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Responsibility
I am writing to make some important 
corrections to the report of Peter 
Manson on the March 7 aggregate 
meeting of CPGB and Labour Party 
Marxists comrades (‘Put principle 
first’, March 12)).

Firstly, of course, Peter has his 
own view of the dispute - which he is 
entitled to - and that is evident in the 
report. In terms of my contribution to 
the debate, I did say that I had been 
convinced by other party members 
that I had been wrong to resign. But 
I made clear that the leadership had 
to take responsibility for its role both 
in allowing the preconditions for the 
crisis to arise and for worsening the 
dispute due to its obstinate refusal to 
listen to members. 

Comrade X’s resignation did 
not happen out of the blue. The 
background was the fact that the 
leadership had given her little 
support and political direction for 
many months in her work in relation 
to the Labour Left Alliance. She had 
provided reports on discussions of the 
proposed constitutions for the LLA 
conference and had received little 
feedback. When the LPM’s proposed 
constitution was finally produced 
and agreed at the January meeting 
it was also decided that it would be 
put to the London LLA meeting the 
next day. It was voted through by the 
London meeting with the addition of 
two words. Comrade X had thought 
she had done what had been agreed at 
the AGM. And many other comrades, 
including others at the London LLA 
meeting, had thought so too.

The report is misleading when 
it says that comrade X resigned 
over challenging the omission of 
the unamended LPM constitution 
in the LLA conference agenda. The 
problem for her was that she believed 
she was being wrongly and publicly 
blamed for that omission. And PCC 
statements which were produced later 
gave credence to her belief. There 
were claims that she had deliberately 
attempted to keep principled politics 
off the conference agenda. There was 
a report that some PCC members 
believed she was guilty of sabotage. 

Members argued against these 
claims and pleaded with the 
leadership to discuss matters directly 
with comrade X and withdraw all 
claims of sabotage and ill-discipline. 
But it took weeks for these points 
to be taken on board. This delay 
was unnecessary and in my view 
arrogant - another point I made at 
the aggregate. An important lesson is 
that the leadership should listen to the 
membership, including on questions 
involving internal organisational 
issues, rather than dismiss us as soft 
or motivated by friendship rather 
than politics. We were motivated by 
comradeship and by a commitment 
to prevent the organisation being 
rent apart by matters that could 
easily be resolved through inclusive 
discussion.

Another important corrective is 
that the aggregate agreed to begin 
discussion on perspectives in the 
coming period, on the Labour Party 
and other work. I made this proposal 
and understood it was accepted by the 
leadership. This was the reason that 
the part of our motion calling for an 
educational event was not carried. 
Jack Conrad specifically said that 
a discussion on perspectives would 
take place instead. This satisfied 
many comrades, as it meant that 
we would have a debate and learn 
lessons about our work in the Labour 
Party and political and organisational 

culture. That was, after all, the aim of 
our motion. 

I came away from the aggregate 
thinking that we had made real 
progress and that the leadership had 
been open to the criticisms made of 
it and acted accordingly. I do hope 
that we can learn from this crisis. 
Involvement in social democratic 
organisations brings opportunities 
and risks. We need to make sure 
that comrades are supported in their 
efforts to argue principled politics in 
these challenging environments.
Anne McShane
Ireland

Sceptical
I was a little sceptical of the report of 
our aggregate last week, although it 
has to be said the meeting itself felt 
a little strange. Given the nature of 
the existential threat our Provisional 
Central Committee was warning 
us about in its statements prior 
to the meeting (the “future of the 
organisation is at stake”), those of 
us who supported our temporarily 
resigned comrade were expecting 
a showdown. In practice, of course, 
as readers of the paper saw in our 
editor’s quite slanted report last week, 
this all evaporated rather quickly.

Our comrade, of more than 20 years 
standing, was described variously as: 
hiding their real politics; fudging 
and compromising principles; a 
broad-frontist; acting like a secret 
entryist; endangering the future of the 
organisation; an anarchist wanting to 
do their own thing; and a potential 
saboteur to boot. As the chair of our 
PCC said in the meeting, you have 
to have a “thick skin” in politics, 
you have to “be able to give and 
take criticism”. We were warned that 
small errors, if defended, would lead 
to major cracks that would inevitably 
reduce us to abject opportunism.

But this all appeared very sudden 
to me, as I remember in our AGM 
only two months before the same 
leader complimenting our comrade, 
calling our comrades’ work in the 
Labour Left Alliance “brilliant”, 
and that they were in no way being 
“singled out” with the set of theses 
that were presented at that meeting. 
But at the same time, the PCC said 
in a later statement that those theses 
were presented so that there could be 
a “frank, open and honest debate”, 
which, they continued, “never in 
fact occurred”. As our comrade said 
afterwards, how could there be: “How 
was I supposed to know that the theses 
were all meant as a criticism of me?” 
Especially, you might add, when they 
tell you the complete opposite at the 
time.

So after our latest aggregate I 
was left scratching my head and 
wondering what this was really about. 
That is, given that the PCC ended up 
accepting that our comrade was not 
a saboteur, that we were really just 
dealing with “shades of opinion”, 
and withdrew its motion about our 
existential peril. I have certainly 
never seen such a climbdown from 
our leadership in a meeting in the 
eight years I have been in and around 
the organisation. I asked myself 
afterwards, had all this just been a 
ruse? Was it just an exercise to draw 
out political differences? I shouldn’t 
have been so cynical. On reflection, 
I think not.

I think there is something to be 
said for our comrade’s intervention in 
the aggregate - possibly only included 
in last week’s report as further 
evidence of how politically soft they 
were becoming - where they said we 
must “not just shout”, but be able to 
speak in “normal voices” too. Our 
organisation is required by its politics 
and programme to not compromise, 
to act as an extreme minority in the 
left, and to put Marxist principles 

forward in a left that is thoroughly 
compromised by the lowest common 
denominator and bureaucratic unity-
mongering. 

An unfortunate side-effect of this 
is that we ourselves can lose the 
ability to offer, or hear, measured 
criticism of anything. ‘Giving and 
taking criticism’ becomes an all-
or-nothing business - or, worse, a 
form of combat, requiring complete 
submission and agreement in 
practice. But there are real, if slight, 
political differences represented in 
our group, and this is completely 
healthy and to be expected. The free 
exchange of opinions and democracy 
in our organisation is set up as a filter 
for bad ideas. It can, however, be a 
bruising process, in which people 
can feel trodden on, rubbished and 
sidelined. But responsibility in debate 
is crucial. 

We must always work to present 
our opponents’ views fairly, so we 
must not distort, exaggerate for 
effect, tell half-truths or pick words 
out of rushed emails, no matter how 
tempting that can be. We have to 
make a conscious effort to understand 
each other. The alternative is that the 
whole process will break down in 
unproductive and damaging fights. 
And, unfortunately, trust between 
comrades takes long to build, but is 
ruined quickly. 

Some comrades at the aggregate 
thought it unfair to just focus on 
the mistakes in this regard by our 
leadership, when so many damaging 
accusations were thrown in the 
other direction too. But culture in an 
organisation flows down from the top. 
A leadership acting collectively must, 
of necessity, be more responsible and 
careful in its statements, accusations 
and insinuations - not that this 
absolves any of us of responsibility. 

Members should not quit over 
small differences or arguments either, 
but people that have committed most 
of their adult lives to this organisation 
can hardly be accused of not taking 
membership seriously. This is also a 
two-way street. Taking membership 
seriously means handling 
disagreements fairly and responsibly 
too. Comrades must actually feel 
valued and respected. 

So friendship is not the same as 
“confusion”, as the PCC indicated in 
its first statement on this crisis. It is in 
fact the glue that keeps our culture and 
standards strong, and if maintained it 
makes us better. An organisation that 
has a strong internal culture has the 
right foundations in place for robust 
and healthy debate where individuals 
can be open to being convinced by 
each other’s arguments.
Daniel Harvey
email

Puzzled
Like, I hope, many other people, I was 
saddened first to hear about on the 
grapevine and then to read the account 
by Peter Manson of the quarrel and 
split that your organisation has had 
(‘Put principle first’, March 12).

I will make no comment on the 
content of the disagreement, except 
to say that I think that the role you 
have played in maintaining a high 
level of discussion and an open 
attitude to the many people who write 
for you has been of the greatest value 
to the left in general. There are a 
number of your contributors who are 
I believe very valuable people indeed 
to the left in general. As I often point 
out to anyone that will listen, nearly 
everyone on the far left reads you and 
I believe that you are more important 
than your relatively weak numerical 
forces might imply.

However, I am puzzled by the 
attitudes that you express to the 
extremely important events now 
taking place in the United States, the 

greatest imperial power in the world. 
Although I am aware that different 
views are expressed in the Weekly 
Worker on many issues, I cannot see 
clearly what you are recommending. 
I can agree with everything Daniel 
Lazare says about the ineffable Joe 
Biden (‘The great Bernie bust’, 
March 12). Do I understand Paul 
Demarty wishes Sanders to stand as 
an independent in the forthcoming 
election if he fails to get the 
nomination, which will probably 
be the case (‘Lessons being learnt’, 
March 12)? I agree that Sanders has 
helped to shift the whole spectrum 
of US politics to the left and so I 
share some of Demarty’s optimism in 
the longer run (but I really think the 
world is in danger in the shorter run 
if the dim and deranged Trump wins 
another term).

Or is it that you wish Sanders and 
others to maintain some kind of a 
separate faction within, or perhaps 
outside, the Democrats? Is that 
possible? Or is there some other 
political arrangement of which my 
poor brain cannot conceive? Or even 
that it is too early to say, for events 
must play out - in particular the 
coronavirus which might even sweep 
away huge layers of elderly Trump 
supporters? True, if it was that deadly, 
I myself at 83 would be unlikely to 
see in the glories of the new heaven 
and the new earth as a result of such a 
demographic change.

But I would appreciate some 
clarity on your perspectives in the 
short time that may be left to me 
(though I hope not too short a time!).
Ted Crawford
London

Real reason
I was saddened to read that “comrade 
X” has resigned from the CPGB after 
20 years’ membership.

As James P Cannon, founder 
of the US Socialist Workers Party, 
often remarked, “In any dispute or 

resignation, there’s the reason given, 
and the real reason.” The CPGB 
PCC’s current mistaken emphasis on 
work within the Labour Party lies at 
the root of comrade X’s resignation. 
The Labour Left Alliance is a lost 
cause. Whilst Labour, on paper, has 
500,000 members, most of these 
people are middle class liberals, not 
socialists. Hence the mass support 
for Sir Keir Starmer. The key to the 
Labour Party has always been the 
trade unions. Yet the CPGB refuses to 
carry out systematic work within the 
trade union movement.

Disputes, splits and resignations 
within the revolutionary movement 
are always caused by incorrect politics 
and a failure of theory. Over the last 
couple of years, this has been shown 
by the dissolution of the International 
Socialist Organization in the US, and 
the major split in the Committee for 
a Workers’ International. Closer to 
home, we have the expulsion of Ian 
Donovan from Socialist Fight, even 
though it only has five members. Now 
we have the resignation of comrade X 
from the CPGB.

In the US, the ISO and Socialist 
Alternative (the CWI’s former US 
section) have obviously been affected 
by the need to carry out systematic 
work within the Democratic 
Socialists of America, even though 
the DSA is part of the US Democrats. 
However, the main factions in the 
DSA are refusing to call on the now 
likely defeated presidential candidate, 
Bernie Sanders, to come out and call 
for the formation of a new mass 
workers’ party.

Unfortunately, Sanders continues 
to say he will support Joe Biden 
as Democratic Party presidential 
candidate if Joe wins the nomination, 
as now seems very likely. This can 
only end in the re-election of Trump 
in this November’s presidential 
election. As many political pundits 
have commentated, there are 
similarities between Bernie Sanders 

Communist Forum

Along with just about every other public meeting, our 
weekly forum at the Calthorpe Arms in central London, 
organised by the CPGB and Labour Party Marxists, has 

had to be cancelled. However, the good news is that 
we will continue meeting on Skype for as long as the 

pandemic crisis lasts.

Every Sunday, 5pm, from March 22, until further notice.
If you wish to take part, please email your Skype name to 

Stan Keable at secretary@labourpartymarxists.org.uk.
On receiving confirmation from him, please add his Skype 

name, ‘stan.keable’, to your list of contacts.

Sunday March 22, 5pm: Weekly political report from 
CPGB Provisional Central Committee, followed by open 
discussion and reading group: study of Abram Leon’s The 
Jewish question - a Marxist interpretation. This meeting: 
chapter 4, ‘After the Renaissance’, section A: ‘The thesis 

of Sombart’.

Organised by CPGB: www.cpgb.org.uk and
Labour Party Marxists: www.labourpartymarxists.org.uk.
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and Jeremy Corbyn. The illusions in 
them by radicalised youth in the US 
and the UK respectively, can only 
lead to demoralisation. Hence the 
resignation of comrade X from the 
CPGB.

In my experience, the Labour 
Party is a lost cause. The Labour 
Party under the ‘remain’-supporting 
leadership of Sir Keir Starmer will 
only lead to the party following the 
French Socialist Party and the Greek 
Pasok into oblivion. The CPGB under 
the leadership of the PCC must make 
a turn towards systematic work within 
the trade unions. This will involve 
work within the newly revitalised 
trades council movement and in the 
Unite community branches.

Our main weapon in this is 
the Weekly Worker, the continued 
production of which being a weekly 
miracle. All readers should become 
sellers of the Weekly Worker, with its 
open debate and lively letters page. 
More articles about the increasing 
number of workplace disputes, both 
large and small, are vital in rebuilding 
the CPGB and its influence within 
the labour movement. The recent 
back-page article by Eddie Ford on 
the Royal Mail postal workers’ strike 
ballot shows the way forward.
John Smithee
Cambridgeshire

Racist!
Gareth Martin regrets that my 
previous letter represents “this 
tiresome regression into who 
said what and when”, which is 
“unseemly”, and also that the Weekly 
Worker for “some unfathomable 
reason” published my views.

But that was the attitude to 
political discussion and debate of the 
strange little clique that is forming up 
around Gerry Downing, now that he 
has broken from the Marxist views 
he upheld for the past five years. 
They have instead moved to embrace 
a strange mixture of Zionism and 
the kind of demented fascist-baiting 
characteristic of people from Gerry 
Downing’s political past, like Gerry 
Healy and David North.

Martin does not want to be 
reminded of what and when he 
said things. That’s a pity, because 
we have screenshots of him on the 
Socialist Fight Facebook discussion 
group racially abusing a comrade of 
ours of Middle Eastern origin. His 
exact words were: “Excusing anti-
Semitism on the grounds of Israeli 
atrocities is absolutely blaming 
people collectively. Blame Israelis for 
them, blame the IDF - that in no way 
justifies walking into a synagogue 
in London or anywhere else and 
committing murder.”

This was a direct criticism of one 
of our Middle Eastern comrades. It is 
a sickening racist fantasy, as (a) there 
have been no such actions in London, 
and (b) our comrade lives in London, 
as he pointed out. So it appears that 
Gareth Martin, who is not a member 
of Socialist Fight and was never voted 
into even candidate membership by 
full members of our organisation, 
as is a basic democratic norm of the 
communist movement, took it upon 
himself to slyly imply that a fellow 
comrade, who disagrees with his 
views on Gilad Atzmon, is the sort of 
person who is likely to murder Jews 
in a synagogue in London. This is 
appalling racial abuse and should be 
deeply disturbing for anyone remotely 
familiar with the Islamophobia that 
targets people of Middle Eastern and 
Muslim background in this country.

Martin lies and simply echoes the 
most appalling Zionist propaganda 
when he says that Dave Rich’s view 
that Gilad Atzmon is a fascist is 
“widely accepted” on the left. It is 
not even accepted by all the members 
of his own clique. Ella Downing, 
for instance, stated early on in this 
discussion that she did not agree that 
Atzmon is a fascist - though, of course, 

she was critical of his supposed ‘anti-
Semitism’. And, more politically 
significant, Tony Greenstein, who led 
the (wrong-headed) campaign to force 
the Socialist Workers Party to stop its 
own engagement with Atzmon, in 
his article on the divisions in SF also 
makes clear his own disagreement 
with the Downing clique’s echoing 
of Dave Rich’s characterisation of 
Atzmon as a fascist [see pp10-11 - 
ed].

Those interested in some clarity 
and understanding of these issues can 
look at our more detailed refutation 
on the SF (Trotskyist Faction) 
website of the wild smears from this 
camp in our statement reasserting our 
claim to be the political continuity 
of SF in its period of revolutionary 
anti-Zionist Marxism. We have 
also replied extensively to Tony 
Greenstein’s article on the public 
factional division, which will shed 
even more light on the political issues 
involved, which far transcend the 
garbage Martin fills his letter with.

Martin reveals his complete 
contempt for anyone who disagrees 
with him, or is even prepared to 
countenance a debate on this, when 
he says that discussions of our views 
“should not go on in these pages or 
anywhere else”. It is clear that he 
has a very basic problem with party 
democracy, working class democracy 
and freedom of political debate 
in general - an attitude parallel to 
Zionism. I wonder if he would like 
to see our comrades put into Israeli-
style administrative detention?

Given his bizarre and criminally 
libellous allegation that Atzmon 
is responsible for initiating 
“stochastic” terrorism, which I 
had to look up in a dictionary 
(apparently it means ‘random’, ‘by 
chance’, ‘indiscriminate’), it looks 
like Martin’s tactic to deal with 
people with whom he has political 
differences is to smear them in 
ways that (he hopes) will persuade 
armed imperialist police forces to 
do something appalling to them. 
This further makes me think that 
Gareth Martin is a truly disturbed and 
frightening individual.

His clique being applauded by 
Andrew Northall - an ultra-Stalinist, 
who applauds the actions of Stalin 
and Vyshinsky in murdering the old 
Bolsheviks - seems appropriate. As 
well as by the ridiculous Zionist troll, 
Sven Golly (Svengali), who anyone 
with any experience of the Corbyn 
witch-hunt, not to mention earlier 
Zionist campaigns against Respect, 
can spot a mile off.

Martin asks why we don’t just walk 
away from being associated with his 
clique, and thus reveals his narrow 
chauvinism and anti-internationalism, 
as well as his contempt for the 
entire Trotskyist tradition of party 
democracy. We are not only rightful 
members of SF, unlike him, but also 
members of the Liaison Committee 
for the Fourth International, whose 
comrades intervened to defend our 
democratic rights as members, when 
the anti-democratic clique of which 
Martin is part tried illegitimately to 
exclude us from international forums.

We are loyal to our international 
Trotskyist comrades, many of 
whom come from oppressed, semi-
colonial countries, and we consider 
Downing and his clique to have 
betrayed internationalism with their 
pro-Zionist, capitulatory departures 
from Marxism. So, no, we will not 
leave our comrades on the say-so of 
unprincipled wretches like Martin.
Ian Donovan
Trotskyist Faction, Socialist Fight

Federal republic
Bob Smart says I “attack” rather 
than criticise Labour Party Marxists 
for not supporting the right for 
Scotland, Wales (and Ireland) to self-
determination: that is, to oppose the 
union (Letters, March 12). Ending 

the monarchy, House of Lords and 
the union is an “attack” on three 
reactionary pillars of the present 
constitution and an “attack” on those, 
like Bob, defending one or more of 
them.

Royal socialism is as stupid 
and ignorant as unionist socialism. 
They might seem different, but are 
branches of the same tree - the United 
or Unionist Kingdom. Hence the 
Labour Left Alliance conference can 
happily vote for a socialist Unionist 
Kingdom. In Ireland it has long 
been obvious that republicanism and 
unionism are mortal foes in the battle 
for democracy. Scotland and Wales 
are on the same road a hundred years 
later. 

Bob has no time for the Tory 
monarchy, but clings to Tory 
unionism for dear life. He admits: 
“It is certainly true that this demand 
[for self-determination] does not 
figure anywhere” in the programme 
presented to the LLA. Last time I 
looked, Sheffield was in England 
and this was a gathering of the 
English Labour left, with Bob and 
Matthew representing Wales and 
Scotland. Such an event in Cardiff 
or Edinburgh would not have been so 
forgetful.

Why should a gathering of the 
English left have such poor memory. 
It was politics, not forgetfulness. Bob 
says John Bridge mentioned it in his 
speech. But then the Weekly Worker 
‘forgot’ to mention it in their report 
on the conference, which is why I 
wrote my letter (March 5).

It reminded me of when German 
Social Democracy ‘forgot’ to include 
the demand for a republic in their 
programme. Engels and Lenin 
condemned this as opportunism, or 
lack of social democratic principle. It 
is the same allegation of opportunism 
against the English Labour left. As 
soon as the going gets tough, this will 
suddenly bite them on the bum, as it 
did when Corbyn was asked whether 
Scotland had the right to hold a 
referendum on self-determination.

Next Bob makes a false statement 
about federal republicanism. I am in 
favour of a federal republic of Europe 
- otherwise identified as a republican 
united states of Europe. Of course, I 
am in favour of the United Kingdom 
being dissolved into this republic. 
England, Ireland, Scotland and Wales 
would be equal nations in a European 
multi-nation state.

I am not in favour of a (British) 
federal republic inside a (European) 
federal republic. The very idea of a 
democratic Europe transcends any 
notion of a British state and renders 
the slogan of a federal republic 
of England, Scotland and Wales 
historically obsolete. Bob would, 
however, be right to say that leaving 
the European Union resurrects his 
idea of a Great British Republic, 
only to see it crash on the rocks of 
the referendum and sink.

Marx’s approach to Ireland 
is instructive. At first he was in 
favour of England and Ireland being 
federated in one state. He changed 
his mind. He was then in favour 
of Ireland becoming independent. 
He thought that breaking the union 
was revolutionary - not simply for 
Ireland, but for England too. He did 
not, however, rule out an independent 
Irish republic becoming part of a 
federal republic with England.

Marx was not dogmatic. First was 
the federation of England and Ireland 
rather than independence. Then he 
saw independence as a possible step 
to a federal republic. It would be 
for the Irish people, as a sovereign 
nation, to decide whether to join a 
federal republic with England or not.

So, whilst leaving the EU has 
resurrected the idea of a federal 
republic of England, Scotland and 
Wales, it has shown the only road 
to a republican future is through 
a reunification of Ireland and an 

independent Scotland. This should be 
obvious from the fact that Northern 
Ireland and Scotland voted to remain 
and England and Wales voted to 
leave.
Steve Freeman
London

Us tomorrow
No doubt as readers of Weekly Worker 
are aware, Chelsea Manning was 
released last week from imprisonment 
in the USA, which, according to her 
lawyers, came just one day after 
hospitalisation, following an attempt 
at suicide. A federal district court 
judge dismissed the grand jury that 
Ms Manning was refusing to testify 
before, after finding (as if by magic!) 
that its business had concluded: 
“The court finds that Ms Manning’s 
appearance before the grand jury is 
no longer needed, in light of which 
her detention no longer serves any 
coercive purpose,”

However, fines levied and 
accumulating at a daily rate 
during Manning’s incarceration 
remained fully in place, thereby 
extending indefinitely their 
despicably oppressive nature and 
essentially proto-fascistic purpose. 
Unhesitatingly, the UK household 
of which I’m a part thought it right 
to make a modest contribution to 
the online crowd-funding appeal 
launched in response to that fact. At 
the time of release from prison last 
week, those fines for her “defiance of 
the subpoena” totalled $256,000. The 
target was achieved within a little 
over two days, with contributions 
coming from many thousands of 
citizens around the world in small 
amounts.

Whilst being under no illusions 
whatsoever that the clearing of 
Chelsea Manning’s fines represents 
anything other than a pinprick in 
the arse of the US so-called justice 
system, our household nonetheless 
considers this victory for her 
formidably courageous efforts to 
defy a brutal state machine to be 
worth not only those few dollars 
parted with, but an immeasurably 
great deal more, if thought about in 
a wider context.

Such as an opportunity having 
been taken to raise consciousness 
amongst US workers by this very 
public display of ‘solidarity without 
borders’; and, in more general 

terms, about what can be achieved 
by fighting. Equally so, about 
ensuring Marxists play their part in 
incrementally exposing what the 
drooling imperialist beast is capable 
of, even within its ‘homeland’. 
Indeed, a chance to present lessons 
in what revolutionary politics looks 
like in its everyday mode: in matters 
surrounding Chelsea Manning, a 
chance to expose for what they 
are the ‘democratic’ pathways 
and treacherously establishment-
embedded methodologies, as sold by 
Bernie Sanders, Alexandria Ocasio-
Cortes, etc.

Setting everything else aside, 
anyone with a slightest scintilla 
of claim to socialist values should 
both hugely celebrate last week’s 
release of Chelsea Manning and bend 
their head in respectful humility. 
‘Courageous’ is undoubtedly the 
right description for the actions of 
Chelsea (née Bradley) Manning. 
However, never has there been a 
more perfect example of bitter-sweet 
victory, given how this fortuitous 
‘judicial’ order for Manning’s release 
most likely represents just the latest 
manoeuvring to nail Julian Assange; 
to drag him to US territory and then 
punish to the level of disappearance 
that even more significantly 
disobedient ‘traitor’ and/or ‘common 
criminal’ himself.

So where were followers and 
activists of movements such as 
#MeToo in all of this? Why are their 
voices - along with others dedicated 
to self-defence amidst accelerated 
levels of mutual respect and common 
decency - not raised to the heavens 
in outrage at all such Nazi-like 
practices of the US justice system? 
Going further, where are those 
same organisations in calling for 
unity with workers’ organisations, 
such as trade unions, in demanding 
together both financial compensation 
and social acclaim for Chelsea 
Manning - alongside immediate 
release, exoneration and guaranteed 
permanent liberty for Julian Assange.

After all, as anyone who flips back 
through the pages of history will 
know full well, it’s those types today 
to be rounded up and imprisoned or 
outright ‘disappeared’. But it’ll be 
‘unpatriotic’ socialists and ‘insurgent 
terrorist’ communists tomorrow!
Bruno Kretzschmar
email

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

Lockdown
Unfortunately, the Covid-19 

crisis has taken its toll on 
production of the Weekly Worker - 
the lockdown has affected us too! 
The need to protect our comrades 
and restrict to a minimum their 
travel in London has meant that 
there is no practical way we can 
continue to produce, collate and 
mail out the print edition of this 
paper.

In other words, although the 
Weekly Worker will still be posted 
on our website every week, the 
one you’re reading now will be 
the final print issue until further 
notice. But don’t worry if you’ve 
paid a subscription: it will be held 
over until we resume printing 
and your sub will be extended 
accordingly, unless you tell us 
otherwise.

That must come as a blow 
to KF in particular, who not 
only sent us his resubscription 
cheque, but also added an extra 
£50 towards our fighting fund! 
Many thanks, comrade! Added 
to which we received a total of 
£345 in standing orders - thanks 

go also to KB (£170), MM 
(£75), GB (£50), TR (£40), MF 
and SN (£5 each). Finally US 
comrade PM sent us his usual 
£25 via PayPal.

All that meant that our running 
total went up by £420 to £1,360, 
with just under two weeks left 
to reach our £2,000 target for 
March. Of course, the lack of 
printing costs over the next period 
will ease the pressure somewhat, 
but we should make use of that to 
build up a much needed reserve 
fund. So please continue sending 
your donations - that will really 
help ease my worries!

First things first, though. 
As I write, we’ve got 13 days 
left to raise the £640 we still 
need for March. Please show 
your appreciation and do the 
necessary! l

Robbie Rix

Fighting fund
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Bankruptcy of neoliberalism
With countries everywhere on a ‘war footing’, writes Eddie Ford, the pandemic shows the necessity of 
global social control

It is impossible to overstate the 
nature of the crisis engulfing 
humanity due to the Covid-19 

pandemic. Wartime-style language 
from leaders is now common parlance. 
Draconian emergency measures are 
being taken, with many more to come. 
Things are unfolding so rapidly that 
almost anything can happen. The 
only thing you can guarantee is that 
the crisis (medical, economic and 
political) will not be over soon and 
the world will never be the same place 
again - however much our rulers may 
wish otherwise.

In a swirling tide of events that is 
almost impossible to follow, travellers 
everywhere are scrambling to get 
home as country after country closes 
borders, meanwhile airlines drastically 
cut or cancel flights.

All this comes in response to 
the soaring death rate, especially 
in Italy and Spain. Europe is now 
the epicentre of the pandemic. As 
of March 18, there were 55,000 
confirmed cases and 2,300 deaths in 
Europe - out of these, 25,000 cases 
and 1,800 deaths were in Italy alone. 
Globally, infections are now above 
200,000 with about 8,000 deaths. The 
World Health Organisation has called 
for “aggressive action”, particularly 
in south-east Asia, where the disease 
is beginning to get a hold. If Covid-19 
seriously begins to effect Africa and 
other desperately poor parts of the 
so-called third world, which seems 
near inevitable without sustained and 
serious emergency action, then the 
infection rate - and deaths - could be 
utterly horrendous, as many of these 
countries barely have a health service 
of any kind.

France is certainly taking 
aggressive action, with president 
Emmanuel Macron declaring the 
country on a “war footing”. Thus 
on March 17 an emergency decree 
ordering the population to stay at 
home came into force, with citizens 
only allowed out for “essential” trips, 
such as food shopping or a medical 
appointment, as well as exercise, 
(so long as you stay metres apart 
from other people). If you transgress 

the edict and fail to produce a valid 
document on demand detailing the 
reasons for being outside, you will be 
fined or even imprisoned if you are a 
repeat offender - although prisons are 
happy breeding grounds for Covid-19. 
Clearly, these are the sort of measures 
that the British government should be 
taking, as the crisis escalates.

Meanwhile, Donald Trump - after 
previously calling coronavirus a 
“hoax” or no worse than the flu - has 
declared a national emergency and 
imposed travel bans on European 
countries. His administration has 
also announced a financial stimulus 
package worth at least $850 billion 
and is actively considering delivering 
‘helicopter money’: ie, putting cash 
directly into the bank account of every 
American, or a cheque if you are part 
of the one in nine households too poor 
to even have a bank account.

The research consultancy, Capital 
Economics, has predicted that the 
UK’s GDP could fall 15% in the next 
quarter - a staggering drop when you 
consider that during the 2008 crisis 
there was only a 6% fall. S&P Global, 
one of the rating agencies’ “four men 
of the apocalypse”, has warned of a 
surge of bankruptcies.

Panic
As everyone knows, at the beginning 
of the week Boris Johnson - 
flanked by Sir Patrick Vallance, the 
government’s chief scientific adviser, 
and Chris Whitty, the chief medical 
officer – urged everyone to avoid 
“non-essential” contact and travel, as 
the disease was now “approaching the 
fast growth part of the upward curve”, 
with London in the virus vanguard. 
This meant, a slightly haunted 
looking prime minister explained, 
staying away from pubs, bars, clubs, 
cafes, restaurants, cinemas, theatres, 
music gigs, galleries and so on. 
Anything, in fact, that constitutes 
a ‘mass gathering’. Johnson also 
announced a series of stringent steps, 
including 14 days of self-isolation for 
a whole household if anyone displays 
symptoms of the disease - preferably 
retiring to separate rooms for the 

duration and using separate bathrooms 
or showers. Anyone who can work 
from home, should, he said - which 
is impossible for most people, it goes 
without saying.

In other words, in a measure that 
would have been unimaginable only 
two weeks ago, Boris Johnson was 
announcing the closing down of all 
“non-essential” parts of the British 
economy - with all these venues 
and businesses expected to close 
down voluntarily, though that could 
quickly change. This state of non-
economic activity, as things stand 
now, has no end date or exit point. 
Indeed, the pandemic could well last 
for six months or more, possibly 
even up to 18 months on the most 
pessimistic scenario. Stating the 
obvious, Johnson’s advice is going 
to mean hundreds of thousands of job 
losses, unless the government takes 
immediate action. Disruption to the 
economy could become destruction - 
a prospect alarming the new governor 
of the Bank of England, Andrew 
Bailey - with the bank’s monetary 
policy committee expected to cut 
interest rates from 0.25% to a record 
low of 0.1% and resume quantitative 
easing next week.

The government’s drastically new 
policy in relation to the pandemic does 
represent a break from its initial ‘herd 
immunity’ approach (or mitigation 
strategy). Essentially, that is based 
not just on the idea that once you 
reach a certain general immunity in a 
population, then you can actually stop 
its further spread. The calculation by 
immunologists is that if 60% or more 
of the population have already had the 
virus, it will peter out.

That is all very well. but Covid-19 
is a new disease, with no past evidence 
or behavioural patterns to study and 
build reasonable predictions upon. 
The government went into panic mode 
when disturbing new evidence from 
Italy indicated that if the government 
had stuck to the original plans, then 
it could have cost 260,000 lives 
and completely overwhelmed the 
inadequately resourced national health 
service - or, as Boris Johnson said, 

be prepared to “lose loved ones”. 
That was deemed to be politically 
unacceptable, quite rightly, and hence 
the government speedily adopted the 
alternative suppression strategy, in 
which - using the words of Patrick 
Vallance - a death toll of 20,000 would 
be judged a “good result”.

Of course, virtually every country 
in the world has gone in the opposite 
direction from herd immunity. As 
we have seen from China, Taiwan, 
Singapore, etc, the thing that works is 
strict isolation and mass testing - but 
in Britain you only get tested if you 
have been hospitalised, unless you 
are the prime minister. Shamefully, 
Italy has far more hospital beds and 
respirators than the UK, the NHS 
having being chronically starved of 
funds. So far in Britain there have 
been almost 3,000 infections and over 
100 deaths, but the country is roughly 
three weeks behind Italy - the deluge 
will start soon.

Following Johnson’s shock 
announcement about social distancing 
measures, totally disrupting the 
British way of life, chancellor Rishi 
Sunak said he would do “whatever it 
takes” to see the UK through the crisis 
- a repeated mantra at government 
press conferences, which are now 
daily. His supposedly “big and bold” 
plan to salvage the economy from a 
catastrophic hit would provide £330 
billion of loan guarantees - with 
more available “if needed” - to help 
businesses pay their bills during the 
crisis and top up the £12 billion budget 
stimulus with a further £20 billion of 
spending. Many businesses would 
also have a year-long holiday from 
paying business rates, with smaller 
companies eligible for a cash grant of 
up to £25,000. Sunak also announced 
cash grants of £10,000 for the UK’s 
700,000 smallest companies, and a 
three-month moratorium on mortgage 
payments for home owners in difficulty 
as a result of the coronavirus.

Frankly, this package is too little, 
too late - you do not need to be a 
genius to see the gaping holes. What 
about people who cannot pay their 
rent and face eviction? Then there 

are those workers in the so-called 
gig economy, freelancers (like many 
artists, musicians and writers), people 
on zero-hours contracts and the self-
employed - what are they supposed to 
do? Quietly starve to death at home? 
And what about workers who are 
already self-isolating and on statutory 
sick pay, getting the princely sum of 
just £94.25 a week? Not to mention 
those who have been laid off or are 
just about to get the sack. It can take 
up to five weeks to receive universal 
credit.

And the supermarkets are now 
effectively practicing a form of 
rationing, Sainsbury’s has already 
imposed a three-item limit on 
many goods. Surely there needs to 
be immediate assistance for those 
workers that are finding it difficult 
to feed themselves and their families. 
The state cannot just stand by and do 
nothing.

Every citizen - working or non-
working, well or sick, young or old - 
must be guaranteed a basic or minimum 
income throughout this entire crisis 
that they can actually live on; for all 
people self-isolating or infected all 
mortgage and rent payments must be 
indefinitely suspended too.

Governments across the world 
of whatever political or ideological 
colouration, including Johnston’s 
and Trump’s, could be forced to 
go for widespread nationalisations, 
takeovers, subsides, economic 
planning and other ‘socialistic’ 
measures. There has to be massive 
state intervention on an unprecedented 
scale - in the economy and all other 
aspects of society.

Above all else, Covid-19 
demonstrates the final bankruptcy of 
neoliberalism - no-one is going to buy 
into that fantasy any more. The idea 
that the market can solve this disaster 
is insane. Given that the pandemic 
is global, this shows the necessity of 
global social control by the working 
class - not the destructive anarchy of 
capitalism. Rather, it is humanity versus 
capitalism - a fight for survival l

eddie.ford@weeklyworker.co.uk

Johnson’s original plan would have cost at least 260,000 lives and completely overwhelmed an already overstretched NHS
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Responding to catastrophe
Paul Demarty looks at the strengths, and limits, of the left’s response to the coronavirus

One of the many sins of the 
modern far left is the ease with 
which it gets caught up in the 

foam of the bourgeois news cycle - 
usually in the form of hyper-optimism 
about what some ephemeral screw-
up by the government means for ‘the 
fightback’.

In the current situation, of course, 
it is scarcely possible to avoid being 
transfixed in this way, and to do so 
would in a certain sense be immoral 
(since at issue in part is how we might 
avoid inadvertently spreading a highly 
dangerous infection). And, while (to 
pick one example out of millions) 
David Cameron will not be judged by 
history on the ‘pasty tax’ affair - which 
caused a great deal of excitement for 
a week, but which you will probably 
have to Google to remember clearly - it 
seems perfectly plausible that everyone 
in charge of a major government in 
the year 2020 will be judged on their 
reaction to this sternest imaginable test.

It is also a test for the left. Reading 
those words in this paper will, I admit, 
set up an expectation for ‘the other 
shoe to drop’: in fact, many of the 
prescriptions and ‘action programmes’ 
on offer are commendable up to a 
point, which is perhaps a function of 
the urgency and real fear we all feel at 
the moment.

Though we will focus on this 
country, the matter is surely most stark 
across the pond. There, of course, we 
find short and long-term problems 
likely to make things especially awful. 
The president, as yet, sees no reason to 
go beyond chauvinist theatrics; and, 
while borders are closing all over the 
world, it is worth noting that Trump 
seems to have no other ideas (beyond 
trying to get dibs on treatment 
through bribery, and supporting some 
stronger Congressional measures 
around infection testing). That much 
can be dealt with haphazardly by 
individual states, which are taking 
stronger action; but the longer-term 
background of a healthcare system 
that thoroughly disincentivises people 
from seeking medical treatment is 
beyond the power of the individual 
states to solve.

To meet the most urgent political 
needs of the day, the American left 
need do no more than it has already 
- demanding universal medical care, 
something Trump chooses to ignore 
and the Wall Street Democrats 
(generally in the pocket of insurers 
and pharma companies) - must 
oppose, for increasingly threadbare 
reasons.

Beyond that, we read from the 
Democratic Socialists of America 
(DSA), now the largest left group in 
the US thanks to its association with 
Bernie Sanders, a raft of proposals: “an 
emergency moratorium on evictions 
and on utility shut-offs ... If workers are 
unable to work because of quarantines, 
they should not be punished for 
being unable to pay their rent and 
utility bills”; a drastic reduction in 
overcrowding in prisons and detention 
centres, by “a nationwide end to cash 
bail and a moratorium on deportations” 
and mass releases of detainees from the 
concentration camps on the Mexican 
border; free vaccines and treatments, 
as they become available; and paying 
for all this by “taxing the rich”. The 
DSA even craftily calls for a bit of 
‘creative destruction’: if the pandemic 
and the oil price war between the 
Saudis and Russians should wipe out 
US shale oil, what better opportunity to 
pivot to American social democracy’s 
favoured Green New Deal ... ?

Lastly, the DSA encourages its 
members to practise social distancing, 
with a series of suggestions about 
better enabling remote access to 
meetings and campaign activities, and 
even linking to the Center for Disease 
Control’s guide to making your own 
hand-sanitiser.1

International 
response
This side of the pond, things are 
not quite so bad - we at least have 
a health service - but many of the 
same problems obtain. Instead of the 
Trump approach - fatuously blaming 
the Chinese, when the seriousness of 
the situation can no longer be ignored 
- we get solemn press conferences, 
with Boris Johnson flanked by his 

favoured experts. Yet, until the 
weekend, inaction reigned, as pointed 
out by the until recently sleepy 
People’s Assembly:

Where government refuses to act, 
civil society institutions, trade 
unions and ordinary citizens are 
taking matters into their own hands. 
We reject the ‘herd immunity’ 
theory that coronavirus can simply 
be left to rip through society until 
enough people develop immunity. 
Not only is there no proof this will 
happen with this virus: it is the 
most deadly and careless approach 
the government could take.

There follows a thorough list of 
demands rather like the DSA one - shut 
schools and colleges, support workers 
whose jobs are predarious through 
the dislocation using rent freezes and 
increasing statutory sick pay; suspend 
means testing and sanctions in the 
benefit system; place private hospitals 
“under the management of the NHS”, 
with “essential equipment owned by 
private companies ... pooled as part 
of the overall effort; private hospital 
beds should be treated as public”.

The PA also demands that “the 
outbreak must not be used as a pretext 
for clamping down on civil liberties” - 
a statement which is unfortunately left 
unelaborated, since some restrictions 
on civil liberties are unavoidable in 
any robust response to a public health 
crisis of this sort. Nonetheless, it is 
worth at least mentioning; we must 
indeed be vigilant that any powers 
adopted under a situation of quarantine 
must be quickly relinquished by a 
state apparatus that rather tends to 
hold onto such things.2

Many other examples could be 
adduced: similar demands, especially 
for the assumption of control over 
private hospitals, abound around the 
left press. Even Momentum manages 
to go this far: “The government must 
bring all private hospitals and health 
facilities into emergency public 
ownership and force pharmaceutical 
companies to research and produce 
whatever the NHS needs at cost price,” 

declared its national coordinating 
group.3

All these statements are decent 
starting points for a left response - 
which is, in a sense, surprising, as they 
are all from opportunist organisations 
with a tendency to pose right. It is no 
surprise to find the Socialist Party in 
England and Wales calling for broad 
nationalisations - that is its entire 
political tradition. The shiny happy 
Lansmanite creeps of Momentum, 
however, are a different story.

This is, surely, a question of the 
times. It was thought, correctly to a 
point, that 2007-08 was the death-
knell of neoliberalism. Nobody 
bothered to tell the neoliberals, 
however, so the corpse shambled on, 
doing no end of further damage to 
social life. That sorry record - in this 
country, of a benefit system designed 
to starve people, an NHS running 
permanently over-capacity, mass 
homelessness and all the rest - is the 
bread and butter of the opportunist 
left, which tends to pose soft-focus 
left-Keynesian solutions as a ‘radical’ 
alternative to this policy of despair. 
(This is still the case with the Green 
New Deal, for example.)

In this situation, however, left 
Keynesianism is not merely illusory in 
the usual way, but patently inadequate. 
There is simply no way to commandeer 
the spare hospital capacity scandalously 
hoarded by the private sector except 
by emergency expropriations. Though 
none of the statements mentioned 
address this directly, there is surely no 
reliable solution to epidemic panic-
buying than some level of rationing 
and distribution according to need, 
with strongly coercive action against 
speculators.

Pandemics, like wars and 
ecological disasters, expose the 
elementary problems of coordination 
that blight capitalism in the face 
of serious adversity. The minimal 
solution, if Covid-19 turns out as 
serious as it seems it might, is a 
kind of Kriegssozialismus - the 
pseudo-‘socialism’ of total military 
mobilisation; except if, like Boris 
Johnson, you are apparently happy 

to let hundreds of thousands die, in 
a gesture of Strangelovian excess 
courtesy of Cameron’s idiotic nudge 
unit. Even if the government has 
backpedalled from that approach, it 
should not be forgotten - or forgiven 
- that it was advanced in earnest. 
Though many bourgeois governments 
may be forced into far more extensive 
expropriations than envisioned today 
even by their left critics, they will 
do so at a glacial pace, at the cost of 
thousands of avoidable deaths.

There is a further aspect of this 
coordination problem which is not 
mentioned, however. Pandemics 
- again, like wars and ecological 
disaster - are intrinsically international 
political problems. They demand from 
the working class and the socialist left 
what is all too often lacking - a serious, 
class-independent foreign policy. The 
DSA and PA statements differ in many 
fine details according to the particular 
local conditions. The substance, 
however, is identical. Both demand 
that the response to the pandemic 
should prioritise saving lives over 
narrow measures of economic success; 
both demand that ordinary working 
class people ought to be insulated from 
the resulting economic dislocation and 
should have access to good medical 
advice, testing and speedy treatment; 
both reject chauvinist sabre-rattling; 
both demand central control over 
healthcare.

An international campaign 
around the essence of these action 
programmes, carried out by a 
serious fraction of the global labour 
movement, would have a real chance 
of forcing recalcitrant governments 
like Johnson’s and Trump’s to listen 
up. Here, alas, we are let down by our 
own coordination problems l

paul.demarty@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1. www.dsausa.org/statements/now-is-the-
time-for-solidarity-dsa-national-statement-on-
covid-2019.
2. www.thepeoplesassembly.org.uk/index.php/
news/16-people-s-assembly-statement-on-the-
coronavirus-crisis.
3. https://peoplesmomentum.com/ncg/2020-03-16.

China shows that the virus can be beaten  
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Coronavirus, oil and capitalist decline
Rex Dunn explains why he thinks they are all connected 

T he capitalist class - helped by 
its own experts - has allowed a 
situation to develop in which the 

spread of the coronavirus is leading 
to a mixture of incredulity, fear and 
worry about the future among the 
masses (no work, no money, etc).

And, of course, there is a negative 
side to this for the bourgeoisie too. In 
a dramatic few days, the following 
happened: on March 8 the oil price 
dropped like a stone - not because 
the producers feared a sudden shift to 
renewable energy, but because Saudi 
Arabia and Russia decided to produce 
more oil, which triggered a price 
war. On March 9 - already dubbed 
‘Black Monday 2020’ - global stock 
markets suffered their biggest crash 
since 2008. March 11 was budget 
day for the new British chancellor. 
He introduced a ‘coronavirus budget’ 
- instead of an environmentally 
friendly one - with measures to offset 
the effects of the former (money set 
aside to compensate employers and 
workers for loss of production), plus 
a pledge to spend £600 billion over 
the next five years: more private 
housing, rail and roads. But that will 
increase oil consumption in the short 
term. Whether building the HS2 new 
railway will help to ‘level up the 
regions’ also remains to be seen. On 
the same day, the Bank of England 
announced a cut in interest rates to 
and all-time low (0.25%) in a bid to 
kick-start economic growth.

Either the coronavirus will 
increase the slump in world trade - 
and possibly trigger the next financial 
crash - or it is a convenient fig leaf for 
the bourgeoisie’s fear of another 2008. 
But its negative effects will make the 
latter even more likely. So why is the 
ruling class playing Russian roulette 
with its own system? It knows that 
burning fossil fuels - in particular 
oil - is responsible for what it calls 
the ‘climate crisis’: except it is much 
more than that; rather we should call 
it capitalist ecocide (see below). But 
it is unwilling to end this dependence, 
because that would require massive 
investment in new green technologies, 
which would take years to produce a 
profitable return. That is the rub.

But there is another - political 

- reason why the bourgeoisie does 
not want to do this. Based on its 
experience of post-war reconstruction, 
it also knows that such an undertaking 
would reinvigorate the class struggle 
sooner or later. Roughly two decades 
on from 1945, the événements of May 
1968 erupted in France. This boosted 
a strike wave across western Europe, 
which lasted until the end of the 
1970s. It was only the misleadership 
of the working class - namely 
Stalinism and reformism - which 
prevented the revival of the socialist 
revolution. All the objective factors 
were in place, but the subjective factor 
was missing: ie, building ‘communist 
consciousness’.1 Today the capitalist 
class is not prepared to invest in 
a Green New Deal at anywhere 
near the level required - albeit, 
from the standpoint of the needs of 
humanity and the environment, this 
is far more important than post-war 
reconstruction.

As long as the capitalist mode of 
production continues, we will have 
the exploitation of human beings 
by others, unnecessary poverty and 
suffering, change at the expense 
of human beings (eg, automation), 
whilst the spectre of ecological 
catastrophe will continue to haunt us. 
A resumption of the world revolution 
is urgently needed in order to lay the 
foundation for a communist society. 
Only the latter can establish the 
material basis for a society in which 
“the associated producers” are able 
to “regulate their interchange with 
nature rationally, bring it under their 
common control, instead of being 
ruled by some blind power”.2

For all its bluster about preventing 
a coronavirus pandemic, in reality the 
bourgeoisie refuses to behave in a 
rational way. This is despite the rise 
of populist movements across the 
world: in particular, the left wing of 
the reformist parties and individual 
leaders, who are offering the capitalist 
class a way out: ie, a Green New Deal.

Decline
To return to the economic reason 
why the bourgeoisie does not want 
to do this, the capitalist system is 
dominated more and more by the rule 

of finance capital, which is parasitic 
upon productive capital - including in 
its latest form: neoliberalism. Apart 
from privatisation, globalisation, the 
outsourcing of capital investment in 
search of cheap labour, a huge rise in 
inequalities of wealth and opportunity, 
neoliberalism also instigated the 
atomisation of the masses, in both the 
physical and spiritual sense.

To this end, it was aided and abetted 
by the ideology of poststructuralism, 
combined with new technologies: 
digital platforms on the one side, 
biotech medicine on the other. As a 
result, communal ties and collective 
struggle have been replaced by 
a return to the old individualism 
associated with the first industrial 
revolution: ie, a society based on 
a war of each against all. Hence 
we see a rise in identity politics, as 
individuals struggle to recover their 
lost individuality in a depersonalised 
world, which divides the masses even 
further.

At the same time, the value 
form is also in decline. In his book, 
Essentialism in the thought of Karl 
Marx, Scott Meikle describes Marx’s 
treatment of value as follows: It

is at the heart of Capital [which] 
begins with an essence in embryo, 
‘The elementary or accidental 
form of value’, and proceeds 
through a series of necessary 
metamorphoses of the form until 
it finally universalises itself over 
the whole of society with the 
attainment of its final form, capital, 
where the supply of social labour 
itself has the value form thrust 
upon it. The metamorphoses are 
necessary, not in being inevitable 
(they cannot be, since accident can 
frustrate the development), but as 
the realisations of the potentials 
inherent in the value form itself.3

From this point on, society can 
develop in two ways:
1.  As the rule of capital continues, 
the value form begins to decline, 
because it is unable to resolve its 
primary constitutive contradiction 
- between use value and exchange 
value. This is the stage which we have 

now reached. Not only is capitalism 
unable to function ‘normally’ - ie, 
continue to expand the value form - 
but we now have capitalist ecocide, 
which poses a threat to the system 
itself and humanity as a whole.
2. The product of social labour 
gradually ceases to take the 
commodity or value form, wherein 
the social plan becomes the economic 
regulator in its advanced conscious 
form. Then we can have “Free 
individuality, based on the universal 
development of individuals”, whose 
“communal and social productivity” 
takes the form of “social wealth”.4 
Under a communist organisation of 
society, the value form is superseded.

As Marx and Engels points out 
in The German ideology, the rise of 
capitalism created the possibility 
for disalienated “universal social 
connections”. On the one hand, we 
still have the “domination of material 
conditions over individuals and 
the suppression of individuality by 
chance”. On the other, this sets existing 
individuals “the task of replacing the 
domination of circumstances and 
of chance over individuals by the 
domination of individuals over chance 
and circumstances”.5 Hence the 
subjective factor - the attainment of 
communist consciousness - is crucial. 
But the Stalinist counterrevolution led 
to “the reign of Moscow’s nationalists 
over the world’s official communist 
movement: ie, socialism in one 
country”.6 This is false consciousness. 
But now, in the face of an existential 
crisis, the subjective factor assumes 
greater importance.

After the financial crisis of 2008, 
trillions and trillions of fictitious 
dollars were pumped into central 
banks across the world - just to keep 
money circulating - whilst the masses 
had more austerity imposed upon 
them, because productive labour is 
needed to foot the bill. But pension 
funds cannot produce enough capital 
to do this. Therefore a lot of this 
fictitious money has to be written 
off. Meanwhile the self-expansion 
of capital, which is the lifeblood of 
the system, remains sluggish. To 
make matters worse, we now have 
the coronavirus, which requires 

governments to borrow more in 
order to stop it. At the same time, 
neoliberalism clings to its monetarist 
policies: ie, government borrowing 
has to be kept within strict limits. 
Thus the contradictory rule of capital 
continues, even though the value form 
- upon which it is based - is in decline.

Whilst the bourgeoisie (led by 
the Financial Times) dismissed 
Jeremy Corbyn’s own version of 
a Green New Deal, blue-collar 
workers also rejected it. This has 
everything to do with the bourgeois 
division of labour (see below), not 
just a hostile bourgeois media or a 
mismanaged roll-out of Corbyn’s 
manifesto. As a result, Labour lost 
its ‘red wall’, which it had relied on 
for over a century in order to form 
a government, and instead Johnson 
won a landslide victory in the 
December 2019 election. This was 
based on “Let’s get Brexit done” - and 
the promise that a post-Brexit Britain 
would end austerity, especially in 
the north and east of England, by 
means of large-scale investment. It 
was part of a dual pledge; firstly, to 
‘level up the regions’; secondly to do 
something about the climate crisis 
(eg, introduce more electric cars)!

In the United States, a corporate-
friendly Joe Biden has replaced the 
‘socialist’ Bernie Sanders as the 
front runner in the race to choose the 
Democratic Party’s next presidential 
candidate. On the one side, we have 
‘the man without a plan’, who has 
built his campaign around the claim 
that only he can beat Donald Trump, 
but not much else. On the other side, 
we have ‘the man with a plan’: ie, the 
billionaire-bashing Bernie Sanders, 
who is likely to be defeated by Biden. 
This is despite his promise to reform 
American capitalism by means of a 
radical shake-up of Wall Street, free 
tuition fees, universal healthcare and 
a Green New Deal.

Of course, the bourgeois media is 
hostile to the ‘socialist’ candidate. But 
that is not the only reason why Sanders 
faces an uphill struggle. In general, 
most workers - along with the self-
employed - cannot see any alternative 
to bourgeois politics - ie, the need 
for a socialist solution - because this 

Pieter Bruegel the Elder ‘The triumph of death, circa 1562.
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requires a level of consciousness that 
goes beyond electoralism (as in the 
UK). As for internationalism, that 
is way off their political radar. So 
we have an eerie echo of the recent 
British election.

Impediments
But the absence of communist 
consciousness, when it is most needed, 
goes deeper than the bankruptcy of 
reformism or a hostile bourgeois 
media. We need to consider the 
hidden impediments as well. To this 
end, I offer the following summary:
1. In his early manuscripts, Marx 
refers to four impediments which 
the working class has to overcome: 
alienated labour, private property, 
commodity fetishism and the 
hierarchic division of labour.
2. The latter plays a key role. As 
Marx says, the superstructure of 
the “centralised state power” is the 
“systematic and hierarchic division of 
labour”.7 It is based on instrumental 
reason (ie, empirically determined 
means/end mentality), which enables 
the capitalist class to achieve its aim 
- the accumulation of capital. At the 
same time, the worker is reduced to 
a commodity: ie, he/she is depressed 
physically and intellectually to the 
level of a machine (including skilled 
labour). In addition we have the 
increasing specialisation of tasks - the 
fragmentation of labour.
3. The surplus value which the 
capitalist class extracts from the 
workers provides it (and a middle 
layer of professional workers) with 
the money and leisure time for an 
all-rounded education - which gives 
them a monopoly of knowledge and 
creativity, which is denied to the mass 
of the workers.
4. In the 20th century, as Adorno 
pointed out, technological 
developments - namely the mass 
reproducibility of the sound/image, 
as well as text - created a fifth 
impediment: ie, the culture industry or 
entertainment. The latter was reduced 
to an industrialised process, whose 
aim is to sell a maximum number of 
products in competition with rival 
companies in the market place (eg, 
the manufacture of motor cars). 
Mass culture is homogenised, within 
which the emphasis is on sensual 
stimulation, rather than a sense-of-
totality experience; attention is drawn 
towards individual stimuli. By so 
doing the culture industry fulfils the 
worker’s need for distraction from 
the drudgery of wage-labour, etc. 
In the 21st century, the process has 
been exacerbated by the rise of the 
digitalised media.8 Now anyone can 
access the ‘society of the spectacle’ 
(news propaganda, advertising, 
entertainment) at almost any time, 
anywhere.
5. Neoliberalism (which replaced the 
Keynesian consensus) brought about 
the atomisation of the working class, 
both physically and ideologically. The 
process was made possible by the 
post-war reconstruction, wherein the 
leadership of the working class - social 
democracy and Stalinism - allowed 
itself to be incorporated within the 
structures of capitalist society.
6. All of the above is an aspect of 
the epoch of capitalist decay (the 
domination of parasitic finance 
capital), which revolutionary Marxists 
must take into account.
7. If overcoming the division of 
labour is key to overcoming all the 
other impediments, the struggle for 
the revolutionary party as a necessary 
material mediation is the key to the 
achievement of this end.

Like the alcoholic who ignores the 
doctor’s warning about liver failure 
because he is addicted to drinking, 
capitalism ignores the scientist’s 
warning about global warming 
because it is addicted to oil. Global 
growth depends on cheap energy. But 
productive capital is ruled by parasitic 
finance capital, which relies more 

and more on short-termism. So the 
energy corporations are stuck on oil. 
They could choose to invest in green 
energy, but it would take too long to 
make a profit.

The situation is borne out by a 
recent spat between Steven Mnuchin, 
US secretary of the treasury, and 
Christine Lagarde, president of 
the European central bank. As 
spokesperson for the world hegemon, 
he “accused [her and the EU] of 
falling for unworkable policy ideas 
and argued that access to cheap energy 
[ie, oil and gas] was more important 
for global growth than investment in 
green technologies”.9

Today the world is run by oil: eg, 
the United Arab Emirates produces 
three million barrels a day, while 
the USA is now up to 13 million. 
Oil accounts for 34% of energy 
consumption, followed by coal at 
27%, and natural gas at 27%. Fossil 
fuel is also used extensively in other 
products which make up our daily 
lives: paint, washing detergents, nail 
polish, plastics for medical equipment, 
mattresses, clothing, coatings for TV 
screens, etc. According to a feature 
in the Financial Times ‘Life and arts’ 
magazine,

Even as our thirst for oil seems 
insatiable, it is becoming 
politically and environmentally 
toxic. As the world wakes up to 
the catastrophic effects of climate 
change, from rising sea levels and 
drought to wildfires [another cause 
of mass extinction of species] and 
crop failure, scientists have warned 
of a need to rapidly shift away 
from fossil fuels. Yet … there is 
little sign of this happening. Our 
usage has jumped almost 63% 
over the course of a few decades 
… The International Energy 
Agency (IEA) forecasts that if 
governments continue with current 
policies, global demand will reach 
121 million barrels a day by 2040 
... The challenge is huge ... to 
keep global warming below a 2C 
increase, the IEA says the world 
would need [to accept] a fall in oil 
consumption to 67 million barrels 
per day [by that date].10

Governments are beginning to take 
action by switching to renewable 
energy sources for electricity 
production, but oil still has a 
stranglehold over the transport sector, 
and the petro-chemical industry is still 
a fast-growing consumer of oil refined 
products. The same source points out:

Cars, trucks and other road 
vehicles make up 40% of global 
usage. When you add in aircraft, 
ships and trains, transport accounts 
for about 60%. So any attempt to 
reduce our oil habit hinges on this 
sector.

Which means that making the internal 
combustion engine more efficient is 
merely “tinkering around the edges 
of the problem”. Burning biofuel 
makes no difference, because that still 
produces carbon emissions, and, while 
“Electric cars are an alternative”, they 
account for “only 2% of new cars 
sold”. If people continue to cling to 
the car culture, “It will take 15 years 
to get rid of the ‘global car park’”, 
which now numbers 1.3 billion 
vehicles. That will be too late to bring 
down carbon emissions. Besides, “the 
environmental benefits will only truly 
be realised if electric cars are powered 
by renewable electricity … rather than 
from coal or gas-fired generation”.

The same apples to shipping - 
except it would require an enormous 
amount of renewable energy to power 
ocean-going liners - whilst the idea 
of doing the same for long-haul jets, 
which rely on electricity, is somewhat 
utopian. However, buses and trains 
are preferable to cars - ie, public 
transport - just as ships are preferable 

to airliners. And, of course, under 
communism, there would be more 
leisure time, which would alleviate 
the need for fast transport!

Apart from transport, “more than 
15% of oil demand goes into non-
combusted uses, including petro-
chemicals. A hefty chunk of this is for 
single-use plastics found in packing 
and drinking straws.”11 Despite a 
move to recycling, “huge investments 
are still being made in developing 
complex plastics and petro-chemical 
substances”. This leaves two other 
sectors: heating and cooking. But 
not enough is being done to insulate 
people’s homes, especially older ones, 
which would reduce heating demand.

Immediate tasks
The industrialisation of China, the 
biggest and quickest in world history, 
was based on energy provided by 
burning fossil fuels, especially coal. 
This is still the case today, although 
China is developing green energy 
sources. At the same time, it continues 
to burn coal and oil, as a source of 
energy, which contributes to global 
warming, it also has to try and clean 
up the mess caused by massive 
environmental pollution.

But now:

India is set to be the world’s 
largest growth market for energy 
by the mid-2020s. BP is not alone 
in pursuing new oil consumers in 
developing countries, as demand 
begins to stagnate elsewhere. 
France’s Total and the state energy 
giant, Saudi Aramco, are among 
the foreign companies seeking a 
foothold in India, as they bank 
on the country’s swelling middle 
classes to drive consumption.12

This creates an immediate dilemma, 
because already India is suffering 
from the climate crisis, ie, extreme 
weather:

The monsoon season in India last 
year saw … the worst rainfall 
in decades. Climate change is 
disrupting seasonal cycles - first 
bringing heat waves and droughts, 
then floods and landslides. 
Hundreds of people died ... [Yet] 
India’s access to fossil fuels remains 
a priority for its government. 
While the country has one of the 
most aggressive renewable power 
capacity roll-out programmes 
worldwide, it also needs cheap oil, 
gas and coal to meet energy demand 
that is forecast to more than double 
by 2020 ... the world’s third-largest 
oil consumer could be the ‘golden 
goose’ for big Middle-Eastern 
producers ...

Recently an oil analyst for the 
US bank, JP Morgan, [argued that] 
the reduction of tens of trillions in 
new investments amid a backlash 
against fossil fuels could create an 
“acute shortfall” in supplies and 
set oil prices on a course to hit 
$100 dollars per barrel. “The cost 
of energy will escalate if we can’t 
replace it with renewables and other 
non-oil sources quickly enough ... 
This will hurt western consumers 
… and, not least, emerging-market 
countries that can’t function without 
low-cost energy.13

Capitalism cannot deliver. This is 
the conclusion that we should draw 
from the experts: Nick Mabey is the 
head of a “London-based climate 
think tank”, which is pushing for 
capitalist companies to accelerate a 
“green transition”. He states that the 
challenge is amplified, because of

the difficulty in displacing oil 
from its entanglement with major 
industries, from defence to energy 
and finance, and its deep links 
with geopolitics: “A government 
will need to transition to cleaner 
fuels, but also maintain arms sales 

and to keep auto workers [and the 
working class in general] onside. 
Unravelling this requires deep 
structural change.”14

The International Energy Agency 
defines the challenge as the need to 
“avoid a temperature rise of more 
than 2C, while simultaneously 
guaranteeing widespread access to 
energy”. This would require “rapid 
and widespread changes across all 
parts of the energy system”. In 2015 
the leaders of 195 countries signed 
the Paris agreement which pledges to 
do that. But at the Davos summit in 
January 2020, Donald Trump “used 
his speech to assail environment 
alarmists”.15

As for investment in renewable 
energy as a source of electric power, 
this is under the control of finance 
capital. So far most of this is being 
carried out by small investors: eg, 
those who are willing to put their 
money into charities working in 
Africa, etc. But in terms of what is 
needed, this is akin to using a twig to 
prod an elephant.

Another idea is that “capital should 
flow towards solutions to climate 
change rather than causes”: ie, carbon 
capture and storage.16 The latter 
could be used to produce hydrogen 
as a clean substitute for carbon fuels; 
hydrogen fuel cells could then be used 
to create electric power. The problem, 
however, is not lack of the necessary 
technology, but an unwillingness 
of big fund managers to invest in 
this, because it has to be “deployed 
economically at scale”, which would 
be much more expensive. The other 
alternative is to continue with the 
nuclear option. But once again, “the 
key is capital costs”.17

Consider the reality: the way 
in which parasitic finance capital 
dominates the finance industry. Yet, 
because it relies on making a profit 
out of credit, it is endangering its 
own stability. Recently the FT ran 
a supplement under the heading, 
‘Private equity debt frenzy reaches 
$800 billion’, where it was claimed:

Fund managers [are] desperate to 
build a fee-rich asset class at a time 
when their traditional businesses 
are struggling … assets invested 
in private debt - largely made 
up of non-bank loans to unlisted 
companies - reached a record 
$812 billion in 2019. [But now] a 
growing chorus of senior figures 
[within the industry] are voicing 
fears that the market is looking 
frothy, as too much capital chases 
too few deals.

Hadrian’s Wall (an American 
investment company) said it was

winding down business after 
warning of “material” losses on 
investments in two blooming 
biomass companies. At the same 
time [money] raised for direct 
lending, but is not invested, is 
at a record $112 billion ... The 
capital-raising frenzy, combined 
with competition among lenders, 
is damaging returns and loan 
competition standards ... problems 
are building up, as they did in the 
run-up to the sub-prime mortgage 
market crisis.18

Shades of 2008!

Transition
Trotsky’s Transitional programme 
(1938) has been criticised by 
some as ‘catastrophist’ - as well as 
‘economistic’. Leaving the latter 
aside (for now), I shall conclude 
with a brief reference to his theory of 
transition. This evolved between 1922 
and the late 1930s.

In 1922, after the downturn of 
the world revolution, he wrote that 
the idea of transition now applies to 
a whole historical epoch, wherein 

socialism is objectively possible - as 
well as necessary - but it continues 
to be held back by subjective factors. 
Meanwhile capitalism continues to 
decline (even though it might be 
able to establish an equilibrium for 
a decade or two). But the productive 
forces continue to decompose and the 
space for reform becomes ever more 
limited.

This scenario was cut short by the 
onset of the great depression and the 
rise of fascism, as an excrescence of 
capitalism. Then came the realisation 
that Comintern had now passed over to 
the side of the bourgeois order, and was 
playing a cynical counterrevolutionary 
role. Hence Trotsky’s alleged swing 
towards a ’catastrophist’ position: in 
the Transitional programme, he argues 
that “the objective prerequisites for 
the proletarian revolution have not 
only ‘ripened’: they have become 
somewhat rotten … the historical crisis 
of mankind is reduced to a crisis of 
revolutionary leadership.” Therefore 
a new Fourth International is needed, 
whose strategic task is “overcoming the 
contradiction between the maturity of 
the objective revolutionary conditions 
and the immaturity of the proletariat 
and its vanguard”.

Of course, he could not have 
anticipated the level of destruction 
that was caused by the second 
imperialist war. In the west this 
necessitated the long post-war boom. 
But after this ‘hiccup’ (admittedly a 
big one!) I would argue that his thesis 
is now back on track, following the 
rise of neoliberalism - the ultimate 
medium for the rule of finance capital. 
My conclusion is based on Trotsky’s 
attempt to elaborate his theory of 
transition. Whilst this must include 
the objective movement from one 
form of society to another, he does not 
do this. Instead he introduces the idea 
of stalemate, which could lead to the 
mutual destruction of the contending 
classes: The unconscious struggle 
of the working class exacerbates the 
development of parasitic finance 
capital, which is divorced ever further 
from the productive forces. Thus it 
threatens to bring down the whole 
system.

Meanwhile society is moving 
towards barbarism (in terms 
of both endless war, as well as 
cultural regression). At the same 
time capitalism’s unplanned and 
predatory relationship with the rest 
of nature poses an existential threat to 
humanity itself - capitalist ecocide.19 
The coronavirus is able to provide a 
convenient fig-leaf, but only in the 
short term. What next? l
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The Engels pause
As we approach the 200th anniversary of Friedrich Engels’ birth, Michael Roberts recalls the 
contribution he made to Marxist political economy1

E ngels was just 24 years old when 
he wrote The condition of the 
working class in England. He 

had already developed leftwing ideas 
when he was despatched to England 
at the end of 1842 to work in the 
family firm of Ermen and Engels, 
manufacturers of sewing thread in 
Manchester.

He arrived only weeks after the 
Chartist general strike of 1842, which, 
despite its eventual failure, had 
demonstrated the potential power of 
the workers. The strike’s centre was 
in Manchester and the surrounding 
areas of textile production, Lancashire 
and Cheshire. England was by far the 
most advanced industrial economy in 
the world, having been the scene of the 
industrial revolution. It was already 
leading the world in the production of 
cotton, coal and iron. Its working class 
was also the most advanced in the 
world, organised through the Chartist 
movement.

Engels was horrified at the poverty 
and misery that he saw in Manchester. 
The city had grown up around the 
cotton industry and was a mass of 
filthy slums. Infant mortality, epidemic 
diseases and overcrowding were all 
facts of life. Up to a quarter of the 
city’s population were immigrant Irish, 
driven there by even worse conditions 
in their own country. Poverty had 
existed in the old towns and rural areas 
- as it had done in Germany - but the 
growth of the big cities exacerbated 
and accentuated these conditions.

The new working class soon 
accounted for the mass of the 
population, as capitalist methods of 
manufacturing destroyed many of the 
old artisan or middle classes, turning 
the bulk of them or their children into 
workers. The needs of manufacturing 
industry led to the building of 
factories and mills and there was rapid 
urbanisation. Industrial towns then 
developed into the great cities that 
Engels observed when he first visited 
England.

In the evenings and weekends, 
when not working for his father’s firm, 
Engels went with his new girlfriend and 
factory worker, Mary Burns, to various 
working class districts. In the book, he 
describes in great detail the condition 
of life in these cities, using a variety 
of contemporary press reports, official 
investigations and even diagrams of 
the back-to-back houses which formed 
the early Manchester slums. Engels 
summed up the position of the poorest:

In 1842 England and Wales 
counted 1,430,000 paupers, of 
whom 222,000 were incarcerated 
in workhouses - Poor law Bastilles 
the common people call them. 
Thanks to the humanity of the 
Whigs! Scotland has no poor 
law, but poor people in plenty. 
Ireland, incidentally, can boast of 
the gigantic number of 2,300,000 
paupers.

But Engels’ book is much more than 
reportage of the terrible conditions in 
which workers lived. Woven into it is an 
economic analysis of capitalism, which 
Marx and Engels later developed, but 
which even at this stage was central to 
the book’s analysis. Engels starts by 
looking at how the industrial revolution 
transformed the old ways of working 
to such an extent that it created a whole 
class of wage labourers: the proletariat. 
The introduction of machinery into the 
production of textiles, coal and iron 

turned the British economy into the 
most dynamic in the world, creating 
a mass of communications networks 
- iron bridges, railways, canals - 
which in turn led to more industrial 
development.

Engels describes the very nature of 
the capitalist system. The competition 
between capitalists leads them to pay 
their workers as little as possible, while 
trying to squeeze more and more work 
from them:

If a manufacturer can force the nine 
hands to work an extra hour daily 
for the same wages by threatening 
to discharge them, at a time when 
the demand for hands is not very 
great, he discharges the tenth and 
saves so much wages. This leads 
in turn to competition between 
workers for jobs, and to the creation 
of a pool of unemployed who can 
be pulled into the workforce when 
business is booming and laid off 
again when it is slack.

The existence of this reserve army of 
unskilled and unemployed workers - 
especially among the immigrant Irish 
in the cities of the 1840s - holds down 
the level of wages and conditions for 
all workers.

Theory
Engels developed a theory of wages. 
It was the intraclass competition 
between workers that was “the 
sharpest weapon against the proletariat 
in the hands of the bourgeoisie” - 
which explains “the effort of the 
workers to nullify this competition by 
associations”.

In the absence of union 
counterpressure, the advantage is 
with the employing class, which “has 
gained a monopoly of all means of 
existence”, and “which is protected 
in its monopoly by the power of the 
state”. That unionisation helps to 
sustain real wage levels and the share 
of labour in output has since been 

borne out by many studies.
And, ahead of Marx, Engels began 

to explain how workers were exploited 
despite receiving a ‘fair day’s pay for 
a fair day’s work’. He noted that the 
bourgeoisie “offers [the proletarian] 
the means of living, but only for an 
‘equivalent’ for his work”, and it “even 
lets him have the appearance of acting 
from free choice, of making a contract 
with free, unconstrained consent, as a 
responsible agent who has attained his 
majority” - though he is “in law and in 
fact, the slave of the bourgeoisie”. Thus

... the worker of today seems to be 
free, because he is not sold once 
for all, but piecemeal by the day, 
the week, the year, and because no 
one owner sells him to another, but 
he is forced to sell himself in this 
way instead, being the slave of no 
particular person, but of the whole 
property-holding class.

Later Marx would fully develop this 
notion into the category of ‘labour-
power’ as the object of purchase by 
employers.

Another brilliant concept developed 
by Engels was to anticipate Marx’s 
general law of accumulation and its dual 
nature. On the one hand, the introduction 
of new machinery or technology leads to 
the loss of jobs for those workers using 
outdated technology. On the other hand, 
the new industries and techniques could 
create new jobs. Again, this debate over 
the impact of technology and jobs is 
topical now, with the advent of robots 
and artificial intelligence.

Engels describes domestic spinning 
and weaving under conditions 
of “constant increase in the demand 
for the home market keeping pace 
with the slow increase of population”. 
The “victory of machine-work over 
hand-work” - reflecting the competitive 
advantage of the new technologies 
- entailed “a rapid fall in price of all 
manufactured commodities, prosperity of 
commerce and manufacture, the conquest 

of nearly all the unprotected foreign 
markets, the sudden multiplication of 
capital and national wealth”; and also “a 
still more rapid multiplication of the 
proletariat” and “the destruction of all 
property-holding and of all security of 
employment for the working class”. So 
industrialisation and the introduction of 
machinery destroy small businesses and 
self-employment and drive people into 
large workplaces, where jobs appear, as 
companies with better technology and 
lower costs can gain market share at 
home and abroad.

Empirical evidence supports Engels’ 
thesis. Carl Frey reckons that the early 
inventions of the industrial revolution 
were predominantly labour-replacing:

If technology replaces labour 
in existing tasks, wages and 
the share of national income 
accruing to labour may fall. If, in 
contrast, technological change is 
augmenting labour, it will make 
workers more productive in 
existing tasks or create entirely 
new labour-intensive activities, 
thereby increasing the demand for 
labour.2

The divergence between output and 
wages, in other words, is consistent 
with this being a period where 
technology was primarily replacing 
labour. Artisan workers in the domestic 
system were replaced by machines, 
often tended by children - who had 
very little bargaining power and often 
worked without wages. “The growing 
capital share of income meant that 
the gains from technological progress 
were very unequally distributed: 
corporate profits were captured by 
industrialists, who reinvested them in 
factories and machines”.3

There was a growing gap between 
wages and productivity growth, 
as workers were displaced by new 
technology and nominal wages were kept 
stagnant. Robert Allen has characterised 
the period, particularly after the end of 

the Napoleonic Wars up to the time that 
Engels arrived in Manchester, as the 
‘Engels pause’.4

However, Engels also offers the 
other side of the coin. There are “other 
circumstances” at play, including 
re-employment, generated by the 
reduced costs resulting from new 
technology:

The introduction of the industrial 
forces already referred to for 
increasing production leads, in 
the course of time, to a reduction 
of prices of the articles produced 
and to consequent increased 
consumption, so that a large part of 
the displaced workers finally, after 
long suffering, find work again in 
new branches of labour.

Engels vehemently rejected the 
Malthusian explanation. Population 
growth is a response to growing 
employment opportunities, not vice 
versa: But this argument is not an 
apology for capitalism, because new 
jobs do not last: “... as soon as the 
operative has succeeded in making 
himself at home in a new branch - if 
he actually does succeed in so doing - 
this, too, is taken from him, and with 
it the last remnant of security which 
remained to him for winning his 
bread.”

And he carefully notes the views of 
workers themselves:

... that wages in general have 
been reduced by the improvement 
of machinery is the unanimous 
testimony of the operatives. 
The bourgeois assertion that the 
condition of the working class 
has been improved by machinery 
is most vigorously proclaimed 
a falsehood in every meeting of 
working men in the factory districts.

Proved correct
Was Engels (and the workers he talked 
to) right about the lack of growth in 
real wages in 1840s Britain? Economic 
historians since, on the whole, agree - 
the ‘Engels pause’ has been confirmed. 
As per capita gross domestic product 
grew, real wages of the British working 
class remained relatively constant.

The two main studies of ‘real 
wages’ show that they were more or 
less flat from 1805 to 1820 - a period 
of economic depression in England. 
There was a pick-up in the 1830s. 
But the ‘hungry 40s’, as they were 
called, saw a significant fall in real 
wages, mainly because of rising food 
prices that were not expunged until 
the abolition of the Corn Laws in 
1846. And during the 40s there were 
two slumps - in 1841 and 1847 - with 
Engels’ study straddling both. By 1847 
real wages had been stagnant at best 
for over 10 years.

Engels’ conclusion was that the main 
cause of low wages was the power of 
employers over non-unionised workers, 
the threat of machinery and the 
industrial cycle under capitalism. This 
conclusion still holds 175 years later l

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

Notes
1. This article is based on a section of a 
forthcoming book by the author.
2. C Frey The technology trap: capital, labour and 
power in the age of automation Oxford 2019.
3. Ibid.
4. www.nuff.ox.ac.uk/Users/Allen/engelspause.pdf.

Arrived in Manchester in 1842 and saw first hand the horrors of industrial capitalism
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Those against unity
Inevitably, the announcement 

by the British Socialist Party 
and the Communist Unity 

Group that they were to form 
a Communist Party at a Unity 
Convention on July 31 1920 
provoked immediate opposition.

The Socialist Labour 
Party and Sylvia Pankhurst’s 
Workers’ Socialist Federation 
were implacably against the 
new organisation, despite both 
having taken part in the initial 
negotiations. The SLP’s problem 
was that the BSP - the largest 
organisation involved - refused to 
agree as a matter of principle that 
the future CPGB would not seek 
affiliation to the Labour Party. The 
WSF concurred. Affiliation would 
be a breach of proletarianism. 
In addition it took issue with 
the BSP’s refusal to accept that 
bourgeois parliaments must be 
boycotted as a matter of principle.

Thus, the two organisations 
represented a disintegrating 
sectarian rump, holding themselves 
aloof as history was being made.

The views of these anti-unity 
groups were put in their most 
precise and articulate form in 
two open letters: the ‘Open 
letter to SLP members’ from 
the organisation’s leader, James 
Clunie, and an ‘Open letter 
to the delegates of the Unity 
Convention’ from the Communist 
Party (British Section of the 
Third International). The latter 
was neither a Communist Party 
nor the British section of the 
Third International. It was 

what the WSF illegitimately 
dubbed itself after June 19 1920 
- transparently a ruse to steal the 
thunder of the soon to be formed 
CPGB.

Clearly the 1920 process of 
forging principled communist 
unity amongst Britain’s fractious 
revolutionary left organisations 
was attended by all sorts problems. 
The whole endeavour must have 
been hair-tearingly frustrating 
at times. However, the serious 
participants pressed ahead.

Reading this material in today’s 
political world, it is impossible not to 
be struck both by the sheer tenacious 
stamina of our political ancestors, 
but also their clear-sighted vision 
of the end goal. It was this calm, 
rigorously serious approach that 
kept the train on track.

A ‘compare and contrast’ might 
be useful here.

There is a yawning chasm 
between the culture of today’s 
left and our comrades of 1920 - 
including people of the calibre of 
Sylvia Pankhurst of the CP (BSTI) 
or the anti-Labour affiliation 
comrades of the SLP. This was 
shown to us in chaotic form in 
the recent Labour Left Alliance 
inaugural gathering in Sheffield.1

Readers are aware that we 
have had some controversy in 
our ranks over how communists 
should relate to formations like 
the LLA and to engagement 
with Labourism in general.2

However, I think it is safe to 
say that there is a consensus on 
what we might dub the ‘Sheffield 

model’, as exemplified by the 
clumsily aggregated Frankenstein 
monster of an agenda. This was 
utterly useless - save perhaps to 
shine a brilliant light on the 1920 
example.

Back then they concentrated on 

the big, controversial issues that 
divided them; they did not obscure 
these through contradictory 
composites or ill-considered 
votes. They attempted to draw 
sharp lines of division, so that 
the political differences could be 
presented clearly and the essential 

content of the debate could be 
sharply outlined. They gave time 
and space to their debates, as 
befitting the importance of the 
subject matter.

The ‘Sheffield model’, on 
the other hand, insulted the 
intelligence of the delegates with 
the pseudo-democracy of three-
minute contributions.

In 1920 the pro-unity majority 
fought to ensure that secondary 
questions - even very important 
ones - were left to another day 
and that the core issue was 
starkly posed: for Labour Party 
affiliation, for participating 
in bourgeois elections, or not. 
The LLA conference - the 
organisation’s launch event, 
remember - was clogged with 
secondary matters and trivia.

The proto-CPGB comrades 
of a century ago focussed on the 
main prize - the formation of the 
Communist Party that was so 
urgently needed. The birth of the 
party would change the parameters 
of the debate, as the ability of 
Marxists to intervene, to shape events 
and thus move the whole question 
of Labour affiliation into a new light 
would be massively expanded.

The truth of this will be amply 
illustrated from the material 
we will feature, as this series 
continues l

William Sarsfield

Open letter to SLP 
members
The Socialist No22, Vol 14, June 
3 1920

Comrades
False impressions bring disastrous 
results when they are given free play, 
because herein the building up of 
the past is surrendered, with all its 
strength and possibilities, thereby 
courting disaster, to the seeming 
consolidation forms that are evolving 
into actual existence. Such a position 
confronts you, comrades, at this 
present moment. I refer in particular 
to the question of unity. And might 
I say frankly at this point that the 
question of unity does not embrace 
what my or your feelings are in 
respect of comrades Clarke, Paul, 
etc [SLPers who had formed the pro-
unity CUG]. Personally, they may 
be admirable fellows, but policy and 
comradeship are not a dual character 
...

The vindication of the continued 
existence of the SLP, just as it has 
been up to now, will be its correct 
analysis and interpretation of the 
economic, social and political 
forces, which are bound to impress 
upon us the practicability of suiting 
our policy to harmonise with our 
outlook. At the moment, the elements 
do not exist for unity. Hence only by 
compromise can we have a united 
(?) Communist Party. Such a party 
would continue to contain within 
itself the very conflicting factions 
that today, before its formation, 
compels the need for compromise in 
order to bring it into being.

A party such as the proposed 
new Communist Party is not a 
practical proposition, because the 
vital question to the SLP is the 
cardinal cause of disagreement. No 

number of conferences or national 
conventions can settle that question. 
Unity is not a question of window-
dressing, talk and advertisement. It 
is principle, as expressed in policy. 
Above all remember, comrades, that 
cheap phrases or popular names or 
subsidised delegations do not even 
possess the rudiments of principle 
and unity. A real strong man is he 
who can stand alone in the belief that 
his conduct is correct.

It is not a matter of personality, 
but belief. And do we not find in such 
a case that belief shows the character 
of the man, when he adheres true to 
his reading of a situation, because it 
is in the interests of revolution ... I 
say, down with all the self-imposed 
leaders! Give us men - good, sound, 
stanch and true, solid in organisation, 
united in purpose, clear in objective; 
then we may have unity - not before. 
Have we not learned that the really 
great Lenin, who, to his immortal 
credit, always thinks in terms of 
revolution, has on many occasions 
occupied the glorious position 
of Ibsen’s great man by standing 
alone in his reading of situations, 
in determining tactics and policy? 
With him the ideal is the ultimate, the 
practical and the present problem. 
Here we find expressed real strength, 
unity, solid revolutionary purpose.

Comrades of the SLP, yours is a 
problem of a similar character to those 
which have been solved many times 
by the ingenious and great president 
of the Russian republic. If we are 
content to follow men in preference 
to principles, then we are weak and 
lack revolutionary character. If we 
are able to take action consistent 
with our beliefs, then we will insist 
on the will of the party without in any 
way violating the first essentials of 
comradeship. The political situation 
is of such a character in this country 

that a strong body like the SLP is 
absolutely essential to safeguard the 
revolutionary development of the 
working class movement.

Real revolutionary unity is 
the combination of the working 
class. Mass action is meaningless 
without that form of strength and 
consciousness. The only logical form 
of unity - namely, the combination 
of parties or individuals having a 
common line of action - seems to 
me inevitable, just as the proposed 
united (?) Communist Party cannot 
mean anything else but nominal 
fusion.

If the question of Labour Party 
affiliation is the vital question, then 
the very existence of the SLP is 
the proper answer. The SLP branch 
which is not decided on this matter 
does not appreciate where it stands. 
And I am sure that the loyal SLP does 
appreciably know its party purpose 
and function. Know thyself. All 
wisdom centres there ...

One more attempt at disintegration, 
no doubt, will soon be made, but 
our former wisdom will again show 
itself, and the SLP will continue to 
live even in greater strength until the 
real unity of the revolutionary period 
shows itself.

James Clunie 

An open letter 
to the delegates 
of the Unity 
Convention
The Workers’ Dreadnought
July 31 1920

Dear comrade
Some of you may naturally ask why 
we are not represented at the Unity 
Conference. For this reason. It is 
useless to say that the differences 

between ourselves and those 
who have summoned the Unity 
Conference are purely tactical, 
and that, therefore, we ought to 
sink our differences and unite with 
them. Tactical differences, when 
sufficiently vital, become differences 
of principle, rendering united action 
impossible.

We refuse to run candidates for 
parliament because:
1. That tactic entails grave dangers 
of the movement lapsing into 
reformism.
2. Any attempt to use the 
parliamentary system encourages 
among the workers the delusion 
that leaders can fight their battles 
for them. Not leadership, but mass
action is essential, now that the last 
struggle is approaching.
3. What we want is not class talk, 
but class war.
4. Under present conditions in 
this country, any participation in 
parliamentism confuses the issue 
of the class struggle, wastes the 
energies of the revolutionary workers 
and delays full adhesion to the soviet 
system.
5. Today parliament is nothing but an 
instrument of bourgeois domination, 
a warder off of revolution, a 
safety valve, through which the 
revolutionary urge escapes in wind. 
Today parliament cannot be the arena 
of the revolutionary struggle.
6. Parliamentism as a form of 
government has never secured, and 
can never secure, self-government 
by the masses.

We reject affiliation to the Labour 
Party because:
1. In constitution and actual working 
the Labour Party is a committee of 
leaders who divert the revolutionary 
will of the workers into parliamentary 
and reformist channels.
2. The trade union leaders of 

parliamentarians who control the 
Labour Party have, through their 
bourgeois associations, acquired 
a middle class mentality which 
inevitably makes them support the 
tactics of class collaboration in place 
of the tactics of class war.
3. The Labour Party is based on 
parliamentary bourgeois democracy, 
whereas the Communist Party is out 
for working class dictatorship ...

Comrade, this party has been 
formed in the firm conviction that 
in Britain today there is a higher 
proportion of revolutionaries than 
existed in France of 1789. We do 
not believe that our immediate task 
is to make communists, but rather to 
organise on uncompromising lines 
those who already hold communist 
views.

This is not to say that the work 
of communist propaganda is not 
likewise of supreme importance. 
But, pending the revolutionary crisis, 
what is needed is not construction, 
but destruction. We must destroy 
bourgeois ideas and values, bourgeois 
morality, the bourgeois standards 
which create the mental and moral 
slavery of the proletariat. In so far 
as we have constructive work before 
the revolution, this can only be to 
establish independent proletarian 
standards and ideals.

Hence our uncompromising 
programme. We will have nothing to 
do either with bourgeois or with social 
democratic parties, organisations and 
institutions.

We call upon all genuinely 
Bolshevik groups and individuals to 
rally to the standard we have raised, 
to share in the up-building of our 
party, to join with us in the spearhead 
of the revolution.

Yours for revolutionary 
communism.

The national organising council

Notes
1. ‘A vision of royal socialism’ Weekly Worker
February 29 2020. 
2. ‘Put principle first’ Weekly Worker March 12 2020. 
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Socialist Fight’s split
Gerry Downing has dropped his support for Ian Donovan’s anti-Semitic theories about a pan-national 
Jewish-Zionist bourgeoisie. But, asks Tony Greenstein, what took him so long? 

A s Jesus is alleged to have 
remarked, “There is more joy 
in heaven over one lost sinner 

who repents and returns to God than 
over 99 others who are righteous and 
haven’t strayed away!”

We should welcome the fact that 
Gerry Downing (GD) has repented 
of his association with Ian Donovan 
(ID), together with his anti-Semitic 
theories. However, repentance, at least 
for socialists, is not enough. GD needs to 
come to terms with why he maintained 
an alliance with ID for at least five years.

In a letter to the Weekly Worker
(February 27), GD announced the 
expulsion of ID and the Trotskyist 
Faction (TF) from Socialist Fight (SF). 
The following week ID denied that he 
has been expelled, since it is his comrades 
who are in the majority, he said (Letters, 
March 5). The expulsion is therefore 
“dead in the water”.

Where the truth lies is irrelevant, 
since, with or without ID, SF is 
politically dead. GD’s letter says that 
for the past five years SF had harboured 
within it a key individual - Ian Donovan 
himself - who is “in lockstep” with Gilad 
Atzmon, whom he describes as a “left 
Mussolini-Strasserite fascist”. What kind 
of Trotskyist or Marxist organisation is 
it which harboured within it a neo-Nazi 
and one whom, until very recently, GD 
himself gave uncritical support to?

ID’s ‘defence’, if that is the right 
word, is that GD has become a 
Zionist because he does not support 
expelling all Zionists from the Labour 

Party. Neither do I. I am in favour of 
disaffiliating or proscribing Zionist 
organisations, such as Labour Friends 
of Israel and the Jewish Labour 
Movement, not individuals per se -
although clearly Zionist apparatchiks 
and propagandists should be shown 
the door.

ID’s letter also constitutes an 
appalling apologia for Atzmon’s anti-
Semitism, including his comments 
questioning the holocaust. What is 
important, however, are the political 
issues that this falling out between 
ID and GD involves and not who 
expelled whom.

Witch-hunt
When Labour Against the Witchhunt 
was formed at the end of 2017, in 
order to fight the Zionists’ fake 
anti-Semitism smear campaign 
and the ensuing suspensions and 
expulsions, it faced an immediate 
problem. Two of those present at 
the inaugural meetings - ID and 
GD - were espousing anti-Semitic 
politics. Unsurprisingly LAW’s 
officers decided that they had no 
alternative but to exclude supporters 
of SF. We were called witch-hunters 
and were accused of hypocrisy, 
since we were set up to protest the 
expulsion of Labour Party 
members on so-called 
‘anti-Semitism’ charges 
and yet here were we 
expelling SF for the 
very same thing!

The difference, of course, was 
that the target of the ‘anti-Semitism’ 
allegations in the Labour Party 
were innocent - their real ‘crime’ 
was being anti-Zionist. On the other 
hand, SF was guilty. The bourgeois 
and Zionist press, however, were 
not interested in such nuances. The
Independent’s headline read: “Group 
set up to protest against Labour’s 
expulsion of members accused of 
anti-Semitism expels members for 
alleged anti-Semitism.”1 It reported 
that “Gerry Downing, who was 
excluded from Labour Against the 
Witchhunt (LAW), has accused the 
group of conducting its own witch-
hunt against him.”

In the lead-up to the LAW meeting 
on January 6 2018, SF appealed to 
its supporters to come along, as the 
question of their exclusion would 
be decided. They wrote: “No-one 
can point to a single act or political 
stance that is in any way racist or 
anti-Semitic, except in the minds 
of those who want to appease 
the Labour Party bureaucracy of 
Ian McNicol.”2 Our actions were 
compared to a “throwback to the 
Great Purges in the USSR in the 
1930s and 1940s”. Gerry went even 

further, arguing: “Today, he 
[Tony Greenstein] and his 

bedmate, Jack Conrad, 
are in a bloc with the 
same Iain McNicol who 
is framing him up for 
anti-Semitism. This is 

class treachery at its most pathetic.”3

You can imagine my surprise 
when GD’s letter appeared in the 
Weekly Worker informing us that 
“Socialist Fight has expelled Ian 
Donovan and his ‘Trotskyist Faction’ 
by a unanimous vote.” This is to be 
welcomed, but clearly it is not enough. 
You cannot wipe away the past five 
years through bureaucratic means. It 
is incumbent on Gerry to admit that 
we were right to exclude SF from 
LAW and to accept that we were not 
‘witch-hunters’, but anti-racists.

Gerry informs us that ID and the 
TF were expelled for “anti-Semitism 
and support for the racist, anti-
Semitic and left Mussolini-Strasserite 
fascist, Gilad Atzmon”. He quotes 
from Atzmon’s 2006 essay, ‘On anti-
Semitism’: “... we must begin to take 
the accusation that the Jewish people 
are trying to control the world very 
seriously”. Atzmon goes on to say 
that whether the infamous tsarist 
Protocols of the elders of Zion are 
genuine or a forgery is irrelevant, 
since “American Jews do try to 
control the world, by proxy”. Hitler’s 
take on the Protocols in Mein Kampf
was that they must be genuine, 
because they were true!

Quoting from Atzmon’s most 
 recent book Being in time, which 
reads: “Fascism, I believe, more 
than any other ideology, deserves 
our attention, as it was an attempt 
to integrate left and right”, GD 
concludes that Atzmon is himself a 
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11 What we 
fight for
n Without organisation the 
working class is nothing; with 
the highest form of organisation 
it is everything.
n  There exists no real Communist 
Party today. There are many 
so-called ‘parties’ on the left. In 
reality they are confessional sects. 
Members who disagree with the 
prescribed ‘line’ are expected to 
gag themselves in public. Either 
that or face expulsion.
n Communists operate according 
to the principles of democratic 
centralism. Through ongoing debate 
we seek to achieve unity in action 
and a common world outlook. As 
long as they support agreed actions, 
members should have the right to 
speak openly and form temporary 
or permanent factions.
n Communists oppose all impe-
rialist wars and occupations but 
constantly strive to bring to the fore 
the fundamental question–ending war 
is bound up with ending capitalism.
n Communists are internationalists. 
Everywhere we strive for the closest 
unity and agreement of working class 
and progressive parties of all countries. 
We oppose every manifestation 
of national sectionalism. It is an 
internationalist duty to uphold the 
principle, ‘One state, one party’.
n The working class must be 
organised globally. Without a global 
Communist Party, a Communist 
International, the struggle against 
capital is weakened and lacks 
coordination.
n Communists have no interest 
apart from the working class 
as a whole. They differ only in 
recognising the importance of 
Marxism as a guide to practice. 
That theory is no dogma, but 
must be constantly added to and 
enriched.
n Capitalism in its ceaseless 
search for profit puts the future 
of humanity at risk. Capitalism is 
synonymous with war, pollution, 
exploitation and crisis. As a global 
system capitalism can only be 
superseded globally.
n The capitalist class will never 
willingly allow their wealth and 
power to be taken away by a 
parliamentary vote.
n We will use the most militant 
methods objective circumstances 
allow to achieve a federal republic 
of England, Scotland and Wales, 
a united, federal Ireland and a 
United States of Europe.
n Communists favour industrial 
unions. Bureaucracy and class 
compromise must be fought and 
the trade unions transformed into 
schools for communism.
n Communists are champions of 
the oppressed. Women’s oppression, 
combating racism and chauvinism, 
and the struggle for peace and 
ecological sustainability are just 
as much working class questions 
as pay, trade union rights and 
demands for high-quality health, 
housing and education.
n Socialism represents victory 
in the battle for democracy. It is 
the rule of the working class. 
Socialism is either democratic or, 
as with Stalin’s Soviet Union, it 
turns into its opposite.
n Socialism is the first stage 
of the worldwide transition to 
communism–a system which 
knows neither wars, exploitation, 
money, classes, states nor nations. 
Communism is general freedom 
and the real beginning of human 
history.
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fascist. Furthermore, since ID has 
“developed a full-blown ideological 
outlook in lockstep with Atzmon” (he 
cites Donovan’s defence of Atzmon’s 
admiration for ex-KKK neo-Nazi 
David Duke), he alleges that ID too is 
now a fascist.

It is to be welcomed that Gerry now 
repudiates the use of the term, ‘the 
world Jewish-Zionist bourgeoisie’, 
and “the whole notion of a Jewish-
Zionist imperialist vanguard” as 
“anti-Semitic tropes”. The idea that 
there is a Jewish subset of the ruling 
class - or even a pan-national Jewish 
bourgeoisie - is deeply anti-Semitic 
and reminiscent of Nazi world Jewish 
conspiracy theories. They have no 
place in a socialist, let alone Marxist, 
group.

However, Gerry Downing also has 
to explain why he ever went along 
with this nonsense. At the very least it 
must show some serious deficiency in 
his own understanding of capitalism 
and imperialism, and leave open the 
question, ‘What is Socialist Fight 
for?’

It is equally welcome that GD now 
believes it is inappropriate to refer to 
Jews such as Kissinger and Milton 
Friedman as examples of those

“overrepresented among the 
most strident spokespeople for 
capitalist reaction”, without openly 
recognising that they are doing so 
primarily as representatives of the 
interests of imperialist capitalism, 
as in the Pinochet coup in Chile 
against Allende in 1973, and not 
as any separate Jewish influence or 
conspiracy.

However, if this rejection of 
Donovan’s pretentiously titled ‘Draft 
theses on the Jews and modern 
imperialism’4 is sincere, then SF must 
explain why up till now he did not 
realise that they had an anti-Semitic 
cuckoo in their nest.

ID’s theses argued that what is 
distinctive about Israel is that, unlike 
other settler-colonial states, “Israel 
has no ‘mother country’, because it 
was populated by part of the Jewish 
population from several countries.” 
This is one of Atzmon’s key argument 
as to why Israel’s character owes 
nothing to its being a settler-colonial 
state, but to the fact that it is a Jewish 
state. And it is the Jewishness that 
most interests him.

It is, of course, a bogus argument. 
South Africa’s Boers had no mother 
country either. Nor did the American 
colonists, once they had rebelled. 
Palestine had British imperialism as 
its sponsor. What distinguishes settler-
colonialism is not who sponsors it, but 
what the settlers do. It is the political 
economy of settler-colonialism which 
matters. Do the settlers depend on 
exploitation of indigenous labour or 
do they want to exclude it?

Jewish lobby
Donovan explains support for Israel 
by the west as resulting from “Jewish 
overrepresentation in the US and 
other ruling classes”. In other words, 
Jews form an ethnic lobby. Although 
ID does not realise it, this is what the 
Zionists themselves say! When arguing 
in support of Israel, the Zionists claim to 
represent the whole Jewish community 
(apart from a few Jews of the ‘wrong 
sort’). No8 of the Board of Deputies’ 
‘10 commandments’, which Labour 
leadership candidates were expected to 
endorse, proclaims that “Labour must 
engage with the Jewish community via 
its main representative groups, and 
not through fringe organisations and 
individuals.”5

It is Zionist advocates who argue 
that only Jews have the right to define 
what is anti-Semitic. In the words of 
Jonathan Freedland,

... black people are usually allowed 
to define what’s racism; women 
can define sexism; Muslims are 

trusted to define Islamophobia. 
But, when Jews call out something 
as anti-Semitic, leftist non-Jews 
feel curiously entitled to tell Jews 
they’re wrong.6

Freedland was talking nonsense. 
There is no homogenous women’s 
view as to what sexism is nor is there 
a black monopoly on the definition 
of racism - whereas the Zionist 
movement insists that everybody 
accept a definition of anti-Semitism 
whose sole purpose is the defence 
of Israel! And they further insist that 
they, and only they, represent British 
Jews.

In order to understand the 
background to GD’s letter, it is 
instructive to have a look at what 
Socialist Fight said at the time we 
were ‘witch-hunting’ them. ID’s 
article, ‘Third-Camp Stalinoids bring 
witch-hunt into Labour Against 
the Witchhunt’, spoke about “the 
role of Jewish bourgeois in the 
diaspora”. This “Jewish component 
within the ruling classes of western 
countries that exceeds by many times 
over the proportion of Jews in the 
general population” turns a “normal 
relationship” between states “into 
a servile relationship, where states 
like the USA give barely critical 
support to Israeli atrocities against 
Palestinians”.7

Socialist Fight accused the CPGB of 
having engaged in the “indulgence of 
Jewish sensibilities” - as if all Jews have 
the same sensibilities. It is a statement 
which could have been taken from 
an overtly anti-Semitic publication. 
SF also defended Atzmon’s belief that 
the Bolshevik revolution was Jewish-
dominated, describing his views as 
“confused and paranoid” rather than 
calling their fascist lineage out.

ID defended Atzmon and attacked the 
campaign that Jewish anti-Zionists like 
myself waged against him, and against the 
Socialist Workers Party’s toleration of him.8 
Ours was “a reactionary campaign, contrary 
to working class democracy, and in reality 
constituted an anti-left witch-hunt, which 
the SWP unfortunately capitulated to”.

Not only that, but

Atzmon manages to poke holes in 
key aspects of Zionist ideology, and 
expose some of the capitulations to 
Zionism and Jewish communalism 
of some of those on the left who 
claim to oppose Zionism. He is a 
savage critic, albeit from an idealist 
standpoint, of Jewish identity 
politics, which ... is the identity 
politics of an oppressor people, 
and thereby Atzmon’s critique, 
along with those of others, such 
as Shlomo Sand, is essential for 
Marxists to engage with.

In ‘Defend Marxism and labour 
movement democracy against 
capitulators to Zionism’, Donovan 
wrote that Jews are a “people, who, 
insofar as they act in a collective 
manner under a quasi-nationalist 
leadership today, act as oppressors of 
another people: namely Arabs”.9

Yet, during the debate on whether 
or not LAW should exclude SF, ID 
denied that they had described the 
Jews as an “oppressor people”, which 
suggests that his ‘materialist’ analysis 
of what he calls “the Jewish question” 
is defensible.

Atzmon’s ‘critique’ of Zionism 
includes drawing a straight line 
between the ‘Judaic god’ of Moses 
and Israel’s behaviour today. In The 
wandering who Atzmon writes:

The Judaic god, as portrayed by 
Moses ... is an evil deity, who leads 
his people to plunder, robbery 
and theft. ... Israel, the Jewish 
state, has been following Moses’ 
call. The ethnic cleansing of the 
Palestinian people in 1948, and 
the constant and total abuse of 
the Palestinian people since then, 
makes Deuteronomy 6:10-12 look 

like a prophecy fulfilled.10

Atzmon’s states in his essay, ‘Truth, 
history and integrity’, that questioning 
the reality of Auschwitz has nothing 
in common with Arab or third-
world holocaust denial. Yes, because 
Zionism uses the holocaust as a 
weapon, many Arabs therefore query 
the weapon itself rather than the use 
made of it. But Atzmon comes from 
the oppressor people. His ideas are 
from European neo-Nazis. He wrote:

I am left puzzled here: if the Nazis 
ran a death factory in Auschwitz-
Birkenau, why would the Jewish 
prisoners join them at the end of 
the war? Why didn’t the Jews wait 
for their red liberators? I think 
that, 65 years after the liberation 
of Auschwitz, we must be entitled 
to start to ask the necessary 
questions. We should ask for some 
conclusive historical evidence and 
arguments rather than follow a 
religious narrative that is sustained 
by political pressure and laws.11

In reply Donovan merely says: “His 
sometimes-sceptical remarks about 
the holocaust have an Israeli origin, 
and are a confused reaction to the 
abuse of the holocaust to justify 
hideous Israeli crimes.” Yet the first 
two sentences of the above quotation 
are omitted from the chapter entitled 
‘Truth, history and integrity’ in his 
book. Clearly Atzmon eventually 
recognised that they were problematic, 
even if Donovan did not!

Atzmon went on to justify the 
persecution of Jews under the Nazis 
by conflating the Jews of Europe with 
Israeli Jews today. In essence he was 
justifying the anti-Semitism that led 
to Auschwitz:

65 years after the liberation of 
Auschwitz we should be able to ask 
- why? Why were the Jews hated? 
Why did European people stand up 
against their neighbours? Why are 
the Jews hated in the Middle East?12

Mea culpa?
For anyone interested in a report of 
the LAW meeting of January 6 2018 
- including a comprehensive analysis 
of how Socialist Fight adopted the 
politics of anti-Semitism as a means 
of explaining Zionism - you can find 
it on my blog.13

Gerry Downing has written a mea culpa 
of sorts, explaining that, when he formed 
an alliance with ID, “I did not examine too 
closely the politics of Ian’s ‘Draft theses 
on the Jews and modern imperialism’.”14 
This is, to say the least, hard to take. Gerry 
admits that he had previously stated about 
Atzmon: “I do not agree he is either racist 
or anti-Semitic.”15

GD’s explanation in the same article 
for his alliance with Ian Donovan was 
that he had just lost two comrades. And 
so: “I desperate [sic] needed someone who 
understood the history of the Marxism-
Leninism-Trotskyism, at least to a certain 
level, and so made that alliance with Ian, 
which I now recognise as opportunist.”

Opportunism is probably the least of 
it! The anti-Semitism inherent in what ID 
wrote was staring him in the face. Even if 
GD did not have a great grasp of the history 
of Zionism, he must have been acquainted 
with the nuts and bolts of Marxism and 
a class analysis.

In ‘Why Marxists must address the 
Jewish question concretely today’,16 ID 
wrote that “Zionism is a Jewish nationalist-
communalist project”, which is not true. It 
became an ethno-nationalist movement 
in Palestine/Israel, but originally it was 
a separatist reaction to anti-Semitism. 
After all Poale Zion in Russia joined the 
Bolsheviks. ID describes the outcome of 
World War II as having led to “an emerging 
understanding that the Jewish bourgeoisie 
was an important reserve for the survival 
of capitalism itself - particularly in its 
ability to see beyond narrow national 
horizons and look out for the interests of 

the bourgeois class on a broader basis”. 
In other words, the “Jewish bourgeoisie” 
were the guardians of the rest of the 
capitalist class!

ID went on to state: “If Socialist 
Fight is right on Zionism’s special 
relationship to global finance capital, 
what programmatic implications does 
this have?” and continued: “Does it mean 
that we specifically target Jewish capital? 
Answer: not all Jewish capital. But we do 
want to expose that a specific part of Jewish 
capital has an ethnocentric interest in the 
dispossession of Palestinians.”

Targeting Jewish capitalists was the 
‘anti-capitalism’ of the brownshirts. It 
was what the Nazis and anti-Semitic 
movements in Europe did. I find it 
difficult to understand how Gerry could 
seriously accept this garbage. ID has 
responded to his expulsion by saying that 
the Trotskyist Faction has “taken on the 
mantle of Socialist Fight”.17 As I have said, 
Gerry Downing needs to ask some serious 
questions, such as what is the purpose of 
a group that went down this road. Does 
it serve any purpose?

In his Weekly Worker letter, where GD 
describes Atzmon as a “left Mussolini-
Strasserite fascist”, he implies that this 
applies to ID too, since he has “developed a 
full-blown ideological outlook in lockstep 
with Atzmon”.

I disagree. Fascism is a specific political 
movement aimed not only at destroying 
working class organisations and the left, but 
all democratic rights. It is the last resort of 
capitalism against the workers’ movement. 
Atzmon certainly flirts with fascists and 
anti-Semites, neo-Nazis included, but he has 
also flirted with the left, including the SWP. 
He is, if anything, politically promiscuous. 
He reminds me of Christopher Hitchens, a 
contrarian who would argue positions for 
the outrage they would cause.

I am sure that Gilad Atzmon, an 
accomplished jazz player, is well aware that 
in Nazi Germany jazz was considered to be 
Jewish-inspired “nigger music”. Listening 
to jazz was considered an act of rebellion 
by youth chafing at the boring monotone 
culture of the Nazis. Atzmon also works 
happily with Jews, converses with them 
and has no personal antagonism to Jews as 
Jews. In other words, whilst his ideas are 
without doubt anti-Semitic, on a personal 
level he is not an anti-Semite. Nor is there 
any reason to believe that he has given his 
support to, still less become a member of, 
a fascist organisation.

Likewise Ian Donovan is engaged in 
the hopeless task of proving that Marx and 
Trotsky would have approved of his batty 
notions that Jewish capital is responsible 
for the direction of US foreign policy today. 
Despite his many sins, Ian looks to the 
left, not the right. It would be wrong to 
categorise him as a fascist, even through 
guilt by association l
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Death of a radical intellectual
Yassamine Mather celebrates a brave and outspoken critic of the Islamic regime

P rofessor Fariborz Raisdana, 
who died on March 16 in a 
Tehran hospital, was a leftwing 

economist, political activist and 
author, who lived and worked in Iran. 
According to relatives, his hospital 
admission was as a result of showing 
symptoms of coronavirus. He had a 
long-standing heart condition.

Raisdana faced many restrictions 
imposed by the Islamic Republic, 
yet never missed an opportunity 
to express openly his support for 
socialism, and the class struggles 
of the Iranian working class. An 
economist by training, he had a 
degree and a PhD from the London 
School of Economics. But he 
was much more than a university 
lecturer. An activist and a member 
of Iran’s writers association, he was 
an outspoken critic of the Islamic 
Republic and often one of the first at 
political protests, including student 
and workers’ gatherings, in the last 
two decades.

During and after the episode known 
as ‘serial political murders’, when 
a number of dissident intellectuals 
critical of the Islamic Republic system 
were murdered or disappeared (1988-
98), Raisdana was one of the few 
intellectuals who bravely took every 
opportunity to protest. He attended 
the funerals of leftwing writers killed 
during this period and was often the 
spokesperson for their families.

There is evidence to suggest he 
had some illusions in the regime’s 
‘reformists’, particularly in the first 
round of the 1997 presidential elections 
won by Mohammad Khatami. 
However, those illusions were soon 
shattered. His anger was expressed 
passionately in subsequent comments 
against all sections of the regime. In 
the last few years he had been a fierce 
critic of the administration of president 
Hassan Rouhani.

In an interview in 2002, he was 
asked what he thought about the 
possibility of US-led intervention. 
He replied that: “If the United States 
intervenes in Iran directly, I think it is 
in favour of the conservatives. It will 
cause the government to unite and to 
be more powerful.”

In March 2012 Raisdana was 
arrested after criticising the economic 
policies of the charlatan populist, 
president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad on 
BBC Persian. He was given a one-
year sentence. The charges labelled 
against him included “membership 
of the writers’ association, preparing 
seditious announcements against the 
regime, giving interviews to BBC and 
Voice of America, and accusing the 
Islamic Republic of abusing prisoners 
and holding show trials”. His fellow 
inmates held in the political wing of 
Evin prison have written about the 
time they spent there with him. They 
all write of his modesty, his humour 
and his support for fellow detainees.

He was an outspoken opponent 
of censorship and repression, yet he 
had no time for pro-war, pro-‘regime 
change from above’ ex-leftists, who 
nowadays parade on Saudi, Israeli 
and US-paid Persian-speaking TV 
and radio stations. He had no interest 
in financial and personal gain, and 

remained to the end a committed anti-
war, anti-imperialist activist.

The following extract from an 
interview with Al Monitor summarises 
his views about the neoliberal 
economic policies of the two main 
factions of Iran’s Islamic Republic, the 
conservatives and ‘reformists’:

Al-Monitor: Previously, you had 
criticised the economic policies of 
president Rouhani. Can you please 
clarify why you disagree with his 
economic policies? What do you 
think his economic plans should 
be?
Raisdana: You know, I did 
not only criticise the Rouhani 
administration. When it comes to 
the economy, I criticise all previous 
administrations. They were all 
capitalist administrations with 
semi-governmental monopolies. 
All these administrations were 
basically opposed to any effective 
form of welfare, scientific planning 
or democratic and cooperative 
programmes that would increase 
equality. For all of them, making 
more profit by relying heavily on 
petroleum revenue, heavy capital 
investment, trade and real estate 
has always been the number-one 
goal.

The fact that the Rouhani 
administration is moderate 
and neoliberal, that Hashemi’s 

administration was also 
moderate and neoliberal, that 
Ahmadinejad’s administration was 
conservative-populist and used 
radical policies against internal 
and external opposition groups 
or that Khatami’s administration 
was also neoliberal, with a bit of 
a tendency toward planning and 
organisations, does not take away 
their common denominator. These 
small differences do not change 
the fact that these administrations 
all have had one major element in 
common: all of them were radically 
market-oriented and were against 
any form of cooperative planning 
or democratising the economy.

It means that they were against 
the idea of increasing the share 
[going to] the workers, service 
personnel and government 
employees with middle or low 
incomes. Under the supervision 
of all these presidents, with the 
exception of the first few years 
of Ahmadinejad’s presidency, 
distribution of wealth either 
worsened or stayed the same.1

Exposing the 
regime
Although he was a political activist, 
Fariborz Raisdana certainly did not 
neglect his intellectual work. He 
authored 15 books, including Applied 

development economics, Money 
and inflation, Political economy of 
development and Globalisation.

I had never met Raisdana in 
person, but we were on a number 
of TV interviews together and I 
chaired a number of talks he gave 
in Socialist Forum online meetings 
in 2005-10. In those meetings I was 
always impressed by how patient 
he was in answering everyone’s 
questions, but also in dealing in a 
calm and composed manner when 
replying to baseless accusations from 
the audience - mainly supporters of 
the various groups originating in the 
Worker Communist Party of Iran. He 
argued that they were apologists for 
imperialism and Zionism, and he was 
used to their attempts at disrupting 
meetings he addressed.

Last summer I contacted him 
regarding a research proposal I had sent 
to my college in Oxford. The working 
title of the proposal is ‘Privatisation 
and its relation to workers’ protests 
in Iran’s Islamic Republic’ and I 
asked him for references to articles 
and his own books on the subject. 
He read the proposal carefully and 
was very generous with his time and 
support. We spoke a couple of times 
and he wrote lengthy messages on the 
subject.

He was adamant on how I should 
proceed. He was clearly contemptuous 
of all the factions of the regime - they 

were all equally bad, when it came to 
their neoliberal economic policies. 
He advised me to concentrate on the 
relationship between the business 
interests of members of these factions 
and external global capital: “You 
must address the continuing conflict 
between Khamenei and his anti-US 
rhetoric. We need to explain how this 
relates to his insistence on relentless 
privatisation.”

He wanted me to do more work 
on the special character of Iran’s 
religious-capitalist system, its ability 
to gain maximum profits through 
the non-productive sector - rent, 
land ownership, endemic corruption. 
He was convinced that the regime’s 
hatred of the left stemmed from 
the fact that we analyse and expose 
these characteristics, while rightwing 
opponents of the regime just bury 
themselves in slogans.

Last but not least, he was adamant 
that the research will be of little 
value, unless I conducted in-depth 
interviews with labour activists who 
had taken part in class conflicts, and 
he volunteered to help with this. In 
honouring his memory, I will do as 
much as I can to follow up what he 
suggested l

Notes
1. www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2014/01/
iran-economist-rouhani-policies.
html#ixzz6GxRrqobO.
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