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Bolshevik errors
In late September we gave three pages 
to comrade Levi Rafael’s ‘Building 
models for the future’ (September 
24). This was an attempt to rebut 
the arguments of my latest rejoinder 
(‘Property and the propertyless’, 
September 4) to his earlier articles, 
‘An ideal state’ (July 30) and 
‘Bourgeois or proletarian democracy’ 
(August 13). In spite of its length, 
comrade Rafael’s September 24 
piece was unproductive, because 
it substantially just returned to his 
original position, without actually 
answering my criticisms.

I have been busy for the last few 
weeks with the Faulkner-Thomas 
debate on the party question, to which 
Gerry Downing has now responded 
(specifically to the third and fourth 
articles - Letters, October 29). In 
this intervention comrade Downing 
is, in essence, doing the same thing 
as comrade Rafael. That is, he 
charges me with being committed to 
‘bourgeois democracy’ and rejecting 
the revolutionary overthrow of the 
capitalist state, on the basis of my 
criticisms of the policies adopted 
by the Bolsheviks during the post-
revolution civil war, which were 
made into a model for the Comintern. 
This is the same line of argument 
made by comrade Rafael at much 
greater length, when he accuses me 
of succumbing to Francis Fukuyama’s 
(abandoned) ‘end of history’ line.

The fundamental point is not 
new. In fact, I made it at some 
length against an earlier iteration of 
comrade Downing’s arguments in my 
article, ‘Defeat was fault of enemy 
machine guns’ (May 24 2007). It is 
that all arguments about the Russian 
Revolution and so on have to reflect 
the fact that at the end of the day, first, 
the bureaucracy restored capitalism, 
of its own free choice; and, second, 
the level of disorientation and 
demoralisation of the working class 
from the bureaucratic regime was such 
that there was nothing like resistance 
- if anything, the workers became a 
political tail for the restorationists. The 
overall result is worse demoralisation 
and disorientation than resulted from 
the defeats of the revolutions of 1848 
or from the massacres and repression 
after the Paris Commune of 1871.

I wrote in my 2008 book 
Revolutionary strategy that this is the 
basic problem with the far left using 
the Russian Revolution as a model 
for the future: “The use of hindsight 
is justifiable and necessary, because 
the point of the whole exercise is to 
study history for what it can tell us 
about where we are now, how we 
got here and where we should (try 
to) go next. In this sense it is loosely 
analogous to the sort of exercise that 
has to be undertaken if a bridge falls 
down. Why did the bridge fall down? 
If it was hit by a meteorite, we may 
well rebuild it in exactly the same 
form. But if the collapse was caused 
by problems which will predictably 
recur in future (like severe storms 
or an increased weight of traffic) we 
should redesign the bridge, in the light 
of hindsight, to meet these problems. 
The fact that the problems which 
caused the collapse may not have 
been originally predictable affects the 
moral responsibility of the original 
designers, but it does not in the least 
alter our present tasks.”

Comrade Rafael proposes merely 
to rebuild the bridge in the form in 
which it collapsed. He plays up the 
very limited abilities of workers to 
manipulate their relations with local 
management under the Soviet-style 

regimes - abilities which were, in 
fact, just as much available to villein 
peasants under feudalism in relation 
to their manorial lords. His argument 
is open to the exact same objections 
as those I made to the arguments of 
Tony Clark (at the time of the Stalin 
Society) in 2008: ‘Taking Stalinism 
seriously’ (Weekly Worker September 
3 2008); ‘Bureaucracy and terror’ 
(September 10 2008); and ‘Stalinist 
illusions exposed’ (September 17 
2008).

The issue has present political 
significance because comrade Rafael 
refuses to respond to my argument both 
about 1918-21, and about the present: 
that capital survived in 1918-21, and 
rules today, through the support of 
the labour bureaucracy, which serves 
as an outwork - hornguard or ravelin 
- of the capitalist state’s fortifications. 
Hence, overthrowing the political 
dictatorship of the labour bureaucracy 
- including in the small and disoriented 
left - is the unavoidable first step 
towards overthrowing the rule of 
capital. Overthrowing the political 
dictatorship of the bureaucracy does 
not mean immediately abolishing 
the division of labour, but getting rid 
of the institutions of bureaucratic 
rule - essentially apparatus controls 
on information and communication, 
bans and proscriptions, and so on - 
and putting the officials and elected 
representatives in fear of those they 
represent.

For comrade Downing everything 
was fine and justified down to the final 
illness and death of Lenin: his ideas 
are built on a cult of the personalities 
of Lenin and Trotsky, which cannot 
recognise any responsibility on their 
part for choices which led to Stalinism.

I suggested that perhaps the 
Bolshevik leadership should not 
have overridden the soviet majority 
which opposed the Brest-Litovsk 
treaty. Comrade Downing says that 
this would have been surrender to 
the counterrevolution. If anything, 
the boot is on the other foot: by 
surrendering to the demands of the 
Hindenburg-Ludendorff regime in 
spring 1918, the Bolsheviks chose not 
to go down fighting, in the hope that 
they could gain time to build an army, 
and that later revolution in Germany 
would come to their aid. But because 
they were overriding the majority in 
the soviets, they were destroying the 
basis of their own political authority. 
They won power in October 1917 
in coalition with the Left Socialist 
Revolutionaries, on the slogan, ‘All 
power to the soviets’. They could 
not possibly have won power on the 
slogan, ‘All power to the Bolshevik 
central committee’. This point - and 
the need to rig and manipulate soviet 
elections - is elaborately documented 
in Alexander Rabinowitch’s The 
Bolsheviks in power (2007).

In my view willingness to fight 
a civil war in the tsarist empire was 
entirely justified, and the unwillingness 
of the ‘centrists’ to fight a civil war 
in Germany, Austria, Italy and so 
on was to condemn themselves to a 
civil war they had much less chance 
of winning, at a later date. Comrade 
Downing thinks this is inconsistent 
with my condemning the Bolsheviks 
for militarising the party - and hence 
the Comintern - in response to the 
perceived needs of the civil war. 
Fighting a civil war requires an army, 
and hence military discipline. It does 
not require - other things apart - turning 
your political party into an army. 
Turning it into an army destroyed 
its ability to function effectively as 
a workers’ political weapon. I said, 
and I repeat, that if the Bolsheviks 
had adopted the organisational norms 
of 1919-21 in 1903, 1905, 1912 or 
1917, the result would have been a 
marginalised sect, which could not 
have been a vehicle for the working 

class reaching for power in October 
1917.

In 1917-19 the Bolsheviks were 
faced with a set of impossible choices. 
If they didn’t fight, it was clear that 
they - and much broader layers of 
the workers’ movement - would be 
massacred. If they did fight, they 
had to make themselves into a state 
ultimately based on extracting surplus 
from the peasantry, functioning as 
a collective ‘man on horseback’. It 
is not that the choices they made 
were immoral; and it is plain that the 
choices their opponents made led only 
to White terror. The problem is the 
theorisation of these choices - not as 
expedients of the workers’ movement 
as a minority class in a mainly-peasant 
revolution, but as general guidance 
for the workers’ movement. That 
theorisation is to deny all real hope of 
a serious alternative to capitalism.

Finally, comrade Downing begins 
by repeating the mantra of the 
‘orthodox Trotskyists’ that they only 
failed in 1939-45: “the Stalinists and 
western imperialism collaborated to 
massacre the Trotskyists and defeat the 
revolutionary situations that arose in the 
latter half and at the end of World War 
II …” This argument is also hopeless. 
As I wrote against comrade Downing 
in 2007, assessment of possibilities has 
to be based on the weight of the enemy 
as well as your own weight. And the 
labour bureaucracy (Stalinist included) 
has to be counted for this purpose 
as an element of the enemy camp. 
If repression and the bureaucracy’s 
support for restabilising capitalism is 
enough to defeat revolutionary politics, 
there is no possibility of socialism.

The other side of this coin is that, 
if ideas have real purchase, even very 
severe repression cannot prevent 
their finding expression and gaining 
weight. The position of the Fourth 
Internationalists in 1941-45 was that 
their ideas did not have this sort of 
purchase. The Fourth Internationalists 
themselves were split - first from 1939 
on Soviet-defencism, and then from 
1940 on, in a series of countries, on 
dual-defeatism versus ‘proletarian 
military policy’ (in China, Vietnam, 
etc, ‘revolutionary victoryism’). These 
splits arose because the Transitional 
programme was adapted to the 
experience of 1914-18. On the other 
side of the coin, from Hitler’s invasion 
of Russia onwards, the war was fought 
under the banner of the popular front 
against fascism on a world scale; and 
in 1945-48 a series of new Soviet-
style regimes was created under the 
form of popular-front governments. 
These apparent victories gave political 
plausibility to the core ideas of ‘official 
communism’. It is only since the fall 
of the Soviet bloc that it should have 
begun to become obvious that the 
popular front is not a road to socialism, 
or even to resisting the drift of politics 
rightward.

But the left - still dominated by guys 
who grew up in the cold war - clings to 
the popular front: even the large bulk of 
the Trotskyists have internalised Georgi 
Dimitrov. The failure (like comrade 
Downing’s failure) to recognise that the 
Fourth Internationalists were politically 
defeated in 1940-45, not marginalised 
by repression or their small initial size, 
is a part of the reason for the endless sub-
Trotskyist attempts at ‘get rich quick’ 
schemes, which put the fundamental 
political issues to one side.
Mike Macnair
Oxford

STV opportunity
James Harvey’s article, ‘Cowardly 
fake left peddles lies’ (October 
22), references the elections now 
underway for the nine constituency 
representatives on the Labour Party 
national executive. He declares that 
the Labour Left Alliance can “send 
a clear message to those who make 

up Grassroots Voice that the LLA is 
serious about wanting to negotiate 
some kind of joint list” and that Labour 
Party Marxists “are not against horse-
trading behind closed doors”.

Both of these concepts betray the 
fact that LPM is failing to grasp the 
reality of the ‘single transferrable 
vote’ system being used for the first 
time in this election. This new voting 
system requires new tactics to win the 
supporters of the groups behind GV to 
the politics of Marxism.

Comrade Harvey correctly 
documents the political weaknesses 
of the GV candidates: their refusal 
to speak out against the expulsion 
of socialists on trumped-up charges; 
their playing down of leftwing 
politics in order to court the votes 
of the ‘centre’; their support for the 
election of any Labour government, 
which imprisons them in a symbiotic 
dependency on the Labour right.

All good stuff, and he follows up 
with a recommendation to prioritise 
the candidates supported by the 
LLA. They pledge to challenge 
the witch-hunt and promote party 
democracy. They will support open 
selection for party candidates and 
throw out the International Holocaust 
Remembrance Alliance ‘definition’ of 
anti-Semitism.

Comrade Harvey also stresses the 
point that I made in my recent letter 
(August 12) that some GV supporters 
are deliberately spreading the lie that 
any left candidates other than the GV 
six will split the left vote and let in 
the right.

This is the key advantage that 
STV offers. Standing as a distinct, 
principled working class candidate 
will not let the right in. There is 
no need for horse-trading with 
organisations that back unprincipled 
careerist politicians. Joint lists will no 
longer have a purpose.

Under the previous ‘first past the 
post’ system it was possible to split 
the left vote. We saw that in the NEC 
by-election earlier this year, when a 
divided left allowed the right to win 
both seats. But in the previous NEC 
election in 2018, also using FPTP, the 
united left #JC9 slate won all nine 
seats.

STV will change all that. It ensures 
a level of proportional representation. 
By extrapolating support from 
previous elections, I predict that this 
year’s vote will deliver five seats to 
the left, two to the hard right and one 
to the centre (right). Who wins the 
ninth seat will reflect the current left/
right balance.

When the various stages of this 
year’s count are analysed, the penny 
will drop. Sooner or later the groups 
that make up that masonic cabal 
known as the Centre Left Grassroots 
Alliance will realise that it is no 
longer required. Additional leftwing 
candidates do not waste votes - 
upon elimination they just transfer 
and add to the tally of the voter’s 
next preference. So why should the 
groups spend nine hours thrashing 
out a compromise list when they can 
just stand their favoured candidates 
anyway?

Labour Party Marxists must 
embrace the new opportunities 
to advance the struggle to form a 
politically principled alternative 
leadership within the Labour Party. 
We should not be seeking a seat at 
the table with the sub-reformist, pro-
capitalist Labourite left, to trade away 
policies in the cause of a fake united 
left lash-up. Instead we should use 
these elections to promote a radical 
Marxist platform to challenge the 
bourgeois consensus that prevails 
on the NEC, whichever side has a 
nominal majority.
Andrew Kirkland
email

Whose fault?
It seems that Arthur Bough wants 
to defend the government from any 
charges of responsibility for the current 
pandemic situation (Letters, October 
29). “It wasn’t the government who 
released patients into care homes: 
it was the NHS itself,” he tells us. 
But it was the health minister who 
said that the government would keep 
working to “strengthen the protective 
ring we have cast around all our care 
homes”. If Hancock wants to take 
responsibility then why shouldn’t we 
let him?

Allyson Pollock - a long-time 

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

Keep ’em 
coming

As I wrote last week, we needed 
£94 in just a couple of days to 

reach our £2,000 fighting fund 
target for October. And with one 
click, comrade BK got us there 
with a tremendous £100 bank 
transfer!

He writes: “Whether regarded 
simply as for the October fund, or 
alternatively something towards 
the £400 shortfall for 2020 as a 
whole, I hope it helps.” I’ll tell you 
what, comrade, it’ll go towards 
both! And we definitely needed 
it for October, as there were just 
three other donations before the 
end of the month - thanks to RL 
and VP (£10 standing orders) and 
AR (his usual PayPal £5 gift).

In other words, an extra £125 
in those two days took our final 
total for October to £2,031 - that’s 
£31 off the deficit, comrade BK. 
And now we want to eat further 
into it in November!

In fact we’ve got off to a 
reasonable start with those 
standing orders that always come 
in right at the beginning of the 

month. There were 13 of them, 
from AC (£50), CG (£30), MD 
(£16), MT (£15), TM (£12). MM 
(£11), AN, DI and YM (£10 each), 
BG (£7), DC and PL (£6 each) 
and, last but not least, PBS (£5). 
All that comes to £188 after just 
four days.

But nothing via PayPal yet - 
nor, of course, by cheque, We’re 
not getting many of those at 
the moment, because most of 
them usually come as top-ups 
to readers’ annual or six-month 
subscriptions. But unsurprisingly, 
as we’re still not printing, no-
one’s got any subs to renew.

Let’s hope it won’t be too long 
before the pandemic can be put 
behind us and we can get back 
to normal. In the meantime, keep 
those donations coming in! l

Robbie Rix

Fighting fund
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commentator on the national health 
service and critic of the government’s 
treatment of it - pointed out in 2012 
that Andrew Lansley’s reorganisation, 
that created NHS England, had 
taken the NHS out of government 
responsibility. That would pass to the 
head of NHS England - presumably 
now a quango. As she said, it was the 
end of the NHS.

However, much as the government 
likes to duck blame when things go 
wrong and take credit if things go 
right, I think that most people in the 
UK believe that it is responsible for 
the NHS. This is despite the massive 
debts imposed on hospital trusts, the 
privatisation of so many services and 
treatments, the debts incurred by staff 
- from home and abroad. All these 
are the responsibility of governments 
-  Labour, Conservative and coalition.

Blaming the NHS for shortcomings 
in our health treatment is a bit 
like blaming local authorities for 
homelessness and the state of our 
roads. The government likes to try 
and offload blame here too, but that’s 
no reason for honest folk to believe 
them. Some Tory MPs want to blame 
parents for their children going 
hungry, but then Bevan’s phrase, 
“lower than vermin”, does spring to 
mind.

Arthur blames the NHS for wasting 
money on Nightingale hospitals. 
Does he think that the NHS took all 
the decisions? Who called the army 
in to help? The Nightingales were 
hardly used: I read somewhere that 
hospitals could send their patients 
there, but they had to supply staff too. 
Not surprisingly, hospitals decided to 
keep patients and staff and to carry on 
as best they could.

Behind the government stands the 
capitalist ruling class. They want taxes 
to go continuously down, along with 
any spending that isn’t for their benefit. 
The British government, of whatever 
hue, is only too keen to assist them: tax 
cuts, anti-union laws, privatisation of 
anything left to privatise … So when 
things go wrong I think it’s entirely 
appropriate to blame the government - 
if only as a start.

With a mixture of capitalist, 
neoliberal, ideological dogma and 
a great deal of wishful thinking, the 
government has taken us where we 
are and they will continue to crash 
around, trying to save the economy - 
for their masters, not for us - while at 
the same time trying to look ‘not too 
bad’. Mass deaths are not a good look. 
They have a few problems. Despite 
the new lockdown the government 
just seems to be hoping that something 
will turn up.

I will reiterate that professionals 
in the NHS and local authorities do 
know what they’re doing. Or perhaps 
it’s the case that they used to? With 

labs closed, inspectors and other 
professionals made redundant, they 
are hard pressed to do what’s needed. 
But, from what I’ve seen in the press, 
they’ve still done a better job than the 
companies that the government has 
thrown money at.

Arthur wants us to advance 
demands - he suggests that the 
government could look after the 
vulnerable, while I have suggested 
that they have no intention of doing 
so. The Draft programme of the 
CPGB says: “Communists demand a 
comprehensive, free and democratic 
health service to meets the needs of 
everyone”, which looks okay to me. 
And there’s plenty more where that 
came from.
Jim Nelson
email

Cause of disease
Bruno Kretschmar’s recent letter to 
the Weekly Worker raises interesting 
questions about the causes of chronic 
disease. He writes: “Given how 
sickness or ill-health may well ensue 
(including Crohn’s disease, arthritis, 
asthma and allergies, or similar 
disruption of the immune system, as 
well as some cancers), clearly it’s the 
case that most, if not all, things to do 
with human beings are more ‘holistic’ 
than simple and/or mechanical” 
(October 29).

Throughout the discussion with 
James Linney, I have emphasised 
that metabolic syndrome, and its 
sequelae like obesity and diabetes, are 
not reflective of a simple imbalance 
between energy consumed and energy 
expended (that is the biblical ‘sloth and 
gluttony’ explanation of obesity), but 
a problem of hormonal dysfunction: 
namely insulin resistance. Gerard 
Reaven has shown that the primary 
cause of insulin resistance is the 
modern industrial diet, which supplies 
most of its calories in the form of 
highly insulinogenic substances 
- particularly sugar and refined 
carbohydrates.

Our hunter-gatherer ancestors - or 
modern indigenous people like the 
Australian Aborigines, the Plains 
Indians and the Inuit, who traditionally 
live on non-insulinogenic diets based 
on animal fats and protein - had 
chronically low levels of circulating 
insulin. By contrast, modern humans 
who subsist on diets based on refined 
carbohydrates have chronically 
elevated levels of circulating 
insulin. The modern epidemic of 
hyperinsulinemia, insulin resistance 
and metabolic syndrome is an 
unrecognised public health disaster. 
A study published in 2018 found 
that only one in eight Americans are 
metabolically healthy enough to show 
no signs of metabolic syndrome. 
Apparently marketing modern 

industrial foods, and patenting and 
selling drugs that treat symptoms 
of chronic diseases associated with 
metabolic syndrome, offers far more 
lucrative opportunities for capital 
than would addressing the underlying 
cause of metabolic syndrome on a 
population level.

What, if anything, does this 
carbohydrate-insulin hypothesis tell 
us about the other chronic diseases 
mentioned by Bruno Kretschmar in his 
letter? Gary Taubes (The diet delusion, 
2007) notes that British colonial-era 
doctors observed the incidence of 
cancer among Australian Aborigines, 
Pacific Islanders and so on, to have 
been exceedingly low to non-existent. 
These populations historically did 
not exhibit the symptoms of insulin 
resistance that are nearly ubiquitous in 
populations that consume the modern 
diets. It may therefore not come as 
much of a surprise that “in patients 
with metabolic diseases characterised 
by hyperinsulinemia (obesity, type 2 
diabetes and metabolic syndrome), 
the incidence of several types of 
cancer is increased, as is cancer-
related mortality” (doi.org/10.1016/j.
tem.2020.05.004). 

It should also be of little surprise 
that, as the colonised populations of 
Africa, Australia and North America 
were increasingly forced to adopt the 
displacing foods of modern commerce, 
and as they began to exhibit symptoms 
of hyperinsulinemia and metabolic 
syndrome, their rates of cancer have 
caught up with or exceeded the rates 
in, say, capitalist England.

Thomas N Seyfried and his 
research group at Boston College 
argue that cancer is not a nuclear-
genetic disease, as the current 
scientific consensus would have it, 
but a metabolic disease that originates 
in the cellular mitochondria. That 
controversy aside, there are abundant 
data demonstrating the association of 
metabolic syndrome or its components 
with cancer development and cancer-
related mortality. Unsurprisingly, 
there is currently much interest 
in the biochemical mechanisms 
that account for the observed links 
between metabolic syndrome, insulin, 
insulin-like growth factors (IGFs), 
and cancers.

The other diseases that Bruno 
Kretschmar discusses in his letter - 
Crohn’s disease, ulcerative colitis and 
arthritis - are autoimmune diseases 
which common sense might suggest 
have little or nothing to do with 
metabolic syndrome or dysfunction 
in the body’s insulin-glucagon axis. 
While correlation does not necessarily 
imply causation, it is found that 
“patients with autoinflammatory 
disease such as gout and those with 
autoimmune rheumatic diseases have 
increased prevalence of metabolic 
syndrome” (doi.org/10.1016/j.
phrs.2018.01.009). Increased rates 
of metabolic syndrome have also 
been observed among patients with 
inflammatory bowel disease.

An important diagnostic criterion 
for metabolic syndrome is central 
obesity, indicating high levels of 
visceral adiposity (accumulation of 
fat tissue around the internal organs). 
By comparison with subcutaneous fat 
(that lies beneath the skin), visceral 
fat around the organs is highly 
active immunologically. Visceral fat 
contains abnormally large numbers of 
immune cells, such as macrophages, 
and releases inflammatory cytokines 
that place the body’s immune system 
on a heightened state of alert, even in 
the absence of any microbial threat. 
This chronic low-grade inflammation 
is damaging to health, and is likely 
only one of the ways in which 
metabolic syndrome is related to 
immune dysregulation and increases 
in the risk of autoimmunity.

The other mechanism through 
which the displacing foods of 
modern commerce have led to 
a rise in autoimmune disease is 

through the disruption of the tight 
junctions (TJs) between cells in the 
intestinal epithelial layer. The TJs 
have a ‘gate and fence’ function, 
which controls transport of solutes 
and molecules between the gut and 
the bloodstream. It is hypothesised 
that disruption of the TJs leads to a 
‘leaky gut’ that allows permeation 
of antigens, endotoxins and bacteria 
into the bloodstream, which flare 
up uncontrollable inflammatory 
processes. Many modern food 
additives lead to increased intestinal 
permeability, including emulsifiers, 
nanoparticles, organic solvents like 
hexane, used in the extraction of 
‘heart-healthy’ industrial vegetable 
oils, and gluten, which is generally 
found in wheat products. Maternal 
gluten intake has been linked in a 
dose dependent manner to the risk 
of offspring developing autoimmune 
(type 1) diabetes. Admittedly this 
last correlation was only obtained 
using data from food frequency 
questionnaires.

It has long been known that 
child immigrants to the capitalist 
core countries have higher rates 
of inflammatory bowel disease 
(IBD) than their immigrant parents, 
and that the likelihood of such 
children acquiring such disease 
increases, the earlier in life that 
immigration occurred. Referring to 
this phenomenon among immigrants 
to Canada, and emphasising the 
importance of environmental factors 
in these diseases, Eric Benchimol 
- paediatric gastroenterologist at 
the Canadian Institute for Clinical 
Evaluative Sciences - notes: “IBD 
is a disease of westernised nations, 
with high rates in North America and 
Europe, and low rates in Asia, Africa 
and South America. Rates increased 
dramatically in eastern Europe in 
recent decades and are increasing 
in other nations, as western lifestyle 
becomes more prevalent.”

I am not aware of any data on the 
incidence of the autoimmune diseases 
among, say, Australian Aborigines, 
the Inuit or the Plains Indians 
before they were exposed to modern 
industrial foods, but would suppose 
that these diseases were as unfamiliar 
to these populations as were other 
modern diseases of civilisation.
Gary Simons
email

Follow Orbán
In Eddie Ford’s article on 
immigration, which merely repeats 
the tired old arguments for ‘open 
borders’, there is no mention of the 
terror attacks in France on teacher 
Samuel Paty and more recently on the 
three Catholics in Nice (‘Smugglers 
and snakeheads’, October 29). Not 
for the first time the Weekly Worker 
refuses to criticise Islam by omission.

It is interesting that these attacks 
- although much less serious than 
on the Bataclan or Charlie Hebdo in 
terms of deaths - have made an impact 
on French people which the others did 
not. Possibly it is the fact that they have 
not been carried out by AK47-armed 
jihadists, who could be dismissed as 
‘extremists’ wholly unrepresentative 
of the general Muslim population, 
but were knife attacks by everyday 
Muslims, who can buy their weapon 
in any supermarket.

In a remarkably stupid and supine 
statement the French ambassador 
to Sweden, Etienne de Gonneville, 
firmly rejected the idea that there was 
a risk of a conflict between France 
and the Muslim world. In an interview 
with Swedish national broadcaster 
SVT, de Gonneville went so far as 
to call France “a Muslim country”. 
For those of us who comprehend 
that Islam and especially sharia is 
completely incompatible with western 
society - and in fact any rational 
society - we only have to look at the 
actually existing examples of Islamic 
paradises.

The question for Ford and his 
epigones follows. What is more 
likely to prevent terrorist attacks 
- lighting candles at vigils for the 
dead at the Notre Dame basilica 
(described as beautiful and moving 
by participants), superimposing a 
laser display of the Tricolore onto 
a prestigious public building, or 
stopping the constant inflow of 
terrorists entering Europe? Places 
like Poland and Hungary do not have 
terrorist attacks by Muslims, because 
they are simply not allowed into the 
country in the first place. People 
like Ford are very big on the rights 
of immigrants, but these cannot be 
at the expense of the residential 
population.
Ted Hankin
email

One candidate
There appears to be potential for 
change in the CPGB position on 
the Scottish question. Good, as the 
existing one is no longer tenable 
and that’s why I’ve shifted mine. 
Comrade Paul Demarty rightly states 
that the question shouldn’t be left to 
Johnson granting a referendum (‘Eyes 
on exits’, October 22). That’s why the 
coming Scottish election is key.

The people of Scotland, as the 
comrade said, have long rejected the 
Tories and decisively didn’t want 
Brexit, so this election is the first real 
opportunity for self-determination 
since then. Labour and Tories were 
again wiped out in Scotland in the 
general election last year, so there’s 
no denying the majority for self-
determination.

People can clearly see now just 
how useless referenda are for such 
momentous decisions, as the CPGB 
has pointed out so clearly in the past. 
Take credit where it’s due, comrades, 
but don’t fall back on the sterility of 
boycott.

There’s a need for a struggle in the 
Labour Party to support the right of 
self-determination for Scotland and 
recognition that independence is the 
first necessary step towards a coming 
together of a federal republic of the 
British Isles and a United States of 
Europe. Posing the federal republic 
now is mere tokenism and, given 
how little work has been done on it, 
comrades know it. But, given what we 
see happening in England right now, 
it can become a demand with real 
democratic potential.

Time is of the essence, comrades. 
The sooner we answer the Scottish 
question, the better. If the Labour 
Party proves no longer to be a 
vehicle for radical change, the 
CPGB should consider standing 
in the Scottish election on this 
platform of extreme democracy and 
I would certainly consider putting 
myself forward as a candidate again, 
as I did in 1992!
Tam Dean Burn
email

And another
Another former Labour leader is a 
notorious war criminal, but Jeremy 
Corbyn will no longer be receiving 
a weekly instruction to abstain on 
torture and on the state murder of 
trade unionists.

Corbyn has his faults. He 
expelled several of his own strongest 
supporters. He signed Labour up 
to the racist IHRA definition. His 
capitulation to Keir Starmer over 
Brexit took Labour from 40% of 
the vote in 2017 to near oblivion in 
2019, costing it the Red Wall. But any 
Labour candidate is now a member of 
the same party as Tony Blair, yet not 
of the same party as Corbyn.

Any Labour parliamentary 
candidate now at least pretends to 
believe that Starmer ought to become 
prime minister.
David Lindsay
Independent parliamentary candidate 
for North West Durham, 2019 and 2024

Online Communist Forum

Sunday November 8 at 5pm
Jeremy Corbyn’s suspension 

and the bankruptcy of the official left
Speaker: Jack Conrad

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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At breaking point
With Republicans and Democrats fighting over the few remaining state delegates and threats of appeals to 
the Supreme Court, Daniel Lazare predicts that the constitutional crisis can only get worse

T he 2020 presidential election is 
heading towards a worst-case 
scenario in terms of America’s 

sclerotic constitutional system: a 
neck-and-neck race in the electoral 
college that will likely wind up before 
the Supreme Court.

As of early morning on Wednesday 
November 4, Trump seemed to be 
closing in on victory. But four key 
states were still in play: Wisconsin, 
where Biden enjoyed a slight edge, 
plus Michigan, Pennsylvania, 
and Georgia, where Trump had a 
solid lead. But if Biden held onto 
Wisconsin, that would mean that 
the president would have to win the 
other three in order to rack up the 
270 electoral votes needed for victory 
- a likely possibility, but far from 
a certainty. So both Democrat and 
Republican strategies were crystal-
clear at that stage: the first wanted to 
keep the tabulation going until every 
last ballot was counted, while the 
second wanted to cut it short.

“We are up BIG, but they are 
trying to STEAL the election,” Trump 
tweeted in the early hours. “We will 
never let them do it. Votes cannot be 
cast after the polls are closed!”

A couple of hours later he added at 
a press conference:

This a fraud on the American 
public, this is an embarrassment to 
our country … We’ll be going to 
the US Supreme Court. We want 
all voting to stop. We don’t want 
them to find any ballots at four 
o’clock in the morning and add 
them to the list.

Republicans have a six-three majority 
on the Supreme Court, thanks to last 
week’s appointment of Amy Coney 
Barrett, the ultra-right judge from 
Indiana. So Trump would seem to have 
the edge, although it is impossible to 
be sure. But, if that is the case, the 
results will be eerily similar to the 
‘Battle of Florida’ in November-
December 2000. That was when the 
election also wound up in the hands 
of the Supreme Court and a five-four 
Republican majority awarded victory 
to George W Bush, even though 
he was trailing by several hundred 
popular votes in the state itself and by 
more than 500,000 nationwide.

Bush v Gore, as the decision 
naming Bush the president was 
known, poisoned US politics for 
years. Yet now it is happening again 
in an election that is far more bitter 
and divisive.

“The president’s statement, 
delivered in the White House, 
amounted to a reckless attack on 
the democratic process during a 
time of deep anxiety and division in 
the country,” The New York Times 
announced with its usual solemnity. 
“Trump falsely asserts fraud, claims 
a victory,” added The Washington 
Post. Regardless of what happens, a 
crisis of legitimacy will be the upshot 
- a crisis that will shake American 
politics even more profoundly than 
the one two decades ago.

Mishaps
So how did the United States get into 
such a mess? The answer is through a 
variety of mishaps that together added 
up to a perfect storm.

The most obvious concerns 
the Electoral College - an ancient 
mechanism dating from 1787 that 
was designed to give small states 

a bit of extra power in choosing a 
chief executive, but which now tips 
presidential politics strongly to the 
right by benefitting under-populated 
rural states that generally vote 
Republican. The results are racist and 
undemocratic, since they give voters 
in lily-white Wyoming (population: 
579,000) roughly three times as much 
clout as voters in ‘minority majority’ 
California, where the population now 
tips the scales at close to 40 million.

But because it only misfired 
once when it allowed Republican 
Rutherford B Hayes to eke out a 
victory over Democrat Samuel B 
Tilden in 1876 despite trailing by 
three percent in the popular vote, 
the provision was largely forgotten. 
Sure, it made no sense, but what did 
it matter, since it was little more than 
a formality? But the electoral college 
roared back to life in the 21st century, 
when it allowed Bush to prevail over 
Gore in 2000 and then permitted 
Trump to triumph over Hillary Clinton 
in 2016 despite trailing by nearly 
three million popular votes. Although 
it is impossible to be sure until all the 
votes are counted, the situation could 
well turn out to be the same this year, 
if the College allows Trump to win 
over Biden despite once again trailing 
in the popular vote.

Three stolen elections in 20 
years is no small matter. To the 
contrary, they mean that after years 
of dormancy the apparatus is now 
veering radically off course in an 
increasingly undemocratic direction. 
Yet nothing can be done, because 
a highly restrictive constitutional 
amending clause renders structural 
reform all but impossible. So, while 
the arrangement is unjust, it is destined 
to continue, even though it seems to 
be growing worse with each passing 
decade. ‘We, the people’ supposedly 
made the constitution in order to form 
a more perfect union, establish justice, 
ensure domestic tranquillity, and so 
on. Yet the people have lost control 
over constitutional mechanisms 
established in their name.

But constitutional mechanics are 

not the only reason 2020 is ending 
in a monumental snafu. Another has 
to do with constitutional politics. 
Democrats did not need to worry 
about the electoral college because 
they believed that victory was in 
hand. Everyone said so. Didn’t Trump 
spend his first three years in office 
dodging charges of Russian collusion? 
Didn’t he tell so many falsehoods 
that reporters lost count? Didn’t the 
release of his tax records show that 
he is a failed real-estate mogul, who 
only made money by outrageously 
manipulating the tax code? Hasn’t 
his mishandling of Covid-19 led to 
nearly 240,000 deaths, plus one of the 
highest infection rates on earth?

The answer is yes. But the fact that 
Trump was seemingly heading for 
disaster was why party bigwigs, led by 
Barack Obama himself, felt they could 
give Biden the nod last March. To be 
sure, he was a semi-senile old man, 
who had trouble remembering what 
state he was in and who stammered, 
choked and lost his train of thought 
mid-sentence. Amy Klobuchar and 
Pete Buttigieg were smarter and 
more articulate, while Bernie Sanders 
generated real enthusiasm among 
workers, minorities, poor people and 
the young. All three would have done 
better on the campaign trail.

Go wrong
But none of it mattered, because 
Biden was safe, he personified 
Democratic values (meaning that he is 
a tired old hack who will do anything 
to get elected) and he would not scare 
mainstream Democrats by bringing 
up ‘socialism’ and other strange 
topics. All he had to do was position 
himself one inch to the left of Trump 
on domestic policy and one inch to the 
right on foreign, by accusing him of 
going soft on Russia, China and North 
Korea, and then stand by and watch, 
as the votes rolled in. What could go 
wrong?

Plenty, as it turned out.
Biden’s performance on the 

campaign trail proved miserably inept. 
He insulted voters, made gaffe after 

gaffe, and told just as many untruths 
as Trump, if not more. As journalist 
Matt Taibbi put it, he “spent much 
of 2020 lying about everything from 
his Iraq war vote to his educational 
history, to a fantasy about being 
arrested in South Africa with Nelson 
Mandela” - the last was a story that he 
confessed in February was completely 
made up.1 While denouncing Trump 
for building a wall along the Mexican 
border, he neglected to mention that 
he had championed precisely the 
same idea more than dozen years 
earlier.2 In a debate with Sanders 
in March, he denied advocating a 
cut in social security benefits, even 
though he had issued a ringing call 
for a social security freeze in 1995. 
“I never said I oppose fracking,” 
he insisted in a debate a few weeks 
ago with Trump. Yet, when asked 
four months earlier whether there 
“would there be any place for fossil 
fuels, including coal and fracking, in 
a Biden administration,” he replied: 
“No, we would, we would work it out. 
We would make sure it’s eliminated 
and no more subsidies for either one 
of those either - any fossil fuel.”

This was not the first time Biden 
was caught making things up. Back in 
1988, he was forced to drop a short-
lived presidential bid after being 
caught plagiarising a speech by Neil 
Kinnock and then admitting to having 
done the same with an academic 
article back in his law-school days. 
Yet, once he headed back onto the 
campaign trail in 2020, he could not 
resist doing the same thing again and 
again.

Then there was corruption - a topic 
in which Biden also proved inept. 
Team Trump succeeded in turning the 
tables on him by revealing evidence 
that he had worked with his son, 
Hunter, in an effort to make money 
off the family name. The New York 
Times called the story “dirt” and made 
fun of former New York mayor Rudy 
Giuliani - admittedly an easy target - 
for digging it up.3 But the story was 
solid, particularly once a businessman 
named Tony Bobulinski, Hunter 

Biden’s former business partner, gave 
a press conference and then sat down 
for an interview with Fox News, in 
which he stated that Joe Biden was 
to get a share of the profits and that 
he met with the ex-vice president on 
at least one occasion to go over the 
venture.4

As the Times said about the Biden 
clan’s dealings with China, “The 
records make clear that Hunter Biden 
saw the family name as a valuable 
asset, angrily citing his ‘family’s 
brand’ as a reason he is valuable to 
the proposed venture.”5 Whether that 
means that Biden is as corrupt as 
Trump is uncertain. But it certainly 
allowed Trump to render the issue 
moot, as far as his own misdeeds were 
concerned.

Finally, there is the pandemic. 
Although Trump’s abysmal 
performance provided Biden with 
what should have been a fat and easy 
target, his response in this regard was 
weak as well. Rather than slamming 
Trump for failing to impose a 
nationwide facemask mandate - the 
simplest, easiest and most effective 
way of preventing the virus’s spread 
- he confessed at the outset that he 
lacked constitutional authority to 
impose a mandate himself, adding that 
all he could do was “make sure we 
have everyone encouraged to wear a 
mask all the time”. Instead of taking 
charge, in other words, he would 
merely try to persuade. Yet the strategy 
would have little effect on ‘Live free 
or die’ governors in the south and west, 
who believe that Americans have a 
constitutional right to wear or not to 
wear whatever they like. If that did not 
work, Biden added, he would reach 
out to mayors and county executives 
instead. But that underscored his 
weakness all the more.6

Biden failed to convince voters 
that he would do a better job. He 
failed to hit Trump where it hurt 
and he allowed his opponent to take 
advantage of his own vulnerabilities. 
Democrats expected Trump to self-
destruct. But they failed to realise 
that it was their man who would self-
destruct first.

What they thought would be an 
easy win has thus turned into an 
explosive constitutional crisis. What 
happens next is unknown. No-one 
has any idea how long the vote tally 
will go on, whether Trump will be 
able to draw it up short, or whether 
the Supreme Court will intervene. 
If Trump succeeds in halting the 
count midway or if the court acts 
in a way that is as nakedly partisan 
as it was in 2000, then there will 
likely be an explosion - and perhaps 
a counter-explosion, as the Trump 
forces strike back. The chemistry is 
unpredictable.

But one thing is clear. America’s 
rolling constitutional crisis has 
reached a new level and can only 
grow worse and worse l

Notes
1. taibbi.substack.com/p/the-worst-choice-ever.
2. youtube.com/watch?v=15djRzWG3_0.
3. nytimes.com/2020/10/31/us/politics/rudy-
giuliani-biden.html.
4. The October 22 press conference is available 
at youtube.com/watch?v=aiiSq7toqlQ&t=29s. 
The Fox News interview, which aired five 
days later, can be seen at youtube.com/
watch?v=awgSHHZ7B38.
5. nytimes.com/2020/10/25/us/politics/bidens-
china.html.
6. apnews.com/article/election-2020-joe-biden-
donald-trump-pandemics-virus-outbreak-ebafe5c4
38cbad81fc7eb2b3a3a3abd1.

Now Republicans have a six to three majority
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Bidenomics: boom or bust?
What will a Democrat victory mean for the US economy? Michael Roberts sees little room for optimism

A s I write, opinion polls 
indicate that Democratic Party 
candidate Joe Biden is going 

to win the US presidential election 
and oust incumbent Donald Trump. 
The Democrats will also solidify 
their majority in the lower house 
of the US Congress, the House of 
Representatives - and perhaps take 
over the upper house, the Senate. But, 
even without the latter, Biden and 
the Democrats will have the political 
power to change the course of the 
Covid pandemic and the US economy 
over the next few years. But can they 
or will they do so?

First, let us remind ourselves of 
the challenges they face. The US is 
suffering the worst economic slump 
since the 1930s. The gross domestic 
product figures for the third quarter 
released a few days ago show that the 
US economy is still well below its 
pre-pandemic level. US GDP is 3.5% 
lower than its pre-pandemic level, 
while business investment is still some 
5% below. Indeed, US GDP is really 
back only to levels near the bottom of 
the last slump, in the great recession of 
2008-09.

And, out of more than 22 million 
jobs lost in March and April during the 
lockdowns, only around 11.3 million 
have been recovered so far, while a 
new stimulus bill in the old Congress, 
supposedly to help the unemployed, 
was never approved.

While the Federal government 
has been financed through funds 
from Congress, raised by the Federal 
Reserve through the purchase of 
government bonds, the states and 
local counties have been starved of 
funds and forced to lay off hundreds of 
thousands of public employees.

Meanwhile, the Covid pandemic 
continues to rage across the country, 
with infection rates at record highs, 
encouraging people to stay at home 
to work (if they can); not to meet up, 
travel or spend on restaurants and 
leisure activities - even if many state 
governors continue to say it is fine 
to do so. As a result, the recovery in 
transactions and activities that began 
over the summer has been stopped in 
its tracks. And there is still no ‘silver 
bullet’ of an effective vaccine in sight.

With business investment in 
productive activities showing little 
sign of recovery and employment well 
down, a return to the pre-pandemic 
trajectory of economic growth and 
employment is years away. Indeed, 
according to Oxford Economics, 
real GDP growth will not return to 
its previous trend at all. Far from a 
V-shaped economic recovery, or even 
a U-shaped one, it is a ‘reverse square 
root’ trajectory, as I have argued it 
would be.1

It is the same trajectory of economic 
growth that emerged after the great 
recession that I spelt out in my book, 
The long depression.2 The US and 
other major capitalist economies 
appear to be entering another leg of 
that depression: ie, low growth, low 
productive investment, low wage 
employment and, behind all that, low 
profitability in productive assets - even 
if the pandemic comes under control.

Remember before this pandemic 
erupted across the world, most 
capitalist economies, including the 
US, were already tipping into a 
recession, with investment slowing or 
even falling and production and trade 
stagnating.3

Multiplier
Can a Biden administration do 
anything about this and is it willing 
to do so? According to the Biden 
economic team, the administration 

plans to increase public sector 
spending to compensate for the 
capitalist sector ‘investment strike’. 
Biden proposes to spend $2 trillion on 
infrastructure spending (something 
Trump never got round to), including 
‘clean energy’ projects; just under $2 
trillion on education and child care; 
$1.6 trillion on health care; $700 
billion on research and development; 
and $500 billion on social security 
and housing. That is, a total of $6.8 
trillion, or just over 30% of current 
GDP.

Wow! That sounds great. But hold 
your train; this spend is over 10 years! 
And this is just a proposal. Nobody 
expects all of this extra 2% of GDP 
spending a year to be implemented 
by Congress. Most estimates reckon 
that Biden’s proposals would be 
cut by 60% to about $3 trillion. The 
infrastructure and education proposals 
would be reduced by half, the health 
proposals would be lowered by 60% 
and the investment in R&D and the 
purchase of American goods would 
be cut by two-thirds.

And then there is the method of 
paying for this. Biden proposes to 
raise taxes by $2.4 trillion over 10 
year (or $1.2 trillion if the spend 
measures are reduced). So nearly 
half of the spending plans would be 
clawed back in taxation. Most of 
the tax revenue would come from 
the top income-earners, particularly 
those in the million-dollar bracket. 
Also, corporation tax would be raised 
from the current 21% under Trump to 
24% - but it would still be well under 
the 28% that it was with Obama, 
so corporations would continue to 
benefit from windfall profits. Indeed, 
the increase would raise only a paltry 
$725 billion over 10 years. There 
would be no increases in property 

taxes for the rich. Overall, the most 
likely net spend after taxes under the 
Biden plan would be just around $1.8 
trillion over 10 years, or no more than 
0.8% of GDP a year!

So everything depends on the 
‘Keynesian multiplier’: ie, the increase 
in real GDP growth induced from an 
increase in government spending.4 
Say the multiplier was as high as 2 or 
even 3 in the slump environment (that 
is, way higher than most studies show 
it would be ‘normally’ - it could be 
much lower than 1), then Biden’s plan 
would boost real GDP growth next 
year by, say, two percentage points 
above the current likely growth rate.

Biden also intends to boost net 
immigration and pull back on some of 
the tariffs on Chinese imports. Putting 
all this together, Oxford Economics 
reckons his plans would lead to a 
real GDP growth rate of 4.9%-5.7% 
in 2021, compared to the status quo 
under Trump of 2.3%-3.7%.

So even if it worked, Biden’s boom 
would amount to a maximum 2%-
2.5% GDP boost to the US economy 
over the next two years. That may 
get the economy back to pre-Covid 
levels by the end of next year, but 
thereafter the growth trajectory would 
sink below even the weak pre-Covid 
growth path. The US economy would 
be trundling along at 1.5% a year for 
the foreseeable future and under 1% 
a year per capita GDP growth (after 
population increase is accounted for).

But these plans are unlikely to 
deliver anyway. Capitalist economies 
depend on investment by the private 
sector. Capitalist investment in the US 
accounts for about 15% of GDP, while 
government investment is less than 
3%: that is, five times smaller. So it 
is the former that decides the pace of 
real GDP growth. Biden’s plans imply, 

at the maximum, an extra 1% of GDP 
in government investment; that is 
not to be ignored, but hardly enough 
to compensate for any stagnation or 
decline in capitalist investment.

And such stagnation is likely, 
unless the profitability of capitalist 
productive investment rises 
sharply under Biden. US corporate 
profitability is currently at a post 
1945 low.5 Do not be fooled by the 
huge profits being made by the likes 
of Apple, Microsoft, Facebook, 
Google, Netflix, etc6 - the profits of 
the ‘FAANGs’ are the exception that 
proves the rule.7 Outside this charmed 
circle, US companies are struggling to 
make sufficient profit to borrow funds 
for investment, despite historically 
low interest rates.8 If those interest 
rates do start to rise again in any 
recovery, particularly for small to 
medium-sized companies, which 
can only just service existing debts 
(so-called zombie companies), then, 
far from a recovery, there could be a 
financial bust.9

And then there is the public sector 
debt. Under Biden’s plan, the US 
Federal budget deficit will rise a 
cumulative $2 trillion during his first 
term. Publicly traded federal debt as a 
percentage of GDP will increase from 
108% when he takes office to 120% 
by the end of his term and by 130% 
of GDP by the end of the decade. So 
even if the Federal Reserve maintains 
its current ‘zero interest rate’ policy 
and long-term bond yields remain 
low, the interest on government debt 
will rise by at least 1% of GDP. That 
will eat into available revenue to 
spend on public services. As public 
debt, and the cost of servicing it, 
rises, the pressure will mount on the 
Biden administration to ‘balance the 
budget’, revoke the spending plans 

and/or apply more tax increases on 
the general public.

‘War economy’?
You might say that politicians and 
mainstream economic policy have 
learnt their lesson and now realise 
that ‘austerity’ only makes things 
worse by reducing spending and 
‘effective demand’. In other words, 
austerity policies will not be revived. 
After all, even the International 
Monetary Fund is saying, ‘Spend as 
much as necessary and don’t worry 
about the consequences for debt’.10 
But that is now - in the depth of the 
pandemic slump. When debt costs and 
government measures mount on the 
capitalist sector, capitalism will look to 
protect already weak profits by cutting 
government taxes and spending.11

The supporters of Modern Monetary 
Theory (MMT) may cry out at this point 
and argue that governments do not need 
to borrow money through debt issuance 
and so run up interest costs. They can 
just get the central banks to ‘print’ the 
currency and put it in the government 
coffers. Rising public debt is then not an 
obstacle to government investment and 
spending in order to boost the economy 
and deliver full employment. In a way, 
that is right if government spending is 
productive for the economy. But what 
is an obstacle is the willingness and 
capability of the capitalist sector to 
invest if profitability is low.

How much government investment 
would be necessary to replace capitalist 
investment and get the US economy 
growing at rates that restore and raise 
real wages, achieve full employment 
and apply resources and innovation 
to combat climate change? It would 
require ‘war economy’ levels, when 
federal government investment rose 
to 23% of GDP and the government 
controlled and directed the capitalist 
sector to invest.

That is not on Biden’s agenda or, 
for that matter, on the agenda of MMT 
supporters, because such a move would 
be way more than just ‘stimulating’ 
the capitalist sector: it would actually 
mean ‘replacing’ its investment role. It 
would mean an economic revolution 
not wanted by Biden, and not envisaged 
by MMT.

In an editorial entitled ‘Bidenomics 
can preserve support for capitalism’, the 
Financial Times put it thus: “Since John 
Maynard Keynes, the best case for state 
intervention has not been to abolish the 
market, but to preserve public support 
for it”; and, while “if implemented, 
Bidenomics would make life more 
burdensome for business and for high-
earners, it might also avert a larger 
reckoning further down the line.”12

That is the aim of Bidenomics l

Michael Roberts blogs at  
thenextrecession.wordpress.com

Notes
1. isj.org.uk/pandemic-economics.
2. Haymarket Books, 2016.
3. See thenextrecession.wordpress.
com/2020/03/15/it-was-the-virus-that-did-it.
4. thenextrecession.wordpress.com/2012/06/13/
keynes-the-profits-equation-and-the-marxist-
multiplier.
5. See my analysis at thenextrecession.wordpress.
com/2020/09/13/the-us-rate-of-profit-before-the-
covid.
6. See ft.com/content/ac8c0714-151b-4c2f-8eb4-
2e5c480f9dec.
7. thenextrecession.wordpress.com/2019/02/18/its-
all-down-to-the-faangs.
8. thenextrecession.wordpress.com/2020/05/17/
profitability-investment-and-the-pandemic.
9. See sbhager.com/covid-19-and-the-coming-
corporate-debt-catastrophe.
10. See theguardian.com/business/2020/oct/29/
boost-public-spending-to-tackle-covid-second-
wave-imf-tells-uk.
11. thenextrecession.wordpress.com/2020/06/29/
deficits-debt-and-deflation-after-the-pandemic.
12. ft.com/content/2f80df99-c47a-44fb-8b95-
e4f5901a21b7.
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Dogs that didn’t bark
James Harvey of Labour Party Marxists gives the reasons why the official left’s response has been so feeble

A fter a few muffled cries of 
initial outrage, it has all gone 
rather quiet on the official 

Labour left front. Within hours 
of Jeremy Corbyn’s suspension, 
following his criticism of the Equality 
and Human Rights Commission 
report into ‘Labour anti-Semitism’, 
the usual suspects lined up to politely 
express their opposition to what Sir 
Keir Starmer had done to the former 
Labour leader. One of the first to 
rally to the defence of Corbyn was 
the former shadow chancellor, John 
McDonnell, who set the tone for much 
that was to follow. Calling upon the 
party leadership to lift the suspension, 
he argued:

On the day we should all be moving 
forward together and taking all 
steps to fight anti-Semitism, the 
suspension of Jeremy Corbyn 
is profoundly wrong. In [the] 
interests of party unity, let’s find 
a way of undoing and resolving 
this. I urge all party members to 
stay calm, as that is the best way to 
support Jeremy and each other (my 
emphasis).1

In a similar vein, the Socialist 
Campaign Group of MPs’ call to arms 
declared:

We firmly oppose the decision 
to suspend Jeremy Corbyn from 
the Labour Party. We will work 
tirelessly for his reinstatement. 
The fight against anti-Semitism 
and all forms of racism is central 
to the struggle for a society 
based on justice and equality (my 
emphasis).2

These themes were reiterated in 
statements and comments in the 
days that followed. Thus, a group 
of seven trade union leaders argued 
that Corbyn’s suspension was “ill-
advised and unjust” and had deepened 
division within the party. The general 
secretary of the Communications 
Workers Union, Dave Ward, declared 
that “nothing that Jeremy said 
warranted his suspension. It was a 
well-balanced and factual response to 
an equally well-balanced report” (my 
emphasis).3 These calls for Corbyn’s 
reinstatement were combined with 
yet more pleas for ‘party unity’ and 
an end to factional civil war within 
Labour.4 The union leaders’ statement 
is worth considering in detail:

The publication on Thursday of 
the EHRC report ought to have 
marked a moment of reflection and 
repair for our party. Instead, an 
ill-advised and unjust suspension 
has caused division.

We therefore call upon the 
leader, Keir Starmer, the general 
secretary, David Evans, and the 
NEC to work now with us as 
affiliated unions to repair this 
damage.

We speak as the leaders of 
unions representing working 
people who desperately need a 
Labour government. We cannot 
comprehend why the leadership 
would not only compromise the 
opportunity to unite our party 
behind the implementation 
of the EHRC’s important 
recommendations, so that they can 
be taken forward with the members’ 
full trust and confidence, but also 
undermine our party’s democratic 
processes and, ultimately, our 
party unity.

We therefore urge Keir to work 

with us on a fairer, unifying way 
forward (my emphasis).5

If we look at these and subsequent 
statements, two key themes are 
constantly repeated: the need for 
party unity and an acceptance of the 
validity of the allegations made about 
the extent of anti-Semitism within the 
Labour Party. Thus, at the Momentum 
online rally - ‘Stand with Corbyn: 
defend democracy’ - and a similar 
online event organised by the Radical 
Alliance - Defend Corbyn: Defeat 
Racism; Build Socialism - leading 
Labour left speakers, such as John 
McDonnell, Ian Lavery and Laura 
Pidcock, confined their remarks to 
either a defence of Corbyn’s ant-racist 
record or appeals to activists not to 
say or do anything that might provoke 
further suspensions or expulsions. It 
was all very much a case of ‘Don’t 
mention the war: just keep calm and 
carry on’.6

New witch-hunt
Yet, while the official Labour left 
fights a phoney war, Starmer and his 
supporters in the apparat are gearing 
up for a systematic witch-hunt and a 
gouging purge of the left that could 
include not just Jeremy Corbyn, but 
his close comrades in the Socialist 
Campaign Group, such as McDonnell 
and Rebecca Long-Bailey.7 With 
the threat of such wholesale attacks 
hanging over them, why has the 
response of the leaders of the Labour 
left been so supine and spineless?

One explanation lies in that 
little word ‘unity’ that peppers their 
statements. Instead of understanding 
that Starmer represents the openly 
pro-capitalist wing of the Labour 
movement, who want a neutered party 
that offers a reliable second eleven for 
the British state, the official left offers 
only timid compromise. For some this 
attempt at rapprochement might be 
simply explained by parliamentary 
careerism and a wish to come to 
terms with ‘the new management’. 
The public betrayal of Corbyn by 
his former protégé, Angela Rayner, 
immediately following his suspension 
could easily fall into that category. 
But at least she had the honesty to 

reject her former leader live on air: 
the majority of left MPs have simply 
remained silent and kept their heads 
down, hoping that the storm will 
pass.8

However, careerism and cowardice 
are only part of the explanation for 
the nature of their response. The main 
focus of the Labour left throughout 
the party’s history has been the 
election of a Labour government and 
the safe pursuit of reformist politics 
strictly within the confines of the 
constitution. Unity with the openly 
pro-capitalist right and keeping their 
appointed place within the fold at any 
cost has been an essential element 
in that strategy, and so it continues 
today, even in the face of Starmer’s 
open declaration of war.

This explains what became the 
hallmarks of Corbyn’s leadership: 
namely his constant compromising 
with the right and a refusal to remove 
the plotters and fifth columnists 
working against his leadership within 
the Parliamentary Labour Party. Such 
saintly forbearance is undoubtedly 
admirable in private life, but for 
socialists and those committed to 
militant class politics in the Labour 
Party such passivity in the face of the 
enemy is inexcusable.

These original sins of the Labour 
left are not just revealed in acts of 
omission and capitulation to the right. 
Many leaders of the official left have 
been more than willing to sacrifice 
socialists and throw their ‘comrades’ 
under the bus in the interests of 
‘party unity’. This explains why 
the statements quoted above all 
accept the underlying premise of the 
EHRC report and the slanders of the 
Labour right and their friends in the 
media about the extent and nature 
of ‘anti-Semitism’ in Labour. Far 
from having zero tolerance towards 
the libels linking the socialist left 
to anti-Semitism, Jeremy Corbyn 
constantly gave ground and allowed 
good socialists and campaigners for 
Palestinian rights to be sacrificed to 
appease the right. Corbyn’s former 
chief of staff even boasted of how 
committed and zealous the Corbyn 
leadership had been in dealing with 
‘anti-Semitism’ in the party - or, to 

give it its real name, pursuing a witch-
hunt at the behest of the Labour right.9

Thus, the genuflections to 
the EHRC report are not simply 
diplomatic niceties, reluctantly 
conceded by the spokespeople for the 
official left. When they compromise 
and equivocate, describing the report 
as “well-balanced” and a way to 
“repair the party”, they know full 
well what they are doing. When 
they call for the implementation of 
its recommendations, they clearly 
understand that they are legitimising 
these attacks on the left and preparing 
the ground for a further intensification 
of Starmer’s purge.

The refusal of the Labour left 
leaders to take the fight to the right 
is all of a piece with their previous 
complicity in the witch-hunt: their 
pathetic response in the last week 
shows that we cannot rely on them 
to take us anywhere - except into 
a dead end of compromise and 
defeat. But, if they are clearly not 
up to the job, the reaction of many 
ordinary party members to Corbyn’s 
suspension shows the potential 
that exists. The online protest 
meetings, such as those organised 
by Labour Against the Witchhunt, 
and the reports of Constituency 
Labour Parties passing resolutions 
demanding Jeremy Corbyn’s 
reinstatement indicate a willingness 
amongst the party rank and file to 
carry the fight to Starmer.10

But it is true that there is also 
a great deal of confusion and 
uncertainty about how exactly we can 
begin to fight back. The calls for calm 
and playing by the rules laid down 
by the right have demoralised many. 
Reports of party officials prohibiting 
any discussion of the EHRC 
report or Corbyn’s suspension are 
commonplace, as is the complicity of 
supposedly left MPs in closing down 
debate and restricting opposition 
to the diktats of Starmer’s new 
management. The result is that many 
socialists have either lapsed into 
inactivity or left the party altogether. 
Some are proposing establishing 
new groups outside the Labour Party 
or concentrating on other forms of 
‘grassroots activism’. Such attempts 

at ‘new politics’ will inevitably peter 
out, in either a sectarian cul-de-sac or 
aimless activism.

Rather than abandon the field to 
the right, socialists should stay and 
fight. However, that fight should 
not simply be one in defence of 
party democracy and free speech. 
It is of necessity a fight against the 
pro-capitalist leadership and for an 
organised political current committed 
to a Marxist programme. Starmer has 
launched a civil war against the left, 
and, unlike John McDonnell, Len 
McCluskey and co, Labour Party 
Marxists will not turn away from 
the challenge. We will be arguing 
that socialists should not waste any 
more time awaiting the call (which 
will never come) from the official 
left. Instead we will be encouraging 
comrades on the left to organise 
through Labour Against the Witchunt 
against the purge.

The dogs of the official left who 
didn’t bark last week have shown they 
will never take the fight to the right. 
We cannot wait around any longer: 
we cannot afford to cede the initiative 
to the right. Now is the time for us to 
show our teeth and begin the serious, 
militant response that Labour’s crisis 
demands l

Notes
1. theguardian.com/uk-news/2020/oct/29/turmoil-
in-labour-as-corbyns-allies-strongly-object-to-
suspension.
2. mirror.co.uk/news/politics/jeremy-corbyn-
suspension-reignites-labour-22927128.
3. theguardian.com/politics/2020/nov/01/keir-
starmer-accused-starting-labour-civil-war-corbyn-
suspension-antisemitism.
4. labourlist.org/2020/10/exclusive-unions-release-
joint-statement-on-labour-suspension-of-corbyn.
5. labourlist.org/2020/10/exclusive-unions-release-
joint-statement-on-labour-suspension-of-corbyn.
6. youtube.com/watch?v=E-PG_L2-xoo; and 
facebook.com/RadicalAlliance.
7. jewishnews.timesofisrael.com/now-mcdonnell-
faces-suspension-after-claiming-antisemitism-
has-been-weaponised/: https://antisemitism.org/
within-minutes-of-our-submission-of-a-complaint-
against-jeremy-corbyn-and-fifteen-other-sitting-
labour-mps-sir-keir-starmer-suspends-mr-corbyn-
pending-an-investigation.
8. labourlist.org/2020/10/angela-rayner-
says-corbyn-has-absolute-blind-spot-on-
antisemitism/?amp.
9. theguardian.com/politics/2020/oct/26/ex-
corbyn-aide-karie-murphy-says-she-is-proud-of-
record-on-antisemitism.
10. labouragainstthewitchhunt.org.
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Myths of unity and disunity
The EHRC report demonstrates the bankruptcy of the official Labour left’s strategy of appeasing the 
right, argues Paul Demarty

Perhaps the only upside to the 
scandal that has followed upon 
the Equalities and Human Rights 

Commission’s report into Labour’s 
supposed ‘anti-Semitism problem’ is 
that it is just rewards for the behaviour 
of the various leadership cliques during 
Jeremy Corbyn’s tenure in the top job.

It will be necessary to recount this 
whole sorry history. It was no surprise 
that, after the euphoria of Corbyn’s 
crushing victory in the 2015 leadership 
election subsided, he and his people 
were under relentless attack in a party 
that had comprehensively marginalised 
its left wing over decades. What began 
with the purges of ‘entryists’ in the 
1980s continued through the Blair and 
Brown years with the centralisation 
of policymaking in the leader’s circle 
of ‘special advisors’ and pollsters, the 
evacuation of conference’s powers 
(which were always pretty nominal), 
relentless interference by head office 
in MPs’ selections, and so on. The 
overwhelming majority of Labour’s 
parliamentarians were horrified by 
Corbyn’s victory; the same seems to 
be true of the party’s full-time staff, 
up to and including Iain McNicol, then 
general secretary (or Baron McNicol 
of West Kilbride, as his official headed 
notepaper reads these days).

The Labour Party had become 
something of a shit sandwich. At the 
bottom, there was a rejuvenated mass 
membership, more than doubled in 
size. At the top, there was Jeremy and 
his ‘special advisors’ and the like. 
In the middle was a proportionately 
small layer of careerist politicians and 
officials, but with outsize influence (we 
shall discuss later on from whence such 
influence springs). Given this political 
topology, there were essentially two 
options for the new leadership. The first 
was to mobilise the mass membership 
to purge the reactionary elements; the 
second was to find a compromise with 
the reactionaries.

Capitulation
Corbyn chose the second option, 
which is hardly surprising, given 
his own political extraction and the 

politics of much of the Labour left 
pre-2015. Most of its component 
groupings, though not all, kept to the 
strategy associated with Vladimir 
Derer, co-founder of the Campaign 
for Labour Party Democracy. This 
held that the Labour left could never 
win power alone: it had to come to 
an accordance with elements of the 
centre, in order to marginalise the 
pro-capitalist right. That would form 
a solid enough basis for Labour to 
campaign effectively for government 
on a modestly leftwing programme.

So when, early in 2016, a concerted 
campaign began in earnest to smear 
the Labour Party with allegations 
of anti-Semitism, the only response 
available was to hurl people to the 
wolves. The first significant scalp was 
Ken Livingstone, whose comments 
in defence of MP Naz Shah have 
now preposterously been found to 
constitute “unlawful harassment”! 
Others followed, of course - Jackie 
Walker, Marc Wadsworth and 
many more. In no cases did the 
Corbynist left defend the victims 
of the smears, because in the end 
that would immediately scupper 
any attempt to gather together a 
parliamentary coalition that could 
go into a general election with some 
semblance of unity. Of course, it 
proved impossible to satisfy the 
appetite of Corbyn’s tormentors for 
the blood of further ‘anti-Semites’. 
The leadership capitulated again 
and again, even when new levels of 
Kafkaesque absurdity were reached, 
with the doctrine that even disputing 
allegations was itself evidence of anti-
Semitism.

It is no surprise that Corbyn 
himself has been ensnared by such 
allegations, given that Labour (on his 
watch) signed up to the International 
Holocaust Remembrance Alliance’s 
tendentious ‘definition’ of anti-
Semitism, and under its rubric any 
number of speeches he has given from 
Stop the War and Palestine Solidarity 
platforms constitute murderous Jew-
hatred.

Still the project for unity with 

the centre, and the appeasement of 
the right it demands, refuses to die. 
The CLPD might be taken as an 
emblematic case here: more or less 
founded to make MPs answerable to 
their constituency parties by means of 
mandatory reselection, it resisted any 
such demands so long as Corbyn’s 
office was waving olive branches 
around in increasing desperation. 
Even now it does not budge from its 
absurd unity-mongering. Its model 
motion calling for the rescindment 
of Corbyn’s suspension declares: 
“We believe that unity, not division, 
is important for the party to make 
progress and effectively challenge 
racism, fascism, anti-Semitism and 
harassment in whatever form this may 
take.”

The failure of the left to fight back 
at all resulted in the shameful absence 
of solidarity, and ultimately in defeat 
and further purges. It is for this reason 
that we say that Corbyn’s suspension 
is ‘just reward’, even if it must be 
resisted no less urgently for that. With 
the right happy to crush its enemies, 
and the left loath to do the same, the 
outcome is inevitable. It is one thing 
to bring a knife to a gunfight; quite 
another to bring an acoustic guitar and 
break into ‘Ebony and ivory’.

Right
The question remains as to how 
this disjunction arises. Faced with 
a difference between one faction 
(or set of factions) - the left, which 
makes suicidal sacrifices for unity; 
and another, the right, which makes 
ultimatum after ultimatum and 
revenges itself on the recalcitrant - 
we need an explanation. We cannot 
be satisfied merely with the view 
that the right consists of psychopaths, 
any more than we are satisfied with 
the various clever tactics of the left’s 
unity-mongering over the last few 
years.

Here we must remind readers that 
it is not a new problem. Vladimir 
Lenin’s characterisation of Labour 
as a “bourgeois workers party” is 
well-known among communists, 

and has held up remarkably well so 
far. His argument was that Labour 
was composed of working class 
organisations and individuals, but led 
by bourgeois reactionaries - indeed the 
worst kind of bourgeois reactionaries 
- since their role was specifically to 
demobilise independent, proletarian 
class-consciousness. In fact, however, 
the immediate issue here is not 
directly a function of the Labour 
Party’s peculiar structure; indeed, 
Lenin and Grigory Zinoviev put 
their finger on the matter in 1915, 
discussing the Second International 
parties’ support for their countries’ 
respective war efforts:

Opportunism has ‘matured’, is 
now playing to the full its role as 
emissary of the bourgeoisie in the 
working class movement. Unity 
with the opportunists has become 
sheer hypocrisy, an example of 
which we see in the German Social 
Democratic Party. On all important 
occasions (for example, the voting 
on August 4 [for war credits - PD]), 
the opportunists come forward with 
an ultimatum, which they carry 
out with the aid of their numerous 
connections with the bourgeoisie, 
of their majority on the executives 
of the trade unions, etc. Unity with 
the opportunists actually means 
today, subordinating the working 
class to ‘its’ national bourgeoisie, 
alliance with it for the purpose of 
oppressing other nations and of 
fighting for great-power privileges, 
it means splitting the revolutionary 
proletariat in all countries.1

What Lenin and Zinoviev here call 
‘opportunists’ are the same social 
layer as the “worst reactionaries” 
of the Labour Party a few years 
later, and indeed the rightist union 
bureaucrats and zombie-Blairite MPs 
of today’s parliamentary party. That 
layer gains its power and influence - 
is able to press its agenda and obtain 
ownership of ‘party unity’, even as it 
purges, libels and vilifies - because 
it is effectively an arm of the state. 

It is the mechanism by which the 
bourgeois state intervenes in the 
labour movement precisely to disrupt 
its unity if such unity is on even the 
most trivially ‘disloyal’ grounds, such 
as the cloying peacenikkery of Jeremy 
Corbyn and co. If there must be a 
Labour Party, nothing less than its 
total captivity to the bourgeois state 
will ever do.

Of course, there need not be a 
Labour Party at all in the establishment 
view. Far preferable would be the 
competition of two parties of capital, 
allowing the ruling class to pivot when 
necessary without any real danger of 
plebeian insurgency at all. Whether 
through ruinous litigation or political 
purging, this prospect is real today in 
a way it has not been at any point in 
Labour’s history to date. Behind the 
EHRC scandal and the suspension of 
Corbyn lies the contradiction between 
the bourgeois, state-loyal politics of 
the Labour Party and the real interests 
of the working class.

A left that remains paralysed by its 
commitments to unity with elements 
of the right will not have much effect 
on the outcome of this crisis. But in 
fact the stakes are higher, if that is 
possible. Fighting back against the 
right means exposing the corrupt 
links between the state, the media 
and bourgeois politicians - including 
‘our’ bourgeois politicians - which 
means exposing the class character 
of the state and constitutional regime 
(Corbyn’s republicanism being yet 
another item tossed onto the bonfire 
to keep his enemies onside). It is this 
underlying reality that makes the 
capitulationist policy of the Labour 
left so disastrous.

What is needed, first and foremost, 
is a party of extreme opposition - a 
Communist Party - that can shift the 
terrain of struggle in the wider labour 
movement l

paul.demarty@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1. marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1915/s-w/
ch01.htm (emphasis added).
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Putting Zionism in charge
Outsourcing of ‘anti-Semitism’ training and disciplinary procedures to the likes of the Jewish Labour 
Movement must be opposed, writes Eddie Ford

By now most readers of the 
Weekly Worker will be familiar 
with the contents of the Equality 

and Human Rights Commission 
report. Of course, it is a politically 
motivated travesty from beginning 
to end - though the entire mainstream 
media would have us believe it is 
the final word of God and therefore 
beyond criticism or challenge.

Amongst many things, the report 
says there were “serious failings in the 
Labour Party leadership in addressing 
anti-Semitism and an inadequate 
process for handling anti-Semitism 
complaints”. Apparently, the party 
was “responsible for unlawful acts 
of harassment and discrimination” 
in breach of the Equality Act 2010. 
Upon further investigation, however, 
this “harassment” consists of nothing 
much more than Ken Livingstone 
saying on the radio that he did not 
think Naz Shah MP was anti-Semitic 
for posting on Facebook an image of 
Israel superimposed on the US with 
the comment “problem solved” - 
plus various comments on Facebook 
by Pam Bromley, a local authority 

councillor in Rossendale, about the 
Rothschilds, the Israeli lobby, fake 
accusations of anti-Semitism, and so 
on. Harassment?

The report also lists 23 instances 
of “political interference” by staff 
from the leader’s office and others 
into complaints of anti-Semitism 
and a “failure to provide training 
to handle” such complaints, along 
with supposed harassment, etc. 
Indeed, according to the report, party 
agents used “anti-Semitic tropes” 
and there were 18 “borderline” 
cases of possible unlawful acts, but 
there was “not enough evidence” 
to conclude the Labour Party was 
“legally responsible” for the conduct 
of local councillors and local election 
candidates. Now, inevitably, the 
extremely misnamed Campaign 
Against Antisemitism wants Keir 
Starmer to take “disciplinary action” 
against Jeremy Corbyn, Diane Abbott 
and 15 other sitting Labour MPs who 
“enabled the gas-lighting, harassment 
and victimisation of Britain’s Jewish 
minority” - that is, boot them out of 
the party. No doubt the numbers of 

those being targeted will grow bigger, 
perhaps encompassing the entire 
Socialist Campaign Group of 34 MPs.

Training
As mentioned above, the issue of 
training and education forms a 
relatively large part of the report. 
In March 2019, the Labour Party 
- with the existing anti-Semitism 
training being of a volunteer-led 
nature - announced that a short 
course in anti-Semitism would be 
developed by the Pears Institute for 
the Study of Antisemitism at Birkbeck 
College and that Jewish “communal 
organisations” would be consulted. 
The intention was to enrol staff, 
together with members of the national 
constitutional committee and national 
executive committee on the course.

That was much to the displeasure 
of the pro-Israel Jewish Labour 
Movement, which had provided 
the volunteer-led training for the 
previous three years. In a huff, the 
JLM withdrew its training provision 
for branches, complaining bitterly 
about the party leadership acting in 

this “reckless and damaging” way: 
“We cannot accept the suggestion 
that the party knows better than 
its Jewish affiliate or the Jewish 
community what constitutes anti-
Semitism.”1 The JLM was also upset 
that the director of the Pears Institute, 
professor David Feldman, was the 
co-author of Baroness Chakrabarti’s 
report into ‘Labour anti-Semitism’ 
- which Zionists regarded as a 
“whitewash” - and is an outspoken 
critic of the International Holocaust 
Remembrance Alliance’s ‘definition’ 
of anti-Semitism, arguing that “there 
is a danger that the overall effect 
will place the onus on Israel’s critics 
to demonstrate they are not anti-
Semitic”.

Anyway, the EHRC claimed 
that the lack of training for people 
handling anti-Semitism complaints 
“indirectly” discriminated against 
Jewish members. In general, the party 
had not “developed or implemented 
adequate training” in relation to 
such complaints, despite the matter 
being raised repeatedly internally 
since 2016. This lack of training, 

JLM promoting itself at 80th 

anniversary celebrations 

marking the communist-led 

street battle against police 

and fascists. But JLM is 

the sister organisation of 

the Israeli Labor Party and 

preaches the blood-and-soil 

ideology of Zionism
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Notes
1. jewishlabour.uk/antisemitism_training.

said the report, “must have had a 
negative effect on the quality of 
complaint handling” - particularly 
given “some of the complexities” 
when balancing free speech and 
anti-Semitic comments. In the view 
of the EHRC, “the party’s provision 
of academic education rather than 
practical training fails to equip 
decision-makers with the knowledge 
and skills they need”. Instead, the 
report recommends “in-depth” 
practical training and education for 
all individuals involved in the anti-
Semitism complaints process within 
six months - failure to implement 
this training within the time frame 
required will constitute “unlawful 
discrimination”.

The EHRC also wants Labour to 
roll out a programme of education 
and training on “identifying and 
tackling anti-Semitism” for all staff, 
officials and those “in positions of 
responsibility within the party” - not 
just those involved in the complaints 
process. All this is “fundamental” 
in making progress to ensure that 
decision-makers and those receiving 
complaints “are well equipped to act 
appropriately and with empathy”. 
A wider plan of training, it seems, 
will help party members to have 
the tools to understand and deal 
with ‘leftwing’ anti-Semitic tropes 
where they manifest. For example, 
says the EHRC, the idea “that Jews 
are part of a wider conspiracy”, 
or are responsible for “controlling 
others and manipulating the political 
process”, including the Labour Party 
- or “referring to Jewish people being 
a ‘fifth column’”.

Now, if you are incredibly naïve 
you might think that there is nothing 
too offensive about the EHRC’s 
recommendations - who could be 
against education on anti-Semitism? 
But, the report repeatedly emphasises 
that all education and training 
programmes on anti-Semitism must 
be in “consultation with Jewish 
stakeholders” - indeed, have to be 
“acceptable” to them. You do not 
need to be a genius to work out that 
they are principally talking about the 
JLM, but it could also mean the CAA, 
JLC, Community Security Trust and 
quite possibly the Board of Deputies 
of British Jews too. After all, in the 
words of the report, the Labour Party 
says “the right course now is to craft 
a process which has the confidence 

of the Jewish community”, and that 
this builds on the commitment made 
by Keir Starmer to “re-engaging” the 
JLM “to lead on training about anti-
Semitism”.

In other words, if the EHRC’s 
recommendations are acted upon 
and Starmer gets his way, those in 
charge of training and education 
will belong exclusively to Zionist 
organisations - and Zionist-Tory in 
the shape of the Board of Deputies. 
They are organisations that have 
worked tirelessly to undermine the 
Corbyn leadership by conducting a 
ruthless smear campaign to equate 
anti-Zionism with anti-Semitism 
- resorting to every calumny and 
falsehood imaginable and then some 
more. Effectively, the JLM will be 
able to police and indoctrinate the 
party membership, as it sees fit.

Centrally, as the reports makes 
perfectly clear, the new measures and 
procedures must win the “confidence” 
of the “Jewish community” - ie, 
religious Jews. Nowadays the term 
“Jewish community” is used to mean 
pro-Israel and rightwing. There 
are, though, other Jewish Labour 
members who are secular, anti-Israel 
and leftwing - Jewish Voice for 
Labour can be characterised in that 
way. Not that they count, of course, 
as they are the ‘wrong kind of Jews’.

Conduct
When it comes to the section on 
the Labour Party’s disciplinary 
and complaints procedures - codes 
of conduct - it is the same story. 
The party cannot be trusted on 
this matter either. Therefore it 
must now commission a new, truly 
“independent process” to handle and 
determine anti-Semitism complaints. 
The EHRC also wants Labour to have 
a comprehensive social media policy, 
to make it far clearer that members 
may be investigated and subject 
to disciplinary action if they share 
or ‘like’ any social media content 
deemed anti-Semitic.

The report reminds us that the party 
adopted a code of conduct on anti-
Semitism and other forms of racism 
in 2017, which has been incorporated 
into its rule book. This is a short code 
that covers all forms of racism in four 
paragraphs, complains the EHRC, and 
does not provide any guidance on the 
meaning of anti-Semitism. Then the 
party came out with a second code 

of conduct a year later that contains 
“guidelines” with examples partly taken 
from the IHRA’s infamous examples 
- such as saying that Israel is a “racist 
endeavour”. However, notes the report, 
this code of conduct is not in the rule 
book or available on the party website. 
Yes, Labour also has a code of conduct 
on the use of social media, but this does 
not mention anti-Semitism.

In the opinion of the EHRC, the 
party has “made improvements” 
to its complaints and disciplinary 
procedures since 2016 - like 
introducing NEC anti-Semitism 
panels and “reforming” the NCC 
system. However, confidence in the 
system has been badly damaged by 
the “political interference” alleged 
elsewhere in the report. These “serious 
failings”, says the report, have been 
compounded by the “inconsistent 
approach” to sanctions against those 
deemed guilty of anti-Semitism. The 
EHRC concludes that the party needs 
an “independent” process that should 
last “until trust and confidence” is 
fully restored, and should ensure that 
independent oversight and auditing 
are “permanently embedded” in the 
new process.

Whether all of the EHRC’s 
recommendations are implemented 
or not - though they probably will 
be with a vengeance - it is totally 
unprecedented for a mainstream 
political party to seek to outsource 
its disciplinary procedures. But 
Jeremy Corbyn’s response to the 
report was pathetic. He trusted that 
“its recommendations will be swiftly 
implemented to help move on from 
this period”, even if he did not agree 
with all its findings.

What he should have said, of 
course, is that Labour’s ‘anti-
Semitism problem’ has been 
fabricated and thus he rejects the 
entire EHRC report. Complaints and 
discipline are matters for the party 
itself, not some outside body - and 
certainly not one committed to a 
reactionary, pro-Zionist agenda in 
total opposition to the interests of the 
working class. But that would have 
been an entirely different Jeremy 
Corbyn - one who does not turn the 
other cheek and ‘love his enemies’ l
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Friday January 8 - Sunday January 10  

Online Communist University 

After the US presidential election 
Consequences and 

considerations
Friday 6.00pm

The crisis in the United States and prospects for the left 
Speaker: Donald Parkinson from the US magazine Cosmonaut 

Saturday 10.00am

System and hegemons - can relative decline be reversed?
Speaker: Hillel Ticktin

Saturday 2.00pm 

The continuing ethnic cleansing of Palestine
Speaker: Ilan Pappé

Saturday: 6.00pm

The bankruptcy of left Labourism 
Speaker: Jack Conrad

Sunday 10.00am

The Middle East after the US elections
Speakers: Moshé Machover and Yassamine Mather

Sunday 2.00pm 

Party and programme 
Speaker: Mike Macnair

Sunday 6.00pm 

Crossroad of civilisation: China and the west
Speaker: Peter Nolan

Register your interest by emailing Secretary@labourpartymarxists.org 
Organised by CPGB: www.cpgb.org.uk and 

Labour Party Marxists: www.labourpartymarxists.org.uk

Open letter
To the Labour leader, Labour Disputes and Labour Legal Queries

Dear comrades
I am a member of the Labour 

Party, Hampstead and Kilburn CLP.
In early October 2017 I received 

a letter (dated October 3) from Sam 
Matthews, then the party’s Head 
of Disputes, expelling me from 
the party. The letter contained an 
insinuation that I had published an 
“anti-Semitic article”. This smear 
was not only false, but entirely 
gratuitous, as the reason given for 
my expulsion had nothing to do 
with the content of the article in 
question. That reason, however, 
was found to be ineffectual, and my 
expulsion was rescinded in a letter 
from the said Sam Matthews, dated 
October 26 2017.

I have since then demanded 
several times an apology for 
the ‘anti-Semitism’ smear; 
but my demands were 
ignored.

I now have pleasure in 
drawing your attention 
to my article, ‘An 
immoral dilemma: 
The trap of Zionist 
p r o p a g a n d a ’ 

(Journal of Palestine Studies 
Vol XLVII, No4, summer 2018), 
attached herewith; to my article 
‘Messianic Zionism: the ass and 
the red heifer’ (Monthly Review 
February 2020); and to my article, 
‘Weaponising “anti-Semitism”’ 
(Weekly Worker April 23 2020).

Please advise me whether, 
in your considered opinion, 
public expression of the views 
put forward in these articles is 
compatible with my membership 
of the Labour Party. If it is not, 
I would respectfully ask you to 
point out specifically which of 
these views are incompatible with 

membership. I wish to add that 
I am determined to continue 

advocating these views.
I am writing this as an 

open letter, because the 
issues that it involves 
are not private, but of 
concern to members 
and supporters of the 
party, and indeed to 
the general public.
Sincerely
Moshé Machover
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Going nowhere fast
Peter Manson lifts the lid on mindless activism, an arid internal life and leadership control-freakery

No doubt members of the 
Socialist Workers Party are 
thrilled that the pre-conference 

period has begun - this is the only 
time of the year when they can put 
their viewpoint before the entire 
membership in one of the three 
Pre-Conference Bulletins (PCBs). 
During this three-month period 
only, they are also permitted to form 
temporary factions - but, of course, 
these must be disbanded immediately 
after the annual conference has taken 
place (this time being held over the 
weekend of January 8-10 2021).

Even during the pre-conference 
period, debate is not exactly free 
and open. The central committee 
warns in its ‘Guide to SWP national 
conference’ in October’s PCB: “All 
pre-conference discussion should 
take place through the PCBs, the 
aggregates and the party’s democratic 
structures, and not by any other 
means” (my emphasis). So you cannot 
circulate your views by email or state 
them at a public meeting - not if they 
differ from those of the leadership in 
any case. Presumably you cannot talk 
about them in private conversations 
either. Which makes you wonder 
how a pre-conference faction can be 
formed in the first place.

And the CC also warns: “Motions 
to conference cannot be discussed 
outside the pre-conference period.” 
So, officially this year you had to 
wait until October 8 (not a day before 
the three-month temporary lifting of 
the barrier) before you could engage 
in any way with comrades who may 
share your views … if they diverge 
from those of the leadership.

You can also stand for the national 
committee - a subsidiary body to the 
CC, which “normally meets every two 
months between annual conferences”, 
according to the constitution. Mind 
you, “Each candidate should submit 
up to 50 words explaining why they 
should be on the NC. Please do not 
submit more than 50 words.” That 
should be enough, don’t you think?

Meanwhile, the self-perpetuating 
CC is in complete charge. I say ‘self-
perpetuating’, because no-one can 
stand for election to it as an individual, 
but only as part of a complete slate 
for the entire committee. So the 
existing CC will recommend its own 
re-election (with perhaps one or two 
proposed changes) and conference 
delegates must decide whether to vote 
for the CC slate, take it or leave it. 
Members can, of course, propose an 
alternative slate - but I am informed 

that all those nominated must agree 
to be part of it. Which means that 
in effect you cannot nominate any 
existing CC members if you oppose 
others. It is hardly surprising that the 
CC’s own slate goes unopposed.

This year 12 of the 14 members 
of the current CC have been 
renominated by the leadership. They 
include five of the most well-known 
and longstanding: Alex Callinicos, 
Charlie Kimber, Weyman Bennett, 
Amy Leather and Joseph Choonara. 
Two comrades on the current CC have 
“decided to step down” from January 
(they are thanked for all their hard 
work) and will be replaced by two who 
are already full-timers: Sophia Beach, 
who is “now working in the party’s 
student department”; and Jess Walsh, 
who is in “the party’s workplace 
and trade union department”. You 
can see how this self-perpetuation is 
organised.

So are the rank-and-file members 
champing at the bit, just waiting for 
the moment when they can put their 
alternative views to fellow comrades 
(the PCBs are “for members only 
and should not be shared outside the 
party”)? Not exactly. PCB No1 carries 
just 17 submissions from individuals 
or groups of members, taking up 17 of 

its 36 pages. But it also includes four 
contributions from the CC, which 
use up 11 pages (the other eight are 
taken up by questions of organisation, 
including the SWP constitution).

And it goes without saying, of 
course, that a good number of the 
contributions from below the CC are 
written by loyalists, who describe 
the great successes the leadership’s 
policies have produced at the local 
level. There are also a few riding 
their own particular hobbyhorse, 
including John (Colchester) - only 
the first names of contributors are 
published, for security reasons. John 
is concerned about what he terms 
“mental health oppression” and the 
“offensive, lazy and bigoted language 
that reinforces such oppression”. For 
example, in May of this year Socialist 
Worker published a cartoon with a 
poster that read: “You don’t have to 
be mad to work here, but it helps”. 
Apparently the leadership is not aware 
that people who are actually “mad” 
might find this offensive! And John 
complains that, despite all his letters 
in Socialist Worker and his previous 
contribution to one of last year’s 
PCBs on “mental health oppression”, 
not a single person has ever responded 
to him. Which is surely damning. A 

It goes without saying 

that a good number of 

contributions to the 

Pre-Conference Bulletin are 

written by servile loyalists, 

who describe the great 

successes the leadership’s 

policies have produced at 

the local level. However, 

there are those riding their 

own particular hobbyhorse



weekly
worker 1322 November 5 2020 11 What we 

fight for
n Without organisation the 
working class is nothing; with 
the highest form of organisation 
it is everything.
n  There exists no real Communist 
Party today. There are many 
so-called ‘parties’ on the left. In 
reality they are confessional sects. 
Members who disagree with the 
prescribed ‘line’ are expected to 
gag themselves in public. Either 
that or face expulsion.
n Communists operate according 
to the principles of democratic 
centralism. Through ongoing debate 
we seek to achieve unity in action 
and a common world outlook. As 
long as they support agreed actions, 
members should have the right to 
speak openly and form temporary 
or permanent factions.
n Communists oppose all impe-
rialist wars and occupations but 
constantly strive to bring to the fore 
the fundamental question–ending war 
is bound up with ending capitalism.
n Communists are internationalists. 
Everywhere we strive for the closest 
unity and agreement of working class 
and progressive parties of all countries. 
We oppose every manifestation 
of national sectionalism. It is an 
internationalist duty to uphold the 
principle, ‘One state, one party’.
n The working class must be 
organised globally. Without a global 
Communist Party, a Communist 
International, the struggle against 
capital is weakened and lacks 
coordination.
n Communists have no interest 
apart from the working class 
as a whole. They differ only in 
recognising the importance of 
Marxism as a guide to practice. 
That theory is no dogma, but 
must be constantly added to and 
enriched.
n Capitalism in its ceaseless 
search for profit puts the future 
of humanity at risk. Capitalism is 
synonymous with war, pollution, 
exploitation and crisis. As a global 
system capitalism can only be 
superseded globally.
n The capitalist class will never 
willingly allow their wealth and 
power to be taken away by a 
parliamentary vote.
n We will use the most militant 
methods objective circumstances 
allow to achieve a federal republic 
of England, Scotland and Wales, 
a united, federal Ireland and a 
United States of Europe.
n Communists favour industrial 
unions. Bureaucracy and class 
compromise must be fought and 
the trade unions transformed into 
schools for communism.
n Communists are champions of 
the oppressed. Women’s oppression, 
combating racism and chauvinism, 
and the struggle for peace and 
ecological sustainability are just 
as much working class questions 
as pay, trade union rights and 
demands for high-quality health, 
housing and education.
n Socialism represents victory 
in the battle for democracy. It is 
the rule of the working class. 
Socialism is either democratic or, 
as with Stalin’s Soviet Union, it 
turns into its opposite.
n Socialism is the first stage 
of the worldwide transition to 
communism–a system which 
knows neither wars, exploitation, 
money, classes, states nor nations. 
Communism is general freedom 
and the real beginning of human 
history.
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considered reply would not only be 
comradely: it would be the decent, 
human thing to do.

Then there are some comrades 
whose opinions make you wonder 
how they came to be in the SWP in 
the first place. For example, Leigh 
(Oxford), has a piece headed ‘The 
SWP and support for Palestine’, 
in which he declares: “All states 
have an international obligation to 
cooperate and end grave violations 
of international law ... through lawful 
measures, including sanctions”. So 
“the SWP should recognise there must 
be consequences for Israel’s continual 
breaches of international law”.

Democracy?
But, thankfully, there are others. I 
do not know much about the actual 
politics of Liam (Plymouth), but 
his contribution has a subsection 
headed ‘Towards a really democratic 
centralism’. He writes:

Within the SWP we have a sort 
of formal democracy, in that once 
every year the membership elects 
delegates who attend conference 
and vote for broad policy positions 
put forward by the leadership. 
Notionally there is a chance 
(starting from nothing, within 12 
weeks) for members to debate 
pressing issues in one of three pre-
conference bulletins. 

Within this set-up there is no 
real possibility for a back-and-
forth discussion and elaboration 
or clarification of ideas. At most I 
will be able to read a single round 
of replies to this piece and respond 
once - hardly a discussion at all. 
This is a formal democratic process 
with very little real democratic 
content. It does not serve the vital 
strategic need noted by [Tony] 
Cliff and Trotsky.

Well, that is a good start. But Liam 
contents himself with saying: “We 
need to have year-round discussion. 
At a minimum we need to have a 
monthly internal bulletin, which 
all members can contribute to ...” 
But what about the right to publicly 
express views in opposition to those 
of the leadership? And why should 
discussion over possible motions and 
alternative policies - not to mention 
the right to form a faction - be 
restricted to just three months?

The only other contribution 
that is overtly critical is that from 
longstanding oppositionists, Anne 
and Martin (West London), whose 
piece is headed ‘The party and the 
united front’.

While the comrades do not 
challenge the leadership’s definition 
of a “united front” - which in reality 
usually consists, for the SWP, of 
a cross-class, broad alliance, as 
opposed to one within the working 
class movement where Marxists try to 
win over supporters of mass reformist 
or centrist organisations - they are 
scathing about the leadership’s 
behaviour within such broad alliances 
(in reality the SWP has never tried to 
win organisations like the Stop The 
War Coalition or Stand Up To Racism 
to adopt clear working class politics; 
rather it works to ensure that they 
remain ‘broad’).

Anne and Martin write: “Cliff’s 
lesson on the united front is clear. 
Revolutionaries use the various 
movements to build the party and 
what we must not do is sacrifice the 
party to the movement.” Having listed 
examples of the ‘united fronts’ and 
campaigns the SWP has worked within 
over the last few decades, they state:

And yet, despite being active 
in almost all of these, the party 
has failed to grow. Quite the 
opposite: we’ve declined badly 
and abandoned town after town 
and district after district. Today 
we have less than 2,000 subs-

paying members and far, far fewer 
activists. We are approaching the 
size of a sect.

They add:

However, for years now the belief 
throughout the party has remained 
that this is not important and future 
events outside will come and save 
us. How many more events do we 
need? The party is stuck deep in 
the mire and sinking.

Although he does not intend to do so, 
Ben (South London), in his ‘Lessons 
from Wandsworth Stand Up To 
Racism’ actually backs up what Anne 
and Martin are saying, when he writes 
of his experience in SUTR:

Of the various things we’re 
attacked for, the accusation 
that SUTR is an ‘SWP front’ is 
particularly laughable in our patch. 
In the Wandsworth group there is 
currently just me ... So I constitute 
perhaps 4% of the activist core.

What is really “laughable” is the claim 
that SUTR is not an “SWP front” - it 
was set up and has been led from the 
start by the SWP. But Ben’s statement 
that he is the only SWPer in his local 
group illustrates the point being made 
by Anne and Martin. In what way 
does the working class - or even in 
some cases the SWP itself - gain from 
these so-called ‘united fronts’?

Priorities
The CC’s own four lengthy 
submissions consist of a general 
perspectives document, plus 
statements on the Covid pandemic, 
racism and the SWP’s use of social 
media. There is, however, a lot of 
overlap between the subject matters 
being discussed.

The CC’s first contribution, 
headed ‘Confronting the crisis’, deals 
with all of them. For example, it 
states: “The eruption of the Covid-19 
pandemic was a result of capital’s 
brutal incursions into the natural 
world, which draws novel viruses 
that circulate in animal reservoirs 
into human populations.” Be that as it 
may, the CC contends that the spread 
of the pandemic explains why “the 
‘Emergency Programme’ developed 
by the People Before Profit network 
is so important”:

In a moment of deep, generalised 
crisis, a programme such as this 
can offer a way forward for the 
movement. It presents a series 
of concrete but radical demands, 
which, taken together, offer a 
solution to the crisis that pushes 
against the logic of capitalism 
and defends the conditions of the 
working class.

In reality, the ‘Emergency Programme’ 
contains a set of standard, general 
leftwing demands, such as “tax the 
wealthy” and “don’t make workers 
pay”, “end the outsourcing of services 
to private firms”, and for a “massive 
programme of green investment”. 
It also calls for an extension of the 
furlough scheme for at least a year, 
and for support for “any group of 
workers that refuse to work in unsafe 
workplaces”.1 Yet imagine, for a 
moment, that all workers decide not to 
go to work for a year … the population 
would be starving within a week and 
dead within two. So, yes, the SWP is 
pushing against the logic of capitalism 
but, if we take them seriously, they are 
also pushing against the necessities of 
human survival.

Despite that, support for the 
‘Emergency Programme’ is the first of 
the SWP’s three “central priorities”. 
And the second is - you guessed it - 
“building an anti-racist movement”. 
The CC declares:

It is crucially important that fascists 

in Britain are not able to take 
advantage of the political crisis to 
rebuild after several years in which 
they have faced resistance and 
suffered organisational decline ... 
That is why Stand Up To Racism, 
the broad united front organisation 
of which we are a part, remains 
a central priority for the months 
ahead.

The claim that there is now a 
“sharpening in establishment racism” 
- contained in the CC statement, 
‘Black Lives Matter and fighting 
racism and fascism’ - is actually part 
of the SWP’s dogma that capitalism 
has always been racist and can never 
develop its own form of anti-racism 
and use it against the left and the 
working class movement in general. 
The ongoing ‘Anti-Zionism equals 
anti-Semitism’ campaign is an 
obvious example.

Hence, the thing that is missed 
by the SWP is the promotion of 
nationalism by the front benches of 
both main parties. Virtually everyone 
nowadays is officially against racism. 
This makes SUTR eminently safe. 
The SWP can rehabilitate itself after 
the ‘comrade Delta’ scandal and get 
all manner of leftwing, and not so 
leftwing, trade union officials and 
MPs to share their platforms again.

As you would expect, the CC also 
makes much of the fact that BAME 
people have been disproportionately 
affected by the pandemic: “These 
needless deaths confirmed the 
institutional racism that shapes British 
society.” True, the CC recognises that 
black and ethnic minorities are more 
likely to live in poor, overcrowded 
housing conditions and work in 
jobs where there is a higher risk of 
infection. But for the SWP this is 
down to “institutional racism”, not 
class. For liberals - the SWP included, 
it seems - if enough white workers 
were pushed to the bottom end of the 
working class, so that all ethnic groups 
were equally affected by Covid-19, 
then Britain would be a fine country to 
live in because “institutional racism” 
had been overcome. 

Building the SWP
The third of the CC’s “central 
priorities” is, of course, “Building the 
SWP”. And, as it points out in ‘The 
SWP under lockdown and after - what 
have we learnt?’, the current situation 
is not without its opportunities: 
“Over the last few years the pull of 
the Labour Party was a big factor 
in British politics”, but now “there 
are many looking for a new political 
home”.

And, in ‘The SWP, social media 
and our online work’, the leadership 
reports how the lockdown has been 
made use of:

 
... a small but significant number of 
people are joining the SWP online, 
having had no, or very little, 
physical contact with us. This is 
difficult to quantify, but we get a 
small number of people messaging 
us across all formats, asking how 
to join, how to get involved locally 
and so on. While this is a small 
number of people, it is higher than 
the equivalent amount who did so 
online before lockdown.

This is certainly interesting, but it 
also points to the nature of SWP 
membership. Basically anyone who 
applies to join is accepted, irrespective 
of their actual political beliefs or 
commitment to ‘the party’. The fact 
that previously there might have been 
“physical contact” before recruitment 
is irrelevant to this.

The CC also states, by the way, that 
“the growth rate of our Facebook page 
during the pandemic has consistently 
been above that of any other British 
party, both larger and smaller than us 
- often by a factor of three or four”.

Another way in which the SWP 

hopes to opportunistically increase 
its membership is by stepping up its 
support for Scottish nationalism. In 
‘Confronting the crisis’, the CC notes 
the “intensifying calls for Scottish 
independence, with demands for a 
new referendum, in which the SWP 
would support the break-up of the 
British state”. For that reason the 
SWP north of the border is supporting 
the new pro-independence campaign, 
All Under One Banner.

This is echoed by a couple of 
rank-and-file contributions. In the 
first of these, Bob (Glasgow), has a 
piece headed ‘Scotland, the working 
class and independence’, in which he 
inadvertently demonstrates that “the 
break-up of the British state” will 
not advance the cause of the working 
class. He writes:

,,, the sustained attack by the 
British establishment and 
rightwing Labour (which 
incidentally Nicola Sturgeon was 
happy to participate in) on Corbyn 
and his supporters has completely 
undermined the idea that any 
form of radical change can come 
through the British state.

This is totally illogical. Since 
when has not only “the British 
establishment”, but any ruling class, 
not attacked leading leftwing figures 
and the working class movement in 
general? As he notes, the leader of 
the Scottish National Party (and any 
independent Scottish government 
in the near future) does exactly the 
same thing. By the same logic then, 
he ought to conclude that no form of 
“radical change” can come through a 
Scottish state either.

But, of course, the key to such 
“radical change” is the building of 
a militant and politicised working 
class movement, not expecting it to 
magically appear through separatism.

Bob also notes that the Trade 
Unionist and Socialist Coalition has 
indicated its intention of contesting 
some seats in the 2021 Scottish 
parliamentary elections. But he writes:

My own view is that outside of 
the main parties there is going 
to be little room for others to 
pick up votes ... Our resources 
would be best spent on building 
and supporting our united front 
work, around the Covid-19 Action 
Groups, Stand Up To Racism, 
the environmental movement and 
All Under One Banner. There 
remains a need for a serious 
leftwing, electoral, independence-
supporting alternative to the SNP.

In a similar vein, Jim and Iain 
(Dundee) write in their piece headed 
‘The Scottish election’ that “our 
main slogan should be ‘Vote left, 
fight for IndyRef 2’”. In the absence 
of the “serious leftwing, electoral, 
independence-supporting alternative 
to the SNP” noted by Bob, they 
advocate that:

... in each constituency throughout 
the country we argue for workers 
to vote for the candidate whose 
record stands furthest to the left. 
So that might mean voting for a 
leftwing member of the SNP: eg, 
Mhairi Black MP ... It could mean 
voting for a Green Party candidate, 
or a left Labour Party candidate.

So much for class politics!
But, in reality, that is the nature 

of the current SWP trajectory: build 
broad, cross-class alliances and hope 
to pick up some recruits as a result. As 
for a principled Marxist party based 
on genuine democratic centralism, 
forget it l

peter.manson@weeklyworker.co.uk
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Long held ambitions
What’s behind the blazing row between Macron and Erdoğan? Esen Uslu explains the strategic overreach

When the finance capitalists 
of Turkey were growing up 
during the cold war era, their 

main preoccupation was their acceptance 
into the international establishment - 
rejection would have been a serious 
blow, if not the killer punch. They 
appeared very tame and docile, ready to 
comply if a subtle request was made or a 
finger was pointed at them.

What was hiding behind that docile 
appearance was a burning desire to be 
strong enough to mount a challenge to 
the pecking order of the capitalist world, 
but they knew from their own experience 
that any such open challenge would have 
severe consequences. In the late 1950s, 
the government of Andnan Menderes 
did make a minor challenge to the US, 
when it sought credits for investing in 
heavy industry from the Soviet Union. 
Consequently, the Turkish lira quickly 
collapsed in value, and a couple of years 
later a junta of young officers trained by 
the USA toppled the government.

In the late 60s a similar fate was 
awaiting the government of Süleyman 
Demirel - a military coup overthrew 
the government in 1971. After a state 
of emergency, and the 1974 invasion 
of Cyprus under Bülent Ecevit, the 
relationship between Turkey and the 
west deteriorated to such an extent 
that the US imposed an embargo on 
military sales, and Turkey closed down 
US military bases. After Greece left 
Nato on the grounds that the alliance 
did not intervene during the Cyprus 
crisis, Turkey vetoed later attempts to 
allow Greece back in. That required a 
unanimous vote.

Faced with the emergence of the 
Islamic Republic of Iran in 1979, the US 
was determined to resolve the Turkey-
Greece crisis. Interestingly the US 
position was put to the prime minister of 
Turkey by a certain Joe Biden - then a 
member of the Senate foreign relations 
committee. But within a few months, 
in September 1980, a military junta 
toppled the government, and one of the 
first things it did was remove the veto 
on allowing Greece back into Nato. The 
junta did not ask for anything in return 
- apart from acceptance and approval 
from the west.

Burning desire
While finance capital was quite content 
with its progress without rocking the 
boat too much, the military and civilian 
bureaucracy - those who believe they 
are the real masters of the state - still had 
the burning desire to return to the glory 
days of the past, when the Ottoman 
empire dominated a vast swathe of 
territory, and took part in the Great 
Game. However, after defeat in World 
War I and the collapse of the empire, 
when they managed to put together a 
nation-state centred in Anatolia on the 
basis of Turkish nationalism, racism and 
Islam, they had a lesser target in mind: 
to achieve full control of the Bosporus, 
and occupy regions of Syria, Iraq, 
Transcaucasia and Cyprus with large 
Turkic populations.

As World War II was approaching, 
Turkey managed to wrangle control of 
the Bosporus (with certain limitations) 
in accordance with the Montreux 

Convention, and afterwards it gobbled 
up Antioch province in Syria. But 
after the war the Kirkuk and Mosul oil 
regions in Iraq remained on the agenda. 
Transcaucasia was out of bounds, since 
the Soviet Union’s short-sighted claims 
on certain areas at the borderlands and 
over the Bosporus led Turkey to become 
a member of Nato.

The collapse of the British empire 
brought Cyprus onto the agenda. It 
was a burning issue for nearly two 
decades. After gobbling up the northern 
part of the island, Turkey’s next target 
was northern Mesopotamia - leading 
figures attempted to present themselves 
as protectors of Turkish-speaking 
minorities there. Meanwhile Turkey 
was attempting to maintain intelligence 
facilities through using those minorities. 
Later, following the ascendancy of Israel 
in the Middle East, religious contacts 
also came into play.

While the need for foreign currency 
was still producing bottlenecks for the 
development of finance capital, foreign 
adventures seemed too expensive to 
contemplate. However, since the job of 
the state is to protect finance capital from 
the evil working class, the bureaucracy 
was prepared to accept any general’s 
dictatorship. That meant supporting the 
armed forces and increasing taxation. 
The foundations of today’s military-
industrial complex - exporting products 
ranging from rockets and UAVs to 
electronics and armoured vehicles - 
were laid.

The post-cold war era brought about 

new threats, as well as new opportunities. 
In the fertile ground provided by the 
new wars taking place in the Middle 
East, the growth of local-national 
finance capital was quite startling, and 
the ‘outsider’ capitalists of the bygone 
era quickly began enriching themselves 
by engaging with the Islamist and 
nationalist politics of the state. They 
formed new conglomerates and started 
competing with the well-established and 
entrenched Turkish finance capitalists 
during the export boom, which was 
fuelled by easy credit from international 
money markets.

The state’s investment drive to make 
Turkey one of the prime energy corridors 
linking east to west was complemented 
by the drive to find and develop gas and 
oil fields under the seas near Turkey. 
The rivalry between Russia and the west 
provided more opportunities.

The wary foreign policy driven by 
finance capital was quickly replaced 
by an aggressive expansionism, fed 
by rabid nationalism and Islamism. 
Dominant sections of the state with 
close links to Islamists had an overtly 
Eurasian and anti-western outlook and 
the rise of Islamist politics in the Middle 
East provided ample opportunities for 
meddling in the affairs of faraway lands.

But all these foreign adventures 
required external financing, since 
Turkish finance capital was unwilling 
to come up with the cash. But the 
new international order provided 
fresh sources of finance from the Gulf 
region - not least Qatar, which acted as 

a channel for such investment, along 
with other kinds of support. The rivalry 
between Shia and Sunni Islam, national 
quarrels in countries such as Egypt and 
Libya, and ongoing wars in Syria and 
northern Iraq provided fresh means for 
manipulation.

While Turkey’s foreign adventures 
had previously been regarded benignly 
by imperialism, now patience is wearing 
thin. Turkey’s involvement in Libya, its 
attempts to use refugees as a weapon 
against Greece and the European Union, 
and its confrontational attitude to the 
Israel-Egypt-Greece axis over eastern 
Mediterranean hydrocarbon exploration 
are causing upsets. The ‘maritime 
boundaries’ dispute quickly pulled 
France away from the EU’s dithering 
attitude into open opposition. Despite 
the efforts of Germany to maintain 
cohesion and enter a purposeful dialogue 
with Turkey, Emmanuel Macron is now 
the champion of those opposing Turkish 
adventurism.

And Istanbul is able to grasp the 
opportunity provided by an Islamist 
terrorist act and Macron’s gut reaction to 
it. The state propaganda apparatus and 
the mainstream media started fanning 
anti-French sentiments within Turkey. 
President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan has 
made passionate speeches in favour of 
‘religious freedom’ and hurled insults at 
Macron.

Meanwhile the Armenian-controlled 
Nagorno-Karabakh has once again 
become a war zone, as Azerbaijani 
armed forces, bolstered by the weapons 

and training provided by Israel and 
Turkey, commenced to ‘liberate the 
occupied territories of Azerbaijan’.

Tremors
While here in Turkey we were focusing 
on these disputes, suddenly the earth 
shook under the Aegean Sea close to the 
Greek island of Samos, and the tremors 
from a magnitude 6.9 earthquake shook 
Izmir on October 30. At least 17 high-
rise residential buildings collapsed in 
one district of the city, killing more than 
100 people and damaging hundreds of 
buildings.

Around the world this year there have 
been 22 earthquakes above magnitude 
6.5 on the Richter scale. The total death 
toll from 20 of those earthquakes was 
only 15, but the two earthquakes that 
took place in Turkey have killed over 
140 people. These figures provide a 
clear indication of the current state of 
society. The buildings that collapsed 
were known to be structurally unsound 
as a result of shoddy, unsupervised 
construction methods. There have been 
official reports to that effect, but no 
action was taken.

The fact that the land affected had 
been reclaimed from the former river 
delta, leaving soil prone to liquefaction 
and subsidence, has been a major issue. 
The area had been opened up originally 
to the development of unauthorised 
single-storey buildings called gecekondu 
(built overnight) without the provision 
of any facilities or even proper roads.

Later, governments looking to pick 
up votes allowed the construction of 
higher buildings without any regard 
for the consequences. They issued 
building permits and, as the present-
day president once said, when he was 
the mayor of Istanbul, “We solved the 
problems of the population, and they 
gave us donations” for basic services. 
Such has been the attitude of central and 
municipal government even in Izmir, 
which is considered to have a safe social 
democrat majority, while being fiercely 
nationalistic. And now the mainstream 
media has been feeding us with images 
and clips of miraculously saved babies 
recovered from the rubble, while the 
rescue services are paraded as heroes in 
order to promote worship of the state.

The hope is that one day the working 
class will ask, ‘Wouldn’t it be better 
if we were not buried under rubble 
before they rescued a few of us?’ A 
positive reply to that question would 
provide a key to understanding Turkey’s 
hostile relationship with both its own 
population and its neighbours l
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