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Correct tactics
Andrew Kirkland, in his response 
to my article, ‘Cowardly fake 
left peddles lies’ (October 
22), suggests that the single-
transferable-vote electoral 
system used in Labour’s national 
executive elections means that 
we need “new tactics to win the 
supporters of the groups behind 
Grassroots Voice to the politics 
of Marxism”. Outlining how the 
new system operates, comrade 
Kirkland argues that, unlike 
the ‘first past the post’ system, 
STV has a key advantage for 
the left: namely that “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.”

I disagree: joint lists still 
have an important purpose, 
both in this and future elections 
as well. As comrade Kirkland 
clearly understands, deciding 
whether to stand candidates for 
the NEC and trying to secure the 
maximum vote for principled 
left campaigners is not simply 
a matter of electoral arithmetic, 
but is entirely a matter of politics 
and the best tactics to advance 
the cause of the left in the Labour 
Party.

As these elections have 
shown, the Labour left remains 
an inchoate and disorganised 
current. Any number of groups 
and individuals appealing for 
our votes claim to be on the left, 
but, as we know only too well, 
many of them will, if elected to 
the NEC, join with the right and 
continue the witch-hunt against 
the left. The central problem 
we face as Marxists in the 
Labour Party is how to expose 
the treachery, careerism and 
cowardice of this fake left and 
win over genuine left activists to 
principled, Marxist politics. This 
is even more important when we 
are faced with such an onslaught 
from the right and even more 
necessary when the calls for ‘left 
unity’ to combat these attacks 
grow ever more insistent.

Andrew is correct when he 
explains that we cannot ‘split 
the left vote’ under an STV 
system, but, as this election has 
shown, there is still considerable 
confusion, combined with 
deliberate misinformation from 
some supporters of Grassroots 
Voice, over this issue. Calling 
for negotiations between the 
organised Labour left groups for 
a principled campaign and a joint 
slate is not political horse-trading. 
Rather it shows to the mass of 
Labour Party members that we 
are serious about defeating the 
right and maximising the left 
vote on a principled basis.

If, as was the case this year, 
important sections of what is fast 
becoming the ‘official’ licensed 
Labour left refuse to even talk 
- much less seriously negotiate - 
with us, then so be it. In doing 
so they only expose themselves 
to honest leftwingers as the 
careerists and sectarians that they 
are. Proposing and negotiating 
a joint list on a principled 
basis allows Marxists to both 
put forward our demands and 
positions before a much wider 
audience, as well as revealing the 

weaknesses and collaborationism 
of the official left. It gains us a 
hearing amongst sections of 
the Labour left who still have 
illusions in ‘broad left’ politics or 
who are unsure how to fight back 
against the witch-hunt.

The aim of Labour Party 
Marxists is to win over a 
majority of the Labour left to 
its programme. As a small, but 
principled current, we disdain 
to conceal our ideas: we argue 
consistently for our position 
within the wider Labour left as 
an important part of the struggle 
to build a mass basis for Marxist 
politics. Far from detracting from 
that struggle, working with the 
Labour left in joint campaigns or 
standing a joint slate in defence 
of party democracy, freedom of 
speech and against the witch-
hunt only adds to and indeed 
strengthens it.

Following these NEC elections 
there undoubtedly will be a 
post-mortem and a discussion 
on the left about the successes 
and failures of the campaign. 
Many will begin to debate the 
best strategy and tactics to take 
the fight to the right, and in the 
process question how far the 
politics and tactics of Grassroots 
Voice can be really effective 
in winning those battles. In 
these discussions the issue of 
joint, principled campaigns and 
electoral lists will be central - 
not simply because we put them 
there, but because for many on 
the left these will be the most 
significant issues in the period 
ahead. In this light, our tactics 
and calls for a principled joint 
left list in this NEC election were 
correct - and will remain correct 
until such time as we are able to 
exert a greater influence over the 
politics and strategy of the wider 
Labour left.
James Harvey
Labour Party Marxists

Blame NHS too
Jim Nelson says: “It seems that 
Arthur Bough wants to defend 
the government from any charges 
of responsibility for the current 
pandemic situation” (Letters, 
November 5).

How he arrives at that 
conclusion god knows, given 
that I have throughout attacked 
the government for its idiotic 
lockdown, and failure to protect 
the vulnerable from the virus, 
which is the only rational 
response to it. The difference is 
that I also want to charge with 
responsibility all those that 
comprise the medical-industrial 
complex for their part in this 
disaster. Jim’s approach is to 
see the national health service 
as somehow separate from it. 
That is like him trying to say that 
Iain McGregor had no part in 
the running of the National Coal 
Board, or for the 1984-85 miners’ 
strike, or Michael Edwardes 
no responsibility for British 
Leyland, or the strikes there, and 
so on. There is plenty of blame 
to go around here, and simply 
blaming the government misses 
a critique of the nature of state 
capitalism, and of the NHS as a 
state-capitalist venture, designed 
to meet the needs of capital, not 
workers. It fails even to highlight 
the lack of democratic, let alone 
workers’, control in the NHS.

And Jim can try to avoid the 
fact as much as he likes that 
the NHS itself has performed 
abysmally by trying to blame 
the government, but it does 
not change that fact. Yes, the 

government is responsible for 
the levels of funding, but it’s 
the NHS that makes operational 
decisions in how it uses that 
funding. It was not government 
ministers that told the NHS to 
bring back its retired staff - the 
very age group that comprises 
the people vulnerable to Covid; 
it was not the government that 
told the NHS to knowingly send 
people with Covid back to care 
homes, where they then infected 
tens of thousands more people, 
many of whom died!

Had the NHS established 
small, specialist isolation wards, 
instead of the vast amounts 
spent on the useless Nightingale 
hospitals, it could even have 
concentrated its use of personal 
protective equipment where it 
was required, and would also have 
had no need to have cancelled 
thousands of routine operations, 
etc, that has itself put the lives of 
countless thousands more people 
at risk. This is all of a par of what 
has come to be expected of the 
NHS, and its position within 
the medical-industrial complex 
that has perpetually increased 
the size of bureaucratic empires 
centred around the large district 
hospitals. They directly channel 
billions into the coffers of big 
pharma, and other medical 
supply companies, at the expense 
of primary healthcare and ill-
health prevention.

Jim says: “If Hancock wants 
to take responsibility then why 
shouldn’t we let him?” Because 
socialists should be concerned 
with more than just cheap attacks 
on governments, and should 
instead try to explain to workers 
the inadequacies of capitalism, 
including state-capitalist 
institutions like the NHS.

Jim says the people in the 
NHS have done a better job than 
the people in private companies. 
But the people in the NHS did 
not produce the ventilators, the 
PPE, the test kits, nor the test-
and-trace app. Nor will it be 
the NHS or local government 
workers who will produce any 
vaccine, or other drugs to treat 
the symptoms. Why Jim wants to 
divide workers on this basis god 
only knows. In fact, the record of 
public-sector bodies producing 
software is pretty abysmal, as the 
NHS has witnessed on several 
occasions.

Jim’s last paragraph is bizarre. 
On the one hand, he attacks me 
for saying that the government 
could look after the vulnerable, 
claiming that it has no intention 
of doing so - in which case, we 
would presumably expect the 
NHS to disappear overnight - 
but then points to the CPGB’s 
manifesto commitment to 
“a comprehensive, free and 
democratic health service to 
meet the needs of everyone”. 
Well, given that last time I looked 
there seemed little prospect of 
a CPGB government, this is 
either meaningless revolutionary 
phrase-mongering of the type 
Marx criticised the Guesdists for, 
or else it is Jim asking the actual 
existing Tory government not 
just to look after the vulnerable, 
but “everyone”, and also to do 
it free and democratically! Talk 
about straining on a gnat, whilst 
swallowing a camel.

In fact, I didn’t say that the 
government could look after the 
vulnerable. I said that a rational 
strategy for dealing with the 
virus is to isolate the vulnerable. 
Given that a large part of that 
vulnerable population, and 

certainly of the most vulnerable 
over 80, are people in care 
homes, or in hospitals, they are 
already supposedly being ‘looked 
after’ by the government in one 
way or another. All that is being 
requested is that the government 
ensure that those charged with 
that responsibility in the NHS 
and social care discharge that 
duty of care properly. Instead, the 
NHS has infected large numbers 
of people with the virus who 
came to it with other illnesses, 
just as some years ago it infected 
and killed many such people 
with the MRSA superbug. It has 
sent infected people back to care 
homes and, instead of vulnerable 
people in those care homes being 
protected from the virus, they 
have themselves become killing 
fields. In these instances this is 
not a matter even of funding, but 
of simple common sense and the 
application of adequate working 
procedures, and standard 
operating practices.

For the rest of the people in 
the ‘vulnerable’ category, they 
are again, in many cases, also in 
the care of the state in their own 
homes, and the same principles 
apply. The rest of us in that 
category, and those like me who 
can simply ensure that we isolate 
so as not to come into contact 
with the virus, should be told to 
do so, so that the whole of society 
does not need to lock down, and 
should be supported in achieving 
that, by ensuring that necessary 
supplies can be delivered to the 
door, which again is not hard, 
because many of us already do 
that by ordering our shopping 
online.

Certainly, a demand for 
such simple support is far more 
achievable than demanding as the 
solution the ultimatist demand 
that Jim plucks from the CPGB’s 
programme, which essentially 
requires the socialist revolution 
tomorrow.
Arthur Bough
email

Terror attacks
I was somewhat amazed to see 
Ted Hankin’s letter (November 
6). It reads more like a Daily Mail 
contribution: “… the Weekly 
Worker refuses to criticise Islam 
by omission”. Why criticise 
Islam in particular? There are 
plenty of religions at least as 
nonsensical - to the average 
atheist anyway. People can 

follow whatever religion they 
like, as long as they leave the 
rest of us alone: and they can 
still join the rest of the working 
class in taking power.

Of these terrorist immigrants 
that Ted is worried about, in 
the case of Charlie Hebdo, 
two were born in Paris; in the 
case of the Bataclan, they were 
mostly French and Belgian, but 
with two Iraqis; the attack on 
Samuel Paty was committed by 
a Russian refugee of Chechen 
origin; the three in Nice were 
Tunisian. To keep up to date, 
the killer recently in Vienna 
was apparently born there. So 
it would do little good to keep 
immigrants out - most of them 
were already in. If there were 
only a few Muslims in France 
then, the police wouldn’t have 
been able to round up around 
200 in 1961, murder them and 
throw them into the Seine.

Killing innocent people is 
wrong under any circumstances 
- though the US with European 
allies is quite happy for innocent 
Muslims to die in Iraq, Pakistan, 
Afghanistan, Palestine, Lebanon, 
Iran, Yemen ... One might also 
note that the people most likely 
to die from a Muslim terrorist 
attack are themselves often 
Muslims.

And where do terrorists come 
from? Why do they start up? 
Would the Khmer Rouge have 
been more than a handful of 
political folk if the US hadn’t 
bombed Cambodia? Would 
Islamic State have existed 
without the invasion of Iraq? 
Credit where it is due, Ted.

One might further note that 
the biggest terrorist attack in 
Europe recently was that by 
Anders Breivik in Norway. He 
was home-grown, but blew up 
eight people in Oslo and then 
shot 69 more in a youth camp. 
In the US Timothy McVeigh 
killed 168 in Oklahoma City. 
As far as I’m aware neither of 
them were Muslim. And what 
about immigrants? Well, the 
peoples of Asia, Africa, the 
Americas and Australasia might 
feel that they would have been 
better off without their European 
immigrants.

There was an interesting TV 
programme a couple of years ago 
about the fuss and fatwa over 
Salman Rushdie’s The satanic 
verses - a book that was more of 
a spark than a cause of Muslim 

Online Communist Forum

Sunday November 15 5pm 
‘A week in politics’ 

Political report and discussion  
from the CPGB’s Provisional Central Committee

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



weekly
worker 1323 November 12 2020 3

disgruntlement. A Muslim chap 
interviewed people who had 
got the book-burning going and 
asked them why they had done 
it and how they felt now. There 
were some who still wanted 
blood, but I got the impression 
that it was mostly the culmination 
of years of frustration and anger 
over the racism that Muslims 
had experienced - over jobs, 
housing, education, everything: 
something that their fellow 
Muslims in France have plenty 
of experience of too.

They were also, as I recall, 
at least second-generation. 
New immigrants tend to keep 
their heads down (apart from 
the European ones mentioned 
above), but their children and 
grandchildren have gone to local 
schools, have local friends and 
feel that they belong - or at least 
that they should do.

Ted is also worried that French 
Muslims can buy knives in the 
supermarket. We’re lucky not to 
be in the US, where they can buy 
machine guns!

According to Wikipedia 
“France has the largest number of 
Muslims in the Western world”, 
with numbers around 5.7 million 
people - though there are other 
estimates. There’d be a bit of a 
job stopping Muslims being in 
France then. Maybe if they’d had 
a smaller Muslim empire? There 
is a lot of anti-Muslim racism 
in France, as one can tell from 
the relative electoral success of 
Marine le Pen and her mob.

It would appear, with his 
war on Islam, that Emmanuel 
Macron is trying to get some of 
those votes, or keep them low, 
ready for his 2022 presidential 
election. Still racist, but not 
quite as racist - he’s probably 
been watching the Tories. The 
numbers above do though imply 
that there might be nearly six 
million Muslims in France who 
are not terrorists.

Some people resort to 
terrorism. This includes blowing 
up, shooting or stabbing innocent 
people. It might mean shooting 
police, as a few have done in 
the US. The rage and frustration 
leading to this is often perfectly 
understandable, but it is still 
ethically and tactically wrong. It 
is tactically wrong because you 

are at least as likely to add to 
sympathy for the police, or the 
law, or the government as you are 
to make a great and meaningful 
gesture to your fellow sufferers: 
most people are opposed to 
terrorism, including Muslims.

The answer is not “stopping 
the constant inflow of terrorists 
entering Europe” (shades of 
the Soros-funded caravan of 
murderers and drug-dealers 
invading the US?), but the 
voluntary assimilation of 
immigrants in a free flow of 
human beings to and from 
anywhere they like in the world. 
With a few extras like democratic 
and trade union rights.
Bernard Mattson
email

Objectivist?
Mike Macnair has clarified his 
political stance and answered 
my question as to what it 
means in the last of his replies 
to Neil Faulkner (‘Break with 
managerialism’, October 29) 
and in his reply to me (Letters, 
November 5).

His series of articles 
forthrightly embrace the politics 
of the Second International and 
reject the Third, arguing they are 
essentially the same theoretically 
and ideologically, and that the 
final failure of the methodology 
of the Russian Revolution (a 
badly built bridge, he tells us) 
was essentially down to the 
errors of Lenin and Trotsky in 
not following the teachings of 
Karl Kautsky.

Like Kautsky, Mike’s analyses 
are objectivist to the core. We 
could not have had a socialist 
revolution after World War II 
because the time was not right 
for it, the mass murder of the 
revolutionary Trotskyists by the 
collaboration between the Nazis, 
imperialists and Stalinists had 
nothing to do with these defeats. 
History would have found a way 
irrespective of a dead leadership!

Instead we must revert to 
the mechanical objectivism of 
the Second International, with 
no need to link the everyday 
struggle for reforms in wages 
and conditions with the ultimate 
aim of overthrowing capitalism. 
A minimum programme will do 
fine, as distinct from a ‘minimal’ 

one of only reforming capitalism, 
and no need at all to bother 
with a maximum programme: it 
would come along when the time 
was ripe and present itself to us 
on a plate.

And the betrayal of German 
Social Democratic Party on 
August 4 1914 was not so bad, 
because the best elements of 
the SPD went on to provide 
“the cadre and leadership of the 
German communist movement”. 
And they then led the German 
socialist revolution to victory, 
did they? No, as Trotsky tells 
us in The first five years of the 
Communist International, when 
the hour for revolution struck 
in 1923, it resulted wholly from 
“a failure of tactics and not in 
objective conditions”.

That central problem for 
Marxism was unsolved - between 
the subject and the object: 
when objective conditions for 
revolution struck in mid-1923, 
the Kautsky-educated KPD 
revolutionaries failed, whereas 
on October 7 1917 - exactly 103 
years ago, as I write this - the 
Lenin educated-in-dialectical-
materialism Bolsheviks 
succeeded, despite strong 
opposition from Kamenev and 
Zinoviev and no assistance from 
Stalin. And only Lenin could 
have won that crucial battle in 
the central committee, Trotsky 
strongly assisted, but alone he 
lacked the authority because of 
his history of anti-Bolshevism. 
Had the Provisional government 
succeeded in assassinating Lenin 
after the July days of 1917, as 
they attempted, then the Russian 
Revolution would have been 
lost. How’s that for a “great man 
theory” of history? Only it isn’t 
a great man theory; it’s a ‘great 
revolutionary person, leading a 
great revolutionary party’ theory 
of socialist revolution.

Mike writes: “It involves 
open recognition that the 
decisions of 1919-21 were 
actually mistakes, and ones to 
which Lenin and Trotsky were 
parties. And it involves aspiring 
to the Second International in its 
strongest aspects, which is also 
the Bolsheviks of 1917 and the 
early Third International, not to 
repeating the same mistakes and 
thereby copying bureaucratic 
managerialism” (‘Break with 
managerialism’). So, the first 
four (or three?) congresses of 
the Comintern were mistakes 
and we must go back to Kautsky 
and Bebel to find a way forward 
today.
Gerry Downing
Socialist Fight

Six Counties
As the Good Friday/Belfast 
agreement emerges onto the 
agenda once more - and we note 
the crass anti-Irish racism with 
which Dominic Raab and other 
Tories have been emphasising 
the alleged Irish communalism 
of Joe Biden’s approach to 
Boris Johnson’s threats to that 
agreement - it is time to review 
again the issue of democratic 
rights in Northern Ireland. The 
Johnson government boasts of 
breaking ‘international law’ (on 
which the Tories set great store 
when it suits them) in order 
to oppress the people of the 
Six Counties - and indeed of 
Ireland as a whole - regarding 
all the people of the island of 
Ireland as cat’s paws of the EU 
bureaucracy.

The people of Northern 
Ireland still suffer from their 
inability to cast meaningful votes 
for or against the Westminster 
government, which takes the vast 

majority of strategic decisions 
for them. James Harvey claims 
that the poor achievements of the 
Northern Ireland Labour Party 
between 1920 and its death in 
1970 imply that full members of 
the Labour Party should not be 
permitted to contest elections for 
public office, as it is impossible 
that they could attract more 
electoral support than the - purely 
provincial - NILP (‘Politics of 
two borders’, October 15). But 
even in its present lamentable 
state, Labour has far greater 
prospects of governmental 
office than the NILP - confined 
to the Six Counties as it was by 
Labour’s ongoing boycott.

If the Northern Ireland 
working class is doomed to 
be betrayed by UK Labour 
governments, is it not their right 
to go through that experience 
- together with the working 
class throughout Great Britain - 
rather than by the communalist 
parties which ‘constitutionally’ 
dominate politics there?

The CPGB rightly sets great 
store on the most extreme 
democracy - and on exposing the 
way the Labour Party functions 
as a subordinate wing of the 
British state. Yet James Harvey 
seems determined not to put two 
and two together and support the 
right of Labour Party members 
in the Six Counties to engage 
in electoral struggle, just as 
working class Labour Party 
members do in Great Britain.
Jack Fogarty
email

Ickeism
Anti-socialist campaigner 
David Icke is quite good when 
it comes to exposing the elite, 
but unfortunately the downside 
is that Icke wasn’t blessed with 
any political sense. In Remember 
who you are he claimed that 
politics was irrelevant, so what 
is he doing speaking to political 
rallies against the lockdown 
today?

In addition, in previous books 
and in his most recent, he calls 
for a peaceful revolution against 
our own enslavement. But how 
does this stand with Icke’s 
previous view that politics is 
irrelevant, when there is nothing 
more political than a revolution. 
Has he changed his mind about 
this alleged irrelevancy?

Another point here is that 
Icke is incapable of giving 
any indication of the type of 
revolution he is calling for. That 
is to say that his revolution has 
no social content or agenda. 
Every revolution has a social 
class content and agenda - that 
is, as long as we live in a class 
society - so the big question is: 
what is the social class content 
of the revolution which Icke is 
calling for?

The right represents 
counterrevolution, while the 
left represents revolution, 
regardless of its flaws. If Icke 
is opposed to the left, which his 
writings suggest, it means logic 
must push him to side with the 
counterrevolutionary elements 
in society against the left. I tested 
this out recently by going to his 
website, knowing beforehand 
that Ickeism would come out in 
favour of Trump against Biden. 
Icke can pretend that he is neither 
right nor left. However, it is not 
what people say, but what they 
do, which identifies them.

To understand the political 
logic contained within Ickeism 
is quite simple. Since Icke 
is opposed to the left, and is 
opposed to socialism (this is a 
reflection of his class interest 

as a small businessman), and 
since he defends capitalism 
(which he pretends no longer 
exists and has been replaced by 
cartels), he must join with those 
forces which defend capitalism, 
backwardness, racism and in 
particular anti-Semitism. This 
is why Ickeism is going on 
about counting legal votes, thus 
echoing Trump. His defence 
of Trump is a clear sign of the 
counterrevolutionary nature of 
Ickeism.

Icke defends class society 
against communism, so why 
is he exposing the elite? The 
answer is that he is exposing the 
elite not because he is opposed to 
capitalism: he is merely opposed 
to the Jewish influence within 
capitalism. At the political level 
Ickeism is simply old-fashioned 
anti-Semitism dressed up in a 
new garb. Ickeism is a politically 
reactionary trend, regardless of 
his exposure of the elite. Because 
he does that it doesn’t mean he 
is progressive or revolutionary. 
Both Mussolini and Hitler 
denounced the traditional elites.

Away from politics, Icke does 
make more sense. For instance, 
we do appear to live in some sort 
of time loop, or loops. With this 
in mind I decided to look back 
in history to see if an Icke has 
appeared before. The person I 
came upon was Father Gapon, 
who led the mass demonstration 
which triggered the first Russian 
revolution in 1905, and which 
Lenin called a dress rehearsal for 
1917. What surprised me even 
more is that Gapon denounced 
the Russian royal family as 
reptilians (see Orlando Figes A 
people’s tragedy p178). It seems 
that Gapon may have had some 
sort of knowledge of the ancient 
origins of these bloodlines. If 
not, why would he write about 
the tsar, “Be thou damned 
with all thine august reptilian 
progeny”?

The most important difference 
I found between Gapon and Icke 
is that the former looked to the 
left, whereas Icke obviously 
leans to the right, while 
pretending he is neither right 
nor left. But the bottom line is 
that, no matter how much he 
exposes the elite, David Icke is a 
rightwing counterrevolutionary.
Tony Clark
Labour supporter

Pointless
I was reading the letters page 
of the Weekly Worker and was 
panicking. I thought there was 
no correspondence about Corbyn 
and/or starting a ‘new’ Labour 
Party. Imagine my relief when 
I read David Lindsay’s letter 
(November 5). I just hope that 
issue is resolved going forward. 
So come on - let’s have plenty of 
letters on both.

Whilst you are at it, can we 
resolve the hypocrisy of, when 
Corbyn was in power, telling 
him to stand up to the right wing 
of the Labour Party, but, now 
that Starmer is in power, telling 
him that he must bring unity 
to the party? Oh and it’s just a 
minor point, but the theory of 
historical materialism, which 
socialists and Marxists I hope 
believe, would render a vote for 
Corbyn pointless.

If you can, answer these 
points and explain why Corbyn’s 
defeat was all the fault of the 
right in the Labour Party and 
the media - that, because Labour 
was not leftwing enough, the 
Conservatives won an 80-seat 
majority.
Steven Johnston
email

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

Keep it flowing
W ith more than a third of 

the month already gone, 
we are rather behind the going 
rate if we’re going to make that 
£2,000 fighting fund target for 
November. At the moment the 
running total stands at just £406, 
so hopefully we’ll put on a bit of 
a spurt pretty quickly.

This week’s two outstanding 
donors were MF and RL, who 
both came up with their regular 
£50 by PayPal. Brilliant! Then 
there were six standing orders 
from NH (£30), DV and GD 
(£25), NR (£18), and JK 
and SM (£10 each). All that 
increased this month’s receipts 
by £218, but, as I say, we could 
do with a bit of a boost if we’re 
going to get there this time.

Of course, we are just about 
to hit the most fruitful time 
of the month, when it comes 
to monthly standing orders, 
but this time we’ve got much 
more ground to make up than 
usual, so if readers fancy 

helping us out with a one-off 
PayPal donation - or, better 
still, a bank transfer (no fees 
involved) - they’d be more 
than welcome. Use sort code   
30-99-64, account number 
00744310.

Of course, setting up a 
standing order would be even 
better. That’s what TJ has just 
done, starting next month. She 
writes: “Brilliant coverage of 
the US elections and Corbyn’s 
suspension! Keep it up.” 
We’ll do our best, comrade, 
but it depends on that regular 
source of income continuing to 
flow in from our readers and 
supporters.

So let’s make sure we reach 
that £2K target yet again! l

Robbie Rix

Fighting fund
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What Keir created, Keir can destroy
With the official left suffering from Stockholm syndrome, Jack Conrad argues that, while the struggle in 
the Labour Party is important, it is far from central. This is an edited version of an opening given to the 
November 8 Online Communist Forum

The Equality and Human Rights 
Commission’s report into alleged 
anti-Semitism in the Labour Party 

is just the latest stage, the latest upping 
of an ongoing witch-hunt. Naturally, 
the mainstream media, the Labour 
right, the Jewish Labour Movement 
and Board of Deputies have basked 
in vindication. And, of course, Jeremy 
Corbyn responded by declaring that, 
though it was certainly true that Labour 
has a problem with anti-Semitism, it 
has been “dramatically overstated” and 
used for factional purposes by internal 
and external opponents.

According to deputy leader Angela 
Rayner, “... while that might be true, 
it is completely unacceptable to not 
understand the hurt and the distress 
that people are feeling today”. In 
other words, it may be true, but you 
just cannot say it - which I think is 
precisely the point. The fact is that 
in any organisation of 500,000 and 
more, there will be all sorts of weird 
and wonderful (and not so wonderful) 
ideas. The real question, though, is 
surely this: ‘Is the Labour Party awash 
with anti-Semites? Is it committed to 
an anti-Semitic programme?’ And the 
answer is obviously ‘No!’ Have the 
cases, whether genuine or not, been 
used for factional purposes? Again, 
you ask the question, and you know 
the answer: ‘Yes, they have!’

As a result of his truthful statement, 
Corbyn was duly suspended. We do 
not know whether that suspension 
will be lifted after a certain course of 
time or whether he will eventually be 
expelled. What we expect, though, is 
that large numbers of others will be 
expelled from the Labour Party.

Mercifully, the EHRC report is 
nothing like as long as the leaked 
report from Labour Party headquarters, 
which went to something like 800 

pages. The EHRC report, by contrast, 
is short, precise and easy to absorb … 
and, consequently, easy to critique.

This report offers only two 
individual examples of alleged anti-
Semitism - by Ken Livingstone and 
Pam Bromley. According to the 
EHRC - a government appointed, 
government financed body - these two 
examples amounted to “harassment” 
by the Labour Party - because, at the 
time, Ken Livingstone was a member 
of the national executive committee, 
and Pam Bromley was a Rossendale 
councillor. Apparently holding such 
positions made them “agents” of the 
Labour Party.

Let us have a look at Ken 
Livingstone’s case. It is certainly a fact 
that he defended Naz Shah MP, who 
was accused of being anti-Semitic 
because she shared a cartoon map of 
the United States with a little Israel 
superimposed on top of it, along with 
the words: “Problem solved”. I take 
the message to be simple. Israel is an 
artificial creation and today acts as 
the main US policeman in the Middle 
East. Well, highlighting the artificiality 
of Israel might be offensive to those 
Zionists who want to forget the real 
history of Zionism as a colonial 
project. Originally Zionism did not use 
the language of national liberation: no, 
for good reasons it used the language 
of European colonialism. Anti-Semites 
and Zionists alike considered the 
Jews an alien people in European 
society who should leave and go 
find a home elsewhere.

Amongst the potential places 
in the British empire the founders 
of Zionism considered setting up 
their colony was, for example, 
Uganda. The idea of Britain 
sponsoring a “little loyal Jewish 
Ulster” (Sir Ronald Storrs) in 

the Middle East was something that 
came with the Balfour declaration 
of 1917 and the dismemberment of 
the Ottoman empire. Obviously, for 
Zionism, Palestine - and especially 
Jerusalem - has a particular appeal. 
It chimes with the myth of the Jews 
having been expelled by the Romans 
and a return of the diaspora to their 
ancestral lands. But the Jews were 
never expelled by the Romans. Over 
the course of history many Jewish 
people established themselves as 
merchants. They constituted a people-
class throughout medieval Europe and 
the Middle East. In Palestine itself, 
while some Jews remained Jews, most 
became Christian and then Muslims. 
So, ironically, in order to pursue their 
particular form of settler-colonialism, 
it is necessary for the Zionists to 
remove this native population from 
their ancestral land.

Looking at the case of Pam 
Bromley, I do not know all her posts 
or all her forwardings. But nothing I 
have read indicates she is an adherent 
of an anti-Semitic world outlook of the 
kind maintained by the likes of Martin 
Luther, Mikhail Bakunin, Winston 
Churchill or Adolf Hitler. But say she 
did make a claim, a remark, a reference 
that could be regarded as anti-Semitic. 
In that case something ought to be 
done. If someone has racist attitudes 

towards people from southern 
Asia, Africa, the Caribbean, etc, 
that is not a nothing. But in the 
vast majority of cases it ought to 
be dealt with through education 
and debate - and crucially 
through joint, united, militant 
struggles against capitalists, 
against the state. Experience is 
the best teacher. Zero tolerance, 
even if sincere, is entirely the 
wrong approach.

Clearly though, there are those who 
have a political interest in branding 
what is not anti-Semitic as ‘anti-
Semitic’. Recently Len McCluskey, 
general secretary of Unite, was accused 
of anti-Semitism - because he talked 
about Peter Mandelson, a minister 
under Tony Blair and famous for saying 
he was “intensely relaxed about people 
getting filthy rich”. McCluskey said 
that Mandelson was “not interested in 
ordinary working people”, so “I would 
suggest Peter goes into a room and 
counts his gold and not worry about 
the Labour Party.” I did not know - and 
I suspect that Len McCluskey did not 
know either - that Mandelson had any 
Jewish connections at all. But, even if 
he did, so what? Unless he was saying 
that Peter Mandelson was involved 
in some global Jewish conspiracy 
to dominate banking and undermine 
western civilisation, to me the remark 
fits, precisely because of what Peter 
Mandelson is famous for politically: 
being “intensely relaxed about people 
getting filthy rich”.

Anyway, the main point I am making 
is that this report bases its conclusions 
on just two (absurd) cases. When 
that inconvenient fact was pointed 
out, Caroline Waters, interim chair of 
EHRC, responded with the claim that 
“it’s the tip of an iceberg.” So, if it’s 
the tip of an iceberg, why not present 
the proof, why not provide concrete 
examples - cases that actually do 
involve anti-Semitism? Well, of course, 
no evidence is presented because there 
is no iceberg. If you examine the most 
well known cases of alleged anti-
Semitism, what is striking about them 
is that, whereas the initial charges 
included references to anti-Semitism, 
when it came down to actually kicking 
them out, those particular accusations 
disappeared. Take Marc Wadsworth: 

Jeremy Corbyn and the 
entire official left not only 
failed. Treacherously, they 

turned on the left in an 
attempt to appease the right

Keir Hardie: broke from 
Liberal Party and helped form 

the Labour Representation 
Committee in 1900
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anti-Semitism was dropped in favour 
of ‘bringing the party into disrepute’. 
What did he actually do? He called 
out Ruth Smeeth, a Labour MP (who 
happened to be Jewish) at the launch 
of the Chakrabarti report in June 2016 
for collaborating with the rightwing 
media. Wadsworth wanted in particular 
to promote a leftwing version of black 
identity politics, not anti-Semitism.

The EHRC report is not honest, 
it is not balanced. It has nothing to 
do with combating anti-Semitism in 
the Labour Party, because there is 
no actual ‘anti-Semitism problem’ 
within Labour. So, what is it really 
about? Fundamentally, it is about the 
relationship between Britain and the 
United States, and its most important, 
most reliable ally in the Middle East. 
The question of the Corbyn leadership 
is far from irrelevant, of course, but it 
is secondary.

What I am arguing is this: now 
that the right has succeeded in getting 
rid of Jeremy Corbyn as leader of the 
Labour Party, and is now even taking 
disciplinary action against him, that 
does not mean that the witch-hunt 
will end. Indeed, in the United States 
- though I do not know what things 
will be like under Joseph Robinette 
Biden Jr - there are clear signs of 
this campaign being turned against 
mainstream liberal institutions: for 
example, Amnesty International, 
Oxfam and Human Rights Watch. So, 
even if Corbyn ends up being expelled, 
this witch-hunt looks set to grind on.

In reality the whole campaign 
is aimed at the anti-war movement 
that emerged in particular against 
the invasion of Iraq. It is about 
delegitimising opposition to 
imperialist wars in the Middle East, 
which are nowadays conducted, even 
if only in part, to save Israel from 
another holocaust. But there is an 
even more important target. Here 
in Britain the Tory government has 
moved to delegitimise socialism and 
opposition to capitalism. In the name 
of combatting extremism, racism and 
anti-Semitism, schools have even 
been instructed not to use material 
from organisations that uphold anti-
capitalism. That would have included 
the Labour Party before Blair gutted 
the old clause four, and it certainly 
includes the Communist Party of Great 
Britain.

Left response
So how has the official left - ie, the 
Socialist Campaign Group of MPs, 
left trade union general secretaries 
and Momentum - responded to the 
suspension of Jeremy Corbyn? He is 
someone who had previously been 
regarded as a hero because he not 
only won the leadership, but then 
went on to be re-elected after the 
most almighty campaign to bring him 
down. Bizarrely, there has been praise 
for the EHRC report as being fair, 
balanced and reasonable. The only 
objection is that Jeremy Corbyn’s 
remarks have been “misinterpreted”. 
Meanwhile, there are pathetic calls 
for Corbyn to be reinstated so that 
the whole party can unite with Keir 
Starmer in the fight to defeat anti-
Semitism. The desperate clutching at 
unity means that there is no critique of 
the EHRC report, but an acceptance 
of all its recommendations, which 
include outsourcing discipline when it 
comes to cases of ‘anti-Semitism’. I 
do not know who would make up any 
‘independent’ disciplinary body, but 
it would have to be acceptable to the 
Jewish Labour Movement, Campaign 
Against Anti-Semitism and Board 
of Deputies: ie, so-called “Jewish 
stakeholders”. In other words, rabid 
Zionists have a veto.

Looking at other sections of 
the left, I would argue that they 
have been equally supine, equally 
discombobulated. Opposition to 
racism, including anti-Semitism, is 
something that runs very deep in 
the culture of the left and to have 

accusations of racism directed against 
them results in many responding in a 
self-doubting manner. To be accused 
of being anti-Semitic is something 
unexpected, disturbing, disarming. 
In effect, the establishment has taken 
hold of the anti-racism of the left, 
turned it on its head and then directed 
it against the left.

With much of the left in thrall to 
identity politics, surrender is often 
the result: ‘it’s up to Jewish people 
to determine what is anti-Semitism’. 
The Zionists are used as a trump 
card. All they need do is say, ‘I’m 
offended by what Jeremy Corbyn has 
said, what Naz Shah has said, what 
Ken Livingstone has said ...’ and that 
then defines what is anti-Semitic. So 
what we have with the official left is a 
culture that champions zero tolerance 
rather than debate - a culture that has 
now been turned against the left.

I do not think that those who 
concocted, financed, staffed and 
initially pushed this witch-hunt 
would have believed how successful 
their campaign would turn out to be. 
What they have achieved with the 
official left is collapse all along the 
line. Rather than countering with the 
truth that this is a big lie, we have 
had appeasement. John McDonnell 
seems to believe if you say sorry often 
enough things will be alright again. 
It is the same with Diane Abbott, 
Rebecca Long-Bailey and the rest of 
them.

Not that the Zionist movement 
and its imperialist sponsors will ever 
be satisfied. We already have the 
Campaign Against Anti-Semitism 
saying, ‘It’s all very well suspending 
Jeremy Corbyn, but what about the 
rest?’ The CAA named 15 other MPs, 
who they say ought, at the very least, 
to be suspended. Even Angela Rayner 
has been targeted. She is a former 
Corbyn fan. And you can inexorably 
carry on, using this logic. If they want, 
there is Keir Starmer too - after all, he 
served in Jeremy Corbyn’s shadow 
cabinet.

Those who surrender before their 
persecutors are easily recruited to 
become persecutors themselves. 
Karie Murphy, chief of staff under 
Corbyn, boasts about how she feels 
proud of the role of the Corbyn 
leadership, and the regime under then 
general secretary Jennie Formby, in 
dealing with ‘anti-Semitism’. What 
about Momentum? Its initial reaction 
was just appalling. Co-chair Andrew 
Scattergood said Corbyn’s suspension 
should be “immediately lifted in the 
interests of party unity” and fighting 
‘anti-Semitism’.

So why is the official left behaving 
in this way? My explanation is that, 
in part, it is down to pure careerism. 
Most of the official left are interested 
in getting, or holding onto, the perks 
and privileges of office. If they do, 
well, there is the House of Lords as 
a well paid retirement home. So, 
in pursuing their life’s ambition, 
they do not want to get into a big 
argument with the media, they do 
not want to ruin Labour’s chance 
of forming a government and thus 
furthering their blessed careers. In 
that sense we have an official left 
that merges with the state: ie, they 
have ministerial ambitions and are 
obviously committed to working 
within the existing constitution. They 
claim to believe, and I am sure they 
really do, that that way they can win 
pro-working class reforms.

But there is also something else. In 
psychology there is the ‘Stockholm 
syndrome’. This describes the 
phenomenon of people who are 
held captive, who are abused, who 
are persecuted, starting under these 
horrible conditions to identify with 
their abusers and persecutors.

To begin with Corbyn had to put 
up with a rightwing general secretary, 
Iain McNicol. We all thought that, 
once he had been replaced by a 
leftwinger in the form of Jennie 

Formby, the suspensions, the bogus 
charges, would come to an end. The 
campaign itself would not, of course. 
But, as Karie Murphy proudly boasts, 
far from that being the case, what has 
happened is that the suspensions and 
expulsions continued. In fact, they 
increased - under the Corbyn-Formby 
regime. Doubtless, there were cases 
of genuine anti-Semitism that the 
rightwing bureaucracy deliberately 
sat on in order to discredit Jeremy 
Corbyn. But they were few and the 
accusations and suspensions were 
many under general secretary Formby. 
With the full blessing of Corbyn, 
McDonnell, Abbott, the NEC, etc, 
expulsion followed expulsion.

The Stockholm syndrome also 
explains the official left’s response to 
the EHRC report. Instead of branding 
it a state-sponsored attack, we are told 
that it is fair and balanced, that its 
recommendations should be speedily 
implemented. By inference those 
falsely charged with ‘anti-Semitism’ 
are branded ‘anti-Semites’. That not 
only includes those expelled and 
suspended … but the hundreds, the 
thousands, who have simply resigned 
in disgust.

The official left is persecuted 
but wants to join the persecutors in 
persecuting. The Socialist Campaign 
Group pleads for unity with Starmer in 
fighting ‘anti-Semitism’; trade union 
general secretaries talk of unity with 
Starmer in fighting ‘anti-Semitism’; 
Momentum too - it wants unity with 
Starmer in fighting ‘anti-Semitism’.

We can defend Abbott, Long-Bailey 
and Corbyn against the witch-hunt. But 
a clear line of political demarcation 
must be drawn. The official left are not 
misguided friends, leaders who have 
gone astray. No, they are enemies of 
the worst kind because they still pass 
for friends and leaders of the left.

What next?
Let us take a step back. The Corbyn 
leadership presented the official left 
with the best opportunity in a hundred 
years to transform the Labour Party. 
True, Corbyn was elected due to an 
historic accident. It was the votes 
of the ‘morons’ which took him 
over the line and allowed him to 
become a leadership candidate. Once 
there, it was the one-member-one-
vote system of election, plus the £3 
supporters - all introduced by the 
right - which swept him to victory. 
So the left had the leader of the party 
and a huge and growing mass base.

What did the official left do 
with that historic opportunity? 
It refused to change the Blairite 
version of clause four with a truly 
socialist formulation that demanded 
republican democracy, working 
class rule and an end to capitalism’s 
ecologically disastrous cycle of 
production for the sake of production. 
It refused to end the undemocratic 
ban on communist and socialist 
organisations affiliating to the 
party. It refused to countenance the 
demand that sitting MPs be subject 
to reselection. It refused to take 
disciplinary measures against the 
right wing, as they openly sabotaged, 
fed rumours to the capitalist media 
and plotted with MI5, the Israeli 
embassy and the CIA.

Instead the official left turned 
against the left. With the blessing 
of Corbyn, McDonnell and Abbott, 
Jon Lansman carried out his coup 
in Momentum which stopped the 
membership exercising any control 
and reduced the organisation to a 
useless appendage.

Whereas Boris Johnson and 
Dominic Cummings acted with utter 
ruthlessness against their opponents 
in the parliamentary Tory Party, 
Jeremy Corbyn sought to appease, 
sought to keep the Labour right on 
board … even if that meant throwing 
former friends and comrades to the 
wolves.

There are still those who think 

Starmer is some kind of prisoner of 
the left because he committed to the 
2019 election manifesto. Well, first, 
the 2019 manifesto is hardly radical. 
Everything in it is predicated on the 
existing constitution. Yes, there are 
calls for rail nationalisation, higher 
wages and benefits; but Nato, nuclear 
weapons, the monarchy, the standing 
army, judge-made law - all these go 
unquestioned. There are plenty of 
lies too: the interests of workers and 
bosses can be reconciled; peace can 
come under capitalism; capitalism 
can be made ecologically friendly; 
etc.

 And, of course, Starmer will 
introduce changes. He will cite 
new circumstances, new facts, new 
realities. The official left might 
grumble. But they too are committed 
to the ‘next Labour government’ as 
some sort of holy grail. In reality, if 
there were a Labour government in 
2024 or 2025 it would not deliver 
substantial reforms, it would not 
represent a necessary stage in the 
struggle for socialism. No, a Starmer 
government would seek to serve 
capitalism and that necessarily means 
the exploitation of the working class 
and the imperialist robbery of the so-
called third world, not least through 
the City of London. And to get 
into government, to get into No10, 
Starmer knows that he has to make 
the Labour Party safe, acceptable, 
even attractive, as far as the capitalist 
class is concerned. Therefore, he has 
to court finance capital, the military-
industrial complex, the mainstream 
media, the secret state, the judges, 
the big legal firms.

Whether that means purging the 
Socialist Campaign Group, cutting 
the trade union link and expelling 
tens of thousands in the CLPs is an 
open question. Having the official 
left and the trade union bureaucracy 
on board gives the Labour Party 
much of its organisational and 
social weight. But the pressure is on 
him and the logic of ‘Anti-Zionism 
equals anti-Semitism’ is remorseless 
… and could easily lead to the 
deLabourisation of Labour and even 
the virtual oblivion already seen in 
Scotland. Everything will be decided, 
of course, by the class struggle inside 
and outside the Labour Party. And it 
should be admitted, at this present 
juncture, that the working class 
movement is organisationally weak, 
politically confused and suffers from 
a cowardly, treacherous, largely pro-
capitalist (mis)leadership.

So, there is at the very least 
the possibility that the Labour 
Party could self-destruct. To use a 
phrase: ‘What Keir created, Keir 
can destroy’. The Labour Party 
was created as a united front of the 
whole working class in 1900 under 
the leadership of Keir Hardie from 
the Independent Labour Party. Hugh 
Gaitskell and the revisionist right 
tried to deLabourise the Labour Party 
in the 1960s. They failed. Tony Blair 
and the ‘third way’ modernisers tried 
it in the 1990s. They got rid of the 
old clause four and weakened the 
trade union link. But they failed to 
deLabourise the Labour Party.

Keir Starmer, who is named after 
Keir Hardie, has no established 
political agenda for deLabourising 
the Labour Party. Not because he is a 
former editor of Socialist Alternatives 
and remains, in his heart, a good 
Pabloite. No, he is a typical member 
of the soft left who has, year by year, 
slowly, steadily drifted to the right. 
Examples from history are legion: 
Ramsay MacDonald, James Maxton, 
Manny Shinwell, John Strachey, 
Harold Wilson, Barbara Castle, 
Gordon Brown, etc, etc. These 
people were carried to the right by 
a combination of careerism and 
events. Careerism and events could 
quite conceivably take Keir Starmer 
to the conclusions of Gaitskell and 
Blair. After all, he desperately wants 

to be prime minister and we are in 
the midst of an unprecedented witch-
hunt.

Dynamic
Marxists should always strive to locate 
what is new, what is changing and what 
dynamic is involved. Nothing is fixed, 
nothing is permanent. It is, therefore, 
a profound mistake to believe that the 
Labour Party is an historic fixture. It 
came into existence at a particular historic 
juncture and can quite conceivably 
disappear, given the balance of class 
forces. So we do not have a Newtonian 
system, where things move but never 
change.

The Labour Party came into existence 
with the rise of the organised working 
class, the extension of the suffrage, the 
growth of Irish republicanism and the 
decline of the Liberal Party, which in the 
late 19th century relied on trade union and 
Irish support. Labour was a step forward 
for the working class movement, but was 
willingly incorporated into the capitalist 
state; hence Lenin’s famous definition of 
the Labour Party as a bourgeois workers’ 
party - the leadership being corrupt, 
servile and reactionary; the base being 
proletarian, but often looking for no more 
than crumbs gained from the imperialist 
exploitation of the British empire.

That empire has long gone, Britain 
is now a decidedly second-ranking 
power, and capitalism, as a system, is 
in decline. On top of that we nowadays 
face the Covid-19 economic slump and 
the ever growing likelihood of the earth’s 
climate reaching a deadly tipping point. 
Meaningful, substantial, sustainable pro-
working class reforms are no longer on 
the agenda. Quite the opposite. So the 
Labour Party, because it is institutionally 
tied to capitalism, could face terminal 
decline, perhaps extinction.

We have already seen the once 
mighty Communist Party of Italy die, 
the Communist Party of France reduced 
to almost nothing and the Soviet Union 
collapse. Social democracy has followed 
a not dissimilar course.  Pasok in Greece 
is a shell of its former self, the same with 
the Socialist Party in France and the SPD 
in Germany.

The Labour Party remains a site of 
struggle … for the moment. There are, of 
course, those who disagree. It is a matter 
of judgement. The problem is, though, 
that many who dismiss the Labour Party 
as dead, or nearly dead, have as their 
project not the creation of a mass Marxist 
party, a mass Communist Party - no, what 
they are offering is a broad party with a 
soft-left programme.

There have already been more than 
a few attempts in this direction: Scottish 
Socialist Party, Socialist Alliance, 
Respect, Left Unity. All began with high 
hopes; all produced abject failure. The 
fates of Communist Refoundation in 
Italy, Die Linke in Germany, Podemos 
in Spain, Syriza in Greece ought to be 
instructive. But too many want to keep 
making the same mistake again and 
again. And the fact of the matter is that 
soft leftism, political broadness, does not 
bring political strength and durability. 
On the contrary, soft leftism and political 
broadness leave the door wide open for 
coalition governments, accepting the 
dictates of the capitalist market, merging 
with the capitalist state and the mass 
demoralisation and demobilisation of the 
base.

Objective conditions demand the 
creation of a working class party that 
can come to power and break up the 
capitalist state and begin the transition 
to communism. Our best model is the 
Russian Social Democratic Labour Party 
and its Bolshevik leadership. Today we 
urgently require such a party - one that 
organises the working class on the basis 
of a clear, principled programme, operates 
according to the principles of freedom 
of criticism and unity in action. Such a 
party is not only required in Britain - it 
is required in every country. Socialism is 
internationalist or it is nothing.

So, while the struggle in the Labour 
Party is important, it is far from being 
central l
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Pyrrhic victory over populism
However clownish Donald Trump is in defeat, a far-right resurgence is on the cards, reckons Paul Demarty

For us, two images stand out 
from the weekend’s events 
in the United States, when 

news agencies one by one called 
Pennsylvania for Joe Biden, bringing 
that bizarre 96-hour election night to 
a close.

One is the sight of spontaneous 
mass celebrations in American cities. 
There is a lot of chatter about the class 
composition of the Democratic vote 
at the moment, but these were not (or 
not only) the street parties of socially-
liberal venture capitalists and adjunct 
lecturers in Africana Studies. A broad 
swathe of the American masses 
breathed a sigh of relief that - barring 
a constitutional coup - the nightmare 
of Donald Trump’s presidency is 
over, and the rather shorter one of his 
potentially sneaking an election that 
proved too close to call.

The other is - what else? - the 
bizarre press conference held by 
Team Trump at a garden centre on 
an industrial estate in the outskirts 
of Philadelphia. As Rudy Giuliani 
stepped up to the podium, he might 
have reflected on how life can turn; 
from mayor of New York to a flunkey 
of one of its most notorious sons - 
reduced to prosecuting an apparently 
hopeless legal struggle to overturn 
an election from a windswept 
Philadelphian roadside. We could put 
it no better than Saturday Night Live 
writer Zack Bornstein:

I could write jokes for 800 years 
and I’d never think of something 
funnier than Trump booking the 
Four Seasons for his big presser, 
and it turning out to be the Four 
Seasons Total Landscaping 
parking lot between a dildo store 
and a crematorium.

The two scenes we identify are ones 
of humiliating defeat - the losers 
muttering darkly about vote-stealing 
conspiracies like Speakers Corner 
nutjobs, and the masses telling the 
outgoing commander-in-chief not to 
let the door hit his ass on the way out. 
Indeed, if someone had fallen into 
a coma in 2001 and woken up this 
weekend to look at the election results, 
they might not have found anything 
remarkable in them. Joe Biden - who 
they might remember as a bloodless 
centrist senator - won a convincing, if 
hardly crushing, victory. He won the 
popular vote by over four million, and 
is likely to top 300 electoral college 
delegates, once the Trump campaign’s 
kicking and screaming is over.

Such a person would, of course, be 
a little confused to find Donald Trump 
in the top job, with Giuliani at his right 
hand and a legion of conspiratorially-
minded far-right superfans behind him 
- who, that Donald Trump? The one 
with the cameo in Home alone 2? The 
road that led, this millennium, to the 
podium in front of the Four Seasons 
Total Landscaping front door does not 
terminate there. If Trump is the loser 
of this election, the long-term winner 
will be Trumpism, whether the man 
himself has another tilt in 2024 or 
there is another standard-bearer for 
repellent national chauvinism.

Exhibit A for that rather grim 
outlook is, of course, the peculiar 
course of the election itself. As 
expected, turnout soared - with a 
massive increase in absentee and 
early voting, and a pervasive sense of 
national crisis caused by the Covid-19 
pandemic, it could hardly have been 
otherwise. That change in turnout was 
what led pollsters and pundits to predict 
a Biden victory. Indeed, the post-poll 
progress of the counts rather gave the 
impression that turnout changes in 

core Democratic constituencies told, as 
voters in cities like Atlanta, Milwaukee 
and Philadelphia slowly overturned 
Trump’s lead.

The unavoidable truth, however, is 
that this historic turnout did not save 
us from a bum-squeaker of a contest, 
and the reason for that is that Trump’s 
vote also enormously increased 
over 2016. He got 8.5 million 
more votes than last time: Biden 
beat Hillary Clinton’s total by 10.3 
million (subject to the final ballots 
trickling in). Trump’s percentage of 
these ‘new’ votes, in other words, is 
around 45% - which is to say, plumb 
in the range that Trump’s presidential 
approval rating has sat throughout his 
entire reign, despite accusations of 
treachery, articles of impeachment, 
and now his catastrophic handling 
of the pandemic. It is the latter issue 
which stands out as truly astonishing - 
in the midst of what could well be the 
worst dereliction of duty in the entire 
history of the American executive 
branch, the sitting president found 8 
million new votes from ... somewhere.

Reading the liberal media at this 
time is a curious experience. On the 
front pages, there is gloopy, adulatory 
coverage of Biden and his vice-
president-elect, Kamala Harris: the 
former ending a long nightmare of 
misrule, and the latter - according 
to liberal anti-racist cliché - making 
history on behalf of all African-
American and/or Indian-American 
women, and so on. Leaf on through to 
the comment pages, however, and it is 
almost like reading about a different 
election. Pundit after pundit looks 
horrified at the solidity of Trump’s 
vote, the Biden failure to take the 
Senate (excepting some miracle in 
run-off votes in January), and grimly 
concludes that the ‘populist’ dragon 
has not been slain after all, but merely 
waits, gathering its strength.

No sober observer can expect the 
reckoning for Joe and Kamala to begin 
too far into the future, even if we take 
an unusually bullish view of Biden’s 
personal vitality. Biden has fought 
this election precisely on the basis of 
Trump’s clownish mismanagement of 
the pandemic. The point, of course, 

is that a sensible president - even 
one forgetful of names and ends of 
sentences - would have the power 
to ‘sort it out’. The problem is that 
Biden does not. Getting through the 
next two years without control of the 
purse strings - as will be the case in 
the likely event that the Republicans 
maintain control of the Senate - will 
be essentially impossible. Biden 
talked about a trillion-dollar-plus 
stimulus package, but Senate leader 
Mitch McConnell is perfectly capable 
of vivisecting anything of that sort. 
Such a ghoul is well aware that not 
he, but the White House, will be 
blamed for the failure to do anything 
remotely adequate in response to the 
burning needs of the day. After all, 
it was Biden - not McConnell - who 
promised it to voters.

It is difficult to foresee anything 
other than a crushing victory for 
Republicans in the 2022 midterms, 
and a victory moreover for individual 
congressmen after the pattern of 
QAnon wingnut Marjorie Taylor 
Greene, newly seated in Georgia’s 
14th district. That will set us up nicely 
for 2024, where Harris (presumably) 
will face off against god knows who 
(according to some reports, Trump 
himself, but also possibly his idiot 
son, Don junior - or Tucker Carlson, 
the bow-tied ultra-reactionary cable 
news troll). She will be forced to 
defend a record of total failure. 
Perhaps she will hope, by the end of 
it, that Ms Taylor Greene turns out 
to be right after all, and a deep-state 
conspiracy puts her out of her misery 
and replaces her with a body double.

Reality of class
So far, we are at one with the liberals 
(or at least the intelligent liberals). We 
both wait for the other shoe to drop, 
and indeed - for all the likely madness 
of the lame duck period - expect the 
disasters to truly begin in the early days 
of Biden’s ascension to the executive. 
What divides us is the past.

Like our liberal papers’ coverage 
of the election, there is a peculiar 
split-brain phenomenon in liberal 
aetiologies of Trumpite ‘populism’. 
The fact that anyone dared to hope for 

a return - in the words of that other 
corrupt and intellectually bankrupt 
Republican president, Warren G 
Harding - to “normalcy”, rather 
implies that Trump’s rule arrived as a 
bolt from the blue (just as Wilsonian 
interventionism seemed aberrant to a 
US ruling class, whose ambitions for 
power were still decidedly regional, 
rather than global, in scope). Yet it 
is simultaneously characterised as 
an outworking of the great original 
sin of the American polity, white 
supremacy. It is like old video games 
that readers of a certain age might 
remember, where the action happens 
on a 2D plane in the foreground, and 
some landscape scrolls in parallax in 
the far distance behind it, but between 
these two flat surfaces there is just 
nothing.

Marxism, like nature, abhors a 
vacuum. For us, both ‘planes’ of 
liberal explanation are partly true, but 
radically incomplete. History moves 
in a punctuated equilibrium: there 
are moments of catastrophe, and the 
Trump presidency amounts to just 
such a catastrophic failure of political 
regime; but what such moments reveal 
is the structure of the preceding period.

Meanwhile, the ‘original sin’ 
interpretation of white supremacy 
- recently epitomised by The New 
York Times’ 1619 Project - correctly 
rebukes the idea that deep history is 
easily transcended: after two centuries 
of black slavery and a further century 
of black disenfranchisement and 
acute oppression, it is simply naive 
to suppose that all those economic, 
political and cultural ghosts should 
be exorcised in a mere 50 more years. 
But white supremacy is simply too 
abstract a proposition to do for an 
explanation: an amalgam of plantation 
slavery, lynching, redlining and elite 
workplace micro-aggressions simply 
does not describe a single, coherent 
phenomenon, but rather a grim half-
rhyme between different historical 
periods and social contexts.

What has disappeared is the very 
thing that Trumpite populism makes 
its calling card - class. Secretly, the 
history of racial oppression is read 
backwards from the speaker’s subject-

position - so the micro-aggressions the 
Africana Studies adjunct lecturer faces 
in the private college seminar room are 
the inheritance of the post-civil rights 
backlash, which in turn are the child of 
the violence the civil rights movement 
faced, themselves the inheritors of 
the strange fruit of the hanging trees, 
whose roots were in plantation slavery.

But slavery was an economic 
system, whereby unfree labour was 
exploited by a peculiar agrarian-
capitalist caste; it continued because 
it made people very rich; and because 
the weak confederal basis of the 
early United States gave such people 
outsized influence in the government; 
and because that was in the interests 
of the global hegemon, which needed 
a ready supply of cheap cotton to fuel 
its nascent and then booming textile 
industries. Jim Crow, too, defended 
a semi-free system (sharecropping) 
and the sectional interests of white 
workers as against those of the 
working class as a whole. It too was a 
class politics - not only a class politics, 
for sure, but able to survive for as long 
as it did because it crystallised real 
economic interests.

The Civil Rights movement 
coincided with the period between 
the New Deal and the stagflation 
crisis of the 1970s and the end of 
the post-war long boom. Beyond 
its immediate demands - an end to 
disenfranchisement, to arbitrary 
violence, to racial segregation - the 
movement necessarily divided. Some 
- even among the more ‘respectable’ 
elements, such as Martin Luther King 
junior himself - began to identify the 
struggle for racial equality with more 
or less concrete visions of ‘economic 
justice’, or indeed overt socialist 
programmes (as with elements of the 
Black Panthers and similar). With 
the neoliberal counter-offensive, 
however, prominence drifted towards 
a new black professional class, whose 
demands were based on the idea that 
individual success for black people 
elevated the whole ‘community’, 
whatever that was (hence the gushing 
over Kamala Harris).

The identification of progressive 
politics with the interests of career 
politicians necessitates the suppression 
of class as the fundamental political 
category. It does not, however, negate 
the reality of class. It merely leaves 
that phenomenon, felt very acutely in 
a deindustrialising country, to the care 
of the right. It invites demagogues 
to declare that the problem is that a 
cosmopolitan and effeminate elite 
has abandoned the working man; that 
it will not defend its industries or its 
borders; that (in the words of the alt-
right) it is full of ‘cucks’, cuckolds; and 
what is needed is a true elite, someone 
with balls, someone who will drain the 
swamp. Someone who will ride to the 
rescue on a white horse - or, failing 
that, a golf cart. In 2016, we declared 
that Hillary was not an alternative to, 
but the cause of, Trump. The past two 
weeks have regrettably reconfirmed 
that diagnosis.

In the last five years, the American 
left has begun - haltingly, in great 
confusion - to detach itself from this 
putatively progressive consensus. 
That is a truly important development, 
which could be of far greater 
consequence than the ascendancy of 
Trumpite populism. But only if we 
get it right - and in time to break the 
political cycle before it collapses into 
the tyranny threatened in the last four 
years. Like Pyrrhus, we can ill afford 
any more ‘victories’ after the fashion 
of Sleepy Joe’s l

paul.demarty@weeklyworker.co.uk

Half of America is still looking for a man to come to their rescue on a white horse - or, failing that, a golf cart.
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Washington wars intensify
Will Trump be able to overrule ‘democracy’? It is far from impossible, writes Daniel Lazare

T he American theory of 
government holds that checks 
and balances, the separation of 

powers, and other 18th century devices 
are necessary in order to achieve 
‘moderation’ and compromise. But 
instead of philosophers engaged in 
calm and rational debate, the reality 
is that Democrats and Republicans 
nowadays are more like scorpions 
in a bottle trying madly to sting one 
another to death, because there is no 
other way out.

And now the struggle is reaching a 
new level of intensity, as Republicans 
mount what appears to be a full-
scale offensive aimed at annulling 
Joe Biden’s victory and awarding the 
2020 election to Donald Trump.

None of this is completely 
unprecedented in a country torn by 
decades of divided government. 
After all, former House speaker Newt 
Gingrich spent much of the 1990s 
trying to drive Bill Clinton out of office 
because of a semen-stained little blue 
dress, while Republicans attempted 
to use ‘birthergate’ to do the same to 
Barack Obama. In collaboration with 
corporate media and the intelligence 
agencies, Democrats upped the ante 
in 2017 by embarking on a multi-year 
quest aimed at proving that Trump 
was guilty of nothing less than high 
treason on the grounds that he was an 
agent of the Kremlin.

But, as dangerous as all this was, 
overturning an election before the 
votes are even counted is worse. 
While no one knows how it will turn 
out, Trump recently tweeted a TV 
interview between a rightwing Fox 
News commentator named Mark 
Levin and ex-federal judge Kenneth 
Starr - the special prosecutor who 
relentlessly pursued Bill Clinton in the 
Monica Lewinsky affair. The subject of 
their discussion: how Republican state 
legislators might cancel Biden’s win in 
Pennsylvania by replacing his electors 
with new ones loyal to Trump.1

Both agreed that it was the 
“constitutional” thing to do, because 
it would throw the election into the 
House of Representatives, which 
they say is where it belongs. And on a 
certain level, they are right. Although 
Americans think they choose their 
heads of state, the constitution makes 
it clear that the process begins with 
the state legislatures instead: “Each 
state shall appoint, in such manner 
as the legislature thereof may direct, 
a number of electors, equal to the 
whole number of senators and 
representatives to which the state may 
be entitled in the Congress,” article 
II declares. The 12th amendment, 
adopted in 1804, adds that it is then 
up to the House of Representatives to 
make the final decision as to who is 
president and who is not.

State legislatures propose, in other 
words, and the House disposes, while 
“we, the people” stand on the sidelines, 
tugging our forelocks and grunting 
assent. But that is not all. The 12th 
amendment also stipulates that, when it 
comes to the final decision, members of 
the House must vote not as individuals, 
but rather as members of separate state 
delegations. This means that a half-dozen 
states with less than a million people 
would each have the same clout as 40 
million Californians, 29 million Texans, 
and so on. With Republicans controlling 
26 out of 50 state delegations despite 
being in the minority overall, there is no 
doubt as to who would prevail. Bottom 
line: Trump wins, Biden loses, and what 
little is left of American democracy is 
reduced to rubble.

All of which may sound like a 
second-rate political thriller. But, 
with top Republican senators like 

Mitch McConnell and Lindsey 
Graham lining up firmly behind their 
lider máximo and few daring to do 
otherwise, it is where an increasingly 
authoritarian Republican Party is 
plainly heading. If so, the reaction 
among the honking, cheering and 
horn-blowing multitudes who poured 
into the streets of New York and other 
cities in celebration of Trump’s defeat 
is predictable: sheer, unbridled fury. 
But Republicans do not care, because 
their goal is to elevate 18th century 
law over modern democracy. The 
more they do, the more the country 
will sink back into authoritarianism 
and the happier they will be.

To paraphrase Orwell, the upshot 
will be a corporate boot-stamping on 
a human face - forever. But, because 
the constitution is the source of all 
political authority in the US, there 
will be little that Democrats can do to 
stop it, since the language, for once, is 
clear and unmistakable.

Live by the constitution, die by 
the constitution - such seems to be 
US democracy’s motto. Previously, 
the tradition in America was for 
presidential candidates to fight hard 
and clean and then graciously declare 
victory or defeat when it was over. 
Thus, Al Gore threw in the towel on 
the advice of Harvard law professor 
Laurence Tribe, once the Supreme 
Court decided in favour of George W 
Bush in the stolen election of 2000. 
Republican presidential candidate 
Mitt Romney did the same when he 
realised the numbers were against 
him in 2012. Even Hillary Clinton 
conceded a few hours after the 2016 
election, even though she spent the 
next four years blaming her loss on 
Russia, Russia, Russia.

Coup?
But Trump is cut from different cloth. 
‘Narcissist’ is the term critics use to 
describe him. But what they forget 
is that it is narcissism validated and 
reinforced by decades of political 
and economic experience. Whatever 

his shortcomings in the casino 
business, there is no doubt that 
Trump succeeded in turning his name 
into one of the best-known brands 
in business. Rather than building 
projects himself, by the end he was 
standing back and collecting royalties 
from developers eager to put his 
name on hotels, resorts and other 
structures that they built. By 2012, he 
was sticking “Trump” on everything 
from steaks to ale and, in the process, 
recouping much of what he lost in 
real estate.2

Indeed, the strategy was so 
successful that eventually it made 
the great leap forward from business 
to politics. In 2016, the Trump brand 
swept aside a host of competitors 
in the Republican primaries and 
then vanquished Hillary Clinton in 
the general election, thanks to the 
Electoral College. It prevailed against 
the ‘collusion delusion’, once special 
prosecutor Robert Mueller announced 
in March 2019 that he could find 
no evidence that a Trump-Russia 
conspiracy was anything more than a 
figment of Democratic imagination. 
It won out in January 2020, when 
a Democratic impeachment drive 
petered out in acquittal. And it 
prevailed yet again when the 2020 
election turned into a squeaker, 
even though the polls unanimously 
predicted that Trump would lose in a 
landslide.

The brand came out on top every 
time and, the more it did, the more it 
confirmed Trump in his megalomania. 
The result is thus a collision between 
an unstoppable ego and the belief that 
it is the people’s vote that counts. If 
Trump triumphs over democracy, it 
will not be despite America’s two-
century-old constitution. It will be 
because the system is essentially on 
his side.

This is the painful truth that 
liberals cannot bring themselves 
to admit. The liberal line is that the 
constitution and democracy are one 
and the same, but it is nonsense. 

To be sure, the constitution, like 
the Declaration of Independence 
before it, acknowledges that “we, 
the people” are in some sense the 
ultimate source of political power. 
But the sentiment was never more 
than vague and half-formed in 
a system otherwise devoted to 
checking, balancing and neutralising 
democracy at every turn. As James 
Madison, the so-called father of 
the constitution, put it in a letter to 
Thomas Jefferson a few weeks after 
the constitutional convention in 1787, 
“Divide et impera, the reprobated 
axiom of tyranny, is under certain 
qualifications the only policy by 
which a republic can be administered 
on just principles.” The people had 
to divide popular democracy against 
itself, so as to conquer their worst 
impulses and create a polity that was 
stable and just.

Needless to say, Madison and 
Jefferson’s concept of justice was 
a bit different from the way people 
conceived of it in the slave quarters 
that filled their estates. This is 
why Lincoln was forced to say the 
opposite decades later, when, quoting 
the gospels, he declared that “a house 
divided against itself cannot stand”. 
Instead of self-divided democracy, 
Americans needed democracy 
that was strong and united, so as 
to overcome the slaveholder elite. 
This is what they created in a quasi-
revolutionary fashion. But, once the 
Civil War was out of the way, the 
spool of history wound in reverse, 
as a conservative ruling class 
sought to restore the pre-democratic 
constitution to the greatest degree 
possible. The more it did so, the 
more a corporate dictatorship could 
be imposed.

This in a nutshell is the history 
of American democracy - or, rather, 
American pseudo-democracy. It 
is one in which form is repeatedly 
elevated over content, appearance 
over reality, so that racism, class 
oppression, mass imprisonment, etc 

can all continue unopposed.
Hence The New York Times’ shock 

a few weeks ago, when Mike Lee 
- a Republican senator from Utah - 
speculated as to whether America is a 
democracy at all. He wrote:

The word ‘democracy’ appears 
nowhere in the constitution, 
perhaps because our form of 
government is not a democracy. 
It’s a constitutional republic. To 
me it matters. It should matter 
to anyone who worries about the 
excessive accumulation of power 
in the hands of the few.3

The Times speculated that Lee was 
merely trying to reap a momentary 
political advantage by “rationalis[ing] 
Republican attempts to suppress 
the vote”. But he was really saying 
something profound about the nature 
of democracy, which is that it is indeed 
dictatorial to the degree it centralises 
political power in popular sovereignty 
and its representative. This is a point 
Lenin made as well. But rather than 
intensifying democracy all the more, 
Lee’s goal is to disperse it, so that 
the old constitutional separation of 
powers can take its place.

This is what Trump is attempting 
to do as well: ie, mount what might 
be described as a constitutional coup 
d’état in order to roll back political 
democracy and replace it with 
outright political authoritarianism. 
If he gets away with it - and that 
is far from impossible - then anti-
democratic forces will cheer from 
eastern Europe to the UK and beyond. 
It is not a pretty picture.

But the big question is: what will 
the working class do in response? l

Notes
1. twitter.com/realDonaldTrump/
status/1325662972472123394.
2. forbes.com/sites/steveolenski/2015/11/24/
donald-trumps-real-secret-to-riches-create-a-
brand-and-license-it.
3. nytimes.com/2020/10/08/us/elections/mike-lee-
democracy.html.

US constitution is a system of checks and balances against democracy
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Pivot back to Europe
James Harvey asks what a Biden presidency might mean for relations with Boris Johnson’s Britain

A collective sigh of relief came 
from liberal governments 
around the world following 

Joe Biden’s victory. Along with their 
media cheerleaders they welcomed 
the leader-elect of the ‘free world’ 
and reassured themselves that, after 
four years of Trump’s mayhem in the 
White House, sanity had been restored 
at last.1 Leave aside the South China 
Sea, Russian defensive-expansionism, 
the Saudi defeat in Yemen, the north 
Korean nuclear threat and other such 
ongoing issues, international relations, 
at least it would seem, will be back to 
a rather more predictable course from 
January 20 2021 onwards.

Typical of many of those who 
desperately want to see the back of 
Trump is former British ambassador 
to the US Kim Darroch. He fondly 
described Biden as a man of “decency, 
warmth and common sense”, an 
experienced operator who would 
reset US policy and diplomacy to 
normality.2 Even warmer words 
came from Keir Starmer, who waxed 
lyrical about renewing “the special 
relationship forged on the battlefields 
of Europe … to defend freedom and 
defeat fascism”. Lamenting America’s 
lack of a “clear moral purpose” under 
Donald Trump, he argued that “for 
the United States of America and for 
Britain, this is the time to return to the 
world stage. This is the time for us to 
lead.”3

Starmer’s vision of America’s 
“return to the world stage” is one 
shared by Biden himself. During 
his campaign for the Democratic 
nomination he talked of ‘rescuing’ 
US foreign policy after Trump and 
strongly argued that “America must 
lead again”.4 Central to Biden’s 
critique of Trump’s foreign policy 
is the damage it has done to “the 
credibility and influence” of the 
US. The result is, according to 
Biden, that “the international system 
that the United States so carefully 
constructed is coming apart at the 
seams” and a partnership between 
the US and its allies must be reforged 

“to rally the free world to meet the 
challenges facing the world today”.5 
Although expressed in the refined 
language of liberty, democracy and 
common international values, Biden 
will continue to push back against 
American decline. Thus, there will be 
the same focus on stopping the rise 
of China and perhaps a much more 
aggressive approach towards a much 
weakened Russia.6

In this context Biden’s presidency 
will see a clear shift in American 
policy towards the European Union, 
as he attempts to rebuild US global 
influence and reset its alliances.7 
This reversion to what has been the 
traditional American position since 
1945 - strengthening ‘Europe’ as 
a bastion against the ‘red menace’ 
within, eg, the mass ‘official 
communist’ parties, and the ‘red 
menace’ to the east, eg, the Warsaw 
Pact, will have the most significant, 
immediate impact for the British 
ruling class in general, and the current 
Johnson government in particular.8 
Trump’s hostility to the EU and his 
support for Brexit were popular with 
the American right, which, given 
the evaporation of the ‘red menace’, 
ultimately sought the break-up of 
the EU as a means of eliminating a 
potential rival. Trump’s flirtations 
with rightwing populist leaders 
and his encouragement of bilateral 
political and trade relationships 
between the US and individual states 
were central elements in that policy.9 
Any number of political opportunists 
and charlatans, such as Steve Bannon, 
Nigel Farage and Boris Johnson, 
hitched their star to that wagon - with 
entirely predictable results, should 
their master in the White House be 
unable to secure a second term. For 
Farage, Trump’s defeat has been a 
personal disaster. It also left him out of 
pocket to the tune of £10,000 as a result 
of a lost bet.10 But for Johnson and 
British capitalism the price of a Biden 
victory could mean a downgrading in 
the global pecking order.

To say the least Trump’s defeat 

comes at a particularly inconvenient 
time for the Johnson government and 
the most enthusiastic Brexiteers in the 
Conservative Party. Their dreams of a 
free-booting global Britain, liberated 
from the European Union, and taking 
its place in a new ‘Anglosphere’ under 
the protective wing of Trump’s United 
States, have been dashed by Biden’s 
victory.11 Brexit and ‘Global Britain’ 
were always risky propositions, but, 
amidst the new realities of a post-
Trump world, it is clear that Nigel 
Farage is not the only British politician 
to have backed the wrong horse.

The mood music for any future 
Biden-Johnson relationship does 
not appear to be very harmonious. 
Apart from his more recent role as 
Trump’s outrider (remember ‘Britain 
Trump’?), there is a longer history of 
tension between the Tories and the 
Biden camp, going back to the 1990s.12 
Johnson’s more recent comments in 
2016 about Barack Obama’s hostility 
towards Britain have not been 
forgotten either.13 It is quite easy to 
dismiss these reports as mere gossip 
- the small change of international 
politics. However, as we enter the 
last weeks of negotiation between 
Britain and the EU and look forward 
to discussions on an Anglo-American 
trade agreement, these spats point 
to altogether more serious problems 
ahead for Johnson’s government.

The first test for the Tories will be 
over the Internal Market Bill, which 
amends sections of the protocols 
governing Northern Ireland’s 
relationship with the EU’s single 
market and customs union after 
Brexit.14 During his election campaign 
Joe Biden argued that the status quo 
in Northern Ireland could not be 
allowed to become “a casualty of 
Brexit”. In response to the admission 
by British ministers that the Internal 
Market Bill breaches sections of 
Britain’s withdrawal agreement with 
the EU, Biden piled on the pressure by 
insisting that “any trade deal between 
the US and UK must be contingent 
upon respect for the agreement 

and preventing the return of a hard 
border. Period.”15 It appears at this 
stage that Johnson’s government will 
try to tough it out and withstand this 
pressure from the president-elect 
acting in concert with Dublin and the 
other EU states.16 However, we are 
also likely to see, in the remaining 50 
days before the UK’s final withdrawal, 
contradictory media reports and 
conscious disinformation, from all 
sides, about last-minute negotiating 
breakthroughs or concessions as a 
quid pro quo for amendments to the 
Northern Irish protocol.17

If we stand back from this 
increasingly convoluted dance, a 
number of things about the position 
of Joe Biden and his incoming 
administration become clear. His 
intervention in the Brexit negotiations 
and his defence of the Good Friday 
Agreement is not simply electoral 
calculation or schmaltzy Irish-
American sentimentality.18 Ireland 
may well be “written on Joe Biden’s 
soul”, but it will be Realpolitik and the 
interests of American capitalism that 
will guide his hand.19

In attempting to reconfigure US 
imperialism’s relationship with the 
EU, Brexit, the Irish border and the 
peace process will all be called into 
service as bargaining counters as 
required. In their own interests Dublin 
and the other EU member-states will 
cooperate with the US hegemon, as 
it attempts to impose its preferred 
solution. Given the weakened position 
of the Johnson government in the 
wake of Trump’s defeat, it is probable 
that the Tories will have to make 
concessions and give ground on the 
Internal Market Bill and the operation 
of the Northern Ireland protocols 
after December 31 2020. British 
capitalism has openly been the junior, 
if rather decrepit, partner to American 
imperialism since 1943.

However, even in its weakened 
state the UK has still played a useful 
geopolitical and military role for the 
US in Nato, the European Union and 
on global battlefields. However, with 

Britain out of the EU the US will 
have to give more importance to the 
Paris-Berlin axis. Britain will surely 
remain a vital ally but it will be far less 
special, far less central l

Notes
1. For some examples of this warm welcome from 
across the political spectrum internationally, see 
eurotopics.net/en/250915/the-us-a-new-start-with-
joe-biden; and eurotopics.net/en/251011/biden-
will-international-politics-be-more-peaceful.
2. theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/nov/09/
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Trump whilst in Washington and was replaced in 
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Berlin-Paris axis matters a lot more now
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New returns to a failed old
Yassamine Mather assesses the likely effects of a Biden presidency on a region that has suffered from 
repeated US acts of subversion and aggression

Twenty-four hours after US 
voting had ended, Iran’s 
supreme leader, ayatollah Ali 

Khamenei, tweeted:

What a spectacle! One says this 
is the most fraudulent election 
in US history. Who says that? 
The president who is currently 
in office. His rival says Trump 
intends to rig the election! This 
is how US elections and US 
democracy are.

And on November 7 there was a 
tweet on his official account which 
read: “Regardless of the outcome, 
one thing is absolutely clear: the 
definite political, civil and moral 
decline of the US regime.”

For me, the significant part of 
this statement is the fact that, as 
always, Iran’s most senior cleric 
fails to mention the economy. Our 
supreme leader almost certainly 
reads books on the decline of the 
United States, as he often refers to 
this subject. However, as a staunch 
defender of private property and 
capitalism - a man who for the last 
30 years has presided over one of the 
most neoliberal capitalist economies 

of the region - he cannot see this is 
really about finance capital. Decline 
has less to do with morality and a lot 
more to do with economics.

When 70 million Americans 
voted for Donald Trump, it is wrong 
to dismiss them all as stupid, racist 
or misogynistic. Many are ordinary 
working class or middle class people 
who have lost their jobs and have 
seen a dramatic fall in their income. 
They see them and their like getting 
poorer and poorer and the rich 
getting richer and richer, but without 
their own political party, without 
a sense of history, they accept 
simplistic Trumpist ideas, blaming 
‘the establishment’ - which includes 
the bulk of the Democratic Party and 
liberals in the Republican Party - for 
their plight. Whatever we think of 
him, Trump has managed to present 
himself as someone who is against 
the established globalised economic 
order, against the corporate-owned 
mass media.

Of course, all of this is a big 
lie, but that does not affect how 
his supporters see him. We are 
still living under the impact of 
the 2008-09 economic crisis and 
more broadly, without wanting 

to fetishise the concept of decline, 
those who argue within that tradition 
are able to convincingly present the 
underlying fundamentals. In this 
context Hillel Ticktin writes:

Decline occurs when it becomes 
increasingly difficult for capitalism 
to deal with its contradictions. Its 
solutions become increasingly 
counterproductive and 
transformative of the system 
itself. Decline is decline of the 
law of value and this shows 
itself in the replacement of 
value by organised forms such 
as ‘monopoly’, nationalised 
entities, bureaucratisation and 
the domination of finance 
capital. One result is the growth 
of a gap between what could be 
produced for human needs and 
what is produced; another is 
the disintegration of the system 
and, in parts of the world, of the 
society itself.1

The signs of systemic crises 
were more than apparent in 
the latter years of the Obama 
administration and, for all the 
claims of Gordon Brown that 

he and Joe Biden saved the world 
economy after the 2008 crisis,2 the 
aftershocks are still affecting the 
lives of millions of people throughout 
the world. Lower wages, precarious 
employment, unemployment and 
chronic poverty have created an 
ocean of discontent. For populist 
nationalist politicians such as Donald 
Trump, Marie Le Pen, Nigel Farage, 
Matteo Salvini and Boris Johnson, 
this is fertile ground to increase 
xenophobia, blame foreigners, the 
European Union, the ‘establishment’ 
and ‘their media’ for the loss of 
income, loss of hope …

There is also a cultural-political 
element to all this. Global capital has 
in the last three or so decades tried to 
present itself as modern, non-sexist 
and colour-blind and to some extent 
it is true if you are talking about 
the elite and the upper layers of the 
middle class. However, for all the 
media hype, things have not changed 
much for working class women, or 
for non-whites amongst the poorer 
sections of society. Yet the political 
correctness of the globalised elite 
has also been a gift to Trump and his 
allies to attract sections of the white 
population - not just in the working 

Ali Khamenei will be hoping 

for a winding down of 

crippling US sanctions
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class, but also amongst the middle 
class - on the basis of xenophobia.

Messages
The problem is, like many other 
populist nationalists, after four years 
in power Trump has actually made the 
situation worse than when he came to 
office and, of course, a return to the 
standard politics of global capital with 
four years of the Joe Biden presidency 
represents a return to the kind of 
world order that paved the way for 
Trumpism in the first place. So, unless 
a miracle happens, we will see a return 
of Trumpism in 2024. In other words, 
while it would be silly to say there will 
be no difference between a Biden and 
a Trump administration, we need to 
understand the historical dynamic.

However, the perception of what is 
legitimate and acceptable in the White 
House does affect the behaviour and 
practices of dictators throughout the 
world. When a US president not only 
fails to condemn the brutal murder of 
a Saudi critic and journalist in Istanbul, 
but is also happy to be seen shaking 
hands with the man who ordered the 
butchery, Mohammed bin Salman, 
that sends a clear message. When a 
US president brags about ordering the 
assassination of an Iranian general in 
another country - a man who was, until 
a few weeks before his death, praised 
in the western media as the architect 
of defeat of Islamic State - it sends 
a message to Binyamin Netanyahu 
and Abdel Fattah el-Sisi that there is 
no problem with the assassination of 
prominent Palestinians world-wide 
or the torture and murder of political 
opponents in Egyptian jails.

Mike Pompeo, who is in denial 
about the US election results, claiming 
on November 10 that “there will be a 
smooth transition to our second Trump 
administration”, remains in charge of 
‘regime change from above’ for Iran. 
He promises left and right groups 
in his pay, that he will bring about 
‘democracy’ in Iran and thereby the 
prospect of enormous, corrupt, wealth 
for the suitably connected few.

Biden has, by contrast, promised 
a return to the Iran nuclear deal, the 
Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, 
and many Iranians hope the terrible 
economic conditions they currently 
face will improve. Of course, those 
economic conditions have as much to 
with the regime’s incompetence and 
systematic corruption, but US sanctions 
have made a bad situation far worse. 
So it is no surprise that, when the US 
election results were announced, most 
Iranians who are not supporters of 
the ex-Shah’s son and regime-change 
Trump-style, celebrated.

Four years ago, soon after Trump 
was declared president with the 
promise that the US would withdraw 
from Obama’s “bad nuclear deal”, the 
Iranian currency started to fall; and 
over the last four years, every time 
he has announced new sanctions, the 
currency has dropped still further 
- from around 3,700 tomans to the 
dollar to 35,000 tomans in early 
November 2020. Iran imports most of 
its food and medicine, so every drop in 
the currency has coincided with price 
hikes. This year we have reached a 
situation where most Iranians cannot 
afford fresh food, many have no 
access to medicine, patients cannot get 
insulin ... and, of course, we are in the 
midst of a major pandemic. Iranians 
feared that the additional sanctions 
promised by Trump would lead to a 
situation where the rate of exchange 
would rise to 50,000 tomans, so the 
fact that the currency has bounced 
back (currently 26,000 tomans) in 
the immediate aftermath of the US 
presidential election has served as a 
justification for investing hopes in a 
Biden victory.

Of course, few have illusions about 
the likelihood of the resumption of 
the Iran nuclear deal: there is little 
appetite for negotiations in Tehran and, 
although the country’s economy is in 

free fall, the ruling circles seem to be 
thriving financially, as they continue to 
benefit from black-market deals as part 
of their organised sanction-busting. 
It is also true that, when it comes to 
negotiations, the Islamic Republic 
has historically favoured deals with 
Republican presidents: ‘Irangate’ with 
Reagan, negotiations and cooperation 
before the war in Afghanistan and 
the invasion of Iraq during George W 
Bush presidency …

What is different this time is the 
assassination of major-general Qasem 
Soleimani. No faction in the regime 
could afford to be seen holding talks 
with Trump while he was boasting 
about US responsibility for his death. 
That is why Iranian leaders have been 
quick to welcome Trump’s defeat. 
On November 9, president Hassan 
Rouhani said: “We hope that the 
experience of these three years has 
been a lesson to them that will make 
the next US administration follow the 
law and return to all its commitments.”3

There are reports that Trump has 
already taken steps in the direction of 
additional pressure on Iran over the 
remaining months and weeks of his 
presidency, with talk of new sanctions 
kicking in as part of a concerted 
attempt to undermine any possible deal 
between Rouhani and Biden.

Over the last three years Iran’s 
Islamic Republic has increased 
internal repression - partly because it 
feels vulnerable and partly because 
the US administration was not even 
pretending to be interested in ‘human 
rights’ anymore. So it is one thing to 
say the Democratic president-elect 
will follow an imperialist agenda 
with more interventions globally; it is 
another to underestimate the horrors 
that occurred in the Middle East 
during Trump’s presidency. If you are 
a prisoner under torture in Iran and 
you hear Islamic Republic leaders 
citing the murder of Jamal Khashoggi 
in Istanbul to show the pornocracy 
of the west, I can assure you it does 
make a difference. Exposing the pro-
imperialist, pro-interventionist policies 
of the Democratic Party is one thing; 
claiming there is no difference between 
a Trump and Biden presidency is quite 
another.

It is also known that Biden has a 
cooler approach when it comes to other 
states in the region, including Trump’s 
main allies. Let us look at a few of 
them.

Egypt
We should not forget that general 
Sisi came to power during Obama’s 
presidency and the Democratic 
establishment will have no qualms 
in defending him and his horribly 
repressive government. However, as 
soon as it became clear that Trump 
was unlikely to win this election, 
Sisi released hundreds of political 
prisoners. The Egyptian government 
is under the impression that Biden 
advisors believe Sisi’s heavy-handed 
approach is counterproductive because 
it encourages radicalisation.

Biden has the option of reducing or 
suspending the USA’s huge economic 
and military assistance to Egypt.

Saudi Arabia
The mood in Riyadh could not have 
been more different to that in Tehran. 
Bin Salman had to cancel a Trump 
victory celebration party. The crown 
prince has over the last few years 
modelled himself on Trump’s rhetoric 
with slogans such as “making Saudi 
Arabia great again”.

Of course, Mohammed bin Salman’s 
problems did not start with the Biden 
victory: many of his economic and 
political policies have met with failure 
- partly because of the fall in the price 
of oil, but also because of the country’s 
war in Yemen. Internal repression has 
resulted in an unprecedented brain 
drain and, worst of all, the country’s 
economy is in trouble and there are 
high levels of youth unemployment. 

I am sure the Saudi royals will not be 
interested in what I say, but if I was 
in their position I would do what they 
keep telling Iran to do: cut back on 
expensive foreign interventions, stop 
paying for grand mosques across the 
world, stop financing trashy Persian-
language TV stations and concentrate 
on improving the welfare of the 
country’s people.

Biden has also made it clear that 
he is against the war in Yemen. A pre-
election statement on his site claims: 

Under a Biden-Harris 
administration, we will reassess 
our relationship with the [Saudi 
Arabian] kingdom, end US support 
for Saudi Arabia’s war in Yemen, 
and make sure America does not 
check its values at the door to sell 
arms or buy oil.4

The Trump administration recently 
sold drones worth $3 billion to Saudi 
Arabia and Biden will be in a position 
to reverse this sale. It will be interesting 
to see if he does.

Turkey
In the Middle East Turkey’s president, 
Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, and his 
supporters were hoping for a Trump 
victory. Apparently this section of 
Turkish capital admires “strong 
leaders”! So initially relations with 
Turkey will be cool and there will be 
some tension. There is also the issue 
of a Nato embargo following Turkey’s 
purchase of S-400 missiles from 
Russia. While Biden is unlikely to 
impose sanctions on Turkey, fearing it 
will alienate an important Nato ally, he 
will try and make sure this type of deal 
is never repeated.

Israel-Palestine
Both Biden and vice-president-
elect Kamala Harris have repeatedly 
confirmed their support for the state of 
Israel.

They will continue to ignore the 
plight of millions of Palestinians and 
like previous administrations their 
efforts to find a peace deal will only 
bring more misery to the Palestinians. 
However, differences in policy 
regarding the excesses of the Trump 
administration will possibly make 
some practical differences.

In 2018 the Trump administration 
ended the funding for Palestinian 
refugees in the occupied territories, 
as well as in Jordan, Lebanon, etc. 
This move had a devastating impact 
for five million Palestinians, who rely 
on the UN’s programme for schools, 
healthcare and social services. Biden is 
likely to reverse this decision.

The Democratic president-elect is 
also promising a US consul or even 
embassy within the occupied territories 
and apparently there is already an 
invitation to the Palestinian Authority 
leadership to visit Washington. 
All this will be seen as a demotion 
for Netanyahu. Nabil Shaath, the 
special representative of Palestinian 
president Mahmoud Abbas, said: “The 
Palestinian leadership does not expect 
a strategic change in US policy towards 
the Palestinians, but getting rid of the 
era of Trump is an advantage.”

Most European governments 
believe the Biden administration will 
return to the traditional two-state 
position, even though this is now 
untenable. However, Biden will be 
aware that he has to tread carefully. 
Israel’s settlements minister, Tzachi 
Hanegbi, is said to have warned the US 
president-elect that if there is a return 
to the Iran deal, Israel will go to war 
with Iran l



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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Bureaucratic control-freakery
The leadership of the Socialist Party is determined to enter a coalition with bourgeois 
parties and gain well rewarded ministerial portfolios for a few tops. Those who 
oppose this disastrous line are being expelled, but not silenced. Emil Jacobs reports

On Wednesday October 28 
five members of the Socialist 
Party (Netherlands), myself 

included, received without warning 
a short letter telling us that we had 
been expelled. The reason given was 
the allegation that we were members 
of the Communist Platform and/or the 
recently founded Marxist Forum, both 
existing within the SP. These kinds of 
measures are symptomatic of a wider 
strategy of bureaucratic suffocation 
of critical elements. This witch-hunt 
must be stopped before it wrecks the 
party altogether.

To give some context, we need to 
go back to June 28 and the AGM of 
the SP’s youth organisation, ROOD. 
A number of positive resolutions 
were agreed, among them a pledge 
to openly denounce any participation 
in government coalitions by the SP; 
another was on the necessity for the 
leadership to publish minutes of its 
meetings; then there was the call for 
small financial subsidies to enable 
working class youth to take up 
internal posts. The party leadership 
responded with outrage, threatening 
to shut down the ROOD website and 
freeze its bank account if any of these 
democratically agreed resolutions 
were made public.

Unfortunately things escalated 
from there. In the run-up to the 

AGM, the Communist Platform 
had circulated its voting advice to 
sympathisers in a newsletter and, 
following our unexpected success, the 
SP leadership responded by branding 
the Communist Platform a “political 
party”. This was first communicated to 
SP staff at its Amersfoort headquarters 
in an internal email, which stated that 
Communist Platform members must 
choose between their participation 
in that organisation and their 
membership of the SP itself. This is 
because the SP constitution has a rule 
against membership of other political 
parties, which is used to ban factions 
disapproved of by the leadership.

This was all part of an ongoing 
process. In several branches those 
raising criticisms have been put under 
huge pressure and, when that did not 
bring about the desired result, a policy 
was adopted whereby all members 
who support democratisation of 
the party are automatically branded 
members of the Communist Platform.

On October 27 the first expulsions 
took place. They included branch 
officers and a leadership candidate 
for the upcoming ROOD AGM on 
November 22.

Without even a hearing the 
comrades were expelled on the basis 
of their alleged membership of the 
Communist Platform and/or Marxist 

Forum. No evidence to support these 
allegations was provided nor were 
the comrades offered the ‘SP or 
Communist Platform’ choice. Later 
there was a sixth victim: another 
candidate for the ROOD leadership - 
this time for chair - was suspended. 
As an aside, I have been told that 
supporters of the Communist Platform, 
founded in 2014, use pseudonyms 
precisely for the reason that the SP 
leadership is renowned for targeting 
critics suspected of seeking out co-
thinkers in opposition groupings.

It is absurd to declare that either 
the Communist Platform or the 
Marxist Forum is a ‘political party’ - 
their aim is to transform the Socialist 
Party itself. This is immediately made 
clear to anyone who reads what is 
published on their websites. Neither 
group maintains an official list of 
members, so the leadership seems 
to be simply going after those who 
express dangerous thoughts. The aim 
is obvious: to drive out anyone who 
dares oppose its central strategy of 
joining a coalition with bourgeois 
parties, whereby various tops get 
well rewarded ministerial portfolios 
in a governmental deal with parties 
to the SP’s right - a goal which the 
leadership has been steadily inching 
towards over the course of the last few 
decades. Any organised, politically 
coherent questioning of this disastrous 
strategy is seen as a threat that needs 
to be silenced.

This is not the first witch-hunt. 
In the process of putting together 
the European election programme 
last year, a number of comrades 
known collectively as the ‘Group’ 
came together around a position on 
migration that was well to the left 
of the official line. The Group was 
obstructed and undermined in an 
attempt to prevent them conducting 
a proper discussion across the party. 
Previously too, a number of comrades 
had indeed been given the ‘choice’ 
between membership of the SP and an 
internal group of co-thinkers.

Instead of democratically debating 
out different platforms, ideas and 
approaches as the best way to progress, 
the leadership has committed itself 
to using bureaucratic measures to 
further its own narrow interests. 
But now things have escalated to 

the point where the leadership is 
endangering the very existence of 
the party. Claiming that factions, ie, 
groupings of co-thinkers, are ‘parties’ 
is a bureaucratic sledgehammer - a 
ridiculous overreaction which means 
that any critical party member can be 
targeted. Every set of proposals, every 
thought, that does not accord with 
the official line can be branded as a 
heresy.

Members forming themselves 
into groups of co-thinkers is both 
inevitable and heathy. It is the way 
people develop their ideas. Allowing 
members space to engage in genuine 
and informed debate on the party’s 
strategy would strengthen, not 
weaken, us. Such an exchange needs 
to be facilitated by granting members 
the formal right to organise with 
co-thinkers in discussion groups, 
platforms and factions, which, 
naturally, should be free to openly 
declare and publish what they believe. 
Only in this way can members be fully 
equipped to meaningfully contribute 
to political decision-making within the 
party. But instead we are suffocated 
by a leadership clique which takes all 
political decisions unchallenged and 
muzzles any opposition.

We, the expelled, demand that 
this bureaucratic regime must be 
ended once and for all. A party which 
does not allow open, critical debate 
can never be a vehicle for the great 
socialist project which it claims to 
stand for. We call on every member 
to rebel:
 The decision to declare the 
Communist Platform and Marxist 
Forum ‘political parties’ must be 
overturned.
 Members who have left the party 
or have been expelled because of their 
critical views must be reinstated - 
including to elected posts.
 Members who were told to choose 
between the Communist Platform or 
Marxist Forum and the Socialist Party 
must be allowed to remain in the SP.
 The right to form organised 
factions and tendencies needs to be 
recognised in the party constitution. 
Organisation in support of particular 
ideas is a requirement for healthy 
debate. By facilitating openness 
in diversity, genuine unity can be 
achieved and strengthened l

Aim of standing in elections should be to defeat bourgeois parties not join them around the cabinet table

Show your support

The Communist Platform has just begun its Autumn Offensive to fund its 
political work, including the fight against the witch-hunt. The aim is to 

raise €3,500 by December 5

If you want to show your support, please go to
communisme.nu/our-autumn-offensive
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Stonewalling unionism hankers after direct rule
There needs to be a democratic and internationalist answer to the ever-growing demand for independence, 
says Eddie Ford

Scottish secretary Alister Jack 
stirred up a hornet’s nest last week 
with his comments on the BBC 

that Scotland will not be allowed another 
referendum on independence for at least 
25-40 years. His reasoning was that the 
leaders of the Scottish National Party 
had said the 2014 referendum was a 
“once in a generation” event. Therefore, 
by his definition of “generation”, the 
Scottish people will have to wait a very 
long time before another one.

Jack was responding to the 10th 
survey in a row to find a majority 
of Scots backing independence - 
Survation saying 54% were in favour 
(not including undecided voters). This 
finding shows the gap between ‘for’ 
and ‘against’ widening by 2% since 
Survation’s previous poll in September. 
Unsurprisingly it also found that, when 
it came to voter intention in next year’s 
Holyrood elections, the Scottish National 
Party is up 2% from September, giving 
them an expected 43% - and when it 
comes to the slightly further away UK 
general election in 2023 or 2024, the 
SNP has a commanding lead of 52%.

Contrary to the impression given by 
Alister Jack, neither Nicola Sturgeon 
nor Alex Salmond are stupid. They and 
the other leaders of the ‘yes’ campaign 
were not making cast-iron vows like 
Ed Miliband’s six election pledges 
carved into a large stone tablet back 
in 2015. They have always said that 
another referendum would be back 
on the agenda if there was a major 
unexpected development - and Brexit 
easily qualifies in that category. Most of 
the British establishment was certainly 
not expecting such an outcome. As 
everybody knows, Scotland voted by 
62% to 38% in favour of ‘remain’ during 
the June 2016 EU referendum - the SNP 
having already said a month earlier in 
its manifesto for the Holyrood elections 
that “Scotland being taken out of the EU 
against our will” would justify a second 
vote on independence.

Then in March 2017, the day before 
article 50 was triggered, Sturgeon 
formally requested the consent of 
Westminster to hold another referendum 
- which was refused by Theresa May on 
the grounds that “now is not the time”. 
The first minister renewed calls for a 
second vote in April 2019, the SNP’s 
2019 general election manifesto stating 
that the party intended to hold a second 
referendum in 2020. The SNP won 48 of 
Scotland’s 59 seats on that basis, leading 
Nicola Sturgeon to not unreasonably 
claim that there was a “renewed, 
refreshed and strengthened mandate” 
for another vote. Again, the first minister 
formally requested the power to hold 
an independence referendum - but was 
rejected by Boris Johnson.

Showing the undemocratic nature of 
the UK constitution, under the Scotland 
Act 1998 the Scottish parliament is not 
allowed to pass legislation relating to 
matters “reserved” for Westminster - 
including “the union of the kingdoms 
of Scotland and England”. This 
means that any referendum relating to 
Scottish independence would require 
Westminster approval. Of course, in 
2012 the UK and Scottish governments 
signed the Edinburgh agreement, which 
temporarily empowered Holyrood 
to hold an independence referendum 

using a ‘section 30 order’, which “put 
beyond doubt” the legality of that vote. 
These orders have been used 16 times 
since the devolved Scottish parliament 
was created in 1999 and have allowed 
MSPs to legislate on topics ranging 
from the construction of railways to 
reducing the voting age in Scottish 
elections. Fast-forwarding to 2020, 
Nicola Sturgeon wants to follow the 
same process for Indyref2 to ensure that 
its result would be widely seen as 100% 
legitimate - especially by the EU, which 
an independent Scotland would seek 
to join as quickly as possible. Sturgeon 
also wants to get in the good books of 
newly elected US president Joe Biden. 
She definitely does not want to ‘do a 
Catalonia’ and risk illegal methods, with 
all the dire consequences that could 
entail.

But, of course, there are those within 
and without the SNP who want just that. 
The Scottish Socialist Party, Tommy 
Sheridan’s Solidarity, the Socialist Party 
of Scotland, the Scottish Republican 
Socialist Party, what remains of the 
Socialist Workers Party in Scotland 
are all just itching for the SNP to give 
up on the courts and polite negotiations 
with the Westminster government. 
Instead, they want political strikes, street 
demonstrations and an SNP pressurised 
into holding an illegal Inde2 referendum. 
But this would be done in the name of 
the Scottish nation, not the working 
class - an abject surrender to cross-class, 
one-flag, petty nationalism that can only 
but strengthen the hold of reaction north 
and south of the border.

Much to the delight of the left nats, 
the SNP conference at the end of this 
November will be debating motions 
calling for direct action if a new section 
30 order request is denied - which is a 
certainty. Sturgeon will resist being 
dragged in the direction of illegality 
with all her might. She is a committed 
constitutionalist. But the desire for 

independence and her insistence on 
remaining within the law risks cleaving 
the SNP in two. Faced by an intransigent 
government in Westminster and failure 
in the courts, she, or a successor, might 
well find themselves treading the road 
taken by Carles Puigdemont and the 
government of Catalonia that led them 
first to their illegal October 1 2017 
referendum, with a 43% turnout, and 
then arrest or exile. Today Catalonia 
is under the direct rule of the Socialist 
Workers Party-Unidas Podemos 
coalition government in Madrid.

Muscular
Clearly the government in Westminster 
is determined, in the words of the royal 
anthem, “Rebellious Scots to crush”. 
In that spirit Boris Johnson rather 
absurdly appointed himself ‘minister for 
the union’ and set up a special cabinet 
committee usually chaired by Michael 
Gove (when he is not saving the nation 
from the pandemic). There is also a 
small ‘defend the union’ team in No10 
led by Luke Graham, former Tory MP 
for Ochil and South Perthshire. Given 
any moves by the Holyrood parliament 
to countenance an illegal referendum, 
Johnson would more than love to 
follow Spain’s ‘socialist’ prime minister, 
Pedro Sánchez, and impose direct rule. 
And if the police and the army have 
to be mobilised to shut down illegal 
polling stations and arrest treacherous 
politicians, so be it.

However, some in the Tory Party 
are getting alarmed by the belligerent 
approach adopted by Jack and the 
Johnson government in general, 
thinking it only benefits the SNP. 
Lord Andrew Dunlop, former under-
secretary of state for Scotland, has said 
that Boris Johnson needs to demonstrate 
“strong leadership and statesmanship” 
- obviously an optimist - and urgently 
come up with a “clear strategy for the 
union”. He is unhappy with the British 

government’s Internal Market Bill, 
regarding it as an expression of a more 
“muscular unionism” that he believes 
risks “alienating moderate and middle-
of-the-road Scots” and in turn generates 
a more muscular nationalism from the 
SNP. Instead, Dunlop wants to see more 
cooperation between the UK and the 
devolved governments - starting with a 
new forum, in which they would take 
decisions together.

On this point, however, he is “very 
disappointed” that a report he submitted 
a year ago on the inner workings of 
the union has not yet been published, 
let alone implemented. From various 
leaks we can gather that Lord Dunlop 
wants Boris Johnson to appoint a “union 
tsar” - stop groaning - and argues that 
senior civil servants should decamp 
from London to Scotland, Wales and 
Northern Ireland to ensure “policy takes 
into account the differences within the 
country”. These are just some of the 40 
recommendations contained within the 
report, which is still languishing on the 
prime minister’s desk - or more likely 
stuffed into the back of a filing cabinet 
somewhere. It almost goes without 
saying that the findings of the report are 
yet to be shared with the Scottish, Welsh 
and Northern Irish administrations.

Someone who echoes the worries 
of Lord Dunlop, interestingly enough, 
is John Major. In a harsh attack at 
the beginning of the week on the 
“unforgivable” consequences of Brexit, 
the former prime minister warned the UK 
government that pig-headedly refusing 
a referendum could only boost the 
nationalist cause. In his view, Westminster 
could agree to another referendum on the 
basis of two linked votes: the first on the 
principle of negotiations and the second 
on the outcome of them (a “confirmatory 
ballot”).

This is familiar language, of 
course, from the Brexit wars. Die-hard 
‘remainers’, refusing to accept defeat 
- a bit like Donald Trump, now you 
mention it - made a similar argument 
to John Major: we can ignore the result 
of the first referendum, as it was based 
on ignorance. We were lied to by the 
‘leave’ campaigners with their extra 
£350 million a week for the NHS. By 
contrast, the second referendum will 
be based on enlightenment and the full 
facts - which can only mean rejecting 
Brexit. Back to business as normal.

John Curtice, the polling “guru” 
from Strathclyde University, has said 
that these consistent majorities for 
independence are all fine and dandy, but 
key issues like a future border between 
Scotland and England have “not been 
debated” so far. He told Russia Today 

(an unlikely forum in some respects) 
that the jump in support can be tied 
to Nicola Sturgeon’s handling of the 
coronavirus crisis. The big question is, 
when coronavirus “dies down”, whether 
“support for independence also dies 
down”.

Curtice might have a valid argument. 
If there is a hard Brexit, what Scottish 
independence would mean in reality is 
a border between England and Scotland 
with customs posts, etc. The same goes 
for Ireland, whatever anyone might say. 
Under those circumstance, far from 
thriving, Scotland would surely be faced 
with a devastating economic crisis. 
Quite conceivably, a million or two 
would seek to migrate to England, to 
the US, Canada or Australia. Scotland’s 
biggest export would not be oil or 
whisky, but people. Having said that, 
unless Johnson balls it up - always a 
possibility with him - the odds are that 
we will still end up with some sort of 
Brino (Brexit in name only). Either way, 
it would be foolish to dismiss the idea 
of Scottish independence - it is not a 
fantasy concept.

As to the position of the CPGB, it 
remains consistent. There is a national 
question in Scotland - it is real. The 
desire for independence is generated 
by genuine discontent. That needs 
a democratic answer, not ‘once in 
a generation’ stonewalling or the 
imposition of direct rule. Crucially, it 
requires the working class in England 
taking a lead. Taking a lead is, of course, 
the exact opposite of tailing the SNP, as 
the left nats in Scotland do. We do not 
want the royalist status quo, but neither 
do we want a royalist, independent, 
Scottish capitalist state.

For the working class to take the 
lead it has to fight for a federal republic, 
whereby Scotland’s parliament can 
decide on separation without begging 
Westminster’s permission. That said, 
it should be understood that we are 
opponents of federalism as a principle. 
We favour democratic centralism. So, 
to the extent that working class unity 
is cemented around the goals and 
aims of socialism and communism, 
then federalism becomes a redundant 
demand.

Communists fight for the maximum 
unity between peoples that objective 
circumstances allow, which is not done 
by tailing either great British unionism 
or petty Scottish nationalism - two sides 
of the same capitalist coin. Our banner is 
not the Union Jack. Nor is it the Saltire. 
No, ours is the red banner of proletarian 
internationalism l
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Fight for a 
federal 
republic

Scotland could well share same fate as Catalonia


