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Stronger part
Moshé Machover’s article on the 
very essence of the state of Israel, its 
underpinning ideologies and claims 
to legitimacy was extremely powerful 
for me (‘Quest for legitimacy’, 
September 18). It firmly dispels 
any illusions that the Israeli state is 
reformable or capable of allowing the 
existence of any form of Palestinian 
self-determination and governance, let 
alone an independent state.

It seems absolutely clear that 
any two-state solution is utterly and 
completely incompatible with the 
existence of the state of Israel. Israel 
will never, ever tolerate any form of 
genuine expression of Palestinian 
nationhood and self-determination. 
This is because Israel sees its claim 
as covering the whole of the original 
Palestine mandate area, including 
Judea and Samaria. Moshé’s article 
demonstrates this is absolutely the 
view of both Labour and Likud, and 
always will be. Also, any recognition 
of the right of the Palestinian people 
to national self-determination in the 
West Bank must apply with equal force 
and logic for Palestinians living in pre-
1967-borders Israel.

The population of Israel is now 
stuck: Jewish immigration is now 
largely exhausted, and there is rough 
numerical parity between the settlers 
and the indigenous populations. Israel 
cannot allow democratic rights to the 
Arabs living within its borders, as that 
ultimately would result in that state 
ceasing to be Israeli. The fate of the 
Palestinians therefore is to be denied 
all democratic and national rights and 
to be increasingly ‘ethnically cleansed’ 
from greater Israel (Eretz Israel).

However, after an extraordinarily 
powerful and devastating critique of 
the essence and inherent nature of 
the state of Israel, I felt Moshé lost 
his way around three quarters through 
the article, constructing an interesting 
but ultimately pointless discussion 
around whether Israel is a Jewish 
state or a nation-state on behalf of 
Jews worldwide, and coming to 
absolutely no conclusion or proposed 
way forward whatsoever!

I do not know or care if Jews around 
the world feel a national loyalty to 
Israel over and above their state of 
residence, or whether leading sections 
of imperialist ruling elites in, say, the 
United States or Europe support the 
state of Israel out of ethnic, religious, 
national or class loyalty. It hardly really 
matters what motivates individuals 
or groups of individuals within the 
ruling classes as a whole. It is a 
matter of complete indifference to me 
if a certain US billionaire feels more 
personal loyalty to Israel or the United 
States, whether his/her motivation is 
conspicuous personal consumption 
or promotion of the Jewish biblical 
ideal. The important and salient facts 
are that they all grease the wheels 
of world imperialism and capitalism 
and they all live off the proceeds of 
wealth generated by the oppressed and 
exploited working masses of the world.

If we accept that the current state 
of Israel is absolutely incapable 
of conceding basic national and 
democratic rights to the Palestinian 
people, then surely we are left with no 
option but to abandon any notion of a 
two-state solution? If Moshé is right in 
his analysis, then there was never any 
basis for a two-state solution, certainly 
not now.

There can only be three real options:
1. The state of Israel will continue to 
dominate and control the whole of the 
original Palestinian mandate region as 
Eretz Israel, with the continuing slow 
mass murder and destruction of the 

Palestinian people.
2. Israel is ultimately overthrown 
and destroyed as a consequence of 
the mass, democratic and national 
liberation action of the Palestinian and 
allied Arab masses.
3. Israel is forced, perhaps under 
threat of destruction, to thoroughly 
democratise, deracialise and deZionise 
its state, economy and society, to 
provide equal and full rights for all 
the people living within its borders. 
A single, united, democratic, secular 
state covering the whole of the 
original mandate area, respecting and 
valuing the ethnic, religious, social, 
national, collective and individual 
rights of everyone who lives and 
works there, and allowing full freedom 
of movement for peoples to and from 
the new state.

I am mystified why Moshé as a 
self-defined “Israeli communist” is 
not able to come to any conclusion 
as to the progressive and practical 
way forward. Could it be the “Israeli” 
part of the label is stronger than the 
“communist”?

In modern history, the mass and 
armed actions of the working and 
exploited peoples of the world have, in 
very different ways, got rid of the states 
of Nazi Germany and apartheid South 
Africa, both anti-human, fascistic, 
racist and anti-democratic, and both 
in their time viewed as permanent, 
impervious and all-powerful.
Andrew Northall
Kettering

Sloppy politics
Tony Greenstein is still peddling the 
racist pseudo-definition of ‘racism’ 
against Jews that is used by the 
bourgeois mainstream to suppress 
criticisms of Jewish behaviour, which 
would be unquestionable if they were 
directed at any other people (Letters, 
September 18).

He states that ‘anti-Semitism’ 
always was concerned with the ‘social 
role’ of Jews, but fails to explain how 
criticism of the ‘social role’ of any 
section of society can in itself be racist. 
It cannot: except when combined with 
an ideology that racialises that role, 
so that the racist element supersedes 
social criticism. This happened in the 
late 19th century, when the term ‘anti-
Semitism’ was coined by biological 
racists as an obviously ‘racial’ term. 
This was then extended back in time 
by these racists. In fact, the entire 
concept of ‘race’ was absent from 
earlier conflicts.

Two groups of people had an initial 
political interest in so extending ‘anti-
Semitism’ back in time: the anti-
Semites for one, to legitimise their 
racism and wrap it up in a centuries-
long history of conflict involving the 
‘social role’ of Jews as a ‘people-
class’ of traders in an earlier, feudal 
social system (see Abram Leon’s 
Marxist classic, The Jewish question: 
A Marxist interpretation, for details). 
The other being Zionists, who had 
an obvious interest in promoting 
the myth that Jews had always been 
an oppressed ‘race’ who needed to 
separate from gentile society. The 
narrower understanding - that anti-
Semitism was simply racism against 
Jews - was dominant among anti-
racists before World War II. But, since 
then, particularly with the hegemony of 
Zionism, a definition based on a ‘social 
role’ has become dominant, meaning 
that criticism of oppressive conduct is 
caught by this definition-creep.

Tony Greenstein is obviously 
worried enough about his role in this 
dispute to tell the obvious falsehood 
that I have called him a Zionist. He 
cannot quote me, however. Noting 
that his very militant words attacking 
Zionism often contradict his deeds 
in promoting this Zionist-derived 
creeping definition of ‘anti-Semitism’ 
is not the same as calling him a 

Zionist. It means he is a centrist, who 
is “revolutionary in words, reformist 
in deeds”, according to the classic 
definition.

Greenstein does not draw the 
conclusions of his own analysis. He 
says that holocaust denial in western 
societies is invariably anti-Jewish and 
racist. Pretty much true, historically. 
But then he says this is not true in 
the Middle East. But all of those 
other (mainly) Jews he denounces 
for this derive their doubts from the 
activities of Israel in the Middle East. 
Some were born there. Obviously, 
this is the Middle Eastern root of this 
phenomenon of Jews who express 
doubts about the Nazi genocide. To 
pretend otherwise is simply to deny 
reality in order to deny the logical 
conclusions of your own analysis. This 
is classic centrist behaviour.

In this regard, it is somewhat of a 
victory for truth that Greenstein finally 
admits that it was the celebrated Israeli 
civil rights fighter and Nazi genocide 
survivor, Israel Shahak, who first 
used the term ‘Jewish ideology’ to 
describe the racism that drives the 
Zionist project. Previously, he has 
always credited this to Gilad Atzmon 
and fulminated against its supposed 
‘anti-Semitism’. But Greenstein claims 
to revere Israel Shahak. This is his 
contradiction.

Another centrist who does not draw 
the conclusion of his own words is 
Jack Conrad, who wrote in his work 
Fantastic reality that the holocaust, 
as portrayed by Israeli propaganda 
and indoctrination in the Middle East, 
has the character of a ‘cult’. ‘Cult’ 
has a meaning remarkably similar to 
the term ‘religion’, as in “holocaust 
religion”, put forward by dissidents of 
Israeli origin, such as Gilad Atzmon. 
But if the holocaust narrative, as put 
forward by Israel supporters, has the 
character of a cult, then the act of 
breaking with this cult is likely to be 
messy and confused, as with other 
cults. The conclusion that should be 
drawn from this analysis is: a fraternal 
discourse with people breaking from 
a racist state cult, not a heresy-hunt 
in alliance with Zionists, which 
Greenstein has repeatedly engaged in.

This lack of courage has led to 
a pretty stupid, and in the long run 
no doubt counterproductive, anti-
communist witch-hunt in the CPGB 
and Communist Platform, based on 
phoney and nonsensical allegations 
of anti-Semitism. A full reply to all 
the nonsense in the Weekly Worker 
last week is no doubt going to be 
denied to me, despite the CPGB’s 
sometime protestations of ‘openness’. 
A reply has been published, however, 
and is available online at http://bit.
ly/1tXUBZP.

Greenstein seems not to have noticed 
that my previous letter (September 
11) was replying not merely to him, 
but also to another letter from John 
Cable (September 4). He has not read 
it properly and muddles up the material 
he is replying to. Careful reading will 
disclose his mistake. Sloppy practices 
in replying seem in this case to equate 
to sloppy politics. Greenstein seems to 
think that because he is someone who 
(some) people have “heard of”, and 
also because a few Palestinians have 
backed him up in the past, that means 
he does not have to argue coherently. 
What matters is getting things right, 
not short-term popularity.
Ian Donovan
email

Settler colony
Can I first welcome the decision 
by the CPGB and the motion of 
comrades Machover and Conrad 
to remove Ian Donovan from the 
Communist Platform (‘No place for 
anti-Semitism’, September 18)?

It may seem churlish to raise it, 
but I have serious doubts about the 

use of the term ‘left anti-Semitism’. 
Not only does it play into the hands 
of Zionist propaganda, which would 
have us believe that it is leftwing ‘anti-
Semitism’ which is the problem, but I 
question what is ‘left’ or socialist about 
Ian Donovan’s anti-Semitism. As far as 
I am aware, Donovan’s anti-Semitism 
is of the traditional rightwing kind, 
dressed up in ‘left’ rhetoric.

In respect of Moshé’s article, I 
agree with 90% of it, but I disagree 
with some of the conclusions.

Firstly my understanding is that the 
law of return doesn’t merely extend 
to immediate non-Jewish relatives of 
Jewish people, but applies to anyone 
with even one Jewish grandparent 
- at least according to the Israeli 
ministry of foreign affairs (http://bit.
ly/1q5aOZd). Ironically, therefore, 
the definition of a Jew under the law 
of return mirrors that in the Nazi 
definition of a Jew for the purposes of 
the Nuremberg laws, whereby having 
even one Jewish grandparent meant 
you were Jewish! Except that in the 
case of the Nazis, having just one or 
two Jewish grandparents meant you 
were classified as a Mischling (mixed 
race) of the first or second class!

Regardless of political economy, 
Israel is a settler colonial state - ie, it 
has a settler working class and not, 
as with the British in India, a ruling/
military caste only. Settler colonialism, 
be it in Ulster, Israel or South Africa, 
consisted of an inter-class alliance. It 
is also a feature of such states that the 
colonists develop siege fears, precisely 
because they live cheek by jowl with 
those they have dispossessed.

I also believe it is wrong to classify 
the conflict between Israelis and 
Palestinians primarily as a national 
one. This is indeed how Zionism 
seeks to portray the situation. The 
primary division is between Israelis 
and Palestinians as individuals and 
the inability of Zionism to accept 
Palestinian Arabs as equals, with all 
the implications that derive from it.
Tony Greenstein
Brighton

Socialist legacy
The Socialist Alliance has released 
dramatic news, which will boost 
a nationally coordinated socialist 
challenge in the 2015 general election. 
The SA inherited around £100,000 
from former supporter Archie 
Dilloway over the summer, and made 
a number of decisions at its annual 
general meeting on Sunday September 
21 as to how a considerable amount of 
that money will be spent.

The legacy stipulated that the 
money must be “utilised solely for 
the purposes of the alliance”. The SA 
agreed that its purpose has consistently 
been about building ‘unity on the left’ 
as part of the process of creating a 
new left party based solidly within the 
working class. In the present context 
it decided that the legacy be used to 
implement SA policy to support the 
largest ever coordinated left challenge 
in the 2015 general election, as agreed 
at the SA’s 2013 AGM. This is a view 
publicly shared by the Trade Unionist 
and Socialist Coalition, which believes 
that there should be the broadest 
possible united left challenge in 2015. 
As a result, it will be Tusc candidates 
who will be the main beneficiaries.

Unlike the establishment parties and 
Ukip, the left has no wealthy backers. 
The SA is delighted its legacy can now 
help build a large, coordinated socialist 
challenge to cuts and austerity.

In specific terms, the Socialist 
Alliance agreed at its AGM to donate:
 £500 each to the first 100 candidates 
who are selected and endorsed by 
a left coalition, such as Tusc, which 
will help create the largest possible left 
challenge and thus contribute towards 
there being national media coverage. 
The SA national executive, meeting 

subsequently on Sunday, decided that 
it would be Tusc that was identified 
as that left coalition to receive such 
donations.
  £500 each, if funds allow, for 
additional candidates on that same 
basis.
 £500 to any candidate not part of 
Tusc, but who has demonstrated that 
her/his organisation is willing to 
work cooperatively at a local level. 
This could be by simply engaging in 
discussions to avoid electoral clashes, 
although we would hope it would be 
more.
  An additional £500 to any such 
candidate who can demonstrate to 
the SA national executive, in writing, 
before the end of February 2015, that 
they are, or have been, a member 
of the SA and are committed to its 
principles.
  £500 towards any other socialist 
party/organisation/campaign group 
standing which clearly demonstrates 
a commitment to unity on the left.
  If the necessary number of 
candidates are fielded by Tusc, the 
cost of a fully-professional party 
election broadcast, up to a maximum 
of £5,000.

Former Labour MP Dave Nellist, 
national chair of Tusc, said: “The 
enormous generosity of Archie 
Dilloway, and subsequently the 
Socialist Alliance itself, is a major 
boost to Tusc’s 2015 election 
campaigns. In May 2014 Tusc fielded 
560 local election candidates in nearly 
90 towns and cities, in the widest 
socialist challenge to Labour for 60 
years. But the media managed to 
largely ignore us.

“This legacy now means we will be 
able to seriously discuss doubling that 
number of local election candidates in 
2015 to at least 1,000, and also standing 
widely enough in the general election 
to qualify for party political broadcasts 
in England, Scotland and Wales. 
Archie’s legacy will give a brilliant 
start to the major national fundraising 
drive we are about to launch, to make 
sure our election campaigns next year 
reach as many people as possible. We 
will then be better able to challenge 
the overlapping austerity agenda of 
the main establishment parties, and 
support those opposing cuts in local 
services, jobs and living standards.”
Pete McLaren
Secretary, Socialist Alliance

Rethink
Beware men who defend the right 
of children to have sex with them. 
Willie Hunter makes a number of 
assumptions which need challenging 
(Letters, September 18).

First off, the British state is not 
“obsessed with ... child sex”, except 
in the sense that various branches of 
the state are taken to task for failing 
to protect children from men’s sexual 
interest in them. In the investigation 
into paedophilia from several decades 
ago, contrary to Hunter’s assertion, the 
accused are in fact answering to the 
law of the period in which these crimes 
took place and not current law. It is one 
reason why, upon conviction, judges 
are obliged to give lesser sentences 
than if the offence had occurred today.

Children and adolescents have a 
difficult enough time negotiating the 
pressures of growing up, of navigating 
their own and other people’s 
emotions, but most manage this 
reasonably well within the confines 
of their family and their peer-group 
friends. Contextualised within this 
framework, children explore and 
discuss their personal development, 
safe in the knowledge that even if 
the information they receive is not to 
their liking, or advice or criticism from 
peers is hurtful, through dialogue and 
interaction with others boundaries are 
set and children can navigate within 
them. There is shared cultural space. 
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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 28, 5pm: Weekly political report from CPGB 
Provisional Central Committee, followed by open discussion and 
Capital reading group. Calthorpe Arms, 252 Grays Inn Road, London 
WC1. This meeting: Vol 1, appendix: ‘Results of the immediate 
process of production’ (continued).
Organised by CPGB: www.cpgb.org.uk.

Radical Anthropology Group
Introduction to anthropology
Tuesday September 30, 6.30pm: ‘Claude Lévi-Strauss: the science of 
myths and fairy tales’. 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.
Emergency in Pakistan
Thursday September 25, 7pm: Discussion, St Mary’s Centre, 82-90 
Corporation Road, Middlesbrough TS1.
Organised by Teesside Solidarity Movement:
www.facebook.com/events/638125896286522.

Don’t bomb Iraq and Syria
Thursday September 25, 5.30pm: Emergency protest, Downing 
Street, London SW1.
Organised by Stop the War Coalition: www.stopwar.org.uk.

Remembering the First International
Sunday September 28, 3pm: Celebrate 150 years since founding of 
First International, Rivoli Ballroom, 346-350 Brockley Road, Crofton 
Park, London SE4. Followed by social, 7.30pm, Hill Station Cafe, 
Kitto Road, London SE14.
Organised by Lewisham People Before Profit:
www.PeopleBeforeProfit.org.uk.

TTIP and the NHS
Tuesday September 30, 7.15pm: Meeting, St Mary’s Centre, 82-90 
Corporation Road, Middlesbrough TS1. Discussion of Transatlantic 
Trade and Investment Partnership and its implications for public 
services, with introduction by Stephen Thomas.
Organised by Teesside People’s Assembly:
www.facebook.com/events/740841819285099.

Independent Socialist Network
Saturday October 4, 12 noon to 5pm: Annual general meeting, 
Centre for Crime and Justice Studies, 2 Langley Lane, London SW8. 
Open to all those who are not members of existing socialist groups - 
please email wsmcmahon@yahoo.co.uk.
Organised by Independent Socialist Network:
www.independentsocialistnetwork.org.

Legacy of Hugo Chávez
Saturday October 4, 10am: Conference, University of London 
Union, Malet Street, London WC1.
Organised by Venezuela Solidarity: www.venezuelasolidarity.co.uk.

Progressive Student Forum
Saturday October 4, 10am to 5.30pm: Student conference, 
University of London Union, Malet Street, London WC1.
Organised by Student Broad Left: www.studentbroadleft.org.uk.

South London People’s Assembly
Saturday October 4, 10am to 5pm: Anti-austerity conference, 
Brixton Town Hall, 1 Town Hall Parade, London SW2. Speakers 
include Diane Abbott MP and journalist Yasmin Alibhai-Brown. 
Workshops on housing, living wage, public services and privatisation, 
austerity and racism. Tickets: £5 in advance, £10 on the door 
(concessions free).
Organised by South London People’s Assembly: www.southlondonpa.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.

People’s question time
Thursday October 9, 7pm: Public meeting, York Hall, 5 Old Ford 
Road, London E2. With Russell Brand, Natalie Bennett, Mark 
Serwotka, Lutfur Rahman.
Organised by People’s Assembly: www.thepeoplesassembly.org.uk.

Socialist films
Sunday October 12, 11am: Screening, Bolivar Hall, 54 Grafton 
Way, London W1. Dylan Mohan Gray’s Fire in the blood (India, 84 
minutes) and Andrew Berekdar’s Cricklewood Craic (UK, 8 minutes). 
Followed by discussion.
Organised by London Socialist Film Co-op:  
www.socialistfilm.blogspot.com.

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.

What a child does not need is lessons 
in freedom to practise sex with adult 
males, whose interest in the child’s 
development is anything but benign.

That Hunter can use the term 
‘predatory’ as a pejorative accusation 
for a child’s behaviour towards an 
adult is quite disturbing. He refers, 
more than once, to the willingness of 
children to engage in sexual activities 
with men, thus attempting to remove 
adult responsibility towards the child 
and to make the victim responsible 
for her own manipulation. As far as 
Hunter is concerned, the offer of gifts, 
gratefully received, appears sufficient 
incentive for a man to claim sexual 
acts in return. Children want a lot 
of things. Responsible adults grant 
or withhold such things, using their 
judgement about what is in the best 
interest of the child. For instance, a 
responsible adult might withhold the 
giving of sweets, on the grounds of 
diet, tooth decay or as punishment 
for the transgression of a family 
rule. The irresponsible adult - let’s 
call him a paedophile - would offer 
the child sweets or other gifts, not 
because he thinks it’s good for the 
child, but because he thinks it’s good 
in furtherance of his own intentions.

Hunter refers to one situation where, 
as he puts it, sexual exploitation was 
acceptable because “most [girls] were 
upwards of 13 and only one was 11” 
and he affirms that the girls were not 
“robbed of their childhood”. This and 
many other examples given by Hunter 
indicate a serious need to rethink his 
view of childhood.
René Gimpel
London

No boycott?
On September 18 the Weekly Worker 
front page did not call for abstention. 
The slogan, ‘Boycott this referendum’, 
did not confront the readers. It did not 
say, ‘A plague on both houses’. What 
stood out was an artistic design of 
‘yes’ badges. One could be forgiven 
for thinking the CPGB had changed 
sides and began to support the 
democratic aspirations of the Scottish 
working class! Readers are bound to 
wonder what was going on.

Hopefully the answer is that the 
Weekly Worker changed its mind under 
the weight of accumulating evidence. 
This is far better than the alternative 
explanation that, at the 11th hour, the 
CPGB did not have the bottle to issue 
the instruction to the vanguard of the 
working class to boycott the poll.

On the same day Scotland stood on 
the brink of a breakthrough. It seemed 
there was a fleeting possibility that its 
democratic future and constitution 
would begin to pass into the hands 
of the Scottish people. Unfortunately 
and predictably a majority voted 
by 55% to 45% to maintain the 
British union. The victory of the 
unionists handed the power to decide 
Scotland’s constitutional future back 
to Cameron, the coalition government, 
the Whitehall machine and the 
Westminster parliament.

It was Salmond, not Cameron, 
who resigned. It was Cameron, not 
Salmond, who now seized the initiative. 
The prime minister emerged from 
Downing Street on Friday morning 
to tell Scotland what would happen 
next. In the corridors of Whitehall, 
the mandarins were busily drafting 
out a new constitutional settlement to 
be handed down from on high. There 
will be no referendum on this. Take it 
or leave it.

On Friday evening loyalist and 
fascist gangs turned up in George 
Square, Glasgow, singing ‘Rule 
Britannia’, ‘God save the queen’, 
giving Nazi salutes, shouting abuse and 
threatening peaceful ‘yes’ supporters 
with violence. Fighting ensued. The 
Britain First party, set up by ex-British 
National Party members with links to 
Northern Ireland, was identified with 
these attacks.

One factor in the defeat of the 
democratic movement in Scotland was 
the passivity of the working class in 
England. The English working class 
movement took no part in the struggle. 
There were no mass protest actions 
or petitions. There were no political 
strikes or solidarity demonstrations. 
In England, Labour’s unionism, 
combined with the neutrality of 
sections of the radical left, meant the 
democratic movement in Scotland was 
isolated from its natural allies south of 
the border.

Labour must get the lion’s share 
of the blame for the defeat. Nothing 
new here. It simply adds to the long 
list of crimes, sell-outs and betrayals 
of the working class. The Alliance for 
Workers’ Liberty, Workers Power and 
George Galloway were on the same 
bandwagon. Left Unity, Tusc and the 
CPGB all played their role in the defeat 
by spreading passivity, indifference 
and demoralisation.

On Saturday the Left Unity national 
council discussed the outcome of the 
referendum and a resolution from 

supporters of the Scottish Republic 
Yes tendency. This said: “This meeting 
recognises the historic significance 
of the Scottish referendum for the 
democratic political future of the 
UK. We congratulate the Radical 
Independence Campaign for the 
massive efforts it made to win a 
‘yes’ vote. We note and welcome the 
majority support for ‘yes’ provided 
by the working class of Glasgow. 
We recognise the failure of the left in 
England to mobilise the working class 
movement to support a ‘yes’ vote. We 
resolve to encourage and promote a 
party-wide discussion on the future of 
democracy throughout the UK.”

The words in italics were ruled out 
of order and the rest was agreed. LU 
is not ready to admit it made a serious 
political error. We’ll see if the CPGB 
can do any better.
Steve Freeman
Scottish Republic Yes tendency

Welling up
I have read with interest and 
partial understanding the extensive 
discussion in the Weekly Worker 
of the Scottish referendum. I have 
always tended towards advocating 
a ‘no’ vote on the grounds that 
fragmentation of the British state 
undermines effective working class 
solidarity in the island of Britain (to 
use a translation of a phrase of the 
Welsh-language tradition). I have at 
no time found the arguments of Steve 
Freeman in much of the debate in the 
Weekly Worker remotely convincing.

In the last few weeks I have 
canvassed by email some distant 
acquaintances in Scotland in an 
attempt to ensure that they at the 
very least do not vote ‘yes’, on the 
basis of the sort of international 
proletarian arguments the CPGB 
advocates (possibly advocated by 
me in a cack-handed manner). The 
result has been mixed - at this stage 
I am not aware of how any one of 
them actually voted. One put to me 
the case that an independent Scotland 
with a more leftwing (for which read 
‘reformist’) polity would somehow 
draw the whole of the island of Britain 
leftwards. She cited Colin Fox as a 
leftwing advocate of independence. 
All this from an academic historian, 
admittedly of the middle ages in 
Scotland (not the modern period 
internationally), though one would 
think she might know better.

My civil partner’s mother had 
the surname, Bruce, and he claims 
descent from Robert the Bruce. His 
politics might be fairly described as 
the extreme left of the Bloomsbury 
Group, as in informed by the novels 
of EM Forster. One can imagine 
his position on the referendum: a 
mixture of giving the English posh 
bastards a kicking and Celtic-fringe 
romanticism. He makes occasional 
wistful remarks about how the 
parliament of the United Kingdom 
was once meant to have met in 
Edinburgh every other year.

Waking up at just the moment 
when BBC Radio Four’s coverage 
made it fairly clear that ‘no’ had 
won (about 5am on the morning of 
September 18), he felt disappointed, 
and I, while initially semi-hard-
headedly relieved, found myself 
welling up a little, as the heart of 
a Welsh nationalist sympathiser of 
yesteryear reacted in a less politically 
sound way emotionally.

I think all of this summarises 
the range of opinion and sentiment, 
internally and externally, as it were, 
that a methodologically sound 
analysis of the national question from 
a Marxist perspective is up against, 
especially among those who, like me, 
are approaching ‘political’ Marxism, 
for want of a better term, from the 
‘soft’ area of ‘cultural’ Marxism - 
eg, the writings of the literary critic, 
Raymond Williams, on Wales.
Tim Reid
London

Fill in a standing order form  
(back page), donate via our  
website, or send cheques, 
payable to Weekly Worker

It’s a deal
Comrade TR informs us that it is 

“almost exactly a year” since 
he started subscribing to the Weekly 
Worker (not to mention the regular 
extra donations he throws in). But 
he has written to say that the last 
two issues (September 11 and 18) 
have been “exceptional”, with 
Ben Lewis and Moshé Machover 
getting a “special mention” for 
their articles last week on Kautsky 
and Zionism respectively. TR was 
also particularly pleased with 
Hillel Ticktin’s article the week 
before.

He continues: “It is the 
simultaneous depth and range of 
nevertheless brief articles like this 
for which I treasure the WW” - and 
the fact that we are “honest about 
where we have been, where we 
are and therefore how best we can 
get to where we need to be”. He 
ends with the promise to “keep up 
the donations”, just as long as we 
“keep up the brilliant work”. It’s 
a deal!

Thanks to comrades like TR, we 
are edging closer to our September 

fighting fund target of £1,500, 
with a further £305 coming in 
this week. That takes our running 
total to £1,267, leaving us with a 
further £233 to raise by Tuesday 
September 30. The last seven days 
saw hefty standing order donations 
from SK and SP, plus cheques from 
KG (£20) and FT (£10), and a £25 
PayPal gift from comrade AN.

At this point I normally tell 
you how many online readers 
we had over the last week, but 
unfortunately our recent server 
problems mean I don’t have the 
figures for the first few days. Next 
week, it’ll be back to normal, I 
promise! And I hope I will also be 
able to tell you that we succeeded 
in raising the full £1,500 for 
September. Please feel free to help 
make sure we do l

Robbie Rix

Fighting fund
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SCoTLAND

Cameron’s can of worms
Demands for English ‘home rule’ and continued agitation for Scottish independence point to a 
constitutional crisis, argues Eddie Ford

Anyone who hoped that British 
politics would return to normal 
after September 18 must be 

sorely disappointed. True, on paper 
the ‘no’ campaign won by a relatively 
comfortable margin of 10 percentage 
points (leaving aside the paranoid 
claims of vote-rigging1). Tellingly, 
90% of non-Scots residents entitled to 
vote (most of whom would be English-
born) put their cross next to ‘no’ in 
the referendum - and we discover that 
the queen “purred down the line” after 
David Cameron phoned her to tell her 
the result. But, far from disappearing, 
the national question has moved 
centre stage - not just in Scotland, 
but throughout the UK. The Scottish 
referendum seems to have resolved 
very little, if anything, instead of 
going from a period of uncertainty to 
a period of stability - as hoped by the 
establishment - we are now entering a 
state of flux.

Standing outside Downing Street 
in the very early hours of September 
19, Cameron opened a can of writhing 
worms with his almost casual remark 
that the “extensive” new powers 
effusively promised for Scotland by 
the mainstream leaders just three days 
earlier “must take place in tandem 
with” and “at the same pace” as a new 
constitutional package that included 
his back-of-the-envelope plans for 
‘English votes for English laws’ that 
would supposedly tackle once and for 
all the West Lothian question (ie, the 
‘anomaly’ whereby Scottish MPs can 
vote on matters relating to England 
at Westminster, whilst English MPs 
have no say over devolved matters in 
Scotland and Wales, such as education 
and health). In other words, Cameron 
appeared to be suggesting that devo-
max for Scotland was conditional upon 
the cobbling together of such a deal in 
the halls of Westminster - definitely 
not as originally agreed. The obvious 
inference was that Gordon Brown’s 
“fast-tracked” timetable to draw up 
and publish draft laws for “nothing 
less than a modern form of Scottish 
home rule” by January, presumably 
delivered by him in good faith, might 
not actually happen.

At a stroke, Cameron blew aside all 
the silly talk about how the Scottish 
referendum would “reinvigorate” 
politics. Feeling the heat both from 
his own right wing - and, of course, 
the UK Independence Party, which 
has been making 
hay on the 
issue - 

Cameron had no hesitation in playing 
the English nationalist card. Naturally, 
Alex Salmond - who surprisingly 
resigned as SNP leader - was outraged, 
saying ‘no’ voters had been “tricked” 
by the “shameless” Westminster elite 
because it was precisely the avowed 
timetable for devo-max that had 
convinced large numbers of wavering 
Scots to finally vote ‘no’. There is a 
certain truth to his accusation, but, on 
the other hand, you could just as well 
make the case that a section of ‘no’ 
voters were duped into believing that 
they were backing the status quo, as 
that appeared to be how the question 
was presented on the ballot paper, but 
they could actually end up with what 
some have dubbed ‘super-devo-max’.

This serves to illustrate that, 
contrary to the arguments of many 
on the left, whether supporting a 
supposedly socialist ‘yes’ or ‘no’, the 
referendum was never a simple or 
straightforward question - a philistine 
and naive idea, as we in the CPGB 
always said. Rather, ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to 
what exactly? Alex Johnstone, Tory 
MSP for the North East Scotland 
region, could not have been more 
wrong when he said the people 
of Scotland made a “very definite 
decision” on September 18. The 
politics involved are complex, which 
is the main reason why referenda are 
so problematic. By dealing with just 
one issue out of its wider context, they 
tend to atomise people and obscure 
what should be fundamental lines of 
class and democratic demarcation: the 
very opposite of what we Marxists 
want.

Referenda are clearly not a properly 
democratic way of proceeding and 
foster the sometimes dangerous 
illusion that people do actually have 
direct power - which can easily turn 
to disenchantment when cold reality 
sets in. Near perfect conditions for 
all manner of reactionary ideas to 
flourish - especially nationalism, of 
course, as we are seeing right now. 
As internationalists and consistent 
democrats, we were correct to call for 
a boycott of the referendum and a pox 
on both houses.

Timescale
When the results were announced, 
Salmond stated that referenda are a 
“once in a generation” event - implying 
that the fight for independence now had 
to be indefinitely deferred. He seems, 
however, to have shifted his position 

over the last few days or so. On 
September 21 he said that another 
referendum might be “justified” 

- if, for example, devo-max is 
not delivered in the way promised 
- or if the UK left the European 
Union, which for Salmond would 
be against the wishes of a majority 
of the Scottish people. Then in a 

separate interview he said the break-
up of Britain was inevitable, given 

that the majority of those 
aged 55 or under voted 
for independence - the 

“writing’s on 

t h e 
w a l l ”  f o r 

the Westminster status 
quo and we are now 

just debating the “timescale and the 
method” of independence.

He also commented, far more 
controversially, that another referendum 
might not even be needed, as the 
Scottish parliament may accrue more 
and more powers, to the point where you 
have independence “in all but name”. 
Similarly, Jim Sillars, former SNP 
deputy leader, tweeted that nationalists 
should “assert” a new rule saying 
Scotland would become independent 
if separatist parties won a majority of 
votes and seats at the 2016 Holyrood 
elections. Scottish nationalism will not 
go away: it could easily grow over the 
next few years, getting more militant 
in its demands. Nicola Sturgeon, 
the heir apparent to Alex Salmond, 
might well be tempted to push for 
another referendum - especially if the 
opinions polls were indicating a strong 
nationalist sentiment.

At the same time, we have the 
distinct prospect that Scottish, Welsh 
and Northern Ireland MPs will not be 
allowed to vote on supposedly English 
matters and possibly become second-
class MPs - part of the backlash from 
the right wing of the Tory Party, which 
felt that Cameron had made too many 
concession in the last stages of the 
campaign: the English are not getting a 
fair deal. For example, John Redwood 
crawled out of the woodwork, bitterly 
complaining that if Scotland is to have 
more devolved power then England 
needs its own devolved government 
to “balance the kingdom”. Spitting 
resentment, Claire Perry, the rail 
minister, fulminated about how there 
will be a “whole raft of goodies on 
offer” for Scotland that will be “paid 
for by us south of the border”. Instead, 
we should stand up for England.

Of course, the three leaders’ 
September 16 vow for “faster, safer, 
better change” was a scrambled 
response to the famous September 
6 YouGov poll, which had the pro-
independence campaign ahead by 
51% to 49% - triggering full-scale 
panic. The unthinkable suddenly 
became thinkable. Up until then, 
senior ‘no’ campaigners had been far 
more concerned about the size of the 
victory, wanting to get at least 60% in 
order to avoid the prospect of another 
ballot being called within a short 
time in the event of a close finish. 
According to one senior business 
figure who dined with Cameron only 
two months ago, of all the things in 
the prime ministerial in-tray, Scotland 
was “the least of his worries”.

But the YouGov poll shattered the 
peace. The very thought of losing the 
campaign and seeing the dissolution of 
the actually existing UK state terrified 
the life out of them - you could see 
the sweat. Prime minister’s question 
time was cancelled, which normally 
happens only in time of war or 
national emergency, and all the leading 

po l i t i c i ans 
c h a r g e d 
up to this 

placed called 
Scotland, which 
some of them 
probably needed 

a map to find - 
desperately telling 

the Scots that they can 
have almost anything they 

wanted, so long as it was not 
independence.

What next?
On September 24 Cameron hosted 
a summit of Tory tops at Chequers 
to discuss how to limit the powers 

of non-English MPs. Bernard 
Jenkin, the MP for Harwich and 
North Essex, called for the UK to 
become a “federal system” and 
another attendee, James Wharton, 
MP for Stockton South, said it was 
time to recognise that “change in 
one place has a knock-on effect on 
others”. The Scottish-born Michael 
Gove, now the Tory chief whip after 
doing such an outstanding job as 
education secretary, announced that 
Cameron would soon be “spelling 
out” the way forward. That will 
enable Westminster to “change how 
it operates”, so as to make sure 
that the “interests of English voters 
are effectively protected” - indeed 
“enhanced”, he added. Putting his 
cards straight on the table, the former 
attorney general, Dominic Grieve, 
said David Cameron must commit 
with “real certainty” to a timetable 
that will deliver “home rule” for 
England - anything else is not a 
“desirable outcome”.

One thing that is sure to be looked 
at again is the McKay commission, 
published in March 2013 and set 
up by the government to consider 
how the Commons might deal with 
legislation which seemingly affects 
only part of the UK. It had proposed a 
“grand committee” comprised solely 
of English members or, alternatively, 
if it was a combined English and Welsh 
bill, solely English and Welsh MPs - 
and so on - that could amend and return 
draft legislation before the final vote 
by all the UK MPs. The resurrected 
Gordon Brown, credited by many with 
saving the union by his impassioned 
“silent no more” Maryhill speech 
the day before the referendum, has 
already outlined in his recent book, 
My Scotland, our Britain: a future 
worth sharing,2 how there could be 
an English-only “stage” for legislation 
in the Commons - pointing out that 
a previous Labour government had 
suggested that on the second reading of 
an English bill, members from England 
could be outvoted by the rest of the 
UK: so it would be “standard practice” 
to have a second vote which would 
allow a “period of reflection”. This 
envisages that English members would 
have some sort of procedure for their 
views to be distinctly recognised, but 
in each case the final decision would 
rest with all MPs in parliament.

The McKay commission, it almost 
goes without saying, has still not 
received a full response from the 
government - confounded about how 
to define a bill as ‘English’, ‘Scottish’ 
or UK-wide. However, in light of the 
devo-max promised to Scotland, the 
McKay proposals - even ‘McKay-
max’ - would almost certainly not be 
enough to mollify the Tory right wing, 
and definitely would not please Nigel 
Farage. Like Jenkin, he has called 
for a “federal” UK, but also wants a 
“constitutional convention” to discuss 
the “future political settlement” in the 
UK and the immediate scrapping of the 
‘Barnett formula’ - the method used to 
determine the distribution of public 
spending across the UK (which gives 
Scots about £1,600 more in funding 
per head than people in England). 
Pointedly, Cameron did not recommit 
himself to the Barnett formula when 
standing outside Downing Street with 
his can of worms - even though he 
“vowed”, along with Miliband and 
Clegg, that the “final say” on funding 
for the NHS will lie with the Scottish 
government.

Meanwhile, on September 19 
regional newspapers in northern 

England united to launch a campaign 
for greater devolved powers to tackle 
the “uneven playing field” in the 
UK - with titles like The Journal, 
Chronicle, Northern Echo, Gazette, 
Yorkshire Post, Manchester Evening 
News, etc all carrying the same front 
page message - that the north be given 
“far more control over its own affairs”.

What next? Cameron has been 
forced to partially backtrack from 
the idea that devo-max for Scotland 
must go “in tandem” with English 
home rule or an English parliament. 
A Downing Street statement reassured 
us that that “one is not conditional 
upon the other” and that the three 
main parties had made a “clear 
commitment on further powers”. Ed 
Miliband, for his part, declared that, 
“no ifs, no buts”, devo-max would be 
implemented - whatever happened to 
the ‘English votes on English laws’ 
proposals.

Yet, despite that, William Hague 
insisted on September 22 that the 
two processes - devolving further 
powers to Holyrood and examining 
how to restrict the voting rights of 
Scottish MPs at Westminster under 
his committee - should take place 
“in parallel”: indeed, he went on, the 
Tories were prepared to “take the fight” 
to Labour at the general election if no 
agreement was reached by January on 
a new UK constitutional settlement 
that would limit the voting rights of 
Scottish MPs. In which case, it is a 
more than legitimate suspicion that 
the draft rules for Scotland will not 
be in place by Burns Night - if they 
ever happen at all this side of the next 
general election. And if the Tories do 
actually win the next election, then 
maybe they will keep getting pushed 
back and back …

We are now entering uncharted 
waters, facing a host of potentially 
bizarre situations. For instance, after 
the election, Labour might win a 
majority of MPs, but still be unable 
to command a majority in the House 
of Commons on the NHS, etc, if its 
Scottish MPs are not allowed vote 
on such matters. And who exactly 
gets to decide what is an ‘English’ or 
‘Scottish’ question?

Just as pertinently, who will 
Scotland vote for - or punish - if 
Gordon Brown’s vow to the nation is 
not fulfilled? Sure, the one remaining 
Tory MP will get chucked out, but 
the fate of the 40 Labour MPs is not 
certain. And the SNP could sweep 
the board in the 2016 Holyrood 
elections. After all, the party happily 
announced on September 22 that 
more than 18,000 people had joined 
over the previous three days, lifting 
its overall membership to a record 
43,6443, compared, for example, to 
Ukip’s 35,000. An overjoyed Peter 
Murrell, the SNP’s chief executive, 
tweeted that this put the SNP “on 
course” to overtake the Lib Dems, 
making it the UK’s third largest 
party.

Due to the pitiful weakness of 
the working class movement, it is 
the forces of nationalism that are 
benefiting from the September 18 
referendum - whether the SNP north 
of the border or English reaction l

eddie.ford@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1. www.theguardian.com/politics/2014/sep/22/
scottish-referendum-vote-rigging-claims-recount-
petitions.
2. www.amazon.co.uk/My-Scotland-Our-Britain-
Sharing/dp/1471137481/ref=tmm_hrd_title_0.
3. The Guardian September 22.No return to the status quo
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LEFT NATS

Proceeds of crime
The referendum exposed the economism of what still passes for the left, argues Paul Demarty

“I can handle the despair,” says 
John Cleese in Clockwise. “It’s 
the hope that’s killing me.” 

Similar perhaps to the sentiments of 
the Scottish (and indeed British) 
left on the eve of the September 18 
referendum - a left which has almost 
unanimously, over the course of the 
last two decades, hitched its wagon to 
nationalism.

The common species of leftie is 
accustomed to dealing with big defeats 
and small victories - in a period in 
which retreat has been as constant as it 
has been disorderly, we have had to find 
ways to cope. Some take an optimistic 
view of the long-term prospects of the 
movement, concluding that these dark 
days will end; others smother every 
small victory with official optimism, 
and take heart from that. The latter 
are rather greater in number, alas, 
and prone to identifying anything as 
an ‘inspiring’ development: Scots 
nationalism being a case in point.

The cruelty of the result, then, is not 
that it went the ‘wrong’ way for such 
comrades - after all, how many other 
things go the wrong way? It is that it 
looked - just for moment - that they 
might win; that their great ‘grassroots’ 
movement had won the day, that the 
parties of Westminster, for once, were in 
a blind panic and throwing concessions 
around like confetti (when so often it is 
trade unions doing the same).

The momentum was there; the 
energy and panache was there; and, 
let us be frank, the not insignificant 
resources of a sitting party of 
government in Edinburgh were there. 
A gullible crowd, the British far left in 
its overwhelming majority succumbed 
to the audacity of hope. It is hardly 
the greatest illusion to have clouded 
its judgement these past years, but, 
despite some present bullishness, 
we have reason to suspect that this 
hangover will not lift quickly.

Not that the official optimism has 
dried up, naturally. Sure, the more 
libidinally invested left-nationalist 
hard-liners plunged directly into 
despair: “I spent Friday wrapped 
in a duvet soaked in my own tears, 
oscillating between silent anger and 
hopeless weeping”1, said one. From the 
main left organisations, however, the 
main cry is to build on the ‘yes’ vote 
- after all, 45% is the sort of minority 
percentage the left could get used to.

Socialist Worker provides its readers 
with a collection of ‘yes’ activists, all 
of whom talk suspiciously like Socialist 
Workers Party hacks, expostulating 
notionally on the question ‘Where 
next?’2 Their approach can be summed 
up simply in the subheadings over 
each: “The left must unite to offer 
a lead”, because “the SNP is not the 
answer”. “This isn’t the end by a long 
way” and, what’s more, “we can unite 
with ‘no’ voters” … and so on. Taken 
together, the headings become a kind 
of Vogon poem. The final randomly-
selected mouthpiece for the ‘yes’ 
campaign, listed as “FE lecturer Angela 
McCormick”, closes her spiel with the 
killer line: “build the Socialist Workers 
Party”. Presumably this lecturer is 
speaking in a personal capacity.

The comrades are not just planning 
to tend their own garden, however: 
“It’s now imperative that the Radical 
Independence Campaign, Labour 
for Independence and the socialists 
all come together,” says “Dundee 
bus mechanic” George Gray. “This 
can’t become a power game between 
different left parties trying to attract 
the same voters,” says “social care 
worker” Nicola Leighton.

Similar noises can be picked up 
from Socialist Party Scotland, Peter 

Taaffe’s much-diminished Caledonian 
operation: “Had a mass working class 
party existed, it could have mobilised 
far greater support for a ‘yes’ vote, based 
on a clear policy to end austerity, for 
public ownership, a living wage, etc,” 
writes Philip Stott, who characterises 
the ‘yes’ vote as “a working class revolt 
against austerity”.3

Whether the sudden enthusiasm for 
unity among the Scottish Nationalist 
Party’s leftwing bag-carriers amounts 
to anything is rather in doubt, 
however. Calls for a new party have 
already resulted in peripheral scuffles 
over who exactly is to be included - 
specifically, one Tommy Sheridan, the 
former Militant firebrand who became 
figurehead of the Scottish Socialist 
Party, and whose nauseating cult of 
personality collapsed spectacularly, as 
he tried to scotch rumours surrounding 
his sex life through the courts. The 
SSP never recovered, although many 
of its remaining ‘leading lights’ - 
Colin Fox, for example - found roles 
for themselves in the ‘official’ Yes 
Scotland campaign, and many others 
will have washed up in the Radical 
Independence Campaign.

For all that the Scottish left likes 
to project itself as the most dynamic 
and forward-thinking element of the 
independence movement, the sad and 
obvious truth is that both sides of the 
SSP split despise each other not much 
less bitterly than they did when their 
common party fell apart in 2007. The 
picture is further complicated, in that 
some of Sheridan’s biggest supporters 
are to be found in the SWP, who do 
not like his recent call for an SNP vote 
in 2015 (and are themselves damaged 
goods since the Delta scandal - RIC 
activists have baited them on this issue).

Thus SWP national secretary 
Charlie Kimber gently chides the 
former icon: “Tommy Sheridan played 
an astonishing role in the campaign, 
speaking to over 25,000 people at 
meetings and inspiring many more. He 
ought to play a leading role in building 
the left, not giving cover to the SNP. 
His proposal seems to confirm one 
of the lies that was spread about the 
referendum - that a ‘yes’ vote was a 
vote for the SNP.”4

But this is the nub of the matter - the 

underlying weakness of the various 
factions of the Scottish left, even if 
they do manage to get together in some 
way or another, is that there is more or 
less no reason for their existence. Yes, 
Tommy Sheridan is “giving cover” to 
the SNP. That is not his main crime, 
however (and nor is it his failure to 
keep his trousers on). It is that he has 
encouraged, for decades, working class 
people to identify their interests with 
Scottish nationalism.

Supporting the SNP is simply a 
sensible conclusion to draw from that 
set of premises. The SNP delivered a 
referendum. The SNP provided the 
resources to bring the ‘yes’ camp 
to the brink of success; articulate 
and competent leaders in Alex 
Salmond and Nicola Sturgeon; and, 
as the government in Holyrood, an 
unignorable profile for the BBC and 
other news outlets. If you believe that 
Scottish independence would be a huge 
step forward for Scottish workers, then 
you should vote SNP. Thus, Marx 
supported Abraham Lincoln, and Lenin 
supported the Easter Rising. (Speaking 
of the Easter Rising, such was the truly 
hilarious comparison drawn by an 
editorial in The Socialist.5)

Complaining that Sheridan wants 
support for the SNP to go with his 
‘yes’ vote is like complaining that a 
burglar failed to wipe his shoes after 
jemmying the back door. The decision 
of first Sheridan and his comrades in 
Scottish Militant Labour, and then 
almost every other left group over 
the subsequent period, to encourage 
Scottish nationalism is a direct and 
conscious assault on class politics. 
That working class people were won 
in large numbers to vote ‘yes’ is not an 
achievement. It is a crime, in which the 
left has played a truly shabby and, at 
times, not insignificant role.

In choosing to tail nationalism, the 
left has inflicted the gravest injuries on 
itself. The reality of a ‘yes’ vote would 
have been the exposure of Scotland 
directly to international financial 
markets, and thus a programme of 
austerity that would make George 
Osborne blush (not that Osborne 
would have time to blush, since the 
economic destabilisation in the rest of 
the UK would bring similar, if weaker, 

pressures to bear).
In order to pretend otherwise, the 

various groups - many of whom would 
still call themselves Trotskyist - have 
necessarily succumbed to the Stalinist 
doctrine of socialism in one country. 
From the Mandelites of Socialist 
Resistance to the state-capitalists of 
the SWP, all have defined their politics 
through distance from and criticism of 
Stalinism. Look at them now.

Stalinist absurdities rarely travel 
alone - nationalism corrupts general 
politics. A peculiarly clear example 
comes in a letter to this paper from the 
perennial Steve Freeman, a relatively 
recent convert to cheerleading the 
nationalists. In an exercise in truly 
astonishing self-delusion - the 
froth about Scotland’s “revolution” 
spreading throughout Europe is 
touching - he makes a telling argument 
against exposing the depredations of 
left nationalism:

It would be like ‘discovering’ that 
in the middle of the miners’ strike 
Scargill had some dodgy Stalinist 
views on socialism. Most miners 
would be unimpressed and see in 
it an act of scabbing. Criticism of 
Scargill’s conduct of the strike is 
one thing, and absolutely necessary 
for victory, but exposing Scargill’s 
“false colours” during the high point 
of the strike would be seriously 
‘wrong time and wrong place’.6

Well, Steve, as it happens, the 
forerunner of this paper, The 
Leninist, did frequently attack 
Scargill and the leadership of the 
National Union of Mineworkers 
during the 1984-85 Great Strike. 
And, while towards the beginning 
the reaction of NUM activists was 
often cold, the criticisms began to 
seem rather more sensible, as defeat 
loomed. Miners are not stupid - they 
tend, like most human beings, to 
prefer those who do not lie to them.

There was, of course, one party 
at least which absolutely refused to 
expose any “dodgy” views on the part 
of Scargill, or any other union top - 
which would have described such 
behaviour as “scabbing”. That was 
the ‘official’ Communist Party (those 

wings of it, at least, which were not 
actually scabbing).

Almost any phrase from Steve’s 
letter could have dropped from the lips 
of some 60s Stalinist hack, sneering at 
‘Trotskyites’ or some such. Dressing 
the ‘yes’ campaign up as a “national 
democratic movement”; pointing out 
all the enemies which will be aided 
by ‘untimely’ criticism; and so forth. 
We have come to expect less and less 
from comrade Steve over the years, 
as he endlessly tries to kick-start his 
dead-on-arrival republican Labourite 
halfway-house idea. Now he has come 
to promoting it by enthusiastically 
advocating a vote for a constitutional 
arrangement that includes the queen.

The Scottish question presents, in 
synecdoche, the story of the British far 
left as a whole. Having failed to take 
constitutional questions at all seriously, 
concentrating instead on trade union 
militancy and narrow workerism, 
Militant Tendency - after the break 
with Labour in the early 1990s - found 
itself jerking violently back in the other 
direction, and thus touting nationalism; 
when the SSP took off, other groups 
proceeded directly down the same 
path. So it has been on many issues - 
decades of economistic philistinism in 
relation to a democratic question gives 
way suddenly to whatever backward 
notions look like getting popular. 
Capitulation to Scottish (and other) 
nationalism, pacifism, feminism and 
other such things are all of a piece here.

The crucial insight of Marxism - 
that these questions are themselves 
‘working class issues’ of the most 
paramount importance, and thus need 
to be tackled through class political 
action - is seldom grasped. And so, 
despite the euphoria of the final days 
of the ‘yes’ campaign, the left has only 
contributed to its own weakness l

Notes
1. http://bellacaledonia.org.uk/2014/09/22/divide-
and-rule.
2. Socialist Worker September 23.
3. http://socialistpartyscotland.org.
uk/2014/09/19/1-6-million-vote-yes-working-
class-revolt-austerity.
4. Socialist Worker September 23.
5. www.socialistparty.org.uk/
articles/19264/23-09-2014/after-scotland-revolt-
all-capitalist-parties-in-crisis.
6. Letters Weekly Worker September 18.
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LEFT UNITY

Transparency is a principle
Demanding ‘confidentiality’ when it comes to internal disputes makes us look like a combination of 
Little Stalins and the Life of Brian, argues Mike Macnair

Politics is currently characterised 
worldwide,  with l imited 
exceptions, by a drift to the right. 

This drift is episodically interrupted 
by the election of ‘realist’ centre-left 
governments, which temporarily delay 
the rightward trend, but prepare the 
ground for forces further right (like 
Hollande in France). Britain is not 
one of the exceptions, obviously. The 
Cameron government is well to the 
right of those of Major and Thatcher, 
and the rise of the UK Independence 
Party, and Cameron’s decision to 
promote English nationalism as a 
response to the concessions needed 
to win the Scots independence 
referendum, both portend further 
rightward movement.

There is a sense in which this 
dynamic seems odd. After all, 
‘recovery’ after the big crash of 
2008-09 has been slow and limited 
and, if the ‘Marx is back’ talk has 
died down, the falsity of marginalist 
deregulationism and so on is now 
generally accepted. Moreover, class 
and economic inequality has become 
much more salient in public discussion 
(see, for example, the publicity round 
Thomas Piketty’s Capital in the 21st 
century). So why is the main dynamic 
still towards the right? Or - to put the 
same point another way - why is the 
left so weak?

The centre-left or ‘realist’ left 
is committed to reforms which are 
‘realistic’ within the framework of 
the nation-state and the existing 
constitutional order. But the historical 
reality is that major reforms in the 
interest of the left’s working class 
constituency were achieved not by 
‘realism’ of this sort, but by putting the 
upper and middle classes in fear that if 
they did not make major concessions, 
they could lose everything to socialist 
revolution. This was as true of the rise 
of the pre-1914 mass social democracy 
as it was of the impact of the Russian 
Revolution and, after 1945, of Soviet 
tanks on the Elbe. But the ‘realist’ 
left has abandoned the socialist aim 
(which is the core of the threat); and 
the upper and middle classes see no 
reason to make concessions. The 
result is episodes of ‘hope’ for change 
around such unlikely figures as Tony 
Blair and Barack Obama, followed 
by disillusionment and a turn to the 
rightward-moving right.

The far left’s weakness has a comic 
aspect and a tragic aspect. The comic 
aspect is expressed as ‘Monty Python’s 
Life of Brian’, meaning the multiple 
anti-Roman splinter groups of that 
movie. Many comrades can see the 
problem, with the result that we have 
had a series of ‘unity projects’. Most 
recent is Left Unity - in name a unity 
project, if in practice it is more like a 
new competing left group.

The tragic aspect is that we are 
all overshadowed by the general 
identification of socialism with the 
failed and tyrannical Soviet and 
similar regimes. There is no reason 
to expect this identification to just go 
away with the lapse of time. In the 
first place, the old feudal-absolutist 
monarchies went on for hundreds of 
years, using the Italian city-states as 
an awful example that ‘There is no 
alternative’ to their regime - until the 
bourgeoisie, in the shape of the Dutch 
and then the British, managed to create 
regimes which overcame the Italian 
dynamic that went from republic to 
internal factional warfare, to tyranny.

Second and more immediately, the 
left itself periodically reminds those 

who know it - and less frequently, 
the general public - of the Stalinist 
regimes. This is not a monopoly of the 
far left: see, for example, the ejection 
of Walter Wolfgang from the 2005 
Labour conference, or the ‘Unison 
monkey trial’ (ending in the courts and 
the mass media with £49,000 damages 
given against the union).1 But precisely 
because the far left claims to aim for a 
better future, its bureaucratic regimes 
and the resulting episodic scandals 
deeply poison the credibility of the 
idea of socialism. The bureaucratic 
regimes also generate the splits which 
produce the Life of Brian comedy side.

The most spectacular recent 
example is the ‘comrade Delta’ 
case in the Socialist Workers Party. 
This displayed the SWP’s (women-
majority) disputes committee doing 
worse than the current practice of 
the bourgeois courts in handling a 
rape allegation against a senior party 
member. Inevitably, it too hit the 
mass media - to some extent precisely 
because of the SWP’s attempts to 
keep it quiet, including the expulsion 
for ‘factionalism’ of some members 
who wanted to raise the issue. And 
it ended in a messy, two-stage split, 
producing not one, but two splinters: 
the International Socialist Network 
and Revolutionary Socialism in the 
21st century.2 If the splintered left 
is the Life of Brian problem, the 
bureaucracy could be called the ‘Little 
Stalins’ problem.

Left Unity’s name indicates an 
attempt to overcome the Life of Brian 
phenomenon, and its constitution is (in 
part) an attempt to overcome the ‘Little 
Stalins’ problem. But the attempt to do 
so moves in two directions, neither of 
which will work, and which are also 
in tension with each other.

The first is legalism and legalistic 
constitutionalism: so elaborate in 
the LU constitution that it looks 

like a Heath Robinson machine. 
If LU really attempted to comply 
with the constitution’s elaborate 
‘checks and balances’, this would 
work like the constitution of the old 
Commonwealth of Poland before 
1791 with its aristocrats’ liberum 
veto, to block any decisions at all 
being taken.3 Hence, inevitably, there 
will be, as Walter Bagehot said of the 
British constitution, a “ceremonious 
part” and an “efficient part”. Whether 
the “efficient part” will be democratic 
or bureaucratic is left completely 
open by the unworkability of the 
“ceremonious part”.

T h e  s e c o n d  a t t e m p t  i s 
‘ intersect ional i ty’ ,  expressed 
particularly in the ‘safe spaces’ 
proposals.4 Many of those who split 
from the SWP and some on the left 
outside the SWP explained the ‘Delta 
affair’ in terms of inadequate feminism 
or ‘rape apology’. In reality this 
explanation focused on the symptom - 
the abusive use of the alleged victim’s 
sexual history by the SWP DC. It left 
out the real causes, which were two: 
first, cronyism and behind that the 
top-down, clientelist dynamics of the 
SWP’s overblown full-time apparatus; 
and, second, the organisation’s culture 
of secrecy. As I and others have argued 
before now, ‘intersectionality’ and 
‘safe spaces’, like their 1970s-80s 
precursors, will lead to witch-hunting 
and splintering between competing 
oppressions.

Left Unity disputes
LU is now in danger of sliding both 
into splits driven by ‘intersectionality’ 
and into a mode of conducting 
its affairs, and in particular its 
disciplinary proceedings, which will 
reproduce the problems of secrecy and 
unaccountability of the SWP ‘Delta’ 
case, where justice could not be seen 
to be done. I stress in danger of. What 

is involved so far is bad decisions, not 
yet codified, which can be reversed 
without too much difficulty. But they 
do need to be reversed, or LU will be 
in danger of adding to the tendency 
for the left to discredit itself by its 
own Life of Brian and ‘little Stalins’ 
phenomena, rather than offering an 
alternative to this problem.

On May 15 this paper published an 
article by comrade Laurie McCauley, 
a Communist Platform supporter, on 
recent developments in the Manchester 
branch of LU. Comrade McCauley was 
particularly critical of the “shit-storm” 
which had appeared in the branch over 
the case of the allegations against RMT 
official Steve Hedley. The majority of 
active members of the branch did not 
take kindly to this criticism, and on 
June 11 an inquorate meeting of the 
branch passed two resolutions. The first 
“affirms some basic principles of privacy 
and accountability among its members. 
Our branch meetings and e-lists are 
private, not publicly readable. We do 
not expose participants’ identities and 
private statements to the public ...” The 
second censured comrade McCauley 
for “his unaccountable behaviour, most 
notably with his public article in Weekly 
Worker No1010 ... We refer this matter 
to the disputes committee of LU. By 
referring him to the disputes committee 
we exclude him from branch and list 
discussions until this matter is resolved.”

Manchester has not been the only 
scene of ‘intersectionalist’ witch-
hunting around the Hedley allegations. 
Bianca Todd’s refusal to support their 
Hedley witch-hunt has led to her being 
targeted by the ‘intersectionalists’ in 
a motion at LU’s national council 
meeting on September 20. Thankfully, 
overwhelming opposition at the NC 
led to the motion being withdrawn.

The Manchester decision has 
rapidly turned into an argument about 
whether disputes committee (DC) 

proceedings should be ‘confidential’. 
On June 20 Alan Story for the DC 
wrote to comrade McCauley:

Laurie
We note that you have not 

replied to the two messages we 
have sent you this week regarding 
confidentiality.

So we asking you today (June 20) 
a third time: do you agree that the 
communications involved in trying 
to resolve the dispute between you 
and the LU Manchester branch 
should be kept confidential?

Your agreement on this matter 
and your agreement to cooperate 
in a collegial fashion with the LU 
disputes committee means that we 
can then try to move things forward 
and next hear the views of both 
parties to this dispute.

If you do not reply in the 
affirmative in the next 48 hours, 
Laurie, we will draw our own 
conclusions and recommendations 
and inform you, the LU Manchester 
branch, and the LU executive 
committee of those conclusions.

The two latter bodies will then 
be able to reach their decisions 
about this matter.

It is important to be clear about this: 
this email demands confidentiality as 
a precondition for hearing the views of 
both parties to the dispute.

By virtue of the DC’s decision, 
comrade McCauley remains in limbo: 
he is suspended by an inquorate branch 
meeting pending a DC decision, and the 
DC refuses to proceed without a prior 
commitment to confidentiality.

As a matter of technical 
constitutionality and general English 
law, there is nothing in the formal 
LU constitution which requires 
confidentiality of the DC proceedings 
or permits the committee to impose 
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such a requirement. The reason for 
this is that at the founding conference, 
a disputes committee was elected, but 
the draft ‘safe spaces’ policy, which 
was supposed to serve as its terms of 
reference, was referred back. This left 
only the very vague statement in the 
constitution that the DC’s “role will be 
to investigate disputes and complaints 
about the behaviour of individual 
party members referred to it ...” As a 
matter of English law, in the absence 
of express terms of reference requiring 
confidentiality, a quasi-judicial body 
like the LU DC is not bound to act 
confidentially. But it is bound by the 
rules of natural justice, principally ‘audi 
alteram partem’ - the obligation to hear 
both sides. By refusing to hear both 
sides, on the ground of confidentiality, 
without any express term for 
confidentiality, the LU DC’s decision 
is judicially reviewable, and, according 
to the strict letter of the law, the DC 
has placed LU in actionable breach of 
contract with comrade McCauley.

The DC’s odd views on English law 
were also on display in the papers for 
the September 20 national council - on 
a different issue, relating to whether 
the EC can treat the creation of two 
rival LU branches in Glasgow as an 
‘organisation’ question, or whether, 
having been referred to the DC, it has 
to be treated as a ‘disputes’ issue. Four 
members of the DC assert that, “Where 
an issue is a disputes issue and is being 
handled by those organs dealing with 
disputes and is then taken out of the 
process by the executive, there is a 
clear breach of the judicial process 
in the party as well as a breach of the 
constitution. The legal impact of this 
is that those members of the executive 
branch who have taken this decision 
make themselves jointly and severally 
liable in the event of any legal claim 
resulting from such action by any 
member affected by it.”

Since, however, the DC has no 
clear, agreed remit, the ‘safe spaces’ 
policy having been referred back, 
the legal argument offered here is 
manifest nonsense: it is not as a 
matter of law a breach of contract or 
judicially reviewable for LU bodies 
to take different views on the scope of 
DC business, where there has been, as 
yet, no clear conference decision on the 
scope of the DC’s remit. If anything, 
the LU constitution provision - “Its 
role will be to investigate disputes 
and complaints about the behaviour of 
individual party members referred to 
it ...” - would probably be construed 
in court as ejusdem generis (‘of the 
same kind’: ie, that the phrase, “about 
the behaviour of individual party 
members”, limited the meaning of the 
“disputes” which are DC business, so 
that the EC’s view complained of is 
probably right as a matter of English 
law.

On June 24 the DC made a 
statement to the executive committee 
on the Manchester issue. The statement 
reasserts that comrade McCauley is 
“refusing to cooperate”, which - as 
can be seen from the email quoted - 
means merely that he is refusing to 
accept the DC’s imposed requirement of 
confidentiality. There is not the slightest 
suggestion of any refusal to cooperate 
other than refusal to accept the demand 
for such a commitment.

The minutes of the executive meeting 
on July 26 show that the EC “supports 
the request for confidentiality for DC 
processes and urges party members to 
cooperate with the process”. It “agreed 
to refer to NC to consider implications 
where party members refuse 
individually or collectively to comply 
with DC and party processes”. It does 
not appear that the NC on September 
20 considered the issue.

In any case, what started out as a 
stupid piece of misbehaviour by the 
majority in the inquorate Manchester 
branch meeting, connected to the Hedley 
allegations witch-hunt, has now turned 
into an important issue of political 
principle: should the proceedings of the 

LU disputes committee be subject to a 
requirement of confidentiality?

B e h i n d  t h i s  i s  a n o t h e r 
‘confidentiality’ issue: should LU 
branch meetings (which, incidentally, 
are commonly advertised to the 
public) be immune from reporting? 
But this is a more general issue about 
the conduct of politics. This paper 
has argued repeatedly in favour of 
transparency in politics in general, 
and has practised and continues to 
practise it, against the wishes of those 
who would prefer to keep political 
differences private. Confidentiality in 
quasi-judicial disciplinary proceedings 
is the more immediate problem. And it 
is inseparable from the issue of open or 
secret trials, which has a long history.

open and secret 
trials
The history of the issue of open or 
secret trials may go back as far as old 
kingdom Egypt (c 2649-2150 BCE) 
and the old Assyrian period (c 1950-
1840 BCE).5 But the first point at 
which we have extensive evidence is 
in classical antiquity.

Trials in ancient Athens (400s-300s 
BCE) were unambiguously public, 
before large juries of citizens.6 In 
late republican Rome criminal trials, 
inheritance cases and repetundae 
trials, where public officials were 
accused of extortion, were also public 
before juries of citizens. Ordinary civil 
disputes had a bifurcated structure: the 
first stage, usually before the praetor 
(the judicial magistrate) formulated 
the issue in dispute, and appointed a 
iudex (judge) chosen by the parties; the 
second, before the iudex, established the 
disputed facts and the outcome. Process 
before the praetor was certainly public; 
process before the iudex is less certain, 
but it was certainly public enough for 
the advocate, Cicero, to publish his 
speeches before iudices as well as those 
before juries.7

Towards the end of the 1st century 
BCE the Roman republic collapsed and 
was replaced by a military dictatorship, 
originally under Augustus: the ‘empire’. 
At first the dictatorship took a disguised 
form, with republican constitutional 
forms partially maintained: the 
‘principate’. Later, from around 300 
CE, the monarchical character of 
the regime was openly accepted: the 
‘dominate’. Under the empire there 
was a gradual tendency for first the 
open criminal trials before juries, and 
then also civil procedure before the 
praetor and iudex or recuperatores, to 
be replaced by private investigations 
conducted by imperial bureaucrats 
or by the provincial governor or his 
deputy: the cognitio procedure. The 
shift seems to have started in connection 
with treason and spread outwards (just 
as in modern times special procedures 
for anti-terrorism cases tend to be 
generalised).8

The fall of the western Roman 
empire in the 400s CE produced a return 
to public trials before lay collective 
local or central courts for all sorts of 
claims.9 The 1100s CE, however, saw 
what RI Moore has called The formation 
of a persecuting society (Oxford 1987); 
and in this context private cognitio 
procedure was revived, initially for 
treason and heresy cases (heresy being 
argued to be ‘treason against god’), 
but, as in the Roman empire, spreading 
outwards to encompass broader fields.10

The secret character of the church 
court heresy procedure became 
controversial in England in the early 
1500s, after the 1512-14 case of Richard 
Hunne, who was accused of heresy after 
he challenged in the secular, common 
law courts a church court decision in a 
dispute with his local parson. Hunne 
“committed suicide” in the Bishop 
of London’s prison.11 In A treatise 
concerning the division between the 
spiritualty and temporalty (1532), 
common lawyer Christopher St German 
objected to the private character of 
the church’s heresy jurisdiction as 

inconsistent with the right to know the 
charges against you and your accusers 
(which is in the Bible ...). In 1533 
‘Saint’ Thomas More responded with 
his Apology, St German replied to this 
with Salem and Bizance (Jerusalem and 
Byzantium) and More came back with 
The debellation of Salem and Bizance. 
More’s core argument was that without 
the use of secret trials, unidentified 
accusers and so on, “heretics would 
swarm the streets”. How true ... after 
the Heresy Act 1534, which transferred 
trials to the public, common law courts, 
heretics and even atheists, pagans and 
so on have indeed eventually come to 
“swarm the streets”.12 But perhaps we 
prefer it this way ...

Secret trials were thus the hallmark 
of the inquisition, whether Spanish or 
papal. They were also the hallmark 
of the early modern European witch-
hunts: the secret examination of 
witnesses - and the use of torture to 
force the defendant to confess and 
implicate others - were essential to the 
spread of the contagion of the suspicion 
of witchcraft. Their absence in the 
English common law produced the 
relative infrequency of witch trials in 
England in the period when they were 
at their height in Europe (and Scotland).

A particular species of secrecy 
which was adopted by the European 
laws, but only by some aspects of 
English law, was the secret examination 
of witnesses by judicial officers in the 
absence of the parties. The results 
were not usually permanently secret; 
rather, the witnesses’ statements were 
written down as ‘depositions’ and 
later ‘published’ to the parties, and 
commonly read out in open court at 
the public hearing.13 Nonetheless, early 
modern common lawyers objected 
to this procedure, fundamentally on 
the ground that witnesses were more 
likely to lie in private than in public, 
but also on the ground that public oral 
adversary cross-examination was more 
likely to bring out inconsistencies in the 
witness’s statement or facts favourable 
to the adverse party than examination 
by a judicial officer on pre-written 
interrogatories.14 The infamous Court 
of Star Chamber, abolished in 1641, 
used this procedure - and in its ore 
tenus procedure did not disclose to the 
accused the charges against them until 
after they had been interrogated with a 
view to obtaining a confession to some 
crime. But it did not go so far as to hear 
cases wholly in private.

The issue of secret trials resurfaced 
from the 1760s, when the British 
government used vice-admiralty courts 
(using European-style procedure with 
secret examination of witnesses) 
to prosecute cases involving the 
Navigation Acts (requiring trade 
to pass through London) and its 
unpopular revenue laws.15 The result 
of this history, together with the 
drafters’ consideration of earlier 
rights documents and debates, was the 
adoption of the sixth amendment to the 
US constitution, requiring that, “In all 
criminal prosecutions, the accused shall 
enjoy the right to a speedy and public 
trial, by an impartial jury of the state 
and district wherein the crime shall have 
been committed, which district shall 
have been previously ascertained by 
law, and to be informed of the nature 
and cause of the accusation; to be 
confronted with the witnesses against 
him; to have compulsory process for 
obtaining witnesses in his favour, and 
to have the assistance of counsel for 
his defence.”

In the French Revolution, public 
trials was also posed as a political 
issue, at least as far as criminal trials 
were concerned, by the secrecy of the 
procedure of the ancien régime, and 
the revolutionaries very early adopted 
a system of public criminal trial partly 
modelled on the English system. It 
was the Thermidorean reaction and 
the Bonapartist regime which partially 
restored ‘inquisitorialism’ in this field 
in France.16

Between then and the recent past, 

public trial has been the basic norm. 
But secret trials have been creeping 
back. Surprise, surprise, the ‘war on 
terror’ and anti-terrorism legislation is 
a central disputed area.17 Other areas 
are ‘superinjunctions’, which prohibit 
reporting even the existence of the 
judicial decision, used by celebs and 
corporations to avoid embarrassment; 
and the family courts, where secrecy 
in the name of protecting children 
also protects ... judges from public 
criticism.18

There are two patterns in this long 
history. First, there is a historical 
pattern. Ascendant ruling classes tend 
to limit the powers of the bureaucratic-
coercive state; they rule successfully 
themselves because they are driving the 
development of the society forward. As 
they begin to lose this authority, they 
become more statist and more power is 
conceded to the state. We have entered 
into the period of decline of capitalism, 
and with this decline comes increased 
statism. The increased use of secret 
trials and the fact that ‘confidentiality’ 
and ‘privacy’ are increasingly 
normalised arguments are one and the 
same phenomenon. The idea that we 
can argue from this ‘normality’ to how 
our disputes procedure should work 
is to internalise the existing decaying 
capitalist order.

Second, secret trials are normally 
an instrument of bureaucratic-coercive 
state (or church) authoritarianism, and 
the demand for public trials is a demand 
for accountability of those above to those 
below. In this sense, for LU to commit 
itself to ‘confidentiality’ of its disputes 
procedure risks LU identifying itself 
politically with the later Roman empire, 
the papal and Spanish inquisitions, the 
French ancien régime, Thermidor and 
Bonapartism, the contemporary British 
security service and the elite users of 
superinjunctions.

Internal affairs
Of course, it may be argued that the 
disputes procedure is about LU’s 
internal affairs, and so completely 
different from the question of trials in 
the public courts. This argument would 
be profoundly mistaken.

In the first place, judgment against 
a defendant in a criminal or civil 
proceeding expresses the society’s 
collective disapproval of the defendant’s 
conduct - even if it is merely holding 
on to a thing which the court decides 
belongs to the claimant. At minimum 
this requires that the outcome must 
be public, the principle violated by 
superinjunctions. Moreover, the society 
delegates this decision to judges and 
juries, but - rightly - does not entirely 
trust them: there is too long a history of 
abuse of the judicial power for personal 
(bribery, etc) or political ends.19 Society 
has therefore insisted on public trial as 
a safeguard against this abuse. It is not 
merely a safeguard against people being 
wrongly jailed.

These principles obviously apply 
with equal force to the internal 
disciplinary procedures of a political 
party. A DC decision against a member 
expresses the party’s collective 
disapproval of that member’s conduct. 
We collectively delegate that decision 
to the DC and perhaps the appeals 
committee. Again, at minimum this 
requires that the outcome must be 
public. And the accountability of the 
DC requires that the proceedings be 
public - not necessarily in the sense of 
courtroom trial, but at least in the sense 
that there is no norm or requirement 
of confidentiality. It should be exactly 
obvious that half the problem in the 
‘Delta’ case was that the normal secrecy 
of the SWP DC’s proceedings meant 
that justice could not be seen to be done.

Secondly, LU is obviously not 
running a public criminal judicature. 
It does not have the resources. This is 
again a lesson of the ‘Delta case’, and 
one at least of the drafts of the ‘safe 
spaces’ policy rightly recognised the 
point. But it is also the case that we, 
the left in general, including LU, are 

suspected by the general public (and by 
a good many anarchists and unorganised 
lefts) that if we did have political power 
and had to run a public judicature, it 
would be like that of Stalin’s Russia 
(and similar states). This suspicion is 
understandable for the reasons given at 
the beginning of this article. Since we 
do not have political power, we cannot 
demonstrate that this suspicion is false 
by actually providing an honest public 
judicature. But we can allay these 
suspicions to some extent by showing 
that in our own disputes procedures 
we can avoid as far as possible doing 
worse than the British capitalist state’s 
judicatures.20

The effect of committing to a 
requirement of confidentiality in the 
disputes committee’s procedures is 
the opposite. It will be to reinforce 
suspicion that power is being abused 
(even where in fact it is not) and more 
generally to reinforce the Life of Brian 
and ‘little Stalins’ images of the left l
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(Roman law); JH Langbein Torture and the law of 
proof Chicago 1977, part 1 (European laws).
11. Oxford dictionary of national biography study 
note Hunne, Richard (d 1514).
12. J Guy, ‘Thomas More and Christopher St 
German: the battle of the books’ in A Fox and J 
Guy (eds) Reassessing the Henrician age Oxford 
1986, chapter 5.
13. M Macnair The law of proof in early 
modern equity Berlin 1999, chapter 5 provides a 
convenient, very summary account.
14. Ibid pp247-48 and sources cited there.
15. C Ubbelohde The vice admiralty courts and 
the American revolution Chapel Hill NC 1960.
16. E Esmein History of continental criminal 
procedure Boston MA 1913, pp397-400, 402, 
408-34 for the issue and the initial reforms; 
pp437-527 for the Thermidorean and Bonapartist 
development.
17. See, for example, ‘Terror trial to be heard 
in secret despite open justice victory’ The Daily 
Telegraph June 12 2014 (and James Turley’s 
comment Weekly Worker June 26 2014); and my 
own earlier article, ‘From Belmarsh to Rangoon’ 
Weekly Worker February 3 2005.
18. Superinjunctions: http://en.wikipedia.
org/wiki/2011_British_privacy_injunctions_
controversy; cf also the Trafigura controversy 
in 2009: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trafigura. 
Family courts: see, for instance, ‘New plan to end 
secrecy in family courts’ The Daily Telegraph 
August 19 2014.
19. Googling ‘judicial corruption history’ 
produces 20.4 million hits. The issue is central 
to the origin myths of both ancient Athenian 
and Roman law (the laws of Solon, the Twelve 
Tables). For some relatively recent examples 
in our own history see M Macnair, ‘Arbitrary 
chancellors and the problem of predictability’ in 
E Koops and W Zwalve (eds) Law and Equity: 
approaches in Roman law and common law 
Leiden 2013, chapter 4.
20. Cf my ‘Bureaucratic “justice” and dealing 
with sex assault cases’ Weekly Worker April 18 
2013.
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LEFT UNITY

Preparing for 2015
The LU national council agreed that there should be no electoral coalition with Tusc. NC member and 
Communist Platform supporter Yassamine Mather reports

The second meeting of Left 
Unity’s national council took 
place on Saturday September 

20. The 40-45 NC members present 
had before them an agenda that 
required a lot more time, but, given 
the distances travelled by some 
comrades, it would have been 
difficult to extend the five-hour 
meeting in Birmingham by very 
much.

A var ie ty  of  i ssues  were 
addressed and the following is not 
a report about every item discussed, 
but hopefully will summarise what 
was a useful meeting, despite some 
negative interpretations reported on 
social media. Talking of which, let 
me start with the issue of openness. 
Left Unity officers seem at times 
concerned about the reporting of 
branch and national meetings in 
the leftwing press. However, the 
reality is that we live in the 21st 
century and even before some 
NC members had returned home, 
accurate and inaccurate reports of 
what was discussed in the meeting 
were available both on social media 
and in emails posted by various 
comrades to their branches, which 
were then distributed further by 
those receiving them.

Rather than worrying about 
such reports, the national council 
should encourage open access to 
its proceedings - this could involve 
allowing an audio recording of the 
entire proceedings to go online 

soon after the meeting (perhaps 
with the proviso that the discussion 
of specific items dealing with 
individuals, or internal reports 
regarding budget detai ls ,  for 
example, should be excluded.)

One of the first issues raised at the 
meeting was approval of the minutes 
of the last NC and the two subsequent 
executive committee meetings. I am 
not a member of the EC and I was not 
present at the committee’s meeting 
in July. However, I questioned one 
of the items listed in the minutes of 
the July EC meeting, which were 
presented for NC ratification: “to 
consider implications where party 
members refuse individually or 
collectively to comply with DC 
[disputes committee] and party 
processes”.

Inevitably the NC is not in 
a position to discuss specific 
disputes. However, some of the 
phrasing used in connection with 
the disputes committee is rather 
worrying. As I said in the meeting, 
the term “collective culpability”, 
which was used in relation to such 
processes, is out of place. For a 
young party to apparently threaten 
bureaucratic, disciplinarian action 
against an unknown group of people 
is heavy-handed and inappropriate. 
Who will decide on such “collective 
culpability” and how? How will it 
determine all those responsible? 
This could be used against any 
political tendency or individual 

branch. However, no-one responded 
to my comments and the minutes 
were accepted.

Early in the meeting Independent 
Socialist Network comrades raised 
their concerns about the timetable in 
the run-up to the November 15-16 
national conference. The deadline 
for motions is October 7 and, 
according to ISN comrades, this 
does not give sufficient time for 
branches to discuss and submit their 
proposals. The officers reported 
that the relevant document was 
emailed to all branch secretaries 
on September 7 and that this gave 
sufficient notice. I find it ironic 
that such a complaint should be put 
forward by the same ISN comrades 
who last year gave members of Left 
Unity’s (now defunct) Socialist 
Platform just a couple of days to 
submit amendments to the SP’s 
proposed platform and then told us 
at a conference convened to discuss 
their own draft that it could not be 
changed and that the amendments 
submitted would be subject only 
to an “indicative vote”. It is often 
easier to teach others lessons about 
democratic procedure than follow 
it yourself.

Main discussion
In his introduction on the current 
political situation, national treasurer 
Andrew Burgin stated that, as a new 
organisation, Left Unity had made 
an impact in Gaza demonstrations, 

in anti-Nato protests in Wales, on 
the national march to save the NHS, 
etc. On next year’s general election, 
he talked about the advances made 
by European left parties, and hoped 
that in the UK we could also begin 
to move forward, armed with 
the policy adopted at our March 
2014 conference, based on the 
coordination of electoral strategy 
with other left parties.

On other matters, he noted 
the energy shown in the Scottish 
referendum,  and the  impact 
of  the Radical  Independence 
Campaign. However, referring to 
the “reactionary times” in British 
politics, he said that LU was right 
to call for an abstention in the 
referendum, although we should 
welcome the political awareness 
it brought, and the opportunity to 
discuss economic and constitutional 
issues throughout the UK.

In this connection there was an 
emergency motion by supporters 
of the RIC, which would have 
overturned the conference decision 
regarding LU’s neutrality in the 
referendum. A number of comrades 
objected, and the chair ruled that 
three points in the proposed motion 
would amount to a reversal of 
a conference decision and were 
therefore out of order (although, 
had the whole motion been put to a 
vote, I am sure it would have been 
defeated in any case). But the NC did 
decide to set up a policy commission 

to discuss the UK constitution, 
including the monarchy, House of 
Lords, federalism, etc.

Regarding the 2015 elections, the 
decision of the March conference 
was clear: “Left Unity should 
open discussions with other left 
groups, coalitions and parties to 
avoid electoral clashes and move 
towards electoral pacts - with the 
aim of creating the largest ever 
left challenge in the 2015 general 
election.” Subsequently the EC 
issued guidelines, which stated: 
“We should try to avoid clashes 
with other parties of the left … and 
discussions with all these parties 
should be held to make sure we are 
not just one of a long list of left 
parties on the ballot paper.”

H o w e v e r  n e g o t i a t i o n s 
with the Trade Unionist  and 
Socialist Coalition have not been 
straightforward. Tusc made its 
position clear in correspondence 
sent to LU earlier this month and 
circulated to the NC:

The Tusc national steering 
c o m m i t t e e  …  w e l c o m e d 
your commitment to “have 
discussions with other left 
organisations which plan to stand 
in the elections, so that we avoid 
standing in the same place where 
possible”. However, the meeting 
also expressed its disappointment 
that, in your message, you stated 
that Left Unity “are not planning 

A coalition would be unprincipled
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to enter into any electoral 
coalitions”. We believe that this 
would be to miss an opportunity 
to build the broadest possible 
united anti-austerity alternative 
to the establishment parties. 
For our part, we confirm that 
we would very much welcome 
Left Unity’s participation in 
the Tusc coalition on the same 
basis as its existing constituent 
organisations - or, if it was felt 
necessary, the creation of a new 
umbrella coalition - and that 
we look forward to the earliest 
possible meeting with you.

Andrew Burgin, responding to this, 
has written on the LU website:

The separate organisations [in 
Tusc] have, to give just one 
example, different positions 
on Europe and the EU. The 
Socialist Party and the RMT are 
for withdrawal from the EU and 
also for immigration controls, 
whereas the other organisations, 
while opposing the EU, have a 
different position. Thus in order 
to stand in the Euro elections last 
May the Socialist Party and the 
RMT stood as No2EU, a separate 
coalition with the Communist 
Party of Britain. Tusc did not 
stand in those elections as it has 
no policy on Europe.

In the 2015 general election, 
which will be dominated by the 
European question and the rise 
of Ukip, the inability of Tusc 
to speak on this question will 
cause problems. Left Unity has 
policy that, while it opposes all 
aspects of a neoliberal Europe, 
also “opposes all programmes 
and demands for a Brit ish 
withdrawal from the European 
Union”. Should Left Unity seek 
to include our policy on Europe 
in the Tusc manifesto that would 
not be possible because of the 
right of veto held by individual 
organisations within Tusc.1

Supporters of the Communist 
Platform voted for the motions 
accepted by LU conference on the 
European Union and immigration. 
Both issues will be high on the 
agenda in the 2015 elections. If we 
were to either join Tusc or form a 

“new umbrella coalition” with it, 
how would we reconcile such major 
differences? At best we would have 
to be silent about two important 
policies that distinguish Left Unity 
from the rest of the left.

ISN comrades told the meeting 
that if we joined a coalition with 
Tusc we would probably reach the 
magic number of general election 
candidates entitling us to a party 
political broadcast. I really do not 
see how a three-minute TV broadcast 
would compensate for the degree of 
compromise necessary to attempt 
to reconcile such diametrically 
opposed views.

On the Greens I agree with 
comrade Burgin’s assertion that the 
Green Party cannot be considered a 
party of the left: “Their collective 
political history is littered with 
examples of their capitulation to the 
power of capital. In Brighton, where 
they have control of the council, 
they are engaged in cuts and more 
recently even the privatisation of 
services.”2

On Labour, the consensus seems 
to be to avoid standing against its 
few leftwing candidates, the obvious 
cases being Jeremy Corbyn, John 
McDonnell and, if I understood it 
correctly, Diane Abbott.

The meeting had before it a 
report containing the views of 14 
branches, while those of a further 
four or five were aired during the 
NC itself. It seems the majority of 
branches have decided to put up 
candidates in the local elections, 
and a number of Westminster seats 
are also being considered. Later in 
the meeting a budget was agreed in 
support of LU’s election challenge.

I voted for Lambeth’s proposal 
for a policy conference to draw 
up an election manifesto,  on 
the basis that it  would allow 
further discussions about policies 
mentioned in the manifesto, but 
this motion was defeated. The NC 
meeting in December will draw up 
the manifesto, based on policies 
passed at our national conferences.

Witch-hunt?
Another motion from Lambeth 
seemed to me like a witch-hunt. 
This one emanated from another 
ISN - this time the International 
Socialist Network. It is unfortunate 

that comrades who are now part 
of a culture that is liable to refer 
to the expression of polit ical 
opinions different from their own as 
‘bullying’ have submitted a critical 
motion to the NC targeted at one 
named comrade, one of LU’s four 
‘principal speakers’. If, as Simon 
Hardy suggested, the issue is not 
about individuals, but a general 
matter of the accountability of 
officers, the motion should have 
been worded differently. As it was, 
they appeared vindictive against 
one  individual  and Lambeth 
withdrew it.

Let me end with a couple of 
general observations. It is important 
that those attending NC meetings 
should familiarise themselves with 
the papers sent out beforehand. At 
every NC a considerable amount of 
time is wasted explaining details 
of procedure and the agenda. It 
would also be a good idea for NC 
proceedings to be tidied up, so 
that all motions presented to the 
NC should be reviewed before 
the meeting and those that (a) are 
beyond the remit of the NC, (b) seek 
to overturn conference decisions or 
(c) claim to be ‘emergency motions’ 
but are clearly not urgent can be 
removed from the agenda to save 
time.

Secondly, the November 14-
15 Left Unity conference should 
concentrate on policy documents, 
and motions to strengthen those 
documents, rather than get embroiled 
in petty squabbles about individuals 
or the merits of electoral coalitions 
with forces whose positions on 
immigration or Europe will only 
discredit the left.

Our  Communi s t  P l a t fo rm 
motions on war and imperialism, 
foreign policy, a federal republic, a 
workers’ militia, etc would present 
a radical alternative in this period 
of war, uncertainty and reactionary 
po l i t i cs .  I f  we  can  presen t 
convincing political arguments in 
defence of those policies we can win 
allies in Left Unity and beyond l

yassamine.mather@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1. http://leftunity.org/left-unity-and-elections-
some-brief-thoughts.
2. Ibid.

Heart on his sleeve
Steve Wallis, 1966-2014
Comrade Steve Wallis, well 

known on the Manchester 
left and stalwart of the city’s Left 
Unity branch, died of a suspected 
heart attack last week at the 
tragically young age of 48. Having 
first met Steve at an LU meeting 
only late last year, I cannot claim 
to have known him well. But 
Steve had a frank disposition - that 
rare type who really do wear their 
heart on their sleeve - and it did 
not take me long to work out what 
motivated him.

Steve will be remembered 
for his lifelong commitment to 
the struggle for a truly human 
society, for socialism. Despite 
persistent mental health issues, 
Steve usually managed to maintain 
a packed activist’s diary. He was 
well known around the workers’ 
movement through involvement 
in a variety of campaigns and 
leftwing organisations over the 
course of his life. Like many of us, 
he felt frustrated at the failure of 
the far left to make a breakthrough 
in society.

Whatever his own mood, 
Steve was consistently warm 
and respectful towards others - 

even when wondering aloud if 
you were a police spy! He was 
generous too - a regular donor to 
the Weekly Worker fighting fund, 
he paid double the normal rate for 

standing order subscribers, plus 
the occasional extra cheque. And, 
occasional paranoia aside, he 
made for a frank and intelligent 
sparring partner in debate. We 
often disagreed on questions of 
tactics and strategy, but were 
united on one fundamental point: 
the necessity of political honesty.

In addition to his passion 
for politics, Steve was a keen 
musician and had wide-ranging 
interests, including programming, 
artificial intelligence and much 
else besides. His website 
(socialiststeve.me.uk) and blog 
give some idea of the scope of 
his inquisitiveness, but it was 
a cause of regret for Steve that 
problems with concentration and 
memory meant he found sustained 
study of a single topic difficult. 
Despite his health problems and 
conspiratorial thinking, he could 
have a remarkably sharp sense 
of humour, was a reliably cheery 
presence at any political event 
you happened to be at, and a 
particularly enthusiastic champion 
of Left Unity. He will be sorely 
missed l

Laurie Jensen

Voting the right way
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REVIEW

Moving and inspiring
Matthew Warchus (director) Pride general release

I confess I was a little worried before 
I went to see Pride. This is a new 
film telling the story of Lesbian and 

Gays Support the Miners (LGSM), a 
London-based group of activists who 
in 1984-85 provided thousands of 
pounds-worth of solidarity to strikers 
and their families in the Dulais valley, 
south Wales. Sure, I was partially 
reassured by the glowing reviews 
in some papers. My confidence in 
the film’s quality was given an even 
bigger boost when I read the wretched, 
peevishly vindictive review by a nasty 
little man at the Financial Times who 
gave the production a single star - and 
evidently resented even that. “Almost 
unwatchable,” he wrote in his almost 
unreadable hatchet job.

Nonetheless, I had my doubts. I 
feared a sludgy sentimentality-fest 
or, worse, a flippant sort of carry-
on-campaigning ‘romp’, with lazily 
depicted queer and Taff ‘characters’ 
getting into all manner of double 
entendre misunderstandings and 
gender-bender scrapes. Thankfully, I 
can thoroughly recommend this fine 
film to Weekly Worker readers. Its 
touch is light and humorous, but never 
frivolous. It portrays the powerful 
emotions this epic battle produced 

in participants, but without a hint of 
mawkishness about it. I laughed, I cried. 
There, I’ve always wanted to use that 
reviewers’ cliché and it fits for Pride.

Particularly gratifying is the 
portrayal of Mark Ashton, acted with 
great integrity by Ben Schnetzer. 
Mark was one of the key motivating 
forces behind LGSM and also a 
comrade of mine in the CPGB’s youth 
organisation, the Young Communist 
League. He was its general secretary 
from 1985 - effectively the last before 
the organisation’s liquidation. Indeed, 
Mark is the beating heart at the centre of 
the film in much the same way he was 
in LGSM - and as he unsuccessfully 
tried to be in the YCL subsequently. 
The film captures some of comrade 
Ashton’s boundless energy, his élan and 
charismatic leadership style, qualities 
that attracted and activated people 
around him - or, as one LGSM activist 
puts it in the film, “Whatever Mark 
says, we do it - don’t ask me why!”

We have reprinted opposite the 
obituary I wrote at the time of Mark’s 
death in 1987. This tried to pick out 
some of the contradictions in the 
man’s political outlook. These tensions 
between left and right were eventually 
to be resolved by him in favour of a 

section of the right of the party of the 
time, the Eurocommunist trend. Thus, 
we felt it right to title his obituary ‘A 
good man fallen among Euros’ - this 
internal political struggle in the man 
had been resolved negatively, we 
were saying. (It is also worthwhile 
noting that the narrow trade union-
style economism - and occasionally 
outright chauvinism - that Mark would 
have encountered amongst sections of 
the Stalinist left in the CPGB could 
have pushed him towards those like the 
Euros, who, on the face of it at least, 
were taking issues such as women’s 
and gay oppression seriously. A 
similar process saw me rebel against 
my Stalinist family background in 
Wales and adopt a quirky form of 
left Eurocommunism as a youth - 
miserable Christmases ensued!)

Through the specific story of 
LGSM, the film brilliantly shows the 
huge upsurge of creative energy that 
flowed into the mass movement of 
solidarity with the miners’ strategic 
battle. All that was best in the workers’ 
movement - and beyond - was put on 
a war footing for the strike. Ironically, 
however, for the YCL the miners’ 
strike was more or less the kiss of 
death - in vivid contrast to LGSM, 

in which YCLer Mark Ashton played 
such an inspiring role. Under general 
secretary Doug Chalmers - a man who 
invited the Hackney police into a YCL 
meeting in the borough to exclude a 
left majority (hence “Chalmers of the 
Yard” in the obituary) - the league 
managed to produce just one copy of 
its magazine during the 12 months 
of the strike. I recall Chalmers once 
complaining that nothing more could 
possibly have been done, as the 
organisation’s full-timers had to fill 
their days making sure that enough 
dues came in to pay their wages! They 
were absolutely politically pointless, 
in other words.

When Mark became YCL general 
secretary in 1985, I am sure he felt he 
could galvanise the organisation in 
much the same way he had LGSM - 
almost through force of character and 
will. But by then we were in the dark 
aftermath of the defeat of the strike and 
the CPGB’s and YCL’s programmatic 
degeneration was accelerating. As my 
brief interview with him referenced in 
the obituary makes clear, Mark was 
confused and pretty forlorn about the 
decline of the league and his inability 
to reverse it - but, characteristically, for 
him more action was always a possible 

remedy: “[we] didn’t have a programme 
of action adapted from Our future [the 
YCL’s dully opportunist programme]. 
If Our future had been implemented, 
worked around and looked at, so we 
could have priori tised our work …”

Of course, all of this is outside 
the remit of Pride (although it would 
have been nice to perhaps have more 
explicit references to Mark’s politics 
than a few hammer and sickle posters 
on the LGSM van and the walls of 
various London squats, or the good 
natured “Commie!” heckle when he 
begins to address the audience in a gay 
club. Reportedly, this aspect of the man 
has been consciously excluded in order 
not to alienate American audiences). 
Certainly, it takes nothing away 
from the fine central performance of 
Schnetzer as comrade Ashton.

The LGSM ensemble around him 
are fun, with sparky and engaging 
performances - in particular from 
George Mackay as Joe, the young, 
still-in-the-closet member of LGSM. 
However, it is the Welsh contingent 
that offers something special, in 
my - possibly slightly biased - view. 
Bill Nighy as the gently diffident, 
but magnificent when roused, Cliff 
confirms his status as an outstanding 

Mark Ashton: played by Ben Schnetzer with great integrity



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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A good man fallen amongst Euros
From The Leninist No 47-48, March 20 1987

The death last 
month of com rade Mark Ashton 
from an Aids-related illness 

(February 11) came as a great shock 
to many people in the Com munist 
Party. Although Mark had resigned 
from his position as gen eral secretary 
of the Young Com munist League 
in 1986, there was little indication 
that the comrade was seriously ill 
until very recently. His sudden death 
robbed the Com munist Party of 
an enthusiastic comrade, in whose 
career can be seen the tragedy of 
the decline and degeneration of 
Eurocommunism.

Comrade Ashton came into 
the party and YCL with some 
subjectively good instincts. Drawing 
on his personal experiences in 
Portrush in the north of Ireland, 
Mark initially adopted a relatively 
healthy line on the struggle for 
Irish freedom. Understandably, he 
was thoroughly contemptuous of 
the YCL’s fraternal organisation 
in Ireland - the Connolly Youth 
Movement - due to their anti-re-
publican stance and their opposi tion 
to the armed struggle. Of course, this 
and other leftist pos itions did not 
win him friends in some quarters of 
the YCL. Nevertheless, in 1985 he 
replaced the dull, deeply unpleasant 
bureaucrat, Doug Chalmers (of 
the Yard) as the league’s general 
secretary. His energy, life and 
flamboyant hu mour was a vivid 
contrast to his morose and police-
calling prede cessor.

Yet despite his verve comrade 
Ashton could do nothing to 
reverse the decline of the league. 
Indeed, by this time, he had fully 
embraced Eurocommunism. Thus, 
despite this young comrade’s flair, 
objec tively he became part of the 
prob lem, not the solution. Mark 
had come into the YCL around the 
time of the emergence of a group 
of Leninists in its ranks, but despite 
his earlier left healthy impulses 
Mark was unable to break from 
opportunism. In fact, the ferocity 
of the battles inside the YCL drove 
him all the quicker into the dubi ous 
embrace of Eurocommunism.

From then on, Mark’s energy was 
effectively crippled and dis torted by 
the politics he had adopted. The few 
initiatives that the YCL attempted 
during his brief secretaryship were 
unmitigated flops. Who could forget 
the YCL’s ‘Tent City’ stunt, meant 
to high light the problem of youth 
home lessness, which attracted less 
than a handful of young people 
and only one tent? Or the way that 
YCL national organiser comrade 
Brian Jones wandered haplessly 
around a demonstration to mark 
the anniversary of Bloody Sunday, 
forlornly looking for someone to 
hold the other end of the YCL’s 
banner?

We spoke to Mark earlier this 
year in connection with the Nick 
Wright scandal.1 Amongst other 
things, he gave us some impres-
sions of his time as YCL general 
secretary. Clearly, in his comments 
we can see two things: his disillu-
sionment with the frustrating 
experience of trying to build the 
league with Euro politics and 
also that unresolved inner tension 
between left and right that charac-
terised this comrade’s outlook to 
the very end. He told us that the 
YCL “has been declining for a 
long time - at least since the 60s. 
Certainly, it’s fair to say that it has 
lost any base it had amongst young 
people ...” We asked the comrade 
why this should be - surely young 
people in the 1980s desperately 
need a revolutionary communist 
youth organisa tion? Ashton’s reply 
spoke volumes:

I suppose it’s problematic 
coming to terms with our 

Stalinist past and making sure 
not to throw the baby out with 
the bathwater, as it were. We 
mustn’t lose touch with what 
we are actually after, which I 
suspect has been the case with 
some people who have been in 
the YCL.

So, after being general secretary, 
what did he now think of the YCL?

I tend to see it as a fairly irrele-
vant organisation. In my history 
of being involved with it, it 
was never really a very relevant 
organ isation. In reality it wasn’t 
doing anything - it didn’t have 
a programme of action adapted 
from Our future. If Our future 
had been implemented, worked 
around and looked at, so we 
could have priori tised our work, 
then it could have worked. But 
because of its tradi tional role 
within the labour movement, 
among apprentices, in the trade 
union organisations, when there 
were lots of young people in 
those type of organisa tions, with 
the decline of the num ber of 
young people working in those 
type of structures and the growth 
of the numbers in non-unionised 
sectors like MacDonald’s or 
whatever and also the widening 
and diversity of demands that 
were raised in the 60s, that really 
knocked the YCL off its course.

Its only now in hindsight 
that we can start to construct 
a new pro gramme for young 
people. But, then again, things 
are changing so fast and so 
quickly that it’s hard to pinpoint 
something and get people 
mobilised, because people are all 
over the place at the moment ...

It is instructive that comrade Ashton, 
the last general secretary of the YCL 
before it was effecti vely liquidated, 
should have been so thoroughly 
disorientated and disillusioned with 
his time at the head of the league 
and in general about communist 
politics. We have always looked 
to the YCL as the barometer of the 
state of the party: the confusion of 
comrades like Mark is indicative of 
the ideologi cal bankruptcy that grips 
Eurocommunism.

Frustrated with the league and 
its inability to provide a channel 
for his energy, Mark increasingly 
adopted liquidationist perspec tives. 
He threw himself into work in the 
broad movement. Yet un like other 
Eurocommunists, who frequently 
have a gut-reaction dis taste for the 
workers’ movement, Mark was 
often to be seen on the spot at major 
class battles, such as the miners’ 
Great Strike. The con tribution he 
made to the work of Lesbians and 
Gays Support the Miners during the 
strike was impressive.

This organisation, for all its 
severe limitations, did more to 
challenge chauvinist preju dices 
in the working class in the space 
of 12 short months than all the 
consciousness-raising sessions 
or sexuality awareness courses 
sponsored by his Eurocommunist 
friends could ever do. It linked the 
struggle of the oppressed directly 
to the struggle of the working 
class. Like the Women Against Pit 
Closures movement, it was limited 
because it was not under disci-
plined, ideologically correct and 
clear-sighted communist leader-
ship. Nonetheless, for those who 
wrongly consider that simply being 
a women or a homosexual makes 
one anti-establishment, it did show 
a way forward for the oppressed. 
The presence of some of Mark’s 
friends from the south Wales min ing 
village of Dulais among the 200 who 
attended his cremation testi fies both 
to his personality and the impact 
of that movement that he helped 
establish and build.

Comrade Ashton was a member 
of our party whom we could have 
won. We mourn the comrade’s 
death because of what he might 
have done if he lived; we mourn 
him despite the fact that he was a 
political opponent and was hostile 
to Leninism. He lived bravely, with 
the courage of his convictions and a 
bold assertion of life l

Notes
1. Nick Wright was at the time a long-standing 
member of the London CPGB and a supporter 
of the left Stalinist faction in the party, Straight 
Left. In The Leninist No43 (November 20 1986) 
we featured comrade Wright - in his capacity as 
an employee of Haringey council, manhandling 
a gay activist attending a picket of the authority 
to demand that non-discriminatory textbooks be 
allowed into the borough’s schools.

actor, with a huge comedic talent. 
Emelda Staunton is formidable as 
Hefina, doughty matriarch of the 
support committee and ‘she who must 
be obeyed’ for the young miners in the 
welfare. Paddy Considine is courteous 
sincerity and warmth personified as 
Dai Donovan, the first direct contact 
LGSM have with the Dulais miners.

Far and away my favourite, however, 
has to be Gwen (the women in the film 
get all the best lines). Played with gusto 
by Menna Trussler, Gwen is the type 
of older woman I recognise from my 
youth in an ex-mining village between 
Swansea and Llanelli. This is the sort 
that, as my family would say, “speak as 
they find and scratch where it itches”. 
She gets some lovely lines and delivers 
them with fine comic timing. (Imagine 
your granny on a London night out with 
hard-partying LGSMers telling them, 
“We want to see everything. Including 
the rubber scene.”) However, she also 
has two short, seemingly throwaway 
lines that thematically top and tail the 
film for me, in that they epitomise 
the transformative effect LGSM’s 
engagement had on many in this small 
mining community. When Mark Ashton 
and squad first turn up in the Dulais 
welfare, Gwen is the first to encounter 
them. Without tearing her eyes away 

from these colourful new arrivals for an 
instant, she leans back, cracks opens the 
door of committee room, and delicately 
shouts: “Dai - your gays are here!”

By the time of the film’s closing 
sequences, we have Gwen bustling 
out of the van that has transported her 
and others from Dulais to the 1985 Gay 
Pride march in London, Tupperware 
box containing her unique take on 
vegan sandwiches in hand, demanding, 
“Right, now where my lesbians?” As 
the real-life Dai Donovan put it in his 
1984 speech in a London gay club, re-
enacted in Pride, “You have worn our 
badge, ‘Coal, not dole’, and you know 
what harassment means, as do we. Now 
we will pin your badge on us - we will 
support you. It won’t change overnight, 
but now 140,000 miners know that there 
are other causes and other problems … 
we will never be the same.”

Of course, this process was not an 
easy one and the film does not shy away 
from depicting the suspicions, ignorant 
prejudices and lazy assumptions that 
stood in the way of solidarity - both 
on the part of mining communities 
about gay people and of some gay and 
lesbian activists about the miners. A 
scene depicts a difficult meeting at the 
very start of LGSM, when one northern 
man in the audience addressed by Mark 

Ashton refuses to become involved, as 
those “bastards beat me up every day” 
because of his sexuality.

Dave Douglass - a striking miner 
in 1984-85 and a pretty regular 
contributor to this paper - sent us some 
thoughts about the film that address 
this process of trust-building: “Truth 
was, the generosity and openness of 
the gay community made us an offer 
we couldn’t refuse and even the most 
terrified in our community weren’t so 
blind as not to see it. True, too, we 
were breaking down all barriers of our 
self-imposed strictures and culture. 
About women firstly, and then non-
whites, and the far left, and religious 
groups, then gays and lesbians.”

I am sure all those involved in Pride 
had no intentions to make a profound 
piece of art about 1984-85. However, 
the truth is that through an honest, 
affectionate and partisan engagement 
with a pivotal moment in British 
history, this entertaining film does say 
some profound things about that time 
and those people - firstly, I think, about 
the potential for solidarity and struggle 
to transform people and then the need, 
and the potential, for the working 
class to become the hegemon of all 
democratic struggles, the champion of 
the oppressed. (There is a neat political 

point made at the end of the film, 
where we see LGSM activists on the 
aforementioned 1985 Gay Pride march 
in an unseemly intersectional squabble 
with a split from their ranks, Lesbians 
Against Pit Closures. The whole spat is 
superseded positively when a fleet of 
coaches pull up and disgorge hundreds 
of miners joining the demo.)

A latter-day example of this 
transformative effect might be the 
Pride screenwriter himself, Stephen 
Beresford, who told The Guardian 
that before he came to the story “The 
idea of trade unions seemed to me as 
old-fashioned as flares or the penny 
farthing.” Perhaps the popularity 
of films such as Billy Elliot, Made 
in Dagenham, Brassed off and now 
Pride show that there may be a slowly 
dawning realisation amongst swathes 
of the population that, far from being 
old hat, strong, militant trade unions, 
political parties of the working class and 
the traditions of solidarity and societal 
transformation that they embody at 
their best are actually traditions that are 
increasingly relevant to today’s world.

Pride is a moving and inspiring 
film. Go see it l

Mark Fischer

mark.fischer@weeklyworker.co.uk
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US begins 
its bombing 
campaign

No 1027 September 25 2014

Kurds left in limbo

When I started writing this 
article I was going to focus 
on both the city of Kobanê in 

northern Syria, because of the attacks 
carried out by Islamic State gangs 
surrounding the enclave, and also the 
influx of refugees into Turkey, who 
promptly suffered the time-honoured 
treatment meted out to Kurds by the 
state since time immemorial.

I was going to explain that Kobanê 
(or Ain al-Arab - ‘Spring of the Arabs’) 
is the linchpin of Rojava, or western 
Kurdistan, and it will be the fulcrum 
around which the coming battles will 
be fought. I was in no doubt that the 
Kurdish freedom movement would 
prevail in the end, since it represents 
the only organised modern force in 
the battle zone with the will to win, 
and the organisation to maintain strict 
military discipline under extremely 
hard conditions.

I was going to inform Weekly 
Worker readers that, despite the major 
powers’ hesitancy to act against the 
IS, the Kurdish freedom movement 
would be likely to come out on top, 
albeit at the cost of terrible suffering 
and many lives, unless there was a 
major improvement in IS tactics and 
determination.

I had started to write along those 
lines when news broke of the US-led air 
strikes against IS targets in Syria. None 
of the sources I checked the day before 
even hinted that such an operation 
was on the cards. Of course, the US 
ongoing coalition-building exercise 
in Syria had been well recorded, but 
the timing of such a strike just before 
a major international gathering at the 
UN caught me by surprise.

In due course we will get a 
better background picture, but in 

the meantime I will deal with what 
I know. Since the beginning of the 
Syrian uprising in January 2011, about 
800,000 have officially registered 
as refugees in Turkey. However, 
everyone working in the area is quite 
certain that the actual figure is at least 
double that.

The main reason for such a high 
number of unaccounted refugees lies 
in the fact that Turkey did not sign the 
Geneva Convention of 1951 in full, 
but declared its reservations. In the 
1967 Protocol Relating to the Status of 
Refugees it repudiated its obligations 
in this way: “The government of 
Turkey maintains the provisions 
of the declaration [but] applies the 
convention only to persons who have 
become refugees as a result of events 
occurring in Europe.”1

The rulers of Turkey made great 
use of this ‘reservation’ during the 
cold war. Many Soviet defectors were 
accepted as refugees forthwith and 
transferred to developed countries, 
while millions of refugees were either 
not allowed in during the Iranian, 
Kurdish and Syrian crises of earlier 

years or were forcibly repatriated. 
Even those the Reagan administration 
dubbed “freedom fighters”, such as 
Afghan refugees, were kept in limbo. 
They were forced to rely on the aid 
provided by charities without any right 
to work or settle in Turkey.

That is why thousands of refugees 
were forced to make use of notoriously 
flimsy boats to cross the Aegean Sea to 
Greece or the Mediterranean to Italy. 
And, of course, there is good money 
to be made in human trafficking, 
especially if it lubricates the wheels of 
a bureaucracy paid to turn a blind eye.

Since its inception Turkey has 
been a xenophobic state, and over a 
hundred years of propaganda have left 
an imprint on the popular mentality. 
The more schooling you received, 
the more indoctrinated you tend to 
be - although the mosque, under the 
control of the government’s religious 
affairs department, was able to 
fulfil the same task. The story goes 
something like this:

The Balkan peoples forced us back 
to a barren Anatolia; the backstabbing 
Arabs rose against us on the instigation 

of Britain and France; the Iranians 
were eternal enemies because of their 
Shia beliefs; the Armenians took arms 
against us when we were fighting 
at Gallipoli, so whatever we have 
done to them since was justified; the 
Anatolian Greeks were the heathens 
of Byzantium who attempted to push 
us back into central Asia; Russia was 
gradually carving out its sphere of 
influence in the Caucasus region, and 
on top of everything it grew into a 
godless Bolshevik bear that became 
the enemy of the world!

This was the outcome of the 
century-long attempt to forge a Turkish 
nation out of the remnants of the 
Ottoman empire - there was nothing 
but cold steel and nationalist myths 
to unify the remaining population. 
Those massacres, forced population 
exchanges and ethnic cleansing had 
never ceased. They lingered on in the 
imagination and whenever there was 
an opportunity the killings and plunder 
of the past could be recalled.

In Turkey today every major 
city has its own Syrian quarter, 
which provides cheap labour for 

second-rate manufacturers, as well 
as for the agriculture, trading and 
service sectors. Conflict between the 
local population and refugees has 
recently flared up in Gaziantep, a 
manufacturing centre near the Syrian 
border. Problems were exacerbated by 
local nationalist/fascist forces with the 
support of the well-entrenched racists 
in the national press. The refugees’ 
lack of official standing, combined 
with a shortage of basic services, 
means that rumours and hearsay are 
believed all the more easily.

The government has declined to 
seek assistance from international 
refugee agencies, such as the UNHCR 
- that would provide it with funds, but 
would require the granting of further 
rights to “foreigners” - just as another 
independent part of Kurdistan is 
emerging on its border! So Turkey has 
received only a pittance from abroad 
to help it provide basic support for 
registered Syrian refugees l

Esen Uslu

Notes
1. www.unhcr.org/4dac37d79.html.

A typical Turkish reception


