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Bourgeois cops
Mike Macnair accuses Cory Ansell 
of “quotation grazing” for Trotsky’s 
position on the cops (Letters, August 
7). It turns out that comrade Macnair’s 
representation of Trotsky’s position 
on municipalities is based on an 
unpublished manuscript, whereas 
comrade Ansell’s interpretation of the 
quotation he offers is unequivocally 
substantiated. Trotsky (as is well 
known!) asserts his class hatred for 
the police in What next? Vital question 
for the German proletariat (1932): 
“Consciousness is determined by 
environment even in this instance 
[of cops recruited from among social 
democratic workers]. The worker who 
becomes a policeman in the service of 
the capitalist state is a bourgeois cop, 
not a worker.”

Quotations aside, comrade Macnair 
expresses an incredible set of illusions 
in the capitalist state. He (and the CPGB 
programme) call for preventing the cops 
from being used against labour, despite 
this being the police’s primary function. 
Mike also seems to think there are police 
activities unrelated to the class struggle, 
as though part of the class struggle 
doesn’t consist of policing ‘crime’.

The arguments comrade Macnair 
presents for his revisionism on the 
state are, with due respect, silly. One 
argument: Lenin got help from some 
policemen, who had been Bolshevised. 
This isn’t a split in the apparatus, but 
a desertion of some of its elements. To 
paraphrase Mike, communists need 
to be able to distinguish. He could as 
logically argue that, because Edward 
Snowden performed a worthy political 
service, communists should call for 
democratising the US National Security 
Agency. Another argument by Mike: all 
parts of the state apparatus are equal. But 
communists have always distinguished 
between soldiers and policemen. Rank-
and-file soldiers are conscripts or short-
term enlistees. Cops are lifers. They’re 
also well paid, unlike soldiers, cops 
being in the first line of the class struggle.

For reasons not unrelated to his 
positions on the police, comrade Macnair 
surmises that the Sawant election was 
a (small) victory. The most overriding 
municipal question in America is the 
militarisation of the police. Yet, as 
comrade Ansell pointed out, Sawant 
defended a police chief who was quite 
agreeable to the use of riot cops. We’re 
seeing in St Louis what riot cops mean 
for workers. Even left liberals these days 
oppose the riot police. We don’t need a 
‘socialist’ in office who’s okay with their 
“judicious” use.
Stephen Diamond
email

Ticked off
I’d like to thank Mike Macnair for 
his August 14 letter regarding my 
elaboration on the Sawant victory in 
Seattle. It is an arduous task to decipher 
which is more grating: to distinguish 
even minute gains from utter defeat 
in a period of political reaction; or to 
weigh the varying shades of ineptitude 
that have become the hallmark of 
the pseudo-Marxist left. However, 
comrade Macnair’s reply contains some 
very useful information regarding this 
and other topics, so I’ll do my best to 
respond in kind.

Regarding Militant’s relatively 
sordid history in managing Liverpool, 
I believe their experience highlights 
the impossibility of attempting to 
maintain the machinery of the capitalist 
state. Serving as oppositionists in the 
legislature, such as the United States 
Congress, revolutionaries can operate 
as poles of resistance. The same cannot 
be done by becoming an administrator 
of the capitalist system. I believe it’s 

imperative to recall what Trotsky 
critiqued in Lessons of October as 
“the actual training of the masses to 
become imbued with the inviolability 
of the bourgeois state”, while I also note 
that the past practice of the Third and 
Fourth Internationals did not properly 
address the issue of executive offices of 
the capitalist state. Neither Trotsky nor 
Cannon elaborated fully on the issue of 
what happens if a communist were to 
actually win said positions - I believe 
history has enumerated the results.

Comrade Macnair’s posing of 
the CPGB position is fundamentally 
different from that of the Taaffeite 
Committee for a Workers’ International, 
which puts forth the inanity that the 
cops are ‘workers in blue’. However, 
they certainly don’t stand alone when 
it comes to advocating base reformist 
demands calling for community control 
of the police, accountability and to ‘jail 
killer cops’, the latter of which is a slogan 
also used by groups like the International 
Bolshevik Tendency. At the core, these 
calls represent perversions of the Marxist 
understanding of the state - not as some 
neutral actor in society, but instead as an 
organ of class rule.

Programmatically, this posits the 
necessity for the overthrow of the 
state through a workers’ revolution. 
What comrade Macnair claims is an 
example of my “ultra-leftist line” is 
merely a sharp countering of reformist 
tendencies that fail the acid test of 
understanding the armed fists of the 
bourgeoisie as class enemies, not some 
kind of group that can be won over if 
the workers swoon enough in their 
direction. Revolutionary Marxists must 
have a fundamental understanding of the 
necessity of winning over supporters of 
the destruction of the capitalists without 
crossing fundamental class lines and 
treading into the swamp.

Finally, I’ll concede that Trotsky’s 
statement in his History of the Russian 
Revolution was not meant to lay down 
a theoretical pronouncement, but 
it does highlight the importance of 
understanding the moods of the masses 
during a revolutionary situation. We’re 
reminded on a daily basis why the 
“bourgeois cop”, as Trotsky put it, have 
aroused such disdain. I do hope that 
revolutionary situations, new October 
revolutions, are what the CPGB actually 
hopes to see.

Such a scenario would alter the 
landscape of the aforementioned litmus 
test, but a revolutionary party cannot 
forget the crimes of the establishment, 
nor the misdeeds of those who are the 
real caricaturists: those among the fake 
Marxist left. As for my “language tics”, 
I consider them knee-jerk in regards to a 
fundamental opposition to the reformism 
of groups like the CWI.
Corey Ansel
email

Anti-Semitism
Ian Donovan describes my view that 
Jews can be anti-Semitic as “very 
strange” (Letters, August 14). To him 
perhaps it is, but that is the problem with 
trying to teach an old dog new tricks.

His understanding of what constitutes 
anti-Semitism is simply wrong. It’s a 
pity that Donovan didn’t read and try 
to understand my letter first, rather than 
instantly reaching for the keyboard, 
because I emphasised that anti-Semitism 
has changed over time. It is certainly not 
“hatred of people of Jewish origin purely 
for reason of their ethnic origin”. My 
ethnic origins are similar to that of many 
British people or Polish immigrants. 
Nazi anti-Semitism wasn’t based on 
Jewish ethnic origins, but the belief that 
Jews, wherever they lived, constituted 
a people apart, as the Zionists claimed. 
The Nazis racialised medieval anti-
Semitism, which was based on the social 
and economic role of Jews. I suggest that 
Donovan read Abram Leon’s The Jewish 
question - a Marxist interpretation or 
Israel Shahak’s Jewish history, Jewish 

religion if he wants to learn more.
Again if Donovan had bothered to 

read what I wrote, he would understand 
that Zionism was, quite rightly, seen 
by Jews as a Jewish manifestation of 
anti-Semitism. In the words of Isaac 
Deutscher in The non-Jewish Jew and 
other essays, “… the most fanatical 
enemies of Zionism were precisely the 
workers, those who spoke Yiddish ... they 
were the most determined opponents 
of the idea of an emigration from east 
Europe to Palestine ... To them anti-
Semitism seemed to triumph in Zionism, 
which recognised the legitimacy and the 
validity of the old cry, ‘Jews, get out!’ 
The Zionists were agreeing to get out.”

To suggest that Jewish anti-Semitism 
is a mental aberration is to ignore the 
evidence of Zionism’s record. If, as 
he accepts, there are Jewish Nazis in 
Israel, how is Donovan so sure that they 
consider Hitler was wrong regarding the 
Jews? On the contrary, a much wider 
spectrum of Zionists believe that the 
Jews of eastern Europe brought their 
tragedy upon their own heads and Hitler 
was simply the latest manifestation of 
non-Jewish hostility to a strange people.

To describe Gilad Atzmon as “a 
long-time principled defender of the 
Palestinians” says all you need to 
know about the politics of Ian Donovan. 
When principled Palestinians and Arabs 
like Ali Abunimah, Joseph Massad and 
Omar Barghouti denounce Atzmon for 
his racism in the statement ‘Granting 
no quarter: A call for the disavowal 
of the racism and anti-Semitism of 
Gilad Atzmon’, it speaks volumes that 
Ian Donovan continues to defend the 
anti-Semitic rogue even after the SWP 
abandoned him. Donovan should read 
the statement and in particular the 
paragraph: “Atzmon’s politics rest 
on one main overriding assertion that 
serves as a springboard for vicious 
attacks on anyone who disagrees with 
his obsession with ‘Jewishness’. He 
claims that all Jewish politics is ‘tribal’, 
and essentially, Zionist. Zionism, to 
Atzmon, is not a settler-colonial project, 
but a trans-historical ‘Jewish’ one, part 
and parcel of defining oneself as a Jew 
... we believe Atzmon’s argument is 
itself Zionist, because it agrees with the 
ideology of Zionism and Israel that the 
only way to be a Jew is to be a Zionist.”

Donovan also excuses, if not denies, 
Atzmon’s holocaust-denial politics, as in 
this example: “If, for instance, the Nazis 
wanted the Jews out of their Reich … or 
even dead, as the Zionist narrative insists, 
how come they marched hundreds of 
thousands of them back into the Reich 
at the end of the war? If the Nazis ran 
a death factory in Auschwitz-Birkenau, 
why would the Jewish prisoners join 
them at the end of the war? We should 
ask for some conclusive historical 
evidence and arguments rather than 
follow a religious narrative ...”

I suggest that Donovan access my 
guide to the sayings of Gilad Atzmon 
(http://azvsas.blogspot.co.uk/2011/03/
guide-to-sayings-of-gilad-atzmon-anti.
html) and stop spouting such rubbish.
Tony Greenstein
Brighton

Ignorant at best
In excusing certain “alienated Jewish 
people” for casting doubt on the facts of 
the holocaust, Ian Donovan writes that 
said event occurred “decades before 
most people today were actually born, 
and which they therefore cannot have 
any first-hand knowledge of”.

The mass exclusion of the majority 
of the Palestinian Arab population from 
what is now the territory of the state 
of Israel (the Naqba) occurred in the 
same decade as the holocaust. I suspect 
that Ian Donovan would be more than 
a little critical of anyone who used the 
fact of the antiquity of the former event 
to excuse ‘Naqba denialists’.

Holocaust denial is generally 
regarded as anti-Semitic. If those doing 
the denying are Jews, then it seems not 

unreasonable to claim that this is a case 
of Jews practising anti-Semitism. Of 
course, holocaust-denial on the part of 
Jews is a very rare phenomenon indeed, 
so in claiming that “just about the only 
group of people who have such doubts 
these days [about the holocaust] are such 
alienated Jews”, Ian Donovan apparently 
demonstrates a woeful lack of awareness 
of contemporary anti-Semitism. Giving 
credence to a microscopically small 
group of Jews who doubt the facts of 
the holocaust weakens the cause of 
the movement in solidarity with the 
Palestinian Arabs, and may act to give 
a propaganda boost to the anti-Semites 
who are currently emerging from the 
woodwork across Europe to engage in 
physical attacks on Jewish communities.

Ian Donovan is being disingenuous 
when he writes: “… as the state 
of Israel descends into the level of 
popular odium previously reserved for 
Nazi Germany…” He implies that the 
crimes of Israel are equal to the crimes 
of the Nazis in their enormity, without 
explicitly endorsing this view. He seems 
to be trying to both have his cake and 
eat it. If he does not believe that Israel 
is as bad as Nazi Germany, then he 
should not suggest that it is. If he does 
hold this view, then he should say so 
unambiguously. I consider those who 
regard Israel in this way to be ignorant 
at best, anti-Semitic at worst.
John Cable
email

Gazan prison
Paul Demarty suggests that “terrorising 
the Gaza population sufficiently for 
large numbers to go into exile … is, 
ultimately, the most plausible motive 
for the slaughter, the plainly deliberate 
targeting of civilian buildings and non-
combatants - to scare or force people 
into leaving. Over 460,000 people have 
been displaced so far (a quarter of the 
population): how many will return?” 
(‘Only an Arab revolution can liberate 
Palestine’, August 7).

Elsewhere in the article, Paul 
Demarty states that “Gaza is a prison”, 
but it is clear from the above quote that 
he is unaware of why the Gaza Strip has 
been likened to a prison: the fact that 
its inhabitants are not free to leave. The 
460,000 people who have been forced 
to move by the bombardment have been 
internally displaced. They are free to 
return to what remains of their homes.

The vast majority of the Palestinian 
Arabs living in Gaza are stateless and are 
not allowed to leave. If Paul Demarty is 
unaware of this basic fact, then perhaps 
he should not be writing articles 
pontificating on the Palestine question.
Paul Kegan
email

Strike a blow
For those who haven’t understood the 
Catholic mystery of three individual 
gods in the single god, Jack Conrad’s 
explanation of the three states in one 
state must be equally mystifying (‘More 
than a union of two crowns’, August 14).

While painstakingly trying to dismiss 
the “myth” of a Scottish nation, he tries 
in the meantime to sell us the reality of a 
new UK nation - that Scottish and Welsh 
nationality, if it ever existed, is subsumed 
into a single, new nationality of UK 
Britishness. He tells us that, although 
Scotland had been an independent 
state, and presumably knows that state 
fought the English state for more than 
300 years, a Scottish nationality wasn’t 
developed. That the union of the crowns 
was some egalitarian decision to sink 
the three states into one central state 
and henceforth the peoples of the three 
‘regions’ would become one nationality, 
‘the British’.

Frankly, I think the story of the holy 
trinity is more acceptable. What Jack is 
doing is simply reciting the view of the 
victor. James VI united the crowns of 
Ireland, Scotland and England in 1603. 
The fact that one god-chosen bod ruled 

all four nations didn’t mean those four 
nations no longer existed any more 
than that William the Conqueror made 
us all French.

The ‘Glorious Revolut ion’ 
of 1688, which overthrew the 
monarchy, did not preside over 
some democratic shift of power to 
the nations, the regions or the people. 
It remained firmly a southern-
based state with little or no actual 
control by ‘the people’. It actually 
continued and consolidated a process 
of centralisation of power in the 
south, which bred a rising feeling of 
resentment in the north that they were 
being increasingly marginalised. You 
will never make sense of the Wars 
of the Roses without understanding 
this. The north, Yorkshire, sometimes 
Lancashire and, more consistently, 
N o r t h u m b e r l a n d  d e v e l o p e d 
differently from the south, with 
different religious and cultural values 
than the southern-based ruling class. 
This is demonstrated time and again 
in rebellions across the centuries.

But, let us be clear, little if any of 
this makes any difference to the actual 
referendum vote. It is the actions of 
successive governments both before and 
since Thatcher which have forced the 
Scottish working class to cry ‘Enough’. 
Ignored, neglected, marginalised by an 
arrogant southern, English-based ruling 
class, interested only in the welfare and 
prosperity of the City of London and 
the south, Scots - who carry a strong 
cultural and historic identity, no matter 
what Jack thinks - have decided that 
enough is enough. I agree it’s enough 
for the rest of us too and, were we given 
a similar choice to see the bastards off 
and officially live without them, as they 
have done to the north, we would no 
doubt vote to exercise some autonomy 
and regional controls too.

Of course, the working class of the 
whole island enjoy a special and linked 
relationship and will continue to do so, 
whatever the outcome of the referendum, 
since it is merely an attempt to strike 
a blow at the UK state - and all power 
to their elbow. We all know this isn’t 
real independence. The contradiction of 
not having a referendum on the EU too 
hasn’t even been mentioned and, weak 
though the whole affair is and riddled 
with contradictions, a ‘yes’ vote is in my 
view a progressive one.
David Douglass
South Shields

Attachment
One more comment on Peter Manson’s 
letter on the question of Scotland’s 
democracy (August 20). He says: 
“Unbelievably, [Steve Freeman] held up 
the statements of the Scottish National 
Party as examples of the progressive, 
democratic, popular movement that 
is sweeping Scotland.” Not quite. 
What I argued was that there was a 
national democratic movement which 
is “sweeping” Scotland, and which is 
currently led by the SNP. The SNP is the 
right wing of the movement. It published 
a draft bill on Scotland’s democracy 
with a written constitution, popular 
sovereignty, self-determination and the 
possibility of a constituent assembly.

Peter spins on: “Comrade Freeman 
was convinced that such a constituent 
assembly would boast a strong 
republican component - although he 
was forced to concede that the SNP’s 
current sycophantic adherence to the 
monarchy under ‘Her Majesty, the 
Queen’ (to quote the declaration he read 
out) was a ‘contradiction’. You can say 
that again.” This is not entirely accurate. 
It is likely there would be an identifiable 
republican component. However, there 
has to be a republican party which, like 
in England, is currently absent. He says 
I was “forced” to concede this. Nonsense 
- I volunteered the information about the 
pro-monarchy clause before anybody 
else mentioned it.

Finally Peter sees “contradiction” 
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CPGB podcasts
Every Monday we upload a podcast commenting on the current 
political situation. In addition, the site features voice files of public 
meetings and other events: http://cpgb.org.uk/home/podcasts. 
London Communist Forum
Sunday September 7, 5pm: Weekly political report from CPGB 
Provisional Central Committee, followed by open discussion and 
Capital reading group. Calthorpe Arms, 252 Grays Inn Road, London 
WC1. This meeting: Vol 1, appendix: ‘Results of the immediate 
process of production’ (continued).
Organised by CPGB: www.cpgb.org.uk.
Radical Anthropology Group
Introduction to anthropology
Saturday September 6, 11am to 5pm: Taster day - ‘Myths, rituals 
and human origins’, Cock Tavern, 23 Phoenix Road, London NW1. 
With Camilla Power and Chris Knight. Talks are free, but small 
donations are welcome.
Organised by Radical Anthropology Group:
http://radicalanthropologygroup.org.
Austerity wrecks lives
Saturday September 6, 11am: Rally, Castlefield Arena, Liverpool 
Road, Manchester M3.
Organised by Unison: www.unisonnw.org/sat6sep.
Remember Featherstone Massacre
Saturday September 6, 2pm: Guided commemorative walk, from 
Bradley Arms, Willow Lane, North Featherstone.
Organised by Wakefield Socialist History Group: 
alanharperstewart@hotmail.co.uk.
Right to Remain
Saturday September 6, 12 noon to 5pm: Annual conference on 
immigrant rights, Praxis Community Projects, Pott Street, Bethnal 
Green, London E2.
Organised by Right to Remain: www.righttoremain.org.uk.
999 call for the NHS
Saturday September 6, 10am: Last stage of national march. 
Assemble Edmonton Green, London N9 for march to rally in Trafalgar 
Square, London WC2, at 3.30pm.
Organised by 999callfornhs: www.999callfornhs.org.uk.
Why the left must say ‘yes’
Saturday September 6, 1pm: Rally for Scottish independence, 
London South Bank University, London Road, London SE1 (nearest 
tube: Elephant and Castle - entrance is 50 yards on the right). 
Speakers: Bernadette McAliskey, former MP for Mid-Ulster; Allan 
Armstrong, Radical Independence Campaign.
Organised by Left Republican Socialist Tendency:
www.facebook.com/RepublicanSocialistTendency.
Keep striking together for a pay rise
Sunday September 7, 2pm: Rally and lobby of TUC congress, 
Jurys Inn Hotel, opposite Echo Arena conference centre, Keel Wharf, 
Liverpool L3. Speakers include Mark Serwotka.
Organised by National Shop Stewards Network: http://shopstewards.net.
Solidarity with Gaza
Tuesday September 9, 12 noon: Mass lobby of parliament, followed 
by rally, Westminster Cathedral Hall, Ambrosden Avenue, London SW1.
Organised by Palestine Solidarity Campaign: www.palestinecampaign.org.
Is austerity an act of violence?
Wednesday September 10, 2pm: Debate, 2 Langley Lane, London SW8.
Organised by Crime and Justice: www.crimeandjustice.org.uk.
Celebrate gay art
All at Ron Todd House, 33-37 Moreland Street, London EC1.
Friday September 12, 6.30pm: Performance by Mexican LGBTQ 
activist and artist Orgy Punk.
Friday September 19, 6.30pm: Screening of Dancers - queer 
commentary on austerity in Portugal - followed by discussion.
Thursday September 25, 6.30pm: Talk by London-based artist Jose 
Vigers about his work. 
Organised by Unite London LGBT Committee: mabuse@mabuse.plus.com.
Diggers festival
Saturday September 13, 11am to 9.30pm: Annual celebration at the 
birthplace of Gerard Winstanley, The Wiend, Wigan WN1.
Organised by Wigan Diggers Festival: www.wigandiggersfestival.org.
War, peace and internationalism
Saturday September 13, 2pm: Rally, Brighthelm Centre, North 
Road, Brighton BN1. Speakers include Jeremy Corbyn MP.
Organised by the Labour Representation Committee: http://l-r-c.org.uk.
No glory
Saturday September 20, time tbc: Peace History Lecture, Friends 
Meeting House, 6 Mount Street, Manchester M2. Speaker: John 
Westmoreland. Organised by No Glory: www.noglory.org.
Sex workers need rights
Tuesday October 7, 7.30pm: Discussion, The Mesmerist, 1-3 Prince 
Albert Street, Brighton BN1. With Laura Watson, English Collective 
of Prostitutes.
Organised by Sussex LRC: www.facebook.com/events/589151987859885/?ref=5.
CPGB wills
Remember the CPGB and keep the struggle going. Put our party’s 
name and address, together with the amount you wish to leave, in your 
will. If you need further help, do not hesitate to contact us.

in a moralistic way of merely exposing 
hypocrisy. But I meant it in a dialectical 
way, as pointing to an unresolved conflict 
at the heart of the situation that will play 
out if there is a ‘yes’ vote. If you want 
that contradiction to become the main 
issue then you have to vote ‘yes’ and not 
sit on the fence.

The CPGB supported a critical ‘yes’ 
vote in the ‘Save Nick Clegg’s bacon’ 
alternative vote referendum under the 
crown. You argued it was a democratic 
advance. If you can do that and yet can’t 
bring yourself to see that this referendum 
is much more significant, then there is 
something fundamentally wrong. You 
have attached yourself to the British 
union, the British constitution and hence 
the British state and its ruling class. This 
is all because of the phrase about the 
“historically constituted British working 
class” dating back to 1820.
Steve Freeman
LU Scottish Republic Yes tendency

More profits
A proper response to Esteban Maito’s 
article, ‘And yet it moves (down)’ 
(August 14), requires more time and 
space than available in a letter. I confine 
myself, therefore, to a summary of the 
main points. A fuller response can be 
found on my blog: http://boffyblog.
blogspot.co.uk/2014/08/maito-and-rate-
of-turnover-of-capital.html.

I welcome Maito’s attempt to 
calculate the rate of turnover and its 
effect on the annual rate of profit. I have 
been arguing that is necessary for some 
years. However, I believe his attempt 
suffers from errors in theory and flaws 
in methodology, so his calculation of 
the rate of turnover is wrong and, 
consequently, his conclusions in relation 
to the annual rate of profit are also wrong.

Maito also seems to have a 
misconception about the nature of 
the argument, when he refers to 
“debunkers”. I do not deny the validity 
of ‘the law’ as such. It explains why 
profit margins fall, even as the annual 
rate of profit and mass of profit rises. It 
explains why the annual rate of profit 
falls at various stages of the long-wave 
cycle. I believe we are entering such a 
stage currently. The argument is about 
whether the rate of profit was falling or 
rising from the 1980s through to 2008, 
and thereby provided an explanation for 
that crisis, and whether the law is a basis 
for Marx’s theory of crisis in general.

As I set out in my book, Marx 
and Engels’ theories of crisis: 
understanding the coming storm, crises 
of overproduction caused by high annual 
rates of profit, are more likely where 
there are falling profit margins - one 
cause of which is the effect of the law. 
In periods of long-wave downturn, when 
there are few new industries capable of 
providing a profitable home for capital, 
the law explains why it does not make 
sense to sizeably increase accumulation 
in existing industries, even when the 
annual rate of profit itself is rising.

Maito says: “Capitalist production 
consists of a valorisation process (M-M’) 
through the exploitation of the labour 
force (M-C...P...-C’-M’).”

This is wrong. Marx says this is only 
the circuit of “newly active capital”. It 
is “the form of capital that is newly 
invested, either as capital recently 
accumulated in the form of money, or 
as some old capital which is entirely 
transformed into money for the purpose 
of transfer from one branch of industry 
to another” (Capital Vol 2, chapter 2). 
The circuit of productive capital, by 
contrast, is: “P ... C’-M’-C ... P”. This 
“signifies the periodical renewal of the 
functioning of productive capital, hence 
its reproduction, … aiming at the self-
expansion of value; not only production, 
but a periodical reproduction of surplus-
value; the function of industrial capital 
in its productive form, and this function 
performed not once but periodically 
repeated, so that the renewal is 
determined by the starting point.”

This is important when analysing 
the rate of turnover and rate of profit 
because this circuit makes clear that it 

is not money-capital being analysed, 
but a process of the self-expansion of 
capital-value, of the productive capital, 
via its own reproduction, on the basis 
of repeated turnovers of the advanced 
circulating capital. This formula also 
describes that it is the advance of 
this capital value, to the production 
process, that is the start and end point 
of the circuit, not to be confused with 
the payments made, of wages, or for 
materials, etc.

I do not believe it possible to derive a 
rate of turnover by working backwards 
from official national income and output 
data, because that data is not suitable for 
analysis in Marxist terms. It is, in part, 
the same problem that Marx identifies in 
Capital Vol 2, in analysing the circulation 
of the total social capital, and his critique 
of Smith’s ‘Trinity formula’, whereby 
Marx outlines that this data resolves 
the value of output down into factor 
incomes (wages, profits, rents, interest 
and taxes), in other words, into V+S. 
For Marxist analysis this is inadequate, 
because the value of output is C+V+S. 
It misses out the large and growing 
quantity of constant capital that does not 
produce revenue, falling into the above 
categories, because it is an exchange of 
capital with capital, not revenue.

More importantly, I believe that 
it is only possible to derive a useful 
estimate of the rate of turnover by 
using the same method as Marx and 
Engels, which is to analyse the working 
period, production time and circulation 
time of commodities produced by the 
main industries, and then weight this 
according to the proportion of the total 
social capital these industries constitute. 
When this is done, it becomes clear 
that Maito’s guesstimates are wildly 
inaccurate. For example, according to 
him, the current rate of turnover in the 
UK is 12 and, using his methodology 
and extrapolating backwards, he arrives 
at a rate of turnover for 1855 of 1.3.

Purely on the basis of theory and 
common sense, or knowledge of some 
of the main industries of the time, it 
should have occurred to him that this 
figure must be wrong. Such a low rate 
of turnover would be incompatible with 
the kind of mass production that Marx 
says is required by industrial capitalism. 
This rate of turnover would have meant 
either that productivity was so low as 
to be not compatible with capitalist 
production or massive buildings just 
to accommodate the huge quantities of 
commodities streaming from factories, 
or would have required circulation 
times so long as to be compatible 
only with conditions existing prior to 
industrial capitalism!

But we have the actual information 
based on immediate facts provided by 
Marx and Engels themselves. Engels 
did not have to guess, because, as a 
functioning capitalist, he knew exactly 
how much circulating and fixed capital 
he advanced, and knew exactly what his 
production and circulation time was. He 
tells us in Capital Vol 3, chapter 4, that 
the rate of turnover in 1871 for “the 
cotton spinnery of 10,000 mule spindles” 
was 8.5 - or nearly seven times the figure 
that Maito arrives at for 1855. Engels’ 
statement of the actual rate is closer to 
the rate of turnover of capital that Maito 
wants us to believe exists in 2014.

Engels also sets out why the current 
rate must be much higher than what 
Maito calculates. Engels points out 
that, at relatively little cost, the rate 
of turnover in steel production had 
been increased massively and, in the 
production of dyes, processes that 
previously required years had been 
reduced to just weeks. Engels says that 
shipping times to India and the US were 
reduced by up to 90%, and “The period 
of turnover of the total world commerce 
has been reduced to the same extent, and 
the efficacy of the capital involved in it 
has been more than doubled or trebled. 
It goes without saying that this has not 
been without effect on the rate of profit.”

So here we have both production 
and circulation times being slashed 
and rate of turnover being trebled 

within just a few years. Yet Maito 
says, 160 years after 1855, the rate of 
turnover has only increased by nine 
times. A World Bank report showed 
the productivity in 1965 of dock labour 
(prior to containerisation) was 1.7 
tons per hour. Post-containerisation, 
in 1970, that had risen to 30 tons per 
hour. The average ship size went from 
8.4 GRT to 19.4 GRT, insurance costs 
fell from £0.24 to £0.04, and capital 
tied up in transit halved from £2 per 
ton to £1 per ton. Today, 90% of goods 
are transported by container. A similar 
massive increase in the rate of turnover, 
slashing the circulation period in the 
space of five years, as that described 
by Engels. Yet that transformation 
was small beer compared with the 
revolution in circulation times brought 
about by the internet and changes in 
global financial systems.

Maito’s methodology of imputing 
a rate of turnover from the relation of 
inventories to total output is flawed, 
not just because of the inadequacies of 
the official data in that regard, but also 
because it fails to account for the massive 
shift in production and consumption 
away from manufacturing towards 
services and new types of production, 
where such inventory levels are largely 
irrelevant. For example, one of the 
largest and fastest growing industries 
is computer games production. What 
relevance do inventories have for this 
industry, nearly all of whose value 
comes from the complex labour of 
the programmers employed within 
it? But that applies to many of the 
new large industries - for example, 
pharmaceuticals, biotechnology and 
so on.

There is a logical inconsistency in 
Maito’s argument because he wants to 
argue that it is this rise in the proportion 
and value of fixed capital that is behind 
the falling rate of profit, whilst denying 
that this same process causes productivity 
to rise sufficiently to compensate for the 
rise in the organic composition of capital.
Arthur Bough
email

Food for thought
I attended some of the CPGB’s 
Communist University for the first 
time in August. I’ve been a financial 
supporter of the CPGB since intensively 
researching British left groups late last 
year and finding them the sanest. I 
thought attending CU would be a good 
way of further assessing the CPGB’s 
‘cultural tone’.

I found the wide-ranging formal 
sessions very thought-provoking, with 
discussion extremely comradely - even 
a heated debate on a classic question 
of objective and subjective factors in 
history: namely, had Trotsky taken 
power, would he have ‘become Stalin’?

Even informal discussions in breaks 
were extremely illuminating. One 
erudite comrade related the ‘anecdote’ 
that some workers, given control of their 
factories during the Russian Revolution, 
sold the machinery and bought land; 
while simultaneously pointing it up as an 
illustration of the persistence of peasant 
consciousness in recently and very 
partially proletarianised populations. 
This insightful coupling of anecdote and 
analysis I shall never forget.

The atmosphere was friendly in the 
extreme and I felt welcomed despite 
being slightly grumpy and withdrawn 
with a bout of irritable bowel syndrome. 
It was very useful to put faces to some 
of the party members, supporters and 
antagonistic polemicists I have read in 
the Weekly Worker and see them in a 
more fluid and interactive context.

All in all, it was a model event for 
developing working class solidarity 
and consciousness at a high political 
level, for which I congratulate the 
CPGB comrades: I materialised this 
view by paying well over the going 
rate for the sessions I attended and the 
excellent food supplied that I partook 
of.
Tim Reid
London
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Tories on the back foot 
Daniel Harvey looks at the fallout from Douglas Carswell’s defection

It is no mean feat nowadays to keep 
news as big as a major defection 
secret for long, but the UK 

Independence Party leadership seem 
to have managed to do so last week. 
The journalists who went along to the 
Ukip press conference were expecting 
something along the lines of news of 
a big donation to the party. Instead 
what they got was Douglas Carswell, 
the Conservative MP for Clacton, 
announcing that he thought the Tory 
leadership was not serious about 
Europe and that, whereas he was a ‘real 
moderniser’, the prime minister was 
really a politician for the status quo.

It has been said that despite the 
initial shock, this did not come as a 
huge surprise to the Tory leadership, 
given that Carswell has been one 
of the more awkward members of 
the Europhobic right of the party. 
Apparently a bit of a loner even on 
the backbenches, he has never sought 
office, according to Iain-Duncan 
Smith - which is hardly surprising, 
given not only his rather eclectic 
anti-European Union views, but also 
his support for policies like the right 
to recall MPs and the open primaries 
the Tory Party initially trumpeted 
but has let slide since forming the 
government alongside the Liberal 
Democrats in 2010.

The fact that something like this 
has surprised some commentators is 
doubly strange in view of the fact that 
Stuart Wheeler, the major donor to 
the Conservative Party who made a 
£100 million fortune speculating on 
gold prices, has been actively courting 
rightwing Tory MPs to get them to 
defect to Ukip. Apparently there are 
eight with whom he has been having 
serious talks in the recent past. The 
initial frantic phone-round of the 
leading Eurosceptics by the party 
whips in the first hour after Carswell’s 
defection told the Tory leadership what 
they had guessed - that there were no 
others thinking about leaving for now.

But there have been some very 
public musings from some of these 
MPs. Zac Goldsmith has said that he 
would consider the move if Ukip were 
not quite so “hopeless” on green issues - 
his own particular hobby horse. It would 
actually be a much harder move for MPs 
other than Carswell to make. Clacton is, 
no doubt about it, a special case - as Dr 
Matthew Goodwin, author of Revolt on 
the right, has pointed out, it is probably 
the seat most positively disposed to Ukip 
in the country. This former marginal seat, 
where the Labour vote has collapsed, 
has a very old, overwhelmingly white 
electorate and there is a large, disaffected 
Tory voting base. By contrast, other 
Eurosceptic Tory MPs would face 
certain defeat if they attempted to seek 
re-election on a Ukip ticket. The fact 
that Carswell has set a precedent by 
standing for re-election after switching 
sides has probably discouraged others - 
only Clacton is such a safe bet. In fact 
the previously selected Ukip candidate, 
Roger Lord, angrily claimed that 
Carswell had made him “unemployed” 
- he is even considering standing on the 
Conservative ticket for the seat just to 
spite him!1

Many MPs have been publicly 
supporting the idea of a Ukip-
Conservative pact of some kind, but 
really what they are still after at this 
point is teasing more concessions out of 
David Cameron. Specifically what this 
means is a commitment along the lines 
of what Steve Baker, MP for Wycombe, 
says: namely a pledge that any failure 
on the part of Cameron to renegotiate 
the terms of EU membership will 
lead him to campaign for a ‘no’ vote 
in the promised referendum on EU 
membership in 2017. John Redwood, 

a former cabinet minister, talks along 
the same lines:

The task before the party in the 
run-up to May is to reassemble the 
Conservative family. This can only 
be done through strong advocacy 
of a new relationship with the EU. 
To have a chance of a successful 
renegotiation, the EU has to 
understand there are conditions that 
would lead to the exit of Britain.2

There is a growing tendency among 
the Tories along these lines, with a 
substantial minority of MPs becoming 
seriously discontented with Cameron’s 
strategy.

Europe
It seems unlikely in the extreme that 
Cameron is going to seriously get the 
27 other countries in the EU to agree 
to a whole tranche of one-sided treaty 
changes within just a few years. His 
humiliation over the appointment of 
Jean-Claude Junker as EU president 
earlier this year was a case in point, 
demonstrating the real extent of 
Britain’s isolation in Europe. What 
Carswell apparently heard discussed at 
a seminar held between top officials in 
the Conservative Party and the German 
Christian Democrats was that the real 
point was to do the absolute minimum 
necessary to convince the electorate to 
stay in Europe after the next election.

It is obvious that Cameron’s 
promise of a referendum after this 
‘renegotiation’ was always really just a 
tactic for winning in 2015. Eurosceptic 
MPs are right in suspecting that the 
party leadership is really aiming to 
keep Britain in the EU in the best way 
they can. The occasional whelping 
coming out of the United States is 
instructive - the last thing it wants 
to see is its closest ally, which has 
loyally been acting as a spanner in 
the EU integration works for many 
decades now, not only pull out, but 
also be potentially weakened through 
Scottish independence. At 
the same time, Sir 
Mike Rake, 
p r e s i d e n t 
o f  t h e 

Confederation of British Industry, has 
warned Cameron about the damage 
being done to the economy through 
“political uncertainty” on Europe as 
well as Scotland.3

As Tim Stanley put it in The Daily 
Telegraph, the right of the party is now 
predicting that “Cameron will win 
some cosmetic changes to Britain’s 
relationship with the EU, declare that 
there is no longer any need to leave, 
and then campaign - along with Labour, 
the Lib Dems, the BBC, the Anglican 
church and Stephen Fry - to stay in the 
EU”.4 If this can be called a strategy for 
defeating Ukip and finally putting the 
Europe question to bed, then it is one 
that is seriously flawed.

It requires at the very least that the 
new settlement won from the EU has 
a modicum of plausibility. Given the 
emphasis from both the Tories and 
Ukip on immigration, which is much 
stronger in determining how people 
say they will vote, it would surely have 
to include a substantial change in the 
right of free movement - perhaps a way 
of Britain permanently setting limits 
on immigration to the UK from within 
the EU. It seems very hard to see how 
this is going to be agreed by other 
countries, given how fundamental it 
is to the whole project.

You have to seriously question how 
sensible it was for Cameron to try to 
out-compete Ukip on this turf in the 
first place. Ukip has a clear answer to 
the immigration ‘problem’ - and that is 
pulling up the drawbridge by leaving 
the EU, and imposing draconian limits 
on migration from outside Europe. 
That is the only answer that is going 
to satisfy voters who want immigration 
curbed. As has been pointed out, 
despite being a large group, these 
voters are not enough to win elections 
by themselves - or, as the liberal Tory 
and ex-MP, Matthew Paris, has put it 
in The Times,

There are plenty of nutters 
out  there and maybe the 

nutters do need a party to represent 
them, though the slow-dawning 
disappointment that awaits the Tory 
right in the coming decades is that 
there will never be quite enough 
nutters to form a government.5

You cannot help but agree, but this 
is not something Cameron has been 
willing to accept, as he attempts to 
hold the party together. He has drifted to 
the right, despite his cuddly rebranding 
exercise over such questions as gay 
marriage, which he used to detoxify the 
Tory image, and has apparently revived 
most of the manifesto he helped write 
for Michael Howard in 2005.

The major problem here is that 
his campaign promise of cutting 
immigration to the “tens of thousands” 
is in tatters. Well over half a million 
people made their home in the UK last 
year, it turns out, which is exactly as 
it was for most of the Labour years, 
and, unfortunately for the Tories, that 
has been driven by increased numbers 
from within the EU.

Schism
Despite what has happened, it seems 
entirely possible that the Tories 
will emerge as the largest party 
in next year’s election, given the 
tendency of sitting governments to 
consolidate their support as polling 
day approaches. But strategists are 
telling Cameron that it is impossible 
for the party to win outright unless 
Ukip support falls to roughly half its 
current level. Research consistently 
shows that three Tory voters switch to 
Ukip for every one that comes from 
Labour. Nigel Farage knows that his 
claims to the contrary are completely 
false in this respect.

Amongst Conservative pundits 
and supporters attitudes are split, 
as you might expect. In the bulk of 
the commentary in The Times and 
The Daily Telegraph, as well as on 
Conservative Home, the grassroots 
Tory website, attitudes towards 
Carswell are mostly adulatory. Words 
like “honourable” and “principled” 
have been thrown around. At most, 
Carswell is described as “misguided” 

for opening up the election to Ed 
Miliband, which might put the 
kibosh on the possibility of an 
in/out referendum completely. 
In any case, a whole raft of 
Conservative MPs have said they 

will refuse to campaign against 
Carswell in the by-election.

For those in the Tory centre, 
however, the situation is much 
more serious. A leader in The 
Times echoed Polly Toynbee’s 
phrase about those “dangerous 
Trotskyites of the right”, while 
Matthew Parris has antagonised 
a lot of Conservative supporters 
by indignantly describing 
the Eurosceptics as wreckers. 

It seems Carswell timed his 
defection to inflict maximum 
injury on his party, and that is 
indicative of the Tory right wing’s 
intransigent strategy in general. 
According to Parris,

Ukip and the Tory irreconcilables 
are perfectly relaxed about the 
possibility that Mr Cameron could 
lose the next election; they do not 
want the EU referendum that would 
follow his victory. They want the 
present Tory leadership to stumble 
and fall, and, from the internal 
battle that would follow, they see 
the emergence of a new kind of 
party led by a new kind of leader 
from the anti-European right.6

In this line of thinking, the key for 

the right is to actually get the kind of 
referendum that they can win, on their 
own terms, which means Cameron and 
Osborne might have to be defeated first.

Parris could be right in thinking that 
a “Tory schism is all but inevitable”, 
but in that case it is simply about 
playing for time, whilst ensuring, 
in his words, that “the breakaway 
zealots don’t get the house, the car, the 
company, the client list, the trademark 
or the brand”.

There may be a small handful of 
defections after Carswell achieves his 
thumping victory in Clacton (he has 
a 44-point lead at the moment), but 
the real fate of the Conservative Party 
will hinge on the razor-thin margin of 
victory or defeat in the next election. 
The potential successors to Cameron 
and Osborne have almost all taken a 
line slightly to the right of theirs.

Many are resigning themselves 
to the seeming inevitability of Boris 
Johnson’s ascendancy to leadership 
and eventual premiership. He has 
parachuted into the constituency 
of Uxbridge in London, stating that 
he would campaign against EU 
membership if the renegotiation does 
not convince him. Some have been 
trying to get Boris to stand against 
Carswell in the Clacton by-election, 
but it goes without saying that he is not 
such an idiot as to fall into that trap.

Left response
Anti-EU populist nationalism is, of 
course, not confined to the right. The 
left has trailed Ukip in its own way 
- particularly in the form of No2EU, 
the left-nationalist front made up 
of the Morning Star’s Communist 
Party of Britain, the Socialist Party 
in England and Wales and the RMT 
union. However, trying to compete 
with Ukip is more insane for the 
Marxist left than it is for Cameron. 
The homeopathic share of the vote 
No2EU received says everything we 
need to know about the viability of 
that project.

On the other hand, hoping for 
rightwing infighting to allow a 
Labour victory by default is lazy in 
the extreme. Labour too have joined 
in the Ukip chasing with its rhetoric 
about curbing immigration, and is not 
immune from the possibility of losing 
one or two eccentric MPs to Farage’s 
party. There probably will be no major 
defectors from this quarter, but that 
cannot be ruled out completely. There 
is a substantial nationalist streak 
within Labourism - it is part of its 
political logic in the first place. ‘Blue 
Labour’ has taken this tendency to a 
whole new level.

If the left is ever going to win in 
Britain, it must be on the basis of 
its own internationalist and socialist 
principles. It is not the case, as Phil 
Hearse of Socialist Resistance implies 
on the Left Unity website, that just 
being something - anything - to the 
left of Labour will cut it against the 
dominant rightwing ideology.7 You 
cannot outdo Ukip in picking up cheap, 
populist support, when Farage and co 
can rely on a whole raft of rightwing 
media support, feeding on deep levels 
of popular prejudice l

Notes
1. The Times August 29 2014.
2. The Sunday Times August 31 2014.
3. www.cbi.org.uk/media-centre/press-
releases/2014/05/political-uncertainty-climbing-
up-business-risk-register-cbi-president-sir-mike-
rake.
4. http://blogs.telegraph.co.uk/news/
timstanley/100284529/douglas-carswell-shock-
turns-out-some-tory-mps-are-still-a-bit-right-wing.
5. The Times August 30 2014.
6. Ibid.
7. http://leftunity.org/the-truth-about-ukip-and-
the-tory-right.Douglas Carswell: safe seat
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UKRAINE

The price of nationalism
Mike Macnair reviews the cynical geopolitical manoeuvres of the rival power blocs
At the time of writing, Ukrainian 
president Petro Poroshenko has just 
announced an agreement in principle 
with his Russian counterpart, Vladimir 
Putin, that there ought to be a 
“ceasefire process” in eastern Ukraine. 
Putin’s office has immediately 
commented that, since Russia is (they 
say) not engaged in fighting in eastern 
Ukraine, Russia cannot deliver a 
ceasefire: this is merely an agreement 
on what ought to happen.1 Indeed, 
even if - as western governments and 
media claim - regular Russian forces 
are involved, it is quite clear that a lot 
of the fighting on the ‘pro-Russian’ 
side is being conducted by Russian 
rightwing nationalist militias.

Of course, it is not clear that 
Poroshenko can deliver a ceasefire 
either: the fighting on the Ukrainian 
‘government’ side is being conducted 
mainly not by the regular army, 
which collapsed in the face of initial 
civilian resistance in April,2 but by 
privately funded rightwing militias.3 
So US president Barack Obama is 
perhaps right to be sceptical about the 
‘ceasefire’ announcement.4

The backdrop in eastern Ukraine 
to this development is that over the 
last week, the military tide, which 
was running strongly in favour of 
Kiev ‘government forces’, has been 
reversed: the pro-Russia militia, 
perhaps with aid from Russian 
regulars, have scored a series of 
successes and opened a new front on 
the coast of the Black Sea.5

The easterners have now for some 
time been using the tsarist-era term, 
‘Novorossiya’ (‘New Russia’), for 
their territory: it refers to the province 
covering the whole north shore of the 
Black Sea, excluding the Crimea, 
which was annexed by the tsars from 
Ottoman Turkey in 1774, and lasted 
in that form till 1917.6 The present 
boundaries of Ukraine were shaped 
by the 1918 Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, 
dictated in German interests to include 
the maximum territory;7 the USSR 
after conquering the country in the 
civil war kept these and added some 
more, precisely in order to include a 
large Russian population as a check 
on Ukrainian nationalism.

Moscow has recently signalled an 
aim of, in effect, partitioning Ukraine 
to create a separate ‘Novorossiya’, 
perhaps smaller than the original. On 
the one hand, Putin called on August 
31 for “substantive and meaningful 
negotiations and not only on technical 
questions, but on questions of the 
political organisation of society and 
statehood for south-eastern Ukraine”.8 
On the other, he pointedly remarked 
in a telephone call to the EU’s José 
Manuel Barroso: “If I want to, I can 
take Kiev in two weeks” - a remark 
Barroso’s office immediately leaked. 
Putin’s office complained this was 
taken out of context, but even without 
context it plainly means that Putin 
is saying that he is - contrary to the 
western media - showing restraint: he 
could take Kiev, but is actually asking 
merely for negotiations on “statehood 
for south-eastern Ukraine”.9

Meanwhile, a Nato summit is 
due to meet in Newport, Gwent on 
September 4 and 5, and ‘responses to 
Russian aggression’ are high on the 
agenda. David Cameron, addressing an 
EU summit, warned of the dangers of 
“appeasement” in the style of 193810: a 
tired old story we heard about Saddam 
Hussein al-Tikriti in Iraq before 2003, 
and Mahmoud Ahmadinejad in Iran 
until the 2013 election of Hassan 
Rowhani made ‘Ahmadinejad = Hitler’ 
narratives useless ...

But the practice of the US and 

its allies for the moment remains 
what US rightwingers have called, 
reversing Theodore Roosevelt’s old 
tag, “speak loudly and carry a small 
stick”. Nato has announced it intends 
to beef up its presence in its eastern 
European member-states. It has also 
announced the creation of a “rapid 
reaction force” - yet again, since such 
announcements have been a periodic 
feature of Nato public statements 
since the 1990s.11 The problem is that, 
in reality, only the US has the actual 
military infrastructure to be able to 
do such things: as became apparent 
in the ostensibly Anglo-French-Italian 
intervention in Libya, which actually 
depended on US military support.12

Obama is expected at the Nato 
summit to blame “Europe’s failure to 
commit to spending 2% of GDP on 
the military, and its lack of political 
will in relation to Putin”.13 Supplying 
heavy weapons to Kiev is “debated”, 
with some US Congressional leaders 
in favour, but Obama opposed; the 
president of Lithuania in favour, 
but Germany’s Angela Merkel and 
France’s François Hollande opposed; 
Obama is quoted as saying last week 
that “a military solution to this problem 
is not going to be forthcoming”.14 
Federica Mogherini, the new EU head 
of foreign policy, has remarked that 
“the prospect of Europe going to war 
to defend Ukraine against Russian 
aggression ‘simply does not exist’”.15

So the answer on offer is more 
sanctions: The Times (September 3) 
carries suggestions of EU countries 
banning footballers from attending 
the 2018 World Cup, scheduled for 
Moscow, and of barring Russia from 
the Brisbane G20 summit due in 
November. Shades of 1980 and the 
(unsuccessful) boycott of the Moscow 
Olympics in protest at the Russian 
“invasion” of Afghanistan16 ... David 
Cameron said on September 1 in the 
Commons that the west would “turn 
the ratchet” on Vladimir Putin, and that 
western sanctions would “‘permanently’ 
damage the Russian economy”.17

Geopolitics
In reality, western European political 
leaders have walked into a trap set by 
the US when it backed the ‘Maidan’ 
miniature pseudo- ‘colour revolution’ 
- effectively a coup by a small far-
right minority in collusion with a 
section of the military command, 
against former Ukrainian president 
Victor Yanukovych in winter 2013-
14. In the middle term US and EU 
expansionism in eastern Europe risks 

tipping over into great-power war, 
by raising nationalist passions, by 
pushing (as we see in the run-up to the 
Nato summit) for rearmament, and by 
raising possible war tripwires. But in 
the present events US military action 
against Russia was never seriously 
on the agenda. What was posed, 
therefore, and continues to be posed, 
is economic siege warfare/blockade 
against Russia - aka ‘sanctions’. The 
effect of those sanctions may be to 
“‘permanently’ damage the Russian 
economy”; but there is no real doubt 
that they will also seriously damage 
the euro zone economy,18 already stuck 
in stagnation and at risk of deflation.19 
Squeezing both Russia and the euro 
zone is win-win for the US (and its 
British sidekick).

On the other side, Russia’s 
state interest, and that of the Putin 
administration in particular, is perfectly 
clear. As far as the Russian state is 
concerned, access to the Crimea and 
the Black Sea - ie, ports not closed in 
winter - is a fundamental geopolitical 
interest and has been for three centuries. 
The Poroshenko regime in Ukraine has 
insisted that it will recover the Crimea 
as well as reasserting control in eastern 
Ukraine20; this aspiration requires 
the Russian state to try to secure at 
minimum a weakened Ukraine, and 
preferably land access to the Crimea. 
In addition, Russia was invaded twice 
in the 20th century, with enormous 
resulting devastation and suffering, 
and Russian state actors are therefore 
understandably keen to retain a degree 
of control over states in its borderlands: 
a circumstance recognised by rightwing 
western opponents of EU and Nato 
expansionism in eastern Europe.21

As far as the Kremlin is concerned, 
Putin has marketed himself from the 
beginning as a Russian nationalist 
strongman. In the present crisis, this 
line has been highly successful: an 
August poll showed he had an approval 
rating of 87%.22 There are, therefore, 
strong immediate political reasons for 
him not to be seen to back down or 
to abandon the ‘fellow Russians’ of 
eastern Ukraine, to be added to the 
geopolitical reasons for Russia to 
pursue the policy it has.

But the implication of the 
combination of these needs with the 
exigencies of diplomacy is - as I said 
earlier - that Russia acts in Ukraine 
largely through proxies. And these 
proxies are in substance what would 
have been called in the politics of 
the tsarist period ‘Black Hundreds’: 
rightwing nationalist gangs.

The victims of all these cynical 
geopolitical manoeuvres and of the 
‘facts on the ground’ associated with 
them are, of course, the inhabitants 
of Ukraine. The United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees reports 
that a million people have been 
displaced by the fighting; so far 2,600 
are reported killed.23

Meanwhile, the International 
Monetary Fund has warned that an 
additional $19 billion “bailout for 
Ukraine” will be needed, over and 
above the existing $17 billion agreed 
in April to avoid default.24 As with 
the ‘bailout’ of Greece, this is to pay 
the western banks who have lent to 
Ukraine, not for the country itself: 
Ukraine could really be ‘bailed 
out’ if the banks were forced to 
accept the losses. If anything, the 
IMF’s assessment understates the 
problem, as Michael Roberts has 
shown in a recent blog post on the 
issue.25 Ukrainian prime minister 
Arseniy Yatsenyuk characterised 
implementation of the IMF’s demands 
as “political suicide”.

The full implementation of the 
IMF’s ‘reform agenda’ actually 
implies much worse for Ukraine: the 
liquidation of the industry concentrated 
in the east (which, so far as it survives, 
is tied in to Russian industry), together 
with substantial depopulation, and 
the conversion of the country into an 
classical agricultural-supplier semi-
colony. The depopulation would, of 
course, imply large waves of labour 
migration, putting downward pressure 
on wages and terms of employment in 
the destination countries - another win-
win, this time for the capitalist class.

Nationalism
Ukraine’s inhabitants are paying - as 
they have been paying since 1991, 
but now in a more extreme form - the 
price of nationalism. The critics of 
the orthodox Second International 
position of the ‘self-determination 
of nations’ already identified this 
price. Separation of German Poland 
from the German market and Russian 
Poland from the Russian market 
would, Rosa Luxemburg and her co-
thinkers argued, lead to economic 
regression. The claim was verified 
in inter-war Poland. The Austro-
Marxists, Karl Renner and Otto Bauer, 
offered a different alternative line: 
that of autonomous national-cultural 
corporations in a single state, but 
they too predicted that breaking up an 
existing state and its associated market 
- in their case the Austro-Hungarian 
empire - would lead to economic 
regression. For Austria and Hungary 
at least this came true in 1919-39.

Ukraine’s equivalent was the break-
up of the USSR. Independence from the 
Soviet Union offered ‘freedom’, and 
with statehood access to international 
capital markets, which (according 
to western theorists) would allow 
development and modernisation. The 
grossly undemocratic character of 
the Soviet regime, and the fact that 
the bureaucracy absolutely routinely 
lied (to itself as well as to the outside 
world) meant that the few who warned 
of adverse consequences from the 
break-up were not believed. The effect 
was to partially break the material 
links between Ukrainian and Russian 
production, drastically weakening the 
economy. No new ‘Marshall plan’ (the 
revival of western Europe after World 
War II by US subsidies, US toleration of 
state industries and US protectionism) 
was in the 1990s, or is today, on offer; 
this plan was a response to the victories 
of the USSR in World War II and was 
never going to be repeated when the 

‘Soviet bloc’ fell. Statehood and access 
to international capital markets turned 
out to produce not modernisation, but 
kleptocracy and debt, and a choice 
between creating a political regime 
which would be a puppet of Washington 
or a puppet of Moscow.

But failed nationalism has not as 
yet resulted anywhere in the rejection 
of nationalism (with the possible 
exception of the February 2014 
Bosnian protests), but rather, deeper 
and more poisonous nationalism: true 
of the inter-war states of central Europe 
carved out of the old empire, and true 
again of the states carved out of the old 
USSR. The reason is that economic 
independence in a world dominated 
by capital is a utopian dream; and the 
result of the unavailability of economic 
independence is (except for potential 
imperialist world hegemons) that 
political independence is an endlessly 
unfulfilled aspiration, like ‘pie in the 
sky’, which can never be achieved, so 
that its non-achievement can always be 
blamed on traitors (like Yanukovych) 
and enemies within. The tendency of 
nationalist break-up of states is thus 
further break-up, eventually into ‘failed 
states’ and warlordism. In Ukraine the 
symptom is the contest between a 
Ukrainian far right which is close to 
open Nazism, and a pro-Russian far 
right which uses the symbols of ‘Holy 
Russia’ Cossackism, and so on.

Any alternative to this calamitous 
downward spiral is, for the moment, 
a long way off. It is only the 
independent class politics of the 
working class, organising and acting 
as an international class, which can 
possibly create a dynamic of unity to 
counter its infernal logic. At present, 
the left, the potential ‘carrier’ of such 
an idea, remains deeply poisoned by 
nationalism. In relation to Ukraine, one 
part prettifies the ‘Maidan movement’, 
another prettifies the eastern militias.

In our own country, we are 
offered the choice between the 
Scots nationalism of a left ‘yes’ 
and the British nationalism of a left 
‘no’. But, however far off it seems, 
internationalist proletarian class 
politics is the only hope of a way out l
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SCOTLAND

Determination of revolution
Jack Conrad contrasts the Scottish left-nationalist demand for separation with the communist demand 
for self-determination

Communists do not fondly look 
back upon, revere or have any 
desire to reinvigorate or reinvent 

official British nationalism. A well-
gnawed bone that ought to be left to 
Alistair Darling, Michael Gove, Gordon 
Brown, Jeremy Paxman, Nigel Farage, 
Nick Griffin and other such jackals to 
scrap and yap over. No, Britain’s 300-
year history as a blood-drenched, 
class-divided, imperialist state must 
be ruthlessly exposed ... so that official 
Britain can be put behind us as soon 
as possible. Towards that end we can 
usefully highlight the other Britain. 
Leveller Britain, Chartist Britain, 
Triple Alliance Britain. If we do that 
rigorously, if we do that successfully, 
history goes from an apologia, a dull 
fact-grubbing exercise, to being a 
weapon - and one of the sharpest at that 
- in the struggle for socialism.

As well as taking on official Britain, 
we are surely obliged to combat the 
myths, nonsense and poison peddled 
by Scottish left nationalists - home-
grown, of course, but vicarious too. 
My articles on Scotland are certainly 
designed to cut away the verbiage of 
anti-imperialism, national liberation 
and socialism used to excuse left-
nationalist support for Alex Salmond’s 
rather prosaic bid to establish an 

Scottish National Party-ruled, royalist, 
Nato, European Union, sterling area, 
anti-working class state.

We have argued that workers 
throughout Britain achieved a 
nascent level of class-consciousness 
in the early 19th century.1 A reality 
Scottish nationalists must deny, 
belittle or denounce. British national 
identity - official and unofficial - 
is contrasted with the supposedly 
authentic Scottishness of Kenneth Mac 
Alpin, Robert de Bruce, John Knox, 
Charles Edward Stuart, John Maclean, 
Margret Ewing, Sean Connery, Tommy 
Sheridan and Brian Souter. Equally, 
by definition, Scottish nationalists 
act, even if it is only unconsciously, 
to weaken, break apart and effectively 
dissolve hard-won all-Britain bonds 
of workers’ solidarity, no matter how 
attenuated they are nowadays.

Cynical, naive, unintended or 
otherwise, that is the objective 
meaning of the Radical Independence 
Campaign. Robin McAlpine, Pete 
Ramand, James Foley, Neil Davidson, 
Cat Boyd, Gerry Hassan and other 
leading lights provide Alex Salmond 
and the ‘yes’ campaign with invaluable 
left cover. Necessarily this takes the 
form of issuing empty future threats. 
To justify their scab role they claim 

that September 18 will release an ever 
rising curve of progressive demands, 
struggles and results. Salmond will 
be forced into one concession after 
another. Austerity will, of course, be 
sent packing. The SNP government 
will sooner rather than later lose control 
to a reinvigorated left. Needless to 
say, most are committed to a Scottish 
national socialism. Meanwhile, those 
south of the border are breathlessly 
told that a ‘yes’ vote in Scotland will 
create conditions for far-reaching 
change. Allan Armstrong of Edinburgh 
RIC seriously claims to believe that 
“democratic reform” will be “difficult 
to resist” in a weakened UK.2 Without 
a hint of irony he boldly declares: “We 
live in interesting times” (the so-called 
Chinese curse).

Motley 
Why the widespread desire in Scotland 
to create a new capitalist state through 
a separatist breakaway? I have argued 
that the relative decline of British 
imperialism - within an overall decline 
of capital as a system - laid the basis 
for a thoroughly modern, separatist 
nationalism in Scotland (which like most 
nationalisms seeks to project itself back 
into the deep past: ie, medieval times). 
In Leninist terms, the crumbs from the 

imperialist table became recognisably 
fewer and further between.

From the mid-18th century 
onwards, being Scottish - with the 
obvious exception of worst-paid labour 
- was to share, at least to some extent, 
in the “lucrative” booty of the British 
empire.3 Under Thatcher that same 
national identity meant the poll tax. 
Today the SNP has replaced the Tories 
and Labour as the dominant force in 
Scottish politics. Yet politically it is 
a petty bourgeois formation, which 
long ago sold itself body and soul to 
monopoly capital. Salmond pledges 
to slash corporation tax by 3% and to 
all in all promote capitalist interests. 
Hence, following his first TV debate 
with Alistair Darling, he sought to 
recover lost ground by insisting that 
independence would be a “golden 
opportunity” for business.4

Once Salmond’s arc of prosperity 
included Ireland. Now the ‘Celtic 
tiger’ hardly ever gets a mention. 
Given present circumstances, it ought 
to serve as a dire warning of what 
might happen: net migration, economic 
regression, huge debts, swingeing 
public spending cuts. Under post-2008 
conditions the likelihood is that an 
SNP-governed independent Scotland 
would feel compelled to impose ever 

harsher austerity measures to placate 
the big banks, credit agencies and 
money markets. Put another way, left 
nationalists urge a ‘yes’ vote on the 
basis of a self-serving fantasy.

That is why we can only but take 
issue with the motley band of vicarious 
admirers - the Socialist Workers Party, 
Socialist Party in England and Wales, 
Socialist Resistance, Counterfire, 
Revolutionary Communist Group, etc. 
Their standard story goes something 
like this: “The break-up of the British 
state could significantly weaken British 
imperialism, its reactionary unionist 
ideology and its ability to intervene 
militarily in countries such as Iraq, 
Afghanistan and Syria.”5

It is doubtless true that Scottish 
secession would be a big blow to 
the British establishment. Not for 
nothing have Barack Obama and 
Hillary Clinton intervened to express 
their concern for the unity of their 
No1 ally. But it hardly follows that a 
British imperialism trimmed of 8% of 
its domestic population would cease 
being the No1 ally of the US. The 
argument is difficult to take seriously. 
A declining US superimperialism will 
surely continue to lash out militarily 
and wreak havoc. And more than likely 
UK armed forces will still be found on 

Could turn venomous
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the front line (conceivably alongside 
Scottish regiments).

Socialism is a positive historic 
movement. It requires working class 
political independence, a working 
class political party and working 
class mass action. Hence what is bad 
for our enemy is not necessarily good 
for us. What is bad for them can be 
bad for us. Eg, mobilising throughout 
Britain would encounter all manner 
of new hurdles and difficulties with 
the secession of Scotland. In general 
we prefer big states. They provide 
the wide arena needed to conduct the 
class struggle to the maximum effect. 
Hence if Wales too seceded and was 
followed by Cornwall, Yorkshire and 
Northumberland, that would hardly be 
something for socialists to celebrate.

As for ideology, it is not hard to 
imagine a carnival of reaction on both 
sides of the border. The SNP would 
surely not miss any opportunity 
to blame London for its problems. 
English people living in Scotland 
already experience a certain hostility. 
That could easily turn venomous. A 
backlash would then be a real danger. 
So, arguably, a somewhat lacklustre 
British unionism would be replaced by 
a vengeful, snarling, unhinged English 
nationalism. Only a masochist could 
describe that as progress.

Incidentally, Left Unity declined to 
endorse the ‘yes’ campaign. However, 
worryingly, revealing the shallowness 
of its politics, the organisation’s 
Manchester policy conference on 
March 24 2014 adopted a neutral, non-
committal approach. An elementary 
failure of programme and leadership.

Strategy
Marxists - real Marxists, that is - start, 
not with the nation, but the world 
economy and the contradictory 
system of competing capitalist states. 
Within each state we seek to organise 
advanced workers - whatever their 
nationality, whatever their specific 
origins, whatever their ethnicity - into 
a single revolutionary party. There is 
nothing narrow or parochial here. Our 
aim is to promote internationalism 
(we look towards a new Communist 
International with subordinate or, at least 
to begin with, associated state sections). 
By contrast left nationalists do their 
damnedest to fan, or alibi, division and 
a patriotic sense of grievance.

The first decisive battle could be 
fought out within a nation-state: eg, 
Germany, Japan, France and Italy. By 
the same measure there could be a 
breakthrough in a multinational state 
like Spain, India or South Africa. In 
general, communists, it should be 
stressed, take as a given what history has 
handed down. Despite the massacres, 
torture and expropriations associated 
with colonialism, we accept the 
existence of the US, Canada, Australia 
and New Zealand. Communism is not 
a project to reverse history. Given 
exceptional circumstances separation 
should not be ruled out. Eg, Ireland in 
the late 19th century. Though it may 
appear paradoxical to members of the 
Talmudic left, communists raise the 
demand for separation solely in order to 
achieve the highest possible voluntary 
unity that objective conditions permit.

Communists want an end to 
the whole filthy business: national 
wars and oppression, borders and 
customs posts, detention centres 
and deportations. Hence, though our 
revolution begins with the state, its 
essence is universal. Having united 
workers as a political class to make 
revolution against the state, we must 
proceed energetically, determinedly, as 
swiftly as possible, to the global level, 
where alone the dominance of capital 
can be superseded.

However, the tempo of class struggle 
and therefore class-consciousness is, 
and for some considerable time to come 
will be, markedly uneven from country 
to country. Some move faster, others 
slower. That said, there are broadly 
common tempos and similar levels 

of consciousness brought about by 
all manner of historically determined 
cultural and political factors, including 
agreements by capitalist governments 
to pool what they loftily call their 
sovereignties in an attempt to enhance 
global standing, economic weight 
and ability to exploit others. In such 
a grouping of countries - needless 
to say, I have the EU in mind - the 
working class would be well advised 
to move as one.6 But - and this is the 
point - no socialist revolution, even if 
it triumphs on a continental scale, can 
survive in isolation for long. A year 
or two, perhaps 10, surely no more. 
Sooner or later counterrevolution will 
burst in from without, or well up from 
within. Therefore, to the best of our 
abilities the fight for revolution must 
be coordinated on a global scale.

The CPGB seeks to emulate the 
best of the past: eg, the Communist 
Party of Karl Marx and Frederick 
Engels, the German Social Democracy 
of August Bebel, Wilhelm Liebknecht 
and Karl Kautsky, the Russian Social 
Democratic Labour Party of Vladimir 
Lenin, Lev Kamenev and Grigory 
Zinoviev. Not as mimicry, but in order 
to make a qualitative leap by positively 
overcoming the confessional sects.

Obviously, building, training and 
steeling a party of several millions - 
necessary for a revolution in a country 
like Britain - is the work of two or 
three decades. Outlining a programme 
is another matter. Whatever the 
inadequacies (inevitable due to the 
absence of constant testing and fine-
tuning, which is provided by deep 
social roots and practical engagement 
in parliamentary, mass-strike and other 
such large-scale class battles) it can 
be done by a handful of communist 
militants - if they have thoroughly 
schooled themselves in the politics of 
Marxism.

So, although the CPGB is not yet a 
party - a key objective - it has equipped 
itself with a draft programme. Unlike 
the narrow economism that passes for 
common sense on too much of the left, 
the CPGB takes a Marxist approach 
to the UK state. In our minimum 
programme - ie, within the technical 
limits imposed by the capitalist system 
- communists emphasise, bring to the 
fore, class (as opposed to sectional) 
demands that challenge the logic of 
the market, such as the provision of 
health, education and benefits based 
on need. They give no less emphasis 
to political demands which challenge 
how we are ruled. Briefly, the abolition 
of the monarchy, the secret state and 
the House of Lords, a people’s militia, 
disestablishment of the church of 
England, election of judges, etc.

What about the national question? 
Once again our programmes seeks to 
forge class unity and challenge how 
we are ruled. Hence the demand for 
the abolition of the acts of union, self-
determination for Scotland and Wales, 
and a federal republic of England, 
Scotland and Wales (how we envisage 
the initial form of working class rule 
in Britain).

Incidentally, John Major, Tony 
Blair, Peter Hain, Gerry Adams and 
Alex Salmond have unwittingly done 
us a great service here. They show 
us that the UK constitution is neither 
timeless nor natural. It is plastic, a 
product of historical making and 
contemporary remaking. What has 
been rearranged from above can be 
transformed from below.

While there must be an objective 
dimension, when it comes to assessing 
what is and what is not a nation - eg, a 
common territory - that hardly means 
discounting what people think. The 
coming into being of a British nation in 
the 18th century cannot be put before 
the palpable feelings of masses of 
people in Scotland and Wales today. 
Millions sincerely believe they are 
nationally disadvantaged, held back 
or even oppressed. A subjective factor 
that only a hopeless dogmatist would 
discount and therefore fail to harness 

by offering positive solutions.

Unity
Those who rigidly adhere to third-
worldist anti-imperialism cannot 
possibly bring themselves to 
countenance self-determination for 
‘unworthy’ peoples - the most obvious 
example being Israeli Jews and the 
British-Irish in the six counties of 
Northern Ireland.7 Given its junior 
role in founding, administering and 
exploiting what was a vast British 
empire, that should logically include 
Scotland too. After all, historically 
even “left-of-centre”8 Scottish 
nationalists sought not to end that 
empire, but, as a “mother nation”, 
equal rights with England to rob and 
plunder it.9

Interestingly, though the motivations 
are transparently different, a similar 
argument can be heard coming from 
cosmopolitan liberals. According to the 
ethical philosopher, Allen Buchanan, 
calling for self-determination for 
non-oppressed nations risks endless 
fragmentation. Unless there has been “a 
long train of abuses”,10 there ought to be 
no justification in international law for 
the “right of self-determination”.11 Only 
if “serious injustices” have occurred 
can a case be made for secession as a 
“remedial right”. Without that safeguard, 
without that restraint, every region, every 
community, every street could claim 
their right to self-determination and thus 
bring about the complete breakdown 
of society. Territorial integrity must 
therefore be upheld.

Communists are not interested in 
preserving the unity of capitalist states, 
but winning allies and neutralising 
enemies. After all, the Bolsheviks were 
prepared to grant self-determination 
even to the Cossacks. Not, of course, 
because the Cossacks were deserving, 
kind and suitably oppressed. No, on 
the contrary, they were the tsar’s 
chosen oppressors. A privileged 
military estate or caste. But that is 
exactly the point. The Bolsheviks 
needed to split, if possible win over, 
the Cossacks. Hence they started to 
treat them as “an ethnic or national 
group”.12 Without such a shift the 
camp of revolution could only but be 
weakened and the counterrevolution 
strengthened. In March 1920 Lenin 
can be found delivering a thoughtful 
speech on the international situation 
to the first all-Russia conference of 
working Cossacks.13

So the demand for self-determination 
is not some unwarranted sop to 
petty bourgeois reactionaries, or an 
unrealisable panacea, a cure-all for 
capitalism’s national antagonisms. 
Rather, self-determination is one of many 
weapons in the armoury of communism. 
If properly applied, it advances the 
interests of the working class.

In this light it matters not a jot that 
the Bolsheviks were forced to invade 
Ukraine in order to crush the white 
armies of Kornilov and Denikin, or 
that they counter-invaded Poland 
in a vain attempt to reignite the 
German revolution. Such instances 
can be the subject of historic re-
examination. However, none of that 
proves that Bolshevik support for 
self-determination was a sham or 
that communists should discard the 
demand today.

Nor does it matter a jot that 
ecstatic independence celebrations in 
Latin America, Asia and Africa were 
followed by subordinate economic 
development,  corruption and 
widening social inequality. Blaming 
the Bolsheviks’ demand for national 
self-determination, on the basis of such 
‘evidence’, would be like blaming the 
working class suffrage movement of 
Sylvia Pankhurst for the election of 
Margaret Thatcher in 1979.

There is a tenuous connection. 
The East London Federation of 
Suffragettes did, after all, demand 
votes for women. But such a premise 
and the election of Thatcher hardly 
amount to identity. Communists 

should never apologise for helping 
to bring about universal suffrage 
because the UK’s first female prime 
minister was a breaker of trade unions, 
a homophobic bigot and a dyed-in-the-
wool British chauvinist. That is what 
Aristotle called an “accidental unity”, 
not an essential outcome.14

One can legitimately debate whether 
or not the Basque country, Kosova, 
Quebec, Kurdistan and Scotland tick all 
the boxes of a classic bourgeois nation. 
The main point in each and every such 
case is what people inhabiting each 
specific territory think. We neither 
invent nor ignore national movements. 
Positively deal with problems where 
they exist. Overcome national 
resentments, conflict and antagonisms 
by ending involuntarily unity and 
move towards voluntary unity through 
the struggle for socialism. That is how 
the positive dialectic runs, and through 
winning a wider and wider democracy 
the majority needed to secure the 
proletarian revolution is engaged, 
organised and made ready for decisive 
action.

Having left no room for doubt 
that the right to self-determination is 
fundamentally a political, not a moral, 
question, let us proceed. To state the 
obvious, when communists advocate 
Scottish self-determination it is not 
the same as advocating independence.

As Lenin explains in 1903,

[O]ur unreserved recognition of 
the struggle for freedom of self-
determination does not in any 
way commit us to supporting 
every demand for national self-
determination. As the party of the 
proletariat, the Social Democratic 
Party considers it to be its positive 
and principal task to further the 
self-determination of the proletariat 
of each nationality rather than the 
peoples or nations. We must always 
and unreservedly work for the very 
closest unity of the proletariat of 
all nationalities, and it is only in 
isolated and exceptional cases 
that we can advocate and actively 
support demands conducive to 
the establishment of a new class 
state or the substitution of a looser 
federal unity, etc, for the complete 
unity of a state.15

An oft-used metaphor is divorce. 
Saying a women should have the 
legal right to split from her husband 
is not the same as recommending 
that contented wives should end their 
marriages. Of course, as opinion 
polls amply testify, Scotland is far 
from contented. The very fact that 
the September 18 referendum could 
still go either way shows that in no 
uncertain terms. If Scotland is really 
‘better together’ with England, why 
do so many want to finish the 300-
year union? What was a marriage 
of convenience has soured. There is 
hostility, resentment, an icy-cold chill.

Scotland, as a matter of principle, 
ought to have the right to freely decide 
its own future. That is elementary 
democracy. However, it does not 
follow that communists are indifferent 
as to how that right is exercised. The 
unacceptable status quo must be ended. 
Nowadays it demonstratably fuels 
division and disempowers the working 
class. That is why the left-loyalist ‘no’ 
campaign is so badly mistaken. The 
marriage has to be renegotiated and 
renewed on a democratic, socialist 
basis. Voting for no change, voting 
for September 19 to be the same as 
September 17 is to be part of the 
problem, not part of the solution.

Marxism favours the closest 
possible voluntary unity of people in 
general and workers in particular. That 
means accepting the right of people 
in Scotland to vote for whatever 
constitutional arrangement they 
happen to chose. But at every stage 
communists resolutely fight for their 
own programme.

Under our specific circumstances 

the federal republic slogan fits the 
bill perfectly. It encapsulates the 
democratic right to self-determination 
and the radically transformed unity of 
the working class in Britain against the 
Cameron-Miliband-Clegg ‘devo max’ 
constitutional monarchy. In addition, 
the demand for a federal republic 
encapsulates the unity of the working 
class in Britain against the divisive 
nationalism of Salmond, Sauter and 
Sheridan.

Nationalism and Marxism, it 
hardly needs saying, are antithetical. 
Marxists view nationalism as at best an 
unstable, untrustworthy and potentially 
treacherous ally. In general though, 
there can be no doubt that nationalism 
is a pernicious and deadly enemy. 
Especially in this, the last, declining 
phase of capitalism.

Nationalism was responsible for 
the fracturing and tragic failure of the 
socialist movement in 1914. Social 
democracy became an enemy within. 
Workers were urged to slaughter their 
class brothers. The 1928 Stalinite 
counterrevolution was nationalist too. 
And the Soviet Union inspired other 
such horrors: China, North Korea, 
Albania, Cambodia and Romania. 
Despite all that, the 20th century 
still clouds brains. “Scotland’s road 
to socialism” is seen as a two-stage 
schema beginning with September 18.

Nationalists promote and derive 
sustenance from the idea that all 
classes within the nation are bound 
together by vital common interests. 
That, surely, is the only explanation 
as to why the Scottish Socialist Party’s 
main spokesperson, the miserable 
Colin Fox, sits on the ‘yes’ campaign’s 
advisory board. Predictably, he 
views national characteristics and 
distinctions as essential, natural and 
something to be sustained into the 
indefinite future. Marxists, on the 
other hand, work towards overcoming 
national differences and the merger of 
all nations and nationalities l
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7. Note, when it comes to self-determination for 
the Israeli-Jews and the British-Irish, the CPGB 
perspective is based on ending their role as op-
pressors. Eg, a united Ireland under the rule of 
the working class should offer the British-Irish 
the right to self-determination up to and including 
the right to separate. To raise that as a practical 
demand, to be exercised within the Northern 
Ireland box, would, however, be to perpetuate the 
oppression of the large Irish-Irish minority.
8. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_Party_
of_Scotland.
9. The policy committee of the National Party 
of Scotland - one of the forerunners of the SNP 
- passed the following resolution on November 
17 1928: “The party, having regard to the large 
contribution made by Scotland in building up 
the British empire, is desirous of increasing the 
affairs of the empire to the extent her contribution 
warrants and, as a mother nation, thereby demands 
complete recognition of her rights as such in the 
empire ... the party cannot, in these circumstances 
agree to acquiesce in any situation that does not 
permit of a mother nation excursing her right to 
independent status and her right in partnership 
in that empire on terms equal to that enjoyed 
by England.” In other words, Scottish national-
ists wanted a partnership based on the model of 
Austria-Hungry after 1867 (resolution quoted in 
C Kidd Unions and unionism: political thought in 
Scotland 1500-2000 Cambridge 2008, p287).
10. American declaration of independence 1776.
11. AE Buchanan Justice, legitimacy, and self-
determination Oxford 2003, p331.
12. P Holquist Making war, forging revolution 
Harvard Mass 2002, p121.
13. See VI Lenin CW Vol 30, Moscow 1977, 
pp380-400.
14. http://classics.mit.edu/Aristotle/metaphysics.
mb.txt.
15. VI Lenin CW Vol 6, Moscow 1977, p452.
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Gove, but not forgotten
Though demoted within the cabinet, Michael Gove’s programme for education continues. Mike 
Copestake assesses the ‘revolution’ in education

Michael Gove was, in his time 
as secretary of state, one of 
the most forceful and radical 

education ministers in history. In 
all the wrong ways, we may add, 
but nonetheless he was primarily 
responsible, against the opposition 
and passive resistance of even his own 
civil servants in the department for 
education, for a greater transformation 
of the system of education than all of 
his predecessors combined.

Rather than the drip-drip of 
post-Thatcher educational reform, 
Gove poured out a dizzying torrent 
of legislation and reorganisation 
throughout the school system - to 
the anger and despair of teachers and 
education staff, over whom he ran his 
wild cart and horses - until he was 
deposed by prime minister David 
Cameron himself in a cabinet reshuffle 
in July as part of his preparation for the 
2015 general election. Cameron could 
oust the ever more unpopular Gove and 
install an obedient, less well known 
(and thus less despised) drone in his 
place to see Gove’s agenda through 
to completion.

This replacement is the privately 
educated Nicky Morgan, notable for 
voting against same-sex marriage 
and for announcing on August 8 
that pre-school toddlers should be 
taught “fundamental British values” 
in order to tackle “extremism”.1 An 
uncharacteristically witty Labour 
spokesperson, providing the party’s 
media-friendly ‘instant response’, 
commented dryly: “There is no 
concrete intelligence about individual 
nurseries that demands immediate 
action.”2 This aside, though Gove 
is gone, both his successor and 
his party remain committed to the 
implementation of his programme 
- a programme of pure ideological 
neoliberalism, designed to weaken and 
fragment the labour force in education, 
centralise the control of schools under 
the education minister, and to open up 
the education budget as a subsidy for 
and source of profit.

After Thatcher
It is not an overstatement to say that 
Margaret Thatcher created the modern 
UK education system as we recognise 
it today in all its fundamentals. We 
need only list her ‘contributions’ 
for the point to be self-evident: the 
introduction of national vocational 
qualifications, the national curriculum, 
standard assessment tests (SATs) at 
ages 7, 11 and 14, and the general 
certificate of secondary education 
(GCSE) at16, league tables, ‘parental 
preference’ in school choice, ‘grant 
maintained schools’ funded by central 
government and ‘free’ from local 
education authority (LEA) control 
and able to introduce selection 
measures and tests - in many ways the 
forerunners of today’s academies.

This framework of increased 
control from the state, and of statistical 
tables and enforcement by the Office 
for Standards in Education (Ofsted), 
was continued and built upon by the 
Labour government of 1997-2010, in a 
way that took the process a step further 
and filled out the new spaces with 
bureaucratic complexity. The teacher-
student relationship was increasingly 
instrumentalised, ‘education’ became 
based not on rounded, developmental 
learning, but on narrow test results, 
while education workers were 
subjected to ever greater management 
control in the name of maintaining 
or improving their school’s place 
in the league tables, resulting in 

demoralisation and the loss of teaching 
staff that we see today. All of this was 
present in its basic form before 1997, 
but the process was intensified by the 
Labour government.

Labour’s main contribution in 
paving the way for Gove was in its 
creation of academy schools. These 
represented a qualitative development 
of grant-maintained schools, bringing 
in private firms. In keeping with the 
ideology of the period following the 
‘end of history’, Labour justified this 
on the grounds that ‘business expertise’ 
and ‘dynamism’ (on an ostensibly 
‘non-profit’ basis) would beneficially 
transform education, with each newly 
founded academy - usually distressed 
inner-city schools to begin with - 
having its costs for land, buildings, 
staff and equipment partly met from the 
pocket of some well-meaning private 
concern. In reality the sponsorship 
represented only a token amount - 
the private sponsor could determine 
elements of the curriculum (using their 
‘business expertise’, of course), partial 
selection crept back in, and the school 
ran as part of a ‘contract’ with the state 
centre ‘free’ from LEA control, though 
still bound to the national curriculum. 
Gove took this a step further with mass 
academisation and the introduction of 
‘free schools’.

Free schools can be set up by 
anyone who has the money and is 
considered fit and proper by the 
department for education. Almost 
without exception this has been private 
education companies and faith groups, 
although parents in some better-off 
areas have also been involved. This 
time the rhetoric, post-bust, was less 
of ‘business expertise’ - though this 
undercurrent remains - and more about 
‘democracy’: freeing the school from 
local council control; freeing it from 
the national curriculum, so that private 
sponsors can drum their own ideology 
into the children, without having to 
employ qualified teaching staff. (After 
harassing school staff to death with 
managerialism on steroids, various 
versions of ‘performance-related’ pay, 
a vast increase in paperwork and so on, 
now there is more openly an attempt to 
break the historic position of education 
workers as such with measures such 
as these, plus the mooted moves 
to regional pay bargaining). These 

politically important pet schools of 
Gove received preferential treatment 
in terms of central government grants 
for ‘refurbishment’, ‘improvements’ 
and such, as well as the end of Ofsted 
inspections and those costly basic 
nutritional standards! Meanwhile, the 
remaining community (in the genuine 
sense) schools - run with LEA support 
- were starved of funding, and Ofsted 
was pushed to identify as many ‘failing’ 
schools as possible in order to allow 
the creation of further free schools 
and academies. At present there is no 
assessment of free schools, from Ofsted 
or otherwise, and the only ‘solution’ 
broached, by both main parties, is 
the creation of thousands of mini-
educational Bonapartes, directly elected 
local ‘education commissioners’, who 
will be responsible for deciding whether 
the free schools under their watch are 
passing or failing.

You can already smell the money 
that these people could make for 
coming up with a favourable school 
review! And there is no reason why the 
private companies running the ‘free’ 
schools will not be able to afford it. 
Already their directors, school heads 
and executives are making huge 
amounts of money at the expense of 
the taxpayer. The real gravy, it seems, 
is not in the school dinners, but in the 
school budget.

Feeding time
What must be noted before we get 
into the grubby money side, is that 
the ideology used to sell the ‘benefits’ 
of free schools (and academies) to 
the public contains kernels of truth 
from the point of view of the private 
capital involved (or the faith group, 
etc). Freedom from having to employ 
trained staff ‘frees’ you by reducing 
your wages bill and helps break the 
power of organised education workers. 
Freedom from LEA control means 
freedom from even the semblance of 
local democracy - however gutted of 
content it may be (and however full of 
careerist termites the council may be). 
The other side of which - centralised 
control by the department for 
education - further dissipates any input 
from the grubby masses. The language 
of decentralisation, flexibility and 
freedom - noble and unopposable 
ideals as they are - is used to push the 

absolute opposite in practice from the 
point of view of the education worker, 
pupil, parent, etc, but that corresponds 
to the needs of central government and 
of business. And business does in fact 
get a great deal from the creation of 
academies and free schools, which is 
a form of pseudo-privatisation.

So how do they do it? How do the 
various business interests involved 
pocket fat wads of cash in what is 
superficially a non-profit set-up? 
In an excellent posting on his blog3 
Thomas Clark lays out some of the 
methods used by the private education 
companies to milk the state budget 
for profits. He lists the main methods: 
‘topslicing’, leeching, expenses, and 
transfer pricing.

‘Topslicing’ simply involves paying 
an awful lot of money to the various 
school directors and executives in the 
form of their salaries, often two or 
three times the size of the government-
mandated limit for state-sector 
headteachers of around the £110K 
mark. It is not a profit when it is a 
‘salary’, it seems.

‘Leeching’ is again very simple, 
and is “the age-old scam of making 
yourself (and your associates) the 
supplier and the buyer in a transaction 
involving someone else’s money” in 
the words of Clark. The school buys 
resources from a company also owned 
by its directors, for example.

‘Expenses’ is self-explanatory. 
Private executives chalk up various 
trips around the country, stay in 
luxurious hotels, eat in fine restaurants 
and meet in extravagant venues on the 
school’s account, providing an on-tap 
lifestyle boost.

Lastly, ‘transfer pricing’. A classic 
scam, most often used for the purposes 
of tax avoidance by large corporate 
retailers - of coffee, for example, or 
other consumer goods. Here the school 
buys in resources from the foreign 
low-tax front of its private backers 
at an inflated price, thus seamlessly 
transferring ‘profit’ abroad in the 
disguised form of an innocent - if 
oddly priced - purchase.

Unsurprisingly, the obvious became 
public, and minor scandals ensued. An 
article in The Guardian simply, began: 
“Taxpayer-funded academy chains 
have paid millions of pounds into the 
private businesses of directors, trustees 

and their relatives, documents obtained 
from freedom of information requests 
show.”4

Surprise, surprise! So, as we noted 
earlier, though Gove is gone, we have 
little cause of optimism. The weakness 
of the labour movement gives free 
rein to capitalist logic and we can 
expect no let-up in the continued 
pseudo-privatisation of education, the 
attacks on the education workforce, 
subsidies for private educational firms, 
managerialist tyranny, endless exams, 
and the whole litany.

But simply demanding a return to the 
past will not suffice. In an article in the 
Socialist Workers Party’s International 
Socialism journal, which otherwise 
neatly deconstructs the whole rotten 
ideological edifice of the Gove project, 
the logic of state control and capital 
behind the rhetoric of ‘freedom’ and so 
on, Nick Grant states that our response 
ought to be to “make major demands 
on Gove and his ilk. Any politician 
seriously concerned about improving 
schools could start by scrapping SATs, 
Ofsted and performance-related pay 
and other machinery of social control 
masquerading as quality control.”5

We want all of these things, of course, 
but his is hardly a positive strategy. The 
state is unlikely to reverse the measures 
introduced over the recent decades, and 
even so, would we really seek to place 
control back in the very hands which 
initiated the whole process in the first 
place? Surely the labour movement 
would be better off making lemonade 
with the lemons that Thatcher, and 
now Gove et al, have given us, with 
a campaign for the institutions of the 
labour movement to set up our own free 
schools (if they really are free, after 
all!). That would take what exists at 
present and point a way forward based 
on the agency of the working class for 
itself - rather than seeking to mobilise 
it for a return to a dead past l

Notes
1. The Guardian August 8 2014.
2. https://uk.news.yahoo.com/toddler-extremism-
tackled-education-secretary-094631233.
html#tQPwAnS.
3. http://anotherangryvoice.blogspot.
co.uk/2014/01/michael-gove-ideological-
vandalism.html.
4. The Guardian January 12 2014.
5. International Socialism October 2013.
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Debating out differences
Danny Hammill overviews the CPGB’s summer school
Once again the CPGB held its 
annual summer school, Communist 
University, in south London, albeit in a 
new venue - the pleasing environment 
of an orangery (although the acoustics 
in this meeting hall were less than 
perfect).

As we always emphasise, CU is 
distinctly different from the schools 
organised by the rest of the left - 
unique, in fact. However, we do not 
say this in the spirit of one-upmanship. 
Quite the opposite: for us it is a matter 
of deep regret that most left groups 
regard their schools as either extended 
rallies or gatherings to affirm the 
correctness of the leadership - your 
role as a rank-and-file party member 
is most definitely not to raise awkward 
questions.

Another unique feature of our 
school is that we endeavour - maybe 
against the odds - to make it a 
prefiguration of the society of the 
future, no matter how rudimentary: 
a festival of primitive communism! 
Practically speaking, meals are 
collectively prepared by participants 
using a rota system (saving you 
money too) and we attempt to provide 
childcare facilities in a similar way. 
So, while CU may not exactly be the 
summer of love, it is fun.

War, then and now
Regular readers of the Weekly Worker 
will need no reminding that we have 
seen an alarming drift towards war 
over recent years, with the steady 
breakdown of the old imperial borders 
and geopolitical arrangements. There 
is the developing crisis in Ukraine, 
which has the potential to spiral into 
a regional conflagration. Then there is 
the Maghred and the Mashriq - hellish 
chaos in Libya, the murderous assault 
on Gaza and continuing carnage in 
Syria.

Therefore comrade Moshé 
Machover’s talk on ‘After the Arab 
spring’ was timely - he gave us a 
useful summary of the situation today 
and also an historical overview of 
imperialist machinations. Comrade 
Machover noted that western 
attempts at intervention had “failed 
spectacularly” - delivering the very 
opposite of what the west wanted (like 
a staunchly pro-Iranian government 
in Baghdad). During the subsequent 
discussion, the 2003 US/UK invasion 
and occupation was described as a 
“historic miscalculation”: the ‘Iraq 
syndrome’ could turn out to be far 
worse than Vietnam syndrome. Yes, 
it is not a bad thing in and of itself that 
the Middle East “mosaic” is getting 
“rearranged”. But it is being done in a 
thoroughly negative and barbaric way, 
especially when you bear in mind that 
a declining US imperialism is more 
dangerous than an ascending one. The 
upshot being, in the words of comrade 
Yassamine Mather, that anyone who 
thinks US intervention against the 
Islamic State will be progressive “must 
be mad”.

 That brings us neatly to comrade Pat 
Smith’s very interesting introduction 
on the Alliance for Workers’ Liberty 
and social-imperialism. The AWL is 
notorious, it goes without saying, 
for identifying imperialism’s 
‘progressive’ features - not so long 
ago telling us that the US occupation 
of Iraq would provide a ‘breathing 
space’ for the fructification of 
independent working class forces. 
Hence resistance to US occupation 
was “reactionary”. Then later the AWL 
started to say essentially the same 
about Syria. According to the group’s 
Mark Osborne, Bashar Assad was 

the “main enemy”, not imperialism - 
rather ironically, given that the most 
determined resistance to him has 
come from the “clerical fascism” of 
IS. Comrade Smith pointed out how 
the AWL previously fell hook, line 
and sinker for the exaggerated threats 
facing Kosovar Albanians and over 
Libya repeated western propaganda 
about Gaddafi, etc. Meanwhile, 
back in the real world, imperialist 
intervention has escalated the crisis 
in all these areas without fail.

Comrade Smith wrapped things 
up with an exposition of Martin 
Thomas’s theory of imperialism, 
which essentially argues that Kautsky 
was right - but he just got the dates 
wrong. History now back on track, 
the collapse of the Soviet Union has 
led to the spread of ‘ultra-imperialism’ 
across the globe with various “paleo-
imperialist” and “sub-imperialist” 
states coming into conflict with the 
US “hyper-power”. True enough 
on one level, you could say, but the 
AWL uses this phenomenon to oppose 
revolutionary defeatism and argue that 
US imperialism is “not necessarily the 
worst option”.

Still on the theme of war, CU 
stalwart Hillel Ticktin gave three 
talks on World War I, whose impact 
is still felt today. After all, it led to 
the collapse of three empires (Austro-
Hungary, Ottoman Turkey, tsarist 
Russia) and produced the Russian 
Revolution. The ultimate cause of the 
war, in the opinion of the comrade, 
arose from the fact that Britain was 
the world’s imperial overlord, but was 
in a state of relative decline - in the 
period leading up to the war its share 
of global production had slipped from 
32% to about half that; France was 
also slipping down the ranks. The US 
and Germany were eager to muscle in.

Slightly more controversially 
and revealing his “pathological anti-
Stalinism” - as he cheerfully put it - 
comrade Ticktin dismissed 
Stalin almost from the 
day he was born as 
a “criminal” and 
“incompetent” 
w h o  n e v e r 
a m o u n t e d 
to anything, 
and reiterated 
the idea that 
Trotsky should 
have seized 
power  and 
become  a 

“revolutionary Napoleon”. Some 
comrades were not convinced, 
emphasising the objective factors 
facing a desperately backward 
country like the Soviet Union - a better 
explanation than Stalin’s original sin. 
Comrade John Bridge spoke of how 
Stalin to a very large degree was 
forced to do certain things, it is the 
very nature of freak societies to throw 
up weird leaders - Stalin, Mao, Pol Pot, 
Kim il-Sung, etc.

Controversy
Prominent blogger and author Michael 
Roberts gave a lively and, for some, 
controversial presentation of his 
view that Marx’s law of the tendency 
of the rate of profit to fall (FROP) 
best explains the current crisis - 
which in the comrade’s opinion has 
morphed from a great recession into 
a long depression. He looked at the 
mainstream bourgeois views of the 
crisis, which in many ways deny that 
it is such a thing. There is the standard 
Keynesian view that we went through 
a “technical malfunction”, albeit a 
frustratingly recurrent one. And, of 
course, we have the new poster-boy, 
Thomas Piketty, who believes that 
growing inequality was responsible 
for the crisis and the subsequent 
“feeble recovery” - if you can call it 
that.

Instead, insisted comrade Roberts, 
we should look at the “capitalist mode 
of production” itself - a profit-making 
machine not based on meeting needs 
or even providing services in any real 
sense. Presenting many useful charts 
and diagrams, the comrade argued 
that that the world rate of profit has 
declined over the last 140 years from 
40% to 15% - and since the 1960s 
there has been a “collapse” in the rate. 
(This begs the obvious question - will 
the rate of profit one day hit 0%, and 
if so how will we know?) He added 
that the tendency can be partially 
offset by developments in robots, 
so-called ‘artificial intelligence’, 
genetics, etc. But ultimately this 

tendency will eventually override 
all the counter-tendencies, as 
far as comrade Roberts was 

concerned. Not for the first 
time, some comrades found 
his statistics, or empirical 
evidence, problematic: is the 
FROP a consequence of a law 
inherent to capitalism or a 
conjuncture of circumstances - 

is it really a “law”? What about 
fictitious capital or tax havens? 

Can we believe the capitalist 
books? Now we have a mad 

situation where investors 
are paying to keep their 
money in banks - why? 
New technology is all 
very well, but under 
capitalism it can 
create vast waste 
and essentially 
useless things: 
robots/AI can be 
more expensive 
to deploy than 
workers.

There was 
also controversy 
i n  o t h e r 
sessions. With 
the Scottish 

referendum 
o n l y 

weeks away, comrade Ben Lewis had 
unearthed Karl Kautsky’s writings 
from 1893 on parliamentarianism 
and referenda (or direct democracy). 
In this period, voices were raised 
extolling direct democracy as superior 
to representative democracy. Using 
an exhaustive historical account 
particularly focused on Britain, 
Kautsky strongly disagreed, arguing 
that in a “modern state” you cannot 
get rid of representative democracy.

For Kautsky, parliamentarianism 
does not necessarily mean bourgeois 
rule; it is more a “reflection” of what 
is going on in society as whole - 
making it either a serious vehicle for 
working class representation or an 
obnoxious circus. Upsetting though 
it may be to many Trotskyists of an 
orthodox disposition, soviets were a 
form of representative democracy, said 
comrade Lewis. In fact referendums, 
plebiscites, etc, viewed historically, 
are more often than not based on 
the exclusion of certain people. 
Furthermore, referendums can cloud 
or obscure more important wider 
issues. For example, the Girondists 
asked for a referendum about the 
execution of the king, as a way to stall 
or avert revolution. In that sense, direct 
democracy can form the basis for 
“democratic despotism”, as we have 
seen over and over again. Communists 
want elections that involve a contest 
between different and clearly defined 
programmes that draw sharp lines of 
demarcation along class lines.

Comrade Tina Becker, representing 
a minority opinion in the CPGB, 
disagreed with the main thrust of 
comrade Lewis’s argument. The 
question has evolved, and things are 
different now. She said that the “vast 
majority” of referendums today are not 
governmental initiatives, but launched 
from below - and hence can be useful. 
Direct democracy, she continued, 
must form a vital part of the future 
communist society, as political parties 
will not last forever. While many 
comrades agreed that all tactics are 
legitimate and we do not rule anything 
out as a point of absolute principle, 
at the end of the day referendums 
are no model for our future society. 
We are not in favour of the tyranny 
of structurelessness and you cannot 
get rid of the need for detailed and 
lengthy investigations into certain 
matters and problems confronting 
society: we are not against authority, 
only authoritarianism. Examine things 
exhaustively and lengthily if necessary.

This debate rumbled on into the 
session dealing specifically with the 
Scottish referendum. Like a minority 
of CPGB comrades, comrade Sandy 
McBurney advocates a socialist 
‘no’. Convinced that a ‘yes’ vote 
would be a mortal danger to working 
class unity, the comrade thinks we 
need a “resounding rejection” of 
independence - ideally, the comrade 
mused, by 70% to 30%. True, he went 
on, a ‘no’ vote is not a “panacea”, but 
the CPGB’s agitation for a boycott 
is “irrelevant”, while our call for a 
federal republic is “totally abstract” 
and has no real purchase. The problem 
with the comrade’s position is that 
it is thoroughly economistic and 
downplays the fight for democracy - 
we must vote ‘no’ in order to get the 
national question out of the way and 
get back to ‘normal’ working class 
politics, like fighting austerity and so 
on. But a ‘no’ vote will not magically 
deliver working class unity, especially 
if the vote is close - as the latest polls 
indicate it is likely to be. First we need 
the conditions for working class unity, 

and the very fact that we are having 
this referendum at all demonstrates 
that they are lacking. The majority of 
comrades at the session continued to 
support the boycott policy.

Thorny questions
Naturally, the school covered an 
enormous array of other subjects - 
such as the thorny questions of quotas 
and ‘safe spaces’ - two questions that 
have haunted Left Unity. Comrade 
Yassamine Mather, in her introduction, 
explained how quota systems often 
breed toxic mistrust: a bubbling 
resentment at the perceived levels 
of patronage involved. The almost 
perfect example being herself, it being 
widely assumed in LU that she was 
elected to the national council because 
of the quota system, nothing to do with 
her political experience or theoretical 
knowledge.

In his fascinating talk on LU’s 
putative ‘safe spaces’ policy, Mike 
Macnair traced its origins to the 
“long march” of the post-Maoist left 
to Eurocommunism (and beyond) via 
the equal opportunities department 
of local councils - emerging from the 
darkness into LU. We have the implicit 
idea that the western working class 
forms one giant labour aristocracy 
and only the most oppressed can lead 
the revolutionary struggle - ie, blacks, 
gays. In turn, presumably, the most 
oppressed groups can effectively veto 
all the other less oppressed groups. 
Very easily, LU take note, ‘safe spaces’ 
can run grotesquely out of control. In 
order not to offend anyone, you only 
end up in silence.

There were plenty of other 
interesting sessions, including the 
talks given by comrades Camilla 
Power and Chris Knight of the Radical 
Anthropology Group - on ‘communism 
in living’ and on ‘being human: what 
chimpanzees can teach us’. Such 
discussions are absolutely vital, as 
they demolish the pernicious myth - 
assiduously promoted for decades in 
university departments and popular 
culture - that dominance is an eternal 
part of human nature. Communists, 
however, believe in a “revolutionary 
return” to egalitarianism, but on a 
higher level.

Special mention must also be 
made of comrade Anne McShane’s 
introduction on the Bolsheviks and 
women’s liberation and comrade 
Mather’s informative, and rather 
entertaining, discussion about robots 
and artificial intelligence. For his 
part, Jack Conrad gave an excellent 
talk on the USSR. In my view, 
however, comrade David Broder’s 
talk on ‘leftwing communism’ was 
disappointing - he excoriated Lenin for 
putting “no outer limits” on what deals, 
tactics or compromises communists 
should enter into and blamed him 
for “sowing” the seeds of Stalinism. 
Even the single comrade present 
from the left-communist International 
Communist Current did not enjoy it.

Around 100 comrades came to 
the school - the best attended session 
being the very first one, introduced 
by comrade Macnair, on socialists 
like Alexander Parvus who ended up 
supporting the slaughter of World War I 
(about 60 were present, but attendance 
dipped to 29 for the last session of the 
week). The ratio of men to women 
was predictably poor - roughly 5:1. 
Encouragingly, the questions and 
contributions from the floor were of 
a high standard.

All in all, it was a highly successful 
Communist University - one of the 
best, in the opinion of this writer lCamilla Power: communism is our nature
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ISIS

As imperialism once again changes its allies, the left needs to stick to its principles, says Yassamine 
Mather

Every day news of new atrocities 
by the Islamic State is making 
headlines. From the beheading 

of young journalists to the mass 
extermination of religious and national 
minorities in Iraq and Syria, there 
seems to be no end to the barbarism 
and brutality of this latest brand of 
Islamist jihadism. US air strikes might 
have slowed down the IS’s military 
progress - earlier this week the two 
Shia cities of Amerli and Suleiman 
Beik were recaptured, the latter with 
the direct intervention of Iranian 
Revolutionary Guards. However, it is 
clear that the IS is far from defeated.

It is ironic to think that only a 
year ago the debate was about US 
military intervention on the side 
of Syrian opposition forces - even 
then dominated by the very jihadists 
who later chose the name ‘Daesh’ 
(in Arabic), or Isis. Today the US 
is conducting an air war against the 
group (and the United Kingdom is 
close to joining in). This air war will 
no doubt bolster the regime of Bashar 
Assad. The mass media portray US 
air raids and drone attacks as yet 
another humanitarian intervention, 
downplaying the enormity of the 
US change in policy over the last 
12 months. Has there been regime 
change in Syria? Has the dictator the 
imperialists were so keen to ditch 
relinquished power? Is his government 
more democratic than a year ago? Of 
course, the answer to all these questions 
is ‘no’. Assad has consolidated his 
power with phoney elections; his army 
(supported by another ‘rogue state’, 
Iran) is as repressive as ever before. 
In short, what has changed is the 
priorities of the imperialist powers - 
there is now an urgent need to maintain 
control over the country they ruined in 
another ‘humanitarian’ intervention in 
2003: Iraq.

So Shia Iran, and therefore its ally, 
Syria, are no longer the main enemy. 
On the contrary, Iran’s alliance and 
support is welcomed in Iraq, where, 
in true colonial fashion, Washington 
dismisses the prime minister of 
the occupation government and 
gets Tehran’s approval to install 
a replacement. Nouri al-Maliki is 
ousted and in his place is Haider al-

Abadi - and the first person to express 
support for Iraq’s new premier is none 
other than Iran’s supreme leader, Ali 
Khamenei.

Ten years after de-Ba’athification 
and ‘year zero’, when neoliberal 
economics was supposed to bring about 
a flourishing, democratic civil society 
and, according to some on the left, 
trade union rights for Iraqi workers, the 
country remains devastated. Contrary to 
the US vision, it soon became obvious 
that the regional power benefiting from 
the political vacuum was Iran’s Islamic 
Republic. With a friendly, at times 
obedient, Shia-led state in Baghdad, 
relative influence in Syria and growing 
links with Hezbollah in Lebanon, the 
clerics in Tehran and Qom could not 
believe their luck: the neoconservatives 
had handed them the Shia belt, 
stretching from Tehran (some would 
say Kabul) to the Mediterranean coast. 
Yet Iran’s influence and at times direct 
interventions in Iraq and Syria - not to 
mention Hezbollah’s political success in 
Lebanon - increased sectarian tension, 
a tension fuelled by Saudi and Qatari 
financial support for Sunni militias 
in Syria and Iraq, as well as political 
opponents of Hezbollah in Lebanon.

US threats against Iran and 
the hysteria about Iran’s nuclear 
programme since 2007, as well as 
subsequent crippling sanctions, were 
inevitable consequences of attempts by 
first Bush and then Obama to address 
the increasing geopolitical strength of 
Iran. The Arab spring in 2011 and 2012 
only reinforced this position, as the 
US now had to consider the coming 
to power of the Muslim Brotherhood 
in Cairo. Ironically it was the defeat of 
the Arab spring and the rising power of 
fundamentalist jihadists, especially in 
Syria, that changed US foreign policy. 
Obama’s statement this week to the 
effect that the administration has no 
strategy (yet) has started a number 
of debates. Clearly there is a level of 
disorientation in Washington and, for 
all the claims of Israel’s supporters 
that the ‘strategy’ is appeasement 
of nuclear Iran (according to Israeli 
prime minister Binyamin Netanyahu, 
the biggest threat to world peace since 
Hitler), the reality is that last year’s 
enemies (the Iranian rulers, Assad and 

Hezbollah) are today’s allies.

Confusion
Unfortunately this disorientation 
seems to have found reflection 
amongst sections of the left. Two 
recent articles - Andy Cunningham’s 
‘New fault lines in the Middle East: 
Isis in a regional context’ on the 
Revolutionary Socialism in the 21st 
Century website1; and a response by 
Sam Charles Hamad in IS Network2 - 
are good examples of such confusion.

Sam Hamad is right to criticise the 
simplistic arguments of the first article, 
which almost falls into Press TV-style 
reductionism regarding the current 
situation - while it is easy to put all the 
blame on the US and its allies in the 
region, the full story is more complicated. 
However, comrade Hamad’s response, 
although correct in describing the 
disastrous policies of Al Maleki and 
pointing out Iran’s involvement, has its 
own grave shortcomings, as it implies 
support for US air raids in ‘defence’ of 
Iraqi Yazidis:

If anybody, revolutionary socialist 
or not, wants to see Daesh defeated 
or weakened without relying on or 
appealing to imperialism, then we 
must deal with the realities and 
complexities of the balance of 
forces of Iraq since the invasion 
and occupation by the US and its 
‘coalition of the willing’. Narratives 
that advertise the identification of 
‘new fault lines’ in the Middle East, 
but that then end up relying on old 
formulations, such as advocating 
‘working class independence’ 
against Daesh, are usually those 
which necessarily stay as far away 
as possible from reality. Perhaps, 
following on from the usual line of 
regional Revolutionary Socialists, 
we ought to conclude that the only 
solution to Daesh is revolutionary 
socialism?3

Contrary to what Hamad claims, the 
choice is not between the abstract 
claim that only “revolutionary 
socialism will do” and a descent into 
the ‘realistic’ politics of supporting 
‘humanitarian’ interventions by the 
US and its allies. Even in the current 

mess of the Middle East you can hold 
to the principled position of opposing 
foreign military intervention, while 
resisting the temptation to support one 
or the other reactionary state, one or 
the other hopeless, ‘moderate’ Islamic 
group, simply because they oppose the 
local dictator. Why should we do so?
  Because the origins of many of 
these jihadists go back to Saudi Arabia 
and other US allies, and because it was 
colonialism that created the underlying 
problems of the region - arbitrary 
borders, deliberate imposition of 
ruling elites from religious minorities 
(Sunni rulers in Shia countries 
and vice versa). This means that 
imperialism can play no part in the 
solution. If the US were serious about 
stopping the massacres, why does it 
not impose sanctions on Saudi Arabia 
and other Gulf states (and take action 
against the Arab billionaires who 
finance these dubious organisations)? 
Instead it continues to arm these states.
 Because all imperialist ‘humanitarian 
interventions’ are political, with the 
single aim of advancing the geopolitical 
hegemony of US imperialism. 
Otherwise we would have witnessed, 
if not US military action, at least 
forthright condemnation of Israel, as 
it massacred over 2,000 Palestinians 
in Gaza.
 Because, as Obama admitted last 
week, the US has no clear strategy 
and the left that tails the latest 
‘humanitarian’ intervention ends 
up supporting the bombing of pro-
Assad forces, including Iranian 
Revolutionary guards, one year and 
the bombing of Assad’s opponents 
the next, as ground troops supported 
by Iranian Revolutionary Guards help 
Iraqi forces to recapture Shia towns.
 Because every military intervention, 
‘humanitarian’ or otherwise, brings new 
recruits into the ranks of the jihadists. 
Anyone in doubt should look at events 
in Afghanistan and how US bombing 
increased support for the Taliban.

One of the revolutionary left’s 
most important tasks in the current 
situation is to point to the fallacy of 
‘humanitarian intervention’. It is the 
short-sighted, opportunistic politics 
of falling behind this or that Arab/
Middle Eastern state or Islamic 

opposition (‘moderate’ or jihadist, 
from the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt 
to Al Nasr in Syria) that continues to 
discredit the international left in the 
Middle East, and play into the hands 
of the religious fundamentalists.

Rise of IS
As I have written before, Iraq’s 
political problems were compounded 
after the 2010 elections, when the 
more or less non-sectarian, mainly 
Sunni Iraqi coalition gained the 
largest number of parliamentary seats. 
Maliki used the courts to stop it from 
attempting to form a government. He 
followed this later with attacks on 
non-Shia ministers and officials.

It is true to say that the destruction 
of Iraq started with the 2003 invasion. 
However, it is also true that Maliki’s 
sectarianism, his refusal to incorporate 
Sunni militias in the regular army, 
his intolerance of tribal leaders in 
northern Iraq all contributed to the 
ensuing chaos. Iraq, a country where 
religious and national minorities had 
lived in relative peace side by side for 
centuries, has become the scene of 
vicious battles between Sunni jihadists 
and Shia military sects, of Kurdish 
peshmergas driven out of their homes, 
refugees in no man’s land, and victims 
of ‘humanitarian’ air strikes aimed at 
stopping Isis’s advance. According 
to the most conservative estimates, 
currently there are three million 
internally displaced persons in Iraq.

Anyone who last year fostered 
illusions in the potential of air raids 
to halt Assad’s atrocities, just like 
anyone who is fooled by US air 
attacks today, should be thoroughly 
ashamed. Nothing could be further 
from the minds of American and 
British politicians. It is all about 
safeguarding their interests in the 
region (remember Gaza).

And what about the IS itself? Who 
has been financing it over the last few 
years? How did it gain the prominence 
it has? According to Charles Lister of 
the Brookings Doha Center in Qatar, 
“There is no publicly accessible 
proof that the government of a state 
has been involved in the creation or 
financing of Isis as an organisation.”4 
However, the Iraqi government, Iran’s 
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What we 
fight for

n  Without organisation the 
working class is nothing; with 
the highest form of organisation 
it is everything.
n There exists no real Communist 
Party today. There are many so-
called ‘parties’ on the left. In 
reality they are confessional sects. 
Members who disagree  with  the  
prescribed ‘line’ are expected to 
gag themselves in public. Either 
that or face expulsion.
n   Communists operate 
according to the principles of 
democratic centralism. Through 
ongoing debate we seek to achieve 
unity in action and a common 
world outlook. As long as they 
support agreed actions, members 
should have the right to speak 
openly and form temporary or 
permanent factions.
n Communists oppose all 
imperialist wars   and occupations 
but constantly strive to bring 
to the fore the fundamental 
question - ending war is bound 
up with ending capitalism.
n C o m m u n i s t s  a r e 
internationalists. Everywhere 
we strive for the closest unity and 
agreement of working class and 
progressive parties of all countries. 
We oppose every manifestation 
of national sectionalism. It is an 
internationalist duty to uphold the 
principle, ‘One state, one party’.
n The  working  class  must  be 
organised    globally.    Without 
a global Communist Party, 
a Communist International, 
the struggle against capital is 
weakened and lacks coordination.
n Communists have no interest 
apart from the working class 
as a whole. They differ only in 
recognising   the  importance of 
Marxism as a guide to practice. 
That theory is no dogma, but 
must be constantly added to 
and enriched.
n Capitalism  in  its  ceaseless 
search for profit puts the future 
of humanity at risk. Capitalism 
is  synonymous with war, 
pollution, exploitation and crisis. 
As a global system capitalism 
can only be superseded globally.
n The capitalist class will never 
willingly allow their wealth and 
power to be taken away by a 
parliamentary vote.
n We will use the most militant 
methods objective circumstances  
allow to  achieve a federal republic 
of England, Scotland and Wales, 
a united, federal Ireland and a 
United States of Europe.
n Communists favour industrial 
unions. Bureaucracy and class 
compromise must be fought and 
the trade unions transformed 
into schools for communism.
n Communists   are   champions 
of the oppressed. Women’s 
oppression, combating racism and 
chauvinism, and the struggle for 
peace and ecological sustainability 
are just as much working class 
questions as pay, trade union rights 
and demands for high-quality 
health, housing and education.
n Socialism  represents victory 
in the battle for democracy. It 
is the rule of the working class. 
Socialism is either democratic 
or, as with Stalin’s Soviet Union, 
it turns into its opposite.
n Socialism is the first stage 
of the worldwide transition 
to communism - a system 
which knows neither wars, 
exploitation, money, classes, 
states nor nations. Communism 
is general freedom and the real 
beginning of human history.
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Islamic Republic and a number of 
independent observers have made 
accusations that the governments 
of Qatar, Saudi Arabia and other 
Persian states financed Isis in 2013 
and early 2014. There is credible 
information about wealthy members 
of ruling families from the Persian 
Gulf countries funding it over the 
last two years. So, for all the Saudi 
and Qatari denials, there can be little 
doubt that, before it gained access 
to oilfields in north Syria and later 
banks in Mosul, Isis was the recipient 
of financial support from states in the 
Persian Gulf region.

Michael Stephens, director of the 
Royal United Services Institute in 
Qatar, asks:

So has Qatar funded the Islamic 
State? Directly, the answer is no. 
Indirectly, a combination of shoddy 
policy and naivety has led to Qatar-
funded weapons and money making 
their way into the hands of IS. Saudi 
Arabia likewise is innocent of a 
direct state policy to fund the group, 
but, as with Qatar, its determination 
to remove Mr Assad has led to 
serious mistakes in its choice of 
allies ... many taking bags of cash 
to Turkey and simply handing over 
millions of dollars at a time.5

Some of this money was originally 
destined for Al Nusra (Al Qa’eda’s 
wing in Syria). However, Isis/IS also 
benefited from the money smuggled 
via a Turkish border left deliberately 
unchecked. This has made the 
organisation one of the richest jihadist 
groups in the world, which now 
benefits from control of oilfields in 
Syria - indeed selling oil back to the 
Assad regime - and from conquering 
Iraqi cities: “During its conquest of 
the northern Iraqi city of Mosul, Isis 
fighters looted more than 500 billion 
Iraqi dinar, worth about $420 million 
… Iraqi officials estimate that the 
group now has about $2 billion in its 
war chest.”6

IS leader Al Baghdadi has 
established a military command, 
which includes officers from Saddam 
Hussein’s military. In the Middle East 
it is widely reported that former Iraqi 
officers like Fadel al-Hayali, who 
was one of the Ba’athist regime’s 
top military commanders, as well as 
Adnan al-Sweidawi, a colonel of the 
Saddam Hussein era, hold crucial 
positions in the military leadership of 
IS. These are men who fought the US 
occupation in the mid-2000s. Other 
Sunnis, linked to northern Iraqi tribes, 
groups which fought al Qa’eda in the 
2000s, felt so isolated and betrayed 
by Baghdad that they sided with Isis. 
The Iraqi government of Maliki broke 
its promise to integrate over 90,000 
Sunnis who fought al Qa’eda into 
the military security system, thus 
providing them with a proper income. 
Instead, incompetent, corrupt Shias 
were promoted to the highest ranks 
of the army - and they were among 
the first to run away and abandon their 
posts as Isis advanced.

The Americans and their new 
regional ally, Iran’s Islamic Republic, 
hope the removal of the much hated 
Maliki and the coming to power of 
the ‘moderate’ al-Abadi will improve 
relations with Sunni tribes. However, 
as late as August 30, Sheikh Ali al-
Hatim of the Dulaim tribe was urging 
fellow Sunni leaders to withdraw from 
talks to form a new government. Hatim 
also called on the Sunni authorities to 
clamp down on Shi’ite militias.

Kurds
The western press and media have 
been full of stories about Kurdish 
fighters and their role in the current 

battles in Iraq. Former Liberal 
Democrat leader Paddy Ashdown has 
encouraged the government to “arm 
Kurdish forces” and called on Britain 
and the US to act as “handmaidens to 
Kurdish independence”.7

However, all those who are familiar 
with the region will tell a different 
story. Fighters from the Kurdistan 
Democratic Party (KDP) and Patriotic 
Union of Kurdistan (PUK) have not 
been as brave as some reports suggest, 
nor were they in the forefront of 
recent battles. Those who survived 
the IS’s onslaught in Sinjar province 
last month claim that the peshmergas 
and the political parties of the Kurdish 
Regional Authority abandoned them. 
Throughout the last few years, the KDP 
has recruited members and supporters 
from among Yazidis in the Sinjar 
province, promising them protection. 
(The Yazidis, whose religion is close to 
Zoroastrianism, have often been called 
“devil worshippers” because there is 
confusion between their name and 
that of the third Islamic Khalif, Yazid, 
who was considered by Shias to be a 
heretic). In Sinjar province, the KDP 
assured the residents, both Christians 
and Yazidis, that they would be safe 
from Sunni and Shia extremists. Sarbast 
Baiperi, head of the local KDP in Sinjar 
province, appeared on KDP radio and 
TV and on Facebook claiming: “Until 
the last drop of blood we will defend 
Sinjar.”8 In return the KDP expected 
the population to vote for its deputies. 
Yet in the first test of this pact, the local 
population claims that when the IS 
advanced KDP peshmergas abandoned 
their posts and fled.

Of course, other Kurdish fighters, 
mainly from the YPG (Syrian Kurdish 
Peoples Protection Units), members 
of the Syrian wing of the Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party (PKK), as well as 

Iranian peshmergas based in Iraqi 
Kurdistan, did fight the IS. As the 
refugees approached a checkpoint 
where Kurdish Regional Government 
authorities were confiscating weapons, 
the Yazidis and the Christians sent 
word back down the convoy behind 
them: “Give your guns to the YPG!”

The western mass media might 
confuse the heroism of leftwing Kurdish 
fighters with the cowardice of Barzani, 
Talabani and their useless armies, but 
the peoples of the region know better.

Principles
It is inevitable that, faced with the 
horrors inflicted by the IS, the left in 
the imperialist countries is suffering 
from some confusion. However, 
the answers remain simple and 
straightforward. For example, in 
2007 we pointed out, in opposition to 
the line adopted by the Stop the War 
Coalition leadership, that threats of 
war against Iran should not cause us to 
side with a reactionary religious state 
that intervenes in the affairs of other 
countries in the region. In 2012, during 
the Arab spring, we said that, while in 
Egypt the departure of Hosni Mubarak 
was a cause for celebration, we should 
remember that, in the absence of 
any viable leftwing alternative, the 
Muslim Brotherhood’s adherence to 
neoliberal economics, accompanied 
by the imposition of aspects of Sharia 
law, would be a recipe for disaster. We 
rejected claims about the allegedly 
progressive and anti-imperialist nature 
of the MB and warned against calling 
for a vote for it. We were also against 
the military coup in Egypt in the 
summer of 2013, which, for example, 
the Socialist Workers Party at first 
giddily supported.

And we opposed US military 
intervention in Syria. Foreign 

interventions in that country from Iran 
and Russia on the side of the Syrian 
dictator, and from Saudi Arabia and 
Qatar in support of Al Nasr, Isis and 
the Free Syrian army, paved the way 
for subsequent disasters.

We can do no more than repeat the 
same warnings again. The Middle East 
has a complicated history, compounded 
by arbitrary borders drawn up by 
the colonial powers. It has been the 
scene of imperialist interventions 
throughout the last century. For the 
left there is only one position that has 
stood the test of time: we refuse to 
echo social-imperialist calls in favour 
of ‘humanitarian’ intervention. Nor 
do we offer ‘critical support’ to this 
or that regional dictator or Islamist 
group (‘moderate’ or otherwise), but 
stand alongside those sections of the 
working class movement that have 
not been tainted by either social-
imperialism or false anti-imperialism.

Only by adhering to basic principles 
can we stand any chance of regaining 
support amongst the working class in 
the region. Do not be fooled: there are 
no short cuts, no easy solutions l

yassamine.mather@weeklyworker.co.uk
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Proud
It is a tremendous pleasure to 

inform readers that this year’s 
two-month Summer Offensive 

- our annual fundraising campaign 
- has been an excellent one, only 
just missing its overall target of 
£30,000. We were eye-wateringly 
close though, with comrades raising 
£29,901 over this period of intense 
work for the organisation - a drive 
which incorporates the Communist 
University as both one of the main 
reasons why we raise the money 
(see report, p9), and as a means to 
generate cash at the event itself in the 
form book sales, subs to the paper, 
donations from inspired participants, 
in addition to the surpluses we 
generate from the communally 
organised food and drink.

This is an excellent achievement, 
comrades. It again underlines the 
fact that - in contrast to the left that 
surrounds us - this organisation 
continues to hold its own in 
this rough period of historical 
reaction, organisationally as well 
as ideologically (the two go hand 
in hand, of course). We have even, 
modestly, been able to nudge our 
project forward a little in some 
respects. Remember, readers, that 
we dubbed last year’s campaign - 
which scored a little under £27k - 
as “one of our best for a number of 
years”. We have been able to build 
on the 2013 achievement, despite the 
decline not simply of the wider left 
milieu we make strenuous efforts 
to relate to, but also a political 
implosion of those small sections of 

this left we were politically engaged 
with to some extent at the time of 
last year’s Offensive.

In 2013, our final SO round-
up noted that, as evidenced by the 
debates at that year’s Communist 
University, relations with comrades 
from the International Socialist 
Tendency and Nick Wrack of the 
(then existing!) Socialist Platform of 
Left Unity were “generally moving in 
the right direction” - limited though 
the progress was. (Weekly Worker 
August 29 2013). Twelve months 
on, even that cautious appraisal looks 
wildly over-optimistic in hindsight.

However, our own organisation 
remains in fairly robust shape. 
But the SO is also about the 
human material that comprises 
our collective and so every year - 
despite some criticism even in our 
own ranks for ‘individualising’ 
the campaign - we mark out and 
celebrate the successes of a few 
comrades who have excelled in it 
in some way. This year, comrade 
TB was honoured by her comrades 
for the highest target achieved in 
2014 - particularly gratifying, as 
this comrade is veteran stalwart of 
many SOs, whose hard, backroom 
work on the campaign has helped 
many others to generate money for 
their own pledges. Modesty and 
other financial considerations of the 
comrade preclude us mentioning 
the precise figure, but it is a four-
figure sum!

In the same vein, comrade 
MC - who put many hours’ hard 

slog into making and distributing 
(as well as actually physically 
selling!) thousands of badges for 
us - got the ‘outstanding effort’ 
reward and a bottle of something 
fizzy to take back with him up 
north. And that’s not Alka-Seltzer, 
comrades, despite the fact that I 
can attest from personal experience 
that long hours hunched over our 
manual badge-making machine/
cum-instrument of medieval torture 
might leave you in need of relief 
from some of the maladies that said 
bubbly pain-reliever is designed to 
cure, according to Wikipedia - eg, 
“minor aches, pains, inflammation”. 
Also flagged up in the same entry 
are “hangovers” - much more 
appropriate following our comrade’s 
celebrations, we hope.

The Provisional  Central 
Committee congratulates our two 
prizewinners, all members and 
supporters who set themselves 
targets and collectively raised 
thousands of pounds, as well as all 
supporters and sympathisers, who 
contributed smaller, but nonetheless 
vital, donations to this year’s 
Summer Offensive.

We should all be very proud, 
comrades l

Mark Fischer

Summer Offensive
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A systemic failure
The Rotherham sexual abuse scandal reveals profound weaknesses in bourgeois society’s treatment of 
vulnerable people, writes Paul Demarty

Responses to Alexis Jay’s report 
into sexual abuse of pubescent 
girls in Rotherham have been 

united, at least, on one point - that what 
is documented therein is appalling.

A ‘conservative’ estimate of 1,400 
victims has grabbed headlines: a quite 
astonishing number for a town of some 
280,000 people in total. Investigative 
journalists from The Times, who dug 
a little deeper into the affair after the 
conviction of five men for organised 
sexual exploitation in 2010, found 
a further element of horror: the role 
of relevant authorities was at best 
indifferent and more commonly was 
actually covering up abuse.

Britain has been gifted a particularly 
ridiculous pantomime villain from this 
angle: Shaun Wright, the police and 
crime commissioner (PCC) for South 
Yorkshire - and the evidently worthless 
head of child safety on Rotherham 
council from 2005 to 2010. Something 
of a study in what a long career in 
municipal politics does to your sense of 
shame, Wright is stubbornly refusing 
to budge from the post he was elected 
to on the no doubt fervent wishes of, er, 
7.5% of eligible voters (an impressive 
mandate indeed).

He has been abandoned by the 
Labour Party and even his deputy - if 
he persists in this behaviour, we must 
fear for his personal safety. Alas, we 
must wait for his ego to wise up, since 
one of the many ridiculous features of 
Cameron’s PCC legislation is simply 
that there is no way to sack such idiots.

In any case, the story is bigger than 
Wright, who is merely a particularly 
egregious example of the inept, 
egotistical specimens bred in modern 
Britain’s rotten boroughs. Those who 
are united on his degeneracy, however, 
and the horrible nature of the crimes 
he apparently did nothing to prevent, 
disagree violently on the causes. It 
is precisely this disagreement that 
gives the affair its interest for us - 
the world, after all, is full enough of 
horrors. We see before us bourgeois 
society incandescent that it has failed 
1,400 young women - ‘conservatively’ 
speaking; and its various limbs are all 
blaming each other.

The angle that has dominated the 
coverage is, of course, the ethnic 
origins of the perpetrators - according 
to the report, and convictions thus 
far, they are in the main of British 
Pakistani cultural background. One 
of the matters picked up by The 
Times from documents it unearthed 
was a reluctance to investigate 
seriously in deference to ‘diversity’ 
issues. For much of the rightwing 
press (and now home secretary 
Theresa May), this seems to be a case 
of political correctness having gone 
well and truly mad.

On closer examination, the notion 
that there is a culturally specific 
feature of British Pakistani or 
Muslim culture that leads its sons to 
cajole and intimidate white teenagers 
into sex, where they do not simply 
violently rape them, falls down. For 
one, we have in recent years also 

seen the Catholic church exposed 
for systematically covering up for 
paedophiles in its clergy; there are, in 
any case, an awful lot of rapes across 
society as a whole. If some men found 
in Islam an excuse to believe that these 
girls ‘had it coming’, then it is only one 
excuse among depressingly many for 
such behaviour.

On top of that, we have the plain 
evidence that eight men were tried, 
and five convicted, for such offences 
in 2010 - without causing race riots 
in South Yorkshire. Why did it take 
two years of investigative journalism 
to bring anything else to light?

It is undeniably true that the 
public sector - and, indeed, most of 
the private sector - labours under 
a bureaucratically imposed official 
liberalism, which stamps down hard 
on real or perceived racism, sexism 
and so on. We must, however, 
understand how this functions. The list 
of ‘protected categories’ of people is 
ever-expanding, and leads inevitably to 
contradictions. Indeed, the Rotherham 
affair, at face value, places women 
and vulnerable teenagers on one 
side, against ethnic minorities on the 
other. On the far left, such awkward 
encounters are governed by the rubric 
of ‘intersectionality’, and thus lead to 
screaming rows and political paralysis. 
In the grey, grubby world of local 

politics, it is a godsend - for it allows 
people to arbitrarily exercise their 
limited power in whatever way suits 
them best.

Thus, we cannot but be struck by 
how the multiple, systemic failures on 
show align with the perverse incentives 
offered to the various culprits. The 
police have to meet targets for 
dealing with reported crime; thus they 
have an incentive to minimise what 
actually gets reported. Many victims 
were arrested themselves, for being 
drunk under age. Social workers, 
almost universally well-meaning, 
grow cynical under the burden of 
hundreds of cases; a girl absconding, 
apparently into prostitution, may prick 
the conscience, but it also lightens 
the load. As for local politicians, in 
a municipality as inevitably Labour-
controlled as the August bank 
holiday is rainy, their cynicism is 
self-explanatory.

Now that there are 1,400 of them, 
the victims loom large - but when 
their ordeals began they were merely 
individuals, dribbling through an 
indifferent world - they were nothing 
special, and nothing to sacrifice a good 
career over. A Times columnist seized 
on a symptomatic moment in television 
coverage: “Why did the Rotherham 
authorities do nothing, a TV reporter 
asked a mother whose daughter was 

sexually exploited from the age of 12. 
‘Because,’ she replied, ‘they thought 
they were dirty little slags’.”1

On this point, it would appear, the 
perpetrators and the authorities were of 
one mind. It was to be expected that 
young women from this particular 
social origin (working class, from hard-
hit rustbelt communities) had a lack of 
respect for their own bodies, and that 
was not a good thing (obviously), but 
what can one do?

While the right pins the blame on 
‘political correctness’, the liberal left is 
more likely to call for more resources 
for social care, which is battered 
like everything else under the Tory 
government. Left Unity’s Felicity 
Dowling offers a variant of this view: 
“This scandal is a further entry to add 
to Hillsborough and Orgreave in South 
Yorkshire police’s annals of failure. 
We call for fully funded children’s 
services in every local authority with 
good professional development and 
trade union representation.”2

Comrade Dowling and the liberals, 
however, offer a very top-heavy 
solution, which is in fact no solution at 
all. The social care system is predicated 
on denying its charges any agency in 
their own lives; and, while children 
and young teenagers are more or less 
necessarily dependent on adults, the 
process of ‘coming of age’ is about 

becoming able to take control over 
one’s own life. The best-funded, most 
efficient social care system in the world, 
if it were to be based on the current 
model, would be stuck in the same rut 
as the threadbare version around today.

That rut has the nature of a self-
fulfilling prophecy: the system views 
those in its care as damaged beyond 
repair; thus its interventions are heavy-
handed and alienating. When people 
disappear from the system - either 
voluntarily or in the more disturbing 
circumstances described in Jay’s report 
- it serves to justify the idea that agency 
must be withheld from vulnerable young 
people, and also the self-justifying view 
that those who abscond cannot be saved 
from themselves.

Many individuals in society get 
severely damaged early on in the 
course of their lives: indeed, that is one 
of the compelling reasons for getting 
rid of capitalism. It is the cruel logic 
of the system that led Thatcher and 
her successors to claw back the gains 
of the working class, to devastate 
strongholds of the organised working 
class and thus loosen the social fabric. It 
is hardly surprising either that there are 
lost souls, or those that would prey on 
them. We reject, rather, the notion that 
this is a permanent state of affairs, that 
such people of interest to social workers 
should remain trapped in that condition.

Comrade Dowling is of particular 
interest here, since she is the main 
motivator for LU’s proposed ‘safe 
spaces’ policy, which would write 
the local authority ‘safeguarding’ 
dogma more or less directly into 
the organisation’s constitution. It is 
disappointing, but hardly surprising, 
that the closest she comes to 
mentioning the problem is to “call 
for children’s voices to be heard in 
all services”. ‘Your voice will be 
heard’ deserves its reputation as a 
vacuous cliché that generally means 
the exact opposite, and this is surely 
no different. Subject to vile abuse they 
may have been, but most of the victims 
in Rotherham were teenagers; if you 
insist on treating them as children, then 
by the same token they will be, as the 
saying goes, seen and not heard l
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