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Electability
Diane Abbott made a particularly 
stupid comment when interviewed 
on the Sophy Ridge on Sunday 
programme on Sky News (May 9). 
She has taken to trying to talk very 
slowly - either in a vain attempt to 
add ‘gravitas’ or, more likely, to try 
and enable her brain to keep pace 
with her mouth.

Asked whether Labour could 
ever win a general election again, 
Abbott replied that Eric Hobsbawm 
had written a widely circulated 
article in 1978 entitled ‘The forward 
march of Labour halted?’ and that 
“proved to be completely wrong”. 
Completely wrong? The following 
year the Labour government of 
James Callaghan was defeated by 
Margaret Thatcher’s Conservatives, 
who then remained in office for the 
following 18 years, winning four 
general elections on the trot. Labour 
did eventually return to office in 
a landslide in 1997, but Abbott 
and her wing of Labour refused to 
accept New Labour as real Labour 
and claimed the period between 
1997 and 2010 was an anathema. 
So that is either 18 or 31 years 
(and counting) out of office. I don’t 
think comrade Hobsbawm did get it 
“completely wrong”, did he?

What Hobsbawm argued in 1978 
was that despite the rise of ‘the left’ 
in the 1970s in both the Labour Party 
and the trade unions - new policies 
and constitutional changes in the 
former, rising industrial militancy 
in the latter - this was masking a 
dangerous loss of support for the 
Labour Party and trade unions 
within the wider working class 
and wider society. The advance of 
‘the left’ was increasingly Pyrrhic 
in nature. Given the contraction 
in electoral support for the Labour 
Party over the following 20 years 
or so, popular support for the 
anti-trade union legislation of 
the Conservative governments 
and the reduction in trade union 
membership from 13.5 million 
in 1979 to six million in 2020, it 
seems to me Hobsbawm’s analysis 
was pretty prescient.

He never argued that the working 
class was ceasing to exist, as many 
claim today. What he said was that 
with economic and technological 
changes came social, cultural and 
political changes, and those who 
failed to recognise these and keep 
up risked being marginalised and 
discarded. He argued that economic 
and technological changes were 
resulting in the decline of the 
traditional industrial core of the 
working class, but that the class as a 
whole was changing, evolving and 
increasing in size overall. This sort 
of historical-materialist analysis 
ought to be bread and butter to 
those who consider themselves 
Marxists.

What Marxists and communists 
needed to do therefore was 
understand these changes and 
develop strategies which positively 
engaged with the newer sections 
of the working class: build strong, 
mutually transformative alliances 
between the traditional industrial 
core and the newer sections of 
the working class, between the 
traditional labour movement and 
the range of progressive new 
forces and movements which were 
developing around gender, race, 
the environment, anti-imperialism, 
national liberation and a wide range 
of democratic and civil rights.

These were responding to 

contradictions and oppressions 
in society, which ultimately did 
stem from the monopoly-capitalist 
nature of the economy and society, 
but were not necessarily perceived 
as such by those being motivated 
in struggle and could not be 
simply reduced to the economic 
contradiction between labour and 
capital and the struggle over wages 
and living standards. The traditional 
industrial working class was never 
to be abandoned, but a strong, 
mass, democratic alliance, built 
around the core labour movement 
with the struggle for wages and 
living standards at its centre and 
encompassing a wide range of 
progressive demands, was a means 
of engaging with and helping 
transform the changing, evolving, 
broad working class, into a “class 
for itself” - initially for fundamental 
progressive social change and 
ultimately for socialism.

The Labour Party today faces 
an existential crisis precisely 
because it has become increasingly 
disengaged and disconnected from 
both the organised working class, 
despite the trade union link, and the 
wider, changing and newer sections 
of the working class.

Rather than make fatuous 
comments about one historical 
Marxist intellectual and one article 
43 years ago, Abbott would be better 
engaged with working out what 
the basic role and purpose of the 
Labour Party should be (it doesn’t 
appear to have one at the moment), 
and then strategies and policies to 
translate that into building electoral 
support.

It seems to me the present Labour 
Party, through name, history and 
composition, has to include being 
the electoral voice of the organised 
labour movement and from that 
basis strive to become the electoral 
voice of the wider working class 
in all its complexity and diversity 
- building an electoral coalition 
which respects and understands 
that complexity and diversity, but is 
based on the greatest possible mass 
and class unity.

The other point is that the 
Labour Party is the electoral 
wing and electoral machine of the 
organised labour movement. It has 
to win elections, especially general 
elections, otherwise it is completely 
useless to all its potential 
constituencies. That doesn’t mean 
abandoning all left or radical 
polices, even assuming that would 
work, which it probably wouldn’t. 
But it does mean a recognition that, 
if the Labour Party is not capable 
of winning future elections, it will 
become superfluous and irrelevant 
to the working class and progressive 
movement.

It also means, as per Hobsbawm, 
that ‘winning’ the Labour Party to 
‘left’ policies which do not connect 
with or make sense or are credible 
to working people, or electing 
politicians like Corbyn, Abbott 
and now Starmer to leadership 
positions, is also completely useless 
if they themselves are not able to 
connect with working people or 
articulate their basic interests.
Andrew Northall
Kettering

War on drugs
I’d like to applaud Daniel Lazare’s 
article in the recent Weekly Worker 
(‘Drugs war bad’, April 29). He 
opens with desperate people fleeing 
Latin America and it’s just like 
the desperate refugees fleeing to 
Europe. The desperation and the 
refugees are in the mainstream 
media, but the underlying causes 
are usually left out: ie, in Europe, 
the wars launched by the US and its 

Nato allies over the last two decades 
that have laid waste to vast swathes 
of the Middle East; and, south of the 
USA, not just US-backed military 
regimes and rapacious corporations 
- but drugs.

Lazare recounts some of the 
ills suffered by families, children, 
refugees fleeing Central America 
and, as he says, “All this not despite 
the war on drugs, but because of 
it.” The more intensely the ‘war on 
drugs’ is fought - all over the world, 
as well as in Central America, the 
worse the drug problem becomes.

Governments used to be pretty 
well unbothered by drugs: one 
can remember ST Coleridge and 
his laudanum, Queen Victoria and 
her cocaine - and then there was 
the pleasure that Charlie Parker 
experienced when he found that 
heroin could be bought over the 
counter in Belgium.

Lazare dates the drug war to 
Nixon’s actions in 1969 and we 
have the notorious quote from 
his man, John Ehrlichman: “The 
Nixon campaign in 1968, and the 
Nixon White House after that, had 
two enemies: the anti-war left and 
black people. You understand what 
I’m saying? We knew we couldn’t 
make it illegal to be either against 
the war or black, but by getting 
the public to associate the hippies 
with marijuana and blacks with 
heroin, and then criminalising both 
heavily, we could disrupt those 
communities. We could arrest their 
leaders, raid their homes, break 
up their meetings, and vilify them 
night after night on the evening 
news. Did we know we were lying 
about the drugs? Of course we did.”

So the ‘war on drugs’ was a 
weapon then and it continues to be 
a weapon now. This war is almost 
worldwide, in part because if the 
US government says ‘Jump’ then 
they expect everyone to say, ‘How 
high?’, but also because the other 
governments can use it as a weapon 
too. Not least because drugs are so 
easy to plant.

In the Ehrlichman quote we 
have hippies and blacks, but we 
can safely expand this to the left 
and the poor. For instance, though 
surveys have shown that the use of 
marijuana in the US is much the 
same among young whites as it is 
among young blacks, the police 
mainly target young blacks - and 
poor whites. I’ve seen it suggested 
that if the police targeted ‘frat 
boys’, as they do kids on the streets, 
then their parents would have 
lawyers screaming blue murder 
over harassment.

The police (anywhere?) can stop 
and search poor people and it’s 
an easy ‘bust’. A TV programme 
a few years ago had an American 
sheriff bemoaning the fact that his 
officers spent the bulk of their time 
chasing drugs; it’s easy and they 
can build up their career with loads 
of convictions. The problem was 
that they spent little time on ‘real’ 
police work - like murder, rape and 
burglary.

And how serious are the 
consequences of drug use? Things 
have got more complicated with 
modern synthetic drugs, but in 
general, as far as I’m aware, 
medical authorities agree that the 
most dangerous drugs to health are 
alcohol and tobacco. There are even 
statements from time to time from 
senior police folk (maybe retired) 
that the worst drug use that they 
have to deal with is alcohol.

There is another problem here 
too. Martin Short wrote a book 
many years ago about prohibition. 
He looked at those fighting for it 
and then on through the years of Al 
Capone and the rest. Towards the 

end he says that before prohibition 
the main link between organised 
crime and politicians was that 
the latter would sometimes hire 
thugs from the former to break 
up meetings of their opponents 
and cause similar mayhem. After 
prohibition, however, organised 
crime gangs owned politicians, 
judges, police and so on.

Why? How? Because there was 
so much money involved. I would 
suggest that the money involved in 
the ‘drug wars’ far exceeds that of 
prohibition and so, I think one can 
safely conclude, the corruption must 
far exceed that of the earlier period 
too. The HSBC bank was fined 
$1.9 billion in 2012 for laundering 
money for, among others, Mexican 
drug cartels.

A Guardian account of the 
affair had this to say: “In Mexico 
the bank ‘severely understaffed’ 
its compliance department and 
failed to implement an anti-money 
laundering programme despite 
evidence of serious risks. A complex 
scheme known as the black market 
peso exchange (BMPE) was used to 
launder the cash.”

So, it was ‘understaffing’ that 
was the problem. Of course, this 
record fine was imposed on a 
British rather than an American 
bank, but I find it hard to believe 
that a lot more big banks weren’t 
into this particular honeypot. As 
to other corrupt actors? It would 
appear from constant news stories 
that officialdom in most Central 
American countries is up to its eyes 
in it.

The only major tales in the 
mainstream media tend to be of 
the drug abuses of governments’ 
opponents - from FARC in Colombia 
to the Taliban in Afghanistan, and 
many more. Legalising drug use 
would end many of the problems, 
but that is not something that 
capitalist governments want to take 
more than a few steps towards: eg, 
the US states that have legalised 
marijuana use. They find it useful 
and, as Lazare ends his article, 
quoting the Communist manifesto, 
capitalism’s existence is “no longer 
compatible with society”. So what 
do they care?
Jim Nelson
email

Federalism
I was one of those who attended the 
most recent Zoom meeting of the 
CPGB’s ‘A week in politics’ Online 
Communist Forum, and found 
myself agreeing as usual with the 
main points, while inspired by the 
seriousness with which people 
addressed the topics for discussion. 
This time it was the recent elections 
in Britain and the growth of the 
respective national and regional 
divides aka nationalism.

As I said at the meeting, these 
nationalisms come over not as a 
response to another nation - a larger 
competing or colonising nation - but 
as a revolt against the centralised 
regime of one’s own status quo: 
that is, Europeans rebelling against 
Europe and the ‘British’ against 
Westminster.

How do we address this? If what 
is behind this local nationalism 
is discontent with Westminster - 
in many ways justified - it’s not 
alienation from the ‘other’, but 
from the centre. It’s not basically 
xenophobic. Do voters in the north 
and Midlands resent Londoners and 
southerners as foreigners?

So, to increase a desired sense 
of control, the answer is not 
independence, but federalism. In a 
socialist federation, power would 
come from the bottom up. It’s 
workers control applied to politics, 

within a wider local and regional 
political structure. I’ve never been 
a fan (as previous letters attest) of 
self-sufficient units like prehistoric 
settlements or roving hunter groups. 
Yet neither do I go for all-powerful 
leaders and a state separate from 
society.

In opposition to national 
isolation, we need interrelation: 
that is, decisions and knowledge 
flowing from all corners to an 
assembly of delegates. Such a 
chamber would be our local senate, 
in contact with other senates based 
on their own federal structures and 
all advising a worldwide delegate 
body. Ours might be held in the 
current House of Lords, when that 
unelected body is abolished!
Mike Belbin
London

Slaughtered
Cliff Slaughter died on May 3 2021 
at the age of 92. His important 
contributions to Marxist theories 
include ‘Religion and social revolt’ 
(Labour Review May-June 1958), 
‘What is revolutionary leadership?’ 
(Labour Review October-November 
1960) and ‘Lenin on dialectics: an 
introduction to the Philosophical 
notebooks of Lenin’ (1962).

He was won from the Communist 
Party by Gerry Healy after the crisis 
there following Khrushchev’s 1956 
secret speech outlining the crimes 
of Stalin, and the subsequent 
invasion of Hungary in the same 
year to put down that revolutionary 
uprising, proving that nothing had 
really changed.

Peter Fryer was expelled from 
the Communist Party for honestly 
reporting on the suppression of that 
revolution. He and Brian Behan 
led some hundreds from the CPGB 
into the Socialist Labour League 
from 1956 to 1958. Fryer, the 
best of that crew, resigned in mid-
1959 because Healy now reversed 
the relatively open orientation 
he had adopted to working class 
organisations and imposed the old 
bureaucratic-centralist regime. 
But Cliff Slaughter and a number 
of other ‘red professors’ remained 
and paid the price of unconditional 
capitulation to Healy, certainly after 
the mid-1960s.

Slaughter led his group’s 
repudiation of the heritage of 
the Russian Revolution via the 
works of István Mészáros: “Learn 
and develop the insight of István 
Mészáros in the closing chapters 
of Beyond capital that the future 
mass socialist movement will 
be inherently pluralist, with its 
component parts developing through 
their growing and necessary ability 
to coordinate their efforts (and thus 
achieve class-consciousness not 
to accept ‘control’ and a supposed 
‘revolutionary consciousness’ 
already formed by professed 
Marxists from above).”

Slaughter’s and Mészáros’s 
formulation of the relationship 
between party and class is neo-
Kautskyite. Ridiculously he 
proposes that Lenin’s pre-1917 
orientation (the revolutionary-
democratic dictatorship of 
the proletariat and peasantry) 
constituted an adequate perspective 
for the revolution, whereas the truth 
is the revolution was lost without 
the repudiation of that orientation 
and the transformation of the party 
into a weapon for the overthrow of 
capitalism via the April theses.

Most shockingly of all Slaughter 
says that Mao Zedong’s ‘bloc 
of four classes’ perspective was 
correct in 1949, as against post-
war Trotskyism. The message 
is that third-world popular 
frontism trumps post-war class-
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struggle Trotskyism, with all their 
transitional programmes and class-
independence struggles for the 
overthrow of capitalism (deeply 
flawed though these programmes 
were). No, a thousand times no! 
The class deserves far better than 
reformism hidden behind pseudo-
revolutionary phrases like this!

If Slaughter is right about 
socialism not being on the agenda 
in 1917, then Trotsky’s famous 
theory of permanent revolution is 
meaningless and without content; 
the Russian Revolution was merely 
a bourgeois national revolution, 
and so is the political content of 
the struggle of the Bolsheviks 
led by Lenin and Trotsky and its 
international manifestation - the 
revolutionary Comintern in its first 
four congresses. In order to achieve 
this volte face Slaughter capitulates 
to both Kautskyism in accepting 
the old social democratic theories 
of the party and of stages in the 
revolution; and goes even further 
than Tony Cliff’s state capitalism in 
attributing a historically progressive 
historic role to Stalinism.

Unbelievably Slaughter 
repudiates the entire history of 
Trotskyism and his own life’s work 
(deeply flawed though it was) and 
there was no-one left in his group 
to object. He avers not merely that 
there were some exceptions to the 
theory of permanent revolution: the 
entire thing was always rubbish, 
according to our renegade.

Slaughter continues, “[Trotsky] 
went on to question which classes 
would solve the task of the 
democratic revolution and how 
those classes would relate to each 
other”. Trotsky did not “question” 
this, but was absolutely sure that 
only the working class could lead 
the revolution and it could not 
simply be a ‘democratic’ revolution, 
but an ‘uninterrupted’, permanent 
one. He and the Bolsheviks agreed 
that only the working class could 
lead the coming revolution because 
of the small size and belated 
development of the bourgeoisie 
and its subservience to both the tsar 

and foreign capital. On this point, 
both were equally opposed to the 
Mensheviks.

And here we get the blatant 
lie. In quoting from Trotsky’s 
Permanent revolution (1905), he 
says: “... the ‘dictatorship of the 
proletariat and peasantry’ would 
[now comes the Trotsky quote] 
‘have to carry through to the end the 
agrarian revolution and democratic 
reconstruction of the state’. In 
other words, the dictatorship of the 
proletariat and peasantry would 
become the instrument for solving 
the historically belated task of 
the historically belated bourgeois 
revolution” (my emphasis).

But “and peasantry” is not in 
the Trotsky original quote. Further 
Trotsky is referring to the social 
content of this dictatorship and 
not what ‘the dictatorship of the 
proletariat and peasantry’ - an entity 
which Trotsky never endorsed in all 
his writings - might do. Slaughter 
added it to confuse us on what 
Trotsky’s real position was. To 
clarify matters, the ‘revolutionary 
dictatorship of the proletariat and 
peasantry’ means a bloc of the 
two classes, possibly on an equal 
footing in government, while the 
‘dictatorship of the proletariat’ 
means the working class, via 
its revolutionary leadership of 
the soviets ruling and leading 
the peasantry in a governmental 
alliance.

There were many occasions 
when Lenin came remarkably close 
to Trotsky’s Permanent revolution, 
as the following passages show:

Trotsky: “The formula which the 
Bolsheviks have here chosen for 
themselves reads: the proletariat 
which leads the peasantry behind 
it.”

Lenin: “Isn’t it obvious that the 
idea of all these formulations is 
one and the same? Isn’t it obvious 
that this idea expresses precisely 
the dictatorship of the proletariat 
and peasantry - that the “formula” 
of the proletariat supported by the 
peasantry remains entirely within 
the bounds of that very same 

dictatorship of the proletariat and 
peasantry?” (my emphasis).

Trotsky comments: “Thus 
Lenin puts a construction on the 
‘algebraic’ formula here, which 
excludes the idea of an independent 
peasant party and even more its 
dominant role in the revolutionary 
government: the proletariat leads 
the peasantry, the proletariat 
is supported by the peasantry, 
consequently the revolutionary 
power is concentrated in the hands 
of the party of the proletariat. But 
this is precisely the central point 
of the theory of the permanent 
revolution” (original emphasis).

This is how those dreadful 
enemies of Slaughter since the 
mid-50s, the ‘Pabloites’, have 
bowdlerised it. And this was also 
the game that Radek, Zinoviev 
and later Stalin played in China 
in the 20s and 30s - the two-stage 
theory that resurrected Lenin’s old 
formulation, repudiated by him in 
the April theses, and extended it 
back, politically reviving the old 
Menshevism. This was the policy 
which destroyed the Chinese 
revolution in 1927 and led to the 
admired ‘victory’ of Mao Zedong’s 
theory of the bloc of four classes 
in 1949. He took power in the 
name of this bloc in 1949, which 
politically excluded the working 
class, but he did not institute a 
deformed workers’ state (with 
the working class still politically 
excluded) until 1952-53, when the 
advent of the Korean war meant 
their erstwhile allies in the national 
bourgeoisie became too unreliable 
for government.

This is the popular-frontist two-
stage policy still pursued today 
by the South African Communist 
Party and by Maoist and other 
Stalinist forces from Peru to India, 
Nepal and the Philippines, to give 
a few examples. Trotsky’s theory 
of permanent revolution provided 
the basis for the only consistent 
revolutionary programme for these 
countries.

And the final insult to the name 
of Trotskyism: Slaughter explained 
that bourgeois-democratic 
revolutions after 1917 were all led 
by Stalinists (he could never handle 
Cuba) and “it was only via this path 
- and not via the bourgeoisie - that 
nationalist capitalist states could be 
achieved; and that is the historic 
role the various Stalinist regimes, 
‘workers states’ played. They 
prepared and effected the transition 
of the nation to capitalism”.

Well, there we have it! This 
implies the Bolsheviks were wrong 
against the Mensheviks, Trotsky 
was wrong against Stalin, and 
present-day Trotskyists are wrong 
against Stalinists everywhere. 
Stalinism has played a historically 
progressive role and their opponents 
on the left deserved what they 
got for attempting to obstruct this 
progressivism.

In the swamp Max Shachtman, 
Raya Dunayevskya, CLR James 
and Hal Draper - mediated through 
the works of Georg Lukács, István 
Mészáros, Cyril Smith and Cliff 
Slaughter - now trump Lenin and 
Trotsky as political models, as 
well as on the intimately connected 
question of internal democracy and 
the need for a workers’ state. We 
must continue the struggle without 
and against them: that fight will 
strengthen new revolutionists now 
emerging to replace them; they 
will supersede them and annul their 
failures.
Gerry Downing
Socialist Fight

Ethnic cleansing
In 1983, Rafael Eitan, chief of 
staff of the Israeli Defense Forces, 
said: “We declare openly that the 
Arabs have no right to settle on 

even one centimetre of Eretz Israel 
… Force is all they do or ever 
will understand. We shall use the 
ultimate force until the Palestinians 
come crawling to us on all fours.” 
Today, we are seeing the use of such 
force in Sheikh Jarrah - an area of 
occupied and illegally annexed East 
Jerusalem.

Beginning from May 2 2021, 
Israel has begun its attempts 
to forcibly evict 26 Palestinian 
families from their homes in 
Sheikh Jarrah. These families 
consist of refugees since the 
Nakba (the 1947-49 expulsion and 
forced exile of over two-thirds of 
the population by Zionist forces) 
and have been denied their United 
Nations-mandated right to return 
home. They were relocated in the 
neighbourhood when it was under 
Jordanian control between 1948 
and 1967.

Israeli propaganda attempts to 
present the idea that the homes 
being seized were once owned by 
Jews. This is a complete lie - the 
Jordanian authorities were the 
ones to finance the construction 
of the homes. Since the early 
1970s, Palestinians in Sheikh 
Jarrah have been battling a series 
of Jewish settler organisations, 
who filed lawsuits claiming the 
land belonged to them. Many 
Palestinians have been kicked out 
of the neighbourhood and replaced 
by Israeli settlers. The current 
stand-off and protests came about 
after an Israeli court ruled in favour 
of Nahalat Shimon International, an 
organisation based in the US; and 
Ateret Cohanim, another settlement 
group that seeks to take over the 
properties.

In its bloody quest to eliminate 
Palestinians from Sheikh Jarrah, 
the settler state has left no stone 
unturned. Combat-clad murderers 
have been sent in to terrorise 
Palestinian sit-ins with skunk water, 
tear gas, rubber-coated bullets and 
shock grenades. Protestors have 
been physically assaulted, kneeled 
on, choked and shot at with live 
rounds. On May 7, the Israeli 
police forced their way into the 
neighbourhood, as Palestinians and 
solidarity activists gathered to break 
their Ramadan fasting in solidarity 
with 40 Palestinians, including 10 
children.

As Palestinians gathered to 
demonstrate against the forceful 
eviction of dozens of residents, 
Jewish settlers - including Itamar 
Ben-Gvir, a lawmaker and a 
follower of Meir Kahane (the 
founder of the violent US Jewish 
Defense League, who advocated 
the mass ethnic cleansing of 
Palestinians) - arrived at the scene. 
Ben-Gvir set up a provisional 
office across the street from where 
Palestinians were having their post-
fast Iftar meal, while other settlers, 
who chanted racist slogans, such as 
“Death to Arabs” and called for all 
Palestinians to be thrown out from 
the neighbourhood, pepper-sprayed 
the Iftar table.

On the same day, a video surfaced 
on social media, which showed Ben-
Gvir, along with Jerusalem deputy 
mayor Arieh King, disparagingly 
yelling at a Palestinian who was 
apparently wounded by Israeli 
police, yet returned to protest against 
the evictions of Palestinian families. 
Ben-Gvir is heard shouting: “Abu 
Hummus, how is your ass?” Then, 
King himself joins in the shouting: 
“Did they take the bullet out of your 
ass? It’s a pity it did not go in here,” 
he added, pointing to his head. It is 
not surprising that King used this 
sadistic rhetoric. He is the director 
of a rightwing settler organisation 
named the Israel Land Fund, which 
constantly targets the Sheikh Jarrah 
neighbourhood. In 2017, King told 
an Israeli newspaper that up to 

500 Israeli families would move 
into Sheikh Jarrah within the next 
decade. The precise method of 
doing this has been made clear now: 
namely Zionist terrorism.

The colonialist attempts to evict 
Palestinians from Sheikh Jarrah are 
patently illegal. The Palestinians 
consider East Jerusalem to be their 
capital (as does most of the planet). 
Israel captured East Jerusalem 
during the Six Day War in 1967. 
In the immediate aftermath, 
it passed the Municipalities 
Ordinance (Amendment No6), 
which authorised the extension of 
Israeli law and administration to 
East Jerusalem and empowered 
the interior ministry to unilaterally 
enlarge the municipal boundaries.

In 1980, Israel illegally annexed 
East Jerusalem as part of the Basic 
Law of Jerusalem, which declared 
that “Jerusalem, complete and 
united, is the capital of Israel.” To 
cement the annexation, the Israeli 
government approved the ‘Master 
Plan 2000’ - a massive scheme to 
rearrange the boundaries of the city 
in such a way that it would ensure 
a permanent demographic majority 
for Israeli Jews at the expense of 
the city’s native inhabitants. In 
other words, the Master Plan was 
a blueprint for a state-sponsored 
ethnic cleansing campaign, which 
saw the destruction of thousands 
of Palestinian homes and the 
subsequent eviction of numerous 
families.

In response to the 1967 act, 
the United Nations security 
council adopted resolution 252, 
which affirmed that “acquisition 
of territory by military conquest 
is inadmissible”. The resolution 
also stated: “all legislative and 
administrative measures and 
actions taken by Israel, including 
expropriation of land and properties 
thereon, which tend to change the 
legal status of Jerusalem are invalid 
and cannot change that status.” This 
view has been reiterated with regard 
to the ethnic cleansing of Sheikh 
Jarrah.

“We call on Israel to immediately 
call off all forced evictions,” UN 
rights office spokesman Rupert 
Colville told reporters in Geneva 
on May 7. He emphasised that 
East Jerusalem “remains part of the 
occupied Palestinian territory, in 
which international humanitarian 
law applies” and that Israel is not 
authorised to “impose its own set of 
laws in occupied territory, including 
East Jerusalem .... The occupying 
power ... cannot confiscate private 
property in occupied territory.”

Under international law, he 
said, it is illegal to transfer civilian 
populations into occupied territory 
and this “may amount to war 
crimes”. Colville urged the Israeli 
regime to depart from behaviour 
that further contributes to “a 
coercive environment or leads to 
a risk of forcible transfer.” He 
added: “We further call on Israel to 
respect freedom of expression on 
assembly, including with those who 
are protesting against the evictions, 
and to exercise maximum restraint 
in the use of force.”

In today’s world, the settler-
colonial logic of ideological 
obliteration has been aided by social 
media giants. These platforms 
have again displayed their cosy 
relations with Israeli colonialism 
by censoring, limiting or shutting 
down the accounts of those users 
who have uploaded and shared 
video content and images about the 
Zionist attacks in Sheikh Jarrah. 
This wide-ranging campaign of 
erasure will come to an end only if 
the world univocally opposes the 
annihilationist and annexationist 
agenda of Israel.
Yanis Iqbal
email
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Shallow, brief and very stupid
The refusal to face up to the disastrous divisions caused by Brexit stems from referendum cretinism. Clive 
Dean of Labour Party Marxists reports on the May 9 meeting of LLA supporters

Another ‘all-supporters meeting’ 
of the Labour Left Alliance 
was held last weekend. This 

was billed to last just two hours, and 
the agenda was restricted to three 
items: analysis of the local election 
results, attempts to coordinate the 
Labour left, and the forthcoming 
trade union elections.

At the start of the meeting 
the chair, comrade Daniel Platts, 
remarked how it was unfortunate 
that no motions had been submitted. 
However, in my view this actually 
highlights the lack of any formal 
place in the LLA’s constitution 
for ‘all-supporters meetings’. This 
means they can only be a talking 
shop - they are unable to formulate 
LLA policy, and are being used as a 
substitute for meetings of local left 
Labour groups, many of which have 
ceased to function. This time the 
attendance online was disappointing. 
At no point were more than 90 
present - not good for an organisation 
that claims over 2,000 registered 
supporters.

The invitation to this meeting, 
emailed to all the supporters, included 
a political statement that contains 
three erroneous formulations, which 
I will address before moving on to 
what happened on May 9:
n “Starmer and his rightwing allies 
are trying to pin the shockingly bad 
election results on Jeremy Corbyn. 
This really does not hold water.”

The council results in England 
clearly match the political alignments 
from the 2019 general election. In 
addition the Tories have pocketed 
votes from those who backed the 
Brexit Party in 2019. Corbyn was 
responsible for Labour failing to 
‘honour the result of the referendum’ 
after the 2017 election and then 
committing to a second referendum 
in the 2019 manifesto. Former 
Labour voters who backed Brexit 
abandoned Labour in 2019 and will 
not be returning in a hurry. So, yes, 
Corbyn was partly responsible for 
Labour’s poor results.
n “[2017] was, of course, before 
the anti-Semitism smear campaign 
against Corbyn and the left really 
took off, naturally affecting the 
election results over the next few 
years. Had the Corbyn leadership 
exposed these charges … and taken 
on the right in the process, we could 
be in a very different situation today.”

The 2019 election defeat was not 
down to the anti-Semitism smear 
campaign - it was Brexit, stupid. 
The fake anti-Semitism campaign 
was used to undermine support for 
Corbyn inside the party, and to pick 
off prominent leftwingers, but the 
main motive for voters abandoning 
Labour was Brexit. Labour would 
have lost to Johnson’s ‘Get Brexit 
done’ slogan, even if Corbyn had 
faced down the fake anti-Semitism 
attacks within the party.
n “Starmer should stand down, 
allowing a new leadership contest to 
take place. If a leftwinger is prepared 
to stand for the leadership on the 
basis that they would take on the 
right in and outside the party, this 
could very quickly open up things in 
the Labour movement once again.”

To demand a new leadership 
contest now is ridiculous. There is no 
candidate-in-waiting who is willing 
to “take on the right” of the party 
in the way that Corbyn would not. 
And, even if there was, in the current 
climate they would never make it 
onto the ballot paper. Concentrating 
on leadership elections is a distraction 
- the left needs to fight for political 

clarity and a socialist programme.
And so to the meeting itself. 

The opening on the local election 
results was to have been presented 
by comrade Roger Silverman, but he 
was indisposed, so Tina Werkmann 
delivered a combined opening for 
the first two items. The comrade’s 
analysis of Labour’s poor showing 
highlighted Starmer’s weakness 
as leader of the opposition and 
contrasted this with his conduct of 
the civil war within the Labour Party. 
Here the fake anti-Semitism purge of 
leftwingers continues and has been 
supplemented by multiple taboo 
subjects that members are forbidden 
to discuss at party meetings. She 
repeated the mistaken view that 
Labour would have won in 2019 if 
only Corbyn had stood up against the 
anti-Semitism charges, ignoring the 
role of Brexit.

Comrade Tina echoed the call 
for Starmer to go and the wishful 
thinking that somehow this would 
open the door for the left, despite 
its current predicament: she herself 
made the valid point that the ‘official 

left’ is yet to learn any lessons from 
Corbyn’s defeat, and so is bound 
to repeat the same mistakes - in 
particular the policy of appeasing the 
right in the vain hope that this would 
facilitate a ‘left’ reformist crossing 
the Downing Street threshold.

Secret
Comrade Tina then moved on to 
brief the meeting on the Labour left 
cooperation talks that are underway.1 
This was the third time I have 
heard her verbal summary (only 
some details have changed in each 
rendition). She told us that 25 left 
groups are involved and that many 
of the smaller groups want to abolish 
the notorious Centre-Left Grassroots 
Alliance - the undemocratic and 
unaccountable vehicle that imposes 
candidates on the left for all internal 
party elections. But she freely 
admitted there is next to no chance 
that those in control will agree to 
reform the process or allow the LLA 
to participate. She confirmed that the 
organisations involved were bound to 
the Chatham House rule of secrecy, 

hence she would not elaborate on the 
details of the talks.

Clearly you cannot win the 
argument for openness and 
transparency on the left by 
surrendering to demands for secrecy. 
We deserve a full written report on 
what is going on and who is involved. 
Then we can judge whether this is a 
genuine initiative to involve all the 
trends on the Labour left - or a thinly 
veiled attempt to prevent the LLA 
from supporting candidates against 
the ‘official left’, as it did in the 2020 
NEC election. But, it seems, the 
LLA is happy to be going along with 
the ‘big players’. Hence you will find 
not even a mention of the talks in the 
LLA’s official minutes.

Comrade Tina spoke for 17 
minutes. We were then informed 
by the chair that speakers in the 
discussion would be limited to two 
minutes. This effectively killed any 
chance of seriously debating the 
controversial points in the opening. 
It renders hollow the LLA’s claim 
that its meetings allow participants 
to contribute, unlike the safe ‘rally’ 
format favoured by the ‘official left’. 
If we are serious about developing 
a socialist movement, then we need 
to hear contending arguments in 
full. Within the LLA that should 
mean each of the political currents 
involved being given an opportunity 
to provide a speaker who will 
not be restricted by gagging time 
constraints.

As is usually the case in these 
meetings, the quality of the 
contributions varied. Some were on 
message, while others were more 
like the ramblings you hear in a 
Constituency Labour Party meeting, 
projecting local experiences as 
generalised solutions to the problems 
of the left. Supporters of Labour 
Party Marxists made a number of 
contributions, emphasising that 
Brexit was responsible for Labour’s 
electoral defeats and questioning 
the wisdom of demanding a 
fresh leadership contest. We also 
called for the rejection of secrecy 
in negotiations on the left and 
emphasised the need to develop a 
political programme for socialism.

In his intervention, Tony 
Greenstein drew parallels between 
Labour’s decline and that of similar 
social democratic parties across 
Europe. True to his position as a 
loyal ‘remainer’ and keen advocate 
of referendums, he refused to accept 
that the politics of Brexit had any 
determining impact on Labour’s 
vote in the so-called ‘red wall’ seats. 
Instead he presented what amounts 
to a crude sociological narrative of 
Labour’s decline since 1945 and how 
this mirrors the decline in “traditional 
working class employment”. 
Presumably, there must have been 
an upswing in “traditional working 
class employment” in 2017 and then 
a sudden downturn in “traditional 
working class employment” in 2019 
and yet another sudden downturn 
in “traditional working class 
employment” in 2021. Reductive 
nonsense that stems from the 
referendum cretinism of today’s  
‘left’.

Comrade Werkmann then spoke 
again, having been allowed a 
further six minutes to respond to the 
discussion. Like most left Labourites 
she is unable to comprehend the 
significance of Brexit and how it has 
split the working class. Instead we 
have business as usual and the dull 
routine of putting up ‘left’ career 
politicians against right career 

politicians (and not learning the 
lesson when these ‘lefts’ turn right). 
Hence we were naively told that a 
Labour leadership election would 
open up huge possibilities for the 
left - especially if Richard Burgon 
or Zarah Sultana decided to stand! 
In an effort to justify the LLA’s 
participation in the secret talks, she 
provided, with not the least sense 
of irony, more details of what is not 
allowed under the ‘left’s’ version 
of the Chatham House rule, and 
how the invitation for the LLA to 
participate came from the ‘murky’ 
leaders of the Don’t Leave, Organise 
network. None of this explains why 
the LLA has so easily abandoned 
the principle of openness.

The third item on the agenda 
focused on the LLA’s work in 
trade unions - in particular the 
forthcoming elections in Unite and 
Unison. Comrade Pam Bromley 
explained that the LLA holds regular 
caucus meetings for members in 
Unite, Unison and the National 
Education Union, as well as a group 
where members of all unions can 
share experiences and organise.

The Unite caucus had called 
a hustings event for the general 
secretary election, which is 
currently in the nominations phase. 
All three left hopefuls were invited: 
Howard Beckett, Steve Turner 
and Sharon Graham; and a list of 
searching questions was prepared. 
In the event, however, only Howard 
Beckett attended - indeed Steve 
Turner was quite dismissive of his 
invitation. Clearly comrade Beckett 
performed well, because he went on 
to win a ballot of LLA supporters in 
Unite, and has now been endorsed 
by the LLA steering committee for 
the nominations phase at least.

This LLA ballot was not without 
incident - it seems over 200 votes 
were cast for one of the candidates 
within a few minutes just before 
voting closed, and these votes 
originated from suspect internet 
sources. However, this bot activity 
was deemed not to have affected 
the overall result. Comrade Pam 
concluded by expressing the concern 
of all LLA supporters that three 
competing left candidates in Unite’s 
first-past-the-post election would 
facilitate a win by the rightwing 
candidate, Gerard Coyne, should he 
receive the required nominations.

Comrade Carol Taylor-Spedding 
explained how the NEU caucus was 
supporting the fight of victimised 
NEU representatives who have 
been sacked for insisting on safe 
working conditions for teachers 
during the Covid-19 pandemic. 
She was followed by comrade 
Ross Charnock, who reported 
on the Unison caucus, which is 
busy promoting the left slate for 
the Unison NEC elections. He 
suggested that a leftwing NEC 
would democratise the union and 
return funds from the centre to 
the branches. There was a brief 
discussion where we learnt that 
all three left Unite candidates are 
full-time bureaucrats on six-figure 
salaries and many branches are 
struggling to organise nomination 
meetings.

Once the list of speakers was 
exhausted, the meeting was drawn 
to a close 15 minutes early - ironic, 
given the strict time limits imposed 
earlier l

Notes
1. ‘Chatham House “left”’ Weekly Worker April 29: 
weeklyworker.co.uk/worker/1345/chatham-house-left.
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Heronimus Bosch, ‘The ship of fools’ (1490-1500)
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The politics of denial 
Class and the politics of narrow nationalism are now entwined, writes Eddie Ford. Instead of denying its 
own role in helping to bring about this sorry situation, the left needs to do some serious thinking

Everyone is now trying to come 
to terms with the fallout from 
last week’s elections on ‘super 

Thursday’, especially the Hartlepool 
disaster-cum-debacle. Firstly, insofar 
as it is a valid exercise at all, how 
would the results have panned out in 
a general election? The polls tell us 
36% for the Tories, Labour on 29%, 
the Liberal Democrats with 17% and 
others on 18% (Scottish National 
Party, Plaid Cymru, Greens, etc).

This actually represents a 
relatively low polling for the 
Tories - well ahead, but certainly 
not sweeping away everything that 
stands before them. As for the Labour 
Party, it is significantly behind - yet 
not massively. The Lib Dems did 
not have a good day, whatever the 
media might say. This means that the 
projected Conservative lead of seven 
points is similar to the average of 
six points in the most recent Britain-
wide polls. Overall, the results 
appear to confirm the much talked 
about ‘vaccine boost’ for the Tories.

But that hardly explains the result 
in Hartlepool, which saw a 16% 
swing from Labour to the Tories. 
The explanation cannot be Corbyn 
and the ‘Anti-Zionism equals anti-
Semitism’ big lie: now, after all, we 
have Keir Starmer and the purging 
of ‘anti-Semites’ such as Corbyn. 
No, the straightforward, obvious, 
inescapable explanation has to be 
Brexit. Labour’s candidate, Paul 
Williams, was a dyed-in-the-wool 
‘remainer’ (the same goes for Sir 
Keir himself, of course). In the 
2019 election the Brexit candidate, 
Richard Tice, came third with over 
ten thousand votes (some 25% of 
the total poll). Understandably, on 
May 6 these voters switched to 
Boris Johnson’s Tories and gave Jill 
Mortimer a stunning victory and an 
absolute majority (more on Brexit 
below).

Of course, when you look at the 
overall picture, with this or that 
exception, what we have in both 
England and Scotland - though not 
so much in Wales - is a situation 
where class politics, however 
attenuated, are cleaved, undercut, by 
the politics of narrow nationalism. 
This is not something that we on the 
left want, let alone welcome. But it is 
something that the left has to adjust 
to and seriously address politically.

Sad to say, there are those 
who thought they could ride the 
nationalist tiger. Look at Scotland - 
a tragic situation. In the late 1960s, 
in terms of the central belt, with its 
shipbuilding, mines, engineering etc, 
Scotland was solidly red. Historically 
the CPGB was a real force. The 
National Union of Mineworkers 
had a communist leader in the burly 
shape of Mick McGahey, whilst 
West Fife previously had a CPGB 
MP, Willie Gallagher. If we look 
at the industrial struggles of this 
period, a name that comes instantly 
to mind is Jimmy Reid - who came to 
prominence in the early 1970s, when 
he led the Upper Clyde Shipbuilders 
work-in. Reid was a long-standing 
member of the CPGB - along with 
comrades such as Jimmy Airlie, 
Sammy Gilmore and Sammy Barr.

Now, in terms of the recent 
elections, what do we have? Not that 
long ago, the Scottish Socialist Party 
was boasting about how superior 
it was to the “English left” - which 
apparently keeps splitting over trivial 
issues. But this time the SSP did 

not stand a single candidate. Truly 
pathetically, its leader, Colin Fox - 
formerly of the Militant Tendency - 
justified the party’s absence from the 
battlefield on the grounds that it does 
not have sufficient resources. That 
tells you that the SSP is for all intents 
and purposes an ex-party. Basically, 
the organisation fell in behind the 
SNP, which was always going to 
happen.

Looking back again, there was 
also the anti-Poll Tax campaign 
in the early 90s, with Margaret 
Thatcher trying to impose the tax on 
Scotland a year before the rest of the 
country as a sort of laboratory test-
cum-provocation. The resistance 
saw the public emergence of Militant 
and its great hero, Tommy Sheridan, 
who famously swore ‘loyalty’ to 
the monarch with his fist raised - a 
wonderful display of republican 
defiance. Four years later Sheridan 
was joined by five other SSP MSPs 
in Holyrood. However, in last week’s 
elections, he advocated a vote for 
the SNP and Alex Salmond’s Alba 
Party (which got exactly nowhere, 
getting 1.7% of the vote). Sheridan 
was the former leader of Solidarity, 
which split from the SSP essentially 
because of his sex life - which he 
straightforwardly lied about in 
court, getting convicted of perjury 
in December 2010. Nothing trivial 
about that, is there? You could hardly 
make it up.

What did the Socialist Workers 
Party advise? Vote Trade Unionist 
and Socialist Coalition, which stood 
a few candidates in Scotland. This is 
all that remains of the left in Scotland 
at less than 1% of the vote. Not 
that the SWP, unlike Lenin and the 
Bolsheviks, considers parliamentary 

elections to be of any particular 
importance. No, ‘All under one 
banner’ street demonstrations and 
workplace disputes are the ‘be all 
and end all’. In other words, left-
nationalism combined with crass 
economism. Naturally, the SWP 
cannot give electoral support for 
either the SNP or Alba because 
of their pro-capitalist and bigoted 
politics. Well, no-one would 
dispute their pro-capitalism. But the 
“bigoted” politics turned out to be 
that some in Alba dare question the 
current narrative around trans rights 
- which is obviously a complex 
question. Either way, the left barely 
exists in Scotland - and, of course, it 
is the same south of the border.

Long Brexit
But in England we are definitely 
seeing the playing out of the Brexit 
question, or ‘long Brexit’ - which is 
not just about 2016 or 2017, or even 
2019. It is an issue the left needs to 
fully understand, as it will continue 
to run and run, because the Tories 
can keep using it from different 
angles, artificially injecting the 
question of Europe into any issue, 
as we saw with sending in the Royal 
Navy over the Jersey fishing dispute 
with France.

So what is going on? There is an 
argument that Labour is now the 
party of what is contemptuously 
referred to as ‘Gradland’ - graduate 
land. But the working class is 
constantly made and remade. 
True, there are very few miners 
left in Britain - and there is no 
expectation of a revival of deep 
coal mining on any scale. And, 
though it sounds slightly incredible 
now, nursing was once regarded as 

a middle class profession - along 
with doctors, lawyers, teachers, 
local government white collar 
employees, etc. But today a nurse is 
a skilled worker, not a middle-class 
professional. Similarly teachers, 
computer programmers and local 
government white-collar employees 
have likewise been thoroughly 
proletarianised.

Yes, we have a working class 
that is being made and remade. 
But we also have a section of the 
class that has been won over to the 
Tories - because they are offering an 
explanation for the decay of their 
areas and the lack of opportunities: 
it is all the fault of Brussels and the 
EU-loving metropolitan elite. Okay, 
completely bogus politics - but it 
provides answers and therefore 
possible solutions. Brexit has 
certainly been done by the Tories 
and regrettably the left played a part 
in the construction of this narrative.

While there was a passionately 
pro-EU left, there was also an 
equally passionate anti-EU left. Just 
as the left in Scotland trailed the SNP 
and adapted to narrow nationalism, 
the left in England trailed 
behind one wing of the political 
establishment or the other on this 
question. Though the Brexiteers 
talked about ‘Lexit’ (a left Brexit), 
the left did not play the role Tony 
Benn did in the early 1970s - when 
he disgracefully sat alongside the 
far-right Tory, Enoch Powell. They 
played a totally backseat role. The 
SWP, Socialist Appeal, the Morning 
Star’s Communist Party of Britain, 
and so on, effectively constituted 
themselves as camp followers of 
Boris Johnson and Nigel Farage.

And, on the other side, the pro-

‘remain’ left followed the now 
almost forgotten Chuka Umunna, 
Vince Cable and Anna Soubry. 
They even took money from George 
Soros and the Rowntree Foundation. 
Then there is Starmer himself and 
his relentless agitation for Labour 
to suicidally commit to a second 
Brexit referendum. Independent 
working class politics were almost 
entirely absent.

In the view of the CPGB, the left 
should have fought to delegitimise 
the 2016 referendum and said we 
were never going to respect the 
result, as referendums are crude, 
simplistic, anti-democratic and cut 
through the politics of party and 
class. Admittedly, there would have 
been a short-term price to be paid 
for taking such a principled stance 
- but we would be in a far stronger 
position now.

The response of the left to 
super-Thursday is, to say the least, 
disappointing. Leaving aside 
the SWP and its fetish of street 
demonstrations and workplace 
disputes, the rush to defend Angela 
Rayner says it all. Two examples 
will suffice.

Firstly, Gaya Sriskanthan, joint 
chair of Momentum - the Corbynite 
fan club that got subsumed into 
the Jon Lansman machine and is 
now not much more than a training 
ground for bureaucrats and aspiring 
career politicians. She said that the 
‘sacking’ of Rayner was “blatant 
scapegoating”. Note that parts of 
the Labour left have been saying 
Starmer should be sacked - would 
that not be “blatant scapegoating” 
as well?

Then there is the cherubic 
Owen Jones, Guardian columnist 
and leftwinger - or what passes 
for leftwing, as far as the British 
establishment is concerned. He too 
said the Starmer leadership was 
trying to “scapegoat” Rayner for 
Labour’s “disaster” - going on to 
say that “trying to pin the blame 
on a working class woman for their 
lack of vision of strategy” was “the 
absolute pits”.1

Frankly, we were expecting 
the soft left to launch one of those 
daft petitions demanding the 
reinstatement of Angela Rayner - like 
they did with Rebecca Long-Bailey 
when she was sacked from the front 
bench over the fake anti-Semitism 
campaign. But then Rayner got her 
three new, well paid jobs, including 
shadowing Michael Gove.

No, our task lies not in defending 
or promoting bourgeois politicians, 
even if they seek popularity on 
the left by calling themselves a 
‘socialist’. Socialists stand for 
socialism: that is the rule of the 
working class and the superseding 
of capitalism. Socialists do not sit 
in capitalist cabinets or shadow 
cabinets. Socialists do not take 
the bloated salaries of official 
politicians. No, they live on the 
average skilled worker’s wage and 
hand the balance to the movement. 
Socialists are not careerist place 
seekers, individual dilettantes: 
instead they subordinate themselves 
to the democracy and centralism of 
their co-thinkers l

eddie.ford@weeklyworker.co.uk

ELECTIONS

Notes
1. ft.com/content/57c3098e-60e2-403e-be0c-
b1fdd1cb3dbd.

Tice’s big Brexit vote in 2019 went to Jill Mortimer and the Tories in 2021
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Sorry results of tailism
Narrow nationalism of all varieties distorts, twists and inverts class politics. Paul Demarty provides a 
preliminary post-mortem on the May 6 results

In some respects, the unfolding of 
the election results was sequenced 
unfairly to Sir Keir Starmer.
The first things we learned about 

were the Hartlepool by-election and 
several English council elections, 
and it was here that we saw Labour’s 
greatest embarrassments. Strong 
showings in mayoral races and 
indeed in elections to the Welsh 
Senedd were tallied up too late to 
take the sting out of those initial 
failures.

Nor should they really. These 
local elections do not coincide with 
a general election. According to 
the rules of politics as usual, the 
government should get hammered. 
Instead, there was an 8% swing to 
the Tories and they picked up a large 
chunk of local councils and gained 
an absolute majority of an admittedly 
pitiful turnout in a parliamentary by-
election.

The obvious, logical, inescapable 
explanation is Brexit. Put simply, 
‘leavers’ who voted Ukip or Brexit 
Party defected to Boris Johnson’s 
‘get Brexit done’/‘we have got 
Brexit done’ incarnation of the 
Tory party. Expecting them to vote 
for a colourless ‘remainer’ Labour 
candidate parachuted into Hartlepool 
and a colourless leader who fronted 
Labour’s serial sabotage of Theresa 
May’s deal with a resentful EU is 
to desert the post-2016 realities of a 
country where class politics has been 

-  regrettably - overlayed, twisted, 
even inverted.

Those traditional Labour voters 
who voted ‘leave’ in 2016 did not, in 
the main, desert Labour in the 2017 
For the many, not the few general 
election; indeed, that time, Labour 
increased its overall share of the 
vote. The party had, though, painted 
itself into a corner by participating 
in the EU referendum campaign 
and, most of all, pledging to ‘accept 
the result’ (all under the supposedly 
game-changing leadership of Jeremy 
Corbyn). The issue was thus always 
delicate, since the working class was 
split on the issue. Too-enthusiastic 
support for Brexit would alienate the 
working class of the cities; sabotage 
would alienate those of the post-
industrial towns.

As for the left, apart from the 
CPGB and Labour Party Marxists, 
it divided neatly into ‘leave’ and 
‘remain’ camps; and for all the 
rhetoric about offering distinctively 
‘left’ versions of each vote, in the 
end the various groups were reduced 
to tailing the bourgeois leadership 
of each camp - even, in the case of 
certain left-remainers, to the point 
of taking George Soros’s money. 
If, instead, the left had put its 
energies into delegitimising the 2016 
referendum, winning Labour to treat 
the whole exercise as an attempt by 
a besieged Tory prime minister to 
save his bacon, things could have 

been very different. The left was so 
corrupted by spontaneism, however, 
that it could not imagine convincing 
the masses of any tactic not written on 
a ballot paper by a Tory government.

In the 2017 general election 
Brexit was not the main issue. 
Corbyn’s Labour and May’s Tories 
were alike committed to abiding by 
the (constitutionally non-binding) 
2016 referendum result. However, 
as the hapless May failed to secure 
a majority and then, predictably, 
suffered one crushing parliamentary 
humiliation after another, the 
temptation of triggering a new 
election proved irresistible. Corbyn 
and Labour’s attempts to collapse 
the government meant voting down 
every deal Theresa May could come 
up with; this ship was easily steered 
by a certain Sir Keir Starmer, by 
then shadow Brexit secretary, into 
a second referendum position (in 
effect, for ‘remain’).

The die was cast. Boris Johnson 
effortlessly brushed May aside, 
ruthlessly purged the Parliamentary 
Conservative Party of its ‘remainers’ 
and swept to a triumphant 80-strong 
majority against Corbyn’s now 
completely outmanoeuvred Labour 
Party. Labour was smeared by the 
Westminster bourgeois media with 
the anti-Semitism big lie, and - much 
more importantly - in the minds of 
millions of ‘leave’ voters in Labour’s 
traditional northern and midlands 

heartlands, tainted with sabotaging 
Brexit. So, after replacing the ‘anti-
Semitic’ Corbyn as party leader and 
having easily seen off his pathetic 
‘anti-Semitic’ heir and successor, 
Rebecca Long-Bailey, from the 
shadow cabinet - despite threats and 
protests by the official left - the rot 
continues under the witch-hunter 
supreme, the prosecutor general 
himself, Sir Keir Starmer.

Because the ‘remainer’ left is 
as much part of the problem as the 
‘leaver’ left, there is widespread 
denial to the point of brain death. 
Most of what still passes for the 
‘left’ is trapped in the bourgeois 
politics of either ‘remain’ or ‘leave’. 
Independent working class politics is 
beyond them.

Of course, May 6 produced its 
inevitable frenzy of scapegoating. 
Tony Blair wants to ditch the “woke 
brigade” and go for the “total 
deconstruction and reconstruction” 
of the Labour Party and a “radical” 
economic agenda, presumably code 
for breaking the trade union link, 
a total purge of the party’s left and 
a British version of Joe Biden’s 
Keynesianism. Blue Labour wants 
to unhesitatingly embrace ‘leave’ 
and the ‘leave’ electorate … a recipe 
for losing London and other big 
cities. Then there is the Chatham 
House ‘left’ and its not-so-secret plot 
to dump Keir Starmer … and get 
Andy Burnham, Yvette Cooper, Jess 

Brexit continues to divide 
the working class and play 
into the hands of the Tories
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Philips or whoever, which will not 
happen until, and if, Johnson goes 
for an early general election … and 
Labour loses. (Johnson’s decision 
to scrap the fixed five-year law 
suggests that something like this is 
on his mind.) 

Owen Jones, among others on the 
ever-less-left, clutches at Wales as 
a way forward. Like Boris Johnson 
in London and Nicola Sturgeon 
in Edinburgh, Mark Drakeford in 
Cardiff experienced his vaccine 
bounce. Each had control of the 
NHS, lockdowns, travel restrictions, 
etc. To point out the obvious, no 
such devolved bodies exist in the 
red wall constituencies. As for 
Starmer himself, he blamed the 
electoral disaster on the effects of 
‘long Corbynism’ … and Angela 
Rayner (though he was sufficiently 
weakened by the English elections 
fiasco that he was forced to 
backtrack and hand her a triple front 
bench role).

Scotland
North of the border, the main 
outstanding question for observers 
was whether the Scottish National 
Party would get an outright majority 
or merely a commanding victory of 
the sort to which they have become 
accustomed. On the day, we got the 
latter - the Sturgeon nats missed 
out on a majority by a single seat, 
in an electoral system deliberately 
designed to frustrate parliamentary 
majorities. Labour slipped into 
third, but there is little statistical 
significance in the difference between 
it and the Tories. The left, meanwhile, 
seems to have disappeared off the 
face of the country. The Scottish 
Socialist Party stood nowhere, 
effectively marking the end of that 
project. It was always a delusional, 
retrogressive, divisive idea, but once 
commanded a handful of Holyrood 
seats and significant votes. Tommy 
Sheridan, former SSP personality-
cult frontman, finished off his slide 
into bourgeois nationalism, calling 
for an SNP vote in the constituencies 
and Alex Salmond’s Alba in the 
lists. Politics in Scotland is polarised 
around bourgeois independence and 
bourgeois unionism, just as Brexit 
divides England. Both separatism 
and unionism are narrow, but one is 
narrower than the other.

No better illustration of this 
polarisation could be imagined than 
Michael Gove, doing the media 
circuit after the Scottish result 
became clear: would there be a 
second independence referendum, 
he was inevitably asked. If there 
was a referendum on whether 
Scottish politicians should shut up 
about independence and deal with 
real British issues like Covid-19, 
he retorted, the ‘yes’ camp would 
win by a landslide. He cannot truly 
believe this, since he was being 
asked about an election in which the 
Scots had voted in huge numbers for 
a party that fought the election solely 
on the independence issue; but facts 
will never stop a slimeball like Gove.  

It is not only narrow Scottish 
nationalism that drove the results, of 
course. The overall picture in England 
demonstrates very dramatically 
that the accomplishment of Brexit 
- such as it is - did not remove the 
question from the English psyche, 
any more than Captain Dreyfus 
disappeared from the French right’s 
crosshairs merely by being acquitted 
and making a hero of himself in the 
great war. There was, immediately 
before the poll, the showdown over 
Jersey fishing quotas - whether or 
not this was an ‘October surprise’ 
provocation on the government’s 
part, the press was full of chauvinist 
buffoonery for days on end. But 
this crisis merely follows on 
from countless others; and, 
while the fishing industry 
briefly cried ‘sellout!’ 

at the beginning of the year, when 
Brexit turned out not to be the Sugar 
Candy Mountain deal of Cornish 
trawlermen’s fantasies, on the whole 
it has proven perfectly simple to 
blame Johnny Foreigner for all the 
difficulties.

So, just as the national question 
long ago became the distorting lens 
through which near-on all Scottish 
politics is viewed, Brexit now 
plays the same role in large parts 
of England - most sensationally 
Labour’s old northern heartlands. 
The huge gaps in the red wall have 
appeared in towns, rather than 
cities; places that are or were once 
supported by particular industries, 
but which have rusted away. The 
young move away to the cities; 
those who remain lose the ties of 
workplace and union, as they are 
laid off, or simply grow old and 
retire, and watch their towns decay. 
In the crucible of deindustrialisation, 
impotent anger boils down to 
resentment, ready to be exploited by 
crafty political operators.

How all this is to be characterised 
depends on a serious account 
of class, especially since one 
explanation of Labour’s difficulties 
is that - as blue Labour’s Khalid 
Mahmood objects - the party has 
forgotten how to talk to ‘working 
class’ people by becoming obsessed 
with ‘middle class’ concerns like 
racism, the environment and what 
have you. The infamous Sewell 
report into racial disadvantage - 
among its other crimes - effectively 
elided class and social geography; 
but there is at least some sense in 
doing so. The most severely deprived 
areas of England are typically 
post-industrial towns: when we 
think of economic stratification in 
terms of ‘disadvantage’ and poor 
‘opportunities’, as do Sewell and 
co, then there plainly is a vast gulf 
between Mayfair and Darlington.

By the same token, when 
immigrants arrive in Britain, they 
want to go where the action is, 
where the population is growing; 
paradoxically, this increases anti-
migrant sentiment in the periphery, 
since canny demagogues can 
more easily represent the London 
metropolis as opposed to ordinary 
Englishness - an unholy alliance 
of greedy foreigners and cosseted 
snowflakes.

In its Marxist definition, the 
detailed composition of the working 
class is constantly in flux. The idea 
that we hold up a stereotype of cloth-
capped factory-hands as the ‘real’ 
proletariat is itself a stereotype - 
which ironically is far truer of those 
recommending Keir Starmer take 
another lurch to the right. 

In reality, the vast majority of 
London’s 10 million people own 
no means of production (or close 
to no means of production, as per 
gig economy contractors). They 
pay far more out of their wages in 
rent than those living elsewhere, 
thanks to the grotesquely overheated 
private lettings market. They are 
fully subordinated to capitalist or 
public-sector management. They 
are, in point of fact, working class 
- and they vote Labour. Similar 
accounts may be given of better-
off cities elsewhere, such as Bristol 
and Manchester. Where these 
metropolitan areas have elected 
mayors, Labour has done well - they 
were run close in Bristol, but by the 
Greens. 

The ‘red wall’ voters, of course, 
also - by and large - meet this 
definition, but as of today, they do 
not vote Labour in terribly large 
numbers. So there is an important 

qualification necessary: we are 
dealing in both cases with 

populations which 
have poor levels of 
class-consciousness. 
That produces the 

phenomenon described by the ‘post-
liberal’ charlatan, David Goldblatt, of 
small-C conservative ‘somewheres’ 
facing off against cosmopolitan 
liberal ‘anywheres’. For Marxists, 
the working class today is only a 
class in itself, not for itself. As Marx 
said of the French peasants, they 
form a class “much as potatoes in a 
sack form a sack of potatoes”.

Brexit
The grievances of both sections 
can thus be projected onto alien 
matter; and the immediately 
relevant question here is, as noted, 
Brexit. To the ‘somewheres’, if 
we can be forgiven for using this 
highly problematic terminology, 
Brexit represents victory over an 
alien bureaucratic force; and even 
if it goes badly, may be redeemed 
as a purifying national project, 
rather as World War II was, with 
some of the same antagonists. For 
the ‘anywheres’, European Union 
membership may in fact be directly 
practical (eg, for citizens of EU 
countries who moved here), or it 
may instead stand in for a different 
set of comforts from a harsh world, 
for diversity, above all of cultural 
consumption.

The polarisation is false because 
there is no possible resolution. The 
supremacy of the liberal bourgeoisie, 
especially from 1991 until 2015, 
produced only the slow growth of 
narrow nationalist resentment - both 
in liberal Scottish and Tory English 
forms - until finally the worm turned. 
The new chauvinist reaction cannot, 
in fact, make a success of Brexit; 
its continued vitality as a governing 
force will depend on the scapegoating 
and harassment of internal enemies. 
The same will be true of the Scottish 
nationalists, should they get and win 
their second referendum.

From this point of view, the 
balance of forces in Scotland 
is interesting. Nicola Sturgeon 
certainly has her mandate for a fresh 
plebiscite on independence; but she 
certainly does not want it. Her wing 
of the SNP is believed by Holyrood 
Kremlinologists to be more cautious 
than that previously represented 
by Alex Salmond, before his 
disgrace and abscondment. That 
she depends on Green votes on the 
referendum question may favour 
this agenda; Scottish Green policy 
is for independence, but it is not 
the party’s primary goal, and its 
leaders may not relish a Catalonia-
style showdown with the forces of 
Westminster.

The latter, however, may favour 
one - and, just as the Partido Popular 
turned a provocation into a national 
crisis to distract from troublesome 
corruption allegations, so we expect 
that Johnson will one day try to 
produce himself a Scottish crisis. 
In the meantime, his government 
cribs from the American culture-
war songbook, down to US-inspired 
voter ID laws that are somehow both 
repellent and extravagantly pointless, 
given the vast and apparently solid 
majority already enjoyed by his party. 
Perhaps he has decided to take note 
of the advice of his old adversary, 
George Osborne, and mend the roof 
while the sun is shining.

There is precious little optimism 
to be had in the wake of all this, for 
those of us on the left who are not 
totally addled by nationalism. Yet 
there is some. Starmer’s position has 
been revealed as weak, and by the 
same token we learn that there are 
still scraps to fight over in the ruins 
of the Corbyn project. The strength 
of the Green vote in some cities is 
not terribly promising in itself, since 
the Greens are a petty-bourgeois 
dead-end, but it problematises the 
idea that urban Labour votes can 
be taken for granted while red meat 
is thrown in the direction of the red 
wall. Confusion and fratricide look 
likely to continue in Labour’s ranks, 
in other words - and it is better for 
communists that people fight each 
other than that they are coerced into 
phony unity.

The crisis of Labour goes all the 
way down. Its former left leadership 
actively frustrated even the mildest 
attempts to subordinate the party 
machine and parliamentary party, 
absurdly leaving Sir Keir in charge 
of almost the same meddlesome 
bureaucracy bequeathed to posterity 
by Tony Blair. The only remedy it 
can imagine for ‘London-centric’ 
politics is to bureaucratically enforce 
the appearance - to quote an actual 
proposal for overcoming the ‘out of 
touch’ metropolitanism of the party 
- of “authentic values alignment” 
with the lost sheep of the north-east. 
Enforce it, that is, from London.

A true way forward will require 
a change in the political arithmetic 
far more profound than any of those 
envisioned by the wonks of left 
and right - or even the vandals who 
propose to disenfranchise millions of 
working class voters in the name of 
fighting imaginary fraud l

paul.demarty@weeklyworker.co.uk
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payable to Weekly Worker

Good news!
I’m sure that a large number 

of comrades reading this will 
be delighted to hear the good 
news: yes, many of you will 
have guessed - we’re just about 
to resume printing!

It’s going to happen in 
exactly three weeks time, on 
June 3 - provided there’s no 
last-minute hitch, of course 
(unlikely, but you never know). 
As comrade TH told me this 
week, “I just can’t wait to 
get the Weekly Worker in my 
hands once more!” Just a little 
more patience is now required, 
comrade.

TH was one of those who 
clicked on our PayPal button 
over the last week and donated 
a handy £20. Another four 
comrades did the same - two 
of them regular (and generous) 
donors: namely MF and RL, 
who each came up with their 
usual £50 monthly payment. 
Brilliant! The other two 

were BH and MH, who both 
contributed a tenner.

The other source of income 
over the last seven days was, of 
course, those standing orders. 
Thanks go to comrade PB for 
her magnificent £60, while 
comrades NH (£30), GD and 
DV (£25 each), NR (£18) and 
SM (£10) also made their usual 
contributions. All that comes to 
an extra £358 towards our £2K 
monthly target.

The running total now stands 
at £594, but, to be honest, we’re 
lagging a bit behind where we 
ought to be with almost half 
the month gone. Can you help 
us reach that £2,000? At this 
particular time, we need it more 
than ever, for obvious reasons! l

Robbie Rix

Fighting fund
Tory candidate Jill 

Mortimer: an absolute 
majority thanks to Brexit 

votes ... and Labour 
remainism
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Stench of Zionist colonisation
What is going on in Jerusalem? Why the provocations? Moshé Machover looks behind the latest flare-up 
of violence

The Zionist colonisation regime 
spreads a nauseating stench 
- literally. I am referring to 

an Israeli invention, appropriately 
named ‘Skunk’ and described as 
a “non-lethal weapon of mass 
control”. It is a liquid used by Israel’s 
armed forces on its colonial subjects 
as a means of crowd control as well 
as of collective punishment - jets of 
it are sprayed from special armoured 
vehicles in public spaces and into 
private homes. It is a smash-hit 
Israeli export, manufactured by the 
‘left’-Zionist kibbutz, Beit-Alpha, 
and marketed to forces of repression 
(‘law enforcement’) around the 
world.1

Reuters journalist Noah 
Browning described its effect in a 
report dated September 3 2012:

Imagine taking a chunk of 
rotting corpse from a stagnant 
sewer, placing it in a blender and 
spraying the filthy liquid in your 
face. Your gag reflex goes off 
the charts and you can’t escape, 
because the nauseating stench 
persists for days.2

Your clothes? Your home’s soft 
furnishing? You may as well bin 
them, as they will stink for months, 
if not years.

During the month of Ramadan 
(which this year lasted from April 
12 to May 12), Israel’s heavily 
armed border police erected barriers, 
preventing crowds from gathering in 
their usual meeting place: the plaza 
outside the Damascus Gate - the 
only public open space available to 
the inhabitants of the Muslim quarter 
of Jerusalem. When this led to the 
predictable angry protests, the police 
removed the barriers, but deployed 
the Skunk abomination against the 

crowd gathered in the plaza.
The stench spread deep into 

the Muslim quarter. For tens of 
thousands of people, who fast in the 
holy month during daylight hours, 
this was an especially cruel torture, 
as the Skunk-induced nausea makes 
it is almost impossible to eat and 
drink - let alone enjoy the sunset 
Iftar meal, breaking the fast.

The Ramadan repressions - 
during which heavily armed Israeli 
gendarmes rampaged through the 
compound around the ancient Dome 
of the Rock and al-Aqsa mosque, 
wounding hundreds of protestors 
- happened to be part of a triple 
assault by the colonial regime of 
Jewish supremacy on its Palestinian 
subjects. By a calendrical quirk, 
Jerusalem Day - in which fanatical 
religious Zionists celebrate the 
anniversary (according to the 
lunisolar Jewish calendar) of the 
conquest of East Jerusalem in the 
June 1967 war - fell this year near 
the end of the (lunar) month of 
Ramadan.3

Both Ramadan and Jerusalem 
Day coincided with the culmination 
of long-standing machinations of 
ethnic cleansing against Palestinian 
Arab families in the East Jerusalem 
neighbourhood of Sheikh Jarrah. 
These three components, like the 
three components of gunpowder, 
produced an explosive mixture.

Some of the plots in Sheikh 
Jarrah belonged to Jews before 
1948. Following the 1948 war, when 
this area fell under Jordanian rule, 
families of Palestinian refugees, 
victims of mass expulsion (the 
Nakba), were housed there as tenants. 
According to Israeli apartheid law, 
the former Jewish owners retain 
their rights of ownership. But the 
Palestinian refugees of 1948 do not 

have a reciprocal right: they have 
forever forfeited their property, 
which was confiscated by the Zionist 
state, for use by Jews.

Since 1967, groups of extremist 
Zionist settlers have been acquiring 
the rights (according to Israeli law) 
from the heirs of the former Jewish 
owners of such properties, or acting 
with the latter’s consent, with a view 
to evicting the Palestinian tenants 
and extending Jewish colonisation. 
Their long-term plan can be deduced 
from what has happened in Hebron. 
A small contingent of messianic 
settlers established themselves soon 
after the 1967 war in properties 
formerly owned by Jews. Step by 
step, they managed to enlarge their 
domain, harassing the indigenous 
Palestinian inhabitants and confining 
them to ghettos. A similar process is 
now beginning in Jaffa, threatening 
the remnant of its Arab community, 
a minority that survived the Nakba.

A long and complex legal battle 
between the Palestinian inhabitants 
of Sheikh Jarrah and the settlers - 
reminiscent of Bleak House - has 
now come near to conclusion. 
Israel’s courts are, of course, guided 
by racist legislation, motivated by 
Zionist ideology and heavily biased 
against Palestinians. The prospects 
are bleak indeed.

Thus, the struggle of the 
Palestinian families in danger 
of eviction has come to a head 
precisely during the Ramadan events 
in and around the Holy Mount. The 
two protests merged and fed each 
other. In both cases the protestors 
faced brutal repression - and have 
won widespread, active support of 
Palestinians in all parts of Palestine/
Israel.

As a token of solidarity, a few 
largely ineffectual rockets were shot 

from the Gaza Strip. Israel responded 
in its habitual barbaric way, by aerial 
bombardment, murdering 20 people, 
including nine children. Hamas 
responded with more rockets and 
Israel escalated further.

Frenzied dance
This year Israel’s Jerusalem Day 
fell on Monday May 10. The 
usual sadistic (and sex-segregated) 
celebrations of the conquest and 
illegal annexation of East Jerusalem 
involve mobs of sweaty, ecstatic, 
flag-waving, fanatical men - 
dance-marching through the old 
city, taunting its Arab inhabitants, 
attacking them and damaging their 
property. In comparison, the Orange 
marches in Northern Ireland look 
almost like friendly festivals of 
goodwill.  In combination with 
the Ramadan repressions and the 
Sheikh Jarrah threatened evictions, 
this depraved parade was certain to 
ignite an almighty conflagration.

But at this point the US stepped in. 
Fearing the reaction of the world’s 
two billion Muslims, the Biden 
administration ‘advised’ restraint. 
That was echoed by America’s 
camp followers - laughably known 
as ‘the international community’. 
The obedient media took the hint. 
After long months of strange 
silence about Israeli atrocities and 
internal crisis of corruption, after 
confining reports to good news and 
trivialities, the servile propaganda 
press (such as The Guardian) and 
broadcast channels (such as the 
BBC) suddenly started reporting 
something about the events in 
Palestine/Israel. Not impartially, of 
course - you would not expect that, 
would you? But at least something 
approaching news.

Binyamin Netanyahu - embattled 

in his trial for bribery and 
corruption, and wondering, as per 
usual, how to turn the Jerusalem 
events to his personal and political 
advantage - also had to take the 
hint. First, the court’s ruling on the 
threatened Sheikh Jarrah eviction 
was postponed till calmer days. 
Then the religious-Zionist zealots 
were banned from entering the 
holy compound, so preventing a 
provocation that could have led to 
a bloodbath. And at the last moment 
the in-your-face Jewish supremacist 
dance-march was rerouted away 
from the most sensitive areas of the 
old city.

All this has not put an end 
to the unrest in the whole of 
Palestine/Israel. As I write, violent 
demonstrations, bloody clashes and 
vengeful atrocities committed by the 
Israeli military are being reported. 
But it could have been even worse 
- much worse.

And it will not get essentially 
better until the root cause is 
extracted. The cause is not Israeli 
apartheid, or Jewish supremacy, or 
messianic fervour. These - however 
important they may be - are just 
political and ideological means that 
serve to implement and legitimise 
the basic cause: the long-standing 
and ongoing Zionist project of 
colonisation l

Notes
1. en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Skunk_(weapon). Its 
description as “non-lethal” is misleading, as it can 
lead to choking.
2. Ibid.
3. The Jewish calendar, ultimately based on the 
Sumerian calendar (third millennium BCE), is lunar 
with solar corrections in a 19-year cycle. So Jewish 
dates (and the Jewish-based Christian Easter) shift 
back and forth compared to the Gregorian calendar 
(the old Chinese calendar is similar). The Muslim 
calendar is purely lunar, so that Ramadan can fall 
in any season.

PALESTINE

Binyamin Netanyahu: on trial for bribery and corruption and only too willing to shed Palestinian blood
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Reality of ethnic cleansing
Tony Greenstein argues that despite its military might the Zionist state is losing the propaganda war

As Israel resorts to the only 
thing it knows - the murder 
of Palestinians, bombing 

and mass destruction - it is worth 
looking at the background to what is 
happening.

It can be summed up in a nutshell: 
the continued colonial momentum 
towards ethnic cleansing and the 
racial purification of Jerusalem, 
symbolised by the attack on al-Aqsa 
mosque on May 7. Despite the false 
accusations of ‘anti-Semitism’ 
directed at anyone who dares 
raise their head in support of the 
Palestinians, the truth about Israel 
and what a ‘Jewish’ state means is 
becoming more widely understood.

2021 opened with B’Tselem, 
which began life in 1989 as a liberal 
Zionist organisation and is now 
Israel’s principal and most respected 
human rights organisation, issuing 
a statement: ‘This is apartheid - a 
regime of Jewish supremacy from the 
Jordan River to the Mediterranean 
Sea’.1 Then there is Human Rights 
Watch, a conservative human rights 
organisation, which is close to the 
state department and whose agenda 
is in many aspects subservient to 
US foreign policy. Nonetheless 
it brought out a 231-page report, 
entitled ‘A threshold crossed: 
Israeli authorities and the crimes 
of apartheid and persecution’.2 
Kenneth Roth, its executive director, 
said in a press release:

Prominent voices have warned 
for years that apartheid lurks 
just around the corner if the 
trajectory of Israel’s rule over 
Palestinians does not change. 
This detailed study shows that 
Israeli authorities have already 
turned that corner and today are 
committing the crimes against 
humanity of apartheid and 
persecution.3

Gradually the power of Israeli 
hasbara (propaganda) has lost its 
lustre. No matter how many times 
the Zionist lobby and its sycophants 
cry ‘anti-Semitism’, the daily 
reality of land confiscations, ethnic 
cleansing, settler and police violence 
is winning out. We even saw Emily 
Maitlis on BBC Newsnight - usually 
the flagship of Israeli hasbara - 
giving the Israeli ambassador, Tzipi 
Hotovely, a grilling. Hotovely is 
a religious nut on the far right of 
Likud, who had previously given 
her support to the fascist anti-
miscegenation group, Lehava.4

In March Israel held its fourth 
general election in two years and 
once again there was political 
stalemate. Two-thirds of the Knesset 
- some 80 seats - now belong to the 
far right. The two Labour Zionist 
parties - the Israeli Labor Party 
and Meretz - gained just 13 seats 
between them. When you consider 
that in 1949 in Israel’s first general 
election the two ‘left’ Zionist parties, 
Mapai and Mapam (now Meretz), 
won 65 out of 120 seats, you can 
see the extent of the decline. Indeed 
March saw a marked improvement 
over the previous election, in which 
these same two parties gained just 
six seats.

The first rule when forming a 
government coalition in Israel is that 
no Arab party can be included. Indeed 
no coalition can even be allowed to 
rest on the support of Arab parties 
‘from the outside’. What probably 
led to the assassination of prime 
minister Yitzhak Rabin in 1993 
was the fact that the Israeli Labor 
coalition that backed him rested 

on the support of the communist 
Hadash, a largely Arab party, to get 
support for the Oslo accords through 
the Knesset.

Crisis
Israeli politics is often seen through 
the prism of support or opposition to 
Binyamin Netanyahu, its criminal, 
longest-serving prime minister. 
For sure, Netanyahu is desperate to 
avoid being convicted for fraud, but 
in my view it is a mistake to reduce 
everything to his individual fate. 
The crisis in Israeli politics goes 
much deeper.

Netanyahu’s party, Likud, is far 
and away the largest party in the 
Knesset, holding 30 seats, a quarter 
of the total number. His coalition 
can count on 16 votes from the two 
religious Zionist parties, Shas and 
United Torah Judaism, and, thanks 
to Netanyahu acting as a midwife to 
the amalgamation of three far-right 
parties, Tkuma/Religious Zionism, 
the Judeo-Nazi Otzma Yehudit, and 
Noam, a virulently anti-gay party, he 
has a further six votes, making 52 out 
of 120 in all. Then there is Blue and 
White, led by former chief of staff 
Benny Gantz, which is currently 
part of Netanyahu’s coalition with a 
further eight seats.

The opposition is equally 
divided and disparate. It consists 
of the remnants of Labour Zionism 
with 13 seats; Yamina - a religious 
Zionist party led by Naftali Bennett 
with seven seats; Yisrael Beiteinu, a 
secular far-right Russian party, led 
by Avigdor Lieberman (also seven 
seats); New Hope, another far-right 
party, led by former Likud minister 
Gideon Sa’ar (six); and the ‘centrist’ 
Yesh Atid, with 17 seats. The only 
thing that unites the opposition to 
Likud is a hatred of Netanyahu, so 
the ‘leftwing’ Meretz is happy to sit 
in the same coalition with Avigdor 
Lieberman, who previously talked of 
drowning thousands of Palestinian 
prisoners in the Dead Sea.

The problem for Netanyahu’s 
Zionist opponents is that the three 
far-right parties are unwilling to rely 
on the support of an Arab party and 
religious Zionism is unwilling to rely 
on the support of the conservative 

Arab Ra’am party with its four seats. 
Which is why a fifth election in two 
years now beckons!

But, if Israel lacks a functioning 
government, there is a racist 
consensus among all Zionist parties, 
and that is that Israel’s Palestinians 
need to be confined to as little land 
as possible. That is why in the 73 
years of Israel’s existence not one 
Arab town or community has been 
created, whereas literally hundreds 
of Jewish ones have - 93% of Israeli 
‘national’ land is reserved for Jews 
via the Israeli Land Authority and the 
Jewish National Fund. Palestinians, 
some 20% of Israel’s population, are 
confined to about 2% of the land.

Throughout Israel’s existence 
there has been a continuous process 
of confiscation of what is left of the 
Palestinians’ land. This has been 
achieved through the use of two 
laws - the 1950 Absentee Property 
Law, which should have been 
called the ‘Legalisation of Theft 
of Palestinian Land Law’. It meant 
the creation of the Orwellian term, 
‘present absentees’. Palestinians 
could have moved just a mile down 
the road to avoid hostilities; they 
could, as happened to the villagers 
in Kafr Bir’im and Ikrit, have moved 
out at the suggestion of the Zionist 
militias, after having been promised 
they could return after the current 
hostilities had ended, and they were 
still classified as ‘absentees’. This 
was supplemented by the 1970 
Law on Legal and Administrative 
Affairs, which stipulated, among 
other things, that Jews who lost their 
property in East Jerusalem in 1948 
could reclaim it.5

In 1948, as a result of the ethnic 
cleansing and war that accompanied 
Israel’s birth, Jews who lived 
in East Jerusalem relocated to 
West Jerusalem and took over the 
property of Palestinians who had 
fled. The 1970 law allowed them 
to reclaim their original property 
in East Jerusalem. However there 
was no equivalence. The 45,000 
Palestinians who lost their property 
in West Jerusalem had no right to 
reclaim it. Why? Because Israel is 
a Jewish state. And that is why in a 
nutshell it is inherently a racist state.

What sparked off the current crisis 
was the continued ethnic cleansing 
of Palestinians in East Jerusalem by 
Jewish settlers. Through a variety of 
legal tricks,6 those who have been 
living for over 70 years in Sheikh 
Jarrar are facing eviction after the 
courts ruled against them. We have 
to remember that Israeli courts are 
colonial institutions. Their rulings 
are based on acceptance of the idea 
that Israel is a Jewish state and they 
operate within a Zionist consensus, 
which holds that Palestinians are 
there on sufferance. They do not 
recognise international law and in 
this they are backed up by the United 
States and the Biden administration.

Citizenship
It is not even the original Jewish 
inhabitants of these properties 
who are attempting to return to 
them. They have already been 
compensated with ‘abandoned’ 
Palestinian property. The title to 
their properties has been bought up 
by Zionist settler companies.

Although East Jerusalem has been 
annexed to Israel, its Palestinians 
have not been granted Israeli 
citizenship. Instead they have been 
given ‘permanent residence’. Except 
that it is not permanent and can be 
revoked at a stroke. For example, 
a Palestinian who leaves Israel to 
study abroad and does not return 
within seven years will effectively 
become stateless. Anyone accused 
of ‘disloyalty’ can have their 
residence status removed or if they 
want to marry a Palestinian from 
the West Bank then they will have 
to move, because you cannot bring 
your partner to live in Jerusalem. 
You can vote in local, but not 
national, elections. Your services are 
markedly inferior to those of Jewish 
citizens, even though Palestinians 
are expected to pay the same taxes.

What lies behind the current 
ethnic cleansing is Jerusalem’s 
2020 Master Plan - one of the main 
aims of which is to “maintain a 
solid Jewish majority in the city” 
by encouraging Jewish settlements 
in East Jerusalem. There have been 
three such plans for Jerusalem: 
as well as the Master Plan, the 
Marom Plan and the ‘Jerusalem 
5800’ project. Each of these plans 
reinforces the other through one 
common goal: to increase the 
number of Jewish residents and 
reduce the number of Palestinians 
living in Jerusalem. Details of 
each master plan can be read in the 
article, ‘Which Jerusalem? Israel’s 
little-known master plans’.7

Although the Israeli government 
pretends that the ‘eviction’ of 
Palestinians from Sheikh Jarrar is 
a “real-estate” problem, the reality 
is clear.8 As Jerusalem’s far-right 
deputy mayor, Aryeh King, has 
openly stated, seizing Sheikh Jarrah 
homes is part of a wider colonisation 
strategy. It is “the way to secure 
the future of Jerusalem as a Jewish 
capital for the Jewish people”.9

Israel unilaterally annexed 
occupied East Jerusalem in 1980. 
It has, to date, expropriated from 
Palestinians nearly one-third of the 
land in East Jerusalem, and built 
11 Jewish-only neighbourhoods 
on them.10 The permanent resident 
status of at least 14,700 Palestinians 
from East Jerusalem has been 
revoked. To date Israel has facilitated 
the settlement of more than 200,000 
of its Jewish population in East 
Jerusalem. It has also cut the city 
off from the occupied West Bank, to 
which it has been historically closely 

connected, using both settlements 
and the apartheid wall.11

All this is the background to 
the attack by Israeli police on 
worshippers at the al-Aqsa mosque 
on the holiest day of Ramadan, 
injuring over 300 Palestinians. 
Gun-toting police thugs invaded 
the mosque, firing stun grenades 
and sound bombs and beating all 
and sundry.12 This followed the 
provocation at the Damascus Gate, 
when the steps that lead down from 
the entrance were barricaded by 
the police, preventing Palestinians 
sitting down and enjoying their 
meal. Palestinians in Jerusalem have 
no say over their own affairs or any 
autonomy, proving the maxim that 
Israel is a democratic state for Jews 
and a Jewish state for Arabs.

The attacks on Haram al-Sharif 
(Temple Mount), which is the third 
holiest site in Islam, cannot be 
separated from the ethnic cleansing 
in Jerusalem. The goal of the Jewish 
settlers is to demolish the al-Aqsa 
Mosque and the Golden Dome 
and replace them with the Third 
Temple, at which Jewish messianic 
extremists will once again be able 
to sacrifice live animals to their 
god - messianism has been the 
handmaiden of the settlements in the 
attempt to enforce the rule of Jewish 
law in Israel.

While this is not well known, 
there are signs from the Israeli chief 
rabbinate at the entrance to the 
Temple Mount forbidding observant 
Jews from entering. This is not out of 
any concern for Islam, but because it 
is forbidden for observant Jews to 
go there in case they trespass on the 
‘Holy of Holies’ - the preserve of the 
high priest who had access to god. 
The Jewish settlers see the Temple 
Mount as simply another stage in 
their desire to Judaise Jerusalem and 
evict the indigenous population.

Now Hamas in Gaza has decided 
to offer solidarity by firing rockets 
into Israel. As I write, it seems 
that these rockets are no longer the 
peashooters of 2014. If Richard 
Silverstein’s Tikun Olam blog is to 
be believed, Iranian cruise missiles 
have been imported into Gaza via 
tunnels from Egypt. If this is correct, 
then we are entering a new ball 
game. The destruction of a bus in Tel 
Aviv and other reports suggest that 
deaths in future attacks on Gaza may 
not be so one-sided.13

In which case we may see a new 
invasion of Gaza, with all that that 
portends l
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Israel bombs Gaza from the air today, but tomorrow we might 
see another ground invasion
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Anti-imperialism of fools?
Daniel Lazare savages the ‘solidarity with the Syrian people’ petition fronted by disorientated luminaries 
such as Noam Chomsky, George Monbiot and Ariel Dorfman

When conservatives cover up 
the crimes of imperialism, 
it is par for the course. 

But, when the self-proclaimed left 
does it, it is worse, since the result is 
confusion and dismay in the ranks of 
what should be imperialism’s main 
opponents.

A case in point is a recent petition 
about Syria signed by more than 
700 left-leaning intellectuals, among 
them such luminaries as Noam 
Chomsky, George Monbiot, Ariel 
Dorfman and the sociologist, Saskia 
Sassen.1 It comes festooned with 
all sorts of anti-imperialist rhetoric 
about the “appallingly destructive” 
course that US power has cut “all 
across the globe, from Vietnam to 
Indonesia to Iran to Congo to South 
and Central America and beyond”.

But its point is that Syria is the 
great exception: “America is not 
central to what has happened in 
Syria,” it says, and anyone who 
refuses to go along is a product of

a provincial political culture 
which insists on both the centrality 
of US power globally as well as 
the imperialist right to identify 
who the ‘good guys’ and the ‘bad 
guys’ are in any given context … 
Forgive us for pointing out that 
such erasure of Syrian lives and 
experiences embodies the very 
essence of imperialist (and racist) 
privilege.

If you disagree, then you are an 
upper-class snot, if not worse. But 
the petition’s argument is nonsense. 
If defenders - not of president Bashar 
al-Assad, but of the Syrian people - 
“have mushroomed in recent years”, 
as it complains, it is because the 
evidence concerning America’s 
central role in the destruction of 
Syria has mushroomed as well. This 
is not to say that Assad is blameless 
- far from it. But responsibility lies 
overwhelmingly with the United 
States and its allies.

The evidence goes back at least 
to the 1980s. This is when the US 
and Saudis essentially invented 
jihad in its modern form as part of 
a joint effort aimed at overthrowing 
the Soviet-backed government of 
Afghanistan. For the Saudis, backing 
a fundamentalist revolt was a way of 
burnishing their Muslim credentials 
following the takeover of Mecca’s 
Grand Mosque in November 1979 
by fundamentalists, who charged 
- all too accurately - that the royal 
family had gone weak and corrupt. 
For the US, it was a no less valuable 
opportunity to use indigenous 
forces to roll back Soviet power. An 
interview that Zbigniew Brzezinski, 
Jimmy Carter’s national security 
advisor, gave nearly 20 years later is 
still the best word on the subject.

He told the French newspaper Le 
Nouvel Observateur:

Indeed, it was July 3 1979 that 
president Carter signed the first 
directive for secret aid to the 
opponents of the pro-Soviet 
regime in Kabul … We didn’t 
push the Russians to intervene, 
but we knowingly increased the 
probability that they would … 
The day that the Soviets officially 
crossed the border, I wrote to 
president Carter, essentially 
[saying], ‘We now have the 
opportunity of giving the USSR its 
Vietnam war.’ Indeed, for almost 
10 years, Moscow had to carry on 
a war that was unsustainable for 
the regime, a conflict that bought 

about the demoralisation and 
finally the break-up of the Soviet 
empire.

“Giving the USSR its Vietnam war” 
meant arming terrorists, so that they 
could string up Afghan communists 
and kill school teachers guilty of 
the unspeakable crime of teaching 
little girls to read. When Le Nouvel 
Observateur asked Brzezinski if he 
regretted “having supported Islamic 
fundamentalism, which has given 
arms and advice to future terrorists”, 
he replied scornfully: “What is more 
important in world history? The 
Taliban or the collapse of the Soviet 
empire? Some agitated Muslims or 
the liberation of central Europe and 
the end of the cold war?”2

Hence, the destruction of the 
World Trade Center in Lower 
Manhattan just three years later was 
nothing more than blowback from a 
policy that was otherwise sound.
Same mistake 
twice
The Nouvel Observateur interview 
is important because the strategy that 
Brzezinski outlined was essentially 
the same one that Barack Obama and 
then secretary of state Hillary Clinton 
would pursue two or three decades 
later in Syria. Confronted with a 
regime reeling under the impact of 
a protest movement that was also 
increasingly fundamentalist, their 
response was identical: send in a cut-
throat jihadist army to overthrow a 
government seen as hostile to US, 
Saudi and Israeli interests.

Despite 9/11, the Obama 
administration was intent on making 
the same mistake twice. The rhetoric 
out of Washington grew more 
heated, as the Syrian protests wore 
on. Assad had “shattered his claims 
to be a reformer,” Clinton declared 
in June 2011. “From our perspective, 
he has lost legitimacy, he has failed 
to deliver on the promises he’s made, 
he has sought and accepted aid from 
the Iranians as to how to repress his 
own people,” she said in July. After 
months of hesitation, Barack Obama 
finally issued a call for regime 
change in August: “For the sake of 
the Syrian people, the time has come 
for president Assad to step aside.” 
Six months later, Clinton urged 
neighbouring countries to intervene 
in order to establish a string of “no-
kill zones” inside Syrian territory. In 
a New York Times op-ed, Clinton aide 
Anne-Marie Slaughter explained 
what this meant:

Establishing these zones would 
require nations like Turkey, Qatar, 
Saudi Arabia and Jordan to arm 
the opposition soldiers with anti-

tank, counter-sniper and portable 
anti-aircraft weapons. Special 
forces from countries like Qatar, 
Turkey and possibly Britain and 
France could offer tactical and 
strategic advice to the Free Syrian 
Army forces. Sending them in 
is logistically and politically 
feasible; some may be there 
already.3

Jihad had begun. In June 2012, The 
New York Times reported that the 
CIA was working with the Muslim 
Brotherhood to supply anti-Assad 
rebels with arms paid for by Saudi 
Arabia, Turkey, and Qatar - and, 
no less importantly, to identify 
which rebel groups were worthy 
of support in the first place.4 Two 
months later, the US Defense 
Intelligence Agency issued a secret 
report warning that “events are 
taking a clear sectarian direction” 
in Syria, that “the Salafist, Muslim 
Brotherhood, and AQI [al Qa’eda 
in Iraq, forerunner of Islamic 
State] are the major forces driving 
the insurgency,” and that “the west, 
Gulf countries, and Turkey support 
the opposition.”5 Yet no-one in 
Washington’s bloated foreign-
affairs establishment cared. In 
October 2014, vice-president Joe 
Biden told an audience at Harvard:

Our allies in the region were our 
largest problem in Syria. The 
Turks … the Saudis, the emirates, 
etc, what were they doing? They 
were so determined to take down 
Assad and essentially have a 
proxy Sunni-Shia war, what did 
they do? They poured hundreds 
of millions of dollars and tens 
of thousands of tons of military 
weapons into anyone who would 
fight against Assad, except the 
people who were being supplied 
were al-Nusra and al Qa’eda 
and the extremist elements of 
jihadis coming from other parts 
of the world … So now what’s 
happening? All of a sudden 
everybody is awakened because 
this outfit called Isil, which was 
al Qa’eda in Iraq when they were 
essentially thrown out of Iraq, 
found open space and territory 
in … eastern Syria, worked with 
al-Nusra who we declared a 
terrorist group early on, and we 
could not convince our colleagues 
to stop supplying them ...6

Although Biden wanted his listeners 
to think that it was not America’s 
fault, he had to take it back a few 
days later when Barack Obama 
ordered him to telephone Riyadh 
and other Persian Gulf capitals and 
apologise for spilling the beans. 

If the Saudis wanted to send in 
al Qa’eda to overthrow Assad, the 
US was not going to complain, at 
least not publicly.

This is the record of US-sponsored 
violence that hundreds of pseudo-
left petitioners now want us to 
ignore. Finally, there is John Kerry, 
Clinton’s successor as secretary of 
state. In October 2016, he explained 
why Russia had opted to intervene 
in Syria a year earlier. He told a pro-
rebel gathering at the UN:

The reason Russia came in is 
because Isil was getting stronger. 
Daesh [ie, Isis or Isil] was 
threatening the possibility of 
going to Damascus and so forth, 
and that’s why Russia came in, 
because they didn’t want a Daesh 
government and they supported 
Assad. And we know this was 
growing. We were watching. We 
saw that Daesh was growing in 
strength, and we thought Assad 
was threatened. We thought, 
however, we could probably 
manage, that Assad might then 
negotiate. Instead of negotiating, 
he got … Putin in to support him. 
So it’s truly complicated.7

Where Putin had the good sense 
to oppose an Isis takeover, the US 
clung to a harebrained scheme, in 
which Islamic State would topple 
the Ba’athist government and then 
meekly step aside, so it could install 
a regime more to its liking. After 
being in bed with Sunni jihadis for 
decades on end, the United States 
found it impossible to get out.

Usual suspects
So why would hundreds of 
intellectuals try to pull the wool 
over the left’s eyes regarding such 
an important aspect of American 
policy? The answer has to do 
with the increasingly reactionary 
role of the International Socialist 
Organization, sister organisation to 
Tony Cliff’s Socialist Workers Party 
in the UK, plus remnants of the late 
Ernest Mandel’s United Secretariat 
in Paris. Both movements have 
broadly converged, now that the 
Soviet collapse in 1991 has removed 
the main point of contention 
between them: ie, the class nature 
of the Soviet state. Syria offers a 
perfect opportunity for them to 
adopt a ‘nuanced’ view of US power 
more pleasing to liberals, who are 
increasingly their natural milieu.

All the usual suspects have thus 
signed the petition, which appears 
on a website run by New Politics, a 
US ‘third camp’ journal founded by 
followers of Max Shachtman after 
he split with Trotsky over the Soviet 
issue back in 1940. They include 
such important spokesmen as 
Ashley Smith, Joseph Daher, Gilbert 
Achcar and Michael Karadjis, whose 
writings on Syria have been either 
soft on America, pro-al Qa’eda or 
merely incoherent.

After noting that “Saudi 
Arabia strengthened … Islamic 
fundamentalist currents in the [anti-
Assad] resistance hostile to religious 
minorities”, for example, Smith 
assailed Assad in an article last year 
for “portray[ing] the revolution as 
a foreign-sponsored Sunni Islamic 
fundamentalist threat to the country’s 
religious minorities”.8 (Assad is 
wrong, evidently, even when he’s 
right.) A few years earlier, Smith had 
advanced the preposterous notion 
that the US is not interested in regime 
change and that “whenever the Assad 

regime crossed supposed ‘red lines’, 
… the US preferred to cut deals with 
Russia rather than take any action that 
might topple Assad, but also threaten 
a wider upheaval”.9 In 2016, Daher 
asserted that “al-Assad and his clique 
… are the main force responsible for 
around 500,000 deaths and the forced 
displacements of millions of people 
since the beginning of the uprising in 
March 2011”, thereby dismissing the 
role of the Saudi-backed mujahideen 
as worthy not even of a mention.10 
In 2014, Karadjis wrote that Jabhat 
al-Nusra, the Syrian branch of 
al Qa’eda, “is playing an important 
role in the epic defence” of rebel-
held Aleppo and that, despite its 
jihadist leadership, “much of its 
ranks are decent revolutionaries”.11

Karadjis also noted, not 
disapprovingly, that demonstrators 
in Aleppo, Idlib and Homs had taken 
to chanting, “We are all Nusra” and 
“Jabhat al-Nusra came to support 
us when the world abandoned us”. 
As to whether they chanted such 
reprehensible slogans of their own 
free will or because al Qa’eda guns 
were pointing at their heads, he did 
not say.

The left can hardly be blamed 
for sympathising with protestors 
who rose up against the Ba’athist 
dictatorship, just as they did with 
other uprisings during the 2011 
Arab spring. But sympathy is not 
enough; rather, tough-minded 
analysis is required concerning why 
such movements ended up running 
aground on the shoals of religious 
sectarianism. This was the case not 
only in Syria, where the Muslim 
Brotherhood - hated and feared by 
Alawites, Christians and secularists 
alike - figured heavily in the anti-
Assad protests from the outset, but 
in Yemen, Egypt and Tunisia, where 
the pattern was much the same.

This is why Assad was able to 
hold onto power: not because Syrians 
were happy with his government, 
but because they saw him as at 
least supporting the religious 
pluralism and comity that al-Nusra 
and other forces backed by Saudi 
Arabia and the Americans - not to 
mention people like Smith, Daher 
and Karadjis - were determined to 
destroy.

The Syrian revolution failed 
because activists sought to make 
common cause with ultra-reactionary 
elements. It is not pretty, but it is 
true. Yet hundreds of intellectuals 
want us to believe that anyone who 
points out the obvious is guilty of 
“the ‘anti-imperialism’ and ‘leftism’ 
of the unprincipled, of the lazy and 
of fools”.

This is not pretty either. But it also 
happens to be false to the core l

SYRIA
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Al Qa’eda’s Syrian-affiliated group, al-Nusra backed and armed 
by US allies in Saudi Arabia and the Gulf
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ECONOMY

Inflation and financial risk
Covid-19 has blown a big hole in the theories of mainstream economists, Michael Roberts explains

Is inflation coming back? As the 
US economy (in particular) and 
other major economies begin to 

rebound from the Covid slump of 
2020, the talk among mainstream 
economists is whether inflation in 
the prices for goods and services 
in those economies is going to 
accelerate to the point where 
central banks have to tighten 
monetary policy (ie, stop injecting 
credit into the banking system and 
raise interest rates). And if that 
were to happen, would it cause 
a collapse in the stock and bond 
markets, and bankruptcies for 
many weaker companies, as the 

cost of servicing corporate debt 
rises?

The current mainstream 
theory for explaining and 
measuring inflation is ‘inflation 
expectations’. Here is how one 
mainstream economic paper put it 
in relation to the US:

Over the longer term, a 
key determinant of lasting 
price pressures is inflation 
expectations. When businesses, 
for example, expect long-run 
prices to stay around the Federal 
Reserve’s two percent inflation 
target, they may be less likely to 

adjust prices and wages due to 
the types of temporary factors 
discussed earlier. If, however, 
inflationary expectations 
become untethered from that 
target, prices may rise in a more 
lasting manner.1

But expectations must be 
based on something. People 
are not stupid; businesses’ and 
households’ expectations of 
whether prices are going to rise 
(faster) depend on some guesses 
or estimates of how prices are 
moving and why. Moreover, 
expectations of price rises 

do not explain the price rises 
themselves.

Mainstream
There is a reason why mainstream 
economics has been driven 
into this ‘subjective’ corner 
in explaining and forecasting 
inflation. It is because previous 
mainstream theories of inflation 
have been proven wrong. The 
main theory of the post-war period 
was the monetarist one, which I 
have discussed before.2 Its basic 
hypothesis is that price inflation 
in the ‘real’ economy occurs and 
accelerates if the money supply 

rises much faster than production. 
Inflation is essentially a monetary 
phenomenon (Milton Friedman) 
and is caused by central banks and 
monetary authorities interfering in 
the harmonious expansion of the 
capitalist economy.

But the monetarist theory has 
been proven wrong, particularly 
during the Covid slump. During 
2020, money supply entering the 
banking system rose over 25% 
and yet consumer price inflation 
hardly budged and even slowed.

Monetarist theory has been 
proven wrong because it starts 
from the wrong hypothesis: 



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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that money supply drives prices 
of goods and services. But the 
opposite is the case: it is changes 
in prices and output that drives 
money supply.

Take the monetarist formula, 
MV=PT, where M is the money 
supply, V is the velocity of 
money (the rate of turnover of 
money exchanges), P equals the 
prices of goods and services, and 
T is transactions or actual real 
production activity.

Monetarist theory assumes 
that the velocity of money (V) is 
constant, but this is just not true 
- especially during slumps, and 
the Covid slump in particular (see 
Fig 1).

The huge rise in money 
supply has been dissipated by the 
unprecedented fall in the velocity 
of money. So MV - the left-hand 
side of the monetarist equation 
- has not moved up much at all. 
Contrary to monetarist theory, 
prices of goods and services have 
not been driven by the money 
credit injections.

But has this money disappeared 
then? No, it is still there, but the 
money injections by the Federal 
Reserve and other central banks 
- mainly achieved by ‘printing 
money’ and purchasing huge 
quantities of government and 
corporate bonds, as well as making 
loans and grants - have ended up, 
on the whole, not in the hands 
of businesses and households to 
spend, but in the deposits of banks 
and other financial institutions. 
This money has been hoarded 
or used to fund speculation in 
financial assets (a booming stock 
market and investment in hedge 
funds, etc). So the velocity of 
money (V) in goods and services 
transactions has plummeted.

The alternative mainstream 
theory of inflation is the Keynesian 
one. This is fundamentally a 
‘cost-push’ theory: namely that 
companies push up their prices 
when their costs of production 
rise - particularly wages, the 
largest part of costs of production. 
In effect, Keynesian theory is 
a ‘wage-push’ theory. Inflation 
depends on the relative demand 
for and supply of labour forcing up 
wages. So, the argument goes, the 
lower the unemployment rate and 
the higher the demand for labour 
relative to the available supply, the 
more wages and then prices will 
be forced up. Keynesian theory 
sees inflation as being caused by 
workers getting too high wage 
increases (and eventually losing 
out in real terms, as price rises eat 
into wage increases).

The usual Keynesian way to 
estimate likely changes in inflation 
is to use the so-called Phillips 
curve: the curve of the statistical 
relation between unemployment 
rate and the price inflation rate. 
Again, however, this theory has 
proven to be false. The ‘curve’ does 
not hold or is so ‘flat’ as to provide 

no guide to inflation. Indeed, since 
the great recession of 2008-09, 
unemployment rates in the major 
economies have dropped to near 
all-time lows - and yet wage rises 
have been relatively moderate and 
inflation rates have slowed. This 
is the mirror image of the 1970s, 
when unemployment rates rose to 
highs, but so did inflation, and we 
had what was called ‘stagflation’. 
Both examples show that the 
Keynesian cost-push theory is 
false.

Fig 2, based on monthly data, 
shows where the Keynesian 
Phillips curve should be if it works; 
and the broken line is where it 
actually is. Indeed, that line shows 

that falling unemployment leads 
to slowing inflation, at least since 
2010!

The problem with Keynesian 
inflation theory is that it assumes 
that profits comes from investment 
and not from the exploitation of 
labour-power. Keynesian theory 
says that S (surplus value) is the 
result of C (capital stock) and not V 
(labour-power). So, if C is steady, 
then S is steady and any price rises 
must come from V (wages rises). 
Marx’s view was different. In his 
speech to trade unionists in 1865, 
he argued against the view that 
wage rises cause inflation.3 In his 
view, a rise in V will generally 
lead to a fall in S (profits), not a 
price rise. That is why capitalists 
oppose wage rises vehemently.

And there is no wage-push 
inflation. Indeed, over the last 
20 years until the year of the 
Covid, real weekly wages rose 
just 0.4% a year on average - less 
even that the average annual real 
GDP growth of around 2%. It is 
the share of GDP growth going to 
profits that actually rose (as Marx 
argued in 1865).

If there is going to be any 
‘cost-push’ this year, it is 
going to come from companies 
hiking prices, as the cost of raw 
materials, commodities and other 
inputs rise, partly due to ‘supply-
chain’ disruption from Covid. 
The Financial Times reports:

... price rises have emerged 
as a dominant theme in the 
quarterly earnings season, 
which kicked off in the US 
this month. Executives at 
Coca-Cola, Chipotle and 
appliance maker Whirlpool, 
as well as household brand 
behemoths Procter & Gamble 
and Kimberly-Clark, all told 
analysts in earnings calls last 
week that they were preparing 
to raise prices to offset rising 
input costs, particularly of 
commodities.4

Theory of value
To really get a grip on what 
causes inflation and whether 
it is coming back after Covid, 
we must return to Marx’s value 

theory. The demand for goods 
and services in a capitalist 
economy depends on the new 
value created by labour and 
appropriated by capital. Capital 
appropriates surplus value by 
exploiting labour-power and 
buys capital goods with that 
surplus value. Labour gets wages 
and buys necessities with those 
wages. Thus it is wages plus 
profits that determine demand 
(investment and consumption).

Let us go back to the 
monetarist formula, MV=PT. If 
MV is unchanged, as it broadly 
was in the Covid slump, then 
any change in P (prices) will 
depend on any change in T (the 
new value of goods and services 
produced).

Over the longer term, growth 
in T tends to slow. Why? 
Because T is based on capitalist 
production for profit and, as 
capitalists tend to try and raise 
profits through mechanisation 
and the replacement of labour, 
there is a relative decline in 
new value produced (because 
only labour can create value, not 
machines). If the growth of T 
slows, then there is a tendency for 
price inflation to slow. And that is 
proven empirically. As the rate of 
profit began to fall in most major 
economies after the late 1990s 
and growth in new value dropped, 
particularly in the last decade, so 
price rises have ebbed.

Now workers do not want 
inflation, as it eats into real living 
standards. But capital does like 
some inflation, as price rises 
enable companies to expand 
production and increase profits at 

the expense of wages. Thus central 
banks and monetary authorities 
try to combat the long-term 
tendency for price inflation to 
ebb by injecting money and credit 
(more M). Money supply acts as 
a countertendency to slowing 
value creation. Thus the rate of 
inflation (P) depends on both 
M and T. Of course, in practice 
the Fed and other central banks 
cannot ‘manage’ inflation, as it 
depends on what is happening in 
capitalist production. Indeed, for 
the last 20 years, central banks 
have failed to achieve their target 
rate of inflation of around 2% a 
year with zig-zags on interest 
rates and monetary controls.

A Marxist model of inflation, 
which I have outlined previously,5 
suggests that it is the movement 
of profits and investment demand, 
along with money supply growth, 
that will drive price inflation this 
year and next. So, assuming sharp 
rises in profits and continued 
injections of money supply (if at a 
slower pace), this model forecasts 
US consumer inflation will go 
over 3% this year and next.

In the short term, inflation of 
goods and services could rise 
anyway because of ‘base effects’ 
(statistical blips), ‘supply chain’ 

disruption from Covid or so-called 
‘pent-up demand’. But these 
factors are probably transitory, 
as Fed chair Jay Powell argues. 
But, if inflation does go well 
above the Fed’s 2% annual target 
rate for some time, that could 
lead to a significant rise in yields 
(interest rates) on bonds, which 
are not under the control of the 
Fed. US treasury secretary Janet 
Yellen (the former Fed chief) has 
hinted that if inflation did pick 
up more than expected the Fed 
would act to control it through 
‘tighter’ monetary policy, which 
would also drive up yields.

This raises the odds that 
weaker parts of the corporate 
sector in the major economies 
will get into difficulties and 
invoke a debt crisis. Remember: 
business debt relative to output 
is at its highest ever in the major 
economies.

House of cards
In its recent Financial Stability 
Report, the US Federal Reserve 
warned that existing measures 
of hedge fund leverage “may not 
be capturing important risks”, 
pointing to the collapse of 
Archegos Capital as an example 
of hidden vulnerabilities in the 
global financial system.6 The Fed 
found that some asset valuations 
are “elevated relative to historical 
norms” and “may be vulnerable 
to significant declines, should 
risk appetite fall”. In other words, 
a stock and bond market collapse 
is possible.

Borrowing cheap money 
hoarded by the banks to speculate 
on financial markets is called 

‘margin debt’. According to the 
US Financial Industry Regulatory 
Authority, margin debt had hit 
$822 billion by the end of March 
- just after Archegos had failed. 
That was almost double the $479 
billion level of March 2020, 
when the pandemic lockdowns 
started and the Fed pumped in 
credit. And it is far more than the 
approximate $400 billion peak 
that margin debt reached in 2007, 
just before the financial crisis.

So any significant return of 
inflation in goods and services 
may bring down the house of 
cards that is the financial sector. 
What happens in the productive 
sectors of the capitalist economy 
still remains decisive l

Michael Roberts blogs at 
thenextrecession.wordpress.com

Notes
1. whitehouse.gov/cea/blog/2021/04/12/pandemic-
prices-assessing-inflation-in-the-months-and-years-
ahead.
2. thenextrecession.wordpress.com/2020/08/17/
covid-and-inflation.
3. marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1865/value-
price-profit.
4. ft.com/content/52dc058d-7a6d-4cd0-898e-
84bd7f6806a7.
5. thenextrecession.wordpress.com/2020/08/21/a-
marxist-theory-of-inflation.
6. See thenextrecession.wordpress.com/2021/04/03/
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No split in army - yet
Derek James details the brutal response to the mass protest movement in Colombia and what needs to be 
done to avoid yet another failure

A wave of protests and strikes 
is sweeping Colombia and is 
being met with brutal state 

repression, which has resulted so far 
in more than 50 deaths.1

The protests began on April 28, 
initially in response to government 
tax reforms that favoured the 
wealthy and fell hardest on the 
poorest sections of society. But 
they have now broadened into a 
much wider attack on the Duque 
government’s policies.2 Alongside 
protests organised by the main 
trade union federation, the Central 
Unitaria de Trabajadores (CUT), 
youth movements, small-business 
owners, peasant farmers and 
indigenous people have also been 
mobilised.3 The protests have 
taken the form of national strikes, 
street demonstrations, occupations, 
blockades of major roads, burning 
of police posts and attacks on 
symbols of colonial oppression.4

As is now an established feature 
of contemporary protests and 
movements, social media posts, 
pictures and film footage have 
brought the reality of these events to 
the attention of people throughout 
the world.5 What emerges from 
these posts and reports in the 
Colombian media is a picture of a 
vicious campaign which aims to 
smash the mass movement, using 
all of the resources of violence 
available to the state. As well as 
the now standard attacks by the riot 
police (Esmad), using tear gas and 
stun grenades on demonstrators, live 
rounds have been fired at unarmed 
protestors, whilst police motorcycle 
teams have been filmed driving into 
the crowds and shooting individuals 
at close range.6

Two further sinister developments 
are the use of vigilantes or plain-
clothes police acting either as 
provocateurs or police auxiliaries; 
and over 900 arbitrary detentions 
and more than 200 ‘disappearances’ 
of activists and demonstrators.7 
Paramilitary militia with connections 
to rightwing politicians and 
landowners are also thought to be 
active in attempts to suppress the 
protests.8 Furthermore, as support 
for a coordinated national protest 
strike (paro nacional) on Wednesday 
May 12 grew, it was reported that 
tanks have been deployed around 
the capital, Bogota, and in one of the 
main centres of the protest, Cali.9

That what began as a protest about 
taxation should now have turned into 
a mass movement directed against 
the government will have come as no 
surprise to anyone following events 
in Colombia - or indeed anywhere 
elsewhere outside the main 
metropolitan capitalist states. The 
Covid-19 pandemic has exacerbated 
the deep social and economic crisis 
in the developing economies in 
South America, Asia and Africa. 
The devastating impact of Covid on 
the working class and rural poor has 
produced widespread unrest, protest 
movements and political instability 

across the global south, from India 
to Brazil. The recent events in 
Colombia are part of that pattern and 
follow on from a wave of protests 
against austerity and other ‘social 
outbursts’ (estallidos sociales) in 
opposition to neoliberal economic 
policies in both Chile and Colombia 
in 2019.10

Wider demands
Duque’s tax reform is more than 
a symbolic issue, around which 
protests can mobilise: it graphically 
encapsulates the obscene social 
and economic inequalities between 
a small elite of capitalists and 
landowners, and the mass of the 
Colombian people.

As the United Nations Economic 
Commission for Latin America and 
the Caribbean recently reported, in 
Latin America the richest 10% own 
71% of the wealth and pay only 
5.4% in income tax. In Colombia, 
the richest one percent owns a little 
more, but pays a lot less in tax.11 The 
proposed tax changes were designed 
to increase taxes on wages and 
consumption, while lessening the 
corporate fiscal burden in line with 
the government’s aggressively free-
market and pro-capitalist policies.12 
Moreover, the tax ‘reform’ was part 
of a much larger package designed 
to reduce state deficits, increase 
government revenue and stabilise the 
government’s finances to regain the 
confidence of foreign investors and 
lenders.13

In this, as in other aspects of 
economic and social policy, the 
Duque government continues the 
close adherence to the so-called 
‘Washington consensus’, previously 
promoted by the International 
Monetary Fund and World Bank. 
This strategy entails fiscal discipline, 

austerity, financial and trade 
liberalisation, the encouragement 
of foreign direct investment and 
cuts in public spending, and was 
the hallmark of Duque’s political 
mentor, Álvaro Uribe, who was 
in government between 2002 
and 2010.14 Although Duque was 
forced to withdraw his reforms 
and his finance minister, Alberto 
Carrasquilla, resigned in an effort 
to placate the opposition, it seems 
unlikely that either the government 
or the Colombian ruling class in 
general will radically change their 
strategy of making the working class 
and the rural poor pay for the crisis.15

However, the May 12 general 
strike could be a turning point 
that may force some further 
concessions from the regime. 
Leading establishment figures have 
been surprised by the extent and 
duration of the protests that have 
successfully brought together a 
wide range of groups in opposition 
to the government. The first sign 
of a possible stepping back by the 
Duque government was a meeting 
on May 10 between the president and 
leaders of the protests, along with 
representatives from the UN and the 
Catholic church, but the discussions 
were inconclusive. The government 
said they were “exploratory” and 
designed to create “an environment 
of listening and respect … [and 
result in] the willingness to create a 
space to reach deals”. The president 
of the CUT, Francisco Maltés, 
said there had been no meeting of 
minds and that “there was not any 
empathy from the government with 
the reasons, with the demands that 
have taken us to this national strike”. 
Student leader Jennifer Pedraza 
compared the meeting to talks held 
after the protests in 2019, which had 

also achieved nothing. She added 
that “the discourse of president Iván 
Duque was permissive toward the 
excesses of the security forces”.16

Given the record of the Duque 
government, it clearly will not 
hesitate to crush the opposition 
through force and intimidation, if it 
senses the leadership of the protests 
is weakening in any way. As it stands 
at the moment, the state certainly has 
all the armed bodies of men it needs. 
Not only does it have the usual 
complement of troops and police, 
but it also has at its disposal a variety 
of paramilitary groups, linked to 
politicians and landowners, with 
a long, bloody record of murder of 
working class militants and peasant 
leaders who dared to challenge the 
capitalists and the ranchers.17

The experience of the army’s long 
war against the 50-year insurgency 
of the Revolutionary Armed Forces 
of Colombia (FARC), ended by 
a ceasefire and the beginnings of 
a ‘peace process’ in 2016, will 
also stand it in good stead for 
further violent suppression of any 
opposition.18 Extra-judicial state 
murders and ‘disappearances’ 
of activists have continued since 
the 2016 ceasefire and show that 
Duque’s authoritarian threats to 
impose martial law and crack down 
on the protests are not idle.19 The 
army - one of the key elements in 
any revolutionary situation - remains 
loyal to the regime: its ranks show no 
signs, as yet, of splitting and going 
over to the side of the protestors.

Despite the violent response 
of the state, after two weeks of 
strikes, protests and state murders 
the movement shows no signs of 
receding. The leaders of the protests, 
like Maltés of the CUT, seem to be 
carried along by events in the streets 
and the continued militancy of the 
mass movement, whilst the demands 
of the protestors are going beyond 
the immediate issues of taxation and 
are now being linked to social and 
educational reforms, as well as the 
resignation of the government.20

However, the organisation of the 
movement still seems inchoate and 
in the early stages of development, 
and, as yet, no significant political 
forces on the left have emerged 
to generalise this struggle beyond 
the level of protest by raising a 
programme of democratic and 
socialist demands. The situation is 

finely poised, and much will turn on 
the outcome of the eagerly awaited 
general strike on May 12.

If the protests can be spread 
beyond the cities and even further 
into the countryside, linking the 
struggles of the peasant farmers 
with those of the urban workers, 
and if the movement can undermine 
the discipline of the army and win 
significant sections of the rank 
and file over to its side, the days of 
Duque’s regime must indeed surely 
be numbered l
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Desperate, brave ... but can the protests succeed without a 
party and clear strategic aims?


