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Frustrating
Debating with comrade Tony Greenstein 
is frustrating, as he keeps repeating the 
same confusions and errors - including 
factual ones - after they have been 
pointed out to him. This is what he does 
in his letter (June 20). As a desperate 
attempt at clarification, I lay out below 
the main assertions Tony makes in his 
letter and my responses to each of them. 
Let the readers judge.
TG: It is true that in most cases a nation is 
defined by common language, territory 
and economy - although, as Moshé 
points out, in the case of, for example, 
the Kurds then this is clearly not so. 
MM: No, I never ‘pointed out’ such 
a thing. I said the Kurds are a nation, 
although there is no Kurdish state.
TG: However, I stand by my assertion 
that Israeli Jews, being an active settler 
people, have not formed a nation. It is 
precisely for this reason that Israeli Jews 
themselves are divided on how they see 
themselves …
MM: What does being an active settler 
people have to do with nationhood? 
The American (US) nation had been 
formed by the end of the 18th century, 
but continued its active colonisation well 
into the second half of the 19th century, 
after the civil war.
TG: Are they Israeli first - that is, defined 
by the territory in which they reside - or 
Jews who are part of a greater Jewish 
nation? This confusion is a reflection 
of the artificial nature of the Israeli state 
itself.
MM: Are there any non-artificial states?
TG: What Moshé refers to as the Israeli 
Jewish or Hebrew nation is defined by 
‘the other’ - in this case their antagonism 
to the Palestinians. 
MM: Nonsense. The antagonism 
evidently exists; but, as for it being the 
‘definition’ of the Hebrew nation, this is 
Tony’s invention. 
TG: If Moshé wishes to call the Israeli 
settlers a nation, fine, but it doesn’t 
change the reality that this is a ‘nation’ 
held together through the oppression of 
another. 
MM: Irrelevant: all oppressing nations 
are partly held together through 
oppression of others. But what holds a 
nation together and whether that nation 
exists are two different questions.
TG: A nation is not simply a matter of 
ticking a box. This is the Stalinist method. 
It is also a matter of consciousness of 
being a nation and in Israel there is no 
such consciousness. It is not a matter of 
Zionist ideology, but a belief that runs 
from the establishment of Israel as a state 
that they are part of the Jewish people. 
There is no separate Israeli nation or 
even Israeli Jewish nation.
MM: The sentence I have italicised 
is blatantly incorrect. The “belief” in 
question is precisely a major tenet of 
Zionist ideology, in which the Israeli 
people have been indoctrinated after the 
establishment of Israel. I have explained 
the political motive behind this doctrine 
in my article, ‘Zionist myths: Hebrew 
versus Jewish identity’ (Weekly Worker 
May 16 2013).
TG: I fundamentally disagree with 
Moshé over the question of Israeli 
nationality. Moshé states quite correctly 
that “Nationality/Nationalité is used 
to specify the citizenship status of the 
bearer” in a passport. However, this is 
not the case with Israel. Israeli citizenship 
does not confer Israeli nationality. That 
is why the entry for nationality in Israeli 
passports is a lie.
MM: Tony is stuck in his confusion 
between nation and nationality. The 
latter term refers, by international 
convention, to citizenship status in 
relation to a state, not to membership 
of a nation. Israeli passports, just like 
passports of other states, specify under 

this rubric the citizenship of the bearer. If 
s/he is an Israeli citizen, then the passport 
correctly says ‘Israeli’ under this rubric. 
Israeli citizenship does confer Israeli 
nationality - as distinct from membership 
in an Israeli nation, whose existence is 
denied by Israel’s official ideology (as 
well as by Tony).
TG: In The unJewish state by Moshé’s 
late comrade, Akiva Orr, he writes, in 
respect of the case of Oswald Rufeisen, 
that “The actual controversy was about 
the entry for ‘nationality’ (which in 
Hebrew means ‘membership of a nation’ 
and not, as in Britain, ‘citizenship’).”
MM: My late comrade, Aki Orr, like 
Tony, shared the widespread confusion 
between nation and nationality. His 
statement, quoted here by Tony, is 
simply mistaken: the contested entry 
was not under the rubric nationality 
but nation (Hebrew: le’om). Rufeisen 
claimed that, despite having converted 
to Roman Catholicism, he still belonged 
to the Jewish ‘nation’. That the dispute 
in this and other similar cases was about 
the entry under the rubric nation, not 
nationality, is also made crystal-clear in 
a ruling of Israel’s chief justice, Shimon 
Agranat, which Tony himself quotes:

‘‘… the desire to create an Israeli 
nation separate from the Jewish nation 
is not a legitimate aspiration. A division 
of the population into Israeli and Jewish 
nations would … negate the foundation 
on which the state of Israel was 
established” (my emphasis). 

The learned judge was perfectly 
aware of the legal difference between 
nationality and nation and was correct 
in addressing the latter as the disputed 
issue. And as a Zionist he was committed 
to the false ideological tenet that all the 
world’s Jews constitute a single nation, 
and hence there cannot exist a distinct 
Israeli nation. Ideology leads many 
people, including learned judges, to deny 
facts.
TG: Israel is remarkable and exceptional 
in that there is no Israeli nationality. 
In which other country is there no 
nationality? The entry for nationality in 
the population register is Jewish, Arab, 
Muslim and indeed there are hundreds of 
‘nationalities’. That is what makes Israel 
different from all other states.
MM: Tony repeats yet again the same 
confusion. The facts are these: on the 
one hand, there does exist an Israeli 
nationality, recognised in Israeli and 
international law, and stated as such in 
Israeli passports. On the other hand, the 
entries ‘Jewish’, Druze’, etc in the Israeli 
population registry are under the rubric 
nation (Hebrew: le’om), not nationality, 
as Tony claims. 
Moshé Machover
email

Right to exist
I read Tony Greenstein’s article, 
‘Zionism’s political crisis’ (June 6) and 
really struggled to understand the point 
he was trying to get across. 

For example: “46% of Israeli Jews 
see themselves as Jewish first and 35% 
as Israeli first. This incidentally is the 
answer to those who say that Israeli 
Jews form a separate nation, because, 
according to Zionist ideology, Israel is a 
state of all Jews, not simply those who 
reside in Israel. It appears that Israeli 
Jews by a significant majority support 
this position.” How does “significant 
majority” possibly follow from the 
maths he quotes? 46% is not a majority. 
People can surely see themselves as both 
Jewish and Israeli - one does not cancel 
out the other.

Tony’s letter last week was 
characterised by an incredible degree of 
obscurantism, pedantry, Jesuitical (yes, 
I know that’s ironic, given the subject) 
hair-splitting and false and mechanical 
separation and opposing of concepts 
of ethnicity, religion, nationality and 
citizenship. By the time I had reached the 
end, it was abundantly clear that Tony’s 
only purpose was to ‘prove’ there is no 
such thing as an Israeli nation.

I am not a great fan of separating 
people by nations or nationality and 
think in this increasingly globalised, 
multicultural and cosmopolitan world, 
especially with massive migrations of 
peoples, these old distinct categories 
are starting to break down (as Marx and 
Lenin argued and predicted) and that is a 
good thing.

I do recognise, of course, different 
peoples have different histories, cultures, 
languages, etc and, unless any of these 
are positively harmful, these differences 
should be valued and respected. Equally 
we should not be concerned if these 
intermingle and ultimately produce new 
cultures and identities. However, Tony’s 
obsession with ‘proving’ there is no such 
thing as an Israeli or Hebrew nation 
really does come across as a hostility to 
that entire people. There are words to 
describe hostility to entire peoples.

It is deeply ironical (or perhaps not) 
that Tony claims it is Zionist ideology 
that there is no such thing as a distinct 
Israeli nation, as Israel is the state of all 
Jews. Tony appears desperate to agree 
with the first part of this.

If you strip away all the ideology, 
religion, histories, Zionist claims and 
counter-claims, personal beliefs held 
by proportions of the Israeli population, 
surely what is really obvious is that there 
is a distinct population of people who 
are firmly established and living in the 
state of Israel and who may variously 
be described or describe themselves 
as Israeli, Jewish or Hebrew or any 
combination of these.

The vast majority of the current 
Israeli population are not original 
settlers, but were born and bred in their 
current location. Given that some of most 
significant Jewish migrations to Palestine 
happened from the 1930s, substantial 
parts of the Israeli population are many 
generations old. They have therefore 
acquired individual and collective rights, 
as has any other settled community in 
the world. They are clearly a ‘nation’ in 
any normally accepted understanding of 
the word. They are a nation forged both 
in the struggle for existence, against the 
hostile actions of the surrounding Arab 
countries, and also negatively, through 
their displacement and oppression of the 
Palestinian people.

These individual and collective rights 
have to be part of any genuine settlement 
of the Israeli-Palestine conflict - as 
should, of course, the equally legitimate 
rights of the Palestinian people. It seems 
clear that Tony is trying to deny that 
the Israeli population should have such 
rights - a right to exist as such in any 
settlement. There are words to describe 
the logical consequence of this.

I don’t accept every nation or 
people should have their own state. 
That would be ridiculous, backward 
and reactionary, and lead to absurd and 
dangerous fragmentation and stoking 
up of intercommunal conflict. And the 
concept and meaning of individual 
nations and peoples changes and evolves 
over time. Mike Macnair’s wonderful 
quote from Lenin on the national 
question is extremely relevant here: “The 
great centralised state is a tremendous 
historical step forward from medieval 
disunity to the future socialist unity of the 
whole world, and only via such a state 
(inseparably connected with capitalism) 
can there be any road to socialism” 
(‘Reclaiming democratic centralism’, 
May 23).

Marx, Lenin and Stalin argued from 
principle that we need to fully respect and 
value national and cultural differences if 
we are build a genuine unity of peoples 
across countries, regions and ultimately 
the world. But there are deeply practical 
and pragmatic reasons too. To deny any 
groups their distinct existence is to invite 
mass violence and destruction - not 
a good basis for the construction of a 
new socialist order. Israel and the Israeli 
people are heavily armed, including with 
nuclear weapons. If any Arab country 
decided to take Tony’s word that Israel or 

its people either do not or should not exist, 
they would invite their own destruction. I 
am sure Tony does not advocate the mass 
destruction of non-Jewish people, so his 
words are pointless, but still dangerous 
and nasty in their hostility to an entire 
people.

Tony may write his excoriating 
articles and letters wishing that the 
Jewish state or the Israeli people should 
not exist, but they are no use whatsoever 
in moving the Israelis and Palestinians 
towards anything like a genuine 
settlement.

I also reject the opposite and mirror-
image position to Tony’s politics in 
the Alliance for Workers’ Liberty’s 
counter-claim that there is no such 
thing as a Palestinian people and that 
the descendants of the Palestinians 
arising from the pogroms of 1948 and 
1967 in particular have no rights as a 
distinct people and should assimilate in 
the countries where they are currently 
refugees. That is an equally appalling 
and disgusting position.

The Palestinian nation itself has been 
forged through struggle and the ongoing 
attempts by the state of Israel to oppress 
and crush them as a people and to occupy 
the whole of historic Palestine. They 
have shown themselves to be a people of 
immense courage, dignity, resilience and 
combativity and are an inspiration for all 
progressive people.

There absolutely must be the right 
of return for all Palestinian people. 
This does not, of course, mean that 
descendants of those evicted by the 
Israeli settlers are entitled to literally 
return to the individual homes, from 
where their ancestors were turfed out. 
Equally, it does not mean being crammed 
into the Bantustans on the West Bank 
or Gaza. A genuine settlement must 
involve a genuine and fair sharing of the 
reasonably scarce resources across the 
whole of historic Palestine.
Andrew Northall
Kettering

Traitorous
The suspension of Peter Willsman for 
saying something that is provenly true 
and on film (In Al Jazeera’s documentary, 
The lobby) - that the Israeli embassy is 
actively sponsoring activities within 
the Labour Party aimed at undermining 
and destroying the leadership of Jeremy 
Corbyn - is so brazen that there has to be 
a response from the left. If this is allowed 
to pass without some kind of serious 
resistance, then anything can be done to 
Corbyn and his supporters with impunity 
by the Zionist witch-hunters.

Proof is no defence. Even if you can 
prove that your accusers are corrupt 
liars, you will still be suspended and 
marked for later expulsion from Labour 
if you speak the truth in any way. The 
attacks on Lisa Forbes, the victorious 
Labour candidate in the Peterborough 
by-election, are of the same brazen ilk. 
She was denounced as an anti-Semite 
by corrupt racists like Margaret Hodge 
and Jess Phillips simply for ‘liking’ a 
Facebook item expressing outrage at the 
massacre of Muslims in Christchurch, 
New Zealand.

Even more brazenly and outrageously, 
the Jewish Labour Movement called for 
Lisa Forbes to be suspended and the 
whip withdrawn for having signed a 
statement opposing the adoption of the 
International Holocaust Remembrance 
Alliance definition of ‘anti-Semitism’, 
whose movers aim to ban anti-racist 
criticism of Israeli crimes against the 
Palestinian people as ‘anti-Semitic’. So 
not only is the IHRA to be used to ban 
such criticism as ‘anti-Semitic’, but 
opposition to the adoption of the fake 
definition itself is also to be deemed 
‘anti-Semitic’.

This is a perfect totalitarian formula, 
which brooks no opposition or criticism 
whatsoever. In our view the response of 
the Labour left to this should be to state 
openly that the Jewish Labour Movement 
is a totalitarian racist organisation that 

needs to be smashed.
But more needs to be said, and 

done, than mere pronouncements. 
The expulsions and purges of long-
time leftists put capable people into 
prolonged limbo - a kind of purgatory - 
indefinitely. We need to counter this and 
force the reactionary role of Labour’s 
Zionist fifth column to the attention of 
the whole labour movement, and indeed 
the public as a whole. The expulsions are 
meant to immobilise our people semi-
permanently.

We need a new left body to deal with 
this. We propose that expelled members 
of Labour should organise themselves 
in a Labour Anti-Zionist External 
Tendency, whose purpose is not to build 
a separate party from Labour, but to fight 
to get the party on the straight and narrow 
through the purging of Zionist racists, 
the supporters of the JLM, the Labour 
Friends of Israel, and Progress, and the 
reinstatement and reintegration of those 
anti-Zionists expelled, suspended and 
driven out.

Until this is done, the expelled 
members in particular, who have nothing 
to lose, should target Labour’s Zionist 
traitors, the likes of Watson, Hodge, 
Ellman, Philipps, Smeeth, the Eagles, 
Creasey, etc for prominent public attacks. 
One way of amplifying that would be for 
the putative Labour Anti-Zionist External 
Tendency (Lazet?) to stand independent 
anti-Zionist Labour candidates against 
the traitorous Zionists.

So would it not be good if Tony 
Greenstein were able to stand against 
Louise Ellman? Tony was expelled and 
smeared as ‘anti-Semitic’ for denouncing 
her defence of Israeli abuse of Palestinian 
children. Would it not be good if Marc 
Wadsworth were to stand against Ruth 
Smeeth, the racist whose allegations of 
‘anti-Semitism’ can be seen to be lies by 
anyone with an ounce of integrity who 
watched the video of his challenging her 
collaboration with the racist Tory Daily 
Telegraph at the Chakrabarti report press 
conference in 2016.

Would it not be great if Ken 
Livingstone were to challenge Hodge 
over her disgusting attack on Corbyn 
as a “fucking racist anti-Semite”, 
which ought to have not only led to 
her expulsion from the party, but also 
a party-funded libel suit against her on 
Corbyn’s behalf? Or for Jackie Walker 
were to challenge Stella Creasey? Or 
Gerry Downing of Socialist Fight were 
to challenge Tom Watson? These are all 
possibilities.

The point is that the purged left needs 
to stand up and fight back against the 
creeping purge of Corbyn supporters, 
critical and less so, that is underway. 
These challenges should be carefully 
targeted to cause the maximum public 
challenge to these political figures, not 
least because if Labour does win the 
general election, they will be plotting 
with the likes of Mike Pompeo and the 
Israeli embassy to destroy Corbyn in 
office and replace him with a Blairite/
Zionist. At the same time these very 
few candidates - no more than say half a 
dozen - must be very clear in our call for a 
Labour vote in every other constituency, 
and for a Labour victory in the general 
election.

We cannot go quietly in this attempt 
to sabotage what was originally the most 
promising leftwing development in 
the Labour Party for a century. The left 
needs to show some aggression back to 
the Zionists to prepare for the battles to 
come.
Socialist Fight
email

Climate change
David Douglass has launched into an 
all-out attack on middle class protestors, 
but I feel that his real anger is directed at 
all those who think that climate change 
is caused by humanity and is a serious 
problem (Letters, June 20). Well, that 
includes me, but also, I note, virtually 
all scientists in the world who work in 
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that realm: those working on climate, the 
sun, the oceans, the poles, glaciers, etc, 
etc, etc. David thinks that it is over 50% 
natural and points to natural changes 
from 11,700 years ago.

Yes, we know that there are long-term 
changes going on: that is what Michael 
Mann was looking for all those years ago 
when he bumped into the ‘hockey stick’. 
Unfortunately, however, the changes 
occurring now are already impacting on 
humanity and are forecast by scientists to 
get a lot worse very quickly. The melting 
glaciers in the Himalayas alone may 
cause famine for hundreds of millions 
of people - in a few years, not in a few 
millennia.

I believe that David is correct when 
he points to the urgent necessity of 
“stopping the decimation of the world’s 
forests”, which there is no intention of 
doing. To take the lunatic fringe alone, 
Trump and Bolsonaro are going full-tilt 
in the opposite direction. But there will 
be no change - no meaningful change 
- until the world is no longer ruled by 
capitalist markets. Markets will and do 
determine whether we have coal from 
Cumberland or Appalachia, and I suspect 
that falling steel prices have more to do 
with overproduction than with climate 
change protestors.

David reckons that the lack of police 
action is because the ruling class has no 
objections. The actions of “St Greta”, 
as he calls her, the school strikers and 
Extinction Rebellion have, in my view, 
had quite an impact. Most people think 
that there is a real problem and St 
Greta is perfectly correct in thinking 
that politicians have no intention of 
doing anything about it. Allowing the 
disruption and having “a hushed meeting 
of MPs” go towards pretending to do 
something. She correctly accused them 
of lying when they speak of taking 
action, pointing to the third runway, 
fracking and the mine.

I’m not aware - I may be wrong - of 
any government in the world taking 
any serious action to stop, slow or 
reverse climate change. How can they? 
We live in a capitalist world: the death 
of any species, including the human, 
ranks far below capital accumulation in 
importance.

Again, on police action or lack of it: 
there may well have been some “well-
heeled” folk there - David has cherry-
picked a couple - but I would guess 
that most were not. The bulk of them 
may well have been middle class, but 
so what? From my reading, along with 
some first-hand experience, I would 
guess that the bulk, or a high proportion, 
of protestors over Suez, apartheid South 
Africa, Vietnam and Iraq, along with 
Greenham Common demonstrators, 
were middle class. Should they all have 
stayed at home? Some of these protestors 
faced a great deal of police action.

This is not to denigrate the struggles 
of the working class. One conclusion I 
would take from the indulgent treatment 
of the rebellion crowd was that they 
were not seen, unlike the miners, as a 
threat. ‘Let them get on with it, leave 
them alone: they’ll get tired and we can 
forget about it,’ seems the likely attitude 
to me. Another possibility is the lack 
of police. Why, unlike Thatcher, have 
Cameron and May let police numbers 
go down? Perhaps they are waiting for 
some emergency to bring in more private 
security?
Jim Cook
Reading

Bureaucracy
The Unison national delegate conference 
last week in Liverpool took place 
following a disappointing round of 
national executive elections for the left. 
The Unison Action Broad Left slate, 
comprising of members of the Labour 
left, Socialist Party and Socialist Workers 
Party, among others, went from 29 to 27 
members amid a low turnout.

This does not reflect the mood of 
the membership. The results were in 
part due to the fact that many seats 
had been left uncontested (23 pro-
leadership candidates were unopposed 

in total); but also to new draconian 
election procedures prohibiting factions 
organising, on the grounds that they are 
“outside organisations”. Four left NEC 
members are currently facing potential 
disciplinary action for simply calling for 
members to vote for them.

At conference itself nearly all 
controversial motions and proposed 
rule changes failed to reach the floor as 
a result of the decisions of the standing 
orders committee (SOC), that decides 
on which of these get to be voted on and 
in which order. Two rule changes - one 
removing NEC seats on the SOC, and 
another reducing the maximum limit on 
the amount of time a member may be 
suspended from 36 to 24 months - were 
placed at the end of the agenda for the 
penultimate day of conference.

The SOC then allowed a motion 
calling for branches to be given the option 
of electing officers and stewards, and 
holding AGMs, every two years. This 
the majority opposed on the grounds that 
it would potentially increase the already 
wide gap in many branches between 
members and their branches, and lead to 
less accountability. Remarkably the SOC 
then allowed essentially the same motion 
(broken down into its constituents parts) 
to be taken in six further motions.

These motions were opposed by 
the NEC, providing them plausible 
deniability for what looked to me like 
a filibuster by other means, but what is 
clear is that the decision to allow for the 
motions to be taken like this at all rested 
with an NEC-dominated SOC. As a 
result the motions that would have led to 
a slight transfer of power from the NEC 
were not reached.

Last year, an NEC attempt to pass 
a motion calling for a review that they 
would control into the union structures 
and funding arrangements, by what 
appeared to be a deliberate misreading 
of a vote on the conference floor, was 
thwarted by delegates. This victory led to 
a new motion on funding arrangements 
this year, with the backing of both the 
NEC and the opposition, which was 
passed overwhelmingly and will give 
branches more access to funds from 
2020 and creates a review (on which the 
NEC and regions will share seats) that 
should lead to a further transfer of funds 
to branches. This year, unfortunately, 
resistance to the NEC was negated 
by bureaucratic procedure and the 
disorganisation (although this is not 
meant as a criticism of any comrades) of 
the left. Of course, the lack of organisation 
has a number of historic causes, but there 
are two particular obstacles today: (a) the 
bureaucratic structures and the current 
intermittent witch-hunt of the left; (b) 
the degree to which stewards and branch 
officers are swamped in casework (as a 
result of austerity, attacks on facility time 
and the union’s approach to recruitment, 
which presents membership as an 
insurance policy).

Ultimately the fight against the labour 
bureaucracy - a necessary struggle, if we 
aim for our emancipation from the class 
system - will not be won by the passing 
of motions on a conference floor. A 
coming together of the radical left on 
the democratic terms around a radical 
programme for working class rule is 
what is needed. Such an organisation 
would need to operate within the Labour 
Party and unions, and press for these 
organisations to become vehicles for 
independent working class politics and 
action.
Callum Williamson
email

Heidegger
I’d like to congratulate Jack Conrad on 
an excellent series of articles concerning 
the green movement.

I have personally felt the appeal 
of many of the ideas outlined in 
the last article of the series around 
primitivism: eg, returning to the 
land, authentic existence (‘Drawn to 
the flame’, June 20). I found Martin 
Heidegger’s ideas in particular to be 
somewhat seductive. I can’t claim 
to have completely understood 

Heideggerian concepts, as I was 
spared diving in too deep by Theodor 
Adorno’s The jargon of authenticity. 
Adorno helps one to realise that these 
ideas are mystifications, uprooted 
and abstracted from any kind of 
sociological or social understanding. 

I had been under the incorrect 
impression that Heidegger had renounced 
his Nazism as the wrong solution to the 
questions he raised around technology 
and alienation. Hannah Arendt, Jean-
Paul Sartre and existentialists after all 
defended and built on Heidegger’s 
thinking. Like Slavoj Žižek I believed 
that Heidegger - a critic of the modern 
condition - could have easily swung 
towards Marxism. Increasingly I see 
that his ideas, like those of Friedrich 
Nietzsche, are bound up with reactionary 
politics. 

Other comrades who share similar 
interests and perhaps a pull towards 
Heidegger or Nietzsche ought to read 
Dangerous minds: Nietzsche, Heidegger 
and the return of the far right by 
Ronald Beiner. Not from a Marxist 
perspective, but superb at unpacking the 
political implications of their respective 
philosophies and providing evidence 
of Heidegger’s outrageous continued 
support for Nazism even after the war, 
and his despicable anti-Semitic beliefs.
David Bell
Middlesbrough

Safe spaces
In reply to all those that support 
safe spaces and feel that women are 
excluded from setting the agenda. Of 
course, the reason I agree with Karl 
Marx, is not because he is a man. 
But because I can’t fault his slogan: 
“Workers of the world, unite! You 
have nothing to lose but your chains!”

‘Workers of the world, segregate. 
You have nothing to gain but your 
safe spaces.’ That doesn’t have quite 
the same ring to it, does it?
Steven Johnston
email

Good nationalists
When it comes to nationalism, there 
is much literature written about how 
nationalist parties are instruments of 
capitalism and ruling class control. 
That is often the case, with many of 
those promoted by the mainstream 
media, but there is one party that does 
not receive funding from bankers and 
money speculators.

That party is the English 
Democrats, who believe that the 
economic prosperity of the working 
classes will be expanded by the 
implementation of a 25% reduction in 
consumer debt, because, based on the 
average household debt of £15,385, 
according to the Trade Union 
Congress, this will on average return 
£3,846.50 to those households. As the 
Weekly Worker will be aware, there 
are 8.3 million citizens, according to 
the National Audit Office, that are 
unable to repay their debts.

The debt burden placed upon the 
population by a network of bankers is 
destroying families and employment 
opportunities. That is why the English 
Democrats propose the 25% consumer 
debt amnesty, because it is the right 
thing to do to reduce the number of 
people living in persistent poverty in 
the country. The 25% amnesty is only 
the starting point: it will not be the 
maximum deduction.

Thank you all for reading this 
and I look forward to having lengthy 
exchanges with Weekly Worker 
contributors.
Charles Hoare
London

The best
I just wanted to say, I follow British 
politics extensively and read all the 
analysis across the board. Eddie Ford’s 
articles are the best, with no second. Well 
done, comrade, and keep informing us - 
we need it.
Said Abuhamdah
email

London Communist Forum
Sunday June 30, 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 3 
(continued): ‘Elections and electoral norms’.
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 July 2, 7pm: Series of talks on social and biological 
anthropology, Daryll Forde seminar room, Anthropology Building, 14 
Taviton Street, off Gordon Square, London WC1.
This meeting: ‘From Harlem to Hanoi: recovering black radical 
antiimperialism during the era of global 68’. Speaker: Robyn Spencer. 
Organised by Radical Anthropology Group:
http://radicalanthropologygroup.org.
Shadow world
Friday June 28, 7pm: film screening, St John’s church, Stratford 
Broadway, London E15. Based on the book The shadow world: inside 
the global arms trade by Andrew Feinstein, who will introduce the film 
and answer questions.
Organised by Newham Against The Arms Fair:
www.facebook.com/events/2292825427475134.
Don’t attack Iran
Saturday June 29 from 10am: Campaign day: protest events across the 
UK. The need to campaign against a war on Iran is urgent. Join protests 
in your local area. Demand the government rules out military action.
Organised by Stop the War Coalition:
www.facebook.com/events/2830639326977097.
Marxism festival 2019
Thursday July 4 to Sunday July 7: People’s Palace, Queen Mary 
University, Mile End Road, London E1. Over 100 sessions. Tickets 
from £20 (£10).
Organised by Socialist Workers Party: https://marxismfestival.org.uk.
Stop Trump in Latin America
Thursday July 4, 6.30pm to 8.30pm: Rally, Unite House, 128 
Theobalds Road, London WC1. Speakers from Venezuela, Argentina, 
Brazil and Bolivia. Entrance by free ticket.
Organised by Venezuela Solidarity Campaign:
www.facebook.com/events/379649595978779.
National Shop Stewards Network
Saturday July 6, 11am to 5pm: Conference, Conway Hall, 25 Red Lion 
Square, London WC1. Join trade unionists and anti-cuts campaigners to 
debate how we take the fight forward in the workplaces. Entrance £6.
Organised by National Shop Stewards Network:
www.facebook.com/events/377609106411016.
Class struggle in the East End
Saturday July 6, 1pm to 3.30pm: Political walk, starting at Poplar DLR 
station. Includes a workhouse, the matchgirls’ strike, the Poplar rates 
rebellion and the suffragettes’ headquarters. Voluntary donation £5.
Organised by Socialist Appeal Leytonstone:
www.facebook.com/events/323855581870164.
Durham miners gala
Saturday July 13, 8am to 6pm: Rally and labour movement festival, 
The Racecourse, Durham DH7.
Organised by Durham Miners Association:
www.facebook.com/events/1993862707314329.
From capital to labour-power
Thursday July 18, 6pm to 8pm: Capital study session, Jack Jones 
House, 2 Churchill Way, Liverpool L3.
Organised by Merseyside Socialist Theory Study Group:
study4socialism@outlook.com.
General election now - Tories out!
Monday July 22, 6pm to 8pm: Rally, Downing Street, London SW1. 
As the new Tory prime minster takes office, demand a general election 
and an end to Tory austerity.
Organised by People’s Assembly Against Austerity:
www.facebook.com/events/411580909446906.
Popular resistance in Palestine
Thursday July 25, 7pm: Public meeting, Friend Meeting House,  
6 Mount Street, Manchester M2. Speaker: Palestinian environmental 
and political activist Mazin Qumsiyeh.
Organised by Manchester Palestine Solidarity Campaign:
www.facebook.com/events/2299360016942902.
Resisting war in the 21st century
Saturday September 7, 9.30am to 5pm: Stop the War AGM, 
Bloomsbury Baptist Church, 235 Shaftesbury Avenue, London WC2. 
Decide the next actions for the campaign. Entrance £11.37 (£5.98).
Organised by Stop the War Coalition: www.stopwar.org.uk.
Earth Strike UK
Friday September 27, all-day events: Venues all over the UK. Call for 
trade unionists to join with students and school students in taking direct 
action on the climate crisis and ecological catastrophe. System change, 
not climate change!
Organised by Earth Strike UK:
www.facebook.com/events/743860869302537.
End austerity now!
Sunday September 29, 12 noon: National demonstration - assemble 
Oxford Road, Manchester M1. Protest at the Tory Party conference.
Organised by People’s Assembly Against Austerity:
www.facebook.com/events/2296340664029112.
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. 
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Storms heading our way
In order to win the Tory leadership election Boris Johnson says that when it comes to Brexit it is ‘do 
or die’. According to existing parliamentary arithmetic, he will die. But that will hardly be the end of 
matters, says Eddie Ford

F rankly, it was obvious from day 
one that Boris Johnson would 
emerge as the clear winner from 

the exhaustive ballots of Tory MPs - 
even if many of them regard him as 
a clown. On the fifth and final ballot, 
Johnson secured the votes of 160 MPs, 
while Jeremy Hunt got 77 - knocking 
out Michael Gove - and the party 
membership of about 160,000 will 
elect the leader by postal ballot, with 
the result now due to be announced on 
July 23. The new prime minister will 
formally take office the following day 
- or so it seems, as the question is still 
not entirely clear.1

Given that parliament goes 
into its summer recess on July 25, 
this appears to mean that the new 
occupant of 10 Downing Street 
will avoid parliamentary scrutiny 
until the autumn and, perhaps more 
importantly, might be able to dodge 
the “immediate” no-confidence vote 
promised by the Labour Party. Then 
again, such a vote probably has more 
chance of succeeding, the nearer it is to 
the Brexit deadline of October 31 - but 
more on that later. Between now and 
July 22, when the ballot closes, there 
will be 15 more leadership hustings 
and also a “digital hustings” to be live-
streamed on the Conservative Party’s 
Face book and Twitter accounts - the 
Tories finally entering the 21st century.

Throughout the contest, the real 
question was always, ‘Who will come 
second in the MPs’ poll?’ Michael 
Gove had been regarded by some as a 
more dangerous opponent than Hunt, 
mainly because he was part of the 
official Vote Leave campaign during 
the referendum - his Euro scepticism 
actually having a longer pedigree 
than Johnson’s, who was an 11th-hour 
convert to the Brexit cause. In fact, 
many had assumed that Johnson would 
side with the ‘remain’ camp, given 
his tenure as mayor of cosmopolitan 
London, and the fact that he had 
never evidenced any particularly Euro 
sceptic inclinations before.

Team Boris thought it would be 
harder to score points off Gove than 
Hunt - who was a remainer, but now 
says that he would vote ‘leave’ if there 
was another referendum. How genuine 
a conversion that is I leave up to the 
reader. Naturally, Brexiteers and the 
likes of the European Research Group 
are having fun dubbing Jeremy Hunt as 
“Theresa May in trousers” - yet another 
‘remainer’ who cannot be trusted to 
deliver Brexit. Johnson, on the other 
hand, is meant to be Mr Brexit - the 
man who will get Britain out of the 
European Union by Halloween, deal 
or no deal.

Bluffing
Understandably, Jeremy Hunt is 
trying to turn the tables on his rival 
by suggesting that - far from being Mr 
Brexit - you cannot trust Boris Johnson 
to fulfil his promises on EU withdrawal. 
Rather, said Hunt - in response to a 
letter from the former London mayor 
asking him to commit to a October 
31 Brexit, come what may - sticking 
doggedly to this “fake deadline” could 
lead to a snap general election that 
would hand the keys to Jeremy Corbyn 
and “then we’d have no Brexit at all”. 
He went on to tell the BBC he believes 
himself to have a far greater chance of 
succeeding in Brussels than Johnson, 
because he is the person “they trust” 
and are “prepared to talk to” - after all, 
“you don’t do a deal with someone you 

don’t trust”. Who could he be referring 
to?

In other words, Hunt is emphasising 
his competence and seriousness, as 
opposed to Johnson’s unreliability and 
slapdash dilettantism - the message 
being that Brexit is not easy and 
only with a “heavy heart” would he 
contemplate taking Britain out of the 
EU without a deal, as businesses up 
and down the country “would face a 
lot of destruction”. But Hunt appears 
to have forgotten about his audience, 
who are not interested in departmental 
diligence and ministerial attention 
to detail - they find it positively off-
putting. We are talking about the Tory 
rank and file that put Brexit before 
anything else except defeating Jeremy 
Corbyn - as revealed in a recent 
YouGov poll.2

They are so fanatically dedicated to 
EU withdrawal that a majority (54%) 
would be willing to countenance 
the destruction of their own party if 
necessary and are willing to sacrifice 
the supposedly precious tenet of 
unionism - asked whether they would 
rather forego Brexit if it would lead to 
Scotland or Northern Ireland breaking 
away from the United Kingdom, 
respectively 63% and 59% of party 
members would be willing to pay for 
Brexit with the break-up of the UK. A 
similar proportion (61%) would also be 
prepared to see “significant” economic 
damage to the British economy in 
order to leave the EU.

Rather contradictorily, a slender 
majority (51%) would rather call the 
whole thing off than allow the Labour 
leader to become prime minister. 
Nevertheless, 39% are even willing to 
accept that outcome if it meant getting 
Brexit - now almost the ultimate in 
identity politics.

All this clearly points to the 
fact that, unless Johnson makes the 
biggest cock-up in history - always 

possible, I suppose, given his record 
and temperament - he will win the 
leadership contest. Hunt will be lucky 
to get half of Johnson’s vote, no matter 
how well he performs over the next 
four weeks.

Understanding the mindset of Tory 
Party members also helps to put into 
perspective the now famous row Boris 
Johnson had with his girlfriend, Carrie 
Symonds. For some media idiots, just 
for a moment, the domestic incident 
did look like Johnson snatching defeat 
from the jaws of victory. But the 
‘Symonds effect’ was never going shift 
opinion amongst the Tory rank and file.

After all, you have to ask why 
party membership is now in excess 
of 160,000 - over 30,000 more 
than in March 2018. There has 
been nonsensical talk about Ukip 
‘infiltrators’ and so on, but these 
people are returning to their party 
precisely to vote for Johnson in the 
belief he would deliver Brexit. In 
the same way the massive surge in 
membership enjoyed by Labour was 
the result of people joining to support 
Jeremy Corbyn, not Liz Kendall - can 
anyone still remember her?

Therefore, the bulk of Tory Party 
members will look at Carrie Symonds 
and just shrug their shoulders. 
Even if Johnson had assaulted the 
woman they would not really care, 
having bigger fish to fry. You could 
ask why Bible-bashing Christian 
fundamentalists in the United States 
enthusiastically support Donald Trump 
despite his obvious sinning - adultery, 
womanising, chasing porn stars, dodgy 
business practices, serial lying, alleged 
links with Russia, etc - not to mention 
his lack of any religious inclinations. 
The question answers itself, of course: 
it is because of his politics - anti-
immigrant pledges and vows to make 
America great again. Similarly, Tory 
members will forgive Boris Johnson 

anything and everything because of 
Brexit.

Yes, we all heard the story about 
the neighbours being lefties who 
snitched on the great Boris and called 
the police - Jacob Rees-Mogg, for 
one, condemned them as “Corbynista 
curtain-twitchers”. Yet just imagine 
if you heard loud shouting, crashing 
sounds and a woman shouting, “Get 
off of me!” - surely as a human being 
you would do something? The Daily 
Telegraph would have us believe that 
the argument was about some wine 
being spilt. No, as the police used to 
say, it was a ‘domestic’.

Meanwhile, he has been unveiling 
his Brexit plan - insofar as you can 
call it that. He has claimed that the 
EU would be prepared to replace the 
Northern Ireland backstop aspect of 
Theresa May’s withdrawal agreement 
with “alternative arrangements”; it 
would continue free and frictionless 
trade with the UK for a so-called 
“implementation period” after a no 
deal Brexit on October 31. He argued 
that the EU would eventually break all 
their own red lines anyway, because 
they are horrified by the thought of 
Nigel Farage’s 29 MEPs causing 
havoc in the European parliament; 
they would panic when prime minister 
Johnson says he will not necessarily 
pay all the £39 billion divorce bill that 
May agreed to and start to retreat.

Senior figures within the EU 
have described Johnson’s ideas as 
“preposterous rubbish” and a “herd 
of unicorns trampling around”. But 
he insisted it was possible to broker 
a new deal before the end of October, 
because the “political landscape” has 
changed in the UK and on the continent 
- though what exactly he meant by 
that he did not explain. Slipping into 
fairyland, Johnson also said that there 
were “abundant, abundant technical 
fixes” that could be made to avoid 

border checks in Ireland - though once 
again he gave no details.

Regardless, Boris Johnson says 
he will take Britain out of the EU on 
October 31 “do or die” - ripping up 
Theresa May’s withdrawal agreement 
in the process and seeking an entirely 
new deal before then. He will 
obviously be an extremely busy man in 
the four or so weeks of parliamentary 
time available before the deadline.

No confidence
Yet there are reasonable grounds for 
suspecting that Johnson might not make 
it to October 31. It is even possible to 
imagine a situation where he gets booted 
out on his first day as prime minister, 
when parliament returns from its recess 
on September 3. Tobias Ellwood, the 
undersecretary of state at the ministry 
of defence, has claimed there are a 
“dozen or so” Tory MPs who could 
support a vote of no confidence to stop 
a no-deal Brexit. Amber Rudd recently 
said too that “the numbers” were there 
to bring down the government, while 
both Kenneth Clarke and Dominic 
Grieve have confessed they are 
prepared to take such a drastic course 
of action if necessary.

If the government loses a 
confidence vote, a 14-day countdown 
will be triggered, when MPs will 
decide whether they want the current 
government to continue in some shape 
or form, or would go for an alternative 
- possibly cobbling together a 
government of national unity, whether 
on a temporary or permanent basis. If 
neither option is agreed within the time 
period, a general election will have to 
be called.

This is bad news for the government, 
as it only has a working majority of 
four, which could shortly be reduced 
further, thanks to an imminent by-
election after the Tory MP for Brecon 
and Radnorshire, Chris Davies, was 
forced out last week by a recall petition, 
following his conviction for expenses 
fraud. Both the Brexit Party and the 
Liberal Democrats have high hopes 
of winning the seat. Clearly, with or 
without Brecon and Radnorshire the 
Tories are hanging on by the skin of 
their teeth.

To avoid a parliamentary defeat 
over his Brexit plans Johnson could get 
the monarch to prorogue parliament. 
This is legal but would trigger a 
constitutional crisis. We would have 
the will of the executive pitted against 
the will of parliament. Undoubtedly 
this would be followed by a general 
election. Here, Johnson imagines he 
has a big advantage.

Jeremy Corbyn is seen as a hard 
line Marxist, a dangerous red, a lover 
of terrorists ... and an anti-Semite to 
boot. Leave aside Tory voters, that 
is the opinion of the vast bulk of 
the Parliamentary Labour Party. If 
Johnson loses to a Jeremy Corbyn-led 
Labour Party in a general election, the 
Parliamentary Labour Party is more 
than likely to put the ‘interests of 
the country’ over the interest Jeremy 
Corbyn has in become prime minister. 
Be warned l

eddie.ford@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1. www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/
theresa-may-resignation-date-tory-leadership-
contest-boris-johnson-jeremy-hunt-a8973761.html.
2. https://yougov.co.uk/topics/politics/articles-
reports/2019/06/18/most-conservative-members-
would-see-party-destroye.

Boris Johnson: uncertain times
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Fetishising the web
The left needs a comprehensive, partyist approach to media, argues Paul Demarty

“T   he world, my friend, can 
be divided into two parts,” 
says Eli Wallach’s Tuco in 

the classic western, The good, the bad 
and the ugly. The specific dividing 
line, naturally, moves about - there is 
always a new way to cleave humanity 
into two.

Yet there is a common thread: the 
division is always between crafty types, 
like Tuco, and the dull ordinary minds, 
who exist to be robbed of their money 
or their daughters’ virtue, or to be killed 
in the smart bandit’s place. Eventually, 
Blondie - the ‘Good’ - offers his own 
variation to Tuco, tossing him a spade. 
The world is divided into those with 
guns, and those who dig.

Likewise, the left is divided, and 
redivided, into two parts. Reformist and 
revolutionary; anarchist and ‘statist’; 
old and new. In today’s world, one rather 
more concrete division suggests itself - 
between those who conduct their media 
operations entirely on the internet, and 
those who publish a physical paper.

So far as the left goes, two recent 
events suggest this as a topic for debate: 
firstly, that paragon of online-onlyism, 
Momentum, recently concluded a 
‘consultation’ on “improving our 
democracy”, whereupon it was 
discovered that an overwhelming 
majority of those “consulted” agreed 
completely with the group’s proprietor, 
and democracy was to be “improved” 
by such measures as the less frequent 
elections of officers. The other was 
the formal liquidation of the paper, 
Socialist Resistance, which was the 
organ of the right-opportunist Trotskyist 
group of the same name. In the same 
period, SR has rebranded itself from 
a revolutionary organisation to an 
“anti-capitalist network”, which may 
or may not be related to the need to 
protect its members from the tender 
affections of the Labour Party machine 
(for instance, comrade Fred Leplat, 
who was suspended last year, but later 
reinstated). It is notable that SR has 
not stated formally that it has ceased 
publishing a physical paper: it just does 
not do so any more.

Advantages
But there are other reasons for discussing 
the matter, which have to do with 
wider society: principally the changing 
fortunes of the internet in the estimation 
of the bourgeois establishment. Having 
been a great cause for optimism about 
the future, in a post-crash era not noted 
for such bright tidings, the internet - and 
its primary mass consumer platforms 
- is now condemned for poisoning 
the political culture of the west with 
‘extremism’, allowing ‘the Russians’ 
to interfere with ‘our’ institutions, and 
even abetting genocide. Given the fact 
that the principal political beneficiaries 
of the changes blamed on Facebook and 
co are on the far right, it is unavoidably 
the case that this unease will spread into 
the left. Moreover, recent events - in 
Sudan, Hong Kong and elsewhere - have 
suggested that the web is not so very 
much the pirate utopia it once seemed.

The advantages of the internet as a 
medium (and we will primarily discuss 
here its role in spreading information 
to human readers, as opposed to, say, 
industrial control, automated financial 
arbitrage or any of the other innumerable 
applications of pervasive IT networks) 
are, to a certain extent, obvious. I wrote 
this article using a cloud-based service 
that allowed me to jump between 
computers; you are almost certainly 
reading it on the web. The reach of the 
web is simply unimaginably wider than 
a small-run physical publication ever 
could be - and the cost of publication is 

far lower. This is, all told, a pretty good 
deal.

It is worth underlining this 
precisely because of the multiplying 
moral panics about the deleterious 
consequences of the social-media 
age. By massively reducing barriers 
to publication and making available 
vast treasures of historical culture 
effectively for free, the internet is a 
priceless asset for humanity; the moral 
panics are ultimately a kind of fetishism, 
whereby the political decrepitude of the 
bourgeois establishment is projected 
onto a technological apparatus - we will 
have more to say about this later.

There are arguments more strongly 
in favour of internet media than this, 
however. We have merely said that 
the relative ease of finding an outlet 
for one’s thoughts, and the expansion 
of access to human culture, are good 
in themselves. Even if we had already 
achieved communism, they would 
be so; and they would too, even if the 
panicked nightmares of the ‘antifa’ 
were realised, and the modern breed of 
fascist trolls actually took power and 
embarked on mass murder, using such 
means.

There is also the view that mass 
internet media has an inherently anti-
hierarchical effect in society. In a leftwing 
context, this is ultimately a Bakuninist 
idea. The problem of anarchism has not 
primarily been its ineffectuality - frankly, 
we have all been a little ineffectual lately 
- but the difficulty of finding a workable 
replacement to the classic organising 
methods of the workers’ movement for 
political action: that is, parties. Bakunin 
himself was reduced to conspiratorial 
cliquery; there followed attempts to 
institute specific forms of trade unionism 
as an alternative, but these ended up 
foundering on the same problems as 
the parties (accountability of leadership 
to the rank and file and, most sharply, 
participation in government, as posed 
by the Spanish civil war in 1936). Those 
were succeeded by closely-knit affinity 
groups, which again faced the same 
issues.

The internet-age ‘new left’ (as 
opposed to the post-1968 iteration) 
had as its classic political tactic the 
flash mob. The sheer speed of internet 
communication allowed, say, an activist 
to merely mention a location on Twitter 
and a hundred or so people might turn 

up with banners and megaphones 
within half an hour. The police could be 
outfoxed, unauthorised marches rerouted 
on a sixpence. The point of a party, 
surely, was to make sure everybody got 
the message at the right time (certainly 
that seems to be what the Socialist 
Workers Party thinks is the point of a 
party). As opposed to such command-
and-control micromanagement, the 
speed of modern communication, its 
polymorphously perverse flow between 
high, melodramatic seriousness and 
low humour, its demonic multiplication 
of individual voices, was a much more 
effective and humane way of achieving 
the same thing.

Indeed, what the left techno-
utopians have in common with the 
communisateurs, and in fact many of 
their forebears, is a rhetorical tactic of 
saying that old forms of organisation 
have been rendered obsolete by 
some economic or technological 
development. For communisation, 
that catastrophe came some time in 
the early 1970s, which corresponds 
suspiciously closely with the particular 
biographies of the small clutch of 68ers 
who started it all off; for the techno-
utopians, the decentralisation of culture 
and - at the more basic economic level 
- accelerating automation would do the 
job.

Basic politics
But in the end this is the exact same 
problem of fetishism as indulged in by 
the panic-mongers. Just as it was not ‘the 
internet’ that gave us the new far right 
(as opposed to its particular accidental 
forms and in-jokes), ‘the internet’ 
does not give us ‘new’ movements 
like Occupy, Podemos and so on. The 
movements alluded to above burned out 
rapidly, as they - again - faced the same 
choices as ever about basic politics.

In so far as there is a post-Occupy 
political expression extant in the United 
States, it is surely the explosive growth 
of the Democratic Socialists of America 
in the wake of Bernie Sanders’ highly 
effective campaign for the Democratic 
nomination in 2016, and thus essentially 
a project for a reformist government; 
moreover, the DSA has had that name 
for close to 40 years, but was originally 
a splinter of the Shachtmanites, as they 
tore themselves to pieces over the cold 
war. It was the right wing of the ‘old’ 

new left. Podemos, likewise, turns out 
to be yet another willing junior partner 
in social-liberal governments (and 
was clearly heading that way from 
the beginning), with worse internal 
democratic norms than ‘traditional 
parties’. (Likewise with Momentum, 
which is merely a limited company, 
with online voting as a fig leaf of 
democracy to conceal its entirely 
capitalist management structure.)

The fetishism also tends to obscure 
the extent to which the nature of the 
internet, as we actually encounter 
it, is determined by the overarching 
historical epoch of declining capitalism. 
The heavy-handed use of state power 
by China, Erdoğan’s Turkey and so 
on to censor the internet, and the 
shamefaced compliance of the great 
internet media companies (Google, 
Facebook, etc) with these initiatives, 
are a particularly vulgar sign of this 
epoch’s essence: as capitalism’s laws of 
motion decline, the role of the state in 
it becomes ever greater, and the private 
and public bureaucracies both fuse and 
mingle together. When social media 
was on the upswing, it was discovered 
- deliberately or by accident - that the 
most compulsive and therefore valuable 
users were anxious, and so the apps 
were, like cigarettes, designed for 
addiction. Fear and envy sold more ad-
space.

There is now an intense backlash, and 
the beginnings of a serious regulatory 
push. In some restricted sense, much 
of this is supportable: human culture 
would not be worse off if determined 
action broke apart Facebook and 
Google. Underlying all this, however, is 
a process of bringing everyone to heel. 
The state increasingly demands a say 
in what may be published; and facing 
down that threat remains a battle to be 
fought at the level of the state. The idea 
that internet media might allow us to 
obviate that need is rather fanciful.

Now, let us consider the humble 
leftwing paper.

The most famous hymn to its 
praise is Lenin’s What is to be done?, 
whereby a plan for a political agitation 
organ is the crystallisation of the Iskra 
faction’s vision for the infant Russian 
Social Democratic Labour Party - from 
a group of well-meaning amateurs 
in small circles easily crushed by the 

tsar’s police, it must become a national 
organisation with deep roots in the 
working class and political answers for 
all the masses. In the back of Lenin’s 
mind, surely, was the ‘red postal service’ 
of the German Social Democratic Party, 
which nullified half of Bismarck’s anti-
socialist laws and saw it emerge as the 
pre-eminent opposition force to the 
kaiser regime.

Producing such a thing at all, never 
mind to a high standard, requires serious 
discipline and effort. It is, of course, 
quite possible to apply serious discipline 
and effort to publishing a website, and 
the results are usually better than the 
alternative; but it is not necessary. It 
is not inherently habit-forming and 
cohering. Even the writing is likely to 
be better, simply because the need to fit 
things on a physical sliver of dead tree 
enforces some economy of wording. 
It is no small advantage for the paper, 
also, that in order to slip absently into 
scrolling through Instagram, you need 
to put it down. The abandonment of all 
this is too often an uncritical adoption of 
the methods of modern marketing; and 
so, my friends, the world is divided into 
two parts …

There are two lessons of all this. 
Firstly, it is straightforwardly obvious 
that a physical paper cannot substitute 
for a website. You cannot shove it down 
a fibre-optic cable to Zanzibar. It is 
not so obvious, but no less true, that a 
website cannot substitute for a physical 
paper; not even the digitised contents 
of that paper on its website can. As a 
centre of party discourse, a means of 
organisational coherence, even merely 
as a ‘costly display’ - an outward 
symbol of seriousness and sacrifice - 
it scratches the itches the web cannot 
reach.

Secondly, the multiplication of 
media, and the apparently infinite 
media environment of the web, show 
up the left’s current efforts as a little on 
the substandard side. What we need is 
not overtheorisations of technological 
change, but a comprehensive challenge 
to the dominance of the capitalist 
media - and all of them, from radio 
to search engines. The left’s lack of 
ambition on this front, alas, remains all 
too obvious l

paul.demarty@weeklyworker.co.uk

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

Human error
Just under a week ago comrade 

JF emailed us to ask why his £50 
donation hadn’t been mentioned in 
last week’s column. After all, he 
had followed my advice and used 
our preferred means of receiving 
cash - a bank transfer. Well, I’m 
sorry, comrade - just human error, 
I’m afraid. But at least you can say 
I’ve made up for it now!

As usual, the largest chunk 
of what came our way over the 
last seven days took the form 
of standing orders. Thanks in 
particular to comrades BB, DG, SS, 
JC, GT, PM and SK, who donated 
a total of £455 between them. Then 
there was CT, who sent a cheque for 
£25, while PC (£20) and RN (£10) 
both clicked on that PayPal button.

According to that last-named 
comrade, “People should support 
the Weekly Worker in every way 
they can. Where else will you 

find such intensive debate - over 
the issues that the whole left is 
thinking about?” RN is particularly 
impressed by our letters pages. 
One thing you can say is that she 
is not shy about helping us as best 
as she can. True, as she says, £10 
is “not a fortune”, but “every little 
helps”.

Well, donations like yours 
have helped us edge towards our 
£2,000 monthly target, comrade. 
They, together with all the other 
contributions to the total of £560 
raised this week, have taken us up 
to £1,892. In other words, we still 
need £108 in just three days. Who 
will help us get there? l

Robbie Rix

Fighting fund

China’s great firewall: the internet can be censored, blocked 
and manipulated
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No future in the past
Jack Conrad concludes his series of articles by questioning both brutish and romantic images of  
pre-modern society

A lmost without exception, greens 
of every stripe, variety and hue 
display a half-dreamy, half-

sinister fondness for the past - they did 
things better then.

Feudal greens, such as Edward 
Goldsmith, imagine England returning 
to the purported social stability and 
ecology of contented serfs, loyal 
vassals, chaste damsels, gallant 
knights, Christian alms-giving and 
strong monarchs. Essentially, a dumb 
repetition of Young England in the 
19th century:

Each knew his place - king, peasant, 
peer or priest -
The greatest owned connection 
with the least;
From rank to rank the generous 
feeling ran,
And linked society as man to man.
(Lord Manners, ‘England’s trust’, 
1841).1

Feudalism’s incessant warfare, ever 
shifting lordly coalitions, the inbuilt 
conflict between landholder and 
peasant, recurring famines, devastating 
outbursts of bubonic plague, social 
explosions, the transmission of 
communistic ideas through countless 
heretical religious sects - all that goes 
forgotten, overlooked or denied. True, 
19th-century capitalism is denounced 
because of urban sprawl, fetid slums, 
social dislocation and ecological 
destruction. But equally feudal greens 
castigate mass migration, the spread of 
irreligion, the outbreak of strikes and 
the countervailing power of working 
class socialism. Humanity must obey 
nature’s iron laws … which seem to 
have been fixed some time in the 13th 
century.

Ecofascism adheres to a not 
dissimilar agenda. Alike, Britain First, 
National Action, the National Front 
and the British National Party want 
rid of immigration, reds and politically 
correct liberal guilt. That way, the 
destruction of so-called traditional 
industry and traditional farming by 
cosmopolitan finance capital can be 
ended. That way, Britain will be made 
great again.

The Green Party in England and 
Wales likewise aspires to slay the 
cosmopolitan dragon. It is the national 
which is venerated and must be 
preserved. In the name of sustainability 
the ideal is small shops, small farms 
and small-scale industrial production. 
That way, the country will be made 
eco-friendly.

Then there are the nature-
worshiping deep greens. At least 
their immediate perspectives are 
not confined by suffocating national 
boundaries. Industry, agriculture, 
science and civilisation itself are all 
denounced as crimes against Mother 
Earth. The solution is global. But the 
final destination is decidedly parochial. 
Back to Mother Earth’s womb.

Meanwhile, single-issue protests 
over nuclear power, climate change, 
waste incineration, new roads, animal 
experimentation, fracking, etc provide 
short-lived focal points. But - shying 
away from the centrality of the working 
class, sustained party structures, a 
democratically agreed programme 
and corresponding political actions, 
not least fighting elections - any brief 
moments of media glory are merely 
the prelude to dissipation, fractious 
disagreements and therefore quick 
dispersal. There then follows the 
inevitable wait in purgatory before the 
next little rebellion begins.

Dropping out, squatting, heading 
off from one action to another, 
volunteering for an international NGO, 
spending the winter “somewhere 
warm” to stop forest destruction, all 
are lauded as admirable life-style 
choices.2 Hardly practical, though, for 
the vast majority of the population. 
Nonetheless, a ‘withdrawalist’ minority 
go still further. The Guardian’s 
Mark Boyle boasts of doing without 
modern gadgets, the national grid, 
conventional medicines, credit cards 
and money in his ‘Life without 
technology’ column.3 Others mimic 
the ceremonies, trappings and belief-
systems of imagined Druids, nomadic 
Africans or native North Americans. A 
dippy, mad-cap, entirely unconvincing 
return to the past. Animals, plants, 
the rocks themselves, are once again 
ascribed human qualities and feelings. 

A new paganism. But entirely fake. 
Academics in the field write of 
“fiction, parody and play”.4

With yawning predictably, Earth 
First! presents itself not as a “formally 
organised group”, but as an “anti-
hierarchical” movement based on the 
hunter-gather “tribe”. In fact, behind 
the horizontal facade, two “governing 
structures” stand and operate: (1) the 
Circle of Darkness, consisting of 12 
individuals; (2) La Manta Mojada, 
made up of eight advisors to the 
Circle, who, because they come from 
“moderate conservative groups”, keep 
their names secret.5 A deep-green 
version of Mikhail Bakunin’s hand-
picked, invisible and unaccountable, 
revolutionary “general staff”.6

Some green primitives look back 
further still. Much further. If only 
by implication genocidal plans are 

laid for an escape from “10,000 
years of darkness and captivity” 
(John Zerzan).7 The end goal is the 
Palaeolithic - maybe even before that. 
Before language, before symbolic 
culture. Either way, the past is upheld 
as a shining example to strive towards. 
The supposed harmony of prehistoric 
hominids with their environment 
is enthusiastically contrasted with 
capitalism’s inherent short-termism. 
Whereas capitalism affords nature no 
value, the life activity of our long-gone 
ancestors is equated with the lightest of 
ecological footprints.

A couple of examples will suffice 
to underline the point. David Orton 
(1934-2011) - a former Maoist and 
a founder of ‘left-biocentrism’ - 
advocated “the necessity for an Earth-
centred spiritual transformation”, so 
that human interests are placed in a 

context of “respect for all other species 
and using past animistic societies as 
possible models, from which much 
can be learnt”.8 In particular, he has the 
North American native populations in 
mind.

Likewise, according to ecofeminist 
Charlene Spretnak,

The roots of green in American 
culture reach back to our earliest 
origins. For more than 20,000 years 
native Americans have maintained 
a deeply ecological sense of the 
subtle forces that link humans and 
nature, always emphasising the 
need for balance and for reverence 
toward Mother Earth.9

Essentially, the claim is that native-
American religion and its shamans 
interpreted and resolved problems 
encountered with the environment. 
Hence, it was said, animals possess 
a spirit which has to be respected. If 
appropriate rituals are observed, they 
will freely give themselves up to the 
hunters. However, there existed a 
paralysing fear of ‘spiritual reprisal’ 
if rituals were not conscientiously 
followed. That limited the overall take 
of animals. Some greens admiringly 
call this ‘deep stewardship’ - a term 
dismissed as “arrogance” by the 
deepest of deep greens.10

Besides native North Americans, 
praise is lavished on native Hawaiians, 
Amazonian Amerindians, Australian 
aborigines and the indigenous peoples 
of just about every continent, country 
and region. There is no need to further 
quote their green admirers. The claim 
that the ‘noble savage’ lived in near 
perfect balance with nature and should 
therefore be considered some kind of 
model is widespread and well known. 
It needs no further repetition.

Noble savage
Philosophically, the idea of the ‘noble 
savage’ has a long history, but surely 
the most celebrated comes with the 
works of Jean-Jacques Rousseau 
(1712-78). For him tribal peoples and 
their society was the “only natural 
one”.11 There were others, of course, 
before him who attempted to describe 
human beings in their ‘natural state’; 
Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) and John 
Locke (1632-1704) being particularly 
notable, not least because they appear 
at first glance to represent polar 
opposites.

The accounts of both Hobbes 
and Locke rely on discovering - or 
more accurately, logically making a 
case for - humanity in its primeval 
or pristine state. The claim being that 
this would reveal the human essence: 
what is fundamental, what is universal 
and what is unchanging about our 
species. Suitably informed, the great 
thinkers could then loftily recommend/
announce which form of governance 
best suited human society. However, 
though their approaches are similar, as 
noted above, each man came out with 
conclusions that seem, at least at first 
glance, to be diametrically opposed.

In Leviathan (1651) Hobbes 
declares that humans are naturally 
selfish - everyday experience told him 
that. People lie, people cheat, people 
even kill each other for seemingly trivial 
reasons. Without the order brought 
about by the invention of the state and 
its laws, there is a war of each against 
each and each against all. Life under 
natural conditions is therefore “poore, 
nasty, brutish, and short”.12 An idea 
given ‘scientific’ credentials nowadays 

George Catlin: ‘White Cloud, head chief of the Iowas’ (c1845)
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by evolutionary psychologists, such as 
Harvard professor Steven Pinker: the 
“logic of violence” pervades human 
affairs, and humans spent almost their 
entire time on this planet locked into 
violent struggle. Invoking Hobbes, 
Pinker agrees that the “natural state of 
men, before they entered into society, 
was a mere war; and that not simply, 
but a war of all men against all men”.13 
Bluntly, for Pinker, the state serves 
to rein in innate male aggression. 
As a result of its benevolent role, 
human societies become increasingly 
peaceful. Actually the evidence shows 
exactly the opposite picture. In their 
African homeland hunter-gatherer 
societies engaged in no organised 
violence. They were “warless”.14 It 
is the decay of egalitarianism, the 
oppression of women, the emergence 
of private property, slavery, classes and 
the state which brings war.

Hobbes advocated an absolute 
monarchy … albeit with sneaky 
caveats that conceivably left the door 
ajar for corrective revolutionary action. 
No wonder he was celebrated as the 
pre-eminent philosopher by neocons 
such as Paul Wolfowitz, Richard Perle 
and Lewis ‘Scooter’ Libby. Hobbes did 
not claim that his state of nature ever 
existed. It was the human condition 
without a sovereign. Thankfully, 
throughout history, those exercising 
power imposed the necessary restraints 
on humanity’s savage impulses. Adam 
was monarch of all he surveyed. So too 
was Noah. So too was the USA post-
1989-91. At least that is what Donald 
Rumsfeld and co thought before the 
Iraqi quagmire showed them the 
limitations of American power.

For Locke, people in their natural 
state exist in “a state of perfect 
freedom”.15 Fundamentally they are 
interdependent and share a natural 
right to life, liberty and possessions. 
However, in Two treatises on 
government (1689) Locke argues that 
the state was necessary to prevent 
the triumph of narrow sectional 
interest over the common good - 
an arrangement that has to rest on 
consent. The state should certainly 
not behave in an arbitrary manner. If 
it goes beyond the “law”, that is when 
“tyranny begins”. The obedience 
subjects owe to the state can then be 
legitimately revoked - unlike in the 
more rigid account of Hobbes. To the 

degree that the state ceases to stand 
guard over natural human rights - 
above all property - “revolutions” find 
their justification for Locke.16

All in all, Locke provides a 
sophisticated and open-ended 
legitimisation of the class compromise 
cemented between the monarchy, the 
aristocracy and the upper bourgeoisie 
by the 1688 glorious revolution. But 
Locke’s ideas have a significance 
beyond their particular time and the 
class interests that produced them. 
His stress on natural rights proved 
of particular inspirational value for 
the next generation of bourgeois 
radicals. Their impact on the American 
Revolution of 1776 and the French 
Revolution of 1789 is hard to 
overestimate.

Three things were crucial for the 
rising bourgeoisie. First, ending the 
privileging of aristocratic blood over 
the talent to use money to make money. 
Secondly, a legal (ie, rule-based, 
backed by force of arms) defence of 
accumulated wealth against arbitrary 
extractions or confiscations by 
government. Thirdly, defence of that 
wealth from the men of no property 
- the levelling people, the mob, the 
demos. That is what the bourgeoisie 
means by liberty.

Seen in that light, the ground 
separating Hobbes and Locke 
diminishes. It is by no means as wide 
as it might initially appear. When all 
is said and done, they defend property 
from two different angles, advocate 
two different means to achieve more 
or less the same end. Whereas Hobbes 
calculated that the best guarantee for 
property was the order and continuity 
provided by the absolutist state, Locke 
trusted in liberalism and law itself. 
However, what concerns us is not how 
to defend private property, but human 
nature itself. Over to Rousseau.

Rousseau
He provides his fullest account of the 
natural human being in the Discourse 
on the origin and foundations of 
inequality among men (1754). 
Rousseau disagrees with the classical 
assumption that human beings were 
from the beginning social. Eg, Aristotle 
claims that society and the state “were 
natural”.17 Rousseau knows that 
society is an artificial construct.

Like Hobbes and Locke he too tries 

to discover the true nature of human 
beings by stripping away all the 
attributes commonly associated with 
society and the state. Human nature 
is equated with what humans are in a 
pure state of nature.

Rousseau provides an account 
that within itself contains two distinct 
arguments. On the one hand, he treats 
his claims for natural human beings as 
a metaphor. Opening his Discourse, 
Rousseau says that it is unlikely that 
humanity ever existed in the “pure 
state of nature” … though possibly 
they “fell back into it from some very 
extraordinary circumstance”.18 As 
‘proof’ he cites biblical revelation 
and the Genesis story, where God 
bestows understanding upon Adam. 
This genuflection before orthodox 
Christianity is surely a safety device. 
Blasphemy charges were a real and 
ever-present danger. Despite Adam, 
Rousseau says he will treat humanity 
in the “pure state of nature” - as a 
hypothesis, merely as a means of 
presenting his case and furthering the 
argument.

On the other hand, Rousseau claims 
that his account is genuinely historical. 
He cites reports of so-called savage 
peoples, particularly in the Americas, 
relayed by explorers, colonists and 
travellers. Amongst them, their 
original state, along with the first 
stirrings which progress humanity 
from nature to civil society, are, he 
says, empirically observable.

Rousseau then disagrees with 
Hobbes. After he had mentally 
stripped humanity of the attributes 
of civilisation - laws, state, tools and 
machines - all that was left in Hobbes’s 
mind was brutality and constant 
warfare. Not for Rousseau. Brutality 
would mean classifying human beings 
beneath other animals. Mothers - be 
they human, horse or hound - exhibit 
the most tender feelings towards their 
offspring. Animals also show, says 
Rousseau, empathy for the sufferings 
of other members of their own species.

War, he further reasoned, 
necessitates language, pre-planning, 
jealousy and notions of property. Citing 
“the wise” Locke, Rousseau says: 
“There can be no injury, where there 
is no property.”19 Natural humanity 
did not possess any of these above-
mentioned features, reckons Rousseau. 
Language, jealousy and property 
come not directly from nature: they 
develop historically. Once again in 
contradistinction to Hobbes, Rousseau 
describes natural humanity as gentle, 
compassionate and yet without the 
foresight needed to worry about what 
the future will bring. As for language, 
all they had by way of communication 
was the “cry of nature”: grunts, 
screams and gestures.

Not that Rousseau fails to 
differentiate natural human beings 
from other animals. Humans have 
free will and the capacity to progress. 
So in their natural condition they are 
animal-like, but show inklings that 
eventually lead towards civilised 
society. First, there is the patriarchal 
family and married love, then the 
hunting band and cooperation, then 
villages and commerce … finally, 
after many thousands of years, there 
comes enlightened freedom. Once the 
circumstances arise that trigger reason, 
humanity begins to slowly grope 
towards its destiny. In this process 
Rousseau gives pride of place to the 
smelting of iron and the cultivation 
of grain. There is a sting in the tail. 
Together iron and grain “civilised 
men, and ruined humanity”.20 With 
civilisation (industry and agriculture) 
there arises inequality and egotism, the 
division of labour and property, social 

classes and war.
Rousseau’s ‘noble savage’ is one of 

those widely misunderstood phrases. 
It surely rates alongside Marx’s 
humorous put-down of Paul Lafargue, 
his son-in-law - if what Lafargue was 
saying was Marxism, then he was no 
Marxist: “ce qu’il y a de certain c’est 
que moi je ne suis pas Marxiste”.21 
Lafargue and other socialists in France 
had in the name of ‘Marxism’ been 
peddling a particularly vulgar form 
of materialism, which posited various 
opportunist short cuts to socialism. 
Out of such “I am no Marxist” scraps 
various Marxologists have created a 
whole system, whereby the use of the 
term ‘Marxist’ becomes unMarxist.22

Rousseau conceived humanity 
as being naturally good: the ‘noble 
savage’ is free from the vices that 
plague civil society. However - and 
this needs emphasising - Rousseau is 
not advocating a return to nature (a 
viewpoint attributed to him by others, 
including contemporaries such as 
Voltaire). Human beings in the state of 
nature are amoral. They are childlike, 
neither virtuous nor vicious. Humans 
develop civilisation stage by stage ... 
thereby they can proceed from “no 
moral relations” to becoming a “moral 
being” - a theme elaborated in The 
social contract (1762).

Nevertheless, according to 
Rousseau, during the first stages of 
civilisation those who had most - and 
most to lose - supposedly offered a 
deal to protect everyone. The state. 
It allowed the powerful to keep their 
riches, but the rest had to be fooled 
into accepting unfreedom. Rousseau 
imaginatively pictures the scene:

All ran headlong to their chains, 
in hopes of securing their liberty; 
for they had just wit enough to 
perceive the advantages of political 
institutions, without experience 
enough to enable them to foresee 
the dangers. The most capable of 
foreseeing the dangers were the 
very persons who expected to 
benefit by them; and even the most 
prudent judged it not inexpedient to 
sacrifice one part of their freedom 
to ensure the rest; as a wounded 
man has his arm cut off to save the 
rest of his body.23

Rousseau outlined a new, just, social 

contract. An abstract one. His benign 
“small state” reflects the general will 
and plays a vital role in securing 
“liberty and equality”.24 However, 
capitalist exchange continues 
unaffected, as does the master-servant 
relationship. He also - conveniently, 
haughtily, misguidedly - elevates the 
educator above society. Rousseau’s 
social contract is therefore in the final 
analysis revolutionary-conservative. 
Certainly lacking is a viable social 
agent for change. Rousseau’s approach 
reflects the frustrations, contradictions 
and limitations of his own social 
position: well-connected with those 
above, who considered him their 
social inferior; isolated from those 
below, whom he considered his social 
inferiors.

Marxism
Many rightwing ideologues take an 
almost puerile delight in making the 
claim that there exists some unbroken 
thread joining “Rousseau’s appeal 
for a return to nature” with the team 
of Karl Marx and Frederick Engels. 
The Anglo-Austrian guru of so-called 
free-market capitalism, Friedrich von 
Hayek (1899-1992), being not the least 
amongst them.25

True, both Rousseau and Marxism 
disparage the ‘natural’ claims of 
property; true, both Rousseau and 
Marxism maintain that society is the 
main cause of social ills. Logically 
that posits social solutions. But 
neither Marx nor Engels believed in 
Rousseau’s ‘noble savage’, nor the 
idea that humanity begins as a tablula 
rasa. They mocked all such ‘just-so 
stories’. Marx dismissively called 
them “Robinsonades”.26

Marx and Engels did write about 
“human nature” and “species being”. 
Such phrases, or their near equivalent, 
pepper their works from the German 
ideology to Capital (they produced 
no systematic account). But for Marx 
and Engels these concepts are not spun 
out of thin air. Nor are they inherited 
unchanged from the speculations 
of their philosophical predecessors. 
Marx and Engels do not rely on a 
primordial account of the first humans 
as being either selfish or altruistic. 
Rather what is being referred to when 
they write of human nature is needs, 
desires, abilities, interrelationships 
and potentialities.

Thomas Hobbes  
opposed by  

Jean-Jacques Rousseau
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Like animals, humans are flesh, 
blood and bone, must regularly drink 
and consume food; they too have a 
sex drive and reproduce. In that sense 
alone, human nature lies outside 
history. However, the needs, desires, 
abilities, interrelationships and 
potentialities of humanity distinguish 
it from other animals. As humans are 
conscious beings, there is nothing 
fixed about their nature. Needs, 
desires, abilities, interrelationships 
and potentialities are malleable, can 
be extended, can become something 
else. Humans make themselves 
through practice and they do so within 
the whole matrix of historically 
determined circumstances. Each 
epoch, each social formation has its 
own particular effect.

History therefore sees the 
continuous transformation of 
human nature - something which 
by definition concerns both human 
beings themselves and the objects 
they make and use. Eg, all human 
beings have a vital requirement to eat 
food. But there is a huge difference 
between a little group of Homo 
erectus hunter-gatherers, huddling 
around a protective campfire and 
cooking bits of scavenged meat, and 
modern city-dwellers lounging in 
front of their ultra-wide TV screens, 
eating Zizzi vegan pizzas delivered by 
an Uber Eats driver.

Human nature is fluid and 
is realised through society and 
a transformed nature. Between 
humanity (itself part of nature, of 
course) and the objects it fashions 
there is an internal relationship. This 
is what Marxism understands by 
human nature and why human nature 
involves the relationship between 
the individual and nature and the 
individual with society.

Each individual member of 
the human species is conscious of 
themselves as a member of the human 
species and relies upon others for 
their humanity - therefore humanity 
is fundamentally sociable. However, 
private property distorts individual 
and collective development. It 
makes humans one-sided. Possession 
becomes the main goal of life. Once 
money becomes capital, the human 
personality is further impoverished. 
What is innate is subordinated, put 
into the service of the outward world 
of accumulation.

The supersession of capital is 
therefore the “complete emancipation 
of all human senses and qualities, but it 
is this emancipation precisely because 
these senses and attributes have 
become, subjectively and objectively, 
human”.27 Marx evocatively remarks 
that humans under communism 
become in their practice theoreticians. 
Correspondingly, the objects of nature 
are viewed as themselves, not simply 
as objects to be taken possession of. 
Egotism gives way to the full richness 
of the human personality. To become 
fully individual is therefore to become 
fully social and vice versa. Marx says 
that communism, as the positive 
transcendence of alienation, is the 
“complete return of man to himself 
as a social (ie, human) being”. A 
return which genuinely resolves the 
“conflict between man and nature and 
between man and man” and between 
the individual and society.28

This return is not a matter of going 
backwards. It is a dialectical return 
that resembles a spiral - a return 
on a higher level. That is a crucial 
distinction. Class bias, intellectual 
prostitution or sheer stupidity 
(sometimes they amount to the same 
thing) has produced a widespread 
failure to grasp this elementary 
proposition of Marxism. Hence the 
doubly ignorant rightwing accusations 
of Rousseauism - doubly ignorant 
because Rousseau is himself charged 
with wanting to go backwards.

Breezily, the same critics of 
Marxism tell us with the utmost self-
assurance that there can only be further 

progress on capitalist terms. Egotism 
is accepted as natural (a baseless 
ideological assumption). More than 
that, egotism is celebrated as the 
main motor of wealth generation. By 
the same measure empty promises 
are made that third-world poverty 
will be made history, if only their 
governments abide by the neoliberal 
strictures of the International 
Monetary Fund and World Bank (that 
or they sell themselves into China’s 
highly “unequal” Belt and Road 
Initiative29). With the same baseless 
assurance, technological solutions are 
offered for other structural problems, 
such as crime, pandemics and 
ecological degradation. The entire 
package is treated as common sense in 
the media and thereby trickles down 
into the brains of the more gullible 
sections of the population.

Either capitalism, we are told, or 
a violation of the laws of nature. The 
dialectical view of history completely 
passes them by: dismissed as utopian, 
impossible to understand or more 
often than not a crazy wish to re-enact 
Stalin’s gulags, Mao’s great famine 
and Pol Pot’s killing fields.

Past imperfect
Marxism is a project to return humanity 
to humanity, yes, but that does not 
posit or imply a return to the past. 
Marx-Engels expressed a definite, 
even a glowing, admiration for many 
features of primitive - ie, original - 
communism. But they had no wish 
to relive humanity’s childhood. That 
prospect is entirely illusory. As Marx 
wrote in the first version of Capital 
(1857-58),

An adult cannot become a child 
again or he becomes childish. But 
does not the naivety of the child 
give him pleasure? … Why should 
not the historical childhood of 
humanity, where it attained its most 
beautiful form, exert an eternal 
charm as a stage that will never 
recur?30

In that spirit, Engels, following the 
anthropologist Lewis Henry Morgan, 
says this in his Origin of the family, 
private property and the state (1884):

The shabbiest police servant in the 
civilised state has more ‘authority’ 
than all the organs of gentile society 
put together; but the most powerful 
prince and the greatest statesman or 
commander of civilisation might 
envy the humblest gentile chief for 
the unforced and undisputed respect 
paid to him. The one stands in the 
midst of society; the other is forced 
to attempt to represent something 
outside and above it.31

Original communism knew no standing 
army or tax-collecting officials, no 
laws or lawyers, no judges or police, 
no prisons or prison wardens - the 
basic apparatus of the modern state. 
Nevertheless, though lacking these 
Hobbesian restraints, there was neither 
disorder nor an unending war of each 
against all. Society functioned - and 
functioned perfectly well for many 
tens of thousands of years. For the vast 
bulk of humanity’s time on this planet 
we lived under conditions of plenty, 
moving on when conditions required, 
doing relatively little necessary 
labour - and we did so peacefully and 
very successfully. It was communist 
humanity which danced, sang, 
invented language and fanned out from 
the African Eden into Asia, Australia, 
Europe and finally the Americas.

The human revolution happened 
some 200,000 years ago - a defining 
social act arguably led by women, 
albeit supported by male allies; 
a revolution which involved the 
overthrow of alpha-male domination 
by the forces of collective interest and 
collective solidarity.32

Unsurprisingly, therefore, the 
individual under original communism 

did not act without restraint. There 
were definite boundaries in terms of 
behaviour, often established through 
customs and taboos, along with a 
deeply ingrained moral sense of what 
is right and what is wrong.

Nor did original communism enjoy 
‘natural’ Lockean private property. 
Land was viewed as no different from 
the air and sky. Hunting was done by 
adult males in the group and the kill 
was handed over to the women of the 
tribe for cooking and then divided 
amongst all members. To eat your own 
kill before it was cooked and divided 
was taboo. Housing was often shared 
too - common halls for adult men, with 
women and children having their own 
separate quarters. Married couples 
cohabited only for a couple of weeks in 
social life’s moon-governed monthly 
cycle.

Women were certainly respected. 
Indeed they were central and often 
played the leading role in ceremonies, 
marriage arrangements and tribal 
customs. Similarly, children were, 
according to the communist ethos, 
neither thought of as possessions nor 
taught to be possessive.

Is this an example of worshipping 
the ‘noble savage’ and wanting to 
return to the past? Obviously not. 
Marxists are well aware of the material 
limitations of original communism. 
Conditions permitted only the partial 
development of the individual 
personality. In fact in terms of potential 
they were stunted, and that necessarily 
meant relations between human beings 
and nature achieved some kind of 
sustainable balance only through a 
process - often highly destructive - of 
trial and error.

Australia’s wise aboriginal 
ecologists, the Amerindian nature-
lovers and all the other native peoples 
who lived in perfect harmony with 
their environment are in many ways 
the creation of the green imagination. 
Upon examination they turn out to 
rather more problematic.

Nothing in history remotely 
compares with capitalism’s plunder 
of nature. Yet pre-capitalist societies, 
including communistic tribal peoples, 
were quite capable of inflicting 
horrendous damage upon their 
environments. There was overhunting, 
fire-stick burning, deforestation, the 
ruination of the soil … and population 
collapse. Tribal people often managed 
to develop sophisticated religious 
myths, customs and social structures 
which helped establish a sustainable 
balance between themselves and 
the rest of nature. Yet this was often, 
because of their own previous actions, 
a much reduced and impoverished 
nature. It is therefore foolish in the 
extreme to present tribal peoples as 
model stewards.

Moving out of Africa - the planet’s 
most humanised continent, which still 
boasts in comparative terms a rich and 
relatively robust environment - about 
80,000 years ago, humans wrought 
havoc wherever they went. Animals, 
unused to and unafraid of us, were 
slaughtered on a huge scale. Easy 
meat. Whereas in Africa humans and 
nature coevolved over a considerable, 
drawn-out period, once our ancestors 
crossed over into Asia and from there 
pushed into the other four habitable 
continents, they amounted to a highly 
destructive, alien species.

The first humans reached northern 
Australia from Timor about 65,000 
years ago.33 By the time the whole 
continent had been colonised from 
shore to shore it had been thoroughly, 
negatively transformed. Before human 
habitation Australia had been home to 
an astonishing variety of now extinct 
megafauna. Amongst them were some 
of the biggest reptilian and mammalian 
carnivores ever seen. Eg, a marsupial 
lion, the thylacoleo carnifex, weighed 
about 160kg and was reputedly the 
equivalent of the sabre-toothed tiger. 
The thylacoleo carnifex seems to 
have specialised in hunting marsupial 

herbivores, such as the diprotodon, an 
animal as big as the modern rhinoceros. 
Another species was the enormous 
wombat, the phascolonus gigas. There 
was also a huge bird, commonly called 
the Thunderbird, which weighed up to 
500kg and was possibly a carnivore or 
at least an over-engineered vegetarian.

Why did these animals become 
extinct? Some have blamed climate 
change. But Australia’s climate was 
relatively mild and wet some 50,000 
years ago. So aridity was not the cause. 
Most experts pinpoint us humans as 
the culprit. We were responsible for 
wiping out the megafauna. Of course, 
there have always been extinctions. 
But human beings in Australia had 
an effect similar to an asteroid strike. 
The extinction rate was speeded up a 
thousandfold compared with what had 
gone before.

What went for the megafauna 
also went for the flora. Australia’s 
aborigines regularly burnt whole 
chunks of the landscape. That 
encouraged new, verdant growth 
of certain plants. This attracted 
desired game animals. However, 
it simultaneously saw general 
degradation. A whole range of trees 
and shrubs disappeared entirely. More 
importantly, given Australia’s thin 
soils and precarious ecosystem, there 
was rapid erosion of the topsoil and a 
resulting desertification throughout the 
western continental interior.34

In this continent of ghosts the 
aborigines cleverly learnt to survive 
by preserving what remained. Hence 
their extreme social conservatism. 
Aborigines religiously copied the 
ways of their ancestors. Consequently 
there was not much by the way of 
technological innovation. In fact the 
aborigines discarded and forgot about 
the bow and arrow, and replaced it 
with the boomerang and the throwing 
spear. But to all intents and purposes, 
that was about it. Life was circular 
and customary, not innovative and 
expansive.

This was the impoverished, but 
stable, situation encountered by 19th-
century British migrants. Into the 
empty ecological spaces created by 
the aboriginal entry millennia before, 
they consciously, or accidentally, 
introduced rats, foxes, rabbits into the 
wild (and farmed masses of domestic 
sheep). All this significantly further 
degraded the environment. With plenty 
of vacant niches, and a degraded 
new equilibrium, the ecosystem was 
extremely vulnerable to any sudden 
disturbance.

To get an idea of the way rats, 
foxes and rabbits have impacted on 
Australia, take the Serengeti in Africa 
today. Probably central Australia 
looked something like that before 
we humans arrived. Imagine what 
would happen if rats, foxes or rabbits 
were introduced into the Serengeti 
environment today. They would surely 
quickly perish. Long before they 
could reproduce, the chances are they 
would be snapped up as a free meal. 
Everything tells us that they would be 
comprehensively outcompeted, such 
are the imbedded native species, which 
are without exception better adapted 
and are packed into the ecosystem. 
There are no empty spaces.

But remove everything bigger than 
the wildebeest, get rid of the Serengeti’s 
jackals, lions, leopards and cheetahs 
and all of a sudden there would be the 
niches needed for an explosion in rat, 
fox and rabbit numbers. That is what 
happened in Australia - and a similar 
story can be told for the rest of the 
world, not least the Americas.

There, the arrival of migrating 
humans from Asia was accompanied 
by mass extinction of the Pleistocene 
megafauna (horses, camels, ground 
sloths and mammoths, among many 
others). Scientific studies also show 
that the mass extinctions and near-
extinctions did not finish with the 
disappearance of the megafauna. 
Local and regional extinctions, linked 

in many cases to human activity, 
continued, albeit at a slower rate.

Eg, when American explorers, 
adventurers and trappers arrived in 
California during the late 18th and 
early 19th century, they were amazed 
by the superabundance of birds, elk, 
deer, marine mammals and other 
wildlife. Scouring their books, journals 
and letters, greens assume that such 
richness represented California’s 
natural condition - a product of the 
‘noble savage’ and their respectful/
reverential attitude towards nature and 
empathy for its flora and fauna.

A cosy assumption undermined 
by recent archaeological studies, 
which show that - far from the 
native Americans presiding over an 
ecologically self-sustaining system, in 
which humanity and nature existed in 
perfect harmony, because of their deep 
stewardship of nature - there is another 
explanation. Eg, from 2,600 to around 
500 years ago, some species were 
hunted to local extinction. Wildlife 
only returned in superabundance to 
places like California after European 
diseases, such as smallpox, malaria and 
influenza, decimated the Amerindian 
populations, starting in the 16th 
century. Around 90% of them died. 
Hunting pressures thereby diminished 
considerably. By the mid-19th century, 
geese and duck were so numerous that 
they could be killed simply by firing 
a random shot into the air. Or so the 
story goes.

Either way, there is no future in the 
past l
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Aiding Corbyn’s opponents
Jon Lansman’s attack on Jewish Voice for Labour is no different from the attacks on white opponents of 
apartheid in South Africa, argues Tony Greenstein

In lending his support to the Zionist 
false anti-Semitism campaign - 
whose primary goal is and always 

has been the overthrow of Jeremy 
Corbyn - Jon Lansman has done more 
to undermine the Labour leader than 
Margaret Hodge, Luciana Berger and 
Tom Watson combined, to say nothing 
of the Daily Mail.

Momentum came out of the Corbyn 
leadership campaign and its whole raison 
d’être was to support him. Indeed over 
the summer of 2016, during the period 
when the Parliamentary Labour Party 
passed a vote of no confidence in Corbyn 
by 172-40 votes, it was Momentum 
which undoubtedly saved him.

The right had set out to “break the 
man” in Diane Abbott’s words.1 Two-
time election loser Neil Kinnock had 
engaged in his usual windbaggery about 
how Corbyn would lose Labour the 
election, as he roused the reactionary 
leftovers from Blair’s days.

Who can forget that electric 
demonstration outside Parliament on 
June 27 2016, when thousands of us 
gathered to support Corbyn, as John 
McDonnell and Paul Mason clambered 
onto the FBU union’s fire engine to 
speak and Mason called for the election 
of 100 new working class Labour MPs? 
It was this mass display of Labour 
support that enabled Corbyn and 
McDonnell to defy the PLP majority 
and come through. The trade union 
leaders backed off from a rumoured 
call for Corbyn’s resignation and the 
subsequent failed challenge of Owen 
Smith merely emphasised the isolation 
and weakness of the Labour right.

It was at this point that ‘anti-
Semitism’ - which had already been 
given a trial run during the contrived 
affair of Oxford University’s Labour 
Club earlier in the year - took on an 
importance of its own.2 The Chakrabarti 
inquiry had been set up by Jeremy 
Corbyn at the end of April as a result 
of a series of false allegations of ‘anti-
Semitism’, which had been made by 
the Jewish Labour Movement amongst 
others, not to mention large sections of 
the media.

Just three days after the demo a 
press conference was held to launch 
the Chakrabarti report, where long-time 
anti-racist activist Marc Wadsworth 
called out rightwing Labour MP Ruth 
Smeeth’s open collaboration with a 
Telegraph journalist. Immediately a 
group of rightwing journalists and MPs 
began baying ‘anti-Semitism’, although 
subsequent video evidence proved that 
nothing Marc had said had been in 
any way anti-Semitic (unsurprisingly, 
since Marc did not even know she 
was Jewish!). Marc was, nonetheless, 
expelled from the Labour Party by the 
national constitutional committee.3

Head of steam
It was from this point that the fake 
‘anti-Semitism’ campaign built up a 
head of steam. After the 2016 Labour 
Party conference Jackie Walker was 
suspended for a second time, having 
been recorded at an ‘anti-Semitism 
training session’ organised by the JLM, 
saying that she had not heard - in the 
training - a definition of anti-Semitism 
that she could work with, and that other 
groups, such as black people, had also 
suffered genocide and that should be 
recognised.

Immediately Lansman sprang into 
action. At the beginning of October, 
with the support of the Alliance for 
Workers’ Liberty, Jackie was removed 
as vice-chair of Momentum. Lansman 
told The Independent: “I spoke to 
Jeremy Newmark of the Jewish Labour 

Movement this morning. He’s very 
upset and I can understand that - I 
work closely with Jeremy.”4 A couple 
of months later Lansman staged a coup 
against democracy in Momentum itself 
and from that time onwards Momentum 
has been part of the ‘anti-Semitism’ 
witch-hunt rather than fighting it.5

Indeed Lansman, whose Zionist 
sympathies have become more open, 
has helped perpetuate the anti-Semitism 
crisis. He has even been reported as 
saying: “Jeremy Corbyn should take 
part in training courses to combat 
unconscious anti-Semitic prejudice.”6 
He has also been heard talking of 
Corbynism without Corbyn.

We have to understand that what 
makes Corbyn different - his historical 
opposition to US imperialism - is 
what grates with Lansman the most. 
Lansman is wedded to support for 
Israel, which he sees as a ‘Jewish’ state, 
even though it is a state in alliance with 
US imperialism in the form of Donald 
Trump today.

Lansman was crucial in ensuring 
that Labour’s national executive 
committee on September 4 2018 
adopted the International Holocaust 
Remembrance Alliance ‘definition’ of 
anti-Semitism, which conflates anti-
Zionism and anti-Semitism. When 
Corbyn proposed a longer statement 
saying that it should not be “regarded 
as anti-Semitic to describe Israel, its 
policies or the circumstances around 
its foundation as racist because of their 
discriminatory impact”, Lansman 
opposed it. As Huffpost reported, 
“Significantly, Momentum founder 
Jon Lansman and outgoing NEC 
member Rhea Wolfson expressed their 
concerns about formally adopting 
Corbyn’s longer statement.”7

It is therefore no surprise that 
Lansman has now gone the whole hog 
in openly attacking Jewish Voice for 
Labour, the non-Zionist group of Jews 
in the Labour Party, writing that they are 
“part of the problem and not part of the 
solution to anti-Semitism in the Labour 

Party.”8

We should bear in mind just how 
far Lansman has travelled. When I was 
suspended in March 2016, Lansman 
put his name to a letter by 50 Jews, 
organised by the now defunct Jews for 
Jeremy, opposing my suspension. Yet 
two years later Lansman orchestrated 
my expulsion from Momentum!

What were Lansman’s reasons for 
his attack on the JVL? Apparently, 
“neither the vast majority of individual 
members of JVL nor the organisation 
itself can really be said to be part of the 
Jewish community”.

Just savour this for the moment. 
Exactly the same could be said of white 
opponents of apartheid in South Africa. 
They too were not part of the majority 
community. Should they have been 
damned as a result? Just supposing 
it was true of Jewish anti-Zionists in 
this country that the majority Jewish 
community, which supported the racist 
state of Israel, wanted nothing to do 
with us, would that really be a criticism 
that socialists would make of anti-racist 
Jews?

In fact there is no single “Jewish 
community” in Britain. Half of British 
Jews are not attached to any synagogue 
- they are secular Jews. It is these that 
groups like JVL represent. But what 
Lansman is doing is supporting the 
most racist and chauvinistic Jews. A 
minority, Lansman’s friends, based 
around the United Synagogue, are 
represented by the fiercely anti-Corbyn 
Board of Deputies - a body which has 
never fought anti-Semitism of the 
fascist variety.

Another large section, however, are 
the ultra-orthodox Jews based around 
Stamford Hill, who are not represented on 
the Board of Deputies. Last September, 
34 orthodox rabbis from the Union 
of Orthodox Congregations signed a 
letter criticising the Zionist BOD for 
attacking Corbyn. Of course, the letter 
received no publicity.9 The UOC left 
the BOD in 1971 and there have been 
major differences between them and the 

Zionists - not least over the recollection 
of when the Zionists opposed the rescue 
of Jewish refugees from Nazi Germany 
unless they went to Palestine.10

Jews in the past 70 years have grown 
more prosperous and moved out of 
the East End of London into suburbs 
such as Golders Green. They have 
been replaced by Muslim and Bengali 
immigrants. According to Dr Geoffrey 
Alderman, a rightwing Jewish academic 
and himself a Zionist, ‘‘By 1961, over 
40% of Anglo-Jewry was located in 
the upper two social classes, whereas 
these categories accounted for less than 
20% of the general population.” It is 
this which explains why so few Jews 
support the Labour Party any more, not 
its stance on Israel.

In 1945 Phil Piratin was elected MP 
for Mile End in the East End. He was 
a member of the CPGB. Half his votes 
were estimated to come from Jews.11 
When Alderman surveyed Jewish voters 
in Hackney in 1979, some 1.8% of Jews 
said they were voting for the neo-Nazi 
National Front, but zero percent were 
voting for the Communist Party. In 
other words, not only have many Jews 
become more prosperous: they have 
moved to the right politically. Today 
over two-thirds vote Conservative and 
fewer than 15% vote Labour.12

Zionist ally
What Lansman has done is ally himself 
with the most rightwing, Zionist section 
of British Jews - those who support the 
apartheid state of Israel. Lansman fools 
himself that his friends are amongst the 
‘progressive’ Labour Zionists of the 
JLM. The JLM are no more socialist 
than their Likud counterparts. They 
have acted as a Trojan horse inside 
the Labour Party on behalf of the 
Israeli state and are presently trying 
to use the Equality and Human Rights 
Commission as a means of destroying 
Corbyn.

At its last conference the JLM 
passed a motion of no confidence in 
Corbyn.13 Its previous parliamentary 

chair, Luciana Berger, joined the “funny 
tinge” group that split from Labour and 
now sits in the House of Commons 
as an independent, having falsely 
presented herself as a victim of Labour 
‘anti-Semitism’.

The JLM openly boasts that it is 
the “sister party” of the Israeli Labor 
Party: ie, the racist Zionist party that 
supported Netanyahu in his attempts to 
physically expel 40,000 black African 
refugees from Israel because they are 
neither Jewish nor white.14 These are 
the disgusting racists that Lansman 
befriends (alongside Owen Jones).

If anyone has any doubt about 
the nature of the Israeli state and its 
supporters, we should consider that 
two weeks ago dozens of Israelis in the 
northern city of Afula demonstrated 
against the sale of a house to an Arab. 
Joining the demonstrators were mayor 
Avi Elkabetz, who was elected after 
promising that Afula would “maintain 
its Jewish character”.15 One member 
of the knesset asked: “How would we 
describe a mayor in Europe who would 
demonstrate against selling a house to a 
Jewish family?”16

Nor is Afula an isolated example. 
The 2011 Reception Committees Law 
allows hundreds of Jewish communities 
to bar Arabs from living in their 
towns through the use of admission 
committees. In 2010 the chief rabbi of 
Safed issued an edict forbidding Jews 
to rent homes or property to Arabs. 
He was backed up by dozens of other 
Israeli rabbis, all of them paid state 
officials. To this day it is impossible for 
Arab students to rent rooms in Safed or 
similar cities.

The 2018 Jewish Nation-State Law 
made it clear that Israel is a state of its 
Jewish citizens (and Jews worldwide), 
not its Arab citizens. This is the Israel 
and the Jewish state that Lansman 
supports l
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Let’s get trigger-happy
The reinstatement of Chris Williamson has riled the witch-hunters, writes Carla Roberts of Labour Party 
Marxists. Now we must ensure that the decision to introduce the reformed trigger ballot process is used to 
drive them out 

O n June 26 pro-Corbyn MP Chris 
Williamson was reinstated as 
a Labour member, following 

a suspension that lasted exactly four 
months. A three-person panel from the 
party’s national executive committee 
issued him with a formal warning 
about his behaviour - not least his 
totally accurate statement that the 
party had been “too apologetic” over 
claims of anti-Semitism. But the 
NEC’s anti-Semitism panel declined 
to take things further by referring 
comrade Williamson to the national 
constitutional committee, as it had 
been expected to do.

Ironically, as if to demonstrate 
the accuracy of Williamson’s claim 
that the party had “given too much 
ground” over utterly false anti-
Semitism allegations, Labour MP 
Ruth Smeeth, who is chair of the 
rightwing Jewish Labour Movement’s 
parliamentary group, said that he had 
“demonstrated a pattern of behaviour 
over a period of many months, 
seemingly seeking to intentionally 
undermine, marginalise and harass the 
British Jewish community and Jewish 
Labour Party members, which has 
continually brought the Labour Party 
into disrepute”.

She added:

The fact the NEC disputes panel has 
today ignored the recommendations 
of Labour Party staff, to let him off 
with a slap on the wrist, is simply 
appalling. It’s no surprise that the 
Labour Party is being investigated 
by the EHRC for institutionalised 
anti-Jewish hatred. I’m truly 
disgusted that he’s being readmitted 
to the Labour Party.

The fact that Equality and Human 
Rights Commission has been 
asked to investigate Labour for 
“institutionalised” anti-Semitism, and 
that Smeeth can make such disgraceful 
accusations against Williamson, 
clearly illustrates that the party has 
in fact given far too much ground 
to people who come out with such 
outrageous lies.

So does this represent a sea-change 
in the attitude of Jeremy Corbyn and 
those around him? Not necessarily. But 
it certainly strikes a blow against the 
right - at a time when general secretary 
Jennie Formby has just indicated that 
the long awaited reform of the trigger 
ballot process, allowing Constituency 
Labour Parties the possibility of 
deselecting their sitting MP, is now 
to be implemented. In another irony, 
comrade Williamson was before his 
suspension prominent in the campaign to 
help democratise the party by enabling 
members to hold MPs to account.

Trigger ballots
On June 23 Formby wrote to all sitting 
Labour MPs “to ask you to inform the 
Labour Party if you wish to remain a 
candidate at the next general election”. 
MPs have until July 8 to reply. If they 
answer ‘no’, then a full selection 
process between different candidates 
begins (with the usual restrictions: for 
example, all-women short lists). If the 
sitting MP replies ‘yes’, however, the 
local CLP can organise a trigger ballot 
- which, after its reform agreed at last 
year’s conference, now gives members 
for the first time in almost 30 years 
a realistic chance of getting rid of an 
unsatisfactory sitting MP.

Rightwingers have already 
criticised the letter as the beginning 

of their “purge” from the party.1 
Jim Fitzpatrick, MP for Poplar and 
Limehouse, was the first to huffily 
declare on Twitter that he will not 
stand again,2 while Ian Austin MP 
tweeted: “Decision time for Labour 
MPs. In their hearts the vast majority 
know Jeremy Corbyn is unfit to lead 
our country, so are they really going 
to knock on doors and ask people to 
make him prime minister?”3 May those 
two careerists be followed out of the 
door by many, many more. We would 
prefer it if all the vile Blairites and 
warmongers were booted out of the 
party by an active local membership, 
but we really do not mind if they jump 
ship beforehand.

Interestingly enough, some of 
the most zealous Corbyn critics are 
keeping suspiciously quiet for the 
moment - among them Tom Watson, 
Margaret Hodge, Jess Phillips and 
Stella Creasy. We presume they are 
engaged in some form of deliberation 
- and splitting from the party will no 
doubt be one of the options they are 
discussing. But the embarrassing fate 
of Chuka Umunna and his merry band 
of losers will certainly have come 
as a strong discouragement, at least 
for now. Even if Watson took a very 
large number of MPs out behind him 
the chances are they would end up 
the same way. Given the first past the 
post electoral system, they would have 
very little chance of getting re-elected 
- unless they did a deal with the Liberal 
Democrats or Tories. And their careers 
are very dear to these people.

So it seems that - at least in the short 
term - Watson and co are trying to keep 
their heads down in order to avoid 
deselection. Last week, Watson’s Future 
Britain group organised a meeting in 
parliament, entitled ‘Incumbency and 
campaigning’, which was designed to 

“give colleagues the chance to share 
their local strategies for preparing for 
trigger ballots”.4 We are guessing that 
matters like ‘How to stop seeing your 
position as an MP merely as a career 
move’ or ‘How to stop constantly 
knifing Jeremy Corbyn in the back’ 
were not high on the agenda.

But these are the kind of issues that 
loom large in local CLPs and we doubt 
that many members will be fooled by 
any of the dumb survival ‘strategies’ 
Tom Watson et al come up with 
(perhaps most obvious among them the 
recent discovery of ‘women’s issues’ 
by the aforementioned Stella Creasy 
and Jess Phillips). At least we know 
what Future Britain is supposed to be 
good for, now that we have seen its first 
concrete policy: ‘Save your seat’.

There will probably be attempts by 
the right to delay and cancel meetings, 
so that branches cannot actually 
launch trigger ballots. Watson has 
already used that tactic to prevent his 
own West Bromwich East CLP from 
discussing the proposal to change from 
general-committee to all-members 
meetings. Apparently, there was “no 
urgent business”, as the CLP chair, 
Simon Hackett, informed members 
when cancelling the meeting - did 
we mention he happens to work for 
Watson? This cancellation also, 
outrageously, robbed members of their 
right to select delegates to conference 
(so now those rightwingers elected last 
year will get to go again - simple!).5

It is of utmost importance that 
Labour Party members up and down 
the country start getting seriously 
organised for trigger ballots now, if 
they have not done so already. This 
pressure from below is also needed 
to ensure that the reform will be fully 
implemented and that the leadership 
does not pull back at the last moment. 

This remains a real danger. CLPs 
have yet to receive a full timetable 
and written guidelines from Labour 
HQ. There is still the possibility that, 
perhaps, the devil will be in the detail.

The fact that it took almost a year 
to implement the rule change - and 
six months for Formby to produce 
guidelines after she was commissioned 
to do so “urgently” by the NEC back 
in January - is an indication of how 
controversial this reform is, even for 
Jeremy Corbyn and his allies. The 
leadership has until recently tried to 
avoid implementing the rule change 
(despite the fact that it originated 
from the leadership). And it has to be 
said that it does somewhat jar with 
Corbyn’s four-year-campaign of trying 
to appease the rightwing saboteurs 
in the party, rather than take them on 
openly.

We can only hope that he and his 
allies have finally understood that 
there can be no peace, no ‘unity’ with 
the right. Thousands of members have 
been sacrificed in this campaign, as 
the right has suspended, expelled and 
smeared as ‘anti-Semites’ many of 
the most ardent Corbyn supporters. 
It would indeed be high time for the 
leadership to make a bold move against 
the right.

In this context it is interesting that 
it was the NEC officers meeting on 
June 24 which “agreed the procedural 
guidelines for reselection of sitting 
members of parliament” - and not a 
full meeting of the NEC. The majority 
of NEC officers can be described 
as pro-Corbyn, with only three of 
the eight officers being on the right 
(deputy leader Tom Watson, NEC 
chair Wendy Nichols from Unison 
and Cath Speight of the GMB union, 
who is the chair of the national policy 
forum). In meetings of all 39 members 

of the NEC, however, Corbyn does 
not have an outright majority and on 
some issues his supposed ‘allies’ like 
Jon Lansman are known to have let 
him down (for example, over Corbyn’s 
unsuccessful attempt to include a 
‘waiver’ when the NEC adopted the 
International Holocaust Remembrance 
Alliance’s so-called ‘definition’ of 
anti-Semitism6).

It is not inconceivable that the 
next meeting of the full NEC in July 
might decide to overturn some of the 
decisions taken by the NEC officers. 
Or they might decide to delay the 
publication of a timetable ... until it is 
too late, perhaps? In the snap election 
of 2017, CLPs were told that the sitting 
MP would simply remain in place, as 
there was “no time” for a selection 
process. In our view, that was a huge 
political mistake, as the Parliamentary 
Labour Party has been at the heart of 
the coup against Corbyn. But we are 
not yet certain that, despite comrade 
Williamson’s reinstatement, Corbyn 
and his allies have actually learned that 
lesson.

Reform
We should also remember that the 
reform of the trigger ballot was only 
moved in order to stop mandatory 
reselection (aka open selection) from 
being adopted at last year’s conference. 
This issue has been at the heart of the 
fight between the left and the right of 
the party for many decades.

Trigger ballots were first 
introduced by Neil Kinnock in the 
early 1990s as a means of abolishing 
the much more democratic system of 
mandatory reselection (under which 
sitting MPs had to be specifically 
approved and any challenger rejected 
- a system which existed in the party 
in various forms in the 1980s), while 
simultaneously giving the system a 
veneer of ‘democracy’.

But, in reality, the trigger ballot 
system was always rigged: it made 
it almost impossible to get rid of 
a sitting MP, as locally affiliated 
unions and ‘socialist societies’ held 
a huge amount of power. Until last 
year, a democratic selection process 
between different candidates could 
only take place if a minimum of 50% 
of all the local Labour branches and 
the local affiliates voted to challenge 
the sitting MP. As every branch and 
every affiliate had a single vote each 
(irrespective of their membership 
figures), this often gave a local union 
bureaucrat the same power as, say, a 
branch with 500 members. Most of the 
time, the affiliated trade unions used 
their power to retain the sitting MP - 
an arrangement which often reflected 
the rather cosy relationship between 
them. Labour members frequently did 
not even know if a vote on a trigger 
ballot had taken place in their branch 
- they were not really interested, as it 
was quite rightly seen as an ineffective 
tool in the struggle against the right in 
the party.

But all that changed at last year’s 
Labour conference in Liverpool. It 
was the threat of the reintroduction 
of the eminently democratic principle 
of an open contest between different 
prospective parliamentary candidates 
that forced the hand of the party 
leadership: over 95% of all conference 
delegates expressed their support for 
the proposed rule change known as 
‘open selection’. As the party’s largest 
union affiliate, the Unite union, had 
also just reconfirmed its commitment 

Chris Williamson, an ardent supporter of Corbyn: right wing in uproar



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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to a system of mandatory reselection, it 
looked like the rule change would sail 
through conference. The unions count 
for 50% of total voting at conference, 
despite the fact that there are far fewer 
union delegates present than for CLPs 
- without the support of at least a 
proportion of them, it is very difficult 
for any motion to be passed.

Alas, Jeremy Corbyn and his 
allies got cold feet. Fearing that the 
right wing in the party would once 
again escalate its ongoing slow coup 
against him if mandatory reselection 
was adopted, he bottled it. Instead of 
supporting the campaign - started by 
members supportive of his leadership - 
the Corbyn team suggested a reform of 
the trigger ballot instead. The first that 
delegates got to see of the proposed 
reform was at conference itself. No 
meaningful debate or any amendments 
were possible, as the proposal was part 
of the reform package produced in 
the wake of the ‘Democracy Review’ 
conducted by Katy Clark, which was 
presented to delegates on the basis of 
‘take it or leave it’.

While delegates from local CLPs 
voted overwhelmingly in favour of 
opening up the conference agenda 
to allow a debate on this part of the 
proposed reform package, Corbyn 
asked Unite’s general secretary, Len 
McCluskey, to vote against. And, 
since all other unions (apart from 
the three delegates of Matt Wrack’s 
Fire Brigades Union) followed suit, 
the reforms were adopted without 
any chance to amend them. Len 
McCluskey got a lot of stick for 
claiming afterwards that, had the rule 
change on open selection been tabled, 
he would have asked his delegates to 
vote in favour of it - but in reality he 
was largely responsible for stopping it 
from being tabled.

Civil war
Conference delegates in Liverpool 
and members at home were 
understandably fuming about what 
they quite rightly saw as a huge 
betrayal. As opposed to Jeremy 
Corbyn and his allies, they seemed 
very much aware of the fact that, 
without dramatic changes to the 
composition of the PLP in favour of 
the pro-Corbyn left, the civil war in 
the party would remain badly tilted 
against them and could not be won.

Another direct attempt to depose 
Corbyn is improbable - simply 
because there is no doubt he would 
win again. But, even in the unlikely 
event of him getting the keys to No10, 
this would not stop the ongoing civil 
war against him by the right in and 
outside the Labour Party. The current 
crop of rightwing-dominated MPs will 
continue to sabotage and undermine 
him at every possible opportunity - he 
will remain a prisoner constrained by 
a hostile PLP. He would be lucky if he 
could convince these rightwingers to 
vote even for some of the demands in 
his ‘moderate’ For the many, not the 
few manifesto.

More importantly though, what 
if the US and/or the ‘international 
community’ called on their British ally 
to go to war against the ‘terrorists’ in 
Iran or Lebanon? Or back a military 
coup in Venezuela? Or condemn the 
desperate protests of Palestinians 
in Gaza? If Corbyn refused to do 
any of those things, he could easily 
be outvoted by his PLP … which 
would quite conceivably lead to a no-
confidence vote … which could spell 
the swift end of prime minister Corbyn.

In reality, however, we know that 
the ruling class would do everything 
in its power to prevent a Corbyn-led 
government from actually happening. 
They know that, despite his constant 
moves to conciliate and accommodate 
the Labour right, he just cannot be 
trusted because of his past record. 
And, of course, there also remains the 
danger of the formation of a national 
government ‘to sort out Brexit’ - 
perhaps after a snap election. No 

doubt, Jeremy Corbyn would not be 
called up for this dream team to be 
forged, but there are plenty of current 
Labour MPs who would gladly join 
such an endeavour.

The PLP remains the key problem 
for Corbyn, in other words. He cannot 
achieve anything much if he remains 
controlled by these rightwingers. The 
reformed trigger ballot does not make 
it as feasible to remove rightwing MPs 
as mandatory reselection would - but 
it makes getting rid of the biggest 
traitors a real possibility.

No doubt, most of the new crop 
of candidates selected in this process 
will be on what can charitably be 
described as the soft left of the party, 
with many no doubt being pushed by 
Momentum’s witch-finder general, 
Jon Lansman. In other words, these 
deselections can only be the first step 
in the campaign to radically transform 
Labour.

How it works
If the system is implemented, as 
agreed at the 2018 conference (which 
is not yet certain), we can look forward 
to the long overdue clearing out of 
many of the careerists, Blairites and 
warmongers that have been hogging 
Labour’s parliamentary benches for 
decades.

Every party member should 
familiarise themselves with the rules. 
We think it would be a good idea 
to hold trigger ballots everywhere, 
including in seats where members are 
happy with their MP and actually do 
not aim to replace them - that would 
show that MPs who actually represent 
the wishes of the local membership 
have nothing to fear from a democratic 
selection process. It would also be a 
step in the direction of reintroducing 
the much more democratic and 
transparent mandatory reselection of 
all sitting MPs.
 The 2018 Labour conference 

voted to introduce two separate trigger 
ballots: one for all the branches of a 
CLP; another for all local affiliates 
(trade unions, socialist societies, 
cooperative organisations).
 All sitting MPs have until July 8 

to reply to Jennie Formby’s question 
as to whether they “wish to remain a 
candidate at the next general election”.
 If the sitting MP replies ‘no’, then 

a democratic selection process begins. 
If the MP replies ‘yes’, the CLP will 
organise two trigger ballots:

1. Local party members will meet 
in their branches and will be asked to 
vote for or against retaining the sitting 
MP as the only candidate. A simple 
majority will decides whether the 
branch is counted towards a ‘yes’ or 
‘no’ vote.

2. Local affiliates (unions and other 
organisations) - most of whom will 
probably not hold a democratic vote on 
the question - will also have one vote 
each in the CLP.
 If a minimum of 33 % of a CLP’s 

branches or 33 % of the CLP’s affiliates 
vote ‘no’ to retaining the sitting MP, a 
full selection process will start - ie, a 
democratic contest between different 
candidates, including the sitting MP. 
Only full Labour members will have a 
vote in this stage of the process.

For example, if a CLP has 10 
branches and 10 affiliates, either four LP 
branches or four affiliated organisations 
have to vote ‘no’ when asked if they 
want to retain the sitting MP in order to 
trigger a full selection process l

Ready for anything

The Summer Offensive - the 
CPGB’s annual fundraising 

drive - was very quick out of the 
blocks this year, with members 
and supporters at our June 15 
aggregate pledging a tremendous 
starting total of £21,000 towards 
our target of £30k by the last 
day of this year’s Communist 
University (August 17-24). As 
these words are typed, the pledge 
total has now swelled to £23,365, 
with some stalwarts of the 
campaign still to confirm their 
target for 2019.

Indeed, one comrade who 
promised a hefty wodge of that 
total has hit his ambitious target 
already! Of course, as a veteran 
of many past Offensives, he will 
know exactly what’s coming next. 
I’m going to nag the flesh off him 
until he sets another total to hit!

The aggregate debate 
that preceded these pledges 
emphasised both the political and 
social uncertainty that surrounds 
us, as well as the important 
opportunities that could land in 
our collective lap. As politicians, 
we make informed guesses/
projections about the future all 
the time - not to do so would be 
to disarm ourselves and to just 
passively comment on events 
as they unfold. Instead, our 
journalism and the practical 
initiatives that flow from it are 
part of a fight to shape the future, 
not simply wait for it to arrive.

That said, anyone who 
seriously tried to map out the 
precise contours of political 
developments in the short to 
medium term in today’s world 
is being very brave. This period 
is defined by uncertainty and 
disruption - with Trump and 
Sanders, Johnson and Corbyn, as 
its poster boys.

For us as an organisation, the 
challenge is really to become 
qualitatively more effective in 
fighting for our core project of 
a radical political renewal of 
the left and the wider workers’ 
movement. In contrast to what 
some opponents (as well as 
some distant sympathisers) have 
accused us of in the past, this in 
no way means that we are self-
effacing or ‘shy’ about building 
our organisation. For example, 
Farzad Kamangar commented 
at the June 15 aggregate: 
“The influence of the Weekly 
Worker needs to be expanded and 
we need a better presence on the 
internet and on social media.” 
These were among the many 
reasons why she said we need 
to “take the Summer Offensive 
seriously”.

A bigger, slicker CPGB would 

make a huge material difference 
for the cultural/programmatic 
revolution that is an urgent 
priority for the left - both inside 
the Labour Party and out. In a 
turbulent period like this, an 
organisation like ours could grow 
rapidly - and the wherewithal for 
that expansion would be provided 
by the surplus a successful SO 
would deliver. Politically and 
financially, we need to be ready 
for anything.

This is where you come in. 
We have an impressive opening 
pledge of £23k-plus. But 
remember that our £30,000 target 
is our minimum. It is based on a 
calculation of the running costs of 
our organisation for the next 12 
months or so, plus a little extra for 
surprises - whether they are nice 
or nasty ones, they normally entail 
expenditure.

Take just one example - the 
newspaper you are reading now. 
Given the CPGB’s role as the 
main supporter of the Weekly 
Worker, the expanded “influence” 
for it that comrade Kamangar 
looks forward to would be 
helped massively by a Summer 
Offensive that smashes through 
£30k and goes way beyond. 
Despite its paucity of resources 
- financial and otherwise - this 
paper stands head and shoulders 
above the journalistic output 
of organisations with far more 
material resources and members. 
The monthly fighting fund, 
marshalled with irrepressible 
optimism by comrade Robbie 
Rix, is no afterthought - let 
alone a sneaky ruse to build 
Weekly Worker brand-loyalty. 
The donations, big and small, 
make a tangible difference to a 
publication that operates on a 
shoestring budget.

With a successful Summer 
Offensive for the CPGB, we are 
can make sure that the paper ticks 
along. With a bumper SO in 2019, 
we would be able to provide 
the support for comrades who 
produce the paper to seriously 
think about a radical upgrade of 
the equipment needed to produce 
it; a root-and-branch redesign 
for the online presence of the 
WW (and the CPGB itself, of 
course); more effective promotion 
and campaigns to expand the 
readership, etc.

So, in the coming two months 
or so CPGB members will have 
money on their minds. We need 
our members and supporters 
to leave no cushion unturned; 
no piggy bank unviolated; no 
sympathetic comrades or close 
relations not dangled by the heels 
and given a good shake for loose 
change. More than that, we call 
on comrades in the wider circles 
of respect and sympathy that we 
have around our political project 
to also step up and help us make 
this SO one of our very best.
 So far, we have pledges 
amounting to £23,365 with some 
yet to name their target.
 The total cash received is 
already £7,489.
 This includes £180 from TB; 
£200 from PP; KB gave us £280; 
our US comrade, PM, stumped up 
£300 and DG made a good start 
with £60.

Remember, comrades - £30k is 
our minimum! l

William Sarsfield

SUMMER OFFENSIVE
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Major blow to Erdoğan
The repeat election for mayor of Istanbul was not just a case of déjà vu, writes Esen Uslu

T he results of the March 30 local 
elections across Turkey were a 
blow to the ruling coalition of the 

Justice and Development Party (AKP) 
and the Nationalist Movement Party 
(MHP). But president Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan suffered a second blow on 
June 23, when Ekrem İmamoğlu of 
the Republican People’s Party (CHP) 
was (re)elected mayor of Istanbul.

Four years ago the AKP-MHP 
coalition was able to win a slim 
majority at the national level in the 
November 2015 elections, but the 
local elections this year provided the 
most visible proof that a lot of water 
had passed under the bridge since 
then. The coalition was not able to get 
a majority, and it opted for that tried 
and tested way of overturning the 
results, claiming that, especially in 
Istanbul, the voting had been rigged. 
Erdoğan pressurised the supreme 
electoral council, dragging out the 
process as long as he could in the 
hope that a decision to overturn the 
election results would not meet with 
a serious challenge.

AKP claimed that some of the 
returned ballot papers had been 
“irregular” and there were also “non-
civil servant” members on some local 
electoral committees. So a repeat 
election was organised for June 23. 
The opposition was quite ready to 
give an answer. Without dwelling on 
the claims of irregularity or the blatant 
illegality of the decision, İmamoğlu 
declared that the opposition would 
win again - and win more decisively 
this time.

The gross injustice was felt deeply. 
Even some supporters of AKP said 
that the decision was an affront to 
the people who had just given their 
mandate. But clearly Erdoğan was 
hoping that the urban supporters of 
CHP would go off to various coastal 
towns for their long summer holidays 
after the schools closed in mid-June, 
and thus be unable to vote. But this 
unspoken hope proved illusory. 
Despite considerable expense and 
inconvenience, thousands returned 
for a couple of days to Istanbul. 
Incredibly the previous 85% turnout 
actually increased.

CHP, together with its alliance 
partner, the Good Party (İP), had the 
support of the Felicity Party (SP) in 
the March elections. The AKP-MHP 
coalition tried to use the fact that the 
AKP and SP emerged from the same 
party, where in the past they had had 
an acrimonious relationship - their 
leaders had hurled all kind of insults 
at each other for years. But to no avail 
- the opposition parties knew they had 
Erdoğan on the ropes and the SP did 
not abandon its new alliance.

A large section of the urban 
middle class and working class - both 
suffering under the burden of the 
disastrous failure of AKP’s economic 
policy - adamantly refused the last-
minute carrot chunks thrown in front 
of them just before the election in an 
attempt to lure them back into the AKP 
camp. The reduced petrol prices, the 
temporary lowering of the personal 
consumption tax, the increased limit 

for credit card purchases, etc were not 
effective this time. Everybody knew 
that after the elections there would be a 
new wave of price hikes.

As for the leftwing, pro-Kurdish 
Peoples’ Democratic Party (HDP), 
it stuck to its plan of giving tactical 
support to the CHP-İP coalition, despite 
its overwhelmingly militarist and 
nationalist rhetoric. They maintained that 
a third way was required to build support 
for democracy, and that voting for the 
CHP-İP alliance in this election was only 
negative support - it was actually a vote 
against Erdoğan and AKP.

The AKP-MHP coalition was 
getting more and more desperate, 
as the election day approached. It 
brought religious leaders of various 
Islamist jamaats (religious orders) 
to Istanbul in a desperate attempt to 
influence the voting of members of the 
Kurdish community. That did not work 
very well, since the majority of those 
prepared to follow HDP’s advice and 
back CHP are secular.

The AKP-MHP coalition then 
pulled another card from up its sleeve. 
It invited Nechirvan Barzani, the new 
president of the Kurdish region of Iraq 

and the scion of the influential Barzan 
tribe, for talks with Erdoğan just before 
the elections - another opportunity for, 
in particular, TV and social media 
propaganda. However, while Barzani 
enjoys a substantial following in south-
eastern Turkey, his ability to sway 
Kurdish voters in Istanbul was rather 
more limited.

Then came the coup de grâce: 
the state lifted the eight-year ban on 
Abdullah Öcalan, the imprisoned leader 
of the Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK), 
receiving any visits in jail, even from 
his lawyers. Now they were allowed 
to see him and were ready to relay his 
message. However, the lawyers did 
not publicise it in full, passing it on 
instead to the HDP leadership, in line 
with normal procedure. Clearly, the 
AKP-MHP coalition was apprehensive 
- it seemed that HDP was intent on 
holding on to the message until after 
the election.

At this point AKP did something 
unprecedented by sending an 
academician to visit the prison on the 
island of İmralı to conduct his own 
interview with Öcalan. On his return, 
he declared that Öcalan was asking 

HDP to remain neutral in the elections 
- which was why HDP had released the 
message. The leadership disregarded 
his advice and was adamant that Kurds 
should vote for the CHP-İP coalition.

Öcalan’s lawyers and HDP then 
publicised his message. It was quite 
skilfully written in ambiguous terms, 
emphasising the importance of 
neutrality toward both coalitions in 
order to build a third way, a democratic 
front. It also stressed that the party 
should independently decide its course 
of action.

Pro-AKP/MHP commentators 
started a campaign, claiming that 
Öcalan was advising HDP not to vote 
for the CHP-İP coalition, and that HDP 
was thwarting his wishes. One former 
leading figure in MHP mocked HDP 
for not following the advice of its 
“chief terrorist”, which only proved its 
own “terrorist treason to the Kurdish 
people”. This was quirky logic, whose 
conveyor was in turn mocked as an 
out-of-touch old man. The move 
backfired badly. The MHP rank and file 
was furious that the party leadership 
thought it needed the support of Öcalan 
to win the election. Many of the AKP’s 

religious conservative voters distanced 
themselves from such an obvious ploy.

The polls conducted in the last 
week of the election campaign 
indicated that there would be 8%-10% 
between the two coalitions in favour 
of the CHP-İP candidate. The last-
minute moves I have described were 
not sufficient to stop such a surge and 
the result proved that the polls had 
been correct. There was a nine-point 
difference and İmamoğlu was elected 
with 55% of the vote.

The AKP-MHP camp, having 
already been licking its wounds, 
decided to accept the result 
straightaway. The CHP heartlands 
in Istanbul were celebrating and the 
result was a major blow to the AKP, 
as well as its coalition. Speculation 
about substantive changes within the 
party have intensified, and the moves 
that were going on behind the scenes 
to prepare for a new party to emerge 
from the AKP seem to be gaining 
momentum. An early general election 
as soon as this autumn cannot be ruled 
out.

As for the new mayor, his hands 
are tied, since the municipal council 
he heads is made up of representatives 
from local counties, most of which are 
run by the AKP-MHP coalition. They 
will certainly try to stop any vote-
winning initiative from İmamoğlu. 
And, as the local tax revenue, finance 
and credit are all controlled by the 
central government, there is very 
limited scope for independent action.

Despite all the lip service paid 
to ‘democracy’, neither CHP nor 
the twice elected mayor has any 
real democratic instinct. During the 
campaign many issues were raised, but 
İmamoğlu never challenged the system 
of governors: that is, representatives 
of the central state appointed by the 
president having more power than 
the elected mayor. He never openly 
asked for HDP support, knowing that 
he would receive it anyway and that 
making such an appeal would make 
him seem vulnerable among his own 
party supporters.

So a campaign that did not rock 
many boats was sufficient for him to 
garner the support of the dissatisfied. 
But exactly what he will be able to 
do remains a mystery. If you are 
gullible, perhaps you might believe 
his slogan: “Everything will be just 
fine!” However, if you do not swallow 
that, you will know that the task now 
is to prepare for the expected upsurge 
in the class struggle l

Ekrem İmamoğlu: second victory


