
✪ 

 

Communists Must Write, and how! 

 

There are various ways in which the political vacuum which we have so sorely felt 
in recent years can be countered. The need for a party, its support and discipline, 
its organisational strengths and sense of purpose has the potential to turn rhetoric 
into activity. Without doubt we are all well sick of people saying what must be 
done1 and having the words carried away in the wind. There has been much 
conversation among friends, in pubs and elsewhere, in the meetings of our various 
organisations, at demonstrations and amongst the collectivities of social 
movements and NIMBY protests, etc., etc., but there is not enough, as yet, to show. 

It has also been admitted that among our urgent tasks are the self-educational 
work of reading groups, writing papers, and the development of a left culture 
which includes a practical-theoretical analysis of the conditions in which we work. 
As much has often been stated. Rhetorically! 

There are those who may say that communism is verbose, and any set of collected 
and/or selected works of Marx, Lenin, Mao, Luxemburg, Dunayevskaya, Leon, 
Joseph, Mazumdar2, etc., will show that these communists wrote all the time -- 

                                                

1 Much more work must be done on this paper. I’m sorry that these are very rough 
notes for a discussion paper -- and so for several reasons I don’t want them to be 
copied or circulated further than this meeting. The reasons include my 
embarrassment at how obvious much of this is, the fact that it is a rushed job, and 
that any serious treatment of the topic of writing would be best pursued in a more 
collaborative manner than this first draft can reflect. I have also not made use, in 
the paper, of section five of Lenin’s What is to be done? (1902) which bears directly 
on this topic and which would be an unavoidable reference point for our 
discussion. 

2 Marx wrote for many newspapers; Lenin wrote endless numbers of letters; the 
texts of Mao’s speeches were widely distributed within and beyond the party; 
Raya Dunayevskaya was an assistant to Trotsky for a while, but left for 
‘ideological reasons’ to write a great fat book called Philosophy and Revolution 1973, 
Columbia University Press, and another called Rosa Luxemberg, Women’s Liberation 
and Marx’s Philosophy of Revolution, 1981, Uni of Illinois Press; Charu Mazumdar 
was a leader of the Maoist Naxalite uprising in India which formed the basis of the 
Communist Party of India (Marxist-Leninist), he wrote many pithy and sharp 
pamphlets against the Landlords in India under the slogan “Annihilate the class 
enemy!”. The pen can be brutal when necessary. 
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letters, tracts, pamphlets, monographs and more. Yes, we may now live in the era 
of late-night-television capitalism, yes the written word is a privileged form and 
draws accusations of stylised alienation, rhetorical authority, intellectualism, 
elitism, theory and that bitter term of abuse, journalism, but, I think, we are still 
obliged to write. The question I want to pose is how. 

As a preliminary step, which we must repeat over and over, we might read some 
of the many and various communist texts which refer to writing. It is not possible 
to mention them all, nor desirable -- since I think this issue must be kept under 
discussion all the time, continually renewed. Nevertheless, a few scattered points 
might offer us something to go on with now. It is important to take these older 
texts seriously even while agreeing with Guattari and Negri on “the reopening of 
a revolutionary cycle” which shall proceed “Not by the repetition of old slogans, 
but through the intervention of new perspectives on action, and by a redefinition 
of communism as enrichment, diversification of community and consciousness” 
(Guattari and Negri 1990:28) What follows is a proposal which, while looking to 
past work, sets out towards writing now. 

✪ 

 

This section to be expanded after discussion at the meeting, or after circulation or 
whatever -- this is the bit where we talk about what we want... 

 

reporting system -- campaigns, sectoral activities, regional despatches 

a newspaper and/or journal -- circulation, editorial, funding 

internal discussion papers 

theory and research for campaigns 

writing for other people’s papers 

 

✪ 

The contrast between the capitalist media, academic writing and our texts must be 
continually upheld (this has not been the example of other ‘left’ papers, it is 
perhaps true of Proper Gander Video, and if we were to devote time to the theory 
of the circulation of meaning and a possible comment on the role computerised 
databoards this issue might be more closely focused).  

Whatever we produce, our writing cannot afford in any way to be bothered with 
mimicking the dull styles of academic discussion which we are trained to replicate 
in the Institutions and schools. So many years of grammar and style are hard to 
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undo, and we are likely to be often criticised by those who might retain more 
allegiance to proper style than we do, but whatever the case, we must write in a 
context which includes such obligations towards certain circumscribed styles. 
Marx, writing on the Paris Commune singled out the writings of academic 
‘gentlemen’: 

the working class can afford to smile at the course invective of the 
gentlemen’s gentlemen with the pen and inkhorn, and at the didactic 
patronage of well-wishing bourgeois-doctrinaires, pouring forth their 
ignorant platitudes and  sectarian crotchets in the oracular tone of 
scientific infallibility (Marx 1871 The Civil War in France) 

This is much more than just a critique of the the ‘science’ of the institutions, and 
everyone is well aware that all writing is marked with the circumstances in which 
it is situated. Writing and reading are co-constituted together in a variety of highly 
charged political contexts and along with paying attention to the institutionalised 
‘politics’ of academic writing and of the mainstream media, we are also obliged to 
look at the ways these contexts bare upon our writing. The trace of ‘objectivity’ is 
still apparent in so much work from the left, especially academic and journalistic 
work -- as if by some agreement with the higher privilege of serious writing we 
have forgotten the invective and politics of our leaflet and pamphlet styles. I am 
against non-partisan writing, and can refer to Lenin to support this where he 
writes: “Down with non-partisan writers. Down with literary supermen. 
Literature must become part of the common cause of the proletariat” (Lenin 1905 
Party Organisation and Party Literature). 

In a way that long anticipates the post-structuralist interest in the political 
importance of the structures of information dissemination, Lenin wrote in 1905 
that: 

literature must by all means necessary become an element of ... party 
work ... Newspapers must become the organs of the various party 
organisations, and their writers must by all means become members of 
these organisations. Publishing and distributing centres, bookshops and 
reading rooms, libraries and similar establishments -- must all come 
under party control (Lenin 1905 Party Organisation and Party Literature - 
emphasis added) 

Still earlier Lenin had placed the founding of the party newspaper at the 
beginning of the project of founding a party: “We can and must immediately set 
about founding the party organ -- and, it follows, the Party itself -- and putting 
them on a sound footing” (Lenin 1899 An Urgent Question). In this text Lenin says 
that discussion and haphazard or eclectic communist work is ‘amateurish’ when it 
is not all organised in “such a way that it is reflected in its entirety in one common 
organ” (Lenin 1899). [The whole of What is to be done? takes this up in detail. Lenin 
offers a deconstruction, or rather demolition, of the arguments of the 
‘opportunists’ who opposed the founding of Iskra]. The need for such a ‘common’ 
forum, of course in no way implies the homogenisation of all communist work 
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into the one mold (as if this would be desirable, possible or meaningful at all). But 
it does demand organisation and discipline. 

✪ 

In  1942 Mao Tse Tung addressed a Yenan meeting on the topic of ‘Stereotyped 
Party Writing’ and the role of writing within revolutionary activity. Developing an 
earlier essay on the Party’s style of work, he presented eight points of criticism 
against the boring eight part essays of ‘stereotyped party writers’ -- using “poison 
as the antidote to poison” (Mao Selected Works, Vol 3 p.56). His indictments are as 
follows: 

• against the filling of endless pages with verbiage, against the writing of long and 
empty articles that few if any will read. “We are in the midst of a war, and we 
should learn how to write shorter and pithier articles” (Mao SW3:56). 

• against writing that strikes a pose in order to intimidate people. “Some 
stereotyped party writing is not only long and empty, but also pretentious” (Mao 
SW3:57). It is important to explain concepts, and to avoid the patronising attitude 
that privileges intellectual work over other activities. The difficulty entailed in this 
at the same time at which educational work is considered of utmost importance 
must be kept in constant tension. 

• against writing that “shoots at random, without considering the audience” (Mao 
SW3:58). “Some comrades, however, are shooting without a target, shooting at 
random, and such people are liable to harm our work” (Mao SW3:42). “We must 
propagate materialism and dialectics” (Mao SW3:49) 

• against “drab language ... [against writing that is] wizened and ugly ... without a 
shred of vigour or spirit” (Mao SW3:59). 

• against complicated sets of headings that do nothing to attend to the problems 
under discussion,that name rather than analyse. Mao says: “In order to solve a 
problem it is necessary to make a systematic and thorough investigation and 
study. This is the process of analysis ... and it is needed; otherwise, faced with a 
chaotic and bewildering mass of phenomena, you will not be able to discern 
where the problem or contradiction lies” (Mao SW3:61). 

• against irresponsible writing which harms people wherever it appears. 

• against writing which jeopardizes the revolution. If you have observed little, do 
not write. If you have nothing useful to say, do not write. Similarly, if there is 
something to be said, something you have observed, you must write. 

• against the poisons of subjectivism and sectarianism, which harms the 
organisation and the work of people sympathetic to communism. Subjectivism, as 
described by Mao in a 1942 essay Rectify the Party’s Style of Work, includes a 
muddled separation of ‘theory and practice’ in which those who constantly talk 
about this link are the very ones guilty of maintaining the separation. “How is 
Marxist-Leninist theory to be linked with the practice of the revolution?” Mao 
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asks. If the Marxist-Leninist method of dialectical materialism is “an arrow” to be 
shot at the target of the revolution, then those people who “stroke the arrow 
fondly, exclaiming, ‘What a fine arrow! What a fine arrow!’ but never want to 
shoot it” are the most harmful. “These people are merely connoisseurs of curios 
and have virtually nothing to do with the revolution” (Mao SW3:42). Sectarianism 
within the organisation and against cadres of other like-minded organisations is 
“usually wedded to the doctrine of ‘me first’” (Mao SW3:44) and indicates an 
individualist pride that does not always help -- “After reading a few Marxist 
books, such comrades become more arrogant instead of more modest, and 
invariably dismiss others as no good without realizing that in fact their own 
knowledge is only half-baked” (Mao SW3:48). 

✪ 

What are we to make from these past discussions of communist writing? To begin 
the process of learning from these and other precursors, a Soviet-Realist analogy 
might run something like this: just as the tractor and the lathe are a development 
upon the ox and the anvil we might expect that there is room to develop our 
communication forms. There is much room for improvement in the 
communicative practices of the left if we are to promote “training in revolutionary 
communism” (Communist International 1921 Thesis on Organisation). Among 
much more exploration and experimentation in media forms -- video, databanks, 
radio -- we also need to do something to improve our written work. We need glam 
texts -- there is little question that the publications of contemporary left parties are 
largely boring and are not as readable as they might be. To the extent that left 
publications have attempted to become more readable (for example Arena 
Magazine, and Green Left Weekly) there has been an explicit veering away from any 
kind of left wing politics. In what I judge to be a misguided and shallow analysis 
these magazines make a pitch towards popular readership by ditching a left 
politics for a boring but colourful middle ground -- any opposition between 
stylish presentation and communist politics must be refused and seen as another 
ideological effect of years of commie-bashing by the forces of evil. There is no 
reason why communism cannot be done in style! 

Except perhaps for financial reasons! -- the practicalities of production are such 
that we cannot produce much at this stage. We do have the resources to produce 
the copy, to write reports and articles, based upon extensive research, we are also 
able to choose and produce images and do the lay-out. Production, printing, 
distribution and promotional costs however, need to be addressed. All of us have 
some degree of income and we will need to contribute more than just the time it 
takes to research, write and lay-out our material. Still this will not be enough, we 
need to consider issues like advertising, club funding from Unions and Student 
Organisations, fund raising (without ever seeming as mercenary as the DSP and 
Resistance newspaper-sellers-from-hell), and we will need to find ways to 
distribute our public material. These are neither inconsiderable, nor 
insurmountable problems. 

✪ 
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We cannot afford to be boring, we can be amazing. We have learnt much from 
fantastic texts such as Semiotext(e), Vague, Zone, Interventions, we have experience 
as editors and in layout from student newspapers (Farrago, Arena, Rabalais), 
assorted journals, handbooks and magazines (Consuming Subjects, Collage, Growing 
Strong, Counter Course, Incite!, Left Out), we have produced endless numbers of 
leaflets, etc., etc., -- our competencies are at a high level of accomplishment (we 
should get awards!). We are also literate in the critique of style and the ways 
authority is ‘manufactured’, we have learnt from semiotics, structuralism, cultural 
critique, we have even learnt to find the antecedents of contemporary flash theory 
in closer readings of Marx (perhaps this is best demonstrated via the insistent 
readings of Spivak, Negri, Deleuze and Guattari3), we are able to cogently critique 
the mainstream media and to present communism in a viable, relevant and 
appealing way. We have something to offer and can offer it with style. 

✪ 

[I wanted this following section on research -- my last bit -- to fit in somewhere up 
above, but it hasn’t found its place yet, and its not quite finished, still: ... ] What do 
we have to offer? Here is the hard part -- its all well and good to say we need to 
write, and perhaps we may even solve all of the varied production problems in 
getting our messages to a wide audience (finance, distribution, editorial). But there 
is also the question of what to write. This is not as empty a gesture as it sounds -- 
we will not be able to simply write whatever it is that we think, or some adopted 
party line, or other dogmatism. We need to do the research work that will provide 
us with the basis for our actions. 

For example, there is much that we need to uncover about environment issues. It 
is not enough to parrot the cheap journalism of eco-fascism and other non-

                                                

3 Gayatri Spivak has written on Marx’s theories of value in the texts of Jacques 
Derrida, on Gramsci analysis of Indian revolutionary movements and on 
international feminisms, but came to widest attention with her first major 
publication, the translation of Derrida’s Of Grammatology, 1974, The Johns Hopkins 
University Press, in which, with a very long introduction, she sets Derrida’s work 
in its various contexts before going on to provide a critique and reading of the 
textual formations of Marxism; Antonio Negri wrote Marx Beyond Marx, 1991 
Autonomedia, which was a reading of Marx’s Grundrisse -- Negri had been 
involved in the Autonomia workers movement in the Fiat factories in Italy in the 
late seventies; with Negri, Felix Guattari wrote Communists Like Us: New Spaces of 
Liberty, New Lines of Alliance , in 1990, Semiotext(e), but is better known for his 
works with Gilles Deleuze, most incredibly their two-volume bumper productions 
Capitalism and Schizophrenia 1, Anti-Oedipus, 1972, Athlone Press, and Capitalism 
and Schizophrenia 2: A Thousand Plataus, 1982, Minnesota. These various interests in 
Marxism may be subject to the regular sectarian criticisms, and perhaps even with 
Spivak, might be considered too European, leading us only to a ‘sausages and 
three-veg’ version of communism. No doubt there are many more interesting 
things to read around the world. 
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communist versions of enviro-crit (from ‘deep ecology’ to ‘environmental youth 
alliance’). To choose an illustration relevant to one issue we are familiar with -- we 
have only scraped the surface when it comes to exposing the activities of the 
mining industry, (bad metaphor pun intended), and while we can call 
sensationally for the urgency of our critique -- the choice is extermination or 
communism -- we have to provide back-up and detail if we want to see informed 
campaigns generated around the issues. 

O.K. We can say: there is no choice. The orientations of capitalism and commerce 
no longer offer the promised, and it was always forlorn, hope of a new world that 
might entail freedoms rather than repressive order -- the examples multiply from 
Cortes and the decapitation of Sth Americans and Spanish thirst for gold, to the 
gross horrors of contemporary warfare in the Gulf, Timor and Bougainville. The 
alternatives we can put before people are stark -- extermination under capital 
through repression, work and environmental disaster, or communism. Although 
this communism must be, as Guattari and Negri exclaim “more than just the 
sharing of wealth (who wants all this shit?) -- it must inaugurate a whole new way 
of working together” (Guattari and Negri 1990:13). 

Our actions and writing must take a global focus. The most horrible effects of 
capital are now worked upon the bodies of non-metropolitain labourers (not that 
metropolitain workers are suddenly free). It is however possible to demonstrate 
the callous attitudes of our transnational corporations with regard to peoples and 
environs such as those in Bougainville, Kalimantan, Central Australia, India, 
Malaysia, the Philippines in a way that contrasts significantly with the cautious 
public relations activities of the corporations in metropolitain zones. This is not to 
claim that our work must only be ‘internationalist’ in a merely theoretical way, nor 
is this a call for ‘solidarity work’ -- these transnationals are here; in the 
Universities, in the business districts of our cities, in the press and throughout the 
Government bureaucracies. Solidarity work means action against the transnational 
evils that are bunkered down in our localities -- act Globally, think Locally. 

And this action requires investigatory work as part of our campaigns. It is 
necessary to research and analyse the local manifestations of this transglobal evil. 
Our actions must be based upon intensive local investigation which will weed out 
the various corporate facades that lie before us right here -- not only do we need to 
focus upon the Australian Defence Force, the Federal Government’s complicity 
with corporate imperialism, and CRA’s activities in Bougainville or Kalimantan, 
but we must also investigate and expose military research in Universities, 
corporate participation in the bureaucracies (CRA chair John Ralph for example 
sits on the Governments Co-operative Research Committee, was head of the 
Melbourne Olympics bid committee -- which failed, ha! -- and has been proposed 
by the Liberals as head of a new task force to oversee transport, shipping, railways 
and University infrastructure developments -- there are many more examples as 
wierd as this) and so on ... 

... plus, research into other sectors, into the nature of work in Australia -- do we 
have a clear enough idea of the demographics of work in the various sectors -- of 
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the pressing issues in various industries, of the emergent social movements, of 
what we might anticipate in the coming years ... etc., more needed here ... 

 

✪ B. Partisan 


