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Pretty pathetic
Priti Patel just loves to send planeloads 
of impoverished people off to Jamaica. 
They’re all murderers and rapists of 
course, though there may be the odd 
car parking offender sent in error. 
Anyone who objects is either a “lefty 
lawyer” or a “do-gooding celebrity”. 
Many of the passengers have been in 
the UK for decades, have no home to 
go to in Jamaica and face living, or 
dying, on the streets.

Why is she so keen? On the face of 
it, she comes across as an extremely 
stupid person in a cabinet full of the 
sort. Perhaps she’s in a competition with 
Matt Hancock, Dominic Raab, Gavin 
Williamson, Michael Gove … (you 
get the picture) for the Chris Grayling 
award for 2020. It’s clearly a tough field 
and there isn’t much time left.

But these things are not necessarily 
done out of stupidity. She wants 
all the ‘dangerous criminals’ out 
of the country before the year end. 
Dangerous criminals belong in their 
own country - except Shamima 
Begum, of course. One reason for 
this sort of action will be to cheer 
up the Daily Mail and Sun readers, 
who hated the European Union with 
its free movement of people and the 
subsequent driving down of wages 
and driving up of rents. Getting rid of 
foreigners is why they voted for Brexit 
in 2016 and for the Tories in 2019.

A couple of questions occur. Won’t 
even Jamaica have some leverage over 
the UK from January 1? Do they really 
have to accept the plane passengers? 
Another question: does this mean 
that the EU countries will be sending 
criminals back to the UK? There 
have been a lot of stories about dodgy 
characters and their easy life in Spain.

The UK is not alone in sending 
people away to die. The Guardian 
(November 11) had a story about a 
planeload of asylum-seekers being 

sent to Cameroon in what their lawyers 
describe as a “death plane”. Having 
been abused by US Immigration and 
Customs Enforcement officers making 
them sign their own deportation 
orders, they are being sent to almost 
certain death in the homeland they had 
fled from.

In 1963 the TV satire That was 
the week that was had a mock trial 
of home secretary Henry Brooke, 
who had ordered the deportation of a 
man to Nigeria, where he potentially 
faced death. The punchline of the 
sketch had an ‘interrogator’ of 
Brooke saying, “Mr Brooke you are 
a murderer!” The BBC wouldn’t dare 
carry anything like that nowadays, 
but we can be confident that recent 
decades have produced a long line of 
home secretary serial killers.

And they have no shame! 
Not content with the ruined - and 
uncompensated - lives of law-abiding 
citizens of this country, who couldn’t 
produce a mountain of paperwork 
in time for their persecutors, this 
government wants to send as many 
black and brown (or is that just a 
coincidence?) people out of the country 
as possible and as soon as possible.
Jim Nelson
email

Six Counties
“Like many others, I believed in that 
vision of national reunification under 
a socialist government, putting the 
needs of the people before the profits 
of big business. After all, had not the 
Irish been exploited long enough by 
British capital and British occupation?

“We have no left or right politics 
here in the Northern Ireland 
government - just centrist and right 
politics, as espoused by the cabal 
of Sinn Féin and the Democratic 
Unionist Party. In many respects 
they are two polar-opposites, reverse 
mirror images - one of which is 
for ending partition and national 
reunification.”

So writes Fra Hughes (Letters, 
November 26), but with no indication 
as to what way forward is possible, 

or even conceivable. Yet, apart from 
left splinter groups, there is one party 
within Northern Ireland that as a whole 
still has hundreds of thousands of 
members, and many tens of thousands 
of socialists within that membership. It 
is the Labour Party, which still - even 
after over 40 years of struggle on this 
very issue - denies the working class 
within the Six Counties the right to 
vote for, or effectively against, the 
Westminster government, which is 
their ultimate ruler.

The gross pride of the British 
empire is still, perhaps more than 
ever, abundantly displayed in the 
‘responses’ of Labour’s national 
executive organisation subcommittee 
- in particular to the repeated and 
well reasoned demands of members 
in the Six Counties to nominate and 
canvass for candidates for public 
office. Basically ‘You Paddies are 
not up to it - we are god-given honest 
brokers between your eternally 
warring tribes’. Conflicts within the 
Northern Ireland Labour Party are 
attributed to the racial defects of the 
Irish - whereas identical conflicts in 
the party in Great Britain are merely 
a part of the standard rough and 
tumble of factional disagreement. 
Louise Haigh, the shadow satrap for 
the Northern Irish, has insolently 
repeated this mantra.

The Labour Party has never 
been a clearly working class party 
- its bourgeois politics impede that 
standing - and so the class struggle 
has been fought also within its ranks; 
and perhaps never more so than now. 
But still at this time the working 
class cause and long-term interests 
cannot develop without participation 
in the Labour Party - and nowhere 
is this truer than in the Six Counties. 
Indeed, the full participation of 
Labour members in the north is one 
vital tool to correct Britain’s imperial 
presumptions.

Nor is this all: the communalist 
structure, which Fra Hughes rightly 
deplores, demands a non-sectarian 
political struggle. How can the 
working class in the north be united 
otherwise? Those primarily concerned 
to achieve a unified Irish state must 
recognise that mutual distrust within 
the working class is the main obstacle 
to Irish unity. At present, that is a 
prospect of indefinite distance. Even 
within the confines of reformism, the 
first step is through - and therefore in 
- the Labour Party of the state which 
currently governs Northern Ireland.
Jack Fogarty
email

Complies
On November 4 the Independent 
Press Standards Organisation (IPSO) 
found against The Jewish Chronicle 
and obliged them to print a retraction 
of the claim made in an article that I 
had been expelled from the Labour 
Party after making “‘sickening’ 
comments about Jews” - comments 
which were apparently discussed in 
parliament. They duly printed the 
retraction on November 4.

A few points of clarification are 
needed.

In point 6 of the IPSO ‘summary 
of complaint’ we find the following: 
“The newspaper initially suggested 
that the reference to ‘sickening 
comments’ came from comments 
by David Cameron in the House of 
Commons. It later accepted that Mr 
Cameron had not referred to claims 
of anti-Semitism in his comments 
about the complainant, and suggested 
instead that the comments were made 
by an MP.”

But this does not say who that was. 
He was John Woodcock, a Labour 
MP at the time of David Cameron’s 
statement about me on March 9 
2016. Woodcock - now ennobled 
as Lord Walney on Boris Johnson’s 

nomination - resigned from Labour in 
July 2018, and sat as an independent 
MP for the remainder of the term. 
In late April 2020, Woodcock was 
named as part of a consortium which 
owned the JC.

In point 2 of the IPSO ‘summary 
of complaint’ it is stated that the 
complainant “was thrown out of 
Labour in 2016 over his involvement 
with the Socialist Fight group”, 
including an article that was headlined 
“Marxists must address the Jewish 
question” and another that referred to 
a “world Jewish-Zionist bourgeoisie”.

In defence of the headline, I 
would draw attention to Karl Marx’s 
1843 article seeking real Jewish 
liberation, On the Jewish question, 
while chapter 2 of Theodor Hertzl’s 
1896 pamphlet, Der Judenstaat (The 
Jewish state), is entitled ‘The Jewish 
question’. In more modern times I 
would cite the work of Abram Leon: 
The Jewish question: a Marxist 
interpretation.

It is therefore disingenuous and 
false to suggest that my use of the 
term, “the Jewish question”, was an 
endorsement of the Nazis’ use of it. 
I showed I have no truck whatsoever 
with Nazism and people who imply 
it is somehow better than Zionism. 
Mine is the standard Marxist reference 
to this question, as in ‘the national 
question’, ‘the Irish question’, etc.

On the question of the “Jewish-
Zionist bourgeoisie”, Socialist Fight 
repudiated that term in an internal 
struggle in early 2020.

There are major political and 
philosophical differences, but debate 
and comment must nevertheless be 
conducted in a manner that is both 
truthful and fair, and complies with 
the law.
Gerry Downing
email

New moves
Last week’s fighting fund report by 
Robbie Rix included the comment 
from donor MW that the Weekly 
Worker provides a “mature tone”. 
At one level who would disagree? 
At another, surely it is by far the 
best to promote and encourage 
adventurousness? Revolutionary 
politics is never a playground, but 

on the other hand neither should 
fresh attitudes, as presented in 
different styles, be ignored, let alone 
suppressed. As subtle a differentiation 
as this may be, it is also a highly 
consequential one - and, with pure 
serendipity, that is the topic of a letter 
I’ve had in mind for a long time: one 
centring upon the fact that criticism 
of the working class has always 
been regarded by all those on the 
Marxist leftwing as out of bounds, as 
anathema.

Incidentally, a perfect example 
of revolutionary ideas coming in 
a different form - with different 
flavouring, as it were, or from other 
voices - is provided by cartoonist 
Andrew Marlton (‘First Dog on the 
Moon’); that is true even when he’s 
just targeting his native Australian 
oozings of capitalist gangsterism/
state hypocrisy, fraud and lies - 
untouchable when fired off at global-
scale excrescences. (Oh yes, it is 
vibrantly deep-cutting non-Marxist 
anti-establishmentarianism, but it 
is still on a class-consciousness-
liberating scale!)
Bruno Kretzschmar
email

Learned nothing
Jack Conrad’s polemic and historical 
review about the move to Scottish 
independence is a very interesting 
read as usual (‘Mythical, feudal, 
combined’, December 3). However, 
it left me with a strong echo of the 
famous quote about the Bourbons: 
“They forgot nothing, and they 
learned nothing.”

For revolutionaries the main enemy 
is always our own ruling class. Yes, of 
course, there are great complexities, 
and analysing the detail of situations 
is important. However, the collapse 
of the ramshackle remnants of the 
Brutish empire is to be welcomed.
Keith Nathan
email

Best ever
If I may say so, the reader’s letter 
from ‘Ethel Rosenberg’ may be the 
best letter ever published in a British 
newspaper (December 3).
George Galloway
emailOnline Communist Forum

Sunday December 13 5pm 
(rescheduled) 

Ireland’s conservative revolution 
Speaker: Marc Mulholland

Sunday December 20 5pm
The revolutionary Jesus
Speaker: Jack Conrad

January 8-10: Winter Communist University

Sunday January 17 5pm
‘A week in politics’

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

Sunday January 24 5pm
The anthropology of David Graeber 

Speaker: Chris Knight

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

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

Boost my hopes
I am still hoping that, at the 

very least, we will be able to 
make up for the slight shortfall 
in November and exceed that 
£2,000 target for the last month 
of 2020, but I have to say that 
things are going quite sluggishly 
at the moment.

There was an excellent 
payment via PayPal of £60 
from comrade JJ, who has been 
a regular donor in the past, 
and, on top of that, there were 
eight standing order payments 
- thanks to comrades AC (£50), 
GC and NH (£30 each), GD and 
DV (£25), LM (£15), and JK 
and SM (£10). All that comes to 
£255, taking our running total 
for December to £431.

But that means, with almost 
a third of the month gone, we 
are more than £200 behind 
the normal rate. Of course, as 
regular readers will know, we 
have not yet reached the time 
of the month where a handy 
batch of sizable standing order 
contributions comes our way, so 
I haven’t yet got my head in my 
hands. But there’s nothing like a 

few unexpected donations to a 
boost my hopes.

One such boost has in fact 
come my way in the shape of a 
new £25 monthly standing order 
from HJ, even though it won’t 
start until January. He writes: 
“I’ve been a bit short recently, 
but I reckon I’ll be a bit better 
off next year and I really want to 
do my bit for your paper. Keep 
up the good work!”

Thanks very much, comrade 
- you’re going to help get 2021 
off to a good start. But in the 
meantime what about 2020? As 
I speak, we still need £1,569, 
with three weeks to go. If you 
want to help us out, please post 
us a cheque, click on that PayPal 
button or make a bank transfer 
(sort code 30-99-64; account 
number 00744310).

You can do it! l
Robbie Rix

Fighting fund
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Test, treat, isolate and support
Mohsen Shahmanesh examines the effectiveness, safety and likely take-up of the Covid vaccines

So we now have a vaccine 
against Covid-19. To be 
exact, in the UK we have one 

approved vaccine, two more ready for 
submission for approval and many 
more in the pipeline.

We are clearly entering a new 
era. But can we talk of a post-Covid 
era? Let us demystify the mystique 
surrounding this moment. What do 
the vaccines do? What do the figures 
bandied about mean? What do we 
mean by herd immunity? And, finally, 
where are we with ‘test and trace’, and 
Boris Johnson’s magic ‘moonshot’?

Currently more than 170 different 
vaccines are being developed across 
the world, with 12 in the final, phase 
3 stage.1 Before I discuss the different 
mechanisms of creating a vaccine, 
we need to understand that there is 
a difference between being infected 
and being ill with that infection. That 
is because infection and illness are not 
necessarily the same thing and in fact 
the majority of people infected with 
Covid-19 have no symptoms. This is 
true of most infections. Virtually all 
of us become infected with human 
papilloma virus (which causes warts 
and some cancers) through our life, 
but only a minority will have visible 
warts or develop cancer of the cervix 
and mouth. All the vaccines for 
Covid-19 that are being tested across 
the world, to my knowledge, have 
as their end-point the prevention of 
the Covid disease and not whether 
the person vaccinated can become 
infected or not. In other words, we 
cannot know whether the vaccines 
will prevent the spread of the virus in 
the community. This is an important 
point to understand when we think 
about herd immunity - more on that 
later.

The aim of all vaccines is to offer 
a part of the virus - usually a section 
on its outer surface - that the immune 
system can recognise and mobilise 
against. In the case of Covid-19, 
this is the spike protein, which is 
the key allowing the virus to lock 
onto the susceptible cell, enter it and 
hijack its reproductive machinery 
in order to make millions of copies 
of itself. There are four major ways 
of inducing an immune response 
to a pathogen. Three of them use 
technologies that have been employed 
in the manufacture of other vaccines. 
The fourth is a new, and exciting, 
technology:
 Inactivated virus: Here the 
mechanism for reproduction of 
Covid-19 is inactivated rendering 
it harmless. Vaccines in phase-3 
development are all from China: 
Valneva Sinovac Biotech, Sinopharm 
and China National Biotec Group 
(CNBG). The UK has pre-purchased 
60 million doses of the Valneva 
vaccine, with the option of another 40 
million doses.2
 Adenovirus vaccines: The 
Covid-19 spike protein is linked 
to a non-replicating, harmless 
virus. Examples are the ‘Oxford’ 
AstraZeneca vaccine (where a 
monkey adenovirus which does not 
infect humans is used as the adjuvant) 
and the Jensen vaccine. China is 
currently vaccinating its army with 
its CanSino Biologics3 vaccine, 
even though the phase 3 trials are 
incomplete. The Russian Sputnik 
V vaccine belongs to this category 
and is being rolled out - again before 
phase-3 trials have been completed. 
The UK has bought 100 million doses 
of the ‘Oxford’ vaccine.
 Protein adjuvant: The Covid-19 
spike protein is presented to the 
body in association with an inert 
protein as an adjuvant. Vaccines in 

development are the GSK/Sanofi 
Pasteur and Novavax. The UK had 
purchased in advance 60 million 
doses of each.
 Messenger RNA (mRNA). This 
is a totally novel approach, where the 
mRNA that normally codes for the 
Covid-19 spike protein is synthesised 
in the laboratory. When injected into 
the body, the mRNA will produce the 
spike protein, which is then recognised 
by the body’s immune system as 
an intruder and will stimulate an 
immune response. Both the Pfizer/
BioNTech and Moderna vaccines 
are made in this way. The advantage 
of this technology is that it is entirely 
synthesised in the laboratory - quick 
to develop and easy to scale up. The 
disadvantage at present is the fragility 
of the product at room temperature - 
needing deep refrigeration and cold 
chain - keeping it cold at all times. 
The UK has ordered 40 million doses, 
and the Medicines and Healthcare 
products Regulatory Agency has 
approved the Pfizer/BioNTech 
vaccine for general use.

The numbers currently being 
quoted for the efficacy of the three 
vaccines that have completed phase-3 
trials should be understood with two 
provisos. Firstly the effectiveness 
figures reported (90%-95%) will 
almost certainly be lower, once they 
are rolled out. But they still remain 
impressive, when we consider that 
the flu vaccine is only 50% effective 
in preventing influenza (the disease). 
Secondly, as mentioned we do not 
know if they prevent infection. But 
the results show that they are safe to 
use, with only minor side effects.

Some people are freaked by long-
term side effects but I know of no 
other vaccine that produces long-
term effects - the MMR scare having 
been clearly shown to be based on 
defective science. The issue of cold 
storage (-70C in the case of the Pfizer 
vaccine) also makes it difficult to 
roll out even in advanced industrial 
countries, and near impossible in 
other settings.

Global pandemic
The truly disgusting scramble by 
various states to buy out whatever 
vaccine is in the process of being 
produced, in total disregard of the 
fact that Covid-19 does not recognise 
frontiers, was predictable. Thus a 
campaign to force rich nations and big 
pharma to contribute to the global pool 
of vaccine and fund its distribution is 
vital for the left and other progressive 
forces. What has also emerged is the 
affect on the poor and disadvantaged 
- which in the west to a great extent 
translates as predominantly ethnic 
minorities. This too will require 
focus by the left. Thus even within 

these hoarding states the issue of the 
equitable use of the initially limited 
vaccine availability should form a 
central platform for the left.

What has been striking on the 
international scale is the close 
collaboration between scientists 
regardless of nationality - contrasting 
sharply with the nationalist clamour 
for the spoils of their endeavours. 
Currently, under the umbrella of 
the World Health Organisation, the 
Vaccine Alliance (Gavi) and the 
Coalition for Epidemic Preparedness 
Innovations (Cepi) have formed 
the Covax facility to supervise the 
equitable distribution of the various 
vaccines that come into the market 
in countries that do not have access 
to them. Currently Covax is grossly 
underfunded, only having received 
$2 billion of the $7 billion it estimates 
will be required. Yet without a global 
vaccination effort, like the one that led 
to the total eradication of smallpox 
and the near total eradication of 
polio, Covid-19 will continue on its 
devastating course.

And then there is the cost. Some of 
the producers, such as AstraZeneka, 
have undertaken to sell at cost price 
(though the details of how that price 
is determined remain unclear). 
Glaxo and Sanofi has also claimed 
it will not make a profit from the 
vaccine and have pledged 200,000 
doses to Covax - a drop in the ocean. 
Others - and significantly the mRNA 
vaccines now on the market (Pfizer/
BioNTech, Modena) - have made no 
such undertaking. There are, after all, 
bucketfuls of money to be made in 
this bear market. Meanwhile China, 
with four vaccines in phase-3 trials, 
has been embarking on systematic 
“vaccine diplomacy”, rolling out 
its trials in at least 16 countries 
and promising them early access 
to the vaccine if successful, and 
even the technological knowhow to 
manufacture them locally.4

We cannot leave this discussion 
without mentioning the voices raised 
against the vaccines. Social media is 
being saturated by an avalanche of 
disinformation. Sadly this wave is 
impervious to facts and evidence, 
but here goes. Short-term side 
effects from the vaccines given to 
several hundred thousand volunteers 
are no more than you would expect: 
a sore injection site and a day or 
two of mild flu-like illness. As for 
long-term complications, it is too 
early to say what they might be, but 
I do not know of any vaccine in the 
entire history of mass vaccination 
that has actually caused long-term 
side effects. Nor would I expect 
one, other than those caused by 
the occasional bad batch as a result 
of some manufacturing defect or 

contamination - as can occur with 
any drug.

The MMR vaccine scare has been 
conclusively shown to be faulty, if not 
fraudulent. I know the anti-vaccine 
crowd will take no heed of facts, in 
the same way that the HIV deniers 
once ignored science. In South Africa, 
for example, ex-president Thabo 
Mbeki’s denial that HIV caused Aids 
resulted in the death of over 300,000 
people.5 Their blood is on his hands 
- as the blood of millions who may 
be misled will be on the hands of the 
fact-deniers in today’s pandemic.

Herd immunity
The debate around herd immunity has 
truly entered the realm of the absurd. 
So let us just look at the facts. There 
is, to my knowledge, no known case 
of any pathogen - whether bacterial, 
viral or protozoal - causing natural 
herd immunity that eradicates 
disease. Before vaccination came 
along, almost all children would get 
measles and mumps. The few adults 
who miraculously missed getting 
the infection as a child would catch 
it in later years - in a more serious 
form. Until we had anti-tuberculosis 
treatment TB was rife within 
populations, with no evidence of herd 
immunity, as was (and is) malaria. 
Scarlet fever died out not because of 
herd immunity, but because of the 
availability of antibiotics.

A low degree of population 
immunity did exist against common 
infections, as shown by the devastating 
effect of introducing these pathogens 
to populations never exposed to them 
(native Americans, for example), 
but this low-level immunity was 
not enough to stop the infections 
spreading in those communities too, 
albeit in a less explosive form. So I do 
not know where the Swedish public 
health authorities went to university 
to come up with what is clearly a 
failing policy (which they are now 
quietly shelving).

What is undoubtedly true is that 
after mass immunisation with some 
vaccines, herd immunity can stop the 
spread of the infection to the minority 
who had not been vaccinated. The 
proportion of people needed to be 
vaccinated to convey this form of herd 
immunity depends on the efficacy of 
the vaccine and whether it prevents 
infection - as well as the disease, on 
the one hand, and the infectivity of the 
organism on the other. In the case of 
measles, which is very infectious, herd 
immunity is achieved when upwards of 
80% of the population are vaccinated.

If the current 90% or greater 
efficacy of the Covid-19 vaccines 
in preventing disease remains valid 
for preventing infection, then we 
would expect herd immunity after 

vaccinating about two thirds of the 
population.

Test and trace
A lot has been written about the 
sham of the UK government’s ‘test 
and trace’ programme. Suffice to 
say, it was needlessly expensive 
(about £12 billion); completely 
wasteful; peppered with cronyism; 
ineffective (incompetent companies 
subcontracting to other equally 
incompetent companies); absurdly 
centralised - when we already had 
a ready-made NHS local public 
health network, trained for this very 
thing and proven superbly efficient 
at delivering local public health at 
a fraction of the cost. And it missed 
out the two other critical aspects of 
‘test and trace’, namely ‘isolate and 
support’ - TTIS.

Now the Johnson administration 
is rolling out another totally wasteful 
mass screening of the general 
population, using lateral flow test 
kits - the so-called ‘moonshot’. The 
government has just spent £500 
million on the Innova lateral flow test 
(used in Liverpool). These are easy to 
do, quick, not exorbitantly expensive 
and with a sensitivity of about 80% in 
laboratory conditions, although this 
figure falls to 58%, when done by 
self-trained members of the public - 
the very people who are meant to use 
this test kit. In other words, 20%-40% 
of those infected will be missed. What 
about falsely labelling those that are 
not infected - the false positives? On 
the face of it the rate of false positives 
appears low (0.3% of all those tested) 
and looks reasonable. That is, until 
you translate that into what happens 
in real life.

In a recent BMJ article Jon 
Deeks, professor of biostatistics at 
Birmingham University, made an 
interesting calculation. If 100,000 
people are tested in a city where the 
prevalence of Covid-19 is 400 per 
100,000 (a figure slightly lower than 
Manchester in November), then, using 
a sensitivity of 58%, this test will give 
us 630 positive cases.6 But of these 
630 only 230 will have the infection 
and the other 400 will be labelled as 
infected when in fact they are not 
- ie, false positives! So moonshot 
screening, as it stands, will miss the 
moon by a factor of nearly 2 to 1. It 
is clearly unsuitable for population 
testing in the government’s Test and 
Release scheme, though it might be 
useful in screening individual visitors 
to, say, care homes and in testing 
care staff. The government recently 
advertised a contract for £912 million 
to deliver rapid testing across the 
country - which would be better used 
to improve the dismal Test, Trace, 
Isolate, Support programme.7

There is no substitute for a proper 
lockdown, followed by a scheme 
to test, treat, isolate and support 
those that get infected. This must 
be linked to a systematic, equitable 
vaccination programme, based on 
vulnerability and need, rather than 
income and status. And, of course, 
this must be a global policy l

Notes
1. who.int/publications/m/item/draft-landscape-of-
covid-19-candidate-vaccines.
2. bmj.com/content/370/bmj.m3226.
3. Reuters Health News, June 2020.
4. edition.cnn.com/2020/12/01/asia/china-
coronavirus-vaccine-diplomacy-intl-hnk/index.
html.
5. P Chigwedere, GR Seage, S Gruskin, TH 
Lee, M Essex. ‘Estimating the lost benefits of 
antiretroviral drug use in South Africa Journal of 
Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndromes October 
2008, pp410-15.
6. bmj.com/content/371/bmj.m4469.
7. bmj.com/content/371/bmj.m4690.

What once took ten years now takes ten months
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Let them be damned
Labour’s witch-hunters in the governance and legal unit should be treated with the contempt they deserve
Comrade Moshé Machover 
- a Jew born in Palestine 
in 1936, who became a 
citizen of Israel after the 
formation of that state 
- was expelled from the 
party in October 2017 
over absurd allegations of 
‘anti-Semitism’, but was 
swiftly reinstated following 
a vibrant solidarity 
campaign.

However, a few weeks 

ago, comrade Machover 
wrote to the Labour 
leader, as well as the 
party’s disputes and 
legal queries sections, 
pointing out that he 
had “demanded several 
times an apology for the 
‘anti-Semitism’ smear” 
insinuated in his original 
expulsion. His “demands 
were ignored”.1

He forwarded several 

links to articles he had 
written and asked whether 
“public expression of the 
views put forward in these 
articles is compatible 
with my membership 
of the Labour Party”. 
If, according to the 
bureaucracy, they are 
not, he added, “I would 
respectfully ask you to 
point out specifically 
which of these views are 

incompatible”.
He ended by stating 

emphatically: “I am 
writing this as an open 
letter, because the issues 
that it involves are not 
private, but of concern to 
members and supporters 
of the party, and indeed to 
the general public.”

Not unexpectedly, 
his demands were once 
again ignored. This first 

open letter seems to have 
acted as a trigger for the 
latest move against him. 
Comrade Machover last 
week received formal 
notice that he had been 
targeted once again for 
totally spurious reasons 
and has, this time, been 
suspended.

In response, he has 
circulated this second 
document widely l

Dear Friend
I have received a letter, headed 
“Notice of administrative 

suspension from membership of 
the Labour Party”,2 together with 
a covering letter from Labour’s 
governance and legal unit.3 The 
authors of both documents hide in 
the hood of anonymity.

The covering letter says:

The Labour Party’s investigation 
process operates confidentially. 
That is vital to ensure fairness to 
you and the complainant, and to 
protect the rights of all concerned 
under the Data Protection Act 
2018. We must therefore ask 
you to ensure that you keep all 
information and correspondence 
relating to this investigation 
private, and that you do not share 
it with third parties or the media 
(including social media).

I am disobeying the anonymous 
inquisitors’ instruction, because I 
believe that these matters are best 
discussed in public - in the open, 
not in the secrecy that they desire. I 
publish, and let them be damned. I 
am not going to dignify their letter 
with a direct response, but will 
allow readers of this open letter to 
make their own judgment.

I will only make here some 
brief remarks relating to the said 
documents.

1. The documents do not disclose 
any details of the complainant(s), 
and I waive my own right to 
anonymity. However, I have lightly 
redacted the notice of suspension 
in order to protect the privacy 
of a couple of individuals’ 
names and their identifying 
details. Most names that 
appear in this document are 
mentioned within texts that 
are in the public domain, 
and hence are already 
publicly known. 
However, there are 
two individuals 
named on p3 of 
this document 
that are not 
men t ioned 
within such 

a text. They are individuals with 
whom the inquisitors apparently 
wish to insinuate that I am 
associated - and guilty by virtue 
of this association. One of them, 
whose name is redacted as xxxx, 
is known to me as a political 
adversary, against whose views 
I have publicly polemicised. The 
other, whose name is redacted as 
yyyy, is totally unknown to me; 
I had never heard of him before 
reading this document. I disclaim 
any association with either of them.

2. The long list of 48 inquisitorial 
questions and insinuations that 
take up pp3-7 of the notice of 
suspension do not contain any 
specific, explicit, direct accusation. 
They are phrased so as to prompt 
me to incriminate myself, or try to 
defend myself against what I appear 
to be implicitly accused of. I refuse 
to play this game. I literally have no 
case to answer.

3. This list is followed by 10 items 
of so-called ‘evidence’. The first 
two items are intended to suggest 
an association with xxxx and 
yyyy. This suggestion is false. The 
remaining eight items are texts 
that I have published or co-signed, 
or quotations from what I said in 

public. I stand by these utterances. 
In fact I urge you to read them 
carefully and make up your mind 
whether any of them are false or 
otherwise illegitimate. You may 
disagree with some of the views I 
have expressed, but I claim that 
in pronouncing them I have made 
legitimate use of my freedom of 
speech, which includes the right to 
express controversial views.

I joined the Labour Party in 
2016, when it opened its doors to 
socialists - who are, by definition, 

anti-imperialists. I regret I am 
now among the numerous 

victims of a purge driven 
by rightwing heresy-
hunters - bureaucratic 
enemies of free speech. 
But at least I can 
use this occasion to 
promote the views I 
have been advocating 
for many years: in 

particular, socialist 
opposition to the 
Zionist project of 
colonisation and the 

Jewish-supremacist 
regime of the Israeli 

settler state. For a start, 
I urge you to read my 

three articles referred to 

in item 7 of the notice of suspension, 
two of which are available online:
 ‘Messianic Zionism: the ass and 
the red heifer’ (Monthly Review 
February 2020).4

 ‘Weaponising “anti-Semitism”’ 
(Weekly Worker April 23 2020).5

 The third article - ‘An immoral 
dilemma: the trap of Zionist 
propaganda’ (Journal of Palestine 
Studies Vol XLVII, No4, summer 
2018) - is not freely downloadable, 
but I have made it available for 
those who wish to read it.6

If you wish to pursue these 
ideas further, you can find many 
of my articles archived in the 
Israeli Occupation Archive7 and the 
archive of the Weekly Worker.8

I dare to hope that, as a growing 
number of people are exposed 
to views challenging the lies of 
the mainstream media and Israeli 
hasbarah, resistance to oppression 
and support for the oppressed will 
gain force.
In solidarity l

Moshé Machover

Open letter

Notes
1. See ‘Freedom of speech’ Weekly Worker 
November 5.
2. Available here: weeklyworker.co.uk/assets/ww/
docs/MACHOVER,%20Moshe%20L1627330%20
20201130%20SUSP%20Red.pdf.
3. weeklyworker.co.uk/assets/ww/docs/
DisputesCoveringLetter.pdf.
4. monthlyreview.org/2020/02/01/messianic-
zionism.
5. weeklyworker.co.uk/worker/1296/weaponising-
anti-semitism.
6. Available at weeklyworker.co.uk/assets/ww/

docs/Dilemma.pdf.
7. israeli-occupation.org/category/

commentary/moshe-machover.
8. weeklyworker.co.uk/worker/authors/

moshe-machover.

Any sort of socialist 
organisation would value 

Moshé Machover as a 
member. That the Labour 

Party under Sir Keir Starmer 
wants to drive him out 

speaks volumes. Labour 
is being made safe for 

capitalism again and maybe 
it is being deLabourised
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Notes
1. See jewishnews.timesofisrael.com/councillor-
suspended-for-saying-no-basis-for-a-jewish-race-
nation-or-homeland. Some former lefts have gone 
even further, enthusiastically joining in the purge: 
for example, it is reported that aspiring Labour 
bureaucrat and former leading member of Workers 
Power Mark Hoskisson initiated the complaints 
which resulted in expulsions and suspensions in 
Liverpool Wavertree CLP.
2. labourlist.org/2020/12/labours-nec-holds-
special-meeting-to-discuss-ehrc-action-plan. 
3. standard.co.uk/news/politics/labour-suspends-
local-london-party-officials-chingford-woodford-
green-b163314.html.
4. theguardian.com/politics/2020/nov/27/
labour-mps-and-members-ordered-not-to-discuss-
corbyns-suspension.
5. morningstaronline.co.uk/article/s/clps-banned-
discussing-motions-supporting-charity-bike-ride-
palestinian-children.
6. statsforlefties.blogspot.com/p/support-for-
corbyn.html.
7. tribunemag.co.uk/2020/11/labours-bristol-west-
suspensions-are-an-attack-on-party-democracy.
8. labourhub.org.uk/2020/12/03/how-blair-
pulverised-the-labour-party.
9. socialistparty.org.uk/articles/31633. 
10. ‘Diversionary dead end’ Weekly Worker 
April 6 2017; and ‘Aim to be a party of extreme 
opposition’ Weekly Worker May 18 2017. 

Flight or fight?
A recent NEC vote shows that the official left is prepared to join in the witch-hunt, reports James Harvey 
of Labour Party Marxists

As the toll of suspensions and 
expulsions in Labour’s civil 
war continues to mount, 

leftwing members in Constituency 
Labour Parties are increasingly 
asking: where are our leaders? When 
are they going to lead a fightback? 
Although the official left are 
keeping very quiet, we know where 
they are, and it is miles away from 
the front line in the fight against the 
witch-hunt. Whilst many are simply 
keeping their heads down or meekly 
issuing apologies when threatened 
with suspension, others have gone 
even further and are siding with the 
Labour right.1

The most egregious example of 
this betrayal was the December 7 
meeting of Labour’s national 
executive committee, where the 
official left - including five Grassroots 
Voice supporters representing the 
CLPs - effectively supported the 
witch-hunt by voting to implement 
the Equality and Human Rights 
Commission’s proposals on Labour’s 
disciplinary procedures.2 These GV 
NEC members campaigned and 
drew support in the recent elections 
as opponents of the witch-hunt and 
defenders of the CLPs, but at the first 
serious test they collapsed before 
the Labour right, betraying their 
mandate and leaving their supporters 
defenceless before the purge.

This capitulation is even more 
outrageous when you consider 
that, in the days leading up to the 
NEC meeting, we had two further 
examples of what such a surrender 
would mean. In the last week 
Moshé Machover, a leading Jewish 
anti-Zionist, and Naomi Wimborne-
Idrissi, a key figure in Jewish 
Voice for Labour (JVL), joined the 
growing ranks of socialists who 
have been purged during Starmer’s 
witch-hunt. Their crime? Moshé’s 
long-standing argument that anti-
Zionism does not equal anti-
Semitism was deemed a ‘thought 
crime’ by Labour officials, while 
Naomi’s heinous offence was to 
speak out at an online CLP meeting 
against the accelerating purge of the 
left!3 The pace of the attack on the 
left is now so fast that it really is a 
case of ‘another day, another round 
of suspensions’.

This NEC vote is a serious 
setback, which will widen the scope 
of the witch-hunt and further restrict 
free speech and party democracy. 
However, it is just the latest episode 
in a long line of retreats, which 
has demoralised and disorganised 
the Labour left and sabotaged 
the chance to mount an effective 
counterattack. Taken together, this 
abject surrender, along with the 
Labour bureaucracy’s relentless 
pressure on even the mildest 
opposition, reveals the fundamental 
crisis now facing the official Labour 
left.

The nature of this crisis is 
encapsulated in the current debate 
amongst many left activists about 
whether it is still possible to stay 
and fight in the Labour Party under 
present conditions. This argument 
began in earnest following Starmer’s 
election and has now intensified 
following the EHRC report and 
Jeremy Corbyn’s suspension from 
the Parliamentary Labour Party. In 
response, leftwingers in the CLPs 
and trade union branches tabled 

motions of protest, which were met 
with bureaucratic manoeuvres and 
attempts to shut down discussion. 
David Evans, the party’s general 
secretary, issued a series of edicts 
preventing internal debate on 
Corbyn’s suspension or any aspect 
of the EHRC report.4 These curbs on 
free speech were further extended 
to other political issues - even the 
most innocuous solidarity with the 
Palestinian people was ruled out of 
order in one London CLP.5

Although over 80 CLPs managed 
to pass critical resolutions, in 
countless others local party officers 
and full-time regional officials 
successfully shut things down - 
in some case literally pulling the 
plug on Zoom meetings!6 It has 
become commonplace for CLPs 
to be threatened with disciplinary 
measures whilst in some cases 
officers who allowed critical 
motions to be discussed, such as 
in Bristol West CLP, have been 
suspended.7 The result is that 
some comrades on the Labour left 
are asking if calls for staying and 
fighting still hold water. Does the 
purge mean, they suggest, that 
Labour is dead, and we should now 
build a new working class party?

Keep heads down?
Let’s rehearse the arguments. In a 
recent article on Labour Hub, Mike 
Phipps of the Labour Representation 
Committee puts the case for the left 
keeping its head down and riding 
out the storm. Comparing Starmer’s 
purge with Blair’s New Labour 
counterrevolution, he argues that 
the left has indeed suffered a serious 
defeat, resulting in fragmentation, 
demoralisation and loss of 
membership. Agreed! But what 
does comrade Phipps propose? 
A vigorous defence of party 
democracy? A real counterattack 
against the witch-hunt? No, instead 
he advises us to

choose our battles carefully if 
we are going to survive and, 
more importantly, maintain 

our relevance with the broader 
membership. Failure to 
understand this will increase the 
danger of our marginalisation 
(original emphasis).8

We have seen the fruits of this 
passive approach throughout the 
witch-hunt and witnessed this week 
how it culminates in GV supporters 
voting with the Labour right on 
the NEC. A case of ‘choosing your 
battles carefully’? No, this is a sure-
fire recipe for defeat and disaster, 
not survival. We do not “maintain 
our relevance with the broader 
membership” by keeping quiet: 
to remain silent during this purge 
means we are really abandoning the 
fight and going over to the enemy 
on the Labour right.

This trajectory is inherent in 
Phipps’ quietist approach, because 
his political strategy is completely 
focused on the election of a Labour 
government. Along with the rest of 
the official Labour left, this belief 
in a parliamentary road to socialism 
absolutely requires party unity 
(with the right) and the preservation 
of the Labour Party at all costs 
as an instrument for ‘socialist 
transformation’. Leaving aside the 
historical experience of Labour 
governments and the failures of the 
Labour left throughout the last 120 
years to transform the party into 
any kind of instrument for militant 
socialist politics, Phipps’ advice for 
the Labour left in 2020 amounts 
to no more than a reiteration of its 
traditional strategy, combined with 
desperate appeals to cling on to 
party membership at all costs. It is a 
very long way from the demand that 
the left should stay and fight.

We strongly agree that comrades 
should stay and fight: it is an 
absolute duty that they should 
not quit and abandon the party to 
the likes of Starmer and his ilk. 
However, staying and fighting, is 
only the beginning of the battle! 
Recent experience has shown that, 
if you speak up against the witch-
hunt or challenge the leadership’s 

lies and slanders about anti-
Semitism, you will be suspended or 
expelled. Thus, Starmer’s purge and 
the increasing collaboration of the 
official left in shutting down debate 
and undermining party democracy 
are making it increasingly difficult 
for principled left activists to 
continue to operate within Labour.

The result is that for those 
comrades - like the supporters of 
Socialist Appeal, who make the 
Labour Party the central feature 
of their strategy - this crisis 
really is existential. If the space 
for socialism and democracy 
within Labour is closed off, what 
alternative perspective is open to 
these comrades? Burrow down 
and hope for better days ahead, 
perhaps?

But if clinging on to your 
membership card at all costs is 
an inadequate and ultimately 
impossible strategy, then the 
alternatives offered by comrades 
who advocate setting up new broad 
left parties and formations outside 
Labour are equally flawed. To 
repeat, we recognise that principled 
left members will face suspension 
and expulsion when they stay and 
fight. However, leaving Labour 
during this witch-hunt is a moral 
gesture, not a serious strategy for 
socialists. If comrades leave the 
party, where are they going? What 
is seriously on offer? Behind the 
rumours and the vague ideas for 
a regroupment of the left, two 
possible formations are frequently 
suggested: a Labour Party mark 
two, and a ’broad front’ modelled 
on Syriza or Podemos.

In the form of the Trade Unionist 
and Socialist Coalition, a Labour 
Party mark two is advocated by the 
Socialist Party in England and Wales 
and, since Corbynism’s defeat, is 
now being revived as an electoral 
front. Although former Labour 
MP Chris Williamson has recently 
joined Tusc, given its record of 
very modest success to date and its 
limited programme of economistic 
left reformism, it seems unlikely 

to be the future vehicle for militant 
socialist politics.9 As Labour 
Party Marxists has frequently 
argued throughout this crisis, sub-
reformism of this Labour Party 
mark two type simply reinvents 
all the political weaknesses and 
strategic dead ends offered by the 
historical Labour Party mark one!10 
It is a trap and a route to futility and 
disillusionment.

Despite the allure of the idea of 
the broad left front as an alternative 
to Labour, the experience of Syriza 
and Podemos does not augur 
well. Their record in government 
in Greece and Spain shows the 
real nature of the politics behind 
their radical phraseology. Their 
trajectory from ‘anti-establishment 
outsiders’ to parties of coalition 
follows a familiar reformist pattern, 
which comrades who claim to be 
revolutionary socialists should 
flatly reject as any kind of model. 
In a similar vein, nearer to home, 
the history of left regroupments in 
Britain over the last 30 years points 
to a similar pattern of failure to build 
a credible revolutionary party that 
offers a real challenge to capitalism. 
The history of the stillborn parties 
that emerged after 1990 is hardly 
inspiring; do the experiences of 
the Socialist Labour Party, Scottish 
Socialist Party, Socialist Alliance, 
Respect and Left Unity really offer 
us any party models or examples of 
a coherent political strategy that we 
can adopt today?

 The witch-hunt has exposed 
fundamental flaws and fault lines 
in the politics of the Labour left. As 
the NEC vote shows, the leadership 
of the official left shares much in 
common with the right, leaving 
many of their supporters in the CLPs 
and the trade unions demoralised 
and uncertain of how best to fight 
back. These comrades are looking 
for a strategy to advance socialist 
politics. Stay and fight is the first 
step: we must not lightly surrender 
the Labour Party battlefield to the 
enemy. But it is only the first step: 
the current existential crisis poses 
much more fundamental questions 
for the Labour left about the Marxist 
programme and the type of party that 
we need if we are to carry out our 
movement’s historical commitment 
to the socialist transformation of 
society l

He was always out to get you
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SCOTLAND II
Jack Conrad

A joint oppressor
Left nationalists are in thrall to a bogus history. Scotland was not subject to an English takeover with the 

1707 Act of Union. Nor does Scotland suffer from English cultural imperialism

Europe’s first nations had an embryonic 
existence, which for the sake of neatness 
is usually dated back to the 13th and 

14th centuries. Here we have fertilisation, 
eg, Geoffrey Chaucer and his use of Middle 
English in works such as Tales of Caunterbury 
(1400). At the time the prestigious languages 
in England were Norman-French and Latin. 
Chaucer’s Middle English reflected the 
growing importance of market relations: ie, 
circulation, and the rise of capitalism. He 
was the first author of standing to use many 
common English phrases and words: ‘add’, 
‘agree’, ‘desk’, ‘dishonest’, etc. Because of 
the printing press, by the early 16th century, 
his writings gained a mass audience amongst 
the educated minority. All part of a wider 

process of establishing and disseminating a 
standard English.

John Barbour did something similar with 
his verse romance The Brus (The Bruce). 
He led the way for vernacular Scots gaining 
a social standing. Similar examples can 
be cited from other parts of Europe. Jacob 
van Maerlant’s rhyming world chronicle, 
Spieghel historial, is in Middle Dutch. 
Dante Alighieri argued for the promotion 
of a vernacular literature and his Divine 
comedy (1320) helped establish Tuscan as 
the standard written form of Italian. So, a 
definite trend.

The middling sort could thereby mobilise 
a mass political movement by speaking in 
a common language … and appealing to 

SUPPLEMENT

Adam Smith, Scottish political 
economist and philosopher, helped 

shape the debates over imperial 
policy in the British empire in the 

mid-19th century

Ceiling of Royal Bank of Scotland’s 
headquarters at St Andrew’s 

Square, Edinburgh
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common interests. The stunning success 
of the United Provinces, then the English 
Commonwealth (followed by the 1688 
Glorious Revolution and parliamentary 
sovereignty) was the clincher. Others sought 
to follow, imitate, compete. America’s 
Federalists, the Jacobins, the United 
Irishmen, each wanted to found their own 
nation-state.

Certainly, since the 1789 French 
Revolution, the nation has served the 
bourgeoisie as the prime ideological 
means of securing popular support. In his 
influential book, Benedict Anderson testifies 
to the extraordinary power of this modern 
invention:

Dying for one’s country, which usually 
one does not choose, assumes a political 
grandeur which dying for the Labour 
Party, the American Medical Association, 
or perhaps even Amnesty International 
cannot rival, for these are all bodies one 
can join and leave at easy will.1

Yet, as shown by the 1848 revolutions, 
the springtime of the peoples, the growth 
of national consciousness allowed the 
popular classes to begin to act in their own 
interests on a hitherto unprecedented scale: 
eg, Switzerland, Denmark, Germany, Italy, 
Spain, Poland, Austria and Hungary. In 
the Communist manifesto, Karl Marx and 
Frederick Engels had already announced the 
arrival of communism as “itself a power” - 
thrown back, for the moment by a combination 
of social democratic counterrevolutionary 
betrayal, Stalinite counterrevolution within 
the revolution and then counterrevolution 
within the counterrevolution.2

Nations are indisputably the product of 
history, but they are also the product of the 
telling and retelling of history. Every country 
nowadays has its carefully manufactured 
narrative. Universities once exclusively 
taught the classics, metaphysics and the 
lives of the saints. Now entire departments 
are devoted to national history. Through the 
intellectual efforts of professional historians, 
national consciousness is promoted, 
augmented and, where necessary, overhauled 
and, if need be, reinvented.

In many respects 19th century Germany 
led the way. Lagging behind in terms of 
the actual material reality of the nation-
state, idealist philosophers, historians, 
composers and poets paved the way in the 
mind.3 “Every nation,” Hegel maintained, 
in a youthful work, “has its own imagery, 
its gods, angels, devils or saints who live 
in the nation’s traditions, whose stories and 
deeds the nurse tells her charges and so wins 
them over by impressing their imagination.”4 
Nations were deemed to have their own 
unique character and destiny. According to 
Leopold von Ranke - the father of German 
historiography - between the global and the 
actions of individual actors there was the 
“primeval” nation.5

Well before Germany was united into 
a single nation-state there was the story 
of Germany. Eg, in the early 19th century 
the Society for Older German Historical 
Knowledge sponsored a huge collection of 
documents called the Monumenta Germaniae 
Historica. The purported history of Germany 
from Roman times to 1500 was chronicled. 
The Germany of countless petty and not so 
petty kingdoms was thereby united in the 
mind. Well before Germany there existed 
the idea of Germany - an invitation for Otto 
von Bismarck. In 1871 he carried out his 
revolution from above and united Germany 
to widespread popular acclaim.

Victorian Britain introduced a modified 
version of von Ranke’s model. After the 
1867 Reform Act, which gave skilled male 
workers the vote, Robert Lowe, 1st Viscount 
of Sherbrooke, a Tory education minister, 
famously announced: “We must educate our 
masters”.6 Royal history was fused with the 
history of Britain as an imperial state and 
projected backwards onto the distant past - 
religion and religious history, pre-capitalist 
relations of exploitation, class struggles 
were subsumed, blurred or simply denied. 
Those above sought to inculcate a sense of 
patriotism and the community of all classes. 
With the forward march of mass literacy, mass 
conscript armies and mass parliamentary 
democracy, it became ever more necessary to 
gain a heartfelt identification with the nation.

Primary and secondary schools duly 

taught history along national lines: England, 
Scotland and Wales ... till we arrive at the 
three-in-one nation-state of Great Britain 
and its agriculture, industry, science and 
conquests. Nowadays, not least because of 
changing demographics, the glories of empire 
are no longer celebrated, flaws are admitted, 
even horrendous crimes, above all, black 
slavery, but history is viewed teleologically. 
Past events are selected and reselected to 
provide the almost predetermined steps 
towards today’s multicultural Britain and 
its officially approved anti-sexist, anti-racist 
and anti-extremist (= anti-socialist) values.

Despite our largely bogus history, 
it is hardly surprising that run-of-the-
mill Scottish nationalists assume that the 
kingdom of Scotland was a nation prior to 
the 1707 Act of Union. Left nationalists too: 
in their Imagine - we have already quoted 
it - Alan McCombes and Tommy Sheridan 
claim that “Scotland is one of the oldest 
nations in Europe”, going back to the 13th 
century.7 In another jointly authored book, 
Restless land, this time with Roz Paterson, 
we find McCombes talking of the “emerging 
flame of national consciousness” and saying 
that, with Edward I as overlord, there was the 
danger that Scotland would become simply 
another English region “alongside Yorkshire 
and Northumberland”.8 Even worse is Chris 
Bambery, former national organiser of the 
Socialist Workers Party. Mesolithic settlers, 
Neolithic cattle-herders, Pictish peasants, 
Anglo-Saxon incomers, Viking raiders, 
Gaelic clans, Jacobite rebels, the lowland 
enlightenment, the highland clearances, 
Red Clydesiders, Labour voters, poll tax 
protestors - all find themselves fused into 
a singularity in his execrable A people’s 
history of Scotland (2014). Indeed, showing 
his complete surrender to the standard 
tropes of rightwing Scottish nationalism, 
the comrade seriously tells us that “a good 
account of [William] Wallace’s life” can be 
found in Mel Gibson’s film Braveheart.9 He 
might just as well announce DW Giffith’s 
1915 Birth of a nation (originally titled The 
Clansman) a “good account” of American 
history. As we shall show, though, there is a 
considerable overlap between left and right 
nationalism.

Certainly, the national history sponsored 
by the UK state in the late 19th century is 
never seriously analysed or questioned. 
Official history was drilled into left anti-
nationalist skulls at school. Few challenge 
the paradigm. Hence Scotland’s supposed 
journey from the arrival of the aboriginal 
Cruithni all the way to the campaign for 
a second independence referendum in 
2021. Scotland is and has been throughout 
time immemorial. Eg, if Robert de Bruce 
was crowned king over a territory called 
the kingdom of Scotland, then, for left 
nationalists, there must have been a nation of 
Scotland. Nothing could be simpler. Nothing 
more stupid.

Scotland as victim
When 17th century English radicals such 
John Lilburne and Gerrard Winstanley 
branded the whole rat pack of kings and 
queens going back to 1066 as foreign 
exploiters, they were not far from the truth. 
In strict historical terms where they fell into 
error was to contrast the Norman yoke with 
Anglo-Saxon liberty. But, given their time, 
they were looking for an inspiring vision. 
And they found their Garden of Eden in 
the fiction of Anglo-Saxon liberty. More to 
the point, the Levellers and Diggers aimed 
to unite the popular classes against their 
oppressors.10

Nowadays, there is good history available, 
Marxist and non-Marxist. No less to the point, 
the political aim of the Scottish National 
Party, along with their radical outriders, is to 
bring all people in Scotland, from brickies 
to bankers, together “under one banner”. 
That necessarily, by definition, involves 
cleaving apart the historically established 
workers’ movement in Britain and denying 
the primacy of class consciousness.

Towards that end, Scotland post-1707 
is painted by the more deluded Scottish 
nationalists as an oppressed nation.11 In this 
case it is the English yoke. Put another way, 
Scotland is to this day ruled by foreigners. 
Eg, the Scottish Republican Socialist 
Movement imagines itself as struggling 
for “national liberation”.12 Another left-
nationalist, Bob Goupillot, a canting and 

qualifying “republican communist”, writes 
that a Scottish office and secretary of state 
for Scotland “smacks of colonialism” and 
that, “whilst being on a different scale to 
the Irish, Scots have experienced elements 
of national oppression which need to be 
acknowledged by others and overcome”.13 
Along similar left-nationalist lines Mhairi 
McAlpine seriously declares that the 
“struggle for Scottish independence is, at its 
heart, an anti-colonial struggle”.14 And, on 
the far fringes, there is the terroristic Scottish 
National Liberation Army and its political 
wing, the Scottish Freedom Party. Their call 
is for English “settlers” to “leave, leave!” 
Their aim: an independent Gaelic-speaking 
Scotland.15

So let us look at the politics of 1707. 
Yes, there was bullying, blackmail and 
bribery: English money was paid out to a 
few chosen nobles, pensions were promised, 
along with offers of peerages and various 
sinecures. And, of course, the Act of Union, 
which merged the two parliaments, was no 
democratic agreement between two sovereign 
peoples. Neither Scotland nor England were 
democracies of any kind. Hence no need 
for the well-worn Daniel Defoe and Robbie 
Burns quotes: the novelist, Defoe, was an 
English agent; the poet, Burns, an outraged 
Scottish radical.

The Court Party, which enjoyed 
considerable support from Queen Anne, 
along with their allies in the Flying Squad 
(Squadrone Volante), dominated the 
unicameral Scottish parliament. Both were 
largely made up of aristocrats and, no 
surprise, pursued their narrow sectional 
interests. The Scottish parliament voted by 
110 to 69 for the union.

The Country Party, the main opposition 
bloc in parliament, fought a desperate 
rearguard action. There was a furious ‘pen 
and ink’ war. Wallace and Bruce were 
invoked. The Country Party even threatened 
to unleash the mob. Martial law was declared.

However, the leader of the Country Party, 
James Hamilton, 4th Duke of Hamilton, 
could easily have sat on the benches of the 
Court Party. Arrogant and haughty, he held 
landed estates north and south of the border. 
But, as a descendant of the Stuart line, he 
probably harboured ambitions to become the 
absolutist ruler of an independent Scotland.

There was, though, Andrew Fletcher of 
Saltoun, a lowland laird who essentially 
represented the interests of the “small, 
independent, freeholding landowner” 
class.16 He and his little band of co-thinkers 
formed what might be called the left wing 
of the Country Party. Fletcher rejected an 
“incorporation union”: instead he wanted 
a “federal union”.17 Interestingly, he also 
proposed annual elections and upheld the 
demand for a popular militia: amongst 
his most noted books is A discourse of 
government relating to militias (1698) - 
it includes the phrase, “a well-regulated 
militia”, which, of course, later found 
its way into the US constitution (second 
amendment). Though no republican, let 
alone a democrat, Fletcher sought to limit the 
powers of the crown and increase the powers 
of the estates. This makes him something 
of a hero for the nationalist left: he is “one 
of the most outstanding political thinkers 
in Scottish history”.18 For them Fletcher of 
Saltoun is the acceptable face of the Country 
Party.

However - and this needs to be understood 
- there was discontent both in Scotland and 
England. Popular opinion on both sides of 
the border resented and protested against 
the 1707 Act of Union - not only a union 
of parliaments, but a customs and monetary 
union too. And, of course, Scotland was 
desperately poor and as good as bankrupt. 
Economically, it was not seen as a catch, but 
a leach.

Yes, the initial effects of the merger were 
not positive for Scotland and, yes, there 
was 1715 and 1745 ... often portrayed as a 
“national rising”.19 Yet, after 1746 and the 
battle of Culloden, there was rapid economic 
development and with that came a dawning 
of British national consciousness, including 
in the highlands. Jacobitism was almost 
effortlessly swapped for a cult of a Greater 
Britain. The great aristocrats, the lowlands 
bourgeoisie and highland lairds alike 
were eager to enrol into the British ruling 
class. The “more outspoken” were already 
presenting themselves as North Britons ... 

and even superior to the feckless English.20

Protestantism, inter-continental wars with 
absolutist Spain and France, joint colonisation 
of Ulster, North America and Australasia - an 
empire of work colonies - made and remade 
consciousness. Likewise the joint building, 
administering and maintaining of the vast 
British - not English - empire of exploitation 
in the Caribbean, Africa and India. For 
the already rich and powerful, for the well 
educated, for the greedy, for the madly 
ambitious, Scottishness meant the reality, or 
at least the distinct possibility, of sharing in 
the spoils.

Despite that, for Scottish left nationalists, 
Britain is an entirely artificial, or royal, 
construct. Within the state prison house of 
UKana, the oppressed nations of Scotland 
and Wales suffocate, but await their moment 
of freedom. Laughably, a “pre-bourgeois” 
Britain “inevitably” leads to “second 
round” of nationalist breakouts.21 In other 
words, after the failures of 1715 and 1745 
there comes 2014, 2021 … all in the name 
of “completing” the bourgeois revolution! 
As if Britain is feudal, not quintessentially 
capitalist. Anyway - or so we are told - only 
when national independence has been finally 
secured will the road to a (national) socialism 
be opened up.

For Scottish left nationalists, the nation 
(country) is Scottish, the state and the ruling 
institutions are British or English. That 
is why Scotland counts as an oppressed 
nation, the immediate task being self-
evident: Scotland must join those who have 
successfully fought for national liberation 
- Cuba, Vietnam and Venezuela are held 
up as models. Amongst them, amongst the 
angels, that is where Scotland’s future lies. 
Morally very convenient. It was Britain that 
established a global empire, traded in black 
slaves, raped India and took American and 
Australian natives to the verge of extinction. 
Not Scotland.

Countering this nonsense is child’s play. 
By definition national oppression involves 
all classes. There are upper and lower classes 
in every colonial country. But the upper 
classes lose out economically to the imperial 
power. They have no state with which to 
defend and advance their interests. National 
oppression therefore sees the exploitation of 
the upper classes too. Yet for aristocratic and 
bourgeois Scotland, unity with an England 
that had finally overthrown absolutism in 
1688 proved a blessing. Fortunes were made, 
high offices were obtained and previously 
closed opportunities opened (more of this 
below).

Those below constitute another 
awkward problem for left nationalists. 
There has definitively been universal 
suffrage throughout Britain since the 1928 
Representation of the People Act (when 
equal voting rights for women were finally 
conceded). Before that it was Liberal versus 
Tory, then Liberal versus Tory versus Labour: 
ie, voters in Scotland happily supported 
all-Britain parties. What was true before 
1928 was true after 1928. Take the 1955 
general election. The Tories won 36 seats, 
with 50.1% of the vote, Labour was close 
behind (34 MPs and 46.7% of the vote), the 
Liberals got just one MP, with 1.9% of the 
vote, the Communist Party of Great Britain 
came fourth, losing its lone MP … and the 
SNP came fifth, it got a mere 12,112 votes.22 
Basically a mirror image of England.

Compare that with Ireland - that is, when it 
was an integral part of the United Kingdom. 
Once the property-owning (male) small 
farmers got the vote, they began returning 
MPs who would promote their class and 
national interests: first from Charles Stewart’s 
Home Rule League, then John Redmond’s 
Irish Parliamentary Party, then, finally, Sinn 
Féin. In the 1918 general election Sinn Féin 
secured 73 of Ireland’s 105 MPs. Amongst 
their ranks, Constance Georgine Markievicz. 
Countess Markievicz was the first woman 
elected to the House of Commons (along 
with other Sinn Féiners she refused to take 
her seat). After that it was pro-treaty vs anti-
treaty civil war. Hence the Irish-Irish, not the 
British-Irish, behaved in a manner that would 
be expected of an oppressed people under 
conditions of a wider and wider franchise. 
Scotland, precisely because it does not suffer 
from national oppression, had an altogether 
different politics: instead of nation it was 
class - crucially the working class (an all-
British phenomenon).
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Undoubtedly, the mass of Scottish 
people in 1707 did not think of themselves 
as British, but the same can be surely said 
of those in England and Wales. Though the 
idea of a British commonality can be traced 
back to Geoffrey of Monmouth in the 12th 
century, it tended to be associated with plans 
for feudal overlordship to be extended across 
the whole of the archipelago. In other words, 
‘revolutionary centralisers’ such as Edward I 
sought to add to their realms of exploitation. 
Nevertheless, leading elements amongst the 
intelligentsia started to look towards some 
sort of equal union. John Mair (c1470-1550) 
wrote A history of Greater Britain, as well 
England as Scotland (1521) when he was 
principal of the University of Glasgow. He 
wove the story of England and Scotland 
together and suggested an eventual political 
union between the two kingdoms. Mair 
wanted to end the internecine conflicts and 
bring about a strong Britannia, which would 
lead Europe against imperial Spain and the 
papacy. A project enthusiastically taken up 
by the well-read Scottish king, James VI, 
who was, of course, painfully aware of the 
instability of his old realm: his mother, Mary, 
Queen of Scots, had been forced to abdicate 
and his father, Henry Stuart, Lord Darnley, 
was butchered by assassins when James was 
only a couple of months old.

In his accession speech to the Westminster 
parliament on March 19 1603, after he had 
been crowned king of England, James 
Stewart stated that god had not only united 
two great feudal lineages, but two peoples 
with a common “language, religion and 
similitude of manners”. They live on one 
island “separated neither by sea, nor great 
river, mountain, nor other strength of nature”.23 
After advice from courtly spin doctors - north 
and south - he took to presenting himself as 
James I of Great Britain and Ireland.

Attempts to bring together the English 
and Scottish kingdoms in a political union 
floundered due to a refusal by the English 
elite to treat their Scottish counterparts as 
equals. However, conditions changed. On 
the one hand, there was the abject failure 
of the Darien scheme in the 1690s. The bid 
to establish a specifically Scottish trading 
colony in Panama ended in financial ruination 
for the kingdom’s aristocracy, bourgeoisie 
and even many town councils. On the other 
hand, in England there was the decisive 
triumph of capitalism. What those backing 
Oliver Cromwell began, those backing 
William of Orange completed. Compared 
with other European powers post-1688, 
England stood out as a beacon of bourgeois 
liberty and economic dynamism. And, in 
order to prevent its old enemy, absolutist 
France, regaining a foothold in Scotland 
and launching a counterrevolutionary war, 
the ruling class in England was prepared 
to make substantial concessions: namely a 
financial bailout, along with access to vast 
new markets and high office in the swelling 
military, political and bureaucratic apparatus.

Left to itself, Scotland could not have 
carved out an independent existence - Darian 
provides ample proof on that score. In all 
probability, without unity with England the 
kingdom would have fallen into the clutches 
of the French monarchy. That or faced 
stagnation, decay and fragmentation under 
the impact of rival feudal interests. The 
fate suffered by Poland provides a telling 
example of such social retrogression.

The more intelligent - or rather the more 
crafty - left nationalists therefore turn to 
softer, vaguer, more pliable categories 
such as internal colonialism or cultural 
imperialism. We are told that the “Celtic 
fringes of Scotland, Ireland and Wales” were 
the “internal colonies of the British empire” 
(Alan McCombes and Roz Paterson).24 James 
D Young - a particularly obnoxious left-
nationalist ideologue - wrote of “the colonial 
dimension being real and tangible”, because 
the English ruling class displayed “colonial 
attitudes”.25 Hence the complaint of Scotland 
suffering from a “warped and distorted” 
national identity ... because of the magnetic 
pull of the 50 million-plus population of 
England.26 A frankly xenophobic judgement, 
which would certainly rule out the kind 
of unified state formed by the Bolsheviks 
in 1922. By far the largest republic in the 
Soviet Union was the Russian Federal 
Socialist Republic. It dwarfed the Ukrainian, 
Transcaucasian and Byelorussian republics. 
Nonetheless, left nationalism still finds 

its fuming justification: a “section of the 
population, including a large portion of the 
working class,” feels “forcibly subsumed 
under English/Britishness”.27 Feelings, no 
matter how irrational, need to be taken 
seriously. Nonetheless, how force is involved 
nowadays is something of a mystery for 
me. Are people arrested for listening to 
Radio nan Gàidheal? Is the poetry of Hugh 
MacDiarmid banned? Presumably, though, 
these left-nationalists would, given their 
independent Scottish class state, advocate a 
Kulturkampf (culture struggle) to eradicate 
English/British influences.

The idea of internal colonialism was 
introduced into the debate around Scotland 
by the American sociologist, Michael 
Hechter, in the 1970s. A rational-choice 
theorist, Hechter approached the UK in terms 
of an English “core” colonising the so-called 
Celtic “periphery”: Scotland, Wales, Ireland 
and to a lesser extent Cornwall and the Isle 
of Man. Thus Scotland was supposedly 
characterised by economic dependence, 
lower living standards and an industry 
which served the “core” as an auxiliary. 
According to Hechter, the process of internal 
colonialism commenced with the union of 
the crowns in 1603 and accelerated after 
the union of parliaments in 1707. Indeed he 
fields evidence which purports to show that 
national inequality persisted till 1966 - the 
point where Hechter closes his study.28 As one 
critic, Krishan Kumar, bitingly comments, 
he seems to have written his book “without 
ever having set foot in the British Isles”.29 
His ignorance of British realities are, though, 
fundamentally historical.

In my opinion Neil Davidson did an 
excellent job in demolishing the Hechter 
thesis. He fielded the examples of the three 
leading non-agricultural industries of the 
18th century - coal, linen and tobacco. Far 
from Scotland exhibiting backwardness and 
peripheral features, it took the lead in terms 
of technique, per capita production and 
capital accumulation. After the 1707 union 
- in particular following the final defeat of 
the Stewart dynasts and the highland threat - 
Scotland experienced a spectacular economic 
boom. Similar leaps were repeated in the 19th 
century. Engineering and shipbuilding in 
Scotland accounted for a huge tranche of the 
world market into the 20th century and was 
found on the cutting edge of technological 
change and innovation. As a consequence, 
far from being a ‘peripheral’ economic 
region in Britain, Scotland - or more 
precisely, the lowlands - lay at the “core”.30 
Scottish aristocrats, capitalists and middle 
class careerists thrived through promoting 
and participating in the British market, the 
British state machine and the British empire. 
Glasgow was one of the premier industrial 
workshops of the world and on a par with 
Birmingham, Sheffield, Manchester, Belfast 
and Cardiff. As for Edinburgh, it was a 
global banking centre second only to the City 
of London.

What goes for the economy can also be 
seen in terms of the cadre who staffed civil 
(bourgeois) society and the state. Well-
trained doctors, men of letters, soldiers of 
fortune, politicians on the make - all headed 
south and prospered mightily. Scots came to 
disproportionally occupy a whole variety of 
top posts. Eg, during the first half of the 18th 
century 25% of all regimental officers were 
Scottish.

Moreover, there is the widespread and 
persistent phenomenon of Scots being 
elected in English constituencies. Henry 
Campbell-Bannerman, Herbert Asquith 
and Andrew Bonar Law stood at the apex 
of British politics in the first quarter of the 
20th century. Each held the highest office 
of prime minister. After his 1997 general 
election victory Tony Blair (Edinburgh-born) 
appointed a whole pack of Scottish ministers, 
including foreign secretary, chancellor of the 
exchequer and lord chancellor - in terms of 
population proportion, a massive imbalance 
against the English. Andrew Neil - the 
millionaire Scottish broadcaster - waspishly 
referred to a “Scottish Raj”.31 Such a situation 
- where the ‘colonised nation’ provides the 
leading personnel for the ‘colonising nation’ 
in such numbers - is uncharacteristic, to say 
the least.

What of cultural imperialism? The 
argument here is that the subjugation 
suffered by Scotland was not of the overt 
type imposed on Africa and Asia. What 

Scotland experienced took place in the 
realm of consciousness. Scottish culture 
was deemed second-rate, compared with 
the English-British culture - which was, 
however, sneakily imposed upon the Scottish 
population by members of the Scottish 
elite. Enlightenment thinkers - Francis 
Hutcheson, Adam Smith, David Hume, 
James Mackintosh, James Burnett, Adam 
Ferguson, John Millar, William Robertson - 
are a particular butt of criticism.

Not that the Scottish reformation and the 
associated system of parish schools escape 
unscathed. According to the self-confessed 
“ultra-nationalist” Siol nan Gaidheal (Seed 
of the Gaels), well before the 1707 political 
union, it was supposedly a “tragedy for 
Scottish culture that the English Bible was 
introduced to Scotland” without the slightest 
effort to “adapt its language to Scottish 
practice”. As for the parish school system, 
it “emphasised literacy”. Hence it became 
“essential for English to be taught as it 
was written in the Bible and spoken by the 
minister in the kirk”.32 So the reason why 
god supposedly appeared as an Englishman 
before Scottish children, not as a trueborn 
Scot, is blamed on the unpatriotic, treacherous 
educated classes of Scotland. The very 
subtlety of this cultural imperialism means 
that the mass of the Scottish population are 
hardly aware of the English poison being 
drip-fed into their skulls.

Actually, what happened in the 18th 
century was not cultural imperialism, but 
assimilation - always a two-way process. 
Between Scotland and England there 
was cross-fertilisation, synthesis and the 
emergence of something higher, something 
new, something more than the sum of its parts. 
Scots English was as different from English 
English as Norwegian is from Swedish. 
But, even before the 1707 union, Scottish 
culture was being “influenced by (and 
then imitating) its English rival”.33 English 
literature became increasingly popular 
amongst educated Scots. Correspondingly 
their Scots English became increasingly 
English English, James VI being a case in 
point. Once he moved south, his broad Scots 
gave way to a standard (Kentish-Middlesex) 
English.

However, there was a strong, often 
brilliant and certainly unmistakable Scottish 
input, which both changed Englishness and 
created Britishness. Adam Smith furnished 
the groundbreaking economic theory which 
mapped out Britain’s capitalist future. David 
Hume’s scepticism provided the foundations 
for the utilitarianism and rationalism of 
the British bourgeoisie. James Mackintosh 
created modern English history with his 
History of the revolution in England. James 
Mill championed public education and 
popularised Riccardoism. In Ivanhoe (1819) 
Walter Scott took the radical English myth 
of Saxon liberty and the Norman yoke, 
and steered it into a conservative ‘middle 
course’, in what was also a parable for 
post-1746 Great Britain, by resolving the 
contradiction between the two ‘races’ into 
a reconciliation. Thomas Carlyle opposed 
democracy, but expressed a sincere, if 
romantic, sympathy for the lot of the poor, 
along with an influential critique of capitalist 
industrialisation.

None of these men regarded themselves 
as English quislings or agents of English 
cultural imperialism. Far from viewing 
themselves as ‘inferiors’, these intellectuals 
believed themselves to be of the best sort 
- superior beings - and, as we have shown, 
they actively shaped the emerging sense of 
Britishness. Hence, if England influenced 
and inspired Scottishness, as it undoubtedly 
did, so Scottish intellectuals transformed 
England through remaking it as part of the 
British national formation.

The highlands are a region where there 
was a process that might legitimately be 
called internal colonisation. But were the 
English the colonists? Culloden was not 
the defeat of the Scots by the English, as 
nationalist mythology has it. Nor was the 
horrible persecution which followed carried 
out by England. Such a formulation obscures 
the national, social and class content of the 
conflict. The battle of Culloden in 1746 saw 
the professional Hanoverian army utterly 
rout the highland warriors fighting on behalf 
of Charles Edward Stewart and his father. 
The latest technology of the 18th century and 
disciplined military techniques cut through 

the bravery of clan society. However, this 
defeat was inflicted not by England: rather 
by a combination of lowland Scots, and 
German and English regiments in the pay of 
the British state.

At Culloden, and during the military 
occupation of the highland glens that 
followed, the British state first pulverised 
clan society and then proceeded to take apart 
its social fabric. Some of the worst atrocities 
were carried out under the command 
of lowland Scots officers. Nationalists 
might argue that these men had absorbed 
hostile English cultural attitudes towards 
their fellow countrymen. However, the 
antagonism between the lowlands and the 
highlands dates back many centuries, to 
well before the union of the crowns in 1603. 
Lowlanders generally viewed highlanders as 
barbaric, uncouth and lawless. To travel in 
the highlands was, for them, to enter bandit 
territory; it was to risk life and limb.

Crucially, the highlands were incorporated 
– not into English culture, rather the British 
ascendancy. Clan society was not Scottish 
society, nor was Gaelic the language of 
Scotland. To conflate the two is to make an 
elementary mistake. The fate of the highlands 
was therefore not the fate of Scotland.

Moreover, it needs to be stressed that, for 
the highland clan chiefs and the associated 
elite, Britishness presented a golden chance 
for betterment. Once defeated, they eagerly 
turned away from scratching a living 
from highland tithes and tradition and 
instead embraced the cornucopia offered 
by capitalism. Those responsible for the 
highland clearances - the mass expulsion 
of the peasant population from the land – 
were, almost without exception, not only 
Scottish, but highland aristocrats. These 
grandees used Scottish agents to carry out 
their ‘modernisation’, along with Scottish 
policemen and Scottish army regiments 
to crush resistance. The native Gaels were 
uprooted by their own lairds and forced 
onto ships bound for North America. That 
or - hungry, bedraggled and footsore - they 
made their way to the dark, airless factories 
and mills of Glasgow. Turning the “whole 
country” into a giant “sheep-walk” was 
done, of course, for the sake of “primitive 
capital accumulation”.34

While the whole process was time-
concentrated, it was in essence no different 
from the dispossession of the English peasants 
that happened through the enclosures carried 
out 400 years previously, or the suffering 
that the peasantry in mainland Europe 
endured during the transition to capitalism. 
However, after being deported, the majority 
of highlanders played a genuinely colonial 
role in their new American home. Native 
Amerindians were for the most part unable 
to distinguish between the awful treatment 
meted out to them by highland Scots and any 
of the other European colonists they came 
into contact with.

Just as significantly, highland Scots in 
America often became fiercely pro-British. 
Former Jacobites were some of George III’s 
most loyal subjects. Even the celebrated 
Flora Macdonald, saviour of Bonnie Prince 
Charlie, turned Hanoverian after she 
migrated to North Carolina. Her husband, 
Allan, mobilised highland settlers in support 
of the king against the revolutionary patriots. 
His men were decked out in full highland 
costume - tartan plaid, a large blue bonnet 
with a cockade of black ribbon, a tartan 
waistcoat with gold buttons and tartan hose. 
Ideologically they were more than prone to 
cling to a hereditary monarch rather than 
fight for a democratic future.

Stuff and nonsense
Communists do not have any desire to 
reinvigorate or reinvent official British 
nationalism - a well-gnawed bone that ought 
to be left to Michael Gove, Maurice Glasman, 
Nigel Farage and Paul Golding to scrap and 
yap over. No, Britain’s 300-year history as a 
blood-drenched, class-divided, imperial state 
must be ruthlessly exposed ... so that official 
Britain can be put behind us as soon as possible. 
Towards that end we can usefully highlight the 
other Britain - revolutionary trade unionism, 
Chartism, the Triple Alliance, etc. If we do that 
rigorously, if we do that successfully, history 
goes from an apologia, a dull fact-grubbing 
exercise, to being a weapon - and one of the 
sharpest at that - in the struggle for socialism.

As well as taking on official Britain, we 
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are surely obliged to combat the stuff and 
nonsense peddled by Scottish left nationalists, 
who use the rhetoric of anti-imperialism, 
national liberation and socialism to give 
Nicola Sturgeon’s prosaic bid to establish an 
SNP-governed, royalist state valuable left 
cover.

To justify their scab role, left nationalists 
claim that the fight for a second referendum 
will result in an ever-rising curve of 
progressive demands, struggles and results. 
Sturgeon will be forced to depart from the 
narrow, safe, legal path of constitutionalism 
and mobilise the masses in protest strikes 
and street demonstrations. Westminster will 
eventually capitulate. Once independence is 
gained, the SNP will find itself compelled to 
grant one concession after another. Austerity 
will, of course, be a thing of the past. And 
the SNP will sooner rather than later lose out 
to a reinvigorated left. Meanwhile, we are 
assured, a ‘yes’ vote in Scotland will create 
conditions for far-reaching change south of 
the border too. A weakened UK state will find 
it “difficult to resist” progressive demands. 
Without a hint of irony, we are told: “We live 
in interesting times” (the so-called Chinese 
peasant’s curse).35

Conceivably, Scotland could take the 
Catalan road. Conceivably, the Westminster 
government would, in this case, decline to 
impose direct rule and put troops onto the 
streets of Glasgow, Edinburgh, Aberdeen and 
Dundee. Conceivably, there could be calm, 
reasonable negotiations that sees thorny 
issues, such as nuclear bases, the swollen 
national debt, Scottish army regiments, the 
threat of Orkney and Shetlands breaking 
from an independent Scotland with their 
attendant reserves of oil and gas, all 
equably solved. Conceivably, Scotland 
could be enthusiastically welcomed into the 
EU (including by Spain). Conceivably, a 
reinvigorated left could - say, after a space of 
a decade - see its forces storm the Holyrood 
parliament and declare Scotland a workers’ 
republic. If that happened, though, it would, 
for sure, serve not as a beacon that inspires 
others: rather a warning. Isolated, besieged, 
the Scottish workers’ republic, would, if it 
survived for more than a couple of months, 
be forced to become a Scottish Albania.

But all such scenarios are asking us to 
abandon levelheaded materialist reasoning 
for flights of fantasy. Opinion polls 
favouring independence should not be taken 
as a permanent, fixed feature of Scottish 
life. They could well be more a temporary 
aberration caused by the shock of Brexit and 
Johnson’s subsequent botched handling of 
the Covid-19 pandemic. Paradoxically, the 
reality of Brexit means that the economic 
case for Scottish independence becomes 
less and less tenable. Swapping the UK for 
European Union membership means, albeit 
with an agreed transition period, adopting the 
euro. We have certainly seen the problems 
that brings in the experience of Greece, 
Spain and Italy.

Most ‘foreign’ trade in Scotland is, 
needless to say, not with the EU: it is 
overwhelmingly with the rest of the UK. 
An independent Scotland would, in all 
probability, see a flight of capital and a flight 
of people … mainly south. Scotland would 
probably experience economic stagnation. 
The SNP government might well conclude 
that it has no choice but to impose ever 
harsher austerity measures, if the big banks, 
credit agencies and money markets are to be 
placated.

Expect a carnival of reaction on both sides 
of the border. The SNP would blame England 
and the English for its woes. Chauvinism 
would be fed, stoked and unleashed to 
murderous effect. That would go hand in 
hand with promoting ‘traditional’ Scottish 
values and maybe an illiberal democracy. 
Left nationalists would be forced to adapt 
to the new order … that or break with left 
nationalism. The Westminster government 
would doubtless respond in kind. Hatred of 
Scotland and the Scots would be fed, stoked 
and unleashed to murderous effect. Arguably, 
a somewhat frayed British unionism would 
be replaced by a vengeful, snarling, English 
nationalism. Only a masochist could describe 
that as progress.

Imperial decline
Why the widespread desire in Scotland 
to create a new capitalist state? I have 
argued that the relative decline of British 

imperialism - within an overall decline 
of capital as a system - laid the basis for a 
thoroughly modern separatist nationalism 
in Scotland (which, like most nationalisms, 
seeks to project itself back into the deep 
past). Using Lenin’s metaphor: the crumbs 
from the imperialist table have become 
recognisably fewer and far between.

From the mid-18th century onwards, 
being Scottish - with the obvious exception 
of worst-paid labour - was to share, at least 
to some extent, in the “lucrative” booty of 
the British empire.36 During the 1970s it 
appeared to many that Britain was on its 
way to becoming a failed state. That, and 
the booming Scottish oil industry, saw the 
SNP take off. In the 1974 February and 
October general elections the SNP’s main 
slogan was: “It’s Scotland’s oil”. The SNP 
secured 22%, then 30.4% of the Scottish 
vote. With Margaret Thatcher in No10, 
support for the SNP surged and surged 
again. Anti-union laws, smashing the miners, 
deindustrialisation, the imposition of the 
poll tax on Scotland before England and 
Wales - all fuelled the SNP’s growth. With 
the 2015 general election, the SNP overtook 
Labour, the Tories and Liberal Democrats at 
Westminster.

However, though the SNP has a wide 
popular base, it is a thoroughly bourgeois 
party. The test, as always, lies in programme. 
The SNP long ago sold itself to monopoly 
capitalism. And, of course, nowadays the 
SNP accepts Nato, the IMF, the World Bank 
and the whole architecture of post-World 
War II imperialism.

That is why we can only but conclude that 
the leftwing admirers of Scottish separatism 
have lost their political bearings: the Socialist 
Workers Party, Socialist Party in England 
and Wales, Socialist Resistance, Counterfire, 
etc. Their negative line of reasoning goes like 
this: “The break-up of the British state could 
significantly weaken British imperialism, its 
reactionary unionist ideology and its ability 
to intervene militarily in countries such as 
Iraq, Afghanistan and Syria.”37 Our line of 
reasoning runs in the opposite direction. 
The break-up of the British state would 
significantly weaken unity of the working 
class movement, its class-consciousness 
and ability to take state power on the wide 
foundations needed to defend and spread the 
socialist revolution.

It is doubtless true that Scottish secession 
would be a blow to British imperialism. That 
is, incidentally, why there would be a push-
back - not least from Anthony Blinken and 
his boss, Joe Biden. But it hardly follows that, 
if Scotland achieves independence, Britain 
would cease being America’s number-one 
ally. A declining US superimperialism under 
Biden-Harris will still be prone to lash out 
militarily and wreak havoc. Just as likely, 
UK forces, even shorn of their Scottish 
regiments, will take part in US operations 
- not because they matter militarily, but 
because they matter politically.

Socialism is a positive historic movement. 
It requires not the negativity of Scottish 
independence, but working class political 
independence. Hence what is bad for our 
enemy is not necessarily good for us. What 
is bad for them can actually be bad for us. 
Eg, mobilising throughout Britain would 
encounter all manner of new hurdles and 
difficulties with the secession of Scotland. 
In general we prefer big states. They provide 
the wide arena needed to conduct the class 
struggle to the maximum effect. Hence if 
Wales too seceded and was followed by 
Cornwall, Yorkshire and Northumberland, 
such ‘Balkanisation’ would hardly be 
something for socialists to celebrate.

Strategy
Marxists - real Marxists, that is - start, not 
with the nation, but with the world economy 
and the contradictory system of competing 
capitalist states. Within each state we seek 
to organise advanced workers - whatever 
their nationality, whatever their specific 
origins, whatever their ethnicity - into a 
single revolutionary party. Nothing narrow, 
nothing parochial here. Our aim is to promote 
internationalism (we look towards a new 
Communist International made up of real 
parties, not confessional sects). By contrast, 
left nationalists do their damnedest to fan, or 
alibi, division and national grievance.

The first decisive battle against capitalist 
rule could be fought out within a nation-state: 

eg, Germany, Japan, France or Italy. By the 
same measure there could be a breakthrough 
in a multinational state like Spain, India or 
South Africa. In general, communists, it should 
be stressed, take as a given what history has 
handed down. Despite the massacres, torture 
and expropriations associated with colonialism, 
we accept the existence of the US, Canada, 
Australia and New Zealand. Communism is 
not a project to reverse history. We do not, of 
course, rule out separation under exceptional 
circumstances: eg, Ireland in the late 19th 
century. Though it may appear paradoxical to 
left nationalists, communists raise the demand 
for separation solely in order to achieve the 
highest possible voluntary unity that objective 
conditions permit.

Communists want an end to the whole 
filthy business: national wars and oppression, 
borders and customs posts, detention 
centres and deportations. Hence, though our 
revolution begins with the state, its essence 
is universal. Having united workers as a 
political class to make revolution against 
the state, we must proceed energetically, 
determinedly and as swiftly as possible to 
the global level, where alone the dominance 
of capital can be superseded.

However, the tempo of class struggle and 
therefore class-consciousness is - and for 
some considerable time to come will be - 
markedly uneven from country to country. 
Some move faster, others slower. That said, 
there are broadly common tempos and similar 
levels of consciousness brought about by all 
manner of historically determined cultural 
and political factors, including agreements 
by capitalist governments to pool what they 
loftily call their sovereignties in an attempt 
to enhance global standing, economic 
weight and ability to exploit others. In such 
a grouping of countries - needless to say, 
I have the EU in mind - the working class 
would be well advised to move as one.38 But - 
and this is the point - no socialist revolution, 
even if it triumphs on a continental scale, can 
survive in isolation for long. A year or two, 
perhaps 10, surely no more. Sooner or later 
counterrevolution will burst in from without, 
or well up from within. Therefore, to the best 
of our abilities the fight for revolution must 
be coordinated on a global scale.

The CPGB seeks to emulate the best of 
the past: eg, the Communist Party of Karl 
Marx and Frederick Engels, the German 
Social Democracy of August Bebel, Wilhelm 
Liebknecht and Karl Kautsky, the Russian 
Social Democratic Party of Vladimir Lenin, 
Lev Kamenev and Grigory Zinoviev. Not as 
mimicry, but in order to make a qualitative 
leap, by positively overcoming the myriad 
grouplets, broad left dead ends and labour 
bureaucracies.

Obviously, building, training and steeling 
a party of several millions - necessary for a 
revolution in a country like Britain - is the 
work of two or three decades. Outlining a 
programme is another matter. Whatever the 
inadequacies (inevitable due to the absence 
of constant testing and fine tuning, which 
alone are provided by deep social roots 
and practical engagement in parliamentary, 
mass strike and other such large-scale class 
battles), it can be done by a relatively small 
number of communist militants - if they 
have thoroughly schooled themselves in the 
politics of Marxism.

So, although the CPGB is not yet a 
party - a key objective - it has equipped 
itself with a draft programme. Unlike the 
narrow economism that passes for common 
sense on too much of the left, the CPGB 
takes a Marxist approach to the UK state. 
In our minimum programme - ie, within 
the limits imposed by the capitalist system 
- communists emphasise, bring to the fore, 
class (as opposed to sectional) demands that 
challenge the logic of the market, such as the 
provision of health, education and benefits 
based on need. They give no less emphasis 
to political demands which challenge how 
we are ruled. Briefly, the abolition of the 
monarchy, the secret state and the House of 
Lords, a people’s militia, disestablishment of 
the Church of England, election of judges, 
etc.

What about the national question? Once 
again our programme seeks to forge class 
unity and challenge how we are ruled. 
Hence the demand for the right to self-
determination for Scotland and Wales, and 
a federal republic of England, Scotland 
and Wales (the initial form we envisage of 

working class rule in Britain).
Incidentally, Tony Blair, Gerry Adams 

and Nicola Sturgeon have unwittingly done 
us a great service here. They have shown 
us that the UK constitution is neither 
timeless nor natural. It is plastic - a product 
of historical making and contemporary 
remaking. What has been rearranged from 
above can be rearranged from below.

While there must be an objective 
dimension, when it comes to assessing what 
is and what is not a nation - eg, a common 
territory - that hardly means discounting 
the ideas that people have in their heads. 
The coming into being of a British nation 
in the 18th century cannot be put above the 
palpable feelings of masses of people in 
Scotland and Wales today. Only a hopeless 
dogmatist would discount the subjective 
factor - the sincere belief of millions that 
they are nationally disadvantaged, held 
back or even oppressed. Marxists must 
harness it by offering positive solutions l
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Just as we predicted
It is clear from Biden’s cabinet appointments that he will preside over totally incoherent policies, writes 
Daniel Lazare

Last August, I described Joe 
Biden as a candidate who “seems 
mainly concerned with turning 

back the clock to an ancien régime 
that grows more and more tarnished, 
the more distant it grows”.1 So far, the 
president-elect’s cabinet picks fully 
reflect those restorationist goals.

Although Biden has unveiled 
only a half-dozen or so of his major 
choices so far, they consist almost 
entirely of Barack Obama retreads, 
who were knee-deep in some of the 
Democrats’ worst blunders. Antony 
Blinken, Biden’s choice for secretary 
of state, for instance, enjoys a near-
perfect batting record when it comes 
to courting disaster. He supported the 
war in Afghanistan and, as an up-and-
coming Senate staffer, worked closely 
with Biden, then chairman of the 
Senate foreign relations committee, to 
drum up support for the 2003 invasion 
of Iraq. Moving on to become the 
vice-president’s national security 
advisor, he backed intervention in 
Libya in 2011 and then took control 
of US policy in Syria, beginning in 
January 2013. He cheered on the 
fascist-spearheaded Euromaidan 
coup in Ukraine a year later and, in 
April 2015, travelled to Saudi Arabia 
to assure Mohammed bin Salman that 
he had the United States’ backing 
when it came to the kingdom’s air war 
against Yemen.

“Saudi Arabia is sending a strong 
message to the Houthis and their 
allies that they cannot overrun Yemen 
by force,” Blinken told reporters in 
Riyadh. “As part of that effort, we 
have expedited weapons deliveries, 
we have increased our intelligence 
sharing, and we have established a 
joint coordination planning cell in the 
Saudi operation centre.”2

Each venture proved worse than 
the last. Afghanistan is a classic 
quagmire, Iraq will go down in 
history as perhaps US imperialism’s 
worst mistake of the entire post-war 
period, while the US-backed jihadis 
in Syria wreaked such havoc that a 
middle-income country was soon 
reduced to the ranks of the world’s 
very poorest. Ukraine is also in bad 
shape, with per-capita income 10% 
below pre-coup levels and rightwing 
extremists running wild.3 As for 
Yemen, the country is quite simply 
in “the world’s worst humanitarian 
crisis” after nearly six years of US and 
British-backed warfare, according to 
the UN.

Six catastrophes in a decade and 
a half is hard to beat, yet Blinken’s 
reward is to be booted upstairs into 
America’s loftiest foreign-policy post.

Jake Sullivan, the Yale Law 
School grad whom Biden has named 
as his national security advisor, 
is no better. A top aide to Hillary 
Clinton in her days as secretary of 
state, he played key policy roles 
in Libya and Syria, and was the 
author of a notorious August 2011 
memo congratulating his boss on her 
“leadership/ownership/stewardship 
of this country’s Libya policy from 
start to finish”. The memo - a classic 
of Washington group-think - listed 15 
steps Clinton had taken to ensure that 
Nato intervention would be a success. 
One that was dated March 18-30 
2011 read: “HRC [Hillary Rodham 
Clinton] engages with [the United 
Arab Emirates], Qatar and Jordan to 
seek their participation in coalition 
operations. Over the course of several 
days, all three devote aircraft to the 

mission.”4

Rarely have two sentences 
been more misleading. Clinton 
was desperate to bring the three 
monarchies on board, because the last 
thing liberal interventionists wanted 
was an assault on a Muslim country 
that western powers carried out on 
their own. They needed at least a 
token Arab presence, and so Clinton 
devoted two weeks to bargaining 
and beseeching. But what she and 
Sullivan did not realise is that Qatar - 
notorious for funding Islamist causes 
throughout the Middle East - would 
not just contribute a few warplanes, 
but would seize the opportunity to 
pour as much as $400 million into 
Libyan rebel forces, most of them 
jihadis, in the form of machineguns, 
automatic rifles and other weapons.

The result was chaos, as Qatari-
armed mujahedin killed, kidnapped 
and looted. “HRC has been a critical 
voice on Libya in administration 
deliberations, at Nato and in contact 
group meetings - as well as the public 
face of the US effort in Libya,” 
Sullivan bragged. Yet the result was 
to reduce Libya to a barren stretch of 
north Africa that today mainly serves 
as a breeding ground for Islamic State 
and al Qa’eda, a jumping-off point 
for Europe-bound refugees and a 
proving ground for regional powers 
like Turkey, Russia and Egypt to try 
out new weapons and develop new 
battlefield tactics.

Retrograde
The list of Biden’s retrograde 
appointees goes on. There are also:
 Alejandro Mayorkas, Biden’s 
choice as secretary of homeland 
security, who, as deputy secretary 
under Obama, was responsible for 
the chain-link fences used to house 
Central American refugees, who by 
2014 were flooding across the Rio 
Grande at a rate of 4,000 per day. 
Migrants referred to the fenced-in 
compounds as las perreras or dog 
kennels, while Trump called them 
“cages” in one of the presidential 
debates - a term that was certainly 

hypocritical, given that Trump’s 
policies were even worse, but not 
otherwise inaccurate.5 Decades of US-
backed ultra-violence had produced 
a stampede to safety that US border 
forces could barely control.
 Avril Haines, Biden’s pick as 
director of national intelligence, 
who helped select “targeted killings” 
by drones as deputy director under 
Obama. Haines chose not to discipline 
CIA personnel who had hacked 
Senate intelligence-committee 
computers while the committee was 
investigating CIA torture. Evidently, 
spying on Congress does not even 
warrant a slap on the wrist. After 
leaving public office, Haines emerged 
as a leading supporter of Gina Haspel, 
Trump’s choice for CIA director, even 
though Haspel oversaw CIA “black 
site” torture facilities in 2002-03 and 
helped destroy videotaped records of 
torture sessions in 2005.6
 Neera Tanden, Biden’s choice for 
director of management and budget. 
A fierce Clinton loyalist, she delights 
in sparring with Bernie Sanders 
supporters on Twitter and has been 
an outspoken proponent of cutting 
the once-untouchable US insurance 
programme known as social security 
- something that Biden, despite 
repeated denials, has repeatedly 
pushed for as well.7 Tanden is a 
classic neoliberal hawk. After Trump 
suggested seizing Libya’s oil in return 
for overthrowing Muammar Gaddafi 
in 2011, she emailed a colleague to 
say that was not a bad idea at all:

We have a giant deficit. They 
have a lot of oil. Most Americans 
would choose not to engage in the 
world because of that deficit. If we 
want to continue to engage in the 
world, gestures like having oil-
rich countries partially pay us back 
don’t seem crazy to me.

After ‘democratising’ third-world 
countries, the US should therefore feel 
free to help itself to their resources. Or 
so Biden’s appointee seems to think. 
Tanden is also famous for punching a 

journalist - she says it was only a push 
- for daring to question Clinton about 
her support for the Iraq war.
 Janet Yellen, the president-elect’s 
nominee for treasury secretary, who, 
as a member of the Federal Reserve, 
said of America’s growing mortgage 
bubble in 2005 that “we don’t think 
widespread problems are likely”, 
because “industry conditions in 
many respects are stronger now than 
they’ve ever been”. While conceding 
a few months later that “there might 
well be a bubble”, she added: “the 
arguments against trying to deflate a 
bubble outweigh those in favour of 
it”.

Three years later, of course, the 
bubble burst, resulting in the greatest 
financial meltdown since 1929. 
Undaunted, Yellen said in June 2017 
that another financial crisis was 
unlikely due to post-2008 reforms: 
“Would I say there will never, ever be 
another financial crisis?” she mused. 
“You know probably that would be 
going too far. But I do think we’re 
much safer, and I hope that it will 
not be in our lifetimes, and I don’t 
believe it will be.”8 Less than three 
years after that statement, ten million 
Americans filed for unemployment 
benefits in the wake of Covid-19, 
and economic production around the 
world collapsed. “[E]very component 
of aggregate demand - consumption, 
capital spending, exports - is in 
unprecedented freefall,” declared the 
economist, Nouriel Roubini.9
 Finally, there is Lloyd Austin, 
the retired four-star general who, as 
of early this week, was reportedly 
Biden’s choice for secretary of 
defence. The best thing one can say 
about Austin is that he is not Michèle 
Flournoy, the previous front-runner 
and a hawk’s hawk, who recently 
called for the building up of military 
capabilities in the far east to the point 
that the US can “credibly threaten to 
sink all of China’s military vessels, 
submarines and merchant ships in the 
South China Sea within 72 hours”.10

The 67-year-old Austin, a veteran 
of 41 years in uniform, does not seem 

quite so rash. But he was also deeply 
involved in the misadventures of the 
pre-Trump era. He participated in 
the invasion of Iraq and the war in 
Afghanistan and, in mid-2014, took 
charge of the anti-IS campaigns in 
Iraq and Syria - which were only 
necessary because the US had 
allowed IS to grow in the hope that it 
would prove useful in overthrowing 
Syrian president Bashar al-Assad, 
as then secretary of state John Kerry 
would later admit.11 In a particularly 
embarrassing moment, Austin told 
the Senate armed services committee 
in 2015 that a programme aimed at 
creating an anti-IS force that was 
free of jihadi influence had run 
through $500 million with negligible 
results. Asked how many fighters the 
programme had produced, he replied: 
“It’s a small number … we’re talking 
four or five.”12

In other words, $100 million per 
soldier in a part of the world where a 
holy warrior reportedly earns around 
$200 a month.13 One could go on, 
but the point is clear. Turning the 
clock back to the Obama years means 
returning to the ridiculous thinking 
that paved the way for Trump in the 
first place. It means bringing back 
officials responsible for such absurd 
miscalculations, patting them on the 
back and telling them they’re doing a 
fine job, and then handing them even 
more power in the hope they will do 
better.

But there is no reason to think they 
will. In fact, given the anti-Russian 
and anti-Chinese bellicosity on the 
part of so many Biden appointees - “I 
think a Biden administration would, 
first of all, confront Putin for his 
egregious actions, not embrace them, 
as this president has repeatedly done,” 
Blinken said this summer14 - there’s 
reason to fear they will make the same 
mistakes on a broader scale.

So Americans should brace 
themselves. Post-Trump, matters 
could get even worse, as US imperial 
policy grows ever more incoherent l
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Taste of things to come
While its moon ventures are clearly symbolic, writes Eddie Ford, China’s technological advances and 
the likely US response should not be underestimated

In an act of huge symbolism last 
week, China planted its flag on 
the moon. After collecting various 

rock samples, the Chang’e-5 probe 
- named after the Chinese moon 
goddess - successfully docked 
two days later with an orbiter, 
representing the first time in 44 
years that humans have harvested 
lunar rocks.

The state-run Xinhua news 
agency proclaimed that it was 
China’s first “rendezvous and 
docking in lunar orbit” and also the 
first lift-off of a Chinese craft from 
an extraterrestrial body. Pouring 
billions into the programme, the 
Chang’e-5 is part of an ongoing 
series of robotic moon missions 
run by the China National 
Space Administration (CNSA) - 
incorporating lunar orbiters, landers, 
rovers and sample return spacecraft, 
launched using Long March rockets 
(expendable rockets that can only be 
used once). Plans for China’s “space 
dream”, as president Xi Ping calls it, 
have been put into overdrive - being 
a generation behind the United 
States and Russia.

The country launched its first 
satellite in 1970, but actual human 
spaceflight took decades longer, 
Yang Liwei becoming the first 
taikonaut in 2003. A Chinese lunar 
rover landed on the far side of the 
moon in January 2019 in a global 
first that further boosted Beijing’s 
aspirations to become a space 
superpower. Other targets include 
creating a powerful rocket capable 
of delivering payloads heavier than 
those Nasa and the private firm 
SpaceX can handle; a lunar base; 
and a permanently crewed space 
station. The CNSA plans to land 
a crew on the moon’s south pole 
“within the next 10 years”, which 
is undoubtedly ambitious, but not 
impossible. Towards that end, the 
launch date for Chang’e-6 is 2024, 
depending on the final outcome and 
results of the previous mission.

Meanwhile, Xi wants a 
permanent space station called 
Tiangong (‘heavenly palace’) in 
orbit as early as 2022. The first 
prototype was launched in 2011 and 
completed its mission before China 
lost control of the craft and it crashed 
into the ocean in 2018. In a move 
towards technological self-reliance, 
China has launched its own Beidou 
network of navigation satellites, so 
the People’s Liberation Army does 
not need to rely on a US or rival 
Russian system - claiming that it 
will eventually reach millimetre-
level accuracy with post-processing. 
According to China Daily in 2015, 
15 years after the satellite system 
was launched, it was generating 
a turnover of $31.5 billion per 
annum for major Chinese-owned 
companies. Interestingly, China has 
proceeded more cautiously than the 
breakneck pace of the US-Soviet 
space race of the 1960s, which was 
marked by fatalities. By contrast, 
China’s crewed missions have gone 
ahead without incident (as far as we 
know). Almost inevitably, China 
is in a growing space rivalry with 
Asian neighbours and strategic 
competitors, Japan and India - both 
of which have sent their own probes 
to Mars. Things are hotting up.

Of course, the Chang’e-5 probe 
- or future ones, for that matter - 
will not tell scientists anything of 
real importance, even if Chinese 
scientists hope the samples will help 

them learn more about the moon’s 
origins, volcanic activity, surface, 
and so on. Xiao Long, a planetary 
geologist at the China University 
of Geosciences in Wuhan, recently 
told Nature magazine that the 
samples could “rewrite the history 
of the moon” if they show that 
there was still volcanic activity one 
or two billion years ago - previous 
lunar material suggested that this 
activity stopped around 3.5 billion 
years ago.

Propaganda
Obviously China’s recent trip to the 
moon is really all about propaganda 
- boosting the image and standing 
of the state. That is what John F 
Kennedy’s pledge in March 1961 
was all about and it was certainly 
remarkable how quickly it was done 
- an engineering miracle, when you 
consider that America was behind 
the Soviet Union in terms of space 
technology.

After all, the USSR not only had 
the first artificial satellite and animal 
in space - the unfortunate dog, 
Laika - but the first ever spacewalk 
in 1965, with the Voskhod 2 
mission and Alexei Leonov - the 
latter exiting the capsule for over 
12 minutes.1 Each was a massive 
propaganda coup for the Soviet 
Union and a blow to American 
imperial pride, with Leonov getting 
selected to be the first Soviet 
person to land on the moon - alas 
that project was cancelled, though 
it does provide fertile ground for 
writers of alternative history. But 
America overtook the Soviets in a 
spectacular fashion and landed two 
astronauts on the moon in 1969. Neil 
Armstrong’s “one small step” was 
an unalloyed triumph for the United 
States - a very public announcement 
that it was the world’s top dog. It 
was the turn of the Soviet Union to 

get its pride dented.
Now, you can talk about non-

stick frying pans all you like, 
yet the fact of the matter is that 
Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin 
exploring the lunar surface did not 
result in a scientific breakthrough of 
any kind - we did not learn anything 
that could not have been found out 
using non-crewed landers, which at 
the end of the day are much cheaper 
and safer. The same goes for China 
if it eventually lands someone on 
the moon - it would be a political 
statement that it has arrived as a 
major challenger for world power.

Clearly communists do not 
discount, let alone scoff, at symbols 
and images - humans are not 
dispassionate adding machines; nor 
do they view everything purely in 
terms of cost-benefit analysis. We 
all need inspiration in one form 
or another. But most communists 
do not believe that the future of 
humanity lies in the dark void of 
space. Yes, we have the example 
of the ‘final frontier’ in America 
- which in many respects was a 
voyage to another world, and just 
look how that turned out, with the 
near genocide of the indigenous 
peoples.

But going into space, colonising 
the moon or Mars - terraforming 
them even - is an entirely different 
matter altogether. It is a project that 
we should not buy into, even if the 
fiction writer, Ray Bradbury, tried 
to convince us that space travel 
represented humanity’s “effort to 
become immortal” by taking “our 
seed out into space.”2 He was hardly 
alone in expressing such sentiments. 
Of course, the militarisation of 
space is happening in front of our 
eyes - something communists 
adamantly oppose as an obscenity 
on every level. Rather, the future of 
humanity is here on this planet. for 

we are a natural, evolved species - 
and therefore should treat the Earth 
with the respect it deserves as the 
only planet that can really support 
human life. Mars, by contrast, is a 
hellhole. Okay, we can idly dream 
of visiting it. But six months to 
get there in a glorified tin-can, 
bombarded non-stop by deadly 
radiation - no thanks! Elon Musk is 
welcome to live and die there, but I 
will not be joining him.

On this score, reading futurology 
from the 1960s is instructive. For 
example, take Isaac Asimov - 
probably best known for I, robot 
and the Foundation series of books. 
He wrote about building cities 
on the bottom of the sea, as the 
surface would be too overcrowded 
and polluted. He predicted that by 
2014 we would have seen “a good 
beginning made in the colonisation 
of the continental shelves” - as 
“underwater housing will have 
its attractions to those who like 
waters-sports and will undoubtedly 
encourage the more efficient 
exploitation of ocean resources, 
both food and mineral”.3 Sorry, 
Isaac, nice thought maybe, but that 
was never going to happen, and nor 
will human colonisation of Mars.

Technological leap
Coinciding with the news about 
the Chang’e-5 expedition was 
the announcement about the new 
quantum computer developed by 
the Chinese - another big statement 
about how the country needs to be 
taken very seriously. Apparently 
Juizhang, as it is called, is capable 
of performing at least one task 100 
trillion times faster than the world’s 
fastest supercomputers and 10 
billion times faster than Google’s 
Sycamore quantum computer - 
which last year completed a task 
in 200 seconds that the company 

claimed would take a state-of-the-
art supercomputer 10,000 years to 
finish, boasting about “quantum 
supremacy”.4 Perhaps they spoke 
too soon. Nor does Juizhang, it 
seems, have to be kept permanently 
at temperatures approaching 
absolute zero - unlike the quantum 
computers being developed in the 
west.

Unsurprisingly, China has 
invested heavily in quantum 
computing, spending $10 billion on 
the country’s National Laboratory 
for Quantum Information Sciences. 
This does not mean that China has 
a fully working super-quantum 
computer yet. Juizhang was built 
to solve just one type of problem 
- it makes calculations about the 
behaviour of light particles using 
optical circuits. But it is a major 
milestone on the way there, while 
the rest of us still cannot work out 
how to get the printer working.

In other words, we are talking 
about a qualitative development or 
technological leap that shows the 
rapid progress China is making. In 
the past, as we have seen, China 
was blatantly copying American 
technology. Now the country 
is pioneering completely new 
technology.

That does not mean that China 
is on the cusp of becoming the new 
world hegemon, but it does tell 
you that it can no longer be simply 
classified as a medium-developed 
country with a big military. In certain 
areas, such as quantum computing, 
it is claiming to be a world-beater 
- its scientists going into areas that 
are currently unknowable, with 
implications for everyday life that 
are totally unpredictable at this 
stage. But all this work in progress 
will eventually have an enormous 
impact on practical applications, 
especially military ones - the 
generals must be rubbing their 
hands at the thought of what might 
be coming down the line fairly soon.

All of this means that China is 
a genuine rival to the US, which is 
precisely why you should not expect 
the Joe Biden administration to take 
a radically different approach to that 
of Donald Trump. The language 
might be different, but the substance 
will be the same. The ongoing trade 
dispute between Australia and China 
gives us a taste of things to come, 
the government of Scott Morrison 
complaining bitterly that Beijing is 
engaged in a series of “disruptive and 
restrictive measures” against trade 
by suspending imports and imposing 
hefty tariffs. In this way, according to 
the Australian National University’s 
national security college, the Chinese 
authorities are “turning economic 
goods into goads of coercion”.

One thing you can be certain of is 
that the US under Biden will organise 
its allies in an attempt to isolate 
China and thwart its progress on 
all fronts - technological, scientific, 
military and economic. Donald 
Trump might come to be regarded 
as a peacenik by comparison l

eddie.ford@weeklyworker.co.uk

Big pharma will still be looking for a profit

Determined to develop own technology

Notes
1. bbc.co.uk/news/special/2014/newsspec_9035/
index.html.
2. tonyreinke.com/2020/01/28/ray-bradbury-on-
space-travel.
3. inverse.com/article/12786-isaac-asimov-
predicted-we-d-be-living-underwater-by-now-
why-aren-t-we.
4. livescience.com/china-quantum-supremacy.html.
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No apologia
Victor Grossman A socialist defector - from Harvard to Karl-Marx-Allee Monthly Review Press, 
2019, pp352, £17.99

Victor Grossman was a 
revolutionary, born into a 
communist family in the 

USA. This had previously been 
legal, but in 1951, when he was 
drafted into the army, he had to say 
whether he had been in any of a 
number of various organisations. He 
had, but he hoped that, if he kept his 
head down and his mouth shut, then 
he could live out his military career 
in peace and quiet. Conscription 
had been renewed for Korea, but he 
was fortunate enough to be sent to 
Germany. This was also the time of 
peak McCarthyism.

His commanding officer sent 
for him one day. He had been 
rumbled and he was told he could 
face a $10,000 fine plus five years 
in prison for failing to disclose his 
views. As he says in the book, “With 
no-one to consult or advise me, I 
simply panicked.” And he swam 
across the Danube!

After a while he was accepted, 
made welcome and, in time, got 
more education, a job, a home 
and a family. His job was that of a 
journalist, and he is a fine writer. 
As with most people in the German 
Democratic Republic, his education 

was free and his job was secure. His 
home and a basic standard of living 
for himself and his family were for 
him, and the rest of the population, 
guaranteed.

Early on in the book he looks at 
some of the historical events that are 
well known in the world: the ‘Berlin 
airlift’ of 1948, the strikes of 1953, 
the building of the Berlin wall and, 
in refreshing contrast to mainstream 
media in the west, he gives them 
some context.

Throughout the book he raises 
criticisms of the GDR - the Stasi, 
the leadership, the influence of 

the USSR and so on. So this is 
not an apologia or justification for 
a regime. But at the same time he 
does introduce, as I have said, some 
context and he is more than happy 
to compare what was happening in 
the GDR with the situation in West 
Germany and the USA, among 
others.

One of the first differences he 
notes, at some length, between 
east and west Germany concerns 
the extent of de-Nazification. In 
the GDR the new leaders were not 
only communists, but they had been 
fighting Nazism for years: some 

East Berlin’s 
Alexanderplatz, May 1975. 
No heaven, that is for sure. 

But not a hell either



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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in Germany, including some from 
the USSR, while some had fought 
in Spain. De-Nazification was 
thorough. Grossman goes through 
this in detail: politicians, local and 
national, were replaced, as were 
teachers, lecturers, members of the 
police and the judiciary. The only 
exception was the military. They 
needed senior officers to direct 
training and operations, but they 
had few of their own. They trained 
up junior officers as quickly as 
possible and put the old Wehrmacht 
crowd out to grass.

This was in contrast, as he makes 
clear, with west Germany. After the 
initial and highly public Nuremberg 
trials, many Nazis got their old jobs 
back - some were actually promoted. 
Grossman goes through this too in 
detail, as he does with everything he 
looks at in the book. The USA too 
kept some Nazis in place, of course 
- the best known being Wernher 
von Braun for his rockets, Reinhard 
Gehlen for his anti-communist spy 
network and Klaus Barbie to guide 
the torturers and killers of US client 
states in South America.

But many more Nazis - named 
by Grossman - went on to take up 
leading roles in the west German 
government, as well as in all of the 
other functions of the state. Private-
enterprise Nazis were also mostly 
kept in place and many increased 
their wealth and influence.

Another theme well covered 
by Grossman was life as it was 
lived in the GDR. Regardless of 
what western propagandists might 
have said over the years, it was 
not a life of unrelenting misery. 
Yes, it took a long time to rebuild 
after the war, but everyone was 
guaranteed a home with rent at an 
eighth or 10th of income. And then, 
as Grossman says of basic food 
prices after rationing ended in 1958, 
“Amazingly - some said unwisely 
- these new prices stayed firmly 
frozen for over 30 years, until the 
end of the GDR.”

This was no paradise, as he 
makes clear, but housing, food, 
education, jobs, childcare, medical 
services … were what millions 
of people throughout the world - 
even in the US and Europe - can 
only dream of now. But a constant 
barrage of western propaganda 
made sure that east Germans had 
some other dreams to live with.

Grossman became a journalist. 
This was not his only job: he was 
also a translator and he found that, 
while there were many Germans 
who could translate from English 
into German, there were fewer who 
could do it the other way round. He 
would also give lectures. He tells 
the tale of a joke he made at a lecture 
(non-spoiler alert: I’m not going to 
tell it here - read the book). At the 
punchline a few of the audience 
laughed and after a pause many 
more joined in. It was not because 
they were slow to appreciate his 
joke: it was just unknown for a 
political lecturer to tell one.

At one point, writing about the 
Stasi and its relationship to the 
general population, he comments 
that most people were happy to 
crack jokes about the Stasi. They 
were not afraid to do so.

Grossman also married and 
had children. There was statutory 
maternity (and paternity) leave. 
Top-rank healthcare was free, as 
was the childcare that enabled both 
parents to return to work. They 
had enjoyable holidays.

The ‘Wende’
Not surprisingly, a 
major event in his 
life was the end 
of the GDR - or 
‘the Wende’, as 
he refers to it. As 
Wikipedia has it, 

“‘Wende’ (the turn-around) refers 
to a historical process in the German 
Democratic Republic (GDR) in the 
years 1989 and 1990, after the Soviet 
reforms of Mikhail Gorbachev.” It 
was a peaceful change and one that 
many in the GDR had been looking 
forward to. It was greeted in the west 
as a great triumph for ‘freedom and 
democracy’, but it had its problems 
- not least for the former GDR 
citizens.

I remember around 25 years 
ago hearing an interview with a 
Hungarian man on the radio. “We 
thought capitalism meant Sweden 
and America,” he said. “We didn’t 
know about Brazil.” Grossman 
recounts what happened to so many. 
For a start the east German mark 
was valued at half of a west German 
mark. And then the vultures flew 
in from the west. Companies were 
bought at knock-down prices and 
then in many cases closed, as assets 
were sold on at a profit.

People came looking for the 
houses that their ancestors had left 
generations before and demanded, 
and got, the removal of residents 
who had lived there for generations. 
Soon childcare, healthcare, job 
security, etc all went down the drain. 
At first people welcomed the exotic 
tastes of bananas and cherries, but 
then they had to pay for them.

As Grossman points out, managers 
and politicians in east Germany 
had no experience of the cut-throat 
economics of capitalism and so were 
cheated left, right and centre with 
ease. He gives the names of pillaging 
companies and fraudsters that took 
what they could from the east and 
made the population pay. Many, 
with skills and training - medical 
professionals, for instance - moved 
west. As Grossman points out a few 
times, this is largely what the Berlin 
wall was built to prevent.

He gives an example where a 
western commentator compares 
the efficiency of production before 
and after the Wende. The number 
of workers needed for the same 
output has declined to an enormous 
extent. But Grossman points out that 
in the heavy ‘overstaffing’ of GDR 
times were included crèche workers, 
medical staff, union officials - not 
to mention the holidays and leisure 
time that was now reduced.

Workers in the east also joked 
(joked?) about how in the GDR 
they could at least discuss and 
argue with their bosses and even 
win concessions: what they could 
not do was argue with the regime. 
Now, with their new-found freedom 
they could insult and denigrate their 
political masters and mistresses as 
much as they liked, but 
heaven help them 
if they dared to 
argue with the 
boss!

But what 
of Victor 
G r o s s m a n 
himself? Well, 
he gained an 
h o n o u r a b l e 
discharge from 
the army, and was 
free to travel, with 
his family, to his 
homeland and back. 
His wife was startled 
to see the 

poverty in the USA: obesity at a level 
she had never seen, and was not yet 
prevalent in east Germany. And then 
there were all the people sleeping on 
the streets and in doorways - also 
completely new. Grossman, having 
followed news of the US over the 
years, was less surprised.

But he was glad to see his 
homeland again and to talk in a more 
familiar language. He met some old 
pals from college and was glad to 
travel around and see the beautiful 
country. The GDR was beautiful too, 
but there was a difference of scale.

One point he makes late in the 
book is of his experience with the 
insulin he needed. He had forgotten 
to bring his spare doses to the US and 
was told that what he needed would 
cost him $540. He went away to 
think about it and on his return was 
told that he could have it for $450 - 
so it was variable. Thinking, wrongly 
as it turned out, that he could claim 
it on his travel insurance, he paid 
up. In west Germany it would have 
cost him the equivalent of $10 and 
in the GDR it was free! He writes 
movingly as well of the experience 
of poor Americans seeking medical 
and dental care.

Self-preservation
Grossman deals with the nature of our 
rulers on a section entitled ‘Keeping 
people happy and satisfied’. He goes 
on:

A chief interest of leaders 
in every country, no matter 
what its political or economic 
system, is in safeguarding not 
just their immediate positions 
and possessions, but also the 
economic and political system that 
guarantees them. Like nearly every 
organism - animal, vegetable or 
human - their basic motivation is 
self-preservation.

He examines the ways that ‘leaders’ 
keep people happy - or at least under 
control. He looks at east and west: 
elections, censorship, the media, 
jingoism - there are all sorts of ways. 
But then he comes to the crunch:

What usually happens when 
people in powerful positions 
can no longer rely on media 
blandishments and distractions, 
unconvincing electoral choices or 
jingoistic calls for patriotic support 
of ‘our brave boys’ (and now ‘our 
brave girls’) abroad, or on various 
domestic pressures?

It all sounds so familiar, does it not? 
“When all such methods fail, to 

help modern-day King Canutes roll 
back angry waves, what 

do they do then? A main 

resort is violence.”
This sounds pretty familiar too, 

and Grossman goes on to outline 
some of these “resorts”. He has a long 
list of the attacks by corporations and 
their state allies on US workers over 
the years. Some I had heard of, such 
as the Palmer raids and the Peekskill 
attack (look online or - better - read 
the book). Attacks on unions, civil 
rights organisers, Black Panthers 
and all sorts of protests. Many other 
instances in US history I had never 
heard of, but I am guessing that to 
him, being brought up in a communist 
family, such tales were bread and 
butter. He is also undoubtedly a good 
journalist and has done the research 
in this case.

One piece of research he made 
when back in the USA - after a 
seven-year wait for his ‘freedom of 
information’ return - gave him access 
to very lengthy FBI reports on himself. 
Though, as he says, “Looking through 
those 1,100 pages, I sometimes had to 
smile.” Such errors, such desperation. 
As others have found, the FBI spent 
enormous amounts of time, effort and 
money accomplishing not very much, 
though also doing the same to cause 
enormous harm to innocent people.

He gives a run-down on US 
international crimes over the years - 
it is obviously quite a long list, but 
here too he continues to be thorough 
and very readable. He spends some 
time looking at Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt’s ‘four freedoms’ speech 
that he gave in his ‘state of the union’ 
address in January 1941. The four 
are freedom of speech, freedom of 
worship, freedom from want and 
freedom from fear.

Grossman looks at these and how 
they have developed in the decades 
since. He admits from the start that 
the GDR fell down on the first, but 
he also notes the people imprisoned, 
jobs lost and lives ruined in the US 
for their views - a good example 
being Paul Robeson. He points to a 
jumble of responses to religion by the 
leadership in the GDR.

As for ‘freedom from want’, he 
refers again to the initial shock of his 
wife on seeing the destitute on the 
streets in the US and writes about 
homelessness, the lack of medical 
treatment, foodbanks and all the other 
‘wants’ in this, the richest country in 
the world.

As for ‘fear’, Grossman looks at 
what has rained down on countries 
around the world by the USA - Korea, 
Vietnam, Guatemala and so many 
more. Readers will be familiar with 
most of these, but not necessarily all: 
he follows through year by year - and 
readers will be aware that it is a very 
long list.

However, he says, “Lest my 
critical remarks about my homeland 
seem to be one-sided dissing … I 
wish to stress that in my eyes every 
American villain, past or present, 
has been outbalanced in the scales of 
history.”

And he goes on to name the 
numerous ‘villains’ that can be 
counterposed to his heroes, whom he 
also names. From Jefferson Davis to 
John Brown, John D Rockefeller to 
Martin Luther King, J Edgar Hoover 
to Woody Guthrie - there are plenty 
of both.

In the last few pages Grossman 
reflects on his life, what he gained 
and what he missed. He looks ahead 
too at the crises facing humanity and 
at the need for “organised action … 
with energy, solidarity and also group 
self-discipline.”

And today, at 92, he is still alive, 
still living in Germany, still writing1 
and he is still “a communist” - good 
man! l

Bernard Mattson

Notes
1. See, for example, counterpunch.org/2020/10/02/
thirty-years-of-a-unified-germany.

Victor Grossman 
fled from US 

army and went 
to live, work 

and marry in the 
German 

Democratic 
Republic
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Getting out of the culture wars
The court decision against the Tavistock clinic has reignited the battle over trans rights. Paul Demarty 
looks at the confusion

The vexed question of 
transgender rights has once 
again flared up, with a high court 

judgment against the only NHS clinic 
dedicated to helping young adults and 
children with gender dysphoria.

The Gender Identity Development 
Service (GIDS), run from London’s 
Tavistock and Portman NHS trust, 
has long been subject to controversy 
- hardly surprising, given that it is 
sitting at the centre of a decreasingly 
reasonable culture-war issue. Its work 
has faced a serious setback with this 
ruling, which considerably restricts 
the terms under which young people 
can consent to particular treatments. 
Foremost among those treatments 
is ‘puberty blockers’, which seek to 
delay the development of secondary 
sexual characteristics, to make 
future gender transitioning easier for 
patients.

The consequences of these 
therapies are serious, permanent and to 
a large extent poorly understood. The 
case is suitably exemplified by Kiera 
Bell, the young woman who brought 
the case to court along with others. 
Bell first investigated transitioning 
to male at the age of 14, and by 16 
- having been referred to the GIDS 
- was taking puberty blockers. After 
years of further hormone treatments 
and surgery, she came to believe 
that she had made a mistake, and is 
now ‘de-transitioning’. She evidently 
feels that the GIDS failed in its duties 
towards her.

The Tavistock clinic itself has 
been widely criticised for its failure 
to produce important information in 
court: its administrators apparently 
had no records of the age profile of 
people referred for puberty-blocker 
treatment; nor had it taken steps to 
evaluate the effectiveness of what 
is, at the end of the day, an off-
label use of drugs designed to fight 
particular cancers (and in some cases 
also used for the voluntary chemical 
castration of serial sex offenders). 
In the light of all this, the high court 
ruled that it was unlikely that under-
16s could give meaningful consent, 
and even for those older it may be 
appropriate to require a court order. 
The implementation of this order is 
delayed until December 22 to allow 
for an appeal, which will hopefully 
find the clinic’s lawyers better 
prepared than the shambles so far.

Of course, the treatment of 
adolescent gender dysphoria is not 
merely a medical matter: it is, now 
that gay marriage is in the rear-view 
mirror, the premier battleground for 
culture wars, politics so far as they 
impinge on gender and sexuality. 
For better or worse, the judgment 
is interpreted as favouring one side 
against the other. The first side 
consists primarily of conservatives 
- and secondarily of those people 
who call themselves gender-critical 
feminists, but are better known 
pejoratively as ‘trans-exclusionary 
radical feminists’ or ‘Terfs’; the 
second is primarily made up of left 
liberals with a bias towards identity 
politics - and secondarily most of the 
socialist left (which, however, has a 

small ‘Terf’ minority).
The Tavistock clinic is therefore 

no stranger to controversy. It faces 
consistent accusations of ‘fast-
tracking’ teenagers for transition 
procedures, which may not be in 
their best interests (as turned out to be 
the case for Bell). In 2018, a highly-
critical review of the clinic’s work was 
produced, leading to the resignation of 
one of the governors - psychoanalyst 
Marcus Evans, who complained (as 
is routine in these discussions) that 
“the debate and discussion required” 
to understand this “complex area” is 
“continually being closed down or 
effectively described as ‘transphobic’ 
or in some way prejudicial”. The 
clinic’s defenders point to the extreme 
difficulty transgender and gender-
dysphoric teenagers have in getting 
any kind of treatment at all (the 
Tavistock GIDS is the only centre 
of its kind in England and Wales), 
and cite the negative psychological 
consequences of failing to deal with 
these problems.

Serious approach
One aspect of the neuralgia that 
attends the transgender rights issue 
is the habit each side has of accusing 
the other of ‘politicising’ the issue. 
The right wing declares that the best 
interests of children (in this case) are 
overridden by ideological fanaticism, 
while the pro-trans liberals scold the 
right and the Terfs for their callous 
indifference to the misery of gender 
dysphoria. The problem, in reality, is 
that it is not politicised enough. In each 
case politics is regarded as a matter of 
moral failure: dogmatism on the one 
site, bigotry on the other; and we must 
subordinate ourselves to ‘the facts’ of 
biological sex and/or gender identity.

The trouble is that we are dealing 
not with ‘the facts’, but with abstract 
models, and these models are already 
thrown into politics. The missing 
dimension in the argument in fact 
forms part of the Terf critique, which 
is entirely drowned out by the primary 
contending forces of liberal identity 
politics and social conservatism. 
Once we strip away the crocodile 
tears about people being mean to 
them on the internet, their core 
idea is that gender identities, unlike 
biological sex, are not fundamental, 
first-order phenomena, but emerge 
from historical and social reality. The 
result is fetishised bundles of ideas, 
virtues and so on, which are identified 
as ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’, and 
are imposed on men and women, 

regardless of whether they actually fit, 
with the result that male supremacy 
is both psychologically internalised 
and projected onto biology. Thus, in 
Simone de Beauvoir’s famous phrase, 
‘one is not born, but rather made, a 
woman’.

The problem with the 
conservatives, from this point of view, 
is obvious: they are the ones explicitly 
promoting these ‘traditional’ gender 
identities and tormenting those who 
do not fit in. On the other hand, the 
trouble with the trans-rights activists 
is that they simply take these identities 
as given, and assert that a mismatch of 
biological sex and gender identity is in 
reality a mismatch of two ontologically 
equivalent predicates of an individual 
person, which occludes the historical 
dimension. Instead, we should fight 
for a world where boys can play with 
baby-dolls and wear dresses, and 
girls can cut their hair short and play 
rugby, without being characterised 
immediately as ‘effeminate’ or 
‘mannish’ (or the rather less polite 
ways of saying the same thing). The 
point, according to a common slogan, 
is to ‘abolish gender’.

It seems to me that the Marxist left 
- excepting that part of it that openly 
sides with the Terfs - needs to take 
this approach far more seriously than 
it does. We too must take account of 
the complicated interactions between 
natural and human history, and our 
tendency to outsource thought on 
these questions to intersectionalite 
types has introduced severe 
theoretical inconsistencies, due to the 
dependence of the latter on anti-realist 
theoretical models - quite apart from 
enlisting us on one side of an Alien 
vs predator-style conflict (“Whoever 
wins, we all lose”).

That said, it does not give us terribly 
much tactical help when we talk about 
the GIDS clinic controversy. The lazy, 
identitarian critique of Marxism - that 
we supposedly demand oppressed 
groups “wait for the revolution” 
before their demands are met - would 
certainly apply if all we have to offer 

to gender-dysphoric teenagers is the 
abolition of gender at some distant 
future point. Of the thousands of 
youngsters on the GIDS waiting list, 
some number will develop a stable 
transgender identity, and some others 
(like Bell) will not, and their negative 
feelings about their biological sex 
will turn out to have been a symptom 
more like an eating disorder than an 
enduring sense of self.

Here is another way - besides 
the curious afterlife of ‘traditional’ 
gender roles - that historical forces 
bear upon the GIDS controversy. 
Ours is, after all, a very sick society, 
psychologically speaking; depression 
and anxiety are at epidemic levels 
(no doubt exacerbated by that other 
epidemic that is currently going on) 
and adolescents suffer especially 
badly in this regard. We would 
advance the hypothesis that a large 
part of that additional burden consists 
in the relentless incursions of adult 
society on teens’ autonomy (as 
exemplified by the insistence, in all 
the media coverage of the GIDS, on 
talking about 14- or 15-year-olds as 
children). This is, of course, excellent 
preparation for adult life itself (in 
Heathers - that great satire of adult 
America’s incomprehension of its 
kids - Veronica’s mother tells her that 
“when teenagers demand to be treated 
like adults, it’s normally because they 
are being treated like adults”).

Just as capitalist society causes 
much of this misery, so it is 
atrocious at even ameliorating the 
symptoms. The GIDS clinic is not 
the only mental-health service with 
a completely impossible caseload 
to handle in this country: the same 
forces that pared down the national 
health service to the point that it 
was very nearly overwhelmed by a 
rare but basically well-understood 
pandemic scenario - the insistence on 
running with no slack - has quietly 
relegated the nation’s psychology to 
a very minor consideration. (A friend 
of mine, a mental health nurse, is 
exasperated by the fact that the NHS 

can offer you a desultory course of 
cognitive behavioural therapy and 
basically nothing else until you 
deteriorate to the point that you need 
to be sectioned.)

The clinical criticisms of the 
GIDS must be taken seriously, then, 
but if we are to take them seriously, 
we must understand that any clinical 
response by an organisation like it is 
hobbled from the get-go; we have a 
society that infantilises its adolescents, 
demands they conform to fetishised 
gender ideals, and denies them 
humane and worthwhile treatment 
for the psychological difficulties they 
will very likely encounter.

On balance, the high court 
judgment is a poor one - whatever the 
GIDS’s failings, we cannot seriously 
believe that taking these decisions out 
of a clinical setting into a courtroom 
will be an improvement. But nor can 
we take liberal trans-affirmation at 
face value, for it mischaracterises the 
wider frame in which people come 
to question their identities, gender 
and otherwise, and thus increases the 
chance that people will make serious 
errors, as did Kiera Bell.

The Terfs, of course, have fatal 
defects of their own. Much of the 
‘gender-critical’ argument we laid out 
above could no doubt be accepted by 
the typical pro-trans liberal feminist. 
But the intense polarisation stems 
rather from low-political aims than 
high theory. Radical feminism 
became NGO-ified in the 1980s, and  
the advance of the transgender cause 
among progressive-minded people 
- particularly the now-dead Gender 
Recognition Bill - seemed to threaten 
the remaining municipal institutions 
(refuges, rape crisis centres and so 
on) administered by that wing of the 
feminist movement.

The resulting antipathy turns this 
zero-sum contest over dwindling state 
largesse into mutual hostility, with 
Terf criticism of the GIDS clinic and 
trans protests at the cis-women-only 
spaces of the Terfs denounced in 
each case as violence. The result is 
that the Terfs have become a meat-
shield for Tory reactionaries, and the 
transgender movement has become 
hostage to its most deranged Twitter 
keyboard warriors.

Fighting these battles as identity 
politics is precious little use to 
anyone who might want the help of 
the GIDS. But for the left it has been 
a total disaster l
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