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Since the 1950s, Canada's Communist Party has lacked the size, and degree
of in�uence on a mass scale, needed to be a genuine party.

The Communist Party of
Canada Isn’t A Revolutionary

Party

Photo from the Communist Party of Canada’s YouTube channel.

David Camfield
(https://readpassage.com/author/dcamfield_contributor/) 
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This article is a response to Kimball Cariou’s June 29 Passage article

“Canada Still Needs A Communist Party.”

(https://readpassage.com/canada-still-needs-a-communist-party/)

he saying, “Capitalism is a death cult” has spread online

throughout this pandemic, and with good reason,

as COVID-19 is giving us yet another example of

how it prioritizes pro�t over life. As one of my

favourite slogans puts it, “The system isn’t

broken; it was built this way.” 

It’s no wonder, then, that recent surveys show capitalism is

increasingly unpopular

(https://poll.forumresearch.com/post/3020/socialism-capitalism-

august-2019/), especially among young people, while socialism

has begun to be viewed more positively. On a much smaller scale,

the idea of communism has made a comeback among some

radicals. 

If we believe that communism — in the sense of a classless,

stateless society of freedom — is possible and worth �ghting for,

then people need to organize to try to make that goal a reality. In

other words, we need communist political organizations, and

eventually a party or parties.

In order for a political organization to be a revolutionary party in

a meaningful political sense — as opposed to being considered a

party by Elections Canada — it would need a few features. 

First, it would need to be large and respected enough to in�uence

at least a small minority of those it aspired to lead toward a break

with capitalism. Second, it would need a coherent strategy for

guiding the struggle for socialism — I use this term

interchangeably with communism, as did Marx

(https://imhojournal.org/articles/marx-made-to-serve-party-

state-by-paresh-chattopadhyay/) — that took the existing

conditions in society into account. That strategy would also need

to be informed by key lessons learned in past struggles around

the world and across time, distilled as theory. 

Unfortunately, no left political organization in Canada is remotely

close to being a revolutionary party. That includes the

Communist Party of Canada (CPC), despite what longtime CPC

member Kimball Cariou argued

(https://readpassage.com/canada-still-needs-a-communist-party/)

in his June 29 article in Passage.
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Since the 1950s, the CPC has lacked the size, and degree of

in�uence on a mass scale, needed to be a genuine party. (The

same is true for all other socialist groups in Canada today.)

Moreover, the CPC’s politics haven’t been revolutionary in any

sense, in spite of occasional rhetoric, for more than 80 years. 

The CPC’s current program (http://communist-party.ca/party-

program/) proposes a two-stage strategy, which has been a

hallmark of CPs around the world since the 1930s. The �rst stage

aims at electing a “people’s government,” which the CPC hopes to

be an important part of, in the existing capitalist state. Then, at a

later stage, the move to socialism would occur. The program says

nothing about new, radically-democratic institutions replacing

those of the capitalist state, or about workers’ self-management of

workplaces. It also fails to discuss the need for a revolutionary

rupture to break the existing state’s repressive power 

The existing liberal democratic state isn’t a neutral instrument

that can be wielded for or against capitalism depending who’s in

government, as its operating purpose is to keep capitalism alive.

Top civil servants, central bankers, military, police and other

‘security’ o�cials — none of them ever elected — are committed

to capitalism, and would sabotage or overthrow a government

that threatened ruling-class power. 

Even if a radical left party takes o�ce, the capitalist class is still in

power. That’s why the existing state can’t be the vehicle

(https://rampantmag.com/2020/04/02/the-capitalist-state-and-

socialist-strategy/) for moving beyond capitalism — its power

must be broken and its institutions replaced in order for a

transition from capitalism toward socialism to get underway.

Then there’s the question of what we’re �ghting for. The CPC’s

conception of socialism is shaped by its insistence that the kind of

society that developed in the Soviet Union at the end of the 1920s

— based on rapid industrialization directed from above by a

repressive one-party state — and later built in China, Cuba and

elsewhere, was socialist. (In fact, the CPC still supports

(http://communist-party.ca/congratulations-to-the-peoples-

republic-of-china-on-the-occasion-of-its-70th-anniversary/) the

Chinese government). 

In my view, which is shared by many other Marxists, those

societies weren’t/aren’t socialist or moving toward socialism. The

CPC’s program says socialism is “the social ownership of the

machinery, raw materials and other means of production.” But

there can be no genuine social ownership without the democratic

control of society by the working class through new institutions

of popular power. 
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In practical terms, rather than prioritizing forging solidarity and

the capacity for self-organization in a profoundly fragmented and

divided working class, the CPC’s priority seems to be building

itself. 

The CPC talks about the need for unions to adopt “class struggle

policies.” However, its program fails to recognize the union

o�cialdom as a distinct social layer with its own interests

di�erent from those of workers, and then draw strategic

conclusions from that reality. Seeing the problem as just bad

leaders and policies can lead to cultivating relations with left-

leaning o�cials instead of focusing on building workers’ power. 

This, in turn, can lead to mistaking defeats, for which those

o�cials are in part responsible, for victories. The recent

Federated Co-Op re�nery lockout

(https://leaderpost.com/news/local-news/unifor-594-vote-to-

ratify-new-agreement-with-co-op-re�nery-complex) is a case in

point: The union was forced to accept major concessions, but a

sta� editorial at the CPC’s People’s Voice publication hailed

(http://peoplesvoice.ca/2020/06/22/fcl-workers-win-victory-

against-corporate-union-busting/) a victory. 

The last major struggle in which the CPC was large enough to be

in�uential was the anti-neoliberal �ghtback in British Columbia

in 1983. In Solidarity: The Rise and Fall of an Opposition in British

Columbia, historian Bryan Palmer describes its role this way: “It

would nudge the labour bureaucracy from time to time (although

it would always clear this nudging with the top beforehand), but it

would also play a role in keeping unruly leftists in line.” The

movement failed; the CPC declared a “limited victory.”  

Finally, the CPC program’s celebration of “the struggle for

Canadian sovereignty and independence” reveals a

misunderstanding of the partnership between Canadian and

American imperialism, and the utterly reactionary nature of

Canadian nationalism.  

We need a party that works constructively to build social

movements as part of a long-term strategy for breaking with

capitalism and starting a transition toward a classless, stateless

ecological civilization. The CPC is not that party or building that

party. 

We’re a long way from having the party we need, but I hope that

in the future, socialists from various backgrounds will be able to

lay the basis for one. There’s a planet to win.
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POPULAR NOW

(https://readpassage.com/derek-sloan-is-a-

megaphone-for-conservative-party-

xenophobia/)  

Derek Sloan Is A Megaphone For Conservative Party Xenophobia
(https://readpassage.com/derek-sloan-is-a-megaphone-for-conservative-party-
xenophobia/)
DAVIDE MASTRACCI (HTTPS://READPASSAGE.COM/AUTHOR/DAVIDE-MASTRACCI/)

Sloan is wrong, and he should be booted from caucus, but the rest of the party is complicit.

(https://readpassage.com/politicians-are-using-

ei-to-rob-workers-not-help-them/)  

Politicians Are Using EI To Rob Workers, Not Help Them
(https://readpassage.com/politicians-are-using-ei-to-rob-workers-not-help-
them/)
JOËL LAFOREST (HTTPS://READPASSAGE.COM/AUTHOR/JOEL-LAFOREST/)

A proper EI system, like the one Canada once had, could save lives during this pandemic.

(https://readpassage.com/the-media-keeps-

blaming-overdoses-on-the-cerb-theyre-

wrong/)  

The Media Keeps Blaming Overdoses On The CERB. They’re Wrong.
(https://readpassage.com/the-media-keeps-blaming-overdoses-on-the-cerb-
theyre-wrong/)
RYAN DAVID ALLEN (HTTPS://READPASSAGE.COM/AUTHOR/RALLEN_CONTRIBUTOR/)

It’s easier to blame the CERB than address the countless issues plaguing those on the margins of

society.

LATEST NEWSLETTERS

(https://readpassage.com/p/nationalization-

isnt-enough-workers-shou-control-their-

workplaces/)  

Nationalization Isn’t Enough. Workers Should Control Their Workplaces.
(https://readpassage.com/p/nationalization-isnt-enough-workers-shou-control-
their-workplaces/)
HORIZONS (HTTPS://READPASSAGE.COM/NEWSLETTER/HORIZONS/)

When workers control their own workplaces, they prioritize long-term interests and the

improvement of society over short-term corporate pro�ts. That's a good thing.

(https://readpassage.com/p/decent-housing-

should-not-be-reserved-for-the-rich/)  

Decent Housing Should Not Be Reserved For The Rich
(https://readpassage.com/p/decent-housing-should-not-be-reserved-for-the-
rich/)
HORIZONS (HTTPS://READPASSAGE.COM/NEWSLETTER/HORIZONS/)

A good home should not be reserved for those with the wealth to pay. A massive public housing

program could provide everyone with decent housing.

(https://readpassage.com/p/we-need-public-

luxuries-for-all-not-private-luxuries-for-some/)  

We Need Public Luxuries For All, Not Private Luxuries For Some
(https://readpassage.com/p/we-need-public-luxuries-for-all-not-private-
luxuries-for-some/)
HORIZONS (HTTPS://READPASSAGE.COM/NEWSLETTER/HORIZONS/)

To build a better future we need to create public luxuries that everyone can enjoy rather than

limiting luxuries to the rich.

FOLLOW US ON SOCIAL

David Cam�eld is a longtime supporter of socialism from below currently

involved in climate justice activism and the ecosocialist group Solidarity

Winnipeg. He is the author of, most recently, We Can Do Better: Ideas for

Changing Society. His website is prairiered.ca (https://www.prairiered.ca/)
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