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R evolutionary, socialist and progress‐
ive forces around the world must
now respond to the twin dangers of

a Russian invasion of Ukraine and the US/
NATOmobilisation against Russia.

The conflict between the major imper‐
ialist powers and alliances has been escal‐
ating dangerously, and with it the threat of
outright war between them. The last six
months have seen this conflict move
beyond the decades of proxy wars that
continue to devastate the ‘wider Middle
East,’ from Libya to Afghanistan. It has
beenmoving towards a direct military con‐
frontation between the USA, with its NATO
and G7 allies, and the China/Russia bloc,
which now includes Iran and the central
Asian republics.

Over these past six months, starting
with the fiasco of the US withdrawal from
Afghanistan, the balance of power between
these rival alliances has shifted in favour of
the China/Russia bloc, and the US and
NATO have been adopting increasingly
aggressive tactics in response. The govern‐
ments of China and Russia see the
situation as an opportunity to strengthen
their geo-political position, in particular by
dividing the ‘western powers.’ The US
leadership is trying to turn it into an op‐
portunity to re-impose its authority on
NATO - and from that perspective, the US
appears to have a cynical strategic interest
in Putin invading Ukraine, as being
preferable to making any concession to Rus‐
sia.

On both sides the current Ukraine crisis
is part of their wider strategy. In immediate
terms it is a struggle between the NATO
powers and Russia for domination in east‐
ern Europe. However, the central issue in
this inter-imperialist conflict remains the
growing rivalry between the USA, which is
still, for now, the world’s largest economy
with the richest ruling class, but which is in
decline and divided, and China, which is
the second largest and fastest-growing
economy in the world, and the biggest ex‐
porter of manufactured goods.

Over the past month Russia has moved
more troops and armaments towards the
border with Ukraine, and NATO has been
stationingmoremilitary units andmissiles
in its eastern member countries, close to

Russia, while conflicts of interest between
the western powers have become more
apparent. This was the context in which
the Chinese and Russian regimes issued an
assertion of their joint interests and aims.
Following the meeting between Presidents
Xi and Putin in Beijing (at the opening of
the Winter Olympics – a huge prestige
project for Xi’s global ambitions) the two
governments published a statement that
can best be described as a plan for a new
world order under Chinese leadership.¹
Russia pledged support for China’s ‘war
aims’ (Taiwan, and the reversal of USmilit‐
ary and naval policies in the Asia/Pacific
region) and China pledged support for
Russia over Ukraine and opposition to any
NATO expansion. Both pledged their op‐
position to ‘Colour revolutions’ (a term for
mass protests - seen as ‘western backed’ -
against authoritarian regimes in former
parts of the Soviet Union, e.g. Orange
revolution in Ukraine, Rose revolution in
Georgia).

And they both commit to “Intensifying
practical cooperation for the sustainable
development of the Arctic” and to the “De‐
velopment and use of Arctic routes,” thus
declaring their investment in a continuing
climate crisis. The word ‘sustainable’ is
used for the sake of appearances; it is as
empty as the prayer, “God make me pure,
but not yet.” In this they are no more
cynical than western powers that promise
Net Xero Carbon and open new coal mines
and oilfields – or the western imperialists’
International Monetary Fund (IMF), that
condemned China for continuing its Zero
Covid policy because it was bad for
business.²

Whether or when war breaks out in
Ukraine this confrontation is already
serving its purpose for Russia and China by
continuing the shift in the balance of
imperialist forces and deepening divisions
in NATO. That makes the threat of a new

¹ Joint Statement of the Russian Federation
and the People’s Republic of China on the
International Relations Entering a New Era
and the Global Sustainable Development
(February 4, 2022)
http://en.kremlin.ru/supplement/5770
² IMF warns China over cost of Covid
lockdowns (January 21, 2022)
https://www.theguardian.com/business/
2022/jan/21/imf-warns-china-over-cost-of-
covid-lockdowns

World War much more real and brings it
closer.

The world is being drawn deeper into a
crisis similar to that described by Leon
Trotsky in 1938:

Under the increasing tension of capitalist
disintegration, imperialist antagonisms
reach an impasse at the height of which
separate clashes and bloody local
disturbances… must inevitably coalesce
into a conflagration of world dimensions.

L D Trotsky, The Death Agony of
Capitalism and Tasks of the Fourth

International (The Transitional
Programme)

Increasing tensions in eastern Europe
Over a hundred thousand Russian

troops with armaments, including nuclear
missiles, and military infrastructure were
stationed along the border with Ukraine
during the final months of 2021 and
throughout January. During the same
period Russia started reducing supplies of
natural gas to European Union (EU) coun‐
tries, at times shutting it down completely.
Meanwhile the USA pledged to continue
its arms supplies to Ukraine and
threatened economic sanctions in the
event of an invasion.

A series of meetings between Russia
and the western powers during the second
week of January ended in total stalemate.
Even before those discussions ended,
Putin began to move more army units and
armaments from Russia’s Far East. Many of
those are now in Belarus, where they are
carrying out joint ‘exercises’ with the Be‐
larussian army on its border with Ukraine.

For nearly three decades, President
Lukashenko’s authoritarian, post-Soviet
regime in Belarus, between Russia and Po‐
land, maintained a rather astute balancing
act between Russia and the EU, based on
the support of workers in the heavy in‐
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dustry sector that the government kept un‐
der state ownership – unlike the regimes in
other post-Soviet and East European coun‐
tries. Those workers, however, joined
political mass strikes against the govern‐
ment in August 2020, becoming the
strongest force in the mass protests that
shook the regime following a rigged elec‐
tion and the mishandling of the Covid
pandemic. Lukashenko had to call on Rus‐
sian support to maintain his power, and
now his brutally repressive regime is
Putin’s puppet and Belarus is a potential
launch-pad for a Russian invasion of west‐
ern Ukraine.

In January this year, Putin further
strengthened his regional authority by
sending troops to maintain an au‐
thoritarian capitalist regime against work‐
ing class revolt in another part of the
former Soviet Union, this time in mineral-
rich and oil-rich Kazakhstan – a country
that produces up to 40% of the world’s
Uranium. The Socialist Movement of
Kazakhstan reported that strikes and
protests broke out following the govern‐
ment’s doubling of transport fuel prices;
they developed as anti-government strikes
and protests across the extractive in‐
dustries that are the mainstay of
Kazakhstan’s economy, and in the cities.³
The Russian intervention crushed the
strikes and protests and allowed Putin to
impose a settlement on the rivalries within
the ruling elite.

Putin used his intervention in
Kazakhstan to relaunch the dormant
Collective Security Treaty Organisation
(CSTO) between Russia, Kazakhstan and
four other former Soviet republics
(Armenia, Belarus, Kyrghizstan &

Tajikistan). He did not need their assist‐
ance in Kazakhstan for military reasons,
but using his displays of power there, in
Belarus, and on the Ukrainian border to
revive the CSTO was another step towards
achieving his wider vision, one shared by
his fellow Russian oligarchs. Just as the
break-up of the Union of Soviet Socialist
Republics (USSR) was the mechanism for
restoring capitalism in Russia, so capitalist
Russia now needs to gain control of those
former Soviet territories to fulfil its imper‐
ialist ambitions.

Those ambitions bring Russia into con‐
flict with the western imperialist powers.
Control of Ukraine is not just an item on
Putin’s wish-list, or on NATO’s; it is ne‐
cessary for an imperialist Russia to control
the country, or at least to prevent the west‐
ern powers controlling it (which in the end
come down to the same thing) and it is
equally necessary for the US/NATO plan to
maintain America’s global power and
thwart Russian and Chinese ambitions.
Geography, capitalist economics, and the
history that has shaped these states make
it so.

Those same factors have brought China
and Russia together in an imperialist bloc.
They both need that bloc to be strong and
united – thus, at the same time as the US
and Russian foreign ministers held talks in
Geneva on 21st January, without reaching
any conclusion, the Russian, Chinese and
Iranian navies held joint exercises in the

Indian Ocean, and China consolidated its
agreements on economic and military co-
operation with Iran.

However, Russia’s capitalist and imper‐
ialist development is definitely inferior to
China’s, so its assertion of power in Europe
is also necessary for its balance of power
with Chinawithin their alliance.

The division of the world: fact and fiction
Western politicians and their media al‐

lies proclaim their defence of freedom,
democracy and the national independ‐
ence of Ukraine against Russian dictator‐
ship. Their claims are hypocritical fictions.
By democracy and the national independ‐
ence of Ukraine, they mean that Ukraine
should be a bulwark of the western powers
against Russian expansion, by freedom
they mean that EU and US corporations
(rather than Russian or Chinese
corporations) should have a free rein to ex‐
ploit the people and resources of Ukraine.

These fictions expose the cynicism of
the ruling classes and politicians of the
western powerswho have never shown any
concern for the independence of the
peoples and states they have conquered
and continue to exploit. What right does
President Biden have to talk about
democracy when it is impossible today to
ensure equal voting rights in the US, when
US police almost always get away with
murdering black and Latino people, and
when he has by and large maintained
Trump’s racist anti-immigrant policies?
What right does Prime Minister Johnson
have to talk about freedom and democracy
when he is undermining and restricting
the right to vote, destroying the right of
asylum and human rights in Britain, and
abolishing freedom to protest?

In the same way, as we explain below,
Putin’s talk of ‘The historical unity’ of Rus‐
sia and Ukraine as ‘one people’ is reviving
a historical fiction to justify the
subjugation of Ukraine and control of its
land, industry, gas and oil pipelines, and
Black Sea ports.

No, these are not conflicts between
democracy and dictatorship, as western
governments claim, nor are they a struggle
by ‘developing’ nations against the old
masters, the view promoted by the Chinese
government and its supporters. The ruling
classes of the rival imperialist powers are in
a strugglewith each other. The aim on both
sides is to retain and and expand - at the
expense their rivals - the regions and
populations of a finite world that they are
able to exploit. It is a battle for hegemony
in the capitalist world economy, in Lenin’s
words a struggle,

…For the division of the world, for the
partition and repartition of colonies and
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³ Statement of the Socialist Movement of
Kazakhstan (January 7, 2022)
https://internationalviewpoint.org/
spip.php?article7468

A declassified US intelligence document showing Russian military buildup in December, 2021



spheres of influence of finance capital,
etc.
V I Lenin, 1920 preface to Imperialism,
the Highest Stage of Capitalism (1916).

The current conflict is a continuation of
conflicts that have racked the world since
the rise of capitalist imperialism that has
dominated the global capitalist economy
since the end of the nineteenth century.
The context and cause of the present escal‐
ating conflicts is an increasingly precari‐
ous global economy, in which the concen‐
tration of capital and the parasitic domin‐
ation of economic life by finance capital
have reached monstrous proportions,
where poverty and inequality are rising,
along with debt and protectionism, and
where investment is stagnating. While
Russia and China are certainly governed by
brutal dictatorships, democracy is under
attack on an international scale; au‐
thoritarian regimes are basing themselves
on racism and ethnic or religious
nationalism, and fascism is resurgent – in
the USA, in India, in Britain, France, Italy,
Brazil etc.

The victims of the conflict are the
world’s poor and oppressed: the working
class and strugglingmiddle classes, the im‐
poverished neo-colonial countries, wo‐
men, ethnic and religious minorities, and
the millions forced to flee their homes by
war, persecution, poverty, famine and the
climate crisis. There is no progressive side in
the conflict between the two imperialist
alliances, no ‘victory’ for either side that
would advance the liberation of the ex‐
ploited masses of humanity.

Afghanistan: the turning point
The critical turning point in the move

towards a more direct and dangerous mil‐
itary confrontation between the rival
imperialist blocs came last August, with
the US withdrawal from Afghanistan,
which inevitably meant the simultaneous
withdrawal of its allies’ much smaller
forces.

For the past 43 years the people of
Afghanistan have lived, suffered and died
in a battleground between rival great
powers. In 1979 the Soviet Union invaded
the country to prop up the pro-Soviet
government established after the mon‐
archy was overthrown. The US (and Saudi
Arabia) backed Islamist guerrilla forces in a
prolonged war that eventually led to Soviet
withdrawal and contributed to the
collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 and
the restoration of capitalism in Russia,
eastern Europe and central Asia.

Afghanistan itself was left under the
control, first of rival war-lords, and then of
the Taliban, until it was invaded by the US
and its allies in 2001, following the attacks

by Al Qaeda on New York and Washington.
That organisation, and the similar groups
it spawned (ISIS/Daesh etc) were the
product of the Islamist groups the US and
Saudi Arabia had fostered in Afghanistan.

The US-led occupation did not and
could not resolve anything. The lack of a
‘victory’ and the continuing loss of
American lives made it seem pointless,
even to Donald Trump’s racist and
nationalist base (it was, of course, the
Afghan people who suffered by far the
greatest death toll). In 2020, when Trump
was fighting for re-election, the US negoti‐
ated a withdrawal agreement with the
Taliban, and President Biden committed to
carrying it out.

The US government and military al‐
most certainly did not believe their talk
about a ‘pragmatic’ Taliban becoming
more moderate and less brutal. They
cynically agreed to hand them control of
the country because it was politically con‐
venient. If US leaders expected that would
be a calm and orderly handover, or hoped
to have any continuing influence in
Afghanistan, they were badly mistaken.
The Taliban knew they needed to eliminate
any other contenders for power by
completing the imposition of their control
on the population, especially in the cities,
demoralising and dissolving the US-
backed Afghan army, and bringing down
the US-backed government, before the US
forces left. Moreover, the Taliban were
already in talks with China and had agreed
that, in return for China’s support, they
would leave the heavily oppressed and

persecuted Muslim Uighur population in
western China to their fate. The result was
a rushed and chaotic evacuation of US and
allied forces in August, in the face of a rapid
Taliban take-over of the whole country.

Afghanistan is now firmly in China’s
sphere of influence. That has consolidated
China’s role in Pakistan and Iran. China’s
power is now reaching to the oil-rich Gulf
states.

The Taliban have accepted abandoning
the Uighurs as the price of their victory.
Unlike such armed Islamist groups as
Islamic State and Al Qaeda, who dream of a
global Caliphate, the Taliban are first and
foremost Afghan (and principally Pushtu)
national Islamists with close links to
Pakistan’s military intelligence agencies.
The ruling Shia Muslim theocracy in Iran
has acted in a similar fashion. It uses Shia
Islam as a political weapon alongside its
military intervention in Iraq, Syria and
Lebanon, but it turns a blind eye to the
Taliban’s persecution of the Shi’ite Hazara
community in Afghanistan. That is the
price the Iranian leadership is willing to
pay for the support of Russia and China
against the USA, Israel and Saudi Arabia.
As a bonus it is now able to sell Iranian oil
to the Taliban.

The US and its allies have abandoned
not merely those whom they employed in
Afghanistan, but all those to whom they
cynically promised more freedom and op‐
portunities – women, religious minorities
and youth. Worse! – they have imposed
sanctions on Afghanistan supposedly as a
move against the Taliban forces, who they
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agreed should take over the country. In
reality, the sanctions are aimed at China,
the new dominant power in the country.
For its part China has done no better.

The result is a terrible humanitarian
disaster: 90% of Afghans without enough
food; starvation;massmalnutrition among
children; no cash; no medical supplies.
And those Afghans who were evacuated to
NATO countries are now suffering the
inhuman experience of life as asylum
seekers under racist governments.

The fate of Afghanistan must stand as a
grim warning to the people of Ukraine and
the whole world about the inhuman
cynicism of ALL imperialist rulers.

In terms of international relations, last
year’s events in Afghanistan represent a
major change in the balance of power, not
only on a regional level but globally, be‐
cause of the major powers that were in‐
volved and the strategic significance of the
region. That change is all the more
profound because of its impact on the
relationship between the US and its allies –
especially its NATO allies in Europe.

Following the Trump presidency, many
allies of the US, notably France and other
west European governments, were openly
questioning how much they could rely on
its support. This was compounded by the
mass fascist attempt to take over the US
Congress on 6th January last year, in order
to overturn the result of the presidential
election, and by the continuing strength of
the Trump movement. The debacle in
Afghanistan shook the confidence of US al‐
lies even more.

China and Russia have decided that this
is the time to assert their advantage, and
the US and its allies are desperate to regain
their authority but uncertain and divided
about how to act.

US manoeuvres in the Far East and China’s
response

In September, within a few weeks of
their debacle in Afghanistan, the US
imperialists attempted to re-assert their
power vis-à-vis China in the Far East/
Pacific region, with the near-simultaneous
announcements of the AUKUS pact and
the revival of the ‘Quad.’ Under the AUKUS
pact with Australia and Britain, the US
agreed to share with Australia the
technology to build nuclear-powered
submarines, and Australia reneged on its
contract to buy diesel-powered
submarines from France. Nuclear-
powered submarines are capable of much
longer periods at sea and under-sea, and
the whole force will be under US control;
the US government plans to have this force
as a permanent presence in the seas adja‐
cent to China.

In one stroke Biden threatened China

and further strained relations with his
NATO and G7 ally, France.

The revival of the Quad (the US, Aus‐
tralia, Japan and India) is more than any‐
thing an attempt to draw India more
tightly into an anti-China bloc as a re‐
sponse to the expansion of Chinese power
in Afghanistan, Pakistan and Sri Lanka.

The Chinese government responded
swiftly, with a dramatic demonstration of
its growing power and technological
advances. It had already been ratcheting
up its rhetoric and aggressive actions,
stamping out the remaining vestiges of
democracy and autonomy in Hong Kong
and increasing its threats and pressure on
Taiwan, the island it claims is rightfully
part of China.⁴ During October and
November it sent repeated detachments of
jet warplanes to the airspace around
Taiwan, sometimes returning day after day
and some nearly 150-strong, with a range
of aircraft designed for different roles,
including bombers capable of carrying
nuclear weapons.

The US and Taiwan were the principal
‘audience’ for this display of airpower, but
Chinawas also sending amessage toUS al‐
lies Japan and South Korea, to its neigh‐
bours in south-east Asia, and to India,
which has had a series of military clashes
(some fatal) with Chinese forces in
disputed areas on its mountainous north‐
ern border.

This show of military airpower took
place just before and during the United
Nations climate change conference in
Glasgow and overhung the conference
proceedings. Neither Xi nor Putin attended
the conference in person.

The conflict moves to Europe: Russia,
Ukraine and NATO

The origin of the current Russia/
Ukraine conflict lies in events in eastern
Europe forty years ago. In 1989/90 the So‐
viet-backed regimes in eastern Europe
crumbled, with Soviet-backed East
Germany taken over by (officially, ‘re‐
unified’ with) capitalist West Germany. In
1991 the Union of Soviet Socialist
Republics (USSR) broke up. Capitalism
was restored in all those countries, often

through ‘primitive accumulation’ (Seizing
wealth in someway or another to kick-start
capitalist production). In Russia Soviet
bureaucrats and managers became
kleptocrats - eagerly ripping up state eco‐
nomic plans along with the state control of
foreign trade, seizing property and looting
the economy while it collapsed. The most
rapacious became oligarchs. Former
Communist Party chiefs used their old au‐
thority to become business moguls and
presidents (like Putin in Russia and
Lukashenko in Belarus) crushing dissent
and establishing wealthy dynasties. Mean‐
while poverty, inequality and disease
increased and life expectancy fell.

During the 1990s Russian leaders had
very limited success in imposing their au‐
thority on the other ex-soviet republics,
even though Russia dwarfed them all in
size and population and though most of
them joined with Russia in forming a
‘Commonwealth of Independent States.’

The western imperialists were quick to
use the weak and chaotic state of the Rus‐
sian Federation to recruit first Poland, and
then one after another of the Baltic
republics and former satellite states of the
Soviet Union to membership of NATO –
from Estonia in the north to Bulgaria in the
south. NATO membership was soon
followed by membership of the European
Union. As a result, NATO and the EU were
extended to the Russian border in Estonia,
Latvia and Lithuania, and to the borders of
Belarus and Ukraine further south.

The Russian regime has aimed to stop
and reverse that process - aided by a
stronger economy based on rising oil and
gas prices – especially since Putin came to
power in 1999. Reasserting Russia’s control
of Ukraine has been central to that policy,
which led to a direct Russian intervention
in 2014 in response to protests that led to
the removal of Ukraine’s Russia-backed
president, Victor Yanukovich. Russian
forces seized the strategically important
Crimean peninsula on the Black Sea
(which has a Russianmajority and only be‐
came part of Ukraine in 1954). At the same
time Russian ‘volunteers’ established two
breakaway regions around the cities of
Donetsk and Luhansk, on Ukraine’s east‐
ern border with Russia. Since then there
has been a constant conflict on the front
line with those regions, in which thou‐
sands of Ukrainian soldiers have been
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⁴ Taiwan has a Chinese population and was
seized by Japan in 1894/95. After World
War Two the Communist Party took power
on mainland China and the pro-capitalist
government of General Chiang Kai Shek
moved to Taiwan, where it was protected
by US forces.

President Putin and President Xi



killed, and there have been periodic Rus‐
sian mobilisations on Ukraine’s border.

Ukraine is important to the economic,
political and military power of Russia’s
rulers – it is an important agricultural and
industrial region, it has ports on the Black
Sea with access to the Mediterranean, and
its geographical position makes it a route
to west and east with few natural borders.

It is important to the western powers
for many of the same reasons, but with
significant variations. For the US, the
principal concern is to contain growing
Russian power, a view shared by Poland
and the Baltic states; for other EU
members, especially for Germany, it is
about economics – meaning both trade
and investment possibilities in Ukraine,
and the importance of their access to Rus‐
sia’s far bigger economy. That is why, on
occasions when the US has raised the issue
of Ukrainian membership of NATO, and
why Germany and France have stone‐
walled the proposal.

Putin wants to exploit those differ‐
ences, as well as the doubts and divisions
of NATO governments about the role and
future prospects of the US. He has had
some success: Germany is sending med‐
ical supplies but not arms to Ukraine; rep‐
resentatives of the German and French
governments, seeking a ‘European solu‐
tion’ to the crisis, have been meeting with
Russian and Ukrainian representatives un‐
der a process they established in 2014.

The most important factors in this
current phase of the struggle “…For the di‐
vision of the world, for the partition and
repartition of colonies and spheres of in‐
fluence….” are 1) Russia’s role as a major
supplier of oil and natural gas to western
Europe, and 2) as noted above, Russia’s
increasingly close relationship with China.
These have been the drivers of Russia’s
increased power, including the im‐
provement in its government’s financial re‐
sources. Russia’s role as amajor exporter of
oil and natural gas has grown, in large part
because global heating has made sources
in the Arctic more accessible. It is a crucial
supplier of energy to China as well as to
Europe. Moreover, Russian co-operation is
necessary for the ‘Belt’ (i.e. overland)
element of China’s Belt and Road project to
reach Europe.

Russia is the source of nearly half the
EU’s natural gas supply and a quarter of its
petroleum oil. Most of that reaches the
west through pipelines that run through
Ukraine and have provided it with regular
revenue. Russia has put increased pressure
on Ukraine through the construction of an
alternative ‘South Stream’ pipeline under
the Black Sea to Bulgaria, and from there
via Serbia to central Europe. As noted
above, Russia has put pressure on the EU

since the autumn by reducing and some‐
times shutting down the flow of natural
gas, thereby pushing up energy prices.

Russia’s elite oligarchs plan to be the
rulers of a leading imperialist power, in
league with the rulers of China. To achieve
that aim they have to bring Ukraine into
their sphere of influence and prevent it
falling under NATO or EU domination. In
that, the rulers of Russia and China are no
different from the rulers of any of the older
imperialist powers who they wish to re‐
place.

President Biden has made it clear that
the US and NATO will not send troops to
Ukraine to fight against a Russian invasion,
but will impose heavy economic, financial
and travel sanctions on Russia if it invades.
In return, Russia can be expected to shut
down all natural gas and oil supplies. West‐
ern and central Europe will suffermost im‐
mediately from those measures.

But that isn’t the limit of US/NATO ac‐
tion. US Imperialism has been increasing
the quantity and quality of Ukraine’s
weaponry and themilitary preparedness of
the Ukrainian army for several years; it will
want that army to keep fighting a Russian
occupation for as long as possible - along
with the volunteer forces that are being
prepared for guerrilla warfare. As de‐
scribed above, the US, Britain and other
NATO countries are continuing to send
arms to Ukraine as the threat of invasion
has grown; a large proportion of these
appear to be relatively short-range defens‐
ive armaments, suitable for small mobile
units. The purpose is to tie down invading
Russian forces and create more domestic
problems for Putin.

At the same time NATO is moving more
forces, armaments and nuclear missiles to
the Baltic states, Poland, and other NATO
countries close to Russia and Ukraine.

If this strategy is maintained it will lead
to an escalation. Russia would be sure to
respond with action beyond Ukraine, and
China will exploit the western powers’
problems and take action in the Asia/
Pacific region, possibly with attacks aimed
at the annexation of Taiwan.

That is the threat of conflicts that “…

coalesce into a conflagration of world
dimensions.”

The national question in Ukraine
The present situation of Ukraine is a

special case of the experience of all the
countries that emerged from the collapse
of Soviet power in the 1990s. Those that
have joined NATO and the EU since the
1990s, as part of the “Partition and repar‐
tition of… spheres of influence,” put
themselves under the wing of one set of
imperialist powers as protection against
the power that had previously dominated
them, Russia. The exceptions are Ukraine
and Belarus.

As well as directly exploiting these
countries through trade, investments that
exploit cheap labour, access to raw mater‐
ials etc, the western imperialist countries
of the EU (which all have declining birth
rates) have used them to replenish their
own domestic labour forces. This has led to
a general westwardmovement of workers –
e.g. Polish workers going to Germany etc
for better wages, then Ukrainian workers
replacing the emigrated Poles in order to
get better wages than they could at home.

This group of countries, that stretches
from the Baltic Sea to the Balkans and the
Black Sea, had been carved up and fought
over for centuries between different
powerful states: the Austrian, Turkish and
Russian empires and Germany. Some
(Slovakia, Slovenia, Moldova, Belarus and
Ukraine) had scarcely any existence as in‐
dependent states until the 1990s. Only Po‐
land andHungary had a previous existence
as important kingdoms in their own right,
and that was long gone. To varying degrees
that history held back their economic de‐
velopment and distorted the development
of nation states, compared with western
Europe. In many cases it held back their
cultural development and suppressed or
marginalised their languages. One result of
that history is the presence in many of
these countries of long-established and
sizeable minorities of ‘neighbouring’
nationalities: Hungarians in Slovakia and
Romania, Bulgarians in Romania, Poles in
Lithuania etc.

Ukraine and Belarus were part of Po‐
land until the 18th century, when Belarus
was taken over by Russia and Ukraine was
divided between Austria and Russia (its
western region was reconquered by the
new Polish state created after World War
One). The Russian Tsars followed a policy
of Russification in both countries.

Trotsky, himself the son of Ukrainian
Jewish farmers, described the situation in
Ukraine and Belarus at the time of the
Bolshevik revolution:

… In the Ukraine and White Russia [Be‐
larus] the landlord, capitalist, lawyer,

6 Stop the Imperialists’ War-Drive

Prime Minister Johnson and President Zelensky



journalist, was a Great Russian, a Pole, a
Jew, a foreigner; the rural population was
wholly Ukrainian and White Russian….
Being closely bound up with the ruling
classes of all other countries, the land‐
lords, industrialists and merchants in
these borderlands grouped around them‐
selves a narrow circle of Russian func‐
tionaries, clerks, teachers, physicians,
lawyers, journalists, and to some extent
workers also, converting the cities into
centres of Russification and colonisation.
…The Ukrainian peasantry had not
made national demands in the past for
the reason that the Ukrainian peasantry
had not in general risen to the height of
political being. The chief service of the
February revolution⁵… lay exactly in this,
that it gave the oppressed classes and
nations of Russia at last an opportunity
to speak out. This political awakening of
the peasantry could not have taken place
otherwise, however, than through their
own native language – with all the con‐
sequences ensuing in regard to schools,
courts, self-administration. To oppose
this would have been to try to drive the
peasants back into non-existence.

L D Trotsky,History of the Russian
Revolution (1930) chapter 38.

It was on that basis that the Bolsheviks,
under the leadership of Lenin and Trotsky,
insisted on the right of self-determination
for the oppressed nationalities in the Rus‐
sian empire. The rights of smaller nations
in theUSSRwere suppressed, however, un‐
der Stalin’s bureaucratic rule and Ukraine
was additionally hard hit by his forced
collectivisation of the peasants and a
severe famine in the 1930s, in which it is
estimated that three million Ukrainians
died.Many of the Russian-speaking people
in the Russian-backed breakaway regions
of Donetsk and Luhansk (former centres of
heavy industry) are descendants of
workers brought in to rebuild the
workforce.

It was because of this history that, in the
1930s, Trotsky demanded the right of
Ukraine to secede from the Soviet Union as
an independent Soviet Socialist Republic.

When Putin says that Russians and
Ukrainians are ‘One people’ and that
Ukraine is ‘Not a country’ he is following
the example of the emperors who styled
themselves ‘Tsars of All the Russias’ (and
banned the use of Ukrainian in schools
and even in published work). He is recyc‐
ling a historical myth that was developed

by the Tsarist regime in 18th century Russia.
Ukrainian is currently the language

spoken by just over two-thirds of the coun‐
try’s population. Russian is spoken by
nearly 30%, but that includes many who
define themselves as Russian-speaking
Ukrainians rather than ethnic Russians.
There are only a small number of districts
(leaving aside Crimea) where more than
50% of the population give Russian as their
first language and these are nearly all close
to Ukraine’s eastern border with Russia.

Ukraine is an oppressed nation, with all
the problems that includes. It has been and
remains oppressed by Russia. All issues of
self-determination or autonomy for re‐
gions orminorities can only be resolved on
the basis of Ukraine’s right to independ‐
ence as an oppressed nation – not by chan‐
ging masters. In reality that can’t be
achieved by any corrupt elite group, ‘pro-
western’ or ‘pro-Russian.’ It can only be
achieved by an independent struggle of the
Ukrainian working class and its poor and
oppressed masses.

War or Revolution: The main enemy is our
own ruling class

It would be absurd to imagine that
either Russia or the US and NATO are
preparing for war over historical and
linguistic issues about Ukrainian identity.
On both sides, the issue at stake is the
struggle for supremacy between the two
opposing imperialist blocs - and
whichever imperialist bloc establishes its

supremacy, or if their conflict simply drags
on, the divisions in Ukraine will get deeper
andmore bitter.

If Ukraine became part of NATO and/or
the EU, it would join the ranks of the coun‐
tries oppressed and exploited by the west‐
ern imperialists. Most likely that would be
less brutal than a Russian conquest, and it
would enrich a small elite of Ukrainian
capitalists and politicians – essentially the
people currently in power. They would not
be any less corrupt and reactionary.
Ukraine would be the poorest and
probably most unstable country in the EU.
Its divisions would still get worse, its popu‐
lation would continue to decline as even
more workers seek employment in the
west, and it would still be on the very front
line of conflict between NATO and Russia.

Ukraine can not be liberated by the war
of one set of imperialists against another
set of imperialists. Nobody and no
organisation fighting to defeat the
worldwide resurgence of authoritarianism,
militarism and fascism should support
either of the imperialist blocs; nor should
anyone fighting poverty and racism and
defending the rights of immigrants and
refugees; we must oppose both sides.

An inter-imperialist war will inevitably
meanmore authoritarianism, more racism
and poverty, and a huge increase in the
numbers of refugees forced to flee. The
imperialist powers – especially the
European and US imperialists, and
politicians in the countries dependent on
them (e.g. Greece, Hungary, Poland, Mex‐
ico) – will use increasingly inhuman and
deadly measures to turn them back. That
process has already started.

For those of us living in the imperialist
countries it would be a meaningless eva‐
sion to condemn all imperialism in an
‘even-handed’ fashion. In action, demands
and slogans we must oppose ‘our own’
imperialists, our own ruling class and
politicians, because our main enemy is at
home:
• All revolutionary, socialist and
progressive forces in the USA and other
western imperialist countries must
condemn and oppose a war against Russia,
or any other military action (e.g. moving
forces and armaments towards the Russian
border and into the Baltic and Black Seas).
That includes opposing the arming or fin‐
ancing of the Ukrainian military, and op‐
posing economic sanctions against Russia –
and demanding the withdrawal of all their
countries’ armed forces from the Middle
East, Africa etc.
• All revolutionary, socialist and
progressive forces in Russia must condemn
Putin’s threat to Ukraine, do everything pos‐
sible to oppose an invasion of that country,
and support Ukraine’s right to self-
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President Biden

The US has armed Ukraine with weapons and
ammunition, spending $5.4 billion to bolster
Ukrainian forces

⁵ The revolution of workers and soldiers
early in 1917 that overthrew the Tsar and
made Russia a republic.



determination.
• All revolutionary, socialist and
progressive forces in China must oppose the
imperialist ambitions of its rulers and
capitalists and their chauvinist repression
of national and religious minorities, and
oppose a forced ‘reunification’ with Taiwan.
• All revolutionary, socialist and
progressive forces in the imperialist coun‐
tries – especially in western Europe and
North America – must unite with refugees
and immigrants to Open the Borders,
defend the right of asylum and fight racism
by any means necessary. The alternative is a
world of tyranny and barbarism. In a new
inter-imperialist war it will be a new Holo‐
caust.

There is not a single imperialist power
that is not facing a serious political, eco‐
nomic and financial crisis. There is not a
single imperialist government that is not
hated bymillions of its own subjects. There
is not a single imperialist power that is not
hated by billions of poor and oppressed
people in the neo-colonial countries.
There isn’t a single one of the major prob‐
lems facing humanity that they are not re‐
sponsible for, and not one they are capable
of solving.

The world faces the threat of a new
imperialist World War because of the
depth of the crisis of the capitalist system,
just as it faces the threat of a deadly climate
crisis and new pandemics. Now Trotsky’s
words from 1938 ring truer than ever:

Without a socialist revolution, in the
next historical period at that, a cata‐
strophe threatens the whole culture of
mankind. Everything now depends on
the proletariat, i.e., in the first place, on
its revolutionary vanguard. The
historical crisis of mankind is reduced to
the crisis of the revolutionary leader‐
ship.

L D Trotsky, The Death Agony of
Capitalism and Tasks of the Fourth

International (1938)

Postscript
A year after Trotsky wrote those words

World War Two broke. It became truly a
‘World’ war, unlike the mainly European

war of 1914/18. It would bring many times
greater slaughter of civilians and lead to
systematic genocide in theNazi Holocaust.
After that war there was a single unscathed
superpower, the USA. Its vast financial re‐
sources allowed the USA to restabilise and
restore the economies of the other imper‐
ialist powers, under US hegemony.

During the 1950s and ‘60s capitalism
enjoyed a brief ‘golden age’ of relatively
high growth, but within in a more limited
geographical area. The Soviet Union took
control of most of the impoverished coun‐
tries of eastern Europe, in order to create a
’buffer zone;’ the Communist Party took
power in China. In those regions
capitalism was temporarily replaced by
state ownership under Stalinist control,
supposedly in endless co-existence with
the far richer capitalist powers.

That would not long survive the end of
the western imperialists’ ‘golden age’ and
their turn to ‘neo-liberal’ economic
policies, especially from 1979/80, with
systematic attacks on the organised work‐
ing class, and harsher exploitation of the
neo-colonies. In 1989/91 the Soviet Union

broke up; capitalism was restored from
eastern Europe to the Far East. Over the
next two decades inter-imperialist rivalries
increased with the rise of two new imper‐
ialist capitalist powers, China and Russia,
and a new age of wars began. The “Sep‐
arate clashes and bloody local disturb‐
ances” of the last three decades have been
far bloodier and more prolonged than
those Trotsky referred to before World War
Two, which were greater than those Rosa
Luxemburg described in the lead up to
World War One.

Thus the decades since World War Two
have only made the resurgent death agony
of capitalism more acute, the threat of
world war – and nuclear war – more dan‐
gerous, and the need for revolutionary
leadership more urgent.

The aim of Trotskyists, as continuators
of revolutionary Marxist politics, is to build
international leadership and action
against ALL imperialist war plans and end
imperialist rule across the planet.

2022.02.18
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A young woman outside a building that was damaged by the war in Donbas in 2014
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