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Socialist Internationalism and the Ukraine War

How do the working people of the world transform themselves from a plethora of groups
waging a multitude of scattered struggles for survival and dignity to a revolutionary force
capable of ending capitalism, governing the earth, and taking over production? They have
innumerable tasks before them, but one of the most important is to overcome divisions
among themselves resulting from ethnic supremacism and nationalism. Marxists have been
debating this issue from the beginning, but it still plagues us today. The war in Ukraine offers
a good opportunity to examine it more closely.

The National and Colonial Question

Vladimir Putin’s address on 21 February 2022 was not by any means the first time he cursed V.I. Lenin, but it was
perhaps his most extended attack on Lenin and the Bolsheviks, who, he claimed, had created the Ukrainian state

 by separating, severing, what is historically Russian land… Lenin’s ideas of what amounted in essence to a
confederative state arrangement and a slogan about the right of nations to self-determination, up to
secession, were laid in the foundation of Soviet statehood. Initially they were confirmed in the Declaration on
the Formation of the USSR in 1922, and later on, after Lenin’s death, were enshrined in the 1924 Soviet
Constitution…

 Going back to history, I would like to repeat that the Soviet Union was established in the place of the former
Russian Empire in 1922. But practice showed immediately that it was impossible to preserve or govern such a
vast and complex territory on the amorphous principles that amounted to confederation. They were far
removed from reality and the historical tradition.

 It is logical that the Red Terror and a rapid slide into Stalin’s dictatorship, the domination of the communist
ideology and the Communist Party’s monopoly on power, nationalisation and the planned economy – all this
transformed the formally declared but ineffective principles of government into a mere declaration. In reality,
the union republics did not have any sovereign rights, none at all. The practical result was the creation of a
tightly centralised and absolutely unitary state.

 In fact, what Stalin fully implemented was not Lenin’s but his own principles of government. But he did not
make the relevant amendments to the cornerstone documents, to the Constitution, and he did not formally
revise Lenin’s principles underlying the Soviet Union. From the look of it, there seemed to be no need for that,
because everything seemed to be working well in conditions of the totalitarian regime, and outwardly it looked
wonderful, attractive and even super-democratic.

 And yet, it is a great pity that the fundamental and formally legal foundations of our state were not promptly
cleansed of the odious and utopian fantasies inspired by the revolution… [1]

Putin’s knowledge of the history of the Tsarist empire is not perfect: he seems not to know that the first stable state in
Ukraine was Kievan Rus, established by the Scandinavian Varangians, who settled in Kiev in the late ninth century
AD, the height of its prosperity occurring under Volodymyr the Great (980–1015 AD), who converted to Byzantine
Christianity, and his son Iaroslav the Wise. Its existence as a state therefore predates the establishment of the Grand
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Principality of Moscow, which later developed into the Russian empire. But Kievan Rus was destroyed by the
invasion of Genghis Khan’s Golden Hordes in the thirteenth century, and was subsequently fought over, divided and
dominated by Lithuania, Poland, Austria and Russia, until most of it was colonised by Russia in 1654. Nonetheless,
there was a revival of Ukrainian culture in the nineteenth century, in the latter part of which both nationalist and
socialist parties grew as Ukraine was integrated more closely into the Tsarist empire as a provider of wheat and raw
materials such as coal and iron, and as a market for Russian manufactured goods. [2] Crimea was incorporated into
the empire even later, in 1783, at which time the indigenous Crimean Tatars constituted the overwhelming majority of
the population.

However, his recapitulation of post-revolutionary history is relatively accurate: the Soviet Union was indeed
established on the territory of the Russian Empire; after the civil war, Lenin wanted it to be a voluntary union between
equal Soviet socialist republics; Stalin staged a counter-revolution which Putin approves of, but he failed to cleanse
the legal foundations of the state of the ‘odious and utopian fantasies inspired by the revolution’. Perhaps the reason
Stalin failed to do so was, partly, as Putin comments, because ‘everything seemed to be working well in conditions of
the totalitarian regime’; but another reason is that he was projecting himself as Lenin’s closest comrade and
legitimate successor, and therefore could not afford to contradict Lenin openly.

Putin has done us a service by raising the issue of the national and colonial question in this uncompromising fashion,
and it is worth going back to examine it again. But, before we do that, a word of caution. The Marxist debate on the
national question is confused and confusing, and there are two main reasons:

Whereas the colonies of the West European imperialist powers were mainly overseas, the Mongol, East European
and Ottoman empires colonised adjacent countries, so it was easy to slip into the error of blurring the distinction
between the empire and the state. For example, no one would think of India as being part of the British state, but,
when Putin sees Ukraine as part of the Russian state, he is by no means alone, nor is this the first time he has done
so. As far back as April 2005, he deplored the demise of the Soviet Union as the greatest geopolitical catastrophe of
the 20th century because it left tens of millions of Russians ‘beyond the fringes of Russian territory’. [3]

The terms ‘nation’ and ‘nationality’ were used to refer both to a whole country colonised by an imperial power and to
what we would today call an ethnic group, and the latter in turn could be based on religious community – for example
Jews, whether they were believers or not – or language and national origin, as in the case of Czechs, Hungarians
and so on. Even today, terms like ‘ethnicity’ and ‘ethnic minority’ are used in a confusing manner because people
who belong to the same ethnic group on one count (say religion) may belong to different ethnic groups on another
(say language or national origin). To cut through this confusion, I propose to use ‘ethnicity’ to refer to all these
differences: physical characteristics like skin colour, national origin, linguistic community, religious community/sect
(whether believers or not), caste and tribe. I will refer to discrimination and violence against people on the grounds of
any of these characteristics as ‘ethnic supremacism,’ of which racism is a sub-category. It should be obvious that
imperialism presupposes ethnic supremacism: the belief that the people of the country that is subordinated are in
some way inferior to the people of the foreign state that dominates them.

There were three main positions in the debate. The first was articulated by those whom Eric Blanc designates as
‘borderland socialists’ from the empire’s periphery: notably Poland, Lithuania, Latvia, the Caucasus and Ukraine, as
well as the firmly anti-Zionist Jewish Bund, all of whom sought to tie national liberation and the struggle against ethnic
supremacism to a class struggle orientation. For example, in an environment where many socialists took an
ambivalent attitude to antisemitism, the Bund called for a joint struggle of Jewish and Christian workers against
antisemitic pogroms and opposed Zionist efforts to use the pogroms as a pretext to divide them. In 1900, Lenin
denounced Plekhanov’s racist comments about Jews, yet, after a pogrom in 1902, Lenin himself denounced the
Bund’s claim that antisemitism had penetrated the working class, despite the fact that the Social Democrats in
Odessa had banned Jews from membership in order to avoid alienating antisemitic Russian workers. Only in 1903
did the Russian Social-Democratic Workers’ Party (RSDWP) pass a resolution calling for a resolute struggle against
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antisemitic pogroms. Borderland socialists also objected to the assumption that after the revolution, the state would
remain centralised and Russian would continue to be the state language, as in the Tsarist empire. [4]

Jews were not the only ethnic group facing racism before and after the revolution. In his monograph on Engels and
the ‘non-historic’ peoples, Roman Rosdolsky – chief theoretician of the Communist Party of Western Ukraine and
survivor of Auschwitz concentration camp, where he was incarcerated for aiding Jews [5] – develops a critique of the
way this category was used by Engels during the revolutions of 1848–49 to designate certain East European peoples
as counter-revolutionary by nature and doomed to extinction. In it, Rosdolsky cites a similar example from the
Russian revolution, when in the cities of Ukraine in 1918–1919, it was not a rare occurrence for Red Guards to shoot
inhabitants who spoke Ukrainian in public or admitted to being Ukrainian, because the Russian or Russified
rank-and-file party members considered Ukrainian a ‘counter-revolutionary’ language. It was only the strenuous
opposition of party leaders Lenin and Leon Trotsky to such conduct that made it possible for the Ukrainian left to form
an alliance with the Bolsheviks. [6] Marko Bojcun too describes complex interactions of class and ethnicity in his book
The Workers’ Movement and the National Question in Ukraine 1897–1918. [7]

The opposite position was taken by Rosa Luxemburg, who belonged to a minority faction of Polish socialists which
opposed Polish independence. She tore apart the ninth point of the RSDWP programme, which said that the party
demands a democratic republic whose constitution would ensure, among other things, “that all nationalities forming
the state have the right to self-determination,” as being ‘foreign to the position of Marxist socialism’. She agreed with
the third clause of the programme, demanding wide self-government at the local and provincial level in areas where
minority ethnic communities are concentrated; the seventh clause, demanding equality before the law of all citizens
regardless of sex, religion, race or nationality; and the eighth clause, saying that minority ethnic groups would be
entitled to schooling in their own languages at state expense and the right to use their languages on an equal level
with the state language at assemblies and all state and public functions. But after a long historical exegesis, she
came to her main point:

 In a class society, “the nation” as a homogeneous socio-political entity does not exist. Rather, there exist
within each nation, classes with antagonistic interests and “rights”… There can be no talk of a collective and
uniform will, of the self-determination of the “nation” in a society formed in such a manner. If we find in the
history of modern societies “national” movements, and struggles for “national interests,” these are usually
class movements of the ruling strata of the bourgeoisie, which can in any given case represent the interest of
the other strata of the population only insofar as under the form of “national interests” it defends progressive
forms of historical development, and insofar as the working class has not yet distinguished itself from the
mass of the “nation” (led by the bourgeoisie) into an independent, enlightened political class… Social
Democracy is the class party of the proletariat. Its historical task is to express the class interests of the
proletariat and also the revolutionary interests of the development of capitalist society toward realizing
socialism. Thus, Social Democracy is called upon to realize not the right of nations to self-determination but
only the right of the working class, which is exploited and oppressed, … to self-determination. [8]

In other words, Luxemburg did not see national self-determination as contributing in any way to the self-determination
of the proletariat or realising socialism. This is not because she supported imperialist oppression or underestimated
the importance of democracy for the working class; on the contrary, already in 1900, in her pamphlet Reform or
Revolution, she had said that:
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Socialist Internationalism and the Ukraine War

 If democracy has become superfluous or annoying to the bourgeoisie, it is on the contrary necessary and
indispensable to the working class. It is necessary to the working class because it creates the political forms
(autonomous administration, electoral rights, etc.) which will serve the proletariat as fulcrums in its task of
transforming bourgeois society. Democracy is indispensable to the working class because only through the
exercise of its democratic rights, in the struggle for democracy, can the proletariat become aware of its class
interests and its historic task. [9]
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Lenin started out with a very similar position to that of Luxemburg, but, after 1905, started moving closer to the
position of the borderland socialists. In his reply to Luxemburg’s objection to clause 9 of the programme, published in
April–June 1914, he clarified that support for national self-determination would be only in those cases where
bourgeois-democratic national movements existed, and pointed out that

 In Eastern Europe and Asia the period of bourgeois-democratic revolutions did not begin until 1905. The
revolutions in Russia, Persia, Turkey and China, the Balkan wars – such is the chain of world events of our
period in our “Orient”. And only a blind man could fail to see in this chain of events the awakening of a whole
series of bourgeois-democratic national movements which strive to create nationally independent and
nationally uniform states. It is precisely and solely because Russia and the neighbouring countries are
passing through this period that we must have a clause in our programme on the right of nations to
self-determination. [10]

In October 1914, in a speech delivered in Zurich, he said, ‘What Ireland was for England, Ukraine has become for
Russia: exploited in the extreme, and getting nothing in return. Thus the interests of the world proletariat in general
and the Russian proletariat in particular require that the Ukraine regains its state independence, since only this will
permit the development of the cultural level that the proletariat needs.’ However, the Bolsheviks did not develop
these insights into a coherent strategy for the oppressed peoples of the Russian empire, leading to avoidable
problems during the civil war, but Lenin and Trotsky learned from their mistakes, and, by the end of 1919, were
committed to a free and independent Soviet Ukraine. [11] Lenin was also influenced by the young Tatar Bolshevik
Mirsaid Sultan-Galiev, who argued that the revolution in the Western imperialist countries could not succeed unless it
was linked to revolutions in their colonies in the East. [12]

By contrast with the complete centralisation of power in the Tsarist empire and Russification of its colonies, a series
of treaties in 1920–21 recognised Estonia, Lithuania, Latvia, Finland and Poland as independent states. Byelorussia,
Ukraine, Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan became independent Soviet Socialist Republics. In smaller minority ethnic
enclaves, local and regional self-government and linguistic and cultural development were encouraged. On 30
December 1922, the First Congress of Soviets of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics approved the Treaty on the
Formation of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, which included the right to self-determination up to the right to
secede. [13]

Before evaluating the positions in this debate, another clarification is necessary. In Part Two on ‘Imperialism’ in
Hannah Arendt’s The Origins of Totalitarianism, she laments that:

 Whether in the form of a new republic or of a reformed constitutional monarchy, the state inherited as its
supreme function the protection of all inhabitants in its territory no matter what their nationality, and was
supposed to act as a supreme legal institution. The tragedy of the nation-state was that the people’s rising
national consciousness interfered with these functions. In the name of the will of the people, the state was
forced to recognise only ‘nationals’ as citizens, to grant full civil and political rights only to those who belonged
to the national community by right of origin and fact of birth. This meant that the state was partly transformed
from an instrument of the law into an instrument of the nation. [14]

‘Nation’ and ‘nationality’ here means ‘ethnic group’ and ‘ethnicity,’ and the distinction Arendt draws is between the
state as guarantor of equality before the law and the state as an instrument of the dominant ethnic group, which can
refuse full civil and political rights to other groups. This is indeed inevitable if the state is linked to any particular
ethnic community. At best, people from subordinate ethnicities become second-class citizens suffering discrimination
and exclusion, at worst, they could be subjected to ethnic cleansing or genocide. This would, by definition, be a state
without equal rights for all, and therefore not a democratic republic. Uniting workers in anticapitalist struggles would
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face the kind of problems faced in South Africa under apartheid. Of course, ethnic supremacism can be rampant
even in a democratic republic, but enshrining it in the state makes it exponentially harder to fight.

Coming back to the debate, it is important to start with the positions that all the participants share. They are all
Marxist internationalists, who know that capitalism is global and can only be defeated by the working people of the
world. They also agree that the working class needs democracy in order to develop the ability to carry out a socialist
transformation of society, a position shared by Marx and Engels if we carry out a careful analysis of their writings on
the subject. [15] It is abundantly clear that Luxemburg opposes linkage of the state in the oppressed nations with any
ethnic group, but, if we read carefully, it is clear that the borderland socialists and Lenin too are arguing that ‘national
self-determination’ makes sense only where the people of a whole country, in all their diversity, are fighting for
freedom from oppression by an imperialist state; today, the term ‘national liberation movement’ or ‘independence
movement’ captures this struggle better than the old term ‘national self-determination’. They all agree that where
there are enclaves of minority communities, they should have full legal equality with the majority community, linguistic
and cultural rights, and rights to local and regional self-government in accordance with the other points in the
social-democratic programme. So, there is a large area of overlap between the three parties.

Of course, Luxemburg is right to see nationalism as a bourgeois ideology, affirming as it does that all members of the
nation have common interests – defined by the bourgeoisie – which override the common interests of workers of the
nation with workers of other countries. What distinguishes her position from the other two is her assumption that the
working classes of imperialist states and colonised states can unite in the struggle against capitalism without
uprooting imperialism and establishing the independence of the colonies. She fails to realise that ethnic supremacism
in the imperialist countries is too often shared not only by sections of the working class but even by self-professed
socialists or communists, and can be replaced by respect for the agency and revolutionary potential of colonial
peoples only when they have won their freedom. Paradoxical though it may seem, national independence is therefore
a necessary step on the road to socialist internationalism.

What this debate reveals is that overcoming nationalism and ethnic supremacism in the working class in order to
achieve socialist internationalism is by no means a simple process. Opposition to all imperialisms and support for
national liberation struggles is an essential part of it. Combating ethnic supremacism in all imperialist countries is an
obvious corollary of this. But what about the nationalism of oppressed peoples? Here, there is a line to be drawn
between struggles to establish inclusive democracies in former colonies, which socialists should support because
they provide the conditions in which working people can develop the ability to carry out a socialist transformation of
society, and attempts by certain colonial elites to monopolise the state on behalf of their own ethnic groups after
independence, which socialists should not support because they create enormous obstacles to working-class
solidarity, not only with workers in other countries but even with workers from other ethnic groups in their own
country. What makes this even more complicated is the fact that inclusive and ethnic nationalism are often
intertwined. [16] Rosdolsky is surely right when he writes that ‘Just as the working class cannot be socialist or
revolutionary a priori, neither is it internationalist a priori … Far from being “by nature without national prejudice,” the
proletariat of every land must first acquire through arduous effort the internationalist attitude that its general, historical
interests demand from it.’ [17] What made this particularly important for Rosdolsky, and remains equally important for
us today, is the potential for ethnic supremacism, when combined with authoritarianism, to become fascism.

From Stalin to Putin
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 There has been extensive Marxist debate on the characterisation of the state and relations of production in
the USSR under Stalin, but much less on imperialism and racism. Yet this was one of Lenin’s greatest
concerns when he wrote ‘The Question of Nationalities or “Autonomisation”’, which was part of what came to
be called his ‘Last Testament’. After expressing anguish that Orjonikidze, one of Stalin’s close associates,
had struck a Georgian communist who disagreed with plans to terminate Georgia’s independent status, he
continued,

 It is quite natural that in such circumstances the ‘freedom to secede from the union’ by which we justify
ourselves will be a mere scrap of paper, unable to defend the non-Russians from the onslaught of that really
Russian man, the Great-Russian chauvinist, in substance a rascal and a tyrant.

 […] I think that Stalin’s haste and his infatuation with pure administration, together with his spite against the
notorious ‘nationalist-socialism’, played a fatal role here. In politics spite generally plays the basest of roles…

 Here we have an important question of principle: how is internationalism

 to be understood?

 In my writings on the national question I have already said that an abstract presentation of the question of
nationalism in general is of no use at all. A distinction must necessarily be made between the nationalism of
an oppressor nation and that of an oppressed nation, the nationalism of a big nation and that of a small
nation. In respect of the second kind of nationalism we, nationals of a big nation, have nearly always been
guilty, in historic practice, of an infinite number of cases of violence; furthermore, we commit violence and
insult an infinite number of times without noticing it. [He goes on to quote the racist epithets by which
Ukrainians, Georgians and non-Russians in general are insulted.] …

 I think that in the present instance, as far as the Georgian nation is concerned, we have a typical case in
which a genuinely proletarian attitude makes profound caution, thoughtfulness and a readiness to
compromise a matter of necessity for us. The Georgian [Stalin] who is neglectful of this aspect of the
question, or who carelessly flings about accusations of ‘nationalist-socialism’ (whereas he himself is a real
and true ‘nationalist-socialist’, and even a vulgar Great-Russian bully), violates, in substance, the interests of
proletarian class solidarity, for nothing holds up the development and strengthening of proletarian class
solidarity so much as national injustice…

 The need to rally against the imperialists of the West, who are defending the capitalist world, is one thing.
There can be no doubt about that and it would be superfluous for me to speak about my unconditional
approval of it. It is another thing when we ourselves lapse… into imperialist attitudes towards oppressed
nationalities, thus undermining all our principled sincerity, all our principled defence of the struggle against
imperialism. But the morrow of world history will be a day when the awakening peoples oppressed by
imperialism are finally aroused and the decisive long and hard struggle for their liberation begins. [18]
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Lenin’s last testament, dictated while he was suffering from the aftermath of two strokes, was suppressed by Stalin,
which is not surprising since, among other things, it recommends the removal of Stalin as General Secretary. What
comes across is (a) Lenin’s concern that there should be no basis for allegations of double standards in the Soviet
Union’s domination of its own colonies while advocating the liberation of Western colonies, and (b) his genuine horror
at the imperialist, racist behaviour of Russians and Russified colonials like Stalin and Orjonikidze towards
non-Russians. He uses a memorable term – ‘Great-Russian chauvinism,’ which, from the context, sounds like the
Russian version of White supremacism – and throws back at Stalin the label he uses to persecute borderland
socialists – ‘nationalist socialist,’ i.e., a nationalist pretending to be a socialist – and accuses him of being a racist
(Great-Russian) bully.

Lenin’s apprehensions were well-founded. After his death in January 1924 and a brief interregnum, Stalin
concentrated absolute power in his own hands, exterminated the rest of the Bolshevik leadership, crushed all
dissidence, and launched genocidal assaults on the colonial peoples of the Russian empire, once more Russifying
their countries and bringing them under the rule of Moscow. The secret protocols of the Hitler-Stalin Pact signed by
Ribbentrop and Molotov on 23 August 1939 effectively made Stalin a Nazi collaborator supplying the Nazis with food
and raw materials in return for the go-ahead to recolonise Finland, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and part of Poland. It
ended only when Hitler abrogated it by invading the Soviet Union on 22 June 1941. The post-war Yalta Agreement
allowed him to set up Moscow-dominated regimes in Poland, Hungary, Czechoslovakia, Romania, Bulgaria, Albania
and later East Germany. Stalin’s totalitarian state ruling Russia and its colonies was distinguished not only by its
extreme brutality but also by a systematic war on the truth, analogous to the Nazi use of the big lie repeated over and
over again. [19]

There is an unmistakeable convergence with fascism in all this, as Hannah Arendt points out in The Origins of
Totalitarianism. Indeed, Stalin started collaborating with the Nazis even before the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact was
signed, sending hundreds of communists to be incarcerated and killed by the Nazis while killing thousands of them
himself. [20] Snyder describes how Stalin covered up his collaboration with Hitler with the fiction that the ‘Great
Patriotic War,’ as he called it, started in 1941, and concealed the fact that Jewish civilians – less than 2 percent of the
Soviet population while Russians were more than half – were killed in greater numbers than Russian civilians,
thereby creating the impression that Russians were the main victims of the Nazis. Beginning in 1948, Soviet Jews
were denounced as ‘Jewish nationalists’ and ‘rootless cosmopolitans,’ demoted, arrested, sent to the Gulag, tortured
and executed. [21] In fact, the Nazis referred to Ukrainians too in racist terms, as ‘Afrikaner’ and ‘Neger’; during their
occupation, ‘roughly 3.5 million Ukrainian civilians, mostly women and children, were killed, and again, roughly 3
million Ukrainians died in the Red Army fighting against the Wehrmacht.’ [22] These numbers do not include
Ukrainians – including Ukrainian Jews like Volodymyr Zelensky’s grandfather – who fought against the Nazis and
survived the war. In other words, Soviet Ukrainians were targeted by the Nazis for extermination, and also played a
disproportionately large role in fighting against the Nazis, but these facts were concealed by the assumption that
‘Soviet’ meant ‘Russian’.

However, the ideology Stalin espoused in public was Leninism. It was a twisted version – for example, he declared
the Soviet Union to be a socialist state, whereas Lenin believed socialism could only be established internationally –
but, as Putin complained, he retained elements of Leninist policy, like the right to self-determination, in the
constitution. This was necessary to establish his claim to being Lenin’s rightful heir. Moreover, while Stalin and his
successors retained a vice-like grip over Russia’s colonies and even invaded and occupied Afghanistan in 1979, they
were able to pose as anti-imperialists by supporting liberation struggles in countries colonised by Western
imperialism, thus gaining influence in these countries. It would, therefore, not be accurate to call the Stalinist regime
fascist, despite the fact that it shared many characteristics with fascism.

Khrushchev and Brezhnev too used Lenin to bolster their claims to leadership, but unlike them, Mikhail Gorbachev
was a genuine Lenin scholar, attempting to align his own policies of democratisation through glasnost (openness)
and perestroika (restructuring) of Soviet society with the revolutionary Lenin, the Lenin who pursued the truth, the
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internationalist who encouraged development of the languages and cultures of Soviet peoples, and the Lenin who
was willing to learn from past mistakes and correct them. [23] Gorbachev withdrew Soviet forces from Afghanistan
and did not intervene when the Berlin wall came down. He crafted a treaty for a more equal and democratic Soviet
Union, but two days before it was due to be signed, hardliners staged a coup against him, put him under house arrest
and cut off his communications. There was massive popular opposition to the coup and Boris Yeltsin put himself at
the head of it. The coup collapsed and Gorbachev was freed, but he was side-lined by Yeltsin, who presided over the
disintegration of the Soviet Union into fifteen independent republics, including the Russian Federation. [24]

Yeltsin chose Putin to be his successor in 1999, at a time when Yeltsin’s own popularity was in single digits and Putin
was the powerful but unknown FSB director. Putin’s way of gaining popularity remains relevant. The Russian
Federation still included colonies within it; one of them was Chechnya, which had declared independence in
November 1991. Russian troops invaded in 1994, and in an operation directed by the FSB carpet-bombed the capital
Grozny and killed the elected president, but guerrilla resistance continued. The new elected president signed a peace
deal with Yeltsin, postponing determination of Chechnya’s status. In 1999, a series of apartment bombings in
Moscow were blamed on Chechen terrorists but later were found to have been orchestrated by the FSB; they formed
the pretext for a ruthless ‘war on terror’ against Chechen civilians including torture, systematic rape and mass
murder, murder of its second elected president, and installation of a brutal puppet dictatorship allied to Putin. This
was accompanied by a crackdown on human rights defenders and investigative journalists in Russia itself, while
witnesses to and investigators of the apartment bombings were assassinated one by one. [25] Putin moved rapidly to
rebuild an authoritarian state, appointing former KGB and army allies to the security services and expanding their
remit, rewriting the rules to give himself the power to appoint and dismiss judges, and gaining new powers to remove
and appoint governors and dissolve regional legislatures, until ‘the security services answered solely to the Kremlin.
And at the top of the new vertical power sat Vladimir Putin.’ [26]

The Chechen playbook was repeated in Syria after Putin joined the war there in September 2015, the only difference
being that Putin’s brutal ally – Bashar al-Assad – was already in power but facing imminent overthrow by a
democratic uprising. [27] And it gives us a clue what Putin was referring to when he quoted the lyrics from a
punk-rock song, ‘Sleeping Beauty in a coffin,’ to tell Ukrainians, ‘Whether you like or not, put up with it, my beauty’: [
28] the fate of Chechnya is what he intended for Ukraine when his armed forces invaded and headed straight to Kyiv
in 2022. Apart from Assad, Putin also supports right-wing dictator Daniel Ortega in Nicaragua, in return for his regime
hosting a satellite monitoring system for intelligence gathering, as well as free use of its ports. [29] His Wagner
paramilitary has worked for and committed war crimes alongside would-be dictator Khalifa Hafter in Libya, [30] and
has moved into Sub-Saharan Africa in a big way, backing authoritarian dictators and military coups and committing
horrific human rights abuses in return for gold and diamond mining concessions to a related Russian company. [31]
The left has rightly characterised such practices, when carried out by the West, as imperialism.

Unlike Stalin, who concealed his counter-revolution behind the rhetoric of Leninism, Putin wants to dispense with the
whole legacy of the Russian revolution and the ‘odious and utopian fantasies it inspired’. Stalin saw himself in Ivan
the Terrible, the tsar who expanded the Russian empire and concentrated absolute power in his hands, and ordered
Sergei Eisenstein to make a film about him; but he was angry that Eisenstein portrayed Ivan’s oprichniks – whom
Stalin saw as the equivalent of his own secret police – as resembling the Ku Klux Klan, the epitome of American
fascism. [32] By contrast Putin, who also sees himself in Ivan the Terrible and built a statue of him, [33] has no
problem linking up with the Ku Klux Klan and other neo-fascists in the US; [34] indeed, as Anton Shekhovtsov
documents, he has links with neo-fascists throughout Europe. [35] Shekhovtsov describes this as a ‘marriage of
convenience,’ but there is a much deeper alignment here. Rafia Zakaria points out that ‘Putin’s Russian, or “russkii,”
nation is… centered on White, Slavic ethnic Russian superiority’ and endorses discrimination, hate-speech and
violence against ethnic minorities and immigrants. She concludes that ‘There are direct parallels here between
Putin’s decades-long efforts to elevate white Russians as the leaders of his world order and Hitler’s pursuit of similar
ideas of racial purity to realize his own “great nation.”’ [36] The difference is that Putin seeks to exterminate ethnic
minorities only if they resist being subordinated.
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The resemblance to Hitler’s ideology is not accidental: Putin is an admirer of the Russian anti-Bolshevik fascist
philosopher Ivan Ilyin, who described the ‘spiritual quality’ of Russians as lying in their love for ‘God, motherland and
the national vozhd’ [supreme leader], and in 1933 wrote that the ‘spirit’ of ‘German national-socialism’ aligns it ‘with
Italian fascism’ and with ‘the spirit of the Russian White movement as well.’ [37] Putin’s advisor Aleksandr Dugin
strategised Ilyin’s orientation for the post-Soviet Russian state in his 1997 book Foundations of Geopolitics, which
became required reading in the General Staff Academy and other educational institutions. In it he advocates the
recreation of a vast Eurasian empire [the Tsarist Empire/USSR] in which Orthodox Christian ethnic Russians would
occupy a privileged position, and outlines a scheme for overcoming ‘Atlanticism’ and establishing global dominance,
parts of which have been surprisingly successful. They include destabilising the US by supporting ‘extremist, racist,
and sectarian groups’ within it and simultaneously supporting ‘isolationist tendencies’ [Trump]; Eurasian expansion
into Latin America; absorbing the Balkans, especially Serbia and ‘Serbian Bosnia’; cutting Britain off from the rest of
Europe [Brexit] and ‘Finlandising’ the rest with a strategic use of Russia’s raw material resources [oil, gas]; forming a
‘Grand Alliance’ with Armenia, the ‘Empire of Iran’ and Libya to counter Saudi Arabia and especially Turkey, which
should be destabilized by encouraging minorities like the Kurds (whom he characterises as ‘Aryan’ like the
Armenians and Iranians) to rebel [links with the PKK]. India and Japan are seen as allies in Russia’s efforts to contain
China: the least successful of Dugin’s recommendations. [38]

In his pursuit of ‘God’, Putin has embraced the fundamentalist Patriarch Kirill of the Russian Orthodox Church,
passing misogynist and anti-LGBT+ legislation in accordance with his views. It is obvious why such ideas have made
Putin an icon for White supremacists and Christian fundamentalists in the US and Europe: he shares their extreme
right-wing rejection of democracy, socialism and feminism. [39] In an online presentation, Russian socialist Ilya
Budraitskis argued that 20th-century fascists needed a mass movement to smash a strong labour movement and
popular social-democratic parties before they could capture state power, and could therefore be characterised as
‘fascism from below’. By contrast, Putin was able to come to power through elections and then transform the state by
undermining democratic institutions (for example free and fair elections) and taking away democratic rights (like
freedom of expression, association and peaceful assembly) – a process that has more or less been completed after
the invasion of Ukraine – which could be characterised as ‘fascism from above’. [40] Like 20th-century fascism, it
makes use of the military, police, secret police and neo-Nazi stormtroopers (whom Putin strategically unleashes and
then reins in, instead of allowing them to get too powerful and then slaughtering them like Hitler) and paramilitaries
both in Russia and abroad; it uses censorship and state-controlled mass media to propagate the ‘big lie’ (e.g., ‘there
is no war in Ukraine, only a special military operation to de-Nazify it’) but also uses methods that were not available
to Hitler and Mussolini, such as pro-Kremlin websites, cyberwarfare and troll factories. [41] If we identify the core
characteristics of fascism as ethnic supremacism, extreme authoritarianism (rejection of democracy), hostility to
socialism and communism, social conservatism (hostility to feminism and LGBT+ rights), the cult of the leader and
constant propagation of lies, Putin ticks all the boxes.

What this means is that the situation in 2022 is not a throwback to the Cold War as so many commentators have
assumed, but more resembles World War II. Perhaps we should recognise it as World War III, a war between ethnic
supremacist authoritarianism and democracy, which has engulfed every country in the world, not least the US, the
UK and countries of the EU. Ukrainians, who started out fighting for national independence as a democratic republic,
have had the misfortune to be thrust to the front lines of a war against genocidal fascism for the second time in living
memory. It is true there are Ukrainian fascists, but they are tiny minority compared to the population as a whole
waging a people’s war, whereas fascists dominate the Russian side. For socialist internationalists, it is therefore
imperative to support a Ukrainian victory and Russian defeat, without which there will be no peace. This includes
calling for arms for Ukrainians to defend themselves and sanctions to force Russia to end its aggression, because a
victory for national liberation and democracy would create conditions for the advance of the working-class struggle,
whereas the victory of imperialist expansionism and fascism would constitute an enormous setback for the working
people of the world. Given this context, no one who fails to support the heroic struggle of the Ukrainian people
against Putin’s neo-fascism can claim to be a socialist or on the left, because they support imperialism against
national liberation, authoritarianism against democracy, barbarism against socialism.
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Reactions to the war in Ukraine

While the Russian and Belarussian military forces were massed around Ukraine, a slew of Western commentators
blamed NATO’s induction of East European countries, thereby encroaching on Russia’s ‘sphere of influence’, for the
crisis. In their worldview, only imperialist powers matter. As Lithuanian socialists explained, the drive for NATO
membership actually came from small countries afraid of being re-colonised by Russia, [42] but such commentators
do not care if these countries are swallowed up by imperialism. Their suggestions for a roll-back of NATO to its
pre-1997 position is echoed by pseudo-anti-imperialists who support their favourite imperialist and his brutal allies
and come out with slogans like ‘Hands off Russia,’ some going so far as to call for blocking arms supplies to Ukraine.
[43] (By the same logic, the left should have called for Russian workers to block Soviet arms supplies to Vietnam!)
Such demands, if implemented, would allow a fascist Putin regime to conquer and rule other East European
countries after raping, torturing and killing thousands of civilians in Ukraine, wiping out democracy and setting back
the class struggle by decades. They are therefore unambiguously counter-revolutionary and amount to collaboration
with imperialism and fascism.

As for the argument that ‘we have to oppose only our own imperialism,’ this makes no sense for internationalists who
understand that capitalism can only be defeated by the working people of the world. There may not be much we can
do to support the anti-authoritarian struggles of peoples who are not oppressed by our own state, but, at the very
least, we can seek and tell the truth about them, and avoid conceptual frameworks based on double standards. The
indifference of these people to the bombing of Palestinians in Syria [44] and now the bombing of Palestinians in
Ukraine [45] makes it doubtful that they really care even about Palestinian liberation, unlike Palestinian activists who
have highlighted the similarities between the struggles of Palestinians, Syrians and Ukrainians. [46] This stance is,
above all, a betrayal of the incredibly courageous Russian anti-fascists, socialists, feminists, anti-imperialists and
anti-war activists, one of whom said, ‘I now understand how the anti-fascists felt during the Third Reich’. [47]
Socialists have an obligation to oppose all oppression, regardless of who is the perpetrator and who is the victim.

Unfortunately, they are not the only ones to take retrograde positions on these two struggles (Syria, Ukraine). Artem
Chapeye, a socialist who had translated Noam Chomsky’s work into Ukrainian, was aghast at Chomsky’s repetition
of Kremlin lies to the effect that the Maidan uprising of 2014 ‘amounted to a coup with US support that… led Russia
to annex Crimea, mainly to protect its sole warm-water port and naval base’. [48] Syrian Marxist Yassin al-Haj Saleh,
who had translated Chomsky’s work into Arabic, was equally critical of Chomsky’s statement that Putin’s intervention
in Syria was not imperialist because ‘supporting a government is not imperialism’ – even if that ‘government’ is a
dictatorship about to fall to a democratic uprising, and supporting it involves killing 23,000 civilians in six years and
getting a port and military bases in return! [49] (By that logic, the US intervention in Vietnam was not imperialism,
because it was supporting the government of South Vietnam.) Not that Chomsky has any good words to say for Putin
or Assad, but his endorsement of the Putin regime’s lies is also a form of support. And the shoddy scholarship of this
eminent scholar when he relies on Kremlin propaganda and ill-informed Western commentators to come to his
conclusions rather than the work of much more knowledgeable Syrians, Ukrainians and Russians is indeed
disappointing, along with his inability to understand that Putin and Assad can manufacture consent for their
monstrous crimes by pouring out a constant stream of lies on their captive media and social media while
incarcerating and killing anyone who tells the truth. Most depressing of all is his Orientalist portrayal of non-Western
peoples struggling against Putin and his allies as dupes of the West and devoid of all agency.

We now have some answers to the question we started with: how do we overcome divisions among working people
resulting from ethnic supremacism and nationalism? First, oppose all imperialisms, because apart from their roots in
ethnic supremacism they involve national oppression. Second, support struggles for national independence that are
predominantly democratic; more authoritarian ones should receive only critical support provided they represent
people of all ethnicities. Ethnic definitions of nationhood should never be supported. On the other hand, a socialist
programme has to include the rights of ethnic minorities to full equality before the law and their right to have their own
language and culture, as well as local and regional self-government, which is important in any democracy but even

Copyright © International Viewpoint - online socialist magazine Page 12/16

#nb42
#nb43
#nb44
#nb45
#nb46
#nb47
#nb48
#nb49
https://www.internationalviewpoint.org/spip.php?article7703


Socialist Internationalism and the Ukraine War

more so for enclaves where minorities predominate. If socialists are serious about the interests of working people
everywhere, then they have to foreground struggles for democracy, which are also struggles against various forms of
discrimination and persecution, and this not only in their own countries but in terms of solidarity with the class
struggle of workers of all countries. Finally, in a world where hostility to refugees, immigrants and ‘foreigners’ is
rampant, internationalists stand for open borders.

2 June 2022

Source: Historical Materialism.
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