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Labour arena
I was surprised to read in last week’s 
paper readers expressing their 
despair at the Labour Party and their 
determination to leave it: “time to jump 
ship”, says Tony McKenna; Socialists 
are “flogging a dead horse”, says John 
Smithee (Letters, July 2). I’m not 
surprised at people wanting to leave the 
party - it’s a pretty common feeling at 
the moment - but surprised that readers 
of the Weekly Worker had any great 
hopes for the party in the first place.

Communists have been saying for 
a long time, including in this paper, 
that the Labour Party is an arena, not 
a vehicle. Jeremy Corbyn succeeded 
for a while in making it a much bigger 
arena than it had been for a long time. 
That has been his contribution, much as 
allowing the word ‘socialist’ to be used 
in polite society in the US was that of 
Bernie Sanders.

I thought, when I joined the Labour 
Party to vote for Corbyn, that he was 
like a rock thrown into a stagnant 
pond - it would be interesting to see 
what waves or ripples would result. 
There was never any reason to expect 
an awful lot. His greatest moment 
was probably the launch (sorry, leak) 
of the manifesto for the 2017 election 
campaign. But there was a letter to 
The Guardian at the time, which said 
that, if you think this is radical, you 
should look at Harold Wilson’s 1964 
manifesto - true enough.

McKenna says: “But the Labour 
Party itself is a spent force. It is destined 
to be reduced to a secondary wing of 
the ruling elite - which might come into 
power every now and again, initiating 
the same ruling class economic policies 
which decimate the poor and the 
vulnerable; but papering this over with 
the type of liberal clichés and cynical 
nod to progressivism required to prop 
up this façade of a ‘democracy’, and 
offer the illusion of choice.”

Well, yes, when was it anything else? 
The Labour leadership has never led 
anything useful to the working class: it 
has usually acted as an obstruction - a 
supporter of empire, whether British 
or American. It didn’t ‘lead’ in the 
General Strike, in the Spanish civil war, 
Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament, 
the miners’ strike (or strikes) - some 
members did lead, yes; leaders, no. And 
it wasn’t just an obstacle: often a leader 
of the attack on the working class - 
against strikes, against rights, against 
the welfare state, for war …

But, as above, it’s an arena. There 
are still over 10 million voters and 
maybe over half a million members. 
Sir Keir will try, with his staff working 
night and day, to get that latter number 
back to a ‘respectable’ 100,000 or so. I 
don’t see why “radicals”, as Tony calls 
them, should help Starmer in his task. 
He wants you to leave - so stay.

Maybe, against the abysmal 
Johnson, he could still win an election 
and carry on with the economic and 
foreign policies that Johnson leaves. 
Win or lose, he will no doubt end up 
with a peerage.

Meanwhile, however, the climate 
is still changing, unemployment is set 
to rocket, war is on the agenda (for us 
faithful bag-carriers of US imperialism) 
and people notice. People ‘on the 
streets’, in the trades unions - but also 
in the Labour Party.
Jim Nelson
email

Sinking vessel?
Tony McKenna believes that the 
remaining radicals in the Labour Party 
are aboard a sinking vessel and it’s 
time to jump ship (Letters, July 2). So 
sectarianism is alive and well then. 

His view is also based on short-term 
thinking.

McKenna is making the same 
mistake as most of the radical left - 
inside and outside the Labour Party. 
In fact, the best place for the left is 
precisely the Labour Party, regardless 
of whether the present leadership 
is rightwing or not. The reason is 
because we are facing an historical 
discontinuity, which capitalism has 
never faced before. This is the end of 
the cheap-oil age, which lasted about 
150 years. How the elite will respond 
to this crisis will depend on which 
section of the elite is in power. The 
invasion of Iraq and Libya - both oil-
rich countries - is how the right wing 
of the elite in America responded in the 
short term, using the pretext of the ‘war 
on terrorism’.

The coming economic collapse 
- which will result from oil prices 
climbing higher, once we move past 
peak-oil production into decline - is 
bound to give birth to a process of 
political radicalisation. The advanced 
capitalist societies, with the partial 
exception of France in May-June 
1968, have been able to avoid political 
radicalisation because of the high 
living standards which cheap oil made 
possible. But, when the energy crisis 
begins to bite, this will no longer be 
the case. Because the elite supported 
fascism in Italy, Germany and Spain in 
the 1920s and 30s doesn’t automatically 
mean they will side with fascism again.

Contrary to what McKenna writes, 
it is not Labour which is a sinking 
vessel: it’s capitalism. We don’t have 
to abandon the Labour vessel. It is the 
elite who will have to decide whether to 
abandon the sinking ship of capitalism. 
This is the historical discontinuity, 
which those who we call the ruling 
class will soon have to face. It is a 
problem they have never had to face 
before in the history of capitalism.
Tony Clark
Labour supporter

First straw
If the sacking of Rebecca Long-Bailey 
was the last straw, for the socialist (?) 
members of the Labour Party, as John 
Smithee says, what, one wonders, was 
the first straw (Letters, July 2)?

At the risk of answering my own 
question, was it that the Labour Party is 
not, never has been, nor never will be a 
party of socialism?
Steven Johnston
Stockport

BLM party?
Daniel Lazare notes that Donald 
Trump’s rally in Tulsa was not full - 
although it was hardly a “bust’”, as he 
asserts (‘End of Donald?’, June 25). 
What Lazare fails to mention is that 
anti-Trump forces ran what proved to 
be a highly effective campaign to obtain 
tickets for this event with no intention 
of using them. The Trump campaign 
will not make this mistake again.

Lazare makes the error, which 
seems to be endemic in his detractors, 
of radically underestimating Trump. 
I find the case that Trump will be 
brought down by the number of C-19 
deaths absurd. Trump supporters will 
simply deny the figures or deflect the 
cause away from Trump. The USA 
is a large country and can ‘politically 
absorb’ a certain amount of deaths.

It appears that Lazare is still in a 
state of denial, common on the ‘left’, 
that Trump is actually the president. 
According to Lazare, Trump “entered 
the White House by virtue of a 
constitutional fluke, despite trailing by 
two percent in the popular vote”. There 
certainly is a valid case that the US 
presidential election should be decided 
by popular vote and not the electoral 
college system, but both candidates 
accepted this and would it even have 
been mentioned if Clinton had won by 
a college vote?

However, all this is candy floss. 
The real question is, will Trump win 
the 2020 election? Barring something 
catastrophic, I find it hard to see how 
he could lose. Trump is very fortunate 
in some of his friends and certainly in 
his enemies. The formidable Kayleigh 
McEnany has her brief ferociously 
prepared and is well in charge of the 
Washington press circus - something 
which The Donald certainly was not at 
times.

In terms of enemies, with all due 
respect to Joe Biden, one does not 
wish to refer to medical conditions, 
except in that to be president of the 
USA it might be more appropriate if 
one was not suffering from some kind 
of dementia. Biden seems to be at the 
stage that Reagan was at the end of his 
presidency, before he has even started 
the job.

Much of the opposition to Trump 
comes from a disparate bloc of the 
snowflake, identity politics, regressive 
left, antifa thugs and ‘progressive’ 
epigones, which has turned out to 
be a powerful cross-class force, 
even incorporating - or rather being 
incorporated by - the likes of Amazon 
and Alphabet. Trump is easily able 
to dismiss this swamp as not ‘real 
Americans’. At the moment of writing, 
the monument to the 54th Massachusetts 
Volunteer Infantry Regiment, the 
second African-American regiment, 
has been extensively damaged, making 
one wonder just who these people are. 
I note also that the statue of Karl Marx 
in Highgate Cemetery has twice been 
desecrated, making me wonder why, 
with all the Marxists in London, the 
perpetrators - black or white, left or 
right - have not been acquainted with 
the business end of an aluminium 
baseball bat.

Anand Pillay asserts that the Black 
Lives Matter outfit is “basically a one-
issue movement. around the oppression 
of black people ...” (Letters, July 2). In 
fact the BLM website states: “BLM’s 
#WhatMatters2020 will focus on 
issues concerning racial injustice, 
police brutality, criminal justice reform, 
black immigration, economic injustice, 
LGBTQIA+ and human rights, 
environmental injustice, access to 
healthcare, access to quality education, 
and voting rights and suppression. This 
initiative will inspire and motivate 
people to ask themselves and their 
candidates, are you really addressing 
What Matters in 2020?” Which is 
hardly a one-issue campaign. Note the 
mention of ‘their candidates’ which 
will become relevant forthwith.

What about BLM though? Surely 
Trump will take a big hit from this 
‘new movement’? ‘Follow the money’ 
is always good advice and it will be 
noticed that when the ‘donate’ button 
is hit on the BLM site, it reverts to a 
different site - ActBlue, which actually 
takes the money. It appears that these 
funds then go to a Thousand Currents 
- a grouping involved with climate 
change, alternative economies and 
food sovereignty. Little of the money 
appears to go directly to BLM.

Not so much a single issue as a 
political party and there is widespread 
belief that BLM is a money-laundering 
operation for the Democratic Party. 
How radical. Also on this see the 
comprehensive series of videos by 
non-profit expert Susan Woods, 
entitled ‘Where is the money?’, which 
concentrates on the BLM ‘chapters’ 
in the USA - most of them seeming, 
at the very least, to lack any financial 
transparency. This is important, as, 
according to the BLM site, “affiliated 
chapters may apply for unrestricted 
grant funding of up to $500,000 in 
multi-year grants”. Hardly peanuts.

Despite Pillay’s attempt to portray 
BLM as the real deal, when all the 
rhetoric and violence is stripped away, 
it is clear that the thing is a shill for the 
Democrats. Apologies in advance for 

chucking cold water on the possibility 
of Trump not renewing his presidency 
later this year, but it is well overdue that 
we deal with things as they are and not 
as one would like them to be.
Ted Hankin
email

Race and class
I was surprised and glad to read Mike 
Belbin’s informative, supportive 
‘Awakening’ letter (June 18). His 
reference to Leviticus is the first 
time I’ve ever seen a pointer to overt 
racism in the holy Bible! Not that I’ve 
read any religious texts much since 
leaving school, but I can now hardly 
wait to wave this snippet at each 
black church-goer known to me. As a 
left-leaning black Londoner born and 
bred, I appreciate this and the various 
historical references MB has made.

I also agree the taking down of 
Bristol’s Colston statue is an awakening 
catalyst, and the ensuing debate around 
these vainglorious commemorative 
threats and insults in bronze, iron 
and/or stone has awakened urban 
communities as to whose loyalties lie 
where. 

BLM may well be the currently 
important, urgent movement. It should 
not be just the new campaign flavour of 
the month. The Weekly Worker should 
include more race and class reportage 
generally, in order to encourage young, 
black and female potential readers. 
Please do endeavour to improve on the 
paper’s reputation of ‘preaching to the 
converted’ exclusivity.
Dawna King
email

Confusion
Maren Clarke goes from one ball of 
confusion to another, and in doing so 
only exposes how little she has read 
or understood of Marx (Letters, July 
2). To be fair, many of the points she 
comes back with were dealt with in my 
initial response, but were cut out by the 
editor.

So, let’s try again. On the point 
about “questions”, Maren should read 
the Communist manifesto: “In all these 
movements, [communists] bring to the 
front, as the leading question in each, 
the property question, no matter what 
its degree of development at the time.” 
Does she think Marx and Engels did 
not know the answer to this question, 
which they said, as I do, has to be raised 
in front of the workers?

I showed that for Marx both 
cooperatives and joint stock 
companies represent socialised 
capital, and socialised capital, 
according to Marx, is the collective 
property of the “associated 
producers”. But for Clarke it is only 
the permission of the bourgeoisie that 
signifies ownership. She says that I 
conflate cooperatives and joint stock 
companies. Yes, I do, as did Marx: 
“The capitalist stock companies, as 
much as the cooperative factories, 
should be considered as transitional 
forms from the capitalist mode of 
production to the associated one ...” 
(Capital Vol 3, chapter 27).

To get round this she now claims 
that Engels and Kautsky made this 
up! That must be the most desperate 
excuse for a response I have seen. The 
trouble is that the whole argument 
that Marx makes, of which this 
is part, arrives at that conclusion. 
Indeed, as Lenin says, Marx does not 
make predictions about the future: 
he only describes the reality, as it 
exists and is unfolding, consistent 
with his materialism and scientific 
method. The statement about the 
inevitability of socialism is premised 
on precisely this fact that socialised 
capital had come into existence and 
was continuing to unfold. And, then 
there is Anti-Dühring, where this 
same argument is made, and which 
Marx himself not only proof-read, but 

wrote much of the economic content.
She says: “Workers have as much 

right to own a company quoted on 
the stock exchange as they do a 
privately owned business.” No, they 
don’t, and this is precisely the point 
made by Marx about such joint stock 
companies. Workers, individually, 
like anyone else have a right to own 
shares, but not the company: ie, its 
productive capital. That is owned 
by the company itself as a legal 
entity, which, as Marx says, can 
only logically mean the associated 
producers within it. The ownership 
of shares is not the ownership of the 
company, as Kay and Silberston set 
out in their Corporate governance.

Quite right. I believe that 
shareholders are merely parasites, and 
that is what Marx and Engels say also. 
Mere coupon-clippers, who, as Marx 
says, have lost all social function, in the 
same way that the landlord lost social 
function when capitalist farmers arose. 
But Maren seems to want to be a great 
champion of such parasites and to fight 
ardently in their corner to preserve their 
rights of control and exploitation.

As for cooperatives not sacking 
workers: sheer fantasy; and, as for 
workers employed by corporations 
being paid wages, what does she think 
workers employed by a cooperative are 
paid? It’s precisely Marx’s point that 
these are still capitalist; that they are 
transitional forms, not socialist forms.

Maren’s answer to the question 
of why workers would want to hand 
control over their property to the 
capitalist state is bizarre. She says 
because other workers would then 
also demand it. But why would any 
workers want to do that? Her argument 
is like saying workers will want to be 
whipped, so that other workers will see 
it and also want to be! Well, that might 
work if you are into S&M, but it’s a 
rather bizarre argument to make.

Maren then makes another false 
statement, saying that people who 
lend money to corporations get to 
appoint the managers, get a vote and 
a share of profits, and so on. No, they 
don’t. A bank that lends money to a 
corporation, a person who lends money 
to a corporation in exchange for a 
bond, a person who lends money in the 
form of property, such as a landlord, 
does not get any of those things. They 
get interest, the price of the use-value 
of the money-capital, or else, in the 
case of the landlord, rent. It’s only 
shareholders who peculiarly have 
appropriated that right, which, as Kay 
and Silberston show, has no foundation, 
thereby confirming what Marx had 
said long ago. Whether Maren wants 
to also congratulate Marx for having 
the bourgeoisie agree with him I don’t 
know.

In reference to managers, 
cooperatives also have them, elected by 
the rest of the workers, and the job of 
those managers is to maximise profits, 
and the production of surplus value. As 
Lenin says, that continues in a workers’ 
state too.

Maren also doesn’t deal with the 
point about control by society, simply 
dismissing it as a technical issue. But 
it is those technical issues that are the 
bread and butter of control on a day-
to-day basis, and can only be taken by 
the workers directly involved. But then 
Maren lets the mask slip and admits 
that, of course, it will not be society that 
decides, but some bureaucratic elite, in 
just the same way that she wants the 
workers to hand over control of their 
property to the capitalist state.

We have seen what happens when 
this bureaucratic state elite makes 
those decisions, and they conflict with 
the wishes of the workers involved. It 
didn’t turn out well for workers, and 
has damaged the name of socialism 
ever since.
Arthur Bough
email
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Problems of online debates
Clive Dean of Labour Party Marxists reports on last weekend’s conference

T he Labour left is bracing itself for 
a new round of expulsions, as new 
leader Sir Keir Starmer stamps his 

authority on the party. So it was timely 
that Labour Against the Witchhunt 
(LAW) held an all-member conference 
online on Saturday July 4.

Over 80 members logged in to the 
Zoom event, which was a technical 
triumph for the organisers - anyone 
wishing to speak was able to, and 
members voted just like in a physical 
gathering. Despite this, and the LAW 
steering committee’s desire to avoid 
holding a “rally dominated by top-
table speakers”, the first session fused 
discussion of five key items into a single, 
time-constrained ‘debate’. In reality 
people spoke about whatever aspect 
of the five introductions that took their 
fancy and unsurprisingly there was no 
real exchange of views. The result was 
that both good and bad formulations 
were all voted through without adequate 
examination of their finer points.

LAW’s chair, Jackie Walker, opened 
the conference, reminding comrades 
that the current attacks on the left were 
a consequence of its shameful failure 
to confront the witch-hunt during the 
Corbyn years. Reinstated expellee 
Moshé Machover spoke next. He drew 
comrades’ attention to the immediate 
threat of annexation - Binyamin 
Netanyahu’s plan to absorb Palestinian 
territory in the Jordan Valley. He noted 
how Trump and Netanyahu both rejected 
the ‘two-state solution’ consensus, and 
how this, and the annexation plans, 
were causing divisions within the ranks 
of Israel’s supporters. The appointment 
of Tzipi Hotovely, the overtly anti-Arab 
racist, as the new Israeli ambassador 
to London has added to these tensions. 
Comrade Machover warned that, 
as events continue to unmask the 
colonialist nature of Israel, the Zionists 
will respond by stepping up the false 
accusations of anti-Semitism.

Reports
Tina Werkmann, LAW’s vice-chair, 
presented the steering committee’s 
report of work. This noted the 
assistance LAW has provided to 
numerous members of the Labour Party 
who have been suspended or expelled. 
It was clear from the ‘evidence packs’ 
that criticisms of Israel and Zionism 
were used as proof of ‘anti-Semitism’. 
Despite LAW’s help in rebutting these 
charges, the members were still shown 
the door, because this witch-hunt is not 
about eradicating anti-Semitism, but 
getting rid of the left, she said.

Comrade Werkmann outlined LAW’s 
role in the formation of the Labour Left 
Alliance, which is attempting to pull 
together the genuine left in the Labour 
Party - that is, those members who 
call out the lie that the party is ‘riddled 
with anti-Semitism’ and stand against 
the witch-hunt. She also highlighted 
LAW’s defence of Chris Williamson, 
the only MP who urged the party to 
fight back against the anti-Semitism 
charges, and whose reward was to be 
prevented from defending his seat for 
Labour in the 2019 election. And the 
case of NEC candidate Jo Bird, who 
was suspended for the second time on 
groundless charges of anti-Semitism, 
but was successfully reinstated in time 
to be included on the ballot paper. 
More recently LAW has campaigned 
to reinstate the Wavertree Four - 
Constituency Labour Party officers 
who have been suspended for criticising 
their Socialist Campaign Group MP, 
Paula Barker. Barker has repeated the 
same false claims of anti-Semitism 
within the CLP that former MP Luciana 
Berger used to justify her defection to 
the Liberal Democrats. In actual fact it 
was her rightwing politics that members 
opposed.

And it was Kevin Bean, the 
suspended secretary of Wavertree CLP, 
who spoke next. He introduced the 
recent LAW statement in response to 
the sacking of Rebecca Long-Bailey 
from the shadow cabinet. Comrade 
Bean explained that it is not just the 
‘right’ of the party promoting the witch-
hunt. Many so-called ‘lefts’ have either 
joined in or are providing tacit support 
by remaining silent and keeping their 
heads down. Indeed evidence shows 
supporters of Momentum Renewal 
being complicit in the Wavertree Four 
suspensions.

The LAW statement calls for party 
organisations to be allowed to meet, 
debate and pass resolutions online. 
Ordinary members have been silenced 
by the lockdown, while the leaders 
carry on regardless. It calls on the NEC 
to repudiate the International Holocaust 
Remembrance Alliance misdefinition 
of anti-Semitism, which has turned 
criticism of Israel into an expulsion 
offence. It calls on the Campaign 
Group of Socialist MPs to reject the 10 
pledges foisted on Labour by the Board 
of Deputies of British Jews, which 
outsources disciplinary decisions to 
Zionist stooges. And it demands that the 
major trade unions withhold financial 
support from Labour MPs who support 
the witch-hunt. Although the statement 
is critical of Rebecca Long-Bailey for 
failing to stand up to Starmer, it does 
support calls for her reinstatement into 
the shadow cabinet. We have to ask why 
any decent socialist would be there in 
the first place - socialist MPs should 
be busy exposing the antics of the pro-
capitalist Starmer gang from the back 
benches.

Next, Stan Keable presented the 
main motion from the LAW steering 
committee. Its 11 concise points make 
clear why the left faces a witch-hunt, 
and how we can organise solidarity to 
defeat it. Point 7 is very clear:

The witch-hunt will not go away 
until it is openly confronted and 
defeated politically, and that means 
calling out those on the left who 
have been complicit. Corbyn and 
McDonnell are both guilty of 
misleading the left into the strategy 
of appeasement, failing to challenge 
the right’s false ‘anti-Zionism equals 
anti-Semitism’ narrative.

Comrade Keable went further, 
demanding that John McDonnell stands 
shoulder to shoulder in solidarity with 
fellow member Jackie Walker at the 
forthcoming conference of the Labour 
Representation Committee, of which 
he is president. Of course, we know 
this is unlikely, because Starmer has 
prohibited Labour MPs from attending 
meetings where anyone expelled from 
Labour is also present.

Tony Greenstein spoke next, 
introducing his own amendments. 
He described Keir Starmer as being 
a hardline Zionist with a mission to 
destroy the left using the anti-Semitism 
witch-hunt as his chief weapon. He also 
criticised Jeremy Corbyn’s spineless 
capitulation to fake anti-Semitism, 
and compared him unfavourably with 
Clare Short, Chris Mullen and John 
Prescott, who have all questioned the 
anti-Semitism narrative in the party. 
He referred to the section about himself 
in the leaked report, which shows that 
it was Corbyn’s team who pressurised 
the compliance unit to get on with 
his expulsion. Comrade Greenstein’s 
amendments were clearly drafted 
in a hurry and include some clumsy 
formulations: Keir Starmer is not a 
hard-line Zionist - he is not supporting 
Netanyahu’s annexation plans. All 
critics of Israel are not considered anti-
Semites - Lisa Nandy has even called 
for targeted sanctions.

‘Debate’
The debate that followed was supposed 
to encompass all five openings, but there 
was only time to hear 10 contributions. 
We then voted on each proposal, 
including some minor amendments. 
As previously stated, everything was 
passed, with votes in favour ranging 
from 54% to 98%.

After the break two emergency 
motions were considered, both moved 
by Tina Werkmann. The first tackled 
the Forde inquiry, the ‘independent’ 
panel set up by Labour’s national 
executive committee to investigate the 
leaked report. The comrade predicted 
that the inquiry will exonerate those 
HQ staff members whose racist, sexist 
and anti-party attitudes were exposed 
in the report, whilst condemning those 
who prepared and leaked the report 
itself. LAW will be engaging with 
this in two ways. First, it will make 

a submission that will expose the 
‘anti-Semitism’ scandal and demand 
an end to the witch-hunt. This will 
be followed by a LAW-sponsored 
counter-conference to coincide with 
the publication of the Forde inquiry’s 
conclusions in September. Comrade 
Werkmann pointed out that it is not a 
good idea for individual LAW members 
to submit evidence to the Forde inquiry 
- unwelcome comments could result in 
future disciplinary action.

Jackie Walker reminded conference 
that the leaked report was prepared by 
members of the Lansmanite wing of the 
party, who actively support the witch-
hunt, so the term ‘our side’ should be 
avoided, even though the ‘other side’ 
included the hated former general 
secretary, Iain (now Lord) McNicol.

As members began to vote on 
the motion, one of the technical 
shortcomings of holding an online 
conference became clear - a last-minute 
amendment was still being submitted. 
Clearly standing orders should provide 

deadlines for late amendments to avoid 
this confusion. The motion was passed 
with 97% in favour.

The final motion, on the upcoming 
NEC elections, provoked a heated, 
though largely ill-informed, debate. 
Comrade Werkmann explained how 
the change in the voting system was 
an attack on the left. Two years ago, 
under first-past-the-post rules, the 
‘left’ slate won all nine seats. This 
time, if the ‘single transferable 
vote’ system is used, at least three 
seats will go to the rightwing slate. 
But the new method does open up 
new opportunities, in that it may be 
possible for candidates opposing 
the witch-hunt to win seats on the 
NEC. Two points were clear: the 
corrupt and undemocratic method 
of imposing a slate on the left by 
the Centre Left Grassroots Alliance 
was no longer viable; and any 
potential ‘left’ slate that included 
Jon Lansman would be treated 
with contempt. The motion offered 
support to those candidates who 
backed LAW on NEC openness and 
accountability, a radical reform of 
the disciplinary system, a review 
of all suspensions and expulsions, 
rejection of the IHRA ‘definition’ of 
anti-Semitism and rejection of the 
Board of Deputies’ 10 pledges.

In the debate we heard calls to 
back candidates who did not openly 
support LAW and in favour of a broad 
slate, including ‘lefts’ complicit in the 
witch-hunt. It became apparent that 
some members did not understand how 
STV works, and others have been so 
conditioned to voting for ‘lesser evils’ 
that they were unable to imagine genuine 
left candidates. The misplaced desire for 
a single ‘united left slate’ still exerts a 
mental hold on many. The likelihood is 
that there will be many ‘left’ slates, with 
different groups promoting their ‘first 
preferences’ based on the politics of the 
candidates. That still permits deals for 
lower-preference places. Again, when it 
came to the vote, the motion and three 
minor amendments were all carried 
overwhelmingly.

The final task of the day was to elect 
a new steering committee, and it will 
not surprise you to learn that all seven 
candidates were elected unopposed. 
Labour Against the Witchhunt will have 
its work cut out in the coming months – 
let us hope these conference decisions 
can guide that work l

Support NEC candidates who oppose witch hunt

Online Communist Forum

Sunday July 12, 5pm
A week in politics

Political report and discussion
Sunday July 19, 5pm

Stalin’s master narrative
How the 1938 Short course rewrote party history

Speaker: David Brandenberger
Historian and author on Stalinism

If you wish to take part in these Zoom meetings, email  
Stan Keable at secretary@labourpartymarxists.org.uk

Organised by CPGB: www.cpgb.org.uk and
Labour Party Marxists: www.labourpartymarxists.org.uk
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Double or quits
Donald Trump’s Mount Rushmore speech sets a belligerent tone for the rest of the presidential campaign, 
writes Paul Demarty

T he symbolism of the serving 
president of the United 
States campaigning at Mount 

Rushmore - putting his own face in 
the frame with Washington, Jefferson, 
Lincoln and Teddy Roosevelt - is so 
obviously crude and self-aggrandising 
that few think it wise. But no surprise 
that Donald J Trump should think 
otherwise: finally he has found a 
setting as monumental as his ego.

America has monuments on its 
mind, of course - among other things. 
The Mount Rushmore memorial has 
controversies of its own. In order for 
this circus to take place, the Trump 
party had to carve its way through 
angry native American protestors, who 
are all too aware that the Black Hills 
were seized from the Lakota through 
the flagrant violations of treaties, for 
which the USA got quite the taste 
during its westward expansion. We 
wonder if Trump is getting a taste 
for busting his way through protests, 
since this is somewhat reminiscent of 
the police teargassing him a path to St 
John’s Episcopal Church, so he could 
wave a Bible around like a space alien 
who had never before seen a book.

The content of his speech, when it 
came, certainly added plausibility to that 
idea. He had come to this monument 
to rail against those who would pull 
down others. Even the faces of the 
past presidents behind him were not 
safe, since Washington and Jefferson 
were slave-owners and therefore out of 
favour. All of this was part of

a new far-left fascism that demands 
absolute allegiance. If you do not 
speak its language, perform its 
rituals, recite its mantras and follow 
its commandments, then you will 
be censored, banished, blacklisted, 
persecuted and punished.

This was a “leftwing cultural 
revolution ... designed to overthrow 
the American revolution”. Also in 
Trump’s crosshairs was “cancel 
culture” - the “very definition of 
totalitarianism”.

We will address the substance 
of these claims later, but it is more 
immediately necessary to put them 
in context. As things presently stand, 
Trump is on course for a spanking 
in November far worse than the one 
he allegedly suffered at the hands of 
Stormy Daniels. Joe Biden leads him 
by around 10 percentage points in 
national polls and - more ominously 
- by smaller, but significant, margins 
in most ‘swing states’, including the 
rust belt and sun belt states that gave 
Trump victory in 2016.

There is no mystery to that. There 
is a pandemic on, you may have 
noticed, and the US has dealt with 
it lamentably. The patchwork polity 
of states and the Byzantine, morally 
bankrupt, private healthcare system 
would always have made things 
difficult, and the only effective 
counterweight would have been 
decisive, ‘dictatorial’ use of executive 
power. Trump has dictatorial 
tendencies, but he is more of a 
Caligula than a Napoleon; so he has 
repeatedly flip-flopped on the virus 
response, undermining his own staff. 
He has claimed several times that it 
was all over; imposed lockdowns and 
then hours later riled up his core fan 
base to violate them.

In this situation, Joe Biden barely 
needs to do anything. This point was 

raised by Chris Christie, the ghoulish 
former governor of New Jersey, who 
was the first of Trump’s rivals for 
the nomination to endorse him after 
dropping out of the race. There are 
splits now, however, and in a widely 
reported interview with ABC news, 
Christie noted that

the trend is moving towards Joe 
Biden, when Joe Biden hasn’t said 
a word. Joe Biden’s hiding in the 
basement and not saying anything. 
No discredit to the [former] vice-
president - if you’re winning without 
doing anything, why do anything?

If Chris Christie is scrambling from 
your ship, there’s a decent chance that 
it’s sinking.

So far as the polls go, of course, 
that is sort of how things were looking 
four summers ago for Trump - and 
we all know the result. He has only 
one political move in his armoury, as 
we noted last week in relation to the 
West Bank annexation - diversionary, 
apocalyptic culture-war rhetoric, the 
ruthless exploitation of intractable 
wedge issues. He may have therefore 
thought a new wave of mass protests 
against police violence was a real gift - 
an opportunity to hammer away at the 
raw nerve he found in the American 
body politic. He seized it with both 
hands, but has had a rather lukewarm 
response so far - excepting among the 
more obviously ‘deplorable’ parts of 
his base, such as neo-Confederates 
and white nationalists.

Trump’s speech is an attempt to 
raise the temperature here. With the 
‘law and order’ version of things 
having not quite moved the needle, we 
now have the Manchurian candidate 
variation of the same theme. The 
enemy in the first case is ‘thugs’ in 

the street, and in the second ‘leftwing 
fascists’, ‘cultural Marxists’ and the 
like. It is the variation in targets and 
intensity that saves him from that 
traditional definition of insanity: 
doing the same thing again and again, 
but expecting different results.

Will it work? Again, it is hard 
to say. The pitch certainly has an 
air of implausibility to it. Trump’s 
opponent, after all, is hardly a Marxist 
firebrand: ‘Sleepy’ Joe Biden is the 
most decrepit, mainstream Democrat 
candidate imaginable and, while 
rumours of his senility are likely 
overstated, you can sort of see why 
somebody would think that. As for 
Black Lives Matter, it certainly has a 
left wing, but it equally has a lot of 
very visible support in the bourgeois 
and corporate world that is almost 
painfully banal, even in some unlikely 
quarters. The National Football 
League, having essentially blacklisted 
the quarterback, Colin Kaepernick, 
for ‘taking the knee’ a couple of 
years ago, has now apologised for 
such regrettable errors and is 100% 
on side this time around - something 
that has enraged Trump, who littered 
the Kaepernick saga with his usual 
deranged Twitter commentary. It is a 
pretty empty gesture, but the opposite 
of what we got last time.

‘Cancel culture’
Trump is perhaps on stronger ground 
when he complains about ‘cancel 
culture’, though he is himself the best 
proof that the power of ‘cancellation’ 
has very definite limits. From one 
angle, there is nothing terribly 
new about it. Plenty of celebrities 
and politicians, in the days when 
conservative religious groups more 
effectively policed public ‘decency’, 
found themselves ‘cancelled’ for 

adultery, homosexuality and the like; 
a whole generation of Hollywood 
talent was ‘cancelled’ for communist 
sympathies, real and imagined. 
Something like this phenomenon 
lasted at least into the 2000s, with 
the renaissance of conservative-
evangelical power in the Bush 
administration (and, indeed, there is 
the case of Kaepernick ... )

The twist is that there is now 
a separate liberal-left stream of 
this activity, which is usually what 
is referred to by the term ‘cancel 
culture’ (usually by the right). Though 
rightwing complaints usually involve 
spectacular selective blindness about 
the aforementioned cases, the grain of 
truth is that the liberal-left equivalent 
is identical in form, but different in 
content. Where conservative anti-
communists used state power and 
monopolistic media corporations to 
cleanse Hollywood of the red menace, 
run-of-the-mill anti-racists demand 
that the state and monopolistic media 
corporations suppress racism (among 
other things); and, just as McCarthy’s 
definition of a communist tended to 
grow broader by the minute, so has 
the liberal definition of racism.

This is not, in the end, a coincidence. 
Both censorious traditionalism and 
liberal ‘cancellation’ have at their root 
the increasing inability of capitalism to 
manage its ideological contradictions, 
with bureaucratisation of political 
life the inevitable outcome. The 
contradiction between conservatism 
and liberalism in bourgeois society 
is real and important, but agonistic 
rather than antagonistic; thus they 
both carry, in alternating motion, the 
underlying dialectical development 
forward.

Important here is the case of the 
major social media platforms. Trump’s 

Twitter obsession is legendary, 
and he is also an able exploiter of 
Facebook; but simultaneously he 
repeats rightwing talking points about 
‘anti-conservative bias’ on these 
platforms. Throughout it all, Twitter 
and Facebook - especially the latter 
- have attempted to face both ways. 
In public, the senior leaders of these 
companies have piously repudiated 
the various outrageous slurs and 
tirades the commander in chief 
delivers them, but have always held 
back from censoring them. Discreetly, 
Mark Zuckerberg has attempted 
to mollify Republican figures, and 
Facebook donates to Republican 
political action committees.

Relations have deteriorated since 
the killing of George Floyd, with 
increasingly vocal liberal critics 
of the platforms (such as, among 
others, the Zionist Anti-Defamation 
League) demanding clampdowns 
on ‘hate speech’. For the first time, 
Twitter attached content warnings 
and fact-checks to Trump tweets; 
Facebook, meanwhile, announced it 
would carry no political advertising 
in the run-up to the vote. Trump has 
responded with an executive order 
of dubious legal status, suspending 
section 230 of the Communications 
Decency Act, which excuses internet 
platforms from legal liability for user 
content. Constitutionally, Congress 
would have to legislate for that (and 
it should be noted that section 230 has 
many enemies, including Biden), so 
we presume this is another piece of 
political theatre for the red-capped 
gentlemen of Trumpland. At issue 
here is whether public discourse shall 
be regulated by the executive branch 
of the state or the executive suite of 
Facebook, and whether it shall be 
regulated in favour of liberal bona 
fides or patriarchal conservatism; not 
on the menu is greater freedom of 
expression and association.

The far left in the United States (as 
in other countries) has tended to tail 
the radical wing of various identity-
politics strands; but this consequently 
involves the left in substantially liberal 
police actions against oppressive 
speech. While superficially effective 
and satisfying, such actions are 
corrosive to the far left. Either there is 
not a broad consensus in society that 
the crime of the ‘cancelled’ merits 
punishment - in which case the whole 
exercise involves acting as if we have 
already won, and is thus tactically 
unwise - or there is such a consensus, 
in which case the left is trapped into 
enlarging the armoury of the state 
and media monopolies, as marginal 
voices are suppressed - making itself 
extremely vulnerable to ideological 
shifts in those apparatuses.

It is this entanglement that gives 
Trump’s ranting about communist 
plots what plausibility it has. He has, 
of course, got it completely upside-
down: it is not evidence of covert 
communist control of the liberals, 
but liberal control of the communists. 
The alternation of top-down liberal 
measures for social progress with 
conservative-traditionalist backlash, 
against a merciless ratcheting of 
economic inequality and deepening 
alienation, is thereby bound to 
continue - whether November’s vote 
goes to Biden, or Trump surprises us 
all once more l

paul.demarty@weeklyworker.co.uk

Trump is quite prepared to go to war over statues
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Power of child-like logic
Without a centralised leadership BLM risks playing into Trump’s hands, argues Daniel Lazare

Now that Donald Trump has 
gone on the offensive against 
Black Lives Matter with a rip-

roaring Independence Day speech, 
the verdict from the liberal press is 
in: it won’t work.

The reason, supposedly, is that 
the country is so up in arms about 
racism, according to The New York 
Times, that Trump “risk[s] coming 
across as out of sync with the 
concerned mood of the country”. The 
Washington Post agrees, declaring 
that the administration’s disastrous 
mishandling of coronavirus means 
that a “vicious culture war is all 
Trump has left”. The liberal website, 
Vox, adds that Trump is “out of touch 
not only with most Americans, but 
even much of the Republican Party”, 
because a poll last month found that 
53% of Republicans support the 
George Floyd protests.1 So not only 
will Trump infuriate Democrats by 
attacking BLM: he will likely wind 
up alienating his own base as well.

Thus the people who said Trump 
could not possibly prevail in 2016 
- “Donald Trump’s chances of 
winning are approaching zero,” The 
Washington Post announced two 
weeks prior to election day back then 
- now assure us that his latest gambit 
will not work in 2020 either.2

But is it true? The short answer is 
no. Contrary to the Times, the Post, 
CNN and other such beasts of the 
apocalypse, Trump’s July 3 speech 
at the foot of South Dakota’s Mount 
Rushmore was actually quite good, 
objectively speaking - which is to 
say tough, combative and canny. 
His homilies to Washington, 
Jefferson, Lincoln and Theodore 
Roosevelt - the four dead white 
males carved into the mountain’s 
granite face - were one-sided or 
incomplete. But they were no worse 
than the self-serving rhetoric that 
US bourgeois politicians routinely 
serve up across the spectrum. 
Whether the topic is civil rights, 
America’s triumph over the Soviets, 
or its infinite goodness, the general 
assumption is that Americans are 
children who need a regular supply 
of platitudes and fairy tales to keep 
them going. Trump’s contribution 
was merely to give the old clichés 
a malevolent twist by using them 
against the “new far-left fascism” 
that Black Lives Matter supposedly 
represents.

In attacking statues of American 
heroes, he thus declared, BLM’s goal 
is nothing less than to “overthrow 
the American Revolution” and, in so 
doing, “destroy the very civilisation 
that rescued billions from poverty, 
disease, violence and hunger, and 
that lifted humanity to new heights 
of achievement, discovery and 
progress”. If you love America, in 
other words, then you’ll hate BLM. 
And if you hate BLM, you’ll love 
America - and vote for Trump in the 
fall.

It is simplistic, but the power 
of such child-like logic should not 
be dismissed out of hand. What is 
more, Trump’s job would be a good 
deal harder if BLM did not provide 
him with a target that is fatter and 
juicier than America’s ideologically-
blinkered media establishment seems 
to realise.

The poll that Vox cites as proving 
that Republicans and Democrats alike 
support the George Floyd protests, 
for instance, was conducted in the 
first week of June, when images of 
his slow and painful death were fresh 
and the country was still in shock. 
So powerful was the upsurge that 

even Republicans felt obliged to tell 
pollsters what they assumed they 
wanted to hear.

Misfiring
But much has happened in the 
weeks since. Looting broke out in 
dozens of cities from New York and 
San Francisco to small towns like 
Scottsdale, Arizona. After attacking 
Confederate memorials, protestors 
took aim at other monuments as well: 
statues of people like Washington, 
Jefferson, and Lincoln, Union General 
Ulysses S Grant, a Danish-American 
abolitionist named Hans Christian 
Heg, who died fighting slavery, and 
even Miguel Cervantes, who was 
briefly a slave himself, after being 
captured by Barbary pirates in 1575. 
The famous Boston memorial to 
the 54th Massachusetts Volunteer 
Infantry - the all-black regiment that 
was the subject of the 1989 movie 
Glory - was defaced, as was a statue 
of a Philadelphia abolitionist and 
civil-rights advocate named Matthias 
Baldwin.

It is one thing to topple statues of 
people who fought in favour of slavery. 
But why deface those of heroes who 
fought against it? If BLM was a 
regular organisation with a centralised 
leadership and a press office, it would 
presumably have issued a statement 
dissociating itself from such acts 
and setting the record straight about 
what it believes. But, since it prides 
itself on being spontaneous and 
decentralised, “leaderful” rather than 
simply led, no such statements have 
been forthcoming. Instead, ordinary 
Americans were left with no choice 
but to conclude that this is what the 
movement really stands for.

The result was a gift-wrapped 
present for Trump, which is why he 
told the crowd at Mount Rushmore:

We will never let them rip America’s 
heroes from our monuments, or 
from our hearts. By tearing down 

Washington and Jefferson, these 
radicals would tear down the very 
heritage for which men gave their 
lives to win the civil war ...

If BLM had been savvier, it would 
not have let him get away with it. But, 
since it said nothing, his words rang 
out unopposed.

BLM has provided Trump with 
other material as well. CHAZ, the 
Capitol Hill Autonomous Zone - 
also known as CHOP (Capitol Hill 
Occupied Protest) - was a liberated 
zone that protestors set up in 
downtown Seattle following days 
of street battles and demonstrations. 
It started out as a second summer of 
love, but soon turned ugly when self-
appointed security guards showed 
up with high-powered assault rifles. 
Beginning on June 20, four shootings 
occurred over a span of 10 days - one 
of which killed a 19-year-old named 
Horace Lorenzo Anderson Junior and 
severely wounded another person. 
After Anderson’s father appeared on 
Rupert Murdoch’s Fox News, Trump 
phoned him himself, telling him, 
according to a family spokesman: 
“Your son is looking down on you and 
watching over you.” The spokesman 
added: “He was incredibly gracious, 
and it gave Horace some extra help, as 
he buried his son.”

This was another gift-wrapped 
present - not only for Trump, but for 
the right in general. “This is the closest 
I’ve ever seen our country, let alone 
the city here, to becoming a lawless 
state,” a police union leader told 
Fox. “Do Americans need any more 
evidence that the talk of ‘defunding the 
police’ is crazy?” added a conservative 
journalist named Byron York.3

Abolishing the bourgeois police 
is a time-honoured socialist demand. 
But instead of replacing cops with a 
workers’ guard or militia, the utopians 
of CHAZ replaced them with … 
nothing. Guns and violence - the 
twin spectres of the American scene - 

quickly ensued. Worse than a crime, it 
was a blunder that played straight into 
Trump’s hands.

“We support the courageous men 
and women of law enforcement,” he 
told the crowd at Mount Rushmore. 
“We will never abolish our police 
or our great Second Amendment, 
which gives us the right to keep and 
bear arms.” The audience roared its 
approval.

Sectarianism
Finally, there is the question of racial 
sectarianism. This is supposedly a 
rightwing chimera, as far as BLM is 
concerned, and anyone who dares say 
otherwise will be immediately accused 
of racism and bigotry. But the record 
says otherwise. In 2014, Alicia Garza, 
one of BLM’s three co-founders, 
called for “strategy and action centred 
around blackness, without other non-
black communities of colour - or white 
folks, for that matter - needing to find 
a place and a way to centre themselves 
within it”. Translation: non-blacks 
must go to the back of the bus, as far 
as the struggle against police violence 
is concerned. “We perpetuate a level 
of white supremacist domination,” 
Garza went on, “by reproducing a 
tired trope that we are all the same, 
rather than acknowledging that 
non-black oppressed people in this 
country are both impacted by racism 
and domination, and simultaneously 
benefit from anti-black racism.”4

Native Americans, Chinese 
immigrants and Hispanics profit from 
racism, according to BLM’s strange 
calculus, despite being massacred, 
exploited, deported and lynched. 
Black Lives Matter’s pointed rejection 
of “all lives matter” - in 2015, 
Garza described the rival slogan as 
“a demonstration of how we don’t 
actually understand structural racism 
in this country”5 - is cut from the same 
cloth. Rather than contradictory, BLM 
and ALM are mutually reinforcing, 
in the same way that “all for one and 
one for all” is mutually reinforcing. 
But Black Lives Matter has sought to 
banish ALM for no other reason than 
to safeguard an increasingly profitable 
trademark.

Socialists cannot help but shake 
their heads in dismay. But, then, BLM 
is not socialist. To the contrary, it is a 
classic American start-up, no different 
from any other branding exercise. 
Since it began in 2013, it has received 

donations from entertainers Jay-Z 
and Beyoncé, from George Soros and 
from corporate giants like Cisco, Intel, 
Amazon and Microsoft. Along with 
other black-oriented organisations, it is 
the recipient of a six-year, $100-million 
grant by the Ford Foundation and 
other philanthropies, whose goal is to 
“deepen and expand this community 
of social justice funders”.6 Given 
the Ford Foundation’s historic ties 
to the American foreign-policy and 
intelligence apparatus - it was a major 
supporter of the CIA’s Congress for 
Cultural Freedom in the 1960s and 
70s - we can assume that its interest 
in promoting proletarian solidarity is 
somewhere around absolute zero. Its 
goal, rather, is the opposite: ie, to split 
the working class along racial lines.

“The white left needs to embrace 
black leadership,” The Nation 
magazine proclaims, adding: “We are 
seeing one of the largest uprisings in 
US history, and black leftist organisers 
and black working class people are 
leading it.”7 But what bourgeois 
liberals are incapable of understanding 
is that a white left - whatever that 
means - is not the goal. Rather, it is an 
international workers’ movement that 
is both racially integrated and anti-
racist.

If he is smart, Trump will tweet 
out that Nation headline as further 
evidence that, instead of combating 
racism, BLM’s goal is merely to 
impose a new pecking order. This is 
political dynamite in a society as tense 
and fear-ridden as the United States - 
something that will ignite racism rather 
than overcoming it. So, when corporate 
media outlets tell us that Trump cannot 
possibly succeed, the safest course is to 
assume the opposite l
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Pulled down, decapitated and thrown into Lake Monona: Hans 
Christian Heg led Scandinavian 15th Wisconsin volunteers of the 
union army and died of wounds received in Battle of Chickamanga



POLICE
weekly

July 9 2020 1307 worker6

An ever timely demand
Jack Conrad critiques the opportunist left and calls for the abolition of the police and all standing armies

Not only in the United States, but 
across the globe, people are going 
far beyond just questioning bad 

police training, police bigotry and police 
rotten apples. The very existence of the 
police as an institution set above and 
apart from society is being questioned. 
Following the violent death of George 
Floyd in Minneapolis, the Black Lives 
Matter “call for a national defunding of 
police” has gained widespread support.1 
From Atlanta to Athens, from Boston to 
Berlin, from Chicago to Copenhagen, 
hundreds of thousands have defied 
Covid-19 lockdowns and joined BLM 
demonstrations. Many carry home-
made ‘Defund the police’ placards.

Unsurprisingly, Donald Trump 
brands BLM as treasonous. Nigel 
Farage compares BLM to the Taliban. 
Sir Keir Starmer, former director of 
public prosecutions, might go down on 
one knee, but he too stresses his “strong 
support for the police”. Demands 
for defunding the police are curtly 
dismissed as “nonsense”.2

Some in BLM really seek police 
retraining, redirection of funds to areas 
such as mental health and education, 
and relatively modest reductions in 
budgets. That holds the promise of 
the police becoming “community 
stewards”.3 So there are clearly those 
just itching to be incorporated into 
the establishment as well-rewarded 
consultants, police advisors and career 
politicians. Others, though, standing 
in the black nationalist tradition of 
Malcolm X and the Black Panthers, 
say they are committed to the struggle 
to “dismantle imperialism, capitalism, 
white-supremacy, patriarchy and the 
state structures that disproportionately 
and systematically harm black people”.4

Naturally, the opportunist left eagerly 
tails what is suddenly fashionable. After 
all, there have not only been impressive 
demonstrations, but wall-to-wall 
media coverage, countless corporate 
endorsements and generous expressions 
of sympathy: some 30,000 people have 
donated over a million pounds to BLM 
UK in just one month (June 2020).5

Still reeling from the comrade Delta 
rape scandal, the Socialist Workers Party 
is caught on the horns of a dilemma. On 
the one hand, the SWP is determined to 
keep respectable left Labourites gracing 
its Stand Up To Racism popular front 
platforms: eg, Diane Abbott and her Bell 
Ribeiro-Addy sidekick. On the other 
hand, in front of BLM activists, the 
SWP is desperately keen to pose as very 
revolutionary. “The police”, it declares, 
must be abolished “altogether”. 
However, upon examination this 
turns out to be under socialism, after 
the overthrow of capitalism, in “an 
alternative society”.6 But what demands 
should we advance in the here and now? 
Not abolition, that is for sure.

Socialist Resistance too tries to sound 
bold, but cannot quite manage anything 
more than a faint - a very faint - echo 
of BLM: “We need to move beyond 
reform,” declares Susan Pashkoff. After 
that, though, it is downhill all the way. 
“Listening and hearing the protestors’ 
demands is essential. We must support 
the campaign for defunding the police 
and support the movement that is 
arguing for a transition towards a more 
just society.”7 She writes fully in the 
spirit of the woolly liberal.

Members of the Socialist Party in 
England and Wales march on BLM 
demonstrations carrying Malcolm X 
‘You can’t have capitalism without 
racism’ placards, which also feature the 
revolutionary-sounding slogan: ‘Build 
a mass movement to smash racism.’ 
However, programmatically SPEW is 
rooted in the mildest of mild-mannered 
reformism and the call for “police 

accountability”.8 A pusillanimous 
formula doggedly repeated by Socialist 
Appeal and the still more recent 
Socialist Alternative breakaway.9

Then there is Martin Thomas of the 
social-imperialist Alliance for Workers’ 
Liberty. He writes fully in the spirit of 
the frightened liberal. Warning against 
the “abolition” of the police demand, 
Thomas says, “it would lead not to 
liberty, but to selected ‘police’ functions 
being operated instead (and worse) by 
mafias or private security forces, as 
they were against strikes and unions by 
the Pinkerton Agency in the late 19th-
century USA.”

As if BLM, or anyone else for that 
matter, can vanish the police like David 
Copperfield vanished the Statue of 
Liberty. No, in politics - real politics 
that is - we are not dealing with some 
magician who can do away with 
the police in a blink of the eye. On 
the contrary, we suppose aspiration, 
persuasion, mobilisation, organisation 
and prolonged, often bitter, struggles.

With Thomas we are dealing 
with a foreign-office socialist who is 
undergoing a further degeneration into 
becoming a home-office reformist. 
His wretched perspective shows all 
the morbid symptoms: “push back 
the scope and powers of the police, to 
demilitarise it, to decriminalise areas 
of life, to improve mental-health and 
school provision, etc, and to cut police 
funding as a result”. What happens, 
though, if capitalism refuses to become 
peace-loving, generous and ever so 
nice? What happens if capitalism 
extends and extends again police 
powers (against free expression, against 
free association, against the right to 
protest)? What if capitalism cuts back 
on education, health and social services 
and instead expands police numbers 
and oppressive hardware?

Reformism inevitably leads to 
complicity: “a low-paid police in the 
same class structures will probably just 
be more corrupt”. So, presumably, an 
AWL or Momentum Internationalist 
MP would vote to increase police 
salaries and pension provisions.

To keep up the pretence of being a 
socialist organisation there has to be a 
radical disconnect between the present 
and the future. Hence we read that 
the AWL’s “general formula” is first 
the “struggle to impose democratic 
checks on the police under capitalism, 
and then to replace it under a workers’ 
government by a public-safety 
service, democratically controlled by 
communities”.10

Evidently, there is no logical link. 
The AWL’s perspective of imposing 
“democratic checks” on the police 
under capitalism leads not to ‘replace’, 
but ‘defence’, and therefore opposition 
to those who would abolish the police 
under capitalism.

Bolshevism
Compare and contrast this horrible 
modern-day collection of tailism, 
posturing and timidity, with Lenin 
and the Bolsheviks. They actively 
encouraged workers, students and 
peasants to violently resist the police. 
Advice was given on street-fighting 
tactics and how to obtain weapons. 
What about defunding? In 1908 we find 
the 5th conference of the Russian Social 
Democratic Labour Party instructing its 
deputies in the tsarist duma not to vote 
for government budgets - specifically 
not to vote for items in government 
budgets which “sanction expenditure 
on instruments for the oppression of 
the masses (the armed forces, etc) 
… [the] point of departure should 
be the principle of our programme 
that Social Democrats reject reforms 
involving tutelage of the police and the 
bureaucracy over the working classes”.11

Hence, in April 1917 Lenin 
unequivocally calls for the “abolition 
of the police, [the standing] army and 
the bureaucracy”.12 He makes the exact 
same call a few days later in a Pravda 
article:

the replacement of the police and the 
army, which are institutions divorced 
from the people and set against the 
people, by the direct arming of the 
whole people; order in the state 
under such a power is maintained 
by the armed workers and peasants 
themselves, by the armed people 
themselves.13

And again and again throughout 1917 
till the October Revolution itself. This 
is a key lesson Lenin draws from 
Karl Marx and Frederick Engels and 
their most famous writings on the 
Paris Commune (1871, 1872 and 
1875). Lenin’s suggested revision of 
the RSDLP programme contains this 
splendid formulation:

The party of the proletariat cannot 
rest content with a bourgeois 
parliamentary democratic republic, 
which throughout the world 
preserves and strives to perpetuate 
the monarchist instruments for the 
oppression of the masses: namely, 

the police, the standing army and the 
privileged bureaucracy.14

Nor, as we have seen, is Bolshevik 
opposition to the police confined to the 
Russia of Nicholas II and Alexander 
Kerensky’s provisional government. 
Lenin sets out the charge sheet:

In all bourgeois republics, even the 
most democratic, the police (like 
the standing army) is the chief 
instrument of oppression of the 
masses, an instrument making for a 
possible restoration of the monarchy. 
The police beat up the “common 
people” in the police stations of 
New York, Geneva and Paris; it 
favours the capitalists either because 
it is bribed to do so (America and 
other countries), or because it 
enjoys wealthy “patronage” and 
“protection” (Switzerland), or 
because of a combination of both 
(France). Separated as it is from 
the people, forming a professional 
caste of men trained in the practice 
of violence upon the poor, men who 
receive somewhat higher pay and 
the privileges that go with authority 
(to say nothing of “gratuities”), the 
police everywhere, in every republic, 
however democratic, where the 
bourgeoisie is in power, always 
remains the unfailing weapon, the 
chief support and protection of the 
bourgeoisie. No important radical 
reforms in favour of the working 
masses can be implemented through 
the police. That is objectively 
impossible.15

Background
It is often argued by opportunists - the 
more ‘sophisticated’ citing the so-called 
‘transitional method’ - that the demand 
to abolish the army and replace it with 
the armed people is only applicable in a 
revolutionary situation. The facts show 
otherwise.

It should be stressed that, when it 
comes to opposing standing armies and 
demanding a people’s militia, Marxists 
stand as part of a long tradition. The 
Florentine bourgeois republic of the 15th 
and 16th centuries deserves mention. 
Having overthrown the Medicis and 
experienced the failure, incompetence 
and betrayal of the professional army, 
the republic adopted a system of district 
militias. In the humanist mind the 
militias of ancient Rome served as the 
ideal - spread throughout renaissance 
Europe via the writings of Niccolò 
Machiavelli (The prince chapters 12, 13 
and 14, Discourses on Livy and The art 
of war). Machiavelli, of course, helped 
create the Florentine militia. Between 
1498 and 1512 he served as a senior 
official in the republic.

English radicals such as James 
Harrington (Commonwealth of Oceana 
1656) and John Trenchard and Thomas 
Gordon (Cato’s letters 1720-23) took 
up the militia ideal. From England 
it travelled the Atlantic to America. 
Militia units helped trigger the 1776 
revolution.

Anti-Federalists - a very diverse 
political grouping - feared that the US 
presidency could easily evolve in the 
direction of a monarchy. There were 
those - eg, Lewis Nicola - who wanted 
George Washington crowned king. 
To guard against such an outcome 
guarantees were demanded against the 
“establishment of a standing army, the 
bane of liberty” (Eldridge Gerry, 1789).16 
The camp of plebeian and middling 
democracy saw in the militia their best 
defence against another tyranny.

Ratified to popular acclaim in 1791, 
the second amendment to the US 

constitution is justly famous: “A well 
regulated militia being necessary to the 
security of a free state, the right of the 
people to keep and bear arms shall not 
be infringed.”17

Marx and Engels considered 
Machiavelli, English radicalism 
and the second amendment part 
of their heritage.18 Clause four of 
the Marx-Engels Demands of the 
Communist Party in Germany (1848) is 
unequivocal:

Universal arming of the people. 
In future armies shall at the same 
time be workers’ armies, so that the 
armed forces will not only consume, 
as in the past, but produce even more 
than it costs to maintain them.19

The Marx-Engels team never wavered. 
Read Can Europe disarm? (1893). 
Here, in this pamphlet written by 
Frederick Engels, 10 years after the 
death of his friend and collaborator, we 
find a concrete application of Marxism 
to the dawning epoch of universal 
suffrage and universal conscription. 
Engels concluded that the key to 
revolution was mutiny in the armed 
forces. His pamphlet outlined a model 
bill for military reform in Germany. 
Engels was determined to show that 
the proposal to gradually transform 
standing armies into a “militia based 
on the universal principle of arming 
the people” could exploit the mounting 
fears of a pending European war and 
widespread resentment at the ruinously 
costly military budget.20 For propaganda 
purposes, Engels proposed an 
international agreement to limit military 
service to a short period and a state 
system in which no country would fear 
aggression, because no country would 
be capable of aggression. Surely World 
War I would have been impossible if 
the European great powers had nothing 
more than lightly armed civilian militias 
available to them.

Not that Engels was some lily-livered 
pacifist. He supported universal male (!) 
conscription and, if necessary, was quite 
prepared to advocate revolutionary war 
on the model of the Napoleon’s grande 
armée. Needless to say, his Can Europe 
disarm? was not intended to prove 
the undoubted military superiority of 
a militia over a standing army (it can 
fully mobilise very large numbers with 
incredible speed, provides defence 
in depth and is, therefore, capable of 
successfully surviving a whole series 
of initial defeats). No, Engels wanted 
a citizen army within which discipline 
would be self-imposed. An army where 
rank-and-file troops would, if necessary, 
turn their guns on any officer tempted to 
issue orders that ran counter to the vital 
interests of the people.

Subsequent Marxist writers took 
the militia for granted. Though his 
L’armée nouvelle (1910) was marred 
with various reformist assumptions, 
Jean Jaurès elaborated upon the whys 
and hows of a militia system. Work and 
military training had to be brought close 
together, full-time army cadre would be 
confined to instructors, etc.21

What went for Marxist writers went 
for Marxist parties too. Eg, the 1880 
programme of the French Workers’ 
Party, the 1891 Erfurt programme, 
the 1889 Hainfeld programme of the 
Austrian Social Democratic Party, the 
1903 programme of the Russian Social 
Democratic Labour Party, etc.

In the ‘political section’ of the 
programme of the French Workers’ 
Party (Parti Ouvrier), authored jointly 
by Karl Marx and Jules Guesde, we 
find the demand for the “abolition of 
standing armies and the general arming 
of the people” (clause 4).22 A proposition 

Fought heroically against fascist coup: Austrian workers’ militia
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faithfully translated by the Germans: 
“Education of all to bear arms. Militia in 
the place of the standing army” (clause 
3).23 The Austrians too are adamant: 
“The cause of the constant danger 
of war is the standing army, whose 
growing burden alienates the people 
from its cultural tasks. It is therefore 
necessary to fight for the replacement 
of the standing army by arming the 
people” (clause 6).24 Then the Russians: 
“general arming of the people instead of 
maintaining a standing army” (clause 
c9).25 The newly formed, though hardly 
Marxist, Labour Party in Britain too: 
in its first general election manifesto, 
1900, there is this call: “Abolition of the 
standing army, and the establishment of 
a citizen force”.26

Practice
Besides the word there is the deed.

We have already mentioned the 
1871 Paris Commune. Amongst its 
first decrees was the abolition of the 
standing army and its replacement by 
the national guard - “the bulk of which 
consisted of working men” (Marx). 
By actually constituting a new state, 
based on a repressive force that did not 
sit outside the general population, the 
Commune opened a new chapter in 
global politics. And Russia took what 
happened in Paris to new heights.

With the virtual collapse of the 
old tsarist state machine in 1917, 
the Bolsheviks strove to prevent the 
“restoration of the police”. Following 
the February revolution, two rival 
militias arose: a civil militia organised 
under municipal dumas; and a workers’ 
militia, largely brought into being by 
groups of factory workers. They were 
overseen by factory committees and 
served to maintain law and order locally. 
Workers did not give up their jobs. They 
served in the militia according to an 
agreed rota.

The Menshevik and Socialist 
Revolutionary-dominated executive 
committee of the soviets voted in favour 
of merging the civil and workers’ 
militia. This in effect was an attempt to 
revive the professional, full-time police 
force. Only the Bolsheviks denounced 
the decision, but it was a position fully 
in accord with rank-and-file sentiment.27

In May 1917 a conference of 
workers’ militia took place in Petrograd. 
It denounced the attempt to impose on 
the population a western European 
police force “hated throughout the 
world by the majority of people, the 
poorer classes”. The conference agreed 
a Bolshevik motion for reorganising 
the workers’ militia as a “transitional 
stage towards the general arming of the 
population” - a position which found 
wide support in factory committees, 
including many dominated by 
Mensheviks and SRs.

From the start there were those 
groups of armed workers who called 
themselves Red Guards. They saw 
their task as defending the gains of 
the revolution. Over April-June 1917, 
more and more workers’ militias voted 
to transform themselves into Red 
Guards - a development denounced 
by the Mensheviks. After Kornilov’s 
attempted counterrevolutionary putsch 
in September 1917, the Red Guards 
grew into a mass force and proved 
crucial to the success of the October 
Revolution.

And there are other instructive 
examples. Beginning in the early 
1920s, the two main workers’ parties 
in Germany built their own non-
state militias. The SDP dominated 
the soft-left Reichsbanner, while the 
Communist Party formed the much 
more militant Rotfrontkämpferbund (at 
its height it boasted 130,000 members). 
In Austria, despite its 1923 founding 
statutes emphasising ceremonial 
paraphernalia, marches and band 
music, the Schutzbund served as a kind 
of “proletarian police force”.28 When 
it came to strikes, demonstrations 
and meetings, this workers’ militia 
maintained discipline and fended off 
Nazi gangs. Though hampered by a 

dithering social democratic leadership, 
the Schutzbund heroically resisted the 
February12 1934 fascist coup.

Workers formed defence corps 
during the 1926 General Strike in 
Britain. American workers did the 
same in 1934. There were massive 
stoppages in San Francisco, Toledo 
and Minneapolis. In Spain anarchists, 
‘official communists’, the Workers 
Party of Marxist Unification (Poum), 
etc, likewise formed their own 
militias in response to Franco’s 
counterrevolutionary uprising.

Then, more recently, in 1966, 
there was the Black Panther Party. It 
organised “armed citizen’s patrols” 
to monitor and counter the brutal US 
police force.29 Even the “non-violent” 
civil rights movement, led by Martin 
Luther King, included within its ranks 
those committed to “armed self-
defence” against Ku Klux Klan and 
other such terrorism.30

Invented
As we have seen, the Bolsheviks 
opposed funding the police under 
tsarism. We have also seen that the 
Bolsheviks opposed attempts to 
establish a western-European-type 
police in 1917. And yet today’s fake 
Bolsheviks - along with mainstream 
liberal and conservative opinion - take 
the police for granted. They appear to 
believe that the police have been around 
forever. But, of course, today’s police 
force was invented by home secretary 
Sir Robert Peel, beginning in 1829, with 
the establishment of the Metropolitan 
Police Force for London (Peelers). It 
is worth stressing that he drew heavily 
upon his experience of being chief 
secretary - read chief oppressor - of 
colonial Ireland.

The British bourgeoisie was terrified 
by what had happened in France, 
especially with 1793 and the sans 
culottes briefly imposing their will 
upon society. The emergent radical 
and working class movement posed 
the same sort of threat. The ideas of 
Tom Paine, Robert Owen and James 
Morrison gained a mass audience and 
took material form with corresponding 
societies, insurrectionary conspiracies 
and revolutionary trade unionism.

Before 1829 there was nothing 
like a centralised police force. Various 
local bodies financed night-watchmen 
(Charlies). There were also unpaid 
constables, supervised by justices of the 
peace. In theory every able-bodied male 
householder was expected to serve as 
a parish constable for a one-year term. 
In practice this duty was passed onto 
others in return for a small payment. 
Corruption was endemic.

What first evolved in the 15th 
century could not serve the fully-
fledged capitalism of the early 19th 
century. The use of untrained constables 
- often dissolute, old and in poor health 
- proved useless, when faced with mass 
meetings, demonstrations and even 
the everyday pilferings of bully bucks, 
moochers and snick fadgers. Not that 
the military were much of an answer. 
Troops were unreliable - they had 
sympathy for those whom they were 
ordered to attack. On occasion rank-
and-file soldiers actively took sides with 
radical protestors. This explains why the 
yeomanry - a mounted force officered 
by the upper and middle classes - was 
formed. Hopeless in military terms, 
its main purpose was to suppress local 
‘Jacobinism’. Something it did with 
“enthusiasm and unfailing brutality”.31 
The Peterloo massacre of 1819 saw 
11 peaceful demonstrators killed and 
400 wounded, just because they were 
calling for parliamentary reform. In 
other words, the yeomanry applied too 
much force. So in 1829 the army was 
placed in reserve and a strong body of 
professional, trained, paid police was 
put on the front line. The truncheon was 
to prove more effective than the sabre.

Popular pamphlets attacked “Peel’s 
bloody gang” and called for unity 
around the demand, “Abolish the new 
police”. Showing the hostility of the 

general population, when, in the early 
1830s, a policeman was fatally stabbed 
during a meeting of the National 
Political Union - a thoroughly moderate 
reform organisation - the inquest 
jury returned a verdict of “justifiable 
homicide”.32

As the Metropolitan police model 
was applied to other areas, local big 
wigs lost their customary powers. The 
growth of the central bureaucracy 
provoked objections from the landed 
gentry. However, with the rise of 
Chartism, that evaporated. The police 
were in the forefront of the fight against 
revolution. Hence, the passing of the 
1839 Metropolitan Police Act was 
opposed not so much by Tories, but the 
Chartist movement and Radical MPs. 
The Herald newspaper expressed its 
outrage at what was in effect a move to 
establish a national police force:

The Centralised Police Bill is 
unconstitutional in its very essence; 
in its operation and effects it will 
prove the most frightful instrument 
of despotism - of money despotism - 
ever introduced into England.33

Over the years, while there has been the 
attempt to give the appearance of local 
control - eg, the election of police and 
crime commissioners - the fact remains 
that the police still operate as a single 
national force for operational purposes 
under the overall direction of the home 
office.

The official account insists that the 
main reason for the creation of the 
modern police was crime prevention. 
A dubious proposition. True, the 
police function to protect the property 
and persons of ordinary citizens. But 
the evidence strongly shows that the 
police have little effect on reducing 
crime. Economic booms and slumps, 
government social provisions and the 
organised strength or weakness of the 
working class movement, all are far 
more important factors. Clear-up rates 
are undoubtedly pathetic. In 2019 police 
forces in England and Wales reported 
that just 7.8% of offences saw someone 
charged or summonsed - down from 
9.1% the previous year. Only to be 
expected from a force set above and 
apart from society.

No, the police exist primarily to 
maintain order and to protect the state. 
Towards that end the police force - not 
just top personnel - must be thoroughly 
imbued with loyalty to the monarch 
(queen or king) and the country. 

The top echelons of the army and 
civil service are still heavily recruited 
from the public-school intake into 
universities. Not the case with the police. 
Though there has been the introduction 
of fast tracking for university graduates, 
since 1958 and Sir Joseph Simpson, 
all Met Commissioners have joined as 
constables. There is, in other words, no 
officer caste.

Despite the constant gripes, police 
constables are, relatively speaking, well 
paid. Starting on just over £20,000, 
the pay scale goes up to £40,128.34 
Sergeants get between £40,500 and 
£45,098. A buying of loyalty.

Then there is natural conservatism. 
Most recruits join the police not with 
especially reactionary views: in general 
they appear, on entry, to share the 
problematic outlook and moral values 
of the respectable end of the working 
and middle classes. But experience of 
the police being the police produces 
especially reactionary and especially 
racist notions and ideas. There can 
be no doubt that the great majority 
of serving police men and women 
despise, look down upon, fear, striking 
trade unionists, the left, black-rights 
protestors, statue topplers, etc. Members 
of the police force are certainly far more 
likely to vote Tory or Brexit Party than 
Labour.

Ranks
A clear distinction must be drawn 
between street cops and managerial 
cops.

Street cops face the daily risk of 
physical injury (or worse). Every time 
they stop and search, every time they 
close down a rave or a block party, 
every time they ring a doorbell, they 
put themselves in danger. Policing for 
the police can, though, be thrilling, 
enjoyable, a game of wits and skill. 
But they see themselves as more than 
“just a racing-driver or boxer in a blue 
uniform”.35 In the canteen, street cops 
talk of themselves as thief-catchers, 
as the good guys versus the bad guys, 
as the saviours of a society which 
otherwise would be overwhelmed 
by yobbery, riot and robbery (ie, the 
lumpen proletariat).

Street cop culture combines a 
sense of mission, love of action, 
cynicism, heavy-drinking and race 
bigotry (for historical reasons black 
people are disproportionately stuck at 
the bottom end of the class structure). 
Stereotyping is an “inevitable tool 
of the suspiciousness endemic to 
police work”.36 From stereotyping 
to race bigotry is just one short step. 
Exceptions doubtlessly exist. There 
are ‘crusaders’ who sincerely want to 
help the “weak against the predatory”: 
eg, abused children, victims of rape 
and those who have suffered racist or 
homophobic attack.37 ‘Crusaders’ either 
gain promotion into the CID, go native 
or resign in disgust.

Police work is, of course, mainly 
dull, petty and often desperately sad. The 
bulk of cases involve traffic offences, 
domestic disputes, public drunkenness, 
the effects of homelessness and extreme 
poverty, drug addiction and mental 
illness. This ever-rising tide of social 
decay produces ‘police pessimism’. 
Street cops view society as a cesspit: 
they cannot trust anyone, because 
everyone is up to no good. That 
includes politicians, celebrities and the 
upper classes in general. Many street 
cops “subscribe to an egalitarian ideal.”38 
Even if due deference has to be shown, 
nicking some toff driving a Rolls Royce 
brings a particular glow of pleasure.

The police see themselves as 
a beleaguered minority, a band of 
brothers, almost a religious sect. Long 
hours, erratic shift patterns and the 
difficulty of mixing with ordinary 
people, because of their fear and distrust 
of the police, leads to social isolation 
and group-think solidarity. Street cops 
have a “powerful code” of backing each 
other, if faced with either internal or 
external investigations.39

Managerial cops are different. They 
present to the public the legalistic, 
acceptable, rational face of the 
police. Managerial cops mouth all the 
standard anti-racist tropes and anti-
discrimination nostrums. However, 
they are also responsible for disciplining 
the rank and file. Occasionally ‘bent 
coppers’ have to be weeded out. Street 
cops view managerial cops as out of 
touch, soft and obsessed with political 
correctness. So there is an endemic 
conflict. Nonetheless, managerial cops 
are quite prepared to cover up for street 
cops, turn a blind eye to their illegal 
acts, their rule-bending, their bigotry.

Unions
Not that the state has been content to 
rely on relatively high pay and natural 
conservatism alone. Members of the 
police are forbidden from taking an 
active part in politics. Nor are they 
permitted to join a genuine trade union 
- the latter being the product of the 
turbulent years immediately following 
World War I.

The pathetically weak Jeremy 
Corbyn leadership of the Labour Party 
proposed, in its 2019 general election 
manifesto, to “consult on creating 
a representative body for the armed 
forces, akin to the Police Federation”. 
A declaration of abject political 
surrender.

Established by the 1919 Police 
Act, the Police Federation forcibly 
replaced the National Union of Police 
and Prison Officers, which - and this is 
crucial - in August 1918 and June 1919 

organised nationwide police strikes. In 
response, the government despatched 
infantry and tanks onto the streets. 
Yet a “combination” of economic 
concessions, repression, political 
manoeuvring, union blunders, police 
divisions and the failure of organised 
labour to support the police “ensured 
the failure of the 1919 strike”.40

Liberal prime minister David Lloyd 
George saw the defeat of the 1919 
strike as a decisive “turning point in the 
labour movement, deflecting it from 
Bolshevist and direct-actionist courses 
to legitimate trade unionism once 
again”.41 His Liberal-Conservative 
coalition proscribed NUPPO and made 
sure that strikers were summarily 
fired and then blacklisted - a cruel act 
of revenge, which faced only “half-
hearted” opposition from the Labour 
Party in parliament.

Unlike NUPPO, the Police 
Federation is barred by statute from 
affiliating to the TUC. No less vital, 
it represents all ranks, from ordinary 
constables to chief inspectors, and 
is legally forbidden to take strike 
action. With good reason, the Police 
Federation has been described as 
“amounting to a sort of company 
union” (Owen Jones - writing when he 
was a leftwinger).42

We certainly support the right 
of rank-and-file police officers to 
join a genuine trade union. But 
communist MPs would either abstain 
on or vote against police budgets. 
Programmatically we are committed to 
abolishing the police and the standing 
army and replacing them with a 
popular militia l
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Establishment champion
Mark Kosman looks at Keir Starmer’s transition from ‘Marxist’ to ‘cop in an expensive suit’

Three months on from Sir Keir 
Starmer’s accession to the Labour 
leadership, we now have a better 

idea of how he wants to lead what is 
still officially called “Her Majesty’s 
Most Loyal Opposition”. It appears 
that Sir Keir intends to combine a 
“forensic” lawyerly critique of the 
government’s many failings with what 
he calls “constructive” support for the 
most hard-right Tory administration 
since the 1930s.1

The extent of this support was 
confirmed in Starmer’s response to 
Boris Johnson’s announcement of 
the ending of the national lockdown 
on June 23. In his brief statement 
to parliament, Starmer managed to 
reassure Johnson that he supported 
the government’s approach to the 
pandemic no less than five times.2

We may never know exactly how 
many people have died as a direct result 
of Johnson’s policies on coronavirus, 
but Anthony Costello, a former director 
of the World Health Organisation, says 
that out of 65,000 UK deaths “we 
could have prevented about 50,000” 
if we had gone into lockdown earlier.3 
Despite this, Starmer still says that “the 
government is trying to do the right 
thing” - even claiming that Johnson’s 
reckless decision to end the lockdown 
is “an important step in the fight 
against this virus”!4

It is not just Johnson himself that 
Starmer wishes to reassure. He is also 
keen to reassure the entire British 
establishment that the Labour Party 
will continue to be a “most loyal” 
opposition. So, when asked what he 
thought of the Black Lives Matter 
proposal to defund the police in order 
to spend more on education and 
other provisions that offer people real 
alternatives to crime, his response was 
unequivocal:

I was director of public prosecutions 
for five years, I worked with police 
forces across England and Wales, 
bringing thousands of people to 
court, so my support for the police 
is very, very strong … I don’t have 
any truck with what [Black Lives 
Matter] is saying about defunding 
the police or anything else. That’s 
just nonsense.5

The reaction of UK Black Lives Matter 
to this comment was to dismiss Starmer 
as just “a cop in an expensive suit”.6 
This was an incisive and memorable 
response. But it is interesting to note 
that Starmer’s comment is in striking 
contrast to what he said back in 1986, 
when writing about police attacks 
on pickets during the printers’ bitter 
dispute with Rupert Murdoch over his 
Wapping plant.

Back then, according to Starmer’s 
former Highgate housemate, “he 
used to run an organisation called 
Socialist Alternatives from our 
house”.7 Socialist Alternatives was the 
publication of the British section of the 
pro-self-management, ex-Trotskyist 
group, the International Revolutionary 
Marxist Tendency. And Starmer’s 
contributions to the magazine included 
an article about the Wapping dispute, 
in which he denounced the use of 
“paramilitary” policing methods and 
then said: “This leads to the question 
of the role the police should play, if 
any, in civil society. Who are they 
protecting and from what.”8

Starmer’s comments appear to raise 
the issue of abolishing the police, not 
just defunding them. According to one 
of his old lawyer friends, back in 1986, 
Starmer also advocated a “thorough 
critique of the prison system and how 
it didn’t work”.9

This suggests that, in his youth, 
Starmer thought it was at least 
possible to create a society which did 
not require the threat of police and 
prisons to maintain social relations. 
Indeed, in Socialist Alternatives, the 
young Starmer wrote earnestly about 
the creation of a “self-managing 
socialism” that would be “based on 
democratic control of production for 
‘use’ rather than ‘profit’”.10

Starmer’s subsequent depressing 
trajectory from ‘Marxist’ radical to 
cynical careerist is not uncommon 
on the British left. One of his own 
top advisors, Simon Fletcher, used 
to belong to the Trotskyist group, 
Socialist Action.11 And even Boris 
Johnson has an advisor, Munira Mirza, 
who is herself closely associated 
with the ex-Trotskyists of the former 
Revolutionary Communist Party.12

Head of CPS
What is less common is Starmer’s 
trajectory from a lawyer who 
genuinely supported leftwing activism 
to one who became head of the Crown 
Prosecution Service - an organisation 
whose only interest in such activism is 
a determination to contain and prevent 
it.

Even his biggest fans at the New 
Statesman have pointed out that, under 
Starmer’s leadership,

the CPS charged anti-austerity 
protestors for staging a sit-in at 
Fortnum and Mason in 2012; one 
academic accused Starmer, who 
once defended the rights of acid 
house ravers, of criminalising 
peaceful assembly and protests.13

A more thorough critique of the 
Labour leader’s grim record can be 
found at the Verso blog. In ‘The case 
against Keir Starmer’, Oliver Eagleton 
runs through Starmer’s dubious 
positions on the Iraq war, Trident, 
state surveillance, Julian Assange and 
welfare cuts - as well as his apparent 
reluctance to prosecute the police 
officers who killed Jean Charles de 
Menezes and Ian Tomlinson. Eagleton 
writes:

As head of the CPS, Starmer drew 
up rules that gave police officers 
more power to arrest demonstrators, 
in an attempt to crack down on 
“significant disruption” after the 
2010 student protests. Officers 
were encouraged to arrest those 
“equipped with clothes or masks 
to prevent identification, items that 
could be considered 
body protection 
or an item that 
can be used 
as a weapon”. 

Appended to these instructions was 
a warning: “... criminals bent on 
disruption and disorder … will not 
get an easy ride.”

As commentators noted at 
the time, the vagueness of these 
guidelines equipped police with 
the authority to jail anyone wearing 
a scarf (since it could be used 
to “prevent identification”) or 
carrying a placard (which has on 
various occasions been classified 
as a “weapon”), while the ban 
on body protection criminalised 
attempts to defend oneself from 
police violence. Sir Kier’s stern 
treatment of protestors tallied with 
his response to the London riots - 
he stressed the necessity of rapid 
sentencing, and made a personal 
appearance in court to praise the 
judges who were handing down 
harsh penalties.

As well as taking “tough 
stances” in the courtroom, Sir 
Kier’s CPS advised undercover 
police officers on how to infiltrate 
leftwing campaign groups via a 
“domestic extremism” specialist. 
When it was alleged that, as 
part of this operation, numerous 
undercover agents had broken the 
law, given false evidence in court 
and formed sexual relationships 
with activists in order to spy 
on them, the CPS launched an 
investigation into covert policing 
that was widely considered to 
be a whitewash. It admitted no 
systemic failings on the part of 
the CPS, offered no apology to 
the victims and declined to reopen 
cases in which undercover police 
work may have led to wrongful 
convictions.14

Too powerless
One thing this article misses is that this 
undercover police work did not just 
devastate the private lives of activists: 
it also sabotaged Starmer’s legal work 
with the most famous of these activists, 
Helen Steel and Dave Morris.

These two so-called ‘McLibel’ 
defendants fought and won a decade-
long legal dispute with McDonalds - a 
case which not only made legal history, 
but also made Starmer’s reputation as 
a progressive lawyer. But, as another 
interesting blog post on Starmer’s 
record points out,

Starmer advised the McLibel 
defendants after they were 
prosecuted for distributing a 
leaflet co-written by undercover 
officer Bob Lambert. Starmer’s 
sagely wisdom will have been 
undermined due to being pre-
empted - it was seen by John 
Dines, the live-in boyfriend of 
defendant Helen Steel, who was 
also an undercover police officer. 
But in his supine position before 
the counter-democratic, judiciary-

nobbling secret police, Starmer 
appears to show that 

there are few 
as zealous as 
those who’ve 
converted.

Maybe that’s 
too harsh. Maybe 
he’s too dim 
to realise how 

he’s been 
duped and 
p u p p e t e d . 
Or maybe 
he’s too 

powerless to 
speak out, or 
even speak 

out about the fact that he can’t 
speak out.15

The anonymous author of this post 
is clearly upset about Starmer’s 
failure to confront either the British 
establishment or its secret police, even 
when these police had broken the law 
by sabotaging his own legal advice.

So is Starmer a “zealous” convert 
to the establishment? Is he just a 
‘dupe and puppet’? Or is he just “too 
powerless to speak out”?

Well, there is certainly no question 
that he has become a convert to 
the establishment. Not only has he 
accepted a knighthood, but he has been 
a member of the pro-US, pro-market 
think tank, the Trilateral Commission, 
since 2018. Other members of this 
rather secretive organisation include 
not only Henry Kissinger, but as 
many as seven former heads of the 
CIA and various other US intelligence 
agencies.16

The head of the UK’s own 
intelligence agency, MI5, is Jonathan 
Evans, who was particularly grateful 
to Starmer for his decision not to 
prosecute MI5 for its role in the 
CIA’s overseas torture programme. 
The investigative journalist, Matt 
Kennard, has revealed that Starmer 
met Evans socially in the week before 
he announced his resignation from the 
CPS in April 2013.17 By October of 
that year, Starmer had left the CPS and, 
by December 2013, he had become an 
advisor to Labour and was well on 
his way to being offered the safe seat 
of Holborn and St Pancras.18 Once 
elected to parliament in 2015, he was 
immediately touted as a prospective 
new Labour leader in the media, 
before becoming shadow immigration 
minister.19

So is Starmer also a ‘dupe and 
puppet’ helped onto the Labour front 
bench - and now its leadership - by the 
secret services? Perhaps, but we may 
never have any real evidence of this. 
So, rather than exploring conspiracy 
theories, our time would be better 
spent exploring why the new social 
movements that Starmer wrote about 
in Socialist Alternatives failed to do 
what he proposed at the time: that is 
“to ally with the fighting section of the 
working class”.20

Of course, if such a fighting 
working class movement had arisen, 
the present-day Starmer would have 
no hesitation denouncing it, just as he 
denounced Black Lives Matter’s calls 
to defund the police. But the younger 
Starmer would have had a different 
approach and might have continued to 
make a positive contribution to such 
a potentially revolutionary movement 
rather than wasting his talents trying to 
change capitalism from within.

And, finally, is Starmer still “too 
powerless to speak out”? Well, in a 
sense, yes.

On June 9, Richard Horton, the 
editor of the renowned medical journal, 
the Lancet, wrote these powerful 
words:

Over 40,000 mostly preventable 
deaths in the UK caused by the most 
appalling failure of government. 
Why aren’t people protesting 
more? We are living through a 
humanitarian catastrophe. And yet 
no accountability. Britain feels truly 
broken ...

We don’t need satire. We don’t 
need humour. We don’t need 
mockery. We need organisation. 
We need alternatives. We need 
rebellion. Against a government that 
has fostered corruption, collusion 
and criminality. A government that 

has presided over the avoidable 
deaths of thousands ...

I don’t understand the passivity 
of my fellow countrymen and 
countrywomen. Why are you not 
more angry? Why are you allowing 
this government to orchestrate 
the deaths of your citizens, your 
families, your neighbours? This is a 
mass delusion. Resist. Resist. Rebel.21

Starmer has never been quite this 
passionate about anything, but, as a 
younger activist, he would at least 
have been able to appreciate and echo 
Horton’s truth-telling. However, now, 
as an older professional politician - one 
who is completely integrated into the 
establishment - he is simply unable to 
face up to the truth of modern Britain, 
let alone ‘speak out’ about it.

One might even be tempted to feel 
sorry for him, except that his witch-
hunt against the left, both inside and 
outside the Labour Party, has probably 
only just started. If Starmer is prepared 
to smear his fellow front-bencher, 
Rebecca Long-Bailey, as a purveyor 
of “anti-Semitic conspiracy theories”, 
he will not hesitate to slander and 
persecute any and all genuinely 
leftwing activists.22

This “cop in an expensive suit” 
is, at present, no threat to the Tory 
government. But, allied both with that 
government and with his friends in the 
police, he could easily become a very 
serious threat to those of us on the 
genuine left l
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Once a 
Pabloite, now 
capitalism’s 

alternative PM
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CPGB and the miners
T he fledgling Communist 

Party hit the ground 
running after its founding 

conference (July 31-August 1 
1920). It played an exemplary 
role in the high-profile Hands 
Off Russia campaign, whose 
leadership was “a truly united 

body of the British working 
class, without bans and 
proscriptions, and with the 
driving force from the side of the 
militants”.1

But now a domestic 
battlefront opened too. In late 
August 1920, the miners voted 

for all-out strike action to 
win a wage rise and to force 
sizeable reductions in the price 
of domestic coal. The party 
assessed the prospects in the 
lead article of its weekly, The 
Communist, headed ‘Manifesto’.

Yet, despite rank-and-file 

pressure, the bureaucracy of 
the Triple Alliance transport 
and railway unions leant on 
the Miners Federation to wade 
once more into the quagmire of 
pointless negotiations with the 
bosses. No concessions were on 
offer: only the familiar trap of 

a productivity deal, dubbed a 
‘datum line’. The CPGB’s open 
letter - under the by-lines of 
Arthur MacManus (chair) and 
Albert Inkpin (secretary) - urged 
miners to steel themselves for a 
bigger battle to come l

William Sarsfield

Manifesto
The Communist September 9 
1920
Fellow workers - the executive 
committee of the Communist Party feel 
it incumbent upon themselves to advise 
you to watch with ever increasing 
vigilance the series of crises - industrial 
and political - through which we are 
now passing. Despite all the lying and 
deceit of the capitalist newspapers, 
the Council of Action, representing on 
this rare and refreshing occasion the 
underlying spirit and determination of 
the organised masses of the country 
hitherto unknown, have prevented yet 
another open attack upon Soviet Russia.

The declaration of the Miners’ 
Federation for a general strike, to 
commence on or after September 25, 
presents to us a first-class industrial 
crisis, which may have far-reaching 
effects on the development of the 
organised labour movement. The 
transport workers and railway workers 
have shown unhesitating loyalty to, 
and solidarity with, their allies, the 
mineworkers. The Triple Alliance will 
now have an opportunity of showing 
whether the confidence reposed in it 
by organised labour in general has been 
justified.

We hope and urge that trade 
unionists employed in every section 
of industry will not be led away by 
the studied propaganda of abuse and 
misrepresentation employed to destroy 
the miners’ worthy and commendable 
effort to determine the price of the 
commodity, for the production of 
which they are mainly, if not entirely, 
responsible. They who control supplies 
must inevitably control prices, and the 

mineworkers undoubtedly can give or 
withhold the necessary supplies of coal 
...

We desire to warn the revolutionary 
trade unionists and communists against 
the possibility of intervention on the part 
of the government in this dispute, which 
will mean the abandonment in part, or in 
its entirety, of the miners’ claim. Signs 
are visible on all hands that the master 
class have lined up with more solidarity 
than ever in order to prosecute the class 

war against the legitimate demands of 
the mineworkers in particular and of 
trade unionists in general ...

Our duty, therefore, is clear in 
recommending to militant trade 
unionists that they cannot hope for any 
radical improvement in their economic 
status, unless and until they have 
broken the power of the capitalist and 
landlord class, who live their vicious 
and indolent lives at the expense of the 
productive members of the community. 

Things are reaching a stage in which 
the workers must definitely assume 
control of their lives and conditions by 
controlling the factories and workshops, 
running industry and transport for 
themselves - the working class. The 
majority of the working class despise 
the present government, as well as all 
other capitalist governments.

The militants must be prepared, 
therefore, to take advantage of every 
industrial and political crisis in order 

to strengthen their position and to 
encourage and inspire their fellow 
wage workers with a desire for the 
definite and conclusive overthrow of 
bourgeois civilisation, based as it is 
upon unemployment, prostitution and 
exploitation of the wage workers.

The Communist Party urges the 
toiling masses to prepare by every 
means in their power - through trade 
union branches, the existing trades 
councils, and the newly appointed 
Councils of Action - to assume 
responsibility for the control of the 
resources of the country, which 
is rightfully theirs, and for the 
administration of the means whereby 
they live.

Russia has shown us a magnificent 
example and has given to us an 
encouraging and inspiring lead that 
we must follow, if we are to break the 
bonds of capitalism which keep us 
in wage-slavery and subjection. Italy 
and its splendid organised proletariat 
is on the threshold of momentous 
developments in this direction. 
Germany, Austria, disillusioned 
Poland, draw nearer to the 
establishment of soviet governments. 
There is no country in the world 
where the workers could so easily 
become the masters of their own 
destiny as in Great Britain, and we, 
therefore, appeal to our revolutionary 
comrades in every trade, in every 
occupation, in every industry, to be 
loyal, to be vigilant and unceasing in 
their efforts for the final overthrow of 
the capitalist regime.

The workers alone can free the 
working class l

Open letter to miners
The Communist October 7 1920
Without strike or lockout, without the 
stoppage of a single wheel they [the 
miners] have been out-manoeuvred, 
forced to retreat from a discussion of 
the terms they put forward, forced into 
discussion of the terms put forward by 
the owners ...

The barrage sent up by the capitalist 
press in the last week of August and 
the first week of September made such 
a noise that few people realised how 
strong was the miners’ position. They 
were really unassailable. All the curses of 
the kept press were as ineffective as the 
curses of these creatures usually are. The 
bad house of capitalism was shrieking, 
because it was trembling. The miners’ 
case was on a basis of rock ...

They were basing their claim on 
the human needs of labour ... Every 
member of the working class understood 
something of the miner’s life and so was 
willing to back him in almost any claim 
for increased wages ... The workers knew 
that the cost of living had gone up by 
30% since the miners’ last increase and 
... in spite of the newspaper barrage, the 
workers realised as clearly as could be 
that the reduction of 14s, 2d in the price 
of coal was a move on their own behalf 
and against the coal-owners, the coal 
profiteers and government; on that alone 
they were willing to back the miners in 
their strike. The workers of the country 
knew full well that the government had 
cheated the miners over the Sankey 
report2 ... they knew that the government 

would try to cheat both them and the 
miners once again. In a word, their whole 
attitude was sympathetic.

That was the strength of the miners’ 
position four weeks ago ... The miners 
held the strategic position; they had only 
to hold tight; the press barrage would 
have exhausted itself, leaving them 
unharmed, and bit by bit the government 
would have been forced to discuss the 
one and indivisible demand, they would 
have bluffed, no doubt, but finally they 
were bound to yield to the miners. A 
situation with potentialities for labour 
would have been created.

What has happened? The opportunity 
of mastery over events has been frittered 
away. Point after point has been given 
to the enemy. The strongest positions 
have been flung away. They dropped 
the 14s, 2d - they dropped it for a sort 
of understanding that prices would not 
be raised at once. Then they found they 
could not get their 2s. The government 
had cheated them, and then began the 
alienation of the workers generally. The 
question of output was put forward. It 
was urged with all skill and advocacy 
by the prime minister - inspired by the 
owners, who had been whispering in 
Downing Street from the very first.

Presently the federation yielded 
again - wisely this time, perhaps - for 
once they had abandoned the 14s, 2d, 
they had thrown away their strongest 
position. The conference postponed the 
strike. The government and the owners 
proceeded once more to drive a hard 

bargain, knowing that the threat of a 
strike was now empty - at any rate, of a 
national strike, backed by all the forces 
of the federation. And, last of all, driven 
from point to point, distrusting the Triple 
Alliance, without any feeling that they 
had a movement behind them, distrusting 
even their ability to call again the strike 
they had once postponed, the miners’ 
conference in something like despair 
agreed to submit the owners’ proposal to 
a ballot vote of their members.

It is, it has been, a melancholy 
business. It is necessary for the rank-and-
file colliers to note exactly what were 
the lessons, as well as the fundamental 
causes which led to the debacle. We need 
not ponder over minor matters, though 
there are obviously a number of things 
in which defective machinery, defective 
leadership, defective tactics went far to 
destroy the conduct of the campaign

The chief defect of the Triple Alliance 
goes more deep than these. It is the 
fact that the Triple Alliance is in the 
main run by reformist leaders. A Triple 
Alliance strike means a general strike, 
and a general strike means perhaps a 
revolution! No-one but a revolutionist 
will face the possibility of revolution.

No-one but a revolutionist, faced with 
the prospect of casting the country into 
a general strike, will persist in a demand 
for 2s or anything similarly small. Every 
strike leader feels his responsibility. 
But what nerves him to decide is 
revolutionary outlook; what unnerves 
him is a reformist outlook. So long as 

the Triple Alliance is not controlled by a 
revolutionary - or at any rate a militant 
rank and file - just so long will the 
leaders of it, when brought to the brink of 
the strike, shrink from the responsibility 
involved in a general stoppage.

And now that you have examined 
the causes of defeat, let us see what this 
‘datum line’ means. This ‘datum line’, 
which has to be reached before wages 
are advanced, is simply payment by 
results on a national scale. As capitalism 
develops, as the big boss becomes bigger 
and bigger, he meets the advance of trade 
unionism by new methods of super-
production. ‘Greater output’ is now the 
formula by which the employer is going 
to sweat money out of his wage-slaves 
and coin their blood for profits ...

Again, the Miners’ Federation is the 
vanguard of British trade unionism, 
and a defeat of the vanguard affects the 
whole movement. Feeble though it may 
be from a communist standpoint, the 
class solidarity of the British workers 
is beginning. They are beginning to 
respond, they are emboldened by the 
victory of a section and, when a section 
loses, they feel the shock of defeat. The 
miners’ defeat will be felt through the 
whole movement ...

What ought the miners to do? It is 
well to recognise defeat, it is well to face 
it clearly and admit it. But, that done, 
what is the next step?
 Remember that, so long as the owners 
have the power over production, there 
will be no advance possible. Whatever 

you put before them, however strong 
your case may be, they will fool you 
and fool you again. The owners will fool 
you, as long as they have control. That 
is why they made the government offer 
to have a general strike, an insurrection, 
anything, sooner than allow the miners to 
control the price.

Therefore, the next movement in the 
mining industry must insist on control of 
prices, control of conditions, control by 
the workers.

A renewal of the struggle will take 
place soon. Of that there is no doubt. 
What is doubted is whether it will be 
unsuccessful like this one has been.

In order to win the next struggle, 
the following period must be spent 
in overhauling the machinery - of the 
federation, of the districts, of each pit. 
At every election of a lodge secretary 
the candidate should be tested by their 
fitness in, and capacities for, a general 
strike.
 Remember that the owners will fool 
you unless you get control.
 Remember that reformist leaders will 
shrink back at the last minute.
 Remember these things and choose 
men who - understanding that a strike 
may lead to revolution - will not on that 
account shrink back l

Notes
1. J Klugmann History of the Communist Party 
of Great Britain Vol 1, p79: ‘Formation and early 
years: 1919-1924’.
2. The Sankey report recommended the 
nationalisation of the coal industry.
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Contradictions of Zionism
Daphna Levit Wrestling with Zionism: Jewish voices of dissent Olive Branch Press, 2020, pp218, £16

Daphna Levit grew up as a secular 
Zionist who worshipped just 
one god: the Land of Israel. 

She was a good example of those 
early Zionists who based their claim 
to Palestine on the god they denied.

This book is appropriately named. 
It describes how Jewish anti-racists 
and humanists have to wrestle with 
the racism that permeates Zionism. 
I  grew up in an orthodox Jewish 
family and it was taken for granted 
that you could not trust an Arab: that 
they would stab you in the back when 
you were not looking.

Daphna grew up in the 1950s and 
60s, never questioning the Zionist 
narrative. It all seemed so simple: 
god gave us the land and the Arabs 
tried to drive us into the sea. Despite 
us pleading for them to stay, in 1948 
the ingrates had received orders from 
their leaders in Damascus and Cairo 
to vacate the land, so that the Arab 
armies could invade. When this task 
was completed, they could return.

Naturally the early Israelis were 
reluctant to take back the refugees, 
since they could never be sure that 
they would not pull the same trick 
again. Oh, and Israel desired nothing 
more than peace, but the Arabs simply 
would not talk - forcing Israel to 
attack them. Repeatedly!

It never occurred to me as a child 
to ask simple questions, such as, 
how could the Zionists create their 
Jewish state, when the majority of 
inhabitants were Palestinian? Nor did 
I hear of the two researchers, Walid 
Khalidi and Erskine Childers, who 
independently in 1961 examined the 
BBC and CIA transcripts of the Arab 
radio broadcasts of the time. Not only 
were there no such Arab orders, but, 
on the contrary, the Palestinians were 
told not to flee. One of the great skills 
of Zionist ideologues is to ignore the 
evidence and rely on assertion. Life 
back then was simple: even grown-
ups believed in fairy tales.

I have no hesitation in 
recommending this short book as a 
good introduction to the history of 
Zionism through the potted histories 
of some of its key figures. There is a 
wide selection of people - from the 
founder of political Zionism, Theodor 
Herzl, to dissident Zionists such as 
Yeshayahu Leibowitz and Uri Avnery. 
Leibowitz was the orthodox religious 
scholar and professor, a latter-day 
prophet who foresaw that the Israelis 
would end up worshipping the Land 
of Israel much as the ancient Israelites 
worshipped Baal and the false idols.

It is easy to quibble over 
Daphna’s choice of who to include. 
Personally I would have included 
Herzl’s deputy, Max Nordau - a 
believer in social Darwinism, who 
wrote a book Degeneration, arguing 
that ‘degenerate’ art reflected and 
caused a degenerate society. He 
attacked Oscar Wilde’s dress sense 
as the “pathological aberration of a 
racial instinct”. Influenced by the 
criminologist, Cesare Lombroso, 
who believed that criminality was an 
inherited disease, his ideas on art were 
similar to those of Hitler.

I would also have included Arthur 
Ruppin, the director of the Palestine 
Office from 1908, and the key figure 
of Palestinian Zionism in the pre-
state period. He was responsible for 
the establishment of the kibbutzim, 
and the marriage of bourgeois Zionist 
capital and the collective Labour 
Zionist settlements. He was a social 
Darwinist who put his ideas into 
practice, in respect of the Yemenite 
Jews brought to Palestine to do 
the heavy work for the ‘socialist’ 
kibbutzniks.

I think Levit, like many historians 
of Zionism, overestimates the 
influence of cultural Zionism and 
Ahad Ha’am. Ha’am warned in his 
essay, ‘Truth from Eretz Yisrael’, 
in 1891 that the Jewish settlers 
“treat the Arabs with hostility and 
cruelty, trespass unjustly, beat them 
shamelessly for no sufficient reason, 
and even take pride in doing so”.1 
Ahad Ha’am had, however, virtually 
no influence on the development of 
Zionism.

David Ben Gurion and Chaim 
Weizmann are surprising omissions 
and I would have chosen Judah Magnes 
over Martin Buber as a representative 
of the peace wing of Zionism. Another 
particularly noticeable omission is the 
lack of any figure from the Zionist 
right, such as Ze’ev Jabotinsky, 
whose clear articulation of Zionism 
as colonialism was a contrast to the 
dishonest polemics of the ‘socialist’ 
Zionists. The latter pretended that, 
but for their feudal leaders, the Arabs 
would consent to being seduced by 
sweet talk and honeyed promises. In 
The iron wall Jabotinsky wrote:

Every reader has some idea of the 
early history of other countries 
which have been settled. I suggest 
that he recall all known instances. 
If he should attempt to seek but one 
instance of a country settled with 
the consent of those born there, he 
will not succeed.2

This is similar to Ben Gurion’s 
riposte to Martin Buber, the advocate 
of binationalism, when he inquired 
whether he had “come to Palestine 
with the consent of the Arabs or 
against their wishes”.3

However this is Daphna’s book, 
not mine! There is a very impressive 
representative of what might be called 
the ‘other Israel’. People such as 
Tanya Reinhardt and Tikva Honig-
Parnass.

Myths
However, Daphna is still in thrall to 
some of the myths of Zionism. My 
major criticisms of the book is that 
she does not analyse Zionism as a 
settler-colonial movement, but in 
terms of its own professed goals of 
finding a refuge for Jews. In fact the 
motive of Ben Gurion and the Zionist 
leaders was to recreate the mythical 
warrior Jewish people in the image 
of the Macabees. Zionism was 
always, first and foremost, a project 
to resurrect the Jewish race.

Colonialism always provides 
justifications which are self-serving 
and designed to provide it with a 
rationale. For Britain it was the 
‘white man’s burden’, while for 
Zionism it was ‘a land without a 
people for a people without a land’. 
One favourite, which Levit repeats 
uncritically, is her assertion that:

Most of the early Zionist leaders 
were ardent socialists and 
nationalists ... their secular/
political Zionist hope was to 
create a ... Jewish homeland for 
a community that would discard 
much of its religious identity; 
a modernistic amalgamation 
of nationalism, socialism, 
enlightened western culture and 
some as yet undefined ethnic 
Jewish identity.

Leaving aside the amalgamation 
of nationalism and socialism, the 
myth that the early Zionists were 
“ardent socialists” is just that. At the 
first Zionist Congress the all-male 
participants were attired in formal 

dress and a white tie. No workers 
they.

Barely four months after the 1903 
Kishinev pogrom Herzl met with its 
instigator, tsarist minister Vyacheslav 
von Plehve to secure the legalisation 
of the Zionist movement in Russia, 
which he achieved. “Help me to 
reach land sooner and the revolt will 
end,” he pleaded. “And so will the 
defection to the socialists.”4

In an interview with The Times in 
February 1904, Plehve explained that 
Zionism was “an antidote to socialist 
doctrines”. Similarly Winston 
Churchill, a noted anti-Semite and 
Zionist, wrote an influential essay 
‘Zionism v Bolshevism - a struggle 
for the soul of the Jewish people’. In 
1899 Herzl explained:

... we are everywhere engaged in 
battles with the revolutionaries 
and are actually turning the young 
students as well as the Jewish 
workingmen away from socialism 
and nihilism by unfolding before 
them a pure and national ideal.5

Ben Gurion similarly wrote of his 
battles with the anti-Zionist Bund. 
Zionism was always a reactionary 
movement. Socialist Zionism grew 
up as an attempt to reconcile the fight 
for Palestine with more immediate 
questions, such as anti-Semitism and 
the conditions they experienced.

Herzl went out of his way to win 

over the orthodox rabbis, albeit with 
no success. It is therefore untrue to say 
that “He would have been surprised, 
if not shocked, to learn that many of 
the staunchest defenders of Zionism 
do so in the name of religion.” Herzl 
was well aware that Zionism could 
only succeed if it could harness the 
Jewish religion to the Zionist chariot. 
Of course, when you sup with the 
devil, you need a very long spoon!

Daphna Levit is a student of 
Hannah Arendt and her portrait 
of Hannah - a refugee from Nazi 
Germany, who was an early Zionist 
activist - is well worth reading as an 
essay on its own. Arendt was amongst 
the greatest political philosophers of 
the 20th century. She describes her 
debate with Gershom Scholem, who 
accused her of having no love for 
the Jewish people. Her response was 
withering:

You are quite right - I am not 
moved by any “love” of this sort, 
and for two reasons: I have never 
in my life “loved” any people or 
collective ... I indeed love ‘only’ 
my friends and the only kind of 
love I know of and believe in is 
the love of persons. Secondly this 
“love of the Jews” would appear 
to me, since I am myself Jewish, 
as something rather suspect ... 
I do not love the Jews, nor do I 
believe in them: I merely belong 
to them.6

Scholem demonstrated in his question 
the murky waters that Zionism fishes 
in. Arendt had written a series of 
articles for The New Yorker on the 
1962 trial of Adolf Eichmann and the 
terrifying thing about Eichmann, she 
wrote, was that he was surprisingly 
normal. He didn’t have horns.

Arendt was also scornful of what 
Salo Baron called the “lachrymose 
version” of Jewish history - the idea 
of 2,000 years of unending Jewish 
persecution; the idea of the Jew 
as perpetual victim and never the 
actor (which is itself an anti-Semitic 
stereotype). Arendt was scornful of 
those who believed that the whole 
world was against us. This was a 
Zionist siege mentality typical of 
settler-colonialists. She foresaw that 
the holocaust would become the new 
Jewish religion and used to justify 
any Israeli aggression.

Racist
Levit quotes Yehoshua Leibowitz: 
“He who empties the Jewish people of 
its religious content turns the concepts 
of chosen and holy into expressions 
of racist chauvinism.” Leibowitz 
claimed that Israel could not be 
considered a democracy, as long as it 
ruled over two million people deprived 
of any legal or human rights. Like the 
late Ze’ev Sternhell, Uri Avnery and 
Noam Chomsky, Leibowitz saw the 
1967 six-day war as one of conquest, 
which “changed the very foundation 
of its existence”. Unfortunately this is 
wishful thinking.

I get the feeling that Daphna 
has some sympathy with this view 
that 1967 changed the course of 
Israeli history. The expulsions of 
1948 and onwards betrayed Israel’s 
settler-colonial nature. The conquest 
of the West Bank/Gaza simply 
gave expression to that. However, 
throughout the 1950s and 1960s, 
when Israel’s Arab population was 
under military rule, Israel was seeking 
any pretext to expand its borders. The 
1956 Suez War was a false start. 1967 
established Israel as the strategic 
watchdog of the west.

As Chomsky wrote, “There seems 
to be no room in Israel for those who 
try to square a universalist point of 
view, be it liberal or socialist, with 
the racist definition of Zionism.”7 
The problem being that Zionism is 
racist by definition - there is no non-
racist Zionism. Levit cites Chomsky 
being refused entry to Israel because 
of his opinions. He suggested that 
his interrogators “try to find any 
government in the world that likes 
anything I say”.

Professor Ze’ev Sternhell, a child 
survivor of the holocaust, who has only 
just passed away, justified Zionism 
by the need for Jews to find a refuge: 
Palestine was “the only place in the 
world to which European Jews could 
escape in the 1930s and 1940s”, and so 
gave legitimacy to the establishment of 
the state of Israel beyond any historical 
rights to the land.

Except it was not the only place 
that Jews could escape to, despite 
the attempts of the Zionist movement 
to close down alternative places 
of refuge. Palestine took less than 
15% of the total number of Jewish 
refugees from Germany - although 
Zionist opposition to lowering the 
immigration barriers in America and 
other countries and their sabotage 
of the attempt to seek other havens 
resulted in the deaths of thousands.

Sternhell, who was a target of a 
fascist settler bomb in 2014, was a 
world authority on fascism. He wrote 
the defining book on the history 
of Labour Zionism, The founding 

Theodor Herzl: founder of political Zionism



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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myths of Israel. In it he traced the 
development of Labour Zionism, 
proving that it was never socialist. 
Instead it mobilised the Jewish 
working class for national goals. 
It was Ben Gurion who coined the 
slogan, ‘From class to nation’.

Daphna Levit recalls: “Sternhell 
points out that many of the early leaders 
of the Zionist revolution loathed the 
diaspora and its ‘weakling Jews’.” 
That is correct, but this also points 
to a fundamental weakness of the 
book’s analysis of Zionism. Zionism 
was, above all, a reaction to anti-
Semitism, which in reality accepted 
that anti-Semitism was justified. In 
the words of AB Yehoshua, Jews were 
a “cancer connected to the main tissue 
of the Jewish people”, who “use other 
people’s countries like hotels”.8

This was why the myth that Herzl 
was driven by the Dreyfus affair into 
becoming a Zionist, which Levit 
subscribes to, is wrong. As Herzl 
wrote:

In Paris ... I achieved a freer 
attitude towards anti-Semitism, 
which I now began to understand 
historically and to pardon. Above 
all, I recognise the emptiness and 
futility of trying to ‘combat’ anti-
Semitism.9

Uri Avnery was a ‘Canaanite’, who 
wanted an Israeli nation that included 
the Palestinians, but was separate 
from diaspora Jewry. Zionism, 
however, was founded to wind up the 
diaspora. Israel was to be a state of 
Jews everywhere, not of its citizens. 
Avnery, Sternhell and Chomsky all 
failed to understand that a Jewish 
state, in a settler-colonial context, 
could not be anything other than 
racist.

Levit includes many of the 
foremost Israeli activists, such as 
Tikva Honig-Parnass, who was 
parliamentary secretary of the 
leftwing Mapam party in Israel before 
joining the anti-Zionist Matzpen. 
Tikva recalls an incident in 1948, 
when she encountered two Jewish 
American volunteers in the army, 
who were shouting that they had just 
met Palestinian women and children 
starving to death and begging to go 
back to their villages. They added 
angrily: “If this new state cannot take 
care of its Palestinian inhabitants, 
then it has no right to exist.”

Tikva, who was then a member of 
Mapam, wrote to her parents: “I’m 
sick and tired of these American 
‘philanthropists’.” The idea of them 
being ‘philanthropic’ to non-Jews 
merited an especial scorn from the 
racists of Labour Zionism. At that 
time she was contemptuous of those 
who showed any feeling towards the 
indigenous population.

Daphna describes the pivotal 
moment in the crystallisation of the 
anti-Zionist Matzpen, which had an 
advert in Ha’aretz three months after 
the 1967 war, stating that “Conquest 
brings in its wake foreign rule”, 
which “brings in its wake resistance 
... oppression... terrorism and 
counterterrorism ... [It] will turn us 
into a nation of murderers and murder 
victims. Let us leave the occupied 
territories now.” This did not make 
them too popular!

New historians
Levit describes the rise of the new 
historians - Benny Morris, Ilan 
Pappe, Avi Shlaim, Simha Flapan 
and Tom Segev - in some detail. With 
the opening up of the archives, they 
began to deconstruct the founding 
myths of Israel. These same files are 
now being reclassified by Israel’s 
security police, Shin Bet. History is 
a weapon in war and Zionism seeks 
to change it where necessary!

Simha Flapan’s 1987 book The 
birth of Israel: myths and realities 
was groundbreaking. He was the first 
to expose the myth that Israel had 

been invaded by all the Arab armies 
on gaining independence in 1948. 
On the contrary, the Zionists had 
negotiated a deal with king Abdullah 
of Jordan to prevent a Palestinian 
state. The other Arab armies sought 
to prevent Abdullah triumphing.

As for Benny Morris, his historical 
researches were at variance with his 
political opinions after 2000. He 
became a supporter of transfer and 
criticised Ben Gurion for not having 
finished the job.

Levit gives us a potted history of 
how the state of Israel has sought 
to manipulate and distort its own 
history in a way no bourgeois 
democracy would contemplate. 
This in itself is the sign of a proto-
fascist society. She focuses on 
Shlomo Sand, professor of history 
at the University of Tel Aviv, whose 
The invention of the Land of Israel 
deconstructs the myth that for 2,000 
years all the Jews longed for was a 
Jewish homeland. He debunks, for 
example, the story of the exodus 
and casts doubt on the existence of 
king David, whilst showing there 
was no Roman expulsion of Jews 
in the aftermath of the destruction 
of the second temple. In Israel 
there is ‘history’ and ‘Jewish 
history’, and the two are distinct 
subjects. Universalism has been 
excluded from Israeli academia, 
as universities have primarily 
functioned as an ideological factory 
for Zionism.

Tom Segev, a journalist for 
Ha’aretz, wrote the seminal The 
seventh million about the German 
Jewish immigrants to Israel and the 
record of Zionism during the war 
years and after. Daphna quotes Elie 
Wiesel, a survivor of Auschwitz, in 
his review of Segev’s book:

Just as the new Israelis were 
creating an image of a heroic, 
athletic, defiant Jew, they did not 
want to come face to face with a 
weak and pitiful survivor and did 
not want to claim him as their 
own. They wanted heroes, not the 
embarrassing reminder of Jews 
being proverbially ‘led like lambs 
to the slaughter’.

She quotes Segev, who said:

... supported by devastating 
evidence, ... the Jewish leaders 
of Palestine never made the 
rescue of European Jews into 
an overwhelming national 
priority ... Zionist leader Yitzhak 
Gruenbaum, a future minister of 
the interior in David Ben-Gurion’s 
first cabinet, considered creating 
new settlements more urgent than 
saving Jews from being sent to 
Treblinka and Birkenau.

Levit also quotes Uri Avnery as 
saying that, instead of Zionism being 
dispensed with once the state of 
Israel was created, it had continued:

When one builds a house, 
one needs scaffolding. When 
the building is finished, the 
scaffolding is removed ... Thus 
‘Zionism’ continued to exist 
after its aim had already been 
achieved. The scaffolding 
became superfluous, indeed 
obstructive …

But Avnery failed to understand 
that Zionism was a settler-colonial 
movement, whose aim - a Jewish state 
as racially pure as possible - was an 
ongoing and never-ending process. 
1948 was only a staging point. The 
‘ingathering of the exiles’ was its 
aim. Its purpose was the rebirth 
of a new Jewish warrior race. Far 
from ‘dismantling the scaffolding’, 
Zionism was busy consolidating 
its previous work. The seizure of 
Arab land had only just begun. The 
Zionist institutions were used by the 

Israeli state to subcontract racism to 
para-state organisations.

Wrestling
The final chapter of Levit’s book 
is devoted to two brave Ha’aretz 
journalists, Gideon Levy and Amira 
Hass, as well as Ilan Pappé, whose 
support for boycott, divestment and 
sanctions resulted in his being driven 
from Haifa University into exile. Levit 
recalls a particularly disturbing case, in 
which Israeli academia showed that its 
loyalty is to the settler state.

At the University of Haifa a student 
named Teddy Katz presented his MA 
thesis in 1998. It described Tantura 
village in 1948, where there was a 
very bloody massacre. The veterans 
of the army unit who perpetrated the 
massacre sued for libel. Although Katz 
was pressurised into not contesting the 
writ, he later sought to withdraw this, 
but the court refused. Pappé became 
prominent in defending him after the 
court proceedings led to a suspension of 
Katz’s degree in 2000. In an interview 
Pappé explained his intervention:

 
No-one came to his aid. Why should 
they? He’s a master’s student. 
They’re professors. What do they 
care? After I sat here and transcribed 
the tapes ... two or three colleagues 
changed their mind and helped. But 
they didn’t endanger their careers. 
I knew that when I went to help 
Katz, I would get it in return. But 
I didn’t know how much … Teddy 
Katz suffered a stroke because of 
this university. He almost died. And 
a master’s degree student shouldn’t 
almost die because of a university.

A shocking incident - and an answer to 
those who say we should not boycott 
Israeli academia. Levit pays tribute to 
the few brave lawyers who represented 
the Palestinians, including the late 
Felicia Langer (who closed her office 
because justice in Israeli courts was 
impossible), Lea Tsemel, Avigdor 
Lieberman and Gaby Laski.

In the epilogue Daphna describes 
what she calls an incident that “forever 
will haunt me”:

At a border checkpoint a 
terrified, wide-eyed little boy was 
desperately clinging to his mother’s 
hand. He was bleeding profusely 
through a towel wrapped round his 
head. His mother was screaming 
uncontrollably, her face distorted 

with emotion ... In her free hand 
she held an unrecognisable red 
blob, her son’s dismembered 
ear. She was frantically trying to 
get into an ambulance with him, 
but wasn’t permitted to; only the 
patient was allowed in the vehicle. 
She was told to walk or find 
other transportation to cross the 
checkpoint to the hospital. After a 
storm of frantic gestures and pleas, 
a ride was found, and the boy and 
his mother were driven together to 
the hospital in a car belonging to an 
Israeli demonstrator at the crossing.

This incident is but one of many, where 
Israeli soldiers and checkpoints are 
used to delay and obstruct ambulances 
and Palestinian patients have died as a 
result of this callous cruelty.

Daphna asks:

Can this incident be included 
among the legends of heroic battle 
against the insidious enemies 
of the Jewish state - a battle for 
which every Jewish-born Israeli 
is trained? Or should it simply be 
erased, to help maintain the purity 
of the myth?

It is a good question.
At the end of her book is a list 

of individuals whom she wants to 
pay tribute to, including Jeff Halper, 
Haim Hanegbi, Adam Keller, Moshé 
Machover, Akiva Orr, Idith Zertal and 
Beate Zilversmidt. The tragedy is that 
these individuals, brave though each 
one is, represent a sliver of Israel’s 
Jewish population.

There is a lot that Daphna Levit 
has compacted into 200 pages. It is an 
excellent introduction to the history 
of Zionism, even though it seems 
as if Daphna is still wrestling with it 
herself! l

Tony Greenstein
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Up and running?
L ast week saw another £325 

donated to our fighting fund, 
taking the running total after the 
first eight days of July to £467. Our 
monthly target is, of course, £2,000, 
so we’re not that far behind the 
going rate.

Most of that £325 came in the 
shape of monthly standing orders - 
thanks go to AC (£50), FK (£35), 
CG and HN (£30), DV and GD 
(£25), II (£20), JK and SM (£10). 
On top of that DT made a £10 bank 
transfer, while TB (£60) and MM 
(£20) clicked on that PayPal button.

As I’ve pointed out several times, 
what’s remarkable is the fact that 
not only are our regular donors still 
contributing, but overwhelmingly 
our subscribers are still maintaining 
their payments, despite the fact that 
they aren’t getting what they’re 
paying for - I’m obviously talking 
about the printed version of the 
Weekly Worker! Of course, they 
know that their annual or six-month 
subscriptions will be automatically 
extended, once we resume printing, 
but no-one at all has asked for a 
refund instead.

As for those readers who 
subscribe by standing order, 
including monthly PayPal 
instalments, only two or three have 
cancelled them. In fact we’re still 
getting a few new subscribers - 
when we remind them that we’re 
still not printing, they usually ask 
for what they’ve paid to be credited 
towards future copies, rather than 
wanting a refund.

So how long will they have 
to wait? All we can say is we’re 
looking at the situation very 
carefully. Unlike Boris Johnson 
and his gang, we’re not prepared 
to jump the gun by prematurely 
easing self-imposed restrictions, 
with the possibility of exposing our 
comrades to unnecessary risks. But 
we are hoping that, all things being 
equal, it’ll be weeks, not months, 
before we’re up and running again.

Watch this space! l
Robbie Rix
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Not just one idiot historian
Slavery involved the loss of life on a staggering scale, and it was bound up with the capitalist mode of 
production, writes Eddie Ford

L ast week “the rudest man in 
Britain” made the news again. 
Appearing on a YouTube show 

entitled Dr David Starkey: Black Lives 
Matter aims to delegitimate British 
history, the famous TV historian 
commented: “Slavery was not genocide, 
otherwise there wouldn’t be so many 
damn blacks in Africa or Britain, would 
there?”1 He went on to claim that the 
BLM protests following the murder of 
George Floyd had been characterised by 
“violence” and “victimhood”, describing 
so-called ‘cancel culture’ and the pulling 
down of statues as “deranged”. For good 
measure, Starkey concluded by saying 
“there’s no point in arguing against 
globalisation or western civilisation”, as 
“we are all products of it”.

This unleashed a storm of 
condemnation, which the obnoxious 
Starkey fully deserved. The uproar also 
gave us another display of the anti-racist 
ideology paraded by official Britain. 
Not that this registers with large parts 
of the left, who still seem to be living 
in the 1960s. The reality of capitalism’s 
reliance on divide and rule, colonialism 
and slavery were excused with the 
invention of various racist ideologies. 
But, especially when it comes to the 
nation-state, capitalist politicians 
also seek to gain support on the basis 
that ‘we are all in it together’, that all 
classes, all ethnic groups, need to unite 
against foreign foes and competitors. 
Subsequent mass migrations, especially 
from south Asia and the Caribbean, 
necessitated the invention by capitalist 
politicians of a bourgeois anti-racism.

It was, of course, no surprise that 
Sajid Javid, former chancellor and 
son of a bus driver from Pakistan - as 
he constantly reminds us - attacked 
Starkey’s “racist comments” that serve 
as “a reminder of the appalling views that 
still exist”. Nor was it a surprise to hear 
the views of another popular - this time 
a good - TV historian, David Olusoga. 
He described Starkey’s comments as 
“truly disgusting”. Olusoga also rightly 
observed that “by the same ridiculous, 
twisted logic the holocaust would not be 
counted as a genocide”.

So after the YouTube programme 
we had all manner of institutions and 
companies rushing to disassociate 
themselves from David Starkey - now 
a pariah. The Mary Rose Trust accepted 
his resignation from the board of trustees 
and the Historical Association withdrew 
the Medlicott Medal awarded to him 20 
years previously - did Starkey have to 
post it back? As for the Royal Historical 
Society, it demanded his resignation, 
as did the Society of Antiquaries of 
London. Priding itself on “leading the 
way in Cambridge in opening access to 
higher education for underrepresented 
groups”, Fitzwilliam College accepted 
Starkey’s resignation as an honorary 
fellow - though he had no teaching role, 
having retired years ago. Meanwhile, 
more punishment: HarperCollins said 
it would terminate an ongoing book 
deal with Starkey - nor will his previous 
publishers take his books any more, it 
seems. Almost airbrushed from history.

Starkey himself eventually 
apologised “unreservedly” for his 
“deplorably inflammatory” words 

which had been spoken “with awful 
clumsiness” - one way of putting it. In 
the statement, he said he had “paid a 
heavy price” for “one offensive word 
with the loss of every distinction and 
honour acquired in a long career”. 
When it came to the phrase, “so many 
damn blacks”, what he had “intended 
to emphasise” was “the numbers who 
survived the horrors of the slave trade”. 
Instead, alas, “it came across as a term of 
racial abuse”.

Controversialist
Specialising in the Tudors, David 
Starkey is an extremely conventional, 
but waspish historian who believes that 
great individuals - kings and queens 
- make history, not the masses or 
objective socio-economic determinants. 
Or, in his words, “the core of history is 
narrative and biography”. He has long 
complained that the curriculum in Britain 
has “downgraded” the importance of 
knowledge in its obsession with teaching 
“life skills” and personal development.2

Of course, more importantly, Starkey 
is a professional controversialist who 
has form when it comes to inflammatory 
remarks. After all, it pays - he has 
allegedly told friends that his rude 
character is part of a “convenient 
image” that is “worth at least £100,000 
a year”. And as such he was consistently 
promoted by the leftwing  (!) BBC. 
Starkey did a long stint on the 
insufferable Moral maze radio show, 
alongside the likes of Mad Melanie 
Philips, creepy Roger Scruton and 
Claire Fox (once of the Revolutionary 
Communist Party and then of the Brexit 
Party) - hard to know who to dislike the 
most. Essentially, Starkey was fielded 
by the BBC to spout ‘common sense’ 
against woolly liberals and daft leftists. 
He certainly sees himself as the gallant 
defender of Middle England from the 
scourge of Islamic extremism and 
cultural Marxism.

But bourgeois ‘common sense’ has 
been changing. What was once seen 
as just slightly off field in one period 
becomes unacceptable in another 
period. Hence Starkey got into trouble 
in August 2011 after discussing the riots 
of that year on the BBC’s Newsnight 
programme. Speaking about how he had 
been rereading Enoch Powell’s 1968 
‘Rivers of blood’ speech, Starkey warned 
of a “a profound cultural change” - the 
Tiber did not foam with blood: rather 
“flames lambent”, which “wrapped 
around Tottenham and Clapham”. There 
was not inter-community violence, as 
originally prophesised by Powell, but 

(gesturing towards Owen Jones, who 
was also on the programme) “what has 
happened is that a substantial section 
of the chavs that you wrote about have 
become black”. Warming to his theme, 
Starkey fulminated about “this Jamaican 
patois that’s been intruded in England”, 
and “this is why so many of us have this 
sense of literally a foreign country”. 
Dreadfully for Starkey, listening to the 
voice of David Lammy, the black MP 
for Tottenham, where the riots occurred, 
he said, “You would think he was white” 
- whilst “the whites have become black”, 
part of “a particular sort of violent, 
destructive, nihilistic, gangster culture”.

The BBC was flooded with a record 
number of complaints. Starkey’s 
contribution also provoked 102 
university historians to write an open 
letter demanding that he no longer be 
described as a “historian” on anything 
other than his specialist subject. Then 

again, you could say that about a lot of 
other historians as well - not to mention 
academics in all manner of subjects. 
Brilliant in one field, idiotic about other 
things.

Nor did he endear himself to many 
with his remark in the pages of The Daily 
Telegraph that statistics “appeared” 
to show a black “propensity” towards 
violence. In June 2012 Starkey stated that 
the perpetrators of the Rochdale child 
sex abuse ring had values “entrenched in 
the foothills of the Punjab or wherever it 
is” and were “acting within their cultural 
norm”. A few years later Starkey claimed 
that “nothing important” had been 
written in Arabic for over 500 years, 
before going on to imply that a female 
victim of a child sexual abuse grooming 
gang was at fault for the abuse she had 
experienced. Another choice comment 
was that Alex Salmond is a “Caledonian 
Hitler” who thinks that “the English, like 
the Jews, are everywhere”.

But such stuff wins few friends 
nowadays … apart from the far, far right.

Minimise
Of course, the aim of the slave traders 
was not to wipe out all black people. 
Nor was it their aim to wipe out the 
black people they had captured - no, this 
human cargo was a valuable commodity, 
a source of tremendous profits. So the 
Atlantic slave trade was not motivated 
by genocide. Nevertheless, the death 
toll was staggering. Millions must have 
died as a result of slave raids, local wars 
and during the forced march to coastal 
castles and ports, where the captives 
were penned and then sold, or bartered, 
to European slavers. The capturing of 
people was done in part by the rulers of 
various west African kingdoms and their 
agents and middlemen.

Current estimates are that about 12 
to 13 million Africans were shipped 
across the Atlantic over a span of 400 
years. The actual number purchased 
by the traders was considerably higher, 
of course, with up to 2.4 million dying 
during the voyage - if disease breaks 
out, just kick them overboard. Millions 
more died in ‘seasoning camps’ in the 
Caribbean after arrival in the New 
World and huge numbers perished 
again in the first few years working 
on the plantations. The official United 
Nations estimate is 17 million deaths. 
After trial and error, the preferred 
human cargo was that of agricultural 
workers (or peasants), as opposed to 
hunter-gatherers - when the latter got 
to Jamaica and other Caribbean islands, 
they were well equipped to make 

their escape into the hills and live as 
maroons, giving the British authorities 
a hard time.

From the viewpoint of the plantation 
owners, if your slave was fit and lasted 
five years, then you were in the money - 
to invest in more slaves and make even 
more money. A magic money tree. As 
the statue wars have reminded us, many 
aristocratic fortunes were made during 
the slave trade - look at the big fine 
houses and the generous philanthropy. 
The port cities of Bristol, Liverpool and 
Glasgow rapidly developed as a result 
of the slave trade - sending slaves over 
to the Americas and then bringing back 
cotton, sugar, tobacco, etc. Some people 
never had it so good.

It is interesting to note the different 
reactions in Britain to the Second 
Revolution in America. During the 
civil war, the working class supported 
the north, as it was perceived to be 
anti-slavery, whilst the aristocracy and 
the bourgeoisie wanted to back the 
confederacy due to its links to the south 
in terms of cotton, tobacco and so on. 
This history ought to be remembered as 
a moral imperative, not allowed to slip 
away back into the past - where it can 
always be safely neutralised. The subject 
should be taught in schools, giving kids 
and everybody else a good understanding 
of the role of British colonialism and 
the real nature of capitalist prosperity - 
which definitely did not bring wellbeing 
to the working class in Britain.

In fact, the condition of the working 
class was not that far removed from 
slavery. Indeed, as Marx frequently 
pointed out, it could actually be worse 
being a wage-slave than a chattel-slave - 
simply because the master had far more 
of an interest in your survival if you were 
their property. But you could always get 
another wage-slave without any effort - 
whether they could afford to eat or clothe 
themselves was a matter of complete 
indifference to you. For precisely this 
reason Marx did not view the large-scale 
enslavement of Africans by Europeans 
like the English or Portuguese, which 
began in the early 16th century in the 
Caribbean, as a repeat of Roman or 
Arab slavery: it was something new 
that combined ancient forms of brutality 
with the quintessentially modern social 
form of value production l
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There is 
official 

anti-racism

Notes
1. youtube.com/watch?v=2tVjZ9hA4SQ.
2. telegraph.co.uk/culture/3669985/David-Starkey-
A-man-with-a-past.html.
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