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Problems
Dave Vincent admits to having 
problems grasping the CPGB’s 
position on some issues - relating 
mainly to the kind of party that 
should be established and the nature 
of socialism (Letters, January 21). 
He seems to agree that “all Marxists 
should unite in one party with a 
programme along the lines suggested 
by the CPGB” - in other words, a 
Marxist party. But he adds that the 
CPGB “frowns upon the setting up of 
any other party of the working class, 
which it always derides as being a 
‘Labour Party mark two’”.

Well, if the left did unite in a 
single, democratic-centralist Marxist 
party, I can assure you we would 
more than welcome that! Our central 
organisational aim is the achievement 
of such a party and we will work in 
any political grouping where we 
believe that cause can be advanced. 
Over the years our comrades have 
participated in Arthur Scargill’s 
Socialist Labour Party, the Socialist 
Alliance, Respect and Left Unity, 
to name just a few - and, of course, 
well before Jeremy Corbyn became 
leader, the Labour Party itself.

Comrade Vincent says: “... the 
CPGB stubbornly persists in urging 
all Marxists/socialists to join the 
Labour Party and fight within it to 
win members to Marxism”. Not 
necessarily “all Marxists/socialists” 
and not just to “win members to 
Marxism”: the aim is to aid the 
transformation of Labour into a 
positive force - what we call a united 
front of the whole class, in which 
the central goal of a Marxist party 
might be advanced. Labour will 
remain a site for struggle towards 
that goal unless the right succeeds 
in doing what Tony Blair could not 
- transform the party in the opposite 
direction, into the equivalent of the 
US Democrats.

The point is, Labour is still a 
“bourgeois workers’ party”, to use 
Lenin’s phrase - a party based on the 
working class and its organisations, 
but whose leadership has always 
limited its aims to running, at best, 
a more worker-friendly form of 
capitalism. It was established and 
continues to be financed by the trade 
unions, so what does Dave suggest? 
That the unions pull the plug and set 
up an alternative? I think he would 
agree that the result would most 
certainly be a “Labour Party mark 
two”. Or should we give up on the 
unions as well as Labour? Surely we 
ought to fight within all trade unions 
to ensure they act in the interests 
of their members - not just in the 
workplace, but through political 
organisation, including within the 
Labour Party.

Dave claims that Labour is “really 
the party of the trade union general 
secretaries, who vote on Labour 
policies often with little recourse to 
their national executives (much less 
their members) or in defiance of 
them”. He seems to believe that it is 
precisely affiliation to Labour that 
prevents effective, coordinated union 
action. But he has got that completely 
wrong. The reason why the unions’ 
militancy is so very limited is 
to be found in their very nature: 
their existence as organisations 
operating on a permanent basis under 
capitalism produces a large layer 
of trade union bureaucrats, whose 
interests constantly pull them towards 
complicity with the current order.

He writes: “It would not be a 
‘Labour Party mark two’ if a new 
workers’ party stood parliamentary 

candidates committed to an average 
worker’s wage and subject to instant 
recall.” Those are worthy aims, but 
they do not in themselves define the 
nature of such a party. If it has not 
adopted a Marxist programme, then 
what is the point? It might be worth 
participating in, but in doing so our 
aim would remain the creation of a 
Marxist party.

Comrade Vincent correctly 
recognises the problems caused by 
the ultimate failure of the Russian 
Revolution and the “authoritarian 
dictatorships” that arose in the so-
called ‘socialist states’. That has 
produced huge disillusionment 
and the mass rejection of genuine 
socialism. But he says: “I have also 
never seen socialism defined.” Well, 
he could start by looking at the 
column which appears in every issue 
of the Weekly Worker: ‘What we fight 
for’. The final two points read:

“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.”

“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.”
Peter Manson
London

Dictatorship
Dave Vincent calls on the CPGB to 
return to the sectarian wilderness 
in the pursuance of a new workers’ 
party. We have heard all this before. 
Hopefully, the Provisional Central 
Committee will have the good sense 
to continue to resist this kind of 
pressure, which is placed on it from 
time to time.

Although Dave Vincent makes 
some important points, calling for 
the CPGB to withdraw from Labour 
isn’t one of them. The CPGB’s pro-
Labour orientation is 100% correct 
at this time. In the coming - or rather 
unfolding - crisis a united front with 
Labour is precisely what is needed. 
Later, when sections of the elite 
begin to abandon capitalism we can 
turn the united front with Labour 
into a broader popular front of the 
Dimitrov type, with all those who 
oppose fascism and are breaking 
from capitalism, as the energy crisis 
brings about the gradual collapse of 
the global economy.

My only criticism of the CPGB 
is that the comrades are, in my 
opinion, making a little sectarian 
mistake themselves. This takes the 
form of seeking to win Labour Party 
members over to ‘Marxism’, when in 
fact what the left should be seeking 
to do is win people over to the idea of 
a democratic socialist society. With 
most Labour Party members, this is 
pushing against an open door. Failure 
to do this may in part explain why 
out of the 350,000 new members that 
joined under Corbyn, less than 100 
have joined radical groups.

This brings me back to the 
important points Dave Vincent 
makes, when he criticises totalitarian-
type dictatorships, police states, 
purges and mass murder, which 
previous communist rule sometimes 
led to. In certain extreme situations 
purges may be necessary, but I get the 
point Vincent is making. Part of the 
reason for what he describes is due 
to Marxism raising dictatorship into 
a principle. For comrades like Lenin, 
for instance, dictatorship was the very 
essence of Marxism. He argued that 
no-one could be considered a Marxist 
unless they upheld this principle.

However, it is clear that Marx, 
and Marxists in general, confuse 

the term ‘dictatorship’ with the need 
for ‘state coercion’ when necessary. 
Lenin even explained dictatorship 
as rule unregulated by any law. So it 
is clear where the abuse of political 
power came from in most previous 
communist regimes. Since there can 
be no dictatorship without a dictator, 
Marx unwittingly opened the door 
to the abuse of political power. This 
is one of the flaws contained in the 
doctrine at the political level. So 
why didn’t Trotsky criticise Marx 
and Lenin, when he was denouncing 
Stalin? This goes for the radical left 
in general, including the Socialist 
Party of Great Britain, which has 
spent decades telling us how awful 
Leninism is. Displaying some good 
sense, all the previous communist 
regimes broke with Marx’s 
terminology, and quietly dropped the 
term ‘dictatorship’ in the definition of 
the state. Even Pol Pot in Kampuchea 
did, although the latter’s extreme 
ultra-leftism ensured that there was 
no difference in practice.

Furthermore, the Marxist 
dictatorship principle, in the way 
understood by Marx and Lenin, like 
all dictatorships, is a step backwards 
from bourgeois liberal democracy. 
This has given liberal conservatives 
the ammunition to claim that 
socialism and fascism are the same. 
The left should only ever resort to 
dictatorship as a temporary measure 
in the sense of the Roman republic.

Another point about the Marxist 
dictatorship principle is that it 
paves the way for bureaucratic 
socialism, which then turns into the 
totalitarianism referred to by Dave 
Vincent, and inevitably leads to 
undermining civil society. One of the 
remarkable facts of the Gorbachev 
campaign to democratise the Soviet 
Union was that his group was so 
restricted by the Leninist heritage that 
they even failed to consciously arrive 
at the idea of a democratic socialist 
society, preferring instead terms like 
perestroika and glasnost. Had they 
openly campaigned for a democratic 
socialist society and mobilised 
support on this basis in their 
challenge to bureaucratic socialism, 
most probably the Communist Party 
would still be in power - or at least in 
a stronger position in the duma than 
at present.

Basically, the left has a choice, 
which is: bureaucratic or democratic 
socialism. Related to this choice is 
the most important lesson that the left 
needs to learn and it is that, without 
democracy the socialist revolution 
leads automatically to bureaucratic 
socialism, and a new ruling caste 
separated from the masses. One of the 
biggest misunderstandings of Trotsky 
was the teaching that the Soviet 
bureaucracy resulted from Stalinism, 
backwardness and socialism in one 
country. The truth is that bureaucracy 
is mostly a product of modern society, 
and is an international tendency 
within socialism and the trade 
union movement. In other words, 
bureaucratic socialism is possible and 
inevitable even in advanced capitalist 
countries in the absence of socialist 
democracy.

Without democracy all socialist 
revolutions have a tendency towards 
bureaucratic rule, a tendency which 
may be reinforced when large 
sections of the former supporters 
of capitalism begin to abandon ship 
and move over to the left. In Britain, 
at least, the left doesn’t need a new 
workers party: what we need to do 
is promote the idea of democratic 
socialism.
Tony Clark
Campaign for Democratic Socialism

Seal the borders
The Covid-19 new variant is causing 
havoc among the population, damage 

to the economy and distress to the 
rest of the world. It is believed this 
new mutation, which developed in 
the British Isles, maybe up to 30% 
more dangerous, when it comes 
to survival rates, and up to 70% 
more transmissible. A truly deadly 
development.

The British government is so 
concerned that it is considering even 
more stringent restrictions to curb 
the transmission of the virus. But 
they are not alone in being wary 
of this newly mutated virus, as the 
Netherlands have now banned all 
flights and ferries from Great Britain 
and Northern Ireland, while other 
European and world countries may 
be about to do the same.

As an island nation, the United 
Kingdom had a greater opportunity 
than most to seal the borders and 
protect its people. Ireland had that 
same chance and both have failed 
their people miserably. When we 
compare death rates and infection 
rates with other island nations, such 
as Australia and New Zealand, we 
can see just how poor Britain and 
Ireland’s response has been. Shame 
on both governments - putting private 
profit before public safety.

There are currently three known 
Covid 19 variant strains, that are 
of concern to the whole world: 
the British, the South African and 
the Brazilian mutated variants. All 
three nations are governed by those 
in power, who follow free-market 
capitalism, which places money on 
the altar of commerce and puts the 
needs of the economy before the 
needs of the people.

The incompetence of the British 
government and others can be 
seen most blatantly in its opposing 
narratives on travel. While lockdown 
restrictions on travel are now 
enforceable by the police, for non-
essential journeys, culminating 
in near-empty roads, by contrast, 
the skies are still full of travellers, 
arriving from nearly every destination 
in the world, into London, the regions 
and beyond.

While the government is finally 
demanding negative Covid-19 
tests on all arriving passengers, it 
has still not developed a workable 
track and trace system, nor effective 
monitoring for all those charged with 
self-quarantine for up to 10 days 
on arrival. While the government 
delays the full implementation of an 
effective lockdown and continues 
to allow a deadly mutated Covid 
strain to ravage through society, the 
public perception can only be one of 
abysmal failure, when it comes to its 
handling of the pandemic.

While the skies remain open 
and the Channel Tunnel and ports 
operational for non-essential travel, 
this pandemic will not come under 
control in the United Kingdom and 
the lockdown could become semi-
permanent, along with some of the 
restrictions.

While bacteria yearly grow more 
resistant to antibiotics, God help us, 
if a variant Covid 19 strain develops 
which is immune to the vaccine.
Fra Hughes
Belfast

EHRC take-down
I want to express my thanks and 
appreciation for Tom Conwell’s 
article regarding the Equality and 
Human Rights Commission report 
on anti-Semitism in the Labour Party 
(‘Simplistic and one-sided’, January 
14). I don’t know Tom Conwell, I 
have not heard of him before, so I 
hope this doesn’t come back to bite 
me.

The article is extremely calm, 
measured, rational and balanced and 
therefore a completely devastating 
take-down of the EHRC report 

and, by strong implication, of the 
EHRC itself. For the EHRC not 
to have operated with an actual 
definition of anti-Semitism is 
extraordinary and the fact that none 
of its staff had themselves received 
“practical training on how to handle 
anti-Semitism complaints” is 
breathtaking. The fact that in 2019 
over half of all the allegations of anti-
Semitism came from one individual 
is also extraordinary and revealing. 
I think we know who this might be. 
Does this one individual - or their 
paid staff - trawling through the 
social media accounts of thousands of 
party members attempting to identify 
‘transgressions’ not indicate a degree 
of obsessiveness, even harassment?

If you need to actively search for 
‘transgressions’ in the first place - as 
opposed to them being reported by 
others - it hardly seems others have 
found them to be particularly offensive 
or anti-Semitic. And, of course, the 
total number of complaints clearly is 
much greater than the actual number 
of complainants. To have looked at 70 
cases of alleged anti-Semitism and to 
have just found two cases of unlawful 
behaviour is extraordinary and in fact 
completely demolishes the claim that 
anti-Semitism is in any way a major 
issue within Labour. Even in the two 
cases, from what comrade Conwell 
describes, for me the cases are at best 
‘unproven’.

With the Rossendale councillor, 
it seems her communication was 
clumsy and unsubtle. She did not 
go out of her way to demonstrate 
her line of attack was not related 
to the Jewishness of the targets, as 
opposed to their being extremely 
rich, powerful and large capitalists. 
Regarding the more well known case, 
I and many people were irritated by 
the individual touring TV and radio 
stations and continually going on 
about ‘Hitler, Nazis and Zionism’, but 
being precise and analytical, I have 
seen no evidence of anti-Semitism in 
any of their comments or statements: 
ie, hostility to Jews as Jews, whether 
by religion, culture or ethnicity.

I loved comrade Conwell’s final 
remarks and I think they really hit 
the nails on the head (that is not an 
allusion to a certain event in Roman-
occupied Palestine): “Meanwhile we 
in the Labour Party end up with a 
general secretary who appears scared 
out of his wits that this shoddy report 
will be held up to the daylight and 
everyone will see the holes. I wonder 
why.”
Andrew Northall
Kettering

Terror and Islam
I was somewhat surprised - or rather 
amazed - to see the responses to 
Maren Clarke’s letter (January 7) in 
last week’s Weekly Worker (Letters, 
January 21). Reading her letter as 
a whole I cannot see how anybody 
could misinterpret her letter as a call 
for ‘Islamisation’. Yes, she writes, 
as Ted Hankin quotes, “Islamic 
fundamentalism or western values? 
On balance I will take Islamic 
fundamentalism!” Maren can, I’m 
sure, defend herself, but this to me 
reads as a somewhat ironic critique 
of western “values” rather than 
some call for religious conversion.

Similarly her reference to “white 
folk”, which Hankin seems to take 
as some sort of anti-white racism 
(as, I’m sure, any Trump supporter 
would see it). There is a lot of anti-
Muslim hatred in the world, or at 
least in that part of the world with 
a lot of “white folks” (though one 
mustn’t forget Modi’s India, Xi’s 
China and Myanmar, for instance, 
too).

But why the “white folks”? 
Well, there’s all those refugees and 
asylum-seekers pouring into Europe 


Letters may have been 
shortened because of 
space. Some names 

may have been changed
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- coincident perhaps with all the 
bombings of their native countries, 
carried out by the carriers of 
‘western values’. I don’t think that 
Islamic State would have existed, 
beyond perhaps a few dozen 
members, if it was not for the 2003 
invasion of Iraq by the US (with 
the enthusiastic assistance of Tony 
Blair, among others).

Perhaps ‘Christian folks’ would 
be preferable? There’s lots of them 
with ‘western values’. Donald 
Trump surely perfected the ‘Close 
your eyes with your hand on the 
bible’ look and Joe Biden is a good 
Catholic. Trump even saw Muslims 
pouring in from Mexico, hiding 
amongst those other refugees from 
‘western values’ (better to try and 
hide from them in the belly of the 
beast than face the death squads 
at home). Biden’s had plenty of 
practice at killing Muslims, of 
course, as Barack Obama’s sidekick.

Julie Holland accuses Maren of 
“promoting Islam”, which seems, 
to me, to be a little eccentric at the 
least. “Go live in Saudi Arabia,” she 
writes. I’m sure that her judgment 
of the place is entirely justified, 
but is this perhaps more to do 
with ‘western values’ than with 
excessive Islamisation? Britain and 
France took the lead in divvying 
up the Middle East, after getting 
rid of the Ottomans following 
World War I. Their main aim was 
to keep compliant tribal leaders in 
their monarchies; Muslims in Saudi 
Arabia have had precious little say 
in the matter since.

But have the governments of 
the US and the UK had better 
friends? Anywhere? Who else has 
poured billions of dollars into their 
corporations for weapons - mostly 
used nowadays to kill their fellow 
Muslins in Yemen? This may 
change if the oil price stays low, 
but certainly Saudi Arabia has been 
the long-time recipient of ‘western 
values’, delivered by anyone with 
some up-to-the-minute arms to sell.

The terrorism in the world today 
comes mostly from the leading lights 
of imperialism. It is combated by 
some with counterproductive spasms 
of terrorism - counterproductive 
because whatever short term 
satisfaction they may get is certain 
to make their situation worse rather 
than better. No, we need a class 
response to imperialism and its 
diversions of religion and colour; 
that is what communists fight for 
anyway.

As readers may have gathered, I 
disagree with both Ted Hankin and 
Julie Holland, but I will close with a 
piece that I copied from a Facebook 
entry of a friend of mine about five 
years ago:

“A German Muslim scholar’s 
answer in a live TV show seen by 
millions of people. He was asked 
about terrorism and Islam, and he 
said:
“1. Who started the first world war? 
Was it Muslims?
2. Who started the second world 
war? Was it Muslims?
3. Who killed about 20 million of 
Aborigines in Australia? Was it 
Muslims?
4. Who sent the nuclear bombs to 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki? Was it 
Muslims?
5. Who killed more than 100 million 
Indians in North America? Was it 
Muslims?
6. Who killed more than 50 million 
Indians in South America? Was it 
Muslims?
7. Who took about 180 millions of 
African people as slaves, of whom 
88% died and were thrown in the 
Atlantic Ocean? Was it Muslims?

“No, they weren’t Muslims! 
First, you have to define terrorism 
properly. If a non-Muslim does 
something bad, it is a crime, but if a 
Muslim commits the same act, he is 

a terrorist.
“First remove this double 

standard, then come to the point!”
Bernard Mattson
email

Need to fight
I feel that Julie Holland protests too 
much. I wasn’t promoting Islam as 
the solution in my letter of January 7 
- I was just counterpoising it to 
‘western values’. You know: those 
values that are literally choking the 
planet and causing mass extinction. 
Those values that enslaved half the 
world and promoted international 
terrorism. Instead of nursing in 
the Saudi oil state, you should try 
nursing in central Africa and you will 
get an idea of the impact of western 
bourgeois liberalism. But, just for 
clarity, I am an atheist and support 
communism!

And also did you read Ted 
Hankin’s original knuckle-dragging 
letter, in which he spewed out far-
right generalisations about Muslims 
and put nothing into any context 
whatsoever (December 17)? My 
reply to his letter was simply using 
the same methodology as Hankin, 
but throwing it back in his white 
face: “For people like Clarke there 
is an easy solution: go live in Saudi 
Arabia.”

 But the point is to fight, isn’t it? 
And which country should you go 
and live in? Cuba, Bolivia? Or am 
I to assume that you are well suited 
to Great Britain and all it stands for 
and therefore have no need to move 
anywhere?
Maren Clark
email

Ireland
“It would be excessively dogmatic to 
deny Ireland some kind of revolution 
in this period [1920-40s],” says 
Marc Mulholland (‘A conservative 
revolution’, January 14). But he has 
a go at it anyway and then goes on to 
give us his ultra-conservative view and 
the very damaging effect revolutions 
have had on human history - not least 
in Ireland, where nothing of that kind 
really happened at all. His views on 
this are on a par with the likes of 
Eoghan Harris, columnist in Ireland’s 
Sunday Independent, in his forthright 
opposition to the revolutionary 
tradition of Ireland and its women 
revolutionaries in particular.

Harris, the greatest of all Irish 
political chameleons, was a ‘Marxist’ 
theoretician in Sinn Féin-the Workers 
Party (1977) and its predecessor, 
official Sinn Féin (1970). Today it 
goes by the name of the Workers Party 
- a self-declared Marxist-Leninist 
party in Ireland north and south. Then 
Harris vehemently rejected Marxism, 
which he never understood or 
practised in the first place as a secret 
member of the Workers Party. He has 
variously been an advisor to John 
Bruton before he became taoiseach, 
as well as to the Ulster Unionist Party 
and Bertie Ahern. Likewise, he has 
repudiated Irish republicanism to 
pitch to his loyalist base in the north, 
and to the west-Brit Blueshirt wing of 
Fine Gael in the south.

He has no doubt that Irish society 
is primarily to blame for the appalling 
misogyny revealed in the ‘mother 
and baby scandal’: rural Ireland and 
the strong farmers worried about 
inheritance are responsible, and only 
then are we to criticise church and 
state - victims themselves, because 
they merely reflected the social 
attitudes of these monsters.

Likewise, Harris continually 
pours scorn on the Easter Rising 
and Sinn Féin as a threat and insult 
to northern unionists. A letter in The 
Sunday Independent on January 17 
from one Paddy McEvoy goes 
one better. One truth he wishes to 
outline is “the (mistaken) judgment 
of the 1916 Easter insurrectionists 
in forcing Ireland out of the Union/

Empire … had this sundering not 
happened as it did, could the Catholic 
church have got away with the reign 
of overlordship it exerted?”

The exact opposite is the truth. The 
Ireland that produced this appalling 
misogyny was not caused by the 
revolutionary era between 1916 and 
1922, in which great heroic men and 
women were in the forefront. The 
mass excommunications of the IRA 
from the Catholic church by the likes 
of Cork’s bishop, Danny Coholan, 
had a negligible effect on the 
struggle - not all priests obeyed the 
bishops on this anyway. However, 
the counterrevolution of the civil 
war (June 1922-May 1923) put him 
and the likes of the clerical fascists, 
Cardinal MacRory and Archbishop 
McQuaid of Dublin, in the saddle.

The terrible Kerry atrocities 
and the summary executions of the 
77 prisoners of war, like Erskine 
Childers in November 1922 and 
Rory O’Connor, Liam Mellows, 
Richard Barrett and Joe McKelvey 
in December, were surely on British 
urgings. Mellows was surely the 
greatest of all the internationalist 
revolutionary republican socialists, 
potentially even greater than James 
Connolly, had he lived, for his 
understanding of the unity of the 
cause of labour with the cause of 
Ireland.

Mulholland manages to avoid 
all mention of the militant Irish 
working class like the 1913 Dublin 
lockout and dismisses James 
Connolly as “prominent within 
labour nationalism”, whatever that is. 
He makes no mention of the soviets 
that appeared in several places in 
Ireland in those revolutionary years; 
between 1921 and 1922 they arose 
in Monaghan, Limerick, Waterford, 
Cork, Tipperary, Dublin and Killarney, 
amongst other places. Wikipedia 
reports that the Daily Herald carried 
articles on Waterford’s ‘Red Guards’, 
stating that a red flag floated over the 
town hall, and a sort of ‘Red Guard’ 
was established under three transport 
leaders, giving the impression that 
the city was undisputedly ruled 
by a soviet during the time of the 
strike. The Irish working class 
sought to emulate the great Russian 
Revolution, which Mulholland 
dismisses so contemptuously. 
Nothing as revolutionary as this 
happened in Britain.

Likewise, Éamon de Valera is 
“instrumental rather than heroic 
in his attitude to armed struggle; 
focused on Irish sovereign statehood 
rather than social transformation; 
favouring ascetic self-improvement 
and cultural pride for the farmer more 
than the avant-garde explorations 
of the bohemian intellectual”. 
So, the heroic ‘Dev’ of 1916-23 
is directly equated with the later 
counterrevolutionary (in 1936 he 
outlawed the IRA and imposed that 
appalling constitution in 1937) to 
his death in 1975. Many equate the 
early revolutionary, Joe Stalin, before 
1924 with the later mass-murdering 
monster of 1934 to his death in 
1953. This is all based on minute 
examinations of early manifestations 
of both men’s character flaws rather 
than seeing their degeneration as a 
reflection of counterrevolutionary 
defeats of the original revolutions, 
which all revisionist historians wish 
to prove were never progressive in 
the first place.

That defeat forged Ireland’s 
reactionary social attitudes to women 
- reflected from the altar by priests 
naming and shaming women, while 
always leaving the fathers of the 
children off scot free.

The Ireland of the gombeen man, 
the pork-barrel politicians and the 
tyranny of the church with its sex-
abusing priests (a small minority, of 
course, but defended on high and so 
long above the law) stems not from 
1916, but from its defeat in the civil 

war. These revolutionary men and 
women understood what was coming 
and that was why they fought against 
it so heroically.
Gerry Downing
London

Draw the line
I understand that the Weekly Worker 
has a policy of publishing divergent 
points of view, particularly on its 
letters page, on the grounds that 
“only through rigorous, no-holds-
barred debate can ideas be tested and 
if necessary amended, qualified or 
corrected”, as stated on the website. 
In principle I think such a policy 
is welcome, but some recently 
published letters have caused me 
to wonder where the editors would 
draw the line.

I didn’t expect, for example, to 
encounter praise of fascists (Letters, 
January 7), accusations of “anti-
white racism” (January 21), or the 
promotion of a flagrantly racist 
Islamophobic conspiracy theory 
(December 17). Would the Weekly 
Worker, in the name of open debate, 
publish advocacy of genocide? 
Would it publish pieces which were 
openly homophobic or misogynistic 
on that basis? I think it would be a 
grossly stupid mistake to do so.

The same goes for the letters I 
refer to above, all of which express 
views flatly incompatible with 
emancipatory politics in general 
and the interests of the international 
working class in particular. A 
commitment to freedom of expression 
does not oblige a socialist publication 
to promote reactionary politics.
Wes Dolan
email

Indian protests
Bitter winter protests are becoming 
something of a habit among Indians 
under the rule of Narendra Modi’s 
Hindu nationalist government. 
Farmers are protesting against three 
proposed new laws, which will 
remove a guaranteed minimum price 
for certain crops.

The 2020 farmer protests, which 
initially began in June, have passed 
into 2021 with no clear end in sight. 
On November 26 an estimated 
250 million workers were said 
to have participated in a general 
strike organised by 10 trade unions 
in support of the farmer protests. 
The ‘Delhi Chalo’ (‘Let’s go to 
Delhi’) movement began a few 
days afterward on November 30, 
with large groups of demonstrators 
amassing at two of the main roads 
into Delhi.

The protestors are made up of 500 
separate organisations and backed 
by seven political groups, including 
the Indian National Congress, 
Communist Party of India (Marxist) 
and the Shiromoni Akali Dal. Where 
previous protests have withered, 
these seem to not only be enduring 
longer, but have now reached a 10th 
round of talks. The most recent round 
was marked by a (now rejected) offer 
from central government to place an 
18-month stay on the three farm laws. 
Fears of a loss of livelihood fuel the 
movement, as farmers claim they will 
not be able to compete with Tata and 
Adani, the corporations which they 
say stand to gain most from the laws. 
In recent weeks many of the ruling 
Baharata Janata Party leaders in the 
state of Punjab have either defected 
to the opposing Akali Dal party or 
have withdrawn their backing for the 
BJP until the farmers demands are 
met.

The previous winter, protestors 
marched to voice their opposition 
to the Citizenship Amendment 
Act 2019, which has been widely 
criticised for discriminating against 
refugees on religious grounds - 
Muslims in particular. This was 
accompanied by a general strike on 
January 8 2020 that was said to have 

numbered over 250 million workers. 
The strikers were opposing the 
privatisation of national assets, such 
as airlines, railways and petroleum 
refineries.

While political commentators 
discuss whether prime minister 
Modi has met his match in the 
shape of the farmers, supporters 
of the ‘Delhi Chalo’ protestors 
are providing entertainment in the 
form of protest songs and kabaddi 
matches. The Lohri festival, which 
welcomes the new harvest season, 
was held on January 13, but instead 
of the traditional celebrations, 
with traditional songs and dances 
alongside a bonfire, effigies of the 
laws were placed on the bonfires in 
villages all over the Punjab.

The relative success of this 
campaign is due in part to the level 
of organisation amongst the agitators, 
who have had a long-term strategy 
from the off. Similar to the Occupy 
movement of 2011, the farmers have 
set up camps with canteens and toilets 
to facilitate a swell in numbers. The 
intention of the farmers’ leaders has 
been to maintain a peaceful protest 
until their demands are met. However, 
violence broke out during the January 
26 Republic Day celebrations. Since 
then, the government has deployed 
15 paramilitary companies to support 
the security forces, increasing the 
potential for violent clashes.

Following the scene in the capital 
on January 26, farmers’ leaders 
openly denounced the violence, 
but, irrespective of this, legal action 
has been taken against them - a 
development that is sure to stifle 
the protests’ aims. Furthermore the 
fake news media plagues the entire 
subcontinent and can be utilised as 
propaganda.

All is not lost, however, Modi’s 
government has clearly lost 
international support. Joe Biden is 
said to have appointed up to 20 Indian 
Americans to his administration, 
but has ensured that none are linked 
to the BJP or other far-right parties. 
Furthermore, the US media has 
begun reporting more frequently on 
the protests, placing added pressure 
on the Indian government.

In my opinion, there is every 
chance that the Indian left will 
succeed in repealing the three anti-
farmer laws. However, it will be a 
victory on only one battlefront, while 
the war being waged by billionaire 
corporations like Tata and Adani 
continues. Nonetheless, the farmers’ 
campaign so far has been admirable 
and worthy of international solidarity 
and support.
JB
London

Over to George
As Socialists we know we have to 
encourage fellow workers to join our 
movement and hopefully into one 
party. The Weekly Worker on a regular 
basis has letters on this subject. As a 
member of Unison I try to encourage 
my workmates to join that particular 
union. I explain to them the benefits 
of being a member, etc. The most 
usual response I get is: ‘What’s the 
point? The unions are out of touch.’

I, of course, try to tell them 
otherwise, but in my heart I know 
it’s true. The leaders of all unions are 
on mega bucks and a welcome pack 
contains a union card and a leaflet for 
cheaper car insurance (which isn’t 
that cheap)! Unison also has a holiday 
camp in Devon with a discount of up 
to 50% for low-paid members. Wow, 
now you’re talking - until you realise 
that a week in August can cost you 
around £1,000 with the discount.

So do we continue with the trade 
unions and the Labour Party or is 
it time to join a new working class 
party? Maybe we should give George 
Galloway a chance.
Tony Roberts
Kent Socialist Alliance
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House Minority Leader 
Kevin McCarthy (Republican 
California), surrounded by 
fellow House Republicans, 

speaks during news 
conference outside the 

Capitol

Trump: still a power to be 
reckoned with

Republicans at odds
Following the events of January 6, Jim Creegan looks at the state of play within the Grand Old Party

Nothing better exemplifies 
Republican strategy than the 
campaigns of the party’s two 

Georgia Senate candidates, who 
were defeated in the January run-
off election that handed control 
of the US upper chamber to the 
Democrats.

One contender, Kelly Loeffler, 
was the richest member of the 
Senate, married to the chairman 
of the New York Stock Exchange. 
In her earlier political career, 
Loeffler was a supporter of Mitt 
Romney, the present senator 
from Utah and GOP presidential 
candidate in 2012. Romney 
is perhaps the party’s chief 
‘moderate’ opponent of Donald 
Trump - the only one from his 
side of the aisle to have voted for 
the president’s conviction in his 
first impeachment trial before the 
Senate a year ago. The financial 
consulting firms that Loeffler 
headed donated to Democratic 
candidates when it served their 
interests, as well as to Planned 
Parenthood, which provides 
abortion services.

Yet in 2020 Loeffler 
campaigned as a fervent Trump 
supporter. She backed Trump’s 
refusal to acknowledge defeat 
in the polls, and criticised the 
state’s Republican governor and 
attorney general for rebuffing the 
president’s demands to doctor 
election results. She denounced 
her centrist black Democratic 
opponent - a pastor of Martin 

Luther King’s old Atlanta church, 
Raphael Warnock -  as a radical 
and a communist, and sold herself 
to voters as a ‘right to life’ (anti-
abortion) stalwart. She appeared 
on the same platform as Marjorie 
Taylor Greene, a member of 
the House of Representatives 
from Georgia and a supporter of 
QAnon, the online purveyor of 
demented conspiracy theories.

The other defeated candidate, 
David Perdue, also presented 
himself as a staunch Trump 
loyalist, vowing support for 
the president’s “America first” 
economic nationalism. Perdue, 
however, entered the political 
arena after a lucrative business 
career, most of which was spent in 
a consulting firm specialising in the 
export of jobs in Georgia’s textile 
industry to low-wage countries. He 
accused his victorious Democratic 
opponent, Jon Ossoff, of having 
a shady relationship with the 
Chinese Communist Party, because 
a film production company Ossoff 
ran once accepted a payment 
from a Hong Kong-based firm. 
Perdue himself, however, had 
earlier set up a personal office 

in Hong Kong to orchestrate the 
outsourcing of American jobs to 
China for the clothing line of the 
Sara Lee company.

The Republican leadership 
operated on a national scale 
much like Loeffler and Perdue, 
fostering popular prejudice to 
distract from their real aims. No 
Trumpian infamy called forth 
even the mildest rebuke from 
most party leaders; they were 
content to let Trump prevaricate 
and bully as he pleased, as 
long as he lowered taxes on 
corporations and the wealthy, 
gutted government regulation 
of corporations and appointed 
business-friendly judges to the 
federal bench. They never seemed 
to entertain the possibility that 
Trump and the base he had built 
could become a political force 
beyond their control. Hence, 
when Republican legislators 
found themselves under siege 
along with Democrats in the halls 
of Congress on January 6, they 
confronted their own creature run 
amok.

Donald Trump and the frenzied 
mob that attacked the Capitol 

were the culmination of a strategy 
long in the making. Republicans 
had always known that their class 
agenda could not stand the light of 
day, and had to be retailed under 
more seductive labels. So they 
cultivated the myth - agreeable to 
many of the country’s numerous 
small business owners - of the 
free market as the only true 
medium of individual expression, 
under threat from meddlesome 
government bureaucrats. They 
stoked the anger of white 
southerners, who felt the 
Democratic Party had thrown 
them overboard to embrace 
black civil rights. They flattered 
the fanaticism of evangelical 
Christians, who saw themselves as 
besieged by an ever-encroaching 
secular society, awash in sexual 
deviance, abortion and moral 
relativism. They filled the 
void left in the lives of white 
workers by neoliberal Democrats, 
who long ago abandoned any 
pretence of defending their 
economic interests - or taking 
much of an interest in their 
lives at all between elections - 
with a faux populism that paid 
them more attention, if only to 
play upon their status anxiety 
and resentment of educated 
professional condescension.

Add to the above the garnishing 
of the steadfast loyalty of anti-
Castro Cubans in Miami and the 
support of fanatical Zionists like 
the recently deceased Republican 
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mega-donor, Sheldon Adelson, 
and one can understand how 
the most rightwing factions of 
the capitalist class succeeded in 
welding together a voting bloc 
that endured for 40 years.

Fracturing bloc
That bloc is now in danger of 
fracturing along the previously 
concealed fault line between 
manipulators and manipulated. 
The assault on the Capitol has 
been denounced, and Trump 
repudiated, by major bastions of 
American and global corporate 
power. Twitter and Facebook 
have banned him; two of the 
most reliably rightwing capitalist 
political groupings, the National 
Association of Manufacturers 
and the Business Roundtable, 
have denounced the mayhem he 
incited on January 6, and called 
for an orderly transition of power; 
Deutsche Bank has severed all 
business ties with him; New 
York City has cancelled contracts 
with his companies; many of the 
party’s wealthiest private and 
corporate donors have fled:

“Bye bye, Ted Cruz, Josh 
Hawley and Donald Trump,” 
one of the president’s top 
campaign bundlers said, also 
mentioning the two Republican 
senators who led objections to 
Joe Biden’s Electoral College 
victory. “He’s done …”

A former White House 
official, who worked with 
business leaders while in the 
administration, was just as 
blunt when asked whether 
corporate figures would side 
with Trump after Wednesday’s 
riot … After Wednesday, “who 
the hell is left?” this person 
said.1

And in the snub most irksome 
to Trump personally, the 
Professional Golfers Association 
of America (PGA) called off its 
plans to hold its 2022 tournament 
at his New Jersey estate.

Knowing well which side their 
bread is buttered on, several top 

Republicans, who have until 
now refused to break with the 
Trump cult for fear of offending 
his impassioned base, have at 
long last taken their distance. 
Declaring “enough is enough”, 
former presidential cheerleader 
senator Lindsey Graham of South 
Carolina refused to join the White 
House in questioning the results 
of the presidential election, 
and vice-president Mike Pence 
incurred the wrath of Trump 
and the Capitol invaders (some 
of whom called for him to be 
hanged) for having refused to 
block the certification of Biden’s 
win in the Senate. Liz Cheney, 
the House of Representative’s 
number-three Republican (and 
daughter of Dick Cheney, the 
Darth Vader of the George W 
Bush administration) led 10 
fellow House Republicans in 
calling for Trump’s impeachment. 
“There has never been a greater 
betrayal by a president of the 
United States of his office and his 
oath to the Constitution”, Cheney 
declared.

Most significantly of all, 
the leader of the outgoing 
Senate Republican majority, 
Mitch McConnell - who, to the 
exasperation of Democrats, 
refused to utter a whimper of 
reproach against Trump for the 
past four years - has now not 
only refused to question the 
election results, but indicated his 
openness to voting for the former 
president’s second impeachment. 
The conviction of Trump by the 
Senate would require a two-
thirds majority, unobtainable 
without 17 Republican votes. If 
convicted, however, Trump could 
be prevented by a simple Senate 
majority from ever again holding 
public office - perhaps the object 
of McConnell and others. It 
appears, however, that the needed 
votes for conviction will not 
materialise: most Republican 
senators apparently hope to 
put the Trump era behind them 
without having to do the thing 
bourgeois politicians most dislike 
- taking a stand.

Yet the urge to rid the party of 
Trumpism does not appear to have 
penetrated to the grassroots. Only 
two days after the storming of the 
Capitol, the Republican national 
committee unanimously elected 
Rona McDaniel, a staunch Trump 
supporter (and niece of Mitt 
Romney) as national chair for the 
next two years. She condemned 
the violence at the Capitol, but 
failed to mention the former 
president in connection with it. 
An earlier breakfast phone call to 
the meeting from Trump himself 
was greeted with applause. 
The New York Times noted “the 
evolution of the committee 
from a body filled with canny 
political professionals and power 
brokers in their states to one 
dominated by dogmatic partisans 
well marinated in Fox News and 
Facebook memes”.2

While Republican voter support 
for Trump has declined somewhat 
in recent weeks, polls indicate that 
a majority are sticking by him. A 
January 19 poll conducted by The 
Washington Post found that fully 
76% of Republicans, including 
71% with university degrees, 
thought Trump received more 
votes than Biden (who actually 
got seven million more votes 
than Trump). Sixty-four percent, 
according to an Axios poll, said 
they support Trump’s recent 
behaviour, and 57% want him to 
be the Republican candidate in 
2024. One poll had two thirds 
of Republicans believing the 
QAnon canard that the Capitol 
riot was a false-flag operation by 
the leftwingers of Antifa, staged 
to discredit Trump. These figures 
indicate that Trump’s lies are 
still potent in Republican ranks. 
Fifty-eight percent of white 
voters cast their ballots for him in 
2020, and he remains by far the 
party’s most popular figure.

The widening gulf between the 
Republican base and top is also 
reflected in the Congressional vote 
to certify the presidential election 
results - usually a formality, but 
this time the occasion of a last-
ditch Trumpian manoeuvre to 
overturn Biden’s victory. In the 
Senate - by far the more elite of 
the two Congressional houses - 
only six senators voted against 
certification. But in the House 
of Representatives - far more 
sensitive to popular moods - a 
majority of the Republicans in the 
house - 146 -  voted on January 
7 not to accept the verdict of the 
November polls, even after the 
events of the previous day.
Stars and Stripes 
fascism?
In the past few years, I have 
explored in this paper the 
possibility of the Democratic 
Party splitting along class lines, 
and considered tactics that could 
lead to such an outcome. But, 
since Biden won the primaries in 
March, the Democratic right and 
left have tended to downplay their 
differences in favour of a common 
anti-Trump effort. Ironically, 
it is the Republican Party that 
may be first to fracture along 
something resembling a class 
divide. Yet those who stormed 
into Congress bearing handcuffs 
and pipe bombs, along with 
Confederate flags, Nazi symbols 
and social media-generated death 
warrants for elected officials, do 
not represent the kind of revolt 
from below that any socialist 
or partisan of the working class 
would welcome.

A detailed sociological analysis 
of the participants in the January 6 
assault has yet to be made. The 
nearest thing is an occupational 
breakdown by Lambert Strether 

in the Naked Capital blog of the 
107 Capitol rioters arrested thus 
far. The top three occupations 
were small business owners (10), 
police (five) and estate brokers 
(three). Strether writes that this 
breakdown “screams petite-
bourgeoisie to me”. He adds: 
“The working class rioters are 
flexible in their arrangements; 
no Amazon workers, but a 
contractor, a programmer, an 
arborist/chimney sweeper, etc. 
This flexibility shades over into 
the lumpenproletariat …”3

In previous articles, I have 
resisted characterising the Trump 
phenomenon as fascist, pointing 
to the small numbers and lack 
of centralised leadership of the 
far-right paramilitary groups. 
The events of January 6 have, 
however, made the fascist 
designation seem a little less 
far-fetched. If Strether’s small 
sampling is at all representative, 
we seem confronted with a 
typical fascistic combination 
of enraged petty bourgeois 
and lumpens, apparently with 
significant support amongst local 
police - evidenced not only by 
the participation of out-of-town 
cops on January 6, but also by 
the near-friendly attitude of some 
Washington police to rioters on 
that day (and on other days in 
other cities) in contrast to harsh 
tactics deployed against Black 
Lives Matter demonstrators last 
summer.

The Capitol rioters - still 
organisationally heterogeneous  
-  displayed a greater degree 
of coordination and common 
purpose than in the past. They now 
also have a medical/economic 
crisis of enormous proportions to 
exploit; the absurd lie of the ‘big 
steal’ - that Trump was robbed of 
his electoral victory - to sustain 
them; their violent attempt to 
reverse the election results as 
their founding event; a media 
network in which to fashion their 
own alternative reality; and, if 
Trump is able and willing to 
remain politically active, a leader  
- or at least a figurehead - to give 
them national cohesion.

Rightwing paramilitary groups 
have existed on the fringes of 
American politics for a long time. 
The passions that animate the 
Proud Boys, Three Percenters and 
Boogaloo are far from new. White 
supremacy has, of course, been a 
constant in American politics. 
The hostility to the federal 
government and the bizarre 
conspiracy theories like the ones 
spun by QAnon were analysed 
by Richard Hofstadter over 60 
years ago in The paranoid style 
in American politics. Yet far-right 
groups have grown in numbers 
and boldness during the Trump 
years, and their pathologies seem 
more contagious under current 
conditions.

They represent, in concentrated 
form, sentiments that are shared 
in varying degrees by broad 
segments of the white population. 
Many of the 74 million Trump 
voters - more than have voted 
for any presidential candidate 
in US history, save Biden - are 
doubtless more concerned with 
shrinking pay cheques and job 
opportunities than with racial 
issues, and most who do harbour 
racial animus were probably no 
more in favour of laying siege to 
the Capitol than most orthodox 
Muslims support actively waging 
jihad. 

But in both cases, extreme 
actions strike sympathetic chords 
in more circumspect souls. Many 
small business owners who had 
to close up shop due to Covid 
experienced government-imposed 

restrictions as intrusions on 
individual freedom. The election 
of Barack Obama - which called 
forth the Tea Party in 2009 -  and 
Black Lives Matter protests have 
reminded whites that they are on 
course to becoming a minority 
in a country some have always 
viewed as theirs by birthright.

Not needed
Yet the fledgling American 
fascism that may have made its 
debut on January 6 differs from 
its European antecedents in one 
crucial respect: the German and 
Italian ruling classes of the early 
20th century turned to fascism 
as a last resort to break the class 
stalemates that existed in those 
countries by annihilating unions 
and working class parties. But 
no such stalemate exists in the 
US, where there has never even 
been a reformist workers’ party, 
and union density and strikes are 
at historic lows. The American 
bourgeoisie has no need of 
fascists, and every interest in 
maintaining the sanctity of 
elections and the ‘rule of law’. 
This is why elite circles are now 
making a big show of severing 
ties with Trump.

The following Trump has 
acquired can, however, still 
pose serious difficulties for the 
Republican leadership’s attempt 
to direct reactionary sentiments 
back into mainstream channels. 
Although most Republican 
senators are cynical opportunists 
in the mould of now minority 
leader Mitch McConnell, a good 
number of Republicans in the 
House of Representatives are 
Trump’s true believers. Will the 
party leadership be able to straddle 
this divide to achieve cohesion in 
voting? Moreover, establishment 
Republican candidates who are 
seen to have deserted Trump 
may face widespread primary 
challenges from rightwingers 
who brand them as traitors. There 
is even talk of starting a third, 
Trump-loyal party.

The Republican Party faces the 
additional problem that its old 
slogans and rallying cries have 
a distinctly shop-worn feel. The 
‘market magic’ trope largely lost 
its lustre after the great recession 
of 2008-09; the shibboleths of 
small government and deficit 
reduction are decidedly out of 
place in a conjuncture that calls 
for broad measures of government 
intervention and relief. How to 
revive the racial and xenophobic 
innuendo the party has trafficked 
in for years, when open racism 
and xenophobia have been 
unleashed?

These are a few of the dilemmas 
the Republican Party is bound to 
face in its efforts at post-Trump 
recomposition. How successful it 
will be and how long Trumpism 
will last are still open questions. 
(It is already being reported that 
the Proud Boys now regard Trump 
himself as an apostate for having 
- belatedly and unconvincingly 
- dissociated himself from the 
Capitol break-in).

But there is another question: 
if one of the two major parties 
comes unglued under the pressure 
of events, how long will the 
Democratic Party be able to 
contain the class tensions - now 
submerged but hardly vanished - 
that have arisen within it?

Jim Creegan can be reached at 
egyptianarch@gmail.com

Notes
1. The New York Times January 7
2. Ibid January 8.
3. ‘The class composition of the Capitol rioters 
(first cut)’ Naked Capital January 18.
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Old regime is cracking apart
Not a Tudor but a Whig republic. Bradley Mayer sees change coming sooner than many expect

Daniel Lazare’s timely ‘Trump’s 
“March on Rome”’ (Weekly 
Worker January 14) warrants 

both a critical and sympathetic 
response - critical in regards to the 
substance of the state and political 
regime of the United States; and 
sympathetic with respect to the 
opening criticism of various left 
responses to the events of January 6 
of this year.

To begin with the latter, there is 
agreement that the left must look past 
the oftentimes clownish incompetence 
by which the events of that day 
were carried out, and take more 
seriously what this event signifies. 
Immediately, January 6 was an ad hoc 
insurrection consciously fomented by 
the Trump clique in conspiracy with 
Congresspeople from Alabama and 
Arizona, who provided for the rally 
crowd at large and in coordination 
with various fascist gangs. 

This mixed composition is one key 
difference with both the Beer Hall 
Putsch and the March on Rome. The 
Trump clique would whip up and herd 
the general crowd toward the Capitol 
building, where a select cadre of 
fascists had prepared the ground with 
the intention of storming the Capitol. 
The object was to dislodge the 
presidential confirmation proceedings 

- not merely for hours, but for days 
- where the still president Trump 
could possibly declare a state of 
emergency and block the January 20 
inauguration. The intent to capture 
key politicians such as Mike Pence 
and Nancy Pelosi would make these 
hostages to any attempt to retake the 
Capitol by force, though this intent is 
as yet unproven.1

The efforts of January 6 did not 
rise to the level of a coup, as they 
lacked any real institutional support 
from the security, intelligence and 
military agencies of the US regime 
- agencies that certainly know how 
to pull off coups. It was not a mere 
‘riot’ either, as this was a coordinated 
effort led by a presidential clique 
and Congresspeople - prepared with 
a months-long Big Lie propaganda 
campaign to delegitimise the 2020 
election. But, however hare-brained 
and absurd in its execution, January 6 
could remain a ‘teachable moment’ 
- a data point on an ascending line 
from proto-fascist incubus to a full-
blown fascist movement - given the 
long history of US cold war regime 
coddling of the radical right, while 
repressing the radical left, at home 
and abroad.

This bias, embedded in its 
domestic police and security 

apparatus - some of whose member 
associations were a key basis of 
support for Trump - coupled with 
the continued anti-worker economic 
regime of the last 40 years, gives 
little cause to believe that the political 
regime will move to decisively uproot 
the proto-fascist network catalysed 
by Trump’s presidency, even if the 
Biden administration, if only out of 
immediate necessity, temporarily 
reverses that economic policy in the 
next two years. The insurrectionists’ 
naked sense of entitlement is full of 
the expectation that they will land 
on their feet on the other side of the 
revolving door of a regime biased 
towards them.

Flippant responses to the January 6 
event are easy to make, but they reveal 
a passive reliance upon the US regime 
to do the dirty work of breaking the 
trend toward a full-blown fascist 
mobilisation in the medium term. 
This attitude ignores the extraordinary 
fact that the present political regime 
not only allowed a character such 
as Trump and his clique into the 
highest echelons of state power, but 
also proved unwilling or incapable 
of removing his administration, even 
as its incompetence and malignancy 
became manifest. Regime 
pusillanimity persisted to the very end 

in a deadly insurrection aimed at one 
of its central institutions.

Foundation
Lazare correctly points to the 
antiquity of a state founded at the 
end of the 18th century - before the 
capitalist Industrial Revolution and 
unchanged in its foundations to this 
day - as a prime cause.2 The entree to a 
concept of the move against that state 
is made with an analogy with Charles 
I’s January 1642 attempted coup 
against the parliamentary leadership 
in England. 

However, Lazare relies upon 
Samuel P Huntington’s theory of 
the United States as a fundamentally 
“Tudor polity” - a thesis whose 
material basis pretends to rest upon 
the foundation of the English North 
American colonies, particularly that 
of the Massachusetts Puritans (Lazare 
curiously omits the Virginia colony, of 
quite different social origin) in the late 
Tudor/early Stuart period. The actual 
thesis ‘pretends’, because, as deployed 
by Lazare, it argues that Puritan 
Massachusetts both formed the germ 
of the future American Republic - 
once again omitting the contributions 
of Virginia - and remained unchanged 
in social character until the American 
Revolution.3

‘
‘Washington as statesman 

at the Constitutional 
Convention’ Junius Brutus 

Stearn (1856)

The founding fathers were 
inspired by Whig political 

theory



weekly
worker 1332 January 28 2021 7

The notion of an ‘eternal’ and 
unchanged Tudor Puritanism at the 
core of the American state is idealist 
and is not a historical-materialist 
concept. Interestingly, the Tudor 
polity thesis mirrors the idealist theory 
of an eternally and uniformly “liberal 
tradition”, put forward by Louis Hartz 
in The liberal tradition in America 
(1953). Both idealist interpretations 
stand on opposite sides of a historical 
class divide, as we will see.

But the proper ground to approach 
ideological political traditions is 
that of intellectual history, and 
GJA Pocock in The Machiavellian 
moment: Florentine political thought 
and the Atlantic republican tradition 
(1975) already provides a credible 
story that does not hypostatise 
ideology as a foundation of American 
political society.4 

Pocock centres on James 
Harrington as the originator of 
the basic concepts that eventually 
informed the founders of the American 
republic, and specifically their 
republicanism, in The Commonwealth 
of Oceana, published in the 1650s - 
which is carefully dedicated to Oliver 
Cromwell and in part a riposte against 
his great rival: the ideologue of 
absolute monarchy, Thomas Hobbes. 
Pocock’s thesis has been an important 
influence on the leading mainstream 
American historians of the British 
colonial period, Bernard Bailyn and 
especially Gordon Wood.5 Other 
historians, such as Caroline Robbins, 
place Harrington in the context of a 
long line of ‘Commonwealthmen’ 
British Whig republicanism.6

This intellectual history points to a 
Whig, and not a Tudor, polity. Whig 
politics did not exist in the Tudor 
polity, or in the early Stuart period. 
Whig politics were the outcome 
of the English Civil War and the 
following revolution period, 1647-
53. Parliamentary and army-navy 
Whigs supported the Cromwellian 
counterrevolution and, when their 
Caribbean designs failed, sponsored 
the Restoration - a ‘Whig Restoration’ 
- of Charles II, who ruled only with 
their assent. 

This was demonstrated later by 
the Shaftesbury Whig deposition of 
his brother, James II, in 1688, when 
he sought to abrogate the Restoration 
settlement.

The long run of the English 
revolutionary cycle, and of the century 
that followed 1688, demonstrate that 
Whig politics of the 18th century 
supremacy were an early modern 

bourgeois politics. That of the Tudors 
was of a late Baroque feudal polity, 
a superstructure out of joint with its 
real social-economic basis emergent 
after the dissolution of serfdom in 
the 14th century, followed by the 
collapse of an independent high 
aristocracy in the War of the Roses 
in the 15th century. There was an 
absence in the ‘Gothic balance’ that 
moved Harrington - ideologist of the 
English landlord gentry - to opt for 
a combined aristocratic and limited 
democratic agrarian republic, headed 
by a constitutionally limited, quasi-
monarchical executive. This historical 
disjuncture was the proximate 
condition for the English Civil War 
and Revolution; its proximate cause 
was Charles I’s attempted coup.

The Virginia and Massachusetts 
colonies were founded immediately 
prior to those momentous world-
historical events, but it is impossible 
to hold, on any historical and material 
political or economic grounds, that 
these still tenuous colonies could ever 
remain mere direct extrusions of late 
Tudor England for very long. 

These and the English colonies 
that followed were to undergo a 
profound metamorphosis under 
the hammer blows of three forces: 
first and foremost, the force of the 
ferocious and ceaseless wars with the 
indigenous peoples of North America, 
often overlooked by historical 
interpretation; second, particularly in 
Virginia and the southern colonies, 
the formation of the racial apartheid, 
slave-labour system, as we more fully 
understand it today; and finally the 
one force that shaped both Britain and 
its colonies: the bourgeois English 
Revolution and aftermath of Whig 
political dominance, particularly in 
the 18th century, when the North 
American colonies were likely the 
most rapidly growing social formation 
on Earth - the real foundation of the 
soon-to-be-independent state.

That American state was, then, a 
Whig bourgeois polity - one whose 
subordinate democratic element 
included the rural settler-farmers, but, 
following the Levellers in the Putney 
Debates of 1647, initially excluded 
from the franchise propertyless wage 
labourers as ‘servants’.7 This Whig 
polity was further transformed in the 
political revolution that extended the 
franchise to all white men, giving 
rise in the 1830s to the ‘Jacksonian’ 
political system of mass politics that 
remains at the foundation of the US 
political regime to this day. 

Together with the state, they both 
predate the emergence of industrial 
capitalism and its mass working 
class, and to this extent also form an 
ancien régime in a different kind of 
historical disjuncture today, between 
a majority non-white and feminised 
working class social economy, 
and a superstructure established 
and originally governed by a now 
archaic class alliance of slave-owning 
British-American merchants and 
European settler farmers. Crucially 
this disjuncture is not a contradiction 
with a residual, late feudal Tudor state 
and regime, but with an early modern 
commercial - and not industrial - 
bourgeois state and regime.8 

But it possesses the explosive 
potential of early 17th century 
England, and the radicalised far 
right, in its own way, knows it and is 
anxious to move now, ‘before it is too 
late’. The danger for the rest of us is 
therefore immediate to medium-term.

Media control
The main accretions to the American 
Old Regime were a great growth 
of a democratically unaccountable 
state bureaucracy, civil and military, 
at both federal and state levels, and 
- less emphasised in the advent of 
industrial capitalism - the growth 
of commercial capitalist media 
enterprises, which have come to 
exercise a monopolistic chokehold 
over the transmission and circulation 
of information as a commodity.

Ever since the advent of the 
railroads and telegraph, history shows 
that purely commercial capitalist 
enterprises, based primarily on 
networks of commodity circulation 
and not production, invariably tend 
toward monopoly and, in the case 
of information, towards a restrictive 
monopoly over political discourse, 
especially in political systems that 
predate industrialised commercial 
capitalism. This tendency is 
accentuated in the American case, 
given the congruence of commercial 
monopoly with the commercial, and 
not industrial, foundations of the 
state and political regime.

Commercial information media 
has its origin in, and is economically 
based upon, the advertisement 
of real commodities for sale. 
Advertisements will always contain 
a certain measure of disinformation 
to make the sale, and this economic 
basis acts with corrosive influence 
on political ‘news’ discourse as well, 
distorted to attract viewers to the ads. 

The net political result is, on 
the one hand, the suppression of 
anti-capitalist and non-bourgeois 
discourse necessary for political 
organisation and action and, on 
the other hand, the elevation - 
often active - of pro-capitalist and 
reactionary political discourse. 
This political bias, critical to 
the suppression of independent 
working class and socialist political 
organisation, is embedded in 
the historical foundations of the 
‘Jacksonian’ political regime.

Donald Trump and his movement 
are, conversely, an almost pure 
fabrication of this commercial 
‘infotainment’ capital, always resting 
upon the ‘public’ broadcast domain, 
both with ‘legacy’ and ‘social’ media. 
Its main scapegoats - dark-skinned 
immigrants and Muslims, and 
certainly not Russians - are targets 
shared to a varying extent throughout 
the capitalist media. In addition, the 
current internecine turf war now 
underway between ‘legacy’ and 
‘social’ media - a struggle for both 
the advertising dollar and traditional 
‘legacy’ control over political 
discourse - will not fundamentally 
alter capitalist media congruence 
with reactionary and even fascist 
politics, and is not to be relied upon 
as even a stop-gap solution.

However, the Trumpian alternate 
reality media machine was not able 

to make enough recruiting inroads 
into that other great anti-democratic 
growth - the state bureaucracy, 
especially in the military, intelligence 
and internal security apparatuses - 
sufficient to turn enough officers to 
elevate the January 6 insurrection to 
the status of a coup. On the contrary, 
Trumpism antagonised certain key 
agencies, particularly the CIA and 
elements within the state department, 
which launched a fierce propaganda 
counteroffensive through their 
favoured media outlets, such as CNN 
and MSNBC, while also pushing 
the turf war against ‘social’ media. 
The Trump clique’s lack of state 
institutional support caused it to 
seek such support abroad from like-
minded reactionary governments 
- further aggravating the same 
domestic antagonism. This doomed 
from the start any insurrectionist 
road for keeping the Trump clique in 
power.

These same domestic institutional 
antagonists were, however, 
incapable of removing Trump during 
his term in office, due to their formal 
subservience to the anachronistic 
political regime that put him there 
in the first place, and that refused to 
remove him for the duration. Therein 
lies an explosive contradiction, as 
any extra-constitutional move by 
the bureaucratic institutions would 
actually accelerate the timetable for 
a triumph of fascism in the USA 
by the achievement of one of its 
purposes: the formal abrogation 
and delegitimisation of the archaic 
constitutional regime.

Hence the socialist left, at least, 
must not rely upon, much less align 
with, institutional contradictions 
outside its control and class base. 

Unfortunately, most self-
described socialists are doing just 
that, through the medium of the 
Democratic Socialists of America 
and other left organisations, in a 
strategy to prop up the Democratic 
Party, which, in turn, has become 
the virtual state party of anti-Trump 
bureaucratic institutions. The left 
needs to begin looking down the road 
to political independence now and, 
should Trumpism, with or without 
Trump, generate a real split within 
the Republican Party, that road may 
open up sooner than many expect.

In all cases, a passive flippancy 
from the jaded peanut gallery is not 
the order of the day l

Caption

Notes
1. See ‘Trump campaign and Trump administration 
ties to the insurrection’: sethabramson.substack.
com/p/trump-campaign-ties-to-the-insurrection.
2. See D Lazare The frozen republic: how the 
constitution is paralyzing democracy Boston 1996; 
and The velvet coup: the constitution, the Supreme 
Court and the decline of American democracy 
New York 2001.
3. Of course, no association is to be made here 
with Huntington’s profoundly reactionary and 
authoritarian ideology, as expressed in Political 
order in changing societies (London 1968), 
the infamous The crisis of democracy: on the 
governability of democracies (with co-authors 
Michel Crozier and Joji Watanuki - New York 
1975), the ‘western chauvinist’ book (Proud 
Boys, anyone?), The clash of civilizations and the 
remaking of world order (New York 1996) and 
the blatantly racist Who are we? The challenges 
to America’s national identity (New York 2004), 
among others.
4. On Pocock and his school, see also “1776” as 
the “last British revolution” and its colonial history 
as an extension of early British imperial history, 
in Three British revolutions: 1641, 1688, 1776 
(Princeton 1980).
5. In particular, see Wood’s The creation of the 
American republic 1776-1787 (Chapel Hill 1998) 
and The radicalism of the American revolution 
(New York 1991).
6. The eighteenth century Commonwealthman 
(Cambridge Mass 1959).
7. For the still ‘pre-capitalist’ status of wage labour 
in the colonial period and early republic, see, for 
example, RJ Steinfeld The invention of free labor: 
the employment relation in English and American 
law and culture, 1350-1870 (Chapel Hill 1991).
8. The progressive historian, William Appleman 
Williams, in The contours of American history 
(New York 1961) also referred to the 1787 
constitution as “feudal”, and is also rejected here, 
though Williams recognised its merchant basis. But 
these ‘outlier’ British Atlantic merchants were no 
longer a feudal bourgeoisie. Few if any historians 
grasp the specifically different historical class 
nature of the American disjuncture.
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Target reached
With three days still to 

go before the end of 
the month, we have already 
reached our £2,000 target for 
January’s fighting fund. Well 
done, everyone!

Of course, a lot of that comes 
down to a brilliant donation of 
over £500 from comrade SK 
received in the first week of the 
year, but that doesn’t detract 
from my continuing satisfaction 
in any way. Actually the week 
just past coincides with that 
time of the month when there 
aren’t that many standing 
orders - there were five, from 
JT (£50), DG (£60), SS and GT 
(£15 each) and JM (£10). There 
were also two excellent PayPal 
contributions from comrades 
TB (£60) and DB (£50). All that 
means that £220 came in over 
the last seven days, taking the 
running total for January up to 
£2,053.

With yet more Covid-19 

restrictions being announced, 
we obviously won’t be printing 
again for at least the next few 
months, but it’s good that 
such a tiny minority of our 
subscribers who pay monthly 
have declined to suspend their 
payments - which means that 
a good number have now built 
up credit equal to almost a 
year’s subscription. That says 
a lot about what they think of 
the Weekly Worker, even if they 
may not have contributed to the 
fighting fund.

Anyway, with three days 
left, let’s see if we can build up 
a bit of a surplus to help carry 
us through the rest of the year 
and cover any future deficits l

Robbie Rix

Fighting fund

January 6: an ad hoc 
insurrection fomented by 

Trump clique



LLA
weekly

January 28 2021 1332 worker8

Fudge, muddle, clarity
James Marshall of Labour Party Marxists provides a rough guide to the issues and arguments that will 
dominate the January 30 Zoom conference

Another Labour Left Alliance 
conference; another massively 
overloaded agenda. Over 

the course of four hours (plus half 
an hour for lunch) we are going 
to debate the crisis in the Labour 
Party and decide what to do next. 
Doable, if the conference had been 
organised with a view to achieving 
clarity. Unfortunately that is not the 
case. The methods of the labour and 
trade union bureaucracy have been 
thoroughly internalised.

There is a mixed bag of eight 
motions - surely in a calculated 
attempt to dumb down, all limited 
to a maximum of 350 words, then 
nudged up to 400, by the LLA’s 
conference arrangements committee. 
This was strongly opposed by 
Labour Party Marxists. There is also 
the certainty of various amendments 
(with no word limit).

Movers, seconders, supporters, 
opposers have all been limited to 
five- and three-minute contributions. 
A sure-fire recipe for the adoption 
of mutually contradictory positions 
and in all probability utter confusion. 

Almost guaranteeing that outcome, 
the organisers insist that it is the 
conference chair who will choose all 
speakers bar movers and seconders. 
LPM is of the view that factions, 
platforms, local affiliates and other 
movers should have the right to 
choose their most competent, their 
preferred, advocates - basic practice 
with the best of our tradition (eg, 
the Bolsheviks). However, we find 
ourselves in a minority.

Background
Since the launch of the Labour 
Left Alliance there have been some 
hugely negative developments. 
Labour badly lost the 2019 general 
election, Keir Starmer easily 
won the Labour leadership and 
the ‘Anti-Zionism equals anti-
Semitism’ witch-hunt has not only 
seen Jeremy Corbyn suspended 
from the Parliamentary Labour 
Party, but scores of Constituency 
Labour Party chairs and secretaries 
suspended because they dared 
defy instructions disallowing 
any discussion of Corbyn or 

the Equalities and Human Rights 
Commission report.

As a result many thousands of 
members have simply walked. 
An already weak and politically 
confused Labour left has been further 
weakened and further confused. That 
has - as was bound to be the case - 
affected LLA too. (Not that LPM has 
been immune - we have lost as many 
members as we have gained).

LPM did advocate that the 
LLA should be founded as an 
individual-membership organisation 
- structurally something along the 
lines of the British Socialist Party, 
the Fabian Society, the Independent 
Labour Party or the Socialist League. 
This proposal was rejected. So was 
our call for the LLA to commit 
itself to the perspectives of extreme 
democracy, of superseding the 
capitalist system that is threatening 
to bring about ecological collapse, 
of working class rule and making 
the global transition to a classless, 
moneyless, stateless communism. 
That would not have saved LLA 
from the crisis of the Labour left. 

But politically it would have put us 
in a far, far stronger position.

Instead, the majority went for a 
loose, federal structure; a delegate 
conference, which does not and 
cannot elect or hold the leadership 
to account; and lowest-common-
denominator politics, which, in truth, 
amount to bog standard left Labour 
reformism.

Showing its steep, downward 
organisational trajectory, the LLA 
January 30 conference will not 
consist of delegates. A first. On the 
contrary, anyone who has signed 
what amounts to an LLA petition 
has the right to speak and vote 
on January 30. No dues paid, no 
commitments required. And, of 
course, given the LLA structure, 
votes are not binding on either the 
LLA’s organising group (OG) or its 
steering committee. So January 30 
will be a four-hour talking shop … 
but, yes, okay, it is good to talk.

A quick tour
There are, as already said, eight 
motions. We shall visit them one by 

Anyone who has signed the 
LLA’s petition can speak 

and vote

Kier Starmer: is he intent 
on cowering official left 

or driving the whole lot of 
them out?
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one in the order in which they are 
due to be debated.

Motion 1.1, ‘The witch-hunt 
and the Labour Party’, comes with 
nine signatures: Tina Werkmann, 
Roger Silverman, Daniel Platts, Pam 
Bromley, Carol Taylor, Matthew 
Jones, Ken Syme, Tasib Mughal and 
Robert Arnott. In essence a steering 
committee motion.

What should have been a 
routine, uncontroversial motion, 
is, unfortunately marred by far 
too many bungled, misconceived 
formulations.

Here is the opening paragraph:

The campaign to get rid of Jeremy 
Corbyn started even before he won 
the Labour leadership election in 
2015. Millions were inspired and 
over 350,000 leftwingers joined 
the Labour Party. This posed a 
real problem for the ruling class 
- Tony Blair had worked hard to 
transform the party into a safe 
‘second eleven’ that could be 
trusted to run capitalism.

The campaign against Jeremy 
Corbyn started even before he won 
the Labour leadership election in 
2015 - that is beyond doubt. But 
the campaign to “get rid” of Jeremy 
Corbyn? As what? As a candidate? 
As an MP? As a living, breathing 
human being? A quibble, perhaps 
- but what about: “Tony Blair had 
worked hard to transform the party 
into a safe ‘second eleven’ that could 
be trusted to run capitalism” (my 
emphasis). This is straight from the 
‘reclaim the Labour Party’ narrative 
of the official Labour left.

Blair certainly “worked hard” 
to transform the Labour Party 
into something resembling the old 
Liberal Party of William Gladstone. 
In other words, capitalism’s first 
eleven. But, before him, apart from 
Keir Hardie, George Lansbury and 
maybe Michael Foot, every leader 
of the Labour Party had been a 
thoroughly trustworthy servant of 
British capitalism. That is certainly 
the case with every pre-Blair Labour 
prime minister: Ramsay MacDonald, 
Clement Attlee, Harold Wilson and 
James Callaghan. Capitalism was 
safe in their hands.

So delete “to get rid of” and replace 
with “against”. Delete: “Tony Blair 
had worked hard to transform the 
party into a safe ‘second eleven’ that 
could be trusted to run capitalism”. 
Hopefully such amendments will be 
accepted with good grace.

Then in the third paragraph we are 
told this:

The ‘leaked report’ shows that 
in the process they displayed an 
inability to recognise real anti-
Semitism, while eagerly trying 
to get rid of activists like Marc 
Wadsworth, Jackie Walker, Tony 
Greenstein, Ken Livingstone and 
Chris Williamson, none of whom 
can be accused of even a trace 
of anti-Semitism. This campaign 
quickly snowballed out of all 
control. Thousands of members 
have been thrown to the wolves in 
the process.

Well, what the ‘leaked report’ 
showed was not an inability to 
recognise “real anti-Semitism”. 
Rather that the Labour Party 
bureaucracy under general secretary 
Iain McNicol deliberately sat on 
what we are told were the few cases 
of real anti-Semitism, in order to 
discredit Corbyn and provide media 
ammunition. As to the idea that 
the “campaign quickly snowballed 
out of control”, this is a badly 
misconceived formulation.

The ‘Anti-Zionism equals anti-
Semitism’ campaign was and 
remains an operation run out of the 
offices of the CIA, MI5, Shin Bet 
and the London Israeli embassy. The 

Board of British Deputies, Campaign 
Against Anti-Semitism, Labour 
Friends of Israel, Jewish Labour 
Movement, the baying media, the 
Labour right - and finally Labour’s 
governance and legal unit under 
pro-Corbyn general secretary Jennie 
Formby - were all considered assets.

The campaign was well planned, 
well directed and never ran out of 
control. The aim was always much 
bigger than the defenestration of 
one man, Jeremy Corbyn. The aim 
remains to smother, outlaw, kill 
criticism of Israel and US-UK wars 
in the Middle East in ‘defence of 
Israel’.

So another amendment is needed. 
Firstly, delete “The ‘leaked report’ 
shows that in the process they 
displayed an inability to recognise 
real anti-Semitism”; replace with 
“The ‘leaked report’ shows that the 
Labour Party bureaucracy under 
Iain McNicol sat on cases of real 
anti-Semitism.” Also delete “This 
campaign quickly snowballed 
out of all control”; replace with a 
cropped “This campaign quickly 
snowballed.”

Another mistaken formulation - 
the idea that Starmer and Evans are 
trying to “get rid of the entire left” - 
is dealt with below, in the discussion 
of motion 2.4. As we shall argue, it is 
wrong - so another delete.

Finally, the movers of motion 
1.1 come to what they call their 
demands/principles. We read:

In order to avoid making the 
same mistakes again, we believe 
the Labour left must learn some 
lessons and maintain certain 
demands/principles:

- Appeasement never works.

That is the first of the comrades’ 
demands/principles.

True, in British history the 
word ‘appeasement’ is forever 
associated with the policy of Neville 
Chamberlain’s government and its 
Munich Pact with fascist Germany 
(and Italy), agreed in September 
1938. In the name of “peace in 
our time” Germany was allowed 
to slice off the Sudetenland from 
Czechoslovakia. The capitalist class, 
the royal family, the mainstream 
press, the BBC and most Tory 
MPs fully supported this attempt to 
appease the Hitler regime.

But what does ‘appeasement’ 
mean? The Cambridge dictionary 
defines appeasement as “the action 
of satisfying the demands of an 
aggressive person, country or 
organisation”. With this in mind, 
the statement “Appeasement never 
works” transforms the rejection of 
what is, what can be a legitimate 
tactic into a timeless principle. A 
basic error.

Vladimir Lenin’s celebrated 
pamphlet ‘Left wing’ communism, 
an infantile disorder (1920) goes to 
some lengths to patiently explain to 
the fledgling communist parties that 
not only should they participate in 
reactionary parliaments and trade 
unions, they should also be prepared 
to make all manner of concessions, 
compromises and retreats. Put 
another way, ‘appeasement’ can 
be made to work in the interests of 
the working class and the cause of 
socialism.

Imagine for a moment being held 
at knifepoint by some boozed-up 
loser. Not wanting to get stabbed 
to death, you appease them. You 
politely hand over your mobile 
phone and whatever cash you happen 
to have on you. It works: thank god 
the robber staggers off down the road 
and you live for another day.

Soviet Russia did much the same 
with the Central Powers (Germany, 
Austria-Hungary, Bulgaria, the 
Ottoman empire). Under the terms 
of the March 1918 Brest-Litovsk 
treaty huge tracts of territory 

were surrendered in the name of 
securing a ‘breathing space for the 
revolution’. Of course, the cost went 
far beyond losing land, industry and 
people. Brest-Litovsk divided the 
central committee of the Russian 
Communist Party (Bolsheviks) into 
three factions and lost them their Left 
Socialist Revolutionary allies too … 
and therefore their majority in the 
soviets. Nevertheless, in my opinion, 
on balance Leon Trotsky’s decision 
to throw in his hand with Lenin and 
sign the Brest-Litovsk treaty was 
probably the right thing to do.

Corbyn’s appeasement of the 
Labour right, the Zionist movement, 
etc, proved an abject failure. That is 
for sure. Despite that, appeasement 
should not be rejected as a matter of 
principle. So delete “Appeasement 
never works”.

Next
Motion 1.2, ‘Lessons of Corbynism’, 
comes from LPM and should be read 
in conjunction with LPM’s ‘Theses 
on Keir Starmer’s Labour Party’.1 
It should be pointed out that it was 
LPM which proposed this LLA 
conference. Against some opposition 
we won the vote on the LLA’s 
‘ruling’ OG.

Our intention was to debate out 
areas of agreement and disagreement 
between the various factions, strands 
and trends. Hence we submitted our 
hardly overlong ‘Theses’.

Presumably, there are those 
comrades who fear debating out 
areas of agreement and disagreement 
between the various factions, 
strands and trends. The conference 
arrangements committee decided 
to go with neither the word nor the 
spirit of the OG resolution, but, 
instead, imposed a bureaucratic 350-
word limit on motions and five- and 
three-minute speaking restrictions.

As a result, the two LPM motions 
are mere shrunken fragments of what 
began as a coherent whole. More 
than a pity. Anyway here is LPM’s 
first motion:

1. Declining capitalism is 
reaching its ecological limits. The 
threat of nuclear war is increasing. 
Lasting, meaningful reforms that 
benefit the working class can 
no longer be gained. Reformist 
programmes of transforming 
capitalism into socialism through 
winning a parliamentary majority 
have been replaced by the ever 
more hopeless illusion of a 
nicer, kinder, fairer capitalism. 
Humanity faces the stark choice 
posed by Frederick Engels: 
socialism or barbarism.
2. The failures, cowardice and 
treachery of the official Labour 
left, its constantly repeated 
pattern of becoming the official 
Labour right, must be explained 
in materialist terms - not put down 
to individual oddity, personal 
weakness or some congenital 
tendency to betray. The official 
Labour left remains 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 capitalist government makes 
the official Labour left a breeding 
ground for careerists who, starting 
with good intentions, slowly 
or speedily evolve to the right. 
The way is smoothed by the lure 
of elected positions, generous 
expenses, lucrative sinecures, sly 
backhanders, mixing with the 
great and good and, eventually, 
entry into the lower ranks of the 
bourgeoisie.
3. The official Labour left serves 
to keep hopes alight that the Labour 
Party can be won for socialism, 
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’. So long as 
the left does not cause too much 
trouble and 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 
and supplies a steady flow of 
high-profile converts to capitalist 
realism above.
4. Both the official Labour left 
and the official Labour right share 
a common sense that politics is 
about winning elections. Policies 
are selected which can be sold 
to the electorate. Ultimately, 
though, the mainstream media 
determines what is sensible and 
what is dismissed as sectarian 
craziness. Anything that appears 
to obstruct electoral victory is 
avoided like the plague. Hence, 
while the Labour right attempts to 
restrict and muddy debate, impose 
bureaucratic controls and sideline 
awkward minorities, the official 
Labour left behaves in exactly the 
same anti-democratic manner.

The importance of agreeing this 
motion is obvious. Firstly, the 
official Labour left is engaged in a 
permanent kabuki dance with the 
pro-capitalist Labour right. It is no 
longer even reformist and therefore it 
is categorically incorrect to describe 
it as socialist. The LLA must choose 
between the socialist left (the 
principal example being LPM itself, 
of course) and the official left.

Secondly, the struggle for 
socialism cannot be put off to the 
far-distant future. It is an urgent 
necessity. Calls for reforms must be 
linked to the perspective of socialism.

Thirdly, our movement needs 
democracy and the fullest debate, as 
the human being needs food and air. 
Starved of democracy and the fullest 
debate, our movement withers and 
eventually dies.

Second session
Here things begin with the motion 
on trade union work, proposed by 
12 comrades: Pam Bromley, Steve 
McKenzie, Carol Taylor-Spedding, 
Bob Allen, Vince Williams, Jonathan 
Cooper, Maggie Gothard, Ross 
Charnock, Craig Murphy, Peter 
Grant, Alec Price and Anna Hubbard.

From an LPM viewpoint the 
motion is motherhood and apple pie. 
We agree, we agree, we agree. No 
socialist worthy of the name could 
disagree. (But would that apply to 
Jeremy Corbyn, John McDonnell, 
Len McCluskey, Diane Abbott, etc? 
Hardly.)

Motion 2.1 should quickly be 
voted through. There ought to be 
unanimity.

By contrast, 2.2. is a confused 
mess. The motion in support of 
proportional representation is put 
forward by Andrea Grainger, Liv 
Singh, Chris Donovan, Shiraz 
Hussain, Richard Crawford, Reuben 
Ramsay, John Bernard, Barry West, 
Jon de Rennes, Graham Burnby-
Crouch and Jenny Almeida.

Things begin badly, when the 
motion states: “That the UK, 
Belarus, USA and Canada are the 
only western democracies to not 
have a form of proportional election 
system.” Well, it is good to know 
that Belarus counts as a ‘western 
democracy’. A sloppy formulation 
then.

As for the UK, USA and 
Canada, they can only be called 
democracies with some very 
considerable reservations. ‘United 
Kingdom’ should give the game 
away: monarchy and democracy 
are opposite principles. Nor can 
the House of Lords, the established 
Church of England, the standing 
army, MI5, corporate domination of 

the media, etc be called democratic. 
As for the US, it is at best a semi-
democracy. We have certainly seen 
over recent months how an indirectly 
elected president, the Senate, the 
Supreme Court and state rights are 
used as checks and balances against 
democracy. The founding fathers 
wanted an oligarchic republic with 
the least democracy they could get 
away with.

Of course, LPM does not object 
to PR. Quite the reverse. But 
the motion is too muddled, too 
overegged: ie, “That our electoral 
system forces all far-left, leftwing 
and centre-left activists into one 
party, which inevitably leads to 
massive internal party conflict and 
division, which damages morale, 
demotivates activists and weakens 
our movement.” It is hardly 
the situation that “all” far-left 
organisations are ensconced in the 
Labour Party. Nor is it necessarily 
the case that “internal party conflict 
and division … damages morale, 
demotivates activists and weakens 
our movement”. It can be the exact 
reverse.

It might be worth voting for the 
motion simply because of its call for 
the LLA to “apply to join the Labour 
for a New Democracy group, which 
is bringing together different pro-
PR groups in the party” - a motley 
collection of Labour centrists and 
official lefts. It would be interesting 
to see whether or not the LLA would 
be made welcome as an affiliate. 
But, no, while it is a good idea for 
the LLA to “publicly endorse PR”, it 
is delusional to imagine that PR is “a 
progressive solution to problems in 
the British left.”

The comrades cannot see beyond 
narrow electoralism.

Bennism
‘Republican Labour and the LLA’ 
(2.3) is proposed by Robin O’Neill, 
Peter Morton, Steve Freeman, 
Ken Syme, Tina Werkmann, Paul 
Collins, Leigh Bacon, Carol Taylor-
Spedding, Lewis Nesbitt, John 
Henry, Larry Hyatt, John Beeching, 
Dave Hill and Kevin Ware.

Here we have a factional 
declaration … and there is nothing 
wrong with that. It is, though, 
an opportunist attempt by Steve 
Freeman, the main author, to hitch 
the “driving force in the struggle for 
socialism” to the ideas of Keir Hardie 
and Tony Benn. We are told that 
Republican Labour “has its origins 
in the ideas of Keir Hardie and 
developed more fully by Tony Benn, 
with reference to, for example, the 
struggles of the Levellers, Chartists 
and suffragettes”.

Well, maybe some of the comrades 
are old-time Bennites. Others - 
most - are attempting to dress their 
republicanism in the sheep’s clothing 
of Bennism in order to make it 
acceptable to the “mainstream 
consciousness of the Labour left”. As 
a marketing device, doubtless clever, 
but surely it falls into the category 
of ‘false advertising’ - after all, it 
attempts to conceal the motion’s 
factional origins. But, perhaps I am 
being unfair, perhaps the comrades 
have undergone a latter-day 
conversion, perhaps they now count 
as true Bennites.

Anyhow, in May 1991 the right 
honourable Anthony Wedgewood 
Benn presented his Commonwealth 
of Britain Bill to the House of 
Commons as an early day motion 
(the movers have the year wrong).2 
Inevitably, it sank without trace. 
Nonetheless, Benn bravely 
proposed to replace the monarch 
with a president, devolve powers 
to Scotland, Wales and the English 
regions, replace the House of Lords 
with a House of the People with 
equal quotas of men and women, 
separate church and state, etc.

Whatever our particular 
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criticisms, it is clear that Benn had 
undergone an unusual journey from 
right to left, instead of the usual 
left to right. In 1964 he was the 
technocratic postmaster general 
in Harold Wilson’s first Labour 
government. By the 1980s he was 
the established leader of the Labour 
left … and still moving to the left.

However, just like his hero, Keir 
Hardie, Benn was a committed 
Christian: my “political commitment 
owes much more to the teachings of 
Jesus - without the mysteries within 
which they are presented - than to 
the writings of Marx whose analysis 
seems to lack an understanding of 
the deeper needs of humanity”.3

And Benn remained firmly within 
the frame of left reformism: he was 
a “quintessential House of Commons 
man”, not a revolutionary.4  His 
republicanism was correspondingly a 
reformist republicanism. Something 
fully in line with his Christian, 
ethical and national socialism.

According to Benn, Britain 
became a colony when it joined 
the Common Market on January 1 
1973. He even described Britain “the 
last colony of the British empire” 
and called for a “national liberation 
struggle” to free the country from 
the “embryonic western European 
superstate”. 

The LLA ought to commit itself to 
militant republicanism. That would 
be a big step forward. But we should 
have as our foundations not the 
muddled ideas of Hardie and Benn, 
rather we need the scientific clarity 
of Marx and Engels.

Nonetheless, LPM welcomes the 
call for LLA to “set up a working 
group to examine how we can 
and should give more emphasis 
to democratic republican issues in 
theory, policy and practice and invite 
contributions from all sections of the 
Alliance.”

We would also vote for this: “1. 
The working group will circulate a 
report within two months for further 
discussion and policy decision-
making at a future meeting”; and “2. 
One or more educational meetings 
will be organised on the theme of 
republicanism and its relationship to 
socialism” … if they were presented 
separately. But we cannot vote for 
the Hardie-Benn rubbish.

Fudge
Motion 2.4. ‘Building a socialist 
alternative inside and outside the 
Labour Party’ is crass, reductive 
and frankly politically worthless. 
Sponsored by Matthew Jones, Tina 
Werkmann, Roger Silverman, Ken 
Syme, Sandy McBurney, Tasib 
Mughal and Pam Bromley, it is in 
essence based on this contention:

We have to understand the 
attack on party democracy and 
the membership structure of 
the Labour Party (LP) as part 
of a wider trend of attacks on 
democratic rights by the ruling 
class on a world scale. The depth 
and acute nature of the economic 
and social crisis of capitalism - 
given another twist by the impact 
of the Covid-19 pandemic - has 
meant the ruling class has had to 
resort to increasingly autocratic 
methods, as social inequality has 
increased to grotesque levels. The 
LP cannot afford membership 
democracy when its leadership 
and elected representatives 
are being instructed to take 
responsibility for increasingly 
savage measures against the 
working class.

Doubtless, democratic rights are 
under attack. But the blunt conclusion 
that the Labour Party “cannot afford 
membership democracy” because of 
austerity is vastly overstated.

Remember, individual 
membership was introduced in 

1918, towards the end of World 
War I. Capitalism was mired in 
horrendous slaughter, the economy 
had been largely militarised, young 
men forcibly conscripted and 
strikes outlawed. Yet individual 
membership went hand in hand with 
Sydney Webb’s Fabian clause four. 
Both a step forward and a means of 
exerting control over an increasingly 
restive and increasingly militant rank 
and file. The Labour leadership could 
not afford not to give “membership” 
and “membership democracy”. Nor 
could they afford not to give that 
membership a binding rule-book 
commitment to ‘socialism’.

Similar observations can be 
made about 1917 Russia ... but in 
spades. Acute economic, military 
and political crisis triggered a 
popular revolution and far reaching 
concessions by the bourgeoisie, from 
the Provisional government down to 
the factory floor. There were soviet 
elections, local government elections, 
the election of officers, the election 
of managers. And everywhere there 
was debate, debate, debate. There is, 
in other words, no one-way line of 
development.

Throughout the 1920s the right 
sought to wreck and undermine the 
Labour Party as a united front of the 
working class. Most members of 
the newly formed Communist Party 
in 1920 came from the affiliated 
British Socialist Party. Many BSP 
members were already individual 
Labour Party members. Like those of 
the Fabian Society and the ILP, they 
were dual members. Despite that, the 
CPGB affiliation applications were 
turned down one after another. The 
right wanted to halt the Bolshevik 
contagion.

With that in mind, a concerted 
witch-hunt was launched. CPGB 
members were barred from standing 
as Labour candidates; constituency 
parties that stood or supported 
communist candidates were closed 
down. CPGB members were then 
purged; CLPs who resisted were 
closed down. It went on and on 
throughout the 1920s and happened 
again in the mid- to late 1930s. On 
a smaller scale, there was the purge 
of the Bevanites in the 1950s, the 
Healyites in the 1960s and Militant 
in the 1980s.

So attacks on the democratic 
rights of the rank and file amount 
to an almost a permanent feature 
of Labour Party politics. However, 
there have also been advances: eg, 
mandatory reselection in the 1980s. 
Certainly, to primarily explain 
present-day attacks with reference to 
the “economic and social crisis” and 
Covid-19 is reductive in the extreme.

After all, the main explanation of 
today’s witch-hunt surely lies in the 
realm of international and national 
politics - specifically (a) Israel and 
the UK alliance with US imperialism, 
and (b) the election of Corbyn. The 
same goes for Tony Blair’s attacks. 
It was politics that drove him and his 
cronies to undermine conference and 
roll back the gains of the 1980s. Only 
in the last analysis does economics 
come into it.

Hence, this claim is equally 
dubious:

That the degree of economic, 
social and political crisis of 
capitalism means that democracy 
and free speech are increasingly 
being closed down, including in 
political parties.

That the intention of the 
Starmer/Evans leadership is to 
drive out the left from the LP and 
largely destroy the membership 
structures and democratic 
mechanisms of the LP. This is 
effectively a means of splitting 
the LP.

There is no one-to-one 
correspondence between attacks on 

democratic rights, including free 
speech, and the “economic, social 
and political crisis of capitalism”. 
Things, as already argued, can work 
in the opposite direction.

What was Corbyn’s leadership 
election victory caused by? Not just 
the accident of the “morons” - the 
Labour MPs who ‘lent’ him their 
votes in the nomination process. 
No, there existed mass anger with 
Blair’s wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, 
mass anger with David Cameron’s 
austerity, mass anger against Lib 
Dem lies over student fees. Hence, 
once Corbyn made it over the 
nomination threshold, there was a 
sudden mass surge into the Labour 
Party. Discontent found a focus, 
a means of expression. No matter 
how raw, no matter how volatile, no 
matter how diffuse, a real movement 
of the working class.

As for the proposition that “the 
intention of the Starmer/Evans 
leadership is to drive out the left 
from the LP”, this is probably a 
considerable over-dramatisation. 
The Labour Party needs votes, 
needs local fixers and movers, needs 
functionaries and a career ladder that 
turns student union activists into 
government ministers. It also needs 
an official left which can inspire, 
spread illusions and supply its own 
quota of popular (especially amongst 
the rank and file) councillors, MPs 
and ministers.

What is going on today is an 
attempt to tame, whip into line, 
the official Labour left. But is this 
“effectively a means of splitting the 
LP”? Unlikely. Is it about destroying 
the “membership structures and 
democratic mechanisms of the LP”? 
Again, unlikely.

Anyone who knows the Labour 
Party at a constituency level must 
be aware of the considerable layer 
of active members on the centre 
and right. Some are councillors, 
some are friends of councillors, 
some want to become councillors. 
They will also know that there is a 
steady process whereby yesterday’s 
leftwing firebrand becomes today’s 
safe realist (eg: Jon Lansman, Owen 
Jones, Paul Mason).

As for Labour Party democracy, 
well, it would be a good idea. 
Remember, the election of the leader 
by the rank and file was an initiative 
of the right. In the name of extending 
democracy, the Collins review was 
meant to give power to The Sun, the 
Mirror, The Guardian to choose the 
Labour leader. That backfired with 
Corbyn, but worked a treat with 
Starmer. Meanwhile, the reality 
is that the Parliamentary Labour 
Party is to all intents and purposes 
autonomous. MPs are not servants of 
the labour movement. The leader can 
afford to ignore conference, the NEC 
and CLPs. Labour prime ministers 
have certainly done that time and 
time again.

Tens of thousands of leftish 
members - mostly muddled, confused 
and unorganised - will leave. But 
they constitute a formless, disparate 
mass, not a ready-made organisation. 
To think otherwise is illusory.

The comrades say the LLA 
should “promote by all means the 
self-organisation of the left inside 
and outside the LP”. Sounds very 
militant, very Malcolm X-ish. 
But concretely all they can offer 
is the mouse of the Labour in 
Exile Network. An organisation 
of experienced, committed, 
Labourites. Technically these 
exiles are outside the Labour Party, 
true, but they hardly constitute a 
“socialist alternative”.

In fact, the comrades deliberately 
leave their “socialist alternative” 
vague. Do they want a properly 
reformist Labour Party, a Marxist-
led Labour Party, a Marxist party 
which can lead the Labour Party, but 
does not rely on the Labour Party?

Keeping quiet on such vital 
questions constitutes an opportunist 
fudge.

So, although we like the 
suggestion of promoting “the 
discussion of political theory and 
which lessons we need to learn 
from the Corbyn leadership of the 
LP”, what the comrades have to say 
amounts to diddly squat.

LPM again
‘Transforming Labour requires a 
Marxist Party’ (2.5) can speak for 
itself:

1. 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 
in the party. Neither the 2017 
nor 2019 election manifestos 
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, objectively serving as one 
of capitalism’s many defensive 
walls. Indeed, Corbyn and 
Corbynism acted to divert mass 
discontent away from what is 
objectively needed - the urgent 
superseding of capitalism.
2. We must draw the sharpest 
line of demarcation between 
the socialist left and the official 
Labour left. The socialist 
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 or 
shadow-ministerial ‘socialists’: 
ie, those who, in pursuit of their 
pathetic, middle class careers, 
sit in a capitalist or shadow-
capitalist government. No-one 
who calls themselves a socialist 
should sit in a capitalist or a 
shadow-capitalist government. 
No socialist should call for 
‘socialist’ representation in, or 
reinstatement to, a capitalist 
government or shadow-capitalist 
government. Those who do so 
betray the cause of socialism.
3. Despite the failure of Corbyn 
and the election of Starmer, we 
remain committed to struggle 
for 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.
4. However, transforming 
Labour can only be realised 
if socialists are organised in a 
mass Marxist party: a party that 
can operate within Labour, if 
necessary despite the rules; a 
party which seeks to transform 
Labour, but whose strategy for 
achieving socialism does not 
rely on Labour. The creation of 
a mass Marxist party is therefore 
our central objective. Without 
such a party, we are doomed to 
continue to suffer one Sisyphean 
defeat after another.

Despite the limitations of January 
30 we can still say this:

Alone LPM wants to bring 
to the fore the ecological crisis. 
Alone LPM champions socialism 
and the transition to a stateless, 
moneyless, classless communism 
as the only feasible answer. Alone 

LPM champions revolutionary 
republicanism. Alone LPM sees 
the necessity of distinguishing 
between the official left - from 
Keir Hardie to Jeremy Corbyn - 
and the principled, socialist left. 
Alone LPM is committed to a mass, 
democratic and centralist party that 
can re-establish the Labour Party 
as a united front of the working 
class. Alone LPM fights against so-
called socialists sitting in capitalist 
or shadow capitalist governments. 
Alone LPM disdains to conceal 
its views and aims. Alone LPM 
declares that its ends can only be 
achieved through the revolutionary 
overthrow of all existing social 
conditions.

Socialist Appeal
2.6, ‘The way forward (for the LLA)’, 
is drafted by Daniel Platts and 
comes under the name of Rotherham 
Labour Left. Politically, however, 
the inspiration clearly comes from 
the International Marxist Tendency 
(Socialist Appeal): ie, the minority 
rump of Militant Tendency. It is 
good, despite the reluctance, that 
the comrades have presented a 
contribution - it will hopefully help 
to sharpen debate.

If it wanted, Socialist Appeal 
could easily dominate LLA. All it 
would take is sending in some 80 or 
90 trained or half-trained cadre. But, 
of course, that would mean arguing 
things out with real Marxists. A risk 
the IMT dares not take.

The SA motion contains some 
useful tactical suggestions. Instead 
of a direct confrontation with the 
Starmer/Evans regime, go for 
CLP motions of no-confidence in 
Starmer, call for rule changes to 
allow a challenge to Starmer, a 
special conference, etc. Not that 
any of that will happen, but it 
avoids the head-on confrontational 
politics that has seen so many CLP 
chairs and secretaries suspended in 
what amounts to individual acts of 
political suicide. SA leader Alan 
Woods is far from stupid.

But what distinguishes the 
SA/Rotherham motion are its 
commitments to clause-four 
socialism and to staying in the 
Labour Party no matter what - a 
strategic conception that has its 
origins with Michel Pablo (Michel 
Raptis), secretary of the so-called 
Fourth International (1943-61), 
and the chameleon politics of deep 
entryism.

One would guess that, if it had 
been around in 1920, SA would 
have opposed the formation of 
the CPGB. If not, after the first, 
second or third affiliation attempt 
had been defeated, they would have 
advocated CPGB liquidation for a 
bottom-living existence confined to 
Labour Party committee rooms and 
narrow trade unionism.

SA inexcusably, dishonestly, 
pictures Corbyn as “a socialist” and 
the Corbyn influx into Labour as 
showing the “popularity of socialist 
ideas”. More to the point, SA is tied 
hand and foot to remaining in the 
Labour Party. Hence Rotherham’s 
point 8: “Keep organising in 
the Labour Party; avoid support 
for ‘competitors’ to avoid being 
ineligible for membership.”

While IMT is a typical oil-slick 
international, it wants to steer clear, 
avoid the danger of coming to the 
attention of, falling foul of, being 
targeted by the labour bureaucracy. 
Sadly, that amounts to the politics of 
surrender l

Notes
1. ‘Theses on Keir Starmer’s Labour Party’ Weekly 
Worker January 7.
2. hansard.millbanksystems.com/commons/1991/
may/20/commonwealth-of-britain.
3. T Benn Arguments for socialism 
Harmondsworth 1982, p130.
4. D Powell Tony Benn: a political life London 
2003, p38.
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Honing and updating
Vernon Price reports on last weekend’s membership aggregate and the three debates over programme

January 23 saw the first online 
aggregate of 2021, attended by 
members and supporters of the 

Communist Party of Great Britain 
and Labour Party Marxists. In 
December we commenced a review 
of the CPGB’s Draft programme,1 
and this month we considered 
updates to sections covering 
freedom of speech, Europe and 
crime.

I must stress that these are 
not fundamental changes - the 
programme is not based on struggles 
against this or that policy of the 
current government. It addresses 
the period of the transition from 
capitalism to communism, and 
is intentionally confined to main 
principles and strategy. However, 
these changes are to section 
three, which contains immediate 
demands, and it is appropriate that 
we make changes according to 
either experience or big political 
developments.

Our reworked section on freedom 
declares that the “interests of the 
working class require the open 
struggle of ideas and the ability to 
freely organise”. In opening the first 
discussion comrade Paul Demarty 
took us through the demands that 
flow from that. First, “Unrestricted 
freedom of speech, publication, 
conscience, association and 
assembly”. The key word here is 
‘unrestricted’. As soon as we permit 
state bans on the far right, we are 
opening the door to similar bans 
aimed at silencing the workers’ 
movement. Paul was very clear 
though - our right to freedom of 
speech includes the right to picket 
those we oppose.

He went on to criticise 
bureaucratic ‘safe-space’ policies, 
which are being imposed on 
student campuses and in the wider 
movement - this is not the way to 
defeat bigoted ideas or to educate 
those who hold them. The comrade 
thought the call to abolish state 
secrecy would open the eyes of 
the working class to the methods 
used to maintain capitalist rule, and 
could also provide lessons on how 
to run things properly, once we are 
in control.

In considering the demand to 
abolish copyright laws, patents and 
intellectual property rights, Paul 
noted how these can end up denying 
millions the medical treatment they 
need in a time of global pandemic. 
The final demand in this section 
calls for “Socialisation of internet 
service providers, public cloud 
infrastructure and other natural 
monopolies in communications”. 
Paul revealed that on the day 
before the aggregate Facebook had 
arbitrarily shut down the pages 
of the Socialist Workers Party 
on that platform. Although they 
were now restored, no explanation 
was provided. And similar, 
unaccountable, private corporations 
are to be found running all the 
different layers of the internet.

Comrade Farzad Kamangar 
informed the meeting about 
problems encountered when trying 
to arrange Facebook advertisements 
for talks at the recent Winter 
Communist University. Eventually 
most were accepted, but not for the 
two sessions covering the Middle 
East. Jack Conrad drew attention to 
the new Campaign for Free Speech 
being set up by Labour Against 
the Witchhunt and other groups. 

Whilst we support no restrictions 
on freedom of speech, others 
involved are insisting this does not 
apply to fascists, which seems like 
a contradiction in terms. He also 
referred to the thousands of online 
accounts of far-right activists which 
have been terminated for supporting 
the January 6 failed coup in 
Washington DC, and that many on 
the left are welcoming this response 
by big tech. But we can expect that 
the very same bots used to identify 
the far right in the USA will be used 
against the left here, as the ‘Anti-
Zionism equals anti-Semitism’ big 
lie gains general acceptance.

European Union
Opening the discussion on Europe, 
comrade Conrad acknowledged 
that Brexit has changed the UK’s 
relationship with the European 
Union and the rest of the world, but 
the issue is far from settled. Donald 
Trump’s defeat removes Boris 
Johnson’s key Brexit ally and, with 
Joe Biden rebuilding bridges with 
the EU, this leaves the UK facing 
economic and constitutional crises.

The communist tradition has 
always favoured larger countries 
- these provide the best conditions 
not just for achieving socialist 
revolution, but also for its defence. 
That is why we still look to a 
united continent of Europe under 
the rule of the working class. This 
would include the EU as well as 
non-EU countries. And any such 
European revolution would need 
to be able to withstand the wrath of 
US imperialism and in turn support 
the working class in the USA in 
overthrowing imperialism.

The comrade contrasted this 

strategy with that of the destruction 
socialists, like the Socialist Party 
in England and Wales, and the 
Socialist Workers Party. These 
comrades believe that any damage 
inflicted on the imperialist states 
is good for the cause of socialism. 
Hence their support for Brexit and 
also Scottish independence.

Finally Jack contrasted our 
approach with groups like Another 
Europe Is Possible, which sought 
reform to the EU institutions, and 
disgracefully took funds from the 
likes of George Soros. Our unity of 
the European working class requires 
the abolition of the EU commission, 
the council of ministers and the 
existing treaties.

Comrade Peter Manson spoke 
next, describing how leaving the EU 
was regarded as a strategic victory 
for the ‘official communists’ in 
the Communist Party of Britain, 
restoring national sovereignty 
and opening the way to building 
socialism here in one country. But 
the reality for the working class is 
that socialism is no nearer at all.

James Harvey highlighted the 
problems that the Brexit deal will 
bring for capitalism in Britain, 
and that this is likely to lead to 
a strengthening of support for 
national chauvinism. He also spoke 
about the contradictions within the 
EU itself that prevented steps to 
further European unity.

Jack Conrad agreed with that 
assessment. The EU shows no sign 
of being able to act independently, as 
illustrated by its inability to deliver 
on the Iran nuclear deal, once the 
Trump administration imposed 
sanctions. For him the only force 
capable of uniting Europe is the 

working class. And European unity 
is essential for a viable socialist 
revolution that can defend itself and 
inspire the rest of the world.

The final discussion centred 
on the section covering crime and 
prisons, in particular our policy 
towards drugs. In his introduction 
Mike Macnair took us through 
the history of laws to prevent 
the consumption of recreational 
chemicals by ‘the undeserving 
poor’ from the 17th century with a 
ban on tobacco and a clampdown on 
ale houses, through to the US ‘war 
on drugs’, as started by Richard 
Nixon in 1971. In the 1990s the 
Clinton administration ramped 
up this policy with mandatory 
minimum sentencing laws, leading 
to mass incarceration - all pushed 
through with the help of senator Joe 
Biden. This was accompanied by 
diplomatic pressure on its allies to 
impose prohibition rather than offer 
support to addicts. The proposed 
wording for the new addition on 
drugs reads:

End the war on drugs. 
Recreational drugs should 
be legalised and quality 
standards assured. People with 
a dependency problem should 
be offered treatment not given a 
criminal record.

Two minor amendments proposed 
by Ollie Grant were then discussed. 
First he wanted to use the term 
‘psychoactive substances’ rather 
than ‘recreational drugs’. His 
justification here was to cover 
everything included within 
the scientific definition of ‘a 
chemical that induces a change 

in mood, behaviour or state of 
consciousness’ rather than just 
those traditionally considered as 
‘recreational’. In particular many 
drugs considered as ‘medical’ are 
consumed ‘recreationally’. His 
second change was to include the 
phrase “production and distribution 
organised by the state to break the 
black-market monopoly”. The 
problem here being the constant 
pressure on the private sector to 
increase profits by adulteration of 
the ingredients.

Jack Conrad pointed out that the 
problem in the USA and in the UK 
was the criminalisation of the use 
of recreational drugs, and the huge 
prison population this engendered. 
The ‘psychoactive’ term was too 
broad, because it covered everything 
from tea to LSD, and also included 
substances manufactured for 
military use. He also noted that 
effective state regulation of drugs, 
including alcoholic drinks, can be 
enforced without full state control 
of production.

A number of other comrades 
joined in the discussion, many 
pointing to the opioid crisis in the 
United States and other examples, 
where the distinction between 
medical and ‘recreational’ drug use 
was not straightforward.

In replying to the debate Mike 
Macnair reminded comrades that 
the addition being discussed related 
to the ‘Crime and prisons’ section 
of the Draft programme, and that 
the section on health also covers 
control of the pharmaceutical 
industry. He emphasised that the 
core of the issue was the illegality 
of the sale of recreational drugs - 
currently described as ‘the war on 
drugs’, but dating back centuries. 
The consequence of the illegality is 
that there is no quality control and 
distribution occurs via the black 
market - our aim is to strike down 
this illegality.

In illustrating the small scale 
of recreational drug production, 
Mike told us about the activities of 
the chemistry postgraduates when 
he was a university student - the 
humour that followed was all but 
destroyed by the Zoom platform. He 
explained that they made and sold 
LSD when that was fashionable, but 
the cops cracked down on LSD, so 
they shifted to making speed. Then 
the police also cracked down on 
speed, so they moved into downers 
… “and I can’t remember what 
happened after downers”.

Mike’s final point was that 
we should avoid state control of 
production and distribution of 
recreational drugs, because much 
of it at present happens on a small 
scale, basically as a cottage industry. 
Rather than enforced collectivisation 
of the petty bourgeoisie we 
favour the formation of voluntary 
cooperatives. Only in the case of 
considerable concentration would 
the call for nationalisation be 
appropriate.

In the votes that followed Ollie 
Grant’s amendments were both 
defeated.

All three updated sections were 
approved overwhelmingly. We 
expect to debate and vote on further 
Draft programme amendments at 
forthcoming aggregates later this 
year l

Notes
1. communistparty.co.uk/draft-programme.
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Our light and air
Paul Demarty insists that unrestricted free speech is central to the communist project

This article is a version of an 
opening I delivered at the 
Communist Party members’ 

aggregate on January 23, motivating 
a new section of the CPGB’s Draft 
programme on freedom of speech and 
related liberties.

The rather short text - which, as 
amended, is reproduced below - 
could, in principle, be a lot shorter. 
The first demand is for “unrestricted 
freedom of speech” - a formulation 
identical in substance to that of the 
pre-revolutionary Bolsheviks - and 
the rest is essentially commentary. 
The further demands concern specific 
restrictions on freedom of speech, 
which it is crucial for us to oppose 
explicitly, rather than under the word 
“unrestricted”.

Why? Unrestricted freedom of 
speech is a very simple idea; but the 
human race has yet to conceive of 
an idea so simple it cannot be made 
complicated when material interests 
are involved.

Class interest
We will mention the deeper 
background only briefly. In the 
whole history of class society, 
free expression is very much the 
exception rather than the rule. In the 
European context, the republican 
and democratic norms that emerged 
sporadically in classical antiquity 
only ever went so far (slaves and 
women, naturally, being excluded; 
but remember that even Socrates was 
executed for ‘perverting the youth’). 
The late antique state tended towards 
tyranny, and the medieval era saw 
intellectual life placed in the grip of 
the church at its most corrupt.

The rise of the urban classes, 
particularly the bourgeoisie, created a 
class interest in breaking the existing 
intellectual monopolies; and, with the 
invention of movable type, literacy 
began to penetrate further and further 
down the class structure. With the 
bourgeoisie’s triumph in any given 
country came proletarianisation of 
the wider population, the creation 
of a class with no power beyond 
its sheer collective mass and its 
human capacity to direct that mass 
intelligently - therefore sharp, 
effective communication is needed 
for its liberation. The bourgeoisie, 
now ruling, has a clear class interest 
in blunting such communication.

That is all very schematic, but 
the underlying point is that control 
of information is a material interest: 
it is part of the total social means of 
production, and a crucial mechanism 
whereby any society can be governed 
- as crucial as force of arms, since 
arms are wielded by people, who 
must be convinced not to turn them on 
the governors. Johannes Gutenberg’s 
device was not the first printing press, 
of course: that existed in China a 
thousand years earlier. Its purpose at 
that time is telling - to enable officials 
to circulate information amongst 
themselves, out of view of the toiling 
masses. The class struggle ultimately 
governs the transitions between 
particular forms of such control. The 
birth of the mass workers’ movement 
presents the first existential challenge 
to control of expression as such.

Unrestricted free speech is both 
a condition and an objective of 
revolutionary working class politics. 
The other freedoms we list out here 
are in fact primarily important to 
communists as communicative 
activities: what is communicated in 

successful revolutionary praxis is 
the need, the will and the technique 
for the working class to take over the 
running of things.

Thus, to take an example, freedom 
of trade union association certainly 
has the salutary effect of improving 
living conditions for some groups of 
workers; but the more important effect 
from the revolutionary point of view 
is to reduce ‘learned helplessness’ 
in the face of the capitalist class, 
to politically expose the enemies 
within and without the movement 
(the labour bureaucracy and so 
forth, and the state and cops), and to 
obtain measures of workers’ control 
that educate the involved workers - 
however inadequately - in running 
things for real. Thus our programme, 
elsewhere, aims to make unions into 
“schools for communism”. If trade 
unionism is reduced to merely bread-
and-butter demands, or even if those 
demands are valued over and above 
general class consciousness, the result 
is sectionalism.

Demands
First of all, in line with ‘liberal’ views 
of freedom of speech, we demand 
freedom from state interference in 
public communication. We demand 
the state is deprived of its rights to 
illegalise organisations, which (in 
terms of those we might sympathise 
with) have, of course, included Irish 
republican organisations and others 
deemed to be of doubtful state 
loyalties.

But we also oppose it in the case 
of bans on (for example) National 
Action, Hizb-ut-Tahrir and Anjem 
Choudhary’s various jihadi crews 
recently. We make a point of 
opposing ‘hate speech’ laws and other 
restrictions ostensibly targeted at our 
enemies, since our true enemies are 
the custodians of the capitalist state, 
and they will learn very rapidly who 
their true enemies are, when the left 
gains in strength, and act accordingly.

This reminder, I think, is timely. 
Across the pond, sections of the left 
have been swept up in an enthusiasm 
for revenge against the Capitol 
rioters, with almost all liberals and 
many ostensible socialists favouring 
extensive state action against 
‘domestic terrorism’ and corporate 
deplatforming of ‘extremists’. Yet this 
attitude feeds off a longer-standing 
fetish for adding ‘except fascists’ 
or ‘except racists’ to avowals of 
support for freedom of speech. Thus 
our friend and sparring partner, Tony 
Greenstein, wants that exception to be 
upheld in the Labour Campaign for 

Free Speech’s official programme, 
and the Socialist Party in England and 
Wales avows it when it condescends 
to mention free speech. This is an 
error. We do not believe the state 
when it promises to point a gun in 
someone else’s face only; still less 
when it promises so only by way of 
lies of omission, as with the incoming 
Biden administration. We urge the 
same scepticism, and indeed militant 
opposition, on the working class and 
its partisans.

We oppose all state secrecy too: 
our purpose, again, is to prepare the 
working class for rule, and therefore 
we acknowledge no right of privacy 
on the part of those who carry out the 
functions of government. We call out, 
additionally, ‘economic’ restrictions 
on free speech - intellectual property 
laws, such as copyright and patents, 
and oppressive ‘commercial 
confidentiality’ protections. The 
baleful effects of such laws need 
barely be mentioned - stunting 
creativity and scientific progress 
in the name of private profit, and 
further denying the masses access to 
information on ‘how things work’.

I will say in passing, further, that 
we include, under the rubric of state 
restrictions on free speech, laws 
against libel and defamation, which 
defend the powerful against the 
powerless almost without exception. 
This is a particularly acute problem 
in Britain, where our Kafkaesque 
libel laws were strengthened by 
the European Union’s general data 
protection regulation (one matter 
where left Brexitism would be 
justified, were it likely that something 
better would replace it … ).

But state restrictions are not the 
whole of the problem. The ‘except 
fascists’ culture on the left is at the 
centre of most of broader society’s 
conniptions on the question of 
freedom of speech. ‘Except fascists’ 
begs a question: only fascists? Surely 
the primary reason free speech 
would be denied to fascists is that 
they are open racists.1 So, freedom 
of speech - except for fascists and 
non-fascist racists. But is racism 
worse than misogyny? Homophobia? 
Transphobia?

Racism is certainly more 
universally condemned than certain 
ideologies that may plausibly be 
accused of misogyny, transphobia 
and so on. Which results in what are 
called the ‘free speech wars’ - the 
number one inducement for people 
to say the words ‘free speech’ today; 
but which is not primarily concerned 
with state restrictions. Instead, civil 

society organisations hegemonised 
by leftwingers and liberals, especially 
universities, take it upon themselves 
to restrict anti-liberal, bigoted 
interlocutors through bureaucratic 
measures.

In reply, rightwingers take up the 
weapons of ‘culture warfare’, and 
proclaim themselves defenders of free 
speech, against ‘cancel culture’. Their 
demands, however, are not oriented 
to a sustainable mass movement that 
can represent itself, but rather the 
state, which is called upon to ensure 
free speech in these environments. 
This resolves to forbid people from 
issuing statements of protest against 
purportedly unacceptable speech, or 
demonstrating against it, or whatever; 
that is, suppressing free speech in the 
form of the freedom to protest.

Naively, then, we are in an 
unfortunate position. We might 
side with people who are broadly 
in line with, let us say, the central 
egalitarian thrust of communist 
morality, but politically opposed to 
freedom of speech ‘for fascists’ (etc, 
etc); or we might side with repellent 
bigots because our political view 
corresponds in the very short term 
with the complaint that ‘you can’t 
say anything any more, thanks to 
these snowflakes’. Straightforwardly 
taking the latter course - like Spiked, 
say - must lead us down the road 
of demanding the repression of the 
‘snowflakes’, and thus undermining 
even the momentary common 
interest, so that is out.

We are left with convincing the 
left - including at least some of the 
‘snowflakes’ - to value freedom of 
speech in itself, as indispensible 
political infrastructure for our own 
projects. Thus we demand an end to 
bans and proscriptions in civil society 
institutions like student unions as well; 
we want our comrades to become 
accustomed to political combat with 
actual stakes, however small. But 
this demand is subordinate to our 
demands against the state: society 
should not be a ‘safe space’ for bigots 
and fools, any more than it should be 
so for well-meaning liberals.

Closely linked to this question 
is that of the internet. We demand 
the socialisation of all basic internet 
infrastructure, and the abolition of 
the subsidy of the media through 
advertising. The former is a risky 
thing, but ultimately unavoidable. 
Infrastructure of this sort is naturally 
monopolistic; if we cannot so 
revolutionise state power to prevent 
the state internet company from 
shutting people off, socialism is 
plainly doomed - just as it would be 
in the case of other utilities like water, 
power and so forth being reduced to 
organs of patronage.

The latter is a long-standing 
demand of ours, and indeed of the 
more farsighted of our predecessors 
in the movement. It was Kautsky who 
denounced die käufliche Presse - the 
‘press for sale’ - as a crucial support 
for specifically bourgeois corruption 
of public discourse; Lenin explicitly 
proposed the forcible separation of 
advertising and journalism. If we had 
a revolution, of course, advertising as 
a whole would rapidly disappear, but 
it is worth fighting for short of the 
revolution since its victims will be 
those outlets that survive not because 
of active partisanship, but because 
they are subsidised by the collective 
power of the capitalist class. Partyist 
forces on the left do not worry about 

‘where the money will come from’ - it 
will come from partisan self-sacrifice 
or not at all.

Recent history has made that rather 
more urgent. It is the mother of all 
advertising subsidies that powers the 
great social media platforms. There 
is not really much economy of scale 
in terms of human communication 
in having a small number of 
monopolistic social networks; but 
there is in targeted advertising on 
those networks. It is advertising 
that gives us Facebook as it actually 
is. Moreover, online advertising 
is almost comically monopolistic, 
even compared to legacy media 
(something like 90% of all online ad 
revenue goes to Facebook and Google 
alone). In order to head off anti-trust 
litigation in the United States, the big 
platforms are increasingly assertive in 
censorship. The dynamic is a little like 
the Hays Code - that weirdly neurotic 
self-censorship programme adopted 
by Hollywood to prevent Congress 
from interfering in its profits - except 
on a far larger scale.

So we have had the deplatforming 
of Donald Trump from Twitter and 
Facebook, and then the ejection 
of the rival rightist Parler network 
from the internet altogether, courtesy 
of Amazon Web Services (AWS). 
Closer to home, the Socialist Workers 
Party found itself suspended from 
Facebook on January 22; and we 
ourselves have found it very difficult 
to advertise any meeting on Facebook 
that touches on Middle East politics. 
It is in the interests of maximal free 
speech that AWS (along with other 
cloud giants, and lower-level net 
infrastructure corporations) should 
be socialised, and Twitter, Facebook, 
YouTube and so on deprived of their 
monopolistic subsidies and thus put 
out of our misery.
Text agreed at 
CPGB aggregate
The interests of the working class 
require the open struggle of ideas 
and the ability to freely organise. 
Therefore communists demand:
n Unrestricted freedom of speech, 
publication, conscience, association 
and assembly.
n An end to state bans and 
censorship. No laws against ‘hate 
speech’, which will inevitably 
be turned against the workers’ 
movement and the left.
n No bans on controversial 
organisations and individuals in 
civil society institutions, such as 
universities and student unions. 
Bigoted and reactionary viewpoints 
must be fought in the open, not 
via bureaucratic no-platform, 
safeguarding or safe-spaces policies.
n Oppose state secrets. Demand 
free access to all state files, cabinet 
papers, diplomatic agreements, etc.
n Abolish copyright laws, patents 
and other so-called intellectual 
property rights, and commercial 
confidentiality.
n Socialisation of internet 
service providers, public cloud 
infrastructure and other natural 
monopolies in communications. 
An end to the corruption of 
advertising-funded media l

paul.demarty@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1. I mean in common discourse; of course, 
Marxists theorise fascism differently, as Jack 
Conrad explained last week (‘Goodbye Donald 
Trump’, January 21).

London’s Speakers Corner: a model
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Going nowhere fast
If 2020 was a year of bitter disappointment and demoralisation for the Labour left, then 2021 is shaping 
up to be no better, writes James Harvey

The questions that many party 
members began asking in the 
aftermath of the December 

2019 election defeat, Keir Starmer’s 
election as Labour leader in April 
2020 and the suspension of Jeremy 
Corbyn in October 2020 continue 
to be unacknowledged, let alone 
answered by Labour’s official left. 
As the witch-hunt against the left 
intensifies, the silence of those MPs 
and organisations expected to lead 
the fightback remains deafening. 
This de facto complicity and failure 
of leadership, combined with reports 
of large-scale resignations and 
growing inactivity, suggests that the 
demoralisation and the disillusion 
of the Labour left in Constituency 
Labour Parties has reached crisis 
levels.

It was in this atmosphere that 
many on the left eagerly awaited 
Jeremy Corbyn’s Peace and Justice 
Project. Expectations had been raised 
in the weeks leading up to the formal 
launch that this initiative would at 
last be a real rallying point for the 
Labour left and a chance to turn 
the tide against Starmer’s attacks. 
However, these hopes were dashed 
when details of the project were 
announced last December. Instead 
of a statement of coherent politics 
and consistent strategy, all we were 
offered was a rather nebulous think-
tank prospectus, replete with the 
pious platitudes of a liberal NGO 
or a worthy Christian charity. The 
project, we were told, “would provide 
a platform for campaign work with 
social movements and trade unions, 
commission research on ‘solutions 
to common problems’ and build 
networks for international progressive 
change”.1 Moreover, its aims were 
very ambitious, with a focus on 
“combating poverty, inequality 
and unaccountable corporate 
power and promoting peace, global 
cooperation and climate justice, self-
determination, democracy and human 
rights”.2

All very laudable, but no mention 
of how these great aims could be 
achieved beyond creating “space, 
hope and opportunity for those 
campaigning for social justice and a 
future that works for the many, not the 
few”.3 No mention of capitalism, the 
working class or the programme we 
need to transform society either - it 
was just more of the same managed 
capitalism (“popular socialist 
policies”, according to Corbyn) that 
Labour offered in its 2019 election 
manifesto.4

These serious flaws were 
confirmed by the online launch of the 
Justice and Peace Project on January 
17.5 As is now traditional at meetings 
of the Labour left, this was very much 
a rally with top-table speeches from 
‘big names’, walk-on cameos for 
activists and no contributions from 
the floor. The rhetoric of the speeches 
and flavour of the whole event were 
also very familiar to anyone who had 
attended the various public rallies 
and conferences in support of Jeremy 
Corbyn since 2015. But, in repeating 
the old tunes, another theme could 
also be clearly heard amidst the 
muted excitement - the unmistakable 
sound of a movement whose time has 
passed. Like ghost dancers, it was as 
if the speakers were trying to summon 
up the hope and enthusiasm that 
characterised the ‘Corbyn movement’ 
at its height, when tens of thousands 

rallied to what they thought were 
socialist politics and believed that 
Labour could be transformed.

While Corbyn himself 
acknowledged that there had been 
setbacks for the left, he sought solace 
in the emergence of new social 
movements, such as Black Lives 
Matter, and took comfort in a homely 
dialectic - “history is a funny thing. It 
doesn’t flow in straight lines” - rather 
than any serious analysis of the failure 
of the Labour left.6 Len McCluskey’s 
contribution showed an even more 
shaky grasp of the recent past. 
Jeremy had “changed the Labour 
Party forever”, he told us, claiming 
that all three candidates in the 
Labour leadership “ran on socialist 
programmes, although we have to 
keep reminding Keir”.7 Given the 
continued witch-hunt and Starmer’s 
openly pro-capitalist politics, this 
upbeat assessment is more than 
misleading - it is absurdly wrong 
and seriously damaging. Whatever 
they try to pretend, for Corbyn and 
McCluskey, hope and history simply 
did not rhyme. However, this failure 
to face up to the scale of the defeat of 
the Corbyn leadership is not simply a 
minor oversight or an understandable 
attempt to draw a veil over some small 
personal embarrassment. Nor does 
the failure to accept the nature of their 
defeat arise purely from stupidity, 
careerism or personal weakness. 
Rather it is deeply and historically 
rooted in the politics of the official 
Labour left and its understanding of 
the nature of the Labour Party and 
Labour’s historical role in capitalist 
society.

Dead end
The Peace and Justice Project reflects 
these original sins of the Labour 
left, albeit refracted through the 
personal politics of Jeremy Corbyn.8 
Its mission statement echoes all the 
themes that we heard repeated in 
campaign speeches or read in the 
manifesto commitments.9 Its tone is 
of a ‘campaigning’ movement or an 
NGO lobbying group, like Christian 
Aid or Oxfam, commissioning 
reports and “bringing people together 
for social and economic justice, peace 

and human rights, in Britain and 
across the world”.10

These aspirations might initially 
appear rather noble, if somewhat 
naive. Who can disagree with 
“social and economic justice, peace 
and human rights”? Certainly not 
the liberal left and other shapers 
of ‘public opinion’ in developed 
capitalist societies. Along with official 
multiculturalism, intersectionality 
and the identity politics of gender, 
race and ethnicity, these ‘demands’ 
are virtually the official slogans of 
contemporary capitalism. Far from 
challenging capitalism, the politics 
of “social and economic justice, 
peace and human rights” can easily 
accommodate itself to - and, in turn, 
be accommodated by - the political 
status quo. All that we were offered 
here is a very limited tinkering with 
the most egregious and newsworthy 
abuses of capitalism.

These politics of recognition and 
lobbying are a dead end. Beyond 
“working” with labour and social 
movements and “providing platforms 
to those campaigning for change for 
the many, not the few”, the project 
offers no clear strategy or perspective 
about how capitalism can be 
overthrown.11 This project offers no 
prospect of building a mass movement 
to transform society and it holds out 
no hope whatsoever of developing a 
real socialist alternative to capitalism. 
It simply repeats the now rather passé 
slogans and strategic failures of the 
Corbyn era.

So, if it is a political cul-de-sac, 
can’t we simply ignore it? Won’t 
it just fade away into obscurity, 
producing worthy reports, like 
the Joseph Rowntree Trust, that 
occasionally get written up in The 
Guardian or the Morning Star, but 
with little real political impact? 
Although this project is unlikely to 
revive the Corbyn moment, it is still 
far from harmless. By keeping the 
flag flying for Corbynism and failing 
to seriously account for its failures the 
Peace and Justice Project will simply 
recycle these failed politics and divert 
socialists from the key struggles, both 
inside and outside the Labour Party.

Corbynism is much more than a 

mere diversion from serious socialist 
politics: in fact, it is a major ideological 
and strategic obstacle to building 
a principled and coherent Marxist 
current in the Labour movement. It 
must be unsentimentally criticised 
and exposed as a roadblock and a 
snare for those who are serious about 
rebuilding a socialist movement. 
Ten thousand people viewed the 
launch and many more have shown 
an interest in the project online. For 
many Corbyn will always remain ‘the 
king over the water’ and, although no-
one believes he can return from exile, 
there is still a hope that his politics 
can live on in some form. As long 
as the left fails to learn the political 
and strategic lessons from the defeat 
of Corbynism and clings on to these 
illusions, it will continue to go down 
to defeat after defeat.

The main strategic flaws in the 
Peace and Justice Project are its 
‘broad front’ politics, and a belief 
that ill-defined, inchoate movements 
are an effective form of socialist 
struggle. This simply repeats the long-
established patterns of left activism 
which reduce ‘politics’ to mere protest, 
replacing serious mobilisation which 
raises the socialist consciousness of 
the Labour movement with endless 
lobbying, demonstrations and 
campaigns. In practice, this form of 
‘socialist politics‘ frequently ends 
up jumping on any passing protest 
vehicle and accommodating to the 
latest fashionable cause à la Socialist 
Workers Party. By tailing behind 
these movements, this type of leftism 
not only fails to raise the level of any 
given protest campaign, but also only 
succeeds in actually lowering political 
understanding, by accommodating 
its politics to the lowest common 
denominator of ‘the broad front’.

Marxism
Paradoxically, this worship 
of spontaneity and grassroots 
movements often produces its 
supposed antithesis - the type of top-
down, undemocratic and managerial 
politics which we saw in Momentum. 
It is also frequently combined with 
the forms of charismatic leadership 
and direction that characterised 

the wider Corbyn movement and 
which still largely frame his Peace 
and Justice Project. Instead of 
conscious and politically developed 
cadres, this movementism produces 
mere followers awaiting the word 
and leadership from on high. The 
historical experience of Marxism 
from the 19th century, let alone the 
current crisis of the Labour left, 
shows the utter bankruptcy of these 
politics and the serious dangers they 
pose for our movement.

In the case of the Labour left these 
weaknesses flow ultimately from 
their strategic orientation towards 
the Labour Party and their emphasis 
on the election of a left Labour 
government as the route to achieve 
‘socialism’ in Britain. Whether they 
argue that calling for a socialist 
Labour government is a ‘transitional 
demand’ that mobilises the working 
class and exposes reformism or, 
more prosaically, suggest that any 
other demand would simply not 
be understood by the class, the end 
result always remains the same: 
the official Labour left, and their 
outriders on the semi-Trotskyist left, 
will always remain confined within 
the politics of Labourism and the 
capitalist constitutional order by 
their strategic focus on the election 
of a Labour government. Even the 
best leftwingers will tie themselves 
up in knots in order to maintain the 
current political and organisational 
configuration of the Labour Party.

All the time they remain self-
imprisoned within this framework, 
the official left will continue to 
compromise with the Labour right 
‘in the interests of party unity’ and 
electoral politics. Despite the hype, 
the Peace and Justice Project is not 
a new departure: it is just another 
iteration of the tried and failed broad 
front politics that have defined the 
Labour left for over a hundred years. 
This explains why Corbynism failed 
to really take up the fight and so 
criminally wasted an unexpected 
opportunity to drive the pro-capitalist 
Labour right out of the party. Corbyn’s 
new initiative - along with the rest 
of the official left in the Socialist 
Campaign Group, Momentum, the 
Labour Representation Committee, 
the Campaign for Labour Party 
Democracy et al - still refuse to 
confront these issues and learn from 
the disastrous retreats, compromises 
and defeats of the last five years.

The very limited politics on 
display at the launch of the Peace 
and Justice Project show that such 
an honest stocktaking and debate has 
not been undertaken. By turning their 
eyes away from these failures and 
stopping their ears to any criticism, 
this official Labour left will ensure 
that these mistakes will be repeated, 
and the ground prepared for further, 
yet more disastrous defeats in the 
future l

LABOUR

Notes
1. ‘Resolute Corbyn sets up new project for peace’ 
Morning Star January 20.
2. Ibid.
3. Ibid.
4. Ibid.
5. youtube.com/watch?v=XRfJRuL_4K8.
6. thecorbynproject.com/news/jeremy-corbyns-
full-speech-to-peace-and-justice-project-launch.
7. Ibid.
8. The project’s web address is the corbynproject.
com and his name is prominently displayed on the 
site’s home page.
9. thecorbynproject.com/mission-statement.
10. Ibid. 
11. Ibid. 
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Disputed heritage
The pathetically weak remnants have been marking the centenary of the Partito Comunista. Toby Abse 
reports from Livorno

January 21 2021 marked the 
centenary of the foundation of the 
Italian Communist Party, or, to be 

more exact, of the Partito Comunista 
d’Italia (PCd’I: Communist Party of 
Italy) - it only became known as the 
Partito Comunista Italiano (PCI) in 
1943, the year in which Stalin wound 
up the Comintern.

The centenary was given relatively 
wide coverage in the Italian media, 
with television documentaries and 
radio dramatisations, as well as many 
newspaper and magazine articles. 
Moreover, a fair number of books 
were either published or reprinted 
to mark the occasion. However, 
the continuing Covid-19 pandemic 
obviously imposed very severe limits 
on attempts to celebrate it in physical 
locations, as opposed to websites, 
Facebook pages or Zoom meetings.

Admittedly, had they taken place, 
real-life celebrations of the foundation 
of a party which once had millions of 
members, and even topped the Italian 
poll in the European election of 1984, 
would have been pitifully small. After 
all, the PCI was dissolved nearly 30 
years ago (at the Rimini Congress in 
February 1991, at the end of which the 
majority of delegates voted to set up 
the Partito Democratico della Sinistra 
- PDS1) and the principal organisation 
proudly claiming to be the heir to 
the PCI tradition - the Partito della 
Rifondazione Comunista (PRC) - is 
pathetically weak by comparison

The PCd’I was founded in the city 
of Livorno, as a result of a walkout of 
the communist fraction from the 17th 
Congress of the Partito Socialista 
Italiano (PSI - Italian Socialist 
Party). The communist walkout at 
the end of six days of intense debate 
was a consequence of the crushing 
defeat of its congress resolution, 
which had called for the expulsion 
of Filippo Turati’s reformist faction 
and a name change from the PSI to 
the PCd’I. The majority of congress 
delegates belonged not to Turati’s 
small reformist current, but to the 
Maximalist faction, which was 
verbally committed to socialist 
revolution and had, until the split, 
aligned itself with the Comintern, 
rather than the Second International. 
Therefore, the communist failure 
to win over the Maximalists stands 
in marked contrast to the course of 
events at the French Socialist (SFIO) 
Congress at Tours in late 1920, in 
which the majority of delegates agreed 
to join the new French Communist 
Party (PCF).

Today, only the outer wall of 
the Teatro San Marco, where the 
PCd’I was founded, survives, along 
with a plaque to mark the event, so 
it was in the street outside where 
those seeking to mark the centenary 
gathered. Fortunately, on the day 
in question, Tuscany - the region in 
which Livorno is situated - was in 
a ‘yellow zone’ (which has fewer 
Covid-related restrictions than either 
the ‘red’ or ‘orange’ zones), so it was 
possible for people from the region, 
although not from elsewhere, to join 
in the celebrations without too much 
difficulty, should they have chosen 
to do so - and some did. Equally 
fortunately, it was not raining (in 
contrast to January 21 1921, when the 
communists marched to San Marco 
singing the Internationale under their 
umbrellas).

By the time I arrived, shortly after 
11am, there were about 200 people 
with a mass of red banners - mainly 

members or supporters of the PRC, 
waiting to hear their national leader, 
Maurizio Acerbo, make the main 
speech. However, the PRC was not the 
only communist organisation present. 
The heirs of Armando Cossutta (1926-
2015) and his Partito dei Comunisti 
Italiani (PdCI), who now call 
themselves Partito Comunista Italiano 
(PCI), were also there. According to 
accounts in the Livornese local paper 
Il Tirreno - which for obvious reasons 
is generally far more accurate in its 
reporting of local far-left activities 
than its national counterparts, such 
as La Repubblica or Corriere della 
Sera - they were mounting an all-day 
picket, which had started earlier and 
would end later than the PRC rally.

Contrary to some accounts in the 
national bourgeois press, I heard no 
shouting match between the latter-day 
PCI and their former comrades in the 
PRC,2 even if it is obvious that the two 
parties are not on the best of terms. 
Those that did seem to be provoking 
the PRC were the Stalinists/Maoists 
of the CARC - or, to give them their 
full name, the Partito dei Comitati 
di Appoggio alla Resistanza-per-
il-Comunismo - who followed up 
uncontroversial singing of ‘Bandiera 
Rossa’ and equally ecumenical shouts 
of “Viva Marx! Viva Lenin!” with 
the more offensive “Viva Giuseppe 
Stalin!” and “Viva Mao Tse Tung!” 
When they engaged in a second 
round of this routine after the PRC 
rally, one PRC member spontaneous 
responded with a very loud shout of 
“Luxemburg!”, but this was as heated 
as it got - at least during the time I was 
there.

Clash
After I had gone, there was a more 
serious clash between the Partito 
Comunista (PC), whose national 
leader is Marco Rizzo, and a 

small delegation of local Partito 
Democratico (PD) officials, who had 
come to lay a wreath by the wall of the 
Teatro San Marco. The PC members 
were holding a large banner referring 
to the European parliament resolution 
equating communism and Nazism, 
which PD MEPs had supported, and 
Livornese secretary Lenny Bottai 
rather forcefully told the PD members 
to go away, since they had dissolved 
the party (by which he meant the 
original PCI)3. At some stage during 
the afternoon, some local members of 
the left social democratic Movimento 
dei Democratici e Progressisti 
(MDP), whose national leader is 
health minister Roberto Speranza, 
also put in a brief appearance outside 
the Teatro San Marco, but this seems 
to have passed off without incident, 
perhaps because Speranza is one of 
the most popular political figures in 
Italy at the moment.

Despite references by a 
Repubblica journalist to attempts to 
sell the Lotta Comunista newspaper 
to both PC and PD members, I am 
inclined to doubt that supporters of 
Lotta Comunista actually turned up 
to celebrate Amadeo Bordiga’s key 
role in founding the PCd’I in 1921.4 
There was absolutely no sign of any 
Trotskyist group - whether the Fourth 
International’s Sinistra Anticapitalista, 
which Socialist Resistance members 
fondly imagine still has some weight 
in Italy, or the harder Trotskyists of 
Marco Ferrando’s Partito Comunista 
dei Lavoratori. Finally, it seems worth 
pointing out that somebody, or some 
group, had on the night of January 20-
21 covered both the giant flowerpots 
at the start of Livorno’s smartest 
shopping street, the Via Ricasoli, with 
red paint and the Hammer and Sickle 
symbol.

Acerbo’s speech at the rally was 
in large measure a defence of the 

overall record of the PCI against the 
attacks made on it in the bourgeois 
media in the run-up to the centenary. 
He emphasised that the vast majority 
of the political prisoners during the 
fascist regime were communists, 
as were the majority of those killed 
during the Italian resistance, and that 
communists - Umberto Terrancini 
in particular - had played a key 
role in drawing up the 1948 Italian 
constitution. This declared that “the 
republic is founded on labour”, and 
that there was a universal right to 
healthcare and education, as well as 
prohibiting Italy from engaging in 
offensive wars.5

Acerbo also made an appeal for 
communist unity, stressing that when 
Rifondazione was set up in 1991, it 
had attracted all those who refused 
to accept the liquidation of the PCI, 
as well as communists in ‘new 
left’ groups, such as Democrazia 
Proletaria. He rightly pointed out 
that all those who had split from the 
PRC over the last 20 years, claiming 
that they could set up better, purer 
communist parties with a mass 
following, have failed utterly, and 
all they have done was to seriously 
weaken the communist movement as 
a whole. Furthermore, he was very 
honest in admitting that the PRC was 
now a very small party, refraining 
from the kind of boastful self-
promotion so typical of many far-left 
groups in both Italy and the UK.

He emphasised there was no 
point in making a fetish of minor 
ideological differences, and that the 
most important task was to work 
together in practice to defend the 
working class and all the oppressed 
against the main enemy, neoliberal 
capitalism. Another of his key 
points was that the term ‘reformist’ 
had been consistently misused in 
bourgeois polemics around the 

centenary. Those who now used that 
label were not believers in achieving 
socialism via a series of reforms, like 
Filippo Turati had been in 1921 - or 
indeed believers in any reforms that 
improved the position of the working 
class - but were instead mere 
apologists for globalised neoliberal 
capitalism.

On the evening of January 21, the 
PRC organised an online conference 
via its Facebook page. This involved 
a large array of speakers, many of 
whom were not full-timers and some 
of whom were not in the PRC at all. 
There was no attempt to impose any 
sort of official party line on historical 
questions, and quite a number of 
criticisms of the record of the PCI - 
particularly in relation to its treatment 
of women and women’s issues - were 
made. Given that the conference 
started at 6pm and ended around 
12.30am, space does not permit any 
detailed description - suffice it to say 
that the penultimate speaker, before 
Acerbo’s summing-up, was the 
90-year-old Luciana Castellina. She 
was one of the leaders of the group 
expelled from the PCI in 1969, who 
still continues to write quite regularly 
for the self-styled “communist daily” 
Il Manifesto, and, although she was 
a member of the PRC between 1991 
and 1996, has never rejoined it. Such 
a willingness to allow a plurality of 
views to be expressed indicates that 
the PRC’s advocacy of communist 
unity is not mere rhetoric.

The Cossutian PCI and Rizzo’s 
PC both held rival Facebook events 
on the same evening, but as far as 
I am aware their speakers were all 
leading officials of their respective 
organisations, propounding the 
classic sectarian line that they were 
the only true heirs to the original PCI 
of 1921-91 l

Notes
1. The PDS subsequently became the Democratici 
di Sinistra (DS) and in 2007 fused with the 
remnants of the Christian Democrats’ left wing 
to form the Partito Democratico (PD), whose 
deliberately American title marked a conscious 
break with the European workers’ movement - 
even if the party eventually aligned itself with 
the socialist and social democratic parties in the 
European parliament.
2. The traditionally pro-Soviet Cossutta was one of 
the main founders of the PRC in 1991, and he and 
his supporters remained in the party until 1998. 
It is worth noting that their split was objectively 
a rightward one, since they immediately joined a 
government led by Massimo D’Alema, who had 
played a key role in the liquidation of the original 
PCI - a government which participated in Nato’s 
bombing of Serbia.
3. The PC split from the Cossutian party now 
known as the PCI more than six years ago. In 2014 
it made an unsuccessful attempt to circumvent 
the rules about any party with no parliamentary 
representation standing in European parliament 
elections needing to collect a massive number of 
signatures by stressing their fraternal links with a 
number of eastern European, hard-Stalinist outfits. 
The PC and PCI stood rival lists in the Tuscan 
regional elections in September 2020. Whilst 
the PCI outpolled the PC in Tuscany as a whole, 
in Livorno, where Bottai has a large personal 
following in the outlying working class quarters of 
Shangay and Corea, the harder Stalinists of the PC 
beat the more Togliattian PCI.
4. During the time that I was outside the Teatro San 
Marco, the only group engaging in paper selling 
was the CARC, whose paper Resistenza I ended 
up buying after my attempts to put their comrade 
off by pointing out that I was neither a Stalinist 
nor a Maoist failed to have the effect that similar 
assertions used to have on Harpal Brar’s followers 
on London demos.
5. Obviously in practice some of its more 
progressive features have either not been 
implemented at all or have been ignored in recent 
years, but its very existence has been a source 
of extreme annoyance to the more reactionary 
sections of the bourgeoisie and their hired 
politicians, as can be seen from many of the 
attempts at constitutional ‘reform’, including 
Matteo Renzi’s proposal, defeated in the 2016 
referendum.

From mass to micro
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For and against 
‘AGREEMENTISM’
In his third and final article in this series Lars T Lih analyses the duel over support for the Provisional 
Government that divided the Bolsheviks from the Mensheviks before Lenin’s return from exile in 
Switzerland

In Petrograd at the end of March 
1917, delegates from soviets all 
over Russia gathered for the first 

national meeting of the soviet system.
A striking feature of the All-

Russian Conference in March was 
a set of duelling speeches between 
the Menshevik, Irakli Tsereteli, 
and the Bolshevik, Lev Kamenev. 
Despite their party affiliations, 
these orators were the spokesmen 
of two wider standpoints that were 
in fundamental opposition one to 
the other: ‘agreementism’ vs anti-
‘agreementism’. The Menshevik, 
Tsereteli, was the spokesman for 
agreementism: that is, the political 
tactic based on the viability of a 
working political agreement with 
the ‘bourgeois’ forces of society. 
The Bolshevik, Kamenev, was the 
spokesman for anti-agreementism: 
that is, the political tactic based on the 
rejection of any such agreement, and 
thus ipso facto looking forward to full 
soviet power (vlast).

The essence of this dispute can 
be distilled in just a few words taken 
from these speeches: “the path of 
agreement” vs “inevitable clash”. 
This article will reveal the contours of 
this great divide - one that manifested 
itself over a wide variety of issues 
and yet had a tight inner logic. Thus 
the fundamental clash dividing the 
Russian socialists throughout the 
revolutionary year was set forth in the 
All-Russian Conference of soviets at 
the end of March in complete clarity. 
But we will also look at what united all 
soviet spokesmen, whether they were 
agreementist or anti-agreementist - 

what I call the ‘unwritten constitution’ 
of the soviet system. As we shall see, 
even though the anti-agreementist 
Bolsheviks were in a small minority 
at the beginning of the year, the logic 
of the unwritten constitution already 
favoured them.

Historians have pretty much 
overlooked this first all-Russian 
gathering of soviet delegates, but 
it took place at an extraordinarily 
revealing time. The original 
political agreement between the 
Petrograd Soviet and the Provisional 
Government goes back to the very 
beginning of March. In mid-March, 
both Kamenev and Tsereteli arrived 
in Petrograd from Siberian exile and 
quickly assumed leadership positions 
in their respective camps. The sessions 
of the conference took place from 
March 29 to April 3. Within hours of 
the closing of the conference, Lenin 
and Zinoviev arrived to shake things 
up. Thus the conference gives us an 
extensive, well-documented look at 
the state of play in the soviet camp on 
the eve of Lenin’s return.

Irakli Tsereteli probably needs 
an introduction to many readers, 
although he was a central figure 
in the politics of 1917. Like many 
prominent long-time Mensheviks 
(and like Stalin) he was originally 
from Georgia. After the revolution of 
1905, he was elected to the Second 
Duma (the duma was the new 
legislature created in the aftermath of 
the revolution), but in June 1907, after 
its unconstitutional disbanding, he 
was arrested, spent six years in prison 
and was then compelled to reside in 

western Siberia. At the outbreak of 
World War I in 1914, he adopted the 
Zimmerwald position of opposition to 
the war. After the February revolution 
freed him and other political exiles, 
such as Kamenev and Stalin, he was 
able to return to Petrograd, where 
he arrived on March 19. He quickly 
became the acknowledged leader 
of the forces within the soviet camp 
who urged support for the Provisional 
Government.

Tsereteli’s name will be forever 
associated with ‘revolutionary 
defencism’ - a genuinely new 
synthesis of anti-imperialism and 
national defence. The logic behind it 
went something like this: the war right 
now is indeed imperialist and pursued 
for illegitimate, undemocratic aims, 
but the February revolution allows 
us to renounce war aims, such as 
annexation, and to pursue a genuinely 
democratic peace. But, while we 
carry out this policy of revising war 
aims, we, of course, must continue to 
defend Russia against the imperialist 
German invaders.

Thus a split grew up in the 
soviet camp between ‘revolutionary 
defencism’ and ‘internationalism’. 
Despite these labels, the real defining 
issue that divided the Russian 
socialists was agreementism. If 
Russia was going to continue the 
war until final victory, then some 
sort of solid political agreement was 
necessary between soviet forces and 
elite society. Conversely, if Russia 
was to avoid a devastating civil war 
between these two parts of society - 
and avoiding civil war was a central 

value for Tsereteli - then the war had 
to be continued, but with refurbished 
anti-imperialist aims. Thus 
‘revolutionary defencism’ demanded 
agreementism, and agreementism 
demanded ‘revolutionary defencism’. 
This logic will become more clear, 
as we examine the debate over 
agreementism, to which we now turn.

In 1917, the Bolsheviks coined 
the euphonious word soglashatelstvo 
as a term of abuse for their socialist 
rivals who aimed at some kind 
of agreement, deal, partnership, 
understanding between the soviet 
system and elite society - or at least 
with the progressive ‘vital forces’ 
within elite society. The coinage 
soglashatelstvo is based on the very 
ordinary Russian word soglashenie 
which has the very ordinary English 
translation, ‘agreement.’ So why not 
talk of ‘agreementism’ instead of 
‘compromise’ or ‘conciliation’ - the 
usual and very misleading terms? The 
critique of agreementism was central 
to the Bolshevik message - so much 
so that Lenin argued that the rejection 
of agreementism by a majority of the 
soviet constituency in fall 1917 was 
equivalent to the acceptance of full 
soviet power - thus legitimising an 
armed uprising.

‘Agreementism’ - my new 
translation of this key word - is 
thus simply a more direct and more 
accurate translation of a central item 
in Russian political discourse in 1917. 
Two other terms that were central to 
political debate in 1917 are harder 
to translate - and in fact, they are 
usually translated in various ways, 

BOLSHEVISM

The soviet constituency 
steadily went over to the 

Bolshevik Party

Lev Kamenev led the 
Bolsheviks at the first 

congress of the Petrograd 
soviet in a battle against 
the agreementists led by 
Menshevik leader Irakli 

Tsereteli
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BOLSHEVISM
thus making their centrality invisible. 
One such key word is vlast, which can 
be defined as the sovereign authority 
in a society, the institution with the 
right to make ultimate decisions and 
to see those decisions enforced. It 
is variously translated as ‘regime’, 
‘power’, ‘authority’, ‘government’ 
and more. All of these pick up some 
connotations of vlast, while ignoring 
others, and importing into the term 
yet more. I have observed how one 
and the same historian will use terms 
such as ‘tsarist regime’ ‘soviet power’ 
and the ‘firm authority’ demanded by 
the liberals - all of these in a single 
paragraph - without ever mentioning 
that these are all instances of the vlast. 
But for Russians in 1917, vlast was a 
single word and a single, if complex, 
concept. Furthermore, the sudden 
disappearance of the Romanov 
dynasty put the question of the 
vlast unavoidably front and centre. 
Everybody across the entire political 
spectrum was convinced that what 
Russia needed more than anything 
was a tvërdaia vlast - a tough-minded 
vlast that could get things done.

Narod is usually translated as 
‘the people’, but it implies a much 
sharper, clearly defined contrast with 
elite, educated society than anything 
in our experience. It included 
workers, soldiers (mainly peasants 
in uniform), civilian peasants, urban 
lower classes, as well as the more 
plebeian, ‘democratic’ sections 
of the intelligentsia. The term 
‘revolutionary democracy’ (or simply 
‘the democracy’) pointed essentially 
to the narod in its political aspect. The 
term ‘narod’ also has an emotional 
resonance that was an essential part of 
the rhetoric of all the socialist parties. 
The quotations that follow will give 
a better idea of what words such as 
‘agreementism’, vlast and narod 
meant than any explanation from 
myself.

Great divide
In the first two instalments of this 
series,1 we examined the Bolshevik 
message, which can be summarised 
as follows: an exclusive worker-
peasant vlast based on the soviets is 
the only way to effectively defend the 
revolution and carry out its goals. We 
showed that this message was based 
on a Bolshevik consensus much more 
fundamental than any debated issue - 
a consensus that united Kamenev and 
Lenin. We also showed that Kamenev 
and other Bolshevik leaders, such as 
Stalin, had been propagating exactly 
this message already in March, before 
Lenin’s return to Russia - despite the 
inaccurate account presented by many 
historians and activists on the left.

But the full meaning of the 
Bolshevik message in the highly 
charged context of 1917 can only be 
discovered when we see it in company 
with its rival: the agreementist 
message that commanded a majority 
in the soviet system until fall 1917 
and that was crafted by Tsereteli more 
than any other single politician.

In order to show both the logical 
undergirding of the debate over 
agreementism and the range of issues 
which it touched, I have constructed 
a little quiz. First, in order to set 
forth the essential nature of this 
clash, I have extracted statements 
from the speeches of Tsereteli and 
Kamenev. These quotations will 
provide the reader with a sense of 
the essence of agreementism and 
anti-agreementism. I then present a 
list of 15 questions that touch on a 
wide range of the central political 
issues of the day. For each question, 
I paraphrase the agreementist and 
the anti-agreementist response. My 
paraphrases are all based directly 
on the speeches of Tsereteli and 
Kamenev at the March All-Russian 
Soviet Conference.

I present the dramatically opposed 
positions on each of these issues in 
the form of a quiz: the reader has to 

choose which responses are based 
on the speeches of the agreementist, 
Tsereteli, and which on those of the 
anti-agreementist, Kamenev. At the 
end of the quiz, I provide a key. The 
quiz format is not only for fun and 
games (a consideration not to be 
despised, of course), but to make a 
vital point about this debate and its 
political significance.

I expect this quiz to be extremely 
easy! But what does this tell us? First, 
the basic logic of agreementism vs 
anti-agreementism, as set forth in the 
quotations given below, manifests 
itself in a wide range of issues in 
unambiguous fashion. And this 
clarity, we must remember, is present 
in March, in wide-ranging debate at 
an all-Russian conference, before 
Lenin’s arrival. Second, if the clash 
between agreementism and anti-
agreementism is fairly obvious to us, 
then it must have been completely 
obvious to informed participants and 
observers at the time. And it was!

Tsereteli, the agreementist:
Comrades, it was not the 
proletariat alone or the army 
alone who adopted this path of 
agreement; but, I affirm, this path 
of agreement was adopted by an 
enormous part of the bourgeoisie 
- otherwise we would not have 
had the Provisional Government 
… If one were to say that already 
the time is ripe for us to regard 
the Provisional Government as a 
small group of people expressing 
the self-centred interests of a 
particular sector of the bourgeoisie 
that is attempting to fight against 
the Soviet of Worker and Soldier 
Deputies, it would mean that one 
does not see what is occurring.

Kamenev, the anti-agreementist:
Our attitude toward the 
Provisional Government at the 
present moment can be expressed 
this way: we foresee inevitable 
clashes, not between individuals, 
not between official bodies, not 
between groups, but between the 
classes of our Russian revolution. 
We therefore should direct all our 
forces toward supporting not the 
Provisional Government, but the 
embryo of a revolutionary vlast as 
embodied by the Soviet of Worker 
and Soldier Deputies, which sits 
here in our person.

Tsereteli, the agreementist:
As long as there exists a platform 
which unites around it the 
enormous nucleus of the working 
class and the revolutionary army, 
as long as the responsible circles of 
the bourgeoisie have not deviated 
from this platform, we cannot say 
that our aim is to create another 
organ of executive vlast, as 
embodied in the Soviet of Worker 
and Soldier Deputies, with the idea 
that we should direct this vlast to 
overthrow the vlast embodied in 
the Provisional Government …

We proclaim that the Russian 
democracy is sacredly fulfilling 
its duty to Russia and to all the 
peoples [narody] of the world [by 
pushing for a democratic peace 
and revision of war aims] and will 
continue to fulfil this duty, but, 
until its aspirations are realised, 
not only in Russia but also in other 
countries, it considers it a debt 
of honour to stand in the defence 
of the country, and it views the 
present war in the light of the 
conditions under which it is being 
waged - under the ascendancy 
[gospodstvo] of the Russian 
democracy - as the business [delo] 
of Russian democracy.

Kamenev, the anti-agreementist:
Too many high-sounding words 
have covered up the robber policies 
that triumphed and led to war. Not 
high-sounding words, not a cover-
up for the imperialist war, but the 
truth, the naked truth about what 
kind of war this is - this is what 

all the peoples [narody] demand. 
We here, we alone - the victorious 
revolution - can say this truth, and 
we must say it. We must say that 
this is not a narodnyi war, that this 
war was not dreamed up by the 
narody, that the imperialist classes 
of all countries have doomed us to 
this war …

There is, comrades, one situation 
when we will say that this war - 
not started by us, but fought over 
markets and colonies - has indeed 
become ours, when we will not 
only support our brothers dying in 
the trenches, but when we will say: 
let us create a revolutionary army, 
let us arm the whole narod, declare 
revolutionary war. This situation is 
when the toiling classes of society 
conquer the vlast by themselves 
for themselves, when these classes 
will defend in a revolutionary 
struggle the principles of a system 
in which there will be neither war 
nor classes. Our war, the one we 
will conduct, will be fought to 
create this system.

Issues of the day: a 
quiz
1. Is there a clear and present 
danger from bourgeois 
counterrevolution in Russia?
a. A significant majority of the 
bourgeoisie understands the necessity 
for moving forward alongside the 
revolutionary democracy - the soviet 
constituency - to accomplish the 
ideals of the democracy at home and 
to bring about a democratic peace 
abroad by revising war aims. Yes, the 
‘dark forces’ are trying to create a split 
between the workers and the soldiers 
by slandering the workers. The best 
way to counteract these efforts is to 
demonstrate the patriotism of the 
workers by straining every muscle to 
support the army.
b. A bourgeois counterrevolution 
aimed directly at the soviets is already 
forming; it uses the Provisional 
Government - which covertly 
tolerates it - as a banner. Be on your 
guard!
2. Is there a qualitative 
difference between the two 
warring coalitions?
a. There is no essential difference 
between the two sides in this war: 
they are all imperialist bandits. The 
Provisional Government is under 
the thumb of the Anglo-French 
capitalists, and the only way to revise 
the war aims of the Allies is by a 
popular uprising.
b. One coalition - the Germans and 
the Austrians - is a militaristic threat 
to Russia’s very existence and is now 
encamped on its borders. We owe a 
debt of honour to the other coalition 
- our Allies with democratic political 
systems - not to act unilaterally, but 
rather to strive for a general revision 
of war aims.
3. Is a fundamental clash 
between the Soviet and the 
Provisional Government an 
inevitability in the near future?
a. No doubt a clash is theoretically 
possible, but it is highly unlikely. 
If such a clash should occur - if 
the bourgeoisie that now backs 
the Provisional Government were 
to refuse to honour the original 
agreement - then, yes, we will need 
to talk about replacement of the 
government. But even then a not 
insignificant part of the bourgeoisie 
will still be on our side.
b. Yes, and soon, because we’re 
dealing here with classes - classes 
with irreconcilable differences. And 
so, when the inevitable clash occurs, 
replacing the Provisional Government 
with a vlast exclusively based on the 
soviets will be put on the agenda as a 
practical task.
4. On March 25, just before the 
All-Russian Conference opened, 
the Provisional Government 
issued an official declaration 

that gestured toward support 
of the views of the Petrograd 
Soviet about war aims and a 
democratic peace. Was obtaining 
this declaration a great victory 
for Russian revolutionary 
democracy?
a. In itself, it’s not a bad thing - but, 
really, so what? This carefully worded 
and oh so diplomatic document is the 
very least we can expect from a soi-
disant revolutionary government - 
and it took us a whole month to get 
even that! Besides, who cares if a few 
individuals (and can we trust long-
standing imperialist politicians like 
Guchkov and Miliukov?) announce 
their rejection of aspirations toward 
conquest. We need to think in terms of 
classes, not chance individual leaders.
b. The government’s declaration 
is a great victory for the Russian 
revolutionary democracy. Foreign 
policy is always a harder nut for 
democratic forces to crack than 
domestic reforms. The history of 
the declaration also shows that we 
who represent the soviet are able to 
successfully exert pressure on the 
government.
5. What is the main aim of 
kontrol: that is, keeping a vigilant 
and informed eye on the doings 
of the government?
a. Kontrol is necessary because 
we can’t trust these guys a second. 
Vigilant kontrol will reveal a growing 
chasm between pious declarations 
and actual deeds.
b. Kontrol is an essential tool for 
keeping the government on the 
straight and narrow path of the original 
agreement, and therefore it should 
serve to reassure the democracy that 
the agreement remains in force.
6. Did the Provisional 
Government really arise out of 
the revolution itself?
a. The Provisional Government 
did arise from the depths (nedra) 
of the revolution. The government 
fights with us against the tsarist 
counterrevolution and against the 
‘dark forces’. It will help us build a 
democratic Russia and bring about a 
democratic peace.
b. The Provisional Government did 
not arise from the milieu (sreda) of 
the revolution. These people were, are 
and always will be alien to us.
7. We all agree that a ‘double 
vlast’ [dvoevlastie, usually 
translated ‘dual power’] is an 
unworkable contradiction in 
terms. The very definition of 
a vlast - the final sovereign 
authority in the country - 
presupposes that only one such 
authority exists. But is ‘double 
vlast’ an accurate description of 
Russia’s present situation?
a. No, ‘double vlast’ does not exist 
in Russia at this time. In the original 
agreement between revolutionary 
democracy and the government, the 
soviet wanted neither to take over 
the vlast itself nor to hand it over to 
forces alien to the revolution. Thus 
there is only one executive vlast - the 
Provisional Government - that can 
legitimately issue authoritative orders. 
Yes, one or two times in emergency 
situations, the Petrograd Soviet took 
it upon itself to issue such orders, but 
these were exceptions that occurred in 
the early days of the revolution.
b. Yes, Russia is experiencing 
a crippling ‘double vlast’. And, 
since any double vlast is inherently 
unstable, the situation will soon 
have to be resolved one way or the 
other: either an undivided vlast of the 
counterrevolutionary bourgeoisie or 
an undivided vlast of the narod.
8. Who expresses ‘the will of 
the narod’: that is, the workers, 
peasants, soldiers and other 
lower classes?
a. The will of the narod is expressed 
by both the Soviet and the Provisional 
Government, working together on the 
basis of a common platform defined 
by the original and originating 

agreement.
b. The soviets, and only the soviets. 
Thus the soviets are the embryo of a 
fully-fledged revolutionary vlast.
9. Has there been a clean rupture 
with tsarist foreign policy?
a. No, not in the least. We are still 
conducting a war whose aims are 
defined by secret treaties we know 
nothing about - treaties negotiated by 
tsarist bureaucrats with complete lack 
of transparency that tie us hand and 
foot to the Anglo-French capitalists.
b. A decisive break with tsarist foreign 
policy has indeed occurred, as shown 
by the Provisional Government 
declaration on war aims issued just 
the other day. Of course, this rupture 
does not preclude full cooperation 
with our allies, France and England.
10. Is the cooperation of the 
Provisional Government with 
the Soviet due to sincere 
understanding of the situation 
and an acceptance of basic 
Soviet aims, or is it due to 
a reluctant and short-lived 
accommodation to force 
majeure: that is, the dominant 
position of the workers and 
especially the soldiers on the 
streets of Petrograd during the 
February revolution?
a. The latter (accommodation to force 
majeure).
b. The former (sincere understanding 
of the situation).
11. Can we have confidence in 
the Provisional Government?
a. Are you kidding? We certainly 
can’t trust the individual members 
of the government any further than 
we can throw them. Given the class 
composition of the Provisional 
Government, the only rational 
attitude is absolute lack of confidence 
[absoliutnoe nedoverie].
b. Of course, we shouldn’t blindly 
trust a government that is, after all, a 
body that represents and is responsible 
to the bourgeoisie. Of course, there is 
always a possibility that things will 
change later on. But to picture the 
government straining at the bit to 
break the terms of our agreement is 
not to see what’s happening. At the 
present time, the government and, 
behind it, a significant majority of the 
bourgeoisie, deserve our confidence.
12. Under what terms should the 
workers provide material support 
for the army?
a. We should not disorganise the army, 
if only because we need it to combat 
counterrevolution. But this is not 
our war - it is a war of the bourgeois 
gentlemen (gospoda burzhua), not the 
narod.
b. This war is very much the business 
of Russia’s revolutionary democracy. 
We should strain every muscle, in 
concert with all the vital forces of the 
nation, to give the army everything 
it needs. To limit ourselves to the 
paltry negative standard of ‘don’t 
disorganise’ is glaringly insufficient: 
we need to assure the peasant soldiers 
who make up the army that this is 
their war.
13. How urgent is peace?
a. Extremely urgent. Every extra 
day, every unneeded drop of blood, 
prolongs the sufferings of the narod, 
enriches the elite, and threatens 
the revolution. (Of course, if the 
revolutionary classes take full power, 
it will finally become our war and we 
will be ready to fight for revolutionary 
aims.)
b. We all want peace - but it has to be a 
general democratic peace, negotiated 
in coordination with our allies. As 
we speak, we are working to bring 
about a general revision of war aims. 
But in the meantime we have to keep 
on fighting (and therefore talk of 
immediate peace is demobilising).
14. We know you cannot say 
this part out loud, or perhaps 
even contemplate it in foro 
interno. But, if forced by 
circumstances to choose the 
lesser evil, which would it be: a 



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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‘shameful’ separate peace, or 
a risky, all-or-nothing military 
offensive? (NB: in June 1917, the 
coalition Provisional Government 
launched a risky offensive, and 
in spring 1918 the Bolsheviks 
signed a ‘shameful’ separate 
peace.)
a. While working to revise war aims, 
we need to undertake a truly effective 
and ‘strategic’ defence, and this 
certainly includes the possibility of 
‘active operations’.
b. We should offer to open immediate 
negotiations with any country that is 
willing to accept basic democratic 
principles (no annexations, no 
indemnities, right of national self-
determination). What’s shameful 
about that? (And if other countries 
reject our offer and refuse to negotiate, 
can we be blamed for negotiating with 
only one side?)
15. Is coalition - the formal 
entry of socialist parties into 
the government - the logical 
and inevitable outcome of an 
‘agreementist’ tactic?
a. No. Coalition is unneeded and 
undesirable.
b. Yes, thus demonstrating the basic 
flaw of the whole tactic.

In case it is not obvious to you, 
the responses of the agreementist, 
Tsereteli were: 1.a; 2.b; 3.a; 4.b; 5.b; 
6.a; 7.a; 8.a; 9.b; 10.b; 11.b; 12.b; 
13.b; 14a; 15a.
Unwritten 
constitution
Anyone who has completed the 
above ‘Agreementist quiz’ will now 
have a firm grasp of the fundamental 
choice facing the soviet constituency, 
and thus the fundamental dividing 
line between the Bolsheviks and 
other anti-agreementist groups, as 
opposed to the agreementist parties, 
who enjoyed a majority in the soviet 
system in spring 1917.

But to fully understand the political 
implications of this division, we need 
to look at a feature of the agreementist 
definition of the situation that the 
Bolsheviks were only too happy to 
accept. This feature can be called the 
unwritten constitution of Russia’s 
new political system, as seen by the 
soviet constituency and the socialist 
parties (and one never accepted by 
elite society). A constitution defines 
the location of the sovereign authority, 
the vlast, in a political system. An 
unwritten constitution is one that is 
not formally ratified, but rather sets 
forth a compelling narrative about the 
origin and legitimacy of the system.

The key claim in revolutionary 
Russia’s unwritten constitution, 
as set forth by Tsereteli and other 
agreementist spokesmen, was that the 
soviets had de facto sovereignty. The 
‘revolutionary classes’ represented 
in the soviet had made the February 
revolution, and they could therefore 
legitimately expect to see any 
government in revolutionary Russia 
carry out the soviet programme. The 
Bolsheviks had no reason to reject 
this definition of the situation. Let 
us take a closer look at how Tsereteli 
portrayed the unwritten constitution.

The Provisional Government 
was not viewed by agreementist 
spokesmen as an above-class, 
sovereign authority, or as an 
expression of the overarching Russian 
state, or even as an institution 
responsible to the whole population. 
Rather, it was presented as the 
political expression of elite society, 
of ‘the bourgeoisie’. This picture was 
complicated, but only slightly, by the 
presence in the cabinet of Alexander 
Kerensky - still seen in March as a 
genuine representative of the Soviet. 
The Provisional Government as a 
whole was pictured by agreementist 
speakers as not only the representative 
of the bourgeoisie, but responsible to 
it.

Where then was the vlast located 
in this system? As we have seen, 

the agreementist leadership did not 
describe the arrangement as ‘double 
vlast’ - indeed, they consistently 
and insistently denied that this 
description was anything but slander. 
The Provisional Government had the 
vlast, no-one else - so the agreementist 
spokesmen said. Nevertheless, at 
the same time, they also assured the 
soviet constituency that they - the 
revolutionary workers and soldiers 
- had de facto sovereignty. They 
were in charge (khoziain polozheniia 
- ‘masters of the situation’). This 
assurance was backed up by the 
following account of events, which 
can be viewed as the legitimising 
theory of the soviets’ unwritten 
constitution:
1. The workers and revolutionary 
soldiers of Petrograd carried out the 
revolution.
2. They, the ‘revolutionary classes’, 
brought the Provisional Government 
into existence due to an original 
agreement, negotiated via the 
executive committee of the Petrograd 
Soviet, in the early hours of the 
February revolution.
3. The Provisional Government 
committed itself in this agreement 
to carrying out the will of the 
revolutionary narod, mandating vast, 
democratising reforms at home and 
an energetic search for democratic 
peace abroad.
4. The soviet system has the right not 
only to outline the government’s basic 
programme, but to impose kontrol 
over policies and to name ministers. 
It may for its own reasons choose not 
to exercise this option - but this choice 
remains its decision.

The duel over agreementism was 
not over this legitimising narrative. 
It was not over whether to retain or 
transfer this de facto vlast to another 
body. It was over the following 
fundamental choice within the 
unwritten constitution: could the de 
facto sovereignty of the soviets best 
be exercised via a political agreement 
with elite society, as represented by 
the Provisional Government? Could 
the revolutionary programme - vast 
democratisation at home, democratic 
peace abroad - be realised by means 
of such an agreement? Or was any 
such agreement unworkable and 
bound to fail?

The following quotations 
document Tsereteli’s obsessive 
insistence on assuring his listeners 
that the revolutionary democracy 
embodied in the soviets was indeed 
‘master of the situation’:

Comrades, never has the Russian 
democracy [that is, the narod, the 
soviet constituency] been in such a 
position of responsibility as at the 
present time, because it has never 
had such enormous strength inside 
the country as it has now, after the 
overthrow of the old system …

Inside the country, the 
democracy is not in the position 
of an irresponsible minority, but 
in the position of an enormous 
force, and without its assistance a 
government cannot exist in Russia, 
it cannot govern the country …

[The All-Russian Conference 
of Soviets] views the present war 
in the light of the conditions under 
which it is being waged - that is, 
given the ascendancy [gospodstvo] 
of Russian democracy - as 
the business [delo] of Russian 
democracy …

We on our part are fulfilling our 
duty at a time when the democracy 
has triumphed in Russia …

Comrades, if our conference 
does not place itself on this path 
[revolutionary defencism], it shows 
that it does not understand what an 
enormous, determinative power 
[sila] the democracy constitutes 
during the revolutionary period …

Only because the bourgeoisie 
accepted this agreement [to 
carry out a common democratic 

platform] did the democracy 
recognise this government and 
commit itself to support all the 
steps of the government taken in 
this direction …

In view of the balance of forces 
that now exists, I think that the 
Soviet of Worker and Soldier 
Deputies, should it consider this 
necessary for the interests of the 
whole narod, could even seize the 
vlast.

Why did Tsereteli insist with such 
vehemence on the “determinative 
power” of the revolutionary 
democracy? First, he wanted to 
reassure his listeners that elite, 
educated society had no choice but 
to satisfy revolutionary demands. 
Second, Tsereteli made heavy use 
of ‘Spiderman’s mantra’: with great 
power comes great responsibility. 
The revolutionary narod must use its 
immense power wisely - for instance, 
by exhibiting ‘wisdom’ about the need 
to defer its ‘extreme class aspirations’ 
or by enthusiastically mobilising for 
the war effort.

Whatever the motives of Tsereteli, 
the undeniable fact remains that the 
soviet constituency itself thought it 
had the de facto vlast: the right and 
the duty to make ultimate decisions 
on the most crucial issues. Any 
attempt to deprive it of this vlast 
was ipso facto counterrevolutionary. 
Agreementist spokesmen insisted 
on this implication as much or more 
than their opponents. Agreementist 
and anti-agreementists parted ways 
on how best to exercise this de facto 
sovereignty: by taking ‘the path 
of agreement’ or by rejecting it as 
unworkable. Given this definition of 
the situation by the soviet constituency 
as a whole, events could unfold in 
only one of three broad ways:
1. As Tsereteli hoped and predicted: 
clear and visible progress on the 
revolutionary programme will 
convince the soviet constituency of 
the basic sincerity of elite society 
or, in any event, of its “vital forces”, 
as opposed to the admittedly 
counterrevolutionary “dark forces”. 
A Constituent Assembly elected by 
both narod and educated society 
will quickly set up a generally 
recognised vlast and thus put an end 
to any lingering ambiguity about 
the location of sovereign authority. 
Russia will proceed peacefully into 
the future.
2. As Kamenev hoped and predicted: 
there will be an “inevitable clash” 
between the Provisional Government 
and the soviets on basic issues, and this 
will convince the soviet constituency 
that the anti-agreementist Bolsheviks 
had been right all along: the only 
way to effectively exercise de facto 
sovereignty of the soviets is to 
make this sovereignty de jure, to 
deprive elite society of any political 
influence whatsoever and to install 
an exclusively soviet government.
3. As those outside the soviet system 
- the liberal Kadets and points right - 
hoped and predicted: the soviets will 
renounce their de facto sovereignty, 
either voluntarily or (more likely) 
under compulsion.

Under the terms of the unwritten 
constitution, this last outcome 
would be perceived as successful 
counterrevolution. The following 
implication should therefore be 
kept in mind: if a clear majority of 
the soviet constituency ever decided 
to no longer give the benefit of the 
doubt to elite society - if it ever 
concluded that elite society was 
counterrevolutionary to its core and 
partnership with it was impossible 
- then the outcome predicted by 
Kamenev is the only one that 
respected the unwritten constitution 
of March 1917.

And, in the end, this is what 
happened. The soviet constituency 
rejected agreementism for what 
seemed to it as compelling reasons. 

The Bolsheviks were then able 
to use the unwritten constitution 
that was first put in place by their 
agreementist opponents in March to 
present themselves in October as the 
champions of this constitution - and 
to portray the agreementist parties 
who refused to accept October as the 
constitution’s enemies.

Consistent
There are three takeaways from 
our examination of the Kamenev-
Tsereteli duel over agreementism. 
First, the duel was fought out in late 
March 1917 at the first all-Russian 
conference of soviets in full view 
of the country. All participants and 
observers to the debate understood 
the profound nature of the clash, 
and they understood as well that the 
Bolsheviks had made themselves the 
spokesmen of anti-agreementism. 
Lenin’s arrival soon afterwards did 
not change the essential contours 
of the great divide, as shown by the 
actual Bolshevik message broadcast 
to the soviet constituency throughout 
the year.

Second, it is hard to avoid the 
conclusion that Tsereteli was doing 
Kamenev’s work for him. One is 
reminded of those cartoons that 
contrast ‘what you say’ to ‘what 
they hear’. What did the soviet 
constituency actually hear, when 
Tsereteli told them so eloquently that 
they were masters of the situation? 
Was it not the following: you are 
going to get your demands satisfied; 
if these demands are not satisfied, 
it is the fault of the Provisional 
Government; in this eventuality, 
you workers and soldiers have the 
right, the ability and even the duty to 
replace the Provisional Government.

And, taking a step back, we have 
to say that Tsereteli also made some 
very unrealistic promises to the 
soviet constituency about how much 
cooperation was to be expected 
from elite society. He wrote cheques 
based more on wishful thinking than 
a realistic appraisal of the very real 
conflicts separating elite society and 
narod - and so he went politically 
bankrupt when the cheques became 
due.

Third, thanks to their loyalty 
to the unwritten constitution, the 
Bolsheviks were able to present 
themselves throughout the year as 
its rightful champion. Accepting 
their minority status in the beginning 
of the year, they later gained the 
legitimacy to form a fully soviet 
government, after the tide turned and 
the soviet constituency abandoned 
any belief in agreementist tactics. In 
contrast, the agreementist socialists 
by and large rejected the right of 
the new anti-agreementist majority 
to form an exclusively soviet 
government. They showed that their 
true loyalty was to their agreement 
with educated society and with the 
Allies rather than to the unwritten 
constitution they themselves had 
propagated.

In a very real way, soviet power 
was already proclaimed in the 
immediate aftermath of the February 
revolution. Tsereteli’s insistence 
on the de facto sovereignty of the 
soviets - his message that the soviets 
were “masters of the situation” - 
established an unwritten constitution 
for revolutionary Russia, as seen by 
the soviets.

The significance of October is not, 
then, that it proclaimed soviet power, 
but rather that the soviets had now 
made the fateful choice of adopting 
the anti-agreementist recipe of an 
exclusive worker-peasant vlast and 
of giving leadership to the one party 
that had consistently advocated 
anti-agreementism from the very 
beginnings of the revolution l

BOLSHEVISM

Notes
1. See ‘A curious case’ Weekly Worker December 
17; and ‘Consistent Bolshevik message’ January 7.
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Rotting fish and carnage
For many the Brexit dream has already turned into a nightmare, writes Eddie Ford

Everyday the media reports on 
the problems afflicting various 
industries since Brexit Day on 

January 1 - most notably in fishing and 
road haulage. If we were to believe 
the government, the current delays 
and snarl-ups are merely “teething 
problems” that will be ironed out over 
time. But, as one wag pointed out, it 
feels more like ‘root canal surgery 
without anaesthetic’.

Hence we have had the 
phenomenon of lorries trapped 
in Britain, thanks to the extra 
paperwork now required by the Brexit 
bureaucracy, or - increasingly the 
case - European transport companies 
turning their backs on UK business 
because of the onerous new rules and 
regulations. Now, it might be the case 
that some of the issues being thrown 
up are transitory problems due to sheer 
unfamiliarity - which fucking forms do 
I have to fill out? But the underlying 
problems, and the hassle that comes 
with them - which could get worse 
over time, not better - are baked into 
Boris Johnson’s Brexit deal. In other 
words, it is the inevitable consequence 
of leaving the European Union single 
market. After all, if Britain does not 
‘diverge’ from EU rules and laws, 
then what is the point of Brexit and 
its dream of a buccaneering Britain 
making its own way again?

It was estimated way back in 
December 2018 that a hard Brexit 
would generate an extra 215 million 
customs declaration forms for 
businesses importing or exporting 
goods - with the average cost of each 
declaration something like £32.50, 
amounting to about £7 billion a 
year.1 Well, they certainly seem on 
target. Needless to say, this process of 
bureaucratisation is being mirrored in 
the EU - meaning some 430 million 
forms in total. Remember the ‘bonfire 
of red tape’ promised to us by the 
Brexiteers? For many the Brexit dream 
has already turned into a nightmare.

Just ask the haulage industry. It 
now has to provide tens of thousands 
of pounds in financial guarantees 
(‘T1s’) to cover tax or potential tariffs 
on arrival in Britain. For instance, a 
truck with a £200,000 cargo would 
need cash or a T1 guarantee document 
for £40,000 in value-added tax alone 
- an obviously significant burden for 
transport companies with multiple 
trucks going to the UK. In the second 
week of January the rejection rate for 
transport to the UK was up 168% 
on the third quarter of 2020 and had 
doubled in the first calendar week of 
the year.

If the customs declarations and 
the T1 financial guarantees were 
not enough, EU suppliers - like UK 
exporters - also have to provide a 
‘Rex’ (registered exporter system) 
document to certify the origin of the 
product. Boris Johnson is dissembling 
like mad every time he says he struck 
a “tariff-free” agreement. Tariffs 
apply unless you comply, and can 
demonstrate you comply, with rules-
of-origin requirements - which in 
some cases mean the UK has worse 
access to the EU than, say, Canada 
- rather ironic, given that the prime 
minister never tired of saying that he 

wanted a “Canada-style” deal.
Fish is now rotting in the docks 

thanks mainly to the requirement 
that all fish imports and exports 
must supply full documentation. 
One operator said he needed 400 
pages of export documents for every 
consignment in order to enter Europe, 
including guarantees over rules of 
origin and health certificates. This 
has had an immediate and devastating 
effect on the industry, given that 75% 
of UK-caught fish is exported to the 
EU, and about a third of fish consumed 
in the UK is imported from the EU. As 
for the Scottish fishing industry, it is 
in total crisis. The industry’s biggest 
logistics provider, DFDS, a Danish 
company, pointed to delays regarding 
health certificates, issues with the 
IT system and incorrect or missing 
customs documentation. New Brexit 
rules require every box of seafood 
and fish to be offloaded from lorries 
and inspected by vets before it leaves 
Scotland, meaning that it has taken 
business owners five hours per lorry 
to obtain a health certificate - which 
is required to apply for other customs 
paperwork. Some fear the trade, worth 
more than £1 billion annually to 
Scottish businesses, could collapse.

Most people associated with the 
fishing industry voted for Brexit, of 
course, but very many now regret 
their decision. Fishermen regularly 
turn up on the TV or radio talking 
about “Boris the betrayer”, especially 
if they are from Devon or Scotland. 
No wonder fishing lorries descended 
on Westminster to stage a protest 
against the Brexit red tape, even if 
they stopped short of carrying out 
their previous threat to dump fish next 
to No10.

Private individuals are beginning to 
feel the impact of Brexit barely a month 
after it happened, European companies 
are now supposed to collect VAT at 
the item’s prevailing rate (in most 
cases 20%) at the point of purchase. 
Therefore British shoppers who 
bought items direct from European 

websites are facing demands of more 
than £100 in import duties that must 
be paid before parcel firms will release 
the items.2 Naturally, many of these 
European companies have suspended 
all sales to the UK - branding the new 
rules as “ludicrous”. It is not an easy 
task for British consumers to work out 
what duties are due, because the rate 
depends on the type of goods and their 
source. Alarmingly for some Weekly 
Worker readers, no doubt, the cost of a 
£12 bottle of wine in UK shops could 
rise by up to £1.50 a bottle because 
of the extra bureaucracy and charges 
affecting imports.

As widely predicted, though 
always strenuously denied by the 
British government, Northern Ireland 
has been hammered hard by the 
Brexit deal - which remains inside the 
UK customs territory, but adhering 
to EU customs and single-market 
rules to avoid a hard border with the 
Irish republic. As a consequence of 
drawing a regulatory zone down the 
Irish Sea - something that no British 
prime minister could ever consent 
to, according to Theresa May - most 
commercial goods entering the 
statelet from the British mainland 
require a customs declaration. This 
has led to serious shortages. Lorries 
were redirected to border control 
posts because they did not have the 
correct documentation, supermarkets 
withdrew hundreds of products from 
their shelves and online retailers 
refused to service the region. Friction 
everywhere.

Unimpressed, Ian Paisley Jr of 
the Democratic Unionist Party said it 
was “an insult to our intelligence” for 
Boris Johnson to describe disruption 
to trade across the Irish Sea border 
as teething problems. Rather, he said, 
Northern Ireland has been “screwed 
over” by the British government. Such 
is the nature of the beast, however, 
and the DUP refuses to accept any 
culpability for the mess - after all, 
it provided evangelical support for 
Brexit. The DUP is demanding that 

Johnson invokes article 16 of the 
Northern Ireland protocol, which 
allows the UK or EU to act unilaterally 
if measures imposed are deemed to be 
causing “serious economic, societal or 
environmental difficulties”.

Rubbing salt into the wound, 
but with a perverse logic, small 
businesses are being encouraged by 
the department for international trade 
to register new firms within the EU to 
avoid the new costs and paperwork - 
which must be a splendid triumph for 
the Brexiteers.3 As only the blind fail 
to see, voting Brexit to get less red 
tape and more jobs was a big lie - like 
that red bus with its extra £350 million 
a week for the national health service!

Unchained
The government fought hard for the 
right to diverge from EU standards for 
a reason, as communists are the first to 
point out - so they can attack workers’ 
rights and wage class war generally. 
To his end, Kwasi Kwarteng, the 
business secretary, has announced 
a “review” of how EU employment 
rights protections could be changed 
post-Brexit - namely the hated 
working time directive which sets a 
maximum 48-hour week.

If you want to know what the 
Tories have in store for us, look no 
further than Britannica unchained - 
published in 2012 and written by none 
other than Kwarteng himself, along 
with Priti Patel, Dominic Raab, Chris 
Skidmore and Liz Truss.4 They were 
all elected in May 2010 and belong to 
the party’s Thatcherite Free Enterprise 
Group. This wretched book asserts 
that the UK has a “bloated state, high 
taxes and excessive regulation” and 
states:

The British are among the worst 
idlers in the world. We work 
among the lowest hours, we retire 
early and our productivity is poor. 
Whereas Indian children aspire 
to be doctors or businessmen, 
the British are more interested in 
football and pop music.

Having no time for woke PC nonsense, 
the authors demand that the UK 
should “stop indulging in irrelevant 
debates about sharing the pie between 
manufacturing and services, the north 
and the south, women and men”. Our 
apostles of the free market want to 
secure by any means possible a low-
regulation, low-wage, high-profit 
economy. If they were to get their 
way, this raises the grimly interesting 
question of whether the EU would 

use its right to retaliate against 
undercutting under the level playing 
field rules - a tariff war or sanctions?

It almost goes without saying that 
talks between the EU and the UK 
over contentious issues like fishing 
will continue for many years to come. 
Then there is the fact that the service 
sector, especially finance and The 
City, is completely glossed over in the 
Brexit deal - the British government 
coming up against its own artificial 
deadlines. Johnson is obviously 
hoping for a whole series of individual 
bespoke deals, as time goes by. Or 
what the Financial Times recently 
called “negotiations without end”.

In turn, some Brexiteers want a 
permanent counterrevolution against 
the EU and its institutions. Outlining 
his vision a year ago in The Daily 
Telegraph, where he impishly used 
faux Marxist language, Allister Heath 
thinks that Euroscepticism “remains 
an unfinished project” for the simple 
reason that the EU will still “boast 27 
member states” and “will accelerate 
ever-closer centralisation”.5 Therefore, 
he argues, “no Brexiteer should 
be comfortable with abandoning 
Europe’s liberal, mainstream, pro-
democracy Eurosceptics to their 
fate”. Whatever happens, “we mustn’t 
forget our comrades in our moment 
of victory”. Heath believes that the 
Eurosceptic movement is “only just 
getting started” because the “mission 
will not be over until the EU withers 
away” – don’t settle for anything less 
than total victory.

In response to the programme 
of the Eurosceptics, our communist 
alternative is for a united Europe 
democratically ruled by the working 
class - not the quasi-democratic, 
confederal EU that exists at the 
present. Meaning as a matter of 
principle that we opposed Brexit, but 
by the same token we stand for the 
abolition of the EU commission and 
council of ministers, of the treaties 
which require unanimous agreement 
of all member-states to amend them, 
and of the unaccountable court of 
justice l
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Disputes 
with EU will 
run and run
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