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Philistinism
I guess I should be flattered by the 
attention of Gerry Downing (Letters, 
October 3). He takes issue with my 
tribute to Hannah Arendt, whom 
he crudely criticises as a Zionist. 
Subtlety is not Gerry’s forte.

Gerry continues where he left 
off in his contribution to the debate 
between Moshé Machover and myself 
at Communist University. He finds 
that Hannah Arendt’s relationship 
with Martin Heidegger damns her for 
all eternity. The fact that many human 
beings live contradictory lives, where 
we make decisions in our personal 
lives that aren’t always logical, has 
escaped him. People often have 
relationships with other people for 
all the wrong reasons! His letter is an 
example of Philistinism.

Yes, Heidegger joined the Nazi 
Party on May 1 1933. Actually many 
thousands of Germans did in order to 
protect their personal status without 
themselves being Nazis. Ian Kershaw 
in Popular opinion and political 
dissent in the Third Reich: Bavaria 
1933-1945 states that over 60% of 
members of the Nazi Party weren’t 
anti-Semitic. According to Peter 
Merckl, just 13% were “paranoid 
anti-Semites”.

Without claiming any expert 
knowledge of Heidegger, it is my 
opinion that he was more an old-style 
Prussian reactionary than a fully paid-
up adherent to Nazi ideology. That is 
not to excuse him or his behaviour, but 
it is to note, for example, that as rector 
of Freiburg University he prevented 
the display of an anti-Semitic poster 
in the entrance to the university and he 
opposed the book burnings that took 
place in other German universities. 
Heidegger also, of course, resigned 
as rector after a year, although he 
maintained his membership of the 
Nazi party until 1945.

The question why Hannah Arendt, 
who was herself a Jewish refugee 
from Nazi Germany and someone who 
barely escaped with her life, resumes 
her relationship with Heidegger and 
also provides him with political cover 
is not one I can answer. I suspect that 
the reason though is not the barren 
and arid polemic of Gerry Downing 
that “because she remained a Zionist” 
she “identified those racist, elitist 
elements in Heidegger’s philosophy 
that chimed with Zionism itself: the 
contempt for the Untermensch Jews 
in Germany in 1930 and Palestinians 
today”.

Gerry’s polemic is as simplistic as 
it is wrong. For a start, Hannah Arendt 
was one of those Untermensch. 
Anyone acquainted with Arendt’s 
writings, such as Rahel Varnhagen, 
the compiler of essays in The Jew as 
a Pariah and in particular ‘Zionism 
reconsidered’, or her debate with 
Gershom Scholem in response to his 
attack on her for writing Eichmann in 
Jerusalem, would not paint her as a 
Blut und Boden Zionist or racist. This 
is simply cheap rhetoric from Gerry.

In what was a classic putdown of 
the professor of Jewish mysticism, 
who had accused her of having no 
love of the ‘Jewish people’, Arendt 
retorted that this was true. She loved 
her friends and those close to her, 
not a whole people. Likewise she 
denied she was ‘proud’ of being 
Jewish. That is simply a fact that 
one is born with - again the classic 
retort to those who are ‘proud’ of 
being British. I can only assume that 
Gerry is unacquainted with Arendt’s 
writing.

As Gabriel Piterberg wrote in The 
returns of Zionism (one of the best 

books on Zionism in the past decade 
or more), “Arendt committed what is 
for Zionist scholars, from Scholem 
to Shapira, the cardinal sin: she had 
a universalist perspective.” For Gerry 
to paint her as some kind of primitive 
Zionist racist is juvenile debating 
tactics. Arendt was a universalist, 
not a particularist, and that was why 
she and Zionism grew apart. Even 
bourgeois philosophers, which she 
certainly was, have insight that 
Marxists can take heed of!

If Gerry knew anything about 
Zionism or its history, he would know 
that Hannah Arendt was vilified by 
the Zionist establishment for having 
written Eichmann in Jerusalem - the 
banality of evil. It is a book whose 
theme, that the most monstrous 
deeds are perpetrated by insignificant 
bureaucrats, who are part of a 
monstrous machine, resonates to this 
day.

Eichmann in Jerusalem was hated 
by the Zionists precisely because 
it raised the very issues that the 
Eichmann trial had been designed to 
avoid: viz, Zionist collaboration in the 
war, the role of Kasztner in particular 
and the failure of the Jewish leadership 
in Europe. I suggest that Gerry visits 
the debate between Arendt and Zionist 
historian Walter Laqueur.

Anyone who is in the slightest 
acquainted with Arendt’s writings 
would dispute Gerry’s caricature of 
her as a racist and chauvinist, still 
less “an ultra-reactionary”. When 
accused of coming from the German 
left by Scholem, she responded thus: 
“I am not one of the ‘intellectuals 
who comes from the German left’ ... 
It is a fact of which I am in no way 
particularly proud and which I am 
somewhat reluctant to emphasise - 
especially since the McCarthy era in 
this country.” That doesn’t sound like 
a Jewish reactionary to me.

Finally, I know nothing of 
Heidegger’s philosophy or indeed 
of philosophy in general! I adhere 
to Marx’s maxim that philosophers 
interpret the world, but the point is 
to change it. However, Heidegger is 
acknowledged by many people who 
are not ultra-reactionaries as having 
been brilliant in his field. I am in no 
position to judge one way or another, 
although I find it difficult to believe 
that there isn’t something rotten in 
a philosophy that allows its creator 
to join the Nazi Party and sing its 
praises.

However, it is an example of 
Stalinist crudity to say that in order 
to produce something of great value 
you have to be ideologically pure. The 
fact is that Bob Dylan, whose music 
I never tire of, is indeed reactionary 
politically. Likewise TS Elliot - a 
brilliant poet - was an anti-Semite. 
The example I gave of Salvador Dali 
- a fascist who barely escaped with 
his life at the hands of anti-fascists 
- producing great works of art and 
sculpture is also true.

This idea that there is a 1:1 
correlation between ideology and the 
things that one produces is crude and 
mechanical, and is a rejection of the 
concept of alienation and distance. 
For example, the best Marxist 
analysis of Zionism is the book 
Zionism: The false Messiah by Nathan 
Weinstock of the Fourth International. 
Unfortunately Weinstock is now a 
Zionist! Does that negate his book? 
And Hannah Arendt, incidentally, is 
the classic non-Zionist!
Tony Greenstein
Brighton

Woke bigots
One of the most effective ways 
of silencing people is to deprive 
them of the vocabulary they need 
to express their opinions. No-one 
knows this better than Leanne 
Wood, the notoriously illiberal 

former leader of Plaid Cymru. In 
a thoroughly sinister speech to 
the Welsh Assembly on October 
2, Wood opened a new chapter in 
her war on free speech in Wales. 
Genuine socialists in Wales have 
been appalled by her apparent belief 
that only she and a self-selected 
coterie of pale-pink ‘radicals’ have 
the right to speak their minds.

The background to the speech 
was a richly entertaining spat 
between Wood and Royston Jones 
- the independent journalist, who 
writes an excellent blog about Welsh 
politics under the pseudonym, ‘Jac 
O’ the North’. Back in January, in a 
characteristic display of coarseness, 
Wood lost her temper with Jones and 
called him an “arsehole” on Twitter. 
Although it’s never acceptable 
for a politician in a free society to 
launch crude personal attacks on 
journalists, not many of us took 
this relatively footling matter very 
seriously. However, Wood’s display 
of online vulgarity contravened the 
assembly’s social-media guidelines 
and she refused to apologise. Her 
speech was a response to a motion 
of censure, which her colleagues in 
the assembly had brought against 
her.

How did Wood defend herself? 
Her first, tiresomely predictable, 
move was to accuse Jones of being 
a “misogynistic bully”. What this 
amounted to was a plea for positive 
discrimination in political debate. 
Wood’s position goes something 
like this: any man who vigorously 
criticises a female politician is by 
definition a woman-hater and a thug. 
In the name of feminist dogma, men 
are under an absolute obligation 
to hold their tongues, whenever a 
female politician opens her mouth. 
Woke fanaticism trumps democracy 
every time.

More sinister still was Wood’s 
astonishing attack on the vocabulary 
of contemporary political debate. In 
a toe-curling display of self-pity, 
Wood listed some of the terms which 
the Twitterati frequently deploy 
against her when commenting on 
her tweets: “Feminazi, socialist 
handmaids, woke, nicheist, virtue-
signalling snowflakes”.

Read that list again. With the 
possible exception of “feminazi”, 
none of those terms would be 
thought objectionable by anyone 
other than a professional offence-
taker. Most of them have appeared 
time and again in the mainstream 
media. Yet Wood’s astonishing 
claim is that they’re all “straight 
out of the far-right playbook”. Her 
intention here is clear. In seeking 
to associate some of the central 
terms of contemporary debate with 
fascism, Wood is trying to shame 
her critics into silence. Her aim is 
to make it literally impossible for 
views which contravene the woke 
consensus to be uttered. Wood’s 
view of the world was neatly 
anticipated by Syme in 1984: “The 
destruction of words is a beautiful 
thing.”

If Leanne Wood were simply 
an isolated fanatic, her sordid 
display of anti-democratic rancour 
in the Welsh assembly wouldn’t 
be worth worrying about. But 
she’s not. She’s part of a much 
wider movement, whose aim is to 
undermine democracy by depriving 
the English language of its rich 
versatility. Another recent example 
is the pathetic claim by remainer 
MPs that Brexiteers habitually use 
“inflammatory” language. Leanne 
Wood is perfectly entitled to express 
her views, but those of us who object 
to her attempt to turn Wales into a 
totalitarian hellhole have a right to 
stand up to her.

If you have a few bob to spare, 

visit Royston Jones’s website 
and make a donation. It’s time for 
socialists who value free speech to 
unite against the woke bigots.
PS Burton
Machynlleth

Gallant attempts
At the risk of chucking around 
even worse slabs of self-serving 
introspection and generalised 
wastefulness, let me say that I’m 
surprised that your correspondent, 
Andrew Northall, has got either 
the time on his hands or basic 
inclination to criticise the efforts of 
other comrades (Letters, October 
3) - those making gallant attempts 
to break free from the cyclical 
narratives of the hard left.

Has your correspondent got 
nothing better to do? Has he not 
noticed the million and one other 
and far more significant things 
taking place just down the road, 
so to speak? Apart from that, does 
he really think people will be 
interested in his carefully honed 
but nonetheless rank apologia for 
Stalinism’s era within its equally 
abe r r a t i ona l / pos t -Bo l shev i sm 
horror land?

Readily coming to mind amongst 
those million and one things ‘just down 
the road’ are refugees either drowning 
in the Mediterranean or struggling 
to survive in filthily inadequate 
camps - all having originated under 
imperialism’s barbaric activities 
of control, obedience and plunder. 
Also coming to mind are oligarchs 
- those global ultra-rich who piss all 
over any ideas of decency, purpose, 
graciousness and therein true value to 
be found in life.

Alternatively again, it could be 
pointed out to your correspondent 
how monetisation of our lives has 
grown to such unfeasible extents 
that online subliminal ‘influencers’ 
for commercial product and brand 
promotion can make bucketloads, 
whilst young families in the self-
same ‘connected’ western world 
don’t even have a roof over their 
heads - not one that’s anywhere near 
affordable or to really call their own, 
at any rate. All of that thanks to the 
continuing fall-out and, indeed, the 
ongoing state-terrorist techniques 
of making the working class pay for 
the collapse of their quite simply 
gangster-like banking system, back 
in 2008.

Those are the types of matter 
and profound considerations 
that should be holding absolute 
and finite prominence for all 
communists, surely? That’s not 
even to mention how Banksy sells 
his ‘street’ artworks for a fortune 
in high-bourgeois galleries, but 
then ducks out of the target range 
by announcing how he’ll be buying 
a “refugee boat” to replace the one 
confiscated by Italian authorities; 
how corporate control via media 
and cultural manipulation of the 
narrative is running riot, to the 
extent it now all but rules the roost. 
Oh, that creation of a ‘false reality’ 
our various elites of capitalism both 
wish and require the masses to abide 
by!

All suchlike elements and 
segments play their part in the 
perpetuation of capitalism, albeit 
some more innocently or better-
intentioned than others. Woe 
betide comrade Andrew Northall 
- the working class ain’t fucking 
stupid, so it has learned from 
history and now has templates for 
the future (but not as either him or 
his outmoded/entirely defunct sort 
would have them envisage). Any 
such comrades may like to consider 
reorganising both their ideas and 
their preoccupations. The world’s 
vital, stoical and proud - but also 

poor, oppressed and abused - would 
be highly appreciative.
Bruno Kretzschmar
email

End capitalism
One can only sympathise with the 
problems that John Smithee and 
his family have suffered (Letters, 
October 3): I do not myself have to 
carry that kind of load, though I hope 
that at least I have normal human 
empathy for others. The human 
instinct must be to search desperately 
for a solution to desperate problems.

However, those solutions are not 
going to arrive under capitalism. The 
ruling class rules, as it has for the last 
10,000 years or so, through ideas (see 
Paul Demarty’s article, ‘Being ruder 
than Boris’, in the same issue) and 
through repression and concessions. 
Concessions are always as temporary 
as the ruling class can make them, 
as we can see with the imposition of 
austerity as another nail in the coffin 
of the post-war welfare state.

There are millions of people 
in desperate circumstances in the 
UK, thanks to universal credit, the 
bedroom tax, NHS cuts and drug 
costs, massive debt, unemployment 
and precarious work. In the US it is 
even worse, with millions deprived 
of healthcare and millions suffering 
from opioid addiction. The plight of 
refugees, subsistence farmers and 
sweatshop workers all over the world 
is dire.

I’m not suggesting that John, 
especially as a reader of and regular 
letter-writer to the Weekly Worker, 
is not aware of all this, but I would 
assert that there are no answers 
beyond, for instance, the ‘What 
we fight for’ column in the paper. 
Capitalism is not going to provide 
jobs and it is not going to ameliorate 
the crisis situations of millions of 
families in the UK or the rest of the 
world. The current direction of travel 
is by unanimous decree to make 
things worse - under the leadership 
of the United States.

A transistor radio for a vasectomy 
didn’t do much for India in the 1970s 
and £500 in the UK now is less than 
two weeks’ pay on minimum wage 
and less than two weeks’ rent for 
millions of workers. A Conservative 
government is already working to 
cap child benefits with no interest in 
the misery that will cause.

For all the problems that big 
families might face, we can do 
nothing but harm by, in effect, 
marginalising them, because, among 
other things, where does it end? 
Refugees, immigrants, poor people 
in general. This is what governments 
do - if people weren’t so feckless 
they’d be all right.

We have to end capitalism and 
we have to end class society; there 
are no other remedies and we don’t 
have much time. There are grounds 
for hope, however, in the enormous 
courage of the people in Hong Kong, 
in France, in the USA - and indeed 
all over the world. People are dying, 
but their comrades keep on fighting. 
However, the overall weakness of the 
left is a constant worry.
Jim Cook
Reading

Con-munism
Jack Conrad makes many useful 
insights and observations on the crisis 
faced by Jeremy Corbyn and the 
socialist movement ‘Establishment 
at an impasse’, October 3). But he 
ruins it with his central theory that 
“Communists reject referendums. 
These are a con - a means of fooling 
the people.”

The first statement is untrue 
or, worse, a lie: that is, an untruth 
repeated when it is known to be false. 
The second statement is true. But it 
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doesn’t mean all people are fooled 
all of the time, unless you think the 
masses are biologically ignorant 
or stupid. Even then, a communist 
answer to ignorance is participation in 
struggle, not the principle of boycott.

I won’t repeat all the evidence 
on boycott except to remind readers 
that the Bolshevik programme 
advocated a referendum as a means 
of a (relatively) peaceful and 
democratic resolution to the national 
question. The right of nations to self-
determination without the right for 
a nation to vote on separation is a 
‘con’. To put it simply, the Bolsheviks 
preferred and advocated a referendum 
to having a civil war between nations.

Jack’s fundamental mistake is 
to raise one way of voting in liberal 
democracy as uniquely bad as “a 
means of fooling people”. This is 
the method of anarchism or ‘con-
munism’. The list is massive: general 
elections (con), Labour Party (con), 
universal suffrage (con) are all means 
of “fooling the people” - and not 
forgetting my favourite: the ‘republi-
con’.

Politics, in capitalist societies, 
in all its guises is designed as “a 
means of fooling people”. No 
communist should disagree with this. 
But anarchists believe that boycott 
is the answer, unless they change 
their minds. They would boycott the 
Irish referenda on gay marriage and 
abortion. They would change their 
minds if it seems a good idea or is 
not worth being condemned as a 
reactionary. As Groucho Marx said, 
“These are my principles, and if you 
don’t like them ... well, I have others”.

Now we turn to poor old Jeremy, 
who is doing better than most 
ignorant and stupid people imagine. 
He is in a hole. So he turns to Labour 
Party Marxists for advice. He believes 
they are a voice of the working class 
and not a con. He might ask, ‘What 
is the road to socialism?’ LPM might 
say, ‘I wouldn’t start from here if I 
were you.’ They might say. ‘Give 
up because con-munism is the only 
answer.’

Alternatively they might say ‘Let’s 
fight together to defeat Johnson 
with a working class strategy and 
tactics related to the actual balance 
of forces.’ Should Corbyn call for a 
referendum? (No) Should he demand 
a general election now (No) or 
sooner or later (No)? Should he try 
to remove the dangerous Johnson 
from office? (No) Should he call a 
vote of no confidence? (No) Should 
he become a caretaker PM? (No) 
Should he support another MP 
as caretaker PM? (No) Should he 
call for a government of national 
disunity? (No) Is there anything else 
that makes sense? (No)

Jack has blocked and barricaded 
up every escape route and not just the 
blind alleys. LPM seems no better. 
They have no answers and no way out 
of the cul de sac, having blocked off 
all the exits. Since it is easy to argue 
against every option, it is only fair to 
rise to the same challenge.

The Tory referendum has given 
the mantle of ‘democracy’ to the 
right. The democratic answer to 
these reactionary ‘democrats’, who 
are ‘fooling the people’, is to listen 
to the people. In 2016, the collective 
view of working people through 
their majorities was for England and 
Wales to leave the EU and Northern 
Ireland and Scotland to remain. 
Nobody voted to leave the single 
market or customs union. This is 
what every democrat should demand. 
This deal or any other deal (including 
a no-deal ‘clean break’) must be put 
to the people in a ratification (yes/
no) referendum.

This is simple, democratic and easy 
to understand. But it is impossible to 
fathom if your head is full of English 
(or Anglo-British) chauvinist and 
unionist crap, which, of course, 
swamps the Labour Party. Corbyn 

was moulded politically in the same 
swamp.

Yet the interesting point is that 
it is close to, but different from, the 
position he and the Labour Party have 
taken. Corbyn has ignored the voters 
on Northern Ireland and Scotland. 
He hasn’t fully embraced the single 
market, including EU free movement. 
Corbyn’s instinct is for the trade union 
idea of a ratification referendum, but, 
as Jack says, he “has been dragged 
into adopting a second referendum”. 
As Jack recognises, it is a big mistake 
to feed red meat to the reactionary 
‘democrats’.

Of course, the main task is to 
defeat Tory Brexit, including the 
danger from no deal. Stopping Tory 
Brexit - whether defeating a Johnson 
deal or stopping no deal - is the key 
to a Labour government. He could 
be ousted by a temporary caretaker 
government to call a general election 
or defeated in an election he calls.

The caretaker option is extremely 
unlikely because the liberals and 
reactionaries fear Corbyn more than 
Brexit or Johnson. Of course, there 
can be no support for anybody other 
than Corbyn, while he is leader of 
the Labour Party and Her Majesty’s 
Opposition. If by some miracle 
Johnson gets a deal, that must be put 
for ratification to the people, because 
parliament might agree, with a section 
of Labour MPs voting for it.

So far, because of his principled 
opposition to all referenda, Jack has 
failed to recognise the distinction 
between a ratification and a second 
or repeat referendum with a ‘remain’ 
option. However, he says, “While 
opinion polls show a clear majority 
wanting a ‘say’ on any final Brexit 
deal, the result of a second referendum 
is far from certain.”

This tells us everything that we 
need to know. The people want to 
ratify or reject any deal (having 
a ‘say’), but are divided over the 
wisdom of rerunning, with a ‘remain’ 
option reinforcing divisions in the 
working class.
Steve Freeman
London

Pointless monarch
Mike Macnair was, I think, 
insufficiently appreciative of the 
Supreme Court decision (‘Judges, 
politics and democracy’, September 
26). The court can at any time be 
criticized as the ultimate protector 
of property rights, but that is hardly 
the principle at stake in Gina 
Miller’s case, which concerned 

Boris Johnson’s abuse of the royal 
prerogative.

Private property rights are deeply 
entrenched behind a phalanx of 
statutes and international instruments 
- not least the Human Rights Act 
and the European Convention on 
Human Rights. That fact need 
not prevent us from admiring the 
boldness with which the 11 justices 
slapped the government down, and 
the lucidity with which they spelled 
out the constitutional principle of 
the supremacy of parliament.

The usefulness as a precedent of the 
Miller judgment is rather undermined 
by Lady Hale’s statement from the 
chair at hand-down that the question 
under consideration is a “one-off”. 
Incidentally, her statement is a fine 
exposition of basic constitutional 
rules.

Johnson says he respects the 
court, but does not agree with the 
judgment - the first part of this 
statement is a lie from a man who 
has no respect for anything. But his 
disagreement with the judgment 
amounts to a rejection of the very 
basis of his appointment as prime 
minister. It is as clear an assertion 
of a penchant for authoritarian rule 
untrammelled by the law as any 
premier has made in the last couple 
of centuries.

The position of the queen is no 
less abject. True, she is supposed 
to act on ministers’ advice, but 
here her ministers do not have the 
support of the House of Commons. 
The trip to Balmoral by the three 
privy councillors led by Jacob 
Rees-Mogg was intended to be kept 
secret from the cabinet, as well as 
from our elected representatives 
in parliament. The application for 
a prerogative order was patently 
abusive, as the court unanimously 
found. How did it come about that 
the queen signed an order to silence 
parliament for more than a month in 
the middle of a political crisis?

At the least, the queen failed to 
spot a fraudulent application which 
rode roughshod over democratic 
rights. Less charitably we could 
conclude that she thought it was 
right to do so. So what is the 
purpose of our maintaining her and 
her burgeoning brood in luxury at 
public expense? What is the point 
of monarchy when the monarch is 
ready and willing to sweep away a 
parliament whenever it suits the Old 
Etonian gang?
John Spencer
London

London Communist Forum
Sunday October 13, 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: ‘Conclusion: The US case’.
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 October 15, 6.30pm: Series of talks on social and biological 
anthropology, Daryll Forde seminar room, Anthropology Building, 14 
Taviton Street, off Gordon Square, London WC1.
This meeting: ‘Why menstruation matters’, Speaker: Camilla Power.
Organised by Radical Anthropology Group:
http://radicalanthropologygroup.org.
Solidarity with Palestine
Saturday October 12, 9.30am to 5pm: Trade union conference, 
Resource for London, 356 Holloway Road, London N7. Build on the 
solidarity work by trade unions in the UK. Registration £15 (£10).
Organised by Palestine Solidarity Campaign:
www.facebook.com/events/2521055371451874.
Extinction Rebellion and trade unionists
Saturday October 12, 12.30pm: Rally, Trafalgar Square, London 
WC2. Call for trade unionists to rebel and sound the alarm for the 
climate and ecological emergency.
Organised by Extinction Rebellion UK:
www.facebook.com/events/492138598287669.
Gaza under siege
Saturday October 12, 2pm: film screening, Chorlton Irish Club, 17 
High Lane, Manchester M21. Gaza is a new Irish-made documentary 
film that uncovers human stories of a land under siege. Tickets £4.40.
Organised by Irish Mancunian:
www.facebook.com/events/994586474293611.
Support striking sixth-form teachers
Thursday October 17, 1pm: March and rally. Assemble Emmanuel 
Centre, 9-23 Marsham Street, London SW1. March to Department 
for Education, 20 Great Smith Street, London SW1. Support NEU 
members on strike against job losses, class size increases and teaching 
time cuts.
Organised by National Education Union:
neu.org.uk/sixth-form-colleges-ballot-and-strike.
What is meant by neoliberalism?
Thursday October 17, 6pm: Study session, Jack Jones House,  
2 Churchill Way, Liverpool L3.
Organised by Merseyside Socialist Theory Study Group:
study4socialism@outlook.com.
Trade unions, class and power
Thursday October 17, 7pm: First of four weekly classes, Marx 
Memorial Library, 37a Clerkenwell Green, London, EC1. Trade unions 
today and how they developed. Speaker: Mary Davis. Entrance £5 (£3).
Organised by Marx Memorial Library:
www.facebook.com/events/693098527785594.
Where next for the left?
Thursday October 17, 7.30pm: Inaugural meeting, Nottingham 
Mechanics Institution, 3 North Sherwood Street, Nottingham NG1. 
Build a democratic, transparent and socialist Labour Left Alliance. 
Speakers: Chris Williamson MP and Lee Rock (Sheffield Labour Left).
Organised by Labour Left Alliance Nottingham & Nottinghamshire:
www.facebook.com/events/520885158735997.
Against racism and fascism
Saturday October 19, 9.30am to 4pm: International conference, Friends 
Meeting House, 173 Euston Road, London NW1. Combat Johnson, Farage and 
the growth of the international far right. Speakers include MPs Richard Burgon 
and Emma Dent Coad, Mark Serwotka (PCS) and Kevin Courtney (NEU).
Organised by Stand Up To Racism:
www.facebook.com/events/384190322161056.
Remember Tommy Hepburn
Saturday October 19, 9.30am: Parade. Assemble Wardley Colliery 
Monument, White Mere Gardens, Wardley NE10 for march to St 
Mary’s church, Abbotsford Road, Heworth NE10. Memorial for the 
founder of the first miners’ union in Durham and Northumberland.
Organised by Follonsby Miners Lodge:
www.facebook.com/events/1006074149724251
Why we need an anti-war government
Thursday October 24, 7pm: Public meeting, Phoenix Community 
Centre, 66 Westow Street, Upper Norwood, London SE19.
Organised by Crystal Palace Stop the War Coalition:
www.facebook.com/events/757603708045658.
Revolution festival 2019
Friday October 25, 5pm to Sunday October 27, 5pm: Annual school, 
Student Central, Malet Street, London WC1. Discussions on current 
events, history, philosophy, and economics. Entrance £25 (£10).
Organised by Socialist Appeal:
www.facebook.com/events/1919153808189228.
Iran: conflict without resolution?
Monday October 28, 6.45pm: Public meeting, Cafe Diplo at The 
Gallery, 70-77 Cowcross Street, London, EC1. Speaker Yassamine 
Mather will look at the background to the crisis inside the Islamic 
republic and western policy towards Iran. Entrance £3 (£2).
Organised by Friends of Le Monde Diplomatique:
www.mondediplofriends.org.uk.
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.

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

Inspiration
A comrade in Australia has 

given the Weekly Worker’s 
fighting fund a big boost this 
week by setting up a regular 
payment of no less than £50 a 
month via PayPal! In reply to a 
query as to whether this was for 
a subscription, MF answered 
in the negative: no, it is a 
donation, “intended to express 
political support for what you 
are doing”.

Well, comrade, that is not only 
very generous, but acts as an 
inspiration to our team. It adds to 
the certainty that our work is not 
wasted - while our readership is 
tiny, compared to what we aspire 
to, we know that our paper is 
regarded as essential reading by 
thousands, including on the other 
side of the world! That is because 
of its consistent, clear message: in 
Britain, as in every country, there 
is an urgent need for principled 
Marxist unity within a single 
democratic-centralist party.

There was another £50 
donation too - this time a one-off 
from comrade CT, who sent us a 
cheque, while KN added a handy 
£20 to her subscription payment. 
And there were seven standing-
order payments - thanks go to 
AC (£50), FK (£35), CG and NH 
(£30), GD and DV (£25) and SM 
(£10).

All that amounted to £325, 
taking the running total so far 
in October to £467 after just 
nine days. But that is still a little 
behind where we ought to be - 
after all, we need £2,000 each 
and every month. Think what just 
a few more like MF could do, 
each adding £50 a month to our 
guaranteed income! l

Robbie Rix

Fighting fund
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Playing the blame game
Now that a Brexit deal is ‘essentially impossible’, writes Eddie Ford, we could be heading towards an 
ugly, populist general election

Operation blame game has 
begun for real following the 
already famous phone call 

between Boris Johnson and Angela 
Merkel in the early hours of October 
8. According to a “Downing Street 
source”, which has not been refuted 
by Berlin, the German chancellor was 
unusually blunt in saying that there 
will be no Brexit deal unless Northern 
Ireland remains within the customs 
union “forever”.

Assuming for now that the 
conversation has been accurately 
reported, the message was more 
than clear: there can be no time-
limited backstop or ‘two borders 
for four years’. This represents a 
total rejection of Boris Johnson’s 
alternative to the backstop, which 
would see Northern Ireland leaving 
the customs union along with the rest 
of the of the UK, but staying in the 
single market for goods - all subject 
to approval every four years by the 
Northern Ireland assembly. Of course, 
the prime minister’s plan was always 
a non-starter, as it contains far too 
much uncertainty for the European 
Union - and it effectively gives the 
Democratic Unionist Party a veto 
over whether the statelet keeps in 
regulatory alignment with the EU.

“France is saying the same thing” 
as Angela Merkel, the same source 
says. In some respects it does appear 
that EU leaders - quite understandably 
from their point of view - have decided 
to make an example of the UK in 
order to show that Johnson’s attempt 
to trash Theresa May’s withdrawal 
agreement must inevitably lead to 
the UK ending up in a worse place 
- you cannot leave the club while 
retaining the benefits, as that could 
potentially threaten the integrity 
of the bloc. Others would want to 
follow Britain’s lead. In the sanguine 
opinion of the No10 source, the call 
provided a “very useful clarifying 
moment in all sorts of ways”, as an 
agreement now looks “essentially 
impossible” - which seems a realistic 
assessment. Then again, you could 
say that Brexit negotiations did not 
collapse on October 8 - they had 
never really resumed after Theresa 
May’s resignation last summer. From 
then onwards it has all been kabuki - 
shadow boxing, at least on the British 
side.

Sources on both sides have 
confirmed that no meetings between 
the negotiating teams are scheduled. 
Both Michel Barnier, the EU’s 
chief negotiator, and Jean Claude-
Juncker, president of the European 
Commission, addressed the European 
parliament on October 9 to report 
on the state of play. On the face of 
it there now appears to be a binary 
choice between a no-deal Brexit or 
a delay that might in some way lead 
to Brexit being cancelled or revoked. 
Brino (‘Brexit in name only’) is a 
fading memory. The “Downing Street 
source” or Angela Merkel - or both - 
have raised the stakes considerably.

Scupper
The call followed on from the 
now equally famous very long text 
message sent the day before to James 
Forsyth, political editor of the centre-
right Spectator magazine, from 
someone he describes as “a contact 
in No10”, setting out the Downing 
Street view on where the Brexit 
talks are going - all of which bears 
the hallmark of Dominic Cummings, 
Boris Johnson’s de facto chief of staff 

and the supposed Steerpike-like evil 
genius directing events in accordance 
to some grand master plan.1 In fact, 
anyone of a paranoid disposition 
might think that the “Downing Street 
source” and the “contact in No10” are 
the same person.

Anyway, the text threatens to 
“make clear privately and publicly 
that countries which oppose delay 
will go to the front of the queue for 
future cooperation” - but “those who 
support delay will go to the bottom 
of the queue”, because it will be seen 
as “hostile interference in domestic 
politics, and over half of the public 
will agree with us”. Given the 
presumption for the time being that 
the EU 27 will unanimously agree to 
a Brexit extension, with no sign so far 
of Viktor Orbán’s Hungary coming 
to the rescue of Boris Johnson with 
a veto, this would mean the whole of 
the EU going to the “bottom of the 
queue”.

More significantly, the text goes 
on to complain that Irish taoiseach 
Leo Varadkar was “keen on talking 
before the Benn Act, when he thought 
that the choice would be ‘new deal 
or no deal’” - but, since the act 
passed, “he has gone very cold” and 
it is “clear he wants to gamble on a 
second referendum”, which is why 
he is “encouraging Barnier to stick to 
the line that the UK cannot leave the 
EU without leaving Northern Ireland 
behind”. However, the texter argues, 
Varadkar’s assumptions are “false”, 
as Ireland and Brussels “listen to all 
the people who lost the referendum” 
- yet they do not listen to “those who 
won the referendum and they don’t 
understand the electoral dynamics 
here”. If the deal dies, which appears 
to have happened, “then it won’t be 
revived”, because “to marginalise 
the Brexit Party we will have to fight 
the election on the basis of ‘No more 
delays, get Brexit done immediately’” 
- even if the British establishment and 
the EU “think we’re bluffing”.

Even more importantly still, we 
learn that “the next phase will require 
us to set out our view on the Surrender 
Act” - which, it seems, “imposes 
narrow duties”. Rather, “our legal 
advice is clear that we can do all sorts 
of things to scupper delay, which for 
obvious reasons we aren’t going into 
details about” - especially in a case 
like this, “where there is no precedent 

for primary legislation, directing 
how the PM conducts international 
discussions”. However, admits the 
anonymous writer, “those who pushed 
the Benn Act intended to sabotage 
a deal” and they have “probably 
succeeded” - so, in conclusion, “the 
main effect of it will probably be to 
help us win an election by uniting 
the ‘leave’ vote and then a no-deal 
Brexit” (my italics).

In other words, though things 
can quickly change with Brexit, 
Boris Johnson is not going to “die 
in a ditch” or break the law - as was 
made clear in the Edinburgh Court 
of Session last week, government 
documents were submitted saying 
it will abide by the Surrender Act 
(sorry, Benn Act). Instead, the above 
text and other signals coming out of 
Downing Street paint the picture of 
a government wanting to cushion 
its landing on November 1 - with 
Brexit still not done, will the prime 
minister be blown out of the water, 
given all his Churchillian promises to 
never surrender and deliver Brexit as 
promised? Or will he successfully be 
able to blame the ‘remain’ elite?

And the oppositions parties are still 
fighting like ferrets in a sack about the 
way forward, unable to agree on who 
should lead any possible interim or 
caretaker government - or whether to 
hold a vote of no confidence at all this 
side of October 31. There is now talk 
of a big push next week in parliament 
to get a referendum onto the statute 
book, the mood in the Parliamentary 
Labour Party indicating a preference 
for a ‘people’s vote’ ‘or ‘final say’ 
before a general election - something 
that will doubtlessly please Tom 
Watson. It might also please Nigel 
Farage and the right wing of the Tory 
Party, not to mention Boris Johnson, 
as such a move will just fuel the 
Brexiteer narrative of a treasonous 
‘remain’ alliance out to thwart the will 
of the people.

Therefore Team Boris must be 
calculating that the groundwork 
is nicely laid for an ugly, populist 
election, pitching ‘the people’ versus 
a parliament “as popular as the clap”, 
backed by “hostile” EU governments 
- to use the words of the Spectator 
text. Under those conditions, you 
would expect Boris Johnson to mop 
up the Brexit Party vote and win 
an election, though nothing is ever 

certain with our electoral system and 
a very volatile electorate, which can 
splinter in almost any direction.

For instance, a recent survey by 
the British Election Study found that 
only half of voters stayed loyal to 
the same party in the 2010, 2015 and 
2017 elections - while just 13% of 
voters backed different parties in the 
1964 and 1966 elections, with 43% 
changing their views between 2010 
and 2015 and 33% between 2015 
and 2017.2 By the same measure, 
even if the odds look against it at 
the moment, you cannot entirely rule 
out the prospect of Jeremy Corbyn 
bettering his 2017 performance and 
winning an election on a radical-
sounding manifesto.

Legal advice
Further complicating the picture, The 
Sun reports that senior No10 aides 
are “preparing legal advice” for the 
queen to ensure that she cannot sack 
Boris Johnson even if he loses a no-
confidence vote and MPs finally 
manage to agree on a caretaker 
replacement (October 9). The bold 
move, if true, is based on 70-year-
old procedural rules first drawn up 
by the queen’s first private secretary, 
Sir Alan Frederick Lascelles, in 1950 
when he served her father, George VI. 
These were designed as a code for 
monarchs to follow, under which they 
are able to refuse a PM’s request to 
hold a general election under certain 
circumstances - such as if parliament 
is still “vital, viable and capable of 
doing its job”; or an election would 
be “detrimental to the national 
economy”; or an alternative prime 
minister emerges and can govern “for 
a reasonable period with a working 
majority”.

Our cunning No10 advisors 
think these principles can be flipped 
on their head and actually used as 
founding reasons for why the queen 
must keep a serving prime minister 
in place - on the grounds that asking 
Boris Johnson to step down from 
office would risk chaos and endanger 
the economy. However, Blairite 
peer Lord Charlie Falconer quickly 
tweeted that the Lascelles principles 
have been overtaken by the Fixed 
Term Parliament Act.

The Johnson-Merkel phone call 
- or rather the briefing about it - 
obviously infuriated Donald Tusk, the 

European Council president, who in 
a diversion from diplomatic protocol 
tweeted directly at Boris Johnson:

What’s at stake is not winning 
some stupid blame game. At stake 
is the future of Europe and the UK, 
as well as the security and interests 
of our people. You don’t want a 
deal, you don’t want an extension, 
you don’t want to revoke. Quo 
vadis? [Where are you going?].

That sentiment was echoed by Jean-
Claude Juncker, who said “nobody 
would come out a winner” in a no-
deal scenario: “I do not accept this 
‘blame game’ of pinning the eventual 
failure of the negotiations on the EU.” 
For him, “the explanation is actually 
in the British camp” - he pointed out 
that Johnson’s Brexit proposals would 
leave the UK with a relationship with 
the EU that was “less intimate than 
with Canada”.

Very plausible stories are 
circulating that the EU is poised to 
extend the Brexit deadline to June 
next year - providing enough time 
for an “event” to happen, such as a 
referendum and/or general election, 
whilst avoiding giving the UK a 
chance to wield its veto on the bloc’s 
seven-year budget which might come 
to a vote at some time starting then. 
Some EU diplomatic sources have 
suggested an end date that would be 
ahead of a possible general election, 
so as to pressurise the House of 
Commons into accepting a deal, 
but this seems unlikely - and not 
particularly viable. It could have the 
opposite effect upon the Commons, 
even if it does have an inbuilt anti-no-
deal majority.

Underlining the nature of the 
Brexit crisis, it has been announced 
that MPs will be called to sit for a 
special (or emergency) parliamentary 
session on Saturday October 19, two 
days after the supposedly make-or-
break EU summit. No10 may seek to 
seize the initiative by putting down a 
series of motions for MPs to vote on 
- asking them if they want to leave 
with no deal, revoke article 50, stage 
another referendum, etc.

But the special parliamentary 
session carries dangers for the prime 
minister. Obviously, MPs would have 
to vote for the Saturday session to go 
ahead in the first place. This makes it 
quite possible that the speaker, John 
Bercow - due to resign on October 31 
- could allow any vote to be ‘hijacked’ 
by a procedural move allowing 
backbenchers to seize control of the 
Commons timetable again. If this 
were to happen, opposition MPs 
would want to ensure that Boris 
Johnson gets out the Basildon Bond 
and writes that letter to the EU asking 
for a further delay, as per the Benn 
Act. On the other hand, this would 
enable the prime minister to say that 
he was forced to sign the letter by a 
cabal of metropolitan elite ‘remain’-
supporting MPs - thus strengthening 
his hand in the coming election, 
Brexit or no Brexit.

The Dominic Cummings-devised 
‘strategy of the heroic struggle’ could 
pay dividends in the end l

eddie.ford@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1. https://blogs.spectator.co.uk/2019/10/how-
number-10-view-the-state-of-the-negotiations.
2. https://inews.co.uk/news/politics/boris-
johnson-brexit-latest-early-election-risks-
backfiring-649366.

Tories have been transformed into the Brexit party
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Where is Boris going?
America is changing, so Britain’s relationship with America must change, Paul Demarty investigates

A s I write, the headlines are not 
awfully flattering, as far as 
Boris Johnson is concerned.

His proposed deal with the Europeans, 
which he claims to have been planning 
to get agreed at the forthcoming 
European Council meeting, looks dead 
as a dodo. Parliament will not grant 
him an election if he does not give 
them an extension, which makes the 
good news - the generally favourable 
account of his chances in a general 
election given by the pollsters - less 
immediately relevant than the bad.

What dominates discussion is 
precisely the question of whether he 
can navigate his way through these 
choppy waters, get his Hottentot 
election and settle more comfortably 
into his seat. Perhaps; perhaps 
not. Not so much in the air, as 
Jennifer Arcuri’s incomprehensible 
valleyspeak is pored over for doubles 
entendres and Jean-Claude Juncker’s 
put-downs recited, is what the point of 
all this is. To satisfy Johnson’s floppy 
blonde ego, sure; but an opportunist 
like Johnson knows how to sniff the 
wind. What odour does he detect?

Perhaps we ought to look at 
the longer-standing Brexiteers for 
answers. The leftwing version from 
the 70s used to say, ‘Leave Europe 
- join the world!’ - ‘the world’ 
meaning some combination of the 
Stalinist countries and various left-
nationalist regimes cropping up in the 
wreckage of the European colonies. 
The rightwing Brexiteers of our own 
age, however - the ones who followed 
the Iron Lady into rebellion after 
Maastricht - could utter the same 
slogan, but mean by that a renewal of 
our relationship with America. Liam 
Fox, Daniel Hannan and so forth are 
ever to be found involved in dubious 
transatlantic think-tanks, dreaming of 
the day that Europe is removed as an 
obstacle to US-UK alignment.

The future of that oh-so-special 
relationship must be placed in its 
context, which means - in the first 
instance - the context of American 
power, and secondly of Britain’s role 
in the American century.

America emerged as a serious 
global rival to Britain after the US 
Civil War - the slave power had 
the effect of holding the American 
economy in subjection, by favouring 
the primary production of raw 
materials - King Cotton - which fed 
the capital-intensive, sophisticated 
industries of Britain, and obstructing 
the formation of tariff barriers that 
would aid the development of Yankee 
heavy industry. It was 1861-65 
that gave America a modern textile 
industry of its own (to make army 
uniforms), a true central bank and 
national currency (the greenback 
dollar), the first stretches of the great 
transcontinental railroads, a standing 
army, and so on. America now 
enjoyed unquestioned hegemony in 
its backyard - unlike, say, Germany, 
which also drastically modernised its 
economy and society in this period 
and emerged as a rival to Britain - and 
proceeded to industrialise rapidly.

German defeat in World War I 
knocked back that country’s ambitions 
to dominate Europe, though they re-
emerged in psychotic form with the 
Hitler regime. But Britain also was 
sufficiently weakened, and exposed 
to imperial overstretch, that American 
aid was needed to win the next war. 
Franklin Roosevelt and Harry Truman 
exacted a steep price for that aid, 
and between the Marshall Plan, the 
Bretton Woods system and the treaty 
system (Nato and friends) set up to 

fight the cold war, Europe was remade 
to American specifications, and under 
American dominance.

For Marxists, the decline of 
capitalism as a social formation was 
already visible by the 1914-18 war. 
Capital was getting more and more 
integrated with the state. Statisation 
had been a feature of late-Antique 
and late medieval societies too: as 
the contradictions between the basic 
classes in society sharpen, there is the 
need for their greater management by 
coercive, extra-economic means. At 
the same time, the ability of the state 
to accomplish its tasks tends to decay 
- nowhere more obviously than in the 
international order. Concretely, the 
USA - in spite of military dominance 
unmatched in all human history - 
has always faced far more difficulty 
imposing its order on the world than 
the British empire did at the peak of 
its power.

Initially, it faced off against the rival 
Stalinist bloc, which posed a limit to 
its hegemony; but, when the ‘Soviet 
threat’ receded and then collapsed, 
so did the obvious justifications of 
the arrangements that united the west 
against the east, with America at the 
top of the tree. Its military adventures 
yield only chaos; yet this does not 
seem to affect the legitimacy of the 
hypertrophic military-industrial 
complex. A complex network of 
pork-barrel spending (making arms 
factories the lifeline to ever more 
towns deprived of other industries), 
cultural militarism (exemplified by 
mega-selling military shooter games 
and comic-book films) and deep-
state lobbying combine to make it 
effectively impossible to cut down to 
size.

Strategic shift?
Barack Obama, the technocratic 
liberal, wanted to ‘rationalise’ it (surely 
one ongoing, never-ending war at one 
time was enough?), and was instead 
rationalised by it. As for Donald 
Trump, one of his campaign postures 
was isolationist and vaguely anti-
war; the other was a macho demand 
for blood-revenge against America’s 
national enemies. The department of 
defence and state department ‘Blob’ - 
as Obama called them - has left him 
preoccupied enough about the latter 

to keep the procurement budgets 
ticking over, and keep the US in a war 
in Afghanistan that Trump himself 
has said is unwinnable and utterly 
pointless.

Trump’s election has propelled 
what were merely rumblings within 
the apparatus into an open crisis of 
global strategy. He, and his irate 
voters, compel an answer to the 
question: why do we pretend that 
our will represents the will of the 
‘international community’, through 
Nato and the like? What do we get 
out of it, when we can take on anyone 
in any case? And also why do we 
promote free trade, when it allows 
rival powers to accumulate treasury 
bonds and erode our manufacturing 
base? These questions cannot be 
answered adequately with the sort of 
feel-good American messianism, with 
which the defenders of the old-model 
pax Americana have so far brought 
to the task; the divisions among the 
Poindexters of the state department 
must therefore be discussed openly. 
There is the possibility that we are 
witnessing a strategic shift, which 
would be another leg down in 
America’s decline.

Which brings us back to our 
own green and pleasant land. The 
Brexiteers’ Atlanticism was, until 
recently, entirely unrequited. That was 
because the orthodoxy of the Blob - of 
widespread American interventionism 
and intrusive global governance 
- was as yet unchallenged. In this 
connection, the role of Britain, so far 
as staying in good Yankee graces was 
concerned, was clearly defined. We 
were Uncle Sam’s mole in Europe, a 
tireless advocate for US strategic and 
financial interests, and indeed - via the 
quasi-offshore financial industry of 
the City - an indispensable instrument 
of the latter. Crucial to both was 
Britain’s membership of the European 
Union and its predecessors, hence 
the UK being essentially ordered to 
apply for membership 60 years ago. 
British sabotage could prevent a truly 
competitive global power emerging 
around the EU; British financiers 
could ensure that Wall Street, in the 
end, ran the global economy in that 
particular theatre. If Hillary Clinton 
had won the 2016 election, Theresa 
May would have been reminded of all 

this in no uncertain terms.
The second act of Anglo-American 

society’s catastrophic 2016, however, 
put that in doubt. Trump is a Brexiteer. 
He cannot abide the insolence of 
the French, the Germans and their 
minions, as they further their own 
interests at American expense - quite 
literally, since America’s defence 
umbrella so generously covers their 
barely adequate militaries.

This all occasionally seems to add 
up to a strategic theory of a sort. The 
Trump doctrine, so far as such a thing 
is in evidence, consists in taking the 
hidden truth of the Blob’s delicate 
multilateralism and the ‘free trade’ 
rhetoric of globalisation - that is, 
systematic reinforcement of American 
domination - and indecently exposing 
it. Trade deals cannot be concluded 
without the open humiliation of 
America’s ‘partners’. In relation to 
the EU, it is time America looked to 
its own interests, instead of making 
itself a patsy for Berlin’s. Seen from 
this angle, the break-up of the EU 
is a solid option: it opens up the 
opportunity for a series of bilateral 
‘negotiations’ in the Mafia style.

Instead of finding themselves 
guilty of gross insolence, then, the 
victorious Brexiteers turned out to 
be teachers’ pets, standing eagerly 
first in line for such treatment. 
Roman emperors used to demand 
that client kings show grovelling 
obeisance in public, even if relations 
were more cordial in private; there 
were standards to be maintained. No 
doubt so classically erudite a PM as 
Boris Johnson will find himself quite 
capable of assuming such a position.

The issue is not, in the end, one 
of freeing Britain from European 
bondage to serve America (never 
mind to carve her own path), but of 
guessing that continuing in our pre-
existing role as American lickspittles 
requires a certain course correction, 
and of adjusting to the more onerous 
expectations of the new America, 
lying back and thinking of England. 
So far as ordinary Brexit voters 
- promised their £350 million for 
the NHS, and less contention for 
public services with asylum-seekers 
and Poles on the dole - the outlook 
is unsurprisingly grim. In a hard-
Brexit scenario (or in the event of 

Trump succeeding in breaking apart 
the EU altogether), there will be 
the opportunity for tighter border 
controls, perhaps, but these may not 
in practice reduce competition for 
unskilled labour (under-the-table 
workers will be forced to accept lower 
wages). Meanwhile, the leftovers of 
the welfare state will be vivisected 
by American capital, and the last 
desultory remnants of British industry 
ushered gently into that good night.

Left role
It is possible that Johnson and his 
Tories might get the blame for such 
an outcome. It would, of course, be 
necessary to have someone capable of 
making the accusation stick. Jeremy 
Corbyn is the obvious candidate, 
but his pursuit of government at 
any cost has now allowed him to be 
pushed to the threshold of a de facto 
remain position. He wants a second 
referendum, though he claims that 
Labour would be neutral; we fear 
the distinction will be lost on some, 
as will his reputation for straight 
shooting. Johnson’s best chance of 
achieving the Thatcherite-Brexiteer 
dream is of turning the narrative into 
a Dolchstosslegende - it was going 
fine, but those bien-pensant liberal-
socialist-student-London elite types 
ruined it for the rest of us.

The very real, and regrettable, 
division of the left neatly into 
remainer and Lexiteer camps entirely 
disarms us against such a nasty turn. 
The divisions themselves, of course, 
are a weakness. The Lexiteers are 
bewitched by a mortally wounded 
fantasy that a break with Europe 
can amount also to a break with the 
United States, in conditions where the 
Warsaw Pact is gone; thus they are 
irrelevant. The left remainers have 
merely been coopted by the forces 
of liberal technocratism, and so are 
easily included in an amalgam of 
metropolitan-elite types. There may 
be an important strategic shift going 
on in the ‘special relationship’, but 
the left - having fallen for David 
Cameron’s referendum trap - will play 
no part in the matter, save perhaps as 
blood sacrifice, without abandonment 
of these shibboleths l

paul.demarty@weeklyworker.co.uk
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Time to reassess
The Irish left is still attempting to justify its support for Brexit, notes Anne McShane

T o say that Ireland is facing a 
crisis is a gross understatement. 
As a no-deal Brexit looms, it is 

clear that the working class, north and 
south, will pay a very heavy price. At 
least 100,000 job losses are predicted 
in the republic and 40,000 in the Six 
Counties. And this is just the tip of the 
iceberg.

The Irish government has gone 
all out to reassure business interests. 
A fund has been set up in the 2020 
‘Boris budget’ announced on October 
8. €1.2 billion has been set aside to 
protect the economy, with nearly €1 
billion for the department of business. 
Meanwhile there have been paltry or 
no increases for those on low incomes, 
social welfare, the homeless, the health 
service and pensioners. And there is 
already enormous pressure on those in 
work.

House prices have soared once again 
since the collapse of the Celtic Tiger in 
2008. In Dublin they have risen by a 
staggering 93.8% since 2012. Average 
prices in September were €269,000 
nationally and €376,000 in Dublin. 
Rents have also risen dramatically, 
assisted by the dire shortage of social 
housing and governmental support for 
the landlord class. The average rent 
stood at €321 per week in August, 
while the gross minimum wage is 
only €392 and the average €513 per 
week - and Job Seekers Allowance’s 
maximum rate for an unemployed 
person is only €203 per week. It is 
not difficult to see that significant 
job losses in the current situation will 
plunge many tens of thousands into 
abject poverty and homelessness.

The two main leftwing groups 
in Ireland - the People before Profit 
Alliance (PBPA), the electoral front 
of the Socialist Worker’s Network 
(formerly Socialist Workers Party); 
and Solidarity, the Socialist Party 
front - held a ‘think-in’ on Brexit 
in September. Following that event 
they announced their commitment 
to defend the working class from the 
painful consequences of a no-deal. 
Solidarity TD Mick Barry said that 
workers should not be the “whipping 
boy” and called on the trade unions 
to take a stand, while Richard Boyd 
Barrett, his fellow parliamentarian 
from the PBPA, said that his group 
would not allow Brexit to become the 
“new austerity excuse”.

Fine words indeed from the 
representatives of organisations with 
no small responsibility for the debacle 
facing the working class. Both groups 
organise on an all-Ireland basis and both 
campaigned for a ‘leave’ vote in the 
2016 British referendum in Northern 
Ireland. Both claimed a leftwing exit 
from the EU was possible, and could 
embolden the masses to challenge 
the establishment in the EU, Ireland 
and UK. They appeared - wilfully or 
otherwise - blind to the fact that a leave 
vote was certain to entrench existing 
divisions within the working class, stir 
up hostility towards migrants, intensify 
nationalism and lead to economic 
austerity. One Socialist Party journalist, 
Kevin Henry, writing in April 2016, 
dismissed warnings from Sinn Féin 
and others of the dangers of Brexit as 
a cynical ploy by the establishment, a 
“project fear” aimed at undermining 
the Lexit campaign. He was adamant 
that “A ‘Brexit’ will not mean a ‘hard 
border’ between the north and the 
south”; nor would “leaving the EU 
automatically mean the scrapping of 
the Human Rights Act”. There was 
apparently nothing to fear for the 
working class and progressive politics.

The PBPA was even more asinine. 
On May 5 2016 it had two leading 
members elected to the Stormont 
assembly - a major breakthrough for 
the left in two core republican working 
class areas, West Belfast and Foyle 
(Derry). Their election promised the 
possibility of independent working 
class politics in Northern Ireland. But 
then its two MLAs, Gerry Carroll 
and Eamonn McCann, went out and 
campaigned for a leave vote a month 
later. This must have been a huge 
disappointment for their supporters, 
as 74.1% of Carroll’s Belfast West 
constituency voted remain, as did 
78.3% in McCann’s Foyle constituency 
(the latter being the highest remain 
vote in the UK).

Left exit?
But, rather than review their approach 
to the referendum in its aftermath, 
Carroll and McCann defended their 
positions. In the October issue of 
International Socialist Journal, 
Carroll is quoted as saying:

There are ‘reasons to be cheerful’ 
about the outcome … David 
Cameron - one of Europe’s biggest 
austerity-mongers - is gone. The 
British establishment, from top to 
bottom, is in turmoil and Britain 
may well be facing its biggest 
constitutional crisis for a century or 
more. The Tory Party, who seemed 
to be in a position of unquestionable 
strength just months ago, is split. 
And the neoliberal project of the 
EU … is in a deep crisis.1

Eamonn McCann similarly claimed: 
“There is no need for the pessimism 
and near panic which seems to have 
descended on many. There is no 
inevitable outcome here. It’s all to be 
fought for”.2

These words were to come back 
to haunt them. The 2017 assembly 
election saw Carroll’s vote plummet 
from 22.9% to 12.2% and McCann 
lost his seat. But, in an interview with 

The Journal in February 2017, Carroll 
continued to defend their support for 
leave, despite expressing doubt about 
the need for the referendum at all - it 
had resulted from a power struggle 
within the Conservative Party that 
had gone too far. But, faced with the 
calling of the referendum, a decision 
was made by the PBPA to say that “the 
EU does not operate in the interests of 
working people anywhere, and the 
strongest example of that is Greece” 
The “priority now is to make sure 
Brexit works for working people”. He 
continued to argue that there could be 
a leftwing exit:

What we need is a Brexit that 
is not shaped by Theresa May. 
We need one that is shaped by 
working class people in Northern 
Ireland, England, Scotland and 
Wales. And one that is shaped by 
the trade union movement.3

Sinn Féin did not lose the opportunity 
to go on the attack against the PBPA. 
In October 2016 Alex Maskey MP 
criticised Carroll and McCann 
for refusing to vote for a motion 
in Stormont to “support special 
EU status for the north of Ireland, 
causing the motion to be defeated by 
one vote”. He argued that they “have 
effectively aligned themselves on the 
same pro-Brexit side as Theresa May, 
Boris Johnson and Nigel Farage”. He 
particularly berated Carroll for his 
“reasons to be cheerful” quote and 
argued that the opposite was true:

We are already seeing higher 
living costs and increased hardship 
and we are only in the early stages 
of the aftermath of this decision. 
The spectre of a hard border, a 
return to border checkpoints and 
immigration controls is now right 
back on the agenda of the British 
Tory government.4

In 2018 the PBPA reported that Sinn 
Féin had “illegally erected posters 

slandering the socialist politics of 
People Before Profit”. The posters - 
which announced, “Brexit hard border 
brought to you by the Tories, DUP, 
UUP and People before Profit” - were 
erected all over Belfast, including 
outside Carroll’s constituency office. 
He angrily argued that the PBPA was 
opposed to a hard border and should 
not be included with the rightwing 
advocates of Brexit.

In an effort to square the 
circle and provide some cover 
for its disastrous leave campaign, 
PBPA produced a Brexit policy 
in February 2018. This policy 
includes in its demands a rejection 
of all moves to recreate a hard 
border, customs or immigration 
checks. It calls for a referendum 
in both the north and south of 
Ireland on any negotiated deal 
between Britain and the EU and 
for the Irish government to use its 
veto to ensure that this referendum 
takes place. It pledges to conduct 
a campaign of civil disobedience 
against the imposition of a hard 
border by Britain or the EU.5 The 
policy states that “working people 
have very different interests to 
employers and bankers, which 
must figure in any discussion of 
Brexit”. It also declares: 

For us, what matters is the lives 
of working people in Ireland and 
in Europe. Neither London nor 
Brussels share this objective, 
as they both want to push 
neoliberalism in their respective 
areas and to make working people 
pay the costs.

This, of course, is in clear contradiction 
with the organisation’s call for a leave 
vote in 2016, and its optimism about 
the possibilities for the Irish working 
class in a Brexit scenario. In 2016 
PBPA TD Brid Smith said of the UK 
referendum result:

This vote should be seen as an 

opportunity for an alternative 
Europe. I welcome this blow 
to the EU project. The EU has 
never been about a workers’ 
Europe and its recent treatment 
of Greece and Ireland shows 
its primary concern is not the 
welfare of citizens or refugees, 
but the welfare of the banks and 
the bond-holders.6

At a press conference to launch the 
PBPA European election campaign 
in April of this year, Richard 
Boyd Barrett was challenged over 
such statements and it was put 
to him that his group bore some 
responsibility for the mess. He 
argued:

We did not get a Lexit, we got a 
rightwing Tory Brexit, which is 
trying to bring England on a race to 
the bottom. If they weren’t doing 
that, it would be relatively easy to 
solve the issues of the border and 
so on. It is immigration and issues 
like that where we don’t have a 
problem.

In other words, he has washed his 
hands of it and refuses to accept 
his organisation’s support for an 
idiotic and dangerous left-nationalist 
fantasy.

But have lessons been learned? I 
am minded to think that if the leave 
vote had carried the day in Northern 
Ireland then the PBPA and Solidarity 
would still be peddling this line. The 
reason for their retreat seems to be 
the unpopularity of the ‘leave’ slogan 
in Ireland rather than principle. A 
proper and honest reassessment is 
needed l

Notes
1. http://isj.org.uk/why-did-britain-vote-leave.
2. Ibid.
3. www.thejournal.ie/people-before-profit-ni-
3221610-Feb2017.
4. www.sinnfein.ie/contents/42032.
5. www.pbp.ie/policies/brexit-policy.
6. http://isj.org.uk/why-did-britain-vote-leave.
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Good riddance to Renzi
The former leader of the PD has left to form a new party, writes Toby Abse. What a pity that the current 
leader is doing his best to placate the rightwingers who did not follow him

T he formation of Giuseppe 
Conte’s new government has 
not resolved Italy’s political 

turbulence to the extent that many - 
both inside the country and in the rest 
of the European Union - had hoped it 
would. There are always bound to be 
tensions within a coalition in which the 
centre-left Partito Democratico (PD) 
and the right-populist Movimento 
Cinque Stelle (Five Star Movement 
- M5S) are the major partners, given 
the previous hostility between the 
two. However, the recent actions of 
the very man who could be seen as the 
prime architect of the coalition, Matteo 
Renzi, have increased its fragility.

On September 17, Renzi, who as 
both prime minister and party leader 
had dominated the PD between 2013 
and 2018, broke with the PD a matter of 
hours after all the ministers and under-
secretaries of Conte’s government 
had been sworn in. Although Renzi 
did inform Conte of his move shortly 
before going public with an interview 
in La Repubblica (September 17), the 
prime minister was rather irritated 
about the timing. However, whatever 
Conte may have thought at the time, 
it is very unlikely that Renzi could 
have been bought off with a few more 
ministerial posts for his followers. 
For Conte, managing a coalition of 
four parties, rather than the three he 
thought he was dealing with, was not 
a welcome development. Moreover, it 
has weakened his position in relation 
to foreign minister and M5S leader 
Luigi Di Maio, who has proved only 
too eager to conspire with Renzi to 
undermine the initial budget proposals 
that Conte had agreed with the PD.

Whilst such a split between Renzi 
and the PD had been forecast for 
months - ever since Nicola Zingaretti 
won the PD primary in March, gaining 
66% of the vote in the contest for the 
party leadership, and pushing Renzi’s 
favoured candidate into third place 
- some observers have wondered 
whether Renzi’s return to prominence 
as the main advocate of the new 
coalition meant he had abandoned his 
project of founding a Macron-type, 
neoliberal party in Italy. After all, he 
had pushed the PD into a coalition 
project, for which Zingaretti originally 
had little enthusiasm, thus undermining 
the new PD leader and regaining some 
of his old hold over the PD as a whole.

There was no really convincing 
reason for a split at this particular 
moment: Renzi’s differences with 
Zingaretti were long-standing ones 
- the former had always been a 
fanatical neoliberal, whilst the latter 
is a ‘moderate’ social democrat. Even 
Renzi did not make as much out of the 
two possible immediate precipitants 
as his more fanatical followers 
did. Neither the singing of the old 
communist anthem Bandiera Rossa by 
PD members after Zingaretti’s closing 
speech at this year’s National Festa de 
l’Unità at Ravenna, nor Conte’s failure 
to include any Tuscan ministers in 
the new government1 offered serious 
justifications for a split.

Renzi’s new party is called Italia 
Viva (Living Italy). The name is as 
meaningless as Emanuel Macron’s En 
Marche and, of course, it is vaguely 
reminiscent of Silvio Berlusconi’s 
Forza Italia - no accident, since Renzi 
has always admired Berlusconi in the 
way that his hero, Tony Blair, admired 
Margaret Thatcher. In the first day 
or two after Italia Viva’s foundation, 
only about 30 parliamentarians backed 
it and even by September 20, after 

Italia Viva parliamentary groups had 
been set up in both the Chamber of 
Deputies and the Senate, Renzi had 
only recruited 27 deputies and 15 
senators (two of who were not from the 
PD anyway). This is a smaller number 
than he might have hoped for, and in 
early October Renzi was still claiming 
that he would soon have 50. Whilst 
the most extreme Renzians, whose de 
facto leader is Maria Elena Boschi, 
have now left the PD, many of his long-
standing supporters, including Luca 
Lotti, have remained. Whilst Boschi’s 
exit can only help the PD, given her 
unpopularity with the electorate - both 
because of her leading role in Renzi’s 
disastrous constitutional referendum 
in December 2016 (in which the 
premier’s authoritarian plans only got 
about 40% of the vote) and because of 
her association with the Banca Etruria 
scandal in her Tuscan hometown of 
Arezzo - Lotti’s failure to follow his 
old friend and fellow-Tuscan into 
Italia Viva means that the PD remains 
vulnerable to very plausible M5S 
allegations of corruption.

Backbone
It has been inferred in a carefully 
worded pseudonymous article in Il 
Manifesto (October 4) that Lotti’s 
statement of September 17 (the day of 
the split) - “I’m staying in the PD. You 
will discover the reason why later on” 
- may have been an indication that he 
knew that he would soon be charged 
in relation to allegations of corruption 
(the Consip scandal), and did not 
want Italia Viva to pay the political 
price for it. Lotti is currently ‘self-
suspended’ from the party - his rather 
absurd response to widespread and 
justified demands for his resignation - 
is the official co-leader (and in reality 
principal leader) of a faction of around 
50 PD parliamentarians previously 
associated with Renzi, who have 
remained associated with the party 
rather than joining Italia Viva.

All this should serve as an 
indication that, even if Lotti has not 
committed any criminal offence, any 

party leader with more backbone 
would have expelled him for bringing 
the PD into disrepute. Instead, the 
shameless Lotti has - up till now at 
any rate - been able to blackmail the 
hapless Zingaretti into conciliating the 
rump of the PD’s parliamentary right 
wing. This has meant that Zingaretti 
has abandoned any serious effort to 
de-Renzify the party - the essential 
precondition for winning back at least 
some of the working class votes lost 
to M5S and Matteo Salvini’s Lega as 
a result of Renzi’s neoliberal, anti-
working class measures. It is far from 
clear whether the remaining Renzian 
or ex-Renzian PD parliamentarians 
made a considered decision that it is 
more sensible to become a permanent 
rightwing current inside a large 
party (the PD) rather than joining 
a breakaway with little apparent 
support outside parliament - Italia 
Viva is currently scoring less than five 
percent in opinion polls.

Given Renzi’s prominence in PD 
candidate selections in recent years, 
it is more than a little surprising 
that very few local or regional 
councillors have defected from the 
PD to Italia Viva. Therefore, just as 
there is some suspicion of at least 
some of the remaining Renzian or 
ex-Renzian parliamentarians of 
acting as ‘sleepers’ and still taking 
instructions from their old patron, 
so Zingaretti loyalists fear that 
some Renzian councillors will seek 
re-election as PD candidates in the 
forthcoming regional elections, 
before coming out in their true Italia 
Viva colours if they keep their seats. 
Renzi’s repeated statements that 
Italia Viva will not fight any local or 
regional elections, but instead wait 
for the next general election, have 
fuelled such suspicions.

Renzi’s split has also had a 
negative effect on the PD’s stance 
on electoral reform. The issue has 
come to the surface again because 
of M5S’s insistence on a radical cut 
in the number of both deputies and 
senators, from a total of 945 to 600. 

This is a vestige of their demagogic 
ranting against la casta (the political 
class), which back in 2013 took a 
more explicitly anti-parliamentary 
form, based on the purported 
superiority of internet plebiscites 
over representative assemblies. 
The notion that getting rid of a few 
hundred parliamentarians would 
make a massive difference to the 
national budget relies on such a 
cynical exploitation of popular 
economic illiteracy that it is not even 
worthy of serious discussion.2

Before the formation of the new 
coalition, the PD had voted against 
earlier readings of this M5S-inspired 
bill; during the period of the right-
populist coalition, Salvini’s Lega 
had supported it, albeit without any 
particular enthusiasm. The PD has 
now accepted this drastic cull of 
parliamentarians in principle, but it has 
pointed out that it needs to be combined 
with a change to the electoral system to 
avoid underrepresentation of certain 
regions and/or political minorities. 
Initially the PD supported a return to 
a more proportional system as the best 
way of stopping the Lega gaining an 
outright majority - doubtless the fact 
that the PD is polling around 20% 
and is unlikely to form a government 
without major coalition partners has 
also influenced its thinking. Salvini 
has now come out in favour of ‘first 
past the post’, and has got eight 
regions run by the so-called ‘centre-
right’ alliance (Lega, Forza Italia, 
Fratelli d’Italia) to submit a proposal 
calling for a referendum that will 
abolish the proportional quotient that 
exists under the current law3.

It remains to be seen whether 
the constitutional court will allow 
Salvini’s abrogative referendum, but 
this Lega initiative should have made 
it clear that any shift to a Westminster-
style model would play into Salvini’s 
hands. Instead, the PD, worried about 
Italia Viva, seems to be moving away 
from advocating a proportional 
system that might favour Renzi. 
Amongst some PD parliamentarians, 

this attitude merely manifests itself 
as an insistence on a high threshold 
to exclude smaller parties, but 
there has also been a resurgence of 
enthusiasm for a purely majoritarian 
system, advocated by some founding 
members of the PD, such as Romani 
Prodi. Sadly, on October 4 Zingaretti 
himself said: “We in the PD would 
prefer a majoritarian system.”

In broad terms, this fetishisation 
of the fundamentally undemocratic 
Anglo-American model is related to 
the total loss of confidence in any 
of the values that overtook all those 
on the Italian left who chose to ditch 
the ‘communist’ label in 1991. The 
actual history of the last quarter of a 
century does not suggest that such a 
model actually increases the chances 
of a nominally left government 
winning a parliamentary majority in 
Italy. Insofar as any electoral system 
could serve as a safeguard against a 
rightwing, authoritarian, populist 
government of the Hungarian/
Polish type, it would obviously 
be a return to the old and purely 
proportional system of the so-called 
First Republic - a system which 
was swept away by the April 1993 
referendum, in which both the forces 
that eventually fused to become 
the PD played such a despicable 
role.4 It is worth noting that Luigi 
Pandolfi and Massimo Torelli of 
L’Altra Europa con Tsipris - the 
Italian radical left alliance, which 
had representatives in the European 
parliament from 2014 until 2019 
- still see “the reproduction of 
a purely proportional system 
without a threshold as the only 
form of protection for a democratic 
framework”.5

To conclude, Renzi’s split has 
not just made Conte’s coalition 
much more fragile: it has also had 
a negative impact on the PD. The 
most negative consequence of all is 
not the loss of a small proportion of 
its electorate, but the fact that Renzi 
did not take all of his parliamentary 
followers with him. Whether or 
not Lotti’s disciples have remained 
in the PD as a conscious fifth 
column of ‘sleepers’ waiting for a 
signal from their erstwhile hero is 
irrelevant. Zingaretti, by seeking 
to placate them, is making it much 
more unlikely that the party will 
ditch Renzi’s neoliberal legacy 
in favour of a return to a social 
democratic politics that might offer 
at least a limited and partial defence 
of working class interests, and thus 
undermine the whole of rightwing 
populism over what used to be the 
Italian Communist Party’s core 
constituency l

Notes
1. Renzi is a former mayor of Florence and many 
of his closest associates are Tuscan.
2. Obviously, there is a case to be made against 
the inflated salaries of the parliamentarians, as 
well as against the ease with which unwarranted 
expenses claims can be made. However, M5S has 
been less vocal on these issues since its own entry 
into the parliamentary arena. It is worth noting 
that it has reduced parliamentary pensions for its 
predecessors, but retrospective pension cuts have 
set a worrying precedent for other, less privileged 
sections. 
3. The current law was devised by the PD under 
Renzi’s leadership. Hence it has provisions 
favouring coalitions over single parties - something 
which was designed to operate against M5S, which 
at the time espoused an intransigent opposition to 
electoral pacts.
4. For more details, see the polemical account 
I wrote in 1993 in New Left Review: https://
newleftreview.org/issues/I199/articles/tobias-abse-
the-triumph-of-the-leopard.
5. Il Manifesto October 4.
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Three political dimensions
Israeli politics cannot be understood in terms of classical left and right, argues Moshé Machover. This 
article is based on a talk he gave to the October 6 aggregate meeting of CPGB and Labour Party Marxists 
comrades

I would like to deal with two aspects 
of Israeli politics: the attitude to Iran 
and the internal situation. Common 

to both parts is the intertwining of the 
personal and the political, and in both 
prime minister Binyamin Netanyahu 
has been thwarted recently. Things 
have been changing in the Middle 
East - both in relation to Iran and 
internally in Israel.

What has been reported in the 
press is the quirkiness of the Trump 
policy towards Iran, which is alleged 
to be completely unpredictable 
and whimsical, and that is to some 
extent true. But behind this there are 
objective reasons for the changing 
policies - and there are definite signs 
of a change in American short-term 
policy towards Iran, including very 
interesting reports in the Israeli press, 
some of which reflect the thinking of 
the Israeli general staff. The sacking 
of John Bolton - and other less senior 
people in the Trump administration, 
who were associated with the hard 
line against Iran - is an indication of 
this change.

In reality, the conflict between the 
American-Saudi-Israeli camp and the 
Iranian regime has had very little to 
do with the nuclear issue - which is 
an excuse, a pretext, but not really 
the bone of contention. The bone of 
contention is the place of Iran in the 
hegemonic structure of imperialism 
in the region. But, because of the 
US change of line, Netanyahu has 
suffered a huge defeat and a blow to 
his prestige, in that the policy he has 
been pushing since the Obama years 
for an aggressive and - hopefully 
from his point of view - military 
strike against Iran has for now been 
put aside.

The US policy change may 
have something to do with Trump’s 
personal quirkiness, but it is also 
connected, I think, with what has 
been revealed as his reluctance to use 
military force and his preference for 
economic warfare. In many cases he 
has revealed this preference, to the 
chagrin of Netanyahu.

But beyond this there is something 
I have been saying for years. As I have 
noted in several articles, including 
in the Weekly Worker, Israeli and 
American policy towards Iran have 
run in parallel, in the same direction 
- but they have not been identical. 
There is a difference between what 
Netanyahu represented - the objective 
Israeli interest as a local colonial 
power - and US interests. To put it 
simply, the United States would be 
ready to accommodate Iran as part of 
the hegemonic structure in the Middle 
East, in a way which would respect its 
size and importance. It would hold a 
subservient position, of course, but 
one that at least part of the Iranian 
ruling elite would be willing to accept.

But for Israel nothing but the 
complete downgrading of Iran to 
the lowest possible rank in the 
Middle East pecking order would 
be acceptable. This is because Israel 
fears Iran as a serious competitor in 
the region. From the point of view 
of the United States, that does not 
matter, as long as both Israel and Iran 
are compliant junior partners. But 
from the point of view of Israel it will 
only coexist happily with Iran if the 
latter is way down the pecking order, 
completely broken and subservient.

However, recently the Iranian 
regime has actually scored some 
relative successes - both directly and 

through its allies in the Middle East. 
The situation has changed to the extent 
that there are quite good prospects 
for some kind of accommodation 
between Washington and Tehran - on 
what conditions remains to be seen, 
and whether that accommodation will 
come about is another matter.

Internal failure
That brings me to the failure of 
Netanyahu on the internal front. Let 
me start with the personal aspects, 
before looking beyond them.

This year Netanyahu has called 
two Israeli general elections within 
a few months, both of them earlier 
than required. According to the 
normal term of the Israeli knesset, 
the elections were supposed to take 
place in 2020, but first he called an 
election in April 2019. Why? Well, his 
personal motive is so transparent that 
there is very little debate about it. He 
wants to keep out of jail. He is being 
investigated on charges of corruption 
involving the selling of influence - 
selling business prerogatives to the 
people he prefers. 

And there is yet another case for 
which he may also be personally 
indicted: ordering more nuclear 
submarines from Germany than the 
navy itself wanted, as part of a massive 
graft scheme. It is not irrelevant that 
people mediating in this deal are 
his personal friends and associates. 
And what has been revealed more 
recently is that his billionaire cousin, 
Nathan Milikowsky - who subsidises 
him with a monthly subvention, has 
helped his daughter to buy a flat and 
paid for her mortgage - was involved 
in a firm that produces components 
used in these submarines.

Faced with all this, Netanyahu was 
seeking immunity from prosecution 
(he claims he is being witch-hunted, 
of course). Under the 20th knesset 
elected in 2015 he was unable to 
remain long enough beyond the arm 
of the law, so he called an election 
for April this year. But it turned out 
that he still was not able to form a 
coalition. (Israeli governments are 
always coalitions, because no party 
under the proportional representation 
system gets an absolute majority of 
the seats.)

So he called another election for 
September, but he did even worse 
than in April, when he ended up with 
35 seats in the knesset. But now he 
has only 32. This is worse than it 
looks. Why? Because a small party 
called Kulanu (‘All of Us’), which 
held four seats after the April election, 
had joined forces then with Likud, 
giving Netanyahu 39 seats, meaning 
that now the total has gone down 
from 39 to 32. The final outcome of 
this election may not be known until 
December, and the situation is very 
unclear. There is even talk of a third 
election being called soon.

Someone who sabotaged things 
was Avigdor Lieberman, who is an 
essential element in the coalition that 
Netanyahu wanted to form and still 
wants to form. But he has a personal 
grudge against Netanyahu. He started 
his political career as an assistant 
to Netanyahu, and Mrs Netanyahu 
treated him as an errand boy. When 
he rose in the political hierarchy, 
Netanyahu did not give him what he 
actually wanted - a free hand when 
he was defence minister - which is 
why he holds a grudge, and actually 
prevented the coalition being formed. 

I want to explain the politics 
behind this, because it is obviously 
not just about personalities and very 
few people know how to read Israeli 
politics. Most normal countries have 
a one-dimensional political spectrum 
- the map is a straight line from left to 
right. In the ‘west’, as it were, there is 
the extreme left and in the far ‘east’ 
we have the extreme right wing of 
bourgeois politics. In other words, 
there is one dominant dimension.

This is how we on the left like to 
view politics - in terms of class; the 
interests of the working class against 
the interests of the bourgeoisie. This 
is how England (and I stress England) 
used to be until recently. This is, of 
course, an oversimplification, but 
a useful one: English politics was 
dominated by this single dimension. 
However, now there is another 
dimension - from north to south, if you 
like - of remainers versus Brexiteers. 
It is more difficult to locate the 
position of English individuals or 
groups, because we now have a two-
dimensional political map - north-

south as well as east-west.
However, the Israeli map is - 

and has been for a very long time 
- three-dimensional. Even two 
dimensions complicates things 
enormously, making the whole scene 
very turbulent, and the political map 
becomes very difficult to orientate in. 
But with three dimensions you can 
imagine how confusing it is, even for 
Israelis, who do not actually work 
through the distinction between two 
of the three dimensions. But you can 
locate most of the parties in different 
places in these three dimensions on 
the map.

Tripple
First of all, like most countries, Israel 
does have a left and a right, or west to 
east dimension, except that in Israel it 
is not called left and right: the terms 
‘left’ and ‘right’ have been hijacked 
by another dimension altogether. 
So when people - even those who 
should know better - talk about left 
and right with respect to Israel, they 
are referring to a different dimension: 
extreme Zionism, which is the 
‘north’, as opposed to anti-Zionism 
at the ‘southern’ extreme. Aggressive, 
racist Zionism is called rightwing, 
except that it isn’t: it is chauvinism, 
it is Zionism, but it is not a question 
of class-based right versus left. Even 
a very well informed observer like 
Jonathan Cook, an English journalist 
based in Nazareth, refers to left and 
right in this misleading sense, but in 
Israel the whole issue is confused, 
because there is no terminology to 
discuss what is normally understood 
by those terms. Matters can be 
discussed in terms of equality, 
underprivilege and so on, but not in 
the classical terms of left and right.

To give you an example, in recent 
times, using those false Israeli terms, 
the Labor Party has moved to the 
right, it is generally argued. But 
actually, if you use ‘left’ and ‘right’ 
in the classical way, it has moved 
slightly to the left - in terms of 
workers’ rights and so on. At the same 
time, however, it has taken up a more 
hard-line Zionist position.

The third dimension in Israeli 
politics is religion versus secularity.

Zionism used to be an apparently 

secular movement. However, it 
was even then a movement with a 
secular ego, but a religious id, to use 
Freudian terms. In recent years the 
open influence of religion has been 
growing, but now there has been a 
slight resurgence - a fightback if you 
like - of the secularists. This shift 
is what is preventing Netanyahu 
from forming a coalition. The main 
opposition party, Blue and White, 
which actually won one more seat 
than Likud in September, does not 
differ from Netanyahu’s party in terms 
of Zionist chauvinism - or left and 
right in the proper sense. However, 
its attitude is more secular. Netanyahu 
has built his career in recent years on 
a coalition with parties and groups 
which are more religious (but not 
necessarily more hard-line Zionist), 
as well as those that are more extreme 
Zionist.

One of his potential partners in 
order to get a majority in the knesset 
is Avigdor Lieberman’s party, Yisrael 
Beiteinu (Israel Our Home), which 
won eight seats in the last election, up 
from five. Now, Lieberman is second 
to none in his extreme colonialism and 
settler Zionism. He is certainly not 
more leftwing in normal terms than 
Likud, but, apart from his personal 
grudge against Netanyahu, he does 
represent a constituency which is 
more interested in preventing the 
domination of religion. 

Lieberman is an immigrant from 
the former Soviet Union and many of 
his voters are also immigrants from 
the USSR. Many of them are fiercely 
chauvinistic, extreme Zionists - but 
secular. They are pork-eaters, they 
are not happy with the lack of public 
transport on Saturdays and food shops 
not being open. In addition, many of 
them or their spouses are not Jews. 
According to the Israeli law of return, 
former Soviet Jews were allowed to 
bring with them family members who 
are not Jewish. Their children serve 
in the army, but if they are killed 
they are not buried in the normal 
military cemetery, which is reserved 
for Jews. This is highly insulting, so 
Lieberman’s voters are on the secular 
dimension in Israeli politics.

When Netanyahu came to 
Lieberman and said, “Join my 
coalition”, Lieberman put forward his 
demands that implied the exclusion of 
the ultra-Orthodox religious parties 
in any coalition he joined, which was 
why Netanyahu was unable to form 
one. For this reason he called another 
election, but now he is back where he 
started - only worse, with fewer cards 
and no get-out-of-jail card.

The strategy behind Lieberman’s 
demands is that he would like to 
form a coalition between himself as 
kingmaker, the generals’ Blue and 
Whites, and Likud - only without 
Netanyahu. So he is counting on 
the prime minister being indicted 
and either Likud splitting, with 
enough members willing to form 
such a coalition, or Netanyahu being 
suspended as Likud leader and being 
replaced by someone else. This is 
a highly questionable proposition, 
because the Likud knesset members 
seem to be afraid to rebel against 
Netanyahu.

Whether this will work out is open 
to question, but it would represent 
a comeback - an attempt by the 
secularists to reverse the trend towards 
religion. As I say, nobody knows what 
will happen, but watch this space l

Binyamin Netanyahu’s strategy has been to bloc with the right and  ... religious parties
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Looking for new answers
Lorna Anderson completes her report of a recent visit to Israel and the Palestinian territories

Driving through the West Bank, 
I saw plenty of evidence of 
political activity in the form 

of party flags, posters, slogans 
and graffiti - and the more formal 
memorials for activists killed by the 
Israeli state.

Whilst Fatah flags were in the 
majority (reflecting their political 
dominance in the Palestinian 
Authority), the red flags of the 
Popular Front for the Liberation of 
Palestine or the Democratic Front for 
the Liberation of Palestine were also 
visible, especially in the universities. 
There were few Hamas flags and little 
open evidence of the influence of 
Islamist ideology, but it was reported 
to me that these currents had grown 
to a certain extent in the recent 
past, because of the failure of both 
the Palestinian Authority and more 
militant politics. The Palestinians I 
spoke to did not formally identify 
themselves with existing groups, 
reflecting the way in which patterns of 
political allegiance and organisation 
seemed more informal and localised 
- certainly in the rural areas. Thus, 
whilst particular villages might be 
identified with a particular political 
tendency, this was usually a product 
of the history of the area, the political 
record and reputation of individuals 
and groups within those villages, and 
the nature of the relationship with the 
Palestinian Authority.

Central to my conversations 
with different groups of activists 
were criticisms of the PA. These 
ran along predictable lines, ranging 
from examples of both its impotence 
and collaboration with Israel in 
containing militant opposition to 
the occupation, through to the way 
that clientelism and favouritism 
operated to politically favour Fatah 
and maintain a support base for the 
leadership. The failure to call fresh 
parliamentary elections since 2006 
(when Hamas gained 44% of the vote 
to Fatah’s 41%) and other measures 
to stifle opposition were also seen 
as evidence that the leadership of 
Fatah’s Mahmoud Abbas now lacked 
legitimacy.1 Given Hamas’s record 
in Gaza and the growing criticism 
of Fatah’s hold on power in the 

West Bank, one activist quipped that 
in any future election “Fatah would 
win in Gaza, while Hamas would 
take the West Bank!”

More significant than these 
specific criticisms of the conduct 
of the Fatah leadership and the way 
it dominated the PA was a strong 
antipathy towards the idea of a two-
state solution. Interestingly, many 
of these activists had critically 
supported two states in the past as 
a type of stepping stone towards an 
independent Palestine. However, the 
way things had turned out in practice 
had made many of them question 
their previous position. This criticism 
was not simply based on disquiet 
about clientelism and corruption, 
but reflected an understanding that 
the ‘Palestinian state’ represented 
a cover for the continuing Israeli 
occupation.

The ‘stepping stone’ argument 
also seemed to these comrades to 
be further discredited by the PA’s 
inability to make any headway 
internationally. Whilst recognising 
that the Abbas leadership had been 
dealt a bad hand, some activists 
acknowledged that the real problem 
lay with its decision to sign up to the 
two-state solution. These criticisms 
of the leadership had recently grown, 
it was suggested, in the era of Trump 
and Netanyahu. Whilst no-one had 
any illusions in the good offices of 
the United States - or indeed much 
confidence in other international 
bodies, such as the ‘Quartet’ and 
Mr Tony Blair - they still hoped 
there might be possibilities of geo-
political pressures working in their 
favour.

The mood of the groups that I 
spoke to, in both the West Bank 
and Israel, was very realistic about 
the difficulties they now faced. If 
the two-state ‘solution’ had proved 
next to useless and, indeed, had only 
strengthened the occupation and the 
control of the Israelis over the West 

Bank, what was to be done? It was 
clear that most of the activists who 
were still focused on opposition 
to the two-state solution were 
countering it with a ‘one Palestinian 
state’ solution. Furthermore, it was 
widely believed that the political 
and economic dynamics of the 
occupation, the close economic 
relationship between Israel and 
the Palestinian territories, and the 
shifting demographic balance all 
pointed towards the need for a 
single state. The only issue was the 
nature of that state: a Greater Israel 
with adjacent rump Bantustans 
or a democratic Palestine, in 
which both Palestinian Jews and 
Palestinian Arabs could achieve 
self-determination. However, most 
people realised that these decisions 
were not in their gift and they needed 
to develop external international 
support to achieve their aims.

South Africa
It was here that comparisons with 
South Africa seemed to some to 
offer a degree of comfort. They 
argued - paradoxically, it seemed 
- that Israel’s policy of creating de 
facto Bantustans in the Palestinian 
territories, and the economic and 
political stranglehold that the Israeli 
state has over the West Bank, could 
actually help them achieve their 
political objectives. Their obvious 
disadvantage would be compensated 
for by gaining the moral high ground 
in the eyes of international opinion. 
The experience of the international 
struggle against apartheid was 
frequently compared to the 
growing boycott, disinvestment and 
sanctions campaigns in the USA 
and Europe. Likewise, there were 
hopes that political pressure in the 
US and Europe by pro-Palestinian 
campaigners could exert influence 
over governments and policymakers.

A significant argument here, of 
interest to British readers, was the 

enthusiasm evinced for Jeremy 
Corbyn and the pro-Palestinian 
positions adopted by the Labour 
Party conference. The success of 
Palestinian solidarity activities in 
raising awareness of the situation 
under the occupation, through 
demonstrations, interventions in 
political meetings and the media, 
was followed very closely. It was a 
reminder to me that even small-scale 
activities in provincial French towns 
or large metropolitan centres in the 
United States could be viewed and 
followed via social media in even the 
most remote parts of the West Bank. 
These forms of solidarity and the 
raising of the Palestinian question 
seemed to give great heart to the 
various groups I met.

South Africa was also an 
inspiration through its history of 
mass struggle and the mobilisation 
of the majority black working class, 
which resulted in the overthrow of 
apartheid. Political activists also 
seemed keen to draw lessons from 
their own mass struggles during 
the Intifada and in the way that the 
peace process had developed in 
the 1990s and 2000s. This thinking 
was driven by a need to make sense 
of their current position and work 
out where they should go in the 
future. Some were very pessimistic 
about this future, believing that the 
Palestinian cause was isolated and 
could not exert any powerful levers. 
They argued that the essentially pro-
Israel policy of the US, combined 
with the geo-political interests of 
the neighbouring political regimes 
in the Middle East, pointed to a 
continuation of the status quo. 
Others argued that international 
solidarity along the lines of the 
campaign against apartheid could 
exert a counter-pressure. Whether 
optimistic or pessimistic about the 
future, all agreed that the current 
status quo had failed the Palestinian 
population and that a new mass 
movement was needed.

In one particular discussion with 
a group of activists who had come 
together during the Second Intifada 
and maintained a local resistance 
committee from that period onwards, 
I suggested that the successes 
of the South African struggle 
had other lessons apart from the 

international consumer boycott 
and diplomatic pressure. It 

was important to remember 
the very different geo-
political context of the 
late 1980s: the USSR was 
still a restraining rival to 
the USA and its allies, and 

the defeats of the various 
national liberation movements 

internationally in the 
1990s had yet to take 

place. Could these successes be 
replicated today in a world with one 
imperialist hegemon?

These comrades understood 
from their own activity during the 
Second Intifada and the subsequent 
opposition to the occupation that 
mass struggles of strikes, protests 
and boycotts could present a serious 
challenge to the Israeli state. They 
were, however, uncertain of how 
such a struggle could be reignited 
and pointed to the impact of 
collaboration and the repression of 
activists. They also suggested that 
the role of neighbouring Arab states 
was essentially counterrevolutionary 
and, along with the PA leadership, 
positively worked to prevent a 
new intifada. At this point in the 
discussion, having outlined all 
the negative factors and possibly 
deciding that it would be futile to 
even attempt to rebuild a new mass 
movement, one of the younger 
comrades said that ‘we’ (meaning 
this local group) had managed to 
keep going for nearly 20 years and 
that there were numerous other 
groups in neighbouring villages and 
nearby towns that were attempting 
to continue the struggle in the same 
way. He continued:

We are trying to find some 
answers about how we can take 
our struggle forward. And we 
know that what has worked in 
the past can work in the future … 
most of us have been in jail and 
we have seen many friends and 
comrades killed by the Israelis, 
yet we still keep on going.

I applauded their resistance and 
said that I felt honoured to be in 
the company of such comrades, 
who could teach socialists in other 
parts of the world how to maintain a 
struggle in such circumstances.

In offering solidarity, I observed 
that these local groups could be the 
basis for a renewal of the struggle 
at the grassroots in the occupied 
territories, but this movement could 
not be seen in isolation from other 
political and social struggles in 
the Arab world and Israel itself. 
The Arab regimes have proven to 
be treacherous allies, with their 
ruling classes more interested in 
their own geo-political interests 
and using the Palestinian cause as 
a way of mobilising and distracting 
their own populations. The creation 
of a democratic resolution of the 
Palestinian question would require 
revolution throughout the whole 
region - it is inextricably linked to 
the politics of the whole Middle East. 
The experience of the Arab spring 
showed these interconnections 
and the potential for revolutionary 
change, but, as they were well aware, 
the failure of those revolutions and 
the political stalemate throughout 
the Middle East continues to hold 
them in a bloody trap.

My meetings during this extended 
visit show that discussions such 
as these are going on throughout 
Palestine, as activists regroup to 
organise and to think how their 
struggle can be renewed and taken 
forward onto a higher, militant level l

Notes
1. It remains to be seen whether elections will be 

held following Abbas’s statement at the United 
Nations in September 2019 that he hopes for 
talks with Hamas and the promise of elections 
at some indefinite point in the near future - see 
www.timesofisrael.com/abbas-says-hell-discuss-
elections-with-hamas-factions-but-provides-no-
timeline.

Most Palestinian activists have faced jail. Many 
have been killed. Global solidarity is considered 

vital for the struggle
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Momentum cannot be rescued
There are various groups advocating reform. But, asks Carla Roberts, can they succeed? 

W e must admit that, in our view, 
trying to reform Momentum 
in any meaningful way looks 

very much like the kind of punishment 
we can safely leave to King Sisyphus. It 
is a huge task, destined to fail.

Having said that, Jon Lansman, 
owner of Momentum, is clearly 
displaying signs of having come under 
some kind of pressure somewhere. His 
attempt to get rid of Tom Watson with a 
motion on Labour’s national executive 
committee (that he then withdrew), 
for example, was probably a sign 
that he is trying to pose left. We write 
‘probably’, because the man has done 
so many weird things that we cannot 
always guess his motivation without 
going down to psychological levels. 
(Pride of place takes his embarrassing 
campaign last year to become general 
secretary of the Labour Party - against 
Jennie Formby, who was favoured by 
not just the mighty Unite union, but also 
Jeremy Corbyn himself. And when he 
withdrew, Lansman claimed that his 
only motivation in standing was “to 
increase the gender balance” - oddly 
enough, by standing against a woman!).

In any case, we have recently seen 
three attempts to make Momentum 
more democratic.

Starting with the least serious one, 
in June we spotted an article on the 
website Red Flag (which is where 
the dwindling remnants of Workers 
Power have gone to die). Jeremy 
Dewar wrote that “up and down the 
country Momentum groups are the 
backbone of the leftwing membership; 
organising campaigns, turning out 
for elections, taking control of local 
parties and turning them outwards”. 
The article argued that those super-
active Momentum members should 
fight “for a sovereign conference”.1 
This article is still doing the rounds 
on Facebook, somewhat bizarrely in 
our view.

Then, in July this year, a small 
group of people around Pat Byrne 
launched their ‘Call for membership 
control of Momentum’.2 They at least 
take note of a few recent qualitative 
changes within the organisation, 
like Jon Lansman’s witch-hunting 
campaigns against Chris Williamson 
MP and Pete Willsman. However, the 
comrades are more than naive in their 
assumption that “Momentum does not 
belong to Jon Lansman, but to all of 
its members!” This surely is the main 
thing that everybody does know about 
Momentum: it actually does belong 
to Lansman! Literally! He has tight 
control over the various companies 
that control the data and the income.

While Byrne and his comrades 
admit that Momentum’s constitution “is 
certainly very centralised”, they believe 
that its members should make use of the 
very limited democratic space within 
it: they should stand for the biennial 
elections to its national coordinating 
group (NCG), use the “many avenues 
in social media for reaching the 
membership” and get involved in the 
“the local Momentum groups”.

Their main focus though is on 
the “procedures for petitions” and 
“constitutional amendments” that 
members should make full use of. 
However, they fail to remind their 
readers that those petitions and 
amendments to the constitution require 
the support of at least “5% of members 
or 1,000 members”!3 And if there is 
no majority on the NCG in support of 
such a proposal, it then needs “a petition 
signed by 10% of the membership” 
in order to “trigger a vote among all 
members”.4 This is never going to 
happen.

In our view, both these proposals 
come well over two and half years 
too late. Back then, Jon Lansman 

stopped “a sovereign conference” 
from taking place, abolished all existing 
structures and imposed his undemocratic 
constitution on the organisation: the 
Lansman coup of January 10 2017. 
There are no structures, no avenues 
left to even fight for a “sovereign 
conference”. And there remain hardly 
any functioning Momentum branches. 
Many groups split in the aftermath of the 
imposed constitution, others dwindled 
and died a slow death and some of the 
few remaining branches have affiliated 
to the Labour Left Alliance or are in the 
process of doing so.

4 Corbyn
At least the newly established 
‘Momentum 4 Corbyn’ does not bother 
with such illusions - though that is 
the best thing we can say about it. We 
understand that the main people behind 
this campaign, which went public on 
October 3, are three Momentum NCG 
members, Barry Gray (who is also 
acting secretary of Campaign for Labour 
Party Democracy and a member of the 
Socialist Action sect), Liz Smith and 
Christine “fuck the unions” Shawcroft. 
Shawcroft, remember, went along with 
the Lansman coup and, when she was 
still a member of Labour’s NEC, voted 
to refer Jackie Walker to Labour’s 
national constitutional committee for 
expulsion.

On its website, Momentum 4 Corbyn 
identifies Momentum’s main problem 
as follows:

Momentum was set up in 2015 
in order to support the agenda of 
Jeremy Corbyn. It is the continuation 
of Jeremy’s leadership campaign, 
which resulted in him being elected 
Labour leader in September 2015 
and re-elected in September 2016. 
Unfortunately Momentum is now 
diverging from its original purpose; 
on some issues it fails to support the 
Labour leadership and on others it 
even opposes the leadership.5

The group’s mission statement praises 
Corbyn like the second coming of the 
messiah: “Jeremy is putting forward 
a truly radical transformative agenda 
for a Labour government that will 
make people better off”, etc, etc. 
Momentum must “return to its original 
role as a supportive defender of the 
political agenda that Jeremy Corbyn 
is advancing”. The comrades want to 
(re)build a Corbyn fan club, in other 
words. To that effect, they put forward 
a long list of ‘evidence’ to prove where 
“Momentum” (they never mention 
Lansman) has strayed from Corbyn’s 

holy script.
To their credit, they do mention the 

witch-hunt in the Labour Party, though 
only in the shape of the direct attacks on 
Jeremy Corbyn. “Momentum appears to 
give credence to the exaggerated claims 
made by Labour’s political opponents, 
conveying a distorted picture of the 
real situation.” But, you see, “Jeremy 
is a supporter of international social 
justice, including Palestinian human 
rights. There is nothing remotely anti-
Semitic in his opposition to the violence 
inflicted on the Palestinians.”

But what about Jackie Walker, 
Marc Wadsworth, Chris Williamson 
or even the CLPD’s Pete Willsman, 
who remains suspended on bullshit 
charges? They do not even mention 
those comrades: it is all about the leader.

Momentum 4 Corbyn does not seem 
to grasp the simple fact that Corbyn has 
been complicit in this witch-hunt all 
along. Not only has he watched silently 
as comrades Walker, Wadsworth, 
Willsman and now Chris Williamson 
have been thrown to the wolves by the 
NEC. He has legitimised the whole 
witch-hunt by agreeing with the right 
in and outside the party that there is a 
huge problem with anti-Semitism in 
the Labour Party. By asking Shami 
Chakrabarti to produce a report, he 
first opened the doors and showed 
how vulnerable he is to the witch-hunt 
- and he has since presided over one 
climbdown after another.

Fan club
This underlines that a Corbyn fan 
club is, at best useless. At worst, it 
perpetuates the witch-hunt and makes 
matters for the left (and Corbyn) 
considerably worse. We desperately 
need a Labour left that can openly and 
publicly challenge Corbyn and exert 
pressure on him from the left. This is, of 
course, not what Lansman is doing - he 
has joined those pressurising Corbyn 
from the right.

Some might say that it is lucky then 
that the way Gray, Smith and Shawcroft 
are going about their campaign means 
it is unlikely to succeed. Their only 
strategy consists of putting forward 
candidates to the November NCG 
elections who “consistently campaign 
for Jeremy and his politics, not for any 
alternative agenda”. No names have 
been published yet, but we believe the 
NCG three are about to present some 
very soon (though if a general election 
is called “by the end of October”, 
Momentum’s NCG elections will be 
postponed until next year).

This is exactly the discredited method 
of the so-called ‘Centre-Left Grassroots 

Alliance’ (which, if it has not already 
imploded, will surely do so now). 
Until recently, this is where soft-left 
Labour groups, including the CLPD and 
Momentum, got together to haggle over 
which centre-left candidates they should 
urge their members to vote for. The 
rightwing NEC member, Ann Black, 
was on the CLGA slate for decades.

It is therefore not surprising that this 
group has almost nothing to say, when 
it comes to “internal democracy”, apart 
from voting for its recommended NCG 
candidates. All power to the NCG, 
basically. However, only 20 of the 34 
seats on this body are actually elected 
by members. The rest are made up of:
 four Momentum members who are 
Labour public officer holders;
 six members nominated by affiliated 
trade unions;
 four members nominated by other 
affiliated organisations.

Jon Lansman has made sure that 
the NCG will never be able to decide 
on any democratic changes (unless he 
wants it to). Any changes have to be 
made by a unanimous vote on that body. 
A proposal brought by an NCG member 
that is rejected even by one other 
person on the NCG will also have to be 
supported by “10% of the membership”. 
Then there is the next hurdle: Lansman 
is in full control of that database and can 
(and obviously has done so) manipulate 
elections as he pleases.

In June 2019, Momentum 
members were asked to participate in a 
‘democracy ballot’ to make “Momentum 
more members-led” and “improve 
accountability”. There were three 
concrete proposals “coming from the 
national coordinating group meeting in 
March”: one to decrease democracy by 
having elections to the NCG every two 
years instead of annually; the second to 
expand the number of people elected 
onto the NCG from 12 to 20; and the 
third to increase the number of regions 
from three to five. Thrilling stuff.

An embarrassingly measly 357 
people bothered to vote6 - and, as 
Momentum never takes anybody 
off their database, we know this poll 
was literally sent to tens of thousands 
of people, including many who had 
long stopped making payments to the 
organisation.

As the proposal to move to biennial 
elections was not approved by the NCG 
unanimously (but opposed by Gray, Smith 
and Shawcroft and a couple of others), it 
had again to be sent to everybody on the 
database. This time, in September 2019, 
the number of participants magically 
rose to 4,150.7 It took a staggering four 
months to make a decision on a couple of 

nonsense proposals that could be summed 
up in five short words: an absolute waste 
of time.

Momentum 4 Corbyn complains - 
now! - that

the conduct of the ballot itself 
raises questions about democracy 
in Momentum, as only an argument 
in favour of this measure to 
reduce democracy was presented 
to members, and the proposal 
was falsely dressed up as a 
‘democratising’ proposal. No 
alternative view was circulated to 
Momentum members by the NCG.

Fair enough, but why did these NCG 
rebels not come out publicly at the time? 
Where are their reports of the NCG 
meetings they have been attending for 
years? Where is their public criticism? 
Where is the transparency in their 
campaign? How can Momentum 
members actually get involved? They 
cannot, obviously - apart from voting 
for the NCG members chosen by Barry 
Gray and co. A democracy campaign 
utterly devoid of any democracy, in 
other words.

And what is their solution to the lack 
of democracy in Momentum elections? 
Fasten your seatbelts. We can read in 
the July NCG minutes that Barry Gray 
wanted the Electoral Reform Service 
to run internal Momentum elections 
instead. The idea was rejected by the 
NCG by seven votes to five.8

Reformed?
Momentum certainly filled a political 
vacuum when it was launched just after 
Jeremy Corbyn won the leadership 
elections in 2015. It attracted not just 
the young, relatively inexperienced 
crowd who became caught up in the 
Corbynmania, but also many of the 
seasoned Labour left activists who had 
been re-energised by the victory of a 
self-declared socialist. At its height, 
Momentum claimed to have 35,000 
paying members (and a database of 
many more tens of thousands). This 
figure might or might not be based on 
fact, but we can be certain it is a lot 
lower now. Not that it is something 
Jon Lansman - founder, owner and all-
round puppetmaster of Momentum - 
would openly publish.

We can glean from the accounts 
submitted for Momentum Campaign 
Ltd that the company claims to have 
had £145,659 in its various bank 
accounts at the end of December 2018, 
which is about £6,000 more than the 
year before. It also claims to have 
21 employees, but, as it has paid a 
measly £19,205 in “taxation and social 
security” combined, we do not think 
many of them can be earning much 
(the figure stood at just over £42,000 
the year before).9 You cannot actually 
work out how much in membership 
fees the organisation has received. But 
we do know that thousands, if not tens 
of thousands, have left Momentum.

Lansman has to be held personally 
responsible for this wasted 
opportunity. But in our view, that ship 
has now sailed l

Notes
1. www.redflagonline.org/reject-momentums-
democracy-proposals-demand-a-sovereign-
conference.
2. www.facebook.com/
MembershipControlMomentum/
posts/420475601885068.
3. http://peoplesmomentum.com/constitution.
4. Ibid.
5. https://momentum4corbyn.net.
6. Email from Momentum, June 21, 9am.
7. www.redflagonline.org/reject-momentums-
democracy-proposals-demand-a-sovereign-
conference.
8. https://peoplesmomentum.com/wp-content/
uploads/2019/08/NCGMeeting20thJul19.pdf.
9. https://beta.companieshouse.gov.uk/
company/09654873/filing-history.

Jon Lansman: his constitution is a tribute to bureaucratic cynicism



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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Intangible, but not immaterial
The law of value is fully applicable to the commodification of knowledge, argues 
Michael Roberts

I n the Oxford Handbook of Karl 
Marx, Thomas Rotta and Rodrigo 
Teixeira have a chapter called ‘The 

commodification of knowledge and 
information’.1 They argue that knowledge 
is “immaterial labour” and “knowledge-
commodities” are increasingly replacing 
material commodities in modern 
capitalism: “Examples of knowledge 
commodities are all sorts of commodified 
data, computer software, chemical 
formulas, patented information, recorded 
music, copyrighted compositions and 
movies, and monopolised scientific 
knowledge.”

According to Rotta and Teixeira, 
these knowledge commodities do 
not have any value in Marxist terms, 
because their reproduction tends to be 
costless. Knowledge can be reproduced 
infinitely without cost. Previous authors 
have claimed that, because knowledge 
commodities have no value, Marx’s 
law of value no longer holds. But Rotta 
and Teixeira argue that they can restore 
Marx’s law of value as an explanation 
of knowledge commodities. And their 
solution is that, although knowledge 
commodities have no value, the owners 
of such commodities through patents 
and copyrights, etc can extract rents 
from productive capitalist sectors, 
in the same way, as Marx explained, 
as rents were extracted by landlords 
(through their monopoly of land) from 
productive capitalists. They conclude by 
estimating the increased amount of value 
being extracted in the form of ‘rents’ by 
“knowledge industries”.

Does this apparent defence of 
Marx’s law of value in relation to the 
information industry hold up? I do not 
think so and this is why. First, Rotta and 
Teixeira, like other authors before them 
(Toni Negri, etc), misunderstand Marx’s 
value theory on this question. Just 
because knowledge is intangible, it does 
not make it immaterial. Both tangible 
objects and mental thoughts are material; 
both require the expenditure of human 
energy, which is material, as shown by 
the human metabolism.

More specifically, the expenditure 
of human energy that constitutes the 
cognitive process, thinking, causes a 
change in the nervous system, in the 
interconnections between the neurons 
of the brain. This is called synapsis. It 
is these changes that make possible a 
different perception of the world. So to 
deny that knowledge, even if intangible, 
is material is to ignore the results of 
neuroscience. After all, if electricity 
and its effects are material, why should 
the electrical activity of the brain and its 
effect (knowledge) not also be material? 
There is no ‘immaterial’ labour, despite 
the claims of all the ‘knowledge 
Marxists’, including, it seems, Rotta and 
Teixeira. The dichotomy is not between 
material and mental labour, but over 
whether it is tangible or not.

The second mistake the authors make 
is in their claim that, because knowledge 
is ‘immaterial’, it is unproductive labour 
that produces no value. But productive 
labour is labour expended under the 
capitalist production relation. Productive 
labour is not just what produces 
physical goods. Productive labour also 
includes what mainstream economists 
call ‘services’. As Marx explained, 
if a capitalist has a servant, that is 
unproductive labour. But if he goes to a 
hotel and uses a valet to take his luggage 
to the room, that valet delivers productive 
labour because he/she is working for the 
capitalist owner of the hotel for a wage.

Rotta and Teixeira give us the 
example of a live concert performance:

Hence, what we call a concert is in 
fact a bundle of several commodities 
- among them knowledge-

commodities, such as musical 
compositions. The live performance 
is a combination of the productive 
labour of musicians and technical 
staff, plus the unproductive labour of 
those who composed the songs in the 
first place.

But what is unproductive about the 
composer? He/she can sell that piece 
of music as copyright and performance 
royalties on the market. Royalties must 
be paid if the music is used in the concert. 
Surplus value is created and realised.

Then there is the example of a 
smartphone:

When you buy a smartphone, part of 
the phone price covers the production 
costs of the physical components. 
But another part of the price 
remunerates the patented design and 
the copyrighted software stored in the 
memory. The copyrighted parts of 
the phone are therefore knowledge-
commodities, and the revenues 
associated with these specific 
components are knowledge-rents.

But why are the revenues from copyright 
and patents considered only rents? The 
idea, design and operating system have 
all been produced by mental labour 
employed by capitalist companies. 
The companies exploit that labour and 
appropriate surplus value by selling or 
leasing the software. This is productive 
labour and it produces value. It is no 
different from a pharma company 
employing scientists to come up with a 
formula for a new drug, which they can 
sell on the market with a patent held for 
years.

New value
In any industry, the company that has a 
new cost-saving innovation can gain an 
advantage for a while and appropriate 
surplus profit from others in the sector. 
But, as other companies adopt the 
innovation, that advantage disappears 
and the sector profit rate tends to an 
average. In pharma and information 
sectors, that can happen quickly, so 
innovating companies try to protect any 
surplus profit with patents, etc. In this 
way, the surplus profit is retained and 
takes the form of rent - but that rent is 
still the result of value and surplus value 
created by the exploitation of labour in 
production.

For the same reason, the production 
of knowledge (mental labour) can be 
productive of value and surplus value if 
it is mental labour performed for capital. 
In this case, the quantity of new value 
generated during the mental labour 
process is given by the length and 
intensity of the abstract mental labour 
performed, given the value of the labour-
power of the mental labourers. Surplus 
value, then, is the new value generated 
by the mental labourers minus the value 
of their labour-power; and the rate of 
exploitation is that surplus value divided 
by the value of their labour-power.

The value of knowledge (and of any 
mental product) might be incorporated 
in an objective shell or not. In both 
cases it is an intangible, but material, 
commodity, whose value is determined 
by the new value produced, plus the 
value of the means of production used. 
The computer programmer or website 
maker is in principle just as productive 
as the worker making the computer if 
both work for the computer company. 
Thus, knowledge production implies 
production of value and surplus value 
(exploitation) and not rent. Once 
produced, the capitalist owners of mental 
products (knowledge) can then extract 
‘rent’ from their intellectual property 
(the knowledge produced by mental 

labourers for them) by applying to it 
intellectual property rights. But there is 
production of value first. The difference 
between production and appropriation is 
fundamental.

Also it is not correct to say that the 
value of mental labour and knowledge 
commodities cannot be quantified. Rotta 
and Teixeira, to back their claim that 
reproduction of knowledge has no value, 
quote Marx:

But in addition to the material wear 
and tear, a machine also undergoes 
what we might call a moral 
depreciation. It loses exchange-value, 
either because machines of the same 
sort are being produced more cheaply 
than it was, or because better machines 
are entering into competition with 
it. In both cases, however young 
and full of life the machine may be, 
its value is no longer determined by 
the necessary labour-time actually 
objectified in it, but by the labour-
time necessary to reproduce either it 
or the better machine. It has therefore 
been devalued to a greater or lesser 
extent.

Rotta and Teixeira think this shows that, 
because the labour-time to reproduce 
a machine might fall below the value 
of the first machine due to technical 
progress (moral depreciation), Marx is 
suggesting that knowledge commodities 
will tend to have no value at all because 
knowledge can be reproduced infinitely 
without labour-time expended. But 
this quote from Marx refers to the 
value of each new production process, 
where the labour-time involved in the 
value of a commodity (machine) falls. 
But that would not lead to a fall in the 
profitability of capital invested right 
down to zero. The average rate of profit 
is determined by the initial fixed capital 
costs and any circulating capital costs 
involved in reproduction. Profitability 
would still be determined by all the 
stages of production of the commodity, 
even if the value of each newly produced 
commodity falls.

And knowledge commodities cannot 
be produced for nothing, because they are 
material. The productivity of physical, 
tangible commodities is measured in 
units of output per unit of capital invested. 
This holds just as much for mental 
production, or knowledge commodities 
- say, a video game. The mental product 
can be contained in an objective shell 
(a DVD). The DVDs produced can be 

counted. It can also be contained in a 
digital file and be downloaded from 
a website to a computer and then onto 
another. The number of downloads 
can be counted. In short, mental output 
or knowledge commodities can be 
counted. On websites, the number of 
hits can be counted. The reproduction 
becomes the numerator for productivity 
and profitability.

The original capital invested - the 
denominator - can be also be measured. 
First, there is the capital invested in the 
prototype. This is not only fixed constant 
capital (computers, premises, facilities, 
chips foundries, assembly plants, etc). It 
is also circulating constant capital (raw 
materials) and variable capital - wages, 
which go from very high (for highly 
qualified developers) to low. Then there 
are the costs of administration, of pre-
sale advertising and other marketing 
costs. Then there is the additional 
capital invested in the reproduction 
of the replicas of the prototype. In 
reality, the total value of the knowledge 
commodity can be high, not zero. The 
unit value is then given by the total 
value, divided by the number of replicas 
made. It is directly proportional to the 
total value and inversely proportional 
to the quantity of the replicas. The 
value of reproducing such knowledge 
commodities will not go towards zero, 
because there are always replication 
costs of the knowledge commodity in 
delivery to the user.

Again, the reproduction of any 
knowledge commodity is no different 
from the reproduction of a new drug 
by a pharma company. Built into the 
price of the drug is the initial cost of 
employing mental labour, testing the 
drug for humans, etc, the production 
of the pills, liquids plus any equipment 
for administering it and so on. Sure, the 
unit cost of the production of each new 
pill may fall to a very low value, but that 
does not mean that total value and unit 
value has fallen to zero.

In sum, knowledge is material 
(if intangible) and if knowledge 
commodities are produced under 
conditions of capitalist production - ie, 
using mental labour and selling the 
idea, the formula, the programme, 
the music, etc on the market - then 
value can be created by mental labour. 
Value then comes from exploitation of 
productive labour, as per Marx’s law 
of value. There is no need to invoke 
the concept of rent extraction to explain 
the profits of pharma companies or 
Google. The so-called ‘renterisation’ 
of modern capitalist economies2 that is 
now so popular as a modification or a 
supplanting of Marx’s law of value is 
not supported by knowledge commodity 
production.

Much of the arguments I 
have presented here were first 
comprehensively and brilliantly created 
by Guglielmo Carchedi in his paper, 
‘Old wine, new bottles and the 
internet’,3 in Work, Organisation, 
Labour and Globalisation, volume 8, 
number 1, autumn 20l4.

His mental labour has been very 
productive, but, as he did not patent it, 
the reproduction of his arguments here 
have cost me little (zero?). So any credit 
that I get will thus be a huge extraction 
of rent from him! l

Michael Roberts blogs at https://
thenextrecession.wordpress.com.

Notes
1. www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/
oxfordhb/9780190695545.001.0001/oxfordhb-
9780190695545-e-23.
2. See https://thenextrecession.wordpress.
com/2019/09/27/a-rent-seeking-economy.
3. http://marx2010.weebly.com/old-wine-new-
bottles-and-the-internet.html.

Athena, goddess of knowledge
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Erdoğan gets green light
Despite Trump’s objections, writes Esen Uslu, Turkey has been set strict limits on its intervention in Syria

T he months-long bargaining for 
a tit-for-tat deal with Turkey 
has eventually reached its 

culmination, with Donald Trump 
withdrawing his token forces from the 
Turkish-Syrian border area.

On the election campaign trail, 
Trump can now claim to be the 
president who stood firm and 
fulfilled his promise of ending US 
involvement in a meaningless and 
never-ending war. He also hopes 
that the withdrawal will counter the 
increasingly vocal opposition he faces 
within the Republican Party - perhaps 
those who might have supported an 
impeachment process will now step 
back and rally behind him. And he 
can present himself as a president 
standing against the establishment: 
an incompetent state department 
bureaucracy, a military top brass that 
needs to be kept in its place, and a 
financial bureaucracy which is too 
conservative to do what is required to 
boost the American economy.

Opponents of withdrawal in the 
US and across Europe have nothing 
but praise for the Kurdish forces 
and the so-called Syrian Democratic 
Forces (SDF) for their sacrifices. 
Understandably then, they condemn 
Trump for giving the green light 
to Turkish president Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan and stabbing in the back 
a valued ally. Former envoys to 
the region and former commanders 
bemoan missed opportunities and 
ground lost after years of painstaking 
work.

However, Trump is not the only 
one under fire. Erdoğan has already 
lost his Teflon, having failed to win 
three elections in a row. He stays 
in power because of the support of 
rightwing nationalists. The last local 
elections demonstrated that he and 
the circle around him have lost a large 
part of their previous constituency. He 
is faced by ever-increasing opposition 
from within his own party - the recent 
meeting he held with MPs and local 
leaders from all over Turkey to iron 
out “difficulties” showed everybody 
that it will be impossible to hold the 
party together for much longer.

Meanwhile, the economy is 
going down the drain. Face-lift 
statistical operations have failed to 
hide the severe difficulties caused by 
idiosyncratic Erdoğanomics - and the 
fact that the president’s incompetent 
son-in-law runs the finance ministry 
is causing him to lose credibility 
even among the most faithful of party 
hacks.

Erdoğan needs the support of 
the military top brass and security 
bureaucracy even more than during 
the days of the attempted coup in 
2016. Therefore he is prepared to go 
along with any military adventure - 
not only in Syria, but also against the 
axis of Cyprus-Egypt-Israel in relation 
to Mediterranean gas exploration - 
so long as Turkish officialdom is in 
favour.

The overreaching aims of the 
bureaucracy involve conquest 
and ethnic cleansing, a fervent 
nationalism blessed by Islam. And the 
ever-expanding armaments industry, 

mainly financed by the state, is an 
important part of the equation. The 
‘outsider capitalists’ of Turkey, whose 
numbers have been growing relatively 
recently, are willing to support 
military adventures. However, 
Turkish finance capital is rather more 
wary, since it needs good relations 
with the centres of power in Europe 
as well as Asia. This sector is also 
more realistic in understanding that, 
if you talk the talk, you should also 
walk the walk. And to walk the walk 
you need a big stick - which is not yet 
available, despite the rapid economic 
development of recent decades.

Unpredictable
The build-up of Turkish armed forces 
on the eastern bank of the Euphrates 
has been going on for months. 
However, the attempt by Turkey 
to take part in the redistribution of 
spheres of influence in the Middle 
East is like a puppy contesting a 
juicy bone with a pack of vicious 
dogs. Russia and the USA have 
been dismantling the old alliances 
with local powers to form new and 
hopefully better ones. But for Turkey 
neither going it alone nor changing 
allies in such an unpredictable 
situation is easy.

When it attempted to assert its 
independence by purchasing a surface-
to-air missile system from Russia, 
the US retaliated by withdrawing its 
offer to Ankara of advanced F-35 jets. 
Erdoğan has only just avoided yet 
another round of sanctions.

For a while, as the war-like rhetoric 
from Turkish sources increased, the 
US was able to stop an invasion of 
northern Syria by creating a ‘joint 
security mechanism’, whereby 
Turkish aircraft and a limited number 
of troops took part in joint patrols 
with the US forces. As part of the joint 
patrol plans the US forced Kurdish 
forces to abandon their positions 
and withdraw from the border zone. 
Meanwhile, the air patrols provided 
sufficient opportunities to assess 
and determine targets deep into 
Syrian territory. As usual, these 
concessions, which were gobbled up 
quickly without any thanks, proved 
insufficient for the Turkish side, 
which, even while the joint patrols 
were taking place, indicated that its 
aims of occupying a large swathe of 
Syrian territory could not be thwarted 
by sugar-coated pills.

When Trump decided to withdraw 
the few dozen soldiers and military 
equipment involved in the joint 

patrols, everybody expected Turkey 
to immediately fill the vacuum, since 
the SDF forces had already retreated. 
However, as Trump’s tweets have 
increased, we were able to see that he 
has attached some conditions to the 
Turkish invasion.

Now it seems that only a limited 
operation will be allowed initially. Any 
step over the mark would be met with 
economic sanctions that could cripple 
Turkey. Trump’s brutally honest tweet 
- “If Turkey does anything that I, in 
my great and unmatched wisdom, 
consider to be off limits, I will totally 
destroy and obliterate the economy of 
Turkey (I’ve done before!)” - should 
be taken seriously.

And, according to Trump, Turkey 
would have to take responsibility for 
the custody of Islamic State prisoners 
and their dependants, with all the 
entailing responsibilities. However, 
this is a bit confusing, since it would 
require at least a 100-mile-deep 
incursion into Syria by Turkey, yet 
Erdoğan showed a map of his intended 
“peace corridor” during his speech to 
the United Nations general assembly 
on September 241 and stated that his 
initial proposal of invasion covers an 
area just 30 miles deep.

Erdoğan is due to meet Trump 

in November and it seems that the 
initial incursion into Syrian territory 
will be limited to the zone between 
Ras Al-Ain (Serê Kaniyê) and Tell 
Abyad (Grê Sipî) - the two border 
crossings abandoned by US and 
SDF troops. However, the Turkish 
invasion may not stop there, and if 
so the going would get much tougher, 
since operating without air cover, let 
alone air superiority, would be very 
costly - as demonstrated by previous 
incursions into Syria. Noises coming 
from the US seem to imply that the 
Turkish airforce is to be removed 
from ‘air tasking orders’, which 
means there is no ‘joint operations 
environment’ with the US airforce. 
In other words Turkey’s capabilities 
in Syrian airspace have been severely 
curtailed.

However, Turkey’s loyal 
opposition has actually given its 
approval to Erdoğan’s proposal for 
unlimited action for one year in Syria 
and Iraq. Only the leftwing, pro-
Kurdish Peoples Democratic Party 
(HDP) is against his plans l

Notes
1. The ‘peace corridor’ map can be seen after 14 
minutes, 30 seconds of the speech, which can be 
accessed at https://youtu.be/40jXJhEa7jw.

Syrian Kurds with their backstabbing allies


