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LETTERS

GBL parts 
company
Regrettably, Marc Wadsworth and 
Deborah Hobson from Grassroots Black 
Left have decided to withdraw from the 
steering committee of Labour Against 
the Witchhunt.

This comes after LAW organised a 
lobby of Marc’s disciplinary hearing and 
a very successful #Justice4Marc speaking 
tour in London, Birmingham, Liverpool, 
Chester, Bristol, Swansea and Sheffield 
to protest against his unjust expulsion 
from the Labour Party on April 27. There 
are a number of reports on our website: 
www.labouragainstthewitchhunt.org.

There had been political tensions 
and differences with the comrades 
for a number of months, but they had 
been contained within LAW. However, 
they came to a head at the last event 
in Sheffield on May 23. Marc arrived, 
objecting vocally to the locally agreed 
chair, Lee Rock (who runs Sheffield 
Left List, which organises the Labour 
left across all six Sheffield CLPs and had 
about 30 supporters at the meeting), and 
insisted on a particular black member of 
GBL and Momentum Sheffield chairing 
instead.

However, the local LAW organisers 
objected to her, as at the January AGM of 
Sheffield Momentum she had been one 
of the instigators of a motion to exclude 
all non-Labour members - including, 
explicitly, those who had been expelled 
from the Labour Party for unjust reasons. 
The AGM motion was carried by a very 
small margin and now affects about a 
dozen former members. They can attend 
some (not all) meetings of Sheffield 
Momentum, but are not allowed to vote 
or be elected to any positions - ie, they 
have no membership rights. That would 
now, of course, include Marc Wadsworth.

Huge credit to Jackie Walker, national 
chair of LAW, who pointed out very 
patiently how this local decision - which 
is almost unique among local Momentum 
groups - was in fact an integral part of the 
witch-hunt against the Labour left and 
that she would not accept any chair who 
had voted in favour of it. Lee Rock agreed 
to vacate his position and Jackie chaired 
the meeting instead. Marc, who still 
objected, decided at that point to leave 
the top table and made his contribution 
from the floor. As it turned out, it was a 
very successful meeting, with over 75 
attending and excellent contributions 
from:
l Jewish author Paul Kelemen (who 
exposed the agenda of the pro-Israel lobby);
l Scott Shaw (who was expelled because 
of his association with Socialist Appeal);
l Martin Mayer (who shared fascinating 
stories from his time on the Labour Party 
national executive committee and the 
many “bogus” claims of anti-Semitism 
he witnessed first hand);
l Jackie Walker (who focused on the 
need to develop a comradely, but critical, 
attitude towards Jeremy Corbyn and the 
NEC for not standing up to the witch-hunt: 
“If our leadership does not lead, then we 
have to lead our leaders”).

A couple of days after the meeting, 
GBL sent the following statement to 
LAW:

“Grassroots Black Left has decided 
to withdraw its representatives from the 
Labour Against the Witchhunt steering 
committee. GBL will continue to work 
with individuals and organisations 
in the fight against unjust Labour 
Party suspensions and expulsions, 
as long as they respect the important 
principles of black self-organisation and 
self-determination.

“We will vigorously resist any 
attempts to make GBL subordinate 
to the will of individuals and groups 
who choose to misuse their power or 
positions. While recognising the good 

work LAW has done, particularly by its 
local activists who have helped GBL, 
Jewish Voice for Labour and the Labour 
Representation Committee make the 
#Justice4Marc national speaking tour a 
success, difficulties encountered on the 
LAW SC have made it impossible for us 
to stay on that body.

“A broad-based, non-sectarian, mass 
campaign against the purge is desperately 
needed by all those comrades affected by 
it. GBL notes many of the victims have 
been black people, Muslims and Jews. 
They must therefore be at the heart of 
the fightback. GBL is totally opposed to 
anti-black racism, Islamophobia and anti-
Semitism. But we deplore the cynical 
weaponisation of false accusations of 
anti-Semitism, which have undermined 
the genuine fight against racism and 
support for the Palestinians. When the 
targets have been black, including GBL 
member Marc Wadsworth, this has 
damaged much-needed unity between 
black people and Jewish people.

“We recognise the main objective of 
the right wing, who have been driving 
the purge, is to attack Jeremy Corbyn’s 
progressive leadership of the Labour 
Party. Appeasement and capitulation is 
not the best way to defeat them.

“GBL will continue to work with 
JVL, LRC, Campaign for Labour Party 
Democracy, Red Labour, supportive 
LAW groups and others committed 
to stopping the purge, getting Marc 
reinstated by Labour and the Shami 
Chakrabarti report recommendations 
on the party’s disciplinary procedures 
implemented.”

The LAW steering committee sent the 
following short reply:

“Dear GBL comrades, We regret 
that Grassroots Black Left has decided, 
in its May 27 statement, to withdraw 
its representatives, Marc Wadsworth 
and Deborah Hobson, from the steering 
committee of Labour Against the 
Witchhunt. We hope that GBL and 
LAW can cooperate fully in campaigning 
against all unjust suspensions and 
expulsions of Labour Party members, 
including for the reinstatement of Marc 
Wadsworth.”

It was signed by remaining SC 
members Tony Greenstein, Stan Keable, 
Steve Price, Jackie Walker and Tina 
Werkmann (SC members are elected as 
individuals, not as delegates, by voting 
at membership meetings).

The next LAW membership meeting 
on Saturday June 16 (1pm, Union Tavern, 
52 Lloyd Baker Street, London WC1) will 
undoubtedly discuss this issue, as well as 
the other ongoing disciplinary cases. 
Also on the agenda: preparations for our 
intervention at Labour Party conference, 
other campaigning priorities and our own 
conference in the autumn. More details 
at www.labouragainstthewitchhunt.org.
Tina Werkmann
LAW membership secretary

PCS conference
I wish to respond to points made by 
Carla Roberts concerning the Public 
and Commercial Services union annual 
delegate conference in Brighton (‘Another 
rotten fudge’, May 24) - I was there and 
my involvement in PCS goes back to the 
days of a predecessor union, the CPSA.

It came as a shock to many long-
standing activists such as myself to 
hear that Janice Godrich - just elected 
PCS president for her 17th year - is 
challenging current incumbent Chris 
Baugh for the assistant general secretary 
position, when it comes up for election 
in 2019. They are both members of the 
Socialist Party in England and Wales and 
it is said Janice made no challenge or 
objection when SPEW decided to back 
Chris again for re-election. Both held 
well attended meetings during conference 
and it is said SPEW had invited Janice to 
have a joint public fringe meeting with 
Chris and to debate out her reasons for 
challenging Chris. She refused.

I cannot believe general secretary 
Mark Serwotka publicly backed Janice 

against a serving, elected full-time 
leftwing officer. Surely Chris may have 
a claim for constructive dismissal if he 
resigned his position. As Carla knows, 
it will be the Left Unity faction which 
will decide who to back and, although 
dominated by SPEW, it contains other 
sects, such as the Socialist Workers Party 
and Scottish Socialist Party. Janice may 
well be expelled by SPEW, but fully 
expects to be backed by Left Unity - Chris 
Baugh has already stated he will drop out 
if that happens.

Chris was a main player in creating 
Left Unity, helping defeat the right 
which previously controlled the union 
and creating the democratic culture in 
PCS that is far better than most unions. 
However, his job - having to concentrate 
on financial matters - does not give him 
anything like the high profile enjoyed by 
Mark and Janice in union publications 
and at annual conferences.

Carla thinks there is a political reason 
for Janice challenging Chris, but some 
say it is Mark Serwotka’s succession 
planning for when he secures a Labour 
MP seat in due course. Janice would not 
have much political influence as DGS, 
but would considerably enhance her 
pay and pension in her final years - a 
charge of self-interest she condemns, 
but I cannot see a political justification 
for her taking on such a different role and 
risking expulsion from SPEW.

At conference the Democracy 
Alliance (mainly Left Unity) won, as 
expected, the NEC, president and four 
vice-president positions with, once again, 
just one (Alliance for Workers’ Liberty-
backed) Independent Left candidate 
scraping onto the NEC. But the turnout 
was just 7.5% - a union led by the left for 
17 years that polls ever lower turnouts is 
nothing to be so triumphal about.

Whilst Carla correctly questions 
the way the question of PCS affiliating 
to Labour was phrased in the NEC 
consultation with branches, it is right 
to conclude that two-thirds did not 
want affiliation. Most Weekly Worker 
advocates of affiliation just do not get the 
formidable barrier our political neutrality 
is - observers forget that the government 
is our employer; we’ve had Labour in 
government before and they did us no 
favours. Carla can say Mark Serwotka 
is on record as saying he’d like PCS 
to affiliate to Labour, but at this year’s 
conference he explicitly ruled that out, 
whilst moving the NEC motion calling 
for a consultation with branches on how 
they can deliver votes for a Corbyn/
McDonnell-led Labour government. 
PCS support for Labour will only be 
with those two in the leadership and on 
their current platform. There is no mood 
to join Labour, no matter who is leader. 
That is well-thought-through, advanced 
thinking, not backwardness, as Peter 
Manson likes to declare.

Not one branch decided to submit a 
motion calling on PCS to affiliate and that 
is highly significant, given that a good 
number of members are Labour activists. 
We know PCS would not be a major 
influence in the Labour Party, as I’ve 
said before - if the superunions and their 
millions of pounds in donations, if the 
hundreds of thousands of new members 
have not transformed Labour into a 
socialist party, how can PCS hope to?

Carla is right that the Greater 
Manchester ministry of justice branch 
was mine, but wrong to report it was 
only against affiliation to Labour and 
that it was buried down the agenda - I 
succeeded in my ‘reference back’ to 
getting it listed immediately following 
the NEC’s motion. The motion opposed 
supporting Labour candidates who 
have/will vote for cuts in services, 
was in favour of supporting Labour 
candidates who stand against cuts and 
other candidates of other parties (or 
independents) who stand on policies 
similar to those of PCS. Revealingly I 
was not called - I would have contrasted 
PCS’s campaigning on our ‘There is an 
alternative to austerity’ policy (taken up 

by Corbyn/McDonnell) to the NEC’s 
now contradictory motion A41 of only 
supporting Labour candidates, including 
those who vote for cuts! There was some 
opposition from a Scottish delegate, 
who cited good working relationships 
and support from anti-austerity Scottish 
National Party MSPs, who are now 
apparently to be abandoned.

The Independent Left may well have 
a moribund web page, as Carla stated, but 
they did issue daily bulletins. But there is 
no right grouping in PCS now.

On industrial action, my branch 
motion was ranged against the NEC’s, 
but it was superseded by an emergency 
motion. The differences remained the 
same - my branch members want united 
public-sector action, as agreed at the TUC 
congress last September.

I had tried a reference-back to ensure 
my motion was listed as a ‘general 
debate’, so we’d both get five-minute 
moving speeches and the right of reply, 
but conference voted against having a 
fair debate. I therefore had just three 
minutes to oppose Mark Serwotka’s 
always powerful and carefully pitched 
speech, whilst trying to also argue for 
my motion with no right of reply. Mark 
smirked, knowing his high standing with 
delegates would be enough to easily 
win his position - he was able to say 
that united action is not there despite 
PCS efforts to get it (true enough). He 
concentrated on emphasising the need to 
get the turnout necessary to meet the new 
Tory higher thresholds for strike ballots. 
In a consultative ballot, where members 
could post, email or phone in their vote, 
the turnout was 48.9%. Close, but not 
good enough.

I said to conference that, while my 
branch delivered a 52.2% turnout, my 
members do not believe PCS can win 
alone. There is a lower membership 
caused by the Tories’ check-off attack 
(members having to switch to paying 
their subs by direct debit and 15% 
choosing to leave PCS), plus an army 
of agency staff and members fed up with 
previous ‘day here, day there’ action 
that just petered out, with no victory or 
announcement the action was over.

Not one delegate or Mark suggested 
what our winning strategy should 
be. Mark said that if negotiations fail 
“members will take action sufficient 
to win”. This was not explained. But 
I was easily defeated - delegates near 
unanimously voted to back Mark to ‘do 
something’ over pay.

On other subjects, I opposed motions 
for reserved seats for LGBT, disabled, 
BAME and young members on the 
grounds our current NEC already has 
LGBT, disabled, BAME members and 
possibly even a young member, so we 
have never needed reserved seats. In 
any event the only members of these 
categories that will get on the NEC will 
be those who are in the ‘Democracy 
Alliance pact’. Despite knowing laughter 
from delegates, they overwhelmingly 
voted for reserved seats. Hypocritically 
the NEC then pushed their motion A44 
to have a branch consultation on whether 
to have 50% of NEC seats reserved for 
women in a union where women are 
59% of the membership! I got up again to 
expose this hypocrisy and pointed out the 
Democracy Alliance could only find 11 
women for the NEC this year and would 
have to find 15 to meet 50%. I pointed 
out, to some amusement, that if the NEC 
really want more women they could have 
left spaces open for the three Independent 
Left women that stood this year and any 
independents - or were they the ‘wrong 
women’? Delegates again laughed at my 
observations, but voted to be hypocrites.

Finally and most controversially came 
motion A19 on proposed changes in line 
with the Gender Recognition Act - it 
wanted to push these through without 
delay. I asked conference how many 
delegates present had actually made their 
members aware of this motion before 
their pre-conference mandating meeting? 
Only three hands and mine went up. I 

mentioned that several delegates had 
warned the women’s TUC conference 
earlier this year to be very careful, as 
changing one part of equalities legislation 
can have an adverse impact on other 
equality rights. I mentioned Linda 
Bellos’s comment about whether black 
people present would accept white people 
self-defining as black and therefore 
being able to stand for PCS’s BAME 
reserved seats. I saw a number of black 
delegates shaking their heads - they 
would not accept such self-definition. 
Despite this not one woman, or black 
delegate, or male (or trans) argued against 
A19 or expressed any reservations 
at all. Predictably I was accused of 
transphobic hate speech. Once again, 
no-one from SPEW or the SSP got up 
to oppose, whereas the SWP supports 
self-definition. One delegate did get up 
to object to the way I was treated for 
representing my members - to some 
applause.

Some delegates afterwards told me 
how much they’d enjoyed my lone 
brave stances, but admitted they were 
too scared of being similarly insulted to 
get up and speak. But this was my last 
conference as a delegate, as I will be 60 in 
July and aiming to retire in November. As 
I said in one of my six speeches, identity 
politics was dominating class this year.
Dave Vincent
Manchester

Untold misery
James Linney’s article, ‘Legalise them 
all’ (May 24), was spot on. Legalisation 
of drugs would at a stroke end untold 
misery for millions all over the world, 
including, as he says, in the United 
States and Mexico. However, while he 
refers at the end of the piece to “one 
of capitalism’s own addictions” - to 
“punishment and more specifically to 
imprisonment” - there is more to say 
about the ruling class use of drug laws.

It was put most explicitly perhaps 
by Richard Nixon’s henchman, John 
Ehrlichman, in an interview in 1994: 
“The Nixon campaign in 1968, and the 
Nixon White House after that, had two 
enemies: the anti-war left and black 
people ... We knew we couldn’t make 
it illegal to be either against the war 
or black, but by getting the public to 
associate the hippies with marijuana 
and blacks with heroin, and then 
criminalising both heavily, we could 
disrupt those communities. We could 
arrest their leaders, raid their homes, 
break up their meetings, and vilify them 
night after night on the evening news. 
Did we know we were lying about the 
drugs? Of course we did.”

Illegality has always been about 
politics and control. The banning of 
opium in the US in the early years of 
the 20th century was part of the drive 
to get the Chinese out of the country, 
once they’d finished building the 
railways (the British had, of course, 
made it more or less compulsory for 
the Chinese to use opium in the 19th 
century wars of that name). There was 
a fresh attack on African-Americans 
with Reagan’s war on crack cocaine 
in the 80s.

The results? A heavily militarised 
police force in the US and a massive 
incarceration rate, especially of the 
black and poor. One of the best recent 
books on this is Michelle Alexander’s 
The new Jim Crow: mass incarceration 
in the age of colour-blindness. The new 
opioid crisis seems to affect mainly 
white people - but they’re still poor.

Around the rest of the world the 
‘war on drugs’ has provided excellent 
cover for killing trades unionists, land 
rights campaigners and any other 
people that our rulers find to be a 
nuisance. So, yes, as James says, “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.”
Jim Cook
Reading
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London Communist Forum
Sunday June 3, 5pm: Weekly political report from CPGB Provisional 
Central Committee, followed by open discussion and reading group: 
study of August Nimtz’s Lenin’s electoral strategy from Marx and 
Engels through the revolution of 1905. This meeting: chapter 4, ‘From 
revolution to “coup d’etat”: the second duma’ (continued).
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 June 5, 6.30pm: Series of talks on human origins, Daryll Forde 
seminar room, Anthropology Building, 14 Taviton Street, off Gordon 
Square, London WC1. This meeting: ‘The politics of Eros: how hunter-
gatherer women assert solidarity and power’. Speaker: Morna Finnegan.
Organised by Radical Anthropology Group:  
http://radicalanthropologygroup.org.

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 People’s Assembly: www.thepeoplesassembly.org.uk/.

No to the DFLA
Saturday June 2, 11am: Protest, St Peter’s Square, Manchester M2. 
Mobilise against the Democratic Football Lads Association.
Organised by Stand Up To Racism:
www.facebook.com/events/579296435773942.

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.

Stop the killing
Tuesday June 5, 5.30pm: Protest. Assemble opposite No10 Downing 
Street, Whitehall, London SW1for march to Old Palace Yard, London SW1.
Organised by Palestine Solidarity Campaign: www.palestinecampaign.org.

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 
Saturday June 16, 1pm: National membership meeting, Union Tavern, 
52 Lloyd Baker Street, Clerkenwell, London WC1. 
Organised by Labour Against the Witchhunt:
www.labouragainstthewitchhunt.org/events.

The politics of new Sinn Féin
Tuesday June 19, 7pm: Meeting, the Wellington, 37 Bennetts Hill, 
Birmingham B2. Speaker: Kevin Bean.
Organised by Birmingham Socialist Discussion Group:  
SER14@btinternet.com

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.

Democracy in the Labour Party
Wednesday June 27, 7pm: Public meeting and discussion, Marx 
Memorial Library, 37A Clerkenwell Green, London EC1. At the time of 
the centenary of the 1918 constitution, what does Labour democracy look 
like? Speaker: Claudia Webbe, Islington councillor and member of NEC. 
Organised by Marx Memorial Library: www.marx-memorial-library.org.

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.

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.-

TECHNOLOGY

For your protection
The EU’s data protection law bodes ill for the internet’s 
anarchic side, argues Paul Demarty

It is rare enough when everyone 
becomes aware of some abstruse piece 
of Brussels legislation, but only hermits 

will have avoided a plague of near-iden-
tical emails in the last week or two - all 
citing, a little apologetically, the general 
data protection regulation (GDPR).

This regulation, which has caused all 
this mess, is an attempt to unify existing 
European Union data protection measures 
and beef up enforcement. Substantial 
restrictions have been placed on the 
collection of user information, especially 
‘personally identifying information’ (PII). 
The maximum fine for the most egregious 
violations is the larger out of €20 million 
and 4% of the offending company’s total 
annual revenue. This is an eye-catching 
sum, and goes a long way towards making 
the regulation worth the effort.

Not that you would know it. For, 
although, from the pettiest email newsletter 
to Facebook and Google themselves, we 
have witnessed an orgy of arse-covering, 
the whole business has been a total 
shambles. Facebook’s Mark Zuckerberg 
refused to directly answer MEPs as to 
whether his company is fully compliant; 
all across Silicon Valley and east London 
and Berlin, fingers were being crossed 
when the law came into force on May 25. 
Some American businesses have simply 
ceased serving customers in the EU (there 
is some dispute as to exactly how hard you 
have to try to offload Europeans from your 
site in order to be compliant). Notably, an 
entire stable of newspapers, including the 
Chicago Tribune, went dark for those with 
European IP addresses.

We cannot very well blame the EU for 
all this - the text of the law was agreed two 
years ago, and it is the job of companies to 
pay attention to changes in the regulatory 
environment. The difference between 
the world as it was then - when such a 
regulation was so unimaginable that people 
simply did not take it seriously - to the world 
now that it has been enacted, is an important 
step change in internet history.

If the tech industry is collectively 
wailing and gnashing its teeth over all 
this, it must be viewed as a wholly self-
inflicted injury. There are two primary 
problems GDPR is supposed to address. 
The first is the recurring phenomenon of 
catastrophic data breaches - a great boon 
to identity thieves the world over. Recent 
events have only reconfirmed the need 
for some framework to bring people 
to book for the grotesque negligence 
routinely displayed. We think, perhaps, 
of the Equifax breach last year, which 
compromised the identities of an absolute 
majority of the US population. Equifax 
has basically gotten off scot-free for this 
calamity. The other side of the problem is 
the extraordinary hunger for behavioural 
data exhibited by the major internet 
companies and their wannabe-rivals; 
likewise, the problem has become still 
more stark in the two years since GDPR 
was agreed, with the Cambridge Analytica 
scandal and related phenomena.

There is a popular image - too popular 
by half, really - of the internet as a place 
of wild, anarchic freedom. The lifestyle 
anarchist, Peter Lamborn Wilson - in 
his New Age cod-Sufi mystic guise, 
Hakim Bey - cited the then infant internet 
as the latest in a long line of “pirate 
utopias” - temporary autonomous zones, 
where people could enjoy a burst of 
freedom, even as they were surrounded 
by a rationalised, dehumanised world at 
large. For all the Sufi trinkets, Wilson’s 
schtick is very American, in a quite 
traditional way. Jack Kerouac’s On the 
road takes its hero to San Francisco in 
pursuit of personal authenticity; that quest 
has been domesticated from its wild and 
defiantly macho-male Beat form into the 
output of every marketing department 
in the universe, according to whom full 

self-actualisation is just one jar of vitamin 
supplements away.

What has not changed is the destination 
- California, from which mass internet 
culture most aggressively emanates. So 
much of the language of the technology 
industry is derived from the myth of the 
American west - indeed, the pre-eminent 
advocacy group for the rights of internet 
users in the United States is the Electronic 
Frontier Foundation. Self-congratulation 
on the part of technology’s self-styled 
‘pioneers’ has reached a deafening pitch. 
And if there is one thing free-spirited 
cowboys hate, it is the law.

One-trick ponies
What the recent problems of Facebook and 
friends revealed - and what GDPR brings 
into sharper relief - is that the web giants 
were not so terrifically innovative after 
all. It turns out that quite a few of them 
have been growing fat off of one cheap 
trick: intrusively spying on their users 
and feeding the data to machine learning 
models. Overwhelmingly, the output of the 
latter - despite bluster about smart cities 
and self-driving cars - is more efficient 
targeting of advertising. The scrambled 
responses, the relentless lobbying, the surfeit 
of fuzzy-wuzzy PR all testify to this fact: 
Facebook and Google are not primarily 
engaged in doing anything interesting: 
merely acting - as a recent book on them 
has it - as “attention merchants”.1 

Online advertising is a world of tiny 
margins. Ad space is perilously close to 
worthless - tiny margins matter. Facebook 
and Google compete on better targeting 
adverts at likely eyeballs; such targeting 
must be done automatically, to have a 
chance of scaling to their billions of users, 
but it also must be done quickly. That 
means building those aforementioned 
machine learning systems - or, very often, 
buying them in by acquiring smaller, 
artificial-intelligence-focused start-ups. 
The trouble with machine learning is 
that machines are not awfully good at 
learning. Imagine a young child: she sees 
a squirrel for the first time. Her parents 
tell her: ‘It is a squirrel’. If she sees two 
or three more squirrels, she will be able to 
recognise them instinctively for life. Even 
very sophisticated ML systems, however, 
require vastly more examples before they 
can reliably make correct judgements of 
this kind. The result is the first cause of 
that thirst for data.

The second cause is not so innocently 
‘technical’. Apologists for Silicon Valley 
and its imitators like to point to the 
start-up scene as an indication of its 
great life-giving potential for a plainly 
ailing capitalism. If we look at how a 
venture capital-backed start-up actually 
succeeds, we find something very different 
- monopoly. Investors will light their 
money on fire for years only if the payoff 
is going to be massive, and it is well 
understood that the massive payoffs 
come in two basic shapes. One: the 
business attains an unassailable monopoly 
over some market. Two: the business 
is acquired by an incumbent at a large 
valuation, reinforcing the incumbent’s 
monopolistic position.

This only works, of course, if a 
business is defensible - that is, there has 
to be something to stop another start-up 
coming along and doing the same thing, 
but for five cents a month cheaper, and 
another one after that. This is where 
the data comes in - combined with the 
technical limitations of present-day AI 
systems, getting there first, and getting a 
lot of users quickly, in a market where AI 
gives a sufficiently dramatic advantage, 
can give you a monopolistic position.

Attracting the attention of regulators 
is not part of the plan, but it was quite 
inevitable. It is difficult to suppress a 
smile at the difficulties the monopolistic 

web companies are facing right now, as 
their grubby little business model faces its 
first serious challenge. Certainly, when it 
comes to the matter of data breaches, there 
is no less a need for serious regulatory 
oversight than there is - for example - in 
food hygiene. Too many companies have 
exposed millions of people to the risk of 
large-scale fraud and have been let off 
with nothing more than a roasting in the 
tech press.

Serving society
The problems with the GDPR come from 
the other half of it: the question of privacy. 
We are talking, after all, about a regulation 
that is a direct successor to the infamous 
‘right to be forgotten’, whereby people can 
petition Google to remove unfavourable 
search results about them. It is worth 
noting that the House of Lords tacked on 
an amendment to the Data Protection Act, 
which enacts the GDPR in British law, that 
would allow people to issue subject access 
requests to newspapers, compelling them 
to offer up all the information held about 
them - at a stroke abolishing the anonymous 
source (the government demurred, in 
deference to the sensibilities of its friends 
in the press, and the act passed without that 
amendment). We cannot imagine what such 
a bunch of ultra-establishment flunkies and 
apparatchiks as the Lords could possibly 
want to have ‘forgotten’ by right …

Even with its worst excesses excised, 
the law is based on regrettable premises. 
As is usual in bourgeois society, what 
is prized is the right to be left alone - 
‘forgotten’, indeed. The techno-utopian 
bluster about the anarchic web had its 
grain of truth, which is that the emergence 
of the internet foisted an unwelcome dose 
of transparency onto powerful apparatuses 
that were not accustomed to not being 
able to silence critics. As long as it was 
not understood how to control things, 
things were not controlled effectively; 
all manner of highly productive mischief 
could follow.

There is a certain undertone to the 
moral panics about Facebook and friends 
which delegitimises them, insofar as they 
allow content disliked by their mainstream 
critics. It is ‘Russian trolls’ who are the 
problem, not Obama activists, when it 
comes to exploiting Facebook’s targeting 
features in more or less identical ways. 
We cannot, of course, expect the web 
monopolists to actually fight back: there 
is no money in it. Google and Facebook 
have been happily engaged in cosy 
arrangements with authoritarian regimes 
for as long as they have followed the scent 
of money in such directions - all while 
claiming, naturally, to be the camel’s nose 
of democracy under the tent of tyranny, 
or whatever the favoured metaphor of 
neoliberal idiots is nowadays.

We are losing, then, that primordial 
moment of freedom that followed from 
the communicative capacity of the human 
race taking a dramatic dialectical leap 
upwards over the last 20 or 30 years. 
What we would do well to discard along 
with that loss is the myth that such a 
technological transformation will ever 
do the work for us at the social level. 
There are those toting decentralisation of 
social media and similar services as ‘the 
answer’ to surveillance capitalism and 
digital media monopolies; there is a large 
overlap with cryptocurrency enthusiasts, 
and both outlooks are wrong for the 
same reason. You cannot design, at the 
level of software or hardware, a truly free 
world. Technology is the servant of social 
organisation, not its master l

paul.demarty@weeklyworker.co.uk
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IRELAND

Even better than expected
The left has been timorous when it comes to fighting for abortion rights. Now it should go onto the offensive 
and demand a secular constitution, along with the confiscation of church wealth, writes Eddie Ford

As expected, the Republic of 
Ireland voted on May 25 to 
repeal the eighth amendment 

of the constitution which outlawed 
abortion. But what was not so widely 
predicted was the margin of victory: 
66.4% to 33.6% - a “landslide” that 
saw only Donegal vote to retain the 
amendment by 51.9% to 48.11. This is 
only to be welcomed, of course.

Now the Oireachtas (parliament) 
has to pass a law repealing the country’s 
statutory ban, which exists separately 
from the constitution, and set up a 
new legal system for abortion. Leo 
Varadkar, the prime minister who 
campaigned vigorously to scrap the 
amendment, has already released 
a draft bill that would remove all 
restrictions on abortions for the first 
12 weeks of pregnancy - but afterwards 
it will only be permitted under very 
specific circumstances (if the woman’s 
health were in serious danger, for 
example), which actually brings Irish 
law roughly in line with regulations 
across the European Union.

In other words, it will be a medical-
led service, but with GPs, obstetricians 
and gynaecologists having the right to 
“conscientiously object” to providing 
terminations. Simon Harris, the 
minister for health, has pledged to 
allow for doctors to object in a similar 
clause available in the Protection of 
Life During Pregnancy Act.2 Anyhow, 
Varadkar hopes to pass the new law 
by the end of the year and it is almost 
inconceivable that the Oireachtas 
would chuck out the draft bill and vote 
to retain the eighth amendment - first 
passed in 1983, then amended in 
1992 to allow Irish women to travel 
abroad for an abortion. The relevant 
section, which declares that “the 
state acknowledges the right to life 
of the unborn”, will be replaced by 
the following text: “Provision may 
be made by law for the regulation of 
termination of pregnancy.”

Of course, abortion will remain 
illegal until the Oireachtas passes the 
draft legislation and ‘pro-lifers’ will 
not give up the battle - no way.

Discredited
For all the obvious restrictions that will 
continue despite the referendum and the 
proposed new law, the decriminalisation 
of abortion will bring more fundamental 
change to Irish society and politics. 
Between 1980 and 2016, approximately 
170,000 Irish women travelled to Britain 
(and, in smaller numbers, to other EU 
countries) to get an abortion - a fairly 
staggering statistic, when you consider 
that the country’s total population today 
is a little under five million.

Far more importantly still, however, 
the referendum result represents a 
further loosening of the deadly grip 
of the Catholic church - which ever 
since partition and the formation of 
the ‘free state’ in 1922 has exerted a 
corrupting influence over the state, 
doing its utmost to keep society mired 
in backwardness and fear. First there 
was the election to president in 1990 of 
an openly secular liberal lawyer, Mary 
Robinson, then five years later there 
was the referendum that removed the 
constitutional prohibition on divorce - 
even if it just scraped through by 50.3% 
to 49.7%. Next, three years ago, we had 
the referendum on same-sex marriage 
that was approved by 62.0%. And 
now the abortion referendum, which 
hopefully is another nail in the coffin 
of the church’s hold over the state - 
thoroughly discredited by decades of 
scandals involving sexual abuse and 
illegal adoptions - including the sale of 

a baby to an American couple.3

Indeed, the list of those organisations 
and parties that endorsed a ‘no’ vote 
during the referendum tells you almost 
all you need to know about the nature of 
that campaign and the politics behind 
it: Irish Catholic Bishops Conference, 
Presbyterian Church in Ireland, 
Islamic Cultural Centre of Ireland,  
the Orange Order … the bringing 
together of almost all denominations on 
a common reactionary platform. As for 
the Church of Ireland, it tried - albeit 
not particularly successfully - to sit on 
the fence by calling for the Oireachtas 
to be given responsibility for abortion 
legislation, but opposing unrestricted 
abortion up to 12 weeks.

On the other side, so to speak, was 
Sinn Féin, the Communist Party of 
Ireland, Green Party, Labour Party, 
Solidarity-People Before Profit, Irish 
Congress of Trade Unions, etc. Both 
Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael refused 
to adopt a formal party position on 
the grounds that its members should 
exercise a “freedom of conscience 
vote”. In fact, 31 of Fianna Fáil’s 
TDs and senators posed for a 
photograph showing their opposition 
to repealing the eighth - over half of 
the parliamentary party. Nonetheless, 
leader Micheál Martin prominently 
supported ‘yes’ and, along with Sinn 
Féin leader and Dublin Central TD 
Mary Lou McDonald, was one of the 
two speakers for the campaign in the 
final televised debate before the vote. 
Senior Fine Gael members came out 
early for ‘yes’ and the party collectively 
threw its weight behind Together for 
Yes rather than putting up its own 
posters and other propaganda material.

Sinn Féin’s stance on the referendum 
is particularly interesting, as it is 
entirely inconsistent - if not downright 
contradictory. Though it supported 
repealing the eighth amendment, party 
policy as currently constituted does not 
actually support the decriminalisation 
of abortion and remains formally 
opposed to terminations up to 12 
weeks. Traditionally, as some of our 
readers will know, SF has resisted 
all notions of extending legalised 
abortion to Northern Ireland - Martin 
McGuinness declaring at various times 
that “Sinn Féin is not in favour of 
abortion” and boasting how the party 
has successfully resisted “any attempt 

to bring the British 1967 Abortion Act 
to the north”. Apparently, this was 
because SF is motivated by “what we 
believe is good for our people” - though 
obviously they were not so concerned 
about what was “good” for the many 
hundreds of women who, like women 
from the south, travel abroad for 
abortions. But, being an “unashamedly 
populist” organisation, to use the 
words of leading party strategist and 
ideologue Eoin Ó Broin in 2014, it saw 
which way the wind was blowing and 
backed the ‘yes’ campaign.

Of course, this means that the 
party’s stance is now totally untenable 
and - hardly surprisingly - McDonald 
has said she will bring a new party 
policy to an ard fheis (conference) in 
June. This would allow for access to 
abortion within the first 12 weeks of 
pregnancy, in line with the referendum 
result and the new legislative proposals 
put forward by the government.4 There 
needs to be “unity” in abortion laws 
across the whole island of Ireland, she 
has argued, saying the party’s position 
on this issue is “evolving”.

Impact
The result has had an immediate impact 
on British politics - leaving Theresa May 
in a very awkward position and adding 
to her already burgeoning Brexit woes. 
The change in Irish law will soon leave 
Northern Ireland as the only part of either 
the UK or Ireland where abortion is illegal 
unless there is a serious risk to a woman’s 
life or health - the 1967 Abortion Act has 
never applied to the statelet.

But the Democratic Unionist Party, 
which is propping up May’s minority 
government, was quick to state that the 
abortion vote in Ireland will have “no 
impact” on Northern Ireland - the ban 
will continue. With almost indecent 
haste, the British government rushed 
to back up the DUP’s position on the 
grounds that the UK government has 
agreed it will not normally legislate 
on matters that are the responsibility 
of devolved administrations without 
their consent - abortion being one of 
those issues in Northern Ireland. No 
direct rule from Westminster.

The only problem, being, of course, 
that Northern Ireland has been without 
a government since January 2017 
after the power-sharing deal between 
the DUP and Sinn Féin collapsed. 

Breedagh Hughes, Northern Ireland’s 
regional director for the Royal College 
of Midwives, acerbically complained 
that no-one was speaking up for the 
“pro-choice majority” in Northern 
Ireland and the only way to give them 
a voice was through a referendum in 
the Six Counties too. “We have 12 
Democratic Unionist MPs whose views 
do not reflect the majority opinion on 
the abortion question,” Hughes said. 
“We have Sinn Féin MPs who don’t 
take their seats at Westminster. We 
don’t have a functioning local assembly 
which could take this issue on again.”

May is now under increasing 
pressure to row back from her initial 
position - including from some within 
her own cabinet uneasy at the DUP’s 
stonewalling and the current law in 
Northern Ireland. About 160 MPs 
have backed a cross-party letter, 
championed by the Labour MP Stella 
Creasy, saying the government should 
legislate to bring Northern Ireland into 
line with the rest of the UK. Creasy has 
proposed amendments to a forthcoming 
Domestic Violence Bill, which in 
theory would provide a legislative 
mechanism to do precisely that. If 
there was a free vote in parliament 
on this matter, it would surely be 
overwhelmingly passed.

At this stage it is not clear which 
way the prime minister will jump, but 
it is hard to imagine her alienating her 
DUP allies - a risky path that could 
possibly end up with her losing her 
job or even triggering a new general 
election. The nightmare scenario. At 
the weekend, the prime minister’s 
spokesman merely reiterated that 
abortion law was a devolved matter. 
But, since the government thinks 
the UK parliament should not be 
legislating on this matter on its own 
because of devolution, the spokesman 
did not rule out the possibility that the 
government could tell its MPs to vote 
against any amendments calling for 
liberalisation of the abortion laws or 
a referendum.

Moderation
Leo Varadkar, naturally enough, 
described the referendum result as “the 
culmination of a quiet revolution that’s 
taken place in Ireland for the past 10 or 
20 years” - the people “have said we 
want a modern constitution for a modern 
country” and “that we trust women 
and we respect them to make the right 
decision and the right choices about 
their own healthcare”. Whilst there are 
elements of truth to this statement, there 
is also a lot of humbug. At the end of 
the day, Catholic church aside, abolition 
of the abortion ban was the mainstream 
position - not an anti-establishment 
stance, as he implied.

The Irish establishment as a whole, 
however, has not made a made a break 
with the Catholic church. Rather it has 
distanced itself - it had no choice if it 
wanted to retain some sort of credibility; 
anything else would have been suicidal. 
Varadkar, for all his wide smiles and 
modernist sheen, is an opportunist who 
has slickly used the language of the 
pro-choice movement to cast himself 
as a progressive and boost his own 
popularity. As for Micheál Martin, he 
may have gone out on a limb to support 
‘yes’ this time round, but he was the 
instigator of the 1992 referendum to 
tighten the eighth amendment. There 
have clearly been a number of ‘road 
to Damascus’ conversions by various 
members of the establishment - all 
totally sincere, it goes without saying.

Therefore the referendum victory, 
important as it obviously is, should not 

be exaggerated. After all, Ireland has 
an openly gay prime minister, but he 
is a strong supporter of neoliberalism 
- hardly a radical. As we have seen 
many times with regard to anti-
racism, gay rights and other issues, 
the establishment can quickly move to 
colonise territory previously thought to 
be the preserve of the left.

Alas, as this publication has 
chronicled in some detail over the 
years, the Irish left has a long and 
wretched history of tailism and studied 
‘moderation’ - especially when it 
comes to abortion. The Brit left almost 
looks like steely-eyed Bolsheviks by 
comparison. Taking one example out 
of many, the Socialist Workers Party 
in Ireland stood three of its members 
as People Before Profit candidates 
in the May 24 2007 general election. 
However, our SWP comrades argued 
that they did not want to put off 
‘pro-lifers’ from joining the PBPA by 
making abortion rights a policy - how 
principled! Rather predictably, the SWP 
in Ireland eventually gave up the ghost, 
changing its name to Socialist Workers 
Network and virtually dissolving itself 
into People Before Profit - start with 
a whimper, end with a whimper. The 
Socialist Party of Ireland too was very 
reluctant to mention abortion rights in 
its election manifestos, presumably as it 
did not want to upset backward workers 
with such ‘premature’ ideas - here was 
the SP displaying its usual sterling 
leadership qualities.

On the other hand, communists do 
not prevaricate or equivocate on this 
question. We in the CPGB demand 
that abortion must be available ‘as 
soon as possible, as late as necessary’. 
Women alone should decide their fate, 
not the state or church - or doctors, 
for that matter. But our demands go 
way beyond that. At the moment we 
have a monstrous situation in Ireland 
where the Catholic church has a near 
complete stranglehold over primary 
education, with 92.7% of schools 
under their control (only 1% are run 
by organisations not affiliated to any 
particular religion or denomination). 
The situation with secondary schools 
is not much better - voluntary schools 
have long dominated secondary 
education, most of them owned by 
the Catholic church.

Naturally, communists demand 
complete separate of church and 
state, no privileging of one faith over 
another or those of no faith. This 
means scrapping those parts of the 
Irish constitution which enshrine a 
“special position” for the Catholic 
church.5 We therefore demand the 
confiscation of church schools, landed 
estates, hospitals, clinics, residential 
homes, office buildings, everything 
not directly associated with acts of 
worship. According to the 2009 Ryan 
report into child abuse the Catholic 
church in Ireland sits on assets worth 
nearly €4billion, wealth that has been 
accumulated through exploitation and 
oppression over the generations l

eddie.ford@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thirty-sixth_
Amendment_of_the_Constitution_Bill_2018.
2. www.irishtimes.com/news/politics/medical-
professionals-will-be-able-to-object-to-providing-
terminations-1.3382792.
3. www.irishexaminer.com/ireland/illegal-
adoptions-including-sale-of-baby-known-to-hse-
since-2012-469798.html.
4. www.irishnews.com/news/2018/05/25/news/
unity-in-abortion-laws-needed-across-ireland-
says-sinn-fe-in-leader-1338368.
5. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fifth_
Amendment_of_the_Constitution_of_Ireland.

Celebrating the result

4 weekly 

May 31 2018 1205 worker



Beyond the border quandary
Brexit is in the interest of neither British nor Irish capital, writes James Harvey

Throughout all the twists and turns 
of the Brexit negotiations over 
the last year, one item - the Irish 

border - has moved from its recent 
obscurity to become one of the major 
themes of the controversy surrounding 
Britain’s future relationship with the 
European Union.

Much of the debate initially turned on 
seemingly narrow technical aspects of 
customs and immigration control along 
the notoriously porous 499-kilometre 
border. Politicians who previously could 
not distinguish Omagh from Armagh 
have all of a sudden become experts on 
the intricacies of cross-border trade or 
the mechanisms of customs regulation. 
Obscure provincial towns and rolling 
farmland on both sides of the Irish border 
have been treated to fact-finding visits 
by British minsters and EU negotiators - 
although, needless to say, not in the same 
place or at the same time.1

Amidst the unwanted attention given 
to these contemporary ‘dreary steeples’ 
along the Irish border, the Irish and 
British media have been unable to resist 
joining in the fun: immigration minster 
Caroline Nokes’ admission to the House 
of Commons Northern Ireland committee 
that she had not read the Good Friday 
agreement and Jacob Rees-Moggs’ lame 
performance on the nature of the Irish 
border during a television interview 
were widely mocked as evidence of the 
ignorance and incompetence at the heart 
of the British establishment’s approach to 
Brexit.2 Politicians and commentators on 
both sides of the Irish Sea have lined up to 
join in the jingoistic chorus in support of 
their governments and in condemnation 
of the chauvinism of the other side.3 Thus, 
whilst Rees-Mogg compares Brexit to the 
historical triumphs of Crécy, Agincourt 
and Waterloo - “We win all these things” 
-leading Irish liberal commentator Fintan 
O’Toole responds by arguing that Brexit 
is a “tragic folly” and nearly the maddest 
thing England has ever done (apparently 
only trumped by the Hundred Years 
War).4

However, when we get down to the 
details of how Brexit will affect the Irish 
border and future economic relations 
between Britain and Ireland, the rhetoric 
both becomes much sharper and more 
closely embroiled with the current 

political stasis in Northern Ireland. Thus 
David Davis tries to suggest that Fine 
Gael (famously the most anti-republican 
party south of the border) is now dancing 
to Sinn Féin’s tune when it comes to 
Brexit.5 In response taoiseach Leo 
Varadkar dismissed Davis’s remarks 
as “strange and inaccurate” and in the 
process strengthened his standing as 
a staunch defender of Irish national 
interests.6 Furthermore, continued 
insistence by Varadkar, as a crucial 
summit of EU leaders approaches in 
June, that “there can be no Brexit deal 
without assurances that will be no 
hard border on our island” was widely 
applauded in Dublin and further added 
to his newly acquired reputation for 
putting it up to the British.7

So behind the manufactured outrage 
of the tabloids and the chauvinistic 
rhetoric of politicians, what are we to 
make of this latest episode in the Brexit 
drama? Let us begin by looking at the 
significance of the border, especially for 
the Irish ruling class, as represented by 
the Fine Gael government. Not only will 
Brexit transform the Irish border into a 
new land frontier between the European 
Union and the United Kingdom, but 
it also has the potential to seriously 
disrupt and fundamentally reshape 
long-established political and economic 
relationships between the Irish state and 
the UK - such as the Common Travel 
Area, which allows free movement of 
citizens between the two jurisdictions.8

Furthermore if Britain suffered 
punitive tariffs and other restrictions 
on trade as a result of Brexit, the Irish 
economy would be very badly hit indeed. 
Irish exports to the United Kingdom 
currently amount to 17% of total GDP: 
Ireland’s important agri-business sector 
sells 41% of its output to British and 
Northern Irish customers. The imposition 
of a new customs regime and a hard 
border would likewise be seriously 
disruptive to cross-border trade, currently 
estimated at £65 billion annually.9

Politically, Dublin governments 
have acted in close concert with London 
since the establishment of the Irish 
Free State in 1922, especially when 
it came to countering the threat of 
militant republicanism across the 
island.10 This was never more apparent 

than during the peace process, when 
the close partnership of the two states 
successfully drew the Provisionals 
into the political mainstream and 
staged-managed the negotiations that 
produced the Good Friday agreement.11 
The Dublin-London relationship has 
been key in containing and stabilising 
conflict in the Six Counties since the 
early 1970s.

Ireland’s Brexit 
question
Judging from the alarmist rhetoric on 
all sides, not only are these “historic 
achievements” of the peace process 
now put in danger , but the fundamental 
alignment between the two states 
also appears to have been called into 
question by Brexit.12 For many the Irish 
government’s determined positioning 
alongside its fellow members of the EU 
during the negotiations with the UK marks 
a significant historical reorientation for 
the Irish state and its economy.13

Given the  c lose  economic 
relationship between Ireland and 
Britain, and the interconnectedness 
of the two economies on the island, 
especially in the agri-business sector, 
it is hardly surprising that Irish 
business and financial interests were 
strongly opposed to Brexit before the 
referendum in Britain. Former taoiseach 
Enda Kenny famously worked closely 
with David Cameron to secure a deal 
that would keep Britain in the EU and 
during the referendum campaign Irish 
ministers and diplomats laboured 
tirelessly to persuade voters in Britain 
(especially the Irish community) to vote 
‘remain’.14 This policy was clearly in 
the political and economic interests of 
both the Irish and British ruling classes 
- above all in Northern Ireland, where 
the two states shared a fundamental 
common concern in maintaining their 
hard-won post-1998 status quo.

Thus the Irish ruling class seems to 
be pulled in two directions: its interests 
in political stability north of the border 
and those close economic ties suggest 
a very soft Brexit and some form of 
continued alignment with Britain;15 
however, Varadkar’s publicly expressed 
position seems to be heading on an 

opposite course towards “ever closer 
union” with the other members of the 
EU 27.16 This could easily be dismissed 
as a negotiating position, part of a 
choreographed sham fight designed 
to ultimately produce the softest of 
Brexits, which meets the interest of both 
Irish and British capitalism.17 Whilst 
this accurately defines the underlying 
aims of the Irish, British and European 
ruling classes, Varadkar’s willingness 
to play hardball and hold the EU’s 
hard line on the soft border is about 
more than furthering his own electoral 
popularity.18

Rather what Ireland’s Brexit question 
reveals is a particular form of political 
crisis inherent in the contemporary 
conjuncture in both the 26 counties and 
the northern state l
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Not fooling around
As we enter the very last day 

of our May fighting fund, 
we have just crept over the 
£1,750 finishing line, thanks to 
a last-minute bank transfer from 
comrade SD.

He writes: “You say we need to 
put our money where our mouth 
is, so now I have.” And a quick 
look at the Weekly Worker’s online 
statement proved he wasn’t fooling 
around - a brilliant £100! Apart 
from that though, all I had to 
crow about was four standing 
orders - from JT (£50), GT (£15), 
SS and RL (£10 each). But not to 
worry - the below-par weekly total 
of £185 was enough to get us there 
with £29 to spare, as the running 
total now stands at £1,779.

We could well get a little higher 
yet, if more donations come in 
over the last few hours of May, but 
the main thing now is to try and 
ensure that we keep making our 
target - in particular our target for 
June’s fighting fund, which is just 
about to start. We rely entirely on 
the support of our readers, as well 
as our small team of volunteers, 
to produce this paper every week.

And the fact that we keep on 
getting there lets us know that our 
efforts are appreciated. l

Robbie Rix

Fighting fund

A hard border and a hard Brexit go together
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STRATEGY

May 68 to colour revolutions
The left has used the May 68 événements as evidence for a distorted concept of revolution, argues Mike 
Macnair. By doing so it has even endorsed ‘revolutions’ in the service of reaction. This is an edited 
version of a talk given to the May 27 London Communist Forum

It is, of course, 50 years since 1968, 
and May 68 has attracted a lot of 
anniversary coverage. Some of it 

is perhaps sanitised. For example, the 
London Review of Books of May 24 
features on its front page a truncated 
version of the slogan, “Ho, Ho, Ho 
Chi Minh, we will fight, we will 
win - London, Paris, Rome, Berlin” 
- dropping the reference to Ho Chi 
Minh. Events in Vietnam have made 
the full version a little less attractive 
in 2018. The story for this headline is 
a six-page interview with Tariq Ali - 
which is all about Tariq Ali and not 
very much about 1968.

I have myself already written two 
articles on 1968. The first, in 2008, 
covered the grand narrative of the 
Tet Offensive, the Prague Spring and 
May 68, and the way in which these 
events taken together produced a 
‘charter for Pabloism’ - a particular 
variant of Trotskyism - and the more 
general features of the orientation of the 
Mandelite Trotskyists and the western 
soft Maoists.1 The second article, in 
2013, was more specifically about the 
événements, and the sense in which 
standard left stories overstated the 
depth of the crisis. In 2008 Jack Conrad 
wrote a five-part series on the issues in 
this paper, which he has reprised in a 
recent supplement.2 So this talk will not 
be about the details. It will focus more 
on what has been assumed by the far 
left about the meaning of ‘revolution’ 
and its implications.

In some respects May 68 in France 
was very like a revolutionary crisis, but 
it lasted just over three weeks - it started 
on May 6 and was all over by May 30.3 
On that day a million rightwingers 
turned out on the streets of Paris, and 
president Charles de Gaulle challenged 
the Parti Communiste Français and the 
trade unions with the threat of civil 
war, making it clear he was prepared 
for such an eventuality. He suggested 
the alternative of a general election 
and understandably they declined the 
first challenge (and went on to lose the 
general election).

May 68 had the symptoms of a 
revolutionary crisis in certain respects, 
in the sense that there was an enormous 
mobilisation, in that even soldiers in 
the army’s intelligence centre were 
themselves out on strike! There was 
panic among the elite, but this was 
incredibly short-lived. Compare this, on 
the one hand, with the ‘creeping May’ 
in Italy. This began in 1967 and went 
on for over several years, but nobody 
characterised it as a revolutionary 
crisis, although it certainly provoked 
real concerns about the stability of 
the Italian state. Or, on the other hand, 
with the period in between the defeat 
of Labour’s anti-union ‘In place of 
strife’ proposals in 1969, and the 
restabilisation of British politics under 
Harold Wilson in 1974-76 through a 
concordat with the union leadership. 
In 1974 there was talk about a possible 
coup within the state core.

More spectacular was the Portuguese 
revolution of 1974-76. There was 
a coup, an attempted counter-coup, 
general strikes, great instability with a 
succession of provisional governments, 
and the Catholic church turning out 
everyone it could under the banner 
of the Socialist Party! So by contrast 
the crisis in France was broad, but not 
deep - things restabilised very quickly 
indeed.

In my 2008 article I made the 
standard point that 1968 was also the 
year of the Tet offensive in Vietnam, 

which graphically demonstrated that 
the United States’ ‘counterinsurgency’ 
strategy was not all it was made out 
to be. The US thought it had won in 
autumn 1967, but the Tet offensive - 
although in itself it was a defeat for the 
Vietcong - demonstrated that the US 
had not won at all. This was a crucial 
step on the road to an acute crisis of 
the American state and army, with the 
US eventually scuttling out of Saigon 
in 1975.

It was also the year of the ‘Prague 
spring’. This too helped provide the 
charter for Trotskyism, because the 
Prague spring was represented by the 
Trotskyists as part of the process of the 
political revolution. This imagined an 
underlying dynamic in the Soviet and 
related regimes towards the working 
class taking power. The Trotskyists 
believed that they were seeing the 
political revolution in Hungary in 1956, 
in Czechoslovakia in 1968 and then 
Poland in 1980-81, but by that time 
the notion that we were witnessing 
a political revolution was beginning 
to feel decidedly strained - it became 
clear fairly quickly to anyone prepared 
to read the US press that Solidarność, 
starting as a trade union, had become 
a Polish nationalist organisation 
basically animated by the Catholic 
church - something very different from 
a workers’ formation.

In reality Hungary 56 was like May 
68, in the sense that the Trotskyists 
only saw the workers’ struggles, 
which lasted three or four weeks in 
the immediate aftermath of the second 
Soviet intervention - there had not 
previously been independent action of 
the working class. Once again it was 
a Hungarian nationalist movement 
closely associated with the Catholic 
church which appealed for aid from 
Nato (but did not get it - the Americans 
were not desperately keen on starting 
a third world war in 1956, especially 
after the French, British and Israeli 
intervention in Egypt of the same year).

Nonetheless, it is the case that there 
was not a prolonged mass struggle of 

the working class in Hungary 56. There 
was a student movement, followed 
by a succession of rightward-moving 
governments, which provoked the 
Soviet intervention. Only then was 
there working class resistance - actually 
led by social democrat and syndicalist 
militants, who were survivors from 
before the creation of the Hungarian 
Stalinist regime.

Richard Vinen has recently 
published a book - The Long 68: 
radical protest and its enemies.4 
Reviewers have characterised Vinen 
as “balanced” on Vichy France, and 
“dispassionate” on Thatcher’s Britain, 
which are forms of code for the ‘Tory 
interpretation of history’,5 and Vinen’s 
book on 1968 displays the usual 
rhetorical techniques and assumptions 
of the Tory interpretation (the natural 
conservative majority, the illusory 
quality of internationalism, political 
action primarily animated by personal 
ambition, and so on). He almost makes 
the mass strikes disappear. In order 
to construct his narrative, Vinen has 
to artificially limit his description 
to the main industrial countries - he 
talks about the United States, France, 
Germany, Britain and Italy, but he does 
not discuss third-world countries at all, 
or Czechoslovakia, for example.

It was, however, an international 
moment, which helped shape the far 
left. It also helped shape the ‘official’ 
Communist Party of Great Britain 
- communist parties generally were 
divided between what later became 
Eurocommunists, on the one hand, 
and ‘tankie’ supporters of Soviet 
intervention in Czechoslovakia, on the 
other. The point is that 1968, whatever 
it was, did reshape leftwing politics. I 
wrote more widely about that in my 
2008 article.

Nevertheless, Vinen is certainly 
right that there was a “long 68” which 
began before 1968 and continued well 
afterwards. He focuses on that period, 
but comments in passing that: “No 
account of 1968 can ignore the late 
1990s, when some 68ers - Joschka 

Fischer, Bill Clinton and Jack Straw - 
held high office.”6 This is a matter of 
considerable importance. Commenting 
on the 1962 Port Huron statement of the 
US Students for a Democratic Society, 
Walter A McDougall remarks:

The way out, SDS imagined, was 
through “the simultaneous creation 
of international rule-making and 
enforcement machinery beginning 
under the United Nations, and the 
gradual transfer of sovereignties - such 
as national armies and national 
determination of ‘international’ 
law - to such machinery”. Thus did 
SDS anticipate Bill Clinton’s Assertive 
Multilateralism and humanitarian 
intervention.7

68er Jack Straw similarly adopted his 
contemporary Robin Cook’s tag of 
an “ethical foreign policy” to justify 
Blairite interventionism ...8

Revolution
My focus here is on a specific aspect 
of the lessons drawn from 1968: the 
question of ‘revolution’ and the idea 
of the ‘revolutionary left’. I posit an 
understanding of ‘revolution’: that it 
means the overthrow of a constitution, 
of a state order, which is broken up 
and replaced by a new state order. It is 
immaterial for that purpose whether 
this takes the form of masses on the 
barricades, the storming of the Bastille 
or equivalent events, or some other form.

In 1688, for example, the leaders 
of the bourgeoisie in England invited 
the Dutch to invade, which they did, 
and then the bourgeoisie organised 
a series of violent and tumultuous 
demonstrations alongside that invasion. 
There were full-scale civil wars in 
Scotland and Ireland, but without the 
Dutch invasion there would not have 
been a revolution.

The constitution was overthrown, 
t h e  a b s o l u t e  m o n a r c h y  w a s 
categorically defeated, the whole of 
the upper judiciary was sacked, the 
Lord Chancellor and Lord Chief Justice 

of King’s Bench died in jail awaiting 
trial, the Chief Justice of Common 
Pleas fled with his royal master to 
France ... Parliament now became the 
dominant form of government. The 
Bank of England was invented; there 
was a massive expansion of companies 
and finance and the emergence of the 
London stock market. That was a 
bourgeois revolution - the culminating 
element of the bourgeois revolution 
had already begun in the 1640s-50s 
(this also involved leaders of the 
parliamentary opposition, which in 
1637-38 had asked the old enemy, the 
Scots, to invade and occupy northern 
England until the king was forced to 
summon parliament).

How revolution occurs is not the 
essence of the matter. The essence is 
whether the state order is overthrown, 
as it is in England in 1641-49 and again 
in 1688, as it is in France in 1789, 
1830 and 1848, as it is in Germany 
in 1918 (in spite of the fact that this 
did not bring about the revolution that 
communists wanted to achieve). So a 
revolution does not have to take the 
form of street fighting, barricades, 
etc. If the state order is overthrown 
and new state forms apt to control by a 
rising class replace it, a rapid social and 
economic transition becomes possible. 
If the old state order is maintained, in 
contrast, the state will intervene against 
new economic experiments.

However, that is not the way the far 
left has tended to think about revolution 
and revolutionary strategy. The way it 
thinks about it is shaped by 1968 - in 
particular the events of May 68 in 
France - but it is also shaped by the 
experience of the much smaller far left 
in the period from 1948-49 through the 
cold war. It was shaped by the character 
of the cold war regime and ideology.

Cold war ideology, as it developed, 
was governed by the decision of the 
United States not to go for World War 
III. The Marshall Plan was originally 
designed in 1948 as a prelude to World 
War III. The expectation was that the 
east European countries would be 

Jacques Villeglé, ‘Rue du Temple 1968’: the title of this work is the Paris address from which the artist removed these torn 
movie posters and political notices. He pasted the layers of fragmentary colour, words and images onto canvas 
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included in Marshall aid and that US 
troops would then be able to move into 
eastern Europe as a preliminary to the 
overthrow of the Soviet Union. But it 
did not work out like that, basically 
because of the Chinese Revolution, 
which was a disaster as far as US 
strategic orientation was concerned. 
The US now had to develop a policy 
of containment of both the USSR and 
China.

That policy came with US support 
for rightwing leaders of trade unions 
and social democracy in western 
Europe, but also with US acceptance 
of a large degree of protectionism 
by European countries, by Japan, by 
the US client, South Korea, by Latin 
American countries - and therefore 
the acceptance also of a number of 
nationalistic military regimes - the 
USA in 1956 actually backed Egyptian 
president Gamal Abdel Nasser against 
Britain, France and Israel. The US put 
a squeeze on British finance, which 
meant Britain was threatened with 
bankruptcy if it did not withdraw its 
troops from Egypt.9

The point is, the United States 
during the cold war period had adopted 
a policy of containment, as opposed 
to rollback. And during this period 
the official ideological orientation not 
only of the US, but also of the British, 
French and German establishment, etc, 
was based on the theory of convergence 
between east and west, driven by the 
common needs of modern industrial 
society - bureaucratic, technocratic 
regimes, utilitarianism, and so on. 
Social democratic governments 
were widely accepted, but equally 
nationalists like de Gaulle (and 
nationalist authoritarians in Latin 
America and the Middle East) were 
allowed a degree of autonomy.

Three lines
The ideological pressure on the left 
in this period came in the shape of 
gradualism. The argument was that any 
talk of working class immiseration under 
capitalism, and of revolution itself, was 
nonsense. The reality is, according to the 
argument, that capitalism is gradually 
being replaced by a form of technocratic, 
bureaucratic, managerialism.

The problem for the left was how to 
respond to this new official ideology. 
What do we mean by revolution? One 
response was that it is not happening 
now, but it is going to happen soon - 
there is going to be a crash. This was 
the line of the Workers Revolutionary 
Party and quite a lot of left groups. 
When the crash comes there will be 
a revolutionary crisis - our time will 
come.

The second line was to accept that, 
true, there may be no revolutions in 
the main capitalist countries, but they 
are happening in the third world. That 
was certainly the case. The Mandelites 
talked about the centrality of the 
colonial revolution. The Maoists talked 
about ‘surrounding the cities’ globally 
- meaning the metropolises. This was 
the image of the Chinese Revolution, 
where it was said the communists never 
won the cities except by force. (This 
was not quite true - communist cadre 
were extensively recruited from the 
urban working class.) ‘We took power 
in the countryside and then surrounded 
the cities. Now we can take power 
in the third world and surround the 
imperialist centres.’

The Soviet bloc actually had a 
not dissimilar line of argument. The 
capitalist camp was pitted against the 
socialist and anti-imperialist camp - the 
bloc of Soviet-style regimes and 
third-world countries. Upholding the 
socialist and anti-imperialist camp took 
priority over any (low) possibility of 
revolution in the imperialist countries.

In other words, forget the western 
working class, which is corrupt and 
can never be revolutionary. This was 
the policy of Michel Pablo and Juan 
Posadas in the Trotskyist movement - 
unlike Ernest Mandel, who agreed with 
the centrality of the colonial revolution, 

but also thought the working class in 
the advanced capitalist countries was 
going to come into action.

The third line was that the working 
class was unable to be radicalised as 
long as no strike action was taking 
place. The first part of Marx’s Capital 
says a great deal about commodity 
fetishism and the dull compulsion of 
everyday life. This meant that, while 
people were at work, they were not 
going to be won to revolutionary 
politics. That moment would arise 
when they were on strike, when 
they were taking action - it does not 
matter what demands are being raised: 
there could be “moderate demands”, 
according to Tony Cliff, so long as 
there was “militant action”. Mind you, 
Cliff believed that universal suffrage 
was a ‘moderate demand’ when it was 
raised by the Chartists, even though it 
was regarded by the establishment as 
utterly extremist.

This approach fitted fairly well 
with the fact that in Britain, after 
the Tory Party was elected in 1951, 
and attempted to hold down wages 
and conditions, the shop stewards 
movement gained strength. The 
top union bureaucrats were unable 
to control this ‘British disease’ of 
unofficial militancy. There were thus a 
lot of strikes over basic issues of wages 
and conditions.

The initial ideological response of 
the establishment was that this was a 
particularly British problem, arising 
because neither industrial management 
nor the unions and labour movement 
had been properly ‘modernised’. There 
were, indeed, elements of the left, such 
as the New Left Review, which seemed 
to go along with this diagnosis of 
British backwardness.

This became more and more 
implausible, however, when in the early 
1960s the social compact broke down 
in Germany and there were ‘wildcat 
strikes’ - without an organised shop 
stewards movement, as in Britain - on 
a fairly large scale. Then in the mid-60s 
the same thing was happening in the 
United States as well. As soon as profits 
began to be squeezed, the employers 
acted against the working class, but 
workers fought back.

France was the last to go along 
this road - and it went there with a 
bang in May 68. Nowadays we think 
of the French republic as having a 
normal constitution, but following de 
Gaulle’s 1958 coup the regime was 
generally considered to be Bonapartist. 
It was certainly the case that it was 
much more repressive - the CRS riot 
squad, for instance, was used fairly 
extensively against trade unionists 
and demonstrators. Gaullism held 
down workers’ mobilisations, which 
meant that French capital was more 
profitable and growing faster than its 
German, British and US equivalents. 
Whereas now there is the ‘Chinese 
threat’ to western capital, then it was 
the ‘French threat’. But in 1968 the lid 
blew off the pressure cooker, thanks 
to the enormous wave of strikes. The 
Gaullist regime was forced to make 
vast concessions to workers in order 
to get them back to work.

The wave of wildcat strikes, and 
May 68, legitimised the idea that 
the dull compulsion of everyday life 
prevented workers organising for a 
radical alternative. This is a different 
point of view from the one which said 
that the workers in the west are corrupt 
and it is only in the third world that 
things will really happen. And it was 
also a different point of view from 
‘Now is not our time, but the crash 
will come’.

But where did this line originate? 
Actually it is in essence that of the left 
communists in the 1920s. It is also 
present in an odd way in Lukács’s 
History and class-consciousness, 
which tries to make a link between that 
line of argument and very orthodox 
1921 Leninism, as per the theses of 
the Third Congress of Comintern on 
party organisation. Behind the left’s 

and Lukács’s argument is the ‘mass 
strike’ tactic of the hard left wing of the 
Social Democratic Party of Germany 
prior to 1914, and before that of 
Bakunin - he actually argued in favour 
of strike action being the precondition 
for radicalisation, against Marx.

Those who came up with this idea 
were inspired by workers’ action in 
Hungary in 1956 and by the general 
strike in Belgium in 1960-61. They 
translated Lukács and others into 
English and other languages and 
they made use of this idea in various 
forms - the essence of the idea being 
that revolutionary politics consists of 
getting people out of work and onto 
the streets. I remember being told by a 
supporter of the International Marxist 
Group majority that the Ulster Workers 
Council strike in 1974 represented 
revolutionary action on the part of 
the Ulster working class. After all, 
they were on strike, on the streets and 
even erecting barricades! But in fact 
they were stopping vehicles carrying 
Catholics, in pursuit of a sectarian, 
rightwing agenda.

The UWC strike was not widely 
enough discussed for it to be realised 
that there was a problem here; that mass 
strikes could be employed not only for 
leftwing, revolutionary purposes, but 
in support of the right. And, returning 
to May 68, the rebellion was brought 
to an end the day the right mobilised a 
million people on the streets in Paris. 
This outnumbered even the mass 
demonstrations organised by the left.

Human rights
But it is not just the revolutionary left 
which identifies a progressive movement 
purely by strikes and street action. 
Eventually, after 1968 and more clearly 
after 1975, the old cold war agenda 
of Weberian industrial modernisation 
was abandoned. John Rawls’ 1971 A 
theory of justice was a polemic against 
utilitarianism and favoured the primacy 
of political rights over economic 
equality, which he thought should be 
treated as substantially secondary. 
Then there is Robert Nozick’s 1974 
Anarchy, state and utopia. Nozick had 
been a leftist as an undergraduate in 
the late 1950s, and Anarchy, state and 
utopia, which could be described as a 
rightwing anarchist book, aimed ‘small 
state’ arguments at the 60s generation, 
who might have favoured ‘commune’ 
experiments. Ronald Dworkin’s Taking 
rights seriously (1977) is another such 
work, this time of a more ‘American 
liberal’ style, like Rawls’ arguments, 
but produced at Oxford. Parallel to all 
these ideological products (and many 
more) was the ‘human rights’ offensive, 
which took off in particular after the 
American defeat in Vietnam.

The next  president ,  J immy 
Carter, launched the US onto that 
offensive - ‘human rights promotion’ 
became very big indeed. It had been 
primarily a Catholic church operation 
in the 1940s, but it only became 
big very dramatically in the mid to 
late 70s. The US stopped backing 
military nationalist regimes and we 
saw ‘democratic transition’, in the 
first place in Latin America. This 
involved the creation of parliamentary 
forms, removing the military from 
government and, of course, those 
who ran the new ‘democratic forms’ 
were completely bought by the US. 
They went along with large-scale 
privatisation.

In the same period there was also a 
shift initially towards the idea of taking 
the Soviet bloc apart by exploiting 
national contradictions, whereby 
the US starts arranging large-scale 
private-sector loans to Romania under 
Nicolae Ceaușescu, Hungary under 
János Kádár, Poland under Edward 
Gierek, for example. Commercial 
bank loans to Poland provided the 
background to the struggles which 
erupted in 1980-81. US strategic 
writers conceived of the future in terms 
of this process leading to a break-up of 
the eastern bloc along national lines. If 

the USSR were to intervene against the 
intended integration of eastern Europe 
into the west, this would then trigger 
World War III under the best conditions 
for the US - this was the way in which 
‘rollback’ was thought of.

‘Rollback’ actually happened when 
top Soviet bureaucrats thought they 
were missing out on the goodies which 
Hungary, Poland and Czechoslovakia 
were getting by virtue of foreign 
investment on the basis of bank loans. 
If the USSR dumped the states it was 
subsidising, that would enable it to 
avoid US sanctions, get access to new 
technology and so on. Gorbachev and 
co then collapsed the whole system in 
a way which was totally unexpected.

But not everybody went along with 
this - it was only very recently that the 
Cubans gave up trying to hang on to 
a Soviet-style regime. North Korea 
actually went for marketisation in 
the 1990s, but this is not very visible, 
as the media keeps Korean market 
liberalisation out of view and the US 
continues to operate intense sanctions, 
which makes it very difficult for the 
various private trading companies to 
operate.10

Colour revolutions
In this context the US was not satisfied 
with the post-Soviet regimes: they 
were too close to continuity with the 
old regime. That was the background 
to the ‘colour revolutions’.11 In a sense 
France 1968 displayed the dramatics 
of a revolutionary crisis; but it was too 
short, too concentrated, too shallow to 
actually amount to a serious revolutionary 
crisis. And the colour revolutions 
were very similar - they did not really 
change state structure. They started in 
the late 1990s, and people who were 
thinking in 1960s terms, ‘Down with 
the man, down with the bureaucracy’, 
now seemed to have added ‘Long live 
the free market’. So let us have some 
strikes and demonstrations to overthrow 
those who are not ‘our friends’.

US commentators often ask, 
why have the colour revolutions 
failed? They failed because the new 
regimes are just as corrupt, just as 
kleptocratic, just as despicable as the 
immediate post-Soviet regimes. The 
only difference is that they are more 
friendly to the United States.

Then in 2011 there was Tunisia, 
which went through a genuine 
revolutionary crisis. The same probably 
does not apply to Egypt, although there 
was certainly a big mass movement. 
But then those encouraged by the 
National Endowment for Democracy 
and the various agencies it funds 
believe that mass forces will materialise 
out of nothing thanks to social media.

Of course, the Socialist Workers 
Party and others on the left also believe 
that if people come out on the streets 
the mass movement will materialise out 
of nothing, but in Egypt they found that 
the mass forces available on the ground 
were those of the Muslim Brotherhood. 
And if they do not want the Muslim 
Brotherhood and a Saudi-style regime, 
then they have to fall in behind the 
army - ‘Always keep a hold of nurse 
for fear of finding something worse.’

And in Syria they did find something 
worse.12 Once again there was hope in 
what was a mirage of a revolution, but 
it turned out that it was the Islamists 
who had the real forces on the ground. 
That was also true of Libya, although 
in that case it was even worse, because 
David Cameron and Nicolas Sarkozy 
had taken the initiative in encouraging 
the US to bomb the hell out of it, 
destroying much of its infrastructure 
and reducing it to a ‘failed state’. 
The Alliance for Workers’ Liberty 
still thinks that this was a justified 
humanitarian intervention!

My point - from 1968 to the 
colour revolutions, to the present 
day - is that the far left, having lost 
any real sense of what a revolution 
is, came to the conclusion that if it 
was necessary to oppose gradualism 
that meant advocating ‘suddenism’. 

Revolution means - à la Bakunin - 
street action. The consequence is that 
when capital inverts its policy, which 
it did - ‘revolution’ is now something 
which the United States encourages, 
and as a result the far left is totally 
and utterly disorientated - the SWP 
was very clearly unable to give any 
useful advice to its co-thinkers in 
Egypt. The SWP milieu still clung to 
the illusion of the Syrian revolution 
long after reactionary Arab states 
had seized control of it. There was a 
split between the SWP itself on the 
Sunni side and Counterfire, being 
pro-Assad, on the Shia side.

Similarly with Ukraine, where the 
AWL’s Solidarity published a report 
of the efforts of the Ukrainian left, 
where they were being thrown out of 
the main square, beaten up, and so on, 
yet nonetheless believed that it was a 
genuine revolution.13

The idea of revolution which has 
been constructed on the basis of 
treating May 68 as exemplary - the 
1905 of the late 20th century - has led 
to a complete inability to engage in 
long-term work. What the SWP and 
similar organisations continue to do 
is try to get more people on strike or 
out on the streets - it does not matter 
on what political basis. For then the 
possibility exists, they believe, of 
radicalisation. But the consequence 
is that the SWP’s members - who 
could be politicising the hundreds of 
thousands who have been drawn into 
politics thanks to Jeremy Corbyn - are 
not interested. They could be building 
unions, building cooperatives as long-
term organisations, but they are only 
interested in demonstrations and strike, 
strike, strike.

As well as this hopeless domestic 
policy, there is also a worthless 
international policy. Failure to think 
seriously about revolution, instead 
merely glorifying the superficial 
phenomena of masses on the street, has 
resulted in an inability to distinguish 
real revolutionary crises from puppet-
shows orchestrated by US-funded 
NGOs.

Marx and others argued, in founding 
the First International in 1864, that the 
working class needed to develop its 
own independent international policy. 
But the fetishism of mass actions 
as ‘revolutionary’ without regard to 
their purpose has produced an age-
regression from this to the inarticulate 
infancy of the left l

mike.macnair@weeklyworker.co.uk
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ITALY

Right-populist threat increases
As stock exchanges are rattled and EU politicians worry over the survival of the euro, Toby Abse warns 
the left against treating our enemy’s enemy as our friend

Last week, 80 days after the 
March 4 general election, it 
finally looked as though Italy 

would have a new government, when 
Giuseppe Conte was nominated as 
prime minister designate at the head 
of a right-populist coalition govern-
ment made up of Luigi Di Maio’s 
Movimento Cinque Stelle (M5S - Five 
Star Movement) and Matteo Salvini’s 
Lega. This would have been the most 
rightwing government since Benito 
Mussolini and, in terms of its inten-
tions, more racist than Mussolini was 
before 1938.

But on May 27 Conte handed 
in his resignation after president 
Sergio Mattarella vetoed his proposed 
appointment of Paolo Savona as 
economics minister and the next day 
Mattarella appointed Carlo Cottarelli 
as the new prime minister designate - 
even though he is unlikely to obtain a 
parliamentary vote of confidence, thus 
precipitating an early general election 
in September or October of this year.1

Mattarella objected to Savona, 
the 81-year-old economist who had 
in the past been an official of the 
Bank of Italy, a director general 
of Confindustria (the Italian CBI) 
and minister of industry in 1993-94, 
because he is notorious for his openly 
expressed hostility to the euro, and 
is thus very unpopular both with the 
markets and his principal European 
counterparts - particularly in Germany, 
given his provocative comparison of 
recent German finance ministers with 
Walther Funk, who performed that 
role under Hitler.2 A recent article by 
Larry Elliott in The Guardian (May 21) 
claimed that all Italy’s problems are 
caused by “the curse” of the euro - a 
sentiment that elements of the UK’s 
Lexit brigade might go along with.3 
But let me point out that Savona seems 
to be a hard-line neoliberal in terms 
of domestic economic policy, and not 
some sort of left Keynesian or ‘erratic 
Marxist’ vaguely reminiscent of Yannis 
Varoufakis - even if Savona arouses a 
similar degree of antagonism on the 
part of any German finance minister.

Conte too, while an M5S member, 
has claimed in the past to be “on the 
left”, but his ‘leftism’ seems in reality 
to amount to consorting with Matteo 
Renzi when the former premier was 
Mayor of Florence. While there is 
no question that Conte had all the 
basic qualifications required of an 
Italian academic lawyer, the apparent 
embellishment of his CV became the 
subject of worldwide ridicule. The 
rapid exposure by The New York Times 
of his false claims in relation to New 
York University triggered off a chain of 
revelations, showing that his claims to 
have studied or taught at the Sorbonne, 
Vienna, Girton College, Cambridge, 
Yale and the University of Malta were 
equally specious. Conte was reduced to 
arguing that he had made use of the law 
books and online journals available at 
the relevant university libraries - hardly 
matters a serious academic would list 
on a CV!

Perhaps even more interesting, 
in view of the endlessly repeated 
M5S chants of “Transparency!” and 
“Honesty!” hurled at representatives 
of Italy’s often corrupt political 
establishment, Conte had failed to 
pay a whole series of direct and 
indirect taxes, legal pension 
fund contributions and parking 
fines over the 2001-08 period, 
amounting to a grand total of 
€26,257, which he only settled 
in 2011 after the tax collecting 
agency claimed a huge bill 

relating to unpaid taxes. However, all 
this is likely to have less impact on 
his reputation in Italy than it would 
have in some other countries - very 
recently, it was discovered that the 
Partito Democratico (PD) minister 
of education had pretended to have 
a degree she did not possess, without 
any question arising of a resignation.

No coalition
Conte had been the only possible 
premier that M5S and the Lega could 
agree on. Di Maio, whose party had 
got 32% to Salvini’s 17%, was never 
going to tolerate a Salvini premiership, 
despite the Lega leader’s claim to be 
the overall nominal leader of the now 
at least partially defunct ‘centre-right’ 
coalition (Forza Italia, Lega and the 
neo-fascist Fratelli d’Italla), whose 
combined vote share exceeded that of 
M5S. Equally, the Lega refused to let 
Di Maio take the top job, as Mattarella 
seemed to be suggesting they should, 
when Salvini made it crystal-clear 
that it was now a stark choice between 
Conte and an early general election, 
which Mattarella would find even less 
congenial.

Conte had not been the only 
academic considered for the post of 
prime minister. Some days previously, 
the Lega had pushed the candidacy 
of Giulio Sapelli - an internationally 
known economics professor, who had 
in the 1970s written some broadly 
Marxist works, including a valuable 
study of Turin under the fascist 
regime, but has since moved to the 
right - because of his views on the 
negative effects of the euro on southern 
European economies. But M5S took 
exception to him - perhaps because he 
was too strong a character to be bossed 
around by two younger men.

Di Maio and Salvini had first agreed 
in principle to form an M5S-Lega 
coalition on May 9, 12 days before 
they went to Mattarella with Conte’s 
name.4 Their repeated requests to the 
president for 24- or 48-hour extensions 
to finalise their agreement led many 
commentators to doubt whether these 
negotiations would bear any more 
fruit than earlier futile attempts 
to form coalitions between M5S 
and the whole ‘centre-right’ 
coalition, or M5S and the 
centre-left PD. Mattarella, 
who had previously become 
increasingly impatient with 
the failure of the parties to 
reach any agreement - 
belatedly slammed the 
brakes on the new right-
populist government on 
May 21. He called for a 
“pause for reflection”, 
rather than following 
the customary procedure 
of immediately appointing 
Conte - subject, of course, to 
the usual parliamentary vote of 
confidence in both houses.5 On May 
28 the president announced Carlo 
Cottarelli’s appointment.

Mattarella’s obstruction of the 
formation of an M5S-Lega government 
is not only undemocratic - since the 
two parties had gained 50% of the 
vote (M5S 32.7%, Lega 17.3%) and a 
majority of the seats in parliament6 - but 
also counterproductive, since the 
populists had a field day presenting 
it as a conspiracy of the old elites in 
the pay of a foreigner (or, to quote 
Salvini verbatim, “It is madness that 
Paolo Savona would not be accepted 
by Mattarella because he would 
be an enemy of Angela Merkel”7). 
They could well score an even higher 
percentage of the vote in the election 
now being forecast for October.

Extreme right
Nobody on the genuine left could have 
welcomed the formation of such a 
government either last week or in October. 
The programme for government agreed 
between the two parties and approved 
by their members/supporters over the 
weekend of May 19-20 is far-right.

The expressed intention is to deport 
half a million “illegal immigrants” to the 
countries of their birth - regardless of 
civil wars, famine, political or religious 
persecution or similar factors that have 
led desperate people to cross the Sahara 
and/or Mediterranean at the risk of their 
lives. The two parties also proposed 
building more, and far bigger, detention 
centres to confine all these unfortunates 
before they are involuntarily air-lifted 
out of Italy. Needless to say, they also 
suggested the abandonment of any 
rescue efforts by the Italian navy in 
the Mediterranean, the razing to the 
ground of all gypsy camps, the very 
strict licensing of all mosques8 and the 
establishment of free nursery schools 
for Italian children only (this echoes the 
racially exclusionary welfare state long 
advocated by the Lega’s sister party in 
France, the Front National9).

The joint programme of the two 
parties also proposes a flat tax - a 

thoroughly 

regressive move that shifts the tax 
burden from the rich to the poor, 
as well as depriving the state of a 
lot of the revenue needed to finance 
health, education and other public 
services. Whilst one could argue that 
the proposals to increase the time before 
the statute of limitations kicks in for 
many criminal offences (and some other 
similar measures advocated by some 
magistrates and heavily criticised by 
Forza Italia) might curb corruption and 
organised crime, the extension of the 
notion of ‘legitimate defence’ to give 
householders and shopkeepers the right 
to shoot thieves and burglars dead in any 
circumstances (removing any notion of 
a proportionate response to a threat) is 
clearly not a good idea - it both promotes 
summary vigilante ‘justice’ and is likely 
to encourage a greater use of firearms by 
ordinary petty criminals (as opposed to 
the already well-armed Mafia, Camorra 
and ’Ndràngheta).

The ‘citizens’ income’ so beloved 
of M5S and included in this agreed 
programme is not a genuine form of 
universal basic income, as its Italian 
and non-Italian apologists would claim; 
anybody who refuses three job offers, 
however ill-paid or unsuitable, would 
lose it instantly. Whilst the proposed 
partial repeal of the infamous Fornero 
Law of 2011, which reduced pensions 
and raised the pension age, would, 
of course, be welcome, the question 
must be asked as to where the money 
to pay for better pension provision 
would come from, since the flat tax 
would greatly reduce state revenues, 
and the construction and maintenance 
of the new detention centres and mass 
airlift of ‘illegal immigrants’ would be 
a massive drain on the government’s 
budget.

The main item in the programme in 
relation to health also had nothing to 
recommend it. The proposed end to the 
programme of compulsory vaccination 
for a number of common but serious 
and very infectious childhood diseases, 
introduced by the PD, was an absolutely 
disgraceful capitulation to the most 
primitive medieval superstitions - in 
large part promoted by M5S/Lega 
websites over the last five years - and 
would undoubtedly have increased 
infant and child mortality beyond the 

already rising levels achieved by 
the lunatic efforts of strident non-
governmental ‘No vax’ fanatics.

Warning
I would like to conclude with a 
final word of warning directed at 
those who see the main enemy as 
‘the extreme centre’, which in this 
instance would mean people like 
Renzi and Mattarella. Just because 
The Economist and the Financial 
Times loathe the prospect of a 
government of the M5S-Lega 

“barbarians”, and it would, if it comes 
into being in the autumn, be set on 
a head-on clash with the neoliberal 

institutions of the EU over the size of 
its budget deficit and national debt, 

there is no reason for anybody on the 
left to defend it, however critically, as 
if it were some replay of the original 
Syriza-ANEL coalition prior to Alexis 
Tsipras’s capitulation to the troika.

Our enemy’s enemy is not always 
our friend. The government that Conte 
would have led, and which we may well 
yet see in the autumn, probably under 
another premier, would be appallingly 
racist - a government whose budget 
deficit would be a product of tax cuts 
for the rich reminiscent of both Reagan 
and Trump, as well as of massive 
expenditure on detention camps and 
forcible deportations.

We should judge it by its friends: 
Steve Bannon, Marine Le Pen and 
Nigel Farage all openly delighted 
in Conte’s short-lived premiership. 
Trump and Putin were, and remain, 
a little more cautious in their public 
pronouncements, but such a potential 
government is part of the right-populist 
wave they have been sponsoring, both 
financially and via social media. The 
working class and the poor would 
have nothing to gain from such a 
government - or the collapse of the 
Italian economy it might well trigger.
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9. Whilst there were no proposals to 
exclude non-Italians from the existing 

primary and secondary schools in the 
way Mussolini excluded the Jews 
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COSMOS

Space policy directive 2
Donald Trump has signed a presidential directive designed to boost US space commerce and fend off 
any challenge from China. Jack Conrad says the left would be well advised not to welcome the latest 
promises of getting back to the moon and going on to Mars

Neil Armstrong’s “giant leap 
for mankind” did not put an 
end to the space race. Russia 

remains a major player and China has 
its sights set on catching up and even 
overtaking the United States. There are 
other players too: Japan, India and the 
European Union.

Nevertheless, Donald Trump is 
determined that America should remain 
the space hegemon. On May 24 2018 
the 45th president issued his ‘space 
policy directive 2’, which is explicitly 
designed to ensure the US position 
“as a leader in space commerce”.1 
Elon Musk’s Space X is therefore 
to be given a considerable boost. Its 
reusable Falcon Heavy Rocket was 
successfully launched from Kennedy 
Space Center in February. And plans 
are well advanced for the launch of 
Space X’s Big Falcon Rocket (BFR); 
also known as the Big Fucking Rocket, 
it has the capability to take manned 
missions to the moon and Mars.

And that is Trump’s declared 
objective. Towards that end, back 
in December 2017, the president 
authorised a Nasa budget of $19.5 
billion (not the total US space budget 
- see note 6). Basically, no change in 
spending terms, compared with Barack 
Obama’s administration. However, 
there was a shift in emphasis. Trump 
told Nasa to establish an overwhelming 
military superiority in near space and to 
simultaneously press ahead with deep 
space missions.

Trump cancelled the Asteroid 
Redirect Mission - designed to bring 
an asteroid into the moon’s orbit not 
only with a view to studying it, but 
developing the technology necessary 
to head off an asteroid that threatens 
to hit the Earth (65 million years 
ago an asteroid smashed into what is 
now the Gulf of Mexico, sent a huge 
plume of ash and debris into the high 
atmosphere and led to the extinction 
of roughly three-quarters of all animal 
species, including the dinosaurs2). 
No less myopically, Trump ordered 
a $100 million cut in the already 
modest Earth science programme. 
The DSCOVER, OCO-3, PACE and 
CLARREO Pathfinder missions were 
axed - all devoted to monitoring global 
warming.3

But ,  when  i t  came to  the 
militarisation of space, Trump ordered 
a 10% spending hike. And, once again 
pandering to the top brass, Trump 
now tells us that he is “seriously 
thinking” about forming a ‘space 
force’ which would stand alongside 
the traditional branches of the US 
military - army, navy, marines, airforce 
and coast guard.4 At the moment, 
the US airforce is responsible for 
military concerns when it comes to 
space. Trump presumably reckons 
that American command over space 
will ensure American command over 
the Earth.

Understandably, Russia, China, 
India, the EU and Japan all try to 
compete. Each country/bloc now has 
“fully independent capabilities”.5 
Russia, of course, continues within the 
Soviet-era paradigm of regular manned 
flights, rocket launchers, satellites, 
etc. Through spending around $6.1 
billion annually, China has though 
attempted to lift itself into the big 
league. In October 2003 the Shenzhou 
5 spacecraft orbited Earth 21 times. 
Yang Liwei became the country’s first 
taikonaut. In September 2011 China 
established its first space laboratory 
(abandoned in 2013) and in May 2018 

the country is due to make the first soft 
landing on the dark side of the moon (a 
prelude to a manned mission in 2036). 
Meanwhile, China has plans for an 
earth orbiter space station, Tiangong, 
scheduled for 2020.

D i sp l ay ing  an  impres s ive 
confidence in the future, Chinese 
officials have talked of a moon base 
and eventually a manned landing on 
Mars. Admittedly, this owes rather 
more to science fiction than science 
fact. China’s Mars time frame lies 
somewhere between 2040 and 2060. 
Towards such ends, it now outspends 
Russia, whose space programme costs 
a rather more modest $5.2 billion 
annually. Meanwhile, US expenditure 
on space more than equals that of the 
rest of the world put together.6

Schemes
Private capital has already established 
a lucrative space industry and Trump is 
keen on promoting joint ventures. His 
Space Policy Directive 2 pledges to ensure 
that the federal government “gets out of 
the way and unleashes private enterprise 
to support the economic success of the 
United States”.7 Not only will Space X 
benefit from state largesse. There are 
other space companies ready, willing 
and able to get in on the act too: Sierra 
Nevada Corporation, NewSpaceGlobal, 
Catapult Satellite Applications, Deep 
Space Industries, Boeing, Blue Origin, 
Excalibur Alamz, etc. They have 
developed reusable launchers, “big 
data” transmission satellites and small, 
cheap, “disposable” satellites.8

Space tourism is still being mooted 
as the next big business opportunity 
- that despite Richard Branson’s 
VSS Enterprise crashing in 2014 and 
killing the co-pilot. A cash-strapped 
Russia has, meanwhile, been selling 
trips to the International Space 
Station to the super-rich. Each ticket 
costs between $40 million and $45 
million.9 The 2008-12 great recession 
notwithstanding, there is a huge pool 
of surplus capital available, and hence 
ever more obscene examples of ‘how 
to spend it’ conspicuous consumption.

There are other, far more ambitious 
commercial plans afoot. Planetary 
Resources has a number of well 
connected billionaire investors and 
proposes to land highly sophisticated 
vehicles on mineral-rich asteroids, 
where, using 3D printing techniques, 
machines  wi l l  “crea te  tools , 
construction equipment and self-
replication activities in space”.10 
Such ventures will undoubtedly be 
considerably helped if Congress passes 
the Space Commerce Free Enterprise 
Bill. It will allow US companies to 
circumvent parts of the Outer Space 
Treaty agreed by the US and the USSR 
in 1967. Under the terms of that treaty 
not only nuclear weapons are banned 
from space. So are territorial claims.

Mining asteroids could conceivably 
work technologically. However, there 
are inherent problems in getting 
minerals back to Earth, not least in 
terms of commercial sense. Costs 
would be huge. There are dangers 
too. Look at the dreadful air, water 
and soil pollution caused by normal 
mining operations here on Earth. A 
capitalist free-for-all in space certainly 
risks creating a “hazardous debris 
environment”.11 The more transplanted 
asteroid material that ends up in Earth 
orbit, the greater the probability 
of “cascades of collisions”.12 Vital 
communications satellites could 
be knocked out by high-speed dust 

strikes.
Japan’s Obayashi corporation makes 

the case for a space elevator (an idea 
that has been around since 1895, 

when the celebrated Russian scientist, 
Konstantin Tsiolkovsky, wrote a paper 
suggesting the construction of a super-
high Eiffel Tower, from where humans 
could escape the Earth’s gravity). 
The Obayashi space elevator would 
be anchored to an Earth port located 
somewhere on the equator and have 
a 60,000-mile-long tether, made from 
something like graphene, secured by a 
12,500 ton geostationary counterweight 
located in near space. Mechanical 
climbers weighing up to 100 tons 
would journey up the stationary tether 
and after 7.5 days release their 20-ton 
payloads into orbit. This would “give a 
95% cost advantage” over competitors 
who still depend on rocket launchers. 
In addition the space elevator would 
provide a gateway to Mars and the rest 
of the solar system.. The whole project 
would take roughly 20 years to build 
and a 2050 completion date has been 
touted.13 The money needed for the 
space elevator remains something of 
a mystery. Nevertheless, it is a serious 
suggestion.

The same cannot be said for private 
plans for colonising Mars. Eg, the 
Dutch-based company, Mars One, 
proposes to begin one-way trips to 
the red planet, commencing in 2025. 
Many thousands applied, the official 
website giving an almost immediate 
figure of 200,000 ... and there is an 
associated list of (cynical) sponsors. 
The proposition is that the first Mars 
colonists will finance their impossible 
existence by constituting themselves 
as the human fodder for a TV reality 
show to be broadcast back on Earth.14

Elon Musk’s Mars plans are 
marginally less insane. His BFR 
could, he has optimistically announced, 
make its first trip to Mars in 2022. 
It will deliver cargo. His goal is a 
million-strong self-governing colony, 
which will make decisions through 
“direct democracy”. A recipe for 
incoherence and chaos. The whole 
project will take 40-100 years before 
full realisation. Well before that, of 
course, Mars needs glass domes, 
a power station and an assortment 
of basic living fundamentals. After 
that infrastructure is complete, 
Musk then expects an “explosion of 
entrepreneurial opportunity”. Mars 
will require “everything from iron 
foundries to pizza joints”, he quips.15 
Nonetheless, Musk has the honesty to 
admit that, to begin with, life on Mars 
will be “difficult, dangerous - a good 
chance you’ll die”.16

However, at least in terms of the 
next one or two decades, it is the US 
government alone which must be taken 
seriously when it comes to moon bases 
and manned Mars missions. With the 
successful test flight of the Orion 
space capsule on December 5 2014, 
launched by a Delta IV rocket, the 
Obama administration put in place 
the most important element needed to 
fulfil America’s Mars mission. Orion 
superficially looks like the Apollo 
capsule used for the 1961-72 moon 
programme. But Orion is designed for 
long-duration, deep-space missions. A 
habitat module will be attached, along 
with a laboratory, water storage units, 
etc, for the 16-month round trip to 
Mars.17 Much of the add-on hardware 
is derived from the International Space 
Station. There will, therefore, be ample 
room for living, eating, washing, 
sleeping and exercise areas.

Before undertaking any return to 
the moon, let alone a Mars journey, 
Nasa has set a series of intermediary 

goals and stages. In November 2018 
the next Orion test flight is scheduled. 
But, instead of being launched by a 
Delta IV, it will be put into Earth orbit 
by the Space Launch System. The 
successor to the giant Saturn V, SLS 
will be the most powerful rocket ever 
built. Even its basic version is designed 
to lift a 70-ton payload.18 Then, at least 
according to Nasa, in 2021, comes 
the first manned Orion mission: a 
figure-eight loop around the moon, an 
asteroid flypast, etc.

After that Nasa faces a strategic 
choice: ‘back to the moon first’ or 
‘straight to Mars’. Within the US 
space ‘community’ two rival lobbies 
jockey. It has to be said, though, 
that the moon is an obvious initial 
destination. Here, only three days 
away from Earth, a permanent base 
could be established and helium-3, 
platinum, rare earth metals and other 
such resources exploited. Amazon 
boss Jeff Bezos envisages linking up 
with Nasa and the European Space 
Agency to found a moon colony “for 
human settlers and heavy industry”.19 
Some - eg, Newt Gingrich - even talk 
of a 13,000-strong colony and the moon 
becoming the 51st American state.20 
With such an outpost up and running, 
the engineering, endurance, survival 
techniques and equipment needed 
for Mars can certainly be tested and 
perfected with relative confidence.

Needless to say, Trump is impatient. 
He wants Americans on Mars during 
his presidency. Given that he serves 
two terms that means getting there 
before early 2025. Clearly, Donald J 
Trump, like John F Kennedy before 
him - if he avoids impeachment - longs 
to put an indelible mark on history. It 
almost comes off the pages of Niccolò 
Machiavelli: “Nothing brings a prince 
more prestige than great campaigns 
and striking demonstrations.”21 Telstar, 
Alan Shepard, the 1969 Apollo landing, 
Space Shuttle, Orion, a return to the 
moon, mission Mars - all resonate 
with American national mythology. 
When captain James T Kirk of the USS 
Enterprise spoke of space being the 
“final frontier”, he not only referred to 
his 23rd century present, but America’s 
post-colonial past.

Frontiers
After 1783 and the Peace of Paris, 
Americans “shifted” from being a 
seaward-orientated people, with European 
preoccupations and a reliance on Atlantic 
supplies. Instead of being a European 
outpost, they increasingly looked west 
to taking hold of the interior: “that vast, 
tempting, unexplored wilderness”.22 From 
then on the US welcomed successive 
generations of poor and downtrodden 
Europeans to its shores ... and ever 
expanding frontier lands.

While many migrants settled in the 
great cities of the east and northeast 
as proletarians, others headed west: 
“To the west, to the west, to the land 
of the free” (19th century English 
folk song). The native population was 
either exterminated or driven from 
the best lands by wave after wave 
of these incomers - trappers, traders, 
adventurers, prospectors, loggers ... 
but above all small farmers. Alike 
Jeffersonian populism, Abraham 
Lincoln’s Yankeedom and Hollywood 
epics turned this class into a national 
icon: hence Daniel Boone, Davie 
Crockett, Bill Cody and the films of 
John Huston and Clint Eastwood. 
Dominant American ideology still 
lauds individualism, movement, 

Terraforming the red planet ... 
100,000 years
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expansion and internal colonisation 
... and the final frontier is now projected 
into the vastness of space.

On May 25 1961 JF Kennedy made 
his famous speech before congress: “I 
believe that this nation should commit 
itself to achieving the goal, before the 
decade is out, of landing a man on 
the moon and returning him safely 
to Earth.”23 Kennedy spoke during 
the cold war. And in that atmosphere 
of artificially generated superpower 
rivalry every success for the Mercury, 
Gemini and finally the Apollo 
programme - annual cost around 1% 
of US GDP - generated rapturous 
popular enthusiasm. Of course, the US 
always possessed a huge technological 
and material advantage over the Soviet 
Union. Indeed, arguably, from the 
1960s onwards, the Soviet Union 
economically fell “under American 
hegemony”.24

Kennedy was not around when 
Apollo’s Eagle module touched down 
on the Sea of Tranquillity. He died in 
Dallas, Texas, on November 22 1963, 
shot down by an assassin’s bullet. So it 
was Richard Nixon, the 37th president, 
who, on July 20 1969, made “the most 
historic telephone call ever made 
from the White House”. He addressed 
Armstrong and Aldrin on the moon 
... and an estimated 600 million TV 
viewers.25

Of course, getting to Mars is 
undoubtedly going to be hugely 
expensive. Mainstream estimates 
vary from $100 billion to $250 billion 
over the timespan of the whole project 
(though I have come across figures as 
high as $1 trillion26 and as low as $50 
billion - the latter coming from the free 
marketeer, Robert Zubrin, co-founder 
of the Mars Society27).

Despite the inevitable criticisms of 
the costs of Orion and mission Mars, 
Nasa, for its part, is banking on the 
undiminished popularity of all things 
space. Science fiction writers  from 
HG Wells to Kim Stanley Robinson  
and long-running TV and film series 
- from Star trek to Star wars - have 
created a ready audience for America’s 
version of bread and circuses. No 
wonder Donald Trump’s continued 
commitment to the proposed Orion 
mission to Mars generated bipartisan 
political approval.

Not least due to sci-fi, space is 
still commonly thought of as ripe 
for human colonisation. It is the 
new America. Supposedly space is 
humanity’s destiny, but one for which 
the US claims a special responsibility. 
It is, after all, the quintessential frontier 
nation. Moreover, without moving into 
space there is the supposed inevitability 
that problems here on Earth will 
continue to multiply to the point 
of collapse. According to Rick W 
Tumlinson, co-founder of the US-based 
Space Frontier Foundation, unless 
we humans make the leap into space 
colonisation, we will “begin to slide 
into a new dark age”.28 He is far from 
alone. Because of “climate change, 
overdue asteroid strikes, epidemics 
and population growth, our own 
planet is increasingly precarious” 
... so humans must leave Earth, 
reckoned Stephen Hawking, and 
“colonise a new planet soon.”29 Elon 
Musk has expressed similar views. 
“If we are to ensure humanity has a 
future” we must “put a million people 
on Mars.”30.

Germs and labour
In my opinion all this is bunk. The 
suggestion that space is the modern 
equivalent of crossing the Atlantic Ocean 
and ‘discovering’ the New World in 
1492 is altogether unconvincing. The 
Americas, perhaps even before the end 
of the last ice age, supported abundant 
human life. Estimates of first habitation 
vary widely - “from 11,500 to 50,000 
years ago”.31 Nevertheless, whenever 
people first arrived, they flourished and 
settled everywhere from Alaska in the 
far north to Tierra del Fuego in the far 
south. They also produced their own 

high civilisations: eg, the Aztec and 
Inca empires.

Christopher Columbus, and the 
European conquistadors who followed 
him over the next 30 years, claimed vast 
swathes of territory and within next to 
no time allowed the Spanish monarchy 
to get its hands on unprecedented 
riches. The native people were enslaved 
en masse and gold and silver flooded 
into Madrid’s bulging coffers. America, 
confirms the distinguished French 
historian, Fernand Braudel, represented 
the “treasure of treasures”.32

There was, however, a fundamental 
problem: labour. Everything comes 
back to labour, Marx stressed in 
Capital. Because of Eurasia’s much 
greater population densities the Spanish 
had developed a certain immunity to a 
wide range of diseases: measles, typhus, 
tuberculosis, smallpox, influenza, etc. 
Not the native Americans. European 
conquistadors came with their writing, 
reading, flintlocks, horses, steel swords 
and armour ... and germs.

Hernando Cortés beat the fiercely 
militaristic Aztec empire not only 
because his forces possessed immense 
technological advantages. In 1520 
half the Aztec population, including 
the emperor, Cuitláhuac, died from a 
raging infection, which miraculously 
spared the Spanish. “By 1618,” writes 
Jared Diamond, “Mexico’s initial 
population of about 20 million had 
plummeted to about 1.6 million.”33 The 
same happened when Francisco Pizarro 
and his raggle-taggle army of 168 
men took on the millions of the Inca 
empire in Peru. Smallpox arrived just 
ahead of them and decimated the native 
population, killing both the emperor, 
Huayna Capac, and his designated 
successor. Throughout the Americas 
it is estimated that around 95% of the 
native population died from European 
diseases.

Germs facilitated European 
conquest, but destroyed virtually 
the entire potential workforce. And 
without labour the Americas were as 
good as useless (what remained of 
the native slaves would annoyingly 
take flight into what was for them the 
familiar surrounding hills and forests). 
Labour therefore had to be recruited 
from the outside if the Americas 
were to be transformed from an ever 
diminishing object of plunder into a 
self-expanding source of profit. After 
indentured European labour was tried 
and largely failed, the richest classes 
amongst the colonialists - and their 
Old World investors and state backers 
- turned to systematically buying black 
slaves. They were typically purchased 
from the most advanced areas in 
west Africa (peasants made the best 
slaves, hunter-gatherers tended to go 
native and become Maroons). And, 
though you would not have thought 
it, given the British establishment’s 
gushing nonsense about the leading 
role played by William Wilberforce - an 
independent MP, evangelical Christian 
and lifelong opponent of revolution and 
all radical causes - in the abolition of the 
slave trade, it should never be forgotten 
that slaves resisted, escaped, fought 
back, and, with Toussaint Louverture’s 
revolution, they established their 
own St Dominique/Haiti free state. 
Only after that seismic event - a 
Caribbean October 1917 - did the UK 
parliament vote for abolition of the 
slave trade (not slavery). Till then, 
of course, highly respectable British 
merchants, including many MPs, had 
made themselves fabulously wealthy 
buying and selling Africans.34

Some 12 million were transported 
across the Atlantic (one and a half 
million perished during the ‘middle 
passage’ and an unknown, but surely 
even greater, number died prior to 
embarkation). These poor wretches 
partially substituted for the ghosts of 
the native Americans. African slaves 
were central to the plantation system 
- sugar, tobacco, coffee, etc - which 
made the ports of London, Liverpool 
and Bristol rich beyond the dreams of 

avarice. Overwork, pitiless exploitation 
and malnutrition took a terrible toll. Up 
to a fifth of the slaves died within the 
first year. No problem: the labour force 
“could be replenished by further slave 
purchases”.35

Only after two or three centuries 
of superhuman efforts - half driven 
by base greed, half by desperate 
yearnings for freedom - were the 
Americas reinvented and transformed 
into Europe’s outer skin. Europe 
and the Americas fused into a single 
system. But one whose centre of gravity 
inexorably shifted from east to west. 
By the dawn of the 20th century the 
precocious US ‘child’ had already 
surpassed its aged ‘parent’. The defeat 
of the Germany-Italy-Japan axis in 
1945 certainly saw the transfer of world 
domination away from the exhausted 
British empire and the beginning of 
the so-called ‘American century’. The 
collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 
left the US as the sole global power.

Ecosystem
Neither the moon nor Mars are in any 
way modern equivalents of the Americas. 
Leave aside the lack of atmosphere and 
the absence of flora, fauna and running 
water. There is no native labour. Nor is 
there a realistic chance of substantial 
population transfers. Zubrin writes 
of taking people on one-way trips to 
Mars at a rate similar to visits to the 
International Space Station - permanently 
manned since November 2000. To 
date 230 individuals have visited the 
facility.36 However, some have made 
repeated trips, so we might put the total 
number of visits at 400. That would 
mean roughly 20 new Mars colonists 
arriving per annum.

But who would seriously volunteer 
to spend the rest of their lives in a 
precarious “tuna can” habitat, with 
the prospect of endless toil ahead of 
them? Zubrin’s colony is expected to 
obtain its water from the underground 
permafrost, practise CO2 agriculture 
in flimsy greenhouses and produce all 
their basic industrial needs.

However,  the  Biosphere  2 
experiment in Arizona, built between 
1987 and 1991, which covers 3.14 acres 
of varied biomass, all under huge glass 
roofs, was not able to produce either 
enough food or enough oxygen.37 
Moreover, a recent report by MIT 
researchers warns that Mars colonists 
would soon be dying - from suffocation, 
starvation, dehydration or incineration. 
In short, the colonisation of Mars will 
make for some seriously morbid reality 
TV. The analysis also concludes that 
15 heavy rocket launchers - costing 
around $4.5 billion - would be needed 
to support just the first four Mars 
colonists.38

Hence the vaulting projections of 
a million people and the promises of 
phenomenal returns are quite frankly 
risible. There is no chance of plunder, 
profit, let alone sustainability. The 
chatter about mining “gold, silver, 
uranium, platinum, palladium and 
other precious metals” is just that - 
chatter.39 Talk of Martian towns acting 
as humanity’s technological driver, 
etc, owes everything to quackery and 
nothing to a rational investment of 
labour time. The relative unit costs 
of doing virtually anything on Mars 
would be a thousand, a million times, 
greater than on Earth. Ferrying things 
back here, to Earth, is technologically 
feasible, of course, but would be 
prohibitively expensive. Getting a Mars 
colony to produce anything on a scale 
for export to planet Earth makes no 
economic sense whatsoever - except 
for techno-utopian fantasists.

Nor do Nasa’s space missions 
stand in the noble tradition of Galileo 
Galilei, Isaac Newton and Albert 
Einstein - a ridiculous suggestion 
made by Dr James Williams of the Jet 
Propulsion Laboratory in Pasadena, 
California.40 All that the astronauts 
did on the moon was plant the Stars 
and Stripes, leave footprints and carry 
back a few bags of rocks. Apollo 

was neither about economic returns 
nor scientific advance. It was an 
engineering triumph over the Soviet 
Union - a second-rate superpower. 
Any new American mission Mars is 
essentially no different. It would be 
a display of US global - and space - 
hegemony. And, of course, once the 
first crews land on Mars, the romance 
could easily cool. After the initial 
Apollo missions the American public 
tended to lose interest. Subsequent 
moon landings did not command the 
same rapt attention, that is for sure. 
Conceivably the same phenomenon 
might see a future US administration 
concluding that Mars projects are a 
waste of public money.

Manned Mars missions have no 
immediate economic or scientific worth 
- that is already the overwhelming 
consensus.  Let  me ci te  three 
trusted members of the US space 
establishment. Douglas Osheroff is a 
Nobel prize-winning physicist who sat 
on the committee which investigated 
the 2003 Columbia accident. He is 
perfectly frank: “Right now there is 
no economic value in going to Mars.”41 
Ed Weiler - assistant advisor of Nasa’s 
office of space science - is equally 
candid: “These missions will not be 
driven by science.”42 Neil deGrasse 
Tyson - astrophysicist and member of 
George W Bush’s Mars commission 
- admits that if “pure science” was 
the purpose, “it’s obvious that you 
would send robots”.43 Compared with 
astronauts, robots are 50 or 100 times 
less expensive.

Mars is the most Earth-like of all 
the other planets and moons in the 
solar system. But that is not saying 
much. Barren, pitted with craters, 
prone to gigantic dust storms, Mars 
is virtually airless - the mainly (95%) 
carbon dioxide atmosphere is 100 
times less dense than ours on Earth. 
That counts as a laboratory vacuum. 
The thin atmosphere also means that 
Mars has no ozone layer to shield 
the planet’s surface from the sun’s 
deadly ultraviolet radiation. The safest 
place to live, therefore, would be 
underground. To make matters worse, 
Mars is hellishly cold. On average 
the equatorial zone is 60 degrees 
Celsius below zero. Sometimes the 
temperature falls to -100˚. At its 
warmest temperatures can nudge up 
to just over 0˚. Antarctica is far more 
hospitable than that. The only reason 
the planet is not covered in ice is lack 
of water and lack of atmosphere. 
True, there is plenty of iron and a little 
magnesium, titanium and aluminium.44 
But, as far as we know, nothing exists 
there that cannot be made or obtained 
infinitely more cheaply here on Earth.

No-one with a modicum of scientific 
knowledge ever doubted the water ice 
in the Martian poles. We do not need 
astronauts to tell us that. There is also 
frozen water beneath the planet’s rocky 
surface. But why travel in a tiny metal 
capsule - six months there and six 
months back - across 60 million miles 
of deep space for that?

Some scientists confidently speak of 
terraforming. The Martian atmosphere 
could conceivably be artificially 
oxygenated, the density dramatically 
upped and thereby significantly 
warmed. Water might then flow once 
again along its wide valleys and fill 
ancient lake and ocean beds. However, 
creating a self-sustaining ecosystem - 
one capable of supporting simple plant 
life - would require the restoration of 
Martian magnetic poles, or an artificial 
magnetosphere. The whole operation 
would take quite a few years - around 
100,000.45

And once again there are dangers. 
Each one of us hosts 100 trillion 
micro-organisms. They constitute 
our “extended genome”.46 Possibly 
Mars rovers can be sterilised: that is 
impossible, though, with us humans. 
Micro-organisms are vital for our 
digestive system, etc. Hence we are 
bound to contaminate Mars. And 
micro-organisms are in turn bound to 

evolve on Mars - terraformed or not - 
maybe into something against which 
humans, on Mars or Earth, possess no 
immunological defences.

There are quick-fix schemes. If 100 
nuclear-powered terraforming factories 
were established on Mars - discussed 
in a joint paper by Margarita Marinova 
and Chris McKay - specifically in 
order to pump out perfluorocarbons (a 
super greenhouse gas), the time span 
for terraforming is less awesome.47 
At a Nasa-sponsored conference held 
in October 2000, they estimated that 
it would take 100 years to raise the 
Martian temperature by six to eight 
degrees. To get to the point where 
there is free-running water would need 
another 700 years. A greatly thickened 
carbon dioxide atmosphere would 
retain sufficient heat. But Mars would 
remain cold, alien and thoroughly 
inhospitable to life as we know it on 
Earth - except for micro-organisms.

Worshippers of science doggedly 
insist that going into space is the 
one sure way to escape the usual list 
of so-called intractable problems 
mounting up here on Earth: eg, war, 
overpopulation, hunger, growing 
inequality, global warming and resource 
depletion. For them technology holds 
the solution to everything. By the same 
measure the huge exertions required for 
space colonisation would encourage 
humanity to leave behind parochial 
concerns.

Isaac Asimov, the celebrated 
20th century science fiction writer, 
touchingly hoped that “cooperation 
in something large enough to fire 
the hearts and mind” - like a Mars 
mission - would make people “forget 
the petty quarrels that have engaged 
them for thousands of years in 
wars over insignificant scraps of 
earthly territory”.48 The morphed 
Revolutionary Communist Party - a 
1980s ultra-leftist flash in the pan 
and nowadays a rightwing libertarian 
coven - echoes this scientism. Writing 
on the Spiked website, Stuart Atkinson 
impatiently urged the US on to Mars 
in the name of an ahistorical human 
nature: “We are a curious species.” 
Scraping the bottom of the barrel, 
he pleads on behalf of the dead crew 
of space shuttle Columbia, which 
disintegrated in February 2003 when 
attempting to return to Earth. They 
“would not have wanted” space 
exploration stopped. A “big idea” 
like Mars would inspire and show 
what could be done here on Earth.49 
In the same breathless spirit James 
Woudhuysen says, “Let’s go back to the 
moon - and beyond.”50 Ray Bradbury, 
author of The Martian chronicles, 
proved no less embarrassing: “The 
moment we land on Mars all the people 
of the world will weep with joy.”51 Nor 
did China Miéville, a member of the 
Socialist Workers Party till a few years 
ago, want to be left out: “We socialist 
sci-fi fans can’t bring ourselves to 
oppose space programmes … I think it 
says something exciting about humans 
that we want to explore space. I think 
there’s something wonderful about 
rocket ships.”52

Marxism does not question the 
existence of human nature. But 
attributes such as curiosity and an 
eagerness to explore must be examined 
historically and contextualised 
socially - not treated in a manner 
which universalises Nasa-man and 
the unending pursuit of the American 
dream.

Scattered around the Indian Ocean 
coast, in India and Pakistan, the 
Philippines, and Malaysia - marking 
the southern route out of Africa and 
the “beachcombing” trail to Australia - 
there are genetically distinct “remnants” 
of the original homo sapiens.53 Having 
arrived between 80,000 and 75,000 
years ago, they often liked what they 
found very much. With the subsequent 
expansion in population numbers and 
pressure on natural resources, some 
immediate descendants would trek off 
to the next suitable location along the 
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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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coast. But enough were perfectly happy 
to stay firmly put.

Nor should it be forgotten that till 
recent times many groups of hunter-
gatherers contentedly enjoyed what 
some would describe as a primitive 
existence. Others might be tempted to 
call it idyllic. Such was their mastery 
of the local environment - yes, through 
curiosity and exploration - that 
necessary labour could be reduced 
to a couple of hours. The rest of their 
day was spent eating, story-telling, 
playing with the children, dancing, 
etc. Why move under such benign 
circumstances?

Nor should technological progress 
be viewed as linear. After 1450 China 
scuppered its ocean-going fleet of 
big treasure ships and dismantled its 
shipyards (mechanical clocks and 
water-driven spinning machines were 
also abandoned). Between 1600 and 
1853 Japan virtually eliminated what 
had up till then been a lucrative line in 
the production of guns. In the 1880s 
legislation put a stop to the introduction 
of public electric street lighting in 
London. Jared Diamond provides other 
examples of technological “reversals” 
which occurred during prehistory. 
Aboriginal Tasmanians abandoned 
bone tools and fishing, aboriginal 
Australians may have abandoned 
the bow and arrow, Torres Islanders 
abandoned canoes, Polynesians 
abandoned pottery and Polar Eskimos 
lost the bow and arrow, while Dorset 
Eskimos put aside the bow and arrow, 
bow drills and dogs.54

There are materialist explanations 
for all such seemingly aberrant 
behaviour; but clearly teleological 
notions of an inevitable progression 
from flint axes to landing humans on 
Mars are quite erroneous.

Of course, Marxists have always had 
a positive attitude towards science and 
technology. But we do not privilege 
science and technology or take an 
uncritical view. Motivation, application 
and consequences must be thoroughly 
interrogated. Neither science nor 
technology is neutral. So it is wrong 
to conflate scientific and technological 
progress with social progress (a 
mistake which joins Eduard Bernstein, 
‘official communism’, Silicon Valley 
billionaires and the alt right).

The main locomotive of history is 
class struggle and the constant striving 
for human freedom: eg, the Athenian 
citizen-peasant revolution of 508-
507 BCE, the 73-71 BCE Spartacus 
uprising, the 1381 peasant revolt, the 
Hussites of 14th century Bohemia, the 
1789 French Revolution, Chartism, 
the First International, the 1871 Paris 
Commune, the 19th century democratic 
breakthrough in Europe, the 1917 
Russian Revolution.

Development of the productive 
forces and the rational application 
of science create the objective basis 
for generalised human freedom and 
the rounded development of each 
individual. But capitalism does not 
do that. Capitalism skews progress - it 
performs technological miracles, while 
simultaneously leaving millions in 
poverty. Capitalism perverts science - 
not only by bending it to the lopsided, 
narrow and demeaning dictats of profit, 
but by turning it against humanity, to the 
extent of threatening our very survival. 
The insights, ingenuity and resources of 
science have been channelled into ways 
of killing and destroying on an almost 
unimaginable scale: carpet-bombing, 
gas chambers, nuclear warheads, 
chemical and biological weapons. 
Walter Benjamin damningly remarked 
somewhere that our rulers perfect not 
so much the means of production: 
rather the means of destruction.

Military
The fact of the matter is that Nasa and 
the whole US space business is a branch, 
or extension, of the military-industrial 
complex. And what is true for the 
US is true for Russia, China, the EU, 
Japan and India too. Satellites, launch 

rockets, tracking stations, etc, owe 
far more to military requirements for 
spying, pinpoint targeting, the delivery 
of WMDs, real-time command and 
battle communications than so-called 
pure science. Loring Wirbel, a peace 
activist and expert in space technology, 
shows that even back in the 1950s, 
the US “civilian satellite programme 
served as a cover for a wide-ranging 
spy satellite programme”.55

Nowadays, the US military relies 
on space technology, including 
commercial systems, which by their 
very nature have a dual use. Take the 
Global Positioning System (GPS) of 
satellites, which allows motorists, 
seafarers, airline crews and even hill 
walkers to locate themselves to within 
a few feet. But, however welcome, this 
is merely a by-product. It should never 
be forgotten that GPS has overriding 
military functions. When a vehicle 
suspected of carrying Hamas members 
is blasted to pieces by an Israeli missile 
strike in Gaza, that is GPS at work. 
When ‘precision’ bombs slammed 
into Baghdad in 2003, that was GPS 
at work. Indeed the US military boasts 
that during the invasion of Iraq 60% of 
all aerial bombardment was accounted 
for by GPS bombs. The US deployed 
not so much airpower as spacepower. 
As former US airforce secretary, James 
Roche, triumphantly announced, 
concluding an April 2003 speech, “The 
war in space has already begun.”56

Behind mission Mars and the 
highfalutin language of discovery, 
human adventure and manifest destiny 
lurks a sinister agenda for ensuring the 
total US domination of space. The US 
military-industrial complex has tested 
unmanned space-planes - most notably 
Boeing’s hypersonic X-51 test aircraft, 
which, having made a sudden dive into 
the atmosphere, could conceivably be 
used to deliver nuclear bombs.57 No less 
worrying, the administration of George 
W Bush pursued a National Missile 
Defense programme. The inheritor of 
Ronald Reagan’s Strategic Defense 
Initiative, it aimed to put in place an 
anti-missile system in space “capable 
of shooting down nuclear missiles”. 
This would “profoundly alter” the 
balance of power between nuclear 
powers, says Nayef Al-Rodhan, and 
“could have disastrous consequences 
in terms of global security”.58 With his 
confrontational policy towards China, 
Trump will surely find a revival of such 
a programme very tempting.

There is another aspect to mission 
Mars which cannot be ignored. The 
US Mars project, like the rest of 
the military-industrial complex, 
constitutes a so-called third department 
of production (the other two being the 
production of the means of production 
and the production of the means of 
consumption). Department three allows 
capitalism to guarantee “maximum” 
self-expansion from the firm basis of 
the “minimum” consumption of the 
relatively impoverished masses.59 Their 
limited ability to purchase the means 
of consumption no longer constitutes 
a barrier.

Turning the production of the means 
of destruction into a system of profit 
and self-expansion through state 
purchases effectively obliterates the 
distinction between consumption and 
destruction. This is feasible precisely 
because for capital the purpose of 
production, the end aim, is not human 
consumption of use-values according 
to need: rather it is self-expansion for 
its own sake. Problems of real use, 
and therefore real consumption, are 
overcome (though not eliminated) 
through the unlimited ability of the 
state to generate artificial demand 
and purchase waste - ie, the means 
of destruction - through credit and 
taxation. This innovative response to 
capitalist overproduction - initially 
tried before World War I and then after 
the 1929-33 world economic crisis - 
was made into a model of normality 
after 1945. Under Trump the peacetime 
US arms budget is set to increase to 

$603 billion (well over twice as much 
as China and Russia combined).60

The Trump administration justifies 
this perverse and obscene squandering 
of human and material resources 
through peddling an America first 
nativist patriotism (and generating 
jobs). Of course, this approach has 
a long history: eg, kaiser Germany, 
Bolshevism, European fascism, post-
World War II USSR, Saddam Hussein, 
bin Laden, the Taliban, Islamic State 
have all been credited with being 
existential enemies of America. Voting 
in favour of the endless production 
of waste thereby becomes a national 
duty and imposes a welcome internal 
discipline over the working class. 
Spending on Nasa and the space 
programme is essentially no different. 
Except that, besides patriotism, it is 
able to harness another misplaced 
idealism - the quixotic belief that 
space represents humanity’s manifest 
destiny and promises solutions to every 
problem.

Social problems
Meanwhile, the United Nations estimates 
that over a billion people have no access 
to clean drinking water, some 840 
million have to survive on significantly 
less than the recommended daily intake 
of calories and around 30 million are 
infected with HIV/Aids. There is nothing 
inevitable or natural about any of this.

Neoliberal, International Monetary 
Fund and World Bank programmes of 
market ‘reform’ and subordination to 
capitalist globalisation over the last 
40 years have greatly exacerbated 
the unevenness characteristic of the 
system. Today the richest 1% “hold 
nearly half the global wealth”.61 Leave 
aside the so-called third world - in 
Britain some 900,000 people have 
registered with food banks.62

Yet with organisation and political 
will humanity has within its reach the 
ability to easily meet all basic needs. 
The wealth exists in abundance. Simply 
diverting the US arms budget to real 
human needs would do away with 
global poverty - almost at a stroke. 
But such a turnaround can never 
happen through the banal platitudes 
and essentially diversionary calls of 
the NGOs, religious notables and 
various leftwing reformers for rich 
governments to do their moral duty. The 
modern state palpably exists to defend, 
serve and promote the self-expansion 
of capital - the two are inextricably 
interwoven and interdependent.

Social problems demand social 
solutions. Humanity - which can 
viably only be led by the revolutionary 
working class - faces an epochal 
challenge of putting humanity’s 
wealth under the control of the 
associated producers. Capitalism long 
ago outlived any usefulness it once 
possessed. Now this most alienated 
of social relationships threatens to 
bring about a civilizational breakdown 
- through economic crisis, xenophobic 
madness and ecological destruction.

Once humanity has superseded 
capitalism and become properly 
human, who knows what we might 
choose to do? Mars, along with other 
planets and moons in the solar system, 
could be explored by self-replicating 
robots or terraformed in an attempt 
to make them habitable. Perhaps one 
day in the far future our descendants 
might reach Earth-like planets orbiting 
nearby stars. Now, however, the main 
subject of humanity must be humanity 
- as we find it, here on this planet. A 
planet which gave birth to our species 
and which has everything we need in 
terms of our evolved physiognomy and 
psychology. If we want to survive as 
a species, our prime mission ought to 
be taking care of planet Earth - only 
possible by finally winning the battle 
for democracy and transforming all 
existing social relationships l

This article is an updated and 
extended version of ‘Mission 
Mars, or mission Earth?’ 

published in Weekly Worker on 
March 23 2017.
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Erdoğan’s election gamble
If, as seems possible, the AKP is defeated, writes Esen Uslu, will the president go quietly?

The decision of Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan to call a snap election 
on June 24 - with the support 

of Devlet Bahçeli of the rightwing 
Nationalist Movement Party (MHP), 
who is acting as his crutch in parlia-
ment - has thrown their respective 
parties into a spin.

Members of the alliance formed 
by Erdoğan’s AKP (Justice and 
Development Party) and the MHP 
have clearly grovelled before the 
president and consequently lost any of 
their remaining credibility in the eyes 
of many people. More than two thirds 
of them have been told that they will 
be leaving parliament. They will not 
be candidates.

Inevitably such an upheaval in 
the ranks has created discord, and 
rival factions have started to sharpen 
their knives. Erdoğan’s son-in-law, 
Berat Albayrak, minister for energy 
and natural resources, has been 
apparently groomed as his successor. 
His nemesis was the minister for 
internal affairs, Süleyman Soylu. The 
infighting suddenly exploded, as it 
was revealed that the state security 
apparatus had been monitoring 
Soylu’s telephone calls. Apparently 
that was with the aim of discrediting 
him if need be.

The row between the minister of 
internal affairs and the general director 
of the Istanbul police has also become 
public. It is said the director does not 
even reply to Soylu’s phone calls. Both 
have vowed to finish the other off after 
the elections. It is widely believed that 
the row is over who controls the AKP 
youth organisation.

Then, unexpectedly, an AKP 
MP once more raised the question 
of Erdoğan’s university diploma. 
According to the constitution, only 
graduates can be nominated for 
the presidency and, while Erdoğan 
claims he graduated from a university 
in Istanbul, he has been unable to 
produce his diploma. Previously a very 
amateurishly made fake had surfaced, 
but was quickly discredited. However, 
the Supreme Electoral Council did not 
pursue the question and Erdoğan was 
elected president. The fact that once 
more this has become an issue reveals 
the existence of rival groupings within 
the party.

Meanwhile, some AKP members 
who once held important posts, but 
were sidelined over the years because 
of a whiff of opposition to Erdoğan, 
have been recalled in order to rally 
support for the president. Some of 
them, unceremoniously dumped in 
the past, have found themselves being 
tempted by the prospect of a seat in 
parliament.

But Erdoğan felt he needed to 
look further afield. In an attempt to 
rally the right, even former leaders 
of nationalist death squads - as well 
as their family members - have been 
harnessed to the AKP cart, finding 
themselves looking at the possibility 
of being elected on an AKP ticket. In 
addition famous sportsmen, as well 
as artists, not previously known for 
their political commitment, have been 
given a place on the AKP ticket, in 
the hope that they may bring in a few 
more votes.

Despite everything, however, things 
are not looking too good for Erdoğan 
and the AKP. He seems to be looking 
at no more than 45% support in the 
first round of the presidential election, 
which, like the parliamentary poll, will 
take place on June 24. If that is reflected 
in actual votes, there would have to be 
a second round. The Teflon seems to 
be rubbing off.

All this has left the state bureaucracy 
in turmoil. As an outright win for 
Erdoğan seems unlikely, the top 
apparatchiks have started scheming 
among themselves. Those who 
resigned their positions to participate 
as candidates are now uncertain of 
their future.

An AKP overall majority in 
parliament now seems impossible. Even 
the formation of a coalition government 
of AKP and MHP members seems 
conditional on keeping the leftwing, 
pro-Kurdish People’s Democratic Party 
(HDP) under the electoral threshold 
and out of parliament.

Dissenting voices are being 
silenced, using the excuse of national 
security or the war in Kurdistan. For 
example, more than 144,000 voters 
are being forced to vote in districts 

other than their own in 19 provinces - 
predominantly Kurdish. This so-called 
‘transported ballot box’ is a ploy 
to discourage Kurdish voters from 
supporting the HDP by forcing them to 
go and vote in localities where there are 
‘village protection’ schemes.

The Supreme Electoral Council 
(SEC) is  part  of  the judicial 
establishment and is supposed to be 
impartial, but when candidate lists were 
submitted by the parties it refused to 
recognise some particularly popular 
HDP candidates. One is Turgut Öker, 
the former leader of the Confederation 
of Alevi Associations in Europe. 
Like every candidate he submitted 
a court document declaring that he 
has no criminal convictions. But the 
SEC in its wisdom decided that a fine 
resulting from a civil court case on a 
charge of “insulting the president” was 
sufficient to disqualify comrade Öker 
from standing.

Many former HDP MPs have had 
criminal cases pending for years, 
but suddenly a rush of court activity 
has resulted in summary convictions 
and disqualification from standing 
again. This was on top of the well-
documented convictions of former 

MPs after their parliamentary immunity 
was unceremoniously removed by 
an unconstitutional AKP initiative 
supported by the ‘social democratic’ 
CHP in parliament.

Economy
The Erdoğan gamble was also a calculated 
move in regard to the economy. As the 
global financial downturn started to put 
pressure on Turkish public finances, 
Erdoğan thought he should seek a new 
period of office before things got worse.

However, the economic blunders 
he has committed have now caught 
up with him. Islamist to the core, he is 
against ‘usury’ and is therefore keen to 
keep interest rates low. He has claimed 
that the reason for high inflation is 
high interest rates - he argued this 
forcefully in a televised interview 
when he visited London in early May.

In order to keep those rates under 
control in an economy that has 
traditionally suffered a high foreign 
trade deficit, he put pressure on the 
supposedly independent Central Bank 
to keep them down. But since last 
autumn it has been obvious to all that 
holding down interest rates is virtually 
impossible and any attempt to do so 

would quickly dry up Turkey’s foreign 
currency reserves.

The financial bureaucracy made a 
pretence of holding the general rate 
at 8%, while foreign currencies could 
be sold at ‘late-liquidity’ rates (the 
supposedly emergency rate to assist 
banks), which stood at 12.5%. Such 
illogical and childish deception was 
supported by regulatory threats to 
financial institutions.

But suddenly the exchange rate 
of the Turkish lira to the dollar 
fell dramatically. The ‘economic 
miracle’ was exposed as a fake and 
the much vaunted ‘Turkish model’ 
was sliding down the drain. The 
financial establishment pleaded with 
Erdoğan to let them increase interest 
rates and it took three days to obtain 
his permission - even the pro-Erdoğan 
Muslim Businessmen’s Association 
was calling for an increase. In the 
end the rate more than doubled to 
16.5%. But the damage had been 
done. Erdoğan immediately sent his 
finance minister to London to placate 
the international markets.

However, even a minister on a 
mission knows when he is out of 
favour and so may not be re-elected. 
Erdoğan will no doubt attempt to 
blame him and Central Bank officials 
for the lira’s fall in value, as well as 
the economic downturn itself. But this 
time it may not be so easy.

As it becomes apparent that 
Erdoğan is not able to get what he 
wants and that he and his loyal troops 
are prepared to do anything to cling 
onto power, alarms are sounding in 
every corner of the opposition that he 
could well refuse to hand over power 
even if he loses. According to the 
argument, Erdoğan and his loyalist 
circle have indulged in graft and 
corruption to such an extent that it will 
be impossible for them to step down 
unless there is a guarantee that they 
will not be charged for their crimes. 
However, the role he and his Islamist 
policies have played in the Syrian 
war along with its unpredictable 
consequences do not leave much room 
for such a guarantee.

As the opposition tries to close 
ranks in order to topple Erdoğan and 
the AKP government, they will have 
to come to terms with what to do with 
any election win they might score. 
With the ‘Kurdish problem’ and war 
in Syria still dividing all sections of 
society, as well as the opposition itself, 
the prospect of finding a common 
alternative route seems remote. That 
can only mean increased uncertainty 
- and turmoil - after the elections l

Erdoğan: trying every trick in the book
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