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Dictatorship?
What is flawed is Tony Clark’s mistaken 
belief that Marx’s teaching is that 
socialism comes from dictatorship rather 
than democracy (Letters, January 9).

Tony’s criticism may apply to 
Leninism, but not to Marxism. Just 
where is the basis of such assertions in 
the writings of Marx? Perhaps it is that 
misunderstood phrase of Marx, “the 
dictatorship of the proletariat”, which 
confuses Tony. Can I recommend Hal 
Draper’s analysis in ‘Marx and the 
dictatorship of the proletariat’?

The Marxist view can be summarised 
briefly as the working class must first - 
either peacefully or forcibly, if required 
- win control of the state. Then they must 
make it completely democratic, and use it 
to dispossess the capitalists and establish 
the common ownership and democratic 
control of the means of production. This 
done, there would no longer be any need 
for the state, which consequently would 
cease to exist.

Marx sometimes called the period 
between the winning of political power 
and the final establishment of socialism 
the “dictatorship of the proletariat”, 
because during it, state power would be 
used by the working class. During this 
period the workers would be using the 
state to transform society from capitalism 
to socialism by taking various measures, 
depending on the circumstances of 
the time, aimed at abolishing private 
property in the means of production. 
Once socialism had abolished classes, 
the coercive features of the state machine 
would have been removed, leaving only 
its administrative functions.

Let us emphasise what Marx said 
about the state: “The existence of the 
state and the existence of slavery are 
inseparable”; “In order, therefore, to 
assert themselves as individuals, they 
must overthrow the state”; “The working 
class, in the course of its development, 
will substitute for the old civil society an 
association which will exclude classes 
and their antagonism, and there will be 
no more political power”; “When, in the 
course of development, class distinctions 
have disappeared, and all production 
has been concentrated in the hands of 
the associated individuals, the public 
power will lose its political character”; 
and finally “All Socialists understand by 
‘anarchy’ this: the aim of the proletarian 
movement, the abolition of classes, 
once achieved, then the power of the 
state, which serves to keep the great 
producing majority under the yoke of a 
small exploiting minority, will disappear 
and the functions of government will be 
transformed into simple administrative 
functions.”

Marx is explicitly saying that socialist 
society is to be a no-state, no-government 
system.
Alan Johnstone
Socialist Party of Great Britain

Follow SWP
Jack Conrad makes a bold but weak 
defence of the CPGB’s failed policy of 
Labour Party entryism (Letters, January 
9).

He writes about dialectics, and is quite 
correct to do so, but dialectics is more 
than soundbites about quantity turning 
into quality, and swings to the right 
being followed by an equal and opposite 
swing to the left. This latter component 
of dialectics is the theoretical basis of 
both the CPGB’s and the International 
Marxist Tendency’s continued work 
within a Labour Party which, following 
the recent general election, is in terminal 
decline.

Jack rallies against having a fixed 
position regarding Labour, but continues 
to adhere to Lenin’s description of it as 
a bourgeois workers’ party. However, 

as dialectical materialism points out, 
organisations are in a state of continual 
change, and in my opinion a qualitative 
change has occurred in the nature of the 
Labour Party.

As recently pointed out by the now 
revisionist Owen Jones in an article in 
The Guardian, Labour is going in the 
same direction as all other European 
social democratic parties. It is therefore 
only a matter of time before it follows 
the examples of the Greek Pasok and 
the French Socialist Party - into oblivion 
and collapse. The latter has recently 
been forced to sell its prestigious 
Paris headquarters in order to pay off 
accumulated debts. Appropriately, the 
building will now be converted into 
luxury flats.

Andrew Northall was correct to point 
out that the whole of the left, including 
the revolutionary left and the trade 
union bureaucracy, bet the entire farm 
on a Corbyn victory, and lost very badly 
(Letters, December 19). The Labour 
Party brand is now very toxic, as pointed 
out by Dave Douglass (Letters, January 
9), especially in those ‘leave’ areas where 
ex-miners who went through the 1984-
85 strike voted in substantial numbers for 
an Eton toff.

Just as Gerald Ratner destroyed the 
Ratner jewellery shop chain through 
his “total crap” remark, Tony Blair and 
Gordon Brown have destroyed the 
Labour Party brand. The 3.5 million 
increase in Labour votes in the 2017 
general election was only a temporary 
respite from the downward spiral in its 
support.

Only the Socialist Workers Party 
and its two offshoots - Counterfire 
and Revolutionary Socialism in the 
21st Century - have come out of the 
2019 general election debacle with any 
authority. As the SWP’s ‘What we stand 
for’ column says each week in Socialist 
Worker, “Socialism cannot come 
through parliament”, whatever Jack 
Conrad argues to the contrary.

As the SWP, Counterfire, and RS21 
correctly point out, real power lies in the 
workplaces and on the streets, and not in 
the Westminster parliament. With Boris 
Johnson having a substantial working 
majority in parliament, that is where the 
real battle for socialism in the next five 
years will be.

This means revolutionaries, as 
shown in the USA in the 1930s, 
working to transform the trade unions 
into militant organisations of working 
class struggle against the monopoly 
corporations. Whereas in the 1930s the 
big battles were with people like Henry 
T Ford, in the 2020s the big battles 
will be to unionise corporations like 
Amazon, DPD, Hermes, Deliveroo, 
Uber, Wetherspoons, Costa, Starbucks, 
Greggs, Tesco and Asda, amongst many 
others.

Unlike Jack Conrad, Marxists must 
not waste their valuable time, energy and 
resources in a failed attempt to organise 
the rapidly declining number of liberals 
who inhabit the Constituency Labour 
Parties. Marxists, as the SWP decided at 
its recent conference, must turn to work 
within the workplaces and on the streets 
in the Stop the War Coalition, Extinction 
Rebellion and Stand up to Racism 
campaigns.
John Smithee
Cambridgeshire

Real democracy
Jack Conrad has answered most of the 
nonsense regarding the position of the 
“Weekly Worker group” on Corbyn and 
the Labour Party. With others he has also 
pre-empted some of the letters in the 
January 9 paper. I would like to make a 
couple of further comments.

From the time that Jeremy Corbyn 
got onto the leadership ballot paper I 
thought of his success as a rock in a 
pond - a very stagnant pond - and still 
do. He has called into question both 
abject subservience to the US and the 
‘necessity’ of austerity, even if he hasn’t 

answered those questions very well. 
Further, I would suggest that the Labour 
Party is not a vehicle for much in the 
way of socialism, but an arena in which 
socialists should join the fight.

Tony Clark in his letter suggests 
that “Karl Marx and his followers” 
have made a “mistake” in aiming for a 
“dictatorship rather than democracy”. He 
may not have noticed that the usual way 
of putting it is a call for the “dictatorship 
of the working class” rather than of a 
Stalin or even a Lenin. The point is the 
call for the “class” and the first model 
was the Paris Commune, which like so 
many other attempts to usurp state power 
was drowned in blood.

The dictatorship of the working 
class implies, I believe, the dictatorship 
of billions of people worldwide, with 
democracy as the means of taking 
decisions and action. We already have a 
dictatorship of a class - the bourgeoisie - 
and they are not keen on democracy. In 
the UK we don’t even have democracy 
in the Labour Party (or Momentum), let 
alone the country as a whole.

In a real democracy who would vote 
for mass unemployment, inadequate 
pay, a privatised health service … (we 
can all create our own long list)? The 
world’s dominant power, always keen 
to introduce ‘freedom and democracy’ 
left, right and centre is even backtracking 
hard on its own limited democracy. 
Massive amounts of money are spent 
to maintain and increase profits for the 
arms industry, big pharma, the banks … 
(another list?).

As Ilhan Omar said, “It’s all about 
the Benjamins, baby”, and, at some 
surprisingly cheap rates, US capitalism 
buys up almost all of the members of 
Congress, the Senate, plus, of course, 
the presidency. At the same time they 
are taking the vote from millions of 
Americans by a variety of subterfuges - 
including the voter IDs that Johnson is 
keen to introduce here. And then there is 
the gerrymandering which in the US has 
gone to ludicrous extremes: and Trump 
lost the popular vote by three million.

While ‘democracy’ goes in the 
opposite direction to the genuinely 
democratic, we have a world hurtling 
towards the extinction of the human race, 
along with most other species. We have a 
world economy in which even bourgeois 
economists worry about unsustainable 
debt and we have millions in various 
countries rising up to oppose corruption. 
(I wonder, is there a single country in the 
world in which the ruling classes are not 
corrupt?)

Thomas Klikauer writes, in his 
letter headed ‘Age of populism’, of 
the dominance of media, especially 
today social media, saying: “the rise 
of the Age of Populism is paralleled 
by the phenomenal growth of anti-
social media”; and further: “Jeremy 
Corbyn did not lose an election - he 
never had a chance in the first place.” 
It is true that any threat from the left is 
always attacked by the most vitriolic 
means by the bourgeoisie in all media 
available - a reason why Weekly Worker 
correspondents so regularly point to the 
necessity of a working class press.

Jeremy Corbyn, if my memory serves 
me right (it does), and his supporters 
have received far more abuse than any of 
his predecessors, such as Michael Foot 
or even folk such as Ken Livingstone 
and Arthur Scargill. The vile smear of 
anti-Semitism is a barrel bottom rarely 
if ever reached before. One way of 
avoiding this is, of course, to reassure 
the ruling class that you present no kind 
of threat, as Tony Blair did with such 
success. As an American commentator 
said in the summer, “Why do we need 
Democrats? In order to help Republicans 
enact measures they can’t pass on their 
own.” It has a certain familiar ring to it, 
does it not?

However, I would suggest that 
Corbyn lost it, among many other 
reasons, through disappointment. He 
folded to the right, eventually, on the 

smear, on Trident and then on Brexit. He 
could give no hope to Labour voters that 
he would not bend on the whole election 
programme, once push came to shove.

This disappointment is a familiar 
emotion for Labour voters: Blair lost 
nearly three million votes in his second 
election (more than Corbyn did in his 
second) and that was before the Iraq 
invasion! He and Brown continued to 
lose votes, and members, until there was 
a slight recovery in 2015 with Miliband 
and a much bigger one with Corbyn in 
2017. Even in 2019 Labour had more 
votes than they had in 2005, 2010 and 
2015.

A further symptom of disappointment 
comes in the election turnout. In 2001 it 
was 59.4% (according to Wikipedia) and 
that was the first time in the history of 
UK elections since full adult suffrage 
was available (1929) that the turnout 
dropped below not just 70%, but 60%. 
The previous low was in the much 
vaunted year of Labour defeat 1935, 
when it was 71.1%, marginally below 
Blair’s “triumph” in 1997, when it was 
71.4% (though then there was a low Tory 
vote - perhaps they get disappointed too).

So, Labour can lose not only through 
the attacks of others, but also through 
their own lack of strength, stamina and 
principle. The contenders for leader seem 
to be vying with each other as a safe pair 
of hands and looking for what might 
be the most successful of the various 
opportunist policies and words they can 
muster. Not a lot of democracy here.
Jim Cook
Reading

Revolution
I am grateful and appreciative of the 
responses from Jack Conrad, Tony 
Clark and John Smithee to my letter of 
December 19.

The Weekly Worker Group has no 
right or basis whatsoever to use the term 
‘CPGB. The CPGB dissolved itself 
in 1991 and the Communist Party of 
Britain, which in 1988 re-established 
itself on the basis of the CPGB’s rules 
and political programme, is the practical, 
political and legal inheritor of the name. 
The party’s programme Britain’s road 
to socialism is clearly a continuation of 
the CPGB’s British road to socialism. 
The CPB’s original membership was 
entirely made up of existing and illegally 
excluded members of the CPGB.

The predecessor to the WWG was 
The Leninist, an illegal and secret faction 
buried within the CPGB and consisting 
of entryists who were ex-members of 
the New Communist Party, which broke 
away from the CPGB in 1977.

Jack claims his group (and it is 
his group) “has a long and entirely 
consistent position on the Labour Party”. 
In the form of formal theses, that may 
be true, but in practice? No. Whilst the 
Labour Party, originally characterised by 
Lenin as a “bourgeois workers party”, 
has not changed in this essential from 
foundation to present day, the attitude 
of the WWG has been the opposite 
of consistent. Far from “consistently” 
orientating itself to the Labour Party, the 
WWG has successively entered and left 
Arthur Scargill’s Socialist Labour Party, 
entered and left the Socialist Alliance, 
entered and left Left Unity.

The WWG left LU and entered 
Labour after 2015 precisely because 
of the election of Jeremy Corbyn as 
leader and the political change and 
opportunities this provided - hence my 
remark including the WWG as part 
of the left disoriented by Corbyn and 
Corbynism. Labour Party Marxists is 
just the WWG under a different name, 
and the same individuals using different 
names. It is really obvious who James 
Marshall is.

My central point remains that with 
the extremely scarce resources of the 
WWG, is it a better and more principled 
political strategy to continue to bury 
into the Labour Party or to focus on 
the building of a genuine Communist 

Party in this country. Yes, of course, that 
Communist Party must engage with the 
Labour Party and its structures. Yes, 
of course, Communist Party members 
will work with and alongside Labour 
Party members and seek to win them 
to its point of view. But openly and 
democratically, not as part of a secret, 
entryist operation.

Mike Macnair expresses the central 
incoherence of the WWG’s approach 
to the Labour Party - condemning it for 
seeking to win elections (‘Corbynism 
is over’ Weekly Worker December 
19)! The whole point of the Labour 
Party is precisely to try and win 
elections, to influence legislation, to 
win governmental office and to use that 
to pass reforms beneficial to working 
people and ameliorate the effects of 
capitalism. If it can’t win elections, it has 
very little value or use to the working 
class. The Labour Party in office has 
passed a number of significant and 
beneficial reforms, which also happened 
to strengthen and consolidate capitalism 
and capitalist ideology.

The WWG seems to want to try and 
convert - or, given their actual resources, 
wish - the Labour Party into a semi-
revolutionary party. And at the same time 
they (correctly) point to the need for a 
genuine and ultimately mass Communist 
Party, stating (correctly) that the Labour 
Party cannot be that Communist Party. 
So we have desperate confusion and 
strategic incoherence. And effort and 
resources diverted from the task of 
building a Communist Party.

The WWG’s theses on ‘Prospects 
of a Corbyn government’, published 
on December 7 2017, called for 
a Corbyn government in 2020 to 
“immediately” implement a range 
of drastic and dramatic measures, 
including dissolution of the standing 
army, which frankly only a genuinely 
workers’ government, emerging after 
a revolutionary upheaval and with a 
revolutionary state at its disposal, could 
carry out. This is seriously confusing 
the role of the Labour Party with that of 
a Communist Party and the election of 
a government with socialist revolution. 
No wonder the WWG consistently 
avoids any discussion whatsoever about 
the essential elements and features of 
a genuine socialist revolution (see my 
letter, August 16 2019).

I think that under capitalism it 
is beneficial to have a left-of-centre 
progressive political party capable of 
attracting mass support and winning 
elections, especially as an opposition 
to the principal political party of the 
capitalist class. More importantly it is 
an existing feature of most advanced 
capitalist states. It is right for socialists 
and communists to place expectations 
and demands on such political parties, 
especially those which claim to represent 
the working class - to push them as far 
as they can possible go, both to deliver 
maximum gains for the working class 
under capitalism and to educate the 
masses as to the limits of doing this under 
capitalism and raising the need for more 
fundamental socialist transformation. 
This, in essence, is the approach of all 
editions of the British road to socialism 
from 1951 to 2020.

This does include working with 
and helping strengthening the left and 
socialists within the Labour Party 
and increasing their influence on the 
leadership, the Parliamentary Labour 
Party and its policies and programme. 
But this can’t be at the expense of Labour 
losing either its mass membership or 
electoral base. Labour will always be 
primarily a coalition of trade unionists, 
social democrats, socialists and including 
an element which is genuinely Marxist 
and revolutionary.

With Labour losing the fourth election 
in a row, I think socialists, communists, 
Marxists, progressives, revolutionaries, 
etc need to smell the coffee and go back 
to basics. We are active in politics and 
in a variety of organisations, because 
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fundamentally we believe that capitalism 
needs to be overthrown and replaced by 
socialism - the political and economic 
power and rule of the working class 
specifically; working people more 
generally.

This replacement of one system of 
society by another has to be effected 
through revolutionary means. The 
capitalist classes and imperialist elites 
will never consent to having their 
fabulous wealth and power taken 
away from them. The revolutionary 
means will not be a series of successive 
governmental processes, which last for 
years, even decades. A genuine socialist 
revolution will be led by the masses and 
will probably take place in days and 
weeks, and over months spread over 
countries and continents.

To help encourage the working 
classes and progressive allies from the 
intermediate strata to see and understand 
the need for socialism and for socialist 
revolution, we do need a united, mass 
communist party, which unites the great 
majority of socialists, communists and 
revolutionary democrats in it. We need, 
and I want to see, a Communist Party 
with a membership of hundreds of 
thousands - millions even.

Joining and building such a united, 
mass communist party is going to be 
a million times more valuable than 
obsessing over the politics, policies, 
personalities and leadership of the 
Labour Party. I am quite comfortable 
with the Labour Party either sorting itself 
out and determining a leadership and 
strategy capable of winning elections and 
then passing legislative reforms which 
benefit and protect working people, or 
going into terminal decline.

The emergence of a stronger, united 
and mass Communist Party will have 
a dynamic impact on the Labour Party 
- it is not at all clear how and in what 

direction, but we will be influencing 
changes and developments from a 
position of greater strength and greater 
mobilisation, organisation and leadership 
of the working class.
Andrew Northall
Kettering

Nationalism
In response to my previous criticism 
of Dave Vincent’s English nationalist 
Brexit position, he replies: “I’m not an 
English nationalist, of course” (Letters, 
December 12 2019). Is this a statement 
of fact or ignorance or complacency? 
The English right are proud of their 
version of England. Dave is from the 
English left, who are in denial about their 
own attitudes and behaviour. This makes 
them more dangerous.

Reactionary English nationalism 
is a peculiar beast. It is in reality an 
Anglo-British ideology, which speaks 
in the English language, but acts in the 
interests of Britain. The English left 
are dangerous because they deny their 
own nationalist attitudes by claiming 
to be British or cosmopolitans or even 
‘internationalists’.

The 2016 European Union 
referendum is the most recent acid test 
of English (ie, Anglo-British) attitudes. 
Northern Ireland and Scotland voted 
to remain in the EU. Every English 
internationalist and democrat must 
defend the right of these nations to do 
that. The English nationalist left cannot 
conceive that the majority in Northern 
Ireland and Scotland should be respected. 
It is not ‘practical’ for these nations to ‘go 
off’ without England. They must bend to 
the will of the master race.

I see nothing so far in Dave’s 
comments that reject an English 
nationalist Brexit. Any socialist in 
England who gives moral, ideological 
or ultimately military support to the 

denial of votes in Ireland and Scotland 
is a social chauvinist who falls in behind 
interests of their own Anglo-British 
ruling class. Railing against the evils of 
Irish and Scottish nationalism are not an 
answer, but a smokescreen.

Dave says that “reforming the EU 
is as impossible as pulling the Labour 
Party to the left”. Nothing is impossible 
- whether socialism, reforming the EU 
or moving Labour Party to the left. 
It is a trivial point to say, ‘Change is 
possible’, and nonsense to say it is 
impossible. The EU can be reformed, 
but this is a waste of time. It cannot 
be reformed into democratic federal 
republic, because this requires a popular 
democratic revolution.

Why is Dave speaking only about 
the impossibility of reform instead of 
making the case for the necessity of 
democratic revolution? Why is the 
European working class the only class 
that can lead such a revolution to victory?

We have to look to the democratic 
movements in Catalonia, Ireland, 
Scotland and other European nations. 
These must be supported as parts of a 
pan-European democracy. I can agree 
with Dave that a European republic 
cannot be achieved by piecemeal reform 
through the existing EU constitutional 
treaties and the European parliament.

Dave might argue, like the old 
‘economists’, that he doesn’t want 
democracy, but only socialism. Lenin 
dismissed that, saying that democracy 
does not negate or hold back socialism, 
but is the only road to it. Hence we insist 
that winning a democratic republic is not 
socialism or the abolition of capitalism, 
but it makes the socialisation of private 
property both possible and necessary. 
This is an idea which is anathema to 
anarchists and syndicalists.
Steve Freeman
London

London Communist Forum
Sunday January 19, 5pm: Weekly political report from CPGB  
Provisional Central Committee, followed by open discussion and  
reading group: study of Abram Leon’s The Jewish question - a Marxist 
interpretation. This meeting: chapter 2C: ‘Judaism and Christianity’.
Calthorpe Arms, 252 Grays Inn Road, London WC1.
Organised by CPGB: www.cpgb.org.uk and
Labour Party Marxists: www.labourpartymarxists.org.uk.
Radical Anthropology Group
Tuesday January 21, 6.30pm: Series of talks on social and biological 
anthropology, Daryll Forde seminar room, Anthropology Building, 
14 Taviton Street, off Gordon Square, London WC1. This meeting: 
‘Laughing at the gods: bushman trickster tales’. Speaker: Camilla Power.
Organised by Radical Anthropology Group:
radicalanthropologygroup.org.
No war on Iran
Trump has been heading for war with Iran since tearing up the nuclear 
deal. Campaign for peace and de-escalation in the Middle East.
Protest events organised by Stop the War Coalition:
Swansea: Saturday January 18, 12 noon.
Rally, The Big Screen, Castle Square, Swansea SA1.
www.facebook.com/events/482413835793167.
Canterbury: Saturday January 18, 2pm.
Rally, Dane John Gardens, Canterbury CT1.
www.facebook.com/events/457499948468842.
Warrington: Sunday January 19, 1pm.
Rally, The Skittles, Bridge Street, Warrington WA1.
www.facebook.com/events/462036747818927.
Cambridge: Thursday January 30, 6.30pm.
Public meeting, Friends Meeting House, 12 Jesus Lane, Cambridge CB5.
www.facebook.com/events/610719579758431.
Building the Labour Left Alliance
Pre-conference meetings organised by the Labour Left Alliance: 
labourleft.org/lla-launch-conference.
Leicester: Saturday January 18, 2pm.
Leicester Secular Hall, 75 Humberstone Gate, Leicester LE1.
Merseyside: Monday January 20, 7pm.
Quaker Meeting House, 22 School Lane, Liverpool L1.
Croydon: January 20, 7.30pm.
Ruskin House, 23 Coombe Road, Croydon CR0.
Nottingham: Thursday January 23, 7.45pm.
Mechanics Institute, North Sherwood Street, Nottingham NG1.
London (all): Sunday January 26, 1pm-3.30pm.
Kurdish Community Centre, 11 Portland Gardens, London N4.
Rotherham: Tuesday January 28, 7pm.
Bridge Inn, 1 Greasbrough Road, Rotherham S60.
Sheffield: Thursday January 30. Details to be announced.
Private wealth or public health?
Monday January 20, 6.45pm: Public meeting, Cafe Diplo at The 
Gallery, 70-77 Cowcross Street, London EC1. The pharmaceutical 
industry is one of the world’s most profitable, but over 2 billion people 
lack essential medicines. Speaker: Dr Panos Kanavos. Entrance £3 (£2).
Organised by Friends of Le Monde Diplomatique:
www.mondediplofriends.org.uk.
Support arrested arms fair activists
Wednesday January 22, 9am: Protest outside Stratford magistrates 
court, 389-397 High Street, London E15. Over 100 people were 
arrested during the week of action against the DSEI arms fair last 
September. Bring banners, flags and placards to support the defendants.
Organised by Campaign Against Arms Trade:
www.facebook.com/events/2489413751346961.
Palestine solidarity
Saturday January 25, 9:30am to 5pm: Annual general meeting, 
Conway Hall, 25 Red Lion Square, London WC1. Members review last 
year’s work, decide future campaigns and elect the executive committee.
Organised by Palestine Solidarity Campaign:
www.palestinecampaign.org/events/psc-agm-2020.
Remembering Robin Page Arnot (1890-1986)
Thursday February 6, 7pm: Public meeting, Marx Memorial Library, 
37a Clerkenwell Green, London EC1. First of three weekly talks about 
prominent CPGB educators. Speaker: Mary Davis. Tickets £5 (£3).
Organised by Marx Memorial Library:
www.facebook.com/events/2916854228327624.
Stand Up To Racism
Saturday February 8, 11am to 4pm: Trade union conference, Brunei 
Gallery, SOAS, Russell Square, London WC1. Bringing together trade 
unionists from different industries and sectors to promote anti-racism in 
unions and workplaces. Registration £12 (£6).
Organised by Stand Up To Racism:
www.facebook.com/events/425078621764076.
Global strike 4 climate
Friday February 14, 11am: UK-wide (and global) student and school 
student demonstrations. Take direct action on the climate crisis and 
ecological catastrophe - system change, not climate change!
Organised by UK Student Climate Network:
www.facebook.com/pg/UKSCN/events.
Labour Left Alliance launch
Saturday February 22, 10am to 5pm: Delegate conference, venue in 
Sheffield close to railway station. To discuss structures, organisation 
and strategy for bringing together and strengthening the Labour left.
Organised by Labour Left Alliance:
labourleft.org/lla-launch-conference.
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.

Statement 

Fight on two fronts
Trump’s reckless drone assassination was a godsend for the 
reactionary theocratic regime in Tehran

Hands Off the People of Iran 
unequivocally condemns the 
United States assassination 

on January 3 of the commander-in-
chief of the Revolutionary Guard’s 
Quds Force, Qassem Soleimani. 
It is not enough, however, to 
simply denounce Trump’s perilous 
manoeuvres in this volatile region. 
We must understand the underlying 
political dynamics of the face-off 
between two mismatched reactionary 
regimes - the US world hegemon and 
the Islamic State of Iran.

In truth, the killing of Soleimani 
- and Trump’s subsequent threat 
to bomb 52 targets in Iran - was a 
godsend for the rulers of the Islamic 
Republic. After the targeted strike, a 
mood of patriotism grew in Iran and 
rival factions within the government 
converged in the face of external 
threat. Even some outright opponents 
of the regime have rallied to ‘defend 
the nation’. More worryingly, the 
mood of cross-class outrage against 
the American attack will have a 
dampening effect on workers’ 
struggle against the regime’s 
neoliberal domestic economic 
policies.

According to Trump, he ordered 
the killing to prevent more wars in 
the region. In stark contrast, most 
of the world’s media predict an 
escalation of tension and military 
conflict as a result. Beyond Iran’s 
borders, Trump’s foolish raid 
has been a spectacular failure, 
strengthening Iran’s position in Iraq 
and Lebanon. In the recent past, 
citizens of Shia Iraqi cities were 
setting fire to Iranian consulates; the 
demand for Iran to keep its hands 
off Iraq had been one of the main 

slogans of protestors in Baghdad and 
elsewhere. Last week Shia Iraqis 
were chanting the slogan often heard 
in Iran’s Islamic Republic: “Death 
to America”. Similar sentiments 
have been expressed in Lebanon, 
where Christian Maronite and Druze 
politicians are echoing Hezbollah’s 
claims that it was Soleimani who 
saved the country from Islamic State.

Hopi likewise condemns the 
‘revenge’ exacted by the Iranian 
regime, which in any case was 
deliberately ineffectual - Iran having 
informed both Norway and Iraq, if 
not the US directly, that missiles 
were due to be fired. The effective 
state of war on both sides and the 
likelihood that missile launches 
would invite US retaliation meant 
that Tehran’s air defences were on the 
highest alert, but the regime did not 
cancel civil air traffic. This resulted 
in the mistaken shooting down of a 
Ukrainian passenger jet and the death 
of all 176 people on board, including 
many Iranian dual nationals returning 
to Canada via Kiev.

For three days the regime blamed 
the crash on a technical fault, 
and denied any missiles had been 
launched. Only when the mountain 
of evidence became insurmountable 
did they admit the truth; many in 
Iran have questioned whether an 
admission would ever have come, 
if foreign and dual nationals had 
not been involved. Within Iran at 
least, this avoidable catastrophe 
and subsequent attempt to escape 
blame has undermined the regime’s 
narrative. Demonstrations, beginning 
at two of Tehran’s historically most 
political universities, spread quickly 
around the country, participants 

chanting anti-regime slogans such as 
“No leader, no shah! Down with the 
Islamic Republic!”

The unstable nature of the period 
that has opened makes it difficult 
to formulate perspectives with 
any degree of certainty. However, 
there are points that all consistent 
democrats should be clear on:
 The rationale that prompted the 
US attack is hard to understand - 
unless it is simply related to domestic 
politics and Trump’s impeachment in 
a presidential election year. While the 
Iranian state is episodically drawn 
into conflict with the west, it is not 
an anti-imperialist force. There is 
nothing defensible about the nature 
of the regime and those political 
forces who attempt to sow illusions 
in it should be condemned.
 If there is escalation and the threat 
of war between the USA and Iran 
becomes palpable, many on the left 
will automatically defend the Islamic 
Republic. Feeble arguments will 
be advanced for this; no doubt we 
would be treated to the poisonous 
logic of ‘the enemy of my enemy 
must be a friend’, also known as 
the anti-imperialism of fools. We 
have implacably rejected this in 
the past and we will stay loyal to 
internationalist principle.
 The only consistent force for 
peace in Iran and the wider region 
is the working class. We condemn 
US imperialism’s warmongering in 
Iran and the region, though we refuse 
to defend Iran’s Islamic regime. 
We will continue to support the 
struggles of Iranian workers against 
the oppressive, neoliberal economic 
policies of the religious state that 
oppresses them l
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No to war, no to the regime
Yassamine Mather analyses the continuing US-Iran conflict. This article is based on her talk to the 
January 12 meeting of Hands Off the People of Iran

They say a week is a long time in 
politics, but in the case of Iran 
sometimes one day is a very 

long time. Over the past few weeks 
there have been mass protests, the 
threat of war and then we had first the 
assassination of Qassem Soleimani 
ordered by Donald Trump - as I 
wrote in last week’s Weekly Worker, 
this seemed to be primarily for the 
purpose of internal consumption - 
followed by his threat to bomb 52 
places in Iran, including those of 
cultural prominence.

Following that, we saw the 
mobilisation of large numbers - 
not just, in my opinion in protest 
against the killing of Soleimani, but a 
reaction to the threat of US military 
attack. From January 3, when the 
assassination took place, until the 
middle of the following week, from 
what I can gather from messages on 
social media, every day people were 
wondering, is this the day we’re going 
to be bombed?

Now we have the protests - not 
just by opponents of the regime, but 
by various factions within the ruling 
circle - against Tehran’s shooting 
down on January 8 of a civilian 
aircraft, resulting in the death of 
all 176 people on board. The latest 
demonstrations are not as large as 
the previous week’s, but nevertheless 
reflect the extent of the opposition - 
not just to the United States, but to the 
corruption and lying of the regime, 
especially the initial statements 
following the attack on the Ukrainian 
plane, which made people more angry 
than the attack itself.

If anyone was looking for 
justification for the position of Hands 
Off the People of Iran, then the latest 
situation has provided it, sad and 
appalling as it is. First and foremost, 
we must oppose US aggression in the 
region, and specifically all attacks 
on Iran, which the United States has 
identified as the main enemy. But 
we must not ignore the fact that the 
people of Iran have an enemy within 
their own borders - the message of 
the latest demonstrations and those of 
November last year.

Assassination
Let us begin with Soleimani. We 
now have a little more information 
than when I wrote the Weekly Worker 
article, ‘A godsend for the regime’ 
(January 9). I recently spoke to an 
American journalist familiar with 
Pentagon and US state department 
officials and he told me that in the 
state department officials were 
horrified. They had no idea that 
Soleimani was being targeted and 
there had been no risk assessment - 
particularly important, when it comes 
to the Middle East.

The state department ordered 
those in the know not to talk about 
the plans or to meet with any Iranian 
pro-‘regime change’ oppositionists, 
including royalists and Mujahedin-e 
Khalq. My understanding is that 
they had told secretary of state Mike 
Pompeo that if there is some serious 
action, such as an assassination or 
bombing, the regime is so fragile that 
it was likely to collapse. That did not 
happen, of course.

Instead the government was able 
to mobilise large numbers against 
the assassination and subsequent US 
threats. The regime has been able to 
demonstrate its power within Iran. 
Another general was unsuccessfully 
targeted by the US and then we had 
Trump’s claim of an ‘imminent threat’ 
from Iran - the story has changed so 

many times about what exactly it 
consisted of that no-one, including 
Republicans in the US Congress, 
knew exactly what Trump’s position 
was or what he expected from Iran.

Craig Murray has written a useful 
article about all this being linked to the 
“Bethlehem doctrine of pre-emptive 
self-defence”,1 where he says that this 
‘imminent threat’ from Iran is neither 
likely nor possible - basically it is a 
figment of the imagination - but it has 
been used to justify the assassination 
and other possible US actions. The 
assassination was, of course, an act of 
war - that cannot be denied, and acts 
of war produce a response.

Its effect in terms of regional 
politics was exactly as expected. 
The Iraqi parliament voted for US 
troops to be withdrawn. In Lebanon 
the Christian Maronites opposed the 
US escalation - they believed that 
Soleimani had helped prevent Islamic 
State atrocities (the US itself had 
promoted him as the man who had 
defeated IS).

In Iran the regime promised 
revenge for the killing and there has 
been genuine anger amongst the 
protestors that the leader of the so-
called ‘free world’ had been making 
such threats of violence against 
them. And then we had the events 
in the Islamic Republic itself. It is 
not just the regime’s errors, but the 
deliberate lies and deceit, which all 
help to reinforce the notion that for 
the regime human life does not matter.

First we had the January 7 
stampede at the funeral procession for 
Soleimani in Tehran, when 56 people 
died. The authorities did not take the 
necessary measures - according to one 
reporter, there was no capacity to deal 
with the more than one million who 
showed up.

Then we have the regime’s 
revenge attacks on US forces in Iraq 
on January 8. From what I can gather, 
the US knew about it in advance - 
Tehran had already informed Iraq and 
Norway, for example, that it was going 
to attack the two US bases. But every 
effort was made to ensure that no US 
or Iraqi citizens would be killed (the 
only thing the regime does not seem 
to worry about is the plight of its own 
citizens). This was a symbolic missile 
launch, but it is the first time in recent 
history that a ‘third world’ country has 
fired missiles at a US base (and got 

away with it apparently).

Aircraft
You might say that, given that the US 
committed an act of war, the shooting 
down of the Ukrainian aircraft is 
ultimately its responsibility. But that is 
not how people in Iran see it, not least 
because of the way their government 
lied about it. For three days, although 
they knew it was their fault, they 
continued the falsehoods until finally 
on January 11 they admitted the truth 
and we had all the explanations.

It is claimed that the supreme 
leader, Ali Khamenei, had only been 
informed of the actual reality the 
previous day. Mehdi Kahroubi, one 
of the former leaders of what was 
the Green Movement in Iran, has 
summed up this claim quite well. 
He said that, as the supreme leader 
is commander-in-chief of the army, 
either he is incompetent or he is lying. 
Either way, he should resign.

In fact since January 11 there have 
been crowds on the streets chanting, 
“Resign, resign!” It is not entirely 
clear who exactly this is addressed to 
- just Khamenei or president Hassan 
Rouhani or the entire leadership. 
We do have to understand that 
there is a great deal of confusion - 
understandable, given the dire state 
of the Iranian opposition (the left is a 
complete shambles). There is a mood 
of anger, of anti-war protest. Some 
are calling for a referendum, but we 
do not know on what exact question.

It is true that some demonstrators 
are clearly calling for the overthrow 
of the regime. A comrade of mine has 
commented: “Fine, we can say, ‘Let’s 
build the barricades and overthrow 
the regime’, but what do we put in its 
place?” That is the key question for 
the opposition to deal with.

None of this reduces the 
importance with which we should 
regard the latest demonstrations. Like 
many of the passengers killed on the 
aeroplane, who were postgraduates 
returning from a winter break (most of 
those killed were in fact Iranian or had 
dual nationality), a good number of 
the demonstrators are young people.

The lie initially told by the regime, 
saying that a fault had developed 
causing the plane to crash, symbolises 
the situation in the Islamic Republic. 
For example, we still do not know 
how many people died during the 

November demonstrations at the 
hands of security forces. First it was 
said to be 200, than the figure went 
up to 300, but Reuters claims it was 
1,500. However, the point is that the 
government is refusing to come clean 
on this important issue. How many 
were killed as a result of its forces 
opening fire?

There is clearly a base of support 
for the government amongst sections 
of the civilian population as well as 
the military, but it treats 90% of the 
population as if their problems, their 
lives, don’t matter. There is already 
fury over the government’s handling 
of the effects of sanctions, the loss of 
jobs and so on. Yes, it is the United 
States that is responsible for imposing 
sanctions, but the regime’s corruption 
and cronyism has created multi-
millionaires out of the black market 
that resulted from these sanctions.

What next?
I think the current situation shows 
that in the short term, following the 
assassination and US threats, it will 
be difficult to mobilise such huge 
numbers against the regime and that 
it will survive. Its regional allies are 
emboldened, there is no doubt. Some 
people say that these recent events will 
in fact pave the way for peace. Things 
are going nowhere, they say, and the 
US has not actually retaliated, so there 
is hope. I think that is a mistaken view.

Apart from the fact that the Iranian 
government cannot live without crisis, 
and therefore is unlikely to move 
towards resolving the conflict, the 
main point is that the United States 
does not want a settlement with Iran’s 
current regime. The talk of revenge and 
the 52 targets shows the mentality of 
the US leadership and the Republicans. 
They are still committed to avenging 
the taking of 52 US hostages in Tehran 
in 1979.

There is also the US arms industry, 
which involves huge sums of money. 
Who will buy arms if there was no 
threat of war? What about Israel? What 
would be its raison d’être from the US 
point of view if there was no Iranian 
threat? Such complicated issues 
cannot be resolved by saying, ‘If only 
the Iranian leaders were reasonable, 
rational people, then everything would 
be OK.’

What about the working class in 
Iran? Will it go onto the offensive? 

In my view that is not likely right 
now. Why is it that the students are 
the main force backing current anti-
regime demonstrations? Because the 
working class has suffered severe 
repression - most of its effective 
leaders are in prison. For example, 
trade unionists were sentenced to 11 
years for supporting the strike by sugar 
workers in March 2019. In reality the 
leadership of the workers’ movement 
has collapsed.

But, yes, protests will continue 
because of the economic situation, 
because of sanctions - a boycott of 
Iran’s airspace is one of the measures 
now being considered. So demands for 
radical change inside the country will 
continue to be raised.

As for the Iranian left in exile, it 
has become so engrossed in regime 
change, that it does not even wish to 
criticise Trump or US policy. Nor 
does it take on effective US allies like 
Mujahedin-e Khalq or the royalists. In 
the case of the latter, credit must go to 
the Tehran demonstrators of January 
11, who provided a good answer. Their 
slogan was: “No shah, no supreme 
leader!”

Some remind us that the ‘official 
communist’ Tudeh party supported 
the Islamic republic. But the exiled 
left is today’s equivalent of Tudeh. 
It calls for a united front with US-
backed regime change elements, 
so that we can all unite against 
dictatorship and later we will decide 
what to do after it has been removed. 
Well, that was exactly Tudeh’s attitude 
to the Islamists with respect to the 
shah. They formed a united front 
with Ruhollah Khomeini, who was 
to become the regime’s first supreme 
leader, and thought they would be part 
of the new establishment. Khomeini 
decimated the entire opposition to the 
new regime - and eventually it was 
Tudeh’s turn.

Similarly, today we are told that 
bringing down the dictatorship is the 
only thing that matters. Who cares 
about the United States? This is the sad 
state of the majority of the Iranian left. 
There are, of course, exceptions, but, 
as for the majority, I am dismayed by 
the positions they take today l

Notes
1. www.craigmurray.org.uk/archives/2020/01/lies-
the-bethlehem-doctrine-and-the-illegal-murder-
of-soleimani.

US forces in Iraq had a two-and-a-half hour warning
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Champion assassinator
Moshé Machover focused on the Israeli aspect in his address to the Hopi meeting

S omeone in the Weekly Worker 
recently commented that on 
the face of it what the United 

States is doing is a confirmation of the 
theory that the Israeli tail is wagging 
the American dog. However, if you 
look into things a little deeper, you will 
see that it is exactly the opposite - the 
American dog is acting for its own 
reasons, which often coincide with the 
wishes of its Israeli junior partner.

It is true that there has been some 
Israeli involvement in the latest crisis 
- if you look at the details of the 
procedure that led to the assassination 
of Qassem Soleimani, there was 
some such involvement, but it did not 
amount to very much. Whenever the 
Israeli press wants to reveal something 
on security-related matters, they 
always quote “foreign sources”. So, 
according to those “foreign sources”, it 
seems that Israel was the only country 
that was informed of the assassination 
in advance. That was because the 
Americans needed Israeli confirmation 
for their own intelligence.

Israel did not supply the original 
intelligence about Soleimani’s 
movements - the US knew that he had 
been on a flight from Damascus to 
Baghdad (the drone struck his vehicle 
as it was leaving the airport), but it 
had asked for Israeli confirmation of 
this - Israel had been independently 
tracking him, along with many other 
individuals. By the way, Israel and 
the Philippines are the only countries, 
I believe, where the assassination was 
welcomed.

I have my own view on the 
possibility of an arrangement of some 
sorts between the United States and 
Iran. Of course, it would depend on 
many contingencies, but, as the nuclear 
deal struck by Barack Obama proved, 
there are circumstances where it is 
possible for these two states to come 
to an agreement. In my opinion, Israeli 
hostility to Iran is more far-reaching 
than that of the USA. It would be 
acceptable for the Americans under 
certain circumstances to strike such 
an agreement - provided Iran behaved 
like an obedient client state. That 
would involve giving Iran some kind 
of respect as a major power in the 
Middle East. But Israel would oppose 
to such an arrangement, because Iran 
is regarded as an obstacle to its own 
regional hegemony.

It is worth bearing in mind Israeli 
intentions and how Israel might need a 
war with Iran, and the implications of 
this for other regional actors, including 
Jordan and Saudi Arabia.

Israeli-style
But first I would like to draw your 
attention to the fact that the style of this 
assassination was very Israeli, in the 
sense that Israel is by far the champion 
assassinator. Wikipedia provides much 
information about the way Israel 
has targeted literally hundreds of 
individuals - it actually provides a list 
of Israeli assassinations. But even its 
list is incomplete - it does not mention 
the most important example: that 
of Yasser Arafat in 2004, where the 
circumstantial evidence is so clear, in 
my opinion.

Most of these acts, as with 
Soleimani, were described as 
‘preventive’, but in most cases that 
just does not make sense. What type 
of operation did his killing prevent? 
He was not actually going to perform 
such an operation personally. If, as a 
commander, he had worked out plans 
to commit some hostile action, how 
would his killing prevent it?

In some cases Israeli assassinations 
actually provoked acts they were 

supposed to prevent. The most 
outstanding and obvious case was 
the 1995 killing of Yahya Ayyash, 
one of the Hamas technicians who 
constructed bombs. An Israeli agent 
gave him a cellphone which contained 
an explosive device and, when he 
answered a call, his head was blown 
off. As an act of direct revenge for 
this, several suicide bombings were 
committed with more Israeli casualties 
than those he had been responsible for 
previously.

In several other cases it was clear 
that Israeli assassinations were a matter 
of revenge. For example, Operation 
Wrath of God - the Mossad operation 
directed at the Black September 
organisation responsible for the 1972 
Munich Olympics massacre. That 
included the killing of an innocent 
man in Norway - he was mistaken for 
a member of Black September. Many 
such assassinations resulted in the 
death of bystanders - as was the case in 
the killing of Soleimani.

In 1978 Wadi’e Haddad, who, 
it was claimed, was responsible for 
the Entebbe hijacking, was killed by 
poisoning his toothpaste - one of many 
bizarre methods employed by Mossad. 
Then there was Salah Shehade, the 
Hamas leader killed by a one-ton bomb 
dropped on his house, resulting in the 
deaths of his whole family and several 
neighbours. The list goes on and on. 
There was also Khaled Mash’al, a 
Hamas leader who was shot using a 
poisoned dart in Amman in 1997. But 
bystanders managed to capture his 
would-be assassins and the king of 
Jordan demanded an antidote in return 
for their release. Israel complied and 
Mash’al survived.

In fact Israeli assassinations go 
back to the 1950s and 60s - against 
nuclear scientists working in Egypt, 
for instance, and more recently against 
those working in the nuclear industry 
in Iran. I think it was clear that Iran 
was not actually planning to construct 
nuclear weapons, but was hoping to 
achieve ‘nuclear bomb readiness’, as 
it was called, and Israel used various 

methods, including cyber attacks, 
as well as assassinations of nuclear 
scientists.

Schemes for war
I want to use this opportunity to make 
a prediction about what Israel is likely 
to do in case of war in the Middle East. 
I have stated previously that Israel has 
an interest in disabling Iran as a rival. 
But it is also the case that Israel needs 
a war - most likely against Iran - in 
order to implement its expansionist 
intentions in Palestinian territory. It is 
clear that Israel is preparing to annex 
large parts of the West Bank in the 
foreseeable future.

Israel has not wanted to take 
over densely populated areas - it is 
interested in territory, but not where 
there are so many inhabitants. The 
small and highly populated Gaza Strip 
is therefore not very appealing - I do 
not believe there are any plans to 
annex it in the near future. The policy 
for Gaza is a long-term one, aimed at 
making it uninhabitable, and to create 
a situation where the Palestinians will 
eventually leave themselves.

There is, however, increasing 
pressure within the Israeli ruling 
rightwing coalition to annex sizable 
parts of the West Bank. But the problem 
is what to do with the population. 
Israel wants to avoid what it regards 
as the ‘demographic danger’: that is, 
the outnumbering of Israeli Jews by 
Palestinian Arabs or even a situation 
where the latter population is almost 
equal to that of Jewish Israelis. The 
contingency plan originally attributed 
to Ariel Sharon was to expel a sizable 
number of Palestinians from the West 
Bank to Jordan.1

The idea is eventually to declare 
Jordan as the new Palestinian state. 
As prime minister Yitzhak Shamir’s 
spokesman put it, “If the Palestinians 
speak of a Palestinian state, it should 
be established east of the river, where 
they already constitute a majority.” 
A Palestinian state is fine, in other 
words, as long as it is in what they 
insist is the ‘other part’ of Palestine - 

nowadays called Jordan.2

The problem with this is that in 
order to achieve it two things are 
necessary: first of all, conflagration 
in the Middle East, which produces 
unrest in the West Bank, to be 
followed by major ethnic cleansing. 
This scheme was, by the way, 
reported in the western press in 
2002, when it was clear that the 
USA was going to invade Iraq. The 
point was that this could produce a 
situation where a smokescreen for 
major ethnic cleansing would arise. 
But it did not come to pass, because 
the Iraq war ended too quickly. Yes, 
it continued for a long time inside 
Iraq, but this was no longer a major 
regional question. So now Iran is the 
most likely target in such a conflict.

Secondly, it would require the 
destabilisation of Jordan and the 
removal of the monarch.3 Strangely 
enough, we have recently seen the 
worsening of relations between Israel 
and Jordan.4 Suddenly there is a 
feeling that something is not right and 
the Israeli governing coalition wants 
an end to peace with Jordan. Why 
would that be? It is connected with 
Israel’s widely reported alliance with 
Saudi Arabia.

Saudi
Since the 1920s, the ruling dynasties 
of Saudi Arabia and Jordan have been 
traditional enemies. The Hashemites were 
the custodians of Mecca and Medina until 
1925, when the Hejaz part of the Arabian 
peninsula was conquered by Abdulaziz 
ibn Sa’ud, the founder of the Saudi 
monarchy. After that the Hashemites 
were no longer the custodians of these 
two shrines, but they remained custodians 
of the third holy place of Islam, which 
is the holy mountain, Temple Mount of 
Jerusalem - the Haram al-Sharif. Jordan 
is still formally a custodian of this site: 
it appoints the clerics and religious 
management - in agreement with Israel.

In order to implement ethnic 
cleansing, Israel would need some 
support in the Arab world - otherwise 
it would be unacceptable. And Saudi 

Arabia is Israel’s new ally - there is 
a good deal of reporting of this in the 
Israeli press. The plan is at some point 
to overthrow the Jordanian Hashemite 
monarchy with the support of Saudi 
Arabia, and then ethnically cleanse a 
large number of Palestinians from the 
West Bank - and, as a prize, to finally 
give to Riyadh custodianship of Islam’s 
third holiest place.

If you feel that all this is some kind of 
fantasy, let me point out that it is actually 
being planned by the current relatively 
sane Israeli rightwing governing 
coalition. The lunatic fringe wants to go 
further, and blow up the Muslim shrine 
on the holy mountain and put in its place 
the third Jewish temple. This may or may 
not happen - there was an attempt during 
the late 1970s/early 1980s, but it was 
prevented by the Israeli security service. 
But now that fringe is much closer to 
power. They are the real fanatics, but 
the more mainstream right also wants 
to change the ownership of the holy 
mountain, as I have outlined.

Whether this is going to happen next 
week, next year or some time later, I do 
not think you can dismiss these plans 
as fantasy. There is solid evidence that 
something along these lines is being 
planned l

Notes
1. See M van Creveld, ‘Sharon’s plan is to drive 
Palestinians across the Jordan’ The Sunday 
Telegraph April 28 2002: www.telegraph.co.uk/
news/worldnews/middleeast/israel/1392485/
Sharons-plan-is-to-drive-Palestinians-across-the-
Jordan.html.
2. Quoted by D Pipes and A Garfinkle, ‘President 
Arafat? [and the Jordan-is-Palestine issue]’ Middle 
East Forum fall 1990: www.danielpipes.org/202/
president-arafat-and-the-jordan-is-palestine-issue.
3. See R Alpher, ‘The Israeli right’s “plan” for 
Jordan’s King Abdullah: the Israeli right has 
no solution for civil rights for Palestinians after 
annexation, except for overthrowing Jordan’s 
Hashemite monarchy’ Ha’aretz January 12 2020: 
www.haaretz.com/israel-news/.premium-israel-
right-plan-jordan-king-abdullah-palestinians-
annexation-1.8381895.
4. See A Tibon, ‘Relations between Israel and 
Jordan at an all-time low, King Abdullah says’ 
Ha’aretz November 23 2019: www.haaretz.
com/middle-east-news/relations-between-israel-
and-jordan-worse-than-ever-king-abdullah-
says-1.8164889.

Hundreds of Israeli assassinations: including Hamas’s Sheikh Ahmed Yassim and the PLO’s Yasser Arafat
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Fury, frustration and volatility
Daniel Lazare examines the dilemmas, contradictions and warmongering of US imperialism 

D onald Trump’s remarks 
following last week’s Iranian 
missile attack on US Iraqi 

airbases were amazingly mendacious, 
even by Washington standards: 
Qassem Soleimani was “the world’s 
top terrorist” - someone who “fuelled 
bloody civil wars all across the 
region” and “viciously wounded and 
murdered thousands of US troops”; 
while Iran is “the leading sponsor of 
terrorism”, a country that “threatens 
the civilised world” and has “created 
hell in Yemen, Syria, Lebanon, 
Afghanistan, and Iraq”.

Considering America’s role in 
waging or fuelling a half-dozen major 
wars since Jimmy Carter declared 
US military control over the region 
in January 1980, putting it all on Iran 
involves remarkable cheek. But it 
was a couple of the president’s more 
honest statements that stood out 
for what they said about American 
imperialism’s plight in the Persian 
Gulf and why Trump continues to 
bluster so noisily.

The first was about energy: 
“Over the last three years, under my 
leadership, our economy is stronger 
than ever before and America has 
achieved energy independence,” he 
said. “These historic accomplishments 
changed our strategic priorities ... We 
are now the number-one producer of 
oil and natural gas anywhere in the 
world. We are independent, and we do 
not need Middle East oil.”

This was correct: thanks to the 
fracking revolution, the US has indeed 
achieved energy independence. 
But the statement raises an obvious 
question: if the US no longer needs 
foreign oil and its priorities have 
therefore shifted, why is it still in the 
Persian Gulf?

The second statement concerned 
Islamic State, commonly known 
as Isis: “Tens of thousands of Isis 
fighters have been killed or captured 
during my administration,” Trump 
went on. “Isis is a natural enemy of 
Iran. The destruction of Isis is good 
for Iran, and we should work together 
on this and other shared priorities.”

Braggadocio aside about killing 
tens of thousands of IS fighters, the 
statement was also correct. Islamic 
State is indeed the natural enemy of 
Iran for the simple reason that they 
find themselves on opposite sides of 
the Sunni-Shi’ite divide at a time of 
mounting sectarianism. But this raises 
another question: if both are terrorist 
and terrorists are always the same as 
US dogma has maintained since the 
days of George W Bush, then how 
can they be at odds? Shouldn’t they 
be allied?

Non sequiturs like these are so 
common nowadays that they largely 
go unnoticed, especially in the 
capitalist fantasyland known as the 
United States. But these deserve a 
closer look. With regard to the first, 
a middle-class sceptic would reply 
that, if America no longer needs 
Persian Gulf oil, the answer is simple: 
it should get out, the sooner the 
better. But Marxists understand that 
imperialism is central to capitalist 
production and that the problem is 
necessarily more complex.

To begin with, just because the 
US is no longer dependent on the 
Persian Gulf does not mean that other 
countries are as well. To the contrary, 
while exports to the US have fallen 
more than 75% since the March 2003 
invasion of Iraq, exports to other parts 
of the globe have risen, with some 
65% of energy passing through the 
Strait of Hormuz now going to India, 
Japan, South Korea, Singapore and, 
above all, China.1 Common sense 

suggests that, as long as such countries 
consume growing amounts of Persian 
Gulf oil, they should shoulder more 
of the burden of insuring that supplies 
continue to flow.

But this is impossible for a number 
of reasons. One is that such countries 
lack the necessary ‘force projection’ 
to patrol the Gulf, while another is 
that the US would not permit them 
to, even if they did. Since the region’s 
importance is undiminished in global 
terms, controlling it allows the 
United States to control the world’s 
single most important source of 
fossil fuels. As long as it claims to 
be the sole remaining superpower, 
it has no choice but to maintain an 
exclusive chokehold on international 
capitalism’s most vital chokepoint.

But there is a third reason other 
countries do not shoulder the burden: 
they do not want to: “many Chinese 
strategists,” observes one US expert, 
“seem delighted at the prospect of 
the United States being tangled up in 
enduring tensions with Iran, which 
draws US attention and resources and 
allows others to portray the United 
States as a global hegemon.” Or, as an 
unnamed Chinese official put it more 
bluntly, “Why would we want to get 
involved in that mess?”2

Better to leave the mess to the 
United States. That way China will 
continue drawing benefits, while 
America is stuck with the bill.

What makes this even more painful 
is that, the more the US intercedes in 
the Gulf, the more unstable it becomes. 
Since the mid-1970s, the US military 
has invested trillions in the region3 - 
money that it has attempted to recoup 
by offloading billions of dollars in 
high-tech weaponry into what is by 
now the greatest arms emporium 
in history. Saudi arms purchases, 
mostly from the US, nearly tripled 

from 2009-13 to 2014-18, according 
to the Stockholm International Peace 
Research Institute. Qatar’s more than 
tripled, while those of the region as a 
whole (defined as the area from Egypt 
to Iran) nearly doubled.4 Rather than 
making the Gulf a more peaceful 
place, needless to say, the result has 
been an explosive build-up of tensions 
that now threatens to culminate in 
the most destructive war of all - a 
1914-style US-Iranian blowout that 
could easily drag in a half-dozen 
countries or more.

So not only must the US shoulder 
the risk of patrolling the Gulf: it 
must shoulder a risk that is growing 
exponentially.

Evil-doers
Which brings us to the second quote, 
the one about IS.

Obviously, a populist crusader 
state like the US cannot admit out 
loud that its concern in the Gulf is 
about something as mundane as oil, 
especially since China is the chief 
beneficiary. Instead, it must invent 
all kinds of reasons having to do with 
freedom, morality and ‘values’. But, 
the more destabilising the American 
presence becomes, the more enemies 
it generates. Hence the identity of 
the “evil-doers”, as Dubya used 
to call them, keeps shifting. One 
moment it is al Qa’eda, the next it 
is Saddam Hussein, and then it is 
Qassem Soleimani. But, while the 
names may change, the underlying 
identities remain the same. ‘They’ - ie, 
nameless, faceless Middle Easterners 
- are why the region is constantly 
erupting in war. ‘They’ are why the 
US must station thousands of troops 
in places most Americans could not 
find on the map. Trump shocked the 
world by tweeting that the US had 
“targeted 52 Iranian sites … some 

at a very high level and important to 
Iran and the Iranian culture” - targets 
he promised to hit “very fast and very 
hard”, if Iran dared raise a finger in 
retaliation. But, if the Middle East is 
the enemy, shouldn’t Middle Eastern 
culture be as well?

By the same token, it was no 
surprise when Trump threatened to 
hit neighbouring Iraq with “sanctions 
like they’ve never seen before”, if it 
pushed for the removal of US troops. 
“It’ll make Iranian sanctions look 
somewhat tame,” he said. But so 
what? Iran and Iraq are both located 
in the Middle East, so what difference 
does a ‘q’ or an ‘n’ make?

America is lost in an ideological 
fog of its own making - one that 
causes it to strike out ever more 
blindly at enemies real and imagined. 
Ironically, Trumpism began as a 
rebellion against endless Middle 
East wars. As a candidate, Trump’s 
speciality was to throw opponents off 
balance by attacking them from the 
left on foreign policy. He had a grand 
time skewering hapless Jeb Bush for 
waffling about the invasion of Iraq, 
and he shocked Hillary Clinton by 
lauding Vladimir Putin, Bashar al-
Assad and even Iran for their role in 
fighting IS.5 He even went after the 
Saudis for their role in 9/11: “Who 
blew up the World Trade Center?” he 
asked in February 2016. “It wasn’t the 
Iraqis, it was Saudi - take a look at 
Saudi Arabia, open the documents.”6

What linked candidate Trump 
with president Trump was free-form 
anger - anger at the Europeans for 
underfunding their militaries, anger 
at China for rip-off trade deals, anger 
at Muslims for fostering terrorism, 
anger at central Americans for fleeing 
hellish conditions created by the US 
war on drugs, and so on. Anger at the 
outside world fuelled isolationism, 

nationalism and a general turn inward. 
This was what ‘Make America 
great again’ meant - pulling up the 
drawbridge and letting other countries 
rot rather than trying to save them 
against their will. This, of course, 
was before the Saudis lured Trump 
to Riyadh a few months after he took 
office, lavishing him with honours 
and offering to purchase an additional 
$110 billion in US-made arms. Once 
that occurred, Trump took all that 
undifferentiated anger and directed 
it more specifically at Saudi Arabia’s 
traditional enemy - Iran.

The fact that Iran is also Israel’s 
traditional enemy made the shift all 
the more inevitable. But this sort of 
episodic, mercurial response is all the 
US is capable of for reasons having 
to do with capitalism, imperialism, 
and constitutional structure. America 
is a 100% pure bourgeois state - one 
without a mass working class party 
of even the most reformist sort. 
Genuine anti-imperialism is therefore 
marginalised. Given that a successful 
third party is essentially impossible 
thanks to a Balkanised political 
structure and a ‘first past the post’ 
voting system, debate is fractured and 
constrained, while a ‘civil religion’ 
based on faith in the constitution and 
something called the American dream 
undergirds political life throughout. 
After all, the US constitution declares 
America to be an ever “more perfect 
union”, so it is not too much of a 
stretch to say that belief in America’s 
special mission is mandated by law.

The result is fury, frustration and 
volatility, whenever things go awry, 
as they increasingly do. But it is 
volatility that all too easily results in 
more free-form anger rather than less. 
Critics may take issue with this or that 
policy, but not with imperialism as a 
whole and absolutely never with the 
idea that America’s sacred mission 
is to spread peace and democracy 
across the globe. If America falls 
short, it is only because it fails to live 
up to its own inner goodness. Bernie 
Sanders - the self-proclaimed socialist 
seeking the Democratic presidential 
nomination - makes noises now and 
again about mounting a challenge that 
is more fundamental. Now that his 
candidacy seems to be taking off, we 
will see how far he gets - and how far 
the ruling class allows him to go l

Notes
1. ‘The Strait of Hormuz is the world’s most 
important oil transit chokepoint’, US Energy 
Information Administration, June 20 2019: www.
eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.php?id=39932#.
2. JB Alterman, ‘China’s balancing act in the 
Gulf’ Center for Strategic & International Studies 
August 2013: https://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/
s3fs-public/legacy_files/files/publication/130821_
Alterman_ChinaGulf_Web.pdf; A Lieven, ‘The 
unholy mess of US Middle Eastern strategy’ 
Valdai Discussion Club October 14 2019: https://
valdaiclub.com/a/highlights/the-unholy-mess-of-
us-middle-eastern-strategy.
3. In 2010, a Princeton researcher calculated the 
cost of US military force projection in the Gulf 
at $7.3 trillion from 1976 through 2007, which, 
assuming a constant rate of growth, would amount 
to more than $16 trillion through 2019 at current 
prices. See RJ Stern, ‘United States cost of military 
force projection in the Persian Gulf, 1976-2007’ 
Energy Policy (2010): https://offiziere.ch/wp-
content/uploads/US-miiltary-cost-of-Persian-Gulf-
force-projection.pdf.
4. Stockholm International Peace Research 
Institute, ‘Global arms trade: USA increases 
dominance; arms flows to the Middle East surge, 
says SIPRI’, March 11 2019: www.sipri.org/
media/press-release/2019/global-arms-trade-usa-
increases-dominance-arms-flows-middle-east-
surge-says-sipri.
5. Trump’s hilarious exchange with Jeb 
Bush can be found at www.youtube.com/
watch?v=H4ThZcq1oJQ; his exchange with 
Clinton starts at 1:02:20 at www.youtube.com/
watch?v=FRlI2SQ0Ueg.
6. A long-suppressed 29-page chapter of the 9/11 
Commission report would reveal a few months 
later that high-level Saudi involvement was 
much more extensive than the Bush or Obama 
administration had dared admit.
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A new adventure
Esen Uslu discusses Erdoğan’s expansionism in the eastern Mediterranean and its recent intervention 
into the Libyan civil war

T he ever increasing expansionist 
policies of Turkey have 
recently extended across the 

Mediterranean Sea and reached to the 
shores of North Africa. The Turkish 
bourgeoisie, especially construction 
companies, had been quite active in 
Libya during the reign of Muammar 
Gaddafi. However, since 2011 they 
have been unable to operate on Libyan 
soil. Many a construction project was 
left unfinished and there are hefty sums 
still due. The government in Ankara 
has tried to get hold of the money, so 
far unsuccessfully.

Nowadays, those disputes have 
been put on the backburner, because 
of the changed situation in the eastern 
Mediterranean. The traditional friends 
of Turkey in the region, Egypt and 
Israel, are aligned with Greece and 
Greek Cyprus to counter Turkish 
expansionism into their backyard, 
resulting from the disputed boundaries 
of the respective exclusive economic 
zones (EEZs).1

The adjacent Israeli and Egyptian 
natural gas fields near the EEZ borders 
are already in operation and undersea 
pipelines have been laid to connect the 
offshore wells. Undersea exploration 
has continued and an oilfield in the 
Cypriot EEZ was discovered. That is 
when all pandemonium broke out.

The Greek Cypriots have argued 
that Turkish Cypriots have no say on 
matters related to a gas field to the 
south of the island. Turkey, however, 
assuming the mantle of the protector 
of Turkish Cypriot interests, claimed 
that nothing could be done without its 
agreement. It started its own drilling 
operations and ensured heavy naval 
protection.

Such bullyboy tactics caused 
the Israeli, Egyptian and Cypriot 
governments to come together with 
Greece to adopt a common position. 
They started planning an undersea 
pipeline to Europe, challenging 
Turkey’s aspiration to become an 
energy hub for Europe, with gas 
pipelines coming via Turkey from 
Russia, Azerbaijan, Iran and Iraq.

For the planned pipeline to Europe 
from the eastern Mediterranean to be 
viable it must pass through another 
disputed area. While the Israeli, 
Egyptian and Cypriot EEZs are mainly 
undisputed (despite those little snags 
like the boundaries associated with 
Gaza Strip and Lebanon), the EEZ 
boundaries in the rest of the eastern 
Mediterranean have not been agreed.

The Greeks have long argued that 
the disputed part of the Mediterranean 
EEZ belongs to them and that Turkey 
can dip its toes only into the section 
between the Aegean Islands and 
the mainland. Turkey’s position is 
that various islands and small rocky 
outcrops are not part of an exclusively 
Greek zone - the disputed EEZs reach 
into the middle of the Aegean Sea, 
after all. As may be recalled, the fate of 
such a pair of rocky outcrops brought 
Turkey and Greece to the brink of a 
shooting war in 1996.

These arguments have been part 
of other wider disputes, such as over 
international ‘flight information 
regions’ for the aviation industry, and 
the demilitarisation of islands. Those 
disputes were put aside temporarily 
under pressure from the US and Nato, 
but they were not forgotten. However, 
the dispute over the EEZs in regard 
to the waters between Crete and 
Cyprus has become pivotal if there 
is to be a pipeline bringing eastern 

Mediterranean gas to Europe.
While international attention 

was focused on the Balkans and 
the Black Sea, suddenly came the 
bombshell: Turkey had unexpectedly 
signed an agreement with the United 
Nations-recognised ‘Government of 
National Accord’ in Libya on the EEZ 
between two countries. According 
to the agreement, there is a maritime 
link between Turkey and Libya, 
and their associated EEZs over the 
Mediterranean cut through the sea 
between Crete and Cyprus.

That agreement came as a spanner 
in the well-oiled Israel-Egypt-Cyprus 
works over their project to build a 
pipeline. Nor has the European Union 
been pleased. The new map of the 
disputed Mediterranean EEZ hands 
Turkey a massive portion of the 
Mediterranean.

And another factor has now come 
into play. With the Turkey-GNA 
agreement Turkey has intervened 
militarily in the ongoing civil war in 
Libya. It became apparent to ordinary 
folks here in Turkey that president 
Recep Tayyip Erdoğan has already 
supplied Turkish produced drones to 
the Tripoli government. Now there 
are reports of thousands of Turkish 
financed Syrian mercenaries being 
airlifted to Libya. Turkey itself has 
sent 35 ‘advisors’. The Syrian National 
Army fighters are on six-month 
contracts with the GNA but are clearly 
acting as Turkish proxies.

In other words, after interventions 
in Iraq, Syria and Qatar, Turkey is now 
jumping head-first into yet another 
quagmire. Libya was previously 
considered the backyard of Italy and 
France. Now an outsider has moved 
in to alter the balance at a time when 
the forces of Khalifa Haftar’s Libyan 
National Army seemed to be gaining 
the upper hand in the civil war.

Islamism
Amongst the factors motivating 
Turkey’s challenge is Islamist politics. 
While Egypt was close to Erdoğan’s 

heart after the formation of a Muslim 
Brotherhood government, the military 
coup changed everything.

Egypt and the United Arab Emirates 
are the prime supporters of Haftar, 
while the Tripoli-based government is 
a Muslim Brotherhood-run show. In the 
seesaw of the civil war, Haftar’s forces 
made substantial gains and appeared to 
be on their way to capturing Tripoli.

The Muslim Brotherhood in Libya 
is associated in the minds of many 
with the Salafi Islam preached by al 
Qa’eda and Islamic State. However, 
another variant - the Madkhali 
Salafis2 - has been active within 
Haftar’s forces. Madkhali Salafism 
has been supported by Saudi Arabia 
and it aims to eradicate all rival 
religious and secular groups. They 
were associated with Gaddafi’s 
security apparatus, and since then 
some of their most prominent figures 
are known to have been involved in 
atrocities perpetrated against their 
opponent, such as the summary 
executions of detainees.

The efforts of Turkey to entice 
Russia into pursuing a separate peace 
process between the two governments, 
meanwhile excluding the EU, came to 
nothing. Haftar rejected the agreement. 
Turkey would not agree to withdraw 
its forces and support his government.

So what to expect? In the short run, 
Turkey’s involvement in Libya could 
be stepped up in order to further assist 
the Tripoli government and reverse 
the advances of LNA forces. More 
military personal and material could 
be channelled into Libya. Perhaps 
Turkey’s modern tanks will be put to 
the test.

Such a costly exercise - along with 
ongoing involvement in Iraq, Syria 
and Qatar, to say nothing of the dirty 
war against the Kurds, could have 
a devastating effect on the Turkish 
economy. It is not exactly in good shape 
at the moment. The burden is already 
being shouldered by the working 
people. An increase in taxation and 
inflation will surely eradicate the 

tenuous support that Erdoğan’s AKP 
government enjoys. That despite the 
pumped-up military and nationalist 
fervour.

The Turkish position vis-à-vis the 
US and Nato in the region has been 
changing over the last decade. Many 
disputes have come into the open. And 
surely there are more to come. Any 
challenge to US-Nato domination in 
the region has been kept on a low key, 
but, as the crunch point approaches, 
we should expect a deterioration in 
Turkey’s foreign relations.

Accepting the diplomatic dictates 
of the US or the EU would be the 

end of the Erdoğan government. 
Its only chance is to continue with 
brinkmanship. But, as a result, while 
Turkey’s internal tensions have been 
held in a straightjacket, they may 
suddenly explode and produce an 
altogether different dynamic l
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Help us out
I’m afraid it’s that time of the 

month again - the time when 
we receive very little in the way 
of standing orders, that is. And, 
as regular readers will have 
noticed, by far the largest part of 
our fighting fund comes precisely 
from those SOs.

But I suspect that the last seven 
days have coincided with the very 
worst part of the month from that 
point of view - we received just 
four SOs, totalling a mere £25! 
(Our thanks to RP, MF, SN and 
SP.) However, as if to make up 
for that, the last week has been the 
most productive I can remember 
when it comes to PayPal donations 
- thank you, RL (£50), TB (£30), 
PM (£25) and DB (£7).

Even more fortunately, the 
Weekly Worker also received two 
handy cheques - from GC (£50) 
and a tremendous £100 from KJ, 
who writes: “I thought it was 
about time I chipped in.” You 
can say that again, comrade - the 

timing was perfect!
Anyway, the £287 we received 

this week takes our running total 
for the first fighting fund of the 
decade up to £884. That’s a little 
behind the going rate, as we need 
£2,000 each and every month 
and we’re now exactly halfway 
through January.

As comrade KJ added, “After 
Labour’s defeat and Corbyn’s 
demise, I knew I could rely on 
the Weekly Worker for a sense 
of perspective! Keep up the 
good work.” Well, with staunch 
supporters like you, comrade, 
we’ll be able to - but we could 
do with a few more of our regular 
readers to follow your example 
and help us out too! l

Robbie Rix

Fighting fund

Notes
1. Exclusive economic zone (EEZ): an area of 
coastal water and seabed within a certain distance 
of a country’s coastline, to which the country 
claims exclusive rights for fishing, drilling and 
other economic activities.
2. More information on Madkhali Salafis can be 
found in the International Crisis Group Report 
Addressing the Rise of Libya’s Madkhali-Salafis.
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Put pressure on RLB
CLPs should demand the Labour leadership candidate distances herself from the ‘10 pledges’, writes 
Carla Roberts of Labour Party Marxists

L abour’s leadership contest has 
plunged many leftwingers and 
socialists into demoralisation, 

depression and despair. We hear of 
dozens, if not hundreds, of Corbyn 
supporters who have already dropped 
out of the party or who say that they 
want to abstain in the leadership 
elections. This is understandable, 
considering the quality of the 
candidates and their political 
platforms. But it is also entirely useless 
as a political strategy and exactly what 
the right in and outside the party was 
hoping for.

From our point of view, the Labour 
Party remains an important arena of 
the class struggle. This dictates that 
we actively intervene in this struggle. 
We have a lot of respect for Chris 
Williamson, the only MP who actively 
stood up to the witch-hunters and 
defended those falsely accused of 
anti-Semitism. But in our view he was 
wrong to walk out of the party - and 
he is wrong to try and set up a new 
left organisation, which we doubt will 
differ much politically from what is 
already on offer: People’s Assembly, 
Stand up to Racism, Trade Union and 
Socialist Coalition, etc.

This leadership election is an 
important, politically fluid period and 
it gives us an opportunity not just to 
sound out the various candidates, but 
to attempt to pull them to the left - and 
in so doing influence Labour members 
to fight for what is necessary. There 
is no question that all the candidates 
could do with being pulled in that 
direction. Things have been dominated 
by a contest to see which of them is 
prepared to take the biggest dump 
on the political grave of one Jeremy 
Corbyn. As expected, Jess Philips 
is in the lead in that respect, closely 
followed by Emily Thornberry, who 
only just managed to convince enough 
MPs to nominate her. She scraped in 
with 23 nominations, literally at the 
last minute before the deadline of 
2.30pm on January 13. She has, of 
course, no chance of winning, having 
managed to make herself incredibly 
unpopular with the left and the right - 
and she might yet drop out of the race.

Clive Lewis, who was also 
struggling to gather more than a 
handful of nominations, dropped 
out 20 minutes before the deadline. 
That has one (admittedly very small) 
political advantage: it does not confuse 
the picture about which leadership 
candidates might be on the ‘left’ - there 
is nobody apart from Rebecca Long-
Bailey. Not that she is shouting it out 
- in fact, she is doing all she can to 
convince us she is much more moderate 
than Corbyn (more on that later).

The contest has also underlined 
how utterly irrelevant the Socialist 
Campaign Group of Labour MPs 
has become since Corbyn became 
leader in 2015. Instead of developing 
radical ideas or exercising pressure 
from the left on ‘their’ party leader, 
the organisation seems to have all but 
dissolved. It currently has 22 members 
and, while all of them nominated 
Rebecca Long-Bailey, only 11 
nominated Richard Burgon, the most 
leftwing of all the candidates (in his 
case for deputy leader) - and the group’s 
secretary! Eight of these ‘socialists’ 
nominated Angela Rayner for deputy 
leader, including ‘Momentum MPs’ 
Nav Mishra and Sam Tarry (the latter 
has not joined the Socialist Campaign 
Group). And Marsha de Cordova 
actually nominated Keir Starmer!

We should make special mention 

of Nadia Whittome, the MP for 
Nottingham East, who made some 
waves when she announced she 
would only keep the equivalent of “an 
average worker’s wage” of £35,000, 
and would donate the remainder of her 
£79,468 MP’s salary to local charities. 
Giving it to charity rather than working 
class organisations or the Labour Party 
itself is obviously not what we would 
advocate, but if anybody thought 
that this might make her a principled 
socialist, you can think again. She 
actually nominated Thornberry.

This makes more sense when 
we learn that Whittome is close to 
the wretched Alliance for Workers’ 
Liberty. She served as a national 
committee member of its pro-‘remain’ 
front group, Another Europe is 
Possible. And, when that got taken 
over, she was on the leadership of 
the AWL’s new front organisation, 
Labour for a Socialist Europe.1 She 
only managed to secure the selection 
as parliamentary candidate after local 
AWLers organised a smear campaign 
against the locally favoured leftwinger, 
Louise Regan. After allegations (never 
substantiated) of anti-Semitism, Regan 
was swiftly struck off the short list 
by the cowardly national executive 
committee2 - a fate that was bestowed 
on about a dozen leftwing candidates 
in the run-up to the snap election.

Thornberry was also nominated by 
Dawn Butler MP. Anybody considering 
backing Butler over Richard Burgon for 
the deputy leadership (or giving her their 
second vote) might consider that she 
also played her part in the witch-hunt: 
she joined rightwingers who protested 
against Chris Williamson’s reinstatement 
in June 2019, stating publicly that she 
“did not agree”3 with it and that she 
“probably would have imposed a tougher 
punishment”.4 She thereby played an 
active role in getting him resuspended. 
Nobody on the left should support her.

What about Burgon then? He 
is the best of a bad bunch. He is a 
staunch Corbyn supporter and did not 
participate in the witch-hunt. That 
cannot be said of many Labour MPs. 
But his campaign statement is not 
exactly hard-hitting - he clearly feels 
that he has to appeal to wider forces 
than just the hard core of Corbyn 
supporters, who are backing him 
enthusiastically. In his statement, he 
defends the last two manifestos, makes 
ample reference to the “communities” 
the party has to engage with, etc, 
etc - but says little about any radical 
policies he might pursue. He hints at 
perhaps being in favour of mandatory 
reselection: “I back a fully democratic 
system for members to choose Labour 
candidates.” I doubt that opponents 
of mandatory reselection would argue 
that the current system is not “fully 

democratic”.
Most worrying though is his last 

sentence: “Whoever is leader, I’ll be 
a team player focussed on our main 
task: winning back power.” That is 
exactly what we do not need: more 
‘team players’, who are thinking first 
and foremost about the next general 
election, while they sacrifice principle 
after principle, throwing comrade after 
comrade to the wolves - all in the name 
of unity with the right. A unity, it should 
have become obvious by now, that is as 
unachievable as it is undesirable.

The last five years really should 
have taught us that Corbyn’s attempt to 
appease the right was utterly wrong - 
and suicidal: the right has finally got its 
scalp. But it will not stop until the last 
trace of Corbynism has been eradicated 
from the party. There cannot be any 
unity with those saboteurs, traitors and 
Blairites - and we certainly should not 
try to pursue it. In reality they should 
have no place in our party.

Lesson learnt?
Much of the organised Labour left 
seems incapable of learning that 
lesson. Witness the swooning, utterly 
uncritical support that groups like the 
Campaign for Labour Party Democracy 
and Red Labour give to Rebecca Long 
Bailey - simply switching their Corbyn 
fanboy attitude to the next person, even 
though this one deserves it even less.

The CLPD is “proud” to endorse 
Long-Bailey, because of her 
“commitment to socialism” and 
“the dedication [she has] shown to 
bring about a transformative Labour 
government and [her] support for 
continuing to democratise our party’s 
structures”.5 Worse is Red Labour 
(luckily this group only exists on the 
internet): it gushes that Long Bailey is 
“a socialist through and through”.6

Both groups have nothing critical 
at all to say about her - not about 
her declaration that she would use 
nuclear weapons; her dumb article 
about “progressive patriotism” or her 
enthusiastic support for the Board 
of Deputies’ ‘10 pledges’ (on how to 
expand the witch-hunt). 

The Communication Workers 
Union is showing a bit more 
imagination - it is asking all candidates 
a range of questions before it decides 
which to back. None of those questions 
are particular radical from our point 
of view and they all deal with issues 
primarily facing CWU members only, 
but that is to be expected. Unison, on 
the other hand, has fallen in behind 
Starmer, while the executive of the 
National Union of Mineworkers has 
nominated Lisa Nandy. Unite is likely 
to nominate Rebecca Long-Bailey, 
while the rightwing GMB union might 
well get behind the vile Jess Phillips. 

We go one step further than the 
CWU. We urge Labour members to set 
Long Bailey a number of conditions 
before they agree to their CLP 
nominating her:
 Will you retract your support from 
the Board of Deputies’ 10 Pledges?
 Will you campaign for Labour to 
support the boycott, disinvestment and 
sanctions (BDS) campaign?
 Will you campaign for Labour to 
fight for the abolition of Trident and 
for unilateral nuclear disarmament?
 Will you campaign for the 
mandatory reselection of all 
parliamentary candidates and the 
further empowerment of Labour 
members?
 Will you issue an apology to Chris 
Williamson and ask him to rejoin the 
Labour Party?

Momentum
Momentum owner Jon Lansman 
meanwhile is tirelessly working to 
make sure that the special place in 
hell reserved for former socialists who 
betray the movement is kept nice and 
warm for him. After Momentum’s so-
called leadership body, the national 
coordinating group (NCG), agreed 
to back Rebecca Long Bailey and 
the dreadful Angela Rayner, earlier 
this week it sent out an email to its 
members (and everybody else on its 
database, it seems).

In true Lansman style, that email 
was not designed to ask Momentum 
supporters who they think the best 
candidates might be - after all, 
supporters of Jeremy Corbyn might 
well go for a leftwinger like Burgon 
over the centrist, Rayner. So, to make 
sure he got the result he wanted, 
Lansman’s so-called ballot merely 
allowed participants to vote ‘yes’ or 
‘no’ to the NCG’s recommendation.

We also had to chuckle when 
we received Momentum’s email 
on January 13, inviting us to apply 
to become a Momentum-backed 
candidate in the forthcoming by-
election to Labour’s ruling body, the 
NEC (two current executive members, 
Nav Mishra and Claudia Webbe, were 
elected as MPs in the general election). 
Momentum’s email gives a deadline 
of January 15 for applications - which 
is exactly one day after Momentum 
participated in a meeting of the Centre-
Left Grassroots Alliance, where 
it pushed for its already selected 
candidates to be adopted! Lansman 
really has no shame.

Incidentally, we hear the meeting 
did not go well and there might well 
be two ‘left’ slates. Judging by the 
candidates put up by Momentum for 
the NEC in the past, that is no bad 
thing - they can hardly be described 
as consistent leftwingers. None of 
them have stood up to the witch-hunt 
in the Labour movement - some even 
participated in it - voting, for example, 
to accept the International Holocaust 
Remembrance Alliance so-called 
definition of anti-Semitism, with all its 
11 examples (many of which conflate 
criticism of Israel with anti-Semitism). 
Nav Mishra, perhaps the worst of the 
Momentum lot, was even happy to 
pose in front of a banner of the Jewish 
Labour Movement when Momentum 
organised its daft campaign against 
David Icke’s speaking tour. This is 
the same JLM that was revived in 
2015 with the explicit purpose of 
undermining and sabotaging Jeremy 
Corbyn.7

There will be another meeting of 
the CLGA next week to try and come 

to an agreement - but we would not 
be surprised if Lansman once again 
jumps the gun and simply publishes 
his preferred list of candidates. One 
problem with having two leftish slates 
is, of course, the electoral system 
used for NEC elections: Unlike the 
leadership contest, where members 
can put their candidates in order of 
preference, members only have one 
vote for the NEC.

Having said that, we would argue 
there was not really very much 
political difference between most of 
the Momentum NEC members and 
those supposedly to their right. The 
only decent NEC member is Darren 
Williams of Welsh Labour Grassroots 
- he has publicly defended Chris 
Williamson, publishes regular updates 
of what is going on in the NEC and 
replies openly on social media when 
members ask him a question.

One thing is for sure: When all 
nine CLP representatives are up for 
re-election, the rest of the left has to 
unite to make sure that the wretched 
Jon Lansman does not get back on that 
committee - we have to stand a left 
candidate against him.

‘10 pledges’
As Rebecca Long-Bailey’s campaign 
manager, Jon Lansman will have played 
a big role in getting her to sign up to the 
Board of Deputies’ ‘10 pledges’, which 
were published on January 12. She 
could have replied, for example, that 
it is not up to the leader of the Labour 
Party to commit themselves to such 
pledges, because this would undermine 
the democratic decision-making process 
in the party. But she enthusiastically 
nodded away in the interview with Sky 
News,8 having clearly studied the text of 
the pledges beforehand.

There is also a huge question mark 
over the legality of some of them 
- Long Bailey has now committed 
herself to handing over “regular, 
detailed case updates” to “Jewish 
representative bodies”. Needless to say, 
in the BoD’s view, that excludes “fringe 
organisations” like Jewish Voice for 
Labour, because it is non-Zionist. Pro-
Zionist organisations like the Jewish 
Labour Movement, on the other hand, 
are naturally included - despite the 
fact that this organisation certainly has 
fewer active members than the JVL.

We recommend the excellent open 
letter to Rebecca Long Bailey drafted 
by Labour Against the Witchhunt,9 
which makes most of the important 
political points much better than we 
could. It has been signed by a number 
of important experts on the Middle 
East, as well as left organisations and 
Labour councillors. It attracted almost 
2,500 additional signatories within the 
first 24 hours - please sign if you have 
not already done so at: 
http://chng.it/5BwcpQbkGN l

Notes
1. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nadia_Whittome.
2. https://skwawkbox.org/2019/10/27/police-
called-to-nott-e-selection-as-anger-over-shortlist-
exclusion-boils-over.
3. https://jewishnews.timesofisrael.com/dawn-
butler-jeremy-corbyn-should-not-get-involved-in-
chris-williamson-decision.
4. https://twitter.com/itvpeston/
status/1143967371645767680?lang=en.
5. https://docs.google.com/document/
d/1tbDEm_AZokeL-ziCQlAHHAj_
bL48ORyo5ABYHukMTgg/edit.
6. www.facebook.com/RedLabour2016.
7. https://electronicintifada.net/blogs/asa-
winstanley/jewish-labour-movement-was-
refounded-fight-corbyn.
8. www.youtube.com/watch?v=_iqoJFxVkFU.
9. www.change.org/p/rebecca-long-bailey-we-call-
on-rebecca-long-bailey-to-oppose-the-bod-s-10-
pledges-3ba5fafb-7b11-4c08-8b6d-9ffe40c470cc.
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Tarnishing the brand
While Labour leadership candidates pathetically line up to defend Harry and Meghan Windsor in the name 
of anti-racism and anti-sexism, Eddie Ford says it’s time to put republicanism back onto the agenda

No doubt you were shocked like 
me by the announcement from 
Harry and Meghan, the Duke 

and Duchess of Sussex, that they 
wanted to “step back” from royal 
duties. You could almost call it a pre-
emptive abdication, except for the 
fact that - short of a massacre - Harry 
never had a chance of becoming 
king.

Instead, “after many months of 
reflection and internal discussions”, 
the couple want to carve out a 
“progressive new role” - whatever 
that could be - within the institution 
of the monarchy, where they would be 
“financially independent”, alternating 
their time between the UK and North 
America. They also announced the 
launch in April, which just so happens 
to be the start of the new financial 
year, of a “new charitable entity” - a 
“non-profit” organisation that will 
probably be similar to those run by 
the likes of Barack and Michelle 
Obama, Bill and Hilary Clinton, 
Bill and Melinda Gates, etc, etc. 
Wealthy and super-rich philanthropic 
individuals can generously donate to 
such charities safe in the knowledge 
that is tax-deductible.

Now 93 years old, the queen was 
not amused by the announcement 
- blindsided by its timing, as it was 
made without warning. In fact, 
it is reported that she and fellow 
royals were “dismayed”, “furious”, 
“disappointed” and “hurt” - first 
Andrew, now this. What is the world 
coming to? At the beginning of the 
week there were ‘emergency’ talks at 
Sandringham House attended by the 
queen, Charles, William and Harry 
- Meghan did not take part, though 
she was originally going to join by 
conference call from Canada, where 
she has been with her son (Archie 
Mountbatten-Windsor) ever since 
the couple broke the news last week. 
After the meeting, the palace issued 
a statement saying the queen has 
agreed a “period of transition”, in 
which Harry and Meghan will live 
in both Canada and Britain - as the 
couple “have made clear that they 
do not want to be reliant on public 
funds in their new lives”. Naturally, 
she was “entirely supportive” of 
their desire for a new role, though 
she “would have preferred” them to 
remain full-time working royals - but 
there were “complex matters” still to 
resolve and “more work to be done”.

Royal-watchers, like modern-day 
Kremlinologists, immediately picked 
up on the fact that Harry and Meghan 
were not referred to as the duke and 
duchess in the statement - only as the 

Sussexes and by their first names, 
raising questions about whether they 
will retain their honorific titles in 
the future. More scandal. There is 
now speculation about whether it is 
going to be the British or Canadian 
tax-payer who is going to pay for 
security during this “transition” 
period - Justin Trudeau, the Canadian 
prime minister, remarked that there 
are “still lots of discussions to have” 
over “how that looks and what kind 
of costs are involved”.

Boris Johnson reassured viewers of 
the BBC Breakfast show that he was 
“absolutely confident” the royal family 
is going to “sort out” a future role 
for Harry and Meghan - patriotically 
adding that the monarchy is “one 
of the great assets of this country”. 
Revoltingly, but totally predictably, 
all the Labour leadership candidates - 
including the ‘leftwing’ ones - heaped 
praise on Harry and Meghan, and the 
constitutional monarchy in general. 
Emily Thornberry was particularly 
keen to parade her pro-monarchist 
credentials on the Andrew Marr 
programme, arguing that British 
taxpayers should continue paying for 
the couple’s security and pointing out 
that Harry has “done great service” in 
Afghanistan, when he was in the army 
- he “used his instinct to try and defend 
our country”, and now he wants to 
defend his much-loved wife and 
baby from “media scrutiny”.1 As for 
Rebecca Long-Bailey, she compared 
the “hostility” she had experienced 
as a Labour left from some sections 
of the press to that encountered by 
Meghan Markle, but apparently that 
resulted from some kind of sexism - 
“Don’t attack a woman for the sake of 
attacking a woman.”

Whilst the couple’s wedding 
two years ago was a spectacular 
ideological success, allowing The 
Firm to present itself as modern and 
liberal, it is true that not everyone 
is a fan of the black American 
divorcee and former actor. Piers 
Morgan, vile as ever, attacked 
Meghan, as she had “ditched her 
family, ditched her dad, ditched 
most of her old friends, split Harry 
from William and has now split him 
from the royals” - concluding that 
this is what “spiteful treachery” 
looks like. Nigel Farage grumpily 
complained that Harry had been 
the most popular young royal in 
a 100 years - “and then he met 
Meghan Markle and it’s fallen off a 
cliff”. Sour comments from ardent 
monarchists upset at what they see 
as the undermining of their beloved 
institution. Being a foreigner, 

Meghan might not instinctively put 
‘Britain first’.

Exploit
At present, regarding Harry and 
Meghan, 5% of their costs are met 
by the sovereign grant - the annual 
funding mechanism that finances the 
monarchy. This is the public money 
they intend to relinquish. Prince 
Charles funds the remaining 95% 
from the income he generates from 
his Duchy of Cornwall properties. 
Presumably this arrangement will 
carry on, at least for the time being.

The couple say they intend to 
retain Frogmore Cottage, their official 
residence at Windsor that was gifted to 
them by the queen - and, of course, will 
now remain empty for a considerable 
part of the year, as they split their time 
between the UK and North America. 
Understandably, some critics have 
demanded they refund the £2.4 million 
of public money spent refurbishing it 
for them. On their swish new website 
the Sussexes claim they were originally 
offered Apartment 1 in Kensington 
Palace as a home for their growing 
family - but it was “estimated to cost 
in excess of £4 million for mandated 
renovations” and would not have been 
available to occupy until late 2020.2 
On this basis, they argue, Frogmore 
is 50% cheaper than the property in 
Kensington - an obvious bargain for 
the British taxpayer.

So what is the couple’s plan for 
the future, apart from presumably 
making quite a lot of dosh from 
their new “charitable entity” - how 
will they become “financially 
independent” and get the freedom 
to “work externally”? The monarchy 
has faced problems in the past 
with ‘working’ senior royals. For 
instance, the Earl and Countess of 
Wessex - prince Edward and his wife, 
Sophie Helen Rhys-Jones - struggled 
unsuccessfully to combine high-
profile jobs in TV and public relations 
with royal duties. Almost 20 years 
ago Sophie was accused of “cashing 
in” on her royal status in a bid to 
win business for her PR firm from a 
“fake sheikh” undercover reporter - 
Edward was criticised too for similar 
reasons. In the end they admitted 
defeat and devoted themselves 
to full-time royal duties in 2002. 
Guidelines devised after this episode 
advise royals to first consult the Lord 
Chamberlain, the most senior official 
of the royal household, before taking 
on any new business activity. They 
also require that anyone connected 
with a business activity “should be 
carefully briefed not to try to exploit, 

either deliberately or inadvertently, 
the member of the royal family’s 
position, associations or access”.

Yet this is akin to demanding the 
impossible. In their new role, when it is 
finally sorted out, Harry and Meghan 
say that they remain “dedicated to 
maximising Her Majesty’s legacy 
both in the UK and throughout the 
Commonwealth” - which sounds a lot 
like cashing in, especially if they keep 
their royal titles. From a monarchist 
perspective, they risk tarnishing the 
royal brand - becoming more like 
celebrity culture and Hollywood-style 
show business.

But it is still the case that making 
money is making money, business is still 
business - coming into conflict with the 
cherished ideals of the royal family and 
everything it is supposed to stand for. 
The monarchy, as we all know, is ‘above 
politics’ and transcends petty ‘sectional 
interests’ - in case you didn’t know, it acts 
to promote the interests and wellbeing of 
the entire nation, certainly not its own or 
any commercial considerations. Heaven 
forbid. After all, one day the monarch 
might be needed to step in and take over 
if there is a revolutionary crisis, which 
is why it needs to retain the trust of the 
majority of the population, irrespective 
of class. Therefore royals are not 
supposed to have their own business or 
other interests - it goes against the rules 
of the game. Yes, huge sums of money 
are lavished on them, but that is precisely 
so they can carry out their vitally 
important duties - it goes without saying. 
In other words, they cannot be half in and 
half out, as Harry and Meghan seem to 
want - it just does not work. How can 
you be above sectional interests if you 
are running a business and raking in the 
profits?

However upsetting it might be 
for those who believe in the royal 
ideal, everything indicates - love 
them or loathe them - that the couple 
are going to exploit their royal 
status for everything it is worth, 
quite literally. Harry and Meghan 
are seeking to register the “Sussex 
Royal” brand, having been using it on 
their Instagram account and website, 
as a global trademark for a range 
of items and activities, including 
clothing, stationery, greeting cards, 
pyjamas, and even the running of 
“emotional support groups” - a rather 
alarming prospect, given the royal 
family’s track record in this area. 
The application covering Australia, 
Canada, the EU and US was filed in 
December with the World Intellectual 
Property Organization in the name of 
their new charitable organisation, the 
Sussex Royal Foundation of the Duke 

and Duchess of Sussex.
Some have suggested Harry and 

Meghan could make as much as 
£500,000 in their first year of being 
released from royal duties, particularly 
by tapping into the lucrative North 
American market - using their ‘Oprah 
connection’, the American version 
of royalty, and an army of other 
A-list friends like George Clooney to 
generate income. Future enterprises 
could include book deals, talk shows, 
beauty products and a charity-based 
clothing line with a special emphasis 
on sustainability or environmental 
causes - green capitalism, royal-
style. PR gurus have been hired to 
“maximise their marketability” in the 
US, with hints of a secret deal already 
signed with Disney (in May the 
corporation gifted the couple a special 
cartoon featuring Winnie the Pooh to 
celebrate baby Archie’s birth).

Public speaking is another good 
earner (whether or not you can string 
together a sentence), with Harry 
charging up to $500,000 for each 
appearance. James Henderson, public 
relations advisor to the Duchess of York, 
Sarah Ferguson, said the Sussexes were 
likely to use their newfound freedom 
to “make millions” in the US, while 
turning their Sussex Royal brand into a 
global empire - remember how Princess 
Diana was approached to be the face of 
L’Oreal for $20 million after she and 
Charles were divorced.

The royal couple say they want 
to take a “step back” and “work 
towards” financial independence - but 
keep their substantial income from 
the Duchy of Cornwall, their rent-free 
residence in Windsor, their splendid 
titles and all the perks that come with 
being royals. All this despite having 
enormous independent wealth that the 
vast majority of us can only dream 
of, and huge earnings potential just 
by virtue of their status and name. 
Frankly, they want to have their royal 
cake and eat it.

On the other hand, we in the CPGB 
want to bring this nonsense to an end 
by fighting for a democratic republic 
- the only real way to liberate the 
prince from his current dilemma. No 
more royals, titles, honorifics. No 
more agonising over funding and 
future revenue streams. Then Harry 
and Meghan can live a normal life just 
like us l

eddie.ford@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1. www.mirror.co.uk/news/politics/emily-
thornberry-says-taxpayers-should-21265714.
2. https://sussexroyal.com.
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Smoke without fire
Jamie Stern-Weiner (editor) Anti-Semitism and the Labour Party Verso, December 2019, free e-book, pp278

It is said that those who fail to learn 
from the past are doomed to repeat 
it. It would seem that the contributors 

to this title were determined to prove the 
truth of this aphorism.

The centrepiece of this internet book 
is ‘Smoke without fire’ by Jamie Stern-
Weiner and Alan Maddison, referring to 
the ‘anti-Semitism’ campaign against 
the Labour Party. Their conclusion is 
that “no persuasive evidence has been 
presented to demonstrate that anti-
Semitism within the Labour Party has 
increased since 2015”.

How then to account for the 
widespread perception to the contrary? 
Why is it that between June 15 2015 
and March 31 2019 there were five and 
a half thousand articles on Labour ‘anti-
Semitism’ in the national press?1

Or, to put it another way, how is it 
that the Windrush scandal, when dozens 
of black British citizens were illegally 
deported to the Caribbean, has garnered 
only a fraction of such coverage? Why 
is it that genuine racism is a matter of 
indifference for the British media?

Weiner and Maddison observe:

There were no witches in Salem; 
Jewish elders did not gather in 
a graveyard at night; a Judeo-
Bolshevik conspiracy did not target 
Nazi Germany. The allegation that 
Labour is rife with anti-Semitism 
is of a piece with these fantastic 
antecedents.

But if the allegations of anti-Semitism 
against the Labour Party are of a piece 
with the belief that Salem was host to 
a coven of witches, if Labour’s ‘anti-
Semitism’ affair was not about anti-
Semitism, then what was it about? 
Where did the allegations come from? 
On this all the contributors are silent. 
Virtually no-one in this collection is 
prepared to call out the BBC/Daily 
Mail smear campaign for what it was. 
When the Daily Mail and the BBC are 
concerned about racism, then surely 
it cannot be too difficult to figure out 
what has happened. There seems to be a 
reluctance amongst these luminaries of 
the left elites to say what is - or should 
be - obvious. We have just witnessed 
the destabilisation of a political party by 
state actors, British and foreign.

At the beginning of 2017 Al Jazeera 
broadcast a four-part programme, The 
lobby,2 which provided a snapshot 
of what had been happening: the 
Israeli state and its surrogates, Labour 
Friends of Israel and the Jewish Labour 
Movement, were actively organising 
for the overthrow of Corbyn, using anti-
Semitism as their chosen weapon.

Clearly the British and American 
states were also involved. That is why 
there was no interest3 by the British 
government in inquiring as to why 
an Israeli intelligence operative, Shai 
Masot, was plotting the downfall4 of 
Britain’s deputy foreign minister, Alan 
Duncan. Anyone acquainted with the 
actions of the CIA and the intelligence 
agencies, as documented long ago 
by ex-CIA agent Phil Agee in Inside 
the company, should not have been 
surprised.

In Jeremy Corbyn we had the 
election of someone who was anti-
Nato, a supporter of the Palestinians and 
a well known opponent of US foreign 
policy, to the leadership of the second 
major party in the US’s closest ally in 
Europe. Do the left social democrats 
and liberals who contributed to these 
essays really believe that the United 
States would not intervene in British 
politics if its interests were at stake?

In 20 or 30 years time, when the 
present furore has died down, some 

enterprising young researcher or 
journalist, perhaps on The Guardian, 
will obtain details under freedom-
of-information legislation about 
what really happened - which was a 
conspiracy against democracy.

Fallacy
Anti-Semitism and the Labour Party 
was distributed as a free e-book two 
weeks before the December 12 general 
election. It claimed to bring together 
“the most rigorous and penetrating 
analytical writings on the ‘Labour anti-
Semitism’ affair.” Unfortunately, with 
the exception of two articles by Norman 
Finkelstein, all the contributions suffer 
from the same fallacy: namely that 
what it calls the “strange events that 
have warped British politics since 
2015” are actually about anti-Semitism. 
Finkelstein, in his chapter on the 
International Holocaust Remembrance 
Alliance ‘definition’ of anti-Semitism 5, 
points the finger at Zionism and Israel, 
but others seem strangely reluctant.

Daniel Finn’s ‘Corbyn under 
fire’ concludes that if Chakrabarti’s 
recommendations had been heeded - 
to “use the term ‘Zionist’ advisedly, 
carefully and never euphemistically 
...” and to “resist the use of Hitler, Nazi 
and holocaust metaphors, distortions 
and comparisons in debates about 
Israel/Palestine” - then “some of the 
controversies of the past two years could 
have been avoided”. Why? If Luciana 
Berger could resurrect a six-years-old, 
long-erased mural in London’s East 
End to attack Corbyn, then why would 
avoiding Hitler comparisons make any 
difference?

However, if the Labour Party had 
fought back and not accepted the 
‘anti-Semitism’ framework; if it had 
condemned ‘Zionism’ as a political 
settler-colonial project that anti-Semites 
like Trump and Orbán were only too 
happy to support, then some much 
needed political clarification might 
have been injected.

Is it seriously suggested that, 
when Israel funds campaigns against 
miscegenation, when mobs chant 
“Death to the Arabs”, or when Israeli 
law recognises6 the right of Jewish 

communities to bar Arabs as members, 
comparisons with pre-holocaust Nazi 
Germany are inappropriate? That when 
Israel uses the holocaust to justify its 
barbarism that it is inappropriate for us 
to reply in kind?

Was it anti-Semitic for Hannah 
Arendt in Eichmann in Jerusalem: 
the banality of evil to compare Israeli 
laws forbidding marriage between Jew 
and Arab with those of the Nuremburg 
laws? Was professor Ze’ev Sternhell, 
an expert on fascism and a childhood 
survivor of the Polish ghetto of 
Przemyśl, wrong to write that in Israel 
there is a “growing fascism and a racism 
akin to early Nazism”?7

Jamie Stein-Werner, with his report 
on the 2017 Labour Party conference, 
continues where Finn left off. He says:

… whereas ‘Nazis[m]’ and 
‘apartheid’ unambiguously refer 
to extreme oppression, ‘Zionism’ 
might denote any one along a 
spectrum of beliefs ranging from the 
harmful to the benign (eg, support 
for the right of Jews to collective 
self-determination).

It is no wonder that the JLM had it so 
easy, when even our supporters refuse 
to understand that Zionism was a 
reflection of anti-Semitism and is the 
ideological font of racial supremacy 
in Israel. This Labour-left acceptance 
of Zionist racism originated with Jon 
Lansman’s Left Futures blog post, 
‘Why the left must stop talking about 
Zionism’.8 The fact that every act of 
racism in Israel is justified by reference 
to the ‘ideals’ of Zionism is simply 
obliterated.

When appeals were made for the 
right of African refugees to stay in 
Israel, interior minister Eli Yishai was 
quoted as saying: “The migrants are 
giving birth to hundreds of thousands, 
and the Zionist dream is dying”.9 The 
whole debate around those refugees 
was conducted in terms of a Jewish 
demographic majority.

Only Finkelstein raises the issue of 
genuine racism against black people, 
which should have been the major plank 
of our fightback. How many Jews have 

been shot dead by police or railroaded 
into jail? Being black or Muslim closes 
doors; being Jewish opens them. Where 
was the anger with those - Tory and 
New Labour - who introduced the 
‘hostile environment’ policy which 
led to Windrush? Not one contributor 
points the finger at the Labour right’s 
complicity in supporting the 2014 
Immigration Act and in playing the race 
card.

I have long campaigned to highlight 
Tom Watson’s support for Labour MP 
Phil Woolas,10 who was removed as an 
MP by the high court after having waged 
an election campaign based on “making 
the white folk angry”. Or Watson’s role 
in the 2004 by-election in Hodge Hill, 
where he issued a leaflet: ‘Labour is on 
your side, the Lib Dems are on the side 
of failed asylum-seekers’.11

There was a total failure by Corbyn 
to call out the Daily Mail and The 
Sun, whose Katie Hopkins described 
refugees as “cockroaches”.12 This is 
also reflected in the contributions to this 
book.

Expecting
Six days before the general election 
I wrote an article entitled ‘Expect the 
worst, hope for the best’.13 The night 
before the election, whilst campaigning 
for Chris Williamson, I penned an open 
letter to Seamus Milne, saying that 
the strategy of apologising for ‘anti-
Semitism’ and appeasement of the right 
had led to disaster.14

I had sleepless nights asking myself 
how Corbyn could win. I asked myself, 
‘What have I missed?’ People were 
confident. Hundreds of Momentum 
supporters were flooding into marginal 
constituencies. Was I a natural born 
Jeremiah, forever a Cassandra? It 
was clear to me that Corbyn Labour’s 
inability to stand up for its beliefs and 
to rebut the smears were going to result 
in an election defeat. The only question 
was, how bad was it going to be?

Back in 2017, when even my 
closest comrades in Brighton and Hove 
Momentum were gloomy, I had been 
optimistic. In two blog articles I had 
predicted a hung parliament and even 
victory.

It was the inability of Corbyn and 
McDonnell to fight back against this 
state-inspired campaign, including 
throwing Chris Williamson to the 
wolves, that spelt the end this time. 
Apologising, temporising, failing 
to answer questions and an inability 
to go on the offensive was not only 
depressing, but demeaning. Corbyn 
appeared weak and it was this that led to 
the low opinion of him on the doorstep. 
After all, how would Corbyn and 
McDonnell stand up to a much fiercer 
onslaught when in government?

When I was suspended in March 
2016 for “comments you are alleged to 
have made”, it was immediately clear 
that the allegations had nothing to do 
with anti-Semitism. Nevertheless, in 
2018 I was expelled as part of the ‘anti-
Semitism’ moral panic, as was Marc 
Wadsworth and then Jackie Walker. 
Ken Livingstone was forced out too and 
yet Corbyn failed to speak out.

Anti-Semitism and the Labour Party 
contains 20 different contributions, 
along with 21 testimonies from Jews 
in the Labour Party. The most obvious 
lacuna is that nowhere in the nearly 
300 pages is there any contribution 
from someone, Jewish or non-Jewish, 
who has been a victim of Labour’s 
‘anti-Semitism’ witch-hunt. Neither 
Jackie Walker, Ken Livingstone, Chris 
Williamson, Marc Wadsworth, Asa 
Winstanley nor myself was invited to 
contribute. The testimony of those at the 
sharp end was of no account.

This arrogance reminds me of the 
question posed by Rudolph Vrba, the 
Jewish escapee from Auschwitz in 
April 1944. Vrba was deliberately 
ignored and rendered anonymous by 
Israel’s holocaust historians, because 
what he had to say did not accord with 
Zionism’s holocaust narrative. Vrba 
asked who was the better historian: 
“those of us who saw the Nazis in 
action in Auschwitz” or “those who 
did not have direct experience with the 
Nazis”?15

This book contains many good 
essays but there are also a considerable 
number of mundane stocking fillers. 
One of the worst is by David Rosenberg 
of the Jewish Socialist Group, who 
writes of “improvements” in Labour’s 
procedures for handling complaints of 
anti-Semitism. David imagined that 
Labour’s right wing had been “pushed 
back”:

The detail will be discussed more and 
refined before Labour conference. 
And it has been confirmed that anti-
Semitism will not be separated out, 
but these processes will apply to all 
complaints that discrimination/abuse 
has occurred against members across 
the range of protected characteristics.

This is a pure flight of fantasy. At the 
Labour Party conference it was agreed 
that people would be expelled by a 
fast-track procedure without so much 
as a hearing. In practice any statement 
critical of Israel can and does lead 
to expulsion. David was also silent 
on the unlawful suspension of Chris 
Williamson.

In fact all other types of racism 
have been ignored. Black and Muslim 
people have been primary targets of the 
‘anti-Semitism’ campaign. Anti-racist 
campaigner Marc Wadsworth, who 
played a pivotal role in the Stephen 
Lawrence campaign, was expelled at 
the behest of Ruth Smeeth, a former 
Israel lobbyist for Bicom.16

In Brighton and Hove notorious 
rightwinger Lukey Stanger, who stated 
that travellers were “frequently a nasty 
blight on communities”,17 has been 

Labour Against the Witchhunt picket of Labour HQ had the right sort of Jews



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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suspended for months with no sign of 
an impending expulsion. Stanger was 
protected by Tom Watson.

Luke Akehurst, the director of 
We Believe in Israel,18 who openly 
campaigned to defend Israel’s murder 
of unarmed Palestinian demonstrators, 
including children, in Gaza by Israeli 
snipers,19 has not been disciplined. We 
can only assume that Palestinian lives 
are worth less than Israeli or Jewish 
lives.

David Rosenberg bears a greater 
responsibility than most. He lives in 
Corbyn’s constituency and knows 
Corbyn personally. David did his best 
to ensure that there was no criticism of 
Corbyn’s feeble tactics, even though it 
should have been obvious that it was 
only counter-pressure that might have 
led to Corbyn fighting back.

Even worse, Jon Lansman was 
(is?) a member of the Jewish Socialist 
Group. When I posted an article on the 
JSG Facebook group, it was removed 
by David’s partner, Julia Bard. When I 
persisted in criticising the JSG’s refusal 
to support Jackie Walker, I was removed 
altogether.

David has been pivotal in the 
formation of Jewish Voice for Labour. 
I refused to join JVL because I opposed 
a Jewish-only group, when the ‘anti-
Semitism’ attacks were not about Jews 
or anti-Semitism. The first rule of any 
political campaign is not to accept your 
opponents’ terms of reference.

That is why JVL has failed to make 
any impression on the witch-hunt or 
anti-Semitism campaign. The attacks 
were always about Israel, Zionism and 
wider British foreign policy, not Jews or 
anti-Semitism. JVL consistently refused 
to criticise Corbyn’s weak leadership or 
raise the wider question of racism in the 
Labour Party.

‘Jewish power’?
In his book The chimera of British anti-
Semitism Norman Finkelstein notes 
that the Jewish community had nothing 
to fear from an impending Corbyn 
government.

If residents of Salem, Massachusetts, 
experienced deep anxiety about 
witches; if Americans experienced 
deep anxiety about communists; 
... if, for that matter, Christians 
experienced deep anxiety about 
Jewish ritual child-murderers - if 
an anxiety is widespread, surely 
it doesn’t necessarily, or even 
probably, follow that it is a rational 
fear. It could just as plausibly have 
been induced by powerful social 
forces standing to benefit from a 
deliberately contrived paranoia 
(p41).

Instead of tackling head-on reports of 
the disaffection of British Jews, the 
Jewish Chronicle’s campaign to instil 
fear was simply ignored and allowed to 
fester.

Where I disagree with Finkelstein 
is his reference to an “outsized Jewish 
political power”. It is true that Zionist 
groups such as the Jewish People Policy 
Institute boast of such power. It is also 
true that Jews are disproportionately 
represented amongst the wealthy, in the 
media, politics and academia. But does 
this translate into ‘Jewish power’? Do 
all Jews possess the same class interests? 
Unless we believe that Jews are acting in 
concert, as an organised block or caste, 
then we should avoid the ethnicisation 
of what are historical, political, social 
and economic phenomena.

There is no separate Jewish interest 
or lobby in society. Of course, the 
Zionist lobby purports to represent all 
Jews, but we should not accept its claim. 
In the United States politics is ethnicised 
precisely because of the weakness of 
class politics. Lenni Brenner is another 
American anti-Zionist who falls into 
this trap.

Finkelstein is a brilliant writer. 
However, he is not infallible. Although 
he is not using the concept of ‘Jewish 
power’ in an anti-Semitic sense, there is 

no doubt that it is both an anti-Semitic 
and a Zionist concept. It suits Zionism 
to pretend that Jews worldwide - apart 
from us ‘self-haters’! - all support Israel. 
It suits anti-Semites to make ‘Jew’ and 
‘Israel’ synonymous.

It was Paul Eisen, whose alleged 
association with Corbyn20 first began 
the anti-Semitism campaign, who 
published ‘Jewish power’21, the first 
of three articles, which mapped his 
coming out as a holocaust denier.22

When Finkelstein says, “Were it 
not for the outsized power of British 
Jews, it’s hard to conceive that British 
society would be interminably chasing 
after a hobgoblin”, he has completely 
missed the point. Just as there can 
be anti-Semitism without Jews, as in 
eastern Europe, so there can be an anti-
Semitism smear campaign without 
Jews, as the United States may be about 
to prove with Bernie Sanders.

Daniel Finn got it right: “Israel’s 
supporters are not an external force 
that has bent the British ruling class to 
its will. They are the outriders of that 
class.” Zionism is the ruling class’s 
cutting edge. The fake anti-Semitism 
campaign had nothing whatsoever to 
do with ‘Jewish power’. Daniel is also 
right when he writes: “A narrative can 
still be false even if it contains truthful 
elements: in fact, there are very few that 
don’t.”

Of course, there will be people with 
anti-Semitic or conspiracy ideas in their 
heads in the Labour Party. There always 
have been. But it was only when Corbyn 
was elected leader that the hunt began to 
find them. Such people are not a threat 
to Corbyn or even anti-Semitic in any 
meaningful sense. They are certainly no 
threat to Jews.

There will also be people in Labour 
who support racist immigration 
controls, who believe that migrants 
take British jobs and who believe that 
gypsies are a social nuisance. The way 
to deal with them is by way of education 
and debate. If Labour is to be the party 
of the working class, then it cannot 
exclude those who offend middle class 
sensibilities.

It is a sign of the theoretical and 
political poverty of the Labour right that 
it resorted to disciplinary measures and 
it is equally a measure of the intellectual 
bankruptcy of the Labour left that it has 
given way to the right on this. This book 
does not challenge that vacuum.

Jews in Britain were the alibi, the 
pretext, for the British establishment. It 
was extremely useful to be able to wage 
the war against Corbyn in the name 
of Britain’s Jews - in much the same 
way that British imperialism justified 
its occupation of India by reference 
to its campaign against Suttee, not the 
exploitation of the Indian peasantry. 
Opposition to anti-Semitism had a ring 
of moral righteousness that support for 
austerity lacked!

It was, however, a weakness of the 
Labour left - and this book reflects that 
weakness - that it failed to draw any 
conclusions from who supported the 
‘anti-Semitism’ campaign. The same 
Daily Mail which supported Hitler and 
the British Union of Fascists and which 
campaigned against the admission of 
Jewish refugees from Nazi Germany. 
Then there was the BBC and The Sun. 
Yet not once did Corbyn or Lansman 
point out these basic facts.

The ‘anti-Semitism’ campaign 
was adopted by a Tory Party which 
has historically been riddled with 
anti-Semitism and which even today 
sits in the EU parliament’s European 
Conservatives and Reformists Group 
alongside fascists and anti-Semites.23

IHRA ‘examples’
Justin Schlosberg’s and Laura Laker’s 
article, ‘Labour, anti-Semitism, and 
the news - a disinformation paradigm’, 
is well worth reading for the detail 
it provides on the overwhelming 
bias, not only of the printed press 
but the broadcasting media and the 
BBC in particular. They are the only 
contributors to this book to refer to the 

outrageous and unlawful suspension of 
Chris Williamson MP.

However, Richard Kuper’s ‘Hue 
and cry over the UCU’ adds nothing to 
the criticism of the IHRA ‘definition’ 
of anti-Semitism by Hugh Tomlinson 
QC, Geoffrey Robertson QC and Sir 
Stephen Sedley. It is truly abysmal. He 
refers to “six relatively unproblematic 
examples of anti-Semitism” amongst 
the 11 illustrations. In fact they are 
all problematic. His first example is 
“Calling for, aiding or justifying the 
killing or harming of Jews in the name 
of a radical ideology or an extremist 
view of religion.”

Is Richard seriously suggesting 
that calling for the killing of Jews in 
the name of a ‘moderate’ ideology or 
religion is acceptable? Clearly what 
this ‘illustration’ is about is demonising 
Muslims.

Richard also says that “‘using the 
symbols and images associated with 
classic anti-Semitism’ could hardly 
be anything but anti-Semitic”. Where 
has Richard been? It is part of Zionist 
hasbara (propaganda) to associate 
criticism of Israeli practices today with 
medieval anti-Semitism. When criticism 
is made of documented examples of 
settlers poisoning Palestinian water 
sources,24 the criticism is compared to 
medieval allegations that Jews poisoned 
wells. As Finkelstein notes,

Israeli hasbara (propaganda) 
itself promiscuously exploits the 
‘blood libel’ charge (ie, that Jews 
murdered Christian children for 
ritual purposes) in order to silence 
critics by reversing its sting. Mere 
mention of Palestinian children 
killed by Israel typically prompts 
accusations of a ‘global blood libel 
against Israel’.

Although on the right of Jewish Voice for 
Labour, Richard is an astute critic and I 
am amazed that he failed to understand 
how pernicious these examples of 
‘anti-Semitism’ are. Richard says that 
another example - “Denying the Jewish 
people their right to self-determination” 
- “could be anti-Semitic”. I disagree. 
There is no scenario in which this is 
anti-Semitic. It is the concept of a single 
Jewish people, in practice a Jewish race, 
which is anti-Semitic.

In what is a far more well thought 
out analysis of the IHRA ‘definition’, 
Finkelstein argues that socialists, who 
for too long have sought to restrict free 
speech on the grounds of not ‘hurting 
the feelings’ of one group or another or 
because of a desire to achieve a ‘safe 
space’ (are there any under capitalism?), 
have colluded with the government’s 
attacks on free speech.

It is on the grounds of free speech 
that the left should have made its 
stance, instead of being the censorious, 
nannying busybodies that too many 
have become. Instead of banning or 
expelling people for transphobia, we 
should have encouraged debate on 
the issue. Finkelstein quotes Marx as 
saying that “You must have doubts 
about everything”. This should be 
emblazoned on the left’s banners.

Finkelstein also points to the 
problems with Brian Klug’s alternative 
definition of ‘anti-Semitism’ as “a form 
of hostility to Jews as Jews, where Jews 
are perceived as something other than 
what they are”.

I agree that anti-Semites often take 
issue with Jews for what they are, not 
for what they are not. So someone 
who hates Jews for being too clever or 
good businessmen is not anti-Semitic! 
Brian’s definition is too clever by half 
and we would do better to rely on the 
Oxford English Dictionary definition: 
“hostility to or prejudice against 
Jews”.

Only Antony Lerman makes the 
point, in ‘When Jews are just fodder 
for the Tory propaganda machine’, 
that, when Tories like Jacob Rees-
Mogg make reference to Jews as the 
‘Illuminati’ pulling the strings - a 
genuinely anti-Semitic remark - no 

one criticises him. The same could 
be said of Boris Johnson’s book 72 
virgins, which is replete with racist 
and anti-Semitic comments; likewise 
Tory support for Viktor Orbán in the 
European parliament.25

Jeremy Gilbert’s trite ‘Antisemitism, 
cosmopolitanism and the politics of 
Labour’s “old” and “new” right wings’ 
is another Xmas stocking filler. Jeremy 
tells us that “there will be no more 
suspensions of party members simply 
because they support Corbyn and the 
party machinery think they can get 
away with suspending them.” Where 
has Jeremy been?

Tom Mills’ and David Miller’s 
article for Ceasefire - ‘Some notes on 
power, elites and anti-racism’26 - is a 
useful corrective to the idea that seems 
to have gotten hold that criticising 
elites in society is now anti-Semitic 
(presumably because Jews make 
up most of the elites!). According 
to Siobhan McDonagh MP (not the 
sharpest tool in the Labour right’s 
toolbox), anti-capitalism is anti-Semitic 
because Jews are capitalists!27 Thus the 
fake ‘anti-Semitism’ comes full circle.

The final article is ‘Jews, anti-
Semitism and the law’ by Naomi Wayne, 
who works for the Equal Opportunities 
Commission for Northern Ireland. It 
is a timely reminder of the pending 
investigation by the Equalities and 
Human Rights Commission, which has 
made a partisan political intervention in 
Labour’s internal affairs by launching 
an inquiry into the accusations of anti-
Semitism.

Unfortunately this e-book is less 
than the sum of its parts. I recommend 
instead Bad news for Labour, whose 
book launch the Zionists tried 
unsuccessfully to stop at the 2019 
Labour conference, and the earlier 
The anti-Semitism wars, to which I 
contributed l

Tony Greenstein
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Full steam ahead?
While Stormont has been restored, writes James Harvey, the old communal divisions remain firmly in place

T hey’re back! After three years 
away all your old friends 
at Stormont are here again. 

Everyone slipped so easily back into 
their familiar roles, it was if they 
had never been away. Everything 
seemed reassuringly the same: the 
party leaders restated their traditional 
platitudes about ‘new beginnings’ and 
the British prime minister and Irish 
taoiseach recycled their appeals to 
‘hope’ and ‘history’ amidst the rococo 
splendour of Stormont: it could have 
been 1998 and the Good Friday 
agreement all over again!

Except that it wasn’t. Although 
all sides tried to sound convincingly 
sincere and put on a good show for the 
cameras, this was in truth a rather tired 
performance and a rather perfunctory 
reading of a well-known script by a 
cast that had performed it so many 
times since Stormont was restored in 
1998.

It would be easy and all too 
accurate to file this ‘moment of hope’ 
and ‘political breakthrough’ alongside 
all the other false dawns since the 
Good Friday agreement supposedly 
brought about an end to historical 
conflict and began a new era of 
reconciliation and peace in Northern 
Ireland. The political reality belies this 
rhetoric. The operation of ‘devolved 
government’ and the implementation 
of the agreement have seen a series of 
crises and interruptions since 1998: 
the Stormont assembly has been 
suspended on five occasions - nearly 
eight years in total - the longest being 
the latest one, which began in January 
2017 and ended on January 11 2020.

The ostensible cause of this latest 
suspension was the Democratic 
Unionist Party’s handling of the 
renewable heat incentive (RHI) 
scandal, which brought forth 
allegations from Sinn Féin of 
corruption, clientelist politics and 
civil service mismanagement. Crises 
of this type are the small change of 
bourgeois politics, particularly in 
their parish pump form, the world 
over. However, the institutionalised 
communal politics of the Six Counties 
gave this scandal and the consequent 
political fallout its unique character. 
Sinn Féin’s withdrawal from the 
‘power-sharing’ executive in January 
2017 and the resulting March election 
only deepened the crisis. The DUP’s 
share of the vote fell, with the result 
that, although remaining the largest 
single party with 28 assembly seats, it 
was only one seat and 0.2% of first-
preference votes ahead of SF.1

As if this was not bad enough for 
the DUP, in 2017 ostensibly unionist 
parties did not win a majority of seats 
for the first time since partition. This 
psychological setback, combined with 
a gain of four seats by SF, strengthened 
the latter’s negotiating hand.2 In the 
subsequent attempts to restore the 
executive SF added an Irish Language 
Act and equal marriage to dealing 
with the RHI scandal in its red lines 
in negotiations.

The situation was further 
complicated by the 2017 UK general 
election, which saw gains for both the 

DUP and SF - and a post-election pact 
between the Tories and the DUP, which 
kept Theresa May in Downing Street.3 
To the despair of liberal commentators, 
hapless Tory secretaries of state for 
Northern Ireland, frustrated British 
prime ministers and the Irish taoiseach, 
by November 2019 a seemingly 
never-ending series of meetings 
and negotiations got nowhere. The 
December 2019 UK general election 
apparently changed all that: the stasis 
was ended, and, with one bound, 
we were all free. The parties were 
talking again, a compromise was being 
reached and, yet again, history was 
being made in Northern Ireland. The 
familiar show at Stormont, with some 
new cast members to freshen up the 
act and hopefully raise some applause, 
however faint, from a rather jaded 
audience, was back on the road again!

Both in the form of its delivery and 
its content, the deal that emerged on 
January 11 went over very familiar 
ground and offered very familiar 
‘solutions’ to the issues outstanding 
between the region’s political parties. 
The key role in brokering the deal 
was played by the British and Irish 
governments, which managed, 
cajoled and manoeuvred the DUP and 
SF - along with the smaller players 
in the Social Democratic and Labour 
Party, the Ulster Unionist Party and 
the Alliance Party - into accepting 
their terms. This partnership between 
London and Dublin, although 
destabilised by the inevitable strains of 
Brexit, represents a key element in the 
strategies of both states and reflects 
their shared fundamental interest in 
preserving the political status quo 
in the Six Counties. Although they 
may pragmatically accommodate 
alterations and adjustments to meet 
changing pressures, in essentials 
the management of division and 
the containment of conflict through 
the structures of the Good Friday 
agreement remain the guiding aims of 
both governments.

Little new
As to the terms of the deal itself, 
there was little that was new 
within it. The 62 pages of New 
decade, new approach bore all the 
rhetorical and policy hallmarks of 
its immediate predecessor, A fresh 
start (2015), which in turn reflects 
the earlier rhetoric of the Good 
Friday agreement.4 As leading media 
commentator Suzanne Breen put it 
during the January negotiations: “New 

decade, new approach - old story”.5 
In keeping with the best traditions 
of snake-oil salesmanship, the best 
way to sell this old, discredited 
product is to dress it up as something 
new and improved. There are plenty 
of promises to examine, enhance, 
explore and published strategies 
across a wide range of policy areas 
and contentious issues, but little of 
real substance or political change is 
spelled out clearly.

The basic approach is what 
Queen’s University Belfast academic 
Katy Hayward describes as a “type 
of green/orange bingo” - a product 
of a “shared out” society, in which 
unionists and nationalists each get 
“one for me, one for you”.6 So an 
Irish language commissioner, which 
goes some way to meet SF’s demands 
on the recognition of the Irish 
language, is balanced by an Ulster 
Scots commissioner as part of a wider 
commitment to protecting “identity 
and cultural expression”. Changes 
are also promised to meet nationalist 
criticisms of the operation of the 
Petitions of Concern - a provision of 
the Good Friday agreement designed 
to give a communal veto in the 
operation of the assembly, but which 
was largely used by the DUP to block 
socially liberal legislation. In practice 
these concessions are now largely 
symbolic, since the DUP no longer 
has the necessary majority to act in 
this way and the electoral arithmetic 
is unlikely to swing back in its favour 
in the foreseeable future.7

The main focus for the headline 
writers, both in Britain and Ireland, 
was not this balancing of communal 
concerns and the careful management 
of political division, but the spending 
commitments made by both London 
and Dublin. These were both eye-
catching and suitably vague in scale. 
The promises included new funding 
for the health service, education, 
infrastructure development and 
housing. However, despite Boris 
Johnson’s warm words and pledges, 
he was characteristically evasive 
when questioned at Stormont about 
the exact amounts that would be 
available.8 As the Financial Times 
noted, the stability of the region turns 
on the battered state of its economy.9 
It will be the fulfilment of these 
promises, along with the wider issues 
of Northern Ireland’s dependence 
on the British treasury subvention 
and the degree to which the region’s 
economy can cope with the impact 

of Brexit, that will determine how far 
this ‘historic agreement’ will work in 
practice.10

In commending the Stormont 
deal, Johnson suggested that he felt 
“the hand of history beckoning us all 
forward”, before going on to praise 
the Northern Ireland politicians, who 
“have put aside their differences, 
stepped up to the plate and shown 
leadership”.11 As with much else about 
this deal, his encomium is nothing 
but smoke and mirrors. The political 
parties in the Six Counties were forced 
into this agreement by a specific set 
of immediate circumstances and 
political calculations.

The outlines of this deal have long 
been known and could have been 
reached in February 2018, if the DUP 
could have sold it to its activists. Then 
it was riding high, with a confidence 
and supply agreement with the Tories 
at Westminster. After December 12 
all was utterly changed: for both 
the DUP and Sinn Féin, a terrible 
disaster was born. Both parties lost 
votes and politically symbolic seats 
in Belfast and Derry; both were under 
renewed electoral pressure, with 
the DUP losing votes to the UUP 
and Alliance, whilst SF suffered at 
the hands of the SDLP.12 The threat 
to call an assembly election, made 
by secretary of state Julian Smith, 
increased the potential for further 
political reverses, and concentrated 
the minds of both the DUP and SF 
wonderfully during the negotiations. 
Furthermore, Boris Johnson’s secure 
parliamentary majority ended the 
DUP’s ambitions to continue as 
kingmakers at Westminster: it was 
forced to refocus on its only realistic 
chance of some political power in a 
restored Stormont. For Sinn Féin, a 
restored and functioning executive 
and assembly would give it a 
platform to demonstrate its political 
responsibility and strengthen its 
electoral appeal south of the border.13

Along with meeting these electoral 
considerations, both leaderships 
required an agreement that dealt 
with the challenges of national health 
service strikes and public-sector 
finance, and which they could sell as 
some type of victory to their supporters 
and activists. Thus, for both the DUP 
and SF, politically symbolic gains in 
areas such as language and culture 
were perfect for managing their 
respective bases, whilst the promised 
financial package appeared to bring 
some respite from austerity.

Most commentators welcomed the 
deal and were optimistic to varying 
degrees that it could stabilise politics 
in the Six Counties.14 However, for 
Marxists the fundamental political 
and communal divisions remain as 
strong as ever: indeed, the region’s 
politics and the institutional structures 
established by the Good Friday 
agreement actively reinforce these 
conflicts. The constitutional status 
quo in Northern Ireland rests on such 
divisions and was indeed created by 
them in the first place. Despite the 
pious rhetoric of transformation and 
reconciliation, any deal, whether 
‘historic’ or otherwise, that maintains 
these structures will only serve to 
continue to reproduce the politics 
of communal conflict and division 
- the ‘carnival of reaction’ that has 
been the hallmark of Northern Irish 
politics and society in the hundred 
years since partition l

Carnival of 
reaction 

continues 
unabated


