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Stalin nostalgia

Lawrence Parker on his Writings on
the history of the CPGB and other farleft organisations website (October 16,
18 and 20) and Paul Demarty (‘Failing
the Lenin test’ Weekly Worker October
21) have a job on their hands: how to
prevent a new generation of militants
in the Young Communist League from
becoming Trotskyists.
Comrade Parker is clearly nostalgic
for Uncle Joe, as the title in his piece
of October 16 - ‘The Communist Party
of Britain disappears comrade Stalin’
- shows. In challenging the view of
former CPB member Andrew Murray
that “violations of socialist democracy
during the Stalin period”, which were
“a shameful blot on the proud history
of the communist movement”, he
points out that this “existed alongside
a contradiction: the Soviet Union,
despite these abuses of democracy, was
still adjudged to be a socialist society
and one where the “positive features
of the socialist experience would far
outweigh the negative ones”.
So Stalin committed criminal acts,
but he also did good things - the ‘30%
bad, 70% good’ stuff. But, whatever
we do, we must not “dogmatically
reproduce” Trotsky’s formulas of the
1930s about the Soviet Union being a
“degenerated workers’ state”. Comrade
Parker does not give us an alternative what about ‘really existing socialism’
or Herbert Morrison’s ‘socialism is
whatever the Labour Party does’?
How about doing it undogmatically?
What about saying that the Stalinist
bureaucracy was similar to a trade
union bureaucracy which had taken
state power? Except the USSR was
initially a healthy workers’ state hence degenerated - until the Stalinist
bureaucracy usurped the last vestiges
of inner-party democracy in 1928
and Stalin established his personal
dictatorship in 1934 after he organised
the assassination of Kirov and then
blamed it on his political opponents.
The other workers’ states - China,
Vietnam, eastern Europe, Cuba, etc were formed on the model of Stalin’s
USSR, with no workers’ soviets or
inner-party democracy. Hence they
were deformed workers’ states from
birth.
We might liken the efforts of
both comrades Parker and Demarty
to Trotsky’s “devil knows what it
is!” argument: “When an emotional
mechanic considers an automobile,
in which, let us say, gangsters have
escaped from police pursuit over a
bad road, and finds the frame bent,
the wheels out of line, and the motor
partially damaged, he might quite
justifiably say: ‘It is not an automobile
- devil knows what it is!’”
However, “He will determine
which parts are still good and which
are beyond repair in order to decide
how to begin work. The classconscious worker will have a similar
attitude toward the USSR. He has
full right to say that the gangsters of
the bureaucracy have transformed the
workers’ state into ‘devil knows what
it is’. But when he passes from this
explosive reaction to the solution of
the political problem, he is forced to
recognise that it is a damaged workers’
state before him, in which the motor
of economy is damaged, but which
still continues to run, and which can
be completely reconditioned with the
replacement of some parts.”
Of course, we are pleased that
comrade Parker castigates “the oafish
ex-Straight Leftist, Nick Wright,”
for celebrating the assassination of
Trotsky. Perhaps we might be better
going with the CPB’s “research and

debate continues on the reality of
major events in the Soviet Union
during the 1920s and 1930s” and
see what political current waged an
internationalist political war on this
degeneration. Who betrayed the
revolution of 1917 and who fought for
its programme?
Now to comrade Demarty. He
would like to return to the politics of
Lenin, because the YCL are “failing
the Lenin test”. But between the
death of Lenin in January 1924
and the assassination of Trotsky in
August 1940 severe political conflicts
occurred, which the CPB are prepared
to discuss, they say - but not some
comrades in the Weekly Worker in any
detail. So “comrade Parker’s young
correspondent” notes: “I’ve heard the
same joke dozens of times about the
older generation of the CPB being
‘Trots without Trotsky’: buy the books,
sell the paper, attend branch meetings,
repeat.” But “Young CPBers are right
to reject such routinism and timidity,
even if the politics they offer as an
alternative are hopeless.”
But what is wrong with partybuilding activity, whilst also
questioning received wisdom from the
top? The truth is the CPB/Morning Star
is the mouthpiece for the British trade
union bureaucracy and see socialism
as this bureaucracy taking state power
- like the Red Army did after World
War II and peasant ‘red armies’ did
in China, Yugoslavia, Cuba, etc (the
latter in a more complicated way). The
Leninist had to examine the alternative
of Trotskyism in the Eurocommunist
crisis in the 1970s and rejected it. At
least come as far as comrade Parker’s
Stalinist hack, Betty Reid, and openly
acknowledge that “Stalin’s theory
that with the advance of the Soviet
Union to socialism the class struggle
would sharpen, and the multiplicity
of its enemies would increase” was
profoundly at odds with Marxism.
Gerry Downing
Socialist Fight

Right-moving CPB

Paul Demarty’s article on stresses and
strains within the CPB was interesting.
I find it deeply ironic that the
CPB - which was meant to have
been founded in 1988 in opposition
to
the
alleged
opportunism,
reformism and revisionism of the
Communist Party of Great Britain has subsequently moved so far to the
right, adopting wholesale precisely
all that opportunism, revisionism
and reformism. The ‘negation of the
negation’, anyone?
Anyone
who
supported
‘Eurocommunism’ in the 1980s will
find nothing to disagree with in the
current CPB. On all issues - including
historical debates over Thatcherism,
the challenges facing the left and trade
unions, democracy in the socialist
countries, the role of the Morning Star,
attitudes to the Labour Party and the
left, the party programme, approach
to socialist revolution, etc - the current
CPB is either where the Euros were or
in many cases to the reformist right.
The public disavowal in the
Social Media Protocol of “armed
struggle” taking place by oppressed
peoples around the world, fighting
for national liberation and freedom,
is absolutely disgraceful and
completely contemptible by a selfproclaimed revolutionary party.
Pathetic petty bourgeois liberalism
and respectability. Presumably, the
Palestinians and the Kurds and before
them the Cubans, Nicaraguans,
Chinese, South Africans, Russians,
etc should all have adopted Britain’s
road to socialism and its respectable
and responsible parliamentary path to
socialism.
The
old
reformist
‘broad
democratic alliance’ is back in
vogue in today’s CPB, although with

the ‘anti-monopoly’ tag added on.
Some critics have pointed to another
‘economistic’ deviation, with some
trade union types starting to refer to an
“anti-monopolies” alliance - although,
of course, “popular and democratic”.
Despite the apparent growth in
party membership, nominations for
the new executive committee appear
at an all-time low and in total provide
a dismal, non-inspirational pool of
candidates to choose from. Some are
retreads, who previously resigned
from the EC for various ‘personal’
reasons or ‘other’ commitments.
Some communist commitment and
credibility. Not.
White-collar trade union types are
literally selected for ECs because they
have high office within certain trade
unions, as opposed to any communist
credentials or qualities - the complete
reverse of the criteria which should be
applied.
The current general secretary,
Robert Griffiths, has been in post
since 1998 for goodness sake. Is the
CPB really trying to say comrade
Robert was by far the best leader
available for 23-plus years, that there
were no other credible candidates?
What about communist rotation of
posts and development of broad
skills? Where has been the succession
planning, cultivation and development
of new leadership cadre? Even the
Chinese Communist Party changes its
leadership every 10 years, but not the
CPB or comrade Bob!
I don’t know how many members
the “fast growing Communist Party”
is now claiming, but there are very
few published contributions to the
‘pre-congress discussion’ and most
are very low-level. Genuine internal
party life and inner party democracy
appears soporific at best. No criticism
of the CPB’s disastrous tailing of the
useless Corbyn and the Labour Party.
CPB congresses are characterised
by the utmost control-freakery.
Delegates vote not on the individual
motions or amendment, but on the
congress arrangements committee
recommendations for each one.
So, if you want to vote for a
particular motion, but the CAC has
recommended voting against, you
have to publicly vote against! Any
public vote against is automatically
against the ‘official’ recommendation
and therefore frowned upon.
The outgoing political committee
and EC will recommend a list of
who should be on the new EC. This
goes to the election preparations
committee, who invariably accept
the recommendation, and this
recommended list goes to delegates
to vote on. To elect anyone not on
the recommended list would require
coordination among delegates to
decide who to drop and who to vote
for, which is automatically ruled out
as ‘factionalism’. Hence the large
number of ‘duds’ on the recommended
list who get nodded through.
It seems to me that the CPB split
in 1988 simply reproduced much
of the opportunism, reformism and
revisionism of the old party (CPGB)
into the new one (CPB). There could
have been an opportunity for more
genuinely communist revolutionary
elements to argue their politics in a
slightly more congenial setting and
organisation, but either this did not
happen or it was smothered and lost.
As with all reformism and revisionism,
left untreated, it multiplies and evolves
into ever more rightward variations,
as with today’s pale-left Morning Star
and pale-red CPB.
On the ‘new recruits’, the
Mosleyite YCL nowadays seems
to dress its members in political
uniforms, marching up and down,
raising clench-fist salutes, waving red
flags, letting off flares and chanting
ever so r-r-revolutionary slogans.

Older recruits appear to be proCorbyn, ex-Labour types, with all the
weaknesses, fluffiness and faddiness
associated with JC himself. Difficult
to see much genuine revolutionary
communist material in any of them,
but one presumes the latter group is
more amenable to the current CPB
leadership than the former.
Michael Howlett
Milton Keynes

Fairyland again

Like Andrew Kirkland I was at the
joint meeting that he describes (Letters,
October 21). The image that stays with
me was of Tony Greenstein and Roger
Silverman grinning and shaking their
heads, while Stan Keable was pointing
out the necessity of a mass Marxist
party in the working class - not an
easy task in the three minutes he had
available. I assume that they disagreed
with him.
No, they had an amendment each:
Tony wants the Labour Party exiles
to “have a place to go”, while Roger
wants to mobilise for the “practical
demands” in the 2017 and 2019 Labour
manifestos that “won millions”. I’m
assuming that both comrades want to
boost the numbers of fighters - nothing
wrong with that. But Stan wasn’t just
talking about fighting: he was talking
about winning!
Corbyn’s manifesto demands were
all very well, if rather modest - but
what does the working class need?
We face climate-change catastrophe,
the continuing defunding of the NHS
along with the rest of the welfare
state, the threat of war - against
China, Russia, Iran or wherever the
incumbent president of the United
States directs the British government
to go. The working class needs to take
power and end capitalism. So just
wanting the working class to “have a
place to go” is not really adequate for
the tasks ahead. As comrade Kirkland
put it, “the best that can be achieved is
a Labour Party mark two”.
Who would join? Maybe a big
union - how about Unite? If we have a
party with Unite plus the dispossessed
Labour members, who would be the
organ grinder and who the monkey?
Who would be the leadership? How
would it be selected? What would be
the structure, the programme? Or is it
to just be a social club for socialists?
Tony and a large part of the
crowd at the meeting were clearly
focusing on the 150,000 who have
been expelled from or left Labour.
One might wonder how solid they
were with the party. Some obviously
were, but 150,000? Tony scoffed
at the membership numbers of the
CPGB; yes, we are aware of our small
numbers. But we’re looking at what
the working class needs and what it
must achieve, not just at what we have
now.
Look at ‘What we fight for’ - it’s
there every week in the Weekly Worker.
Point one: “Without organisation
the working class is nothing; with
the highest form of organisation it is
everything.” And point two: “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.” Yes, it is not what
we’ve got, it’s “What we fight for”.
In my own contribution (again, not
easy in two minutes), I pointed out
that the Labour Party exists and the
point is how do we deal with it. It has
never been a vehicle for the working
class to take power; rather it has aimed
to gain a few concessions maybe.
Meanwhile, every squadron of Labour
MPs has made up either ‘her majesty’s
government’ or ‘her majesty’s loyal
opposition’. Some comrades seem
to think that we have been betrayed

by Starmer and his folk and we need
therefore to rebuild the Labour Party
as it should be. And as it once was?
When was that? At the start maybe?
When all working class organisations
could join - that didn’t last long.
Tony and Roger, along with many
others, are clearly thoughtful and
determined socialists, but what do
they want? A home? For the 2019
manifesto? I’m afraid we need a lot
more than that and the Marxist tradition
is the only one that points to it.
Jim Nelson
email

Dictatorship

Andrew Kirkland points out that
the first clause in the principles of
Labour Party Marxists is to transform
the Labour Party into an instrument
for working class advance and
international socialism.
This is a worthy aim based on an
incorrect foundation, because the first
aim of LPM is inevitably to win the
British Labour Party over to Marxism a flawed doctrine, which at the political
level upholds the dictatorship principle
in opposition to democratic socialism.
The idea that a proletarian dictatorship
is necessary during the transition to
communism was first adapted from
Joseph Weydemeyer - although it is not
entirely clear whether he regarded this
as a temporary measure or a principle
of socialist rule in the transitional
period that it became in Marxism.
For Lenin, dictatorship was at
the very heart of Marxism, and he
acknowledged a person as a Marxist
only if they extended the recognition
of the class struggle to the recognition
of the dictatorship of the proletariat.
Dictatorship is an emergency
measure, which Marx turned into a
principle of working class rule, which
is a perversion of socialism. In Marxist
usage it is also a misnomer for working
class rule, which is substituted for
state coercion. Marx changed the true
meaning of the term ‘dictatorship’
based on the experience of the Paris
Commune, which was clearly an
emergency situation. Marx confused
dictatorship with state coercion. But
the whole period of the transition from
capitalism to communism is not an
emergency situation.
The problem with dictatorship
is that it has a tendency towards
totalitarianism. Trotsky’s critique of
Stalinism was essentially a critique
of totalitarianism. In his biography
of Stalin (The Alan Woods version,
2016), he uses the term ‘totalitarian’
at least 12 times. Unfortunately, in
his struggle against totalitarianism,
which contained quite a few errors,
Trotsky saw no relationship (or
pretended there was none) between
Marx’s dictatorship theory, Leninism
and the totalitarian features of Soviet
society, which many leftists, not least
Maxim Gorky, criticised. Dictatorship
may or may not be necessary at
certain periods in the transition to
communism, but it is certainly not
a principle of socialist rule, as it is
presented in Marxist doctrine.
By contrast the Labour Party was
founded on the basis of democratic
socialism. We have already seen where
the dictatorship principle can lead
to, as displayed by the negative side
of the Soviet experience, which then
collapsed in 1991. Marx’s dictatorship
theory is not only a threat to liberal
democracy: more importantly, it is a
threat to democratic socialism as well.
The Provisional Central Committee
would be better off rejecting Marx’s
dictatorship theory and focus on
winning the Labour Party back to its
democratic socialist foundations.
Regardless of Trotsky’s mistakes,
was his struggle against the totalitarian
tendency in socialism all in vain?
Tony Clark
email
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WITCH-HUNT

Latest round win

Three and a half years after being sacked for daring to criticise
Zionism during the Enough is Enough demonstration and
Jewish Voice for Labour’s counter-demonstration in Parliament
Square, Stan Keable welcomes a small victory in the struggle
for unrestricted freedom of speech

O

n October 26 2021 the
employment appeals tribunal
upheld the unfair dismissal
judgment against the Labour-led
Hammersmith and Fulham Council
following my sacking in March 2018
and the reinstatement order made by
the employment tribunal in January
2020.
I was particularly pleased with
the reinstatement order, and I am
optimistically looking forward to
getting back to my permanent post
as a housing enforcement officer,
visiting tenants in their homes when
they need support with repairs. The
council gave evidence that I was good
at my job and had a clean disciplinary
record. The tribunal noted that I had
“maintained good relations with work
colleagues”, some of whom gave
evidence on my behalf, and confirmed
that “reinstatement was practicable”
and that “trust and confidence had
not been broken and the employment
relationship could continue and
develop”.
Despite
being
eventually
vindicated, my three and a half years
of victimisation and uncertainty
about my future has been a very
unsettling experience, and is certainly
enough to make any worker think
twice about exercising their right
to express their political views particularly if they are critical of
Israel’s ongoing settler-colonialism,
its discrimination against Palestinian
Arabs or its racial-supremacist
political ideology of Zionism. While
some of my work colleagues stepped
up and gave evidence on my behalf,
others gave me private support, but
were understandably afraid to speak
publicly.
The ‘Anti-Zionism equals antiSemitism’ witch-hunt in the Labour
Party had already been going strong
for two years, focused on trying to
unseat Jeremy Corbyn. Corbyn was
no anti-Semite, but he was busy
appeasing his rightwing Labour and
Zionist accusers. Already in October
2017 I had been witch-hunted out of
the party - auto-excluded, without due
process, for being secretary of Labour
Party Marxists. The purpose of the
Enough is Enough demonstration
on March 26 2018, organised by
the Tory-led, misnamed Board of
Deputies of British Jews, was to
brand Jeremy Corbyn and the Labour
Party anti-Semitic, despite all the
evidence to the contrary - a campaign
which, with the full support of the
mainstream capitalist media, has been
extraordinarily successful.
I joined the Jewish Voice for
Labour counterdemonstration, and
was suspended from work the
following day, and subsequently
dismissed, for my comments
about the Zionist movement, made
in Parliament Square. That is what
the tribunal judged to be unfair
dismissal:
If it was within the range of
reasonable responses of a
reasonable employer to dismiss an
employee in circumstances where
they have lawfully exercised their
rights to freedom of expression and
freedom of assembly, unconnected
in any way to the workplace,
without using language which
was personally abusive,
insulting or obscene, and
when their views and
opinions have, without

their consent, been published
and caused offence to some, or
indeed many people, then there is
a very great risk of dismissal to
any person who expresses their
lawful political views outside the
workplace.

This is pretty straightforward for
anyone with an eye for workers’
rights, surely? Well, that is what
I thought when I was handed my
suspension letter at 2.15pm on March
29 2018, the day after the demo,
alleging that my comments had
“the potential to bring the council
into disrepute”. Actually, it was my
reputation that was put in jeopardy, as
both my trade union, Unison, and the
council blithely told the press that they
“take anti-Semitism seriously” and
are “investigating”. This implied that
I was accused of anti-Jewish racism a charge which my suspension letter
carefully omitted.
I immediately asked the dismissing
officer a number of questions. Was
there a complaint against me? The
officer did not answer. What was the
identity of the complainant? He did
not know. How many complaints
were made against me? He did not
know. What was the precise wording
of the allegation or allegations? I
would be informed. What was the
precise wording of the allegedly
inappropriate comments? I would be
informed by the investigating officer.
The identity of the complainant
- the Labour leader of the council,
Stephen Cowan - and the precise
wording of his complaint were
kept secret from me throughout the
council’s disciplinary procedure and
its appeal procedure. This crucial
information was only revealed to
me shortly before the employment
tribunal hearing, when my solicitor
obtained a copy of Cowan’s email
to the chief executive. The leader
accused me of “making anti-Semitic
comments” and said: “I believe he
has brought the good name of LBHF
into disrepute and committed gross
misconduct” - which is code for
demanding dismissal. Then: “Please
have this looked at immediately and
act accordingly and with expediency
Stan Keable: owed a
grovelling apology ... and
not only by his employer

… Please advise me at your earliest
opportunity what action you have
taken.”
Four hours later, after the chief
executive had met the council’s
lawyers, my suspension letter
contained no mention of antiSemitism - obviously because there
was none. Presumably Cowan was
told of his ‘mistake’, as he had asked
to be informed. That would have been
a good moment to drop his complaint,
but he did not, and now he owes me
an apology.
Having mentioned the “very great
risk of dismissal to any person who
expresses their lawful political views
outside the workplace”, the tribunal
added: “This is particularly so where it
seems that, as in this case, members of
parliament are willing to put pressure
on employers to dismiss employees
who hold views with which that MP
vehemently disagrees.”
This is a reference to the
involvement of Greg Hands, Tory
MP for Chelsea and Fulham. But his
two public tweets to Stephen Cowan
urging action against me, on March
26 and 27 2018, were merely his
contribution to the Enough is Enough
anti-Labour demonstration. They had
nothing to do with the council, nor
with my employment. Greg Hands
did not yet know that I was a council
employee.
When he read in the newspapers
that the council had initiated
disciplinary proceedings against me,
he must have been over the moon!
So he posted on his twitter feed
an open letter to Stephen Cowan,
urging “Action on anti-Semitism at
Hammersmith and Fulham Council”,
and saying, with reckless disregard for
worker’s rights to a fair disciplinary
procedure:
I fail to see what further needs to
be investigated and how could
this man ever return to his role,
interacting with tenants and
landlords, who may well view
Mr Keable as not assessing their
circumstances entirely objectively.
I believe that your response to
these shocking statements by Mr
Keable has been both weak and
inadequate.
As has been normal throughout the
witch-hunt, superlative outrage and
false accusations of anti-Semitism
are unaccompanied by concrete
evidence. Hands’ open letter, 10
days after my suspension, made
him the second and last person to
complain to the council. In truth
there were only two complainants:
Labour councillor Stephen Cowan
and Tory MP Greg Hands. So much
for “reputational damage”.
The council has damaged its
own reputation. Attempting to ban
public criticism of a racist ideology
does not sit well with its equality,
diversity and inclusivity policy. My
words in Parliament Square, which
the council found “offensive”, were
described by the tribunal judge as
“calm, rational, non-threatening
and conversational”.
The establishment’s witch-hunt
against critics of Israel’s persecution
of the Palestinian people had already
made the Labour Party a hostile
environment for socialists.
But this case against me
brought the witch-hunt
into the workplace l

Revolution Festival 2021

ACTION

Friday October 29 to Sunday October 31: Socialist Appeal annual
school, Friends House, Euston Road, London NW1. Thirty talks
around the theme of ‘Socialism in our time’. Tickets: £5 to £30.
Organised by Socialist Appeal: revolutionfestival.co.uk.

Building safety crisis day of action

Saturday October 30, 11.30am: Local events plus online rally.
The government must make developers pay for fixing fire safety
issues, not the tenants or leaseholders. Speakers include Matt
Wrack, Fire Brigades Union general secretary. Also includes outside
broadcasts from the seven local protests.
Organised by Action for Fire Safety Justice:
www.facebook.com/events/680536556257607.

Viva Education! Viva Solidarity!

Tuesday November 2, 6pm: Online meeting, marking 60 years
since Cuba achieved full literacy. Learn about the achievements of
education in Cuba and the challenges of teaching under a blockade.
Speakers include Niurka Maria Gonzalez Obera, general secretary
of the Cuban Union of Teachers, Science and Sports Workers, and
Daniel Kebede, president of the National Education Union.
Organised by Cuba Solidarity Campaign:
cuba-solidarity.org.uk/events.

Introduction to radical anthropology

Tuesday November 2, 6.30pm: Series of talks on social and
biological anthropology, Daryll Forde seminar room, Anthropology
Building, 14 Taviton Street, London WC1. Also online via Zoom.
This talk: ‘African women’s traditions of rebellion: meanings of
“undress”’. Speaker: Camilla Power.
Organised by Radical Anthropology Group:
radicalanthropologygroup.org/evening-talks.

The ILP and the Labour left 1922-39

Thursday November 4, 6pm: Online education talk via Zoom.
Speaker: Kevin Bean. Part of a weekly series on ‘Labour and the left
- a history of witch-hunts and fightbacks’.
Organised by Labour Left Alliance:
www.facebook.com/events/310064463792088.

Stand up for health and care workers

Thursday November 4, 7pm: Online rally. The winter crisis
in the NHS approaches, with the sector facing staff shortages,
disputes over pay and outsourcing, the Health and Care Bill and the
harassment of overworked staff. Hear how to join in the growing
fightback.
Organised by Keep Our NHS Public and NHS Workers Say No:
www.facebook.com/events/937385853524111.

Day of action for climate justice

Saturday November 6. Protests organised by the Cop26 Coalition
(cop26coalition.org), as world leaders meet in Glasgow for the
climate summit.
Glasgow: Demonstration. Assemble 11.30am, Stewart Memorial
Fountain, Kelvingrove Park, Glasgow G3. March to Glasgow Green.
www.facebook.com/events/344283064113490.
London: Demonstration. Assemble 12 noon, Bank of England,
Threadneedle Street, London EC2. March to Trafalgar Square.
www.facebook.com/events/1321222944961890.

Climate change - for a workers’ transition
Tuesday November 9, 7pm: Cop26 online forum. How can the
trade union movement fight climate change, while protecting
workers’ jobs, pay, pensions and terms and conditions?
Organised by National Shop Stewards Network:
www.facebook.com/events/351981320013994.

Stand up for Palestine

Tuesday November 9, 7.30pm: Comedy fundraiser, Museum of
Comedy, St George’s Church, Bloomsbury Way, London WC1 (and
online). Tickets £18 (£16) or £12 online.
Organised by Palestine Solidarity Campaign:
www.facebook.com/events/602075454480500.

Scotland’s railway and climate emergency

Wednesday November 10, 11am: Public meeting, Webster’s
Theatre, 416 Great Western Road, Glasgow G4. Rail unions discuss
the future of Scotland’s railway and how it can help tackle the
climate emergency. Speakers from RMT, Aslef, TSSA and Unite.
Organised by Peace and Justice Project:
www.facebook.com/ASLEFunion/posts/4562579747143151.

Socialism 2021

Friday November 19 to Sunday November 21: Socialist Party
annual school, Queen Mary University, Mile End Road, London E1.
Forty workshops around the theme, ‘Capitalism is rotten - how can
socialist ideas change the world?’ Some workshops also on Zoom.
Tickets: one day £20 (£10), weekend £30 (£16).
Organised by Socialist Party in England and Wales:
www.socialism2021.net.

¡Adelante! 2021

Saturday December 4, 10am to 5pm: Conference, Friends
House, Euston Road, London NW1. People across South America
are fighting back, developing mass movements to struggle for
independence, sovereignty and resistance to neoliberalism and US
domination. Speakers include Jeremy Corbyn and ambassadors from
Cuba, Nicaragua and Venezuela. Also stalls and films.
Tickets £10 (£8). Organised by Latin America conference:
www.facebook.com/events/1072041540268905.

CPGB wills

Remember the CPGB and keep the struggle going. Put our party’s
name and address, together with the amount you wish to leave, in
your will. If you need further help, do not hesitate to contact us.
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FREE SPEECH

Long march of censorship
Paul Demarty looks at recent attacks on free speech in the name of combatting offence, real or imagined

T

he last week has been chocka-block with events that are, in
their own right, relatively small
affairs, but cumulatively highlight
how fraught the question of freedom
of speech has become, both in this
country and in the United States.
On October 23, the south London
football club, Crystal Palace, hosted
Newcastle United. The latter have,
of course, been recently taken over
by the Public Investment Fund - the
vast pile of lucre owned, but (so
the Premier League assures us) not
controlled, by the Saudi monarchy,
and definitely not controlled by crown
prince Mohammad bin Salman, who
within the PIF hierarchy enjoys only
the trivial position of chairman.
These subtleties were rather lost
on one band of Palace fans, who
held aloft a splendid political cartoon
on a giant banner. This showed,
in the background, Newcastle
fans chanting “We’ve got our club
back”; in front, a man in traditional
Arab dress readies to behead a
magpie with a scimitar (Newcastle
are nicknamed the ‘magpies’ after
their black-and-white kit). To the
right, Richard Masters, the Premier
League chairman, standing in a pool
of blood and holding a torn gay-pride
armband, checks off the items on his
‘fit and proper owner’ test: terrorism,
beheadings, civil rights abuses,
murder, censorship and persecution.
Before him is a big bag of money.
Within hours, police announced
they were investigating “a report of
an offensive banner displayed by
Crystal Palace fans”. After extensive
outcry from the wider football
world, this ludicrous ‘investigation’
was dropped. But it is not only the
opposition fans who have gotten
into trouble: jubilant Newcastle fans
dressing up in the garb of their new
owners have also come under caution
for some meaningless subvariety of
‘racism’, since cultural appropriation
(or whatever) is a terrible thing to do
to a poor, oppressed population of
theocratic petro-tyrants. (Likewise,
Newcastle United have since
cautiously allowed the dress-up
routine to continue.)
Scotland, meanwhile, has just
been through a short culture-war
flare-up, when it was briefly reported
that the word ‘spooky’ had been
banned from the productions of the
National Theatre of Scotland: stolen,
Grinch-like, from the Halloween
revellers, on account of ‘spook’
having at one time or another been
a racial epithet. Since then, the NTS
has asserted that there never was
such a ban - so strenuously that “We
apologise for the offence caused” has
started appearing on all the articles
about the affair. The word was
merely “discussed as part of an antiracism training exercise”.
A rather larger cultural kerfuffle
has been unfolding in the United
States, where Netflix has sustained a
barrage of criticism for broadcasting
a comedy special by Dave Chappelle,
a well-regarded black comic, whose
style is characteristically offensive,
and who this time set his sights on the
transgender question. Netflix offered
a pseudo-apology, but refused to
pull the programme, meanwhile
endorsing an employee walkout
in protest at this ‘anti-trans hate’.
Despite the nod from management
and the hysterical enthusiasm of the
liberal press, the Netflix walkout
attracted only 50 people.
And finally, and most seriously of
all, we have developments in the tech
world. Frances Haugen, the deeply
dubious Facebook ‘whistleblower’,

theatre. The former will feel cryptoconfederates and Trumpite imbeciles
breathing down his neck; the latter
a whole industry for the production
of ‘racial reckoning’ down hers.
“Between equal rights,” Marx
remarked about something rather
different, “force decides.”

Way out

Football terraces are political
told MPs this week that her former
employer had “unilateral control over
three billion people” and urgently
needed “external regulation” - thus
backing UK government proposals
to increase the liability social media
platforms have for unlawful speech.
This is part of a rather grand celebrity
tour of government agencies and bizarrely - Facebook itself, where
she play-acts at speaking truth to
power, while plainly trying to tighten
censorship of the web. Mysteriously,
she has not suffered the sort of fate
the common run of whistleblower
does, of blacklisting and memoryholing and - in the extreme case
of a Chelsea Manning - inhuman
imprisonment.
Yet the tech giants already do
censor, as Novara Media - the British
left-Labour website, learned on
October 26, when Google summarily
deplatformed it from YouTube.
(Amid the hue and cry, rightwing
libertarians were keen to remind the
site’s editors and backers that they
had a dreadful record of opposing
such unilateral censorship when the
targets were on the right.)

Crisis of confidence

What are we to make of all these
things? We should start by noting
that, for a shorter time than is
typically supposed, the self-image
of western liberal ‘democracy’ was
ostensibly founded on a commitment
to freedom of speech.
The actual level of freedom
available is everywhere imperfect at
best and usually very limited: even in
the US, which has - in theory - very
robust legal protections for speech,
‘extra-legal’ means (Jim Crow
lynch mobs, media oligarchy and so
on) have been found to restrict the
public sphere to acceptable limits.
In Britain, of course, we have the
whole sordid history of libel law,
dating back to its invention as an
instrument of absolute monarchy.
Despite all these defects - indeed, the
elementary contradiction between
capitalist oligarchy and broad liberty
of agitation - for a century or more,
depending on the country, freedom
of speech has been touted as a great
virtue and the differentia specifica of
western democracy.

Our various straws in the wind
above show a crisis of confidence
in that ideal that in fact spans
across the two historic ‘parties’ of
capitalist political life: order and
liberty. The right is increasingly
dominated by revanchist, chauvinist
elements who propose to suppress
ideologies they identify as opposed
to the nation. Frances Haugen may
be all het up about rightwing hate
speech and disinformation, but we
know from various exposures that
our government is certainly under
the impression that leftwing protest
movements are little better, if at
all, than terrorists. In the States, the
current rightwing bugbear is the
teaching of ‘critical race theory’
in schools; ‘critical race theory’ in
this context turns out to mean more
or less any treatment of American
history that does not equivocate on
the 1860 slaveholder’s revolt and the
system it defended.
So far as the liberals go, the
obvious symptom of this crisis more and more obvious over the
last decade, and especially since
the election of Donald Trump as
president - there is a simple inability
to distinguish between words and
actions, between insults and (as the
cliché goes) ‘literal violence’. That is
visible in a modest way in the NTS
case, when some well-meaning ‘antiracist’ educator managed to excavate
a derogatory use of the word
“spook”, which seemed to appear
in the 1940s and disappear again
almost immediately (but not before
it was reclaimed by the Tuskegee
airmen, who nicknamed themselves
the Spookwaffe). To reject this
framing of individual words as
somehow permanently laden with an
oppressive unconscious is, according
to the prevailing mindset, to deny the
experience of those who really did
suffer its use as a slur, which, when
you think about it, is a little like
erasing them, which in turn is a little
like killing them.
So, in a rather grander way, we
get the Netflix protest - farcical
in itself, but treated with near
comical seriousness by a credulous
liberal media - at which a speaker
claimed without apparent irony
that trans people were undergoing

a “holocaust” (a claim that requires
a level of magical thinking beyond
even that arch-Terf, JK Rowling).
This, you will remember, was in
relation to some 30 minutes or so of
stand-up comedy. That is the trouble
with ‘literal violence’ reasoning - it
denies us a clear view of what is
actually happening, hiding it under
a fever dream about Josef Mengele.
Its very logic is infernal - the less
catastrophist reading of any situation
is always vulnerable to accusations
of not taking the thing seriously
enough, which in turn erases the
experience of those who suffered
in the situation, and therefore is
tantamount to ‘literal violence’. By
such means does the phrase ‘literal
violence’ come to ‘literally’ mean
‘metaphorical violence’.
Yet, as is evident from our
examples, it does not actually seem
to work. In truth, the two camps
of censors do not so much cancel
each other out as produce a wholly
perverse, illogical landscape of
pervasive censoriousness. A minor
celebrity may be caught in a cancelculture storm, while the upper
reaches of different cultural forms
- your Rowlings and indeed your
Chappelles - are floated above it
by their immense fortunes and fan
cachet. The president of the USA is
kicked off Twitter if the situation is
right, but the ideology he represents
purges public schools of ‘woke’
teaching. Twitches deep within
the walls of social media giants whether algorithmic or of directly
human provenance - wipe people off
the visible internet, but perhaps (if a
scandal results) only for a moment.
The Metropolitan Police interest
themselves in protest banners at
football matches. An outrage cycle
might succeed or fail, but apparently
at random.
It is this rather Hobbesian
character of affairs - a war of all
against all - that marks the situation
out as one of ideological crisis.
Which is the dominant ideology
in Anglo-American society? Is it
nationalist revanchism or politicallycorrect fanaticism? It all rather
depends on whether one is a school
board superintendent in Tennessee
or the artistic director of a Glasgow

The way out, as it were ‘by default’,
is precisely for force to decide. It
seemed, in the States at the beginning
of this year, that the liberal censors
would get their chance - the idiotic
coup attempt of January 6 seemed
to open the way to a clampdown
on ‘domestic terrorism’ that, if the
war on terror proper is any guide,
would succeed in removing large
rightwing ideological currents to
the state of semi-legality enjoyed
by Islamists and (at the peak of
Bush-II-era insanity, and certainly
still in this country) various
kinds of leftwing militants in the
anti-war, environmentalist and
other movements. That may still
happen; as likely, however, given
the farcical progress of the Biden
administration’s headline policies in
Congress, is a crushing reversal in
the midterms and a Trump comeback
tour or ideological equivalent in
2024, to be followed by a ‘domestic
terrorism’ agenda focused on …
leftists, anti-fascists, green activists
and who knows who else.
The left has betrayed a worrying
tendency to be pulled behind the
liberals in this battle, and tacitly
or enthusiastically accept the
censorship of the right. It is quite
understandable, insofar as the right
openly views us as terrorists; it is
wrong because both parties are in
the end parties of the state, and so
whoever wins, we lose. Suppose
the Democrats get their ‘domestic
terrorism’ agenda through: who will
be the ones to enforce it? Precisely
the ‘three letter agencies’ of the
American deep state. The latter
phrase is, of course, in bad odour
now, thanks to its cooptation by
some of the more exotic brands of
rightwing conspiracy theorists; but
it is a plain fact that, apart from
the very most senior levels of the
FBI and friends, these are career
organisations, and their institutional
biases are not revolutionised by
transfers of the lease on the White
House.
Sweeping
anti-terror
laws
always end up targeting the left
and reactionary militants among
oppressed groups (such as Islamists
nowadays); it is, after all, those
groups - insofar as they are not
effectively absorbed into the parties
of liberty and order - which are least
reconcilable to the fundamental
dynamics of the imperialist state
regimes of the west.
The correct course of action
is for the workers’ movement
to oppose all speech controls
and censorship, whether against
ourselves, transphobes, racists or
open neo-Nazis. We should oppose
all hate speech laws, all regulations
designed to protect politicians and
public figures from ‘abuse’, all
criminalisation of slander and libel,
and we should do this first of all out
of self-interest.
But we should also do so with - as
it were - a prefigurative perspective.
The culture of a liberated future
will be very different, but for it to
be better, it must not be endlessly
scared of its own shadow l
paul.demarty@weeklyworker.co.uk
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CLIMATE

A 2.7 degree wake-up call

The UK government’s response is woefully inadequate. So keep your expectations about Cop26 really low,
advises a worried Eddie Ford

C

learly, the upcoming Cop26
conference in Glasgow is
bound to be a failure in terms
of what is objectively required to
prevent runaway global warming.
It will almost certainly be a failure
even when it comes to what nearly
200 countries signed up to in April
2016 after the Cop15 conference
in Paris - keeping the rise in mean
global temperature to “well below”
2°C above pre-industrial levels, and
preferably limit it to 1.5°C - hoping
to reach net-zero by the middle of
this century. As things stand now,
there is absolutely no chance of
meeting these targets. Boris Johnson
himself has said it is “touch and go”
whether Cop26 will achieve its aim
of agreeing the emissions cuts for
2030.
Indeed, things are steadily getting
worse. According to the World
Meteorological
Organization’s
annual bulletin this week, the
build-up of warming gases in the
atmosphere rose to record levels in
2020 despite the Covid pandemic and
the subsequent restrictions - which
saw an overall decline in emissions of
CO2 of 5.6%.1 The WMO calculates
that CO2 reached 413.2 parts per
million in the atmosphere in 2020
and is now 149% of the pre-industrial
level, pointing out that the last time
our planet underwent a comparable
concentration was three-five million
years ago, when temperatures were
2-3°C warmer and the sea level was
10-20 metres higher than it is today.
Then on October 26 the UN
Environmental Programme published
its annual ‘emissions gap’ report,
entitled The heat is on.2 The world
is squandering the theoretical
opportunity to “build back better”
from the Covid-19 pandemic, says
the report, warning that countries’
current pledges would reduce
carbon by only about 7.5% by
2030 - way below the 55% cut
needed to limit global temperature
rises to 1.5°C. This means that the
world faces disastrous temperature
rises of at least 2.7°C if climate
pledges are not met. More than 100
countries have promised to reach
net zero emissions around the midcentury, notes the UN study, but in
practice many of the pledges are
vague. Unless there are stringent
cuts in emissions this decade,
we could experience potentially
catastrophic
global
heating.
António Guterres, UN secretarygeneral, described the findings as a
“thundering wake-up call” to world
leaders just before the Glasgow
summit.

Useless

The UK government has committed
itself to slashing emissions by 78%
by 2035 compared to 1990 levels,
bringing Britain more than threequarters of the way to net zero by
2050.3 Also, for the very first time,
the government’s sixth ‘carbon
budget’ incorporated the UK’s
share of international aviation and
shipping emissions - before they had
only left ‘headroom’ for them. Whilst
emissions are going up globally, as
we have just seen, in Britain they
have gone down - in no small measure
due to the trashing of the British coal
industry by the spiteful Margaret
Thatcher government. There has also
been a fairly substantial shift to oil
and gas since 1990, and then over to
solar panels and - more importantly wind power.
Either way, regarding emissions,
the general curve downwards

take it for granted that virtually all
countries will have been lobbying to
one extent or another - some more
discreetly than others, some more
successfully than others.

Captain Kirk

Limiting the temperature rise to 1.5 degrees is looking more and more unlikely
in Britain has got shallower and
shallower, with the government’s
latest measures not exactly filling
you with hope that the overall trend
might be reversed. In other words,
while there are plenty of totally
unobjectionable UK proposals like
heat pumps or insulating houses - the
real debate is whether those measures
will make a massive difference or
not (obviously they will make some
difference).
Then there is the larger question of
the government’s useless philosophy.
The overwhelming lesson of
Covid-19 is that those governments
which have been the most effective
in combating the pandemic did so by
marshalling state power. Conversely,
those that failed to do this have seen
massive deaths. Confronted by the
climate crisis, Boris Johnson’s idea
that you can rely on the invisible
hand of the market is a recipe
for disaster. So with heat pumps
and insulation, after a little bit of
government priming, the market will
then take its course. But the Energy
Saving Trust estimates that a typical
air-source heat pump installation will
cost you around £6,000-£8,000, and
a ground-source installation can cost
£10,000-£18,000 depending on the
amount of heat required. Obviously,
this is a substantial amount of money
for most people. But, with a slight
government push, or so the theory
goes, the price will start to go down
- becoming increasingly affordable,
and indeed preferable. The same
argument goes for electric cars and a
host of other measures.
Talking of electric cars, they will
not make a substantial difference,
however the ‘green capitalists’ might
try to convince you otherwise. Even

if you go over to 100% renewable
sources of power, you still have the
plastics, metals, glass, computer
chips, batteries, etc. Electric cars are
not the solution, but actually part
of the problem, because the wider
car‑economy - however powered - is
a very big part of it, along with the
aviation economy and the meat and
dairy economy.
Going by the latest media reports,
both Xi Jinping and Vladimir Putin
will not be attending Cop26 - perhaps
because they fear being a target for
sanctimonious governments like
the UK and US, pointing the finger
at China with its coal-reliant power
generators or Russia for being a
major oil and gas exporter. Yet again,
this shows precisely the problem
with the climate crisis - which by
necessity requires an end to thinking
in terms of distinct national units:
rather we need to focus on the
necessary global solution. However
you think China should be defined
in terms of political economy, there
is no doubt that it is locked into the
global capitalist economy. Hence
what used to be produced in Britain
or the US that created methane
or CO2, is frequently now being
produced in China. We are dealing
with a global climate and a global
economy, to which all countries are
ultimately subordinate.
Unsurprisingly, the leaking of
more than 32,000 documents shows
that there has been systematic
lobbying by various states to tone
down or amend the language
used in the Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change’s sixth
assessment report that came out
recently. And language matters
when debating climate change.

Major fuel producers/consumers,
including Australia, Saudi Arabia
and Japan, sought to remove the
“recommendations” about the world
needing to phase out fossil fuels.
The Opec countries - which include
Iraq, Kuwait, Libya, Nigeria, the
United Arab Emirates and Venezuela
- have also backed weakening the
report’s recommendations on fossil
fuels. Meanwhile, large meat and
dairy producers, such as Brazil and
Argentina, reportedly attempted to
change messages about the climate
benefit of promoting plant-based
diets. The assessment report argues
that “plant-based diets can reduce
greenhouse gas emissions by up
to 50%, compared to the average
emission-intensive western diet”,
which especially upset these two
countries.
All of this is entirely expected.
Take the three countries named
the most in the leaked documents.
Australia, now hoping that
“technological
breakthroughs”
will help it meet its new 2050 netzero-emissions plan, produces lots
of coal, large amounts of which
being exported to China. Nothing
more really needs to be said about
Saudi Arabia, despite the recent
greenwashing announcement about
going carbon-neutral by 2060. It is
the world’s largest exporter of oil
(though not producer, which is the
US) and, whatever Mohammed bin
Salman might be saying now, expect
that to be the case for an extremely
long time - you can bet money that
the target will not be met. As for
Japan, it relies heavily on imports
of coal and oil, especially given
the post-Fukushima state of its
nuclear industry. In fact, you can

Though at first it might seem
purely a tangential question, it
is worthwhile thinking about
Captain Kirk - ie, the 90-year-old
Canadian actor, William Shatner.
You obviously have to admire his
health and physique for such an age
- getting into a small capsule and
then shooting off into space.
As an individual, this is all fine
and dandy. The problem is that there
is a tendency in our class society for
what is a luxury at one moment to
become a necessity. One part of
capitalism is about selling things
to people, so ‘department two’
within the system hires advertising
agencies that work 24 hours a day to
influence us to consume aristocratic
or elite products - which now
include the emerging space tourism
industry.
As he got out of the capsule,
‘Captain Kirk’ talked about the
thrilling experience he had just had.
Call me a cynic, but it is difficult
not to be sceptical about those
comments. Those old enough will
remember the era when air travel
still had a glamorous association
with the ‘jet set’ - a lifestyle you were
meant to envy. Yet flying for most
of us - when, for example, we go
abroad for our holidays - is the very
opposite of glamorous: miserably
queuing for hours and then packed
like sardines into a horrible tin-can.
But if you had gone up in a plane in
the 1920s then undoubtedly it would
have been very exciting - with the
burgeoning aircraft industry using
such experiences to sell this product
to the aristocrats, bourgeoisie
and upper middle classes - then
eventually to the masses (at least in
the so-called first world). Inevitably,
air flight became a major source of
greenhouse emissions.
The idea now being heavily
promoted by an acquiescent media
and others is that being launched
into space is the most incredibly
exciting thing that can ever happen
to you. But this is simply because
very few people have actually
experienced it, when in reality there
is no fundamental difference between
going into space and bungee jumping.
If I told you that bungee jumping
is the most wonderful experience
imaginable, you would rightly think
that I was a bit weird. Space flight
in itself is not particularly glamorous
or exciting. After all, you are not
piloting the damned thing - it is all
done automatically.
Most importantly of all, in the
midst of a global climate crisis, you
should not ignore what is pumped
out into the atmosphere in terms of
CO2 - purportedly one space launch
is equal to 395 transatlantic flights.
Yet it is almost considered bad
manners or Luddite to raise such
issues when discussing space travel,
particularly if it concerns the muchloved Captain Kirk l
eddie.ford@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1. bbc.co.uk/news/science-

environment-59016075.
2. unep.org/resources/emissions-gapreport-2021.
3. gov.uk/government/news/uk-enshrinesnew-target-in-law-to-slash-emissions-by-78by-2035.
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Malthus painted green

Are there too many people? Jack Conrad attacks crude overpopulation theories. They are more than
useless: they are extraordinarily dangerous

S

cientific
opinion
is
overwhelmingly agreed. The
planet is getting hotter and the
main cause is increased emissions
of greenhouse gasses due to human
activity. A catastrophic 2.7°C is now a
looming prospect.1 Unless something
is done for real and done for real soon,
then Earth will tip over into a new
climate system and in the process
threaten the “survival of human
civilisation”.2
Despite all the evidence, there are
still those in denial. Inevitably, they
come in a various forms, shades and
guises. Some (very well financed)
foundations, institutes and think
tanks work directly, or indirectly, for
fossil fuel corporations and countries
such as Australia, Japan and Saudi
Arabia. They sow confusion, put out
half-believable disinformation, all to
justify business as usual. Rightwing
accelerationists fervently believe
that untrammelled free enterprise
will solve every problem. Naturally,
anything that smacks of socialism is
loathed ... and meaningful action on
climate change undoubtedly smacks of
socialism (even if it is of the bourgeois
kind). Then there are the half-crazy
egotists, the religious fanatics, the
cynical demagogues who dismiss
the science as hype, wildly alarmist
or simply a hoax concocted by some
sinister globalist elite. When elevated
to high office, they amount to a suicide
cult: Donald Trump, Narendra Modi,
Jarosław Kaczyński, Viktor Orbán
and Jair Bolsonaro.
However, it would be a profound
mistake to imagine that it is them
versus all the rest of us. That the left
should line up behind the United
Nations environmental bureaucracy,
the ever growing army of greenwashed
capitalists, the bloated eco-charity
sector and green campaigns, green
coalitions and green parties.
True, over the years, green thinkers
have produced a whole literature
which, often brilliantly, warned of the
disastrous effects of rapacious mining,
industry and agriculture. Rachel
Carson springs to mind! Others have
detailed the destruction of rain forests,
the loss of animal and plant species,
the spread of deserts, the melting
of glaciers and polar ice caps, the
pollution of the air, rivers and seas,
the depletion of the ozone layer, acid
rain, soil erosion, etc. Governmental
complacency and culpability has also
been thoroughly exposed. If only by
implication, capitalism is shown to be
inherently unsustainable.
Certainly, most contemporary
left groups have pilfered. Little
bits and pieces of green intellectual
property turn up tacked onto
famished, economistic check-lists,
election manifestos and transitional
programmes. The most blatant
example is what describes itself as
red-green politics. But one way or
another all are guilty: Momentum, the
Labour Representation Committee,
Socialist Workers Party, Socialist
Party in England and Wales, the
Morning Star’s CPB, Anticapitalist
Resistance, etc.

Deadly barb

However, in class terms, greenism
amounts to a petty bourgeois
disenchantment
with
capitalist
progress - its crass commercialism, its
soulnessness, its heedless despoliation
of nature. Yet, despite the transparently
good intentions, greenism carries
a deadly barb: its denunciations
of ecological degradation are

Ireland and the Great Hunger: a 1849 sketch of Bridget
O’Donnell and two of her children
joined with assumptions of human
“overpopulation” and the limited
“carrying capacity” of the planet:
“population growth … must be
addressed to avoid overpopulation”,
says the Green Party in England and
Wales.3
According to Rex Weyland,
Greenpeace co-founder, “climate
conferences are not addressing the
real root problem, which is overshoot
of the human species on Earth, and
they are not doing anything about the
one symptom they are addressing,
which is climate change.”4 A
proposition which inevitably finds
its red-green echo: eg, Alan Thornett,
of Anticapitalist Resistance and the
Campaign against Climate Change.
He has exactly the same diagnosis:
a “major contributory factor” to the
ecological crisis is overpopulation.5
BirthStrike, established by women
closely involved with Extinction
Rebellion, even vow to go childless
in protest against “climate breakdown
and civilisation collapse”.6
As everyone knows, the inventor
of modern overpopulation theory is
the reverend Thomas Malthus (17661834). This celibate Church of England
parson anonymously published his
Essay on the principle of population
in 1798. His stated polemical targets
were the “speculative” writings of
Nicolas de Condorcet and William
Godwin - both political radicals and
upholders of women’s rights.
There was, however, next to
nothing original in the Essay. Marx
contemptuously dismissed it as a
“superficial plagiary of De Poe, Sir
James Steuart, Townsend, Franklin,
Wallace, etc”.7 Nonetheless, with
the thrilling excitement, hopes and
turmoil unleashed by the 1789 French
Revolution, the forces of reaction

grabbed hold of Malthus’s Essay as a
godsend. He was proclaimed a genius
of the first order, who had singlehandedly founded a brand new science.
Dreams of achieving ‘perfectibility’
here on Earth, even timid electoral
reform, could be smothered with the
‘principle’ of despair.
True, in the original edition(s) of
the Essay, the law of diminishing
returns from agricultural land is
entirely absent. Malthus had to make
do with this line of argument: “the
increase of population is necessarily
limited by the means of subsistence.”8
When subsistence increases so does
population. But humanity’s powers of
reproduction greatly exceed its ability
to produce the means of subsistence.
Population is considered elastic,
the means of subsistence inelastic.
Therefore, the lot of the greater part of
humanity is to live in abject poverty.
The annual cull from starvation and
disease mercifully kept population
numbers within natural limits - all part
of god’s magnificent grand design.
Towards the end of his life,
in 1830, Malthus did introduce
diminishing returns from agricultural
land - a theory which can be traced
back to the likes of Johann Heinrich
von Thünen, Jacques Turgot and
Adam Smith. Hence 1830 marked the
birth of ‘classical’ Malthusianism: a
“geometrically” growing population
cannot be supported by the
“arithmetically” growing supplies of
food, because agriculture is driven by
rising population numbers to extend
cultivation from land with absolute
fertility into marginal, less fertile, land
- acre-by-acre output would thereby
be expected to fall (hence the theory
of differential rent critiqued by Marx).
Whether or not the population
was growing “geometrically” is

a moot point. It certainly never
occurred to Malthus that agricultural
production could grow geometrically:
eg, through selective breeding of
plants and animals, and increasing
soil productivity through irrigation,
drainage and the application of
fertilisers. Malthus’s biology was
mentally caged by Linnaean notions
of the fixity of species. Only very
limited wriggle room was allowed for
‘improvement’.
Whereas late Malthus based
his prognosis on the claim that a
“geometrically” growing population
could not be supported by the
“arithmetically” growing supplies of
food, modern greens talk about the
ecological footprint and the finite
carrying capacity of the planet.9
Different words, but the operative
conclusion is barely distinguishable:
population growth has to be halted and
put into reverse as a matter of urgency.
Malthus’s theory accepts that,
while humans are part of nature and
subject to nature’s usual laws, they are,
unless restrained, destined to increase
at an unsupportable rate. That restraint
is either physical or moral. Of course,
the base, instinctive, ignorant masses
could never be expected to give up
on sexual pleasure. Besides opium,
alcohol and tobacco what else gave
their miserable, bleak, squalid lives
those saving moments? Hence, if the
moral restraints of delayed marriage
or sexual abstinence failed, hunger
and starvation were inescapable …
and natural.
Suffice to say, for Malthus, the
limit on human numbers had already
been reached by the close of 17th
century - when the global population is
estimated to have topped 600 million.
All the evils that swarmed around
him - beggary, drunkenness, filth,
slums, abandoned children, thievery,
prostitution, epidemics, riot and the
threat of leveller insurrection - were
explained (away) by Malthus as being
the result of excessive population.
Logically
though,
this
overpopulation crisis should have
begun with Adam’s rib. After all, with
god’s creation of woman, the numbers
in Edenland instantly doubled.
According to Malthus, Adam’s ability
to increase food production should
have been incapable of matching such
a shuddering population increase.
Adam and Eve would have been
expected to have quickly starved to
death.
Adam and Eve (and even Malthus)
notwithstanding, there has been a
rapid population increase. Today
there are over 7.8 billion of us.10
Clearly, human numbers have grown
geometrically … if we take a long
enough view. It took around 250,000
years to reach a billion. A figure that
seems to have been reached in 1825
… or thereabouts. The next billion
was added over the following century.
But it took only some 35 years after
that to reach 3 billion and a mere 12
years for another billion increase.
Despite this tremendous spurt,
there has been an accompanying and in actual fact a higher - increase
in the means of subsistence. Our
numbers did not expand geometrically
- eg, 1, 2, 4, 8, 16, 32, 64, etc - while
food production trailed behind at
an arithmetical 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7,
etc. During the 19th century the
agricultural land that was organically
included within the sphere of the
capitalist world economy expanded
stupendously with the integration of
Canada, New Zealand, Argentina,

Australia and the vast US interior. Eg,
1, 4, 16, 64. Meanwhile, humanity’s
instruments of labour and productive
techniques have gone forward in
leaps and bounds: eg, railways,
telegraphs, tractors, combines, electric
power, refrigeration, telephones,
airfreight, container shipping, freeze
drying, artificial fertilisers, genetic
manipulation,
computers,
gene
editing, etc - all spurring and feeding
off successive scientific revolutions:
ie, 1, 8, 64, 512, etc. In principle the
possibilities are limitless.
While some strands of green
thought claim to be informed by
Marxism, greenism as a whole is
permeated with a nature-worshipping
idealism, which easily segues into
a thoroughly nasty, anti-human
irrationalism. People are cast in the
role of the problem. The language and
choice of metaphor is revealing and on
occasion downright chilling.

Ehrlich

In his The population bomb (1968),
Paul Ehrlich - a Stanford University
entomologist - depicts Earth as
drowning under “too many cars, too
many factories, too much detergent,
too much pesticides, multiplying
contrails, inadequate sewage treatment
plants, too little water, too much
carbon dioxide - all can be traced
easily to too many people”.11 Looking
forward just a little to the 1970s and
80s, he apocalyptically announced:
“The battle to feed all of humanity
is over.”12 Instead of giving aid to
the needy and feeding the hungry,
responsible states should henceforth
put in place the harsh population
control measures needed.
Ehrlich equated this, admittedly
unpleasant, task with cutting out a
“cancer”.13 The operation will “demand
many apparently brutal and heartless
decisions. The pain may be intense.
But the disease is so far advanced
that only with radical surgery does the
patient have a chance of survival.”14
Surely a barely concealed call for the
mass extermination of the surplus
population - considered globally, that
means the poor and destitute in the
so-called third world. Accusations
of unintended racism appear more
than justified. Expropriating the
kleptocrats, the giant corporations,
the parasitic royal houses, the banks,
insurance companies and private
equity funds never seems to occur.
After a slow burn, Ehrlich’s book
not only became a best-seller: it
spurred on what became an antipopulation growth crusade. Millions
were sterilised, often coercively, in
countries such as India, Mexico,
Peru, Egypt, Tunisia, Indonesia and
Bangladesh - all backed, promoted
and urged on by the UN, the World
Bank and a swathe of NGOs. And, of
course, between 1980 and 2015 China
imposed its own draconian one-child
policy.
Optimum Population Trust was
founded in Britain 1991 and rebranded
as Population Matters in 2011. Its
website displays a “world population
clock” ticking away (presumably
towards the final moment of ecological
collapse).15 A thoroughly respectable
pressure group, it makes the case for
putting population reduction at the
heart of government policy. Britain
should, it submits, halve its numbers
to 30 million by 2130 - about the same
level as 1870. That is 30 million fewer
people in less than 10 years!
Not so long ago the Green Party too
prescribed a similar human purgative -
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except down to 20 million! True, the
Green Party’s neo-Malthusianism has
been somewhat sugar-pilled; likewise
Population Matters. Under the banner
of living in harmony with nature,
it advocates empowering women
and girls, quality education for all,
free contraception and reversing the
disastrous foreign aid cuts. But the
truth will out. In 2013, Population
Matters strenuously objected to
Syrian refugees being granted asylum
in the UK.16 The organisation stands
for zero net migration. Nonetheless,
worthy public figures have lined up
to endorse the organisation - apart
from Paul Ehrlich himself, Sir David
Attenborough, Jonathon Porritt, Sir
Partha Dasgupta, Jane Goodall, John
Guillebaud, Leilani Münter, Lionel
Shriver and Chris Packham are listed
amongst its sponsors.17
Inevitably, however, if voluntary
methods fail, then other, draconian
solutions present themselves … and
the danger is that sooner or later such
other methods will come to be accepted
as common sense: Population Matters
boasts that an international opinion
survey conducted in February 2019
found that two thirds of respondents
consider “population growth a global
catastrophic risk”.18 Clearly, you can
fool most of the people some of the
time.
In The population bomb, Ehrlich
was quite explicit: “We must have
population control at home, hopefully
through changes in our value system,
but by compulsion if voluntary
methods fail.”19 He toyed with the
idea of lacing food sold in the US with
contraceptives. After rejecting this as
politically unfeasible, he advocated
ending US food aid to countries
abroad. And, he added, almost as an
afterthought, that all men in India
with “over three children” should be
“forcibly sterilised”.

Famine

Official Britain not only blew trumpets
and banged drums for Malthus as an
intellectual saviour from the French
Revolution and its odious doctrines
of liberté, égalité, fraternité. More
prosaically, Malthusianism served as
a wonderful excuse for dispensing
with the horribly antiquated old poor
laws: since 1601 anyone without
work had the legal right to obtain help
from parish authorities. By embracing
Malthus and his claim that the
inexorable growth of pauperism was
the result of the old poor laws, not the
inexorable growth of capitalism, large
amounts of money could be saved. An
all too tempting promise.
The 1834 Poor Law introduced the
hated system of workhouses. More
than 500 of these ‘pauper bastilles’
were built. The deserving poor
were incarcerated in austere, singlesex blocks, the able-bodied being
obliged to labour in return for upkeep.
Conditions were callously designed
to be so off-putting that only the most
desperate would present themselves.
Albeit with a heavy heart, Malthus
himself positively recommended
famine. The frightful results were seen
in Ireland during the 1845-49 Great
Hunger. The Liberal government in
Whitehall considered it both morally
right and financially prudent to let
nature take its course. Amid continued
food exports to Britain, a million Irish
people were left to die. Two million
more “fled their homeland for the
United States, Canada and Britain”.20
Doubtless, finding Christian
justification in Matthew xxvi,11
and the stomach-churning saying,
“For you will always have the poor
with you”, Malthus icily reasoned
that mass starvation would at least
temporarily result in fewer mouths to
feed. As the lower orders seemed to
religiously follow the commandment,
be “fruitful and multiply”, they would
have to pay for their sins. Nothing
could be done for them, except to
make their death as easy as possible.

In other words, his theory excused
social murder.
Exactly the same perverted
morality leads mild-mannered greens
to advise the UN, the World Bank,
the G8 countries, etc, to impose
sterilisation programmes upon the
global south. The poor are blamed
for their poverty, not the imperialist
system of exploitation.
Though recognising that the Essay
acted as an intellectual stimulus - eg,
on Charles Darwin - Marx had no
hesitation in dismissing Malthus’s
entire population theory as a “lampoon
on the human race!”21 Needless to say,
an almost unbelievably cruel one.
Marx hurled some well-aimed
polemical thunderbolts. For instance,
in Capital volume one, he included
a telling footnote: the publication
of Malthus’s Essay had caused a
sensation, but this “was greeted with
jubilance by the English oligarchy as
the great destroyer of all hankerings
after human development”.22 Theories
of surplus value, the fourth volume
of Capital, devotes a whole chapter
to comprehensively demolishing
Malthus and Malthusianism. Marx
concludes that the Essay “was an
apologia for the poverty of the
working classes”.23 No feeling human
being could but agree.

Social

None of this is to imply that Marxism
regards planet Earth as an unlimited
source of wealth or that population
has no effect. No, Marxism urges
humanity to treat nature with respect,
to act as Earth’s guardian, not its
master. As for population, it should
not be treated as an abstraction, an
unchanging natural law. Population
has to be treated in relationship to
definite societies and definite classes.
Eg, the land could not sustain
the hoplites (heavy infantrymen) of
classical Greece. Their short-termist
agricultural techniques quickly
exhausted the soil. Deforestation
and overgrazing added to mounting
problems. So did heavy winter
rains. The topsoil was washed
away. Writing of Attica, Plato sadly
observed:
... in comparison of what then was,
there are remaining only the bones
of the wasted body, as they may
be called, as, in the case of small
islands, all the richer and softer
parts of the soil having fallen away,
the mere skeleton of the land being
left.24
The polis of Athens, and other similar
Greek city states, responded by
planting numerous colonies around
the coastal rim of the Aegean and the
Black Sea, and in Sicily and southern
Italy. Surplus citizens were exported.
Meanwhile, these colonial outposts
acted as slave trawling centres (the
human catch being exported to the
home city in huge numbers).
What numbers were involved
in this chronic problem of citizen
overpopulation? Athens and the
surrounding territory of Attica had
approximately 300,000 inhabitants
and 20,000 full citizens. Small beer
for us. The same pocket of land
is nowadays home to around 3.75
million people.
Each society possesses its own
population laws - something that
Malthus palpably failed to recognise.
His theory of surplus population floats
free outside any theorised history
and therefore takes no account of the
distinctions that exist between one
society and another.
Classical Greece, to state the
obvious, had significantly different
population dynamics compared to
ancient Egypt. The same applies, but
more so, to 11th century feudal society,
19th century classical capitalism,
20th century bureaucratic socialism
or present-day 21st century decadent
capitalism.

Take the peasant family - or
indeed, broadly speaking, patriarchal
production as a system. It has a
definite interest in maximising
the number of children. Put more
accurately, maximising the number of
male children. A vital nuance. Sons are
treasured because they remain within
the patriarchal family and through
marriage bring in extra wealth in the
form of dowries, wives, inheritance
and in due course their own children.
Girls leave the family and marrying
them off costs a small fortune … their
birth is often the cause of mourning in
pre-capitalist social formations.
Female infanticide was therefore
frequent. Archaeological records
indicate that in ancient Greece killing
female infants was “so common that
among 6,000 families living in Delphi
no more than 1% had two daughters”
(Sarah Hrdy).25 Female infanticide
was widely practised - a form of postbirth family planning. And it did not
stop there. Cursed by ‘interesting
times’ - crop failure, foreign invasion,
oppressive taxation - girls received
the smallest portions of food. They
were even poisoned or murdered if
things got really dire.
Nowadays,
India,
Pakistan,
Vietnam and China have noticeably
large gender gaps. Selective abortion
has robbed China of 11.9 million
females. Even with the abolition of
the one-child policy, today there is a
100:112 disparity between the number
of girls and boys.26
In peasant society, the family is a
unit of production. Boys and girls alike
labour in their father’s fields from the
age of five or six and, of course, not
in return for money wages. Food,
clothing and shelter are provided little more. After the age of 10 it is
reckoned that children are fully paying
for their upkeep. From then on it is
gain. Male heirs are also expected to
maintain parents into old age. Children
are therefore unpaid labourers and a
form of social insurance. Given high
infantile mortality rates, it can easily
be appreciated why it is a case of the
more, the better.
Apart from capitalism’s more
primitive, unrestrained and brutal
stages or forms, children are an
enormous expense for the proletarian
family - from the cradle and now well
into adulthood. During the industrial
revolution, it is true, parents sold their
children into work from a tender age.
Children of eight or nine did 12- and
14-hour days (until factory acts cut
into that ‘freedom’ and limited hours).
Families could only survive if all
available members brought in some
kind of wage package (the wife was
frequently pregnant - and, lacking
reliable birth control and with the
peasant mentality still lingering on,
she was typically burdened with a
brood of young children hanging on
to her breast and skirts). The average
woman in 1820 Britain had 5.56
children.27

Proletarian family

The proletarian family is a unit of
consumption, not a unit of production.
And with universal primary and
secondary education, and around
half the school population expected
to go on to university, the financial
outgoings are very considerable.
Prudential, the insurance company,
estimates that on average children cost
over £40,000 each nowadays.28 Even
after graduation many mums and dads
go on to help out their offspring with
mortgages, etc.
Certainly,
for
the
simple
reproduction - not expansion - of the
proletarian family, it requires two
adult incomes. Average individual
hours might have been forced down in 1846 parliament passed the first 10hour act (for what was a five-and-ahalf-day week). Fulltime male workers
in Britain now notch up an average of
39.2 hours.29 But the workforce has
expanded significantly, not least by

drawing in more and more women.
The total number employed is now
over 32 million - roughly a threefold
increase over the 1930s. At the
beginning of the 20th century females
made up 29% of the workforce, but
now it is 48%. Women workers today
average 34.3 hours per week.30 Add
those figures together and what it tells
you is that the family unit is more
exploited nowadays and is certainly
under more psychological pressures
(put another way, an intensification
of labour and relative exploitation).
Not least due to these extra drains and
life-limiting pressures, on average
women have children later and fewer
in number, compared with the recent
past.
In 2020 the average woman in
Britain had 1.75 children - down from
2.6 in 1960.31 What is true of Britain is
also true of other capitalist countries.
Globally the average shrank from 6.1
in the 1960s to less than 3 in 2005. In
Cyprus, Taiwan, South Korea, Poland
and Japan it now stands at between 1.0
and 1.3 children.32 An unmistakably
negative ‘growth’ rate.
Global population is expected to
carry on increasing simply because
of the sheer momentum built up by
the disproportionately large numbers
of young people born over the last 20
years. By 2050 we could reach 9.8
billion.33 After that population should
stabilise ... and perhaps start to decrease
(though I have read lurid ‘projections’
of 27 billion by 2150). Despite that,
governments - and not only in the
advanced capitalist countries, but in
China too - already worry about a
declining workforce in relationship to
future pensioners (which, of course, in
western Europe and North America,
given mass immigration, is a complete
non-problem).
Yet simultaneously capital creates
a surplus population. Obviously,
nowadays, this category has little or
nothing to do with food scarcity in
the metropolitan capitalist countries.
Overpopulation is entirely due to
the changing requirements of capital
itself. Labour is both attracted
and ejected. Capital constantly
strives to accumulate, including by
extending the scale of production.
New car factories, power stations,
chemical plants and oil refineries are
commissioned, the latest machinery
is installed and workers are recruited.
However, profit is always the bottom
line. Capital’s aim is to expand capital.
Hence loss-making enterprises are
quickly closed and surplus workers
ruthlessly discarded.
In his 1845 The condition of the
working class in England Frederick
Engels was the first to coin the phrase,
‘reserve army of labour’. He located
capitalism’s surplus population not
only to the needs of capital: there
was also “competition of the workers
among themselves”.34
To
safeguard
vulnerable
livelihoods and, just as crucially, to
meet expanding needs and wants,
individuals are willing to work
endless hours … and that leaves others
surplus to requirement. Crudely, if
the working day is five hours, then
the capitalist will have to hire three
times as many people than if the
working day was 15 hours. Under
conditions of primitive capitalist
accumulation long hours and absolute
exploitation went hand-in-hand with
mass unemployment, and families
went hungry, their members suffering
the diseases of absolute poverty and
tragically dying off well before their
allotted three score years and ten.
Without a strong counterpower mass workers’ parties, militant trade
unions, cooperatives, provision of
social housing, unemployment benefit
and other inroads into the logic of
capital - competition between workers
will always be more fierce than
competition for workers.
What of the upper classes? Their
numbers are miniscule relative to

the overall population. But not their
ecological impact. It is common
knowledge that the average US citizen
has an ecological footprint around
six times deeper than the average
inhabitant of China, India, Latin
America and Africa.
One can only but guess what the
ratio would be, once class is introduced
into the equation. According to Forbes
Magazine, there are 2,755 billionaires
globally, 724 of them in the US alone.
They include, of course, Jeff Bezos,
the world’s richest person, who is
worth $177 billion (Elon Musk,
the second richest, comes in with a
mere $151 billion).35 Meanwhile,
as the wealth of the billionaire class
steadily climbs, over the last 30 years
the mass of Americans have seen
living standards stagnate or decline.
Officially 45 million live in poverty,
and income inequality in the US is
now near an all-time high, with over
50% of income “going to the top fifth
of households”.
The CEOs of America’s largest
companies received salaries worth
312 times that of their average
worker.36 With their chauffer-driven
limos, Learjet commuting, luxury
yachts, penthouse suites, ludicrous
country mansions and ‘how to
spend it’ lifestyle, they surely leave
an ecological footprint out of all
proportion, compared with the regular
US Joe - let alone a Chinese factory
worker, a South African miner or a
landless Indian peasant.
A twofold conclusion:
(1) Theories which stand above
history, which fail to incorporate
national and social inequalities, are
blinkered to the point of blindness.
(2) Neo-Malthusianism can all too
easily provide a pseudo-scientific
excuse for waging a war of
extermination against the mass of the
world’s population l
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POLEMIC

Modern ancient constitutions

We are agreed: the struggle for political democracy is vital. But more is needed. Mike Macnair answers
his common-ground critics

D

an Lazare offered on October 7
a critique of my five-part
series on constitutions and
their alleged antiquity (‘Tudor,
Whig or what?’). Gil Schaeffer has
also criticised the fourth part of the
series (‘Enlightened constitutions’,
September 23) in his letter of
September 30. This article is a
response to both these criticisms: the
first part more addressed to comrade
Schaeffer’s argument and the second
comrade Lazare’s.
I should begin by emphasising
what is, I think, common ground
between us. This is that a central
task of the left - in the UK and in the
USA, and indeed, elsewhere - is the
struggle for political democracy. This
struggle means - as its other side - the
promotion of the idea of the overthrow
of the ‘mixed constitutions’ that are
falsely labelled ‘democratic’. In the
UK, against the monarchy, the House
of Lords and the rest of the antidemocratic elements of the ‘ancient
constitution’; in the USA, against
the sanctity of the US constitution
and its anti-democratic structures
(presidency, Senate, judicial review,
and so on).
It is a common, but utterly false,
idea of both the centre-left and far left
that by deprioritising issues of political
democracy and the constitution in
favour of ‘bread and butter issues’
it is possible to win elections and so
bring in reforms (centre-left) or to
mobilise the masses, who will thereby
be drawn into confrontation with the
state and as a result see the need to
overthrow it (far left).
As far as the centre-left version
of this perspective is concerned,
the ‘Brownite’ Blairism in 19972010 showed the marginality of
the gains made by the ‘reforms’
by comparison with the deepening
entrenchment of capitalist power
and economic inequality in the
period, and the ease with which an
incoming centre-right coalition could
reverse these small gains. Meanwhile,
the Corbynite movement suffered
catastrophic defeat through pursuing
‘bread and butter issues’ in face of
a media campaign of constitutional
delegitimisation, using - primarily the Brexit referendum and secondarily
both the constitutional sanctity of
MPs’ jobs and the sanctification of
the Atlantic Alliance as the alternative
to ‘anti-Semitism’. ‘Bread and butter’
meant diplomatic silence in relation to
these issues, with Labour eventually
pinned into the position of shifty
opponents of the ‘people’s will’ to
Brexit. In the US, the Bernie Sanders
movement ended by backing Joe
Biden as the lesser evil - but Biden
has proved, unsurprisingly, only able
to ‘talk the talk’ and no more, given
the combination of capitalist control
of the Democratic Party and the
rural classes’ control of the Senate.
Equivalent failures can be seen in
many other countries.
As for the far-left version, it is
now almost trivially insignificant.
Why? The immediate answer is
that the conception of mobilising
the masses into street and strike
action by the clever tactical choices
of a central issue or line of march
requires organisations structured to
follow the tactical-political nose of a
lider maximo (a Lenin re-imagined
after his death - but in the far left a
Cannon, Mandel, Healy, Lambert,
Cliff, Grant, Moreno, Robertson,
Taaffe, Avakian ...). This necessity
flows from the idea of street and
strike mobilisation around ‘bread and
butter’ issues, imagined to be opposed
to ‘electoralism’. It does so because
the policy of such mobilisation -

‘moderate demands, but militant
action’ - requires the forces of the
far-left group to turn rapidly round
a central tactic, following issues
that from time to time happen to be
popular. The organisational form of
the bureaucratic-centralist group is
theorised on the basis of the ideas of
the early Comintern, but in practice
caricatures the weaknesses of this
model.
The result is the notorious
fragmentation of the far left, imaged
through Monty Python’s Life of
Brian. Since the group is defined
by tactic, any tactical disagreement
necessarily drives towards a split, as
does any threat to the lider maximo
or the closed central leadership. It
is very hard for anyone any longer
to take this approach seriously,
beyond limited forces recruited from
university freshers fairs and processed
through robotisation as ‘activists’ into
eventual disillusionment.
In contrast, a politics that is
openly anti-constitutional may not
succeed, but has the possibility of
building an effective movement of
political opposition - which, in turn,
can politically support the actual
strike struggles, campaigns and so on
thrown up by the regular course of
events, and promote the construction
of trade unions, cooperatives, mutuals,
workers’ education initiatives, etc,
independent of the state and of
the state-controlled and capitalistcontrolled media. It can do so both
by advancing working class demands
in the form of general laws and by
delegitimising the claims of the state
and the corrupt media to control and
set limits to the mass movement.
For this project, the overthrow of
the constitutional order from the left
need not be (and probably is not) on
the immediate agenda. I say ‘probably
is not’, because to place overthrow
on the immediate agenda, large
masses need to think that a better left
alternative is possible - as in the era
of the Second International and to
some extent that of Comintern. This
has ceased to be the case as a result
of the failure and ultimate collapse of
the Soviet bloc. At present it is more
likely that liberal constitutions will
be overthrown from the right - as has
already happened in several countries.
But a socialist anti-constitutional
and
radical-democratic
politics
has the chance of undermining the
mechanisms that produce the mass
belief that ‘There is no alternative’,
and hence of creating a future in
which the overthrow of the regime
will be on the immediate agenda.

Difference?

This, as I said, I take to be broadly
common ground with comrades
Lazare and Schaeffer. There may,
however, be a difference of political
substance. This is that, in my view,
the question of political democracy
is objectively posed, primarily by
the needs of the working class as a
class. This is because, being separated
from the means of production, this
class needs collective organisation
and action to defend its interests, and
can only do so by self-mobilisation,
which requires conscious ‘unity in
diversity’ and radical democracy
within this movement; so that the
bureaucratic-managerialist
regime
within the workers’ movement tends
to hollow out the working class’s
organisations and undermine their
effectiveness. It follows that going
beyond self-organisation to working
class rule needs radical democracy all
the more.
Secondly, democracy is objectively
posed because society as a whole

feudalism) drives the petty proprietors
to a greater or lesser extent out of
active self-government, since the
freedom of ‘rational economic actor’
sociopathy forces everyone who is
not prepared to be a mere worker to
pursue the same policy - and hence
to self-exploit through specialisation
and long hours, creating demand for
specialist ‘professional politicians’.
The result of all these dynamics is that,
as soon as a worker-petty proprietor
coalition achieves the object of
overthrowing the prior class regime,
the conflicts of interest between the
workers and the petty proprietors will
drive the latter towards either falling
in behind capital or setting up some
sort of Bonaparte.
Hence, an anti-constitutional
politics and the struggle for radical
democracy is a necessary element of
a class and socialist politics; it is not
an alternative to it.

Magna Carta June 1215: still argued over
needs to replace the coordination
of our activities - through the
combination of money and markets,
on the one hand, and entrepreneurial
or managerial decision-making, on the
other - with conscious planning. We
need this because in late capitalism
the forces of production turn into
forces of destruction, whether in the
form of environmental degradation
or spreading war and state failure.
And the Soviet experience shows us
that managerialist planning without
democracy produces ‘Gigo’ decisionmaking and failures as severe as those
of capitalism.
The question of democracy is
objectively posed in the third place
because the existing constitutions
give power to the capitalist class as
such - through the ‘rule of law’ and
the ‘free market in legal services’,
through ‘freedom of the press’ (taken
to mean media oligopolies based on
advertising-funding and copyright)
and, based on this, the dependence
of political parties and individual
politicians on capitalist funding,
and through the design of electoral
systems to force a choice between
bribe-takers.
However, it is entirely possible
to oppose the corrupt character of
liberal constitutionalism and the fact
that it amounts to the dictatorship of
the bourgeoisie, in the sense that it
makes the capitalist class above the
law1 on the basis of ideas other than
democracy. So, for example, in the
various forms of ‘man on horseback’
appealed to by right-populist
nationalism currently. The primacy
of democracy as an alternative
to liberalism, I would argue, is
objectively posed by the needs of the
working class and the struggle for
socialism.
As against this view, comrade
Schaeffer is explicit (not in his letter,
but elsewhere in his writing2) in
supporting the view that the Marxist
class perspective is to be rejected
in favour of a democracy-first
perspective; and in his letter turns his
fire mainly against my suggestion
that the possibility of a future beyond
capitalism is an important part of
motivating a mass anti-constitutional
movement (like the best elements of
the Second and Third Internationals).
Comrade Lazare certainly does
not have the same view; but it is
possible to read his argument also as
a democracy-first argument, perhaps
in a ‘permanent revolution’ form,
in which the need to overthrow
the US constitution appears as an
‘uncompleted task of the bourgeois
revolution’ (or, perhaps, I suggest with

tongue firmly in cheek, Paul Lensch’s
argument in 1915-18 that the Entente
powers represented pre-industrial
capitalism, and the Central Powers
a more modern form of ‘organised’
capitalism ...3).
I make these points tentatively,
because the political logic of the
differing theoretical/historical views
is not clear. There are two political
risks - no more than risks - involved.
The first is to turn the issue of the
constitution from one of strategic
orientation, which enables a party
to project a global alternative, into
a tactical fetish (common in far-left
groups), a ‘constitution campaign’ or
whatever. This would lead back into
the impasse of the inability of the far
left to unite.
The second is to imagine that
the issue of democracy and the
constitution permits the reconstitution
of ‘the democracy’, the seemingly
strategic alliance of the proletariat,
petty bourgeoisie and peasantry of the
19th century. But this alliance broke
up: in England in the 1840s, in France
and Germany in 1848-51, in the USA
after the Civil War, in eastern Europe
after World War I, and even in Soviet
Russia (the ‘scissors crises’ of the
1920s and forced collectivisation
as a response to the efforts of the
peasants to subordinate the cities).
Attempts to reconstitute a politics of
the strategic unity of proletariat and
petty proprietors have been staples of
Eurocommunism - and this can now
equally be seen to have failed, merely
leading to tailing the liberals and the
rise of mass support for nationalist
populism.
The background to these failures is
that the petty-proprietor classes (urban
and rural) have interests opposed
to the consistent pursuit of radical
democracy. The problem is that smallbusiness operators, including farmers,
have interests in the subordination
of their small numbers of employees
that are more powerful than those
of their big-business rivals, who
can afford to make more substantial
concessions to labour. Moreover,
they commonly exploit the labour of
their wives (the gendered expression
is intentional) and children, with a
view to accumulation on a small
scale. The professional/managerial
middle classes may have a direct
(managerial) interest in holding
workers in subordination; but they
also have an interest, as Paul Demarty
has helpfully argued, in effecting
‘social’ closures against competition
in the interests of their small-scale
intellectual property.4
I add that capitalism (as opposed to

Ancient and modern

The starting point for my series
was the observation that it seemed
strange from this side of the Atlantic
that the crisis of the US constitution
should be blamed on its antiquity,
when in England the antiquity of the
constitution is celebrated.5 The series,
then, set out to show the relative
modernity of the US constitution.
The third and fourth articles
addressed this in relation to the role
of ‘ancient constitutional’ ideas in
Venice, Genoa, the Netherlands and
England, as a road to the rule-of-law
regime that is the dictatorship of the
bourgeoisie; and of the influence of
Enlightenment ideology on the US
constitution. The last article posed
it in relation to the ‘Bonapartist
model’ of the absolutist-bureaucratic,
centralised state and the persistence
of patron-client chains within this,
the principe des nationalités, and the
artificial preservation of peasant and
artisan classes.
Capitalism, I argue (following
Marx), is two-sided, involving
both the freedom, equality and
independence of the market and the
personal hierarchy and domination
of the factory. The Enlightenment
ideology of liberal constitutionalism
one-sidedly expresses the market side,
but actually delivers the dictatorship
of capital in its money form (and
hence of the world-dominant capital
over local capitals). The Bonapartist
model escapes from subordination
to the world-dominant capital, but at
the price of one-sidedly expressing
the factory side of capitalism, and
of alliances with a preserved, late
absolutist state bureaucracy, and with
the petty proprietor classes, which
act as a drag on the economy and
on military capacity. The superior
‘modernity’ of the US form - meaning
by this, its superior adaptation to the
needs of capitalism as such - is shown
by the military outcomes of the 20th
century.
Comrade Lazare argues that the
reconstruction of international law
and international institutions post1918 shows the US imposing “oldstyle federalism” on a world scale. I
do not disagree, as such - but for the
point that the British and US capitalist
states were victorious in the wars of
the 20th century, because of greater
ability to mobilise and deploy forces,
as compared to its Bonapartist rivals.6
This should lead us to suppose that this
regime is better adapted to capitalism
as such - and that its crisis is not about
its antiquity relative to continental or
Weberian ‘modernity’, but about the
early decay of capitalism as such.
The main body of comrade
Lazare’s response reasserts the non-
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modernity of the US constitution. He
begins with the remark, “Do British
politics revolve around fine points
of the interpretation concerning the
Magna Carta? Obviously not.” I
regret to have to tell him that this is
actually untrue. The Supreme Court
of the UK (SCUK) in 2017 struck
down regulations on tribunal fees
made by the Conservative-Liberal
Democrat coalition government of
2010-15, among other grounds for
incompatibility with Magna Carta c29
(“To no one will we sell, to no one will
we refuse or delay right or justice”).
My first article in the series pointed to
another example of politics governed
by perceived ancient law: the defeat
of the Blair government’s proposal to
abolish the office of lord chancellor
- a defeat based on allegations of the
antiquity of the office, allegedly going
back to Anglo-Saxon times. The
political arguments and the litigation
round Brexit provide another example
of the role of the ‘ancient constitution’
in British politics. (George Garnett
found himself provided by Brexit
with a cornucopia of recent political
references to the middle ages for the
‘Acknowledgements’ section of his
new book.7)
The core of comrade Lazare’s
case for the British constitution’s
greater modernity than that of the US,
however, is the issues of sovereignty
and centralism. He tells us:
The UK today is one of the most
centralised countries on earth,
while its transatlantic cousin,
with its 50 states and 90,000 local
governments - all autonomous
and all infinitely jealous of their
ancient constitutional rights - is a
case of neo-Tudor pluralism run
amok.
Within Greater London today, the
City of London - the financial district
- continues autonomous, governed
by its early-modern constitution,
complete with a property franchise.
This is obviously in the interests
of the ‘City’ as the core of the
financial service sector; but it is also
because the interference with the
City’s constitution by Charles II and
James II (the latter was James VII in
Scotland but James II in England and
Ireland) and their governments, that
in the 1680s went to form part of the

grounds for the Glorious Revolution
in 1688 which overthrew the Stuart
dynasty. For the same reason, the
constitutions of the universities of
Oxford and Cambridge (which had
their own members of parliament
until 1950) remain governed by
statute,8 while most universities are
subject to royal prerogative powers
exercised through the Privy Council used in recent years, since Thatcher,
to remodel governance to create
‘independent’ trustee boards more
easily influenced by business; James
VII/II’s interference with Magdalen
College, Oxford, was part of the
grounds of his deposition.
This constitutional background
created not a rule of law as such,
but a constitutional convention
against national interference with
local government, which lasted
unequivocally into the mid-late
19th century9 (more on conventions
below). Even into the mid-20th
century, extensive localism remained.
The famous 1948 case of Associated
Provincial Picture Houses Ltd v
Wednesbury Corporation gave its
name to a test for ‘unreasonableness’
as a ground for judicial review. But
what it was actually about was the
local authority using its licensing
powers to prohibit people under 15
visiting the cinema on Sundays, and
the test is in origin a rule of judicial
deference to the local authority’s
decision-making.
The super-centralism of modern
England - which is real - is not
a product of the 1640s, but of a
series of steps beginning in the later
19th century as a response of the
propertied classes to the extension of
the franchise, and extended by stages
through the ‘emergency powers’
of the two world wars, and then the
Heath government’s ‘modernisation’
operations in 1970-74 and the
Thatcher government’s war on ‘loony
left local councils’, ‘ratecapping’ and
so on, in 1983 and after.
Was the autonomy of local
governments after 1689 ‘Tudor’?
It may have been a Whig or
‘parliamentary’ illusion about Tudor
administration, but the reality is that
pre-1688 royal governments, Tudors
included, were heavily interventionist
in local government, with the Privy
Council and other prerogative bodies
capable of quite arbitrary decision-
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making in the interests of friends of
the king or queen or of individual
Privy Council members and to drive
through central policies. 1688 reduced
central control of local government.10

Sovereignty

The core of comrade Lazare’s
argument is that the English
constitution is more modern than that
of the US by virtue of the “modern
concept of political sovereignty”. He
argues that “the concept of sovereignty
- the idea that all societies require a
supreme authority, whose job is to
judge without being judged in return
- is essential to any understanding of
the American predicament today”.
He criticises me for linking the
sovereignty-ideas of Jean Bodin
and Thomas Hobbes to medieval
and Roman conceptions, rather
than seeing them as modernising
innovations.
There is a valid point in this
argument, but also a fundamental
error. The valid point is that any legal
order necessarily contains a sovereign
power - an individual or group that
forms the highest court of appeal
or review.11 Of such a body it can
justifiably be said that it is princeps
legibus solutus (the sovereign not
bound by the laws) and that quod
principi placuit legis habet vigorem
(the will of the sovereign has the force
of a statute).12
Both these quotations are from
ancient Roman legal sources
extensively used by ‘imperialists’ and
monarchists in the medieval and early
modern period. Augustine and other
Church Fathers ‘theologised’ this
Roman state doctrine by linking it to
the theology of the ‘fallen’ nature of
humanity: law, in their view, consisted
only of commands from a determinate
superior, by analogy with god’s
command to Adam and Eve not to
eat the fruit of the tree of knowledge.
Hobbes only slightly secularises this
conception: his ‘state of nature’ as
the “war of all against all” is nothing
but a pseudo-secularised variant on
‘original sin’.
But then on this analysis - which
underlies Bodin’s argument for the
indivisibility of sovereignty13 - the
USA has a sovereign. It is the Supreme
Court of the US (Scotus). This is a
body of members indirectly elected
by a tortuous process (presidential
nomination and senatorial approval)
to hold office for life, which is
sovereign within the US legal
system. Scotus is about 80% of the
time ‘King Log’, leaving substantive
decisions to the presidency and the
Congress either as ‘political’ or as not
involving a ‘cause or controversy’,
and only about 20% or less ‘King
Stork’, making an arbitrary decision
that it will hear a case and decide it.
But that does not alter its sovereign
character. The UK parliament - in
theory sovereign - also most of the
time leaves substantive decisions
to be taken by ministers (through
‘delegated legislation’, and through
‘soft law’, by which they issue quasibinding advice), by quangos like the
Charity Commission or the Equality
and Human Rights Commission, or
by the courts.
But this analysis in fact exposes
what is fundamentally wrong with
Bodin’s indivisible sovereign, the
judge who is not judged in return.
Sovereignty and other constitutional
rules are decision procedures for
collective action - in the first place, the
collective action of state actors, and
hence the basis of loyalty of soldiers,
cops, civil servants and so on; but,
more widely, decision procedures for
the collective action of the members
of the society at large. Law as a mode
of decision-making - reference of
disputes to judges - requires that
there must be a final court of appeal
that is legibus solutus. But this is not
a requirement either of custom or of
political decision-making in general.

The ideology of the rule of law
provides a basis both for state
officials’ loyalty to capital and
for judicial ‘back-stopping’ in the
interests of capital. An actual ‘rule of
law’, meaning that all decisions had
to take the form of laws or of judicial
judgments - ie, government by judges
alone - would simply not work: the
procedural forms that enable the
appearance of fairness between two
parties or limited parties disable
short-term decision-making in any
reasonable time, and in relation to
longer-term issues disable hearing
from a full range of those affected,
thus producing radical irrationalities.14
At best, the governing judiciary would
turn into an arbitrary and corrupt
authority, as in Susan R Matthews’
Judiciary series.
In consequence, every constitution
necessarily includes not only laws,
but also customs. In the UK, the
customs of the constitution are called
‘conventions’and openly recognised.15
They can mutate: thus, the convention
of cabinet collective responsibility
appears to be breaking down as a
result of the direct election of party
leaders and of the Brexit debates,
with ministers pretty openly briefing
against each other.
Some matters are conventions,
but are not recognised as such. For
example, the final appeal (mostly)
is determined by SCUK (there are
some exceptions); so that SCUK is
the actual juridical sovereign. But
there is a convention that it will
not strike down acts of parliament
(passed by the monarch, the Lords
and Commons), except so far
as provided (in 1972-2018) by
European Union law, and since 1998
by the Human Rights Act. The origin
of this convention is post-1688. It
was powerful, because the House
of Lords that was the final court
of appeal was the same House of
Lords that was the second chamber
of the legislature, so that the Lords
were unlikely to vote in an appeal to
overturn what they had recently voted
for as a statute. Since the exclusion of
the lay peers from voting in judicial
appeals in the 1840s, and all the more
since the creation of SCUK in 2004,
there is no legal mechanism short of
impeachment or bill of attainder - ie,
a constitutional crisis - to prevent
SCUK from doing its own ‘Marbury
v Madison’ to create judicial review
of statutes: it is merely a convention.
In the USA, such customs exist, but
are not generally openly recognised as
part of the constitution. The pretence
is maintained that the constitution is
purely legal. Indeed, some customs
are written into the constitution, but
are not justiciable, because it is hard
to imagine a ‘cause or controversy’;
so they can only operate in practice as
customs.16 The Senate filibuster and
the need for a supermajority to defeat
it is a customary, not a legal, rule.
In some cases custom may function
as an interpretive device: Marc O
DeGirolami has made this point in
a recent article.17 In yet others, the
custom may flatly overthrow the
constitutional text: as in the case of
the custom, grown up since 1945,
which allows the president to conduct
aggressive
military
operations
overseas without a declaration of
war - in defiance of the text of the
constitution that vests the power to
declare war in the Congress.
This customary rule of the
‘imperial presidency’ reflects the
USA’s inheritance of Britain’s
former position as world top dog. It
is, I think, striking that Congress and
the presidency are not gridlocked
in relation to US imperial interests
overseas - whether on maintaining
Israel’s ‘qualitative military edge’
or on opposing Nord Stream II or
pursuing aggressive naval operations
in the Black Sea, or on the tightening
efforts to create encirclement of
China.

The gridlock arises because the
customs and political practices which
allowed non-Republican presidents
to pursue domestic agendas have
been rejected - in essence because the
major bribe-payers want to roll back
‘socialism’ (meaning employment
rights, welfare and so on) in the
US itself, with the result that the
Republican Party in Congress is
radically more disciplined than its
Democratic opponent, and willing
to exploit every legal or customary
avenue to deny legitimacy to its
opponents: morphing, gradually, into
a counterrevolutionary party. The
problem is not of general gridlock,
but of the use of gridlock devices to
enforce a political ratchet towards
the right. It thus reflects both the
hubris of victory over the USSR and
simultaneous ‘declinism’, thanks to
the tendency in declining capitalism
for the forces of production to turn
into forces of destruction.
These are common features with
other forms of capitalist constitution
today - not uniquely American l
mike.macnair@weeklyworker.co.uk
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Slow-motion civil war
Donald Trump is gearing up to run in 2024 and the ground is already being laid for another coup attempt.
It is time for ‘we, the people’ to act, says Daniel Lazare

A

s every car-owner knows,
mechanical problems do not
fix themselves. Until you take
the old jalopy in for a repair, they
will just get worse and worse.
The same goes for constitutions
- especially ones as antiquated
and mechanistic as the US variety.
Until and unless “we, the people”
intervene and perform the ‘repairs’
ourselves - not in a piecemeal
fashion under the constitution
rules, but in a revolutionary way
over the document as a whole - the
breakdown will continue to the point
of total system collapse.
The latest example is a ninemember select committee that the
Democratic-controlled House of
Representatives appointed in July to
look into the January 6 Capitol Hill
insurrection. Headed by an obscure
Mississippi
Democrat
named
Bennie Thompson, the committee
is currently locked in battle with
Donald Trump advisor Steve
Bannon over what he knew about the
events leading up to January 6 and
when he knew it. It is clear why the
committee is so anxious to hear from
Bannon: the man seems to have been
remarkably well-informed about
what was to occur.
The day before the insurrection,
he declared that the country was
facing a “constitutional crisis” that
was “about to go up about five
orders of magnitude.” He told a radio
audience:
All hell is going to break loose
tomorrow … It’s not going to
happen like you think it’s going
to happen. OK, it’s going to be
quite extraordinarily different …
So many people said, ‘Man, if I
was in a revolution, I would be
in Washington.’ Well, this is your
time in history.
“It’s all converging,” he added, “and
now we’re on the point of attack
tomorrow.”1
This was 24 hours before Trump
told a ‘Stop the Steal’ rally that “if
you don’t fight like hell, you’re not
going to have a country any more”
- words that sent a mob surging
past police barricades on Capitol
Hill, smashing through doors and
windows, and then rampaging
through Congress itself.
Considering that Bannon and
Trump were reportedly in frequent
contact in late December and
early January, his testimony would
therefore seem to be a logical starting
point for an investigation into what
took place and how. But nothing is
easy in a system as decrepit as the
American, which is why efforts to
get to the bottom of January 6 have
met with repeated setbacks. The
problem began just weeks after the
uprising when Senate Republicans
blocked an attempt to convict
Trump on charges of “incitement
to insurrection” during his second
impeachment trial. The acquittal
allowed the perpetrator-in-chief to
go free, while prosecutors went after
hundreds of small-fry rioters instead.
This was illogical and unfair.
Next, Senate Republicans blocked an
attempt to launch an investigation by
Congress as a whole. When members
of the Democratic-controlled House
then opted to investigate on its own,
Republicans boycotted the effort,
excoriated two members of the party
for daring to participate, and then
took turns sniping from the sidelines.
They voted against the Bannon

Next time he hopes it won’t end in failure
subpoena and will undoubtedly step
up the fight even more if Joe Biden’s
department of justice files criminal
charges for refusing to testify.
Political lines are hardening.
Trump has declared war on the
committee, while launching a
counter-offensive on behalf of Ashli
Babbitt - a 35-year-old California
woman, who was shot and killed
by Capitol Hill police during the
uprising and who is now being hailed
as a Republican martyr. “We must
all demand justice for Ashli and her
family,” Trump said in a recent video
on the occasion of her birthday:
I offer my unwavering support
to Ashli’s family and call on the
department of justice to reopen
its investigation into her death on
January 6. Like all Americans,
you deserve a fair process, you
deserve answers, and you deserve
justice.2
Instead of going after those
responsible for the assault, Trump
wants the department to go after
those who tried to fend it off. It is
yet another sign that the hoped-for
reconciliation after the trauma of
January 6 is never going to happen
and that the two sides are digging in
for long-term trench warfare.

Extremist

Bannon is meanwhile an example of
the type of rightwing extremist who
thrives in a period of accelerating
decay. He occupies roughly the
same position vis-à-vis Trump that
‘Eurasianist’ Alexander Dugin
occupies relative to Vladimir Putin:
ie, the house intellectual whose job is
to whisper ultra-right sweet nothings
in the chief executive’s ear.
Where Dugin grew up with a
military family in Moscow, Bannon
was brought up in a blue-collar,
Irish Catholic family on Long
Island. Where Dugin has called

for a “genuine, true, radically
revolutionary and consistent fascist
fascism” that only Russia can
provide, Bannon, a naval officer
turned investment banker and
Hollywood producer, was hailed
as “the Leni Riefenstahl of the
American Tea Party movement”,
before going on to serve as chairman
of the alt-right website, Breitbart
News.3
Bannon is a Catholic traditionalist
who has absorbed a host of far-right
influences, from the Italian fascist,
Julius Evola - a Dugin favourite
as well - to Charles Maurras, the
founder of the anti-democratic
Action Française. He’s a nationalist
who abhors immigration and free
trade and admires Il Duce. “He was
clearly loved by women,” he told an
interviewer in 2018. “He was a guy’s
guy. He has all that virility. He also
had amazing fashion sense, right,
that whole thing with the uniforms.
I’m fascinated by Mussolini.”4
Trump appointed him to head his
presidential campaign in 2016 and
then named him “chief strategist”
after taking office. But they went
their separate ways after journalist
Michael Wolfe quoted him in his
2018 tell-all bestseller, Fire and
fury: inside the Trump White House,
calling Ivanka Trump “dumb as a
brick” and dismissing her father as a
“scumbag” and a crook.
It
was
a
monumental
political break-up. But growing
authoritarianism brought the two
men back together. Trump’s refusal
to say prior to the 2020 election
whether he would abide by the
results placed him increasingly in the
anti-democratic camp - as, of course,
did his insistence, on the basis of
zero evidence, that the Democrats
had stolen it. After all, if elections
are to be regarded as fixed unless
he wins, why bother at all? Why not
skip the formalities and go straight to
the coronation, to cries of “God save

the king”?
Bannon was of the same opinion.
According to the select committee,
he announced that Democrats were
going to steal the election and then
urged Trump to “focus on January
6” - the day Congress was supposed
to count the Electoral College votes
and certify the results. In addition to
issuing incendiary calls for Trump
supporters to “strap in” and get ready
for a showdown, the committee says
that Bannon huddled with a group
of Trump lawyers and advisors in
a hotel “war room” the day before
the insurrection to plot strategy.
Besides the notorious Republican
dirty trickster, Roger Stone - who
reportedly was accompanied by
bodyguards from the far-right militia
known as the Oath Keepers - the
participants included a conservative
attorney named John Eastman, who
had written a memo a few days
earlier laying out precisely what
Mike Pence should do in order to
halt the certification process in its
tracks.
The memo leaves no doubt
that January 6 was not a show or a
fraud, as certain left-leaning sceptics
have maintained, but the real thing.
After reading off the state tallies in
alphabetical order, it said that Pence
in his capacity as Senate president
should then stop when he got to
Arizona and “announc[e] that he
has multiple slates of electors, and
so is going to defer decision on that
until finishing the other states”. After
doing the same with six other states,
whose results were also in contention,
according to Republicans, he should
declare that “because of the ongoing
disputes … there are no electors that
can be deemed validly appointed in
those states. That means the total
number of ‘electors appointed’ - the
language of the 12th amendment - is
454” instead of the usual 538.5
The effect would have been
to invalidate 84 electoral votes

belonging to Biden. Since Trump at
that point would be the leader by 10
electoral votes, “Pence then gavels
President Trump as re-elected.” If
Democrats object - as, of course, they
would - the memo further advised
that Pence should refer the question
to the House, where Republicans
enjoy a built-in advantage according
to the 12th amendment, adopted
in 1803. Either way, Trump would
wind up the winner despite trailing
by seven million popular votes.
It would have been the steal of
the century. The only reason it did
not happen is that Pence had balked
at going out so far on a legal limb hence all those “Hang Mike Pence”
chants on January 6. But the Eastman
memo is a guidebook for what
might well happen in 2024. With
state legislators in Texas passing
laws allowing Republican activiststurned-poll-watchers to move freely
about voting places and sue or seek
court orders against election officials
who get in their way, the goal is not
only to intimidate and disrupt, but to
establish a legal basis for tying up
state election returns in the courts.6
If Republicans are successful in
enough states in 2024, they will be
on firmer legal ground the following
January, when they try to throw the
entire contest into the House.
If at first you don’t succeed, try,
try again. This is the nightmare
facing American politics: the
ultimate political manoeuvre aimed
at rendering voting irrelevant and
ushering in a ‘rule of law’ on the
basis of a rickety 18th century
constitution that is grossly out of
date, yet impossible to change.
Instead of “we, the people” choosing
their president, rightwing cabals will
do it for them.
Last week, Senate Republicans
used the filibuster to block a
Democratic election reform bill
designed to prevent any such
electoral hijacking. It was the second
time Republicans have done so this
year and, since Dems lack the votes
needed to repeal the filibuster, a
parliamentary manoeuvre that allows
a mere 41 out of 100 senators to veto
just about any major bill, the way is
now clear for Republicans to do what
they wish in the next presidential
election.
Forcing Bannon to testify may
shed light on one attempted coup,
but it will do nothing to prevent a
more effective one from taking place
in 2024-25. Until the people step in
and tackle the job of democratising
the constitutional structure from
top to bottom, the deterioration will
continue until what little is left of
political democracy vanishes in a
puff of smoke.
That is what decrepit systems of
government do when they persist
long past their sell-by date. They lose
steam until they finally collapse and
drag society down with them l

Notes
1. The committee report is available at www.
documentcloud.org/documents/21088101bannon-contempt-report.
2. https://twitter.com/atrupar/
status/1447566135893929988.
3. J Green, ‘The new vast rightwing
conspirator wants to take out both Clinton
and Bush’ Bloomberg Businessweek October
8 2015.
4. www.spectator.co.uk/article/-populismfascism-who-cares-.
5. The memo is available at www.cnn.
com/2021/09/21/politics/read-eastmanmemo/index.html.
6. See my ‘Approaching train wreck’ Weekly
Worker October 21: weeklyworker.co.uk/
worker/1368/approaching-train-wreck.
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TURKEY

Persona non grata
There are mounting tensions with the west and a rocky economy. Turkey’s president
is facing challenging times, writes Esen Uslu

R

ecep
Tayyip
Erdoğan’s
bodyguards brawled with the
uniformed security personnel
of the UN in 2011.1 They fought
with Belgian security staff in 2015.2
They attacked Kurdish protestors in
Washington DC in 2017.3
But not only are the presidential
bodyguards deemed undesirable: the
Turkish foreign operations, under
the cloak of the Religious Affairs
Department, or those said to be acting
on behalf of the Turkish migrant
population in European countries,
are widely seen as a ‘radicalising
influence’. The close cooperation
between fascist organisations, such
as the Grey Wolves and the ruling
Justice and Development Party
(AKP), as well as state-supported
charitable foundations and ‘cultural’
organisations abroad, are being closely
scrutinised. Arrangements allowing
the continuing operation of Turkish
intelligence agencies now seems
beyond the reach of any ‘gentlemen’s
agreement’.
The rogue Turkish state and its
far right militia allies are regarded
more and more as a nuisance by the
‘international community’. Erdoğan’s
indiscreet remarks and undiplomatic
stance on many issues has to all intents
and purposes made him a persona non
grata: nobody invites him to visit their
country, apart, that is, to meetings of
multinational organisations, such as
Nato.

Kavala protests

Osman Kavala - once a member of
the Union of Turkish Students in
Britain in the 1970s - is the scion of
a rich family with a long commercial
trading background. On his return to
Turkey in the early 80s, he became
the partner of an influential liberal
publisher. He was an active promoter
of a wide variety of artistic, cultural

Osman Kavala: a liberal
oppositionist
and charitable projects. That included
being a founding member of the Open
Society Foundation in Turkey, part of
the George Soros network designed to
promote liberal values internationally.
Presumably that is why Kavala was
targeted by the Erdoğan regime.
In October 2017, well over a year
after the botched “Gülenist” military
coup attempt, Kavala was arrested
under the terms of articles 309 and 312
of the country’s penal code. Since then
he has been kept in jail without trial.
Like so many well-known activists he
was released after pre-trial hearings,
only to be rearrested. Despite several
legal interventions, including a ruling
from the European Court of Human
Rights, that remains the case. Rather
making a mockery of Turkey’s
signature to abide by its judgements.
In their infinite wisdom the
ambassadors of 10 countries - the
United States, Germany, Canada,
Denmark, Finland, France, the
Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway,
and Sweden, seven of which are,

Fighting fund

More is needed

R

eaders will be aware that
our printers face steeply
rising costs - for paper and inks
in particular. After negotiations
we have agreed a deal. But that
means that while we shall not
be increasing the cover price of
the paper, we must up the target
for our monthly fighting fund.
Instead of £2,000, we shall from
next month be aiming for £2,250
(till further notice).
We are assigning comrades to
contact supporters and subscribers
to ask them to increase their
standing order … that or, if they
haven’t already got one, to press
the ‘go ahead’ button to take one
out. We have to reach this total
each and every month from now
on … and not only to meet rising
printing costs.
Even if you’re an e-reader
please do your bit. The hard copy
is politically vital … as a symbol
of organisational intent and
seriousness.
Meanwhile, October’s £2,000
target currently stands at £1,789 meaning that we still need another
£211 with just three days to go.
This follows the total of £324 that
came our way over the last week,
amongst which one donation in
particular stands out: the £100
bank transfer from GB. Brilliant,
comrade - thanks very much!

Another bank transfer (£45)
came from Irish comrade AM,
which follows her donation for
twice that amount the previous
week. Then there were standing
orders from JT (£50), DG (£20),
GT (£15), JM (£10) and OG (£9),
plus a lovely £50 via PayPal from
regular donor DB.
Finally,
two
comrades
handed a banknote to one of
our comrades. First there was
Hassan, who chipped in with his
usual fiver, and then there was
TB - a South African militant
currently visiting London, who
personally handed a £20 note to
our editor. Yes, it’s not just in
Britain that the Weekly Worker
is so much appreciated - thanks
very much to one and all!
Anyway, as I’ve said, we still
need just over £200 in only three
days. But recent months have
shown that we can do it - with
your help! Please click on that
PayPal button or make a bank
transfer (sort code 30-99-64;
account number 00744310). We
need to meet the target each and
every month l
Robbie Rix
Fill in a standing order form
(back page), donate via our
website, or send cheques,
payable to Weekly Worker

of course, Nato members, issued a
joint statement calling for Kavala’s
release on the fourth anniversary
of his detention.4 The Turkish
government huffed and puffed, and
the foreign ministry summoned the
10 ambassadors for a scolding about
not ‘interfering in Turkey’s internal
affairs’. While that might well have
been the end of the matter, the fact that
the 10 governments issued statements
in support of their ambassadors
ensured that this was not going to be
the case.
Erdoğan went ballistic. He told the
press that Turkey is no uncivilised
tribal backwater. It is a major country
with a long tradition of civilisation.
He would not accept all this fingerwagging. How dare they lecture him.
All this sent an instant cold blast
across the bows of the Turkish state,
press and business. A major spat
with the west is high risk politics.
Especially given the precarious state
of Turkey’s economy.
True to form, the next day, Erdoğan
declared, at an AKP rally, that he had
instructed the foreign ministry to start
procedures to expel the 10 diplomats.
The Turkish lira plummeted.
Unimaginable consequences loomed.
However, over the weekend, while
everyone was holding their breath,
behind the scenes diplomacy was in
full swing. A face-saving solution was
found. An agreed text was published
on the social media channels of the 10
embassies. For example, according
to the US embassy, “In response to
questions regarding the statement of
October 18, the United States notes
that it maintains compliance with
article 41 of the Vienna Convention
on diplomatic relations.”
Mind you, the Turkish interpretation
of the text that was served to the press
involved plenty of artistic licence. The
Turkish version translates: “The United
States undertakes to abide by article
41 of the Vienna Convention.” That
is the version constantly repeated by
the media for domestic consumption.
So, according to official propaganda,
Erdoğan had mastered the foreign
devils and, thanks to Turkish prowess,
made them eat their words.
Just before all this, the Financial
Action Task Force announced that
Turkey has been added to its “grey
list” of countries subject to heightened
scrutiny over terrorist financing,
money laundering and institutional
corruption. A case involving Halkbank,
a Turkish state-owned operation, is
about to come before US courts. It
stands accused of sanctions-busting
through deals with Iran.
In 2018 the former head of
Halkbank, Mehmet Hakan Atilla, was
convicted by a US court of conducting
transactions on behalf of Iran and
sentenced to 32 months. But, following
his release and return to Turkey,
he was promoted to be director of
Istanbul Security Exchange. However,
in March this year he was forced to
resign. A move that some said was a
gesture of goodwill to the US.
But now the new case against
Halkbank will surely force the Joe
Biden administration to take further
action against Erdoğan’s regime.

does Ankara’s brinkmanship with
Greece and France fit well with the
redrawn US policy across the region.
The main worry is that the army
top brass, which has been Erdoğan’s
mainstay, now seems to be increasingly
committed to Eurasianism meaning it supports reaching a new
understanding with Russia and China,
gradually ditching agreements with
the west and eventually quitting Nato.
Since the July 15 2016 coup attempt
that trend is becoming more and more
pronounced.
However, there are also countercurrents. Some come in the shape
of the traditional bureaucracy, while
the parliamentary opposition parties
have started to show that they are still
actually alive. The Republican People’s
Party (CHP) has for the first time
voted in the Grand Assembly against
the extension of the government’s
mandate for military interventions in
Syria and Iraq. Nevertheless, despite
that, of course, Erdoğan got the
parliamentary majority he needed.
This provided the go ahead for
renewed actions in Syria in Tel Rifaat
near Aleppo. But Erdoğan has yet to
obtain permission from either Russia
or the US for doing more. He has
offered a sop to Vladimir Putin by
indicating a willingness to purchase yet
more S-400 missiles. Simultaneously,
he has told Biden that Turkey wants
to buy more F-16 fighter planes - to
replace the F-35 order cancelled by
the US.
However, neither party is ready
to dance with Turkey just yet. After
all, US plans include extended Nato
maritime patrols in the Black Sea,
supported by regular passages through
the Turkish Straits, together with
increased cooperation with Greece.
In order to counter Russian actions,
such as its annexation of the Crimea
and further advances in Ukraine, the
US is seeking to increase its presence
in Georgia and the Czech Republic,
as well as Ukraine - apparently even
offering it Nato membership. So the
times do not look good for Turkey to
rock the boat.
Last week 15 Palestinians were
arrested in Turkey, accused of
operating a spy ring on behalf of
Mossad, the Israeli intelligence agency.
Mossad previously had good relations
with Turkey’s own intelligence
organisations, with whom there was
an arrangement for a limited sharing
of information. All this points to the
growing influence of Eurasianism
within Turkey. Nationalist forces
within the government, army and
society in general are on the rise.
Sensing the dangers, the working
class seems to be stirring. For the
first time in a long time several
small working class organisations
have managed to organise a rally
in Istanbul in protest at economic
hardship and lack of democracy.
The CHP made the initial move, but
the pro-Kurdish leftwing People’s
Democratic Party (HDP) seems to
be back on its feet despite leading
members being held in jail on
trumped-up charges - and for far
longer than Kavala at that. Not
that they expect an ambassadorial
intervention on their behalf l

Turkey seems to have become a
thorn in the flesh, when it comes to
western policies in the Middle East.
Erdoğan’s demagoguery, coupled
with reckless interventions in the
eastern Mediterranean - as well as his
game-playing, with threats to unleash
refugees kept in camps on Europe’s
borders - are not deemed friendly. Nor

Notes
1. www.youtube.com/

Top brass

watch?v=fe_4yUkN4mM.
2. www.politico.eu/article/battle-of-erdoganbodyguards-security-belgium-police.
3. https://www.bbc.com/news/av/world-uscanada-39979879.
4. See, for example: tr.usembassy.gov/
statement-on-four-years-of-osman-kavalasdetention.

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 imperialist 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.
The Weekly Worker is licensed by
November Publications under a Creative
Commons Attribution-NonCommercial
4.0 International Licence:
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
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Labour’s old
clause four Fabian, not
Marxian

Right firmly in control
The Labour left is still clutching at unity and refusing to face up to defeat. Derek James of Labour Party
Marxists looks at the sorry results

T

he smell of decay and
disintegration that has hung
over the Labour left since the
defeat of Jeremy Corbyn has only
got stronger since last month’s party
conference. Although some on the
left have tried to spin the conference
votes on Israel/Palestine, Aukus and
the Green New Deal as victories,
the truth is that Sir Keir and the
Labour right are now in complete
control of both the party machine
and policy, and can safely ignore
such left votes.
Taking some small comfort
from passing resolutions is
understandable,
given
the
continuing dominance of the right,
but it really does not do anybody
any favours to pretend that the
Labour left is in any state to fight
back against Starmer. As the party
continues to haemorrhage members,
the Labour left simply does not have
the numbers to effectively fight
back, but - most importantly - it
does not have either the strategy or
the coherent politics to resist.
If we are going to build an
authentic, militant left in the Labour
Party, we have to tell the truth,
not tell ourselves fairy stories.
So, despite attempts to talk up the
continuing strength of the left in
the Constituency Labour Parties, it
is plain that Corbynism cannot be
revived: we have to be honest and
admit that its moment has passed,
and that no amount of wishing it
back into existence or hoping that
the king over the water will return
to lead us, will bring it back to life
again.
The Socialist Campaign Group
of MPs and the Momentum
leadership constitute simply the
official, licensed left, which can be
relied on to say nothing and do even
less in the face of the witch-hunt
and the proscriptions against the
left as a whole. A combination of
careerist opportunism and a political
‘strategy’ that prizes party unity and
the election of a Labour government
above all else means that these
‘leftwingers’ will continue to keep
their heads down and accommodate
to the Labour right on every
occasion. They are wedded to the
idea that any Labour government,
no matter how rightwing and procapitalist, is better than the Tories
and that ‘socialism’ can be delivered
incrementally through a series of
left Labour governments.
The latest incarnation of this
tendency is Labour Left For
Socialism - primarily an initiative
of left trade union bureaucrats and
assorted hangers-on, which has
distanced itself from proscribed
groups, such as Labour Against
the Witchhunt, despite its verbal
opposition to bans and proscriptions.
Like the official left as a whole, there
they stand: they can do no other;
compromise and subordination to
the pro-capitalist leadership are in
their very DNA.
If the official Labour left has
shown its true colours, what of

them that we cannot simply ignore
Labour or abandon the fight within
the party. What about this argument?
What is needed is a powerful
Marxist tendency, to provide a
genuine, bold strategy to defeat the
right. Only the forces of Marxism
can provide the necessary
backbone for the left. We fully
understand that there can be no
compromise with capitalism or
their rightwing agents. We have no
truck with patching up capitalism.
We stand for revolutionary change
in society; for the abolition of
capitalist rule.2

Conference votes, the leadership decides
the various groups of activists that
have arisen to try to rally the left
in the aftermath of the defeat of
Corbynism? Although made up of
genuine and committed comrades,
the discussions within groups such
as the Labour Left Alliance, Labour
in Exile Network and LAW show
that many comrades still have not
really come to terms with why
Corbynism failed and the nature of
the current moment.
Amidst the rather contradictory
trends and moods expressed
during the online meetings since
the conference, two broad currents
can be discerned: those comrades
who cling on to the glory days of
Corbynism and seek to revive it
through ‘grassroots campaigning’
against austerity or in defence of
the NHS; as opposed to those who
either want to form a new party
immediately or believe that we are
already in a transitional phase in
which such a party is in the process
of being formed. Chris Williamson’s
Resist is just the latest such attempt
at a new direction and if, as seems
likely, it takes the form of a broad
left amalgam of the lowest common
denominator or an unprincipled
popular front, it too will follow
Respect, Left Unity, and the Scottish
Socialist Party into the dustbin of
history.1 Repeating the mistakes of
these failed left parties of the past
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is no answer. But neither is simply
recreating a Labour Party mark two,
as the Trade Unionist and Socialist
Coalition has so lamentably failed
to do.

Socialist Appeal

What is lacking in both positions
is a clear understanding of the
nature of the Labour Party, both as
an historical formation and in its
contemporary form. Supporters of
Labour Party Marxists have argued
for a continuing strategic orientation
towards the Labour Party, given its
links with the trade unions, its base
of support in the working class and
the identification of the class with
Labour as an electoral force. Given
this, we cannot simply wish Labour
away: our strategy must be to work
through the Labour Party if we are to
build a genuine Marxist party.
However, we have no illusions
in the nature of the party or that, as
presently constituted, it can be a
ready-made instrument for achieving
socialism. Labour remains a bourgeois
workers’ party with a pro-capitalist
leadership and working class base:
both in organisational and political
form it is committed to capitalism.
Even under Corbyn’s ‘left’ leadership,
the party’s manifesto in 2019
merely stood for a form of managed
capitalism and the continuation of the
constitutional status quo, not the self-

emancipation of the working class
and the socialist transformation of
society.
In calling on Labour members to
stay and fight, LPM is not simply
repeating the mantra of Labour
loyalists or arguing for staying put
faute de mieux (for want of a better
alternative). Our argument is that
the fight for a Marxist party goes
hand in hand with the demand for
the refoundation of Labour as a
united front of a special kind, open
to all socialist and working class
organisations. Moreover, given the
nature of Labourism and its focus
on purely electoral politics, if such a
process is to be successful, it cannot
be simply generated spontaneously or
organically within the Labour Party
itself. The history of the party from its
very foundation in 1900 shows that
such a transformation requires the
development of a hegemonic Marxist
party and a revolutionary programme
that can act externally as a galvanising
force and a pole of attraction for the
inchoate Labour left.
Debating this strategy is now
vital for the genuine left, both within
and without the Labour Party. In
particular, it is a question that Socialist
Appeal supporters are now facing, as
they suffer one expulsion from the
party after another following their
proscription by Labour’s national
executive committee. We agree with

Despite this apparent rousing
call to arms, Socialist Appeal has
not actually had a Marxist strategy
towards Labour at all. In reality its
comrades have been content to act
as Labour loyalists, arguing that
their rather economistic version of
‘Marxism’ is fully in accord with
the old, Fabian-inspired 1918 clause
four. In framing its politics around
the election of a Labour government
committed to a socialist programme,
Socialist Appeal clearly stays within
the framework of ‘parliamentary
socialism’, with politics that are
simply a logical extension of existing
left reformism.
Moreover, although sharply critical
of the current state of the Labour left,
Socialist Appeal’s own politics cannot
explain the structural reasons why the
Labour left continues to hang on to
the coat-tails of the right and is thus
ultimately tied to the capitalist class.
So, rather than analysing the left’s
failure to overthrow the right as an
inevitable result of their reformist
politics and electoralism, the surrender
of the left is merely attributed to an
inexplicable unwillingness to fight
and vague “political weakness”.3
Until we seriously explain why
Corbynism failed and analyse how the
Labour left continues to subordinate
itself in practice to capitalism, we are
doomed to simply repeat the triedand-failed politics of the past. And
that is not going to take us very far
forward at all, is it? l

Notes
1. ‘Unity without principle’ Weekly Worker
October 21: www.weeklyworker.co.uk/
worker/1368/unity-without-principle.
2. R Sewell, ‘Where is Labour heading?’
Socialist Appeal October 15 2021.
3. Ibid.
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