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Democracy

In my letter of September 30, I
expressed some doubt about a
comment that Mike Macnair made in
his article, ‘Enlightened constitutions’
(September 23), that the Enlightenment
theory of historical progress “logically
implies that there may be a future
beyond capitalism”.
In ‘Modern ancient constitutions’
(October 23), Macnair responded to
my criticism, saying that I support
“the view that the Marxist class
perspective is to be rejected in favour
of a democracy-first perspective” and
that I turn my “fire mainly against
[the] suggestion that the possibility
of a future beyond capitalism is an
important part of motivating a mass
anti-constitutional movement”. In
formulating this characterisation of my
views, Macnair makes it clear that he
is drawing less from my short letter
than from two articles published in
Cosmonaut. But he misunderstands
the argument contained in those two
articles. I do not argue in them that
democracy should replace “the Marxist
class perspective”. My argument is
that democracy is the Marxist class
perspective.
Warrant for this assertion is based
specifically on the theory of political
consciousness and agitation that Lenin
articulated in chapter 3 of What is to be
done? and the Iskra article, ‘Political
agitation and “the class point of view”’
- and more generally on the primacy of
the struggle for a democratic republic
in the classic period of Marxism from
1844-1917. I won’t reproduce the
argument in those articles here. Rather,
I’ll just point to the places where my
conception of what is most important
in Marxism differs from Macnair’s and
what consequences follow from these
differences.
I’ll begin where Macnair begins, by
emphasising that we share a great deal
of common ground. The discussion of
the place of the democratic republic
in the history and theory of Marxism
was neglected for many decades
following the Bolshevik revolution.
Although there was important
historical work done in the 1960s
and 70s, it was not until the 90s that
the democratic republic as a strategic
goal was reintroduced in a serious way
into Marxist political debates. Daniel
Lazare’s The frozen republic: how the
constitution is paralyzing democracy
(1996) and the CPGB PCC’s post-1995
political reorientation were pivotal in
this revival in our respective countries.
I agree with Macnair that the reformist
“bread and butter” centre-left’s and the
militant “bread and butter” far left’s
blindness to the problem of a lack of
democracy is politically debilitating,
but I don’t blame them for the left’s
political fragmentation, as he does.
Nor do I agree that the far left’s
political errors should be characterised
as the elevation of militant tactics over
the democratic strategic goal of the
minimum programme. The problems
of the left are far deeper and more
complex than that.
The roots of the left’s weakness
go back to the staggering upheaval of
life and thought in the 20th century
that began with the outbreak of World
War I. It was not just the reformists and
the semi-syndicalist far left that lost
their way, but the Third International
as well. The CPGB PCC sees itself as
part of the Third International tradition,
but why did it take until the mid1990s for it to realise that political and
organisational democracy are essential
to the left and Marxism?
I’ll interject a little of my own history
here. I was a member of Students for a

Democratic Society in the late 1960s.
Our democratic ideology was derived
from the civil rights movement and the
writings of C Wright Mills. Stalinism
was already a dead letter for us, and
Trotskyism along with it. The intensity
of the Vietnam war did drive the US
New Left to adopt the anti-imperialism
of the Chinese Communist Party for
a while, and I was a member of the
Maoist Revolutionary Union in the
early 1970s, but two things happened
that quickly turned me away from
Marxism-Leninism.
First, the Vietnam war gradually
wound down and the entire theory
of people’s war in the third world
defeating
imperialism
in
the
metropoles ended with it; and, second,
I read most of Lenin’s Collected works
and discovered he was an advocate
for democracy and that his so-called
theory of the party was a myth created
in the 1920s. Hal Draper had already
written about the Lenin myth in the
1960s, and in 1977 volume 1 of Neil
Harding’s Lenin’s political thought
was published. Much of the weakness
and political disorientation of the left
stems from the decades-long inability
of Marxist-Leninists themselves to
examine and understand their own
history.
As for the far left’s elevation of
tactics over programme, Macnair’s
formulation is partly true and partly
misleading. It is true insofar as the
neglect of democracy is ipso facto
a substitution of militant posturing
for political content. It is misleading
in that Macnair goes on to argue that
left unity therefore cannot be based
on tactics, but must be based on unity
around a programme. The second
conclusion does not follow from the
first. It is possible to have agreement
on a classic Marxist minimummaximum programme and still be
divided politically and organisationally
over tactics.
Classic examples are Lenin’s
disagreements with Rabochee Delo
over the tactical plan for Iskra and
with the Mensheviks in Two tactics of
social democracy in the democratic
revolution. I would also add the
disagreement between Luxemburg
and Kautsky in 1910 over support for
the mass strikes and demonstrations
demanding a democratic republic
in Germany as an example of a
disagreement over tactics rather
than programme. Regarding Lenin,
Neil Harding and Lars T Lih capture
his distinctive conception of the
relationship between the content of
the minimum-maximum programme,
tactics and organisational unity
in two aphorisms: respectively,
“Lenin’s argument was that workers
did not have to come to socialist
consciousness in order to acquire
political consciousness”; and “If you
were willing to fight for political
freedom, you were Lenin’s ally, even
if you were hostile to socialism. If
you downgraded the goal of political
freedom in any way, you were Lenin’s
foe, even if you were a committed
socialist.”
Lih also has a section in Lenin
rediscovered (pp508-17), where he
contrasts Lenin’s conception of a
“revolutionary democratic party” with
Akselrod’s and Trotsky’s conception
in 1904 of a “class party”. In all of
these examples, Lenin and Luxemburg
argued that the immediate tactics
required for the struggle for democracy
took precedence over the pleas of their
opponents within the social democratic
parties to maintain organisational
unity. I don’t think Macnair does an
adequate job of taking these examples
into consideration.
What consequences follow from
my analysis? Macnair says that I
reject a Marxist class perspective
for a democracy-first perspective.
I reject this division. Democracy is

the Marxist class perspective. By the
Marxist class perspective Macnair
seems to mean the CPGB PCC’s
plan to form a new Communist Party,
based on acceptance of a revolutionary
minimum-maximum
programme.
Only after this party is formed will it
then be possible to go over to mass
democratic agitation.
Lenin’s plan for Iskra was the
reverse. He thought political agitation
for democracy and the consolidation
of an activist core had to precede the
formation of a party in order to avoid
an unwieldy collection of disparate
political tendencies that might be able
to agree in words on general principles,
but not on a tactical plan of action.
Macnair thinks an organisation based
on tactical unity must swing from
issue to issue and be vulnerable to the
whims of a maximum leader, but his
own citation of the example of the real
historical Lenin undermines his own
argument.
The reason is that Lenin did not
base his tactical or organisational
ideas on chasing after rapidly shifting,
popular, single issues, but on the
fixed goal of a democratic republic.
This broad goal itself provided the
political gravity that both drew
activists into Lenin’s political orbit and
kept them from flying too far apart,
even when tactical disagreements
emerged within their own ranks. As
for envisioning the possibility of a
future beyond capitalism, I’ll just
reiterate the perspective contained
in the two aphorisms by Harding
and Lih. Capitalism and political
authoritarianism go together. The
envisioning of an alternative to the
present can involve a conception of
how a socialist society might work, but
it can also just as easily be conceived
of as the political overthrow of
authoritarianism and its replacement
by democratic decision-making.
The problem with focusing on the
vision of a socialist future beyond
capitalism as the key to motivating a
mass anti-constitutional movement
is that it overlooks Lenin’s and
Luxemburg’s argument that the direct
appeal to democratic sentiments
themselves is the most important
motivating factor in generating a
mass anti-constitutional movement.
In Lenin’s and Luxemburg’s view, the
immediate struggle for democracy was
the factor that differentiated those who
only talked about a democratic and
socialist future from those who were
willing to fight for it by first winning
the battle for democracy.
I’m with Lenin and Luxemburg:
democracy first!
Gil Schaeffer
email

Give up on Labour

Way back when John McDonnell
was trying to stand for leader of the
Labour Party in 2007, the present-day
CPGB understandably declared that
a substantial cohort of its members
and a much wider number within
its influence should join Labour to
advocate and vote for McDonnell,
were he to make the ballot. Work
within the Labour Party was
concomitant.
This
intervention
followed
CPGB participation in the Socialist
Labour Party, then the Socialist
Alliance, and later Respect. The
chance that McDonnell might shake
up the Labour Party and make it
an important site of working class
struggle was presented as of essential
concern to Marxists, who were to
carry the fight forward on Labour turf.
However, McDonnell never made the
cut in terms of MPs’ nominations on
that occasion; and then in 2010 he
withdrew his leadership candidacy,
fearing he would again fall at the first
hurdle.
However, many of us on the

Marxist left who continued our
Labour membership after 2010 had
realised that we were largely seen by
the right in the party as just another
part of a leftwing troop of useful
idiots. We carried out grunt work at
election times, canvassing for votes
and dishing out leaflets. In fact,
we were a left cover for the right’s
permanent control. We might come
up with hard-hitting motions, take
up branch and constituency posts,
or be conference delegates. But so
what? We would never to be allowed
control of the real levers of power in
the party. Some at the time said that
was self-evident; more are saying it
now.
Come Jeremy Corbyn’s surprise
election as leader in 2015, much
changed. The right’s complacency
about its control of the party was
shaken, even if control itself was
not. Then began the Labour right’s
determined machinations to destroy
or neuter any Labour left worthy of
the name and to mould remaining lefts
into compliance with its dominion,
forcibly restructuring them into a
tolerated ‘official left’.
And the right’s offensive was
swift. Using any stick to beat a dog,
the avowedly Zionist and Labour
Party-affiliated
Jewish
Labour
Movement was rejigged at its 2016
AGM for use against Corbyn and
the left, fantastically smearing antiZionists as anti-Semites. Bogus antiSemitism accusations were worked
up by a gleeful bourgeois press and
the Tory Party, who collectively
remembered their nursery schooling:
“Alice laughed: ‘There’s no use
trying,’ she said; ‘one can’t believe
impossible things.’ ‘I daresay you
haven’t had much practice,’ said
the Queen. ‘When I was younger, I
always did it for half an hour a day.
Why, sometimes I’ve believed as
many as six impossible things before
breakfast’” (Lewis Carrol Alice in
Wonderland).
As the witch-hunt against Marxists
and other firm leftists in the Labour
Party began in earnest, the soft
left caved in as its due payment for
staying in the party. Anxious to retain
bureaucratic privileges and positions
within the labour movement, some
- especially those drawing MPs’
salaries, such as Corbyn and his
hangers-on - showed their true
colours. This fake left surrendered
to a determinedly forceful right,
conceding to them the nonsensical
idea that there was widespread antiSemitism in the party. Such ‘lefts’
thereby became party to the witchhunt against the real left. But the
right’s panzers roll on.
What the lack of fight by the
official left illustrated were fatal flaws:
seeing the Labour Party, including
its bureaucracy and leadership, as in
its essence comprising both left and
right, both socialist and non-socialist
wings; and clinging to the vain hope
that any Labour government would
be a step toward socialism. In this way
‘left’ misleaders expose themselves
as being unable and unwilling
to challenge the bourgeois state,
which they accept as legitimately
limiting the Labour Party’s actions.
They submit gladly to being mere
supplicants of the ruling class, and are
thus of no use to the working class.
While it might once have been
correct to join and work within a
Corbyn-led Labour Party as a base
to try to develop Marxism and a
Marxist presence, that ship has now
sailed. Many Marxists and socialists
certainly did join the Labour Party
in the new atmosphere that obtained
with Corbyn’s victory, at a time when
hundreds of thousands of members
of the working class were potentially
moving left. But stasis, dither and
collaboration with class enemies in

the party meant reaction inevitably
won on this front.
Have we been able to influence
more than a very small percentage
of the membership? Clearly not.
Instead, we had dead-end Corbyn
adoration rather than the development
of Marxist ideas and politics; and a
failed Führer, not revolution: all in
all it has been a poor result. With the
onset of the witch-hunt many new,
some naive, members got caught up
in the official left’s desperate, yet
bankrupt, mantra of ‘we must have a
Labour government’ no matter what
(ie, however rightwing). This is pure,
unadorned Labourism that deflates
and disables aspiration toward a
Marxist outcome for work in the
Labour Party. As a consequence of the
party’s now pretty obvious trajectory
rightwards, with restrictions on
internal democracy increased by this
year’s conference decisions, many
have decided that the Labour Party
is not a project with which they
want to be associated: 150,000 or so
members have left to date. They are
not to be blamed for seeing that the
game is not worth the candle.
Over 100 years have passed
since Lenin’s dictum on Labour
labelled it a bourgeois workers’ party.
His assessment, in the ferment of
revolution and with great hopes that
western European revolution could
still carry the day, was based on the
material situation that then existed.
After an exhausting war, worldwide
excitement at 1917 showed that
capitalism could be replaced if
Marxist parties united workers under
its banner. Russia’s revolution was
on everyone’s lips and labouring
folk everywhere were affected by its
success.
The idea that the Labour Party
was or could be ‘socialist’ in any
sense of working class ideology was
bogus, of course. No, it was despite
the Labour Party’s ideology that
Lenin saw it as a site for struggle;
the place for Marxists to cohere was
nonetheless the Communist Party
of Great Britain, founded in 1920
(and in 1991 formally dissolved by
Eurocommunists, who seized its
assets). As a direct response to the
Russian Revolution, Labour leader
Ramsay MacDonald insisted on
inserting the famous faux-Marxist
clause four in the party’s 1918
constitution as a direct foil to hobble
the formation of a real workers’
party in Britain. Nonetheless, in the
early 1920s, some CPGB prospective
general election candidates were
supported nationally or locally by
the Labour Party - notably Shapurji
Saklatvala, who won in Battersea
North in 1922 and 1924 as the CPGB/
Labour candidate.
Now ‘bourgeois workers’ party’
has become a shibboleth. Notions that
the ‘Labour Party’ name means that
the party was or could be an umbrella
organisation of the British working
class are unhelpful and have long
been untrue. The defeat of Corbyn and
the movement around him relatively
easily shows the lack of fertility for
this growth of consciousness within
the confines of the Labour Party. The
idea of its ceasing to be a membership
organisation are being touted
openly: if that happens it would join
India’s Congress Party and the US
Democratic Party in being devoid of
members.
Labour is a reactionary party of
the ruling class: a bourgeois party in
its ideology and functioning. For the
ruling class, the right is glued back in
the saddle - likely for a very long time
- and Labour is again a safe party that
can be allowed into government. As
to the trade union link, that is worth
what the bureaucrats make of it.
They have stirred little democracy
into their own unions’ pots in recent
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years, and members in the main
have so far failed to deepen union
democracy. Add to which, purported
left union leaders have started to
reduce funding and to withdraw from
active involvement in Labour Party
affairs. The trade union connection is
weakening.
It ill behoves Marxists to
encourage continuing involvement
in the failed venture of intervention
in the Labour Party. This major game
is over and we did not win. However,
we must recognise and openly accept
the lessons this failure presents. Sadly,
not all self-described Marxists even
acknowledge that they are on a hiding
to nothing by expecting the party to
be some kind of vehicle to achieve
socialism. But even those comrades
who have no such expectation have
been blinded to the obvious: time is
up on this intervention, militants’
energies are being wasted, and
settling into a quite possibly long haul
of establishing and building a mass
Marxist party, a communist party, has
to be our single-minded objective.
What is needed is an open and
clear message and a change to a hard
focus and priority on communist
party building outside the Labour
Party. Objective defeats for CPGB
interventions in the SLP, the SA,
Respect, and now the Labour Party
bear no shame. No, in all prior
cases those projects have provided
valuable experience that has been
at least partially theorised, to the
benefit of our struggle to establish
a real communist presence and an
independent working class advance
to revolution.
Acknowledging that the Labour
Party is no longer a major site of
Marxist action has now to be part
of the same decades-long journey
toward understanding of the present,
concrete tasks for revolutionaries in
today’s Britain and the world.
Jim Moody
email

those of the CPB’s general secretary,
Rob Griffiths, made to look like my
opinions and to make me appear like
a Stalinist. (Note for Gerry: quote
marks mean it’s not Lawrence Parker
when Lawrence writes stuff down;
it’s someone else.) I strongly object
to this.
I don’t believe the Soviet Union was
a socialist society after 1928 or that
its progressive features outweighed
the negative ones. My blunt view
is that it would have been better if
Stalin and other Soviet bureaucrats
had their heads put on poles by the
victorious international proletariat.
I am not remotely nostalgic about
Stalin’s rule of the Soviet Union. The
headline, ‘The Communist Party of
Britain disappears comrade Stalin’,
was very obviously a contextual joke
in the sense that for many older CPB
members it is precisely ‘comrade
Stalin’ that they are disappearing,
considering some of their factional
evolution in the old CPGB. Most
people with half a brain get that, of
course.
Finally, the CPGB’s Betty
Reid is characterised as “comrade
Parker’s Stalinist hack”. But she’s
not ‘mine’; I just quoted her in ‘Why
is the Communist Party of Britain
squeamish about Stalin?’, because call me old-fashioned - I thought she
might be a reasonably authoritative
source on the old CPGB’s evolving
line on the Soviet Union. I didn’t
realise that from the mere act of
quoting her some kind of magical
transmutation happens, whereby I’m
hers and she’s mine. Silly me.
Until Gerry can work out what
quote marks mean and stop putting
words in other people’s mouths he’s
just going to make himself look
thoroughly foolish, piss people off
and waste everybody’s time in the
process.
Lawrence Parker
London

I am writing to complain about Gerry
Downing’s continued misattribution
of quotes in his letters and his
smearing of comrades for holding
views that only Gerry thinks they
have (Letters, October 28). This
clumsy method of amalgam makes
a mockery of any kind of polemical
standards.
I note that David Broder has
similarly been on the receiving end,
when, in his case, he had the words
of other comrades put in his mouth
by Gerry. David said: “Downing has
still not worked out what quote marks
mean” (Letters, March 11). I regret to
report that this is still the case.
Gerry writes: “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’.”
First, the quotes that Gerry has
lifted here are not from October
16’s ‘The Communist Party of
Britain disappears comrade Stalin’:
they are from October 20’s ‘Why
is the Communist Party of Britain
squeamish about Stalin?’ I haven’t
been “challenging” Andrew Murray’s
views in particular: just pointing out
where they differ and where they
are in alliance with the views of
others in the CPB/Young Communist
League. Second, the bits quoted by
Gerry above are not my words, but

Jim Nelson says his abiding memory
of the recent all-members meeting
of Labour Against the Witchhunt,
the Labour In Exile Network and the
Labour Left Alliance was of Roger
Silverman and myself “grinning
and shaking their heads” (Letters,
October 28). I can assure the comrade
that if I was shaking my head it was
in disbelief, not delight!
It is as if the whole Corbyn era,
when hundreds of thousands of
people streamed into the Labour
Party, and the radical manifesto
of 2017, when Labour secured the
largest swing since 1945 - in the teeth
of wall-to-wall opposition from the
British state and its lackeys in the
media - had passed Jim and Stan
Keable by.
The only lessons to be learnt
are to look at the Weekly Worker’s
‘What we fight for’ column: viz that
“Without organisation the working
class is nothing”. All we need is to
build a genuine Marxist party. And
that is it. What is lacking, of course,
is any suggestion as to how we go
from where we are now to where we
want to be.
Jim criticises me for “scoffing”
at the membership numbers of the
CPGB, whereas “we’re looking at
what the working class needs and
what it must achieve, not just at what
we have now”. No, comrade. I wasn’t
scoffing at the fact that the CPGB
has had roughly the same numbers
(30? 50?) for the past 30 or so years.
I was trying to explain that pointing
out what the working class needs is
not good enough. You have reduced
Marxist politics to a never-changing
and never-ending dogma, a socialist
catechism.
Marxism, if it means anything,
means applying a class and historicalmaterialist analysis to the current
situation and the position the working
class finds itself in, and learning the
lessons that derive from that analysis.

Mark my words

Abject surrender

If after decades you have made no
progress, logic would suggest that
you have got something wrong. I
think Einstein said something about
the definition of madness being to
repeat an experiment in the hope of
achieving different results!
The Corbyn project was a mass
insurgency by the working class and
the dispossessed. It frightened the
ruling class from Washington to Tel
Aviv. It was the failure of the politics
of the Labour left to understand what
was happening and in particular the
political paralysis caused by the ‘antiSemitism’ offensive and the reduction
of class politics to identity politics
that led the way to the success of the
counteroffensive in 2019.
The problem for the CPGB was
that it never understood what it
was that led to Corbyn winning the
leadership in 2015 and going on to
nearly winning the election of 2017.
I remember having this argument
with Jack Conrad. At the time he told
me that one could only rely on the
opinion polls, whereas I suggested
one should look at what was
happening - for example, the mass
meetings Corbyn was addressing.
That is why I predicted, against all
the bourgeois pundits, that Corbyn
could actually win outright.
Counterposing a Marxist Party
to the current situation is not
revolutionary or Marxist politics,
comrades: it is in practice an abject
surrender, because what you are
saying is that the question before us
is a choice between a Starmer-led
Labour Party or a Marxist party. In
other words, between nothing and
everything. In practice, as you know,
you will get nothing and you will
relate to no-one.
At the AMM meeting Stan Keable
and Labour Party Marxists offered no
political strategy whatsoever. Instead
they proposed two amendments.
One added one word to the existing
motion: “consultative”; and the other,
a wrecking amendment, simply
deleted over half of the main motion.
And that was it.
Yes, it is true that Roger Silverman
and myself, and also Ken Loach, are
focused on the 150,000 that have
left the Labour Party (as well as the
150,000 who are going to leave the
party). That doesn’t seem a bad place
to start.
It would therefore seem obvious
that, instead of parroting slogans
about a Labour Party mark two or a
“united front of a special kind”, which
are meaningless and trite phrases,
Jim and others might concentrate on
what we do concretely in the current
situation.
If we are correct, Starmer is
embarked on his own project completing what Blair started and
driving the left out of the Labour
Party. As Derek James so rightly
says, “the truth is that Sir Keir and
the Labour right are in complete
control of both the party machine and
policy” (‘Right firmly in control’,
October 28). There is therefore no
possibility, certainly not at the present
time, of mounting a fightback inside
the Labour Party. That is why most
comrades in the CPGB/LPM and in
LAW/LIEN have been expelled or
suspended.
What then do we do? A clear and
indeed overwhelming majority of the
AMM meeting agreed with us that
steps should be taken to start building
a socialist movement that would
embrace both those now outside the
Labour Party and the thousands of
socialists who still remain.
What concretely does the CPGB
suggest we do? At the present there
is a complete absence of proposals.
Instead there is a regurgitation of
slogans. What the CPGB has to ask
itself is whether it is going to continue
to be content with simply being a
vehicle for abstract propaganda.
Tony Greenstein
Brighton

Free Palestine

ACTION

Friday November 5, 7.30pm: Public meeting, The Casa, 29 Hope
Street, Liverpool L1. Speaker Issa Amro is based in Hebron, West
Bank. He is the co-founder of Youth Against Settlements and
advocates non-violent resistance and civil disobedience to fight the
Israeli Occupation. Followed by Q and A.
Organised by Liverpool Friends Of Palestine:
www.facebook.com/events/863566560971664.

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.

Introduction to radical anthropology

Tuesday November 9, 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: ‘Writing palm oil culture (in 2021)’.
Speaker: Pauline von Hellermann.
Organised by Radical Anthropology Group:
radicalanthropologygroup.org/evening-talks.

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:
thecorbynproject.com/alternative-cop26-wednesday.

Bevanites: left versus right in Labour

Thursday November 11, 6pm: Online education talk via Zoom.
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.

Stop bullying at Oaks Park School

Monday November 15, 5.30pm: Protest rally, City Hall,
The Queen’s Walk, London SE1. National Education Union
members at Oaks Park School in Redbridge are striking against
management victimisation. Tell mayor of London Sadiq Khan that
Redbridge’s Labour council should be with the union, not against it!
Organised by Defend Victimised NEU Reps:
www.facebook.com/events/407353741068795.

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.

Books on Marxist ideas

Saturday November 20, 11am to 4pm: Book fair, The Casa,
29 Hope Street, Liverpool L1. Find out more about Marxism and
Marxist ideas. Stalls and workshops, admission free.
Organised by Merseyside Marxist book fair:
www.facebook.com/merseysidemarxistbookfair.

Annual John MacLean commemoration

Sunday November 28, 12.30pm: Assemble John MacLean’s grave
in Eastwood New Cemetery, Thornliebank Road, Glasgow G46.
March from gates to John MacLean Cairn, Shawbridge Shopping
Centre for speakers and musicians.
Organised by Scottish Republican Socialist Movement:
www.facebook.com/events/595403415212095.

¡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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BUDGET

Give a little and take a lot

Though there was nothing, not a thing, on the environment. Rishi Sunak’s ‘big state, high tax’ budget had
a distinctly populist feel, writes Eddie Ford

I

n some respects, the budget
revealed by Rishi Sunak on
October 27 was an attempt
to please enough of the people
that Brexit was the right thing
to have done and that despite
the Covid-19 pandemic good
times are just around the corner.
The overall emphasis was on
spending now, with tax cuts in the
near future - meaning in the runup to the next general election,
which doubtlessly will be highly
coordinated with a bubbly and
optimistic Boris Johnson.
Bringing some good cheer,
Rishi told us that forecasts
from the Office for Budget
Responsibility
show
the
economy will grow by 6.5%
this year, having previously
predicted 4% for this year after
a plunge of 9.9% in 2020 - the
worst recession for 300 years.
The only way is up from such a
low. Therefore, according to the
OBR, gross domestic product
will rise by 2.1% in 2023, 1.3%
in 2024, 1.6% in 2025, and 1.7%
in 2026. Hardly impressive.
Estimates
for
long-term
scarring for the economy have
been revised down from 3%
to 2% and unemployment is
forecast to peak at 5.2% in the
fourth quarter of 2021 - not the
12% feared due to the ending of
the furlough scheme. The major
note of caution was that inflation
looks set to rise to 4% or more
next year.
Nonetheless, all of this means
that Sunak has more money in
hand than expected - an extra
£51 billion, to be exact. Hence
he proudly announced that
departmental spending in this
parliament will rise by £150
billion, the “largest increase this
century”: ie, spending will grow
in real terms by 3.8% a year. Also,
there will be grant funding for
local government of £4.8 billion
- the “largest increase in core
funding for over a decade” - and
overseas aid will return to 0.7% of
GDP by the end of the parliament
after the controversial cut to 0.5%
last year. Furthermore, Sunak
said there would be £1.7 billion
of funding in the first grants
from the treasury’s ‘Levelling
Up Fund’ for towns and cities,
including Stoke-on-Trent, Leeds,
Doncaster and Leicester - that is
meant to keep the ‘red wall’ seats
won by the Tories in 2019 onside
in 2023 or whenever.
Part of the real-term rise
in allowances for government
departments is likely to be used
for increases in spending on pay
for public-sector workers, whose
pay will be marginally increased,
and to cover the rise in the national
living wage for those over 23.
This will rise from £8.91 to £9.50
an hour from April 2022 - hardly
a king’s ransom. As planned (or
feared), the ‘emergency’ extra
of £20 was cut from universal
credit, but immediately softened
by reducing the taper from 63%
to 55% - coming into effect no
later than December 1, but people
on UC who are not working will
not benefit at all.
What this means is that workers
in work will probably be worse
off, while workers out of work
definitely face a massive decrease
in their already below-subsistence
living standards. Inflation as well
as a £20 benefit cut will see to
that. Pensioners will lose out too

a blatant attempt to steal from
employed workers - making the
headline factually inaccurate.
Secondly, Socialist Worker’s
staff writers have a very peculiar
view of how the masses really
live. It has been a long time since
drinking champagne/sparkling
wine has been regarded as the
preserve of an aristocratic or
nouveau riche elite: these days
Champagne, Cava or Prosecco is
found at just about every party,
wedding or festive occasion.
You cannot help but wonder
how SWP members socialise at
Christmas.

Dickensian

Pensioners and the unemployed will be hammered
due to the breaking of the election
pledge about the ‘triple lock’.

Headlines

Perhaps the most headlinegrabbing announcement in the
budget is the biggest shake-up
of alcohol duty for 140 years - a
system that is full of historical
anomalies
and
nonsensical
contradictions. Essentially, the
UK’s main rates will be cut from
15% to 6% and as a result the cost
of a pint of beer will be cut by
three pence (wow). Champagne,
Prosecco, Cava and English
sparkling wines will be cheaper
too - by around 83p a bottle.
Good news for English producers,
whose sales have already been
soaring in recent years … and
women (who proportionately
drink wine). Price cuts that Sunak
portrayed as a “Brexit dividend”!
On the other hand, there will,
of course, be losers: drinkers of
strong cider, whisky and other
spirits will have to pay more. A
Brexit punishment?
On the flip-side, at least if
you are a Tory true Thatcherite
believer, taxes are heading for
the highest level since 1950 and
the government plans to go into
the next election with public
spending accounting for 2.5%
more of the economy than in
2019-20. Tax revenues are set to
reach 36% of national income in
2024-25, compared to the prepandemic levels of 32.9%.
This has led to various
sections of the media comparing
Rishi Sunak to Gordon Brown
and contrasting him to George
Osborne. But context is all. There
has been a near global financial
meltdown and not a few years
later the Covid-19 pandemic.
What is particularly notable about

Sunak’s budget, though, is that he
appears to have converged with
Boris Johnson. The main thing
is not balancing the books, but
winning the next election. That
counts above everything.
So, despite the UK government
hosting Cop26 in Glasgow, there
was the complete absence of any
funding measures to deal with
climate change. Instead fuel
duty is frozen - yet again. And,
to make matters even worse,
the chancellor announced more
money for roads and even a
tax cut for internal airflights.
It amounts to two fingers up to
climate protesters. But, maybe
the calculation is that they are not
natural Tory voters. Either way,
hardly clever politics. As with
Owen Paterson, there will be a
price to pay … Keir Starmer will
hope to extract it.
Whist on the subject of taxation,
it is worthwhile mentioning the
recent G20 summit in Rome and
its “historic” commitment to a
global 15% minimum corporation
tax - drawn from proposals
originally put forward by the
OECD. In reality, this deal means
a redistribution of revenue from
Ireland, Luxemburg, Lichtenstein,
etc to the UK, France, Germany,
Japan and above all the US.
Indeed, as the Wall Street
Journal explains, for the US the
additional money generated by
this minimum corporate tax will
be 15 times greater than that in
China - and the total boost for 52
so-called developing countries
is estimated to be about $1.5-$2
billion a year. Peanuts. Even then
there are plenty of loopholes easy meat for the armies of very
clever lawyers and accountants
hired by big companies.
However, for a group that never

seems to adapt or change with
society, look no further than the
Socialist Workers Party. Its reaction
to Sunak’s budget was utterly
predictable and totally stupid. Hence
the headline - ‘Budget gives rich
cheaper champagne, as workers face
wage and benefit cuts’ (October 27).
Firstly, the budget was not

The idea that only toffs can afford
sparkling wine is risible, almost as
if we live in Victorian times. Bob
Cratchit might have only managed to
feed his disabled son, Tiny Tim, with
stale bread and thin gruel and could
not afford to buy the poor kid any
kind of Christmas present because of
the greed of Ebenezer Scrooge, his
heartless employer. But, nowadays,
because of unions, political struggle
and organisation, we have managed
to raise our living standards
somewhat. Foreign holidays, running
a car, Christmas presents and even
being able to afford a bottle or two of
Cava are the norm.
As with their odd view of
football, it could easily lead you
to believe that the SWP inhabits
a different world than the rest of
us. Actually, I do not think that is
the case, but they do - well, their
leaders do - at least in their political
imaginations. It is the world of
Charles Dickens, A Christmas
carol, Pickwick papers and David
Copperfield … a world of endearing
pickpockets, honest cockneys, poor
waifs, sadistic teachers, upper class
cads and over-fed middle class
gentlemen. Not a very useful guide
to the politics of the 21st century l
eddie.ford@weeklyworker.co.uk

Online Communist Forum

Sunday November 7 5pm

A week in politics

Political report and discussion from
CPGB’s Provisional Central Committee
Sunday November 14 5pm

Constitutions - ancient and modern
Speaker: Mike Macnair
Register in advance for this webinar:
communistparty.co.uk/ocf-register
Organised by CPGB: communistparty.co.uk and
Labour Party Marxists: www.labourpartymarxists.org.uk
For further information, email Stan Keable at
Secretary@labourpartymarxists.org.uk
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The proletarian sovereign
Does the USA have a supreme source of authority? Daniel Lazare takes issue with Mike Macnair

O

nce more unto the breach with
Mike Macnair and the question
of political sovereignty …
Contrary to popular opinion,
sovereignty does not mean just power,
but total power: ie, power that, in
the words of the 18th century legal
authority, Sir William Blackstone, is
“supreme, irresistible, absolute [and]
uncontrolled”. It is “supreme” because
it acknowledges no rivals, “irresistible”
in that it brooks no resistance to
its dictates, and “absolute” in that
disagreements, second-guessing and
the like are impermissible.
When
Blackstone
describes
sovereignty as “uncontrolled”, what he
means is that it is controlled by no-one
other than itself. Sovereignty is Louis
XIV declaring “L’état c’est moi” (‘I
am the state’). But it can also be an
expression of democratic absolutism:
eg, the French constituent assembly’s
declaration of the rights of man and
citizen in August 1789 - a document
formulated in such a way as to allow
for absolutely no disagreement on the
part of aristocracy.
Last month, I argued that America’s
pre-Bastille rejection of sovereignty
in even its democratic form is
the distinguishing feature of US
constitutional politics.1 I then went
on to quote historian Henry Adams
(grandson of one US president and
great-grandson of another) to the effect
that:
Supreme, irresistible authority
must exist somewhere in every
government - [such] was the
European belief … America,
on the other hand, asserted that
the principle was not true; that
no such supreme authority need
exist in a government; that in the
American government none such
should be allowed to exist, because
absolute power in any form was
inconsistent with freedom, and
that the new government should
start from the idea that the public
liberties depended upon denying
uncontrollable authority in the
political system in its part or in its
whole.2
Writing in the late 1860s, Adams
believed that America’s rejection of
sovereignty was the great constitutional
flaw that had paved the way for the
Civil War - a diagnosis with which
Thomas Hobbes, the great theoretician
of sovereignty, would have heartily
agreed.
But not Macnair. To the contrary, he
insists:
… 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.

Supreme?

Since the Supreme Court is considered
to be the final word when it comes to
constitutional law - which in turn is the
ultimate source of authority in the US
system - then at first glance it appears
that comrade Macnair may be right and
that, far from rejecting sovereignty, the
United States embraces it just as much
as any other modern state.
But he is incorrect. The Supreme
Court is not sovereign for the simple
reason that, names aside, it is not
supreme at all.
One reason is that it can be pressured
and curtailed. The elected branches,
for example, can punish the court by
filling it with appointees of a different

Supreme Court: not supreme
ideological hue. This was something
that Donald Trump accomplished
in spades, when he nominated Neil
Gorsuch, Brett Kavanaugh and Amy
Coney Barrett, thereby transforming
the court from a mildly conservative
institution to one that is now strongly
rightwing.
But they can also overrule the
court by refusing to implement its
decisions. In 1832, Andrew Jackson
famously remarked of a chief justice
unusually favourable to native
American interests: “John Marshall
has made his decision; now let him
enforce it!” With the White House
refusing to comply, the court was thus
left stranded. The notorious Dred Scott
decision, which in 1857 declared that
black people have “no rights which
the white man was bound to respect”,
resulted in much the same. Not only
did Lincoln render the decision null
and void by launching a civil war four
years later, but, when its author, chief
justice Roger Taney, turned around in
1861 and ruled that Lincoln had no
right to suspend habeas corpus in the
course of suppressing pro-Confederate
forces in the border state of Maryland,
he effectively nullified that decision
as well by simply refusing to obey it.
A century later, the elected branches
might similarly have adopted a policy
of ‘non-acquiescence’ with regard to
Brown v Board of Education - the epic
school-desegregation ruling in 1954. If
they did not, it is not because the court
forced them to, but because the civil
rights movement left them with little
choice.
Then there is the amending process
- a third way of putting the court in its
place. If conservatives do not like Roe
v Wade - the 1973 ruling establishing
the right to an abortion - then the
solution is clear: circumvent the
court by amending the constitution,
so as to make it plain as day that the
document does not guarantee anything
resembling a right to terminate a
pregnancy at all. The same goes
for liberals appalled that Trump
appointees may cancel Roe, thereby
returning women to the dark days of
coathangers and back-alley abortions.
If so, the remedy is the same: an
equal and opposite amendment firmly
‘constitutionalising’ abortion rights.
In either case, the effect is to affirm
that, while the Supreme Court may
be superior to other courts, it is not
superior vis-à-vis politics as a whole.
Of course, a fiendishly difficult
amending process renders any such
solution all but impossible. But the
fact that such a constitutional endrun looms as at least a theoretical
possibility means that the court’s
powers are still less than absolute. And
if they are less than absolute, then the
court is not sovereign.
Finally, there is the interesting
question of whether a constitutional
court can be sovereign under

any circumstances, given that
sovereignty implies more than passive
interpretation: it implies an active
intelligence, according to Hobbes,
capable of making peace and waging
war, determining where property
rights begin and end, formulating and
enforcing criminal and civil penalties,
and a thousand other things as well.3
Since this is far beyond the scope
of what is essentially a group of
rabbis endlessly parsing a dead text,
the Supreme Court can be regarded
as non-sovereign on these grounds
alone. Its functions are too limited, its
intelligence too constrained.
Macnair is thus wrong about the
Supreme Court: it completely flunks the
sovereignty test. But then Congress is
not sovereign either, since its decisions
are subject both to a presidential veto
and to a judicial override. Neither is
the executive branch, since their veto
is limited - Congress can override it
via a two-thirds vote in both houses and it is likewise at the mercy of the
Supreme Court. No-one is sovereign,
therefore - not even ‘the people’,
since their actions are constrained
by a constitution adopted in a highly
undemocratic manner more than 230
years ago and increasingly difficult to
change ever since. In the final analysis,
the US system is just what it claims
to be: a system of separate but equal
powers in which no-one is on top.
All of which is important, not
only because the US is a big country
with more than 330 million people,
but because it is the global hegemon
and has therefore impressed its
constitutional values on the world at
large.

Overawe the masses

Domestically, America’s rejection of
absolute uncontrollable power has
resulted in a bizarrely circular form
of politics, in which debates drag on
interminably. The second amendment
is a perfect example: not only does noone know what its 27 words of clotted
18th century prose actually mean,
but no-one is in a position to issue a
clarification, since that is something
only a sovereign can do.
As a result, arguments about what
to do with the millions of assault rifles
filling American basements drag on
and on, until everyone is exhausted
and ready to drop. When al Qa’eda
mows down innocent civilians, the US
military will stop at nothing to track the
terrorists down. But, when individual
gun-owners do the same, liberal
congressmen can only respond by
cursing the National Rifle Association
and introducing gun-control measures
that they know will never pass. The
constitution excites debate, on the one
hand, while crippling gun control, on
the other.
Something similar takes place at
the international level, where the US
has helped usher in a broad array of

institutions since World War II - the
United Nations, European Union,
Nato, the World Trade Organisation,
etc - that are also separate, but equal,
and whose purpose is to overawe the
masses and neutralise democratic
politics as well.
This is one of the few things that
Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri got
right in their much-ballyhooed 2005
study, Empire. The global system,
they wrote, consists of “a series of
national and supranational organisms
united under a single logic of rule” - an
“imperial idea” that they traced all the
way back to Jefferson in the 1770s and
one that “has survived and matured
throughout the history of the United
States constitution and has emerged
now on a global scale in its fully
realised form”.4
Quite right: since 1945, the United
States has been busily reshaping the
world in its own image - which is that
of a conservative pseudo-democracy,
whose raison d’être is to neutralise the
working class, safeguard property and
insure a free flow of commodities and
investment. It is the US constitution
writ large, with its own system of
separation of powers and judicial
review - for lesser countries, that is,
but never the United States, which,
despite its rejection of sovereignty,
enjoys a form of sovereign immunity
regardless.
But Hardt and Negri are wrong
in attributing the results to a “new
global form of sovereignty”, when it is
merely the same old anti-sovereignty
dressed up in new clothes. While
more ambitious, the goal is otherwise
unchanged: to excite politics to higher
and higher levels, while at the same
time neutralising popular opposition
by eliminating any concept of
democratic sovereignty. The upshot
is a neoliberal revolution that for 40
years has been strip-mining society
and commodifying every last aspect of

human existence, with no democratic
forces in a position to say otherwise.
Socialists oppose such a system,
not only because they want to create
an international political system that
is both democratic and effective, but
because they want workers to adopt a
world view that is even more totalising
than that of capitalism. The goal is to
see capitalism in its entirety as a system
that is both political and economic,
and therefore to see socialism as even
more comprehensive: a force that will
transform not only production from
top to bottom, but politics, law, social
structure and personal relations too.
America’s
pre-modern
constitutional
assumptions
are
radically destabilising because they
are increasingly at odds with the needs
of modern society. However, they are
not only destabilising nationally, but
globally as well - institutions like the
EU come apart at the seams, Nato loses
its way, and the UN proves wholly
inadequate to deal with the problem of
global warming.
The purpose of working class
politics is to establish a form of
proletarian sovereignty that will
enable man to discard constitutional
shibboleths about limited government
and the like, “so that he will think, act,
and fashion his reality like a man who
has discarded his illusions and regained
his senses, so that he will move around
himself as his own true sun”5 l

Notes
1. ‘Tudor, Whig or what?’ Weekly Worker

October 7: weeklyworker.co.uk/worker/1366/
tudor-whig-or-what.
2. H Adams The great secession winter of
1860-61 and other essays New York 1958,
p194.
3. T Hobbes Leviathan part 2, chapter 18.
4. M Hardt and A Negri Empire Cambridge
Mass 2000, pxiv.
5. K Marx, Introduction A contribution to
the critique of Hegel’s philosophy of right:
www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1843/
critique-hpr/intro.htm.

Fighting fund

A

New target

s I reported last week,
we needed £211 in just
three days to reach our £2,000
October fighting fund target. But
unfortunately just £85 came our
way - perhaps not surprising,
since the last two days of the
month fell over the weekend.
Comrade BK did get us his
£25 bank transfer in time, and
we also received standing orders
from MD (£25), VP and AN (£10
each) and AR (£5). Finally, we
received a cheque from IR for a
tenner. Those donations took our
total to £1,874 - in other words,
£126 short.
Not a huge amount - true.
But it doesn’t augur well for
the coming period - especially
now we’ve decided to up the
monthly target to £2,250 to pay
for additional printing costs and
other much increased expenses.
As I noted last week, we’re
urging all comrades who haven’t
done so to take out a standing
order - or, if you have one
already, to consider increasing
it: we’ll be sending out a form
to all subscribers very soon.
Alternatively, if you’ve paid
for your current subscription
in advance, you may decide to
switch to an SO when it runs out
- you’ll receive a form from us

then, of course, too.
Anyway, we’ve now got to
make sure we hit that increased
target in November and I can
report that after the first three
days of the month we’ve received
£171. All donations came in the
shape of standing orders and
pride of place goes to comrade
AC for his brilliant £60. Thanks
also to TG (£25), MD (£16), MT
(£15), TM (£12), MM (£11), DI
and YM (£10 each), BG (£7) and
PBS (£5).
It goes without saying that
if you want to make a one-off
donation, you’d be more than
welcome. Now would be a good
time to do it, to make sure we
reach that new target first time
round. Why not click on the
PayPal button on our website
(unusually, no PayPal donations
came our way last week) or better still - make a bank transfer?
Please make your donation to
account number 00744310 (sort
code 30-99-64).
I know how much our readers
appreciate the Weekly Worker! l
Robbie Rix
Fill in a standing order form
(back page), donate via our
website, or send cheques,
payable to Weekly Worker
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COP26

Greenism: a rough guide

Jack Conrad explores the organisations, history, business models, aristocrats, royal agendas and class limits

L

ike any socially significant
ideological current, greenism
has many schools of thought,
competing leaders, rival campaigns,
odd conjoinings and strange
offshoots. However, even the briefest
survey reveals the severe limitations
of them all.

Green Party

There were more than a few
commendable democratic demands
contained in the 2017 general election
manifesto of the Green Party (England
and Wales): abolition of the standing
armed forces; withdrawal from
Nato; replacing the monarchy with a
republic; proportional representation
for local and parliamentary elections.1
Well to the left of Labour’s “socialist”
For the many, not the few. Hence
rightwing accusations that the Greens
were a ‘watermelon party’: green on
the outside, red on the inside. A nice
joke, but their perspectives remain
firmly located within the narrow
confines of existing society.
As a matter of pride the underlying
ethos is localism, not globalism.
Small businesses, mutuals, home
and self-employment are upheld as
an ideal. Meanwhile, a remoulded
banking system provides “cheap
basic” services and lends “locally”.2
So finance capital is reigned in, but
continues, albeit in a diminished form.
Essentially the same happens with
industrial capital.
Imagine then that the leader
of the Green Party is called to
Buckingham Palace and is asked
to form a (republican) government.
True, an unlikely scenario - more a
thought experiment. For the sake of
the argument, then, we shall put aside
a joint chiefs of staff mutiny, MI5
black ops, pushback, military threats
and crippling sanctions imposed by
the global hegemon. Hiving off the
UK parts of giant transnationals,
if it were possible, would not only
infuriate AstraZeneca, BP, Fords,
BMW, Tata, Honda and Airbus …
and invite retaliation (even, if only, in
the courts). Such a policy, reversing
the socialisation of labour, must send
overall productivity plummeting.
What will result? Capital flight,
sterling devaluation and steeply
rising costs. Hyperinflation rips.
Unemployment soars. Shortages grip.
People turn to black and grey markets.
Corrupt fortunes are made. Social
tensions reach boiling point. Those
with marketable skills flee abroad.
A Green Party government would
thereby be faced with an unenviable
choice: either screw up rates of
exploitation and administer poverty that or abandon the “fight for equality”.
Unfazed, the Green Party breezily
promises: “everyone” will “live
happier and more secure lives”;
“everyone” will have an income
“above subsistence level”; there will be
“an environment where everyone feels
fulfilled in worthwhile employment”;
and “everyone” will have “access
to healthy, nutritious, locally grown
food”.3 Greenism as manifest selfdeception. Bernie Sanders and
Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez champion a
similar line in the United States.
In practice, the Green Party’s
programme is far more prosaic:
rhetorically urging legislation against
polluting
industries,
promoting
recycling, advocating a universal basic
income, championing wind farms
and solar panels, setting earlier dates
for meeting net zero CO2 emission
targets, etc. Not that talking the talk
and walking the walk are synonymous.
Proved in miniature with neoliberal
Brighton and Hove: “a ‘Green’ council
in name only”.4

Charles Windsor: making the call for a war-footing
Like their (junior governmental)
colleagues in Austria, Belgium,
Sweden, Finland, Ireland and
Luxembourg, the underwhelming
GPEW leadership of Carla Denyer,
Adrian Ramsay, Amelia Womack,
Caroline Lucas and Jenny Jones
are realos, not fundies. They want
to be a “serious electoral force”.5
Here “serious” should be understood
not merely as increasing votes,
councillors, mayors and MPs. It
means being politically acceptable,
like Patrick Harvie and Lorna Slater in
Scotland … and, therefore, if given the
chance, responsibly administering, not
fighting, capitalism. Their role model
is Germany’s Joschka Fischer. From
being a leading member of the ultraleft Putzgruppe in the early 1970s,
he soon ‘matured’. Fischer went on
to serve as foreign minister and vicechancellor in Gerhard Schröder’s
1998-2005
red-green
coalition.
Inevitably, he backed the Bundeswehr
joining Nato’s Balkans intervention in
1999 and Afghanistan in 2001.
In that same realo spirit, the republic,
Nato withdrawal and a popular militia
already gather dust - a passing childish
phase. Put crudely, GPEW leaders are
buyable. Open to the same institutional
corruption that routinely sees firebreathing politicians turned into pliant
servants of capital (barely remarked
upon by the mainstream media). Note:
the Green Party-backed Republic in
Parliament Campaign is now officially
“closed”.6
To ensure that there remains not
a shadow of doubt, Caroline Lucas,
GPEW’s sole MP, vigorously defends
the “very clear” International Holocaust
Remembrance Association’s so-called
‘working definition’ of anti-Semitism.7
Very clear code for restricting free
speech, witch-hunting anti-Zionists
and siding not only with the Israeli
colonial-settler project, but the USdominated world order. She has never
been much of a fire-breather, but Lucas
is all too willing to be a pliant servant.

2003.8 Radicalism has certainly been
blunted by the self-interested need
to cultivate and maintain links with
the political, business and cultural
establishment.
Because Greenpeace relies on
direct action, advertising and media
publicity, it is run on a ‘command and
obey’ basis. Greenpeace has numerous
offices, its own ships, a helicopter
and employs well over 2,000 people.
Annual income amounts to some £300
million globally. Jobs as glamorous
professional activists are much
sought after. Scientists are employed
too. Executives vie for dominance.
Meanwhile, full membership is
strictly limited and most local groups
concentrate
on
money-raising.
Chugging, on a wage of about £10£11 an hour, has been turned into a
successful business model.9
Interestingly, the first major action
of Extinction Rebellion, on October
17 2018, was to occupy the London
HQ of Greenpeace. Suffice to say
its ‘beyond politics’ slogan explains
both its current strength, but also its
probable ultimate demise. Either way,
it requires a separate article (which we
shall do).
FoE (in England, Wales and
Northern Ireland) is somewhat different
from Greenpeace organisationally.
For example, while its (interim) joint
CEOs, Miriam Turner and Hugh
Knowles, are on a £80-90,000 salary
and preside over some 170 staff, they
encourage local campaigning and
initiative. However, finance not only
comes from membership subscriptions.
When it comes to elitist organisations,
such as Greenpeace and FoE, capitalist
philanthropists - eg, Richard Branson,
Bill Gates and Michael Bloomberg
- provide considerable sums and
arguably set (or at least limit) the
agenda. Inevitably then, capitalism is
taken as a given - albeit, once again in
the imagination, downsized and made
eco-friendly.

Let us now look at the elitist pressure
groups: Greenpeace and Friends of
the Earth are typical. For the price of
an annual subscription their many tens
of thousands of almost entirely passive
members get a vicarious thrill from
media-friendly campaigns and stunts.
Yet, despite the image of
being fearless eco-warriors, such
organisations are in fact top-heavy with
managers, accountants, lawyers, press
officers and fundraisers. “Interminable
meetings, not action, are the order of
most days,” writes Charles Secrett,
FoE executive director between 1993-

Almost by definition the same goes
for Zac Goldsmith (Baron Goldsmith
of Richmond Park, the environment
minister) and Ryan Shorthouse’s
“liberal Conservative” Bright Blue
outfit.10
Tory greenism is, of course, nothing
new. In October 1988 Margaret
Thatcher made her famous ‘green’
conference speech: “No generation has
a freehold on this earth. All we have
is a life tenancy - with full repairing
lease.”11 The Countryside Alliance
also comes to mind. Claiming over
100,000 members, the ermine-led
campaign aims to protect and promote

Elites

Right

the interests of rural Britain: farming,
fishing, fox hunting … and making
Brexit work.
Indeed, ever since industrial
capitalism rose to dominance there
has been a strand of Tory thought
which has sought to defend so-called
traditional ways against the flood tide
of crass commercialism, utilitarian
liberalism and republican democracy.
Eg, Young England during the early
1840s. Born on the playing fields
of Eton, Oxford and Cambridge,
it loosely grouped together a blueblooded membership - George
Smythe, Lord John Manners, Henry
Hope, Alexander Baillie-Cochrane,
but most notably, its figurehead and
leader, Benjamin Disraeli (who was no
aristocrat, nor did he attend Eton).12
To gain a wider audience these
gentlemen feigned indifference to
their own specific class interests.
Nostalgically they advocated a rural
idyll of snug hamlets, independent
artisans, upstanding yeomen farmers,
benevolent Christian alms-giving and
absolute monarchy. Everyone has their
place and everyone knows their place:
“The rich man in his castle, the poor
man at his gate”.
Dreamy poems and didactic novels
lauding a mainly fabricated past
went hand in hand with eviscerating
attacks on rapacious industrialists who
heartlessly exploited their workers,
rode roughshod over family values
and inadvertently fuelled the danger
of revolution. Not that Young England
had the least interest in nor wish for
democracy. But they wanted to rouse
the masses; that way they sought to
restore the power of landed wealth
and put an end to the “madness” of
Chartism (Thomas Carlyle).13
Charles Windsor very much stands
in this Young England tradition. In the
name of “generations yet unborn”, he
told world leaders gathered at Cop26
that we “have to put ourselves on what
might be called a war footing” - the
first time this writer has heard such
language from a member of the ruling
class, decorative or otherwise. But
the “vast military-style campaign” his
royal greenness envisages is designed
to engage with the “global private
sector”, not subordinate it to state
power (so no climate socialism).14
The most comprehensive statement
of eco-royalism can be found in HRH’s
co-authored book, Harmony (2010).
The future king begins by boldly
declaring: “This is a call to revolution.”
Against what? Well, nothing less
than “the current orthodoxy and
conventional way of thinking, much
of it stemming from the 1960s, but
with its origins going back over 200
years.”15 A barely concealed call for
the counterrevolutionary restoration of
feudalism.
Belief that western civilisation took
a wrong turn with the Enlightenment
is common coin amongst conservative
traditionalists. Take Roger Scruton
(1944-2020). He invented the term
oikophobia - oiko being Greek for
home - to damn those who repudiate
tradition and country. He singled
out, in particular, Howard Zinn and
Noam Chomsky for opprobrium.
Scruton urged “environmentalists and
conservatives” to make “common
cause” around “territory”, in particular
its “strongest political expression”, the
“nation-state”.16
There is Edward Goldsmith
(1928-2009), uncle of Zac, too. He
argued for cutting the population
by 50%, repatriating immigrants …
and establishing a green social order
based on the patriarchal family, smallscale communities and something
resembling the Indian caste system.17
On that programmatic basis, Michael

Benfield, Freda Sanders, Tony
Whittaker and Lesley Whittaker
founded the People party. Edward
(Teddy) Goldsmith stood for them
in the 1974 general election (and
lost badly). In 1975 the People Party
became the Ecology Party and 10
years later in another name change the
Green Party (UK).18

Pro-capitalism

There are pale greens who
unapologetically promote monopoly
capitalism. A small clique, but
well connected and therefore
disproportionately
influential.
Jonathon Porritt’s Capitalism: as if the
world matters (2005) serves as a kind of
manifesto. He has been rewarded with
all manner of posts, honorariums and
prestigious invites. Charles Windsor is
a friend and confidant. Porritt rejects
capitalism, not “per se” - well, of
course not - but in terms of this or that
“particular model”. Unsurprisingly,
he concludes that sustainability is
fully compatible with a revised,
retuned, recalibrated capitalism. If
that is not possible, or so he claims,
then one would be morally obliged to
“devote one’s political activities” to
the “overthrow of capitalism”.19 Well,
capitalism still has not been revised,
retuned or recalibrated, and yet we still
await the clarion call for overthrow
from ‘comrade’ Porritt.
Needless to say, ecological
responsibility
cannot
replace
accumulation as the mainspring of
capital’s laws of motion. To claim
otherwise is to desert objective reality
... true, for a well-rewarded capitalist
reality. In 1996, following the line of
least resistance, Porritt and Sara Parkin
founded the Forum for the Future.
After a simmering civil war they
both resigned from the Green Party’s
executive just a few weeks prior to its
annual conference. Presumably, they
expected humiliating defeat.
Forum for the Future is a wellheeled charity - 66 staff members and
an annual income of £5.2 million. It
courts big business and its cheque
books. No one-way street. Forum for
the Future magnanimously bestows
green credentials on transnational
corporations and translates sustainable
development into the language of
share price, cash flow, cost-cutting,
efficiency and profit. Its 50-plus
corporate sponsors and partners have,
we are reassuringly told, a “proven
commitment” to the environment.20
Only the naive will be surprised to
learn that listed amongst the virtuous
are: American Express, the British
Aerosols Association, Land Rover
Jaguar, Tata, Nestle, Sky, M&S and
Aviva.21
Obviously being green is
considered good public relations and
therefore good business. Saving on
inputs such as energy and other raw
materials can certainly be presented in
a way that enhances green credentials;
motivated not by the intrinsic capitalist
drive to minimise costs and maximise
profits - rather a benevolent concern
for the environment.
Eco-taxes and subsidies, emissions
trading and carbon capture and
storage all chime with manufactured
public opinion. However, these
green capitalist panaceas legitimise
pollution, favour the most powerful
concentrations of capital, threaten
to pass on additional costs to the
consumer or simply lead to offloading
dirty industries onto the likes of China,
India, Vietnam, Philippines, etc. Guilt
can be exported.

Critiques

Prostituted apologetics of the type
coming from the Forum for the
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Future notwithstanding, there are
those greens who offer forthright
critiques of monopoly capitalism.
Overconsumption, insatiable greed
and the wanton misuse of nature are
all subjected to withering criticism and
on occasion profound analysis. Many
radical green thinkers proudly cite
Gerald Winstanley, William Morris
and Peter Kropotkin as their fiery
inspiration. Others prefer the milder
flavours of St Francis of Assisi, Leo
Tolstoy and Mahatma Gandhi.
Obviously, green anti-capitalism
too comes in many strands. Before
examining the deep greens, let us
discuss Ernst Schumacher, George
Monbiot and Murray Bookchin.
Between the three of them they
cover the spectrum of green thought
that stretches from eco-theology by
way of eco-Proudhonism to ecolibertarianism. Besides a burning
desire for change, what joins them
together is the big idea that ‘small is
beautiful’.
The future must be non-capitalist,
but also decentralised, self-reliant and
non-hierarchical. However, the social
agent capable of bringing about such an
outcome remains totally unconvincing
in each account. For Schumacher it
is enlightened aid workers and third
world bureaucrats. Monbiot talks of
collective action by “poor countries”,
while Bookchin looks to “libertarian
municipalism”. All shrink back from
the necessary task of organising the
working class into a revolutionary
party.
Ernst
Schumacher
(191177)
considered
unrestrained
industrialisation to be the cause of
“unlimited sorrows”, especially in the
former colonial countries. Schumacher
advocated ‘appropriate technology’
and rejected the ‘bigger is better’
ethos characteristic of the 1950s-60s
long boom. He located this ethos not
in capital’s spontaneous tendency
to monopoly or/and the organised
concentration of capital overseen by
the social democratic state: rather in
six leading ideas inherited from the
19th century.
That is Darwinism and “natural
selection”; the “idea of competition”
and “the survival of the fittest”;
Marx’s observation that all “higher
manifestations” of human life religion, philosophy, art, etc - are
nothing but “necessary supplements
of the material life process”; the
“Freudian interpretation which reduces
human life to “the dark stirrings of the
human subconscious”; relativism and
“denying all absolutes”; positivism
and the claim that “no knowledge is
valid unless it is based on generally
observable facts” and therefore denies
the possibility of objective knowledge
of purpose and meaning.22 These
ideas, which “claimed to do away with
metaphysics”, were in fact, intoned
Schumacher, “bad metaphysics and
bad ethics”.23
Joining natural selection and
historical
materialism
together
with positivism and scientism is
not as absurd as might first appear.
Ideologically the post-World War II
period was under the tyrannical sway of
productionism - social democracy and
mainstream liberalism on the one side,
the official ‘Marxism’ of the Stalinites
on the other. Though manifestly failing
to locate the real causes, Schumacher
exposed the negative ecological
results of both capitalist and Stalinite
economic growth. As an alternative
he opted for what he called ‘Buddhist
economics’ (though he himself
converted to Catholicism). His model
was post-independence Burma!
A regular columnist in The
Guardian, George Monbiot has written
a string of excellent books: Amazon
watershed, Heat, Captive state,
Feral, etc. His case for a “democratic
revolution” - fully elaborated in The
age of consent (2003) - skilfully
dissects the “global dictatorship of
vested interests”. Clearly a welcome

revolt against capitalism, but just as
clearly a reinvention of pre-Marxist
utopian socialism.
Once a confirmed localist, he
now espouses globalism - at least
in terms of strategy. His democratic
revolution begins at the global level.
Anarchism and green capitalism are
rightly rejected. But Monbiot suffers
from what can only be described as
a Pavlovian aversion, when it comes
to Karl Marx. To use a phrase, he
sees red. The merest mention of
Marxism sends his brain into a spin.
Monbiot ridiculously blames Marx
for Stalin’s gulags, Maoism and Pol
Pot. Bureaucratic socialism is put
down to the Communist manifesto. His
“pathological” Stowe public school
education clearly conditioned him all
too well.
Monbiot has gone to the trouble
of drawing up a detailed blueprint
for tomorrow’s world. There will be
a 600-seat global parliament - one
MP for every 10 million electors.
Parliamentary voting will be weighed
according to a sliding democratic
scale - once again courtesy of our
clever friend. However, the authority
of this august body would be purely
moral. National states would continue
to exist. It is just that they would now
be under pressure to do the right thing.
The world ‘government’ would have
no law courts, no army. Nonetheless,
a ‘fair trade’ organisation ensures that
transnationals retract their exploitative
claws and respond to popular
environmental concerns and worries.
How such a ‘one person, one vote’
global institution is supposed to arise,
while national states and US, EU, UK,
Japanese and Chinese transnationals
still constitute the dominant economic
power, is lightly skated over. But
does anyone really expect the US
administration to facilitate its citizenry
voting in Monbiot’s elections? Would
Washington shoulder the considerable
costs involved? And what of ‘rogue
states’ such as Iran, Syria, North Korea
and Afghanistan? Though Monbiot
gives a passing nod in the direction of
existing campaigning organisations,
his elaborate schema is built on nothing
more substantial that the clouds of
fantasy.
Murray
Bookchin
(19212006) offers a slightly less utopian
perspective. Describing himself as
a libertarian communist - a former
‘official communist’ and then
Trotskyite - he took theory seriously.
His considerable body of work contains
many worthwhile criticisms of the
domination and hierarchy involved
in class society. This has produced
humanity’s imbalance with nature. He
has no time for pro-capitalist greenism,
overpopulation panics or primitivist
technophobia - all have inherently
reactionary implications. A complete
social revolution is needed.
Bookchin’s
unwillingness
to
embrace the means - the mass
revolutionary party - is perfectly
understandable, especially given
the US radical milieu he inhabited.
The countless, tiny, self-isolating,
often unhinged sects, which still
buzz around, grandly claiming to be
the party, pathetically reproduce the
structures and much of the attending
egotism of capitalism itself. Central
committees behave as boards of
directors, the rank and file are treated
as mere speaking tools. Then there are
the proprietorial general secretaries.
Fleeing from this madness,
Bookchin found refuge in the idea of
little communes, municipalities which
consist, to begin with, of putative
hardcore cadre. Somehow these bacilli
survive within the decaying body of
capitalist society and steadily grow into
organs of dual power. Momentarily
suspending our disbelief at the chances
of this happening, we are still left with
a fundamental problem.
If for some reason these extended
households managed to avoid
succumbing to state repression, to

the pressures and lures of everyday
capitalist society, then, no matter how
powerful they became, they would
still come to grief on the shallow
reefs of localism. By their very nature
they would generate sectional, not
universal, interests and, therefore,
quickly fall into bickering rivalry. The
fate of trade unions as trade unions,
coops as coops and soviets as soviets.
Without the coordination, discipline
and theory provided by the highest
form of working class organisation,
sectionalism is bound to take hold.

Deep greens

As personalities the likes of
Schumacher, Monbiot and Bookchin
are clearly motivated by a heartfelt
desire to improve the lot of the world’s
population. That cannot be so readily
said of deep greens. Yes, they despise
car culture, pollution, monocrop
agriculture, the whole cult of economic
growth. However, for them, the
adverse effects this has on humanity
is secondary. Nature comes first. We
have many responsibilities to nature,
but few definite claims on it.
Arne Naess (1912-2009), the
Norwegian
mountaineer
and
sage, began laying the theoretical
foundations as far back as the early
1950s - at least to the degree that deep
greenism can be considered a theory.
He attacked the short-termism, the
irrationality of neo-classical economics
and sought to displace anthropocentric
modes of thinking with what he and
his followers call “biocentrism or
ecocentrism”.24
Anthropocentrism - which I take
as meaning that humans alone have
intrinsic value - dates back, he argues,
to the Neolithic (counter)revolution,
around 10,000 years ago. The adoption
of anthropocentric modes of thought is
collectively remembered in the story
of Yehovah’s expulsion of Adam and
Eve from the Garden of Eden and
other such myths.
The long and the short of it is that,
once human beings stopped venerating
nature and started to treat it as a thing
to be subdued, an object fit only for
exploitation, then they fell from grace
and condemned themselves to the
endless drudgery of labour. Civilisation
thereby becomes a terrible mistake, a
dangerous detour. Suffice to say, deep
greenism lacks anything resembling an
adequate account of history.
Deep greenism amounts to a
retrogressive plea for humanity to
adapt to nature, to give up on all hope
of progressive social change and return
to a lost innocence of childhood. But
no adult can perform such a feat. Nor
can the human species. The door to
the past is permanently closed. It is
impossible to sustain a 7.9 billion
global population with Palaeolithic
hunter-gathering. The only door open
to us is the future.
According to Naess, there is no
moral hierarchy of life. He rejected all
paradigms whereby species are ranked
according to whether they have a soul
or possess consciousness. Naess says:
“... the right of all forms [of life] to
live is a universal right which cannot
be quantified. No single species of
living being has more of this particular
right to live and unfold than any other
species.”25
This is not the self-destroying
ordinance it might first appear to
be. Despite the insistence on nonhierarchy, elementary biological
necessities have to be recognised.
“Except to satisfy vital human needs”,
there is no sanction to kill. But there
is a “vital human need” for food that
must be constantly satisfied. People
have to consume fellow life forms
… and thankfully they can do so
with the sanction of the deep greens.
In point of fact, there is a deep green
macho minority, which actually revels
in hunting, shooting and fishing as a
means of rediscovering their human
essence (nature being red in tooth and
claw).

In that naturalistic spirit, we find
green thinkers such as (Saint) James
Lovelock - he of the Gaia hypothesis
- scornfully dismissing the pain and
suffering of his fellow human beings:
Our humanist solicitude towards
the poor living in the impoverished
suburbs of the big cities of the third
world, and our almost obscene
obsession with death, suffering
and pain - as if these were harmful
in themselves - all these thoughts
deflect our attention from the
problem of our harsh and excessive
domination of the natural world.
Poverty and suffering are not sent;
they are the consequence of what
we do. Pain and death are natural,
we could not survive for long
without them.26
Those species which pose a threat to
Gaia’s self-regulation - ie, we humans are likely, he says, to face extinction, as
the planet moves to find a new stable
state: ie, the climate tips from one
qualitative state to another. The Earth
strikes back.
A line of thought which has led some
deep greens to view the HIV/Aids
virus either neutrally or as a welcome
response to the human cancer.27
Celebrating authenticity, fragility
and destiny, these ecobrutalists decry
anti-Aids drugs and the entire health
infrastructure. Nature knows best. Via
polio, influenza, Aids, Sars, Ebola,
Covid-19, etc, humanity is culled.
When that task is finally completed, it
is deep green survivalists who inherit
the planet.
Such viewpoints more than smack
of anthropomorphism. Nature is given
human attributes. Hence we find the
American naturalist, Aldo Leopold,
telling us to “think like a mountain”
and Christopher Stone asking, “do
trees have rights”? A rhetorical
question. Forests, mountains, rivers
and lakes should be given the same
legal status as corporations, he
suggests.28 The absurd notion is that
this would stop exploitation. History,
to put it mildly, fails to support such
a contention. Capital treats what is
bought and sold, what is property,
in a purely instrumental (slave-like)
fashion. Necessarily that entails
mistreatment as a means to an end.
Labour is exploited. So too is nature.
Biocentrism, to state an obvious
truth, is a human-created ideology. If
it means recognising that humans are
part of nature - the uniquely conscious
part - that human society should
cease fetishistically worshipping
production as its one and only real
god, that we should start looking
after nature by reordering ourselves,
then no worthwhile communist
would disagree. On the other hand,
if biocentrism means placing the
interests of humanity against those
of nature, diminishing humanity and
depicting it as a cancer, then we must
strenuously disagree.
Deep
greenism
comes
‘unencumbered’ by a fully debated and
democratically agreed programme.
It is a loose conglomeration and
ideologically very pick and mix.
Consequently deep greens are more
than prone to both navel-gazing
individualism and falling under
the spell of the latest social mediagenerated mass hysteria. Exponents
frequently hold completely juxtaposed
viewpoints and easily lurch from
elation to despair and back again.
Ecofeminist deep greens blame
“capitalist patriarchy” and male values
for the degradation of the environment.29
Women are considered innately
attuned to nature. Menstruation and
motherhood separate them from men
and go towards what is essentially a
form of biological determinism. Not a
few have taken to witchcraft.
One celebrated exponent of deepgreen irrationalism is the physicist,
Fritjof Capra, founding director
of the Center for Ecoliteracy in

Berkeley, California. According to
his official website, he “frequently
gives management seminars for top
executives”.30 After touring Germany
in the early 1980s, Capra co-authored
Green politics (1984) with ecofeminist
Charlene Spretnak. In The Tao of
physics (1975) and later books, such as
The web of life (1996) and The hidden
connections (2002), he details why he
believes physics and metaphysics are
both inexorably leading to the same
stunning conclusion: “there are hidden
connections between everything”.31
As is standard deep green fare, Capra
dismisses as outdated the mechanical
‘Cartesian-Newtonian paradigm’ in justification he cites 20th century
developments in sub-atomic physics
and systems theory. Instead, he calls
for a delving back to the truths that can
be discovered in the ancient eastern
outlook - ie, Hinduism, Buddhism and
Taoism - which maintain a mystical
holism. Of course, the truths Capra
finds in these religions/philosophies
are a primitive, one-sided form of
dialectics, developed by members
of the pre-capitalist ruling classes specifically those intellectuals who
possessed the abundant leisure time
needed to contemplate and debate.
However, their dialectics were
quietist, a means of interpreting,
not radically engaging with the
world. That precisely was the great
advance brought about by the MarxEngels team. Marxism continues,
but transcends, philosophy. Marxism
is quintessentially about practice:
investigation is for the purposes
of overthrowing all existing social
conditions and, through that,
establishing a genuinely human
relationship with nature l
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It will not fall from the sky

Donald Parkinson of the Marxist Unity Slate looks at the 2021 convention of the Democratic Socialists of
America and maps out a path beyond the current strategic impasse

W

ithin the modern left,
conventions - or to use
the more classical term,
congresses - tend to be places
where organisations consolidate
and confirm their internal political
processes, rather than where real
political development occurs. Of
course, some debate takes place
and this does have an impact on the
decisions made, but the pre-existing
balance of forces and political trends
tends to be decisive.
This is especially true of the 2021
Democratic Socialists of America
convention, held in August via a
mixture of Zoom video conferencing
and Airtable voting forms. There
was very little debate, with typically
three comrades speaking for and
against each resolution. Most of the
actual deliberation occurred online
beforehand in the backroom channels
of the various caucuses, with the
convention simply formalising
decisions already made.
If conventions are expressions of
the deeper changes taking place in
an organisation, what was expressed
at this convention? To put it simply,
the DSA has taken steps back to the
right after a leftward lurch at the
last two conventions. A climate of
fear and conservatism dominated
this year: fear of the socialist
movement moving independently
and standing on its own legs; and
conservation of the status quo. This
is not to say there were no positive
developments;
some
excellent
organisers were elected to the
national political committee (NPC),
a political platform was adopted
and various structural changes that
will improve the organisation were
passed, while others that would
have organisationally mutilated it
were voted down. But on the key
question of moving towards class
independence, this convention was
a defeat for those of us who hope to
see the DSA becoming a real party of
the working class.
The 2019 convention had been
defined by the theme of centralisation
vs decentralisation. Factions like
Build and Libertarian Socialist
Caucus emphasised local chapters
placing authority and funds in their
own hands, often with a view of the
national organisation as inherently
compromised by reformism to the
point where it would be better to
make it utterly powerless. On the
other side was Bread and Roses
- ‘centralisers’ who wanted to
orient the DSA behind a strategy
of “class-struggle elections” and a
“rank and file strategy” in labour.
This centralising vs decentralising
dichotomy is a simplification, but it
captures the overall dynamic at play
and, in the end, the centralisers won
out.
The 2021 convention could
be defined firstly by a dichotomy
of
liquidationism
vs
class
independence. On this front, the
DSA took a step back to where it
was in 2017. Despite voting to ratify
a political platform that in many
ways was quite revolutionary, the
organisation ensured that it would do
as little as possible to actually pursue
any practical measures to allow it to
independently project these politics
on a nationwide scale. To those on the
far left, like the Trotskyist publication
Left Voice, the convention justified
publishing a sneering ‘told you
so’1 and asserting that the confused
relation to the Democrats and lack of
class independence is inevitable due

Rely on action, not miracles
to the organisational genealogy of
the DSA itself.
Secondly, there was the issue of
internationalism. Shortly before the
convention, a DSA liaison meeting
with Venezuelan president Nicholas
Maduro occurred. Before the trip
the DSA international committee
proposed a resolution to form
connections with the Latin American
left, which was taken to mean more
such trips. The result was a proxy
battle between a faction emphasising
support
for
anti-imperialist
governments and another taking a
‘third campist’ approach that viewed
alliances with parties in government
as a betrayal of solidarity. These
debates have continued long after
the convention, now centring around
the Chinese government and what
DSA’s orientation towards it should
be. With the move away from
Mark Harrington-style politics,
the organisation will have to find a
serious vision of internationalism to
replace the bankrupt one of the past.
My own group, the Marxist Unity
Slate2 (which is currently transitioning
towards a proper caucus formation),
had three delegates who were official
members and a decent number of
delegates who sympathised with our
positions and resolutions. We did
not expect any real kind of major
victory. We are a small group only at
the beginning of our formation and
saw the convention as a place to test
how much sympathy existed for our
position.
Our attempt to get an amendment
to the platform that called for
a more explicit break with the
liberal constitutional order and its
replacement with a democratic
republic of the working class including the dissolution of the
US military in favour of a popular
army - narrowly failed to receive
enough signatures to make it to
the convention floor. Only one of
our policy proposals was debated
- an amendment aiming to move
the DSA closer to the principles
of programmatic unity by making
acceptance of the platform the basis
of membership. Sadly, the proposal
did not pass, but received sizable
minority support (approximately
35%).
The greatest disappointment of
the convention was not the failure,
as expected, of my own group
to have the proposal it authored
taken up. Rather it was the fact that
resolutions which were to the right

of ours, while nonetheless pushing
for a more aggressive attitude
against the Democratic Party, were
also voted down. While the DSA is
still contested territory and worth
engaging with, the majority of its
members are seemingly comfortable
with the way things are going and
reject any kind of change in political
strategy to build an independent
electoral apparatus that is actually
accountable to the politics of the
DSA. The message was more of the
same: rejecting any bold political
vision that would challenge the
status quo of the US political system.

Political limbo

The best example of this rejection
was the debate over a resolution,
‘Towards a mass party in the United
States’, which, as it stood, was the
typical boilerplate about the need to
contest elections on the Democratic
ballot line and make electoral politics
the priority of the organisation. The
summarised argument can best be
stated as follows: the United States
has an electoral system that does
not allow for traditional parties,
but is instead based on “coalitions
of national, state, and local party
committees, affiliated organisations,
donors, lawyers, consultants, and
other operatives”.
This is a questionable statement.
While
the
Democrats
and
Republicans are clearly not mass,
membership-based parties, they
are best described as cartel parties,
more in line with the parties of 17th
century Britain than the 19th century
mass parties. The Democratic Party is
still a traditional party of some kind,
where the top is able to discipline the
organisation to fall in line with the
class fractions that it represents. It is
not an empty vessel that we can use
at will without consequences.
The resolution combines this
analysis of political parties with
the observation that the Republican
Party represents the most reactionary
wing of capital, while the Democrats
have “the historical support of a
multiracial working class base”. The
conclusion, then, is that our unique
electoral system obligates us to run
as Democrats, while also building
our own party, with no real strategy
of how to actually transition to
walking on our own feet. Instead,
the proposal merely states that
we must oppose “the dominant
corporate and neoliberal Democratic
establishment”. As it stood, the

resolution was a feckless restatement
of the failed status quo strategy in the
DSA, with no indication of actual
antagonism against the Democrats.
Two amendments aimed to solve
this problem: one from members of
Bread and Roses, and the other from
the ex-Socialist Alternative caucus,
Reform and Revolution. The situation
with Bread and Roses requires some
explanation, as there was an internal
divide over their amendment. The
caucus’s own membership voted on
whether to endorse it, with a split
of 55% for and 45% against. When
prominent leaders decided to pack
their bags and leave the caucus or
its leadership in response, it was
decided to withhold endorsement of
the amendment, which called for the
DSA to urge its candidates to “reject
a strategy of capturing the capitalistcontrolled Democratic Party” and to
build Democratic Socialist caucuses
in legislative bodies. It aimed to
give some teeth to the ‘dirty break’
strategy - not nearly sufficient, but
at least a step above the existing
resolution.
The Reform and Revolution
amendment called for candidates
to be urged to uphold a socialist
message about the Democratic Party
(in other words opposition to it) - a
bare minimum, but still more of a
litmus test for endorsement than
what was present in the original
resolution.
Both amendments were voted
down, with Eric Blanc from Bread
and Roses releasing an article shortly
before it was voted on, urging DSA
members to “Focus on scaling up
working class power, not debating
the dirty break”.3 Blanc argued
that focusing on the dangers of
cooptation by the Democratic Party
overestimates the danger at hand and
underestimates the gains we have
won and can win. Blanc even goes
as far as to say that “the vanguard of
the working class, including its most
militant unions, consistently support
Democrats”. As a consequence,
“dirty-break propagandism” will
only serve to alienate this vanguard
and hurt our ability to win electoral
campaigns. It is hard to imagine
what kind of working class vanguard
Blanc has in mind that is so loyal to
the Democratic Party that it would
refuse to vote for a candidate who
talks about the need to break from
that party and is fully loyal to a
socialist organisation.
Blanc’s arguments here are not
those of the entirety of Bread and
Roses, but they do show the danger
of the caucus’s proposed ‘dirty
break’ strategy: the break is forever
banished to the distant future.
According to a comrade of mine,
Blanc has said that the break will
have to happen when a constitutional
crisis happens - a ‘do nothing’
approach that conforms to the false
stereotypes of Second International
Marxism as passively waiting for
revolution to occur. Rather than
putting our own political agency at
the centre, the party we need will fall
from the sky when factors completely
outside our control align. Until then
we can only wait in a political limbo
and build a ‘progressive wing’ of the
Democratic Party.
What would actually moving
towards a break look like? Simply
making minority proclamations
about breaking from the Democrats
will not do the job. The least we
can do is to actually pass policies
at all levels of the DSA (and

successfully implement them) that
will hold candidates accountable to
the platform and the organisation’s
elected leadership. This was the aim
of the Marxist Unity Slate’s own
‘Tribunes of the people’ resolution.
We should, of course, go further. As
Ben G has eloquently argued,4 we do
need to actually run as independents,
and this should be pushed for
whenever possible.
It is true there are genuine
institutional barriers and that in some
states the only possible way to get
on a ballot as a viable candidate is
to run as a Democrat. If campaigns
find themselves in this situation,
they must not run as ‘entryists’ in
the Democratic Party, but ‘antientryists’, as Rosa Janis argued in
an early Cosmonaut article.5 They
would openly state that the only way
they could get on the ballot was to
run as a Democrat and that a new
party is needed; they would fight to
pass legislation that would weaken
the two-party system and caucus
with other socialists rather than other
Democrats.
Until the next convention, there is
little we can do to improve the DSA’s
endorsement policy at the national
level. What we can do, however,
is begin fighting at a local level to
implement similar policies. Boston
DSA is already leading the way by
adopting a resolution similar to the
‘Tribunes of the people’ proposal.
By showing that these policies are
viable and capable of being put
into practice, we can challenge
conservative assumptions about
what is electorally possible, directly
showing what an actual socialist
electoral strategy would look like in
practice.
Through such initiatives, an actual
bloc that can fight for real changes
at the national level can emerge,
having built local institutions that
give legitimacy to the claim that our
ideas are possible. While the DSA at
the national level may not want to act
like a party, we can at least fight for it
to do so at the local (as well as state)
level and convince our organisation
through force of example.

Programmatic

My own group’s attempt to make
the DSA act a bit more like a proper
party was also voted down by 340
to 640 votes. By making acceptance
of the platform the condition of
membership, rather than the vague
“acceptance of the principles
of democratic socialism”, our
amendment was an attempt to make
the DSA organise itself around the
principle of programmatic unity.
We aimed to make membership
hinge on the acceptance of a series
of overall goals for the movement
- some long-term, such as the
establishment of a socialist society,
and others more short-term. While
the content of the platform itself is
not an ideal minimum-maximum
programme, it does contain much
to admire. The most rightwing
factions claimed the platform was
“class reductionist”, but it was not
simply these who voted against it.
Some saw in it a plot to purge those
who disagreed with the party line.
Others thought there was not enough
discussion of the platform and that
it was simply too soon to make it
binding in any way - perhaps in a few
years this would change.
An example of the typical
opposition to this amendment was
articulated by David Duhalde, who
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claimed that, “despite good-faith
arguments to the contrary”, there were
concerns that “platform items would
be unfairly weaponised against DSA
members and elected officials”.6
In an organisation that embraces
an ‘anything goes’ approach to left
politics and supports the progressivetalking Democrats in any election,
this kind of response is predictable.
But it is ultimately self-defeating. It
leaves the platform utterly toothless,
making it a document that is simply
ratified and then forgotten.
With the defeat of Bernie Sanders,
the DSA is now without direction,
because it made no real contingency
plan for his likely defeat. Ratifying
a platform at the convention could
have been a meaningful step for the
organisation post-Bernie, giving it a
new sense of direction and purpose
beyond day-to-day activism. It would
have given members something to
point recruits towards, when they ask
what our organisation stands for. Yet,
as of now, it is simply a document
without a clear purpose.
It is perhaps true that, if the DSA
platform was given teeth, it would be
“weaponised against DSA members
and elected officials”, as Duhalde
suggests.
Imagine
Alexandria
Ocasio-Cortez being grilled by the
press about why her organisation
wants to exit Nato or establish social
ownership of all major industries would she stand by the DSA or throw
us under the bus? Given that her
membership would be contingent on
acceptance of the platform, a situation
like this would force a serious
discussion about electoral discipline:
what it means for candidates to be
a part of our movement, and what
it actually means to be a socialist
in this country. The DSA right is
terrified of this, because it would
force the organisation to reckon with
its contradictions.
Since no amendments were made
that would give the platform any
real meaning, it is up to members to
do this through their own activities.
DSA chapters should hold meetings
to discuss the platform, both its
positives and negatives, as well as
to find ways to connect the work
of their chapters to it. DSA elected
representatives should be given the
platform at meetings to strategise
how to relate their work to its
content. When they make public
statements or vote contrary to the
platform, this should be stated, if
only to make clear to the organisation
that its representatives are acting
contrary to its goals, as ratified by
the convention.

International

Another key dividing line was the
issue of internationalism. These
controversies have continued to be
divisive in the months following the
convention, especially around the
correct orientation towards China.
But the central item was an agreed
pledge to apply to join the Foro de
São Paulo (FSP) - a conference of
different left parties from many
nations in Latin America. Prominent
member-parties include the Cuban
Communist Party, Venezuela’s
PSUV and Brazil’s Workers Party.
Based on the discourse at the
convention, you would think it was
a Comintern-type body that required
one to monolithically agree with all
the affiliated parties.
This is not the case at all. For
example, the Venezuelan Communist
Party, currently in opposition to the
PSUV, is also represented. Clearly,
one can be a member of the FSP and
have disagreements with memberparties. But this did not prevent
a variety of third campists in the
DSA from presenting the issue as
essentially one of whether you were
personally loyal to the government
of Venezuelan president Nicolás
Maduro. This was compounded

by the fact that some of the people
pushing it the hardest had met with
Maduro himself and said positive
things about his government something tantamount to a betrayal
of true socialist internationalism.
Jared Abbot’s article in The Call
made a point of the fact that the FSP
has refused to condemn “the Maduro
government’s abuses of political
and civil rights”.7 He also noted
that certain member-parties have
formed their own alternative to the
FSP, the Grupo de Puebla, without
the likes of Maduro, Nicaragua’s
Daniel Ortega and Cuban president
Miguel Díaz-Canel. Yet the most
prominent political leaders involved
in this effort are hardly politically
perfect either; one example is former
Brazilian president Dilma Rousseff,
who oversaw austerity measures
while in office.
Beyond membership in the FSP,
the main aspect of the resolution that
the third-campists took issue with
was the language of “mass parties”
in sentences like “International
committee will also continue
efforts to establish relationships
with mass parties of the Latin
American left”. This talk of “mass
parties”, in conjunction with the
personal politics of those backing the
resolution, as well as the controversy
around the FSP, turned the debate
into a political proxy battle over the
proper approach to internationalism.
The actual strategic issue at stake whether the DSA should apply to
join the FSP and build relationships
with various mass parties in Latin
America - was lost.
My own take on this issue is that
joining the FSP would be a positive
move for the DSA, as our movement is
far less advanced in its organisational
skills and capacity than many of
the member-parties and has much
to learn by forming relationships
with these organisations and even
doing exchange programmes with
them. Various mass parties in Latin
America have much to teach us, even
if their politics are imperfect, and
learning from them does not have to
be a total endorsement of all of their
politics.
The language around “mass
parties” in the resolution is perhaps
its biggest flaw, but it was not enough
to prevent me from supporting it. Its
problem is that it assumes we should
prioritise who we form relationships
with purely based on size, instead
of first investigating the political
situation in various countries
and making decisions based on
that. Many, if not most, countries
represented in the FSP have multiple
parties involved and making
preordained judgments on which
we can learn the most from based
on numbers alone seems mistaken.
On the other hand, the third-campist
faction takes up a moralistic standard
of ‘guilt by association’, where
mere membership in FSP would
mean sharing a platform with
various “authoritarian” parties and
governments, thereby tainting the
DSA.
Recent events have given the
third-campist critics a moment
of validation. In September, the
Hong Kong Confederation of Trade
Unions (HKCTU) disbanded under
pressure from the Beijing-backed
leadership of Hong Kong. The DSA
international committee had an
internal debate over whether to sign a
joint statement condemning the role
of the Chinese government in the
dissolution of the union, and decided
against on a majority vote. One side
argued that this was implicit support
for union-busting, while the other
said that the international committee
has no business commenting on the
affairs of other countries’ labour
disputes! Others correctly pointed
out that the HKCTU has received
funding from the CIA-backed

National Endowment of Democracy
and all nuance was lost in a fraught
online debate, where one was either
an uncritical shill for the Chinese
Communist Party or a dupe for US
imperialism’s efforts of subversion.
Perhaps a compromise could
have been reached, with a
statement clarifying opposition to
US imperialism subverting civil
society in other countries, while
condemning the crackdown on
labour organisations in Hong Kong.
Yet the politics of both vulgar antiimperialism and third campism
make little room for such nuance.
Third campists tend to tail every
semi-popular democracy movement
as a spontaneous outburst of activity
that might just lead to a flowering of
socialism from below, regardless of
their actual politics and leadership.
On the other hand, vulgar antiimperialism is a different type
of tailism, where it is not social
movements, but the governments of
any country that has an antagonistic
relationship to the US that must be
tailed.
Moving forward, a genuinely
communist
approach
to
internationalism must reject both of
these in favour of a genuinely classindependent and revolutionarydefeatist perspective. Such a
perspective would comprehend that
the main enemy is at home, that
our priority is the defeat of our own
country’s imperialist machinations
and that the USA and imperialised
countries like Venezuela are not
equivalent threats to the people of
the world. Yet it would also refuse
to fall into vulgar geopolitics that
makes the class struggle internal to
various countries invisible. This is a
difficult needle to thread, and cannot
be solved with simple slogans and
mechanical schemas. What is needed
is a concrete analysis of any given
situation that looks at the whole
balance of geopolitical and class
forces at play and the application
of Marxist political principles. The
current terrain of the debate makes
such an approach difficult.

Lack of strategy

While debates around electoral
politics and internationalism were
prominent issues, discussion around
labour strategy was in short supply.
This seems like a huge oversight
at the moment of writing, as strike
activity in the United States has
been on the rise. One resolution
was focused on the issue of labour
strategy, but managed to say as little
as possible on the issue.
This question was defined by
a debate at the 2019 convention
between the Collective Power
Network’s ‘organise the unorganised’
strategy and Bread and Roses’
signature ‘rank and file strategy’.
While both resolutions were passed,
leading to a similar kind of noncommitment, there was at least some
serious debate over the issue of
labour strategy. At this convention,
however, the agreed resolution
was seemingly designed to satisfy
everyone as much as possible, while
satisfying no faction fully. Support
for working in existing unions and
reform efforts within them was
affirmed, as was the need to engage
workers outside the existing union
movement.
The only real debate that occurred
over the resolution was related to a
proposed amendment authored by
members of Socialist Alternative
(SAlt). The aim of the amendment
was to add in language that would
increase hostility to the existing
labour bureaucracy, stating:
The main barrier to this is the
majority of the existing labour
leadership, who run their unions
in a top-down fashion with little
involvement of the rank and file,

accept far too many compromises
and concessions, are unwilling
to lead militant struggle, and
give cover and support to the
Democratic establishment. Given
this approach, they will also act as
a major barrier to organising new
unions in previously unorganised
workplaces and industries.
The amendment also mentioned that
reform leaders in unions can act as
a conservative force and ended by
pointing to the need for the union
movement to have independence
from the Democratic Party. While I
am sceptical that the existing labour
bureaucrats are the main barrier to the
rise of the union movement, they are
certainly at the very least an existing
barrier that the socialist movement
must be willing to fight against. It is
also undeniable that the unions need
actual socialist political leadership,
not a patron-client relationship with
the Democratic Party, if they are
going to truly organise the mass
of workers in a struggle against
capitalism. The amendment was,
of course, voted down, with much
talk about the fact it was written by
a Trotskyist organisation, SAlt, as
if this was reason enough to vote
against it.
Most disturbing, however, were
arguments that amounted to defence
of the union bureaucracy - refusing to
see it as a potential enemy that could
damage the socialist movement.
Funnily enough, in my view, SAlt,
despite my massive disagreements
with its politics and methods of
organisation, has been practically
vindicated by its recent work in the
Western Washington Carpenters
strike, where union leaders tried to
close down picketing against the
wishes of rank-and-file members
supported by SAlt members.
If the DSA is going to seriously
build a socialist movement in the
United States, it needs to take the
challenges of the labour bureaucracy
seriously and commit to a strategy
that can give political leadership and
purpose to the labour movement. The
recent strike wave shows workers
clashing with union bureaucrats who
aim to hold their struggles back.
Will socialists be able to step up and
provide an alternative to the current
misleadership? As of now, despite
the encouraging militancy we are
witnessing, the socialist movement
is in no real position to do so. We are
politically confused and dependent
on our enemies - not even aware of
who they are in many cases.

Boldness

So what is the way forward? For
one, despite how frustrating the
DSA’s current political trajectory
may be, it is still the place where
committed Marxists need to
be working. The DSA has its
bureaucratic deformations and
cultural problems, but it is still a
much more democratic organisation
than the sects and many reformist
parties in other countries.
The national political committee
is elected by delegates, who in
turn are directly elected by their
chapters according to proportional
representation. While it is a shame
that measures that would have
further democratised the DSA were
rejected - like holding all elections
by single transferable vote - we can
still openly organise caucuses and
factions, meaning that we can openly
make the case for our minority
positions to the membership at large
and convince a majority. Unless
hysteria about ‘Trot entryists’ takes
over the organisation and there is a
clampdown on anyone suspected of
being such, we have an open forum
for our ideas.
What we need to do, however,
is prove that those ideas work
in practice. Producing articles,

proposals and petitions is important,
but not enough. We have to show in
our chapters’ day-to-day work what
actual Marxist politics looks like
and demonstrate what a principled
electoral strategy can accomplish.
This can mean building the
structures and political cultures that
can hold candidates accountable, as
well as running more militant and
independent agitational campaigns
to test the waters, find areas of
support, and then build on them.
The organisation of tenants and
housing campaigns are other areas
of struggle, strengthening the DSA’s
ties to working class neighbourhoods
and creating the foundations for
district-level organisations.
Labour work must be elevated,
so that we provide more than
passive assistance to existing union
struggles: we must actively fight
for the hegemony of socialism
in the labour movement. The
structure of the DSA provides the
potential for us to put our ideas into
practice at a local level, although
in a very limited way. But it is a
necessary step for convincing our
fellow comrades that our ideas are
feasible on the national level. This
work must, of course, be coupled
with a bold vision for the national
organisation. Marxists arguing for
class independence in the DSA need
to collaborate across caucus lines in
a united front to fight for the kinds
of changes we need.
And the DSA needs more open
discussion on strategy and politics.
One thing that was so frustrating
about the convention was the
incapacity to have real political
debate. Instead, procedural and
personal drama served as proxies. We
can fight against this toxic culture by
setting an example and hosting open
and frank dialogues among different
factions. Through such dialogue,
we can achieve a greater clarity on
real political differences, as well as
the more important commonalities
that are often lost in the heat of
online polemics. After all, we are
all comrades, despite whatever
factional disputes we have with
each other, united by the common
bond of the socialist movement.
The times call for bold
experimentation, not conservative
caution.
Applying
Marxism
creatively in these times will need
a heroic vision of revolution in
the USA and beyond. The DSA is
currently lost - set adrift at sea with
no direction, now that the Sanders
campaign has failed. We need to
rely on ourselves for a vision, and it
is my hope that my comrades from
the Marxist Unity Slate and all of
our supporters can help develop
such a vision.
We cannot cede any ground to
those who say that we must wait
for some far-off day in the future to
begin forming a party. We become a
party by acting like one. It is time
for us to create something bold
and new in US politics instead of
bowing to the status quo under the
Biden presidency and pleading for
minor concessions. Despite our
weaknesses, our organisation has
attracted tens of thousands to join
us in the name of socialism. Now
it is our job to create a movement
worthy of that name l

Notes
1. www.leftvoice.org/the-dsas-2021-

convention-consolidates-its-rightward-turn.
2. www.marxistunity.com.
3. socialistcall.com/2021/08/06/dsa-dirtybreak-electoral-strategy.
4. cosmonautmag.com/2021/05/why-runindependents-a-response-to-collective-powernetwork.
5. cosmonautmag.com/2018/12/buildingthe-mass-party-the-merger-formula-in-theamerican-context.
6. socialistforum.dsausa.org/issues/
summer-2021/reflections-on-the-2021-dsanational-convention.
7. socialistcall.com/2021/08/04/we-need-areal-debate-about-dsas-international-policy.

10

weekly

November 4 2021 1370 worker

PAN-ISLAMISM

Bitter fruit of imperialism

Islamist jihadism is a modern, not an ancient, phenomenon. Yassamine Mather looks at causes, social
roots and terrible consequences

I

n the aftermath of every Islamist
terror attacks in America, Europe
or the UK, such as the stabbing of
Tory MP David Amess, we hear the
‘analysts’ and media pundits come
up with the same nonsense about
Islam and jihad. There is no mention
of imperialism and the ‘Islamic’
dictators it supports, no mention of
the 20-year-long ‘war on terror’ and
its hundreds of thousands of deaths.
In this case the rightwing press
tells us it is the failure of Prevent:
it has ‘become too soft’, it is ‘too
woke’, while the security services
tell us they do not have enough
manpower and other sections of the
media tell us it is all to do with the
attacker having been brainwashed
by videos of a ‘radical’ preacher.
But none of this explains why an
immigrant Somali boy growing up
in Croydon, a pupil who wanted to
study medicine, ended up planning
and carrying through such a horrible
deed.
We are indirectly told that Islam
is to be blamed: indoctrinated young
men and women hate our ‘western’ Taking up arms
way of life and nothing can be
done about it - except, of course, agents had wrongly identified the
continuing with the ‘war on terror’ house as a base for a ‘terrorist’ cell.
started by George Bush and Tony Somehow this did not quite make the
Blair decades ago. You would have news in the same way as the stabbing
thought that by now, following two of a Conservative MP.
major disasters in Afghanistan and
The videos that radicalise young
Iraq, the penny would have dropped: jihadi recruits in London, Paris or
the ‘war on terror’ is in reality the Copenhagen are not about the Quran,
most obvious recruiter of suicide Islam or the prophet Mohammad.
bombers and jihadi fighters.
They show scenes of the humiliation
Anyone with an iota of intelligence suffered by Iraqi prisoners in Abu
can see the reasons why. First and Ghraib prison (tortured by CIA
foremost is the disproportionate agents); they show poor peasants in
number of victims of this war when a family gathering in the Tora Bora
you compare the statistics of those mountains in Afghanistan bombed
who have died in the ‘enemy’ camp by US planes, after US intelligence
(let us just take Afghanistan and mistook the event for a Taleban
Iraq), as opposed to the victims convention.
in the west. The total number of
civilian victims of Islamic terrorism
(including 9/11, etc) is a maximum The
second
misconception
of 8,000 killed. Yet civilian deaths propagated by pundits in the west
in Iraq and Afghanistan, after two is that the jihad is an old Islamic
wars and subsequent civil wars, are tradition, dating back many
estimated at around one million.
centuries and maybe going back
According to Louis Althusser, to Mohammad’s time. However,
culture includes the law, politics, art, anyone who has studied the subject
etc, while ideology includes world in any depth will tell you that the
views, values and beliefs - and today jihadi Islamist movement is a
the mass media play a significant role contemporary phenomenon.
in propagating such ideology. In his
Whatever may be the indirect
opinion the repressive state apparatus or minor influences of past Islamic
functions as a unified entity, unlike movements on it, it is attached by
the liberal state apparatus, which an umbilical cord to the form of
is diverse in nature and can play world capitalism that has developed
many roles. The apparatus of the in the last few decades. This has
state, repressive and ideological, been exasperated by the ravages
is responsible for overseeing the of wars - themselves part of a US
twin functions of violence and ‘scorched earth’ policy in the Middle
ideology. In liberal democracies East. The social roots of the current
the state only makes overt use of movements are, essentially, those
the repression if the position of the who have been uprooted in the third
ruling class or the social order is world, including such immigrants in
threatened, but more subtle forms of Europe - those who, for a variety of
repression are constantly employed. reasons, have been waylaid on the
Denying responsibility for the path of socio-economic development
deaths of hundreds of thousands as and to whom the new structures have
a consequence of the ‘war on terror’ brought nothing but financial ruin or
is high up on this list. However, social humiliation. Despite variations
keeping such statistics out of news in its social fabric in different
headlines does not make them cease circumstances, the pan-Islamist
to exist. On the contrary, they are movement in all the countries of the
used by jihadi groups to prove to periphery (with a few exceptions)
potential recruits that ‘Muslim lives’ and amongst immigrants from those
do not matter to the ‘non-believers’. countries has recruited among four
On October 15 - the very main layers.
day of the attack on Amess - the
First are the urban uprooted
US government agreed to pay and deprived. They belong to
compensation to the family of 10 the ever-growing section of the
civilians, including seven children, population with no stable relation
killed as a result of an ‘intelligence to the expanding peripheralmistake’ - a drone attack on a car capitalist system of production
that destroyed part of their house in and distribution. These apparently
Kabul on the last day of US military ‘cursed’ people have in common a
presence in Afghanistan. US security peasant ancestry, taking ‘refuge’ in

Current movement

the dirt and mud surrounding such
cities as Cairo, Algiers and Tehran.
They are futureless, hopeless,
degraded, and without identity or
rights. In Islamic societies, the urban
destitute form the social layer most
ready to take up the Islamists’ banner.
They make up the main social base
for the jihadi movement and also
generate its explosive power.
Second are the middle layers
belonging to pre-capitalist structures.
Such people have been bankrupted
or marginalised by the spread of
capitalist structures and their fate is
to be forced to struggle harder, only
to sink into greater poverty. They
are important in helping to organise
Islamist movements and in welding
together their socially disparate
supporters.
The third layer comprises sections
of the merchant and industrial
bourgeoisie left outside the circle
of power. They find themselves
in unequal competition with a
bourgeoisie privileged by being
close to (and reliant on) a state,
the rationale of which has been to
orchestrate development from above.
In peripheral societies where the
bourgeois state (rather than being the
product of capitalist development)
imposes the growth of capitalism
from above - and where the relation
between power and capital is turned
upside-down, to the extent that it is
easier to rely on power in order to
make money than on wealth as a
gateway to power - those layers of
the bourgeoisie excluded from power
can count on being permanent losers.
This fate places manufacturers and
merchants in the same camp as the
‘wretched of the earth’. Such people
not only fill the coffers of the Islamist
movement, but can also, for a period,
help to increase the attraction of
pan-Islamism to the justice-seeking
poor by setting up charities, interestfree loan accounts and other such
schemes.
Fourth are immigrants, such as
former students, who see their social
standing continuing to decline. They
have lost out during the formation of
new political structures. Whether or
not in priestly clothes, whether young
or old, they use the religious movement
to attempt to establish their place in
society. They provide the leadership
cadres of the movement, those who
pack the ideological baggage and map
the political strategy for the Islamist
movement.

Of course this pan-Islamist
movement is a furnace in which
class line-ups melt. The nonhomogeneous, multi-class mix in
the Islamist camp dictates a policy
of denying class war - or at least
marginalising it and removing it
from the immediate agenda. Such a
non-class-based social bloc, based
on religious cultural unity, has no
other way of surmounting the class
antagonisms within it between the
hungry and those with full bellies.
Here and there, ‘the war between
poverty and wealth’ becomes
a weapon for the movement to
browbeat its merchant fellowtravellers when they become restless,
or to loosen their purse strings. But,
in general, sharia remains firmly on
the side of ‘unity’ and those who split
(the monafegh) are worse than those
who do not ‘believe’ (moshrek).
It has an uncompromising enmity
towards communism or any other
political creed which defines society
by its class boundaries and perceives
class confrontations as inevitable.
Again this fits well into the existing
structure in the neoliberal era.
At every level the new Islamist
movement represents the rising of
those who not only see themselves as
alienated within their own national
boundaries, but also of those who
have (they think) discovered the
source of their destitution and
bankruptcy outside these boundaries.
From the beginnings, therefore, these
movements have faced outwards.
The foreign enemy is seen as the
root cause of all evil; in creating
the mechanisms of depravity and
misery, they believe it ensures
that all Muslims suffer injustice
equally. And, of course, the deaths
of hundreds of thousands of fellow
Muslims as ‘collateral damage’, the
mistaken bombings of civilian areas,
the torture of prisoners of war by the
US and its allies - all have reinforced
such sentiments amongst thousands
of young recruits and volunteers
worldwide.
‘Jihadi Islam’ does not confine
itself within national boundaries.
To aspire to set up anything less
than a world Islamic power based
on a world Islamic will would be to
acknowledge ultimate defeat. This
is the logic behind the rejection of
the legitimacy of all the civil and
secular systems that sustain nationstates, and of all international
treaties and agreements between

them. It is the context that explains
the inherent contradiction involved
in simultaneously opposing both
imperialism and world ‘arrogance’,
and also nationalism. The Islamist
movement may here and there
support tendencies aiming at
independence and even isolationism.
Yet it is emphatic in its rejection of
nationalisms that counterpoise the
nation against the ummah (Islamic
community).
The uprooted who decide that a
‘wheel that does not turn for their
needs should never turn’, and who
do not see any reason to decry the
ruination of today if it leads to the
utopia of tomorrow, can have no
other recourse than to armed force.
No open and free environment,
no democratic system, no legal
testament can guarantee their goal.
Even if pan-Islamism can, in
some circumstances, gain power
through legal means - whether or not
it is suppressed or allowed to grow,
whatever its place in a particular
balance of power - it has in general
entered an arena of war, where pulling
the trigger is a daily duty. Recourse
to terrorism in all its forms; the semimilitary organisation of that part of
the social base that can be mobilised;
the creation of professional military
institutions; attempts to infiltrate
and recruit in the armies of Islamic
countries - these are all acts which
cannot be stopped or even delayed.
Jihad is the road which will take panIslamism to the promised land.
The growing crisis and the
steady weakening of governments
has increased the intervention of
global capital in the internal affairs
of Islamic countries. This process
reached a point at which the finance
and economic ministries of many
Islamic countries turned into
impotent operatives for the decisionmaking centres of global capital.
They bowed to major and crisisprovoking restructuring of the sociopolitical life of their countries. They
presided over policies that caused
massive unemployment and attendant
despair; chronic inflation ravaging
meagre savings; acute housing
shortages, leading to running battles
between the guardians of the city and
the never-ending waves of migrants;
and non-existent healthcare facilities
that transform hospitals effectively
into morgues.
The savage demands of the
International Monetary Fund and
the credit limitations imposed by
the World Bank forced peripheral
governments to turn on their own
people. What little remained of state
largesse, in the form of subsidies,
dried up. Millions were made
destitute, unprotected against misery,
famine and disease. These were
the people who carried Egyptian,
Tunisian, Moroccan and Algerian
pan-Islamism on their shoulders.
Those seeking reasons for Islamist
violence would do better - and would
save their institutions (official and
unofficial) much money - if, instead
of looking for the footprints of jihadi
Islam in history, they wend their way
into the archives of the IMF and
its financial networks. There they
would find the directives that cast
light on the cause of the plight of
their people.

Facilitating factors

I have argued that, at a time of
political and economic crises, the
necessary preconditions for the
mass pan-Islamist movement exists
in peripheral Islamic societies.
But this is not the full explanation
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for the explosive growth of this
phenomenon and we should also
consider other factors.
We should consider the ruling
political administrations’ attitude to
religion. In most Islamic countries,
despite the gradual separation
between the state and the religious
structures since the 1970s - some
form of working alliance has always
been maintained. The prime purpose
of this has been to oppose the left and
the workers’ movement.
At every juncture where the
workers’ and democratic movement
have made advances, posing a
threat to despotic and authoritarian
systems, the religious apparatus has
joined the army and police as an
arm of repression. In return, from
time to time, the state has acted
to spread the network of religious
schools and mosques; to facilitate
the establishment of workplace and
neighbourhood Islamic societies;
and to promote the religious
establishment’s political influence
by means of cultural, devotional and
charitable organisations.
In addition we should look at the
consequences of imperialist policy
during the cold war. One of the major
weapons of the imperialist powers
against
liberation
movements
(and movements for socialism) in
Islamic countries was religion. In
using religion to stupefy the masses
and to denounce the opposition,
imperialism was both resourceful
and relentless. It used the religious
weapon (through groups, parties and
men of influence) to provoke splits
in the working class movement,
sabotage progressive and nationalist
movements, and even to destabilise
anti-imperialist governments or
those perceived to be allied with the
Soviet Union.
An incomplete list might include
the following:
n First, the assistance given to the
rise of the Muslim Brotherhood
against Gamal Abdel Nasser’s
regime in Egypt and the Ba’ath Party
in Syria.
n Second, support for the Islamic
Amal in Lebanon as a counterweight
to
the
Palestine
Liberation
Organisation
and
progressive
Lebanese leaders and parties.
n Third, the strengthening of the
Fadai’yan-e Islam, and mullahs such
as ayatollah Abol-Ghasem Kashani,
in opposition to the Mossadegh
government
and
the
Tudeh
(Communist Party) in Iran.
n Fourth, the massacre of half a
million communists in Indonesia.
n Fifth, the mobilisation of semimilitary parties and organisations
in Afghanistan and the provision of
unlimited support to their efforts to
overthrow the PDPA government.
In so using religion, the imperialist
intelligence networks may rely on
facilities provided by countries such
as Pakistan and Saudi Arabia, or
on their own agents sent directly,
to create or to infiltrate religious
groupings or parties. We see the
grave consequences today.
Since 2001 we have other reasons
added to the sense of humiliation
and anger. The occupation of
Afghanistan and later Iraq, both
leading to the creation of failed
states. In Afghanistan, the Taleban
managed to recruit extensively both
men and women from the villages
bombed and destroyed by the US
army and the killing of peasants.
The deadlock in Arab-Israeli
relations in general - embracing
the questions of Palestine; the
occupation of Lebanese, Syrian and
Jordanian land; and the persistence
of military mobilisation and sporadic
military confrontations - has aided
the pan-Islamist movement. Nothing
damages the standing of secular
Arab nationalism more than the
humiliation of Arab governments by
Israel.

Faced with the task of untying
these religious knots, left and
progressive forces have shown
chronic weakness. This is the
background to the way in which
events such as the assassination of
president Anwar Sadat in Egypt,
the blowing up of US and French
marine headquarters in Beirut, and
(perhaps most critically) the Intifada
in Palestine - all these have marked
turning points. While the basic crisis
remains unsolved, the pan-Islamist
movement will continue to fill the
political vacuum.

In opposition

Political Islam splits society at every
level, while leaving state structures
intact. In the first instance, every
type of class organisation, institution,
political party, trade union and guild
is split in half along confrontational
religious lines. Islamic labour and
peasant unions and guilds stand
opposed to their non-Islamic
equivalents. Nothing escapes this
split - not even bourgeois class
organisations and societies.
Fissured into Islamic and
non-Islamic categories, the subgroups glare at each other across
an ideological divide that causes a
major transformation in the social
class line-up. New - fundamentally
non-class - blocs are formed.
Labour power lines up with either
‘Islamic’ or ‘secular’ capital under
the umbrellas of ‘Islam’ and
‘secularism’. Meanwhile, in society
beyond the state, an embryonic form
of Bonapartism emerges, offering
an alternative future state formation.
The potential for progressive class
action is systematically eroded. The
inevitable and tragic effect is to
create artificial alliances throughout
society, on the basis of sex, religion
or ethnicity. Woman is set against
woman, teacher against teacher,
worker against worker.
Where the masses are reduced to
the umma (family of believers) of
the imam - where, in its ideal form,
they are the disciples of religious
authorities (maraji) - then, the more
they make their presence felt in
the political arena, the greater the
authority of the leaders, imams and
clergy. The role of an individual
with his/her democratic rights in
society and the state fades away.
The democratic base of society
is weakened. The roots of future
religious despotism are established
and the foundations of an ultracentralised, leader-focused political
structure are laid.
In a society giving birth to a
radical Islamist movement, the
cultural make-up is the first victim.
The cultural sphere disintegrates into
numerous ever-smaller, conflicting
formations, united only by belief in
the absolute. This calamitous process
effectively closes the route to
cultural advance. Scientific thought,
experimental sciences, philosophy,
as well as values emanating from
these, are walled off by absolutist
cultural structures. The quest for
the absolute - the struggle to annex
knowledge to an integrated and
dominant ideological monopoly becomes the governing social ethic.
In addition there is a return to
the most extreme paternalism,
superstition
and
machismo,
deepening the roots of the ideas that
will ultimately create, and secure,
the ultra-conservative, absolutist and
despotic structures of the Islamic
state. In this process, not only is the
value-system of society overturned,
but cultural, educational and ethical
structures are overhauled. Muslim
schools, Islamic social gatherings,
and so on, reappear.
The
intellectual
potential
of society is gradually eroded.
Thought, in all its manifestations, is
enslaved to belief and Islamic ethics.
Sceptical questioning - essential

to scientific and philosophical
thought - is rejected as a tool of
the devil. Combine these pressures
on independent thought with daily
attacks on modernism and everything
new, and the elements of a sterile and
rigid intellectual life are all in place.
Instead we have a situation in which
intellectual servitude, demagoguery
and obscurantism can breed; and in
which religious despotism can grow.
More insidiously still, the
psychological potential of society
becomes poisoned, and with
disastrous effects. A corrosive
mixture of absolutism and powerworship, juxtaposed with the placing
of a monopoly belief at the centre of
the social value-system of a polarised
society, leads to a cult of violence.
The ideological process numbs the
senses, creating an acceptance of a
militaristic, police mentality.
This can be expressed as the
exhortation to the violence of the
jihad; as the amre be ma’aruf
(duty to punish those who do not
observe Islamic laws); as the cult of
martyrdom and the ‘blood’ (witness
the fountain which is used to spew
blood in the ‘Martyrs Cemetery’ in
Teheran); and as the self-mutilation
associated with the mourning of
saints and martyrs. All these, and
other things, create an atmosphere
where acts of violence and the
shedding of blood become a social
norm.
Hand in hand with this goes the
culture of spying and prying into the
life of others at home, work, school
and college. One section of society
spends huge amounts of time and
energy reporting the ‘misdeeds’ of
the other. The corruption of family,
human, professional and other
relations cannot be underestimated.
It is indeed ironic that a religion
dedicated to making the family
the pillar of society rips family ties
asunder by getting one member to
interfere with - even spy on - another.
A culture is built on treachery. In
recent years all reports from ISoccupied Mosul and Tikrit in Iraq
confirm this.
There are other negative outcomes.
The situation increases the power of
the male, the khan, and the mullah;
leads to unquestioning acceptance of
received wisdom; encourages crude
populism; promotes the reduction of
difficult concepts to simple absurdity;
and creates fertile ground for the
rise in religiosity and belief in the
supernatural. Ultimately this leaves
social mistrust and creates the basis
for future ideological and policemilitary repressive institutions.

In power

Once pan-Islamism creates a state in
which religion rules, its effect on the
environment is immeasurably greater
and longer-lasting. Some of these
effects will undoubtedly survive long
after the Islamic regimes return to
the grave from which they rose.
Sharia law displaces secular law.
A process is unleashed to overturn the
general structures of political power,
giving the ideological institutions
pivotal positions in the exercise
of that power. The traditional role
of the state is overturned, and it is
transformed from the mechanism for
the control of the country’s socioeconomic tensions into the cause
and perpetrator of those tensions and
social crises.
The contradiction between a
religious-ideological state and its
secular, material, rational base creates
a situation of permanent crisis. A
religious despotism is established,
in which the ruling Islamic power
creates a new legal system, where
the right to govern at every level
(legislative and judicial) is held to
be divine - exercised solely on god’s
behalf by certain sections of the
clergy. The modern capitalist state’s
formal equality of citizens before the
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What we
fight for

law is abolished. It is replaced by a
legal system, where the ‘government
of the ruling ayatollahs’ stands
above, and in authority over, the
masses.
Underlying this process is the
denial of the independence of the
private from the public sphere.
There are no such boundaries. No
part of life is considered private and
outside the control of divine rule,
and that of god’s representatives.
This totalising conception underlies
the need to bring the very concept of
civil society to an end. The sectors
accepting the ruling ideology are
organically incorporated into the
state; the sectors that persist in their
secular existence are annulled.

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.

Rethinking origins

Over the last few decades a number
of academics have pointed to the fact
that Islamic jihadism is a modern
phenomenon. Olivier Roy’s books,
such as Failure of political Islam and
Islam and resistance in Afghanistan,
explain this. The most remarkable
recent
example
is
Suzanne
Schneider’s book, The apocalypse
and the end of history: modern
jihad and the crisis of liberalism,
published by Verso in September
2021. Schneider argues that mass
shootings, xenophobic nationalism
and the allure of conspiratorial
thinking in modern jihad is not the
antithesis to western neoliberalism,
but a dark reflection of its inner
logic. Her detailed examination of
data regarding the growth of jihadi
movements in recent decades proves
beyond doubt that the number of
jihadi groups has exploded since
the 1990s. Before this period, in the
Middle East and North Africa we
are looking at one or two groups,
while post-1990 the numbers grow
exponentially.
Schneider also documents the
way these jihadi groups imitate
neoliberal ventures in producing
data about their achievements as unlikely as it sounds, Islamic
State and other jihadi groups have
produced charts and diagrams of their
‘achievements’ in terms of suicide
bombings, deaths and devastation.
One wonders who is the recipient of
this ‘modern’ data gathering, When
it comes to private companies and
NGOs, they produce such ‘results’ to
obtain funding. Can we deduce that
potential donors in the Persian Gulf
states and beyond look at this data in
order to decide which jihadi group
they will sponsor?
The radicalisation of immigrant
youth, as well as those living
in Muslim countries, has some
similarities with the way young
Americans of all races get angry
when African American are killed
by cops. There are differences, of
course: the numbers killed as a direct
consequence of imperialist military
interventions are much higher and
the methods used by those who join
jihadi groups are truly atrocious.
However, unless we understand the
causes of their anger, no amount of
snooping or Prevent-type initiatives
will keep people in the west safe.
It is ironic that at least some
western governments are happy
to express regret or apologise
for colonial killing, yet no-one is
accepting any responsibility for more
recent ravages in the Middle East
and north Africa. On the contrary,
the two culprits who initiated the
‘war on terror’, Bush and Blair, are
held up as respected former leaders,
while those who are persecuted
are journalists or whistle-blowers
- former military or security agents
who have given us information
on aspects of the savagery of the
US, the UK and others during the
‘war on terror’. Julian Assange is
facing decades of imprisonment for
daring to reveal the killing of Iraqi
civilians l
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Control
freakery is a
clear sign of
weakness

Feeding the revolving door

Andrew Byrne, Gerald Wiley and Derek James report on an all too carefully choreographed event staged
by the Socialist Appeal comrades

L

ast
weekend’s
Revolution
festival, organised by Socialist
Appeal and the International
Marxist Tendency, provided a good
snapshot of the politics and the state
of the contemporary left, both inside
and outside the Labour Party.
The IMT put on a tight show and
talked a good talk: in contrast to
many on the Labour left, the tone was
buoyant, if downright apocalyptic,
and morale seemed high. The casual
observer who wandered in might
easily have concluded that this was
a group that was really starting to
take off. Certainly, the leadership and
committed members of the IMT must
have been happy with both the turnout
and the tenor - an overall attendance
of 400-500, mostly young, people,
who listened intently and, when
the occasion demanded, warmly
applauded the calls for revolution and
the overthrow of capitalism. What’s
not to like?
The mood was set by Rob Sewell,
editor of Socialist Appeal, at the
opening rally. He argued that “this
is an age of convulsion, an age of
turmoil and an age of crisis”, which
will only “intensify, because it is
rooted in the impasse of capitalism”,
the “anarchy of the market” and the
“capitalist system”. The result of this
pressure on the working class, he
predicted, will be a social explosion:
a wave of strikes and “Titanic battles”
on the horizon. For comrade Sewell,
there is “enormous disenchantment
in society, especially amongst young
people”. The ruling class is “forcing
down the lid, but this pressure is
continually building up and building
up …”
Having set the scene for this
impending crisis, he then reviewed
the recent history of the Labour
left and Corbynism. Here comrade
Sewell went over familiar and, for
us, uncontroversial ground about
the failure of the Corbyn leadership
and the official left to take the fight
to the right on open selection, along
with the disastrous compromises
and concessions it made during
the witch-hunt against the left. He
argued that such compromises and
retreats were inherent in Labour
left reformism, but did not explain
the structural reasons why such
conciliationism is inevitable. This
was strong, barnstorming rhetoric
and correct condemnation, but no
analysis whatsoever, beyond ‘Corbyn
movement good, left reformism bad’!
The culmination of the peroration
went to the heart of the IMT’s politics
and current strategy. Because there
can be no lasting reforms during a
capitalist crisis, the Labour right and
trade union bureaucrats will crumble,
since they cannot deliver anything
for the working class, we were told.
In the coming period the workers will
look towards the industrial front to
defend their living standards rather
than the Labour Party and “we will
be with them”. But the crisis will also
produce radical changes from which,
comrade Sewell assured the meeting
in his conclusion, a new, stronger,
more determined left will emerge.

Still unable and unwilling to seriously engage with other trends
However, these developments, in and
of themselves, were not enough to
produce a socialist revolution:
We still need the forces of Marxism
in order to steel it and direct it. Our
task, surely, is to … be there ... with
the right ideas. We have to build
our force of five or 10 thousand
Marxists. At the moment we have
about a 1,000. We have to get to
5,000, we have to get to 10,000.
Then we can become a factor in
the situation … we can provide
not just the backbone, but also the
ideas and perspectives. And these
ideas can grow and develop on the
basis of the events themselves.
Consciousness will change. It
will be transformed. And the ideas
of Marxism will become more and
more attractive, despite the attacks
of the right wing. We stand for
the idea of socialist revolution …
But it depends on us, no-one else
… our task is to build the forces
of Marxism and prepare for the
future, lead a successful revolution
in Britain as the stepping stone for
a successful world revolution in
the coming period (our emphasis).

Mechanistic

Whether
discussing
historical
materialism or the lessons of the Paris
Commune, variations on these themes
would be heard in the various sessions
throughout the weekend. This theory
of crisis and the idea of spontaneous,
economistic
transformation
of
consciousness “on the basis of events
themselves” has been very much the
common currency of Trotskyism
since the late 1930s at least and is
all too familiar as a guiding strategy
for many on the left today. Its
combination of passivity produces
a sense of inevitable determinism:
for these comrades Marxist political
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consciousness is either generated
spontaneously simply by the mere
fact of exploitation in work or by
“events”.
This mechanistic schema of how
the consciousness of the working class
will be transformed and thus produce
the desired revolutionary outcome
has now become the common sense
of far too many of those claiming
to be Marxists. As we see here with
the IMT, paradoxically it is often
combined with a heightened sense of
urgency, agency and activism, which
substitutes the building of a mass
party of millions committed to the
self-emancipation and self-activity of
the working class with an enlightened
group of a few thousand leading the
bovine masses towards ‘revolution’.
This emphasis on ‘building the
revolutionary party’ was the central
theme and the main purpose of the
whole event. It was clear from both the
opening contributions and resulting
discussions that the Revolution
festival was part of a process of what
one leading IMT comrade described
as “building a revolutionary and
theoretically trained cadre who could
intervene in the struggles ahead
and lead the masses to victory”.
However, the ‘theory’ on offer was
pretty thin gruel and ultimately rather
unsatisfactory if you wanted more
than the familiar slogans and appeals
for action.
Thus, the session on ‘The life and
ideas of Lenin’ was a rather potted and
distorted account of Lenin’s politics
and the development of Bolshevism
during the Russian Revolution,
which emphasised “the rapid growth
of the party” in a few months from
a small minority to a force capable
of taking power. Similarly, ‘How to
build a revolutionary party’ , although
ranging far and wide over the history
of revolutionary politics in the 20th
century, just repeated many of the

same canards about the nature of
these parties and why they succeeded
- or, in most cases, failed. The lesson
was that “cadres are the bedrock of
the revolutionary party and the key
to a successful revolution” rather
than the conscious hegemony of the
class acting as class for itself. So the
message here was loud and clear:
“We need a party of thousands”, so,
join, join, join!
Given the IMT’s origins in the
old Militant Tendency, we were not
surprised to see Militant’s historical
economism rear its ugly head in a
complete lack of serious analysis of
the important political question of
the state and constitution. In sessions
whose topics ranged from the climate
crisis to the monarchy, we found
the same unMarxist formula, “the
market dictates to the state, and not
the other way round”. Whilst the
IMT comrades were drilled well on
the need to abolish the monarchy, the
state, standing army, etc, speakers
and chairs were vigilant in reminding
listeners that such demands, whilst
relatively popular now, should not be
made in the current context, as such
institutions can “only be overthrown
by the socialist revolution”.
Thus, the IMT not only finds itself
at odds with over 170 years of Marxist
tradition: it also adopts a position with
its own internal contradictions. The
comrades simultaneously recognise
that in times of revolutionary crisis
state institutions like the monarchy
are given “unlimited and unchecked
power”, yet at the same time
characterise it as a mere “reactionary
relic” - something that is not really
worth dealing with now. As one of the
comrades put it, “We’re not going to
abolish the monarchy under capitalism
and, to be honest, abolishing the
monarchy under capitalism wouldn’t
change anything.”
As an event, this was all about

recruitment and consolidating the
IMT’s periphery, especially the
students around the Marxist Student
Federation, as well as getting
existing members to “step up” and
commit themselves fully to the
group. It was not really designed
for the seasoned cadre and made no
attempt to engage with the wider left,
who were frequently disparaged as
mere discussion circles. Most of the
sessions were ‘introductions’ to the
relevant topics and seemed to assume
quite a low level of prior knowledge.
Moreover, the sessions were clearly
highly choreographed, and scripted in
a rather obvious and crude way.
Thus, in the session on the
revolutionary party seven IMT
comrades, one after another, were
called in to the ‘discussion’ simply
to amplify the main points addressed
by the speaker. How do we know
this? Because the chair called them
by their first names and they read
from prepared scripts, which was a
feature common to the other sessions
as well! In the sessions where we
were successful in getting into the
discussion, our contributions were
curtailed by the chair and our very
polite, democratic heckles were
regarded as disruptive interruptions to
the smooth running of the event!
Despite these limitations, it was
worthwhile. But where were the rest
of the left? Shouldn’t we be talking
to each other about the way forward?
In the corridors and outside during
the breaks we engaged with many of
those who attended, distributed copies
of the Weekly Worker and had many
interesting conversations with some
genuinely friendly comrades. If we
are going to build a genuine Marxist
party, refusing to talk to, debate and
work with those who already identify
themselves as Marxist is not going to
be the way to go about it.
On this showing, in its calls to
build a revolutionary party, Socialist
Appeal has moved to the left and
away from its previous unremitting
Labour loyalism. However, if this
new focus on working outside
the Labour Party has meant some
changes in orientation and demands,
the underlying political assumptions
about the nature of crisis as a trigger
for the growth of revolutionary
consciousness have remained the
same as the Militant forebears of the
IMT over half a century ago.
What has changed? Simply, a new
round of recruits has entered what is
too often a revolving door! l
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