
No 1372 November 18 2021 Towards a mass Communist Party £1/€1.10

A paper of Marxist polemic and Marxist unity

n Letters and debate 
n Sleaze: Labour polling
n Iran: ‘people’s tribunal’
n Russiagate: truth will out

The constitution provides ideological 
cover for minority rule and helps prevent 
state actors becoming mere looters

GREENISM: GREENISM: 
ON THE ON THE 
DARK SIDE DARK SIDE 

GREENISM: GREENISM: 
ON THE ON THE 
DARK SIDEDARK SIDE  




Letters may have been 
shortened because of 
space. Some names 

may have been changed

BCM Box 928, London WC1N 3XX l 07379 532160 l www.weeklyworker.co.uk l editor@weeklyworker.co.uk

LETTERS
weekly

November 18 2021 1372 worker2

Reinstate Jeremy
Harlow Labour Party has 
issued a call for the immediate 
reinstatement of Jeremy Corbyn 
as a member of the Parliamentary 
Labour Party. The motion calling 
for the reinstatement of the 
former leader of the party was 
passed at an all-members meeting 
of Harlow Constituency Labour 
Party on Monday November 15.

Mr Corbyn was suspended 
from the PLP following his 
comments on the report of the 
investigation by the Equality and 
Human Rights Commission into 
anti-Semitism within the Labour 
Party. He stated that the scale of 
the problem was “dramatically 
overstated for political reasons 
by our opponents”. A comparison 
of the EHRC report with the 
coverage of anti-Semitism in 
Labour by the mass media shows 
that the extent of the problem was 
indeed of far smaller magnitude 
than had been alleged by those 
hostile to Corbyn’s politics.

Speech that is insulting, 
intimidating or bigoted has no 
place in the Labour Party, but 
Jeremy Corbyn’s comments 
were not of that ilk. They were 
not in any way anti-Semitic or 
Judeophobic. They were fair 
comment. He was suspended 
from the PLP without a hearing 
and with no right of appeal, in 
clear violation of the principle 
of natural justice. It is an attack 
on the right of members of 
the Labour Party to engage in 
legitimate free speech.

It is also an attack on 
democracy. For there cannot 
truly be democracy within 
the party if members are not 
allowed to engage in legitimate 
free speech without fear of 
sanction. Labour cannot truly 
claim to uphold free speech and 
democracy while Jeremy Corbyn 
remains suspended.

Members of Harlow CLP 
had submitted similar motions 
following Corbyn’s exclusion 
from the PLP on October 29 
last year, but these had been 
ruled out of order, following 
instructions issued by Labour 
Party general secretary David 
Evans. The officers of a number 
of constituency parties were 
suspended when they defied 
these instructions and allowed 
such motions to be discussed.

Now that this motion has 
been passed by Harlow, it is to 
be hoped that other CLPs will 
follow suit, and that Jeremy 
Corbyn will be once more be 
allowed to take his rightful place 
in the Parliamentary Labour 
Party.
John Wake
Member, Harlow CLP

Meta-narrative
Jim Nelson and Tony Greenstein 
are missing the point (Letters, 
November 11). The choice we 
face isn’t whether or not the 
Labour Party is an appropriate 
site for Marxists, but whether 
the left should focus on winning 
people over to Marxism or to the 
idea of a democratic socialist 
society. The two are not the same 
thing.

For instance, seeking to win the 
Labour Party over to ‘Marxism’ 
is a sectarian approach, whereas 
the latter is more inclusive. 
Also, seeking to win people 

over to ‘Marxism’ without 
any clear definition of what is 
meant by it raises the question 
of a choice between leftwing 
totalitarianism, as the negative 
side of the former Soviet Union 
shows, or democratic socialism. 
In the former case, it is important 
to understand that all meta-
narratives, like Marxism, lend 
themselves to a totalitarian 
mindset, where any criticism 
of the narrative is regarded as 
heresy, due to the fact that meta-
narratives tend to be viewed 
as above science, which must 
conform to the narrative rather 
than the other way round.

Those who want to win Labour 
Party supporters over to Marxism 
should at least define what they 
mean by it. The communist 
movement has a serious problem, 
which few presently understand. 
The problem is that for over 170 
years communists have repeated 
the mistakes of Marx. They were 
unaware that the positive side of 
Marxism conceals a negative side. 
At the political level this relates 
to Marx’s theory of dictatorship, 
taken from Joseph Weydemeyer. 
Based on the Paris Commune of 
1870, Marx turned an emergency 
measure of the Communards 
into a universal principle of the 
transition from capitalism to 
communism.

In other words, for Marxists, 
dictatorship is not an emergency 
measure, but a principle of the 
transition period. Clearly this is 
a perversion of socialist rule, and 
a misrepresentation of the idea 
of dictatorship, which Marx is 
responsible for on the left. For 
Marxists like Lenin, dictatorship 
was at the heart of Marxism and, 
accordingly, for him a Marxist 
was a person who extended the 
recognition of the class struggle 
to the idea of the dictatorship 
of the proletariat. This view of 
Marxism undermines the idea 
of the democratic rule of the 
working class: it is a political 
regression even lower than 
bourgeois democracy.

For Lenin, dictatorship was 
rule untrammelled by any law, 
regardless of class content. 
In other words, a lawless 
government. Dictatorships, in 
other words, are above the law 
and don’t have to obey any law. 
That is why they are dictatorships. 
Consequently, we ignore the 
negative, totalitarian side of 
Marxism at our peril. This is so, 
even when we defend the positive 
elements within Marxism.

This is not merely an 
academic issue with no political 
implications for the struggle 
for socialism. For instance, 
Marx’s misrepresentation of 
the term ‘dictatorship’, which 
communists repeated, contributed 
to the historic defeat of the 
German working class, when 
the communists failed to fight 
for a united front with social 
democracy in Germany on the 
grounds that Germany was already 
a dictatorship of the bourgeoisie, 
so why defend it against fascism? 
The German communists soon 
learned the difference between 
liberal democracy and fascism in 
Hitler’s concentration camps. 

Even today communists 
repeat the mistakes of Marxism 
by claiming that we currently 
live under the dictatorship of 
the bourgeoisie. This ultra-left 
narrative comes from Marx’s 
misrepresentation of the term 
‘dictatorship’ - a term which he 
confused with state coercion. 

Today most of the radical left, 

even with the experience of the 
Soviet Union behind it, is unaware 
that the negative side of Marxism 
can lead to totalitarianism because 
the political root of the latter is 
dictatorship. While defending 
the positive side of the Soviet 
Union and calling for its defence 
in any war with imperialism, 
Trotsky was forced to break with 
Soviet totalitarianism and begin a 
struggle for democratic socialism, 
while being demonised by the 
‘official’ communist movement - 
whose project collapsed in 1991, 
when Gorbachev’s attempted 
reforms failed to articulate the 
need to fight for a democratic 
socialist society.

When we put Trotsky’s 
mistakes aside, although not 
aware of the political roots of 
totalitarianism, he was correctly 
pointing to the contradiction 
facing the left today. This is a 
choice between a totalitarian and 
a democratic socialist future. One 
of the mistakes of Trotsky is that 
after he broke from totalitarianism 
he failed to see any connection 
between leftwing totalitarianism 
and Marx’s mistaken dictatorship 
theory. Trotsky saw Stalinism as 
leading to totalitarianism, rather 
than totalitarianism leading to 
the negative sides of Stalinism. 
To repeat, dictatorship is not a 
principle of socialist rule, but 
an emergency measure which 
communists may resort to if the 
need arises. We must not confuse 
the term ‘dictatorship’ with state 
coercion, as previous communists 
did and many still do. It is 
certainly possible to criticise the 
flaws in Trotsky’s views, but 
it is clear that he was right to 
oppose totalitarianism in favour 
of democratic socialism.

The most important choice 
facing the left is not whether 
to remain in the Labour Party 
or not: it is rather the choice 
between totalitarianism and 
democratic socialism - a choice 
Orwell forgot to mention 
when he wrote 1984. Although 
Trotsky’s talk about political 
revolution and overthrowing the 
Soviet bureaucracy was ultra-
leftist, the Soviet experience led 
him to begin the struggle for 
a democratic socialist society 
against totalitarianism.

Understanding the 
contradiction between the two is 
the essential task the left faces 
today, whether in or out of the 
Labour Party.
Tony Clark
email

Global city
The arrival of the Covid-19 
pandemic illustrated clearly that 
people everywhere comprise one 
single and vulnerable humanity 
living in a global city - and 
comprising a great range of 
national and regional suburbs. 
It also highlighted the grotesque 
gulf between rich and poor in a 
way that justifies the trade union 
dictum, ‘An injury to one is an 
injury to all’.

At least, that is what it should 
have done. Unfortunately, 
politicians, backed by many 
compliant and sometimes 
sycophantic media outlets, have 
used the pandemic to excuse 
lack of foresight and to disguise 
incompetence and corruption. 
And far too many in the labour 
movement have reacted to the 
ongoing and heightened crises by 
falling into the trap of nationalism 
or even blatant xenophobia.

And this is not a problem 
restricted to here in South Africa. 

After spending the past month 
in Britain I observed that there 
are lessons to be drawn from 
that little European island that 
still has pretensions to global 
greatness. A classic example 
concerns transnational trucking 
that is now, once again, a focus 
for protest in South Africa.

Admittedly, the major 
transport union here, the South 
African Transport and Allied 
Workers’ Union, has officially 
called for only “undocumented 
foreign drivers” to be barred from 
our roads. But there should be 
no “undocumented” drivers on 
any roads: the only documents 
required for transnational truck 
driving across our relatively 
open borders are certificates 
of competence (licences) and 
passports - along with, of course, 
proper authorisation for goods 
carried.

The same applied in Britain 
before that nation’s exit from the 
European Union. And when those 
transnational ties were broken, 
thousands of migrant workers in 
Britain returned to their homes on 
the European mainland. Among 
them were many men - and a 
few women - responsible for 
the transport of everything from 
fuel to fresh produce around the 
country. The consequences are 
now being felt with something of 
a vengeance.

The fuel crisis - the result 
of massive panic buying by 
commuters fearful of shortages 
because of delivery problems 
- is now over, at least for the 
time being. But the driver 
crisis continues, although the 
government has now made 
available thousands of temporary 
visas for non-British heavy goods 
vehicle drivers to work in and out 
of Britain. Few have so far been 
taken up.

A major reason for the low 
take-up is pay and conditions. 
Trucking, despite its critical 
importance to the economy, is 
generally relatively low paid and 
conditions can be onerous, with 
days or even weeks on the road. 

Now, with a ‘hard border’ in place 
between Britain and the EU, the 
amount of additional paperwork 
necessary - and consequent delays 
- makes any such jobs even less 
attractive.

But where are the British HGV 
drivers? Quite simply, not enough 
were trained, because qualified 
‘foreign’ workers were cheaper 
to hire. The government and, to 
some degree, the unions were 
complicit in this. Now there is a 
quite frantic attempt underway to 
provide training for local drivers, 
along with promises of better pay 
and conditions.

For South Africa, there is a 
direct echo here, where unions - 
and not only in the HGV sector 
- maintain that South Africans are 
being kept out of jobs because 
‘foreign’ workers are prepared 
to accept lower wages and worse 
conditions. In many instances - 
often because of our history and 
appalling education system - it 
is these migrant workers who are 
better qualified to do the jobs.

The Brexit example has shown 
how vital are workers to the 
functioning of any society and 
how capital will always seek to 
pay the lowest wages for required 
skills. It also seems to show 
that when workers are as free as 
capital to move, societies tends to 
benefit.

Given this reality, trade unions 
- all at least nominally wedded 
to the concept of worker unity 
and internationalism - should 
campaign for equivalent and 
decent pay and conditions for 
all workers. In the South African 
HGV context, this should 
mean a regional - even pan-
African - agreement on wages 
and conditions and a halt to 
targeting workers on the basis of 
nationalism.

Brexit Britain, as an island, has 
gone beyond that point and may 
suffer a Christmas season of some 
scarcity. So, for all the power cuts 
and political coalition chaos here, 
I’m happy to be home.
Terry Bell
Cape Town
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With a bang
Just as I was checking for last-

minute payments into our 
bank account, I saw a deposit 
made an hour or so earlier by 
comrade IB. It was for no less 
than £300 - now that’s what I 
call ending the week with a 
bang!

We haven’t received any 
message from the comrade, but 
I suspect he is a long-standing 
communist militant who has 
decided to show how much he 
values the Weekly Worker. You 
certainly did that, comrade!

And it goes without saying 
that this came as a fantastic 
booster to our November 
fighting fund, which had been 
lagging a bit behind - especially 
when you take into account the 
fact that the monthly target has 
just been increased in view of 
our increased costs. But this 
one payment actually exceeds 
that monthly increase, which is 
for £250. It means that, added 
to all the other donations this 
week, we now have in the kitty 
£1,259 towards our new £2,250 
target. In other words, we’re 
now within £1K of where we 

need to be with just under a 
fortnight left to go.

Talking about the other 
contributions this week, there 
were a number of other bank 
transfers, not least of which 
was comrade KB’s magnificent 
£170. Then there were standing 
orders from MM (£75), PB 
(£60), TR (£40), GD (£15) and 
DL (£10). On top of which, 
RL (£50) and US comrade PM 
(£25) showed their appreciation 
by clicking on that PayPal 
button! Finally comrade Hassan 
handed a tenner to one of our 
comrades.

All that, added to IB’s 
donation, came to no less than 
£755 - if only we could raise 
that amount every week! But we 
still need £991 in just 13 days if 
we’re going to make that new 
target for the first time. Anyone 
fancy following the example of 
comrade IB?! l

Robbie Rix

Fighting fund

https://weeklyworker.co.uk/
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SLEAZE

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: Bookfair, The Casa, 
29 Hope Street, Liverpool L1. Find out more about Marxism and 
Marxist ideas. Stalls and workshops, admission free.
Organised by Merseyside Marxist bookfair:
www.facebook.com/merseysidemarxistbookfair.
Solidarity with refugees
Saturday November 20, 12 noon: Protest outside Polish embassy, 
47 Portland Place, London W1. Thousands of trapped refugees 
on the Polish and Belarusian border are being assaulted by police. 
Oppose the border fences of the EU and Britain.
Organised by Stand Up To Racism:
www.facebook.com/events/3830353647067290.
Oppose the Health and Care Bill
Monday November 22, 7pm: Protest outside parliament, Richmond 
Terrace, London SW1. This bill will be disastrous for the NHS and 
social care services, and does nothing to address staffing shortages 
or record waiting lists. Organised by We Own It:
www.facebook.com/events/305463314738185.
Introduction to radical anthropology
Tuesday November 23, 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: ‘Beyond the mother: evolutionary perspectives on 
cooperative childrearing’. Speaker: Abbey Page.
Organised by Radical Anthropology Group:
radicalanthropologygroup.org/evening-talks.
Screening of Not the Forde Inquiry
Wednesday November 24, 6.30pm: Online screening introduced 
by Graham Bash, followed by a discussion of the way forward for 
the left. Not the Forde Inquiry explores shocking allegations of 
injustice, racism and the biggest purge in British political history.
Organised by Labour Against the Witchhunt:
www.facebook.com/events/885693202320402.
Warton’s war on Yemen
Wednesday November 24, 6.30pm: Online Q and A with film 
presenter Matt Kennard and Lindsey German. The film investigates 
the arms factory in Warton, Lancashire, making warplanes to bomb 
Yemen. Watch the film here: youtu.be/GhsPkdFusJI.
Organised by Declassified UK and Stop the War Coalition:
www.facebook.com/events/686746045575445.
The struggle in Liverpool in the 1980s
Thursday November 25, 6pm: Online education talk via Zoom. 
Part of a weekly series on ‘Labour and the left - a history of witch-
hunts and fightbacks’. Speaker: Mike Hogan.
Organised by Labour Left Alliance:
www.facebook.com/events/310064463792088.
Prevent fuel poverty deaths
Friday November 26, 12 noon: Protest. Assemble Old Palace 
Yard, Westminster, London SW1, then march to Downing Street. 
Pensioners are dying from cold-related illnesses. The situation will 
get worse with big increases in the cost of living and fuel bills.
Organised by National Pensioners Convention London Region:
www.npcuk.org/post/winter-deaths-protest-london-region-26-11-21.
Resisting the Tory offensive
Saturday November 27, 1pm: Online rally. Sessions on global 
justice (Jeremy Corbyn, Bell Ribeiro-Addy); socialist political 
economy (John McDonnell); the fightback (Richard Burgon, Mark 
Serwotka) and public ownership (Jon Trickett, Cat Hobbs).
Registration free. Organised by Labour Assembly Against Austerity:
www.facebook.com/events/6049184288487994.
Fighting the witch-hunt in the Labour Party
Saturday November 27, 6pm: Online meeting for members to 
debate motions on the state of the witch-hunt and the future of the 
campaign. Organised by Labour Against the Witchhunt:
www.facebook.com/events/439802214147890.
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.

Ten days of change
Following the Owen Paterson fiasco, Labour has leapt forward 
in the polls. Eddie Ford argues that this creates problems for 
the standard left narrative of a useless Keir Starmer

As the Owen Paterson fiasco 
has reminded us, Tory sleaze 
is hardly a new phenomenon. 

Though it cannot be denied that with 
this particular government - and 
prime minister - we have had an 
embarrassment of riches to complain 
about. Whether it be the lavish 
refurbishment of Boris Johnson’s 
Downing Street flat, furthering the 
business interests of an ex-lover 
against all the rules, a mysterious 
free holiday to a luxury villa in Spain 
owned by a Tory peer linked to a tax 
evasion case, or ‘cash for peerages’.

Most seriously of all, perhaps, 
there has been a near endless series 
of allegations about Tory MPs and 
ministers helping associates and 
chums gain lucrative Covid contracts, 
supplying PPE and other services. 
Thus we had the former health 
secretary, Matt Hancock, being 
found to have acted “unlawfully”, 
when his department failed to reveal 
the details of various contracts worth 
about £15 billion it had signed off 
during the pandemic - including 
a company which had previously 
supplied only confectionery products 
(reminiscent of Chris Grayling’s £89 
million contract with a ferry company 
that … had no ferries). Now we have 
the story that a Conservative Party 
donor, David Meller - who supported 
Michael Gove’s Tory leadership bid - 
won £164 million in Covid contracts 
after Gove referred his firm to a “VIP 
lane” that awarded almost £5 billion 
to companies with strong political 
and personal connections to leading 
figures within the government. 
Meller has donated nearly £60,000 
to the Tory Party since 2009, whilst 
47 companies have benefited 
handsomely from the government’s 
fast-track lane for contracts. The 
chumocracy is alive and well.

Having said all that, what is 
significant about these stories and 
scandals is not the sleaze as such - 
even if it can be quite entertaining - 
but the political impact it appears to 
have had. Of course, there is always 
the danger that you can exaggerate 
what are actually passing trends and 
stories. But it is unsurprising that 
a whole number of different polls 
have registered a distinct Owen 
Paterson effect. In the words of The 
Sun, the latest poll from Savanta 
ComRes published on November 12 
has “poleaxed” Boris Johnson with 
a three-point Tory lead collapsing 
into a six-point deficit. This is surely 
thanks to the efforts of Mr Paterson 
- not to mention the booming-
voiced Sir Geoffrey Cox, the MP for 
Torridge and West Devon and tireless 
defender of tax havens everywhere, 
who has earned nearly £6 million 
from his ‘second job’ as a high-flying 
barrister.

Anyhow, the survey has the 
Tories on 34% and Labour getting 
40%. The Savanta poll also showed 
that 66% of voters believe Johnson 
should apologise for his handling 
of the Paterson scandal, including 
60% of Tory voters questioned. 
Meanwhile, 62% of respondents 
said Sir Geoffrey Cox should resign, 
while 50% thought that MPs should 
be banned from taking second jobs.

Labour lead
There have been several other polls 
as well that came out with broadly 
similar results, though the Savanta 
ComRes poll is the most dramatic in 
terms of the Labour lead. A YouGov 
survey published the day before has 
Labour and the Tories neck and neck 
on 35%.1 Elsewhere, the Greens 

have 5% (up one point), the Liberal 
Democrats are on 8% - staying still 
- the Scottish National Party remains 
on 5% and Reform UK (ex-Brexit 
Party) has 4% support. (It is a bit 
surprising that the Greens have only 
had a 1% increase, given Cop26 and 
the general consensus that it has 
been a failure - though opinions vary 
wildly on how much of a failure.)

Interestingly, maybe even more 
significantly, when voters were 
asked who would make the best 
prime minister, Sir Keir got 29%, 
two points ahead of the populist 
Boris Johnson (41% were “not 
sure” and 3% “refused” to give their 
view). Also interestingly, two-thirds 
viewed the Tories as “very sleazy” - a 
pretty large figure. Watch out, Boris. 
Other findings worth mentioning 
are that 57% thought the Johnson 
government had “badly” handled 
Brexit, as opposed to 31% who 
said they had done “well”, and “in 
hindsight” 48% now believed it had 
been “wrong” to leave the European 
Union - rather than the 39% who still 
think it was the right decision.

Another survey by Redfield and 
Wilton Strategies released a few 
days before the YouGov poll put 
Labour two points ahead of the 
Tories - with the Lib Dems and 
Greens remaining unchanged on 
10% and 6% respectively, whilst 
the SNP was down one point at 
4%. When those who say they do 
not know how they would vote in 
a general election are included, 
Labour still leads by 2% - which 
must be good news for Sir Keir.

Strange times
The Observer chose to interpret these 
poll findings as “10 days that turned 
Boris Johnson from election winner 
to political liability” (November 14). 
The newspaper went on to comment 
that “two weeks ago it was difficult 
to find a single Labour MP who 
genuinely thought their party was in 
with a chance of winning the next 
election”. In fact, “the mood was one 
of quiet resignation at the prospect 
of a fifth consecutive defeat” and 
the media “had also largely written 
off Keir Starmer”. Rafael Behr, a 
centre-right commentator for The 
Guardian, writes that the Johnson 
leadership has been “in defiance 
of political gravity” and “avoided 
impact” (November 17). But “amid 
the hullabaloo over Tory MPs’ 
lobbying sidelines can be heard a 

crunch of gravel, as a prime minister 
comes down to earth” - yes, “gravity 
restored”. Boris Johnson, continues 
Behr, “insults people who think rules 
matter”. By contrast, Starmer “is 
doing well by instead asking who 
speaks for the country” on questions 
of honour and corruption - him or 
Johnson?

There is a degree of hyperbole at 
work here. After all, a swift bounce-
back for Johnson would come as no 
surprise. Nevertheless, the above 
remarks contain a kernel of truth. 
More importantly still, the latest polls 
undermine the standard narrative 
from those sad souls on the left who 
have been saying for at least the last 
six months that the polls prove that 
Sir Keir is useless and not up to the 
job because he spends all his time 
attacking the left - that he does not 
really want to win the next election, 
and so on. We find this skewed 
perspective in the latest issue of 
Socialist Worker, which complains 
that “the stench of corruption should 
be enough to ditch Johnson” - yet 
“Labour’s timid so-called opposition 
may still enable Johnson to survive” 
(November 16).

The obvious reply is that these 
are strange times indeed. We have 
had Brexit and Covid-19 and the 
subsequent economic disruption - 
followed by the driver crisis, the 
fuel crisis, living standards crisis, 
etc. Meaning more circumspection 
is required about ‘normal’ politics 
and what you expect an opposition 
party to be doing at this stage in 
the electoral cycle. We may not be 
fully back to ‘politics as usual’, but 
you could regard the current polls 
as Sir Keir’s reward for purging the 
unelectable left.

Naturally, you understand why 
some on the left scrabble around for 
such consolations. Keir Starmer is a 
loser! Jeremy Corbyn was right! But 
at the end of the day there is only one 
question about a general election - 
are you going to vote for a potential 
government or a fringe party? Put 
like that, it is either the Tories or 
Labour. And if you want the Tories 
out, understandably enough, then 
it is Labour. It is a pretty simple 
calculation l

eddie.ford@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1. yougov.co.uk/topics/politics/articles-
reports/2021/11/12/voting-intention-con-35-
lab-35-10-11-nov.

Should we be dropping our criticism now?
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https://yougov.co.uk/topics/politics/articles-reports/2021/11/12/voting-intention-con-35-lab-35-10-11-nov
https://yougov.co.uk/topics/politics/articles-reports/2021/11/12/voting-intention-con-35-lab-35-10-11-nov
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IRAN

Dismal political failings
There can be no excuse for taking money and doing the bidding of neocons and reactionaries. Yassamine 
Mather savages the so-called ‘people’s tribunal’ which took place in London last week

When Iranians ask me why 
the European and US left 
seems to have nothing to say 

about workers’ protests in Iran and at 
times appears to support the Islamic 
Republic, I give two answers:
1. The international left fails to 
look at events in any depth, with 
its simplistic acceptance that ‘the 
enemy of my enemy is my friend’ 
(in this case, if Iran is opposed to the 
US, UK and EU governments, then it 
must be ‘my friend’);
2. The sheer bankruptcy of large 
sections of the former left in Iran 
has meant that some have actually 
become paid agents of various 
western governments and agencies 
- many parading as ‘human rights’ 
organisations and openly supporting 
plans for regime-change measures in 
Iran carried out by the US and its allies 
in the form of increased sanctions, 
or even war. In fact, contrary to 
their claims, such groups play a 
crucial part in increasing internal 
support for the Islamic regime, yet 
their endless efforts - financed by a 
plethora of European and American 
neoconservative organisations, or 
by Saudi Arabia and Israel - are no 
longer even reported by the western 
media.

Last week there was an event 
organised by one such group of 
Iranian ex-leftists in London, 
heralded as a ‘people’s tribunal’. 
This took place over five days and 
dealt with the regime’s attack on 
protestors in November 2019.

Let me start by emphasising the 
fact that these were protests by the 
poor and dispossessed inside Iran 
and the regime‘s brutal suppression 
resulted in a large number of deaths, 
injuries and subsequently the torture 
of those arrested. All this should 
obviously be condemned: one day 
the Iranian people will put those who 
ordered such an outrage on trial; they 
must pay for their crimes.

The 2019 protests involved tens 
of thousands and lasted almost a 
week. They were sparked by the 
huge increase in the price of petrol 
- Iran’s oil minister and the country’s 
ambassador to the UK both claimed 
that the measures were good for ‘the 
environment’. Although there is 

no doubt that Iran‘s heavy traffic is 
creating pollution, no-one believes 
claims like that from a government 
that has constantly failed to take 
a responsible position regarding 
nuclear waste and radiation. Its lack 
of any proper environmental policy 
has led to catastrophic weather 
conditions in the south of the country 
and it stands idly by, as major lakes 
dry up, while water from rivers is 
diverted to the highest bidder. We 
should also remember that successive 
Iranian governments have shown 
complete willingness to adhere to 
every diktat of the International 
Monetary Fund and global capital.

Earlier in 2019 hundreds of 
thousands of Iranians received 
the following text message from 
government agencies: ”Dear head of 
household, your subsidies have been 
eliminated.” This was a reference 
to the monthly sums paid to many 
families. The government claimed 
that in order to determine whether a 
household was still eligible to receive 
them it would take into account all 
income and assets, as well as the 
ability to spend - for example, the 
number of foreign trips undertaken. 
Note once again the contradiction 
between this adherence of the entire 
regime (including all its factions) 
to the diktats of global capital on 
economic issues and its repetition of 
anti-US slogans ad nauseam.

Showing unbelievable levels of 
stupidity, sections of the Iranian 
opposition have been calling on 
western governments and ‘human 
rights’ organisations to punish 
Iran for attacking protestors who 
opposed the abolition of subsidies. 
Why do I call this ‘unbelievable 
stupidity’? Because we no longer 
live in the ignorance of the late 
20th century. Most people no longer 
have any illusions in imperialism’s 
hollow claims of concern for 
‘human rights’. While such 
propaganda might have worked 
during the cold war, the atrocities 
of the ‘war on terror’ ended such 
simple-mindedness. When the US 
military and air forces open fire on 
civilians in Iraq, Afghanistan, Libya, 
etc, when western governments 
support (or at least remain silent 

about) Saudi atrocities, when they 
fail to charge those responsible for 
torturing prisoners in the Middle East 
and beyond, when ‘extraordinary 
rendition’ becomes part of 
international politics … would any 
respectable left organisation support 
them in their claims?

Two causes
Economic hardship in Iran has as 
much to do with the US-imposed 
sanctions (which increased tenfold 
during the Trump presidency) as the 
regime’s own economic failings, yet 
the pro-‘regime change’ left, such as 
the organisers of last week’s events, 
fails to condemn them.

Successive Iranian administrations 
(‘reformist’ and conservative alike) 
have followed every IMF and 
World Bank diktat to the letter - 
they removed subsidies, so that 
they could be recognised as flag-
bearers for a neoliberal economy. 
But if you are holding an event 
supported by the imperialists, like 
the organisers of the ‘people’s 
tribunal’, don’t mention IMF rules. 
Note, by the way, that there was 
hardly any mention of this event by 
the media in Britain, where it was 
held, let alone elsewhere in Europe 
- although I believe it was big news 
in the Farsi section of Saudi Arabian 
and Israeli-financed broadcasting 
stations (while BBC Persian, not 
wishing to be labelled ‘left’ or 
‘liberal’, took the lead from these 
disreputable media outlets).

But, apart from such outlets, the 
media clearly decided it would 
be hypocritical to go on about the 
Islamic Republic opening fire on 
its citizens, when the abolition of 
subsidies was enacted in accordance 
with IMF and World Bank demands. 
They know full well what kind of 
brutal measures the regime will 
adopt if the financial distress caused 
by such action provokes protests.

Contrary to the deluded 
Iranian opposition, the media is 
also aware that, after the death 
of tens of thousands of civilians 
in the Middle East as a direct 
or indirect consequence of 
imperialist interventions (after 
all the reports about Abu Ghraib 

prison, Guantanamo, extraordinary 
rendition ...), no-one is interested in 
third-world countries torturing their 
own citizens, are they? And these 
days it is only sections of those 
deluded exiles from dictatorships 
like Iran who still have the mindset 
of the 20th century and take western 
claims about concern for ‘human 
rights’ seriously!

The tribunal’s web page tell us 
that the organisers - the London-
based Justice for Iran, Oslo-based 
Iran Human Rights and Paris-based 
Together Against the Death Penalty 
- are following in the footsteps 
of Bertrand Russell and Jean-
Paul Sartre, who campaigned for 
investigations into the war crimes 
committed in the Vietnam war. 
Please give us a break: that was an 
anti-imperialist, anti-war campaign 
and both of them, for all their 
various shortcomings, were very 
open about the financial backing 
for their campaign, insisting that 
they did not accept funds from 
imperialist states. Shame on those 
Iranian groups, funded as they 
are by such states, for abusing the 
names of Russell and Sartre.

New cold war
One of the co-counsels last week was 
Hamdi Sabi, who is also acting on 
the ongoing Uyghur tribunal, while a 
number of others have affiliations to 
international courts regarding China 
and the former Yugoslavia. While, 
of course, I know that the Chinese 
government is repressing the Uyghurs, 
we can see the political agenda here - 
all part of a new cold war.

Amazingly the three 
organisations listed above have all 
wiped out previous information 
about their financial sources. A 
quick search on Google will tell you 
that Justice for Iran, for instance, 
is a dormant company whose 
income in the last few years has 
been zero, yet we are supposed to 
believe it paid for very expensive 
international lawyers, the hire of 
a large hall in central London, and 
the travel costs for witnesses at last 
week’s jamboree.

One of the organisers was also 
actually a ‘witness’, while a number 

of people claiming to be former 
security agents of the Islamic 
Republic appeared on video camera, 
their faces covered by a mask and 
wearing dark glasses. Of course, 
this is understandable, as their lives 
would be in danger, should they be 
recognised. However, no-one but 
the dubious organisers can vouch 
for their true identity and no-one 
can take their claims seriously.

An Iranian comrade was 
telling me that I should be more 
understanding of the ‘ex-leftists’ 
who are part of these set-ups: unlike 
myself, said the comrade, many 
exiled Iranians have not had the 
‘privileges’ I was born with; they 
do not have well-paid university 
jobs and all they can do is get paid 
by organisations set up or financed 
by the National Endowment for 
Democracy (a US neo-conservative 
outfit), the US government, west 
European rightwing parties, Saudi 
Arabia, Israel ... or whoever is 
willing to pay.

I reject such a view. Those who 
regard the plight of the Iranian people 
as a business opportunity should be 
thoroughly ashamed of themselves. 
Yes, the atrocities committed by the 
Islamic Republic should be exposed, 
but not at the expense of basic 
principles. I would be very much in 
favour of a genuine people’s tribunal 
of the Iranian regime - but not one 
that hides the political and economic 
context in which its crimes have 
taken place. It would be one that 
deals with the issue of sanctions and 
the diktats of the organisations of 
neoliberal capital as well as Iran’s 
brutal dictators. 

In addition to the obvious 
political problems mentioned 
above, such tribunals (like the 
previous Iran Tribunal dealing with 
the mass execution of political 
prisoners in the late 1980s, which 
concluded by deciding to support a 
Saudi-led ‘Cooperation Committee’ 
to investigate Iran’s crimes against 
political prisoners), are so blatantly 
associated with disreputable 
groups and their backers that they 
end up creating positive publicity 
internationally for the reactionary 
Islamic Republic l

London’s Church House conference centre: not exactly packed out, not exactly cheap to hire
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Disintegration of Russiagate
Daniel Lazare delves into the murky world of dossiers, secret agents and pro-Democrat conspiracies

The best way to think of American 
politics is as a mixed martial-
arts fight that keeps on going. 

Just when you think that the warriors 
have delivered their last kick or body 
slam, a roar goes out, as Joe Biden, 
Kamala Harris et al stagger back into 
the cage for more.

The latest round involves the 
Steele dossier - the 35-page report 
cooked up by an ex-MI6 agent named 
Christopher Steele. This triggered 
such a massive storm in early 2017 
that it nearly capsized the incoming 
Trump administration and the reason 
it was so explosive can be summed 
up in two words: “golden showers”. 
Late-night comics could not stop 
talking about the “pee tape” for the 
same reason they could not stop 
talking about Bill Clinton, Monica 
Lewinsky and that famous cigar a 
couple of decades earlier. It was an 
image that stuck in the mind and 
would not let go. Whenever Donald 
Trump was nice to Vladimir Putin, 
assorted bigwigs would announce 
that the only possible explanation 
was that the Kremlin had some 
kompromat that it was using to keep 
the president in line and that Steele 
was the proof.

“I really do wonder if the Russians 
have something on him,” former 
director of national intelligence 
James Clapper announced after 
Trump and Putin appeared overly 
chummy at a summit meeting in 
Helsinki in July 2018. “He is wholly 
in the pocket of Putin,” added ex-
CIA chief John Brennan. Then New 
York Democrat Chuck Schumer 
declared on the Senate floor:

Millions of Americans will 
continue to wonder if the only 
possible explanation for this 
dangerous and inexplicable 
behaviour is the possibility - 
the very real possibility - that 
president Putin holds damaging 
information over President 
Trump.

They said it so often that it had 
to be true - except that it wasn’t. 
Not only does The New York 
Times now classify the dossier as 
“a compendium of rumours and 
unproven assertions”,1 but a special 
prosecutor has indicted two people 
for lying to the FBI about their 
roles in creating it in the first place. 
If true, the charges indicate that 
top Democrats were present at the 
creation, as they financed the dossier, 
helped to formulate its contents and 
then covered up their role, as they 
sought to cut Trump off at the knees 
before he even took office. Indeed, 
one top Democratic operative may 
have planted the seeds for the golden-
showers report itself. All in all, it is 
the dirtiest political trick since the 
Tories used the notorious Zinoviev 
letter forgery to undermine Labour 
and win a landslide victory in 1924.

Not that readers will be able to 
work up much sympathy for poor 
Trump. But the allegations suggest 
two or three things about the nature 
of US politics. One is that Democrats 
are second to none, when it comes to 
slimy tactics. Another is that not all 
conspiracy theories are false and that 
a few well-placed individuals can 
still manipulate politics by pulling 
wires behind the scenes.

But a third is that political 
destabilisation is not something that 
began on January 6, but a process 
that has been building for decades. 
Depending on how you count them, 
the last half-dozen years or so have 
seen not one US coup attempt, but 
three: the effort to use the Steele 
dossier to drive Trump out of office 

beginning in January 2017; the 
Capitol Hill insurrection in January 
2021, and general Mark Milley’s 
post-insurrection efforts to bend 
military protocol, so as to ensure that 
“the Nazis aren’t getting in” during 
the final countdown to Joe Biden’s 
inauguration two weeks later. 
Each occurred, as the underlying 
constitutional machinery continued 
to buckle and sway under the weight 
of accumulated stresses and strains. 
Now that the argument over the 
Steele dossier is entering a new 
stage, the process can only intensify 
until the system continues with its 
slow-motion collapse.

Indictments
John Durham, the special prosecutor 
who issued the indictments, was 
appointed by Trump attorney 
general William Barr in April 2019 
as a follow-up to the less than 
damning report that Robert Mueller 
(yet another special prosecutor) 
issued a month earlier. Although 
the Trump association is enough 
to damn Durham in Democratic 
eyes, Mueller’s conclusion that “the 
investigation did not establish that 
members of the Trump campaign 
conspired or coordinated with the 
Russian government” cried out for 
an explanation. How could years of 
sound and fury end up signifying 
virtually nothing?

Durham was thus tagged with 
getting to the bottom of it all, and 
his indictments are the first attempt 
at an answer. The first concerns 
an incident that occurred around 
the time that Steele was seeking to 
interest reporters and FBI agents 
in his freshly minted dossier. In 
September 2016, a Washington 
attorney named Michael Sussmann 
- a former federal prosecutor, who 
now represented the Democratic 
National Committee - approached 
the bureau with a report that the 
Trump campaign had established 
a secret communications link with 
the Moscow-based Alfa Bank. The 
report caused a sensation, when it 
was leaked to the press, because 
Alfa’s owner, Mikhail Fridman, 
reportedly has close ties to Putin. 
But the charges soon turned out to be 
bogus - although CNN broadcasting 
channels continued flogging it for 
months after.2

The problem with Sussmann 
is not that he approached the FBI, 
but that he allegedly lied about 
why he was doing so. According 

to the indictment, he let the FBI 
think that “he was acting as a good 
citizen”, when in fact he was doing 
it at the behest of the Hillary Clinton 
campaign and an unnamed high-tech 
executive, both of whom were paying 
him for his services. He thus tried to 
cover his tracks, while supposedly 
using the FBI to set off a false alarm. 
Sussmann is also interesting for at 
least two other reasons:
n Following reports in April 2016 
that Russians had hacked the 
DNC’s computers, he contacted an 
old friend named Shawn Henry - a 
former FBI chief of cyber-security, 
who now led a California firm 
known as CrowdStrike - and asked 
him to investigate. Unsurprisingly, 
CrowdStrike quickly concluded that 
Russian intelligence was guilty as 
charged. Curiously, though, the DNC 
never granted the bureau access to its 
servers, so it could verify for itself 
that Russia was indeed responsible.
n Even more strangely, Henry 
later told the House Intelligence 
Committee that, while his team 
found evidence that Russians had 
infiltrated the DNC, “we did not 
have concrete evidence that data was 
exfiltrated from the DNC” - meaning 
that there was no evidence that 
Russian intelligence had extracted 
thousands of emails and passed them 
along to WikiLeaks, as the Mueller 
report would later charge.3 

So Sussmann helped shape the 
emerging Russiagate scandal from 
the beginning, which makes his 
indictment doubly important.

The second indictment, issued on 
November 3, concerns a US-based 
Russian named Igor Danchenko, 
who it says served as Steele’s 
primary source for the dossier, and 
Charles Dolan Jr, a public-relations 
executive with close ties to Bill and 
Hillary Clinton going back to 1992. 
Remarkably considering Hillary’s 
anti-Russian paranoia, Dolan also 
served as a top PR advisor to the 
Kremlin from 2006 to 2014.

While arranging a Moscow 
business conference two years later, 
the indictment says that Dolan was 
invited on a tour of the Moscow Ritz-
Carlton and was informed by a staff 
member that Trump had once stayed 
in the hotel’s presidential suite. 
The indictment adds that “the staff 
member did not mention any sexual 
or salacious activity” and says that it 
is unknown whether Dolan passed 
on the information to Danchenko. 
But, since Danchenko allegedly lied 

to FBI agents about where he got his 
information from - he told them that 
he also stayed at the Moscow Ritz-
Carlton in June 2016 and that it came 
from the hotel manager and other 
employees - it raises the possibility 
that the real source was Dolan. As for 
Trump cavorting with prostitutes, it 
is not clear how that particular titbit 
emerged. But the indictment places 
Dolan close to the scene of the crime.

If the shoe was on the other foot - 
if, for example, a top Trump official 
turned out to be closely associated 
with a Russian-based rumour mill 
producing dirt on Hillary - Democrats 
would be in a frenzy. But for now 
there is mainly silence as professional 
Russophobes like MSNBC TV host 
Rachel Maddow accuse Durham 
of trying “to smear Christopher 
Steele’s intelligence reports as things 
that were deliberately made up and 
concocted by rascally Democrats”. 
But that could change, as the slow-
moving but methodical Durham 
uncovers more information.

Lies
So Steele’s top source lied about 
where he got his information from, 
while a top Democrat lied about 
what he told the FBI. But that is 
only the beginning. Even though the 
Dems lost the 2016 election, they 
still derived incalculable benefits. 
Since Steele had worked with the 
FBI on a previous investigation, 
the bureau regarded him as a 
reliable source and felt obliged to 
check out his findings in full - a 
process that took months. But that 
meant ignoring clear and obvious 
warning signs that the document was 
nonsense. For example, it opens with 
a straightforward claim: “Russian 
regime has been cultivating, 
supporting and assisting Trump for 
at least five years. Aim, endorsed by 
Putin, has been to encourage splits 
and divisions in western alliance.”

But that means that Trump was 
a force to be reckoned with back 
in 2011, when he was in fact a 
laughing stock - a game-show host 
whom Barack Obama mercilessly 
skewered at the annual White House 
Correspondents’ Dinner for his role 
in promoting the absurd Birthergate 
scandal.4 Rolling Stone magazine 
made fun of him for sporting a hairdo 
“that’s the patriotic shade of amber 
waves of grain”.5 A presidential bid 
the same year turned into a royal 
flop. The idea that the Kremlin 
had the foresight to pick out such 

an apparent nonentity as someone 
capable of splitting Nato in two 
and reversing years of anti-Russian 
policies is laughable as well.

Other discrepancies were equally 
glaring. Yet official Washington 
failed to toss the dossier in the 
wastebasket, as any normal person 
would do. Instead, the FBI dawdled 
as various “experts” struggled 
to determine if Steele’s findings 
were true. (Deputy FBI director 
Andrew McCabe testified that the 
bureau’s directorate of intelligence 
concluded that they were “credible 
and accurate” - an indication of 
the bureau’s awesome level of 
incompetence.6) While still director 
of national intelligence, according to 
the Mueller report, Clapper disclosed 
in an email that Trump “asked if 
I could put out a statement”, once 
the dossier was made public. “He 
would prefer, of course, that I say 
the documents are bogus - which, of 
course, I can’t do.”

The effect was to leave Trump 
twisting in the wind, vainly insisting 
that the dossier was untrue and 
reviled for spreading Russian 
dezinformatsiya for so much as 
trying. Democrats had a field day, as 
did the press. The New Yorker ran a 
15,000-word article defending Steele 
as “very efficient, very professional 
and very credible”,7 while The 
Guardian’s Luke Harding went one 
better by claiming that the KGB had 
been cultivating Trump not since 
2011, but since 1987 - the year Trump 
first visited Moscow.8 The BBC’s 
Paul Wood continued defending the 
dossier as late as August 2020.9

Cold warriors endorsed Steele’s 
charges for one reason: they were 
gearing up for conflict with Moscow 
and therefore wanted them to be 
true. Clapper testified that Russians 
are “an existential threat to this 
country that is not interested in 
furthering our interests, certainly, or 
cooperating with us”. FBI attorney 
Lisa Page texted that the Russians 
“are probably the worst. Very little I 
finding redeeming about this. Even 
in history. Couple of good writers 
and artists, I guess.” To which, her 
boyfriend, Peter Strzok, the FBI’s 
chief of counterintelligence, replied: 
“fucking conniving, cheating 
savages. At statecraft, athletics - you 
name it. I’m glad I’m on Team USA.” 
Christopher Steele assured them that 
Russia was even worse than they 
imagined, and so they embraced 
his findings and used them to try to 
defenestrate a sitting president.

But now the entire conspiracy is 
disintegrating, as Durham proceeds 
with his work l

USA

Notes
1. www.nytimes.com/2021/11/04/us/politics/
igor-danchenko-arrested-steele-dossier.html.
2. www.cnn.com/2017/03/09/politics/fbi-
investigation-continues-into-odd-computer-
link-between-russian-bank-and-trump-
organization/index.html.
3. www.dni.gov/files/HPSCI_
Transcripts/2020-05-04-Shawn_Henry-
MTR_Redacted.pdf, (p32).
4. ‘Birthergate’ was the allegation that Obama 
was born in Kenya and was therefore not a 
natural-born citizen, as required by article 2, 
section 1 of the US constitution. For shots 
of Trump writhing in discomfort, as Obama 
continued with his monologue, see: www.
youtube.com/watch?v=n9mzJhvC-8E.
5. ehedegaard.com/rolling-stone/donald-
trump-lets-his-hair-down.
6. See page 46 of McCabe’s December 2017 
testimony before the House Intelligence 
Committee, available at: www.dni.gov/files/
HPSCI_Transcripts/2020-05-04-Andrew_
McCabe-MTR_Redacted.pdf.
7. www.newyorker.com/
magazine/2018/03/12/christopher-steele-the-
man-behind-the-trump-dossier.
8. www.politico.com/magazine/
story/2017/11/19/trump-first-moscow-
trip-215842.
9. www.spectator.co.uk/article/was-the-pee-
tape-a-lie-all-along-.

The idea that Putin knew Donald Trump would become president is simply not credible
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CONSTITUTIONS

In modern times
Capitalism needs an ideological cover for its minority rule, but it also needs the constitutional rule of law. 
Socialism will be different. Mike Macnair spoke at the Online Communist Forum on November 14. This 
is an edited version of his talk

I hope to summarise some of 
the issues in my recent series 
on constitutions and the debate 

around it.1 I begin with something I 
have been asked at work to circulate 
to students: The Times Law Awards 
2022 essay competition. The set 
question is: “‘To no one will we sell, 
to no one will we deny or delay, right 
or justice’ (Magna Carta clause 40): 
is the state financing the criminal 
justice system properly, and if not 
is privatisation a possible solution. 
Would this mean selling justice?”

This is, I think, a reasonable recent 
illustration of a point which I made in 
my most recent article in the series: 
that the idea of the British ‘ancient 
constitution’ is alive and kicking in 
the 21st century. People still argue 
about the rules of Magna Carta, 
about the 1200 Treaty of Le Goulet, 
King John’s surrender of England 
to the Pope in 1213, and so on. 
The question whether Brexit could 
happen by royal prerogative without 
there being an act of parliament, and 
of the extent of the right under that 
prerogative to prorogue parliament, 
were litigated up the UK Supreme 
Court in 2017 and 2019.

Gridlock
The second point concerns absolutely 
immediate British politics: the Owen 
Paterson story. Paterson was found 
by the Parliamentary Standards 
Commissioner and Standards 
Committee to have broken lobbying 
rules, and they recommended that 
he should be suspended as an MP. 
The initial reaction of the Johnson 
government was that they sought to 
overthrow both the condemnation 
and the whole current parliamentary 
standards regime and create a 
new one, in which activities like 
Paterson’s would be acceptable. 
Since the Tory Party has a large 
majority, holding 360 of the 650 
seats in the House of Commons, 
even a substantial Tory rebellion 
did not prevent the proposal going 
through.

But within a few days the 
government did a U-turn. It did so 
because the media did not like the 
idea of the Tories abolishing the 
current regime of controlling MP 
sleaze. And the ‘Tory sleaze’ story 
has run on for the last fortnight 
and is giving rise to considerable 
embarrassment in the government 
- and indeed to a sudden loss of the 
Tories’ lead over the Labour Party in 
the opinion polls.

A large parliamentary majority is 
here defeated by the ‘fourth estate’ of 
the press barons. The same happened 
in a different way over Brexit: an 
informal part of the constitution (the 
advertising-funded media) overruled 
the formal sovereign.

This is not the only U-turn which 
this government has executed.2 
Probably the clearest symptom of the 
problem is planning law. Britain has 
got a serious housing problem and 
the Tories’ solution was to radically 
overhaul planning law in order to 
enable the building of new houses 
(it is actually unlikely to work). 
Nonetheless, that was the only policy 
which they had; the alternative, 
which would be to abolish council 
house sales and set free the councils 
to build new housing, is unthinkable, 
not only to the Tory Party, but also 
to the Labour right. The reform 

proposals have now been abandoned 
due to unpopularity with Tory voters 
in the countryside, small towns 
and suburbs. In consequence, on 
the housing question, the political 
process is gridlocked: it is impossible 
to do anything of substance about the 
housing question. This is merely an 
example of a more general problem 
of political gridlock.

This gridlock in the political 
process has got nothing to do with the 
theoretical legal position according 
to the constitution, which is that the 
queen-in-parliament is sovereign. 
Hence a government which has a 
clear parliamentary majority ought 
to be able to overcome obstacles, to 
bulldoze its way through, to activate 
its decisions. This government is 
not able to, and in fact the Blair 
government was not able to either - 
beyond introducing devolution and 
the Human Rights Act. The gridlock 
is coming from political processes, 
not from juridical limits.

Conversely, in the United States, 
which is where we began in this 
discussion, US domestic politics 
is gridlocked. Joe Biden is unable 
to deliver anything more than a 
limited infrastructure bill. It is a 
big bung to the construction firms, 
but not what his supporters voted 
for. He is unable to deliver because 
the Democratic Party is split - the 
major bribe-payers have loyal agents 
among Democrats in the Congress, 
who will block change which in any 
sense is in the interest of the working 
class; the Republican Party, on the 
other hand, is solidly disciplined; 
and by virtue of the constitutional 
structure of the United States, the 
rural classes control the Senate 
(and are overrepresented in the 
House and in presidential elections). 
Hence the ability of any Democrat 
administration to do anything of any 
substance other than give favours to 
high-rate taxpayers and the financial 
sector is extremely limited.

But the US Congress and 
administrations are not gridlocked 
on everything - on any issue of 
foreign policy, for example. In 
spite of the changes in rhetoric 
between the Obama, Trump and 
Biden administrations, there is 
continuity. That is the case in 
relation to Obama’s ‘pivot to Asia’ 
- meaning increasingly aggressive 
encirclement of China. So too in 
relation to defence of the Ukraine 
and US efforts to get the European 
states onside in the case of a shooting 
war. In relation to sanctions on Iran 
it turned out that there was very 
limited movement by the Obama 
administration and, while there was 
a sharp turn under Trump, the Biden 
administration has not significantly 
rowed back on its predecessor’s 
line: it has continued to demand 
from the Iranian government that it 
make more concessions than those 
which were made for the nuclear 
deal under Obama. So, the reality 
is that the structure of US politics is 
characterised by bipartisanship on 
international and military affairs.

And the gridlock which exists 
is not over tax cuts for the rich: 
only over welfare measures for 
the poor. It is only a gridlock over 
measures which would reduce 
gerrymandering, control political 
contributions, and so on. This is 
equally true of UK politics. What 
appears as gridlock in UK politics 
is principally over anything which 
moves against the interests of donors 
to the Conservative Party.

My whole series of articles and 
the subsequent debate has been about 
the question, ‘Is the phenomenon 
of gridlock on domestic politics in 
the United States a product of the 
antiquity of the US constitution?’ 
Conversely, are the analogous 
‘gridlock’ features of UK politics a 
product of the antiquity of the British 
constitution? This, I argue, is on 
any terms a great deal more antique 

than the US constitution: there is the 
monarchy, the established church, 
matters being decided by royal 
prerogative, the House of Lords that 
includes the bishops and a significant 
chunk of hereditary peers - and so on.

In a sense, these points close the 
circle of my argument in the debate: 
what is causing gridlock is the 
dominance of the possessing classes 
in the political processes, rather than 
particular features of the juridical 
constitutions, whether US or British 
(and with very limited research 
one could find similar gridlock 
stories for France, Germany, Italy, 
the Netherlands ...). Even with a 
juridically sovereign parliament, the 
regime of advertising-funded media, 
etc may give press barons and Tory 
constituencies a liberum veto like 
the aristocrats of the old Polish pre-
partition Sejm in the 18th century.

But it is more important to 
think more generally about ‘What 
is a constitution?’; about why 
it is necessary for rising classes 
to overthrow the pre-existing 
constitution in order to develop 
the new social order of which 
they are bearers; and about the 
rise of capitalism and the feudal 
constitutions, and therefore why 
we have this strange ideology, in 
England in particular, of the ancient 
constitution. And, further, about 
why all capitalist constitutions 
are engines of minority rule, even 
though they hold themselves out as 
being ‘democracies’.

Two sides
I start then with the question, ‘What 
is a constitution?’ A constitution 
basically has two sides to it. The 
first is that it is a set of rules and 
practices of decision-making - 
characteristically of a state, but we 
can perfectly well talk about the 
constitution of a party, a church, a 
bowls club or whatever. The rules 
and practices, it is important to be 

clear, are not all legal.
Now, I want to pin down two 

aspects of this. The first is that the 
mere fact that something is written 
down in a statute does not make it 
a legal rule. Legal rules are those 
which are justiciable, which a court 
is willing to enforce if they are 
understood to be infringed or broken. 
Legal rules therefore do not have to 
be statutory and indeed an awful lot 
of both English law and American 
law is non-statutory ‘common law’, 
precedent-based doctrine and so on. 
Conversely, there are rules contained 
in statutes which are not enforceable 
in any court, and to that extent it 
is probably best to regard them as 
rhetorical statements - or advertising 
- by governments.

The clearest English example of 
this is the Education Act 1944, which 
contains extensive provisions about 
councils providing state schools, 
their organisation, etc. And one - 
only one - justiciable clause. This is 
one which actually is not enforced: 
which is that every school must have 
an act of Christian worship every 
morning. In practice most schools 
dodge around this by holding more or 
less fuzzy ‘ethics’ assemblies of one 
sort and another. But the statutory 
rule which is enforceable is just that.

There are similar things in the 
constitution of the United States. This 
states that the right to declare war is 
vested in the Congress - absolutely 
clear. Now, on a straight ‘originalist’ 
understanding of what the drafters 
of this text meant in the late 1700s, 
it is clear that they meant that the 
US armed forces might not engage 
in military operations outside of the 
United States without congressional 
approval. The president could engage 
in military operations in defence of 
the United States if it was invaded 
(as in 1812 by the UK). But taking 
aggressive military action without a 
declaration of war was understood in 
the international law of the period to 

Money buys lawyers ... and politicians
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be merely piracy or armed robbery.
But, as far as the US Supreme 

Court is concerned, this provision 
is not justiciable - it cannot give rise 
to a “cause or controversy between 
private individuals”. Nobody 
can suffer any loss, who has any 
standing to sue in the courts of 
the United States. Those who are 
bombed as a result of unauthorised 
military operations overseas do 
not have standing to sue the US 
administration in the courts of the 
United States, because, as far as they 
are concerned, what the US has done 
is an act of state. And, conversely, if 
Congresspeople said that they want 
to litigate the question of the war 
powers, the Supreme Court will not 
accept such a suit because it does not 
represent a ‘cause or controversy’, 
since the members of Congress lose 
nothing by virtue of the president’s 
action. And, in consequence, since 
the end of World War II it has 
been routine practice for the US 
presidency to go to war without the 
consent of the Congress.

Here there is a process whereby 
there is a gradual accretion of power 
to the executive. This also reflects 
more generally the role of the 
‘imperial presidency’, as the United 
States has become ever bigger as 
an imperialist power. This rule that 
there can be no litigation without a 
‘cause or controversy’ is a customary 
one (in England such rules are called 
‘conventions of the constitution’). 
This overrules the statutory rule in 
the constitution.

In other words, constitutions 
are rules and practices of decision-
making. These may be legal or 
customary rules, but no amount of 
careful drafting of the legal rules 
will prevent the development of 
customary rules, which may override 
them. In the USA the custom of the 
imperial presidency overrides the lex 
scripta of article I, section 8, clause 
11 of the constitution. In the UK the 
customary rights of the press barons 
overrides the legal doctrine of the 
sovereignty of parliament.

The second thing constitutions 
are is that they contain principles 
of loyalty, around which the state 
actors are organised. Societies 
need to organise the loyalty of state 
actors because, other things apart, a 
state is just a protection racket. It is 
just a bunch of guys with guns - or 
before that swords, bows and arrows 
and such-like - who point them at 
the general public and by doing so 
extract taxes.

True, states actually do various 
things which to a greater or lesser 
extent are useful - for example, 
maintaining roads - but their core is 
the forcible extraction of a share of 
the surplus product as tax, and hence 
they remain vulnerable to the same 
problem that affects armies: if they 
have a victory and then break up in 
order to loot, the army ceases to be 
an organised force. There needs to be 
some principle in the organisation of 
the state by which state officials are 
held back from just stealing things. 
(They are not going to stop stealing 
things altogether, but it holds them 
back from doing so to the point that 
the whole apparatus collapses.)

A recent example is the 
Afghanistan puppet regime. Those 
in the state apparatus just stole 
everything and in consequence the 
soldiers did not get paid and they 
were not willing to fight. The same 
thing happened in the last years 
of the tsarist regime: the extent of 
corruption in the logistics apparatus 
in 1914-17 was such that the regime 
was unable to deliver both food to 
the cities and food and ammunition 
to the armed forces (which triggered 
1917). The ‘White’ armies in Russia 
during the civil war period very 
rapidly became just gangs of looters. 
And so on.

We need the two sides of this 

to understand constitutions: both 
the rules for decision-making and 
the fact that those rules also serve 
as an ideology, which holds the 
state officials back from looting. 
Daniel Lazare made a useful point 
in our discussion of this talk on 
November 14: the constitution is a 
theatrical product which dramatises 
the state and its relations to the 
outside world.

The ideology which holds the state 
officials back from looting has the 
consequence that the state officials 
are loyal to the principles which 
are expressed in the constitutional 
conception. And those principles are 
part of the ideas of the ruling class. It 
is clearest to express this by looking 
at the difference between feudal and 
capitalist constitutions.
Feudal and 
capitalist
Feudalism is characterised by the 
split of the exploiting class between 
the military nobility, on the one 
hand, and the clergy, on the other. 
Going along with that, there is the 
ability of the primary producers to 
manoeuvre between the local parson 
or (Christian or Buddhist) abbot, 
and the local squire or samurai. The 
result is substantial growth in the 
forces of production, arising from 
the ability of the primary producers 
to reinvest - which does not exist in 
classical antiquity.

Because feudal society does not 
understand the villeins - the peasants 
- as being outside of society, unlike 
slaves, how does it understand the 
right to rule? The answer is that the 
right to rule is given by the personal 
inherited characteristics of the 
knight, the gentleman, the baron, the 
prince ... but also by the personal 
sanctity of the clergyman.

But the consequence of this 
dependence on the personality of 
the ruler, the personality of the 
clergyman, is against the interests 
of the development of proto-
capitalism. The reason for this is 
that capitalism involves money 
(M) put into commodities (-C), and 
the commodities are then worked 
up through a production process 
(… P…) involving collective activity 
by groups of wage workers. The 
produced commodity (Cʹ) then has to 
be sold off and realised with a profit 
at the end of it (-Mʹ). The problem 
with the feudal state is that it is all 
too easy for the personal character of 
the monarch, the bishop or whatever 
to interfere with the process.

I gave an example in one of the 
articles. Andrew Yarranton and his 
partners invested a lot of money 
buying the tin-plating process from 
the prior inventors in Saxony and 
working out how to activate it, only 
to discover after, when they were 
ready to go to market, that King 
Charles II had privately given a 
patent for tin-plating to a crony of 
his. That knocked Yarranton and his 
partners out of the picture.

We can see equally in Renaissance 
Florence, how Savonarola (to take a 
single example among many) got up 
an agitation against the authorities 
on the basis that they were tolerating 
all sorts of immoralities inconsistent 
with Christian law. Now, the point 
is not that Christian law prohibits 
profit: the point is that it can be 
read as doing so - somebody can get 
themselves up as a holy man, and on 
that basis arbitrarily interfere with 
the circulation of capital.

So the capitalists need a new 
state form, which is not based on 
the government of men - whether 
of princes because of their natural 
nobility or of religious agitators 
because of their natural personal 
sanctity. The capitalist state needs 
to be a Rechtsstaat - a ‘rule of law 
state’.

That is already the case in the 
medieval Italian city-states. They 

start by arguing that they are 
subject to Roman law: ‘We appeal 
to Rome. We are the heirs of the 
ancient republic.’ This is not by any 
means unique. Marx wrote in the 
18th Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte 
about how the French revolution 
was dressed in the clothes of ancient 
Rome. But they were not the first 
people to do so. Nathaniel Lee’s 1680 
play Lucius Junius Brutus, about the 
foundation of the Roman republic, 
was suppressed by the royalists as 
seditious. Joseph Addison’s Cato 
(1713) again appealed to the Roman 
republic: it was a huge Whig hit. 
The American revolutionaries of 
the 1770s similarly appealed to the 
Roman republic.

There is a problem with this 
appeal to Rome, however. It is a 
poisoned chalice because the Roman 
law sources that we have are actually 
from the Christian emperor Justinian 
in the 6th century AD. The sources 
have precisely the idea that the will 
of the prince has the force of law, that 
the prince is not bound by the laws; 
and they also have explicit provision 
for the jurisdiction of bishops, usury 
and so on.

Later on came the argument, ‘We 
don’t want the Justinianic law: we 
want Roman laws from republican 
times.’ So François Hotman wrote 
in the late 1500s a book called 
Anti-Tribonian - directed against 
Tribonian, who chaired Justinian’s 
Codification Commission - urging a 
return to older law.

Nonetheless, it is a poisoned 
chalice and the people who 
succeeded in creating independent 
capitalist states were the Genoese 
and the Venetians, who did not 
follow the ‘Roman law is our law’ 
line, but instead argued, ‘We have 
ancient constitutions which go 
back to immemorial antiquity, and 
these make us autonomous.’ The 
same happens in relation to the 
Netherlands and England, where we 
have the development of the idea of 
a constitution that is so ancient and 
so powerful that it holds the king in 
subordination - and therefore all the 
magistrates too.

These, then, are experiments in 
how to get a rule-of-law state. The 
result of the geopolitics of its creation 
in the Netherlands and in England is 
that by the early 1700s all those who 
would quite like to have something 
better than the feudal/religious 
regime were thinking ‘We want some 
of that’. They were not thinking of it 
as their ‘ancient constitution’. Rather, 
they believed that the Dutch and the 
English had shown that there can be 
progress: the world moves forward, 
things get better and this progress 
is leading towards enlightenment. 
Therefore they should draw up an 
‘enlightenment constitution’ - one 
which is the product not of remote 
antiquity, but of redesign.

But enlightenment turns out also 
to be a poisoned chalice for the 
capitalist class. The reason is that 
the capitalist constitution, although 
it needs to be based on the rule 
of law, also requires a regime of 
minority rule. That is because the 
capitalists are a minority class. The 
capitalism which produces the great 
military capabilities, and hence 
the geopolitical advantage, of the 
Netherlands and Britain over France, 
is precisely the form of production 
through the circuit M-C-P-Cʹ-Mʹ, in 
which P is production by organised 
groups of workers. It is the unity of 
the market and the factory - even if 
the factory has not steam-driven, but 
wind-driven machines, and so on. 
So enlightenment thought does not 
provide a sufficient reflection for the 
authority relations of the factory.

It is not, on the other hand, 
that the factory is the epitome of 
modernity: left fans of German 
capitalism (Parvus, Hilferding and 
others) thought that Germany had 

organised capitalism, as opposed to 
the disorganised liberalism of Britain 
and the United States, and that 
organised capitalism was the way of 
the future. That picks up one side. 
On the other side, the enlightenment 
line picks up the other half: it just 
looks at freedom and equality in 
the market and forgets about the 
presence of hierarchy and authority 
in the workplace.

Hence the point that the 
enlightenment constitution is 
contradictory from the point of view 
of capital. It is therefore problematic. 
On the one hand, its great advantage 
over ancient constitutionalism is 
that you are set free from whatever 
happened hundreds of years ago. On 
the other hand, there is also a real 
danger that enlightenment ideas lead 
to such thoughts as ‘Why should I 
be subordinate to the foreman on the 
shop floor? Or my line manager?’ Or 
‘Why should we as small operators 
of one sort and another be out-bribed 
by the rich? Why should it be the 
case that the big capitalists have 
priority access to MPs, which the rest 
of us don’t have?’

And might there not, indeed, be 
a future after capitalism? Progress 
might not just stop where we are. 
We may be able to think in terms of 
Spencean communism or Owenite 
cooperation, of Flora Tristan’s 
Workers’ Union, or of the red 
republicanism of Helen Macfarlane 
... or Marxism, which emerges from 
this milieu.

And so capital moves away from 
enlightenment constitutionalism in 
a to-and-fro process. Enlightenment 
constitutionalism does not just 
disappear, but capital moves away. 
In the US the form which this 
takes is ‘originalism’. Originalism 
as an approach to interpreting the 
US constitution emerges in the 
1980s, along with neoliberalism. 
Theoretically originalists claim 
that we have to interpret the US 
constitution on the basis that what 
the people writing in the 1780s 
meant is the only thing that the 
document means. However, it turns 
out that after 10 or 20 years the 
originalists were no longer interested 
in hearing from historians of the 
18th century what the intellectual 
context of those writing in the 1780s 
was. On the contrary, they have a 
construct which they will not permit 
to be interrogated. And this historical 
construct of modern originalism, of 
Justice Antonin Scalia (1936-2016) 
and others in the US Supreme Court 
and on the right, is a peculiar sort of 
rose-tinted-spectacles image of the 
past, which has indeed very much 
the same sort of character as the 
fantasies of Chief Justice Sir Edward 
Coke (1552-1634) of the Anglo-
Saxon Parliament.
Capitalist and 
proletarian
We need to think about what the 
proletarian constitution should be. 
What alternative is there to capitalist 
constitutionalism?

Capitalist constitutionalism is 
about minority rule, which works 
through explicit mechanisms - the 
monarchy and related institutions, 
such as the oath of allegiance taken 
by soldiers, police, etc, as backstops, 
the hereditary peers and the regular 
sale of life peerages - and through a 
series of implicit ones. Advertising-
funding makes the media corrupt. 
This, in turn, forces parties and 
politicians to accept bribes to fund 
their own advertising.

The right of the MP to a ‘term of 
years absolute’ (the seat as a property 
right) is backed by the media. The 
single-member parliamentary seat 
and ‘first past the post’, the role of 
the MP as a sort of ombudsman, 
and the parliamentary career - the 
right to stand again and again - also 
drive towards MPs’ corruption and 

sleaze, producing laws as well as 
government contracts and policies 
sold to the highest bidder; private 
access by paid lobbyists to ministers 
and to the Law Commission 
completes the picture.

Alongside this is the free market 
in legal services, which amounts to 
the systematic sale of justice to the 
highest bidder. England has limited 
judicial review of statutes, but the 
right of courts to interpret statutes 
can have the same effect.

These are all instruments of 
minority rule. We are concerned with 
the proletariat as a class, a majority 
class, which makes democracy its 
appropriate form of rule. Further, it 
needs political democracy in order to 
organise itself.

Both Stalinism and post-World 
War I ‘social democracy’ have tested 
to destruction the idea that you can 
have powerful workers’ organisations 
without political democracy. In 
reality, the destruction of political 
democracy in workers’ organisations 
erodes their effectiveness. It reduces 
the trade unions and working class 
parties to empty shells, which are 
incapable of actually resisting and 
defeating the attacks of the capitalist 
class.

What is political democracy, 
however? It is not straightforwardly 
a ‘system of rules’, and certainly not 
a ‘legal rule system’, in which the 
last word as to what the rules are is 
held by judges. The rule of law is 
the dictatorship of the bourgeoisie. 
Political democracy has to be a 
practice: a customary practice, 
which returns the decisions as far as 
possible to the ranks.

Paul Cockshott proposed in 
his 2009 critique of my book 
Revolutionary strategy “universal 
online referenda” with the right of 
initiative, so that anybody has the 
right to make a proposal. And my 
response to that was: “Imagine for a 
moment: you get up in the morning 
and log on, and find in your inbox 
20 million referendum proposals 
to be read and voted on ...” The 
reality is that a democratic decision-
making process requires us to have 
mechanisms which sift through, 
which define and limit, the range 
of choices we are making, and the 
processes by which we do so involve 
political representation. They 
involve the organisation of factions, 
parties, and so on.3

If we think thoroughly about 
political democracy, it will become 
apparent that in the first place it 
is necessarily a customary regime 
primarily; and it is about principles, 
which shape and guide how we enact 
our decision-making process. Eg, is 
this a matter which has to be decided 
right now, or can it go back to the 
larger group, and back in turn to the 
general membership?

That actually entails us thinking 
about this not as rules of law, not 
as a complex Heath Robinson 
constitution (à la Left Unity), which 
imitates the USA’s judicialised 
regime. Rather, we need to think 
democratic practice, political custom 
and political principle - not in terms 
of the judge as a saviour on high, 
who will deliver us! l
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COP26

On the dark side
Jack Conrad explores the commonalities and connections between greenism and the right and far right

Greenism often imagines 
itself appealing to the 
“ecologically aware” and 

going beyond antiquated modes of 
“debate” such as “left/right, poor/
rich, north/south”.1 While green 
intellectuals were doubtlessly 
amongst the forefront of those 
warning of an ecological crisis, 
they fail - and miserably too - when 
it comes to offering a realistic 
social agent capable of carrying 
through the complete social 
transformation needed to achieve 
a sustainable balance between 
nature and human society.

As a result, greenism easily 
slips into Malthusianism, capitalist 
realism, desperate sabotage 
actions and worse. From first-
hand experience, Derek Wall - 
once joint principal speaker of the 
Green Party in England and Wales 
- warns that greenism is “ripe for 
reappropriation by softly-spoken 
Nazis, who articulate a rhetoric 
of decentralisation, justice and 
the rural, while seeking to build 
insular authoritarian communities 
based on atavistic notions of blood 
and soil and anti-Semitic hatred”.2 
Presumably, he had David Icke 

in mind - till 1991 one of four 
Green Party spokespersons. Of 
course, these days Icke lectures 
to packed audiences about the 
Illuminati, reptoid humanoids and 
blood-sucking, Satan-worshipping 
Rothschilds.

David Icke’s insane babblings 
notwithstanding, Wall’s statement 
might still appear strange. Even 
very strange. After all, today 
the Green Party sings from the 
standard soft-left hymnbook 
(though revealingly it has recently 
adopted the IHRA’s ‘definition’ 
of anti-Semitism - code for being 

an acceptable coalition partner). 
Despite that, in terms of historical 
background, class location and 
ideological outlook, there are 
numerous commonalities and 
connections that join greenism 
and the far right together.

Primitives
Let us start with the green 
primitivists - a viewpoint 
championed most famously by 
John Zerzan. Drawing on Theodor 
Adorno, amongst many others, he 
depicts human society as following 
a negative dialectic towards ever 

Matthias Grünewald ‘The 
temptation of St Anthony’ 

(detail) c1515

When irrationalism 
becomes the official 

doctrine, deeply reactionary 
consequences follow
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greater degrees of alienation.
Based on solid anthropological 

evidence, Zerzan writes that before 
the domestication of animals and 
sedentary agriculture, life was 
“largely one of leisure, intimacy 
with nature, sensual wisdom, 
sexual equality and health”. 
Abundance ruled. “This,” he says, 
“was our human nature … prior to 
enslavement by priests, kings and 
bosses”.3 Living ‘social fossils’ 
provide ample confirmation. 
Studies of the !Kung in Namibia 
and the Mbuti in the Congo, reveal 
“economic, political and gender 
egalitarianism”.4 Nor is there 
organised violence. Before the 
Upper Palaeolithic, society was, 
unquestionably, “warless”.5 It is 
the domestication of animals, the 
growing of crops and the resulting 
social hierarchy which brings 
about territorial conflict, women’s 
oppression, slavery, mass killings 
and other such horrors.

A Maoist student in the 1960s, 
Zerzan arrived at anarchism in the 
1970s. While he does not dismiss 
Marx entirely, he has no liking for 
“liberals, Marxists, members of 
left parties, Noam Chomsky, the 
anarchist left, the syndicalists, the 
Wobblies, all those people who 
think technology is fine and it just 
depends on how you use it and 
that there’s nothing wrong with 
development and the industrial 
system - it just depends who’s 
running it”.6

Zerzan is one of quite a range of 
deep greens who refuse to condemn 
Theodore Kaczynski, the notorious 
Unabomber. During the 1990s the 
two regularly corresponded. Not 
that Zerzan condones Kaczynski’s 
violence against fellow living 
beings. Between 1978 and 
1995 this Harvard graduate 
and mathematical protégé was 
responsible for a campaign of 
letter bombs, targeting people 
involved in high tech. Three 
died, another 23 were injured. 
Kaczynski thought he was about 
to trigger a revolution against 
industrialisation and ecological 
destruction. He issued a 35,000-
word manifesto, Industrial society 
and its future (1995). Politically 
naive, it goes without saying. He 
had no time for “leftists”, whom he 
dismissed as “oversocialised” and 
suffering from “low self-esteem”.7 

Quite rightly though, Kaczynski 
refused to plead insanity at his 
trial. He took full responsibility 
for his actions.

Zerzan shot to fame in the 
aftermath of the 1999 Seattle 
World Trade Organisation protests. 
He is now widely read, sought 
after by mainstream journalists 
and even conducted international 
speaking tours (otherwise Zerzan 
lives simply: he does not own a 
car, a credit card or a computer). 
Not that he relies upon protest 
demonstrations alone to usher in 
fundamental change. Amongst 
his models of how to ‘crack the 
system’ are the cynics of classical 
Greece and Rome. They ate 
discarded or begged food, slept in 
the open and defecated in public. 
Other inspirations include the 
pantheistic Brothers and Sisters 
of the Free Spirit of the 12th-
15th centuries, the 17th century 
Levellers and Diggers and the 
19th century Luddites.8

Recoiling from wage-slavery, 
the dehumanising kitsch of 
commercialism and capitalism’s 
drive to ecocide, Zerzan, along 
with other green primitives, seeks 
salvation in the feral - part echo of 
Henry David Thoreau, part elegy 
for a lost golden age, part ghastly 
future menace.

The promised land of green 
primitives is the endless 
wilderness. Suitably humbled, a 

repentant humanity returns to the 
Palaeolithic ways of our ancestors 
and lives in perfect harmony with 
nature. The goal is a near zero 
ecological footprint. Industry 
and even peasant agriculture are 
damned as unsustainable and 
unnatural.

To achieve their future, green 
primitives concoct various plans 
for a stage-by-stage escape from 
the “10,000 years of darkness 
and captivity”.9 Zerzan proposes 
abandonments. The international 
trade in food gives way to local 
production; urban centres to 
living in the countryside; cold 
northern zones to migrating to 
warmer southern climes; the 
division of labour to self-reliant 
individualism; agriculture back to 
hunter-gathering.

Towards that end Earth First and 
Deep Green Resistance actively 
seek to dismantle industrial 
civilisation. There can be no slow 
or soft shift to a sustainable future. 
Mainstream ecological activism is 
dismissed as largely ineffective. 
Instead they started attacking the 
things that threaten the planet. Oil 
pipelines were blown up, logging 
companies disrupted, and power 
stations put out of action.

Subjectivism is, in general, 
the dominant narrative. The 
origins of the ecological crisis 
facing the planet lies in human 
belief systems, be they religious, 
philosophical or scientific. The 
Judeo-Christian world view, 
dualist Cartesian philosophy 
and western science are said to 
foster a mindset that seeks to 
dominate nature. Having located 
the origins of the ecological crisis 
in the sphere of ideology, Zerzan 
dismisses the possibility of social 
causes as crude materialism.

Purportedly, humanity’s fall 
from grace began with “symbolic 
culture” - language, art, religion, 
mathematics, etc.10 So one madcap 
schema is to get back to when 
our species was not human: ie, 
cultural, but animal. Implementing 
such a complete evacuation from 
the modern human condition, 
in anything like a meaningful 
time span, would, however, 
necessitate a reduction of the 
global population not by a half or 
two-thirds - pale green timidity! 
Rather what the green primitivists 
appear to have in mind is more 
like a 99% cull. Estimates, when it 
comes to the distant past, can only 
but be heroic guesses. That said, it 
is reckoned that in the Palaeolithic 
there were no more than 300,000 
of us humans living across the 
whole of the planet.11

Undaunted, green primitives 
ask us to open our machine-
closed minds to the wonderful 
vistas of the past and make it our 
model for the future. Crystal-
clean air without a hint or trace of 
industrial pollution; seas teeming 
with plankton, squid, fish, whale, 
dolphin, seal and turtle. Forests 
once again covering vast tracts 
of Eurasia and North America; 
they are home to abundant deer, 
elk, wild pig, bear and, at the top 
of the feeding chain, packs of 
wolves, prowling tigers and other 
big cats. In the African Savannah 
grasslands are roamed by millions 
of elephants, rhinos, hyenas and 
lions and packed full of zebras, 
wildebeest and antelopes. In 
the lowland areas of Eurasia, 
stretching as far as the eye can 
see, there are reedy marshlands 
and each spring and autumn huge 
flocks of migrating birds turn the 
sky black in their uncountable 
numbers.

Wandering through this earthly 
paradise, organised in little tribal 
bands, are the descendants of 
the green primitives. Maybe 10 

million, maybe 20 million of 
them. Living in tune with their 
environment, they are physically 
fit, consume a tremendous variety 
of different plants and animals and 
know none of our modern diseases, 
such as measles, smallpox or 
the common cold (in order to 
spread and therefore survive, the 
pathogens responsible for such 
diseases require a host population 
that is sufficiently numerous and 
sufficiently concentrated12).

Hunting and gathering occupy 
the band only for comparatively 
brief periods of time. Most of 
the day is taken up with cooking, 
eating, relaxing, sleeping and 
playing. Numerous dangers 
confront them. While life is on 
average relatively short, the 
pleasures and compensations are 
many.

However, what about those 
missing billions? The unchosen? 
Suddenly, it is not idyllic images 
that come to mind. Instead it is 
Dachau, Belsen and Auschwitz. 
Attempting to impose a primitivist 
solution on the unchosen, 
retracing even the first steps back 
to “Edenic beginnings”, requires 
hell.13 A strong state would 
have to be made or captured; 
a fanatical cadre recruited and 
trained. Forced sterilisation 
and surely mass extermination 
follows. All the crimes of the 
murderous 20th century pale 
into utter insignificance. Without 
such a concentrated moment of 
horror, the utopian dreams of the 
green primitives will forever go 
unrealised.

Fascism
According to orthodox Marxism, 
especially in the seminal writings 
of Leon Trotsky, the category 
‘fascism’ specifically defines 
those parties or movements 
which recruit, or actively seek 
to recruit, a desperate, enraged 
and disorientated plebeian mass, 
crucially in order to fashion 
them into a counterrevolutionary 
battering ram: the overriding aim 
being to smash the organised 
working class.

Other usages are more casual. 
Far too casual. Fascist or fascism 
becomes a crude insult. A swear 
word. Donald Trump, Margaret 
Thatcher, Augusto Pinochet and 
Mustafa Kemal Atatürk have all 
been routinely labelled fascist. Old 
Etonian duffers and foul-mouthed 
Alf Garnetts, the police and prison 
wardens, even Fox News and GB 
News, become fascist too. The 
emotion, the desire to condemn, 
the righteous indignation are 
all there. But it hardly counts as 
Marxism.

If we put fascism back onto 
a proper, scientific footing, 
modernday organisations such as 
Golden Dawn in Greece, Turkey’s 
Grey Wolves and India’s Rashtriya 
Swayamsevak Sangh certainly fit 
the bill. But what about greenism?

Derek Wall has already been 
quoted. Then there is the leftish 
academic, Naomi Klein. This 
supposed intellectual ‘godmother’ 
of the Green New Deal fears that 
“unless something significant 
changes in how our societies 
rise to the ecological crisis, we 
are going to see … white-power 
eco-fascism emerge with much 
greater frequency, as a ferocious 
rationalisation for refusing to 
live up to our collective climate 
responsibilities”.14

Leave aside the USA and its 
buzzing swarm of ‘back to nature’ 
militias, survivalists and preppers. 
Across Europe important sections 
of the far right are shifting away 
from the climate denialism of 
Donald Trump, Jair Bolsonaro and 
Nigel Farage. Instead, they are (re)

learning the language of greenism.
In May 2019, Marine Le Pen 

issued a National Rally election 
manifesto calling for a Europe 
of nations to become the world’s 
“first ecological civilisation” 
(ironically a term first coined by 
Soviet “environmental experts” in 
198415). The new Euro paradigm 
owes everything to the old nativist 
and localist paradigm, though. 
Ethnic minorities and migrants 
are pictured as a parasitic, 
invasive species. Ecoborderism 
is the solution … or, as Le Pen’s 
spokesperson, Jordan Bardella, 
declares, “borders are the 
environment’s greatest ally … it is 
through them that we will save the 
planet”.16

The Freedom Party in Austria 
has undertaken a similar U-turn. 
Its new leader, Norbert Hofer, 
declares that he wants to recolour 
the FPÖ from blue to green and 
make it “the” climate protection 
party.17 Now the FPÖ website 
bluntly states that “climate change 
is reality and cannot be denied”. 
The same goes for the Berlin 
branch of Jung Alternative, the 
youth wing of Alternative für 
Deutschland. In an open letter 
to AfD’s executive it demands a 
change of direction over climate.18

Fidesz in Hungary, Lega in 
Italy, the National Alliance in 
Latvia and Vox in Spain - all have 
to one degree or another greened 
their xenophobic nationalism. 
Ominously, in the May 2019 
European Union elections the 
far-right Identity and Democracy 
bloc gained 73 MEPs and became 
the fifth biggest grouping in the 
European parliament.19

Britain First certainly 
experiences not the least trouble 
in demanding “resolute action to 
protect, nurture and preserve our 
native environment, countryside 
and areas of natural beauty”.20 The 
British National Party even claims 
to be:

this nation’s only true green 
party, which has policies 
that will actually save the 
environment … Unlike the 
fake ‘greens’, who are merely a 
front for the far left, the BNP 
is the only party to recognise 
that overpopulation - whose 
primary driver is immigration, 
as revealed by the government’s 
own figures - is the cause of the 
destruction of our environment.21

What about fascism qua fascism? 
There is, of course, a long history 
of feudal and conservative 
greenism tipping over into the 
politics of counterrevolution, 
including overt fascism. The Soil 
Association in Britain included 
Jorian Jenks amongst its core 
founders. He edited its journal 

Mother Earth till his death in 
1963 and he is still considered 
something of a mentor even to this 
day. However, in the mid-1930s 
he became a regular contributor 
to the Blackshirt and stood as a 
candidate for the British Union of 
Fascists. He served as its advisor 
on agriculture: “fascism alone 
could make agriculture prosperous 
again”.22 Jenks advocated autarchy 
and import controls. Owners who 
misused the land would find it 
subject to compulsory purchase. 
Throughout the rest of his life 
Jenks remained a close associate 
and disciple of Oswald Mosley.

Arthur Kenneth Chesterton, 
brother of the famous novelist, 
was likewise closely associated 
with far-right environmentalism 
during the 1930s. However, he 
concluded that Mosley had gone 
soft on the Jews and decided to go 
his own way. In 1938 he helped 
found the National Socialist 
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League. Fittingly he was elected 
chair of the National Front at its 
foundation conference in February 
1967.

Not surprisingly the example of 
Germany is especially instructive. 
In the late 19th century the country 
underwent a process of rapid 
industrialisation. That resulted in 
massive social dislocation and the 
ruination of a whole layer of the 
German middle classes.

Wandervögel
One response to capitalist progress 
and the dreadful prospect of 
becoming a ‘salary man’, a mere 
dehumanised cog, was the ‘back to 
nature’ movement. Anti-capitalism 
interwove with rightwing Volk 
politics and ideas of a revived 
paganism. Young men, particularly 
students, joined the German Youth 
Movement, the Wandervögel 
(roughly ‘free spirits’ or ‘rovers’). 
Membership rapidly grew and 
reached the tens of thousands. 
Trekking through forests, climbing 
hills and mountains, camping under 
the stars, linking arms and singing 
old German songs, these petty 
bourgeois rebels sought escape from 
the crushing conformity of capitalist 
society through the achievement 
of a mystical oneness with nature. 
There was a strong undercurrent of 
homoeroticism. In this spirit they 
instituted the custom of greeting 
each other by proclaiming ‘Heil’.

All in all, a hopeless escape 
attempt. The stress was always 
on individual transformation. 
Wandervögel was itself “a 
hodgepodge of counter-cultural 
elements, blending neo-
romanticism, eastern philosophies, 
nature mysticism, hostility to 
reason and a ... search for authentic, 
non-alienated social relations”. 
No wonder some wags have 
characterised it as an organisation 
of ‘rightwing hippies’. That said, 
on the positive side, its back-to-
nature cult “spurred a passionate 
sensitivity to the natural world and 
the damage it suffered”.23

Many contemporary concerns 
were anticipated by Wandervögel’s 
thinkers - Ludwig Klages 
being particularly notable. The 
extinction of species, upsetting 
the global ecological balance, 
deforestation, the destruction of 
natural habitats, urban sprawl, 
the disjuncture between humanity 
and nature and how ‘civilisation’ 
was finishing off aboriginal 
people in Australia, Polynesia and 

Africa were all excoriated. He 
even condemns the “destruction” 
wrought by the “tourist trade”.24 
All this before 1914!

But, as already suggested, there 
was, though, another, much darker 
side to Wandervögel. Most were 
overt racists and many viciously 
anti-Semitic. Klages’s outrage 
against capitalism’s degradation 
of nature certainly ran alongside 
an obnoxious anti-Semitism. Not 
without justification he has been 
credited with being the intellectual 
precursor of Nazism and the Third 
Reich.

Janet Biehl and Peter Staudenmaier, 
the Bookchinite authors of 
Ecofascism (1996) argue, rightly 
in my opinion, that any “wholesale 
indictment of reason cannot 
help but have savage political 
implications”.25 By definition 
the door is slammed shut on 
democracy and any prospect of 
consciously reconstructing society 
and its relationship with nature. At 
the same time such irrationalism 
is prone to the most brutal anti-
humanism.

With the outbreak of World 
War I, patriotic youth flocked to 
the colours and what they saw 
as a glorious national crusade. 
Wandervögel fragmented - along 
religious and political lines - but 
continued after the cataclysm. A 
few strands headed off towards 
Marxism. There were social 
democratic and communist youth 
movements in the 1920s. However, 
most were irredeemably locked 
into the orbit of the far right and 
eventually spiralled into the black 
hole of Nazism. Nature worship 
fused with Führer worship.

Wandervögel left a considerable 
ideological imprint in the 
collective imagination, which 
Adolf Hitler both psychologically 
internalised and successfully 
harnessed. He too spoke in the 
language of deep greenism.

Hitler took it for granted that 
humanity was biologically divided 
and destined to an eternal struggle 
of race against race, nation against 
nation. Biological categories were 
mapped onto social categories. 
History thereby became part of 
the “struggle for existence that 
produces the selection of the 
fittest”.26 Only the strongest races 
and nations survive. The weak 
must perish … or be exterminated. 
Logically then, as politics is 
nature and nature is struggle, 
“it is useful to know the laws 

of nature - for that enables us to 
obey them”.27 That is why for 
Hitler class politics were such 
an abomination: class is pitted 
against class; the Volk is divided; 
the nation is weakened. That crime 
against nature’s immutable laws, 
which saw national humiliation in 
1918, had to be finally ended.

The ethnocide perpetuated 
against the Jews was inevitably 
justified through biological 
determinism. Supposedly, the Jews 
were an alien species and were, as 
such, responsible for generating 
class politics: on the one side the 
politics of the workers’ movement 
and on the other side the politics 
of finance capital. Once a people 
rid themselves of the Jews, then it 
can “return spontaneously to the 
natural order”.28

Philosophy
Undoubtedly the most sophisticated 
exponent of far-right greenism 
was the philosopher, Martin 
Heidegger (1889-1976). He is still 
widely celebrated as a precursor 
of modern ecological thinking. 
On the basis of his rejection 
of the cult of technology as an 
index of progress and denial of 
anthropocentric humanism, deep 
greens put Heidegger onto the 
pantheon of the giants.

A jaundiced critic of the 
Enlightenment, Heidegger 
preached the virtues of ‘authentic 
being’. His critique of humanism, 
his call to “let things be”, his 
notion that humanity is engaged 
in a “play” or “dance” with earth, 
sky and gods, his contemplative 
thoughts on the authentic modes 
of dwelling, his protest against 
industrial degradation of the 
planet, his stress on the importance 
of the local and the “homeland”, 
his call for humanity to protect 
and preserve nature, instead of 
dominating it - all these aspects 
of Heidegger’s thought have been 
used to support the claim that he is 
a foundational deep green.29

That despite the fact that in 
1933 he became a card-carrying 
member of the Nazi Party! This 
was no calculated ruse designed 
to further an academic career. Tom 
Rockmore cuttingly points out 
that Heidegger stands absolutely 
alone “amongst the major 
thinkers of the 20th century” in 
being a “voluntary adherent of 
Nazism”.30 Damningly, he insists 
that Heidegger’s philosophy and 
his Nazism were “inseparable”.31 
Surely an overstatement … given 
the intellectual inspiration he 
provided for decidedly anti-fascist 
thinkers, such as Hannah Arendt, 
Jean-Paul Sartre and Herbert 
Marcuse.

Hitler, of course, both fuelled 
and fed off rightwing philosophy 
and the claim that western 
civilisation obscured the true 
relationship between humanity 
and nature. Somewhere in the 
course of history, our knowledge 
and understanding of nature had 
supposedly gone astray. In Hitler’s 
warped mind the culprit was 
Christianity (and by inference, of 
course, the Jews). He viewed the 
last two millennia as a denial of 
nature.

Privately Hitler railed against 
the evils of Christianity - often 
during one of his tedious dinner 
parties - and expressed his 
longing for a new faith rooted 
in nature. He fervently believed 
that humanity - authentic Aryan 
humanity, that is - must eventually 
break with Christianity and fully 
merge with nature. His alternative 
religion would at last realise the 
unity between nature and the 
master race: “From now on in, 
one may consider that there is no 
gap between the organic and the 

inorganic world.” Hence salvation 
was to be found in the close 
study of nature and a religious 
veneration of all its manifestations 
and beauties. It is only “possible”, 
insisted Hitler, “to satisfy the needs 
of the inner life by an intimate 
communion with nature”.32

Hitler’s agricultural expert, 
and later a Riechsminister, 
Walther Darré, was also a nature 
worshipper. No ignorant Nazi 
bonehead, Darré was, in fact, a 
highly qualified agronomist and 
as such advocated organic farming 
and a balanced relationship with 
nature. A kernel of rationality, 
undoubtedly. After the 1933 Nazi 
(counter)revolution he initiated 
a campaign to introduce organic 
farming techniques, which 
involved both big estates and many 
tens of thousands of smallholdings 
throughout Germany.

Yet, under circumstances of a 
pending war and the urgent need 
to boost food production, this 
experiment met with stiff resistance 
from other members of the Nazi 
hierarchy. Inevitably there existed 
a tension between the ‘battle for 
production’ and ‘keeping the soil 
healthy’. Significantly, Darré, 
with the backing of Rudolph Hess 
and others, was able to maintain 
his policy until 1942 when he 
resigned as agriculture minister 
(ostensibly for private reasons).

Darré justified the Nazi agrarian 
programme with numerous 
references to ‘Blut und Boden’ 
(blood and soil) - a slogan which, 
of course, implied the unity of 
the race, the Volk and its natural 
environment. Anti-working class, 
anti-liberal and anti-modern, Darré 
was, though, decidedly pro-nature. 
While Anna Bramwell perceptively 
writes of Hitler’s “Green Party”, 
her biographical account is marred 
by a general downplaying of 
Darré’s fascism. She sees him as 
a misguided green. Revealingly 
she has even referred to him as the 
“father of the greens”.33 He was, 
of course, an ecofascist or - put 
another way - a Nazi green.

Darré came to Hitler’s attention 
after writing The peasantry as 
the life source of the Nordic race 
(1928) - a book which combined 
social-Darwinist racial theories 
with an idealisation of rural life. 
Darré advocated an organised 
exodus from the swollen, heaving, 
suffocating cities, which were 
destroying the organic link 
between the Volk and nature. 
Other neo-pagan figures in the 
Nazi leadership such as Heinrich 
Himmler, Rudolf Hess, Fritz Todt 
and Alfred Rosenberg depicted 
cities in similarly negative terms. 
Urban life meant rootlessness, 
the intermixing of races and 
fermenting the revolutionary class 
struggle. Hence for Darré there 
had to be a systematic return to the 
countryside. The Nazi’s envisaged 
a re-agarianisation of greater 
Germany.

Peasants were lauded as the 
backbone of the German race. 
Hitler actively sought to resuscitate 
this historically doomed class. 
Agricultural prices were fixed. 
Aryan farms were decreed as 
unalienable. Then there was the 
policy of territorial expansion. In 
December 1942 the Nazi regime 
issued a characteristic decree, ‘On 
the treatment of the land in the 
eastern territories’ - a reference 
to the newly annexed portions of 
Poland.

It read in part: “The peasant 
of our racial stock has always 
carefully endeavoured to increase 
the natural powers of the soil, 
plants and animals, and to preserve 
the balance of the whole of nature.” 
For Hitler, respect for “divine 
creation is the ‘measure of all 

culture’”.34

Unwilling to break up the great 
Junker estates in Prussia, Hitler 
promised still further Lebensraum 
(living space) deep into Russia as 
far as the Urals (Germany’s ‘India’). 
Conquered lands would be cleared 
of Slavic Untermenschen and 
planted with a new generation of 
Aryan farmers. According to Nazi 
ideology, this would guarantee the 
naturalism and racial regeneration 
of the German nation.

The experience of Germany 
amply illustrates the potential 
dangers of green politics. It is not 
that concerns for the environment 
inevitably result in rightwing or 
fascist conclusions. Of course 
not - nothing could be further 
from the truth. There are many 
possibilities. Nevertheless, 
without the higher perspective 
provided by the working class 
programme, even the biggest, 
the loudest, the most passionate, 
radical and thrilling mass protest 
movement will be channelled, 
managed, tamed or crushed by the 
hegemonic forces of capitalism 
and its state machine.

Failure to recognise this 
elementary fact is not only a sure 
sign of opportunism: it is tailism, 
and therefore a guarantee of 
being of no use whatsoever to the 
movement l
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What we 
fight for
n Without organisation the 
working class is nothing; with 
the highest form of organisation 
it is everything.
n  There exists no real Communist 
Party today. There are many 
so-called ‘parties’ on the left. In 
reality they are confessional sects. 
Members who disagree with the 
prescribed ‘line’ are expected to 
gag themselves in public. Either 
that or face expulsion.
n Communists operate according 
to the principles of democratic 
centralism. Through ongoing debate 
we seek to achieve unity in action 
and a common world outlook. As 
long as they support agreed actions, 
members should have the right to 
speak openly and form temporary 
or permanent factions.
n Communists oppose all impe-
rialist wars and occupations but 
constantly strive to bring to the fore 
the fundamental question–ending war 
is bound up with ending capitalism.
n Communists are internationalists. 
Everywhere we strive for the closest 
unity and agreement of working class 
and progressive parties of all countries. 
We oppose every manifestation 
of national sectionalism. It is an 
internationalist duty to uphold the 
principle, ‘One state, one party’.
n The working class must be 
organised globally. Without a global 
Communist Party, a Communist 
International, the struggle against 
capital is weakened and lacks 
coordination.
n Communists have no interest 
apart from the working class 
as a whole. They differ only in 
recognising the importance of 
Marxism as a guide to practice. 
That theory is no dogma, but 
must be constantly added to and 
enriched.
n Capitalism in its ceaseless 
search for profit puts the future 
of humanity at risk. Capitalism is 
synonymous with war, pollution, 
exploitation and crisis. As a global 
system capitalism can only be 
superseded globally.
n The capitalist class will never 
willingly allow their wealth and 
power to be taken away by a 
parliamentary vote.
n We will use the most militant 
methods objective circumstances 
allow to achieve a federal republic 
of England, Scotland and Wales, 
a united, federal Ireland and a 
United States of Europe.
n Communists favour industrial 
unions. Bureaucracy and class 
compromise must be fought and 
the trade unions transformed into 
schools for communism.
n Communists are champions of 
the oppressed. Women’s oppression, 
combating racism and chauvinism, 
and the struggle for peace and 
ecological sustainability are just 
as much working class questions 
as pay, trade union rights and 
demands for high-quality health, 
housing and education.
n Socialism represents victory 
in the battle for democracy. It is 
the rule of the working class. 
Socialism is either democratic or, 
as with Stalin’s Soviet Union, it 
turns into its opposite.
n Socialism is the first stage 
of the worldwide transition to 
communism - a system which 
knows neither wars, exploitation, 
money, classes, states nor nations. 
Communism is general freedom 
and the real beginning of human 
history.
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ECONOMICS
Socialism, shortages and surrender
Not so masterly: Michael Roberts questions the much feted ideas of János Kornai

János Kornai recently died 
at the age of 93. He was a 
Hungarian economist noted 

for his analysis and criticism of the 
‘command economies’ of eastern 
European ‘communist states’. He 
was widely acclaimed in western 
academic circles. He eventually 
joined the faculty of Harvard 
University and was on the board 
of the Hungarian Central Bank 
after the Soviet Union collapsed. 
The prominent Sovietologist, Alec 
Nove, describes Kornai’s work as “a 
masterly presentation of the nature 
of the functioning of the Soviet-type 
system, and an equally masterly 
explanation of the failure of attempts 
to reform it”.

Kornai began his intellectual 
analysis of ‘socialism’ as a 
committed Marxist. But he became 
disillusioned with the Hungarian 
system of a planned economy after 
the repression of the Hungarian 
revolution of 1956. In his 1980 book, 
Economics of shortage - perhaps his 
most influential work in mainstream 
economic circles (and among leftists) 
- he argued that the chronic shortages 
seen throughout eastern Europe in 
the late 1970s and continuing in the 
1980s were not the consequences of 
planners’ errors or wrong pricing, but 
of systematic flaws in the planning 
mechanism. Planning does not work!

In his 1988 book, The socialist 
system: the political economy 
of communism, he argued that 
the command economy based 
on unchallenged control by a 
‘Marxist-Leninist communist 
party’ leads to a predominance 
of bureaucratic administration of 
state firms through centralised 
planning and management, and the 
use of “administrative pricing” to 
eliminate the effects of the market. 
This culminates in shortages and 
misallocation of resources.

Kornai identified the Soviet 
economic system as fundamentally 
different from capitalism or 
‘bourgeois democracy’ in three 
ways:
(1) the rule of a Communist Party, 
guided by the ideology of ‘Marxism-
Leninism’;
(2) the dominance of public 
ownership within the economy;
(3) the preponderance of 
“bureaucratic coordination” in 
planning. For Kornai, this was 
the very definition of socialism in 
practice.

All the countries that adopted 
these three characteristics after 
revolutions against capital aimed 
at “forced growth” through 
bureaucratic, undemocratic planning 
that led to fluctuations in economic 
expansion.

Kornai identified one of the 
features of this system as what he 
called “soft budget constraint”, 
where state enterprises could 
make losses and were funded 
regardless of “market conditions” 
and profitability, in contrast to 
capitalist economies. For Kornai, 
“soft budgets” were disastrous for 
efficiency and created shortages. 
Ultimately, it was not the lack of 
democracy in the Soviet Union 
and similar “command economies” 
that was the problem: it was very 
nature of planning without markets 
and prices to allocate resources. So 
Kornai went from a supporter of 
the end of capitalism in Hungary 
to accept the view of the Austrian 
School and mainstream economics 
that publicly owned, planned 
economies cannot work.

It is interesting to note that this idea 
of ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ budgets (the latter 
meaning maximum profitability 
should be the aim) is supported by 

those who not only are pro-capitalist, 
but also pro-austerity, in that they 
oppose too much ‘soft’ government 
spending. Take the supposedly 
‘liberal Keynesian’, Matthew Klein, 
who lauded Kornai’s concepts in 
the Financial Times.1 Klein writes: 
“Anyone thinking seriously about 
the potential risks and rewards of the 
policy mix that might be called ‘full 
Keynesianism’ should consider the 
ideas of the economist Janos Kornai, 
who died last month.” Klein is joint 
author with Michael Pettis of the 
award-winning Trade wars and class 
wars, a Keynesian account of global 
imbalances.2

For Kornai, the primary model for 
‘soft and hard’ budgets was Soviet 
Russia. He showed much more 
admiration for China’s economic 
success. But this was because China 
dropped two of his three features 
of the post-capitalist model: China 
kept the political monopoly of the 
Communist party, but allowed 
capitalist markets to flourish. That 
is why it has succeeded, while the 
Soviet Union collapsed, according to 
Kornai:

... the ownership structure has 
undergone fundamental changes, 
in which the state-owned sector 
has given up its leading role. The 
role of bureaucratic coordination 
and central management has been 
drastically reduced and largely 
replaced by the market. China is 
not a classical socialist system 
and is closer to a typical capitalist 
system.

Kornai argued that China’s economic 
success was only possible because it 
abandoned central planning and state 
dominance and moved to capitalism. 
He accepts the arguments of pro-
market economists like Alec Nove 
that the complexity of millions of 
transactions in a national economy 
made calculations to effectively 
regulate and plan impossible. He 
argued that only the free market can 
carry out these functions, which it 
does ‘automatically’.

Under capitalism, the competition 
for markets between producers and 
sellers generates ferocious rivalry 
among capitalists. This makes 
capitalism “inherently dynamic and 
innovative”. The invention process 
under socialism is not matched 
by corresponding innovation, 
which involves “the organisation 
of production and the diffusion of 
the new product or the application 
of a new organisational form”. 
The sluggish assimilation of new 
innovations under ‘socialism’ lay, 
in Kornai’s view, in the absence of 
“innovative entrepreneurship”.

All these arguments against 
planning (democratic or otherwise) 
are the basic ideology of mainstream 
capitalist economics. And yet these 

arguments of Von Mises, Nove and 
Kornai have been effectively refuted 
by various Marxist economists in 
the last few decades, even after 
the collapse of the Soviet Union.3 
Making planning calculations is 
perfectly feasible, especially with 
modern computers (quantum or 
otherwise) and by developments in 
mathematics.

Moreover, contrary to Kornai’s 
view (and that of many pro-capitalist 
economists), the Soviet Union 
was no economic failure, as I have 
previously argued.4 The strides made 
in economic expansion, despite the 
grotesque disasters of the Stalinist 
era, took Russian living standards 
past the previously richer economies 
of Latin America and even southern 
Europe.

For Kornai, as a socialist economic 
system is impossible - it failed in 
Soviet Russia and was abandoned in 
China - he was reduced to considering 
only “varieties of capitalism”: 
ie, democracy, autocracy and 
dictatorship. According to Kornai, 
democracy (undefined) can only 
exist under capitalism, as socialism is 
restricted to dictatorial and autocratic 
forms: in fact “democratic socialism 
is impossible”.

Socialism failed?
Kornai’s argument is that socialism 
is a historical system whose 
political and economic reign is a 
closed experience for humanity. 
This view was very close to that of 
former World Bank economist and 
quasi-socialist, Branco Milanovic, 
whose recent book Capitalism 
alone also argues that there are only 
variations of capitalism available 
for the foreseeable future: either 
the “liberal democratic west” or 
“autocratic China”.5 Milanovic 
reckons that capitalism is not only 
the dominant mode of production 
globally, but it is here to stay. He 
concludes that “Capitalism gets 
much wrong, but also much right - 
and it is not going anywhere. Our 
task is to improve it.”

Milanovic argues that capitalism 
has triumphed because it works. 
It delivers prosperity and gratifies 
human desires for autonomy. But 
it comes with a “moral price” - 
pushing us to treat material success 
as the ultimate goal. And it offers 
no guarantee of stability. In the 
west, “liberal capitalism” creaks 
under the strains of inequality and 
capitalist excess. That model now 
fights for hearts and minds with 
what Milanovic calls “political 
capitalism”, as exemplified by China 
- which many claim is more efficient, 
but which is more vulnerable to 
corruption (apparently unlike 
America or other capitalist states).

As Kornai and Milanovic admit, 
China has grown in real GDP and 
average living standards in 70 years 

faster than any other economy in 
human history.6 If this has been 
achieved by the adoption of the 
capitalist mode of production, that 
raises the possibility that capitalism 
is not in its “twilight era”,7 but 
instead is having a new lease of life 
in ‘taking humanity forward’.

But I would remind readers that 
in the period 1952-78, when China 
had a fully state-owned, planned 
economy, where the capitalist 
mode of production was replaced, 
China achieved 6%-7% per annum 
growth in terms of real gross 
domestic product. Moreover, has 
capitalism really had a new lease of 
life globally? Real GDP growth in 
the major capitalist economies has 
slowed decade after decade, along 
with investment and productivity. 
And capitalist economies have been 
subject to regular and recurring 
slumps in investment and production, 
which have been of increasing 
severity in the 21st century.

Kornai and Milanovic ignore this. 
Milanovic concludes, as did Kornai:

I do believe, to a large extent 
[capitalism] is sustainable. Even 
if all of inequality continue[s] to 
be the way that [it is], unchecked. 
It is sustainable, largely, because 
we don’t have a blueprint for an 
alternative system. However, 
something being sustainable, 
something being efficient, 
something being good, are two 
different things.

Milanovic does not like capitalism, 
but - to use Margaret Thatcher’s 
phrase in referring to her neoliberal 
policies for capitalism - he reckons 
that ‘there is no alternative’. So the 
aim must be, just as Keynes argued 
in the 1930s, “to make capitalism 
more sustainable. And that’s exactly 
what I think we should do now”.

However, given the existential 
challenges of climate change and 
environmental degradation, a 
‘sustainable capitalism’ seems as 
impossible to me as “democratic 
socialism” seemed to Kornai! l

Michael Roberts blogs at 
thenextrecession.wordpress.com

Notes
1. See: www.ft.com/content/9d842be5-0c9c-
4e28-aa69-4d4d712fb5be.
2. See: thenextrecession.wordpress.
com/2020/06/21/trade-wars-and-class-wars-
part-one-the-global-savings-glut.
3. See, for example: www.semanticscholar.
org/paper/Calculation,-complexity-and-
planning:-the-socialist-Cottrell-Cockshott/77
37cc999a16efc36866ca2448ef3f4fc9d81af7.
4. See: thenextrecession.wordpress.
com/2017/11/08/the-russian-revolution-
some-economic-notes.
5. www.hup.harvard.edu/catalog.
php?isbn=9780674987593&content=bios.
6. See: thenextrecession.wordpress.
com/2020/10/28/chinas-growth-challenge.
7. thenextrecession.wordpress.
com/2021/11/08/twilight-capitalism.
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Time for a rethink
Derek James rounds on John McDonnell for his pusillanimity and the official left for its silence over the 
expulsion of Graham Bash

News that veteran Labour left 
activist Graham Bash has 
been expelled by Labour 

for supporting Labour Against the 
Witchhunt had been long expected 
and was met with a predictable and 
entirely justified wave of protest 
from the left.1 The fact that a Labour 
member of over 50 years standing, 
editor of Labour Briefing and a 
leading figure in organisations 
such as the Labour Representation 
Committee and Jewish Voice 
for Labour could be expelled for 
the ‘offence’ of signing a LAW 
petition before it was proscribed 
is Kafkaesque - but sadly not at all 
unusual nowadays.

That this form of retrospective 
charge, which runs counter to any 
democratic principles or sense of 
natural justice, can be so widely 
used by the Labour bureaucracy 
shows just how firm a grip they now 
have. While the usual suspects on 
the left vigorously protested about 
the expulsion of comrade Bash, the 
other usual suspects who claim to be 
on the left - the Socialist Campaign 
Group of MPs, for example - kept to 
their now customary vow of silence. 
However, one valiant member of the 
SCG, John McDonnell, a long-time 
comrade did manage to tweet about 
his treatment:

I’ve known and campaigned 
alongside Graham Bash for over 
40 years. He is one of the finest 
socialists I have met. I do not 
believe it can be just to expel 
someone from the Labour Party 
based upon actions or associations 
with an organisation before it has 
been proscribed.2

Given their political association 
within the London left in the late 
1970s, and more recently through 
the LRC and Labour Briefing, for 
which McDonnell once wrote a 
regular column, these comforting 
words are the least that he could 
do for an old comrade - but they 
are not nearly enough. It might 
seem churlish to criticise this 
gesture of support: after all, given 
the vehemence of these attacks on 
the left should we not be grateful 
for even this rather lukewarm 
expression of solidarity?

No, we should not! This type of 
hand-wringing ‘support’ is simply 
not good enough, given the scale of 
the witch-hunt we now face. Leaving 
John McDonnell’s personal feelings 
aside, his tweet is not only woefully 
inadequate in defending comrade 
Bash, but is worse than useless in 
fighting back politically against the 
attacks of the Labour leadership. The 
type of statement McDonnell should 
have made would not simply have 
defended Graham Bash’s character 
and political reputation, nor would 
it merely raise a query about the 
‘justice’ of the charges and procedure 
of his expulsion. What we need is 
more than a muted ‘condemnation’: 
the situation demands a political 
defence of party democracy and free 

speech and a real explanation of why 
Keir Starmer and the right are using 
trumped-up accusations of ‘anti-
Semitism’ against the left.

 However, as the last five years 
have shown, what the situation 
requires and what we get from the 
leaders of the official left are two 
very different things. Thus, John 
McDonnell’s rather tardy apologia 
on behalf of comrade Bash runs very 
much true to form in its oh so faint 
criticism of his expulsion. It also 
sheds light on the political duplicity 
and slavish compromises with the 
Labour right that characterise the 
politics of the official Labour left. 
So, McDonnell is concerned about 
the shabby treatment of his erstwhile 
comrade and rails, albeit sotto voce, 
against the terrible injustice that has 
been done to him. Comrade Bash 
is one of the finest socialists John 
McDonnell has ever met, so he tells 
us, and we agree that the expelled 
comrade is a genuine socialist who 
has been grotesquely smeared. But 
Graham Bash is not alone in facing 
persecution by the right: many 

other Jewish socialists are currently 
being attacked in this way. The 
question is: aren’t these and other 
leftwing comrades equally worthy 
of McDonnell’s support? Why the 
silence about the thousands of others 
who have been expelled? Are they 
not also ‘fine socialists’ who have 
been treated unjustly? Why no outcry 
about the reintroduction of bans and 
proscriptions? 

The answer is that McDonnell is 
rather selective in whom he offers 
support to and who he is prepared 
to sacrifice when the right demands 
it. In conceding to the right that the 
left does have some form of anti-
Semitism problem, as he did recently 
in Solidarity, the paper of the pro-
witch-hunt Alliance for Workers’ 
Liberty, he is simply preparing 
the ground for yet more attacks 
and expulsions.3 He ceded similar 
ground to the Labour right during the 
Corbyn leadership that only acted to 
undermine the left and embolden the 
witch-hunters.4

In this period he perfected an 
ability to speak out of both sides 

of his mouth at the same time. So, 
when activists were pushing to 
deselect rightwing anti-Corbyn MPs, 
McDonnell equivocated, offering a 
degree of public support for party 
democracy and the accountability 
of MPs to their Constituency 
Labour Parties, whilst at the same 
time privately urging restraint and 
attempting to broker compromise 
at every turn. John McDonnell and 
Jeremy Corbyn both acted behind 
the scenes to hold back the left in 
the CLPs. McDonnell in particular 
traded upon his left reputation in 
the CLPs: he was very active in 
personally persuading them that 
it was clever strategy not to move 
against rightwing MPs in a vain hope 
that such concessions would buy 
peace and secure the cooperation of 
the Parliamentary Labour Party. We 
all know how well that worked and 
where it ended up, don’t we?

Pointing out the contradictions 
and the failures of this strategy, and 
the disastrous role of the official 
left since 2015, is not simply point-
scoring or a personal attack on 

McDonnell. Rather the failure of the 
Labour left - both during the Corbyn 
leadership and since - has not even 
been really discussed, much less 
understood, by the left. We know 
how those on the official left like 
McDonnell failed and continue 
to fail, both in taking the fight to 
the right and in really defending 
leftwingers like Graham Bash. For 
all his fine words, John McDonnell 
is quite willing to throw even his 
closest comrades under the bus.

This is not simply a flaw in his 
character or a personal betrayal. The 
fault lies not in the stars, but in the 
politics and the strategy of the official 
left and its inherent Labourism. Put 
simply, the sole strategy of this ‘left’ 
is to pursue ‘socialism’ (in reality a 
managed and reformed capitalism) 
through the election of a series of 
Labour governments and utilising 
the existing state to bring about the 
‘transformation’ of society. Such a 
‘strategy’ places a premium on the 
continued existence of Labour as 
an electoral force and a potential 
government and is in turn quite 
fundamentally predicated - in fact 
and ‘theory’ - on the essential unity 
of the left with the Labour right.

Maintaining that unity as a matter 
of course necessitates that the Labour 
left must make concessions and thus 
make itself completely subservient 
to the pro-capitalist right. The whole 
history of the left has been one of 
subordination to capitalism, the 
existing constitutional order and the 
Labour lieutenants of capital on the 
Labour right. Corbynism was no 
exception to that rule, as its failure 
and continued disintegration shows. 
However, until we understand these 
inherent historical and political 
flaws, and why it produces a 
completely useless strategy, the 
Labour left will continue to remain 
enchained by both its own politics 
and its trust in duplicitous ‘left’ MPs 
like John McDonnell.

Sadly those who fail to learn from 
their mistakes will be doomed to 
repeat them l

You’re
either part of 

the solution or 
part of the 

problem

Notes
1. www.thecanary.co/uk/analysis/2021/11/07/
graham-bash-tells-the-canary-the-labour-
witch-hunt-will-not-stop-until-it-guts-the-
party.
2. twitter.com/johnmcdonnellMP/
status/1456923121215320070.
3. www.workersliberty.org/index.php/
story/2021-10-19/trade-union-struggle-and-
political-struggle-interview-john-mcdonnell.
4. www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-45035341.
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