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Ethnoreligious
Tony Greenstein echoes Zionist mendacity 
about anti-Semitism when he rubbishes 
my statement that anti-Semitism is “hatred 
of people of Jewish origin simply for that 
ethnic origin” (Letters, September 4). 
His quibble about the word “ethnic” is a 
red herring. Many people have multiple 
strands to their identity. Presumably for 
Greenstein the British state, in its anti-
discrimination laws, is wrong to treat Jews 
as an ethnoreligious group.

His purpose is to broaden the definition 
of anti-Semitism so that he can smear 
critics of his own particular type of identity 
politics as racist. Race and ethnicity are 
social constructs, but all types of racism 
involve hatred of those with a particular 
origin, whether visible (skin colour) or with 
less obvious characteristics of origin.

His point about the alleged anti-
Semitism of Zionists is irrelevant 
balderdash. It seems they hate some 
Jews and are unprincipled enough to 
welcome their becoming victims of 
racism as a political convenience. This 
makes them wretches and traitors, but 
it does not mean they hate all Jews. 
This is sophistry to provide a basis 
to expand the boundaries of alleged 
racism against Jews from hatred of all 
Jews to dislike or criticism of, or even 
treachery against, some Jews by other 
Jews. If he tried to apply it to other 
sub-groups of the same group, it would 
be laughed at.

This broadening the definition of racism 
against Jews, and indeed having a special 
term (anti-Semitism) that implies racism, 
but catches broader criticism of subsets 
of Jews for their behaviour, is insidious. 
It is linked to notions of Jewish moral 
superiority, and the special odiousness of 
this ‘anti-Semitism’ compared to ‘ordinary’ 
racism: eg, against Arabs. This is itself 
racist.

Racism generates more racism, so 
even from a rational Jewish standpoint 
this is counterproductive. The term ‘anti-
Semitism’ should be abandoned, as it is 
inaccurate scientifically (Arabs are Semites 
too), as well as having suffered from this 
definition-creep. We should oppose anti-
Jewish racism as much as anti-black, 
anti-Irish racism, etc. No more, no less. 
This means hatred of all Jews, blacks, etc. 
Anything more is a fraud.

Both Greenstein and John Cable 
(Letters, September 4) show ignorance 
of the difference between western society 
and Israel in terms of the impact of the 
Nazi genocide. Let me state what should be 
obvious. In western society, this genocide 
is rightly regarded as an unprecedented 
horror and a source of shame. Though 
the younger generation may be a bit hazy 
about it, this is still true. In Israel, on the 
other hand, the Holocaust (with a capital 
H) is akin to a cult. It is perverted into a 
morality tale to justify the Jewish state 
and the dispossession of Palestinians. 
Israel is one of the most unashamedly 
racist societies on the planet. Every 
state institution, including state-funded 
institutions which commemorate the 
genocide, has the primary purpose of 
justifying the racist nature of the state.

In decades past, if anyone challenged 
known facts about the genocide in western 
societies, it was usually true that they were 
expressing sympathy for the racism of 
Hitler. But in Israel, and even chauvinistic 
Jewish communities elsewhere, to question 
the way the holocaust is narrated may 
be the beginning of challenging Zionist 
racism. Any crack in that worldview may 
bring light.

John Cable says that holocaust denial 
is “generally regarded” as anti-Semitic. 
Today, immigration is “generally regarded” 
as bad, but that does not make it so. He 
implies that no other motive for denying 
the holocaust, or even expressing doubts 
about aspects of the current ‘generally 
accepted’ account (in Israel too?) is 

possible except anti-Semitism, by which 
I assume he means my correct definition, 
not Greenstein’s expanded one.

He shows softness on Israel when 
he dismisses any comparison with Nazi 
Germany. Israel has not yet exterminated 
millions of Arabs, but it has stockpiled 
hundreds of nukes in a region where it has 
a complete monopoly. This is a threat of 
genocide that could be greater than Hitler’s. 
Israel’s terror against the Palestinians is 
far worse than the oppression of the Jews 
in Nazi Germany prior to the beginning 
of extermination, which began in 1941. 
The most serious pre-war atrocity against 
Jews in Nazi Germany was the 1938 
Krystallnacht, in which 91 people died. 
Operation ‘Protective Edge’ alone was 
over 20 times worse. John Cable should 
consider Tony Greenstein to be “ignorant 
at best”, as his blog often rightly compares 
Israeli behaviour with Nazi Germany.

It is nonsense to suggest that there is 
a mass wave of Jew-hatred in Europe. 
Hungary and Greece are economically 
deprived backwaters on the fringes, not 
central to European capital. In general, the 
‘modern’ far right is pro-Israel, and regards 
Muslim immigrants in the way Jews 
once were regarded. In several European 
countries, they have significant Jewish 
support on the basis of anti-Muslim hatred 
- including in France, where the far right 
has been historically anti-Semitic. No-one 
in their right mind believes that Jews today 
constitute any threat to the capitalist order, 
so the basis for ruling class support for anti-
Jewish racism has disappeared.

Cable’s point about Naqba denial by 
people too young for first-hand experience, 
as opposed to the holocaust, is weak. The 
holocaust ended in the 1940s. The Naqba 
was the beginning of the Palestinian 
catastrophe. ‘Protective Edge’, ‘Cast Lead’ 
and others are part of the ongoing Naqba.

Greenstein mixes his criticism of 
Israel with a communalist agenda, and 
falsifies quotations to smear people. He 
cherry-picks sentences from Gilad Atzmon 
to make it appear he was denying the 
holocaust, when in fact he was questioning 
an eminent Israeli historian about an event 
involving a member of his own family. 
The sentences in italics below were cut 
out from the passage in Atzmon’s article 
which Greenstein cited, obviously to give 
a false impression:

“If, for instance, the Nazis wanted the 
Jews out of their Reich (Judenrein - free 
of Jews), 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? I have been 
concerned with this simple question for 
more than a while. I eventually launched 
into an historical research of the topic and 
happened to learn from Israeli holocaust 
historian professor Israel Gutman that 
Jewish prisoners actually joined the march 
voluntarily. Here is a testimony taken from 
Gutman’s book:

“‘One of my friends and relatives in 
the camp came to me on the night of the 
evacuation and offered a common hiding 
place somewhere on the way from the 
camp to the factory … The intention was 
to leave the camp with one of the convoys 
and to escape near the gate, using the 
darkness, we thought, to go a little far 
from the camp. The temptation was very 
strong. And yet, after I considered it all I 
then decided to join (the march) with all 
the other inmates and to share their fate’ 
(Israel Gutman [editor] People and ashes: 
Book Auschwitz Birkenau, Merhavia 
1957).

“I am left puzzled here: if the Nazis 
ran a death factory in Auschwitz-Birkenau, 
why would the Jewish prisoners join them 
at the end of the war? Why didn’t the Jews 
wait for their red liberators?”

This is a reasonable question to ask in 
the following context, also omitted from 
the above:

“It took me years to grasp that my 
great-grandmother wasn’t made into a 
‘soap’ or a ‘lampshade’ ... She probably 
perished out of exhaustion, typhus or 
maybe even by mass shooting” (www.
gilad.co.uk/writings/truth-history-and-

integrity-by-gilad-atzmon.html).
Once widely circulated stories of 

lampshades and soap being made of 
murdered Jews in Nazi camps have 
been shown to be false, according to the 
Holocaust Museum in Washington. In 
other words, Atzmon, having discovered 
he had been lied to about the means used 
to kill a family member, was raising a 
reasonable question about an apparent 
contradiction in the official accounts.

It is malicious to say that the only 
motive anyone would have for probing 
such issues is to ‘deny’ that any genocide 
took place. The underlying assumption 
is that no embellishment or distortion of 
the record of the holocaust for reasons of 
justifying Israeli behaviour could ever be 
reasonably suspected, and that to raise 
questions about this makes someone guilty 
of racism.

This is demented, sectarian hackery. 
It is also an attack on the Palestinians. 
Jack Conrad explained why in his book 
Fantastic reality: “The Israeli state has 
built the Nazi genocide into a ubiquitous 
cult. Together, book-nation-land-holocaust 
forms an ideological quadrinity. Children 
are indoctrinated into the holocaust cult, 
relics and heroes are honoured and, 
in service to the state, it is projected 
into the realms of metaphysics … The 
attempted Nazi destruction of European 
Jewry certainly condones the ‘return’. 
Dispossessing the Palestinians of their land 
finds justification in Nazi crimes” (p482).

What Greenstein is doing with this 
inquisitorial crap is helping the Israeli 
regime in its tasks of indoctrination, by 
engaging in vilification of someone 
questioning their own youthful 
indoctrination and trying to explore how 
far it went.

It also appears that the original source 
of the quote-chopping is Nick Lowdes, 
the former editor of Seachlight and the 
leader of Hope Not Hate, an organisation 
which picketed East London Mosque to 
stop supposedly ‘extremist’ Palestinians 
from speaking. So this smear, recycled by 
Greenstein, comes from a Zionist source.

It is good that Greenstein recommends 
some excellent books, Abram Leon’s The 
Jewish question: a Marxist interpretation, 
and Israel Shahak’s remarkable Jewish 
history, Jewish religion: the weight of 
three thousand years. He should take his 
own advice, and in the case of Shahak in 
particular, give him credit for originating 
the use of the term ‘Jewish ideology’ as 
a broader descriptor of the ideology that 
drives the Zionist project. Greenstein 
wrongly credits this to Gilad Atzmon.

He should also give Shahak credit 
for being among the first to reject the 
notion that Israel is a colonial project of 
the imperialist powers, instead addressing 
the specifically ‘Jewish’ nature of the settler 
project that created Israel. He was among 
the first to point out the role of organised 
diaspora Jews in putting irresistible 
pressure on these imperialists to adopt 
slavish pro-Israel policies, even when that 
contradicts imperialist interests.

Since Tony Greenstein habitually 
denounces these views as anti-Semitic, 
I am sure when he has reread the 
aforementioned work by Shahak he will 
also be penning a rabid denunciation of this 
deceased holocaust survivor as a Jew-hater.

Shahak did not, as a non-Marxist, 
manage to completely explain these 
questions, which require a materialist 
analysis. But he did provide a stepping 
stone for others to do so. I think I have 
made a reasonable fist of beginning this, 
submitting a set of theses on The Jews 
and modern imperialism, to be debated 
at the September 14 meeting of Left 
Unity’s Communist Platform. I have also 
written an extensive critique of the centrist 
politics of Tony Greenstein, which drives 
him to wild lies and smear campaigns, as 
well as unprincipled blocs with Zionists, 
while maintaining an outspoken posture 
of support for the Palestinians. Both are 
available online at http://comunistanueva.
wordpress.com.

Finally, with regard to the Socialist 
Workers Party: unlike these opportunists, 

I do not capitulate to identity politics, 
whether it be the kind that makes 
Greenstein join with Zionists to defame 
Atzmon, or of the reactionary feminists 
who the SWP joined in the CIA witch-
hunt against Julian Assange. So, no, I don’t 
regard the SWP’s abandonment of Atzmon 
as a virtue, but a betrayal: capitulation to 
imperialism, like their capitulation to the 
British state over troops in Ireland in 1969.
Ian Donovan
London

Save killer cop?
Comrade Corey Ansel is absolutely 
correct in his attacks on both Mike 
Macnair and the Taaffeite Committee 
for a Workers’ International, “which 
puts forth the inanity that the cops are 
‘workers in blue’” (Letters, September 
4). But then he goes and spoils it all 
by linking “advocating base reformist 
demands calling for community control 
of the police, accountability” with the 
demand to ‘jail killer cops’, which he 
thinks is so appalling that “groups like 
the International Bolshevik Tendency” 
use it.

This may puzzle your readers, 
who have just witnessed huge riots in 
Ferguson, Missouri. Their main demand 
was not, disappointingly, ‘Overthrow 
the capitalist state and all its institutions 
and law enforcers’, but justice for the 
slain teenager, Michael Brown, and jail 
for that particular killer cop, Darren 
Wilson, still at large despite clear 
evidence of the murder he committed. 
And the group that Corey takes some 
of his politics from, the International 
Communist League and its Workers 
Vanguard, makes roughly the same 
point in their latest edition.

In  a t t ack ing  the  Maois t 
Revolutionary Communist Party they 
complain: “The RCP writes that … 
‘this murderous pig must be charged 
and taken into custody. Now!’ So the 
‘revolutionary’ RCP is fighting for … 
a good prosecutor to get rid of the bad 
cop” (September 5).

This is clearly a demand to ‘Save 
the killer cop’, one I’m sure the Sparts 
were careful not to voice on the streets 
of Ferguson. All this madness goes 
back to a desire to charge the IBT 
with reformism over the position their 
supporter, Jack Heyman, put forward in 
January 2012 over the murder of Oscar 
Grant in Oakland, California. “Local 10 
executive board member Jack Heyman, 
a central organizer and an emcee of the 
rally, said, ‘Cops have to go to jail when 
they commit a crime just like anyone 
else’.” They were outraged at this 
and lambasted him for his reformism: 
“Heyman seizes upon the widespread 
disgust with the slap-on-the-wrist 
verdict for Mehserle (the killer cop) to 
promote the lie that the cops’ capitalist 
masters will punish their armed thugs if 
they ‘commit a crime’ … The capitalist 
rulers are hardly going to punish their 
own police guard dogs for the crimes 
they commit in the capitalists’ service. 
And even if one cop were charged and 
imprisoned, it wouldn’t stop police 
terror.”

How absolutely inane can you get? A 
policeman murders your son or brother 
and you demand his arrest and jailing 
and that makes you a reformist! Of 
course not, this is just indicative of the 
ever widening gap between the Sparts 
and the objective reality of how workers 
live their lives. Trotsky addressed these 
issues in elaborating his Transitional 
programme, starting from the present 
level of consciousness of the working 
class and leading inexorably to the 
socialist revolution. But number one: 
“No justice, no peace” - jail this killer 
cop, the cops are the capitalist state 
in uniform. We must get rid of the 
capitalist state and all its institutions 
by socialist revolution. You cannot get 
to the end point without starting at the 
beginning, as the Sparts would quickly 
discover if they were brave or foolhardy 
enough to put their political position 

into a slogan and demand ‘Save the 
killer cop’ on the streets of Ferguson, 
Missouri.
Gerry Downing
London

More critical 
I believe your article on Rotherham 
could have benefited from a more 
critical approach to Alexis Jay’s report 
(‘A systemic failure’, September 
4). As a UK-based Marxist writer, I 
have made an analysis of professor 
Jay’s report into child exploitation 
at rotherhamabuse.wordpress.com. I 
show how the story that Asians have 
carried out abuse on a very large scale 
in Rotherham is false. The introduction 
to my article reads:

“On August 26 2014 the report of 
the Independent Inquiry into Child 
Sexual Exploitation in Rotherham 
1997-2013 was published ... The British 
press declared that the report showed 
that at least 1,400 children had been 
sexually exploited in Rotherham, a 
town of approximately 250,000, over 
the period in question. The press also 
stated that the report showed that the 
majority of those responsible for the 
exploitation of these 1,400 children 
were Asian. Professor Jay, however, 
does not provide evidence that the 
majority of the abusers in the individual 
cases she studied were Asian. A close 
reading shows that her report does not 
even claim that this is the case.

“In addition, it does not show 
that 1,400 children were exploited. 
The report does claim this, but the 
claim appears to be incorrect due to 
a confusion between cases where 
exploitation is suspected by adults 
and cases where children themselves 
are reporting exploitation. Whatever 
the intentions of the author, the report 
clearly has potential to create serious 
racial and religious tension, which could 
harm a large number of British people, 
old and young, male and female.”
Joseph Ball
email

Backward
We totally oppose the English Defence 
League’s vile used of the Rotherham 
child-sex scandal to attack Muslims. 
However, that does not mean we ignore 
the role of a socially conservative religion 
propagating backward attitudes towards 
sexual matters - which, seemingly 
ironically, encourage the treatment of 
children as sex objects. The Roman 
Catholic church is a prime example, but 
all religions have a powerful tendency 
towards this. And, the more that women 
are presented as in need of protection, for 
example, the more there is a tendency 
towards the ‘pure’ versus ‘slut’ imposed 
dichotomy, which justifies rape and child 
sexual abuse.

The Muslim religion has not always 
been, nor is it today, uniformly censorial. 
And in practice most Muslims are often 
far less socially conservative than their 
‘community leaders’, whether at mosque or 
national level. However, the current culture 
of sections of Muslims is fairly nasty, to 
say the least. Religion is not the only 
factor, and neither is ethnic background - 
for instance, historically the British white 
working class has had reactionary attitudes 
to the role if women and children, which 
are not qualitatively different to those of the 
Rotherham abusers. In fact, sexual abuse 
on public transport seems to be increasing, 
and primarily by white men.

In looking at the failures in Rotherham 
we need to think about different things - 
the cuts and ticky-box targets for social 
workers, the overall nature of children’s 
services within parameters of seeing 
children as objects/chattels and ‘a 
problem’, etc. We also need to find ways 
to encourage the best people in Muslim and 
other communities to be able to challenge 
social conservatism and reactionary 
ideology and practice.
Alan Theasby
email
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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 14: No forum.
Sunday September 21, 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.

Communist Platform
Sunday September 14, 12 noon: National meeting for Left Unity 
CP supporters, Calthorpe Arms, 252 Grays Inn Road, London WC1. 
Discussion on anti-Semitism; Israel/Palestine.
Organised by Communist Platform: http://communistplatform.org.uk.

Radical Anthropology Group
Introduction to anthropology
Tuesday September 23, 6.30pm: ‘What does it mean to be human?’ 
Speaker: Chris Knight.
Cock Tavern, 23 Phoenix Road, London NW1. Talks are free, but 
small donations are welcome.
Organised by Radical Anthropology Group:
http://radicalanthropologygroup.org.

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.
Friday 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.

Socialist films
Sunday September 14, 11am: Screening, Bolivar Hall, 54 Grafton 
Way, London W1. Markus Imhoof’s More than honey (Switzerland/
Germany/USA, 91 minutes) and Omar Zambrano’s Flashmob 
Venezuela (Venezuela, 8 minutes). Followed by discussion.
Organised by London Socialist Film Co-op:
www.socialistfilm.blogspot.com.

Gaza benefit gig
Tuesday September 16, 7.30pm: Fundraiser for Medical Aid for 
Palestinians, Platform Theatre, 260 Hornsey Road, London N7. 
Comedy, music and poetry with Jeremy Hardy, Ivor Dembina, 
Romany Smith, Aidan Andrew Dun, Zita Holborne and Robb Johnson. 
£10 (£7 concessions).
Organised by Palestine Solidarity Campaign:
www.palestinecampaign.org.

End the housing crisis
Tuesday September 16, 7pm: Public meeting, Unite the Union, 128 
Theobalds Road, London WC1. Including short film about Heygate 
Estate. Refreshments provided. 
Organised by Radical Housing Network:
www.radicalhousingnetwork.org.

Back the October strikes
Wednesday September 17, 7pm: Forum, Karibu Centre, 7 Gresham 
Road, Brixton, London SW9. Speakers include Roger Hutt from Care 
UK strike.
Organised by Unite the Resistance: www.uniteresist.org.

No glory in World War I
Saturday September 20, 2pm: Lecture, Friends Meeting House, 6 
Mount Street, Manchester M2. Speaker: John Westmoreland. Stalls 
and refreshments. 
Organised by Stop the War Coalition: www.stopwar.org.uk.

Unions against climate change
Saturday September 20, 12 noon to 5.30pm: Conference, London 
Metropolitan University, Tower Building, Holloway Road, London 
N7. Building the fight for climate jobs.
Organised by Trade Union Group, Campaign against Climate Change: 
www.climate-change-jobs.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.

Price too high
In the article, ‘Gove, but not forgotten’, 
Mike Copestake does a good job of 
analysing Tory and Labour education 
policies, but I cannot agree with his 
conclusion (September 4).

He reaches the same conclusion as Jack 
Conrad did when he first discussed free 
schools in a podcast - that is, the labour 
movement should set up free schools; it 
should ‘make lemonade out of lemons’ 
rather than return to a ‘dead past’, as 
suggested by Nick Grant of the SWP. 
However, while this may sound good, this 
assertion lacks any development of the real 
context and strategically makes no sense 
under present circumstances.

If the labour movement did open free 
schools, they would be subject to the same 
centralised controls that all free schools and 
academies are. They would be subject to 
league tables and Ofsted inspections. Are 
Ofsted going to judge the schools fairly if 
the values they are promoting oppose any 
government policy? To ask the question is 
to answer it, as Jack often says. Ofsted are 
not neutral, but have an agenda to promote 
government policy. Sure, Ofsted will look 
the other way if bland moralistic values 
are promoted, or religious faith values - as 
long as they coincide with ‘British values’ 
- but labour movement values of solidarity, 
collective opposition to injustice? I don’t 
think so.

Then there is the question of teachers 
and their conditions of employment. Will 
labour-movement free schools (LMFS) 
employ unqualified teachers to teach whole 
classes? They may be forced to because the 
funding is likely to be squeezed by future 
governments. This will mean that LMFS 
will be forced to have classes larger than 
the movement has fought for in order to 
survive or employ unqualified teachers, 
which they, via the teacher unions, have 
also fought for. Perhaps voluntary helpers 
can be brought in to take teachers’ jobs? 
No. Not a good idea.

Finally, if the free school policy 
remains, how many LMFS would there 
be compared to religious free schools? 
Very few in my opinion. So, let’s imagine 
LMFS could overcome the difficulties 
outlined above. How much good would 
they do, as opposed to the amount of 
division caused by the likely growth of 
religious free schools that will be far more 
numerous? Again to ask the question starts 
to answer it.

In Waltham Forest we have a new girls’ 
secondary faith free school. It is being run 
by the same trust that have banned music in 
at least one of their other schools. The only 
students it has are Muslim girls and this is 
extremely decisive in Waltham Forest. The 
borough already has two all-girls schools 
and this means that in some classes in the 
mixed schools there are less than a quarter 
girls in each class, making them almost 
all-boys schools by default. Add to this the 
number of places lost to other secondary 
schools and you have big problems: 
numbers are down, funding is down and 
redundancies may soon be necessary. This 
division will increase in Waltham Forest 
and other areas, as more faith schools or 
other types of free schools open.

Is this a price worth paying to open 
LMFS? No, it isn’t. It’s like socialism in 
one country.
Steve White
email

Sowing the seeds
It was a pity to hear that Danny Hammill 
did not enjoy my recent talk on Lenin’s 
Leftwing communism: an infantile disorder 
(LWC). Or maybe it was that he simply 
disagreed with it … or that I didn’t make 
myself understood - his 50-word summary 
doesn’t make it very clear (‘Debating out 
differences’, September 4). In either case, 
I will gladly enter into an exchange on 
these pages, if comrade Hammill wishes to 
challenge any arguments that I made or to 
question their factual basis.

As they are, his brief comments merit 
three objections:
1. It is inaccurate, or at least a sin of 
omission, to report that I said that 
“Lenin sowed the seeds of Stalinism”. 
I instead referred to Victor Serge’s 

insight that the Bolsheviks sowed the 
seeds of many different things in the 
early days of the Russian Revolution, 
ranging from new personal freedoms 
(eg, divorce, homosexuality) to sweeping 
economic transformation - but also, 
unmistakably, a ceaseless expansion 
of arbitrary bureaucratic power. All of 
these seeds potentially could have grown 
and flowered, but only some of them 
ultimately did.

The point of the idea of different seeds 
being sown is to highlight that, while 
nationalist-statist degeneration was not 
inevitably the only possible outcome of 
October 1917, we really can identify many 
of its origins in the Lenin period (the Brest-
Litovsk treaty, their betrayal of the Turkish 
communists for the sake of alliance with 
nationalists, their use of the Comintern as 
a tool of Russian foreign policy, etc). The 
seizure of power had the goal of sparking 
revolutions in other, more important 
western countries, yet the discourse of the 
Bolshevik leadership (including Lenin, 
in LWC) soon replaced this objective, 
as well as the idea of exemplary social 
transformations, with a statist project of 
national reconstruction. Flatly to refuse to 
recognise the early signs of this strikes me 
as pig-headed, as well as Trotskyist.
2. Lenin was very much conscious of the 
exemplary power of what the Bolsheviks 
were doing. Indeed, some of his writings 
keenly express this awareness, drawn 
from his critical reading of the Paris 
Commune, which issued far-reaching 
social legislation despite its very brief 
existence. Yet LWC’s abject defence of 
cross-class alliances and boundless tactical 
‘flexibility’ set a terrible example to future 
communist parties, and indeed in my talk 
I described how grateful the popular front-
era leaders of Stalin’s Comintern later 
were to have such a vacuous ‘canonical’ 
work at hand. This abstract defence of 
the idea of compromise, mostly directed 
against straw-man opponents, allows any 
bureaucrat or opportunist to project onto 
his schemas whatever intentions of their 
own they please.

Similarly, I described how Lenin’s 
consistent refusal to see a connection 
between means and ends had also had 
dire consequences when the Bolsheviks 
destroyed soviet democracy (of ‘All power 
to the soviets!’ fame) in the months after the 
Brest-Litovsk treaty, creating a repressive 
‘model’ for all 20th century revolutions 
that discredited the idea of socialism. Not 
under Stalin, or after 1924 or 1921, but 
already in 1918-19.

It is tedious to repeat, as Jack Conrad 
did in his intervention, that Lenin made 
difficult choices in harsh and unprecedented 
circumstances. Of course, that is true. But 
who cares whether the road to the gulag 
was paved with good intentions? The 
important thing is to recognise that direct 
Bolshevik Party control of domestic policy 
(the soviets no longer able to scrutinise 
the party) and over the international (the 
Bolsheviks increasingly dictating terms 
to the world’s communists, but with no 
international discussion of ‘Russian’ 
problems) were utterly disastrous, and that 
any idea of socialism today must utterly 
reject the statist and nationalist drift that 
Lenin’s approach, including in LWC, 
increasingly expressed.
3. I am not sure that the single International 
Communist Current comrade present (in 
comrade Hammill’s words, “even” the 
sole ICC comrade) did not “enjoy” the 
meeting, or that he should be treated like 
some sort of Egon Ronay of whatever’s 
served up at the left-communist table. In 
any case, those Weekly Worker readers 
more interested in the ICC attendee’s 
political response to my talk, rather than 
the vexed question of whether he was 
suitably entertained, can find a report by 
him at http://bit.ly/1uGb2s7.
David Broder
email

Very silly
“Freak societies” - a Marxist category … 
or something the CIA might throw about? 
Or maybe a 12-year-old at the school 
debating society? Very silly.
Justin O’Hagan
email

England ‘yes’
On September 6 a ‘London says yes’ 
meeting was addressed by former MP 
and republican socialist Bernadette 
McAliskey. There were speakers 
from England, Scotland, Wales and 
Ireland, and contributions from the 
Agreement of the People, World 
to Win, SWP, Socialist Resistance, 
RS21, Counterfire, Open Democracy, 
Plaid Cymru, Occupy, Red Pepper, the 
Green Party and Sons of Malcolm.

The meeting agreed to send a ‘love 
letter’ to Scotland to be circulated by 
all possible means. The aim was to 
make clear that internationalists in 
England do not support a ‘no’ vote. 
This is not because of indifference or 
disinterest in the future of Scotland or 
because we want to wave goodbye. We 
hope Scotland votes ‘yes’ because we 
believe what is better for democracy in 
Scotland is better for working people in 
the rest of the UK. A ‘yes’ vote will give 
the Scottish people the opportunity to 
decide their own democracy and write 
their own constitution.

This week a number of significant 
events occurred. Tory MPs called 
on the queen to stand up for the ‘no’ 
camp. The ‘palace’ let it be known 
she is obviously a committed unionist 
but can’t openly say so. John Pearson 
changed sides and came out for a ‘yes’ 
vote. It is indicative of how the northern 
working class is moving. Cameron 
flew the flag of St Andrews over 
Downing Street. The establishment 
parties and their leaders, the three 
stooges, abandoned the Westminster 
circus and headed north to Scotland.

They are now very afraid that 
their whole shebang is about to crash. 
Power will slip out of their control if 
the Scottish people take the chance on 
the ‘dangers’ of being able to decide 
what kind of democracy they want. As 
the polls narrow, the three stooges are 
desperately trying to cobble together 
a devolution offer that will persuade 
enough voters to fall for it. This ‘hand 
me down’ scheme designed by civil 
servants in Whitehall is not fit for the 
Scottish people.

The unionist case changed from 
defending the status quo to devo-max. 
Is it too little, too late? ‘No’ campaigners 
like George Galloway, Sandy McBurney, 
Sarah McDonald and the CPGB ‘no’ 
faction are now ‘D-maxers’. They are 
probably oblivious to the fact the ground 
is shifting under their feet. Meanwhile, the 
CPGB and Left Unity remain sitting on the 
fence. It is so close that the Weekly Worker 
line may be decisive.

Many people in England are appalled 
at the disgraceful bullying by George 
Osborne and the rest of them, threatening 
to steal the currency and exclude Scotland 
from the European Union. If Scotland is a 
new country then so is the rest of the UK. 
All should be in or all out. What about the 
outrageous threats to jobs in Scotland made 
by the Tories? Nothing new there then.

The 1707 Act of Union does not keep 
us together. On the contrary its continuation 
will drive us apart, not least because of the 
Tory and Labour bullying tactics. We are 
together because of geography, language, 
common history, trade, marriages, 
friendships, trade union organisation and 
the free movement of people between 
our countries. None of this will change if 
Scotland votes ‘yes’.

Today in the 21st century the 1707 
Act of Union is a barrier to the people of 
Scotland becoming a full and sovereign 
democracy. Break it down, burn it down, 
vote it down. If Scotland takes this major 
step forward, then we in England will have 
to follow. Greater democracy, if it comes 
from the people, will improve all our lives.

As free peoples we will become 
even closer in our hearts and minds. 
Internationalism is not defending 
Queen Anne’s bloody Act of Union, but 
mobilising workers in England to support 
the democratic movement in Scotland and 
protest against the bully-boy tactics of the 
British ruling class.
Steve Freeman 
LU Scottish Republic Yes tendency
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A crisis of soul searching
The Labour Representation Committee’s leadership is anticipating a ‘make or break’ annual general 
meeting on November 8. Stan Keable of Labour Party Marxists reports

The 21st century version of 
the Labour Representation 
Committee1 was formed in 2004 

as a response to the domination of 
the party by Tony Blair and Gordon 
Brown’s New Labour. It is now 
enveloped in a crisis of self-doubt. 
Membership secretary Norrette Moore 
reported to the national committee 
meeting in Liverpool on September 
6 that individual paid-up membership 
was down by about a quarter to 601, 
plus only 30 student members and 
28 affiliated organisations. She did 
not name the latter, but reported, 
worryingly, that 151 organisations 
had not (yet) re-affiliated this year. 
Furthermore, 837 reminder emails 
to previous individual members had 
produced only 37 renewals.

Chairperson John McDonnell 
said that individual membership had 
previously held steady at about 800 
for a few years, so we are “200 light”. 
He characterised the forthcoming 
November 8 annual general meeting 
in Friends Meeting House, Euston, as 
a “make or break” event, and said that 
the executive committee wanted the 
AGM to focus on debating the LRC’s 
strategy. That will be the subject of the 
NC statement to be submitted to the 
AGM. Each affiliate and local group 
can submit one motion (deadline: 
October 3), and one amendment to 
either the NC statement or to a motion 
(deadline: October 25).

The optimistic vision of a flowering 
of local, campaigning LRC groups has 
not materialised. With the honourable 
exception of Sussex (whose comrades 
were busy at the national NHS demo in 
London on September 6), the weekly 
discussion meetings of Brent and 
Harrow, and a small Leeds group, 
there was little to report about local 
organisation. The Greater London LRC 
meetings still consist of individuals, 
not delegates from local groups, as had 
been hoped.

Comrade McDonnell’s series of 
“people’s parliament” discussion 
meetings in a House of Commons 
committee room had been packed, 
showing that “there is a constituency 
out there for our ideas”, but the LRC 
had not achieved a high profile and 
needs to find a distinctive role. And the 
organisation had not found fresh young 
blood to replace its ageing cadre, he 
said. Previous joint secretary Andrew 
Fisher, who had played a major role 
in running the LRC, now has young 
children and was busy in his role 
as policy officer for the PCS union. 
Likewise, LRC protégé Owen Jones 
has found fresh pastures.

Surprisingly, the NC did not 
discuss the similar crisis afflicting 
its journal, Labour Briefing, which 
is facing both personnel and financial 
difficulties. There was no report of 
the August “emergency meeting” of 
its editorial board.

The LRC’s existential crisis seems 
paradoxical at a time when New 
Labour is a tainted brand and 
the Centre Left Grassroots 
Alliance, which the LRC 
supports, is celebrating “the 
best left result since the 
mid-1980s”2 in the recent 
elections for the party’s 
33-member national 
executive committee. 
In the battle for the 
six consti tuency 
Labour Party seats, 
the CLGA slate 
won four places 
and 55% of 
the votes 
cast. Kate 

Osamor was elected for the first 
time, along with incumbents Ken 
Livingstone, Ann Black and Christine 
Shawcroft, while Pete Willsman and 
Darren Williams were the closest 
runners-up. Only the CLGA had put up 
a full slate of six, while the rightwing 
Labour First stood just two candidates 
- Ellie Reeves, who came third after 
Livingstone and Black, and Luke 
Akehurst, who lost his seat. The two 
Progress-backed Blairite candidates 
gratifyingly failed to make it, showing 
that money is not yet everything in the 
Labour Party.

However, we should not exaggerate 
the effect of this small left advance 
- the CLGA has won four out of 
six constituency seats on previous 
occasions, in 1998 and in 2006, but 
that did not stop Blair going to war or 
the introduction of his government’s 
neoliberal economics. And in August 
left MP Dennis Skinner was voted off 
the NEC, where he had sat throughout 
the New Labour years as one of the 
three representatives elected by 
MPs and MEPs. The fact that he 
was tolerated for so long surely only 
demonstrates how unimportant the 
party’s NEC is to the Parliamentary 
Labour Party and the professional, 
pro-capitalist, careerist politicians who 
dominate it.

Poor attendance
I had travelled up to Liverpool to 
attend the NC meeting as an observer. 
As an individual member of the 
organisation (I am also a member 
of the editorial board of Labour 
Briefing), I was able to speak, but not 
vote. In any case, only a dozen NC 
members turned up, so the committee 
was inquorate and could take no 
decisions. This has often happened 
when meetings were held outside 
London, but the previous meeting in 
July was in London, and that had 
been inquorate too. So decision-
making falls to the smaller 
executive committee.

Uni te  delegate  Judi th 
Atkinson asked, “Why the 
poor attendance?” and John 
McDonnell, chairing, made 
this the main topic of the NC 
meeting. He set the tone by 
saying that he had been asking 
various (unnamed) activists 
whether they thought the LRC 
should continue, and had mostly 
received only a hesitant and half-
hearted ‘yes’.

North West Unite youth activist 
Tom Butler wondered why his union 
seems to have “pulled the plug” on 
the LRC - perhaps referring to the 
several absent Unite NC members. 
Susan Press responded that Unite was 
now funding “campaign weekends”, 
which may be more attractive to 
their activists than 

anything the LRC can put on. More 
to the point, I think, the Unite 
bureaucracy can manage perfectly 
well without the LRC, and now that 
the Defend the Link campaign against 
the Collins proposals is over, it does 
not want to rock the boat before the 
general election.

Susan Press also claimed bad 
behaviour and hostile arguments in 
the LRC had driven people away. 
Islington councillor Charlene Pullen, 
she said, had walked out of the 
organisation because of the “hostility” 
she encountered in the two annual 
conferences she had attended. One 
wonders whether she would walk out 
of council meetings when faced with 
hostility from Tory councillors. In fact, 
as I recall, the councillor was barracked 
from the floor for voting for cuts - 
albeit as part of Islington Labour’s 
‘dented shield’ policy (‘a Labour cut 
is a better cut’) - which some comrades 
(Graham Durham, among others) 
had thought incompatible with LRC 
membership, and indulged in some 
pointed heckling.

Of course, disruptive behaviour 
should not be allowed to prevent 
discussion. But attempting to ban 
heckling, announcing that it will not 
be tolerated and anyone engaging in 
it will be removed, as successive LRC 
conference chairpersons have done 
(including comrade Press, I recall), 
is counterproductive and dangerous. 
Have we forgotten how comrade 
Walter Wolfgang was manhandled 
out of a New Labour conference? He 
expressed his opposition to the Iraq 
war ... by heckling. Behind the charges 

of bad behaviour is the desire to silence 
unwanted critics.

Val Graham (Chesterfield) made a 
similar complaint. She had been on 
the receiving end - presumably on the 
LRC’s or Briefing’s Facebook page - of 
“accusations”, she said. For example, 
she had been called “pro-fascist” and 
“pro-imperialist” in online arguments 
about Ukraine. Such accusations are 
indeed serious - but they are not simply 
mindless insults. They are political 
epithets, expressing sincerely held 
views. If they are wrong, they need to be 
answered, not silenced. Unfortunately, 
two motions on Ukraine submitted to 
the NC by Brent and Harrow LRC 
were not discussed, using the rather 
convenient excuse that the meeting 
was inquorate - grounds which could 
just as well have been used to justify 
discussing nothing at all.

Desperation
A dozen more comrades joined the 
NC members for the evening public 
meeting, and heard Clara Paillard 
(PCS), Manuel Cortes (TSSA), Ian 
Hodson (BFAWU), and Sheila Coleman 
(Hillsborough Justice Campaign). 
The theme, “A trade union agenda 
for Labour”, was taken from John 
McDonnell’s lead article in the LRC’s 
four-page hand-out for the annual Trades 
Union Congress. His article complains 
that “for three decades the proportion of 
wealth generated within our economy 
has grown dramatically for capital, but 
declined for labour.”

But the response of comrade 
McDonnell and the LRC is one of 
desperation - hoping against hope that 
the ‘next Labour government’ can be 
persuaded or pressurised to defend 
working class interests, and that the 
trade unions, dominated as they are by 

a self-serving bureaucratic caste, will 
do the persuading.

On the contrary: while we 
certainly need socialist MPs and 
MEPs elected on an explicitly 
socialist programme to act as 
tribunes of the people, we 
should not be campaigning for 
Labour to form a government 
to run capitalism, which 

would attack its base, 
d i s e m p o w e r  a n d 
demobilise the working 

class movement and 
thereby pave the way for a 
yet more reactionary Tory 

government - a process we 
have seen often enough, and 

which should not be stupidly 
repeated.

The workers’ movement should 
only attempt to form a government 

when it has a reasonable chance 
of defeating the capitalist class 

and sustaining socialist 
development - and 

that will 

require the active support of the vast 
majority of the working class and the 
population as a whole (not just 51% of 
voters). And it will require that level of 
support across Europe too. Our present 
task is the long haul to rebuild and re-
educate the movement to reach that level 
of readiness, and that struggle must be 
done in opposition to any capitalist 
government. Given the present appalling 
condition of the left and the workers’ 
movement, we need the ‘next Labour 
government’ like a hole in the head.

For comrade McDonnell, however, 
“The return of a Labour government 
provides the opportunity to redress 
this latest history of exploitation. 
If the next Labour government is 
to stand any chance of tackling the 
grotesque inequalities of present-
day Britain, it needs a trade union 
agenda.” There follows a wish-list 
of good things the trade unions should 
persuade Labour to do.

But the Labour-loyal trade union 
bureaucrats are already ensuring 
they will not rock the boat in the 
run-up to May 2015. That is surely 
why they closed ranks and voted for 
the rotten compromise of the final 
Collins proposals. And at the July 
meeting of the national policy forum 
the union delegates - all except Bectu 
- voted down an amendment calling 
for an emergency budget to reject 
Tory spending plans for 2015-16 
and beyond and to set out a policy of 
investment for jobs and growth.

Here, it seems, we have trade union 
representatives voting against the 
policies adopted by their own unions 
- showing the need to democratise the 
unions, to make the bureaucracy the 
servant, not the master, as an essential 
part of the struggle to do the same in 
the Labour Party.

If only the front bench will listen 
and adopt leftwing policies, runs the 
argument, then it can win enough votes 
to form a government. The Tory-led 
coalition government must be got rid 
of at all costs! A Labour government 
is the only alternative! But, as Darren 
Williams writes in the same LRC 
hand-out, “anything less than a clean 
break with austerity will put the next 
government on a collision course with 
its own natural supporters”. In fact we 
need much more than a break with 
austerity. The struggle to democratise 
and transform our trade unions and 
party into forces for socialism has 
nothing to do with putting pro-capitalist 
Labour politicians into government l

Notes
1. Founded by the Trades Union Congress in 
1900 to give working class interests independent 
representation in parliament, the original Labour 
Representation Committee went on to become 
the Labour Party in 1906. Not a socialist party, 
but a federal party open to affiliation by all work-
ing class organisations - trade unions, socialist 
organisations and cooperatives - until the chimera 
of clause four ‘socialism’ was introduced in 1918, 
along with individual membership and constitu-

ency organisations. The newly formed 
Communist Party of Great Britain was 

denied affiliation in 1920, and 
bans and proscriptions against 
communists and the left were 
gradually introduced. The 
outlawing of the left was ac-
companied by freedom for 
anti-working class rightwing 
careerists to impose welfare 
cuts, wage restraint, strike-
breaking, anti-trade union 
laws, imperialist wars and 
neoliberal privatisation and 
austerity, while retaining 
their Labour Party member-
ship.
2. www.leftfutures.
org/2014/08/labour-exec-
utive-elections-left-win-
best-result-since-1980s-
with-55-of-members-
votes.

Ken Livingstone: topped NEC poll
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UKRAINE

No siding with nationalists
Eddie Ford argues that working class political independence cannot be built by backing the pawns of 
imperialism

At the time of writing, the 
Ukrainian ‘ceasefire’ agreed on 
September 5 just about holds. 

The deal brokered by the Organisation 
for Security and Cooperation in 
Europe was jointly signed by 
Alexander Zakharchenko, the prime 
minister of the Donetsk People’s 
Republic, and the former president 
of Ukraine, Leonid Kuchma. Key 
elements of the plan include allowing 
“temporary” local self-government 
in areas of Donetsk and Luhansk 
in eastern Ukraine under a “special 
status” law, ensuring the holding of 
“snap” local elections in these areas; 
removing “illegal” armed groups and 
all “mercenaries” from Ukrainian 
territory; prisoner exchange and 
the release of hostages; passing a 
law preventing the prosecution/
punishment of people over “certain 
events” in the region, continual 
“monitoring” of the Ukrainian-
Russian border and the creation of a 
“security zone”.

After the talks, Zakharchenko 
said the regions - or Federal State of 
Novorossiya - were still planning to 
declare full independence and told 
journalists that the peace talks had 
“legitimised” the fledgling republic - 
which now was on an “equal footing” 
with Ukraine. Clearly, Moscow wants 
the Donbass to essentially become a 
Russian ‘protectorate’, and in that 
way make sure that the rest of Ukraine 
can never join Nato or fully orient its 
foreign policy westward. As for the 
billionaire ‘chocolate king’, Ukrainian 
president Petro Poroshenko, he 
unconvincingly declared on September 
8 that the separatist forces would suffer 
a “crushing defeat” if they advanced 
on the city of Mariupol - the last city 
in Donetsk region still held by the 
Ukrainian government and a strategic 
port on the route to Crimea. Then, two 
days later, he stated that the ceasefire 
deal “envisages” the “restoration and 
preservation” of Ukrainian sovereignty 
on “all the territory of the Donbass” - 
though he did add that he would submit 
to parliament next week a “draft law” 
granting special status to “some areas” 
of the Donetsk and Luhansk regions, 
as per the original OSCE plan.

Meanwhile, European Union 
member-states have agreed to 
impose a new package of sanctions 
against Moscow - even if the details 
are to some extent contingent on 
the continuance of the ceasefire and 
future Russian actions in the area. 
The new round of EU sanctions 
would also expand the visa bans and 
asset freezes on Russian officials and 
entities, including separatist leaders 
in Ukraine. Herman van Rompuy, the 
EU council president, stated that the 
measures were aimed at “promoting a 
change of course in Russia’s actions”: 
that is, punishing it for “destabilising” 
eastern Ukraine.

Diplomats say the new package will 
target Russian oil companies Rosneft 
and Transneft, and the petroleum wing 
of the state gas monopoly, Gazprom. 
Their access to the financial markets 
will be restricted, which could be a 
serious matter for Rosneft, which 
only last month asked the Russian 
government for a $42 billion loan. 
Of course, that makes it a very 
important player in the EU’s own 
energy market, given that about 90% 
of the crude oil it uses is imported; 
and Russia is, by a large margin, the 
biggest supplier. However, crude oil is 
mainly transported by sea; therefore if 
trade was disrupted by sanctions any 
losses from Russian suppliers could 

potentially be replaced (albeit more 
expensively). Gas is another story 
though, as it is delivered to Europe by 
pipeline - making it very difficult to 
compensate for any loss of supplies 
from Russia. In other words, such a 
measure would almost certainly cause 
considerable damage to the already 
ailing euro zone economy - which 
probably explains why Gazprom’s 
main business is reported not to be on 
the new sanctions list.

In retaliation, the Russian 
prime minister, Dmitry Medvedev, 
warned that Moscow would respond 
“asymmetrically” - threatening, 
for example, to block international 
flights through its airspace if the EU 
goes ahead with the new sanctions. 
Medvedev warned that an airspace ban 
“could drive many struggling airlines 
into bankruptcy”.

Showing that the dynamic is still 
towards further conflict, maybe even 
a regional showdown of some sort, 
Poroshenko claimed (or boasted) at 
the beginning of the week that Ukraine 
is to receive “direct supplies of modern 
weaponry” from Nato countries - 
namely, the US, France, Italy, Poland 
and Norway. Indeed, according to 
the Ukrainian president, they had 
“pledged” weapons and military 
advisors to his country during the Nato 
summit last week in Newport. Three of 
the five countries hurriedly denied any 
such deal. An Italian defence ministry 
official told Reuters that such an idea 
was “incorrect”; in fact, we learned, 
Italy only planned to supply “non-
lethal” military aid, such as helmets 
and bullet-proof vests. Amazing 
though how “non-lethal” aid swiftly 
becomes lethal - look at the nightmare 
that is now Syria.

More worryingly, Nato announced 
on September 5 that a 4,000-strong 
“rapid reaction” force would be set 
up to counter the supposed “Russian 
threat” - with British troops making up 
25% of the unit for initial deployment 
in the Baltics. David Cameron talked 
of the need for a “spearhead force” 
deployable anywhere in the world in 
“just two to five days”. He also spoke 
about boosting the British presence in 
the Baltics. There are currently 1,500 
British troops involved in “exercises” 
in the Baltic states, and Cameron plans 
to send an additional 2,000 in order 
to send a ‘warning’ to Russia - this is 
now a western sphere of influence, 
and don’t forget it. Britain is already 
committed to staging a major military 
exercise this October in Poland. Nato 
is effectively holding more or less 
permanent exercises in the Baltics, 
modernising its air bases and putting 
extra heavy equipment in place so as 
to be in a state of “readiness”. Unlike 
Ukraine, of course, the Baltic states 
are Nato members and any action 
against them would theoretically draw 

in other signatory states in an act of 
imperialist solidarity.

Aggressive western expansionism 
into the Russian ‘near abroad’ looks 
set to continue. On August 29, Arseny 
Yatseniuk, the Ukrainian prime 
minister, announced that he would ask 
parliament to put the country on a path 
towards Nato membership.1 Naturally, 
Vladimir Putin will do whatever he can 
to stop this happening.

Internationalism
Under these dangerous circumstances 
of rival nationalisms, with direct 
imperialist support for one of the 
players (ie, Kiev), it is absolutely 
vital that socialists and communists 
unambiguously s tand up for 
internationalism and elementary 
working class solidarity.

Alas, this has not been the case. 
Disgracefully, most left groups have 
lined up with either one camp or 
the other - portraying the opposing 
side as the greater evil or somehow 
beyond the pale. Choosing the 
butcher. Unsurprisingly, the staunch 
social-imperialists of the Alliance 
for Workers’ Liberty have been one 
of the worst offenders. With almost 
praiseworthy honesty, the AWL had 
already informed us in the pages 
of Solidarity: “If it comes to a war 
between Russia and Ukraine, we are on 
the side of Ukraine - including of the 
Ukrainian armed forces, if they fight 
against Russian domination” (March 
17) - which can only mean siding with 
the west’s anti-Russian war drive and 
acting as the left wing of Nato. The 
very latest issue of the AWL paper 
stupidly tells us that what amounts to 
a “straightforward” Russian invasion 
of Ukraine is underway and that the 
conflict “stems fundamentally” from 
a “longstanding Russian imperialist 
policy” - as opposed to mere Russian 
Realpolitik going back centuries 
(September 1). AWL supporters, 
of course, have gibbered on about 
“Putin’s Crimean Anschluss”, etc.2

Anyhow, the AWL - along with 
Socialist Resistance and others - is 
now ‘critically’ touting a statement 
by the Ukraine Solidarity Campaign, 
to which the Labour Representation 
Committee is unfortunately affiliated. 
The USC has no functioning website, 
but it does have a Facebook page.3 In 
the statement, the USC declares its 
solidarity with an undifferentiated 
“Ukrainian labour movement” and 
campaigns, amongst other things, for 
the “self-determination of Ukraine as 
a whole” (free from the “intrigues” 
and “corporate business-interests” of 
Russia and the western powers); for the 
“immediate withdrawal” of Russian 
and pro-Russian paramilitary forces 
from Ukraine, the “return to barracks” 
of the Ukrainian armed forces and the 
“removal” of ultra-right nationalist 

organisations from positions in the 
Ukrainian government; the creation 
of a “wide demilitarised zone” around 
Ukraine’s borders, the “restoration” 
of the autonomous republic of 
Crimea with a “fully democratic 
referendum” on the status of Crimea; 
the “restoration” of the Budapest 
Treaty and recognition of Ukraine as 
a “united, nuclear-free, neutral state”- 
and ends by calling for the “payment 
of reparations” by Russia for the 
“reconstruction” of Donbas.4

The reactionary, and totally utopian, 
nature of the statement is clear. To call 
for the self-determination of Ukraine 
“as a whole” by definition means 
the denial of the right of the Russian 
peoples in the south-east to self-
determination - ditto with the demand 
for the “restoration” of Crimea into 
Ukraine. And how is this going to be 
done exactly - by force of arms? The 
current crisis was not sparked off by 
Russian expansionism, as the AWL 
would have us believe, but far more 
by a western-backed coup against 
Yanukovych, carried out with the aid of 
fascistic street fighting squads. It was 
hardly an accident that two of the very 
first actions of the Kiev government 
were to downgrade - delegitimise - 
the Russian language and to move 
towards banning the Communist Party 
of Ukraine. Explicitly far-right and 
Banderite militias comprise the main 
bulk of the Ukrainian National Guard, 
forces that have pitilessly bombarded 
Donetsk, Luhansk and other cities.

Revealingly, the AWL does not 
think that calling for Ukrainian troops 
to go back to barracks is the “right 
way” of posing it, when Russian and 
pro-Russian forces are “rampaging 
around”, and disagrees with “equating” 
Russia and the US. Presumably, for 
the AWL, the USC’s statement is 
insufficiently pro-imperialist.

On the other hand, we have USC’s 
near mirror-image in the shape 
of Solidarity with the Antifascist 
Resistance in Ukraine - founded on 
June 2 in London and backed by 
Workers Power, Lindsey German from 
Counterfire, Boris Kagarlitsky from the 
Institute for Globalisation Studies and 
Social Movements, Andrew Murray 
from the Morning Star’s Communist 
Party of Britain, Alan Woods from 
Socialist Appeal and Sergei Kirichuk 
from Borotba in Ukraine.5 Yes, of 
course, the organisation is quite correct 
to oppose the Kiev government attacks 
on democratic rights and the repression 
of leftwing groups, etc, and Nato’s 
planned exercises in Ukraine.

But the group falls into a disastrous 
form of vicarious Russian nationalism, 
when it rather pathetically bigs up the 
‘anti-fascist’ credentials of the Russian 
separatists. Depressingly, WP’s 
Richard Brenner and Alan Freeman 
of the distinctly peculiar Socialist 
Action group attended a conference 
in Yalta on July 6-7 organised by Boris 
Kagarlitsky. Apparently, the main aim 
of the conference was the creation an 
“international network of support 
for the movement for the creation 
of Novorossiya”.6 Predictably, our 
comrades at the Hotel Yalta-Intourist 
found themselves in extremely dubious 
company, to put it very mildly - like the 
far-right New Rus Coordination and 
Support Centre, the Osnovanye Fund 
(established by two editors of the anti-
Semitic Russian journal, Zavtra) and 
Nikolai Starikov, leader of the Party of 
Great Fatherland.

Sadly, Kagarlitsky has convinced 
himself that there are “proletarian 
forces” to the fore in Novorossiya - 

the masses in the Donetsk People’s 
Republic have “risen up in genuine 
revolutionary protest” in a fashion 
that is the “perfect embodiment of the 
anarchist concept of the revolutionary 
order”.7 Similarly, WP believes that the 
anti-Kiev forces constitute the genuine 
“anti-fascist resistance” in Ukraine, 
which is “made up overwhelmingly 
of ordinary Donbass workers” - thus 
there is “clearly total justification 
for a military united front with all 
those willing to defend the people 
of east Ukraine”. Yes, OK, there are 
“reactionary political forces within 
it” - but what the heck, WP breezily 
continues, “all mass movements are 
heterogeneous”: the question is, they 
ask, what political forces “predominate 
and determine” its character?8 Showing 
wilful blindness, WP insists that 
rightwing Great Russian chauvinist and 
pan-Slavic groups (including fascists) 
are not the predominant force, even 
amongst the armed defence groups - 
“unlike their equivalents within the 
Maidan”, we read. The Maidan are bad 
nationalists, it seems, as opposed to the 
Russian/pan-Slavic good nationalists.

By contrast, and showing the 
appalling disorientation of the left when 
it comes to Ukraine, Alex Callinicos’s 
recent article in Socialist Worker comes 
across as a beacon of sanity.9 Though 
his argumentation is not perfect, the 
comrade usefully reminds us of the need 
to treat inflated western claims about 
Russian expansionism “with a pinch 
of salt” and rightly dismisses the idea 
that there has been a “straightforward” 
Russian invasion of Ukraine. Rather, he 
writes, Moscow’s “tactics are those of a 
relatively weak imperial power” that is 
“seeking to preserve what had been the 
status quo in Ukraine - a country divided 
between east and west, and outside 
Nato”. But those who want to “change 
the status quo” now have the “initiative” 
and would like to see Nato “reach 
Russia’s borders” - noting, however, 
that the US seems to have “little 
stomach for a real confrontation with 
Russia”. Comrade Callinicos believes 
we have a “paradoxical situation”: a 
conflict between “two imperial powers” 
that both see themselves as “acting 
defensively” - but that does not make 
the Ukraine crisis any “less dangerous”, 
he thinks: after all, the centenary of 
World War I should remind us that it is 
possible to “stumble into catastrophe”.

We need independent working 
class politics to counteract the poison 
of nationalism, whether Ukrainian or 
Russian. There should be no support 
of any kind for the political platforms 
of either the ‘Maidan movement’ or 
the pro-Russian militias in the east, 
whilst at the same there must be 
support for the right of peoples to self-
determination - up to and including 
full independence if they so decide, 
or integration into Russia l

eddie.ford@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1. www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-28978699 
(August 29).
2. http://shirazsocialist.wordpress.
com/2014/03/16/putins-crimean-anschluss.
3. www.facebook.com/
UkrainianSocialistSolidarity.
4. www.workersliberty.org/node/23726.
5. http://ukraineantifascistsolidarity.wordpress.
com.
6. For the AWL’s account of the conference, which 
obviously has to be treated with some caution, 
see www.workersliberty.org/story/2014/07/23/
popular-front-russian-nationalism.
7. http://links.org.au/node/3838.
8. www.workerspower.co.uk/2014/06/gunpoint-
democracy-bullets-and-ballots-cannot-crush-
resistance.
9. ‘Ukraine crisis and the two imperialisms’ 
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SCOTLAND

In false colours
There are unmistakable parallels between ‘Scottish socialism’ and ‘proletarian nationalism’. Jack 
Conrad issues a health warning

Before their acrimonious split, Alan 
McCombes and Tommy Sheridan 
- the founding duumvirate of the 

Scottish Socialist Party - portrayed 
Scotland as an oppressed nation akin 
to colonised Ireland, India and Kenya. 
Morally repugnant, historically dishonest 
... but politically expedient. Scottish 
regiments, Scottish administrators 
and Scottish capitalists were joint 
oppressors of Ireland, India and Kenya. 
Despite that, McCombes-Sheridan 
protested that Scotland has languished 
under the English yoke for 300 years. 
Simultaneously, and no less absurdly, 
they boasted that Scotland occupies 
a privileged position in the global 
struggle for socialism. After regaining 
independence, Scotland will cut a 
messianic path to socialism. Marvelling, 
the people of other, lesser countries, 
will gain courage and seek to emulate 
Scotland’s “earthshattering” lead.1

Of course, McCombes was the real 
author of this left-nationalist fantasy; 
a variation on the old British road to 
socialism presented most fully in the 
pages of Imagine (to their everlasting 
shame, a book enthusiastically 
endorsed by John Pilger, Ken Loach 
and Tony Benn). Despite being pitiful 
in Marxist terms, this attempt to 
write a popular “socialist vision for 
the 21st century” remains the highest 
intellectual achievement of the SSP. 
That is why, crucially in light of 
September 18, it is still worth citing.

Sheridan, it hardly needs pointing 
out, was given top billing on the 
front cover because the SSP was 
busily promoting his personality 
cult. McCombes played the role of 
Svengali. Sheridan was his Trilby. The 
former has tactical flair. The other a 
needy narcissism. A potent, but volatile 
mixture.

How to assess Sheridan nowadays? 
The Comeback Kid of Scottish 
socialism? The Fallen Idol of Scottish 
socialism? The Clown of Scottish 
socialism? Given Solidarity - a 
Sheridan fan club desultorily backed 
by the Socialist Workers Party and the 
Committee for a Workers’ International 
- perhaps he is all three. What is certain 
though is the incalculable damage he 
has done to the cause of socialism.

As for McCombes, he has stepped 
back from front-line politics. He works 
as communications editor for the John 
Muir Trust (doubtless a worthy charity, 
dedicated as it is to preserving “wild 
places” in Scotland). And yet, unlike his 
former prodigy, McCombes remains 
committed to the SSP. A rump, which 
under the decidedly uncharismatic 
leadership of Colin Fox, has become 
little more than an external faction 
of Alex Salmond’s Scottish National 
Party. Fox sits on the ‘yes’ campaign’s 
advisory board and, of course, banks 
on September 18 opening “Scotland’s 
road to socialism”.

Class and nation
According to the McCombes-Sheridan 
world view, Scotland is a proletarian 
nation. Britain is bourgeois. A concept 
eerily reminiscent of Enrico Corradini. 
A successful writer and dedicated man 
of the left, Corradini supported strikes 
and protest campaigns and as a result 
suffered arrest on at least 30 occasions. 
Yet in 1911 he helped found the Italian 
National Association, an organisation 
which drew into its ranks journalists, 
poets and artists who opposed both 
liberalism and orthodox Marxism. 
Corradini fused the direct action and 
general strikism of Georges Sorel with 
the nationalism of Charles Maurras.

Here, borrowing, twisting, inverting 
standard leftwing language, Corradini 
presents his creed:

We must start by recognising that 
there are proletarian nations, as 
well as proletarian classes; that is to 
say, there are nations whose living 
conditions are subject to great 
disadvantage, to the way of life of 
other nations, just as classes are. 
Once this is realised, nationalism 
must, above all, insist firmly on 
this truth: Italy is, materially and 
morally, a proletarian nation. What 
is more, she is proletarian at a 
period before her recovery. That is 
to say, before she is organised, at 
a period when she is still groping 
and weak. And, being subjected to 
other nations, she is weak, not in 
the strength of her people, but in 
her strength as a nation. Exactly 
like the proletariat before socialism 
came to its aid ... [and] just as 
socialism taught the proletariat 
the value of the class struggle, we 
must teach Italy the value of the 
international class struggle.2

Hence for Corradini, “Socialism is 
the philosophy of proletarian classes 
- nationalism is the philosophy of 
proletarian nations”. “Class struggle” 
is thereby subsumed by “international 
struggle”.3

Benito Mussolini, Joseph Goebbels 
and Gregor Strasser embraced these red-
brown politics with a passion. “We are 
proletarian nations that rise up against 
the plutocrats,” declared Mussolini 
on the eve of his ‘march on Rome’.4 
Strasser imagined himself answering 
the call “not of the proletarian class, 
but of the proletarian nation”.5 For 
Goebbels, the SA - Hitler’s storm 
troopers - were “a living, breathing 
symbol of the proletarian nation”.6 
Italy and Germany were, of course, 
deemed proletarian nations, and as such 
categorically opposed to the bourgeois 
nations of France and Britain.7

With McCombes and Sheridan 
there has clearly been an unwitting, 
his tor ical ly  uninformed,  but 
unmistakable, reflux of Corradini’s 
nationalism. Big business, the rich 
and powerful are damned for being 
“bitterly hostile towards the idea of 
independence”. Does this include 
Stagecoach tycoon Sir Brian Souter? 
He has, after all, just donated £1 
million to the Scottish National Party. 
Presumably this ‘keep section 28’ 
backer of independence is an honorary 
proletarian.8

Nevertheless, despite there 
being a pro-independence Scottish 
bourgeoisie, we are told that the 

“cringing” British unionism of 
Scotland’s bankers, landowners and 
wealthy businessmen “conforms to 
a historical pattern” stretching back 
over 1,000 years.9 In other words, 
those above are historically constituted 
quislings. A bizarre claim, which 
presumably consigns the royal houses 
of Balliol, Bruce and Stuart to the sin 
bin of national traitors. By contrast, 
the independence cause is equated 
with the desire amongst ordinary 
people for control over their lives. A 
sleight of hand which apparently unites 
Jacobites, Red Clydesiders and ‘yes’ 
campaigners.

McCombes and Sheridan are at 
pains to stress that they bear no ill 
will towards English people as such. 
Admittedly, on a personal level, I 
have never experienced anything 
other than courteous and civilised 
behaviour from them. Yet, we find 
them peddling the psychobabble of 
national victimhood. Because of the 
size of England’s population - seven 
times the rest of the UK taken together 
- Scotland’s national identity has been 
“warped and distorted”. A “permanent 
sense of resentment” against its 
“domineering neighbour” results.10 
Note the treatment of nations as single 
entities, as personalities. The break-up 
of the UK, so promises McCombes 
and Sheridan, will put everything to 
right - just like the disintegration of 
the USSR, Yugoslavia, Ukraine, etc.

Leaving the European Union 
would doubtless do the same for 
England’s “warped and distorted” 
national identity. The whole approach 
is redolent of endless division. There 
is, to state the obvious, no possibility 
whatsoever of the World Union of 
Socialist States coming about through 
such a horribly regressive programme.

Given their origins, most Scottish 
left nationalists consider themselves 
principled internationalists. A 
socialist Scotland, we are reassuringly 
told, would not be an “isolationist 
Scotland”.11 Oh no. It would not 
involve “rebuilding” Hadrian’s Wall 
or quarantining “ourselves from 
the rest of the world”.12 Rebuilding 
Hadrian’s Wall would, of course, 
mean extending Scottish territory 
southwards and the annexation of the 
bulk of Northumberland and a good 
slice of Cumberland. Seriously though, 
whether or not Scottish left nationalists 
aim for a little or greater Scotland is 
beside the point. Scotland might want 
to have mutually beneficial connections 
with the rest of the world, but would 
the rest of the world reciprocate? Fidel 
Castro did not isolate Cuba. But the US 
did. Why should a ‘socialist’ Scotland 
be any different?

The ‘tartan revolution’ comes 
with a left-nationalist warrantee. 
Scotland will not be “brought to its 
knees” by an American economic 
blockade. Scotland will avoid the 
starvation, poverty and wars of 
intervention witnessed in Russia. 
Hence, supposedly, Scotland, so 
continues the sales patter, will “stand 
up” to the forces of global capitalism 
and become an international “symbol 
of resistance” to economic and social 
injustice.13 Brave words. But is it mere 
left-nationalist braggadocio?

Apparently, Scotland can succeed 
where others have failed because it is 
“fabulously wealthy”. Scotland has the 
“material foundations” for a “thriving” 
socialist democracy. Besides “long 
coastlines” and a “clean environment”, 
Scotland has a “flourishing” culture 
and “legions” of internationally 
acclaimed musicians, writers, actors 
and film directors. On top of these 
blessings, Scotland has “land, water, 
fish, timber, oil, gas and electricity in 
abundance”. Better still, Scotland has 
a “moderate climate”.14 While a “fully-
fledged socialist society” might not 
be possible in Scotland, nonetheless a 
“socialist government” could move in 
that direction by taking control of the 
wealth of the country and using it for 
the common good - oil, gas, electricity, 
railways, etc.15

Stalin famously countered Trotsky, 
Zinoviev and Kamenev with reference 
to Russia’s continental proportions and 
immense wealth in natural resources. 
Land, oil, forests, gold, a population 
that stood at around 150 million ... and 
a very, very long coastline. He did not 
mention a “moderate climate”, true. 
Despite that absence, Stalin boasted, 
in his version of Imagine - the second 
edition of Foundations of Leninism - 
that Russia had all it needed internally. 
Not to achieve the “final and complete 
victory of socialism” - that required the 
efforts of other countries - but enough 
to “build up a socialist society”.16

Stalin might have been either 
cynical or naive in 1924. But, in 
1928, responding to the pressures of 
isolation, he launched an anti-working 
class, anti-peasant counterrevolution 
within the revolution. Its name - the 
first five-year plan. Socialism in one 
country proved to be anti-socialism 
in one country.

From a safe remove of 80 years, 
Scottish left nationalists burnish 
political credentials by heroically 
associating themselves with Leon 
Trotsky and his uncompromising 
tirades against Stalin’s national 
socialism. For many this amounts to 
little more than repeating the stories 
of childhood. Eg, Alan McCombes 
and Tommy Sheridan got their 
political training under Ted Grant and 
Peter Taaffe. Yet, despite a Militant 
Tendency schooling, today they 
are promoting a Scottish version of 
‘socialism in one country’. Obviously, 
Labourite economism flipped into its 
pro-SNP opposite.

Scotland with a mere five million 
people can hardly be expected to 
replace the Soviet Union as the non-
capitalist superpower. However, 
if by some historical quirk a left-
nationalist government came to power 
in Holyrood, international capitalism 
would act with frightening ruthlessness. 
In the immediate aftermath of October 
1917 Winston Churchill attempted to 
“strangle the Bolshevik baby in its 
cradle”. Would Scotland be able to 
withstand the kind of siege warfare 
conducted against Soviet Russia by 

the dominant capitalist powers? The 
only honest answer is, probably not.

The fact of the matter is that 
Scotland has a “dependence” on the 
global economy that is far greater than 
Russia’s. The degree of “dependence” 
being determined, in the last analysis, 
by the level of development of the 
“productive forces”.17 Scotland is 
economically advanced; Russia was 
notoriously backward: a former 
colonising semi-colony characterised 
by “primitiveness of social forms and 
low level of culture”.18

Scotland’s £132 billion gross 
domestic product is underpinned by 
“banking, whisky and oil.” In total the 
kingdom exports £26 billion worth of 
goods and services internationally.19 
So some 20% of GDP comes from 
overseas markets - the US, Netherlands, 
France, Germany and Norway ranking 
at the top.20 By contrast, in 1913, 
exports accounted for “less than 3%” 
of Russian GDP.21 Leaving aside oil and 
gas, Scottish exports to the “rest of the 
UK” amount to £47.6 billion.22 Hence, 
if the “rest of the UK” were a foreign 
country, roughly 55% of its GDP would 
be accounted for by exports. Then there 
are imports: computers, finished steel, 
electronic components, cars, tobacco, 
timber, aircraft parts, foodstuffs, etc. 
In money terms £59.4 billion comes 
in from the rest of the UK (£20.6 
billion from the rest of the world).23 A 
position within the global division of 
labour which renders Scotland highly 
vulnerable.

If a left-nationalist Scotland really 
threatened the imperialist order, as 
we are told it would, what is to stop 
the EU and the US agreeing a range 
of sanctions or imposing a land, sea 
and air blockade? If Scotland were 
put under siege, it would surely be 
facing industrial breakdown, mass 
starvation and a population exodus 
within months, if not weeks. If that 
failed to bring Scotland to “its knees”, 
there is always a colour revolution or, 
as a last resort, armies of intervention. 
No partisan of the working class can 
afford to dismiss such a prognosis.

Poland
Unflattering though it is, McCombes 
and Sheridan stand in the same 
‘socialist’ camp as Joseph Pilsudski 
and his Polish Socialist Party. Who 
was Pilsudski? In the late 19th century 
he was the paramount figure in the 
PSP and something of a hero amongst 
the leading circles of European social 
democracy.

The PSP adopted Pilsudski’s 
socialist-nationalist programme 
for the reconstitution of the Polish 
Commonwealth out of the German, 
Austro-Hungarian and Russian 
empires (the country had been all but 
partitioned out of existence by the 
1815 Congress of Vienna).24 Needless 
to say, having a Polonised Lithuanian 
background, Pilsudski was biased 
towards a greater Poland: ie, “a federal 
republic of the Polish, Lithuanian and 
Ukrainian nations”.25

Superficially, this appeared to be in 
line with the global strategy expounded 
by Marx and Engels. Tsarist Russia, 
which had taken something like 60% 
of Polish territory, constituted “the 
last great reserve of all European 
reaction”.26 The tsar maintained his 
absolutist rule at home by ensuring the 
survival of little absolutisms abroad. 
Not that the role of Britain - the most 
advanced capitalist country at the time 
- should be forgotten. Russian tsarism 
and British capital were “the two great 

Mixing the saltire and the red flag
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pillars” of European reaction.
Every popular  movement , 

revolutionary uprising or democratic 
settlement faced the danger of being 
crushed by the Russian colossus 
(with the full connivance of its 
British paymaster). That is why Marx 
and Engels advocated freedom for a 
smaller, not a greater, Poland, and a 
“general war of revolutionary Europe” 
against Russia.27

It should be pointed out, however, 
that the Marx-Engels team was acutely 
aware that by the late 19th century 
Russia was rapidly changing. Defeat in 
the 1853-56 Crimean War, the freeing 
of the serfs in 1861 and the subsequent 
growth of capitalist relations of 
production were inexorably bringing 
nearer the day when the masses would 
decisively enter the stage of history. 
As a result tsarism was preoccupied 
by internal problems and less and less 
inclined to “engage in such activities as 
the conquest of Constantinople, India 
and world domination”.28 Russia was 
ripe for its 1789.

Polish uprisings in the 18th 
and 19th centuries were directed 
primarily against Russia. On every 
occasion the lead was taken by the 
Polish aristocracy, the szlachta. Not 
surprisingly then, the partitionist 
powers sought to liquidate the szlachta 
as a class. Russia incorporated the 
richest into its nobility; Prussia, 
meanwhile, fostered a bourgeoisie. 
The final solution lay in destroying 
the economic basis of the szlachta. 
Serfdom was abolished - in Prussian 
Poland in 1823, in Austrian Poland in 
1849 and in Russian Poland in 1864.

Poland became in capitalist terms 
the most advanced part of the Russian 
empire. Trade unions formed in the 
1870s and socialist groups - crucially 
Proletariat - briefly functioned in the 
1880s.

Interestingly, the Proletariat Party 
took a militantly anti-nationalist 
position. Despite knowing the opinions 
of Marx and Engels on Poland, the 
leadership of the Proletariat Party - 
Ludwik Waryński, Stanisław Kunicki 
and Szymon Dickstein - favoured 
revolutionaries in Poland joining their 
efforts with “our Russian brothers”.29 
The Proletariat Party established close 
contacts with the Russian narodnik 
organisation, People’s Will. The 
Proletariat Party believed that the 
Polish national question was gradually 
withering and Russia now held the 
prospect of revolution.

They were only partially right. 
Aristocratic Poland had become 
history. The peasantry were national, 
but passive. The bourgeoisie had but 
one interest - business. Nevertheless in 
1892 the PSP arrived on the scene. It 
sunk real roots. Unlike the Proletariat 
Party it was no conspiratorial sect. The 
luminaries of European socialism were 
approached to endorse its call for the 
reconstitution of Poland. Most did: 
August Bebel, Karl Kautsky, Eduard 
Bernstein, Jules Guesde, Antonio 
Labriola, Henry Hyndman, Eleanor 
Marx Aveling.

However, the PSP found a critical 
reception amongst important sections 
of the working class in Poland itself. 
Many, especially Jewish, workers had 
taken on board the anti-nationalist 
outlook propagated by the Proletariat 
Party. As a result the PSP camouflaged 
itself in the vibrant colours of 
internationalism. The PSP was an 
affiliated member of the Socialist 
International. But there was always 
an underlying nationalism. As we 
have already noted, the PSP sought 
not only a breakaway Russian Poland 
(Congress Poland). The goal was also 
to organise all Poles along national 
lines and reconstitute a greater 
Poland out of the Russian, German 
and Austro-Hungarian empires. That 
meant hiving off members from 
existing multinational socialist parties 
in Russia, Germany and Austria. 
Relations became tense, and often 
hostile.

Luxemburg
Though initially PSP members, Rosa 
Luxemburg and Julian Marchlewski 
vehemently objected to prioritising 
the national question. Indeed they 
produced a sophisticated historical 
analysis of Polish society, which, 
although it ran counter to the strict 
letter of Marx and Engels, provided 
the conclusions necessary for putting 
the workers’ movement in Poland onto 
a sound footing.

In 1897 Luxemburg wrote her The 
industrial development of Poland. 
She showed that the working class 
must inevitably become the main 
opponent of tsarist absolutism. 
Thereby the operative slogan ought 
to be unity against existing states, 
not the resurrection of national 
ghosts. Marx’s stance on Poland was 
thoroughly obsolete, she argued. 
Luxemburg even boldly ticked him off 
for advocating Polish independence 
back in 1848. Nevertheless, Marx’s 
method served admirably. Marxism, as 
Luxemburg stressed, is not a dogma, 
but a method of investigation and a 
living revolutionary practice.

Reconst i tu t ing  the  Pol ish 
Commonwealth was dismissed as 
being either reactionary or hopelessly 
utopian. Freeing Poland had to go hand 
in hand with freeing Russia. Russia 
“seethed with revolution” and could 
no longer be viewed simply as the 
bulwark of reaction.30 While tsarism 
decayed, a working class had begun to 
rise. Indeed the revolutionary deluge 
Luxemburg expected at any moment 
would sweep away tsarism and Polish 
nationalism alike. Or so she hoped.

Luxemburg criticised the Proletariat 
Party for its terrorism, its conspiratorial 
methods and lack of a minimum 
programme. Advocating socialism 
as the only aim disarmed Polish 
revolutionaries politically. Fighting for 
democracy and overthrowing tsarism 
would provide the bridge for uniting 
the Polish and Russian proletariat. 
Having done that, the “combined” 
working class movement would tackle 
the rule of Polish and Russian capital.31

Luxemburg’s polemical target 
was, though, the PSP. She brands it 
as social-patriotic, nationalist socialist 
and national socialist. The PSP relied 
on carefully selected words and 
phrases ripped from the Marx-Engels 
corpus … that and anti-Russian 
prejudice. Serious theoretical work 
was noticeably lacking. Certainly the 
PSP leadership showed no real concern 
for working people in Russia. Empty 
platitudes, yes, but in practice the PSP 
sought to divide a working class that 
was objectively being drawn together 
by capitalist development and which, 
in tsarism, faced a common enemy.

Luxemburg  d i sp layed  no 
indifference towards the national 
oppression suffered by her fellow 
Poles. A frequent charge. On the 
contrary, tsarism’s barbaric treatment 
of the Polish nationality is roundly 
condemned. Nor did she adopt a 
dismissive attitude towards Polish 
culture. What was progressive 
should be defended and enriched 
by the working class movement. 
But Luxemburg was contemptuous 
of programmatic calls for national 
breakaways. She did not want Alsace-
Lorraine separated off from Germany 
and returned to France. Nor did she 
want a reconstituted Poland.

Almost without exception every 
state in Europe had national minorities 
and overlapping populations. Germany, 
for example, contained Danes, Alsatian 
French as well as Poles. The German 
Social Democratic Party organised them 
all irrespective of nationality. The idea 
of splitting workers “along nationalist 
lines” was an anathema for Luxemburg.32

A year after the PSP’s formation 
Luxemburg and Marchlewski split 
away, citing its nationalist programme. 
Together they helped establish the 
Social Democracy of the Kingdom of 
Poland (later added to with the merger 

of the Lithuanian group led by Felix 
Dzerzhinsky, becoming the SDKPiL).

Was their decision to split right or 
wrong? Loyally contenting oneself 
with being a silent opposition within a 
nationalist socialist party would have 
been criminal. But establishing yet 
another ineffective sect was clearly 
mistaken. Despite Luxemburg’s 
reputation as a ‘libertarian Marxist’, the 
SDKPiL was run along authoritarian 
lines by her partner, Leo Jogiches. 
An opposition that fought openly, 
that had solid theoretical foundations, 
that cultivated international contacts, 
crucially with co-thinkers throughout 
the Russian empire, would, surely, have 
been far more effective.

The title of their ‘party’ announced 
that they would organise only in 
Russian Poland (and Lithuania). The 
SDKPiL had no interest in redrawing 
borders or damaging working class 
unity; and in 1906 it formally became 
a national section of the Russian Social 
Democratic Labour Party. The SDKPiL 
being an erratic ally of the Bolshevik 
wing (in fact the Poles were in general 
closer to Trotsky).

Luxemburg’s anti-nationalist 
arguments were undeniably powerful. 
As a mere 23-year-old, she “enthralled 
and won over the great majority” 
of the 1893 congress of the Second 
International.33 Sympathy for her 
forthright internationalism combined 
with a growing disenchantment with 
the PSP. The 1896 London congress 
voted down the PSP motion for an 
independent Poland.34 Instead delegates 
opted for the Kautsky-inspired demand 
for self-determination: a change fully 
supported by Russian social democrats 
(but not the Polish social democrats).

This congress declares that it stands 
for the full right of all nations to 
self-determination and expresses its 
sympathy for the workers of every 
country now suffering under the 
yoke of military, national or other 
absolutism. This congress calls upon 
the workers of all these countries to 
join the ranks of the class-conscious 
workers of the whole world in 
order jointly to fight for the defeat 
of international capitalism and for 
the achievement of the aims of 
international social democracy.35

Frankly, Luxemburg overcompensated. 
She wanted to throw out the slogan 
of national self-determination, 
along with the nationalist bathwater. 
Self-determination was impossible 
under capitalism and undesirable 
under socialism. Neither being true, 
Luxemburg deserved the stringent 
rebukes she received from Lenin.

Lenin stood by the right of Poland to 
secede. But, alongside Luxemburg, he 
argued for the voluntary unity of Polish 
and Russian workers. In point of fact he 
insisted on unity as a principle time and 
time again. Eg, we find Lenin typically 
writing - on this occasion in 1916 - that 
socialists in the “oppressed nation must, 
in particular, defend and implement the 
full and unconditional unity, including 
organisational unity, of the workers of 
the oppressed nation and the oppressor 
nation”.36

So, whatever the sometimes heated 
exchanges that took place between 
Lenin and Luxemburg, they were agreed 
that objective conditions demanded 
the organised unity of workers - 
Russians, Ukrainians, Georgians, 
Estonians, Latvians, Lithuanians, 
Poles, etc, - in the battle to overthrow 
tsarism. Pilsudski, by contrast, strove 
for an independent Poland and an 
independent PSP. Russian “imperialist” 
revolutionaries were told to keep their 
noses out of Polish affairs.37 Lenin was 
consequentially loath to regard the PSP 
as a “genuine” socialist party.38 Quite 
right too.

ABCs
Most Scottish left nationalists, 
knowing the ABCs of European 
history, prefer not to be identified 

with Pilsudski - in May 1926 he led 
a Bonapartist military coup with the 
somewhat belated support of the PSP. 
No, understandably, they want to 
identify themselves with other, more 
acceptable, figures. John Maclean 
and Che Guevara have both served 
as backdrops for SSP rallies. Though 
Maclean and Guevara were brave 
revolutionaries, they wandered far 
and wide from the basic principles of 
Marxism. Gripped by “spy mania”, 
Maclean refused to join the CPGB 
when it was formed.39 He was 
convinced that British government 
secret agents provided the finances. 
Instead he founded a short-lived left-
nationalist sectlet. As for Guevara, 
his politics owed far more to Maoism 
than Marxism.

Nevertheless, I have come across 
Scottish left nationalists who are 
prepared to defend Pilsudski and the 
PSP against Lenin and Luxemburg. 
Allan Armstrong, the Republican 
Communist Network’s principal 
spokesperson, “seriously” argues that 
Lenin and Luxemburg should have 
carried out Pilsudski’s programme 
of breaking up the Russian empire. 
Of course, that is in effect to say that 
Lenin and Luxemburg should not 
have been Lenin and Luxemburg. 
That, instead, they should have been 
Joseph Pilsudski.

Formulating things in this, the 
only correct, way, actually reveals 
that comrade Armstrong is dishonest, 
in that he refuses to admit that he 
himself is a Pilsudskiite. Though he 
calls himself a Marxist, that is patently 
untrue. Being positively committed to 
the break-up of Britain and the division 
of the world’s peoples, he is convinced 
that nationalities and nations will 
characterise communism. So he is, 
therefore, being perfectly consistent 
when he defends Pilsudski.

Incidentally, the RCN is a recognised 
platform within the SSP.40 Despite 
that, for the moment, the centre of its 
practical activities lie squarely with 
the Radical Independence Campaign 
and providing Alex Salmond with 
valuable leftwing cover (the “decisive 
referendum battleground” lies in 
winning traditional Labour voters41).

Not surprisingly then, all things 
considered, according to comrade 
Armstrong, Lenin’s and Luxemburg’s 
“political formulations” could be 
described as “failed”, and this was 
“only too clear in the case of Poland”. 
It was Lenin and Luxemburg who 
were responsible for handing the 
struggle for self-determination “to 
Pilsudski’s ‘national-socialists’ on 
a plate”.42 As an aside, we see once 
again the inability/refusal of Scottish 
left nationalists to distinguish between 
separation and self-determination. 
What comrade Armstrong means by 
self-determination is separation. An 
inexcusable conflation.

But let us examine comrade 
Armstrong’s argument. Did the politics 
of Lenin and Luxemburg fail? I think 
“the case of Poland” proves exactly 
the opposite. Lenin and Luxemburg 
were, by no stretch of the imagination, 
responsible for handing the struggle for 
self-determination to Pilsudski and his 
national socialists. Remember, Pilsudski 
was the dominant figure in the PSP, a 
party with had real roots in Polish society. 
By comparison Lenin and Luxemburg 
began with virtually nothing.

In 1904 discontent arising from 
the Russo-Japanese war saw PSP 
membership soar from 4,000 to 
40,000. Pilsudski hurried to Japan 
and struck a deal with the Mikado, the 
Japanese emperor Mutsuhito. Poland 
would open a second front. Pilsudski 
established the ‘Militant Organisation’, 
which would stage an uprising.

However, the outbreak of the 1905 
Russian Revolution changed everything. 
Separatism suddenly became irrelevant. 
Hostility to “overbearing” Russian 
neighbours vanished. Workers in 
Warsaw and Łódź took their lead from 
workers in St Petersburg and Moscow 

in what became a common fight to 
overthrow tsarism.

Also PSP members increasingly 
turned to the SDKPiL for theoretical 
and practical leadership ... and by 
their own volition adopted many of 
its precepts and slogans. The SDKPiL 
grew from a sect to something far 
more substantial (though it remained 
much smaller than the PSP). Pilsudski, 
however, suffered a bitter blow. “The 
pure nationalists, the ‘social patriots’,” 
writes Luxemburg’s biographer, 
“saw with horror their hopes of an 
independent Poland were ebbing away 
as fast as the Russian Revolution was 
advancing.”43

The PSP cleaved into two factions 
at its 8th congress in February 1906. 
The PSP-Revolutionary Faction, 
staying true to its nationalist 
programme, inevitably ended up 
abandoning revolution for militarism 
and diplomatic wheeler-dealing. 
Meanwhile, the PSP-Left Faction 
rejected the programme of national 
independence. In substance it adopted 
the programme of the SDKPiL. 
Poland should have autonomy within 
a democratic Russia44 l
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What is the capitalist strategy?
Hillel Ticktin looks beneath the hype about ‘recovery’ to expose the bankruptcy of the ruling class

Hardly a day goes by when the 
broadcast media do not talk of 
the recovery and the tabloid 

newspapers attempt to document it 
with headlines and photographs. At the 
same time, governments continue to 
maintain an official policy of austerity. 
Expenditure continues to be restricted 
and private investment remains static. 
In the entire four-year period from 
the official downturn in 2008 down 
to the present, money has continued 
to pile up in the corporations. If one 
substituted a period during the great 
depression of the 30s, it would not look 
very different.

It seems that the top 2,000 global 
companies had $4.5 trillion of gross 
cash in 2013, but spending this year 
will decline by half a percent on top 
of a one percent decline in 2013. The 
situation for the third world is worse. 
Capital expenditure by emerging-
market companies is going down, 
declining by four percent in 2013 and 
another four percent expected this 
year.1 Much of actual expenditure 
relates to metals, mining and energy, 
and hence to the third world - even 
if the companies like Vale, Rio 
Tinto Zinc, BHP Billiton and the oil 
companies are first-world.2

The euro zone is in the gravest 
trouble, with deflation on the cards. 
An editorial in the Financial Times 
cites the International Monetary Fund, 
which refers to the low growth, high 
debt and low inflation there. It then 
continues, crucially: “Even without 
such instability, vulnerable countries 
are, on present policies, condemned 
to needlessly high unemployment 
for many, many years.”3 It goes on to 
call for quantitative easing and hence 
the buying of sovereign bonds. Since 
such buying amounts to helping fund 
government deficits, this would be 
controversial, especially in Germany.

The United States is in a better 
position, in that there is positive jobs 
growth and overall growth in GDP. 
However, the situation is anything but 
rosy. Although employment is picking 
up, skilled workers who lost jobs 
disproportionately in the downturn 
are not getting them back. Long-term 
unemployment, and “a declining 
participation in the labour force” have 
been a feature of the US labour scene. 
Wages are static.4

The actual growth level is low - 
something already true before 2008. 
This is a feature widely discussed 
among newspapers and journals. 
They point to declining levels of 
participation in the labour force and 
lower immigration, but also to lower 
levels of productivity per worker.5 
The Economist, conservative as it is, 
naturally argues that less regulation 
and lower corporate tax would raise 
investment and boost productivity.6 
Clearly productivity would rise 
with more investment all round, 
and government spending in areas 
additional to infrastructure could 
make a big difference. However, the 
failure of the capitalist class to invest, 
and continuing government inability to 
increase investment itself, is a feature 
of both this and the last depression.

This failure has been given much 
greater publicity with the decision of 
Lawrence Summers, former economic 
advisor to Barack Obama, to revive 
the discussion around the question 
of stagnation,7 as put forward in 
Keynesian theory. It was subsequently 
taken up by Paul Krugman and other 
Keynesians.8 The argument, as put 
forward by Keynes and his followers, 
is simplistic in real terms, however 
sophisticated the economic language. 
It basically states that, given inequality 
in incomes and the tendency of the 

rich to save, demand for goods and 
services will be restrained. As income 
inequality is soaring, demand within 
the economy can only be limited. The 
conclusion is that wages and salaries 
should be raised and incomes of the 
rich consequently taxed.

The point, though, now put forward 
by Summers and endorsed by Krugman, 
is that the economy is chronically in 
trouble as a result and needs ‘bubbles’ 
to boom at all.9 Krugman states that 
the economy has been chronically 
depressed since the time of Reagan, 
only saved by so-called bubbles, 
amounting to special stimuli.

The theoretical problem with 
these statements is that they assume 
a number of things and ignore others. 
Firstly, they presume that the rich only 
exist as atomised entities deciding 
to save and not spend. In reality the 
rich are only rich because they own 
businesses or other wealth-creating - 
or rather wealth-controlling - entities, 
which provide them with their income. 
The decision to spend is not about 
buying luxury items, but re-investing 
in their own or other firms. In other 
words, the question is posed in the 
wrong form.

Secondly, it is posed in the usual 
terms of an abstracted economic 
structure. It is assumed that the rich, 
who, of course, are part of the ruling 
class, will agree to be taxed in order 
to increase government expenditure 
and to redistribute income, rather 
than organise a powerful opposition. 
Thirdly, the specific way in which 
the surplus is pumped out of the 
population is wholly ignored. The role 
of the cold war, and so the acceptance 
of the state in what is called military 
Keynesianism, is not taken into 
account. The flow of money from the 
third world to the imperial power is 
also avoided and its particular role is 
left out. Finally, the change of strategy 
to one of finance capital is regarded as 
a technicality and hence its specific 
and controlling role is not discussed.

Basically, the bourgeoisie is not 
investing for a number of reasons. 
In the first place, because there is no 
medium- to long-term perspective 
which allows it to do so. Given the 
depressed state of the economy, even 
short-term investment of substantial 
amounts may be dubious.

In the second place, it is not prepared 
to go for long-term investment which 
will end up with full employment. 
The change mentioned by Krugman 
referred to above reflected the decision 
of the bourgeoisie to end the post-
war settlement, and ensure efficient 
controls over labour. It is not going 
to return to full employment, with the 

government playing a substantial role 
in ensuring an economy that provides 
for it. The government and the central 
banks are explicit in setting a target 
of a minimum of 5% unemployment, 
which has in practice meant double 
that figure.

In the third place, the policy of 
austerity means that the state is 
not providing the opportunities or 
the guarantees normally required. 
Underlying the problem is the fact 
that we do not live in the 19th century 
with a high level of competition, 
where firms control the market and 
further investment involves special 
conditions, requiring both innovation 
and substantial re-equipment. Both are 
less necessary under conditions with 
very limited competition.10

The upshot is that there is no chance 
that the situation will change in the 
short term. In the US, the Republican 
Party is opposed to government 
expenditure on, for example, subsidies 
for private firms, and the Tea Party 
endorses that line.

Ruling class 
strategy
What is the strategy of the ruling class 
at the present time? It has learned the 
lessons of the failed war in Iraq, but it 
cannot invest and it imposes austerity. 
Is the ruling class now supporting 
depression as the economy of the 
future? Its current line follows and 
partially advances the route taken 
when it switched to finance capital at 
the end of the 70s.

The fundamental way in which 
capital rules is through its control 
over the surplus product, which 
involves maintaining the form of 
wage labour. That is done through the 
two economic forces of commodity 
fetishism and the reserve army of 
labour. In mature capitalism they 
suffice to ensure the stability of the 
system. However, as capitalism 
declines, they become less effective. 
Working class opposition, trade union 
action, the scarcity of skilled labour 
at various times, uncontrolled booms, 
the need to get political support, and 
the welfare state have eliminated 
much of the form of a reserve army 
of labour. In parallel, the apparently 
inhuman rule of the commodity, or 
the market - standing, as it appears, 
above human control and people’s 
needs - is no longer omnipresent or 
accepted as necessary. Government 
control, administrative regulation 
of the market, nationalisation of 
sections of the economy, centralised 
administrative control over money - 
all have gone through various phases.

Whatever the reality at any one time, 
it is clear that the support for the market 
is an ideology and that an alternative is 
possible. Today the question is bitterly 
contested, with conservatives trying to 
privatise as much as possible. The idea 
that management could be elected, that 
there is no need for income inequality 
or indeed even private property is in 
the minds of the working class. History 
has ensured that these concepts cannot 
be wiped out. The issue is more 
profound than that. Apart from the 
examples of non-market forms given 
above, modern economies are ruled 
by giant monopolies, which contract 
out more or less of their work, under 
their supervision. The idea of the little 
entrepreneur inventing and taking to 
market some successful new product or 
process every so often is of secondary 
importance. Modern economies have 
very limited competition, usually 
confined to small firms, which are 
themselves subject to their larger 
customers.

Competition is limited, and the 
unemployed do not constitute a 
genuine reserve army of labour. How 
can capital rule if its fundamental 
form is itself changing? Nor is it just 
the overall market and control over 
labour that has changed. There is no 
way around the need for medium- to 
long-term ‘planning’, both within the 
central governmental administration 
and within large firms. The discussion 
on bureaucracy in the 30s provided 
the groundwork for the modern 
form, which has evolved further. 
The intra-form relationship is direct, 
with a series of arrangements like 
mission statements, a clear promotion 
procedure, departmental ethos and, 
above all, targets.

In turn, these are distorted by 
workers trying to be successful in 
their positions. There is a necessary 
conflict between the needs and 
practices of workers and the demands 
of management. This is well known, 
though not necessarily well understood. 
‘Leadership’ is a contemporary slogan, 
but leadership can only work if there 
is a common interest, as opposed to a 
work ethic based on economic force. 
In practice, there is a compromise, 
where management accepts what is 
possible and workers limit their work 
in depth and extent. Management 
can use promotion, pay, threats and 
loyalty to the firm to ensure targets 
are met. There is a large management 
literature, of course, but the point here 
is only that the bourgeoisie has to rule 
through a conflicted form, which can 
easily founder if management lacks the 
skills needed. Under conditions where 
pay is held down, while management 

pay rises exponentially, discontent 
will obviously increase. The main 
instrument that the bourgeoisie holds is 
that of dismissals, and so the division of 
the workforce into those permanently 
employed and the rest, of whom the 
most unhappy are those ultimately 
reduced to zero-hour contracts. This, 
however, is not an efficient solution, in 
that the company loses skilled workers, 
sometimes highly skilled workers. 
Loyalty is lost as a motivational force.

The form of capital itself has, 
therefore, changed. The introduction 
of the joint stock company marked 
the beginning of its transformation 
into a complex, bureaucratic-market 
structure. That has now evolved to 
the point where the top managers 
have been enfranchised within the 
capitalist class itself, in that their 
salaries and share holdings may give 
them more income than the controlling 
shareholders.

The bourgeois response to the 
change in form, therefore, has been to 
try to turn the clock back to the 19th 
century, with a competitive market 
of a large number of small firms, 
requiring the break-up of companies, 
privatisation and the hiving off of 
parts of companies or parts of the 
administrative machine of the state. 
Industry has been transferred to the 
third world, where poverty provides 
a huge army of the unemployed. 
Control has been assigned to finance 
capital, today largely represented by 
private equity. Trade unions have been 
restricted and union membership has 
plunged.

How successful has this strategy 
been? Its immediate weaknesses are 
extensive and we can list them as 
follows:
  Firstly, the idea that small to 
medium-size firms can play the crucial 
role in modern capitalist society is 
simply utopian.
 Secondly, as discussed above, there 
is a ceiling to investment at the present 
time.
 Thirdly, there has been a relatively 
quick and largely spontaneous self-
organisation of labour in the third 
world, as shown in South Africa.
 Fourthly, finance capital has in fact 
imploded and is now under regulation, 
limiting its ability to control.
  Fifthly, there is tremendous 
discontent in the increasing inequality 
of incomes, partly shown by the 
incredible popularity of Thomas 
Piketty’s Capital in the 21st century.
  Sixthly, the ruling class is itself 
divided, most obviously between 
management and the nominal owners 
of the enterprises: ie, the shareholders.
 Seventhly, the decline in the role 
of trade union leadership among the 
working class has meant that the 
unions cannot now play a mediating 
role between the classes, as they have 
done for over a century. This was 
the role so deplored by Lenin in his 
seminal work, What is to be done?11

  Finally, as an extension of this 
point, the loss of social democracy as 
a credible defender of capitalism has 
removed a barrier to confrontation 
with the working class. This issue is 
further examined below.

The reduction in welfare benefits and 
growth of the unemployed has meant 
that social democracy has had to choose 
whether to become more militant or 
abandon social democracy altogether. 
By and large, social democratic parties 
are today little more than a shadow 
of their former selves, whatever that 
was. The effect has been disastrous for 
political democracy - not in the simple 
elimination of social democracy, but in 
so far as there used to be a party which 
proclaimed that it stood for a socialist 
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society, however distant. Although 
there was a great deal of hypocrisy 
and betrayal, nonetheless, there was at 
least a formal statement of principles 
dedicating representatives to genuine 
change. Its elimination has made 
parliamentary democracy appear as a 
contest among political parties whose 
members have no principles and whose 
parties do not essentially differ in their 
aims. The increasing anger among 
the population following the financial 
implosion has found no outlet.

The logic of the situation leads 
to a search for more radical parties. 
That has showed itself in Greece with 
a move to the left, though in other 
countries the move has been more to the 
right. This, however, could just be the 
beginning of a long-term adjustment, 
in which people will begin to seek out 
leftwing candidates who stand for clear 
socialist principles. Even a mediocre 
conservative can see the possibilities. 
A genuine anti-capitalist programme 
proclaiming the aims of socialism - 
standing as it does for a good life for 
all, where all participate in decision 
making - appears as a utopian dream, 
given the history since 1917, but it is not 
clear that this will always be the case.

When this situation is considered, 
it cannot look very attractive to the 
bourgeoisie. They have lost their allies 
in the unions and social democracy, 
they are divided and the population is 
increasingly discontent, if not angry. 
They cannot continue with their 
previous strategy of finance capital, 
given the increasing level of militancy 
in the third world, as in China and South 
Africa, and the subjection of finance 
capital itself to regulation, which is 
worldwide, both by governments and 
international organisations.

An historical 
excursus
An historical summary provides 
further support for the view that there 
is no capitalist solution other than the 
utopian one now being followed. In 
a period of capitalist decline, from 
the 1870s onwards, the bourgeoisie 
could no longer rely on the automatic 
stabilisers of the system, as they 
were undermined, and so turned to 
imperialism and war. Direct force was 
employed to suppress revolutions or 
potential revolutions, most particularly 
in the period 1917-23 in Europe. 
Fascism served the same purpose 
between the wars.

Since World War II, the concessions 
made in a period of military 
Keynesianism were supported by 
Stalinist control over the working 
class. However, by the 70s the working 
class began to act, and the bourgeoisie 
pulled the plug, while Stalinism came 
to an end.

In short, imperialism, war, social 
democracy/welfare state and Stalinism 
were no longer present or able to 
support capitalism. The final throw was 
the return to finance capital, now under 
regulation and criminal investigation.

The switch to finance capital was 
effectively a last, despairing throw 
of the dice, in that finance capital 
exerted an extreme form of control 
over the extraction of profits. Finance 
capital is intrinsically short-termist. 
It cannot be anything else, since its 
raison d’être is to make money out 
of money. Money, however, is not in 
itself capital, it has to be used to buy 
labour-power to create more value. 
So, on the one hand, finance capital 
squeezed the industry that it owned to 
the limit, while on the other it ceased to 
invest when it could not find the quick 
return required. Given the situation 
where limited competition meant that 
the market either did not expand or 
expanded slowly, attempts to squeeze 
the value-producing sector still further 
could not work. Profits flowed, but they 
did not allow for still higher returns 
and more extensive fields for profits. 
The ultimate solution was to save the 
money and put it into banks to gain 

interest where possible. Money could 
not become capital, and the capitalist 
class was becalmed - rich beyond its 
dreams, but no longer capitalist.

The system was in a general crisis 
from the 70s onwards, as already 
argued. The measures taken, some of 
which are enumerated above, have 
been called neoliberalism. They led 
to a wild ride in search of super-
profits. In utter desperation finance 
capital turned to cannibalism, using 
derivatives on a gigantic scale, in a 
way easily susceptible to mass, high-
level fraud. The crash that followed 
has discredited finance capital, even 
though it continues to function. A 
reversal of deindustrialisation is being 
talked about, but investment remains 
static.

Like a horse whose embattled rider 
has lost his head, capitalism continues 
to move in the same direction as 
before, until the dead rider falls off 
and the horse (capital) gets the point 
and stops. Their older strategies are 
exhausted.

It may be said that capital can 
rule as all undemocratic rulers have 
ruled in the past: through direct force, 
through division of the working 
class, through control over the media, 
education and general propaganda. 
It is, of course, doing so, but the 
problem for capital has always been 
that it brings together the working class 
in order to have a workforce which 
can work efficiently and well. At the 
same time, capital is international 
today and a divided workforce and 
divided society is less efficient. It is 
more difficult today to discriminate 
as harshly as before against women, 
non-whites, Jews, gays, etc. Hitler 
could use the traditional scapegoat of 
the middle ages, the Jews, but that is 
no longer possible today. Education, 
travel and the even media have made 
propaganda more difficult to believe. 
The Orwellian or Stalinist world could 
never be one in which the population 
was indoctrinated. When reality differs 
from the propaganda so blatantly, 
people become increasingly sceptical 
of official pronouncements. Cynicism 
rules or at least appears to rule. Most 
people are more intelligent.

The bourgeoisie is in dire need 
of a new policy, having lost all its 
old strategies from imperialism to 
Stalinism. The latter was not, of 
course, a capitalist strategy, but was 
accepted as a means of survival.

The present impasse is shown in the 
bourgeoisie’s foreign policy, where it 
has invaded Iraq and Libya, but failed 
to improve its own situation. The 
whole of the Middle East is now in 
a total mess, in large part because the 
capitalist hegemon, the US, cannot 
find a solution. There is, in fact, no 
solution. The bourgeoisie destroyed the 
communist and nationalist parties and 
promoted religious fundamentalism, 
which has now got out of control. 
Its political failure is a mirror of its 
economic failure. The world is crying 
out for an advance to a new stage, 
where society is ruled from below in 
the interests of all, through an agreed 
series of plans. Governments have no 
money and cannot even bribe their 
way through crises, as they have 
done in the past. The countries of the 
former Soviet Union remain in a state 
of transition, as exemplified by the 
failure of Russia to develop and the 
considerable difficulties of Ukraine. 
Although it is in the interests of capital 
to bring them fully into the capitalist 
form, it has failed to help them move 
in that direction.

Most rightwing theorists might 
have expected the capitalist class to 
provide the money and the measures 
to allow, or even force, the states of the 
former Soviet Union to become full 
capitalist countries. Instead, capitalism 
rather saw them as a resource and a 
market in order to increase turnover 
and profits in the west. Western firms 
did not want competition and saw to it 
that there was none. There is, however, 

no perspective for a country based very 
largely on extractive industries, as in 
the case of Russia. There is even less 
of a future for Ukraine, which does 
not have the mineral wealth of Russia.

Western strategy in relation to 
the former Soviet Union and eastern 
Europe also can only be called non-
existent. The consequences are 
becoming clearer, with Hungary 
moving in a far-right - possibly semi-
fascist - direction and other countries 
adopting authoritarian forms. Even 
those which have regular elections, 
like the Baltic republics, cannot be said 
to be ‘democratic’, since, they have 
found an excuse to exclude a section of 
the population from citizenship.

Final round
The bourgeoisie is not investing and 
so there is a low rate of growth, and 
it is afraid to go for full employment, 
in case there is a repeat of the 70s. 
Instead, the strategy is one of austerity, 
combined with the remnants of a 
stricken, if functioning, policy of 
finance capital.

Austerity is already a failed 
strategy, but it is worth spelling it out. 
At the present time, the rich are getting 
richer, the poor poorer and the middle 
class is being wiped out. On the one 
hand, there is much talk about SMEs 
(small and medium size enterprises). 
On the other hand their position is not 
getting better, given the difficulty in 
obtaining loans and finding customers. 
On the contrary, the unemployed 
middle class has entered their ranks 
and finds it difficult to survive. The 
educated middle class - doctors, 
teachers, academics, engineers, etc 
- have declining salaries, while their 
costs, in terms of housing, education, 
etc, are rising. It is almost as if Eduard 
Bernstein’s complaints12 that Marx was 
wrong in predicting such a future have 
themselves been proved wrong. The 
public sector, being harshly cut, is 
particularly hard hit. At the same time, 
the conditions of workers - whether 
skilled white-collar or unskilled blue 
collar - are worsening.

Can the bourgeoisie go for 
concessions, a Keynesian strategy? 
It has never been tried in the absence 
of war, so it would be dangerous 
to attempt, and they know it. It is 
highly unlikely. Will they go for 
more repression? Historically, much 
of Europe fell into the hands of 
fascism, which repressed the left and 
the working class as a whole, but 
fascism itself is not repeatable. The 
logic of austerity leads to the full re-
institution of commodity fetishism and 
the reserve army of labour. While the 
return to the confinement of workless 
families to the workhouse and the total 
privatisation of everything, with the 
return of gold as currency, is also out 
of the question, movements in that 
direction, if not the ultimate goal, are 
already in place. Nonetheless, it is 
highly unlikely also.

A section of the population is 
already scrounging from food banks 
and a substantial proportion of workers 
live a precarious life, moving in and 
out of employment, and losing their 
original skills. The logic of this 
situation is one of permanent riots and 
the growth of anarchism. This too is 
not a realistic labour or political policy. 
A simple continuation of the present 
situation will lead to a sharp shift to 
the left among the population, sooner 
rather than later. At the moment, 
workers are looking for immediate 
and comfortable solutions like 
independence in Scotland, but, as they 
disappear, socialism will present itself 
as the only reasonable replacement ...

This limited analysis is well known 
to bourgeois theorists and the more 
realistic will try to find an alternative. 
Interestingly, some of the attempts to 
hold the fort, such as the rewriting 
of history, the demand for patriotic 
textbooks, and the need to teach 
British values, all of which are deeply 
sinister, are seen for what they are. 

There is, in fact, no alternative other 
than continued austerity, the continued 
undermining of the welfare state and 
the continued exclusion of unions 
from the body politic, all in the name 
of democracy.

No middle road
The fact is that there is no middle 
road. One cannot mix the sperm of a 
dog and cat and expect to get a dot. Or, 
as one lecturer put it when we were 
debating market socialism, the latter 
is like fried ice. A worker subject to 
the discipline of the factory, under the 
control of management, is exploited 
and oppressed, whether the factory 
claims to be socialist or capitalist. In 
Marxist terms abstract labour has to 
be abolished. If it is abolished there 
cannot be a market. However, while 
there is no middle road, there is still a 
use for the failed middle road.

The nature of nationalised forms 
within capitalism may be inferior both 
to their privatised and socialist forms. 
The nationalised entity, in capitalism, 
cannot complete the process of 
transformation of the institution or 
enterprise by electing management 
and running the ‘firm’ for the benefit 
of both the society and the workers. 
Within capitalism, the ‘firm’ is usually 
compelled to run as if in a market, 
with pay, promotion, hierarchical 
structures for workers and a financial 
and economic structure based on either 
making a profit or not making a loss. 
On the other hand, the nationalised 
firm has to conform to government 
rules and abide strictly by the law. The 
result is that trade unions are relatively 
strong, jobs are protected and wages 
and salaries paid at some median level 
for most workers. Incentives become 
a mixture of the financial and working 
for the greater good. In the so-called 
natural monopolies like the health 
service, public transport, the utilities, 
etc, the result is a middling service, 
inferior to what is possible and often 
inferior to what private enterprise may 
provide. The problem for a nationalised 
firm is that it cannot use the ruthless 
control exercised by efficient capitalist 
management in firing incompetent 
workers, or in hiring the most skilled 
professionals at exorbitant salaries. 
Nor can it use the stages in between 
the polarities involved.

However, it is frequently not the 
case that privatisation is superior. 
A national, integrated service with 
one provider has natural advantages, 
which may be enhanced through good 
management and relatively high pay. 
A nationalised service such as health 
relies on the goodwill of its employees, 
the doctors and nurses, because that is 
in the nature of the service. However, 
capitalist incentives conflict with the 
humanitarian nature of the service. The 
US health service, being largely based 
on the market, is manifestly inefficient 
except for the rich. If someone is 
a worker, customer or observer 
of enterprises which vary in their 
ownership, whether public or private, 
such a worker may well be confused as 
to which kind might be supported. Such 
confusion might be extended by the 
failure of Stalinism. Socialism cannot 
be built by constructing islands within 
capitalism, whether the islands are small 
cooperatives or large countries, still less 
nationalised firms. At the present time, 
however, confusion reigns, precisely 
because the laws and proto-laws of 
the old capitalist system, and those of 
decline mix with those of the future 
struggling to show themselves.

Social democracy has manifestly 
failed and Stalinism has not only ended, 
but provided a permanent excuse to the 
capitalist class for opposing socialism. 
It does not yet know which way to 
turn. In view of the difficult reality 
confronting most people, popular 
confusion, rather than the traditional 
bases of commodity fetishism and 
the reserve army of labour, provides 
the bedrock of the relative stability of 
capitalism at the present time.

The confusion is supported by the 
dominant currents of thought among 
those considered intellectuals. In 
the period before World War I, and 
between the wars, there were many 
socialist writers in many languages. 
It is no accident that Michael Gove, 
former secretary of state for education 
in the UK, wanted to effectively ban 
Steinbeck from school literature. While 
Gove was widely derided, the fact is he 
thought he could get away with it.

It has taken almost a century, 
from the time of the Russian 
Revolution, to reach a point where 
its ideals could be discussed without 
a Stalinist interpretation. It can 
now be more widely understood 
that it was defeated by Stalinism, 
with truly destructive and world-
shaking consequences. Effectively, 
socialism has been delayed a century 
and it can be further delayed by the 
belief that it is a utopia and possibly 
even a destructive utopia. Delay 
is also a strategy, whether through 
demoralisation, confusion or fear. It is 
now the task of socialists to convince 
the working class, effectively the 
population, that the new society is 
not a utopia and the groundwork is 
present in the declining capitalist 
society. All it requires is a sustained 
push, in whatever form, to get there l

This is an edited version of an 
article which first appeared 
as part of ‘Critique notes’ in 
Critique Vol 42, No2, August 
2014.
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which was translated in the opposite sense to the 
Russian, though whether that was the translator or 
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in English under the title Evolutionary 
socialism 1907 by the Independent Labour Party 
in 1907. See www.marxists.org/reference/archive/
bernstein/works/1899/evsoc.
Bernstein argued that inequality in incomes 
was diminishing and the middle class 
growing. He contrasted this with what he 
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chapter of this book - the view that the final 
aim is nothing, the movement everything, 
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repudiated statistically in such a graphic way 
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understand the reasons. The great depression 
did lead Bernstein to accept that he was 
wrong, it seems, but the present provides a 
graphic extreme. In reality, Bernstein laid the 
foundation for social democracy.
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Parvus: for German victory
This is the second in our series 
of translations from 1914-15 
from German-defencist authors 
in the left wing of the German 
Social Democratic Party (SPD). 
Ben Lewis introduced the series 
(Weekly Worker June 26), and 
my introduction to Esen Uslu’s 
translation of Alexander Parvus’s 
August 4 1914 interview in 
Tasvir-i-Efkâr (Weekly Worker 
August 14) gave some general 
background on Parvus. With the 
article, ‘For democracy - against 
tsarism’, which Ben Lewis has 
translated here, Parvus moved 
from arguing that German 
victory would be in Turkish 
national interests to arguing that 
it would be in the interests of the 
proletariat as a whole.

This article was first published 
in the Bucharest socialist paper 

Zapta and the Sofia socialist 
paper Rabotnichesky Vestnik. 
Parvus’s biographers, ZAB 
Zeman and WB Scharlau, date it 
to “a few days after the outbreak 
of war”. It is translated here from 
the German text in Die Glocke 
Vol 1, issue 2 (September 15 
1915). This is - as will appear 
below - dated October 1914, and 
contains a gap of about 7.5 lines, 
which may be attributable to the 
German censors. If any of our 
readers speaks Romanian and has 
access to an archive of Zapta, or 
speaks Bulgarian and has access 
to an archive of Rabotnichesky 
Vestnik, it would be very helpful 
to see any variations between 
the German and the Romanian/
Bulgarian texts.

Parvus’s analysis that the war 
had been planned for some time 

- and in particular on the Entente 
side since the Russo-Japanese 
war of 1904-05 - is corroborated 
by recent historical work.1 His 
implicit characterisation in the 
title and conclusion that the 
German and Austrian regimes 
constitute ‘democracy’ has a sort 
of basis in the existence of male 
suffrage for the Reichstag - which 
was at this time also present in 
France, but not in Britain - but 
ignores the restricted suffrage 
in the constituent states of the 
Reich (especially Prussia), the 
very substantial restrictions on 
freedom of speech and the press 
(quite a lot of SPD journalists 
and speakers were sentenced to 
jail as a result of their speeches 
or articles) and the fact that 
ministers were answerable to 
the kaiser, not the Reichstag. 

Austria was, if anything, less 
democratic. This piece of special 
pleading was further developed 
elsewhere. Russia, obviously, 
was in no sense democratic. 
His statement regarding the 
decay of bourgeois culture 
and ‘civilisation’, and that this 
is worse in the parliamentary 
regimes (Britain and France), is 
no more than nostalgia politics.

Parvus’s argument that Russian 
defeat would lead to revolution 
is obviously true - not merely in 
hindsight, but also in the light 
of the revolution of 1905. On 
the other hand, his argument 
that Entente victory would 
lead to “a vassal relationship”, 
in which western capitalism 
was subordinated to Russia, is 
nonsense: in 1914-17 the tsarist 
regime was playing yet again 

the role it had played since the 
18th century of a subordinate 
ally of western capitalist powers, 
providing cannon-fodder in 
exchange for military technology 
transfers.2 The United States is 
also startlingly absent from the 
argument (the claim that the US 
might replace a disunited Europe 
wrecked by war did appear in 
later Die Glocke articles and 
shaped Parvus’ politics in his last 
years after the war).

In short, the article is 
characterised by a combination 
of perceptive insights and 
highly artificial arguments in 
order to produce a ‘Marxist’ 
German-defencist construction. 
This combination is a common 
feature of the arguments of Die 
Glocke authors l

Mike Macnair

For democracy, against tsarism
This war was created by imperialism, 
which has been fostered by capitalism. 
The war has been ripening over the 
course of decades and was consciously 
planned over the course of several 
years. The socialist workers’ parties 
saw the great collision coming 
and repeatedly took a stand on it. 
Those who consider themselves 
able to ignore the great capitalist 
conditions behind this war, seeking an 
explanation for it rather in the role of 
rogue diplomats or rogues from other 
circles, have forgotten how to think in 
a socialist manner.

The development of capitalist 
industry in the individual countries 
created tension and conflicts across 
the entire world, because capitalist 
industry in each and every country 
has the tendency to conquer the entire 
world market. Because the development 
of militarism goes hand in hand with 
industrialism, the competition for 
markets has assumed the character of 
political conflicts. We saw how the 
democratic United States fought against 
Spain and the aspirant Mongoloid 
industrial state of Japan fought against 
China as far back as 1894. In the middle 
of these capitalist contradictions, 
which affected every country without 
exception, the struggles between 
German and English imperialism 
increasingly moved to the fore.

Conflicts between England and 
Germany emerged in all four corners 
of the globe: in Mesopotamia, South 

Africa and in the small states of central 
America.3 The English capitalist class’s 
global dominance was threatened on 
various sides - not just by Germany. 
But it rightly saw Germany as its 
greatest rival, because Germany’s 
industry had proved superior on the 
market and its imperialism was based 
on a powerful military state with a 
strong governmental power. Yet certain 
conditions needed to be fulfilled before 
English imperialism could turn against 
this main opponent with all its might: 
the Boer War [1899-1902] and the 
Russo-Japanese war [1904-05]. It is 
now patently clear that if the Boers 
had not been defeated beforehand 
then England would have lost South 
Africa in this war. Thus the destruction 
of the independent Boer republics was 
the first condition of the war against 
Germany. In the Russo-Japanese war, 
which had been consciously prepared 
by England,4 Russia’s influence in 
Asia - a threat to that of England - 
was broken. The rapidity with which 
the English government concluded an 
agreement with Russia immediately 
after the conclusion of peace is proof 
that England already had further-
reaching plans back then.

The Triple Entente was formed. 
Its origins, aims and its sole raison 
d’être lay in the struggle against 
Germany. Europe was divided up into 
two hostile camps, which balanced 
each other out. Italian imperialism 
exploited this situation in order to 

carry out the raid of Tripoli on its 
own.5 The Balkan states - whose paths 
to political development had been cut 
off by European diplomacy as far back 
as their formation, and in which the 
capitalist drive for territorial expansion 
was increasingly asserting itself, the 
more that these states were drawn into 
industrial trade - ambushed Turkey, 
a country which had already been 
undermined by all means of agitation, 
corruption and assassination on the 
part of European diplomacy, as well 
as that of the Balkan states. Turkey’s 
power was broken, but the Balkan 
League, whose creation had been 
encouraged by the tsar, fell to pieces.6

An untenable situation resulted. 
Nobody could see a way out and it was 
possible that a new war might break 
out at any moment.

During the Balkan Wars, the Triple 
Entente and the Triple Alliance, of 
which Italy was only formally part, 
weighed up each other’s strength. In 
so doing the Triple Alliance avoided 
an open conflict. First it abandoned 
Turkey and then left Bulgaria in the 
lurch. Following this test of strength, 
which turned out in favour of the Triple 
Entente, this alliance assumed the 
leading role in the Orient and showed 
itself to be increasingly provocative 
and belligerent.

This fact deserves to be remembered 
by those whose position on this 
capitalist-inflicted catastrophe depends 
on which of the powers in the current 

war was the aggressor. I do not share 
this view and already opposed it when 
it was expressed by August Bebel in 
the Reichstag.7 Back then I explained 
that the question of whether a power is 
attacking or defending itself can only 
be of a purely formal nature and also 
that we must not tie our position to 
a superficial aspect of the question. 
Yet, even if one is of this view, then 
obviously politics as a whole before 
the declaration of war need to be taken 
into consideration. And in this sense 
Germany’s attitude during the Balkan 
Wars showed clearly and openly that 
it attempted to avoid a European 
conflict. It did so not out of idealism, 
but because it was not in the interests 
of German capital to put all its eggs 
into one basket - it was German capital 
that profited most from peace. The 
main charge against Germany from 
English imperialist circles was, after 
all, penétration pacifique - that is to 
say that German capital was peacefully 
penetrating foreign territories. We thus 
see how, to the extent that English 
imperialism becomes ever more 
demanding, by contrast German 
diplomacy aims to fit in, first seeking 
friendship with Russia and soon after 
with England.

Germany was unable to prevent the 
war. Yet I am saying more than that. 
I am saying that the war could no 
longer be avoided by the Triple Entente 
either. This may appear as a paradox 
to those who see the emanation of 

the spirit of world history in those 
few people who, more or less by 
chance, happen to be at the head of 
governments. For me, this situation is 
rather proof of how untenable existing 
conditions have become. Evidence of 
the inevitability of the war came as 
far back as the enormous armaments 
race after the Balkan Wars, which far 
outdid anything we had seen before. 
In France in particular the return to the 
three-year period of military service 
could not be justified in any other way 
than by the fact that war was on the 
immediate horizon.

The Triple Entente made its 
preparations for the war in feverish 
haste, amongst which came the 
efforts of tsarist diplomacy to stoke 
up the megalomania of Greece and 
Serbia as much as possible. Whilst 
this imperialist development - which 
we have characterised with broad 
brushstrokes - was underway, there 
was a great change in bourgeois 
public opinion. During the economic 
depression, which lasted from the 
end of the 1870s to the middle of the 
1890s, the bourgeoisie was peaceful 
and timid. Yet the period of industrial 
Sturm und Drang8 which followed 
this depression made the bourgeoisie 
adventurous and bold.

Simultaneously, the tremendous 
concentration of industrial and 
financial capital had forced the 
bourgeoisie out of its independent 
role in enterprise and onto the stock 

A reactionary war on both sides



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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exchange. Currency speculation, 
exacerbated by the wanton shifts 
between boom and crisis, dominated 
all thought. The old solidity of 
the bourgeois had vanished. The 
bourgeois became a speculator and an 
adventurer. Stock market speculation 
seized broad layers of the population 
and also opened up political gambling9 
to them too.

Bourgeois parliamentarism, which 
had already betrayed its own ideals 
earlier on, completely degenerated 
into demagogy and cliquism under 
the influence of the stock exchange 
and imperialism. It was precisely 
wherever parliamentarism was 
strongest that corruption was the 
worst. Press bandits, jobbers on 
the stock market, high finance and 
parliamentary cliques laid waste to 
the state, corrupted public opinion, 
feuded with each other and yet were 
always united in their cries for power, 
world dominance and imperialism.

The socialist parties themselves 
were repeatedly betrayed and led astray 
by those who went over from their 
ranks to join the adventurer vermin 
- this happened in various countries, 
but in France in particular.10 All the 
while German social democracy 
showed the greatest resistance to the 
influences of the decaying bourgeoisie. 
Its proletarian organisations showed 
the greatest cohesion of the time.

The bourgeoisie’s whole way of 
thinking and feeling and its expression 
in ideas in art, literature and science 
- everything that can be summarised 
as bourgeois culture - was seized by 
a wild delirium, frayed, corrupted and 
unnerved. Scepticism consumed all 
social ideals, all political principles, 
all great points of view; one lived for 
the moment, paying homage to the 
personality who lives life in the most 
refined craving for pleasure. The hunt 
for the sensations of ‘individuality’, 
which had freed itself from social 
bonds and their moral restrictions, led 
to perversions, which in turn led to a 
cult of blood and brutality. [Friedrich] 
Nietzsche’s ideas, which were a 
glowing protest against philistine, 
petty bourgeois morality, were falsely 
turned into a glorification of naked 
egoism, raw violence and a reversion 
to barbarism. Success was the only god, 

whose omnipotence was acknowledged 
by everybody. The more bloody the 
path it led to, the greater the moral 
restrictions which had to be overcome, 
the more numerous the victims, the 
more shameless the brutal expressions 
of violence, the greater the triumph.11 
This is how hearts and minds [die 
Geister] were prepared for this war.

In the face of this bourgeois 
hullaballoo, working class opposition 
grew and became more determined. 
Yet this opposition did not hold back 
the drives of the imperialists, but 
more than ever drove them towards 
adventurist policies. The more obscure 
the situation became, the greater the 
dangers that were conjured up, the 
more militarism and imperialism found 
an apparent justification. In order to 
attain election results favourable to the 
government, the danger of war was 
toyed with and diplomatic conflicts 
were provoked. Imperialism was 
recommended as a means of struggle 
against socialism and was consciously 
carried out - war was to be the lightning 
conductor of revolution.

Thus the world war was prepared 
in all areas of capitalist competition, 
bourgeois parliamentarism and 
bourgeois culture. The historical 
meaning of this war is the following: 
capi ta l ism,  whose his tor ical 
development is characterised by the 
annihilation of whole swathes of 
people, has henceforth set Europe on 
fire through the collision of the forces 
of economic, political and military 
competition, which it has fostered in 
the individual countries - accompanied 
by a decay in social civilised behaviour, 
by corruption and decadence.

With the monstrous means of 
the weapons technology and army 
organisations it created, capitalism has 
destroyed Europe’s industry, which 
science and the civilised nations worked 
for generations to create - destroying 
wealth and the formal civilisation on 
which it constantly based itself as its 
last and decisive raison d’être over and 
beyond any of the measures it took to 
increase the exploitation of the people 
and destroy the system of property 
ownership [Eigentumsordnung], 
whose inviolability it had preached 
and sought to defend using all of the 
means of the state.

The position of the socialist 
parties towards this capitalist world 
catastrophe obviously could not be 
justified by ideas taken from professors, 
who are cut off from the world; they 
had to be based on a perception of the 
interests of the fighting proletariat ...12

Yet tsarist Russia was also drawn 
into this war as an important factor - 
perhaps even a decisive one. 

A victory for tsarism would signify 
a terrible blow to democracy and at 
the same time open up a new era of 
boundless capitalist exploitation. 
The Russian bourgeoisie is full of 
enthusiasm for this war. Its motivations 
are, however, different from those of 
the imperialists in the industrial states 
of Europe. The Russian capitalist class, 
unlike its European counterparts, does 
not fight for markets abroad, because 
it has its hands full exploiting the 
domestic market, which it secured for 
itself through high protective tariffs. 
The knights of Russian industry 
no doubt attain a certain malicious 
joy [Schadenfreude] in the ruin of 
European industry, because they 
expect business in Russia to blossom 
as a consequence. Yet the main reason 
behind the Russian bourgeoisie’s 
motivation is political. It wants to 
assert itself as a national power - as 
do all aspirant bourgeoisies. To this 
end it needs a war of conquest; it needs 
this all the more because its path to the 
masses through parliamentary agitation 
has been cut off by the socialist parties. 
On the other hand, it wants to win 
the sympathy of tsarism by showing 
it the powerful impulse towards the 
expansion of the state administration 
that it can deliver. At the same time, 
it produces itself as the leader of the 
nation and as the buttress of the throne, 
thereby achieving the same success as 
German national liberalism in its day.

Yet, since Europe already has 
the history of German national 
liberalism behind it, Russian national 
liberalism can now only appear in a 
shabby, corrupt form. In a parliament 
without universal suffrage and with 
an omnipotent governmental power 
this Russian national liberalism 
will be the officious informer of the 
government and warm itself in the 
sun of its favours. In Russia a quite 
different kind of militarism would 
arise to that in Germany, while on the 
other hand the Russian bourgeoisie, 
based on governmental power, would 
create an exploitation at home and 
abroad which would know no measure 
or conscience.

The war rescued tsarism, because it 
plunged itself into this war in order to 
avoid a new outbreak of the revolution, 
which was on the immediate horizon: 
victory in the war would help it to 
develop its power in a new, unexpected 
and formidable manner. Based on the 
emerging bourgeoisie, on a powerfully 
developing industry, on an army which 
encompasses almost 200 million 
people, tsarism would control Europe 
and the world.

Capitalism in the western European 
states would rebuild on the ruins of the 
industry it had destroyed, but without 
acquiring the leading role it previously 
held; it would enter into a vassal 
relationship with Russia and occupy 
a subordinate position in the world 
market. This is the danger threatening 
democracy and socialism.

In the face of this danger, there 
can only be one slogan for us: “Fight 
tsarism!” This slogan not only 
holds true for the socialist parties of 
Germany and Austria-Hungary, who 
have to protect their fatherlands from 
the tsarist armies. It also holds true for 
the socialist parties across the world.

The socialists in France and 
England have to say to themselves 
that by helping tsarism to victory in 
this war they are burying the very 
foundation of their class struggle: 
democracy. They would reforge 
capitalist class rule with the blood 
of the proletariat. They are being 
deceived by the idea of the fatherland 

with the result that they can be ruled 
all the more easily by the capitalist 
cliques (with the help of the Russian 
army), who know no fatherland in 
their exploitation. The power of the 
tsarist throne is to be built on the 
corpses of the English, French and 
Belgian worker masses, which will 
pile up alongside those of their fellow 
sufferers from Germany and other 
countries.

And what about the Russian 
socialists and revolutionaries?! I 
ask each and every one of them 
the following question, which must 
be answered clearly and without 
reservations before any of them takes 
a position: if tsarism is defeated in 
this war, would the outcome not be a 
revolution which would get rid of this 
political system and open up the path 
to democracy? Yes or no?

How can there still be any doubts 
as to our position?

For the most part, however, the 
Russian intelligentsia is joining in 
with the chauvinist movement of the 
Russian bourgeoisie. It is precisely 
this intelligentsia that I accuse of 
being prepared to betray the interests 
of democracy in Europe in order to beg 
for, and seek to fraudulently obtain 
from tsarism, the shabbiest, most 
impoverished national liberalism.

And I do not understand how any 
socialist in any country could remain 
neutral in this conflict. We stand 
before a global turning point. Yet we 
can only be successful if we fight. 
And here it is above all a matter of 
defending what we have conquered 
through hard struggles within the 
capitalist state: democracy. Tsarism 
threatens it. Therefore we must fight 
tsarism! l

Constantinople, October 1914

Notes
1 . See, for example, C Clark, The sleepwalkers 
New York 2013, chapter 3.
2. See B Kagarlitsky Empire of the periphery 
London 2007, chapters 4-9.
3. Mesopotamia: this relates to the German-
funded and German-built Berlin-Baghdad 
railway (incomplete in 1914). This was already 
argued to be a prime cause of the war by US 
author M Jastrow Jr in The war and the Bagdad 
railway (New York 1914); see also AP Maloney, 
‘The Berlin-Baghdad railway as a cause of 
World War I’ [1959] Centre for naval analyses 
professional paper No401 (1984), which reviews 
literature down to the 1950s, arguing both ways. 
On German aspirations in Latin America (and 
resulting conflicts with the US) see N Mitchell 
The danger of dreams: German and American 
imperialism in Latin America Chapel Hill 1999.
4. The implicit reference is probably to the Anglo-
Japanese alliance of 1902-23.
5. Italo-Turkish war 1911-12.
6. “Ambushed”: first Balkan war 1912-13; “went 
to pieces”: second Balkan War 1913.
7. The relevant date is not clear; no reference 
in Zeman and Scharlau; and Bebel made the 
argument criticised here repeatedly from 1880 on: 
see WH Maehl August Bebel, shadow emperor of 
the German workers Philadelphia 1980.
8. Parvus: “I first highlighted the difference 
between these two periods as an addendum 
to Marx’s crisis theory in 1895 in my Trade 
unions and social democracy and backed up 
this view in several of my articles for Die Neue 
Zeit. Based on this understanding, already in 
1895 in the book mentioned above I developed 
the view that we had entered into a period of 
wars and revolutions and also predicted the 
entanglements which the economic advance of 
German capital had driven diplomacy into. This 
was before [Alfred von] Tirpitz’s naval bills 
and the occupation of Kiaochow.” Editors: “The 
German expression Sturm und Drang, originally 
meaning the Romantic/revolutionary period of the 
late 18th-early 19th century, has been received 
into English in Marxist economics to refer to a 
period of tempestuous economic growth.” See, 
for example, Marchlewski in R Day and D Gaido 
(eds) Discovering imperialism (Leiden 2012) 
p499 (following Parvus’s 1901 pamphlet); and L 
Trotsky: www.marxists.org/archive/trotsky/1924/
ffyci-1/ch19b.htm [1921].
9. The title of a chapter of his 1907 Colonial 
policy and the breakdown, as yet not completely 
translated into English.
10. This reference to the pro-imperialist wings in 
the several socialist parties before the war is unfair 
to the French, being pretty much solely supported 
by the prominence of the debate over Alexandre 
Millerand’s participation in government, since 
pro-imperialist wings existed in most of the 
Second International parties: see the introduction 
to R Day and D Gaido (eds) Discovering 
imperialism (Leiden 2012).
11. Parvus: “I highlighted the decay of the 
bourgeoisie and of bourgeois parliamentarism in 
my books Colonial policy and the breakdown and 
The class struggle of the proletariat.
12. This is where about 7.5 lines of text are 
missing.
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Glad to be back
After a couple of months 

when all donations to the 
Weekly Worker were included in 
the CPGB’s Summer Offensive 
fundraising drive, I’m glad to 
be back reporting on our paper’s 
monthly fighting fund.

It goes without saying that all 
cash donated to the Weekly Worker 
was used for the purpose specified 
during the Summer Offensive - 
which, I am informed by CPGB 
national organiser Mark Fischer 
actually surpassed its £30,000 
target by £51 after a couple of 
cheques delayed in the post were 
factored in.

As for September’s fighting 
fund, with its £1,500 target, it 
already stands at a pretty useful 
£742 after less than two weeks. 
Amongst those sending in cheques 
since the start of the month have 
been RG (£100), JH (£60), GD 
(£50), JM (£50) and DV (£25). 
I have also received no fewer 
than 24 standing order donations, 
including £35 from DS, £30 each 
from PM, SD and DG, £25 from 
GD, and £20 from TG, SM, DG 
and DV.

The same DV writes that the 
Weekly Worker is “still the best 

paper on the left by far”, with 
“easily the best and most open 
letters page”. The “Weekly Worker 
makes you think!” he concludes. 
Yes, we promote genuine debate 
- the only way we stand a chance 
of forging a Marxist party 
incorporating what are now rival 
sectlets under a regime of genuine 
democratic centralism.

Finally there were three 
contributions to our September 
fund via PayPal - thank you, NW, 
MD and TT. Those three were 
among 7,126 online readers last 
week, by the way.

So, all in all, we are already 
more than halfway towards 
meeting that £1,500 target for 
September. But there’s no room 
for complacency - we always 
get the highest number of 
contributions in the first week of 
the month. Now we need to keep 
up the momentum l

Robbie Rix

Fighting fund



weeklyworker

Name:______________________________

Address:____________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

Tel:________________________________

Email:______________________________

Sub: £/€ ____________________________

Donation: £/€ ________________________

Standing order
To ______________________________________________________________________________ Bank plc _____________________________

Branch Address ______________________________________________________________________________________________________  
Post code ________________________ Re Account Name ____________________________________________________________

Sort code ______________________________________________ Account No ______________________________________________

Please pay to Weekly Worker, Lloyds A/C No 00744310 sort code 30-99-64, the sum of 
___________ every month*/3 months* until further notice, commencing on _________________ This 
replaces any previous order from this account. (*delete)  Date _________________________  

Signed __________________________________________________ Name (PRINT) _______________________________________ 
Address _________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Subscribe
 6m 1yr Inst.
UK £30/€35 £60/€70 £200/€220
Europe £43/€50 £86/€100 £240/€264
Rest of £65/€75 £130/€150 £480/€528
world

New UK subscribers offer: 
3 months for £10

UK subscribers: Pay by standing order and 
save £12 a year. Minimum £12 every 3 

months... but please  pay more if you can.
Send a cheque or postal order payable to 

‘Weekly Worker’ to: 
Weekly Worker, BCM Box 928, 

 London WC1N 3XX

Osborne 
will exploit 
statistical 

recalculation 

No 1025 September 11 2014

Sex, drugs and R&D
There are lies, damned lies, and headline economic statistics, writes Paul Demarty

A peculiar thing happened to the 
Ghanaian economy in 2010 - 
overnight, it went from being 

a ‘low-income’ to a ‘middle-income’ 
country. Quite a feat!

Yet, oddly, we were not subjected 
to endless nonsense about the ‘African 
tiger’ or the like. Because this sudden 
lurch from poverty to prosperity was 
the achievement not of industrialists, 
or even financiers, but statisticians. 
Ghana’s method of measuring gross 
domestic product had changed 
significantly; unsurprisingly, so did 
the resulting figure.

We were reminded of Ghana’s 
fortunes this week by a flattering 
adjustment to our fair nation’s own 
recent GDP history. The Office for 
National Statistics declared, after much 
research and general wonkery, that 
over the period since 2009, UK GDP 
has been underestimated by an average 
of 2%. Billions of pounds, somehow, 
managed to go missing from the grand 
tally (adjustments for the next decade 
back are still to be calculated).

So what was missing? One 
significant change is the reclassification 
of research and development (R&D) 
spending by capitalist firms: previously 
it was considered consumption, and 
now it is considered output. That 
accounts for a large slice of the good 
news, as does incorporation of non-
profit enterprises to various degrees.

The headlines have been grabbed 
by other matters, however - the new 
estimates include, among other things, 
the illegal drug trade and prostitution. 
Earlier this year, the ONS claimed that, 
taken together, these two economic 
activities added up to around 0.7% 
of total British GDP, roughly on a par 
with farming.

The calculation of GDP, naturally, is 
not a dry statistical matter. For Ghana, 
there was a clear political choice 
involved in recalibrating its methods of 
estimation. Going up a few notches in 
the global economic pecking order offers 
the prospect of attracting greater foreign 
investment, and borrowing more easily 
on international capital markets. On the 
other hand, it loses much of its eligibility 
for international aid. In sound capitalist 
fashion, the Ghanaian government opted 
for the former.

What of the ONS’s sudden 
enthusiasm for hookers and blow? 
Ostensibly, the purpose of this 
adjustment is to bring British GDP 
calculations in line with European 
Union regulations - the great pseudo-
explanation of our times. We cannot 
but note that the timing is, for George 
Osborne, serendipitous at the very 
least. He gets to claim - just in time 
for party conference season - that the 
recession ended a whole year earlier 
than previously thought.

Whether or not the hand of the 
treasury really is to be found in this, 
the reactions of senior politicians tell 
all. The addition of the black market to 
GDP statistics could have been decried 
by Tories as another loony diktat from 
Brussels. The government could have 
dragged its feet, rattled sabres, taken 
this bizarre imposition to the European 
Court of Justice.

It has done nothing of the kind, of 
course - the treasury has seized the 
opportunity to crow about how the new 
figures show Britain outperforming 
Germany in the period since 2010. 
Labour, on the other hand, is repeating 
its line heretofore. “It’s still the case 
that working people are substantially 
worse off under this government, that 
the recovery was choked off in 2010 
and that it is the slowest on record,” 
said Chris Leslie, shadow chief 
secretary to the treasury. On both sides 
of the house, then, we see the ‘good 
news for George’ pattern.

There is a certain amount of truth 
to the Labour retort, as often there 
is when George Osborne is feeling 
ebullient. Things were slightly better 
over the last five years if you add 
some variables to the equation - so 
what? It seemed perfectly plausible 
to everyone at the time that things 
were pretty miserable, economically 
speaking. Is anyone really likely to 
suddenly believe that Britain was in a 
good state after all? (The ONS stresses 
that this period was still the longest and 
deepest recession since the quango’s 
formation in 1948.) Are defectors from 
the UK Independence Party going to 
come scurrying back on the basis of 
the UK’s apparently roaring drug and 
sex trades?

Not to mention the fact that there 
are bigger problems looming. After 
The Sunday Times ran the first poll of 
Scots to find more willing to vote for 
independence than not, the markets 
went into a small panic - the pound 
sank to a 10-month low, and billions 
were wiped off the value of major 
Scottish firms. Whatever the result on 
September 18, these little flaps are a 
compelling reminder that - for all the 
talk of recovery - the economy remains 
in a perilously twitchy state. Throw 
in potential bubbles in real estate and 
(in this writer’s estimation) digital 
technology, and you have several 
potential difficulties that will not be 
masked by Westminster cocaine sales.

Arbitrary
The ONS’s new figures may not 
tell us anything substantial, then 
- but that is surely the point here. 
GDP is a most peculiar yardstick: 
decided by state regimes on the 
basis of innumerable decisions about 
what does, and does not, count as 
production. These decisions are, in 
many cases, essentially arbitrary. The 
reclassification of R&D is interesting: 
is it production? Is it consumption? 

For Marxists, the answer is simple: 
both. For bourgeois economics, 
apparently things are not so easy.

Eyebrows are raised at the 
addition of the drug trade, for 
example, but that is surely easier to 
call a productive industry than the 
various pseudo-jobs in advertising 
and financial services, which have 
always counted. It does not, of course, 
represent taxable transactions, by 
definition; but if that was to become a 
significant yardstick for GDP, then half 
the major corporations operating in this 
country would have to be excluded.

More significant is the issue of 
measuring the contribution of illegal 
drugs. It is not as though you have 
Companies House filings for salaries, 
capital expenditure and the like. 
The Independent (September 4) has 
some detail on how the prostitution 
figures were arrived at:

The ONS used data from the 
Metropolitan Police on the number 

of street prostitutes in London. 
They worked out the number of 
prostitutes per head of population 
in the capital and then scaled this 
up to create a national figure for the 
UK. Then, using academic studies, 
they calculated the average number 
of clients seen by each prostitute 
every year, the number of weeks 
worked and the payment per client.

Putting this together, they were 
able to come up with an output 
figure. Finally they calculated 
the average overhead costs of 
prostitutes, and subtracted it 
from the output figure to come up 
with the gross value added of the 
prostitution sector.

For “calculated”, in the preceding 
passage, we must surely read ‘guessed’: 
especially if London is being taken as 
an exemplary slice of British society, 
and indeed if street-walkers are being 
taken as synonymous with prostitution 
as a whole. Who knows what liberties 

have been taken with the more 
complex drug trade? “Because the 
home office says data on the seizure 
of illegal drugs should not be used as 
a measure of total drug use,” Steve 
Tolley of Money Marketing writes, 
“the ONS uses data on the number 
of drug users and then guesses at the 
amount they use.”1 Very convincing.

The reportage around the 
incorporation of such economic 
activity, on the other hand, does give 
us a window into the sheer hypocrisy 
of drug prohibition. Again, this is not 
being treated as an insult to everyday 
Britons, trying to get ahead in one 
honest trade or another, but as an 
amusing salacious detail, a little treat 
for the dying days of the silly season.

When reactionary demagoguery 
is the order of the day, press and 
government alike will cast drug dealers 
as unconscionably evil monsters. When 
it comes to scraping together some 
economic good news in lean times, 
it turns out that a quid spent is a quid 
spent after all. Perhaps the EU will 
decide to bring money-laundering onto 
the books in future, and the ONS can 
try to guess that by reading a couple 
of academic papers. (It has certainly 
helped the bottom line of Britain’s 
major banks over the years …)

The incorporation of such ‘grey 
areas’ highlights, above all, how 
little GDP figures actually tell us. 
Yes, plotted on a graph over decades, 
they give us a vague sense of how 
a country’s economic development 
is going at particular times, but not 
much more than that. The essentially 
arbitrary nature of many decisions as 
to what counts as ‘product’ contributes 
to the uncertainty; but then there is also 
the ‘domestic’ part of the GDP phrase.

Capital is primarily international, 
including in its black market form (it 
is a good thing for George Osborne 
that drugs are not being factored into 
the balance of trade). Thus, Osborne 
can present himself as the man who 
brought Britain to recovery; and 
perhaps enough people will believe 
him to get David Cameron a second 
stint in No10 - as if the international 
system was not kind to him (relative 
to many of his counterparts around 
the world), and as if it could not very 
quickly turn cruel l

paul.demarty@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1. www.moneymarketing.co.uk/opinion/sex-
drugs-and-gdp-how-the-new-growth-measure-is-
calculated/2013887.article.

Adding to GDP


