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Who needs maths?
After the interesting but very difficult 
introduction by Moshé Machover 
at Communist University (‘Labour 
theory of value for the 21st century’), 
a comrade from the floor expressed his 
puzzlement at some of what had been 
said - a sentiment received with some 
approval in the room. Moshé and then 
the first speaker from the floor had 
used technical terms from statistics that 
most, though not quite all, had some 
difficulty with. The speaker said that 
he was useless at maths and noted - 
correctly, I believe - that many people 
in this country are quite proud that, 
while they may be “good at English”, 
they are “useless at maths”.

At school, while no star, I was 
quite good at maths, but when I went 
to university I studied philosophy 
and politics, because I was sick of 
the maths, physics and chemistry I’d 
done at school - a shame really. Later 
in life I got an Open University degree 
in maths - in part to show myself 
that I could do it. Undergraduate 
mathematics opened up a whole 
new world - of hard work and 
wonderment. A friend told me that his 
experience of studying mathematics 
was of long periods of puzzlement 
and almost despair, followed by 
fantastic ‘Eureka’ moments, and I 
would agree.

There was complex analysis, 
quantum mechanics, number theory, 
and geometry and trigonometry that 
couldn’t be dreamed of at A level. 
The ability to transform an unsolvable 
equation into a unit circle and then 
transform it, solved, seemed to me, 
like a lot of number theory, almost 
miraculous. I also did two statistics 
modules, yet I still found it difficult to 
follow some of Moshé’s talk. I could 
mostly understand the words, but not all 
the argument. But, as he indicated, the 
sheer computing power now available 
to statisticians is something that Marx 
could never have dreamed of.

I’m not a professional mathematician 
or physicist - I’ve hardly looked at 
mathematics since I graduated. I worked 
for many years, during and after my 
studies, in a junior role in finance. The 
main benefit of mathematics there 
was the ability to look at figures on 
spreadsheets and in databases without 
being intimidated. You look and then, 
every now and then, you think, ‘Hang on 
a minute’. I was personally always alert 
to any sign of contractors trying to pull a 
fast one (there were a few, but not many). 
The mathematics involved was mostly 
addition, subtraction, multiplication, 
division and percentages. Another use 
of mathematics I have found is that, 
when watching University challenge, I 
can nearly always understand the maths 
questions … but against eight 19-year-
olds - not a chance.

Another voice from the floor 
pointed out that it was not just 
statistics and mathematics that 
people were ignorant of, but science 
in general. This is very true. To my 
mind the reason for all this is that most 
people do not use maths or science in 
everyday life. When I was young (oh 
dear, these old people), bar staff - of 
which I was one for a while - could 
calculate a bill in their heads. Now 
they seem unable to give a price for 
anything - because they don’t need to.

We can all to some extent carry 

on with our knowledge of English, 
because we use it all the time. 
Those who learned other languages 
at school (or home, of course) can 
speak, write and read it if they carry 
on speaking, writing and reading. But 
mathematics? But physics, chemistry 
or biology? Some people with a keen 
interest might continue to follow their 
favourites for a lifetime, but mostly 
only the professionals can retain 
the knowledge and add to it, as their 
speciality develops.

Even professionals can lose track 
of subject areas they don’t work with. 
A professional statistician may well 
be able to follow breakthroughs in, 
say, set or number theory, but nobody 
can know everything: as is sometimes 
said of experts, ‘They know more and 
more about less and less’. But we need 
our experts. The working class in the 
future (as soon as possible, we hope) 
will need physicists, statisticians, 
medical folk - all sorts. Because one of 
the most urgent tasks of the working 
class will be to start clearing up the 
mess that capitalism leaves behind. 

Nuclear waste, for instance, needs 
scientists who know what’s going on - 
nuclear facility workers and those with 
ideas from any field. Toxic waste of all 
kinds will need chemists, biologists, 
waste workers and anyone with 
knowledge and interest in the field. 
There are millions of people all over 
the world who need immediate help to 
get fresh, clean water on tap. We need 
to develop and spread sustainable 
power - the list is almost endless and 
anyone can add their own items.

We need experts in the sciences and 
volunteers to learn what needs to be 
learned. That means even more, and 
better, ‘popularisers’ than we already 
have. Meanwhile we just have to keep 
going and, if people like Moshé and 
the other scientists at CU can help us 
understand, then we are truly lucky.
Jim Cook
Reading

People’s Vote
As a founding member of Socialist 
Resistance, I challenge Jack Conrad’s 
ill-considered comment in the Weekly 
Worker (‘A failure of definition’, 
August 9).

Your leading writer will remember 
our role in the Socialist Alliance. You 
may also be aware of how and why we 
formulated and advocated our policy 
on the European Union referendum. 
We support Another Europe Is 
Possible, predicted the rise in racist 
attacks and further anthropogenic, 
environmental decay.

Oxford SR has discussed our 
attitude to the so-called People’s Vote 
and called for an all-members meeting. 
As you acknowledge, referenda are 
part of the democratic deficit. As Mike 
Macnair described us, the “actually 
existing” International empowers 
us to work in the areas where we’re 
strong, and we tail no-one.

We do not feel obliged to criticise 
you, but we have not decided how, or 
if, to oppose the People’s Vote.
Andy Gibbons
Oxford

Real target
At long last, the witch-hunt in the 
Labour Party has reached its long-
intended main target: Jeremy Corbyn. 
For the last three years, vastly 
exaggerated claims that the Labour 
Party is awash with anti-Semites 
have been used to attack the left. 
But Ken Livingstone, Jackie Walker, 

Marc Wadsworth, Tony Greenstein 
and hundreds of other Labour Party 
members were little more than 
collateral damage.

This vicious campaign, orchestrated 
by the pro-Zionist lobby and the right 
in the party, never had anything to 
do with fighting anti-Semitism - but 
everything with getting rid of Jeremy 
Corbyn. His pro-Palestinian views 
and socialist policies make him 
unacceptable to both.

That is why the national executive 
committee was wrong to adopt in 
its code of conduct the working 
definition of the International 
Holocaust Remembrance Alliance 
and the examples that have been 
published alongside it. The intent 
of this document is not to define 
anti-Semitism - after all, the Oxford 
English Dictionary manages that in 
six words: “Hostility to or prejudice 
against Jews.” No, its sole purpose is 
to conflate criticism of Zionism and 
Israel with anti-Semitism.
l Most IHRA examples refer to 
Israel. In effect, the IHRA definition is 
labelling anti-Zionism as anti-Semitic. 
But Zionism is itself a cause of anti-
Semitism today: Israel, by claiming 
to be a Jewish state, associates Jews 
everywhere with its crimes against the 
Palestinians.
l The most disputed IHRA example 
bans the description of Israel as a 
“racist” state. But racism is exactly 
what the Israeli government has now 
enshrined via its ‘Nation-State’ law.
l We must defend freedom of 
speech on Palestine. In their identical 
front pages, the Jewish Chronicle, 
the Jewish Telegraph and Jewish 
News admitted that: “Had the full 
IHRA definition with examples 
relating to Israel been approved, 
hundreds, if not thousands, of Labour 
and Momentum members would need 
to be expelled.”
l Any attempts by the NEC to 
introduce so-called ‘safeguards’ are 
doomed to fail. Not only would they 
compete with the IHRA examples 
(which rule is more important?). 
Any assurance that past comments 
would not be investigated are also 
useless, because Jeremy Corbyn 
has already been declared an anti-
Semite.

We say: All those summarily expelled 
or suspended from membership 
without due process should be 
immediately reinstated. We need 
mandatory reselection of all Labour 
Party MPs. The rightwing saboteurs in 
the Parliamentary Labour Party have 
to go. Momentum has be radically 
democratised. Instead of defending 
Corbyn, Momentum owner Jon 
Lansman has sided with the witch-
hunters. He has thrown Jackie Walker 
and Pete Willsman to the wolves and is 
now ready to abandon Corbyn too. He 
wants the term ‘Zionism’ banned. He 
runs Momentum like a dictator, having 
abolished all democratic structures 
in his coup of January 10 2017. 
But democracy and free speech are 
essential in the struggle to transform 
our party and society.
Labour Against the Witchhunt
email

Unfit for purpose
The definition of anti-Semitism 
adopted by the government is not fit 
for the purpose of decision-making, 
declared Geoffrey Robertson QC on 
August 31. The opinion, which was 
produced to advise the Palestinian 
Return Centre, states that the 

definition does not cover the most 
insidious forms of hostility to Jewish 
people and the looseness of the 
definition is liable to chill legitimate 
criticisms of the state of Israel and 
coverage of human-rights abuses 
against Palestinians.

Mr Robertson, an expert on 
freedom of speech and human rights, 
who has lectured on genocide at the 
Hebrew University of Jerusalem, has 
criticised Theresa May for adopting a 
definition which was not intended to 
be binding and which was not drafted 
as comprehensible. By pivoting on 
expression that arouses hatred (a “very 
strong word”), it does not cover speech 
that arouses hostility, or which “politely 
spreads the poison of prejudice” against 
Jews as a race. He evinces surprise 
that Jewish organisations advocating 
acceptance of the full definition by the 
Labour Party and other organisations 
have not realised that it fails to protect 
Jews from many prevalent kinds of 
anti-Semitism.

Mr Robertson examines all 11 
“examples” attached to the definition 
and concludes that several of them 
are so loosely drafted that they are 
likely to chill criticism of action by the 
government of Israel and advocacy of 
sanctions as a means to deter human 
rights abuses in Gaza and elsewhere. 
He says there is a particular danger that 
the definition will be used mistakenly, 
to defame criticisms of Israel by 
branding them as anti-Semitic.

Mr Robertson is particularly 
critical of the government for adopting 

the definition without parliamentary 
discussion and without the protection 
for free speech recommended by the 
Home Affairs Committee. Should any 
university or local council apply it, 
he says they should follow the Home 
Affairs Committee recommendation 
and add to it the clarification that 
“it is not anti-Semitic to criticise 
the government of Israel without 
additional evidence to suggest anti-
Semitic intent”. He adds that this 
should be added by any public 
bodies or organisations that adopt 
the full definition endorsed by the 
government.

Mr Robertson continues that “a 
particular problem with the IHRA 
definition is that it is likely in practice 
to chill free speech, by raising 
expectations of pro-Israeli groups 
that they can successfully object to 
legitimate criticism of Israel and 
correspondingly arouse fears in NGOs 
and student bodies that they will have 
events banned, or else will have to 
incur considerable expense to protect 
them by taking legal action. Either 
way, they may not organise such 
events.”

The opinion concludes that, 
whether under human rights law 
or the IHRA definition, political 
action against Israel is not properly 
characterised as anti-Semitic unless 
the action is intended to promote 
hatred or hostility against Jews in 
general.
Palestinian Return Centre
email

Success!
I am delighted to report that we got 

there! The CPGB just managed 
to reach the £25,000 target set for 
our annual fundraising drive, the 
Summer Offensive, thanks to the 
£7,913 raised in the last week of 
the campaign - almost entirely at 
our week-long school, Communist 
University. Our final total stands 
at an excellent (and much needed) 
£25,149.

We didn’t exactly have a lot to 
spare and in fact we only broke 
through the £25K barrier at all 
thanks to a last-minute collection 
at the celebratory meal on the final 
evening of CU! Lots of comrades 
fulfilled their Summer Offensive 
pledges during the week, managing 
to donate what they said they would 
- some at the cost of considerable 
effort and sacrifice.

There was also the cash raised 
through the sale of refreshments and 
so on - not to mention the alcohol 
consumed during the evenings 
of relaxed and informal debate 
amongst comrades. Five of them 
made total personal donations to 
the SO of over £1,000, while others 
made more modest contributions 
that nevertheless greatly boosted 
the total.

In this context, special mention 
must be made to our youngest 
comrade in attendance, OP, who 
raised a tremendous £500 - a good 
deal of commitment from a school 
student, it has to be said. And the 
same amount came our way from 
the contingent of comrades from 
the Netherlands. Thanks to one and 

all.
This success will allow, in 

particular, the publication of the 
Weekly Worker to go ahead without 
the constant worry of suddenly 
having to meet unexpected 
expenses - not to mention a couple 
of books that are in the pipeline. 
As regular readers will know, our 
paper relies on its regular fighting 
fund to meet its running costs, 
but the boost provided by the SO 
provides a good deal of back-up 
over and above what is raised by 
that monthly fund.

One thing we will not do, 
however, is take a leaf out of the 
Morning Star’s book and introduce 
a pay wall (set to be imposed in the 
very near future on those visiting 
the Star website) for those who read 
us online. No, our first priority is to 
get our message out to the largest 
number of people - the commitment 
of our readers, supporters and team 
of volunteers will ensure that this 
paper continues to appear.

Anyway, with the Summer 
Offensive having reached its 
successful conclusion, it is time to 
hand over this weekly space in the 
paper back to comrade Robbie Rix, 
who will be urging readers to ensure 
the Weekly Worker’s monthly target 
of £1,750 is reached. He tells me 
that £460 has already been raised 
for the September fund - thanks in 
particular to TDB (£100!), JT and 
PB (£50 each), and EW and MS 
(£40). Please continue to support 
your paper l

Peter Manson

Summer Offensive
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London Communist Forum
Sunday September 9, 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 
1907 to the October Revolution of 1917. This meeting: Chapter 1, 
‘Legal and illegal work”: the Third Duma.
Calthorpe Arms, 252 Grays Inn Road, London WC1.
Organised by CPGB: www.cpgb.org.uk; and Labour Party Marxists: 
www.labourpartymarxists.org.uk.

Radical Anthropology Group
Tuesday September 25, 6.30pm: Series of talks on human origins, 
Daryll Forde seminar room, Anthropology Building, 14 Taviton Street, 
off Gordon Square, London WC1. This meeting: ‘Did matriarchy ever 
exist?’ Speaker: Chris Knight.
Organised by Radical Anthropology Group:  
http://radicalanthropologygroup.org.

Remember the Diggers
Saturday September 8, 11.30am to 9.30pm: Wigan Diggers Festival, 
Gerrard Winstanley Gardens, Believe Square, 13 The Wiend, Wigan WN1.
Organised by Wigan Diggers Festival: https://wigandiggersfestival.org.

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: https://www.stopwar.org.uk

TUC Congress
Sunday September 9 to Wednesday September 12: TUC Congress, 
Manchester Central Convention Complex, Windmill Street, Manchester M2.
Organised by TUC: www.tuc.org.uk/tuc-congress-2018.

National Shop Stewards Network
Sunday September 9, 1pm: TUC rally, Manchester Mechanics 
Institute Conference Centre, Princess Street, Manchester M1.
Organised by National Shop Stewards Network: 
http://shopstewards.net.

Don’t let the racists divide us
Saturday September 15, 1.15pm: Counterdemonstration, Keel Square, 
Sunderland SR1. No to the Democratic Football Lads Alliance.
Organised by Sunderland Unites:  
www.facebook.com/SunderlandUnites.

For mandatory reselection
Saturday September 22, 3.30pm: Labour Party conference fringe 
meeting, Quaker Meeting House, 22 School Lane, Liverpool L1. 
Speakers include: Paul Mason, Chris Williamson MP and Tosh 
McDonald (Aslef).
Organised by Labour Open Selection:
www.labour-open-selection.org.uk/openselectionfringeevent

The World Transformed
Saturday September 22 to Tuesday September 25: Momentum’s 
festival of politics, art and music, running alongside the Labour 
conference, Liverpool, various venues.
Organised by The World Transformed: https://theworldtransformed.org.

Labour Against the Witchhunt
Sunday September 23, 7pm: Fringe event at Labour Party conference, 
Roddick Rooms, 54 St James Street, Liverpool L1. Speakers include 
Chris Williamson MP, Jo Bird (Jewish Voice for Labour), Alexei Sayle.
Organised by Labour Against the Witchhunt:
www.labouragainstthewitchhunt.org/events.

Why we need an anti-war government
Monday September 24, 5pm: Labour Party fringe meeting, suite 3, 
Jurys Inn, 31 Keel Wharf, Liverpool L3. 
Speakers: Chris Williamson MP, Lindsey German (Stop the War), 
Andrew Murray (Unite). Organised by Stop the War Coalition:
www.stopwar.org.uk.

End austerity
Saturday September 29, 12 noon: Demonstration, Conservative Party 
conference. Assemble Victoria Square, Birmingham B1.
Organised by People’s Assembly: www.thepeoplesassembly.org.uk.

Windrush 70 
Tuesday October 9, 7pm: Lecture, Marx Memorial Library, 37a 
Clerkenwell Green, London EC1. Speaker: Wilf Sullivan, TUC race 
equality officer, to mark Black History Month on the 70th anniversary 
of the arrival of the Windrush.
Organised by Marx Memorial Library: www.marx-memorial-library.org.

No to racism and fascism
Saturday October 20, 10am to 5.30pm: International conference, 
Friends Meeting House, 173-177 Euston Road, London NW1.
Organised by Stand Up To Racism: www.standuptoracism.org.uk.

Socialism 2018
Saturday November 10 and Sunday November 11: Socialist Party 
school, Institute of Education, 20 Bedford Way, Bloomsbury, London 
WC1. 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.

OBITUARY

A man of contradictions
Michael Bettaney (Malkin) February 13 1950-August 16 2018

We first got to know Michael 
Bettaney in the mid-1980s. 
After an Old Bailey trial, 

mainly held in camera, he had just 
been convicted under section 1 of 
the Official Secrets Act. Michael 
stood charged with attempting to pass 
damaging information on to the Soviet 
Union. Lord Lane handed him a 23-year 
sentence (apparently there were those in 
government pressing for an even longer 
stretch).

This was during the miners’ Great 
Strike and the ongoing armed struggle 
in the Six Counties of Northern Ireland. 
There were hundreds of political 
prisoners in British jails. Our organisation 
had a policy of sending them books, 
copies of The Leninist and exchanging 
letters. Various comrades were assigned 
to, or volunteered, for this work, one 
of them being Marion Johnstone. She 
entered into a mammoth correspondence 
with Michael and eventually began 
visiting him in Swaleside prison on the 
Isle of Sheppey. Being something of a 
diarist, Marion records exactly 444 such 
visits - two a week.

Michael was born in 1950 to working 
class parents in Fenton, Stoke-on-Trent. 
With their help and encouragement, he 
excelled at school and won himself a 
place at Oxford University. He attended 
Pembroke College and studied English. 
Michael had an enduring passion for 
languages. He mastered German, 
French, Latin and Old English. In prison 
he taught himself Russian - mainly by 
listening to Radio Moscow. Later in 
life he learnt various Polish words and 
phrases. He wanted to make the migrant 
bus drivers feel welcome in his adopted 
home town of Ware.

At university he seems to have aped 
the politics and drinking habits of his more 
boorish upper class peers. According 
to the official account, he affected an 
admiration for Adolf Hitler and sung the 
‘Horst Wessel song’ in college bars and 
local pubs. There was much throwing 
of food and breaking of glass. Think 
Black Cygnets, Piers Gaveston Society, 
Bullingdon Club and Oxford University 
Conservative Association.

The secret services have long had a 
record of recruiting suitably reactionary 
Oxbridge toffs. However, what they 
were looking for in the early 1970s 
were spooks with a working class 
background who could mix with the 
hoi polloi … and be fast-tracked up the 
chain of command. Michael Bettaney 
fitted the bill perfectly. After undergoing 
a thorough vetting, he was given a job-
offer by MI5.

After spending a year in West 
Germany, MI5 assigned him to 
Northern Ireland. Michael ran a clutch 
of well-placed MI5 informants. He told 
how he had to watch in silence, hidden 
in a cupboard, while one of his grasses 
was kneecapped by an IRA punishment 
squad. He also survived a car bomb. But 
Northern Ireland changed him for the 
better. The unbreakable resistance of 
the nationalist population, the cynical 
connivance of British state forces with 
loyalist assassins, the heroism and self-
sacrifice of IRA volunteers - all made a 
lasting impression.

Promoted, his next assignment was 
at a desk in MI5’s department F. That 
involved counterespionage - basically 
monitoring KGB agents … and their 
assets, real and imagined, in the Labour 
Party, the trade unions, CND and, of 
course, the ‘official’ Communist Party. 
Department F recorded each and every 

donation made to the Morning Star, 
instructed agents, blackmailed and 
secretly raided CPGB district offices 
(where membership details were held). 
Other leftwing organisations were 
watched, but did not rate of much 
importance.

Michael had to study Marxism - the 
motto in department F being ‘know your 
enemy’. Unlike most of his colleagues 
he did not find this a crashing bore. The 
British road to socialism, the programme 
of the ‘official’ CPGB, had him laughing. 
However, the writings of Marx, Engels 
and Lenin - they were a different 
matter entirely. Profound, gripping and 
persuasive. He began to think of himself 
as a Marxist.

Given Margaret Thatcher, Ronald 
Reagan and the ratcheting up of cold 
war missile rhetoric, it is, I suppose, no 
surprise that Michael decided to follow 
in the footsteps of Kim Philby, Anthony 
Blunt, Donald Maclean and Guy 
Burgess. There were few illusions in 
the Soviet Union of Leonard Brezhnev, 
but Michael believed he could serve the 
cause of world peace … if he operated as 
a double agent.

Incidentally, it is worth noting that 
Michael developed a considerable 
admiration for Hillel Ticktin and his 
work on the Soviet Union. He kept a 
framed picture of him in his ‘Marxist 
corner’ at home.

Michael photographed a wide range 
of highly compromising documents 
at MI5’s London HQ. Meanwhile, he 
delivered a suitably cryptic message 
for the Soviet embassy’s KGB staff. It 
required them to make contact with him 
using standard spycraft techniques: pins 
on escalators, numbered steps, etc.

The story of Michael behaving 
completely incompetently, being 
hopelessly drunk and stuffing MI5 
documents through the letterbox of 
the Soviet embassy, was, needless to 
say, pure invention. The same goes 
for the story of a confused general, 
Arkady Gouk - first secretary at the 
Soviet embassy and head of the KGB’s 
British section - going round to MI5 and 
handing back the documents. Obvious 
fabrication.

The British secret services had their 
double agent in the KGB and did not 
want to blow his cover. It was Oleg 
Gordievsky who informed MI6 that 
there was yet another mole in the British 
secret service. Michael found himself 
under investigation and was presented 
with a stark choice: either put a bullet 
through your own head or give a full 
confession. Over a bottle of whisky he 
told all.

Before his trial, on remand, he sought 
out IRA prisoners to tell them about 
the MI5 agents in their movement. He 
passed on similar information to Arthur 
Scargill and the National Union of 
Mineworkers. Names were given …. but 
evidently to no effect.

Once sentenced, Michael was 
always category A. Initially that meant 
solitary confinement … and no TV, no 
radio, no writing paper. His exercise 
yard was covered with overhead wire 
mesh to prevent a helicopter rescue. His 
toilet paper was of the soft kind - other 
prisoners had to make do with the old-
fashioned, shiny rolls. No surreptitious 
messages were to be ferreted out.

Doubtless, he expected to be 
exchanged for a British spy in the Soviet 
Union and end up in a comfortable little 
Moscow flat - apparently, the view of the 
British secret services too. But, of course, 

with Mikhail Gorbachev, and then Boris 
Yeltsin, the Soviet Union tumbled 
towards a chaotic collapse. Michael had 
to adjust to serving a long, long sentence.

That prospect did not particularly 
worry him. Although he was 
extraordinarily sociable, he could easily 
cope with solitude. A Catholic from his 
young teens, Michael was part monk, 
part communist partisan. The prison 
authorities noted how determined he was 
to remain mentally and physically fit. 
He studied hard and exercised hard. The 
pictures that I have seen of him dating 
from these times - taken surreptitiously, 
of course - show him lean and self-
possessed.

Over time the prison regime relaxed 
somewhat. Writing material, a radio, 
Christmas vodka … even a cellmate 
(one, a none-too-intelligent guardsman, 
was sent in to spy on the spy - Michael 
fed him nonsense and he was soon 
transferred out).

Because of Marion’s letters, because 
of The Leninist, because of the collapse 
of bureaucratic socialism in the Soviet 
Union and eastern Europe, Michael came 
towards our point of view. He wrote for 
our press under the name, ‘Michael 
Malkin’. His articles, letters and reviews 
were always very well written, though 
sometimes they were flawed by a hyper-
revolutionism. Eg, he had absolutely no 
time for former government minister 
Tony Benn.

After serving two-thirds of his 
sentence - 15 years and six months - 
Michael was released on parole. This 
is when I first met him in person. We 
worked together producing and posting 
out the Weekly Worker, we drank a few 
beers together once or twice a week, we 
even contemplated writing Fantastic 
reality - my book on religion - as a joint 
effort.

Not that I ever really knew Michael. 
Though I always liked and admired 
him, I have to admit that I always 
found him totally enigmatic. He was a 
social chameleon. Michael could talk 
to anyone, in any way, at any time. 
Having blended in with the Oxford of 
his youth, he could just as easily charm 
prison wardens … and me. Nonetheless, 
serving 15 years and six months surely 
speaks for itself. He had the steel of 
conviction.

Upon his release in 1998, Michael 
moved in with Marion. Both an odd 
couple and ideal partners - some day a 
playwright or a novelist will tell their 
unlikely tale.

Despite writing for the Weekly Worker, 
Michael became a thoroughgoing 
localist. He worked at the corner 
newsagent, helped the old and infirm, 
became a beater for pheasant shoots and 
got to know all and sundry. He proudly 
proclaimed himself a Marxist until his 
death, but he was also a committed 
Catholic. We parted company over ... 
who knows what - he clearly wanted 
to leave our ranks. Nonetheless, I shall 
always regard Michael as a friend and 
comrade.

In later years his Catholicism became 
far more important than his Marxism. He 
regularly attended mass. Father John, the 
priest officiating at his funeral service, 
assured us all that we would meet 
Michael in heaven - along with John 
Paul II and all the other Catholic bishops 
and saints. For my part, if the Christian 
doctrine is true, I hope to meet Michael 
in the fires of hell - the company is better 
there l

Jack Conrad
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Grovelling will not save you
No olive branch is big enough for the Labour right - Paul Demarty wonders why the leadership keeps 
offering them

So, farewell then, Frank Field. 
The dishonourable member 
for Birkenhead will not be 

missed. His whole career is marked 
by a thoroughgoing cynicism. He was 
key to the purge against Militant in 
the late 1980s. In the Blair years, he 
made himself into a hired thug for 
that wing of New Labour whose job 
it was to throw pieces of raw meat to 
the rottweilers at the Daily Mail. He 
was the guy who would “think the 
unthinkable” about welfare reform, 
who would bang the chauvinist drum 
against ‘multiculturalism’.

He should have gone long ago - 
and certainly not on his own initiative. 
In the run-up to the 2010 election, 
he busied himself trying to offload 
Gordon Brown as Labour leader. When 
the votes were counted, he was one of 
three Labour MPs who took up jobs in 
the Tory government - since thinking 
the unthinkable on the aforementioned 
issues is such an addictive drug, he 
became the coalition’s ‘poverty tsar’ 
to keep the supply going. That was the 
time to give him the old heave-ho - an 
opportunity ‘Red’ Ed Miliband was 
destined to squander.

So, unfortunately, he was left 
in place to continue his career in 
treachery and misanthropy. His 
departure was clearly timed to 
cause the maximum damage, a 
week before the September 4 NEC 
vote on the International Holocaust 
Remembrance Alliance’s fraudulent 
examples of anti-Semitism. It cannot 
be seriously argued, even by the 
usual standards of this absurd moral 
panic, that the Labour Party is more 
anti-Semitic than it was two weeks 
ago, or four, or 40 - so why jump 
now? Clearly to make mischief. 
Field, whatever his many depravities, 
is not given to backstabbing - he likes 
to watch as the life fades from your 
eyes. Another motive, perhaps, is the 
recent vote of no confidence held in 
his constituency Labour Party, as a 
function of his rebellion in a Brexit 

vote the government won by a margin 
of three. It is not difficult to imagine 
him being deselected even under the 
present trigger-ballot system. This 
way he goes out on a high, with a fig 
leaf of ‘honour’ to cover his endless 
betrayals.

Even as reptilian an animal as 
Field, it seems, can play the tiny 
violin: thus he complains of a 
“culture of nastiness, bullying and 
intimidation”, which is really a little 
rich coming from this scourge of 
‘welfare cheats’ and serial hatchet 
man in Labour politics. Frank Field 
complains of bullying! It is like 
reading about world history with 
all references to Genghis Khan and 
Gandhi switched over.

Open door
No such firm words from John 
McDonnell in a heavily-trailed 
interview for the New Statesman. 
“Yes, I think there are people who are 
willing to leave the party,” he told the 
Staggers’ creepy Blairite editor, Jason 
Cowley. “I’m saddened by that. I really 
am saddened and I’m disappointed 
... [An] open door is always there to 
prevent that happening because any 
split is automatically damaging.” 
Predictably, he fudged the issue of 
supposed anti-Semitism, demanding 
that it be “resolved quickly” and 
descended rapidly into the familiar 
gibberings of a politician on the spot 
- “My view is this. I want it resolved 
quickly. People have expressed their 
views on how to resolve it” - whose 
views are resolving whose? We lose 
track.1

For McDonnell (and the wider 
leadership) to take this cringing 
attitude is, unfortunately, not 
altogether surprising - indeed, 
probably no more surprising than was 
‘Red’ Ed’s willingness to overlook 
Field’s collaboration with Cameron.

The explanation has to do with 
the inner nature of the left-Labour 
political project. The objective is, 

of course, to get into government 
at any cost, in order to deliver a 
package of reforms that will make a 
‘decisive difference’ to working class 
voters’ lives. That requires a party 
with a wide reach to the whole of 
Labour; and it requires that the party 
be ‘united’. The Labour right can 
never be expected to make a political 
alliance with the left; however, an 
alliance can be forged with the centre, 
to keep the right marginal. On that 
basis, it is possible to politick your 
way to a left Labour government.

This was the policy most explicitly 
formulated by Vladimir Derer, the 
founder of the Campaign for Labour 
Party Democracy, and is associated 
with his name in the traditional 
Labour left milieu; but was also in 
reality the policy argued by elements 
of the ‘official’ communists through 
their influence in the trade union left 
fractions and so on. The key is to 
find an adequate compromise with 
the centre, in order to start making 
a difference and giving the people a 
taste for socialism.

The million-dollar question is, 
naturally, whether it works. It would 
have to be said, in the first instance, 
that it never has so far. It seems, 
on the face of the hitherto existing 
evidence, that Labour centrists fit 
much more cheerfully into alliances 
with the right than with the left.

It can be argued that we are into 
uncharted territory today, and not 
without some justice - no leftwing 
leader has yet been forced on 
the parliamentary party and the 
bureaucratic machine by the mass 
membership. Part of the story of 
the last two years is the astonishing 
inability for the finely-honed tools 
of the Labour right to actually re-
establish control; the fact that Labour 
members have stubbornly remained 
firm partisans of Corbyn and enemies 
of his enemies has made attempts 
at counter-attack into either suicide 
missions (remember Owen Smith?) 

or half-baked plans to ‘dissolve the 
people and elect another’ ... It is 
thus not unreasonable prima facie to 
expect Labour centrists to shrug their 
shoulders and make their peace with 
the new order.

Yet that is clearly not what has 
happened either. Corbyn and his 
handful of allies remain utterly 
isolated in the PLP. Their strategy 
has remained constant: focus almost 
entirely on ‘anti-austerity’ type 
politics, with a helping of Keynesian 
gimmicks (“Build it in Britain!”); 
give way on anything ‘divisive’, 
like the thorny matter of whether it 
is anti-Semitic to denounce a blood-
and-soil colonial regime and its 
ethnic cleansing, sniper assaults and 
aerial bombardment of civilians in 
Palestine. (Whoops - did it again ...) 
Retreat, apologise, sing the national 
anthem, denounce the IRA, even now 
the queen can meet and greet their 
old commanders - there will be time 
enough for all that later.

Capitulation
In the lead-up to last year’s general 
election, this paper (and this writer) 
repeatedly lampooned the idea that 
this was the royal road to success 
at the polls. There was a great deal 
of humble pie to eat on that score, 
without a doubt. In spite of the 
stunning success of last June, however 
- surely the greatest possible attraction 
to forces to the right of the leadership - 
peace has not come to the PLP.

Insanity, it is said, consists of 
doing the same thing over and over 
again and expecting different results. 
The first step to recovery is to ask 
why the results are so unsatisfactory. 
In the case of the Labour right, the 
matter is obvious. Its objective is for 
Labour Party policy to follow directly 
state policy, and not at all to threaten 
the extant diplomatic arrangements 
that weave Britain into the US-led 
world order. Having a leader who 
keeps quiet about his opposition to 

all this is not enough - only complete 
capitulation will be good enough for 
the state core, and therefore for the 
Labour right.

When it comes to the centrists, the 
matter is a little different. They are not 
committed as a matter of principle 
to following the line of the foreign 
office. But for them the electoral 
contest is basically fair, and winning is 
a matter of doing better on match-day 
than the other lot. This means, in most 
circumstances, playing nicely in the 
media; the media’s obvious expressed 
preference for the Labour right, on top 
of state intervention in its favour, most 
commonly sends the contest for the 
soggy centrists’ ‘hearts and minds’ in 
their direction. The worst imaginable 
sin for the centrist, and thus also for 
John McDonnell, is splitting the party; 
but because the media takes the side 
of the right in all disputes, the left will 
always be blamed in the end, whoever 
actually jumps in a given split. Thus 
the price of unity with the centre turns 
out to be unity with the right; the price 
of unity with the right is permanent 
civil war and sabotage.

There are just a few glimmers 
that a different tack may be taken. 
An idea of Derer’s actually worth 
keeping is mandatory reselection, 
and Momentum seems finally to 
have come around to the idea, which 
was certainly far too ‘divisive’ at 
an earlier stage.2 Grovelling will 
not save Jeremy and John, and in 
extremis amounts to a total failure 
of solidarity with their supporters. 
Sending a bunch more saboteurs and 
traitors out the door with Frank Field, 
on the other hand, would be a start on 
a much more promising road l

paul.demarty@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1. www.newstatesman.com/politics/uk/2018/09/
exclusive-john-mcdonnell-appeals-labour-mps-
not-split-im-worried-and-saddened.
2. https://twitter.com/PeoplesMomentum/sta-
tus/1036997592964624384

John McDonnell: retreat, retreat, retreat
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Left in disunity
Dave Vincent looks at the strange battle for assistant general secretary

I am flattered to have been asked 
to comment on the forthcoming 
election for assistant general 

secretary in the PCS union and the 
amazing split in the Socialist Party 
in England and Wales over the 
candidates - both of whom are SP 
members! I have read the SP and 
SWP bulletins on this and am not 
convinced each candidate stands 
for crucially different socialistic 
strategies to take the union forward. 
At the moment, with the election not 
taking place until 2019, the current 
battle is for the official backing 
of Left Unity at its conference in 
December or January. Normally, 
any candidate who fails to gain LU 
support withdraws.

The current occupier of the AGS 
post is Chris Baugh, who was first 
elected in 2004. He is credited with 
the creation of Left Unity in 1999, 
when activists on the left were brought 
together to defeat the attempted 
legal coup by the right, which tried 
to retain the general secretary post 
for Barry Reamsbottom against his 
elected replacement, Mark Serwotka. 
The aim was also to make PCS a 
more democratic and accountable 
union. Challenger Janice Godrich 
- who is, I have said, also an SP 
member - has been PCS’s longest 
serving president, having been re-
elected every year since 2002.

Delegates at our annual delegate 
conference (ADC) in May 2018 
were shocked to hear Mark Serwotka 
openly declare his support for Janice 
Godrich to stand against Chris Baugh 
and to learn that Mark had previously 
informed the SP that if Chris stood 
again for the AGS post he would get 
someone to stand against him. Janice 
duly declared her intended candidacy 
on Facebook (although she quickly 
deleted her post in response to the 
backlash). It has been said that she 
will be able to work well with Mark, 
whereas Chris has apparently not 
always seen eye to eye with our 
general secretary.

The SWP, whilst restating its past 
and more recent disagreements with 
Mark Serwotka, is supporting 
Janice. Its justification for 
this is - wait for it - that 
Mark Serwotka prefers 
Janice, who has 
promised to “revitalise 
Left Unity” 
(statement, August 
19). That’s it! It is 
not explained how 
Janice proposes to 
do this nor whether 
Chris would 
disagree! 
In fact 

Marion Lloyd (another SP comrade 
and supporter of Chris Baugh) took 
over as LU chair in 2016, so it is 
unclear how Janice can now claim to 
be able to revitalise LU - especially 
once she becomes a full-time PCS 
senior officer.

A further factor is what will 
the Independent Left faction do? 
IL, which includes the Alliance 
for Workers’ Liberty, has stood a 
candidate against Janice for president 
for years now. I am sure it will 
have little time for Chris either, but 
will it dare defy Mark Serwotka 
by standing its own candidate? 
While it stood against Mark in his 
first contest for general secretary 
in 2000, it bottled out of opposing 
him last time he had to stand for re-
election (he was unopposed), even 
though it continually criticises his 
decisions and record. IL claims to 
have the policies for PCS that the SP-
dominated Left Unity lacks, so will it 
back up its words with action?

Pay battle
The SP in its August 20 bulletin 
condemned Janice’s decision to 
announce her challenge immediately 
prior to ADC as being “irresponsibly 
launched at the same time as the 
start of a major battle to try and 
win a ballot for national industrial 
action over pay”. As a branch officer 
I can confirm that, although her 
challenge came as a shock, it made 
no difference whatsoever to our 
building support for the strike ballot. 
PCS achieved an impressive 86% 
vote for industrial action, but there 
was only a 41% turnout instead of the 
50% now required by Tory anti-union 
legislation. For all the blather on both 
sides about who is to blame for this, I 
put it down to Mark calling the ballot 
too soon.

Although I was the only delegate 
challenging the NEC’s strategy 
of ‘PCS alone action’, even the 
Independent Left, whilst supporting 
the NEC’s strategy, warned we were 
n o t ballot-ready and 

n e e d e d 

more time to be able to deliver the 
50% turnout required. It is important 
to realise that the NEC did not specify 
what form the “action needed to win” 
(as Mark declared from the rostrum) 
would take. Each department would 
be consulted on what their members 
might be able to deliver before any 
action was called. It is easy therefore 
for members to vote for action they 
had been promised they would 
not have to take if they were not 
prepared to do more than the usual 
unsuccessful ‘day here, day there’! 
Actually, in the circumstances 41% 
was a very good turnout (last time it 
had been 24%) after an ‘all hands on 
deck’ push to get the vote up.

So I have been proved right, while 
800 delegates, the NEC and Mark 
were wrong and apparently there 
will be no further ballot on national 
action until 2019. PCS has shot its 
bolt and cannot now participate in 
any united union action that may 
come up. What on earth was the rush 
to ballot PCS alone about? I suppose 
it was responding to the ‘we have to 
do something’ mood of conference, 
but it will certainly not give us Mark 
Serwotka’s “action needed to win”.

The SP-backed ‘Chris4AGS’ 
campaign is now arguing that we 
need a “special delegate conference” 
later this year to debate a number of 
questions posed by the SP in the light 
of the 2018 ballot and in readiness 
for 2019, but that cannot wait until 
our usual May conference debate 
apparently. All of a sudden this is 
now posited as a crucial difference 
between the two candidates (Janice 
and Mark favour getting more 
branches “organised” to arrive at a 
policy for the 2019 ADC and win a 
subsequent ballot - presumably for 
‘PCS alone’ action once again.

What about the campaign’s claim 
that PCS has been moving towards 
“creeping bureaucratisation”, with 
more power being given to unelected 
officials? Well, the SP should know! 
Through its control of the NEC it has 
exercised a system of patronage over 
the years, with many SP activists 
becoming, yes, unelected, well-
paid full-time officers! And every 
time Independent Left has called 
for these officers’ pay to be more 
closely tied to that of the members 
they represent, the NEC has opposed 
such conference motions (despite this 
being SP policy!), leading to their 
defeat.

Labour and Unite
The SP is against PCS affiliating to 
the Labour Party and the 2018 ADC 
agreed to a consultation of branches 
on how we can support Corbyn and 
Labour candidates that are against 
cuts and in tune with PCS policies. 
While the SWP says it will be calling 
for a vote for Labour “across the 
board at the next general election” 
(August 19 statement), Janice is not 

proposing that PCS affiliates to the 
Labour Party either.

The position of assistant general 
secretary is really that of treasurer 
and it is hard to see how that officer 
can have much influence on our 
relations with Labour, given that 
conference policy does not allow 
for PCS to call for a vote for Labour 
“across the board”.

Meanwhile, both sides are making 
false claims about the proposal 
to merge PCS with Unite. Fran 
Heathcote and Kevin McHugh on 
behalf of the SP claim that Mark 
wanted PCS to merge with Unite 
to “break the hold of the more 
conservative union leaderships and 
take the fight against austerity to a 
new level” (statement, August 30). 
Nonsense. PCS was being devastated 
by the Tories’ withdrawal of ‘check-
off’, whereby union subs were taken 
directly from civil servants’ pay, and 
this forced PCS to attempt to sign 
every member up to direct debit. 
The very survival of the union was 
looking in doubt. And the idea that 
Mark could just push Len McCluskey 
to one side and transform Unite 
single-handedly is a fantasy.

The SP also claims it has been 
holding out for certain democratic 
safeguards in order to preserve the best 
PCS tradition in the merged union. But 
this is nonsensical too. It was I who 
looked at the Unite rule book and was 
shocked at the lack of accountability 
and conference democracy within 
Unite compared to PCS. It was I who 
produced my own leaflet handed out 
to delegates. It was I who addressed 
the 2017 conference, holding up a Left 
Unity leaflet produced in the run-up 
to the creation of PCS in 1998, when 
Left Unity was against the proposed 
merger because its five democratic 
demands had not been enshrined in the 
proposed constitution. I pointed out a 
certain Chris Baugh was a signatory 
to that leaflet and asked this year’s 
conference why not one of those five 
demands was now being put to Unite.

The SP wanted (wait for it) a “special 
delegate conference” to discuss any 
proposed terms from Unite. It claimed 
that would be more democratic than 
rejecting the merger at the 2017 
ADC. The SP refused to make any 
democratic demands in advance and 
we all knew such a conference would 
see the SP driving through a merger, 
however bad the terms - PCS was in 
no position to demand anything from 
Unite. By the time of that ADC Mark 
was ill in hospital. Had he been able 
to address conference and admit we 
were desperate, we probably would 
have gone for it. Instead the SP’s John 
McInally proposed we have a special 
delegate conference, while Chris 
Baugh had assured us in an earlier 
session that PCS was now in the 
black and its financial future looked 
more assured. But we rejected any 
merger with Unite and John McInally 
was furious with us. Rumour had it 
a delegation from Unite was present 
to witness the ‘historic moment’, but 
stormed out when delegates rejected 
any deal.

Where next?
There are so many claims, counter-
claims and half-truths about the 

supposed transformation of PCS if 
either Chris or Janice is elected AGS. 
These can be dismissed, as the post 
just does not have that implied power 
and nor should it. The left claims that 
PCS is a member-centred, bottom-
up union and that conference is the 
sovereign decision-making body.

But Janice is likely to be supported 
by most activists. Chris has occupied 
a very bureaucratic post as full-time 
AGS and treasurer since 2004, which 
has seen him become quite isolated 
from rank-and-file delegates. By 
contrast, Janice as president and 
Mark as general secretary are much 
more visible at conferences and in 
union publications.

We are told that Janice was at the 
recent SP meeting that discussed 
who to support for AGS. The SP 
claims that “both sides were given 
equal time to put their views” and 
“an overwhelming majority agreed 
that Chris should stand”. But it 
seems she has not been subject to any 
disciplinary action. Maybe she is too 
important to be expelled - or perhaps 
a majority of PCS SP members 
support Chris. Or is the organisation 
waiting to see what happens at the 
Left Unity AGM that will decide who 
LU are backing for AGS, and, to use 
a favourite SP line at that point assess 
“the balance of forces”?

One issue that has been ignored 
is how acceptable it is for Mark 
Serwotka, as union general secretary 
and an avowed socialist, to interfere in 
an election with the aim of replacing 
the current socialist incumbent. It is 
not for any full-time officer to tell 
activists who they will and won’t 
work with and to declare support 
for one candidate. That so many 
have come to support Janice because 
‘Mark says he can work with her, but 
not Chris’ shows the corrupting power 
of patronage. Back in the days of the 
CPSA the rightwing general secretary 
twice interfered with the election of 
a leftwinger - first when Militant 
supporter John MacReadie lost his 
position following a disgraceful 
rerun, with the media warning 
members not to let the CPSA fall 
into the hands of the “extreme left”; 
and then when Barry Reamsbottom 
sought to overturn Serwotka’s own 
election, forcing Mark to take legal 
action, which succeeded.

This bitterly contested election 
is a tragedy in a union like PCS - 
where Chris, Mark and Janice have 
all done so much to make the union 
what it is today and all three have 
helped save PCS when it looked 
like it was finished. Activists will 
now be divided on the basis of 
which candidate they support for 
AGS. If Janice wins, Mark will be 
emboldened to interfere in other 
elections, as if PCS is his property. 
This is the man who has been far and 
away the best general secretary in the 
British trade union movement.

No good will come of this - those 
who originally created Left Unity 
in the CPSA and then PCS are 
now creating ‘Left Disunity’ and 
duplicating the patronage employed 
in the big unions to keep the left 
under control l

PCS

Janice Godrich: 
standing for DGS and 

against fellow 
SPEW member 
Chris Baugh



6 weekly

September 6 2018 1217 worker

NEC left capitulates
But there might yet be light at the end of the tunnel, says Carla Roberts of Labour Party Marxists

As expected, Labour’s national 
executive committee 
decided on September 4 to 

adopt the International Holocaust 
Remembrance Alliance ‘working 
definition’ of anti-Semitism - 
including, crucially, all its 11 
examples. So now, for instance, 
to describe Israel as “racist” will 
be officially anti-Semitic in the 
Labour Party - even though the new 
‘nation state’ law enshrines racism 
to an even greater extent in Israel’s 
constitution.

What is only transpiring now, 
however, is the fact that Jeremy 
Corbyn was royally shafted by his 
allies on the NEC. He had prepared 
a 500-word “personal statement” to 
be read out at the beginning of the 
meeting, which he wanted adopted 
alongside the whole IHRA document. 
According to The Times, it was 
this sentence that raised particular 
concern: “Nor should it be regarded 
as anti-Semitic to describe Israel, its 
policies or the circumstances around 
its foundation as racist because of 
their discriminatory impact, or to 
support another settlement of the 
Israel-Palestine conflict.”

Apparently, it “was made clear” to 
Corbyn that the majority of the NEC 
would vote against his document, and 
so in order to save face he withdrew 
it. That is a real shame: it would have 
been very interesting to see exactly 
which of his so-called allies were 
prepared to stab him in the back. After 
all, there is now a slim majority of 
pro-Corbyn forces on the executive. 
We know that Momentum owner Jon 
Lansman has been at the front of the 
queue, but unfortunately Unite also 

declared in the run-up to the meeting 
that it would back the full IHRA 
document. We can only speculate 
as to who else might have helped 
humiliate Corbyn, including the 
soft Zionist Rhea Wolfson (a fellow 
traveller of the Alliance for Workers’ 
Liberty and member of the Jewish 
Labour Movement). Fortunately, she 
is about to end her term on the NEC.

Instead, the NEC adopted a 
short statement alongside the 
IHRA wording, which says: “We 
recommend that we adopt the IHRA 
in full, with all examples. This 
does not in any way undermine the 
freedom of expression on Israel or 
the rights of Palestinians. We re-
invite organisations to engage in 
consultation on the code of conduct.”1 
To make matters more complicated, 
the usually well-informed Skwawkbox 
reports that “senior Labour sources 
have confirmed that the protections 
of the existing code of conduct still 
apply and govern the application of 
the additional IHRA examples that 
were adopted yesterday.”2

We do not have to go into much 
detail about why the full IHRA 
definition is so dangerous, as most 
readers will have become experts on 
the matter over the last few weeks. A 
short paragraph from Labour Against 
the Witchhunt’s recent leaflet, 
distributed at the September 4 lobby 
outside Labour’s HQ, will suffice:

The intent of this document is not 
to define anti-Semitism - after all, 
the Oxford English Dictionary 
manages that in six words: 
“Hostility to or prejudice against 
Jews”. No, its sole purpose is 

to conflate criticism of Zionism 
and Israel with anti-Semitism. 
In effect, the IHRA definition is 
labeling criticism of Israel as anti-
Semitic.3

Legal experts have also come 
out to give their opinion on the 
document: Geoffrey Robertson QC 
describes it as “not fit for purpose”4; 
professor David Feldman, director 
of the Pears Institute for the Study 
of Anti-Semitism, criticises it as 
“bewilderingly imprecise”5; former 
appeals court judge Stephen Sedley 
believes that the document would 
place “Israel’s occupation and 
colonisation of Palestine beyond 
permissible criticism”6 and Hugh 
Tomlinson QC has warned that it will 
have “a chilling effect on freedom of 
speech”.7

Not about Jews
In their identical front pages of July 
25, the Jewish Chronicle, Jewish 
Telegraph and Jewish News openly 
stated that, “Had the full IHRA 
definition with examples relating to 
Israel been approved [by the NEC], 
hundreds, if not thousands, of Labour 
and Momentum members would 
need to be expelled.”

Jeremy Corbyn would be the 
prime target, needless to say. And that 
is, of course, what this whole saga 
is really about. It has nothing to do 
with trying to protect anybody from 
anti-Semitism or abuse of any kind. 
It is all about getting rid of Corbyn as 
Labour leader. From an establishment 
point of view he has been and - as his 
personal statement shows - remains 
very unreliable, especially when 

it comes to the important issue of 
Middle Eastern politics. Israel’s 
position as US imperialism’s only 
remaining stable outpost in the area 
must be protected at all costs.

But even without his personal 
statement, the right is still not 
satisfied. In an interview that was 
published a day before the vote, 
Margaret Hodge MP was asked 
whether, if Labour passed the IHRA 
definition in full, with no caveats, the 
anti-Semitism issue would be over. 
She replied: “I think the moment has 
passed. The problem is that Jeremy 
Corbyn is the problem.” Spot on, 
Margaret. The September 5 vote 
by the Parliamentary Labour Party 
further confirmed that adopting the 
full IHRA definition will make no 
difference.

Now, this all seems pretty clear. 
In the last few months, dozens of 
leftwing organisations and thousands 
of Labour Party members have signed 
letters, attended meetings and, yes, 
sometimes raved and shouted online, 
pantomime-like, to the Labour leader: 
“Don’t do it - it’s a trap!”

But Corbyn has stepped into one 
trap after another. After all, the full 
IHRA definition makes Corbyn 
officially, and even according to 
Labour Party rules, an anti-Semite - 
at long last.

It is, of course, very unlikely that 
Corbyn would be charged under the 
new rule. However, the damage has 
already been done: Corbyn has been 
declared an anti-Semite by pretty 
much all the mainstream press. 
Nobody raises an eyebrow now when 
another “Jewish community leader” 
declares that Corbyn “hates Jews”. 

John Mann MP can get away with 
claiming, “We are now seeing the 
first British Jewish people leaving - 
that is the state we are in. That is the 
responsibility of the Labour Party.”8 
Utter bullshit, of course. But where 
there’s smoke …

In that sense, the whole debate 
over the IHRA has already achieved 
one of its main objectives. Whatever 
Corbyn and the NEC do now or in the 
future, it makes no difference. His 
ill-fated strategy of trying to appease 
the right wing in the Labour Party 
has backfired spectacularly. Clearly, 
it has gone so far that some of his 
‘allies’ have utterly internalised this 
approach, with Jon Lansman playing 
the part of Brutus - stabbing Corbyn 
in the back while assuring him of his 
enduring love.

NEC elections
The capitulation of some on the 
NEC left also somewhat puts into 
perspective the fact that all nine ‘pro-
Corbyn’ candidates have again swept 
the board in the NEC elections. After 
all, it really depends what these NEC 
members actually do with their votes.

We have commented at length 
about the undemocratic way in which 
the Centre Left Grassroots Alliance 
has been choosing ‘worthy’ candidates 
in backroom deals - cobbled together 
by a handful of self-selected Labour 
lefts, who, “convinced of the left’s 
unelectability, continued to support 
centrist candidates and rejected any 
moves to present a leftwing platform 
or support openly left candidates”.9

In this context, it is excellent that 
Ann Black - for the first time without 
the support of CLGA - has been 
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convincingly booted off the NEC. 
She picked up just over 45,000 votes, 
as opposed to the 101,000 she got in 
2016. She had supported the move to 
stop tens of thousands of pro-Corbyn 
members from voting in the second 
leadership election and, as chair of 
the NEC disciplinary panel, gave 
her backing to much of the witch-
hunt against the left - for instance, by 
voting for the suspension of Brighton  
and Hove District Labour Party.

It is also welcome news that 
Pete Willsman has been re-
elected, despite being disowned by 
Momentum and his former comrade 
in the Campaign for Labour Party 
Democracy, Jon Lansman. Now he 
seems to be observing some vow of 
silence. Despite that, his re-election 
to the NEC is important, because it 
shows that a good proportion of the 
membership is putting two fingers 
up to both the witch-hunters in the 
bourgeois media and those facilitating 
and aiding the witch-hunt inside the 
party - on the right and the left.

The results, however, also show 
that despite rising membership 
figures, fewer people voted this year10 
compared to 2016.11 The highest vote 
this year - 88,176 - was achieved 
by Yasmine Dar: almost 13,000 
fewer votes than those for Ann 
Black in 2016, when she came first. 
If we ignore comrade Willsman’s 
skewed result (a small minority 
of left voters obviously followed 
Momentum’s advice as he picked up 
only 70,321 votes - only 2,500 more 
than the highest-placed unsuccessful 
candidate, Eddie Izzard), the distance 
between the worst left candidate 
and the best rightwinger remained 
roughly the same, compared to 2016 
- about 9,000 votes.

Izzard in fact seems to have 
benefited from presenting himself as 
independent and unaligned to either 
side: he got almost 18,000 votes more 
than the next ‘moderate’, Johanna 
Baxter (50,185). In 2016, five 
rightwingers achieved over 50,000 
votes. The elections were a mixed 
bag, in other words, which perhaps 
shows a lot of members on both sides 
getting fed up with the current state 
of the party.

This is an unfortunate but 
understandable reaction to the 
ongoing civil war. Many joined in the 
mistaken belief that all it would take 
was to ‘vote Corbyn’ so that he could 
deliver, messiah-like, some form 
of socialism. The reality of boring 
meetings, nasty underhand tactics by 
the right and the never-ending attacks 
in the media show that transforming 
the Labour Party into a real party of 
labour is a serious job, however, that 
requires hard and dedicated work at 
all levels.

But Corbyn, from the start, has 
denied that there is a need to defeat 
the right. He continues to insist that 
there could be some kind of ‘unity’ 
with them. We note John McDonnell’s 
most recent attempt to placate the 
right by inviting the despicable 
Jonathan Sacks, former chief rabbi 
of the United Hebrew Congregations 
of the Commonwealth, “to come and 
talk to us and sit down with Jeremy”,12 
when the man deserves to be told 
where to go, having compared Jeremy 
Corbyn to Enoch Powell. It is highly 
unlikely that Corbyn - and especially 
McDonnell - actually believe in the 
possibility of such unity; they have 
been around long enough to know 
better. Nevertheless, it is the agreed 
strategy that is supposed to hand 
Corbyn the keys to No10 Downing 
Street.

But even if the Labour Party won 
the next general election and Corbyn 
became prime minister, there can be 
no doubt that the right would still 
continue to sabotage and undermine 
him - chiefly and most efficiently 
orchestrated by the rightwing 
majority in the PLP. They will not 
give up until Corbyn is gone - or until 
they have been forced out themselves, 
of course.

This is where we might yet see 
some light at the end of the IHRA 
tunnel. In our view, the saboteurs 
and the plotters should have been 
expelled from the party long ago, but 
Corbyn is clearly not going down 
that road. There are, however, some 
encouraging developments when 
it comes to the method with which 
the party selects its parliamentary 
candidates. This is of the utmost 
importance, considering the role that 
the PLP majority has been playing in 
Labour’s civil war.

Mandatory?
Mandatory reselection has a 
reputation as a rather scary, vicious 
tool of the militant left. In reality it 
is a very basic, democratic procedure 
that Labour already employs, for 
example, to select council candidates. 
The left in the party has fought for 
it for decades and it was the main 
demand of the Campaign for Labour 
Party Democracy, which managed 
to get a variant of it into the Labour 
Party rulebook for a few years, 
between 1980-89.13

However, since Corbyn’s election 
in 2015, the CLDP (under Pete 
Willsman) and Momentum (run by 
former CLPD stalwart Jon Lansman) 
have followed his political trajectory 
and dropped the demand in order not 
to spook the right. In January this year, 
Jon Lansman gave a long interview 
to The Independent, in which he 
said: “Momentum nationally is not 
going to campaign to deselect any 
MP and we will stick by that.” He 
defended the current rules: “… the 
existing process was already in place, 
should local parties wish to ditch their 
candidate at an election, known as the 
trigger ballot.”14

So, instead of doing away with the 
undemocratic trigger ballot altogether, 
Jon Lansman’s Momentum merely 
drew up a lame proposal to raise 
the threshold from 50% to 66% - ie, 
two-thirds of the local branches and 
affiliates would have to vote ‘yes’ to a 
sitting MP, otherwise a full selection 
process would begin. He even had 
this proposal sanctioned by the 
membership in one of Momentum’s 
tortuous and clearly biased online 
‘consultations’.15

Such a ‘reform’ would still 
disproportionately favour the sitting 
MP, of course: rather than allowing 
for a full and democratic automatic 
reselection process before every 
election, a sitting MP would still 
have to be challenged. Lansman’s 
tinkering would merely restore the 
trigger ballot to what it was when 
introduced by Neil Kinnock in 1990 
in order to curb the power of the 
unions, before Tony Blair reduced it 
to today’s 50%.16

A pathetic proposal by the so-called 
Labour left. No wonder then that 
others in the Labour Party have taken 
up the gauntlet. There are eight rule 
changes going forward to this year’s 
conference that propose reforms to 
the way parliamentary candidates are 
selected - from the most radical one, 
proposed by International Labour, 
which would simply do away with 
the trigger ballot altogether (our 

preference) to the lamest, based on 
Momentum’s tinkering with the 
trigger ballot, which is proposed by 
three CLPs.17 (We intend to look at 
all the motions in next week’s issue 
of the Weekly Worker.) 

The new campaign for mandatory 
reselection was first driven by 
International Labour, which did 
an excellent job in publicising 
its motion (under the title ‘Open 
selection’, which is presumably 
meant to make it sound less scary)18. 
Like all rule changes, this was tabled 
last year so that it could be voted on 
in 2018 - an anti-democratic relic of 
a rule, which another proposal to this 
year’s conference quite rightly wants 
to do away with.

Then in March 2018, in the face 
of the increasingly vicious anti-
Semitism smear campaign, Unite 
leader Len McCluskey confirmed 
that a motion calling for mandatory 
reselection, which was adopted at 
the union’s conference in 2017, 
would not follow many other good 
motions into obscurity, but that he 
and his fellow Unite colleagues 
would actually campaign for it in the 
Labour Party.19 That was followed in 
August this year by a similar motion 
agreed by the Fire Brigades Union - 
newly reaffiliated to Labour under 
Matt Wrack.20

Last but not least is the incredibly 
successful ‘Democracy Roadshow’ 
organised by Chris Williamson MP, 
who, together with Tosh McDonald 
of the Aslef union, has been 
touring the whole country with the 
demand for more democracy in the 
party, crucially on the question of 
mandatory reselection. Comrade 
Williamson is fast becoming the most 
popular Labour politician on the 
left - and deservedly so. Incredibly, 
he has been the only MP who has 
openly spoken out against the witch-
hunt in the party. Having clearly 
opposed mandatory reselection 
when he was elected leader in 
2015,21 Jeremy Corbyn has in recent 
months been more ‘flexible’ on the 
issue, calling for “more democratic 
accountability” for the members.22

And now, it seems, this pressure 
has rubbed off on Jon Lansman. In 
the ‘Comment is free’ section of 
The Guardian on September 3, we 
read with great interest an article 
penned by Momentum’s unelected 
national coordinator, Laura Parker, 
who was appointed to the position 
by Lansman. In a rather strained 
comparison, she tries to link the 
success of Alexandra Ocasio-Cortez 
in the US with the current method 
of selecting Labour’s parliamentary 
candidates:

Instead of being able to run in an 
open contest on a positive and 
propositional platform, as Ocasio-
Cortez did, Labour has a built-in 
mechanism that forces local party 
members to mount a negative 
campaign against their sitting MP 
just to instigate a race.

We want to see a process that 
gives a fair chance to all candidates 
and improves the atmosphere in 
local parties by doing away with 
the negative, divisive stage of 
campaigning and making it an 
open contest from the start. This 
means, in all constituencies, local 
members and the sitting MP would 
be free to compete for the Labour 
Party’s backing at the general 
election - and able to run positive, 
vibrant campaigns, talking about 
the issues voters actually care 
about, in order to become the 

Labour candidate.23

That this is indeed Momentum’s new 
position has since been confirmed 
with an email to all members on 
September 4. In other words, having 
explicitly rejected mandatory 
reselection (aka “open contest”, aka 
“open selection”) just a few months 
ago, Lansman suddenly declares it 
to be Momentum policy. Not that we 
oppose it - quite the opposite. But it 
clearly shows how undemocratically 
this organisation is run.

What Momentum has not yet told 
its members is which of the eight 
rule changes - if any - it is about 
to support. It is safe to presume 
that it definitely will not be the 
one containing Lansman’s original 
proposal, which would have kept in 
place the “built-in mechanism that 
forces local party members to mount 
a negative campaign against their 
sitting MP just to instigate a race”.

But there is a myriad of possibilities 
on how the current selection process 
could be reformed to make it more 
“open”.

Corbyn review
Of course, this development also begs 
the question as to why Lansman has 
suddenly changed his mind. Nobody 
can accuse him of moving to the left. 
It seems to us that he simply feared 
being outflanked - and, perhaps, 
outvoted at conference. And if there 
is one thing Lansman does not like 
it is losing: just remember how 
he bullshitted his way through his 
resignation from the race to become 
Labour’s general secretary when 
he realised that he would lose to 
Jennie Formby.24 Funnily enough, 
in a September 4 email to members, 
Momentum claims that “Corbyn, 
when asked about our proposals”, 
expressed support for “greater 
democratic accountability”.

It is also possible that none of 
the eight proposals will see the light 
of day at conference, as they may 
well be superseded by the outcome 
of the so-called Corbyn review. 
Although the issue of selection was 
not originally part of its remit, the 
first strategically placed leaks to the 
bourgeois media from Katy Clark’s 
draft recommendations already 
contained suggestions that “when 
MPs forfeit their seat in boundary 
changes” the party was considering 
the use of mandatory reselection 
Considering how the civil war has 
spun out of all proportion in recent 
months, it is entirely feasible that 
the final recommendations will 
contain something more wide-
ranging on this question. This 
would also explain Jon Lansman’s 
sudden change of heart - maybe he 
got to see an early draft? We can 
only speculate.

No doubt the right would have 
gone ballistic if it had a sniff of 
any such move - it wants to avoid 
mandatory reselection at all costs. 
As it is, they are very much on the 
offensive against Corbyn and he 
knows he could not act as prime 
minister without majority support. 
Any move he made would be liable 
to sabotage by his own side, bringing 
his premiership to a very quick end. 
He would be the right’s prisoner, even 
more so than he currently is.

If mandatory reselection really 
is one of the proposals contained 
in the document produced by 
Corbyn’s right-hand woman, Katy 
Clark - especially in the way that we 
understand it: ie, doing away with the 
trigger ballot and allowing the local 
membership to choose their candidate 

without any restrictions - then we 
would, of course, welcome this move 
and congratulate Corbyn on finally 
having discovered his backbone. 
However, this would also imply that 
Corbyn and his allies are about to end 
their strategy of appeasing the right. 
We are not quite convinced that this 
is the case.

And, despite its official name 
of ‘Party Democracy Review’, 
the process has been far from 
democratic. Of course, there will 
have been hundreds, if not thousands, 
of contributions from members, 
branches and CLPs concerned about 
the state of the party. But it is entirely 
up to those running the review to 
decide which contributions are 
‘accepted’. I would venture the guess 
that much of the final document will 
have been agreed well in advance of 
the ‘consultation’.

A draft of Clark’s proposals will 
be presented to the next meeting of 
the NEC on September 18 - ie, a mere 
four days before conference starts. 
Any amendments from the NEC will 
then have to be incorporated into the 
document before it is presented to 
delegates and the public - presumably 
without any chance to read through 
them beforehand. And anybody who 
has been to conference knows that it is 
impossible to make any amendments 
to such documents.

That is clearly not the way 
Marxists envisage a real democratic 
review of party structures. It stinks 
of the old, bureaucratic way of 
riding roughshod over the members. 
A truly democratic, root-and-
branch transformation of the Labour 
Party would require the active 
participation of an empowered and 
educated membership. Nevertheless, 
we hope that delegates at this year’s 
conference will get the chance to put 
two fingers up to the rightwingers in 
the PLP and vote for such an overdue 
democratic change l
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BOOK

From Postgate to Barthélemy
Marc Mulholland tells the story of a French revolutionary hanged for murder in London in 1855

A while ago I thought it might 
be a nice idea to scribble one 
of those crime-and-detection 

stories that were so popular in the 
inter-war years. These were generally 
the province of rightwing authors, 
but the socialist wife-and-husband 
team of Margaret and GDH Cole 
were enormously productive in the 
field, publishing 29 detective novels 
on top of a mountain of political 
and historical work. As stories, the 
Cole works were frankly rather 
staid, and certainly none of them 
were as engaging as GDH Cole’s 
encyclopaedic History of socialist 
thought - a seven-book saga written 
from a broadly ‘centrist’ perspective.1

A much better detective story 
was written by Raymond Postgate, 
Margaret’s brother. Postgate - who 
described himself as “tall, large, grey-
haired, face like a hippopotamus” 
- came from a bourgeois family, but 
rebelled to become a syndicalist-
socialist before World War I. He was 
driven out of Oxford University as 
a conscientious objector on political 
grounds and was a founder member 
of the Communist Party of Great 
Britain. Before long he became a 
dissident and later a close advisor 
(and son-in-law) to leftwing Labour 
Party leader George Lansbury.

Postgate in 1940 published Verdict 
of twelve in Penguin’s ‘Mystery 
and Crime’ series. The crime here 
concerned the mysterious death 
of a young boy in the care of his 
unsympathetic aunt; the mystery: 
how a random jury of 12 drawn from 
different social classes would react 
to the evidence presented at the trial. 
Postgate took as his epigram the 
famous line from Marx: “It is not the 
consciousness of men that determines 
their existence, but, on the contrary, 
their social existence determines their 
consciousness.” Postgate applied this 
dictum to the jurors of the story, all 
of whom considered the evidence 
through the lens of social and class 
prejudice.

At a time when purveyors of anti-
Semitic canards on the left are being 
assiduously excavated, partly for 
reasons of factional struggle, one 
particular juror created by Postgate 
is worth noticing. Alice Rachel had 
lost her husband to an anti-Semitic 
beating dished out by Whitechapel 
lumpens. Postgate commented:

Anti-Semitism is a contagion; 
indeed, it is worse: it is an infection. 
Before Hitler came to power anti-
Semitism had been an endemic 
disease only in certain limited 
areas, where Jewish commercial 
competition was serious. Certain 
American towns, the environs of 
Stoke Newington and Whitechapel 
in London, for example … But, 
once the Nazis had passed their 
laws and begun their pogroms, 
even their enemies became Jew-
conscious … The strongest anti-
anti-Semite became, against his 
will, a Jew-smeller. Were Jews ill-
mannered, rapacious, lustful and 
dishonest? Did they congregate in 
loud-voiced, ostentatious groups? 
You must notice them more 
carefully, in order to refute these 
silly slanders.

He defended Jews and so was 
only one degree less a pogromist 

than a fascist; for he had ceased to 
look upon them as normal human 
beings … The anti-Semite lie has 
by its mere propagation brought 
into existence the differences on 
which it pretended to base itself.2

This was a psychologically acute 
reflection on the corrosive pollution 
of sentiment, and offers no easy 
comfort on the struggle against 
bilious prejudice.

Verdict of twelve was just one of 
three novels by Postgate. Most of 
his publications were historical and 
social. He did much, for example, 
to introduce the forgotten figure 
of August Blanqui to the English-
speaking world. Indeed, he was of 
the opinion that the Bolsheviks owed 
more to Blanqui than they knew 
or admitted.3 Throughout his life, 
Postgate remained interested in the 
byways as well as the highways of 
revolutionary history.

Young recruit
My own idea to attempt detective 
fiction was partly inspired by 
Postgate. I thought it would be easiest 
if I based my novel upon a real 
historical individual; and, because 
I know quite a lot about Karl Marx 
and his circle, I took one of his 
biographies off my shelf and looked 
up “murderer” in the index. This is 
where I found Emmanuel Barthélemy.

I expected there to be no great 
amount of information about him, 
and my intention was simply to 
fictionalise a historical shadow. But 
the more I researched, the more 
came to light. After a few months 
of research, snatched here and there, 
I began to realise that Barthélemy 
was coming to focus. The result 
was a book of hitherto obscure but 
remarkably dramatic revolutionary 
history.

Emmanuel Barthélemy was born 
of the French working class in 1823. 
As a young worker - a serriteseur 
(jewellery worker) - he came into 
contact with Blanqui’s revolutionary 
organisation, the Society of Seasons.

Blanqui is generally associated 
with the idea of the revolutionary 
coup d’état. This is not quite right. 
Blanqui was certainly a conspirator, 
but his not entirely unrealistic hope 
was that, by throwing up barricades 
on the street, the tinder of popular 
outrage against monarchy and class 
oppression would be set ablaze. The 
mechanism was nicely explained by 
a Blanquist militant, who recollected 
his role in the republican 1870 
revolution against Napoleon III:

On the day before September 4 
Blanqui gave orders for every 
Blanquist to go through the 
faubourgs [suburbs] to prepare 
for the next day’s demonstration, 
which must at all costs be turned 
into a revolution. On the morning 
of the 4th we hunted creatures 
came out of our dens to place 
ourselves at the head of our 
followers, whose rendezvous was 
fixed at the Place de la Concorde 
… Already the enormous mass of 
demonstrators had been pushed 
back into the Champ Elysees … 
The terrace of the Tuileries was 
black with people …

At this moment a strong thrust 

was made by the demonstrators. 
It was the workers from the 
faubourgs coming. We recognised 
friends and placed ourselves at 
their head. Very quickly we were 
face to face with the army and 
National Guards … A violent 
surge carried us to the head of the 
bridge, which must be crossed 
to reach the Palais Bourbon. The 
police tried in vain to stop the 
torrent …

We were in the palace, facing 
the main entrance guarded by the 
National Guard … I leapt to the 
handle to open the double door, 
and grabbed on to it. The door 
would not yield, and the guards 
beat me with their rifle-butts, so I 
let go …

Fortunately I knew of the door 
near to stair of the Tribune and 
the president’s chair .… I put my 
big shoulders against the door, 
buttressed myself with my feet, 
made a supreme effort, which 
broke it in and threw me down. 
In one bound [we] were at the 
president’s chair, still occupied …

[We cried out:] “Citizens, 
in face of our disasters and the 
misfortunes France, the people 
of Paris have invaded this place 
to proclaim all of the empire and 
the republic. We demand that the 
deputies decree this.”4

The republic was duly declared.
Back in the 1830s, Blanquists 

were organising in Paris. At one 
republican demonstration, organised 
by the Blanquists to test the mettle 
of their cadre, Barthélemy was badly 
beaten by a policeman. It is not 
entirely impossible that he sustained 
some brain damage. At any rate, in 
1839, while on the way to a Blanquist 
insurrection, Barthélemy encountered 
the policeman and in a fury pulled his 
gun and fired at him. He survived, but 
Barthélemy - not yet aged 16 - was 
sentenced to life as a galley slave.

Nine years later, the French 
Revolution of 1848 overthrew the 
monarchy and established a republic; 
the first to include a socialist minister 
(the unjustly forgotten Louis Blanc). 
Barthélemy was released and quickly 
became an active militant, preparing 
for the counterrevolutionary offensive 
he expected, and training his fellows 
in barricade fighting. In June that 
year the government provoked a 
rebellion of the working class east 
of Paris, which rose up in doomed 
rebellion. Barthélemy joined the 
insurrection and fought as a barricade 
commander: one of the few to survive 
and write an account. Once again he 
was taken prisoner. He used his court-
martial to publicise government 
atrocities against captured insurgents. 
That very night, in the midst of an 
ice storm, Barthélemy escaped from 
prison - an escape recounted in detail 
years later by Dr Cyril Lacambre, 
who broke out at the same time - and 
made his way to London.

In the British capital Barthélemy 
was lionised as a proletarian 
revolutionary by fellow refugees, 
but his disputatious personality, and 
vigorous partisanship of the still 
imprisoned Blanqui, soon made 
him factional enemies. For a period 
he fell in with Marx and Engels, 
who always admired Blanqui and 

at this time sympathised with his 
willingness to use insurrection, or 
armed workers’ demonstrations, to 
pressurise revolutionary government. 
Historians such as Hal Draper have 
been rather embarrassed by the Marx-
Blanqui connection, which they tend 
to play down, but there is little doubt 
that Blanqui’s strategy of continual 
proletarian mobilisation in armed 
demonstrations - such as had driven 
the French revolution of the 1790s 
- had a profound effect on Marx’s 
concept of the ‘dictatorship of the 
proletariat’. Marx and the Blanquists 
even joined together in a short-lived 
organisation, grandly called the 
Société Universelle des Communistes 
Révolutionnaires. As the Communist 
League split, however, Barthélemy 
fell in with Marx’s rival, August 
Willich.

Barthélemy was frustrated with 
factional infighting and disgusted 
by Marx’s retreat to the library. 
He preferred dangerous activity, 
acting as a revolutionary secret 
agent, and flitting back and forth 
from France, seeking to arrange the 
escape of Blanqui from the prison 
island on which he was immured. 
In 1851, Barthélemy participated in 
the unsuccessful armed resistance 
to Louis Napoleon’s coup against 
the French Republic to establish the 
second French empire.

A key organiser of the resistance to 
Napoleon’s coup was a giant ex-naval 
commander called Frédéric Cournet. 
He was arrested, but escaped by 
strangling his captor. Cournet was a 
bellicose and violent man who had 
mortally offended Barthélemy by 
relaying rumours that he was pimping 
for his girlfriend. Barthélemy was 
advised against confronting Cournet, 
an expert in arms, but with typical 
bravado he challenged him to a 
duel. In controversial circumstances, 
Barthélemy survived the encounter 
near Windsor, the last fatal duel in 
England. He was found guilty of 
manslaughter and released within a 
year.

Symbol
While in prison, Barthélemy fell in 
love with Sarah Loudon - a young 
servant and feisty survivor - who 
renewed his zeal. Together they 
prepared a scheme to assassinate the 

French emperor. An attempt to extort 
funds for the dangerous mission led 
to an argument with Barthélemy’s 
former employer at Warren Street, 
George Moore. Leaving Moore 
dead, Barthélemy drew off pursuers 
to allow Sarah to escape, and in so 
doing killed another man.

In January 1855, on a cold and 
snowy morning, Barthélemy was 
hanged at Newgate Prison. He went 
to his death defiant. His last words 
were: “Now I shall know the secret.”

A wax model of Barthélemy 
became the star attraction at Madame 
Tussaud’s ‘Chamber of Horrors’. 
For those who knew him, however, 
Barthélemy was a complex, magnetic 
personality: part hero and part villain. 
He would be used to symbolise the 
very idea of working class revolution 
in Victor Hugo’s classic, Les 
Misérables.

Postgate for a long time was 
associated with the ‘Plebs League’, 
then the National Council of 
Labour Colleges, which saw itself 
as a site for ‘non-party Marxism’. 
He was an outspoken critic of 
communist ‘democratic centralism’ 
and dogmatism. Even when still a 
member of the Communist Party, he 
was criticised as an undisciplined 
intellectual. Postgate joked about 
this:

The showing of scholarly 
knowledge is at all times regarded 
as a vulgar proceeding - though 
why, when it is permissible to 
exhibit fine clothes or physical 
excellence, goodness only 
knows. Perhaps it is because the 
possession of an unusual and 
painfully acquired knowledge 
of obscure theorists arouses 
the collector’s spirit, and its 
possessor becomes as odious an 
exhibitionist and bore as a stamp 
collector or a Don Juan. Or it may 
be that certain faculties of certain 
universities are overstaffed and 
underworked and have to make 
work for themselves; or it may 
be that the writers of PhD theses 
are really inspired by a retroactive 
form of Messiah hunting, which 
makes them seek in some dead 
second-rater the inspiration which 
their contemporaries find in 
living technocrats and currency 
reformers.5

Postgate’s point, however, was 
that a true left history requires 
understanding of warp and weft - 
warts and all. Taking this into account, 
Barthélemy is worth remembering - 
and not just as a story ‘stranger than 
fiction’ l

Marc Mulholland’s The 
murderer of Warren Street: 
the true story of a nineteenth-
century revolutionary 
(Hutchinson 2018) is now 
available at bookshops.

Notes
1. In the sense of the Austro-Marxist-dominated 
Vienna International, which for period after 
World War I tried to navigate between the abject 
timidity of social democracy and the dictatorial 
propensities of the Comintern.
2. RW Postgate Verdict of twelve London 1940, 
pp55-56.
3. RW Postgate Revolutionary biographies: some 
revolutionary sketches Madras 1922, p83.
4. RW Postgate How to make a revolution London 
1934, pp115-18.
5. RW Postgate ibid p106.

Emmanuel Barthélemy
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FILM

Movement we need to build
Spike Lee (director) BlacKkKlansman general release

Spike Lee is a consummate film 
maker and his latest work, 
BlacKkKlansman - based 

on Ron Stallworth’s book Black 
Klansman - is brisk, precise and 
dramatic. It is a product of people who 
know how to put outspoken politics 
into a film with acuity, suspense and 
pace. It is no mean movie - and no 
black and white fable either.

In the 1970s Ron Stallworth (John 
David Washington) was a rookie 
detective in the Colorado police. 
After being patronised and insulted 
by the people working next to him, 
he one day got the idea to ring the 
local racist hood-wearers of the Ku 
Klux Klan. Though black himself, 
he managed to pull off the trick of 
persuading his contact that he was 
just another ‘true’ American mainly 
by the many epithets he directed at 
others. They arranged to meet.

Ron’s immediate superiors, though 
wary at first, eventually approve of his 
plan to infiltrate “the Organisation” 
(as their members discreetly call 
it) - though not, of course, by going 
along personally. Instead, one 
of his detective colleagues, Flip 
Zimmerman (Adam Driver), was to 
stand in as the paleface Ron.

There have been quite a few 
portrayals of African-American 
heroes over recent years - Panther 
directed by Mario Van Peebles, Ali 
and Selma, as well as Hidden figures 
and Lee’s own Malcolm X. But 
BkK goes further, giving us more 
ideological detail about the Klan 
than ever before. It makes some quite 
clever allusions to the alt right and one 
Donald Trump, as well as replaying 
footage of the US president. This does 
not make Trump a hood-wearer, but it 
shows to what extent he is a sort of 
doorman for the growing movement 
of ‘white men resurgence’. The film’s 
satirical target is not just a few cross-
burners in Colorado.

Lee is a subversive film-maker, 
especially of the same old stories. 
BkK should, of course, be a trendy, 
role-reversal movie, where a female 
cop (as in The spy who dumped me) 
goes undercover to bust the Klan. 
She does not necessarily try to join, 
but she gives some thick rednecks 
the runaround, plus a few karate 
kicks (cheer!), and in the process 
overcomes the prejudice of her white, 
male boss. The system is shown to 
work, if you aspire hard enough. BkK 
departs from that kind of product in 
various ways.

One of the film’s major motifs 
is disguise and the slipperiness of 
identity. In another kind of film 
black and white are always obvious 
- distinct in culture and emotional 
weight. But Ron, of course, fools the 
organisation on the phone, as Flip 
does in person. They are convincing 
enough to impersonate the other. 
One Klan member, Felix (the intense 
Jasper Pääkkönen), has his suspicions 
about the newcomer, but the rest of 
the members dismiss these. While 
at an anti-racist meeting Ron also 
meets a militant organiser, Patrice 
Dumas (Laura Harrier), who asks 
him directly more than once whether 
he is “a pig”. She, however, bases her 
challenge on what he argues. You are 
what you say politically.

Lee’s directing gives the spoken 
word added dimension. When, at a 
Black Power meeting, the historic 
character, Kwame Ture (born 
Stokely Carmichael and played by 
Corey Hawkins), makes a speech 
about black being beautiful - classic 
rhetoric of the time - the camera 
does not just show us the Leader 
giving us the Truth. Lee crossfades in 
different faces of the audience. They 
shine with the morale that they are 
having boosted (or however else you 
want to interpret their expressions). 
Lee asks the audience to evaluate 

what is happening. Meanwhile, also 
serving image and plot is Terence 
Blanchard’s score - funky guitar and 
strings, a touch of the contemporary 
‘Philly sound’ - but made now for a 
thriller. The lighting and colour are 
used to evoke attitudes and emphasise 
details needed for comprehension. 
One shiny red VW drives through 
the story, unobtrusively preparing 
for a few seconds that will assist the 
climax.

In one sequence we are back to a 
contrast between words and picture, 
when Ron races to stop an act of 
violence and police officers pin him 
to the tarmac, not listening to what 
he says about being undercover. The 
irony would not be so sharp if he was a 
private citizen or a passionate activist.

Of course, other details from the 
period are not explored, like FBI 
infiltration or police shootings. The 
FBI is included, but very briefly, as 
is sexist police harassment, which 
features in one scene. ‘Political’ 
film-makers, however, should not 
be expected to deal with everything. 
For example, Battleship Potemkin 
does not even mention British foreign 
policy on Russia.

Solidarity
Many of Lee’s films could be said to 
ask a question, echoing soul singer 
Timmy Thomas: why can’t we live 
together? But in films like Do the 
right thing (1989), Jungle fever 
(1991) and Girl 6 (1996) he has never 
just shown pathetic black people 
beaten down by bigwigs and lower 
class bigots. He has never suggested 
that human solidarity is impossible, 
but neither has his work shown it as 
simple and easy. BkK does indeed 
show Ron at one moment receiving 
cheers and accolades from all his 
detective colleagues in the station: 
‘The system works!’ Nevertheless, 
his team also receives orders from 

above to lay off the Klan.
One sub-plot which you do not 

usually get in more binary movies 
about ‘race’ is the relationship 
between Ron and his alter ego, Flip. 
This skates over little of the tensions 
there might be between a black and a 
Jewish cop. They make a good team, 
even though during the case each man 
is put at risk and has to get out of it 
on his own. Nevertheless, at other 
points they both save each other’s 
lives. They might make a good TV 
series. Of the actors, Washington’s 
wry performance as Ron and Driver’s 
self-questioning role as Flip deliver 
some uncomfortable observations as 
well as moving moments.

This reviewer for one prefers 
mixed-cast dramas - tensions 
between colleagues, or comrades, are 
as dramatically interesting as beating 
The Man, if not more so. The film 
is well-paced and entertaining, with 
humour and wit throughout - humour 
being the term Lee preferred to call 
the tone rather than ‘comedy’, by 
which he probably means Jim Carrey 
slapstick.

In the end where does the film 
(and Lee) stand on the politics of 
intersectionality raised in ‘Dead end 
of intersectionality’ (Weekly Worker 
August 2)? There Mike Macnair wrote 
that “our aim is universal emancipation, 
not ‘equality of opportunity’ or an 
anti-discriminatory capitalism”. Lee is 
not identity politics. The very premise 
of this film relies on Ron being able to 
‘pass’ in jive-speak and straight talk. 
He has no inherent nature that means 
he cannot convince the Klan, while 
they would recognise that he is not one 
of their kind.

In fact to be American is to be 
‘intersectional’ - everyone is mixed 
and with their own contradictions. 
There are millionaires of colour, 
while in some states Trump relied on 
more middle-to-upper class votes than 

working class support of any kind. In 
fact, the term ‘intersectionality’ was 
introduced as an approach where in 
1984 an African-American writer like 
‘bell hooks’ (Gloria Jean Watkins) 
could oppose the notion of women 
as a homogenous category. It was a 
debate within feminism. The term 
made room for concepts of ‘race’ and 
class, and the discussion of how the 
legacy of uneven development under 
capitalism affects the status and 
morale of different groups.

But, yes, Lee is a left Democrat - 
anti-discriminatory, not anti-capitalist. 
While making Malcolm X, he did 
indeed take a bit of the merchandising 
action, though he had been selling 
‘X’ clothing in his Brooklyn store for 
two years before the film’s release. 
But binary he is not - and he has even 
criticised shadeism (or colorism) 
among the black community: that 
is, where certain brethren speak 
negatively of those with a darker 
skin tone. He does not go in for easy 
identifications or happy endings.

Increasingly, most people in the 
world share a common condition 
of experiencing the wealth gap. We 
are in the same boat, though not 
necessarily the same cabins. Here 
we see the team around Ron - black/
white, uniformed/non-uniformed, 
middle class/not - come together, 
succeed and then dissolve. We 
get the pleasures that seductive 
commercial film gives us - triumph 
over setback, determined fellow 
feeling, moments of connection. Yet 
what future will Ron face, having 
fulfilled his superhero role? Could 
it involve a link up with Patrice 
- that is, including the women 
too? Meantime, the team around 
Ron Stallworth presents us with a 
common and comprehensive image 
of the movement we need to build, 
together l

Mike Belbin

Ku Klux Klan: fooled
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COMMUNIST UNIVERSITY

From Trump to quantum
This year’s CU once again saw lively debate, reports Danny Hammill

Communist University 
this year felt like it had 
a particular relevance, 

thanks to the impending slow-
motion car crash that is Brexit, 
the ongoing ‘anti-Semitic’ slander 
campaign against Jeremy Corbyn 
and the left generally - not to 
mention Donald Trump. This 
just highlights the importance of 
an event like CU, where we try 
to thrash out answers to these 
complex questions and resolve 
our inevitable differences through 
open debate. An approach, it has to 
be said, in marked contrast to the 
stiflingly stage-managed schools 
of the confessional sects, which 
regard with horror the very idea of 
‘confusing’ the poor sheep that are 
the membership through a clash of 
competing and contending ideas. 
Control-freakery first: politics and 
theory a long way second.

Fittingly then, the opening 
session by Jack Conrad was on 
‘Trump, Brexit, Corbyn and 
communist strategy’. Comrade 
Conrad noted that Trump is 
“rattling the cage” when it comes 
to foreign policy - expressing 
open contempt towards Canada, 
Turkey, Germany, etc. Indeed, 

the US president wants to 
significantly reduce the power 
of the European Union - if nor 
dismantle it altogether. Trump’s 
behaviour might look irrational, 
said Conrad, such as provoking 
a trade war with China. But, 
underneath all the sound and fury, 
there is a rationality. The US is in 
obvious decline, but Trump wants 
to reverse this process. One way to 
do this, argued comrade Conrad, 
is to “fight back” and create a 
new international architecture. 
After all, who is going to stop 
him? The commonly heard idea 
that China is somehow destined 
to become the new hegemon is 
just as risible as the previous 
notions that the Soviet Union 
would overtake the west and 
“introduce communism” by 1980, 
or the “inevitability” of Japanese 
economic dominance over the 
world. If Trump’s policies do 
create further instability , then in 
all likelihood money would just 
flow into … the United States - a 
safe haven in a stormy sea due to 
its status as the world hegemon.

As for Brexit, to quote Liam 
Fox, there is a “60-40” chance 
of a ‘no deal’ - comrade Conrad 

pointing out that this is obviously 
against the interests of big business 
and British capitalism taken as a 
whole. So why is it happening? 
But, as with Trump, the supporters 
of a hard Brexit are not totally 
crazy - they do have a plan of 
sorts, which is to turn Britain into 
a post-industrial society in an 
almost literal sense. The country 
will become a financial centre 
and offshore tax haven - probably 
involving selling off the NHS and 
finishing off the trade unions. 
The hard Brexiteers constitute the 
rightwing of the Tory Party and, 
in the opinion of Conrad, there is 
a sniff of a national government 
in the air. Its aim will be to save 
Britain from Brexit.

Meanwhile, the continued fake 
scandal about the International 
Holocaust Remembrance 
Alliance’s definition of anti-
Semitism should remind us that 
Jeremy Corbyn is far from a shoo-
in for prime minister. Unless we 
have mandatory reselection, he 
will have the same Parliamentary 
Labour Party plotting against 
him, and the privy council will 
definitely have a substantial say 
in the matter. Even if Corbyn 

does scrape into Number 10, 
asked comrade Conrad, what is 
he promising to do if there is a 
run on the pound, for example - 
introduce a “siege economy”? 
The comrade criticised those on 
the left who tried to paint red 
Labour’s miserably reformist, 
pro-capitalist 2017 manifesto 
(For the many, not the few) and 
also the idea that we are obliged 
to vote one way or other in a 
referendum - as some comrades 
did in the subsequent debate (ie, 
vote ‘remain’ if there is another 
Brexit referendum). Why should 
we line up with one wing or 
another of the bourgeoisie? Alas, 
lesser-evilism has dogged the left 
for far too long.

Marcel van der Linden - author 
of Workers of the world: essays 
toward a global labor history 
talked about ‘The global crisis 
of the labour movement’. He 
reminded us that the traditional 
labour movements are in deep 
trouble almost everywhere, 
though there are some signs of 
renewal - albeit extremely weak. 
The challenges before us are 
immense, the comrade declared. 
For instance, cooperatives have 

either become hugely bureaucratic 
bodies divorced from the members 
or straightforward capitalist 
enterprises. True, the number of 
workers in the world now totals 
2.9 billion - but union densities 
are in dramatic decline, their role 
becoming steadily diminished. 
There are various reasons for 
this, explained comrade van der 
Linden - such as the changing 
composition of the working 
class, with increasing numbers of 
workers employed from the so-
called ‘third world’ (India, China, 
Brazil, Mexico), the aggressive 
neoliberal offensive against the 
old-style unions, and so on. For 
the comrade, the “minimum 
conditions” for a global trade 
union revival include a drastic 
change in the operational methods 
and systems of unions, unitary 
structures and democratisation, 
and less lobbying - but more 
effective action.

Van der Linden is also on the 
editorial board of the Karl Marx/
Friedrich Engels Gesamtausgabe 
(MEGA). This is a monumentally 
ambitious project to properly 
translate, ‘clean up’ and publish 
all the works published by Marx 

Marcel van der Linden Anne McShane Camilla PowerHillel Ticktin Yassamine Mather
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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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and Engels in their lifetimes, 
plus the voluminous unpublished 
manuscripts and letters. All 
MEGA material is edited in the 
original language it was written 
in by Marx and Engels - meaning 
mostly German, but also English 
and French texts as well - and the 
volumes will consist of separate 
text and appendix books, giving 
additional information and notes 
on the edited text.

In a fascinating ‘progress 
report’, comrade van der Linden 
detailed how the project is 
expected to require 114 volumes 
- with 65 published so far. The 
challenges have been daunting, 
principally how to read Marx’s 
“swinish” handwriting - with 
project workers having to undergo 
an intensive course to prepare 
them for that task. The comrade 
said we must ready ourselves for 
“radically new interpretations” and 
discoveries - like six versions of 
Capital volume 1, the fact that The 
German ideology was never meant 
to be an actual book, his notes 
and thoughts on geology, maths, 
chemistry, anthropology, and all 
manner of other things. The only 
drawback is that you might have to 
take out a loan or remortgage the 
house to afford the entire MEGA 
series and, unfortunately, it does 
not look as if there will be English 
translations at this stage - so start 
learning German.

Slow coup
Tony Greenstein gave a 
stimulating talk on ‘the slow coup 
against Jeremy Corbyn’, which 
you can experience almost every 
time you turn on the radio or 
television. A lifelong anti-racist 
activist, comrade Greenstein 
himself is a victim of the ‘anti-
Semitic’ witch-hunt for comparing 
Israel’s marriage laws to the Nazi 
Nuremburg Laws - when in fact, as 
he mentioned in his introduction, 
he was merely quoting Hannah 
Arendt, a Jewish refugee and 
writer of the famous Eichmann in 
Jerusalem.

Tony has no doubt that there 
are state actors behind the ‘anti-
Zionism equals anti-Semitism’ 
campaign, given its systematic 
nature. The allegations of anti-
Semitism are nearly always entirely 
bogus, as proven by the Oxford 
University Labour Club saga 
and the farcical Baroness Royall 
report, in which she expressed 
“disappointment” at not finding 
any evidence of “intentional or 
deliberate acts of anti-Semitism”. 
The comrade pointed out yet again 
that “most Zionists are not Jews, 
and many Jews are not Zionists” 
- with genuine anti-Semites often 
hiding their bigotry behind fervent 
support for Israel. He emphasised 
that the nature of the witch-
hunt has changed, now directly 
attacking Jeremy Corbyn - which 
we have all seen recently. Like 
many with legal training, comrade 
Greenstein thinks that the IHRA’s 
definition is a non-definition, as it 
is too open-ended and imprecise - 
and the accompanying examples 
are clearly intended to stifle 
criticism of Israel and Zionism 
generally. No matter what Corbyn 
does to appease or accommodate 
his rightwing and Zionist critics, it 
will never be enough - the witch-
hunt will continue until he has 
gone.

In a related talk, Moshé 

Machover discussed Israel’s new 
basic law, which proclaims the 
country to be the “nation-state 
of the Jewish people”, and its 
“unintended effects on the US 
Jewish-community”. Of course, 
this law is overtly racist - yet 
presumably in the Labour Party you 
will now be branded ‘anti-Semitic’ 
just for pointing out this obvious 
fact. Anyway, comrade Machover 
strongly criticised proponents 
of ‘ITWAD’ (‘Israeli Tail Wags 
American Dog’) - which has all 
sorts of variations on the right and 
left, even pseudo-Marxist. This 
essentially says that the Israel 
lobby, or an ‘overrepresented’ 
Jewish bourgeoisie, is driving 
American foreign policy - as if 
rich individuals determine the 
overall policy of US imperialism, 
as opposed to the big corporations 
or the military-industrial complex.

But in reality it is US 
imperialism that is in the driving 
seat, stressed comrade Machover. 
Following the Six-Day War in 
1967, as strongly argued by the 
likes of Norman Finkelstein, 
Israel became a strategic asset 
for the US in the Middle East 
and beyond. The US ruling class 
uses Israel to promote its political 
interests in America, not because 
of some irrational devotion to 
Israel. In fact, there is very little 
US investment in Israel and 
America does not allow Israel to 
develop its own fighter aircraft, as 
it does not want any competition. 
The idea that there is a US Jewish 
bourgeoisie pursuing its own 
agenda independently of the 
capitalist ruling class and contrary 
to US ‘national interests’ has clear 
anti-Semitic implications.

Still more to the point, comrade 
Machover continued, Israel’s 
Basic Law “pushes all the wrong 
buttons” for most American Jews, 
who are already falling out of 
love with Israel. They resent its 
growing illiberality and the way 
it tries to dominate the Jewish 
diaspora. In a stinging rebuke, 
Forward magazine - a progressive 
publication formerly known 
as The Jewish Daily Forward 
- remarked that it is “time for 
Israel to recognise that the Jewish 
diaspora are already home” (ie, in 
America).

Moshé also gave an opening 
on the ‘labour theory of value for 
the 21st century’, dealing with 
the so-called ‘transformation 
problem’ of how value gets turned 
into money, prices and profit. 
Comrade Machover himself has 
pioneered a form of econophysics, 
or probabilistic theory, to explain 
this ‘transformation’. However, 
most of those listening did not 
have the level of mathematics 
and statistics needed to really 
comprehend what he was saying. 
This was not helped by the way 
he used terms and concepts in his 
own unique way. For example, 
comrade Machover uses the 
words value and abstract labour 
in such a general way that value 
and abstract labour have always 
existed and will continue to exist 
under communism.

Lawrence Parker gave a very 
interesting talk on ‘Communists 
and Labour: The National Left 
Wing Movement 1925-1929’ 
- which is also the title of his 
recently published book on the 
matter. Comrade Parker was 
especially keen to dispel the 

myths that have arisen about the 
NLWM, particularly the standard 
Trotskyist analysis. The NLWM 
was not a ‘broad left’ formation, 
as we might understand it today, 
nor was it closed down by the 
CPGB because of the Comintern’s 
‘third period’. Indeed, the CPGB 
leadership and the Comintern 
wanted the NLWM to continue 
- but CPGB congress delegates 
voted to close it. However, the 
NLWM had been defeated by 
the campaign of the Labour 
Party leadership in 1926-28 to 
disaffiliate its local bodies that 
refused to expel communists.

Human
As always, Camilla Power of 
the Radical Anthropology Group 
(RAG) gave a fascinating opening 
on how ‘gender egalitarianism 
made us human’- which in some 
ways was a reply to those like the 
anarchist anthropologist, David 
Graeber, who rubbishes as a myth 
the idea that we humans were 
originally equal (in turn attacking 
Engels, of course). Colin Renfrew, 
the British archaeologist and 
paleolinguist - and Conservative 
peer - notoriously dismissed 
hunter-gather societies as less 
sophisticated than termites: where 
were their great buildings? But 
archaeologists only get really 
excited when they see things, 
therefore primitive communism is 
generally invisible to them.

As it happens, the attacks on 
the ‘human revolution’ by Graeber 
and co are based on a relatively 
recent period of human history 
from about 30,000 to 10,000 years 
ago - when primitive communist 
societies were beginning 
to disintegrate for various 
reasons. These studies, argued 
comrade Power, do not have any 
evolutionary context and do not 
deal with sex or gender - nor do 
they, remarkably enough, even 
look at Africa. Hence it is hard 
to take these lines of argument 
seriously. The real question, 
for comrade Power, is how did 
we become human? Though 
obviously a complex question, 
our original state of equality 
- humanity - is fundamentally 
down to the development of the 
“deep social mind”, where we saw 
an increasingly Machiavellian 
intelligence, exponential growth 
in intersubjectivity and ‘mind 
reading’, and many different 
forms of cultural transmission. 
At this time, females were 
scrambling information to the 
males about their precise moment 
of fertility - this concealed 
or unpredictable ovulation, 
combined with continuous sexual 
receptivity, meant that the males 
had to hang around (unlike ape 
societies). In the end, comrade 
Power contends, symbolism and 
language - the very things that 
make us what we are today - 
depend on egalitarianism.

Also from RAG, Chris Knight, 
gave us two entertaining talks - 
the first on Noam Chomsky and 
his intimate connections to the 
military. Chomsky, of course, does 
not believe that language is social: 
apparently, a miraculous “cosmic 
ray shower” one day implanted a 
language organ in an otherwise 
primate brain - language is 
essentially only about talking to 
yourself. His second opening was 
on the futurist genius, Velimir 

Khlebnikov, the “prophet and poet 
of the Russian Revolution” - who 
like Chomsky was interested in the 
creation of a universal language 
or grammar based on ‘trans-
sense’ sounds and the possible 
evolution of mass communication, 
in which all human knowledge can 
be disseminated to the world by 
radio and displayed automatically 
on giant book-like displays at 
street corners (the “Radio of the 
Future”).

Anne McShane gave another 
interesting opening on Soviet 
women and the Zhenotdel, 
the women’s department of 
the Secretariat of the Central 
Committee of the All-Russian 
Communist Party (Bolsheviks) - 
focusing in particular on central 
Asia, the subject of her PhD. The 
Zhenotdel was closed down in 
1930 on the grounds that women’s 
issues in the Soviet Union had 
been ‘solved’ by the eradication 
of private property. Hillel Ticktin, 
a CU stalwart, gave two talks - 
the first was on the nature of the 
transition (‘Through what stage 
are we passing?’) and the other one 
was on Russia and the West (‘What 
is going on?’). James Harvey 
gave two informative openings 
on populism and nationalism in 
Europe, and politics 20 years 
after the Good Friday agreement. 
Abounding as ever with charts, 
graphs and statistics, Michael 
Roberts gave a lecture on ‘The 
relevance of Marx’s economic 
theories today’ - the main aim of 
which was to reassert the primacy 
of the tendency of the rate of profit 
to fall in explaining capitalist 
crisis (a contested idea).

There was a very useful 
discussion by Peter Manson on the 
South African Communist Party, 
which still remains a vital area 
of struggle for the left, despite 
the SACP’s manifold faults and 
dreadful leadership. The same can 
be said for ‘Trump and the Middle 
East’ by Yassamine Mather - the 
latter also did a fairly mind-
boggling opening on quantum 
computing, which has the potential 
to be millions of times faster than 
the current super-computers (one 
problem, however, is that they 
need to be kept at a temperature 
approaching absolute zero - so 
don’t expect to have one in your 
bedroom soon). Mike Macnair 
delivered two erudite, though 
occasionally dense, sessions on 
‘The dead end of intersectionality’ 
and ‘The Tory interpretation of 
history’ - far more pernicious than 
the Whig view of history, as you 
could reasonably argue that in the 
very broadest sense you do see 
progress or advance in history. 
Jack Conrad wrapped up CU with 
a talk on ‘The place of the Soviet 
Union in history’ based on his 
recent six-page supplement in the 
Weekly Worker, which in turn is 
the final section (chapter 35) of 
his upcoming book on the Soviet 
Union.

Special mention must be 
made of the comrades from the 
Democratic Socialist Alliance in 
the US and the Socialist Party in 
the Netherlands, who attended for 
the entire week and held interesting 
fringe meetings. There were also 
lively and always provocative 
contributions from members of 
Socialist Fight and the undeniably 
odd Economic and Philosophical 
Science Review group l
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Privatisation, 
nationalisation 

and design 
faults 

Scapegoats needed

Bloodstained colours of Benetton
Toby Abse looks at the politics underlying the collapse of the Genoa bridge

The collapse of the Morandi 
motorway bridge in Genoa on 
August 14 has given rise to 

a certain amount of tension within 
Italy’s governing right-populist 
coalition between Matteo Salvini’s 
Lega and the Movimento Cinque 
Stelle (M5S) led by Luigi Di Maio.

Whilst both these deputy prime 
ministers were cheered by the 
3,000-strong crowd at the Genoese 
state funeral for 19 of the 42 victims 
on August 18 - in sharp contrast to 
the representatives of the Partito 
Democratico (PD), who were booed 
- this apparent united front may be a 
fragile one. The bridge’s collapse has 
brought to the surface questions about 
privatisation and public ownership 
of utilities that had been to a large 
extent ignored over the last two 
decades, during which none of the 
major parties contested the dominant 
neoliberal orthodoxy. M5S talk of 
taking all or part of Italy’s motorways 
back into the public sector may have 
started as a diversionary strategy, and 
may ultimately prove to be hollow 
demagogy, but it does put them 
at loggerheads with the Lega and 
its ideological commitment to the 
private sector.

Given my total lack of technical 
expertise, it is not my intention in 
this article to apportion blame for the 
bridge’s collapse - if we are lucky, the 
legal investigation that has just begun 
will come up with some answers1 
- but I will make some reference to 
various theories that have been put 
forward in good or bad faith.

First of all, we can dismiss 
Salvini’s initial response - that it was 
all the fault of the European Union, 
whose austerity policies had deprived 
Italy of the funds required to maintain 
its infrastructure. Salvini is always 
eager to pick a fight with the EU, 
but, as the EU budget commissioner 
reminded him, it is “good to look 
at facts”: the EU has encouraged, 
rather than discouraged, the Italians 
to spend money on infrastructure (as 
opposed to pensions or other forms of 
welfare), and the Italians have often 
failed to spend EU funds allocated for 
such purposes.

It is quite likely that Morandi 
bridge, opened in 1967, had design 
faults from the start. It is probably 
no coincidence that an early bridge 
designed by Riccardo Morandi, in 
Venezuela, had collapsed before the 
Genoa bridge was even started. Two 
of his other bridges have been closed, 
and one has been demolished. It is 
undoubtedly the case that the bridge 
had to bear a far heavier weight of 
traffic, particularly in terms of lorries, 
than it was designed to carry back in 
1967.

This brings us to the reason 
why M5S was so anxious to blame 
Autostrade Per L’Italia (Aspi) - the 
private contractors owned by the 
Benetton family (through Atlantia 

holding company, in which the 
Benettons are majority shareholders), 
who run this section of the motorway 
- for the disaster. The previous local 
administration of Genoa, led by the 
PD, had planned to build a motorway 
bypass that would have provided an 
alternative, longer, inland route, for 
many of the heavy lorries that put so 
much extra pressure on the ill-fated 
bridge. However, they were faced 
with a vociferous local protest group 
known as the No Gronda, which was 
uncritically backed by M5S. Fearing 
the electoral consequences, the PD-
led council backed down over the 
bypass scheme.

In the event, internal disputes 
within the local M5S meant that the 
PD lost Genoa to a Lega-dominated 
‘centre-right’ administration, rather 
than to the M5S backers of the 
No Gronda. Former leader Beppe 
Grillo’s website - still the official 
M5S one back in 2013 - had 
published a statement dismissing 
worries about the safety of the bridge 
as a “fairy tale” and claiming that 
it could endure “another hundred 
years”. In a nauseating display of its 
usual opportunism and hypocrisy, 
M5S shamelessly removed the five-
year-old post from its website within 
hours of the bridge’s collapse. Hence 
the rapidity with which Di Maio and 
his M5S transport minister, Danilo 
Toninelli, turned on Aspi.

It may well be the case that 
Aspi failed to carry out sufficiently 
thorough or frequent checks on 
the safety of the motorway bridge 
(something which its lawyers are 
vehemently denying), but what is 
beyond dispute is that the contract 

it obtained from the Italian state 
was absurdly favourable, giving it a 
guaranteed annual rate of return on its 
investment of 10.21% gross (6.85% 
after tax).2 The system governing the 
running of Italian motorways in very 
broad terms resembles the system 
used in the UK for railways, except 
that the residual powers of the state 
enterprise that owns the motorways 
seem rather weaker than those 
of Railtrack vis-à-vis the private 
companies with rail franchises, and 
the motorway contracts have been 
awarded for a far longer period.3

Privatisation
Responsibility for this privatisation, 
which seems to lack any of the 
transparency and commitment to 
free competition that the neoliberal 
proponents of the small state claim 
to believe in, rests primarily with the 
centre-left governments of the late 
1990s, dominated by ex-communist 
renegades newly converted to the 
virtues of privatisation. The terms, 
including the ridiculous extension of 
the contract until 2038, were devised 
by Romano Prodi’s government 
in 1997. His successor, the ex-
communist Massimo d’Alema, was 
responsible for the actual sale of the 
motorways (or, to be precise, the 
right to run them and collect the tolls) 
in 1999 - 30% of them ended up with 
the clothing company Benetton at 
this stage. The Venetian fashion firm 
paid 5,000 billion lira (roughly €2.5 
billion).

D’Alema, in view of his 
extremely belated left turn and 
recent involvement in the left-social 
democratic Liberi ed Uguali (LeU), 

has tried hard to defend his actions 
of two decades ago against furious 
M5S criticism. He protested: “It was 
not my government that allowed the 
Benetton family to increase their 
share from 30% to 60%, or that 
guaranteed them the possibility of 
an automatic increase in the tolls [in 
line with inflation].” He added, with 
rather understandable vitriol: “The 
super-profits arrived thanks to the 
increase in the tolls guaranteed by the 
votes of Salvini and the Lega.”4

In 2003, prime minister Silvio 
Berlusconi passed a law authorising 
the fusion of various companies in a 
Benetton-led consortium. During the 
second Prodi government (2006-08), 
infrastructure minister Antonio di 
Pietro made some attempt to tighten 
the rules in a manner less favourable 
to the franchisee. However, in 2008 
Berlusconi’s fourth government 
approved the so-called ‘Save 
Benetton’ (Salva Benetton) law 
that cancelled the obligations to 
carry out rigorous periodic tests 
on the franchisees, which had been 
introduced by the Prodi government. 
It should be stressed, in view of 
Salvini’s refusal to accept any 
responsibility for the deaths resulting 
from the collapse of the bridge, 
that the Lega and Salvini himself 
voted in favour of this disgraceful 
measure, which was clearly contrary 
to the interests of drivers in terms 
of safety, and far from stringent in 
obliging the private companies to 
invest in all necessary maintenance. 
It has recently emerged that 
Benetton made donations to a fairly 
wide spectrum of political parties 
around this time - it is no doubt pure 
coincidence that the largest donation 
was to the Lega Nord.

Naturally, I am not seeking to 
exculpate recent PD-led governments 
from all blame for the state of 
Italian motorways. In 2014, Matteo 
Renzi’s administration implicitly 
endorsed the extension of the 
franchisee’s contracts, and it was 
PD prime minister Paolo Gentiloni 
who extended Aspi’s ridiculously 
favourable contract for another four 
years up to 2042, in return for the 
company agreeing to build the Genoa 
motorway bypass referred to earlier.

Since the EU gave the Italian 
government the go-ahead for this 

extension, one might argue that the 
EU Commission (or its bureaucrats) 
shares the responsibility for turning 
a blind eye to any misdeed by 
Aspi, but, far from stopping Italy 
from spending money on new 
infrastructure, as Salvini claimed 
in his characteristically xenophobic 
outburst in the immediate aftermath 
of the Morandi bridge tragedy, they 
were very much encouraging it.

It should be emphasised that the 
collapse of the Morandi bridge is 
not only a major human tragedy, but 
something that will have a serious 
impact on the city of Genoa and the 
Italian economy as a whole for some 
time to come. The viaduct linked the 
eastern and western sides of the city, 
which are divided by a major railway 
line and a river, and was crucial to the 
transportation of goods to and from 
the city’s port - quite apart from its 
role on a motorway that, until a few 
weeks ago, linked France and Italy.

Therefore the argument as to 
whether Aspi should have a role in 
the construction of a replacement 
bridge, or whether the task should be 
delegated to the Italian state, as M5S 
is currently arguing, has national 
significance. The question of whether 
Aspi should just pay a large fine or 
should have its concession revoked 
(and whether it should then be 
awarded to another private company 
through a process of tendering, as 
the Lega wants, or nationalised as 
M5S are arguing) has destroyed the 
consensus in favour of privatisation.

It is no accident that both 
Repubblica and Corriere have 
run numerous partisan articles 
deploring the inefficiency and 
corruption of Italy’s state industries 
before the 1990s, and are far less 
keen to mention the inefficiency 
and obvious corruption associated 
with privatisation. The Italian 
establishment does not want to hear 
anything about nationalisation and in 
the recent past has relied on the PD to 
stop this question ever being raised in 
the mainstream media l

Notes
1. Provided, of course, that no relevant evidence 
is concealed, and no attempt is made to bribe or 
threaten the investigators.
2. Corriere della Sera August 28.
3.Companies like Aspi derive their revenue from 
motorway tolls.
4. La Repubblica August 28.


