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Robin
My big brother, Robin, passed 
away on December 19, aged 80. 
After a fall at home he was taken 
into hospital, where he caught 
Coronavirus and died of it three 
weeks later.

Robin was always six years older 
than me, and five years older than 
our brother, Ken. I count myself 
lucky to have been the youngest, as 
parents always seem to be stressed 
about the eldest - and Robin was 
the eldest son of an eldest son, so I 
think he got a double dose of parent 
pressure - and, despite living a 
long life, I believe he never fully 
recovered. Right into old age he 
never stopped complaining about 
his parents.

Perhaps that was why he used to 
tease me and Ken when he was left 
in charge of us at home - so long as 
he was much bigger than us. I once 
promised myself I would bash him 
when I grew big enough, but when 
that time came, I can remember 
being disappointed because I no 
longer felt the need for revenge. 
How unfair it seemed!

Among my earliest memories, 
I can just recall the three of us 
sharing a bedroom. Perhaps it 
was in our Stoke Newington flat, 
before we moved into a newly-built 
3-bedroom council house in 1950 - 
when Robin was 10 - in Debden, 
Essex, with farm fields and Epping 
Forest as our playground.

Robin took me out “bird-nesting” 
across the fields and hedges - we 
used to collect their eggs, along 
with stamps and matchbox tops. 
Once he kept a whole family of field 
mice in one of our toy cupboards. 
And he specialised in assembling 
aeroplane kits out of balsa wood, 
glue and tissue paper, and flying 
them across the farm fields.

On the way to blackberrying on 
‘Scarecrow Hill’, at the entrance 
to the forest near Debden Green 
camping ground, we had to pass 
‘the haunted house’ - occupied by 
ghosts and skeletons, according 
to the older kids. It was actually a 
bombed out bungalow - a reminder 
perhaps, for Robin, of the terrible 

World War II that he had lived 
through as a toddler, including 
evacuation from east London 
to Grandma Lotte’s house in 
Leigh-on-Sea to avoid the bombs 
dropping on London.

Ken and I, on the other hand, 
were peace babies. We grew up 
after the fear of Nazi invasion 
and occupation was over, without 
trauma, through the stability and 
hope of the long post-war economic 
boom. We were lucky - but none of 
us were free of the fear of nuclear 
war, and in his teens Robin was 
active locally in the Youth CND 
- the ‘Ban-the-Bomb’ movement 
- and in the Young Communist 
League for a short while, until he 
rejected his father’s ‘Soviet Union, 
right or wrong’ dogma.

I don’t think he ever lost his 
indignation at the way the world 
is run - the exploitation, inequality 
and injustice of capitalism, and 
its headlong rush towards climate 
change and ecological disaster - but 
the seeming hopelessness of trying 
to put the world right certainly 
contributed to his negative feelings 
about life. Now it’s too late for 
Robin, but at least his troubles are 
over. It’s not too late for the rest of 
us.
Stan Keable
Hammersmith 

Poor shrine
I was interested to see what other 
Trotskyists made of Lars T Lih’s 
article on Kamenev (‘A curious 
case’, December 17). I don’t agree 
with all of Lih’s conclusions on the 
history of Bolshevism, but I think 
his work deserves to be treated 
seriously and the source material 
he serves up is a treasure trove 
indeed.

I then had the misfortune 
to look at the Facebook page 
of the ‘Revolutionary History 
Journal’. Revolutionary 
History is now defunct as a 
serious publication for debate 
and seems to have fallen into 
decline soon after dear old Ted 
Crawford took a back seat a few 
years ago. It pains me to see the 
tradition of worthy comrades 
such as Al Richardson and Sam 
Bornstein, whom I was proud 
to be involved with for many 
years, being traduced by the 
current administrators of the 

‘Revolutionary History Journal’ 
Facebook page.

One comrade posted a link on 
this page to your Lih article, after 
which the current de facto ‘admin-
leader’ of the ‘Revolutionary 
History Journal’ replied: “Having 
given Lih’s article a quick once-
over, I tend to agree with Kamenev’s 
understanding of the April theses 
rather than Lih’s revisionist gloss. 
The bottom line is that Kamenev 
opposed the October revolution 
and Lih is attempting to present a 
defence case for a vacillator who 
scabbed on the revolution. Which 
is all of a piece with his attempts to 
resurrect that fraud, Kautsky.”

This is breathtakingly stupid and 
a parody of a serious response. We’ll 
leave aside the comrade’s “quick 
once-over”, as I doubt whether 
he read beyond the headline. We 
are being asked to view all of 
Kamenev’s career through the 
“bottom line” of his behaviour on 
the eve of insurrection: the ‘original 
sin’ of Stalinist teaching, then, not 
Marxism, which makes Kamenev’s 
role under Lenin following the 
insurrection, and Lenin’s later 
request that Kamenev’s mistakes 
should not be used against the 
latter, completely inexplicable.

As for Lih’s “attempts to 
resurrect that fraud, Kautsky”, I 
think the former has done no such 
thing. Rather, he has pointed out 
the influence of Kautsky on Lenin. 
As a Trotskyist, I do not need Lih to 
tell me about this. Trotsky wrote in 
1938: “The attempts of the present 
historiography of the Comintern to 
present things as if Lenin, almost 
in his youth, had seen in Kautsky 
an opportunist and had declared 
war against him are radically false. 
Almost up to the time of the world 
war, Lenin considered Kautsky as 
the genuine continuator of the cause 
of Marx and Engels.” It would be 
interesting to know if the current 
‘admin-leader’ of ‘Revolutionary 
History Journal’ thinks that Trotsky 
was mistaken on this point or if 
Lenin was mistaken for following 
“that fraud, Kautsky”. That would 
at least be a more interesting 
debate than pretending it all never 
happened.

But the real jewel in the crown 
of this lamentable discussion 
was from another one of Lars 
T Lih’s loudest-lunged haters: 
“Lih’s polemical methods are 
undemocratic. Many of his 
arguments rest on understanding 
Russian, excluding non-Russian 
readers from fully assessing those 
arguments. The debating field 
should be level for all non-Russian 
readers.” What are the chances 
of most of the English-speaking 
Trotskyist left learning Russian 
in the next five years? Slim to 
non-existent. So what does the 
demand for a ‘level debating field’ 
on Russian Bolshevism amount 
to? That it would be better that 
Lih’s ‘undemocratic’ work did not 
exist. On that basis, Sam Bornstein 
and Al Richardson had, at the 
time, access to older Trotskyist 
comrades and documents that, 
pre-internet, most of us wouldn’t 
have had even a sniff of. So, by 
writing two volumes of priceless 
history concerning the British 
Trotskyist movement, Bornstein 
and Richardson were presumably 
“undemocratic”, because there 
was no way at the time we could 
check all of their manifold sources. 
This is lamentable. Our movement 
has always sought to learn from 
the most advanced elements in 
the movement and from bourgeois 
thinkers. And a good thing too.

Behind all this ‘hard Bolshevik’ 
(in fact, hard Stalinist) invective 
lies a sorry tale. A couple of years 
back the current ‘admin-leader’ 
of the ‘Revolutionary History 

Journal’ convened a small meeting 
of his friends and supporters to 
rescue the publication. I chose not 
to attend because of the silly invite 
letter that went out from the ‘great 
leader’: “To revive the journal and 
make it more relevant we need to 
reorient it towards a generation of 
militants that has little first-hand 
experience of industrial struggle 
and has a greater appreciation of the 
social movements in the fight for 
socialism than an older generation 
of readers. This demands that 
our idea of revolutionary history 
must be broadened and that we 
must cover a greater space both 
politically and chronologically. We 
must be more open to publishing 
material concerning syndicalism, 
Maoism, feminism and the 
ecological movement.”

In other words, it was proposed 
that Revolutionary History was 
to be diluted from its successful 
USP (telling the story of the 
revolutionary left) into broad 
‘movementism’ and identity 
politics. So much for ‘Bolshevism’ 
(and it’s plausible that Lars T Lih 
and friends wouldn’t get a look-in 
on such a set-up).

Thankfully, this idiocy all came 
to naught, but what’s left of the 
so-called ‘Revolutionary History 
Journal’ is a poor shrine to the 
British Trotskyist movement and a 
once-great Revolutionary History 
project.
Roger Hart
email

Third campists
Comrade Mike Macnair assures us 
that he has long argued that “the 
split in the Second International 
cannot and should not be undone” 
(‘Principle, not dogma’, December 
17). I will deal elsewhere with Lars 
T Lih’s piece, ‘A curious case’, 
in that same issue of the Weekly 
Worker, but much more obviously 
Lars T does not hold this position.

The chief point I wish to 
establish is there is far more to 
unite both third campists - Macnair 
and Lih - and their co-thinkers 
(Jack Conrad, Ben Lewis, John 
Riddell, Eric Blanc, etc) on support 
for the methodology of the Second 
International, and opposition to the 
first four congresses of the Third 
International and its political heir, 
the Fourth International, and the 
Russian Revolution itself than 
divides them. With the support 
of Max Shachtman and Hal 
Draper, third campism still seeks 
the Kautskyisation of Lenin and 
Bolshevism: that is, to rob them 
of their revolutionary essence and 
portray them as petty bourgeois 
democrats - as Kautsky essentially 
was and became openly after 
August 1914.

Comrade Mike’s arguments 
against me on the knotty question of 
nature vs nurture - the relationship 
between subject and object in 
revolutionary theory - come down 
to this paragraph:

“I decline to enter into the July 
1917 counter-factual, except to say 
that I take comrade Downing to 
mean by ‘dialectical materialism’ 
the willingness to enter into 
the leap-of-will, revolutionary 
initiative; and, if Lenin had 
indeed successfully ‘educated’ 
the Bolsheviks in revolutionary 
initiative, assassinating Lenin 
would not have altered the result 
in October; so that comrade 
Downing’s argument is here a non-
dialectical contradiction.”

Trotsky considered that if Lenin 
had been assassinated after the July 
Days the revolution would have 
been lost, because, although he 
had by September 1917 exactly the 
same political positions on the need 
for a second, socialist revolution 
and for an insurrection in the very 

short term to take power, overthrow 
the bourgeois state and establish a 
workers’ state, nevertheless his 
previous anti-Bolshevism would 
have meant he would not have 
carried the argument in those 
crucial September meetings of 
the central committee. And Lenin 
carried it against Kamenev and 
Zinoviev, who were silently 
supported by Stalin precisely 
because he had “successfully 
‘educated’ the Bolsheviks in 
revolutionary initiative” over the 
previous decades. And for that 
same reason he won the argument 
over the revolutionary-democratic 
dictatorship of the proletariat and 
peasantry and established his April 
theses in April and May 2017 as the 
political guide to October. Lars T 
Lih and all third campists deny this 
vehemently.

For the socialist revolution, 
the role of leadership is crucial: 
unlike with bourgeois revolutions, 
assassinations and mass 
repression can save the system 
far more readily. Plekhanov’s 
Role of the individual in history 
overemphasises this for bourgeois 
revolutions, thus yielding ground 
to objectivism, as comrade Macnair 
does; the revolution will triumph 
or would have triumphed anyway 
if the conditions for it were ripe, 
regardless of leadership. So the 
Trotskyists made mistakes and were 
divided during and immediately 
after World War II, when 
revolutionary situations arose, but 
mass executions by Stalinists, 
often in collusion with both Nazis 
and ‘democratic’ imperialists 
(Poland, Czechoslovakia, northern 
Italy, Greece, Vietnam), were the 
main means by which capitalism 
was saved in that period.

Perhaps October 1923 was 
not a full revolutionary situation, 
but a correct orientation to the 
working class in that crucial month 
would have kept the revolutionary 
perspectives alive. Instead of 
that we got Stalin’s idiotic ‘The 
revolution is not a bear. It will not 
run off into the woods’ to deny the 
defeat - foreshadowing the lunatic 
Third Period of ultra-leftism from 
1928-34, when the main enemy 
was the Social Democrats and 
the Nazis were just other fascists 
whom it was politic to ally with 
against that main enemy - another 
working class organisation!

Comrade Levi Rafael can speak 
for himself, but comrade Macnair 
accepting “that there is a need 
for democratisation of workers’ 
organisations” and then going on 
to propose demands that clearly 
are not transitional in any way by 
completely accepting the continued 
existence of capitalism is clearly 
wrong. When he says, “banning the 
funding of newspapers and other 
media by commercial advertising; 
by treating payments to lobbying 
firms as bribes; by imposing a strict 
system of scale fees on the legal 
profession and treating payment 
of more than a scale fee for the 
type of dispute as a bribe; and by 
penalising these offences with 
property forfeiture in both the giver 
and the taker”, he implies we can 
ask the capitalists to cut their own 
feet off without sowing illusions in 
capitalism. This same point comes 
up again in Lars T Lih’s article.
Gerry Downing
email

Legal crisis?
How, asks Daniel Lazare, can 
anyone view the Republicans 
as worse than the Democrats 
(‘A guide for the perplexed’, 
December 17)? After all, the latter 
have touted wildly exaggerated 
claims of Russian influence in the 
2016 presidential election, and are 
consistently covering up for the 
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shady foreign business dealings of 
Biden’s son, Hunter (and, he might 
have added, virtually ignored 
a credible accusation of sexual 
assault against Biden himself).

The answer is that, while 
Democrats are just as dedicated 
as Republicans to maintaining 
the US empire abroad, it is the 
Republicans who have been in 
the vanguard of the neoliberal 
onslaught on the home front ever 
since Ronald Reagan won the 
presidency 40 years ago. They 
have deregulated business, reduced 
taxes on corporations and the 
rich, and attacked social welfare 
programmes and unions. The 
Democrats have largely followed 
the Republican lead, leaving 
GOP measures virtually intact, 
and at times taking the initiative 
themselves - especially during the 
presidency of Bill Clinton, who 
pushed ‘free-trade’ treaties and 
stiffened criminal penalties. But 
the Republicans have executed 
neoliberal rightward thrusts 
with far greater consistency and 
vigour. They have played upon 
white resentment and national 
chauvinism to peddle their 
corporate agenda for so long that a 
politically unvetted arriviste could 
ride those resentments to the White 
House and dominate the party for 
four years.

The Republicans now find 
themselves uncomfortably 
dependent upon the white-
supremacist swamp creatures 
that have multiplied in Trump’s 
shadow. The Democrats are hardly 
above blowing the occasional 
racist dog whistle and distorting 
reality, but inflated claims of 
Russian interference are hardly 
comparable to the denial of climate 
change, blatant voter suppression, 
tacit encouragement of the Proud 
Boys and Boogaloo, or support 
for candidates with kind words 
for the lunatics of QAnon, who 
accuse the Dems of running a 
satanic paedophile ring out of a 
Washington pizza parlour.

The fact that the Democratic 
leadership is somewhat constrained 
by a voter base of unions, 
minorities and urban professionals, 
however, is not a valid argument 
for lesser evilism. The Democrats 
trade on the margin of difference 
between themselves and their more 
rightwing rivals to keep their base 
in tow, while protecting ruling-
class interests. If the Democrats 
were ‘as bad’ as the Republicans, 
no-one would vote for them. Their 
balancing act consists in posing no 
serious threat to the ruling class, 
while maintaining the loyalty of 
their base by presenting themselves 
as less extreme. But to continue 
supporting them because the other 
guy is so much worse is forever to 
renounce the possibility of working 
class political independence.

Faced since 2016 with the 
Trump presidency and the Sanders 
challenge, the Democratic 
leadership has been casting 
about for ways to defeat Trump 
without putting forward a class-
based politics in answer to his 
rightwing populism. They first 
played the Russia card and tried to 
impeach Trump over self-dealing 
in Ukraine. But, when these ploys 
failed to find a popular echo, they 
began pounding more heavily - and 
continue to pound - the identity-
politics key. Team Biden is a string 
of ‘firsts’: the first black-Asian-
woman vice-president; the first 
Hispanic secretary of health and 
human services; the first black 
secretary of defence; the first 
native American secretary of the 
interior; the first female treasury 
secretary. But thus far none of these 
‘firsts’ is from the Sanders/Ocasio-
Cortez wing of the party, and each 

would probably want to be the last 
to deviate from the firmly centrist 
course that the president-elect is 
charting for his administration.

The Biden presidency will 
assume office at a time when it 
is increasingly difficult to keep 
to the middle of the road. But the 
crisis, pace Daniel Lazare, is not 
fundamentally one of constitutional-
legal structures. The most urgent 
situation involves the massive 
deaths and economic devastation 
wrought by the pandemic. But this 
is superimposed upon a deeper 
economic rot. Millions now find 
themselves without decent work or 
future prospects in deindustrialised 
urban and ex-urban wastelands. 
These marginalised working 
class populations - in the US and 
in Europe - are subject to the 
demagogy of authoritarian figures 
like Donald Trump, who seek to 
channel their anger into hatred 
of other sections of the working 
class. For its part, the Democratic 
leadership is at pains not to direct 
that anger toward the top.

Covid-19 and its effects call 
for massive government relief 
measures - thus far inadequate 
and enacted with much difficulty 
by a divided Congress. But 
neither can the corporate power 
- determined as it is to shun new 
productive investment in favour 
of stock buybacks and financial 
manipulations - be expected to 
embark on the broad programme 
of economic renovation required to 
rebuild the country’s infrastructure 
and produce clean energy. The 
return of well-paid industrial 
jobs, more than immediate relief 
measures, will require a sustained 
and costly government effort.

Such an effort is certainly not 
made easier by the US constitution, 
which no-one I know of on the 
socialist left defends (apart from 
certain liberties guaranteed in 
the Bill of Rights). But it is not 
the primary obstacle. Under the 
same constitution, but with a 
very different balance of forces, 
Franklin Roosevelt created 10-15 
million government jobs in the 
depths of the great depression, and 
overcame a Supreme Court that 
ruled his entire ‘new deal’ illegal.

The first obstacle is one political 
party of steadfast loyalty to its 
capitalist paymasters, determined 
to use every opportunity to give 
to the rich and take from everyone 
else. The second obstacle is a 
party less zealous in promoting 
the interests of the capitalist class, 
but whose leaders are sufficiently 
class-loyal to resist the steep 
taxation of accumulated wealth, 
and the competition with private-
sector employers, that any long-
term economic renewal would 
demand. They are also determined 
to suppress any faction of their 
party that suggests moving along 
these lines.

The Green New Deal now 
pushed by the Democratic 
Party left does speak to the dual 
need for a new energy grid and 
abundant productive jobs. It will 
not be achieved, however, by the 
means its proponents advocate 
- incentivising capitalists and 
reforming the Democratic Party. 
It should figure as a demand of a 
workers’ party in the struggle for a 
new social order - in the course of 
which we will undoubtedly tear up 
the constitution.
Jim Creegan
New York

US revenge
So Julian Assange is not to be 
extradited - at least not yet. After 
the judge went exhaustively 
through his defence, dismissing it 
step by step, it came down to his 
health - if he got locked up in a 

US jail he’d be likely to commit 
suicide. This seems a little strained: 
what about his health in Belmarsh 
for the last few months?

The next step must be the 
accession of Biden to the throne. 
Will he drop it, as his old buddy, 
Obama, did, or will he pursue it? 
As predicted, the US is going to 
appeal, but that will take a little 
while. One thing we can predict, I 
believe, is that the British judiciary 
is not likely to fail the hegemon: 
they are as yet just not sure of its 
will.

Meanwhile, the US justice 
department, as they call it, has 
announced that they want to charge 
a Libyan for the bomb on Pan 
Am Flight 103 that exploded over 
Lockerbie in 1988, killing 270. 
This looks to me like a warning 
to the Scottish judiciary regarding 
the posthumous appeal being 
heard by five judges launched by 
Abdelbaset al-Megrahi’s family 
against his conviction in 2001 for 
the bombing.

The evidence against al-Megrahi, 
another Libyan, was even less 
convincing than that against 
Assange for espionage, which 
is saying an awful lot. But, if the 
US government says that Libya 
was responsible for the Lockerbie 
disaster, then Libya was responsible 
- regardless of any evidence. It 
may well also be a warning over 
Assange - but this is the tail-end of 
Trump, so we must wait and see.

There have been comments 
made about the Trump pardon for 
the so-called ‘Blackwater Four’ 
- the US mercenaries who opened 
fire on civilians in Baghdad in 
2007, killing 14 people, including 
two boys, aged 9 and 11. The 
rather obvious conclusion is that 
committing war crimes is OK, but 
telling the world about them is not.

Biden may drop charges against 
Assange, but much harm has been 
done to him already. It is a warning 
to journalists and whistle-blowers 
everywhere. Edward Snowden 
has been driven from his home 
country, Chelsea Manning has been 
imprisoned and pitilessly hounded 
for her honesty and courage. 
Assange is still bearing the weight 
of US revenge and who knows 
how he will emerge, in health and 
confidence, even if he is acquitted 
and released.

The world needs fearless and 
honest journalists and it has them: 
many have died for their tenacity 
and nerve. But the working class 
needs, internationally, a press that 
will speak truth - not to power, 
but to the working class - with 
no dependence on corporations 
or advertisers. Furthermore, 
imperialist crimes need to be 
exposed and reported, but the 
working class also needs the power 
to be able to put an end to these 
crimes in the first place.
Bernard Mattson
email

Mastery
Jack Conrad’s three-part series on 
Scottish nationalism is a tour de 
force - one that displays remarkable 
mastery of a thousand years of 
European history, as well as an 
impressive command of Marxism 
and the national question (Weekly 
Worker December 3, 10, 17). But a 
couple of points, if I may.

The first concerns the Socialist 
Equality Party, which Conrad says 
in part three “will not advocate 
the right of Scotland to self-
determination”. But, while the 
article he cites argues vehemently 
against separation, nowhere does 
it address the legal-constitutional 
issue of whether such a right 
exists (‘Vote “no” in the Scottish 
referendum - fight for a socialist 
Britain’, June 21 2014). Indeed, 

it’s hard to imagine any Marxist 
party arguing against Scotland’s 
ability to undo an Act of Union that 
it entered into voluntarily in 1707. 
Whether it should do so is another 
question.

The second concerns Brexit. 
Given that Britain is seceding 
from the European Union, would 
Scotland’s departure from the 
UK be an act of secession or the 
opposite: ie, an act of loyalty vis-
à-vis the EU? When West Virginia 
seceded from Virginia in 1861 and 
rejoined the union as a separate 
state two years later, no-one saw 
it as an act of secession: it was the 
opposite. Something tells me that 
Brussels would view a Scottish 
departure the same way if the 
goal was to rejoin the EU. We’re 
dealing with a different political 
framework.
Daniel Lazare
USA

Looking beyond
Comrade Jack Conrad’s recent 
contributions to the debate on ‘the 
Scottish question’ were incisive. 
His most recent article, ‘Scotland 
as joint oppressor’ not only offers 
a logical, communist argument 
against Scottish separatism, but 
provides a solidly historical-
materialist justification for his 
position (December 17).

Unfortunately the same could 
not be said for Keith Nathan when 
he urged Conrad not to bother 
too much with interesting but 
pointless things like historical facts 
(Letters, December 10). Among 
such frivolities we can include the 
Covid pandemic and the hastening 
breakdown of the climate: two of 
today’s monumental problems that 
are skewed by the constitutional 
debate in Scotland, yet which 
present an almost unprecedented 
need for grounded, principled 
and practical arguments for real 
internationalism.

Rather than throwing our lot in 

with left populism - chauvinism/
opportunism/all the above - 
communists must formulate our 
politics through analysing the 
material, existent situation at every 
turn.

Contrary to comrade Nathan’s 
letter, it’s not in fact the “Brutish 
empire” that has the only proverbial 
horse in the imperial race. Who 
would really benefit most from 
Scottish independence? I’m quite 
sure it’d suit the North American 
bourgeoisie quite nicely for a 
desperate trade partner directly in 
competition with England to set up 
shop right next door - just as gladly 
as the European Central Bank 
would impose fresh austerity on an 
independent Scotland aspiring to 
EU membership.

Communists shouldn’t argue 
for this status quo nor for some 
bourgeois pseudo-alternative to 
replace it. At crossroads like these 
we should be pointing beyond 
things as they are to ‘show the 
world what it is really fighting for’.
Al Thomas
Glasgow

Stupid?
I respect Lawrence Parker - 
obviously a lot more than he 
respects me. One reason for my 
respect is that a while ago, in a 
pub crowd of ‘socialists’, an old 
boy was trying to recruit me to 
the Communist Party of Britain. 
He was telling me of the only 
workers’ daily, the Morning Star, 
and of the continuous history of a 
hundred years or so. I didn’t take 
up his invitation, but I did ask a 
CPGB comrade soon after about 
the origins of this particular split. 
He recommended The kick inside 
- revolutionary opposition in the 
CPGB, 1945-1991 by Lawrence 
Parker. I recommend it too for any 
Weekly Worker reader who hasn’t 
read it already.

But I was somewhat perturbed to 
read his letter in the December 17 
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Cause for 
celebration

Welcome back to the Weekly 
Worker after our two-week 

winter break. I must say, for 
me, the new year was a cause 
for celebration in one particular 
sense - yes, you guessed it: we 
ended 2020, having exceeded 
our fighting fund target for the 
whole year!

Unfortunately, we didn’t 
quite make that monthly £2,000 
in December - we were short by 
£52. But that wasn’t enough to 
pull the rug out from the overall 
surplus for the year. Modest 
though it is, we ended the year 
£34 in the black. But first things 
first! The last couple of weeks in 
December saw a fantastic surge 
in donations, taking the running 
total from £826 on December 17 
to £1,948 on the 31st.

There were several comrades 
who made a special effort to 
help us reach that £2K target. 
Firstly there was AC, who gave 
us a Christmas present of £200 
despite having already donated 
£50 earlier in the month. Then 
there were six generous PayPal 
donations: £60 each from 
comrades JT and JF, £50 from 
comrades LC, MM and DB, and 
£5 from comrade AR.

Then there were a batch 
of standing orders in the last 

fortnight. Thanks go to SK 
and PM for their three-figure 
contributions, to MM (£75), 
JC and JT (£50), GB (£25) 
and DG (£20), and to BB, 
SS, AR, GT, RL, MW, VP 
and RW, whose SOs were all 
for amounts under £20, but 
still very much valued. All in 
all, we ended the month with 
£1,958 in the kitty - not bad, 
especially when you consider 
you didn’t have me to keep 
nagging you.

And we have got off to a 
good start in 2021 as well! 
Already, after just six days, we 
have a brilliant £828. Most of 
that, it must be said is down to 
comrade SK, who donated a 
fantastic £547. On top of that, 
there were those start-of-the-
month standing orders, ranging 
from £5 to £50, from AN, AC, 
LW, II, BG, MT, PL, FK, MM, 
CG, PG, PBS, TM, YM, DI, SJ 
and JK.

Thanks very much, comrades, 
and keep it up! l

Robbie Rix

Fighting fund
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issue of this paper. I could 
disagree with his characterisation 
of my previous letter as a 
“miasma of phosphorescent 
nothingness”, but maybe he is 
right. Certainly, in that paper 
there are far more weighty issues 
tackled. We have Jack Conrad’s 
Scotland supplement part 3, Lars 
T Lih on Kamenev, Mike Macnair 
on his continuing fight for 
Marxist clarity, and much more. 
Personally I’ve been reading 
the paper cover to cover for the 
short period that I’ve been aware 
of it and its importance. These 
historical struggles are essential 
to the struggles now and struggles 
to come for the working class to 
put an end to the mess we are all 
living in.

The letters page though? There 
are weighty matters considered 
there too, but many expressions 
of opinion. Comrade Parker 
says, “tell me something I don’t 
know”, but (and I may be missing 
his point here) the Weekly Worker 
is not a news paper. If a war is 
launched, I would expect a high 
degree of context and analysis in 
the paper, but I would learn of 
its occurrence from TV or online 
news or even from The Guardian 
or the Mail.

The letters - and not just mine - 
in part at least give comments and 
opinions. Why did I write about 
Priti Patel (Letters, December 
10)? It was straight after the 
news of the planeload of people 
on their way to Jamaica. It was 
an expression of disgust at the 
treatment of these people and 
their families. It came after the 
long, drawn-out home office 
criminality of what has become 
known as the Windrush scandal 
(one story that The Guardian has 
actually been useful for - and 
they’ve even stayed with it).

This history is not something 
that comrade Parker or any other 
Weekly Worker reader is unaware 
of, but something that might 
motivate the word “stupid”, 
which I immediately backed away 
from. Something might appear 
stupid, but if you assume that the 
actor(s) intended the end as well 
as the means then they may not be 
stupid at all, at least in the short 
run: they may be merely vicious, 
nasty and contemptuous (and 
contemptible) - in fact a normal 
Tory politician.

Yes class, not race, is the 
dominant issue and, as comrade 
Parker says, the government 
is “using immigration in a 
chauvinist (not racial) manner”, 
but black Britons tend to be at 
the bottom of the class pile in the 
UK and I would guess that most 
ministers are racists as well as 
class warriors.

Lawrence Parker’s letter did 
remind me of something. I had 
intended to write briefly of the 
book Britannia unchained, of 
which Priti Patel was, of course, 
one of the authors, as I’m sure 
most readers already know - 
along with Kwasi Kwarteng, 
Dominic Raab, Chris Skidmore 
and Elizabeth Truss. They have 
all gone on to greater things, 
insofar as that is possible in the 
Conservative Party, and all share 
with Boris Johnson and co a great 
contempt for the working class.

As I’ve said, maybe comrade 
Parker is right about my letters 
- though I’m not convinced. 
We have a big problem at the 
moment, in that it is very difficult 
to get any feedback and I don’t 
think that a letter in response to 
some ‘nonsense’ is necessarily 
very helpful. Meanwhile I will try 
to do better, try to say something 
different; who knows? - perhaps I 
can. I hope so, because I think the 

Weekly Worker is a great paper 
and I want to help - and I’m proud 
to have appeared in its pages.
Jim Nelson
email

Blame the west
If Marx taught us anything, it’s 
that religion is not about a belief 
in god, but is a state of mind. 
It’s pathological. But the most 
pernicious and dangerous state 
of mind in the world today is 
consumerism and the worshipping 
of money.

Where I live, in a reasonably 
sized industrial city, a huge metal 
fence has been erected around the 
school playing fields. Previously 
the community had been able to 
enjoy this playing field without 
a second thought, but now you 
would need a crack team of SAS 
specialists to get on there. Ted 
Hankin will probably be shocked 
by this, but Muslims were not to 
blame (Letters, December 17). No, 
this was a decision taken by a white 
person (shock, horror) - a woman, 
no less. Why was this decision 
taken? Why were these playing 
fields made no-go zones? Simple, 
because they wanted to charge for 
teams to play football. Another gift 
to the all-powerful money god.

I can also recount beautiful 
woodland after beautiful woodland 
being destroyed to build, among 
other things, a leisure centre, a 
motorway service station and 
unaffordable housing. Frankly 
most of the city where I live is a no-
go zone. I basically have the right 
just to go to the shops and back. 
Again Ted Hankin will be shocked 
to learn this was not the work of 
Muslims, but good old white folk.

Following the high-profile 
media reports of grooming gangs 
in the UK the Fullfact organisation 
requested, via freedom of 
information regulations, details of 
child sex offenders’ ethnicity. The 
results were: “67% were white, 
4% were Asian, 3% were black, 
1% were mixed race and 1% were 
other. For 24% of defendants 
there was no information on their 
ethnicity.”

Unfortunately there is no data on 
the religious convictions of these 
people, but I would estimate that 
the vast majority are worshippers 
of money rather than the fabled 
creator of the universe. ‘I wonder 
what will happen when things get 
serious!’ Maybe they will carpet-
bomb our cities, build military 
bases, stuff them with psychotic 
racists, heavily arm said psychotic 
racists and send them to patrol our 
streets, or get them to rape and 
mutilate our sons and daughters.

“Islam is hardly a religion at all, 
but rather a plagiarism of Judaism 
and Christianity.” Says Ted Hankin. 
So Judaism and Christianity were 
not plagiarising other religions and 
pagan rituals?

He writes: “Every Muslim 
has an obligation to jihad and, 
notwithstanding nonsense 
arguments that this means jihad of 
the self only, the crude apologist 
will believe this when presented 
with the overall evidence.” The vast 
majority of Muslims in the world 
do not resort to violence; therefore 
the overall evidence suggests that 
most Muslims see no obligation to 
kill the unbelievers. Only a crude 
racist would believe otherwise, 
when presented with the overall 
evidence. Moreover, a United 
Nations study a few years ago 
showed that the majority of suicide 
bombers had been injured or seen 
a loved one injured in conflicts. So 
these ‘terrorist’ actions were not the 
result of religious indoctrination, 
but the direct result of imperialist 
interest and its attempts at world 
domination.

In fact behind most religious 
conflicts and communal violence 
lies economics, but Ted Hankin 
takes the surface appearance of 
religion as the underlying reason for 
them. I can’t think of anything more 
anti-Marxist than this. But, reading 
Ted Hankin, I was more reminded 
of a moronic member of the English 
Defence League than I was of 
Marxist historical materialism. It 
was more Katie Hopkins than Karl 
Marx.

“Breivik is a really isolated 
individual, whereas Islamic attacks 
are a constant threat,” he writes. This 
is because most of the ‘Breiviks’ 
are actually serving in the armed 
forces of the west and are currently 
patrolling the streets of some invaded 
nation - usually to protect oil and 
gas reserves or to plunder rare earth 
materials.

Hankin talks like the invasion of 
Iraq was some one-off event, rather 
than being just another chapter in 
a 500-year history of dominance, 
brutality, plunder and rape. The 
threat from the west is not so much a 
constant threat: it is as regular as the 
sun rising each morning.

He says that “Breivik’s 
‘manifesto’ ... reveals a highly 
intelligent and knowledgeable 
opponent who begins with a critique 
of ‘cultural Marxism’ ...” Any idiot 
can spend five minutes on YouTube 
lapping up the utter idiocy that is the 
critique of cultural Marxism.

He adds that Breivik stands “in 
contrast to the rather pathetic types 
that the Islamists tend to sacrifice 
in terror attacks”. As stated 
previously, such types had often 
been injured or seen loved ones 
injured by the marauding troops 
of the psychotic west, hell-bent on 
world domination.

Ted Hankin says that the call 
for voluntary assimilation “would 
have some credibility if Muslim 
immigrants showed any sign of 
wanting to assimilate”. He just can’t 
help lumping them all together, but 
Muslims live in the most diverse parts 
of town, where people from Somalia, 
Pakistan, Romania, Nigeria, etc, etc 
live side by side. Contrast this with 
the white folk of Harrogate, who 
would petition their local MP should 
a dark-skinned person move onto 
their street and recoil in fear that 
their house price might fall!

I have also noticed that during 
the coronavirus pandemic a 
disproportionate number of dark-
skinned people have not only put 
their lives on the line to treat people, 
but are also active volunteers to 
deliver food to the homeless and 
other acts of kindness. Kindness and 
empathy incidentally are hard-wired 
into the Islamic way of life. Contrast 
this with the primary religion of 
white folk. Their main concern is 
consuming without any care of the 
consequences. Their primary state of 
mind is sociopathic, lacking any kind 
of empathy and only caring about one 
thing: their own self gratification.

Islamic fundamentalism or 
western values? On balance I will 
take Islamic fundamentalism!
Maren Clarke
email

BNP was right
Congratulations to Ted Hankin for 
his 1,800-word letter pointing out 
that Islam is a threat - something the 
British National Party was pointing 
out 20 years ago.

It’s a bit like Tony Dick-Head 
Blair, who, when he was in power, 
claimed that “we have much to learn 
from Muslims”. But then three years 
after leaving power he was writing 
articles in the Daily Mail pointing 
out what everyone with half a brain 
knew all along: namely that Islam is 
a threat, to put it mildly.
Ralph Musgrave
email

Friday January 8 - Sunday January 10  

Online Communist University 

After the US presidential election 
Consequences and 

considerations
Friday 6pm

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

Saturday 10am

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

Saturday 2pm 

The continuing ethnic cleansing of Palestine
Speaker: Ilan Pappé

Saturday: 6pm

The bankruptcy of left Labourism 
Speaker: Jack Conrad

Sunday 10am

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

Sunday 2pm 

Party and programme 
Speaker: Mike Macnair

Sunday 6pm 

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

Register for sessions at communistuniversity.uk/winter-cu-2021
Organised by CPGB: www.cpgb.org.uk and 

Labour Party Marxists: www.labourpartymarxists.org.uk
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End of the beginning
The Brexit trade deal settles little - the EU will haunt British politics for years to come, writes Paul Demarty

So, in the end, Brexit took place - 
apparently without a hitch.

The vast tailbacks at ports 
did not, in fact, materialise (perhaps 
because the Covid-19-related logjams 
had already spooked hauliers). For 
all the rumblings of discontent at the 
details of the deal secured by Boris 
Johnson with the European Union, 
parliament approved it by a crushing 
majority, thanks to surprisingly strong 
discipline in the Tory ranks - and 
Labour’s support, of course.

For Johnson, this is all supposedly 
a vindication. He knifed David 
Cameron in the back to become the 
most marketable Brexiteer back in 
2016, plainly then with a view to the 
top job - principled political stands 
being as foreign to his constitution 
as straight bananas apparently are to 
red-blooded Britons. (Asked once 
if he had any convictions, Johnson 
famously quipped that he might have 
picked one up for speeding.) His 
ambitions put on hold by a taste of his 
own medicine, courtesy of Michael 
Gove, one further defenestration - 
of Theresa May - was necessary to 
give him a path to No10, and he ‘got 
that done’ - as he likes to say - by 
promising the negotiation strategy we 
got in the last year: one of relentless 
brinksmanship and assurance that 
a no-deal Brexit was on the table. 
But now he has his deal and we can 
march onwards to the sunlit uplands 
of Global Britain - or Britannia 
Unchained, or your chauvinist fable 
of choice.

The declarations of victory already 
ring hollow, however. Having used 
fishing allocations as a pretext 
for endless willy-waving over the 
negotiating table, Johnson failed to 
secure any more than the most token 
concessions. The ‘level playing field’ 
agreements forbid the government 
from getting rid of much of that 
notorious ‘Brussels red tape’, on pain 
of endless arbitration; meanwhile, the 
new customs borders, in the Channel 
and the Irish Sea, may well prove 
sufficiently complicated to strangle 
many smaller logistics firms (a sector 
with many small businesses of the 
sort that provided the bedrock of what 
capitalist Brexitism existed in 2016).

Perhaps the most telling moment 

in the whole sorry saga came at the 
very end: having secured the deal, 
and facing grumbles from the true 
believers of the European Research 
Group and the like, Johnson’s office 
urged them not to reject the deal on 
the basis that a no-deal Brexit would 
represent a total catastrophe. The 
bluff, sub-Churchillian bluster we 
knew so well was finally replaced by 
the schoolmarmish good sense that 
Brexit-bonkers backbenchers mocked 
in Theresa May.

We could say that ‘the mask 
slipped’ (or whatever cliché you 
like), except that the whole thing was 
obviously theatre all the way along. 
Years ago, James Marshall argued 
in this paper that the Brexit side of 
the referendum itself was engaged 
in a Kabuki dance, and that the 
geopolitical reality would conspire to 
overturn Brexit or else reduce it to an 
in-name-only affair.1 This assessment 
was wrong - the world’s geopolitical 
immune system was given a severe 
shock by the election of Donald 
Trump, and in the end we have had a 
fairly hard Brexit - except in one detail. 
The whole thing has been a Kabuki 
dance, if not quite the one comrade 
James thought we were getting: a 
distraction from the fact that, in this 
negotiation, the EU held all the cards, 
and had an interest in making Brexit 
as miserable as possible for Britain. 
The consequences are only beginning 
to unfold, but the result is likely to be 
Britain’s hitherto-managed decline 
spinning out of control.

Neuralgic spots
With immediate economic catastrophe 
forestalled, the next problems seem 
to be constitutional. Brexit bears on 
two neuralgic spots in the United 
Kingdom order - Six Counties 
politics and Scottish independence. 
Despite his brinksmanship under 
May, where a customs border within 
the UK was considered completely 
out of the question, the Kabuki dance 
principle turned out to apply - this 
is exactly what we have got. The 
underlying tendency of Six Counties 
politics to drift from the mainland 
is accelerated by all this: nobody is 
left in greater confusion than the late 
Ian Paisley’s Democratic Unionists, 

whose fanatical Brexitism coexisted 
somehow with the two red lines that 
no division within the Union was 
to be permitted, and nor was any 
interruption of trade with the Irish 
Republic acceptable. This flat logical 
contradiction being left predictably 
unresolved, Arlene Foster’s merry 
men are left grinding their teeth: and, 
as their grotesque founder famously 
assured his older parishioners, teeth 
will be provided.

On the other side of the national-
sectarian divide, there is no less 
disquiet, but also a more determined 
sense of purpose. More and more 
Sinn Féin members feel emboldened 
to fly the flag for a unification 
referendum, to which they are entitled 
in principle under the Good Friday 
agreement. Though the numbers 
likely do not add up yet, the bet may 
be that a little more patience, as the 
consequences of Brexit unfold (and 
the Republic further untangles itself 
from the residues of mid-20th century 
Catholic theocracy), will do the trick 
before too long.

We will not likely have to wait quite 
so long for some kind of showdown 
in Scotland. As we have mentioned 
more than once recently, the Holyrood 
elections in a few months time are 
likely to hand a crushing victory to the 
Scottish National Party and its pro-
independence allies. The objective of 
a second independence referendum is 
entirely out in the open, with Brexit 
- a quite genuinely English calamity 
- being wielded as the latest evidence 
that the Scots think that they would 
be better off alone. Opinion polls 
record historic levels of support for 
independence.

The peculiar irrealism of this 
perspective - that Scotland would 
somehow have more clout and 
protection from the vagaries of global 
politics than the UK as it stands - 
need not detain us here: it is merely 
worth noting that Brexit has lit the fire 
under separatism, and simultaneously 
pushed the Tories into stonewalling 
any such demands, making a new 
and possibly violent constitutional 
crisis all the more likely. If Brexit 
was supposed to ‘unchain’ Britain, 
it has certainly loosened the ties - or 
shackles, according to taste - between 

its component parts.
Domestic strife is likely to set 

off more fireworks, but in reality 
the difficulties posed to ‘unchained’ 
Britain by its restive internal 
populations pale in comparison to the 
external difficulties that have now 
arisen. The Brexit dream, insofar as 
it ever formed into anything more 
concrete than desperation and empire 
nostalgia, was of a swashbuckling 
island nation using its great traditions 
and established financial sector 
to play an outsized role in the 
global economy - a sort of Atlantic 
Singapore. The lesson is soon to be 
learned that a country may play that 
role only at the pleasure of the major 
world powers.

Let us say, for the sake of 
argument, that these are the Franco-
German-led European core powers, 
China and, above all, the United 
States. If we wanted our European 
‘partners’ to sponsor (or tolerate) us as 
a low-regulation offshore operation, 
then surely we might have started 
by not engaging in four years (and 
counting … ) of rancorous divorce 
proceedings. It is just possible to 
imagine a strategic pivot to China 
- after all, before he and David 
Cameron conspired to give us this 
damned referendum in the first place, 
George Osborne started to warm 
up to closer ties with the Chinese - 
but seems vanishingly unlikely for 
many reasons. The most immediate 
obstacle is ‘subjective’: the decline in 
Sino-American relations looks likely 
to outlast the Trump administration, 
and most Tories are tendentially 
Atlanticist in outlook. Meanwhile, 
foreign office creeps will baulk at 
a shift from the orbit of a proven 
hegemon to an untested contender for 
global hegemony, whose capacity to 
displace the US is extremely doubtful.

Which brings us to Washington 
itself. In a certain sense, Brexit was a 
bet on US strategy. The Brexiteers with 
any kind of plan have connections in 
Washington; they knew that there was 
a faction of the global-strategy blob 
- hitherto a minority - that considers 
the structures built up to fight the cold 
war (including Nato and the EU) long 
past their sell-by date.

The re-election of Donald Trump 

would have cemented the power of 
that faction. Indeed, a single term for 
a ruthless president that was capable 
of holding firmly to that strategic line 
for more than five minutes, rather 
than the addled human mini-cheddar 
we actually got, might have helped 
clear out their ‘orthodox’ strategic 
opponents. In such a scenario, the US 
may have given discreet support and 
assistance to the UK in its transition 
to ‘freedom’, so as to undermine 
the efforts of the EU core powers to 
make Brexit painful pour encourager 
les autres, and thereby undermine 
Europe’s integrity further.

We did not, of course, get that 
result; it seems so far that Joe Biden’s 
administration will be staffed by a 
familiar breed of neoconservative and 
conservative-‘realist’ creep, dedicated 
to shoring up the global order led by 
the US after four incoherent years 
of strategic paralysis and - by recent 
standards - disappointingly sparse 
bloodshed. How will the new order in 
Washington view the insolence with 
which Britain has treated that order? 
Is it more important for America to 
sustain that ‘special relationship’ or 
to (let us say) mend fences with the 
EU powers in order to hold a common 
front against Russia and especially 
China? It is not guaranteed - and if 
the state department does turn against 
Britain for one reason or another, it 
is easy to imagine the invisible hand 
of American money, soft power and 
intelligence agencies tipping the 
scales in favour of the SNP, Sinn Féin 
and the like.

If the Brexit negotiations looked 
inglorious to anyone not being paid 
to say otherwise, let us watch the 
negotiations that are still to come. 
The UK can ill afford to be without 
a major-player ally, and every sinew 
will be strained - having ‘taken back 
control’ from Brussels - to hand it 
over to the US, so as to ensure the 
continued protection of the global 
Godfather. Chlorinated chickens will 
be the least of it l

paul.demarty@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1. ‘The in-out kabuki dance’ Weekly Worker April 
14 2016.

It could easily happen, again and again
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Rear-view mirror
Are we approaching the end of US hegemony? Daniel Lazare discusses Biden’s likely role, following the years 
of Obama and Trump

Evelyn Waugh supposedly once 
complained that Tories are 
forever promising to turn back 

the clock, but never really do. But 
there is a reason: the world moves on, 
the river continues to flow and, while 
change can be shaped and managed, it 
can never be reversed.

So Joe Biden is discovering 
before he even takes office. The 
incoming administration is based on 
one idea and one idea only: that the 
last four years were an aberration, 
an inexplicable interruption in the 
bipartisan ‘Repocratic’ march to 
free markets, democracy and global 
domination, and that, once Trump 
leaves office - assuming he does leave 
office, that is - everything will go 
back to normal. It is a curious echo of 
president Warren G Harding’s call for 
a return to normalcy a century earlier 
after the tumult of the Woodrow 
Wilson years.

“America’s present need is not 
heroics, but healing,” Harding 
declared in March 1920; “not 
nostrums, but normalcy; not 
revolution, but restoration; not 
agitation, but adjustment; not surgery, 
but serenity; not the dramatic, but the 
dispassionate ...”

Not surgery but serenity? No-one 
had the slightest idea what Harding 
- a classic product of Ohio’s corrupt 
Republican political machine - was 
talking about. But then nobody had 
the slightest idea what Biden was 
talking about when he informed the 
Democratic National Convention this 
summer that “love is more powerful 
than hate, hope is more powerful 
than fear, light is more powerful than 
dark, this is our moment, this is our 
mission …” Love, hope, whatever 
- all Democrats knew was that, if 
Biden made Trump go away, then 
the glorious Obama era of 2009-17 
would return.

Events
But it is not that easy, as a series of 
unfortunate events are making all too 
clear.

The first was the November 27 
assassination of Iranian nuclear 
scientist Mohsen Fakhrizadeh, 
which, following on the heels of last 
January’s murder of general Qasem 
Soleimani, all but doomed the 2015 
Iranian nuclear accord. To be sure, 
Biden still has time to resurrect the 
Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, 
as it is officially known. But, given 
that he endorsed the first killing, failed 
to criticise the second and is now 
demanding further concessions from 
Iran regarding its “malign” activities 
in the Middle East, the chances of 
doing so are somewhere between slim 
and none. If so, the effect will not only 
be to aggravate the march to war in the 
Persian Gulf: it will also be to leave 
France and Germany, which helped 
negotiate the JCPOA, in the lurch, 
thereby driving a wedge between the 
US and the European Union’s two 
main powers. This does not bode well 
for US-EU relations.

The second event is the Nord 
Stream 2 German-Russian gas 
pipeline, which is racing to completion 
despite mounting US sanctions. 
Opposition is all but unanimous on 
Capitol Hill, yet for once the United 
States is unable to bend a major 
ally to its will. The third disruptive 
event was last week’s breakthrough 
China-EU investment accord, which 
the incoming Biden team regards 

as even more of an affront, since 
it effectively checkmates plans to 
isolate the People’s Republic and 
subject it to Russian-style ostracism 
and obloquy. Although The New York 
Times described the agreement as “a 
stinging rebuke” of the efforts of both 
Trump and Biden to “isolate China’s 
Communist Party state”, there is little 
the US can do.1

Finally, there is Brexit. While 
all eyes are on the British economic 
consequences, little thought has been 
given to the political implications for 
the US. But they are actually likely to 
be considerable, for the simple reason 
that Britain’s departure deprives the 
US of its main window on the EU’s 
inner workings. As The Washington 
Post observed a couple of months 
prior to the 2016 referendum,

London has long served as a 
voice for Washington in Europe, 
sharing not only a language but 
also perhaps an ethos bred by the 
close ties between the countries. 
If a Brexit actually happens, the 
United States will lose its top EU 
ally - and perhaps have to find 
another one.2

America still has allies inside the EU, 
such as Poland and the Baltic states, 
now that Brexit is a fait accompli. 

But they are hardly in the same class. 
That is why Nord Stream 2 and the 
China deal amount to a declaration of 
independence, particularly on the part 
of Germany: with London out of the 
picture, Berlin has suddenly acquired 
new freedom of manoeuvre. One 
EU diplomat confided that Angela 
Merkel was able to make use of a 
“German engine” in the European 
Commission in ramming the China 
agreement through. It includes such 
top officials as Björn Seibert, head of 
the EC presidential cabinet; Sabine 
Weyand, EC director general for 
trade, and Michael Hager, chief of 
cabinet for executive vice-president 
Valdis Dombrovskis, and so on.3

Ursula von der Leyen, the 
European Commission president 
who negotiated the post-Brexit trade 
agreement, counts as a member of 
the German machine as well. Such 
names are Greek to American ears. 
But now they are calling the shots, 
while Washington tries to figure out 
what to do.

Bottom line: after endless chatter 
about the emergence of a multipolar 
world, the reality may finally be upon 
us. Democrats will no doubt blame it 
all on Trump. But the idea that he is 
solely responsible is nonsense. Trump 
did not invent ‘Make America great 
again’ isolationism out of thin air. 

All he did was take trends that were 
already evident during Obama’s latter 
years and raise them to new heights.

It is no wonder that American 
liberals still pine for Obama. After 
all, he was America’s Tony Blair 
- only cooler, because he did not 
support the 2003 invasion of Iraq. 
But, once in office, he expanded US 
troop levels in Afghanistan and Iraq, 
while cosying up to Middle East 
despots like Abdullah bin Abdulaziz 
of Saudi Arabia (the image of him 
bowing low to the then Saudi king 
at their first meeting in 2009 is a 
classic4). Otherwise, he was content 
to leave foreign policy in the hands 
of a hyper-aggressive Hillary Clinton 
- a decision that proved nothing less 
than disastrous, since it led to a string 
of Anglo-American-backed wars that 
spread death and destruction from 
Libya to Yemen, igniting a powerful 
surge in terrorism and triggering the 
worst refugee crisis since World War 
II. The ‘populist’ wave that began 
three years earlier in response to the 
global financial meltdown ascended 
new heights, as voters turned away 
with disgust from a western ruling 
elite that had clearly lost the ability 
to manage finance or international 
affairs in a remotely competent 
manner.

This is why Trump wound up 
in the Oval Office - not because 
of Russia and not because of a 
supposedly inexhaustible stream of 
racism and xenophobia out in the 
heartland. Rather, it was because of a 
rotten constitution, an undemocratic 
Electoral College, a thoroughly 
ludicrous political system that had 
“reached almost the last stage of 
national humiliation”, to quote 
Alexander Hamilton in 1787, and a 
political elite that had lost all touch 
with the mass of Americans, who do 
not live in Silicon Valley, Beverly 
Hills or Manhattan’s Upper East Side, 
and who do not summer in places 
like Martha’s Vineyard, Nantucket 
or the Hamptons. It is a reality that 
Democrats cannot bring themselves to 
face, because the obvious implication 
is that they are every bit as responsible 
for the breakdown as the Republicans. 
So they blame Russia, China and Iran 
instead - anyone and everyone, that is, 
except themselves.

In tatters
Biden’s rhetoric has been mixed since 
the election. He has got the message 
that Americans are sick of ‘forever 
wars’ in places they can barely find 
on the map. But, when it comes to 
specific hotspots, he has trouble 
turning the old cold-war spigot off. 
The mention of China at one of last 
year’s presidential debates triggered 
a tirade against Xi Jinping: “This is a 
guy who doesn’t have a democratic, 
with a small d, bone in his body, this 
is a guy who is a thug, who in fact has 
a million Uighurs in reconstruction 
camps, meaning concentration 
camps.”5 Biden is all for stepping 
up arms shipments to the fascist-
influenced government in the Ukraine, 
while eagerly embracing every anti-
Putin slander that comes down the 
pike. Thus, he attacked Trump on the 
campaign trail as “Putin’s puppet”, 
because he “still refuses to even say 
anything to Putin about the bounty 
on the heads of American soldiers”. 
This was a reference to a spurious 
New York Times story last summer 
that Russia was paying the Taliban to 

kill US troops, even though the Times 
itself had begun edging away from 
the report within days.6

After all, Biden is the sort of buffoon 
who brags about insulting Putin to his 
face: “Mr Prime Minister,” he claims 
he told him in 2011, “I’m looking into 
your eyes, and I don’t think you have 
a soul.”7 If so, it is hard to imagine 
him putting US foreign policy on a 
mature and rational footing. As for 
Iran, he continues turning reality on 
its head by insisting that it is violating 
the JCPOA by stepping up uranium 
enrichment, even though it is plain 
that the move is a calibrated response 
to Trump’s outrageous decision in 
May 2018 to abandon the agreement 
altogether and slam Iran with punitive 
economic sanctions for the crime of 
abiding all too faithfully by the terms 
of the 2015 agreement.

It is almost as though Biden 
wanted to deep-six Obama’s signature 
foreign policy achievement. Another 
great foreign policy initiative 
is Biden’s call for a worldwide 
democracy summit, although it 
is unclear whether it will be a 
summit of democracies or a summit 
for democracy, which would 
presumably allow everyone from 
Muhammad bin Salman to Viktor 
Orbán to attend, since, hey, they’re 
for democracy too. But Biden 
made it clear, when he unveiled the 
proposal in 2019, that two countries 
that will not attend are Russia and 
China, because they represent 
everything that is undemocratic in 
the world today.8

Presuming it even gets off the 
ground, any such summit will be an 
attempt to return to the rhetorical 
heights of the Clinton era. But it will 
almost certainly fall flat. A summit 
that includes Binyamin Netanyahu, 
Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, Andrzej 
Duda and Narendra Modi (a key 
player in America’s emerging anti-
China offensive), but not Putin or 
Bashar al-Assad would be a laughing 
stock. If the Saudis are invited, 
but not Iran, the spectacle will be 
even more ludicrous. But, while 
Realpolitik means that Biden cannot 
afford to leave people like Modi and 
Netanyahu out, it will just go to show 
how confused and threadbare the 
idea of American global leadership 
has become.

US foreign policy is in tatters after 
a dozen years of Obama and Trump. 
American hegemony is fast receding 
in the rear-view mirror, and there is no 
way of throwing historical processes 
into reverse l

Storming of the Capitol

Notes
1. nytimes.com/2021/01/03/world/asia/china-eu-
investment-biden.htm.
2. washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/
wp/2016/04/21/why-obamas-support-for-the-e-u-
is-driving-some-brits-mad.
3. politico.eu/article/germanys-drive-for-eu-china-
deal-draws-criticism-from-other-eu-countries.
4. youtube.com/watch?v=1I2xYh9mfaI.
5. youtube.com/watch?v=DcMT_QZN2xk.
6. After repeatedly touting the report on its front 
page, a Times editorial then admitted that the 
National Security Agency had “strongly dissented” 
from such charges and that numerous questions 
remained as to whether payments had actually 
resulted in any military deaths. The editorial also 
wondered whether “the intelligence [was] tweaked 
by people seeking to hinder efforts to withdraw 
American troops” - in other words, whether 
intelligence agencies were using the Times to 
advance their own imperial agenda. Since then, 
the Times has gone largely silent on the issue. See 
nytimes.com/2020/07/07/opinion/russia-bounty-
afghanistan-trump.html.
7. newyorker.com/magazine/2014/07/28/biden-
agenda.
8. joebiden.com/americanleadership.
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Meaningful debate absent
Why are Socialist Workers Party members incapable of making serious contributions? Peter Manson 
looks at the third and final internal bulletin

With the annual conference 
(January 8-10) about to take 
place online, what better 

time to discuss the third and final 
Pre-Conference Bulletin (PCB), 
which was sent out to all SWP 
members just before Christmas?

To remind readers, it is only during 
the three-month pre-conference 
period that SWP comrades are 
permitted to circulate their views to 
the rest of the membership - or in 
reality to any other SWP comrade, 
apart from verbally within their 
own branch. During this three-
month period, temporary factions 
are also permitted, but they must 
be dissolved immediately, once 
conference has taken place.

In view of the general inhibition 
on free debate, it is hardly surprising 
that the quality of individual 
contributions is not exactly 
stimulating. Nor are there huge 
numbers desperate to have their 
say. While the third PCB normally 
features more contributions from 
individuals or groups of comrades 
than the first two - and this year is 
no exception - there are just 24 of 
them in PCB No3 (and several are 
from those holding local or other 
positions of responsibility, who tend 
to merely echo the ‘party line’).

Before I look at the individual 
contributions, let me start with the 
three articles written by the central 
committee. As always, the December 
PCB provides membership figures, 
which this year appear in the CC’s 
‘Finance report 2019-20’. Here it is 
stated: “The number of registered 
members of the SWP is 6,701. This 
is about an increase of 250 on last 
year.”

But what does it mean to be an 
‘SWP member’? There is a clue 
in this sentence: “Around 2,000 of 
our members are paying a regular 
subscription ...” Yes, that’s right - 
well under a third of them pay any 
dues! The CC elaborates: “New 
members tend to pay much lower 
subs - or sometimes none at all, 
if someone in the branch has not 
explained the importance of making 
a financial contribution.”

This gives the whole game 
away. These so-called ‘members’ 
are merely individuals who have 
filled in an application form. How 
many have even spoken to a branch 
officer, I wonder? I know for a fact 
that many ‘members’ are rarely 
contacted on an individual basis, 
irrespective of whether they ever 
turn up to any meeting or attend 
any SWP event, let alone whether 
they pay a regular membership 
subscription.

The CC continues: “Students are 
asked to pay £5 per month, people 
with regular jobs can usually afford 
to pay a bit more and we should not 
automatically agree very low subs 
from people with steady jobs.” I 
suppose “very low” includes zero in 
this context!

To be fair, it seems that at least 
some SWP activists are beginning 
to question this whole business 
and in this PCB there is one 
such contribution from “Chris 
(Leicester)”. (In case you were 
wondering, the policy is that, for 
reasons of security, only the first 
names of rank-and-file comrades 
are given. However, the CC is less 
than meticulous in ensuring that 
the writer’s identity is not revealed. 
For example, one comrade’s email 
address - which happens to contain 
his surname - is included in his 

contribution to this PCB; while 
another provides us with the title 
of a pamphlet he has written, which 
can still be found, along with his full 
name, on the internet.)

But back to Chris, who suggests 
that the SWP should introduce the 
category of “associate membership” 
for those who fail to pay a 
subscription. He writes: “It could 
also be a ‘halfway house’ for those 
unable or unwilling to contemplate 
fully active membership at a given 
time.” In reality, those who do not 
make a financial contribution ought 
to be classified as a ‘contact’.

By the way, in its finance report 
the CC notes one effect of the 
Covid pandemic: “... the income 
from paper sales” has fallen “from 
several thousand pounds a month to 
a few hundred”. Hardly surprising, 
of course, but it does go to show that 
the SWP sells fewer papers every 
month than it claims members. Eg, 
if “several thousand pounds” means 
£2,000 every month, that works 
out that the average SWP members 
sells a third of a copy of Socialist 
Worker every month. A Bolshevik 
level of commitment it is not.

Still ‘standing up’
The second CC article is headed 
‘Anti-racism today’ - as I noted in 
my report of PCB No2,1 the SWP 
has recently upgraded the role of 
People Before Profit, in regard to 
the Covid pandemic; but that does 
not mean it has forgotten what has 
been its main front over the last few 
years: namely Stand Up To Racism.

The CC states: “Recent weeks 
have seen a serious ratcheting 
up by politicians and the media 
of attempts to use racism to 
divide opposition in the face of 
government’s mishandling of the 
Covid-19 crisis.” Well, I must say I 
have not noticed that - and the CC 
gives not one example of such an 
occurrence! It does say that in the 
USA Donald Trump’s behaviour has 
given “confidence to racist populists 
and the far right across the world”, 
while “Here the racist deportation 
flights to the Caribbean continue 
under Priti Patel.”

Perhaps the SWP leadership has 
not noticed that Priti Patel herself 
has dark skin, which makes you 
ask, why would they appoint her as 
home secretary if the aim is to “use 

racism” to divide their opponents? 
How can that work? As for the 
deportations, inhuman as they are, 
they are driven not by racism, but by 
national chauvinism in two senses. 
Firstly, capitalist governments 
continually promote the idea that 
they are acting in the interests of 
the ‘entire nation’ - including dark-
skinned people like Patel, of course 
- and that means not only taking 
strong action against criminals 
to help protect us; but, secondly, 
blaming it all on those ‘outsiders’ 
who aren’t British at all. The fact 
that many of those deported have 
lived in Britain for most of their 
lives has nothing to do with it. Loyal 
British citizens like Patel are acting 
in all our interests!

We should also note the next 
major anti-racism action the SWP is 
building support for. The CC writes: 
“All this will make the protests 
across the world on UN anti-racism 
day (March 20) more important 
this year than ever.” I find it rather 
ironic that, on the one hand, the 
SWP claims that the ruling class 
everywhere will always use racism 
to divide us, but, on the other, one of 
the main international instruments 
of that class is to be supported for 
taking an initiative against racism.

By the way, the CC states: 
“SUTR has just relaunched its 
statement calling for an independent 
public inquiry into disproportionate 
deaths in Bame communities during 
the Covid-19 crisis.” The reason for 
that disproportionality is, of course, 
‘institutional racism’ - although it 
is not explained how exactly it is 
employed.

On January 5 SUTR sent out a 
circular, which noted:

This week Dr Augustine Obaro 
and Dr Abdul-Razaq Abdullah 
became the 15th and 16th GPs 
to die from Covid - all bar one 
of whom have been from a Bame 
background. This pattern has 
been repeated across the medical 
and public service field, as well 
as in [intensive care units] across 
the country.

To anyone who thinks it through, it is 
obvious that all health workers have 
been put at risk by the pandemic. But 
the reason why Bame people have 
been disproportionally affected is 

not because of current racism: it is 
linked to two factors. First, a greater 
proportion of blacks than whites are 
among the poorer, disadvantaged 
sections, as a result of previous 
historical practices - not least the 
creation of overseas empires (and, 
yes, the employment of racism). 
You could also say that the working 
class is overwhelmingly more 
affected by Covid than the ruling 
class, irrespective of their skin 
coloration. Secondly, it also just 
happens that a higher proportion of 
British Asians than whites are GPs 
- and, yes, many of them practise 
in working class areas. But, once 
again, does this have anything to do 
with current racist practices?

Note that the CC concludes 
by stating: “The issues of racism, 
Islamophobia and anti-Semitism will 
remain central in the coming period” 
(my emphasis). Although the SWP 
recognises that allegations of anti-
Semitism in the Labour Party were 
almost entirely falsely generated to 
undermine the leadership of Jeremy 
Corbyn, it is prepared to go along 
with the notion that anti-Semitism 
is a major problem in 21st century 
Britain.

Socialist Review
I will now deal with an issue that has 
created something of a controversy: 
the decision to close the print 
version of the SWP’s monthly 
magazine, Socialist Review. As the 
CC writes in ‘Our online work and 
what it means for Socialist Review’, 
“We think this should be online only 
and that we should cease publication 
of the hard-copy magazine.”

In a previous PCB the CC had 
talked about its overall use of the 
internet and social media, including 
the upgrading of the SWP website: 
“The enhanced online strategy 
being proposed,” the CC wrote, 
“raises questions about Socialist 
Review which we will need to give 
thought to. We believe the content of 
the Review is politically important 
and we want to consider how we 
can widen its reach.” Rather vague. 
And, as “Mark (Glasgow)” writes, 
“The problem with ambiguous 
statements is that they give rise to 
speculation.”

But it turns out that the CC 
first discussed its actual proposal 
within the SWP at a meeting of the 
Socialist Review committee. As 
“Ian and Mike (Hackney)” state,

The party’s print publications 
have received little attention from 
the CC in the first two bulletins. 
This gives the membership little 
opportunity to comment on the 
leadership’s strategy for the 
titles, particularly the decision to 
close the Review, which should 
not have been presented as a fait 
accompli ...

Like them, other comrades argue for 
the continuation of the print issue, 
stating that after the pandemic it 
will be very useful to have regular 
print publications once more. They 
make some useful points about the 
best practice of a political party, 
including the use of both online and 
print versions of its publications.

But what struck me about all 
this was that no-one is prepared to 
discuss the nature of the party that 
is needed. They all seem to take 
it as a given that the SWP is the 
revolutionary party and, like the 
leadership, make little mention of 

the rest of the organised left and 
the need for a mass party based on 
genuine democratic centralism and 
continuous Marxist-based debate - 
something that is acutely lacking in 
the SWP.

So it is little wonder that 
the politics of many individual 
members is so poorly thought out. 
For example, “Jim (Newcastle)” 
proposes an addition to Socialist 
Worker’s ‘What we stand for’ 
column, which reads:

In the event of a successful 
transition to socialism ... we 
reject any attempt to create a 
one-party state by encouraging 
a multi-party system, with the 
provision that all parties represent 
different means of progressing 
towards production for need, not 
profit, and do not include any 
policies that seek to discriminate 
on the basis of gender, ethnicity, 
religion or disability.

In other words, once the working 
class has taken power, the only kind 
of political parties permitted will 
be those advocating the building of 
socialism. What about the minority 
of the population, who have not 
yet been persuaded of the need for 
common ownership (not to mention 
the aim of an eventual class-free, 
money-free society known as 
communism)? Presumably they will 
still be able to speak out, but not 
form a political party.

The only other debate worth 
mentioning is the continued 
discussion on mental health, first 
raised in PCB No1. It seems 
that many comrades are mainly 
concerned about the ‘correct’ use 
of language. For instance, “Roger 
(South London)” believes that 
people like himself should be 
referred to as “disabled people”, 
as opposed to “people with 
disabilities”, since ‘disability’ 
should not refer to “physical, mental 
or sensory loss or lack of function: 
we refer to this as ‘impairment’. I, 
for example, have no usable sight, 
which is a visual impairment.” 
But he is “disabled” because 
“Microsoft make computers which 
exclude me, as they do not have any 
functional way for me to use them 
as fully and effectively as a non-
visually impaired person.” In other 
words, the likes of Microsoft have 
“disabled” him, whereas saying that 
he has a “disability” implies it is his 
own fault!

For his part, “John (Colchester)” 
returns to the original debate and 
responds to a comrade in PCB No2 
who stated that to refer to a proposal 
as “daft” or “crazy” was simply an 
expression of opposition to it and 
was not intended to offend the 
mentally impaired. John, it seems, 
is quite happy with the word ‘daft’, 
which, he says, “is a diplomatic 
term in place of calling someone/
something ‘stupid’”. That’s a new 
one on me! By contrast, he says. 
Remarks like “Are you out of your 
mind?” and “That’s a crazy idea” 
are “blatantly offensive terms”. 
Hmm.

Well, the exchange of ideas is 
always useful, but when are we 
going to see such an exchange in the 
SWP about what really matters? l

peter.manson@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1. ‘Dull echo chamber’, December 3.

Most individual contributions are ... well, rubbish
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Theses on Keir Starmer’s Labour Party
A serious accounting for the failures of Corbynism cannot be avoided any longer. We have had enough silly 
initiatives and attempts to close or limit debate. Our perspectives must go beyond capitalism. Labour Party 
Marxists has submitted this contribution to the Labour Left Alliance’s January 30 conference

1. Labour’s December 2019 
general election defeat and 
the subsequent election of Sir 

Keir Starmer as leader exposes the 
strategic bankruptcy of the official 
Labour left and all those who fixedly 
put a left Labour government at the 
centre of their strategy for socialism. 
With Jeremy Corbyn they had 
their “inspiring” leader, with John 
McDonnell they had their “inspiring” 
shadow chancellor, with It’s time for 
real change they had their “inspiring” 
manifesto. And yet Labour went 
down to a demoralising defeat.
2. Labour’s results were in 
parliamentary terms on a par with 
1935. Except, of course, then Labour 
faced a national government. And 
in 1935 Labour’s share of the vote 
increased. In some ways the 2019 vote 
should have been expected in 2017. 
The reasons for the comparatively 
good results in 2017 can be guessed 
at:
(a) propaganda directed against 
Jeremy Corbyn proved largely 
ineffective: eg, he is a Marxist, pro-
terrorist, part of the metropolitan 
elite.
(b) Corbyn genuinely enthused 
some sections of the population - he 
appeared to many, especially younger 
voters, as a ‘man on a white horse’.
(c) Brexit was not then the overriding 
issue it was to become.
3. However, what happened in 
December 2019 was no surprise. 
Opinion polls always showed a clear 
Tory margin. Boris Johnson and 
Dominic Cummings skilfully played 
the election as being about ‘Getting 
Brexit done’. The Brexit Party’s 
support crumbled and predictably 
went over to the Tories. Labour lost 
votes in the north and the midlands. 
While its share of the poll was greater 
than in 2010 and 2015, nonetheless, 
compared with 2017, the vote 
dropped by 8%. 
4. Boris Johnson swept to power 
in the Tory Party with the promise 
to deliver on the 2016 referendum 
result. He subsequently showed 
a ruthlessness utterly alien to the 
dithering Jeremy Corbyn. Labour’s 
step-by-step adoption of a hard 
‘remain’ position, its call for a 
second referendum, the humiliating 
parliamentary defeats inflicted upon 
Theresa May’s government, crucially 
with the help of Labour MPs - all this 
ensured that Labour was never going 
to retain Brexiteer voters. Quite the 
opposite. They felt cheated, betrayed, 
by a Labour Party stupidly pledged to 
uphold the referendum result.
5. For many, Brexit served as a 
substitute for class politics. Needless 
to say, like Scottish nationalism, 
Brexit is a form of bourgeois politics. 
The same, of course, goes for 
‘remain’. Hence the working class 
was unnecessarily split and placed 
under the influence of either ‘remain’ 
or ‘leave’ demagogues. Labour 
should have forthrightly rejected 
David Cameron’s referendum 
from the start. Labour should have 
organised an active boycott. Labour 
should, as it did from its foundation, 
reject referendums as a matter of 
principle (it was the arch-opportunist, 
Harold Wilson, who broke with that 
tradition in 1975).
6. Labour’s poor performance in 
2019 is not only explained by Brexit. 
Jeremy Corbyn faced unremitting 
hostility from a mainstream media 
which did everything it could to feed, 
fan and impose the ‘Anti-Zionism 
equals anti-Semitism’ campaign. But 

to have expected anything else would 
have been naive. The mainstream 
media “are effective and powerful 
ideological institutions that carry 
out a system-supportive propaganda 
function” (Edward Herman and 
Noam Chomsky). Without a 
powerful alternative mass media in 
the hands of the labour movement, 
Corbyn was forced to undergo trial 
by the bourgeois establishment’s 
newspapers, radio and TV stations. 
He was never likely to win.
7. Would adopting a Lexit position 
have won the election for Labour? 
Hardly. Votes kept in the north and 
the midlands would have been lost 
in London. Nor would Labour have 
won the general election if Corbyn 
had organised open-air rallies, called 
for a general strike against austerity, 
opposed the witch-hunt, etc, etc. All 
such nostrums are illusory. Of course, 
opposing the witch-hunt would not 
only have provoked rebellion on 
the right, but also amongst the latest 
crop of cowards and traitors on the 
left too. Look at the disgraceful role 
of John McDonnell, Jon Lansman, 
Laura Parker, Paul Mason, Owen 
Jones, Novara Media, the Alliance 
for Workers’ Liberty, etc. The odds 
were always heavily stacked against 
a Corbyn-led government.
8. What if, against the odds, there 
had been a Labour government? Such 
a government would not have been 
able to deliver even the very modest 
promises contained in It’s time for 
real change. The Corbyn leadership 
was committed to reversing austerity, 
increasing the economic role of the 
state, repealing some anti-trade union 
laws and introducing some minor 
constitutional reforms. At best that 
amounted to an illusory attempt to 
run British capitalism in the interests 
of the working class. Meanwhile, 
wage-slavery would continue, 
Britain would remain a monarchy, 
subject to judge-made law, one of the 
Five Eyes, a core imperialist power, 
a member of Nato and armed with 
US-controlled nuclear weapons. To 
call such a programme “socialist” is 
to turn commonly accepted socialist 
language onto its head.
9. But a Corbyn-led government 
was never a prospect that the ruling 
class was prepared to countenance. 
Economically its programme was 
seen as irresponsible. It could, 
it was feared, trigger a crisis of 
expectations. More than that, Corbyn 
and his close allies were considered 
totally unreliable, when it came to 
international politics.
10. Because of all this, the left 
should have combined raising 
sights beyond the narrow horizons 
of capitalism with issuing sober 
warnings: expect an organised run 
on the pound, obstruction by the PLP 
right, MI5 sabotage, an army mutiny, 
US ‘pushback’, a royalty-blessed 
coup, etc.
11. While the chances of a Corbyn-
led government were always slim, 
that cannot be said of the Labour 
Party’s rules and structures. Whereas 
Tony Blair carried out a (counter) 
revolution, all that Corbyn managed 
to achieve was a few tinkering 
changes. That need not have been 
the case. With a strong, determined, 
politically clear-sighted left, there 
really could have been a revolution in 
the party.
12. However, the left is 
organisationally and politically weak. 
Too often there was a determination to 
simply tail Corbyn, and Corbyn was 

determined to maintain unity with the 
openly pro-capitalist right in the trade 
union and labour bureaucracy. That 
meant dropping the open selection 
of parliamentary candidates, leaving 
Blair’s clause four untouched and 
refusing to confront, to call out the 
‘Anti-Zionism equals anti-Semitism’ 
campaign.
13. Not only did Corbyn refuse to 
protest, as one friend, one ally, one 
honest, anti-racist Labour Party 
member after another was thrown to 
the wolves. Corbyn and his regime 
became agents of the witch-hunt. The 
big lie that the Labour Party has a 
real problem with anti-Semitism was 
accepted. Instead of taking the fight 
to Zionist forces, such as Labour 
Friends of Israel and the Jewish 
Labour Movement (formerly Poale 
Zion), and defending the Palestinian 
cause through promoting the 
boycott, disinvestment and sanctions 
campaign, there was a concerted drive 
to increase the number of expulsions 
and suspensions. Shamefully, 
disgustingly, to deny that the Labour 
Party has a real problem with anti-
Semitism itself became a disciplinary 
offence under the Corbyn-Formby 
regime.
14. Not surprisingly, with the 
December 2019 general election 
defeat, many confused former 
supporters of Jeremy Corbyn 
variously concluded:
(a) that Labour can never be changed 
and therefore dropped out of active 
politics.
(b) that the fight for social change 
lies not in permanent organisations 
and patient education, but in 
ephemeral street protests, economic 
strikes, tenant campaigns, etc.
(c) that there needs to be a safe, 
acceptable, suitably centrist leader 
who can reach out to the Labour right, 
unite the party and “rewin the trust” 
of the so-called Jewish community. 
That always meant Sir Keir Starmer 
fully accepting the EHRC report, 
externalising disciplinary processes 
and carrying out an historically 
unprecedented purge of the left 
using the ‘Anti-Zionism equals anti-
Semitism’ big lie.
15. Other than getting himself 
into No10, Starmer has no master 
plan. He is no latter-day Tony 
Blair. Fawning before the Murdoch 
press, Blair committed himself to 

accepting Thatcherism, when it 
came to privatisation and anti-trade 
union laws, reuniting liberalism 
and breaking the historic link with 
the trade unions. Starmer is driven 
by prior forces - most notably 
the ‘Anti-Zionism equals anti-
Semitism’ witch-hunt - not of his 
own making. Conceivably, though 
it is far from certain, that could see 
him succeeding where Blair failed. 
That would probably lead Labour 
not to electoral unbeatability, but 
rather to the near irrelevancy it has 
achieved in Scotland, thanks to being 
completely outmanoeuvred by David 
Cameron in the 2014 independence 
referendum. By fronting for the 
Tories’ Better Together campaign, 
Labour brilliantly managed to present 
itself as a party of red Tories. Once a 
dominant force, Labour now counts 
as the third party in Holyrood.
16. The marginalisation experienced 
by ‘official’ communism and 
‘official’ social democracy alike in 
France, Germany, Italy, Greece, the 
Netherlands, Poland, Austria and 
other European countries serves as 
an object lesson. Even historically 
established parties can become 
history.
17. Under conditions where a 
declining capitalism is running up 
against ecological limits, where the 
threat of nuclear war is increasing, 
where lasting, meaningful reforms 
that benefit the working class can 
no longer be gained, where, as a 
consequence, reformist programmes 
of transforming capitalism into 
socialism through winning 
a parliamentary majority are 
replaced by the ever more hopeless 
perspectives of a nicer, a kinder, 
a fairer capitalism, it is clear that 
humanity faces the stark choice 
posed by Frederick Engels: socialism 
or barbarism.
18. We must explain in materialist 
terms the failures, the cowardice, the 
treachery, the constantly repeated 
pattern of the official Labour left 
becoming the official Labour right. 
It cannot be put down to individual 
oddity, personal weakness or some 
congenital tendency to betray. 
The official Labour left is still the 
natural home for many trade union 
militants, socialist campaigners and 
those committed to working class 
liberation. But Labour’s position as 
the alternative party of government 
means that the official Labour 
left is also a breeding ground for 
careerists, who, starting off with 
good intentions, slowly or speedily 
evolve to the right. The lure of 
elected positions, generous expense 
accounts, lucrative sinecures, sly 
backhanders, mixing with the great 
and good and eventually entry into 
the lower ranks of the bourgeoisie all 
smooth the way.
19. The official Labour left serves to 
keep hopes alight that Labour can be 
won for socialism, and that the next 
Labour government will actually 
introduce socialism. Meanwhile, the 
right puts forward what is acceptable 
to the capitalist class - and its media - 
in the name of forming a government 
that ‘really makes a difference’. As 
long as the left does not cause too 
much trouble, as long as the right 
is firmly in command, there is a 
symbiotic unity. The official Labour 
left is useful to the official Labour 
right because it fosters illusions 
below, while above it supplies a 
steady flow of high-profile converts 
to (capitalist) realism.

20. Both the official Labour left 
and the official Labour right share 
a common sense that politics are 
about winning elections. Therefore, 
policies are put forward because 
they can be ‘sold’ to the electorate. 
Ultimately it is, though, the press, 
the mainstream media, that decides 
what is sensible and what is to be 
dismissed as sectarian craziness. 
Anything that appears to get in 
the way of winning elections must 
therefore be avoided like the plague. 
Hence it is not only the Labour 
right which attempts to restrict, 
muddy and segment debate, impose 
bureaucratic controls and sideline 
awkward minorities. The official 
left behaves in exactly the same 
anti-democratic manner.
21. The Labour Party, as presently 
constituted, is not a “true mass 
organisation of the working class”. 
Doubtless, Labour still has a mass 
membership and relies on trade 
union finances and working class 
voters. But, in the last analysis, 
what decides the class character 
of a political party is its leadership 
and its programme. The election of 
Corbyn as leader did not produce 
fundamental change here. Neither 
For the many, not the few nor It’s 
time for real change questioned 
the monarchical constitution, 
judge-made law, the US-dominated 
international order or the system 
of wage-slavery. So, even under 
Corbyn, Labour was neither a 
democratic nor a socialist party. 
It was, and remains, a bourgeois 
workers’ party, which objectively 
serves as one of capitalism’s many 
defensive walls. Indeed, given the 
urgent necessity of superseding 
capitalism, Corbyn and Corbynism 
acted to divert mass discontent away 
from what is objectively needed.
22. We must draw the sharpest 
line of demarcation between the 
socialist, the Marxist, left in the 
Labour Party and the official Labour 
left. The socialist, the Marxist, left, 
must stand for extreme democracy, 
the only realistic road to socialism. 
There should, therefore, be no 
falling into line with nor reliance 
on ministerial/shadow ministerial 
‘socialists’: ie, those who, in 
pursuit of their pathetic, middle 
class careers, sit in a capitalist, or 
a shadow capitalist, government. 
No-one who calls themselves a 
socialist should sit in a capitalist … 
or a shadow capitalist government. 
No-one who calls themselves a 
socialist should call for ‘socialist’ 
representation in, or reinstatement 
to, a capitalist government or 
shadow government. Those who do 
so betray the cause of socialism.
23. Despite the failure of Corbyn 
and the election of Starmer, we 
remain committed to the complete 
transformation of the Labour Party, 
forging it into a permanent united 
front of the working class and 
equipping it with solid Marxist 
principles and a tried-and-tested 
Marxist leadership. 
24. However, such a perspective 
can only be realised through 
building a mass Marxist party - a 
party that can, if necessary, operate 
within Labour despite the rules, 
a party which seeks to transform 
Labour, but a party which does not 
rely on Labour.
25. Without making that goal our 
main, our central objective, we are 
doomed to suffer one Sisyphean 
defeat after another l

A purge not of his making
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Consistent Bolshevik message
Did Lenin’s April theses lead to a complete change of policy? Lars T Lih continues his series, arguing 
that the opposite is the case

Throughout 1917, the Bolsheviks 
delivered a consistent message 
to the soviet constituency: that 

is, the workers and soldiers who 
elected soviets in the capital cities 
of Petrograd and Moscow, as well 
as many other urban centres. The 
heart of this message can be stated 
concisely: an exclusive worker-
peasant vlast based on the soviets is 
the only way to effectively defend 
the revolution and carry out its goals.

Formulated in positive terms, the 
key implication of this message was: 
‘All power to the soviets!’ Stated in 
negative terms, the key implication 
was rejection of agreementism 
(soglashatelstvo) - the derisive label 
coined by the Bolsheviks to describe 
any claim that revolutionary goals 
could be achieved by means of some 
sort of political ‘agreement’ with 
educated Russian society.

In the first instalment of this 
three-part series, I documented the 
Bolshevik message by looking at 
the pronouncements of party leader 
Lev Kamenev in March/April 
1917.1 This abundant evidence from 
Kamenev puts paid to the highly 
influential ‘rearming’ narrative that 
insisted that the Bolshevik message 
in 1917 came directly out of Lenin’s 
brain and was then imposed on 
the party after Lenin’s return to 
Russia in April. Even before Lenin 
returned, Kamenev eloquently 
made the case for a vlast (sovereign 
authority) based on the soviets to 
replace the ‘bourgeois’ Provisional 
Government. He objected to certain 
parts of Lenin’s April theses only 
because he was convinced that they 
would cause problems for the drive 
to install soviet power as soon as 
possible.

In this instalment, I look at how 
Lenin himself defined the message 
that he thought the Bolsheviks 
should be sending to the mass soviet 
constituency. Accompanying my 
article are three newly translated 
articles that address this very topic. 
Previously we showed Kamenev 
saying things that he could not 
possibly have said if the standard 
picture of Bolshevism in 1917 was 

correct. In this essay, we will show 
Lenin failing to say things he most 
certainly should have been saying if 
it was correct.
Gateway to 
wisdom
Immediately upon Lenin’s arrival 
in Petrograd on April 3, he was 
called upon to give reports on his 
thesis three or four times - first to 
strictly Bolshevik audiences and 
then to audiences that included 
other parties. One person who 
heard all of these presentations 
was Wladimir Woytinsky, who has 
left us an invaluable account of his 
impressions.

Of course, like all participants 
in these meetings, Woytinsky was 
highly partisan and his remarks 
require critical analysis. At the time 
Lenin arrived, Woytinsky still self-
identified as a Bolshevik, but he was 
also an ardent agreementist - and he 
quickly realised that ‘agreementist 
Bolshevik’ was an political 
oxymoron: an unsustainable 
position. Nevertheless, his remarks 
tell us a great deal, partly because he 
wrote them down in the early 20s, 
before the issue of the April theses 
became thoroughly politicised. His 
memoirs were not published until 
1990: that is, long after the standard 
interpretation had been set in 
stone. Here I focus on one striking 
observation that in my view brings 
out a highly important, yet entirely 
overlooked, aspect of Lenin’s theses.

What struck Woytinsky was the 
strange combination in Lenin’s 
report of standard Bolshevik 
boilerplate with unexpectedly 
novel arguments: “On the lips of 
the orator [Lenin], tired 
and hackneyed 
formulae were 
m i n g l e d 
together in 
a strange 
f a sh ion 
w i t h 

words, slogans, thoughts that were 
so novel, so unusual, that they 
demanded sustained attention 
to follow the train of thought.”2 
Woytinsky goes on to say that Lenin 
gave most attention to the negative 
slogans: “The larger part of his 
report was devoted to providing 
justification for two slogans: 
Not the slightest concession 
to ‘revolutionary defencism! 
No support for the Provisional 
Government!’

As my first instalment showed, 
precisely these slogans were central 
to the message that Kamenev, 
Stalin and Pravda had already 
been assiduously propagating prior 
to Lenin’s arrival. Woytinsky’s 
impression of the audience reaction 
to Lenin’s report - though necessarily 
highly subjective - confirms this 
division into “very familiar” and 
“strikingly novel”. On the one hand, 
Lenin’s discussion of the more 
abstract issues that were involved 
in revising the party programme led 
to “psychological resistance” from 
his listeners. On the other hand, 
the Bolshevik audience was highly 
supportive of the general tenor of 
the theses, much to the disgust of the 
agreementist, Woytinsky.

Woytinsky’s eyewitness account 
brings out what I believe is the 
gateway to wisdom about the April 
theses: the division between the 
basic message that was completely 
non-controversial among 
Bolsheviks, as against Lenin’s new 
personal enthusiasms. This second 
part, as Woytinsky well brings out, 
was so novel that misunderstandings 
and confusion were inevitable. 
And in fact, right from the get-
go, Lenin had to expend a good 

deal of energy clearing up 
misunderstandings. 

A little later we 
will look at 

his attempt 
to clear up 
the most 
c r u c i a l 

misunderstanding of all.
Our focus in the present essay, 

however, is on the part of the theses 
that the Bolsheviks understood 
with no trouble at all - the part of 
which they automatically approved. 
Why? Because this was the part 
that set forth the core message and 
represented a Bolshevik consensus 
(not counting a few oxymoronic 
Bolsheviks, such as the agreementist, 
Woytinsky, who promptly became a 
prominent Menshevik spokesman). 
When Lenin rejected support for the 
imperialist war and revolutionary 
defencism, when he called for 
the Provisional Government to 
be replaced by soviet power, no 
Bolshevik protested. No-one said: 
‘Hey, Lenin, you can’t call the 
war imperialist! That’s so pre-
February!’ No-one said: ‘Lay off the 
Provisional Government! Miliukov 
(minister of foreign affairs) and 
Guchkov (minister of war) may 
have been rabid imperialists back 
in the day, but, now that the tsar 
has gone, they will assuredly carry 
out a radical peace programme if 
we say pretty please.’ No-one said: 
‘Soviet power? What a bizarre idea!’ 
No-one said: ‘Don’t be so mean to 
revolutionary defencists such as 
Tsereteli’ (Kamenev explicitly noted 
his opposition to revolutionary 
defencism as a motive for his 
misgivings about the theses).

The April theses are famous for 
being controversial and for causing 
a scandalised reaction. And indeed 
they did - among agreementist non-
Bolsheviks, who were already hostile 
to Kamenev’s anti-agreementist line 
and were hoping against hope that 
Lenin would return and squash it. 
But here is the paradox: if we want 
to understand Bolshevism in 1917, 
the crucial part of the April theses 
is the non-controversial part, the 
part that expressed in vivid slogans 
the already existing core Bolshevik 
message. And, as we shall see, this 
is the part that Lenin himself placed 
emphatically in the foreground when 
he set out to state the Bolshevik 
message in the most straightforward 
terms possible.

Even before Lenin returned 
from his Swiss exile, the 

Bolsheviks under Kamenev 
and Stalin were committed 

to all power for their 
soviet constituency. The 

Provisional Government had 
to be overthrown. The only 

question was when

For Lenin too the minority 
position of the Bolsheviks 

came as a shock. But 
the whole party was 

determined to become a 
majority once again. That 

was successfully done
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We have just observed how the 
path can be divided into two parts: 
the part that caused controversy 
and misunderstanding among 
Bolsheviks for a short period; and 
the part that caused no controversy 
at all because it set forth the standard 
Bolshevik message. But there is 
a third part of the April theses that 
has been highly influential, at least 
among historians. Like the little man 
upon the stair, this is the part that 
wasn’t there.

Consider the following statement, 
in which a prominent historian of 
Bolshevism describes Lenin’s April 
theses:

In a summation of his views 
published in the party’s main 
newspaper, Pravda, on April 7 - 
the celebrated ‘April theses’ - he 
[Lenin] defined the situation in 
Russia as the transition between 
the first, “bourgeois democratic” 
stage of the revolution and the 
second, “socialist” stage.3

Notice the quote marks around 
“bourgeois democratic” and 
“socialist”. These tell us that 
these words represent Lenin’s 
actual description of stages of the 
revolution. Yet a glance at the actual 
text of the April theses will quickly 
show that neither the words nor the 
concepts appear.

Whence this strange illusion? To 
answer this question, we must go 
back to 1917 and understand the role 
that the formula ‘socialist revolution 
in Russia’ played in the ongoing 
polemics between agreementists and 
anti-agreementists, as they battled 
each other for the loyalty of the 
soviet constituency. There are many 
ways in which one might describe 
events in Russia in 1917 as a 
‘socialist revolution’. Here are three 
ways that were widespread at the 
time and certainly not controversial 
among Bolsheviks, plus one that was 
universally held to be inapplicable.
1. The revolution was socialist 
because the majority of the Russian 
population accepted without 
question the goal of a socialist 
society. All parties in the soviet 
camp were socialist, and there was 
no challenge to this ideological 
dominance whatsoever.
2. All wartime governments were 
adopting unprecedented measures of 
state economic regulation, and such 
measures were widely seen as steps 
toward a socialist economy, even if 
now used for perverted militaristic 
ends.
3. The imminent outbreak of a 
socialist, proletarian revolution in 
western Europe was an article of 
faith for Bolsheviks and many other 
Russian socialists besides. This 
expectation was intensified by the 
world war and its accompanying 
social unrest. Since long before 
the war, the Bolsheviks and others 
had insisted on a scenario in which 
a thorough-going democratic 
revolution in Russia would spark 
a socialist revolution in western 
Europe, which in turn would alter 
the course of events in Russia in a 
socialist direction. This scenario 
is an essential part of what the 
Bolsheviks thought they were doing 
in 1917 and gave them the necessary 
confidence to carry out their project 
of an exclusive soviet vlast.
4. The idea that Russia itself could 
embark on successful socialist 
transformation, even before the 
beneficent influence of a European 
revolution began to be felt, 
was rejected by all socialists of 
whatever political persuasion. All 
Marxists observers accepted as an 
axiom that the peasant majority 
of Russia - although a mighty 
force for democratic revolution 
- was an insuperable obstacle to 
a socialist transformation of the 
Russian economy and society. 

This axiom, it will be remembered, 
was an essential part of Trotsky’s 
‘permanent revolution’, as set forth 
in his original writings of 1905-07.

Given that socialist revolution 
in Russia in this sense was seen as 
an absurdity, the agreementists had 
every motive to tie the idea as tightly 
as possible to the project of an 
exclusive vlast. You call for soviet 
power? But that means you want a 
fully-fledged socialist revolution 
right now, here, in backward Russia 
- that’s crazy talk! This logic, such 
as it was, was set out succinctly 
by Georgy Plekhanov - a central 
figure in the early history of Russian 
Marxism, but by 1917 a fierce but 
marginalised socialist defencist. 
For him, the April theses were 
inacceptable because:

The socialist revolution 
presupposes a long work of 
enlightenment and organisation 
in the depths of the working class. 
Today, among us, this is forgotten 
by people who call the Russian 
toiling masses to the seizure of the 
political vlast, since this can only 
make sense, given the presence of 
the objective conditions needed 
for social revolution. These 
conditions do not yet exist.4

Plekhanov’s formulation is worth 
noting because, as we shall shortly 
see, Lenin explicitly responded to it.

This argument - to wit, since 
the Bolsheviks want a full soviet 
vlast, they must also be calling for 
immediate soviet transformation 
in Russia - was already flung 
at the Bolsheviks before Lenin’s 
arrival. This fact struck me only 
recently, as I delved into the clash 
between agreementists and anti-
agreementists at the All-Russian 
Soviet Conference in late March/
early April: that is, before Lenin’s 
return to Russia. Given reigning 
stereotypes today, I find it rather 
funny that Kamenev, the anti-
agreementist spokesman in these 
debates, was already accused by his 
opponents of advocating permanent 
revolution.

We can therefore state with 
confidence that, no matter what 
Lenin actually wrote, agreementist 
socialists would have accused him 
of advocating immediate socialist 
transformation. As it happened, some 
aspects of Lenin’s rhetoric did invite 
misunderstandings of this nature. 
For example, he talked about a first 
and second ‘stage’ of the revolution. 
The two stages could easily be 
read as ‘bourgeois’ vs ‘socialist’ 
revolution (see the historian’s 
description quoted above). But what 
Lenin meant by ‘second stage of the 
revolution’ was the assumption of 
full soviet power - nothing more, 
nothing less. In a resolution passed 
by the party conference in April 
and drafted by Lenin, the ‘second 
stage’ is defined precisely: “the 
second stage of the revolution that 
will transfer the entire state vlast 
into the hands of the soviets and 
other organs that directly express 
the will of the majority of the narod 
[organs of local self-government, 
the Constituent Assembly, and so 
forth]”.5

As I say, even if Lenin had been 
perfectly clear, he would have been 
accused of advocating immediate 
socialist transformation. In fact, 
this reading of the April theses was 
set in stone before Lenin’s theses 
even appeared in print. Lenin first 
presented them to a mixed Bolshevik/
Menshevik audience on April 4. 
On the following day, Plekhanov’s 
newspaper Edinstvo compared his 
theses to the ravings of a madman. 
On April 6, the Menshevik party 
newspaper weighed in and claimed 
that Lenin was calling for a kurs 
na sotsialisticheskuiu revoliutsiiu 
(setting the course toward socialist 

revolution). Ironically, this 
Menshevik formulation was later 
enshrined in Stalin’s Short course 
(1938) and became a mandatory 
formula for all Soviet historians 
long after his death.

Misreading
Only on April 7 - after these hostile 
interpretations had set the stage - 
did Lenin’s theses appear in print, 
already accompanied by attempts to 
combat various misunderstandings. 
Finally, on April 8, Pravda 
printed a short article by Kamenev 
explaining his misgivings about 
the theses. According to Kamenev, 
Lenin felt that the “bourgeois-
democratic revolution” was finished 
and therefore that an immediate 
transformation of this revolution 
into a “socialist” one was on the 
agenda.

We have just explained why 
Kamenev was so upset by this (mis)
reading of Lenin’s theses. In the 
debates between agreementists and 
anti-agreementists, the opponents 
of soviet power were the ones who 
insisted that soviet power only made 
sense if the Russian Revolution 
were socialist. Kamenev, a fervent 
advocate of soviet power, was 
naturally upset by what he thought 
was Lenin’s argument, since it 
seemed to concede this point to the 
agreementists (for further details, 
see the first instalment in this series). 
But, as a quick look at the text of the 
theses will show, Lenin does not 
say anything like this. Thus, when 
Stalin’s Short course and most later 
historians describe the April theses 
as calling for the transformation of 
the bourgeois-democratic revolution 
into a socialist one, they are basing 
themselves on Kamenev, not Lenin.

By this time, Lenin realised that 
some clean-up work was necessary 
and so he wrote an article entitled 
‘A basic question’, published in 
Pravda on April 21: that is, during 
the Bolshevik party conference. 
Officially Lenin aimed his polemics 
at Plekhanov, but his real target was 
undoubtedly fellow Bolsheviks, 
who were wondering what Lenin 
really meant. He could not have 
been more clear, more explicit and 
more emphatic in his rejection of any 
logical connection between the idea 
of direct socialist transformation in 
Russia and the Bolshevik project of 
an exclusive worker-peasant vlast 
based on the soviets. (The text of 
this article, along with Plekhanov’s 
original article and my commentary, 
can be found in my online series ‘All 
power to the soviets!’6)

First, Lenin reaffirmed the 
Marxist axiom about the peasants 
as an obstacle to socialist 
transformation:

What classes do the Russian 
toiling masses consist of? 
Everybody knows that they 
consist of workers and peasants. 
Which of these classes is in the 
majority? The peasants. Who 
are these peasants, as far as their 
class position is concerned? 
Small or very small proprietors. 
The question arises: if the 
small proprietors constitute the 
majority of the population and 
if the objective conditions for 
socialism are lacking, then how 
can the majority of the population 
declare in favour of socialism? 
Who can say anything or who 
says anything about establishing 
socialism against the will of the 
majority?

Second, while sarcastically quoting 
Plekhanov’s argument, as given 
above, Lenin pointed out that a 
soviet vlast was based squarely on 
the imperative of democracy:

In whose hands should ‘the 
political vlast’ be, even from 

the point of view of a vulgar 
bourgeois democrat from Rech 
[the official newspaper of the 
liberal Kadet party]? In the hands 
of the majority of the population. 
Do the ‘Russian toiling masses’, 
so ineptly discussed by our 
muddled social-chauvinist 
[Plekhanov], constitute the 
majority of the population in 
Russia? Undoubtedly they do 
- the overwhelming majority! 
How then, without betraying 
democracy - even democracy 
as understood by a Miliukov 
[Kadet party leader] - can one 
be opposed to the ‘seizure of the 
political vlast’ by the ‘Russian 
toiling masses?

Third, Lenin reaffirmed the 
international scenario outlined 
above:

Further steps towards socialism in 
Russia will become fully possible, 
and - given the aid to the workers 
here that will come from the 
more advanced and experienced 
workers of western Europe, who 
have broken with the western 
European Plekhanovs - Russia’s 
genuine transition to socialism 
would be inevitable, and the 
success of such a transition would 
be assured.

Fourth - and most crucially - Lenin 
affirmed that any ‘steps toward 
socialism’ in the form of state 
economic regulation would be 
taken only with full understanding 
and support from the Russian 
peasants. While not socialist 
measures in and of themselves, 
such policies of state regulation 
would undoubtedly “benefit the 
majority of the narod”. Lenin’s 
promise had vast consequences for 
the future, but this is a topic for a 
later time. We note in passing that 
this commitment to move toward 
socialism only with peasant support 
is a decisive difference between 
Trotsky’s original scenario of 
‘permanent revolution’ and Lenin’s 
own understanding of ‘steps toward 
socialism’ in 1917.

In my series, ‘All power to the 
soviets!’, I presented an article 
by Trotsky from August 1917, in 
which he makes the same argument 
as Lenin: exclusive soviet power 
is in no way tied to immediate 
socialist transformation in Russia; 
nor is it in any way barred by 
labelling the ongoing revolution 
as ‘bourgeois-democratic’. A 
‘bourgeois-democratic revolution’ 
certainly does not imply that the 
bourgeoisie should be running 
the show (thus reaffirming a core 
axiom of pre-war Bolshevism). The 
imperative of a soviet vlast in Russia 
follows from democratic premises 
rather than socialist premises. 
Trotsky scornfully summed up 
the Menshevik/SR position: “To 
hell with democracy! Long live 
Plekhanovite sociology!”7

We can sum up the situation with 
another crucial comment by an eye-
witness participant in events, the 
pioneering historian of Bolshevism, 
Vladimir Nevsky. Like Woytinsky’s 
account quoted above, Nevsky’s 
insight has not yet made it into any 
secondary account. The reader will 
benefit from giving it close attention:

We must stress that even in 
the ranks of our party were 
people who at first understood 
these theses incorrectly, taking 
them as a call to an immediate 
implementation of socialism, 
despite categorical explanations 
[to the contrary].

In fact, Lenin’s position [in 
the April theses] was the natural 
development of the doctrine that 
he had worked out long ago in the 
previous periods of the history 

of our party, since one of the 
basic propositions of Bolshevism 
… was the one put forward 
already during the first Russian 
revolution [in 1905]: the idea of 
the dictatorship of the proletariat 
and the peasantry. This same idea 
also implied all the conclusions 
and all the measures inevitably 
arrived at, as soon as the party was 
convinced of the necessity and 
the inevitability of a proletarian-
peasant dictatorship.8

But (readers may ask) if Lenin, 
Trotsky and other Bolshevik leaders 
all rejected in 1917 any connection 
between socialist revolution in 
Russia and the project of a soviet 
vlast, why is this connection such 
an undisputed mainstay of historical 
interpretation today? The main 
reason is that first Trotsky (in 
Lessons of October in 1924) and 
later Stalin (in the Short course 
of 1938) decided - for polemical 
reasons having nothing to do with 
serious historical investigation - to 
adopt Kamenev’s formulation and 
affirm that Lenin made a heroic 
theoretical breakthrough: namely, 
calling for the transformation of the 
bourgeois-democratic revolution 
into a socialist one.

We cannot go into this fascinating 
story in more detail here, but I 
cannot refrain from extracting an 
ironic moral. Many people today 
are stubbornly committed to the 
standard ‘rearming narrative’, 
whereby the April theses ‘rearmed 
the party’ by introducing something 
very much resembling Trotsky’s 
earlier scenario of permanent 
revolution. Among these people 
are many who affirm their strong 
loyalty to Bolshevism and to the 
ideas of Lenin and Trotsky. These 
same people (I have discovered) 
also manifest an abiding hostility 
to Lev Kamenev in particular. And 
yet their reading of the April theses 
originates in a polemical misreading 
by the Mensheviks, by Plekhanov 
and by Kamenev himself in April 
1917. Indeed, an interpretation of 
the April theses that was directly 
and unambiguously rebutted by 
both Lenin and Trotsky in 1917 is 
defended by this school of thought 
as gospel.

As a result, the hostile Plekhanov/
Menshevik/Kamenev misreading of 
the April theses remains dominant on 
the left, as well as among academic 
historians.
Bolshevik message
Let us now turn our attention to three 
short articles from 1917 that aim to 
set out the Bolshevik message to the 
soviet constituency concisely, but 
comprehensively. Two were written 
directly by Lenin, and the remaining 
one was undoubtedly published 
with his full authorisation. The 
full text of these articles, newly 
translated, is available here as an 
appendix (‘Lenin on the Bolshevik 
message’).

Why should we be so interested 
in the Bolshevik message? The 
central reason is that this message 
represents our most potent clue to the 
meaning of the October revolution to 
those who carried it out. The people 
who made the October revolution 
were the workers, soldiers and other 
members of the narod who elected 
soviets all across the country. In 
October this soviet constituency 
elected a national congress that 
gave a working majority to the anti-
agreementists. What was the political 
meaning of this act of confidence? 
The answer, first and foremost, must 
be found in the message broadcast 
by the Bolsheviks throughout the 
year, explaining why the anti-
agreementist Bolsheviks deserved 
support and why the original 
agreementist majority should be 
voted out.
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Let me briefly introduce these 
three articles that authoritatively 
set out the Bolshevik message. In 
April the Bolsheviks held their first 
national party conference after the 
fall of tsarism, and the conference 
passed an extensive series of 
resolutions that defined them as a 
party in the post-February context. 
These resolutions were published 
as a booklet to be an authoritative 
guide to the Bolshevik message, and 
no doubt it also served as a textbook 
for party spokespersons nationally. 
Later I will say a few words about 
the resolutions themselves, but of 
direct interest for our theme is the 
introduction that Lenin penned for 
this booklet. Here he stated proudly 
that “our party comes out before the 
narod, and, through the resolutions 
of its conference”, gives it the 
following message - and then he 
proceeds to distil what he saw as the 
essence of their content.

In early May, the Bolsheviks 
emblazoned the front page of Pravda 
with a sample ‘Mandate’ as part of 
the effort to increase Bolshevik 
representation in the soviets via re-
election. The Mandate first came 
to my attention because, to my 
knowledge, it is the first authorised 
party document to contain the 
famous slogan in its canonical three-
word form: Vsia vlast sovetam! (‘All 
power to the soviets!’). As such, I 
published it with commentary in my 
‘All power’ series.

But the famous slogan is not 
our focus of interest here. As the 
previous instalment in the present 
series demonstrated, Kamenev and 
other Bolshevik leaders had been 
making the same point long before 
Lenin arrived on the scene, although 
using other language. More 
important for us, the Mandate tells 
us how the Bolsheviks officially 
defined the significance of electing 
a Bolshevik delegate and, therefore, 
the political meaning of the eventual 
Bolshevisation of the soviets. 
While Lenin most likely did not 
personally draft the Mandate - it is 
not included in his Collected works 
- its publication in such a prominent 
way to serve such a vital purpose 
must have been directly authorised 
by the party leader.

At the end of September, Lenin 
wrote yet another article for 
Pravda (operating under another 
name for legal reasons) that aimed 
at sending the core Bolshevik 
message “to those down below, to 
the masses, to the office employees, 
to the workers, to the peasants, 
not only to our supporters, but 
particularly to those who follow 
the Socialist Revolutionaries, to 
the non-party elements, to the ill-
informed”. This article - entitled 

‘Tasks of revolution’ - is perhaps 
the final manifestation of Lenin’s 
hope that the hitherto agreementist 
socialists might themselves declare 
an exclusive soviet vlast. After 
rejecting this indeed forlorn hope, 
Lenin began to call for an uprising. 
But, as the article makes clear, 
even an uprising made political 
sense only on the assumption that a 
majority of the soviet constituency 
had by then decisively rejected 
agreementism.

These articles are extremely 
straightforward and hardly need 
commentary. They all say essentially 
the same thing. Central is a core 
demand that can either be expressed 
affirmatively (an exclusive vlast 
based on the soviets) or negatively 
(the rejection of agreementism). 
Worthy of note: in the Lenin-
drafted articles, the rejection of 
agreementism precedes and clears 
the way for the positive goal of 
an exclusive soviet vlast: “The 
capitalist cannot travel the same 
road as the worker.” “Agreementism 
with the capitalists is disastrous.”

Lenin then justifies this core 
demand and explains why the basic 
goals of the soviet constituency 
cannot be achieved unless 
agreementism is rejected. Do you 
want a democratic peace? This will 
not happen unless the government 
repudiates the secret treaties to 
which the gentry landowners and 
the capitalists swear fealty. Do 
you peasants want land? Take it 
immediately, despite the obstruction 
of the gentry landowners. Do 
you want an effective response to 
spiralling economic breakdown? 
It will not happen if the capitalists 
have any say in state economic 
regulation.

In ‘The tasks of the revolution’, 
Lenin goes out of his way to stress 
that the Bolsheviks do not reject the 
goals of the agreementist socialists, 
but only their deeply mistaken 
method. He points to land reform 
measures that were demanded by 
the peasants themselves, publicised 
by the peasant-based Socialist 
Revolutionary Party and published 
in Izvestiia - at that time the organ 
of the agreementist leadership. 
He quotes the Menshevik Party 
newspaper that insisted on more 
energetic economic regulation.

Lenin is therefore able to insist 
that the Bolshevik programme 
protects the interests of the narod 
- the Russian common people, as 
opposed to elite society - rather than 
a narrow class policy aimed at the 
workers. He reaffirms the Bolshevik 
commitment: the upcoming soviet 
vlast will do nothing without the 
firm support of the peasants. In 
this way, the Bolshevik message of 

1917 is tied firmly to what the pre-
war Bolsheviks called ‘hegemony’: 
that is, political leadership by the 
proletarian party in order to carry 
out the revolutionary interests of the 
democratic peasantry.

The contours of this message do 
not change in any significant way 
between April and September. What 
does change is Lenin’s perception 
of the extent of support given to the 
message by the soviet constituency. 
In April, Lenin states that the 
learning process still lies ahead: “It 
is absolutely impossible to find a 
way out of the blind alley, given the 
policy of trust in the government of 
the capitalists or support for it.” By 
the end of September, he proudly 
claims that events have shown 
the correctness of the message, 
so that even the mass base of the 
agreementist parties perceives its 
essential truth.

Finally, we should observe what 
is not in these articles: any mention 
of ‘socialist revolution’. In fact, the 
very word ‘socialist’ is avoided. 
The closest we get is a reference 
to heroic ‘socialists’ in western 
Europe, such as Karl Liebknecht. 
Even when Lenin is unambiguously 
talking about socialist revolution 
- in western Europe, of course, not 
in Russia - he uses circumlocution: 
“a mighty European revolution that 
will throw off the yoke of capital”. 

The same striking absence of 
‘socialist’ in the Bolshevik message 
can be further documented in the 
much more extensive and detailed 
set of resolutions from the Bolshevik 
Party conference in April. The 
core message can be found in five 
of these resolutions: on the war, 
on the Provisional Government, 
on the land question, on coalition 
government, and on the soviets. 
These resolutions represent simply 
a more detailed justification of the 
Bolshevik message, as outlined in 
the Lenin articles discussed here. 
The words ‘socialism’ and ‘socialist 
revolution’ are entirely absent from 
these key resolutions. We should 
note also that two of the most 
fundamental issues of 1917 - the 
land question and the nationality 
question - are explicitly labelled 
as aspects of the “bourgeois-
democratic revolution”.

In a resolution drafted by 
Lenin and devoted to a very 
broad definition of the situation 
in Europe and Russia, we do find 
the mention of socialist revolution 
in western Europe: “The objective 
conditions for socialist revolution 
were undoubtedly already at hand 
before the war, and have matured 
further and continue to mature as a 
consequence of the war.” In the case 
of Russia, however, the resolution 

insists that “the proletariat of Russia, 
acting in one of the most backward 
countries in Europe, surrounded by 
the masses of the petty bourgeois 
population, cannot adopt the goal 
of the immediate implementation of 
socialist transformation”. The same 
resolution also insists that any “steps 
toward socialism” - that is, more 
extensive state economic regulation 
of the kind already set in place by 
various wartime governments - will 
be made with the conscious support 
of the peasantry. In other words, 
this resolution essentially repeats 
the arguments of Lenin’s ‘A basic 
question’ quoted earlier.

This striking pattern of avoidance 
is hardly a coincidence. Much 
evidence from 1917 convinces 
me that a conscious decision was 
made early on by the top Bolshevik 
leadership to not employ the term 
‘socialism’. I am not the first 
to notice this absence. Nikolai 
Sukhanov - an anti-agreementist 
Menshevik, who remains to this day 
the most widely read memoirist of 
the revolution - wrote in his account:

Was there any socialism in the 
[Bolshevik] platform? No. I 
maintain that in a direct form the 
Bolsheviks never harped to the 
masses on socialism as the object 
and task of a soviet government; 
nor did the masses, in supporting 
the Bolsheviks, even think about 
socialism.

I assume the motivation behind 
this determined avoidance was the 
one mentioned at the beginning of 
my remarks: the fact that ‘socialist 
revolution in Russia’ had been 
weaponised by agreementist 
socialists to discredit Bolshevik 
anti-agreementism. In any event, 
the embargo on using the word 
‘socialism’ was abruptly lifted as 
soon as the Bolsheviks took power 
in October. Still, we certainly must 
regard the Bolshevik message as 
formulated prior to October as our 
most important key for unlocking 
what the October revolution meant 
for the people who made it.

There are many things we could 
say about the realism or lack of it 
in the Bolshevik message. In my 
personal view, Lenin’s ‘Tasks of 
the revolution’ reveals some of the 
highly over-optimistic assumptions 
built into the message. The attentive 
reader of this article would hardly 
be surprised by the dire fate of 
political freedom under Bolshevik 
rule. Nevertheless, on one key and 
all-decisive point, the Bolshevik 
message was realistic and insightful: 
the unworkability of agreementism.

But the aim of the present 
remarks is not to assess the 

Bolshevik message, but simply to 
ascertain its content. Once we clear 
away the Menshevik/Trotskyist/
Stalinist/academic misreading of 
the message - once we see clearly 
what is not there - we are able to 
see what is there. Not ‘setting a 
course for socialist revolution’, but 
‘an exclusive worker-peasant vlast 
based on the soviets as the only way 
to effectively defend the revolution 
and carry out its goals’. And then 
we can also see the continuity 
and consensus in the Bolshevik 
message.

Any reader of this essay who 
has taken the time to peruse with 
diligence the list of Kamenev 
one-liners from March and April 
provided in my first instalment, 
alongside the Lenin articles 
attached to this entry, will see that 
the Bolshevik Party could (and 
did!) claim to stand for a consistent 
message from the very start of 
the revolution. The whole party 
easily assimilated this message and 
successfully propagated it through 
the year - not because Lenin came 
up with a radical new vision that 
was imbibed by the party in a couple 
of weeks, but because the familiar 
logic of pre-war Bolshevism was 
directly applicable to post-February 
Russia.

I will conclude my remarks 
with a comment I wrote a decade 
ago and still firmly maintain: 
In 1917, Lenin became a strong 
leader of a unified party. But the 
party did not have unity because 
Lenin was a strong leader - Lenin 
was a strong leader because he led 
a unified party l

Big pharma will still be looking for a profit
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Lenin in his own words
Introduction to April conference resolutions 
May 3 1917

Workers, comrades!
The All-Russia conference 

of the Russian Social Democratic 
Worker Party, united by the central 
committee - known commonly as 
the party of the ‘Bolsheviks’ - has 
concluded.

The conference has adopted 
very important resolutions on 
all the fundamental issues of the 
revolution and the full text of them 
is published below.

The revolution is passing 
through a crisis. This could be 
seen in the streets of Petrograd 
and Moscow between April 
19 and April 21. This has been 
acknowledged by the Provisional 

Government. It has been 
acknowledged by the executive 
committee of the Petrograd Soviet 
of Worker and Soldier Deputies. 
Still further confirmation of it has 
been given, as I pen these lines, by 
the resignation of Guchkov.

This crisis of the vlast, this 
crisis of the revolution, is 
no accident. The Provisional 
Government is a government of 
gentry landowners and capitalists 
who are tied up with Russian 
and Anglo-French capital and 
compelled to continue the 
imperialist war. But the soldiers 
are worn out by the war, they are 
becoming more and more aware 

that the war is being fought in 
the interests of the capitalists; 
the soldiers do not want war. 
Furthermore, the grim spectre 
of an appalling debacle, of 
famine and complete economic 
breakdown [razrukha] is 
advancing upon Russia and other 
countries.

The Petrograd Soviet of Worker 
and Soldier Deputies has also got 
into a blind alley by concluding 
an agreement [soglashenie] with 
the Provisional Government, 
by supporting it, by supporting 
the war loan, and, consequently, 
supporting the war. The soviet 
made itself responsible for the 

Provisional Government, and, 
seeing no way out of the situation, 
has also got itself into a muddle 
through this agreement with the 
capitalist government.

At this great historic moment, 
when the future of the revolution 
is at stake, when the capitalists 
are torn between despair and the 
thought of shooting down workers, 
our party comes out before the 
narod and, through the resolutions 
of its conference, says to it:

We must understand which 
classes are the motive force of 
the revolution. Their various 
aspirations must be soberly 
assessed. The capitalist cannot 

travel the same road as the worker. 
Petty proprietors are unable either 
to fully trust the capitalists or 
right away to make a decisive 
move toward a close fraternal 
alliance [bratski-tesnyi soiuz] 
with the workers. Only when 
we understand the distinctions 
between these classes shall we be 
able to find the correct road for the 
revolution.

The decisions of our conference 
on all the basic issues of the life of 
the narod draw a clear distinction 
between the interests of the 
different classes and show that it 
is absolutely impossible to find a 
way out of the blind alley, given 
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the policy of trust [doverie] in the 
government of the capitalists or 
support for it.

The situation is one of 
unparalleled difficulty. There 
is one way out and only one - 
the transfer of all state vlast to 
the Soviets of Worker, Soldier, 
Peasant and other Deputies 
throughout Russia, from bottom 
to top. Only if the vlast passes 
to the working class, supported 
by the majority of the peasantry, 
will it be possible to count on 
speedily regaining the confidence 
of the workers of other countries, 
to count on a mighty European 
revolution that will throw off 
the yoke of capital and put an 
end to the criminal bloodshed in 
which the peoples are embroiled. 
Only if the vlast passes to the 
working class - if a majority of the 

peasants support it - shall we be 
able to cherish the firm hope that 
all the toiling masses will show 
complete confidence in that vlast 
and that all, without exception, 
work selflessly to bring about a 
transformation of the entire way of 
life of the people in the interests 
of those who labour and not in 
the interests of the capitalists and 
gentry landowners. Without such 
selfless work, without a gigantic 
effort on the part of each and 
every individual, without firmness 
and the determination to rebuild 
life in a new way, without the 
strict organisation and comradely 
discipline of all workers and all 
poor peasants - without all this 
there is no way out.

The war has brought all 
mankind to the brink of 
destruction. The capitalists have 

become deeply involved in the 
war and are unable to extricate 
themselves. The whole world faces 
disaster.

Comrade workers! The time 
is drawing near when events will 
demand new and still greater 
heroism - the heroism of millions 
and tens of millions - than you 
displayed in the glorious days of 
the revolution of February and 
March. Be ready!

Prepare yourselves and 
remember that if, together with 
the capitalists, you were able to 
achieve victory in a few days [in 
February] by a simple outburst 
of the indignation of the narod, 
that will not be enough for 
victory against the capitalists, for 
victory over the capitalists. To 
achieve such a victory, to have the 
workers and poor peasants take 

the vlast, keep that vlast and make 
proper use of it, you will need 
organisation, organisation and 
organisation.

Our party is helping you as 
much as it can - in the first place 
by clarifying the awareness 
of the distinctive positions 
of distinct classes and their 
distinct strengths. The decisions 
of our conference are devoted 
to this. Without this clear 
awareness, organisation does 
not mean anything. And without 
organisation, action by the 
millions is impossible, success is 
impossible.

Don’t put your trust in words. 
Don’t be misled by promises. 
Don’t overestimate your strength. 
Organise at every factory, 
in every regiment and every 
company, in every residential 

block. Work at organising every 
day, every hour; do that work 
yourselves, for this is something 
you cannot entrust to anybody 
else. Work to steadily, soundly 
and indestructibly build up full 
confidence in the advanced 
workers on the part of the masses. 
Such is the main content of all 
the decisions of our conference. 
Such is the main lesson taught 
by the entire development of 
the revolution. Such is the one 
guarantee of success.

Comrade workers! We call 
upon you to carry out the 
hard, serious, untiring work 
of consolidating a purposive, 
revolutionary proletariat of all 
countries. This is the one and 
only way out, the only way to 
save mankind from the horrors of 
war and the yoke of capital l

May mandate
Unsigned front-page editorial in Pravda May 7 1917
Draft of a mandate, for use 

in electing delegates to the 
Soviet of Worker and Soldier 
Deputies
As we elect our representative to 
the Soviet of Worker and Soldier 
Deputies, we give him the job of 
defending the following views:

I. The war
The present war was begun 
by tsars, crowned kings and 
uncrowned robber-capitalists; it 
is a predatory war, bringing only 
death and destruction to all the 
narody [peoples] of the world, but 
millions in profits to a handful of 
capitalists. The secret treaties that 
Nicholas the Bloody signed with 
the English and French capitalists 
have to this day not been 
published. Yet blood is flowing 
because of these dark and foul 
treaties up to the present moment.

Unless the vlast goes into the 
hands of the workers, soldiers 
and the poorest peasantry - those 
who genuinely do not want to 
be predators - we will continue 
to spill our blood only to serve 
the interests of a handful of 
capitalists and landowners.

Ending the present predatory 
war with a just peace is only 
possible against the will of the 

present governments, only by 
tossing out the capitalists and 
landowners in all countries. 
Socialists of all countries must 
follow the example of Karl 
Liebknecht, who is sentenced to 
hard labour because he fought the 
good fight against ‘his’ Wilhelm 
and ‘his’ capitalists.

II. The land
All land - not just tsarist, state and 
monastery lands, but also those 
belonging to the landowners 
- must be transferred without 
compensation to the peasants.

The peasants must take these 
lands immediately and sow crops 
right away. We must not wait for 
the Constituent Assembly, which 
has not yet even been summoned. 
Any delay will put the whole 
enterprise under threat. To wait 
would be disastrous! The plan of 
the landowners is to stretch things 
out and, if that succeeds, disrupt 
the whole transfer of the land to 
the peasant.

 The land, along with live and 
dead stock of landowner estates, 
must be taken over in organised 
fashion, under the supervision 
[kontrol] of the Soviets of Peasant 
Deputies and the Deputies 
from Agricultural Workers. No 

disorders should be permitted. 
Revolutionary discipline is 
necessary. Soldiers from the front 
should send their delegates to the 
soviets and committees, that will 
have the kontrol over the seizure 
of the land.

III. Labour
The eight-hour day must be 
introduced for all men and 
women workers in the towns 
and villages, with an increase in 
working wages that will at least 
keep pace with the cost of living. 
We must establish the kontrol of 
the Soviets of Worker and Soldier 
Deputies over the production and 
distribution of products. Without 
this, the country is threatened by 
famine. Not the ‘kontrol’ of the 
capitalists, but only the kontrol of 
the Soviet and Worker and Soldier 
Deputies can give bread to the 
cities, and cheaper industrial 
items to the villages.

IV. The vlast
All of the vlast [vsia vlast] in the 
country must belong solely to the 
soviets of worker, soldier, peasant 
and other deputies (we must 
include the soviets of the railroad 
workers and other civil servants). 
Agreement [soglashenie] with the 

capitalists, leaving the capitalist 
gentlemen with the vlast, 
prolongs the war and worsens the 
situation within the country.

No confidence in the ‘new’ 
government [the recently 
formed coalition of socialists 
and liberals], for it remains a 
government of capitalists - no 
support for it, not a penny of 
money. No confidence to the 
‘defencist’ parties that preach 
agreement with the capitalists and 
participation in a government of 
capitalists!

V. The police
Under no circumstances should 
we permit the restoration of the 
police. Instead of the police, 
instead of a standing army, we 
need a militia, universal arming 
of all citizens of both sexes.

VI. The economic 
breakdown 
[razrukha] and the 
cost of living
A successful struggle with the 
economic breakdown and the 
lack of bread requires: (1) ending 
the war as soon as possible; (2) 
transferring as soon as possible 
the entire vlast into the hands 

of the Soviets of Worker and 
Soldier Deputies. A Provisional 
Government that still consists 
of a majority of capitalists 
cannot successfully struggle 
against economic breakdown. 
It preserves the profits of the 
capitalists and the advantages 
of the landowners. It does not 
want to permit the workers to 
have supervision [kontrol] over 
production and distribution of 
products - the kontrol that alone 
can lessen the breakdown. The 
Provisional Government is 
incapable of the revolutionary 
measures that alone can save the 
country from famine.

All of the vlast to the Soviets 
of Worker and Soldier Deputies! 
[Vsia vlast Sovetam Rabochikh 
i Soldatskikh Deputatov!] The 
whole world will believe in it. 
Only then can we end the war 
and bring Russia to happiness.

* * *

Our delegate is obliged to act 
in the soviet on the basis of this 
mandate. Anyone who deviates 
from this path will be recalled by 
us, and in his place we will elect 
another delegate who supports 
our views l

The tasks of revolution
Pravda September 26 and 27 1917
Russia is a country of the 

petty bourgeoisie. A gigantic 
majority of the population belongs 
to this class. Its wavering between 
the bourgeoisie and the proletariat 
is inevitable. Only when it joins 
the proletariat is the victory of the 
revolution, of the cause of peace, 
freedom and land for the working 
people assured easily, peacefully, 
quickly and smoothly.

The course of our revolution 
is showing us this wavering in 
practice. Let us then not harbour 
any illusions about the Socialist 
Revolutionary and Menshevik 
parties; let us stick firmly to our 
proletarian class path. The poverty 
of the poor peasants, the horrors of 
the war, the horrors of hunger - all 
these are showing the masses more 
and more clearly the correctness 
of the proletarian path, the need to 
support the proletarian revolution.

‘Peaceful’ petty-bourgeois 
hopes about a ‘coalition’ with 
the bourgeoisie or agreementism 
with them, that it will be possible 
to wait ‘calmly’ for the ‘speedy’ 
convocation of the Constituent 
Assembly, etc, have been 
mercilessly, cruelly, implacably 
destroyed by the course of the 

revolution. The Kornilov revolt 
was the last cruel lesson, a lesson 
on a grand scale, supplementing 
thousands upon thousands of 
small lessons in which workers 
and peasants were defrauded by 
local capitalists and landowners, in 
which soldiers were defrauded by 
officers etc, etc.

Discontent, indignation and 
wrath are growing in the army, 
among the peasantry and among 
the workers. The ‘coalition’ of 
the Socialist Revolutionaries and 
Mensheviks with the bourgeoisie 
- promising everything and 
fulfilling nothing - is irritating the 
masses, is opening their eyes, is 
pushing them towards an uprising.

The opposition from the left 
is growing among the Socialist 
Revolutionaries (Spiridonova and 
others) and among the Mensheviks 
(Martov and others), and has 
already reached up to 40% of the 
council and congress of those 
parties. And down below, among 
the proletariat and the peasantry, 
particularly the poorest sections, 
the majority of the Socialist 
Revolutionaries and Mensheviks 
belong to the ‘lefts’.

The Kornilov business 

[kornilovshchina] is teaching us. 
The Kornilov business has taught 
people a good deal.

It is impossible to know 
whether the soviets will be able 
to go farther than the leaders of 
the Socialist Revolutionaries and 
Mensheviks, and thus ensure 
a peaceful development of the 
revolution, or whether they will 
continue to mark time, thus 
making a proletarian uprising 
inevitable.

We cannot know this.
Our business is to help get 

everything possible done to 
make sure the ‘last’ chance 
for a peaceful development of 
the revolution, to help by the 
presentation of our programme, 
by making clear that it is 
based on the narod as a whole 
[obshchenarodnoe], making 
clear its absolute accord with the 
interests and demands of a vast 
majority of the population.

The following lines are an 
attempt to set out this programme.

Let us take it more to those 
down below [nizy], to the masses, 
to the office employees, to the 
workers, to the peasants - not only 
to our supporters, but particularly 

to those who follow the Socialist 
Revolutionaries, to the non-party 
elements, to the ill-informed 
[tëmnye]. Let us lift them up to the 
level of independent judgment, 
to making their own decisions, to 
sending their delegations to the 
[Democratic] Conference, to the 
soviets, to the government and 
our work will not have been in 
vain, no matter what the outcome 
of the conference. This will then 
prove useful for the conference, 
for the elections to the Constituent 
Assembly and for all other 
political activity in general.

Experience teaches the 
correctness of the Bolshevik 
programme and Bolshevik tactics. 
From April 20 [the ‘April days’, 
the first major post-February 
political crisis] to the Kornilov 
revolt - so little time, so much 
lived through.

The experience of the masses, 
the experience of oppressed 
classes taught them a huge amount 
in that time; the leaders of the 
Socialist Revolutionaries and 
Mensheviks have completely 
cut themselves off from the 
masses. Our extremely concrete 
programme - insofar as we 

succeed in bringing it to the 
masses - will reveal this better 
than anything.
Agreementism 
disastrous
1. To leave the representatives 
of the bourgeoisie, even a small 
number of them, with the vlast - to 
leave with the vlast such notorious 
Kornilovites as generals Alexeyev, 
Klembovsky, Bagration, Gagarin 
and others, or such as have proved 
their complete lack of strength in 
face of the bourgeoisie, or their 
ability of acting Bonaparte-fashion 
like Kerensky, with the vlast - is, 
on the one hand, merely opening 
the door wide to famine and to the 
inevitable economic catastrophe 
which the capitalists are purposely 
accelerating and intensifying; 
on the other hand, it will lead to 
a military catastrophe, since the 
troops hate the general staff and 
cannot enthusiastically participate 
in the imperialist war. Besides, 
there is no doubt that Kornilovite 
generals and officers remaining in 
power will deliberately open the 
front to the Germans, as they have 
done in Galicia and Riga.

All this can be prevented 
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only by the formation of a new 
government on a new basis, as 
expounded below. To continue 
agreementism of any kind 
whatsoever with the bourgeoisie 
after all that we have gone 
through since April 20 would 
be, on the part of the Socialist 
Revolutionaries and Mensheviks, 
not only an error, but a direct 
betrayal of the narod and of the 
revolution.
Vlast to the 
soviets
2. The whole vlast in the 
state must pass exclusively to 
representatives of the Soviets 
of Worker, Soldier and Peasant 
Deputies, on the basis of a 
definite programme and under 
the condition of the vlast being 
fully responsible to the soviets. 
New elections to the soviets 
must be held immediately, both 
to register what the narod has 
experienced during the recent 
weeks of the revolution - weeks 
particularly rich in content - 
and to eliminate some crying 
injustices (lack of proportional 
representation, unequal elections, 
etc), which here and there remain 
uncorrected.

All the vlast in the localities, 
wherever there are not yet 
any democratically elected 
institutions, and also in the army, 
must be transferred exclusively 
to the local soviets and to 
commissars elected by them, and 
other institutions, if elective.

Everywhere and without 
exceptions, with the full support 
of the state, must be carried out 
the arming of the workers and 
also of those troops who have 
shown their revolutionary nature 
by their ability in practice to 
suppress the Kornilovites.
Peace to the 
narody
3. A soviet government 
must straightaway offer to 
all the belligerent narody (ie, 
simultaneously both to their 
governments and to the worker 
and peasant masses) to conclude 
an immediate general peace 
on democratic terms, and also 
to immediately conclude an 
armistice (even if only for three 
months).

The main condition for 
a democratic peace is the 
renunciation of annexations 
(seizures) - not in the incorrect 
sense that all the great powers 
get back what they have lost, 
but in the only correct sense that 
every nationality without any 
exception, both in Europe and 
in the colonies, shall obtain its 
freedom and the possibility to 
decide for itself whether it is to 
form a separate state or whether it 
is to be a component part of some 
other state.

In offering the peace terms, 
the soviet government must 
itself immediately take steps 
towards their fulfilment: ie, it 
must publish and repudiate the 
secret treaties by which we have 
been tied to the present time, 
those which were concluded by 
the tsar and which give Russian 
capitalists the promise of the 
pillaging of Turkey, Austria, 
etc. Then we must immediately 
satisfy the demands of the 
Ukrainians and the Finns, ensure 
them, as well as all other non-
Russian nationalities in Russia, 
full freedom, including freedom 
of secession, applying the same 
to all Armenia, undertaking to 
evacuate that country, as well as 
the Turkish lands occupied by us, 
etc.

Such peace terms will not 
meet with the approval of the 

capitalists, but they will meet 
with such tremendous sympathy 
on the part of all the narody and 
will cause such a great worldwide 
outburst of enthusiasm and of 
general indignation against the 
continuation of the predatory 
war that it is extremely probable 
that we shall at once obtain a 
truce and consent to open peace 
negotiations. For the worker 
revolution against the war is 
irresistibly growing everywhere, 
and it can be spurred on, not 
by phrases about peace (with 
which the workers and peasants 
have been deceived by all 
the imperialist governments, 
including our own Kerensky 
government), but by a break with 
the capitalists and by the offer of 
peace.

If the least probable thing 
happens - ie, if not a single 
belligerent state accepts even 
a truce - then, as far as we are 
concerned, the war becomes 
truly forced upon us, it becomes 
a truly just war of defence. Just 
the awareness of this fact by the 
proletariat and the poor peasantry 
will make Russia many times 
stronger even in the military 
sense, especially after a complete 
break with capitalists who are 
robbing the narod; furthermore, 
under such conditions it would, 
as far as we are concerned, be a 
war in alliance with the oppressed 
classes of all countries, a war 
in alliance with the oppressed 
narody of the whole world, not in 
word, but in deed.

The narod must be particularly 
cautioned against the capitalists’ 
assertion, which sometimes 
influences the petty bourgeoisie 
and others who are frightened: 
namely, that the British and other 
capitalists are capable of doing 
serious damage to the Russian 
Revolution if we break the 
present predatory alliance with 
them. Such an assertion is false 
through and through, for ‘Allied 
financial aid’ enriches the bankers 
and ‘supports’ the Russian 
workers and peasants in exactly 
the same way as a rope supports a 
man who has been hanged. There 
is plenty of bread, coal, oil and 
iron in Russia; for these products 
to be properly distributed it 
is only necessary for us to rid 
ourselves of the landowners and 
capitalists who are robbing the 
narod. As to the possibility of the 
Russian narod being threatened 
with war by their present Allies, 
it is obviously absurd to assume 
that the French and Italians could 
unite their armies with those of 
the Germans and move them 
against a Russia offering a just 
peace. As to Britain, America 
and Japan, even if they were to 
declare war against Russia (which 
for them is extremely difficult, 
both because of the extreme 
unpopularity of such a war among 
the masses and because of the 
divergence of material interests of 
the capitalists of those countries 
over the partitioning of Asia, 
especially over the plunder of 
China), they could not cause 
Russia one-hundredth part of the 
damage and misery which the 
war with Germany, Austria and 
Turkey is causing her.

Land to the toilers 
4. The soviet government must 
immediately declare the abolition 
of private property on gentry-
landowner land [na pomeshchichi 
zemli] without compensation, 
and transfer all land over 
to management by peasant 
committees, pending the solution 
of the problem by the Constituent 
Assembly. Gentry-landowner 
equipment must also be 

transferred to the management of 
these same peasant committees, 
with the proviso that they be 
placed first of all at the disposal 
of the poorest peasants for their 
use free of charge.

Such measures, which 
have long been demanded by 
an immense majority of the 
peasantry, both in the resolutions 
of its congresses and in hundreds 
of mandates from the localities 
(as may be seen, for instance, 
from the summary of 242 
mandates published by Izvestia of 
the Soviet of Peasant Deputies), 
are absolutely and urgently 
necessary. The procrastination 
from which the peasantry suffered 
so much during the time of the 
‘coalition’ government is no 
longer tolerable.

Any government that is slow to 
introduce these measures should 
be regarded as a government 
hostile to the narod - one worthy 
of being overthrown and crushed 
by an uprising of the workers and 
peasants. On the other hand, only 
a government that realises these 
measures will be a government 
of the narod as a whole 
[vsenarodnoe].

Struggle against 
famine and 
breakdown 
[razrukha]
5. A soviet government must 
immediately introduce worker 
kontrol of production and 
distribution on a countrywide 
scale. Experience since May 
6 [when the first coalition 
government took office] has 
shown that in the absence of 
such kontrol all the promises of 
reforms and attempts to introduce 
them are powerless, and famine, 
accompanied by unprecedented 
catastrophe, is becoming a greater 
menace to the whole country week 
by week.

It is necessary to nationalise the 
banks and the insurance business 
immediately, and also the most 
important branches of industry 
(oil, coal, metallurgy, sugar, 
etc) and, at the same time, to 
abolish commercial secrets and to 
establish unrelaxing supervision 
by the workers and peasants 
over the negligible minority 
of capitalists who wax rich on 
government contracts and evade 
transparency and the just taxation 
of their profits and property.

Such measures, which do 
not deprive either the middle 
peasants, the Cossacks or the 
small handicraftsmen of a single 
kopek, are urgently needed for 
the struggle against famine and 
are absolutely just, because 
they distribute the burdens of 
the war equitably. Only after 
capitalist plunder has been curbed 
and the deliberate sabotage of 
production has been stopped 
will it be possible to work 
for an improvement in labour 
productivity, introduce universal 
labour conscription and the 
proper exchange of grain for 
manufactured goods, and return to 
the treasury thousands of millions 
in paper money now being 
hoarded by the rich.

Without such measures, 
the abolition of property in 
gentry-landowner land without 
compensation is also impossible, 
for the major part of the estates 
is mortgaged to the banks, so that 
the interests of the landowners 
and capitalists are inseparably 
linked.

The latest resolution of the 
economic section of the All-
Russian TsIk [national governing 
body] of the Soviets of Worker 
and Soldier Deputies (Rabochaya 

Gazeta No152 [Menshevik 
Party newspaper]) recognises 
not only the “harm” caused 
by the government’s measures 
(like the raising of grain prices 
[government fixed prices had 
been doubled in August] for 
the enrichment of the gentry 
landowners and kulaks), not 
only ‘the fact of the complete 
inactivity on the part of the 
central organs set up by the 
government for the regulation 
of economic life’, but even the 
‘contravention of the laws’ by 
this government. This admission 
on the part of the ruling parties 
- the Socialist Revolutionaries 
and Mensheviks - proves once 
more the criminal nature of the 
policy of agreementism with the 
bourgeoisie.

Struggle 
against the 
counterrevolution 
of the gentry 
landowners and 
capitalists
6. The Kornilov and Kaledin 
revolt was supported by the entire 
class of the gentry landowners and 
capitalists, with the party of the 
Kadets (a party that puts ‘freedom 
of the narod’ into their official 
title) at their head. This has 
already been fully proved by the 
facts published in Izvestia.

However, nothing has been 
done for the full suppression of 
the counterrevolution - not even 
to carry out a full investigation - 
and nothing serious can be done 
without the transfer of the vlast 
to the soviets. No commission 
without the back-up of the 
state vlast can conduct a full 
investigation, or arrest the guilty, 
etc. Only a soviet government 
can do this, and must do it. 
Only a soviet government can 
make Russia secure against the 
otherwise inevitable repetition of 
‘Kornilovite’ attempts by arresting 
the Kornilovite generals and 
the ringleaders of the bourgeois 
counterrevolution (Guchkov, 
Miliukov, Riabushinsky, 
Maklakov and co), by disbanding 
the counterrevolutionary 
associations (the state duma, 
the officers’ unions, etc), by 
placing their members under 
the surveillance of the local 
soviets and by disbanding 
counterrevolutionary armed units.

This government alone can set 
up a commission to make a full 
and public investigation of the 
Kornilov case and all the other 
cases - yes, including those started 
by the bourgeoisie. Only to such 
a commission could the party of 
the Bolsheviks, in its turn, call 
on the workers to give their full 
cooperation and to take its orders.

Only a soviet government 
could successfully combat such 
a flagrant injustice as the seizure 
by the capitalists of the largest 
printing presses and most of 
the newspapers with the aid of 
millions squeezed out of the 
people. It is necessary to suppress 
the bourgeois counterrevolutionary 
newspapers (Rech, Russkoye 
Slovo), to confiscate their presses, 
to declare private advertisements 
in the papers a state monopoly and 
to transfer them to the government 
newspaper to be published by the 
soviets - a newspaper that will 
tell the peasants the truth. Only 
in this way can we knock out 
of the hands of the bourgeoisie 
a powerful weapon for lying 
and slandering, defrauding the 
narod, leading the peasantry 
into illusions, and preparing a 
counterrevolution - and so we 
must do it.

Peaceful 
development of 
the revolution
7. A possibility very seldom 
to be met with in the history of 
revolutions now presents itself 
to the democracy of Russia [that 
is, to the soviet constituency of 
workers and peasants], the soviets 
and the Socialist Revolutionary 
and Menshevik parties - the 
possibility of convening the 
Constituent Assembly at the 
appointed date without further 
delays, of making the country 
secure against a military and 
economic catastrophe, and of 
ensuring the peaceful development 
of the revolution.

If the soviets now take the 
full state vlast exclusively into 
their own hands for the purpose 
of carrying out the programme 
set forth above, they will not 
only obtain the support of 
nine-tenths of the population 
of Russia - the working class 
and an overwhelming majority 
of the peasantry; they will 
also be assured of the greatest 
revolutionary enthusiasm on the 
part of the army and the majority 
of the narod - an enthusiasm 
without which victory over famine 
and war is impossible.

There could be no question of 
any resistance to the soviets if the 
soviets themselves do not waver. 
No class will dare start an uprising 
against the soviets, and the gentry 
landowners and capitalists, taught 
a lesson by the experience of the 
Kornilov revolt, will concede 
the vlast peacefully and yield 
to the demands and ultimatum 
of the soviets. To overcome the 
resistance of the capitalists to the 
soviet programme, supervision 
over the exploiters by workers 
and peasants and such measures 
of punishing the recalcitrants 
as confiscation of their entire 
property, coupled with a short term 
of arrest, will be sufficient.

By seizing the full vlast, the 
soviets could still today - and this 
is probably their last chance - 
ensure the peaceful development 
of the revolution, peaceful 
elections of deputies by the people 
and a peaceful struggle of parties 
inside the soviets; they could test 
the programmes of the various 
parties in practice and the vlast 
could pass peacefully from one 
party to another.

If this opportunity is missed, 
the entire course of development 
of the revolution, from the street 
demonstrations of April 20 
to the Kornilov revolt, shows 
that there is bound to be the 
bitterest civil war between the 
bourgeoisie and the proletariat. 
Inevitable catastrophe [caused 
by agreementist coalitions] will 
bring this civil war nearer. It 
must end, as all the facts and 
considerations accessible to 
human reason go to prove, in 
the full victory of the working 
class, in full support given to the 
workers by the poor peasantry, 
in order that the programme we 
have set out is implemented. 
It may, however, prove very 
difficult and bloody, and may cost 
the lives of tens of thousands of 
gentry landowners, capitalists 
and officers who sympathise with 
them.

The proletariat will not stop 
before any sacrifice for the 
salvation of the revolution - a 
salvation which is impossible 
without implementation of the 
programme set forth above. On 
the other hand, the proletariat 
will support the soviets in every 
way - if they make use of their 
last chance to secure a peaceful 
development of the revolution l
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Socialism, nationalism and Ireland
Before and during the Second International there were many different approaches to the questions of socialism 
and nationalism. In Ireland James Connolly banked on nationalists taking a positive attitude towards the cause 
of labour. In his next article Marc Mulholland will look at Ireland’s conservative revolution

The liberal republicanism coming 
out of the French Revolution 
had generally aimed for a 

radical reconfiguration of Europe’s 
boundaries. The old dynastic states, 
jerry-built constructions assembled 
by conquest and inheritance, should 
be replaced by ‘nation states’, 
which would meld together pan-
class ‘communities of fate’, built 
upon common language, ethnicity 
and historical experience.

As Giuseppe Mazzini put it, 
the organisational principle of 
Europe should be “every nation a 
state”. The assumption was that 
‘historic nations’ rather than mere 
‘nationalities’ would qualify, a 
certain minimum size and viability 
being required, and Mazzini 
usually left Ireland off his roster 
of nation-states to be constructed. 
Those ‘nationalities’ that were 
too small to maintain themselves 
in independence were seen to 
be a reserve of strength for the 

reactionary multinational dynastic 
states. In the revolutions of 1848 
to 1849, for example, the Slavs 
of the Austro-Hungarian empire 
fought with royal armies against the 
revolutionary Germans of Austria 
and the Magyars of Hungary, fearing 
falling under the domination of a 
‘master-race’ more than they did the 
rule of the royalist ancien régime. 
Engels was certainly not alone 
in hoping that such “nationalities 
and peoples are destined to perish 
before long in the revolutionary 
world storm”.1

As a small nationality, Ireland 
was in an ambiguous position. 
While most radicals assumed that 
Scotland and Wales were best 
folded into the ‘nation’ of Britain, 
Ireland had shown its separatist 
and republican mettle with the 
United Irishmen movement and 
its glamorously tragic rebellion 
of 1798. The mass movement for 
‘Catholic emancipation’ and repeal 

of the union led by Daniel O’Connell 
from the 1820s to the 1840s, was 
welcome evidence that a Catholic 
democracy need not be reactionary: 
it could be not just liberal, but 
radically so. On the eve of the Great 
Famine, moreover, Ireland made up 
about a third of the population of 
the United Kingdom, so was by no 
means self-evidently ‘too small’ for 
self-determination, though it was 
very poor and, outside the north-
east, positively de-industrialising.

There existed in Ireland, however, 
a large Protestant minority (again, 
about a third); a denomination that 
overwhelming dominated the landed 
elite and comprised the bulk of the 
bourgeoisie. A substantial chunk 
of this constituency, particularly 
the Presbyterians of Ulster, had 
been republican and separatist in 
the 1790s. Fearing misrule by an 
oppressively Catholic and peasant 
democracy, however, the vast 
majority of Ireland’s Protestants had 

within a short space of time adopted 
a vehement unionism, rejecting the 
capacity of the Irish nationality to 
fairly govern the country.

British role
This was the view too of Britain, 
though military security and 
geopolitical prestige were far 
more important considerations 
in their holding on to Ireland. 
The argument for ensuring that 
Ireland could never become a 
base for hostile operations against 
Great Britain was straightforward 
enough and commonly espoused 
(Marx was confronted with it on 
the general council of the First 
International and it was the limit 
to Irish self-determination the 
British Labour Party was prepared 
to support in 1920). The argument 
that the Irish nationality was not 
capable of becoming a responsibly 
self-governing nation was more 
uncomfortably dissonant for 
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‘Gorta’ (1946), artist Lilian 
Lucy Davidson (1879-1954)

The great hunger saw one 
million die and afterwards 

three million emigrate. 
However, the success of the 

peasantry in the land war 
ended English landlordism 

in Ireland
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unionists, however.
It rested on three propositions: 

first, that the Irish peasantry, 
stuck in a poverty trap, panted to 
despoil property; second, the Irish 
nationality was irreconcilably 
divided on sectarian lines; and, third, 
Catholic Ireland was unremittingly 
hostile to British rule, which 
they refused to see as anything 
other than alien and selfish. The 
problem here was that none of these 
problems reflected well on British 
governance, which, given the state 
of Irish opinion, could only be 
reasonably seen as a succession 
of expedients either disastrous in 
effect or hopelessly inadequate to 
the problem. No positively pro-Irish 
case for British rule was ever really 
formulated, therefore. We have 
the irony that the most impressive 
critiques of British rule came from 
unionist intellectuals. The 1844 
dictum of Benjamin Disraeli, who 
never bothered feigning much 
concern for Irish problems, was 
endlessly quoted:

I want to see a public man 
come forward and say what 
the Irish question is … a 
starving population, an absentee 
aristocracy, an alien church, and 
in addition the weakest executive 
in the world. Well, what then 
would honourable gentlemen 
say if they read of a country in 
that position? They would say at 
once, ‘The remedy is revolution.’ 
But the Irish could not have a 
revolution, and why? Because 
Ireland is connected with another 
and the more powerful country … 
If the connection with England 
prevented a revolution, and a 
revolution was the only remedy, 
England logically is in the odious 
position of being the cause of all 
the misery in Ireland.2

The first recourse for any nationalist 
agitator seeking historical evidence 
of British bungling and malice 
in Ireland was the splendidly 
written published works of WEH 
Lecky, Ireland’s greatest historian 
and an Irish unionist MP. Even 
the venomous historical work of 
James Anthony Froude, the openly 
racist calumniator of Ireland, was 
mostly a catalogue of English 
incompetence and selfishness. It is 
difficult to find a more excoriating 
critique of British rule of Ireland in 
the 19th century than that written by 
Godfrey Locker Lampson, an Eton- 
and Cambridge-educated English 
Tory MP.3 The normally invincible 
complacency and self-regard of the 
British ruling class failed it, when it 
came to the Irish question.

One might think that the British 
mind would be ever searching 
for creative solutions to 
the so-called ‘Irish 
question’. It was not 
as simple as this, 
however. There is 
a psychological 
effect known as 
‘self-affirmation 
theory’, which 
states that 
people are much 
more amenable 
to being 
persuaded by 
new arguments 
if they are first 
reassured of their 
own great virtue 
on the subject.4 
For example, 
it was first 
impressed 
u p o n 

cold war white Americans that 
they, the heartland of the Free 
World, were stout champions of 
individual freedom and the equality 
of man. This made it much easier to 
persuade them to accept meaningful 
reforms in the 1950s and 1960s 
civil rights era. Jeremiads on the 
enormities inflicted by whites on 
blacks in American history, steadily 
produced by the NGO-ised black 
studies industry since then, tends 
on the other hand to back white 
Americans into sullen obduracy and 
denial. There are difficult problems 
here for the production and 
dissemination of historical truth, 
and implications for the overtaking 
of radical ‘people’s history’ by 
contemporary ‘race, empire and 
gender’ studies, but I digress.

The point, as it applies to Ireland, 
is that the unhappy consciousness 
of the British regarding Ireland was 
a reason for them not to face up to 
the necessity of doing something 
about it. They had to be periodically 
shocked into sullenly returning 
to the problem. Partly for this 
reason, as William O’Brien, the 
nationalist MP, put it at the end of 
the 19th century, in Ireland political 
“violence” was “the only way of 
securing a hearing for moderation”.

O’Brien was referring to the 
insurrectionism of the Fenian 
organisation, a republican-
separatist secret society that had the 
sympathy of Marx and especially 
Engels. Though best known for a 
rather hapless rising in 1867 and 
pinprick terrorist attacks in Great 
Britain, its most important role lay 
elsewhere. It was the Fenian milieu 
and organisational capacity that 
provided the cadre for one of the 
great set-piece class conflicts of 
19th-century European history: the 
Land War. This was most intense 
in the years 1879-81, but really 
defined Irish popular politics for 
the rest of the century after the 
famine of 1845-50. The peasant’s 
combative struggle for the land 
ultimately destroyed landlordism in 
Ireland, creating perhaps the most 
profound socio-political divergence 
from Great Britain.

In Britain, the rentier culture of 
landlordism remains more or less 
intact to this day, as its great age of 
production fades, and it pervades 
the governing practice of both the 
ruling class and their more obedient 
stewards now back in control of the 
Labour Party. Ireland for the first 
half or so of the 20th century was 
characterised by a petty-bourgeois 
puritanism of a type absent from 
Britain since landlordism suffocated 
the yeomanry in the 17th and 18th 
centuries. With a wide dispersal of 
productive property ownership for 

the market as its thread of 
continuity, independent 

Ireland has emerged 
as almost a model 

capitalist culture 
- a sometimes 
v u l g a r 
o r n a m e n t 
of a trans-
Atlantic ideal 
of enterprise 
e c o n o m y , 
complete with 
a moderately 
militant, but 

d e f i n i t e l y 
p r o l e t a r i a n 

counter-culture.
N a t i o n a l i s t s 

in the first half of 
the 19th century were 

typically democrats, 
or at least fairly 

r a d i c a l 

constitutional liberals. This was 
certainly the case in Ireland. The 
principle of national citizenship 
was seen as an alternative to 
dynastic subjecthood. The 
distinction between ‘nations’ and 
‘nationalities’, however - the former 
capable of self-governance, the 
latter doomed to subjection and 
eventual disappearance - meant 
that it was easy for the ‘master-
race’ concept to take hold. In the 
decades after the defeat of the 1848 
revolutions, monarchic regimes 
in Europe - notably Prussia and 
Piedmont-Savoy - were able to 
marshal the dynamism of bourgeois 
civil society, the fiscal strength of 
constitutional parliamentarianism 
and the revolutionary energy of 
populist nationalism under the baton 
of state militarism for the purposes 
of massively aggrandised dynastic 
expansionism.

The Italian north partly liberated 
and partly conquered the Italian 
south. Protestant Prussia expelled 
Catholic Austria from its sphere 
of influence, conquered the 
southern German states, and built 
a German Reich extending into 
stateless Poland in the east and up 
to and beyond the ‘natural’ French 
frontier on the west. The Habsburg 
dominions - a regular loser in these 
skilfully executed wars of strategic 
manoeuvre - were in some respects 
the most ominous for the future 
of nationalism, however. Here 
two ‘master races’, though both 
minorities in their two halves of the 
empire, won ethnic supremacy over 
oppressed nationalities: the Germans 
in Austria and its dependencies west 
of the Leitha river, the Magyars in 
Hungary and the wider ‘Lands of St 
Stephen’ to the east.

Nationalism
The result was to empty nationalism 
of much of its earlier democratic 
content. This was always a 
likely possibility, because its 
political psychology always had 
two somewhat contradictory 
components.

On the one hand, nationalism 
holds that the state was only fully 
legitimate if it drew its authority and 
mandate from the national people, 
so defined. This is nationalism as 
self-determination. It draws upon 
a psychology of social identity, by 
which an in-group concept was 
extended to fellow citizens sharing 
certain markers: language, descent 
and presumed common history.

On the other hand, nationalism 
does not require as an essential 
component of its psychology 
that self-determination need be 
democratic. A state can have national 
legitimacy even if it is authoritarian, 
so long as it presents as speaking 
for the nation. This arises from a 
psychology of ‘affect referral’, in 
which a ‘brand’ - whether it be a 
fashion label, a football team, or 
a national ideal - holds loyalty not 
by what it practically offers, but by 
the emotions it is able to play upon. 
Attachment generated at first by a 
transactional offer - support for the 
national ideal in return for liberty - is 
parlayed into loyalty to the national 
community through its presumptive 
leaders as an end in itself.

The nationalism of the petty 

bourgeois by the 1880s and 1890s 
was rapidly transferring from the 
democratic left to the radical right. 
Virulent nationalism tended to 
characterise the lower middle class: 
master artisans, shopkeepers, clerks, 
and so on. In the early 19th century, 
they had been in the vanguard of the 
struggle for democracy. Now, the 
anti-Semites, nationalists, Christian 
socialists, conservative and 
Catholic parties all had a substantial 
lower-middle class social base. This 
collapse of the “petty bourgeois 
democratic movement” into rabid 
hostility to the organised proletariat, 
Kautsky argued in 1902, meant that 
“Social democracy has no more 
bitter enemy than the reactionary 
democracy”.5

We should not overdo the 
salience of nationalism as a 
political ideology at this time, 
however. Much of Europe was not 
organised into nation-states in this 
period. Multinational states were 
the norm (the Austro-Hungarian 
empire, the Russian empire, the 
United Kingdom, Belgium - even, 
arguably, the German Reich (which 
excluded Austrian Germans and 
included quite a lot of Poles). Spain 
and Italy were divided regionally 
as much as they were united 
nationally. Only France, perhaps, 
was straightforwardly a nation-
state. Before 1914, nationalism 
appealed much more to the middle 
classes (particularly students) 
than it did to the working classes. 
Indeed, nationalism as an ideology 
was not much older than socialism, 
both dating roughly from the French 
Revolution.

The Communist manifesto 
(1848) had famously insisted that 
“the workers have no country”: but 
this was probably an observation 
on the exclusion of workers 
from citizenship rather than a 
programmatic statement. Marx and 
Engels both supported Polish and 
Irish independence. In 1870 they 
first supported German national 
defence when France declared war, 
and then French national defence 
when Germany invaded. August 
Bebel of the German SPD in 
1907 firmly stated that the parties 
of the Second International “no 
longer shared the opinions of the 
Manifesto”, when it came to its 
assertion that the workers have no 
country.6 This was not considered 
particularly controversial at the 
time.

There were implications to this 
kind of patriotism, however. If 
workers did now have a country, 
having won certain political rights, 
did they thereby have a loyalty to 
the country’s capitalist state? In an 
1896 article on colonialism, which 
kick-started the Revisionist Debate, 
B e r n s t e i n 
argued that, 
b e c a u s e 
the SPD 
represented 
a quarter 
of voters in 
the German 
Reich, “we 
have a certain 
responsibility 
for the 
policy of 
that Reich”.7 
The British 
s o c i a l i s t , 
Ernest Belfort 
Bax, responded 
that this showed 
Bernstein had 

become a state loyalist and thus 
had “unconsciously ceased to be a 
social democrat”. This was not at all 
unreasonable - though, as it turned 
out, Bax would become a pro-war 
jingo in 1914, while Bernstein 
would be much more sceptical.8

The Second International was 
largely made up of ‘inheritor 
parties’ - the description applied 
to the German SPD in 1965 by the 
historian, Peter Nettl. This meant 
that they were anxious to inherit 
rather than to smash the existing 
state structure in which they 
operated. In general, they wanted 
to keep borders as they were. To 
most socialists, it seemed that the 
existing states were the more or less 
natural base on which socialism 
would be developed. Karl Kautsky 
proposed an autarchic ‘socialism in 
one country’ theory: “A cooperative 
Commonwealth coextensive with 
the nation could produce all that it 
requires for its own preservation.”9 
The French reformist, Jean Jaurès, 
was more explicit about the 
implication of socialism in one 
country:

In the present state of humanity, 
where our only organisation 
is on the basis of nationality, 
social property will take the 
form of national property … The 
nation, and the nation alone, can 
enfranchise all citizens … We 
invoke the nation.10

Given France’s revolutionary 
tradition, it was easier there to link 
socialism to a broadly progressive 
narrative than it was in many other 
countries.

Second International socialism 
was ‘inter-national’ rather than 
‘post-national’. Kautsky wrote in 
1907:

The patriotism of the proletariat is 
itself closely bound with the idea 
of international solidarity: the 
idea that the wealth and culture 
of their own nation prospers only 
if they go hand in hand with the 
prosperity and culture of other 
nations.11

Social democrats were generally 
fairly patriotic, but before 1914 
at least few were particularly 
nationalist. Outright anti-patriotism 
was mostly to be found on the 
anarchist or syndicalist left. There 
was an active anti-patriotical 
movement in France, while the army 
always looked to be on the brink of 
open subversion of the republic. 
Gustave Hervé was contemptuous 
of “the filth and horse dung of the 
barracks”, as he put it: “Plant the 
flag there!” he told the patriots. 
So far as he was concerned, Plutôt 

l’insurrection que la guerre! 
(‘Better violent rebellion 
than [patriotic] war!’) 
By 1914, Hervé was for 
fanatically pro-national 
self-defence. Jean 
Jaurès was more typical 
of French socialists 
in seeing socialism 
as a consummation, 
not a rejection, of 
France’s national 
story of progress and 
revolution.

The Austro-Marxist, 
Otto Bauer, argued 
that the transcendence 
of capitalism would 

mean a “growing 
i n t e l l e c t u a l 

James Connolly: relied 
on nationalism to deliver 

socialism

Józef Piłsudski: relied 
on socialism to deliver 

nationalism
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differentiation between the 
nations - this is what socialism 
means”.12 His argument was that the 
democratisation of education and 
higher civilisation would inevitably 
draw workers more closely into 
their national culture. The socialist 
state would foster rather than erode 
distinct national cultures. Migration 
across national boundaries, Bauer 
anticipated, would be controlled, 
thus maintaining the integrity of 
cultural communities.13 (The Second 
International, however, opposed 
capitalist migration controls.)

Socialists had to find a way 
to deal with the existence of 
nationalist currents. How they did 
so often relied upon the particular 
circumstances in which they 
operated. Socialist approaches 
to nationalism in the Second 
International can be categorised in 
four ways.
1 Prioritising 
nationalism
Józef Piłsudski, a leader of the 
Polish Socialist Party, was the most 
striking example of a socialist who 
saw the movement primarily as 
a means to strengthen a national 
liberation struggle. So far as he 
was concerned, Poland had a 
pre-ordained progressive role in 
European history. He argued in 
1895 that “the historical role of 
socialism in Poland is the defence 
of the west against reactionary 
Russia”. When he became the leader 
of the ‘Revolutionary Faction’ of 
the PSP in 1906, Piłsudski directed 
its activity toward securing national 
independence for Poland. It was 
quite clear that for Piłsudski the 
socialist workers’ movement was a 
means to a nationalist end. The Polish 
bourgeois were far too timid and 
bound up with those great powers 
that held Poland in their partitioning 
grip (Germany, Austria and Russia). 
Only the worker movement could 
provide the dynamic energy for 
serious conspiracy. Socialist 
ideology was very much secondary 
to organisation for armed struggle. 
He once asked in exasperation after 
his party printed copies of Marx’s 
Communist manifesto: “Can a single 
Russian soldier be killed by that?”

Poland emerged as a nation-
state through the armed diplomacy 
of World War I, with rival powers 
bidding for Polish nationalist 
support. A pro-German ‘Regency 
regime” at Warsaw had support 
amongst the landed nobility and 
bureaucratic class. This was 
challenged by middle class National 
Democrats, who controlled a 
military force operating under 
French command on the Western 
front. A third group was the Polish 
Socialist Party (PPS) with its Polish 
Military Organisation (POW) led by 
Piłsudski.

As the central powers declined 
into defeat, the National Democrats 
and the leftists jointly took power in 
the Galician capital of Kraków and 
established a regional government. 
The POW spread out across 
Poland, as its Austrian and German 
occupiers evacuated, instituting 
far-reaching agrarian reforms and 
some measures of socialisation as 
they went. On November 10 1918, 
Piłsudski returned in triumph from a 
German prison. He was able to form 
a government comprising members 
of the PPS, the National Democrats 
and the peasant People’s Party. 
Under pressure from the Allies, the 
government was reconstituted as an 
exclusively National Democratic 
cabinet, which, however, confirmed 
Piłsudski in government.

When his former comrades 
complained of his failure to make 
Poland a socialist state, Piłsudski 
was frank in reply: “My friends, 
you and I caught the socialist 
train together. I got off at Polish 

Independence station. I wish you 
the best of luck in continuing your 
journey to Utopia.” The government 
drifted to the right until, in 1926, 
Piłsudski made himself effectively 
dictator of Poland, marginalising 
the conservatives, through a coup 
d’état. He was supported in this 
by both the Socialist Party and the 
Polish Communist Party.
2 ‘Parking’ 
nationalism
The Austro-Hungarian empire was 
chock-a-block with nationalities 
(beside the Germans and Magyars, 
it included Czechs, Croats, 
Serbs, Slovaks, Poles, Slovenes, 
Ukrainians, Italians and Romanians). 
In 1897, under nationalist pressure 
from the militant nationalist ‘Young 
Czech’ movement, the government 
passed the Badeni Decrees, making 
Czech as well as German an official 
language. This led to rioting and 
serious brawls in the Reichsrat 
(parliament). Between 1898 and 
1904 parliamentary business was 
next to impossible.

The ‘Austro-Marxists’ of the 
Socialist Party of Austria (SPÖ) were 
particularly anxious to develop a 
programme on the national question, 
which would hopefully prevent 
it dominating politics altogether. 
They wanted class politics to come 
to the fore. Their programme, first 
outlined at the SPÖ Brünn Congress 
in 1899, amounted to a unitary pan-
national state with maximal cultural 
autonomy for nationalities. Cultural 
recognition and protection should 
extend to grouped individuals 
rather than territories as such (the 
‘personality principle’). As Otto 
Bauer explained, the aim was to 
do enough to ‘park’ the national 
question, allowing class questions 
to come to the fore:

National autonomy is not a 
programme devised by clever 
men in order to rescue the state in 
its hour of need, but the demand 
that the proletariat necessarily 
voices in the multinational 
state … National autonomy is a 
necessary goal for the proletarian 
class struggle, because it is a 
necessary means of its class 
politics.14

To a degree, this was successful. 
When the franchise was radically 
expanded (under socialist pressure) 
in 1906, the predominantly middle 
class nationalists were radically 
undercut. In the 1907 Reichsrat 
elections, socialists won nearly half 
the vote in the 233 German districts 
they contested, and more than a third 
from 107 Czech districts. Workers 
were voting socialist rather than 
nationalist. However, contradiction 
between a programme of national 
autonomy for the state and a united 
workers’ party was evident. In 1911 
the Czech socialists broke away to 
form their own party.
3 ‘Instrumentalising’ 
nationalism
Lenin saw the national question 
as a potential weakness in the 
established order. In particular, the 
national question was dynamite 
built into the foundations of tsarism 
(there were many nationalities in the 
Russian empire, the “prison house 
of nationalities”, and the nationalist 
revolutionary tradition in Poland in 
particular was very significant). The 
worker movement, the Bolsheviks 
believed, should support the right 
of bourgeois nationalists to demand 
territorial separatism primarily to 
undermine the ‘Great Russian’ 
nationalism of the state. This was 
not in favour of any separatist 
nationalist ideal but against the 
unitary nationalism of the state. Its 
logic was one of continual tendency 
towards disintegration of the state 

until it comes into the hands of the 
proletariat.

As Lenin wrote in a typically 
abrasive polemic of 1914, “the 
proletariat confines itself, so to speak, 
to the negative demand for recognition 
of the right to self-determination, 
without giving guarantees to any 
nation”. In other words, the seceding 
nation could itself be assailed by 
its own separatist movements. The 
proletarian movement was not 
seeking to realise any nation, but 
to weaken the state.15 In essence, 
revolutionary socialists should use 
whatever nationalist movement that 
presented itself. As Lenin wrote in 
1916,

To imagine that social revolution 
is conceivable without revolts by 
small nations in the colonies and 
in Europe, without revolutionary 
outbursts by a section of the 
petty bourgeoisie with all its 
prejudices, without a movement 
of the politically non-conscious 
proletarian and semi-proletarian 
masses against oppression by 
the landowners, the church and 
the monarchy, against national 
oppression, etc - to imagine all this 
is to repudiate social revolution.16

Just as the Bolsheviks were prepared 
to make concessions to the peasants, 
offering them private property in 
land, so also they were prepared to 
make concessions to petty-bourgeois 
nationalism, so long as it helped 
to smash the state. This was the 
Bolshevik exception. They wanted 
to smash the existing state structure, 
not to inherit it. In 1917 they were 
quick to recognise Polish and Finnish 
independence.

Once the Bolsheviks were in 
control of much of the Russian empire 
their posture changed considerably. In 
1919 they invaded Poland (though 
Poland, under Piłsudski, attacked 
first). In 1922, Russian forces 
invaded and annexed the socialist-run 
Republic of Georgia. Protection and 
advancement of the ‘proletarian state’, 
now constituted, was the priority.
4 Rejecting 
nationalism
There were socialists who opposed 
even the nationalism of the oppressed. 
Most notable was Rosa Luxemburg. 
Herself Polish, Luxemburg 
notoriously took exception to the 
International’s support for Polish 
independence (Poland was divided 
between Russia, Austria and 
Germany). This was a form, she 
argued, of “social patriotism”; a 
dilution of proletarian independence:

The adoption of the social-
patriotic resolution [proposed 
at the London Congress of the 
International, in favour of Polish 
independence] would establish 
an important precedent for the 
socialist movement in other 
countries … If the national 
liberation of Poland is elevated to 
a political goal of the international 
proletariat, why not also the 
liberation of Czechoslovakia, 
Ireland and Alsace-Lorraine? 
All these objectives are equally 
utopian, and are no less justified 
than the liberation of Poland … 
the door would be opened wide to 
national struggles and nationalist 
organisations … Instead of 
political programmes, nationalist 
programmes would be drawn up. 
Instead of a coherent political 
struggle of the proletariat in every 
country, its disintegration through a 
series of fruitless national struggles 
would be virtually assured.17

It would be unsurprising that a 
Polish Jew would not be keen on 
carving Europe up into more or 
less ethnically pure ‘nation-states’. 
Ethnic nationalism was usually 

hostile to Jews. The middle class 
‘National Democracy’ movement 
in Poland, to which Piłsudski came 
to be allied, was virulently anti-
Semitic. It organised pogroms and 
its slogans were: “Don’t buy from 
the Jew” and “Let national buy from 
national”. Though the Polish Socialist 
Party’s main theoretician was Jewish 
(Feliks Perl), as it turned nationalist, 
it bent to anti-Semitism. Before 
Luxemburg moved to Germany in 
1897, she was a member of a smaller 
rival, the Polish Social Democratic 
Party (SDKP). Nonetheless, there is 
little evidence that Luxemburg was 
motivated by a fear for the Jewish 
fate. She contentedly felt herself to 
be culturally Polish and was rather 
insensitive to anti-Semitism. Her 
priority was holding aloof from 
bourgeois nationalist priorities.

The International continued to 
promote Polish independence - long 
a popular liberal and radical cause, 
dismissing Luxemburg’s objections. 
Poland, of course, did achieve 
independence, and there was indeed 
a subsequent trial for its Jewish 
population. Widespread anti-Semitic 
violence racked Poland between 1914 
and 1920, though it was somewhat 
dampened by the new national state 
from 1918. Anti-Semitism revived in 
the 1930s in the aftermath of the great 
depression. It took German conquest, 
however, for anti-Semitic rancour to 
turn into genocide.
‘Realising’ 
nationalism
James Connolly in Ireland struggled 
to reconcile advanced intellectual 
nationalism with the worker 
movement. In his landmark historical 
work, Labour in Irish history (1910), 
he argued that in the course of the 
conquest, England had imposed the 
feudal-capitalist system on Ireland’s 
“communal or tribal ownership of 
land”. Up until 1649, therefore, “war 
against the foreign oppressor was 
also a war against private property 
in land”.18 Since then, however, 
because the land question came to 
focus on the farmer’s struggle to 
own their own land, the nationalist 
movement - and even its radical 
wing, the Fenians - fell into middle 
class hands. However, Connolly did 
identify with the Irish version of 
the French revolutionary tradition, 
the United Irishmen of the 1790s. 
The United Irishmen had raised the 
demand of Irish separation and a 
more or less democratic republic. 
Connolly wrote:

Here we have a plan of campaign 
indicated on the lines of 
those afterwards followed so 
successfully by the socialists 
of Europe - a revolutionary 
party openly declaring their 
revolutionary sympathies, but 
limiting their first demand to a 
popular measure, such as would 
enfranchise the masses, upon 
whose support their ultimate 
success must rest ... it was just 
this daring aim that was the secret 
of their success as organisers, 
as it is the secret of the political 
effectiveness of the socialists of 
our day. Nothing less would have 
succeeded in causing Protestant 
and Catholic masses to shake 
hands across the bloody chasm 
of religious hatreds. Nothing less 
will accomplish the same result in 
our day among the Irish workers.19

Connolly hoped for the “re-
conversion of Ireland to the Gaelic 
principle of common ownership”, 
applied not now to land, but to 
industry, once the people realised 
“the truth that the capitalist system 
is the most foreign thing in Ireland”.20 
He did not think that socialism arose 
from any kind of race memory, 
however. It was a “vital truth that 
successful revolutions are not the 

product of our brains, but of ripe 
material conditions”.21 Instead, 
the propagandising of socialism 
as a realisation of the historic Irish 
civilisational ideal would be a task 
for the intellectuals.

Connolly hoped for the kind of 
combination of intellectuals and the 
masses as found in the contemporary 
Italian socialist movement (in which 
the leadership were drawn from the 
professoriate, at considerable distance 
from the wage-earning rank and 
file).22 For many years, middle class 
nationalism had diverted the workers 
from class-consciousness. But the 
sympathy of the advanced nationalist 
intelligentsia for the Irish Transport 
and General Workers Union during 
the 1913 lockout gave Connolly hope:

Not the least of the many 
encouraging signs given to the 
world during the great Dublin 
labour dispute just mentioned was 
the keen and sympathetic interest 
shown by the ‘intellectuals’ in the 
fortunes of the workers … We 
have no doubt that it will be found 
in Ireland, as it has already been 
found in Italy, that the cooperation 
of the wage labourers and their 
intellectual comrades will create 
an uplifting atmosphere of social 
helpfulness of the greatest benefit in 
the work of national regeneration. 
We have in Ireland, particularly 
outside of the industrial districts 
of the north, a greater proportion 
of professional, literary and 
artistic people than is to be found 
in any European country except 
Italy, and, without enquiring too 
closely into the cause of this undue 
proportion, it may be predicted that 
its existence will serve the cause of 
labour in Ireland.23

For Connolly, the nationalist 
idealism of the intelligentsia could 
be segued with the instinctive 
socialism of the proletariat. In light 
of this, it is not altogether surprising 
therefore that Connolly joined the 
Easter Rising of 1916 as a comrade-
in-arms of a middle class activist 
core that drew heavily on Ireland’s 
intellectual bohemia. It remains to be 
seen to what extent the struggle for 
independence after 1916 followed 
Connolly’s hopes l
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From copy to overtake
China has taken a technological lead in quantum computing. Yassamine Mather says this could well 
impact on the military balance of power

In considering changes in the 
dominance of any particular 
country, it is necessary to take into 

account its economic, technological 
and military power.

There is little doubt that since 
1945 the USA has been and remains 
the global power, but in one aspect 
- technology - China is moving 
forward at a great pace and after 
decades of copying and emulating 
the technology of the hegemon (at 
times making limited additions 
and enhancements), it is finally 
approaching a situation where it 
is likely to overtake the USA in 
several respects.

The progress could be said to 
have started in the field of high-
performance computing (HPC) 
and has now extended to quantum 
computing. HPC is increasingly 
important in all areas of research, 
from medical science to artificial 
intelligence. For decades it was the 
domain of theoretical scientists, 
together with computer and 
software developers. It was used 
in modelling complex physical 

phenomena, such as weather, fluid 
dynamics, molecular interactions, 
astronomical calculations and 
engineering design. However, 
nowadays it is an essential research 
tool in many, perhaps surprising 
areas.

The ability to collect big data 
increases the need to be able to 
analyse that data, and this is an area 
where HPC can be a most useful 
tool. Recently it has been used 
by researchers in pharmacology, 
social sciences, semantics, geology, 
archaeology, urban planning, 
graphics, genomics, brain imaging, 
economics, game design and even 
music. Machine learning and 
artificial intelligence rely heavily on 
high-performance computing.

The main benefit comes 
from speeding up calculations/
simulations. Let me give you a 
simple example. Someone has given 
you a book of 1,000 pages and has 
asked you to write a comprehensive 
summary of each page in one line. It 
will take you a considerable amount 
of time to read each page carefully 

and write a summary of that page, 
collate all the summaries and put 
them in a usable format.

Now imagine if you could use 
1,000 colleagues with similar skills 
and capabilities as yourself. You 
send each of them one page and 
asked them to summarise it in one 
line and return that summary to 
you. The process could potentially 
take a lot less time, provided you 
could rely on rapid communication, 
including email and/or other forms 
of computer connectivity. This is 
what parallel processing and HPC 
do. The mathematical/analytical 
task or simulation of a more complex 
task is divided amongst large 
numbers of nodes, each with many 
processors and each processor with 
many cores. That task, performed 
by one individual, could take weeks 
or months on an ordinary laptop or 
personal computer, but HPC can 
give you the result in minutes.

In medical science it facilitates 
the analysis and categorisation of 
large amounts of complex patient 
data. For example, in the US the 

National Program for Cancer 
Registries collects data pertaining 
to around 550,000 cases each 
year. That data is unstructured and 
previously went through a mostly 
manual process for formatting and 
categorisation. This meant that 
for each set of data there was a 
significant delay - often up to two 
years - between collection, analysis 
and the publication of results. The 
doctors were therefore dealing with 
data that was out of date, as it did 
not reflect results achieved with new 
treatments. But now researchers 
at Oak Ridge National Laboratory 
have explored how to leverage 
high-performance computing to 
semi-automate methods in order 
to extract information using deep 
learning to look at data analytics.

Another example is the ‘living 
heart’ example at Stanford. In that 
project, researchers used HPC to 
create a virtual human heart. The 
ultra-precise, digital model let 
researchers test the cardiovascular 
implications of surgical procedures 
and new drugs, taking into account 

The Jiuzhang light-based 

quantum computer 

prototype heralds a huge 

increase in the ability to 

solve problems, secure data 

and hack into rival systems
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more than 25 million variables.
HPC has played a significant role 

in genomics too. A genome is the 
complete set of DNA in an organism. 
This information determines all 
biological functions and the myriad 
of variations that make some of us 
immune and others susceptible to 
various diseases. ‘Next-generation 
sequencing’ technologies in the late 
2000s led to a dramatic decrease 
in the cost of DNA sequencing. 
This, combined with advances 
in HPC storage and computing, 
helped create genomic data banks 
used extensively in medical and 
biological sciences.

Covid-19 medical research and 
data gathering is another example. 
From the data science of disease 
propagation and the simulation of 
antibody protein structures to the 
social understanding of the human 
response to the crisis, all have 
relied on HPC. Supercomputers are 
used to run complex mathematical 
models, to transform vast 
volumes of evolving Covid data 
into simulations of biological 
and chemical processes. These 
simulations advance the medical 
scientist’s understanding of the new 
strain of virus and the interactions 
of the human. All this is helping to 
speed up the development of new 
treatments.

Current HPC limits
Until a few years ago the bulk of 
HPC relied on the Intel processor, 
itself subject to the limitations of 
Moore’s law. In 1965 Gordon E 
Moore, an American engineer and 
co-founder of Intel Corporation, 
noted:

The complexity for minimum 
component costs has increased 
at a rate of roughly a factor of 
two per year… Certainly over 
the short term this rate can be 
expected to continue, if not to 
increase. Over the longer term, 
the rate of increase is a bit more 
uncertain, although there is no 
reason to believe it will not 
remain nearly constant for at least 
10 years. That means by 1975, 
the number of components per 
integrated circuit for minimum 
cost will be 65,000. I believe that 
such a large circuit can be built 
on a single wafer.

In 1975 Moore revised his 
prediction, changing his time frame 
from 10 to two years, as the rate 
of increase in components had 
decelerated. As time would tell, 
the number of components would 
inevitably double approximately 
every 18 months.

The problem was that Moore’s 
Law relies on transistors shrinking 
in size, and here eventually the laws 
of physics intervene. In particular, 
electron tunnelling prevents the 
length of a gate - the part of a 
transistor that turns the flow of 
electrons on or off - from being 
smaller than 5nm (nanometres). By 
2020 we had reached the limits of 
this law. As Charles Leiserson - a 
computer scientist at MIT and a 
pioneer of parallel computing - said 
in February 2020 in reference to the 
limits of Intel chips: “It’s over. This 
year that became really clear.”

Instead we are seeing the growing 
use of GPUs (graphical processor 
units) and research into quantum 
computing. GPUs are specialised 
processors originally designed to 
accelerate ‘graphics rendering’. 
However, they can also process 
many pieces of data simultaneously, 
making them useful for high 
performance computing - especially 
machine learning.

A central processing unit (CPU) 
works together with a GPU to 
increase the throughput of data and 
the number of concurrent calculations 

within an application. Using the 
power of parallelism, a GPU can 
complete more work in the same 
amount of time, compared to a CPU. 
All this has paved the way for the 
GPU producer, Nvidia, to overtake 
Intel in 2020. According to the 
Nasdaq stock market index, in July 
2020 Nvidia became worth more than 
Intel and here China has made its own 
innovations. By early 2020 it was clear 
that the Chinese GPU manufacturer, 
Changsha Jingjia Microelectronics, 
was at the research stage of creating 
an Nvidia GTX 1080-level graphics 
card and by all accounts the company 
has made major advances in the last 
12 months.

Quantum
How is a quantum computer 
different from a traditional one? 
Traditional computers use ‘bits’ 
to represent information, whereas 
quantum computers use ‘qubits’ 
(quantum bits), which means that 
potentially they are infinitely more 
powerful.

Recent reports suggest that China 
has made great advances in this area 
and, if they are correct, this marks 
a significant change. According 
to a paper published in the journal 
Science on December 3 2020, a 
team at the University of Science 
and Technology of China in central 
Hefei, used a photon-based quantum 
computer to complete a boson-
sampling problem calculation 
almost 100 times quicker than 
existing supercomputers.1 This was 
achieved by manipulating particles 
of light, in complete contrast with 
Google’s supercomputer, which 
relied on ultra-cold superconducting 
chips.

Xinhua, China’s official news 
agency, claimed the experimental 
quantum computer, which 
comprises lasers, mirrors, prisms 
and photon detectors, could process 
10 billion times faster than the 
quantum computer unveiled by 
Google last year.

According to the journal Nature,

Starting from laser pulses, 
the researchers encoded the 
information in the spatial position 
and the polarisation of particular 
photon states - the orientation 
of the photons’ electromagnetic 
fields. These states were then 
brought together to interfere 
with one another and generate 
the photon distribution that 
represents the output. The team 
used photodetectors capable of 
registering single photons to 
measure that distribution, which 
in effect encodes the calculations 
that are so hard to perform 
classically.2

Having said that, it should be noted 
that unlike Google’s quantum 
computer, the photonic circuit is 
not yet programmable and therefore 
cannot be used for practical 
problems. However, if the scientists 
in Hefei succeed in building an 
efficient programmable chip, this 
would be a significant development.

Jiuzhang
Then there is Jiuzhang, which takes 
its name from an ancient Chinese 
mathematical text. It can perform 
an extremely esoteric calculation, 
called ‘Gaussian boson sampling’, 
in 200 seconds. The same task 
would take the world’s fastest 
classical supercomputer, Fugaku, 
around 600 million years!

Fabio Sciarrino, a quantum 
physicist at Sapienza University of 
Rome, told Science News, an outlet 
based in the United States, that 
his first impression of the Chinese 
quantum computer was, simply 
“wow”. Barry Sanders, director of 
the Institute for Quantum Science 
and Technology at the University 

of Calgary, Canada, called the feat 
“one of the most significant results 
in the field of quantum computing.”

 Anton Zeilinger, a noted 
quantum physicist and president of 
the Austrian Academy of Sciences, 
said that, following this experiment, 
there is a very good chance that 
quantum computers may be used 
very broadly in the near future:

I’m extremely optimistic in that 
estimate, but we have so many 
clever people working on these 
things, including my colleagues 
in China. So, I am sure we will 
see quite rapid development.

Quantum machines can take 
computational shortcuts when 
simulating extremely complex 
scenarios, whereas conventional 
computers have to ‘brute force’ 
their way to a solution, taking 
significantly more time in the 
process. Moreover, the computing 
power of quantum machines can 
increase exponentially, as more 
qubits are added. “The feat cements 
China’s position in the first echelon 
of nations in quantum computing,” 
the University of Science and 
Technology of China said in a news 
release.

Applications
Both in traditional science as well 
as social science deep learning and 
machine learning are offering new 
ways to train models and classify 
data. The aim here is to teach 
computers to learn from examples, 
memorise the data they have been 
given and use them to classify 
inputs.

In order to teach a computer 
ways of classifying input we use 
what is referred to as the ‘standard 
machine learning approach’. We 
select aspects of an image - for 
example, its corners and boundaries 
- to train the computer. Every object 
presented is recognised using the 
references learnt by the computer 
and then evaluated.

Deep learning uses more 
advanced techniques. Images of 
objects/scenes are directly fed 
into the deep learning algorithm. 
When there is a large amount 
of data and tens of thousands of 
images, it is necessary to use a 
high-performance GPU to analyse 
and subsequently recognise objects 
with reasonable accuracy.

The time you need to build a 
model depends on the capability 
and number of GPUs you have. 
However, the use of quantum 
computing will be a game-changer. 
In a paper published in Physical 
Review Letters, Vedran Dunjko and 
his co-authors show how quantum 
effects can provide quadratic 
improvements in learning efficiency 
and exponential improvements in 
performance, when compared to 
classical techniques in a wide range 
of machine learning programs:

The progress in machine 
learning critically relies on 
processing power. Moreover, the 
type of underlying information 
processing that many aspects 
of machine learning rely upon 
is particularly amenable to 
quantum enhancements. As 
quantum technologies emerge, 
quantum machine learning 
will play an instrumental role 
in our society - including 
deepening our understanding 
of climate change, assisting 
in the development of new 
medicine and therapies, and also 
in settings relying on learning 
through interaction, which is 
vital in automated cars and 
smart factories.

Last year, a team of theorists 
devised a quantum algorithm 

that solves this kind of machine 
learning problem in logarithmic 
time rather than polynomial 
time. That is major development. 
However, this work was entirely 
theoretical. But it is this algorithm 
that the Chinese researchers have 
implemented on their quantum 
computer for the first time.

As in any new area of science, 
quantum computing has its 
critics. Amongst them is Gil 
Kilai, a mathematician at Hebrew 
University in Jerusalem, who 
argues that quantum computing is 
a mirage. According to Kilai, all 
physical systems are noisy and 
qubits kept in highly sensitive 
“superpositions” will be corrupted 
by any interaction with the outside 
world. Getting the noise down 
would violate certain fundamental 
theorems of computation. When 
Kilai talks about ‘noise’ he is 
referring to the errors in a process 
and the likelihood of such errors 
affecting the outcome of the 
process.

It should be noted that this is a 
minority view, originally expressed 
a few years ago, and we now have 
major advances in quantum error 
correction protocols, addressing 
this particular problem. One 
approach is presented in a paper 
in Nature by Benjamin Nachman, 
Miroslav Urbanek, Wibe A de Jong 
and Christian W Bauer, entitled 
‘Unfolding quantum computer 
readout noise’. The paper addresses 
readout errors - an important class 
of qubit errors - with ‘matrix 
inversion’, using a response matrix 
built from simple operations to 
probe the rate of transitions from 
known initial quantum states to 
readout outcomes.

Of course, we still face a 
number of major challenges in the 
development of superfast quantum 
computers, mainly because they 
are fragile, and even the slightest 
fault can cause a major error in 
the calculations and simulations. 
However, a considerable amount 
of time and effort is going into 
resolving such errors. For example, 
IBM is able to detect both types 
of quantum errors (bit-flip and 
phase-flip) that will occur in any 
real quantum computer for the first 
time. In other words, necessary 
steps are available allowing us 
quantum error correction.

Even before December’s 
announcements, we knew that 
China was reaching important 
milestones in quantum sciences, 
including the first quantum 
science satellite and a quantum 
network connecting Beijing and 
Shanghai. There is speculation 
that a “quantum arms race will 
transform warfare”.3 This assertion 
is partly based on the assumption 
that quantum computers will 
break internet encryption. But we 
are still a long way away from 
this scenario, as current working 
quantum computers have around 
50 qbits, which means that air 
power and nuclear capability 
remain the determining factor, 
when it comes to deciding who is 
the global hegemon.

However, there is no doubt that 
China’s scientific achievements at 
a time of aggressive economic and 
strategic competition means we can 
expect a US attempt to catch-up l

Notes
1. Boson sampling refers to calculation of the 
probability distribution of many bosons - a 
category of fundamental particle that includes 
photons, whose quantum waves interfere with one 
another in a way that essentially randomises the 
position of the particles. It was devised in 2011 by 
two computer scientists, Scott Aaronson and Alex 
Arkhipov. The probability of detecting a boson 
at a given position can be calculated from an 
equation in many unknowns.
2. nature.com/articles/d41586-020-03434-7.
3. technologyreview.com/2019/01/03/137969/us-
china-quantum-arms-race.

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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Back to square one
The Covid catastrophe - fuelled by monumental incompetence - has forced the government to impose a 
new national lockdown. For the labour movement that is neither something to celebrate nor to vote for, 
writes Eddie Ford

History is repeating itself: Boris 
Johnson ordered another full 
national lockdown on the 

evening of January 4 after Nicola 
Sturgeon had done the same in 
Scotland a few hours earlier. As for 
Wales and Northern Ireland, they have 
been in a state of near lockdown since 
the end of December. The English 
lockdown will last until at least mid-
February, but Michael Gove has 
warned that severe restrictions will 
still be in place into March. Grimly, 
we are back to square one, as the 
weather starts to get really cold.

Given the darkness, I feel 
obliged to insert some good news. 
All reports so far are that the new 
strain of Covid-19 is not going 
to lessen the effectiveness of the 
vaccines currently in use. We should 
also be heartened by how quickly 
the vaccines were developed and, 
according to the scientists concerned, 
how they can easily be tweaked in the 
light of new strains and mutations of 
the virus.

Johnson hurrahs the Oxford-
AstraZeneca vaccine as a triumph 
of British genius. Well, apart from 
the fact that the ownership of 
AstraZeneca is British-Swedish, what 
really needs to be emphasised here is, 
yes, the brilliance of the science, but 
also the key role of the state. Left to 
the market, there would have been no 
Covid-19 vaccine within 10 months, 
maybe not even in 10 years. The state 
financed the whole operation and two 
hundred million doses were ordered 
in advance from AstraZeneca. There 
is a clear case for nationalising the 
whole pharma industry and the 
(useless) private hospital sector. And, 
while we are at it, instead of putting 
test-and-trace into the greedy hands of 
cronies, local government is in urgent 
need of revival. One of the reasons 
why Britain has done so badly in the 
pandemic - ninth in the world league 
table of rates of infection - is not just 
the sheer incompetence of Johnson 
and his government, it is the running 
down of spare capacity in the NHS 
… and the disempowering of local 
government: not least when it comes 
to health.

With one in 50 having tested 
positive for Covid in England - more 
than one million people, or 2.06% 
of the population - the government 
fears that the NHS is on the brink of 
being overwhelmed. Faced with such 
a catastrophic prospect, the prime 
minister felt forced to act against 
his political instincts and declare an 
immediate national lockdown.

A competent government - of 
any colour - could have halted 
Covid-19 in its tracks with just one 
national lockdown, if the NHS and 
local government had not been run 
down despite the known probable 
consequences. The government 
criminally ignored the results 
of Exercise Cygnus in 2016 - a 
simulation, when Jeremy Hunt was 
health secretary, of a “worst-case 

scenario” flu pandemic originating 
in south-east Asia.1 The results 
of this exercise were judged “too 
terrifying” to publish. It showed 
an NHS overwhelmed by the virus 
and morgues overflowing, due to 
a chronic lack of PPE, ventilators, 
critical care beds, etc.

Of course, Johnson blames the 
new Covid variant for the third 
national lockdown - reportedly up to 
70% more infectious. There is also 
the South African variant. “Within 
weeks” it became the dominant form 
of the virus in the Eastern Cape and 
Western Cape provinces. But it must 
be understood that, so long as the 
virus is allowed to spread and spread, 
there will be constant mutations. So 
there needs to be a global campaign 
to eliminate the damned thing. Unless 
that happens it will come back again 
and again, eventually in vaccine-
resistant form. Thankfully scientists 
say they can adapt vaccines within 
six week nowadays. But, meanwhile, 
more people will be infected and 
more people will die.

UK daily coronavirus cases 

topped 60,000 for first time on 
January 5, with a further 830 people 
dying - meaning that the number of 
patients in hospitals is currently 40% 
higher than in the first peak, with 
worse to come. Given the current 
trajectory, the UK could reach the 
grim milestone of 100,000 deaths 
before the end of the month. Compare 
that to countries such as China, New 
Zealand, Taiwan and South Korea 
which have got on top of Covid-19. 
They must now deal with infections 
coming from abroad and are having 
to impose only limited, localised, 
lockdowns.

U-turns
Of course, Johnson’s lockdown 
announcement represented yet 
another of his now famous U-turns 
- especially in relation to schools, 
which was a mind-melting reversal 
of policy. Only the day before on 
the BBC’s Andrew Marr show he 
had said there was “no doubt in my 
mind that schools are safe” and told 
primaries to reopen the following day 
- giving kids the perfect opportunity 

to spread the virus: not the first 
act of criminal irresponsibility by 
the Johnson government since the 
pandemic began.

The next morning, on January 4, 
department for education officials 
were told there were no plans to 
close schools or cancel exams - only 
for Johnson in the evening to shut all 
schools for seven weeks (except for 
vulnerable children and those of key 
workers) and cancel most summer 
exams. Angering many have been 
the absurd twists and turns of the 
increasingly loathed education 
secretary, Gavin Williamson.

Closing schools does not just 
affect school students and teachers. 
Many parents are workers and 
will have to make the impossible 
choice between looking after their 
offspring or keeping their job. Part-
time work, zero-hours contracts, 
precarious unofficial employment 
are the lot of millions. If there was 
a time to demand a guaranteed 
minimum income, this is it.

The same goes for the guaranteed 
right to housing. Rent and mortgage 

payments must be suspended for the 
duration of the lockdown. Too many 
people still live on the streets, hostels 
or are couch-surfing. Meanwhile, 
there are huge numbers of empty 
homes. The solution is obvious. All 
empty properties should be subject 
to confiscation and the homeless 
allocated suitable flats and houses. 
Certainly laws banning squatting 
ought to be abolished. People must 
come before property rights.

Not that we should trust the 
police. They are being given 
sweeping powers. Today the UK - 
along with many other countries - is 
almost a police state. With the end 
of lockdown police powers must be 
rolled back. We are against breaking 
lockdown rules. But there is a huge 
difference between a young person 
living, say, in Hackney, trapped in 
their parents’ cramped flat, possibly 
along with brothers and sisters, 
escaping in order to party with their 
friends; and the rich, powerful and 
privileged who are jetting off abroad 
to escape the lockdown. They ought 
to be subject to swingeing fines 
when they eventually deem to 
return. When it comes to breaking 
the lockdown rules, we say fines 
should not be flat-rate - they should 
be proportional to income.

On January 6 parliament voted 
524 to 16 for the lockdown. Those 
against were a combination of 
Tories and DUPers. Keir Starmer 
typically ordered Labour MPs to 
vote with the Tory government. He 
wants to present Labour as a safe 
pair of hands, a loyal opposition 
which puts country above party. 

Not that we would have joined 
with the Tory/DUP dissenters. No, 
we would have abstained in order to 
demonstrate our disloyal opposition 
- opposition to Johnson and his 
government’s dismal, criminal 
record in handling Covid-19; 
opposition to a government which 
refuses to carry out the radical 
measures needed to handle the 
pandemic in a rational, egalitarian 
fashion l

eddie.ford@weeklyworker.co.uk

State 
organisation, 

not the 
market

Grim milestone of a 100,000 deaths approaching

Notes
1.  telegraph.co.uk/news/2020/03/28/
exercise-cygnus-uncovered-pandemic-
warnings-buried-government/amp.


