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IHRA definition
In the Daily Mirror (April 27) Tony 
Greenstein alleges the anti-Semitism 
claims were manufactured by CIA 
spies and Israel. I think Tony missed 
the target when he aimed at the CIA 
- all the evidence points towards 
Israel.

I have been figuring this stuff out 
for the last year. This is an Israeli 
security-run operation aimed at 
removing Jeremy Corbyn as leader 
of the Labour Party. To understand it 
you need to go back to the beginning 
- not to 2015, when Jeremy Corbyn 
became leader, but 10 years earlier 
to 2005. This was just before the 
launch of the boycott, divestment 
and sanctions campaign.

Several supporters of Israel met 
to draft a new working definition 
of anti-Semitism. One of the groups 
attending was the Community 
Security Trust (CST), a ‘charity’ 
(really it is a political lobby group 
for Israel) from Britain. BDS is very 
big in Britain and Israel sees Britain 
as a key battleground in the fight 
against it.

The working definition of anti-
Semitism - which I will call the 
Israeli definition (or fake definition), 
as opposed to the English Oxford 
Dictionary definition - was posted 
on the website of the European 
Monitoring Centre on Racism and 
Xenophobia (EMCRX). The Israeli 
definition is cleverly constructed in 
two parts: the first part is harmless 
enough, talking about hatred of Jews 
and Jewish community institutions, 
but the sting is in the tail. The 
second part is a ‘helpful guide’, 
giving examples of anti-Semitism. 
It becomes very clear that this 
definition has one particular Jewish 
community institution in mind: 
Israel. Implicitly, criticising Israel is 
defined to be anti-Semitic, although, 
explicitly, the definition denies this 
is the case.

BDS was launched in 2006 and in 
the same year the Israeli government 
founded the ministry of strategic 
affairs (MSA), whose purpose is 
to counter BDS - regarded as a 
propaganda war. 

The Board of Deputies and the 
Jewish Leadership Council launched 
the Fair Play campaign to oppose 
BDS. The Community Security 
Trust was the third member of 
Fair Play, but kept a low profile. 
They don’t want to be known as an 
Israeli lobby organisation and they 
have to be careful because they 
are a registered charity (ie, not 
political!).

Unfortunately for the Israeli 
security forces, the EMCRX 
removed the working definition 
from their website, as they had 
never adopted it as an official 
document. Then the EMCRX was 
replaced by the Fundamental Rights 
Agency, which showed no interest in 
defining anti-Semitism. Maybe they 
realised they were being used.

In 2015 Jeremy Corbyn became 
the leader of the Labour Party 
- a long-time supporter of the 
Palestinians’ fight for justice. In 2016 
the US and Israel put forward the 
Israeli definition to the International 
Holocaust Remembrance Alliance, 
which adopted it. It has since been 
recommended by the European 
parliament and accepted by the UK 
government and other governments 
around the world.

The Al Jazeera report The Lobby 
shows how the Israeli embassy 
supports and tries to coordinate 
these groups. The MSA runs events 
in Israel and around the world, 

bringing all these groups together 
for training and to exchange advice. 
When an event was held in London, 
security was provided by the CST. 

Clearly the Tories, the Blairite 
Labour MPs and the media are 
happy to jump on this bandwagon, 
which is owned and controlled by 
Israel. Remember, being a Tory or in 
the Labour Party is not incompatible 
with being a supporter of Israel.

Did Ruth Smeeth lie because she 
was a professional Israeli lobbyist or 
because she is a rightwing Labour 
MP who hates Jeremy Corbyn? I 
think it is a meaningless question: 
she did it because she is both. The 
same could be said of those who are 
both Conservatives and supporters 
of Israel. The British establishment, 
both Conservative and Labour, has 
supported Zionism for 100 years. 
Joe Green
email

Privilege
Comrade Yassamine Mather’s letter 
(July 12) on my article, ‘Getting 
beyond capitalism’ (July 5), makes 
some helpful points.

The first point - that in the UK 
identity politics was not promoted by 
the Maoists, who were numerically 
insignificant, but by (some) 
Trotskyists and the Eurocommunists 
- is basically right. I should certainly 
have qualified what I wrote to make 
clear that in talking about soft-
Maoist influence I was referring to 
US developments, which were later 
copied elsewhere.

I add that the British story 
is a little more complicated. 
Initially, it was only the proto-
Eurocommunists, the International 
Marxist Group and some smaller 
groups around the student left who 
went for ‘identity politics’. The 
other main Trotskyist groups at first 
clung to an ‘economist’ approach 
like that defended by Adolph Reed 
(discussed and criticised in my June 
26 article, ‘Race and class’). This 
approach is actually untenable, and 
as a result they all subsequently 
collapsed into one or another version 
of identity politics.  The proto-
Eurocommunists were the main 
drivers of full ‘identitarianism’, 
for the obvious reason that this 
approach appeared to offer a stronger 
argument for subordinating working 
class interests to a ‘broad democratic 
alliance’ than did suggestions 
that Britain had in some sense an 
‘uncompleted bourgeois revolution’.

The second point is that it was 
not just the left’s mistakes which 
led to identity politics becoming an 
instrument of neoliberalism, and 
ultimately leading to ‘white identity’ 
and ‘Christian identity’ politics, 
but also conscious initiatives of 
pro-capitalist forces. This is again 
clearly correct (and, in fact, was part 
of the point of my article, referring 
to the foundation of the Libertarian 
Party and so on). As comrade 
Yassamine says, her article, ‘Out of 
the mainstream, into the revolution’ 
(April 18 2013), rightly makes the 
point that ‘capitalist feminism’ 
allowed the bourgeoisie economic 
as well as political benefits.

I add a more general instance of 
the same point. The capitalist class 
is a ruling class, which actively 
manages the lower classes; and, 
though it is prisoner of objective 
laws, it is not so completely such a 
prisoner that it will stand still to be 
shot at by any particular left strategy.

The third point is that “when the 
US Maoists and Marxists in the third 
world raised the issue” of the labour 
aristocracy, “it was an accurate 
assessment of the conditions of the 
international working class”.

On this last point, I don’t agree; 
and it needs more than an exchange 

of letters to discuss the issue 
properly. The problem is, I think, 
that “labour aristocracy” theory 
supposes that particular sections of 
the working class who have won 
most gains are most disposed to 
support the capitalists’ international 
projects. The Liberal-led British 
‘craft’ trade unions of the 1880s, and 
George Meany’s leadership of the 
US AFL-CIO union confederation 
in the 1950s-70s, make such an 
idea attractive. But at other periods 
strongly organised skilled workers 
have been at the core of the radical 
left wing of the workers’ movement, 
and the pro-capitalist right wing has 
been based on the less skilled and 
less organised.

The theoretical issue posed 
thus needs work. It matters to the 
‘intersectionality’ issue because 
‘check your privilege’ arguments 
are based on generalising from the 
argument that the pro-imperialist 
right wing of the labour movement 
grows out of sectional privilege. 
These arguments, however, turn 
out in practice to call for women, 
black people or whatever particular 
oppressed group to unite with 
the boss, or his or her political 
representatives, against fellow 
workers who have one or another 
advantage.
Mike Macnair
Oxford

Stimulating
May I associate myself with 
Yassamine Mather’s letter of 
criticism (July 12) of Mike Macnair’s 
article on intersectionality (‘Getting 
beyond capitalism’, July 5). 

And for once I also agree with 
Steve Freeman, when he argues that 
an attitude which is generally hostile 
to referenda need not invariably be 
against them. As an example, the 
view of European social democrats 
prior to World War I was that the 
matter of Alsace-Lorraine should be 
resolved by a plebiscite. Of course, 
it never was: the Germans in 1870 
and 1940 and the French in 1919 
and 1945 both thought it was theirs 
by right of conquest and no damned 
democratic nonsense.

Your letters section is so good 
and stimulating even to a broken-
down old Trot like myself that in 
some ways it is the strongest part of 
your paper.
Ted Crawford
London

Slaughter
Mike Macnair asks why the Stalinists 
were able to marginalise the 
Trotskyists (‘Irrational optimism’, 
July 12). He acknowledges that there 
were NKVD secret police operations, 
but contrasts the situation in the 
1930s with the pre-1917 period, 
when the Bolsheviks worked under 
the burden of the Okhrana. The 
implication seems to be that Stalinist 
repression was merely comparable 
to that of routine police work under 
tsarism and Trotsky never had much 
support. I think Mike underestimates 
the role of repression, in which many 
thousands of old Bolsheviks and 
supporters of the Left Opposition 
were killed and many more exiled.

The Marxist historian, Vadim Z 
Rogovin comments: “The logic of 
this [inner-party] struggle, in which 
the ideological strength of each 
of these political tendencies was 
inversely proportional to its material 
might, led not only to the physical 
extermination of the adherents 
of the Left Opposition, but also 
to the liquidation of at least two 
generations of Bolsheviks who had 
prepared and defended the October 
Revolution”. Perhaps the extent of 
actual and potential opposition to 
Stalin explains the ferocity of the 

repression.
While Rogovin dismisses the 

more fanciful and arbitrary figures 
from those rightwing writers who 
speak glibly of many millions of dead 
in the repression, he does show that 
the numbers shot rose dramatically 
in the years 1937-38. In 1936, 1,118 
were shot on political charges, rising 
to 353,074 in 1937 and 328,618 in 
1938, and down again sharply to 
4,201 in 1939-40 combined. These 
were mostly communists, not 
luckless people picked off the streets 
at random. Stalinism required the 
destruction of the Bolsheviks.
Mike Martin
Sheffield

Ridicule
It is a case of déjà vu! Once again 
the question of another referendum 
is raised and Jack Conrad dutifully 
condemns it, finishing up with 
another attack on “post-1945 
Trotskyism”, (‘Oppose siren calls’, 
July 5).

He is determined to smear 
Trotsky’s Transitional programme 
by comparing it to the sins and 
omissions of his “heirs”, but he 
appears to have no concept of 
degeneration and its causes. Yet we 
need such a concept to understand 
what happened to the Soviet regime 
itself, post-1917 (see my last article, 
‘Trotskyism and May 1968’, June 
14, where I painstakingly apply this 
concept to post-war Trotskyism, as 
well as explaining the reasons why).

Jack delights in ridiculing the 
title of the TP, because it uses the 
phrase, “death agony of capitalism”. 
May I point out that capitalism 
was only saved by Stalin’s policy 
of ‘socialism in one country’ 
and ‘peaceful coexistence with 
imperialism’. It also paved the way 
for the victory of Nazism in 1933, 
as an excrescence of capitalism. As 
for the war itself, whilst the Soviet 
masses bore the brunt of it, it was 
the most destructive war in history; 
which also explains why Stalinism 
survived and why capitalism was 
able to start the long post-war boom.

Jack should go back and read the 
TP again. Therein he might discover 
that the transitional method, as 
outlined in its pages, offers a more 
concrete means to introduce the 
revolutionary programme, at both 
the minimum and maximum level 
- especially when the Stalinist 
counterrevolution and the threat 
of a new imperialist war was in 
the ascendency (compare this to 
the rise of Trump today, economic 
nationalism, on the left as well as 
the right, which is a response to 
neoliberalism - it is a question of 
which is worse). Jack relies on a 
more abstract method, whereby he 
is dangerously close to fetishising 
his cherished demands, be they 
minimal or maximum ones, such as 
“replacing the standing army with a 
popular militia”, etc.

Laugh at Trotsky’s characteris-
ation of the period as “the transitional 
epoch” (viz his conviction that war 
and revolution in the first part of the 
20th century could be repeated) if 
you want to. Nevertheless, contrary 
to Jack, I believe that a new version 
of the TP, which is adapted to 
present conditions, would be a huge 
step forward for revolutionaries 
today and in the future.

Consider the following résumé: 
In the section on ‘Trade unions’, it 
says: “... the Fourth International 
resolutely … condemns trade union 
fetishism [eg, by the syndicalists] 
… In time of war and revolution, 
when the bourgeoisie is plunged 
into exceptional difficulties, trade 
union leaders usually become 
bourgeois ministers, [whereas 
revolutionaries] should strive to 

renew the top leadership of the trade 
unions [both left and right, and also] 
create in all possible circumstances 
independent militant organisations, 
corresponding more closely to 
the tasks of mass struggle against 
bourgeois society” (compare this 
to the CPGB’s demand that those 
trade unions which are still ‘outside’ 
should affiliate to the Labour Party, 
despite the betrayals of the Corbyn 
leadership so far, which the left 
bureaucrats in the unions have yet to 
break with. Don’t hold your breath!).

Commenting on the sit-down 
strikes in the late 1930s (eg, in the 
USA and France), the TP calls for 
factory committees to give them 
“organisational expression. Elected 
by all the factory employees, the 
factory committee immediately 
creates a counterweight to the 
administration.” One of their tasks 
would be to demand that “business 
secrets” be published, along with 
“workers’ control of industry”. Such 
demands are just as relevant today.

As for Jack’s particular favourite, 
the demand for disbanding the 
standing army, to be replaced by 
workers’ militias, once again the TP 
refers to the situation in the USA: 
ie, during “peaceful times”, wherein 
striking workers are being shot by the 
bourgeoisie’s own private armies. 
The TP goes on to talk about “the 
necessity of creating workers’ groups 
for self defence [and that this should 
be written into the programme for] 
the revolutionary wing of the trade 
unions. It is imperative wherever 
possible, beginning with the youth 
groups, to organise groups for self-
defence, and drill them with the use 
of arms.”

In the section entitled ‘The 
struggle against imperialism and 
war’, The TP reminds everyone that 
“The Second international repeats 
its infamous policies of 1914 with 
all the greater assurance, since 
today it is the Comintern which play 
second fiddle in chauvinism ... The 
Bolshevik-Leninist tendency [the 
name given to the FI’s precursor] 
preserves all of its force today … 
A correct policy is composed of 
two elements: an uncompromising 
attitude on imperialism and its wars; 
and the ability to base its programme 
on the experience of the masses 
themselves … the fact that … the 
fate of the people is left in the hands 
of the imperialists, their governing 
staffs, their diplomacy, the generals, 
with all their intrigues and plots 
against the people. The Fourth 
International rejects with abhorrence 
all such abstractions, which play the 
same role in the democratic camp as 
in fascist: ‘honour’, ‘blood’, ‘race’.” 
Today it would be expressed slightly 
differently: eg, after ‘honour’ would 
come ‘defence of democracy’, etc.

The TP also raises the question 
of a referendum on war in the 
United States, circa 1938, which 
no doubt Jack would vigorously 
oppose. Here he is probably right, 
whereas Trotsky was wrong to go 
along with the American section’s 
demand for one. But this error is 
more than compensated for by the 
following slogans: “workers’ control 
of war industries … a tax on military 
profit and expropriation of the 
traffickers in war industries. Where 
military industry is ‘nationalised’, 
as in France, the slogan of workers’ 
control preserves its full strength.” 

Not only is this an appropriate 
approach to the situation today, but 
American tech workers are already 
ahead of us: eg, the ‘Tech Workers 
Coalition’ in the US: “Tech should 
not be in the business of war … Say 
no to tech warfare”. Ditto with most 
of the rest of the TP!
Rex Dunn
London
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London Communist Forum
Sunday July 22, 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: appendix B.
Calthorpe Arms, 252 Grays Inn Road, London WC1.
Organised by CPGB: www.cpgb.org.uk;
and Labour Party Marxists: www.labourpartymarxists.org.uk.

Tolpuddle Festival
Friday July 20, 12 noon to Sunday July 22, 6pm: Annual commemoration, 
Tolpuddle Martyrs Museum, Dorchester Road, Tolpuddle.
Organised by Tolpuddle Martyrs: www.tolpuddlemartyrs.org.uk.

Remember the International Brigades
Tuesday July 24, 7pm: Spanish Collection launch, Marx Memorial 
Library, 37a Clerkenwell Green, London EC1. Film screenings, and 
talk. Speaker: Dr Peter Crome, son of Len Crome, chief of medical 
services in International Brigades 35th division. Plus exhibition.
Entrance £5.98 (£3.83)  
www.facebook.com/events/1929127657158754/

China’s global impact
Wednesday July 25, 7pm: Educational meeting, first floor function 
room, The Wellington, 37 Bennetts Hill, Birmingham B2. Speaker: 
Jenny Clegg (advisor to CND and Stop the War).
Organised by Birmingham Socialist Forum: ser14@btinternet.com.

Palestine solidarity
Wednesday July 25, 7.30pm: Fundraiser, New Cross Learning, 283-
85 New Cross Road, London SE14. With Attila the Stockbroker and 
special Palestinian food. 
Organised by Medical Aid for Palestinians: www.map.org.uk.

Arise: Labour left ideas
Friday July 27 to Saturday July 28: Two-day political festival and 
conferences, various central London venues. 
Organised by Jeremy4PM  
www.facebook.com/events/226915667862647.

Seven men of Jarrow
Saturday July 28, 10.30am: Commemoration of transported miners. 
Assemble Jarrow colliery deepshaft, John Street, Jarrow NE35, for 
march to Viking statue, Salem Street, Jarrow NE32.
Organised by Durham Miners Association: www.durhamminers.org.

The dead end of intersectionality
Sunday July 29, 5pm: London Communist Forum, Calthorpe Arms, 
Gray’s Inn Road, London WC1. Speaker: Mike Macnair.
Organised by CPGB: www.cpgb.org.uk.

Big Ride for Palestine
Friday August 3 to Sunday August 5: Cycling solidarity, leaving 
Birmingham on August 3 and arriving in London two days later. 
Fundraising in particular for the Middle East Children’s Alliance’s 
work in Palestine.
Organised by the Big Ride: www.redspokes.co.uk/thebigride.

Stop the War Coalition
Saturday September 8, 9.30am to 5pm: Annual general meeting, 
Arlington Conference Centre, 220 Arlington Road, London NW1.
Organised by Stop the War Coalition: www.stopwar.org.uk.

Communist University 2018
Saturday August 18-Saturday August 25:  

A week of provocative and stimulating debate, sponsored by  
Labour Party Marxists and CPGB
Goldsmiths, University of London 
8 Lewisham Way, New Cross, 
 London SE14 6NW
Nearest stations: 
New Cross, New Cross Gate
Confirmed speakers:
Marcel Van der Linden, Moshé Machover, Jack Conrad, Hillel Ticktin, 
Mike Macnair, Chris Knight and Tony Greenstein. Yasamine Mather
Accommodation: Loring Hall, St James
Full week, including accommodation in en suite single rooms - £250 
(£150 unwaged).  Solidarity price: £300. 
First/final weekend, including one night’s accommodation: £60 (£30).
Day: £10 (£5). Single session: £5 (£3). Reservation: £30.
Cheques: Make payable to CPGB and send to:
BCM Box 928, London WC1N 3XX.
PayPal: Go to the CPGB website: www.cpgb.org.uk.
Bank transfer: email tina@cpgb.org.uk for details.

National Shop Stewards Network
Sunday September 9, 1pm: Rally, Trades Union Congress, 
Manchester - details to be announced.
Organised by National Shop Stewards Network: http://shopstewards.
net.

Socialism 2018
Saturday November 10 and Sunday November 11: Socialist Party 
school, Institute of Education, 20 Bedford Way, Bloomsbury, London 
WC1. Details to be confirmed.
Organised by Socialist Party in England and Wales: www.
socialism2018.net.

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.

Big Meeting lives on
David Douglass reports on the134th Durham Miners Gala

In many ways it is unbelievable that 
the Durham Miners Gala should 
not only be ‘still gaaning’, but 

growing year by year. It was started 
150 years ago next year, almost at 
the inception of the Durham Miners 
Association - which lost its last 
coal mine and National Union of 
Mineworkers lodge 25 years ago.

Yet Saturday July 14 saw a huge 
turnout - ironically we had something 
of a reversal of the usual numbers 
game between the police and gala 
organisers, with the latter playing 
down the attendance to minimise the 
insurance costs and the former bulling 
it up for manpower. But the truth is 
that estimates of between 150,000 
and 200,000 are quite reasonable.

The police, knowing the 
traditional antagonism between our 
coal communities and themselves, 
had only a minimal presence and one 
rarely saw a police uniform. Despite 
this and the blissfully anarchic fact 
that the parade had no formal start 
time and no formal end, it was highly 
successful. There was no single start 
point and several routes to where 
there was a final lap of honour past 
the VIPs to the fun fair, the stalls, the 
union marquees and, of course, the 
speakers’ platform.

This year for the first time there 
was a big input from the Trades 
Union Congress, with the creation 
of a week-long ‘festival’, featuring 
Billy Bragg and all the unusual 
suspects who dominate Tolpuddle. 
The modernising of the stage festival-
style, with a big live screen, was 
perhaps necessary. For the first time 
folk could sit anywhere in the field 
and on the grassy banks and hear 
the speakers. Previously - and, one 
suspects, even more so in the age of 
big-cone loudspeakers in the 1920s 
and 30s - the scene was rather like 
that in the Life of Brian, with many in 
the crowd struggling to hear what the 
speakers were saying.

But I did not approve of the 
sudden infusion of the whole liberal, 
leftist agenda - which is taken as read 
down south - being imposed up north. 
It was almost as though Momentum 
had chosen ‘the issues’ it thinks we 
need to discuss. Remarkably in my 
view, one was a largely anti-coal, 
environmentalist one. The discussion 
on ‘Coal and climate’ was originally 
going to proceed with only the anti-
coal lobby doing the presentation, 
but then they invited me to speak 
(and I invited John Dunn up from 
the Derbyshire coalfield). There 
was quite a ding-dong, as one might 
imagine.

I was aware, I said, of the range of 
folk who today take offence at having 
their perceived identities insulted. 
But I am identified heart and soul as 
a coal miner - son of, grandson of and 
descendant of eight generations of 
them - and I took offence at slogans 
like ‘End coal’ and ‘Leave it in the 
ground’. That these slogans could 
be brought into a coal miners’ gala - 
stacked with people who had fought 
each and every pit closure, and 
argued in support of deep mining and 
clean coal technology - was amazing, 
but they seemed highly appropriate to 
those advancing them.

It was to get worse - the video 
link from Bernie Sanders that was 
played to the mass crowds, still 
largely consisting of people from the 
coal communities, lambasted coal 
and coal mining. There was stunned 
silence and non-comprehension 
among many. It took Ian Lavery, 
former NUM national president and 
now chair of the Labour Party, to 

fiercely defend coal and call for the 
return to deep mining and investment 
in carbon capture and storage (CCS), 
and other clean-coal systems.

Corbyn
Jeremy Corbyn is more than aware 
that the people in this region were 
the heaviest voters for ‘leave’, and 
that the vast majority of traditional 
Labour voters throughout the north, 
however one defines it, voted that 
way.

Did they expect him to set their 
troubled mind at rest that Labour will 
not abandon them and keep us in the 
European Union? I doubt it - they 
welcomed the usual fudge for fear of 
hearing something far worse, as did 
the ‘holier than thou’ left ‘remainers’, 
who were fearful he would come out 
loud and clear for a proper withdrawal 
package. Yet for Labour’s election 
chances this issue is of huge strategic 
importance. If the northern working 
class smells betrayal, or hears what 
is effectively a ‘remain’ programme, 
come the next general election, they 
will abstain from voting in their 
millions.

Another sign that the gala is fast 
becoming just a general TUC rally 
was seen in the fact that Corbyn did 
not address any of the concerns of 
the coal communities, on whose 
platform he was standing. Miners 
have traditionally invited leaders and 
potential leaders of the Labour Party 
to address the issues which affect 
themselves and their families directly. 
Of course, until comparatively 
recently the politics of coal and of 
the NUM was central to the labour 
movement per se - and indeed to the 
position of industry and the economy. 
But issues still face us - not least the £5 
billion rip-off of the Miners Pension 
Scheme by successive governments 
since 1994, and the scandalous 50-50 
share-out of surpluses, despite the fact 
no government has ever paid a penny 
piece into it.

There remains also the question 
not just of an enquiry into Orgreave, 
but into the entire episode of the 
1984-85 miners strike: the policy of 
closure; the anti-union police riots; 
the lies told to parliament and to 
the public; the policy of smashing 
picket lines and occupying villages; 
and the whole politics of repression. 
And there is the issue of deep-coal 
mine regeneration, the development 
of CCS and clean coal technology. 
Corbyn’s silence on these issues 
speaks volumes. For him the miners 
are only heroes of the past. Our 
issues and our cause are now the 
antithesis of Labour and TUC policy, 
with many young, green leftists 
seeing pro-coal arguments as being 
analogous to racism or sexism! The 

days of Durham as a platform for the 
coal communities seems doomed to 
oblivion, despite the fact that the gala 
is the largest labour movement event 
in Europe.

As for Matt Wrack, his 
contribution focused on Grenfell and 
the heartfelt descriptions of what 
his members experienced; and the 
consequences of council cuts and lack 
of safety procedures - the real dire 
consequences for living conditions of 
the poor, as against the well-heeled 
and rich in the same neighbourhoods 
and boroughs.

Unwelcome
Among the brief distractions this year 
of the type not usually encountered 
was a sit-down demonstration by 15 
Football Lads Association supporters 
of Tommy Robinson, protesting 
against his ‘unjust’ imprisonment 
and demanding his release. This was 
somewhat foolish, given the huge 
crowd and majesty of the occasion, 
with banners and bands and some 
very likely lads lined up en masse 
waiting to proceed, but seeing 
the possibility of having their day 
spoiled. They were soon shuffled off 
down a side street.

Later five members of Britain 
First with their union jacks made 
their way into the thick of the crowd, 
before we quickly pushed them back 
up the road again. A couple of cops 
threatened to arrest me - much to 
the delight of the now hundreds 
of friends and comrades who 
came to assist - for threatening the 
protestors. I pointed out to the five 
that they were rather outnumbered 
and the cops then told the Britain 
First mob: ‘Look - either withdraw 
or we will, and let that lot kick your 
heads in!’ Which just about summed 
up the situation. They were last seen 
complaining on YouTube about our 
lack of democracy. All of them were 
very well-spoken, by the way - not 
at all like the Football Lads of the 
earlier protest.

By 2.30pm the bands and banners 
were starting to leave the field and 
people were marching off back 
through the streets to buses - or to 
further discussion in nearby pubs.

I hope Durham does not end up 
like an official TUC festival with 
the full liberal agenda on identity et 
al - and coal, coal mining and what 
the coal communities were and 
remain reduced to some safe Hovis-
type advert portrayal. I hope Durham 
will remain a symbol of the living 
aspirations of the coal communities, 
where our specific issues and 
concerns can be addressed against the 
background of the wider national and 
international working class struggles, 
as they always have been l

Corbyn speaks
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Breach of rules?
The witch-hunt has reached the heights of absurdity, reports Carla Roberts of Labour Party Marxists

All those who thought the 
witch-hunt against Corbyn 
supporters in the Labour Party 

had reached its limit can think again. 
The recent arrival of leftwing general 
secretary Jennie Formby and in-house 
QC Gordon Nardell (a founding 
member of the Labour Representation 
Committee) are clearly no protection 
when it comes to the party apparatus 
taking absolutely ludicrous decisions.

On Monday July 16, long-standing 
trade union activist and socialist Lee 
Rock received notice from the Labour 
Party’s “acting head of disputes”, 
Nareser Osei, that “Allegations that 
you may have been involved in a 
breach of Labour Party rules have been 
brought to the attention of national 
officers of the Labour Party.”

Considering the current climate 
in the Labour Party and considering 
comrade Rock’s political biography, 
we would have expected that he 
was being accused of the now very 
popular charge of anti-Semitism (he 
is an ardent supporter of the rights of 
Palestinians).

Or maybe his “association with 
other groups” could have been 
misrepresented. For example, in 2002 
and 2003 he stood as a candidate for 
the Socialist Alliance. He has even 
been interviewed by the Weekly 
Worker a couple of times.

But no. The allegations against 
comrade Rock are of a more, shall we 
say, delicate nature. We read that the 
reason for the investigation is “your 
participation in an extended debate 
on a Facebook group, in which you 
argued in favour of masturbation in 
workplaces”.1

Yes, you read that correctly. That 
is the one and only charge raised 
against comrade Rock. He has not 
(yet) been suspended or expelled, but 
is being warned that the allegations are 
currently being investigated.

This clearly needs a bit of 
background explanation. In 2015, 
a certain Simon Danczuk MP was 
caught out when his phone had tagged 
a hard-core porn site on Twitter as 
a “favourite”, and he openly had to 
admit that he watches porn2 (like a 
rather large number of other men and 
women). However, much of the media 
feigned outrage.

Owen Jones, then still almost 
relevant, wrote a decent article, in 
which he asked, “Why should we 
care?” He pointed out that we are 
all “flawed human beings”, that 
politicians are “not perfect” and 
that we should instead focus on and 
criticise Danczuk’s rightwing politics. 
Quite right.

However, this article really upset 
some so-called radical feminists 
(now going under the label, Terfs - 
trans-exclusionary radical feminists). 
The “maternal feminist” group, All 
Mothers Work, published an article 
attacking Owen Jones’ description of 
Danczuk’s behaviour as “normal”. It 
described people who access porn at 
work as “unstable perverts who are so 
incapable of caring about basic social 
decency and the rights of others that 
they should be removed from society 
to protect the rest of us (women)”.3

You get the drift. Something that 
more than 30% of the population admit 
to doing regularly at the workplace4 
was presented as being a rather freaky 
habit (another questionnaire even put 
it at 39%5). According to the first poll, 
rubbing the one-eyed snake at work 
is in fact more “normal” than people 
falling asleep at their desk (29%) or 

arriving late at work at least once a 
week (16%).

Somebody posted the article in 
a Facebook group, where Lee and 
others argued against the narrow-
minded politics of it. The result was a 
long Facebook debate with over 150 
comments - some funny, some deadly 
serious - which still “occasionally does 
the rounds on Facebook, where it is 
widely hailed as the most ridiculous 
leftwing debate ever”, as a comrade 
reliably informs us. The debate even 
produced its own satirical blog post.6

We will spare readers the detailed 
ins and outs of people arguing over 
how and where you should be allowed 
to masturbate. They can read the 
whole exchange on Facebook, where 
it is still online.7 For comrades not 
on Facebook, the exchange is also 
available on the Labour Party Marxists 
website.8

This comment sums up comrade 
Lee’s various interventions in the 
debate: “If the person next to me at 
work goes to the loo, I really don’t care 
if they have a shit or a wank.” Seems a 
reasonable view to take. But comrade 
Rock did not positively “argue in 
favour of masturbating in workplaces”, 
as Ms Osei claims in her letter.

Morality police?
The comrade did, however, argue for 
the right of people - including the 
vile Simon Danczuk - to do whatever 
they wish in the privacy of their toilet 

cubicle. As long as it does not harm 
or inconvenience anybody else, there 
really should not be a problem.

But the point is a serious one: he is 
under investigation not for committing 
any kind of offence, but for arguing that 
what one does in the privacy of a toilet 
cubicle at work should not be viewed 
as a criminal offence - especially not 
one that would lead to the ‘perpetrator’ 
being “removed from society”, as the 
terfs’ article hysterically demanded.

That the feminist morality 
guardians would disagree with this 
outlook does not come as a shock. But 
that the Labour Party should launch an 
investigation over this issue is simply 
mind-boggling.

We note that masturbating at work 
is not illegal. It might be a sackable 
offence, but only if (a) you have 
been caught in the act (lock the door, 
perhaps?) and (b) your employer 
thinks you’ve broken one of their rules 
- for example, by taking too much 
time away from your work or having 
broken a particular health and safety 
regulation.

You might have trouble fighting 
a claim for unfair dismissal if that 
happens, but then, unless you’ve 
done something crassly indecent, 
there would be plenty of mitigating 
circumstances: stress levels at work, 
family risk of prostate cancer (which, 
according to medical advice, can be 
reduced by masturbating a few times 
a day), etc, etc. Some psychologists 

and doctors even argue that employees 
should be positively encouraged to 
engage in auto-eroticism at work, as it 
can be a very effective form of stress-
relief that also increases production 
levels.9

Comrade Rock was not even a 
member of the Labour Party when 
this online discussion took place, 
by the way. Like tens of thousands 
of others, he only joined Labour in 
July 2016, in order to support Jeremy 
Corbyn in the face of yet another coup 
attempt. In other words, his comments 
were written 15 months before he 
even joined. Has the compliance unit 
not managed to look that up before 
launching an investigation?

On one level, it is difficult to take 
this case seriously. It would be laughed 
out of court by any worthwhile judge. 
But we would be foolish to believe 
that it will simply be dismissed. Yes, 
Jennie Formby and Gordon Nardell 
are way to the left of that rightwing 
backstabber, Iain McNicol, and his 
various minions, who have left party 
HQ in recent months. But the witch-
hunt is far from over. Unfortunately, 
Jeremy Corbyn and his allies are still 
trying to appease the right, despite 
all the evidence showing that it does 
not work (Margaret Hodge’s much-
publicised rant at Corbyn for being a 
“fucking anti-Semite and racist” on 
July 16 being a case in point).

So we read in the letter to comrade 
Rock that “the general secretary 
has appointed Charlotte Walker, 
investigating officer, to arrange conduct 
of the party’s own investigation”. 
We cannot be sure if Jennie Formby 
has actually read the whole thread on 
Facebook. If she has, then shame on 
her for wasting members’ money on 
launching this nonsense investigation. 
If she has not read it, then shame on 
her for not putting more effort into 
preventing such ludicrous allegations 
from going forward. Not all allegations 
made to the compliance unit are 
followed up by an investigation. Some 
are dismissed at an early stage, as this 
one should have been. We hope that 
Formby, Nardell or one of the other 
people at Labour HQ will see some 
common sense soon.

Comrade Rock is only the latest 
case in a long list of leftwing activists 
targeted by the Labour right. Somebody 
must have put in a considerable 
amount of time and effort to find this 
particular online thread, having to read 
all of Lee’s posts from the last three 
years. If the Labour Party disciplinary 
process was governed by any kind of 
natural justice or due process, comrade 
Rock would have to be told who his 
accuser is. Despite the new brooms 
at Labour HQ, there is little chance of 
that happening.

Left target
Why might they have it in for 
comrade Rock? He has played an 
important role in organising the left 
across Sheffield and has made plenty 
of enemies in the process. Together 
with former Labour NEC member, 
Unite’s Martin Mayer, he has set up 
Sheffield Labour Left List, which 
organises the left across all six local 
Constituency Labour Parties (this has 
become even more important since 
Momentum Sheffield has been taken 
over by the pro-Lansman right). He 
was also a key figure campaigning 
for Jared O’Mara, the first Labour 
MP ever elected in Sheffield Hallam, 
transforming the local CLP in the 
process, which is now firmly in the 

hands of the left. More recently, 
he helped to stop the planned 
transformation of the district Labour 
Party into a mere cheerleading club 
for local councillors.

Now that Jared O’Mara has resigned 
from the party, potential candidates from 
the left and right are falling over each 
other to replace him as parliamentary 
candidate, with numerous rightwingers 
joining Momentum to look like they 
are pro-Corbyn (ironically O’Mara 
was also subject to discipline for 
inappropriate comments made on 
social media more than a decade ago, 
when he was in his early 20s). Maybe 
somebody, somewhere feared that 
comrade Rock might throw his hat in 
the ring - at least among local leftwing 
Labour Party members, he would be a 
popular choice. This move against him 
- especially considering the nature of 
the accusations - will at least make it 
more difficult for him to be chosen as 
a candidate.

This is happening all over the 
country. Empty accusations of bullying 
and harassment are launched just in 
time to stop somebody becoming 
a candidate or to prevent members 
from voting at a crucial meeting. It 
is old-style machine politics, but it 
works. For the individual concerned, 
however, it is deeply unpleasant and 
often traumatising, with their personal 
reputation publicly tarnished or even 
destroyed. They might be cleared 
afterwards, but suspicions about their 
character often remain.

We presume that Lee’s accuser 
is hoping for the charge to be raised 
a step higher: ie, that the national 
executive committee will find that he 
has “brought the party into disrepute”, 
so that he can be expelled. This is how 
the right got rid of Tony Greenstein 
and Marc Wadsworth, after all - it is 
a beautiful catch-all phrase that can 
cover pretty much anything, as and 
when needed. Comrade Rock could be 
another notch in the belt of the witch-
hunters - another case that proves how 
horrible and disgusting Jeremy Corbyn 
and his supporters really are. 

Nevertheless, comrade Lee has 
been told that he not suspended from 
membership. A change from the past 
and maybe a sign that Formby and 
Nardell are reforming the disciplinary 
process. It is to be welcomed that 
comrade Rock - unlike hundreds of 
other members falsely accused - has 
not been automatically suspended 
and is able to participate in all party 
activities. However, this small step 
forward is almost entirely cancelled 
out by the very fact that there is an 
investigation. It clearly needs to be 
shut down, now - accompanied by 
a public apology and action taken 
against those who have made this 
vexatious complaint l

Notes
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Simon-Danczuk.html.
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‘Masturbating woman’ Bruce Naumans
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BREXIT

Outlook Moggy
Rees-Mogg’s medievalism may have been meant as a diversion, writes Mike Macnair, but it raises real 
issues 

On July 12 Jacob Rees-Mogg 
commented that Theresa 
May’s white paper on Brexit 

is “the greatest vassalage since King 
John paid homage to Phillip II at Le 
Goulet in 1200”.1

This strikingly obscure reference 
has given rise to extensive sarcastic 
comment. Marc Morris, freelance 
historian and broadcaster (and 
biographer of King John), said for 
Metro (July 12) that “such treaties of 
submission were routine at the time”. 
And that “If you reach for a superlative, 
you look stupid. I suppose it’s the 
stupid person’s idea of what a clever 
person looks like.” Scottish nationalist 
Pat Kane remarked in The National:

… it could easily have been a 
line in a Python sketch (spoken 
by someone in a suit of armour, 
holding a rubber chicken). Yet 
the true horror may not be that 
Mogg is being authentic, and 
that the upper class has returned 
with a vengeance. It’s more that 
he’s consciously cultivating an 
eccentricity that cuts through the 
modern media maelstrom.2

More substantively, academic and 
trans activist Natacha Kennedy 
pointed out that the Treaty of le Goulet 
did acknowledge John’s sovereignty 
over England. It merely required 
that John acknowledge French king 
Philip Augustus’s suzerainty over the 
parts of France (Normandy, Anjou, 
Brittany, Aquitaine) which John held.

And architectural historian 
and broadcaster Jonathan Foyle 
remarked:

Perhaps he means May 13 1213, 
when England became a vassal 
state of the papacy. Le Goulet 
just asserted the ownership and 
borders of Normandy, etc.

And:

We’re all waiting for his take 
on the medium-term effects of 
Langtonism and the 4th Lateran 
Council on that vassal status, and 
to what extent they encouraged 
or dispelled nationalism or 
subjugation.3

There is just a little more which can 
be said. Looking behind the reference, 
what we see is the systematic dishonesty 
of both Brexiteers and ‘remainers’.

In the first place, Pat Kane is 
probably right to say that Rees-Mogg 
is engaged in a sort of showing-off 
analogous to Boris Johnson’s classical 
references, or those of Enoch Powell 
before him: ‘Look, I can point to an 
obscure medieval event. I’m an Eton 
man and a Trinity College historian!’ 
By doing so, plus his young, fogeyish 
style of dress and speech, Rees-Mogg 
offers a specific brand of Englishness 

which marks him off from the ‘bland 
leading the bland’ of the official centre 
ground of British politics.

Surrendered
Second, Foyle is right that 1213 
would on the face of things be a 
much better reference to a surrender 
of sovereignty.

On the one hand, no-one ever 
really doubted that Normandy, Anjou 
and Aquitaine were parts of France: 
both John’s father, Henry II, and his 
brother, Richard I, had done homage 
to the relevant French kings for their 
possessions in France (in broad terms 
agreeing to be the French king’s man - 
his vassal - in return for his support4). 
Philip Augustus was in a militarily 
stronger position in relation to John 
than he had been in relation to Henry 
II or Richard I, and was able at Le 
Goulet to extract both a large amount 
of money and some strategically 
important castles, as well as controls 
on John’s dealings with people Henry 
and Richard had claimed as their 
vassals.5 But the acceptance of vassal 
status as such for Normandy, Anjou 
and Aquitaine was not new.

On the other hand, in 1213, King 
John surrendered the kingdom of 
England and the lordship of Ireland to 
pope Innocent III, to receive them back 
as fiefs held as a vassal of the papacy. He 
undertook to pay the pope 1,000 marks 
- about £247 million in modern money 
- per year6 in lieu of all feudal services. 
The point was to get the pope on John’s 
side in his disputes with the archbishop 
of Canterbury, Stephen Langton. 
Writing a few decades after John’s 
death, historian Matthew Paris called 
this a carta detestabilis - a detestable 
charter.7 This looks like a much better 
example of “the greatest vassalage” or 
surrender of sovereignty than le Goulet.

There is another and larger point 
which makes 1213 a better example 
than 1200. This is that secular 
“vassalage” is not the relation between 
lord and peasant, but between king or 
higher lord and lower lord as vassal. 
And in this context, the lord was 
under feudal practice expected to act 
through the court of his ‘honour’, 
composed of his vassals; the senior 
vassals, the ‘suitors of the court’, 
made the judgments in individual 
cases; the court made the rules. 
Kings had more leeway, but even 
Henry II, who was in an unusually 
strong position, made laws through 
great councils, at which important 

vassals were present or represented. 
King John’s failure to act through 
consultation was a critical element in 
allowing dissidents to raise the civil 
war against him, which led to Magna 
Carta in 1215.8

The pope, in contrast, claimed to 
have the unlimited personal legislative 
powers of a Roman emperor - princeps 
legibus solutus (the emperor is not 
bound by statutes) and quod principi 
placuit legis habet vigorem (what 
pleases the emperor has the force of 
statute). Or, alternatively, according to 
some papalist theorists, god usually acts 
through rules (physics and so on), but 
sometimes acts arbitrarily (miracles), 
and he has delegated the power to act 
arbitrarily to the pope.9 The pope made 
a great deal of law on this basis.

Bringing the analogy home to 
Brexit, the UK in the European 
Union might be considered to be in 
some sense a “vassal”: it is bound by 
rules made by the EU institutions, 
analogous to those of the honour, and 
it only has its own voice and vote - 
just as the individual vassal had only 
his (or occasionally her) own voice in 
the honour court.

Once the UK leaves the EU, 
however, under Theresa May’s white 
paper it will stand in the same sort 
of relation to EU legislation that the 
English government did to papal 
legislation in the middle ages. It will 
be technically bound by it, but have 
no voice, vote or right to consultation 
whatever, when it is made.

If Rees-Mogg can remember Le 
Goulet in 1200 (or have enough vague 
memory of John’s reign to look it up), 
he must certainly remember the much 
more famous 1213 surrender and 
regrant of the kingdom of England 
by which John made himself a vassal 
of the pope; and 1213 is on its face 
a much better example for Rees-
Mogg’s argument.

So why not use it? A plausible 
guess is that Rees-Mogg thought 
first of King John surrendering 
sovereignty to the pope in 1213. 
But he then realised this choice 
would open up the possibility of his 
political opponents using against 
him his own very explicit ultra-
reactionary Catholicism, which 
rejects the sovereignty of the state in 
relation to abortion, contraception, 
homosexuality and so on. Reference 
to 1213 would as a result be too easily 
presented as hypocritical. At the very 
least it would distractingly raise the 

issue of religion. So he had to find 
another “vassalage” involving King 
John - and picked up on Le Goulet.

However, this “vassalage” analogy 
does not really make sense. Further, as 
soon as we explore it, we see the dirty 
secret of the Brexiteers. No, not the fact 
that Vote Leave committed breaches of 
the referendum funding rules,10 but the 
fact that the Brexiteers systematically 
presented their nationalist argument as 
an issue of democracy - by pretending 
that EU legislation is made by civil 
servants, when in reality it has to pass 
both the elected EU parliament and the 
council of ministers, where weighted 
voting actually favours the UK (though, 
of course, there used to be a complete 
veto, which now only applies in a 
limited class of cases).
On the other side of the coin, the 
Brexiteers did not complain of 
the fact that the court of justice’s 
interpretations of the EU treaties can 
only be overturned by new treaties 
(which do need unanimity). They 
were never concerned about making 
the EU more democratic, and they 
never wanted to give any ‘hostages to 
fortune’, which might have been met 
with the idea that the EU should be 
made more democratic.

Democracy
Once they got their referendum 

result, it became clear just how much 
the Brexiteers’ democratic pretensions 
were worth. They were going to 
‘restore parliamentary sovereignty’ 
- but spent six months and £1.2 
million in the Miller case and related 
litigation defending a claimed right of 
government to act without parliament 
under the royal prerogative. Moreover, 
once the proposed legislation to 
implement Brexit came before 
parliament, it became clear that the 
Brexiteers were fighting tooth and nail 
for the maximum possible delegation 
of discretion away from parliament to 
the ministers: in effect, for legislation 
written by civil servants with no more 
than token parliamentary oversight - 
exactly what they were complaining 
about in the EU’s constitution.11

You can’t fool all the people all the 
time. But in referenda, you only need to 
fool 4% of the people 2% of the time.

But it is not just the Brexiteers. The 
‘remainers’ are equally unwilling to 
face up to the undemocratic features of 
the EU constitution - or, for that matter, 
the undemocratic features of the British 
constitution.

To give a single example, the 
Alliance for Workers’ Liberalism in 
the June 22 issue of its paper Solidarity 
comments: “Immediately, nothing 
in Labour’s 2017 manifesto would 
be blocked by single market rules” - 
weasel words, since this is precisely 
true because of the extreme timidity of 
the 2017 manifesto.12 And, assuming a 
more radical manifesto, the AWL says a 
little earlier in the same article:

… the EU is a loose confederation, 
not a state. Reprisals for breaching 
its rules would be the least of 
worries for a workers’ government 
in Britain which really challenged 
capitalist power. That workers’ 
government could expect - and 
would need - much more in the way 
of cooperation with European labour 
movements inspired by its example.

This deliberately evades the point that 
EU law is directly applicable in the UK 

courts under the European Communities 
Act 1972. So radical measures could be 
blocked by civil servants, and British 
judges would back them on the basis of 
EU law. Or judges could directly rule 
against reforms to anti-strike laws under 
employer litigation in the UK courts, 
applying the rules laid down in the ECJ 
in the Viking and Laval cases.13

The point is not that the ‘Lexiteers’ 
(left Brexiteers) are right. They are 
not. Physical production is on an 
international scale, and the UK is, for 
example, dependent on imports of 
food.14 A real alternative to capitalism 
will need the working class to take 
power on at least a European scale.

The point is that the economism of 
the ‘remainers’ (by no means just the 
AWL’s) - their desire to shut up about 
the structures of both the EU and the 
UK constitutions - is just as delusive 
and evasive as the Brexiteers’ pretence 
of democracy.

It is necessary to fight now - before the 
question of a government which “really 
challenged capitalist power” is posed - 
against anti-democratic constitutional 
structures, and in particular against 
regimes of judicial supremacy. Without 
that fight, “a workers’ government 
in Britain” would find itself unable 
to act effectively, and would lose 
popular support due to the ability of 
the judiciary to block or delay practical 
actions. Propaganda and agitation to 
delegitimise the constitutional order is a 
matter of present honesty - but also of 
very practical politics.

From this point of view, Rees-
Mogg’s medievalism may be meant to 
be a diversion; but it turns out to raise 
real issues l

mike.macnair@weeklyworker.co.uk
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TRADE WARS

Revenge of the global hegemon
Donald Trump’s attacks on his Nato and European ‘foes’ give us a lesson in global realities, writes Eddie Ford

Dubbed the “disrupter-in-chief” 
by the Financial Times, Donald 
Trump certainly lived up to 

his sobriquet during his recent visit 
to Europe. Within hours of arriving 
on the continent, the US president 
was busy insulting America’s 
closest allies and threatening to 
abandon Nato as part of his seeming 
determination to dismantle - or at 
least radically reconfigure - the post-
war international architecture.

Turning up late to the Nato summit 
on July 11, Trump - regarded as a 
rogue president by many - delivered 
a tirade against Germany for failing 
to pay enough on defence, and 
openly attacked Angela Merkel as 
doing a “horrific thing” by allowing 
the country to become too dependent 
on Russian energy supplies. Perhaps 
rather ironically, given the nature 
of many of the accusations levelled 
against him, Trump complained that 
Germany “is totally controlled by 
Russia” - it will be getting 60%-70% 
of its energy from Russia via a new 
pipeline. On top of that, he went on, 
Germany is paying “just a little bit 
over” 1% of GDP on Nato defence 
contributions, whereas the United 
States is paying “4.2% of a much larger 
GDP” - which is “inappropriate” (in 
fact newly published Nato figures 
show the US contribution to be 
3.6%). Germany’s plan to increase its 
defence expenditure to 2% of GDP 
by 2030 was not good enough, when 
“they could do it tomorrow”. 

At the end of the day, of course, 
his objection to German policy is 
essentially strategic. In the paranoid 
Trumpian world view, the US is a 
victim preyed upon by other powers 
- thus he resents what he sees as 
Germany saving on arms and then 
using that money to give it an ‘unfair’ 
edge in trade at America’s expense. 
Arrogantly ignoring all of the current 
discussions, or items on the agenda, 
at the meeting - a closed session 
with no journalists present - Trump 
declared that his predecessors in 
the White House had pushed for an 
increase by Europeans on defence 
spending, but to no avail. However, 
he was not going to put up with this 
any longer.

Shocking his Nato hosts even 

more, Reuters reports Trump 
as saying that they “must raise 
spending” to 4% of GDP by January 
2019 or else the United States “would 
go it alone” - then walked straight 
out after making this ultimatum, 
leaving the assembled presidents and 
prime ministers floundering. Was 
the US president actually serious 
about the 4% target or was it another 
display of Trumpian theatrics - the 
art of the deal performance - which 
later he would row back on or even 
deny ever saying, as is so often the 
case. Then, of course, there was the 
inevitable tweet: “What good is Nato 
if Germany is paying Russia billions 
of dollars for gas and energy? … The 
US is paying for Europe’s protection, 
then loses billions on trade. Must 
pay 2% of GDP immediately, not by 
2025.”

For the European ruling classes, 
they are in near unthinkable territory, 
with a US president threatening to 
pull out of a military alliance that both 
America and Europe have regarded 
as a cornerstone of their military-
diplomatic strategy for almost 70 
years. For his part, Emmanuel 
Macron desperately insisted that this 
had not been what Trump had meant - 
please do not desert us, Donald.

In an interview for Fox News on 
July 17, Trump criticised Merkel yet 
again - she was a “superstar until 
she allowed millions of people to 
come into Germany”, which “really 
hurt her badly”. Indeed, Europe’s 
immigration policies as a whole 
are a “disaster” that is “destroying 
the culture of Europe” - crime “is 
up in those areas and you better do 
something” - act now before it is too 
late.

Some wistfully, or optimistically, 
dismiss Trumpism as an aberration 
that will pass before too long. But 
they may be deluding themselves, as 
it seems far more of a strategic shift, 
with the deliberate aim of turning 
post-war western relations inside-
out. No wonder that a Financial 
Times editorial is worried about a 
US president who gives “succour 
to the far right by denigrating the 
impact of immigration on Europe” 
- and is “actively intervening in 
European politics to promote the 

agendas of nationalist parties that 
are his ideological soulmates” 
(July 14). In the process he is quite 
“willing to damage mainstream 
centre-right politicians”. The paper 
concludes unhappily that Trump 
“is clearly intent on forming a new 
kind of transatlantic alliance with 
insurgent political forces” and that 
is “recklessly undermining stability 
in Europe and damaging America’s 
long-term interests”.

Treasonous?
The day after the Nato summit, 
Trump landed in Britain as part of his 
whirlwind disrupter tour - only to be 
met with protests in central London 
of up to a quarter of a million people, 
with a giant blimp of Trump as a baby 
floating overhead.

In what could only have been a 
humiliation for Theresa May, whilst 
she was hosting a dinner for the US 
president at Winston Churchill’s 
ancestral home, news broke of his 
interview for The Sun, in which he 
attacked May’s whole approach to 
Brexit. Bringing joy to the ears of 
the hard Brexiteers, Trump said that 
May’s Chequers plan for a “common 
rulebook” for food and goods with 
the European Union was “a much 
different deal than the people voted 
on” (July 13). More to the point, 
when it came to any possible trade 
agreement with the US, such a plan 
would “probably kill the deal”. In all 
fairness, as communists are the first 
to admit, what Trump and Brexiteers 
like Boris Johnson and David Davis 
say about the Chequers plan is 
essentially correct - if Britain is still 
bound by EU rules and regulations, 
then striking a meaningful trade 
deal with the US or any other non-
EU country is going to be extremely 
difficult. By any objective criteria, 
May’s plan is unworkable.

In the same incendiary interview, 
Trump said Boris Johnson would 
make a “great” prime minister, as 
“he’s got what it takes” - whatever 
that is. And he resumed his vendetta 
against the mayor of London, saying 
Sadiq Khan had done a “terrible job” 
when it came to last year’s terrorist 
attacks in the capital and “spiralling” 
crime in general. We also found out 

that the US president had offered 
Theresa May advice on how to do a 
Brexit deal, but “she didn’t listen to 
me” and “wanted to go a different 
route”. We later discovered from 
May herself that the president’s 
brilliant advice was not to negotiate 
with EU leaders, but sue them instead 
- though on what legal basis is hard 
to imagine.

True to form, by the next day 
Trump denied that he said any such 
thing about May and her Chequers 
plan - accusing The Sun of peddling 
“fake news”, as it had not included 
“all the nice things” he had said 
about the prime minister - despite the 
fact that you can listen to an audio 
recording of the entire interview on 
the paper’s website. However, to save 
you the effort, let me confirm that he 
did not say anything “nice” about 
Theresa May. For once the paper was 
not peddling false “fake news” or 
lies, its usual stock in trade.

At an excruciating press 
conference outside Chequers on the 
same day, with Trump now clutching 
May’s hand, the president struck a 
more emollient tone - albeit very 
forced. Whatever course she took on 
Britain’s future relationship with the 
EU “is OK with me”. Yes, cutting a 
trade deal might be “tricky”, but it 
was “an incredible opportunity” for 
both countries. For her part, May 
insisted there would be “no limit” 
to doing a trade deal with the US or 
other non-EU countries. What planet 
is she living on? Though it does have 
to be said that Trump soured the 
occasion: May standing beside him 
stony-faced, when he reiterated his 
opinion that Johnson would make a 
good prime minister, because “he’s 
been very nice to me …. saying very 
good things about me as president”. 
In Trump-world, that is the only 
quality that really matters - saying the 
things he wants to hear.

In another fairly extraordinary 
intervention just hours before his 
now notorious press conference 
with Vladimir Putin in Helsinki on 
July 16, Trump bluntly stated that 
his “biggest foe globally right now” 
was the EU - calling the body “very 
difficult” before ticking off other 
more traditional rivals like Russia 

and China. The president claimed 
that he had “respect” for the EU 
leaders, but “in a trade sense they’ve 
really taken advantage of us”. As 
our readers will know, Trump really 
put the cat amongst the pigeons 
in Helsinki, when he seemingly 
accepted the Russian leader’s denial 
of election meddling in US politics. 
Putin had told him “it’s not Russia”, 
Trump relayed to reporters, and “I 
don’t see any reason why it would 
be. I have great confidence in 
my intelligence people, but I will 
tell you that president Putin was 
extremely strong and powerful in his 
denial today.” These remarks were 
denounced as “treasonous” by the 
former CIA director John Brennan, 
to which Trump replied that Brennan 
was “a very bad guy”.

Nonetheless, it tells you 
something when you have a US 
president who seems to be at war 
with his own intelligence agencies, 
large elements of his own party, a 
good chunk of the US establishment 
and his European allies. It also gives 
us a lesson in global realities. The 
US might be in relative decline, but 
it is still the global hegemon - able 
to impose its will, to one degree or 
another, on almost any part of the 
world. We had a recent reminder of 
this with the launch of Trump’s trade 
war with China, which at first glance 
looks crazy and self-destructive. 
But, if anybody wins, it will be the 
US, not China.

When the US in 2011 under 
Barack Obama lost its prized triple-A 
credit rating, all that happened was 
that money poured into the United 
States - meaning that America 
got its pristine status back pretty 
damn quickly. That might sound 
counterintuitive or even irrational, 
but, when the world economy seems 
to be in trouble, the safest refuge for 
your money is the global hegemon 
- the supercop with the dollar that 
has a stable political system and will 
not disappear any time soon. In all 
likelihood, this will be the outcome 
of the trade war - money will flow 
into the US, and China will be 
revealed to be a paper tiger l

eddie.ford@weeklyworker.co.uk

Donald Trump and his fellow Nato presidents and prime ministers
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The Keynesian dilemma
Will it be free trade or protectionism? Michael Roberts examines the contending views

The trade war that has broken out 
has confused mainstream mac-
roeconomics. The majority still 

see tariff increases as ‘protectionism’ 
and regard ‘free trade’ as the only 
way to operate - Donald Trump’s 
measures are generally condemned. 
But among the Keynesians there is 
confusion and disagreement.

Martin Wolf, the Keynesian 
economic journalist who writes for 
the Financial Times, had reckoned 
that any trade war would be 
costly for global capital: “Global 
cooperation would surely be 
shattered.”1 Nevertheless, he argued 
for UK retaliation against Trump’s 
measures - “more because the 
alternative looks weak than in the 
belief that it would work. Another 
thing the rest of the world should do is 
to strengthen their cooperation.” On 
the other hand, he thought Trump’s 
wild proposal to create a tariff-free 
area (for rich countries only) could 
be taken up: “Who knows? It might 
even work.” He did not explain how 
cutting tariffs on goods from the 3%-
4% that they average now for most 
advanced countries to zero would 
make any difference.

While Wolf looks for ways to ‘save 
globalisation and free trade’ through 
retaliation, another Keynesian, Dani 
Rodrik, actually advocates 
protectionism as a good idea for 
economies with weak domestic 
growth: “US protectionism surely 
will generate some beneficiaries as 
well in other countries.”2

In a contrary view to Wolf, who 
calls for retaliation to stand up to 
Trump, Rodrik contends that Europe 
and China should “should refuse to 
be drawn into a trade war, and say 
to Trump: you are free to damage 
your own economy; we will stick 
by policies that work best for us”. 
Indeed, he says, domestic industries 
may benefit from tariffs on their 
exports to the US - they could sell at 
home instead. He cites how Boeing 
could sell more planes in the US and 
Airbus could do the same in Europe:

Some European airlines favour 
Boeing over Airbus, while some 
US airlines prefer Airbus over 
Boeing. Trade restrictions may 
result in a total collapse in this 
large volume of two-way trade 
in aircraft between the US and 
Europe. But the overall loss in 
economic welfare would be small, 
so long as airlines view the two 
companies’ products as close 
substitutes.

The protectionist line has also 
been peddled by leftist economist 
Dean Baker.3 He points out that not 
everyone gains from ‘free trade’. 
He claims that it was free trade that 
lost manufacturing jobs in the US, 
echoing the Trumpist argument. 
However, there is much evidence 
that this was not the case. As I said 
previously regarding Trump, trade 
and technology,

the loss of US manufacturing jobs, 
as it has been in other advanced 
capitalist economies, is not due 
to nasty foreigners fixing trade 
deals. It is due to the inexorable 
attempt of American capital to 
reduce its labour costs through 
mechanisation or through finding 
new cheap labour areas overseas 
to produce. The rising inequality 
in incomes is a product of ‘capital 
bias’ in capitalist accumulation 
and ‘globalisation’ aimed at 
counteracting falling profitability 

in the advanced capitalist 
economies. But it is also the result 
of ‘neoliberal’ policies designed to 
hold down wages and boost profit 
share.4

Baker claims that trade deficits lose 
jobs because they reduce “demand” 
and so reducing the US trade 
deficit would save jobs. He makes 
this argument when the official 
unemployment rate in the US, the 
UK and Japan is at an all-time low 
(yes, I know many are crap jobs)! 
Apparently, if everybody ran a trade 
surplus (impossible, by the way), all 
would be better off. What he really 
means is Trump is right to turn the 
US trade deficit into a surplus and 
get manufacturing jobs back from 
the developing world and Europe. 
It is certainly a weird and confused 
argument for nationalism.

Keynes
The Keynesians are confused about 
whether they favour ‘free trade’ or 
protectionist/nationalist measures. 
This echoes the confusion that 
Keynes had during the last great 
depression of the 1930s. He changed 
from being a strong free trader in 
the late 1920s to a protectionist and 
advocate of tariffs by the mid-1930s. 
This was really an expression of a 
changing view of British capitalism. 
Free trade is fine for those winning in 
markets; protectionism is better when 
a national capital loses share. And 
that was Britain’s position.

In 1923, Keynes endorsed free 
trade in no uncertain terms:

We must hold to free trade, in 
its widest interpretation, as an 
inflexible dogma, to which no 
exception is admitted, wherever 
the decision rests with us. We 
must hold to this even where 
we receive no reciprocity of 
treatment and even in those rare 
cases where by infringing it 
we could in fact obtain a direct 
economic advantage. We should 
hold to free trade as a principle 
of international morals, and not 
merely as a doctrine of economic 
advantage.5

But his ‘moral’ position soon 

dissipated, as British capitalism fell 
into a long depression in the mid-
1920s and then in the 1930s. In his 
1936 seminal work, The general 
theory, he concluded:

... the one big (and smart) idea 
of absolute monarchy was to 
push exports over imports … A 
favourable balance, provided it is 
not too large, will prove extremely 
stimulating; whilst an unfavourable 
balance may soon produce a state 
of persistent depression.6

He advocated tariffs on imports 
into the UK as an alternative way 
of cutting real wages (by increased 
import prices) and to boost domestic 
production. For Keynes, it was a 
way for British capital to gain an 
advantage over its rivals by reducing 
wage costs in real terms. “I am 
frightfully afraid of protection as a 
long-term policy,” he testified to a 
UK parliamentary commission, “but 
we cannot afford always to take long 
views ... the question, in my opinion, 
is how far I am prepared to risk 
long-period disadvantages in order 
to get some help to the immediate 
position”.7 Of course, once capitalism 
globally had recovered, and with it 
British capital, then ‘free trade’ could 
be renewed.

The current confusion in 
macroeconomics and particularly 
among modern Keynesians mirrors 
the changing views of Keynes, as 
the current long depression lingers 
and ‘globalisation’ fails for all. 
So now we have Keynesians like 
Rodrik and Baker supporting tariffs 
on US imports and pushing for trade 
surpluses, while calling on Europe 
and China not to retaliate! And Wolf 
calls for retaliation by Europe and 
Asia.

Marxism
What is the Marxist view? Should 
we support tariffs and other 
protectionist measures introduced by 
weaker capitalist nations to ‘stand 
up’ to Trump’s measures (Wolf)? 
Alternatively should we support 
Trump’s measures as a way of saving 
US manufacturing jobs (Baker) 
and perhaps helping other countries 
to boost their domestic industries 

(Rodrik)?
Free trade or protection? I outlined 

my answer in a previous article.8 Free 
trade has been no great capitalist 
success. Capitalism does not tend 
to equilibrium in the process of 
accumulation. As Adam Smith put it, 
in contrast to Ricardo,

When a rich man and a poor man 
deal with one another, both of 
them will increase their riches, if 
they deal prudently, but the rich 
man’s stock will increase in a 
greater proportion than the poor 
man’s. In like manner, when a 
rich and a poor nation engage in 
trade, the rich nation will have the 
greatest advantage, and therefore 
the prohibition of this commerce 
is most hurtful to it of the two.9

Capitalism does not grow globally in 
a smooth and balanced way, but in 
what Marxists have called ‘uneven 
and combined development’. Those 
firms and countries with better 
technological advances will gain 
at the expense of those who are 
behind the curve and there will be no 
equalisation.

Free trade works for national 
capitalist states when the 
profitability of capital is rising (as 
it was from the 1980s to 2000) and 
everybody can gain from a larger 
cake (if in differing proportions). 
Then globalisation appears very 
attractive. The strongest capitalist 
economy (technologically and thus 
competitively in price-per-unit 
terms) will be the strongest advocate 
of ‘free trade’, as Britain was from 
1850 to 1870, and the US was from 
1945-2000. Then globalisation 
was the mantra of the US and its 
international agencies, the World 
Bank, the Organisation of Economic 
Cooperation and Development 
and the International Monetary 
Fund. But if profitability starts to 
fall consistently, then ‘free trade’ 
loses its glamour, especially for the 
weaker capitalist economies, as the 
profit cake stops getting larger.

Marx and Engels recognised 
that ‘free trade’ could drive capital 
accumulation globally and so expand 
economies, as has happened in the 
last 170 years. But they also saw the 

dual nature of capitalist accumulation 
and its other side: rising inequality, 
a permanently floating ‘reserve 
army’ of unemployed and increased 
exploitation of labour in the weaker 
economies. And so they recognised 
that rising industrial capitalist nations 
could probably only succeed through 
protecting their industries with tariffs 
and controls and even state support 
(China is an extreme example of 
that).

Engels reconsidered the case for 
free trade in 1888 when writing a new 
preface on a 1847 pamphlet by Marx 
on free trade. Engels concluded:

the question of free trade or 
protection moves entirely within 
the bounds of the present system 
of capitalist production, and has, 
therefore, no direct interest for us 
socialists who want to do away 
with that system. Whether you try 
the protectionist or the free trade 
will make no difference in the 
end.10

But it is informative to see the 
Keynesians split over favouring free 
trade for global capital (Krugman)11 or 
protection for national capitals 
(Rodrik and Baker for the US, and 
Wolf for the UK and Europe). Sign 
of the times l

Michael Roberts blogs at https://
thenextrecession.wordpress.com.
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Clarity as to the reality
The open racism of Netanyahu is preferable to the platitudes of liberal Zionism, argues Tony Greenstein

I realise that this may shock some of 
my friends. Why, some may ask, 
would someone who the Jewish 

Chronicle calls a veteran Jewish 
anti-Zionist,1 someone whom the 
president of the Board of Deputies, 
Jonathan Arkush, attacked for his 
“long record of noxious behaviour”,2 
support Netanyahu’s flagship policy 
of legislative racism?

Yes, the Jewish Nation-State Bill 
is racist and it is a declaration that 
Israel is officially an apartheid state. 
However, I prefer that Israel openly 
admits what kind of state it is rather 
than hiding behind circumlocutions 
such as “the only democratic state in 
the Middle East”. I agree with Abed 
Azab3 when I say that I prefer the 
enemy who stabs you in the front 
rather than waiting till your back is 
turned. At least that way you have a 
chance of defending yourself.

Back in May I wrote that Israel has 
officially declared itself an apartheid 
state.4 I stand by what I wrote, but I 
also welcome the brutal honesty and 
openness of the coalition government. 
Which was more preferable in South 
Africa? The hidden apartheid of 
Jan Smuts before 1948 or the open 
apartheid of Dr Malan and the 
Nationalists after 1948?

In an article in the Israeli 
newspaper, Ha’aretz, it is argued 
that the bill, “which would have 
a constitution-like status, would 
prioritise Jewish values over 
democratic ones”.5 Forgive me if I 
am wrong, but isn’t Israel already a 
Jewish state? When given the choice 
between the democratic path and the 
Jewish road, then Zionism has always 
chosen the latter.

We are told: “One controversial 
clause, which would permit the es-
tablishment of communities that are 
segregated by religion or nationality, 
was criticised last week by president 
Reuven Rivlin.”6 Perhaps president 
Rivlin knows something that I don’t. 
Haven’t Jewish-only communities 
always been the norm in Israel? 
How many Arabs have belonged to 
the Jewish-only kibbutzim or mos-
havim? Or the hundreds of Jewish 
communities that were established 
in Israel post-1948? Did Rivlin call 
for disbandment of the Jewish Na-
tional Fund, whose sole purpose is 
to ensure that the 93% of Israeli land 
which it owns or controls is reserved 
for the use of Jews? Have any of the 
left Zionist parties, from the Israeli 
Labor Party to Meretz, called for the 
winding up of the Jewish Agency and 
the repeal of the 1952 Jewish Agency 
Status Law?

Segregation
There has been a massive 
controversy over “one controversial 
clause”, which “would permit the 
establishment of communities that are 
segregated by religion or nationality”. 
Now forgive me for asking, but isn’t 
this what happens already? Did not 
the supreme court rule in 2000 in 
Kadan against such practices? Yet did 
not the knesset pass the Acceptance 
Committees Law, which effectively 
overturned Kadan? Of course, this 
law did not specifically mention that 
Arabs were not acceptable. It did not 
have to. The committees can adopt 
whatever criteria they want to when 
rejecting applicants.

According to rabbi Gilad Kariv, 
CEO of the Israeli Reform movement, 
“the nation-state bill is going to 
tarnish the Israeli law book”. Is this 
not excellent news? A law book 
that includes, according to Adalah, 
the legal centre for Arab minority 

rights in Israel, over 65 racist and 
discriminatory laws is apparently 
going to be tarnished by this one law.7 
Surely this is a cause for celebration?

Has rabbi Kariv not heard of the 
1950 Law of Return, which grants me 
the right to ‘return’ to a land I have 
only visited once, but denies that 
right to Palestinians whose families 
since time immemorial resided in 
Palestine? Or perhaps the good rabbi 
has not heard of the 1950 Absentee 
Property Law, which allowed 
property belonging to Arabs, even if 
they were in Israel during its war of 
independence, to be confiscated and 
its owners to be classified as ‘present 
absentees’ and thus forfeit their 
lands?

According to Daniel Sokatch, 
CEO of the New Israel Fund, the 
bill is a “danger to Israel’s future”. 
How can this be? What Sokatch 
means is that the bill is a threat to the 
Jewish nature of the Israeli state. It 
helps reveal the structure behind the 
democratic facade.

Sokatch began reciting a familiar 
fairy tale:

Beginning with Israel’s declaration 
of independence ... the principle 
of the equality of all people have 
formed the democratic foundation 
of the state. This law is completely 
incompatible with those values. 
It ... provides a legal basis to 
discriminate based on religion, 
race and sex.8

Who would have guessed that at the 
very moment that David Ben Gurion 
was reading out these pious homilies 
over 300,000 Arabs had already 
been expelled from their homes 
and villages and that another half 
million were destined to share the 
same fate? Who would have believed 
that this ethnic cleansing would be 
accompanied by up to 30 massacres? 
That Israel’s Arab population would 
continue to live under military law 
until 1966?

So Netanyahu’s bill is welcome, 
if only to lay Sokatch’s myths to 
rest. To bury the lie about Israel’s 
formation. For sure, the declaration 
of independence waxed lyrical about 
developing Israel “for the benefit 
of all its inhabitants” and creating 

a state “based on freedom, justice 
and peace”, which would “ensure 
complete equality of social and 
political rights to all its inhabitants, 
irrespective of religion, race or sex”, 
and “guarantee freedom of religion, 
conscience, language, education 
and culture”. It can be safely said 
that all these noble sentiments were 
honoured in the breach.

Israel’s Arab citizens enjoyed 
none of the rights that Ben Gurion 
talked about in the declaration. On 
the contrary, the Mapai government 
proceeded to enact a series of racist 
laws whose purpose was to effect the 
dispossession of the Arab minority 
and legalise the theft of their land.

I can only assume that Sokatch 
is unaware of the existence of the 
Absentee Property Law, the Law 
of Return, the Nakba Law, the 
Citizenship and Entry Law, etc. 
This new law does little more than 
clarify the existing situation. Why 
is that not welcome? An honest 
racist is always more preferable 
than a dishonest one. Admirable 
though they were, the sentiments 
in the declaration of independence 
have never been incorporated into 
Israeli law.

Rabbi Rick Jacobs, president 
of the Union for Reform Judaism, 
explained the motivation behind 
the criticism of the bill. The Jewish 
Nation State Bill “will make Israel 
an open target on the world stage 
for all those who seek to deny 
the Jewish people our right to a 
homeland”.9 Precisely. His criticism 
is made in defence of the status quo 
in Israel.

In other words, the bill will make 
explicit that which has always been 
implicit. When rabbi Jacobs speaks 
of denying Jews their “right to a 
homeland”, what he really means 
is their right to continue to colonise 
Israel and Palestine. Because I and 
millions of Jews in the diaspora 
already have a home. It is where we 
live - in Britain, America, France, 
etc. We do not need a second home. 
The “Jewish people” - a figment of 
the imagination of anti-Semites and 
Zionists through the ages - do not 
need a Jewish state. What would be 
of benefit though is that in the 21st 
century the Israeli state normalises 

itself and transforms itself from a 
state of the Jews to a state of all its 
people. Ethno-nationalist states died 
out in Europe in the 1930s and 40s 
with the defeat of fascism. It was 
only in Israel and South Africa that 
such a political formation survived.

When rabbi Jacobs complains that 
the bill “hurts the delicate balance 
between the Jewish majority and Arab 
minority”, he is engaged in sophistry. 
What balance would that be? The 
balance that led to the uprooting and 
demolition of the Bedouin village of 
Umm al-Hiran in the Negev in order 
to make way for the Jewish town of 
Hiran?10 Or perhaps he means the 
edict of Shmuel Eliyahu, chief rabbi of 
Safed, forbidding Jews to rent rooms 
or apartments to Arabs?11 Perhaps this 
“delicate balance” was evidenced in the 
freezing of plans for expansion in Kfar 
Vradim after Arabs were successful in 
nearly half the bids for new housing?12 
Or was it the demonstrations in Afula 
after an Arab family successfully 
bought a house there?13

‘Democracy’
The 14 groups making up the Jewish 
Federation of North America argued 
that the bill would eliminate “the 
defining characteristic of a modern 
democracy”, such as “protecting 
rights for all”.14 The problem is that 
the rights of Israeli Arabs have long 
since gone unprotected.

For example, in the history of 
the Israeli state just one Jewish 
demonstrator has been killed by the 
police (in 1951), who have repeatedly 
killed Arab demonstrators. The 
murder of school teacher Yakub 
Musa Abu al-Kiyan in Umm al Hiran 
last year, who was left to bleed to 
death, was particularly egregious.15 
In any normal democratic state the 
village would not, of course, even 
have been demolished. The police 
firing on an innocent man would have 
led to a judicial inquiry. Instead the 
murdered man was first demonised as 
an Islamic State terrorist and, when it 
was proved that the policeman who 
died was killed as a result of an out-
of-control car, there was a cover-up. 
The life of Arabs in the Israeli state is 
cheap compared to Jewish life.

It should be obvious that what 
has aroused the ire and anger of the 

major American Jewish organisations 
is not the systematic discrimination 
that Palestinians, both within and 
without Israel, have suffered. Their 
real concerns are for the damage that 
has been and is being caused to the 
reputation of Israel by Netanyahu’s 
open racism as evidenced by this Bill.

The American Jewish Federation’s 
objection is not to separation 
and segregation, but writing this 
segregation down in law. From 
schooling16 to maternity wards,17 
Israel is a segregated society. It is a 
society where an Arab poet can be 
arrested, jailed and convicted for 
writing a poem,18 yet a leader of 
Lehava, Benzi Gopstein, remains 
free despite threatening to burn down 
churches and mosques.19 Israel is 
a society where the leader of the 
Northern Islamic Leagues, Raed 
Salah, can be jailed on disputed 
evidence for alleged anti-Semitism,20 
yet the authors of Torat HeMelech, 
which explains how to kill non-Jews 
legally, according to halacha, remain 
at liberty.21

It is therefore to be regretted 
that the clause which sanctioned 
“a community composed of people 
having the same faith and nationality 
to maintain the exclusive character 
of that community” has been 
replaced with a clause calling for 
“strengthening the Jewish presence 
in predominantly Arab Israeli areas”. 
The latter refers to the policy of 
Jewish-only settlement, Judaisation, 
of areas such as the Negev and 
Galilee. However, it is best not to 
spell this out.

The Jewish Nation-State Bill 
offers unprecedented clarity as to the 
reality of what a Jewish state means 
in practice. That is why the Jewish 
Federation of North America, which 
has not been known for championing 
the rights of Palestinians, took fright. 
For our part, we should not be afraid l
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Strategy of suffocation
Yassamine Mather reports on Tehran’s moves to counter US threats

There is no doubt that the strategy 
of the current US administration 
is to suffocate Iran’s economy 

through the imposition of new, 
unprecedented sanctions.  Sanctions 
will be stepped up - this week the 
United States rejected appeals by 
a number of European companies 
to be exempted from US-imposed 
penalties on those doing business 
in Iran. On top of that Iran faces a 
reduction in the price of oil. Donald 
Trump basically ordered Saudi 
Arabia to ramp up production.

Trump’s close advisors have been 
very clear about the aim: regime 
change. On July 15, national security 
advisor John Bolton, speaking on 
ABC’s This week programme, said 
that the US will keep its troops in 
Syria until the “Iranian menace” 
is eliminated. And, according to 
Ha’aretz: “One person who recently 
spoke with senior White House 
officials on the subject summarised 
Bolton’s view in the words, ‘One 
little kick and they’re done’.”1

As always with the Trump 
administration, the position changes 
from one hour to the next. During his 
trip to Europe, the president claimed 
that economic pressures will force 
Iran to seek a deal, prompting this 
claim by Bahram Qassemi, Iran’s 
foreign ministry spokesperson: “I 
don’t know whether he was making 
a joke, but there is a greater chance 
that he will call Tehran and want to 
begin negotiations [than the other 
way around].” Qassemi went on to 
imply that some form of unofficial, 
secret contact had already been made.

On July 18 the office of Iranian 
president Hassan Rouhani claimed 
that Trump had made eight attempts 
to speak directly to him while he was 
in the US for the UN general assembly 
in 2017. And after the Trump-Putin 
summit there was speculation in the 
Middle Eastern media that Putin had 
offered his services as a go-between, 
helping to negotiate a US-Iran deal.

The Arab press is also reporting 
meetings (denied by Iran) between 
a representative of ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei, Iran’s supreme leader, 
and Israeli prime minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu, while they were both 
visiting Moscow last week. However, as 
unlikely as such a meeting seems, if it 
took place it would not be the first time 
that the Islamic republic has held secret 
negotiations with the US and Israel.

Economy
One thing is certain: the Tehran 
regime will have great difficulty 
remaining in power if the economic 
situation continues to deteriorate. 
Iran’s economy was just beginning 
to recover following the relaxation of 
some international sanctions after the 
nuclear deal of 2015. But, of course, 
Trump has torn-up that deal.

Since then, after every statement 
Trump makes about Iran, after every 
interview Bolton gives about regime 
change, after every warning by secretary 
of state Mike Pompeo that European 
banks and industrial companies should 
expect US penalties if they continue 
trading with Iran, millions of Iranians 
feel the consequences. The currency 
plummets, prices rise ... and yet again 
there are shortages of medicines, 
surgical equipment and even foodstuffs. 
As the intensity of the economic and 
political pressure grows - combined 
with threats of military attack be it by 
Israel or Saudi Arabia -  we witness 
a further worsening of the situation. 
Unlike the last time the country faced 

severe sanctions (2010-15), it appears 
that now the state’s foreign reserves are 
very low. So there will no safeguards 
even for those sections of industry 
Tehran wants to keep alive most.

Of course, internal factors - 
including massive corruption and the 
contradictory economic policies of 
the rival factions of the current regime 
(such as the eagerness to follow the 
neoliberal model by sections of the 
government, as opposed to efforts 
to pacify the population through 
subsidies, religious and state charities) 
- have played a significant role in the 
near collapse of the economy.

Larger transnational owned plants 
are already facing closure, as the 
threat of US penalties has forced car 
manufacturers and petrochemical 
companies to leave. Major shipping 
companies, including the Danish 
conglomerate, Maersk, and container 
companies, such as CMA CGM 
France, are also cutting their ties.

The Iranian people have not been 
silent about all this. There are protests 
and demonstrations every day in 
almost every part of the country. 
They are so widespread that it is 
often difficult to keep up with them. 
Two weeks ago Trump’s attorney, 
Rudy Giuliani, claimed at a meeting 
organised by Mojahedin-e Khalq in 
Paris that it was the United States, 
working with people like those in 
the room, which was behind the 
protests, which “are not happening 
spontaneously”. They are happening 
thanks to the actions of “many of our 
people in Albania” (the country hosts 
an MEK compound).2

Nothing could be further from 
the truth. The audience was made up 
overwhelmingly by east Europeans 
paid to attend the event, as well as 
last-minute African recruits from the 
Paris suburbs!

The protests have nothing to 
do with idiots like Giuliani or the 
loony MEK cult he promotes. When 
people voted in large numbers for 
Rouhani last year - mainly to stop a 
more conservative candidate - they 
hoped he would be able to bring 

a degree of economic prosperity 
and an end to economic sanctions. 
This was based on the diplomatic 
successes of the last two years of his 
first term as president, when the Iran 
nuclear deal was signed. Now they 
feel betrayed and angry - not just 
with the economic situation (aspects 
of which are beyond Rouhani’s 
control), but with the fact that, 
contrary to his electoral promises, 
he has failed to make any progress 
on political or social liberalisation. 
There is no relaxation of the Islamic 
state’s medieval laws, and students, 
labour activists, etc are undergoing 
appalling treatment in jail. A number 
of prisoners have recently died in 
suspicious circumstances. Protestors 
against the forced wearing of the veil 
are treated like criminals. All these 
factors, combined with the disastrous 
economic situation, are why we are 
seeing so many protests in Iran.

New moves
Ten days ago Rouhani warned he 
would close down the Straits of 
Hormuz in retaliation against US 
threats. Of course, Iran is far too 
weak to confront the US navy. But 
Iran can create delays if it insists on 
inspecting oil tankers passing through 
these waters.

While Trump’s European visit, 
where he made some conciliatory 
noises in relation to Tehran, has helped 
boost morale in Iran, the government is 
proving to be completely incompetent. 
According to Bijan Khajepour, writing 
in Al Monitor:

Though one can identify many 
reasons for the current economic 
ills in the country, it is valid to 
argue that political instability and 
the consequent short-termism 
in economic decision-making 
are key problems. The push 
for quick gains and short-term 
economic cycles creates bubbles 
in the various markets and does not 
allow for medium- to long-term 
economic stability ... For example, 
the ministry of information and 

communications technology on 
June 24 announced the names of 
those entities that imported mobile 
phones at the official exchange 
rate, assuming that most of them 
sold their items at the unofficial 
free-market rate. It is this type of 
windfall that has financed a number 
of corrupt networks in Iran.

Furthermore, the regime as a 
whole has to stop its passivity and 
go after the corrupt interests.3

 
However, as far as oil is concerned, 
Tehran hopes China will continue 
buying Iranian crude. That despite 
extensive lobbying by the US to 
convince India, China, Japan and 
South Korea - which together account 
for 65% of Iran’s 2.7 million barrels 
daily - to end their purchases.4

It also appears that Iran has secured 
a $50 billion Russian investment in its 
oil industry. According to Ali Akbar 

Velayati, former foreign minister and 
now a close advisor of the supreme 
leader, the investment will cover 
crude oil exploration and production 
involving several energy companies.

The Russian government has also 
agreed to an ‘oil for goods’ programme. 
Russia’s energy minister, Alexander 
Novak, says Iran will need to spend 
half its oil revenue on Russian goods 
and, in exchange for this, Russian 
would help Iran sell its oil l

yassamine.mather@weeklyworker.co.uk
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On track
A very small team of 

CPGB  comrades raised an 
impressive £653, mainly through 
the sale of badges, at the huge anti-
Trump demonstration in London on 
July 13. This accounted for a large 
part of the £1,621 that helped boost 
our 2018 fundraising drive, the 
Summer Offensive, this week, taking 
the current total to £8,251.

Well, the target - to be raised by 
August 25 - is £25,000, so we are just 
about a third of the way there. I am 
really confident that we can achieve 
that much needed target, especially 
as a large part of the SO usually 
comes our way in the final seven 
days, during our week-long summer 
school, Communist University (for 
more details see http://cpgb.org.
uk/pages/news/117/communist-

university-2018 - the timetable will 
be available within the next few 
days).

The biggest individual SO donor 
this week was comrade KB, whose 
£280 was paid to the Weekly Worker 
- as was the £100 cheque from 
comrade EW, who promises to be “in 
meaningful contact” when he retires 
later in the year. That’s good news, 
because, as well as cash, there’s 
a whole lot of work to be done, 
particularly when it comes to our 
paper - described by comrade DB as 
“a great weekly”.

Other individual donations 
included those from MM (£75), TB 
(£50), DG and TR (£40 each).Thanks 
to all comrades who have helped 
keep the 2018 SO right on track l

Peter Manson

Summer Offensive

Rudy Giuliani: friend of MEK loons
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Tactics, principles and willing dupes
What attitude should the left take to the People’s Vote campaign and its call for a second referendum? 
Jack Conrad insists that referendums are a backward, not a forward step for democracy

Once, when Steve Freeman was 
an ‘external’ member of the 
Socialist Workers Party, I had 

hopes in him. I thought him winnable. 
Now, many years later, when he 
is one of the few remaining active 
members of Left Unity, he writes 
in the disorientated spirit of petty 
bourgeois democracy: desperate, 
panicky, eccentric and foolish.

His letter last week testifies to an 
ever quickening right shift.1 Taking 
issue with my article, ‘Oppose siren 
calls’, he ends with the miserable 
plea for the left to tail behind the 
People’s Vote campaign for a second 
referendum.2 Nonetheless, the 
comrade does raise some interesting 
points and, of course, because the 
European Union, Brexit and the 
demand for a second referendum are 
such pressing issues at the moment, 
answering him does provide me with 
yet another opportunity to clarify the 
Marxist position on referendums and 
explain once again the appropriate 
tactical position communists should 
adopt.

Comrade Freeman begins with a 
bald statement: in making his case 
“against a ‘people’s vote’ on the Tory-
unionist deal to exit the European 
Union”, Jack Conrad “argued that 
all referenda should be opposed in 
principle”. In other words, if “any 
take place, they should automatically 
be boycotted”.

It is certainly true that as a matter 
of principle the CPGB is opposed 
to referendums. Our reasons are 
sound, consistent and historically 
well established. Antonio Gramsci, 
writing in June 1921, can usefully be 
cited here:

The communists are … on 
principle opposed to the 
referendum, since they place 
the most advanced and active 
workers, who make the greatest 
sacrifices, on the same plane as 
the most lazy, ignorant and idle 
workers. If one wants direct, 
individual consultations, then this 
must take place in assemblies, 
after an organised debate, and a 
vote must presuppose knowledge 
of what is at stake and a sense of 
responsibility.3

However, it ought to be pointed 
out that this general principle does 
not translate into one of refusing 
to call for a referendum under all 
circumstances. Nor does it translate 
into a general principle of always 
responding to a referendum organised 
by our enemies with a corresponding 
call for an active boycott. To vote this 
way or that way, to set about an active 
boycott campaign, etc, is always a 
tactical decision.

Eg, we urged a ‘yes’ vote in 
Ireland’s May 2015 referendum on 
gay marriage; the same with Ireland’s 
May 2018 referendum on abortion. 
And, in the UK, while being critical 
of the Liberal Democrat proposal for 
reforming the parliamentary voting 
system, the CPGB called for a ‘yes’ 
in the May 5 2011 referendum. 
Despite the glaring inadequacies, 
our judgment was that, on balance, 
getting rid of the ‘wasted vote’ 
syndrome would be a “small gain” 
and provide better conditions for the 
left to develop than the ‘first past 
the post’ system.4 Needless to say, 
we are programmatically committed 
to a thorough-going proportional 
representation system, party lists and 
the right of the party to recall MPs, 
MEPs, councillors, etc.

The Lib Dems wanted an 
alternative vote system. Voters would 
be asked not to opt for a single 
candidate, but tick candidates off in an 
order of preference: 1, 2, 3, etc. If we 
were standing under such a system, I 
expect we would advise voting: 1, for 
the CPGB candidate, 2, for the Labour 
candidate … but no vote for bourgeois 
or out-and-out reactionary parties. 
True, calling for a ‘yes’ vote lined us 
up with the Lib Dems, the Greens, 
Ukip, Sinn Féin and Plaid Cymru. 
Labour adopted no official position, 
while Respect, the Socialist Workers 
Party, Socialist Party in England 
and Wales and the Morning Star’s 
Communist Party of Britain supported 
the Tory ‘no’ campaign.

Anyway, the reason I cite such 
episodes is obvious. Comrade 
Freeman’s statement that the CPGB 
is of the view that “all referenda 
should be opposed in principle” 
is lazy, uninformed and therefore 
misleading. Hence his daft accusation 
of “ultra-leftism” entirely misses the 
mark.

However, our opposition to 
referendums stands. They are not 
a higher form of democracy than 
the election of well-tested working 
class representatives, communist 
politics and extensive public debate. 
Referendums, on the contrary, tend to 
divide the working class, weaken its 
party spirit and produce radically false 
alignments: eg, in 2011, the CPGB 
with Ukip; the SWP with the Tories.

Tradition
In terms of our tradition and the 
rejection of referendums, things 
begin with Karl Marx and Frederick 
Engels. Not Karl Kautsky, as 
comrade Freeman contends. The 
Marx-Engels team knew all about the 
undemocratic nature of referendums, 
given the bitter experience of Louis 
Bonaparte and his ‘self-coup d’état’ 
in 1851, and then his self-elevation 
to emperor in 1852 (each autocratic 
power-grab being legitimised by 
a referendum). Bonaparte went on 
to impose strict press censorship, 
restrict public gatherings, savagely 
repress political opponents (mainly 
red republicans) and force thousands 
to flee into exile - amongst them, 

the celebrated writer, Victor Hugo. 
Initially a supporter, Hugo furiously 
denounced Bonaparte’s referendums 
as a means to “smother men’s 
minds”.5

Marx and Engels, along with their 
co-thinkers, Jules Guesde and Paul 
Lafargue, presented their alternative 
to the post-1871 third republic - 
in essence a reformed version of 
Bonapartism - in the minimum 
section of the Programme of the 
Parti Ouvrier. Here it is explained 
that the creation of a workers’ party 
“must be pursued by all the means 
the proletariat has at its disposal, 
including universal suffrage, which 
will thus be transformed from the 
instrument of deception that it has 
been until now into an instrument 
of emancipation”. The party will 
fight for the confiscation of church 
wealth, remove restrictions on the 
press, meetings, organisations, etc, 
and abolish the standing army and 
replace it with the “general arming of 
the people”.6

The Marx-Engels position 
opposing referendums became 
the common sense of the Second 
International, including both its far 
left and its far right. Arturo Labriola, 
the Italian syndicalist, wrote his 
Contro il referendum in 1897. He 
damned referendums as a cruel trick. 
In 1911 Ramsay MacDonald, Labour 
leader and future prime minister, came 
out in similar terms: referendums are 
“a clumsy and ineffective weapon 
which the reaction can always use 
more effectively than democracy, 
because it, being the power to say 
‘no’, is far more useful to the few 
than the many”.7

Note, the - still widely venerated 
- constitutional theorist, AV Dicey, 
promoted an all-UK referendum 
in the 1890s as a means to scupper 
Irish home rule; Ulster unionists ran 
with his referendum proposal and 
demanded that it be integrated into 
the constitution; in 1910 Stanley 
Baldwin included the promise of 
a referendum over tariff reform in 
the Tory manifesto, challenging the 
Liberals do the same with Irish home 
rule; in 1911 Lord Balfour tabled 
his Representation of the People 
Bill in the House of Lords, which 

would allow 200 MPs to petition 
the crown for a referendum and 
thereby potentially block unwelcome 
government legislation; in 1913 
Lord Curzon floated a referendum 
as a democratic way to thwart the 
extension of the franchise to women; 
and, as the bill giving women over 
30 the vote was passing through 
parliament in 1918, 53 peers wrote to 
The Times urging a referendum.8

However, there were those 
innocents on the left who were 
attracted by the idea of referendums 
and the right of the people to initiate 
them. Karl Kautsky chose Moritz 
Rittinghausen, a German social 
democrat, as his main polemical target 
over the issue. Parliamentarism, 
direct legislation by the people 
and social democracy (1893) was 
designed to demolish Rittinghausen’s 
referenda nostrums and uphold the 
strategic perspective he outlined in 
his hugely influential commentary 
on the Erfurt programme, known in 
English as The class struggle.

Even if referendums could replace 
existing representative institutions, 
which he doubted, this would 
represent not a step forward for 
democracy, but a step backwards, 
Kautsky insisted. No, instead of 
going along with conservative 
advocates of referendums - and their 
gullible leftwing outriders - Marxists 
should continue to focus on the fight 
to extend representative democracy. 
Such a course is vital both to the 
inner-workings of modern working 
class organisations (he lists co-ops, 
trade unions and social democratic 
parties) and for the struggle of the 
working class to gain a majority, 
conquer state power and transform 
society.

Kautsky fields three main 
arguments.
l Firstly, he stressed that there are 
very few situations where there is 
a simple binary choice in politics. 
Eg, life is far more complex than 
putting a cross next to a ‘yes’ or 
‘no’ box. Even when there seems to 
be a straightforwardly ‘right thing 
to do’, it is rarely obvious what it 
is. Very frequently, there is not a 
choice to be made between option 1 
or 2, but options 1 to 7 and, within 

these options, 1 (a) (i), 1 (a) (ii), 
1 (b) … and so on and so forth. To 
reach a decision, then, it is necessary 
to reduce the range of options. 
That is, of course, why Kautsky 
advocates prolonged debate, rival 
motions, detailed votes and binding 
resolutions.
l Secondly - and this is no less 
important - Kautsky wanted to 
strengthen the system of party 
politics. In the transition period 
between capitalism and communism, 
it is, he said, vital for the broad mass 
of the population to think about, 
to organise around and to vote for 
competing party outlooks. That 
has the advantage of bringing class 
divisions to the fore. Referendums, on 
the other hand, have the disadvantage 
of blurring, overriding, deflecting 
the fundamental conflict in society 
between class and class and the 
respective conflict between party and 
party: precisely the opposite of what 
Marxists want to see.
l Thirdly, Kautsky emphasised the 
point that Marxists strive, particularly 
through their emphasis on a working 
class party, to bring about a situation 
in which the state is as weak, and the 
people are as strong and organised, as 
possible. He draws a vital distinction 
between, on the one hand, ‘the 
people’ as an unorganised mass, who 
do not think about national or global 
issues in a coherent fashion, and, on 
the other, ‘the people’ organised into, 
or by, a workers’ party. One is to be 
the perpetual victim of lies, fraud and 
humbug. The other readies itself as 
the future ruling class.

However, as I have repeatedly 
pointed out - but clearly not in 
language strong enough to register 
with comrade Freeman - Kautsky 
spoils his argument. He “claims that 
referenda might be useful in the 
weaker, less autocratic states”: maybe 
in the “US, England and the English 
colonies, even under circumstances 
in France”. Comrade Freeman grabs 
hold of this unnecessary concession 
by Kautsky - a concession to so-called 
‘direct democracy’ - in order to make 
the claim that “principled opposition” 
to referendums by Marxists “is not 
the case”.

Nevertheless, despite its 

Backed by and serving big capital
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What we 
fight for

n Without organisation the 
working class is nothing; with 
the highest form of organisation 
it is everything.
n  There exists no real Communist 
Party today. There are many 
so-called ‘parties’ on the left. In 
reality they are confessional sects. 
Members who disagree with the 
prescribed ‘line’ are expected to 
gag themselves in public. Either 
that or face expulsion.
n Communists operate according 
to the principles of democratic 
centralism. Through ongoing debate 
we seek to achieve unity in action 
and a common world outlook. As 
long as they support agreed actions, 
members should have the right to 
speak openly and form temporary 
or permanent factions.
n Communists oppose all impe-
rialist wars and occupations but 
constantly strive to bring to the fore 
the fundamental question–ending war 
is bound up with ending capitalism.
n Communists are internationalists. 
Everywhere we strive for the closest 
unity and agreement of working class 
and progressive parties of all countries. 
We oppose every manifestation 
of national sectionalism. It is an 
internationalist duty to uphold the 
principle, ‘One state, one party’.
n  The working class must be 
organised globally. Without a global 
Communist Party, a Communist 
International, the struggle against 
capital is weakened and lacks 
coordination.
n Communists have no interest 
apart from the working class 
as a whole. They differ only in 
recognising the importance of 
Marxism as a guide to practice. 
That theory is no dogma, but 
must be constantly added to and 
enriched.
n Capitalism in its ceaseless 
search for profit puts the future 
of humanity at risk. Capitalism is 
synonymous with war, pollution, 
exploitation and crisis. As a global 
system capitalism can only be 
superseded globally.
n The capitalist class will never 
willingly allow their wealth and 
power to be taken away by a 
parliamentary vote.
n We will use the most militant 
methods objective circumstances 
allow to achieve a federal republic 
of England, Scotland and Wales, 
a united, federal Ireland and a 
United States of Europe.
n Communists favour industrial 
unions. Bureaucracy and class 
compromise must be fought and 
the trade unions transformed into 
schools for communism.
n Communists are champions of 
the oppressed. Women’s oppression, 
combating racism and chauvinism, 
and the struggle for peace and 
ecological sustainability are just 
as much working class questions 
as pay, trade union rights and 
demands for high-quality health, 
housing and education.
n Socialism represents victory 
in the battle for democracy. It 
is the rule of the working class. 
Socialism is either democratic or, 
as with Stalin’s Soviet Union, it 
turns into its opposite.
n Socialism is the first stage 
of the worldwide transition to 
communism–a system which 
knows neither wars, exploitation, 
money, classes, states nor nations. 
Communism is general freedom 
and the real beginning of human 
history.
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undoubted shortcomings, I argue that 
Parliamentarism, direct legislation 
by the people and social democracy 
retains its worth, not least because we 
have seen the entirely negative effects 
of referenda campaigns over recent 
years. In Northern Ireland the left 
fell in behind the 1998 Good Friday 
agreement that constitutionally 
institutionalised the sectarian divide 
of the working class; in Scotland 
the working class split into two 
hostile camps over independence, 
and the non-Labour left hopelessly 
collapsed into petty nationalism; 
and throughout the UK the question 
of Europe effectively cleaves the 
working class into bitterly opposed 
‘leavers’ and ‘remainers’.

Self-determination
Comrade Freeman believes he has 
found a “big gap” in my argument, 
when it comes to the question of 
national self-determination. The 
Bolsheviks, he rightly says, wish 
to see national questions settled by 
peaceful rather than violent means.

He quotes what he says is the 
Russian Social Democratic Labour 
Party and point 3 (b) of its 1913 
‘Thesis on the national question’. 
Actually, the theses were Lenin’s 
and were written by him for the 
lectures on the national question 
he delivered in the Swiss towns 
of Zurich, Geneva, Lausanne and 
Berne in July 1913. Anyway, Lenin 
calls for “the settlement of the 
question of such secession only 
on the basis of a universal, direct 
and equal vote of the population 
of the given territory by secret 
ballot”. From this passage comrade 
Freeman deduces that Lenin favours 
referendums as providing “for a 
peaceful resolution of the national 
question”.

When it comes to the 1913 theses 
quoted by comrade Freeman, it is 
worth making a few points. Lenin’s 
call for “the settlement of the question 
of such secession only on the basis of 
a universal, direct and equal vote of 
the population of the given territory 
by secret ballot” was not directed at 
the tsar. Lenin emphasises the unity 
of the workers and peasants of all 
nationalities in the Russian empire 
in the struggle to overthrow tsarism. 
After that, under the conditions of the 
revolutionary democratic dictatorship 
of the workers and peasants, Lenin 
says all areas of the state that are 
“distinguished by social peculiarities 
or by the national composition of 
the population must enjoy wide self-
government and autonomy, with 
institutions organised on the basis of 
universal, equal and secret voting”.9

It is these representative 
institutions that should exercise the 
right of nations to self-determination. 
Needless to say, there should be no 
privileged nation. However, except in 
the most exceptional circumstances, 
Marxists favour the unity of different 
nationalities in the same state. There 
should be no pandering to bourgeois 
or petty bourgeois nationalism. 
Certainly, when it comes to the party, 
federative structures and separate 
national groups must be forthrightly 
rejected.

We in the CPGB do not think that 
the Scottish National Party should 
have to persuade the UK government 
in Westminster to allow a second 
referendum. If the SNP stands in 
elections to the Holyrood parliament 
on an explicit programme of going 
for separation; if it gains a majority 
… so be it. We would resolutely 
oppose the SNP and its bourgeois 
nationalism, and we would also 
denounce those ‘socialists’ who 
prefer unity with the SNP over unity 
with workers in England and Wales. 
However, we would defend the right 
of the Holyrood parliament to debate 
and vote on independence.

But, of course, where we in the 
CPGB fight for a federal republic 

of England, Scotland and Wales, 
comrade Freeman positively favours 
the separation of nations and 
nationalities - the Scottish from the 
English, the Welsh from the Scots, 
the Czechs from the Slovaks, the 
Iraqi Kurds from the Iraqi Shia, the 
Iraqi Sunnis from the Iraqi Shia, etc.

From Lenin to 
Gorbachev
Looking at my index of Lenin’s 
Collected works I find only 
four references to referendums/
plebiscites. The first, from November 
1916, advises Swiss social democrats 
to use the “parliamentary tribune and 
the right to initiative and referendum” 
in a revolutionary, “not a reformist 
manner”.10 The overriding aim is 
making propaganda for the socialist 
transformation of the country. 
The second, from January 1918, 
denounces the Constituent Assembly 
and referendums as being antiquated.11 
Soviet power is of a far higher order. 
The third is from December 1921. 
Lenin rhetorically says that the Soviet 
Republic will withdraw its troops and 
allow a referendum in Georgia - as 
demanded by the Labour Party in 
Britain - if Britain does the same in 
Ireland, India, etc.12 The fourth, is 
a jotting which simply notes that in 
Australia there “were plebiscites” in 
the drafting of the constitution.13 Not 
much, in other words.

It seems to be the case that at 
the end of 1917 Lenin and Stalin, 
his commissar of nationalities, 
toyed with the idea of demanding a 
referendum in Finland. They wanted 
a vote that would result in Finland 
- a relatively autonomous part of 
the Russian state - joining the new 
Soviet Republic. But the Soviet 
Republic was weak and reeling under 
a German offensive and nor were the 
red forces in Finland in any position 
to organise any such referendum 
(even if they had wanted to). With 
direct help provided by the German 
high command, the whites, under 
Pehr Svinhufvud, were determined 
to achieve full independence, take 
control of the cities and crush the reds 
- the resulting civil war cost at least 
37,000 lives.

Constitutionally, Stalin’s Soviet 
Union included the provision for 
referendums. Article 48 of the 1936 
constitution states that the supreme 
soviet could call for a nationwide vote 
at its own initiative, or on the demand 
of one of the union republics. None 
were held. But Nikita Khrushchev 
revived the idea of holding 
referendums … to overcome public 
apathy - once again nothing came of 
it. However, if Stalin or Khrushchev 
had held a referendum, it would, of 
course, have been conducted along 
the same undemocratic lines as 
perfected by Louis Bonaparte, Benito 
Mussolini and Adolf Hitler. Needless 
to say, with the launch of the first 
five-year plan in 1928-29, the Soviet 
Union saw a counterrevolution within 
the revolution.

Mikhail Gorbachev did oversee 
a referendum in March 1991. Faced 
with the nationalist disintegration 
of the state, he put this loaded 
question to the populous: “Do you 
consider necessary the preservation 
of the Union of Soviet Socialist 
Republics as a renewed federation of 
equal sovereign republics, in 
which the rights and freedom of an 
individual of any nationality will be 
fully guaranteed?” Gorbachev got his 
76% ‘yes’ vote on an 80% turnout. 
However, there were boycotts by the 
authorities in Armenia, Georgia and 
Estonia. And by December 26 1991 
it was all over. The Soviet Union 
formally dissolved into 15 separate 
parts.

Not referenda
Comrade Freeman says “working 
class democrats” are consistent 

champions of “every kind of 
democratic demand” under 
capitalism. He lists elections, 
republics, universal suffrage, 
parliaments … and referenda. We 
certainly favour elections. Marxists 
fought for universal suffrage in the 
19th and 20th centuries. This allows 
us to form the mass of workers into 
a class party … and measure our 
strength. Marxists also stand for the 
democratic republic. Yes, we stress 
the limitations of what exists today. 
Bourgeois republics, such as the 
USA, Switzerland, France, Brazil, 
Mexico and Turkey, are flawed, 
corrupted or simply fake. We favour 
making them complete, healthy, real. 
The democratic republic is indeed the 
form that working class rule will take.

Hence, when it comes to 
parliaments, Marxists do not take 
things as they are. We demand the 
abolition of the upper house - the UK’s 
House of Lords, the US Senate, the 
French Sénat, etc. We also demand 
the abolition of the monarchical 
presidents in the US, France, Turkey, 
Egypt, etc. Marxists champion a 
single-chamber assembly, elected 
annually by universal suffrage, along 
with the right to instantly recall. But 
referenda … no!

Comrade Freeman, of course, 
favours referendums. He says this:

Referenda are, like elections 
and other examples of universal 
suffrage, an opportunity for 
millions to engage in political 
struggle. They are an opportunity 
for parties to engage … in class 
struggle. They are, of course, 
political weapons, like elections, 
which are used by the capitalist 
class against the working class. 
Working class parties have to 
learn the threats, dangers and 
opportunities.

Evidently, especially under 
capitalism, the opportunities are 
extremely limited. However, the 
dangers and threats are real and 
present. The 2016 referendum on the 
EU did not advance the interests of 
the working class one iota. On the 
contrary, the result was a triumph 
for backward-looking illusions, fake 
promises about the financing of the 
national health service, anti-migrant 
bigotry and narrow nationalism.

What of the ‘remainer’ opposition? 
Comrade Freeman says that, when 
100,000 people march through 
London demanding the right to vote 
on the Tory deal, “we are dealing 
with a mass democratic demand”. 
He asks why 46 million UK voters 
should not have this right? He expects 
communists, as the most militant 
democrats, to be in the vanguard in 
fighting for the “right to vote in a 
second referendum by demanding 
working class demonstrations and, 
more decisively, political strikes”.

This is simply to provide a radical 
spin for the People’s Vote campaign.

The problem for the advocates of a 
second referendum on the EU is that 
there has already been a referendum 
… and on June 23 2016 they lost 
by 51.89% to 48.11%. Organising 
a march of 100,000 people from 
Trafalgar Square to Parliament 
Square is all very well and good. 
But, to use a phrase, the people 
have spoken. What would comrade 
Freeman says if Boris Johnson, David 
Davis and Nigel Farage organised a 
march of 200,000 defending the June 
2016 result. Would he welcome such 
a demonstration as a mass democratic 
movement and demand political 
strikes to back it. It is all too absurd.

Showing how easy it is for petty 
bourgeois democrats to flip over 
into becoming petty bourgeois anti-
democrats, comrade Freeman rails 
against liberalism and elitism … 
and comes to the conclusion that 
constitutionally referendums should 
trump parliamentary sovereignty. He 

writes:

Liberals have always been elitists. 
They naturally prefer decisions to 
be taken by clever and educated 
people. They feel it is dangerous 
to allow the ignorant masses to 
have a say. If they had to choose 
between 635 MPs and over 800 
Lords to decide on the EU or 46 
million voters, the liberal elites 
prefer the former.

This has the whiff of Bonapartism 
about it. As we have shown, Marxists 
have traditionally distrusted and often 
forthrightly denounced referendums. 
We do so not out of any trust in Tory, 
Lib Dem and rightwing Labour MPs. 
Or because we think that there are 
clever people in the House of Lords 
who know better. No, we seek to 
organise the working class masses 
into a political party, educating them 
through common struggles, through 
open debate, through displays of 
collective strength nationally and 
internationally, in order to ready this 
class to take state power and become 
the ruling class ... thereby begin to 
end classes and class divisions.

Without taking this road, the 
masses are easy prey for demagogues, 
media manipulation, PR campaigns, 
trade union bureaucrats and the well-
crafted lies of career politicians. That 
is not just the case with Nigel Farage, 
the Daily Mail, Vote Leave, Get 
Britain Out, Cool Blue, Arron Banks, 
The Sun, Boris Johnson, etc. It is 
also true with Tony Blair, Stronger in 
Europe, The Guardian, Open Britain, 
Manuel Cortes, Vince Cable … and 
People’s Vote.

Though it claims to want to 
empower the UK’s 46 million voters, 
the fact of the matter is that People’s 
Vote works hand-in-glove with the 
Confederation of British Industry, 
Institute of Directors, Engineering 
Employers Federation and companies 
such as Airbus, BMW and Nissan. 
And, of course, People’s Vote is one 
of many similar front organisations. 
Others include Labour for a People’s 
Vote, Best for Britain, Best for Europe, 
European Movement UK, In Facts, 
Open Britain, Our Future Our Choice, 
Scientists for EU and Wales for Europe.

These organisations act almost 
as one under the overall direction 
of the Grassroots Coordinating 
Group. Chuka Umunna, the darling 
of Labour’s hard right, is the official 
leader. The campaign boasts plush 
offices in Milbank Tower and there 
are said to be 150 local groups 
and 500,000 supporters. George 
Soros’s Open Society Foundation 
has donated more than £800,000 to 
such anti-Brexit causes (including 
£400,000 to Best for Britain, 
£182,000 to European Movement UK 
and £35,000 to Scientists for EU).14

Clearly no-one on the principled 
left should have anything to do with 
People’s Vote. Marching alongside 
the Lib Dems, the Labour hard right, 
Tory rebels and Green naives on June 
23 was to march in the interests of big 
capital. Ditto, to give a leftwing spin 
to People’s Vote is to desert even the 
notion of independent working class 
politics l
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Speaking 
out against 
Zionism is a 

duty

A Labour council’s inquisition
Stan Keable tells how the anti-Corbyn witch-hunt in the Labour Party has spilled over into political 
victimisation in the workplace

In its July 10 letter, Hammersmith 
and Fulham’s Labour-run council has 
informed me that my appeal against 

dismissal from my job as a housing 
enforcer for “bringing the council 
into disrepute” has been rejected. 
That exhausts the council’s internal 
disciplinary procedures, and leaves me 
free to pursue a wrongful dismissal case 
in an employment tribunal, after going 
through the precondition of attempting 
conciliation via Acas - the government’s 
advice, conciliation and arbitration 
service.

The appeal outcome contained no 
surprises. It was highly predictable, 
leaving me with the feeling that it 
was predetermined for - god forbid! - 
political reasons. It upheld the April 21 
verdict of “serious misconduct” and 
immediate dismissal with salary in lieu 
of notice - not as harsh, thankfully, as 
gross misconduct and instant dismissal 
with no salary.

The decision simply ignored my 
assertion of direct victimisation for my 
deeply held anti-Zionist political belief, 
in contravention of the Equality Act 
2010 - which prohibits discrimination, 
harassment and victimisation of a person 
because of their “religion or belief”. 
And the letter failed to explain how 
the council’s ‘equality, diversity and 
inclusion’ policy can override the right 
to freedom of expression embodied in 
the Human Rights Act 1990, which 
incorporates the European Convention 
on Human Rights into UK law. Freedom 
of speech, to be meaningful, includes the 
right to express views which irritate or 
offend the public or the state. And public 
authorities like H&F council have a duty 
to encourage conditions which facilitate 
free speech.

The legal right to free speech is not 
absolute, however. Inciting violence 
is not allowed, nor is racism - but, in 
reminding people of the collaboration 
in the 1930s between the Zionist 
movement and the Nazi regime, I 
was calling out the racist ideology of 
Zionism. And H&F prides itself on its 
anti-racism and its welcoming attitude 
to refugees. Personally I am proud of 
my anti-Zionist views. It is not my 
anti-Zionism which brings the council 
into disrepute, but its own attempt to 
protect Zionism from criticism - and 
that at a time when the state of Israel 
is engaged in yet another appalling 
massacre of Palestinians in Gaza. The 
council would defend its reputation 
better by joining the boycott, diversity 
and sanctions movement and 
campaigning to stop Israel engaging 
in ethnic cleansing.

The day after the March 26 Zionist 
‘Enough is enough!’ demonstration 
in Parliament Square, which labelled 
Jeremy Corbyn an anti-Semite - and the 
simultaneous Jewish Voice for Labour 
counter-demonstration in defence of 
Corbyn - I was suspended from work by 
H&F council, because of “allegations” 
of “inappropriate comments”. However, 
my employer could not tell me what the 
relevant comments were, nor who had 
made the complaint. The comments 
were in a tweeted video clip, I was told. I 
would be informed later what they were.

The suspension letter I was handed 

was equally vague. It listed two 
allegations:

1. that you made inappropriate 
comments which have subsequently 
been circulated on social media, 
which are deemed to be insensitive 
and likely to be considered offensive 
and potentially in breach of the 
Equality Act 2010;
2. that these comments have the 
potential to bring the council into 
disrepute.

On April 3 the investigation manager 
sent me a “transcript of the comments 
referred to in the allegation” - but this 
left me none the wiser: the relevant 
comments were still not specified. It was 
a transcript, produced by the council, of 
the 105-second snippet of an exchange 
in the video clip which had been 
circulated on the twitterfeed of BBC 
Newsnight journalist David Grossman.

The text was reasonably accurate, 
as far as I could tell, except that it had 
been misinterpreted by the council as an 
“interview”. They thought I had been 
interviewed by David Grossman, whom 
I had never met. In fact I was talking 
with an unknown participant in the 
‘Enough is enough!’ demonstration who 
was anxious to tell me that Corbyn was 
anti-Semitic. After the conversation was 
disrupted by hostile Zionist heckling, 
as shown in the video, we continued 
talking a few metres away from the 
hecklers, and finished with a mutually 
respectful handshake.

At the informal preliminary 
investigation meeting on April 10, the 
council’s intrepid investigator still could 
not tell me which were the relevant 
comments in the transcript. He had 
to cross-examine me, like a medieval 
inquisitor searching for a sin. And he 
did not know that the video clip had 
only reached council leader Stephen 
Cowan via Tory MP Greg Hands - not 

as a complaint to the council about an 
employee’s behaviour, but to the Labour 
Party about a Momentum activist.

I learned later that, in relation to 
the council, the only complainant was 
council leader Stephen Cowan himself. 
It was Cowan who had referred the 
matter to the chief executive for potential 
disciplinary action. He should have told 
Greg Hands where to go, instead of 
throwing me to the wolves. But Cowan 
has an anti-Corbyn record, leading his 
loyal councillors to back Owen Smith 
and the failed June 27 2016 ‘chicken 
coup’ against Corbyn.

Greg Hands did not discover that I 
was an H&F council employee until he 
read, in the April 3 Evening Standard, 
that I was being investigated. He was 
just doing his bit for the ‘Enough is 
enough!’ campaign to damage Labour 
before the local elections. His first 
tweet said: “… this is Stan Keable, 
the local Momentum organiser in 
Hammersmith & Fulham. If so, will @
hammersmithandy & @stephencowan 
investigate and urge action? Enough is 
enough”. (@hammersmithandy is Andy 
Slaughter - unfortunately one of the 172 
chicken coup MPs.)

Confirming that he was labelling 
Labour anti-Semitic, Greg Hands’ 
second tweet on the morning of March 
27 complained: “Not a peep out of 
anyone in @HFLabour about the 
anti-Semitism crisis, or from MP @
hammersmithandy or council leader 
@StephenCowan - despite their 
reportedly leading activist telling 
Newsnight here that “Zionists” plotted 
with Hitler and holocaust wasn’t anti-
Semitic.” The truth matters little to 
Mr Hands when he is busy smearing 
Labour. I had not mentioned Hitler, 
and, in the video clip, I had explicitly 
acknowledged (of course) that the 
holocaust was anti-Semitic.

Having discovered that the council 
was investigating me, Greg Hands 

could not believe his good luck. H&F 
had raised the witch-hunt from the 
level of the Labour Party to the level 
of employment. He waded in again 
on April 9, tweeting an open letter to 
Stephen Cowan, headed ‘Action on anti-
Semitism at Hammersmith & Fulham 
council’.

Hands’ April 9 letter noted my 
apology “for any offence I may have 
caused”, and that the “collaboration” 
I referred to was the pre-holocaust 
Ha’avara agreement of 1933-39. Yet the 
council’s disciplinary hearing somehow 
concluded that “upon the balance of 
probability, the average person would 
interpret your comments (regardless 
of your intention) as suggesting that 
Zionists collaborated with the Nazis 
in the holocaust [my emphasis - SK] 
and therefore is highly likely to cause 
offence”. This was a strange conclusion, 
given that Hands, the only person who 
complained to the council, explicitly 
acknowledged that I had been talking 
about the pre-holocaust period, not the 
holocaust itself.

In my appeal hearing I was proud 
to be supported admirably by three 
Jewish critics of Israel and Zionism - 
emeritus professor Moshé Machover, 
Naomi Wimborne-Idrissi and Pamela 
Blakelock, but their common-sense 
written and verbal statements were 
ignored. Their evidence showed that 
Zionist-Nazi collaboration is indeed a 
well-established historical fact, and they 
exposed the absurdity of the claim that 
my comments on a Parliament Square 
demonstration somehow damaged the 
council’s reputation.

In the coming month of Acas 
conciliation, I shall be demanding my job 
back. But this case is far more important 
than me and my job. Accepting this attack 
on the rights of employees to freedom 
of assembly and freedom of expression 
is not an option. I do not intend to go 
quietly. Further information, and a model 
motion1 of support is available on the 
Labour Against the Witchhunt website, 
and already has the backing of Brent 
Trades Union Council2 and some union 
branches.

The ‘Reinstate Stan Keable’ 
campaign kicked off on March 16 with 
a lobby and demonstration organised by 
LAW outside Hammersmith town hall. 
Please contribute to my crowdfunding 
appeal to cover campaign expenses and 
potential legal costs.3

The transcript
Stan Keable: You have totally 
missed the interpretation.

Unknown man: But you say...
Stan Keable: He [Corbyn] has got 
a life-long history of anti-racism.
Unknown man: But you say, you 
say it is unreasonable to extrapolate 
the fact that you [he means Corbyn] 
commented in that way on that 
mural and the fact that that mural 
reflects kind of traits which have 
existed for hundreds of years that 
really resulted in the anti-Semitism 
that resulted in the holocaust ... 
there is a connection between …
Stan Keable: I don’t think it is 
what caused the holocaust, no.
Unknown man: You don’t think it 
was anti-Semitism which caused 
the holocaust?
Stan Keable: Well, obviously the 
Nazis used anti-Semitism.
Unknown man: No, it was anti-
Semitism that caused the holocaust. 
Are you really, are you suggesting it 
was not anti-Semitism?
Stan Keable: No, no I am not saying 
that. I am saying the Nazis were 
anti-Semitic. The problem I have 
got is that the Zionist movement at 
the time collaborated with them.
Unseen person: That’s a lie 
(laughing)! That’s a lie.
Stan Keable: Well, you laugh, you 
laugh.
Unseen person: No, man. You’re 
an idiot.
Stan Keable: Look, the policy of 
Germany at that time was to have a 
Germany that was unified.
Woman in the background: Don’t 
give him the time of day!
Stan Keable: No, but the … no, but 
the …
All talking over each other ...
Unseen man: inaudible
Stan Keable: Oh, stop trying 
so hard! You are trying to stop 
discussion. You are trying to stop 
discussion.
Unseen man: inaudible
Stan Keable: The Zionist 
movement from the beginning 
was saying that they accepted that 
Jews are not acceptable here. He 
is answering someone else: I am 
giving a ... I am giving a ... I’m, 
I’m, I’m ... l

End of recording

Notes
1. www.labouragainstthewitchhunt.org/mod-
el-motions/reinstate-stan-keable-model-mo-
tion-for-unionlabourother-organisations.
2. www.labouragainstthewitchhunt.org/suspen-
sions-and-expulsions/brent-trades-council-in-
support-of-stan-keable.
3. www.gofundme.com/ReinstateStanKeable.

Stan Keable: will not be silenced


