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Peculiar
I find a bevy of slightly peculiar responses 
to my article on the US presidential race 
(‘Voting for the right lizard’, August 4).

Alan Theasby accuses me of 
neglecting to criticise ‘lesser evilism’, 
which is odd, since the last 500 words or 
so are dedicated to exactly that (Letters, 
August 25). Michael Ellison in the same 
issue imputes to me the idea that “a Trump 
presidency would benefit the working 
class (presumably because he would be 
so bad that he would usher in a working 
class revolution?)”. I said nothing of the 
sort, of course - I made an argument, as 
a provocation to the likes of Mr Ellison, 
that Trump could be viewed as the lesser 
evil on the basis of his proposed foreign 
policy, not that he would benefit the 
working class (evils do not, not even lesser 
ones), never mind spur them to revolution. 
Ellison enjoins me to read Gramsci, for 
some reason or other; I will be happy to 
oblige him, if he can find it in himself to 
read the articles he criticises in future. 
Given that he is a Blairite troll with too 
much time on his hands, we do not hold 
out much hope.

Directed not so much at my piece, 
but at the CPGB’s coverage of the US 
election (and only indirectly, even then), 
Ian Hartman’s letter is the most substantial 
(August 25). Hartman appears to hold to 
the Noel Ignatiev/Race Traitor viewpoint, 
which grew out of the New Communist 
Movement of the 1970s: comrade 
Hartman tells us that America was built as 
a project of a monolithic “white nation”, 
provides a very brief account of the history 
of the American labour movement as 
poisoned by racism, and argues ultimately 
that “for a revolutionary communist left to 
emerge in this country, the white working 
class must be convinced to betray their 
race in mass numbers ... [and] declare 
war on America as a concept”.

It would be silly to deny that race has 
an important role in American politics, 
or that it is historically implicated in 
the failure of the American labour 
movement to obtain independent political 
representation (although it is hardly the 
only factor). Comrade Hartman, rather, 
gives us a clear lesson in how a deficient 
political method can lead you from a 
well-observed fact to an absurd political 
outlook.

For, in his view, and in the view of 
that line of inheritors of the NCM, race 
is so dominant in American politics that 
it is impossible, or at least impractically 
difficult, to convince workers to view 
their interests through the prism of class. 
Instead, we must accept that they view 
their interests racially, and then convince 
the white people among them to become 
‘race traitors’. That’s right - for Hartman, 
it is easier to convince people to act 
directly against their perceived interests 
in large numbers than it is to get them to 
reconsider what their interests are. This is 
a scholastic riddle, not a strategy.

A last point - Hartman blames our 
disagreement on that point for the 
CPGB’s lukewarm attitude to Black 
Lives Matter. I cannot speak for everyone 
in the organisation, but I wouldn’t deny 
for a moment that BLM responds to 
issues of central importance in American 
society - the militarisation of police, the 
half-cocked and half-finished nature of 
post-civil rights desegregation efforts, 
mass incarceration and so on. As a single-
issue campaign, it is perfectly supportable.

The problem is ... that it’s a single-issue 
campaign. It is not the first addressed 
to the issue of police brutality, and we 
suspect it will not be the last. OK, so 
we want to stop cops from murdering 
black people arbitrarily. How do we do 
that? Abolish the police? Get more black 
people into police chief jobs? Follow 
patrol cars around, Panther-style, tooled 
up with assault rifles? Ask the cops nicely? 
BLM cannot answer that question. We, 

and I hope comrade Hartman, would lean 
towards the first of those options - the 
proper vehicle for such proposals is a 
Communist Party, not an ephemeral 
protest movement. Even if we accepted 
all of Hartman’s arguments about racial 
treachery, etc, the limitations of BLM 
would remain the same.
Paul Demarty
London

Misunderstood
Chris Knight has some serious 
misunderstandings on the nature of Noam 
Chomsky’s linguistic work and the research 
programme of modern generative grammar, 
initiated by Chomsky, Morris Halle and 
others at the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology 60 years ago. In two previous 
letters, I tried to correct two of them, with 
no apparent success. One dealt with the 
US military’s funding of research at MIT 
in the 1950s and early 1960s (March 18 
2010); the other concerned speculation on 
the origin of human language (February 
12 2015).

In his new article, Chris Knight again 
presents wild and fantastic claims about 
Chomsky’s scientific work (‘Two Noam 
Chomskys, September 1). He quotes 
Chomsky to the effect that a child has 
“all possible languages in its head” and 
“As the data comes along, that class of 
possible languages reduces.” Chris Knight 
calls this “the most amazing statement”. 
Well, I think it’s simply a statement of fact.

Recall that the object of inquiry of 
generative linguistics has always been the 
human language faculty and its various 
manifestations in speech or singing. 
A newborn human has all the possible 
varieties of (human) language in her 
head, in the sense that she is predisposed 
to acquire any one of them - in fact, 
many of them, if she happens to grow in 
multilingual surroundings. A child born 
into a Japanese-speaking family will start 
speaking Japanese; if she is moved to 
Cairo and grows up in the local speech 
community there, she will start speaking 
Egyptian Arabic, and so on and so forth.

There should be nothing controversial 
in these statements. They are based on 
simple observations, and belong to the 
starting points of the scientific research 
programme, which Chomsky and his 
colleagues have been following for close 
to 60 years now.

Much less, practically nothing, in fact, 
is known about how growing children 
pick up the meaning of words or word-
like atomic elements of their language. 
Anatomically and behaviourally modern 
humans in the Stone Age could not know 
the meaning of such words as ‘book’, 
‘bureaucrat’ or ‘carburettor’, but they had 
the same mental capacity to know them 
as we have. Or at least this is the view 
of many paleoanthropologists. See, for 
example, Ian Tattersall’s Masters of the 
planet: the search for our human origin 
(London 2013).

The claim that Chomsky has separated 
humans’ intuitive knowledge of language 
from its material and organic basis, 
comparable to the separation of software 
from hardware in computer science, is 
also wide of the mark. Chomsky has never 
advocated such a view. On the contrary, 
he has collaborated with such eminent 
biological scientists as Salvador Luria 
and Richard Lewontin. Eric Lenneberg’s 
classical work Biological foundations 
of language (New York 1967) contains 
Chomsky’s essay, ‘The formal nature of 
language’, as an appendix.

As for human social interactions, 
politics, communications and culture, 
surely language is highly relevant for 
all of them. A human being would not 
acquire language without interaction 
with other humans, as the tragic cases of 
so-called wolf-children show. However, 
chimpanzees interact with each other too, 
and still they don’t have language.

In fact, there would not be a human 
society as we know it without language. 
But, however much we repeat this truism, 
it does not help us understand the nature 
of the human language faculty. Only a 

rigorous analysis of its manifestations 
can show the way forward.

The title of Chris Knight’s article is 
‘Two Noam Chomskys’, and he criticises 
Chomsky’s separation of linguistics from 
politics. I don’t understand what’s wrong 
with this separation. There are important 
and interesting formal aspects of human 
language that are politically irrelevant, 
and Chomsky’s work is mainly concerned 
with them.

My friend and comrade, Moshé 
Machover, who is well-known to the 
Weekly Worker readers for his progressive 
socialist views, is a mathematician by 
profession. One of his areas of interest 
in that field is mathematical logic. Would 
it have been a sign of progress if he and 
his co-author, John Bell, had devoted 
a chapter to the ‘social and political 
relevance’ of, say, the axiomatic set theory 
in their textbook A course in mathematical 
logic (Amsterdam 1977)? Maybe Chris 
Knight can tell.
Hannu Reime
Helsinki

White board
Great piece on Noam Chomsky, but it’s 
sadly ironic that Chris Knight appears to 
believe that climate change is happening.

Climate change is symptomatic of 
the dark age we live in, of the long 
trajectory of capitalist decay, as well as 
the defeat of working class movements. 
Not only has capitalism had to erode 
its own relationship with progress and 
replace its failures with ahistorical human 
hubris - but so has the left merged with 
environmentalism and done massive 
damage to both. We are neither doomed 
nor prisoner to a single means of 
economic organisation. Scepticism is 
the cornerstone to historical materialism, 
as well as science.

Knight perhaps needs to step back 
from the white board and situate climate 
change in a broader context - as he does 
with Chomsky.
Andy Welch
New Zealand

Kettling
I note that James Marshall subscribes to 
the practice of pots calling kettles black 
when he describes the Socialist Party 
(the real one, that is, not the Trotskyist 
organisation that is trying to usurp the 
name) as an “impotent sect”, as is the 
customary practice to dismiss the ideas of 
an organisation that opposes the zig-zag 
twists and turns of vote-catching and 
membership-counting (‘End the bans and 
proscriptions’, September 1.

If by ‘sect’ James means we don’t try 
to enrol people who aren’t socialists, then 
he is correct. Our disagreements with 
other parties are not minor squabbles over 
a clause of a programme of immediate 
demands or who possesses the better 
leaders. The Socialist Party of Great 
Britain refused to deviate from its 
principles and has never kidded itself 
that party numbers were an adequate 
compensation for compromise.

The International Socialist Bureau was 
informed by the SPGB in 1905 of what 
distinguishes a socialist party: “Socialist 
bodies accept the essential principles of 
socialism: socialisation of the means 
of production and distribution; union 
and international action of workers; 
socialist conquest of public powers by 
the proletariat organised as a class party, 
recognising and proclaiming the class war, 
running all candidates upon this basis, and 
adopting an attitude of hostility, under all 
circumstances, to all individual members 
and sections of the capitalist party.”

At its inception, the Socialist Party 
rejected the reformist tactics of the other 
workers’ organisations. We predicted 
that these parties would fail to solve the 
problems faced by the working class. 
Nothing has happened since to persuade 
us to change our mind, and plenty has 
happened to make us even more resolved 
in our hostility to the Labour Party and its 
cheerleaders on the left. We don’t relish 
the fact that we are a small party, which 

does not include millions of workers in 
its membership. We are certainly not 
complacent or proud about the fact that 
we are small. But we are proud of the fact 
that we have been consistently correct 
about what we have said. The SPGB is 
not a sect, but a revolutionary party which 
adheres to principles.

James ends by saying, “We certainly 
have within our power the possibility of 
once again establishing the Labour Party 
as the united front of all working class 
organisations in Britain.” However, those 
who advocate the policy of alliance with 
a capitalist party do not realise that they 
always have to pay a heavy price for the 
capitalist support and they are invariably 
fated to early disappointment.

The effort to solve problems inside 
capitalism creates uncertainty, mistrust, 
apathy and despair among the workers, 
who have cherished false hopes, and it 
correspondingly helps the Conservatives 
later on. Perhaps, James as an advocate of 
forming a united front with non-socialists 
and anti-socialists, can cite where the 
working class were materially helped, 
or of the socialist cause being aided, by 
such a policy.
Alan Johnstone
SPGB

Who’s the scab?
For the second issue in a couple of 
months, an article in the Weekly Worker 
takes issue with Robert Griffiths and his 
correspondence with the Labour Party. 
James Marshall describes a “spineless” 
Griffiths “grovelingly” writing to Iain 
McNicol to “assure” him that the 
Communist Party of Britain does not 
engage in entryism. Well, they don’t. He 
then takes issue with the fact that Griffiths 
points out that the CPB’s call for Corbyn 
to be defended at all costs is a “rhetorical 
flourish and cannot, obviously, be taken 
literally”. Comrade Marshall says: “So 
the CPB should not be taken at its word. 
It will not defend the Corbyn leadership 
‘at all costs’.”

That’s right, James. The CPB will not 
wage a violent jihad to defend Jeremy, 
nor will they stand outside parliament 
and self-immolate. Neither will the 
CPGB, the Socialist Workers Party, 
Socialist Party in England and Wales 
or anyone else. Yet they would all say, 
‘Corbyn must be defended at all costs’ 
or something similar; it is a commonly 
used turn of phrase that we would all use 
and would all understand what it means.

Marshall continues by describing 
“this excuse for a communist leader”, 
Griffiths, “prostrating” himself before 
McNicol by saying: “Should you or your 
staff have any evidence that Communist 
Party members have joined the Labour 
Party without renouncing their CP 
membership, or engaged in any similar 
subterfuge, please inform me, so that 
action can be taken against them for 
bringing our party into disrepute.”

Marshall writes: “Let us be clear 
about what is being said here: in the 
middle of a brutal civil war, with the 
Labour left facing a concerted witch-
hunt, the CPB’s Robert Griffiths wants to 
be seen as standing shoulder to shoulder 
with Iain McNicol. He even offers to 
help McNicol out in hunting down 
any CPB member who has decided 
to become a registered Labour Party 
supporter.”

Very dramatic, and a good story, 
but it doesn’t ring true. All I can see 
Griffiths doing here in the middle of this 
brutal civil war is giving Corbyn a bit of 
breathing space by denying Communist 
Party of Britain involvement in the 
leadership election. What should he 
have said, in the midst of the biggest 
rightwing media hatchet job we have 
seen in years? ‘Yes, the CPB has 
members within the Labour Party and 
we will be operating behind the scenes 
to ensure that our man wins.’

That would have been just what 
Corbyn needed, wouldn’t it? No, it 
wouldn’t. Perhaps Griffiths thought that 
an effective way to support Corbyn at 

present would be to not let the media 
have more ammunition to attack Corbyn 
by being able to talk of a communist 
plot. Maybe he thought that by not 
directly intervening he was actually 
helping, and I can well understand that. 
In the midst of the attempted coup a few 
months ago, Corbyn held an impromptu 
rally in Westminster. It was well attended 
and provided much needed support 
when his leadership was at its most 
vulnerable. Yet the next day in the news, 
and at my place of work, discussing this 
rally, much talk was of the SWP placards 
that were in the crowd. Commentators 
could freely speculate that much of the 
crowd probably weren’t even Labour 
Party members and talk of far-left 
infiltration. Some of my colleagues who 
would be vaguely supportive of Corbyn 
mentioned those placards and said in 
slightly more proletarian language, 
‘What were those idiots doing there?’ 
What Griffiths is doing, in my opinion, 
is what those well-meaning SWP 
comrades should have done. Attend the 
rally, support Corbyn, but maybe leave 
the SWP banners at home for the day.

Marshall accuses Griffiths of offering 
to “hunt down” any CPB member who 
has become a registered supporter of 
the LP. Does anyone really believe 
this? Does anyone actually think the 
CPB are going to start ‘hunting down’ 
registered Labour supporters within 
their ranks? What Griffiths seems to 
be doing is, again, putting some space 
between himself, the CPB and the LP 
for totally understandable reasons. It 
would play into Tom Watson’s chubby 
hands to have the CPB openly claiming 
to be intervening in the election. That 
should not be so hard for James Marshall 
to understand. Indeed, I assume he 
understands it only too well and simply 
disagrees with the CPB’s way of 
supporting Corbyn. That is fair enough 
- James has his own ideas of what should 
be done at this crucial juncture - but 
it doesn’t excuse the ludicrous and 
venomous attacks on Griffiths.

But James doesn’t go as far as 
comrade Dave Lynch (‘Which side are 
you on?’, July 21). For Lynch, Griffiths 
is a scab. In his article criticising the 
CPB for not being larger and for not 
doing exactly what he thinks it should 
be doing, Lynch has a picture of Griffiths 
with the words “Robert Griffiths: scab” 
underneath it.

The first line on the ‘What we fight 
for’ section of the CPGB website states: 
“Our central aim is the organisation of 
communists, revolutionary socialists 
and all politically advanced workers into 
a Communist Party”. Now, do James 
Marshall and David Lynch think the best 
way to do this is to call comrades from 
other organisations scabs? Of course, 
they disagree with Griffiths’ idea that 
it might be best not to be seen to be 
intervening directly in the leadership 
contest at the moment. That’s fine. But 
does it make Griffiths a scab? Have 
comrades Marshall and Lynch heard 
the expression, ‘playing the ball, not the 
man’? Criticise Griffiths and the CPB, 
yes, but calling its general secretary a 
“scab”, an “excuse for a communist 
leader” and a “junior cockroach 
monitor” only demean any argument 
Marshall and Lynch may be trying to 
make. Indeed, in both articles they make 
some valid points and criticisms, but the 
hysterical use of words like “scab” (a 
serious accusation - in my eyes there is 
not much lower than a scab) are pointless 
and counterproductive.

Do comrades Lynch and Marshall not 
envisage an occasion where the CPGB 
might be working with CPB members in 
some capacity soon? Perhaps in a broad 
left, in a trade union or in organising 
some local demonstration to support 
the NHS. Do they think their use of 
words like “scab” would be helpful 
and conducive to advancing communist 
politics within that? Or might they 
reflect that it would totally alienate and 
isolate them? I write this not as a CPB 
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London Communist Forum
Sunday September 11, 5pm: Weekly political report from CPGB 
Provisional Central Committee, followed by open discussion and reading 
group. Calthorpe Arms, 252 Grays Inn Road, London WC1. Study of Ralph 
Miliband’s Parliamentary socialism. This meeting: chapter 7 (‘MacDonaldism 
without MacDonald’), section 2: ‘Labour and the unemployed’. 
Organised by CPGB: www.cpgb.org.uk;
and Labour Party Marxists: www.labourpartymarxists.org.uk. 
Remember the Diggers
Saturday September 10, 10am to 5pm: Annual political festival, The 
Wiend, Wigan WN1. Leftwing entertainment, music and politics.
Organised by Wigan Diggers Festival: https://wigandiggersfestival.org.
TUC Congress
Sunday September 11 to Wednesday September 14: Annual 
conference of Trades Union Congress, Brighton Centre, King’s Road, 
Brighton BN1.
Organised by TUC: www.tuc.org.uk.
National Shop Stewards Network
Sunday September 11, 1pm: Rally at TUC conference, Ashdown 
Suite, Holiday Inn, 137 King’s Road, Brighton BN1.
Organised by National Shop Stewards Network: http://shopstewards.net.
Momentum Teesside
Tuesday September 13, 7pm: Meeting, St Mary’s Centre, 82-90 
Corporation Road, Middlesbrough TS1. Discussing developments in the 
Labour leadership campaign and motions on various issues.
Organised by Momentum Teesside: www.facebook.com/MomentumTeesside.
People’s Assembly North East
Tuesday September 13, 7pm: Annual general meeting, Broadacre 
House, Market Street, Newcastle upon Tyne NE1.
Organised by People’s Assembly North East:
www.facebook.com/events/360891817575228.
Keep Corbyn
Tuesday September 13, 7pm to 9pm: Rally and entertainment, 
Brighton Dome, Church Street, Brighton BN1. Guest speakers include 
trade union leaders and Jeremy Corbyn MP.
Organised by the JC4PM tour:  
www.facebook.com/events/1052093568160261.
Against racism and Islamophobia
Wednesday September 14, 7pm: Public meeting, Chapelfield 
Methodist Church, Chapelfield Road, Norwich NR2. With guests, Maz 
Saleem and Nick O’Brien.
Organised by Norwich Stop the War Coalition: www.norwichstopwar.org.uk.
The media and Corbyn
Thursday September 15, 7pm: Conference, Student Central, Malet 
Street, London WC1. Exploring the media’s misrepresentation of 
progressive movements.
Organised by Media Reform Coalition: www.mediareform.org.uk.
Underbelly of the workplace
Friday September 16, Saturday September 17, 11am to 5pm: 
Conference, University of Greenwich, Stephen Lawrence Building, 30 
Park Row, London SE10. 
Organised by Blacklist Support Group:  
www.facebook.com/groups/blacklistSG.
The world transformed
Saturday September 24 to Tuesday September 27: Leftwing politics, art, 
community and culture, the Black E, 1 Great George Street, Liverpool L1. 
Organised by People’s Momentum: http://theworldtransformed.org.
15 years of the ‘war on terror’
Monday September 26, 7pm: Meeting during Labour Party 
conference, Friends Meeting House, 22 School Lane, Liverpool L1.
Organised by Stop the War Coalition: http://stopwar.org.uk.
People’s conference
Saturday October 1, 10.30am-5pm: Anti-austerity conference and policy 
discussion, Birmingham town hall, Victoria Square, Birmingham B3.
Organised by People’s Assembly:  
www.thepeoplesassembly.org.uk/peoplesconference.
Austerity has failed
Sunday October 2, 11.30am: National demonstration. Victoria Square, 
Birmingham B1.Themes: ‘Tories out - Austerity has failed - Support the 
junior doctors strikes’. Transport is being arranged from across the country 
Organised by People’s Assembly:
www.thepeoplesassembly.org.uk/toryconf_demo.
Stand Up To Racism
Saturday October 8, 10am to 4pm: Conference, Friends Meeting 
House, 173-177 Euston Road, London NW1.
Organised by Stand Up To Racism:
www.facebook.com/Stand-Up-To-Racism-485067858271721.
15 years of ‘bombing for peace’
Saturday October 8, 10am to 5pm: Anti-war conference. TUC 
Congress House, 23-28 Great Russell Street, London WC1.
Organised by Stop the War Coalition: http://stopwar.org.uk.
Labour Assembly Against Austerity
Saturday October 22, 10am to 5pm: Annual conference, Student 
Central, Malet Street, London WC1. Speakers include: Diane Abbott 
MP, Catherine West MP, Manuel Cortes (TSSA), Steve Turner (Unite).
Organised by Labour Assembly Against Austerity:
http://labourassemblyagainstausterity.org.uk.
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.

member, but just as an occasional reader 
who thinks that mixed in with often 
excellent analysis is needless vitriol 
about others on the left with whom your 
writers disagree.
Robert O’Connell
email

Trots spotted
Jim Grant’s article on Trotspotting and 
infiltrating the Labour Party was entertaining 
(‘Trotspotting: A field guide’, August 25), 
but gave away some basic truths.

Jim attempts to cast doubt on Tom 
Watson’s apparent allegation that Labour 
Party Marxists is an offshoot of the CPGB 
(ie, the Weekly Worker group) and that 
either are Trotskyist.

Any external objective assessment of 
the WWG’s view on the Soviet Union 
and of Stalin in particular, and having to 
decide whether it fell within either the 
mainstream communist or the Trotskyist 
tradition, would clearly have to place it 
in the latter. The WWG holds that the 
Stalin revolution of mass industrialisation 
and collectivisation in the 1930s, which 
really established and consolidated 
socialism in the USSR, was in fact a 
‘counterrevolution’.

Leading writer Jack Conrad goes 
so far as to describe the Soviet Union 
as an “abortion”, an appallingly crass 
and offensive wording, and incredibly 
insulting to the highly advanced, 
progressive, well-educated, cultured 
Soviet population, which was the 
product of Soviet socialism and is still 
evident, today despite 25 years of real 
counterrevolution and restoration of 
capitalism.

I am aware of, but have not the patience 
to have studied, the various twists and turns, 
and evolutions and throwbacks, which 
constitutes the history of Trotskyism, 
and that these include a wide range of 
depictions as to the true nature of Soviet 
society. Generally, one can say they are all 
overwhelmingly hostile and negative, and 
some strands of Trotskyism even went so 
far as to prefer the military defeat of the 
Soviet Union by the Axis powers in World 
War II, and subsequently by the United 
States during the cold war.

The 1,000th edition of the Weekly 
Worker infamously carried an image of 
Trotsky and a banner calling on workers to 
join the Fourth (Trotskyist) International. 
Leading writers and supporters feel 
the need to include lengthy (and often 
ridiculous) quotes from Leon Trotsky, 
which add precisely nothing to their 
arguments, but are part of the genuflection 
to their idol.

It is probably true that Labour Party 
Marxists is not an “offshoot” of the 
WWG. It is fairly obvious it is a rebadging 
and renaming of the leading members 
of the WWG who have now entered 
the Labour Party. You are not even very 
subtle about it.

Jim rounds off his article by ecstatically 
proclaiming “the Trots” as being the 
saviours in every single respect of the 
Labour Party and expressing the hope that 
Tom Watson will continue to do “us” such 
favours. I am probably old-fashioned, but 
I think if you join a political party you 
should do so on the basis of agreeing with 
its basic principles, aims and values. If 
you don’t agree, form your own group 
or party and test your views against those 
of all others.

Infiltrating another political party 
holding diametrically opposed views to 
the majority of the existing membership, 
and using deceit, subterfuge and 
manipulation to get your own way and 
to try and change that party into something 
completely opposite, is reprehensible, 
and deservedly attracts the opprobrium 
of most decent working people.

Trotskyism, and its disgusting and 
reprehensible behaviours and actions 
over the decades, is one of the principal 
reasons why leftwing socialist politics has 
so little traction with the mass of working 
class people in Britain today.

I remain completely optimistic that 
advanced, democratic socialism will be 
established across Europe in this 21st 
century. I think every home will one day 
have somewhere on display some form of 

depiction or representation of one Joseph 
Vissarionovich Stalin as a key figure of 
the 20th century, who made 21st century 
socialism possible.
Andrew Northall
Kettering

Bucket
The Weekly Worker’s coverage of the 
referendum has been less hysterical than 
most on the left, but Mike Macnair still 
seems forced to resort to stereotypical 
political profiles for those on the left 
who voted ‘out’ (‘After the Brexit vote’, 
August 25.

Has anyone, left or right, ever 
argued that Britain could become ‘self-
sufficient’? And I know of nobody on the 
left who voted out because they think they 
can achieve a British (or English) socialist 
republic independent of worldwide class 
forces and politics. Last time I looked 
the island hadn’t moved. It still is in 
Europe and the world. We still live in a 
world dominated by multinationals and 
international finance and speculation, 
underscored with American imperialism. 
All that leftist outists have argued is 
that the EU state would block any 
achievement of fairly fundamental 
moves to nationalisations of rail, steel, 
post, ending privatisation in the NHS, 
developing a more rational energy policy, 
including clean coal power, regional 
subsidies, etc. That effecting reforms here 
under the current parliamentary system 
is easier than under the EU dictatorship, 
which is basically the direct political 
wing of the World Bank, International 
Monetary Fund and EU Bank.

The struggles of the European masses 
go on in tandem with our own, as do in 
other forms the masses of USA and the 
rest of the world; they are inextricably 
linked and co-related. That hasn’t changed 
and no-one expected it to. One bonus of 
the exit (and, contrary to the paper’s line, 
the UK will leave the EU in its current 
form, although obviously must and 
will develop some other relationship) 
is that it has stopped the EU’s headlong 
expansionist drive.

It has thrown a bucket of cold water 
over plans for the EU armed forces to 
develop outside any popular controls 
and constraints, and stopped the criminal 
march to war with Russia, at least for the 
moment. But the struggles across the 
world and our part in them carry on in 
exactly the same way.
David Douglass
South Shields

Exiting UK
Last Saturday the Wakefield Socialist 
History Group held a very interesting and 
informative meeting on James Connolly 
and the 1916 Easter uprising. A range 
of speakers - O’Connor Lysaght, Allan 
Armstrong, Robin Stocks, Bernie McAdam 
and Adam Buick - highlighted different 
perspectives on these events.

Connolly is usually seen in an Irish 
context. His roots and involvement in 
the Edinburgh working class movement 
is either forgotten or ignored. Allan 
Armstrong’s research and talk was 
rebalancing our appreciation of 
Connolly’s politics for Scottish republican 
socialism today. Nevertheless it was 
in Ireland that republican socialism 
established its credentials. The declaration 
of the Irish republic on the steps of the 
Dublin post office was the trigger for the 
Irish democratic revolution. For Connolly, 
achieving a republic was the beginning of 
the revolution, not its final act.

Republican socialism is the republican 
road to socialism. The relationship 
between republicanism and socialism 
is transitional. Achieving a republic 
opens the door to social transformation. 
Winning a republic is not a single event, 
but a highly contested battleground which 
does not guarantee the victory of the 
social revolution. This much connects 
Connolly to Lenin. In 1916 Connolly 
tried to establish a republic and failed. 
In February 1917 the republic was won 
by Russian workers and Lenin returned 
to Russia determined to make a republic 
capable of moving towards socialism.

Republican socialism is alien to the 

left in England. ‘Labourism’ or British 
reformism is connected with the Fabian 
idea of gradualism. A republican break 
with the old order is not necessary. The 
present political laws and institutions of 
the crown-in-parliament are not a barrier 
to socialism, but the means of achieving it. 
Keir Hardie was not a republican socialist. 
Like Jeremy Corbyn today, he was a 
republican and a socialist. In England 
these are two separate and disconnected 
policies. In Ireland Connolly fused them 
into a single strategy.

Connolly was accused by Fabians and 
ultra-left sectarians of abandoning socialism 
for national revolution. They labelled 
him a petty ‘nationalist’. Lenin rejected 
that. He understood the internationalist 
implications of the 1916 Easter uprising. 
In the middle of an imperialist war, in the 
year of the mass slaughter on the Somme, 
the Irish rebels were beginning a European 
revolution, which would spread to Russia 
and Germany.

The EU referendum promised 
sovereignty for the people. But it has 
served to highlight divisions in a broken 
Westminster system. England and Wales 
voted to leave the EU, and Scotland and 
Northern Ireland voted to remain. The 
right to self-determination means that the 
Scottish and Irish people have a right and 
a reason to leave the UK and negotiate to 
remain in the EU.

Prime minister May emphasised 
that “Brexit means Brexit”. Yet the 
unintended consequences of Cameron’s 
EU referendum gamble may be that Brexit 
comes to mean ‘Exit from Britain’. In 
1916 Ireland was the first place to try 
this kind of ‘Brexit’. Today Northern 
Ireland and Scotland may join the queue 
to the exit door. It would be ironic if the 
triumph for UK Independence turned 
the UK into Little England and Wales. It 
is not what Cameron, Ukip or the Tory 
Party intended.
Steve Freeman
Rise and Left Unity

Firebrand
Nature of the beast is the result of two years 
hard work by a small group of committed 
independent filmmakers in Liverpool.

Director Daniel Draper, already a 
supporter of socialist politician Dennis 
Skinner, had the idea for the documentary 
after interviewing Dennis for a previous 
project. With Dennis on board, the small 
team was assembled, including his 
producing partner and editor, Christie 
Allanson, and friend and DOP, Allan 
Melia. Filming began around the country, 
funded out of their own pockets and 
donations from the public.

The film follows Dennis from early 
years to the modern day - his entry 
into politics, his high and low points, 
his rebellions against the party, whilst 
naturally highlighting the wit and passion 
that has earned him the nickname, ‘Beast 
of Bolsover’. Woven into this narrative 
are more personal moments: Dennis’s 
schoolboy cross-country days, his love of 
musicals and the outdoors, his relationship 
with his family. Interviews with his four 
remaining brothers and some of his 
Bolsover constituents pepper the film and 
help reveal the unseen side of the man.

Having finished principal photogra-
phy, the team now need to raise the funds 
to pay for archive footage, images, and 
post-production sound. A Kickstarter 
campaign is being launched at the end 
of September and we are hoping to raise 
the £17,500 needed to complete the film. 
After two years of graft on a shoestring 
budget, and the crew working for free, the 
money is needed now to pay for necessary 
post-production costs and to complete and 
release the film.

The Dennis Skinner page on Facebook 
has over 62,000 likes - if each of those 
people gave just 30p, the total could be 
reached. Donors receive rewards ranging 
from a credit in the film, to premiere 
invites and exclusive artwork.

More information can be found 
at www.dennisskinnerfilm.co.uk, by 
searching for the film on Facebook, or 
by following @DSkinnerFilm on Twitter.
Chris Howard
email
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ECOLOGY

Time running out fast
Capitalism is a system unfit to cope with the ecological crisis, writes Eddie Ford

Posing as an unlikely saviour at 
the G20 summit in Hangzhou, 
Barack Obama declared on 

September 3 that “some day we may 
see this as the moment that we finally 
decided to save our planet”. He was 
referring, of course, to the decision 
by China and the United States (the 
world’s biggest emitters of carbon 
dioxide gases) to formally ratify 
last December’s Paris agreement on 
climate change, which is due to start 
taking effect from 2020. Before the 
summit, only 24 countries - responsible 
for about 1% of global emissions - had 
ratified the agreement. China and the 
US, however, generate about 38% of 
total greenhouse gases.

The United Nations-sponsored 
agreement, as readers might recall, 
saw 195 governments come to a 
consensus about “holding the increase” 
in the global average temperature 
to “well below” 2°C, compared to 
pre-industrial levels, and to “pursue 
efforts” to limit warming to 1.5°C 
(as opposed to the 2°C agreed six 
years ago at Copenhagen). There is a 
general scientific consensus that 1.5°C 
and above marks the “tipping point”, 
whereby there is a serious danger of 
runaway global warming: large parts 
of the world’s surface could become 
virtually uninhabitable and we might 
face mass extinction of numerous 
species. But for this goal to be achieved 
there would have to be “net zero 
emissions” by the second half of this 
century - a UN climate science panel 
has predicted that this must happen 
by 2070 at the very latest to avoid 
ecological disaster.

There were also pledges from 
more than 180 countries to cut or 
curb their carbon emissions (intended 
nationally defined contributions, or 
INDCs, in the jargon). But these 
‘promises’ are non-legally binding, 
have no enforcement mechanism, 
and are totally insufficient - in fact, 
perversely, they would lead to a 2.7°C 
rise or higher. For example, the EU has 
a “national determined contribution” of 
cutting emissions by 40% by 2030 on 
1990 levels, and the US by up to 28% 
by 2025 compared with 2005 - don’t 
hold your breath. There will also be 
a “review mechanism” every five 
years and a scheme for addressing the 
financial losses of vulnerable countries 
hit by climate impacts, such as extreme 
weather - with a clause added to ensure 
that the US will not face claims for “any 
liability or compensation” naturally. 
There was also another non-legally 
binding decision, as a sop by the US, 
to financially help developing countries 
make the transition to clean energy 
- hence in theory the flow of $100 
billion a year will continue beyond 
2020. Overall, though, no detailed 
timetable or country-specific goals for 
emissions were incorporated into the 
Paris agreement - unlike the previous 
Kyoto protocol. The final text aims only 
to “reach global peaking of greenhouse 
gas emissions as soon as possible”.

However, the Paris agreement 
only comes into operation when 55 
signatories responsible for 55% or more 
of all emissions are attained - which may 
or may not happen before November’s 
UN climate summit in Marrakesh. 
Nevertheless, president Xi Jinping - also 
general secretary of the Communist 
Party of China and chairman of the 
central military commission - called 
the agreement a “milestone” that marks 
the “emergence of a global government 
system” for climate change and a move 
that would “safeguard environmental 
security”. Obama added that the joint 
announcement showed how the world’s 

two largest economies were capable of 
coming together to fight climate change 
“despite our differences on other issues” 
and “will inspire greater ambition and 
greater action around the world”.

The US presidential elections could 
possibly throw a spanner in the works. 
Donald Trump, predictably enough, has 
dismissed global warming as a “con-
job” and a “hoax” that was “created by 
and for the Chinese in order to make 
US manufacturing non-competitive”. 
Crazily, he believes that coal is an 
“abundant, clean, affordable, reliable 
domestic energy resource” and has 
promised to ditch the Paris agreement, 
stop US funding for UN climate change 
work, abandon Obama’s clean power 
plan and forbid the Environmental 
Protection Agency from regulating 
carbon dioxide. The man has a plan.

Rather eerily, in an attempt to 
temporarily reduce air pollution in the 
days before the summit, the Chinese 
authorities semi-emptied Hangzhou - 
normally a bustling city of six million 
people: a third of its inhabitants were 
“convinced” to leave, as a week-
long public holiday was declared and 
factories were asked to stop production, 
whilst dissidents were placed under 
house arrest or forced to leave the city 
by security agents.1

Catastrophic
Clearly, the new commitment is far 
too little, far too late. The agreement, 
as we have seen, does not specify what 
action countries must take and the cuts 
in carbon dioxide will not be enough 
to keep to the 2°C threshold - let alone 
the 1.5°C limit mentioned in the Paris 
agreement.

But time is running out fast. By 
current estimates, this year will be the 
hottest ever measured - beating the 
previous record set last year and the 
one before in 2014. Indeed, 15 of the 
16 warmest years have occurred in the 
21st century and each of the past 14 
months has broken the global monthly 
temperature record. For example, July 
was the warmest month since modern 
record-keeping began in 1880. Already 
the world’s average temperature has 
risen by a scary 1.38°C, meaning that 
we have a climate crisis right now - we 
could be toast by 2070. Last winter the 
Arctic sea ice covered a smaller area 
than ever before, an anthrax outbreak 
is raging in Siberia through the human 
and reindeer populations, because 
infected corpses locked in permafrost 
since the last epidemic in 1941 have 

thawed,2 India has been hammered 
by cycles of drought and flood, as 
withering heat parches the soil and 
torches glaciers in the Himalayas, 
while coral reefs around the world 
are bleaching and dying.3 Meanwhile, 
rainforests are retreating even further 
and deserts are spreading.

Adding to the grim picture, top 
climate scientists from the US National 
Aeronautics and Space Administration 
(Nasa) have said that temperature 
records taken via analysis of ice cores 
and sediments heavily suggest that 
the warming of recent decades is 
out of step with any period over 
the past millennium - taking us into 
“exceptional territory”. Recent research 
shows that just five more years of 
carbon dioxide emissions at current 
levels will virtually wipe out any 
chance of restraining temperatures to 
a 1.5°C increase. Detailed temperature 
reconstructions found that the global 
temperature typically rose by between 
4° and 7° over a period of 5,000 years, 
as the world moved out of ice ages, but 
the temperature rise clocked up over 
the past century is around 10 times 
faster than this. The increasing pace 
of warming means that the world will 
heat up at a rate “at least” 20 times 
faster than the historical average over 
the coming 100 years.

More Nasa research shows that sea 
levels worldwide have risen an average 
of nearly eight centimetres since 1992 
due to warming waters and melting ice 
- three years ago a UN panel predicted 
sea levels would rise from between 0.3 
and 0.9 metres by the end of the century. 
Obviously, low-lying regions are 
especially vulnerable. Unless drastic 
action is taken, cities like London, 
New York and Tokyo could eventually 
disappear beneath the waves.

If you want to feel depressed, there 
is plenty more research like this to 
investigate. For instance, three years 
ago the Nature Climate Change journal 
published an extensive study outlining 
how more than half of common plant 
species and a third of animal species are 
likely to see their living space halved 
within seven decades on current CO2 
emission trends. The study also warned 
that Earth is on track for at least a 4°C 
hike by 2100 - something that has 
calamitous implications. Experiments 
conducted at the International Rice 
Institute led scientists to conclude that 
with each 1°C increase in temperature, 
rice, wheat and corn yields could drop 
by 10%. Work it out for yourself.

Oddly, the Democratic Party’s 
manifesto (or platform) approved in 
Philadelphia seems to think you can 
solve or alleviate climate change 
by expanding roads and airports - it 
boasts about “record sales” in the 
car industry and promises to cut “red 
tape”, which normally is a euphemism 
deployed by corporate lobbyists to 
mean public safety, workers’ rights, 
environmental protection, etc.4 But if 
you are serious about tackling pollution 
and global warming, and creating a 
genuinely human society, the world 
needs far fewer cars, planes, ships, 
roads, airports, factories and so on.

Self-destruction
As this paper has argued many times, 
capitalism is a system unfit to cope with 
the ecological crisis that is so obviously 
convulsing the planet. Given its very 
nature, predicated on production for 
production’s sake - not on the basis of 
satisfying rational human need - it is 
constantly throwing more fuel on the fire.

Contrary to a relatively widespread 
‘common sense’ view, capitalism is 
not the result of countless individual 
actions taken by ‘bad’ or ‘greedy’ 
people - though, of course, many of them 
are corrupt and fantastically greedy. I’m 
looking at you, Sir Philip Green. Rather, 
it is a form of human relation based 
on the uncontrolled self-expansion of 
exchange-value, and this inner dynamic

 imposes itself on its personifications 
- ie, the capitalists, who ultimately 
are just as much slaves to capital as 
we in the working class. Accumulate, 
accumulate: that is the real alpha and 
omega of capitalism. Marx and Engels 
wrote in the Communist manifesto that 
the need to constantly expand “chases 
the bourgeoisie over the entire surface 
of the globe” - a frenzied need that 
sends it drilling a mile down in the 
Gulf of Mexico, when that very same 
substance is virtually oozing out of the 
ground in countries like Saudi Arabia. 
But a profit can be made, so damn the 
consequences whether environmental 
or human. Irrationality reigns.

Yes ,  obv ious ly,  o the r  pas t 
socio-economic systems damaged 
various aspects of the environment - 
deforestation under the Romans, Han 
dynasty rice production that caused air 
pollution, Greek metal production ...5 
But, crucially, capitalism does it on a 
more vast and terrifying scale. Left to 
itself, capitalism will ‘industrialise’ to 
the point of self-destruction, making the 
air unbreathable and the rivers dead with 

toxic sludge. On the other hand, it will 
effectively leave underdeveloped whole 
areas of the globe, where it calculates no 
profit can reasonably be made.

Contrary to another popular myth, 
Marxism is ecological to its very core 
- in that sense, Karl Marx was the very 
first ‘eco-warrior’. Why? Karl Marx 
fought to overcome the “metabolic rift” 
between humanity and nature, between 
town and country, which itself was a 
reflection - and product - of capitalist 
class rule over the workers, of dead 
labour over living labour. We in the 
CPGB firmly believe that any Marxist 
who is not an environmentalist, not 
fighting for a genuinely sustainable 
planet, is not a Marxist at all. In 
that intransigent spirit, we severely 
criticise those on the left who peddle 
the notion that some form of left, green 
Keynesianism is the solution - ‘green’ 
jobs, ‘green’ growth, etc. A thousand 
times no - it is still capitalism based on 
growth for the sake of growth; on the 
absolute primacy of the profit motive.

Due to this inner logic - from which 
its wretched personifications can 
never escape - capitalism can never 
preserve the environment in the long 
term, or even the short-to-medium 
term. It is a system pre-programmed 
to inflict ecological degradation. No 
matter how incredible the scientific 
advances under capitalism, whatever 
marvellous ‘green’ technology it might 
develop and deploy, we will still see the 
same monstrous waste of resources. 
The same assault on planet Earth 
and despoliation of nature. Indeed, 
paradoxically, technological innovation 
- ‘green’ or otherwise - under capitalism 
can actually lead to an increase in 
pollution and general environmental 
destruction (‘Jevons paradox’).

Fo r  example ,  a s  a  gene ra l 
tendency, car engines are becoming 
progressively more efficient - leaving 
aside for now the Emissions Analytics 
discoveries. In that narrow sense, the 
triumphant propaganda produced by 
BP and co is true - capitalism can 
respond to environmental concerns 
in a certain way. But this response 
is very contradictory. Because of 
capital’s constant need for expansion 
- production for production’s sake - it 
has to sell us more and more cars, thus 
the energy-saving efficiency gains that 
result from technology innovation are 
negated and thrown into destructive 
reverse. Bluntly put, 300 million 
‘green’ cars - electric or otherwise - 
cause more environmental damage than 
30 million gas-guzzlers, and they burn 
away more of our planet’s precious and 
ultimately finite natural oil reserves. In 
other words, technological progress 
may increase the efficiency with which 
a resource is used (reducing the amount 
necessary for any one use), but the rate 
of consumption of that resource rises 
because of increasing demand.

We must fight for the sustainable 
use of nature’s resources because it 
is necessary for our common human 
survival. The struggle to protect the 
environment and the struggle for human 
emancipation (communism) are one 
and the same l

eddie.ford@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1. www.theguardian.com/world/2016/sep/05/
ghost-town-how-china-emptied-hangzhou-to-
guarantee-perfect-g20.
2. www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-36951542.
3. www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/
aug/03/climate-crisis-media-relegates-greatest-
challenge-hurtle-us-collapse-planet.
4. www.democrats.org/party-platform.
5. www.smithsonianmag.com/history/air-
pollution-has-been-a-problem-since-the-days-of-
ancient-rome-3950678/?no-ist.
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AGGREGATE

An army for socialism
William Sarsfield reports on the latest aggregate of CPGB and LPM members

While attendance at the 
September 4 aggregate was 
a little thin on the ground, the 

general consensus at the end of the day 
was that it had been a useful meeting 
- particularly the main item on the 
Labour Party, introduced by comrade 
Jack Conrad. In the lead-up to the 
meeting, two comrades had contrib-
uted a discussion piece to this section 
of the agenda, addressing issues 
around the impact of Labour Party 
Marxists and possible organisational 
initiatives that could be undertaken 
amongst the Labour left. 

Comrade Conrad took up this 
contribution at the end of his opening, 
but he began with more general 
observations, stating that “there is 
a lot to say on the Labour Party, but 
also very little at the same time”. This 
was because until we know the result 
of the Labour leadership contest on 
September 24 we are working to a 
political template that will soon be 
very out-of-date. So he began with 
what he anticipated would be a pretty 
uncontroversial observation in the 
room: “barring divine intervention”, 
he ventured, Corbyn seemed on course 
for another convincing victory. Even 
some of the mainstream press are now 
predicting a “crushing landslide” for 
the incumbent leader, conceding defeat 
in advance for their unrelenting smear 
campaigns against him and the left 
of the party. This is also despite the 
fact that the rightwing fifth column 
has pulled out all the stops to rig the 
leadership election.

Thousands of members have been 
suspended or purged from the party. 
Who knows how many? Perhaps not 
even the purgers themselves, who 
appear unconcerned by trifles like 
evidence, due process or perhaps 
logging numbers. In an echo of the 
casual irrationality of a purge from 
another time, today’s mini-Berias 
have levelled some truly perverse 
charges against some comrades. The 
rickety charges of “anti-Semitism” 
being thrown around are bad enough, 
comrade Conrad noted, but now an 
effusive Twitter appreciation of the 
merits of that post-grunge combo, 
the Foo Fighters, has been deemed 
‘offensive’ and reason for the suspension 
of a Labour member.1 Registered 
supporters were hit with a spike in 
fees before being allowed a vote - and 
a miserly 48-hour period in which to 
register. Over 100,000 members were 
disenfranchised, when a January 12 
cut-off date for joining the party was 
imposed, after which new members 
would not get a vote.

There was an irony in this, the 
comrade noted. A ‘probationary’ period 
before new recruits were allowed 
to vote in internal Labour elections 
was something that was lost when a 
raft of proposals from the right of the 
party (contained in the report of Lord 
Ray Collins2) was passed in 2014. 
These - alongside measures designed to 
weaken the influence of the trade union 
movement and (ironically) strengthen 
the grip of the Parliamentary Labour 
Party - introduced the new category 
of ‘registered supporter’, with the 
right to vote in leadership and deputy 
leadership elections.

So this was an innovation which - 
coupled with the happy accident of the 
‘moronic’ largesse of some Labour MPs 
who ‘lent’ their votes to Corbyn - was 
actually an initiative of the right, a 
move they believed would consolidate 
its grip. Labour Party Marxists, along 
with correspondents in the Weekly 
Worker, had actually opposed this 
whole ‘registered supporter’ concept 
at the time, comrade Conrad reminded 

his audience: it was clearly an attempt 
to swamp the Labour left and trade 
unions with unorganised individuals 
who would be “completely open to 
manipulation” by the bourgeois press.

Of course, our opposition to the 
original organisational innovation 
notwithstanding, we say that people 
who have joined with the promise of 
a vote should now be allowed a vote. 
However, comrade Conrad underlined 
that the bigger point illustrated by this 
rather sordid tale of the inept intrigues of 
the Labour rightwingers and their media 
puppet-masters is the out-of-touch 
nature of the elite. Initiatives such as the 
‘registered supporter’ wheeze produce 
the exact opposite of what is intended, 
introducing enormous volatility.

The right looks totally clueless, the 
comrade noted. Some - illustrating 
their essential nature as freebooting 
careerists - are trying to scurry back 
into line, “shitting themselves” at the 
prospect of having to face a vengeful 
membership, come the reselection 
that will be occasioned by the national 
boundary changes in 2018. However, 
we should not discount the possibility 
of the ‘nuclear option’ by the PLP, the 
comrade warned - a breakaway and 
successful legal challenge that sees 
the right attempt to claim ownership of 
the whole kit ’n’ caboodle: the party’s 
offices, its financial assets and the 
designation of official opposition in 
parliament (with the financial benefits 
that would entail), etc. However, this 
would surely be a suicidal swoop and 
end in electoral wipe-out for most of 
them.

Obstacles
Careerists always require a ‘plan B’ 
and comrade Conrad confessed that 
he could not see a viable one. Which 
is intensely pleasing, of course … So 
deselection still looms for many of them 
and - while that act of retribution for 
the treachery of these people will be 
agreeable - comrade Conrad warned 
that major obstacles still remained to the 
left asserting itself properly in the party.

He noted first that despite the huge 
influx of Corbyn supporters into the 
party, the right maintains its hold over 
the organisation’s structures at a local as 
well as national level. Owen Smith has 
support amongst the old membership, 
and so the bulk of Constituency Labour 
Parties around the country remain in 
the hands of anti-Corbyn types - eg, 
councillors and others with years of 
experience in the party. From this 
position, they can attempt to strangle 
the life out of the new forces that are 
joining - with the active connivance 
of the Labour machine. They have the 

big advantage over the younger, rawer 
comrades of knowing the party rule 
book back to front - and how it can be 
used and abused to suffocate meetings 
in dull procedure, stifle initiative from 
below, rule critical motions out of 
order, etc.

Second, they are aided in this seedy 
enterprise by the nature of Corbyn 
supporters themselves - whatever their 
merits, they are also “naive, eclectic, 
easily tipped off balance”, the speaker 
noted. Earnest, committed and “our 
sort of people” though they may be, the 
comrade bluntly stated that their calibre 
simply was not of the same order as 
“the tempered cadre of the 1920s”, 
for example. In the later discussion 
other comrades agreed that this was a 
massive political weakness, favourably 
contrasting the left’s cultural levels 
and ‘hardness’ even of the 1980s to 
today’s situation. The huge defeats of 
the movement in the 20th century had 
produced “a degradation of cadre”, as 
one guest at the aggregate put it.

Third, there is the feeble nature of 
the group that has shouldered the task 
of moulding this human raw material 
into a fighting force, Momentum. Its 
website tries to lay out a stall as an 
organisation founded to “build on the 
energy and enthusiasm from the Jeremy 
Corbyn for Labour Leader campaign 
to increase participatory democracy, 
solidarity, and grassroots power and 
help Labour become the transformative 
governing party of the 21st century”.3 
In truth, comrade Conrad bluntly stated, 
it has so far “totally failed” this test. A 
depressingly familiar example of this 
is the way the organisation’s first major 
public gathering seems to be shaping 
up. The World Transformed event has 
the taste of something styled to flatter 
the movementist, “pre-Corbyn idiocy” 
of the left.4

Lastly, we have the unfortunate 
problem that ‘shit sticks’. Amongst 
wide layers of the public, it has become 
almost axiomatic that the Labour Party 
is jam-packed with anti-Semites, 
racists and sexist online bullies. The 
establishment - via its mass-media 
outlets - has made this calumny 
common sense for masses of people.

In these fraught circumstances for 
Labour, a canny politician like Theresa 
May must be tempted by an early 
general election, comrade Conrad 
thought (a conviction that comrades 
challenged in the following discussion). 
A wipe-out of 1930s-plus proportions 
would beckon for Labour, he thought 
- with or without a split. Even if that 
scenario does not unfold, the comrade 
branded optimistic talk of Labour’s 
governmental prospects in 2020 as 

“totally wrongheaded”, having the effect 
of dragging leftwingers to the right. 
Witness how the urgent concern to corral 
the “centre ground” for Labour (a piece 
of “Blairite, triangulation bullshit”, the 
speaker gently suggested) has propelled 
ex-Trots like Paul Mason to the right at 
a dizzy pace. Ditto Owen Jones. And, 
more importantly, ditto Corbyn and 
McDonnell, of course - witness the 
backtracking on Ireland, the concessions 
to the ‘anti-Semitism’ provocations, 
Trident, etc. The pressure on them comes 
from the right, not the left.

Huge changes on the left are 
actually required - the question of 
who forms the next government is 
entirely secondary. Given the scale of 
these absolutely indispensable tasks 
- plus the fact that, as the Financial 
Times reports and the Virgin Trains 
‘jam-packed’ fiasco illustrates - big 
business now has no compunction at 
all about opening up on Labour - it 
has discounted the possibility of the 
party forming a government in the 
foreseeable future. Comrade Conrad 
(who is no octogenarian) reckoned 
he could well not see another Labour 
government in his lifetime.

Our main emphasis must be on the 
wholesale reformation of the Labour 
Party from bottom to top. To put into 
practice Keir Hardie’s ‘Kautskyite’ 
maxim that Labour must be about 
building an “army for socialism”, rather 
than a narrowly parliamentary party. 
Intrinsic to this is transforming the left 
and the re-education of new generations 
of working class politicians, layers that 
will form the raw material not simply 
for a Labour Party that is a united front 
of the working class, but also for a 
reforged Communist Party itself - our 
key project.

Lastly, the comrade turned to the 
discussion document submitted by 
two comrades active in Momentum 
and Labour.

Comrade Conrad opined that to 
launch anything like a ‘Democracy 
Platform’ for Momentum now would  
be “disastrously premature” (this was 
discussed in the document in general 
terms, but with no launch date floated). 
It is essential to get the lie of the land in 
the aftermath of the Labour conference 
in Liverpool, the speaker emphasised. 
Momentum’s already obvious inertia 
could prevail and the organisation might 
simply disappear. On the other hand, such 
an initiative “could be worthwhile” - it 
was impossible to say at this stage. We 
will have to wait “for the dust to settle”.

The comrade restated the view of 
the leadership of the CPGB, that any 
suggestion of launching LPM as a wider 
organisation would also be premature. 
There has been a “trickle” of interest in 
the campaign thus far, so, while it was not 
necessary to “wait for a flood”, simply 
rebranding the existing small forces 
around the project would be playing 
with imaginary soldiers. More than that, 
it would be to waste the opportunity to 
make a more dramatic impact when we 
do deploy more forces.

Also, there would be no question 
of getting from A to B by watering 
down the basic principles of LPM. 
We would defend these as the basis for 
unity for any new, ‘wider’ organisation 
- even if we had the requirement to 
“accept” them, rather than agree. 
“We are fighting for our politics,” the 
comrade underscored. “Therefore 
talk of ‘broad platform’ or ‘broad 
front’-type organisations is something 
we are utterly opposed to.”

Debate
In the discussion that followed, 
comrades implicitly recognised it 
was hard to talk in detailed form 

about the post-conference situation 
in Labour - the contributions tended 
to focus on what was concretely on 
the table in front of them in the form 
of the discussion document. The two 
authors of the document emphasised 
that it was prompted by two concerns:
l The lack of visibility of the LPM as 
currently constituted, not an appetite for 
a broad, ‘popular’ front-style lash-up 
with others at the expense of principles.
l The desire to engage with others 
on the left we encounter to radically 
overhaul Momentum, transforming it 
into a useful vehicle for the fight within 
Labour. Having democratic structure 
in this organisation is a key element 
of this; hence the tentative discussion 
of a ‘Democracy Platform’ in the 
document and - as the two authors 
agreed with Jack Conrad - there was 
no question at all of some hurried 
launch of a broader campaign.

In the view of this writer, the 
discussion around the questions and 
criticisms raised by this initiative 
were extremely useful in clarifying 
issues and a considerable degree of 
agreement actually emerged. All sides 
emphasised that the real strength of 
LPM is not its qualities as a ‘news 
hub’ for people to catch up on detailed 
developments in the internal civil war: 
it is the strategic vision it brings to the 
table, the historical view of what the 
Labour Party started as, why it changed 
for the worse and the type of politics 
it needs to be useful to the working 
class again. We are “in the propaganda 
stage” of our development, comrade 
Conrad emphasised in a discussion 
contribution, “not agitation”.5 Plus, all 
LPM material has to be (a) produced 
despite a paucity of writers and (b) it 
must go through an editorial process to 
ensure it was informed and politically 
accurate commentary.

A comrade reminded the meeting 
that one of our previous publications, 
The Leninist, was a paper that did 
combine propaganda with agitational 
material, although the point was 
accepted that the main task of both the 
LPM bulletin and this earlier paper was 
strategic, propagandist intervention. 
At the end of the discussion, some 
practical suggestions were adopted 
which should facilitate more material 
- suitably edited - finding its way on to 
the LPM web site.

The last aggregate item was an 
assessment of this year’s Communist 
University, our annual school. Some 
practical gripes and suggestions were 
reiterated from the assessment session 
at the end of the school itself,6 but I 
felt the most important new point 
raised was the lack of fringe meetings 
at this year’s event. Despite their 
sometimes patchy quality, a number 
of speakers emphasised their political 
and cultural importance to us: they 
show in a modest way that we really 
do intend to make this an annual 
‘festival of ideas’ for the left. The 
absence of a fringe at this year’s event 
was a weakness we must address for 
2017 l

Notes
1. See www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/labour-
membership-appeal-leadership-election-
compliance-unit_
uk_57c54b46e4b094071b4c8d8e.
2. See Weekly Worker February 20 2014.
3. www.peoplesmomentum.com.
4. September 24-27, Liverpool - 
theworldtransformed.org.
5. At this stage in the meeting, the comrade 
cited the classic definition of these terms from 
Plekhanov: “A propagandist presents many 
ideas to one or a few persons; an agitator 
presents only one or a few ideas, but he presents 
them to the mass of people” (Quoted in VI 
Lenin CW Vol 5, Moscow 1977, p409).
6. See ‘Serious and open debate’ Weekly Worker 
August 25 2016.
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Make it mandatory
David Osland How to select or reselect your MP Spokesman Books, 2016, pp16, £4

In these times of great political 
fluidity and civil war in the Labour 
Party, a publication on how to 

deselect a sitting MP is, of course, 
highly pertinent. Jeremy Corbyn 
and his allies might have instructed 
Momentum branches to keep silent 
about the issue in order to continue on 
their misguided path of ‘party unity’. 
But for those who genuinely seek a 
positive transformation of Labour this 
is a vital issue.

Socialist Worker  warns that 
“deselection is a long-winded process. 
It can easily consume the whole of an 
activist’s efforts and push aside a focus 
on battles outside the party”.1 But, 
of course, in the real world, amongst 
Labour Party members up and down 
the country, the issue is very much being 
discussed, albeit perhaps not (yet) within 
the official Labour Party structures.

Unfortunately, comrade Osland’s 
offering disappoints. With 16 pages (or 
10 and a half pages, if you discount the 
blurb at the front), it is a surprisingly 
slim and quick read. ‘Surprisingly’ 
for many reasons, not least the price: 
£4 - or 40p per page. Surprisingly 
also, because the author works, as I 
understand it, as a journalist, yet the 
pamphlet is quite lazily put together 
(I recognised whole unreferenced 
chunks from Wikipedia and other 
sources) and contains little more than 
the actual rules, which can easily be 
looked up online.

And, where the author does go 
beyond the rules, you wish he hadn’t, 
as he is surprisingly conservative in 
his political outlook. You would have 
thought that somebody publishing 
a pamphlet on this issue at this 
crucial moment in time would take 
a clear side in the civil war raging 
in the party. But, although Osland 
describes himself as “a strong - not 
uncritical - supporter of the current 
leadership”, he is keen to stress that 
the pamphlet is for everybody: “The 
playing field is absolutely level for 
unreconstructed Blairites, soft lefties 
and rampant Corbynistas alike. All 
strands of Labour’s broad church 
will hopefully find these guidelines 
of use” (p4).

On which planet is there a “level 
playing field” between Corbyn and his 
supporters and the combined might of 
the pro-Blairite Parliamentary Labour 
Party, the party bureaucracy and the 
bourgeois media? The fact that the 
current rules are stacked against any 
challengers is pretty obvious too. It is, 
to say the least, rather difficult to get 
rid of a sitting MP.

Before dealing with the current 
rules, Osland gives a rather patronising 
lecture on what he calls “the obligatory 
health warning”. Selecting a new 
candidate “shouldn’t be taken lightly” 
and he instructs his readers “to think 
long and hard about the political 
consequences”. Because, you see - 
and this is my favourite part 
of the pamphlet - “It is by 
all means within a 
CLP’s gift to 

take into account an MP’s political 
leanings when making its choice, but 
they should never be the sole criteria.”

Well, yes, we need also to take into 
account whether the MP is competent, 
obviously. But surely their “political 
leanings” are what really matters? 
For example, their political history 
and whether, say, they have supported 
workers’ struggles in the past. Were 
they an active member of their union? 
But not according to Osland.

I wrote a big “OMG!” next to this 
paragraph:

“For  a  s ta r t ,  Labour  does 
need to increase the Westminster 
representation of women, black 
and minority ethnic groups, and the 
LGBT+ community. Then there is 
popularity. Some MPs do have a 
sizable ‘personal vote’. Opting for 
an unknown, instead, might hurt 
Labour’s prospects to such a degree 
that the seat is lost to another party” 
(p5).

Oh no, we don’t want a candidate 
with principled socialist politics, 
if some rightwinger might be more 
popular with the local media, the local 
petty bourgeoisie or just because, well, 
they’ve always been there. Unless of 
course, the candidate is a woman or 
black or maybe both. Then it doesn’t 
matter if they’re a socialist. For 
comrade Osland politics do 
not really matter, it seems: 
it is all about what you 
are, rather than what 
you fight for. Identity 
politics, but on a 
really low level.

Later on, he 
makes his view 
e v e n  m o r e 
explicit: “The 
top priority 
for the labour 
movement 
right now is 
to secure the 
election of 
more Labour 
MPs at  the 
next general 
election. We 
have to avoid 
infighting 
where it can at 
all be avoided. 
If, and only if, 
you and many 
others in your CLP 
are certain that a 
change of candidate 
will help bring that 
about, read on” (p9).

H e  s t e p s  i n t o 
the same trap as 
m a n y  f o r m e r 
self-declared 
Marxists who 

previously hailed the so-called 
“parties of recomposition” (or 
decomposition, as we called them) 
like Italy’s Rifondazione Comunista or 
the German Die Linke as the answer. 
From dismissing the Labour Party as 
a purely bourgeois party, they jumped 
onto the popular bandwagon, did 
180-degree political turns and have 
often ended up amongst the most 
uncritical of Labour activists.

For such comrades, winning 
elections is everything. But they are 
wrong for a number of reasons. Firstly, 
they fail to confront the political 
reality of the civil war raging in the 
party - for them there is no need to 
take on the plotters and rightwingers. 
They almost seem to believe that once 
Corbyn the Messiah is re-elected, he 
will sort things out for everybody, 
like a benevolent, all-powerful king 
(Have you been to any Corbyn rallies 
recently? It is quite scary how he is 
treated as some kind of superhero).

We have, however, seen that since 
his first election last year nothing 
much has actually changed. Corbyn 
has shied away from taking on the 
right in an open and principled manner. 
Even if he had tried to deal with 

the bureaucratic 

machinery and structure of the Labour 
Party, he would not have been able 
to get very far. This is where the 
pro-Corbyn membership comes in. 
Rather than “avoid infighting” they 
must organise to fight and get rid of the 
pro-capitalist right at every level. It is 
illusionary - if not outright stupid - to 
expect a Labour election victory under 
current conditions, where the PLP is 
lobbying and briefing against the party 
leader in the wide-open and eager 
channels of the bourgeois media. That 
remains the case whether or not the 
left actually puts up a fight.

At all costs?
But let us just assume for argument’s 
sake that Labour Party members follow 
comrade Osland’s and Momentum’s 
advice and go all out to canvass for 
rightwing, back-stabbing MPs because 
they have a better chance of winning 
the seat than a principled socialist. 
And let us further assume that they 
are successful and the Labour Party 
wins the next general election. Jeremy 
Corbyn, now prime minister, presides 
over a PLP that… what, suddenly 
agrees with him that Trident should 
be decommissioned, the railways 
nationalised and tuition fees and the 
House of Lords abolished?

Come off it. He would be a prime 
minister almost bereft of power, 

as the right inside and outside 
parliament would continue 

to organise against him, 
with the active help of 

big business and the 
entire capitalist class. 
I would recommend 
to everybody a quick 
reread of  Chris 
Mullin’s highly 
entertaining novel 
A very British 

coup for the kind of things he could 
expect - and then some.

Communists do not oppose the 
formation of a leftwing Labour 
government. But forming such a 
government without having built a 
genuinely powerful movement for 
socialism and working class power 
merely opens the way for the next, 
rightwing, government.

There are many things that can be 
done without holding governmental 
office. I am not just talking about 
demonstrations, strikes, etc, but also 
building up our organisation on the 
ground and arguing for our politics. 
In fact, these tasks are necessary 
for any election victory that does 
not depend on the support of the 
advertising-funded media. However, 
as a principled opposition party 
you can often achieve more than in 
government. You can, for example, 
campaign to successfully oppose 
government cuts without having to 
work out how to ‘balance the books’ 
yourself - leave it to the bourgeoisie 
to try and manage their own decaying 
system. Otherwise, you are bound to 
end up betraying your working class 
constituency (witness the parties of 
recomposition our author once liked 
so much - they have been severely 
punished for their attempts to impose 
cutbacks when in office).

Keir  Hardie  to ld  the  1910 
conference of the Independent Labour 
Party that ILP members should be in 
the House of Commons “not to keep 
governments in office or to turn them 
out, but to organise the working class 
into a great, independent political 
power to fight for the coming of 
socialism”.2

Organising Labour Party members 
to fight for the party to become 
a useful tool in the struggle for 
socialism is a crucial part of what 
Hardie describes above. Let us look 
then at Osland’s ideas on how to 
transform the organisation when it 
comes to selecting MPs.

He says he “favours a return 
to mandatory reselection” and “is 
delighted” that at its conference in July 
Unite voted to “support mandatory 
reselection of Labour MPs in each 
parliament” (full motion below). 
“That makes for a real possibility 
that this issue will move up the left’s 
agenda and could even be in place in 
the next year or two”, writes comrade 
Osland.

But  “ that’s  for  the  future . 
Mandatory reselection is not the stated 
position of Momentum, the Campaign 
for Labour Party Democracy, the 
Labour Representation Committee or 
Team Corbyn itself. I am not going to 
be making the case for it here” (p5). 
Well, without anybody fighting for it 
(openly), how on earth is it going to 
be “in place in the next year or two”?

In an interview on the Daily politics 
show he further explained that he 

was “not advocating” the 
deselection of MPs, 

but there “may 
be instances 

where an 
MP beats 

David Osland
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his wife and it’s possible this CLP may 
not favour his return, where Labour 
MPs cross picket lines or repeatedly 
say they are thinking of resigning the 
Labour whip”.3 What about somebody 
who supports coup attempts against a 
democratically elected leader; briefs 
against and attacks him in the media, 
clearly against the wishes of the 
majority of the membership; supports 
the current purges of thousands of 
members simply because they may be 
Corbyn supporters? That kind of MP 
is in our view a pretty good target for 
deselection.

By not openly fighting the right, 
we are also bound to create deep 
disillusionment amongst Labour Party 
members and waste all the energy that 
the new and newly inspired Labour 
Party members are bringing to the 
party. There is a real danger that 
many will not return to their branch 
and CLP meetings if they cannot see 
the ‘Corbyn effect’ trickling down to 
those meetings. We have a real chance 
of transforming the Labour Party, but 
the Labour left needs to inspire the 
membership to actively fight for the 
necessary changes.

Boundary changes
Maybe comrade Osland was thinking 
about Jeremy Corbyn’s speech at the 
launch of his leadership campaign on 
July 21, when he seemed to hint that 
because of the forthcoming changes to 
parliamentary boundaries (the review is 
published next week) he might try and 
sneak in mandatory reselection through 
the back door.

It has been widely reported that up 
to 30 ‘safe’ Labour constituencies could 
be abolished altogether and overall 
“200 Labour seats - more than 85% of 
the party’s total - could be affected” 
by the review.4 Corbyn promised 
during that speech: “There will be a 
full and open selection process for 
every Labour constituency party”5 and 
added that, while Labour Party MPs 
would “have an opportunity to put their 
name forward”, it “would be up to local 
members to then decide”.6

Even assuming Corbyn meant what 
he said, this clearly would not have 
gone far enough, as it would only affect 
one general election. What about the 
one after that? Did he think that the 
Parliamentary Labour Party at that 
stage might be leftwing enough to allow 
the party to revert to the old rules that 
allow MPs pretty much a job for life?

In any case, a spokesperson for Corbyn 
quickly put a damper on this, when he 
told the Huffington Post that “Corbyn 
had simply been restating current party 
rules”. Apparently, according to the 
spokesperson, “Jeremy does not support 
mandatory reselection of MPs.” Those 
constituencies not heavily affected by 
boundary changes “will go through the 
normal trigger ballot process”, he said. 
“There will be a selection process where 
constituencies have been abolished, 
but 40% of that [new] constituency is 
claimed by two different MPs”.7 So, in 
a worst-case scenario, we might simply 
see two sitting MPs battling it out against 
each other.

It is unclear if other candidates 
would be allowed to join the shortlist - it 
all depends on the selection rules that 
the national executive agrees. Despite 
the Grassroots Alliance’s success in 
the NEC elections, they occupy only 
six out of 33 seats - and include within 
their ranks such dodgy ‘leftwingers’ 
as Ann Black, who proudly voted for 
the disenfranchisement of 130,000 
new members.8 It is far from certain 
that the new NEC, to be announced 
at the September 24-28 Labour Party 
conference, will have a clear leftwing 
majority. Dennis Skinner, for example, 
has resigned as PLP representative on 
the committee and will be replaced 
by rightwinger George Howarth.9 
We clearly cannot rely on the official 
structures to sort things out.

Basic democracy
In our view, mandatory reselection is 

a question of basic democracy. Labour 
Party councillors have to reapply for the 
job, and quite right too. It makes them - in 
theory - more accountable and more likely 
to act in the interest of those who select 
them. Or not select them, as it were. 
True, so far the change of membership 
has not resulted in the selection of more 
leftwing council candidates, but, unless 
Corbyn is booted out within the next 12 
months or so, we should see a change 
in the political make-up of Labour 
councillors before long.

In the meantime, we can sit back 
and hope that Corbyn changes his 
view on the need to allow local party 
members to select their MP as a 
principle - or we can call on all party 
members to openly fight for this crucial 
democratic demand. We know which 
of these alternatives has more chance 
of developing and equipping members 
with the tools necessary to change 
society.

In this context, it is very encouraging 
to take a closer look at the recent 
YouGov poll on the leadership election, 
which famously put Corbyn at 62% 
and Owen Smith at 38%.10 The more 
interesting question is on page 6 of that 
report, which asks Labour members 
how MPs should be selected:

Answer A: “So long as an MP has 
done a reasonable job, they should be 
entitled to stand again for their political 
party at the following general election 
and defend their seat - only if an MP fails 
badly or is very unpopular with members 
should there be a full reselection.”

Answer B: “MPs should face a 
full reselection before every general 
election - local party members should 
have an opportunity to decide if 
they want to keep the sitting MP as 
their candidate or pick an alternative 
candidate.”

Answer A was presumably designed 
to sum up the current rules. It implies 
that an MP who “fails badly or is very 
unpopular with members” can easily be 
got rid of. This is far from the case. A 
much more honest formulation of the 
second part would have been: ‘only if 
a majority of affiliated Labour Party 
branches and affiliated unions and 
organisations cast their vote against an 
MP who fails badly or is very unpopular 
in a highly disproportional trigger ballot 
should there be full reselection’.

Does not sound quite as democratic, 
does it? In reality, both answers actually 
make a case for a change to the current 
rules.

It is quite incredible that despite 
the leading questions, 45% of full 
members supported the much more 
radical answer B, with 46% going for 
the perfectly democratic-sounding 
answer A. Amongst new members who 
joined since May, as can be expected, a 
majority support mandatory reselection 
(52% vs 36%), while amongst older 
members the reverse is the case (61% 
in favour of A, 31% in favour of B).

So, just like every other issue, the 
question on how to select an MP is 
highly contested in the Labour Party. 
Clearly, the left should be taking a lead 
on this question, not trailing behind the 
democratic aspirations of the ‘normal’ 
members.

But comrade Osland is supporting the 
Campaign for Labour Party Democracy’s 
extremely tame amendment to 
conference, which wants to “democratise 
the trigger ballot” (see box below). It 
merely wants to allow party branches 
and affiliated organisations to “interview 
candidates” and “make nominations” to 
the list of candidates in a full selection 
process. But this list will only be drawn 
up if the sitting MP actually loses the 
trigger ballot - see below. Which is very 
rare indeed.

Brief history
This motion is particularly disappointing, 
when one considers the role the CLPD 
has played in pushing through mandatory 
reselection in the past. The relevant rules 
have gone through various changes in 
the last 40 years, clearly reflecting the 
struggle between the left and the right 

within the Labour Party.
This is where comrade Osland 

ac tua l ly  produces  someth ing 
worthwhile and it is those two and 
a half pages right at the end of the 
pamphlet that stop me from describing 
it as a waste of money (did I mention 
that we are being charged 40p per 
page?).

Osland describes how the CLPD, 
founded in 1973, made the fight for 
mandatory reselection a key plank of 
its programme. After a few tortuous 
years of having its motion voted 
down, ruled out of order or hollowed 
out by the NEC, and so on, mandatory 
reselection finally made it into the 
party rulebook in 1980. According to 
the new rule, all MPs were “subject 
to the reselection process once in 
the life of every parliament”. That 
crucial vote was to be taken not by 
the whole membership (as is the case 
today), but by the general management 
committee of each CLP. GMCs are 
the forerunners of today’s general 
committee (GC) and were comprised 
of delegates from ward level branches 
and affiliated unions, socialist societies 
and the Cooperative Party.

After Neil Kinnock replaced 
Michael Foot as leader of the party 
in 1993, he “in effect built his entire 
internal strategy on rolling back 
Bennism, not least in the field of 
parliamentary selections”, says 
Osland. Kinnock first proposed a 
change of the rules in 1984, lost by 
900,000 conference votes, then had 
to wait three years before he could 
present another proposal. This is 
how the electoral college model was 
introduced in 1989: GMCs retained 
the right to nominate and shortlist 
candidates, but at the voting stage 
members “got at least 60% of the say, 
on a ‘one member, one vote’ (Omov) 
basis”, says Osland. This was clearly 
designed to curb the power of the 
unions.

In 1990 then, the ‘trigger ballot’ 
mechanism was introduced, which 
“was promoted by the right at the 
time as still effectively mandatory 
reselection by any other name. 
Ironically, that’s exactly the opposite 
of how their political successors 
describe it today, of course.”

Initially, a sitting MP had to receive 
the support of two thirds of the total 
number of party branches and affiliates 
to avoid a full selection process. Under 
Tony Blair, this was reduced to the 50% 
required today. John Smith abolished 
the electoral college in favour of Omov, 
which was another way to reduce the 
influence of the unions.

It is a shame that Osland does 
not expand on this or other issues 
further. For example, it would have 
been worthwhile to look at the brief 
period when the Labour Party actually 
operated mandatory reselection, 
between 1980 and 1990. How often did 
a sitting MP lose his seat? How many 
leftwingers got through? What role did 
Militant play? How can the fight for 
mandatory reselection become part of 
the fight to change the whole Labour 
Party into a united front of all working 
class organisations?

Sadly, this pamphlet does not deal 
with any of these issues l

Carla Roberts
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CLPD amendment: 
Democratising the 
trigger ballot
The Labour Party rule book 2016, chapter 
5 - ‘Selections, rights and responsibilities 
of candidates for elected public office’, 
clause IV: ‘Selection of Westminster 
parliamentary candidates’.
Insert new sub-clause 2 as follows:
“The NEC’s procedural rules and guidelines 
for the selection of candidates for Westminster 
parliament elections shall include provision 
for party branches and branches of affiliated 
organisations to both interview prospective 
candidates and make nominations to the 
long list. The drawing up of the final shortlist 
will give due cognisance to the weight of 
nominations each candidate receives.”

Renumber existing sub-clauses (2) 
onwards to now be sub-clauses (3) 
onwards.

Supporting argument
The selection of parliamentary candidates 
is one of the party’s most important tasks.

Some MPs serve for 40 years and 
it is vital that every effort is made to 
secure the very best candidates. This 
should mean involving all party members 
and affiliated members through their 
branches and seeking to select PPCs that 
are representative of their communities. 
Unfortunately, in recent years, the 
opposite has been happening. Party 
branches nominate from CVs without 
interview, affiliated branches are not 
properly involved at all, and, according 
to the latest NEC survey, as few as 9% 
of current Labour MPs have a manual 
background, whereas 27% are from the 
Westminster village. The party has made a 
commitment to giving members a greater 
role and influence. Nowhere is this more 
important than in the selection of Labour 
parliamentary candidates l

Current rules 
“Basically, unless you’ve really cocked 
up in some egregious and public way, 
locally affiliated trade unions - which 
always have many more branches 
affiliated to the local party than the 
local party itself does - will bail you 
out, sometimes against the will of the 
members.” This description by Blairite 
ex-MP Tom Harris on his website Third 
Avenue (which is an interesting read, 
despite the author’s hatred of Corbyn 
and the left) neatly sums up the problem 
with the current system.11

I will also resist commenting on 
some of the more inane advice given in 
Osland’s pamphlet, such as: “you should 
make sure you are an individual member 
of the Labour Party” before you can start 
the process of deselecting an MP. Erm …

What follows is a brief overview 
that will hopefully illustrate why the 
current mechanism is so undemocratic 
and why the Labour left needs to fight 
for it to change.
Step 1
If the sitting MP wants to stand again, 
the ‘trigger ballot’ process begins. All the 
constituency’s branches and its affiliates 
(trade unions, socialist societies, cooperative 
organisations) have one vote each and 
can choose ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to retaining the 
sitting MP as the only candidate. Each 
branch and affiliate is counted equally, 
irrespective of the number of members.
l Branches will meet in person to vote.
l Affiliates will decide their own process 
for deciding this matter.

This is where the union bureaucracy 
can really bugger things up for the 
left, as they are often affiliated with 
more than one branch and often the 
decision of the vote is made by a 
single, unelected official. Osland 
makes the useful point that people 
should prepare the ground in winning 

over local trade union branches and 
affiliate organisations beforehand, 
“so that pressure can feed up from 
the grassroots through to the national 
level”. Just because the major unions 
are currently backing Corbyn, it does 
not follow that they are our allies when 
it comes to getting rid of this or that 
opportunist Labour careerist (who will 
often have a rather cosy relationship 
with the local trade union bureaucracy).
Step 2
If a simple majority of branches/affiliates 
vote ‘yes’, the sitting MP automatically 
becomes the official candidate. The 
selection process is over.

If a majority of branches/affiliates 
vote ‘no’, then a full selection procedure 
takes place. It does not mean that the 
candidate is deselected.
Step 3
The sitting MP is eligible to stand 
in this selection and is guaranteed a 
space on the shortlist. Other potential 
candidates need to submit their CV to 
the CLP shortlisting committee, who 
shall “draw up a shortlist of interested 
candidates to present to all members 
of the CLP who are eligible to vote”.
Step 4
All eligible individual Labour Party 
members vote in the contest between 
these candidates, on the basis of an 
eliminating ballot (no union or other 
affiliates have a vote at this stage).
Step 5
The successful contender needs to be 
approved by the NEC. “Where successful 
candidates are not members of the national 
recommended panel … there should, 
however, be an endorsement interview 
in each case before a recommendation 
is made to the NEC” (Labour Party 
rulebook 2016, p22). The NEC has 
indeed exercised its power to block a 
CLP’s initial choice of candidate, though 
this does not happen often l

Mandatory 
reselection  
(1980-89)
Step 1:
The general management committee of 
the CLP nominates candidates. The GMC 
consists of delegates from ward level 

branches, affiliated unions and socialist 
societies and the Cooperative Party.
Step 2:
The general management committee 
of the CLP votes on which candidate 
to support.
Step 3: 
The successful contender needs to be 
approved by the NEC l

Motion passed at 
Unite conference
Conference welcomes the election of 
Jeremy Corbyn as Labour Party leader 
as a reflection of the general mood in 
the labour movement against austerity. 
We endorse the union’s support for him.

However, we condemn the attempts 
of rightwing Labour MPs, in concert 
with hostile sections of the media, to 
destabilise and remove Jeremy from 
his democratically elected position 
despite his overwhelming mandate 
from party members, affiliated and 
registered supporters. We believe these 

attacks are designed to return Labour to 
a pro-austerity position.

MPs have not got ‘jobs for life’. 
They represent their constituency, 
but ultimately they are selected by 
and accountable to their Constituency 
Labour Party. To ensure democratic 
accountability and the rights of party 
members to select candidates that reflect 
their views, conference supports the need 
for mandatory reselection of Labour MPs 
in each parliament as essential.

We also call on Unite to support 
moves to bring more democracy into 
policy-making by returning powers to 
the party conference l
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ISRAEL

Richard Burgon is one of the 
strongest supporters of Jeremy 
Corbyn in the Parliamentary 

Labour Party. When Burgon stated, on 
August 8, that Zionism is an “enemy 
of peace”, you might be forgiven for 
thinking that he had informed people 
that the Earth is round or that water is 
wet. It is a statement so obvious that 
it is almost trite.

On any objective view of Israel, 
which has recently bombarded the 
defenceless people of Gaza with 
50 rocket strikes in response to the 
launching of a firecracker, Israel is 
clearly a state that is an enemy of 
peace and whose guiding ideology 
is Zionism. The defenders of Israeli 
settler colonialism point to the reaction 
of the Palestinians as a justification for 
Israel’s violence. That was always the 
way with colonial regimes. In those 
old westerns, it was always the Indians 
who were, for some unknown reason, 
attacking John Wayne and the cowboys. 
We never did see the extermination and 
ethnic-cleansing of America’s Indian 
population in Hollywood films.

It is therefore no surprise that Joan 
Ryan MP, who is chair of Labour 
Friends of Israel - a group whose sole 
mission in life is to defend Israel right 
or wrong and which boasts of its close 
relationship to the racist rednecks of 
the Israeli Labor Party - took offence 
at Burgon’s inoffensive remarks. In an 
open letter1 she whined that Zionism 
was a “Jewish national liberation 
movement”. Out of just four words she 
managed to get three of them wrong. 
Zionism was originally a movement 
of Christian evangelicals, not Jews. 
It was anything but national, as most 
Jews despised them. And quite who 
Ryan thinks Zionism was liberating 
Jews from is a mystery. Possibly the 
laws of logic and rationality. Whether 
it was a movement is also debatable.

Describing Zionism as a “national 
liberation movement” is like saying 
that apartheid in South Africa was a 
liberating force or that Nazism was 
a German liberation movement (of 
course, the Nazis believed they were 
liberating the German people from a 
combination of the Jews, Freemasons, 
Versailles and other threats). It is 
the rationale of the oppressor, who 
finds justification for what they do 
in the opposition of the oppressed. 
It is a characteristic of all settler 
regimes that colonists develop a siege 
mentality, such that they convince 
themselves that they are oppressed by 
those they are subjugating. Israeli Jews 
are no different in this respect from the 
Afrikaners.

Zionism was never a national 
liberation movement because it never 
liberated anyone from anything and 
because the Jews were and are not a 
nation. It was a nationalist, as opposed 
to a national, movement in just the same 
way as the Nazis were a nationalist 
movement.

Zionists are fond of accusing Jewish 
anti-Zionists of being ‘self-haters’, but 
if anyone merits this description it is the 
Zionist movement itself, which adopted 
a cynical and mercenary attitude 
to the rise of Hitler and the Nazis. 
According to his official biographer, 
Shabtai Teveth, after Hitler came to 
power David Ben-Gurion, Israel’s first 
prime minister, declared that it was 
imperative to “turn a disaster … into 
a productive force” and added: “The 
harsher the affliction, the greater the 
strength of Zionism.”2 When Hitler’s 
troops were overrunning Poland in 
September 1939, the major debate in 
Histadrut, the Labour Zionist ‘trade 
union’, was on the role of Jews in the 

war. As Ben-Gurion, the dominant 
personality in pre-state Zionism, noted, 
“For me Zionist considerations take 
precedence over Jewish sentiments.”3

One of the most frequent arguments 
of apologists for Zionism is that it 
is a movement divided into a left 
and right, socialist and capitalist, 
Labor and Likud. Such an attitude 
betrays a profound misunderstanding 
of Zionism. Like all settler colonial 
movements, Zionism has its ‘left’ and 
its ‘right’, but these are distinctions 
without a difference. As Israel’s 
professor Zeev Sternhell has noted, 
“the historical struggle between the 
labour movement and the revisionist 
right was a struggle over the methods of 
implementing national objectives, not 
over the objectives themselves”. Both 
Labor and Herut (revisionist Zionists) 
agreed on the aim of an exclusivist 
Jewish state: their disagreements were 
tactical (eg, their attitude to cooperating 
with British imperialism).4 

To Labor Zionism, class warfare 
was unacceptable, as it “represented 
the materialistic basis of Marxism and 
consequently of social democracy”5. 
In order to colonise Palestine the 
Jewish workers allied with the Zionist 
bourgeoisie, not the Arab workers. Ben 
Gurion “coined the slogan, ‘From class 
to nation’ ... both perspectives saw the 
role of labour as a nationalist role.” 
The Arabs, in other words, became the 
substitute class enemy for the Jewish 
proletariat.6

Ben-Gurion spoke of “the evil 
of mixed labour”, describing the 
employment of Arabs as “class hatred 
of intelligent Jewish labour”.7 He 
criticised joint Arab-Jewish unity in 
the class struggle against Zionism’s 
bourgeois benefactors and the idea that 
the “role of the Jewish worker here is 
to be an instrument of social revolution 
among the Arabs”. The only role of the 
Jewish working class was a social one. 
“Nothing is further from the mind of 
Jewish labour than to engineer disputes, 
with all the material and political loss 
in their train.”8

As the late Noah Lucas, a Zionist 
historian, observed of Poale Zion, the 
‘Marxist’ Zionist party, it “gradually 
came to give priority to the nationalist 
range of goals over the socialist”.9 As 
early as 1906, Ben-Gurion had urged 
the congress of the Palestinian Poale 
Zion in Jaffa to oppose those who 
wished to organise Arab labour instead 
of excluding it.10 By way of contrast, 
he described Moshe Smilansky of the 
Farmers Federation as someone with 
a “Zionist conscience uncorrupted by 
class doctrines”.11 Ben-Gurion also 
praised the Manufacturers Association: 
“Be it said to its credit that it never for 
a moment questioned the policy of 
Jewish labour” - meaning the policy 
of opposing the employment of Arabs 
by Jewish employers.

As I explain to Ryan in my letter, 
Zionists have only recently called 
themselves a national liberation 
movement. Zionism likes to capture 
the zeitgeist. Today colonialism is out 
of fashion. Liberation movements have 
inspired people who have seen the 
people of the colonial countries rise up 
and replace their oppressors, even if in 
most cases they have replaced the faces 
of the colonial oppressor with those of 
their own nationality. 

When Zionism first began no-one 
would have dreamed of describing it as 
a form of national liberation. Zionists 
openly called themselves colonists 
and appealed to the European imperial 
powers on that basis. Next year we will 
‘celebrate’ the 100th anniversary of 
the Balfour declaration, when Arthur 

James Balfour, the Tory prime minister 
who introduced the anti-Semitic 1905 
Aliens Act, promised the land of the 
Palestinians to the Zionist movement 
over the heads of the indigenous 
population and, incidentally, against 
the opposition of the only Jewish 
member of Lloyd George’s war cabinet, 
Sir Edwin Montagu. It was not the 
Jews who loved Zionism: it was anti-
Semitic evangelical Christians like 
Hitler-admirer Lloyd George and Lord 
Shaftesbury.

Expenses scandal
Joan Ryan herself is an unremarkable 
person. A supporter of the rightwing 
Progress faction, she is not renowned 
as a parliamentarian or a speaker. She 
was an MP until 2010, when she was 
defeated in the general election, but 
unfortunately she was re-elected in 2015. 
Her entry in Wikipedia is extremely 
revealing.12 According to the Evening 
Standard of October 26 2007, in 2005-06 
she made the second highest expenses 
claim of any MP, while in 2006-07 she 
managed to achieve first place, with a 
total of £173,691. 

In May 2009 Ryan claimed more 
than £4,500 under the additional costs 
allowance for work on a house she 
had designated as her second home. In 
February 2010 she was asked to repay 
£5,121 mortgage interest, which she had 
wrongfully claimed.13

Not surprisingly Ryan found her 
greed somewhat embarrassing and 
unhelpful when she was trying to get 
back into parliament. The Independent 
reported: “At least 10 attempts have been 
made from computers in parliament to 
remove information about [Ryan’s] 
expenses claims, and a further 20 efforts 
to delete the information - some from 
her constituency of Enfield North - have 
also been recorded in Wikipedia’s 
logs.”14 Ryan’s Wikipedia entry reports 
that “similar edits to hide Ryan’s record 
continue to be made”.15 The efforts were 
successful and all mention of expenses 
claims were removed - to be replaced 
by a paragraph about edits to Wikipedia.

During the 2015 general election, The 
Daily Telegraph returned to this issue. In 
Ryan’s case, the entire expenses section 
was deleted, including information on 
repairs and decorations on her home 
paid for out of her MP’s expenses.16 The 
edits were made while Ryan was not an 
MP and, according to the Telegraph, 
she denied involvement, though it is 
difficult to think who apart from her 
Zionist friends would be interested in 
cleaning up her record.

I therefore thought it was appropri-
ate, in view of her open letter to Richard 
Burgon, to send her a similar letter. 
Much to my surprise, Ryan has to date 
not responded to what I wrote l
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‘Modest tax’
“I’ve finally decided to put a fair 

proportion of my money where 
my ideology is,” writes ST. “I’ve 
set up a monthly standing order for 
£40 for the Weekly Worker.”

ST says he regards this as a 
“modest tax” and adds: “Imagine 
where independent working class 
media could be - à la Yassamine 
Mather’s article, ‘An independent 
voice’ (Weekly Worker August 
4) - if every partisan of the working 
class did the same!”

Excellent news, comrade! 
And it comes at a time when our 
September fighting fund has got off 
to a flying start, thanks mainly to a 
healthy batch of monthly standing 
orders, totalling £370. They include 
£40 each from MS and EW, £30 
from ST, SD and CG, and £25 
from RK and GD. In addition NW 

came up with his usual two PayPal 
donations (for £20 and £5), while 
GH and FP both sent in cheques 
for £25. Finally comrades at the 
joint CPGB/Labour Party Marxists 
aggregate meeting at the weekend 
donated £38.

Last week’s paper registered 
2,866 online readers - a figure 
which shows there is a lot of 
potential out there. But we need 
a few more of them to donate to 
our fighting fund to help us reach 
our £1,750 target each and every 
month. So far we have £488.

Anyone want to emulate ST? l
Robbie Rix

Fighting fund

Apologists for Zionism
Tony Greenstein introduces his open letter to Labour MP Joan Ryan

Open letter
To: Joan Ryan MP 
Chair, Labour Friends of Israel
House of Commons
London  SW1A 0AA
Wednesday September 7 2016

Dear Ms Ryan,
As the only Jewish member of the 
Labour Party to have been suspended 
for ‘anti-Semitism’, I note with interest 
the open letter which you recently wrote 
to Richard Burgon MP regarding his 
comments that Labour MPs should 
quit Labour Friends of Israel and that 
Zionism is the enemy of peace. 

You suggested that the comments 
were so far outside the boundaries of 
what passes for acceptable political 
debate in the salons and interview 
rooms of Westminster that they must 
have been misreported. I think we can 
assume that this is merely a literary 
device on your part. If you had any 
doubts that the above comments were 
genuine, you would have written a 
private, not public, letter. 

I shall not indulge in fake politeness 
on a subject which involves the racial 
subjugation and immiseration of 
millions of human beings. When one 
and a half million Palestinians in Gaza 
are forced to live through a decade-
long siege, when people die because 
basic medicines cannot be imported 
and when they are forced to drink 
polluted water (95% of Gaza’s water 
is polluted as a result of Israel’s water 
theft and bombing of water purification 
plants), then one should not engage 
in semantics. Keeping Palestinians 
thirsty is no doubt part of Israel’s war 
on ‘terrorism’.

You profess outrage that anyone 
could suggest not wanting to associate 
with LFI. You must be aware that in 
1982 large numbers of MPs - Tony Benn 
and Eric Heffer among them - resigned 
from LFI because of its support for 
Israel’s invasion of Lebanon, when 
some 20,000 civilians were killed and 
100,000 injured. 

During the invasion of Lebanon, 
Israeli soldiers besieged Beirut in 
alliance with their fascist friends, the 
Phalange (named in honour of Franco’s 
Falange). Israel’s army lit up the night 
sky with flares and sent Phalangist 

death squads, armed with knives, 
to perpetrate an Islamic State-style 
slaughter of the inhabitants of the 
Sabra and Chatilla refugee camps. 
Some 2,000 women, children and old 
people were slaughtered, women had 
their breasts cut off and young boys 
were castrated. 

Despite this atrocity, Israel’s then 
defence minister, Ariel Sharon, went on 
to become prime minister between 2001 
and 2006. Your friends in the Israeli 
Labor Party formed a coalition with 
Sharon, with the ILP’s current leader, 
Yitzhak Herzog, serving as minister of 
housing and construction.

You profess to be surprised 
that Richard described Zionism 
as an “enemy of peace”. You even 
advise him to take note of Shami 
Chakrabarti’s advice to use the term 
‘Zionist’ “advisedly, carefully and 
never euphemistically”. I am happy 
to follow her advice. I can assure 
you I would never use ‘Zionism’ 
“euphemistically”, given that it is 
one of the most pernicious racial 
movements in colonial history. 

The Zionist movement was formally 
established in 1897 by Theodor Herzl, 
at the first World Zionist Congress in 
Basel, Switzerland. As you probably do 
not know, it was originally scheduled 
to be held in Munich, Germany, but 
the local Jewish community objected 
because Zionism was seen as a form 
of Jewish anti-Semitism. Zionism 
reflected the anti-Semitic belief that 
Jews did not belong in the countries 
of their birth.

Zionism’s aim was the formation of 
a Jewish state in Palestine in alliance 
with a colonial power. In 1917 it formed 
just such an alliance with British 
imperialism, in what became known 
as the Balfour declaration. Like many 
colonial movements it campaigned 
using the slogan, “A land without a 
people for a people without a land”. 
The native Palestinians were invisible 
in the eyes of the Zionists.

You claim that Zionism is “the 
broad ideological movement for Jewish 
national self-determination in Israel”. 
Perhaps you would enlighten me as 
to when Zionism was first described 
as a “national liberation movement”? 
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It appears you are attempting to bask 
in the reflected glory of liberation 
movements, such as the African 
National Congress. Incidentally, the 
notion that Jews form a separate nation 
is, in itself, deeply anti-Semitic and the 
basis of the world Jewish conspiracy 
theory.

Zionism was a movement of settler 
colonialism. That was why Israel was 
the best friend of apartheid South 
Africa, breaking the arms embargo and 
supplying it with weaponry, including 
nuclear weapons. Perhaps you were 
not told about the visit of John Vorster, 
South African prime minister, to 
Israel in April 1976. Vorster, who was 
interned during the war for his support 
of the Nazis and membership of the 
Broederband, nonetheless paid homage 
to the holocaust dead at Yad Vashem!

Israel is the state that helped train 
the death squads of central America, 
supplied the Argentinian junta with 
weaponry (despite murdering up to 
3,000 Argentinian Jews) and armed and 
trained the Guatemalan army, which 
in the 1980s murdered up to 200,000 
Indians. Your suggestion that Zionism 
shares something in common with the 
African National Congress is obscene.

Theodor Herzl wrote to Cecil 
Rhodes, the founder of Rhodesia, 
asking for his support for Zionism. 
Herzl wrote: “How, then, do I happen 
to turn to you, since this is an out-of-
the-way matter for you? How indeed. 
Because it is something colonial.” 
This can be found in Herzl’s diaries, 
Vol 4, page 1194. The founders of 
Zionism always saw it as a colonising 
movement.

You are right. Zionism was indeed 
a consequence of European anti-
Semitism, in the 19th (not 20th) 
century. It was unique amongst 
Jewish movements, since it 
accepted the basic premise of 
the anti-Semites that Jews were 
aliens in the lands in which 
they lived and were born.

You said that it is a great 
pity that “the Labour Party’s 
relationship with the British 
Jewish community has been 
so damaged by the events of 
the past year”. I agree. The 
deliberate false claims of 
‘anti-Semitism’ by MPs 
such as Ruth Smeeth 
and papers such as 
the Daily Mail, which 
i n  t h e  3 0 s 
opposed 

the entry of Jewish refugees from 
Nazi Germany, has indeed been 
damaging. I can only hope that you 
use your influence to bring these 
false accusations of anti-Semitism 
to an end.

You profess to support a two-state 
solution. Why then do you support 
the military dictatorship in the West 
Bank and the unremitting attacks on 
Gaza? Your call for a two-state solution 
serves only as a cover for apartheid. 
It enables Jewish settlement to take 
place, whilst providing a pretext for the 
denial of any political or civil rights to 
the indigenous Palestinians.

Perhaps you could name even 
one Israeli government minister who 
believes in a two-state solution? 
Deputy foreign minister Tsipi Hotoveli 
is typical when she said: “This land is 
ours. All of it is ours. We expect as a 
matter of principle of the international 
community to recognise Israel’s right 
to build homes for Jews in their 
homeland, everywhere” (The Guardian 
May 22 2015).

Even the ILP does not support a 
two-state solution. It supports segrega-
tion and a Bantustan. Herzog explained 
that “I want to separate from the 
Palestinians. I want to keep a Jewish 
state with a Jewish majority. I don’t 
want 61 Palestinian MKs in Israel’s 
knesset. I don’t want a Palestinian 
prime minister in Israel.” If you don’t 
understand why this is racist, imagine 
someone saying they did not want 

a Jewish prime minister in Britain. 
(Who needs the right when we have 
Isaac Herzog?)

In an ILP election video Herzog was 
described as someone who “under-
stands the Arab mentality” and “has 
seen Arabs in all kinds of situations”, 
including “in the crosshairs” (Why did 
we forget about Herzog’s anti-Arab 
campaign? +972 Magazine March 
23 2015). Again imagine someone 
describing the ‘Jewish mentality’. 
Racist? Historically the Israeli Labour 
Party was more racist than Likud. 
It was the party of the Nakba, the 
expulsion of three quarters of a million 
Palestinian refugees.

You state that you support a nego-
tiated settlement in Israel/Palestine. 
Israel has spent billions of dollars on 
building its settlements and stealing 
its land and water. It is not going to 
negotiate them away. As Martin Luther 
King famously wrote in his Letter from 
a Birmingham Jail, “Lamentably, it 
is an historical fact that privileged 
groups seldom give up their privileges 
voluntarily.”

You say you support peace. Perhaps 
you could tell me if you have ever 
opposed Israeli repression in the 
occupied territories? You supported 
the 2014 war in Gaza, which killed 550 
children. You have kept silent about the 
continued destruction of Palestinian 
homes and European Union-funded 
structures - over 600 of which have 
been destroyed this year alone in 
the West Bank. Have you nothing to 
say about Jewish roads and separate 
entrances for Jews and Palestinians 
at checkpoints? What I do know is 
that Louise Ellman, an LFI officer, 
supported the imprisonment and torture 
of Palestinian children as young as 
12 in a recent debate in the House of 
Commons.

Your complaints about Hamas’s 
charter, which is a dead letter, would 
be more impressive if it was not for 
the fact that Israel played a crucial 
part in the creation of Hamas as a 
counterweight to secular Palestinian 
nationalism - see Israel’s Jerusalem 
Online News Agency for Wikileaks 
revelations or the Wall Street Journal 
article, ‘How Israel helped to spawn 
Hamas’ (January 24 2009).

I would be more impressed by 
your concern about anti-Semitism if 
you displayed an equal concern about 
the most recent survey by the Pew 
Research Centre, which found that a 

plurality of Israeli Jews (48%) 
support the physical expul-

sion of Israeli Palestinians 
and 79% believe that 
Jews should be given 
preferential treatment.

You will be pleased 
to hear that I agree 
with you that “fos-
tering links with, and 
supporting, progres-
sive forces in Israel 
is an important task 
for an international-
ist party”. However 
the ILP is not such 
an organisation. 
There are such 
organisations, 
like the soldiers 
group, Breaking 
the Silence, which 
has revealed the 
truth about Israeli 
military atrocities, 
but the ILP is 
hostile to it.

I hope you will 
now understand 

why increasing num-
bers of Jews oppose 

Zionism and why we join 
Archbishop Desmond Tutu 

in supporting a campaign of 
boycott, divestment and sanc-
tions against Israel. Boycotting 
apartheid is never anti-Semitic  
nor racist l
Yours sincerely
Tony Greenstein

Communist Party books

n CPGB draft programme
The CPGB’s draft third programme is made up of six distinct but logically 
connected sections. The first section outlines the main features of the epoch, 
the epoch of the transition from capitalism to communism. Then comes the 
nature of capitalism in Britain and the consequences of its development.

£5/€6 

n Fantastic reality
A political examination of the main Abrahamic religions. Both origins 
and historical developments are thoroughly explored.

£15/€18 
n On colonialism
Karl Kautsky’s 1898 essays on colonialism with a critical introduction 
by Mike Macnair,

£6/€7 
n Head to head in Halle
Grigory Zinoviev’s marathon speech to the historic October 1920 congress 
of the Independent Social Democratic Party. Introductory essays by Ben 
Lewis and Lars T Lih.

£14/€16 
n Revolutionary strategy
Marxism and the challenge of left unity. Mike Macnair critically examines 
the strategic ideas of Marxists since Marx and Engels.

£7.99/€9.50 
n The kick inside
Revolutionary opposition in the CPGB, 1945-1991. The inner-party 
struggles  in the CPGB after World War II have rarely been given proper 
consideration, often being reduced to misleading stereotypes such as 
‘Tankies versus Euros’. The reality was considerably more varied.

£6/€7 
n Remaking Europe
Jack Conrad argues that the working class must engage with Europe in 
a revolutionary way.

£5/€7.50 
n Which road?
Jack Conrad critiques the programme of ‘official communism’ and the 
Militant Tendency.

£6.95/€11 
n From October to August
Articles by Jack Conrad, charting the USSR from the rise of Stalin’s 
monocratic dictatorship to the 1991 collapse.

£6.95/€11 
n In the enemy camp
Examines the theory and practice of communist electoral work.

£4.95/€7.50 
n Problems of communist organisation
What is the correct balance between democracy and centralism. Jack 
Conrad explores this thorny issue.

£4.95/€7.50 

Buy all books for £50/€70 or 3 for 2 (cheapest book free) 
Delivery free within the United Kingdom 
Please send me a copy of (please indicate):

I enclose a cheque payable to CPGB, for £/€---------------------------------------- 
Name------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
Address-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Email------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Please return to CPGB, BCM Box 928, London WC1N 3XX.

3 for 2

Joan 
Ryan



10 weekly 

September 8 2016 1121 worker

SOUTH AFRICA

ANC in disarray
While the ruling party is riven by factions, writes Peter Manson, the SACP too is deeply divided 

The ANC is facing a huge crisis. 
We can safely say that the absolute 
hegemony it has enjoyed for so 

long has finally come to an end. Every 
day, the signs of fragmentation are 
growing. Its closest allies, in the shape 
of the South African Communist Party 
and the Congress of South African 
Trade Unions, are themselves deeply 
divided. The SACP is for the first 
time facing the serious possibility of 
a fundamental parting of the ways 
with the ruling party, while Cosatu 
continues to lose members and shed 
affiliates.

In the August municipal elections 
the ANC vote slumped to just under 
54%, while the rightwing opposition 
Democratic Alliance won 27% and 
the left-populist Economic Freedom 
Fighters 8%. Yes, that still represents 
an absolute majority, but since the 
ending of apartheid the ANC had 
always scored between 60% and 70% 
and, apart from a few pockets here 
and there, it ran every local authority. 
However, on August 3 it lost control 
of several municipalities, including 
Johannesburg and Pretoria.

Last weekend the SACP issued a 
statement after its central committee 
met, in which it noted that the August 
3 results represented “a precipitous 
decline in both urban and rural areas”. 
The CC declared that, “unless serious 

corrective actions are undertaken, 
the decline will continue and likely 
accelerate”. It explained:

Growing numbers of South Africans are 
tired of being taken for granted. They 
believe that ANC formal structures 
are increasingly inward-looking, 
preoccupied with factional battles and 
money politics. They believe that the 
conduct of ANC politicians is often 
arrogant and aloof. There are tens of 
thousands of loyal ANC supporters 
and many veterans who are excluded 
from branch structures by gate-keepers 
and fraudulent abuse of membership 
data. The imposition of unpopular 
ANC candidates, in defiance of the 
ANC’s own guidelines, was another 
major weakness.1

Finally, the SACP states: “All South 
Africans are deeply concerned about 
corruption”. And, of course, corruption 
extends right to the very top, as scandals 
involving president Jacob Zuma - over 
the spending of state money on his 
Nkandla estate and his, shall we say, 
dubious relationship with businessmen 
who were said to have dictated the 
appointment of some ministers - have 
demonstrated.

These matters were very publicly 
aired two weeks ago at an unexpected 
time and place, when Sipho Pityana, 

an ANC veteran and former director-
general of foreign affairs, gave the 
funeral oration for another ANC 
stalwart, Makhenkhesi Stofile. More 
than 10,000 mourners were at this 
August 25 event, including numerous 
senior ANC figures.

Pityana remarked that the ANC 
claims to be a “party against corruption, 
yet we seem to be falling over each 
other to steal from the poor” - only 
then to “look for scapegoats outside”. 
And, unlike someone who remained 
nameless in his speech, Pityana pointed 
out that the deceased did not build for 
himself “a palace worth over R200 
million [£10.4 million] amongst a sea 
of poverty”.

Referring to the Marikana massacre 
of August 2012, in which 34 striking 
miners were shot dead by police and 
a further 78 were wounded, Pityana 
wondered how we had arrived at a 
situation where “our own government” 
could “kill in cold blood ... workers for 
going on strike”.

Hardly a working class partisan, 
the millionaire Pityana stands in 
sharp contrast to many in the ANC, 
including the SACP, who excused 
the massacre and actually laid the 
blame, at least partially, on the strikers 
themselves. Foremost amongst them 
is one Cyril Ramaphosa, the current 
deputy president of both South Africa 

and the ANC, who may well be named 
as Zuma’s replacement at the ANC’s 
December 2017 conference.

It was Ramaphosa who, the day 
before the massacre, sent emails to 
a senior manager of Lonmin, the 
company that employed the miners 
and of which Ramaphosa himself was 
a major shareholder, declaring that it 
was essential to get the minister of 
police to “act in a more pointed way”. 
The strike was “not a labour dispute”, 
he wrote. The mineworkers’ behaviour 
was “dastardly criminal and must be 
characterised as such”. So there must 
be “concomitant action to address the 
situation”.

Fittingly, it was also Ramaphosa 
who gave the oration at another solemn 
ceremony - the September 4 National 
Commemoration Day wreath-laying to 
honour police officers who have died 
on duty over the last year. Referring 
to them as “our fallen heroes and 
heroines”, he remarked that, when a 
police officer dies, “We also lose a 
valuable, skilled, trained and committed 
patriot.” No doubt he viewed the police 
at Marikana in that way.

ANC mark two?
Returning to Pityana’s speech, however, 
what he said created a furore. The ANC 
Youth League issued a statement headed 
“Funerals should never be used for 

cheap politicking”, in which it branded 
Pityana “unruly” and “disrespectful”. 
He was merely seeking to “please his 
fellow counterrevolutionaries”.2

And, according to the Morning Star, 
these “counterrevolutionaries” were so 
emboldened that they tried to launch 
a “coup” against the ruling party on 
September 5:

An attempted palace coup by a 
faction of South Africa’s ruling 
African National Congress (ANC) 
party fell flat yesterday, as struggle 
veterans turned out to defend the 
party’s HQ. The Occupy Luthuli 
House stunt - intended to force ANC 
and national president Jacob Zuma 
and the entire national executive 
committee to resign - drew less than 
100 supporters.3

Just to show that the Star is capable of 
even greater stupidities than describing 
a small demonstration in this way, 
its headline read: “Veterans protect 
government HQ from attempted coup”. 
No, Luthuli House is indeed the ANC 
headquarters and is not connected to 
the government. In fact, despite the 
loyalist counter-demonstrators who 
tried to block their way, the ANC 
oppositionists succeeded in handing 
over a memorandum demanding the 
resignations.

A growing sentiment



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 impe-
rialist wars   and occupations but 
constantly strive to bring to the fore 
the fundamental question - ending war 
is bound up with ending capitalism.
n Communists are 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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REVIEW
But it is not as though those demands 

are so out of touch with the sentiments 
felt by a large section of the ANC 
membership. How about the SACP 
itself? Its August 28 statement quoted 
above also urged the ANC to “convene a 
non-elective consultative conference”. 
In the party’s view, “Agreement should 
be reached, if possible, on the transition 
to a new leadership, and, at the very 
least on mechanisms to ensure that the 
December 2017 conference will not be 
characterised by a shoot-out between 
winner-takes-all, mutually exclusive 
slates.”

The CC stated that “the democratic 
transition from white minority rule 
to a united, non-racial, non-sexist 
and fundamentally more egalitarian 
society is now at a decisive crossroads 
moment”. Indeed it may be that the 
ANC is no longer fit for purpose. In 
which case, “If the ANC’s national 
leadership proves incapable of leading a 
national democratic struggle, it does not 
mean that it is a struggle that does not 
still need to be waged across a broad, 
multi-class, patriotic front.”4

So, if the ANC is no longer 
deemed capable of “leading a national 
democratic struggle”, presumably 
the SACP would be looking for a 
replacement organisation - an ANC 
mark two. And no doubt, despite the 
Star’s spin, the Occupy Luthuli House 
supporters of Sipho Pityana would be 
among the party’s new allies in such 
a project.

But this whole trajectory did not 
go down too well with a section of the 
SACP itself. Astonishingly, Dominic 
Tweedie, the party’s main internet 
hack, who runs several pro-SACP email 
lists, issued a statement headed “Down 
with the consultative conference idea! 
It is a diversion towards disaster”. 
Tweedie  condemned the CC’s 
“weak, diversionary call”, declaring 
that the demand for a consultative 
conference was “just an expedient 
to avoid exercising the democracy 
of the movement, pre-empting it and 
second-guessing it”.5

(Readers might be interested to 
know, by the way, that the author of 
the Morning Star article quoted above 
is Dominic Tweedie’s son, James, who 
is now based in London.)

Meanwhile there are continuing 
rumours that SACP members of Zuma’s 
government are soon to be sacked. 
These are, of course, senior members 
of the ANC too and include SACP 
general secretary Blade Nzimande 
(minister for higher education), first 
deputy general secretary Jeremy Cronin 
(deputy minister of public works), Rob 
Davies (trade and industry minister), 
Senzeni Zokwana (agriculture) and 
Thulas Nxesi (public works).

But, according to the South African 
Sunday Times, “Leaders of the SACP 
say they are ready to be removed 
from president Jacob Zuma’s cabinet 
rather than remain silent about the 
scandals plaguing his government” 
(August 28).6 It quoted deputy general 
secretary Cronin as saying it was a 
“positive mark” that SACP leaders 
were being mentioned as targets in 
Zuma’s imminent cabinet reshuffle. He 
added: “We would not be doing our jobs 
as honest and disciplined communists 
if we didn’t step on the toes of some 
forces that are bent on looting the state 
and intent on covering their activities.”

Cronin concluded: “It’s certainly 
time for the ANC officials and the 
national executive committee to think 
about the challenges they are facing 
and how to move forward, because 
the ANC seems to be paralysed at a 
national leadership level.”

This is not quite a call for Zuma 
and the entire executive to resign à 
la Occupy Luthuli House protestors, 
but it is coming pretty close to it. And 
the SACP has also called for Zuma’s 
power to hire and fire ministers to be 
“reviewed” if he continues to use it for 
“factional reasons”. Such decisions 
should be made by the ANC itself and 
not be left to Zuma, who has been using 

it to “marginalise other sections within 
the movement”, the party states.7

Second deputy general secretary 
Solly Mapaila told the City Press 
newspaper that the president had 
“factionalised that right” and if 
Nzimande, for instance, were to be 
removed just “because he doesn’t like 
the positions of the ANC”, that would 
be “a clear declaration of war against 
the communists”.

Mapaila even raised the possibility 
of the party standing candidates under 
its own name in future elections - a 
demand that has continuously been 
raised by elements of the rank and 
file, but previously dismissed by the 
leadership: “If they choose at the 
[SACP 2017] congress to say, let’s go 
it alone, then that is what we must do.”

New federation
As we have seen, however, in the 
hands of the SACP leadership a split 
from the ANC would not be any kind 
of move to the left. It would, though, 
appeal to those elements who believe 
that the ANC has ‘betrayed’ the social 
democratic Freedom Charter and has 
now abandoned the “national democratic 
revolution”, which the SACP insists 
is South Africa’s “most direct route to 
socialism”. 

Many of these elements can be 
found amongst the previously SACP-
loyal trade unions who have ditched 
both the ANC and SACP and are now 
looking to establish a new federation to 
rival Cosatu. They correctly state that 
Cosatu is so devoted to the bourgeois-
led triple alliance (ANC-SACP-Cosatu) 
that it no longer defends working class 
interests.

To give you an idea of the politics 
dominating the ‘steering committee 
to form a new trade union federation’, 
which met on August 30, its statement 
noted that, despite the fact that “the 
balance of forces continues to favour 
the ruling class” globally, there 
have been “a number of positive 
developments”, not least the “election 
victories of Syriza in Greece and radical 
forces gaining ground in Spain and 
other countries, including support for 
Jeremy Corbyn, the first unambiguous 
socialist Labour Party leader in a long 
while”.8

The steering committee was set up 
on the initiative of the National Union 
of Metalworkers of South Africa 
(Numsa), the country’s largest trade 
union, which in November 2014 was 
expelled from Cosatu for withdrawing 
support from the ANC and SACP. It 
was backed by the “9-plus” Cosatu-
affiliated unions, which earlier this year 
made the call for a new federation, and 
have been joined in that endeavour by 
many non-Cosatu affiliates - 31 unions 
were represented at the August 30 
steering committee meeting.

Only last week the Food and Allied 
Workers Union (Fawu) decided at 
its August congress to withdraw 
from the ANC-led alliance as well 
as Cosatu, becoming the latest to 
sign up to the steering committee. 
Other Cosatu affiliates are in turmoil, 
sometimes paralysed by factional 
battles. For example, the leadership of 
the Chemical, Energy, Paper, Printing, 
Wood and Allied Workers Union 
(Ceppwawu) has been prevented from 
meeting as a result of legal action taken 
by suspended oppositionists, while the 
Communication Workers Union is now 
at war with the SACP.

In the middle of a bitter dispute 
with the semi-privatised Telkom SA, 
the general secretary of the Cosatu-
affiliated CWU, Aubrey Tshabalala, 
on August 29 launched a scathing 
attack on the party. According to 
Tshabalala, “The SACP has failed in 
its revolutionary duty as a vanguard of 
a working class.” It has not given any 
leadership during industrial disputes, 
sometimes not even issuing statements 
of support. He claims that the SACP in 
one particular province has in effect 
been attempting to liquidate the CWU: 
“We have read with shock and disbelief 

the SACP Gauteng press statement 
calling for a workplace forum in 
companies where we are organising.” 
Allegedly the SACP decided to “ignore 
a call by CWU for workers to join the 
trade union, but encouraged them to 
form a ‘company forum’” instead.

Tshabala la  concluded:  “We 
categorically state that the current 
paralyses in the SACP is the main 
reason why our worker politics and 
Cosatu as the federation is in such a 
compromising state ...” And, of course, 
the ANC itself is “facing a crisis of 
monumental proportion”.9

The Gauteng SACP responded the 
next day, saying that “this venomous 
and slanderous attack seems to bear 
great resemblance and to fit neatly 
into the current and existing scheme 
of factional gangs and networks in 
our movement”. It alleged that such 
“gangs” have “links to the accumulation 
regime at state-owned enterprises” - in 
other words, unions like the CWU were 
led by corrupt self-seekers.10

This exchange prompted the Cosatu 
leadership to intervene, declaring 
it was “extremely perturbed” by 
the public exchanges “between our 
affiliate, the Communication Workers 
Union, and our ally, the South African 
Communist Party”. On the one hand, 
“We take exception to any suggestion 
or intimation that seeks to portray the 
leadership of CWU as dishonest or 
unprincipled, and we view that as an 
unmerited attack that can potentially 
weaken the union in the face of its 
members.” On the other hand, “We 
shall also ceaselessly work to prove 
wrong the prevailing false narrative 
that the ANC has lost its leadership of 
the nation.”11

Obviously, Cosatu’s “ally”, the 
SACP itself, is partially responsible 
for disseminating that “prevailing false 
narrative”. Another sign of the disarray 
infecting the triple alliance.

Workers’ party?
The steering committee, in its August 
31 statement, declared:

We remain extremely concerned 
about the continuing fragmentisation 
of unions in our country. Today there 
are 186 registered and a total of about 
500 unions exist. Ironically, the 
more our unions multiply through 
fragmentation, the more the numbers 
of workers who do not belong to any 
union seems to grow.

However, “Cosatu cannot unite workers 
following its purging of hundreds of 
thousands of its members for political 
reasons.” Furthermore, “There will be no 
realisation of the dream of ‘one country, 
one federation’ by unions that insist on 
sleeping with workers’ class enemies.”

It is, of course, true that, while we 
are for ‘one industry, one union’ and 
‘one country, one federation’, if the 
existing federation insists on expelling 
affiliates simply for declaring support 
for the principle of working class 
independence, then unions will have no 
alternative but to organise separately. 
But the steering committee is in danger 
of throwing out the baby with the 
bathwater when it states: “… despite 
our differences [we] have agreed that 
being independent means that we will 
not affiliate to any political party”.

So is that a temporary position or a 
universal statement of principle? Surely 
the aim must be not only ‘one country, 
one federation’, but a federation that 
accepts the leadership of a principled 
working class party.

Talking of which, when Numsa 
split from the ANC/SACP in 2013, 
it declared that workers needed not 
a new union federation, but a new 
party. The aim was to establish such 
a party - or at least its organisational 
precursor - within a short time, with a 
target of contesting the 2016 municipal 
elections. Well, those elections have 
come and gone, but there is still no sign 
of the new party. The United Front, set 
up by Numsa to facilitate its formation, 

has effectively been discarded, its 
website abandoned.12

Numsa’s general secretary, Irvin 
Jim, seems to have ceded leadership 
of the post-Cosatu movement to 
Zwelinzima Vavi, the federation’s 
former general secretary, who was 
sacked by Cosatu in 2015 following 
a drawn-out dispute. And it has to be 
said that Vavi, despite his opposition to 
the triple alliance and declared support 
for workers’ independence, is rather 
cavalier in his choice of allies. He 
seems to regard the black-nationalist 
Economic Freedom Fighters as some 
kind of progressive force, for example. 
During his address to the Fawu congress 
on August 22, he remarked, in relation 
to the August 3 elections: “A small 
section of the working class voters 
registered their anger at the levels of 
poverty, unemployment, inequality 
and corruption by voting for the EFF 
and some, unfortunately, for their class 
enemies in the DA.” Note that the 
word “unfortunately” applies only to 
the Democratic Alliance. In the same 
speech he lamented the “government’s 
abandonment of the Freedom Charter”.

The steering committee’s September 
1 statement - issued in the name of 
“Zwelinzima Vavi (convenor)” and 
“Stephen Faulkner (operations centre)” 
- was strong on the dire state of the 
working class movement in South Africa. 
For example,

In a staggering indictment of union 
powerlessness, the employers now 
set 54% of all wages without any 
negotiations with workers ... A 
whopping 10% of workers do not 
receive regular increase …

The share of wages in the national 
income (GDP) has continued to plummet 
well below 50% from 57% in 1991 …

Unemployment is at record levels, 
with 8.9 million unable to find job 
opportunities. This is 36.4% - more 
than one out of every three adults 
of working age nationally. But this 
catastrophe is much higher in the 
townships and rural towns ...

According to StatsSA, a staggering 
54% of our population lives in poverty 
... What poverty means is that 13 
million people in this country go 
to bed every day without food, and 
another 14 million face hunger at 
some point in the month.13

However, its response falls far short of 
what is required. True, “We are in the 
process of receiving feedback from unions 
and their members on a new democratic 
trade union federation constitution.” And 
“Within the next three weeks, a special 
meeting of the steering committee will 
take place to decide on the date of the 
launch of the new federation.”

But, however militant and combative, 
a new federation cannot hope to do more 
than slightly ameliorate such conditions, 
which are suffered by such a huge section 
of the South African population. Without 
a principled party of the working class 
to guide its struggles, in alliance with 
an international movement based on the 
proletariat, there can be no emancipation 
for the majority l

peter.manson@weeklyworker.co.uk
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Advising 
right against 
committing 

suicide

For the love of god, go
Ed Balls urges the right not to split - but Paul Demarty wonders if they have a choice

When an unlamented ex-poli-
tician starts gobbing off about 
the current state of their 

party, we know that at least one of 
three things is true: they have an axe 
to grind, old friends to help out or a 
book to sell. Ed Balls seems to have 
hit the hat-trick.

It is a rare success in a career which 
is, on the whole, hardly illustrious. 
His memoir, which he is touting 
around the media circuit and will be 
rotting in a remainder bin near you by 
Christmas, will no doubt be padded with 
uninteresting anecdotes to fill out the 
decade or more of apolitical wonkery 
before his entry into parliament in 
2005; since then the fortunes of the 
Labour Party have hardly been rosy, 
and Balls’ own fortune has made a 
decent bellwether.

Having lost the 2010 leadership 
election handsomely, having failed 
to convince, so far as the press and its 
Blairite agents in the Labour Party were 
concerned, as shadow chancellor under 
Ed Miliband, he faced the indignity 
of losing his seat in 2015. (In truth, 
boundary changes had turned the 
Labour rotten borough he was gifted 
by Tony Blair into a red-blue swing 
constituency - but the good people of 
Morley and Outwood plainly did not 
swing in the direction of Balls.)

As  Mi l iband’s  mos t  sen ior 
colleague, Balls was once the other 
‘Red Ed’ (seems an awful long time 
ago now ... ), but the chicken-coup 
crisis has had the very obvious effect of 
massively polarising the Labour Party, 
and even people who had been quietly 
tacking left have found common cause, 
in a bloc of the ‘moderates’, with the 
most hidebound Blairite extremists. 
Among these, we may even number 
Miliband himself, who has found time 
to sound more or less the same notes on 
income inequality as John McDonnell’s 
cabal of Keynesian advisors,1 while 
ultimately taking sides with the right.

Thus Balls’ present intervention, in 
the main - the axe he grinds is for the 
decapitation of one Jeremy Corbyn, 
of course. Balls is scathing about the 
idea, common on the Labour left, that 
recent electoral misfortunes might have 
been avoided had the party leadership 
tacked left (and this is no new theme, 
for his 2010 leadership pitch was partly 
a matter of his willingness to talk more 
aggressively on the immigration issue). 
There is, in the end, little to separate 
him from his partner, Yvette Cooper, 
who inherited his third-place spot last 
year, politically speaking: the talk is the 
usual New Labour drivel about ‘looking 
outwards’ and avoiding ‘comfort zones’ 
(the electorate, of course, will refuse 
to vote for anyone in their ‘comfort 
zone’: that is, anyone who does not 
lie systematically and exhibit visible 
self-hatred because of it).

We attach more interest to another 
aspect of Balls’ current interventions 
- his burgeoning ballroom dance 
career. Not really! Rather his urging of 
‘responsibility’ on the right, as against 
the constant split talk:

You’ve got to stay and prove that you 
can make the change and I think at 
the moment people would think it 

was crazy for people to walk away 
from Labour’s history, its values 
and its traditions. I say, stay in and 
continue to fight.2

Such are the pearls of wisdom to be 
expected from an individual with 
nothing to lose; his time as an honourable 
gentleman is well and truly over. Yet 
there is not a little interest in the matter. 
For what he is saying is that we (the 
right) can win. We will, eventually. 
Keep calm; carry on.

His invocation of the great likelihood 
of a snap general election adds additional 
spice to the matter. For what is he 
actually saying here? Let us recap: 
Corbyn is unelectable, and his politics 
are a “leftist utopian fantasy”; Corbyn is 
going to be leader of the Labour Party, 
barring death or other forms of ‘divine 
intervention’, at least until the next coup, 
whenever that is sprung.

Labour victory?
Yet here is honest Ed, pleading the need 
to beat the Tories at the next election - an 
election that he, of all people, must 
know that the Labour Party is in no 
shape to win. Does he have secret 

doubts? Are these words croaking out 
of an imperfectly repressed ‘comfort 
zone’, an involuntary ejaculation of 
Red Ed’s id?

Of course not. We cannot know 
the man’s mind, of course, but let us 
advance a hypothesis: no longer at risk 
of ejection from the Commons, having 
already suffered that fate last year, Balls 
is looking forward to defeat. For the 
main point is to get rid of the present 
leadership and replace them with good, 
sensible persons, not unlike E Balls, 
and thus to prevent some interminable 
period of Tory rule, at the cost of ever 
really opposing anything the Tories 
actually do. And if there is one cast-iron 
certainty of modern politics, sure as 
eggs is eggs and the pope shits in the 
Vatican, it is that party leaders resign 
when they lose elections ... don’t they?

Then, the patient work of rebuilding 
(rebuilding the iron authority of Brewer’s 
Green and the leader’s pet wonks) can 
begin. And if Labour’s luck is in, the 
opportunity will coincide with the end 
of Theresa May’s honeymoon period, 
and - perhaps - a romping, Blairesque 
landslide in 2021 or 22 ...

We  do  no t  cons ide r  Ba l l s ’ 

recommendations stupid. Voters, in 
general, are unkind to splits; and this 
unkindness is amplified enormously 
by the undemocratic first-past-the-post 
system, which has lately enlivened 
the centuries-old two-party system 
only by imposing a one-party system 
on Scotland. At a time of general 
political polarisation, a realignment 
towards the centre looks like a loser 
(in fact, a rightwing Labour split might 
have better luck attacking the Tories 
from the other direction, given the 
fragility of Ukip, and Labour rightists’ 
sudden collective keenness to ‘address 
concerns’ over immigration). Why 
would they do it?

The difficulty is twofold.
First of all, dramatically losing 

an election will, indeed, probably 
embarrass Corbyn enough to stand 
down, and possibly nudge enough of 
his support in the direction of a sensible 
‘unity’ candidate to triumph over any 
would-be left successor. Even if all this 
comes to pass, however, it must do so 
by definition at the cost of a goodly 
number of seats in parliament. Who 
must be sacrificed to ‘save’ the party?

It is an easy enough situation for Ed 

Balls, of course, since he has already 
been defenestrated. Yet there simply 
must be a good old pile of ambitious 
young Labour MPs in seats which are 
either already swing constituencies 
or may conceivably become so under 
sufficient historical pressure. Who 
will have to pay the price? Already, 
a breakaway looks more attractive to 
those who suspect that, like Ed Balls, 
they may have nothing to lose.

Far more threatening, however, is 
the consummation of David Cameron’s 
long-standing plan to redraw the 
constituency boundaries so as to reduce 
the size of the commons to 600 MPs. 
These plans notoriously favour the 
Conservative Party; but pertinent to 
our current concern is that they will 
entail the abolition of whole swathes of 
constituencies and their reorganisation 
as new ones - which means a reselection 
bonanza! The last thing the serried 
ranks of the parliamentary Labour 
Party’s majority traitor faction want, as 
they face down their second humiliation 
in a poll of members (under new rules 
they foisted on us!), is to face those 
same members and argue for their jobs.

The long and the short of it is this: 
yes, Ed Balls is right that a split is 
“crazy”. The question is: is it crazier 
than the other available options; and 
does it appear so to those facing the 
decision? Time will tell.

From a leftwing perspective - or at 
least, a leftwing perspective worth a 
damn, a leftwing perspective for victory 
in this battle - Balls’ favoured outcome 
is by far the worst option. There must be 
a split. A house divided cannot stand. 
Either the traitors abscond or they must 
be hurled overboard, or they must win 
out, in the end - at which time they will 
embark on a purge far more extensive 
than is currently going on.

That is the danger - and the stupidity 
- of the official, platitudinous calls for 
“unity” coming from the leadership, and 
from the sort of idiotic ex-Trotskyist 
commentators who imagine themselves 
for some reason to be master political 
tacticians (Owen Jones, Paul Mason). 
If their strategy is for unity - if it at all 
involves stage directions for the right 
other than exeunt - then the result can 
only be capitulation l
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Notes
1. ‘The inequality problem’, February 4. This, of 
course, says more about the advisors - and 
McDonnell - than it does about Miliband.
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