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Hagiography
Jim Creegan rounds on both myself 
and Lars T Lih for writing sloppy 
history. Our articles on Bolshevism in 
1917 - especially the much disputed 
February-April - “contain too many 
assertions to take issue with in a single 
reply”, he says (‘Re-examining the 
record’ November 1 2018).

Unfortunately, in his 6,000-word 
article, comrade Creegan does not 
mention, let alone take issue with, 
even one of those (unfounded?) 
assertions. Still, it is only his first 
article! Instead, he finds a suitable 
quote from my supplement, published 
last year - a rejoinder to those, Jim 
Creegan included, who “still insist on 
claiming that there was some kind of 
programmatic break” in Bolshevism 
in April 1917. Here is the quote:

“Trotsky had thrown down a 
political gauntlet [with the publication 
of Lessons of October in 1924] and 
other prominent members of the 
Communist Party - not least those 
on the politburo and the central 
committee - piled in against him: 
Gregory Zinoviev, Lev Kamenev, 
Joseph Stalin, Alexei Rykov, Nikolai 
Bukharin, Nadezhda Krupskaya, etc.

“Though Trotsky fulsomely 
praised the dead Lenin and spoke 
about ‘we Bolsheviks’, his aim was 
to attack, to demean Lenin’s closest 
lieutenants. They were hardly going 
to take that lying down. And, besides 
defending their own revolutionary 
records and sense of honour, 
they feared that Trotsky might be 
contemplating staging a Bonapartist 
military coup. He had certainly set 
his sights on replacing, or at the very 
least augmenting, Leninism with 
Trotskyism” (‘Putting the record 
straight’, November 9 2017).

Comrade Creegan seethes: “the 
above passage is breathtaking in its 
lack of historical context.” I could 
say the exact same thing with the 
whole of his 6,000-word article. Eg, it 
is breathtaking that it fails to put the 
internal situation in the Soviet Union 
during the mid-1920s into its proper 
international context. But that would 
be a cheap shot.

Comrade Creegan is looking for an 
excuse to provide the background to 
the publication of Lessons of October 
himself. That might have had some 
real worth … if comrade Creegan 
had done some serious thinking, done 
some serious reading. But he has done 
nothing of the kind.

He merely presents us with 
the standard version of events, as 
recounted by Leon Trotsky.

Comrade Creegan’s historical 
sources are somewhat limited: two 
quotes taken from Trotsky’s The new 
course (December 1923) and five 
taken from Trotsky’s sympathetic 
biographer, Isaac Deutscher, and his 
The prophet unarmed (1959). And 
that’s it. So what comrade Creegan 
has provided Weekly Worker readers 
with is an account that is so familiar, 
so well known that one wonders what 
the point of it is … well, except that 
it provides comrade Creegan with the 
opportunity to paint Trotsky in saintly 
colours.

It is something of an irony then 
that he charges Jack Conrad and Lars 
T Lih with “augmenting” the myth 
of the Bolsheviks of 1917 being 
“unified” and led by an “all-knowing” 
Lenin. This is a “historical fiction a 
little too close for comfort to Stalinist 
hagiography”

Actually, whereas real “Stalinist 
hagiography” does indeed peddle 
the myth of an “all-knowing” Lenin, 
it goes to great lengths to demonise 
Lenin’s closest lieutenants - in 

particular Lev Kamenev and Grigory 
Zinoviev. Eg, in 1917 Kamenev 
held a “semi-Menshevik position 
of conditionally supporting the 
Provisional government and the policy 
of the partisans of the war” (History of 
the CPSU Moscow 1939, p183).

Lars can, of course, speak for 
himself. However, for my part all I 
have done is show the programmatic 
continuity of Bolshevism over the 
years 1905-1917. Those who cannot, 
will not, see the connection between 
the 1905 perspective of establishing 
the “revolutionary dictatorship of the 
proletariat and peasantry” and the 1917 
call for a government of “workers’, 
soldiers’ and peasants’ soviets” show, 
to say the least, a stuborn lack of 
imagination.

I have learnt a good deal from Lars 
T Lih and his meticulous historical 
research on Lenin and Bolshevism. I 
have certainly been won round to the 
view that the April 1917 differences 
between Lenin and Kamenev were 
“not very great”. In that context I have 
expressed the view that, when it came 
to their dispute over the peasantry, 
Kamenev was “clearly right and Lenin 
wrong”.

Saying that this amounts to 
“augmenting” Stalinist hagiography 
would be laughable, if it were not 
meant seriously. Comrade Creegan 
really needs to learn that questioning 
Trotsky’s highly polemical account of 
1917 does not automatically mark one 
out as a Stalinist monster.
Jack Conrad
London

Red Army
Far from demonstrating a grasp of 
“objective reality”, Gerry Downing 
displays a wilful ignorance of the real-
world history and development of the 
Russian revolutions and the USSR 
(Letters, November 8). His sectarian 
narrow-mindedness is also on view, 
as he is only capable of seeing two 
positions - Trotskyism or Stalinism; 
and cannot comprehend arguments in 
favour of an independent Leninist line 
against Stalinism’s revisionist failings 
and Trotskyism’s hostility towards the 
Soviet Union.

For all his claims that “the 
differences between Lenin and 
Trotsky fell away” after Lenin’s April 
theses, he does not appear to have read 
a single word Lenin had written about 
the nature of the February revolution 
and the tasks of the proletariat. See this 
flight of fancy, for example: “the nasty 
dual power emerged because class-
consciousness is internationalist and 
Russian workers could not understand 
why they could not have a socialist 
revolution, as the German, French and 
British aspired to.” 

Trotsky may or may not have said 
something like this, but it is nonsense 
to claim that this has anything to do 
with Lenin. Leninism understands that 
historical events emerge from material 
developments, not the ideas people 
hold in their heads. The unexpected 
emergence of a dual power in February 
1917 Russia (which consisted of the 
provisional bourgeois government 
existing alongside the realisation 
of the revolutionary-democratic 
dictatorship in the form of the soviets) 
was due to the inter-imperialist war, 
the rapid economic growth since 1905, 
and the fact that, despite increasing 
industrialisation, Russian society was 
still predominantly petty bourgeois. 
Had Downing read Lenin’s Tasks of 
the proletariat in our revolution and 
other works, he would have known 
that proletarian class-consciousness 
and organisation were insufficient, and 
its numerical strength was inadequate, 
and so any socialist aspirations they 
may have had were not as uniform and 
consciously revolutionary as he asserts.

Downing high-handedly dismisses 
my summary of Lenin’s description of 

the class nature of the dual power as a 
“splurge”, but he does not show that it 
is wrong, which would be the case if 
Lenin had been “won over” to Trotsky’s 
“permanent revolution” shallowness. 
It is crystal-clear in Lenin’s ‘Letters on 
tactics’, for example, that that he was 
not advocating Trotsky’s ‘No tsar, but 
a workers’ government’ subjectivism. 
He explained that the socialist 
revolution could not be arrived at by 
skipping over the peasant movement 
(which Downing implies in the above 
quote), and that a “prolonged period” 
of patient explanation was required to 
win the majority (the rural proletariat 
and poor peasantry) over to socialism. 
Any attempt to seize power whilst 
in the minority (Blancism) would 
have resulted in an unnecessary and 
self-defeating conflict with both the 
bourgeois capitalist and landlord 
class and the petty bourgeois peasant 
majority (whose class interests are 
opposed to the big bourgeoisie).

Downing continues to display his 
ignorance when he asserts that Lenin 
had “consigned the supporters of old 
Bolshevism to history”. Lenin’s raised 
his polemical struggle against the 
old Bolsheviks’ failure to appreciate 
that the revolutionary-democratic 
dictatorship they anticipated in theory 
had already been realised in the 
form of the soviets, and the tactical 
mistakes that stemmed from this 
misunderstanding, in order to win 
them over to a correct appreciation of 
reality. He never wrote them off. The 
debate lasted two weeks, by which 
time they had all gone over to Lenin’s 
side and continued to play a leadership 
role in the Bolshevik Party.

According to Downing. “Trotsky 
says he alone could not have 
convinced the Bolshevik leadership of 
the need for … the actual insurrection 
in October”. But Trotsky did not even 
try. It was Lenin who argued that the 
time was right for an insurrection in 
October; and, after agreement was 
reached on October 16 (29), continued 
to write ferocious letters to the central 
committee, warning against delays. 
Trotsky did not openly disagree with 
Lenin, and later claimed that his 
views were identical. However, he 
was amongst those arguing for it to be 
delayed until the Second Congress of 
Soviets had taken place.

Downing is also wrong to say that 
Kamenev and Zinoviev, who had voted 
against the insurrection, “tried so hard 
to stop [it] by going to the Menshevik 
press to reveal the details to the police”. 
Yes, they revealed the unpublished 
decision in the Menshevik press, and 
Lenin condemned them as “blacklegs” 
for doing so and advocated their 
expulsion from the party; and, yes, this 
had the effect of warning the police 
that the Bolsheviks were planning an 
insurrection. However, this does not 
mean they revealed the plans in order 
to notify the police. They were not 
police informers. They had wobbled. 
Despite this, they took part in the 
insurrection and were later re-elected 
to leadership positions.

Trotsky did not “lead the actual 
revolution”. It was led by the 
Bolshevik Party, under the guidance 
of Lenin, who was able to maintain 
contact with the central committee 
whilst he was in hiding, through vital 
communication lines set up by Stalin. 
Chapter 40 of Trotsky’s self-serving 
History of the Russian Revolution 
shows that the military organisations 
of the Bolsheviks “appointed the 
commissars to the combat units of the 
Petrograd garrisons ‘for observation 
and leadership’”, “drew up the 
tactical plans for the conquest of 
Petrograd” and “carried out the more 
conspiritative undertakings”. They 
also “worked out the plans for the 
nocturnal assault” with the Petrograd 
Military Revolutionary Committee 
(plans which were then ratified by the 

central committee). Whilst Trotsky 
helped to “secure the backing of the 
Petrograd and Moscow soviets for 
the insurrection”, this was not “vital”, 
as Downing claims. Victory was 
achieved by the armed masses on the 
streets. The soviets were presented 
with a fait accompli. The working 
class would have taken power even if 
the class-collaborating petty bourgeois 
elements had carried the day in the 
congress.

Downing tacks on some poisonous 
anti-Soviet slander at the end of 
his letter against the August 1939 
Molotov-Ribbentrop pact by claiming 
that Molotov “defended fascism”. 
The Soviet leadership entered into 
the pact with Nazi Germany to buy 
itself enough time to shore up its own 
defences against a threatened Nazi 
invasion. It followed negotiations 
with Britain and France over military 
assistance to Poland in the event 
of German aggression. They failed 
because the imperialists refused to 
pledge mutual assistance to the Soviet 
Union. 

In the October 1939 speech slyly 
quoted out of context by Downing, 
Molotov was referring to the defeated 
Pilsudskiite-fascist ruling class of 
Poland, which he said had oppressed 
non-national minorities, when he 
spoke of “this ugly offspring of the 
Versailles treaty”. He did not criticise 
the German invasion of Poland 
in this speech, but any analysis of 
speeches made by Soviet leaders at 
that time would have to take account 
of the diplomatic language used to 
avoid breaking agreements. Molotov 
did, however, point correctly to the 
hypocrisy of British and French 
imperialist claims to be “fighting for 
‘democracy’” and the restoration 
of “old Poland”, whilst suppressing 
communists at home and oppressing 
the colonised nations overseas. He 
rightly argued that this was a war 
for the defence of empire against 
the competing claims of a resurgent 
German imperialism.

Trotsky got the entire epoch wrong. 
He endlessly attempted to undermine 
confidence in the Soviet Union by 
predicting bureaucratic disaster, from 
the New course in 1923 right up to The 
twin star: Hitler-Stalin (1940), where 
he predicted that the Soviet masses 
would turn against “the Kremlin 
bureaucracy” if it entered the war, a 
war it could not win, and argued that 
there was nothing to choose between 
Hitler and “Stalinism”.

History proved him wrong. 
Fascism was crushed by the Soviet 
workers’ state, led by its party and 
state leadership, and its defeat inspired 
socialist revolution worldwide. This 
does not lessen the wretched crimes, 
mistakes and distortions of Stalinism. 
A better understanding based on a 
higher level of Leninist struggle could 
have provided the leadership needed 
and avoided the damaging weaknesses 
of Stalinist leadership. However, there 
was no counterrevolution in 1929. If 
it already was a counterrevolutionary 
disaster, how does Downing explain 
the titanic Red Army victory in 
1945, and the events of 1989, when 
capitalism really was restored?
Phil Waincliffe
EPSR supporter, Leeds

Reinstate him
Labour Against the Witchhunt calls on 
Labour’s NEC to reject the allegations 
of anti-Semitism against Peter 
Gregson, condemns his suspension 
by the GMB trade union and calls for 
the immediate restoration of his full 
membership rights.

The principle ‘Guilty until proved 
innocent’ threatens the rights of all 
members, chills discussion, damages 
democracy and invites malicious 
complaints against political opponents. 
We prefer the principle of working 

class solidarity: ‘An injury to one is an 
injury to all.’

Except in the most extreme 
circumstances, disciplinary sanctions 
should not be applied until due process 
has been concluded. Where low-level 
sectionalist, nationalistic, xenophobic 
or racist ideas, including anti-Semitic 
ideas, are found in the workers’ 
movement, they are best countered 
by open discussion, patient education, 
inculcation of elementary class-
consciousness and by encouraging 
participation in joint struggles. The 
slogan ‘zero tolerance’ is ill-conceived 
and counterproductive.

We reject the International 
Holocaust Memorial Alliance’s 
unnecessarily complex, imprecise 
and self-contradictory definition of 
anti-Semitism, which conflates it with 
anti-Zionism. The IHRA definition, 
which has been adopted by both the 
Labour Party and the GMB, will no 
doubt be the basis of investigations 
into the allegations made against 
Peter. We prefer the Oxford English 
Dictionary definition, that anti-
Semitism is “hostility to or prejudice 
against Jews”.

Peter is clearly not anti-Semitic: he 
does not harbour hostility, prejudice, 
hatred or ill-intent towards Jewish 
people as Jews. He is a campaigner 
for Palestinian rights, against the racist 
ideology of Zionism and the apartheid 
system and practices of Israel.

The investigation into Peter arose 
because he organised a petition, with 
now over 700 signatories, declaring - 
using the clumsy and obscure IHRA 
wording - that “the existence of Israel 
is a racist endeavour”. But even Jon 
Lansman, the Zionist self-appointed 
chair of Momentum, conceded, 
in an October 14 email to Peter, 
that “declaring Israel to be a racist 
endeavour and challenging the NEC to 
expel him alongside others who signed 
a petition he launched may not be anti-
Semitic …” But Lansman continued: 
“… it is a deliberately provocative act 
which is most certainly prejudicial to 
the interests of the party and I therefore 
urge the general secretary to take the 
appropriate action against you.”

These are weasel words. 
“Provocative” acts are the stuff 
of political debate. Lansman is 
effectively calling for the silencing 
of support for the Palestinian struggle 
against Zionism and Israel’s apartheid.

We understand from Peter’s 
November 8 statement that his 
suspension by the GMB is motivated 
by former Labour NEC member and 
GMB official Rhea Wolfson - an 
open Zionist, a member of the Jewish 
Labour Movement and a supporter of 
Israel as a Jewish state.

The Israeli state is inherently racist. 
Under its July 2018 Nation-State Law, 
Israel is defined as “the nation-state 
of the Jewish people” and Palestinian 
citizens are explicitly declared not 
to have any national rights. In the 
West Bank and Gaza - territories 
occupied since 1967 - while Jewish 
settlers enjoy full democratic rights 
as Israeli citizens, Palestinians live 
under military rule with no democratic 
rights, because they are not Jewish.

Although Peter’s petition is a 
good idea, challenging Labour’s 
NEC to revoke its adoption of the 
IHRA definition, we cannot support 
it. Firstly, we disagree with some of 
its wording - eg, before it adopted the 
full IHRA definition on September 4, 
Labour did not allow “full freedom 
of speech on Israel”. On the contrary, 
the witch-hunt was in full flow long 
before that. Secondly, some of the 
formulations in Peter’s supporting 
documents internalise the racism of 
Zionist ideology, failing to distinguish 
clearly between the Zionist movement 
and the Jewish population, and 
attributing a non-existent collective 
political identity to “the Jews”: eg, 
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London Communist Forum
Sunday November 18, 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 (continued): ‘To “organise Social Democratic parliamentarism in 
Russia on a different basis”’.
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 November 20, 6.30pm: Series of talks on social and biological 
anthropology, Daryll Forde seminar room, Anthropology Building, 
14 Taviton Street, off Gordon Square, London WC1. This meeting: 
‘Woman’s biggest husband is the moon’. Speaker: Jerome Lewis.
Organised by Radical Anthropology Group: 
http://radicalanthropologygroup.org.
Enough is enough
Tuesday November 20, 5.30pm: March for education. Assemble 
Westminster Cathedral, Ashley Place, London SW1. March to 
department for education, followed by rally, 9-23 Emmanuel Centre, 
Marsham Street, London SW1.
Organised by National Education Union: https://neu.org.uk.
Capitalism’s greatest crisis?
Wednesday November 21, 7 pm: Meeting, first floor, Wellington pub, 
37 Bennetts Hill, Birmingham B2. ‘Austerity, militarism, creeping 
fascism, and climate catastrophe: is this capitalism’s greatest crisis?’ 
Speaker : Neil Faulkner.
Organised by Birmingham Socialist Discussion Group:
ser14@btinternet.com.
Fighting austerity
Saturday November 24, 10am to 4pm: Conference, Swarthmore 
Education Centre, 2-7 Woodhouse Square, Leeds LS3.
Organised by Leeds TUC: https://leedstuc.wordpress.com.
The gig economy and construction
Saturday November 24, 4pm: Public meeting, Brent Trades and 
Labour Hall (Apollo Club), 375 High Road, Willesden, London NW10.
Organised by Unite Grass Roots Left:
www.facebook.com/events/543498739431951.
Remember John Maclean
Sunday November 25, 1pm: Annual commemoration, Eastwood New 
Cemetery, Thornliebank Road, Glasgow G46. Orations, followed by 
march to Maclean Cairn, Shawbridge Arcade, and social, St Mary’s 
church hall, 150 Shawhill Road, Glasgow G43 (admission £5).
Organised by Scottish Republican Socialist Movement:
http://scottishrepublicans.myfreeforum.org.
Stop arming Saudi, stop bombing Yemen
Public meetings
King’s Cross, Tuesday November 27, 7pm:
Mander Hall, Hamilton House, Mabledon Place, London WC1.
Portsmouth, Tuesday November 27, 6.30pm:  
Richmond LT2, University of Portsmouth, Portland Street, Portsmouth PO1.
Norwich, Friday November 30, 7pm:  
Norwich Quaker Meeting House, Upper Goat Lane, Norwich NR2.
Organised by Stop the War Coalition: www.stopwar.org.uk.
Labour Against the Witchhunt
Tuesday November 27, 11am: Lobby of Labour Party NEC meeting, Labour 
HQ, 105 Victoria Street, London SW1. Bring witches’ costumes and banners.
Saturday December 1, 1pm to 4pm: Members meeting, London Welsh 
Centre, 157-163 Grays Inn Road, London WC1.
Saturday February 2, 10am to 5pm: LAW conference, venue to be confirmed.
Organised by Labour Against the Witchhunt: 
http://www.labouragainstthewitchhunt.org.
Britain is Broken
Wednesday November 28, 7pm: Launch conference, London Irish 
centre, 50-52 Camden Square, London NW1.
Organised by People’s Assembly Against Austerity:
www.facebook.com/events/1451954454938495.
Keep the guard on the train
Thursday November 29, 6pm: Public meeting, Britannia Adelphi 
Hotel, Ranelagh Place, Liverpool L3.
Organised by RMT: www.rmt.org.uk/home.
The long 1960s
Thursday November 29, 6.30pm: Discussion, Marchmont 
Community Centre, Marchmont Street, London WC1. ‘Revolution and 
counterrevolution in Iran’. Speaker: Torab Saleth.
Organised by Social Histories of Revolution:
https://socialhistories.wordpress.com.
Latin America 2018
Saturday December 1, 10am to 6.30pm (registration 9.15am): 
Conference, Congress House, 23-28 Great Russell Street, London 
WC1. Speakers include: Tariq Ali, Chris Williamson MP, Jon Lansman 
(Momentum), Lindsey German (Stop the War Coalition), Kate Hudson 
(CND), plus guests from Latin America. tickets £10 (£8).
Organised by Latin America Conference:
www.latinamericaconference.co.uk.
Economics of Brexit
Tuesday December 4, 7pm: Meeting, committee rooms 3-4, Council 
House, Victoria Square, Birmingham B1. Speaker: Michael Roberts.
Organised by Birmingham Socialist Discussion Group:
ser14@btinternet.com.
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.

“the Jews have so much leverage here 
[in the UK]”.

The witch-hunt against Corbyn 
and the Labour left is part of the 
huge, unprecedented campaign over 
recent years to equate anti-Zionism 
with anti-Semitism - hatched, crafted 
and skilfully promoted by the US 
right, the Israeli government and 
the UK establishment, designed to 
delegitimise criticism of Israel and 
to prepare public opinion for another 
imperialist war in the Middle East, 
after the disastrous 2003 invasion of 
Iraq.
Labour Against the Witchhunt
email

Global warming
I read with interest David Douglass’ 
response to David Harvey on climate 
change (Letters, November 8). It’s a 
change to read a sceptical (?) account 
from someone who is not a blithering 
idiot (Donald Trump, Sarah Palin), 
a fully paid-up agent of the energy 
companies (virtually all elected 
Republicans) or Nigel Lawson.

However, although comrade 
David has ranged far and wide over 
the science, I can’t help being more 
convinced by the massed ranks of 
climate scientists, along with the 
‘hockey stick’ correlation outlined in 
Michael Mann’s excellent book The 
hockey stick and the climate wars. 
David warns of a likely Ice Age in a 
thousand years’ time, but by then we 
might hope for a human society able 
to deal with it; after all, Cuba, for all 
its faults, is better able to prepare for, 
survive and recover from hurricanes 
than all of its neighbours - including 
the United States.

Meanwhile, we already have 
harsher hurricanes, longer and drier 
droughts, more and more widespread 
forest fires and - for instance, in the 
UK - more flooding. David and I 
may well be gone before the worst 
effects are felt, but I’m sure that we 
share a natural human empathy for the 
youngsters and children of today, as 
well as for their offspring in the future.

When I first started to notice 
environmental issues, about 30-odd 
years ago, I thought that the worst 
dangers facing us were soil erosion and 
species extinction. While I may have 
joined the herd in prioritising global 
warming, the situation of these two 
has clearly worsened and they are all 
intertwined. As David cites, we have 
“the ongoing mass destruction of the 
world’s forests” - perhaps the biggest 
contributor to all of the environmental 
problems we face.

David suggests carbon capture, 
but I’m afraid that this, like power 
from nuclear fission, is but a distant 
dream. There are, I believe, some 
more obvious remedies - there are too 
many cars and lorries, which a rational 
transport system could resolve; 
solar energy could provide power in 
many countries and where it doesn’t 
then insulation (non-flammable in 
a socialist society) would reduce 
demand significantly. I think we 
can agree that no sensible solutions 
to the major, myriad and growing 
environmental problems - warming, 
plastic, insect extinction, maritime 
extinction - will be found, while 
capitalism stalks the planet.
Jim Cook
Reading

Marx and art
Rex Dunn points out, correctly, the 
paucity of material left by Karl Marx 
on the subject of aesthetics (‘Marxism 
and aestheticism’, November 8). 
However, when the comrade writes 
about contemporary art and aesthetics, 
his observations omit important 
considerations. Rex writes that “the old 
community of interests ... is replaced 
by a depersonalising process”. That is 
true of the art world, as it is true of all 
cultural production under capitalism, 
but it needs qualifying. 

Artists practising under that 

“old community of interests”, from 
feudalism and to the Renaissance (ie, 
before the dominance of the capitalist 
mode of production), were beholden to 
their patrons, the church, monarchs or 
a powerful landed aristocracy. Artists 
were not free - in the communist 
sense - to create their art unshackled 
from the necessity of earning a living. 
Nevertheless, even in these conditions 
artists managed to produce works of 
art which are considered and admired 
for their aesthetic merit, such as 
Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel, his 
statue of David and Botticelli’s Birth 
of Venus. 

Comrade Dunn’s depiction of 
the contemporary art scene inverts 
reality. When he writes that the 
art object doubles up as exchange 
value, which “supersedes its intrinsic 
value” (what is “intrinsic value”?), 
he states a banality. The art object 
under capitalism usually circulates 
as a commodity, but this situation 
holds for the product of all cultural 
activity, be it a novel, a film, a play, 
a musical composition or an artwork. 
Rex cites some spikes in prices on the 
art market, as though these were the 
defining factors in art creation. They 
are not. The vast majority of practising, 
professional artists continue in their 
vocation without their work hitting 
media headlines over auction prices.

It’s curious that the comrade fails 
to mention the myriad movements 
and strategies that artists have 
undertaken in the last century to 
subvert commodification of their 
work. The Dada movement from the 
teens of the 20th century deliberately 
set out to destroy the fetishisation of 
the art market and to a large extent 
succeeded, insofar as few of their 
original artworks (or ‘Readymades’) 
survive today. Other radical 
movements include minimalism and 
conceptualism, of which Carl André’s 
rows of bricks’ at the Tate Gallery is 
a good example. In Italy, Arte Povera 
choose to use materials that would 
never have passed muster in any art 
academy. 

Despite a disparagement of Andy 
Warhol and irrespective of Warhol’s 
persona or his place in the art market, 

he was a radical artist. Some of his 
images are iconic in their critical 
commentary on the US, such as his 
Electric Chair or Disaster series. 
Warhol’s films eschewed the standard 
narrative structures of theatrical 
film - both Hollywood and so-called 
leftwing cinema. Warhol’s approach 
is far more materialist, insofar as it 
challenges the viewer to think through 
the process of making and consuming 
a cinematic experience. Then there 
is Picasso, notably his Guernica - 
emblematic artwork of the Spanish 
Civil War. When Guernica travelled to 
the UK in 1937 to raise funds for the 
struggling Spanish Republic, the price 
of entry at the Whitechapel Art Gallery 
was either a sum of money or a pair of 
workmen’s boots - the latter decision 
taken both to encourage working 
class visitors and to provide their used 
footwear for Republican armies. After 
the Whitechapel, Guernica travelled 
to Manchester, where it was nailed up 
on the wall of a car showroom and the 
exercise was repeated.

Comrade Dunn is right to point out 
that Marx and Engels were unreceptive 
to those worthy, but poorly executed, 
artworks or theatrical productions 
ostensibly dealing with political 
issues of class conflict. As he says, 
the missing element is the aesthetic 
dimension.

This remark might help elucidate 
Marx’ own reference to his first 
volume of Capital as an artistic 
production. It is a fine work of 
literature, as fine as one might find 
at the time for a publication dealing 
with political economy. Marx was 
more interested in the visual arts than 
in literature, if we go by his writings 
and remember that as a very young 
man he contemplated becoming an 
art critic. His choice of words appear 
to reflect this. Marx felt satisfaction 
that the careful gestation, crafted 
writing and hard work he had put 
into his publication (Rex highlights 
this with his quote from Jenny Marx) 
resulted in as fine a piece of cultural 
production as any art work. We could 
allow him that.
René Gimpel
email

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

Do what you can
A rather disappointing week for 

our fighting fund, I’m afraid. 
It was only a couple of last-
minute cheques that stopped us 
staring at one of the poorest seven 
days I can remember. Thanks go 
to comrades FC, who donated a 
timely £50, and TR, who threw 
in an extra £20, added to his 
subscription renewal.

Apart from that, things were not 
so good. Mind you, when it comes 
to standing orders, the second week 
of the month is always the worst, 
and this particular seven-day period 
brought us just £105 from SOs - 
thanks to BT (£50), NH (£30), DV 
(£20) and RP (£5). Finally there 
was one lone PayPal donation for 
£7 from comrade DB.

All in all, just £182 was added to 
the running total, which now stands 
at £565. With half the month gone, 
that doesn’t look good if we want 
to build on our October success, 
when we broke through the £2,000 
barrier, well and truly exceeding 
our £1,750 target.

We are now about to enter that 
part of the month where several 
large standing orders come our way, 
but will it be enough to compensate 
for two poor weeks? After all, 
with our printing problems not 
yet resolved, we could do with 

building up a little bit of a fallback 
in case things don’t quite work out.

Speaking of that, if you’re 
reading the printed version of 
the Weekly Worker, hopefully 
you’ll find the quality more than 
satisfactory. We’re looking to come 
to a permanent arrangement pretty 
soon, following the closure of our 
former printers. This week we’re 
trying out a second alternative.

Apologies for the fact that the 
printed version was a day late last 
week, by the way - although that 
was only indirectly connected with 
our printing problems. A software 
fault led to the loss of an edited 
article, which had to be partially 
rewritten. As a result of that delay 
we missed our time slot with the 
printers and they couldn’t fit us in 
until the next day.

Anyway, we could do without a 
big November shortfall, but we still 
need just short of £1,200 to reach 
our target. We need the second half 
of the month to be more than twice 
as good as the first. Please do what 
you can to help l

Robbie Rix

Fighting fund
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WAR

Sent to the slaughter
Remembrance Day reminds us that under capitalism peace is just the continuation of war by other 
means, writes Eddie Ford

At the weekend, the news was 
totally dominated by the 100th 
anniversary of the signing of 

the armistice between the Allies and 
Germany - even briefly pushing aside 
the near endless Brexit speculation. 
The terms of the armistice included 
the withdrawal of German forces to 
behind the Rhine, Allied occupation 
of the Rhineland and bridgeheads 
further east, the surrender of aircraft, 
warships and military material, 
eventual reparations, no release of 
German prisoners and no relaxation 
of the naval blockade of Germany. In 
other words, punishment terms.

The actual peace treaty, as 
opposed to the armistice, was not 
signed until June 28 1919 and took 
effect on January 10 1920 - ie, the 
infamous Treaty of Versailles, which 
enshrined the punishment. One of the 
most significant, and in many ways 
calamitous, provisions of the treaty 
required the defeated states to “accept 
the responsibility of Germany and 
her allies for causing all the loss and 
damage” - which became known as the 
War Guilt clause (article 231). Overall, 
the treaty demanded that Germany 
disarm, make ample territorial 
concessions, and pay reparations to 
certain countries that had formed the 
Entente powers - the total cost of these 
reparations was assessed in 1921 at 
132 billion marks (then $31.4 billion 
- roughly equivalent to $442 billion in 
2018 terms). Not for nothing has the 
Treaty of Versailles being regarded as 
a prime example of ‘victor’s justice’, 
or a “Carthaginian peace” - to use 
the words of John Maynard Keynes, 
a British delegate to the Paris Peace 
Conference - that would only prove to 
be totally counterproductive.

Hegemon
As we were constantly reminded by a 
stream of pundits and commentators, 
the suffering generated by the war 
was immense - almost too hard to 
comprehend. The total number of 
military deaths on the western and 
eastern fronts, and other battlefields, 
was nearly 20 million - whilst the 
civilian death toll was about eight 
million, six million of whom died 
of war-related famine and disease.1  

There were also about 23 million 
wounded military personnel, while 
around six million went missing, 
presumed dead. Disease, including 
the 1918 flu pandemic and deaths 
while held as prisoners of war, caused 
about one third of total military deaths 
for all belligerents.

But one thing our solemn 
presenters did not mention so much, 
if at all, was that in some senses 
the war continued, even as the ink 
was drying on the armistice paper 
- like in the Balkans, as the Austro-
Hungarian and Ottoman empires 
disintegrated. Needless to say, there 
were innumerable other minor wars 
and conflicts immediately post-World 
War 1 - like the third Anglo-Afghan 
War (1919), the Caco Revolt in Haiti 
(1918-20), the Waziristan campaign 
(1919-20) in the north-west frontier 
of India, and so on.

Thus the idea that it was ‘the war 
to end all wars’ rang hollow, even 
when the phrase was first used by 
Woodrow Wilson, or so it seems - 
though interestingly the Fabian HG 
Wells wrote a book in 1914 called The 
war what will end war arguing that 
only the defeat of German militarism 
could bring about such a result. On 
the other hand, David Lloyd George 
is reputed to have made the ironic 

comment: “This war, like the next 
war, is a war to end war.”

However, the mood of 
triumphalism, - especially in Britain 
and France - soon faded. By the late 
20s onwards it had became obvious to 
anyone with a brain that a new global 
conflict was going to happen. Before 
that, though, Marxists such as VI 
Lenin and Leon Trotsky wrote about 
the “inevitability” of a new world 
war. Trotsky thought that it might 
be between Britain and the US. That 
did not happen of course, except in 
alternative history novels, but Trotsky 
correctly located the essence of the 
coming World War II: it would not 
be about standing up for freedom and 
democracy, and nonsense like that, 
but rather a struggle as to who would 
become the new hegemon - British 
was in visible decline. But, as we 
know, the US did not make its move 
in the 1920s, instead, after World War 
I, it retreated into ‘splendid isolation’ 
- its time was to come later.

An editorial in a recent issue of 
the Financial Times says the war 
was “about a struggle for mastery 
between Germany and Russia” 
(November 10). This is clearly 
wrong. Anyone who looked at Russia 
in 1914 will not have seen a power on 
the rise, with the ability to dominate 
or even conquer Europe. Russia was 
visibly in crisis, and had been since 
the Crimean War - and by the 1890s 
it was widely recognised that the 
country was facing revolution: the 
old regime could not act any longer 
act as the bulwark of reaction, as it 
had done in the first half of the 19th 
century. Even then, it is worthwhile 
noting that Russia could only play 
that role thanks to British diplomatic 
backing and finance, enabling 
the tsar to operate as the main 
counterrevolutionary force in Europe.

When all is said and done, World 
War I was really about Germany trying 
to secure its domination of Europe in 
order to become the top dog - not only 

in Europe, but also to ‘have its place 
in the sun’ and build its own empire, 
which obviously meant replacing 
British imperialism as the new global 
hegemon. But what appears to have 
happened is that Britain manoeuvred 
Germany into a premature war, 
calculating that it could win with 
very little direct intervention by 
its own forces - believing that its 
alliance with Russia, on one side, 
and France, on the other, would make 
defeat inevitable for Germany, which 
would be unable to fight on two 
fronts. And indeed Germany thought 
the same too - hence the Blitzkrieg 
military strategy - knowing it did not 
have the economy or overall strength 
to fight a prolonged war. When 
the strike against France failed to 
force a surrender, the German high 
command knew it was going to lose 
- it was just a question of when and 
how. Unsurprisingly then, Germany 
offered peace on many occasions 
from late 1916 onwards - but Britain 
refused, as did France. They wanted 
to crush their enemy.

Continuation
In the end, however, there was British 
military intervention on a huge scale 
- millions dying in a dreadful war of 
attrition, the ‘strategy’ being simply 
to wear down the other side, no matter 
what the cost. Soldiers are disposable 
cannon-fodder - just keep sending 
them over the top. Of course, it was 
not just Britain, it had a huge global 
empire, from which it recruited over 
three million soldiers.2  Indian troops 
played an important role - not only 
on the western front, but also carving 
up the Ottoman empire in the east. 
Given the balance of forces, Germany 
did not have a chance of beating the 
Allies.

Regarding the armistice and all 
that, an atrocious article appeared 
in the Morning Star by Peter Frost 
- ‘Will you wear a poppy, be it red 
or white?’ (November 8). We are 

informed that “not everyone is happy 
to wear the red poppy”, as “some see 
them as glorifying war and militaristic 
thinking” - hence in 1933 the first 
white poppies appeared, worn mainly 
by members of the Cooperative 
Women’s Guild.

But comrade Frost advises: “if 
you do chose to wear a poppy - red or 
white or both - wear them with pride”. 
They are, after all, “about the respect 
each of us feels for those who paid the 
greatest price in the ongoing futility 
of war.” It is quite remarkable how the 
Morning Star, a supposedly leftwing 
publication, has utterly collapsed 
into the bourgeois consensus. True, 
the Star condemns the imperialist 
slaughter, but somehow imagines 
we can commemorate the victims by 
using the same symbol as Britain’s 
pro-war nationalists

But strict conformity is required 
during this period. Every TV presenter 
must wear a (red) poppy. Official BBC 
guidelines, for instance, reminds its 
staff that poppies “may be worn on 
screen from 06.00 Saturday October 
26 to 23.59 on Remembrance Day, 
Monday November 11” - purely 
voluntary, of course. The poppy 
police are forever vigilant. Quite 
surreally, almost like a David 
Cronenberg film, Jonathan Ross had 
one digitally superimposed on him 
during a transmission of Film 2003: 
a BBC spokesperson explained at the 
time that this was the “only way to 
ensure he was respectfully attired”. 
Similarly, in 2006 BBC presenter Huw 
Edwards - very prominent during the 
commemoration events - acquired a 
poppy halfway through a news bulletin 
following a complaint from a viewer. 
Alas, communists cannot imagine 
Jeremy Corbyn having the courage to 
defy that consensus and saying, ‘To 
hell with poppies’.

No-one can seriously deny that 
World War I was an imperialist war: 
it was the duty of all partisans of the 
working class to oppose it. That was 

certainly Lenin’s position, but he 
went further. Rather than resorting to 
pacifism or acts of individual protest, 
it was also your duty to turn the 
imperialist war into a revolutionary 
civil war - the main enemy is at home. 
This was a stance that the Second 
International had endorsed, although 
there were different interpretations as 
to how you do that - a general strike 
being one particularly popular idea. 
In the event, of course, the majority 
collapsed into separate forms of 
nationalism in 1914.

The comments made by various 
politicians who gathered in Belgium and 
France to mark the 100th anniversary 
were the usual mixture of fake history, 
hypocrisy, asininity and the sickly. 
The most interesting remark by far 
was by president Emmanuel Macron, 
who talked about the “re-emerging 
authoritarian powers” that were well-
armed on Europe’s borders, and 
“attempted attacks in cyberspace and 
interference in our democratic lives”. 
Therefore, he said, what is needed is a 
“real European army” - as “we have to 
protect ourselves with respect to China, 
Russia and even the United States of 
America” (my italics). Donald Trump 
responded, as usual, with an angry late-
night tweet, saying Macron’s comment 
was “very insulting.”

But what Macron was saying 
pointed to a real truth. Yesterday’s 
allies can very quickly become 
today’s enemy. The little spat between 
Trump and Macron underlines the 
point that under capitalism there is 
no real peace: just the continuation of 
war by other ‘peaceful’ means. It is 
all part of the same system, meaning 
that peace should never be considered 
the norm under capitalism l

eddie.ford@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1.https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/World_War_I_
casualties.
2.https://www.nam.ac.uk/explore/commonwealth-
and-first-world-war.
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Rewriting the constitution
As Trump gears up for 2020, Paul Demarty asks why America needs a president at all

As the post-election situation 
settles in, it is time to take 
stock of where things stand in 

the United States.
The immediate political situation is 

pretty clear. We are plunged headlong 
into the next electoral season already, 
and we know very well who will be 
the Republican nominee for president 
in 2020. Donald Trump’s replacement 
of Jeff Sessions as attorney general 
plainly raises the prospect of 
winding up Robert Mueller’s fishing 
expedition into the president’s 
cronies. No Republican senator or 
congressman will dare oppose it, 
after the Grand Old Party’s perfectly 
respectable midterm performance 
dispelled any idea that Trump is 
electoral kryptonite.

The Democrats, meanwhile, get a 
toehold in the American constitutional 
landscape. This is something of a 
relief after two years marginalised in 
both Congress and the White House, 
but it poses its own dilemmas. If they 
use the powers of the House to go in 
hard after Trump, they risk a backlash, 
just as the Republican hounding of 
Bill Clinton worked out in his favour 
in 1996; if they soft-pedal it, they 
risk alienating activists increasingly 
impatient with the political emptiness 
of the machine types, but with very 
inchoate alternatives at best for now.

Sharpening the knives of critique 
means looking at a wider canvas - 
both at Trump’s place in American 
history and America’s place in world 
history. In both cases, we must deal 
decisively with the one thing the 
USA has bequeathed to the world, of 
which more or less its whole political 
class is unambiguously proud - the 
constitution. Needless to say, from 
our point of view, the record is a 
little more complicated than that; and 
coming to terms with pax Trumpiana 
means confronting the historical 
reality that made it possible, as well 
as its obvious perversity.

What is Trump doing to 
America? We should start with the 
final significant controversy of 
the campaign. Trump declared his 
intention to suspend citizenship 
rights for babies born in the USA to 
illegal immigrant parents, and there 
was a great outcry. Not the least part 
of this outcry is the implication that 
Trump proposes, by executive order, 
to nullify a provision of the 14th 
amendment, which begins:

All persons born or naturalized 
in the United States, and subject 
to the jurisdiction thereof, are 
citizens of the United States and of 
the State wherein they reside. No 
State shall make or enforce any law 
which shall abridge the privileges 
or immunities of citizens of the 
United States; nor shall any State 
deprive any person of life, liberty 
or property without due process of 
law; nor deny to any person within 
its jurisdiction the equal protection 
of the laws.

This seems, at first blush, to rule out 
Trump’s scheme from the get-go. If 
you are born in the United States, you 
are a citizen, and that is that - this 
presumably augurs well for a tasteful 
resolution to this piece of demagogy. 
Yet there is a White House case to be 
made, which hinges on the meaning of 
the phrase “subject to the jurisdiction 
thereof”: intended to exclude foreign 
diplomatic staff and the like, it is 
now proposed that the children of 
undocumented migrants shall fall 
outside of such “jurisdiction” as well.

I make no claim to expertise in 

American jurisprudence; but say 
that the case is pretty watertight 
against Trump. It is nonetheless 
a fairly safe move for him. Either 
the case, pursued to the supreme 
court, is won there by a strenuous 
act of artificial reasoning on 
the part of its newly-minted 
conservative majority, setting an 
ominous precedent in the south-
west for immigrant communities 
and in Washington for ‘progressive’ 
lawmakers; or else he can wax 
further demagogic about the elites 
and their contempt for the ordinary 
(white) American working man.

14th amendment
It seems a little too much of a 
coincidence that it should be the 
14th amendment, of all the options, 
that so exercises America’s current 
commander in chief. For, though its 
citizenship definition has popped up 
in many immigration related cases 
in recent decades, we have to turn 
back exactly 150 years in history 
to meet the occasion of its passing. 
The purpose of the amendment 
was to stop the defeated southern 
states from nullifying the abolition 
of slavery. At that time, at the sharp 
end of reconstruction, this was 
no small matter. And, while only 
a qualified majority of states are 
required to assent to an amendment, 
the Republican government was 
not shy of coercion, and ratification 
was a condition of the readmission 
of a rebel state’s representatives in 
Congress.

The south regrettably succeeded, in 
the end, in breaking the resolution of 
the north in imposing reconstruction, 

and making a mockery of the 14th, and 
so began the Jim Crow era - the denial 
of elementary civil dignity to black 
Americans, lynchings and extreme 
exploitation. Our amendment, 
however, continued its picaresque 
course through history, surfacing 
through various immigration cases, 
and even in the landmark Roe v Wade 
(1973) that enshrined abortion rights, 
and 2015’s Obergefell v Hodges, 
which guaranteed the right of same-
sex couples to marry.

It is hardly surprising that Trump 
can raise a few snarls from the far 
right by going after it then. The neo-
confederates pass on racist folk tales 
of the indignities of reconstruction. 
Anti-migrant crusaders hate its 
implicit guarantees of citizenship. 
Evangelical culture warriors set their 
sights on Roe v Wade and Obergefell 
v Hodges. Yet things are stranger than 
that, for it surfaced improbably as the 
legal basis for corporate personhood 
in the service of railway robber 
barons in 1886 - a doctrine which 
more or less makes an overmoneyed 
mountebank like Trump possible in 
the first place, and which is highly 
controversial at every other layer of 
American society except its pliant 
juristocracy.

In this short legal document and the 
battles over its meaning, then, we find 
more or less the whole of American 
history in embryo. Back to its origins, 
a more small-R republican and 
democratic impulse did battle with 
an ‘English’ aristocratic conservatism 
- there were even plans to crown 
George Washington king. The slavery 
issue posed things more sharply yet, 
encumbering the infant republic with 

a commitment to denying humanity to 
many of its children. That could only 
be settled with a second revolutionary 
war, which pitched a motley army of 
radical exiles of the 1848 vintage and 
fire-breathing Protestant revivalists 
against the slaveholders and their 
‘poor white’ neighbours. Southern 
‘Jim Crow’ and the intensification 
of capitalist exploitation elsewhere 
frosted over the promise of the 1860s.

Over the course of all this 
history, the fundamental shape 
of the American constitution - its 
mechanical arrangement - has 
remained pretty consistent. And it, 
too, embodies this compromise. 
There is a very good reason why all 
the good stuff in the Bill of Rights - 
freedom of speech, arms, protection 
from warrantless search - is in the first 
tranche of amendments, not in the 
1789 document itself. Virulent anti-
democrats like Alexander Hamilton, 
latterly of Broadway stardom, did not 
want that kind of material in there, 
because they despised the mob. It was 
down to democratic anti-federalists 
to push the cause for a charter of 
fundamental citizens’ rights.

The result is a monstrous mish-mash. 
An elected king, called a president, 
emerges from a mathematically 
baffling process with extraordinary 
powers on the world stage and 
total discretion over government 
appointments. A legislature divided 
between approximately equally-sized 
constituencies in one house and two 
representatives per state in the other is 
destined for paralysis. A supreme court 
with members appointed by the above 
increases the inertia, yet spends most of 
its time discussing those fundamental 

rights laid out in the amendments.
It is the objective of American 

national chauvinism to make of this 
contradiction a smoothly-carved 
fetish called The Constitution. 
And there is something beautifully 
traditional about the whole thing. 
Perhaps it was to America Walter 
Bagehot looked when he discerned 
in the English constitution a 
“dignified” and an “efficient” part, 
for the division is almost comically 
clear. Amendments 1 through 10, 
plus your favoured seasoning of 
later ones, are the “dignified” part, 
in this case; it is they that are recited 
reverentially. The “efficient” part is 
what looks inefficient - the way in 
which popular initiative is frustrated 
by a separation of powers that hands 
the decisive instruments to the 
servants of the capitalist class - be 
they lawyers (the supreme court, 
Congress) or professional politicians 
(Congress, the presidency). The bare 
mathematics of the electoral system, 
meanwhile, favours small states over 
large, and country over town; thus 
an atomised mass is brought into 
being against the inherent tendency 
to political collectivity that obtains 
among the urban population and 
especially the urban proletariat.

Shouting
The result of such a contradictory 
process may be presented in 
schematic fashion as follows. The 
chauvinist backslapping intensifies; 
meanwhile, so does exploitation. The 
paralytic character of the constitution 
resists attempts to overthrow its worst 
features; its tendency to prevent free 
associations from arising, meanwhile, 
breeds impotent resentment. In 
response, there arise demagogues 
who promise to ‘drain the swamp’ and 
sweep away the corrupt elites. Only 
they can do it, of course. They cannot 
do so, however, since corruption is 
built into capitalist society, and in 
any case most of their number are 
quite as extravagantly corrupt as 
their supposed enemies (whoever can 
comrade Demarty mean?); perhaps 
the ‘sensible’ representatives of the 
establishment will scrape back in at 
next time of asking, and the merry 
cycle can repeat.

The way out, then, means leaving 
capitalism behind, and its humble 
and obedient servants. But it also 
means carving up its constitutions. 
The American left might profitably 
reacquaint itself with anti-federalism, 
with organised mistrust of judges, 
with small-R republicanism. In time, 
perhaps it might reconcile itself to the 
second amendment, which it tosses 
away in understandable revulsion at the 
multiplication of nihilistic massacres 
- with, however, no chance thereby of 
tackling the nihilism.

It must, above all, recognise that the 
‘separation of powers’ is no beautiful 
human achievement, but a calumny 
against democracy: an attempt - 
unfortunately successful - to politically 
expropriate the masses. The presidency 
must be abolished; the supreme court 
denuded of its right to nullify legislation 
and subjected to regular election; the 
Senate must be scrapped; and the House 
must become a proportional chamber, 
no longer the plaything of two corrupt, 
complacent machine-parties.

That would be an ‘amendment’ 
worth shouting about. But it is no 
more than the routine common sense 
of an earlier generation of American 
socialists, who had not yet been 
humbled by our lifetime of defeats l

paul.demarty@weeklyworker.co.uk
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UNISON

One rule for members ...
Tony Greenstein describes how his defence of Stan Keable, who was dismissed as a council housing 
officer under the ‘anti-Semitism’ purge, led to his own suspension

On March 26, as Labour’s 
local election campaign got 
underway, various Zionist 

organisations staged their first ever 
‘anti-racist’ demonstration, outside 
Parliament as part of the false anti-
Semitism campaign against Jeremy 
Corbyn.

A counter-demonstration was 
mounted by Jewish Voice for Labour, 
supported by Labour Against the 
Witchhunt and other groups. One of 
the demonstrators was Stan Keable, 
the secretary of LAW. Stan got into a 
conversation about the holocaust, in 
the course of which he stated that it 
was not only caused by anti-Semitism 
(a statement of the obvious - anti-
Semitism has existed long before 
the holocaust) and that the Zionist 
movement had collaborated with the 
Nazis in the period leading up to it.

Unknown to Stan, his conversation 
had secretly been recorded and before 
long it was on social media. This 
resulted in headlines in papers like 
the Evening Standard1  and the Jewish 
Chronicle.2  The next day local Tory 
MP Greg Hands sent out a tweet 
demanding action against Stan; and 
Steve Cowan, leader of Hammersmith 
and Fulham Council, where Stan was 
an employee, was only too happy to 
oblige. 

Stan was promptly suspended 
and in May I represented him at his 
disciplinary hearing, the result of 
which was that he was dismissed. As 
a lay representative from Brighton 
and Hove, I should not have had 
to represent him, but when Stan 
approached Unison’s London regional 
organiser, Steve Terry, for support he 
received none. Terry’s advice was that 

Stan should plead guilty. In a letter 
of May 8 Terry advised Stan: “... 
the course that you should take is to 
indicate that you regret any offence 
caused by your remarks and plead 
mitigating circumstances”.

A supporter of Progress, Terry 
should have declared a conflict of 
interest between his rightwing views 
and those of Stan Keable. His own 
prejudices rendered him incapable of 
seeing that there was only one issue: 
namely freedom of speech and the 
right of free assembly of workers - 
rights guaranteed under articles 10 
and 11 of the European Convention 
of Human Rights. Terry, however, is a 
typical Unison bureaucrat, completely 
incapable of comprehending such 
issues. 

The two main charges laid against 
Stan were:

1. That, in attending a counter-
demonstration outside the Houses 
of Parliament on March 26 2018, 
you knowingly increased the 
possibility of being challenged 
about your views and subsequently 
proceeded to express views that 
were in breach of the council’s 
Equality, Diversity and Inclusion 
policy and the council’s Code of 
Conduct (‘Working with integrity’ 
and ‘Working with the media’).
2. That you made inappropriate 
comments which were 
subsequently circulated on 
social media, which 
are deemed to 
be insensitive 
and likely to 
be offensive 

and potentially in breach of the 
Equality Act 2010 and/or the 
Council’s Equality, Diversity and 
Inclusion policy.

Steve Terry could find nothing wrong 
in disciplining workers for expressing 
their views. 

Clearly these charges were a 
threat to all workers. The idea that by 
‘causing offence’ Stan was guilty of a 
disciplinary matter is outrageous. The 
right to free speech is meaningless if 
all you have the right to do is to utter 
platitudes. Giving offence is integral 
to freedom of speech unless you are 
inciting people to racial or other forms 
of hatred (ie, hurting or insulting 
someone on the basis of an unalterable 
characteristic - age, disability, etc). 
Stan was doing none of these things. 
He was criticising Zionism.

My turn
Of course, Terry was unconcerned 
by such matters. It was not surprising 
that Terry, who is not used to criticism 
from members, complained about my 
comments regarding his behaviour 
to his boss, Maggie Ferncombe, 
the London regional secretary, with 
whom I had crossed swords when she 
was the South-East regional secretary.

As a result, on June 4 I was called 
to an investigation hearing conducted 
by two more officials, Gail Adams 
and Tony Jones, who is himself a 
Labour councillor in Reading. I have 

already published the interview,3  
the whole of which can be 

read4  or listened to.5 

Suffice to say that 
the outcome of the 
investigation was 

as I predicted.
On Monday October 8 I was called 

to a disciplinary hearing to face three 
charges:
1. That I had engaged in disrespectful 
or intimidating behaviour, or had 
exposed Steve Terry to ridicule, 
embarrassment or contempt and I had 
violated his dignity.
2. That I had not maintained strict 
confidentiality over the kangaroo 
court procedures adopted against me.
3. That I had broken, disobeyed, etc 
union rules.
Those hearing my case - Mark 
Fischer (chair), Linda Crowther 
and Maggie Cook of the national 
executive council - were clearly not 
happy with the fact that I had secretly 
recorded the investigation hearing.6  
Union bureaucrats and their servants 
are always happiest when they can 
operate in the dark, so the first thing 
that happened when we began was 
that everyone had to place their phone 
in a tray which was placed outside the 
room. Unfortunately this trick does 
not appear to have worked, as my 
phone had no difficulty picking up 
what took place and I have made the 
transcript available!7 

Presenting officer Gail Adams CBE 
was most offended by my suggestion 
that the hearing was a “stitch-up”. She 
emphasised that if I had argued that 
someone else had put my blog post up 
or had had access to my blog then she 
would have been more than willing to 
acquit me of the charges.

However, Gail entirely missed the 
point. It was not that I denied what I 
had said, but that I justified it as being 
necessary in the circumstances. The 
real crime in this case was not what 
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I had written about that miserable 
union bureaucrat, Steve Terry, but 
how he had treated a union member.

I demonstrated beyond all doubt 
that there is no redress for union 
members when they are sold out and 
betrayed by the union leadership. 
Back came the parroted response that 
I had broken “the rules” by subjecting 
Terry to ridicule, contempt, etc. I 
have to say that I have no respect for 
someone who is willing to sacrifice a 
union member’s right to free speech 
for the sake of the “rules”. To me 
Terry is contemptible. Certainly I had 
not intimidated him - how could I? 
By speaking on the phone? But then 
the charge is that I may have exposed 
Terry to “ridicule, embarrassment or 
contempt”. If the truth be told, then 
it is indeed ridiculous to behave as 
Terry did. He unfortunately shows 
no signs of being embarrassed and, 
as for contempt, surely that is the 
proper reaction to a union official 
and Labour councillor who betrays 
his membership? When it comes 
to violating his dignity, well, that 
assumes he had any to begin with.

The actual complaint was made 
by Maggie Ferncombe. Clearly this 
presented me with a problem, since 
the person whom I had allegedly 
affronted - Steve Terry - was not 
available for cross-examination. This 
is the basis of part of my appeal: 
I had apparently humiliated, etc 
someone who was not available to 
give evidence. Just imagine, in a court 
of law, if you are accused of insulting, 
intimidating, etc someone and then 
that person does not give evidence - 
but someone who talked to him does! 
This is Unison’s idea of justice.

Cross-examination
This is the relevant part of the cross-
examination:

TG: You made the complaint about 
me?
MF: I did.
TG: ... and yet the obvious thing 
would have been for him to have 
made the complaint, would it not?
MF: I can’t speak for Steve.
TG: But you spoke to him.
MF: I can’t speak for Steve whether 
it’s obvious or not for him to make 
a complaint. What I can say is that 
Steve raised it with me because 
of the subject matter. He believed 
that it was an issue that I needed 
to be aware of ... Most regional 
organisers will come to me if they 
think there’s an issue that the press 
may or may not be interested in, 
because we must be prepared to 
have a response. He raised it with 
me and I then read your blog and, 
once I had read your blog, that is 
when I decided I would make a 
complaint.
TG: Can you enlighten us as to 
why he did not make a complaint?
MF: I don’t know.
TG: You spoke to him, but you 
have no idea why. You did not ask 
him?
MF: No.
TG: You weren’t interested?
MF: No.
TG: You did not invite him to make 
a complaint?
MF: No.
TG: You did not think it was 
necessary for him to make a 
complaint?
MF: I think that was down to the 
member of staff.
TG: Clearly.
MF: I took my responsibilities as 
a senior manager of the region to 
determine that I didn’t think this 
was appropriate. I thought it was 
outside of our norms - fact.
TG: I realise that.
MF: And I took the decision to 
make the complaint. And in fact I 
informed Steve that I had made the 
complaint.
TG: But Steve had the right to 
make the complaint if he was 

aggrieved, did he not?
MF: All members of staff have the 
right to make a complaint.
TG: So you have no idea, on the 
basis of your relationship with 
him, why he chose not to make a 
complaint?
MF [after some considerable 
delay]: I can only say that it is 
highly, highly unusual in my 
experience for a member of staff to 
make a complaint about a member.
....
TG: What was the nature of your 
conversation with Steve Terry?
MF: I just explained that he said 
that there was an issue that was 
happening in that particular branch, 
regarding a member and that he 
was going to be advising and that 
he thought that I needed to be 
aware of it on the basis that it might 
attract interest from the press and 
therefore we might be contacted - 
as have most other of my regional 
organisers over the years, when 
there has been an issue going on 
with a member of the branch that 
the press might be interested in. So 
that we were prepared.
TG: The charges against me today 
are ... that I was disrespectful, 
intimidating, I exposed him to 
ridicule, embarrassment and 
contempt and it violated his 
dignity. If we go through those. 
Did he say that I disrespected him?
MF: I did not have a great deal of 
conversation regarding how Steve 
felt regarding the blog at all.
TG: So you weren’t curious as to 
how he felt?
MF: Steve didn’t offer how he felt 
when I had a conversation with 
him. Steve offered that there was 
an issue I needed to be aware of in 
one of our branches that I would 
need to be prepared for, should the 
media decide to ...
TG: Sorry, he didn’t come to you 
and say, ‘I’m feeling intimidated 
as a result of the behaviour of Mr 
Greenstein?’
MF: No.
TG: Did he say that he felt ridiculed 
or embarrassed or felt that I held 
him in contempt?
MF: No.
TG: Did he say that I had violated 
his dignity?
MF: No.
TG: So would you agree that these 
charges are entirely speculative? 
That they have no basis or 
foundation and are not the subject 
of an allegation?
MF: No, I don’t agree with that.
TG: But nonetheless he did not 
make any complaint as to this 
nature, did he?
MF: No, but the charges talk about 
conduct which may ... and I believe 
your conduct ...
TG: So it may have exposed him, 
but there is no evidence to suggest 
that it did expose him.
MF: Well, I haven’t really done an 
investigation into what ...

Protecting their own
The chair, Mark Fischer, who is 
part of the Prentis right wing of the 
union, was not happy with my cross-
examination. His favourite phrase 
was, “Let’s stick to the facts.” On 
one occasion I was forced to respond: 
“Well, I’m giving you the facts. You 
may not like them, but I can’t give 
you any others!”

Appendix 2 of the Unison rule 
book has been written with the express 
purpose of protecting unelected union 
officials from their own members. 
As I repeatedly emphasised during 
the hearing, there is no redress or 
accountability of union officials and 
that is the real crime in this case. 
But, of course, no charges were ever 
brought (or contemplated) against 
Terry, because the whole process was 
in the hands of Unison officials.

What my case demonstrates is 

the democratic deficit in Unison. It 
is not a leftwing union. In the past 
eight years, at a time of massive cuts 
in local government, it has failed to 
defend its members’ jobs, conditions 
or pay. Indeed the union officials have 
fought against any attempts to take 
action. Prentis is infamous for his 
lack of backbone. Despite the fact that 
Unison has good a policy on Palestine 
and supports Boycott, Divestment and 
Sanctions, it has also backed the false 
‘anti-Semitism’ campaign. 

It is ironic that the executive officer 
who was responsible for my case was 
Beth Bickerstaffe, the daughter-in-law 
of a previous general secretary, the late 
Rodney Bickerstaffe - and, before you 
ask, I am sure that the appointment 
process was open, transparent and 
fair! The irony lies in the fact that 
Rodney Bickerstaffe, who was a 
supporter of Palestine, when he spoke 
at an AGM of the Palestine Solidarity 
Campaign attacked the use of false 
accusations of anti-Semitism against 
PSC supporters. This understanding 
seems to have disappeared from his 
successors.

That is what the actions of Terry 
are about. He agrees fully with the 
idea that support for the Palestinians, 
and in particular criticism of Zionism, 
is ‘anti-Semitic’. That is why Stan 
was abandoned and that is why I was 
subject to a bogus ‘investigation’, the 
outcome of which was inevitable.

I was also charged with a breach 
of confidentiality and, although I 
was technically guilty, I argued that 
in order to bring the greater crime, 
Terry’s treachery, to light it was 
necessary to publicise his crimes. 
However, in the eyes of my accusers 
this defence carried no weight.

I made it clear that in the event of 
being found guilty, I had no intention 
of pleading mitigation, as I had done 
nothing wrong. I was sentenced to the 
maximum possible punishment (bar 
expulsion) - three years suspension 
with loss of membership rights.

By the way, my defence, that the 
principle conceded by Unison in the 
case of Stan Keable was going to be 
used by other councils to attack the 
rights of other workers has come to 
pass. Paul Jonson, a Dudley council 
officer, has just been suspended for 
attending a picket outside rightwing 
Labour MP Ian Austen’s office 
and putting a post on Facebook 
which described Israel as a “racist 
endeavour”.

Election rules
Compare this case with the breaking 
of rules which occurred during the 
2015 election for general secretary. 
The culprit was the London regional 
secretary, Linda Perks. Perks held 
a briefing for regional organisers at 
Unison’s Greater London office.8  
Those attending were paid Unison 
staff, attending in work time. 

In clear contravention of the 
election procedures, which instruct 
staff that they should not in work 
time “carry out any activities intended 
or likely to … affect the election or 
candidature of any person”, Perks 
gave detailed instructions to staff 
about campaigning for Prentis. She 
made it clear that she was speaking 
as a manager to staff by repeatedly 
referring them to regional managers.

“You clearly cannot be caught out 
saying ‘vote for Dave’,” she says, 
and warns staff to be careful that, if 
there are witnesses to conversations 
in which they are lobbying for Prentis, 
to be sure that they are “friendly 
witnesses”. She names the official in 
whose office Dave Prentis’s election 
leaflets will be kept, but advises staff 
not to mention this by email.

This was unequivocal evidence 
of the most blatant disregard for 
Unison rules on the part of the 
Greater London regional office. Paid 
officials joke about using the name 
of the regional convenor to justify 
distributing election leaflets for Dave 

Prentis - and about how to distract 
branches which they describe as part 
of “the opposition”. This is the same 
office that I came into conflict with.

The case eventually wound up 
when the Union Certification Officer 
confirmed that Unison had broken 
its election rules.9  In her ruling the 
assistant certification officer, Mary 
Stacey, found that

the union breached paragraph 51 
of the ‘General Secretary 2015 
Election Procedures’ ... in that 
the union’s funds, property and 
resources were impermissibly 
used to campaign for a particular 
candidate (Mr Dave Prentis) by 
reason of the following matters:

At a meeting of all Greater 
London regional staff held at 
Congress House at 2pm, October 
21 2015, during work time the 
regional secretary of the London 
region openly campaigned for Mr 
Prentis’s re-election for general 
secretary and directed her staff to 
campaign for Mr Prentis during 
working time, and was assisted 
and supported by her regional 
management team.

Stacey noted the “impermissible use 
of Unison resources by Ms Perks by 
using a workplace meeting during 
work time to promote Mr Prentis as 
a candidate and belittle all the others, 
and constitutes campaigning”, adding: 
“It is apparent from the transcript 
that Ms Perks knew that she was 
breaching Unison rules in the meeting 
and seeking to enlist the collusion of 
her staff.”

Stacey also concluded:

143. It is clear that leaflets in 
support of Mr Prentis were to 
be covertly stored at the Greater 
London regional office in breach 
of the election procedures. Ms 
Perks repeatedly tells her staff not 
to leave an email trail about using 
the Greater London regional office 
as a distribution hub for the leaflets 
....
145. In response to a question 
Ms Perks tells her staff that they 
should tell the members to lie 
about having received campaign 
material in support of Mr Prentis 
from full-time officers and instead: 
“‘They got them from the regional 
convener’ is all you need to tell 
them. ‘They got them from the 
regional convener or the regional 
convener team’ is perfectly fine,” 
she said ....
154. No matter how many times 
one rereads the transcript, the shock 
does not diminish. It is flagrant: 
Ms Perks’ tone is not just confident 
and swaggering in so openly 
breaking the rules, but chilling in 
its brazenness and demonstration 
of unchecked power.

Linda Perks was suspended, as it 
was an obvious and deliberate breach 
of the union’s election rules. It is 
difficult to think of a case that was 
more deserving of summary dismissal 
than this one. However, Ms Stacey 
found:

213. On the conclusion of the 
internal disciplinary process she 
was given a final written warning 
and received a disciplinary transfer 
away from the Greater London 
region. At the time of the hearing 
the applicants had assumed that, 
having been compulsorily moved 
away from the Greater London 
region, she would now be based 
in another part of the country. It 
emerged during the hearing that 
she had moved to the union’s 
newly refurbished head office 
approximately half a mile from 
the London regional office, 
retaining her grade and status. 
There was no evidence as to her 
job title or job description at the 

hearing ....
... Ms Perks now has the title of 

national secretary and is engaged 
on “strategic projects”.

In other words, the whole affair was 
carried out with a nod and a wink. 
What obviously happened was that 
Linda Perks agreed to a disciplinary 
process whereby it was guaranteed 
that she would not be dismissed and 
nor would she suffer any financial or 
other penalty. This is the contempt 
union rules are held in when those 
who make them break them.

Initially Unison’s officials and 
Prentis even denied that the tape 
recording of the meeting was 
genuine. They alleged it had been 
“tampered with”. But Mary Stacey 
found: “The president’s email is ... a 
classic example of an attempt by the 
victors to write the history (regardless 
of accuracy) and denigrate those 
whom they see as their vanquished 
adversaries.”

Unfortunately Ms Stacey went 
on to find that, because there was 
no proof that similar behaviour had 
occurred outside London, the result 
should stand. This was an amazing 
position to take. If there has been 
a flagrant breach of election rules8 
in one part of the country, then that 
should have resulted in an inexorable 
inference that the whole election was 
corrupt.

Stacey’s finding over the ‘penalty’ 
that Perks suffered is damning and 
shows the utter cynicism of Unison’s 
officials when those breaching the 
rules happen to be those in control of 
the union.

257. ... the disciplinary sanction 
applied to the Greater London 
regional secretary for her actions ... 
is revealing. She has remained an 
employee at the same pay, seniority 
and level ... Although she has 
received a final written warning, ... 
she remains a very senior employee 
enjoying all the fruits of high 
office and long service, based in 
the union’s prestigious head office, 
working on undefined “strategic” 
projects. Remarkable clemency 
and lenience in the circumstances 
and perhaps not a deterrent penalty 
to décourager les autres ....
295. The subsequent leisurely 
disciplinary proceedings of Ms 
Perks and outcome do not inspire 
confidence or serve as a deterrent 
to future overzealous paid officials. 
Some might think the move to 
national secretary in head office 
on unspecified strategic projects, 
retaining all pay and benefits, 
represents reward rather than 
punishment ...

In September Perks retired from her 
position in Unison. At her retirement 
function Dave Prentis spoke 
about the debt that he felt to her: 
“Absolutely packed house to thank 
Linda Perks, one of our longest-
serving regional secretaries. We will 
all miss her.”10  For once Prentis was 
telling the truth. He will certainly 
miss his faithful Perks l
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Support the Socialist View slate
Peter Manson looks at the rift that has opened up in the Left Unity faction of PCS

T he Public and Commercial 
Services union is currently 
seeing a battle between two 

rival leftwing groupings - both of 
which heavily feature members of 
the Socialist Party in England and 
Wales.

SPEW has so far been the 
dominant bloc in PCS Left Unity, 
to which general secretary Mark 
Serwotka belongs. Left Unity was 
the driving force in the successful 
campaign to replace the former 
rightwing PCS leadership and put 
the left firmly in control of the union. 
It is also supported by other left 
groups, such as the Socialist Workers 
Party and Socialist Appeal, as well as 
many unattached individuals.

But now Left Unity is itself deeply 
divided between, it seems, on the one 
hand, the SPEW majority and, on 
the other, just about everybody else, 
including some SPEW dissidents. 
Things seem to have blown up after 
a clash between comrade Serwotka 
and his number two, assistant 
general secretary Chris Baugh - a 
leading SPEW comrade. The latter 
contended that he should have been 
promoted to acting general secretary 
when Serwotka was out of action 
in 2016-17 as a result of a heart 
transplant, but allegedly the general 
secretary’s duties were devolved 
to unelected full-timers instead. 
According to Hannah Sell, SPEW 
deputy general secretary, “It is clear 
to any disinterested observer that 
there have been attempts to sideline 
Chris.”1 

Serwotka
And now Serwotka wants comrade 
Baugh out - to be replaced by the 
union’s current president, Janice 
Godrich, who also happens to be a 
SPEW member. The next elections 
are not until next year, but the 
process is underway within Left 
Unity to nominate an agreed LU 
candidate. Baugh has occupied the 
post since 2004, following the defeat 
of the right a few years earlier. He 
is, needless to say, supported by 
SPEW’s PCS caucus and SPEW’s 
leadership.

In parallel with this, Left Unity 
must also decide on a new candidate 
for PCS president. As with the main 
battle, it has two SPEW comrades to 
choose between - Marion Lloyd, the 
official SPEW nominee, and Fran 
Heathcote, who is in the Serwotka-
Godrich camp. There is also an 
election for three vice-presidents, 
and Socialist View - the faction 
uniting Serwotka and Godrich - is 
putting forward a full slate. Martin 
Cavanagh, Zita Holbourne and 
Kevin McHugh have reportedly done 
well in gaining nominations, winning 
clear majorities in Scotland, Wales 
and Northern Ireland. SPEW won in 
London by 18 votes to eight.

So what on earth is all this about? 
To be honest, it is very difficult to get 
to the bottom of it, especially if you 
go by the statements issued by the two 
sides. On the face of it there appear 
to be no differences of principle - 
only tactical questions, relating, for 
example, to the PCS failure to reach 
the government’s 50% threshold for 
strike action over pay earlier this 
year and how the matter should be 
approached now. (While a huge 85% 
of those who took part in the 2018 
ballot were for industrial action, only 
41% of the membership bothered 
to vote at all.) SPEW claims that 
the Serwotka camp has resorted to 
unspecified “slurs” against comrade 
Baugh.

The Socialist View faction 
published a ‘Letter to PCS Left Unity 
members from Mark Serwotka’ last 
week (November 6). In this he poses 
a very pertinent question: “Some 
comrades have asked why an election 
is needed; why are we supporting 
Janice in seeking a change in AGS?” 
But unfortunately his response is 
less than precise: “The answer is 
that, when the situation we face is as 
hard as it is now, the leadership of 
the union is tested like never before.” 

He then goes on to state:

Janice’s opponents have made a 
number of contradictory claims 
about the election. On the one 
hand, they say it is a matter of 
a clash of personalities, and, on 
the other, it is a matter of the 
union’s leadership becoming 
undemocratic. In doing so they 
are attempting to hide the fact that 
they have campaigned against our 
agreed policy on serious matters 
of strategy and policy.2

Apparently these “serious matters” 
amount to the Baugh camp failing 
to adhere to the union’s “new 
policy of prioritising organising 
in the workplace”. Rather, “They 
have argued for full-time officers 
to be deployed on bargaining with 
employers, instead of assisting 
branches to recruit members and 
build workplace organisation.” The 
two are hardly incompatible, I would 
have thought.

Last week’s article in The Socialist 
is headed: “Back Chris Baugh 
and Marion Lloyd for a fighting, 
democratic, lay-led union” (my 
emphasis).3  The implication is clear: 
under Serwotka’s leadership there 
has been too much bureaucratic, 
top-down control (although 
SPEW certainly does not spell 
out such an accusation). 
Nevertheless, in response 
to this, comrade Godrich 
insists that PCS must 
“ensure we continue to 
be a lay-led union and 
increase membership 
democracy wherever 
possible”.4 

Then there is 
the question of 
the wages 

paid to the union’s national officers. 
Comrade Godrich writes: “If elected, 
I pledge to only take an average 
worker’s wage” - to which an article 
on the Socialist Appeal website adds: 
“something which Chris Baugh has 
unfortunately refused to do”.5 

SPEW is, of course, itself 
committed to such a policy, but 
comrade Baugh’s own commitment 
is rather more vague. He writes: 
“I have kept my promise to repay 
part of my salary into union funds 
and various labour movement and 
environmental causes.”

Nevertheless, he is defended by 
comrade Sell, who states:

In a woeful attempt to denigrate 
Chris’s record, the SV authors 
write: “Chris doesn’t take 
the average wage of a skilled 
worker”, and add that Janice has 
committed to do so. They and 
Janice turn their fire on Chris, but 
what demands have they made on 
Mark Serwotka?

When Chris first stood for 
AGS he pledged to move to 
London, relocating his family 
at considerable expense and 
upheaval, in order to be based in 
the union HQ and be able to do 
his job effectively. Despite the 
financial demands of relocating, 
he pledged in his election 
address - with the agreement of 
other Socialist Party members, 
including Janice Godrich - 
to repay part of his salary to 
union funds and make regular 
donations to strikes and labour 
movement causes in Britain 
and internationally. Chris has 
consistently met that pledge.

A debate over this 
question is long 

overdue in the 
trade union 

movement, and it is pleasing that 
both sides are prioritising it. But it 
has to be said that, going by what 
both he and comrade Sell state, 
Baugh’s commitment seems to be 
rather vaguer than to “the average 
wage of a skilled worker”.

Labour
It is clear that the main bone of 
contention has little or nothing to 
do with any of the above. Rather 
it concerns the Labour Party 
and comrade Serwotka’s desire 
to secure the PCS’s eventual 
affiliation. That is certainly why we 
back the Socialist View slate. It is 
not that Socialist View has got clear 
principles and fully worked out 
perspectives. Here it is woefully 
lacking. But what is involved is a 
struggle to control PCS ... and a 
victory for Socialist View would 
strengthen the position of Serwotka 
and those fighting for Labour Party 
affiliation.

Here SPEW is unmistakably 
part of the problem. It claims it 
is 100% behind the campaign to 
transform Labour into a “workers’ 
party” by defeating and driving 
out the Blairite right. However, the 
proof of the pudding is in the eating. 
SPEW insists that PCS and other 
non-affiliated unions such as RMT 
should stay out - until the battle 
inside the Labour Party has been 
won without its help. Indeed, SPEW 
took the leading in trying to get 
Unite to disaffiliate from the Labour 
Party!

Incapable of recognising her own 
hypocrisy, omrade Sell states:

Unfortunately, in our view, Mark 
has tended to limit his position 
to supporting Jeremy Corbyn 
and Momentum … and has not 
campaigned for PCS to play an 
independent role in fighting to 
transform the Labour Party - as 
we have argued for. Criticising 
Blairites in general is not the 
same as actively fighting for a 
programme to get them out of the 
Labour Party.

Obviously “fighting to transform the 
Labour Party” must be done from as 
far away as possible.

According to The Socialist, 
“On political representation, we 
support the election of a Corbyn-
led anti-austerity government, but 
with PCS maintaining its political 
independence” (my emphasis).6  A 
couple of weeks later, in restating 
its support for Baugh’s candidacy 
for assistant general secretary, it 
declared: “Rather than unconditional 
support for Labour, the Chris4AGS 
campaign stands for the continued 
political independence of PCS while 
working with Labour to ensure it 

implements the promises it has 
given the union.”7 

Then there is this:

Our political strategy should be 
based on the implementation 
of union policy to support 
politicians who support us. 
This means working with 
the Labour leadership and 
parliamentary groups across 
the UK in support of PCS 
campaigns and policies. We 
need a Labour government led 
by Jeremy Corbyn to enact a 
shared and radical programme 
in members’ and workers’ 
interests.8

This clearly means that, 

because the Parliamentary Labour 
Party, Labour councils and the party 
machine are still dominated by the 
right, we must stand aside.

And what about the need to 
maintain the union’s “political 
independence”? Such a statement 
could have been drafted by the 
right. After all, the bourgeoisie, 
especially its most reactionary 
sections, have long insisted that 
trade unions should stick to 
defending their members’ interests 
in the workplace and keep out of 
politics. And, when it comes to the 
civil service, for more than 90 years 
its unions have been legally barred 
from any political affiliation.

The Civil Service Clerical 
Association,9 formed in 1921, was 
banned from affiliating to either 
Labour or even the TUC by the 
Trade Disputes and Trade Unions 
Act 1927.  While the TUC ban was 
eventually removed, the clause 
on political affiliation remains in 
place - something that should now 
be opposed more vigorously than 
ever. In this context, it is shameful 
to advocate continued “political 
independence”.

As for comrade Serwotka, he 
writes:

Janice’s opponents have put 
forward a dishonest argument 
against affiliation to Labour, 
which nobody is proposing. 
They have put their own political 
position before our agreed policy 
and argued that preconditions 
should be set on our policy of 
campaigning for the election 
of a Corbyn and McDonnell 
government ... Working against 
the policy in the way Janice’s 
opponents have done is not only 
undemocratic, but would make it 
less likely that Corbyn wins the 
next general election.

Once again, this is all rather vague. 
Serwotka should state openly that he 
is for the repeal of the 1927 act and 
for PCS affiliation.

As for comrades Godrich and 
Heathcote, I do not know if they share 
Serwotka’s desire for affiliation to 
Labour. Comrade Sell says, “They 
have not formally resigned from 
the Socialist Party”. She goes on to 
add that clearly “they no longer see 
themselves as part of our party”.

Well, firstly, why should they 
resign? It is, in fact, excellent that 
they have openly rebelled and helped 
launch the Socialist View website. 
Comrade Sell thinks they have put 
themselves outside SPEW. If so, 
why has her central committee taken 
no action against them? Whatever 
happened to democratic centralism? 
Or what Peter Taaffe, SPEW general 
secretary, calls ‘democratic unity’? 
Well it seem only to apply to rank-
and-file SPEW members. Not union 
presidents l

peter.manson@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1. www.socialistparty.org.uk/articles/27940 
(September 13).
2. https://socialistview985237313.wordpress.
com/2018/11/06/letter-to-pcs-left-unity-members-
from-mark-serwotka.
3. The Socialist October 17.
4. My emphasis - Socialist View: https://socialist-
view985237313.wordpress.com.
5. www.socialist.net/pcs-left-prepare-to-select-
their-candidate.htm.
6. The Socialist October 17.
7. The Socialist October 31.
8. The Socialist November 7.
9. The CSCA was renamed the Civil and Public 
Services Association in 1969 and was the leading 
force in the formation of PCS in 1998.Now a Labour Party member



9weekly worker 1227 November 15 2018

CLIMATE

Environmental crisis is real
We cannot prevent climate disaster by denying the existence of the problem, argues Daniel Harvey

In last week’s Weekly Worker 
David Douglass took issue with 
my letter on climate change 

(November 1) and presented a whole 
array of claims, which unfortunately 
are typical of those that deny the 
reality of global warming (Letters, 
November 8). Often this means 
the issues are obfuscated in a 
cloud of cherry-picked data points 
and misrepresented findings, by 
confusing and conflating different 
elements in the climate system. 
Climate changes cannot just be 
dismissed as things that come and 
go. They have concrete causes and 
serious effects on the biosphere - 
and now on human society as well.

Untangling this can be time-
consuming, which is exactly why 
this confusion on the basics of 
climate change is promoted by the 
fossil fuel industry and its lobbies. 
It is only necessary to point out that 
the overwhelming consensus of 
climate scientists is that the Earth is 
warming because of the increasing 
concentrations of carbon dioxide 
(CO2) and other greenhouse gases in 
the atmosphere. The disagreement 
within the scientific community on 
this now, if there is one, is between 
the majority, who have been saying 
for 40 years that we need to take 
immediate action to cut greenhouse 
gas emissions, and a minority, which 
says it might be too late, as feedback 
mechanisms take the matter out of 
human hands altogether.

Over the last 500 million years, 
Earth’s climate has varied greatly. 
As comrade David points out, in 
the past - in fact, for the majority of 
this time - the climate was hotter, 
much hotter, than today. Except for 
a couple of interruptions, throughout 
most of the Mesozoic era global 
mean temperatures were at a stable 
and balmy 22˚. The concentration 
of CO2 in the atmosphere was about 
1,700-1,900 parts per million (ppm), 
or six or seven times pre-industrial 
levels. The Antarctic may have been 
a “tropical paradise”, as David says, 
or just ice-free, but the interiors of 
the large continents were also baked 
with so much heat that they were very 
hostile places to most life. Warm-
blooded mammals did not fare well 
in this environment, and were largely 
limited to nocturnal rodents.

Toward the end of the Cretaceous 
period, and after, the high levels 
of CO2 were sequestered into the 
ground as dead vegetation, which 
has been compacted under earth 
and rock and become coal, oil and 
gas. Since the start of the industrial 
revolution, capitalists seized on this 
as a source of cheap energy and, 
like kids in the proverbial candy 
shop, have been raiding it, digging 
it up and burning it - returning it to 
the atmosphere. The use of fossil 
fuels was a locus in capitalists’ 
competition with each other, as well 
as their perennial struggle against 
workers. Coal was instrumental in 
the process of concentrating labour 
in large cities, where it was possible 
to maximise the advantage of capital 
against labour in the competition for 
work. In the present, the capitalist 
economy is totally dependent on 
fossil fuels, emitting 42 billion metric 
tons annually of CO2 equivalent, 
including emissions of much more 
powerful gases like methane and 
nitrous oxide.

In the last 800,000 years - the 
time scientists can measure most 
accurately, using ice core samples - 
it is true that climate has oscillated 
in very regular intervals. This 
means that temperatures have gone 

up and down between glacial and 
interglacial periods, over periods 
of tens of thousands of years. 
Atmospheric CO2, which closely 
tracks temperature, has moved 
gently up and down between 180 
and 280ppm. These are the changes 
which can be tracked back to 
the things David mentions: solar 
activity, the wobble in the Earth’s 
orbit, and its changing axial tilt. 
They have nothing to do with the 
dramatic loss of sea ice in the Arctic 
observed since 1979 or the increases 
in global temperature since the 
start of industrialisation. If you plot 
the changes over the last several 
hundred thousand years, then they 
show something like a very natural 
heartbeat, but if you include the last 
two centuries, it is more like the 
patient going into cardiac arrest.

Some of the greatest mass 
extinction events in Earth’s history 
are linked to rapid warming. When 
the climate shifts from a cool setting 
to a ‘hothouse’, most animals and 
vegetation do not have the time to 
adapt. This was true of the Permian 
mass extinction, where temperatures 
increased by about 8˚ over the course 
of about 60,000 years. It is thought 
this involved large releases of carbon 
from a protracted period of volcanism. 
Over the millennia, oceans increased 
in temperature and acidity, causing 
about 96% of marine life to die out. 
The oceans then became anoxic, 
releasing hydrogen sulphide over the 
land, as well as deposits of methane 
from clathrates on the sea floor, 
causing a second burst of warming. 
In some areas biodiversity took about 
10 million years to recover.

But the carbon release and heating 
from burning fossil fuels may be 

taking place about 300 times faster in 
practice. One of the leading climate 
models shows that we could get most 
of the way to similar temperature rises 
- 5.9˚ by 2100, with a 93% chance of 
being above 4˚ - if emissions remain 
on their current trajectory. Confusing 
this with the regular and gradual 
changes of the recent geologic past 
is almost like confusing Jurassic Park 
with a petting zoo.

Effects
Now we can measure the real world 
effects of global warming. In a paper 
in Nature by Dr Ken Caldeira and Dr 
Patrick Brown, it was shown that the 
climate models predicting the most 
warming were the best at simulating 
past real weather patterns.1  In 
terms of emissions we are still on 
the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change’s ‘business as 
usual’ Representation Concentration 
Pathway of 8.5 watts per square 
metre (RCP 8.5).

And we may be deeper into this 
crisis than we think. Through the 
burning of fossil fuels, use of low-
quality coal and aviation emissions, 
we have been masking the effects 
of surface warming through the 
emission of sulphates that reflect 
solar radiation back into space. A 
paper by James Hansen et al in 2011 
shows this aerosol masking may be 
hiding up to half of the temperature 
increase so far.2 The burst in warming 
in the northern hemisphere and 
Arctic circle has coincided with a 
lot of measures taken in developed 
countries since the 1970s to cut some 
of this particulate pollution out of the 
atmosphere. When they are removed 
entirely, as was pointed out in the 
paper, “the Faustian payment will 

come due”.
The CO2 concentrations in the 

atmosphere today are at 407ppm. 
In the mid-Pliocene period three 
million years ago, atmospheric CO2 
levels were similar to today, and 
temperatures were 2-3˚ higher than 
the pre-industrial level. Within a 
matter of a few decades CO2 may 
be between 550 and 600ppm. So 
we are rapidly moving out of the 
stable equilibrium to which humans 
and most animal and plant life 
are acclimatised. The transition to 
agriculture for humans was only 
possible because of this stable 
environment.

At the same time, there seems to be 
a domino effect in the environment, 
as interlocking parts of the climate 
system break down. According to 
the recent survey by the World Wide 
Fund for Nature (WWF), involving 
59 leading scientists, we have 
already lost 60% of the population 
of vertebrate animals since 1970.3  
Even insect declines in the order of 
75% have been recorded in some 
places. Plankton in the oceans has 
fallen by 40% since 1950, and we are 
seeing the spread of oceanic ‘dead 
zones’. The Amazon rainforest has 
experienced three ‘once in a century’ 
droughts - in 2005, 2010 and 2015-
16 - as well as ‘ordinary’ droughts in 
2007 and 2012.

The problem with taking a blasé 
attitude to climate change is that 
we live in a world of seven billion 
people - soon to be eight or nine 
billion. Between now and 2040, it is 
believed that we will need to produce 
50% more food to accommodate 
this, as well as the changing diets in 
middle-income countries. This will 
mean increasing production from an 

already overstretched food system. 
We will have to do it in a much more 
unpredictable climate, with extended 
droughts, changing precipitation 
patterns, declining aquifers, 
widespread desertification, salt-water 
intrusion of land in coastal areas, 
and a rapid drop in the numbers of 
pollinating insects. A widely reported 
study of these effects by a team at 
Anglia Ruskin University showed a 
breakdown of the food system was 
likely, unless serious remedial action 
was taken.4 

With a massive technological 
effort, it may well be possible, as 
David says, to overcome this level 
of crisis, but it may not be possible 
to adapt to a full-blown ‘sixth mass 
extinction event’ that is indicated 
beyond this in the models. It is also 
becoming clear that the capitalist 
‘solution’ to such a mass extinction 
event is predicated on the assumption 
that the victims - primarily the 
world’s poor at first - are expendable. 
As Jared Diamond has elucidated, 
the collapse of complex societies is 
often a result of wealthy elites feeling 
they can insulate themselves from the 
effects of their decision-making.5 

Such an environmental crisis is 
intrinsically linked to capitalism - 
which makes the need to supersede 
the current profit-based system in 
favour of production for need more 
critical than ever l

Notes
1. www.nature.com/articles/nature24672.
2. https://pubs.giss.nasa.gov/abs/ha06510a.html.
3. https://c402277.ssl.cf1.rackcdn.com/publica-
tions/1187/files/original/LPR2018_Full_Report_
Spreads.pdf?1540487589
4. www.anglia.ac.uk/news/report-shows-vulnera-
bility-of-global-food-system.
5. www.ted.com/talks/jared_diamond_on_why_
societies_collapse.
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Anti-Zionism and self-censorship
The witch-hunt against Jeremy Corbyn and the left is still in full swing - and spreading across society, 
reports Carla Roberts of Labour Party Marxists

Who would have thought we 
would ever be relieved to 
read an attack on Jeremy 

Corbyn? We are talking about the 
recent uproar over his “scruffy” 
attire on Remembrance Sunday - 
where he, would you believe it, 
wore a jacket with a hood! This kind 
of low-level bad publicity looks as 
quaint as the “donkey jacket” that 
then Labour leader Michael Foot 
was wearing in 1981 (and which 
turned out to be a £250 coat from 
Harrods). There are even rumours 
that Corbyn wore it on purpose - 
perhaps to get some kind of short 
reprieve from the far more serious, 
political campaign against him and 
the Labour left.

Alas, it did not last long. Just in 
the last couple of weeks, the witch-
hunt against Corbyn and the left has 
been ratcheted up:
l Scotland Yard launched a well-
publicised investigation against 
some members of the Labour Party 
for alleged anti-Semitic comments.
l Chris Williamson MP was 
de-invited by Sheffield Labour 
Students after complaints by the 
Jewish Student Society that he was 
“encouraging a culture of anti-
Semitism”.
l Most bourgeois newspapers 
breathlessly reported that a Labour 
Party branch in Stockton-on-
Tees “voted down a motion on 
the Pittsburgh synagogue attack”, 
because “there was too much 
focus on ‘anti-Semitism this, anti-
Semitism that’”.1  Far from being 
voted down by the left (which all 
the articles imply), this was actually 
opposed by the ‘moderates’ - 
perhaps because they resented the 
idea in the same motion that there 
was a need for ‘anti-Semitism 
training’, which the mover had 

previously suggested should be 
delivered by the Zionist Jewish 
Labour Movement. Incredibly, the 
proposer of the motion thought it 
was a good idea to publicise his 
branch’s non-adoption far and wide. 
Of course, the right jumped on it 
and predictably used it to batter 
Corbyn some more. The technical 
term here is ‘useful idiot’.
l The Labour Party’s national 
constitutional committee has just 
expelled Mike Sivier (see below) 
- apparently explaining that their 
lack of evidence against him were 
“technicalities” and that “it’s about 
the impact in the public domain” 
and “about perception … It’s about 
how this is perceived by the Jewish 
community.” 2

l Scottish Labour Party member 
Peter Gregson is under investigation 
for producing a petition that states: 
“Israel is a racist endeavour.”3 

l A council worker in Dudley 
was suspended from work for 
publishing the same phrase online, 
while advertising a lobby of Dudley 
Labour MP Ian Austin’s surgery. 4

Of course, these are just the 
cases, allegations and ‘scandals’ 
that make it into the public. We 
know of plenty more cases of 
Labour members currently being 
investigated on the most absurd 
allegations (and not just to do with 
anti-Semitism).

Clearly, the witch-hunt against 
Jeremy Corbyn and the Labour 
left shows no sign of slowing 
down - in fact, it is spreading into 
all areas of society and, perhaps 
most worryingly, the workplace. 
Labour Party Marxists secretary 
Stan Keable remains sacked, 
having been secretly filmed by a 
journalist at the ‘Enough is enough’ 
demonstration in March 2018, when 

he stated that the Zionist movement 
had collaborated with the Nazi 
regime - a historically inconvenient 
truth.5  We know of at least one other 
similar case. There will be more, but 
- not surprisingly - not everybody 
accused of such ‘crimes’ will want 
their name dragged through the mud 
in public and many choose to keep 
quiet.

This is perhaps the most 
worrying aspect of the witch-hunt: 
the silencing of debate on the left 
and the self-censorship.

Sheffield
Take the events in Sheffield.6 Chris 
Williamson MP had been invited by 
Sheffield Labour Students (SLS) 
to speak on ‘Why we need an anti-
war government’. But they got cold 
feet when the local Jewish Society 
(JSoc) complained publicly that he 
should be banned from campus, 
because he “repeatedly defended, 
and shared platforms with, anti-
Semites expelled from the Labour 
Party” (they mention Tony 
Greenstein, Jackie Walker and Ken 
Livingstone - the latter two have 
of course not been expelled from 
the party). Apparently, according 
to JSoc, comrade Williamson is 
“encouraging a culture of anti-
Semitism” and his invitation was 
“a betrayal of Jewish students in 
Sheffield”. 

At first, the SLS committee 
- which has a clear pro-Corbyn 
majority - confirmed that the 
meeting would go ahead, though 
its affirmation that Williamson “has 
never been and is not accused of 
anti-Semitism through disciplinary 
procedures within the Labour Party” 
probably sounded sheepish enough 
to further encourage the right.

And, yes, all hell broke loose: 

JSoc secretary Gabe Milne publicly 
resigned from the Labour Party, 
stating that this was the “final 
straw”7.  Needless to say, he has 
never been a fan of Jeremy Corbyn, 
to put it mildly. He seems to be 
a member of the Jewish Labour 
Movement and has re-tweeted its 
demand that Chris Williamson 
should have the Labour whip 
withdrawn. 

Labour Students BAME (run 
by the right) quickly jumped 
on the bandwagon, stating how 
“disappointed” they were over 
the planned event, “which can 
only further damage Labour’s 
relationship with British Jews”.8 

Other rightwingers piled in … and 
then Labour Students committee 
saw its first resignation: Caelan 
Reid - who is, incredibly, also a 
member of the Momentum Sheffield 
leadership - stated that he had 
argued the committee should have 
followed JSoc’s “quite reasonably 
request” and that he “had hoped 
that the committee would listen to 
and accommodate the requests of a 
minority group”.9 

When Labour Students 
committee met again on November 
2, they had been spooked enough 
to overturn their previous decision. 
In a jaw-dropping statement, they 
first wrote that the event was to 
be “indefinitely postponed” and 
then clarified that they will revisit 
the decision after “the current 
Scotland Yard police investigations 
into allegations of anti-Semitism 
within the Labour Party has been 
resolved”. They continue:

Although Chris Williamson MP 
is not personally implicated 
by these allegations, Sheffield 
Labour Students believes 

 The truth no longer 
seems to matter. All 

that needs to happen 
is to be accused. Then 

you are one of the 
witches. You will be 

suspended, expelled 
or sacked from your 

job



11 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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that due to the nature of the 
investigation calling into 
question the efficiency of the 
disciplinary procedures within 
the party, and the current climate 
within the wider movement, 
we do not feel that the event 
should take place at this moment 
in time. Another vote will be 
held after the conclusion of the 
investigation to determine if the 
event should take place.

Needless to say, Scotland Yard 
is unlikely to ever “resolve” this 
investigation. For a start, no fewer 
than 45 different allegations were 
passed to the police. After “assessing” 
the charges for over two months, 
Metropolitan police commissioner 
Cressida Dick announced on 
November 2 that “some” of the 
material is now being investigated, 
“because it appears there may have 
been a crime committed”.10  Even the 
widely quoted former Met officer, 
Mak Chishty, managed to identify 
only four cases of the 45 that could 
be described as “potential race hate 
crimes” (my emphasis).11 

Of course, this highly political 
police investigation was always a 
cop-out, conveniently used by the 
remaining members of the SLS 
committee - as they quite rightly 
state, it has nothing to do with 
either Chris Williamson or holding 
a meeting on ‘Why we need an anti-
war government’.

During this debacle, a total of 
seven members of the SLS committee 
resigned their position (most of them 
more ‘moderate’ than left, as it turns 
out). Credit must go to Sheffield 
Labour Left, which quickly took over 
the hosting of the event and organised 
a petition against the decision, which 
has been signed by almost 90 Sheffield 
Labour Party members.12 After 
Jeremy Corbyn himself, comrade 
Williamson must by now surely be 
most vilified politician in Britain 
- and not because he “encourages a 
culture of anti-Semitism”. He is in 
fact pretty much the only MP who 
has taken a principled stand on the 
ongoing witch-hunt that seeks to label 
opposition to Zionism “anti-Semitic”. 
A sad state of affairs indeed.

Cases
The case against Mike Sivier 
is intriguing, because he seems 
absolutely right when he claims 
that there is precious little evidence 
that supports his expulsion from the 
party.13  Even those claiming that 
Sivier is clearly anti-Semitic and 
have written long articles about his 
case cannot actually produce any real 
proof. In a piece entitled The ballad 
of Mike Sivier,14  the hostile author, 
Marlon Solomon, draws a long list 
of examples of Sivier’s ‘crimes’ - 
which basically amount to the fact 
that he was defending various people 
falsely accused of anti-Semitism.

We read, for example, that 
he supported Ken Livingstone’s 
reference to the 1933 Ha’avara 
agreement between the Nazi 
regime and the Zionist Federation 
of Germany (which paved the 
way for the migration of around 
60,000 German Jews to Palestine), 
sided with Jackie Walker and Tony 
Greenstein and recommended that 
people should watch Al Jazeera’s 
excellent programme The lobby, 
which exposes how the pro-Israel 
lobby has helped to manufacture 
the anti-Semitism ‘scandal’ in the 
Labour Party. And that is it.

Solomon laments that (at 
the time of writing in January 
2018) “none of the above is now 
considered sufficient to expel 
someone from the Labour Party”. 
Quite right - it should not be. In 
August, Sivier won a complaint 
taken to the Independent Press 
Standards Organisation against 
the Jewish Chronicle, which had 

falsely claimed he was a “holocaust 
denier”.15 Interestingly, back in 
February 2018, Labour’s national 
executive committee discussed 
Sivier’s case and voted 12-10 to lift 
his suspension dating back to May 
2017 - under the condition that he 
attend so-called “anti-Semitism 
training”, conducted by the pro-
Zionist Jewish Labour Movement. 
To his credit, he refused, insisting 
on his innocence. The NEC, clearly 
at a loss, thought it best to refer this 
case to the national constitutional 
committee.

He had no chance in front of this 
committee, which is still dominated 
by the right and will continue to 
be so, even after its expansion 
from 11 to 25 members, agreed at 
Labour Party conference this year. 
While the six candidates backed 
by Momentum and the Campaign 
for Labour Party Democracy will 
probably win, they will still be in a 
minority - and it remains to be seen 
how ‘leftwing’ these six really are, 
in any case: Sadly, Stephen Marks 
of Jewish Voice for Labour is the 
only one who has come out against 
the witch-hunt.16 In any case, the 
NCC, still chaired by rightwing 
witch-hunter general Maggie 
Cousins, decided on November 13 
to expel Mike Sivier - but only for 
18 months. And without providing 
any proof of Sivier’s alleged anti-
Semitism. As he writes on his 
blog, his requests to produce actual 
evidence were rebutted with “No 
comment”; “We’ve not provided 
evidence - it’s about the impact 
in the public domain”; and “This 
is about perception … It’s about 
how this is perceived by the Jewish 
community.”

In other words, he has been 
expelled because his refusal to 
receive pro-Zionist training by the 
JLM makes the Labour Party look 
bad! This expulsion is clearly a 
travesty and should immediately be 
overturned by the NEC.

Similarly ridiculous is the case 
of Edinburgh Labour Party member 
Peter Gregson, who is currently 
“under investigation”. We will not 
be surprised if Gregson is also either 
told to undergo the JLM’s pro-
Zionism training and/or referred to 
the NCC. The NEC’s dispute panel, 
meeting on November 20, will 
decide his fate (and that of a large 
number of other cases, including 
the absurd allegation against Lee 
Rock, who stands accused of having 
argued “in favour of masturbation 
at the workplace” (!) 
in a Facebook 
discussion with 
radical feminists 
in 2015, over 
15 months 

before he joined the Labour Party.17  
We could make some guesses as to 
the kind of ‘training’ he might be 
offered, but maybe not).

Firstly, we should say it is 
to be welcomed that there have 
been some positive changes to the 
disciplinary process introduced by 
the new general secretary, Jennie 
Formby. The automatic suspensions 
doled out so liberally under her 
predecessor, Iain McNicol, seem 
to have stopped altogether. That is 
hugely important, because it allows 
an accused member - in theory - to 
retain their full membership rights. 
As it turns out, this is not always 
the case and we hear of examples 
where members who are merely 
“under investigation” have been 
blocked from standing for various 
positions, because the mere fact of 
the investigation against them could 
bring “the party into disrepute”. 
Full circular logic there.

Right answer
Judging by the examples of recent 
investigations we have seen, the 
accused usually receives a number of 
leading questions they have to answer 
to each piece of ‘evidence’ (usually a 
Facebook post or Tweet), along the 
lines of: “Do you accept that some 
people might find this offensive?” 
The right answer is almost always 
‘yes’, naturally. And the questions 
are formulated in such a way as to 
coax the accused to apologise and, 
crucially, to promise never to do 
it again. In many such cases, the 
investigations then end in a rather 
patronising “official warning”, which 
will be “kept on file”.

Clearly, this method encapsulates 
the opposite of the culture of open 
debate and exchange of ideas that 
Marxists strive for. It is designed 
to shut people up. This is not just 
undemocratic: it is also dangerous. 
Rather than politically challenging 
wrong ideas and prejudice and 
thereby changing somebody’s 
viewpoint, this method encourages 
people to bottle ideas up and let 
them fester.

Still, it is good that at least 
formally the disciplinary process 
now seems to acknowledge the 
principle of ‘innocent until proven 
guilty’. However, the actual 
reasons why investigations are 
launched against somebody have 
been expanded massively. This is 
particularly true since the NEC’s 
adoption of the International 
Holocaust Remembrance Alliance 

‘working definition’ of anti-
Semitism, together with all 

11 examples. Only the 
most naive or wilfully 
ignorant could really 
have believed that 

the IHRA document would bring the 
ongoing witch-hunt against Jeremy 
Corbyn and the Labour left to an 
end. Quite the opposite: it has been 
used by the right to increase and 
widen the attacks.

Peter Gregson is a perfect case 
in point. Just after the NEC’s 
collapse over the IHRA document, 
he produced a petition that boldly 
states: “the existence of Israel is 
a racist endeavour”.18  This refers 
to the most disputed of the 11 
examples - and the one that Jeremy 
Corbyn tried to ‘neutralise’ with 
his unsuccessful amendment to the 
NEC.19 The petition has been signed 
by more than 700 people who claim 
to be “Labour Party members”. So 
far, only Gregson seems to have 
been charged over it. He has also 
been suspended by his union, the 
GMB - a move that he claims was 
orchestrated by outgoing NEC 
member Rhea Wolfson, a member of 
the JLM. We would not be surprised 
if that was the case.

Of particular interest is the 
reaction of Momentum owner 
and Labour NEC member Jon 
Lansman, who lost his rag when 
Gregson emailed him for the 
umpteenth time. He admitted 
that “declaring Israel to be a 
racist endeavour and challenging 
the NEC to expel him alongside 
others who signed a petition he 
launched may not be anti-Semitic 
…” But he continued: “… it is 
a deliberately provocative act, 
which is most certainly prejudicial 
to the interests of the party and 
I therefore urge the general 
secretary to take the appropriate 
action against you.”

Labour Against the Witchhunt 
quite rightly condemns Lansman’s 
intervention: “‘Provocative’ acts are 
the stuff of political debate. Lansman 
is effectively calling for the silencing 
of support for the Palestinian 
struggle against Zionism and Israel’s 
apartheid.” LAW, while defending 
Gregson against any disciplinary 
action, does not support the petition 
because it is, in parts, rather clumsily 
(and unfortunately) formulated.20 

Clearly, the NEC must halt the 
investigation into Peter Gregson 
immediately. It is exactly such 
unnecessary and politically charged 
disciplinary cases that bring the party 
into disrepute l
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More setbacks for MBS
Saudi plans for regional domination are not meeting with much success, writes Yassamine Mather

More than six weeks after the 
death of Jamal Khashoggi 
we know a lot more about 

his tragic plight after he entered the 
Saudi consulate in Istanbul. However, 
it is still unclear who ordered his 
execution, what will be done about it, 
who knew what when …

According to Turkish president 
Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, audio tapes 
of Khashoggi’s last moments in the 
consulate have been shared with the 
CIA and leaders of the ‘free world’, 
including the United States, the UK 
and EU. Canadian prime minister 
Justin Trudeau admits his intelligence 
services have received the audio tapes 
and listened to them and, while French 
ministers deny having received such 
recordings, other European and US 
officials remain quiet on the subject.

According to The Guardian, Saudi 
officials have claimed that Erdoğan 
“betrayed the kingdom by disclosing 
details of the investigation and refusing 
all overtures from Saudi envoys, 
including an offer to pay ‘significant’ 
compensation”.1 However, it is 
unlikely that Turkey, playing its own 
game in this sad saga, will be tempted 
by blood money, which theoretically 
can only be offered to relatives of the 
deceased.

By November 13 the drip-drip 
of information about Khashoggi’s 
death reached a new level, with 
revelations carried by the New 
York Times and Al Jazeera, quoting 
Turkish intelligence officers, that 
soon after the assassination, Maher 
Abdulaziz Mutreb, one of the agents 
involved in the murder, phoned his 
superior with the message “tell your 
boss [believed by some to be crown 
prince Mohammed bin Salman] 
that the operatives have carried out 
their mission”. The recording was, 
according to Turkey, shared last month 
with Central Intelligence Agency 
director Gina Haspel.

The allegations, true or false, 
have caused a considerable dent in 
bin Salman’s authority. Meanwhile, 
we have seen the return from 
self-imposed exile of Ahmed bin 
Abdulaziz, the only remaining full 
brother of the Saudi king; the release 
from prison of another royal, Khaled 
bin Talal al-Saud, who had been held 
in custody following last year’s purge, 
when princes and business ‘leaders’ 
were held in the Ritz Carlton Hotel 
in Riyadh. But MBS remains crown 
prince for the time being.

There are also further revelations 
about MBS’s antics since he ascended 
to the second most important position 
in the Saudi kingdom. According 
to the New York Times, “Top Saudi 
intelligence officials close to crown 
prince Mohammed bin Salman asked 
a small group of businessmen last 
year about using private companies 
to assassinate Iranian enemies of the 
kingdom.”2

Last week, as oil prices fell 
following ‘excessive supply’ from 
the world’s major producers, Saudi 
Arabian authorities told ministers 
from other oil-exporting countries 
at an Opec meeting that they had 
no prior knowledge of the Trump 

administration’s plans to exempt seven 
countries - purchasers of Iranian oil - 
from new sanctions against the Islamic 
republic imposed on November 5. As 
a result the Saudis, who had already 
increased their oil production, were 
forced to do a U-turn - a clear sign that 
US-Saudi relations are not as warm as 
last year.

Israel
Over the last few weeks Israel’s 
Binyamin Netanyahu and Egypt’s 
Abdel Fattah el-Sissi have been 
lobbying the US government in 
support of MBS and, according to 
the website Middle East Eye, “Saudi 
crown prince Mohammed bin Salman 
attempted to persuade Israeli prime 
minister Benjamin Netanyahu to 
start a conflict with Hamas in Gaza 
as part of a plan to divert attention 
from the killing of journalist Jamal 
Khashoggi.” A “war in Gaza would 
distract Trump’s attention and refocus 
Washington’s attention on the role 
Saudi Arabia plays in bolstering 
Israeli strategic interests”.3 Yet all this 
- including attempts to bribe Erdoğan 
with promises of Saudi purchases of 
arms from Turkey - seems to have 
failed so far.

To add insult to injury, Qatar-Israel-
Hamas negotiations, which started 
a few months ago, seem to have 
progressed. Last week, in what was 
an unprecedented move, Netanyahu 
allowed the transfer of $15 million to 
Gaza, to pay for “salaries”, following 
the Palestinian Authority’s decision to 
cut them in Gaza last year. The money 
is also supposed to contribute towards 
medical care of the wounded. Despite 
criticism by some, including his 
own ministers, who have denounced 

the transfer of millions to Gaza as 
“protection money”, Netanyahu has 
defended the initiative. In fact, the 
Israeli prime minister said: “I’m doing 
everything I can in coordination with 
security experts to return calm to 
[Israeli] villages of the south, but also 
to prevent a humanitarian disaster [in 
Gaza].”

According to the Lebanese 
newspaper Al-Akhbar, Qatar and 
Israel had agreed to establish a sea 
passage between Cyprus and Gaza 
- a route that would be under Israeli 
security supervision and monitored by 
international forces.

Of course, some of this seemed 
to be in doubt following a ‘secret’ 
security operation on November 11 by 
Israeli special forces, using a civilian 
vehicle deep inside Gaza. What was 
a plan to target and execute a senior 
Hamas commander was botched - an 
Israeli officer was killed and another 
was wounded. Seven Palestinians 
were killed.

There is speculation in the Middle 
Eastern press that opponents of the 
Qatar deal in the Israeli government 
planned and ordered the Israel 
Defence Forces operation. Some 
ministers, including Naftali Bennett, 
who had strongly criticised the Qatar-
Israel-Hamas deal, were happy to see 
an escalation of the conflict in Gaza. 
However, three days after the IDF 
adventure into Gaza, there seems 
little sign that either side wants a full-
scale war at this particular time. A 
ceasefire was agreed on November 
12 and seems to be holding. MBS’s 
dream of an Israeli-Palestinian war 
diverting attention from his plight has 
not materialised.

Meanwhile, Israel’s defence 

minister, Avigdor Lieberman, has 
resigned, labelling the deal with Gaza 
“a capitulation to terror”.

Iran
Saudi officials have changed their 
story about the Khashoggi execution 
so many times that it is difficult to 
believe anything they say. However, 
they have consistently denied 
allegations that MBS played any 
role in the planning of this political 
murder. Instead they blame rogue 
elements, including general Ahmed 
al-Assiri, who discussed a $2 billion 
plan with a private intelligence firm 
to “sabotage Iran’s economy”. During 
these discussions Assiri is said to 
have also asked about plans to kill 
general Qassem Soleimani of Iran’s 
Revolutionary Guards.

A few days earlier fresh allegations 
were made about the kind of activities 
Saudi publicists are alleged to follow 
in UK. According to The Guardian, “A 
UK-based Iranian TV station is being 
funded through a secretive offshore 
entity and a company whose director 
is a Saudi Arabian businessman with 
close links to the Saudi crown prince, 
Mohammed bin Salman.”4 Although it 
is difficult to verify the paper’s claims 
that bin Salman is the “force behind 
the TV channel” via his media advisor, 
Saud al-Qahtani, there is no doubt 
that Iran International’s relentless 
promotion of pro-Trump ‘regime 
change’ groups such as Mojahedin-e 
Khalq (MEK) and individuals such 
as the son of the ex-shah do follow 
a clear political agenda. The reporter 
who is associated with the article 
has faced a barrage of verbal abuse, 
and threats of legal action, as well as 
threats to his safety.

Of course, the TV channel is not 
unique in promoting individuals 
and organisations who have been 
emboldened by Trump’s new 
sanctions. There are many exiled 
Iranians, including royalists, ‘liberals’ 
and even some claiming to be on the 
left who endorse sanctions as a means 
of achieving regime change. In the 
last few weeks some of us have tried 
to balance the situation by writing or 
speaking against this type of regime 
change and as a result we are accused 
of ‘helping the Islamic Republic by 
criticising its opponents’. Nothing 
could be further from the truth. It was 
precisely the reluctance of the Iranian 
left to expose Ruhollah Khomeini and 
his brand of Islamic fundamentalism 
prior to the February uprising of 
1979 that led to the nightmare of 
the religious state. It is a state which 
claims to be the government of the 
disinherited, while presiding over one 
of the most corrupt regimes on earth, 
where the gap between the rich and 
the poor is reaching unprecedented 
levels.

Last week Iranians were treated to 
an interview with the former shah’s 
son, Reza Pahlavi, courtesy of Iran 
International TV. In answer to the 
sycophantic ‘questions’ that started 
with praise of the hapless ex-prince, 
every time he opened his mouth he 
managed to say something stupid.

In other words, if a section of the al 
Saud family is behind the funding of 
this TV station run by exiled Iranians, 
they are failing badly - every time they 
promote MEK or Reza Pahlavi, they 
only manage to strengthen Ayatollah 
Khamenei and the Tehran regime. As 
much as Iranians hate the increasingly 
dictatorial tone of the supreme leader 
at a time of severe economic crisis 
- not all of which can be blamed on 
sanctions - the alternatives presented 
by US regime change planners are 
both too stupid and too corrupt to be 
taken seriously. All of this amounts to 
yet another setback for MBS and the 
Saudi royals l
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