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Solidarity?
As Labour Party members face the 
prospect of life under Keir Starmer’s 
promised vamping up of the witch-hunt 
against socialists, I recall Bertolt Brecht’s 
good advice to the working class in one 
of his wonderful songs: “Forward, and 
remember, what our strength always 
was and shall be: in famine, or in plenty 
- it’s solidarity.” Individually, we can be 
beaten. Organised (around the Marxist 
programme to supersede capitalism), our 
class is “unvanquishable” (Shelley).

Brecht reminded us, in the same 
Solidarity song, that the class struggle 
is not merely national, but worldwide. 
Our collective strength is needed not 
only for defence when under attack, nor 
merely for partial, short-term gains, but 
for a permanent global solution to all our 
troubles, from coronavirus to climate 
catastrophe.

It was in this spirit that Labour 
Against the Witchhunt (LAW) - with 
my support as a steering committee 
member and LAW secretary - launched 
its online petition (“Solidarity with 
Diane Abbott and Bell Ribeiro-Addy 
- and all those unjustly expelled!”) in 
defence of the two Corbynite MPs, who 
had come under attack from the Zionist 
right for associating, in a Don’t Leave, 
Organise online meeting, with expelled 
Labour members Jackie Walker and 
Tony Greenstein (neither of whom were 
expelled for anti-Semitism, as was yet 
again falsely asserted by the media). 
However, the two ‘left’ MPs have not 
reciprocated our solidarity. ‘An injury 
to one is an injury to all’ is not for them. 
After being dutifully “reprimanded” by 
Keir Starmer for “sharing a platform” 
with the expelled - literally guilt by 
association, as instructed by the Tory-
led, Zionist-led Board of Deputies - they 
have ignominiously promised not to do 
it again, thereby, in effect, playing their 
part in the witch-hunt.

If we follow their lead, we must all 
now exercise self-censorship. Those 
expelled or even merely suspended 
from the party should now self-isolate, 
not just to avoid coronavirus, but to 
avoid embarrassing ‘comrades’ who 
are supposedly biting their tongue, 
keeping their ‘solidarity’ powder dry, in 
the interests of ‘party unity’. Those not 
yet falsely accused should zealously 
collaborate, should carefully check the 
attendance lists of Zoom meetings, 
meticulously exclude not only the 
expelled and suspended, but anyone 
even suspected of associating with them 
- the contaminated. Such is the logic of a 
witch-hunt.

With hindsight, and having been 
rebuked by my Labour Party Marxists 
comrades, I realise that offering 
solidarity to the two capitulators was 
wrong - and I apologise to our supporters 
for misleading them. Solidarity to the 
victims of the witch-hunt, to “all those 
unjustly expelled” - yes - and especially 
to those who stand up to the witch-
hunt, who refuse to be silenced. But 
it was a mistake to extend solidarity to 
the two Corbynite MPs after they had 
capitulated, had instantly climbed down 
in the face of threats and pressure and, 
however reluctantly, joined the other side 
of the struggle. Their behaviour should 
be no surprise to us, as they have long 
since been party to Corbyn’s disastrous 
losing strategy of appeasement of the 
right, of letting falsely accused socialists 
go undefended all the way to expulsion.

We should have known better. 
Last month’s leaked report on anti-
Semitism in the party not only reveals 
the dishonesty of Labour’s rightwing 
leaders and bureaucrats in pursuing false 
charges against leftwingers with the aim 
of ousting Corbyn: it also shows the 
guilt of Corbyn and Jennie Formby’s 

team of ‘left’ officials. With ‘friends’ like 
these …

At a LAW steering committee 
meeting on May 13, I moved a motion 
to correct LAW’s position, but it was 
defeated by a majority of two to three. 
I intend to put the matter before LAW’s 
forthcoming conference, which the 
SC has decided to convene online in 
early July (details to be announced). 
The rejected motion, entitled ‘Limits of 
solidarity”, reads as follows:

“Labour Against the Witchhunt 
reaffirms its commitment to defend 
those comrades who have been unjustly 
expelled from the Labour Party, such as 
Jackie Walker and Tony Greenstein. We 
will continue to oppose any renewed 
witch-hunt that will be carried out by the 
new party leadership.

“In this light we condemn the recent 
statement of Diane Abbott and Bell 
Ribeiro-Addy, in which they pledge not 
to share a platform with anyone expelled 
or suspended from the party. By giving 
this assurance of ‘good behaviour’ in 
the future, these MPs have joined not 
only in the attack on the left, but also in 
preparing the way for further assaults 
on party democracy and freedom of 
expression within our party. There can 
be no solidarity with people who have in 
effect crossed the line into the camp of 
the witch-hunt.”

Both Starmer and deputy leader 
Angela Rayner have signed up to the 
BoD’s ‘10 commandments’, and Starmer 
has promised a ruthless purge. We should 
expect many more innocent ‘witches’ to 
be rooted out. If LAW is to campaign 
effectively against the witch-hunt, it 
must make a clear line of demarcation 
against those who join the witch-hunt, 
even under duress. We do not choose to 
be witch-hunted. When your turn comes, 
you face threats, pressure and a choice. 
Stand firm!
Stan Keable
Labour Party Marxists

No historian
Gil Schaeffer sees “major flaws” in 
Lars T Lih’s assertion that Lenin built 
upon the ‘Erfurtian’ foundations of 
revolutionary social democracy and 
upheld this basic outlook in the face of 
the Second International’s betrayal in 
1914 (Letters, May 14). What is more, 
comrade Schaeffer furnishes his account 
with the authority of none other than 
Engels himself.

For Schaeffer, Engels’ criticism of the 
political section of the Erfurt programme 
is that it did not call for the “overthrow 
of the Prusso-German military state 
and the establishment of a democratic 
republic”. The programme can therefore 
not be viewed as representing “the voice 
of Marxist orthodoxy” that Engels and 
Lenin supposedly did. Schaeffer thus 
finds it impermissible for Lih to “equate 
orthodox Marxism with the Erfurt 
programme”, implying that Engels acted 
as a kind of revolutionary Cassandra 
who foresaw the political collapse of 
German social democracy almost 25 
years later due to the particular wording 
of its programme.

Schaeffer’s reasoning is typical of 
the commonplace ‘original sin’-type 
argumentation, when it comes to the 
history of Second International. It is 
misleading for three main reasons. 
First, I would urge comrades to go and 
read Engels’ short critique, which is 
available online. A cursory reading of 
the text makes it obvious that Engels is 
most pleased with the new programme 
as representing the victory of the 
central tenets of Marxist strategy. As he 
puts it, “The present draft differs very 
favourably from the former programme” 
- namely the party’s Gotha programme of 
1875, which he and Marx felt had made 
far too many unprincipled concessions 
to the supporters of Ferdinand Lassalle. 
Engels, of course, had good reason to 
be happy now. For, while the Erfurt 
programme did not explicitly call for 
a “democratic republic” (more on this 

below), it nonetheless committed the 
party not only to abolishing capitalism 
in Germany, but to fighting for an 
end to class society altogether: “the 
emancipation not only of the proletariat, 
but of the entire human race, which is 
suffering from current conditions” (you 
do wonder what the kaiser thought of 
that one).

Second, it is obvious that Engels 
is not, as Schaeffer implies, aiming 
his fire at the political demands of the 
Erfurt programme for keeping schtum 
on whether the German empire should 
be overthrown or not. Rather, Engels 
is bemoaning the fact that it does not 
unashamedly proclaim that the realisation 
of these demands (universal suffrage, the 
armed people, self-government in the 
localities, the separation of church and 
state, abolition of laws that disadvantage 
women and so forth) would amount to 
the “democratic republic”. To quote the 
man himself: “The political demands 
of the draft have one great fault. It lacks 
precisely what should have been said. 
If all the 10 demands were granted we 
should indeed have more diverse means 
of achieving our main political aim, but 
the aim itself would in no wise have been 
achieved.”

It needs to be stressed that Engels 
does not view this as an unacceptable 
concession to Lassallean ideas of a 
‘free people’s state’ or to the so-called 
‘state socialists’ that should render 
the new programme void altogether. 
He recognises that openly republican 
agitation could potentially lead to the 
recently legalised Social Democratic 
Party (SPD) being driven underground 
again. As a way around this, he suggests 
the formulation, “concentration of 
all political power in the hands of the 
people’s representatives”, instead of 
“democratic republic”. He - along with 
anybody who read the Erfurt programme 
- was fully aware that it aimed precisely 
at the “overthrow of the Prusso-German 
military state”. Indeed, I do not recall that 
state faring too well when the German 
sailors and soldiers started issuing arms 
among the people in 1918.

Third, as recently highlighted by 
Noa Rodman, it is worth highlighting 
that Engels’ critique was not addressed 
to Kautsky’s draft of the programme - 
the so-called Neue Zeit editorial board 
draft that eventually formed the basis of 
the final document. In fact, Engels sent 
his critique to Wilhelm Liebknecht, the 
main author of an earlier draft by the 
party executive. Kautsky only became 
aware of Engels’ letter 10 years after 
the fact, when Liebknecht died. Instead 
of burying this letter away to cover up 
his shame at being exposed as a fraud 
to Marxism, Kautsky immediately 
published it with an explanation of the 
circumstances behind it.

Kautsky later explains: “Without 
knowing this critique, I felt myself 
also not yet satisfied with the draft [by 
Liebknecht]. I worked out a counter-
draft and sent it to Engels. He wrote 
to me on September 28 1891: ‘Your 
draft programme is far better [Engels’ 
emphasis] than the official one and I note 
with pleasure that Bebel will propose it be 
accepted.’ The Erfurt Congress then did 
not adopt the draft of the party executive 
criticised by Engels, but accepted my 
draft which had been approved by him.”

As I show in my recent book, 
Karl Kautsky on republicanism and 
democracy, which also contains a 
translation of all the various drafts of the 
programme, Kautsky was most aware of 
the centrality of the democratic republic 
in the minds of his mentors, Marx and 
Engels, for whom this state was “the 
political form at last discovered under 
which to work out the economical 
emancipation of labour”. After all, 
with the exception of representatives 
and officials taking a worker’s wage 
(a significant omission that Engels too 
overlooked), the central political features 
of what the Marx-Engels team identified 
as “the dictatorship of the proletariat” 

formed the very foundations of the Erfurt 
programme.

I believe I am the first to show, using 
primary-source material, exactly how 
Kautsky later reneged on the perspectives 
of this programme during the German 
Revolution of 1918-19: gutting its 
revolutionary content and implying that 
the fledgling Weimar Republic amounted 
to the democratic republic. This was a 
pitiful collapse, but it should not blind 
us to the true revolutionary content and 
Marxist theoretical basis of the Erfurt 
programme, as well as the programmes 
of other social democratic parties that 
copied it. (Schaeffer believes that the 
programme of the RSDLP is radically 
different from the Erfurt programme, 
but I would urge comrades to read them 
side by side: their common structure and 
terminology is striking).

The Erfurt programme - warts and 
all - was a revolutionary programme 
that outlined the basis on which 
the SPD would come to power and 
dissolve the reactionary authoritarian 
Kaiserreich: a fact that was as obvious 
to the revolutionaries in Russia as it 
was the reactionaries in Germany. It 
is increasingly baffling that much of 
today’s left - often recycling accounts 
from bourgeois academics and cold war 
historiography - cannot grasp this basic 
fact.
Ben Lewis
East Sussex

Healthy debate?
Polemical exchanges soon become 
wearisome (to writers as well as readers). 
But I should like to respond to Mike 
Macnair’s letter (May 14), which was in 
reply to mine (May 7).

Attributing to one’s opponent a 
position that they have not put, and then 
carefully demolishing it - that is a style 
of argument that belongs in the House 
of Commons, not in Marxist debate. 
Macnair accuses me of arguing that 
“minorities ought to defer to majorities”. 
Nowhere did I say any such thing. Having 
spent over 50 years of my life arguing 
for a position - revolutionary socialism 
- which is very much that of a minority, 
I would hardly be likely to. Of course, 
debate should flourish. And it is true 
minorities are sometimes right (though 
for every Galileo there are five thousand 
Piers Corbyns and David Ickes). What I 

object to is the style of debate all too often 
practised by the Weekly Worker - and by 
many other currents on the left - based on 
the assumption that one organisation has 
a monopoly of truth.

Thus in his first article on programmes 
Jack Conrad dismisses other 
organisations on the (pitifully small) 
British far left as “confessional sects” 
(‘The importance of being programmed’, 
May 7). Now I’m not sure exactly what 
this means, but it pretty clearly implies 
that nothing of any value can be expected 
of them. (I don’t follow the inner life of 
the CPGB, so I’m not sure if Conrad and 
Macnair are pseudonyms of the same 
person, but we can assume they are in 
fairly close agreement.)

So, when Macnair writes his 
dismissive review of the various far-left 
contributions on Lenin (‘Lenin avatars’, 
April 30), I am left with a question. 
Maybe it’s true that all the articles 
under consideration were mediocre and 
inadequate. But suppose - just suppose 
- someone from a “confessional sect” 
wrote a really good article. Perhaps 
Macnair believes this is logically 
inconceivable. But, faced with the fact, 
would he (a) praise it, (b) ignore it or (c) 
grub around to discover something he 
could find fault with?

And a negative attitude to one’s 
political opponents can lead to some 
dubious practice. In the first part of ‘The 
importance of being programmed’ Jack 
Conrad tells us: “it is rumoured that in the 
early 1970s Cliff’s loyal lieutenant, Chris 
Harman, penned a draft programme. 
Needless to say, it never saw the light of 
day.” This is a “rumour” I for one had 
never heard of.

In part two (May 14) Conrad 
abandons his fantasy rumour - without 
any apology or retraction - in favour of a 
fairly accurate account of the programme 
debate in the International Socialists. 
This is taken from what he describes as 
an “article” by myself. In fact this was 
a private letter written for circulation 
among a group of comrades. The Weekly 
Worker (May 21 2013) reproduced 
it without authorisation and without 
asking my permission. Now I stand by 
the account and have since put it on my 
website (grimanddim.org). But at the 
time of publication I was embroiled in a 
bitter faction fight, and being seen as the 
author of a piece in the Weekly Worker 
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could have been used against me. I 
suspect the editor was well aware of 
this when he decided to publish. Is such 
conduct conducive to healthy political 
debate?

Of course, the Weekly Worker is not 
always guilty. Bridget Fowler’s warm 
and generous tribute to Neil Davidson 
will be welcomed by all who knew him 
(‘Transcending convention’, May 7). 
But it’s a pity someone has to die before 
we can have such a fraternal appreciation 
of a political opponent.

And it isn’t only the Weekly Worker 
which believes it has a monopoly of 
truth. The Socialist Workers Party is 
(with some justice) proud of its role in 
building the Anti-Nazi League in the 
1970s, and believes that experience has 
lessons for the fight against racism today. 
One might imagine that David Renton’s 
excellent history of the ANL (Never 
again, 2018) would be constantly quoted 
and commended to comrades. In fact it 
is unmentioned (and unmentionable?) in 
the SWP press. Renton is an ex-member 
and therefore an ‘unperson’.

Maybe we should start with a 
recognition that none of us have made the 
revolution. The Bolsheviks made one, 
but all attempts to emulate them - from 
Zinoviev’s Comintern to the fragments 
of the Fourth International - have 
been unsuccessful. Surely it is time to 
recognise that our revolution - if there is 
to be one - will take a very different form. 
The choice of socialism or barbarism 
confronts humanity more starkly than 
ever. To achieve socialism will need 
the active involvement of millions upon 
millions of the exploited and oppressed. 
They will certainly require organisation 
- but in what form none of us knows. 
Nobody has a ‘road map’.

Of course, we can learn from history 
and Lenin certainly repays study. Lars 
T Lih stresses Lenin’s consistency 
(‘The centrality of hegemony’, May 
7). Now consistency has its value. But 
Alfred Rosmer, who knew Lenin well 
and worked closely with him, recalled 
in Lenin’s Moscow that “just because 
he knew a lot he was able to fill out his 
knowledge when the opportunity arose, 
and also - an unusual thing in a ‘leader’ 
- to recognise that he had quite simply 
been wrong.” It is perhaps a more useful 
image of a leader.
Ian Birchall
email

Clear class line
Sorry to burden readers with yet more 
back-and-forth on Joe Biden, but Walter 
Daum and Matthew Roberts confuse 
the issue even more (Letters, May 7). 
Workers should vote for Biden, they 
write, because, if they don’t, then 
“nothing will bind the masses more 
tightly to the Democratic Party than 
Trump and the Republicans establishing 
authoritarian rule and denying working 
class and oppressed people their right to 
vote and to organise struggle”.

But if reinvigorated authoritarianism 
drives them into the arms of the 
Democrats, how will urging them to 
vote Democratic work against this? 
“Socialists,” they say, “should encourage 
the working class to take advantage of 
the opportunity to choose its opponent 
for the next four years, and to use their 
surviving democratic rights to organise 
and challenge the capitalist class and all 
its political representatives.” But how 
can they challenge all bourgeois political 
representatives, while siding with one 
against the other? Doesn’t drawing a 
clear class line require equal hostility to 
both?

I agree that a Trump victory in 
November will bode ill for basic 
democratic rights. If he wins, he’ll 
be the first president re-elected after 
being impeached, which means that 
congressional efforts to counter a 
runaway executive will have suffered 
a deathblow. As a result, he’ll have free 
rein to take vengeance on a long list of 
enemies from Democrats to the press, 
and there will be little opponents will be 
able to do to stop him.

But voting for Biden means 

tying workers to Democrats and all 
their despicable, reactionary tricks. 
Traditionally, even the most hardened 
Trotskyists have regarded Democrats 
as the slightly less insane half of the 
ruling class. But Daum and Roberts 
don’t seem to grasp how much ‘Trump 
derangement syndrome’ has caused this 
to change. Of all the nonsense Trump 
spewed on the campaign trail in 2015-
16, just about the only thing that made 
even a modicum of sense was his call for 
a reduction in tensions with Russia and 
an end to efforts to overthrow Syria’s 
Bashar al-Assad, while Islamic State and 
al Qa’eda were still a major threat. With 
unerring instinct, Democrats responded 
by attacking him on both.

This is why Obama intervened in the 
primaries against Sanders and in support 
of Biden - because the Democratic 
establishment is leery of anything 
resembling a leftwing critique and is 
much more comfortable attacking Trump 
from the right. Daum and Roberts insist 
that “it’s important to reject nonsense 
ideas of a duopoly that ignore the 
fundamental difference that has opened 
between the two major ruling class 
parties”. But it’s precisely this illusion 
of a fundamental difference that allows 
the duopoly to play ‘good cop, bad cop’ 
so effectively. If Democrats occasionally 
throw a few crumbs to labour and racial 
minorities, it’s only so they can return to 
what they do best - which is competing 
with the GOP to see who can be the more 
ferocious imperialist.

Daum and Roberts are correct that 
Trump lied about his opposition to 
the 2003 invasion of Iraq and that “he 
supported the US invasion and hailed its 
military success at the time”. But what 
they don’t mention is that he changed 
his tune within months, once he realised 
the invasion was going badly, whereas 
Biden continued to defend the war, and 
his own crucial role in winning approval 
for it, for years after.

When Trump attacks Biden for 
drumming up Senate support and Biden 
stammers something asinine about 
being misled by George Bush and Dick 
Cheney, do Daum and Roberts really 
want to be in a position of apologising for 
one, while attacking the other for telling 
the truth? Is this how they encourage 
workers to challenge both wings of the 
capitalist class?

Daum and Roberts also accuse me 
of engaging in “slavish apologetics” on 
Russia’s behalf. Before this nonsense 
goes any farther, let me be clear: Putin 
is an authoritarian leader of a ramshackle 
post-Soviet state, in which the church 
plays an increasingly prominent role. 
If he’s beaten back the oligarchs, he’s 
still left them free to carry on with their 
corrupt activities. But, for historical 
reasons, he finds himself in the crosshairs 
of US imperialism, whose goal since the 
1990s has been to encircle Russia and 
even dismember it (Zbigniew Brzezinski 
called for breaking it up into three 
parts in his 1997 bestseller, The grand 
chessboard).

Daum and Roberts suggest that 
Russia invaded and seized Luhansk and 
Donetsk and criticise me for “refer[ring] 
casually to ‘the neo-Nazi-spearheaded 
coup in the Ukraine’, overlooking that 
the Maidan movement in 2014 rested 
on a mass, anti-oligarchical mobilisation 
despite the influential rightwing 
elements in it ...” Russia is bad, evidently, 
while the US-backed revolt in Kiev 
was semi-OK. But the Kiev coup and 
the separatist uprising in the east were 
almost perfectly symmetrical. Both were 
popular uprisings urged on by outside 
powers, and both featured ultra-rightists 
in important roles. The only difference 
is that neo-fascists were much more 
prominent in Kiev, where they hung 
giant banners of Stepan Bandera from 
the town hall and hoisted Confederate 
flags and other such ultra-right regalia. 
Pro-Russian separatists didn’t massacre 
their enemies in the east. But anti-
Yanukovych forces did in the west, 
burning to death 46 anti-Maidan activists 
in Odessa on May 2 2014.

Anand Pillay also takes the 

Democratic line (Letters, May 15). The 
letter is all over the map, but his chief 
complaint, as far as I can tell, is that 
I’m less than outraged over Russian 
interference in the 2016 election and 
that I “echo, whether by accident or 
design, the rhetoric coming from Putin: 
that the political system and values of 
the USA (and Europe) are bankrupt, 
these countries are on the decline and 
others, such as Russia, are there to fill 
the gap”.

He’s not completely incorrect. 
I’m less than outraged about Kremlin 
interference, because a careful reading 
of the evidence shows that it was 
somewhere between insignificant and 
non-existent. I agree that US values are 
bankrupt, although I doubt Russia will be 
in any position to fill the gap caused by 
its decline. No country will be able to do 
so, given the international turbulence that 
the capitalist crisis is unleashing.
Daniel Lazare
New York

My little Tony
The point of my recent letter (May 7) 
was to question why Rex Dunn’s 
contributions are accepted as fully-
fledged articles in the Weekly Worker. 
It wasn’t really about Dunn’s particular 
view of Trotsky’s transitional 
programme. Indeed, the article was so 
poor, I couldn’t work out what that was 
anyway.

Dunn raises up that I’m a sectarian. 
Let me be crystal-clear on this: I am 
hugely interested in debates/articles on 
Trotsky’s transitional programme and on 
anything else to do with Trotsky. I don’t 
class myself as a Trotskyist any more, 
but if a Stalinist accused of me being a 
Trotskyist then I would accept the label 
as a badge of honour. An intelligent and 
learned Trotskyist defence of transitional 
demands would be interesting to me.

What I’m not interested in is articles 
that say little more than ‘I like Trotsky; 
the transitional programme is great’ and 
pay no heed to the debate and discussion 
that has gone on around the subject in 
this paper for the last 20-30 years. This 
is very arrogant and sectarian, as well as 
being tedious.

One could say much the same thing 
about Ian Birchall’s lifelong bromance 
with Tony Cliff, which I see is busily 
bursting into passion again in the letters 
pages. Really, all Birchall has to say can 
be boiled down, in essence, to: ‘I love 
Tony; he was the greatest person I ever 
met; what do you mean - you don’t like 
Tony?’

Mind you, I do understand Ian on one 
level, given that I too loved Tony for a 
long time. Unfortunately in my case 
the Tony in question was Radio One 
DJ Tony Blackburn and I went off him 
when I saw him looking miserable in a 
motorway service station years ago. Still, 
I do console myself with the thought that 
Tony B hasn’t, as far as I know, attempted 
a three-volume biography of Lenin.
Lawrence Parker
London

Animal rights
I was excited to read The universal 
kinship, a 1906 book by John 
Howard Moore, which argues that 
the ethical implications of Darwinism 
is some form of animal liberation. 
Unfortunately, the text is marred 
by the pseudo-scientific racism that 
seems to have been popular at the 
time.

My interest primarily stemmed 
from Eugene V Debs’s praise for 
the book. “It is impossible for 
me to express my appreciation of 
your masterly work,” the labour 
leader was quoted as saying in 
advertisements for the text. “It is 
simply great, and every socialist and 
student of sociology should read 
it. I have carried it in my grip over 
the past few thousand miles and its 
essence is in my heart.”

Way back when, I edited a blog 
called Species and Class, which sought 
to make connections between the 
animals’ and workers’ movements. I’d 

never come across anything to suggest 
Debs had progressive views about 
non-humans. Sure, he recognised his 
connectedness with all living beings 
in a famous statement to the court 
after his conviction for violating the 
Sedition Act. But I assumed that was 
a meaningless platitude.

I’m still not sure about Debs’s 
species politics. However, I can 
say The universal kinship is an 
animal-liberationist book. At times, 
Moore seems oddly positive about 
the transformations wrought by 
domestication. He rhapsodises about 
the temperamental superiority of dogs 
over wolves, as an example. But the 
overall thrust of the text is clear.

For instance, Moore writes: 
“The creophagist and the hunter 
exemplify the same somnambulism, 
are the authors of the same kind 
of conduct, and belong literally in 
the same category of offenders, as 
the cannibal and the slave-driver. 
To take the life of an ox for his 
muscles, or to kill a sheep for his 
skin, is murder, and those who do 
these things or cause them to be 
done are murderers.”

Moore argues that humanity 
should treat animals according to the 
Golden Rule. He encourages readers 
to imagine how their perspective 
would change if there were a more 
dominant species on the planet than 
homo sapiens. Moore clearly sees 
animal rights as a worthy complement 
to abolitionism, women’s suffrage 
and socialism.

“All beings are ends; no creatures 
are means,” he says. “The Life 
Process is the End - not man, nor any 
other animal temporarily privileged 
to weave a world’s philosophy. Non-
human beings were not made for 
human beings any more than human 
beings were made for non-human 
beings.”

Unfortunately, as I mentioned 
before, there’s a passage filled with 
racist social Darwinism to match 
every progressive sentiment. Moore 
refers to Aryans as incomparable. 
He gives serious consideration to a 
biologist who believes that if black 
and white people were snails, they’d 
be classified as different species.

Moore frequently suggests 
Africans are evolutionarily closer to 

other primates than Europeans are. 
“The anthropoid races, in the shape of 
their heads and faces and in the general 
form and structure of their bodies, and 
even in their habits of life, resemble in 
a remarkable manner the lowest races 
of human beings,” he writes. “This 
resemblance is recognised by the 
negro races, who call the gorilla and 
chimpanzee ‘hairy men’ and believe 
them to be descendants of outcast 
members of their own species.”

One must assume this pseudo-
scientific racism was common at the 
time. After all, the text was endorsed 
by a number of notable progressives 
besides Debs.

In the same advertisements, 
authors Mark Twain and Jack London 
gave positive testimony about the 
book. Animal rights pioneer Henry 
Salt hailed it as best anti-speciesist 
text he’d ever read.
Jon Hochschartner
Email

Engage with Icke
Maren Clark says I come down on the 
side of David Icke’s view that there is 
no pandemic. In my letter of May 7 
I actually wrote: “I am also far from 
convinced that the present crisis is 
only about the pandemic.”

(Maren Clarke also described Icke 
as a “crackpot”. In other words, her 
view of David Icke is no different 
from the journalists of the mainstream 
media, which serves the interest of the 
elite, or the ruling class, which Maren 
is opposed to.)

What I briefly referred to in my 
previous letter was the contradiction 
within the Icke narrative, in which 
he opposes the elite and its control 
of society, on the one hand, and, on 
the other, demonises communism, 
which research leads me to argue is 
humanity’s natural state, rather than 
a result of social development, as 
Marxists believe. Of course, I am 
willing to listen to any argument 
which says that communism is not 
our natural state if it is presented in a 
serious way.

Unlike Maren Clarke I am not a 
dogmatist. Rather than ignorantly 
dismissing Icke as a crackpot, why 
not engage with what he is saying?
Tony Clark
Labour supporter

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

Ambitious
As I predicted last time, there 

was quite a contrast between 
this week and the previous two 
in our attempt to raise £2,000 for 
May’s fighting fund.

To be precise, while we started 
the week with just £492 in the kitty, 
we’re coming out of it with no 
less than £1,257. In other words, 
our running total increased by a 
fantastic £765 in just seven days!

The main factor - but by no 
means the only one - behind this is 
those generous standing orders that 
always come our way this time of 
the month. In particular, three of 
them were for double-figure sums: 
thank you, comrades SK, KB and 
PM. But there were other SOs 
worth mentioning too: eg, MM’s 
£75, GB’s £50 and TR’s £50. Not 
bad at all!

Then there were three PayPal 
contributions from regular donors: 
£60 from GB, £25 from US 
comrade PM and £15 from MD. 
But, unsurprisingly, nothing came 
in by post - during the lockdown, 
comrades tend to use the internet 
much more, of course.

Let me say also that, of all 
those who pay their subscription 
to receive the print edition of the 

Weekly Worker by either standing 
order or PayPal, I don’t think 
there’s been one who’s cancelled 
it! Of course, all subscriptions will 
be automatically extended, once 
we start printing again, so those 
who’ve paid in advance for six 
months or a year won’t lose out.

But this says something about 
how much we’re appreciated, I 
think. And that, as I pointed out last 
week, is continuing to be reflected 
in the more-than-useful debates 
that are taking place on our letters 
pages. But we’re not satisfied with 
things as they are - we’re more 
ambitious than that. We intend to 
increase the quality (and hopefully 
quantity) of our content, especially 
once the print edition is back in 
circulation.

That’s why every penny we get 
for our fighting fund is valued, and 
why we need to reach that £2,000 
target every month. We need 
another £743 in the last 10 days of 
May. Can you help us get there? l

Robbie Rix

Fighting fund
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Corona days and clipped wings
Esen Uslu looks at the regime’s failures at home and adventures abroad

L ike most governments of the 
world, Turkey’s was caught 
unawares by the Corona 

pandemic. Even in late March it was 
still hoping that the tourism season 
would not be completely written off, 
while export-oriented industries, such 
as automotive and clothing, would 
suffer just minor setbacks, from which 
they would soon recover. Until things 
became untenable, Turkish Airlines 
kept operating its international flights.

The pandemic came at an 
inopportune moment for president 
Recep Tayyip Erdoğan: public health 
infrastructure was going through 
an overhaul and most state-owned 
hospitals were being closed down 
- the new ‘city hospitals’, aimed at 
centralising all services in a few large 
complexes, were still being built. 
The private health sector was ill-
prepared to deal with a mass influx 
of new patients: that is, ordinary 
folk who could not meet the top-up 
payments required for medical bills 
far exceeding the government’s fixed-
payment schedules - especially for 
intensive care and long-term hospital 
treatment.

When the government realised 
that letting ‘herd immunity’ develop 
at its own pace was impractical - it 
would have overwhelmed the health 
infrastructure - a series of rash and 
uncoordinated moves were made. 
In Istanbul the ongoing hospital 
construction was accelerated to admit 
patients quickly. But the actions of the 
government and local authorities were 
not on the same wavelength - new 
roads giving access to the sites were 
not scheduled for completion until 
much later, and who would pay for 
them had not been determined.

In Istanbul the building of two 
pandemic hospitals on either side of 
the Bosporus was hastily begun. But 
they will not be ready until the end of 
May, so, despite all the fanfare, they 
obviously have not alleviated in the 
slightest the dire situation currently 
faced by the health service.

Neither was the textile industry 
ready to meet the demand for personal 
protective equipment for the health 
sector, let alone face masks for the 
general public, even though directives 
had been issued for people to wear 
masks in public. For weeks and 
weeks there were new initiatives, 
which it was claimed would ensure 
face masks were distributed - through 
pharmacies, then through the Post 
Office, and eventually by the police, 
who would apparently deliver them to 
homes, together with a “presidential 
gift” of a bottle of Eau de Cologne 
perfume - but despite all that it was 
still almost impossible to find any 
masks.

Meanwhile the government tried 
to earn some international brownie 
points by sending plane loads of PPE 
to several other countries, including 
Britain, as well as those considered 
in its intended spheres of influence 
in the Muslim world and Africa. But, 
as readers will know, a small mishap 
happened in relation to PPE deliveries 
to the UK: the face masks delivered 
were totally substandard.

Inadequate
Despite closing schools and banning 
gatherings, shopping and eating out, 
the government was unwilling to 
declare a general lockdown. While 
a few feeble voices from within the 
ranks of the left demanded this, the 
majority opposed the idea, believing 
that calling on a rightwing regime 
to implement such a lockdown was 
tantamount to surrendering before it. 
Even today, when it is quite apparent 

that the right wing everywhere 
is draping itself in the colours of 
liberty and demanding an end to the 
lockdown - and associated ‘socialist’ 
measures, such as rent and credit 
repayment deferrals, or food parcel 
deliveries to the needy - the left is still 
mumbling out similar demands.

The government ordered the 
65+ and -16 age groups to stay at 
home, while expecting others to 
work from home if they could or go 
on unpaid leave (no Turkish term 
for ‘furlough’ has been introduced 
yet). Schoolchildren are supposed 
to be receiving online education, 
despite the totally inadequate 
internet infrastructure. As the web 
has been deemed a very dangerous 
tool in the hands of its enemies by 
the repressive regime, there has not 
been a penny spent on fibre-optic 
facilities for years, and it is only 
available for major corporations and 
newly built neighbourhoods, such as 
gated communities. Wireless internet 
is very expensive, and most students 
- even those studying in prestigious 
universities - do not have a suitable 
laptop or internet connection at home.

Weekends and public holidays 
in April and May were declared 
lockdown days. However, apart 
from that, normal economic activity 
continued, although the retail sector 
was suffering badly, as shopping 
centres were closed down. The 
government did offer subsidies to 
meet part of the wages bill, if workers 
were kept on the payroll on a part-
time basis for a certain period. Court 
actions were suspended to relieve 
the pressure of debt repayments, 
and so on. Income tax and state 
insurance payments were deferred. 
And a one-off payment of 1,000 lira 

(approximately £150) was announced 
for those who lost jobs and had no 
means of support.

However, implementing such 
meagre measures was difficult 
for the government, as it has been 
attempting to keep the exchange 
rate artificially within its own 
targets since last year. Despite 
those efforts, which have resulted 
in a substantial reduction in foreign 
currency reserves, the downward 
spiral of the Turkish lira against the 
dollar and euro has continued. The 
‘independence’ of the central bank is 
no more - it has been converted into 
a tool jumping to Erdoğan’s orders. 
The clumsy attempts to maintain 
appearances by publicly declaring 
‘war’ against international usurpers, 
while negotiating foreign currency 
loans behind the scenes, did not help. 
Financing crisis management became 
a major headache for the regime, and 
it will continue to be one.

The indecision which lies behind 
the pretence of acting decisively 
has resulted in a shambles. The first 
weekend of lockdown was declared 
late on the Friday evening by the 
minister for interior affairs, who, it 
seems, had not engaged in proper 
consultation with the health ministry. 
People panicked and rushed to the 
shops to stock up for the weekend, 
while ‘social distancing’ rules were 
totally disregarded. Following 
the uproar that resulted, a bitter 
Süleyman Soylu, the interior minister, 
announced his resignation and left 
Ankara. As he has been the lead hawk 
in the president’s cabinet running 
the ‘anti-terrorist’ campaign, he was 
considered indispensable by Erdoğan, 
and his resignation was not accepted.

The coherence of the government, 

and of the governing coalition, were 
tested to the limit when a partial 
amnesty and the early release of 
prisoners were announced. Under 
the pretext of overcrowding being 
conducive to the spread of the virus, 
former leaders and present-day 
darlings of the nationalist-fascist right 
wing were released by Erdoğan to 
placate his far-right coalition partner, 
the Good Party. While ordinary 
criminals were released, that did not 
apply to Kurds, intellectuals and other 
opponents of the regime. However, 
even for the rank and file of Erdoğan’s 
Justice and Development Party all this 
was too much.

The numbers game - or so-
called contagion ratio and mortality 
statistics - has become a part of daily 
propaganda of the media. According 
to the official line, Turkey is ‘winning 
the war’ against the virus. But all 
the lies and fairy tales cannot hide 
the horrible truth - everyone knows 
that the actual death toll and current 
danger is far greater than the regime 
would have you believe.
Foreign 
adventures
The cement holding together this 
shambolic government seems to 
be its recent successes in Syria and 
Libya. The major offensive of the 
Syrian regime to open up the main 
highways in Idlib province was halted 
by the Turkish air force, using long-
distance air-to-air missiles without 
itself entering Syrian airspace. But the 
Turkish army poured in, establishing 
a stronghold north of the M4 and 
west of M5 highways, although the 
previously established ‘observation 
points’ are still in place in the Syrian-
controlled zone, protected by Russian 

military police.
A tentative agreement was reached 

with the Russians, on condition that 
the M4 would remain open, patrolled 
jointly by Russian and Turkish forces. 
However, the Islamist militias were 
adamantly opposed to such joint 
patrols, testing the resolve of the 
Turkish forcers by blocking and even 
firing on them. However, the temporary 
truce now seems to be holding, giving 
ample opportunity to the Islamist 
militias to enlist mercenaries (mostly 
of Arab and Turkoman origin) to be 
sent into Libya.

‘Let dog bite dog’ is an ancient 
saying in the Middle East. Turkey 
has trained around 7,000 mercenaries 
who have been sent to Libya and 
are openly commanded by Turkish 
officers. Turkish-built unmanned 
aerial vehicles have also been 
despatched to stop the offensive of the 
Libyan National Army faction, which 
aims to topple the United Nations-
approved government.

The Russians were not happy with 
this nor the unpredictable outcome 
it might produce. They asked LNA 
commander Khalifa Haftar to back 
off. However, he insisted on declaring 
himself Libya’s legitimate ruler. But 
the LNA’s moment of triumph was 
spoilt by a combination of Turkish-
provided firepower and a withdrawal 
of Russian support.

But then two strange things 
happened. First, the head of the 
Turkish navy, rear admiral Cihat Yaycı 
- who founded and pursued the ‘Blue 
Motherland’ plan to extend Turkish 
influence in the Mediterranean, 
including the agreement with Libya on 
maritime boundaries - was demoted 
and then resigned. Yet another pointer 
to the shambles that is Erdoğan’s 
government.

The other strange thing was the 
scathing attack on France by the foreign 
ministry. All diplomatic niceties were put 
aside. On May 11, the foreign ministers 
of Cyprus, Egypt, France, Greece and 
the United Arab Emirates had issued a 
joint declaration, denouncing “ongoing 
Turkish illegal activities in the Cypriot 
Exclusive Economic Zone and its 
territorial waters”, which “represent a 
clear violation of international law”.1 
The declaration also condemned Turkey 
for driving refugees to the Greek border 
just before the start of the pandemic, 
as well as demanding an end to its 
“military interference” in Libya.

In reply a Turkish foreign office 
spokesperson criticised “the hypocrisy 
of a group of countries who are seeking 
regional chaos and instability.” After 
attacking Egypt and the UAE in 
particular, the spokesperson said: 
“It is apparent that France, whose 
intentions to establish a state of terror 
in Syria were disrupted with a heavy 
blow by our Operation Peace Spring, 
is attempting to be the patron of this 
axis of malice.”2 These words, while 
leaving a breathing space if need be, 
constituted an open attack on a Nato 
ally, at the same time claiming that 
Turkish intervention in Syria had been 
a “heavy blow” against it.

Those costly military adventures 
now seem to have reached a point 
where the high-flying bird looks 
likely to have its wings clipped. All 
the ingredients of a crisis for the 
regime’s international relations are in 
place l

TURKEY

Notes
1. www.mfa.gr/en/current-affairs/
statements-speeches/joint-declaration-
adopted-by-the-ministers-of-foreign-affairs-
of-cyprus-egypt-france-greece-and-the-united-
arab-emirates-11052020.html.
2. www.mfa.gov.tr/sc_-33_-gkry-ortak-bildiri-hk-
sc.en.mfa.
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Fanning the flames
Donald Trump is using Covid-19 to ratchet up the new cold war against China, writes Eddie Ford

In recent days there has been 
a significant increase of anti-
Chinese rhetoric over Covid-19 in 

certain quarters. So we had the US-
instigated demands for an international 
“independent investigation” into 
China’s handling of the pandemic - 
fingers pointing at wet markets and 
laboratories. The latest allegation is 
that Beijing is withholding the virus 
samples needed for vaccine research.

Going further, a joint statement last 
week from the FBI and Department of 
Homeland Security accused Chinese-
backed hackers of actively trying to 
steal domestic vaccine research and 
“illicitly obtain valuable intellectual 
property and public health data”. 
Mike Pompeo, the US secretary 
of state, issued a statement saying 
the hacking was an extension of 
China’s “counterproductive actions” 
throughout the pandemic. Whilst 
the US and its allies, if we are to 
believe Pompeo, are “coordinating 
a collective, transparent response 
to save lives”, China, on the other 
hand, “continues to silence scientists, 
journalists and citizens, and to spread 
disinformation, which has exacerbated 
the dangers of this health crisis”. Only 
a few weeks ago, both Pompeo and 
Donald Trump were openly saying, 
that there is “enormous evidence” 
(not that they have produced any) that 
the virus - whether accidentally or 
deliberately - started in a Wuhan lab. 
But, of course, that was not spreading 
“disinformation” - rather, a ‘legitimate 
concern’. It makes you think back to 
the days when Saddam Hussein had 
weapons of mass destruction ready to 
fire off within 45 minutes, doesn’t it?

Then there is Donald Trump’s 
ongoing war against the World Health 
Organisation as a “puppet” of China - his 
new obsession that further fans the flames 
of conflict. Unless the global health body 
commits to reform, said the president 
on May 18, the US would within 30 
days permanently freeze funding and 
possibly quit the organisation. According 
to Trump, WHO was “helping” Beijing 
hide the truth about the outbreak of 
the virus - it had “consistently ignored 
credible reports” of the virus spreading 

in Wuhan in December and failed to 
investigate other “credible reports” that 
“conflicted directly with the Chinese 
government’s official accounts”. The 
Trump administration has also reacted 
badly to president Xi’s announcement 
that China would donate $2 billion over 
two years to WHO. A spokesperson for 
the National Security Council claimed 
that Beijing was using the money to 
“distract” attention away from the calls 
for Chinese “accountability” over its 
failure to “tell the truth” and “warn the 
world of what was coming” - it is all their 
fault. In typical Trumpian fashion, he 
hammered the director general of WHO, 
Tedros Adhanom, for praising Chinese 
“transparency” in January. Trump must 
have forgotten that he himself publicly 
lauded Beijing’s approach earlier in the 
year - before sharply pivoting towards 
attacks on China, as the death toll 
mounted in the US.

Now he is speculating about 
cutting ties with China altogether over 
Covid-19 - though what that means 
exactly, as always with the US president 
- is totally unclear. In an interview with 
the Fox Business television (which 
should give you an early warning), 
Trump said he has no interest in 
speaking to president Xi at present due 
to his disappointment with China’s 
“failure” to contain the virus - “they 
should have never let this happen”. 
Trump added that “there are many 
things we could do” - in fact “we 
could cut off the whole relationship”. 
In that way, he calculated, “you’d save 
$500 billion” by erasing the bilateral 
deficit - a highly risky gamble if carried 
out, as other countries own big chunks 
of the US national debt. For example, 
as of February this year, Japan owned 
$1.27 trillion, compared to China’s 
$1.09 trillion.1 Anyhow, Trump also 
castigated the “stupid supply chains” 
all over the world. Rather, he thought, 
“we should have them all in the United 
States” - one big family. Tell that to 
Apple and other companies - profits 
might be put in jeopardy if they had to 
start paying American, not Chinese or 
Vietnamese, rates of pay.

In response, the Chinese state-run 
Global Times said the idea of cutting 

off ties was “lunacy”, but “should 
not come as a surprise for those who 
remember when Trump speculated 
if disinfectants could be used on 
humans” to wipe out the coronavirus”. 
It described Trump’s belligerence as a 
“clear by-product” of “the proverbial 
anxiety that the US has suffered 
from since China began its global 
ascension”. Indeed, the newspaper 
continued, current American conduct 
is a “combination of envy and panic 
on behalf of Washington elites who 
recognise the substantial gap between 
the US and China in how both countries 
responded to the pandemic”. It is 
difficult to disagree with the substance 
of the argument.

Decoupling
Donald Trump’s talk of severing ties 
with China is clearly a defensive move 
after the disastrous handling of the 
pandemic in the US. Behind it, however, 
there is a bigger picture of US-China 
rivalry - with the White House aiming 
for concerted imperial pushback against 
China’s “global ascension”. Hence the 
deluge of blame directed against Beijing.

Of course, no-one denies that the 
outbreak began in China, even if some 
of its officials like to maintain that the 
virus may have originated elsewhere 
and that they were simply the first to 
detect it. We are still not entirely sure 
what mutated from what exactly, or 
what particular course the virus took. 
But all the serious evidence to date 
heavily suggests that Covid-19 was 
transmitted from bats to an unidentified 
intermediary species before infecting 
humans - whether in a Wuhan wet 
market or some other location. A study 
published in the journal Nature found 
that the new coronavirus is more than 
96% genetically identical to a bat virus 
from the Yunnan province in southern 
China and shares almost 80% of its 
genetic sequence with SARS.

Not that any of that prevents endless 
stories about Wuhan labs, bioweapons 
and all manner of other nonsense in 
tabloids like The Sun, Daily Express 
and Fox News. This is all happening 
in the context of Donald Trump and 
the Republican Party in general - not to 

mention armed members of the far right 
- clamouring for the end of lockdown 
in the US, despite projections about the 
total number of Covid deaths reaching 
100,000 by June 1. Better dead than 
red. The expectation is that where the 
pandemic has been particularly severe, 
especially in cities like New York, 
infection rates will continue to be high 
- as will deaths.

Trump, almost sadly, is at the same 
time desperately attempting to invent 
‘Obamagate’ as a vast, nebulous, 
unidentifiable conspiracy, which 
views the former president as an evil, 
Kenyan-born, Muslim-Marxist love 
child of Saddam Hussein and George 
Soros and seems to involve the belief 
that Barack Obama was told or aware 
of - perhaps initiated - a plot among 
US intelligence officials to cripple the 
Trump presidency in its early stages. 
Inevitably, this constantly moving 
conspiracy is morphing into the idea 
that the Obama administration should 
be held responsible for not developing 
a vaccine against a virus that did not 
exist at the time. There is no hiding the 
denialism of Trump and his wretched 
government of liars and lunatics.

Perfectly illustrating the current 
anti-Chinese mood, which is becoming 
alarming, was a Financial Times 
article headlined: “US elite forces ill-
equipped for cold war with China” 
(May 16). This was about a recent 
online “industry conference” involving 
Special Operations forces that number 
70,000 and cost $13 billion a year. At 
the conference general Richard Clarke - 
head of the special operations command 
(Socom) - said the US needed to 
develop new capabilities to “compete 
and win” against China. Socom 
must develop cyber skills, he added, 
and focus on influencing campaigns 
rather than “the kill-capture missions” 
that characterised his own time in 
Afghanistan. Chris Brose, chief strategy 
officer at Anduril - a start-up defence 
technology company in the lucrative 
business of supplying Special Ops - was 
worried that there could be hundreds 
and thousands of engagements every 
single day in a fight against China: 
“We are just not fast enough, dynamic 

enough or scalable enough to handle 
that challenge” - especially as satellites 
could be blinded or shot out of orbit. 
Then again, Brose did think that the 
battle with Beijing would probably fall 
far short of all-out war: “It’s going to be 
kicking each other under the table”, he 
said, citing reconnaissance, influence 
operations and sabotage.

As we saw from the conference, 
Special Ops are looking for a new 
role - some military analysts argue 
they should expand the psychological 
side of operations, while others urge 
speedier development of new stealth 
weapons and cutting-edge technology. 
But the fact that this is framed in a 
conflict with China is a tell-tale sign of 
where things are going, Donald Trump 
wanting to step up this new cold war 
against China - he has described 
Covid-19 as an attack on America that 
is “worse than Pearl Harbour” and 
“worse than the World Trade Center”.2

Having said that, it is right to ask if 
it is possible for the US and China to 
decouple, given the realities of global 
interconnectedness and the capitalist 
economy. After all, it was the US that 
coupled to China in the first place with 
the deliberate intention of integrating 
it into the world market, with a trillion 
dollars of investments flowing into the 
country. That is something Washington 
never did with the Soviet Union - it 
wanted to isolate it. The sheer quantity 
of stuff made in China today is mind-
boggling. Nor is it just simple products 
like plastic buckets or even basic 
electronic gadgetry: nowadays, as can 
be seen with the Huawei giant, it is the 
source of sophisticated technology too. 
However, also note, Huawei is “now 
like a bullet-ridden plane” after being hit 
by a series of ever more vindictive US 
sanctions. Its rotating chair, Guo Ping, 
talks of navigating a course for survival. 
That tells us something about the relative 
strengths of China and the US l

eddie.ford@weeklyworker.co.uk

USA

Notes
1. thebalance.com/who-owns-the-u-s-national-
debt-3306124.
2. bbc.co.uk/news/world-us-canada-52568405.
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Old radicals, new liberals
The refusal of Democratic Socialists of America to back Joe Biden is more than welcome, argues Jim Creegan

I n mid-April, ‘An open letter 
to the new New Left from the 
old New Left’ appeared in The 

Nation magazine over the signatures 
of 80 founders and veterans of 
Students for a Democratic Society 
(SDS) - the principal American 
student radical organisation of the 
1960s. It included such venerable 
names as founders Al Haber and 
Todd Gitlin, as well as former 
leaders of the Weather Underground 
Bernardine Dohrn, Cathy Wilkerson 
and Mark Rudd. They commend 
Bernie Sanders for his wisdom 
in endorsing the presumptive 
Democratic presidential nominee, 
but are “gravely concerned that 
some of his supporters, including 
the leadership of Democratic 
Socialists of America, refuse to 
support Biden”.1

Characterising Trump as a 
proto-fascist, the signatories warn 
that nothing less than American 
democracy is at stake in the 
November election; they caution 
against repeating the mistake of 
the German communists and social 
democrats, who fought one another 
while Hitler sneaked into power. 
Thus the new leftists who endured 
the opprobrium of liberals and cold-
war ‘socialists’ for breaking with 

liberalism in the early 60s upbraid 
the leftwing youth of today for 
following their earlier, audacious 
example.

The two defections occurred 
under different circumstances. In the 
60s, it was the straitjacket of anti-
communist ideology - combined 
with a brutal imperialist war, waged 
by a Democratic administration - 
that propelled the new left from a 
liberal to a revolutionary outlook. 
This time, it was a political 
maverick who channelled anger 
over a widening class cleavage into 
two Democratic primary campaigns, 
leading to the exponential growth of 
a marginal and moderate socialist 
organisation, Democratic Socialists 
of America (DSA), which was 
conceived in 1982 in a commitment 
to work within the Democratic Party. 
Now many in DSA - angry, and 
weary of playing the lesser-evilest 
game that has always ensnared the 
left - are refusing to follow Sanders 
in endorsing the corporate Democrat 
who defeated him in the primaries. 
It is for this refusal that the rebels of 
yesterday rebuke the rebels of today.

The elders’ counsels, however, 
rest upon a doubtful premise: that 
the choice in November will be 
between a magnification of the 

presidential depravity of the past 
four years and some version of the 
pre-Trump status quo, personified 
by the presumptive nominee.

Status-quo Joe
Biden emerged as the standard-bearer 
of the Democratic establishment’s 
bid to quell the Sanders insurgency. 
He presented himself - then, as 
throughout his later career - as 
normal, reassuring, down-to-earth, 
middle-of-the-road, middle class 
Joe; a party elder of accumulated 
wisdom and experience, who alone 
could bridge the increasingly bitter 
partisan divide between Democrats 
and Republicans. He boasted of his 
ability in years past to work with 
the diehard southern segregationist, 
John Stennis of Mississippi, and 
promised to unite the warring 
factions of his own party. He was 
the one who could make the Trump 
presidency appear as a dangerous 
but momentary blip in the level line 
of ‘government as usual’.

There is much talk now in the 
media about Biden searching for 
bold ideas and following in the 
footsteps of Franklin Roosevelt 
during the great depression. Thus 
far, however, Biden has given no 
concrete indication of any desire 

to launch another ‘new deal’. 
Since the primaries, he has been 
a near-invisible man, remaining 
homebound in Delaware, seemingly 
determined to keep his head down, 
as Trump self-destructs in the face 
of the pandemic. The few moves 
Biden has made, however, indicate 
his intention to deliver more of the 
same centrist recipes.

He has taken on as his chief 
economic advisor Lawrence 
Summers, secretary of the treasury 
under Obama, and a major architect 
of neoliberalism. Hedge fund 
managers and CEOs - haunted during 
the primaries by visions of Sanders-
led confiscations - can now breathe a 
sigh of relief. To the Democratic left 
demand for Medicare (government 
old-age health insurance) for all, 
he has responded with a proposal 
to reduce the eligibility age to 60 
from its current 65 - weak tea, even 
compared to Hillary Clinton’s 2016 
pledge to lower that age to 55. He 
only agreed to support a rise in the 
federal minimum wage to $15 an 
hour - still less than needed to live in 
most places - under intense prodding 
on the primary debate stage. He 
has embraced the notion of student 
debt relief and tuition-free public 
university education, but only for 
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those students whose families earn 
less than $125,000 per year - at first 
sight a reasonable threshold, but 
one that would dilute the idea of 
free public education championed 
by Sanders with complicated means 
testing. Biden has now shunted 
Sanders and Alexandria Ocasio-
Cortez into task forces to work 
on the Green New Deal and other 
proposals that they will have neither 
the power to implement nor to make 
his campaign adopt.

If his political history is any 
indication - as it surely is for a 
man of nearly 78 - Biden will not 
fight hard as president for even 
the mild reforms he advocates. He 
has borrowed some ideas from the 
left of his party, and proceeded to 
water them down - but not because 
he thinks they stand a better chance 
of Congressional passage, thus 
modified. He is rather using all 
these dilutions, qualifications and 
cooptations to signal to the corporate 
interests he has always served 
that, while he has a Democratic 
left to placate, any actual reforms 
he undertakes will, like Obama’s 
Affordable Care Act, be pursued 
only with their approval.

Biden departs even less from 
the norm when it comes to foreign 
policy. He says that he will restore 
the diplomatic relations with Cuba 
that Trump discontinued, rejoin the 
Paris climate accords, and recognise 
opposition leader Juan Guaidó as 
president of Venezuela. In short, 
Biden pledges to undo some of what 
he sees as the damage to foreign 
relations done by Trump, and 
resume more or less where Obama 
left off.

No way back
There is, however, something 
anachronistic about Biden’s 
promises. The pre-Trump status quo 
he vows to restore - already fraying 
at the edges before the pandemic - is 
now in shreds, and will not return by 
November, if ever.

Covid-19 is exposing and 
widening the class fault lines in 
American society as no single event 
since the great depression. Even the 
establishment media cannot ignore 
the fact that the burden of the virus 
has fallen most heavily on blacks 
and Latinos, who will probably 
become a working class majority 
before mid-century. Of singular 
importance to Marxists should be the 
fact that many people of colour work 
in the service industries - healthcare, 
retail, hospitality, restaurants - 
which employ a majority of the 
contemporary working class, 
including many whites. It has long 
been an open question as to whether 
service-industry workers would 
prove capable of the solidarity and 
militancy of the industrial workers 
of bygone days. Now, it is these 
service workers - angered by bosses 
unmindful of their safety and lives 
- who have been galvanised into 
action in the form of demonstrations 
and walkouts around the country.

Nor will heightened class tensions 
disappear when - in a future that may 
be months or even years away - the 
pandemic subsides. Businesses will 
have failed, and those that reopen 
will be determined to recoup the 
profits they have lost, hiring fewer 
workers and/or subjecting the ones 
they hire back to wage gouging 
and speed-up. For its part, the 
government will need new revenue 
streams to tackle the massive debts 
it has incurred. Will this increased 
tax burden be borne by corporations 
and the rich or by the middle and 
working classes? In other words, the 
post-pandemic world is likely to be 
one of heightened class antagonisms.

In such a world, it is highly 
improbable that Joe Biden can fulfil 
his promise to restore the pre-Trump 
status quo - a status quo, let us 

remember, that allowed him to strike 
a moderate, nice-guy pose while:
 pushing legislation making it 
harder for poorer people to claim 
bankruptcy, at the same time as 
shielding the rich from property 
seizure in repayment of debt;
 calling for cuts in Medicare and 
social security;
 stiffening criminal penalties;
 ensuring the confirmation of an 
extreme reactionary nominee to the 
Supreme Court;
 staunchly supporting the invasion 
of Iraq;
 using his influence to obtain 
lucrative corporate positions and 
business deals for his son;
 and, finally, denying in primary 
debates and elsewhere that he had 
ever done these things.

Such a modus operandi was 
only possible when enough people 
felt sufficiently secure to allow 
themselves to be lulled by saccharine 
phrases into political indifference. 
But the world that produced and 
sustained opportunist politicians 
like Biden is fading fast. A working 
population that depends more than 
ever on the government for survival 
will demand more of politicians 
and examine their actions more 
closely. The left should help people 
see Biden for what he is rather than 
assist him burnishing his credentials 
as a healer and reconciler.

Yet the greying veterans of SDS 
are not the only ones hoping that 
Biden will put things right again. 
In another Nation article, Peter 
Dreier, a professor of politics, 
waxes indignant that the editor 
of Jacobin magazine, Bhaskar 
Sunkara, tweeted his intention to 
vote for Green Party presidential 
candidate Howie Hawkins, a long-
time radical. Dreier is not mollified 
by the fact that Sunkara was only 
indicating his personal intention, not 
making a recommendation to others. 
A person of Sunkara’s reputation 
could, he argues, influence radical 
young voters in swing states, where 
a few thousand votes could decide 
the election. After enumerating the 
potential horrors of a second Trump 
term, Dreier points out all the ways 
in which Biden has supposedly 
moved to the left during and after 
the primaries, creating in his mind a 
realistic hope that he can be further 
influenced in the same direction. 
Sunkara’s refusal to endorse Biden 
is in his eyes an unconscionable 
self-indulgence.

Dreier’s admonitions are 
seconded by Mitchel Abidor - a 
translator of the writings of Victor 
Serge and Jean Jaurès - in a New 
York Times op-ed. Abidor calls 
the refusal of DSA and Jacobin to 
endorse Biden a “quixotic display 
of socialist principle” by 
privileged, middle class, 
white youths, who will 
not have to suffer the 
consequences of a second 
Trump term. He notes:

... this was also the 
position of most 
members of the 
New Left during the 
1968 presidential 
election, when 
radical young 
leftists either 
refused to vote or 
supported fringe 
candidates. Anyone 
was preferable 
to Richard Nixon 
except, of course, the 
Democratic Party’s 
nominee, Hubert 
Humphrey.2

It would be helpful, 
however, if these scolds 
would answer a couple 
of basic questions. Has 
there ever been a time in 

recent history when the Republicans 
were not several degrees to the right 
of the Democrats? Or when votes 
in swing states did not matter? If 
Hubert Humphrey’s support for the 
most criminal imperialist war of the 
later 20th century, in Vietnam, was 
not a valid reason to shun him at the 
polls, or the present near-collapse 
of the existing order is not a time to 
make a new beginning, then when 
will it ever be permissible to break 
with the Democrats?

Their implied answer is self-
evident: never. When all is said and 
done, liberals like Dreier and Abidor, 
along with the radicals of yesteryear, 
perceive the Democratic Party not 
as an obstacle, but as a guarantor of 
a status quo that probably has not 
treated most of them unkindly.

Exaggerated
They assert that this is the most 
consequential election of our lives 
- as many of them did in the last 
election, and no doubt in elections 
before that. And who can deny that 
the demagogy, bluster, gasconade, 
petty vindictiveness and disregard 
for the truth (or the appearance 
of telling the truth) mark out the 
Trump presidency as unique, even 
in the sordid annals of American 
politics? And there is no doubt that 
a second Trump term would be 
uglier - especially for immigrants 
and people of colour - than a Biden 
presidency.

But it would be mistaken to 
confuse the personal traits and 
rhetoric of a fascist strongman with 
the potential or reality of fascism. 
The country is too big - and power 
too dispersed among regional and 
local sites - to be subdued peacefully 
under a dictatorship. Such an outcome 
would require a militarised mass 
movement of the middle class - such 
as those in the Germany and Italy of 
the 1920s. And, though Trump has 
given encouraging words to white 
supremacist groups and rightist 
militias, he is not linked to them 
organisationally, and such groups 
are far too small and marginal to 
metastasise overnight into anything 
resembling Hitler’s brownshirts. 
SDS veterans notwithstanding, 
Trump is no fascist, and American 
democracy - such as it is - does not 
hang in the balance in the coming 
election. Trump would doubtless 
continue his attempts to restrict 
the franchise and pack the courts. 
But he did not initiate these efforts; 
they were begun under previous 
Republican administrations.

Analogies with Weimar Germany 
or pre-Mussolini Italy are always 
contrived, given the absence of either 
a militarised petty bourgeois mass or 
a multi-million workers’ movement 

in the US. But, since the SDS 
veterans have chosen this 

comparison, let us briefly 
pursue it - all proportions 
guarded. Much is often 
written about the disastrous 
ultra-left policy pursued by 
Comintern and the German 
Communist Party (KPD) 
- which equated the Nazis 
and Social Democrats - 
and refused a united front 
with the latter - in the run-
up to Hitler’s takeover. 
Less is generally known 
about the equally disastrous 

policy of the Social 
Democrats (SPD), who 

refused to deploy their armed 
militia, the Reichsbanner, to 

fight Hitler’s SA thugs in the 
streets, but instead relied on the 

Weimar constitution and then 
German president Paul von 
Hindenburg to keep the brown 
scourge at bay. We know the 
results of that strategy all too 
well.

DSA’s critics think 
we can rely on Biden to 

restore pre-Trump normality, while 
forgetting that the neoliberal policies 
of the Democratic Party - with Biden 
in the front ranks - are part of the 
reason why Trump was elected in the 
first place. To prevent the erosion of 
democracy, and fight back effectively 
in the sharpened class struggles that 
await, a mass workers’ party will be 
required.

Those who view the creation of 
such a party as the main objective 
must look for opportunities to break 
the Democratic stranglehold on left 
opposition forces. In doing so, they 
are not - as Dreier and Abidor would 
have it - acting as self-righteous, 
self-indulgent, white, middle class 
brats, oblivious to the human 
damage a Republican victory in 
November will cause. Those seeking 
fundamental change have always 
been called elitists, because, among 
other things, they reject the shallow 
pragmatism that cannot see further 
than a few months ahead. Strategic 
thinking always involves weighing 
short-term harm against long-term 
goals. The harm of a second Trump 
term must be evaluated against the 
harm of perpetuating a party that is 
partly responsible for Trump, and 
will continue to paralyse the efforts 
to cohere a force that can really fight 
back against him and those he has 
emboldened.

Towards a break
There is now a generational cohort 
- some of them educated, but with 
dim future prospects - and many 
with lower-paying jobs, who find no 
voice in the prevailing party system. 
They are a distinct presence in social 
media and a growing number of 
alternative publications and podcasts. 
Although not all conscious socialists, 
many were Sanders supporters who 
feel no loyalty to the Democratic 
establishment, which they subject 
to a daily drumbeat of criticism 
and exposure. Some are grouped 
in DSA, some not. Their search for 
alternatives to the Democrats should 
be encouraged, not disparaged.

Most DSA members realise that 
building a workers’ party with a 
socialist programme will be no 
easy task, and that none will arise 
as a result of a sudden growth spurt 
of a micro-vanguard or marginal 
third parties like the Greens. 
The ranks of such a party must 
rather come, at least in part, from 
defecting Democratic voters and 
political leaders, who are not likely 
to leave the party simultaneously. 
Socialists must therefore continue 
to have some relationship with the 
insurgents still inside the party. But 
any effort to build a workers’ party 
must at some point take aim at the 
principal mechanism through which 
the Democratic establishment keeps 
dissidents in tow: pressure to endorse 
centrist candidates at election time.

A strategy aimed at splitting the 
Democrats could be implemented 
through independent local 
campaigns, which, if successful, 
might encourage progressives now 
in the Democratic Party to withhold 
their backing for Biden-like 
candidates and run with the support 
of DSA.

By refusing to endorse Biden, DSA 
has taken an important step toward 
cohering a nucleus of socialists that 
will employ flexible tactics, with the 
aim of eventually bringing a workers’ 
party into being. Their progress toward 
this goal will not be aided by liberals 
and old New Leftists rushing with 
indignation to act as the Democratic 
establishment’s political police l

Jim Creegan can be reached at 
egyptianarch@gmail.com.
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The importance of being programmed (part 3)
When it comes to political principles, writes Jack Conrad, broad is bad, mass is good

A lmost without exception the 
left pays fulsome tribute to the 
Manifesto of the Communist 

Party, aka the 1848 Communist 
manifesto authored by Karl Marx 
and Frederick Engels. Take Chris 
Harman, editor of Socialist Worker, 
first between 1975 and 1977, and 
then again from 1982 and 2004. 
He wrote a glowing introduction 
to the 2003 Bookmarks edition. 
Revealingly, however, he could not 
bring himself to call it a programme. 
Instead, throughout, he deceitfully, 
sneakily, guiltily, uses the studiedly 
neutral term, “pamphlet”.1 No matter 
of mere semantics.

The Manifesto, “a detailed 
theoretical and practical 
programme”, was commissioned by 
the Communist League in June 1847 
and agreed by its London congress in 
November 1847.2 Using breathtaking, 
almost poetic-prose, it outlined a 
new, materialist world outlook, 
highlighting winning the “battle 
for democracy” and the centrality 
of proletarian self-liberation for 
communism. The League’s old 
motto of “All men are brothers” was 
replaced with “Working men of all 
countries, unite!”

The Socialist Workers Party is 
programmophobic - at least when it 
comes to the programmes of classical 
Marxism. For a rank-and-file member 

to advocate that the SWP debate 
and agree a Marxist programme is 
to be regarded as suspect, invite 
ostracism and being eased out. But 
without the ‘encumbrance’ of such a 
programme, the likes of Tony Cliff, 
Chris Harman, John Rees, Lindsey 
German, Alex Callinicos, Charlie 
Kimber and Martin Smith were free 
to pursue whatever zig or zag that 
took their fancy.

The 2010 general election saw the 
SWP standing candidates under the 
umbrella of the Trade Unionist and 
Socialist Coalition. The stated goal 
of Tusc’s initiator and main driving 
force - the Socialist Party in England 
and Wales - was to gain trade union 
sponsorship. Towards that end, “the 
trade union leaders that are involved 
in Tusc have a veto over what’s 
decided … in other words they have 
ownership of Tusc.”3 At its giddy 
heights that meant ownership was 
vested in the RMT rail union and the 
POA prison guards’ union. A Labour 
Party mark two on a Lilliputian scale.

An obvious problem. Trade union 
leaders often enjoy a comfortable 
middle class lifestyle. Mick Cash, 
RMT general secretary, has an 
annual salary of around £162,000. 
That puts him firmly amongst the top 
2% of earners.4 Then there is RMT 
senior assistant general secretary 
Steve Hedley, who brings home 

some £105,500, and assistant general 
secretary Mick Lynch (£90,307). 
President Michelle Rodgers’ 
“allowances and expenses” total 
£57,401.5

Of course, they are amongst the 
most militant trade union leaders in 
today’s Britain. Whenever possible 
they seek to advance the pay and 
conditions of their members. 
Nonetheless, their role is to mediate 
between labour and capital. To do 
that they have to closet themselves 
off in negotiations with Network 
Rail, Stagecoach or the DfT and at 
some point reach a compromise deal. 
In effect then, they are merchants 
haggling over the price of labour-
power. The danger is that even 
outstanding trade union leaders 
become managers in their own 
right. Some, because of particular 
attributes, do not fit neatly into the 
groove. In the general run of things, 
though, the great bulk of trade union 
officials consider their position a rung 
on what is a lucrative career ladder. 
The union is there to serve them. The 
fat salary, the generous pension plan, 
the well located London flat, the 
swish car - all are jealously guarded, 
along with the power, the patronage 
and the numerous other perks that 
come with the job.

That is why Marxists speak of 
a trade union bureaucracy - a caste 

which exists within, but does not 
point beyond, the capitalist system. 
By material interest, social location 
and political instinct trade union 
leaders, almost as a body, willingly 
integrate themselves with the state, 
and not only under the supposedly 
more benign conditions provided by 
a Labour government: registration 
with the certification officer, legal 
services for individual members, 
postal ballots, employment tribunals, 
the arbitration service, government 
consultations. At moments of acute 
crisis the trade union bureaucracy 
reveals itself as one of the system’s 
principal walls of defence.6

It is not that the trade unions can 
do without an apparatus. That is 
impossible for organisations of tens 
or hundreds of thousands. But the 
trade unions can do without a self-
serving apparatus. The growth and 
success of the Communist Party 
alone provides the sure, workable 
solution here. It is not a matter of 
substituting a ‘bad rightwinger’ with 
a ‘good communist’. That would be 
naive in the extreme. Too many ‘good 
communists’ have become corrupted, 
and incorporated into the trade union 
bureaucracy over the years.

We in the CPGB have a twin-track 
approach: on the one hand, restore, 
extend, maximise democracy within 
the trade unions: this facilitates, 

STRATEGY
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sharpens the battle of ideas, and 
provides the best conditions to 
build the membership, strengthen 
combativity and raise the political 
level; on the other hand, the 
Communist Party must closely 
watch, and exert tight control over, 
its own members who have been 
elected to trade union positions (the 
same goes for councillors, MSPs, 
AMs, MPs, etc).

Only with this dual approach can 
trade unions really be won “to work 
for the supersession of the capitalist 
system by a socialistic order of 
society” (RMT rule 1.4b).7 And to 
guard against careerism, naturally, 
the take-home pay of all elected party 
members must be capped to that 
of, say, the average skilled worker 
(the balance being donated to the 
movement). Our own full-time staff, 
it should be added, are expected to 
survive on a relative pittance.

Crucially, though, we insist on 
upholding programmatic principle, 
facilitating open polemics and 
ensuring the election and recallability 
of leaders. That is not a guarantee 
against bureaucratisation, but it does 
provide the best conditions to fight, 
to push back against, to overcome 
such inevitable tendencies.

With Tusc we saw a mirror 
image. While Tusc provided trade 
union bureaucrats with a platform 
to burnish their leftwing credentials, 
it did nothing to challenge either 
their power or their privileges. How 
could it? Trade union officials “own 
and control”. The SWP and SPEW 
therefore willingly constituted 
themselves not as the socialist 
vanguard, but as foot soldiers of the 
trade union bureaucracy.

Before Tusc there was Respect, 
the brainchild of the dynamic duo 
of John Rees and Lindsey German. 
With Tony Cliff safely dead and 
huge numbers having turned out 
for demonstrations against the Iraq 
war, they led the SWP into a popular 
front party (parties being, of course, 
potential governments). Respect was 
designed to unite the SWP, George 
Galloway, the Muslim Association 
of Britain and a layer of British-
Asian businessmen. The dynamics, 
the very nature of such cross-class 
projects, mean, however, that it is 
the right wing - even if it is a mere 
shadow - which, overtly or covertly, 
sets the political limits. Failing that, 
they simply walk.

That is the proven experience of 
the much more substantial popular 
fronts put together by the ‘official 
communists’ in the 1930s. The 
presence, or courtship, of the Radical 
Party, Republican Union, Liberal 
Party dissidents, religious high-ups, 
pacifists, celebrity actors, etc, ensured 
that the aim of socialism was put off 
to the far future. Correspondingly, 
demands for fundamental democratic 
change, self-determination for 
colonies, disbanding the standing 
army were either abandoned or 
reined in. Defeating fascists, 
counterrevolutionary generals, 
monarchists and Catholic reaction 
became the overriding priority. A 
self-defeating strategy. As sights are 
lowered to reforming capitalism, not 
raised to transcending capitalism, 
advanced workers feel cheated, lose 
confidence, become disorientated. 
Instead of a going forward, there is 
a going back.

Respect embodied crass populism, 
unfulfillable Keynesian nonsense 
and fudge after fudge. The most 
notorious example being comrade 
German’s “shibboleth” speech at the 
Marxism 2003 event.8 She argued, 
that to keep MAB and patriarchal, 
socially conservative businessmen 
on board, the SWP should not make 
too much of a fuss over gay rights. 
More than that, the SWP should see 
to it that such divisive issues do not 
appear in election materials.

Protests there were, but not from 

SWP loyalists. A defining moment. 
Clearly the rightwing shadow 
exercised passive control. In the 
attempt to keep in MAB and socially 
conservative businessmen, the SWP 
ensured that secularism, international 
socialism, republicanism, gay rights 
and a woman’s right to have an 
abortion were kept out.

Unfortunately, the SWP and SPEW 
are far from alone. Frustrated by their 
inability to break into the ‘big time’, 
too many organisations on the left, 
including on the Labour left, seek to 
put together a broad front, through 
which the various sects, including 
the sects of one, believe that they 
can lever social influence. Hence, 
depending on the dominant sponsor, 
the broad front is designed to appeal 
to the existing consciousness of left 
reformists, Scottish nationalists, 
Islamists, anarchists, pacifists, etc. 
Of necessity, the platforms of these 
many and various broad fronts are 
dictated by the need to achieve 
diplomatic unity: therefore they stink 
of equivocation, compromise and 
self-imposed limitation.

By contrast communists aim for 
a mass party. Paradoxically, a mass 
Communist Party built upon what 
might be called a narrow programme 
- ie, a principled minimum-maximum 
programme. Millions - qua left 
reformists, Scottish nationalists, Islamists, 
anarchists, pacifists, etc - are excluded. 
A source not of weakness, but 
strength. We confidently aspire to win 
millions of left reformists, Scottish 
nationalists, Islamists, anarchists, 
pacifists, etc, over to communism. 

Let me conclude my case for 
a principled minimum-maximum 
programme by calling three star 
witnesses.

1848
The Communist manifesto can 
certainly be described as a minimum-
maximum programme. We read:

Communists fight for the 
attainment of immediate aims, for 
the enforcement of the momentary 
interests of the working class; but 
in the movement of the present, 
they also represent and take care 
of the future of that movement.9

The programme includes not just 
immediate demands to improve 
conditions. High politics - ie, 
democratic demands - constitute 
the spinal core. Hence, in Germany, 
the Marx party stands for sweeping 
away the numerous kingdoms, 
principalities, electorates, duchies 
and city states. The party also 
envisages a fight against the “petty 
bourgeois” and an alliance with the 
bourgeoisie. That would be “but the 
prelude to an immediately following 
proletarian revolution”.10

Being Rhinelanders, Marx and 
Engels were, in their youth, very 
much the children of the French 
Revolution. Leave aside the illusory 
expectation of the working class 
- a minority, dwarfed by the petty 
bourgeois mass - standing on the 
cusp of state power. Marx and Engels 
expected a German version of the 
Jacobins and leaders of the stature of 
Danton, Marat and Robespierre.

But life teaches. A necessary 
addition soon came.

With the Demands of the 
Communist Party in Germany 
(March 1848), Marx and Engels 
supplemented the Manifesto with a 
series of concrete minimum demands 
and certainly, when it came to the 
attitude towards the bourgeoisie 
and the petty bourgeoisie, which by 
definition includes the peasantry, a 
necessary corrective was introduced.

The Demands no longer present 
the bourgeoisie as an ally against 
the forces of reaction. Instead the 
“proletariat, the petty bourgeoisie 
and the small peasants” are urged to 
support “with all possible energy” 

the 17 minimum demands presented 
by the communists.11

Amongst those demands are: 
(2) universal suffrage; (4) “universal 
arming of the people”; (6-8) aid 
for the peasantry; (10) a “state 
bank” to replace all private banks; 
(11) nationalisation of the means of 
transport; (13) “complete separation 
of church and state”; (17) “universal 
free education”. Heading them all, 
though, is: (1) the clarion call that the 
“whole of Germany shall be declared 
a single and indivisible republic”: ie, 
a big Germany, including Austria. 
Such a republic, wide in space and 
with a considerable population, can 
alone realise, safeguard and take 
the minimum programme forward 
to the higher tasks of the maximum 
programme. Leftwing advocates of 
nationalist break-ups, regionalism 
and localism might care to take note.

Erfurt
There is much to be learnt from the 
minimum-maximum programme 
adopted by the German Social 
Democratic Party (SPD) at its Erfurt 
congress of 1891. Here, however, by 
contrast to the Communist manifesto, 
most contemporary leftists almost 
automatically dismiss it as having 
relevance only for semi-autocratic 
kaiser Germany and a long period of 
class peace. Either that or it is held 
up as a terrible warning, because 
on August 4 1914 SPD Reichstag 
deputies unanimously, including 
therefore Karl Liebknecht, voted for 
war credits, allegedly because of the 
separation of the programme into 
minimum and maximum sections 
(by convention the fraction acted as 
a single bloc).

We shall come to August 1914 
below. Meanwhile, we shall begin at 
the beginning.

The Erfurt programme was 
initially drafted by Wilhelm 
Liebknecht and discussed by the 
SPD executive. That process was 
completed on June 18 1891. Engels 
was then asked, in a “strictly 
confidential” communiqué, for his 
views. On June 29 1891, he sent 
back what we know as Critique of the 
Erfurt programme (remember, what 
he criticised was the leadership’s 
first internal draft). Most of his 
suggestions were incorporated into 
the leadership’s ‘official’ draft (July 
4 1891). Without knowing anything 
about Engels’ Critique, the editorial 
board of Die Neue Zeit - ie, Kautsky - 
also produced a draft (August 1891). 
August Bebel, knowing full well 
about Engels’ Critique, contributed 
his own edits (October 1891). 
The final version being agreed by 
the Erfurt congress, meeting over 
October 14-21 1891.12

Having looked over the Liebknecht 
draft, Engels approvingly remarked 
that it “differs very favourably from 
the former programme”: that is, the 
Gotha programme of 1875, which 
Marx had furiously denounced 
because of its unprincipled and 
unnecessary compromises with 
Lassalleanism.13 Labour being the 
source of all wealth, statism, the 
iron law of wages, other classes 
constituting a single reactionary 
bloc, etc.

Not surprisingly then, Engels 
greeted the Erfurt congress as a 
sweeping victory. Writing to Adolph 
Sorge in America, he said:

We have had the satisfaction 
of seeing Marx’s critique win 
all along the line. Even the last 
traces of Lassalleanism have been 
eliminated. With the exception of 
a few poorly written bits (though 
it’s only the way they’re put that 
is feeble and commonplace), there 
is nothing to complain of in the 
programme - or not, at any rate, at 
first reading.14

The first of the two parts opens with 

a brief analysis of capitalism and its 
development: monopoly concentrates 
production and increases the number 
of workers; the middle classes are 
being squeezed and there is a general 
growth of insecurity. The programme 
calls for the social ownership of the 
means of production and includes the 
forthright statement that the working 
class alone can bring about the 
liberation of humanity. Other classes 
are tied to “existing society”.

Then the fundamental aims and 
principles of socialism are set out - 
what Marxists aspire to. Following 
on from that we have the “demands 
which the social democracy makes of 
present-day society” - the ways and 
means.15

The Erfurt programme is 
emphatic: the working class cannot 
rely on mere trade unionism. Politics 
are key:

The struggle of the working class 
against capitalistic exploitation is 
of necessity a political struggle. 
The working class cannot carry 
on its economic contests, and 
cannot develop its economic 
organisation, without political 
rights. It cannot bring about the 
transference of the means of 
production into the possession of 
the community, without having 
obtained political power.16

To give the struggle of the working 
class “a conscious and unified form, 
and to show it its necessary goal” 
are fundamental tasks.17 The Erfurt 
programme is also quite emphatic, 
when it declares that the supersession 
of capitalism is an international task:

The interests of the working 
classes are the same in all 
countries with a capitalistic mode 
of production. With the extension 
of the world’s commerce, and of 
production for the world market, 
the position of the worker in 
every country grows ever more 
dependent on the position of the 
worker in other countries. The 
liberation of the working class, 
accordingly, is a work in which 
the workmen of all civilised 
countries are equally involved. 
In recognition of this, the SPD of 
Germany feels and declares itself 
to be one with the class-conscious 
workmen of all other countries.18

The SPD is not fighting for new 
class privileges and class rights, but 
for the abolition of class rule and of 
“classes themselves” (a formulation 
suggested by Engels), for equal rights 
and “equal duties of all”, without 
distinction of sex or descent (another 
Engels suggestion - he sought to rid 
the programme of any specifically 
bourgeois meaning of equality).

The programme proposes “to 
begin with” 10 key political demands. 
Engels had argued for a different, 
surely more militant, formulation: 
“social democracy fights for all 
demands which help it approach this 
goal” of a classless society.19

The 10 demands can be summarised 
as follows:
1. “universal, equal and direct 
suffrage”; proportional representation, 
biennial parliaments and pay for 
elected representatives;
2. “self-determination and self-
government of the people in realm, 
state, province and parish”, election 
of magistrates and annual voting of 
taxes;
3. education of “all to bear arms”, 
a militia in “place of the standing 
army”, questions of war and peace to 
be decided by elected representatives 
and settlement of “all international 
disputes by arbitration”;
4. abolition of all laws which limit 
or suppress the “right of meeting and 
coalition”;
5. abolition of all laws which “place 
women, whether in a public or a 

private capacity, at a disadvantage as 
compared with men”;
6. the “declaration that religion 
is a private affair” (a formulation 
criticised by Marx back in 1875, 
because for the party religion is not a 
private matter) and the end of public 
funding “upon ecclesiastical and 
religious objects”, with ecclesiastical 
and religious bodies to be regarded as 
private associations, which regulate 
their affairs entirely independently;
7. “secularisation of schools”;
8. “free administration of justice” 
and election of judges;
9. a free health service;
10. graduated income and property  
tax for “defraying all public expenses” 
and abolition of all indirect taxes.20

Then come five minimum 
economic demands, designed to 
protect and improve the lot of the 
working class, such as an eight-
hour day, prohibition of child 
labour under 14, inspection of 
workplaces, and a national insurance 
system administered in the main by 
representatives of the workers.

Kautsky wrote a semi-official 
commentary on the Erfurt 
programme: a short book called 
The class struggle (1892). Here 
he explained, in popular form, the 
theories of Marx and Engels - not 
least Marx’s analysis of capitalism, 
as presented in Capital. The 
class struggle was widely read in 
Europe and the US between its 
first publication and 1914: a sort of 
Marxist bible. Translated into 16 
languages, it certainly influenced 
Marxists in Russia - not least 
Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov (Lenin).

Rightly, the Erfurt programme is 
based upon the conviction that the 
Marxist party had to win for itself a 
mass membership and a clear majority 
in society. And after the repeal of the 
anti-socialist laws in 1890 the SPD 
experienced rapid growth and sank 
deep social roots. Membership grew 
to a million, the number of Reichstag 
deputies seemed set to inexorably 
increase with each election and 
powerful trade unions were built 
too. However, under such easy, 
safe, accommodating circumstances 
the germination of conservative, 
bureaucratic forces was inevitable.

The “first serious theoretical attack” 
against the Marxist foundations of the 
programme came with Bernstein’s 
Evolutionary socialism.21 He claimed 
that capitalism was itself inexorably 
moving in the direction of socialism: 
eg, nationalisation, social security, 
increased democratic rights. All the 
SPD had to do was to encourage 
innate tendencies and finally take 
hold of the representative institutions 
of the kaiser state. Others were not 
so bold, not so foolish. Instead they 
paid lip service. So leading right 
opportunists projected the maximum 
section of the programme - the 
prospect of socialism and universal 
human liberation - to a further and 
further distant horizon. Socialism 
still appeared in their lexicon, but 
as an empty phrase - although one 
which earned them applause at rallies 
and meetings.

So we arrive at August 4 1914. 
Clearly there was an ongoing 

right-opportunist drift away from 
the programme. We see too not 
a few examples of the Bebel-
Liebknecht-Kautsky leadership itself 
equivocating, wobbling and giving 
ground: eg, naval policy, the Russian 
threat, toleration of revisionism.

Yet, though it had a material basis 
in the Reichstag fraction, in trade 
union officialdom, in newspaper 
editors and journalists, and the 
party’s considerable body of national 
and regional full-timers, the rightist 
trend remained a minority - certainly 
a largely hidden one - till August 
4 1914. Only then did it burst out 
into the open amidst the panic, fear 
and confusion that accompanied the 
outbreak of World War I.
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Even a few days before, most 
people expected the SPD Reichstag 
fraction to follow the example of 
Bebel and Liebknecht in 1870 and 
at least abstain. The SPD itself 
expected that too. Congresses 
overwhelming voted to condemn 
Prussian militarism, colonialism 
was roundly denounced and the SPD 
press constantly warned against the 
danger of inter-imperialist war.

Kautsky did propose abstention. 
When that failed, he urged SPD 
deputies to denounce both imperialist 
camps and to limit support for the 
kaiser government to a defensive 
war alone. But the fraction voted for 
war credits and in effect wrote an 
economic and political blank cheque 
for German imperialism - supported 
by ‘special advisor’ Kautsky, there 
were just 14 votes against.

So what explains the about-turn, 
the great betrayal? First and foremost, 
it was fear that the kaiser government 
would move to ban the SPD, fear 
that the SPD press would be closed 
down, fear that meeting halls and 
offices would be confiscated, fear 
that glittering parliamentary careers 
would end with prison sentences. So 
narrow self-interest was put before 
the interests of the global movement 
for socialism.

Kautsky faced a momentous 
choice. Either split the party over 
what he thought was a temporary 
panic. That or keep his opposition to 
the war private and limit himself to 
justifying defensive wars, opposing 
annexations and calling for a just 
peace. Fatefully, he chose the course 
of least resistance. In the name of 
party unity he refused to lead a split 
with the social-imperialist majority 
in the SPD’s Reichstag fraction.

Lenin, it should be added, did not 
offer his former mentor understanding, 
sympathy or, despite the kaiser state’s 
threats, call for solidarity. No, he 
indignantly, unforgivingly, remorselessly 
denounced the “renegade Kautsky”. 

The right, because it occupied 
leading positions, because of the 
deep culture of discipline and unity, 
managed to secure the temporary 
silence, or sullen cooperation, of the 
majority of members. Most thought 
that the war was going to be primarily 
against tsarist Russia - the “bulwark 
of reaction” (Marx). A theme heavily 
played upon by the SPD right. And, 
hopefully, the war would soon be 
over, perhaps by Christmas. Then 
the jingoistic madness raging at the 
top of the party would sort itself out. 
Sanity would prevail.

But German social democracy had 
a long history of being “revolutionary 
social democracy” (Lenin ‘Leftwing’ 
communism: an infantile disorder22). 
There was, as a result, a quick 
regaining of spirit and strength. Rosa 
Luxemburg, Karl Liebknecht and 
Clara Zetkin formed the Spartacus 
League on August 4 1914! Prison 
sentences were meted out. A big 
split occurred in April 1917 with the 
formation of the Independent SPD 
- which included, on its right, Karl 
Kautsky and Eduard Bernstein. The 
ISDP grew to a 750,000 membership 
(the Spartacist League constituted 
itself as an open faction till the 
formation of the Communist Party of 
Germany).

Note, the leaders of the ‘official’ 
SPD were accused of having “violated” 
the class and internationalist principles 
of the Erfurt programme.23 At the Gotha 
congress of the ISDP Kautsky declared 
that the ‘government socialists’ had 
“betrayed” the programme and its 
mission. We are authoritatively told 
that this no doubt reflected “the real 
feeling of most delegates.”24 Not that 
this stopped him and the centrist rump 
of the ISDP reuniting with the ‘official’ 
SPD in September 1922.

Especially with hindsight, one can 
easily find the germs of August 1914. 
Rather than risk being made illegal 
once again, the SPD leadership 

preferred to skirt around particularly 
thorny issues, most notably the 
democratic republic. What was 
omitted therefore has significance. 
But the germs of a cancer are not 
the same as a cancer. To reject 
organising our programme into 
maximum and minimum sections on 
the basis of August 1914 is certainly 
to come to an absurd, an unwarranted 
conclusion.

Engels
There are those who paint Engels as a 
rejectionist. Supposedly because the 
Erfurt programme failed “to call for 
the overthrow of the Prusso-German 
military state”, he must be counted 
as an opponent of Erfurtianism.25 
Clearly, an unfounded statement. No, 
he, Engels, was a critical Erfurtian. 
He privately writes back to the SPD 
executive:

The political demands of the 
draft have one great fault. It 
lacks precisely what should have 
been said. If all the [immediate] 
demands were granted, we should 
indeed have more diverse means 
of achieving our main political 
aim, but the aim itself would in 
no wise have been achieved.26

Germany was in 1891 still ruled 
under an extended version of the 
anti-democratic Prussian constitution 
of 1850. A constitution which 
concentrated power in the hands of 
the kaiser, the army and the state 
bureaucracy, not the people. Engels 
calls the Reichstag a “fig leaf” for 
absolutism - an absolutism that 
was always prepared to threaten 
bloodcurdling counterrevolutionary 
measures. 

Famously, the conservative, Elard 
von Oldenburg-Januschau, told the 
assembled Reichstag, to ringing 
applause: “The king of Prussia and the 
German emperor must always be in a 
position to say to any lieutenant, ‘Take 
10 men and shoot the Reichstag’.” He 
meant, of course, chiefly the SPD 
deputies.27

Hence, Engels reiterates the 
demand for a democratic republic. A 
single and indivisible republic: ie, the 
abolition of the Prussian kaiser and 
the system of petty states within the 
German empire like the minuscule 
Thuringia (analogous to the Isle of 
Man, Jersey, Guernsey, etc).

This owes nothing to a desire to 
finish the “incomplete bourgeois 
revolution”.28 Engels is insistent: 
“our party and the working class 
can only come to power under the 
form of the democratic republic. 
This is even the specific form of 
the dictatorship of the proletariat.”29 
He repeats the point a few lines 
down: “In my view, the proletariat 
can only use the form of the one 
and indivisible republic.” And here, 
as with so much else, Engels was, 
of course, perfectly in tune with 
Marx. He too viewed the democratic 
republic as the form of the rule of 
the working class.

Engels is well aware of the 
difficulties of bluntly stating this. 
The danger of renewed anti-socialist 
laws loomed heavily over the SPD. 
They could easily be reintroduced 
and the party forced underground 
once again. Yet, he urges, there must 
be some subtle phrase that would 
get around the legal problem: he 
recommends “the concentration of 
all political power in the hands of 
the people’s representatives” - that 
would serve for the “time being”.30 
A formulation not included in the 
Erfurt programme.

Engels warns that “forgetting the 
great, the principal considerations” 
- specifically he had in mind the 
democratic republic - for what he 
calls the “momentary interests of 
the day” is a “sacrifice of the future 
movement” for its “present”. This, 
Engels says, may be “honestly” 

meant, but it is and remains 
opportunism, and, he adds, “honest” 
opportunism is “perhaps the most 
dangerous of all”.31

Bernstein, of course, honestly 
espoused the opportunist maxim 
that the movement was everything, 
the final goal nothing. And 
Kautsky opposed Bernsteinism, 
conducting an orthodox defence 
of the minimum-maximum 
programme, as did many others, 
including Georgi Plekhanov, the 
father of Russian Marxism. Indeed 
Plekhanov called for Bernstein 
to be expelled. Bernsteinism was 
officially condemned by the SPD’s 
Dresden congress and in its turn by 
the Second International. Bernstein’s 
revisionism and gradualism was 
part of an attempt to replace the 
conquest of power by a policy 
which “accommodates itself with 
the existing order.”32 Given what 
happened later, it would assuredly 
have been correct to have done what 
Plekhanov advocated. Though he was 
thought of as representing nothing 
of significance organisationally, 
the fact of the matter was that 
opportunism was insidiously gaining 
strength and confidence. Expelling 
Bernstein would have drawn a clear 
line and shown in no uncertain terms 
what is, and what is not, acceptable.

Parti Ouvrier
This minimum-maximum programme 
was drawn up in May 1880, when 
Jules Guesde, a leading French 
socialist, met Marx in Engels’ front 
room in London’s Primrose Hill (not 
that we should forget the assistance 
provided by Engels and Marx’s son-
in-law, Paul Lafargue - who, along 
with Guesde, became a leading 
figure on the Marxist wing of French 
socialism). Anyway, the preamble, 
which amounts to the maximum 
section of the programme, was 
dictated by Marx himself - “word for 
word”, according to Engels.33

It reads as follows:

C o n s i d e r i n g  t h a t  t h e 
emancipation of the productive 
class is that of all human beings 
without distinction of sex or race; 
that the producers can be free 
only when they are in possession 
of the means of production; that 
there are only two forms under 
which the means of production 
can belong to them: the 
individual form, which has never 
existed in a general state and 
which is increasingly eliminated 
by industrial progress; the 
collective form, the material 
and intellectual elements of 
which are constituted by the 
very development of capitalist 
society; considering, that this 
collective appropriation can 
arise only from the revolutionary 
action of the productive class 
- or proletariat - organised in 
a distinct political party; that 
such an organisation must be 
pursued by all the means the 
proletariat has at its disposal, 
including universal suffrage, 
which will thus be transformed 
from the instrument of deception 
that it has been until now into 
an instrument of emancipation; 
the French socialist workers, 
in adopting as the aim of 
their efforts the political and 
economic expropriation of the 
capitalist class and the return 
to community of all the means 
of production, have decided, 
as a means of organisation and 
struggle, to enter the elections 
with the following immediate 
demands.34

The programme then moves on to 
political demands for the abolition of 
all laws over the press, meetings and 
associations and women’s equality 
“in relation to man”; removal of 

subsidies to religious orders and the 
return to the nation of the “‘goods 
said to be mortmain, movable and 
immovable’ (decree by the Commune 
of April 2 1871), including all the 
industrial and commercial annexes 
of these corporations”; suppression 
of the public debt; “abolition of 
standing armies and the general 
arming of the people”; communes 
“to be master of its administration 
and its police”. The economic section 
calls for the eight-hour day, a ban on 
child labour under 14 and between 
that age and 16 the “reduction of the 
working day from eight to six hours”; 
protective supervision of apprentices 
by the workers’ organisations; a legal 
minimum wage, determined each 
year according to the local price 
of food, by a workers’ statistical 
commission; legal prohibition of 
bosses employing foreign workers 
at a wage less than that of French 
workers; equal pay for equal work, 
for workers of both sexes; scientific 
and professional instruction of all 
children, “with their maintenance the 
responsibility of society, represented 
by the state and the commune”; 
responsibility of society for the old 
and the disabled; prohibition of all 
interference by employers in the 
administration of “workers’ friendly 
societies, provident societies, 
etc, which are returned to the 
exclusive control of the workers”; 
responsibility of the bosses in the 
matter of accidents, guaranteed by 
security paid by the employer into the 
workers’ funds, and in proportion to 
the number of workers employed and 
the danger that the industry presents; 
intervention by the workers in the 
special regulations of the various 
workshops; an end to the right 
usurped by the bosses to “impose any 
penalty on their workers in the form 
of fines or withholding of wages” 
(decree by the Commune of April 27 
1871); annulment of all the contracts 
that have alienated public property 
(banks, railways, mines, etc), and 
the exploitation of all state-owned 
workshops to be entrusted to the 
workers who work there; abolition of 
all indirect taxes and transformation 
of all direct taxes into a progressive 
tax on incomes over 3,000 francs; 
suppression of all inheritance “on 
… all direct inheritance over 20,000 
francs”.

Marx modestly said of the 
programme that “this very brief 
document in its economic section 
consists solely of demands that 
actually have spontaneously arisen 
out of the labour movement itself. 
There is in addition an introductory 
passage, where the communist goal 
is defined in a few lines.”35 However, 
Engels admiringly described the first, 
maximum, section as “a masterpiece 
of cogent argumentation rarely 
encountered, clearly and succinctly 
written for the masses; I myself 
was astonished by this concise 
formulation”.36

Yet for right-moving leftists the 
programme of the Parti Ouvrier 
appears to be exactly the kind of 
“broad platform” that could serve as 
a model for what is needed to “bring 
together a broad organisation” in 
British circumstances.37 If that was 
the case, then that would be good 
news indeed. But, in fact, we have 
yet another bad case of misreading 
both the programme and history.

There were those in France who 
advocated a “broad platform” and a 
“broad organisation”. Paul Brousse 
founded the monthly journal Le 
Travail in March 1880, which was 
open to all “schools” of socialism, 
not least the anarchists - a school of 
thought with which he retained an 
enduring sympathy. His conception 
of the party was therefore federalist 
and, yes, decidedly broad. Then 
there was Benoît Malon. He was 
determined to keep the door open to 
“social Radicals”, who still had the 

allegiance of some working class 
voters, “thus creating a broad-based 
party, stretching from anarchists on 
the left to Radicals on the right”.38

The fact of the matter is that 
the Parti Ouvrier’s programme 
served to draw lines of demarcation. 
Proudhonists, Blanquists, anti-political 
syndicalists and anarchists were to be 
repelled, told to keep out, barred by, for 
example, the programme’s seemingly 
innocuous commitment to transform 
universal suffrage from an “instrument 
of deception” into an “instrument of 
emancipation”. The naive vision of 
socialism promoted by Proudhonists, 
Blanquists, syndicalists and anarchists 
discounted parliamentary politics and 
relied instead on forming cooperatives, 
a revolutionary coup, the general strike 
or exemplary actions. The anarchists, 
for example, turned to the propaganda 
of the deed: the assassin’s bomb or 
well-aimed bullet.

When the programme was 
adopted, with a few amendments, by 
the founding congress of the Parti 
Ouvrier, meeting at Le Havre in 
November 1880, the aim was not to 
bring together diverse, incompatible, 
schools of thought. No, the dialectic 
ran from firm principles and a 
definite line of march to the masses.

There is surely a profound lesson 
here, when we consider Momentum, 
the Scottish Socialist Party, Left 
Unity, Tusc and the abject failure 
of much more serious ‘broad party’ 
projects in Europe, such as Syriza, 
Podemos, Rifondazione Comunista, 
Die Linke and the Nouveau Parti 
Anticapitaliste l
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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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Notes
1. The reference is to the Workers’ Socialist 
Federation of Sylvia Pankhurst.
2. Social Democrat members of the German 
government responsible for ordering the shooting 
of workers during the November revolution.
3. Tom Bell (formerly of the Socialist Labour 
Party) thought it imperative to “rally together 
all the elements in the country in favour of 
communism [and] to make it clear that we 
have no associations with and did not stand for 
the same policy as the Labour Party …”See J 
Klugmann History of the Communist Party of 
Great Britain: formation and early years London 
1987, Vol 1 (1919-1924), p45.

With Lenin’s 
new pamphlet 
advanced 
workers 
began to learn 
Bolshevism

Call for affiliation
On the second day of the 

Communist Unity Convention 
(August 1 1920), delegates 

resolved to establish a Provisional 
Executive Committee - achieved by 
adding six members directly elected 
from the Convention to the existing 
Joint Provisional Committee.

Then, after sending “warmest 
greetings” to the 2nd Congress 
of the Communist International, 
delegates turned to relations 
between the newly launched 
Communist Party and Labour. The 

vote for standing for parliament to 
win a platform for revolutionary 
propaganda had been a foregone 
conclusion; relations with the 
Labour Party was a far more 
tricky issue. It divided the two 
main organisations that coalesced 
to form the CPGB - the British 
Socialist Party and the Communist 
Unity Group.

The problem was faced squarely 
and honestly by the delegates - no 
blurry, composite fudges for them. 
Indeed, Provisional Committee 

member JF Hodgson of Grimsby 
BSP told the assembled comrades 
that he regarded it as a positively 
“pleasant duty” to introduce “the 
real bone of contention” into the 
proceedings.

This no-nonsense approach 
was reflected in the arrangements 
for the discussion. It took the 
form of a direct debate between 
two starkly opposed motions: (a) 
“That the Communist Party shall 
be affiliated to the Labour Party” 
and (b) “that the Communist 

Party shall not be affiliated to the 
Labour Party”.

If the convention resolved to 
seek affiliation to the Labour 
Party, delegates would then 
discuss the details of how 
communists would operate in this 
challenging environment, what 
political initiatives they would 
launch. Proposition (a) was moved 
by comrade Hodgson and the 
following is an edited version of 
his speech l

William Sarsfield

Flexibility of tactics
Mr chairman and comrades, after the 
exhausting proceedings through which 
we have just passed, it is my very 
pleasant duty to introduce you to the 
real bone of contention, and I would 
like to say before I commence to speak 
on behalf of the BSP, which was and 
is not, that from the first in these unity 
proceedings and conferences - which 
have been almost as exhausting as our 
proceedings this morning - we have 
always maintained the point of view 
that the party itself, when formed, 
should be allowed to decide on this very 
important matter.

We have never budged from that 
position, and when at last it was decided 
- as the executives or parties’ delegates 
could not agree - to put the matter to 
the vote of a rank-and-file convention, 
it was on our proposal that was done. 
Our friends on the other side accepted 
the proposal readily.

Now I say that because I want to 
add that, as far as we are concerned, 
we are very keen on this matter, but 
that, whichever way the vote shall go, 
it is our intention, even though it be 
against us, it shall not be the means of 
reducing one jot the enthusiasm and 
energy which we intend to put into this 
new party. I call for that spirit from 
those who differ from us, and I want 
to remind you that, unless we have 
that spirit present among us in all our 
proceedings as a party in the future, we 
are born to impotence and are likely to 
enter into disaster quite soon.

I hope that we shall settle this matter 
of the Labour Party ... settle it one 
way or the other. It has been said that 
it is perfectly easy talking here about 
the Labour Party itself, because most 
of the delegates have come to this 
conference with a mandate. Well, it 
applies to most of us; but at any rate I 
take this view, that we have had these 
discussions ad nauseum, and I suggest 
that we should try to steer clear of the 
old cut and dried arguments, and to see 
if we can strike out on a new line. We 
shall be assisted in that effort by certain 
things that have transpired quite lately.

For instance, there is Lenin’s book 
on the Infant disorders of the left 
communists - an interesting work which 
sheds a flood of light upon the whole 
question. Also, we have had - and I 
want to refer to this matter first - we 
have had from the left communists a 
clear declaration that their policy with 
regard to the Labour Party is distinct 
from their policy towards the trade 
unions.1 It appears that we are not to 
join the Labour Party because it is led 
by trade union leaders who have a 
bourgeois outlook and whose mentality 
is that of the middle class. Therefore 
we are to have nothing to do with the 
Labour Party.

That is clear and distinct, and with 
regard to these same Labour leaders 
I would say more than that - I would 
say that these men are destined to play 
the part of your Scheidemanns and 
Noskes,2 and the time will come when 
we shall have to deal with them in a 
no uncertain way. Not by voting, I say 
that. But, comrades and friends, this 

same declaration proceeds to say that 
it shall be the duty of the branches to 
form communist groups in trade union 
branches, and to work inside the trade 
union movement in the same way. Now 
I confess that I cannot understand that. 
It seems to me to be a high example 
of confusion. Here you meet on the 
industrial field ... certain trade union 
leaders.

You are fully aware that, whether 
or not through sheer rascality, duplicity 
and corruption, they are misleading 
the working class. You meet them 
there with the intention of destroying 
their influence, and of winning the 
confidence and trust of the rank and file 
to that end. That is exactly the kind of 
tactic that I believe in. But may I remind 
you that you meet these same people in 
the Labour Party, and that you meet 
them on a much larger field than you do 
in the trade unions. We are a political 
party. We meet these same trade union 
leaders in the Labour Party on the wider 
and far more important political field. 
That is the view I take, comrades.

... Many of our comrades have done 
important work inside the trade unions 
by starting unofficial committees and 
reform movements. This was extremely 
important. They have done good work 
in that way, but those are the very 
comrades who refuse to say that you 
could act in exactly the same way inside 
the political movement of the workers, 
which is the Labour Party. If you are 
going to have your communist groups 
inside trade union branches, why not 
inside the branches of the Labour 
Party? If you are going to operate inside 
the trade union movement, why not 
inside the Labour Party at its annual 
conferences? And why not try to help 
in such a way that when we go to the 
annual conferences we shall not find 
ourselves, as we did at Scarborough, 
a little group of a dozen - and the rest 
reactionists, or moderates, or blind 
men, because the best elements in the 
trade union movement had not sought 
to get elected as delegates to the Labour 
Party conference?

I know there are objections to this 
policy. We are told, for example, that 
if you affiliate to the Labour Party, 
and work inside the Labour Party, you 
become identified with the policy of 
the Labour Party. I deny that. I believe 
the best way you can illustrate the fact 
that you are not with the general body 
of opinion inside the Labour Party is to 
get in there and illustrate it from inside.

I say that our comrades who work 
with the unofficial movement 
have done more in that 
way to illustrate the fact 
that they have a point of 
view which is entirely 
different from that of 
the official elements 
than they could 
possibly have done 
outside. You do not 
become identified 
with the policy of 
the Labour Party by 
becoming affiliated 
to it or working 

inside. On the contrary. But the most 
difficult argument to understand, to 
my mind, is the objection that, by the 
by, the Labour Party is going to take 
office, and that when it does you will be 
identified with all the ruin that is going 
to come upon the party, once it takes 
office and assumes responsibilities 
which it cannot possibly fulfil.

I do not know whether the delegates 
are aware of it, but this matter has been 
dealt with by Lenin in this latest work 
of his. I say this because I know that 
those who will oppose this resolution, 
from the point of view I am putting 
forward, have been accustomed in 
the past to refer to the example of the 
Bolsheviks, and always to quote Lenin 
as their apostle and bludgeon us in that 
way. We are entitled to use the same 
kind of bludgeon, and I would remind 
you that Lenin considers this kind of 
objection to Labour Party affiliation 
as one of the “infant disorders of 
the left communists”. We had a talk 
yesterday about parliamentary action. 
It is surprising to know that Lenin 
advises that we should take part in 
parliamentary action, that we should get 
our members into parliament, and that 
when they are in parliament they should 
support the Labour Party in downing 
Lloyd George and Churchill and should 
try to get the Labour Party into office.

You should give them such support 
as the rope gives to the executed person. 
I mean to say that, after all, we have to 
be realists in this matter, not to live in a 
realm of theory, but to get right down 
to the reality. Surely we understand 
that the British working class has not 
yet passed through the experience of 
having a Kerensky or a Scheidemann, 
and that the sooner it goes through that 
experience the better. We cannot assist 
it to go through that experience by a 
policy of aloofness from the working 
class movement. A realistic sizing up 
of the situation means that we must be 
in and out of the labour movement all 
the time. But, of course, if you want 
a reputation for real revolutionary 
fervour, you must use words like these: 
‘Let us march straight forward, turning 

neither to the right nor to 
the left, but keeping 

our revolutionary 

principles clear and unsullied.’
That is the way you become 

a left communist, because you leave 
your comrades behind. I make my 
plea this morning, in connection with 
the new party, that it shall not indulge 
in such antics. After all, something 
important has happened in the world 
during the last few years, and that 
is the Russian Revolution, and the 
experience of a proletarian revolution 
which you get from that; and we know 
that the Bolsheviks would never have 
won through to the triumph they have 
achieved by the policy of aloofness, 
dogmatism and so forth, which is at 
rock bottom the inspiration of the 
antagonism to affiliation to the Labour 
Party. A week or two before the 
outbreak of the October revolution, the 
Bolsheviks were getting ready their list 
of candidates for the duma. A fortnight 
- or it might have been three weeks or a 
month - after, they abolished the duma. 
That is the way to be flexible. That is the 
way to adapt yourself to circumstances. 
That is the way to fight scientifically. 
That is the way to use strategy and 
tactics in order to win through.

Of course, I am talking like a Labour 
fakir! ‘The only way in which you can 
win is by a frontal attack, never mind 
what kind of support you have got; if 
the battalions are small don’t hesitate, 
go right in.’ I don’t believe in that kind 
of thing: I think that the longest way 
round is sometimes the nearest way 
home. I know we are working against 
an enemy who is very insidious in 
his methods. He does not use frontal 
attacks, but flanking movements of 
all kinds, to undermine our position. I 
want us to use the same kind of thing.

Now, comrades, we had from 
comrade Bell yesterday what, to 
my mind, was an extremely lucid 
exposition of the arguments for 
revolutionary parliamentary action. 
They were also very powerful and 
cogent arguments for affiliation to 
the Labour Party. Comrade Bell told 
us - and I thoroughly agree with it - 
that all spheres of life where working 
class opinion can be influenced are 
important. With that I steadfastly 
agree, but to say that, and with the next 
breath to advocate that we should keep 
outside the Labour Party, seems to me 
a contradiction.3

Inside the Labour Party we can 
influence working class opinion. Inside 
the Labour Party we can use a lever by 
which we can ultimately destroy the 
influence of the treacherous leaders 
of the trade union movement on the 
political field l
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Rise of the Covidiots
How can pandemic-sceptics deny the reality in front of their eyes? Paul Demarty investigates

Great prominence, it seems, 
attaches to small groups who 
deny in some sense the reality of 

the Covid-19 pandemic.
Exactly what is denied varies - perhaps 

it is that the disease is viral in origin (tear 
down those 5G masts ... ) or even that it is 
anything more than an incomprehensibly 
vast piece of theatre orchestrated by the 
government. Attention is uniformly 
drawn to the extension of police powers, 
the purpose of the ‘hoax’ being to further 
erode civil liberties.

In this country, several small protests 
were broken up by police over the 
weekend, with attention drawn in the 
press to the arrest of Jeremy Corbyn’s 
half-daft brother, Piers, among a dozen 
or so others in the capital (presumably 
certain family Zoom calls in the 
Islington area are getting particularly 
awkward). Far more serious is the 
situation in America, where more 
substantial gatherings of the far right 
are multiplying, demanding an end 
to what passes for lockdown in that 
wounded nation. The liberal media and 
activists share images of militia types 
in full combat armour, assault rifles at 
the ready - half in amusement and half 
in fear of how close the United States 
seems to be to a mass, quasi-fascist 
movement breaking out over this.

The protests are not terribly interesting 
on their own (except, perhaps, in the 
USA). In this country and elsewhere in 
Europe, the numbers involved are utterly 
trivial. The British demonstrations seem 
to have been organised by a far-right 
micro-splinter called the UK Freedom 
Movement, about which little is known 
but which seems to have flaked off 
from Britain First (itself a fragment of 
the British National Party, which fell to 
pieces over the course of the last decade). 
There is a permanent hard core of 
irrationalist, right-leaning, conspiratorial 
thinkers in capitalism, for whom every 
passing event can be incorporated into 
the narrative structure. David Icke’s 
shape-shifting lizards are the most eye-
catching, perhaps, but similar theories 
abound about Freemasons, global 
institutions and (once we get into the 
far right proper) Jews. It could hardly 
be expected to ignore an event like the 
current pandemic.

The more interesting questions hinge 
on a battle taking place, so to speak, 
elsewhere. The bourgeois establishment 
is deeply divided - faced with the 
possibility of mass deaths, on the one 
hand, and economic ruin, on the other, 
the scope and length of quarantines are 
fiercely contested. The right divides 
into pro- and anti-quarantine parties. 
What role do our denialists play in this 
struggle?

With regard to the anti-lockdown 
party, it is worth noting first of all that 
the ‘It’s a hoax’ idea gives us a subset 
of conspiracy theories floating around 
about Covid-19, and not at all the largest 
subset. That would be the ‘It’s X’s fault!’ 
story. American rightwingers claim that 
the disease escaped from a virology lab 
in Wuhan, or indeed was a bioweapon 
manufactured in that lab. The Chinese 
government, for its part, has allowed 
the story to spread that it is an American 
bioweapon. Elements of the Iranian 

regime blame Israel. So it goes on.
The only version of this that is even 

remotely plausible is ‘It escaped from the 
lab’, and there is no more evidence for 
it than there is that the nerve agent that 
nearly killed Sergei and Yulia Skripal 
was a product of Porton Down. It enjoys 
a great deal more penetration into the 
mainstream thanks to a certain Donald 
J Trump, of course. Trump vacillates 
between the different conspiracy 
theories, but the one that really resonates 
- given how vociferously he has 
denounced China over the years - is the 
‘China’s fault’ version. His insistence on 
calling Covid-19 “the Chinese virus”, 
along with other acts of chauvinist 
grandstanding, is gleefully picked up by 
his adoring fans (many of whom have 
prime-time cable news slots), just as 
they obediently repeat his miracle cure 
announcements, and cover for his most 
outrageous gaffes. In this country, the 
Tory right clamours to follow Trump’s 
lead, and Boris Johnson is likely to face 
his first major rebellion over the role of 
Chinese company Huawei in expanding 
the 5G network.

Unflattering
On the face of it, then, the denialists phase 
rather smoothly into the conspiratorial 
end of the anti-lockdown party - which 
makes them an embarrassment to the 
latter, and an asset to the pro-lockdown 
party. Just as, in the case of the 9/11 
truthers, the fact that some among them 
attribute ultimate responsibility for the 
destruction of the World Trade Center 
to extraterrestrial visitors reflects poorly 
on the more ‘moderate’ elements, who 
claim merely that intelligence was 
deliberately ignored to provide a pretext 
for military mobilisation and home-front 
tyranny, so the motley crew of fascists, 
anti-vaxxers and lizard-botherers who 
deny Covid-19 cast an unflattering light 
on ‘libertarian’ demands for a return to 
economic normalcy.

Oddly, however, nobody seems 
to have told the pro-lockdown party. 
Instead, the reaction is in equal parts 
ridicule and fear - the latter especially 
present when anti-lockdown protests 
take their rootin’, tootin’, cowboy 
shootin’ form in the United States. 
Though Trump catches the flak for the 
fashion for flak jackets on the American 
far right, in reality things have been 
busily travelling in that direction since at 
least the early days of Barack Obama’s 
presidency and the rise of the Tea Party 
nativist, religious-reactionary hysteria. 
Since then - apart from the usual array 
of spree-killings - we have had a revival 

of rightwing paramilitarism, which 
today rather ominously overlaps with 
pandemic denialism.

Seen from this perspective, the 
latter seems a natural outgrowth of the 
radical distrust of ‘the government’ that 
is deeply wired into the American right 
- especially the federal government. 
It frequently generalises to all public 
officialdom, all experts who think 
they know what is best for ordinary 
folks. Ted Cruz, the Texas senator and 
Christian fundamentalist, home-schools 
his kids, so that ‘the government’ 
does not get its hands on them. Anti-
vaccination activists fear being sucked 
into a callous government experiment. 
So it continues.

A certain contradiction arises 
when the government itself adopts 
such an ideology. Ronald Reagan 
was the pioneer, in this regard; the 
coalition he built smashed working 
class organisations and deferred to 
states-rights dog-whistles on an anti-
government conservative ticket. In 
the case of Trump, things are a little 
weirder: he is happy to be head of the 
biggest government ever, conducting 
his affairs through eye-catching 
executive action and demanding 
vast investments like his wall, but he 
encourages every particular far-right 
expression of that ideology. Foremost 
today are Covid-19 conspiracies - 
hence the farcical situation that the 

president gives vocal support to 
protests against what is notionally his 
lockdown policy.

Liberal-technocratic unease at the 
Covid-deniers reflects a fear that this 
diffuse suspicion of the government 
is stronger than the fear of death and 
bereavement that ought to obtain in a 
global pandemic. Just as many Britons 
chose the leap into the open sky of Brexit 
over the objections of various well-
qualified economists, who promised 
it would all end in tears, some number 
of them are happy to take a chance on 
life returning to ‘normal’ - albeit a new 
‘normal’ with a rather higher death rate.

This should not be overegged, 
especially in Britain, where opinion polls 
- for the time being - generally suggest 
overwhelming opposition to serious 
loosening of lockdown measures, far 
more proportionally than exists in the 
cabinet. Nigel Farage might pretend he 
speaks for the silent majority, and so 
even might his new bag-carriers over at 
Spiked - at one time the SWP with hair 
gel, today more Ukip with Just For Men. 
But they are doing the thing they are best 
at - lying.

It would not be terribly surprising 
to see denialism rise, however, and it 
certainly would not be unexpected for 
the ‘hawks’ in the government to gain 
popular support over the ‘doves’. This 
is, in the end, because of self-inflicted 
wounds by the technocratic elite. There 

are sound and unsound reasons to treat 
this layer with suspicion, but if the British 
people, as Michael Gove notoriously 
claimed, have “had enough of experts 
claiming they know what is best and 
getting it consistently wrong”, it is not 
because that is an unfair judgement on 
the ‘experts’.

The steady erosion of trust in the 
technocratic elite is an inevitable 
outworking of the contradictions of 
capitalist social formations. Capitalists 
cannot rule directly without society 
descending into warlordism (despite his 
big boss image, Donald Trump is, of 
course, a trivial capitalist - essentially 
an actor). There is instead a caste of 
professional specialists - lawyers, civil 
servants, politicians and so on - who do 
it for them. The legitimacy of this layer 
is fatally entangled with the legitimacy 
of the overall system; but the overall 
system is contradictory, and - thanks 
to the vicissitudes of the boom-crisis 
cycle - intermittently cannibalistic. Trust 
in ‘experts’ is inherently unreliable. 
Govian demagoguery will work, sooner 
or later. The nest of officialdom must, 
ultimately, be invaded by cuckoos of 
the Dominic Cummings sort (to say 
nothing of Trump’s habit of appointing 
as secretaries of various departments 
people who object to the existence of 
their portfolio on principle).

Capitalism is ill-suited to dealing 
with pandemics for one obvious 
reason, which is that a high degree of 
coordination is necessary, and therefore 
the imputed behaviour of homo 
economicus - the rational maximiser of 
vulgar-economic fantasy - is drastically 
counterproductive. In the Covidiots, 
however, we meet the second reason.

That is: public health interventions 
are inherently ‘authoritarian’. A 
pandemic demands that we sign over 
large swathes of what personal freedom 
we happen to enjoy, and entrust 
our livelihoods to the more or less 
responsible authorities. Thanks to 
the mathematics of infection, that 
trust can mean tens of thousands of 
lives. Yet the nature of the capitalist 
system rots that trust from the inside. 
The legitimacy of the state machine 
is highly conditional, and subject to 
collapse. The monstrous failure of the 
American and British governments 
to deal adequately with the spread of 
Covid-19 are the fruit of this dialectic 
already; so, also, are the few pandemic 
denialists who demand they fail again, 
and fail harder l
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There is a 
steady 

erosion of 
trust

Trump is for those who are rebelling against ... his administration


