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LETTERS

No to witch-hunt
It is clear from reports such as John 
Rentoul in The Independent (May 21) 
that Ken Livingstone’s resignation 
was not voluntary, but the result of 
pressure exerted by Jeremy Corbyn 
and his close associates.

We refer in particular to Shami 
Chakrabarti’s disgraceful attack 
on Livingstone on BBC’s Sunday 
pol i t ics  (May 13) ,  when she 
threatened she would quit the Labour 
front bench if Livingstone was not 
expelled. Chakrabarti has not only 
ignored her own recommendations 
on natural justice and due process 
but she has also destroyed her own 
reputation, as a former director of 
Liberty, as a champion of freedom 
of expression.

Nothing Livingstone was alleged 
to have done could in any way be 
described as anti-Semitic. His remark 
that “Hitler supported Zionism” is 
confirmed by a host of holocaust 
historians. If he gave offence to 
supporters of Israel and Zionism, it 
is because of the appalling record 
historically of Zionism, when it 
comes to fighting real anti-Semites.

The attack on Livingstone and 
the expulsions of Marc Wadsworth 
and Tony Greenstein were all part 
of the ‘Anti-Zionism equals anti-
Semitism’ witch-hunt. It is noticeable 
that, when it came to laying charges, 
the Labour Party avoided for legal 
reasons accusing people of anti-
Semitism. Instead the catch-all charge 
of ‘bringing the party into disrepute’ 
was used.

Livingstone is the latest victim 
of a witch-hunt pursued by the 
pro-Israel lobby and the right wing 
in the Labour Party. The fact that it is 
supported by the same tabloid press 
which has employed Katy Hopkins, 
Rod Liddle and Richard Littlejohn 

should dispel any idea that this is 
about racism or anti-Semitism.

It is about Israel and defence of 
imperialist interests in the Middle 
East.  I t  is  about stopping the 
transformation of the Labour Party 
into an anti-war party that will stand 
in solidarity with the Palestinian 
people and refuses to be dragged 
into another devastating war in the 
Middle East.

It is shocking that two years 
after the Chakrabarti report into 
racism was published, none of its 
recommendations around “due 
process” and “natural justice” have 
been implemented. This delay is not 
an oversight. It is clear that the party 
bureaucracy has been trying to get 
the high-profile cases ‘out of the 
way’ first. And now Jackie Walker’s 
expulsion hearing is imminent. 

Jeremy Corbyn and his allies 
operate under the illusion that if 
they sacrifice enough members 
to the witch-hunters then their 
campaign will come to an end. They 
are seriously mistaken. Appeasement 
merely feeds the appetites of the 
witch-hunters.

This setback will only strengthen 
the resolve of Labour Against 
the Witchhunt activists. We fully 
understand the agenda of Labour 
Friends of  Israel ,  the Jewish 
Labour Movement and Progress: 
to re-establish the politics and 
economics of neoliberalism in the 
Labour Party.

We call on Jeremy Corbyn, general 
secretary Jennie Formby and the 
national executive committee to 
finally put an end to this ongoing 
witch-hunt against the left in the 
party:
l LAW does not recognise the legitimacy 
of the expulsions/exclusions of party 
comrades on trumped-up charges of 
‘anti-Semitism’ and will continue to 
organise with them to defeat the right.
l  All those summarily expelled 
or suspended from membership 
without due process, or as part of 

the anti-Corbyn witch-hunt, should 
be immediately reinstated - and that 
includes Marc Wadsworth, Jackie 
Walker, Stan Keable, Tony Greenstein 
and Cyril Chilson.
l We need a moratorium: no more 
new cases to be sent to Labour’s 
kangaroo court (national constitutional 
committee), which is dominated by 
the right; all cases currently in front 
of the NCC should be referred back 
to the national executive.
Labour Against the Witchhunt
email

H&F Berufsverbot
Shame on Hammersmith and Fulham 
council. The decision to sack me on 
April 21, after 17 years of unblemished 
service as a housing enforcer, for 
expressing my political views - namely, 
anti-Zionism - on the March 26 Jewish 
Voice for Labour demonstration in 
Parliament Square, has brought the 
council, and the Labour Party, into 
disrepute, and rubbished its own 
much vaunted anti-racist reputation.

Does the H&F Labour council 
really want to forbid criticism of 
Zionism - the official ideology of 
the racist Israeli state? Does the 
council support the ethnic cleansing 
of the 1948 nakba (‘disaster’ - the 
forced removal of some 750,000 
Palestinians), the discriminatory 
treatment of Palestinian Israeli 
citizens and the ongoing ethnic 
cleansing on the West Bank?

At the very moment when the 
Zionist Israeli state is massacring its 
own Palestinian citizens, imprisoned, 
impoverished and starved in the 
siege of Gaza, H&F forbids the 
criticism of Zionism, becoming the 
first council to extend the ‘Anti-
Zionism equals anti-Semitism’ 
charade from the suspension and 
expulsion of pro-Corbyn Labour 
Party members to the dismissal of 
employees. This opens the way for 
the introduction into the UK of the 
notorious West German practice 
of Berufsverbot - the wholesale 
sacking of socialist teachers and 
civil servants under the 1972 ‘anti-
radical decree’. Logically, I suppose 
all job applicants should now be 
vetted by asking the question, ‘Are 
you an anti-Zionist?’

My dismissal letter is entitled 
“Strictly private and confidential”, 
but the attempt of a Labour council to 
ditch freedom of speech and assembly 
is a threat to the employment rights 
of millions and a matter of public 
concern. Freedoms have always been 
fought for and won in public.

I can remember, in slightly 
more rational times, when serious 
disciplinary cases - those involving 
“gross misconduct” and possible 
dismissal - were heard by councillors, 
not paid officers. It is ridiculous 
today  tha t  an  employee ,  the 
director of environment, who is no 
doubt competent in dealing with 
environmental issues, should be tasked 
with resolving a political issue that has 
nothing to do with work, while elected 
Labour politicians can wash their 
hands of the matter like Pontius Pilot.

I shall, of course, be submitting 
an appeal, and/or taking the matter 
to an employment tribunal, where 
I feel sure the rights to freedom of 
assembly and freedom of speech - 
including the right to express views 
which are irritating or offensive to a 
section of the public or the state - are 
more likely to be upheld. Freedom 
of speech is nothing if it does not 
include the right to offend.
Stan Keable
Hammersmith

Free speech
I’d like to call out the Weekly Worker 
and the left generally for largely 
ignoring the increasing adoption of 
‘hate crimes’ by the state to ban and 

prosecute any speech that is not to 
its liking.

As reported by the BBC, we 
have 19-year-old Chelsea Russell - 
arrested and prosecuted for posting 
a popular Snoop Dogg music lyric 
in memory of a friend who passed 
away. We have a whole area of 
London where today if a person were 
to stand completely peacefully with 
a sign saying that they personally 
disagree with abortion they will be 
arrested and prosecuted. We have 
comedian Count Dankula arrested 
and prosecuted for training his pug 
dog to do a Nazi salute in order to 
wind up his girlfriend.

And the depressing refrain I hear 
from many of my friends on the left 
is: ‘But we obviously don’t like 
those things, so all is fine.’ Give me 
strength! Just how long do you think 
it will be before the state starts to use 
these ‘hate crimes’ to attack us on 
the left? Moreover, why is the left 
willing to leave the mantle of free 
speech in the hands of Katie Hopkins 
and her ilk?

The left needs to wake up urgently 
and start protecting the right to 
speech, as well as the right to hear 
contrary opinions, views and ideas, 
before the net and concept of hate 
speech grows any bigger.
Tom Taylor
Plymouth

Jewish vote
The Barnet result in the local elections 
was a consequence of the anti-Semitic 
witch-hunt against Labour and how 
Jeremy Corbyn responded.

His acceptance that this was a 
very serious problem in Labour - far 
more serious than it was a problem 
in the Tory Party and in society as 
a whole - convinced the relatively 
prosperous Jewish voters in Barnet 
and the rest of that middle class layer 
that the working class leadership was 
weak and ineffectual and that the 
workers as a class were hostile not 
only to Jews, but to the whole middle 
class. Therefore their salvation lay in 
defence of what privileges they had 
by voting Tory.

If he had told the Tory/Blairite 
reactionary mob to get lost, defended 
Marc Wadsworth, Tony Greenstein, 
Jackie Walker and Ken Livingstone, 
then he would have projected an 
image of a strong opponent of the 
whole capitalist system and its 
austerity programme of repression.

That threatened Labour sweep of 
London would have happened. The 
anti-Semitic offensive that began 

with the false allegations about 
a mural and escalated from there 
would have stopped dead if Corbyn 
had come out fighting instead of 
grovelling. No doubt he was advised 
by Seamus Milne, but ultimately it 
was his own gross error.
Gerry Downing
Socialist Fight

Georgia
May 26 2018 marks the centenary of 
the establishment of the short-lived 
Democratic Republic of Georgia. It 
was a republic that Trotsky smeared 
in his sectarian pamphlet Between 
red and white.

Last year saw the publication 
of The experiment:  Georgia’s 
forgotten revolution 1918-1921 
by Eric Lee, which rebutted the 
smears. In particular - and contrary 
to Bolshevik assertions - Bolsheviks 
were unpopular in Georgia, while 
Mensheviks were popular. The alleged 
collusion with Anton Denikin’s White 
Army was inaccurately portrayed 
(something Kautsky realised too). 
Trade unions were strong, with the 
right to strike.

In  1920 ,  on  a  v i s i t  the re , 
Kautsky and two Belgian socialists, 
Vanderve lde  and  Huysmans , 
described it as “the most perfect 
socialism in Europe”. Lee says it was 
a pluralist, multi-party democracy of 
free elections, where the constitution 
guaranteed universal suffrage, a free 
press, separation of church and state, 
and abolished the death penalty.

The Communist manifesto’s 
instruction - “The first step in the 
revolution by the working class is to 
raise the proletariat to the position 
of ruling class to win the battle of 
democracy” - was not for socialists 
in industrialised democracies like 
Britain, but for peasant societies 
like Georgia or Russia. Mensheviks 
correctly observed that impoverished, 
backward societies cannot skip 
historical stages and proceed to create 
socialism.

Bolsheviks wrongly claimed 
they had done otherwise in Russia. 
Russia conquered Georgia in 1921, 
where Stalin addressed a crowd of 
workers. He congratulated them 
on “overthrowing the Menshevik 
yoke”, whereupon audience members 
heckled “Lies!  There was no 
Menshevik yoke here! There was no 
Communist [Bolshevik] revolution in 
Georgia! Your troops have removed 
our freedom!”
Jon D White
Socialist Party of Great Britain

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

Touching distance
“Thank you, as always, for 

producing the best rag on the 
left,” writes IS, one of the Weekly 
Worker’s subscribers in the United 
States. And to show he means it he 
used our PayPal facility to donate 
a handy £20.

There was one other PayPal 
donor - FC, who gave £10, but, as 
usual, the largest part of what came 
into our fighting fund this week was 
in the shape of standing orders. The 
star turn here was comrade SK, 
who donated his usual brilliant 
£230, while PM (£75), MM (£75) 
and TB (£50) also helped boost our 
total for May.

On top of that we got two 
cheques. One was from JG, who, as 
usual, felt no need to write anything 
(apart from filling in the cheque for 

£50, of course). But we know he 
appreciates what we do - after all, 
money speaks louder than words! 
The other cheque was from TY, 
who added £20 to his subscription, 
and these two comrades helped this 
week’s haul up to £555.

Pretty good - especially as it 
takes our running total for May’s 
fighting fund up to £1,594. In other 
words, we are within touching 
distance of that £1,750 target. Just 
another £156 needed and we’re 
there! Please help us break right 
through that sometimes elusive 
barrier - there’s still a week to go!l

Robbie Rix

Fighting fund

London Communist Forum
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London Communist Forum
Sunday May 27, 5pm: ‘From May 1968 to colour revolutions’. 
Speaker: Mike Macnair.
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 May 29, 6.30pm: Series of talks on human origins, Daryll 
Forde seminar room, Anthropology Building, 14 Taviton Street, 
off Gordon Square, London WC1. This meeting: ‘How revolutions 
create worlds: an anthropologist reflects on the Cuban revolution’. 
Speaker: Martin Holbraad.
Organised by Radical Anthropology Group:
http://radicalanthropologygroup.org.
Solidarity with the People of Turkey
Saturday May 26, 2pm: SPOT AGM, NEU/NUT headquarters, 
Hamilton House, Mabledon Place, London WC1.
Organised by SPOT: http://spotturkey.co.uk.
Protest on camera
Thursday May 31, 7pm: Public meeting, Bishopsgate Institute, 230 
Bishopsgate, London EC2. £9, £7 concessions. Featuring photographers 
and their pictures of protests since the 1950s.
Organised by the Bishopsgate Institute: www.bishopsgate.org.uk/
event/1045/Protest-on-Camera-1950s-to-Today.
Communist manifesto: a graphic novel
Thursday May 31, 7pm: Book launch, Marx Memorial Library and 
Workers’ School, 37a Clerkenwell Green, London EC1. Speaker: 
author/cartoonist Martin Rowson. £5 (£3 unwaged). 
Organised by Marx Memorial Library:  
www.facebook.com/marxlibraryandschool.
No to DFLA
Saturday June 2, 11am: Counterdemonstration against Democratic 
Football Lads Alliance. Assemble Major Street, Manchester M1.
Organised by Stand Up To Racism: www.standuptoracism.org.uk.
People’s Assembly
Saturday June 2, 10.30am to 4pm: Anti-austerity conference. St 
Pancras New Church, Euston Road, London NW1.
Tickets £5 (waged) £3 (unwaged). Book online:  
www.eventbrite.co.uk/e/change-is-coming-how-to-achieve-an-anti-
austerity-government-tickets-44554235919.
Organised by the People’s Assembly: www.thepeoplesassembly.org.uk/.
CND at 60
Monday June 4, 6.30pm: Public lecture, Wolfson lecture theatre, New 
Academic Building, LSE, Houghton Street, London WC2.
Organised by Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament: 
www.cnduk.org/get-involved/events/
item/3753-campaigning-in-the-age-of-trump-cnd-at-60-public-lecture.
Equality for all
Saturday June 9, 9.30am to 4.30pm: TUC regional equalities 
conference, Civic Centre, Gateshead NE8. For trade unions members, 
reps and full-time officers.
Organised by TUC:
www.tuc.org.uk/northern/events/rearranged-tuc-northern-equalities-conference.
Labour Against the Witchhunt
Friday June 15, 7.30pm: Launch of local LAW group, Whitstable 
Labour Club, 12 Belmont Road, Whitstable. With Jackie Walker and 
Marc Wadsworth.
Organised by Labour Against the Witchhunt:  
www.labouragainstthewitchhunt.org.
Apartheid then and now
Thursday June 21, 7pm: Public meeting, Friends Meeting House, 6 
Mount Street, Manchester M2. Comparing apartheid in South Africa to 
that in Israel and supporting the ongoing struggle.
Organised by Palestine Solidarity Campaign:
www.palestinecampaign.org/events/apartheid-struggle-for-freedom.
Windrush 70
Saturday June 23, 2.30pm: Public meeting, Mander Hall, Hamilton 
House, Mabledon Place, London WC1. Resisting the hostile 
environment.
Organised by National Education Union: https://neu.org.uk.
Our NHS is 70 
Saturday June 30, 12 noon: Demonstration. Assemble Portland Place, 
London W1 for march to Downing Street, London SW1. Celebrate the 
70th anniversary of the NHS.
Organised by People’s Assembly: www.thepeoplesassembly.org.uk.
National Shop Stewards Network
Saturday July 7, 11am to 4.30pm: Annual conference, Conway Hall, 
25 Red Lion Square, London WC1. Entry: £6 - open to all trade union 
and anti-cuts campaigners.
Organised by National Shop Stewards Network: http://shopstewards.net.
The Big Meeting
Saturday July 14, 8.30am to evening: Durham Miners Gala, various 
venues, Durham.
Organised by Durham Miners Gala: www.durhamminers.org/gala.
Against the witch-hunt
Tuesday July 17, 11am: Lobby and protest at Labour’s NEC, 
Southside,105 Victoria Street, London SW1.
Organised by Labour Against the Witchhunt:  
www.labouragainstthewitchhunt.org.
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.

DRUGS

Legalise them all
James Linney condemns the timidity of Jeremy Corbyn and 
Dianne Abbott

The role of the pharmaceutical 
industry in creating the opioid 
crisis in the US has been widely 

discussed.1 By misleading and 
bribing, big pharma flooded America 
with morphine-based pain-killers and 
thereby generated huge profits. But 
the consequences for the millions 
of Americans who became addicted 
has been disastrous. For many 
this has meant being forced to buy 
much cheaper heroin, often cut with 
unknown concentrations of much 
stronger opioids, such as fentanyl 
- the horrific result being tens of 
thousands of deaths every year due 
to overdoses.

Here I want to look at how the left 
can offer an alternative to this misery, 
how through the legalisation of all 
drugs we can immediately prevent 
overdose deaths and reduce other 
drug-related morbidities. As always, we 
must strive to use a scientific method 
and analyse what evidence there is 
available to us. I will therefore focus 
on the only country which has fully 
decriminalised all drugs for personal 
use: Portugal.

In 1974 Portugal’s relative isolation 
from the rest of the world ended with 
the revolutionary overthrow of the 
Estado Novo authoritarian regime. 
After Portugal’s eventual transition 
to ‘bourgeois democracy’ there came 
freer movement of goods, both legal 
and illegal. Its underdevelopment and 
sudden exposure to new markets led, in 
a short space of time, to a large influx of 
illicit drugs and by the 1990s Portugal 
had caught up with the rest of Europe in 
its rates of heroin use. By 1999 1% of 
the population was regularly injecting 
heroin and subsequently the rates 
of related blood-transmitted disease 
were sky-rocketing, with Portugal then 
having the highest rates of drug-related 
HIV deaths in the European Union.2

Perhaps it was the experience of the 
1974-75 revolution and the continued 
presence of a militant working class 
movement and a relatively strong left, 
that provided the authorities with the 
space needed for Portugal to respond 
to its drug problem in a considerably 
more humane and sensible way than 
any other member of the European 
Union. In 2001 it became the first EU 
country to abolish all criminal penalties 
for personal drug use. It was still illegal 
to buy or sell drugs, but possession for 
personal use was no longer a criminal 
offence. It was an administrative one, 
which could still potentially result in 
a small fine. The law now permitted 
amounts of each drug estimated to 
be the equivalent of 10 days’ use for 
one person: for cannabis, 25 grams; 
cocaine, two grams; heroin, one gram; 
LSD or ecstasy, 10 pills.

Importantly, along with the change 
in law, there was also a change in 
attitude and culture. By no longer 
chasing the impossible goal of a 
drug-free land, the government was 
able to focus on harm reduction. More 
funding was made available for heroin 
users, including much better access to 
drug treatment clinics, clean needle 
exchanges and free drug kits (plastic 
pouches with single-use servings of 
filtered water, citric acid, a small metal 
tray for cooking, gauze, filter and a 
clean syringe).

Other western governments 
prophesied disaster when Portugal 
made this change. It would lead to 
soaring drug use, crime, harmful drug 
tourism, an increase in drug-related 
morbidity and general chaos on the 
streets, we were told - essentially 
the same arguments that our own 
government currently uses to dismiss 

a similar move in the UK. Yet in the 17 
years since the law was changed the 
evidence has actually revealed a very 
different result.

In contrast to other European 
countries since 2001, in almost every 
category of drug, and for drug usage 
overall, the lifetime prevalence rates 
in Portugal have decreased.3 In 2016 
Portugal had the lowest rate of deaths 
due to drug use in all of western Europe 
- just six per one million people,4 a 
tenth of the UK’s (60 per million) and 
a fraction of the US’s (185 per million). 
The proportion of HIV-infected drug 
users also plummeted from 52% in 
2000 to 15% in 2010.

These are remarkable results, and 
Portugal’s example has been a part 
of the growing evidence base that 
is being used globally to call for a 
different way to tackle opiate addiction. 
Most drug treatment specialists now 
believe that harm reduction is far 
preferable to abstinence and there 
is a growing consensus in favour 
of decriminalisation. However, an 
important limitation in the Portugal 
example must be made: namely that 
there has been decriminalisation of 
drugs, not legalisation. Therefore, 
users are still reliant on buying drugs of 
which they cannot be sure of the precise 
contents. So there is still the risk of 
overdose from those mixed with toxins 
or much stronger opioids, as is often the 
case in the US. Only through legalising 
drugs can there be proper safety and 
quality testing. Yet, this aside, the 
Portuguese experiment undoubtedly 
provides some real evidence, upon 
which the argument for legalisation 
can be strengthened.

War on drugs
As is often the case though, there is a 
pathological disconnect between the 
scientific evidence and government 
policies. In America, apart from a 
handful of states where marijuana has 
been legalised, the mantra of ‘eradicating 
drug use’ remains the established status 
quo. Despite annual deaths from opioid 
overdose being roughly equivalent to the 
number of Americans who died during 
the entire Vietnam war, Donald Trump’s 
2017 conference on the opioid crisis 
confirmed there was to be an escalation 
of Ronald Reagan’s failed ‘war on drugs’.

In the UK too we have seen the 
ignoring of, or silencing of, those 
medical practitioners who have been 
advocating a rethink in the way we 
classify and treat drugs. Readers 
will remember how David Nutt, the 
government’s chief drug advisor, was 
sacked in 2009, when he dared use 
scientific evidence to challenge the 

government’s decision to reclassify 
marijuana. He has recently said:

I strongly believe that we should 
focus on public health approaches to 
the drug problem, and decriminalise 
the possession of drugs for personal 
use, for the following simple reason:

If users are addicted, then they 
are ill, and criminal sanctions are an 
inappropriate way to deal with an 
illness. If they are not addicted, then 
criminalisation will almost always 
lead to greater harms to the user than 
the effects of the drug.5

Currently the only mainstream party 
advocating any change in drug policy 
is the Liberal Democrats, who have 
campaigned for the legalisation of 
cannabis. But what of Labour’s drug 
policy? In 2000 Jeremy Corbyn sponsored 
a bill in favour of decriminalising 
cannabis, but by the 2016 leadership 
contest his opinion had changed to 
favouring “decriminalising cannabis 
for medical uses” only and he stated he 
was against the legalisation of any hard 
drugs.6 Sadly, we have grown used to 
Corbyn’s compromises in an attempt to 
pacify the Labour right and his already 
pretty weak stance seemed to have taken 
a turn for the even more pathetic when 
we were recently informed by Diane 
Abbott: “It is not Labour’s policy to 
legalise cannabis.”7

This is not good enough and one 
of the left’s tasks in the Labour Party 
must be to challenge this failing. Not 
only must we not prevent treatment 
by stigmatising users as criminals; not 
only must the national health service 
follow Portugal’s example in providing 
far more resources for drug treatment 
clinics. We must go much further, with 
the NHS prescribing heroin in safe, 
controlled doses, whilst providing 
safe injection sites for those not able 
or ready to start heroin substitution 
medications.

For more than 50 years America, 
eagerly tailed by other western 
governments, has continued its ‘war 
on drugs’, which has simultaneously 
fanned the flames of violence between 
drug gangs and criminalised drug users 
instead of providing treatment. Two 
statistics that hint at the misery that 
has resulted are: 59,000 deaths from 
drug overdose in the US in 20168 and 
29,000 murders largely due to drug 
gang violence in Mexico in 2017.9

The American government’s 
response to drugs also highlights 
one of capitalism’s own addictions: 
to punishment and more specifically 
to imprisonment. This remains one 
of its preferred methods of keeping 
the working class demoralised, 
impoverished and less able to organise. 
It has never been more urgent for the 
left to raise what is a basic demand 
for any self-respecting socialist: the 
legalisation of all drugs l

Notes
1. ‘Oxycontin is the opium of the masses’ Weekly 
Worker April 4 2018.
2. www.newyorker.com/magazine/2011/10/17/
getting-a-fix.
3. www.ablemesh.co.uk/PDFs/
drugdecriminportugal.pdf.
4. www.statista.com/chart/10320/drug-deaths-in-
europe.
5. https://profdavidnutt.wordpress.com.
6. http://volteface.me/jeremy-corbyn-medical-
cannabis.
7. www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/
diane-abbott-war-on-drugs-legalising-cannabis-
legal-marijuana-shadow-home-secretary-question-
time-a8235151.html.
8. www.nytimes.com/interactive/2017/06/05/
upshot/opioid-epidemic-drug-overdose-deaths-
are-rising-faster-than-ever.html.
9. www.theguardian.com/world/2018/jan/21/drug-
violence-blamed-mexico-record-murders-2017.

Getting high should be as 
safe as possible

3weekly worker 1204 May 24 2018



WITCH-HUNT

A black day for Labour
There are few silver linings to Ken Livingstone’s resignation, reckons Jim Grant of Labour Party Marxists

Oh Ken, what have you done?
The resignation from the Labour 
Party of Ken Livingstone - bête 

noire of the Tory press in the 1980s, 
humiliator of Blair’s Labour in the 
2000 mayorals, and Labour left attack 
dog - puts an end, we assume, to one of 
the most ignoble episodes in the recent 
history of the party in which he played 
such an outsized role in these last few 
decades.

Livingstone’s basically correct 
comments on the collaboration between 
the Zionist movement and the Nazi 
regime - a date or two wrong, sure, as is 
to be expected in off-the-cuff remarks to 
a journalist - led to his suspension, and 
since then to his emergence as a totemic 
figure for the witch-hunters, the Zionists 
and the rightwing media. In almost 
his last move as general secretary, 
Iain McNicol - soon to be Lord Iain 
of McNicol, to nobody’s surprise - 
renewed Livingstone’s suspension, on 
the grounds that he had not apologised 
or shown any intention of being nicer 
in future. It was a typically spiteful 
gesture, and Livingstone continued, to 
all appearances, to brass it out.

Why resign now? We hear rumours 
that Livingstone has found all this 
personally difficult, and is quite 
depressed, and has maybe lost the will 
to fight on. It does not accord with 
the popular image of the man whose 
autobiography is called You can’t say 
that!, but who knows what is going on in 
people’s heads? Bullish gobbiness is no 
guarantee of limitless self confidence.

Regardless, we must treat this as a 
political rather than a personal act, not 
least because that is how Ken himself 
has put it. He provides a political 
rationale for his decision, saying that 
he does not want the endless saga of 
his case to become a “distraction” 
from turfing out the Tories and getting 
Jeremy Corbyn’s Labour Party into 
government.1 This is a refrain we hear 
a lot. And the difficulty, in the first 
instance is that it will not work, and 
never has. How many times has a line 
been drawn under the matter? Was 
not the Chakrabarti report supposed 
to satisfy this problem, and the Royall 
inquiry before that? As long as there 
is any Labour member left with any 
sympathy at all for the Palestinians, 

demagogues and liars will promote 
the idea that the party is full of anti-
Semites. Ken handing himself over to 
these hyenas will not shut them up, but 
embolden them.

Livingstone’s statement stands by 
his original comment, though contains 
the usual ‘sorry/not sorry’ apology for 
“giving offence” we expect in these 
situations - such empty words spring 
forth from politicians as involuntarily 
as hiccups, and Ken is no exception, 
it seems. Yet actions speak louder 
than press releases. By resigning, he 
concedes that the friends of Bibi’s 
Likudniks, the abettors and apologists 
for terroristic massacres in Gaza, the 
warmongers and the cynical journos for 
whom no calumny is too base to throw 
at the Labour Party - all of them were 
right from the start. In return, he will 
get nothing in the way of de-escalation 
of the anti-Semitism witch-hunt. You 
do not have to be Donald Trump to see 
that this is a bad deal.

As a political act, of course, it is 
hardly out of character. Livingstone 
is a political ‘hard’, to be sure, a man 
who, while mayor of London, was 
still breezily happy to tell journalists 
he looked forward to seeing the Saudi 
royals swinging from lampposts. His 
instinct is to get in people’s faces. His 
political project, however, is Labourite 
to its very core. One of Tony Benn’s 
favourite anecdotes had a constituent 
writing to him in the 50s: “Dear Mr 
Benn, I see the Russians have just put a 
man into space. Is there any chance of a 
decent bus service in Bristol?”

Such was Livingstone’s approach 
as well - ruthless pragmatism on the 
domestic or municipal scale allowed 
him, he thought, the freedom to sound 
off on the international issues on which 
he was such a bruiser. His London 
mayoralty was, in reality, developer- and 
city-friendly; his lasting legacy was the 
regressive congestion charge (which, 
alas, seems to have done precious 
little to improve London’s awful air 
quality in the long run). In 2010, he 
supported Ed Balls’ candidacy for the 
Labour leadership, on the basis of a 
few weak-tea Keynesian nuggets. His 
vigorous aggression against anti-Corbyn 
saboteurs was almost a break from this 
pattern of ‘sensible’ alliance-building in 

Labour Party politics. The fundamental 
contours of Ken’s project, however, 
have ultimately given rise to this week’s 
capitulation.

Friends like these
On some level, of course, we can hardly 
blame him, and no account of this story 
would be complete without a few words 
on the shameful failures of solidarity 
that have dogged the Livingstone case 
from the get-go.

We might start with the Labour leader 
himself, whose immediate reaction to 
Livingstone’s resignation was to say 
he had made the right decision. Given 
that the justification for the decision 
was to increase the chances of one J 
Corbyn becoming prime minister, this 
is a bizarrely ungracious statement, 
amounting almost to ‘Ken is right - I am 
more important to the movement than 
he is.’ But, of course, that is not the point 
being made: rather, we are supposed to 
take away the lesson that Ken did a Very 
Bad Thing and it is proper to make a show 
of penitence under such circumstances. 
Ken insisted on May 22 that he had not 
been asked to resign by Jeremy, which 
may well be true, but the fact that it even 
had to be said tells us a great deal.

We could scarcely expect any better 
from an opposition leader, and a shadow 
cabinet, so obsessively targeted on 
getting into government at any cost on 
the single issue of austerity. The larger 
disappointment is with the rest of us. 
This whole sorry episode has been a 
snapshot of the intellectual decay of the 
left. Almost as soon as Livingstone had 
let fly with the comments that caused 
him so much difficulty, leftists were 
scrambling over each other to distance 
themselves from him. The example of 
Liz Davies and Sue Lukes accusing 
Livingstone, in the Morning Star, of 
“victim blaming” springs to mind, 
mainly because it is spectacularly false 
and quite as slanderous as anything Nick 
Cohen or the Daily Mail could come up 
with.2 Yet the examples have regrettably 
multiplied since. Innumerable are the 
comrades who object in principle to 
witch-hunting friends of the Palestinian 
cause, but cringe from combat in the 
form in which it actually presents itself.

Implicated here is the general 
capitulation of the left to identity 

politics, which has paradoxically left it 
extremely vulnerable to accusations of 
racism. Denouncing allegations against 
Livingstone for what they were would 
be to state publicly that false accusations 
of racism have been made, when it is an 
article of faith that such allegations must 
always be taken oh-so-very seriously.

It should surprise nobody to find the 
Alliance for Workers’ Liberty playing 
a particularly devious game here. The 
British left’s in-house pro-imperialist 
scab outfit pulled its usual trick of 
claiming to take a particular political 
line, while actually doing everything 
in its power to minimise the chance of 
success - ‘of course, we oppose the Iraq 
war, but all those who actually campaign 
for troops to withdraw from Iraq are 
heartless baby-eaters … ’ Thus the AWL 
resentfully conceded that it was opposed 
to Livingstone’s expulsion, but its writers 
used the opportunity to rehearse all the 
grudges they have ever borne against 
him at length and point out that they had 
for many years accused him of making 
anti-Semitic statements - a hobby they 
are in no way inclined to give up now.3 
Yet another reason for AWL members 
to think very carefully about where their 
organisation is going, and for the rest of 
us to consider whether these scoundrels 
should be let within a mile of any elected 
positions in the wider movement.

Canary
If Livingstone’s case were isolated, we 
could survive it - we will have to survive 
his loss anyway, as he is not getting any 
younger. The old saying about unity being 
strength is proven true in the positive 
and the negative, however. The failure 
to defend the most prominent victim of 
the witch-hunt only emboldens those 
spreading lies and innuendo. It is not 
an image that springs quickly to mind 
when his name is mentioned, but Ken 
is the canary in the coal mine.

The list of people caught up in 
this witch-hunt gets ever longer; we 
will mention only one close to home. 
Readers of this paper may know that 
Stan Keable of Labour Party Marxists 
was suspended from his job after he 
was filmed discussing Zionist-Nazi 
collaboration with a Zionist partisan 
on the Parliament Square ‘Enough is 
enough’ protest and counterprotest. The 

discussion was heated, but ultimately 
amiable, but was recorded by a BBC2 
Newsnight editor who then put it up on 
social media. Following an outraged 
complaint by the local Tory MP his 
Labour council employer suspended him 
from work. He has now been sacked. This 
is on top of waves of expulsions from the 
party, notably in the recent case of anti-
racist activist Marc Wadsworth, who was 
found guilty of saying something mean 
about the rightwing MP, Ruth Smeeth.

In this atmosphere, it is hardly 
surprising that the right can still make 
gains. Machine politics in Lewisham East 
got a rightwinger, Janet Daby, selected as 
candidate for an upcoming by-election; 
in a place like that, she would have to 
be hit by a bus or struck by lightning 
to avoid joining the Labour benches in 
parliament. This follows on from the 
selection of greasy Blairite Damian Egan 
as candidate for mayor (and the same 
stipulation about buses and lightning 
applies in his case). Alas, the relentless 
exploitation of identitarian offence-
taking does not always go the ‘right’ 
way, even in Lewisham - Lewisham 
East’s constituency chair, Ian McKenzie 
was suspended on Tuesday for crass, 
allegedly sexist tweets about Emily 
Thornberry.

What must be done now? Only 
what ought to have been done from the 
get-go - the anti-Semitism witch-hunt 
must be denounced as a fraud, not only 
by a few small voices like ours, but by 
people who have allowed themselves to 
be imprisoned by their enemies. As for 
Ken Livingstone, we hope he will stick 
around long enough that he will receive 
a full apology from a reformed national 
executive committee for the disgraceful 
treatment he has received - and an 
invitation to rejoin l

Notes
1. www.theguardian.com/politics/2018/may/21/
ken-livingstone-resignation-labour-party-
statement-antisemitism.
2. https://morningstaronline.co.uk/a-8995-
unravelling-the-charge-of-labour-party-anti-
semitism-1.
3. The AWL’s dodgy dossier is helpfully compiled 
here: www.workersliberty.org/node/31045. Note 
the headline, ‘Dealing with Livingstone’; it is 
Livingstone that needs to be ‘dealt with’, not the 
right or Zionist ideologues. Hardly surprising, 
since among the latter group are ... all the leading 
members of the AWL.

Going now will only increase the appetite of the right, the media and the Zionists
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PCS

Mark Serwotka: 
now a member of 
the Labour Party. 
But what about his 
union? It is SPEW 
which is proving the 
biggest obstacle to 
affiliation

Another rotten fudge
The divisions in SPEW stem from a leadership dogmatically sticking to a totally wrong position, writes 
Carla Roberts of Labour Party Marxists

It is very unusual to see internal 
disputes spilling out into the open 
in tightly controlled confessional 

sects such as the Socialist Workers 
Party or Socialist Party in England 
and Wales. Usually, every effort is 
made to keep political disagreements 
tightly under wraps, for fear that 
the rest of the membership will be 
confused or the ‘masses out there’ 
will be put off by leftwingers squab-
bling. Hence these groups serve up in 
their newspapers, week by week, an 
amalgamation of mostly deadly dull 
reports of this or that protest, strike 
or front campaign; or a longer piece 
outlining the ‘party’ line on this or 
that subject.

Open debate and discussion are 
virtually absent. Members, supporters 
and readers are simply fed the line 
agreed by the committee running the 
organisation. Should somebody or 
even a group of members disagree, 
they are taken aside and every effort 
is made to silence them.

However, when a dispute emerges 
within the leadership of such an 
organisation, things can get a little 
more interesting. Of course, the 
comrades will still try to avoid any 
political disagreements coming into 
the open, out of fear of appearing 
weak or confused. There can be a 
sudden change of political direction 
when, for example, the arithmetic 
on the leadership body changes - ie, 
a couple of people come around 
to a different viewpoint. Then, 
suddenly you have a majority in 
favour of something that until then 
had previously been rejected.

Considering this, imagine our 
surprise when last week we read 
in The Socialist a rather interesting 
“Socialist Party statement”, entitled 
‘Threat to unity of PCS left’. Here 
we are informed that there are two 
SPEW members battling it out for the 
position of assistant general secretary 
of the Public and Commercial 
Services union.

On the one side we have Chris 
Baugh, who has held the position 
since 2014 and is again officially 
backed by SPEW. But, surprisingly, 
long-standing SPEW member and 
current PCS president Janice Godrich 
has also thrown her hat in the ring. 
And crucially, she is being backed 
by PCS general secretary Mark 
Serwotka. “There is absolutely no 
justification for this divisive step that 
threatens a split on the left, which can 
only aid opponents in the union and 
the Tories and the Blairites outside,” 
fumes the SPEW statement.1

The comrades give no indication 
at all as to why she might have made 
that decision, which, should she see 
it through, will in all likelihood lead 
to her expulsion from SPEW. The 
statement is clearly a last and rather 
dramatic warning shot from the Peter 
Taaffe leadership.

Clearly, there is a political reason 
behind her decision. But, true to 
sectarian form, we have to guess. 
Tellingly, comrade Godrich has now 
also deleted from her Facebook page 
her electoral declaration, which, The 
Socialist says, was posted on May 16, 
“with letters from herself and Mark 
Serwotka”. There is nothing now on 
her page that could indicate such a 
move. She has not, however, deleted 
a Twitter post written at 3am on the 
same day, which states that she is 
‘Proud to be seeking left nomination 
for PCS AGS in 2019’.

Disagreements have therefore 

moved back into the safe space of 
the SPEW mothership. Why would 
this interest us? Is it just the Weekly 
Worker engaging in idle gossip, as 
some like to accuse us of? Far from 
it. We presume the disagreement has 
something to do with a certain Jeremy 
Corbyn and the fact that SPEW has 
been engaged in some rather painful 
political contortions over its attitude 
to the Labour Party. This finds 
reflection in the organisations that 
it is involved with, like the Trade 
Unionist and Socialist Coalition and 
the PCS itself.

It is of utmost importance to the 
whole working class movement that 
the Labour Party question is debated 
in public. Why has the PCS not yet 
followed the lead of the Fire Brigades 
Union and affiliated to the Labour 
Party? Why is it not joining with the 
hundreds of thousands of leftwingers 
who are engaged in the serious fight 
to wrest control from the Blairites 
and pro-Israel lobbyists? Why will 
they not help in the fight to transform 
the Labour Party into a democratic, 
anti-war party?

Comrades in SPEW and the SWP 
are certainly under serious pressure 
to join the battle. We believe that 
this current spat is a reflection of 
that pressure.

Internal politics
Both Janice Godrich and Chris Bough 
were seeking the support of the PCS 
faction, Left Unity, which is still 
dominated by SPEW, but also includes 
comrades from the SWP and a number 
of unaligned socialists. Whoever 
gets nominated is a virtual shoo-in at 
the actual election to the position of 
assistant general secretary. The turnout 
will probably not be quite as low as 
the 7.5% at the national executive 
elections earlier this month, when 
Left Unity candidates pretty much 
swept the board, but still low enough 
to make sure that Left Unity’s chosen 
candidate gets through. Officially, LU 
candidates are all standing under the 
banner of the Democratic Alliance, 
which is explained by a now ancient 
electoral lash-up with the Morning 
Star’s Communist Party of Britain, 
which once had a level of support in 
the union.

Interestingly enough, in the last 
couple of years, the right has not been 
contesting any leadership positions 
- they know they would get trashed. 
The only opposition comes from the 
Independent Left, formerly Socialist 
Caucus, which is run by the Alliance 
for Workers’ Liberty. They are slightly 
to the left of LU and tend to focus on 
condemning pay deals that have led 
to real wage decreases, while also 
“ripping up terms and conditions”.2 
You would be hard pressed to find 
any politics on the Independent Left’s 
website, and does not seem to have 
published any leaflets for this year’s 
conference (which has just ended) - or, 
if it has, they do not seem to have made 
it onto the website.

The IL’s main focus is on lamenting 
the decline in PCS membership 
figures - which, of course, also 
explains why the union leadership 
is nowadays rather reticent when it 
comes to taking industrial action. It 
is becoming increasingly difficult to 
get people out on strike. Shockingly, 
the IL has absolutely nothing to say 
on the Labour Party question. The 
whole website is, as I have noted, 
devoid of any politics. That is what an 
economistic organisation like the AWL 

understands as proper trade union 
intervention. It is dire and uninspiring, 
to put it mildly.

To affiliate or not?
PCS general secretary Mark Serwotka 
has openly declared that he would like 
the union to affiliate to the Labour Party. 
He personally rejoined after Jeremy 
Corbyn’s victory. But he is something 
akin to a political prisoner of SPEW, 
which fiercely opposes affiliation and 
is a major force in running the union.

In 2016 the union’s conference 
agreed to hold a “consultation” of PCS 
branches regarding its relationship 
to the Labour Party, which included 
the question of affiliation, as well 
as supporting Labour candidates. 
The subsequent report makes for 
interesting reading, because, as with 
all referendum-like questionnaires, 
the outcome depends on what kind of 
questions you ask and to what purpose.

So, on the question of ‘Relations 
with the Labour Party’, you would 
think it might make sense to ask a 
straightforward question like ‘Do you 
think the PCS should affiliate to the 
Labour Party?’ But no, these were 
the three questions formulated by the 
SPEW-run union apparatus:

1. What are your branch’s views on 
the issues that come with affiliation 
to the Labour Party?
2. Notwithstanding the above, how can 
we maximise support for the anti-cuts 
policies of Corbyn and McDonnell?
3. Does the union need a different 
approach in the devolved nations?3

In other words, branches were not actually 
asked their views on affiliation, but 
“the issues that come with” it. So how 
was the consultation able to conclude 
that there was “a large majority against 
affiliation to the Labour Party”? This is 
not just down to the seriously misleading 
question, but SPEW itself keeps insisting 
that affiliation would not give a small 
union like the PCS enough political 
leverage to justify the affiliation fees. 
At its 2017 conference, the union 
voted for a compromise, which was 

in reality nothing but the continuation 
of its long-standing policy of backing 
candidates who support aspects of the 
union’s programme, including some 
Labour candidates.

In other words, conference agreed 
on “a fudge”.4 And, as tends to be the 
way with fudges, they have a knack of 
coming back over and over again until 
they are resolved one way or the other. 
At the 2018 conference there were only 
three motions on the agenda covering 
‘political strategy’: one motion from 
the NEC; an almost identical one from 
East London and Greater Manchester; 
and a motion from the ministry of justice 
department in Greater Manchester, 
which was presumably instigated by 
Dave Vincent (who Weekly Worker 
readers might recognise as an occasional 
letter-writer) and which wanted to 
commit the PCS “against affiliating to 
any party”. He is wrong, in our view, 
but credit to him for trying to raise the 
subject head on. The motion was listed 
so far down in the motion booklet that 
there was no chance of it being heard.

So another fudge: conference 
voted through the NEC motion, which 
explained that during the 2017 snap 
election “approval was being given to 
branches to support 91 candidates” - but 
that this is now deemed to have been 
insufficient:

Conference recognises that the 2017 
approach has its limitations and that 
it is now not enough to operate a 
national political strategy based on 
only local support for candidates. 
We must now develop an effective 
political strategy for the next general 
election that involves advancing our 

industrial agenda through national 
union support for a Corbyn-led 
Labour government.

To that end, there will be another “wide 
spread consultation with branches, 
groups, regions, nation committees, sector 
associations and equalities committees”. 
This new consultation is presumably 
designed to distract from the fact that 
SPEW has simply changed political tack 
and now wants to offer blanket support 
for Labour Party candidates - but only 
in a general election. In other words, it 
wants to follow the same strategy that 
Tusc is now pursuing after the Rail, 
Maritime and Transport union - Tusc’s 
only union affiliate - changed its view 
on the matter in the middle of 2017.

The RMT is now discussing 
affiliation to Labour. If that move is 
successful and the union is accepted 
into the party (both seem likely), then 
obviously it will drop all support for 
Tusc - and what exactly would be the 
point of Tusc then?

It is high time the comrades in SPEW 
stop their obstructionism over this 
crucial question, join the thousands of 
socialists in the Labour Party and help 
us in our fight against the right, rather 
than issue worthless advice from the 
sidelines l

Notes
1. www.socialistparty.org.uk/arti-
cles/27372/17-05-2018/threat-to-unity-of-pcs-left.
2. https://pcsindependentleft.com/2018/04/27/
pcs-in-dwp-vote-independent-left/#jp-carou-
sel-2263.
3. www.pcs.org.uk/sites/default/files/event/
Political%20strategy%20consultation%20re-
port%20FINAL.pdf.
4. http://labourpartymarxists.org.uk/pcs-confer-
ence-fudging-he-labour-party.
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ISRAEL

End of a love affair?
The relationship between US Jews and Israel is becoming more and more strained, argues Moshé 
Machover. This is an edited version of his talk to the May 22 London Communist Forum

I am going to talk quite a lot 
about American Jews, but, like 
all communities, they are rather 

heterogeneous. However, I do want 
to exclude from my assessment those 
who are Jews in a passive sense and 
instead concentrate on those who have 
an active interest in being Jewish. It is 
not that the others are in denial about 
or are ashamed of their Jewishness: it 
is just that it does not play a major role 
in their life.

I have quite a lot of relatives in 
America and it so happens that on 
one side of my family they are Jews 
in an active sense, but on the other 
side they are not. It is not that they 
hide it, but they are Jews in a passive 
kind of way. But even amongst active 
Jews, maybe in a secular sense, I 
would like to exclude those who have 
been hostile or averse to Zionism and 
the state of Israel. A famous case is 
Moshe Menuhin, father of the violinist, 
Yehudi. You can see that he was 
actively Jewish by the names he gave 
to his children, but he was resolutely 
anti-Zionist. He was a member of 
the American Council for Judaism, 
which was very actively Jewish, but 
also anti-Zionist. And then there are 
ultra-orthodox Jews, who are also very 
actively Jewish in a religious sense, but 
hostile to Zionism.

Probably not many people in Britain 
have noticed the growing rift - more 
like a schism - that has been developing 
within that portion of the Jewish 
community that up to now has been 
pro-Zionist and very ardent in its 
support of Israel, but is now drifting 
away very quickly. This is not an 
entirely new phenomenon, but it has 
escalated considerably, and I would like 

to refer to a few of its manifestations.
Here is a quote that is not one 

of the most extreme, published last 
month, on April 18. It is very telling, 
because it comes from Jane Eisner, the 
editor of the most important Jewish 
American newspaper, Forward - it is 
the equivalent of the Jewish Chronicle, 
except that it is much more open. 
Because of her position, she writes 
very discreetly and diplomatically. 
The title of her article is: ‘It’s time for 
Israel to recognise that diaspora Jews 
are already home’ - something that the 
Zionists clearly do not want to hear.

The article starts:

The state of Israel is 70 years 
old - well past its early growing 
pains; it is strong, confident and 
distinctive. North American Jewry 
is still here - strong, confident and 
distinctive in its own fashion. But 
the relationship between the world’s 
two largest Jewish communities is 
growing more and more strained, 
and, on this milestone anniversary 
of independence, it is the subject of 
much hand-wringing over whether 
and how it can ever be repaired.1

This is language as strong as she dares use.
I would also like to quote from 

another very recent article2 in the Israeli 
daily, Haaretz, about one of those 
Jewish billionaires who, according 
to some, are strongly influencing US 
policies towards Israel. His name is 
Charles Bronfman, who is an ardent 
Zionist and has co-founded and 
contributed millions of dollars to a 
project called Birthright, whereby 
especially young Jews from America 
and elsewhere are brought to Israel to 
make them aware of their ‘birthright’.

He complains that Israel is not 
respecting the concerns of American 
Jews. What is needed, he says, is a 
“reverse Aipac” - referring to the 
Jewish pro-Israel lobby group in the 
United States, the American Israel 
Public Affairs Committee. The job of 
this “reverse Aipac” will be to lobby 
in Israel for US Jews … He says he is 
“perplexed and angry” at how Israel 
is treating the Jews of the diaspora 
and is concerned about what he calls 
“the fractious Jewish world” that 
will “cause a decline of the Jewish 
people everywhere”. In particular, he 
targets Israeli prime minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu, whom he blames for all 
sorts of things - on religious grounds, 
which I will come to, as well as political 
grounds.

There is another article in Forward 
by Kathleen Peratis, a member of the 
editorial board, entitled ‘My Zionism 
is fading - one expulsion at a time’. 
She is referring to the expulsion of 
human rights activists from Israel. The 
article begins:

I feel like I am standing on a melting 
ice floe. For decades, I have loved 
Israel. I want it to thrive as a shining, 
rights-abiding country. And yet, 
increasingly, I find I can envision a 
day when I (or maybe my children) 
will not want to go there any more.3

Then there is an article published last 
year entitled ‘The greatest Jewish crisis: 
growing estrangement from Israel’.4 
And I could also mention the former 
Aipac activist, MJ Rosenberg, who now 
wants it to be registered as a ‘foreign 
agent’ - that is what groups that work 
on behalf of another country are obliged 

Young American Jews oppose Trump ... and therefore question Israel

Binyamin 
Netanyahu 
and Donald 
Trump: still 
in love
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to do in the US (the Communist Party 
used to be so registered).5

Another article I have read recently 
is headed ‘Ashamed to be Jewish’.6 I 
do not think they mean it, but Israel’s 
actions are certainly having their effect 
on American Jews.

US and Israel
To understand the growing rift it 
is necessary to grasp how and why 
this relationship between Israel and 
US Jews - this ‘love affair’, as I call 
it - began. And you have to look in 
the right direction - which is what Ian 
Donovan, for example, fails to do.7 Such 
people look to Israel as the driving force 
behind the relationship, but its source 
is actually located in the United States.

Let me explain what I mean. This 
whole issue is closely connected to 
the pro-Israel lobby. This section of 
American Jews has certainly been part 
of it, but it is by no means the only or 
most important component. By far the 
biggest numerically are the Christian 
evangelicals - there are at least five 
times more US evangelicals than there 
are US Jews, and in terms of support 
for Israel they are at least as important 
(although, of course, the exact numbers 
of both can only be estimated).

There is a quite widespread thesis, 
summed up by the acronym, Itwad 
(‘Israeli tail wags American dog’), 
whereby Israel is somehow able 
to dictate US policy, at least as far 
as the Middle East is concerned. 
There are various versions of this, 
the most celebrated being that of the 
US so-called political scientists, John 
Mearsheimer and Stephen Walt. They 
are very careful (and correct), by the 
way, not to talk about a ‘Jewish lobby’. 
Rather it is the ‘pro-Israel lobby’ - it is 
clear that its evangelical component 
is far larger, especially in electoral 
terms. They put forward the thesis that 
this lobby somehow dictates a policy 
towards the Middle East that is contrary 
to US interests.

It is important to understand 
where they are coming from: they are 
‘political scientists’ who happen to 
support a minority view within the US 
bourgeoisie that is opposed to current 
US policy. They are among those who 
stated that the invasion of Iraq was a 
‘huge mistake’ - and they did not wait 
until after the event to claim that. No 
ruling class is completely united over 
its state’s policies, and they belong to 
a group of bourgeois intellectuals and 
writers who support what is now very 
much a minority view within the US 
ruling class.

They are liberals, I am sure, 
who support the Democratic Party 
rather than the Republicans, but 
there are also those who adhere to 
left versions of Itwad. The more 
famous representatives are the French 
leftwinger, Jean Bricmont, and the US 
writer, James Petras, who is actually 
very good in his analysis of Latin 
America, but comes close to anti-
Semitism when it is a question of Itwad.

Here is not the place to discuss this 
thesis in detail.8 But in reality there is 
no need for the pro-Israel lobby to try to 
influence American policy ‘against the 
interests of the United States’, because 
it is a well established and provable 
fact that Israel is a strategic asset for 
the US, especially in the Middle East, 
but also globally.

None of this means to say that the 
pro-Israel lobby - by which I mean 
not only the Jewish section, but the 
Christian section too - is not influential. 
It is influential, but there are limits to 
that influence. It is unable to override 
policy on matters that are currently 
considered by the ruling class as vital 
to US interests. There have been several 
cases where US policy ignored what 
the lobby had been campaigning for 
and went another way.

The most recent example is that 
of the Iran nuclear deal negotiated 
under Barack Obama. You may well 
remember how energetically the Israeli 
government itself lobbied against it, 

yet the US administration went ahead, 
because at that moment the ruling 
elite believed that such a deal was 
in its interests. This has, of course, 
now changed, but not as a result of 
the influence of the Israeli lobby. 
True, the Trump administration is 
making use of the arguments it puts 
forward - as well as Netanyahu’s highly 
theatrical appearance on television, 
which included ‘revelations’ of facts 
that were long known. But in reality 
Donald Trump is acting on behalf of a 
different section of the US ruling class.

Nevertheless, the lobby is powerful 
and its role is the following:
l First of all, to reinforce those aspects 
of US policy on which the Zionists and 
the American ruling class agree.
l To deter criticism and police those 
who may object - there will always be 
some opposition.
l When the ruling class is divided 
and there is an internal struggle over 
policy, the lobby can weigh in on one 
side or the other.
l Most importantly, the lobby does 
influence and in some cases determines 
the outcome on issues which the state of 
Israel regards as impacting on its vital 
interests, but which the US ruling elite 
does not regard as vital.

The US relationship with Israel is 
not that of a master and his butler. Israel 
is certainly the junior partner, but it is 
a partner nevertheless, and so the US 
ruling class has to take into account its 
essential interests. An instance of this 
is the whole business of a ‘two-state 
solution’. It is no secret that the US 
ruling class would have no reason to 
oppose the creation of a Palestinian 
state - perhaps not of a fully fledged 
kind, but one which could formally be 
referred to as a state of the Palestinian 
people - and an end to the occupation. 
But Israel has always resisted this, 
and the US has never fully applied the 
pressure which it potentially could on 
this issue, because this is something 
about which Israel is insistent. All the 
above, with appropriate modifications, 
applies to the Jewish section of the 
Israel lobby and those elements of the 
US Jewish community that have been 
part of it.

1960s change
However, this situation - an influential 
pro-Israel lobby, and the huge commitment 
of that section of American Jews to 
Israel - was not always the reality. While 
it may seem to many that things have 
always been so, this is not the case. These 
phenomena had a beginning and, at least 
as far as this section of American Jews 
(especially the younger generation) is 
concerned, they are approaching a crisis 
and possible end. You have to understand 
the history in order to understand what 
is happening now.

This role of the US pro-Israel lobby, 
and the love affair of American Jews 
with Israel, began in the 1960s - in 
particular after the war of June 1967. 
I remember events from those times 
and can recall what used to be the case 
in the United States before 1967, but 
the person to listen to on this issue is 
Norman Finkelstein, who has done 
an enormous amount of research on 
the question. I would refer you to a 
series of three interviews he gave to 
the Real News Network in June 2017 
to commemorate the 50th anniversary 
of the June 1967 war. I am referring 
specifically to the second interview, 
when he tried to explain how this 
started.9

He methodically went through 
major Jewish publications before 1967 
and he only came up with three articles 
of note on the US-Israel relationship. 
One of them dates from 1956, which is 
when Israel, together with Britain and 
France, participated in the Suez war, 
without seeking US permission, and 
the three powers were compelled to 
withdraw on the insistence of president 
Dwight D Eisenhower. And this article 
supports the US position, not Israel’s.

I remember this very well - I was 
politically active at that time. There 

was no effective objection from 
the pro-Israel lobby - in fact there 
were commentaries supporting the 
American position against the Suez 
war. There was very little manifestation 
of commitment to Israel in opposition 
to US policy. The mood was more one 
of treating Israel like a charity - people 
donated money to particular Israeli 
causes. This is still the case: the 
companies owned by American Jews 
did not and still do not invest in Israel 
or base their businesses there: they 
donate to various projects. One US 
Jewish billionaire, Sheldon Adelson, 
is a casino capitalist who makes his 
money in Las Vegas, but he gives a lot 
of it to Israel in support of a freebie 
newspaper, Israel Today, which is a 
propaganda sheet for Netanyahu.

However, he does not determine 
what Netanyahu does - it is the other 
way round. In fact, Netanyahu has 
on occasion gone against him - one 
of the corruption scandals in which 
the prime minister is involved relates 
to the fact that he complained to 
Arnon Mozes, an Israeli publisher, 
that his newspapers were always 
full of criticism of Netanyahu. They 
had a meeting, where he was asked 
to stop this, to which Mozes agreed, 
but in exchange Netanyahu promised 
to do something to help Mozes by 
revising the favourable conditions 
which Adelson’s free sheet enjoyed. In 
other words, Netanyahu went against 
the interests of one of his big American 
donors, in favour of a local Israeli 
newspaper magnate.

So what  changed in 1967? 
Finkelstein gave several reasons by 
way of explanation, but the main one 
is that prior to 1967 American Jews 
were very happy where they were. 
Migration to the USA, from eastern 
Europe and so on, had improved their 
lot and, especially after World War 
II, many were ‘upwardly mobile’. 
Their economic situation had rapidly 
improved. But they were still regarded 
as outsiders. There was a lot of anti-
Semitism - and anti-Semitism in 
America, I can tell you, is much worse 
than in Britain. Partly that is because 
freedom of speech is enshrined in the 
US constitution and as a result there is 
quite a lot of open hate speech directed 
against Jews.

The Jewish part of the bourgeoisie 
did not quite feel that they belonged - 
for instance, a lot of golf and country 
clubs excluded Jews until quite 
recently. And one of the most frequent 
anti-Semitic accusations levelled 
against Jews is that of ‘double loyalty’ 
- they are not loyal to America first 
and foremost, but instead pursue their 
own narrow interests. And when the 
state of Israel was created this became 
even more pointed - Israel is a foreign 
country, after all, so to display too much 
commitment to it was not looked upon 
kindly. Where was their patriotism?

However, when suddenly Israel 
became a strategic US asset, being 
associated with it became a way 
of asserting American patriotism - 
someone who supports America’s 
favoured ally cannot any longer 
be accused of double loyalty. This 
sentiment increased, as Israel became 
more and more important - not only 
regionally, but eventually in global 
terms.

In her article I quoted earlier, Jane 
Eisner, Forward’s editor, confirms 
that the big change happened in 1967: 
“Israel’s near-miraculous victory over 
its Arab neighbours in 1967 marked 
a turning point in how world Jewry 
viewed the Zionist homeland …”

All this helped to validate the place 
of Jews in US society, including that of 
Jewish capitalists. Previously, Israel’s 
‘law of return’, rather than acting 
as an asset for Jewish capitalists, as 
some claim, was something they 
felt uncomfortable with, because 
the entitlement of any Jew to Israeli 
citizenship strengthened the insinuation 
of double loyalty: if you are a potential 
citizen of another country, how can 

you be completely loyal to the United 
States? However, now that Israel is our 
favoured ally ...

So, rather than US Jews having 
a material interest in Israel, which 
they try to leverage by using their 
allegedly enormous influence in the 
United States, it is actually the other 
way round. This section of American 
Jewry has used their association with 
Israel in order to leverage their position 
in US society and make it more secure: 
it served to validate their American 
patriotism. Americans are encouraged 
more than any other nation to be overtly 
patriotic - the Stars and Stripes can be 
seen everywhere in the US.

The new Jewish relationship 
which started in 1967 began under the 
Democratic administration of Lyndon 
Johnson, but the fact that Israel began 
to be regarded as a strategic asset of the 
United States was part of a bipartisan 
policy - there was no great difference 
between the two parties, although Jews 
predominantly vote Democrat, as far as 
one can rely on such statistics.

Rift
So what has happened? A rift has developed 
within American society, which started 
to become more and more visible under 
Obama. Americans are split into two 
camps, which detest each other. Bipartisan 
politics has collapsed. In Congress the two 
parties often used to consult and come to 
some arrangement, but this came to an end 
under Obama. Under his administration 
the Republicans torpedoed any attempt 
to arrive at a bipartisan policy and it is 
very difficult for the legislative system 
to work unless there is some degree of 
collaboration. But it is not just the two 
main parties - in present-day America 
this has been exacerbated under Trump, 
but actually the fact that Trump became 
president is an expression of this very 
deep rift. Unfortunately it is a rift that 
has not occurred on class lines - there 
is a lot of working class support on the 
right-populist side of the divide. Of 
course, on the pro-Obama side, there was 
organised labour and a lot of trade unions.

So it is complicated, but the split has 
driven Americans into two more or less 
equal camps. Suddenly it is not clear 
what it means to be an American patriot, 
and the image that American Jews want 
to promote to display their patriotism is 
contrary to what the Israeli government 
supports within the US. So long as there 
was bipartisan policy towards Israel, 
American Jews who supported Israel 
found themselves alongside Christian 
evangelicals - which they fear for 
good reason, since they are riven with 
anti-Semitism. But this did not matter 
so much when they were not in mutually 
hostile political camps.

The pro-Zionism of the evangelicals 
is motivated by the idea that, when all 
the Jews are gathered in the Holy Land, 
then there will be ‘Armageddon’ - the 
‘second coming’ - and everybody will 
have to convert to Christianity; those 
Jews who do not do so will perish. 
In other words, they support Zionism 
for reasons that will not be beneficial 
to Jews.

There is more explicit anti-Semitism 
in the side that is now in office in 
America - something that Jews detest. 
However, Netanyahu does not care 
about such anti-Semitism in America 
- or anywhere. That is all the better for 
Israel, since it encourages more Jews to 
‘return’ to Israel. So that is not exactly 
an attitude that goes down well with 
American Jews.

In other words, support for Israel 
- despite the way that Israel is now 
acting - is no longer consistent with 
American patriotism, in the way that 
the section of American society to 
which most Jews belong understand it. 
So this creates a problem and hence the 
rift. When Netanyahu went to America 
during the Obama administration, he 
was reminded that more Jews voted 
for Obama than for Netanyahu. The 
billionaire, Bronfman, belongs to that 
section of American Jews who hate 
what is happening now, while Adelson 

is on the other side - he is in a minority 
among US Jews. He supports not only 
Netanyahu, but also Trump - he made 
huge donations to Trump’s presidential 
campaign. So the majority of US Jews 
are now in a conflict between what they 
regard as being good Jewish Americans 
and support for Israel.

In a more recent article, Jane Eisner 
puts it quite bluntly. The title of this 
article is: “Israel may love Trump’s 
policies. But they are a challenge to 
American - and Jewish - values’.10

Finally I would like to point out 
the religious dimension of the rift. A 
recent editorial (May 18) in Haaretz 
said that Netanyahu was making a huge 
mistake by siding with evangelicals 
against most American Jews. This is 
dangerous, claimed Haaretz - US Jews 
are our most reliable allies, yet they are 
being alienated. But this is not the only 
religious dimension of the split. There 
is another one, of which, I suspect, most 
people are not aware. US Jews mainly 
adhere to different styles of Judaism to 
that which predominates in Israel. The 
overwhelming majority of practising US 
Jews are aligned with the reform, liberal 
or conservative forms of Judaism - very 
different from the more orthodox form.

By contrast, in Israel, the strictly 
orthodox rabbinate has a monopoly on 
all Jewish religious issues. They often 
insult American Jews who visit Israel 
and who want to pray at the western 
wall of Temple Mount. While US Jews, 
along with others from abroad, will 
pray together, both men and women, 
the orthodox rabbinate does not allow 
this. So when women want to pray at the 
sacred wall, they are shooed away. This 
is religious persecution of Jews by Israel!

Netanyahu recently promised to 
reach a compromise, whereby those 
Jews who come to Israel and whose 
Judaism takes a different form would 
be allowed to share this holy place. 
But he has reneged on this. In the US 
there are synagogues with women 
rabbis, which for strictly orthodox 
Judaism is an abomination - almost like 
Catholics electing a female pope! And 
the predominance of orthodox Judaism 
in Israel has increased over the last few 
years, and this has contributed to the rift.

To cap it all, the Israeli government 
is now proposing a bill that will give 
Israel’s rabbinical courts power over 
non-Israeli Jews.11 This will not go down 
too well among US Jews …

So, just as it is clear why the ‘love 
affair’ started, there are sound reasons 
why it is coming to an end. The two sides 
are now in a situation where they need 
to go to a marriage counsellor - although 
it probably would not help l
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IRAN

Allies fall out
US threats are alarming EU leaders, who fear more instability in the Middle East, writes Yassamine 
Mather

In early May, when Trump announced 
his withdrawal from the Iran nuclear 
deal signed by the Obama adminis-

tration in 2015, Iran’s supreme leader, 
ayatollah Ali Khamenei, was quoted 
as saying the United States can only 
tolerate “obedient” states. He used the 
derogatory word nokar, which means 
‘house servant’.

 In effect the comments by the 
new US secretary of state, former 
CIA director Mike Pompeo, who 
was giving his first major foreign 
policy speech, confirmed Khamenei’s 
claim. Announcing what he called 
the administration’s “Plan B” for 
countering the Islamic republic, 
Pompeo threatened economic 
devastation for Iran:

We will apply unprecedented financial 
pressure on the Iranian regime. The 
leaders in Tehran will have no doubt 
about our seriousness. Iran will 
never again have carte blanche to 
dominate the Middle East.

Of course, it is not clear from this speech 
who gave Iran carte blanche. Can we 
assume from Pompeo’s comment that, 
when they launched the Iraq invasion, 
George Bush and Tony Blair were aware 
that Iran’s Islamic Republic would be 
the main beneficiary?

Pompeo’s demands were basically 
for Iran’s complete submission to US 
foreign policy, including not just a 
withdrawal from Syria, but the ending 
of its alleged support for Hezbollah, 
Hamas, the Taliban and al Qa’eda! As 
anyone with minimal knowledge of the 
Middle East knows, the Taliban and al 
Qa’eda are Sunni groups enjoying Saudi 
and wider Arab funding and are opposed 
by Iran’s Shia Islamic state. The Taliban 
was supported by the CIA during the cold 

war, when Islamist groups were regarded 
by the US as allies against the Soviet 
Union, while Hamas was sponsored by 
the Israeli intelligence agency, Mossad, 
as a religious rival to the more secular 
and leftwing Palestine Liberation 
Organisation. Clearly complete ignorance 
of the basic facts and the repetition of 
neoconservative falsehoods are necessary 
qualifications for office-holders in the 
Trump administration.

Pompeo is clearly implying that 
‘regime change from above’ for Iran 
is now being seriously considered 
in Washington. This exposes the 
irrelevance of comments by exiled 
‘expert analysts’ who in the last few 
weeks have been encouraging the 
Iranian government to reduce its 
presence in Syria and Lebanon and agree 
a compromise on its ballistic capabilities 
in order to prevent a deterioration in 
relations with the US. It also serves as 
a stark warning to European states who 
want to bypass US sanctions.

Following the US president’s 
announcement regarding withdrawal 
from the Iran deal, political leaders 
in the European Union (including 
the Brexiting United Kingdom) have 
declared their determination to save the 
deal and have voiced strong opposition 
to US attempts at regime change.

Las t  week  Bor is  Johnson , 
returning from a meeting with his EU 
counterparts, confirmed this:

I have to tell you that I do not believe 
that regime change in Tehran is the 
objective that we should be seeking 
... We might conceivably achieve 
regime change at some stage in 
the near future, but I cannot with 
any confidence say that would be 
a change for the better because it 
seems equally plausible to me to 

imagine that Qasem Soleimani of 
the [Iranian Revolutionary Guards 
Corps] could put himself in a very 
good position to take over from 
ayatollah Khamenei, for instance.1

European countries are not just concerned 
about the economic impact of sanctions. 
They also fear another war in the Middle 
East will create instability, causing yet 
another wave of refugees. They fear 
the environmental repercussions of 
any attempt by the US or Israel to use 
bunker-buster bombs to take out Iran’s 
nuclear facilities.

Some EU leaders see Trump’s 
attitude in dismissing a deal achieved 
collectively by the 5+1 powers as 
an insult. They know that for every 
European company thinking of 
abandoning investment in Iran, a 
Chinese equivalent is waiting to take 
its place.

Friends no more
Before his state visit to Washington, 
French president Emmanuel Macron was 
bragging about his “close friendship” 
with Donald Trump and how he could 
change the attitude of his “best friend” 
towards the Iran deal. This did not happen 
and it seems Macron has not forgiven 
Trump. French cabinet ministers are now 
amongst the most vocal opponents of the 
US position on Iran (which is interesting, 
given that France is supposed to have 
embarked on a “special relationship” 
with the USA).

Soon after the US announcement, 
France’s finance minister, Bruno 
Le Maire, said European countries 
should stand firm against the Trump 
administration over the Iran nuclear 
deal and not act as “vassals” to the 
US, and on May 20 he was equally 
belligerent: “Are we going to allow 

the United States to be the economic 
policeman of the world? The answer 
is no,” said Le Maire. Referring to EU 
rules going back to 1996, he suggested 
that they “could allow the EU to 
intervene in this manner to protect 
European companies against any US 
sanctions”, adding that France wanted 
the EU to toughen its stance in this area.

In 1996, when the US tried to 
penalise foreign companies trading 
with Cuba, the EU managed to force 
Washington to back down through 
a threat of retaliatory sanctions. 
According to Macron,

International companies with interests 
in many countries make their own 
choices according to their own interests. 
They should continue to have this 
freedom ... but what is important 
is that companies - and especially 
medium-sized companies, which 
are perhaps less exposed to other 
markets, American or others - can 
make this choice freely.

German chancellor Angela Merkel 
echoed comments made by EU foreign 
affairs and security representative 
Federica Mogherini when she said the 
US withdrawal from the Iran accord 
was not a reason to ditch decades of 
transatlantic ties. Mogherini has referred 
regularly to 12 years of negotiations that 
culminated in the nuclear deal with Iran, 
reminding Americans that achieving 
another deal would not be easy.

As far as oil is concerned, a number 
of EU-based buyers say they will seek 
US waivers to purchase Iranian crude. 
According to Iranian oil minister 
Bijan Namdar Zanganeh, “Our main 
customers are in Asia … but we expect 
to preserve and save this level of 
exports to Europe and Africa.”

EU investment in Iran, mainly 
from Germany, France and Italy, has 
grown considerably since 2016 and 
is currently estimated at €20 billion 
in projects ranging from aerospace 
to energy.

The French energy company, Total, 
has stated that it will pull out of a 
multibillion-dollar gas project in Iran 
if it cannot secure a waiver from US 
sanctions. This is bad news for Iran, 
as the project was presented by the 
government as a sign that the accord 
is a success. Other French companies, 
as well as those from Germany and 
Poland, have expressed concern about 
the effect on their business with Iran 
of new US sanctions. However, China 
is waiting in the wings. Its national oil 
company has already indicated it is 
willing to replace Total.

Migue l  Ar i a s  Cañe te ,  t he 
EU’s climate action and energy 
commissioner, visited Tehran earlier 
this week to present a list of potential 
measures drafted by the EU to mitigate 
the impact of US sanctions. Cañete was 
quoted saying: “We want to solve all 
the problems that are impeding normal 
trade in oil.” The EU and Iran are also 
considering a proposal for European 
governments to make direct euro-
denominated payments for oil exports 
to Iran’s central bank, bypassing the 
US financial system and its Office for 
Asset Control, which has been used to 
trace payments made to Iran.

Given the apparent conviction of 
Trump and Pompeo that regime change 
is imminent, one can only assume that 
their Iranian advisors - in the shape of 
the loony cult, Mojahedin-e Khalq, 
and the royalists who support the 
ex-shah’s son - have convinced the 
idiots currently in charge in Washington 
that further sanctions and economic 
hardship will pave the way for the 
collapse of the current regime. Nothing 
could be further from the truth. Inside 
Iran there is indeed despair and anger 
amongst ordinary people, but much 
more of it now seems to be directed 
against the US administration.

Young Iranians in particular are 
expressing frustration at what they 
consider an abrupt end to the progress 
made over the last two years. They know 
how sanctions have produced shortages 
of essential supplies, including medical 
equipment and drugs. They fear a return 
to the situation where second-rate or 
out-of-date medicine has been sold at 
extortionate prices.

For once Boris Johnson might 
be right. Any attempt at regime 
change in Iran will bolster the military 
and Revolutionary Guards, but it is 
unlikely that Khamenei will lose his 
position as supreme leader. Pompeo 
and Trump might have buried their 
heads in the sand, but most Iranians, 
including the reformist factions 
of the regime, are well aware that 
Khamenei’s die-hard supporters (a few 
hundred thousand is a conservative 
estimate) will defend Iran’s Islamic 
Republic to the last drop of their 
blood. This is a situation feared by 
most Iranians - including those of us 
who seek the overthrow of the Islamic 
Republic not through US intervention, 
but through a revolutionary uprising l

yassamine.mather@weeklyworker.co.uk
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The Firm reinvents itself
The royal wedding was used to present the monarchy and the entire establishment as modern, progressive 
... and anti-racist, writes Eddie Ford

On just about every level, 
whether you like it or not, last 
week’s royal wedding was a 

success for the establishment.
Almost 18 million in Britain 

watched Meghan Markle and prince 
Harry exchange vows in the “stunning” 
ceremony, with the BBC attracting a 
peak audience of 13.1 million - though 
it should be noted that the wedding 
of prince William and Catherine 
Middleton seven years earlier attracted 
28.4 million in the UK. In the United 
States about 29.2 million watched - up 
from the 23 million who viewed the 
marriage of William and Kate, no 
doubt because of the involvement of 
a fellow American. Staggeringly, 1.9 
billion watched the wedding worldwide 
- perhaps exceeding even the most 
optimistic establishment forecast. And 
apparently over six million tweets were 
sent during the ceremony.

And in the UK the media had a 
field day. The BBC radio ‘news’ 
headlines contained lengthy extracts 
from the couple’s marriage vows, 
while there was saturation coverage 
in the newspapers. For example, the 
first 23 pages of the following day’s 
Sunday Telegraph were devoted to 
the wedding.

But the most important aspect was 
the ideological success of the wedding. 
Here was a golden opportunity for the 
British establishment, as refracted 
through the monarchy, to present 
itself as modern, liberal, progressive 
and - most notably - anti-racist. From 
that perspective, Harry and Meghan 
did them proud.

Hence the interesting article in The 
Guardian by a former legal affairs 
and west Africa correspondent, Afua 
Hirsch, entitled “Meghan Markle’s 
wedding was a rousing celebration of 
blackness” (May 20). Now, just like 
this journalist, your instinctive reaction 
might be to snort in derision, but there 
was certainly an element of truth to 
it. Hirsch jokily remarks that, when 
Oprah Winfrey entered the chapel at 
Windsor Castle, “for some people it 
was the moment the real queen arrived” 

- referring to Winfrey and Markle, she 
remarked that “perhaps the two most 
famous women in the world today are 
of African heritage”.

Hirsch went on to mention that other 
members of “black royalty” were also 
present at the wedding such as Serena 
Williams, Idris Elba and Gina Torres 
- Markle’s fellow actor in the popular 
legal drama TV series, Suits - before 
going on to discuss the real stars of the 
show, the black cellist, Sheku Kanneh-
Mason, who performed Ave Maria, and 
bishop Michael Curry, the black primate 
of the US Episcopal Church.

Kanneh-Mason, aged 18, was 
“framed by flowers as he revealed 
the depth of talent” that made him 
the first black musician to win the 
BBC Young Musician award since its 
launch 38 years earlier. Meanwhile, 
Curry, with an iPad on the lectern in 
front of him, was liberally quoting 
from Martin Luther King junior, and, 
Hirsch writes, “casting Jesus as a 
revolutionary”. For Curry, Jesus’s life 
symbolised the “most revolutionary 
movement in all of human history” - 
not because he headed a mass revolt 
against occupiers and oppressors, but 
because it was a “movement grounded 
in the unconditional love of god for the 
world” and a “movement mandating 
people to live that love”.1

Hirsch points out that “if there had 
been any doubts about what cultural 
experience” Curry would bring to 
the service, “they were swiftly and 
decisively answered” - even more so 
when you had the Kingdom gospel 
choir singing the soul classic, ‘Stand 
by me’, a love song that became a 
big hit in the midst of the civil rights 
movement and acted as a “soundtrack 
to protest and unity in the face of racial 
injustice”. The Guardian journalist 
wonders, “as the cameras took in the 
facial expressions of guests in the 
chapel”, how many of the British royal 
family and aristocracy in attendance 
“had ever had an experience like this 
before” - one in which they were 
“showered generously” in the “rousing, 
rumbling rhetoric of a powerful black 

pastor”.
Hirsch noted that Windsor, where the 

ceremony took place, is only 20 miles 
away from London, yet “in its lack of 
visible diversity can feel culturally 
thousands of kilometres away”. But, 
thanks to the wedding, it was suddenly 
full of black people. Hirsch noticed 
several African American women - 
some wearing tiaras, others wearing 
Meghan Markle masks - and remarked 
that there are “certainly black women 
in America who feel one of their own 
has entered British royalty”. In the 
same spirit, Canadian journalist Elamin 
Abdelmahmoud tweeted that “a black 
reverend preaching to British royalty 
about the resilience of faith during 
slavery” was “10,000,000% not what 
I thought I was waking up for”.2

Without question, the whole coverage 
amounted to astoundingly successful PR 
- not just when it came to modernity and 
anti-racism, but also about the marvels 
of the United Kingdom. That was much 
needed, as far as the establishment is 
concerned, after the Windrush scandal, 
the Grenfell Tower disaster and the 
continuing national anxieties about the 
direction of Brexit. As the Torygraph 
approvingly noted, Harry and Meghan 
- now to be officially called the duke 
and duchess of Sussex - “purposefully 
put black and minority ethnic people 
centre stage at every key moment of 
their wedding” - sending a message to 
the watching world that the royal family 
“has once again been reinvented” (May 
19). Here is the face of Britain that the 
establishment wants to put forward to 
the world - the old Britain that priggishly 
tut-tutted over American divorcee Wallis 
Simpson and caused Edward VIII to 
abdicate in 1936 is dead. Long live the 
new Britain that lauds American divorcee 
Meghan Markle.

Failure
But where was the opposition to 
this worship of the constitutional 
monarchy? Where was the exposure 
of the establishment’s pretence that the 
monarchy speaks for everyone - worker 
and capitalist, rich and poor, and now 

most certainly black and white - because 
it is ‘above politics’?

The liberal campaign group, 
Republic,  launched a petit ion 
demanding that no taxpayers’ money 
be spent on the wedding - this attracted 
a grand total of 32,000 signatures 
from an adult population of more than 
50 million. At least across the Irish 
Sea there was more opposition. John 
Brady, a Sinn Féin TD for Wicklow, 
complained: “As an Irish republican 
living in a so-called ‘republic’, I totally 
oppose [state broadcasting company] 
RTÉ using my TV licence money to 
broadcast the wedding of a privileged 
English monarch.”

But in Britain, republicanism is not 
on the rise - if anything, it seems to be 
declining as a political force. Not a 
murmur of opposition from any trade 
union leaders or - it now goes without 
saying - from the Labour Party or its 
republican leader.

And for the most part the left 
has remained disgracefully silent. 
Neither the Morning Star nor Socialist 
Worker deigned to say nothing about 
the wedding, obviously having far 
more important things to write about. 
The most we got from the Star was a 
tangential and boring article on how 
wedding ceremonies, including those of 
the royal family, “reflect backward and 
patriarchal power dynamics that should 
be consigned to history” - yawn.3

The Socialist Workers Party has a 
history of covering royal weddings, 
sometimes effectively. For the wedding 
of Charles and Diana in 1981 it brought 
out a special full-colour edition of 
Socialist Worker, which by all accounts 
sold well. Not a peep about the wedding 
of Harry and Meghan, however.

Then again, this might be a slightly 
delicate issue for our SWP comrades, 
given their insistence that campaigning 
against racism is the key priority. 
They hope that their front, Stand Up 
To Racism, will revive their fortunes 
after the ‘comrade Delta’ scandal. 
Irrationally, they still insist that the 
British state is institutionally racist, 
when to any sane person the royal 

wedding suggests the opposite. Due to 
the appalling weakness of the working 
class movement, the establishment 
has appropriated anti-racism from the 
left and turned it into a safe ideology 
that serves the wider interests of the 
bourgeoisie.

When Barack Obama was first 
elected, SWP comrades found it hard 
to criticise him, as he was popular with 
the black community. SWP members 
strongly objected to an edition of the 
Weekly Worker because our front page 
carried a picture of Barack Obama with 
the headline, “World’s No1 terrorist”. 
The comrades attacked it as alienating 
the black community, and all manner 
of other opportunist nonsense. Maybe 
they do not want to be associated with 
criticism of Meghan Markle for the 
same reason. Best instead to play it 
safe and just go on about austerity 
and demonstrations, demonstrations, 
demonstrations. 

As for the deadly dull The Socialist, 
it featured just one short article about 
the royal wedding, moaning about 
its costly “extravagance”. The most 
it could say was that it presented a 
“window into the lives of the super-rich 
who have not suffered the decade of 
austerity we have” (May 16).

The failure of the left in this regard 
is criminal. How will it be possible to 
make a revolution, when the majority 
of the population accept, and even 
identify with, a profoundly anti-
democratic institution that in the last 
resort will be used for specifically 
counterrevolutionary purposes? It 
is, after all, the monarch who has 
the constitutional right to recall a 
government, dissolve parliament and 
grant emergency powers l

eddie.ford@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1. https://ww-w.townandcountrymag.com/society/
tradition/a20754692/royal-wedding-sermon-mi-
chael-curry-full-transcript.
2. https://twitter.com/elamin88/sta-
tus/997800309765402624.
3. https://morningstaronline.co.uk/article/
who-needs-marriage-anyway.

Millions are dazzled by the royal spectacle
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REVIEW

I’m part of the union
Peter Purton Champions of equality: trade unions and LGBT rights in Britain Lawrence and 
Wishart, 2017, pp194, £20

Champions of equality is a narrative 
history of the role of the trade 
union movement in the rise of 

‘LGBT+ rights’ more generally. It is 
also a book with a political message 
- one which is very valuable, but still 
incomplete.

Peter Purton was appointed as the 
Trade Union Congress’s first LGBT and 
disabilities officer in 1998, and retired in 
2016. Before 1998, the book’s blurb tells 
us that he worked “for Natfhe [National 
Association of Teachers in Higher and 
Further Education - since 2006 part of 
the University and College Union] and 
in the voluntary sector” and that he has 
been a “political activist and LGBT 
campaigner since the 1970s”.

There is a bit more to be said on 
the latter aspect of his career. He was 
a member of the International Marxist 
Group’s Lesbian and Gay Commission 
from 1976. In that context he was an 
advocate of a campaigning approach 
to the official structures of the labour 
movement as a central element of 
strategy for lesbian/gay liberation. He 
was thus one of the central architects of 
the approach of the Labour Campaign 
for Lesbian and Gay Rights from 1978.

He argued, on similar lines, for an 
orientation to the official bodies of 
the labour movement, in the general 
politics of the IMG and its successor 
organisations before he became a 
Labour Party member. In the mid-1980s 
he was an advocate of taking seriously 
the trade union side of the movement - as 
opposed to those who thought that the 
trade unions were a busted flush and 
only what happened in the Labour left 
mattered.

Comrade Purton’s historical 
account is thus, from the mid-1970s 
on, a ‘participant history’. But it is also 
much more than a ‘normal’ participant 
account: he is an academically trained 
historian, and the text shows the 
usefulness of these skills.1 He has 
made extensive use of books, articles 
and ephemera of various sorts, as well as 
oral-history interviews, with 46 people 
acknowledged in the preface. The 
resulting narrative and references make 
the book a mine of useful information 
about its subject.

The story begins in a sense 
surprisingly early,  with TUC 
congratulations in 1924 to early socialist 
and sex radical Edward Carpenter on 
his 80th birthday, and Daily Herald 
and trade union opposition to the 1928 
prosecution of Radclyffe Hall’s lesbian 
novel The well of loneliness (pp15-16). 
These are ‘contextualised’ with the late 
19th and early 20th century “emergence 
of homosexual identities”, with German 
campaigns in the same period for 
decriminalisation of homosexuality, the 
extensive persecution of homosexuals 
under Hitler, actual decriminalisation 
in Russia after 1917 and its reversal 
under Stalin.

The main body, however, begins 
with the 1970s. Chapter 2 covers that 
decade, chapter 3 the ‘breakthrough’ 
of the early to mid-1980s, chapter 4 the 
period between 1987 and 1998, chapter 
5 the Blair government, chapter 6 trade 
union international work in LGBT 
solidarity. Chapter 7 is a quick survey 
of the situation as of 2017.

Invisible
The basic political message of the book is 
stated at the outset. There was an important 
trade union contribution to LGBT struggles 
for equal rights, but this contribution 
has been rendered invisible - not just by 
politicians and the media demonising trade 
unions, but also by “deliberate choices 
made by self-appointed spokespersons 

for the LGBT movement” (pp2-3).
Moreover,

The widespread belief that victory has 
been won [in the struggle for LGBT 
rights] and we can all go and party ... 
is false and potentially very dangerous. 
One reason for this is that LGBT rights 
and liberation do not stand alone, but are 
necessarily part of a very much bigger 
picture. Economic and social policies 
impact as strongly on LGBT people ... 
as on any other part of society, and in 
some cases more so - due to ongoing 
social and economic exclusionary 
practices and violence (p4).

As a result, “LGB and T people who are 
not members of the club of the super-rich 
need to be trade union members” (p5).

These arguments are straightforwardly 
true and important. The history narrated 
in the book supports them.

In the 1950s-60s the trade union 
movement was controlled by cold 
war bureaucrats who were fans of 
conservative views on gender, and 
this fact informed the ideas about the 
movement of the ‘new left’ and ‘children 
of 68’. But it was under a Labour 
government that the limited reforms of 
1967 were introduced.

And, as Purton’s history shows, gay 
rights campaigners of the 1970s-80s 
encountered hesitancy and bureaucratic 
obstacles in the trade unions, but 
relatively little outright reaction. In my 
own limited experience, running an 
article in an IMG factory bulletin for 
the Cowley car plant in 1976 against 
the victimisation of a local gay teacher 
was much less controversial than we 
had imagined it would be, and my own 
‘coming out’ on the shop-floor of the car 
plant attracted only a certain amount of 
ordinary piss-taking rather than hostility.

The decisive moment was, of course, 
the miners’ strike and Lesbians and Gays 
Support the Miners (LGSM). As Purton 
shows in chapter 3, ‘Breakthrough: the 
early 1980s’, this was not unique: the 
positive policy of the Greater London 
Council under Ken Livingstone, and a 
number of high-profile victimisation 
cases, took place around the same time. 
But LGSM certainly made the decisive 
impact - both because it went far deeper 
into the gay men’s club subculture than 
radical politics had before and, on the 
other hand, because the miners’ strike, 
even though it ended in defeat, was a 
full-scale battle of class against class, 
involving very wide mobilisation. That 
in turn led to the adoption of policy by 
the Labour Party and in a wider range of 
trade unions; and it formed the context of 
a much wider cultural opening up of the 
acceptability of homosexuality.

It is, then, true and important that 
the organised labour movement has 
been a champion of ‘equalities’ in 
general against the Tories, their media, 
employers and business lobbyists, and 

the police and the majority of the legal 
profession. But it is incomplete.

The first point is not so much a gap 
as an issue of emphasis. Comrade Purton 
draws attention towards the end of 
chapter 1 and in the beginning of chapter 
2 to the role of the Gay Liberation Front 
(GLF), which was a British copy of a 
US development; and in chapter 2, at 
pp31-32, to the role of the far left in the 
initial organising efforts to take the issue 
up in the trade unions in the 1970s. In the 
main body of the narrative, the organised 
far left almost disappears from view 
thereafter, in favour of the activities of 
named and unnamed individual trade 
union activists and later officials.

This is, however, misleading. In the 
first place, whatever the (real) virtues of 
the Campaign for Homosexual Equality 
(founded in 1964 as the north-western 
branch of the Homosexual Law Reform 
Society, itself founded in 1958), it was 
very much a single-issue organisation, 
and only changed from a “committee” to 
a “campaign” after the appearance of the 
GLF - it was not apt to orient to the labour 
movement. It was the leftists - initially 
activated by the GLF, its left image of a 
‘liberation front’ and its identification 
with the campaigning techniques of the 
US civil rights and anti-war movements 
- who were likely to lobby the labour 
movement in particular, and hence the 
trade unions, for lesbian and gay rights.

Secondly, the role of the organised 
far left persisted well after the 1970s. 
Both the Labour Campaign for Lesbian 
and Gay Rights in the 1980s and LGSM 
were noticeable for the significant roles 
played by the non-Labour left as well 
as the organised far left within Labour. 
Moreover, the LCLGR certainly called 
on support from the broader Labour far 
left to mobilise for its party conference 
resolutions; and, though I am less familiar 
with the individual trade union lesbian/
gay groups, I am willing to bet that the 
same is true of them.

The left groups also transmitted 
a variety of political skills to their 
activists (as well, no doubt, as less 
desirable sectarian habits). The unions 
transmitted political skills too; but 
‘professionalisation’ (increased 
centralised bureaucratic control), both 
in the unions and in the left, has reduced 
the transmission process.

Generalisable
There is a larger point involved here. While 
it is certainly true that Engels “shared 
Victorian prejudices” on this issue (p16), 
the basic claim of the 1880 Programme of 
the Parti Ouvrier that “the emancipation 
of the productive class is that of all 
human beings without distinction of sex 
or race” is readily generalisable to other 
specific oppressions. It was generalised 
to the case of homosexuality by Eduard 
Bernstein, while he was still a Marxist, 
and in the German Social Democratic 
Party’s support for the decriminalisation 

campaigners before 1914. The ‘familism’ 
of Stalinism and cold war social democracy 
was in conflict with this underlying idea 
of the Marxists.

In contrast, pro-capitalist political 
operations necessarily seek to secure the 
solidarity of at least a section of workers 
with representatives of the boss class 
against other sections. ‘Solidarity with 
the boss class’ can be asserted on the 
basis of nationality (very commonly), 
religion, liberalism (equally commonly), 
race, gender (women invited to vote for 
Clinton; men invited to vote for Trump) 
or, closely connected with the issue of 
gender, on the basis of sexuality. The 
Tories and their associated media used 
the smearing of party political opponents 
with homosexuality as a form of code 
for Tory patriarchalism in the 1690s, 
17-teens, 1750s ... and relatively recently 
in the 1980s, in the episode of “section 
28, Local Government Act”, which 
Purton recounts (pp86-88).

In the recent past the reverse has 
occurred. The Tories have legislated 
for gay marriage, and the 1967 act was 
generally celebrated in the media.2 The 
royal wedding has been celebrated as 
an anti-racist occasion; and, conversely, 
the ongoing media and Labour right 
campaign for solidarity with US Middle 
East policy and with Israel has smeared 
its opponents as ‘racists’.

Two sides of the same point. The 
underlying message from the right is 
that workers should solidarise with the 
political representatives of the boss 
class against other workers. It does not 
matter from the point of view of the 
capitalist class whether the ground of 
such solidarity is to be racism or ‘anti-
racism’, Brexiteering or ‘remainism’, 
patriarchalism or liberal feminism.

This should strengthen Purton’s 
point that LGBT people need collective 
action and trade unions. The problem of 
the 1950s-60s trade unions round this, 
and women’s issues and race, was not 
that workers could not in that period 
be won to equal rights politics, but that 
the unions were (mainly) controlled 
by pro-capitalist British loyalists, 
whose ‘familist’ politics flowed from 
their loyalist political commitments. 
Similarly, the ‘familist’ politics of 
Stalinism in the same period flowed not 
from its simulacrum of an independent 
working class politics, but from its 
political expropriation of the Russian 
working class and hence its need to run 
nationalist and patriarchalist policies 
crudely modelled on those of prior 
class elites.

But this, in turn, takes us back to 
the issues of the role of Marxist ideas 
and groups: that is, of class-political 
independence and the aspirations of the 
Programme of the Parti Ouvrier. Working 
class LGBT people, like other working 
class people, need trade unions. They 
also need workers’ cooperatives, mutuals 
and so on. In particular, they need a party 

which goes beyond the mere aspiration to 
workers’ political representation within the 
British constitution (Labour), to one which 
aspires to workers’ political power and 
to overcoming capitalism altogether, and 
hence to the idea that “the emancipation 
of the productive class is that of all human 
beings without distinction of sex or race”.

My second point is also a matter of 
emphasis. Right at the end of the book, 
comrade Purton rightly comments: “There 
are severe risks of a rightwing backlash of 
terrifying proportions driving back these 
historical gains [those of LBGT+ people’s 
rights] - as we have already seen beginning 
to happen in the United States.”

The historical problem is that the 
“equalities agenda”, of which the policy 
gains of LGBT+ people is part, is also an 
aspect of the USA, as the world capitalist 
hegemon, showing other countries their 
futures (and so, it must be said, was the 
GLF and, on a larger scale, the women’s 
liberation movement). This aspect of the 
development is relatively underplayed in 
comrade Purton’s history.

I have written on this issue and 
the problems associated with tailing 
the liberals on the ‘equalities agenda’ 
relatively recently in articles in this paper: 
‘Is Trumpism the future’ (January 18); and 
in the latter part of my polemic against the 
Alliance for Workers’ Liberty, ‘Across the 
board’ (April 26). So I will not repeat the 
arguments in detail here.

The underlying point is simple. 
Workers have genuine interests in an 
equalities agenda, which are not shared 
by capitalists. However, attempting to 
defend the equalities agenda against the 
right populists by making a bloc with the 
liberals who seem to share this agenda is 
illusory, because it commits the labour 
movement to the other side of liberalism 
- its ‘neo’-liberalism and responsibility 
for the radical growth of inequality. As 
long as the choice on offer is either the 
right populists or endeavours to cling 
to the centre and restore the practices of 
1989-2009, the right populists are bound 
to win, as they have done in a whole series 
of countries - most recently Italy, with 
‘Trumpism’ and Brexiteering only the 
most obvious to British observers because 
of the biases of the news media.

This brings me back to my first point, 
about the role of the radical left in the 
history. The GLF and a whole raft of 
similar organisations partly reflected the 
endeavours of western ‘soft Maoists’ 
to find reasons (in countries without a 
big peasantry) to reject class politics in 
favour of a form of people’s front. The 
Eurocommunists picked up the idea 
and ran with it, eventually dissolving 
the ‘official’ Communist Party in their 
opposition to class politics, and in the 
name of ‘new times’ which would later 
come to be called ‘intersectionality’.

Comrade Purton’s argument insists, 
against this view, on the necessity of trade 
unions. But his narrative, being presented 
largely as a history of single-issue activists 
without other political commitments 
winning changes to union policies, tends to 
reinforce the image of the ‘intersectional’ 
approach. As long as the left clings to this 
approach, as opposed to class politics, it 
prepares the ground for the victory of the 
right populists l

Mike Macnair

mike.macnair@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1. For example, his 1977 Oxford PhD was 
‘Politics and war in the sixteenth century state: 
the case of the United Provinces 1585-1609’; 
he has also published A history of the early and 
late medieval siege (two volumes, 2010) and The 
medieval military engineer (2018).
2. Some relevant references can be found in my ‘1967 
and all that’ (Weekly Worker October 19 2017).
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What we 
fight for

� Without organisation the 
working class is nothing; with 
the highest form of organisation 
it is everything.
�  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.
� 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.
� 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.
� 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’.
�  The working class must be 
organised globally. Without a global 
Communist Party, a Communist 
International, the struggle against 
capital is weakened and lacks 
coordination.
� 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.
� 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.
� The capitalist class will never 
willingly allow their wealth and 
power to be taken away by a 
parliamentary vote.
� 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.
� Communists favour industrial 
unions. Bureaucracy and class 
compromise must be fought and 
the trade unions transformed into 
schools for communism.
� 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.
� 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.
� 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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OBITUARY

Chronicler of consumer culture
Tom Wolfe, March 2 1930 - May 14 2018

Tom Wolfe’s trademark was his 
white suits - no profile of him 
failed to mention them. He said 

he wore them to disarm people, to 
appear like “a man from Mars, the man 
who didn’t know anything and was 
eager to know”. Wolfe was interested 
in getting to know the new ‘scenes’ 
of the 1960s and 70s, and writing 
attention-grabbing reportage about 
them. These were little worlds from 
youth groups to stockbrokers, but in 
amongst the exclamation marks and 
italics that decorated his style, this 
reader often got a flash of a dandyish 
southern gent - cane and hat too - up 
from the plantation to inspect the wild 
metropolitan north.

Tom Wolfe was born in Richmond, 
Virginia - the capital of the Confederacy 
during the US civil war. He played 
baseball for an Episcopal all-boys 
school in Richmond, and then at 
Washington and Lee University. He 
also became sports editor of the college 
paper, as well as founding a literary 
magazine. He majored in English and 
came under the influence of professor 
Marshall Fishwick, who emphasised 
an anthropological approach to art 
- he encouraged students to look at 
the whole of a culture, including 
those aspects considered profane and 
degraded.

When he did not get very far in 
baseball or as a cartoonist, Wolfe 
became a reporter in 1956 for a local 
newspaper. He went on to write features 
and profiles for Sunday magazines 
in New York. This was the time - 
late 50s-early 60s - when rock ’n’ 
roll and much of movies and TV 
were aimed at the better-off teen and 
young professionals. In the post-1945 
economic boom, leisure markets were 
expanding, but the uptight paranoid 
politics of the cold war, post-Korea, 
had also led to a more rebellious 
attitude - beatnik, satirical comedy and 
folk music - though these were more 
cultural than political.

In 1962, during a New York 
newspaper strike Wolfe proposed 
to the magazine Esquire that he do 
a more in-depth article on hot-rod, 
custom-car culture. Trying to penetrate 
the mysteries of ‘customising’ - making 
over cars so they could be driven 
impractically fast - Wolfe despaired 
of ever putting what he had found 
into words. He wrote a long letter 
to his editor, the text unfurling like 
On the road by Jack Kerouac, which 
mixed desperation and evocation of 
the tarmac-screeching intensity. The 
editor promptly took the “Dear …” off 
the beginning and published the piece, 
with frantic punctuation and all.

Wolfe had found his urgent style 
and his subject - the new leisure, the 
lifestyles, swingers, groovers and 
obsessives, along with celebrities like 
Hugh Hefner, the recluse Playboy 
publisher - all topics that novelists had 
ignored and journalists had generalised 
about. He dived into various milieus, 
doing profiles, sometimes of the 
famous like Natalie Wood, or topless 
dancer Carol Doda, only famous for 
her cosmetic surgery: it was all about 
how people pleased themselves and 
others. He interviewed and read up 
on research like the usual press pack, 
but he also hung out with his subjects 
over extended periods, waiting for 
some moment to happen that would 
be revealing and startling.

Later in his introduction to The new 
journalism (1973), he explained the 
methods he had adopted from fiction 
to make his writing more exciting 
and immediate - multi-viewpoint 
narration, dialogue and the observation 
of the little style differences between 
people - slang, clothes, décor, which he 
argued made for “realism”. He called 

his approach “saturation reporting”. 
His resulting articles would then 
be harvested from magazines to fill 
collections with teasing titles like 
The kandy-kolored tangerine flake 
streamline baby (1965) and Mauve 
gloves and madman, clutter and vine 
(1976). His interest in ‘the new social 
scene’ extended to mentioning theories 
about how humans worked. These 
were mainly physiological, locating 
answers in the nervous system and 
echoing fashionable ideas at the time 
about defending territory like animals.

He was fascinated by status, 
especially, amongst the socially mobile 
- not only teenagers with a bit more 
cash, but modern art collectors like Bob 
Scull, a New York taxi-cab magnate. 
Wolfe told of Scull walking into a 
Savile Row tailor’s in London and 
ordering a sports jacket to be made in a 
pink material - unheard of - and getting 
it (“Bob and Spike”). Scull’s motto, 
according to Wolfe, was “Enjoy!”

No politics, thanks
Wolfe was indeed often ironic - but mainly 
about subcultures, not the powerful. 
He did not go near grand politics, big 
corporations or even universities. Even 
his rising socialites were New Money 
like Lenny Bernstein, the composer of 
West Side story and presenter of music 
on TV. In Radical chic (1970) Wolfe 
attended a party by Bernstein in his 
plush city apartment, where members 
of the Black Panther Party did a bit of 
fundraising. But was this soirée only a 
‘status symbol’ to impress the oiks, or 
proof that the composer still considered 
himself liberal and ‘anti-Nixon’, even if 
rich? Wolfe’s style meant he presumed 
what people were thinking rather than 
what they would say in answer to a 
direct question. He did not risk rebuff 
by debate.

Later he started to identify with 
military subjects, honouring American 
fighters, especially pilots. In ‘The 
truest sport: jousting with Sam and 
Charlie’, he took the viewpoint of flyers 

who were bombing North Vietnam 
and dodging anti-aircraft fire. What 
frustrated them, Wolfe proposed, was 
having to make sure they did not give 
“the enemy” propaganda victories 
by hitting schools and churches and 
harbours. He mocked those reporters 
on the ground who saw things from 
a different angle and posed them 
as contributors to the “collapse of 
willpower taking place back in the 
United States”.

Not much multi-viewpoint there. 
In fact Wolfe went on the write a 
book - The right stuff (1979) - about 
the pilots who staffed the Apollo 
space programme. They “pushed the 
envelope” in their jets while training, 
taking risks with speed. ‘Pushing 
the envelope’ later became a phrase 
adopted generally by those promoting 
innovations in entertainment and 
consumer products.

Unlike Thackeray he dealt with no 
milords or mistresses, nor like Dickens, 
with industrialists or urchins. Unlike 
his hero, Emile Zola, he did not treat 
any coal miners or prostitutes.

He is famous for the expression, 
the ‘me decade’, and in the essay that 
is the source of the phrase he muses on 
a change greater than hot-rod cultures 
or sex guides. In ‘The me decade and 
the third great awakening’, Wolfe 
mentions what he calls the “greatest age 
of individualism in American history” 
and likens it to a religious revival. Only 
this time the search was for personal 
development. The money awash in the 
years of the boom had led in the 70s to 
the rise of groups and ‘institutes’ not 
devoted to cars and breast implants, but 
self-exploration. Status was acquired 
not just with things (though they 
helped), but by becoming new and 
better selves, either in new beliefs, a 
fitter body or a happier psychology.

This, according to Wolfe, broke with 
a very ancient idea that you are part 
of the “stream” of history, grateful to 
your ancestors, concerned with your 
descendants, preserving traditions of 

belief and practice. Now you were 
forced to improvise, find your own path, 
along with everyone else - whether it 
be free love or feminism, primal 
scream or Buddhism. Each individual 
is threatened with being enclosed, he 
wrote, quoting de Tocqueville, “in the 
solitude of their own heart”. This he 
partly applauded as a revolt by the 
affluent masses against plans projected 
on them by ‘new dealers’, Stalinists 
and other ‘engineers of the soul’ 
who seemed to think there was some 
solution in collective living. Points 
against the cultural elite he reiterated 
in his meditations on modern art and 
architecture in The painted word and 
From Bauhaus to our house.

He was at his funniest in The painted 
word (1975), prodding at art critics 
and artists in New York, retelling the 
scene’s progress from Pollock’s spacey 
canvases to smooth minimalism as 
an obsession with getting away from 
perspective painting and achieving the 
ultimate reduction to the flat canvas and 
beyond - “Flat, flatter, flattest”.

But, though he seemed to appreciate 
greatly how the hotdoggers and 
householders had taken the money 
and built their own small worlds, there 
was some ambivalence in his delight. 
Wolfe enjoyed the parade, identified 
with the individualists, but he could not 
hide his contempt for liberals funding 
the Black Panthers, others devoting 
themselves to sexual ‘swinging’ or 
individuals competing like mad to 
be relevant and egalitarian. He rarely 
covered the new social movements 
(like feminism) directly - the ones 
who melded cultural style and politics 
(after all, what is the archetypal bra-
burning?) - or more currently the 
battle of ideas over the wealth gap. He 
would splendidly mark the difference 
between a defensive benefit official, a 
‘flak catcher’ and a militant claimant, 
but not between a liberal feminist and 
a radical one, nor a New Democrat like 
Clinton and a Lenny Bernstein. He was 
more interested in architecture than 
economics. In the end, like Zola, his 
position was that most people are just 
animals really.

By the 90s he was suffering from 
writer’s block and entered into a 
partnership to serialise a novel in 
the magazine Rolling Stone in order 
to have a deadline. This became his 
most famous work - The bonfire of the 
vanities (1987), where he became the 
Thackeray, or at least the Waugh, of the 
finance boom, calling his protagonist, 
a New York bond trader, one of the 
“masters of the universe”. After that, 
Wolfe devoted himself to novel writing. 
Then in his last book, The kingdom of 
speech (2016), he took on Darwinism 
and Noam Chomsky.

His position was satirical rather 
than dialectical, he recorded change, 
but asserted biological stereotypes. 
However, as the boom has declined, 
there is not much room for chroniclers 
of the ‘happiness explosion’ that once 
was. The stakes are higher, the issues 
more fundamental. Do we need to be 
told what T-shirt the bosses of Google 
or Facebook are wearing or how many 
people wore Gucci and how many 
Prada at the royal wedding? Now the 
battle of ideas is not about new things 
or even attitudes, but about how the 
world can be organised, so that we all 
live better.

Tom Wolfe was and will be praised 
for his cheek, his research, his wit 
and for styles and the telling detail. 
He was an influential phrase-maker, 
but it may take a bit more time before 
future digital commentators can decide 
whether he was much more than the 
recorder of a particular period of 
consumer capitalism l

Mike Belbin

Dandyish southern gent
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Repealing 
the 8th 

amendment 
is only the 

start

Our bodies, our choice
Whatever the result of the referendum, writes James Harvey, the fight for a woman’s right to choose 
will go on

Opinion polls in the final stages 
of the Irish abortion referendum 
campaign showed a narrowing 

of the gap between pro- and anti-abor-
tion voters as polling day (Friday 
May 25) approached, leading some to 
suggest that a surprise result might be 
in the offing.1 One of the last opinion 
polls found that, whilst still ahead, the 
pro-abortion lead had fallen during 
the campaign and stood at 12% (44%-
32%). But, with 17% of voters still 
undecided, it seemed possible that a 
dramatic turnaround in opinion could 
yet take place.2 Consequently media 
reports suggested that both the ‘pro’ and 
‘anti’ campaigns have showed no signs 
of slowing down in the last few days.

Whatever the result, the referendum 
campaign and the heated debates it 
engendered about decriminalising 
abortion will bring fundamental change 
- not only for Irish women, but also 
for Irish society and politics more 
generally.3

This referendum has been a long time 
in the making. The eighth amendment to 
the Irish constitution, which places the 
rights of a pregnant woman on an equal 
footing with the rights of a foetus, was 
passed in 1983.The full text declares: 
“The state acknowledges the right to 
life of the unborn and, with due regard 
to the equal right to life of the mother, 
guarantees in its laws to respect, and, as 
far as practicable, by its laws to defend 
and vindicate that right.”4

Although abortion was already 
illegal in Ireland, the 1983 campaign 
by conservative Catholics and sections 
of the political establishment to add 
the amendment to the constitution 
was designed to reinforce this existing 
prohibition and to head off a growing 
campaign for women’s rights.5 In 
retrospect the 1983 victory of the 
Catholic right was the high-water mark 
of its influence in contemporary Ireland.

In the decades that followed the 
authority of the Catholic church was 
almost constantly called into question 
by a series of scandals and allegations 
of abuse going back decades.6 From the 
late 1980s the power and influence of 
the church visibly waned, accelerating 
a process that began in the 1960s.7 The 
election of a secular liberal lawyer, 
Mary Robinson, as president in 1990 
and the referendum victory (albeit by 
the narrowest of margins) that removed 
the constitutional prohibition of divorce 
in 1995 were significant signs of the 
increasing pace of change.8

However, abortion rights remained 
an area where the Catholic consensus 
on social policy still remained intact 
in law and medical practice. This was 
reflected in a number of high-profile 
court cases, most notably the ‘X case’ 
in 1992, which prompted a growing 
pro-choice campaign for abortion. 
Constitutional amendments by the 
Fianna Fáil-Progressive Democrat 
coalition allowing women the freedom 
to travel abroad for an abortion and the 
freedom to obtain or make available 
information on abortion services 
were successful in 1992, but the 12th 
amendment - which would have rolled 
back the supreme court ruling on the 

X case that the risk of suicide was not 
sufficient grounds to allow an abortion 
- was rejected.9 The ‘right to travel’ 
and the ‘right to information’ exposed 
the reality of abortion in Ireland for the 
estimated 3,000 women per year who 
travel to Britain. This truly was a ‘British 
solution to an Irish problem’!

Whilst for many legislators and 
Catholic moralists turning a blind eye 
to this ‘solution’ was preferable to 
conceding to Irish women reproductive 
rights and control over their own 
bodies, others could not afford to 
wait for a change in the law. In many 
ways the starting point for the current 
campaign was the tragic death of 
Savita Halappanavar in 2012. Savita 
died because of complications from a 
septic miscarriage when she was 17 
weeks pregnant. The eighth amendment 
meant that doctors refused to carry out 
an abortion because the foetus still 
had a heartbeat. The publicity and the 
public outcry surrounding the case 
gave renewed energy and anger to the 
campaign and increased pressure on the 
Irish state to act.10

The current proposals to repeal 
the eighth amendment emerged 
from a time-consuming consultation 
process involving a randomly chosen 

‘Citizens’ Assembly’ - ostensibly a 
broadly representative cross-section 
of Irish society - and a joint committee 
of both houses of the Oireachtas 
(Irish parliament).11 If passed, 
the constitutional amendment will allow 
legislators to consider giving access to 
abortion up to 12 weeks of pregnancy 
without restriction. After that period, it 
will only be allowed if there is a threat 
to the health or life of the mother, or 
in cases of fatal foetal abnormality. It 
will be a GP-led service, but medical 
staff will be able to conscientiously 
object. Most importantly, even if the 
repeal referendum succeeds the bill 
itself will still have to be passed through 
parliament.

These restrictions illustrate the 
hesitant and cautious nature of the 
‘official’ pro-choice campaign, drawn 
from Ireland’s great and good, such 
as the leaders of the major political 
parties, including Fine Gael, Fianna Fáil, 
Labour and Sinn Féin. The taoiseach, 
Leo Varadkar, has kept himself in 
the headlines and on the TV screens 
by declaring that a vote for repeal of 
the eighth will be a sign that Ireland 
is now secular, modern and part of 
the European mainstream.12 Similar 
sentiments have been heard from other 

establishment figures, including Fianna 
Fáil leader Micheál Martin: judging 
from the degree of consensus at the top 
of Irish politics in supporting repeal, you 
might well wonder why it has taken so 
long for politicians to get round to doing 
something about abortion. Leo, Micheál 
and company - what kept ye?

But if ‘official Ireland’ is largely on 
the side of repeal, the drive, enthusiasm 
and, of course, the foot soldiers 
knocking on the doors to canvass 
support has come from grassroots 
activists. Whilst the umbrella Together 
For Yes campaign has been moderate 
in its approach, many local groups 
have argued for a more radical outlook 
and have extended their demands to 
wider issues of women’s health and 
reproductive rights. Nevertheless, the 
militant slogan, ‘Repeal the eighth - our 
bodies, our choice’, makes the central 
demand on this particular issue very 
clear.

Whatever the result on May 25, the 
issues raised during the campaign can no 
longer be consigned to the ‘too difficult 
to touch’ file in ministerial offices. If 
the eighth is repealed the real fight for 
full abortion rights will only just have 
started. The campaign has to continue 
and the mobilisation of support must be 

stepped up: pressure will still need to 
be applied to TDs who might yet vote 
through restrictive access to abortion. 
Whatever the verdict on referendum 
day, the fight for Irish women to have 
full control over their bodies and for 
the full right to abortion on demand 
will go on l

Notes
1. The Observer May 20 2018.
2. The Irish Times May 23 2018: www.irishtimes.
com/news/ireland/irish-news/retain-eighth-
campaign-seeks-to-shift-key-message-as-vote-
looms-1.3504824.
3. The Sunday Business Post May 2018: 
www.businesspost.ie/opinion/defeat-repeal-
eighth-amendment-radical-profound-
consequences-416960.
4. www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/1983/ca/8/enacted/
en/print#sec1.
5. One example of the successes of this 
pressure was the Health (Family Planning) Act 
1980, which allowed pharmacists to dispense 
contraceptives for ‘bona fide’ family planning or 
medical purposes. This ran counter to Catholic 
teaching and was correctly seen as significant 
breach in the moral monopoly of the church over 
Irish social policy.
6. From stories about bishops and priests fathering 
children through to allegations of sexual abuse 
and brutality in church-run institutions, such as 
the Magdalen laundries, the Irish and international 
media were awash with evidence that undermined 
the position of the Catholic church as moral 
guardian in Irish society. Official investigations and 
reports by the Irish state confirmed the truth of the 
allegations and added further to the pressure on the 
church. For a summary of these events see ‘Clerical 
child abuse - an Irish timeline’ The Irish Times 
July 13 2011: www.irishtimes.com/news/clerical-
child-abuse-an-irish-timeline-1.880042. See 
also S Donnelly, ‘Sins of the father: unravelling 
moral authority in the Irish Catholic church 
Irish Journal of Sociology July 2015: www.
researchgate.net/publication/271496078_Sins_
of_the_Father_Unravelling_Moral_Authority_in_
the_Irish_Catholic_Church.
7. Declining mass attendance and falling vocations 
for the priesthood were just two examples of 
these changes in Irish society. The causes of these 
shifting patterns were ascribed to a wide variety of 
factors ranging from secularisation, urbanisation 
and the shift from agriculture to new forms of 
industry through to Ireland’s membership of the 
European Union. Whatever the exact configuration 
of these economic and social changes, they all 
acted to produce an Ireland that by the early 21st 
century was much closer to the mainstream social 
norms of western Europe than it was to ‘traditional 
Catholic Ireland’. For a good summary of these 
developments see D Ferriter The transformation of 
Ireland 1900-2000 London 2005.
8. T Brown Ireland: a social and cultural history 
1922-2002 London 2010.
9. ‘Twenty years on: a timeline of the X case’ 
the journal.ie February 2012: www.thejournal.ie/
twenty-years-on-a-timeline-of-the-x-case-347359-
Feb2012.
10. The Irish Times April 11 2018: www.
irishtimes.com/news/social-affairs/savita-
halappanavar-s-father-urges-yes-vote-in-abortion-
referendum-1.3457368.
11. The Guardian May 22 2018.
12. The New York Times January 27 2018: www.
nytimes.com/2018/01/27/world/europe/ireland-
varadkar-abortion-ban.html.

The principle is clear

No 1204 May 24 2018

Name:______________________________________

Address:________________________________________

________________________________________________

________________________________________________

________________________________________________

Tel:________________________________________

Email:______________________________________

Sub: £/€ ____________________________________

Donation: £/€ ________________________________

Standing order
To ______________________________________________________________________ Bank plc ___________________________

Branch address _____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Post code ______________________ Account name __________________________________________________________

Sort code _____________________________________________ Account No ________________________________________

Please pay to Weekly Worker, Lloyds A/C No 00744310 sort code 30-99-64, the sum of ___________ every month*/3 months* 

until further notice, commencing on ________________________ This replaces any previous order from this account. (*delete)  

Date _________________________  

Signed _______________________________________________ Name (PRINT) ___________________________________ 

Address ____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

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

New UK subscribers offer: 
3 months for £10

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

months... but please pay more if you can.

Send a cheque or postal order payable to ‘Weekly Worker’ at:  
Weekly Worker, BCM Box 928, 

 London WC1N 3XX

weeklyworker


