
No 1295 April 16 2020                                              Towards a mass Communist Party                                                       £1/€1.10

A paper of Marxist polemic and Marxist unity

n Letters and debate
n Labour leaks
n Bernie autopsy
n CPGB 100 years

Suppressed article: dissent 
breaks out at ‘Morning Star’ 
over timid and cowardly Corbyn

CORONAVIRUS 
AND CAPITALISM
Mohsen Shahmanesh: 
characteristics of 
modern pandemics



 Letters may have been 
shortened because of 
space. Some names 

may have been changed

BCM Box 928, London WC1N 3XX l 07903 054393 l www.weeklyworker.co.uk l editor@weeklyworker.co.uk

LETTERS
weekly

April 16 2020 1295 worker2

Urgency
Eddie Ford refers in his article to the 
police being “heavy-handed” (‘Never 
let a good crisis go to waste’, April 9). 
A lot of police do love to throw their 
weight around, but, to be fair, a recent 
article in The Guardian - and no doubt 
others - too pointed out that the “blue 
lagoon” in Derbyshire is actually a 
toxic waste dump with a pH value 
approaching that of bleach. The local 
council also dyes it from time to time to 
dissuade the youngsters from diving in.

But the overall thrust of the piece 
in undoubtedly true: the ruling class 
loves a crisis, in which they can ramp 
up repression and wind down any 
concessions they have been forced to 
make in the past; and to do that they 
need “heavy-handed” police. They 
can now ask anybody where they live, 
where they’re going and why, what 
they’re doing - a dream come true for 
any police force.

Paul Demarty in the same issue 
points out that the price will be paid by 
“the working class - and the lower layers 
of the petty bourgeoisie” - and the Tory 
government will want to make sure that 
this is the case (‘Who will pay the price?’ 
April 9). The new Labour leadership 
seems keen to share ‘responsibility’ for 
getting through the crisis - the Tories 
may even let them in, in time to share the 
blame.

It will be difficult, however, to hide 
who has been hit hardest already. The 
numbers of dead will tell some stories: 
the most vulnerable will have paid 
already when this is over. So, we will 
have dead front-line NHS staff, as well 
as staff in the care homes. Then there 
are the inmates of those care homes and 
of immigrant incarceration centres and 
prisons - all of whom are in an even 
worse situation than the rest of us.

Along with pandemic deaths, we 
have the millions in this country and 
more across the world who have been 
pushed not just into penury, but into 
starvation, as what little they had is 
gone. We have yet to see how the 
pandemic will sweep through India, 
Africa and South America, for instance, 
but death numbers will shriek out the 
injustices of all regimes.

It’s not so easy to organise, meet, 
protest and rally, when everyone has 
to stay at home, but there will be rage, 
hence the need for “heavy-handed” 
police - and courts - together with the 
military and so on. With absolutely 
massive numbers of people left to 
rot and die, without jobs, income, 
healthcare - even food - there will be 
eruptions of massive numbers in turn.

Where there is no government 
support nearly everywhere, there may 
be charity and community solidarity on 
a large scale, but for many countries, 
and within many countries, that will be 
woefully inadequate and there will be 
revolt - and repression.

There may well be major 
concessions, or apparent concessions, 
that many of the richer governments are 
trying, which may reduce opposition, or 
at least divide it, but the sheer scale of 
the multiple forms of deprivation mean 
that in some cases millions will face 
choices to either self-isolate and starve 
or fight and face death anyway. It’s not 
as if people have not done the latter 
throughout class society.

Who knows, without a strong 
communist leadership, where this rage 
will be directed, but the urgency of 
building a communist leadership gets 
ever higher.
Jim Cook
Reading

Rising tide
The ‘rising tide’ schematic has always 
struck me as a deeply flawed analogy 
(‘Who will pay the price?’ April 9). 
According to the laws of physics, liquid 
will always find its own level. Thus all 

boats will be equally lifted by a rising 
tide. But in the neoliberal thesis some 
boats (the biggest ones!) are lifted far 
higher than others ...

Paul Demarty concludes his article 
with comments about class division. 
This gives the clue to how the ‘rising 
tide’ trick works. The ruling class makes 
its own laws and twists those of the 
sciences to support its own hegemonic 
narrative.
Robbie Leslie
email

Why, why, why?
Rugby Trade Unionist and Socialist 
Coalition has written to local Tory MP 
Mark Pawsey following concerns it has 
picked up from residents about certain 
aspects of the government’s handling 
of the Coronavirus crisis. We feel that 
now, with over 10,000 recorded hospital 
deaths from Covid-19 in Britain and 
over 80,000 confirmed cases, we 
should take stock and look critically at 
government strategy.

We did not want to make handling 
of Covid-19 into a party political issue 
at a time of national crisis. However, 
with the number of cases - and sadly 
deaths - rising more rapidly than in 
most other countries, questions need to 
be asked. Jeremy Farar, a government 
senior scientific advisor, warned at the 
weekend that the UK could be the worst 
affected country in Europe.

As a consequence, we have asked 
Mark Pawsey MP the following 
questions:
 Why did we wait seven weeks to 
buy ventilators? Why did we refuse the 
European Union ventilator purchase 
scheme?
 Why did we fail to do sufficient test 
and trace and isolate, as per the advice 
of the World Health Organisation?
 Recently, we heard from a local 
nurse that there had been no hand 
sanitiser on her ward despite there being 
three patients with coronavirus on it. 
What would you say to her?
 Why have we failed to get enough 
personal protective equipment for NHS, 
social care and other key workers?
 Why are we failing to reach promised 
mass testing numbers, and why are we 
so far behind many other countries with 
the amount of testing?
 Why did we lock down three weeks 
after others, after first following a 
disastrous ‘herd immunity’ policy of 
mitigation, not suppression?
 Is there any truth in the rumours that 
the government is considering a return 
to mitigation if numbers of cases start 
to level off?
 Would you now concede that the 
NHS has been woefully underfunded 
for many years - a situation which has 
not helped on the ground during this 
pandemic?

We need answers to these important 
questions. Why have the countries with 
the lowest percentage rates of catching 
the virus, the lowest number in critical 
care and the lowest number of deaths 
- countries that include Germany, 
Portugal, South Korea and the Czech 
Republic - been so much better 
prepared. with so much more testing 
and PPE for all key workers?

We will be demanding that there 
be an independent enquiry in the UK 
after all this is over. Let’s hope there is 
now more urgency in our government’s 
response. All our key workers, and the 
rest of us, deserve nothing less.
Pete McLaren
Rugby Tusc

All linked
Recently an article appeared in 
mainstream media on the subject of 
China’s international ‘investment’ 
policy and associated difficulties of 
‘indebtedness’ by its recipients - all 
as currently being brought into stark 
relief by financial/economic aspects 
of Covid-19. Things were particularly 
sharpened by commentary that came 

from Ghana’s finance minister, Ken 
Ofori-Atta, who told the Washington-
based Center for Global Development: 
“My feeling is that China has to come 
on stronger … African debt to China 
is $145 billion or so, over $8 billion of 
payments is required this year … So 
that needs to be looked at.”

Surely an in-depth article on this 
topic from the Weekly Worker is long 
overdue? One that not only includes 
that particular role and those subtly 
evolved techniques of so-called 
‘communist China’, but also focuses 
upon the real purposes of loans and - 
‘charitable’ or otherwise - NGO-style 
‘support’ to ‘undeveloped’ countries. 
In other words, an article to explain 
in Marxist terms how ruthless/brutal 
global trade structures are all part and 
parcel of securing the super-efficient 
extraction of local raw materials and 
natural resources.

Of course, that is the self-same 
parasitical process and grand-scale 
hypocritical system which provides 
affluent and comfortable lifestyles 
within our so-called civilised areas of 
the globe, providing local elites - either 
installed or imposed by those same 
foreign forces - with their wealth.

As part of a parallel cycle that is both 
abusive and corrosive, on that same 
morning last week there appeared an 
article about the dire circumstances of 
Julian Assange. Most specifically, how 
a woman who had formed an extremely 
intimate relationship with him during his 
sanctuary in the Ecuadorean embassy 
now fears for his life - especially given 
Assange’s near solitary confinement 
in Belmarsh prison, where a number 
of other inmates have contracted 
Covid-19.

How do these two seemingly 
entirely separate matters in fact fall 
within the same arena? Where’s any 
connection between, on the one side, 
an internationally hunted-down refugee 
from the USA’s so-called Justice 
Department with, on the other, Chinese 
investment in African and similarly 
poor countries (not forgetting similar 
activity from many other dominant state 
powers and their continents-straddling 
corporations)?

Well, the requirements of all such 
capitalist/imperialist elites form an 
unbroken chain - one which secures all 
working class people within a mental 
and physical exploitation, alongside 
an oppression of their cultural and 
ethical rights. Despite the significant 
differences that exist, all such matters 
of vicious punishment and cruel 
manipulation must remain in the 
forefront for all readers of the Weekly 
Worker.
Bruno Kretzschmar
email

Main enemy
In these Covid-19 lockdown times your 
readers need to look no further than the 
pages of the latest Spartacist for ready-
made entertainment (see www.icl-fi.
org/english/esp/66/plenum.html).

Not since the days of the wilder 
fringes of Maoism have we witnessed 
such a spectacular example of self-
criticism and self-destruction of 
individuals who set out to change 
the world and ended up in a room in 
Germany accusing themselves and their 
leaderships of being liars, chauvinists, 
racists and anti-Semites. Oh, and of 
‘piggish’ behaviour to boot.

We learn that, while not being a state 
and having only a ‘pseudo-parliament’ 
and no army, the European Union has 
managed to create semi-colonies out of 
its weaker members. Like the best of us, 
I believe that the EU needs to be swept 
away by the working class, but it’s hard 
to accept that austerity in places like 
Ireland and Greece wasn’t imposed by 
national governments keen to improve 
their ‘competitiveness’ (especially in 
the case of Ireland). Instead, from the 
Spartacist perspective, the main enemy 

is not at home, but in Brussels.
I don’t want to ruin it for everyone 

(spoiler alert!), but here’s a small 
example of the consequences of their 
position. It turns out that Ireland 
(presumably the Republic) has to 
struggle for its sovereignty and self-
determination against rule from 
Brussels. However, their neighbours 
in the north of Ireland don’t seem to 
have to struggle against the injustice of 
British rule because no mention is made 
of them.

Don’t read it all at once - it’s 
definitely a document to be savoured 
in small doses over a nice whiskey (or 
whatever you’re having yourself).
Matt Kelly
email

Still printing
John Smithee says that, because of 
coronavirus, “Socialist Appeal, Fight 
Racism! Fight Imperialism!, together 
with the Weekly Worker, have already 
stopped producing hard copies” 
(Letters, April 9). Can I reassure John 
and your readers that, despite the 
unusual difficulties encountered in 
producing and printing a paper, we have 
produced the latest hard copy of Fight 
Racism! Fight Imperialism! (No275, 
April-May 2020) and have every 
intention of doing so for June and July 
and on into the foreseeable future. 

Readers wanting a hard copy of the 
paper should contact their local RCG 
branch (details on our website) and 
we will attempt to get one to them. 
Alternatively the PDF version of our 
paper can be purchased through our 
website.
Trevor Rayne
FRFI editorial board

Atomisation
Regarding Elijah Traven’s letter 
published last week (April 9), 
atomisation is a theoretical concept for 
sure, and so, yes, it originated from 
academia - or “louts in universities”, as 
he puts it.

Atomisation is a derivation of 
alienation and also from the discovery 
of atoms (also made by “louts in 
universities” - for example, that most 
famous of them, Albert Einstein). 
Alienation, of course, was formulated 
in the social context by that well known 
idle lout, Karl Marx, who could never 
be bothered or minded to get a proper 
job, but that’s the middle class for you!

In post-war capitalist society some 
aspects of social democracy did emerge 
in the form of the welfare state, and this 
to some extent mitigated against the 
alienating aspects of capitalism. But the 
emergence of the consumerist society 
caused an explosion in atomisation to 
a different qualitative degree than Marx 
had imagined. The psychologist, Oliver 
James, demonstrates a powerful link 
between Thatcherism and mental health 
issues, for example.

I think atomisation is a useful 
concept and describes a real social 
situation, even if it was developed 
by louts. It’s certainly a concept that 
historical materialists can hardly ignore!

Paradoxically - and in total opposition 
to the somewhat positivist notions of 
Rex Dunn - I think the lockdown is one 
mechanism for reducing atomisation 
and thus alienation.
Maren Clarke
email

Which am I?
A couple of things. Firstly, as I’ve 
resigned from the Labour Party because 
of the leadership election result, how do 
I know if I’m flotsam or jetsam?

Secondly, do the rest of the CPGB 
agree with the basic arguments put 
forward in Jack Conrad’s assessment 
(‘Not the gutter, but the stars’, April 9’ - 
I won’t flatter him with the description, 
‘analysis’)?
Doug Lowe
email

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

Correct course
The last seven days must be one of 

the worst ever for contributions 
to the Weekly Worker fighting fund, 
with just £95 received.

There are two reasons for that, 
I think. First, it just so happens 
that those seven days coincide 
exactly with the time of the month 
when we get virtually no standing 
orders - incredibly there were just 
two, both for £5 (thank you, MF 
and SN). In fact on the 16th of 
each month, we always get two 
substantial SO donations, so the 
week ended one day too early!

The second (possible) reason 
is that because of the lockdown 
we haven’t yet received this 
week’s mail, which means that any 
donations by cheque won’t count 
until next week. But we did get 
three PayPal contributions - thanks 
go to RL (£50), US comrade 
PM for his usual $25 monthly 
contribution and DB (£10).

So our April running total is 
only £557, with exactly half the 
month gone. That means we need 
almost three times as much in the 
second half if we’re going to make 
our £2,000 target.

Mind you, comrade DB helped 
compensate for that shortcoming 
with his praise for what the Weekly 
Worker does. He writes: “I was a 
Labour Party member and over four 
years witnessed in real time, as your 
clear-headed analysis was proven 

correct with the unfolding of events. 
Appeasement of the right and the 
failure to radically democratise 
the party were fatal errors, as you 
predicted.”

He adds: “I cannot but admire 
your tenacity in sticking to your 
principles despite all the flak that 
must have been thrown your way. It 
is deeply frustrating and exhausting 
to see the left buckle, bow down 
and make the wrong choices. You 
comrades have steered the correct 
course, but unfortunately the wrong 
people were at the helm of the rest 
of the left.”

Kind words, comrade, but 
just a thought: maybe it’s not so 
much the people that are wrong, 
but the overall politics they’ve 
inherited. For instance, where 
is the commitment not just to 
transforming Labour, but to the 
establishment of a genuinely 
democratic-centralist Communist 
Party, where open, public debate 
is not just tolerated, but actively 
encouraged?

Well, that’s the message of the 
Weekly Worker week after week 
- with or without a coronavirus 
lockdown! l

Robbie Rix

Fighting fund
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Revealed at last
The full extent of the lengths the right will go to in order to regain control has finally been exposed, 
writes David Shearer of Labour Party Marxists

T he truth is out. Thanks to the 
April 12 leak of ‘The work of the 
Labour Party’s governance and 

legal unit in relation to anti-Semitism, 
2014-2019’, what we always knew has 
been confirmed.

The 851-page report was compiled 
under Jennie Formby’s watch as 
general secretary, as part of Labour’s 
submissions to the Equalities and 
Human Rights Commission inquiry into 
alleged ‘anti-Semitism’. She was 
appointed in April 2018. In terms of 
style and approach, it reads as if it was 
written by staffers who are Momentum 
supporters - Harry Hayball, former 
head of digital communications at 
Momentum, has been mentioned. There 
was no wish to question the motives of 
those making false allegations of anti-
Semitism, no putting ‘Anti-Zionism 
equals anti-Semitism’ into international 
context. The tone is studiedly neutral. 
Nonetheless, the authors’ own biases are 
all too apparent. Those who have said 
accusations of widespread anti-Semitism 
in the Labour Party are false, have been 
weaponised, are described as “deniers”, 
or “denialists”, and are therefore guilty 
of anti-Semitism. Apparently, though, 
release of the damning document was 
overruled by party lawyers. Presumably, 
the intention was to keep it under wraps.

The report clearly demonstrates not 
just the mishandling, but the deliberate 
falsification, of accusations against 
Corbyn supporters and the Labour left 
in general - combined with all sorts of 
personal abuse directed against them 
by those who were supposed to be 
investigating complaints impartially. 
The report says there was “abundant 
evidence of a hyper-factional atmosphere 
prevailing in party HQ” after the election 
of Corbyn in 2015. This “appears to have 
affected the expeditious and resolute 
handling of disciplinary complaints”. 
It says there was no evidence at all of 
current or former staff being “motivated 
by anti-Semitic intent” - under Corbyn. 
Of course, it was absurdly claimed that 
Labour had become “institutionally anti-
Semitic”. But the report points out that 
in 2019 around half of all the complaints 
of anti-Jewish discrimination had been 

made by just one person.
There is ample evidence provided 

of the total bias against the left under 
former general secretary Iain McNicol. 
In 2015, head of broadcasting Jo Green 
said that any Labour MP who nominates 
Corbyn for leader “deserves to be taken 
out and shot”. The report states that 
“some employees seem to have taken 
a view that, the worse things got for 
Labour, the happier they would be, since 
this might expedite Jeremy Corbyn’s 
departure from office”. There is indeed 
no doubt that the rightwing bureaucracy 
was prepared to sacrifice the possibility 
of a Labour government in the attempt 
to get rid of Corbyn.

We are informed that in order to 
‘uncover’ ‘anti-Semitic’ behaviour by 
his supporters, rightwing bureaucrats 
methodically searched social media for 
the use of particular words and phrases 
by Labour members, even though no-
one had previously made any complaints 
against them. In other words, staff 
decided to “initiate cases themselves by 
proactively investigating social media 
comments by party members”. They 
drew up “a list of 57 (later 68) Labour 
MPs”, who were targeted in this way, 
simply because they were considered 
insufficiently rightwing.

Then there were the moves against 
local Constituency Labour Parties which 
had been taken over by Corbynites. 
Officials discussed how to facilitate the 
suspension of Wallasey CLP, where the 
left had taken over, in order to prevent a 
challenge against rightwing MP Angela 
Eagle. They discussed how best to 
overturn the Brighton District Labour 
Party AGM elections in 2016, before 
making similar moves against the left in 
those constituencies.

It is ironic that, according to the 
report, one of the allegations of “abuse” 
directed against Tony Greenstein, who 
was subsequently expelled, was that he 
had referred to the then general secretary 
as “crooked McNicol”. Hmm.

Left reaction
Unsurprisingly, sections of the Labour 
left have taken the opportunity to 
criticise the behaviour of McNicol’s 

team. It makes you wonder why they 
were not mobilised previously by the 
Corbyn leadership.

For example, the Socialist Campaign 
Group of Labour MPs has called for 
the report to be published in full and 
demanded an emergency meeting of the 
party’s national executive committee. 
It also says that there should be no 
disciplinary action taken against 
whoever leaked the report - they should 
be regarded as “whistleblowers”, 
exposing the misbehaviour of the 
previous general secretary and his 
team. That, of course, is the term used 
to describe rightwing ex-staff members 
who were featured on last year’s BBC 
Panorama programme, claiming that 
the party leadership had tried to cover 
up allegations of anti-Semitism, which 
these noble “whistleblowers” pretended 
to have revealed. Of course, several 
of them just happened to be leading 
figures in the rightwing, pro-Zionist 
Jewish Labour Movement, which was 
‘refounded’ in 2016 specifically in 
order to get rid of Corbyn

Then there are the protests in 
the unions. Around 1,000 Unison 
members, including 23 members of 
its  national executive, have signed a 
statement declaring that the report “lays 
bare the factionalised and coordinated 
undermining of Jeremy Corbyn’s 
leadership”. They believe that the 
union membership will be “extremely 
concerned to leave the running 
of Unison’s internal governance, 
disciplinary processes and elections to 
staff who appear to have played such 
a destructive role elsewhere in our 
movement”.

They are referring to two current 
Unison staff members in particular. 
The first is Emilie Oldknow, who, 
as executive director of the party’s 
governance and legal unit, is said to 
have expected staff to “fabricate a case” 
against Corbyn supporters, who could 
then be accused of some misdemeanour 
- not least anti-Semitism. Another was 
John Stolliday, who, when he was the 
unit’s director, is claimed to have talked 
about “political fixing” to help the anti-
Corbyn right.

Meanwhile, Fire Brigades Union 
general secretary Matt Wrack stated: 
“Whilst Jeremy Corbyn was trying to 
deliver a Labour government, senior 
Labour officials were conducting a 
vicious sabotage campaign against 
him”; and, for her part, Paula Barker 
MP notes that the report has “laid bare 
the appalling tactics” employed by 
McNicol et al.

Of course, the left has tried to turn 
the tables on the right by accusing them 
of racism, misogyny, etc. So, the report 
claims that the acting head of press, 
Neil Fleming, “engaged in what could 
be considered a classic racist trope” 
- by calling Diane Abbott an “angry 
woman”. And Hackney councillor Jon 
Burke interpreted this and other anti-
Abbott remarks as meaning: “If you 
have the gall to be a passionate, high 
achieving black woman in this country, 
we will go to the furthest lengths 
possible to destroy you.”

So Keir Starmer and his deputy, 
Angela Rayner, have called for an 
“urgent independent investigation” 
into “the contents and wider culture 
and practices” of the party. And 
shadow chancellor Anneliese Dodds 
said the party was now committed 
to an investigation, to make sure 
that the “deeply, deeply unpleasant” 
behaviour alleged in the report never 
happens again. However, Starmer and 
Rayner state: “In the meantime, we 
ask everyone to refrain from drawing 
conclusions before the investigation is 
complete.”

That reminds me of when Chris 
Williamson was suspended for stating 
that the party had been “too apologetic” 
over claims of anti-Semitism: CLPs 
were instructed not to discuss the case 
in order to prevent a campaign against 
this appalling action.

The two leaders are, of course, 
also committed to investigating “the 
circumstances in which the report 
was put in the public domain”: ie, 
who leaked it. And that is the aspect 
of all this that the mainstream press 
is highlighting, with claims that the 
leak could have breached data privacy 
laws - reporting that several former 

staff members are now taking legal 
advice. Not because they say they 
have been ‘slandered’, but because 
what they did actually say and do has 
been put in the public domain. And, 
instead of emphasising the appalling 
false accusations and total anti-left 
bias of the Labour machine under 
McNicol, a party spokesman is widely 
quoted as saying that Labour takes 
its responsibilities for data protection 
“extremely seriously” and is now 
“investigating this data breach”.

Not that the press has given the 
whole affair much publicity - and this 
is hardly due just to the overwhelming 
coverage of Covid-19. For example, 
The Daily Telegraph’s very brief report 
- entitled “Sir Keir faces anti-Semitism 
crisis after leak” - focuses not on the 
report’s content, but the fact that it had 
been leaked. In case you thought that 
the scandal consists of the deliberate 
attempt taking place within the Labour 
machine to generate false accusations 
to blacken Corbyn’s name and side 
with the rightwing establishment, the 
Telegraph also focuses on the fact that 
Corbyn supporters have been “accused 
of putting unredacted details of anti-
Semitism whistleblowers into the 
public domain” (April 14).

While the rightwing, pro-Zionist 
so-called Campaign Against Anti-
Semitism labelled the leak “a desperate, 
last-minute attempt” by Corbyn 
supporters to “deflect and discredit 
allegations of anti-Semitism”, elements 
of the Labour left have, as I have stated, 
begun to prepare for the expected 
renewal of a second wave of purges 
under the new leadership.

On April 14 Labour Against 
the Witchhunt held a useful online 
meeting attended by around 70 
supporters. Incidentally, LAW 
features not a few times in the leaked 
document. Anyway, while, perhaps 
understandably, a minority now 
wants to give up on Labour, a clear  
majority considers it vital to stay and 
fight - to take advantage of these latest 
developments, and the fact that, for the 
moment at least, the Labour right has 
been put on the back foot l
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Singularly incompetent
Jeremy Corbyn was timid and cowardly, argues Adam Lewinski. Though this article was originally 
written for the Morning Star, it was rejected by the editor, who deemed it too critical. We print it in the 
name of honest and open debate

A s Corbyn’s tenure as Labour 
leader was coming to an end, 
the left naturally rallied around 

him in support for the sheer personal 
hell he had been subjected to over the 
past four years.

A concerted media campaign 
of personal smears and abuse, an 
Orwellian witch-hunt against anti-
Semitism in Britain’s foremost anti-
racist political party and rampant 
social media disinformation 
campaigns from the Tories have all 
marred his premiership. As has the 
consistent sabotage and disloyalty of 
the Labour right, the majority of the 
Parliamentary Labour Party and the 
full-time staff.

It is absolutely right and proper 
to call out the flagrant hypocrisy 
and corruption of our established 
media interests, the Tories and the 
Labour right. But, as the dust settles 
on Corbyn’s tenure, it also has to be 
recognised by the British left that he 
had been a singularly incompetent 
leader. That incompetence cannot be 
displayed more clearly than by the 
helplessness and complete lack of 
institutional security the post-Corbyn 
left looks likely to have in the party 
now he is gone.

With a galvanised Labour right 
surrounding new leader Keir Starmer, 
talk has already begun on removing 
every trace of Corbyn support from 
the new shadow cabinet and staff of 
the party. In all likelihood, the right is 
about to tighten its stranglehold over 
the party machine in such a way as to 
never allow a movement like this to 
occur again.

Depending on how ideologically 
suicidal the centre-right are planning 
to be, the result of this could well be 
to plunge the organisation into another 
four years of civil war, precipitating 
more huge losses at the next general 
election - and the potential eclipse of 
the Labour Party for good. Whether 
they choose to pursue this agenda to 
the death or not is now entirely out 
of the left’s hands. Through poor 
leadership we have squandered any 
opportunities we had to entrench 
ourselves against the always likely 
outcome that Corbyn would not 
miraculously sweep to power in 
Britain and enact a new radical, social 
democratic consensus.

Here are just a few of the Corbyn 
movement’s failures.
 A complete failure to defend itself 
in the face of unrelenting attacks on 
the Labour Party membership both 
from the Labour right and the press.

One of the groups of unspoken 
victims of the past four years have 
been the membership, who despite 
absent leadership have shown 
remarkable loyalty and discipline 
in the face of constant slander from 
the national press, their own elected 
representatives and party staff. The 
anti-Semitism ‘crisis’ in Labour is the 
perfect example of this.

From 2016, the Labour front 
bench went from rightly calling out 
the influence of paid Israeli agents 
in diplomatic sabotage and smear 
campaigns to signing off a definition 
which made even acknowledging the 
existence of such things anti-Semitic. 
It went from a full-throated defence 
of Palestinian liberation, in the face 
of a genocidal movement to obliterate 
the Palestinian state and people, to 
simpering self-admonishments for 
‘not having dealt with the problem’ of 
a statistically insignificant number of 

Labour members using the incorrect 
definition for Zionism.

The left leadership’s willingness 
to throw its members and key allies 
in the party under the bus rather than 
face up to clearly cynical attacks from 
the press is a betrayal that should 
never be forgotten by the hundreds 
of thousands who looked with such 
hope and determination towards their 
success.
 A total lack of cultural self-
awareness, the profusion of nepotism 
and favouritism and small-scale 
corruption around the leader’s office.

The Labour leader from the 
beginning has been surrounded by 
middle class Oxbridge graduates, 
a wealthy south London bubble of 
volunteers and social media whizz-
kids, who are completely politically 
inexperienced and culturally at odds 
with the country. The continued 
indulgence by the left of the issue of 
trans rights, affecting 0.2 per cent of 
the British population directly, as well 
as a host of fashionable campus causes 
around lifestyle politics and sexuality 
has left it totally alienated from the 
majority of Labour voters, who are 
primarily interested in universal social 
and economic justice, high welfare 
spending, economic planning and 
decent employment opportunities.

There is a total lack of message 
discipline designed to unite voters 
around these core messages and an 
almost in-principle desire to draw 
abstract red lines around an ever-
thinning core of enthusiastic middle 
class activists on decadent ideas 
of self and individualism - which 
by default isolates anyone who 
considers themselves culturally 
heterogeneous. The descent of 
Rebecca Long-Bailey’s continuity 
campaign into this vapid cultural 
hole emblematises the extent to 
which the left has been swallowed 
by this toxic culture war against 
the majority.
 A failure to make constitutional 

change and embed the left into the 
structures of the party.

Unlike the right, Corbyn and John 
McDonnell have never prioritised the 
permanent establishment of the left 
as a force within the staff, the elected 
structures or the constitution of the 
Labour Party. The much-vaunted 
‘democracy review’ was an entirely 
wasted opportunity to reduce the 
constitutional clout of the PLP and 
local councillors - bastions of the right 
- and empower unions and members. 
In place of serious constitutional 
change,  we were treated to paltry 
and often unworkable promises, like 
direct elections for council leaders 
and marginal changes to the processes 
for deselecting MP candidates.
 Cowardice and incompetence: 
time and time again opportunities 
to establish himself as clear leader 
of the organisation were not taken. 
From voting away his own majority 
on the national executive committee 
in 2016, by siding with calls for 
an extra Scottish and Welsh NEC 
representative, to failing to discipline 
MPs like Margaret Hodge, whose 
outrageous displays of public abuse 
and indecency fell more than once 
against not only the rules of the 
party, but also laws of the country. 
As members were marched slowly in 
rows towards the arrayed machine-
gun posts of the party’s disciplinary 
procedures, MPs and rightwingers 
- constantly briefing the press and 
inciting hateful abuse against their 

colleagues - were let off the hook 
time and time again.

Jackie Walker was disciplined 
for pointing out in a Jewish Labour 
Movement meeting that Jewish 
schools are not the only inner-
city schools to hire security; Marc 
Wadsworth for calling out Ruth 
Smeeth for passing Labour press 
releases to Telegraph journalists; 
Chris Williamson for standing as 
a lone voice against the unfolding 
insanity of labelling the Labour 

Party ‘institutionally racist’.
 Incompetence and spin: Corbyn’s 
special ingredient to the political 
discourse of 2016 was his authenticity 
and honesty.

Immediately after taking office, he 
and his team chose so many idiotic 
defensive lines against the unrelenting 
onslaught of the press that he quite 
quickly found himself painted into a 
corner. Refusing to accept that there 
was a civil war in the Labour Party 
tied one arm behind his back, whilst 
factional warlords like Tom Watson 
took unrestrained swings.

Apologising for non-existent anti-
Semitism allowed the press to entirely 
divorce their claims from reality 
and not research the crazed sources 
they were quoting. Vacillating and 
compromising on the party’s Brexit 
position made every announcement 
on the issue into a running joke. By 
the end, from being a straight-talking 
voice of authenticity in Labour, 
Corbyn’s public pronouncements 
were universally veiled as deliberately 
vague soundbites, repeated ad 
nauseam, in a desperate attempt to 
control an incomprehensible message.

In his wake, the British left has 
mobilised more people than ever before 
since the collapse of our mass trade 
union movement in the 1980s – but, 
unlike the trade union movement, we 
have no established structures or routes 
for action to take them to in the absence 
of Corbyn’s leadership of Labour. Our 
Palestinian solidarity movement is in 
tatters, and the cultural brand of the left 
and socialism itself is tarnished amongst 
millions of people as being obsessed 
with sexuality, gender and race - rather 
than the bread-and-butter issues which 
affect the majority of the country.

Corbyn’s failures cannot be forgotten 
by any left serious about moving 
forward from the current situation. We 
cannot find ourselves caught defending 
an idol who was so ill-equipped for the 
task laid before him, or the historical 
moment that befell him l

Was there really the 
opportunity for Corbyn 
to miraculously sweep 
to power in Britain and 

enact a new, radical 
social democratic 

consensus? 
Probably not

With a mass membership 
and Jennie Formby 

as general secretary, 
there was surely the 

opportunity to embed 
far-reaching democratic 

and constitutional 
changes in the Labour 

Party
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Testimony to failure
Covid-19 highlights criminal levels of state dysfunction and inequality, writes Eddie Ford

Keeping up with the rising number  
of deaths has become a grim  
daily ritual. So far the number of 

official coronavirus fatalities in the UK 
is well over 12,000, with almost 94,000 
confirmed cases - beating Spain now 
in terms of the daily death toll. And it 
could be a while before we hit the peak, 
let alone start to ‘flatten the curve’, with 
a vaccine still a long way off.

Only a few weeks ago, though it feels 
a lot longer, Stephen Powis - the medical 
director of NHS England - said that 
keeping the total number of coronavirus 
deaths below 20,000 would be “a good 
result” for the UK, compared to the 
projected quarter of a million or more 
if the government had kept to its initial 
‘mitigation’ approach, based on ‘herd 
immunity’ reasoning. Unfortunately, 
that now seems hopelessly optimistic, 
as we all know that the real toll is going 
to be much higher, as government 
statistics have only covered hospital 
deaths - not deaths in the community 
or, most pressingly, care homes. In the 
words of one Conservative peer, elderly 
people are being treated “like lambs to 
the slaughter”.1

Chris Whitty, the UK government’s 
chief medical advisor, asserted on 
April 14 that there had been coronavirus 
outbreaks in one in seven care homes 
in England - the Office for National 
Statistics claiming on the same day that 
237 people died in such establishments in 
the two weeks to April 3. Yet this seems 
to be airbrushing out an extremely large 
number: Four Seasons Health Care, 
MHA and HC-One - three of the largest 
chains of private care-home providers - 
have reported 620 Covid-19 deaths in 
recent weeks. This can only mean that 
the toll is going to exceed 1,000 without 
a blink, as these operators account for 
less than 5% of all facilities.

Making things worse, there is 
increasing concern about the impact 
of Covid-19 patients being discharged 
by hospitals into homes filled with the 
frail and elderly in order to free up beds. 
Questions are being asked about why this 
is happening, given, for example, that 
the Nightingale hospital in Docklands 
has received only a tiny number of 
patients - reported to be just 19 at the 
weekend - when it has capacity for up 
to 2,900 intensive care beds. Then, of 
course, you have to factor in those who 
died at home and other places.

Giving you a sense of just how far 
out of sync with reality the government’s 
daily figures really are, as of April the 
department of health and social care 
reported 4,093 coronavirus deaths in 
England and Wales. But the true figure 
was at least 52% higher than was known 
at the time. If things carry on at this 
rate, or get far worse - which is virtually 
inevitable, as we have not reached the 
top of the curve - then a ‘target’ death 
toll of 20,000 or less seems more and 
more like a sick joke. If you double the 
official death statistics, then add some 
more, you might possibly get nearer the 
true figure - assuming, of course, that 
the curve will finally begin to flatten 
over the next few weeks and we do not 
get a second wave of the pandemic, as 
happened with the so-called Spanish flu 
of 1918.

The Institute for Health Metrics and 
Evaluation in Seattle has predicted that 
there will be 66,314 UK deaths from 
Covid-19 by August 4, with a peak of 
nearly 3,000 a day - an average taken 
from a large estimate range of between 
14,572 and 219,211 fatalities.2 Naturally, 
these figures are disputed by the 
scientists whose modelling of the likely 
shape of the UK epidemic appears to 
drive government policy. Professor Neil 
Ferguson, of Imperial College London, 

said the IHME figures on “healthcare 
demand” (including hospital bed use 
and deaths) were twice as high as they 
should be. This writer knows who he 
is more inclined to believe, faced with 
a government - or state - that is clearly 
dysfunctional. UK PLC is not fit for 
purpose.

Scandal
As constantly reported on every news 
channel, there is also the ongoing scandal 
over the lack of personal protection 
equipment (PPE). This is massively 
adding to the death toll and helps to 
explain why the UK will become the 
worse-hit country in Europe - along with 
general economic deprivation and poor-
quality, overcrowded housing.

The Doctors’ Association UK, which 
has had to launch a crowd-funding 
effort to secure its own supply of PPE, 
said nearly half of its members carrying 
out high-risk procedures were unable to 
access the long-sleeved gowns needed 
to do their jobs safely. It warned that 
supply “has faltered to the point where 
many trusts may soon run out”. The 
Royal College of Nursing has told its 
members that they may have to refuse 
to treat patients altogether as a “last 
resort” if they cannot guarantee their 
own safety. Monstrously, PPE might 
have to be reused if the situation does 
not improve drastically - as revealed in a 
Public Health England document leaked 
to the BBC, which shows that some 
hospitals have begun laundering what 
are supposed to be single-use gowns.

The government likes to respond to 
such criticism by reciting figures about 
the millions of PPE items delivered to 
hospitals. For instance, NHS England 
excitedly informed us in an April 
15 Tweet that “over 17 million PPE 
items were delivered to 179 trusts and 
organisations yesterday - including 10 
million gloves, two million aprons, over 
250,000 surgical masks and 780,000 eye 
protectors”. These statistics might sound 
impressive, but they are essentially 
meaningless - even if true - because 
they give you no indication of what is 
actually needed, which could well be 
10 or 20 times the numbers recited. 
The scandal has only been exacerbated 
by persistent stories - strongly denied 
by the government, of course - that 
English-based providers of PPE are 
not supplying care homes in Wales and 
Scotland, or at least prioritising England. 
Different parts of the UK are effectively 

competing against each other in a deadly 
race.

But the fact that medical staff have 
not been provided with basic protection 
can only be described as criminal - at 
the end of the day the same can be 
said for bus drivers, delivery drivers, 
postal workers, supermarket workers, 
etc. Some NHS staff and care-home 
workers have resorted to cutting up 
curtains to make gowns, and using 
bits of scavenged plastic as makeshift 
masks - not to mention those covering 
themselves with bin bags.3

Another criminal feature of the 
crisis has been the almost inexplicable 
lack of testing - you could almost be 
led to believe that this results from 
ideological prejudice against it and ‘big 
government’ in general. There has been 
much talk about testing 100,000 NHS 
staff a day by the end of the month, 
which looks like a pipedream at the 
moment - the level of preparation here 
has been appalling. Government claims 
that no-one knew such an epidemic was 
coming are absolute nonsense.

In October 2016, the government. 
NHS and local authorities conducted 
Exercise Cygnus, which ‘war-gamed’ a 
pandemic coming from east Asia. The 
only significant difference between the 
test drill and the pandemic we now face 
is that Cygnus was assumed to be the 
H2N2 influenza virus, while Covid-19 is 
a coronavirus - both spread rapidly and 
kill by causing acute respiratory illness. 
You can guess the result, which saw the 
NHS becoming quickly overwhelmed - 
a senior former government source with 
direct involvement in the exercise said 
the findings were “too terrifying” to be 
published, whilst others cited “national 
security” concerns. Nevertheless, 
instead of actually planning for what 
was inevitable - even if you could not 
predict the exact nature and behaviour 
of the virus - nothing took place except 
a cover-up. Calling such complacency 
criminal is a chronic understatement.

When it comes to the global 
picture, despite the fact that Covid-19 
is supposed to be “the Chinese virus”, 
the US now proudly leads the world 
in coronavirus deaths - over 600,000 
confirmed cases and almost certainly 
30,000 deaths by the time you read 
this article.4 For advanced societies, the 
figures coming out of the US and UK 
are testimony to years of underfunding 
and neglect and not just under the Tories 
or Donald Trump: both the Democrats 

and Labour have also presided over this 
deterioration. The basic idea was that to 
achieve ‘efficiency’ you must have ‘just 
in time’ hospitals that are always on the 
knife-edge of coping. As we have seen, 
however, once you get a large-scale 
emergency or something unexpected, 
then you are immediately crippled - the 
funding and infrastructure are simply 
not there.

There has been needless suffering 
and misery on a staggering scale. But 
this condemnation of the US and UK is 
not intended to let China off the hook - 
it was very slow off the mark, going at 
first into an auto-Stalinist state of denial. 
But, as the truth sunk in, it went very fast 
into lockdown and mass testing - which 
turned out to be incredibly effective. 
The fact that China could do it, yet 
Britain and US cannot, tells you a lot 
about the nature of these societies. And 
the fact that Trump has cut off funding 
to the World Health Organisation for 
“severely mismanaging” the spread 
of the coronavirus and “bias” towards 
China tells you a hell of a lot about the 
sociopathic personality of the American 
president.

Trapped
The pandemic brings out in a very 
stark way the class divisions and gross 
inequality in countries like the US and 
UK. Millions of people trapped in tiny 
flats with no garden, which they have 
to share with family members - or rent 
with friends or even strangers - whist 
they are supposed to stay inside isolating 
themselves and keeping a strict physical 
distance from others. For many, this is 
asking the impossible.

Meanwhile, the latest news tells us to 
be delighted that Boris Johnson is now 
out of intensive care and has retired to 
Chequers, his country house, to recover 
- with 10 bedrooms and around 1,500 
acres of land at his disposal. Very nice. 
Elizabeth Windsor has done the same 
thing: going to her Windsor Castle bolt-
hole, whilst her son, Charlie, has shot up 
to Balmoral in Scotland - an estate that 
covers an area of approximately 50,000 
acres. The rest of us, on the other hand, 
are criticised if we sit on a park bench 
- when the police are not inspecting 
our shopping for “non-essentials” or 
sending out drones to spy on people who 
might be exceeding their daily exercise 
allowance, or even enjoying the sun 
in their front garden if they are lucky 
enough to have one.

Whilst bovine commentators and 
the tabloids witter on about the “Blitz 
spirit”, a study by the Food Foundation 
has found that 1.5 million people in 
Britain are sometimes going a whole day 
without food - either because they have 
been laid off or are having problems 
receiving universal credit, which was 
malfunctioning (to put it mildly) before 
the pandemic and is now under immense 
strain. Some three million people in total 
were in households where someone had 
been forced to skip some meals and 
more than one million people reported 
losing all their income because of the 
virus. The Covid-19 lockdown has had 
a swift and devastating impact on the 
ability of the most vulnerable sections 
of the working class to access sufficient 
food - they are being hammered in 
a vicious circle of poverty and self-
isolation. We’re all in this together, are 
we? Yeah, right, tell that to the hungry or 
the doctors and nurses dying because of 
the above failures.

Boris Johnson has presided over 
nearly 13,000 deaths, the vast majority 
of which were unnecessary if the proper 
preparations had been put in place - 
including mass testing, which enables 
you to follow and trace each infection. 
Yes, anybody can get Covid-19, whether 
a monarch, prime minister, nurse or bin 
collector. But, when it comes to the 
conditions you are expected to lock 
down or recover in, then you are talking 
about something radically different - 
sometimes the difference between life 
and death. We have had to endure the 
spectacle of Tory ministers praising 
NHS “heroes” despite having run down 
the health service for years and years. 
For instance, Exercise Cygnus took 
place under Jeremy Hunt, whilst he was 
health secretary - he decided not to do 
anything about it. In the same way, the 
government has been preaching to us 
about keeping our social distance, which 
is the correct thing to do, but they clearly 
have not been practising it themselves - 
what hypocrites l

eddie.ford@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1. independent.co.uk/news/health/coronavirus-
deaths-care-homes-cases-uk-eu-italy-spain-
ireland-a9463846.html.
2. theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/07/uk-will-be-
europes-worst-hit-by-coronavirus-study-predicts.
3. mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/nhs-medics-cutting-
up-hospital-21849026.
4. bing.com/covid/local/unitedstates.

Front-line workers equipped with PPE - but the delay in getting it was criminal
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Coronavirus and capitalism
What characterises modern epidemics? Mohsen Shahmanesh places the current crisis in context

F our months into one of the 
largest pandemic of our time, it 
might be useful to look at our 

planet and ask the question: what 
distinguishes the pandemics that 
began with the Spanish flu at the turn 
of the last century and have taken us 
through HIV, Sars and Mers, Swine 
and Avian Flu pandemics to today’s 
Covid-19? How do they differ from 
previous known epidemics? And 
what are the prospects?

We share this planet with millions 
of species. Normally when we think 
about these species, or address the 
threat to their diversity, it is about 
our fear that this or that plant or 
animal species may join the dodo. 
Rarely in any discourse about nature 
is any attention paid to the invisible 
creatures that share our planet. That 
is, unless and until one or other of 
these enters the human chain. Yet the 
microscopic and sub-microscopic 
species that come under the categories 
of bacteria, archaea and viruses - the 
non-cellular organisms - comprise 
the largest percentage of the earth’s 
biomass compared to all the cellular 
forms of life put together; including 
all fungi, plants and animals.

Viruses are distinguished not only 
by their diversity, but because they 
cannot propagate by themselves and 
must enter the cells of a host and 
hijack its reproductive machinery 
in order to produce copies of 

themselves. It is thought that every 
living creature on earth with a cell 
- from bacteria to fungi, plants and 
animals - houses at least one virus 
and this makes viruses, by definition, 
the most diverse species on earth. 
Someone calculated that, if you line 
up the viruses on earth, the chain 
would extend 200 light-years out into 
space: ie, way beyond our galaxy!1

Two characteristics of viruses 
facilitate epidemics. Viruses have 
high rates of mutation in their 
genome, particularly RNA viruses2 
(such as HIV and the corona viruses). 
Such random mutations can on 
occasion enhance their ability to 
cross species, or alter their virulence 
or other characteristics. Secondly, 
some viruses have the ability to 
exchange genetic material between 
two different virus strains, creating 
a new strain with totally different 
properties (infectivity, virulence, 
species specificity, etc).

Once the virus enters a new 
species, it needs to be able to pass 
to new hosts in order to survive. A 
successful virus is one that does least 
harm to the host, giving it time to 
pass on to another before the first 
host eliminates it. A perfect example 
of a successful virus is that causing 
the common cold, or the HPV which 
infects almost everyone on this 
planet, causing warts and cervical 
cancer, usually a decade or two after 

infection. HIV too is successful 
because it does not cause Aids until 
8 to 10 years after entering a host - 
plenty of time to find a new host. On 
the other end of the spectrum, Ebola, 
which kills between 50% and 80% 
of its victims, is clearly unhappy in 
the human race and its epidemics 
are easier to contain even in the 
extremely difficult conditions of sub-
Saharan Africa. The largest known 
Ebola epidemic in West Africa 
(2014) lasted just over two years 
and was ultimately contained by a 
mixture of case finding, isolation 
and, later, vaccination.

Then and now
There have been major epidemics in 
the past that have had devastating 
effects. These occur when a new 
organism arrives into a group that 
has no prior immunity. Such were 
the plague (Black Death) epidemics 
of the Middle Ages, which killed off 
up to half the population in Europe, 
and by severely diminishing the 
workforce, are thought to have been 
one of the key elements in the early 
development of capitalism.3 The 
plague bacillus is thought to have 
been introduced into susceptible 
societies through trade and then 
spread through overcrowding in 
towns and villages. The bacillus is 
probably passed from an infected 
to an uninfected individual through 

a rat flea. Local plague epidemics 
petered out, as survivors developed 
immunity.

Cholera, another cause of epidemics, 
has no known animal reservoir and 
spreads through contaminated water 
supply, as was beautifully shown when 
a London doctor, John Snow, identified 
a tap in Soho in 1854 as the source. 
Both these infections had bacterial 
origin and spread in poorer areas.4

Examples of past viral epidemics 
in susceptible populations are yellow 
fever, which destroyed Napoleon’s 
army in Sante-Dominigue (today’s 
Haiti), and killed off over 70% of 
British forces in the Caribbean. 
Similarly the introduction of smallpox 
and probably childhood diseases, such 
as measles, by the invading Europeans 
decimated the native population in the 
Americas and Australia, who had no 
prior immunity.

All these epidemics, bacterial 
or viral, had a spread limited by the 
mobility of the persons, or the animal 
species, carrying the organism. Thus 
epidemics in humans reflect social 
relations. It is the profound changes in 
social relations under capitalism that 
underlie the ability of local epidemics 
to become global in our time.

Modern pandemics are therefore 
characterised by rapid spread and are 
almost exclusively viral in origin. The 
source of these viruses can be either 
wild or domesticated animals or both.

Today infections 
move at the speed of 

passenger jets. Disease 
is pumped through the 
main arteries of global 

business and global 
tourism

In medieval times 
disease transmission 
was much slower. The 

Black Death came with 
camel trains and sailing 

ships. Fleas, infected 
with the yersinia pestis 

bacteria, were carried to 
Europe on ship’s rats
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Notes
1. N Wolfe The viral storm London 2011.
2. The genetic material of viruses are either in the 
form of DNA (eg, herpes and warts) or RNA (HIV, 
coronaviruses, etc). The latter need to be converted 
into DNA inside the host before being able to use 
the host-cell machinery to reproduce themselves.
3. The Black Death which devastated England in 
1348 during the reign of Edward III was worst in 
the villages, perhaps because there are more rats 
there. The ensuing shortage of labour increased 
the bargaining power of the surviving landless 
workers. See, for example, Patrick Wyman at 
theconcourse.deadspin.com/after-the-black-death-
europes-economy-surged-1821060986.
4. For an interesting discussion on the class basis 
of cholera see RJ Evans Death in Hamburg: 
society and politics in the cholera years, 
1830–1910 Oxford 1987.
5. JM Barry The great influenza: the epic story of 
the greatest plague in history London 2004. 
6. unaids.org/en/resources/fact-sheet.
7. who.int/emergencies/mers-cov/en.
8. migrationdataportal.org/themes/labour-
migration.
9. clb.org.hk/content/migrant-workers-and-their-
children.
10. weforum.org/agenda/2017/10/india-has-139-
million-internal-migrants-we-must-not-forget-
them.
11. ‘Aids and globalisation’: sti.bmj.com/
content/76/3/154.
12. Ibid.
13. N Wolfe op cit.
14. Ibid.
15. sti.bmj.com/content/76/3/154.
16. nhsforsale.info/nhs-privatisation-overview-2.
17. ‘Coronavirus: how Iran could become guinea 
pig for herd immunity strategy’: middleeasteye.
net/opinion/coronavirus-how-iran-could-become-
guinea-pig-devastating-herd-immunity-strategy.
18. Covid-19 lasts longer on smooth surfaces, such 
as plastic and stainless steel. It is easily inactivated 
by heat and soap.
19. For example, doctors in many parts of Iran 
have self-organised into groups that have been 
providing services to patients - from renting empty 
properties for those who cannot self-isolate in the 
north of the country; to city-wide exchange of 
information, data and experience between clinical 
staff in Tehran University-run hospitals; to setting 
up direct internet access to patients with symptoms 
in Shiraz, advising them clinically, and regularly 
following them up by trained nursing staff until 
they are either better or need admission. 
20. See Covid reports: youtube.com/watch?v=05-
jbrHRmrs.

1. Influenza: perhaps the first modern 
pandemic was the Spanish flu that 
followed World War I and killed 
up to 50 million people worldwide 
- more than the carnage of the war. 
It was caused by the H1N1 strain 
of influenza that exists in humans, 
swine and birds. Why that particular 
strain was virulent is not known, but 
its propagation was enhanced by the 
enormous population movements in 
the years after the end of the war, 
both within Europe and abroad, and 
globalised partly by the return of 
soldiers to their country of origin.5 
For example, in India it killed up 
to 12-15 million (about 5% of the 
population) and in Iran up to 22 % of 
the population died. The hunger and 
famines which followed the war were 
a co-factor in the high mortality.

Since then we have had a number 
of influenza pandemics caused by 
recombinant viruses from swine and 
avian influenza: H1N1 (2009 - duck, 
chicken and pig) that infected two 
billion people and the highly virulent 
H5N1 (bird flu), causing an epidemic 
in 2004, and other smaller global 
outbreaks in the following years.
2. HIV: this virus originated by 
the recombination of two monkey 
viruses and entered the human host 
some time in the early 20th century. 
However, it remained confined to 
small pockets in west Africa until 
the building of railways and roads 
and the growth of mining in central 
and southern Africa attracted migrant 
labour. As is well known, the virus is 
transmitted through unprotected sex, 
blood products and from mother to 
child. Hence sex and intravenous drug 
use are the main engines that made it 
a global pandemic, with nearly 75 
million infected persons and over 32 
million deaths by the end of 2019.6

3. Corona viruses: the best known 
member of this family is the virus 
causing the common cold. The first 
known pandemic by this family of 
viruses was Severe Adult Respiratory 
Syndrome (Sars) in 2003. Sars is 
another recombinant virus in the bat, 
which then entered humans via an 
intermediary mammal - probably in 
a wet market. In such markets wild 
and domestic animals are sold alive or 
are slaughtered in a confined space, 
with humans roaming around. It is a 
perfect laboratory for cross-species 
spread. Sars had a mortality of 10% 
and killed about 800 people before 
it was brought under control. Its 
relatively high mortality facilitated 
case-finding, quarantining and 
ultimately eradication.

One particular variety, the Middle 
East Respiratory Syndrome (Mers), 
first appeared in Saudi Arabia in 2009 
and rapidly spread in the Middle East 
and beyond. The immediate host 
animal was the camel and its high 
kill-rate (34%) meant that it was 
controlled after over 800 deaths.7

Covid-19 is far more deadly 
globally, because paradoxically it 
is far less deadly to humans, killing 
between 1% and 4% of infected 
persons (the true figure is probably 
nearer 1%). It is a successful virus, 
able to spread widely across the 
world, and is here to stay. Viruses 
closely related to Covid-19 had been 
already identified in bats before the 
current epidemic. This one moved 
from the bat, through an unidentified 
intermediary, to humans in early 
December 2019 and rapidly became 
global.

The occurrence of pandemics is 
something virologists and clinicians 
working in global health have long 
predicted. The particulars of our 
globalised world that facilitate the 
spread of such infections can be 
summarised as increased speed 
and volume of mobility, massive 
population movements, crowding 
together of ever larger numbers 
congregating in cities, increasing 
inequality particularly in access to 
healthcare, and the fragmentation of 

health delivery in many countries, 
brought about by neoliberal 
capitalism. I will discuss some of 
these.

Global mobility
All epidemics are fuelled by 
population movement. Among 
primates, humans are the most 
mobile. We have been in constant 
migration ever since we moved across 
from Africa about 150,000 years ago.

But this mobility has exponentially 
increased over the last century or so. 
Modern transport has not only shrunk 
our planet, but reduced the time it 
takes to move from place to place to 
an extraordinary degree, often within 
the same generation. My father, when 
aged six, took one week to travel from 
a city in central Iran to Tehran, during 
which one person travelling with him 
died of typhoid. But half a century 
later my father flew from Tehran to 
San Francisco in less than 24 hours. 
Across the world we now have over 
5,000 airports, 1.2 million kilometres 
of rail and over 30 million kilometres 
of road. Huge numbers travel vast 
distances for holiday, pilgrimage and 
work.

According to the International 
Labour Organisation, there were 164 
million migrant workers in December 
20188 - a rise of 9% over the 
preceding five years. These figures do 
not include internal migrations within 
states such as China, estimated as 288 
million9, and India (139 million)10. 
Most migrant workers live in crowded 
conditions, in single-sex hostels and 
separated from their family. Such 
environments were highly conducive 
to the early spread of the HIV 
epidemic in Africa11 and elsewhere. 
Refugees form another group of 
migrant populations and have also 
vastly increased over the last century.

The massive increase in migrant 
labour and refugees is one of the main 
engines of the global spread of such 
infections as HIV, hepatitis B and C, 
and others that can remain infectious 
in an individual for long periods. HIV 
provides the model for the spread of 
these chronic viruses. Its progress 
across the world was facilitated by 
worker migration, as construction 
workers or miners, who often lived 
in crowded dormitories and were 
serviced by a small group of sex 
workers. On returning back to their 
villages, they infected their partners. 
In other places (Southeast Asia and 
the countries of the former Soviet bloc 
and parts of USA) it was the massive 
spread of intravenous drug abuse 
that was, and is, the engine of HIV 
spread. In the remainder of the world 
the driver was unprotected sex - both 
between men and men, and men and 
women. One specific example of the 
relationship of travel and spread of a 
virus was the role long-distance truck 
drivers played in the spread of HIV in 
Africa and India. The infection rate 
was highest in villages on the main 
highways and dropped as you moved 
further away.12

For infections with shorter periods 
of infectivity we need to look at either 
very rapid population movements, as 
occur after wars (eg, Spanish flu) or 
those that follow the globalisation of 
production, both to work or as leisure, 
such as mass tourism, or religion 
(pilgrimage to holy shrines such as 
Mecca). Here the speed of transport 
plays a major role, as in the influenza 
epidemics - and, of course, the current 
pandemic of Covid-19.

Here we can see the 
interrelationship between production, 
industrialisation of sport and religion, 
poverty and the spread of infectious 
agents. What shanty towns, refugee 
camps, packed factory floors, worker 
dormitories, crowded markets, 
football matches, and gatherings in 
Mecca, St Peter’s Square, church, 
mosque and synagogue have in 
common are people in close proximity.

But another form of population 

density that is often forgotten is 
that of domestic animals crammed 
together in factory farms. According 
to estimates, we currently have one 
billion cattle, one billion pigs and 
20 billion chicken in our planet 
- equivalent to all domesticated 
animals over the last 10,000 years put 
together.13 Moreover, they have been 
progressively concentrated in even 
bigger farms. In 1967 there were one 
million pig farms in the USA, which 
shrank down to 100,000 in 2005.14 
Currently over half of all the meat 
being cultivated globally is in factory 
farms.

Such concentration of domestic 
animals facilitates the movement of 
viruses between the same species, 
but also brings larger numbers of 
animals in close contact with birds 
and bats, allowing cross-species 
transmission. Birds are the most 
mobile of all species, often travelling 
across continents, while bats have 
a higher repertoire of viruses than 
most other mammals. Our global 
capitalist production, with little 
attention paid to nature, is the ideal 
set-up for pandemics like the one we 
are currently experiencing. It is not 
surprising that virologists have been 
setting up a global network of sentinel 
sites, looking for early warning signs 
of the next epidemic. It is surprising, 
however, that, with all the warnings 
given by the scientific community 
over the last two or three decades, 
our world was so unprepared for the 
Covid-19 pandemic.

Health delivery
The issue of equitable health 
delivery has become a major issue 
for the left everywhere. The glaring 
unpreparedness of vast sections of 
the health delivery system across the 
world had been brutally highlighted 
by Covid-19. The tragedy of the 
US shines a macabre light on 
the interaction between poverty 
and health inequality, where the 
majority of the deaths are amongst 
African Americans and other ethnic 
minorities. Here the total failure 
of private, selective and absurdly 
expensive healthcare, coupled with a 
crippling defunding of public health 
measures under the aegis of the Centre 
for Disease Control, has resulted in 
the worse death rate of any country in 
the current pandemic.

Elsewhere years of neoliberal 
privatisation, fragmentation, 
outsourcing, defunding and simply 
closing down of government-run 
health facilities has greatly weakened 
the health sector’s ability to respond 
to the epidemics.

In the early 1980s International 
Monetary Fund-induced structural 
reforms left the African continent 
totally naked when faced with the rapid 
spread of HIV (see M Shahmanesh et 
al, ‘Aids and globalisation’15). In the 
UK, the persistent underfunding of the 
national health service, coupled with 
the outsourcing of laboratory, radiology 
and other services, plus large sections 
of health delivery, the privatisation of 
increasing sections of social care, and 
underfunding of bodies involved with 
public health, to name just a few, are 
to blame.16 The utter unpreparedness 
of the UK, as well as many European 
countries, to deal with Covid-19 was 
highlighted by the comparison with 
Germany and Norway. The tragedy 
of Iran can be summed up by the 
argument that the country is now a 
model for ‘herd immunity’, because 
little was done to prevent the spread 
until the epidemic had spread virtually 
all over the country.17

Control
Management of the current pandemic 
is at root no different from the way we 
ought to manage all other infectious 
agents. Having identified the mode 
of spread - in the case of Covid-19, 
droplets of saliva and contaminated 
surfaces, where the virus may persist 

for up to seven days18 - its vulnerability 
to soap and high temperatures, and 
the availability of a relatively reliable 
test to identify the virus, a rational 
holding operation should be based on 
the following:
 Mass testing, identifying infected 
individuals. Because an unknown but 
significant number of infected persons 
have no or minimal symptoms, 
the wider the testing net, the more 
infections are discoverable.
 Isolating infected individuals and 
tracing all the known contacts and 
isolating them.
 Mass lockdown of all those who 
are not immediately essential to run 
society to reduce further spread.
 Preparing in advance for the 
severely ill patients.

To pursue this policy two 
characteristics are essential:
 First, a unified command structure 
directing policy that speaks with 
one voice and provides accurate 
information to the public, as it 
becomes available. Here the unity of 
the message is the key.
 Second, a population that believes 
and trusts the message. Both are vital 
in order to achieve compliance.
 These policies have to be tailored 
and individualised to particular 
populations and this introduces a third 
characteristic: a detailed knowledge of 
the population, where you are trying 
to induce a change in behaviour.
 Within the global epidemic 
there are a number of micro-
epidemics, each with their own 
characteristics. These require 
community-led responses that allow 
adapting the multiple simultaneous 
measures needed (for example, 
social distancing, case-finding and 
contact-tracing, and using barriers 
such as masks) to suit the specific 
circumstances and contexts in which 
they are being applied. We are here 
talking of an urgent need for a 
fundamental democratising process. 
Already in many countries a number 
of people have spontaneously self-
organised along these lines.19

 Instead of pitting economy 
and health against each other, the 
economic response can be designed 
to support the public health response: 
eg, providing basic income for those 
who cannot work, social welfare to 
those who are cocooned or isolated, 
and even mobilising the huge youth 
bulge globally to deliver key services, 
while the elderly and vulnerable 
populations are socially distanced.
 Coordination between the unified 
central command and community 
response helps not just the preparation 
of health facilities, the availability 
of personal protective equipment, 
etc, but also the rapid adaptation of 
innovations, the mass production and 
delivery of affordable diagnostics, 

treatments and vaccines, once they are 
discovered and are widely available 
for use.
 Finally this is a global epidemic 
and requires a global solution. This 
includes sharing all information 
in vaccine and drug development. 
These go against the nature of 
capitalism, where intellectual 
property is money and cooperation 
is anathema. Indeed, the immediate 
response of governments across the 
world has been to withdraw into their 
frontiers, which many sealed well 
after the bird had flown. The WHO 
is the logical centre for coordinating 
the containment strategy, but is 
currently starved of funds.

The current wave of Covid-19 is 
almost certainly the first of many.20 
Until we have a reliable vaccine, 
we are in a holding operation, and a 
vaccine, if one is possible, is at least 
18 months hence. This virus is here to 
stay and the future is not going to be 
the same as the past l
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Lies, poverty and repression
Yassamine Mather looks at the blame-gaming and likely consequences of Covid-19

T he criminal incompetence of 
western leaders in failing to deal 
with the coronavirus pandemic 

has led to a situation where we do 
not hear much about the disastrous 
effects of the virus in the rest of the 
world - and in particular in the poorer, 
more vulnerable south. However, 
the victims of coronavirus are dying 
in their thousands and the measures 
taken so far by many ‘third world’ 
countries have failed to address the 
severity of the situation - in terms of 
both human lives and the economic 
and political consequences.

More than three decades of 
global neoliberal capitalism, 
imposed as one of the conditions for 
receiving International Monetary 
Fund and World Bank loans, have 
devastated the social infrastructure 
of these countries. There is no proper 
healthcare and, to make matters 
worse, subsidies have been removed. 
There is huge job insecurity - high 
rates of unemployment existed long 
before the pandemic, as a result of 
the ‘structural adjustment’ dictated by 
said international organisations. And, 
of course, all this has got far worse in 
the last few months.

The situation will deteriorate 

further, as the number of fatalities 
increases. Most of these states will 
be left with the stark choice of saving 
lives or saving the economy. The 
figures regarding deaths and numbers 
infected by coronavirus put out by 
various Middle East governments 
are not reliable - no-one at all 
believes them. Egypt, with its densely 
populated cities, has reported 135 
deaths and 1,794 infected patients, 
yet Saudi Arabia, with a much smaller 
population, admits to 3,651 confirmed 
cases and 47 deaths. According 
to some news agencies, including 
Al Jazeera, some 150 members of 
the Saudi royal family have been 
infected, forcing “King Salman and 
crown prince Mohammed bin Salman 
(MBS) to retreat into isolation to avoid 
the outbreak”.1 The health minister 
warned last week that the number of 
Covid-19 cases in the country could 
reach 200,000 in the coming weeks.

Iran
The declared figures of Iran’s Islamic 
Republic are 74,877 confirmed cases 
and 4,683 deaths, as of April 14. 
Of course, given the record of this 
regime, it is difficult to believe the 
government’s claims that the rate of 

infection peaked on March 30 and 
the number has since fallen. Iranian 
leaders have followed the UK and 
US pattern of first denying there was 
any cause for concern, then claiming 
‘herd immunity’ would do the trick. 
President Hassan Rouhani actually 
quoted UK government comments 
on this, but then a ‘voluntary 
lockdown’ was announced - ignored 
by the majority of the population, 
who decided that if it was a choice 
between hunger and disease, they 
would risk the disease. Finally, the 
government imposed a compulsory 
lockdown over the Iranian new year 
holiday in late March. But even this 
was lifted on April 11 - against the 
advice of the government’s own 
medical experts.

Since then Iran has moved into 
a new phase labelled ‘smart social 
distancing’. Of course, there is 
nothing ‘smart’ about this new 
policy, for the country’s economic 
survival - and therefore the regime’s 
political survival - are deemed more 
important than human lives. Iranians 
are still posed with the choice: ignore 
the lockdown and risk illness or to 
stay at home and die of hunger.

Throughout all this ayatollah 

Ali Khamenei has seemingly been 
attempting to win an award for the 
most stupid comment made by any 
leader on the subject - in his case 
defeating even Donald Trump. In 
late February, Iran’s supreme leader 
claimed that the threat of the virus 
was part of a ploy by the United 
States and other western powers to 
use a deadly outbreak to sabotage 
Iran’s parliamentary elections. In 
early March he said the virus was 
not a big deal, then on the occasion 
of the Persian New Year (March 23) 
he seemed to imply the virus was 
connected to invisible, supernatural 
creatures with unbelievably 
destructive powers: “We have jinn2 
and human enemies that help each 
other. The intelligence services of 
many countries work together against 
us”. Iranians have not failed to see 
similarities between Khamenei’s 
comments on the virus and those of 
his arch-enemy, Donald Trump.

Of course, far from ‘jinn’, it is his 
own regime’s neoliberal ‘structural 
adjustment policies’, combined 
with corruption and nepotism, that 
have created the current disastrous 
economic conditions, where hunger 
and deprivation are killing as many 

In late February, Iran’s 
supreme leader was 

claiming that the threat 
posed by Covid-19 was 

part of a ploy by the 
United States and other 

western powers to 
use a deadly outbreak 

to sabotage Iran’s 
parliamentary elections. 

Now he is blaming 
invisible, supernatural, 

spirits, the jinn
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people as coronavirus.
But, as I say, no-one believes any 

of it, including the official figures. 
After all, this is the country where we 
still do not know how many people 
died in the protests of November 
2019 or the mourning processions 
after general Qasem Soleimani 
was assassinated by a US drone in 
January. The government shows 
complete disdain for the lives of its 
own supporters - never mind the 
majority who make up the rest of the 
population.

Hard-line Islamists have tried to 
breach the lockdown with visits to 
shrines and some to make family 
visits. Although travel between cities 
was officially banned over the new 
year holiday starting on March 20, 
photos posted on social media clearly 
demonstrate that many Iranians were 
not adhering to social distancing 
rules. Travelling on overcrowded 
public transport - just like living in an 
overcrowded apartment -  has taken 
its toll.

Egypt
The story is similar in many other 
densely populated Middle Eastern 
countries. Egypt is, according to the 
government of Abdel Fattah el-Sisi, 
in the third stage of the outbreak 
(this is the period when the source 
of the infection is untraceable and 
therefore difficult to control). The 
government is advising a lockdown, 
yet, according to Al Monitor,

... many people still wander around 
in the streets without caring about 
the virus, preoccupied with more 
important matters. These people 
are the most affected by the crisis, 
but they do not have the luxury 
of staying at home. They are 
irregular workers - a segment of 
society that amounts to 12 million 
to 14 million people, according 
to figures given by the secretary 
general of the Egyptian Trade 
Union Federation, Mohamed 
Wahballah.3

Images on social media show social 
distancing is non-existent in Cairo, 
while in Giza the market is packed 
- as in Iran most people are more 
concerned about their livelihood.

And in Egypt - also just like Iran 
- government advice is not believed. 
Many think that the lockdown is part 
of a plot by the state to deprive them of 
their meagre income. But the regime 
is not imposing penalties or arresting 
anyone breaking the lockdown rules 
- they are keeping such repressive 
measures for later, when job losses, 
deaths and mass hunger will likely 
prompt mass protests.

The national TV claims that 
“Egypt is protected by god. No harm 
can befall us” - a message echoed 
by religious leaders. A preacher, 
speaking via social media, told his 
congregation: “Muslims shouldn’t 
fear coronavirus. They perform 
ablution five times a day, which 
makes it impossible for them to get 
infected.”

Across the Middle East, national 
TV stations are as bad as social media, 
when it comes to conspiracy theories. 
In Egypt one pro-Sisi presenter 
blamed the Muslim Brotherhood for 
the spread of the virus. However, 
the most common conspiracy theory 
is that corona was manufactured in 
a laboratory to weaken China as an 
economic rival to US. No-one seems 
to point out to the proponents of such 
nonsense that if it was US plot how 
can we explain its disastrous effects 
on western economies - in particular 
the United States.4

It is clear that there is no 
coordinated international effort to 
deal with the pandemic. The hegemon 
power is not concerned about the 
rest of the world. This is quite an 
unusual situation, in that, following 
previous major catastrophes (two 

world wars, the 2008 financial 
crisis …), there was a level of 
international coordination led by the 
United States. To add insult to injury, 
Trump has imposed a funding freeze 
on the World Health Organisation. 
However, the US is not alone in 
prioritising national self-interest, in 
the expectation that this period will 
be followed by unprecedented rivalry 
between the two major economic 
powers, the United States itself and 
China.

There is no sign of such 
coordination even within Europe. If 
Italy has to look to China for support, 
how likely is it that ‘third world’ 
countries will get any help from 
international organisations? Many 
are avoiding loans from the World 
Bank, because they know they will 
be paying high interest on them for 
at least the next decade. It is not as 
though these organisations are in the 
habit of cancelling such debts.

On the contrary, the US 
administration is not only putting 
‘America first’, but is now involved 
in high-sea piracy, when it comes 
to stealing protective masks - a sign 
of a truly barbaric era. There is no 
sign that the US will now relax its 
economic sanctions against Iran, 
which is unlikely to get a favourable 
answer to its request for loans - 
Trump, Israel and even the Iranian 
rightwing opposition are all dead set 
against any financial relief for the 
country.

According to Toby Matthiesen, 
writing in the magazine Foreign 
Affairs, the coronavirus is 
“exacerbating sectarian tensions 
in the Middle East”.5 In fact Iran’s 
Islamic Republic is blamed by most 
Arab countries for actually spreading 
the Covid-19 infection. It was, of 
course, the first country in the region 
to suffer large numbers of infected 
people as early as January. Chinese 
students who were studying in the 
religious city of Ghom, as well as 
Chinese workers, were claimed to 
be the source of infection and then 
most Arab countries reported their 
first cases amongst citizens returning 
from visits to Iran. It is also true that, 
despite the large number of deaths 
caused by the virus, Iran was late in 
taking measures against its spread. 
However, several Persian Gulf 
countries depend on their airlines 
for substantial income, with major 
airports like Doha and Dubai acting 
as international hubs. No doubt they 
have played a significant part in the 
spread of the virus. Yet, as Matthiesen 
points out, the Islamic republic’s 
Arab neighbours were quick to blame 
Shia Iran:

General Sheikh Rashid bin 
Abdullah al-Khalifa accused Iran 
of “biological aggression that 
is criminalised by international 
law” for covering up the outbreak 
and failing to stamp Bahraini 
travellers’ passports. On its 
official Twitter account, Saudi 
Arabia’s ministry of foreign affairs 
condemned Iran for “creating a 
health threat which endangers 
mankind”. And a newspaper in 
the United Arab Emirates claimed 
that all coronavirus cases in the 
region were linked to Iran - even 
though the UAE’s first Covid-19 
cases were Chinese tourists from 
Wuhan (and the cases which 
were the first to be reported in 
the Middle East were confirmed 
on January 29 - weeks before the 
outbreak in Qom became public).6

Economic
Inevitably the spread of the 
coronavirus, coinciding with a price 
war between Russia and Saudi 
Arabia, has led to a dramatic drop in 
the price of crude oil, which is now 
at its lowest level for 17 years. The 
Persian Gulf states have shut down 

large sections of their economies. 
According to the Financial Times, 
Saudi Arabia has suspended most 
domestic and international transport 
and closed most shops except for 
supermarkets and pharmacies. The 
United Arab Emirates has urged 
residents to stay at home and is 
halting passenger air travel, except 
for emergency evacuation flights. 
Kuwait has closed down schools 
until August and in early April the 
government announced its intention 
to repatriate about 17,000 Egyptian 
teachers, who had been working 
in the country’s education system. 
There are around 800,000 Egyptian 
workers in Kuwait out of a total 
number of immigrant workers of 3.5 
million. In Dubai the national airline, 
Emirates, one of country’s largest 
employers, has cut most of its flights 
and is asking its workers to take 
early holidays and unpaid leave. The 
crisis in these countries has direct 
consequences for many countries in 
the region, as income from migrant 
workers plays an important part in 
the economies of countries such as 
Jordan, Egypt and Pakistan.

According to the International 
Labour Organisation, there will be

a rise in global unemployment of 
between 5.3 million (the ‘low’ 
scenario) and 24.7 million (the 
‘high’ scenario) from a base level 
of 188 million in 2019. The middle’ 
scenario suggests an increase of 
13 million (7.4 million in high-
income countries). Though these 
estimates remain highly uncertain, 
all figures indicate a substantial 
rise in global unemployment.7

It is estimated that at least 20 million 
Americans, plus equivalent numbers 
of Europeans, working in the travel, 
hospitality and retail sectors are 
likely to lose their jobs. In such 
circumstances they are likely to make 
immigration and political asylum 
much more difficult to achieve than 
before. Fortress Europe’s previous 
restrictions on migration from ‘third 
world’ countries might soon be 
regarded as the good old days.

According to the World Bank, sub-
Saharan Africa will go into recession 
in 2020, contracting by between 2.1% 
and 5.1%, compared to a growth of 
2.4% last year. The disruption to 
trade will cost sub-Saharan Africa 
somewhere between $37 billion 
and $79 billion. According to Ken 
Rogoff, former chief economist at the 
IMF, we should “expect commodity-
price collapse and a collapse in 
global trade unlike anything we’ve 
seen since the 1930s.”8

In most ‘third world’ countries 
economic collapse will lead to 
huge tension and lead to increased 
authoritarianism. Dictatorial regimes 
will use the pandemic to suppress 
opposition and maintain power. Far 
from releasing prisoners - a justifiable 
global demand - they will incarcerate 
ever larger numbers of political 
opponents. In such circumstances, 
leftwing activists in Europe and North 
America should prioritise solidarity 
with workers and the poor in the 
south. Otherwise the current global 
divide will become far worse l
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Democracy is central
In the wake of Bernie Sanders’ withdrawal, Daniel Lazare responds to recent contributions

For half a decade - from May 
2015, when he launched his first 
presidential campaign, to just 

last week, when he folded his second 
- Bernie Sanders riveted the attention 
of what passes for an American left. 
Even Marxist sceptics watched in 
astonishment, as thousands of working 
people flocked to his rallies and 
millions of small campaign donations 
(average size: $18.50) flowed in. 
With social democracy on the ropes 
nearly everywhere else in the world, 
the United States seemed poised for a 
singular breakthrough.

But, now that he has formally 
withdrawn, the post-mortems are 
pouring in. On the positive side, it is 
clear that Sanders shook up American 
politics and showed that there is life 
beyond the neoliberalism of Hillary 
Clinton and Barack Obama.

But the list of shortcomings on the 
negative side is long - very long:
 He left nothing behind in the way of 
an organisational legacy - no party, no 
think tanks, no educational network, 
etc. As much as Sanders tried to deny 
that his campaign was a personal 
vehicle, that is just what it was, which 
is why nothing is left now that he has 
gone.
 After two failed attempts, the 
argument that the left can turn the 
Democratic Party into a vehicle for 
social democratic reform is deader 
than a doornail. It will be years, if ever, 
before another leftwing Democrat 
launches a similar bid.
 While demonstrating that socialism 
still has broad appeal, Sanders failed 
to distinguish it from the middle class 
‘progressivism’ of the Democratic 
Party’s liberal wing. Followers are 
thus left with the impression that it is 
nothing more than a 1930s-style New 
Deal - with a little more in the way 
of identity politics and environmental 
protection. Interestingly, Sanders did 
not mention the S-word once in his 
April 8 concession speech.
 Most importantly, he has endorsed 
former vice-president Joe Biden - 
one of the most odious politicians the 
Democratic establishment has ever 
produced. Where Trump has at least 
shown a degree of independence vis-
à-vis the intelligence agencies, his 
Bernie-approved opponent is a perfect 
CIA tool.

So Sanders’ bid to use America’s 
archaic constitutional machinery to 
create a New World version of Nordic 
social democracy has not only flopped: 
it has backfired by leaving the left in 
even worse shape than it was before. 
Celebrity radicals like Alexandria 
Ocasio-Cortez will find themselves 
more isolated now that their leader has 
thrown in the towel, while corporate 
pundits will once again crow that 
socialism is unAmerican. As social 
democrats watch from the sidelines, 
voters will troop to the polls to vote 
for either Biden or Trump - a choice 
between cyanide and arsenic if ever 
there was one.
Creegan v 
Demarty
How did things fall so low? And how do 
American socialists begin climbing out 
of the hole they have dug themselves 
into?

Perhaps the best way to answer this 
is by way of the recent exchange in these 
pages between Paul Demarty and Jim 
Creegan. The subject was Sanders and 
the nature of the upcoming American 
revolution; if nothing else, it shows how 
social democrats are not the only ones 
to have arrived at a dead end, but self-
described Marxists have as well.

Creegan started it on March 6 with an 
article acknowledging that, even though 
Biden had taken the lead in the wake of 
Sanders’ ‘Super Tuesday’ wipeout, his 
class-conscious troops had nonetheless 
developed “an ability to see through 
lesser-evilism” and a scepticism about 
Democratic politicians that led him 
to speculate about the possibility of a 
revolt when Democrats convene this 
summer to nominate Biden. If a walkout 
occurred, not only would it bust up the 
Democrats, but it would “present an 
opportunity for the formation of the 
closest thing to a Labor Party that the 
US has seen in recent history.”1

A Labor Party might thus arise out of 
the Democratic Party rather than strictly 
in opposition to it. A week later, Demarty 
agreed that “a mass movement” had 
opened up, but suggested that it was 
“bringing the class question to the fore” 
within the confines of the Democratic 
Party rather than breaking it in two. If 
the Democrats were to remain intact, he 
suggested, the next great upsurge would 
not necessarily be socialist in character, 
but a democratic revolution in the grand 
old American tradition. It would be a 
revolution

… that will irreversibly reshape 
the USA as a democratic, not an 
aristocratic, republic; that will build 
on the firm foundation of the political 
liberties enshrined in the Bill of 
Rights, and the fleeting egalitarian 
promise of the best of the country’s 
political history, to consign the twin 
evils of technocratic ‘moderation’ and 
Bonapartism to oblivion. We cannot 
overcome Donald Trump without 
also rejecting Alexander Hamilton.2

To which Creegan replied that 
democratic concerns would necessarily 
take a back seat: “The age of bourgeois-
democratic revolution is long gone,” he 
responded, and, while “legal-juridical 
questions” may play a part “in the broad 
political struggles, and revolutionary 
upheavals, of the future … such 
questions will be intertwined with, 
and secondary to, the major challenges 
of economic organisation and class 
power that crises in advanced capitalist 
countries have always pushed to the 
front in short order”.3

So either Bernie is paving the way 
for democratic revolution or he is setting 
the stage for a Democratic split that will 
usher in struggles that are primarily 

social. Needless to say, both Creegan’s 
and Demarty’s prognostications turned 
out to be wrong, since Sanders fizzled 
so prematurely.

Still, they are revealing. The problem 
with Demarty’s is obvious. It represents 
a return to the popular front of the 
1930s, when, amid growing Stalinist 
terror, the US Communist Party tried 
to paint itself as more Jeffersonian than 
the Jeffersonians. “A full and complete 
application of Jefferson’s principles,” 
wrote Earl Browder in the dark year 
of 1938, “…will lead naturally and 
inevitably to the full programme of 
the Communist Party, to the socialist 
reorganisation of the United States, to 
the common ownership and operation 
of our economy for the benefit of all”4 
- which is more or less what Demarty 
is saying today. Given Jefferson’s deep 
racism and conservatism, one dreads 
to imagine what this anti-Hamiltonian 
revolution would look like.

But Creegan’s point about 
democracy is misleading as well. Yes, 
the bourgeois-democratic revolution 
is behind us for the simple reason that 
the bourgeoisie has long ceased to be 
a progressive force. But democratic 
concerns are not. Rather than secondary, 
they loom larger than ever.

Creegan’s efforts to work his way 
through the problem are confusing:

One could … imagine a confrontation 
sparked by a court ruling or legal 
technicality employed by the ruling 
class to thwart an overwhelming 
popular mandate. But the essence 
of the struggle would be the content 
of the mandate itself - which would 
surely be of a social-economic nature - 
rather than the legalities surrounding it.

But how does one even begin to 
separate the two? Indeed, isn’t it the 
job of the revolutionary party to make 
connections by not only showing how 
a reactionary legal structure necessarily 
gives rise to reactionary policies? 
Creegan no doubt believes strongly 
in the struggle against racism and the 
like, even though, strictly speaking, 
they are democratic concerns. But how 
can one separate the struggle against 
racism from the struggle against a racist 
Senate that multiplies the power of lily-
white “rotten boroughs” like Wyoming, 
Montana and the Dakotas? Or against 
an electoral college that does the same?

Moreover, how can workers 

struggle against such inequities without 
struggling against the constitution 
in which they are embedded? This 
means not only the document itself, 
but the legal norms and political logic 
it imposes. In a Gramscian sense, this 
logic has worked its way deep into the 
typical American’s very soul. So how 
is it possible to combat racism without 
purging the constitutional assumptions 
that entrench it?

Pipedream
Which brings us back to why Sanders 
failed. To his credit, his appeal was not 
patriotic. Rather than a country retreating 
ever more deeply into its own political 
traditions, he wanted an America that 
would do the opposite: ie, struggle to 
be more like other countries that take 
socialised medicine for granted. Even 
though would he never come right out 
and say it, he clearly wanted America 
to be less American and more like the 
Danes, British, Finns, etc.

But he wanted to have his cake 
and eat it too by ignoring the political 
structures that drag America back. 
As someone who was once close to 
James Cannon’s old Socialist Workers 
Party - not to be confused with Tony 
Cliff’s SWP in the UK - he must have 
understood on some level that social 
transformation is impossible without 
sweeping political change. But as a 
left-talking bourgeois politician making 
his way up the greasy pole, he did his 
best to push such ideas aside. As a 
senator from Vermont, he never said a 
word about an upper chamber based on 
equal state representation that confers 
disproportionate benefits on his home 
state, even though it is the second least 
populous in the country. So loyal was he 
to his institutional home of the last 13 
or 14 years that he even supported the 
Senate filibuster rule - an extreme form 
of minority rule that allows 41 senators 
representing as little as 11% of the 
population to veto any measure sought 
by the remaining 89%.5

This is an example of how 
thoroughly he has absorbed America’s 
pre-modern constitutional logic. Even 
though the Senate is an anti-democratic 
atrocity, he thought he could use 
it to nationalise a $3.65-trillion-a-
year healthcare industry - which, if 
successful, would have represented one 
of the most radical social democratic 
advances in US history. Even though the 
House is corrupt and gerrymandered, 

he thought he could use it in that way 
too. The same goes for the Democratic 
Party, which has been dominated by 
neoconservatives ever since Bill and 
Hillary Clinton took control in the 
1980s. Somehow, Sanders thought he 
could ignore such unpleasant facts and 
proceed on his merry way.

It was a pipedream from beginning 
to end, which is why the only surprise 
is how quickly the bubble burst, once 
Barack Obama signalled to Pete 
Buttigieg and Amy Klobuchar that it 
was time to pull out of the Democratic 
race and endorse Biden.

But that was not the only pipedream. 
It is equally deluded to imagine that 
America is poised for a rebirth along 
the lines of 1776 and 1861, since it is 
no longer a modest little republic, but a 
global empire, whose crisis will engulf 
the world. The same goes for Creegan’s 
assurances that “parliamentary forms 
are too great a source of legitimacy for 
the existing order to be abolished” and 
that “[i]t is therefore highly unlikely 
… that even newly arisen authoritarian 
figures - Viktor Orbán, Andrzej Duda, 
Trump - will conduct a frontal assault 
on electoral democracy”.

This is misleading, since - especially 
in the US - such forms are so hollowed 
out after decades of corruption and 
economic polarisation that there is no 
need to confront them head on: they are 
so decrepit that such figures have no 
trouble bending them to their will.

This is doubly true in the wake of 
Covid-19. A recent example occurred in 
Wisconsin, where, thanks to the miracle 
of gerrymandering, Republicans have 
managed to retain control of 64% of 
the state assembly despite winning just 
47% of the vote. As the liberal New 
York Times columnist, Paul Krugman, 
recently pointed out, they were able 
to use such advantages to ram through 
a special election on April 7, even 
though in big cities like Milwaukee 
polling places would be closed due to 
the pandemic. But that was the point: 
to discourage participation by poor 
people and non-whites in order to 
deepen their own minority rule. With 
Trump declaring that “you’d never 
have a Republican elected in this 
country again” if early voting or mail-
in ballots are expanded in response to 
the pandemic, we can expect more 
such dirty tricks in November - perhaps 
enough to throw the entire election.

If Trump steals a second election, 
he will have a free hand to do whatever 
he wants amid the worst economic 
depression in US history. Instead of 
a constitutional democracy, America 
will wind up as a constitutional 
dictatorship - which is to say, a society 
in which ancient constitutional norms 
are used to reinforce a lurch toward 
authoritarianism. One-man rule will 
arrive without a single Brownshirt in 
the street. Yet the constitution will be 
more sacred than ever.

The fact that Sanders failed 
miserably in his attempt to do an end-
run around the constitutional question 
suggests that there is nothing the 
least bit secondary about the issue 
of a grossly undemocratic political 
structure l

Notes
1. J Creegan, ‘Primary contradictions’ Weekly 
Worker March 3 2020.
2. P Demarty, ‘Lessons being learned’ Weekly 
Worker March 12 2020.
3. J Creegan, ‘Overdrawn lessons’ Weekly Worker 
March 26 2020.
4. Quoted in WZ Foster History of the Communist 
Party of the United States New York 1952, chapter 
23: williamzfoster.blogspot.com/2013/01/chapter-
twenty-three-roosevelt-and-wall.html.
5. D Lazare, ‘Abolish the filibuster’ Weekly Worker 
September 26 2019.

Bernie Sanders: are his millions of supporters now social dust, scattered to the four winds?
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What we 
fight for
n Without organisation the 
working class is nothing; with 
the highest form of organisation 
it is everything.
n  There exists no real Communist 
Party today. There are many 
so-called ‘parties’ on the left. In 
reality they are confessional sects. 
Members who disagree with the 
prescribed ‘line’ are expected to 
gag themselves in public. Either 
that or face expulsion.
n Communists operate according 
to the principles of democratic 
centralism. Through ongoing debate 
we seek to achieve unity in action 
and a common world outlook. As 
long as they support agreed actions, 
members should have the right to 
speak openly and form temporary 
or permanent factions.
n Communists oppose all impe-
rialist wars and occupations but 
constantly strive to bring to the fore 
the fundamental question–ending war 
is bound up with ending capitalism.
n Communists are internationalists. 
Everywhere we strive for the closest 
unity and agreement of working class 
and progressive parties of all countries. 
We oppose every manifestation 
of national sectionalism. It is an 
internationalist duty to uphold the 
principle, ‘One state, one party’.
n The working class must be 
organised globally. Without a global 
Communist Party, a Communist 
International, the struggle against 
capital is weakened and lacks 
coordination.
n Communists have no interest 
apart from the working class 
as a whole. They differ only in 
recognising the importance of 
Marxism as a guide to practice. 
That theory is no dogma, but 
must be constantly added to and 
enriched.
n Capitalism in its ceaseless 
search for profit puts the future 
of humanity at risk. Capitalism is 
synonymous with war, pollution, 
exploitation and crisis. As a global 
system capitalism can only be 
superseded globally.
n The capitalist class will never 
willingly allow their wealth and 
power to be taken away by a 
parliamentary vote.
n We will use the most militant 
methods objective circumstances 
allow to achieve a federal republic 
of England, Scotland and Wales, 
a united, federal Ireland and a 
United States of Europe.
n Communists favour industrial 
unions. Bureaucracy and class 
compromise must be fought and 
the trade unions transformed into 
schools for communism.
n Communists are champions of 
the oppressed. Women’s oppression, 
combating racism and chauvinism, 
and the struggle for peace and 
ecological sustainability are just 
as much working class questions 
as pay, trade union rights and 
demands for high-quality health, 
housing and education.
n Socialism represents victory 
in the battle for democracy. It is 
the rule of the working class. 
Socialism is either democratic or, 
as with Stalin’s Soviet Union, it 
turns into its opposite.
n Socialism is the first stage 
of the worldwide transition to 
communism–a system which 
knows neither wars, exploitation, 
money, classes, states nor nations. 
Communism is general freedom 
and the real beginning of human 
history.
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Secretary’s report
The present negotiations for communist 
unity have been proceeding for some 
14 months. After several attempts 
to discover a common platform 
between the various national socialist 
organisations, the movement to unity 
took a new direction - in an endeavour 
to unite in one body all the revolutionary 
leftwing groups that had communism 
for their objective and adhered to the 
Third International.

It was conveyed to these various 
groups and organisations by the central 
executive committee of the Third 
International at Moscow that it was 
the duty of all sincere communists 
to work for unity, and that, whilst 
differences and difficulties undoubtedly 
existed, the differences and difficulties 
must be overcome and not permitted 
to constitute an obstacle to unity in 
view of the need for consolidating the 
revolutionary communist forces all over 
the world. A meeting was accordingly 
arranged in London in June 1919, at 
which members of the BSP, the SLP1, 
the WSF2 and South Wales Socialist 
Society attended with the hope of 
ascertaining what the possibilities for 
unity actually were.

The discussion showed that there 
was little, if any, disagreement, so far as 
concerned fundamental principles and 
the general bases upon which the four 
organisations could unite. The main 
difficulty arose on the question of tactics, 
particularly in regard to the relations of 
the proposed new party to the Labour 
Party and the existing industrial and 
political organisations of the working 
class. The BSP representatives referred 
to the referendum of that organisation 
taken the previous year, and to the vote 
of its last annual conference, when the 
policy of working through the political 
labour movement was reaffirmed by 
overwhelming majorities. And they 
stated that they felt that the bulk of 
the BSP membership would make 
it conditional upon any steps in the 
direction of unity that the bases of 
amalgamation should include the 
affiliation of the new organisation to the 
Labour Party.

Against that the members of the SLP 
- and to a less extent the representatives 
of the WSF and the SWSS - urged that, 
however much they, as individuals, 
might be prepared to make that 
concession in order to achieve unity, 
it would be quite useless for them 
to approach their members with any 
proposal for unity that made affiliation 
to the Labour Party one of the bases of 
amalgamation. Subsequently, a further 
proposal was made as suggesting a 

middle course to which all might agree. 
That proposal was that the membership 
of the various bodies should be 
consulted as to their willingness to 
merge their respective organisations 
in one Communist Party, and that the 
question of the relations of the new 
party with the Labour Party should be 
settled by the membership of the new 
party when it was formed ...

This proposal was in due course 
submitted to and adopted by the 
executives of the BSP, the WSF and 
the South Wales Socialist Society. 
After some delay, it appeared that the 
executive of the SLP had not accepted 
the report of their members at the 
Unity Conference and, whilst they 
could hardly refuse to consult their 
membership on a proposal for unity 
that had assumed such concrete shape, 
nevertheless their referendum was 
to be taken in such a fashion as was 
calculated to render its decision null and 
void, so far as any definite step towards 
unity was concerned ....

Meanwhile, a struggle was 
proceeding inside the SLP itself between 
its conservative, doctrinaire executive 
and those elements that were genuinely 
desirous of a united Communist Party. 
These elements summoned a special 
conference of their own sympathisers 
within the SLP, which was held at 
Nottingham at Easter, and from that 
conference issued a manifesto in favour 
of unity, and explaining and defending 
the attitude of the SLP members at the 
original Unity Conference.

This served to rally those in the SLP 
who were in favour of a Communist 
Party, and to save themselves the 
executive of the SLP expelled the 
signatories from the party’s ranks. 
Those expelled from the SLP thereupon 
constituted themselves a Communist 
Unity Group and applied for and were 
admitted to separate representation at 
the unity negotiations.

From that moment the SLP ceased 
officially to figure in the negotiations, 
and its place was taken by the CUG. 
Incidentally, this group attached to itself 
every member of the SLP of standing 
and repute, and all the known active 
speakers and workers joined with them, 
so that they now stand as a group much 
stronger than the SLP ever stood both in 
morale and numbers.

This change allowed the deliberations 
to proceed a step further, but shortly a 
fresh obstacle had to be encountered. 
Although the discussions on the Unity 
Conferences showed that the tactical 
difficulties in the way of unity were still 
not altogether surmounted, they also 
demonstrated that, while each side was 
not prepared to accept fully the position 

of the other, nevertheless each - that is, 
so far as the BSP and the CUG were 
concerned - was determined to hold fast 
to the negotiations in the hope of some 
way out presenting itself. The attitude 
assumed by the WSF, however, became 
more and more lukewarm and, later, 
distinctly hostile, and their contributions 
to the discussions revealed them as being 
more desirous of creating additional 
obstacles and propounding fresh 
problems than of devising ways and 
means of overcoming difficulties. With 
them, anti-parliamentarianism - which, 
in the initial stages of the discussion, they 
stated they considered to be of altogether 
secondary importance to the need for 
unity - suddenly became a fetish, and 
was used continually to hamper the 
making of any real progress towards 
establishing the Communist Party.

Nevertheless, the discussions were 
continued, in spite of the WSF rather 
than by their aid, and eventually, a stage 
was reached when the long-waited 
solution appeared to present itself. It was 
decided that, in view of the failure of 
the delegates to agree upon the question 
of Labour Party affiliation, the whole 
matter of tactics should be submitted to 
a special convention of the rank and file, 
to be arranged by the Unity Conference. 
This proposal was unanimously agreed 
to by all the sections, and the conference 
resolved itself into a Joint Provisional 
Committee for carrying the agreement 
into effect.

It was felt, however, that for the 
rank-and-file conventions to be of any 
value at all, some understanding should 
be arrived at as to its relation to the 
projected Communist Party. Obviously, 
if such a convention were held, and 
no stipulation made in connection 
with the Communist Party, there was 
a great danger that the various sides 
to the negotiations might simply use 
the convention to find the volume 
and extent of their own support and 
influence, that those whose views on 
the various questions of tactics were 
not endorsed by the convention might 
break away and that the outcome would 
mean several communist parties instead 
of one.

Such an outcome, as will readily be 
appreciated, would have been anything 
but unity, and would certainly not have 
justified the 12 months’ deliberation on 
the matter. It was, therefore, resolved that 
the national convention should proclaim 
by resolution the formation of the 
Communist Party - which resolution, if 
accepted, would transform the remainder 
of the convention into a conference 
of the Communist Party, deciding 
its tactical policy and instructing its 
officials accordingly, the minority in 

each being expected to abide by that 
decision. The bodies participating in 
summoning the national convention 
were to be regarded as pledged to merge 
themselves in the new Communist Party, 
and representation to the convention was 
to be held to imply that those branches, 
groups and societies sending delegates 
would be bound by the decisions of the 
convention and would become branches 
of the Communist Party. To prevent any 
ambiguity on this point the invitation 
circular was to make it clear that this 
course was to be followed, and only 
those bodies prepared to agree to it were 
to be urged to send delegates (at this 
stage the South Wales Socialist Society 
had come defunct; its place on the JPC 
was subsequently taken by the South 
Wales Communist Council - a much 
stronger and more influential body).

To this the WSF delegates took 
exception: they presently broke 
away entirely from the Provisional 
Committee, and at a tiny and 
uninfluential gathering of their 
supporters, held on June 19 - ostensibly 
summoned to discuss their views on 
the convention proposals - decided 
to change their name from Workers’ 
Socialist Federation to the Communist 
Party. This may have been considered 
good tactics from their point of view, 
in that it may serve to give them 
temporarily a new lease of life. But 
that such disruptive action deserves the 
severest condemnation of all genuine 
communists is seen from the message 
received from comrade Lenin by the 
JPC and from the declarations presented 
by the general executive committee to 
the congress of the Third International 
just assembled at Moscow.

The JPC has, therefore, proceeded 
with its work along the lines agreed 
upon, and it is to give effect to that 
agreement that this convention has 
been called. It is the conviction 
of the JPC that a great deal of the 
difficulty that has had to be met and 
contended against will disappear of 
itself, once the real Communist Party 
stands as an established fact. The 
pursuit of its policy and the defence 
of its programme will create such an 
atmosphere as is calculated to develop 
the revolutionary fervour that is latent 
within our movement, and sweep 
aside the distrust, suspicion and tardy 
indecision that has marked it hitherto.

On the motion of Fred Shaw (BSP, 
East Bradford), seconded by F Barber 
(BSP, Southwark), the report was 
unanimously adopted l

Inkpin speaks
T he first Congress of the 

Communist Party of Great 
Britain - held over the 

weekend of July 31-August 1 
1920 - represented the fusion 
of Britain’s main revolutionary 
forces. However, even at this 
late stage important groups and 
currents still stood outside the 
process and refused to attend the 
unity convention. The report on 
the unity negotiations was given by 
comrade Albert Inkpin - previously 
secretary of the British Socialist 
Party and now holding the same 
post on the Joint Provisional 
Committee of the CPGB.1

As illustrated by the official 
account of the report - submitted 
on behalf of the JPC - negotiations 
with the intransigent opponents 
of unity were not just incomplete: 
they had dragged on interminably 
and were often unnecessarily 
tortuous. Yet the blunt fact was 

that the differences had nothing 
to do with matters of principle. 
All participants in the unity 
negotiations were as one on the 
basic political requirements that 
Comintern had stipulated for 
adherence to the International: for 

the revolutionary overthrow of the 
old order; for a system of soviets/
workers’ councils, as opposed to 
parliament; and for the need for a 
dictatorship of the proletariat.

These were the core principles 
that the Third (Communist) 

International insisted on and to 
which all British participants in 
the frustrating discussions had 
professed loyalty.

Thus, it must have been with 
a profound sense of relief that 
comrade Inkpin took to his feet 
to announce to his assembled 
comrades - with the authority of 
a polemical intervention of Lenin 
himself - that the way was clear 
“to create such an atmosphere 
as is calculated to develop the 
revolutionary fervour that is 
latent within our movement, 
and sweep aside the distrust, 
suspicion and tardy indecision 
that have marked it hitherto”.

The moment had come l
William Sarsfield

Notes
1. Inkpin led the CPGB for the next nine years. 
He subsequently became secretary of the Russia 
Today Society until his death in 1944.

Notes
1. The Socialist Labour Party.
2. The Workers’ Socialist Federation.

Albert and Julia Inkpin: both delegates
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Defend Steve Hedley
RMT should immediately rescind the suspension of its assistant general secretary, argues Paul Demarty

It started, as so many storms do in the 
teacups of today, with a Facebook 
post.
“I don’t want to offend you, but 

if Bojo pops his clogs I’m throwing a 
party,” wrote one Steve Hedley, after the 
prime minister was moved to hospital 
last week. “I hope the whole cabinet and 
higher echelons of the Tory Party have 
been touching various bits of him.”

Hedley’s wishes attained notoriety 
thanks to his station in life. He is the 
senior assistant general secretary of the 
Rail, Maritime and Transport union, 
having been a militant and official in 
London for many years. He is on the 
left of the RMT, which is itself on the 
left of the trade union movement, and 
has floated around on the fringes of 
the far left for decades, though he is a 
controversial figure.

He is, thus, a very enticing target 
for the rightwing press - an unashamed 
red, and a leading member of one of 
the most hated battalions of the labour 
movement. It is no surprise, then, that 
the right worked up a lather about 
this ‘disgraceful’ post. Eventually, the 
campaign worked: the RMT executive 
suspended him, pending a “formal 
investigation”.

How serious this “investigation” will 
be remains to be seen. It may merely 
be a device to keep Steve out of view 
until such time as he is reprimanded, 
pinkie-promises not to do it again, and 
returns to his post; or it may be that the 
union executive wants rid of him. We 
shall see. Either way, the suspension 
is a bad move, and should be dropped 
immediately.

This is not the first time such 
statements have caused waves of 
confected outrage, of course. When 
Margaret Thatcher died in 2013, the 
official mourning was interrupted 
by joy in some quarters. Her funeral 
cortège was picketed by people singing 
“Ding, dong, the witch is dead”. The 
Socialist Workers Party managed to 
distract the press from its rape scandal 
for a few minutes by running the front-
page headline, “Rejoice!” Its members 
set about organising parties to celebrate 
her passing in working class towns - one 
such event on Tyneside was reported 
in shocked tones in the Newcastle 
Chronicle, but space was found to quote 
a couple of local union activists:

RMT regional organisers Micky 
Thompson and Craig Johnston said, 
while they might not be there, they 
backed the party’s sentiment. 

“I do not normally speak ill of 
the dead. However, in this instance, 
I am more than happy to do so,” 
said Micky. Margaret Thatcher and 
her Tory policies created a path 
which destroyed towns, villages and 
communities across the heartland 
of the north, which in turn created 
mass unemployment and social 
deprivation. Whilst Thatcher boasted 
of a legacy of financial security for 
those in the City of London, she laid 
waste to our region.” Craig said he 
could not hide the fact he “despised” 
Thatcher.1

So far as we are aware, no censure was 
passed against comrades Micky and 
Craig for such scandalous statements 
(the former, at least, is still a regional 
organiser for the RMT in the north 
east). Nor was Glenda Jackson 
suspended from parliament when, 
during a Commons session dedicated 
to Thatcher’s blessed memory, she used 
her time to deliver a scathing verdict on 
the deceased’s legacy.2 This in spite of 
denunciations from the rightwing press 
and demands for the heads of those who 
dared to celebrate the death of their 
dearest hero.

Wartime unity
Why should things be different for 
Hedley? Merely because we are 
currently in a state of social crisis over 
the Covid-19 pandemic. The political 
strategy adopted, in this country as 
many others, is ‘wartime unity’. His 
daring to breach the official ‘unity’ now 
is thus more like looking forward to 
Thatcher’s death during the Falklands 
war, rather than celebrating it in 2013. 
It is probably this ‘national unity’ 
offensive that has convinced the RMT 
executive that it cannot avoid censuring 
Hedley.

The problem with that is that, 
even accepting ‘wartime unity’ as 
a framework for dealing with the 
pandemic, supporting the government 
does not follow from that at all. The 
model for this sort of ideological 

offensive is, of course, the experience of 
1939-45 - which, we should remember, 
more or less commenced with the prime 
minister being hurled out on his ear 
after the disasters of appeasement and 
military difficulties in the war’s opening 
stages. Neville Chamberlain was openly 
talked about by some as little better than 
a traitor - treachery being something, 
in those days, for which one could still 
be hanged. So grateful were the British 
to Chamberlain’s successor, Winston 
Churchill, that he too was tossed out 
mere months after victory was achieved 
in Europe (Japan surrendered in 
September).

Other examples could be mentioned 
(Abraham Lincoln was in danger of 
losing the 1864 election until the fall of 
Atlanta, barely a month before polling 
began; Copperhead propaganda against 
him makes comrade Hedley’s post look 
positively tame). Even when the masses 
can be won to a platform of patriotic 
unity, it is a fragile thing, and the first 
people to suffer the turn in sentiment 
are - with clockwork regularity - the 
government. The things said about 
them are rarely pleasant; indeed, the 
flipside to demanding national unity is 
the pressure to actually deliver a ‘good’ 
war. If something is important enough 
to demand absolute national unity, it 
is surely too important to be flunked 
by administrative incompetence and 
political treachery.

So let us remember - for the 

thousandth time - the performance of 
our own government. It continues a long 
period of Tory government, during which 
healthcare and social services have been 
hollowed out (many of the leading 
figures today having been ministers 
during those earlier terms). It was slow 
to act when the Wuhan outbreak became 
public knowledge. It deferred to a cabal 
of self-congratulating behavioural 
economists, instead of epidemiologists, 
in the early stages of the pandemic, 
before hurriedly changing course when it 
became clear that these advisors did not 
know what they were talking about.

Since then, promises to ramp up testing 
have repeatedly failed to materialise, 
with excuse after excuse as to why what 
is happening in Germany and the Far 
East is somehow unachievable in Britain. 
Meanwhile, doctors and nurses strap 
bin-bags around their faces to protect 
themselves. More protective equipment 
is promised, and never appears. Johnson 
and his cronies somehow managed to 
negotiate themselves out of a collective 
buying effort on the part of the European 
Union, clearly now due to incompetence. 
Unable to buy ventilators on the 
market, Johnson instead prevails upon 
James Dyson to invent them from first 
principles. The result is the increasing 
likelihood that the UK will suffer a death 
toll in excess of the southern European 
countries that have so far been hit hardest 
this side of the Atlantic.

To answer for this, we get little 
more than non-apologies like Priti 
Patel’s dismal performance at a press 
conference on April 11: “I’m sorry 
if people feel that there have been 
failings,” the home secretary told us. “I 
will be very, very clear about that.” She 
is very, very clear, in other words, that 
government incompetence is an illusion; 
or perhaps she is sorry that anyone was 
naive enough to trust this ship of fools to 
sail anywhere other than into a tropical 
storm-wall.

It is this sort of thing that led my 
comrade, Jack Conrad, to suggest that 
Johnson “deserve[s] to go on trial. 
Though we programmatically oppose 
capital punishment as a matter of 
principle, perhaps an exception should 
be made in such a case. I, personally, 
would advocate a firing squad.”3 I am 
a little more soft-hearted, and would 
rather go for a long prison sentence; 
but the proposition that Johnson and 
his confrères are guilty of criminal 
complacency is surely unanswerable 
morally. If we are to talk about the 
pandemic as if it were a war, then surely 

Johnson is guilty of far worse treachery 
than Chamberlain. It is a sad state of 
affairs when killing one person while 
drunk in charge of a car can get you 14 
years, but killing many thousands by 
political negligence will get you nothing 
worse than a seat in the Lords when your 
time in front-line politics reaches its 
natural terminus.

None of this, of course, is to make 
a point of principle out of celebrating 
the deaths of enemies. We criticised the 
triumphalism of the SWP’s Thatcher 
front page for confusing the jubilant 
scenes among her political opponents 
with a political victory, when the truth 
was that the victory was hers - dying 
of natural causes at a ripe old age was, 
as it were, her final insult to the British 
working class.

Hedley’s post does not even go that 
far. He does not confuse Johnson’s poor 
fortune with political success; he merely 
permits himself a cruel chuckle. It is 
basically a joke in poor taste - and bad 
taste is a perfectly legitimate subgenre 
of comedy. ‘Worse’ gags are cracked 
in pubs up and down the country every 
day (or they were until recently), and 
nobody loses their jobs over them. (We 
would respectfully submit that Johnson’s 
‘Operation Last Gasp’ quip was more 
tasteless, yet he still governs unmolested 
... )

The worst joke of all, however, is 
the idea that at this time of global crisis 
nobody ought to express outrage and 
hatred at a government which has acted 
with such catastrophic irresponsibility 
and, in doing so, is presently engaged in 
robbing us of our friends - and our lovers, 
and our parents and our grandparents. 
For the RMT - a union with a well-
earned reputation for militancy and a 
strong left outlook - this is a disastrous 
error; its militants, at least those with 
half an ounce of sense, ought to let Mick 
Cash know that there is no honour in 
being washed away by the crocodile 
tears of the yellow press.

For our part, we are glad Boris 
Johnson seems to have survived his 
brush with mortality - so he may yet 
answer for the monstrous failures that 
look set to kill tens of thousands l

paul.demarty@weeklyworker.co.uk

A victim of 
the ‘We’re all 
in it together’ 

myth

Under ‘formal investigation’
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