attract more women 
to the trade union and to take up the question of women’s 
low wages for instance. Very quickly after the start of the Me 
Too movement some trade union sectors and shop steward 
delegations took a number of initiatives to bring the issue of 
workplace harassment on the agenda. It was therefore quite 
easy to orientate Rosa on interventions in trade union dem-
onstrations, sometimes just with a leaflet, sometimes with a 

Rosa delegation carrying slogans as “Women’s struggle/femi-
nism is also about free public transport with more personnel” 
or “about decent pensions for all – minimum pension of 1500 
euro now”, bringing forward trade union demands as impor-
tant demands if we want to fight for women’s emancipation. It 
does in no way mean “we see those working class issues only 
through the prism of women’s struggle”, it serves to show that 
women’s main ally is the working class. 

9. Rosa’s material is welcomed amongst the trade union 
basis, not in the least because we are usually the youngest dele-
gation present, opening up opportunities for our trade union-
ists to start using Rosa and attract more female workers in our 
periphery. After long years of having had an Equal Pay Day 
campaign in cooperation with the bourgeois(ified) women’s 
organisation linked to the Flemish social-democracy, with a 
program in which rather technical trade union demands were 
swamped by an overall bourgeois feminist approach, that met 
with resistance from the rank and file, a discussion in which 
individual comrades have been intervening since a number 
of years, last year the socialist trade union put an end to this 
alliance. Rosa’s program and approach is very attractive to fe-
male trade unionists looking for a working class feminism, 
laying the blame for sexism with the bosses and their system 
and putting forward important and offensive central trade 
union demands like a 30-hour workweek, a higher minimum 
wage and minimum pensions and an end to the witch hunt 
on the unemployed (which has always touched women and 
also youth in far higher degrees). Last year we got the support 
of the Flemish socialist trade union of education for the 8th 
of march demonstrations called against sexism and austerity. 
This year also the socialist public sector union in Brussels is 
showing an interest and we’re having a campaign towards the 
trade unions to get their support for working class feminist 
action on the 8th of march. It shows that the mood around 
women’s rights can offer opportunities for our party not just 
for our youth work, but also in the trade union field when the 
trade unions start playing a role in struggles around women’s 
issues. 

10. We are sure that if such circumstances would exist in 
Ireland the comrades would take the opportunities this offers 
to orientate the youth we reached with Rosa on the organ-
ised working class, developing similar initiatives as we do. But 
in the absence of trade union struggles in Ireland orientat-
ing Rosa members and periphery on this important issue of 
housing is in our eyes a good way to try and do this. We can 
argue if it wouldn’t have been better to make it a joint meet-
ing of the party and Rosa, but we see the logic of using the 
front organisation that is more broadly known. Nor does the 
IS state important issues or movements the Irish comrades 
have not properly intervened in, or have neglected or aban-
doned, which could justify speaking about a “danger” of los-
ing our important base in the working class. The majority vote 
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in the referendum – with overwhelming majorities in work-
ing class areas - was not only made up of women’s votes and 
the mood against sexism is not only present among women. 
The victory obtained in the Repeal campaign also gives young 
radicalised layers the confidence to move onto other areas of 
struggle, which is already shown by the presence on the hous-
ing demonstration, and in which the party’s approach plays 
an important role.

11.  In the part “global radicalisation of women” the IS 
states that it is not sure that the Me Too question will lead 
to movements or be central to it in every country. This is 
of course true. But in our opinion the mood against sexism 
is an international phenomenon – developing against the 
background of an open failure of the neoliberal ideology of 
individual responsibility, meritocracy and “post-feminism” - 
and offers opportunities for our sections to build the party 
by attracting the best working class elements that radicalise 
around these issues. Every section should at least discuss this 
developing radicalisation among mostly young working class 
women and see how it can intervene in it, gain an influence 
and combat bourgeois and petty bourgeois feminist ideas 
through offering a socialist feminist alternative and revive 
or (re)build their youth work on the basis of it. At this point 
rapidly developing movements around this issue are possible 
almost everywhere and building Rosa/LyS seems to us to the 
best preparation for them. In every field of work we learn to 
refine and sharpen our program and approach through being 
active, through being confronted with different class forces on 
the field and different discussions that may emerge in move-
ments, in that way preparing and positioning ourselves for 
future battles.

12. In Belgium there has been no mass movement in 
the streets, but that doesn’t take away the fact that it has been 
in the last years our best option to attract the widest groups 
of youth around the party. At different moments the refugee 
question or more generally racism and the new extreme right, 
or the environmental issues, have put themselves as important 
points of discussion and action in our youth work, but sexism 
and LGBTQI-phobia have remained an important topic and 
we don’t see this changing in the near future. It didn’t stop us, 
each time the opportunity was present, from orientating our 
youth work towards the working class struggles, including in 
demo’s and visiting picket-lines during strikes. Nevertheless 
the mood against sexism and LGBTQI-phobia is an impor-
tant mood against inequality, far more clearly anti-system 
among broad layers of youth than the anti-racism struggles in 
the nineties which followed closely after the fall of the Berlin 
Wall. Even though there’s no mass movement it is clear to us 
that we would’ve missed important opportunities to build the 
revolutionary party and its influence it we wouldn’t have start-
ed to work with the Rosa banner and prioritise these issues in 
our youth work. Even in Spain, where the comrades have the 

important instrument of the Student Union in hands, it seems 
to us that Libres y Combativas puts them in contact with a 
new layer of young women that are very open to anti-capital-
ist and socialist ideas, in a way that would not have been pos-
sible with the Students Union. It provides the comrades with 
an instrument that allows them to tap into that consciousness 
as it is. We’d like socialist consciousness to be more developed, 
but that is not the case. Instruments like Rosa or LyS allow us 
to win the ear of these young people and to work with them 
and win the best of them, at the same time as building our in-
fluence among those layers. We think the IS-text doesn’t take 
this new and massive mood sufficiently into account. 

13.  We also think that where we have the forces to fight 
for the leadership of this new feminist wave, we have to con-
sider it. Leaving this mass mood in the hands of bourgeois and 
petty bourgeois organisations and leaders has its own dangers, 
whereas where we present our socialist feminist approach we 
get an eager response. The old bourgeois feminism of figures 
like Hillary Clinton has lost its appeal a long time ago, but if 
the working class doesn’t fight the questions of harassment in 
the work place and take its place in these movements, its effect 
can still be highly divisive. 

14.  In Belgium the last number of years all bourgeois 
parties have pronounced themselves “feminist”. The establish-
ment putting Belgium forward as a “progressive” nation has 
been a constant feature since the breaking up of the domi-
nance of the Christian-democratic “people’s” party in 1999. 
The laws on euthanasia and on same-sex marriage have more 
recently been followed by the administrative recognition of 
trans-people. In the same way all established parties have 
delegations on the Pride, including the conservative Flemish-
nationalist NVA. They’ve also almost all got at least one LGT-
BQI-person in an elected position. In this situation it is even 
more necessary for a combative working class alternative to be 
present there to denounce their hypocrisy and to show how 
their “progressiveness” end when it costs money to the state 
and to the bosses. At the same time as pushing through “pro-
gressive” legislation the witch hunt on the unemployed have 
pushed large layers of women, but also LGBTQI-youth, into 
poverty or leaving them dependant on their partners and par-
ents, restricting very harshly the way they can live their lives 
as they want to. The continual growth of short term contracts 
leaves them highly vulnerable to losing their jobs in case of 
pregnancy or in case of their sexual orientation becoming 
known. 

15. The establishment approaches questions like sexism, 
harassment and violence as “remaining issues” of women’s op-
pression, not linking it to women’s economic position. Their 
“solutions” point to individual behaviour and “mentality”.  
They very regularly use their “feminism” or their LGBTQI-
“friendliness” to portray the “superiority” of the European 
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culture over Islam in a racist campaign against immigrant 
communities and refugees from Muslim countries. They also 
aim for “equality” for women through blaming men as being 
selfish when they demand higher wages, their solutions for the 
low pensions of women all hang on men getting less, “sharing 
it out”. Their measures limit themselves to the anti-sexism law 
(which make sexist behaviour/remarks punishable with fines, 
but only for individuals, not for companies, so the law doesn’t 
touch sexist publicity), which doesn’t  change anything. Even 
in those countries where the establishment is posing as femi-
nist, the big issues of sexism, low wages in big female sectors 
(partially) run or financed publicly (health sector, education, 
new services sectors,…), measures in unemployment benefits 
that mainly hurt women and young people, workplace harass-
ment,… together with the general austerity politics that touch 
women hardest, like the heavy cuts in services and health care, 
mean that we have a role to play in exposing the class charac-
ter of these “feminists of the establishment” and showing radi-
calised youth the link there is between the capitalist system 
and issues like sexism or LGTBQI-phobia or racism. It was no 
surprise that through our election campaign in Saint-Gilles 
the issues in which the Parti Socialiste (the social democratic 
party that has had an absolute majority in the commune since 
the second world war) made concessions to our program in 
just those issues linked to women’s position: in the last two 
weeks of the campaign they promised the creation of a con-
siderable number of new places in public child care and the 
introduction of free school meals (two of the “Rosa”-demands 
in our program), starting with two public primary schools. 
The present mood, together with our campaign which ex-
posed the empty nature of their “feminism”, made that these 
were the issues in which they were most under pressure. 

16. In the points on “What is a transitional approach 
to the struggle against women’s oppression?” the IS puts for-
ward some general points of the transitional program: the 
fact that the program is based on objective reality and not on 
present consciousness. This doesn’t mean however that we 
don’t take into account the consciousness of the masses or of 
specific layers we want to reach, we strive to build a bridge 
from existing consciousness to the need for socialism, in this 
case that eradicating sexist ideas can only be obtained by a 
change in the material conditions of the masses of women and 
that changing these material conditions can only be done in 
a complete and definitive way through fighting capitalism and 
building the working class struggle for socialism. Just quoting 
one leaflet isn’t sufficient to state that the Irish section doesn’t 
do this. What about the paper and other material of the Irish 
section? The fact that only one leaflet is quoted to bring for-
ward such far going conclusions seems to us to show a lack of 
seriousness.

17.  In the same way the remarks of Ruth quoted in the 
text don’t have to mean what the IS says it does. It can also 

mean an honest question if there was a mobilisation among 
young women, if an attempt has been made to attract these 
new radicalising women to the event on issues that are on the 
forefront of the public discussion. We feel it is wilfully inter-
preting her words in the worst possible way to turn this in a 
“misunderstanding” about the importance of economic ques-
tions for working class women. It is also a very improbable 
interpretation in view of Ruth’s record of political work, pubic 
speeches and statements and the enormous role she played 
and plays both in the parliament and in the struggles of wom-
en and the working class in Ireland. Again these are verbal 
comments and can’t be checked. 

18.  We agree that in our women’s work we need to em-
phasize the need for an end to austerity and put forward de-
mands that effectively would change the lives of the major-
ity of women, like demands on wages, working conditions, 
services to alleviate women’s double task,… But the mass 
movement which was built around the abortion issue or the 
massive reactions we saw in different countries against vic-
tim blaming in rape cases couldn’t have been built on these 
demands, not at this stage in time. The comrades saw the po-
tential of this movement and grabbed it and because of that 
they were able to effectively take the lead and strengthen the 
progressive working class elements in the movement. This put 
us in a position to have a discussion with wide layers about 
what is necessary to come to more far-reaching victories, to 
victories in the economic independence of women. The work 
we do around issues like sexism, that are very present in the 
heads of young women, is also to attract them, to be able to 
start working and discussing with them and through all this 
to convince the best of them and recruit for the party and 
built our periphery. The massive Repeal campaign, but also 
the massive demonstrations against violence against women 
in several countries show - like in fact the anti-racist actions 
in the nineties - that mass movements, definitely of the youth, 
are not necessarily directly linked to economic demands. Lim-
iting ourselves to that would mean leaving important layers of 
radicalised working class youth without answers to the moral-
ist and individualist divisive propaganda of the establishment 
and the middle class women’s organisations/campaigns. 

19. “In every struggle in which we intervene, we aim to 
have a transitional approach, linking current demands to the 
need for socialist revolution, led by the working class.” We 
think the longer articles and the pamphlets of Rosa Ireland 
- or for instance the speeches of comrades on Rosa-activities - 
do bring forward the need for socialism and the fact that this 
is a working class struggle. Every Rosa-speaker who spoke in 
meetings in Belgium - as recent as early november (2018), 
when Rita spoke for a series of meetings here or Monica who 
came to our summer camp (june 2018) - spoke along those 
lines, with not a shred of the petty-bourgeois feminism that is 
so typical of the USFI approach. The same has to be said about 
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Ruth’s commission on our Socialism Weekend (oct. 2017) or 
about Laura’s commission on identity politics on our interna-
tional women’s day event in march 2016. But in any mass cam-
paign it is impossible and unworkable to describe this in every 
leaflet we spread. In Blokbuster it was present in the program 
(in a general formulation, “socialism” was out of the question 
in that specific period), in our main slogan “Jobs not racism”, 
in a number of initiatives we took, but the bulk of BB-material 
only cited a place, a time and a day together with an appeal 
to mobilise against the Vlaams Blok. There is a difference in 
what you put in what instrument. Why is there no mention of 
the paper and the website, our public interventions,… If this 
lack of a transitional program is real, why not show it through 
the main public faces of the party? 

20. We agree with the points on the use of the term “so-
cialist feminism”. We don’t refer to the “soc-fem groups” of 
the 1970’s which were in many cases distinctively sectarian, 
putting “socialism” forward but as an abstract idea without 
an orientation on the working class and with a rhetoric that 
blamed men in general. But we don’t see anything compa-
rable to that in the work or material of Rosa or of the Irish 
section. One uncritical quotation of a feminist academic is 
not sufficient to justify this insinuation, nor do remarks of 
individual comrades on the summer school. Comrades can 
make mistakes, young comrades who’ve recently joined can 
be confused and hold incorrect ideas. How does the IS know 
however if comrades did or did not take up an individual dis-
cussion with these comrades afterwards? 

21. We agree on many of the general points on language 
made in the IS-letter. But again the very few examples men-
tioned do not justify a letter sent to all sections, full with in-
sinuations that are not backed by material that can actually be 
checked. The remarks on the We Believe Her movement are 
tendentious, because off course we don’t deny accused men a 
fair trial and off course we don’t believe every allegation made 
against every man. Does the IS suggest that the Irish com-
rades do? Where is the material that shows that, the speech 
that brings this idea forward?  The reality is however that the 
number of non-punished actual rapes far outnumbers the 
number of false claims. Victim blaming is a reality in a high 
number of rape cases and the anger against it shows there is 
among growing layers no confidence in the capitalist justice 
system. While not putting forward demands to finish with the 
presumption of innocence in cases of sexual violence, which 
some petty bourgeois women’s organisations do, we need to 
be sensitive to the genuine anger over the impunity of sexu-
al violence against women that is a reality in many women’s 
lives. Using the progressive elements in this mood/movement, 
we should show that the way forward for this lies in a pro-
gram of social demands that diminish women’s vulnerability 
and dependence rather than a witch hunt on men. In the same 
way there are elements of a “rape culture”, put forward by por-

nography (with a majority of youth watching pornography) 
and the “porno-fication” of publicity. Jokes on rape are present 
in stand-up comedy and  just this week a student organisa-
tion in Louvain-La-Neuve, organising student baptisms, was 
faced with claims of sexual humiliation and rape during their 
baptism. Although these incidents in baptisms have been 
known for a very long time, it is only now that students feel 
confident to put forward charges. The university reacted im-
mediately, whereas in the past it always used to brush over 
such incidents, and minimalize them by the idea that “boys 
will be boys”. 

22.  Rosa was extremely important for our capacity to 
intervene in the movement/mood and gain an important 
influence there for socialist ideas, to develop and refine our 
program and our approach and re-dynamise our youth work. 
But it also permitted us to win more female members and to 
activate, consolidate and educate our female members, to give 
them a role in which their confidence could grow to play a 
bigger role in building and recruiting for the party. The devel-
opment of our influence among this important layer of radi-
calised young women furthermore opened opportunities to 
develop our work among female workers in the workplaces. 
It provided us with the possibility of building our authority 
and the influence of socialist ideas among an important layer 
of the working class in the preparation for future battles of 
the whole working class, as the movements of youth and of 
working class women has been in the past - and is today - an 
important precursor of major class struggle. 
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The United Front method and 
putting forward a Socialist 
Programme today

Paul Murphy, 20 November 2018

Introduction

1. In my ‘Response to Confidential Report’ I identified 
four areas where differences have arisen over the past couple 
of years:

•	 Developing a democratic internal culture and meth-
od inside the revolutionary party

•	 The relevance of united front methods for today and 
how to relate to those who look towards Sinn Fein in the South

•	 How we put forward a socialist programme

•	 Methods of building and cadre development in the 
revolutionary party 

2. This document deals with items 2 and 3 and re-
sponds to comrades KMcL, LF, SB & JH who added to this 
discussion with ‘A Brief Contribution on Some Political Issues 
Mentioned by PM’ (hereafter ‘Brief Contribution’). I aim to 
respond to the points raised by the comrades on items 1 and 
4 elsewhere.

3. In addition to the discussions planned for upcom-
ing NC meetings, I think the precision of a written exchange 
will be helpful in clarifying points of disagreement. While 
there is much in the ‘Brief Contribution’ which I agree with, 
I will focus here on points of difference. I do so with the aim 
of contributing to a collective discussion inside the Party, be-
ing open to correction and criticism myself and with a view 
that the guiding line for us all in this debate should be what 
Lenin, approvingly quoting Trotsky, argued, that “ideological 
struggle within the Party does not mean mutual ostracism but 
mutual influence.”  

4. This document focuses on the relevance and applica-
tion of the united front method and how to put forward a so-
cialist programme today. Fundamentally, this debate is about 
how we can take advantage of the growing opportunities in 
order to build a revolutionary party with 500 members, a base 
in the trade unions, communities and amongst young people, 
a leading role in the women’s movement, and a parliamentary 
fraction in the next years. Such a party would be well posi-
tioned to leap further forward given the inevitability of a new 
capitalist economic crisis and the inevitable exposure of Sinn 
Fein to wide layers of working class people. 

5. A correct understanding of the united front method, 
and how to apply it in seeking to break workers and young 
people from reformist and other non-revolutionary ideas and 
organisations, will be vital in the years ahead. Similarly, hon-
ing our programmatic method of connecting the day-to-day 
concerns and fears of working class people with the need for 
revolutionary socialist change will be necessary to build a 
mass force for socialism.

The united front method - history, definition and relevance

6. Disagreements over the definition, history and ap-
plicability of the united front method is the biggest area of 
political difference that has emerged so far in this discussion. 
These differences were initially indicated at an NEC discus-
sion on the united front in late August. The ‘Brief Contribu-
tion’ illustrates more clearly the differences between us.  

7. These are not purely theoretical or historical differ-
ences. They are reflected in differences in understanding of 
our work today, in particular in how we seek to relate to those 
who look towards Sinn Fein. A thorough debate on these his-
torical and theoretical issues will sharpen our understanding 
on how to apply this method today.
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History of the united front

8. The comrades begin with an inaccurate historical 
description of the united front as “tactics the Comintern and 
revolutionary parties adopted in general towards the mass or-
ganisations of the working class in the 1920s and 1930s”. I will 
deal below with the question of whether the united front is 
solely a tactic or a method, or both. Nonetheless, the history is 
clear. The united front did not originate in the 1920s as seems 
to be implied by the ‘Brief Contribution’. It was in fact central 
to the success of the Bolsheviks in 1917, and was fought for 
by Lenin in particular. The most well known example is the 
united front struggle proposed by the Bolsheviks to stop the 
Kornilov coup against the Kerensky government in August 
1917, using “Kerensky as a gun-rest to shoot Kornilov.”  

9. It wasn’t until later, in particular at the Third and 
Fourth Congresses of the Communist International in the 
early 1920s, that the united front was theorised. The same pro-
cess took place with the transitional method and the workers’ 
government slogan, both of which were implemented by the 
Bolsheviks in 1917, for example in Lenin’s ‘The Impending 
Catastrophe and How to Fight It’, and the ‘Down with the Ten 
Capitalist Ministers’ slogan demanding that the Mensheviks 
and SRs form a government without the participation of the 
capitalist parties.

10. The comrades are unfortunately wrong to suggest 
that the united front was then adopted by the Communist 
Parties. In fact, the tragedy of the 1920s and 30s is precisely 
that it was not fully adopted or properly implemented.

11. It was applied in a hesitant way at best in the early 
1920s, with the ‘Open Letter’ in Germany from the Commu-
nist Party (KPD) to the reformist SPD, the centrist USPD, the 
ultra-left KAPD and four trade union federations in Janu-
ary 1921. This was initially opposed by the President of the 
Communist International, Zinoviev, and the leadership of the 
Comintern, until Lenin himself intervened. Even this correct 
initiative was quickly followed by an ultra-left and adventurist 
turn with the ‘March action’ two months later. In 1923, when 
the KPD had successfully won the majority of the working 
class, including through the method of the united front, they 
faltered again, tragically failing to seize the window of  revo-
lutionary opportunity by boldly putting in place plans for an 
insurrection.

12. The united front was misapplied in an opportunistic 
manner in the mid to late 1920s, for example in Britain with 
the ‘Anglo-Russian Committee’ in which the Communist Par-
ty effectively abandoned political independence and provided 
left cover for the reformist trade union leaders. The ultra-left 
Stalinist ‘Third Period’ turn saw it replaced with the idea of 
a ‘Red United Front’ excluding reformists as ‘social fascists’, 

before giving way to ‘Popular Frontism’, where the political 
independence of working class forces was subordinated to the 
supposed progressive bourgeoisie, with tragic consequences 
in Spain and elsewhere.

13. These mistakes and betrayals led to historic defeats 
and squandering of revolutionary opportunity. Trotsky and 
the forces of the developing Trotskyist movement were left 
alone defending the genuine method of the united front. Even 
with small forces, the united front method was central to the 
attempt to break out of isolation and build, with Trotsky ad-
vocating the so-called ‘French Turn’ to seek to win over left-
ward-moving youth and workers in social democratic parties. 
The failure to implement this tactic in the Spanish state saw 
the Stalinists instead recruit these youth. This turn was most 
successfully carried out in the US - in two distinct tactics - 
first of all fusing with the leftward-moving centrist American 
Workers’ Party and then entry into the Socialist Party, which 
saw a doubling of the forces of Trotskyism. 

14. While we do not yet face such historic opportunities, 
we must prepare ourselves for them today. It is all the more 
important therefore that we educate our comrades about the 
real history of the united front method and how to apply it.

Defining the united front method 

15. The ‘Brief Contribution’ gives an extremely narrow 
and restricted definition of the united front, saying it is “tac-
tics” which “involved proposing a united front with [mass or-
ganisations of the working class] on key issues or struggles 
-- march separately but striking together”. 

16. It is true that in the ‘20s and ‘30s, the specific applica-
tion of the united front was a tactic of proposing joint action 
with the mass workers’ organisations that workers looked to at 
that time, in a structure which allowed for continued political 
independence of the different forces. The classic example is 
Trotsky’s writings in the 1930s hammering home the need for 
such a united front of workers’ parties against fascism. 

17. However for Trotsky, as for Lenin, this was merely 
the application of a more general method to a concrete situa-
tion. It is a method that is not only applicable when the work-
ing class looks to mass reformist workers parties, but can be 
applicable whenever revolutionary ideas are not in the over-
whelming majority of the working class, and instead other re-
formist, petit bourgeois or even bourgeois ideas and organisa-
tions hold sway. As Trotsky explained in ‘On the United Front’ 
(1922):

“The task of the Communist Party is to lead the proletarian 
revolution. In order to summon the proletariat for the direct 
conquest of power and to achieve it the Communist Party 
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must base itself on the overwhelming majority of the working 
class. So long as it does not hold this majority, the party must 
fight to win it.” 

18. To break the majority of workers from non-revo-
lutionary ideas and organisations, it was not simply enough 
to denounce those organisations. Instead, it was necessary to 
seek to draw these workers into struggle alongside the revolu-
tionaries, including where necessary through appeals to and 
agreements with the leaders of those organisations for specific 
united fronts. Such a united front is in no sense a substitute 
for a revolutionary party. Through exploiting the contradic-
tion between the interests of workers and the reality of the 
programme of the leaders who those workers looked to, it was 
a means to win workers to an understanding of the need for 
revolutionary change and to the revolutionary party.

19. The Executive Committee of the Communist Inter-
national Theses on the United Front defined it as follows:

“The tactic of the united front is nothing other than the pro-
posal made by the Communists to all workers, whether they 
are members of other parties or groups or of none, to fight 
alongside them, to defend the elementary and vital interests 
of the working class against the bourgeoisie. Every action for 
even the smallest demand is a source of revolutionary edu-
cation, because the experience of combat will convince the 
working people of the necessity of the revolution, and will 
demonstrate the meaning of Communism to them.” 

20. In fact, the comrades do include as part of their defi-
nition that it’s “a means for the revolutionaries to help mobi-
lise the masses in struggle and to win over the best of the ranks 
of the workers organisations to the revolutionary movement 
when their leaders were exposed as being unwilling or incapa-
ble of fighting capitalism”. This is correct. However, they don’t 
appear to appreciate how it can be applied to today’s situation 
to win over workers looking towards other organisations.

21. While the ‘Brief Contribution’ never uses the word 
‘method’ in relation to characterizing the united front, they 
warn against using ‘elements of United Front’ because “there 
is danger that it is a shorthand that can confuse and misedu-
cate comrades, rather than clarify.” I agree there is a danger 
of miseducating the comrades. However the main danger as I 
see it, is failing to educate the comrades about the united front 
at all, let alone with what words you use to describe how it is 
employed by sections of the CWI today.

22. It is not the narrow version of a united front tactic, as 
defined by the ‘Brief Contribution’, which has relevance today. 
Instead, it is elements or aspects of the fundamental method 
outlined above which have applicability today.

23. The approach of the CWI has always been to strive to 
connect with those forces moving into action, understanding 
that there are illusions or non-revolutionary ideas influenc-
ing them and in part, mobilising them, but seeking to show 
the limitations of those ideas and through positive propos-
als and demands prove the superiority of our revolutionary 
ideas. This is how we related to illusions in the idea of a La-
bour government in Britain in the 1980s, to ‘reclaiming the 
Democrats’ in the US, and to the influence of left-nationalism 
amongst the working class in Catalonia now. It is also how 
our comrades have intervened in Brazil, calling for a vote for 
the PT’s Haddad in the second round to defeat Bolsonaro and 
participating in joint mobilisations with the PT and others.

24. Applying the united front method today means un-
derstanding that workers do not only orientate to traditional 
workers’ parties, and therefore this method has relevance be-
yond those workers’ parties. Indeed, the CWI internationally 
has implemented this general method to non working-class 
formations, where they have a mass base of support amongst 
workers we are seeking to win. For example, the method in-
formed our approach to the ANC in South Africa, and more 
recently towards the National Conscience Party in Nigeria. 
This was seen most recently in the approach we took in the 
US to Bernie Sanders, a candidate in the primary elections in 
one of the US’ two big capitalist parties.

25. These examples are in line with Trotsky’s approach 
to the Kuomintang. While mercilessly criticising the political 
and organisational subordination of the Chinese Communist 
Party to this bourgeois nationalist formation, he did not ex-
clude joint work with the Kuomintang, on the condition that 
political and organisational independence was maintained:

“The drawing of organisational lines, which inevitably flows 
from the class differentiation, does not rule out, but on the 
contrary presupposes – under existing conditions – a political 
block with the Kuomintang as a whole or with particular ele-
ments of it, throughout the republic or in particular provinc-
es, depending on the circumstances. But first of all, the CCP 
must ensure its own complete organisational independence 
and clarity of political programme and tactics in the struggle 
for influence over the awakened proletarian masses.” 

Not a “unified approach” with other forces

26. In the ‘Brief Contribution’ and at discussions at the 
NEC, the comrades also seem at times to equate the idea of 
united front method with having a “unified approach” with 
other forces. There is a danger here of misrepresenting the 
united front method as one which involves giving up our in-
dependent position and adopting a common programme or 
“unified approach”’ with broader forces. We see many exam-
ples of this today where groups such as the SWP form blocs 
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with non-revolutionary and even non-working class groups 
and refuse to raise political differences or to challenge those 
ideas, in effect reinforcing illusions that exist rather than chal-
lenging them. 

27. In reality Trotsky made it clear that even in a specific 
united front, there was a need for clear differentiation from 
other forces:

“No common platform with the Social Democracy, or with 
the leaders of the German trade unions, no common publi-
cations, banners, placards! March separately, but strike to-
gether! Agree only how to strike, whom to strike and when 
to strike! Such an agreement can be concluded even with the 
devil himself, with his grandmother, and even with Noske and 
Grezesinsky. On one condition, not to bind one’s hands.” 

28. That sums up one key aspect of a united front: agree-
ment for joint action with broader forces, including possibly 
with their leadership, in order to achieve real gains for the 
working class but that agreement must ensure independence 
for the revolutionary party. The united front method also 
means revolutionaries fight in that movement to expose the 
limitations of the other organisations and ideas, to prove the 
superiority of revolutionary ideas and seek to win a majority 
to a revolutionary programme and the leadership of the revo-
lutionary party.

29. Lenin explained this concretely in terms of how the 
united front method was used by the Bolsheviks in the strug-
gle against Kornilov’s attempted coup against the Kerensky 
government in August 1917. He argued that the Bolsheviks 
should organise against the coup together with Mensheviks 
and SRs. In doing so, they were not letting up in their criti-
cisms of the Kerensky government, but in fact were exposing 
it in practice, and therefore more effectively convincing work-
ers of the necessity of establishing a new government based 
on the Soviets:

“We shall fight, we are fighting against Kornilov, but we do 
not support Kerensky; we are uncovering his weaknesses. The 
distinction is rather delicate, but highly important and must 
not be forgotten.

“What does the change of our tactics consist of after the Ko-
rnilov insurrection?

“In this, that we are varying the forms of struggle against Ke-
rensky. Without diminishing our hostility to him even by one 
single note, without taking back one word from what we have 
said against him, without giving up the task of overthrowing 
Kerensky, we say: we must calculate the moment. We will not 
overthrow Kerensky at present. We approach the question of 
the struggle against him differently: by explaining the weak-

nesses and vacillations of Kerensky to the people (who are 
fighting against Kornilov).” 

30. In order for this to be successful, it is vital that the 
revolutionary party maintains its political independence 
when implementing this method. It is necessary for the revo-
lutionary party to intervene energetically to argue for its dis-
tinct position, not only in relation to the concrete struggle, 
but to raise its more general programme about the need for 
socialist change. As it was put it in the “Short Thesis on the 
Revolutionary Party” at the time of the Scottish debate: 

“Compelled to undertake activity of a ‘united front’ character, 
the role of our party, its special, distinct character, and differ-
ences with other parties, can be lost sight of unless there is 
a constant effort on behalf of the leadership to delineate our 
position with regard to other organisations and trends on pro-
gramme, perspectives, strategy and tactics.” 

What the united front method is actually about

31. The united front method, therefore, is actually about 
highlighting the real differences between revolutionary ideas 
and other ideas which influence the working class in practice, 
instead of presenting those differences abstractly as an obsta-
cle to a joint struggle, as for example with the ultra-left ‘Red 
United Front’ proposed by the Stalinists early 1930s, which 
effectively set a pre-condition of workers breaking with the 
Social Democratic leaders in order to join a united struggle 
against fascism. This is, as Trotsky put it, the “party...me-
chanically counterpos[ing] itself to th[e] need of the working 
class for unity in action [for which it] will unfailingly be con-
demned in the minds of the workers.”  

32. To sum up the united front method as concisely as 
possible, it is about revolutionaries: 

33. •	Trying	to	mobilise	those	sections	of	workers	influ-
enced by non-revolutionary ideas or organisations into strug-
gle to achieve concrete gains for the working class (including 
but not limited to doing that through specific united front-
type coalitions with other groups), and 

34. •	Raising	our	ideas	in	those	struggles	to	expose	the	
limits and flaws of other ideas and organisations, showing 
how revolutionary ideas not only practically provide the best 
guide to action in that specific struggle, but also best explain 
the causes and solutions to the problems facing the working 
class more generally, thereby seeking to win workers to revo-
lutionary ideas and the revolutionary party.

35. This method is counterposed to failing or refusing to 
expose those non-revolutionary ideas in the name of ‘unity’ 
on the one hand, and a sectarian approach on the other. This 
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sectarian approach is seen sometimes by socialists refusing to 
‘dirty their hands’ with struggles for reforms (e.g. SPGB), or 
more commonly where revolutionaries intervene into those 
movements primarily in a denunciatory way, issuing often 
correct condemnations of the non-revolutionary forces, epit-
omised by the KKE’s 2015 election slogan ‘Don’t trust Syriza’  
in the hopes of ‘smashing illusions’. While this approach can 
win over some of the most advanced layers, it does not seri-
ously challenge the influence of non-revolutionary ideas over 
the broader working class, nor does it correctly train cadre as 
to how to intervene with the broader working class.

Relevance of the united front method today

36. McL and LF have suggested that because of the ab-
sence of mass workers’ parties, the united front doesn’t have 
any relevance for Ireland today. I think that is fundamentally 
incorrect and gets to the heart of an important difference. Of 
course, the classical united front tactic of an initiative aimed 
at a mass workers’ party, with mass memberships with deep 
affiliation as there was in the 1920s and 1930s, cannot be im-
plemented today in the absence of such a party. However, the 
crucial conditions of revolutionaries being in a minority and 
the majority of workers looking to ideas or organisations to 
our right, but being willing to struggle for their fundamen-
tal interests alongside us are present. It is therefore a crucial 
method for seeking to build the influence of and size of our 
party.

37. Key elements of the united front method are vital 
in our interventions today, particularly when we are work-
ing with other forces. This method informed our approach 
to working in the Labour Party in the past and it can still be 
important in workplace and trade union work. For example, 
as part of the National Housing & Homeless Coalition, we are 
involved in a campaign with trade unions and political par-
ties, including Sinn Fein. We agree to struggle together for 
agreed demands, mobilising for demonstrations for example, 
while maintaining our own political identity and raising our 
own programme as well as proposing the tactics and strategy 
that we consider best. In no way do we subordinate our po-
litical or organisational independence. This is an important 
aspect of the united front method and has also informed our 
approach to Right2Water and Together4Yes.

38. The working class is under the influence of different 
ideas and illusions, such as reformism, left populism, identity 
politics, nationalism and left-nationalism. These ideas often 
find an expression in movements or campaigns, which can 
have a relatively limited duration compared to the stable par-
ties of the past. Our goal has to be to try break them from 
those ideas, and from following the leadership of organisa-
tions based on them. A key means of doing that is to engage in 
common struggle, and raise our revolutionary ideas in those 

struggles - that is to adopt the united front method. 

United front methods & Sinn Fein

39. The differences over the theory and relevance of 
united front methods for today find their clearest concrete ex-
pression in relation to how to take up Sinn Fein and relate to 
those layers of working class people who look towards them. I 
think, at times, we have deployed elements of the united front 
method successfully in seeking to break layers of the electoral 
support from them. The comrades disagree. In their ‘Brief 
Contribution’ they reject the idea that we have used any as-
pect of the united front method in relation to Sinn Fein. 

40. How we understand the tactics we have implement-
ed in the past has importance for the present. It has an impact 
in how we train and educate our comrades in our method.  
Failing to understand the importance of applying the united 
front method has resulted in mistakes in the past in relation 
to Sinn Fein, and can result in mistakes in the future. It is not 
enough to simply have a very skilful leadership, we must also 
generalise our experience, and educate our membership in 
the underlying theory and method, so they too can develop 
these skills and abilities.

What is Sinn Fein?

41. The comrades in their ‘Brief Contribution’ respond 
to my description of Sinn Fein as a nationalist, pro-capitalist 
party saying the following:

“Of course they are “nationalist, pro-capitalist party”, the real-
ity is that Sinn Fein are a bourgeois nationalist party - but of 
fundamental importance to any political description of Sinn 
Fein is that they are a sectarian party. A party which currently 
plays a sectarian role in the North - whose armed wing in the 
past waged an individual terrorist armed struggle, that was 
overtly sectarian and at times directly targeted working class 
Protestants.”

42. There are a number of elements of this description, 
some of which need further explanation. While we have used 
the description “bourgeois nationalist party” for Sinn Fein in 
the last couple of years, it seems to me that further clarifica-
tion may be needed. 

43. If the comrades mean it is a capitalist nationalist 
party, i.e. one with a pro-capitalist nationalist programme, as 
demonstrated by their implementation of austerity and sec-
tarian policies in Northern Ireland, then I completely agree. 
However, if the term ‘bourgeois nationalist party’ is used to 
indicate a party which represents the nationalist aspirations 
of the bourgeoisie, then it is not a precise description of Sinn 
Fein.  While in the North, Sinn Fein has support amongst a 
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section of the Catholic capitalist class, in the South, no signifi-
cant section of the capitalist class supports Sinn Fein. While it 
does have support amongst a section of Irish American capi-
talists, it is fair to say that its support amongst the Irish capi-
talist class as a whole is relatively minimal. 

44. Undoubtedly, a key part of Sinn Fein’s strategy is to 
try to develop that support. However, to simply state that they 
have arrived at that station does not give a full picture of the 
character of Sinn Fein. In fact, the bourgeoisie and its media 
mouthpieces are quite open in expressing fear of Sinn Fein 
coming into government. This fear, of course, is primarily a 
fear of working class expectations of such a government and 
a fear that Sinn Fein’s nationalist agenda could inflame sectar-
ian tensions, making life more difficult for the capitalist class. 

45. The ‘Brief Contribution’ makes the correct point that 

“[t]he approach that the party adopts towards Sinn Fein in 
the South cannot be divorced from these events [Sinn Fein’s 
involvement in sectarian killings], nor can it be divorced from 
the potential impact on the party in the North.”

46. However, we should also not ignore the differences 
in how Sinn Fein is viewed North and South, as it impacts 
significantly on how we need to relate to them. In general, 
Sinn Fein is viewed as more anti-establishment and radical in 
the South than in the North. We should be aware of this dif-
ference, while paying careful attention to the potential impact 
of tactics we pursue on one side of the border on our work on 
the other. 

47. It is correct to say Sinn Fein is a sectarian party, 
which acts to deepen sectarian divisions and divide the work-
ing class. It currently plays a sectarian role in the North, in-
cluding trying to coerce the Protestant working class into the 
southern State via a border poll. Its armed wing, the IRA, 
engaged in a campaign of individual terror mainly directed 
against the state, but which at times times targeted working 
class Protestants. This is a vital aspect of Sinn Fein and one 
that we must be particularly conscious of in how we seek to 
take them up in the South.

48. However, it seems to me that the description of the 
Provisional IRA campaign as ‘overtly sectarian’, i.e. clearly and 
openly sectarian, is one sided. It was without doubt objective-
ly sectarian, regardless of the subjective motivations of many 
IRA volunteers, and was perceived as such by Protestants. At 
times, such as with the Kingsmill massacre, that sectarianism 
was open. Most of the time, however, it was less overtly sec-
tarian, more covert in fact. It was more complex, given that it 
was covered in the language of anti-imperialism, as illustrated 
by what Peter Hadden explained in ‘Towards Division Not 
Peace’:

“It was not the intention of the majority of the Provisional 
rank and file to whip up sectarianism or to get drawn into a 
war with loyalist paramilitaries. There were times when they 
decided to respond to the loyalist assassinations in kind and 
when they were drawn into tit for tat sectarian killings. But in 
the main the young volunteers saw the campaign as directed 
against the state, against the British government and the army. 
They saw themselves as “freedom fighters” involved in a legiti-
mate struggle against oppression and drew comparisons with 
organizations like the ANC in South Africa.” 

49. Another important factor for us is the support it has 
amongst working class and young people. A recent opinion 
poll in the South (16 October, Irish Times) shows that in 
terms of voting intentions they are the biggest party amongst 
young people (on 37% among 18-24 year olds), the biggest 
party amongst ‘Semi-skilled and unskilled manual workers, 
casual workers and the unemployed’ (with 35% support in 
the ‘DE’ socio-economic group), and amongst skilled man-
ual workers (on 32% for the ‘C2’ classification). They are the 
second biggest party (behind Fine Gael) amongst those who 
voted for repeal of the 8th amendment, as well as being the 
second biggest overall in Dublin, and and even nationwide in 
some polls such as the September 2018 Behaviour and Atti-
tudes Poll which also showed a lot of popularity for their new 
leader Mary Lou McDonald.  

50. This support is not of a similar character to that of 
mass workers’ parties in the past. It is overwhelmingly of an 
unorganised character and is passive, being just expressed at 
election time. There is not a relationship of loyalty between 
the significant majority of those who are open to vote for Sinn 
Fein and the party. Fundamentally, there is not a deep illusion 
among these people about what Sinn Fein represents. Instead, 
there is a sense that Sinn Fein is the largest, most ‘credible’ 
party which offers at least rhetorical opposition to the poli-
cies of the establishment. On that basis, people are willing to 
vote for them, but particularly with the recent experience of a 
perceived Labour ‘betrayal’, are suspicious of a future betrayal 
by Sinn Fein.

51. The limitations to the support were reflected to some 
degree in the recent Presidential election where the Sinn Fein 
candidate received only 6.4% of the vote, significantly less 
than the support indicated for the party in opinion polls. This 
was because of the weaknesses of the candidate and mistakes 
made by Sinn Fein in the course of that election, as well as the 
presence of the outgoing President, Michael D. Higgins, who 
was better positioned to win the votes of many left-leaning 
young and working class people. In a more positive way, this 
was also seen in the Dublin South West By-Election.

52. The comrades in the ‘Brief Contribution’ argue that 
those with major questions about Sinn Fein 
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“would include substantial layers of class conscious workers 
who regard Sinn Fein with suspicion and sometimes with 
hostility. This is because of the role of the Provisional IRA 
during the Troubles and because they see the sectarian role 
that Sinn Fein play in the North, but also because they have 
openly embraced the constraints of neo-liberalism in recent 
years.”

53. This overstates the impact of Sinn Fein and the IRA’s 
sectarian role in the North in undermining support amongst 
working class people in the South. Undoubtedly, such a lay-
er exists, however this is a small and aging minority of class 
conscious workers in the South at least. Far more have ques-
tions due to their rightward trajectory, the recent experience 
of Labour entering a coalition with Fine Gael and Sinn Fein’s 
increasing public openness about going into coalition with Fi-
anna Fail or Fine Gael after the next election. 

54. It is also true that we can win people directly through 
our own programme and activities now, as the illusions in 
Sinn Fein are not generally deep. However, while the illu-
sions in a specific party, organisation or candidate are shallow 
enough, there are deeper illusions more generally in the idea 
of a reformist alternative being possible. There is a willingness 
amongst large layers to set aside doubts or differences they 
have and back what they see as the largest anti-austerity and 
anti-establishment party which is best positioned to win and 
form a government. 

55. Despite all of its limitations, Sinn Fein remains an 
important obstacle to the development of a new mass work-
ing class party in the South today. It is far from an absolute 
block, and in the context of an upsurge of struggle around 
the water charges, we were able to very effectively undermine 
them. But we will not be able to dispel the illusions that exist 
by simply ‘speaking the truth’. It will be necessary to mobilise 
those layers into struggle and intervene into those movements 
to undermine those illusions - in other words, to use united 
front methods.

Applying the united front method to challenge Sinn Fein

56. An excellent example in the party’s recent history of 
how to challenge Sinn Fein was in the Dublin South West by-
election. Here, a very critical and ‘hard’ approach was taken to 
Sinn Fein, on the concrete issue of water charges to illustrate 
in practice the weaknesses of their programme and approach, 
and win over their supporters. 

57. In their document, the comrades claim that:

“We did this not by making appeals to Sinn Fein to change 
their position or to join with us in campaigning to build a 
mass movement of non-payment, aimed at their supporters 

and voters but by actually exposing the contradictions in their 
propaganda and approach to the struggle to defeat the water 
charges.” This is a very imbalanced retelling of our approach, 
which makes it seem like we did not use elements of a united 
front method. The reality, I believe, is different.

58. While it is true that we “expos[ed] the contradictions 
in their propaganda”, we didn’t do this merely by denuncia-
tion. A consistent element of our campaign was appealing to 
Sinn Fein supporters to vote for us to apply pressure on Sinn 
Fein  “to change their position” and “join with us in cam-
paigning to build a mass movement of non-payment”. In the 
election leaflet the comrades themselves quote it clearly says 
“The election of Paul Murphy would make it clear to Sinn Fein 
that a weak position on Water Charges in the future will not 
be tolerated”. This was a theme running through much of our 
election posters, leaflets and other material.

59. As KMcL explained in his article reviewing the By 
Election campaign:

“We said to voters that if you do not support Sinn Fein’s po-
sition on water charges, then use this election to send them 
a warning about their poor position by voting number 1 for 
Paul Murphy. As a sign of the effectiveness of our campaign, 
Sinn Fein was forced to change its position mid-campaign. 
The party said that the abolition of water charges was now a 
pre-condition before they would go into a new coalition gov-
ernment. In response, we produced 25,000 new leaflets that 
pointed out that putting pressure on Sinn Fein is working, so 
keep it up!” 

60. Throughout the campaign, numerous local anti-wa-
ter charge protests were organised where we made the case 
for non-payment, and criticised Sinn Fein for supporting or 
advocating non-payment and not using their profile and re-
sources to help build non-payment. In advance of the by-elec-
tion, after the local elections, we made a proposal to Sinn Fein 
and others on the local Council to establish an anti-austerity 
bloc.

61. We wrote to all other Councillors with an open let-
ter:

“As the largest group on the Council, we recognise that Sinn 
Fein is best placed to lead negotiations to establish such an 
anti-austerity majority. Out of forty councillors in total, that 
Sinn Fein has nine councillors, the AAA has three, PBPA has 
three and there are eight Independent councillors, this clearly 
shows there is potential to have an anti austerity majority. 
Pressure to really represent the anti austerity aspirations of the 
people should be brought to bear on all these councillors, in 
particular the Independents and Labour. We therefore call on 
Sinn Fein to take the initiative to bring together that majority.” 
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62. This approach is precisely an implementation of ele-
ments of the united front method. On the one hand we at-
tempted to mobilise people, including those with illusions in 
Sinn Fein, with the issue of water charges. We then intervened 
into that with concrete proposals which clearly flowed from 
the needs of the movement but which also exposed the limits 
of Sinn Fein’s programme, and thereby won people to vote for 
us.

General Election 2016

63. In the General Election in 2016 we also grappled 
with how to take up Sinn Fein, and in the end took an ap-
proach I believe is a further good example of elements of a 
united front method in action.

64. In the run up to that election, Sinn Fein were arguing 
that they wanted what they called a “left-led government”, by 
which they meant a government in which they were the big-
gest party, or in which they plus another supposedly ‘left’ par-
ty were bigger than any establishment party in the coalition, 
but which could also involve Fianna Fail. At the same time 
others on the left were raising the idea of a coalition govern-
ment made up just of Sinn Fein and the left, even though the 
numbers for that seemed unlikely. Understandably the idea of 
a government along these lines would be attractive to sections 
of the working class, especially those layers desperate for an 
end to Fianna Fail and Fine Gael in government, given that 
there was no prospect of a government made up just of those 
forces to the left of Sinn Fein. On December 9th 2015 I wrote 
an op-ed article agreed by the NEC for the Irish Times where 
we explained:

“If it is possible after the next general election to form a gov-
ernment without the traditional establishment parties, the 
Anti-Austerity Alliance will discuss with others to see if a left 
programme for government can be agreed. This would have 
to include the reversal of the cuts implemented over the last 
years, abolition of austerity taxes such as water charges and 
property tax, investment to resolve the housing crisis and in-
creasing the minimum wage and improving working condi-
tions.

“Implementing these policies means prioritising public ser-
vices and housing over paying the bankers’ debts, shifting 
the burden of taxation on to the wealthy, corporations and 
high-income earners and challenging the straitjacket of the 
EU’s “Austerity Treaty”. A left government would also repeal 
the Eighth Amendment and challenge the oppression faced 
by women, Travellers, migrants and others.

“Unfortunately, we have major doubts as to whether Sinn Féin 
would agree to such a programme. As one of the architects of 
the “Fresh Start” agreement in the North, it has demonstrated 

that it is willing to implement austerity, agreeing to welfare 
cuts and 20,000 job losses, while also cutting corporation tax. 
In the North, they are based on one community and the par-
ty’s actions deepen sectarian division. 

“Its recent talk about coalition with Fianna Fáil and Labour 
will cause concern among those who look to Sinn Féin to 
bring about change. If Sinn Féin truly wanted to see an end of 
the rule of the establishment parties in this country, it would 
rule out coalition with them and instead declare for an anti-
austerity government based on non-establishment forces. 

“In the case that no left programme for government can be 
agreed, but a government could be formed without the estab-
lishment parties, our TDs will vote in the Dáil to allow the 
formation of that alternative government. While we would 
not participate in a government without a left programme, we 
would allow that government to come to power and then vote 
to support measures that benefit working-class people and 
oppose ones that do not. 

“At the same time, we would seek to build a mass movement 
outside the Dáil to put pressure on the government to deliver 
on its promises and to achieve a genuine left government as 
soon as possible.” 

65. Similar formulations were used in our leaflets in 
General Election. This approach again utilised elements of 
the united front method, connecting with the positive aspi-
rations of working class people for a left government, while 
demonstrating in a concrete way the limitations in Sinn Fein’s 
programme which meant that they wouldn’t deliver such a 
government. In retrospect, we should have strengthened the 
programmatic points with a demand that explicitly broke with 
capitalism and emphasised the need for public ownership, but 
with that correction the approach was correct.  It highlighted 
the limits of Sinn Fein and contrasted it with our willingness 
to place no barriers to doing what was necessary.

66. The comrades describe this as a “skilful” and “nu-
anced and principled” position. I agree, but leaving it at that 
understates the importance of generalising and explaining the 
theoretical foundations of how we deal with these issues. It is 
not enough to just have a skilful leadership able to navigate 
these issues, we must also have an educated cadre which un-
derstands the reasoning and methodology so it is confident to 
intervene, if needs be, to correct any errors. Without general-
ising and theorising our approach, there is a real danger that 
instead we will miseducate our cadre, zig-zag ‘pragmatically’ 
and apply this method in an uneven, unconscious, fashion. 
This can result in significant mistakes on future issues.

67. I believe that this pragmatic and empirical approach 
has already resulted in missed opportunities, where we have 
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failed to apply it correctly. 

Earlier mistake in GE 2016

68. A real concrete difference we have had on the issue 
of Sinn Fein is the question of our approach in the elections 
which I described above. While the position I outlined above 
was ultimately agreed to, we adopted a more denunciatory ap-
proach beforehand, which I argued against. This was shown 
in the answer we gave to the Right2Change question, when 
they asked us in October 2015 “Does the AAA agree now to 
form a progressive government based on this platform if the 
numbers allow?”  and we answered:

“The AAA is open to participate in government but not a gov-
ernment that includes any parties associated with austerity 
or a government whose policy is based on operating within 
the strict fiscal rules set by the EU or capitalism. We want a 
government that will scrap the unjust taxes and charges and 
reverse the draconian austerity cuts that have been imple-
mented; a government that immediately sets about the trans-
formation of the economy on the basis of democratic public 
ownership of the key sections of the economy to ensure peo-
ple’s needs not profit is the basis of society. The transforma-
tion of Syriza, in only six months, from being an anti-austerity 
party into leading a pro-austerity government shows that real 
change can only happen if a government is made up of parties 
or TDs who are prepared and committed to break capitalist 
rules. We believe mass mobilisations of working class people 
will be crucial if the programme of such a genuine left govern-
ment is to be fully implemented.” 

69. This answer is theoretically correct. But it is too ab-
stract and doesn’t take sufficient account of the aspiration of 
working class people for what they would see as a left govern-
ment. Simply saying to workers who desire a left government 
that we won’t be part of it if it is based on operating within 
capitalism can come across as if our opposition is based on 
a moral, or philosophical problem, rather than flowing from 
the real needs of the working class. This is further compound-
ed by the introduction to these answers given on the Anti-
Austerity Alliance website where we said:

“For us the involvement of Sinn Fein in Right2Change un-
fortunately meant that we couldn’t be involved as it is clear 
that when it suits, Sinn Fein like Labour and Syriza in Greece, 
will make compromises with the system and that will under-
mine the whole basis of the initiative and lead to a dead end. 
We have a political responsibility to point out these problems 
in advance and not allow a situation where the movement is 
encouraged to look to another new dawn that would, unfor-
tunately, prove to be false.” 

70. Again this is correct theoretically, but it is not enough 

to simply “tell the truth to the working class”, we must explain 
it and where possible go through the experience with them. 
Unfortunately the approach quoted above leaves us wide open 
to being misrepresented as having a sectarian attitude. No 
matter what we said we would have been attacked, however 
we should have featured our later position there, as outlined 
in the quote from the Irish Times article above. 

71. Thankfully the approach was corrected, but only af-
ter KMcL went to a meeting where JH spoke and the more 
‘blunt’ approach towards Sinn Fein and the idea of an ‘alterna-
tive government’ went down badly. The change in approach 
was also done without any acknowledgement of a change, and 
indeed with an explicit statement at NEC level that we had not 
changed our position, and we had not made a mistake. Unfor-
tunately this falls far short of Lenin’s approach in “Left Wing 
Communism an Infantile Disorder” where he argued that:

“A political party’s attitude towards its own mistakes is one of 
the most important and surest ways of judging how earnest 
the party is and how it fulfills in practice its obligations to-
wards its class and the working people. Frankly acknowledg-
ing a mistake, ascertaining the reasons for it, analysing the 
conditions that have led up to it, and thrashing out the means 
of its rectification—that is the hallmark of a serious party; that 
is how it should perform its duties, and how it should educate 
and train its class, and then the masses.” 

72. Changing position in this way, without fully ac-
knowledging the change and discussing it out means that the 
lessons are not learned and similar errors are likely to be made 
again in the future. This was demonstrated to me in discus-
sions with NC members in advance of the October NC meet-
ing, where a number of NC comrades were unaware of the 
final position we adopted towards the question of an ‘alterna-
tive government’.

Challenging Sinn Fein today

73. In their ‘Brief Contribution’ responding to issues I 
have raised, the comrades say:

“Some comrades have been unnecessarily hesitant in making 
direct criticisms but instead make implied or indirect criti-
cisms. For example, focusing criticism on Sinn Fein for their 
openness at bringing Fianna Fail or Fine Gael back into pow-
er, rather than also showing how what Sinn Fein are putting 
forward will not at all deal with the key issues facing people. 
Or demonstrating that they are not using their huge resources 
to fight on the issues. This is a missed opportunity to raise the 
level of people by alluding to their real and actual experience 
of Sinn Fein, a reality that Sinn Fein are trying to camouflage.”

74. Is this is a suggestion that I am or have been hesitant 
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in making direct criticisms of Sinn Fein? Days before the cur-
rent debate broke out, at the Dail Executive (which organises 
our parliamentary work) preparing for the Solidarity - People 
Before Profit think-in, I argued, in response to another NEC 
member, that it would be insufficient to criticise Sinn Fein for 
being willing to go into coalition with right-wing parties and 
instead it was necessary to illustrate how that was connected 
to their own pro-capitalist programme. 

75. Are the comrades suggesting that starting criticism 
of Sinn Fein with their willingness to go into coalition with 
the traditional right-wing parties is incorrect? Are they sug-
gesting we shouldn’t point to how they do not use their re-
sources to fight on the issues? 

76. Criticising Sinn Fein’s willingness to go into coa-
lition with Fianna Fail or Fine Gael is an excellent starting 
point for a discussion with potential Sinn Fein voters or sup-
porters who we are seeking to intervene with. That is precisely 
because it begins from a point of common understanding that 
we have with more left-wing sections of potential Sinn Fein 
voters - that Fine Gael (FG) and Fianna Fail (FF) are anti-
working class establishment parties and that the experience of 
coalition of supposedly left-wing parties such as Labour or the 
Green Party with FF/FG was disastrous. The fact that they are 
seeking such a coalition with FF/FG also illustrates that Sinn 
Fein is not even committed to the more progressive elements 
of its own programme, given that FF/FG would undoubted-
ly veto large parts of it. That point is readily understood by 
working class people. 

77. Of course, this is merely the beginning of the criti-
cism. It leads directly to the point that Sinn Fein’s willingness 
to go into coalition with Fianna Fail or Fine Gael means it 
does not stand for the interests of working class people. 

78. In terms of highlighting how Sinn Fein “are not us-
ing their huge resources to fight on the issues” this too can be 
an important point that will expose them particularly when 
large numbers of working class people are prepared to engage 
in struggles such as with the water charges. The broad mes-
sage we give should be that Sinn Fein claims to want to make 
real change. We are prepared to fight for such a change, we 
believe Sinn Fein is not. Let workers see it in practice - either 
Sinn Fein uses its resources and we can show how a struggle 
can win gains, or Sinn Fein doesn’t fight and the lesson is clear. 
As demonstrated above, this line of argument did in fact fea-
ture in relation to our by-election material in relation to the 
water charges and Sinn Fein, and is an implementation of one 
element of the united front method.

Critiquing Sinn Fein’s programme

79. In addition, we should criticise Sinn Fein’s pro-

gramme and explain its significant limitations. In a number 
of articles since the General Election, we have correctly gone 
through Sinn Fein’s manifesto in that election and critiqued it. 
The manifesto clearly represented a further step to the right in 
the public presentation of Sinn Fein’s programme. However, it 
did claim to support numerous anti-austerity measures which 
would appeal to working class people, such as: 

On Taxes: Abolish Property tax, Water Charges and college 
fees, increase taxes capital gains and acquisitions, increases 
taxes on those earning over 100k, and ‘examine the introduc-
tion of a wealth tax’

On Health: Abolish charges for Emergency Department and 
Inpatient care, increase health spending by €3.3.bn, roll out 
free GP care and ‘move towards universal health care’

On Housing: Build 70k social and 30k ‘cost purchase and cost 
rental’ housing units by 2030, link rent increases to inflation, 
cap mortgage interest rates

On Workers’ Rights: Mandatory trade union recognition and 
collective bargaining rights, ‘fair hour contracts’ to stop ze-
ro-hour and ‘if and when’ contracts, increase the minimum 
wage, make the public sector a ‘living wage’ employer 

80. The focus of our criticism of Sinn Fein’s programme 
has been highlighting its evident inadequacies. For example, 
CG in an article on the website on 14 August 2017 argued: 

“Ultimately, by accepting the limits of what capitalism could 
afford, Sinn Féin were unwilling to put forward the meas-
ures to bring about the real change that working-class people 
fundamentally aspire to. A government based on their pro-
gramme would not change conditions for most people.” 

81. In the January 2018 edition of our paper, KMcL ar-
gued that: 

“What Sinn Féin advocated on issues like the minimum wage, 
housing and public spending at the last election were so mini-
mal they aren’t in any way capable of dealing with these vital 
questions for the majority of people in our society. They ac-
cept the logic of the capitalist market and in doing so will ac-
cept the reality of a housing crisis and low pay.” 

82. These formulations fail to recognise the fact that, 
given the pushing back of consciousness and the relatively low 
level of expectations, large elements of Sinn Fein’s programme 
sound positive and radical to large sections of the working 
class. They understandably feel that if such reforms were actu-
ally enacted, they would impact significantly on their lives. 
That does not mean that the programme is adequate of course 
to address the problems that working class people face, it does 
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not deliver the socialist change the working class needs. How-
ever, to the extent that we are seeking to speak to broader lay-
ers of the working class, as well as train our comrades to do so, 
we should take that consciousness into account. 

83. While it is correct to criticise the limitations of SF’s 
programme, how we do that matters. We should also explain 
how even elements of that limited programme would be vi-
ciously opposed by the rich and the EU and blocked by Fian-
na Fail or Fine Gael in any coalition government. Many genu-
ine workers will have illusions that a left programme could be 
implemented without the kind of clash with the ruling class 
and the EU that we warn would be necessary. This illusion is 
one we must combat, explaining that in order to actually im-
plement an anti-austerity agenda, a left government needs to 
be willing to take measures such as nationalisation and capital 
controls. 

84. We cannot come across as simply doctrinaires, mor-
ally opposed to anything but revolutionary change. Instead 
we must patiently explain that we will do everything in our 
power to fight for reforms, but those reforms will be resisted 
every inch of the way.  Fundamentally, they will only be able 
to be achieved through revolutionary socialist change, based 
on an active movement of the working class. 

85. Such an approach can also more thoroughly con-
vince these people of our ideas. However, it would be ideal-
istic to think that even the most skilful presentation of our 
arguments will dispel these illusions from the broad layers 
of the working class, and convince them of the revolutionary 
programme. That is why we must also understand that it is 
through struggle that this will really be tested. This is why we 
also need united front methods to try mobilise those work-
ers who support those demands to fight alongside us now for 
them, and intervene into those movements which would be a 
more fertile arena for these arguments.

How to put forward a Socialist Programme today

Defining the transitional method

86. The ‘Brief Contribution’ describes the transitional 
method as follows:

“[W]hile we fight on the key issues, we have also sought to 
explain how this system is undermining and eroding their liv-
ing standards.”

“By convincing people of an anti-capitalist position – using 
specific demands that connect with key aspects of peoples’ 
lives and struggles, but which also strike at the very heart of 
the way capitalism operates – we can in turn convince work-
ers and young people of the need to struggle for a left and 

socialist government, based upon a break with capitalism and 
the democratic public ownership and planning of the key sec-
tors of the economy.”

“Such a method begins by identifying key issues that are es-
sential for working-class people and then systematically and 
thoroughly exposes why capitalism is fundamentally incapa-
ble of resolving these issues and of meeting the needs and up-
holding the rights of the majority in society”

87. These descriptions are not in isolation, incorrect, but 
taken together they are one sided. They have a tendency to 
present two distinct tasks - on the one hand fighting on the 
key issues now, on the other hand explaining how capitalism 
cannot resolve them. In reality, these are entirely connected 
tasks. We need to put forward a programme flowing from the 
problems facing people that has an anti-capitalist logic - that 
reveals, flowing from their struggle and being explicit about it, 
that revolutionary socialist change is necessary.

88. What is also missing from the comrades’ definition 
is the fact that the transitional method is also about drawing 
people into struggle, where the mass of people will learn. In-
stead there is a certain focus on just winning people through 
anti-capitalist arguments.

89. The description provided by Peter Hadden in ‘The 
Struggle for Socialism Today’ is more comprehensive and bal-
anced:

“Transitional demands cannot be divorced from the struggle 
to implement them. It is true that in a general sense the de-
mands which make up the Transitional Programme cannot 
be fully realised and consolidated within the confines of the 
present system. This programme is modest — for a decent 
standard of living to be guaranteed to all — but the fight to 
achieve it raises the question of where the resources to meet 
these needs will come from. This inability of the market to 
deliver poses the need for an alternative, for public ownership 
of the wealth-producing industries so that additional wealth 
can be generated to cater for human need, not to satisfy the 
thirst of a few for profit. That is why this programme is “tran-
sitional” — the struggle to achieve these demands brings the 
working class up against the limitations of capitalism, or, in 
Trotsky’s words, to the “doorstep” of the socialist revolution.” 

90. The tendency in the definitions given by the com-
rades to divorce current day to day struggle from winning 
people to the need for a socialist programme is reflected in 
practice in two ways. On the one hand, when confronted by a 
mass audience such as at election time, in some cases we have 
diminished the socialist content of our programme. On the 
other hand, when dealing with difficult political issues, with-
out any mass audience, we have at times put forward our pro-



62

gramme in an abstract way - explaining how capitalism can-
not resolve the problems facing people, without the ‘bridge’ of 
transitional demands to connect to consciousness and bring 
it to that conclusion. The election campaign in the General 
Election 2016 and our approach to Brexit illustrate the two 
sides of that coin.

General Election 2016

91. It is good that the comrades in ‘Our Response to the 
Issues’ describe the programmatic weaknesses of the mate-
rial produced in the General Election 2016 as a “significant 
mistake”. This was a mistake which the entire leadership col-
lectively (including me) contributed to. It resulted in a situa-
tion where for the mass of people watching us our programme 
for socialist change, for democratic public ownership, came 
across insufficiently, and instead the primary message was one 
of taxing the rich to fund improved public services. Unfortu-
nately, it is entirely inaccurate to suggest that the delegation 
of comrades who attended the meeting in London in 2016 
“readily accepted that it was a mistake.” In fact, the acceptance 
that a mistake was made only came as a result of a back-and-
forth debate with IS comrades. 

92. Despite the acceptance of a mistake in the elections, 
recent Solidarity newsletters for mass distribution in electoral 
constituencies continue to suffer from the same weaknesses. 
The most recent newsletters contain no mention of nationali-
sation, socialism or socialist policies, with the most far reach-
ing demand being “we fight for system change and a new so-
ciety which puts the needs of the many above the greed of the 
few.”

Our programme on Brexit

93. How we have programmatically dealt with the issue 
of Brexit and sought to address the widespread fears of the 
impact of a hardened border is a good example of the more 
abstract approach. What the comrades write in the ‘Brief 
Contribution’ is in line with this general approach. 

94. At the start of the year CG wrote a good, substantial 
article on Brexit on behalf of the NEC putting forward our 
position. However, when it comes to addressing the number 
one issue about Brexit for the majority of people in Ireland - 
namely the possibility of an increased border, with all of the 
consequences in terms of the economy and the potential for 
an increase in sectarian violence, it argues the following: 

“We say that whatever way the different capitalist vested in-
terests resolve their business dispute, it must be done without 
any physical or repressive borders.” 

95. This far too passive and abstract position has been re-

peatedly echoed and emphasised in oral discussion along the 
lines of “You [the capitalists] deal with this yourselves. We’re 
not going to accept any division.” It accepts that the capital-
ist classes are in power and simply says they must implement 
Brexit without physical borders. What it doesn’t say is how 
this real problem would be addressed by a left government 
with a socialist programme. This is all the more important as 
the issue of the border is being used by the EU in the negotia-
tions as a key weapon to undermine Brexit in order to send a 
warning to people across Europe about the consequences of 
leaving. The successful establishment of such a ‘Hotel Califor-
nia’ narrative that you can check in, but not check out of the 
EU or the euro, would be a negative for working class people 
across Europe.  

96. In the ‘Brief Contribution’, the comrades’ emphasis 
is to say the trade union movement should organise a confer-
ence and take action to ensure no attacks on workers’ rights. 
This is a good demand, which brings to the fore the need for 
independent action by the working class to avoid any burden 
for Brexit being placed on their shoulders. In the North, it 
would offer an alternative pole to the sectarianised discussion 
on Brexit promoted by the nationalist and unionist parties.  
The November NC saw good discussion about using our trade 
union positions in the North to try to initiate such a confer-
ence. 

97. However, this correct initiative is not an alternative 
to developing our programme in relation to what a left social-
ist government would do in Ireland or in Britain. Brexit and 
the fears of workers on this island in relation to the possibility 
of a border are a key issue facing us. We have to find a for-
mulation to say what we think should happen and what our 
vision of a socialist exit is. This will be particularly important 
in next year’s European elections, and our local election cam-
paign in Fermanagh, in both of which we are likely to be asked 
to explain our support for a Leave vote and what our alterna-
tive approach would have been. 

98. At the October NC, I gave an example of what I had 
argued to be inserted into a speech in the Dail on Brexit at the 
end of September:

“Corbyn’s position, outlined in a speech in February, gives an 
outline of how a left government would deal with the issue of 
the Customs Union. Effectively, he counterposed the existing 
pro-capitalist Customs Union to one in the interests of work-
ing people. This would ensure no hard border and tariff-free 
trade, but without all of the neo-liberal rules and restrictions 
which would block a left government from implementing 
policies such as nationalisation. If Corbyn boldly put this po-
sition forward, instead of seeking compromise with the Blair-
ites, and linked it to the need for socialist change, it would be 
enormously popular on this island and in Britain. It would 
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address the real fears and concerns of working people in rela-
tion to the economy and the border.”

99. This approach is in line with that adopted by the 
comrades in England & Wales. I put this forward, not as a 
finished, final position, but as a contribution to developing 
our programme on Brexit. 

100. In the context of the political crisis in Britain, even 
in Ireland it is necessary to bring to the fore the demand for 
a rejection of the agreement, a general election in Britain and 
for Corbyn to come to power on a socialist programme. That 
is what opens up the prospect of a very different negotiation 
process, which could echo across Europe. We should argue 
that Corbyn should seek to re-open negotiations on a differ-
ent basis - seeking market access and no hardening of borders 
- but eliminating all of the neo-liberal rules, such as the state 
aid rules, which are built into the current agreement. 

101. This should be combined by Corbyn with interna-
tionalist appeals aimed at speaking over the heads of those he 
is negotiating with. This could include a call for the neo-liber-
al rules to be dropped for all across Europe, for the unsustain-
able debts to be cancelled, and for co-ordinated action on a 
European basis for a just transition to a carbon free economy, 
based on public ownership and democratic planning. It could 
make it harder for the dominant imperialist countries in the 
EU to maintain their unified bloc against Britain. Even with 
such an approach, of course, there is no guarantee of being 
successful in seeking such an agreement. However, in that 
case, the responsibility for any increase in borders and loss 
of market access would correctly be placed at the door of the 
European powers. 

Objections to the alternative Customs Union formulation

102. At the October NC, comrades raised criticisms that 
an alternative Customs Union proposal is incompatible with 
the demand for a state monopoly on foreign trade and that it 
would involve a left government in a trade bloc which is impe-
rialistic in its character. Comrades objecting to this formula-
tion laid emphasis on the need to be “honest” to the working 
class.

103. Formally speaking, of course, they are right - any 
membership of a customs union is incompatible with a state 
monopoly on trade and EU trade policy is undoubtedly im-
perialistic. However, it is clearly the case that membership of 
the EU for Ireland is also incompatible with a state monopoly 
on foreign trade and involves Ireland in an imperialistic trade 
bloc. However, no comrades are in favour of raising the de-
mand for Ireland to leave the EU at this stage. Are we guilty 
of not “telling the truth” to the working class when we don’t 
bring a demand to leave the EU and establish a state monop-

oly on foreign trade to the fore?

104. We always tell the truth to the working class. But 
we present the truth in the way which is most digestible to 
the working class at a particular time, bringing to the fore 
demands which address the pressing needs of working-class 
people and connecting them to the need for revolutionary so-
cialist change and to activating the working class in struggle. 

105. Since the Russian revolution and the imposition of 
a state monopoly on foreign trade in the Soviet Union, the 
world economy has been integrated to an even greater degree, 
with many workers in factories that are part of a production 
line that spans numerous countries. A good example of this 
is the case of the crankshaft in the BMW mini which crosses 
the English channel three times in its process of being built, 
installed and eventually sold. Workers in these industries, 
and many more, have a particularly acute fear of being cut 
off through trade barriers, or hardening or borders which we 
must take into account. 

106. Ultimately only socialist change across Ireland and 
in England, Scotland and Wales, resulting in the establish-
ment of a socialist federation, linked to a federation of socialist 
states in Europe can guarantee no hardening of borders. How-
ever, even in the 1920s, the Soviet government struck trade 
and concession deals with capitalist countries in order to get 
access to necessary capital investment. In the event of a left 
socialist government leaving or being expelled from the EU, it 
would be necessary to fight against any attempts to impose a 
trade embargo against it and raise the demand for an alterna-
tive customs union. Such a demand would need to be linked 
to a call to workers across Europe to oppose any imposition 
of a trade embargo and to revolt against their own capitalist 
classes. Even if such an agreement was signed, any agreement 
with a capitalist power would of course only be temporary, 
and a matter of gaining some breathing space, while seeking 
to encourage revolutionary movements elsewhere in Europe. 

107. The relationship of such an alternative customs un-
ion to exploitative trade deals concluded by the EU would de-
pend on the details of the agreement. However, within such 
an alternative customs union, of course a workers’ state would 
oppose and seek to expose across Europe and the world the 
character of the EU’s trade relations. 

108. Right now, the fears of workers in Ireland in relation 
to the impact of a hardening of a border are very real and 
justified. While much of the commentary has focused on the 
economic impact of a border, a key aspect for us is on the im-
pact in terms of increased sectarianism. In this context, given 
the size and weight of the Party in Ireland, we should have 
something to say about how a left government with socialist 
policies would deal with this, as opposed to simply saying that 
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the capitalist governments should find a way to implement 
Brexit without increased borders.

109. At the November NC, the objection of SB to the al-
ternative Customs Union formulation was motivated on the 
grounds that the phrase ‘Customs Union’ could alienate Prot-
estants who see it as a demand primarily being raised by the 
nationalist parties. The objective reality is that such an agree-
ment would see no increase in borders, and should therefore 
assuage the fears of Protestants who are concerned that the 
current proposed EU deal represents a loosening of the ties 
between Northern Ireland and Britain. However, undoubt-
edly language is important, and I have no objection to other 
formulations which contain the same essential content. The 
urgent need to progress this discussion and formulate our 
programme clearly is underlined by the current political crisis 
on Brexit in Britain and the need for us to comment on the 
proposed exit agreement.

Negative demands are not enough

110. Some comrades have argued that on the issue of 
Brexit, we should avoid raising positive demands and instead 
focus on raising negative demands about what we are against. 
CM in his ‘Notes on Brexit’ (8 October 2018) circulated to the 
NEC argues: 

“Deliberately not putting forward positive demands, or ad-
vocating a particular arrangement post-Brexit, has been cor-
rect, and broadly remains correct however. There are issues 
on which it is not for the workers movement to come forward 
with solutions which address the concerns of the ruling class, 
and in the main this is one such.”

111. This strikes me as an attempt to make a virtue of 
a perceived necessity. It’s a program of wait and see - not a 
programme of revolutionary intervention and defence of our 
class. 

112. All of the crises that working class people face are 
caused by decisions of the capitalist class. The famine ap-
proaching workers in Russia in October 1917 was caused by 
the sabotage of the capitalists and the inaction of the Provi-
sional Government. Russian participation in World War I was 
the responsibility of the Tsar and the world’s imperialist pow-
ers, together with the Provisional Government which contin-
ued it. However, Lenin did not simply say that it was up to 
the capitalists or the Provisional Government to resolve the 
famine crisis or end the war. In ‘The Impending Catastrophe 
and How To Combat It’, he outlined the measures necessary 
to deal with the famine and to end the war and the need for a 
revolutionary government to implement them. 

113. In addition to formulating what a Corbyn govern-

ment should do, we need to develop our programme on what 
we argue that a left government with a socialist programme 
in Ireland would do. Again, we have to raise demands to 
bring out the real nature of the European Union and point 
to why a socialist government and socialist Europe is neces-
sary to address the legitimate fears that workers have. I think 
the starting point of this would be to say that a left govern-
ment in Ireland would insist that negotiations be re-opened 
with Britain and oppose any insertion of neo-liberal rules into 
the exit agreement in order to have market access and avoid 
a hardening of borders. It would also insist that all negotia-
tions are carried out in public, with no secret diplomacy and 
all negotiating papers published. This would have to be linked 
to a European-wide campaign to mobilise mass opposition of 
workers to the policies of the European Commission and to 
raise the need for a socialist Europe.

Conclusion

114. Internal debate is a natural and inevitable part of the 
life of a revolutionary party. In fact it is an important part of 
how the party grows and how it develops cadre in the model 
of how Trotsky described a Bolshevik as “a person who in 
each case and on each question forges a firm opinion of his 
own and defends it courageously and independently, not only 
against his enemies, but inside his own party.” As I said at the 
NC in October, if all sides conduct the debate that is begin-
ning in a political, measured and responsible way, the party 
will grow and learn as a result.

115. The issues outlined in this document are not obscure 
differences about historical or theoretical questions. They re-
late directly to the burning task facing us - how do we build 
the revolutionary party quantitatively and qualitatively today. 
The united front method and transitional method were born 
of revolutionaries grappling with the exact same task 100 
years ago. Understanding these methods and incorporating 
them in a systematic and theorised way into our work will be 
crucial to seizing the opportunities in the coming years.
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Resolution from faction to the IEC

1. This IEC has had a full and extensive discussion on 
the crisis which has developed between a majority of the Irish 
leadership and the IS.

2. During the debate between the Irish section and the 
IS and at the IEC meeting, the IS and some IEC members 
believe that fundamental political issues of difference have 
emerged. Other members of the IEC did not agree. These in-
volve the questions of programme, tactics, orientation and the 
concept and methods needed to build a revolutionary party 
and international, based on the methods of democratic cen-
tralism.

3. The IEC agrees that a full discussion needs to take 
place in the international on all these issues. 

4. [Paragraph removed so as to abide by redaction that 
was agreed from resolution that was passed.]

5. We therefore agree that this debate take place in 2019 
in a structured manner through the structures of the sections 
of the CWI.

6. The issues under dispute are: 1) On programme 
and orientation and the issue of the centrality of the role of 
the working class and our approach to the trade unions; 2) 
Identity Politics and the international women’s movement; 3) 
Methods of building the party and the International; 4) Per-
spectives.

7. The IEC agrees that a World Congress of the CWI 
shall be conveyed in January 2020 to debate all of these and 
related issues and an IEC in August. 

8. For the preparation of this congress we agree to form 

a congress organising committee to oversee all aspects of the 
pre-congress debate period starting now, up to the congress. 
This committee will be comprised of 6 members on the basis 
of pairity between the recently formed faction and other IEC 
members. We agree 3 members –Tom Crean, Danny Byrne 
and Eric Byl – from the IEC meeting and 3 from the faction. 
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Concerning IEC 2018

1. This IEC notes the intensity and sharpness of the de-
bates at this IEC meeting in relation to the issues in the Irish 
section. We reaffirm the democratic tradition of debate and 
discussion in the international and opposes any threat of a 
split.

2. (The following paragraph is not for use outside the 
IEC, the EC’s of the sections and Irish NC) Paragraph re-
moved for reason in previous sentence.

3. However, the discussion has moved far beyond Ire-
land related issues. The IEC agrees on the need for a plan of 
democratic discussions, with documents, throughout the in-
ternational on the issues of difference raised at the IEC, relat-
ing to our perspectives, orientation and interventions, ques-
tions of programme, methods and building. While important 
differences of approach have surfaced the IEC does not be-
lieve these represent fundamental issues of principle, and 
believe such an organised discussion in the best democratic 
traditions of the CWI can result in principled agreement and 
strengthening of our forces to face the historic challenges fac-
ing Marxism in the next period.

4. The IEC believes the IS and the leading comrades in 
the sections should review their responses in this particular 
situation to help ensure any lessons are learned. All comrades 
should also strive to improve and repair any damage in rela-
tions that has taken place in the interests of building the in-
ternational.

5. The IEC notes the establishment of a faction includ-
ing IS members who think there are fundamental political 
differences. The IEC agrees that the next World Congress will 
take place in 2020 in Belgium, with an IEC meeting at the end 
of August.

6. For the preparation of this congress we agree to form 
a Congress organising committee to oversee all aspects of the 
pre-congress debate period starting now, up to and including 
the congress. This committee will be comprised of 6 members 
on the basis of parity between the recently formed faction and 
other IEC members. We agree 3 members – Tom Crean, Dan-
ny Byrne and Eric Byl –from the IEC meeting and the newly 
formed faction to nominate 3 members.


