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Lessons from Japan 
by John Robinson 

This article essentially consists of a brief review of two 
books representing the views of the Japan Revolutionary 
Communist League (JRCL). They have been written by 
leading JRCL member Kan'ichi Kuroda. Without doubt 
Kuroda can be regarded as one of the leading Marxists of 
the twentieth century. The books are: What is 
Revolutionary Marxism? subtitled On the Principal 
Problems of Organizing Tactics for Revolutionary 
Communists in Japan. The second book is Praxiology, 
subtitled Philosophy of Inter-Human Subjectivity. 

An essential aspect of both books concerns 
epistemology. However, a consideration of this key 
question really needs a separate article and tliereforc I 
will not discuss i l here. 

A brief outline of each book wil l be given in turn. Tliis 
will be followed by a short account of Kuroda's 
approach to revisionism. 

(The books cannot really be understood unless tlie 
Japanese concepts "topos", tachiba and "substance" arc 
understood. A glossary of these terms is appended at tlie 
end of this article.) 

What is Revolutionary Marxism? deals with the early 
history of Japanese Trotskyism and tlie lessons to be 
learned therefrom. It should be understood that prior to 
1956 there was almost no Trotskyism in Japan. Tliere 
was, however, a large Stalinist party. After Khrushchev's 
speech on Stalin and the Hungarian revolution, Kuroda 
and a small handful of other comrades came to 
understand the significance of Trotskyism and decided to 
build a Trotskyist organization. Tlic position was 
complicated by the formation of the Japanese Trotskyist 
Association (JTA), a Pabloite body following tlie line of 
what was then the International Secretariat. 

What Kuroda and his comrades proposed was an anli-
Stalinisl united front, to include not only the JTA but 
also all those communists opposed to Stalinism, even tlie 
supporters of Tony ClifTs "state capitalist" line. An 
essential feature of the united front tactic was to be 
fraternal discussion between Kuroda's small group and 
other tendencies. (This united front tactic is still used by 
the JRCL today. It is relevant to its relationships witli 
Trotskyist organizations outside Japan.) Tlie united front 
tactic brought results and enabled the JRCL to be formed 
in 1957. 

Kuroda refers to the Pabloitc JTA as "one hundred per 
cent Trotskyists". This refers to the fact that they tended 

to treat Trotsky's writings as dogma, not to be 
questioned. In contrast to this Kuroda refuses to accept 
Trotskyism uncritically. For example, while recognizing 
Trotsky's massive political achievements he is 
nonetheless critical of certain aspects of his work. Thus 
he points out tliat Trotsky never developed 
organisational skills relating to tlie development of party 
organisation. In this Trotsky was far behind Lenin. It was 
precisely this lack of party organising skills that was at 
least a contributory factor in the defeat of the left 
opposition (pp 29-33). Kuroda is also al least mildly 
critical of Trotsky's formulation of the theory of 
permanent revolution (pp 41-43). Similarly, without 
falling into the trap of "state capitalism", he also 
expresses doubts about Trotsky's characterisation of llie 
USSR in The Revolution Betrayed (pp 44-49). 

Kuroda is also critical of Lxnin, whilst recognizing the 
hitter's organisational genius and his other decisive 
contributions. He is critical of Lenin's proposed strategy 
of the "democratic dictatorsliip of the proletariat and 
peasantr>". It was this false strategy that fonned the 
basis for the reactionary "two stage" tlieor>' (pp 38-44). It 
is Kuroda's contention that Lenin's mistake was due to 
faulty methodology. 

It thus becomes clear that Kuroda is prepared to accept 
all previous contributions lo Marxism, but not 
uncritically. Tliis is also shown by liis altitude to the 
Fourth International. He clearly saw lliat the FI 
represented the most important aspect of the fight against 
Stalinism. Tlie altitude of the JRCL is therefore that of 
striving to form a new world communist organization 
thai would transcend (in a Marxist sense) the FI. Tliis 
implies absorbing the positive aspects of the FI whilst at 
tlie same time going beyond it. 

Tlie world-revolution strategy of the JRCL is outlined by 
Kuroda as "anli-imperialism, anti-Stalinism". This in 
turn leads to the demand for revolutionary dissolution of 
both Stalinist and social-dcmocrauc parties, as well, of 
course, of the labour bureaucracy. In the course of tliis 
struggle tlie JRCL would become the leading party of the 
working class. (Note tliat today both Stalinism and 
social-democracy still exercise considerable influence 
over the Japanese working class.) 

One essential tlieoretical question about which the JRCL 
is quite clear is that of the relationship between the 
Marxist pjirty and the working class. The JRCL 
recognizes tliat it is Uie working class itself rather than 
the Marxist party that has to take power during a 

Page 25 



International Socialist Forum No.4 

revolution. The task of the JRCL is to prepare the 
working class for the revolution by providing tlie 
leadership the proletariat needs to organize itself as a 
class. 

A significant part of this task is carried out by organising 
"left" fractions. This implies that JRCL members form 
fractions of workers inside industry on the basis of a 
stmggle on issues such as speed-up or redundancies, and 
also against the domination of a section of the union by 
Stalinists. The leaders of such "left" fractions are JRCL 
members who, for tactical reasons, may have to conceal 
this fact even from some of the workers involved in tl>e 
fraction. * In addition to the left fractions, tliere are 
revolutionary fractions in which all participants know tl»e 
fact of JRCL leadership, although tlie fraction activity 
itself may have to be conducted in secret. Union rules 
often ban officials from declaring a hostile political 
allegiance, and there is also the threat from employers 
and the secret police. 

Both left and revolulionarj' fractions play a part in 
helping the workers to organize as a class. They lead 
workers into collision with the trade union bureaucracy. 
They also provide recruiting grounds for tlie JRCL. Such 
fractions are unique to tlie JRCL. They are much more 
tlian simply a means through wliich League members 
decide how to implement JRCL policy and are nol a 
means through which the JRCL manipulates tlie union 
for its own ends. It should be noted that such fractions 
were definitely not tliought of either by the Comintern or 
by the FI. 

Of interest is Kuroda's account of the defeat of the so-
called Bukuro tendency, which sought to submerge the 
JRCL into tlie mass movement (pp 188-205). The 
Bukuro tendency employed "two-stage tactics". In the 
first stage tliis tendency would attempt to build a mass 
movement without building the re\olutionary party. In 
tlie second stage, it would allempt to introduce tlie party 
and expect workers lo follow it. Comrades with 
experience of British Stalinist and so-called "Trotskyist" 
organisations wi l l find this a familiar story. Kuroda and 
Ills comrades fought for llie principle that the building of 
the mass movement and building tlie JRCL should go 
hand in hand. After a bitter struggle Kuroda and his 
comrades defeated the Bukuro tendency. 

Finally, one important point stressed by Kuroda is that i f 
there are factional figlits inside tlie organisation and i f 
those maintaining a principled position win tliese fights, 
the revolutionar)' party becomes immeasurably 
strengthened. This of course was also true of Lenin's 
building of the Bolshevik Party. 

Praxiology 

As its title implies, Praxiology develops a basic concept 
outlined in Marx's first Tliesis on Feuerbach: "Tlie cliief 
defect of all hitherto existing materialism is tluit the 

thing, reality, sensuousness, is conceived only in the 
fonu of the object or of contemplation, but not as 
human sensuous activity, practice, not subjectively." 
Tliis is taken togedier witli the eleventh Thesis: "The 
pliilosophers have only interpreted the world, in various 
ways; tlie point, however, is to change it." 

Tlie term "praxiology" refers to a smdy of praxis or 
practice. Kuroda regards the term "praxiological 
materialism" as synonymous with "dialectical 
materialism". The book is subtitled ^Philosophy of Inter-
Human Subjectivity". 

There are of course many t>pes of praxis. We engage in 
praxis ever>' time we consciously do things. But what is 
cleariy important for Marxists is the praxis involved in 
tlie labour process - tlie basis of human existence -
together with the praxis involved in proletarian 
revolution. Kuroda shows that " praxiology is the 
pivot of Marx's pliilosopliy." (p 139) 

As all Marxists know. Marx de\'eloped both the theor\ of 
surplus value, which is ftindamental to his critique of 
political economy, together with Iiistorical materialism. 
Howe\er, while these two theoretical gains give us tlie 
theoretical tools which enable us to understand a given 
political situation (i.e., the "topos"), they do nol by 
tliemscKes enable us to understand what we have to do. 
In order to assist tlie working class in the class struggle 
and to lead the proletarian re\olution to victory - as 
Lenin did in 1917 - we liave to engage in revolutionary 
praxis. And it is praxiology that represents our study of 
what we ha\ to do as revoIuUonaries. It is one of 
Kuroda's significant contributions to Marxism that he 
lias both made clearer and developed the basic Marxist 
ideas outlined in the two Tlieses on Fcuerbach referred to 
above. 

Marx liimsclf, of course, devoted his life to revolutionary 
praxis. He did so consciously through all his writings, 
which were intended to give the working class 
tlicoreiical weapons which would enable it to take the 
power as a class. Marx was in no sense a contemplator. 

Tlie first part of Praxiology deals not only with the 
Theses on Feuerbach. It also deals witli Marx's 
Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts and The 
German Ideology. Kuroda writes in some detail about 
those two works. He gives us insiglit into them through 
sharp criticisms of pseudo-Marxist intellectuals who 
misinterpret or distort wliat Marx (and Engels) have 
written. Although those whom Kuroda criticises are 
Japanese, liis criticisms are very relevant to similar 
writings of pseudo-Marxists in the West. Two examples 
wil l suffice. 

Firstly, it is often argued that tlie Economic and 
Philosophical Manuscripts (written before The German 
Ideology) liave little scientific relevance and represent 
only philosophical musings by the youtliful Marx. It is 
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further argued that The German Ideology, which fonned 
the germ of historical materialism, was Marx's first 
scientific work. 

In opposition to this view, Kuroda shows that The 
German Ideology formed a natural progression from tlie 
previous work. This was because, in the Economic and 
Philosophical Manuscripts, Marx raised the question of 
alienated labour, i.e., the producers being divorced from 
and dominated by their products. This led Marx to 
understand that alienated labour had to be seen in a 
historical context. In other words, Marx felt tliat tlie 
domination of the producers by their own products Iiad 
to be shown lo be different from, for example, tlie 
production relations of feudalism. Although feudal serfs 
had to sunender part of what they produced to tlieir 
lords, they were not dominated bj' what tliey produced. 
Thus Marx saw that in order to understand capitalism 
human history as a whole had to be understood. Hence 
Ihe outline of historical materialism which is to be found 
in The German Ideology. A further point of relevance is 
that of the relationship between Marx's political 
economy and historical materialism. One of the principal 
themes of historical materialism is tlie conflict between 
the productive forces and the relations of production. 
Marx's political economy confirms this conflict tlirough 
its analysis of the tendencies in capitalism towards 
poverty and economic crises. 

The second example is that of the "theory" put forward 
by pseudo-Marxists, that history can be explained by llie 
development of commodity production. Kuroda draws 
attention to the genuine Marxist view tliat capitalism 
could not have developed i f it were not for the previous 
development of slavery and feudalism. Commodity 
production existed only as a minor feature of tliese two 
systems. Further, it was only due to the commodilization 
of labour power that capitalism as a social system could 
develop. 

Another important aspect of Praxiology is tliat Kuroda 
shows that Marxism can not be understood by 
contemplators. Only those who have committed 
themselves to proletarian revolution can understand 
Marxism as a scientific world outlook. Tliere is im 
inescapable link between theoretical ideas and pra.xis. 
Here Kuroda develops the ideas of Marx and Engels, 
starting with the two previously mentioned Theses on 
Feuerbach. 

Praxiology fills an important gap in Marxist tlieory. Tlie 
two principal aspects of Marxist theory remain political 
economy and historical materialism. Tliese two aspects 
enable us to comprehend various political situations. 
However, neither of these two aspects tells us how to 
revolutionise the world and ourselves. The gap is filled 
by pra.\iology - the study of praxis. Of special 
importance is the relationship of praxiolog>' to 
proletarian revolution. As the subtiOc of the book 
indicates, Kuroda stresses the vital importance of the 

subjective factor in revolution. (In this he echoes 
Trotsky's insistence that the crisis of humanity is 
reduced to the crisis of leadership.) While it is true that it 
is history that makes human individuals, it is equally true 
that only human individuals make human history. There 
are no impersonal historical forces. Therefore what is 
decisive in the preparation for and the carrying out of the 
proleltuian revoluUon is the conscious dedication of 
individuals to achieve this task. It is worth remarking 
tliat without the conscious dedication of the individuals 
Lenin and Trotsky the Russian revolution would have 
been defeated. 

A vitally important part of Praxiology is concerned with 
Kuroda's theory of "materialist subjectivity". Tliis 
concerns Uie need for revolutionaries to understand their 
own tliinking. In other words, tliey have to understand 
how they have acquired tlieir own ideas and how to 
develop their own thinking. Citing the work of another 
Japanese Marxist, Umemoto Katsumi, Kuroda argues 
that wc need a materialist understanding of the "internal 
world" in wliicli human tliinking, reflecting and 
cognising tlie external world, takes place. Such an 
understanding of this "internal world" is required to 
conquer tlie "last citadel of idealism". Needless to say, 
only tliose who have consciously dedicated themselves 
lo proletarian revolution can achieve the ability to 
understand their own thinking. Those who accept the 
"false consciousness" of capitalist society cannot acquire 
this ability. 

Tlie theory of materialist subjectivity opens then way for 
tlie self-regeneration of members of the revolutionary 
party. I f party members are able to tliink about their own 
tliiuking. they can then strive to rid tliemselves of many 
of then worst aspects of bourgeois thinking and 
behaviour. These aspects hinder the building of a 
vangu:ird party. Examples are petty-bourgeois anogance, 
failure to help others in tlie party who may have 
difficulties, subjectivism, hero-worsliip of the leadership 
and an inability to be self-critical. It becomes clear that 
Kuroda's Uieory of materialist subjectivity not only 
represents a serious contribution to Marxism. I l is also a 
powerful weapon in the struggle to build tlie 
revolulionarj' party. 

Revisionism 

One of Kuroda's important contributions is to examine 
tlic theoretical roots of revisionism {What is 
Revolutionary Marxism? Chapter 3). 

Marxism as a scientific world outlook is contradictory. 
On the one hand it is constantly being developed by such 
Marxists as Lenin, Trotsky and Kuroda. On the other 
liand Marxism has a permanent essential basis. Tliis 
basis includes the contradiction between the productive 
forces and the relations of production, the existence of 
capital as an alien power whose movement dominates 
our lives, and Uie ineconcilable nature of the class 
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stmggle, which must end either witl i tlie destruction of 
humanity or with the dictatorship of the proletariat. It is 
this essential basis, which carries with it tlie truth tliat the 
working class is the only consistently revolutionary 
class, that revisionists forget. 

Kuroda accuses the rcNisionists of using what he terms 
the method of "one to one correspondence". Tliis gives 
rise to the notion that there is one theory for tlie 
nineteenth century, when Marx developed his ideas, and 
another, different, theory for the twentieth century. Tlie 
two theories exist for the revisionists in parallel as it 
were, the second not being dependent on the first. I other 
words revisionists take the view that the view tliat the 
twentieth century requires fresh theories of society. In 
contrast to this, Kuroda argues tliat to understand tlie 
twentieth century we have to start from what he terms 
"Marxism as essence theory", especially Marx's 
insistence that the working class is the only revolutionar>' 
class, an understanding Marx developed in die last 
century. Examples are necessary. 

During the post-World War Two period sociologists 
such as the former Marxist Hert)ert Marcuse put fonvard 
the "mass society" theory. Tliis rested on the assumption 
that the working class in the metropolitan countries had 
been ideologically corrupted by capitalism and was tlius 
no longer revolutionary. This "theory" gave rise to petty-
bourgeois groups like the Baader-Meinhof organisation 
and the Japanese Red Army Faction. It also had wider 
implications centred on the belief tliat revolution would 
now come from the peasant masses of the so-called 
"Third World". 

The method of "one to one conespondence" also 
includes the Pablo-Mandel approacli, which suggested 

that Marx's views miglit have been appHcable in the last 
centur>-, but that in the twentieth century socialist 
revolution could be carried out by sections of the 
Stalinist bureaucracy, togetlier with nationalists like 
Castro. Similarly, Healy attributed a re\'olutionary role to 
nationalist leaders such as Gaddafi and Arafat. 

Tliis review fails to describe adequately the full 
significance of the two works by Kuroda. However, it 
lias become clear that he has emerged as the greatest 
Marxist of the second half of the twentieth century. Not 
only has he significantly contributed to the development 
of Marxist theory. He has also played a leading role in 
tlie building of the Japan Revolutionary Communist 
League, a formidable organisaUon with deep roots in the 
working class. It is the JRCL that undoubtedly represents 
tlie most advanced communist organisation in the world. 

Appendix: meaning of Japanese terms 

Topos: A here and now situation in which there is a 
subject and an object. The two interact with each other 
For example, working class and capitalist class, a 
communist and his or her workmates. 

Tachiba: To hold a tachiba is to take a definite position 
in\ol \g a conscious decision to revolutionise the topos. 
In other words, it means more than "having a point of 
view". 

Substance: The substratum or material canier of which 
a class or organisation consists, e.g., the substance of a 
political party is its members, the substance of the 
working class is proletarians. 
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