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Shadow party?
The rebellion against Keir Starmer 
inside Labour is gaining strength. 
Members across the country are 
forming ‘ghost’ local parties to resist 
what’s widely seen as a purge on the 
left by the leadership.

Since Starmer became leader 
last year over 70 party officers and 
hundreds of ordinary members have 
been suspended or expelled for 
expressions of support for former 
leader Jeremy Corbyn. Terry Deans, 
who was punitively suspended 
by the party last year, said: “I 
believe Starmer was hoping that by 
suspending or expelling people he 
would drive many others on the left 
to leave the party. But most have 
decided to stay and fight - many by 
setting up ‘ghost’ Labour parties.”

Following an investigation 
by Labour’s national executive 
committee, Falklands War veteran 
Deans was sentenced to a 12-month 
suspension and denied the 
opportunity for a hearing. Now he’s 
joined the new group, the Labour 
In Exile Network (LIEN), which 
includes people both inside and 
outside the party working to change 
and democratise Labour. LIEN is 
holding its first public ‘Fightback 
Meeting’ at 6pm on Saturday March 
27. (Join and/or register for the 
meeting at labour-in-exile.org.)

Deans said: “The meeting will 
bring together people from across 
the country who have set up ghost or 
shadow local Labour parties. These 
parties will allow them to keep on 
fighting for the policies and ideas 
championed by Jeremy Corbyn, but 
outside of interference by Starmer’s 
officials.”

People will share their experience 
of setting up parties and discuss the 

possibility of national cooperation. 
Deans said: “This is the real prize 
- setting up a national, linked-up, 
shadow Labour Party, but this will 
be real Labour - the real grassroots 
party, working on a truly democratic 
basis.”

The Fightback Meeting will also 
set up a number of working groups, 
in which members will be able to 
advance the cause of changing the 
party. These will include groups 
to fight the witch-hunt, racism and 
disability discrimination, as well as 
ones on the media and transforming 
the Labour Party.

Deans said: “Changing the 
Labour Party is, of course, a massive 
job and we are looking to members 
to come and join the working groups 
they think they can most usefully 
contribute to. We have proposals for 
groups for socialising and for using 
craft skills to protest. Everyone can 
do something. And we are open to 
ideas for new working groups, too.”
Norman Thomas
Labour In Exile Network

Scotland
Tam Dean Burn and Al Thomas both 
ask for elaboration on the CPGB’s 
position on federalism (Letters, 
March 11 and 18). They want flesh 
put on the bones.

This is to misunderstand the 
purpose of the Marxist programme 
in general and the CPGB’s Draft 
programme in particular. The 
programme consciously avoids the 
fine details of the day, passing facts, 
let alone the temptation of drafting 
laws and constitutions. None of that 
has any place in the programme, 
which outlines main aims and 
principles, presents our assessment 
of the different social classes and 
maps out the broad strategy needed 
to overcome capitalism and make the 
transition to communism.

Because various national 
questions palpably exist in the 
British Isles, we are obliged to 

provide answers in the immediate 
- the minimum - section of the 
programme:
n When it comes to the Six Counties 
of Northern Ireland, we are for British 
withdrawal and unity of the island 
of Ireland. That fight establishes 
working class independence from 
the British bourgeoisie and is the best 
way to overcome sectarian divisions.
n When it comes to Britain itself, 
the working class must fight for 
a federal republic that embodies 
the right of Wales and Scotland to 
self-determination. If the Scottish 
parliament or the Welsh assembly 
votes for separation, then there ought 
to be separation.

We are not in power, nor even on 
the threshold of power, so it would 
be stupid - very stupid - to give 
more details. Not because we have 
some hidden blueprint up our sleeve 
ready to whip out at the appropriate 
moment. How things turn out in 
Britain depends on the future - on the 
class struggle here, mainland Europe 
and world wide.

As a general principle we are 
actually opposed to federalism. 
We seek big states that are both 
centralised and democratic. So, 
to the extent that the struggle of 
communists is successful in Britain, 
the extent that working class unity 
replaces working class disunity, 
federalism becomes less and less 
relevant. In other words, the demand 
for federalism is about the immediate 
situation. Not the long-term future.

If the CPGB were in government, 
then we would be obliged to present 
concrete answers to concrete 
questions. But that is not for today.

Despite my three recent 
supplements on Scotland there 
still remain some other points of 
confusion.

Comrade Burn worries that 
a federal republic of England, 
Scotland and Wales would still see 
English domination simply because 
of the huge imbalance in population 
numbers between the English and 
the Welsh and Scots. A legitimate 
concern, given the nationalism that 
clouds minds in Scotland, Wales … 
and England.

The same could be said even 
with the coming to power of the 
Bolsheviks in 1917. Ukrainians, 
White Russians, Georgians, etc 
had good reasons to resent and fear 
Great Russian domination. Even 
Ukrainian, White Russian, Georgian, 
etc Bolsheviks expressed strong 
reservations about the centralised 
state proposed by Stalin, commissar 
of nationalities. Hence, to overcome 
fears, to encourage trust, Lenin 
pressed for unity in what became the 
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics. 
It was advisable to temporarily 
put aside centralism in favour of 
federalism. Established in 1923, 
each republic had self-government - 
limited only when it came to matters 
such as war and peace - and each 
republic had the right to secede.

We are committed not only 
to a united Europe ruled by the 
working class, but to the transition 
to communism via a World Union 
of Socialist Republics. Maybe 
each state formation would involve 
federalism for a limited period, 
maybe not. Our goal is the closest 
unity: ie, democratic centralism. 
A united Europe will see Britain 
making up no more than an eighth of 
the total population. There are a lot 
of French, Italians and Spanish … 
even more Germans. So what?

When it comes to a world 
union, the percentage of Britons is 
tiny. Indians, Chinese, Americans, 
Russians, Brazilians and Indonesians 
would have the most votes. So what?

Today Scotland and Wales 
resent what they see as English 

domination. Problems are explained 
with reference to nation, not class. 
Similarly, a majority of English 
people resented and still resent 
the EU. However, our answer is 
not to advocate disunity and small 
states - a recipe for impotence, 
deindustrialisation, population 
loss and political reaction. No, 
the communist answer is the fight 
for unity and consistent, extreme 
democracy.

Finally, comrade Thomas asks 
about the theoretical basis of our 
federalism? Well, the CPGB bases 
itself programmatically on the theory 
of Marxism and applies it to the 
specific conditions of 21st century 
Britain.
Jack Conrad
London

Schadenfreude
Many readers will have seen the 
Communist Party of Britain’s 
take on the electoral commission 
this week. Social media has been 
full of uncharacteristically fiery 
condemnations of a decision made 
by the commission - what the CPB 
has claimed is an underhand political 
act designed to destroy its election 
campaign.

General secretary Robert Griffiths 
fumed that “There is a whiff of 
sabotage about this”. Although 
“it is not the first time that the 
electoral commission has treated 
the Communist Party unfairly and 
incompetently”, it is in his view 
an outrageous and unprecedented 
attack. He appealed to “trade 
union general secretaries, leaders 
of devolved governments where 
communists are contesting seats 
and to cross-party, democratically-
minded MPs and members of the 
Lords” to assist them to have the 
decision overturned.

So what is the problem exactly? 
Well, the electoral commission has 
told the CPB that it must use its full 
title - Communist Party of Britain - on 
the ballot paper in the May 7 council, 
regional and assembly elections. 
Pretty uncontroversial, you might 
think, for a political party to use its 
own name. But it is anathema to the 
CPB to be forced to do so. The party 
claims it is being “banned” from 
using names other than its officially 
registered one.

The CPB had planned to ditch 
‘Britain’ and instead describe 
itself as the “Scottish Communist 
Party” in the Holyrood elections, 
the “Welsh Communist Party” in 
the Welsh Assembly elections and 
simply the “Communist Party” 
in English regional and council 
elections. Griffiths protests that “the 
electoral commission must know that 
forcing us to describe ourselves as 
the ‘Communist Party of Britain’ in 
Scotland and Wales is a vote-loser”.

Griffiths makes no effort to 
hide this blatant opportunism. His 
organisation essentially wants to 
conceal the fact that it is an all-
Britain organisation in order to win 
nationalist votes. It is in the process 
of creating three separate sections 
on its website: ‘Welsh Communist 
Party’, ‘Scottish Communist Party’ 
and one for ‘England’. Although 
“What we stand for” on the CPB 
home page reassures us that the party 
is committed to building socialism in 
Britain, there is no mention of that 
offensive geographical term in the 
Welsh and Scottish sections. All quite 
confusing … but then nationalism is 
like that. The CPB will do whatever 
it takes to win votes.

Griffiths gives the impression that 
the CPB has always had a difficult 
time with the electoral commission. 
Not true. Back when the Register of 
Political Parties was set up in 1998-
99, the CPB was determined that it 

would be the only ‘communist party’ 
with ‘Britain’ in the title allowed to 
stand in elections. Indeed its people 
often boasted afterwards about how 
they had prevented us in the CPGB 
from standing in elections under 
our name - they had been anointed 
with the legal title by a committee 
of rightwingers. This was despite 
the fact that we had stood as the 
CPGB in a number of national 
elections by then, including the 1992 
general election in Scotland, Wales 
and England - to plant the flag for 
a reforged all-Britain Communist 
Party. It should be said that we 
never objected to the CPB being 
on the register - we thought the 
question of legitimacy was a political 
question, not one to be decided by 
establishment politicians and their 
bureaucratic side-kicks.

Now it seems that the CPB does 
not want its legal title any more. And 
it is crying salty tears about being 
made to use it. Is it wrong to enjoy 
the sense of Schadenfreude so much?
Anne McShane
Ireland

Nationalism
Each morning, my neighbour raises 
the St George’s flag up his flagpole. 
Meanwhile my mum’s cousin is 
chairman of the local St George’s 
dinner club, while my brother thinks 
that Nigel Farage should receive a 
knighthood for services to Brexit.

To understand this growth in 
English nationalism I have recently 
been reading Gavin Esler’s excellent 
new book, How Britain ends: English 
nationalism and the rebirth of the 
four nations. Esler was a presenter 
of the BBC’s Newsnight for 12 years 
until 2014. As a soft ‘remainer’, he 
explains in his book how Brexit was 
an expression of English nationalism.

His book is a warning to the 
ruling class of what could happen if 
it does not take English nationalism 
seriously. Such nationalism was 
embodied in the UK Independence 
Party - and now in the Tory Party 
under Boris Johnson, which is now 
an English Nationalist Party.

Esler’s solution to ‘How Britain 
ends’ is to call for a federal United 
Kingdom, whilst keeping the 
monarchy. He also calls for an 
English parliament with multi-
member constituencies elected by 
single transferable vote. At the same 
time, as he explains in his book, 
Brexit has done more towards the 
creation of a united Ireland than the 
IRA ever did.

Marxists must take English 
nationalism seriously and therefore 
neutralise the reactionary side of this 
nationalism by supporting the call 
for an English parliament, whilst 
also devolving power downwards 
from Whitehall to the regions and 
local councils. Marxists must also 
support the establishment of a 
socialist federal republic of England, 
Scotland, Wales and Ireland, as part 
of a socialist United States of Europe.
John Smithee
Cambridgeshire

Pavements only
Gerry Downing says: “... the 
organised working class is the only 
force that all serious revolutionaries 
must address in the struggle to 
defeat fascism and make revolution; 
they are the sole enforcers we must 
ultimately rely on …” (Letters, 
March 18).

OK, so why make demands in the 
Campaign for Free Speech like “End 
the prosecution of journalists and 
whistleblowers like Julian Assange, 
who expose state crimes and attacks 
on democratic rights”; or “Oppose 
the interference of the state in the 
running of political parties”?

There were others: it might well 
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be that none of them are achievable 
without working class power, but 
they are still demands on the state 
and demands for freedom of speech 
- along with freedom of association, 
etc. Why add to them a demand to 
restrict the free speech of some? If the 
working class (to continue Gerry’s 
sentence above), “because they are 
the repository of the future workers’ 
state and communist society”, has 
taken power, then why would we 
worry about fascists speaking freely?

Replying to my letter of March 
4, Gerry found a passage that leapt 
out - the main leap seemed to be 
in reference to a Louis Theroux 
documentary, in which a woman 
said: “When in the Ku Klux Klan she 
was treated as an equal for the first 
time in her life and given respect”. 
She seemed, to me, to be rather 
pathetic and some might consider it 
a shame that she had not been treated 
with respect by others more worthy. 
In fact, the whole crew that Theroux 
filmed and interviewed seemed 
rather pathetic.

I’m not going to check it all out 
again, but, as I remember it, they 
distributed some pamphlets in 
Ferguson when there were protests 
in 2014 after the fatal shooting of 
Michael Brown by police. They were 
identified, I believe, and got some 
blow-back, at which point the whole 
crew collapsed. This is contrary to 
Gerry’s assertion: “Nonetheless the 
great side effect of all this was that 
the ‘personal development’, ego and 
self-esteem of Louis Theroux’s KKK 
interviewee was greatly enhanced.”

Not really - as I said above, 
they seemed to come over as a bit, 
to say the least, pathetic. So was 
Theroux wrong to make and show 
this documentary and thereby 
allow viewers to come to their own 
conclusions? For Gerry, “Should we 
silence her by any means necessary? 
Definitively yes!” Presumably these 
means include the popular (at the 
Free Speech conference) ‘pavement 
connection’.

As Gerry points out, the KKK 
lynched people and there are many 
who would love to carry on doing so. 
Nazis, including women, murdered 
millions. Should they be fought 
and opposed? Of course! Are we 
currently facing lynch mobs? Do 
we have a rising Nazi party ready 
to wage war on the working class? 
There are no doubt some who would 
like to do all this, but I would suggest 

that there are far, far more who are 
ignorant and just confused enough 
to join fascist groups - or join in a 
football terrace chant.

We are, still, currently, in a 
situation in which we can engage, 
even with fascists. For instance, we 
can argue with them; this can be quite 
useful if we have others present who 
we can hopefully convince of our 
position. A physical attack on them 
may not prove to be so enlightening.

I found a piece a while ago 
(‘Organizing white workers when the 
Klan is in the shop’ Counterpunch 
February 19), which included the 
following:

“One day we got a lead about an 
electronics factory in Jamesburg NJ. 
There seemed a reasonable level of 
interest after a few days of handing 
out flyers; we called our first 
meeting. About halfway through I 
noticed a group of three workers 
(two men and a woman), wearing 
KKK shirts beneath their unzipped 
jackets. My heart sank. The meeting 
went well enough, but I was ready to 
move on to better prospects.

“The next day I reported to 
Frank Engelberg, the director of 
Organizing. Frank was a radical 
Jew and a great person, loved by 
the members for his rabble-rousing 
speeches against the boss. And he 
had no illusions about what fascism 
really meant.

“I went into his office and said: 
‘Frank, we’re fucked, we’re done. 
The Klan is in the shop and in our 
meetings.’ He turned to me with a 
look far more intense than usual. In 
his gruff Jersey voice, he barked out: 
‘No! Richie, you get your ass right 
back in there and you organize the 
Klan right into the union.’

“After a moment of stunned 
silence, I thought to myself: ‘So 
this is what it means to organize the 
working class. Man, this is no picnic. 
‘OK, Frank,’ I said, trying to muster 
some courage. ‘Fuck the Klan, we’ll 
go back and give it a shot.’

“What Frank was telling me is 
that we have to engage with workers 
the way they really are, not the way 
we want them to be or imagine them 
to be.

“And why bring the Klan into the 
union? Because better pay and the 
benefits of a union contract was good 
medicine for everyone - including 
racists. Frank knew that the boss was 
our real enemy.”

In this way too, racists can be won 

over and the far right can be defeated. 
Yes, there are many in the working 
class who are ignorant and confused 
- if there weren’t, they might have 
taken power decades ago. But, as 
above, the boss is our real enemy. 
The ruling class is our real enemy 
and it has many weapons, including 
miseducation and misinformation in 
the mainstream media. Many fall for 
all sorts of dead-ends, shit-creeks and 
dangerous diversions, and shutting 
them up isn’t going to help us at all.

Who do we want to shut up 
anyway? All fascists? All racists? 
People who lynch or people who 
speak? How do we track them down? 
How about a witch-hunt? But Gerry 
says: “... we do not fight for the 
political souls of individual fascists, 
but, having assessed the movement 
as a whole as fascist, set out to smash 
it.” And how are we to do that? Ah 
yes, “Should we silence her by any 
means necessary? Definitively yes!”

Finally, “contrary to Jim, the taunt 
is not ‘liberal’, but ‘libertarian’,” he 
says. I must have missed that in the 
conference. I heard quite a lot of 
‘liberal’ but no ‘libertarian’. I would 
assume that the “taunt” of ‘liberal’ 
was a gibe at those who are ‘soft’ on 
fascists - those who hold back from 
connecting faces to pavements as the 
only tactic. I’m sure I’m not alone 
in waiting impatiently for the list of 
faces and pavements that comrades 
have connected to date.
Jim Nelson
email

Muddel
Germany, once viewed as an 
exaggerated model of exactitude and 
discipline, is currently in a muddle.

Above all it’s the Covid mess. 
Seen last spring as a model of swift, 
effective response, Germany is now 
torn by controversy, with its 16 states 
and dozens of politicians squabbling 
about when to send which kids (if 
any) back to school, with or without 
masks, with or without self-testing. 
Shopkeepers and restaurant owners 
protest: “When can we open our 
doors or at least serve outdoor 
tables?” But if they can open in 
April, why can’t hotels do the same? 
What about the tourist trade?

At Easter, but mostly in the 
summer, huge waves of Germans 
surge toward the surf at the Baltic 
and North Sea, but especially along 
the Mediterranean coasts. What about 
theatre people and musicians? Or sex 
workers? All are clamouring for more 
government funds for survival.

All hopes were based on vaccines, 
first for old folks and medical staff. 
But who next? Teachers, cops? 
Secretive arrangements for vaccine 
purchases were in turmoil, both 
financially and medically. Just as 
Europe seemed to be under control, 
there were unpleasant rumours about 
AstraZeneca shots. Then the minister 
of health announced an “all clear, 
(nearly) all safe”. But many were 
sceptical about vaccination.

Some people joined motley groups 
marching on weekends to claim the 
whole virus story was phony, aimed 
at curtailing freedoms. Some threw 
in QAnon accusations or carried 
rightist flags. Often rejecting legally-
required distancing and masks, they 
occasionally got dragged away and 
registered by masked (often visored) 
police. Guesses were on as to where 
such groups would head politically: 
right, left, up or down.

A new question arose, hitherto 
unthinkable: might Germany copy 
India, Mexico, Hungary, Slovakia 
and others and resort to Russian 
vaccines - or even Chinese ones?!

Into this Kuddelmuddel (a nice 
German word, hardly requiring 
translation) plopped some scandals, 
which ripped into the Christian 
Democratic Union (CDU) and its 
Bavarian sister, the Christian Social 
Union (CSU). Two legislators’ hands 

were caught deep in the cookie jar 
- contracts for supplying anti-virus 
face masks. It seems that they were 
moved so deeply by early shortages 
that they used their business 
connections, cultivated despite 
public service in the Bundestag, to 
arrange very lucrative deals from 
friendly producers - friendly enough 
for little ‘thank you’ gestures for the 
sales: €250,000 for Nikolas Löbel of 
the CDU, and €660,000 for Georg 
Nüsslein of the CSU.

Of course, party leaders were 
“totally shocked” at such nefarious 
goings-on. They hastened to undo 
the damage, ejecting the two from 
their Bundestag seats and demanding 
that all their colleagues swear in 
writing that they were not involved 
in any such bribery (at least not in 
Covid-connected business). All of 
them solemnly signed.

But before the ink had quite dried 
another CSU man - this time in the 
state legislature (again, luckily, 
not in the Bundestag) - was also 
caught. Alfred Sauter, once minister 
of justice in Bavaria, was unable to 
account properly for the handy sum 
of €1,200,000 - also for overcharged 
face-masks! As yet unclarified: how 
much went into his pockets, how 
much to his party, how much was not 
paid in taxes. All three gentlemen 
had to resign from their party and 
all posts, but will hardly face greater 
harm than to their reputations - if 
that.

Scandals are not new for the 
Federal Republic, but this one had 
an almost comical side, hitting just 
days before two important elections. 
Despite almost frantic assurances 
that only a few ‘bad apples’ had been 
involved, the CDU got hit hard twice 
- not only due to the scandals, no 
doubt, but also to dismay about the 
Covid mess and growing woes and 
fears of current and potentially future 
jobless, moneyless, maybe homeless 
persons when (and if) the disease has 
run its course.

In the March election in 
Rheinland-Pfalz, Social Democrat 
Malu Dreyer won with almost 
36% of the vote, leaving the once-
proud CDU with only 27.6%. She 
will almost certainly continue her 
coalition with the Greens and the 
even more business-friendly Free 
Democrats. Since their symbol-
colour is yellow, and Malu’s SPD 
claims red, this is called a ‘traffic 
light coalition’ - red-yellow-green.

In neighbouring Baden-
Württemberg the leading personality 
- and only Green premier in Germany 
- is Winfried Kretschmann. On the 
right edge of his once seemingly 
radical but now right-tending Green 
Party, and a close friend of the two 
auto giants dominating his state, 
Daimler-Benz and Porsche, his loud 
aggression and the relative, auto-
based prosperity in his state got him 
a 32.7% vote - his party’s best result 
anywhere. And here too the CDU was 
handed the worst result in its history 
(24.1%) in a state it had dominated 
for decades. In the past 10 years they 
had been humble junior partners to 
Kretschmann’s Greens. After this 
fiasco he might ditch them and form a 
three-party traffic-light coalition like 
Milu in his neighbour state.

Two other election items need 
mentioning. The good news first: 
the fascistic Alternative for Germany 
(AfD) - once an expanding menace - 
remains a threat, but a rather reduced 
one. Rent by factional strife, it skidded 
downward, missing its 10% goal in 
both elections.

The bad news: the results for 
Die Linke were not surprising, but 
disappointing. A paltry 2.5% in 
Rheinland-P, even a bit less than five 
years ago, was hardly balanced in 
Baden-W by a 3.6% vote - just 0.7% 
more than five years ago. Both results 
were far from the 5% needed to gain 
a single seat in their state legislatures. 

The party has not been able as yet to 
lead any popular struggles or catch 
many people’s imagination. Perhaps 
the new leadership will have more 
success. It is badly needed.

Understandably, the Covid 
pandemic worries people immensely 
- not only the possibility of illness 
or death, but their jobs and financial 
troubles awaiting so many. But, 
real as these problems are, they are 
dwarfed by an overriding, far greater 
menace, about which far too few are 
concerned: the danger of war, even 
atomic war. How many good souls 
will be marching two weeks from 
now in Germany’s traditional Easter 
peace marches? Maybe more than in 
recent years, maybe less, but certainly 
far too few - even though about 
two-thirds of the population favour 
a policy of peace with Russia (and 
China). Many others are undecided or 
disinterested.

But the belligerent remainder 
is powerful. It includes those who 
dream again of Germany’s power 
and glory, of its ‘proper place in 
the sun’, of high returns on African 
cotton, coffee, cocoa for its good 
chocolate, for coltan, uranium and 
gold diggings. And some dream of 
boots and guns like those which once 
advanced and blasted to within 19 
miles of Moscow’s Red Square.

Many elderly people recall their 
shock at learning the facts when over 
100,000 Japanese women, children 
and seniors were incinerated within 
minutes in 1945, with others suffering 
the effects until today. How many 
feel shock that 15-20 US atomic 
bombs are still stored near the small 
German town of Büchel - alongside 
special German planes ready to speed 
them eastward. Each bomb has an 
explosive power up to 13 times as 
murderous as the Hiroshima bomb.

In a world pocked with 700 or 800 
US bases, with mistakes or accidents 
all too common, any talk of asserting 
‘American world leadership against 
its adversaries’ would seem to border 
on insanity. Will Joe Biden’s cabinet 
heads and generals choose this path? In 
Germany, will those hoping for peace 
or at least mutually advantageous 
business connections weaken and 
succumb to those (the loudest, sadly, 
are often the strengthening Greens) 
who angrily denounce pipelines or 
any other peaceful lines, preferring 
warplanes, tanks, armed drones 
instead?

Every country is important, but the 
USA and Germany may well be the 
most important. That is why the forces 
of sanity, the pressure on the Biden 
government and on whichever forces 
win out in Berlin next autumn are so 
crucially important. In Germany, Die 
Linke must always play a forceful 
role (despite some weakening around 
its edges). It must learn to grow and 
reach out in popular ways to all those 
who desire peace. It still has a voice!

With or without masks and 
vaccines, with a new government in 
the USA and one in Germany after 
September, two things will remain 
important: vigilance and action!
Victor Grossman
Germany

Wants us dead
There was yet another diatribe 
from David Douglass last week 
against “well-heeled, middle class, 
green liberals” (Letters, March 
18). “Middle class”, of course, 
has nothing to do with the Marxist 
concept of class: it just means ‘I 
don’t like it’.

Some of us are old enough to 
remember when Douglass was an 
ardent supporter of Juan Posadas - a 
self-styled Trotskyist, whose main 
‘transitional demand’ was to call for 
a Russian pre-emptive nuclear strike. 
At least Douglass is consistent: he 
wants us all dead.
Ian Birchall
email

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

One week to go
With, as I write, exactly a 

week to go to reach our 
£2,000 fighting fund target for 
March, we are lagging a little 
way behind at £1,350. In other 
words, we still need £650 if 
we’re going to get there.

The problem is, not enough 
of our readers are putting their 
money where their mouth is 
and showing their support in a 
practical way. Over the last seven 
days we received a very useful 
£430, but that came from just five 
(very generous) comrades.

Topping the list was comrade 
SK, who donated a magnificent 
£230, while comrade PM came 
up with a very useful £100. There 
were also another two standing 
orders - both for £25 - from 
comrades GB and DBR, while 
comrade LC transferred his usual 
£50 via PayPal.

Speaking of DBR, he tells 
me that he hopes to increase his 
newly created standing order in 
the very near future, but I have to 
say that £25 is a very useful sum 

- if only a couple of dozen more 
comrades followed his lead!

Anyway, as I say, we still need 
£650, but can we get there? Last 
week I said there was still time 
to send us a cheque (yes, the 
bank still accepts those!), but 
no-one did that (or rather, if they 
did, we haven’t yet received it 
- and, of course, there are extra 
delays caused by the pandemic 
in collecting them). But, to be 
on the safe side, please use either 
PayPal via our website or - better 
still - make a bank transfer (sort 
code 30-99-64; account number 
00744310).

Fancy doing your bit to help 
the Weekly Worker fulfil its 
central role - the campaign for a 
principled, democratic Marxist 
party? If so, you know what to 
do! l

Robbie Rix

Fighting fund
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PANDEMIC

One year and counting
While Boris Johnson praises ‘capitalism’ and ‘greed’, his plan to end the lockdown risks thousands more 
deaths, warns James Linney

On February 22 Boris Johnson 
set out the government’s four-
step “road map” for easing 

the lockdown restrictions in England 
and, despite the government telling 
us it will be guided by “data, not 
dates”, Johnson then went on to set 
out a series of dates which have no 
discernible relationship with any data.

Progressing from one step to the 
next depends on the government being 
satisfied by the following four tests 
being met: that the vaccine programme 
is progressing successfully; that 
vaccines are sufficiently effective in 
reducing hospitalisations and deaths; 
that infection rates do not risk a surge 
in hospitalisations, which would put 
unsustainable pressure on the NHS; 
and that risk is not fundamentally 
changed by new ‘variants of concern’.

The four steps are each five weeks 
apart - enough time, we are assured, 
for the government to evaluate 
whether it is safe to move onto 
the next step: “four weeks for the 
scientific data to reflect the changes 
in restrictions and to be analysed; 
followed by one week’s advance 
notice of the restrictions that will be 
eased”.1

We will look at some of the finer 
points of each step shortly, but already 
alarm bells are ringing. Although the 
incubation period of Covid-19 is no 
longer than two weeks, the effects 
of easing lockdown restrictions on 
a large population can take much 
longer to reveal themselves. Let us 
remember June last year, when the 
first lockdown was eased, but it was 
not until the end of September that we 
saw the number of daily cases start 
to rise significantly: by the time the 
second lockdown was introduced on 
November 5, the UK was recording 
over 24,000 cases a day. Yet, even 
if five weeks did provide enough 
time for assessing increased risk, 
the proposed four tests represent a 
pathetically low bar for progressing 
from one step to the next: presumably, 
as long as people are being vaccinated 
and the national health service has not 
completely collapsed, then it is ‘on 
with the show’.

The message here is clear: the 
government is putting all its bets on 
the vaccine to save them from its 
disastrous pandemic response and 
despite the rhetoric it is determined 
for the end of the lockdown to go 
ahead on time and be permanent. 
Hence Boris Johnson described his 
plan as a “one-way road to freedom”2 
and Matt Hancock said: “Our goal is 
that this release from the lockdown is 
irreversible”.3

It is true that the vaccine roll-out in 
the UK has been far more successful 
than in any other European country. 
At the time of writing the UK has 
given first-dose vaccines to about 28 
million people (about 50% of the adult 
population). Compare this to less than 
six million in France (8.4% of the 
population), less than seven million in 
Germany (5.8 %) and 5.5 million in 
Italy (3.3%). Europe’s failure is partly 
due to the temporary suspension of 
the AstraZeneca vaccine - a massively 
ill-judged decision, based on poor 
science, which could prove to be 
very costly, given many European 
countries are again seeing spiking 
cases and facing new lockdowns. 
Of course, the success in the UK 
has not been down to “capitalism” 
and “greed”. No, leave aside the 
army of volunteers, AstraZeneca 
agreed a cost-not-profit deal with 
the government and, unlike with lots 
of other elements of the pandemic 

response, the vaccine roll-out was not 
outsourced to private firms. Instead 
NHS staff were allowed to get on 
with what they do best. But Johnson 
is determined to blot out of the 
collective memory his government’s 
responsibility for tens of thousands of 
unnecessary deaths over the past year.

Children
We are currently in the first step of 
the lockdown easing, which saw all 
school-aged children and college 
students return to face-to-face learning 
on March 8, while from March 29 
gatherings of either six people or two 
households will be allowed outdoors.

The decision for all children to 
return to school at the same time - 
instead of staggering their return to 
give school staff more time to try to 
make their return as safe as possible 
- seemed almost like self-sabotage 
from the start. Of course, everyone 
wants children back at school; schools 
provide not just educational benefits, 
but much needed social contact, and 
can be a gateway for accessing social 
and mental-health support. Young 
people, especially those from poorer 
households, have suffered horrifically 
during the pandemic and they will be 
the ones who suffer most from the dire 
long-term economic consequences. 
Even before the pandemic, mental-
health problems and self-harm 
amongst young people were 
increasing alarmingly. But rushing 
their return into an environment 
where neither they nor their teachers 
feel safe, risking them passing 
on Covid-19 to their families and 
eventually risking further lockdowns, 
is clearly counterproductive.

The narrative from both 
government and media is that by 
not immediately returning to face-
to-face teaching a generation of 
young people will be ‘left behind’ 
and their futures will be irreparably 
damaged. It is a narrative that not only 
increases anxiety and stress amongst 
young people, but it also highlights 
how inflexible education is under 
capitalism. It is primarily designed 
not to help young people to attain 
knowledge, but to act as a machine 
for rating young people - an inflexible 
conveyor belt, transforming pupils 
into compliant workers.

There are two contested scientific 
questions that are relevant here, 
which I will only discuss very briefly, 
although either question could easily 
take up an article on its own. Firstly, 
the question of how big a role schools 
play in the transmission of Covid-19. 
The reduced risk of a serious infection 
or death from infection in younger 
people is well established, although 
there is emerging evidence that a 
significant number of children are 
at risk of developing Long Covid, a 
chronic and potentially debilitating 
illness. Recently published data from 
the Office for National Statistics 
suggests that 13% of under-11s 
and about 15% of 12-16-year-olds 
reported at least one symptom five 
weeks after a confirmed Covid-19 
infection.

A major Icelandic study4 found 
that children are nearly 50% less 
infectious and less likely to transmit 
Covid-19 overall, although the 
findings highlighted that the risk of 
spread increases in older children. 
Yet schools in England are more 
crowded and not well ventilated, and 
the government has done nothing in 
the past months of lockdown to try 
to make them any safer. In addition, 
children are more likely to be 

asymptomatic, so cases are less likely 
to have been picked up previously. 
Recent modelling by the London 
School of Hygiene and Tropical 
Medicine suggests that reopening all 
school years simultaneously will lead 
to the R number quickly climbing 
above 1.5

Given that the evidence for safely 
opening schools fully as a first step 
is far from clear-cut, surely it is best 
to proceed with caution. A far more 
sensible tactic would be opening 
schools for primary children initially, 
as older children are more likely to 
transmit infections and are more able 
to learn remotely for the time being. 
However, as we have learnt over the 
last year, the government does not 
do ‘sensible’ when it comes to the 
pandemic.

One reason it feels justified in 
taking such unnecessary risks - and 
another contested scientific question 
- is because of misplaced trust in the 
use of lateral flow testing (LFT) in 
schools. Currently secondary school 
pupils are encouraged to take twice 
weekly home LFTs, as are staff of 
both primary and secondary schools. 
LFTs are a way of testing without the 
use of a laboratory, so they are cheaper 
and also provide a result within 30 
minutes. The government has been 
pushing these tests for months, buying 
more than £1 billion worth from US 
firm Innova Group, with another £0.9 
billion worth of contracts on the way.

The government clearly sees 
LFTs as yet another opportunity for 
outsourcing NHS funds, thus they 
have become a very lucrative business 
during the Covid-19 pandemic and 
it is clear from the government’s 
strategy for ending lockdown that it 
is going to rely even more heavily on 
these tests in the future. It hopes that 
they will not only get students back 
to school quickly, but also get people 
back to work, etc.

You would think, where the stakes 
are so high, that before committing so 
thoroughly to a test, the government 
would go to great lengths to first 
ensure its accuracy. Not even close! 
It had already ordered 384 million 
kits before there was any evidence 
to support their use en masse in 
asymptomatic people. The relatively 
limited studies that have now been 
carried out point towards significant 
false positive and negative rates, and 
less sensitivity when carried out by 
untrained people in the community. 
As pointed out in a recent BMJ article,

In a pilot study conducted in 
Liverpool, 60% of infected 
asymptomatic people went 
undetected ... Up to January 21 
nearly 560,000 lateral flow tests had 
been done on more than 200,000 

Liverpool residents, identifying 
4,421 people who may not have 
otherwise known they were likely 
to be infectious. Among students 
undergoing lateral flow tests at 
the University of Birmingham in 
December, only 3% of those who 
would have tested positive on PCR 
were detected.6

Mass testing may be helpful and 
necessary in certain circumstances, 
but the Innova LFT is not fit for this 
purpose. At best it gives significant 
numbers of people false positive 
results, causing a pupil and their 
fellow students the worry and 
inconvenience of having to self-
isolate. At worst it will not pick up 
a significant number of cases or 
give false reassurances of being 
disease-free in asymptomatic people, 
allowing the virus more opportunity 
to spread.

Shambles
Let us now look briefly at the rest 
of the government’s plan for lifting 
lockdown:
n Step 2 (April 12) sees all shops 
reopening, pubs and restaurant 
gardens opening, as well as gyms 
and swimming pools. Self-contained 
holiday accommodation will also be 
allowed for a single family.
n Step 3 (May 17) will allow groups 
of 30 to meet up outdoors and six 
indoors, whilst seeing the reopening 
of indoor hospitality, cinemas, 
theatres, while crowds of up to 10,000 
will be able to attend larger sporting 
stadiums. Hotels and holiday parks 
are also due to reopen.
n Step 4 (June 21) sees all legal limits 
on social contact being removed - 
apparently at this point we will be in 
the clear.

There is little point in analysing 
the proposals within each step, 
because it is the overall method that 
is problematic. Having said that, it is 
true that allowing 10,000 people to 
attend sporting events in less than two 
months time is mad and clear evidence 
that the government shows no sign 
of learning from its past mistakes: 
the Cheltenham festival and the 
Liverpool v Atletico Madrid football 
match in March 2020 were both 
shown to be major super-spreading 
events, held just days before the first 
national lockdown. Equally foolish is 
the idea that after June 21 nightclubs 
should reopen: I doubt a laboratory 
would be able to match such perfect 
conditions for spreading Covid-19.

More important than all this though 
is what the government is not focusing 
on: tracking cases, tracing contacts 
and facilitating proper isolation. 
These basic public health principles 
have never been a priority for the 
government and were essentially 
abandoned very early in the pandemic, 
way back in February 2020. We know 
now that it had instead decided on a 
disastrous ‘herd immunity’ policy 
- a policy so misguided that it is a 
major contributing factor in the UK 
currently having the fifth highest 
number of deaths in the world (over 
126,000).

Despite the past 10 years of 
savage budget cuts, the NHS could 
have played a major role in limiting 
the impact of Covid-19. Yet the 
government instead saw yet another 
opportunity to divert public funds - 
this time to over 30 private firms, at 
the astronomical cost of £37 billion 
and still rising. The track and trace 
programme must be one of the worst 
value-for-money deals ever made 

and one of the biggest failures of 
the government over the past year 
- and there has been some tough 
competition for that title. Despite 
parliament’s spending watchdog 
concluding that there is no evidence 
the programme contributed to a 
reduction in coronavirus infection 
levels,7 it did manage to provide 
Serco’s two top executives with pay 
of £7.4m for 2020, including bonuses 
worth £5.5m.8

A successful tracing and isolating 
programme is not a very complicated 
process and can be done without 
resorting to the mass surveillance 
tactics of South Korea. By carrying 
out a comprehensive interview with 
each person who tests positive, a list 
of further people identified as at risk of 
having been infected is drawn up and 
each of these people contacted and 
interviewed and so on. Each person 
identified is tested and advised to 
self-isolate. People should obviously 
be provided with the necessary 
funds - at least enough to cover their 
weekly bills, extra expenses, etc, as 
well as providing healthy meals for 
their time in isolation. People whose 
accommodation does not allow them 
to isolate safely should be offered 
a comfortable, safe and secure 
alternative.

The government’s ‘road map’ risks 
failing, because, like last year, it is 
not interested in improving the track 
and trace programme. This is partly 
because it would involve admitting the 
complete failure of the current one and 
having to start almost from scratch. But 
also it is prepared to allow the virus to 
circulate in the population, hoping that 
this time those who catch the virus 
will be young enough to avoid serious 
illness or because of the vaccine 
programme many older people will 
be protected from serious infection. 
Certainly the vaccine will reduce 
serious infections, hospitalisations 
and deaths. But even in the best 
possible outcome this strategy will see 
thousands, possibly tens of thousands, 
of unnecessary deaths.

In creating an environment that 
facilitates the spreading of more 
variants, as the government is doing, 
it is only a matter of time before a 
vaccine-resistant strain emerges. 
Although the current vaccines could 
hopefully be altered relatively quickly 
to combat this, there would inevitably 
be more suffering and deaths.

In his 1845 work The condition 
of the working class in England 
Friedrich Engels coined the phrase 
“social murder”, which he described 
as the process where “the class 
which at present holds social and 
political control places hundreds 
of proletarians in such a position 
that they inevitably meet a too early 
and an unnatural death”. This term 
could equally be applied to the Tory 
government’s mishandling of the 
Covid-19 pandemic l

It’s not for profit, Boris

Notes
1. gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-
response-spring-2021/covid-19-response-spring-
2021-summary.
2. bbc.co.uk/news/uk-56158405.
3. uk.news.yahoo.com/hancock-ending-lockdown-
must-irreversible-132244835.html.
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spread-coronavirus-half-as-much-as-adults.
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Separation showdown looms
With Nicola Sturgeon in the clear, a battle between Holyrood and Westminster over Scottish independence 
is very much on the cards, argues Paul Demarty

Perhaps the most remarkable 
thing about the crisis in the 
Scottish National Party is how 

little difference it seems to make.
In the last week, Nicola Sturgeon 

has faced the release of the Scottish 
parliamentary committee report into 
her government’s handling of sexual 
harassment allegations against 
her predecessor, Alex Salmond - 
officially on March 23, but with 
selective and damaging sections 
leaked to a hungry media on March 
19. The committee concluded 
that Sturgeon had indeed misled 
parliament on the question of what 
she knew and when - vindicating 
Salmond on several technical 
points, if not on his overall thesis 
that this is a fit-up job.

Yet Sturgeon remains in 
post. Only a further report, from 
the former director of public 
prosecutions in Ireland, James 
Hamilton, seriously threatened an 
upset; he was the ‘independent’ 
investigator into the allegations 
that Sturgeon had breached the 
ministerial code. On March 22, 
Hamilton concluded that she had 
not. Sturgeon has been damaged, 
but only lightly, and at this point is 
more or less certain to lead the SNP 
into the May elections. Opinion 
polls, with a couple of outliers, put 
the SNP on 45-odd percent, which 
is down from their mid-50s peak, 
but still far ahead of their rivals. 
Support for independence has also 
dipped slightly during this scandal, 
with polls in effect putting the ‘yes’ 
and ‘no’ camps neck and neck. If 
the objective is to do to her what 
the British state did to Charles 
Stewart Parnell in the 1890s, and 
turn individual scandal into political 
disaster, it is not working.

The committee report, if anything, 
underlines the weaknesses of the 
opposition. Its finding that Sturgeon 
had misled the Holyrood parliament 
was endorsed by a straight party-
line vote: the four nationalist MSPs 
voted against, but were outvoted by 
the five other committee members -  
two Tories, one Labour, one Liberal 
Democrat and an independent.1 

This is one indication among many 
that, for now, Sturgeon has the 
support of her party. SNP activists 
tend to view Salmond as a wrecker, 
who has put his own reputation 
above the nationalist cause - an 
assessment with which it is difficult 
to argue. The average Nat seems 
to think that the vote shows up all 
these investigations and inquiries 
to be low, partisan manoeuvring 
by unionists to undermine historic 
levels of support for Scottish 
independence. Great Grampian 
mountains have been made out of 
molehills.

So, while Scottish Tory leader 
Douglas Ross can complain that 
“Henry McLeish, Wendy Alexander 
and David McLetchie resigned for 
far less than the charge sheet facing 
Nicola Sturgeon” (which is rather 
pushing it), this is more likely to 
reinforce the existing polarisation 
than change the balance of forces. 
For the same reason, the no-
confidence vote - insisted on by Ross 
and his cronies - was doomed from 
the outset, as soon as the Scottish 
Greens started signalling that they 
would support the government. 
By the time the Hamilton report 
dropped, it was clear that only 
the Tories were interested in 
proceeding: for Labour and the Lib 
Dems - essentially squabbling over 
the same ‘progressive’ votes as the 
Salmond-Sturgeon version of the 
SNP - pursuing the vendetta further 
would be unwise, seeming to side 
with a man still widely suspected 
of sexual misconduct among the 
electorate, despite his success in 
court.

That is not to say, of course, 
that the case against Sturgeon was 
meritless. History will look on all 
this as a huge, unforced error which 
might have derailed the SNP’s 
project at a crucial moment. On the 
most charitable reading of things 
- indeed, on the account Sturgeon 
gave in her own testimony to the 
parliamentary committee - her 
interventions denied both Salmond 
and his accusers a fair crack at 
justice.

Salmond was, after all, censured 
for his conduct in the initial 
proceedings against him; proof of 
the unfairness of the process does 
not necessarily exonerate him in the 
public eye, especially since, in the 
course of that and the subsequent 
criminal case against him, he was 
forced to concede that he had made 
the beast with two backs (and three 
chins) with many women in his 
professional orbit. If he is innocent 
of all charges of harassment 
and assault, he is nonetheless 
presumably guilty of exploiting his 
power to service his sexual appetites 
- as is very usually the case when 
middle-aged toad-like men in senior 
management succeed in bonking 
their way from one end of the office 
to the other.

As for the two initial 
complainants, we will never know if 
a fair process would also have found 
against Salmond or exonerated him. 
They, and the additional criminal 
complainants, have been dragged 
into a political battle which is not 
really about them.

Real battle
That battle is, of course, over 
independence. And, for all Sturgeon’s 
self-inflicted calamities laid out 
before the Scottish parliament and 
Hamilton these past few months, it is 
by that yardstick - progress towards 
the cardinal objective, the new era 
of Scottish self-government - that 
Sturgeon will be judged. The solidity 
of her support, and the relative 
ease with which she marginalised 
Salmondista opponents, must 
reflect - in part - the reality that 
May’s election represents an historic 
opportunity to put independence on 
the immediate agenda, and therefore 
the SNP can ill-afford a leadership 
contest between two (or more) 
viciously hostile factions just now.

The Nats have already chosen 
to fight the election on the 
independence issue. The increasingly 
obvious failings of Brexit, which, of 
course, most Scots opposed in 2016, 
has boosted the separatist cause, 
and provided a pretext for a fresh 

vote on independence (2014 settled 
things for a generation, but not if the 
wider constitutional situation was 
dramatically changed). Even beyond 
Brexit, however, the dynamic is 
towards separatism. It is not at all 
clear to ordinary Scottish folk what 
the union is worth to them, when 
it merely delivers endless Tory 
governments on English votes - 
each more hostile to the other home 
nations than the last.

A worse, messier outcome of 
the present case might have taken a 
new referendum off the immediate 
agenda. Hence our assessment 
that this was a lucky escape, and 
hence - we take it - Douglas Ross’s 
insistence on a vote of confidence 
in Holyrood on Tuesday, despite the 
inevitability of heavy defeat. Boris 
Johnson’s hard-line attitude against 
independence dovetails neatly with 
Ross’s relentless attacks on the 
nationalists’ fitness to govern, their 
cliquery and corruption.

Nationalist, or merely liberal 
and leftwing opinion in Scotland 
will no doubt find a great deal of 
amusement in Ross’s assault. The 
Covid-19 pandemic has shown the 
Tories at work in their full glory: 
huge contracts doled out to old 
room-mates, contempt for their own 
rules, and (lest we forget) tens of 
thousands of avoidable deaths at the 
very least. It is a poor thing indeed if 
- as is alleged - junior aides and party 
staffers had to suffer the former first 
minister’s advances in silence, and 
then had their complaints bungled 
into oblivion. But nobody died. 
£500,000-odd of Scottish taxpayers’ 
money went to cover Salmond’s 
legal fees - about half the amount 
of money a well-connected luxury 
dog food entrepreneur cashed in 
personally from the government’s 
emergency PPE procurement effort.

The Tories and their friends get 
away with this because they ride a 
wave of chauvinist sentiment that 
sweeps many a shore today. The 
deal is not openly stated - or at 
least not often openly stated - the 
exception of course is Donald J 
Trump, who flexed his corruption 

as evidence that he was ‘smart’ and 
capable of making ‘good deals’, 
unencumbered by the moral veneer 
so valued by his enemies. Johnson 
never goes anything like as far, 
though he too plays on his vulgarity 
and insensitivity to his opponents’ 
feelings (‘Thou shalt own the libs’ is 
the greatest of all the commandments 
of modern populist conservatism). 
Both are, nonetheless, playing the 
same game. For a certain atomised 
population in declining provinces, 
all hope is lost of real improvement 
in their lived existence; the only 
pleasure left is to pull the hated 
metropolitan liberal elite into the 
same trough of despair. Why worry 
about Tory corruption, when ‘they’re 
all corrupt’, but only the Tories offer 
you the semblance of revenge?

The short-term result of the 
collapse of the case against Sturgeon 
will, presumably, be the stabilisation 
or recovery of the SNP’s polling 
numbers, and perhaps the restoration 
of the separatists’ consistent lead 
in opinion polls on independence. 
What lies the other side of the May 
elections depends on many details, 
but if the SNP governs, the pressure 
will be great to make good on their 
promise of a fresh referendum; and 
the temptation will be quite as great 
for Johnson to play hardball, to 
renew his support elsewhere in the 
UK.

A showdown looms - and 
observers of Spanish politics in 
recent history will know that such 
showdowns can get ugly fast. 
What is needed is a united working 
class attack on the monstrous 
constitutional arrangements of 
this country. But, with the Labour 
Party in Westminster and Holyrood 
under the firm control of ‘sensible’ 
unionists, and what passes for the 
wider left almost entirely corrupted 
by petty nationalism, it is difficult to 
be optimistic l

paul.demarty@weeklyworker.co.uk

SCOTLAND

Notes
1. bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-scotland-
politics-56494852.

Now it hinges on May 6 election results
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ARMED FORCES

Fewer boots on the ground, more nuclear warheads on missiles

Pax Americana Britannica
The defence review shows that ‘global’ Britain is totally subservient to the US, writes Eddie Ford

A fter much delay, last week 
saw the publication of the 
“integrated review” into 

the foreign, defence, security and 
international development policies 
of the British government. As is his 
wont, Boris Johnson enthused about 
it being “the largest review of its kind 
since the cold war”. This ‘world-
beating’ document was followed on 
March 22 by a defence command 
paper, Defence in a competitive age 
- which is meant to be a five-year 
plan for the armed forces in response 
to the wider strategy supposedly 
outlined in the integrated review.

In reality, the 100-page review 
is made up of loads of empty 
bluster about the role of “global” 
Britain following its withdrawal 
from the European Union - making 
you suspect that it is an attempt to 
make up for the strategic damage 
caused by Brexit. It was written by 
professor John Bew, historian and 
author of Citizen Clem - a biography 
of Clement Atlee, father of Britain’s 
nuclear bomb, who committed 
millions to its development without 
any debate in parliament or the 
Labour Party. Britain needed to 
keep its place at the top table. It is 
the belief of Bew, and the review, 
that the preservation of the post-
cold war, “rules-based” international 
system - which Attlee helped to 
construct with US imperialism 
after 1945 - is not enough. We 
read: “The international order is 
more fragmented, characterised by 
intensifying competition between 
states over interests, norms and 
values”. Therefore “a defence of the 
status quo is no longer sufficient for 
the decade ahead”.

This new context is defined 
as the “active threat” represented 
by Russia, China’s “increasing 
international assertiveness” against 
the US-policed, rules-based order, 
and the “growing importance” 
of the Indo-Pacific - plus the 
obligatory acknowledgment that 
climate change is the UK’s “highest 
international priority”. Actually, 
China is the recurrent theme in the 
document - stressing the need to 
invest in “China-facing capabilities” 
to “better understand and respond to 
the systemic challenge that China 
poses”, particularly when it comes to 
cybersecurity (or cyberwarfare).

The review does not make such 
an explicit commitment, of course, 
but it clearly has Beijing in its 
sights. Hence the talk of deploying 
the Queen Elizabeth aircraft carrier 
later this year to meet up with US 
forces in the South China Sea, where 
China claims territorial waters. 
More generally, the review says, 
the UK will also “pursue deeper 
engagements in the Indo-Pacific” 
region, and more regularly deploy 
the armed forces overseas, as well 
as bolster efforts to detect, deter and 
respond to “state threats” - by which 
it mainly means China.

Exciting some, the review also 
talked about the creation of a sort 
of super-SAS - transforming the 
Royal Marines into a new Future 
Commando Force that takes on 
many of the traditional tasks of 
special forces like the SAS and the 
Special Boat Service. There are also 
plans to test jetpacks in Portsmouth 
harbour later this year. This follows 
on from enthusiastic comments 
last year by Boris Johnson that 
advances in technology would make 
ammunition “redundant” and new 
“energy weapons” will be able to 
destroy targets “with inexhaustible 
lasers”.

But what really hit the headlines 
about the review, of course, is that 
the cap on Trident nuclear warheads 
is to rise from 180 to 260, which 
at the very least goes against the 
spirit of the Non-Proliferation 
Treaty and ends 30 years of very 
gradual US-Russian disarmament. 
So why did Boris Johnson make 
this announcement? The likely 
explanation comes from an ex-
minister: “This is all about appearing 
to have a new direction after Brexit 
and adding in things which look 
significant” - even if they are not. 
An exercise in smoke and mirrors. 
Still, responding to a cyber attack by 
unleashing nuclear warheads seems 
crazy. But perhaps not so crazy if 
the real purpose is to please US 
contractors and ingratiate yourself 
with the Biden administration - 
signalling that, following Brexit, 
Britain is still a useful ally.

As for last week’s defence paper, 
what grabbed attention was that the 
army, navy and RAF are all to be cut 
back - despite Johnson’s pre-election 
pledge not to cut armed services 
“in any form”. The army will be 
cut by 9,500 to 72,500 by 2025, its 
lowest level since 1714. Meanwhile, 
the number of navy frigates and 
destroyers will drop from 19 to 17 
in the next 18 months. A third of 
the army’s Challenger tanks will 
be scrapped, while 148 will be 
upgraded, at a cost of £1.3 billion. 
A string of ageing RAF planes and 
helicopters will also be withdrawn in 
the next couple of years.

Posturing
In the end, you can only conclude 
that the “integrated review” is more 
of a post-Brexit political manifesto 
than a strategic overview - hence 
the contradictions. You even have 
the reappearance of phrases not 

heard for decades like “freedom of 
navigation” and a British return to 
“east of Suez”.

‘Global’ Britain is actually about 
being as close to the US as possible 
- Pax Americana Britannica. 
Maybe at the last night of the Proms 
they should sing ‘Britons always, 
always, always shall be slaves’ … to 
America. Frankly, the idea of Britain 
doing anything decisive with regards 
to China without the assent of the US 
is risible. OK, the UK is to have an 
aircraft carrier plonked out there in 
the South China Sea. If you are the 
Chinese military, what would you 
target first - an American carrier or 
a British one? The answer is fairly 
obvious. It is one thing pulling the 
tail of the US: you expect to get 
bitten hard. But what does Britain 
do if its carrier is holed by a drone 
or mine - unleash nuclear weapons 
or retake Hong Kong? Britain is just 
pretending to be a great power in the 
Indo-Pacific, South China Sea or 
anywhere else for that matter - pure 
(and pathetic) posturing.

Yes, the China Research Group 
might want an old-style cold war 
against China. But the difference 
between China and the USSR is 
quite obvious. The Soviet Union, 
whatever its particular GDP statistics 
and relative backwardness, had the 
world communist movement at its 
service. True, as time progressed, 
this movement became more and 
more reformist - but it was real. In 
that sense, the Soviet Union punched 
politically way above its actual 
economic weight. Yes, the US could 
exclude it when it came to high 
technology - keep it on the margins. 
But, when it came to political 
stability in western Europe, elections 
in France and May 1968, the Hot 
Autumn in Italy, the Portuguese 
Revolution, the post-Franco 

transition in Spain, etc, the ‘official 
communist’ parties mattered. They 
had social weight. The same goes 
for the third world. Look at the ex-
Portuguese empire in Mozambique, 
Angola and Guinea-Bissau - with 
Cuba’s role in defeating South 
African military forces. Then there 
was Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, etc.

Therefore for imperialism the 
Soviet Union really was a deadly 
enemy. Its mere existence posed a 
threat. The October Revolution in 
1917 showed that capitalism was not 
immortal. Of course, the Communist 
Party in the USA was not on the verge 
of winning a national election and 
nor was the Soviet Union about to 
invade. But in Europe and large parts 
of the so-called third world the Soviet 
Union represented an ideological 
alternative for many millions. On the 
other hand, China - though it tried to 
copy Stalin’s USSR - does not pose 
the same challenge. Apart from a 
tiny few, who looks now to China for 
revolutionary inspiration? Turning it 
into an existential menace is pretty 
unconvincing. No, what we have is 
the global hegemon attempting, with 
the help of allies, to hem in, block, 
halt the rise of a regional rival. In 
other words, big-power politics.

Dean Acheson, secretary of 
state under the 1949-53 Truman 
presidency, famously observed that 
“Britain had lost an empire, but not 
yet found a role”. Similarly, Britain 
has lost its role in the EU - an entirely 
self-inflicted wound. But the idea 
that it could find a new role as global 
policeman is laughable - rather it 
is desperate to remain the USA’s 
key ally. As the defence review 
shows, the only way it can imagine 
retaining this status is by being 
utterly subservient to America and its 
interests. The notion that Britain can 
pursue an independent foreign policy 

is a joke.
But the problem, as any general 

will tell you, is that you do not know 
what the next war is going to be. You 
can plan for nuclear weapons against 
the Soviet Union, but instead you are 
confronted by an Iraq. Of course, the 
Baghdad regime collapsed within 
days. Yet afterwards, with fairly 
minimal resistance, allied forces 
were soon confined to their bases - 
a humiliating experience for a world 
power. Then Islamic State came in, 
with no air power or tank divisions, 
and took over a third of the country. 
Of course, you can understand 
the game that the US is playing in 
relation to its allies - make them 
sweat now and again - but the idea 
that capitalist Britain will ever do 
anything other than what the US tells 
it to do is for the birds.

So why is the US going after 
China? Because, in a nutshell, 
China is capable of playing the role 
analogous to that of Germany in 
relation to Britain between 1900 and 
1914. Up until the 1890s, Britain 
had been more or less in alliance 
with Germany - but turned towards 
a policy of containment and active 
suppression of its former ally. British 
imperialism justified its aggression 
against Germany on the grounds that 
- if it did not take pre-emptive action 
- in 20 years’ time it would be too 
difficult to do so, as Germany would 
have grown too strong. This is pretty 
clearly the reasoning in Washington - 
hence its policy re China.

Trumpism was certainly a crude  
representation of this way of thinking, 
but the reality of the situation in the 
US is that its own constitutional order 
is under constant threat, because it 
has aggressively deindustrialised - 
creating a massive ‘underclass’ in the 
former industrial areas of the mid-
west. A lot of the industries it does 
have, especially the arms industry, 
have moved into places where there 
is a large resentment arising out 
of the defeat of the Confederacy. 
Indeed, GOP politicians have been 
building up this resentment, going 
back decades. Then add the fact that 
the US has seen a substantial amount 
of production offshored, including 
to China. The US needs an external 
enemy precisely because the policy 
it has been pursuing for the last 40 
years endangers the stability of the 
state itself and therefore its global 
hegemony.

This does not make China a 
potential substitute hegemon. That 
would have to be something like 
a European Union remade as a 
centralised state by some sort of 
Bismarckian unification. Indeed, 
the US is safe, as far as the EU is 
concerned, just as Britain was safe 
with Germany till the 1870s, because 
its countless petty divisions and 
rivalries allowed the UK to exercise 
control. But it does mean that it is in 
the interests of the US to force China 
into overt and explicit subordination 
by trying to deny it independent 
access to the rest of the world - such 
as not allowing Beijing to trade 
with Iran, Venezuela, etc. Now, as 
part of this overall policy, China 
is being condemned for rolling 
back democracy in Hong Kong, 
committing genocide in Xinjiang, 
threatening Taiwan with invasion 
and taking aggressive action 
against India (when if anything the 
aggression is the other way round).

The hypocrisy of US 
administrations, Trump’s and 
Biden’s alike, knows no limits l

eddie.ford@weeklyworker.co.uk
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Police Bill spin
Mike Macnair says the ‘Old Corruption’ of the 18th and 19th centuries is returning and we need to respond 
accordingly

The weekend of March 20-
21 saw protests in several 
cities - some themed on 

‘Kill the Bill’: opposing the 
Police, Crime, Sentencing and 
Courts Bill currently before the 
House of Commons. In Bristol, 
police instructed demonstrators 
to disperse, and then attacked 
those who did not; the result was 
a serious fightback. The rightwing 
press has seized on this to demand 
public support for the police and 
‘condemnation of violence’.

However, the police attack on 
the March 13 Clapham Common 
vigil for murder victim Sarah 
Everard was widely condemned, 
and the government seems to have 
decided to slow somewhat the 
progress of the bill. In response, 
feminist direct action group Sisters 
Uncut claimed a victory.1 But the 
timetable change seems to be 

merely news management. In that 
context, the Bristol police attack 
looks like a provocation for the 
purposes of media spin, to reverse 
the political doubts about the bill 
produced by the Clapham attack.

If this is so, it fits with the 
general conduct of the present 
government in relation to the 
Covid pandemic, which has 
been entirely dominated by news 
management, with practical 
policy held in subordination. It is 
also consistent with the purposes 
of the Police Bill itself - which 
can be fairly characterised as 
307 pages of dog-whistle spin, 
almost entirely aimed to allow the 
Conservative government to be 
seen as ‘supporting our boys in 
blue’ and promoting ‘public order’ 
- while holding central government 
expenditure increases on police 
funding to 2.7%.2

The left’s coverage of the bill has 
focused on the measures to create 
further controls on demonstrations - 
and to a lesser extent the additional 
anti-trespass measures, ‘spun’ as 
aimed at ‘climate camps’.3 But 
there is much more in there. The 
bill’s 176 clauses are divided into 
13 parts, ranging from ‘Protection 
of the police, etc’ and ‘Prevention, 
investigation and prosecution of 
crime’ to ‘Sentencing and release’ 
and ‘Rehabilitation of offenders’. 
On top of this, there are 20 
‘schedules’, making specific rules, 
or amendments to other acts, to 
which the government does not 
wish to give so much publicity.

It is, in short, an ‘omnibus 
bill’, containing a large number of 
measures which are only loosely 
connected to each other. The point 
of omnibus bills is, by drowning 
the legislators in proposals, to 

allow some provisions to be 
sneaked through without proper 
scrutiny. If MPs were doing the 
job they are in theory paid for - 
that of proposing and scrutinising 
legislation - they would throw the 
bill out on this ground alone, and 
insist that the government comes 
back with narrower proposals.

But, of course, MPs (with a few 
honourable exceptions) no longer 
think of themselves as legislators. 
They are ombudsmen for problems 
and complaints raised by their 
individual constituents; they are 
potential ministers (as long as 
they keep their noses well to the 
arses of their parliamentary-party 
leaderships) and they are highly-
paid employees on five-year 
temporary contracts, which can be 
renewed (or not) by the voters. And 
this election campaign starts on 
day one of the new parliament. So 

‘Rebecca riots’ Illustrated 
London News (1843). 

Agricultural workers, dressed 
as the biblical figure, Rebecca, 

attacked toll gates, 
workhouses and C of E 

churchmen
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the Police Bill is an important part 
of the Conservatives’ 2024 general 
election campaign. It is a device to 
support a Trump-style ‘culture war’ 
on Labour and small-l ‘liberals’.

To go through the whole bill in 
detail would be merely tedious; and 
some sections are mere tinkering, 
which has been tacked onto it for 
convenience. But a number of 
the ‘parts’ can illustrate the basic 
points.

Part 1, ‘Protection of the police, 
etc’, contains six clauses. Clause 1 
creates an obligation on the Home 
Secretary to produce an annual 
“police covenant report” on police 
well-being and related matters. 
This is copied from the ‘Armed 
Forces Covenant’ introduced by the 
Blair administration in 2000, and 
is just as much mere spin as that 
has been. Clause 2 increases the 
maximum penalty under Assaults 
on Emergency Workers (Offences) 
Act 2018, section 1, from 12 
months to two years imprisonment. 
This is merely ‘demonstrative’: all 
maximum sentences are very rarely 
used, and a two-year maximum 
remains a low one. Clause 3 tinkers 
with the Police Act 1996 to include 
special constables (part-timers) in 
the Police Federation.

Clauses 4-6 purport to modify 
the law relating to dangerous and 
careless driving by police officers 
in the course of their duty. The 
formulas can no doubt be spun as 
making it harder for police officers 
to be convicted of dangerous 
or careless driving when in hot 
pursuit or responding to emergency 
calls. But in fact the law already 
takes into account the special 
situation of the police (and other 
emergency workers) responding 
to emergencies, and so on, and has 
done so for decades.4

Wasting police time
Part 2, ‘Prevention, investigation 
and prosecution of crime’, has four 
‘chapters’. Chapter 1, ‘Functions 
relating to serious violence’, 
and chapter 2, ‘Offensive 
weapons homicide reviews’, 
both impose new managerialist 
bullshit requirements to produce 
“strategies” and “reports” and to 
“collaborate” on police authorities, 
local authorities, and so on, in 
relation to ‘serious violence’ under 
chapter 1 and to homicide and 
offensive weapons under chapter 2.

‘Violence’ under chapter 1 
includes “violence against property 
and threats of violence”; the home 
secretary is given very broad 
powers to issue binding “guidance” 
to local authorities, where they 
appear to her to be in breach of the 
(complicated and obscure) duties 
imposed. Nonetheless, both of 
these ‘chapters’ are best understood 
as Priti Patel wasting police time 
(not, I admit, within the terms of 
the actual offence) with a view to 
‘being seen to do something’ about 
‘violence’.

Chapter 3 regulates at length 
“extraction of information from 
electronic devices”. On the one 
hand, police and public authorities 
are given very wide powers to 
do this; but, on the other hand, it 
seems that the chapter illegalises 
all extraction of information other 
than by authorised persons - for 
example, commercial data retrieval 
services, or employers extracting 
purely employment-related 
information from laptops handed 
over by employees on leaving their 
jobs.

Chapter 4, ‘Other provisions’, 
is a ragbag of amendments to the 
law relating to bail, sexual offences 
against children and “damaging 
memorials” - which is not newly 
criminalised, but is defined and 
made triable “either way”: ie, either 
by jury or before magistrates. This 

is clearly enough aimed at the post-
Black Lives Matter campaigns 
against statues; but, again, it is for 
most practical purposes rhetorical 
in operation only.
For polluters and 
landlords
Parts 3 and 4 are the two parts of 
the bill which the left press has 
been particularly concerned about. 
Part 3, ‘Public order’, makes 
amendments to the Public Order 
Act 1986 with a view to making 
it easier to ban demonstrations 
(both moving and static), if they 
may cause to persons in the 
vicinity “serious unease, alarm or 
distress”; or “serious disruption 
to the activities of an organisation 
which are carried on in the vicinity 
of a public procession, or ... 
serious disruption to the life of the 
community”; and make it easier to 
convict for the offences created (by 
making it possible to commit them 
when you ought to have known that 
bans or restriction directions were 
in place). The maximum sentences 
available are increased (as I have 
already indicated, this is rhetorical); 
and the existing controls on 
activities around parliament5 are 
extended (clause 58). Clause 60 
allows the police to control one-
person protests in the same way as 
marches and assemblies.

Clause 59 is another sting in 
the tail. The present common-law 
offence of public nuisance is widely 
defined and includes - importantly 
- industrial pollution affecting 
large sectors of the public. Where 
people are personally injured or 
suffer other ‘special damage’ by 
virtue of public nuisances, they 
are allowed to sue for damages; a 
recent example is the Corby Group 
Litigation in 2009.6 Clause 59 will 
abolish this law and replace it with 
a statutory offence, under which 
the offender has to intend or be 
reckless as to the bad consequences 
of the act. The proposal implements 
a Law Commission report, but this 
is no reason to support it: rather 
another good reason for abolishing 
the Law Commission. This was 
originally set up to codify the law, 
but has become a means by which 
lobbyists and the legal profession 
can control law reform without 
even the limited risks of exposure 
involved in persuading MPs.

Part 4 criminalises trespass 
on land with a vehicle under 
certain fairly narrowly defined 
circumstances, by making 
amendments to the existing 
criminal trespass liability. The 
narrow definition is necessary 
to avoid criminalising certain 
activities of foxhunters and of 
property developers; but then 
the consequence is that the legal 
effect is limited, and the result, 
once again, is mainly spin. 
Nonetheless, the whole process 
of criminalising trespass to land 
is objectionable even within the 
terms of capitalist law, because 
it is in essence again a form of 
wasting police time, in order to 
save the landowner from the costs 
involved in enforcing their rights 
through civil proceedings. The 
fact is reflected in the power 
given to the home secretary 
to issue binding guidance to 
police forces as to how they 
should exercise the powers 
given: that is, the police 
would normally prefer to 
deal with ‘ordinary crime’ 
than divert resources to 
help out the landlord class.
Towards 
carcerality
Part 6, ‘Cautions’, and part 7, 
‘Sentencing and release’, are both 
actually important for reasons 
which are not completely obvious. 

Part 6 essentially radically 
regulates cautions issued out of 
court - in ways which make them 
substantially more like fines and 
other non-custodial sentences 
imposed in court, but without the 
right to a trial.

The old informal caution was 
a mode of flexible ‘diversion’ 
from the penal system. The new 
elaborate system proposed is quite 
likely to violate article 6 of the 
European Convention on Human 
Rights (the right to a fair trial) 
- which is, of course, remotely 
derived from the medieval Magna 
Carta and 1628 Petition of Right. 
More concretely, the complexity 
of regulation will probably mean 
that police will be incentivised to 
prosecute rather than caution (a 
view likely to be preferred by the 
Daily Mail).

Part 7 has two chapters: 
‘custodial sentences’ and 
‘community sentences’. The first 
consists in substance of a series 
of minimum-sentence rules, 
designed to ensure that more 
offenders stay in prison for longer 
- plus a power to send ‘dangerous’ 
offenders to the Parole Board 
rather than releasing them at the 
end of their so-called fixed terms 
of imprisonment (clause 108) and 
powers in the Parole Board to 
reverse its own decisions (clause 
109). The chapter on ‘community 
sentences’ gives parole officers 
more powers, but does not offer 
money for more parole officers. 
The result will inevitably be more 
‘supervision failure scandals’, 
driving towards ... more people 
in prison. It also aims to supply 
more unpaid workers to employers 
by forcing the parole bodies to 
consult a person nominated by 
the secretary of state as to what is 
‘suitable’ unpaid work.

Parts 8 and 9 on ‘Youth justice’ 
and related matters similarly 
tinker with a view to being seen to 
‘toughen up’ the regime, and part 
10 on ‘Management of offenders’ 
adds a series of post-imprisonment 
restrictions to be available in the 
cases of ‘serious violence’, sexual 
and terrorism offenders. The single 
clause in part 11, ‘Rehabilitation of 
offenders’, clause 163, extends the 
periods of time before convictions 
will be “spent” in relation to 
“serious violence”, “sex offenders” 
and “terrorism offenders”: ie, it 
reduces rehabilitation.

The fact that this stuff will 
certainly be used to spin the Tories 
as ‘tough on crime’ is a piece of 
Americanisation - trying to force 
British penal policy further towards 
the US model, in which rival 

politicians bid up the severity of 
sentence, with the consequence 
of ‘carceralisation’ (over-
imprisonment) - chiefly of 
black people.7

It is worth adding that this 
sort of policy adds to cost. 
The Conservative Party 
constantly goes on about the 
need for prudence with the 
public funds, but this bill 
would in fact, by virtue of its 
aspirations to Americanise 
British criminal justice 
politics, involve open-
ended commitments 
to the increased use of 
imprisonment, at an 
average cost of £43,000 per 
prisoner per year.8

Spin
Once we see that this bill 

is primarily an exercise in 
spin, to present the Tories 

as ‘tough on crime’ and 
Labour/‘liberals’ as ‘soft’ and 

friendly to criminals, the question 
as to how the left should respond to 
it poses itself in a different (and in 
some respects more difficult) way.

Neil Faulkner at Anti*Capitalist 
Resistance has celebrated the 
Bristol fightback as perhaps the 
start of a more general one.9 
Richard Linsert at RS21 has written 
‘In defence of the mob’, arguing 
that riots have in the past achieved 
change.10 Socialist Worker says: 
“The brilliant protests over the last 
two weeks should be the start of a 
spring and summer of rage against 
the Tories, the cops and their entire 
violent system.”11

True enough in principle, but 
is the context really one of a 
tinder-box, in which this sort of 
celebration ‘leads the way’? Even 
in the immediate aftermath of the 
Clapham Common vigil attack, a 
snap YouGov poll found that 43% 
were still for banning the vigil and 
40% against.12 It may be guessed 
that there will be less public 
support for the Bristol fightback.

Fighting back is morally 
justified: this should be perfectly 
clear. Over the past 40 years the 
Tory Party and its ‘New Labour’ 
imitators have been gradually 
boiling the democratic frog, step 
by step, with anti-union laws, anti-
protest laws, and so on, and so 
on. Meanwhile, they have given 
increased power to bribe-payers, 
lobbyists and ministers’ cronies 
(visible in this bill, as in many 
others, and on disgusting display 
in the Grenfell Tower enquiry 
and in the distribution of Covid 
equipment contracts). But the 
advertising-funded media and the 
justice-selling bar between them 
have run a campaign of defamation 
(the ‘anti-Semitism’ big lie) to bar 
electoral campaigning against the 
bribe-payers through the Labour 
Party - and put the former director 
of public prosecutions in to control 
its leadership.

We are drifting back to the ‘Old 
Corruption’ of 18th-19th century 
England - and the workers’ movement 
and anyone prepared to fight for 
democracy needs to think about 
bringing back ‘Ned Ludd’, ‘Captain 
Swing’, ‘Rebecca’ and so on, on the 
basis that the regime is excluding 
legal means of opposition. But ‘Ned 
Ludd’, ‘Captain Swing,’ ‘Rebecca’ 
and so on were more than occasional 
acts of street rebellion. They were 
mass (not minority) actions; and 
they could take place in the context 
of sustained political campaigns of 
persuasion against ‘Old Corruption’ 
and its claims to legitimacy.

In relation to this bill, we have 
to oppose it. But we need political 
explanation of why - not just the 
bare call to ‘fight now’ through 
street action and strikes l

mike.macnair@weeklyworker.co.uk
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Police already have far too 
many powers to ban, arrest 

and attack
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PROTEST

Protecting death factories
Tony Greenstein reports on his arrest and week-long detention over a planned direct-action protest against 
Elbit, a notorious Israeli arms company

If you have been wondering why 
my blog fell silent for two weeks, 
then wonder no more. In the early 

morning of Tuesday March 9 I was 
arrested, together with five other 
supporters of Palestine Action, whilst 
driving a van to a factory of the Israeli-
owned Elbit Systems in Shenstone, 
Staffordshire. We were intent on 
redecorating the premises of Elbit in 
the blood-red colour of their victims.1

We were taken to the nearby 
Oldbury holding centre and held for 
27 hours before being brought before 
magistrates in Birmingham and 
Wolverhampton. The company that 
built the centre describes it as a 60-bed 
suite “complete with en-suite rooms” 
- although there are other, more 
accurate, descriptions of a facility 
designed to separate those it holds 
from each other and the outside world! 
Oldbury is a purpose-built exercise in 
sensory deprivation.

We were separated from each 
other and given no access to the 
outside world - though news of a 
demonstration was leaked to us. We 
had no newspapers, TV or any reading 
material. Our watches were taken 
from us. The food consisted of cheap, 
packaged meals, which must have 
cost at least 30p each.

It was not until the afternoon that 
I was taken out of the cells to be 
interviewed by a member of the West 
Midlands police and a Metropolitan 
policewoman. The Met woman 
asked questions about the structure of 
Palestine Action and she was clearly 
from what used to be called Special 
Branch. Evidently this is part of a 
coordinated attempt by the police to 
crack down on any action directed 
at the operation of the Israeli arms 
company, Elbit.

At 2.30am I was charged with going 
equipped to commit criminal damage. 
I had not been allowed a phone call, as 
is stipulated in the regulations, and I 
asked why not. I was told that this was 
because my wife, Fiona (from whom I 
am separated), had told them that she 
wanted nothing to do with me. At the 
time I believed it and was taken aback, 
to put it mildly.

It was only in Winson Green, 
where I was remanded, that I was 
informed by prison staff that Fiona 
had been ringing - she was worried 
about whether I had access to my 
drugs. It was then that I realised that I 
had been lied to as part of a campaign 

to demoralise me. I intend to take legal 
action for personal injury as a result of 
this demonstrable lie.

We were all charged with 
conspiracy to cause criminal damage 
and being equipped to do so. Four of us 
were sent to Birmingham magistrates 
court and two to Wolverhampton - I 
was amongst the latter. Whereas those 
sent to Birmingham were immediately 
bailed, those in Wolverhampton were 
remanded in custody by the resident 
bigot of a magistrate. On March 15 
the fifth defendant was released and 
the following day I was also given 
conditional bail, a curfew and the 
requirement to report weekly to 
Brighton police.

Winson Green prison, where I had 
been remanded, became notorious 
in 1975 when the Birmingham Six2 
were met by a ‘reception committee’ 
of warders who beat them up.3 This 
followed similar beatings by the West 
Midlands Police. The prison, however, 
has changed from those dark days. 
Although it was frustrating being 
remanded, Winson Green was far 
more tolerable than being in a police 
cell. The food was much better and we 
had a TV in the cells and association 
with other inmates - although we were 
locked in a cell for 23 hours a day 
because of Covid, which is rampant in 
the prison.

Being a recipient of a liver 
transplant, I have to take immune-
suppressive drugs each day. This was 
not possible at the police holding 
centre and thus in the early hours of 
Thursday morning, handcuffed and 
accompanied by two prison warders, I 
spent six hours at Birmingham’s Queen 
Elizabeth accident and emergency 
department, where eventually I was 
given a week’s prescription, which 
had to be collected later that day by 
another warder.

I was pleasantly surprised that one 
of the questions asked at the prison 
was whether I was a racist! I did not 
see any sign of racial abuse from 
warders, nor did I witness any racist 
banter among inmates. Another series 
of questions concerned whether I was 
an extremist! I had much pleasure 
pointing out to the warder that all those 
who have fought for democratic rights 
in the past, such as the suffragettes, 
were called extremists in their time. It 
was an interesting conversation with a 
warder who was not unsympathetic to 
my line of reasoning.

Not only were there large numbers 
of black and Muslim inmates, but 
there was a considerable number of 
black warders. It was quite a contrast 
to my previous experience of being 
on remand - nearly 50 years ago at 
Ashford Remand Centre (long since 
gone). There you were stripped naked 
at reception and all the black prisoners 
were physically assaulted by the white 
warders (there were no black warders 
then, of course).

Nature of police
Having access to a TV in our cells 
meant that I could catch up on the news 
and, sure enough, the main headlines 
concerned the alleged murder and 
kidnap by a Metropolitan policeman 
of Sarah Everard, as she was walking 
home. PC Wayne Couzens had spent 
some two and a half years in the Met 
and clearly found his fellow officers 
and the Met’s institutional misogyny 
congenial. It is alleged that fellow 
officers had covered up the fact that 
Couzens had exposed himself twice 
in a McDonald’s restaurant two days 
before Sarah’s murder.

It was not surprising that officers 
from the Met should object so 
strongly to vigils in support of Sarah 
Everard that they attacked a peaceful 
vigil at Clapham Common, using the 
Covid regulations as an excuse. The 
BBC excused the Met’s behaviour, 
explaining how the police “were faced 
with a very difficult decision”. There 
was, of course, nothing “difficult” 
about the decision. Every day the 
police use their discretion not to 
enforce the law, when it comes to 
matters such as the illegal evictions of 
tenants, racial harassment or allowing 
fox hunting. The police are and always 
have been selective in relation to 
which laws they enforce. That is why 
fox hunts still continue.

No doubt the Waffen SS faced 
‘difficult decisions’ when faced 
with trainloads of Jews being sent to 
Auschwitz. Not having the necessary 
accommodation, they were no doubt 
‘forced’ to kill them!

The Metropolitan Police - like 
all police forces, only more so - has 
always been a political body. No-
one forced the Met to collaborate, 
illegally, with building employers in 
blacklisting militants on building sites. 
As even the BBC observed, “A secret 
police document has revealed how the 
Metropolitan Police’s Special Branch 

helped the illegal blacklisting of trade 
unionists - preventing them from 
getting jobs because of their political 
views.”4

The police set up the Special 
Demonstration Squad in 1968 and 
Peter Francis, who infiltrated anti-
racist groups between 1993 and 1997 
for the SDS, has shed unprecedented 
light on his former unit, illuminating, 
for instance, how undercover officers 
routinely formed sexual relationships 
with campaigners and stole the 
identities of dead children.

The SDS officers were a law 
unto themselves. Their targets were 
almost exclusively on the left, along 
with environmental and animal rights 
groups.5 Their targets did not include 
the far-right which has repeatedly been 
involved in bomb plots and terrorism. 
The SDS is now subject of a judicial 
inquiry but that is not expected to go 
anywhere.

The attack on the women’s vigil at 
Clapham should be a lesson to all those 
who believe that all that is necessary 
is to introduce more women or black 
people into the police. The Met is 
headed by a woman commissioner, 
Cressida Dick, whose only difference 
from her male predecessors is the lack 
of a dick.

Returning to my own case, my trial 
and that of the others arrested is likely 
to take place in November, Covid 
permitting. There is going to have to 
be a coordinated defence strategy and 
a campaign against what are clearly 
political charges. Our arguments are 
based on the common law defence 
of necessity and duress.6 In essence 
they are that you can commit a smaller 
crime to prevent a greater crime. For 
example, if you smash down a door to 
rescue someone from a fire, then you 
are committing ‘criminal damage’ 
to prevent something much worse. 
Likewise, if you spray red paint over 
the factory to highlight the blood that 
its products spill, then that is a lesser 
evil.

IDF ‘backbone’
Elbit is quite upfront. It boasts 
that its drones (‘unmanned aerial 
systems’ or UAS) are “the backbone 
of the Israel Defense Forces (IDF) 
UAS force”. Its main selling point 
is the experience it has in testing 
systems in the field. Gaza is where 
it perfects such technology.

On December 6 2017, Citizen 

Lab published a detailed report that 
showed that Ethiopian dissidents 
and journalists in the US, UK and 
other countries were targeted by 
sophisticated commercial spyware 
sold and operated by Cyberbit, a 
wholly owned subsidiary of Elbit 
Systems. In a reply to an inquiry 
from Human Rights Watch on the 
topic, Cyberbit did not deny selling 
this kind of technology.

One of Elbit’s primary customers 
is the Philippines, whose president, 
Rodrigo Duterte, is an open 
admirer of Hitler. This did not stop 
him being shown around Israel’s 
holocaust propaganda museum, Yad 
Vashem, in 2018.7 Israeli professor 
Dan Blatman has described Yad 
Veshem as

a hard-working laundromat, 
striving to bleach out the sins 
of every anti-Semitic, fascist, 
racist or simply murderously 
thuggish leader or politician like 
Hungary’s Viktor Orbán, the 
Philippines’ Rodrigo Duterte and 
Italy’s Matteo Salvini.8

The Diplomat has described how 
Elbit won its first contract in 
the Philippines for the supply of 
upgraded armoured personnel 
carriers in June 2014.9 In August 
2020, the Philippines airforce 
received full delivery of three 
Hermes 900 and one Hermes 450 
UAS as part of a contract worth 
approximately $175 million. Each 
system consists of three unmanned 
aerial vehicles (UAVs), a ground 
control system and support 
equipment. In October 2020, Elbit 
won further contracts to produce 18 
tanks and 10 tank destroyers.

Then there is India. Goldie Osuri 
of Warwick University described 
in her article, ‘Kashmir and 
Palestine: archives of coloniality 
and solidarity’,10 how in 2018, as 
part of Adani Global’s alliance with 
the Israeli company, Elbit saw the 
inauguration of a UAV or drone 
manufacturing facility in Hyderabad 
servicing the Indian and Israeli 
defence forces, which may be used 
in both Kashmir and in Palestine.11

One of Israel’s core propaganda 
messages is its willingness to help 
India in its ‘war on Muslim terror’. 
This is based on the oppression of 
one ethno-religious category against 
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aspirations for justice and helps 
reinforce communal oppression 
and conflicts within Indian society. 
Much of the money spent on Israeli 
‘security’ is directly used in acts 
of repression in Kashmir and the 
north-eastern regions, which is 
similar to the Israeli repression of 
the Palestinian people. Added to 
which, Israel’s dealings with India 
have been embedded in corruption.12

The most surprising aspect of 
this relationship is India’s fondness 
of Israeli UAVs, even though they 
have a history of failures. After 
India first bought Heron UAVs in 
2002, four of them crashed, killing 
one airforce handler (the first crash 
happened soon after induction in 
2003). On September 14 2015, the 
Indian government approved the 
$400 million purchase of 10 armed 
Heron TP UAVs from IAI. With 
22.5% of all UAV imports over the 
1985-2014 period, India has topped 
the list of UAV importers.

In 2011, the Palestinian BDS 
National Committee, which 
campaigns for boycott, divestment 
and sanctions against Israel, issued 
a call for a comprehensive military 
embargo. This included an end to 
military aid and weapons exports 
to Israel, as well as all forms of 
cooperation on military research. 
The call for a military embargo is 
now supported by political parties, 
NGOs, trade unions and campaign 
groups across the world.

The key impacts of the campaign 
include:
n More than a dozen banks have 
announced that they have divested 
from Elbit Systems over its role in 
Israel’s military violence, and the 
company has been blacklisted by 
many investment advice companies. 
In the UK Barclays has divested 
after more than 1.7 million people 
signed a petition organised by the 
US-based Avaaz campaign and 
there were occupations and other 
protests at the bank’s branches.
n Elbit’s participation in a Brazilian 
drone development effort was 
terminated at the beginning of 2016. 
This followed a 2014 decision by 
the Rio Grande do Sul regional 
government to end a large-scale 
research collaboration project with 
the company. Elbit factories across 
the world have been repeatedly 
blockaded by campaigners: it has 
lost out on deals in Denmark and 
France following such action.
n Several countries have reduced or 
cut military trade with Israel. South 
Africa has maintained a de facto 
freeze for the last decade, while 
the Norwegian government has 
an official policy of not exporting 
weapons to Israel. In 2010, Norway 
even refused to allow the testing, 
in its waters, of a submarine 
that a German company was 
manufacturing for Israel.
n Israeli participation in arms fairs 
has been contested across the globe, 
from the Netherlands and France to 
Brazil and the US.
n Especially in Brazil and the 
US, movements of black and 
marginalised communities 
have teamed up with Palestine 
solidarity activists to stop Israeli 
police training that reinforces and 
exacerbates police brutality, racism 
and repression.

The Jerusalem Post reported on 
March 2 that Elbit and two other 
Israeli companies - Cellebrite 
and Gaia Automotive Industries - 
supplied drones that were used in 
the Myanmar coup.13 Jerusalem was 
supposed to end all military exports 
to Myanmar, after allegations 
emerged that weaponry was being 
sold to the army.

The New York Times published 
a report which revealed that 
“Israeli-made surveillance drones, 
European iPhone-cracking devices 
and American software that can 

hack into computers and vacuum 
up their contents” were used by 
the generals to carry out their 
coup despite various sanctions 
and international arms embargoes, 
which prohibit such systems from 
being exported to the country. It 
added: “The military is now using 
those very tools to brutally crack 
down on peaceful protesters risking 
their lives to resist the military junta 
and restore democracy.”14

The report found that Elbit, 
which claims to have had “no 
dealings with Myanmar since 2015 
or 2016”, supplied spare parts to 
repair military-grade Elbit drones in 
late 2019.

Meanwhile, in 2018 Israel 
was supposed to have blocked 
all military exports to Myanmar. 
Reports had emerged that Israeli 
weaponry was being sold to the 
army, which was accused of using 
them in genocidal actions against 
the Muslim Rohingya ethnic 
minority. The Independent reported 
that “Israel has been accused 
of continuing to sell military 
equipment to the Myanmar military, 
even as it faced accusations of war 
crimes against minority Rohingya 
Muslims.”15

The Israeli foreign ministry has 
denied media reports that it had sold 
advanced weapons to Myanmar and 
rejected any “alleged involvement 
in the tragedy in the Rakhine 
region”. But that was a lie. When 
Israel’s high court was petitioned to 
prevent arms sales to Myanmar, the 
government sought and obtained a 
gag order on the court’s own ruling! 
In other words it is a criminal 
offence to even publish it. Despite 
all this, there are still some people 
who describe Israel as just another 
‘western democracy’.

More than 600,000 Rohingya 
Muslims have fled from Myanmar 
to Bangladesh since a military 
crackdown was launched in 
August 2017. The United Nations 
denounced it as a textbook example 
of ethnic cleansing.

The Israeli newspaper Ha’aretz 
has reported that “Welcome to the 
Myanmar navy” was the caption 
on the Myanmar navy’s Facebook 
page, in honour of the arrival of an 
Israeli patrol boat to Myanmar’s 
shore.16 The post continued: “The 
Super-Dvora MK III is moving 
forward at 45 knots on Myanmar 
waters.”

Fighting back
Extinction Rebellion has published 
a report, headlined ‘UK-based 
Israeli arms factories smashed and 
blockaded on the anniversary of the 
Balfour Declaration’.17 It quoted 
from a press release issued by 
Palestine Action in December 2020:

Israel’s UK-based arms company 
Elbit Systems woke up to two 
of their key factories smashed, 
sprayed and painted red by 
Palestine Action on the morning 
of the Balfour Declaration 
anniversary. Simultaneously, 
activists are blockading Elbit’s 
other subsidiary, UAV Engines in 
Shenstone, forcing three of their 
weapons factories to shut down.

These multifaceted ‘hits’ 
against Israel’s largest arms 
company have set a new 
precedent for sustained direct 
action, involving hundreds of 
activists from up and down 
the UK. Palestine Action - 
a new and rapidly growing 
movement challenging the UK’s 
unwavering support for Israel’s 
apartheid regime - have set out to 
symbolically de-commemorate 
the 103-year anniversary of the 
fateful Balfour Declaration.

Palestine Action’s statement goes 
on to describe Elbit as a company 

which openly markets its weapons 
as “battle-tested” on Palestinian 
civilians. As this article has noted, 
it is supplying the world’s most 
notorious repressive regimes, 
including India’s current occupation 
of Kashmir.

Both the UK Maritime and 
Coastguard Agency, as well as 
the UK police, have been trialling 
Elbit’s drones to mass-survey large 
stretches of our coastline, in line 
with Priti Patel’s militarisation of 
the English Channel. The EU’s 
border agency, Frontex, has also 
contracted Elbit to survey the 
Mediterranean - a move which 
could put migrants, refugees and 
asylum-seekers, fleeing war-torn 
countries, in mortal danger. (The 
European Union was recently 
accused of ‘watching migrants 
drown’ rather than investing in ways 
to save them.)

Elbit Systems also played a key 
role in the development of Donald 
Trump’s militarised US-Mexico 
border wall, while the very same 
technologies are also being used 
to securitise and control the native 
O’odham people on Arizona’s 
indigenous reserves.

The legal context in which 
Palestine Action operates is that of 
‘universal jurisdiction’ (UJ). There 
is a very useful briefing issued by 
Lawyers for Palestinian Human 
Rights, headed ‘LPHR briefing 
on universal jurisdiction’.18 The 
precise definition of UJ, and the 
manner in which it is implemented, 
varies somewhat between different 
states. However, the fundamental 
purposive approach is that in the 
case of the gravest crimes under 
international law, accountability 
(in the form of individual criminal 
responsibility) should be provided 
for, regardless of the territory in 
which the offences were committed 
or the nationality of the alleged 
offender. The UK gives effect to the 
principle of UJ through statutory 
law. Section 1(1) of the Geneva 
Conventions Act 1957 stipulates:

Any person, whatever his 
nationality, who, whether in or 
outside the United Kingdom, 
commits, or aids, abets or 
procures the commission by 
any other person of a grave 
breach of any of the scheduled 
conventions, the first protocol or 
the third protocol shall be guilty 
of an offence”.19

Similar wording in relation to the 
offence of torture is found in section 
134 of the Criminal Justice Act 
1988, which provides that:

A public official or person acting 
in an official capacity, whatever 
his nationality, commits the 
offence of torture if in the 
United Kingdom or elsewhere 
he intentionally inflicts severe 
pain or suffering on another in 
the performance or purported 
performance of his official 
duties.20

Under section 51 of the International 
Criminal Court Act 2001, it is 
an offence in England and Wales 
for a person to aid genocide, 
crimes against humanity or war 
crimes. This section applies to acts 
committed in England and Wales, as 
well as those outside the UK. Whilst 
the latter are exceptional, there have 
been some instances of UJ arrests 
and prosecutions in the UK for acts 
committed overseas.

In July 2005, an Afghan warlord 
named Faryadi Sarwar Zardad was 
found guilty of torture and hostage-
taking in what was thought to be 
the first successful conviction in the 
UK for a crime committed abroad. 
The trial followed an investigation 
which involved UK police officers 

visiting Afghanistan to identify 
and take accounts from victims. 
Witnesses gave evidence at the Old 
Bailey trial via a video link from 
the UK embassy in Kabul. Upon 
conviction, Zardad was given a 20-
year custodial sentence.

In January 2013, a Nepalese 
colonel, Kumar Lama, was arrested 
in East Sussex and charged with 
two counts of torture under section 
134 of the Criminal Justice Act 
1988, relating to incidents that 
had allegedly occurred in 2005, 
although the prosecution did not 
ultimately lead to conviction.

Palestine Action
There has been a pattern of 
harassment21 of Palestine Action and 
groups like Extinction Rebellion, 
which took part in the Oldham 
occupation.22 Palestine Action is 
a new grassroots network of anti-
racist groups and individuals taking 
direct action to end UK complicity 
with Israel’s colonial and apartheid 
regime. Despite foreign secretary 
Dominic Raab’s attempts to shut 
the group down, its popularity 
is growing both in the UK and 
internationally.

It has to date targeted Elbit 
over 40 times, and will routinely 
and systematically continue to 
escalate its actions until the British 
government and this evil arms 
company can no longer profit from 
the death of Palestinian civilians. 
The ultimate aim is to shut Elbit 
down and end all UK complicity 
with Israeli apartheid.

As Huda Ammori from Palestine 
Action has stated, “The oppression 
of the Palestinians and the Kashmiri 
people, of migrants and refugees, 
does not happen in isolation. It 
happens because of the colonial 
legacy of this country.”

Following the success of 
Palestine Action in raising the 
profile of the campaign against 
Elbit, you might imagine that the 
Palestine Solidarity Campaign 
would lend its support. But not a 
bit of it. The PSC executive, led by 
director Ben Jamal and its equally 
useless chair, Kamal Hawash, has 
done its best to undermine support 
for PA, distributing a distilled 
version of legal advice from 
Bindman’s Solicitors, as opposed to 
the legal advice itself.

The gist of the advice is that 
people or groups who contribute 
financially or otherwise to PA may 
themselves be liable. At a time 
when the government is proposing 
its Police, Crime, Sentencing and 
Courts Bill attacking basic civil 
liberties, the PSC chooses to attack 
those campaigning against Elbit.

The group which controls PSC, 
made up by the subterranean 
Socialist Action and associated 
splinters, is fearful of any 
independent initiatives taken 
outside its control. That explains 
its backstabbing attacks on direct 
action. The PSC has even lobbied 
Omar Barghouti and the Palestinian 
BDS National Committee to try and 
get them to dissociate themselves 
from PA activists.

The advice that they give is 
basically rubbish. The police have 
never tried to charge people who 
fund groups that may go on to 
commit criminal offences. To raise 
this prospect is in itself an invitation 
to the state to extend its activities. 
Just as with the fake ‘anti-Semitism’ 
campaign, the PSC hauls the white 
flag of surrender in advance.

PSC on PA
The following was distributed to all 
PSC groups. My advice is to ignore 
it and treat it with contempt.

Kamel Hawwash and Ben Jamal 
outlined concerns about the 
activities of the group, Palestine 

Action, following discussion at 
PSC’s executive committee. A 
number of key partners, including 
the leadership of the Boycott 
National Committee (BNC) in 
Palestine, have discussed with 
PSC concerns about the activities 
of this group, and the risks to 
the wider movement. BNC have 
communicated these concerns 
directly to Palestine Action, 
and asked them to remove all 
references to BDS from their 
website, a request eventually 
complied with by Palestine 
Action.

PSC has sought legal advice 
about the potential liabilities arising 
from the commission of acts of 
criminal damage of high monetary 
levels (more than £5,000) and 
how these may also apply to those 
offering support to these activities, 
even if not undertaking the 
activities themselves. This advice 
included noting that section 1 of 
the Criminal Damage Act 1971 
states that it is an offence to 
intentionally or recklessly damage 
property that belongs to another 
person. A person convicted of 
criminal damage can be sentenced 
to a maximum of three months 
imprisonment and/or a fine of 
up to £2,500, if the value of the 
damage caused is under £5,000. 
If the value of the damage caused 
exceeds £5,000, a person can be 
sentenced to a maximum of 10 
years imprisonment and/or an 
unlimited fine.

These liabilities potentially 
extend to both individuals 
encouraging or assisting criminal 
acts (including, for example, 
providing financial support) 
and organisations, including 
PSC branches that offered 
encouragement or assistance.

These concerns are not 
raised because PSC or the BDS 
movement are opposed to any 
form of direct action. Instead, they 
are raised because of the strategic 
and legal risks associated with the 
type of action being conducted by 
the group. PSC sought the advice 
to ensure it was discharging its 
duty of care to members to ensure 
they were aware of possible legal 
consequences of their association 
or support for Palestine Action’s 
activities l
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Gerontocracy: sign of system failure

America’s Chernenko
The stumbling, bumbling Joe Biden is like the former Soviet leader in more ways than one, writes Daniel Lazare

Re m e m b e r  K o n s t a n t i n 
Chernenko? In February 1984, 
he became the fifth person to 

hold the title of general secretary of the 
Communist Party of the Soviet Union.

But then, at age 73, he succumbed 
to a combination of emphysema, 
heart disease and cirrhosis of the 
liver after just 13 months in office. 
The third Soviet leader to die in 
under three years, he personified a 
system so decrepit it could barely 
stand on its own two feet. The 
Sovietologist, Seweryn Bialer, said 
Chernenko’s “absolute greyness 
and incompetence engendered … 
a feeling of not only hopelessness, 
but also deep embarrassment and 
shame”. Cold war historian John 
Lewis Gaddis described him as 
“an enfeebled geriatric so zombie-
like as to be beyond assessing 
intelligence reports, alarming or 
not”.1

“How am I supposed to get 
anyplace with the Russians if 
they keep dying on me?” Ronald 
Reagan supposedly quipped. Seven 
years later, the world would watch 
in astonishment as the USSR 
followed Chernenko into the grave.

But now we have a sequel of 
sorts that might be called ‘Decrepit 
Leader 1.5’. Featuring Joe Biden in 
the title role, it is yet another tale 
of an ageing politician whose frail 
health and failing brain power are 
symptomatic of an over-extended 
empire that is increasingly at a loss 
over how to proceed.

On March 21, a video went 
viral of Biden looking dazed 
and confused, as he stumbled 
three times when climbing the 
staircase to Air Force One.2 It 
was reminiscent of Chernenko’s 
disastrous performance at the 
funeral for his predecessor, Yuri 
Andropov, when he coughed and 
mumbled his way through the 
eulogy and then required the help 
of two aides to make his way down 
from the Lenin Mausoleum.

Disconcerting
But a TV interview that Biden gave 
two days prior to that viral misstep 
proved even more disconcerting 
thanks to prodding by George 
Stephanopoulos of ABC News. The 
key exchange went like this:

Stephanopoulos: The director 
of national intelligence came 
out with a report today saying 
that Vladimir Putin authorised 
operations during the election to 
denigrate you, support president 
Trump, undermine our elections, 
divide our society. What price 
must he pay?
Biden: He will pay a price. We had 
a long talk, he and I. I know him 
relatively well. The conversation 
started off - I said, “I know you 
and you know me. If I establish 
this occurred, then be prepared.”
S: You said you know he doesn’t 
have a soul.
B: I did say that to him, yes ... I 
said, “I looked in your eyes, and I 
don’t think you have a soul.” And 
he looked back at me and said we 
understand each other …
S: So you know Vladimir Putin. 
Do you think he’s a killer?
B: Hmm mmm, I do.
S: So what price must he pay?
B. The price he’s going to pay, 
well, you’ll see shortly. I’m not 
going to - there’s - by the way, 
we ought to be able - that old, 
that trite expression, ‘walk and 
chew gum at the same time’ - 

there are places where it’s in our 
mutual interest to work together, 
that’s why I renewed the Start 
agreement with him, that occurred 
while he’s doing this. But that’s 
overwhelmingly in the interest 
of humanity that we diminish the 
prospect of a nuclear exchange.

Little of these awkward, stumbling 
words made sense, beginning 
with the report issued by director 
of national intelligence Avril 
Haines on March 15. A typical 
product of Washington’s mindless 
‘intelligence community’, it consists 
of tautologies, non sequiturs and 
evidence-free assertions about 
Russia’s supposed use of “proxies 
linked to Russian intelligence to 
push influence narratives - including 
misleading or unsubstantiated 
allegations against president 
Biden - to US media organisations, 
US officials, and prominent US 
individuals …”3

Never mind that many of the 
allegations appear to be true. After 
all, a flood of reports that came out 
last year indicate that:
n A Ukrainian company named 
Burisma Holdings paid Biden’s son, 
Hunter, as much as $50,000 a month 
for a no-show job in order to curry 
favour with Washington.
n Hunter appears in return to have 
arranged a meeting between a 
Burisma official and his father, while 
the latter was still vice-president.
n Hunter subsequently entered into a 
business arrangement with a Chinese 
company whose purpose, as he put it, 
was to make money off “the family 
legacy”.
n It was a scheme that “the big 
guy”, as Hunter refers to his father, 
personally sanctioned.

So Biden entered into a deal 
aimed at using his name and position 
to fatten the family coffers. Yet 
none of this seems to count as far as 
official Washington is concerned. All 
that matters, rather, is that Russian 
intelligence allegedly helped spread 
such reports and that Putin must 
therefore ‘pay a price’.

Russia ba-a-ad, US retaliation 
good. But what did Biden mean 
by claiming that Putin replied, “we 
understand each other”, upon learning 
that he is a soulless automaton? 
Was he suggesting that the Russian 
president confirmed the judgment? If 
so, why would Putin then enter into 
an arms-control agreement “in the 

interest of humanity”? If Putin really 
is the evil dictator America says he 
is, then why would he care about 
such trifles?

As for Biden’s “killer” comment, 
this was rich coming from a man 
who played a leading role in 
drumming up support for the back-
to-back invasions of Afghanistan and 
Iraq in 2001-03; who backed Nato’s 
intervention in Libya in 2011 and 
Saudi Arabia’s equally disastrous air 
assault on Yemen four years later; and 
who, by his own admission, stood by 
and watched as America’s closest 
allies in the Middle East flooded 
Syria with pro-al Qa’eda jihadis in 
an attempt to overthrow president 
Bashar al-Assad. Biden has helped 
sow death and destruction across the 
Middle East. Yet somehow Putin is a 
murderer, while he is not.

Finally, there were those semi-
coherent remarks about walking and 
chewing gum. In Washington-speak, 
this refers to the ability to engage in 
different activities simultaneously. 
But Biden takes it to mean that he 
can insult Putin one minute and 
engage in normal diplomacy the 
next. But it doesn’t work, which is 
why it was inevitable that Russia 
would withdraw its ambassador “for 
consultations” in response and then 
launch into a war of words. The same 
goes for the abuse that Biden hurled 
at Chinese president Xi Jinping 
during last year’s presidential 
debates. Xi, he declared in February 
2020, is

a guy who doesn’t have a 
democratic - with a small d - bone 
in his body … a guy who is a thug, 
who in fact has a million Uyghurs 
in reconstruction camps, meaning 
concentration camps … and this is 
a guy who I was able to convince 
should join the international 
agreement, the Paris agreement, 
because - guess what - they need 
to be involved.4

Thus, Biden thinks he can abuse 
China and persuade it to sign an 
international climate accord in the 
same breath. But this is a pipe dream 
that was also punctured when a US-
China mini-summit in Anchorage, 
Alaska, on March 18 erupted in an 
angry exchange over US efforts to 
impose its own values on the rest 
of the world. “Many people within 
the United States actually have 
little confidence in the democracy 

of the United States,” Chinese 
diplomat Yang Jiechi declared, 
adding that China would not accept 
“unwarranted accusations from the 
US side.”

Foreign policy
Breakdowns like these are a sign 
that the administration is losing 
control of foreign policy after less 
than three months in office. And that 
is no surprise, given that disaster is 
looming on a half-dozen fronts.

For instance:
n With violence and chaos on the rise 
in Afghanistan, it is all but certain that 
Biden will miss the May 1 deadline 
for a full-scale military withdrawal 
that Donald Trump negotiated early 
last year with the Taliban. America’s 
longest war - one that is now in its 
20th year - will continue with no end 
in sight.
n With the 2015 Iranian nuclear 
accord all but dead thanks to 
the Biden administration’s foot-
dragging, the military situation in the 
Persian Gulf is also looking grim.
n Despite Biden’s February 4 
promise to end “all American support 
for [Saudi] offensive operations” 
in Yemen, the war in that country 
continues to escalate, as pro-Iranian 
Houthis close in on the country’s 
last remaining pro-Saudi stronghold 
in the city of Marib, which is about 
a hundred miles east of Sana’a. 
If Marib falls, it’s a sure bet that 
Washington will pull out all the stops 
to shore up its alliance with Riyadh.
n The crisis along the 2,000-mile 
US-Mexican border is also at full 
boil, with police detaining close 
to 100,000 illegal immigrants last 
month - nearly triple the number 
a year earlier and the highest level 
since 2006.5

While any number of factors are 
driving the refugee surge, far and 
away the most important is one that 
no one wants to talk about: ie, a half-
century-old war on drugs that has 
turned portions of Central America 
into a free-fire zone in which corrupt 
national police forces battle it out 
with hyper-vicious local gangs such 
as MS-13 and Barrio 18. The refugee 
crisis along the Mexican border thus 
turns out to have the same root cause 
as the 2015 refugee crisis in Europe, 
ie relentless US warfare across the 
global south. But there’s zero chance 
of the US calling off the drug war, 
since coming up with an alternative 
would require a level of intellectual 

analysis and political resolve that is 
beyond Washington’s reach. So the 
disaster can only continue. 

Finally, there is Russia and 
China. Ever since Trump committed 
foreign-policy heresy by declaring in 
mid-2015 that he would “get along 
very well with Vladimir Putin”, 
Democrats figured that bashing 
Russia was the best way to win back 
the White House. But now they are 
stuck with the problem of how to 
do business with a country they’ve 
spent the last five years vilifying.

Biden’s Chernenko-like brain is 
too sluggish to figure a way out. The 
administration is similarly unable 
to figure out a way of avoiding a 
collision with Beijing in the South 
China Sea, which is host to a third 
of global shipping. Accusing China 
of a “pernicious … whole-of-
party effort to coerce, corrupt and 
collapse governments, businesses, 
organisations and the people of 
the Indo-Pacific”, admiral Philip 
Davidson appealed to the Senate 
armed services committee earlier 
this month for $23 billion over 
five years for an anti-China naval 
build-up.6

The US would be apoplectic 
if China tried anything remotely 
similar off the coast of California. 
Yet the Biden administration 
continues to play an exceedingly 
dangerous game out of sheer force of 
habit, even though it is increasingly 
apparent that it is doing so with less 
than a full deck.

The similarities between Biden 
and Chernenko go deep. Both are 
long-time apparatchiks - one by 
virtue of spending 32 years in the 
Senate and the other thanks to a 40-
year party career that began with 
the Komsomol (Communist Youth 
League) in 1929 and continued on 
as a propagandist in Krasnoyarsk 
and then Moldavia after World 
War II. Both made their way 
up the greasy pole by attaching 
themselves to powerful political 
leaders - Leonid Brezhnev in the 
case of Chernenko, beginning in 
1956, and Barack Obama in the 
case of Biden, beginning in 2008. 
Both were bland centrists, whose 
chief selling point was that they 
would not rock the boat. “It’s OK,” a 
Politburo member reportedly said of 
Chernenko. “Kostya is an agreeable 
guy - one can do business with him.” 
Similarly, Biden’s main virtue in the 
eyes of Democratic insiders was 
that he was not Bernie Sanders and 
would therefore stick firmly to the 
middle of the road.

Above all, both were devoted 
to the status quo - or, in Biden’s 
case, to the pre-Trump status quo 
ante. Both took charge of power 
structures that were running 
on empty, and both, ironically, 
confronted a particularly difficult 
problem in Afghanistan. Chernenko 
died before he could mess things up 
even worse than they already were. 
But Biden may still have time to 
stumble into disaster l

Notes
1. JL Gaddis The cold war: a new history New 
York 2005, p228; S Bialer, ‘The death of Soviet 
communism’ Foreign Affairs 70, No5.
2. youtube.com/watch?v=inyNhjYsnLU.
3. dni.gov/files/ODNI/documents/assessments/ICA-
declass-16MAR21.pdf.
4. youtube.com/watch?v=DcMT_QZN2xk.
5. csmonitor.com/USA/Politics/2021/0317/
As-border-crisis-intensifies-so-does-pressure-on-
Biden-to-fix-it.
6. socialistproject.ca/2021/03/biden-continues-usa-
conflict-with-china-through-quad; defense.gov/
Explore/News/Article/Article/2530733/erosion-
of-us-strength-in-indo-pacific-is-dangerous-to-all-
commander-says.
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TURKEY

Trying to cheat unpopularity
Withdrawing from the Convention on Preventing and Combating Violence Against Women and Domestic 
Violence is part of a desperate attempt to stitch together a winning election bloc. Esen Uslu reports

It is now crystal-clear that 
president Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s 
Justice and Development Party 

(AKP) and its coalition partner, 
the Nationalist Movement Party 
(MHP), could not win a general 
election in the foreseeable future. 
This is well understood by Erdoğan 
and his clique. According to several 
successive opinion polls, AKP’s  
share of votes is about 30%, while 
MHP would be very lucky to pick 
up 7%.

This leaves Erdoğan two options: 
either get rid of the constraints 
of playing the democracy game 
or continue it with a new set of 
rules. But to abolish any pretence 
of democracy and retain power he 
would need a substantial change in 
external politics. For example, if 
tensions within the Middle East and 
eastern Mediterranean continue to 
rise, causing a regional crisis or 
even a shooting war, he might be 
able to take advantage and rule by 
decree without any elections. This, 
of course, would require careful 
diplomacy in relation to the US 
and Russia, and would also have 
to take into account other players, 
such as Israel, Iran and the Gulf 
sheikdoms.

To make such a situation 
manageable, Erdoğan needs to 
portray the Kurdish freedom 
movement as ‘terrorists’ - the arch-
enemy. Dealing with the Kurdish 
‘terrorists’ is a pretext for invading 
and occupying wide swathes 
of territory along the borders 
with Iraq and Syria. But if such 
a crisis does not materialise (as 
happened in Turkey’s intervention 
in Libya’s civil war, or its 
dispute with Egypt over undersea 
hydrocarbon exploration, or the 
maritime exclusive zones dispute 
with Greece), Erdoğan is flexible 
enough to adapt without losing 

face, while maintaining the embers, 
to be fanned up into fire whenever 
necessary.

In order to retain power by 
playing the democracy game, 
Erdoğan needs to undermine any 
hint of common purpose with the 
opposition. He needs to garner 
support for his existing coalition - 
or else form an alternative coalition 
with previously discarded allies. In 
recent months, for instance, we have 
seen carefully planned steps taken to 
woo the remnants of the old Islamist 
movement, Millî Görüş (National 
Outlook), which is today represented 
by Saadet Partisi (The Felicity 
Party). Saadet is not represented in 
parliament today, but it provides an 
outlet for the disgruntled within the 
AKP and Islamist conservatism at 
large.

The Hagia Sophia, a famous 
cathedral of the eastern Roman 
empire, which was converted into 
a mosque in the 15th century and 
converted again into a museum in 
the early republican era, has been a 
potent cause for Islamist revanchism 
- and last year Erdoğan converted 
it back into a mosque. His head of 
religious affairs gave the first Friday 
sermon while holding a sword 
representing the holy conquest. 
The government appointed a well-
known religious zealot, who was a 
professor of religious affairs, as the 
chief imam. He has taken advantage 
of this bridgehead given by the 
establishment to comment on just 
about every political issue.

Erdoğan has visited National 
Outlook’s venerable old man - 
former minister Oğuzhan Asiltürk - 
at his home in order to pay homage! 
This was his first visit to one of his 
mentors since he formed the AKP. 
It was declared a private visit and 
nothing was revealed about what was 
discussed. However, it was clear that 

Erdoğan was exploring the possibility 
of a new modus vivendi with Saadet.

One of the important objections 
raised by Saadet to the Erdoğan 
government was its signing of the 
Istanbul Convention - drawn up by 
the Council of Europe Convention on 
Preventing and Combating Violence 
Against Women and Domestic 
Violence - on the grounds that it 
undermined traditional Islamic 
family values and gender roles. 
Turkey’s abrupt withdrawal from 
the convention a few days ago was a 
sop to Saadet as well as to Islamist 
conservatism as a whole.

Erdoğan is also trying to make 
overtures to İyi (the Good Party), 
formed after a spilt from Erdoğan’s 
current coalition partner, the MHP, 
and the coming together with former 
members of the CMP, the traditional 
Kemalist opposition party. İyi has 
formed an electoral alliance with the 
social democratic CHP, and is now 
the fourth largest party in parliament.

In that respect Erdoğan is playing 
the Kurdish card. Like most of CHP, 
İyi seems happy to go along with 
the regime’s attacks on the Kurdish 
freedom movement, remaining 
silent in the face of gross atrocities 
committed by the armed forces.

Erdoğan is trying to prise apart 
the CHP-İyi electoral bloc using 
the prominent difference between 
them over the war in Kurdistan. 
For example, he used the failure of 
the rescue operation to free Turkish 
soldiers captured and held by the 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK). 
The four-day operation in mid-
February ended in a bloodbath. All 
the captives, as well as many army 
personnel and PKK fighters, died in 
Gâre, in Iraqi Kurdistan.

Erdoğan was confident in a good 
result. He declared in one of his 
addresses to the nation that he would 
come back with good tidings. But 

when the day came and it became 
clear that the operation had flopped, 
he decided to leave it to his defence 
minister to clean up the mess - the 
latter presented the whole thing as a 
success.

HDP and elections
On the electoral landscape, the 
leftwing pro-Kurdish Peoples 
Democratic Party (HDP) has at 
least been maintaining its share of 
the vote and is perhaps gathering 
some support from amongst the 
disgruntled urban middle classes.

But now Erdoğan has taken legal 
steps to get the HDP banned. He 
knows very well that closing down 
the HDP would not mean much, 
since an embryonic replacement 
party has already been set up to 
take over. The public prosecutor has 
taken legal action in the supreme 
court, but a mass demonstration to 
mark Newroz, the Kurdish  new 
year celebration, helped reinforce 
the point. The Kurds are not to be 
cowed by state oppression.

It will need careful preparation to 
take out the HDP, disrupt Kurdish 
parliamentary politics and secure a 
win for Erdoğan in the elections due 
in 2023. He will have to decapitate 
the party by jailing its prominent 
leaders. In the meantime Selahattin 
Demirtaş, former HDP co-president, 
is still in jail despite a ruling by the 
constitutional court, not to mention 
the International Court of Human 
Rights. Demirtaş was given an 
additional three-year sentence for 
defaming the president!

Almost all the elected mayors of 
Kurdish cities are now in jail, having 
been replaced by administrators 
appointed by Erdoğan. Most of the 
HDP MPs who conducted ‘peace’ 
negotiations with the government 
have also been jailed. Even the 
renowned Islamist human rights 

defender, Ömer Faruk Gergerlioğlu, 
former leader of Mazlum-Der (the 
Association for Human Rights and 
Solidarity with the Oppressed) and 
an HDP MP, has been convicted on 
a trumped-up charge and stripped 
of parliamentary immunity. He 
attempted to stage a stay-in protest 
at the parliamentary offices of the 
HDP. But he was ambushed early 
in the morning and detained by 
the police when he was making his 
ritual ablution in preparation for 
morning prayers.

Further preparations for rigging 
the next election were quick to 
follow. The provincial boundaries 
of Diyarbakır have been changed by 
a presidential decree, with a sizeable 
proportion of the population 
transferred into Muş province for 
electoral purposes - enough to 
change the balance in Erdoğan’s 
favour. Many other gerrymandering 
moves are expected to follow, 
including the election law itself. 
The infamous electoral threshold 
- whereby 10% of the overall 
vote is needed for any party to be 
represented in parliament - is now 
seen as a handicap for Erdoğan’s 
MHP allies. Reducing it to seven 
or even to five percent is being 
contemplated. Also a new system 
of single-member constituencies is 
a possibility.

While the manoeuvres of Erdoğan 
and co are quite plain, the response 
of the opposition is not clear at all. 
The lack of a left party with a clear, 
democratic programme is painfully 
obvious. Expecting the HDP to 
fulfil that role has proved untenable 
in an atmosphere where any support 
for the Kurdish freedom movement 
is labelled as an infringement of the 
Turkish national interest, acting as a 
straitjacket against the patriotic left. 
We have a long way to go to get our 
act together l

Taking to the streets against harassment, beatings and murder



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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End of a dead end
Last week’s general election saw big losses for the Socialist Party. Predictably, the 
leadership’s purge of the left has backfired. Emil Jacobs of the SP’s Communist 
Platform reports

Party leader Lilian 
Marijnissen made light 
of the losses suffered on 

March 17: “We hoped for more”.1 
Yet it is an open question how 
long she will remain in post 
after this latest reverse. At the 
central committee (partijraad) 
meeting on March 27 there will 
no doubt be a full spectrum 
range of excuses: ‘These weren’t 
our elections’, ‘Covid-19 hurt 
our campaign, as we’re used to 
canvassing’, ‘The turnout was 
low and to our disadvantage’. 
Such platitudes are predictable, 
as they have been used before 
(or, in the case of the pandemic, 
have been hinted at).

If we take a step back, this 
has been the fifth parliamentary 
elections in a row where the 
Socialist Party has lost seats. In 
2006 the party had 25, in a 150-
seat parliament. Now we have 
returned to a measly nine. Since 
2015 we have not made gains in 
any election - in 2019 we lost 
our two seats in the European 
Parliament after a disastrous 
campaign. When will we finally 
reflect on a dead-end strategy and 
stop making excuses?

Even before the peak 
result in 2006 the party had 
adopted its current outlook – 
that it is necessary to become 
a ‘responsible’ party fit for 
ministerial posts in a coalition 
government. The SP dropped 
opposition to Nato and the 
monarchy towards that end. 
There have been exceptions to 
this general line, such as when 
previous party chair Ron Meyer 
adopted a more ‘actionist’ 
outlook, or when former leader 
Emile Roemer explicitly 
excluded the conservative VVD 
as a coalition partner in the 2017 
campaign, due to its neoliberal 
policies. But there lies the rub: 
Roemer never excluded making 
a deal with the other parties 
committed to the same pro-
market dogma politics. To be 
clear, except for the SP and the 
Animal Party, all other parties in 
the Netherlands fall within this 
cosy framework. It is something 
of a blessing that the SP was never 
taken up on its willingness to be 
part of a coalition - it would have 
amounted to the same political 
suicide we saw with the Labour 
Party, which lost 29 seats in 2017 
(a meltdown of almost 80%).

Marijnissen has from the 
start of her leadership made it 
very clear that “now the time is 
right to govern”. Her acceptance 
speech to the central committee 
meeting of June 2020, when she 
was elected as the only candidate 
for the position of leader, made 
this all too clear. Her speech 
caused the youth organisation, 
ROOD, to adopt a motion against 
participating as a coalition partner 
at its general meeting the week 
after - which in turn led to the 
current crisis in the party, where 
the central committee cut all 
support for ROOD and expelled 
numerous members, myself 
included. Our crime? Defending 
class politics.2

However, no surprise, 
this undemocratic purge in 
what purports to be “the 

most democratic party of the 
Netherlands” clearly damaged 
our electoral results. More and 
more people want an alternative 
to the coalition consensus that 
has ruled the Netherlands for 
decade upon decade - not another 
pathetic clique of careerist 
coalition partners seeking high 
office, fat salaries and the many 
and varied opportunities to be 
bribed.

Betrayal
We have warned against this 
disastrous opportunist course 
many times over. Making ourself 
responsible for capitalist politics 
inevitably results in a betrayal of 
our base: the politically advanced 
part of the working class. This 
has been the experience of the 
workers’ movement globally for 
more than a century. We should 
be fighting for a position of 
principled opposition against all 
existing politics, until we are in 
a position to start implementing 
our minimum programme: the 
political power of the working 
class and the end of the rule of 
capital. The SP, which once saw 
itself as the counter-party, has 
criminally long since lost this 
position to the far right.

Meanwhile, to its left we see 
a new party entering the field in 
the form of BIJ1 (‘Together’), 
which gained votes undoubtedly 
at the expense of the SP. Quite a 
few SP members shifted to BIJ1 
in the run-up to the elections, 
especially after the SP refused 
to take a principled position 

on migrant workers, many of 
whom have drowned crossing 
the Mediterranean. How this 
new, vocally anti-capitalist 
party - which bases itself on 
intersectional as opposed to 
communist politics - will develop 
remains to be seen.

The results for the general 
election’s big winner, the liberal 
D66, should be a cause for 
thought on the left. The reason 
why it won is comparable to 
why the GreenLeft gained a lot 
of seats in 2017. Both conducted 
campaigns that appeared to adopt 
a positive vision of the future - 
unlike the SP leadership, which 
is hopelessly stuck with its vision 
of a 1970s-style welfare state. 
This difference is incidentally 
reflected in the voter base: 
whereas 35%-50% of D66 and 
GreenLeft voters were in the 18-
34 age group, this was only the 
case for around 17% for the SP! 
More worryingly, 50% of the SP 
electorate is 50-69. A generation 
which is not reproducing itself 
politically.

More significantly, the SP was 
nearly invisible in this general 
election campaign. It continues 
to surprise me that the leadership 
chose to say nothing at all about 
its proposal to introduce an NHS-
like system in the Netherlands 
- a campaign that consumed 
vast resources in the run-up to 
the 2017 elections and one you 
would expect to resonate during a 
pandemic. But no, the leadership 
chose to be respectable, 

responsible … 
and invisible. 

The short 

campaign video regarding the 
national debt is perhaps striking 
in this respect: “With the SP in 
government, the debt will be 
3.3% lower in 2025 compared to 
the VVD.” Who the fuck cares?

The only really prominent 
campaigner amongst the 
leadership was the party 
number 2, Renske Leijten. 
She emphasised the childcare 
benefits scandal, which had left 
tens of thousands of households 
in utter misery. But sadly this 
did not gain much traction in TV 
debates. However, while such 
issues are essential for socialists 
and communists to raise, things 
need to go much further: the 
state is corrupt to its very core. 
Nevertheless, the party could 
have focused on maybe a dozen 
issues of this type, but chose not 
to.

And now difficult times 
lie ahead. Undoubtedly some 
members will regard this as one 
setback too many and give up on 
the party altogether. According 
to figures provided by the DNPP 
(Documentation Centre for Dutch 
Political Parties), the SP lost 236 
members last year.3 We know this 
to be a huge understatement, as 
the reference date was January 1 
and two weeks later the party 
‘coincidentally’ cancelled the 
membership of thousands who 
had stopped paying dues. In 
reality the SP has lost thousands 
of members, while many 
branches are shadows of their 
former selves, and the leadership 
meanwhile has no idea how to 
move on from here - besides 
carrying on as before ‘with a bit 
more effort’. How much more 
effort will be needed when the 
strategy is wrong?

Those of us organised in the 
Communist Platform do have 
an idea about how to go forward 
based on our intransigent 
opposition to capitalism and 
our vision for a totally different 
society - socialism. We are 
campaigning for a much needed 
debate in the party on the sort of 
programme we need. Our own 
Draft programme sets out clear 
proposals for refounding the SP. 
We aim for a living party with 
a thinking cadre - leaders in the 
class struggle. On this basis we 
can build a party of hundreds 
of thousands committed to 
socialism, with the working class 
acting as a class for itself. We 
need to work patiently to win a 
majority to end poverty, war and 
the system of wage labour once 
and for all.

Our electoral work must reflect 
this aim of winning the majority 
to our vision for socialism. On the 
basis of principled opposition we 
can at last escape from the dead 
end in which we currently find 
ourselves and become a genuine 
vanguard of our class. The 
struggle for a genuine socialist 
party must start with a revolution 
within the party itself l

NETHERLANDS

Notes
1. nos.nl/video/2373076-marijnissen-dit-is-een-
teleurstelling-we-hadden-op-meer-gehoopt.html.
2. ‘Bureaucratic control-freakery’ Weekly Worker 
November 12 2020.
3. dnpp.nl/pp/sp/lt/perjaar.

Lilian Marijnissen: 
careerist, 
witch‑hunter, 
failure
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Getting our act together
Derek James of Labour Party Marxists welcomes the coming together of the Labour left. However, the 
cause of unity must go hand-in-hand with principle

A fter what has been a frankly 
disastrous year for the Labour 
left since the election of Keir 

Starmer as party leader, reports that 
the leaders of most of the organised 
left groups within the party and trade 
unions have met to discuss the way 
forward are positive.

In the wake of the retreats and 
compromises of the official left, 
from the Socialist Campaign Group 
of MPs downwards, and the resulting 
disorientation and demoralisation in 
Constituency Labour Parties, news 
that the Labour left might at last be 
getting its act together will clearly 
be welcomed. Equally important is 
the fact that the Labour Left Alliance 
was invited to attend and did so, 
along with members of Momentum, 
the Campaign for Labour Party 
Democracy (CLPD), the Labour 
Representation Committee, Jewish 
Voice for Labour, Red Labour and 
leading figures from the trade union 
left. It seems that the meeting took 
no firm decisions on the future 
strategy of the Labour left and 
instead established a working group 
(which did not include any members 
of the LLA) to report back to a future 
meeting on areas such as slates 
for national executive committee 
elections and ‘left unity’.

Rather than waiting for the 
outcome of these deliberations, 
comrades in the LLA should urgently 
discuss the crisis now facing 
the Labour left and develop the 
alternative strategy needed to build a 
real fighting left current in the party. 
A good way to start is to understand 
the recent history of the Labour 
left and its various interventions in 
National Executive Committee and 
other internal elections. The main 
‘left’ electoral grouping in the party, 
the Centre-Left Grassroots Alliance 
(CLGA), emerged in the late 1990s 
in response to Blairite remodelling of 
Labour. Made up of the CLPD and 
various other small ‘left’ currents, 
it claimed, as the name suggests, 
to give the party’s ‘grassroots’ 
members a voice on the NEC. In 
the face of Tony Blair’s attacks on 
party democracy, the CLGA argued 
that the ‘left’ was too weak to stand 
by itself and so deliberately reached 
out to the ‘centre’ when selecting 
candidates.

Even following the mass influx 
of leftwingers into the party and 
the election of Jeremy Corbyn, this 
unprincipled strategy of appealing 
to the ‘centre’ remained, and 
was if anything reinforced by the 
emergence of the Jon Lansman-led 
Momentum and its role within the 
CLGA. Two major criticisms can 
be levelled at the CLGA: firstly, its 
strategy of reaching out to the largely 
mythical ‘centre’ means that many of 
its candidates could hardly be defined 
as ‘left’ in any real sense of the word. 
These ‘broad front’ politics really are 
a dead end for the left. Indeed, when 
elected to the NEC, so-called ‘left’ 
candidates have actually joined the 
witch-hunt rather than defend the left 

from attack!1

Secondly, the selection process 
for candidates is undemocratic and 
involves horse-trading by various 
‘left’ fixers and careerists jockeying 
for position behind the scenes. As 
with the current nomination process 
for the conference arrangements 
committee, the national 
constitutional committee and the 
national women’s committee, a 
list of candidates miraculously 
‘emerges’ and the whole Labour 
left is enjoined to unquestioningly 
nominate and vote for it.2 In practice 
this means that important sections 
of the Labour left are deliberately 
excluded from both the process of 
choosing the left’s candidates and the 
final recommended lists suggested 
by the CLGA.

This type of gate-keeping was 
very much in evidence during the 
2020 NEC elections. The LLA 
approached all of the major left 
currents, including the CLGA, in 
an attempt to secure a common 
left slate. These attempts were 
rebuffed, and the LLA supported 
its own slate of candidates, whilst 
also calling for a vote for the CLGA 
candidates. During the campaign 
some supporters of the CLGA 
argued that the LLA was ‘splitting 
the left vote’ and would hand NEC 
seats to the right. The operation of 
the PR system used in the election 
was deliberately misrepresented by 
these comrades as part of a campaign 

to undermine the LLA-supported 
candidates and thus maintain their 
electoral monopoly over the Labour 
left.3 In the event, not only was the 
left vote not divided, but the leading 
LLA-supported candidate, Roger 
Silverman, secured a creditable 
vote and showed that there are still 
comrades in the CLPs who will back 
authentic left candidates.4

Conditional
Perhaps it was the strength of this 
vote that produced the invitation 
for the LLA to take part in these 
discussions amongst the left, but, if 
reports of the meeting are accurate, 
it is clear that the official left 
still wants to keep a tight rein on 
future developments. Even so, it is 
important to stress that this meeting 
could be the start of an important 
initiative and, as such, Labour Party 
Marxists strongly supports the LLA’s 
participation in it.

However, the next stages could 
turn out to be decisive for the success 
of this project as a fighting campaign 
that the authentic left within Labour 
can wholeheartedly support. There 
is nothing wrong with different 
groups on the left negotiating about 
the composition of electoral slates 
or reaching agreement about which 
candidates we can support.

What turns that quite normal 
form of politics into unacceptable 
and unprincipled ‘horse-trading’ 
or an undemocratic ‘stitch-up’ is 

when important sections of the left 
are excluded from the discussions 
and there is no principled basis for 
the agreed slate beyond getting 
particular individuals elected. Too 
often in the past ‘left’ slates in NEC 
elections have been about cosying 
up to very unreliable ‘soft lefts’ 
or securing the careers of aspiring 
professional politicians. Given the 
leadership’s continuing attacks on 
party democracy and the purging of 
the CLPs, we are not prepared to be 
just spear-carriers or voting fodder 
for the official left.

Supporters of LPM will back 
LLA participation in any discussions 
on a united left slate for next 
year’s NEC elections, along with 
proposals for a campaign against 
the witch-hunt and in defence of 
party democracy. However, the LLA 
should set conditions for its support 
during these discussions. The slate 
should have a clearly defined, 
principled basis which all candidates 
must sign up to. While the specific 
demands can be defined during the 
discussions, LPM thinks that they 
should include elements such as 
the rejection of the International 
Holocaust Remembrance 
Association misdefinition of anti-
Semitism, and the readmittance of 
comrades suspended or expelled 
during both the first and second 
waves of the witch-hunt, along 
with democratic demands such 
as ‘a worker’s MP on a worker’s 

wage’ and the accountability of the 
Parliamentary Labour Party to the 
NEC and party conference.

LLA should also argue that, given 
the strength of its showing in the 
2020 NEC elections, it should have 
a candidate on any common left 
slate for the next elections in 2022 
in a winnable position - not just a 
token slot somewhere down near the 
bottom.5 The LLA should participate 
in any meetings and discussions 
about political and electoral strategy 
in good faith and with a desire to see 
such a common, principled position 
emerging.

It is not a case of ‘unity’ at any 
price - that would simply be a repeat 
of the tried and failed politics of the 
past that resulted in unacceptable 
compromises and countless retreats 
by the official Labour left. So, if 
agreement on these terms cannot be 
reached amongst the left, the LLA 
should be prepared to stand a slate of 
candidates on a principled platform 
of its own. Such a campaign would 
galvanise the authentic left in the 
Labour Party and show the clear 
distinction that exists between 
genuine left militants and the 
compromisers and careerists of the 
official left. Principled politics is 
the key to building a real united and 
fighting left in the party.

Although at an early and 
somewhat tentative stage, these 
discussions amongst the organised 
Labour left are encouraging and 
give us the opportunity to argue our 
case for the building of a real left 
current within Labour that will fight 
for class politics and the socialist 
transformation of society l

Not the job of 
left to promote 

career 
politicians

Notes
1. ‘Another victim of the witch-hunt’ Weekly Worker 
March 28 2019.
2. labourlist.org/2021/03/labour-left-groups-release-
candidate-slates-for-internal-labour-elections.
3. For details of the elections and the various 
arguments advanced by the LLA and other left 
groups, see ‘Candidates, slates and votes’ Weekly 
Worker October 8 2020; ‘Cutting through the cant’ 
Weekly Worker November 19 2020; ‘Cowardly fake 
left peddles lies’ Weekly Worker October 22 2020.
4. labour.org.uk/activist-hub/governance-and-legal-
hub/ballots-and-nominations/internal-ballots-2020/
nec-and-treasurer-elections-2020-results.
5. In STV elections the position of a candidate on 
the slate is decisive in securing the required number 
of preferences and transfers to get elected. For 
example, in the 2020 NEC elections Momentum 
told its supporters to vote in a specific order of 
preference to maximise the vote for the candidates 
it supported. This was organised regionally and was 
effective in securing strong votes and the necessary 
transfers for left candidates.

Jeremy Corbyn and Corbynism exposed the comprehensive bankruptcy of the ‘official’ left


