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Turkish fascism
I think comrade Conrad’s article 
on fascism fails to achieve all the 
sixfold intention he states (‘Misusing 
the F-word’, May 27). He’s 
certainly right to insist upon clear 
and historically rooted definitions 
and also on his remarks against 
broadening the scope of the term in 
an inflationary and only pejorative 
manner. However, he bends the stick 
too much on to the other side.

The main problem is that he’s too 
stuck in history and the ‘classical’ 
cases of fascism, to the extent that 
this leads him to ignore the obvious 
fascistic sides of current phenomena 
he investigates. He intends to 
evaluate it globally, but only touches 
on his own native British case. He 
seems to be right to assume that 
fascism is not a current threat in 
the UK. I’ll leave aside the internal 
strategic debates of the country’s 
leftist organisations and continue 
on Conrad’s passing remarks about 
Turkish leftists’ evaluations of the 
nature of Turkish regime.

There is a certain level of truth in 
Conrad’s satirical comment about 
Turkish “guerrillaist” left, which 
considers all Turkish governments 
since 1923 as “fascists”. Historically, 
the original Turkish Communist Party 
never used fascism as a description 
for the Turkish state (even for 
periods under military dictatorships). 
Kemalism has been considered as 
an historically progressive, national 
bourgeois regime. Analyses equating 
the country’s regime with some sort 
of fascism began in the 1970s with 
the rise of new groups influenced 
by the struggles in Latin America, 
Vietnam and the teachings of Mao. 
Some of them argued that semi-
colonised countries similar to Turkey 
were under fascist regimes “of a 
colonial type” due to conditions of 
imperialism. Some Maoists claimed 
that the Turkish state has always been 
fascist, oppressing the working class, 
dissidents, Kurds and minorities. 
Certainly, this point has also been 
taken up by the Kurdish national 
movement, which has been involved 
in a bloody war for over 35 years.

Nowadays, descendants of these 

groups still argue that we live under a 
brutal fascist regime, with a facade of 
fake democracy. Legalist, reformist 
parties, on the other hand, carry the 
idea that the threshold hasn’t been 
crossed yet (though we are very 
close, especially after the auto-
coup following 2016 and the rapid 
deterioration of the political climate 
and even basic civil liberties).

I have to note that Turkey is now 
being governed by Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan who has the crucial support 
of the fascist MHP (National Action 
Party - NAP). This party was founded 
as a counter-guerrilla organisation 
under the auspices of the CIA and 
the Turkish army/intelligence to 
suppress the rising leftist movement. 
It was a perfect example of the 
street fighting squads mentioned 
by Conrad. Thousands of Turkish 
leftists were murdered by them in 
the 1970s. Electorally they had only 
around 6% support in 1977, but by 
entering into rightwing coalition 
governments, they massively 
infiltrated the bureaucracy.

The 1980 military coup and the 
new constitution paved the way 
for the institutionalisation of the 
authoritarian, rightwing Turkish-
Islam synthesis project. The 
Kurdish issue also allowed Turkish 
nationalists to gain a social base 
amongst the population - especially 
in rural, conservative regions like 
central Anatolia. Formerly the NAP 
had been more or less a fringe 
party under the shadow of much 
bigger centre-right parties. But, 
with the 1990s, we could see that 
it was becoming more and more 
mainstream (not that it abandoned 
its usual traits, but with the end of 
the cold war and the demise of the 
Turkish left, its services were less in 
demand and such operations were 
already handled by ‘official’ cadres.)

In 1999, it garnered 18% of the 
vote in the general election that 
followed the capture of PKK leader 
Abdullah Öcalan. While it managed 
to keep its electoral support, after 
2016 the NAP came to the rescue 
of the weakened Erdoğan regime. 
This turned into a win-win strategy 
for both sides. Now the NAP is 
believed by many to control much 
of the state security apparatus, 
and the coalition with Erdoğan 
has increased its influence. It has 
also deep connections with illegal, 
Mafia-like, narcotic structures, both 

in Turkey and among the Turkish 
diaspora in Europe (eg, you may 
remember that the man who tried to 
shoot Pope John Paul II in 1981 was 
one of its ‘Grey Wolves’.) For years, 
various European governments 
and institutions called attention to 
its activities and racist propaganda 
and a few days ago the European 
parliament agreed to add the Grey 
Wolves to the EU’s ‘terrorist’ list. 

However, I would like to ask 
comrade Conrad if there are any 
other examples like this. A fascist 
party (don’t qualify it with the ‘neo’ 
or ‘post’ prefixes) working with an 
Islamic party with its own fascistic 
traits, winning about half of the total 
votes together, changing the already 
authoritarian constitutional structure 
into a ‘Turkish-type’ autocratic 
presidency (read sultanate), 
engaging in militaristic adventures 
in nearly all its neighbouring areas, 
suspending the basic rights of its 
citizens, and starting to withdraw 
from international legal agreements, 
etc. Looking at all these, I would 
hesitate to criticise people who define 
the regime as fascist. Rather than 
dismissing claims of ‘fascism’ in a 
hasty manner by arguing that they 
don’t fit the ‘classical’/’historical’ 
cases I’d take them seriously.

Conrad concludes that “fascist 
groups, movements and parties form 
counterrevolutionary fighting squads 
separate from the state - this is the 
essential and defining characteristic 
of fascism”. The NAP doesn’t even 
need to show its street presence 
constantly - after all, who needs 
gangs, when you control the police, 
the public prosecutor and the judges?
Hasan Keser
Turkey

Complex
When Jack Conrad is so dismissive 
of even the merest possibility that 
emotional and often also unconscious 
aspects of human experience - in this 
particular instance, those seemingly 
peculiar regions of psycho-sexuality 
- can play a part in political 
phenomena or historical events, he 
demeans both Marxism and himself 
as an otherwise highly cogent 
exponent of it.

He tells us that the Freudian, 
Raymond de Saussure, was peddling 
“obvious crap and nonsense” by 
suggesting that “Hitler exhibited a 
strong Oedipus complex and needed 
to channel his sexual energies in 
order to conceal his impotence from 
the public: the German Reich was 
a penis substitute”. However, what 
the comrade seems to miss is, firstly, 
that one factor doesn’t necessarily 
preclude another - Hitler’s make-
up of personality may not be either 
a sole or primary factor involved in 
the ‘rise’ of fascism, but it still can 
be amongst them (being the ‘internal 
aspect’, so to speak). Secondly, as the 
external side of things, those psycho-
sexual traits of Hitler’s character 
- certainly as then either expressed 
quite openly or more obscurely 
’sublimated’ through general 
attitudes to life, etc - may well have 
played a part in determining why he 
as a particular individual was, as it 
were, deemed a good horse to back 
over and above any others around at 
the time (ie, by the ruling elites of 
German capitalism, when it came to 
developing their fascist strategies).

Going a bit further, what are we 
human beings if not that extremely 
complex organism - as such a 
rather mysterious formation? In 
the approximate/slightly expanded 
words of Hermann Hesse’s 
Steppenwolf, the human psyche (and 
so maybe also the inescapable design 
for our lives?) is “less like a singular 
planet orbiting around one lone 
sun, but far more of an intriguing 

constellation - itself even within 
a spinning galaxy”. The fact that 
all such matters humanitarian are 
inherently so complex is exemplified 
by our strong disinclination to admit 
to ‘emotions’ over and above a need 
to project ‘rationality’. Strange 
stuff indeed - all of which can 
lead to miscalculations, errors of 
judgment, dodgy analysis: QED, in 
this context of Jack Conrad’s article 
and its particular focus, the ‘misuse’ 
or other such confusions around 
the F-word can apply with equal 
measure to ‘Freud’/‘Freudianism’ as 
to ‘fascist’/‘fascism’!

Incidentally, everything here has 
its equivalence in that mainstream 
and bourgeois analysis of “cometh 
the hour, cometh the man” - (aka a 
person with the most appropriate/
best utilisable, unconscious desires or 
sublimated motivations.) Of course, 
given the almost infinite variations in 
human experience and consequently 
of perception, matters such as these 
can be expressed very differently 
again: for instance, by pointing out 
how for a period of time BB King had 
that ‘electric blues-music thing’ all 
to himself, but then the British white 
boys, the Spencer Davis Group, with 
lead singer Stevie Winwood, boosted 
it to new ‘anguish-filled’ heights 
with ‘Gimme some lovin’. Or how 
Bob Dylan thought he was the most 
poignant iteration of ‘protest’ music 
conceivable, but then along came 
not only Marvin Gaye with ‘What’s 
going on?’, but also Electric Avenue 
from Eddy Grant. How some fantastic 
Saturday-night dance music was 
gifted by Fats Domino and Chuck 
Berry, but then we got über-funkster 
James Brown! Not for a moment to 
forget those lessons to be shared by 
George Clinton’s parliament with 
our modern-day Marxism: “One 
nation under a groove, no-one can 
stop us now ... we’re gonna dance, 
dance away all constrictions!”
Bruno Kretzschmar
email

Israel liability
Although I agree with Moshé 
Machover in relation to the 
reactionary nature of Hamas, I 
cannot agree that Israel’s murderous 
onslaught against Gaza “was driven 
by Netanyahu’s narrow personal 
interests” (‘End Zionist oppression’, 
May 27). There is no evidence for 
this.

It is arguable whether Binyamin 
Netanyahu even benefited from the 
attack on Gaza, given that he was in 
negotiations with Mansour Abbas’s 
Ra’am (United Arab List) to support 
his coalition-building attempts. The 
causes of the attack on Gaza lie in 
Israel’s ongoing colonisation and 
ethnic cleansing of East Jerusalem 
in particular. As Moshé accepts, 
Hamas’s firing of rockets into Israel 
was unexpected, since Netanyahu 
believed that Hamas was sufficiently 
cowed by Operation Protective Edge 
in 2014.

The closure of the area around the 
Damascus Gate was reversed as a 
result of the protests. If the aim was 
to attack Gaza, it is doubtful whether 
this decision would have been 
reversed. I doubt whether Netanyahu 
was involved in what was a police 
decision. Likewise the attack on 
worshippers in Al Aqsa mosque 
was a consequence of the ongoing 
attacks on the Palestinian presence 
and control of the Temple Mount.

What triggered recent events 
was the continuing attempts to evict 
Palestinian families from Sheikh 
Jarrar. It is the Israeli courts, not 
Netanyahu, that has responsibility 
for the timing of events here. It is 
the Judaisation of East Jerusalem, 
not Netanyahu’s attempts to avoid 
prison.

I make this point because we should 
not, unlike the Zionist ‘left’, see all 
the problems of Israeli apartheid 
residing in the lap of Netanyahu. 
This logic leads the Zionist ‘left’ into 
supporting a government of Naftali 
Bennett, Gideon Saar and Avigdor 
Liebermann. As Nathan Thrall says 
in a recent interview with Jacobin, 
“the conditions for Palestinian 
revolt are not made by the unique 
circumstances of the Israeli prime 
minister’s narrow coalitional 
interests. The conditions for 
Palestinian revolt are ever present.”

What we are seeing is a new 
stage in the Zionist-Palestinian 
struggle and one which is likely to be 
extremely bloody. Palestinians have 
united as they never have before and 
Israel is presently conducting a reign 
of terror against Israeli Palestinians, 
in addition to increased repression in 
the West Bank.
Tony Greenstein
Brighton

Boycott Puma
On Saturday May 29, the match 
in Ireland between Cliftonville FC 
and Linfield FC was interrupted by 
a small group of protestors carrying 
a Palestine flag and a banner that 
proclaimed to the world, “Boycott 
Puma”. This interruption was to 
highlight the ongoing commercial 
relationship between Cliftonville 
and Puma, a major global corporate 
sports brand and an official sponsor 
of the Israel Football Association.

Israel has been described as an 
apartheid state. According to Human 
Rights Watch (April 27), “On the 
basis of its research, Human Rights 
Watch concludes that the Israeli 
government has demonstrated an 
intent to maintain the domination 
of Jewish Israelis over Palestinians 
across Israel and the OPT [Occupied 
Palestinian Territory]. In the OPT, 
including East Jerusalem, that intent 
has been coupled with the systematic 
oppression of Palestinians and 
inhumane acts committed against 
them. When these three elements 
occur together, they amount to the 
crime of apartheid.”

How did a small club in the Irish 
FA become involved in a worldwide 
boycott movement? For Cliftonville 
- a promoter and champion of the 
slogan, ‘Give racism the boot’ - it 
seems hypocritical to call for an 
end to racism in local football here, 
while accepting sponsorship from a 
global company that stands accused 
of supporting an apartheid regime.

A change of kit sponsor will not 
materially affect Cliftonville and, 
unless its board puts the money it 
receives above the lives of Palestinian 
children, it would be unconscionable 
and immoral for them to continue 
with this sponsorship deal. Now is the 
time for the board to unequivocally 
and publicly state they will cease 
accepting money from companies 
that support apartheid states.

A statement from BDS global 
action and the Palestinian and 
Cultural Boycott of Israel reads: 
“Puma is the only international 
sponsor of the Israel Football 
Association (IFA), which includes 
teams in illegal Israeli settlements on 
occupied Palestinian land. Puma’s 
endorsement gives legitimacy to 
Israel’s illegal settlements pushing 
Palestinian families off their land 
and its attacks on Palestinian sports. 
Israeli snipers ended the careers of 
dozens of Palestinian athletes in Gaza 
in 2018 alone. Palestinian teams and 
athletes are calling for a boycott of 
Puma until it ends its sponsorship of 
the IFA.”

There is a long and proud 
history globally, against injustice 
and apartheid states. During the 
1969-70 South African rugby 
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Celebrate
We have two reasons to 

celebrate: first, at long last, 
the Weekly Worker is in print once 
again - after well over a year, 
when the pandemic meant we 
had no choice but to go online-
only. Second, as our costs will 
now shoot up as a result, it was 
great that we managed (just!) to 
reach our £2,000 target for May’s 
fighting fund.

Over the last few days of the 
month since last week’s issue, 
we received a handy £215, 
taking the final total for May up 
to £2,017. Well done, everyone! 
Special thanks go to comrade 
TDB, who has paid his £60 
annual subscription, even though 
he doesn’t want a print copy! In 
other words, it’s a donation. Also 
clicking on that PayPal button 
was DB, who came up with his 
regular £50 gift, along with LG 
(£25) and AR (£5).

Talking of AR, he also has 
a £5 standing order, so he pays 
£10 each month via two different 

sources! Two other monthly SOs 
were from VP and AN (£10 each), 
while comrade BK made one of 
those generous £50 bank transfers 
of his. Thanks to all comrades for 
seeing us home with £17 to spare!

And, after just a couple of days 
in June, we already have £160 on 
the way to that £2K target once 
again. All of that came in the 
shape of those start-of-the-month 
standing orders - thanks go to EW 
(£40), ST (£30), MS (£20), MT 
(£15), TM (£12), MM (£11), DI 
and YM (£10 each), BG (£7) and 
PBS (£5).

So, now you’ve got the paper 
back in your hands again, please 
don’t forget that we need your 
support - both political and 
financial. Let’s make sure we reach 
that target once more in June l

Robbie Rix

Fighting fund
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tour of Great Britain and Ireland, 
thousands protested in the streets and 
on the pitch, disrupting games and 
demanding an end to apartheid in 
South Africa. We are now revisiting 
history with the pitch invasion at 
Cliftonville’s ground last Saturday.

Cliftonville, please learn from 
our own history. Remember Belfast 
Celtic FC, forced out of the Irish 
league, and Derry FC, now playing 
in the Football Association of Ireland 
league. Most of all remember the 
67 dead Palestinian children, their 
mothers and fathers. Remember the 
displacement of up to 58,000 people 
(UN figures), who are now homeless 
refugees, alongside the massive 
destruction to the infrastructure and 
health facilities. This in and of itself 
should be enough to dissuade you 
from continuing your links to Puma.

The Boycott Divestment and 
Sanctions campaign is a global 
movement. But the idea of a boycott 
was actually popularised in Ireland 
by Charles Stewart Parnell during 
the land agitation of 1880 to protest 
against high rents and land evictions. 
The term was coined after Irish 
tenants followed Parnell’s suggested 
code of conduct and effectively 
ostracised a British estate manager, 
Charles Cunningham Boycott, who 
collected exorbitant rents on behalf 
of an absentee landlord.
Fra Hughes
Belfast

Alternative Forde
Leftwing activists plan to hold 
an alternative inquiry into the 
actions of Labour Party officials 
- including a sensational alleged 
attempt to undermine Jeremy 
Corbyn’s attempt to win the 2017 
general election.

In May 2020 Keir Starmer asked 
the barrister, Martin Forde, to 
investigate a leaked report, which 
included allegations of racism, 
factionalism and electoral sabotage 
by party officials. But over a year 
later Forde still has not reported, 
which is why this Saturday leftwing 
activists plan to hold the ‘Not The 
Forde Inquiry’.

The event will give people 
the chance to say in public what 
they would have told the inquiry 
if they’d had the chance. This 
explosive leaked report appears 
to be a shocking exposé of an 
attack on democracy at the heart 
of the Labour Party. This is far 
too important for the inquiry to be 
delayed any longer. We have to get 
these things out into the open now.

The ‘Not The Forde Inquiry’ 
event is being held by the Labour 
In Exile Network, which includes 
members who claim to have been 
unfairly suspended or expelled 
from the party for supporting 
Jeremy Corbyn. For example, I was 
the chair of South Thanet Labour 
Party until I was suspended for 
allowing the local party to debate 
the taking of the whip from Corbyn.

I believe the Forde Inquiry’s 
findings are being suppressed 
because the party’s leadership 
simply wants to bury the truth. But 
we, the grassroots members, aren’t 
going to let that happen. We refuse 
to be silenced.

Testifying to the inquiry will be 
the ex-vice-chair of Momentum, 
Jackie Walker, and former Labour 
MP Chris Williamson, who are 
both named in the leaked report. 
Other speakers will include 
Graham Bash, Leah Levane, Tina 
Werkmann and Rebecca Massey. 
The inquiry will also hear a special 
message from film director Ken 
Loach.

Anyone who wants to put their 
point to our inquiry can email it 
to us on info@labour-in-exile.org 
or just put it in person on the day. 
We hope our event will help throw 
more light on the murky goings on 

in the Labour Party. 
‘Not The Forde Inquiry’ is on 

Saturday June 5 at 7pm.
Norman Thomas
Labour in Exile Network

‘Go-to’ newspaper
I read the report of the recent joint 
CPGB/Labour Party Marxists 
aggregate with interest (‘Where next 
after May 6?’, May 27). I agree with 
Mike Macnair’s analysis that we are 
not witnessing the Pasokification 
of Britain’s Labour Party. Whilst 
150,000 people have cancelled their 
membership direct debits, Labour 
does still have more than 400,000 
members - most of them Corbyn 
supporters.

My experience of the Labour 
Party in Fenland over the last 11 
years is instructive. I rejoined it 
in 2010 following a period in the 
political wilderness reaching back to 
when Blair became leader in 1994. 
I left in 2015 in protest against Ed 
Miliband’s famous ‘controls on 
immigration’ mug. I then rejoined 
again in September 2020. However, 
it is only very recently that I’ve 
become active in Fenland Labour 
Party, following discussions over 
Facebook with a former CLP 
secretary. I have discovered that 
a completely new generation of 
Corbyn-supporting activists have 
taken over from the old guard, who 
had controlled the local party for the 
last 35 years.

Regarding the aggregate 
discussion on artificial intelligence 
and its effects, I agree that AI will lead 
to a huge increase in unemployment. 
That is why we must campaign for 
retirement at 50 - if it’s good enough 
for the police and army officers to do 
that on a decent pension, it’s good 
enough for everyone. At the same 
time, we must campaign for the mass 
introduction of automation, so that 
the working week can be reduced to 
20 hours with no loss of pay.

As research carried out by 
Oxford University points out, 50% 
of jobs will be replaced by robots 
and artificial intelligence. The 
professions will be badly hit by AI, 
as routine and repetitive work is 
replaced by computerisation and 
automation. At the same time, most 
factory and warehouse work will 
be replaced by robots - Amazon 
has plans to completely automate 
their warehouses. The only areas 
of employment in factories and 
warehouses will be robot and laser 
technicians.

Whilst there will always be 
solicitors, accountants and doctors, 
there will be fewer of them. You 
can see this in GP surgeries, where 
doctors are becoming supervisors 
of the work of nurses and nurse 
practitioners, who do most of the 
work. The elimination of most 
white-collar jobs will mean that 
manual jobs which cannot be 
replaced by robots, such as bin 
men and women and care workers, 
will become more respected. The 
demand for bin collection services 
to be brought in-house, along with a 
big increase in wages, will become 
a popular demand. Similarly, the 
demand for the nationalisation of all 
care homes and care work as part of a 
new National Care Service, together 
with a big increase in pay for care 
workers, will also be popular.

This brings me to my final point 
- the role of the Weekly Worker. 
Communists currently have limited 
resources - so the only weapon 
currently in our armoury is the 
Weekly Worker. All readers must 
endeavour to sell it to their contacts 
in the Labour Party, as well as to 
friends, relatives and workmates. 
Opinion polls show that there are 
four million people in Britain who 
see themselves as ‘far left’. This is 
equivalent to 6,000 per constituency 
- they must be our target audience.

The failure of the left can be 
put down to the failure of theory. 
Communists must have access to the 
most advanced theory. That is why 
the discussion about the Labour Party 
and AI at the recent aggregate is so 
important. All readers of the Weekly 
Worker should write reports of their 
activity within Labour branches and 
Constituency Labour Parties. Once 
face-to-face meetings start to replace 
Zoom, the Weekly Worker should be 
the ‘go-to’ newspaper for all Labour 
Party activists.

At the same time, activists must do 
all we can not to invite our suspension 
and expulsion from the party by the 
Starmer bureaucracy. This means 
avoiding all use of the word ‘Israel’ 
in Facebook discussions and Labour 
Party meetings and resolutions. We 
must get the Weekly Worker into 
the hands of all Corbyn-supporting 
activists who are now very open 
to an explanation of the failure of 
Corbynism and the tasks of socialists 
in the years ahead.
John Smithee
Cambridgeshire

The Leninist
I am sure comrades will be delighted 
to hear that not only is the Weekly 
Worker coming back to print, but 
also that there is a brand new - and 
very much improved - online archive 
for The Leninist.

First published in 1981, 
The Leninist will have its 40th 
anniversary this year - what better 
way to celebrate this important 
chapter in British working class 
history than by giving it a new 
lease on life! That is why some very 
diligent comrades have spent the last 
six months working day and night to 
make it more accessible than ever.

Be sure to check it out and have 
a read. You can find our brand new 
archive on the CPGB website at: 
communistparty.co.uk/who-we-are/
the-leninist-archive.
Ollie Hughes
Communist Party of Great Britain

White Australia
At the end of May, Australian media 
reported on a multinational company 
receiving a $121 million contract to 
keep asylum-seekers locked away 
for good on a remote island of Papua 
New Guinea.

Ever since Adam Smith’s Wealth 
of nations and even more so since 
Karl Marx’s Value, price and profits 
(1865), many have known that what 
drives private companies is profits. 
This is especially the case when 
such companies received lucrative 
government contracts. By scamming 
taxpayers, even better profits can be 
made than during normal business 
activities. Of course, neoliberal 
ideology demands that ‘everything 
needs to be privatised’ and so 
keeping refugees locked up for 
political (winning elections) and 
ideological (Australia White Policy) 
reasons continues.

To honour his Christian 
values, Australia’s Pentecostal 
prime minister, Scott Morrison 
(or ‘Scomo’), who once told a 
conference that he was called to do 
god’s work, has no problems with 
imprisoning little children. Perhaps 
the rotten teeth of the victims of 
Australia’s inhumane refugee policy 
reflect Christian values and god’s 
calling to become PM.

Imprisoned by Australia, refugees 
are watched over by private 
companies. But it gets even better 
for corporate profits, when the 
Australian government is billed $75 
an hour for local workers it pays 
just $8 an hour to guard Australia’s 
refugees on remote Pacific islands. 
These families - men, women and 
children - are, in the hallucinations of 
Australia’s conservatives, a ‘danger 
to Australia’. But never mind: as 
long as Australia’s Murdoch press 

supports Scomo, all is fine. (Rupert 
Murdoch owns around 75% of 
Australia’s newspaper market.)

As well as the ultra-conservative 
Murdoch, there are almost equally 
conservative TV channels. 
Combined, they maintain the 
ideology that refugees are a danger 
to Australia. Meanwhile, Scott 
Morrison is doing a good job. For 
Scomo and Murdoch, etc, all is fine 
- even the children kept in isolation 
in what are euphemistically called 
‘detention centres’.

It is almost self-evident that 
such truly Christian behaviour 
adheres to the White Australia 
Policy. Officially, this was gradually 
dismantled between 1949 and 1973, 
but Australian conservatives are 
carrying on in the same spirit today. 
This might explain why refugees are 
not allowed to leave PNG unless they 
are resettled in the US or another 
country, such as New Zealand. The 
White Australia Policy blocks the 
way to Australia for non-whites.

By February 2020, the Liberal 
Party-corporate scam became all too 
obvious. An auditor raised concerns 
about the gaping gulf between wages 
claimed by the private contractor and 
wages paid to workers. Australia’s 
Home Affairs was notified on 
behalf of about 30 local staff who 
were substantially underpaid. When 
refugee advocates found out all about 
the scam, they felt that Australians 
and local workers in PNG were 
cheated, exploited and used for the 
company’s benefit, while refugee 
families suffered even more. The 
only one not suffering is Scomo, 

with his approval ratings well above 
50%.

On the basis of overwhelming 
media support, this refugee-
imprisoning company has made 
millions at the expense of ordinary 
Australians taxpayers. The scam 
was engineered by the company 
through contracts with Home Affairs 
to provide so-called ‘services’ on 
the PNG island of Manus. With 
the financial support of Australia’s 
government, the company has 
repeatedly extended its unsavoury 
activities and has been paid $3.7 
million a month.

At present there are about 130 
asylum-seekers and refugees 
locked up in PNG for a ‘crime’ that 
is actually a human right. Some 
might remember the test of the 
Magna Carta Libertatum of 1215 - 
a founding document of Scomo’s 
beloved liberalism. Yet the refugee 
children are not criminals and they 
are not illegal - no child is illegal, 
ever - they are just children. Not so 
in the eyes of Australia’s Christian 
PM and his so-called ‘Liberal’ Party.

Australia’s deeply racist White 
Australia Policy encapsulated a 
set of policies that aimed to forbid 
people of non-European ethnic 
origin, especially Asians and Pacific 
Islanders, from immigrating to 
Australia. It started in 1901 and some 
say it never ended. Middle Eastern 
refugees aren’t white, and Pacific 
island prison guards aren’t white and 
hence can be mistreated. For some 
politicians, this is part of their DNA. 
Thomas Klikauer
email

Online Communist Forum

Sunday June 6 5pm 
A week in politics

Political report from CPGB’s Provisional 
Central Committee and discussion

Register in advance for this webinar: 
us02web.zoom.us/webinar/register/WN_MA78RwDKQpSY4LmjI-0FBw

Sunday June 13 5pm 
Communism in motion: Has the worm turned?

Chris Knight reviews his book Blood relations: menstruation and the 
origins of culture 30 years on

Sunday June 20 5pm 
Free speech and the law
Speaker: Mike Macnair

Sunday June 27 5pm 
A week in politics

Political report from CPGB’s Provisional 
Central Committee and discussion

Previous OCFs can be viewed or heard at these places: 
YouTube: www.youtube.com/c/communistpartyofgreatbritain 

Soundcloud: soundcloud.com/cpgb-pcc 
Spotify: open.spotify.com/show/412z90d6iSHN3bqwxAaP8h 

Apple Podcasts: 
podcasts.apple.com/nl/podcast/marxist-report/id1494068795

Organised by CPGB: www.cpgb.org.uk and 
Labour Party Marxists: www.labourpartymarxists.org.uk

For further information, email Stan Keable at 
Secretary@labourpartymarxists.org.uk
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Flying saucers over Washington
UFOs are back in the news again. Paul Demarty explores the cold war background and its exotic leftwing 
offshoots and variants 

It seems America is in the grip of 
one of its periodic manias about 
unidentified flying objects.
This month, the Pentagon is due 

to finally release an extensive report 
on its investigations of what it - like 
many others who look into these 
matters who do not want to appear 
cranky - calls ‘unidentified aerial 
phenomena’ (UAPs). A segment 
on the CBS 60 minutes news 
programme trailed the report heavily, 
and interviewed a retired navy pilot 
who claimed that he had seen UFOs 
“every day for a couple years”. 
Barack Obama recently mentioned 
in an interview that there were a 
large number of such UAPs that had 
not been satisfactorily explained. On 
the right, the eccentric, reactionary 
cable news host, Tucker Carlson, and 
Floridian senator Marco Rubio both 
expressed their concerns over what 
these encounters mean for national 
security.

We await the Pentagon’s report 
with some interest, but do not 
expect that it will resolve things 
satisfactorily. This is merely 
because it will not blithely reveal 
that the government is in contact 
with space aliens, but probably 
will not declassify everything; so 
the UFO enthusiasts can always 
project their fantasies onto this 
remainder. What will be discussed? 
The more general formulation - 
UAP - is probably helpful, since 
some UFO-type sightings turn out 
to be meteorological effects or 
misidentified heavenly bodies rather 
than ‘flying objects’ of any sort. But 
the latter account for their fair share 
too - weather balloons, spy aircraft 
and today perhaps drones. Something 
like 90% of reported sightings are 
quickly explained - satisfactorily or 
otherwise.

The remaining 10% exercise 
a powerful pull over especially 
the American imagination. Polls 
routinely suggest that around half the 
population believe that first contact 
has in fact been made, or will be 
in the next 100 years. Those who, 
like the X files’ Fox Mulder, ‘want 
to believe’, are growing rather than 
shrinking in number and proportion.

Beginnings
There are two kinds of explanation 
for this enthusiasm, which you 
could crudely call political and 
cultural - though, of course, the two 
interpenetrate.

On the political and especially 
geopolitical side, it is worth noting the 
effective birth date of the UFO craze: 
it was 1947. That year, the reports 
by military pilots of ‘foo fighters’ 
- objects that appeared to be flying 
with exceptional manoeuvrability 
and speed - started to bubble up in 
the public mind. There was also the 
notorious ‘Roswell incident’, when 
a high-altitude balloon belonging 
to the airforce crashed on a New 
Mexico ranch and spawned one of 
the first and most enduring UFO 
conspiracy theories.

This all coincided with the 
outbreak of the cold war and the 
beginning of the nuclear era, and so 
there was naturally an interest on the 
part of the American deep state on 
the real nature of these reports - not, 
of course, the hysteria over Roswell 
or cattle mutilations, but apparently 
sane navy and airforce pilots. The 
US government well knew that it 
had not got hold of all the Nazis’ 
scientific experts: many were in the 
USSR, speeding along the Soviet 
rocket programme and just maybe 

pursuing some of the Third Reich’s 
more outré aeronautical conjectures 
(which included at least one design 
for a round, flat aircraft).

In the 1950s, the US military made 
things worse by commissioning a 
super-high-altitude spy plane, which 
became the U-2. Civilian airline 
pilots, observing these craft flying 
far higher than any pre-existing 
planes, were repeatedly spooked 
out. A new department - Project 
Blue Book - was spun up to deal 
with the volume of sightings. It 
cross-referenced with known U-2 
test flights, which accounted for 
the majority of reports; but the true 
cause could not be revealed publicly 
without alerting the Soviets to the 
new plane’s existence.

The first UFO craze, then, 
coincided with the outbreak of the 
cold war; the second with what you 
could call its climax - the period 
between the Cuban missile crisis 
and the American evacuation of 
Saigon. Popular anxieties about 
global enemies were displaced onto 
imaginary threats. As a Marxist 
periodical, we could hardly avoid 
mentioning the peculiar case of 
Juan Posadas in this connection. 
Posadas was the leader of the Latin 
American bureau of the Trotskyist 
Fourth International in the 1950s, 
and though himself an Argentine, 
had particular influence over the 
Cuban section, which played a 
small, but not trivial, role in the 
revolution. Initially tolerated by the 
Castro regime, the Posadists found 
themselves suppressed after a series 
of provocations: they denounced the 
USSR’s climbdown in the Cuban 
crisis, arguing that if a nuclear war 
was to come it would only hasten 
the revolution, and later demanded 
the government kick the US out 
of Guantanamo Bay, allegedly 
organising nearby workers to march 
on the base and take care of things 
themselves. The Posadists turned 
to guerrilla struggles, which did not 
go well for them: much reduced, the 
group became more dependent on its 
leader.

Posadas himself noted with 
interest the revival of the American 
obsession with UFOs, and suggested 
- initially half in jest - that, if they 
really were visitors from far-off stars, 
then they must surely be communists, 

since capitalism could not develop 
the productive forces far enough to 
develop faster-than-light travel! This 
jeu d’esprit hardened into a dogma, 
and the group became a peculiar 
hybrid of Trotskyist sect and new-
age cult; it still exists here and there, 
but has its greatest prominence as a 
source of memes for snarky online 
leftists.

The end of the cold war had 
a peculiar effect on American 
‘ufology’. On the face of it, you 
would expect it to have dire 
consequences: military competition 
with the USSR had produced not 
only several of the ‘flying objects’ 
themselves, so far as they were more 
than optical illusions: it had provided 
the bass-note of paranoia in post-
war American life. ‘Ordinary folks’ 
could fear communist agents, or the 
deep-state apparatuses set up to fight 
them - or both.

The effect of ‘the end of history’ 
was to resolve that tension, but not 
the underlying anxiety; so it became 
wholly introjected. The concomitant 
defeat of the workers’ movement 
tended to increase atomisation 
throughout society, leading to 
greater credulousness. Religious 
and even paramilitary movements 
sprung up, whose notional enemy 
was ‘the government’ - increasingly 
viewed not merely in national but 
in global terms. Older paranoid 
obsessions, like UFOs, fused with 
‘new world order’ conspiracy 
theories. David Icke discovered his 
lizards; and it was not uncommon 
in the first years of this century to 
find insinuations of extra-terrestrial 
involvement in the supposed 
controlled demolition of the twin 
towers. The efforts of the Trump 
administration to declassify some 
of this material plays on precisely 
this primarily rightwing account of 
deep-state conspiracy.

Deus ex machina
So much for the directly political 
side of the question. Posadas’s 
conjecture about space communism 
is, in a sense, a good way into the 
cultural side. It is the mirror image 
of the Tucker Carlson treatment of 
the question as essentially a matter 
of ‘national security’; supposing that 
‘they are out there’, the ‘they’ we 
imagine is implicitly very much like 

‘us’, and so either running on the same 
rails of universal history (Posadas) or 
similarly paranoid and warlike, and 
therefore a threat (Carlson).

If we think of these conjectures as 
essentially science-fictional, then it 
is a particular sort of science fiction 
at work: basically the pulp franchise, 
like Star wars or Star trek, where the 
universe or the galaxy is populated 
by humanoid alien species which 
offer in archetypal (or stereotyped) 
form of identifiable aspects of human 
species being - or even just ciphers 
for national and political tendencies 
of very obviously terrestrial origin. 
Star trek is the more interesting 
case here, in that it presents - in the 
form of the Federation - a society 
that is simultaneously a communism 
of abundance and somehow also 
an imperialist security state. Both 
sides of the cold war sit in the same 
franchise in sometimes bizarre 
contrast, and sometimes fruitful 
interplay (as in the Deep space nine 
sub-franchise).

There exists also a radically 
different tendency in science fiction 
that deals with extra-terrestrial life: 
the attempt to push at the edges 
of what contact with a radically 
different alien species would 
mean for humanity. Many of the 
important names in this tradition, 
oddly, hailed from the Stalinist 
countries, though they were not 
necessarily happy campers - Boris 
and Arkady Strugatsky’s Roadside 
picnic imagines human scavengers 
finding bizarre artefacts from the 
site of an earlier visitation by aliens, 
who seem to have no interest in us 
at all; and Stanisław Lem’s Solaris 
imagined contact with a planetary 
sentience. Both were, of course, 
adapted into classic films by the 
Russian director, Andrei Tarkovsky. 
The novel and film of 2001: a space 
odyssey fits into this category. 
Denis Villeneuve’s Arrival, based 
on a story by Ted Chiang, is a 
more recent exploration of similar 
territory.

There is, finally, the most 
obviously relevant subgenre - the 
UFO/alien invasion conspiracy 
thriller. There are older examples: the 
various Invasion of the body snatchers 
movies; Gerry Anderson’s live-action 
series UFO and, for that matter, 
Captain Scarlet. (UFO’s leading 

man, Ed Bishop, later trod the boards 
for our Workers Theatre Movement.) 
Its peak came in the 90s, however, 
with The X-files, whose overarching 
plot is like a geological stratum with 
every survivalist fantasy of its era 
fossilised within it - alien abductions, 
cattle mutilations, vaccination 
programmes hiding government 
malfeasance, deep state operatives 
whose cover is so elaborate they have 
long forgotten their own names, false-
flag terror attacks, killer bees … the 
gang’s all here. (This plot eventually 
became so overcomplicated that it 
was effectively abandoned around 
season 7.) There followed a spate 
of imitative series, some better than 
others, like Roswell and The 4400.

For all the diversity in tone and 
intended audience here, there is 
something common to all, which is 
the function of the alien encounter. 
The alien disrupts human normality; 
the communist utopia of Star trek 
must nevertheless stand ready to 
repel invaders; the bland bureaucracy 
of the state core at the end of history, 
in The X files, must somehow 
contain and hide a vast conspiracy 
to collaborate with alien colonisers. 
At the same time, what the alien 
interrupts us with is - as with all 
fictions - essentially ourselves. 
The alien stereotypes of the space 
opera (the warlike Klingons, ultra-
rationalistic Vulcans and what have 
you) allow us to project, in condensed 
form, recognisable features of human 
societies. Fredric Jameson argued 
that the original model of the science-
fiction text is the utopia, and indeed 
the society described by Hythloday in 
Thomas More’s Utopia may as well 
be an alien planet.

In the more ‘philosophical’ fictions 
of alien encounter - Solaris, Arrival 
and so on - it is usually our own 
‘failures of communication’ that are 
staged: the fear of the epistemological 
gap between one subject and another. 
The radical difference of the alien 
species discloses the sins of human 
societies to us, and perhaps - as in the 
final act of Arrival - offers a kind of 
redemption we could not obtain by 
ourselves. Fear and hope commingle 
in our fantasies of alien contact. We 
hope that our mess can somehow 
be sorted out by a deus ex machina, 
but fear that there is merely an even 
bigger mess, a more powerful elite 
to enslave us; perhaps even the 
cosmic indifference of the visitors of 
Roadside picnic.

So far as the present excitement 
goes, however, we seem to be strictly 
in fear territory. Endless hints are 
dropped that some UFO sightings 
might be experimental Chinese craft; 
American culture, especially on the 
right, is in the grip of ‘declinism’ and, 
just as in the cold war (and, for that 
matter, in the lead-up to World War I) 
the advances of rising powers are 
exaggerated by panicked ideologues 
in the hegemonic metropolis, so 
successive administrations obsess 
over the new rival in the far east. It 
is manifestly implausible that China 
has somehow, in total secrecy, not 
only caught up with American 
military technology, but surpassed it; 
but then it is also implausible that we 
have made contact with intelligent 
alien species, and people are happy to 
believe that too.

It was, perhaps, inevitable that 
these two great paranoid obsessions 
should find a meeting point. We 
await, with morbid curiosity, the 
consequences l

paul.demarty@weeklyworker.co.uk

Drone display
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Pogrom state made manifest
The far-right terror campaign against Palestinians sees the police arresting those who dare resist. Meanwhile 
global opposition to Israel grows apace. Tony Greenstein looks at the changing picture

S ince the ceasefire between 
Israel and Gaza, Israeli police 
have been taking their revenge 

on Israel’s Palestinians for what 
Jonathan Freedland concedes has 
been a “strategic disaster”.1 Oren Ziv 
in Israel’s +972 magazine described 
how, in response to the pogroms 
against Palestinians in Israeli ‘mixed’ 
cities by Jewish vigilantes and armed 
settler gangs, the police have been 
engaged in a widespread round-up 
- not of the attackers, but those who 
tried to defend themselves!2

The behaviour of Israel’s 
paramilitary police is reminiscent 
of the pogroms that drove over two 
million Jews from tsarist Russia to 
Britain and America at the end of 
the 19th and beginning of the 20th 
centuries. Whenever Jews mounted 
any self-defence, the police and army 
took the sides of the pogromists.

Although there were isolated 
reprisal attacks by Israeli 
Palestinians, including setting fire to 
synagogues in Bat Yam, this was not 
the ‘communal violence’ that it has 
been portrayed as. Israeli Palestinians 
saw the attacks on Al Aqsa mosque 
in Jerusalem, which is as much a 
political as a religious symbol, as 
directed against them. The police 
even stopped buses taking thousands 
to the mosque during Ramadan 
- it would be inconceivable that 
they would do the same to Jewish 
worshippers.

The attack on Israel’s Palestinians 
by vigilantes and armed settlers was 
encouraged by the security minister, 
Amir Ohana, who defended “law-
abiding citizens”: that is, Jews who 
carry weapons to ‘assist the police’. 
The Electronic Intifada described 
how Israeli Jewish vigilantes 
used instant messaging services 
to organise armed militias.3 One 
WhatsApp group was titled ‘Death 
to the Arabs in Haifa - War Group’. 
Members were instructed to bring 
Israeli flags and to meet at the 
entrance of the Old City of Acre, 
masked.

“The police won’t do anything to 
us: they will back us up and turn a 
blind eye,” said one Israeli in a voice 
message to other far-right Jewish 
activists.4 And how right they were. 
Israeli human rights group B’Tselem 
said settler groups, including the 
far-right groups, Regavim and My 
Israel, were forming armed militias 
to go to mixed cities on May 13.

“We are no longer Jews today,” 
one user wrote in a Telegram group 
titled ‘People from Holon, Bat 
Yam and Rishon Lezion go out to 
bring war’. “Today we are Nazis.” 
Perhaps the Board of Deputies, The 
Jewish Chronicle and supporters 
of the International Holocaust 
Remembrance Association 
misdefinition of anti-Semitism, who 
decry comparisons between Israel 
and the Nazis, will note that Israel’s 
Judeo-Nazis themselves recognise 
the connection.

Amira Hass, who with Gideon 
Levy is the most principled 
journalist in Israel, interviewed 
photographer Abdel-Afo Bassam on 
what happened when Israeli police 
invaded Al Aqsa mosque in early 
May.5 Over 300 Palestinians were 
injured, many seriously. Three lost 
eyes after being hit with sponge-
tipped bullets.

Just imagine that the police had 
invaded a synagogue, firing stun 
grenades, tear gas and sponge-
tipped bullets, and batoning those 
in their way. It is no wonder that 
synagogues in Israel became a 
target for Palestinians. For too long 

mosques and churches have been the 
target of far-right arsonists, yet some 
people seriously compared setting 
fire to synagogues in Bat Yam to the 
Kristallnacht.

Israeli politicians compared what 
was happening to a ‘civil war’, as 
Israel’s Palestinians mobilised to 
support their compatriots in Gaza 
and the West Bank. The Zionist 
‘left’, which is prepared to go into 
a governing coalition with the far-
right Yamina alliance, bemoaned 
the breakdown in co-existence in 
Israel’s ‘mixed’ cities. The reality is 
that, even when a city contains both 
Arabs and Jews, they live different 
lives in different districts. What 
we are seeing though is an influx 
of Jewish settlers, whose aim is to 
Judaise the cities, just as the Galilee, 
East Jerusalem and the Negev have 
been the subject of Judaisation.

As with all settler-colonial 
regimes, the only response of the 
Zionist rulers of Israel to Palestinian 
demands is brute force. Israel’s 
Zionist rulers are just as stupid as 
their Afrikaner cousins were in 
South Africa. They cannot see which 
way the wind is blowing until the 
gale is overpowering. Whether it 
be murdering children in Gaza or 
blinding demonstrators in Jerusalem, 
Israel demonstrates every day that 
it is a Jewish supremacist state, 
whose ongoing purpose is to remove 
Palestinians from their homes and 
confiscate their land - prior, that is, to 
ethnically cleansing them altogether.

Solidarity
However, it is clear that this time 
around Israel’s regular ‘mowing 
the lawn’6 in Gaza has backfired 
spectacularly. There is no doubt 
that prime minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu would like to have 
continued Israel’s 11-day attack. 
In 2014 Operation Protective Edge 
lasted for seven weeks, so why the 
difference?

Despite the desperate attempts 
by the Zionists to gain acceptance 
for the IHRA, whose sole purpose 
was to redefine anti-Zionism as 
anti-Semitism, it is clear that 
Israel’s propagandists and their 
rightwing Labour supporters have, 
if anything, politicised supporters 
of the Palestinians.

The 200,000-strong demonstration 
in London on June 22 was the 
biggest pro-Palestinian event there 

has ever been in Britain. But what 
was the reaction of the popular 
press? To see anti-Semitism where 
none existed. The Sunday Times led 
the pack with the headline, ‘Placards 
with anti-Jewish hatred mar protests 
by tens of thousands’. If true this 
would have been terrible, but what 
did these placards say? Did they 
say ‘Hitler was right’ or did they 
deny the holocaust? The Evening 
Standard told how these placards 
include slogans such as “Israel, 
the new Nazi state”, while another 
referred to “Holocaust part 2”. The 
Daily Telegraph informed us that 
one placard even read “Zionism 
is terrorism”! The Express told us 
that one placard read, “Stop doing 
what Hitler did to you!” and that 
“controversial banners referencing 
the holocaust and Nazis were 
spotted”.

In other words, the rightwing 
press have bought into the idea 
that any reference to Hitler or the 
Nazis in the context of Israel is 
automatically anti-Semitic. Of 
course, none of these placards 
were anti-Semitic. What they were 
doing was comparing the evils of 
the Nazi state to those of Israel, as 
do many Israelis themselves. They 
might be accused of hyperbole 
and exaggeration, but certainly not 
anti-Semitism. It is clear that the 
Tory press was determined to find 
that the Palestinian demonstration 
was anti-Semitic as a means of 
deflecting attention from the real 
issue - Israel’s genocidal attack on 
Gaza.

The irony, however, is that the 
following day, at a demonstration 
called in support of Israel by the 
Board of Deputies of British Jews 
- which claims to be the “Voice 
of British Jews” - no less than 
Tommy Robinson, the fascist and 
Islamophobic bigot attended. And 
despite the hypocritical attempts of 
the Board of Deputies to distance 
themselves from Robinson’s 
appearance, it is clear from the video 
footage that he was given a hero’s 
welcome by other demonstrators. 
What the BoD and groups like the 
Jewish Labour Movement refuse to 
face up to is why Robinson and his 
fascist supporters find Zionism and 
Israel so attractive.

The Mail’s online coverage 
of Robinson’s attendance was 
particularly dishonest. It told how a 

“grinning” Robinson was “spotted 
in crowd at a London pro-Israel 
demonstration a day after Palestine 
supporters waved Hitler and Nazi 
signs, as extremists continue to 
hijack London protests”. Not only 
does the paper which supported 
Hitler during the 1930s imply that 
Robinson was there by accident, but 
the message to anyone reading it 
was that Palestinian supporters had 
been waving swastikas and placards 
in support of the Nazi regime. Such 
is the depth of dishonesty of the 
gutter press.

Genie out
What is clear though is that 2021 was 
not a rerun of 2014, as Netanyahu 
had envisaged. Not only were there 
mass protests on the street, but in 
the intervening period support for 
the Palestinians and opposition to 
Zionism had percolated through the 
American political system. Black 
Lives Matter and the struggle for 
racial justice in the United States had 
met up with support for Palestinian 
liberation. Intersectionalism is one 
of Zionism’s greatest fears.

After all, when 150,000 American 
police have been trained in the 
finer arts of choking, strangling 
and beating up by their Israeli 
counterparts, it is not hard to draw 
connections between Israel’s Jim 
Crow laws and white supremacy 
in the United States. The clear anti-
black hostility of Zionism, which is 
resulting in the deportation of long-
standing black Hebrew residents 
from Israel, has taken its toll.

Normally pro-Israeli Democrats 
have become favourable to the idea 
of halting the flow of arms shipments 
to Israel during the crisis. Even 
Chuck Schumer, the racist leader of 
the Democrats in the Senate and an 
avid supporter of the Zionists, kept 
unusually quiet. It is also clear that 
the Biden administration, which at 
the start of Israel’s attack gave it the 
green light, became increasingly 
uncomfortable, the longer Israel’s 
bombardment went on. It is 
clear that Biden effectively gave 
Netanyahu an ultimatum, making it 
clear that political support for Israel 
was draining away.

If Britain’s Jewish community 
refused to come out on the streets to 
support Israel’s blitzkrieg that was 
also true in the USA. American Jews, 
who have faced considerable anti-

Semitism from white supremacists, 
spent an uncomfortable four years 
under Donald Trump, who combined 
anti-Semitism with ardent support 
for Israel. The spectacle of Israel 
invading mosques and evicting 
Palestinians from homes that they 
had lived in for 70 years, whilst 
murdering defenceless civilians in 
Gaza, has taken its toll.

There is no doubt that we are 
seeing a shift in the unquestioning 
support for Israel. Even The 
Guardian has been retreating from 
its automatic pro-Zionism, though 
whether this continues is a moot 
question. The New York Times 
emblazoned on its front page pictures 
of the 67 Palestinian children whom 
Israel had murdered, under the 
headline, ‘They were just children’.7 
Humanising the Palestinians is a 
first for a paper which has engaged 
in reflective Zionism for the past 
70 years. Recently its rightwing 
opinion editor, Bari Weiss, was 
forced to resign, as she found the 
political atmosphere uncomfortable.

Support for a one-state solution 
has grown, as the proposed two-
state solution has been destroyed 
by the settlements. Liberal Zionists 
like Peter Beinart have now come 
out in support of abandoning a 
Jewish state in favour of some form 
of binationalism. In a landmark 
article in The New York Times 
Beinart wrote: “I no longer believe 
in a Jewish state.”8 For Zionism this 
is the equivalent of eating a ham 
sandwich in a synagogue. Beinart 
has even supported the idea of the 
Palestinian right of return - for long 
a taboo subject in polite society.9

It is always difficult to see history 
on the wing and to understand the 
nuances and shifts in political and 
public opinion. What is clear is that, 
as Israel drifts to the far right and the 
ethnic cleansing of the Palestinians 
looms on the horizon, the United 
States is not prepared to tolerate a 
repeat of 1948, with the consequent 
destabilisation of the Middle East. 
Israel is there to safeguard US 
interests, not threaten them.

For the Palestinians the 
clear task is to create a national 
liberation movement along the 
lines of the African National 
Congress in South Africa. Hamas, 
a reactionary Islamist organisation, 
cannot fulfil such a role, while 
Fatah is discredited because of 
its association with a corrupt and 
sclerotic leadership under Abbas. 
The key, however, to the situation 
remains the ability of the Arab 
working class and masses to be rid 
of the corrupt regimes that western 
imperialism has imposed upon the 
region in order to safeguard the 
theft of their natural resources.

Netanyahu has let the genie out 
of the bottle. Whoever becomes 
Israeli prime minister may have 
difficulty in putting it back l
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Where is America going?
Has there been a social democratic turn following Joe Biden’s victory? Now, after all, his administration 
promises not only to tax the rich, but help the poor. Then there is China, the EU and the so-called third 
world. This is an edited version of the talk Hillel Ticktin gave to the May 27 Online Communist Forum

Not many people expected the 
United States to be in the 
current political situation: 

that is to say, to have a Democratic 
president, who then began to talk 
about reversing policy back to a 
period before 1980. That is something 
that we must consider, in terms of the 
capitalist class adopting a different set 
of policies from those under Ronald 
Reagan and Margaret Thatcher. 
Basically any discussion of the 
present has to be in these terms - the 
attempt to reverse the failures of the 
period from 1980 to the present day.

The general policy after World 

War II was one of making limited 
concessions to the working class. In 
Britain and elsewhere that meant full 
employment, while in the United 
States it meant greater employment 
than had existed previously. What is 
clear is that, since 2008 down to the 
present, the global capitalist economy 
has stagnated. This is usually 
described as a ‘great recession’: that 
is to say, it is not a depression like 
the one prior to the war, but still 
significant.

But it seems to me that this is 
nonsense. You can, of course, define 
‘depression’ and ‘recession’ in any 

way you like and that is what we have 
seen. We have actually had in the 
world economy, from around 2008, 
stagnation which has taken a crisis 
form in which the whole system is 
threatened - something that is now 
being admitted. It is interesting that 
this stagnation has remained in place 
despite the slight ups and downs, 
and ‘crisis’ is the term that has been 
used. But something that lasts for 
more than a dozen years stops being 
a crisis - it needs some other name! 
When there is growth, as there is in 
some countries, it is at a very low rate 
and the third world has been hit the 

most. For example, in South Africa 
there has been no growth at all for 
the last few years and those who are 
predicting it there are probably being 
a little too optimistic.

So what we have seen in this whole 
period down to the present is an 
overall downturn, which the capitalist 
class has not been able to counter. Its 
major feature, which most people in 
the ruling class are ignoring, is that 
they are just not investing - or perhaps 
doing so only in a routine way. 
Obviously that means that growth 
is low and the rise in productivity is 
near zero. There is no question about 

USA
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this problem - clearly the capitalist 
class does not see any great need in 
investing. That does not mean, of 
course, that there is no investment 
whatsoever, but there is nothing in 
addition over and above the standard 
reinvestment, compared to previous 
years, even if the rate of profit would 
allow it.

The example I usually give is that 
of the Bank of New York Mellon. The 
lack of investment is illustrated by 
the fact that it is custodian to assets of 
more than $41 trillion, while the US 
gross domestic product is just over 
$20 trillion (of course, this cannot be 
compared to other countries, such as 
Britain, in terms of its size). So this 
$41 trillion is doing nothing other 
than being partly invested in the 
usual routine way. So there is no US 
expansion in any real way.

That does mean that the standard of 
living of the majority of the population 
is, to put it mildly, not increasing - and 
in fact for many it is falling. It is quite 
clear that it was not only the agrarian 
sector that was in trouble, so it is not 
surprising that in a situation where 
neither of the two main parties were 
proposing any real change something 
new would be sought, which was 
found in the shape of Donald Trump. 
So, while the US economy can hardly 
be described as highly successful, it 
can continue what amounts to its own 
economic loss-setting.

Predicament
Today a substantial part of the 
population has suffered a declining 
standard of living and a substantial 
part of the intelligentsia and of young 
people are critical of the system. 
That applies to Britain too, of course, 
where a large part of the population 
between 18 and 39 vote left, which is 
not surprising.

In principle you would expect the 
ruling class to try to find a way out 
of the current impasse. Obviously, 
when such a large proportion of their 
assets is doing next to nothing, that 
must be of some concern. But they 
are not threatened, of course. The 
average income of the highest sector 
in the United States is huge. Forbes 
estimates that there are 600-700 
people in the US whose wealth is in 
the billions.

The way out which a section of 
the ruling class appears to have taken 
is precisely to support Biden. An 
obvious example is James Dimon, the 
director of JP Morgan Chase, which 
is the biggest bank in the USA, if not 
the world.1 It is very unusual for a top 
banker to support a ‘left’ politician, 
though, obviously, Biden is not left, 
despite the fact that there are those 
who regard him in that way, because 
some of his slogans are those of post-
war social democracy. For example, 
he calls for the resuscitation of trade 
unions.

We are talking now of a budget 
being put before Congress, in which 
Biden is proposing expenditure of over 
$6 trillion - substantially more than 
the $4 trillion previously predicted. 
He is proposing a series of measures 
which will help young children, 
students, the poor, the elderly and the 
unemployed, and a fiscal stimulus of 
more than 15% of GDP is expected. 
The Financial Times says that this is 
something “historically associated 
with wartime”. Biden will also be 
unveiling an infrastructure bill, which 
will cost more than £3 trillion over 10 
years.

How will all these ‘social 
democratic’ measures be received? 
The Financial Times points out that 
“the Internal Revenue Service has 
shrunk by more than a fifth over the 
past decade and increasingly avoids 
auditing the very wealthy”.2 So what 
Biden is proposing is precisely ... 
‘Tax the rich’. Not many people 
would have expected him to take this 
measure and that the rich would have 
accepted it - and a substantial section 

of the rich have accepted it. The FT 
states that up to $70 billion a year 
of corporate taxes goes uncollected 
“due to various offshore accounting 
schemes”, and there seems to be 
some recognition that this situation 
must change.

So the intention is to raise the level 
of taxation in order to pay for a budget 
which will actually help the majority 
of the population, as opposed to the 
rich, which is what happened under 
Trump. Biden is proposing stronger 
trade union rights, increased tax 
credit for the low-paid, a higher 
minimum wage, the creation of more 
jobs, etc. So it is clear we have a US 
government that will not only tax the 
rich, but help the poor.

However, at the same time Biden 
wants to win the support of the 
ruling class. He does not want to 
provoke a ‘civil war’. But, of course, 
he does not have a majority in the 
Senate - although vice-president 
Kamala Harris, who acts as chair 
of the Senate, will, of course, vote 
for the Democrats, whereas the odd 
Democratic senator may not follow 
the party line (in the lower house, 
unlike the Senate, the Democrats do 
have a clear majority).

The question is, will Biden be 
able to win over the majority of the 
US population or will Trump gain 
sufficient support to win the next 
presidential election? The way it 
looks to me is that the population 
is becoming much more in Biden’s 
favour. After all, they would support 
a return to Barack Obama’s provision 
of free healthcare, as well as the 
implementation of a minimum wage, 
which Biden is trying to get through 
in one way or another, thus achieving 
some sort of consensus. (Not that $15 
an hour is a tremendous burden on the 
capitalist class. It is amazing that the 
legal minimum wage has been fixed 
at just $7.)

Quite obviously, however, a 
substantial minority of the ruling class 
is opposing Biden, but that is what 
tends to happen in similar situations. 
However, an ever-wealthier ruling 
class majority seems to be taking the 
opposite line, in going along with 
Biden’s logic. Why would any US 
president seek to punish the majority 
of the population? Why would he not 
want a more stable country? It is clear 
that, given the number of riots and the 
constant use of the police (with the 
extreme ideology that many of them 
have), that the United States would be 
a better place even for the rich if such 
reforms were made.

Global situation
In other words, a substantial section 
of the ruling class will be prepared to 
concede gains for the majority of the 
population. Under conditions where 
an increasing number are supporting 
greater equality, you would expect 
that, given there is no ‘external threat’ 
like the Soviet Union (apart from 
climate change, a matter which Biden 
has taken up), such concessions can 
easily be made.

Having said that, what Biden 
intends to do is to go slowly in order 
to secure support - although it is 
not at all clear that he will succeed 
in that. I do not know how far 
things will go, but I suspect that 
it will be sufficient to achieve 
some degree of change and thus 
inspire an increasing section of 
the population.

It is rather odd that at this time 
the USA is regarded by many 
as the bastion of the far right. An 
incipient left of some sort is actually 
forming, although the various left 
groups are not themselves going 
very far, including the Democratic 
Socialists of America, which has 
almost 100,000 supporters, including 
in the top-end of the Democratic 
Party.

One can, of course, be too 
optimistic about what is happening 

in the United States. However, it 
does seem to me that there really 
is not much choice for the ruling 
class. After all, there are substantial 
numbers supporting Trump from the 
right and, if they were somehow to 
take power, in the end the ruling class 
itself would lose out. It does not bear 
thinking about what the right would 
do to the country. Eventually, but 
inevitably, a serious left will have to 
be formed in response.

It would be utterly stupid for the 
ruling class to go for a dictatorial 
form and it would be prepared to 
make concessions, as it is now, to 
avoid that happening. It will not 
tolerate socialism, of course, but it is 
prepared to tolerate concessions - call 
them ‘social democracy’ if you like. 
Under Biden’s budget proposals, etc 
there will be a rise in the standard of 
living.

That is the situation as I see it 
in the USA, which is the global 
hegemonic power. But Trump 
directly attacked that concept, which 
meant that the United States could 
do what it liked without having to 
develop cooperative interactions with 
other powers. The USA would act in 
its own interests, as Trump made very 
clear, but its own interests, contrary to 
Trump’s beliefs, cannot be achieved 
without viewing the world as a whole, 
and the US role within it. That is the 
kind of viewpoint that any rational 
person would take.

Biden is seeking to interact with 
the other leading powers. He is about 
to meet Vladimir Putin, for example, 
and the reason Biden is doing so is 
not because he likes Putin - he has 
called him a “killer” after all - but 
because he wants to maintain the US 
hegemonic position.

Finance capital is necessarily 
international, but not in the sense of 
sharing its wealth and working for the 
common interest. It is international 
from the point of view of US capital 
in the sense of maintaining a world 
in which the United States can grow. 
In that sense the US does need other 
countries - not to allow a permanent 
slump, but to allow the world within 
which US capital is interacting to 
expand.

Of course, it wants the United 
States to remain in overall control 
and for US capital to benefit as a 
result, with dividends flowing in its 
direction. If it is not in control it will 
not maintain those dividends - which 
are flowing in its direction right now 
(the US has a monthly deficit with the 
rest of the world of around $50-60 
billion).

China
As I have said, the USA plays a 
critical role in terms of overall 
development of the global economy 
- and that includes in China.

It has been pointed out that 
something like 60%-80% of 
Chinese industry is under private 
enterprise. Whereas a section of 
the left has called China ‘state 
capitalist’, now that is a standard 
term used by some of the right 
too. There is no questioning 
of China’s actual economic 
development, especially 
following the 2002 deal with 
the World Trade Organisation, 
which opened things up. It 
has developed phenomenally. 
Although things have been held 
back by the spreading of the 
Coronavirus pandemic, China 
was able, using what amounts 
to Stalinist tactics, to drastically 
reduce and limit the number of 
cases - there was only a tiny 
fraction in percentage terms of 
many other countries.

So there is no question 
of China’s importance today. 

As a result, many transnational 
companies are directly investing in 

China (for example, through the US-
based Black Rock company). I am 

not clear what the aims of the Chinese 
leadership are and where it is actually 
going - its name is still ‘Communist 
Party’, of course. But the United 
States is effectively cooperating with 
it in industrial terms, when it comes 
to China’s accelerated development, 
compared to the earlier period. The 
US leadership has essentially agreed 
that it will invest there.

By contrast, Trump took what 
amounts to a very hostile line, but 
up to now, as far as I know, the USA 
has not brought to an end the various 
measures introduced by the last 
president. The USA and China had 
a meeting in Alaska in March and, 
although both sides wanted to come 
to deal, it seems they were not able 
to do so. But no-one is really certain 
what this means.

The original intention of the 
Communist Party of China was to 
allow the country to develop under its 
control and give big Chinese firms an 
international role. But it is not going 
to accept western controls over that 
role and that fight is going to continue 
(from the point of view of the left, it 
is not possible to take either side), but 
the interaction between the US and 
China is bound to continue. The idea 
that China could ‘take over the world’ 
is absurd, but the US does want to 
establish American investment and 
control there.

Obviously China has as much to 
do with socialism as my dog, so we 
are not talking about any progressive 
development, even though some on 
the left believe that is the case.

Third world
Outside the US and China, it seems to 
me that the situation in the third world 
is absolutely dire, with the exception 
of a number of countries in east Asia.

That is certainly the position in 
Africa, and it is even worse in South 
Africa, for instance. There the standard 
of living is low, the development of 
industry hardly exists and things have 
actually gone backwards. Clearly 
a globalist United States will have 
to consider what its policy towards 
Africa in particular, as well as parts of 
South America, should be.

As for Europe, it seems to be in an 
utter muddle. That part of it which was 
once under the control of the former 
Soviet Union really does not know 
where to go. A rise in the standard of 
living was clearly expected - to the 
same level as, say, France or Britain. 
While that has occurred to an extent, 
the rise has been extremely limited. 
Much of the industry there - in East 
Germany, for example - has been all 
but wiped out. These countries are 
now effectively ‘semi-colonies’ of 
the more developed states within the 
European Union.

Of course, the United States 
remains the dominant power, 
politically and economically - its 
hegemony is financial too. While 
things have continued in that form, 
Biden has recognised that some kind 
of change is needed - in favour of a 
US role that appears less dominant 
and less exploitative; that the USA 
itself can provide for the population 
as a whole. If Biden is successful 
in his domestic aims, logically that 
would have to extend to the rest of the 
world too. In other words, there is no 
doubt that what happens in the United 
States is crucial.

It is clear that the left is not in 
control there (indeed it is very small), 
but we need to ask, why has there 
been this change? To answer this, we 
need to go back to first principles. In 
1917 there was a revolution which 
overthrew capitalism in Russia and it 
brought the world into a condition of 
transition, where we remain today l

Notes
1. See ft.com/content/c33c9577-0faf-424d-919e-
68bda2052867.
2. ft.com/content/d301648c-71a3-4bd2-bef7-
8d773dfcc26f.
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DISCUSSION

Centrality of class
Mike Macnair replies to Foppe de Haan and Catherine Liu on the analysis of history and meritocracy

Foppe de Haan has made a useful 
contribution (‘Appeals of class 
society’, May 20) in response 

to my review of Catherine Liu’s 
Virtue hoarders (‘American “Blue 
Labour”?’ Weekly Worker April 15). 
Comrade de Haan’s main focus is 
on ‘meritocracy’, which he argues 
is inherent in all class societies. 
Much more briefly, Catherine 
Liu responded to my review in a 
letter (May 27), also emphasising 
meritocracy:

... the professional managerial 
class, even as a segment of the 
classical petty bourgeoisie, has 
congealed as a class under global 
capitalism. It is a hegemonic 
force - refined by American 
institutions, such as the prestige, 
economy-based meritocracy.

This meritocracy remade 
European institutions of higher 
education under the Marshall 
Plan and has more recently been 
embraced by People’s Republic 
of China elites.

Both comrades thus emphasise the 
importance of meritocracy; but 
comrade Liu stresses the relative 
novelty of the form, where comrade 
de Haan sees its roots in the remote 
past.

Here I offer a further 
contribution to this discussion. It 
is not a polemic, because at present 
I do not think that differences on 
this issue, to the extent that they 
exist, logically entail any basic 
disagreement over programme, 
organisational conceptions or 
strategic perspectives.

Framing
I should nonetheless begin with 
programme, just to outline a 
‘framing position’ of where I am 
coming from. The first point is 
from the Programme of the Parti 
Ouvrier (1880), in whose drafting 
Karl Marx participated, and which 
I and other CPGB comrades have 
quoted repeatedly before now: “the 
emancipation of the productive 
class is that of all human beings 
without distinction of sex or race”.1 
This point expresses an orientation. 
It does not deny the existence of 
forms of oppression/subordination 
which are not class forms. It 
asserts, however, that the working 
class as a class in seeking its own 
emancipation is forced to struggle 
to overcome these other forms of 
subordination - because “A people 
which oppresses another cannot 
emancipate itself”2 and the same is 
true of a ‘race’, or gender, etc.

Conversely, however, the 
emancipation of the subordinated 
beyond the working class usually, 
though not invariably, depends 
on the universal project of the 
emancipation of the working class. 
Usually. For a counter-example, 
“Jews became white folks” in 
the post-World War II USA and 
UK, and in particular after Israel 
became a US ally;3 and, more 
generally, successive generations 
of immigrants pass into the status 
of being ‘natives’ relative to new 
immigrants. However, this is not 
an end to racism/chauvinism, but 
merely a transition of a specific 
lower-status group to a higher one. 
The reason for this usually is that 
the class interests of the upper class 
members of otherwise oppressed 
groups usually override their 
(limited) solidarity with lower class 

members of the same nation, ‘race’, 
gender, and so on.

The second point is our discussion 
in the CPGB’s Draft programme of 
‘Classes in the revolution’.4 There, 
we write:

The working class is the only 
consistently revolutionary section 
of society. Without owning any 
of the means of production of 
society, it has nothing to lose but 
its chains. Of course, left to itself, 
left to spontaneity, it is riven 
with sectionalism and exists 
merely as a slave class, capable 
of being economically militant, 
even insurrectionary, but not 
hegemonic. What makes it a 
hegemonic class is unity around 
the communist programme.

The working class constitutes 
a large majority of the population 
in Britain - as well as in Europe, 
the US, Japan and other 
advanced capitalist powers. The 
working class consists of not 
only the employed, but the non-
employed - pensioners, those 
on sickness and unemployment 
benefit, carers looking after 
young children or aged relatives, 
students being trained for the 
labour market, etc.

Traditional distinctions 
between manual and non-
manual work are more and more 
irrelevant because of social 
development. Hence besides 
manual industrial workers the 
working class also includes 
workers in the health service, 
transport, the civil service and 
local government, as well as 
non-manual workers in industry, 
finance and distribution, such 
as technicians, clerical and sales 
staff.

If the working class does not 
elevate itself from being a slave 
class, it finds its common actions 
paralysed or limited by opposing 
competitive interests, which 
divide every section against 
every other section.

And a little later, on the middle 

classes, we say:

The middle class, including the 
classic petty bourgeoisie - the 
self-employed, lawyers and other 
professionals, career criminals 
- and also middle management, 
middle-grade civil servants, 
trade union officials - shades 
into the bourgeoisie at its upper 
end and into the working class 
at the lower. Inevitably it wavers 
between the two main classes in 
society. To the extent that it has 
its own political programme, it is 
based on reactionary and utopian 
calls for a return to small, 
family production and national 
independence.

As capitalism relentlessly 
revolutionises the circumstances 
of production, elements within 
the middle class find old, 
privileged positions being 
dissolved. Such a process gives 
rise to explosive shifts and 
political intervention can speed 
the process of proletarianisation. 
Economic crises plunge the 
middle class into turmoil and 
into political action.

Workers ought to seek, 
as opportunities present 
themselves, alliances with 
the various organisations 
and manifestations of these 
intermediate strata. Indeed the 
working class must represent the 
middle class against capital in so 
far as this does not contradict its 
own interests.

The middle class can under 
no circumstances be regarded a 
consistent ally of the working 
class. That said, success in 
prising it away from capital 
deprives our main enemy of a 
major social prop and adds to the 
momentum of revolution.

There is nothing particularly 
innovative about these passages. 
They are somewhat adapted to 21st 
century society, on the basis of a 
general line of approach already 
indicated in Marx’s and Engels’s 
writings5 - and reiterated in the 

discussions of the early Communist 
International, particularly in the 
Third and Fourth Congresses.6 The 
claim essentially being made is that 
the aspirations of the middle classes 
are utopian, and hence unachievable. 
Hence, in turn, the interests of the 
polar classes - capitalists generally, 
and proletarians to the extent that 
the proletariat attains a degree of 
class-political independence - tend 
to dominate political dynamics.

The issue posed by comrades 
de Haan and Liu is how far this 
analytical judgment of the politics 
of the middle strata ‘works’. Can 
the ‘professional-managerial class’ 
(PMC) be “hegemonic” (Liu)? 
Or are its aspirations central to 
“what makes people buy into and 
defend class society and (Lockean) 
liberalism” (de Haan)? Or are we 
concerned here with one form 
whereby the narrow capitalist 
ruling class organises its hegemony 
over the middle strata, which 
remains in constant competition 
with other such forms - religion, 
the nation, patriarchy, liberalism, 
traditionalism and so on - with 
which form is ascendant shifting in 
different historical periods?

Meritocracy
Comrade de Haan argues:

... properly understood, all class 
societies are experiments in 
establishing meritocracies, with 
‘the meritocracy’ - the people 
who embrace this mentality and 
its consequences most deeply 
- simply being the clearest 
expression of that underlying 
pattern.

This may seem like an odd 
formulation, though it has some 
basis in the ancient Greek idea of 
“aristocracy” - literally, the rule 
of the ‘best people’ (beautiful and 
good), and its later derivatives, 
some of which comrade de Haan 
mentions. But is this more than 
ideology? Comrade de Haan’s 
underlying point is that

Marxism first and foremost is a 
political-emancipatory project 
concerned with establishing 
control by and autonomy for 
those currently forced to work for 
others, rather than being about 
any and all material benefits that 
flow from that. The converse 
goes for institutionalised 
domination and exploitation (aka 
class society), which capitalism 
elaborates on. Its primary aim is 
to ensure that a small group can 
control the many.

In effect, the aspiration to control 
the lives of other people is treated 
here as constitutive of class and 
substructural to particular class 
forms. This enables comrade 
de Haan to argue that this is 
explanatory of capital’s use of pre-
capitalist social forms (slavery, etc) 
and that it explains working class 
men’s sexism as growing out of 
the aspiration to control women’s 
lives. The PMC reflects control 
through bureaucratic regimes in 
corporations, and so on.

I agree with comrade de Haan 
that capitalism is to be understood 
as a species of class society which 
contains and requires regimes of 
personal subordination at its core, 
which it has in common with 
previous forms of class society, 
such as the slave-owner urbanism 
of classical antiquity, and with 
European and Japanese feudalisms. 
The Weberian counterposition of 
‘modernity’ or ‘industrial society’ to 
‘pre-modern societies’ - understood 
as both radically different from 
‘modernity’ and much of a 
muchness among themselves - is 
disabling of analysis.

Equally, Marx’s analysis in the 
first part of Capital Vol 1 is an 
extended counter-factual, which 
imagines a capitalism ‘purified’ 
by the adoption of left-Ricardian 
or Proudhonist reforms, and hence 
the elimination of the normal 
corruption and fraud of the regime, 
and shows that such a purified 
capitalism would still be a regime 
of exploitation. Hence, it does 
not license us to imagine ‘real 
existent’ capitalism as a regime 
of “impersonal domination”, as in 
the work of Moishe Postone and 
others: this is to turn Marx into an 
apologist for the capitalist regime.

This is particularly pertinent to 
the issue of ‘meritocracy’, because 
the other side of ‘meritocracy’ is 
supposed to be ‘social mobility’ and 
“la carrière ouverte aux talents” 
(“the career open to talents”).7 
But Gregory Clark’s 2014 book 
The son also rises showed that 
there was more ‘social mobility’ 
in ‘pre-modern’ societies than 
the idea that capitalism produced 
‘social mobility’ supposed - and, 
conversely, that there is a lot more 
simple inheritance of social class 
position in capitalism than the 
ideologues of meritocracy suppose.8

I also agree that the will to 
power over others is relevant to the 
story. I have argued before (though 
not in print) that the aspiration to 
individual liberty carries with it the 
will to power over others and is in 
this aspect deeply linked to class 
power.9

Division of labour
The problem, however, is that the 
will to power over others is not 
deep down enough in the level of 
the analysis. To quote Marx from 

Elizabeth Olds ‘White collar boys’ (1936)
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the German ideology manuscripts, 
at regrettably unavoidable length:

This ‘alienation’ (to use a term 
which will be comprehensible 
to the philosophers) can, of 
course, only be abolished given 
two practical premises. For it to 
become an ‘intolerable’ power 
- ie, a power against which 
men make a revolution - it 
must necessarily have rendered 
the great mass of humanity 
‘propertyless’, and produced, at 
the same time, the contradiction 
of an existing world of wealth 
and culture, both of which 
conditions presuppose a great 
increase in productive power, a 
high degree of its development. 
And, on the other hand, this 
development of productive 
forces (which itself implies the 
actual empirical existence of 
men in their world-historical, 
instead of local, being) is an 
absolutely necessary practical 
premise, because without it want 
is merely made general, and 
with destitution the struggle for 
necessities and all the old filthy 
business would necessarily be 
reproduced; and furthermore, 
because only with this universal 
development of productive 
forces is a universal intercourse 
between men established, 
which produces in all nations 
simultaneously the phenomenon 
of the ‘propertyless’ mass 
(universal competition), makes 
each nation dependent on the 
revolutions of the others, and 
finally has put world-historical, 
empirically universal individuals 
in place of local ones.

Without this, (1) communism 
could only exist as a local event; 
(2) the forces of intercourse 
themselves could not have 
developed as universal, hence 
intolerable powers: they 
would have remained home-
bred conditions surrounded 
by superstition; and (3) each 
extension of intercourse would 
abolish local communism. 
Empirically, communism is 
only possible as the act of the 
dominant peoples ‘all at once’ 
and simultaneously, which 
presupposes the universal 
development of productive 
forces and the world intercourse 
bound up with communism. 
Moreover, the mass of 
propertyless workers - the 
utterly precarious position of 
labour - power on a mass scale 
cut off from capital or from 
even a limited satisfaction and, 
therefore, no longer merely 
temporarily deprived of work 
itself as a secure source of life 
- presupposes the world market 
through competition.

The proletariat can thus only 
exist world-historically, just as 
communism, its activity, can 
only have a ‘world-historical’ 
existence. World-historical 
existence of individuals means 
existence of individuals which 
is directly linked up with world 
history.10

The point was radically confirmed 
by the failure of the Soviet regime. 
Trotsky, indeed, cited the German 
ideology text in 1936 in The 
revolution betrayed11 - a work 
which with all its weaknesses 
diagnosed the most fundamental 
point, confirmed by the fall 
of the regimes, that the Soviet 
bureaucratic regime was bound to 
be short-lived.

In other words, what lies below 
the will to power in power-structured 
(meaning, mainly, class) societies 
is the material social division of 
labour within the framework of the 
available productive technology 

and available natural resources. 
It is this issue of the substructural 
division of labour which produces 
the result that, though aspirations 
to communism can be seen in 
episodes in classical antiquity, the 
middle ages and the early modern 
period, the real possibility of 
communism is posed by global 
capitalism. The same is true of 
the gender division of labour as 
lying below the subordination 
of women to men - which may, 
in turn, be substructural to class, 
and is constituted by inherited 
inequalities or the subordination of 
some families to others.

The issue is fundamental to that 
which comrade de Haan presents 
as the critical problem: why there 
is mass consent to, or at least mass 
acquiescence in, the capitalist order. 
I insist on ‘mass acquiescence in’ 
for two reasons. The first is that 
there is a good deal of evidence of 
subterranean discontent, which at 
the moment comes out mainly in the 
form of right-populist nationalism 
rather than leftism, though there 
have been several leftist episodes 
channelled back into the capitalist 
order by the continued dominance 
of the ideas of socialism in one 
country, the people’s front and the 
suppression of disagreement as 
required for unity.

The second reason is that back 
in 1980 Nicholas Abercrombie, 
Stephen Hill and Bryan S 
Turner argued in The dominant 
ideology thesis that acquiescence 
to capitalist rule is largely a 
matter of the “dull compulsion of 
everyday life” rather than mass, 
positive support for particular 
ideologies.12 Though the book was 
on publication savagely attacked 
for its inconsistency both with the 
Eurocommunist academics’ use 
of Gramsci, and so on, and with 
the new left’s sub-Lukácsian use 
of commodity fetishism (and its 
own converse fetishism of strikes 
and anti-electoralism), no-one has 
ever actually offered satisfactory 
reasons to reject the Abercrombie-
Hill-Turner argument; and the 
marked instability of ideologies 
over the last 40 years tends to 
confirm it.

The analysis of division of 
labour under material conditions as 
underlying classes, in fact, allows 
us to add to the Abercrombie-Hill-
Turner argument. The reason is that 
- for example - the relative success 
of capitalism vis-à-vis feudalism 
will provide an additional reason 
for acquiescence to the capitalist 
regime: a phenomenon which in the 
18th-19th centuries was reflected 
both in British imperial loyalism/
chauvinism, and in a variety of 
projects imitating the British, 
both politically and culturally (the 
revolutionary movements of the late 
18th century are an example). Similar 
phenomena have been visible, 
considerably more extensively, in 
relation to the USA since the end of 
World War II. Conversely, “defeat is 
an orphan”: revolutions may ‘blow 
up’ ideologies which looked deep-
rooted with astonishing speed, and 
ideologies associated with defeated 
regimes are - at least for a time - 
driven to the margins.

Equally, the pressure of the 
social division of labour as 
practical arrangements of work 
in very many cases overwhelms 
people who are explicitly hostile 
to its ideologies: thus couples 
falling back into the gender 
division of labour and childcare 
(and thence other ‘housework’) in 
spite of explicit feminist political 
aspirations; thus bureaucratic 
divisions of labour growing up in 
leftist groups explicitly opposed to 
them, but nonetheless practically 
forced to use them.

Hence, we do not require the 

aspiration to power over other 
individuals to explain mass 
acquiescence to capitalism.

State bureaucracy
What, then, are ideological products 
of the type of ‘meritocracy’ doing? 
Actually here we do come back to 
the “PMC” - or, getting rid of the 
specific idea of the PMC as defined 
by the Ehrenreichs, the ‘employed 
middle classes’, and at their core, 
the state bureaucracy. In my review 
of Virtue hoarders I made the point 
that the Ehrenreichs’ original 1977 
definition of the PMC

was already an amalgam, linking 
plain productive skilled workers 
(engineers and many scientists, 
nurses) with the ‘core case’ of 
managers, and with ‘cultural 
workers’ … The state and state 
operations in the early 20th 
century were subsumed into this 
amalgam, so that the state as such 
disappeared.13

The point that the state as such 
disappeared is fundamental.

At this point I pass from common 
Marxist and CPGB arguments to 
my own specific theoretical views.14 
States are, I would argue, different 
from classes, but are also forms 
of the material social division of 
labour; and recent states (going 
back to classical antiquity at the 
latest) are rendered subordinate to 
particular classes by the forms of 
their constitutions.

The underlying reason for this 
is that classes are institutions of 
private-choice competition between 
possessing-class families - whether 
this competition is to be in cattle-
lifting, slave-taking, rent extraction 
or profit-making. Exploiting classes 
are in effect managers of collective 
enterprises (slave-worked estates, 
manors, firms …) who have their 
hands in the collective tills. The 
substructural functional role of 
exploiting classes in the social 
division of labour (the reason the 
society puts up with these thieving 
managers in the longue durée) is 
therefore to drive innovation: and this 
is as true of the urban slaveholders of 
antiquity or the feudal aristocrats as 
it is of capitalists. Change in the past 
looks so gradual as to appear non-
existent, merely because we stand 
a long way up an upwards-trending 
hyperbola of the development of the 
forces of production, looking back at 
its gradual earlier slope, and imagine 
the latter as flat.

States, in contrast, are public-
choice organisations. If exploiting 
classes are in the division of 
labour thieving managers, states 
are protection rackets. They need 
enough coercive power to be able 
to extract surplus in the form of 
tax - and, on the other side of the 
coin, to provide protection benefits 
and infrastructure, which the 
private-choice exploiters depend 
on. Because the job of states is to 
provide protection against internal 
feuding, wars and natural disasters, 
states are naturally conservative. It 
is for this reason that rising classes 
are forced to overthrow existing 
states and make new states in their 
own image.

But it also follows that states in 
class societies are in competition 
with the exploiting class for a share 
of the social surplus product (tax 
versus rent; tax versus profit). And, 
conversely, individuals who work 
in the state are prone to divert state 
assets and income to their own 
families in order to advance them 
in the class order. To the extent that 
this is fully normalised, the state 
self-dissolves into the ruling class 
and loses its coercive capacity and 
ability to provide protection benefits 
and infrastructure.

The state therefore needs to hold 

state officials back from looting 
to the extent that it undermines 
the state’s general effectiveness. 
And this need is shared with the 
ruling class - which also needs state 
officials to be loyal to forms which 
render the state dependent on the 
ruling class.

This dynamic requires state 
officials - bureaucrats, soldiers, 
policemen, and so on - to be 
committed to state ideologies. If 
they lose their belief in these state 
ideologies, the state again collapses 
- into warlordism, as in the late 
western Roman empire or the 
late Chinese empire; or into mere 
kleptocracies subordinate to some 
external power, as in the fall of the 
USSR.

The core, therefore, both of 
ideological production and of what 
the Ehrenreichs tagged as the “PMC”, 
is state ideological production and 
the state bureaucratic apparatus. 
This is an old social stratum, not 
a new one. The fact that the name 
‘state’ itself is late medieval Italian 
and spread from there is completely 
secondary. The institution was 
called the res publica, the ‘public 
thing’, back to Roman times, and 
a ‘polity’ in ancient and medieval 
Greek. We are concerned at its core 
with a social group narrower than a 
class, defined in its relationship to 
the public authority, which can be 
found expressing itself and its self-
image in endless imperial Chinese 
bureaucratic memorials, and in a 
much smaller corpus of analogous 
late Roman bureaucrats’ writings, 
as well as in medieval texts like (for 
merely a single example) Richard 
FitzNeal’s late-1100s English 
Dialogue of the exchequer.

‘Meritocracy’ is a particular 
modern ideology, which, however, 
developed on the basis of the long-
standing Chinese imperial practice 
of using competitive examinations 
for public service entry, which was 
then adopted in Europe and the US 
under Chinese intellectual influence 
in the 18th-19th centuries.15 It is 
obviously connected to Napoleon’s 
“carrière ouverte aux talents” and 
similarly is a polemic against the 
explicit idea of the inheritance 
of fitness for particular jobs - 
particularly feudal-landlord fitness 
for military command, which 
persisted down to the early 20th 
century.16 In this character it was 
an appropriate ideology of US 
hegemony - as against the US image 
of old Europe (Britain included) 
as feudal-aristocratic in character. 
Thus Catherine Liu is right to say 
that “meritocracy remade European 
institutions of higher education 
under the Marshall Plan” - but it is 
the US state which has driven this 
remaking.

In the decline of any class 
order, the self-ordering capacity 
of the ruling class declines, while 
the state picks up the slack. State 
bureaucracy and its role expand, 
and we get regimes like the later 
Roman empire in classical antiquity, 
and like the Tokugawa regime in 
Japan or European absolutism. The 
‘rise of the PMC’ is a particular 
form of this trend appropriate to 
declining capitalism. The limited-
liability corporation is both a 
creature of the state, and a ‘little 
state’ with its own bureaucracy 
imitating managerial hierarchy. This 
development, unlike the US-led 
ideology of ‘meritocracy’, was not a 
novelty of post-World War II (here 
contrary to comrade Liu’s letter). 
The significance of the employed 
middle class was already part 
of Eduard Bernstein’s argument 
against Marx’s politics of class in 
the 1890s; Berle’s and Means’ The 
modern corporation and private 
property was published in 1932, 
and described developments which 
were already in progress in the 

later 19th century US and Germany, 
though later emerging in Britain and 
France.

At this point we return to the 
beginning. Is the ‘PMC’ and 
meritocracy “hegemonic”? There is a 
tendency towards bureaucratisation 
of capitalism, reflecting its long-
term decline. But this remains at its 
core the regime of capitalist state 
power. The bureaucrats’ dream in 
the USSR and similar regimes was 
as much a utopia as the utopias of the 
more traditional petty bourgeoisie, 
and ended in 1989-91 in collapse 
into dependent forms of capitalist 
regime. The result was disastrous - 
and right now, these disasters have 
led to an ideological transition, now 
in process, away from liberal anti-
discrimination and hence, impliedly, 
away from ‘equality of opportunity’ 
- towards right-populist forms of 
nationalism, traditionalism and 
authoritarian rule.

The problem is not, I think, one of 
opposing either the ‘PMC’ amalgam 
or ‘meritocracy’ as a hidden secret 
of class rule as such. It is making 
the positive case for working class 
rule and socialism - which is a 
case for radical democracy and 
the subordination of the labour 
bureaucracy, and in turn towards 
demanagerialisation and the 
restoration of the public power to 
the public l
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Decline in profitability
Capitalism’s productivity failure can best be explained by Marxist theory, writes Michael Roberts

It has been the historic mission of 
the capitalist mode of production 
to develop the ‘productive forces’ 

- namely the technology and labour 
necessary to increase the output 
of things and services that human 
society needs or wants. Indeed, it 
is the main claim of supporters of 
capitalism that it is the best (even 
only) system of social organisation 
able to develop scientific knowledge, 
technology and human ‘capital’ - all 
through ‘the market’.

The development of the productive 
forces in human history is best 
measured by the level and pace of 
change in the productivity of labour. 
And there is no doubt, as Marx and 
Engels first argued in the Communist 
manifesto, that capitalism has been 
the most successful system so far in 
raising the productivity of labour to 
produce more goods and services for 
humanity.1

But Marx also argued that the 
underlying contradiction of the 
capitalist mode of production is 
between profit and productivity. 
Rising productivity of labour should 
lead to improved living standards 
for humanity, including reducing 
the hours, weeks and years of toil 
in producing goods and services for 
all. But under capitalism, even with 
rising labour productivity, global 
poverty remains, inequalities of 
income and wealth are rising and the 
bulk of humanity has not been freed 
from daily toil.

Back in 1930, John Maynard 
Keynes was an esteemed proponent of 
the benefits of capitalism. He argued 
that if the capitalist economy was 
‘managed’ well (by the likes of wise 
men like himself), then capitalism 
could eventually deliver, through 
science and technology, a world of 
leisure for the majority and the end of 
toil. This is what he told an audience of 
his Cambridge University students in 
a lecture during the depth of the Great 
Depression of the 1930s.2 He said, 
yes, things look bad for capitalism 
now in this depression, but don’t be 
seduced into opting for socialism 
or communism (as many students 
were thinking then), because by the 
time of your grandchildren, thanks to 
technology and the consequent rise in 
the productivity of labour, everybody 
will be working a 15-hour week and 
the economic problem will not be one 
of toil, but of leisure.3

Keynes concluded:

I draw the conclusion that, 
assuming no important wars 
and no important increase in 
population, the ‘economic 
problem’ may be solved, or be 
at least within sight of solution, 
within a hundred years. This 
means that the economic problem 
is not - if we look into the future 
- the permanent problem of the 
human race.

From this quote alone, we can see 
the failure of Keynes prognosis: no 
wars? (he was speaking just 10 years 
before World War II). And he never 
refers to the colonial world in his 
forecast - just the advanced capitalist 
economies; and he never refers to the 
inequalities of income and wealth 
that have risen sharply since the 
1930s. And, as we approach the 100 
years set by Keynes, there is little 
sign that the “economic problem” 
has been solved.

Keynes also stated:

... for the first time since his 
creation man will be faced with 

his real, his permanent problem 
- how to use his freedom from 
pressing economic cares, how to 
occupy the leisure, which science 
and compound interest [!] will 
have won for him, to live wisely 
and agreeably and well.

Keynes predicted superabundance 
and a three-hour day - the socialist 
dream, but under capitalism. Well, 
the average working week in the 
US in 1930 - if you had a job - was 
about 50 hours. It is still above 40 
hours (including overtime) now for 
full-time permanent employment. 
Indeed, in 1980, the average hours 
worked in a year was about 1,800 in 
the advanced economies. Currently, 
it is still around 1,800 - so again, no 
change there.

But even more disastrous for 
the capitalist mission and Keynes’ 
forecasts is that in the last 50 years, 
from about the 1970s to now, 
growth in the productivity of labour 
has been slowing in all the major 
capitalist economies. Capitalism is 
not fulfilling its only claim to fame 
- expanding the productive forces. 
Instead it is showing serious signs 
of exhaustion. Indeed, as inequality 
rises, productivity growth falls.

Going downhill
Economic growth depends on 
two factors: (1) the size of the 
employed workforce; and (2) the 
productivity of that workforce. 
On the first factor, the advanced 
capitalist economies are running 
out of more human labour power.4 
But let us concentrate on the second 
factor here: the productivity of 
labour. Labour productivity growth 
globally has been slowing for 50 
years and looks like continuing to 
do so.

For the top 11 economies (this 
excludes China), productivity 
growth has dropped to a trend rate 
of just 0.7% per annum. Why is that 
the case? The ‘productivity puzzle’ 
(as the mainstream economists 
like to call it) has been debated 
for some time now. The ‘demand 
pull’ Keynesian explanation is that 
capitalism is in secular stagnation 
due to a lack of the effective 
demand needed to encourage 
capitalists to invest in productivity-
enhancing technology.5 Then there 
is the supply-side argument from 
others that there are not enough 

effective productivity-enhancing 
technologies to invest in anyway6 
- the day of the computer, the 
internet, etc is nearly over and there 
is nothing new that will have the 
same impact.

Look at the average growth rates 
of labour productivity in the most 
important capitalist economies since 
the 1890s. In every case, the rate 
of growth between 1890 and 1910 
was higher than 2006-18. Broadly 
speaking, labour productivity growth 
peaked in the 1950s and fell back in 
succeeding decades to reach the lows 
we see in the last 20 years. The so-
called ‘golden age’ of the 1950-60s 
marked the peak of the development 
of the ‘productive forces’ under 
global capital. Since then, it has been 
going downhill at an accelerating 
pace. Annual average productivity 
growth in France is down 87% since 
the 1960s; in Germany the same; 
in Japan down 90%; in the UK it is 
down 80% and only the US is a little 
better - down only 60%.

There are three factors behind 
productivity growth: the amount 
of labour employed; the amount 
invested in machinery and 
technology; and the X-factor of the 
quality and innovatory skill of the 
workforce.7 Mainstream growth 
accounting calls this last factor ‘total 
factor productivity’ (TFP) - measured 
as the ‘unaccounted for’ contribution 
to productivity growth after capital 
invested and labour employed. This 
last factor is in secular decline.

Corresponding to this slowing of 
labour productivity is the secular fall 
in fixed asset investment compared 
to gross domestic product in the 
advanced economies in the last 50 
years: ie, starting from the 1970s. 
Investment to GDP has declined 
in all the major economies since 
2007 (with the exception of China). 
In 1980, both advanced capitalist 
economies and ‘emerging’ capitalist 
ones had investment rates of around 
25% of GDP. Now the rate averages 
around 22%, a decline of more than 
10%. The rate fell below 20% for 
advanced economies during the great 
recession.

The slowdown in both investment 
and productivity growth began in 
the 1970s. And this is no accident. 
The secular slowing of productivity 
growth is clearly linked to the 
secular slowing of more investment 
in productive, value-creating assets. 

There is new evidence to show 
this. In a comprehensive study, 
four mainstream economists have 
decomposed the causal components 
of the fall in productivity growth.8

For the US, they find that, of a 
total slowdown of 1.6% in average 
annual productivity growth since 
the 1970s, about 45% was due to 
slowing investment - either caused 
by recurring crises or by structural 
factors. Another 13% was due to 
‘mismeasurement’ (this is a recent 
argument trying to claim that there 
has been no fall in productivity 
growth9). Another 17% was due to 
the rise of ‘intangibles’ (investment 
in ‘goodwill’) that does not show 
an increase in fixed assets (this begs 
the question of whether ‘intangibles’ 
like ‘goodwill’ are really value-
creating10). About 9% is due to 
the decline in global trade growth 
since the early 2000s; and finally 
near 25% is due to investment by 
capitalists into unproductive sectors 
like property and finance.

The four economists sum up their 
conclusions:

Comparing the post-2005 period 
with the preceding decade for 
five advanced economies, we 
seek to explain a slowdown of 
0.8 to 1.8pp. We trace most of 
this to lower contributions of 
TFP and capital deepening, with 
manufacturing accounting for 
the biggest sectoral share of the 
slowdown.

Marxist explanation
In other words, if we exclude 
‘intangibles’, mismeasurement 
and unproductive investment, the 
cause of lower productivity growth 
is lower investment growth in 
productive assets. The paper also 
notes that, on the contrary, there 
has been no reduction in scientific 
research and development. It is just 
that new technical advances are not 
being applied by capitalists into 
investment.

Now maybe the rise of robots and 
artificial intelligence is going to give 
a productivity boost in the major 
economies in the post-Covid world. 
But don’t count on it. As the great 
productivity theorist of the 1980s, 
Robert Solow, put it in a famous 
quip, “you can see the computer age 
everywhere but in the productivity 
statistics”.

If investment is key to productivity 
growth, the next question follows: 
why did investment begin to drop 
off from the 1970s? Is it really a 
‘lack of effective demand’ or a 
lack of productivity-generating 
technologies, as the mainstream has 
argued? More likely it is the Marxist 
explanation.11 Since the 1960s 
businesses in the major economies 
have experienced a secular fall in the 
profitability of capital and so find it 
increasingly unprofitable to invest in 
heaps of new technology to replace 
labour.

And, when you compare the 
changes in the productivity of labour 
and the profitability of capital in the 
US, you find a close correlation. 
There is also a positive correlation of 
0.74 between changes in investment 
and labour productivity in the 
US from 1968 to 2014 (based on 
Extended Penn World Tables12). And 
the correlation between changes in 
the rate of profit and investment is 
also strongly positive at 0.47, while 
the correlation between changes in 
profitability and labour productivity 
is even higher at 0.67.

And, as the new mainstream study 
also concludes, there is another key 
factor that has led to a decline in 
investment in productive labour: the 
switch by capitalists to speculating in 
‘fictitious capital’ in the expectation 
that gains from buying and selling 
shares and bonds will deliver better 
returns than investment in technology 
to make things or deliver services. As 
profitability in productive investment 
fell, investment in financial assets 
became increasingly attractive and 
so there was a fall in what the new 
study calls “allocative efficiency” 
in investment. This has accelerated 
during the Covid slump.

There is a basic contradiction in 
capitalist production. Production 
is for profit, not social need. And 
increased investment in technology 
that replaces value-creating labour 
leads to a tendency for profitability 
to fall. And the falling profitability 
of capital accumulation eventually 
comes into conflict with developing 
the productive forces. The long-
term decline in the profitability of 
capital globally has lowered growth 
in productive investment and thus 
labour productivity growth.

Thus capitalism is finding it 
ever more difficult to expand the 
‘productive forces’. It is failing in its 
‘historic mission’ that Keynes was so 
confident of 90 years ago l

Michael Roberts blogs at 
thenextrecession.wordpress.com
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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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Story built on lies
Harry Bell and Brendan Hughes (executive producers) Thatcher vs the miners: the 
battle for Britain Channel 5

And the Oscar for the very 
worst TV ‘documentary’ made 
on the miners’ strike goes to ... 

Tern TV for Thatcher vs the miners.
At first glance we asked, ‘Why 

now?’ in relation to the production 
of this programme. There was no 
particular event or anniversary to 
mark, but we reasoned the makers of 
the ‘documentary’ obviously felt this 
issue monumental at the time, with 
ongoing impacts for the here and 
now, while at the same time the story 
behind the conflict and the facts at 
issue were worth re-exploring. Bear 
in mind that - fresh though it is in 
the minds of those who were there - 
it is now 37 years since the miners’ 
Great Strike; a whole new generation 
has arrived who are largely ignorant 
of what happened and why it is 
important.

The coal ‘communities’ 
- wearied by years of lies and 
social repression - looked at this 
forthcoming programme with 
widespread cynicism: ‘It’ll be the 
same as the rest - propaganda, lies 
and misinformation.’ I admit I took 
a deep breath before agreeing to take 
part in the programme, because I 
have been had before: cooperating 
by looking at facts, figures and 
insights into the events, only to end 
up with a programme which almost 
totally ignored what I had said - or 
else cut it out entirely.

The programme makers boast 
that this was to be “the untold story” 
of the strike. I was assured our side 
of it was to be fully presented and 
I had free rein to explode the hoary 
old press myths which still prevail. 
But I should have listened to my 
community. This is a brash and vulgar 
regurgitation of Marching to the fault 
line by Francis Beckett and David 
Hencke - an infamous collection of 
myths and misinformation, which 
itself is a compilation of the media’s 
year-long misrepresentation of the 
struggle. Far from “the untold story”, 
Thatcher vs the miners was the same 
old story, with the makers of the 
film rejecting any idea of running 
a truthful challenge to the enduring 
myths.

You would think I should have 
known better, but the producer 
sounded like a working class Belfast 
lad and, when he persuaded me to 
take part, he assured me that I would 
be allowed to set the record straight 
and explode the myths one by one.

Instead we have the tired old 
story: a confident Thatcher spoiling 
for a fight; a class-war-mad Arthur 
Scargill with political ulterior 
motives just moving the miners and 
our families around the board like 
chess pieces, while we brainless 
automatons just did what we were 
told - except, of course, for the brave 
scabs who defied the bully boys and 
heroically went to work.

I had talked to the makers of the 
film at length about the overtime 
ban and the impact it was having 
on coal stocks to the point where 
the Central Electricity Generating 
Board (CEGB) had warned prime 
minister Margaret Thatcher that if 
it stayed in place until August of 
1984 a short strike would put the 
power off nationwide. I explained 
we planned the strike to begin 
around September or October 84, 
when there would be no stocks left. 
CEGB chair Lord Marshall had 
assured Thatcher that we would 
win in weeks, given that scenario. 
It was they who picked the start 

date for the strike. National Coal 
Board chair Ian McGregor actually 
told Thatcher the date on which 
it would start, but by that time we 
had only the choice of ‘fight or die’ 
anyway. Nothing of this was in the 
programme despite them having 
been told about it in great detail.

I explained how the strike started, 
how it was up and running, with 80% 
of coalminers out on strike, before 
the National Union of Mineworkers 
leadership met to endorse the action, 
but Scargill still gets credited with 
having “called the strike” and “called 
out the miners”. I explained in great 
detail the question of the ballot and 
why it was contentious; about the 
role of the incentive scheme and 
Labour’s ‘bear trap’ to disarm us. 
I explained that on the back of a 
previous ‘hot’ strike, a strike, which 
had already closed all but three mines 
nationally, we planned for a ballot. 
All the forecasts were that we would 
win it hands down. The wording on 
the ballot paper had been agreed, 
the publicity and campaign for a 
‘yes’ vote was already on the press. 
But the members in mass meetings 
at pitheads, at area offices and the 
national delegate conference voted 
not to have a ballot, because we were 
already on strike and that would 
send the wrong message to waverers 
(although this was not the view of 
Arthur, myself or the leadership in 
general). Did they put that in? Not a 
word: Scargill had stopped us having 
a national ballot, the programme 
claimed.

I had emphasised that if they 
put one thing in the film it should 
be that Scargill did not stop the 
national ballot, that he did not 
make any recommendation on that 
issue, that he did not speak at the 
national conference about it (being 
in the chair, he did not even have a 
vote). They deliberately chose not to 
include the truth of this or, in other 
words, they chose to lie. I repeat - 
this was no mistake or oversight: it 
was an outright lie.

Incidentally in the programme’s 
brief coverage of the struggles in the 
1970s viewers are given the clear 
impression that we did not ballot 
then either - another lie. Also that 

coal cutting machines were operated 
from the surface by people in an 
office! Hysterical.

Farce
The story of the creation of a de 
facto National Police Force - when 
the Association of Chief Police 
Officers withdrew its control 
from regional police committees 
in a minor, but serious, political 
coup - is presented as something 
authorised by parliament. It never 
was, although it was in response to 
Thatcher insisting that she wanted 
to see “effective, rigorous policing” 
and she, of course, heartily approved 
of the change. This was a totally 
unconstitutional action taken by 
the police - aimed at direct political 
intervention into what was a trade 
dispute and acting in (unofficial) 
support of the government and the 
NCB. The seismic change in the role 
of the police is worthy of far more 
comment than what we got.

Likewise the use of law on social 
security against the miners’ wives 
and children and mining pensioners 
is a horrifying story of cruel 
deprivation and heartless impunity, 
which saw families having to crowd-
fund to bury their dead. This is one 
of the most dramatic features of the 
strike, and it went all but unsaid in 
the programme.

Thatcher vs the miners gives us 
the impression that Thatcher herself 
was riding it all like a surfer surfs 
a wave, that she was controlling it, 
that there was never any chance of 
a victory for the miners. Sheer lies. 
I had explained to them the three 
occasions we were within a gnat’s 
bollock of winning. In April she had 
conceded everything bar one word 
- all reserves of coal which could 
be beneficially developed would 
be mined. Arthur overplayed our 
hand when he insisted on removing 
the word “beneficially”, whereas I 
would have signed the agreement 
and ran giggling to the door. The 
national dock strike twice brought 
about railworkers’ and seafarers’ 
solidarity boycotts - a de facto 
generalised strike - and both of them 
had her on the ropes and all but ready 
to concede the whole match. And, of 

course, the strike vote by the Nacods 
union of colliery junior managers 
brought us to the closest and final 
moment when we had victory in our 
grasp.

Amazingly the programme 
mentioned none of the above. How 
can you claim to be presenting the 
history of the miners’ strike - “the 
inside story” - and not mention these 
crucial developments, which had 
Thatcher calling cabinet meetings 
to warn ministers the game might 
be up?

Bizarrely they conclude the 
programme by saying the strike 
was forced to end when “the TUC” 
withdrew its support! They also 
allege “only one thousand” miners 
remain in Britain, which is news to 
the NUM: I wish they would tell us 
where they are!

The whole sickly spectacle takes 
us back to our initial question: why 
now? Are the miners and our history 
starting to pose a threat to them 
again? Is Thatcher’s image in need 
of a chorus call? I confess to not 
knowing the answers or the motive 
for making this programme.

In summary, it was hugely 
disappointing - a story built on lies 
and, for people like myself, deceit, 
which I take as a personal sleight. 
I now feel used and abused - these 
people have sold their souls and 
operate without a shred of integrity 
or responsibility by not at least 
having a stab at presenting the facts. 
Please write in and submit your 
complaints to Tern TV and Channel 
5, if for no other reason than to vent 
your spleen.

Those readers who want the 
actual inside story of the miners’ 
Great Strike and the decade of 
struggles which followed ought to 
read my book Ghost dancers, which 
can be picked up on eBay these days 
for a couple of quid (or else ordered 
brand new from me for £10 post 
paid).

By the way, if people are curious 
as to why I have not responded on 
Facebook to this farce, I did - but 
now I am banned! l

David DouglassDavid Douglass

douglassdavid705@gmail.com

An army of occupation
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‘Anti-Semitism’ and culture wars
Derek James links the press attacks on the mass demonstrations in solidarity with the Palestinians to a 
wider Tory offensive

For anyone who has been paying 
even the most cursory attention 
to British politics over the last 

few years, some recent headlines on 
‘the rising tide of anti-Semitism’ will 
have an all too familiar ring. Thus, on 
May 25 The Sunday Times - ostensibly 
reporting on the huge demonstrations 
in support of the Palestinian people 
- chose to focus on “placards with 
anti-Jewish hatred”, which “mar” the 
“protest by tens of thousands”.1

In support of its claims, the 
newspaper cited four home-made 
placards which described “Israel, the 
new Nazi state”, defined the attacks 
on Gaza as “Holocaust part 2”, called 
on the Israeli state to “Stop doing 
what Hitler did to you” and argued 
that “Netanyahu surpasses Hitler in 
barbarism”.2 To back up its claims 
that these rather inept slogans were 
anti-Semitic, The Sunday Times 
called on the independent expertise 
of the Johnson government’s anti-
Semitism tsar, Lord Mann, the 
former rightwing Labour MP, who 
declared: “The disgusting racist abuse 
against Jewish people on the streets 
of London requires an effective and 
strong response by all politicians and 
will be treated with contempt by all 
decent citizens.”3

To give added weight to the 
accusations and heighten further 
the sense of menace, the article also 
quoted the pro-Israel lobby group, 
the Campaign Against Antisemitism, 
which described the 200,000-strong 
demonstration in London as “yet 
another anti-Semitism-infested rally” 
and referred to the threats to “rape 
and murder” made to British Jews 
in recent weeks.4 Similar articles 
appeared in the following days in 
The Daily Telegraph and the Evening 
Standard, along with follow-up pieces 
linking protests against the Israeli 
attacks on Gaza and repression of the 
Palestinian people with anti-Semitism 
and threats to Jewish students at 
British universities.5 Along with the 
ritual condemnations and sly party 
point-scoring by Boris Johnson 
and Keir Starmer in the House of 
Commons, this had all the hallmarks 
of a choreographed manoeuvre by the 
political class and their chums in the 
Tory-supporting media.6

Agreed, the attacks were well-
rehearsed and coordinated in an 
attempt to undermine the growing 
movement in support of Palestinian 
rights, but a statement by the 
secretary of state for education, the 
hapless Gavin Williamson, added a 
new dimension to the tired and now 
discredited mantra that ‘anti-Zionism 
equals anti-Semitism’. He launched 
a direct attack on the very successful 
mobilisation of young people in the 
pro-Palestinian protests, which struck 
at the legitimacy of both the protests 
themselves along with the right 
to protest in general. After a ritual 
condemnation of what he described 
as a “concerning increase” in the 
expression of anti-Semitic views and 
the bullying of Jewish students and 
teachers in schools, he argued that 
such incidents should be treated by 
headteachers with “due seriousness”.7

Reminding heads of their “legal 

duties regarding political impartiality”, 
Williamson said: “... school leaders 
and staff have a responsibility to 
ensure that they act appropriately, 
particularly in the political views they 
express.” Linking political expression 
and support for the Palestinian cause 
by school students with the creation 
of “an atmosphere of intimidation or 
fear”, the secretary of state made a 
direct attempt to control what is being 
taught and discussed in classrooms by 
demanding what he called a

balanced presentation of opposing 
views … Schools should not 
present materials in a politically 
biased or one-sided way and 
should always avoid working with 
organisations that promote anti-
Semitic or discriminatory views.8

Above all, they should not work with, 
or use materials from, organisations 
that publicly reject Israel’s right to 
exist. Well, so much for “political 
impartiality”.

Then came the media follow-up 
and political response, with reports 
of school protests in solidarity with 
Palestine, school restrictions on 
students’ political expression and 
warnings about extremists on social 
media stoking up tensions and anti-
Semitic protests against Israel in 
schools.9 The usual conservative 
voices piled in to warn about the 
dangers of the politicisation and 
radicalisation of school students 
and remind us that “schools are for 
education, not activism. And teachers 
are in charge: they should not have to 
apologise for exercising authority.”10 
So, in just a few short interventions, 
we seem to have moved far away 
from what seemed to be simply a 
phase in the long-standing witch-hunt 
against the left into a new battlefield 
in the right’s culture wars.

New attacks
Despite this apparent shift, there 
is, in fact, a very clear connection 
between the Conservative-supporting 
media’s attack on the pro-Palestinian 
protests and the evolving politics of 
Boris Johnson’s government. Let 
us go back to the specific attacks 
made by The Sunday Times and The 
Daily Telegraph on the alleged anti-
Semitism of the protests. The slogans 
highlighted by these newspapers 
were politically maladroit rather than 
anti-Semitic: that is, an expression of 
hatred of Jews as Jews. They were 
specifically directed against the state 
of Israel and its actions against Gaza, 

not a generalised attack on ‘Jews’ in 
general.

To conflate this opposition to 
the Israeli state with anti-Semitism 
is a deliberate distortion and quite 
conscious lie on the part of the editors 
of these Conservative papers. This is, 
of course, nothing new and no-one 
on the left will be surprised at this 
latest example to discredit support for 
Palestinian rights - we have seen it too 
many times before and experienced 
the political and personal impact 
such libels have had on thousands of 
individual socialists. The attacks on 
Jeremy Corbyn by the Labour right 
and their friends in the media are just 
the tip of the iceberg here.

But why these attacks now? 
Haven’t the ruling class got their man 
into place as leader of the opposition? 
Isn’t Sir Keir Starmer just the ‘safe 
pair of hands’ that bourgeois politics 
requires as the leader of the party of 
the working class? Just so, but this 
new phase in the campaign to conflate 
anti-Zionism with anti-Semitism is 
directed at undermining the wider 
protest movement in solidarity with 
the Palestinians. It is a clear attack 
on the legitimacy of the protests 
and seeks to deflect attention from 
events in the Middle East by labelling 
opposition to the Israeli state as racist 
and anti-Semitic.

The assault on Gaza has been a 
propaganda disaster internationally 
for Israel: the large demonstrations 
and protests throughout the world, 
and the pathetic attempts by Israeli 
spokespeople and diplomats to defend 
their state’s policies and actions, have 
only compounded their problems.11 
Given Israel’s role as a key client of 
US imperialism, it is inevitable that 
parties and media outlets committed 
to the current international order 

will leap to Israel’s defence, and 
attempt to smear opposition to the 
attacks on Gaza and the repression of 
Palestinians, both within Israel’s 1967 
border and the occupied territories.

If this is the proximate cause 
of the media campaign, there is 
also a wider political context in 
Britain, which explains this new 
phase of press libels and distortions. 
Alongside the campaign to define 
anti-Zionism as anti-Semitism, there 
have been increasing attempts to 
undermine challenges to the capitalist 
political and economic status quo 
by identifying them as extremist, as 
anti-Semitic and, most importantly, 
as illegitimate.12 Thus former Blairite 
strategist John McTernan, writing in 
2019, could argue that the Labour 
left “had fallen prey to the oldest 
of prejudices [viz anti-Semitism]” 
and suggested that now “anti-
capitalism masks and normalises anti-
Semitism”.13

In a similar vein, Gavin Williamson 
and other members of Johnson’s 
government have increasingly 
framed protest and opposition that 
falls outside the narrowly defined 
boundaries of acceptable bourgeois 
politics as illegitimate and extremist. 
This recent ‘reminder’ to school 
heads about ‘political neutrality’ is 
just the latest in a series of statements 
that are designed to curtail free 
debate and critical opposition within 
schools, universities and wider public 
life. In October 2020 Williamson 
threatened that universities that failed 
to adopt the International Holocaust 
Remembrance Association definition 
of anti-Semitism could face cuts in 
government funding: in the queen’s 
speech last month the government 
proposed legislation to ‘protect 
freedom of speech in universities’, 
while speculation continues that the 
Tories will outlaw public bodies from 
adopting boycott, disinvestment and 
sanctions (BDS) policies towards 
Israel.14

These attacks need to be understood 
in the context of the developing 
ideology of Johnson’s Toryism. His 
populist phrase-mongering around 
Brexit has proven to be politically 
and electorally successful and is the 
basis for a new iteration of ‘One-
nation Conservatism’, which rallies 
society around a seemingly strong 
interventionist state in defence of 
‘the nation’. Patriotic politics and 
the defence of tradition, combined 
with a culture war against ‘woke’ 
extremism, could all have their place 
in this eclectic new mix that seeks to 

consolidate the Tories electoral base 
and move the government to the 
right.15 Describing this as ‘English 
Gaullism’ is perhaps rather flattering 
to Johnson’s record of political 
inconsistency and intellectual 
coherence, but the possible outlines 
of such a trend can be discerned in his 
rhetoric and policies.16

As this project unfolds, the Tory 
press will undoubtedly get behind it as 
just one of the many fruits of the new 
post-Brexit dispensation and intensify 
their framing of all forms of protest 
and opposition as unacceptable 
extremism, which threatens our 
way of life. The smears and the lies 
thrown recently at the pro-Palestinian 
protests are just the beginning of what 
will become a dominant strand in the 
politics of the Conservative Party 
over the next few years: going by the 
foul historical precedents and political 
pedigree of Toryism, we ain’t seen 
nothing yet l
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