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Dictatorship
Tony Clark (Letters, November 
18) is clearly unimpressed by the 
espousal of Marxism by myself 
and Tony Greenstein - and the same 
espousal by most of the readers of 
the Weekly Worker, I suspect. Tony 
wants a democratic socialist society 
- as, again, do most of those readers. 
It would seem that we differ on how 
to get there.

To get to the nub of his position, 
I quote from his letter: “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.”

So, for Lenin, there was no law. 
Which law is Tony Clark referring 
to? Why did Lenin preside over a 
dictatorship? A civil war in which 
the opposition was supported by 
numerous imperialist forces may 
have had something to do with it. 
How many votes and elections are 
needed in the midst of a vicious 
conflict?

Tony does seem to concede that 
dictatorship might come about as 
an emergency measure, as in the 
Paris Commune, for instance. But 
he thinks that it is “ultra-left” to say 
that we “live under the dictatorship 
of the bourgeoisie”. Well, sorry to be 
“ultra-left”, but I do believe that this 
is the case. Perhaps Tony can explain 
how we can get out by “democratic 
means”. If a mass Communist Party 
at the head of a mass, conscious 
working class in Britain - and 
supported by the same in a large part 
of, at least, Europe - were to win an 
election, would we then put a few 
demands forward for inclusion in the 
queen’s speech?

We might take a handful: 
renationalise water, electricity, 
gas and the NHS; abolish the 
monarchy and the House of Lords. 
Next steps: go through the readings 
and committee stages, put it to the 
Lords and the monarch. (If all this 
passes, then all we do is await the 
results of the judicial reviews). If 
the Lords, the monarch, the courts, 
etc all bow out gracefully, then we 
can go forward to Tony’s democratic 
socialist society with ease. But, as the 
Chartists said (much quoted in the 
Weekly Worker), “Peaceably if we 
can, forcibly if we must”. ‘Forcibly’ 
would, I think, require a dictatorship 
- over the bourgeoisie - to allow the 
democratic will of the working class 
to be carried out.

For a little detail of the 
‘dictatorship of the bourgeoisie’ 
Tony could do a lot worse than to 
read Mike Macnair’s piece in the 
November 18 issue of the Weekly 
Worker, ‘In modern times’. He might 
also reflect a little on world history 
and give us an example or two of 
the bourgeoisie letting go peacefully, 
as opposed to unleashing the most 
vicious repression. As a matter of 
further interest he might note that the 
first of the ‘Immediate demands’ in 
the ‘Draft programme’ of the CPGB 
is headed ‘3.1. Democracy’.

But Tony’s a bit worried about 
‘Marxism’ and its derivation from the 
‘original sin’ of Karl Marx. To quote 
from ‘What we fight for’ - which 
appears on the penultimate page of 
each issue of the Weekly Worker - 
“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.”

“Recognising the importance of 
Marxism” is no more ‘sectarian’ 
than recognising the importance of 
Newton or Darwin in some other 
sciences. If there has been some 
great theorist who has overthrown 
and superseded Marx and Marxism, 
then perhaps Tony could enlighten 
us. Meanwhile Marxists - as in the 
CPGB, for instance - aim to learn 
the lessons of the past and enrich 
Marxist theory as a guide to practice, 
with the view of overthrowing the 
bourgeoisie for ever to enable a real 
democracy.
Jim Nelson
email

Philosophy? 
Jack Conrad’s ‘On the dark side’ 
is very informative on the dangers 
from John Zerzan and Deep Green 
Resistance, who “seek to dismantle 
industrial civilisation” (November 
18). The popular frontism of seeking 
alliances with all would end up in 
bed with outright fascists, who turn 
the struggle against climate change 
into an overpopulation problem, and 
would forbid us fighting capitalism 
itself or seeking to overthrow it 
globally as the source of the problem. 
Going back to the countryside and up 
the mountains presupposes a mass 
extermination of humanity. That 
didn’t work for Pol Pot in Cambodia 
and won’t work now. 

But I found problematic his 
reference to Martin Heidegger, the 
prime advocate of escaping to the 
countryside. In agreeing with Tom 
Rockmore that “Heidegger stands 
absolutely alone ‘amongst the 
major thinkers of the 20th century’ 
in being a ‘voluntary adherent of 
Nazism’”, Jack then goes on to 
assert that Rockmore’s insistence 
that “Heidegger’s philosophy and 
his Nazism were ‘inseparable’” was 
“surely an overstatement … given the 
intellectual inspiration he provided 
for decidedly anti-fascist thinkers, 
such as Hannah Arendt, Jean-Paul 
Sartre and Herbert Marcuse”.

Well, we would insist that the 
reverse is true: that the “decidedly 
anti-fascist thinkers” were deeply 
flawed in their own philosophical 
beliefs because of their continued 
defence of Heidegger’s philosophy. 
As it happens, the order of the 
thinkers Jack gives is from bad to 
better to best in that regard. Hannah 
Arendt’s anti-fascism was more 
opportunist than sincere.

There is a traceable line of the 
development of thought lodged in 
the philosophical idealist, as opposed 
to the dialectical materialist, view of 
history. The idealist tradition came 
from god, as the origin of all thought, 
then to Nietzsche, with his “god is 
dead” - only the Übermensch can 
rule and the Untermensch must serve 
them. And that does ultimately lead to 
a justification of Nazism. Elements of 
the idealist thought of ancient Greece 
- Plato, who believed that ideas were 
more real than things - and Rome 
led to the mystical Schopenhauer 
and thence to the elitist Nietzsche 
and individualist Wittgenstein and 
Heidegger (the uber-Nazi who never 
abandoned his Nazism and never 
apologised for his part in promoting 
and defending the holocaust). Of 
course, other philosophers from 
ancient Greece and Rome, plus in 
the 18th century Spinoza, Kant and 
Hegel, the dialectical idealist, also 
led to Feuerbach and thence to Marx 
and Engels - and from them to Lenin 
and Trotsky.

So modern philosophy must 
explain Heidegger and why this 
Nazi is regarded as the greatest 
philosopher of the 20th century by 
so many liberal intellectuals. Why 

were Jean-Paul Sartre and so many 
other so strongly influenced by this 
philosophy of the Übermensch? 
Why wasn’t Heidegger executed 
in Nuremburg post-war? Why did 
the Jewish liberal, Hannah Arendt, 
become his lover? Her 1971 piece, 
‘Martin Heidegger at 80’, is a 
shocking defence of his philosophy 
in general. And is it possible totally 
to separate his politics - his Nazi 
genocidal supremacism - from his 
philosophy, which is supposedly 
progressive?

Can human thought be bifurcated 
between politics and philosophy? 
Of course not. The truth is that 
Heidegger’s philosophy was a 
defence of capitalism in general 
against the appalling vista of the 
socialist revolution, as it appeared in 
Russia in October 1917. In the 1930s 
Nazism was necessary to prevent 
socialist revolution in Germany. But 
post-war it served Sartre, Stalinism 
and the French philosophers to 
defend against revolution in France 
in 1968. So ponder the contradictions 
of liberals forced to rely, like Hannah 
Arendt, on a Nazi philosopher to 
defend their privileges against the 
dreaded socialist revolution.

Of course, Arendt was no Nazi, 
so why the defence of the Nazi 
monster’s philosophy? It is simply 
an attempt to find a substitute for 
Marxism from those who have 
rejected the aspiration for the 
working class to make revolution 
and so need to rationalise their own 
and humanity’s oppression by global 
finance capital. It must be galling for 
them to discover that their efforts are 
built on sand and to see that Victor 
Farias’s 1987 book Heidegger and 
Nazism demolished their efforts 
so comprehensively in this great 
scholarly work.

Heidegger’s philosophical 
outlook found its logical expression 
in the death camps. His ‘philosophy’ 
contributed to human understanding 
of its relationship to itself and to 
nature in general what the holocaust 
contributed to human progress. 
It poisoned European leftism 
with bourgeoisie individualism 
- the reactionary outlook of 
‘existentialism’ so beloved of Jean-
Paul Sartre and others ever since. 
We see its manifestations today in 
Thatcher’s ‘There is no such thing 
as society’, and from the anti-vax 
freak heads and the defenders of 
Kyle Rittenhouse. The former 
Revolutionary Communist Party 
group around Brendan O’Neill, who 
now produce the Spiked website, are 
a prime example.
Gerry Downing
Socialist Fight

Actual solutions
I agreed with some aspects of Jack 
Conrad’s article attacking greenism 
(not surprising, as it was that kind 
of piece - a veritable buffet for us to 
feast on), but I found the approach 
seriously problematic (‘On the dark 
side’, November 18). You could 
have easily flipped Conrad’s article, 
and instead written about the relation 
between futurism and the far right 
(which incidentally has already been 
done to death). For example, we 
could link the modernist architecture 
and Keynesian war industry of the 
Nazis. He basically set this up and 
then knocked it out the park; I don’t 
see how this approach helps.

However, my primary issue with 
his approach is the complete absence 
of trying to synthesise some of the 
plausible aspects of greenism, and 
even some of its wackier elements, 
within a Marxist framework. I didn’t 
really see any attempts to synthesise 
the latest climate science within a 
Marxist framework, which, given 
that Marx reworked his own theories, 

as new data came to light, seems like 
a betrayal of Marxism! This left us 
with a rather shallow and at times 
wildly distorted criticism, with no 
real attempt at a critical conclusion.

The lack of a conclusion brings 
to mind a question: what does 
Jack Conrad think will happen if 
vast swathes of the Earth become 
uninhabitable, forcing hundreds 
of millions to relocate? Does he 
think it will be water cannons on 
the Polish border? No, there will 
be new concentration camps on the 
Polish border. One way or another, 
a reckoning is coming: there is the 
planned way and the anarchical way, 
and Jack Conrad seems to be coming 
down on the anarchical side.

Conrad quotes Trotsky to define 
fascism as “parties or movements 
which recruit, or actively seek to 
recruit, a desperate, enraged and 
disorientated plebeian mass”, which 
seems to be the exact opposite tactic 
used by the “Quinola eating” green 
activists, to quote George Galloway.

If the far right are trying to 
synthesise greenism into their 
overall world view, then all I can say 
is that they show more wisdom than 
Marxists! The far right attempts to 
come up with actual solutions to real 
world problems, while Marxists sit 
in their ivory towers, lecturing about 
abstractions. No wonder the far right 
time and again gain more traction in 
the concrete world.
Maren Clarke
Email

Only 700,000
I am afraid Gerry Downing is 
indeed just a stuck record and just 
regurgitates the same old nonsense, 
irrespective of the facts or evidence 
anyone puts to him (Letters, October 
28). He again claims that Stalin 
organised the assassination of Kirov 
in 1934 and this became the pretext 
for the so-called Great Purge of 
1937-38. I suspect Gerry doesn’t 
acknowledge the existence of the 
extremely well organised national 
security operations, which actually 
took place between August 1937 and 
November 1938, preferring to think 
Stalin was some sort of pathological, 
murderous maniac, who somehow, 
ridiculously, killed millions of Soviet 
citizens over his entire time in office.

Let us calm down and deal with 
facts - confirmed and verified since 
1991, with the opening and extensive 
study of the Soviet records. Over 
the Great Purge, around 1.5 million 
were arrested and around 700,000 
were executed. Not tens of millions, 
as the most venal anti-Sovietists, 
including Gerry, have long claimed. 
The argument at the time - and since 
confirmed by objective, independent 
study of the records – was that there 
was indeed a massive anti-Soviet 
conspiracy within and without 
the Soviet Union, with as a final 
objective the removal of the Soviet 
regime and its replacement by a 
pliant, pro-capitalist, pro-German (or 
at the very least ‘neutral’) coalition 
government. This included major acts 
of disruption, sabotage and terrorism 
to destabilise and ultimately pave 
the way for the overthrow of the 
regime. The assassination of Sergei 
Kirov - a senior, much respected, 
indeed loved, senior Soviet party 
leader - was a major escalation of 
that campaign.

Gerry claims this was all a 
conspiracy by Stalin, that Kirov 
was assassinated and then the Great 
Purge was launched because Kirov 
was head of a significant, moderate, 
consolidationist faction on the 
Communist Party of the Soviet 
Union central committee, trying 
to restrain and challenge Stalin’s 
leadership. This, of course, is based 
on the ‘Letter from an old Bolshevik’ 

by Boris Nicolaevsky - supposedly 
based on interviews with Nikolai 
Bukharin and published in the 1950s, 
under the imprimatur and approval 
of the CIA and US state department! 
Subsequent exposure and analysis of 
the Soviet files have demonstrated 
beyond any doubt this was a pure, 
‘counter-factual’ theory, designed to 
undermine the credibility of what the 
Soviet authorities were genuinely 
reporting as what happened.

That Gerry continues to repeat 
this completely discredited US 1950s 
conspiracy theory is both risible and 
embarrassing.

21st century research and analysis 
shows clearly there was indeed a 
massive anti-Soviet conspiracy, 
based on the overthrown capitalist 
and landlord classes within the 
Soviet Union, the defeated right 
and left oppositions within the 
Soviet Communist Party and the top 
echelons of the military and security 
apparatus. It was allied with external 
enemies, such as Nazi Germany 
and militarist Japan. The notion 
that Kirov was leader of an internal 
opposition to Stalin has now been 
shown to be a complete fantasy. There 
is no evidence or even indication of 
any such factional division within 
the politburo at that time. Kirov was 
assassinated by Yagoda’s NKVD as 
part of that anti-Soviet conspiracy. 
Looking at the newsreels at the time, 
there can be no doubt as to the shock 
and grief suffered by Stalin and other 
leaders at what happened to their 
close comrade in arms.

I was really interested to read the 
numerous volumes of the period by 
the Trotskyist, Vadim Rogovin, who 
was associated with the radioactive 
detritus from Gerry Healy’s Workers 
Revolutionary Party. Constantly, 
his exceptionally detailed narrative 
is interrupted by obvious examples 
of the anti-Soviet conspiracy and 
leading rightists and leftists engaging 
in prima facia activities which 
appear to evidence the anti-Soviet 
conspiracy in numerous aspects.

Frequently and laughably, he 
attempts to say ‘Yes, this looks very 
damning, but you need to look at the 
context’ or ‘They were very stressed 
and overwrought at the time and 
didn’t know what they were saying 
or doing’!

More seriously, his underlying 
analysis and explanation is that 
those leading oppositionists - 
having been removed from office, 
defeated, humiliated, ridiculed - 
were motivated by pathological 
hatred of Stalin and the Stalin 
regime and came to believe that 
almost any means justified the 
ends of achieving its overthrow and 
destruction. That either seeking or 
accepting the support of the Axis 
powers was justifiable in terms of 
the ends of overthrowing the Soviet 
regime - a version of ‘My enemy’s 
enemy is my friend’ (or at least a 
temporary ally).

I overall agree with Rogovin, 
although from the opposite class 
perspective. I agree that a complex, 
cross-class, internal and external 
anti-Soviet, anti-Stalin conspiracy 
did unfold in the 1930s, and that 
what happened was this threat was 
addressed head-on in the most 
extraordinary and ferocious response 
by the Stalin leadership - who not 
only purged the state and security 
apparatuses of these enemies, but 
then used them in an extremely 
focused, targeted and ruthless manner 
to crush and eliminate the ‘enemy 
within’. Rogovin, Trotsky et al (and 
Gerry!) were (rightly) devastated by 
the outcome. Socialists, communists, 
progressives, democrats, anti-
imperialists, etc can only be thankful.
Andrew Northall
Kettering
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MIGRANTS

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.
Defend education: fight for the future
Monday November 29, 7pm: Online pre-strike rally in support of 
University and College Union members striking at 58 universities 
for better pay, working conditions and defending pension rights.
Organised by UCU Solidarity Movement:
www.facebook.com/events/909164486471198.
Introduction to radical anthropology
Tuesday November 30, 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: ‘Women’s biggest husband is the Moon’. Speaker: Jerome 
Lewis. Organised by Radical Anthropology Group:
radicalanthropologygroup.org/evening-talks.
Save London’s public transport
Wednesday December 1 11am: Protest outside parliament, Old 
Palace Yard, London SW1. London’s public transport needs a proper 
funding settlement, but instead the government is threatening cuts to 
services, fare rises and attacks on TfL workers.
Organised by Unite, RMT and TSSA:
www.rmtlondoncalling.org.uk/event/demo-save-londons-transport.
The rise of the Bennite left in the 1980s
Thursday December 2, 6pm: Online education talk via Zoom.
Part of a weekly series on ‘Labour and the left - a history of
witch-hunts and fightbacks’. Speaker: Graham Bash.
Organised by Labour Left Alliance:
www.facebook.com/events/310064463792088.
End LGPS complicity in Israel’s crimes
Thursday December 2, 6pm: Webinar. Demand the Local 
Government Pension Scheme divests from companies complicit in 
Israel’s violations of Palestinian rights. Speakers include Michael 
Lynk, UN special rapporteur on the situation of human rights in the 
Palestinian territories occupied since 1967.
Organised by Palestine Solidarity Campaign:
www.facebook.com/events/2955861211346427.
¡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.
Sanctuary, not detention
Saturday December 4, 11.30am: Demonstration. Assemble Middle 
Street, Consett DH8. Stop the opening of Medomsley immigration 
detention centre, where 80 women will be held under prison-like 
conditions. Most will be victims of violence, torture, trafficking and 
abuse. Organised by Durham People’s Assembly:
www.facebook.com/events/1268184110323619.
Expulsion rebellion
Sunday December 5, 6pm: Online rally with songs and poetry. 
A celebration of Jo Bird, Graham Bash, Leah Levane, Pamela 
Fitzpatrick and all those unjustly expelled and targeted by the right 
in the Labour Party. Contributors include Jeremy Corbyn, John 
McDonnell, Andrew Feinstein and Kevin Higgins.
Organised by Defend the Left!: www.defendtheleft.co.uk.
Stop the War festive fundraiser
Thursday December 9, 7pm: Online fundraising event. An evening 
of entertainment and politics with Mark Rylance, Brian Eno, Alexei 
Sayle, Tariq Ali, Jeremy Corbyn and Apsana Begum. Tickets £10 
(£5.98). Organised by Stop the War Coalition:
www.facebook.com/stopthewarcoalition.
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.

From hell to even worse
The so-called migrant crisis results from the imperialist system 
itself, argues Eddie Ford

Nobody could have failed to 
notice the recent headlines 
about the “migrant crisis” 

facing the “embattled” home 
secretary, Priti Patel. The latest 
grim twist to the story being, of 
course, the drowning of 27 people, 
maybe more, attempting to make 
the crossing over the English 
Channel in an overcrowded 
inflatable dinghy. The statistics 
have been endlessly repeated. 
Since 2018 there have been over 
50 deaths, more than 26,000 
people making the journey this 
year alone: a threefold increase 
over the previous year. Indeed, 
1,131 arrived on a single day last 
week.

Note, the reasons why so many 
are willing to undertake the always 
hazardous and potentially deadly 
journey in small boats is, firstly, the 
appalling conditions in Calais and 
Dunkirk. The French police baton 
heads, break up camps, confiscate 
tents and leave people blooded, 
bruised, cold, wet and hungry. 
Then, secondly, there is the fact 
that the British government has 
been successful in clamping down 
on people smuggling themselves 
over on ferries - primarily in the 
back of lorries, of course. The 
authorities have upped the legal 
penalties faced by drivers and now 
have heat-sensitivity equipment 
that can locate people, plus sniffer 
dogs and other such methods. As 
a result of all this, migrants are 
absolutely desperate and more than 
eager to try alternative routes.

Not that the small boat option 
comes cheap (nor did the lorry 
approach either, it has to be said). 
We all know about those evil 
‘people smugglers’ who hardly 
offer their services for free - that 
is for sure. Therefore the idea that 
such migrants largely consist of the 
poorest and most desperate is rather 
misguided. In general, if you are 
fleeing war, famine or persecution 
and are poor, you would normally 
go to the nearest town or big city, 
often in a neighbouring state. If, 
however, you are rather better off, 
then you can arrange to fly or be 
taken overland. Rough figures for 
what is charged for this amounts 
to something like £20,000 a head, 
which either you or your family pay. 
The usual idea would be to come 
to Britain and get your refugee 
status officially certificated - after 
which you start to earn money in 
some way or another, and then pay 
it back.

We not only have a so-called 
refugee crisis on the English 
Channel: there has also been the 
Belarus/Polish border. Here too 
the people involved come from the 
usual places: Iraq, Kurdistan, Syria, 
Afghanistan, etc. But it is Belarus 
president Alexander Lukashenko, 
not Poland’s Mateusz Morawiecki, 
who is routinely portrayed by the 
western media and politicians 
as Mr Evil - using refugees as a 

political pawn. That is undoubtedly 
true, and it is also true that Belarus 
is under siege, facing as it does a 
whole array of western sanctions.

But, of course, it is not Belarusian 
warplanes which are bombing Iraq, 
Kurdistan, Syria, Afghanistan, 
etc, let alone Belarusian tanks and 
soldiers imposing regime change. 
The fact of the matter is that, whilst 
the press and politicians in the west 
want to dress up Lukashenko as the 
embodiment of evil, in reality he 
is an intermediary. The real crime 
is the fact that imperialist actions 
- whether by invasion, occupation, 
sanctions  or International 
Monetary Fund diktat - have 
made places such as Afghanistan, 
Syria, Libya and so many other 
countries around the world almost 
impossible places to live in. All this 
is the result of the system headed 
by the US, the global hegemon, and 
its loyal sidekick, Britain, with its 
grisly record over the last 30 years 
or more.

Competition
Very many people are simply 
desperate, and if they have any 
hope or ambition for themselves 
and their children - that lies 
abroad, so that they can have some 
sort of decent life. It goes without 
saying that, if these countries were 
stable and prosperous, it would 
be a very different question. 
Overwhelmingly people prefer to 
stay where they have been brought 
up, near to relatives and friends, 
and with what they are used to.

Hence it would be pointless to 
deny that migrants want to get into 
Europe. But why is it happening? 
The big lie is the idea that you can 
legislate to stop it. The reality is 
that, by passing more laws against 
‘people smuggling’, or imposing 
stronger penalties, you simply 
make more people illegal.

There is certainly a false 
idea in some sections of the 
labour movement that, if you 
make certain people illegal, that 
prevents them from competing for 
jobs and undercutting your wages 
and conditions. But quite the 
opposite is the case - it makes such 
competition more intense. Who 
would companies rather employ 
- a trade union member who 
demands the agreed rate for the 
job, or someone who has no rights: 
someone afraid of immigration 
officials coming round and carting 
them off at a moment’s notice. 
Who is going to command the 
highest wages? Who is going to be 
prepared to work the longest hours 
in the most unsafe conditions? You 
ask the question and you know the 
answer.

At the end of the day, it is 
also pretty obvious why many 
people want to come to Britain, as 
opposed to France or Germany. It 
is not the social security system, 
but rather the straightforward 
fact that - as a result of, first, the 

British empire and then US global 
hegemony - English is the second 
language of so many people.

Another thing needs to be 
mentioned here. In terms of the 
government’s own figures, as 
opposed to the rhetoric, if you 
take those people who come over 
in small boats, the home office 
concludes that two-thirds of them 
are genuine - which means they 
are entitled to refugee status. But, 
according to the language used by 
Priti Patel for public consumption, 
the migrants crossing the English 
Channel are not genuine. They 
are genuinely wanting to escape 
intolerable conditions, but they 
are mere ‘economic migrants’, and 
therefore should not be allowed 
to stay. Instead, they should be 
packed off to Albania or even the 
Falkland Islands - as a warning 
that they should not think about 
trying to come to Britain. They 
will be going from what is hell 
to somewhere even worse - an 
appalling, inhuman detention 
centre.

We on the left should not deny 
that migration has a downward 
pull on wages and conditions - it is 
a self-evident truth. Just as if the 
supply of this or that commodity 
was doubled, that would tend to 
reduce its price. When it comes 
to that special commodity called 
labour-power, we know that trade 
unions exist precisely to limit 
competition between worker and 
worker. In that way the working 
class gains strength under 
capitalism, going against the grain 
of ‘one against one, one against 
all’ - the ‘dog eats dog’ logic of 
capitalism. We are not against 
immigration - the world belongs 
to all its people. Rather, we are 
against immigration controls. 
But at the same time we say 
organisation is vital - competition 
must be limited, minimum 
standards when it comes to pay 
and hours defended and extended. 
More than that, we need a mass 
Marxist party which is affiliated to 
a genuine international. Meaning 
that people who come to Britain 
as migrants are already politically 
organised.

Our programme is not for the 
liberation of Britain only, based 
on the belief that we can build 
communism in this little island 
- a total delusion. In our view as 
Marxists, communism is only a 
practical project if it is actively 
fought internationally in order to 
decisively tilt the balance of forces 
worldwide. Only at that point can 
we start to make countries like 
Afghanistan, Kurdistan, Iraq, 
Syria, and all the rest of them, 
places worth living in. Places 
where people can fully develop 
themselves as rounded human 
beings, not struggling merely to 
survive l

eddie.ford@weeklyworker.co.uk

Escaping intolerable conditions

https://www.npcuk.org/post/winter-deaths-protest-london-region-26-11-21
https://www.facebook.com/events/6049184288487994
https://www.facebook.com/events/439802214147890
https://www.facebook.com/events/595403415212095
https://www.facebook.com/events/909164486471198
http://radicalanthropologygroup.org/evening-talks
https://www.rmtlondoncalling.org.uk/event/demo-save-londons-transport
https://www.facebook.com/events/310064463792088
https://www.facebook.com/events/2955861211346427
https://www.facebook.com/events/1072041540268905
https://www.facebook.com/events/1268184110323619
https://www.defendtheleft.co.uk/
https://www.facebook.com/stopthewarcoalition
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Deserting the fight
Plans to close Labour Against the Witchhunt and form yet another amorphous broad-left outfit are not only, 
by definition, unprincipled: they are bound to fail, writes Paul Demarty

As I write, things are looking up 
for Keir Starmer.

The government has 
succeeded in putting itself on the 
back foot, by the traditional means 
of open political corruption, which 
has given Labour a lead in some 
polls - how sustainable remains 
to be seen. It is certainly taken, 
in the Labour leader’s office, as a 
green light to rerun Tony Blair’s 
mid-1990s act. Blair seized upon a 
series of scandals in John Major’s 
government while discreetly 
building ties with various big 
capitalists, notably Rupert 
Murdoch. So we also find Starmer 
making toe-curling overtures to the 
Confederation of British Industry, 
whom he assured (in the light of 
Boris Johnson’s famous “fuck 
business” moment) that “the only 
F words I will be using are foreign 
investment, fair trade, fiscal policy 
and fiduciary duty”.

The flipside to such brown-
nosing is, naturally, further 
assaults on the left. We will merely 
mention the recent case of Graham 
Bash, editor of Labour Briefing 
and Labour member since time 
immemorial, whose signature on 
a Labour Against the Witchhunt 
petition several years ago was 
considered grounds for expulsion, 
despite the fact that LAW has only 
very recently been proscribed 
by the Starmer regime. Natural 
justice matters as little to Starmer 
and friends as does seeming to be 
remotely human.

In this rather chillier 
environment, it is not terrifically 
surprising that - among the Labour 
left organisations that put up any 
fight at all against the slanderous 
accusations of anti-Semitism in 
the last few years - the question 
of future strategy looms large. The 
most concrete proposal to have 
emerged is an effective merger of 
LAW, the Labour In Exile Network 
(LIEN) (which organises those 
expelled on such charges) and 
the Labour Left Alliance. On first 
examination, the merger idea is 
not entirely stupid - after all, there 
is some overlap in the groups’ 
memberships and activities; and 
unity is, all things being equal, 
preferable to division.

The basis on which unity is 
proposed, however, has gone from 
being a rather pointless attempt 
to rearrange the deckchairs, as 
we originally feared. Instead, we 
have a call to abandon ship. This 
constitutes the effective basis of the 
motion, presented under the names 
of Tony Greenstein and Esther 
Giles, which will be debated at 
LAW’s all members’ meeting this 
Saturday. It begins with a quotation 
from Ken Loach - also recently 
offloaded from Labour for the 
crime of unconditional solidarity 
with the Palestinians:

Democracy is dead in the 
Labour Party … This is a 
political vacuum, this is the 
biggest challenge to the left in 
my lifetime. We do need a new 
political movement, across the 
whole left, inside the Labour 
Party and outside. It’s got to be 
ready to become a party when 
the time is right ... Otherwise 
we fragment. People are leaving 
and we will fragment. At this 
critical moment when you have 

this mass of people just driven 
out of the party, where are they 
going to go? If we miss this 
opportunity it is a very black 
outlook.

Supposing an agreement to merge is 
obtained, “the steering committees 
of both organisations should meet 
as the new steering committee of 
the consolidated organisation”, 
which will be replaced in due course 
with a properly elected committee 
of the combined membership. The 
political basis of such a merger 
is not spelled out, but the kind of 
activity is:

The focus of the organisation 
should be both fighting the 
witch-hunt in the Labour Party 
and the politics of Starmer and 
bringing together socialists 
both inside and outside the 
Labour Party to build a socialist 
movement. We should also seek 
to work with grassroots mass 
movements such as over climate 
change [Extinction Rebellion] 
and racism [Black Lives Matter].

Weight
There are a number of problems 
with this proposal.

The most serious is that, despite 
the claim to have a “focus” on 
fighting the witch-hunt, that is 
precisely what will be ended - 
fighting the witch-hunt in the 
Labour Party. To produce a 
combined organisation for general 
political activity out of LAW and 
LIEN is to accept that there is 
no longer a need for a campaign 
focused on that priority. Remember 
that LAW is already committed to 
fighting to transform the Labour 
Party into a united front of a 
special kind - of all trade unions, 
working class partisans, socialist 
groups and parties. For unity to 
be worthwhile, for unity to be a 
net good, it would have to be on a 
serious basis that would supersede 
the otherwise separate existence of 
its components. That seriousness 

is partly a matter of immediate 
practicality and partly of principle.

To take the practicalities first: it 
is worth pointing out that, so far, the 
history of the Labour Party left has 
had a certain cycle to it (I hedge my 
bets, because political cycles can 
change dramatically - as happened, 
for instance, with the liquidation of 
the Italian Communist Party and 
the Tangentopoli scandals in the 
early 1990s, and may be happening 
now in post-Brexit Britain, but 
I do not propose to discuss this 
question here). It is striking to 
read Ken Loach’s words, only 
because he might have used 
exactly the same ones after the 
total bureaucratisation of the Blair 
years, or Kinnock’s purges of the 
entryists and marginalisation of the 
Bennites, and so forth.

Comrade Loach has been around 
a long time, and having turned his 
back on Gerry Healy’s Workers 
Revolutionary Party, he embraced 
the politics of broad leftism and, 
as such, he has participated in at 
least two of these cycles; but it 
seems he finds it easier to expand 
his film-making aesthetic than his 
political thinking. Supposing that 
we are still in this cycle, then such 
regroupments on the basis of vague 
broad leftism - as per comrade 
Loach’s last great such initiative, 
Left Unity - will flounder and 
fail, because the Labour Party is 
a real party, and the grab-bags of 
sects and eccentrics that we saw 
in LU (and more recently at Chris 
Williamson’s Resist event) do not 
add up to such a thing.

In the absence of social weight, 
the only possible distinguishing 
feature of such a regroupment would 
have to be at the level of political 
programme. 150,000 people have 
left Labour, apparently, since 
Starmer’s triumph in the leadership 
election - but the idea that there 
is some real shared political 
basis uniting these individuals is 
fanciful. Green Party successes in 
recent local elections presumably 
reflect an influx in that direction; 

some have been absorbed into the 
existing sects; some will simply 
be demoralised. I do not pretend 
to know the proportions here, but 
my guess is the latter group is the 
largest.

So what political programme 
would unite them in the short term? 
The answer surely has to be: none. 
The various versions of ‘Continuity 
Corbynism’ touted around for 
this purpose are among the least 
plausible. They went and put their 
cross on a ballot paper in December 
2019 for such a programme: the 
very sign under which their dreams 
were shattered.

Having mentioned Graham 
Bash at the outset, we are reminded 
again how often we would 
hear at meetings of his Labour 
Representation Committee (cited 
by the proposers as a potential 
partner) in the pre-Corbyn days 
that (say) Ed Miliband was 
committing electoral suicide by not 
adopting the ‘socialist’ policies of 
nationalising the railways, etc, etc, 
which had huge support in issue-
by-issue polling. Owen Jones, 
then still a leftwinger, would tell 
us that the left had to concentrate 
on ‘working class’ issues like these 
and not ‘middle class’ ones like 
internationalism and so on.

Nothing has been so thoroughly 
tested to destruction as this 
perspective since the Tacoma 
Narrows suspension bridge. To 
revive it less than two years after its 
obliteration in the face of political 
reality is enough to make one 
suspect that we have all died and 
been sent to the hell of endlessly 
repeated humiliation. The motion 
would not commit us to such a 
limbo state, but would commit us 
to unspecified further unifications 
with people who have ineradicable 
commitments to such politics; and 
on a political basis little clearer 
than ‘Starmer equals bad’.

Failure
Why did Corbynism fail? In 
the concrete, the ruling class 
successfully cornered Corbyn 
into a ‘remain’ position, which 
drained Labour’s support in parts 
of its heartland. This particular 
contingency reflects a fundamental 
flaw with the strategy: to wit, 
it assumes that adopting some 
popular policies will of itself 
force the political debate onto that 
favourable terrain. But the political 
debate is in the hands of the media, 
which is to say the class enemy; 
and so it actually took place on the 
bundle of anxieties represented by 
Brexit. When LRCites recounted the 
levels of popular support for more 
council houses, nationalisations of 
this or that industry, and so on, one 
very clear preference was always 
mysteriously forgotten: stricter 
border controls.

Even on that issue, however, the 
working class is sharply divided, as 
illustrated by George Galloway’s 
Workers Party of Britain, which, 
with its fruity political combination 
of Blue Labour and Yezhovism, 
is founded on the basis that an 
extremely pro-Brexit position of 
nationalist-socialist autarky is the 
solution to the problem; nice try, 
comrades, but, had Corbyn taken 
a ‘leave’ position, he would have 
handed London over to the Greens 
and Liberal Democrats on a silver 

platter.
Labour Party Marxists argues 

for a fully worked-out Marxist 
programme with the open aim of 
communism and, prior to that, 
international socialist revolution; 
LPM does not suppose that this is an 
answer to the question of reuniting 
150,000 atomised, demoralised 
Corbynites in time for the next 
electoral challenge, but a hundred 
votes for such a programme is 
worth 1,000 for For the many, not 
the few. It is a very different way of 
posing the question: around what 
we need, in the light of which we 
can take stock of what we have.

So what do we have? A Labour 
Party which still commands a large 
membership, which still unites the 
bulk of the union movement for 
political purposes, which has a 
substantial parliamentary fraction 
(though composed almost entirely 
of careerists and traitors) and is 
one of the two parties realistically 
contending for government in our 
woefully undemocratic electoral 
system. Within that, we have a 
subset of the Labour left - some 
who have been expelled, some still 
flying under the radar - who so far 
have been prepared to fight the 
witch-hunt. It is those organisations 
that we propose to merge on an as-
yet undecided (but likely minimal) 
political basis.

The drafters of this proposal do 
not say it, but what they are calling 
for amounts to the liquidation of 
LAW and giving up on Labour 
as a site of struggle - particularly 
stupid with the witch-hunt finding 
ever new victims and the signs that 
Jeremy Corbyn, John McDonnell 
and others of a similar ilk, might, 
at last, be willing to put up some 
kind of fight (note the excellent 
December 5 ‘Expulsion Rebellion’ 
initiative of Defend the Left). 
Organising ‘inside and outside 
Labour’ is simply smoke and 
mirrors, which blows away and 
shatters as soon as it is tested by the 
elementary questions of trade union 
affiliation and electoral choice. 
Do we, as comrade Greenstein 
has, call for trade unions to 
disaffiliate? Do we, as comrade 
Greenstein has, call for a vote for 
George Galloway? And to what 
point? Backing candidates of the 
nationalist Scottish Socialist Party, 
affiliating to Tusc, supporting 
the ‘left’ version of Brexit and 
immigration controls?

The likely result is a further 
political degeneration into 
the British left’s worst habits: 
the substitution of piecemeal 
activism ‘in the movements’ for 
high politics (the only vaguely 
concrete political basis offered 
is the unqualified affirmation of 
XR and BLM). Decades under 
the influence of this particular 
drug have left us entirely unable 
to cope with the attacks of our 
enemies, because we have lost 
our instinct for the importance of 
mass political organisation and 
institutional strength.

We had just the barest reminder 
of what that might look like in the 
Corbyn years. The capitulations of 
the Corbyn movement’s leadership 
are therefore all the less forgivable 
- and so would be the effective 
abandonment of the field of 
struggle by those few who ever saw 
the need to fight l

Keep the LAW flag flying
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Amending our programme
Paul Drummond reports on last week’s meeting of CPGB members, LPM supporters and invited guests

A t the November 21 aggregate 
we discussed amendments to 
the ‘Women’ section in the 

CPGB’s Draft programme.
But the meeting began with 

James Harvey of the Provisional 
Central Committee opening the 
discussion on Labour and the left 
by reviewing the history and nature 
of Corbynism. Arguing that this 
moment had now clearly passed, 
comrade Harvey set the failure of 
the Jeremy Corbyn leadership and 
its complicity in the witch-hunt in 
the wider context of the historical 
role of the Labour left.

He argued that its central strategic 
focus on the election of a Labour 
government as the route to socialism 
meant that it was organically bound 
to the pro-capitalist right. Since this 
‘strategy’ was predicated on party 
‘unity’, the left was structurally 
incapable of breaking with the 
Labour right - as the disastrous 
compromises and retreats of the 
Corbyn period had shown. Comrade 
Harvey went on to outline the current 
demoralisation and disintegration 
of the Labour left and the confused 
debate now taking place about its 
future direction.

In particular he addressed the issue 
of whether Marxists should continue 
to have a strategic orientation 
towards the Labour Party and what 
form this should take. He concluded 
by suggesting that any new initiatives 
and left unity projects, such as the 
proposed merger of Labour Against 
the Witchhunt and the Labour In 
Exile Network, would simply prove 
to be a repetition of previous such 
projects and their ‘lowest common 
denominator’ politics.

In the subsequent discussion Stan 
Keable of Labour Party Marxists 
argued that the left still existed 
within Labour and that the fight was 
far from over: historical experience 
had shown that the class struggle 
could be reflected in the growth of 
left currents amongst party activists 
in the future. Comrade Keable 
stressed that the difference between 
the current period and the past was 
the absence of a Communist Party 
that could act to cohere the Labour 
left, as had been the case in the 1960s 
and 70s, albeit with the ‘official’ 
CPGB’s reformist British road to 
socialism strategy.

Mike Macnair agreed that the 
central issue was the reforging of 
a Communist Party and rejecting 
the top-down, managerial politics 
and electoralism that characterises 
the Labour left. Although the 
collapse of Labour in Scotland 
might be the harbinger of a similar 
‘Pasokification’ in England and 
Wales, it still remains a bourgeois 
workers’ party and so continues to 
be a key issue for Marxists seeking 
to build a genuine revolutionary 

party on a principled programme. 
However, we should also engage 
with currents outside of Labour in 
our continuing campaign for such a 
party.

Other comrades, in their 
contributions, looked at what the 
past six years or so had shown 
about the character of the Labour 
left. Yassamine Mather agreed 
with comrade Macnair about the 
future direction of these currents. 
She also talked about some of the 
‘populist’ elements in Corbynism 
and the response of Corbyn and 
John McDonnell to the witch-hunt. 
Their apologies and concessions in 
the face of the campaign to smear 
anti-Zionists as anti-Semites were an 
inevitable consequence of the very 
limited politics of the official left.

Jack Conrad considered the 
atomised, bubble-like nature of 
the contemporary Labour left 
and the political limitations of 
its ‘Corbynism without Corbyn’ 
project. The idea that the 150,000 
or so members who had left since 
2019 could be simply hoovered up 
by this type of politics was illusory. 
Whilst Labour was not a vehicle 
for socialism and the question of a 
Communist Party remains central, 
the party left could have gone much 
further in challenging the right, when 
it had the chance.

Focusing on proposals to merge 
LIEN and LAW, he suggested 
that arguments based on ‘unity is 
strength’ posed the question, ‘unity 
on what basis and with what aim?’ 
LAW was a worthwhile project 
with a clear aim of defending the 
left during the witch-hunt, comrade 
Conrad argued. However, a merger 
to form a new socialist group would 
blur that focus and weaken that fight. 
It would only produce yet more 
disillusion and unprincipled politics.

Responding to the discussion, 
comrade Harvey agreed about 

the importance of the Communist 
Party, both historically and in the 
future: it was a pole of attraction 
and a galvanising force to build an 
authentic and militant left current in 
the Labour Party. Thus, he concluded, 
reforging such a party remains our 
central objective and so provides a 
clear framework for our immediate 
political work in LAW and amongst 
other currents on the left.

Programme
The second session dealt with 
proposed changes to the ‘Women’ 
section of the CPGB’s Draft 
programme (3.13). Moving a series 
of amendments on behalf of the PCC, 
Jack Conrad reminded the meeting 
that, despite the official ideology of 
feminism and the changing political 
and social roles of women over 
the last 50 years, women are still 
oppressed - in the home, at work and 
in society more generally.

The nuclear family remains 
the unit of producing children and 
consumption under capitalism. Our 
perspective is that the minimum 
demands of our programme represent 
the maximum we expect to gain 
under capitalism, when the system 
would be stretched to breaking 
point. In developing his arguments 
around demands on maternity 
payments, parental and carer 
leave, and statutory restrictions on 
working hours for nursing mothers, 
comrade Conrad said that we are not 
drafting legislation. While particular 
situations would require more 
detailed elaboration, our immediate 
demands should not obscure our 
main aim of challenging the logic of 
capitalism.

A key theme in Jack Conrad’s 
approach was the political economy 
of the working class versus the 
political economy of the bourgeoisie. 
Marxists argue that the working 
class is not simply a collection of 

individuals selling their labour-
power on the market as free agents, 
as bourgeois ideology claims. The 
reality of capitalism is that the 
equality between the seller of labour-
power and the buyer of labour-power 
is illusory. In fighting against this 
unequal relationship, the working 
class needs to organise collectively to 
limit exploitation, such as the historic 
gains of the 10-hour day movement 
hailed by Marx in the 19th century. 
Therefore, we support legal limits 
on the ability of capitalists to exploit 
women who are pregnant, have just 
given birth or who are breast feeding. 
We do not stand for mere ‘equal 
rights’.

Comrades Ollie Hughes and 
Sarah Stewart also moved a number 
of amendments. Comrade Hughes 
argued that it was important to 
encourage a balance of male and 
female workers in socialised 
facilities covering domestic labour 
and childcare. He also proposed an 
agreed flexible division between 
parents in paid leave for childcare; 
demands for paid leave for parents 
and carers to look after sick children; 
and the deletion of the proposed 
maximum six-hour day for nursing 
mothers.

In her contribution comrade 
Stewart began by discussing how 
child-rearing and the woman 
question were still inextricably 
linked in contemporary society. 
Under capitalism domestic labour, 
childcare and child-rearing in the 
home are directly linked to women’s 
double oppression and cannot be 
separated in our demands. The 
idea of encouraging equal male/
female participation in domestic and 
childcare work was not about quotas, 
but was a way of overcoming the 
alienation and drudgery that these 
activities entailed, as well as ending 
their identification as ‘women’s 
work’. The proposed amendments 

on the flexible division of ante- and 
post-natal paid leave reflected the 
current experience of many women 
and so should also be reflected in our 
demands.

Comrade Stewart also drew on 
her experience at work, when she 
argued that the enforcement of a 
six-hour day for nursing mothers 
could be detrimental to the careers 
and promotion prospects of working 
women, and only add to existing 
patterns of discrimination in the 
workplace. Ollie Hughes said the 
amendments to the language of 
carers reflected changing social 
patterns and family structures. The 
changes to the demands on paid 
leave for pregnancy and parental 
leave for child-rearing were 
designed to separate these functions 
and so challenge the widely held 
view in society that childcare 
remains primarily the province of 
women. Likewise, he questioned 
whether the demand for the six-
hour day for nursing mothers was 
a progressive demand that posed 
the ultimate equality of the sexes. It 
places responsibility for the care of 
infants on the mother and is framed 
paternalistically, he said.

Other comrades followed up on 
these points in the discussion. Mike 
Macnair thought that arguments 
that the limitation of working hours 
for nursing mothers would result 
in increased discrimination were 
just like those arguments advanced 
historically against any restriction 
on working hours. He also thought 
that inclusive language about carers 
obscured the issue: in reality it 
remained the case that the majority 
of carers were women.

Drawing on the historical 
experience of the women’s question 
in the Soviet Union, Anne McShane 
argued that the programme should 
agitate for the emancipation of 
women in political, social and 
cultural life. The socialisation of 
childcare and domestic work were 
seen as important steps in this 
process, which would bring about 
equality between men and women. 
She defended the six-hour day 
formulation as part of our demands 
to combat the ‘long hours’ culture 
and so give the working class more 
time to participate in society

Other interventions by comrades 
Conrad, Macnair, Stewart and 
Hughes developed the broad 
arguments on collective action to 
limit exploitation and the ‘individual 
choice’ ideology of bourgeois 
society, along with discussing 
specific aspects of current legislation 
and social experience and the impact 
of the demands for the amendment of 
current legislation.

The various amendments were 
voted on and the text below was 
approved by the meeting l

3.13. Women: Revised section of CPGB Draft programme

Women are oppressed 
because of the system of 
exploitation and the division 

of labour. Women’s oppression 
has existed since the dawn of class 
society. Ending exploitation will 
mark the beginning of women’s 
emancipation. Therefore the struggle 
for both is interconnected.

Women’s emancipation is not a 
question for women alone. Just as 
the abolition of class exploitation is 
of concern to female workers, so the 
emancipation of women is of concern 
to male workers. The struggle for 
socialism and the emancipation of 
women cannot be separated.

Women carry the main burden of 

feeding babies, house management, 
supermarket buying, family 
cooking, child ferrying, etc, which 
is performed gratis. Such work 
is often frantic, demoralising and 
allows no kind of rounded, cultural 
development.

Advanced capitalism has created 
the material prerequisites for the 
liberation of women. However, 
women cannot be fully emancipated 
until the disappearance of the 
division of labour and without going 
beyond bourgeois right, which 
entails: ‘To each according to work 
done’.

In Britain women have won or 
been granted formal equality with 

men. But the capitalist system often 
makes a mockery of that. At work, 
at home, in trade unions, in official 
politics, in culture, in organised 
religion, women still find themselves 
disadvantaged, facing bias and 
inequality.

There has been a rapid increase 
in women’s participation in the 
economy. As a norm therefore 
women are exploited by capital as 
cheap wage workers and domestic 
slaves. Hence they suffer a double 
burden.

Women, therefore, have their 
own problems and demands. These 
demands do not conflict with the 
demands of the working class: rather 

they reinforce them.
Communists say:

n Turn formal equality into genuine 
equality. Socially, economically, 
politically and culturally there must 
be substantial equality.
n Open free, 24-hour crèches 
and kindergartens to facilitate full 
participation in social life outside 
the home. Open high-quality 
canteens with cheap prices. Establish 
laundry and house-cleaning services 
undertaken by local authorities and 
the state. This to be the first step in 
the socialisation of housework. We 
would encourage a balance of male 
and female workers to be employed 
in these facilities.

n Fully paid maternity leave of 
12 months, which the mother can 
choose to take from up to three 
months before giving birth. The 
partner to be provided with six 
months’ fully paid paternity leave 
- three months of which should be 
compulsory - to encourage equality 
and bonding with the child.
n Free abortion and contraception 
on demand.
n Provision for either parent, or 
main carer, to be allowed paid leave 
to look after sick children.
n A maximum six-hour working 
day for all nursing mothers.
n Full support for women fleeing 
violence within the home l

AGGREGATE
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The past as future
We must return to original communism, but on a higher level. Jack Conrad concludes his series of articles 
by questioning both brutish and romantic images of pre-modern society

A lmost without exception, 
greens of every stripe, variety 
and hue display a half-dreamy, 

half-sinister fondness for the past. 
They did things better then.

Modern feudal greens such as 
Edward Goldsmith - uncle of Zac - 
imagined an England returning to the 
purported social stability and ecology 
of contented serfs, loyal vassals, chaste 
damsels, gallant knights, Christian 
alms-giving and strong monarchs. 
Essentially, an echo of Young England 
in the 19th century:

Each knew his place - king, 
peasant, peer or priest -

The greatest owned connection 
with the least;

From rank to rank the generous 
feeling ran,

And linked society as man to man

(Lord Manners England’s trust 1841)1

Feudalism’s inherent split between 
the lords secular and the lords 
spiritual, the endemic conflict 
between landholder and peasant, the 
incessant warfare, recurring famines, 

devastating outbursts of plague, the 
social explosions, the transmission of 
communistic ideas through countless 
heretical religious sects - all that is 
forgotten, overlooked or denied. True, 
19th century capitalism is denounced 
because of urban sprawl, fetid slums, 
social dislocation and ecological 
destruction. But equally feudal greens 
castigate mass migration, the spread 
of irreligion, trade union strike action 
and the countervailing power of 
working class socialism. Humanity 
must obey nature’s iron laws … which 
seem to have been fixed some time in 
the 13th century.

Ecofascism adheres to a not 
dissimilar agenda. Alike, Britain 
First, National Action, the National 
Front and the British National Party 
want to put an end to black and 
brown migration, red subversion and 
politically correct, white-liberal guilt. 
That way, the destruction of so-called 
traditional industry and traditional 
farming by cosmopolitan finance 
capital will be stopped and reversed. 
That way, Britain will be made great 
again.

The Green Party in England and 

Wales likewise aspires to slay the 
cosmopolitan dragon. It is the local 
which is venerated and must be 
preserved. In the name of sustainability 
the ideal is small shops, small farms 
and small-scale industrial production. 
That way, the country will be made 
eco-friendly.

Then there are the nature-
worshipping deep greens. At least 
their immediate perspectives are 
not confined by suffocating national 
boundaries. Industry, agriculture, 
science and civilisation itself are all 
denounced as crimes against mother 
Earth. The solution is global. But the 
final destination is decidedly parochial 
- back to Mother Earth’s womb.

Dropping out, squatting, heading 
off from one protest action to another, 
volunteering for an international NGO, 
spending the winter somewhere warm 
to stop forest destruction - all are lauded 
as admirable life-style choices by deep 
greens. Hardly practical, though, for 
the vast majority of the population. 
Nonetheless, a withdrawalist minority 
go still further. The Gandhian writer, 
Mark Boyle, boasts of doing without 
modern gadgets, the national grid, 

conventional medicines, credit cards 
and money in books such as The 
moneyless man (2010) and The way 
home (2019). Others mimic the 
ceremonies, trappings and belief-
systems of imagined Druids, nomadic 
Africans or native North Americans - a 
dippy, mad-cap, entirely unconvincing 
return to the past. Animals, plants, 
the rocks themselves, are once again 
ascribed human qualities and feelings. 
A new paganism, but entirely fake. 
Anthropologists write of “fiction, 
parody and play”.2

With a yawning predictability, 
Earth First! presents itself not as a 
“formally organised group”, but an 
“anti-hierarchical” movement, based 
on the hunter-gather “tribe”. In fact, 
behind the horizontal facade, two 
“governing structures” operate: (1) 
the Circle of Darkness, consisting of 
12 individuals; (2) La Manta Mojada, 
made up of eight advisors to the 
Circle, who, because they come from 
“moderate conservative groups”, keep 
their names secret.3 A deep-green 
version of Mikhail Bakunin’s hand-
picked, invisible and unaccountable 
revolutionary “general staff”.4

Some green primitives look back 
further still. Much further. If only by 
implication, genocidal plans are laid 
for an escape from “10,000 years 
of darkness and captivity” (John 
Zerzan).5

The end goal is the Palaeolithic. 
Maybe even before that. Before 
language. Before symbolic culture. 
Either way, the past is upheld as a 
shining example to strive towards. 
The supposed harmony of prehistoric 
hominids with their environment 
is enthusiastically contrasted with 
capitalism’s inherent short-termism. 
Whereas capitalism affords nature 
no value, the life of our long-gone 
ancestors is praised as having the 
lightest of light ecological footprints.

A couple of examples will suffice 
to underline the point. David Orton 
(1934-2011) - a former Maoist and 
a founder of ‘left-biocentrism’ - 
advocated “the necessity for an Earth-
centred spiritual transformation”, so 
that human interests are placed in a 
context of “respect for all other species 
and using past animistic societies as 
possible models, from which much 
can be learnt”.6 In particular, he has the 

John White ‘A festive dance’ (1585). The Green Corn Ceremony performed by Algonquian native Americans in North Carolina
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North American native populations in 
mind.

Likewise, according to ecofeminist 
Charlene Spretnak,

The roots of green in American 
culture reach back to our earliest 
origins. For more than 20,000 years 
native Americans have maintained 
a deeply ecological sense of the 
subtle forces that link humans and 
nature, always emphasising the 
need for balance and for reverence 
toward mother Earth.7

Essentially, the claim is that native 
American religion and its shamans 
interpreted/resolved problems 
encountered with the environment. 
Hence, it is said that animals possess 
a spirit which has to be respected. If 
appropriate rituals are observed, they 
will freely give themselves to hunters. 
There existed a paralysing fear of 
‘spiritual reprisal’ if rituals were not 
followed. This limits the take. Some 
greens admiringly call this ‘deep 
stewardship’. A term dismissed as 
“arrogance” by the deepest of deep 
greens.8

Besides native North Americans, 
praise is lavished on native Hawaiians, 
Amazonian Amerindians, Australian 
aborigines and the indigenous peoples 
of just about every continent, country 
and region. There is no need to further 
quote the academic champions and 
deep-green admirers. The claim 
that the ‘noble savage’ lived in near 
perfect balance with nature and should 
therefore be considered some kind of 
model is widespread and well known.

Noble savage
Philosophically, the idea of the 
‘noble savage’ has a long history, 
but surely the most celebrated comes 
with the works of Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau (1712-78). For him the 
family and society of tribal peoples 
is the “only one that is natural”.9 
There were others, of course, before 
him who attempted to describe 
human beings in their ‘natural 
state’ - Thomas Hobbes (1588-
1679) and John Locke (1632-1704) 
being particularly notable, not least 
because they appear at first glance to 
represent polar opposites.

The accounts of both Hobbes and 
Locke rely on discovering - or more 
accurately, logically making a case for 
- humanity in its primeval or pristine 
state. The claim being that this would 
reveal the human essence; what is 
fundamental, what is universal and 
what is unchanging about our species. 
Suitably informed, the great thinkers 
could then loftily recommend, 
announce, which form of governance 
best suits human society.

In Leviathan (1651) Hobbes 
proposes that humans are naturally 
selfish - everyday experience told him 
that. People lie, people cheat, people 
even kill each other for seemingly 
trivial reasons. Without the order 
brought about by the invention of 
the state and its laws there is a war of 
‘each against each’ and ‘each against 
all’. Life under natural conditions is 
therefore “poore, nasty, brutish and 
short”.10 This idea is given ‘scientific’ 
credentials nowadays by evolutionary 
psychologists such as Harvard 
professor Steven Pinker: the “logic 
of violence” pervades human affairs, 
and humans have spent almost their 
entire time on this planet locked into 
violent struggle. Invoking Hobbes, 
Pinker agrees that the “natural state of 
men, before they entered into society, 
was a mere war, and that not simply, 
but a war of all men against all men”.11 
Bluntly, for Pinker, the state serves 
to rein in innate male aggression. 
As a result of its benevolent role, 
human societies become increasingly 
peaceful.

Actually the evidence shows 
exactly the opposite picture. In their 
African homeland hunter-gatherer 
societies engaged in no organised 

violence. They were “warless”.12 It 
is the decay of egalitarianism, the 
oppression of women, the emergence 
of private property, slavery, classes 
and the state which brings war.

Hobbes advocated an absolute 
monarchy … albeit with sneaky 
caveats that conceivably left the 
door ajar for corrective revolutionary 
action. No wonder he was celebrated 
as the pre-eminent philosopher by 
neocons such as Paul Wolfowitz, 
Richard Perle and Lewis ‘Scooter’ 
Libby. Hobbes did not claim that his 
state of nature ever existed: it was the 
human condition without a sovereign. 
Thankfully, throughout history, 
those exercising power imposed the 
necessary restraints on humanity’s 
savage impulses. Adam was monarch 
of all he surveyed. So too was Noah. 
So too was the USA post-1989-91. At 
least that is what Donald Rumsfeld and 
co thought before the Iraq quagmire 
revealed the limits of American power.

For Locke, people in their natural 
state exist in “a state of perfect 
freedom”.13 Fundamentally they are 
interdependent and have a natural 
right to life, liberty and possessions. 
However, in Two treatises of 
government (1689) Locke argues that 
the state was necessary to prevent 
the triumph of narrow, sectional 
interest over the common good - 
an arrangement that has to rest on 
consent. The state should certainly 
not behave in an arbitrary manner. If 
it goes beyond the “law”, that is when 
“tyranny begins”. The obedience 
subjects owe to the state can be 
legitimately revoked - unlike in the 
more rigid account of Hobbes. To the 
degree that the state ceases to stand 
guard over natural human rights - 
above all property - “revolutions” find 
their justification for Locke.14

All in all, Locke provides a 
sophisticated and open-ended 
legitimisation of the class compromise 
cemented between the Williamite 
monarchy and the landlord and 
capitalist appropriators of surplus 
value, brought about through the 
1688 glorious revolution. But Locke’s 
ideas have a significance beyond their 
particular time and the class interests 
that produced them. His stress on 
natural rights proved of particular 
inspirational value for the next 
generation of bourgeois radicals. Their 
impact on the American revolution of 
1776 and the French revolution of 
1789 is hard to underestimate.

Three things were crucial for 
the rising bourgeoisie. First, ending 
the privileging of aristocratic blood 
over the talent to use money to make 
money. Secondly, a legal (ie, through 
a rule-based system backed by force 
of arms) defence of accumulated 
wealth against arbitrary extractions or 
confiscations by government. Thirdly, 
defence of that wealth from the men 
with no property - the levelling people, 
the mob, the demos. That is what the 
bourgeoisie means by liberty.

Seen in that light, the ground 
separating Hobbes and Locke 
diminishes. It is by no means as wide 
as it might initially appear. When all 
is said and done, they defend property 
from two different angles, advocate 
two different means to achieve more 
or less the same end. Whereas Hobbes 
calculated that the best guarantee for 
property was the order and continuity 
provided by the absolutist state, Locke 
trusted in liberalism and law itself. 
However, what concerns us is not how 
to defend private property, but human 
nature itself. Over to Rousseau.

Rousseau
He provides his fullest account of the 
natural human being in the Discourse 
on the origin and foundations of 
inequality among men (1754). Along 
with Hobbes, Rousseau disagrees with 
the classical assumption that human 
beings were from the beginning 
social. Eg, Aristotle claims that 
society and the state “were natural”.15 

Rousseau knows that society is an 
artificial construct.

Like Hobbes and Locke he too tries 
to discover the true nature of human 
beings by stripping away all the 
attributes commonly associated with 
society and the state. Human nature 
is equated with what humans are in a 
pure state of nature.

Rousseau provides an account 
that within itself contains two distinct 
arguments. On the one hand, he treats 
his claims for natural human beings as 
a metaphor. Opening his Discourse, 
Rousseau says it is unlikely that 
humanity ever existed in the “pure 
state of nature” … though possibly 
they “fell back into it from some very 
extraordinary circumstance”.16 As 
‘proof’ he cites biblical revelation 
and the Genesis story where God 
bestows understanding upon Adam. 
This genuflection before orthodox 
Christianity is surely a safety device. 
Blasphemy charges were a real and 
ever-present danger. Despite Adam, 
Rousseau says he will treat humanity 
in the “pure state of nature” … as 
a hypothesis: merely as a means of 
presenting his case and furthering the 
argument.

On the other hand, Rousseau 
claims that his account is genuinely 
historical. He cites reports of so-
called savage peoples, particularly in 
the Americas, relayed by explorers, 
traders and colonists. Amongst them, 
their original state, along with the first 
stirrings which progress humanity 
from nature to civil society, are, he 
says, empirically observable.

Rousseau then disagrees with 
Hobbes. After he had mentally 
stripped humanity of the attributes 
of civilisation - laws, state, tools and 
machines - all that was left in Hobbes’s 
mind was brutality and constant 
warfare. Not for Rousseau. Brutality 
would mean classifying human beings 
beneath other animals. Mothers - be 
they human, horse or hound - exhibit 
the most tender feelings towards their 
offspring. Animals also show, says 
Rousseau, empathy for the sufferings 
of other members of their own species.

War, he further reasoned, 
necessitates language, pre-planning, 
jealousy and notions of property. 
Quoting the “wise” Locke, Rousseau 
says: “There can be no injury where 
there is no property.”17 Natural 
humanity did not possess any of these 
above-mentioned features, reckons 
Rousseau. Language, jealousy and 
property come not directly from 
nature: they develop historically. Once 
again in contradistinction to Hobbes, 
Rousseau describes natural humanity 
as gentle, compassionate and yet 
without the foresight needed to worry 
about what the future will bring. As 
for language, all they had by way 
of communication was the “cry of 
nature”: grunts, screams and gestures.18

Not that Rousseau fails to 
differentiate natural human beings 
from other animals. Humans have 
free will and the capacity to progress. 
So in their natural condition they are 
animal-like, but show inklings that 
eventually lead towards civilised 
society. First, there is the patriarchal 
family and married love, then the 
hunting band and cooperation, then 
villages and commerce … finally, 
after many thousands of years, there 
comes enlightened freedom. Once the 
circumstances arise that trigger reason, 
humanity begins to slowly grope 
towards its destiny. In this process 
Rousseau gives pride of place to the 
smelting of iron and the cultivation 
of corn. And there is a sting in the 
tail: together iron and corn “civilised 
men, and ruined humanity”.19 With 
civilisation (industry and agriculture) 
there arises inequality and egotism, 
the division of labour and property, 
social classes and war.

Rousseau’s ‘noble savage’ is one of 
those widely misunderstood phrases. 
It surely rates alongside Marx’s 
humorous put-down of Paul Lafargue, 

his son-in-law, that if what he was 
saying was Marxism then he was no 
Marxist: “Ce qu’il y a de certain c’est 
que moi je ne suis pas Marxiste”.20 
Lafargue and other socialists in France 
had in the name of ‘Marxism’ been 
peddling a particularly vulgar form 
of materialism, which posited various 
opportunist short cuts to socialism. Out 
of such scraps various Marxologists 
have created a whole system, whereby 
the use of the term ‘Marxist’ becomes 
unMarxist.21

Rousseau conceived humanity 
as being naturally good; the ‘noble 
savage’ is free from the vices that 
plague civil society. However, and 
this needs emphasising, Rousseau is 
not advocating a return to nature - a 
viewpoint attributed to him by others, 
including contemporaries such as 
Voltaire (1694-1778). Human beings 
in the state of nature are amoral. They 
are childlike; neither virtuous nor 
vicious. Humans develop civilisation 
stage by stage …. thereby they can 
proceed from “no moral relations” to 
becoming a “moral being” - a theme 
elaborated in the Social contract 
(1762).

Nevertheless, according to 
Rousseau, during the first stages of 
civilisation those who had most - and 
most to lose - supposedly offered a 
deal to protect everyone. A cynical 
trick: it proved to be nothing more 
than a way for the powerful to keep 
their riches by fooling the rest into 
accepting unfreedom. Rousseau 
imaginatively pictures the scene:

All ran headlong to their chains, 
in hopes of securing their liberty; 
for they had just wit enough to 
perceive the advantages of political 
institutions, without experience 
enough to enable them to foresee 
the dangers. The most capable 
of foreseeing the dangers were 
the very persons who expected to 
benefit by them; and even the most 
prudent judged it not inexpedient to 
sacrifice one part of their freedom 
to ensure the rest; as a wounded 
man has his arm cut off to save the 
rest of his body.22

Rousseau outlined a new, just social 
contract: an abstract one. His benign 
state reflects the general will and plays 
a vital role in securing liberty and 
equality. However, capitalist exchange 
continues unaffected, as does the 
master-servant relationship. He also 
- conveniently, understandably but 
egotistically - elevates the educator 
above society. Rousseau’s social 
contract is, therefore, in the final 
analysis, revolutionary-conservative. 
Certainly what is lacking is a viable 
social agent for change. Rousseau’s 
approach reflects the frustrations, 
contradictions and limitations of his 
own social position: well-connected 
with those above, who considered 
him their social inferior; isolated from 
those below, whom he considered his 
social inferiors.

Marxism
Many rightwing ideologues take an 
almost puerile delight in making the 
claim that there exists some unbroken 
thread joining “Rousseau’s appeal 
for a return to nature” with the Karl 
Marx and Frederick Engels team. 
The Anglo-Austrian guru of so-called 
free-market capitalism, Friedrich von 
Hayek (1899-1992), being not the 
least amongst them.23

True, both Rousseau and Marxism 
disparage the ‘natural’ claims of 
property; true, both Rousseau and 
Marxism hold that society is the 
main cause of social ills. Logically 
that posits social solutions. But 
Marx and Engels did not believe in 
Rousseau’s ‘noble savage’, nor the 
idea that humanity begins as a tabula 
rasa. They mocked all such ‘just-so 
stories’. Marx dismissively called 
them “Robinsonades”.24

Marx and Engels did write about 

“human nature” and “species being”. 
Such phrases, or their near equivalent, 
pepper their works from the German 
ideology to Capital (they produced no 
systematic account). But for Marx and 
Engels these concepts are not spun 
out of thin air. Nor are they inherited 
unchanged from the speculations 
of their philosophical predecessors. 
Marx and Engels do not rely on a 
primordial account of the first humans 
as being either selfish or altruistic. 
Rather what is being referred to when 
they write of human nature is needs, 
desires, abilities, interrelationships 
and potentialities.

Like animals, humans are flesh, 
blood and bone, must regularly drink 
and consume food; they too have 
a sex drive and reproduce. In that 
sense alone human nature lies outside 
history. However, the needs, desires, 
abilities, interrelationships and 
potentialities of humanity distinguish 
it from other animals. As conscious 
beings there is nothing fixed about 
human nature. Needs, desires, abilities, 
interrelationships and potentialities 
are malleable, can be extended and 
become something else. Humans 
make themselves through practice and 
they do so within the whole matrix of 
historically determined circumstances. 
Each epoch, each social formation has 
its own particular effect.

History is therefore the continuous 
transformation of human nature 
- something which by definition 
concerns both human beings 
themselves and the objects they make 
and use. Eg, all human beings have 
a vital requirement to eat food. But 
there is a huge difference between 
a little group of Homo erectus 
hunter-gatherers huddling around 
a protective camp fire and cooking 
bits of scavenged meat, and modern-
day city dwellers sitting in front of a 
wall TV and ordering pizza over their 
smart phone.

Human nature is fluid and is realised 
through society and a transformed 
nature. Between humanity (itself 
part of nature, of course) and the 
objects it fashions there is an internal 
relationship. This is what Marxism 
understands by human nature and why 
human nature involves the relationship 
between the individual and nature, and 
the individual with society.

Each individual member of 
the human species is conscious of 
themselves as a member of that 
species and relies upon others for 
their humanity - therefore humanity 
is fundamentally sociable. However, 
private property distorts individual 
and collective development. It makes 
humans one-sided. Possession 
becomes the main goal of life. Once 
money becomes capital, the human 
personality is further impoverished. 
What is innate is subordinated, put 
into the service of the outward world 
of accumulation and narrow self-
interest.

The supersession of capital is 
therefore the “complete emancipation 
of all human senses and qualities, but it 
is this emancipation precisely because 
these senses and attributes have 
become, subjectively and objectively, 
human”.25 Marx tellingly remarks that 
the human senses under communism 
become in their practice theoreticians. 
Correspondingly, the objects of nature 
are viewed as themselves - not simply 
as a way of taking possession of them. 
Egoism gives way to the full richness 
of the human personality. To become 
fully individual is therefore to become 
fully social and vice versa. Marx 
says that communism, as the positive 
transcendence of alienation, is the 
“complete return of man to himself as 
a social (ie, human) being”. A return 
which genuinely resolves the “conflict 
between man and nature and between 
man and man”, and the individual and 
society.26

Leave aside the gendered language 
typical of the time, this return is not 
a going backwards. It is a dialectical 
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COP26
return that resembles a spiral: hence 
it is a return, but on a higher level. A 
crucial point. Class bias, intellectual 
prostitution or sheer stupidity 
(sometimes they amount to the same 
thing) sees a widespread failure to 
grasp this elementary proposition of 
Marxism. Hence the doubly ignorant 
rightwing accusations of Rousseauism 
- doubly ignorant because Rousseau is 
himself charged with wanting to go 
backwards.

Breezily, the same critics of 
Marxism tell us with the utmost self-
assurance that there can only be further 
progress on capitalist terms. Egotism 
is accepted as natural (a baseless 
ideological assumption). More than 
that, egotism is celebrated as the main 
motor of wealth generation. By the 
same measure, empty promises are 
made that third-world poverty will be 
made history if only their governments 
obey the diktats of the International 
Monetary Fund and World Bank (that 
or buy into China’s neo-imperialist 
Belt and Road initiative).

Either capitalism, we are told, 
or a violation of the laws of nature. 
The dialectical view of history 
completely passes them by: dismissed 
as impossible to understand, utopian 
dreamery or more often than not 
cynically, dumbly, attacked as a wish 
to re-enact Stalin’s gulags, Mao’s great 
famine and Pol Pot’s killing fields.

Past imperfect
Marxism is a project to return 
humanity to humanity, yes, but that 
neither posits nor implies a return to 
the past. Marx-Engels expressed a 
definite - even a glowing - admiration 
for many features of primitive (ie, 
original) communism. But they had 
no wish to relive humanity’s past. 
That prospect is entirely illusory. As 
Marx wrote in the first version of 
Capital (1857-58),

An adult cannot become a child 
again or he becomes childish. 
But does not the naivete of the 
child give him pleasure? … Why 
should not the historical childhood 
of humanity, where it attained 
its most beautiful form, exert an 
eternal charm as a stage that will 
never recur?27

In that spirit, Engels, following the 
anthropologist, Lewis Henry Morgan, 
says this in his Origin of the family, 
private property and the state (1884):

The shabbiest police servant 
in the civilised state has more 

‘authority’ than all the organs of 
gentile society put together; but 
the most powerful prince and the 
greatest statesman or commander 
of civilisation might envy the 
humblest of the gentile chief for the 
unforced and undisputed respect 
paid to him. The one stands in the 
midst of society; the other is forced 
to attempt to represent something 
outside and above it.28

Original communism knows no 
standing army or tax-collecting 
officials, no laws or lawyers, no 
judges or police, no prisons or 
prison wardens - the basic apparatus 
of the modern state. Nevertheless, 
though lacking these Hobbesian 
restraints, there was neither hopeless 
disorder nor an unending war of each 
against all. Society functioned and 
functioned perfectly well for many 
tens of thousands of years. For the 
vast bulk of humanity’s time on this 
planet we lived under conditions of 
plenty, moving on when conditions 
required and doing relatively little 
necessary labour. It was all done 
peacefully and very successfully. 
It was communist humanity which 
danced, sung, invented language and 
fanned out from the African Eden into 
Asia, Australia, Europe and finally 
the Americas.

The human revolution triumphed 
some 200,000 years ago - a defining 
social moment, albeit probably 
spanning millennia to finally 
complete. It was almost certainly led 
by women, acting in conjunction with 
their brothers and sons. The hitherto 
existing system of alpha-male 
domination was overthrown.29

Unsurprisingly, therefore, the 
individual under original communism 
did not act without restraint. They 
did not have individual free choice 
over every aspect of their life, true 
- a bourgeois illusion. There were 
definite boundaries in terms of 
behaviour, often established through 
restrictive customs and taboos, along 
with a deeply ingrained moral sense 
of what is right and what is wrong.

Nor did original communism enjoy 
‘natural’ Lockean private property. 
Land was viewed as no different to 
the air and sky. Hunting was done 
by adult males in the group and the 
kill was handed over to the women 
for cooking and then divided. The 
best hunters were often served last. A 
militant egalitarianism ruled. Eating 
your own kill before it was cooked by 
the women was certainly taboo.

The community of women was 

central. Married couples cohabited 
- in women’s spaces - for a couple 
of weeks in life’s moon-governed 
monthly cycle. Not surprisingly then, 
women were more than respected. 
They played the lead role in festivals, 
marriage arrangements and making 
group decisions. Similarly, their 
children, according to this same, 
communist ethos, were not thought to 
be the possessions of their fathers, but 
rather of the community of women 
(till, with males, adulthood).

Is this not an example of 
worshipping the ‘noble savage’ 
and wanting to return to the past? 
Obviously not. Marxists are well 
aware of the material limitations of 
original communism. Conditions 
permitted only the partial development 
of the individual personality. In fact, in 
terms of potential, they were stunted, 
and that necessarily meant relations 
between human beings and nature 
achieved some kind of sustainable 
balance only through a process of, 
often hugely destructive, trial and 
error.

Australia’s wise aboriginal 
ecologists, the Amerindian nature-
lovers and all the other native peoples 
who lived in perfect harmony with 
their environment are in many ways 
the creation of the green imagination. 
Upon closer examination they turn 
out to be altogether more problematic.

Nothing in prehistory remotely 
compares with capitalism’s rape, 
pillage and befouling of nature. Yet 
pre-capitalist societies, including 
communistic tribal peoples, were 
quite capable of inflicting the most 
horrendous damage upon their newly 
discovered environments. There 
was overhunting, fire-stick burning, 
deforestation, the ruination of the soil 
… and population collapse. Tribal 
people often managed to develop 
sophisticated religious myths, customs 
and social structures which eventually 
helped establish a sustainable balance 
between themselves and the rest of 
nature. Yet this - often because of 
their own previous actions - resulted 
in a much reduced and impoverished 
environment, which threatened their 
very existence. It is therefore foolish 
in the extreme to present tribal 
peoples as model stewards.

Moving out of Africa - the planet’s 
most humanised continent, which still 
boasts in comparative terms a rich 
and relatively robust environment - 
about 80,000 years ago, we humans 
wrought havoc wherever we went. 
Animals - unused to and unafraid 
of us - were slaughtered on a huge 
and abhorrent scale. Easy meat. 
Whereas in Africa humans and nature 
coevolved over a considerable, drawn 
out period, once we crossed over 
into Asia and from there pushed into 
the other four habitable continents, 
our ancestors amounted to a hugely 
destructive - yes, alien - species.

The first humans reached northern 
Australia from Timor about 65,000 
years ago.30 By the time the whole 
continent had been colonised from 
shore to shore, it had been thoroughly 
- negatively - transformed. Before 
human habitation Australia had been 
home to an astonishing variety of now 
extinct megafauna. Amongst them 
were some of the biggest reptilian 
and mammalian carnivores the 
planet has ever seen. Eg, a marsupial 
lion, thylacoleo carnifex, weighed 
about 160kg - the equivalent of the 
sabre-toothed tiger. The thylacoleo 
carnifex seems to have specialised in 
hunting marsupial herbivores, such 
as the diprotodon - an animal as big 
as the modern rhinoceros. Another 
species was the enormous wombat, 
phascolonus gigas. There was also 
a huge bird, over eight foot tall, 
commonly called the thunderbird, the 
dromornithid, which weighed up to 
240kg and was possibly a carnivore 
or at least an over-engineered 
vegetarian.

Why did these animals suddenly 

become extinct? Some have blamed 
climate change. But Australia’s 
climate was relatively mild and wet 
some 50,000 years ago. So aridity was 
not the cause. Most experts pinpoint 
us humans. We were responsible for 
wiping out most of the megafauna. 
Of course, there have always been 
extinctions. But the first humans in 
Australia had an effect similar to an 
asteroid strike. The extinction rate 
was speeded up a thousandfold.

What went for the megafauna 
also went for the flora. Australia’s 
aborigines regularly burnt whole 
chunks of the landscape. That 
encouraged new, verdant growth 
of certain plants and attracted 
desired game animals. However, 
it simultaneously saw a general 
degradation. A whole range of trees 
and shrubs entirely disappeared. 
Moreover, given Australia’s thin soils 
and precarious ecosystem, there was 
rapid erosion of the top soil and a 
resulting desertification throughout 
the western continental interior.31

In this continent of ghosts, the 
‘first nation’ aborigines cleverly 
learnt to survive by preserving what 
remained - albeit through carrying 
out a counterrevolution within the 
revolution. Males seized hold of 
female magic; women were oppressed; 
the sacred monthly hunting cycle was 
overthrown - otherwise there would 
have been extinction. Australia’s 
tribes henceforth religiously copied 
the newly established ways of their 
male ancestors. Life was thereafter 
circular and customary, not innovative 
and expansive.

This was the impoverished, but 
relatively stable, situation encountered 
by 19th British migrants. Into the 
empty ecological spaces created by 
the aboriginal entry millennia before, 
they consciously or accidentally 
introduced rats, foxes and rabbits 
into the wild (and farmed masses of 
domestic sheep). All this significantly 
further degraded the environment. 
With plenty of vacant niches, and 
a degraded new equilibrium, the 
ecosystem was extremely vulnerable 
to any sudden disturbance.

To get an idea of why rats, 
foxes and rabbits have impacted 
on Australia in such a way, take the 
Serengeti in Africa today. Probably 
central Australia looked something 
like that before we humans arrived. 
Imagine what would happen if rats, 
foxes or rabbits were introduced en 
masse into the Serengeti environment 
today. They would surely quickly 
perish. Long before they could 
reproduce, the chances are that they 
would be eaten, gobbled, snapped 
up as a free meal. Everything tells us 
that they would be comprehensively 
outcompeted by the imbedded native 
species, which are far better adapted 
to the environment.

But remove the Serengeti’s 
wildebeest, gazelles, zebras, 
elephants, jackals, lions, leopards and 
cheetahs and all of a sudden there 
would be the wide spaces needed for 
an explosion in rat, fox and rabbit 
numbers. That is what happened in 
Australia and a similar story can be 
told for the Americas. There, the 
arrival of migrating humans from 
Asia, was accompanied by the 
mass extinction of the Pleistocene 
megafauna (horses, camels, ground 
sloths, and mammoths, among many 
others). Scientific studies also show 
that the mass extinction and near-
extinction did not finish with the 
disappearance of the megafauna. 
Local and regional extinctions, linked 
in many cases to human activity, 
continued, albeit at a slower rate.

For example, when American 
adventurers and trappers arrived 
in California during the late 18th 
and early 19th century, they were 
amazed by the superabundance of 
birds, elk, deer, marine mammals 
and other wildlife. Scouring their 
books, journals and letters, greens 

assume that such richness represented 
California’s natural condition - a 
product of the ‘noble savage’ and 
their respectful/reverential attitude 
towards nature and empathy for its 
flora and fauna.

Such a cosy assumption has 
been undermined by archaeological 
studies, which show that, far from the 
native Americans presiding over an 
ecologically self-sustaining system, in 
which humanity and nature existed in 
perfect harmony because of their deep 
stewardship of nature, there is another 
explanation. Eg, from 2,600 to around 
500 years ago, some species were 
hunted to local extinction. Wildlife 
only returned in superabundance to 
places like California after European 
diseases, such as smallpox, malaria 
and influenza, decimated the 
Amerindian populations, starting 
in the 16th century. Around 90% of 
them died. Hunting pressures thereby 
diminished considerably. By the mid-
19th century, geese and duck were so 
numerous that they could be killed 
simply by firing a random shot into 
the air. Or so the story goes.

Either way - and I finish with this 
- there is only a dialectical future in 
the past l

Fill in a standing order form  
(back page), donate via our  
website, or send cheques, 
payable to Weekly Worker

A few drinks?
The highlight of this week’s 

donations to the Weekly 
Worker came in the shape of 
a brilliant £120 cheque from 
comrade JM. £100 of this, he 
says, is for the fighting fund “in 
lieu of recent neglect” (you’re 
forgiven, comrade!), while the 
extra £20 is “to buy a few drinks 
or a decent bottle of wine for 
Stan K in recognition of his 
fortitude in enduring a squalid 
little frame-up”.

JM is, of course, referring to 
comrade Stan Keable, who was 
sacked by his council employers 
for daring to express anti-Zionist 
views in a conversation during the 
Enough is Enough demonstration 
back in 2018. Comrade Keable 
won his appeal against dismissal 
before the employment tribunal, 
and this was upheld last month 
despite a further appeal from 
Hammersmith and Fulham 
council. Comrade Keable, who 
is secretary of Labour Party 
Marxists, says we can keep the 

extra £20, but let’s see!
Either way, this comes as a 

big boost to November’s fund, as 
we seek to reach the new target 
of £2,250 for the first time. As 
well as the usual standing order 
payments (thanks in particular 
to comrades GB, SK and PM), 
there were two PayPal donations 
- thanks also to comrades LC and 
CC, who both contributed £50.

So now our running total for 
November stands at £1,884, 
which means we still need 
another £366 by next Tuesday. 
That’s more than possible, but 
please do your best to help us get 
there. The best way is by bank 
transfer (sort code 30-99-64, 
account number 00744310).

Let’s make sure we reach that 
new target for the first time! l

Robbie Rix

Fighting fund
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USA

Rittenhouse and white backlash
The second amendment provides constitutional cover for a counterrevolutionary army of Boogaloos and 
freelance ultras, argues Daniel Lazare

The world thinks America has 
gone nuts for allowing 18-year-
old Kyle Rittenhouse to go 

scot-free after using an assault rifle 
to kill two men and wound a third 
during a night of political unrest in 
the midwestern town of Kenosha, 
Wisconsin. And the world is right - 
America is insane. But it is important 
to locate the source of the craziness: 
it lies in a constitutional order in an 
advanced state of collapse.

Much of the crisis revolves 
around the second amendment, 
which has emerged in recent decades 
as an ideological framework for 
vigilantism and white backlash. 
According to enthusiasts, the second 
amendment does not merely allow 
Americans to arm themselves 
with semi-automatic weapons: it 
fairly compels them to. Just as the 
Massachusetts Minutemen felt a 
moral obligation to grab their muskets 
and face off against the British 
on the Lexington Green in 1775, 
today’s patriots feel a constitutional 
obligation to do the same with their 
AR-15s, as they battle against Black 
Lives Matter, Antifa, Alexandria 
Ocasio-Cortez and all other anarcho-
leftists seen as threatening by the 
sacred community.

Rittenhouse’s acquittal last 
week on five counts of homicide, 
attempted homicide and other 
charges has added to a growing 
sense of emergency. On far-right 
websites, gun-rights advocates exult 
that “it’s open season on pedo-
commies” and “there’s nothing 
you [liberals] can do about it”. The 
ultra-right newspaper columnist, 
Ann Coulter, whose specialty is 
baiting liberals to a frenzy, tweeted 
a picture of Superman, Batman and 
other superheroes bowing before 
the pudgy teenager and his rifle, 
while VDARE - a white-nationalist 
website named after Virginia Dare, 
the first white child born in the 
present-day US in 1587 - declared 
that “Kyle Rittenhouse is the hero 
we’ve been waiting for throughout 
the turbulent summer of 2020, 
where a Black Lives Matter/Antifa/
Bolshevik revolution has our country 
on the brink of total chaos.”1

Another far-right website said that 
the verdict gives “good Americans 
legal precedent and licence to kill 
violent commies without worrying 
about doing life in prison if we defend 
ourselves in a riot”. Gun Owners of 
America, a group challenging the 
National Rifle Association from the 
right, announced that it

will be awarding Kyle Rittenhouse 
with an AR-15 for his defence 
of gun rights in America. Join 
us in saying thank you to Kyle 
Rittenhouse for being a warrior 
for gun rights and self-defence 
rights across the country!2

Three Republican congressmen have 
offered him an internship in their 
Washington offices. ‘Rittenhouse’ 
has meanwhile been turned into a 
verb as in ‘I’m gonna Rittenhouse 
the next BLMer who tries to torch 
my neighbourhood!’

Not only has Donald Trump 
congratulated the defendant “for 
being found innocent of all charges”, 
but Joe Biden has endorsed the 
verdict as well: “Look, I stand by 
what the jury has concluded,” he 
said shortly after it was announced. 
“The jury system works, and we 
have to abide by it.” Liberals side 
with conservatives in support of a 
234-year-old constitutional structure 
that is tearing US society apart.

So it goes in what is supposedly 

the greatest democracy on earth, in 
which government works less and 
less. Congress has been gridlocked 
for a generation. Democrats 
represent 40 million more Americans 
than Republicans in a grossly 
malapportioned Senate, in which the 
two parties are otherwise tied at 50 
seats each. Not only is an unelected 
Supreme Court loosening controls, 
but it is now hinting at extending 
‘open-carry’ gun laws to New York 
City, so that subway riders can enjoy 
the thrill of an occasional shootout 
just as if they were at a Wild West 
theme park. The Electoral College 
has twice overridden the popular 
vote since the year 2000, the 2020 
presidential election ended in 
an attempted coup d’état, while 
additional electoral violence looms 
in 2022 and 2024.

27 words
At the centre of it all are 27 words 
dating from 1791: “A well-regulated 
militia being necessary to the 
security of a free state, the right of 
the people to keep and bear arms 
shall not be infringed.” Fifty years 
ago, the second amendment was on 
nobody’s radar screen as a potential 
problem. With the American Civil 
Liberties Union declaring that “the 
individual’s right to bear arms 
applies only to the preservation or 
efficiency of a well-regulated [state] 
militia”, it was seen as conferring 
nothing more than the right to join a 
state unit of the National Guard. The 
problem was solved, and liberals 
could go back to sleep.

The ACLU’s reasoning was 
based on a simple syllogism. As an 
organisation founded on the basis 
of liberalism and constitutional 
rights, its members assumed that 
the founders were as rational as they 
were and that the constitution was 
as well. Hence, any suggestion that 
the second amendment conferred 
an unlimited individual right to bear 
arms was unthinkable, because it 
was irrational in the extreme.

But such circular reasoning began 
breaking down in the 1980s, along 
with the rest of the liberal programme. 
A growing corps of legal scholars 
- not all conservative, by the way - 
began taking issue with the ACLU 
on the grounds that its thinking was 
patently ahistorical. After all, the 
second amendment emerged at a 
time when memories of Lexington 
and Concord were fresh, when a 
musket hanging over the fireplace 

was a symbol of freedom, and when 
the first professional police forces in 
America were at least 50 years off. 
Today, “well-regulated” suggests 
government supervision from above. 
But to a militant group known 
as the North Carolina Regulators 
that arose in the 1760s, it meant 
something different, which is to say 
regulation by the people over and 
above the established powers. The 
closer academics looked, the more 
they concluded that the amendment 
was nearer in spirit to “the embattled 
farmers … [who] fired the shot heard 
round the world” than to modern-day 
constitutional scholars armed with 
textbooks and legal briefs.

Ironically, one of the opening 
blasts in the reappraisal movement 
came from a self-described “card-
carrying” member of the ACLU, 
named Sanford Levinson - a 
constitutional law professor, who 
argued in the Yale Law Journal 
in 1989 that there is no evidence 
that 18th century Americans used 
the term ‘militia’ to refer to formal 
government-organised bodies. To the 
contrary:

There is strong evidence that 
‘militia’ refers to all of the people, 
or at least all of those treated as 
full citizens of the community. 
Consider, for example, the 
question asked by George Mason, 
one of the Virginians who refused 
to sign the constitution because of 
its lack of a bill of rights: “Who 
are the militia? They consist now 
of the whole people.” Similarly, 
the ‘Federal Farmer’, one of the 
most important anti-Federalist 
opponents of the constitution, 
referred to a “militia, when 
popularly formed, [as] in fact the 
people themselves”.3

Since the anti-Federalists were 
those pushing most strongly for 
an additional bill of rights, once 
the constitution was ratified in 
1787-88, their understanding of the 
second amendment carries weight. 
But Levinson was especially 
perceptive in arguing that the 
amendment encapsulates a “neo-
republican” theory of government 
much at odds with the rest of the 
document. Where the constitution 
outlines a scheme of mixed 
government in far-off Washington, 
the amendment stresses 
“participation in government, as 
contrasted to mere representation 

by a distant leadership” (emphasis 
added). Levinson went on:

Just as ordinary citizens 
should participate actively in 
governmental decision-making 
through offering their own 
deliberative insights, rather than 
be confined to casting ballots 
once every two or four years 
for those very few individuals 
who will actually make the 
decisions, so should ordinary 
citizens participate in the process 
of law enforcement and defence 
of liberty rather than rely on 
professionalised peacekeepers, 
whether we call them standing 
armies or police.

It is a model of participatory law 
enforcement in which “full citizens 
of the community” - which in the 
18th century meant property-owning 
white males - rely on their own 
resources to defend family, friends 
and neighbours against those not part 
of the inner circle.

The second amendment opens 
with a 12-word introduction - “a 
preamble, if you will”, according to 
Levinson. It is the only amendment 
with such a construction, and it 
therefore hints that it can be seen 
almost as a mini-constitution 
in its own right. Its language is 
also unusually sweeping. The 
first amendment merely states 
that “Congress shall make no 
law respecting an establishment 
of religion … or abridging the 
freedom of speech”, leaving open 
the possibility that the states could 
continue abridging at will - which 
they in fact did up to the 1920s. But 
the second closes with an unqualified 
“shall not be infringed” - meaning 
that the right to bear arms serves as 
a check on all levels of government 
from the local to the federal. No-one 
is allowed to interfere with a right 
that, in a bourgeois-revolutionary 
state, was evidently regarded as 
more important than even freedom 
of religion or freedom of speech.

Workers’ militia
The connection of all this to the 
killing in Kenosha is all too clear. 
After a white officer investigating a 
“domestic incident” shot a 29-year-
old black man named Jacob Blake, 
the city - located 65 miles north of 
Chicago - erupted in rioting and 
arson. When a rightwing ex-city 
alderman named Kevin Mathewson 

formed a group called the Kenosha 
Guards two days later and urged 
local people to take up arms “to 
deter rioting/looting”, his Facebook 
post went viral. Members of the 
far-right Boogaloo movement, 
famous for their Hawaiian shirts and 
military fatigues, showed up, as did 
Rittenhouse, then just 17, driving up 
from his home in northern Illinois 
with his assault rifle in tow.

It was a classic ‘us vs them’ 
response to BLM supporters, lumpen 
street fighters and others whom 
middle class homeowners regard as 
enemies, outcasts and pyromaniacs. 
Local police welcomed the 
vigilantes and handed out bottled 
water in gratitude. “We appreciate 
you guys, we really do,” one cop told 
Rittenhouse and his pals. After the 
shooting, Rittenhouse approached 
a line of police cars with his rifle 
hanging from his neck and his hands 
raised, but the cops ignored him 
because they figured he was a friend.

The upshot is that Americans 
have gotten two constitutions for 
the price of one and are now battling 
over which one is greater.

Obviously, none of this makes 
any sense on utilitarian grounds. The 
idea that good guys need guns to 
defend themselves against bad guys 
is asinine, since it is often far from 
clear in a shootout which is which.4 
It is a determination that cannot be 
made individually on the spur of 
the moment, but can only be made 
deliberately and collectively, which 
is why democracy requires judges, 
courts and other such apparatus.

Socialists may call for the 
formation of workers’ self-defence 
units to beat back fascists and scabs, 
but a workers’ militia has nothing in 
common with middle class citizens 
filling their basements with AR-15s, 
body armour and ‘bump stocks’ that 
turn ordinary rifles into submachine 
guns. One is based on working 
class power; the other on individual 
ownership. Indeed, the moment a 
workers’ militia goes on the offensive 
in a revolutionary crisis, its job will 
be to impose a monopoly on armed 
violence by not only taking control 
of the military and disarming the 
police, but by confiscating privately 
owned weapons from the petty 
bourgeoisie. Real gun control will 
only arrive in America on the heels 
of socialist revolution. 

Until then, second amendment 
militants will continue facing off 
against partisans of the first, who 
believe that free expression will lead 
to a glorious liberal utopia, based 
on economic equality, ‘critical legal 
studies’ and a Green New Deal. But it 
is a pipedream. The more Americans 
adhere to an ancient constitution that 
makes no sense in modern terms, the 
more they resemble 16th and 17th 
century Christians going at each 
other over the Holy Bible.

If another Thirty Years War is 
what Americans want, that is what 
they will get l
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Kyle Rittenhouse: two killed and another injured
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ECONOMY

Don’t expect a roaring 20s
Globally the economy is still living in the shadow of the pandemic and investment in productive capital 
remains extraordinarily low, says Michael Roberts

How is the global recovery after 
the Covid pandemic going? 
The economic consensus 

is that the major economies are 
recovering fast, driven by rising 
consumer spending and corporate 
investment. The problem ahead is 
not a return to sustained economic 
growth, but the risk of higher or more 
long-lasting inflation in the prices of 
goods and services that could force 
central banks and other lenders to 
raise interest rates. And that might 
lead to bankruptcies among highly 
indebted companies - and then a new 
financial crash.

While that risk is clearly there 
over the next period, will there 
really be a sustained recovery in 
economic growth over the next five 
years? Let us remind ourselves of the 
official forecasts. The International 
Monetary Fund reckons that by 2024 
global gross domestic product will 
still be 2.8% below where it thought 
GDP would have been before the 
pandemic slump. And the relative 
loss of income is much higher in 
the so-called ‘emerging economies’ 
- excluding China, the loss is close 
to 8% of GDP in Asia and 4%-6% in 
the rest of the global south. Indeed, 
the forecasts for annual average real 
GDP growth in virtually all the major 
economies are for lower growth in 
this decade compared to the 2010s - 
which I called the ‘long depression’.

There seems to be no evidence 
to justify the claim by some 
mainstream optimists that the 
advanced capitalist world is about 
to experience a ‘roaring 2020s’, as 
the US briefly did in 1920s after 
the Spanish flu epidemic.1 The big 
difference between the 1920s and 
the 2020s is that the 1920-21 slump 
in the US and Europe cleared out 
the ‘deadwood’ of inefficient and 
unprofitable companies, so that the 
strong survivors could benefit from 
more market share. So after 1921 the 
US not only recovered, but entered 
into a (brief) decade of growth and 

prosperity. During the so-called 
‘roaring 20s’ US real GDP rose by 
42% and by 2.7% a year per capita. 
Nothing like that is being forecast 
now.

And the reason is clear from 
Marxist economic theory. A long 
boom is only possible if there has 
been a significant destruction of 
capital values - either physically or 
through devaluation, or both. Joseph 
Schumpeter, the Austrian economist 
of the 1920s, taking Marx’s cue, 
called this “creative destruction”. By 
cleansing the accumulation process 
of obsolete technology and failing 
and unprofitable capital, innovation 
from new firms could prosper. 
Schumpeter saw this process as 
breaking up stagnating monopolies 
and replacing them with smaller, 
innovating firms. In contrast, Marx 
saw creative destruction as creating 
a higher rate of profitability after the 
small and weak were eaten up by the 
large and strong.

It is true that, after plunging 35% 
last year, global corporate profits 
have staged a huge recovery this 
year and are on track to end the year 
at least 5% above their pre-pandemic 

trend. But, if right, this would stand 
in contrast to global real GDP, which 
is expected to remain 1.8% below its 
pre-pandemic trend.

This rise in profits has spurred 
some recovery in productive 
investment (capital expenditure), 
perhaps leading to a 5%-10% rise 
in 2021. But JP Morgan economists 
think this might be short-lived, as 
their forecasting tool suggests a fall 
in investment “despite strong profit 
growth”.

The sharp difference between 
profit growth and productive 
investment growth is a key indicator 
that the 2020s will not be like the 
1920s - for the US or elsewhere. There 
are two key reasons: first, continued 
low profitability (by that is meant 
profits relative to total investment 
in the means of production and the 
labour force); and, second, high and 
rising corporate and other debt. To 
avoid a slump like 1920-21 or 1929-
32, in the great recession of 2008-
09, governments and central banks 
slashed interest rates to zero and 
during the Covid slump added to the 
easy money policy with huge fiscal 
stimulus programmes. The result is 
that there has been no clearing out 
of corporate ‘deadwood’. Indeed, the 
so-called zombie companies (where 
profits are not sufficient to meet 
borrowing costs) are still here and in 
growing numbers.

I have mentioned the rise of 
the zombies on many occasions 
before.2 But there is new evidence 
to back up the cause of these zombie 
companies. Two Argentinean 
Marxist economists, Juan Martin 
Grana and Nicolás Aguina, recently 
presented an excellent commentary 
on zombie firms, entitled ‘A Marxist 
and Minskyan perspective on zombie 
firms’.3 Grana and Aguina show 
empirically that (1) these zombie 
firms have increased in number since 
the 1980s and (2) the cause is not the 
rising cost or the size of their debt, 
but simply the fact that these firms 
have much lower rates of profit from 
production, forcing them to borrow 
more. So zombies have a Marxist, 
not a Minskyean, cause.

Capital gains
Indeed, because of low profitability 
on productive capital in most major 
economies, in the first two decades 
of the 21st century profits from 
productive capital have increasingly 
been diverted into investment in real 
estate and financial assets, where 
‘capital gains’ (profits from rises 
in stock and property prices) have 
delivered much higher profits.

Over the past two decades, the 
increase in asset values has primarily 
come from price increases rather 
than through accumulated saving 

and investment. The management 
consulting firm, McKinsey and Co, 
estimate that somewhat less than 
30% of net worth growth in absolute 
terms was driven by new investment, 
while roughly three-quarters was 
driven by price increases. This 
is making money out of money 
and not out of the exploitation of 
labour-power. So these gains are 
at the expense of those selling at a 
loss - and/or potentially ‘fictitious’, 
as eventually the gains will not be 
realised if the productive sector 
should plunge.

According to a new report by the 
McKinsey Global Institute,4 two-
thirds of global net worth (ie, the 
market value of assets minus debt) is 
stored in real estate and only about 
20% in other fixed assets. Asset 
values (real estate and financial) 
are now nearly 50% higher than the 
long-run average relative to annual 
global income. And for every $1 
in net new investment, the global 
economy created almost $2 in new 
debt. Financial assets and liabilities 
held outside the financial sector 
grew much faster than GDP, and at 
an average of 3.7 times cumulative 
net investment between 2000 and 
2020. While the cost of debt declined 
sharply relative to GDP, thanks 
to lower interest rates, high loans 
relative to value produced does “raise 
questions about financial exposure 
and how the financial sector allocates 
capital to investment”.

Higher asset prices accounted for 
about three-quarters of the growth in 
net worth between 2000 and 2020, 
while new investment made up 
only 28%. The value of corporate 
assets and equity has diverged from 
GDP and from corporate profits 
over the past decade. Since 2011, 
total corporate real assets grew as a 
weighted average by 61 percentage 
points relative to GDP across 10 
“focus countries”. But the corporate 
profits underpinning those values 
declined by one percentage point 
relative to GDP at the global level.

McKinsey is worried that this 
rising level of speculation in non-
productive assets, financed by more 
debt, could turn nasty:

We estimate that net worth relative 
to GDP could decline by as much 
as one-third if the relationship 
between wealth and income 
returned to its average during 
the three decades prior to 2000. 
Assessing scenarios including this 
reversion of net worth to GDP, 
a reversion of land prices and 
rental yields to 2000 levels, and 
a scenario in which construction 
prices moved in line with GDP 
since 2000, we find that net worth 
to GDP by country would decline 

by between 15% and 50% across 
the 10 focus countries.

In other words, a financial and 
property meltdown.

Now some mainstream economists 
have argued that the gap between 
profitability and investment is 
misleading, because corporations 
have increasingly been investing in 
what are called ‘intangibles’. These 
are variously defined as investment 
in intellectual property rights for 
software, advertising and branding, 
marketing research, organisational 
capital and training. This does not 
cost nearly as much as investing in 
factories, offices, plant, machinery, etc 
(tangible assets) and yet they deliver 
much more profit and productivity. Or 
so the argument goes.

Over the past 25 years, McKinsey 
found that the share of intangibles in 
total corporate investment growth 
was 29%, compared to just 13% 
in tangibles. The Organisation 
for Economic Cooperation and 
Development reported in 2015 
that intangible assets had expected 
returns of 24% - the highest rate 
among produced asset categories.

But here is the rub. Despite the 
fact that digital trade and information 
flows have grown exponentially in 
the last 20 years, intangibles are still a 
mere four percent of net worth. They 
are not decisive in delivering higher 
investment among corporations in 
the major economies. Fixed assets 
and inventories are six times larger.

It is still the case that what matters 
is investment in tangible productive 
assets. As McKinsey puts it,

Our analysis confirms that gross 
operating surpluses, which are the 
value generated by a company’s 
operating activities after wages are 
subtracted, increase together with 
a rising pool of produced assets, 
which are assets resulting from 
production, including machinery 
and equipment and infrastructure, 
as well as inventories and 
valuables.

The higher the value of produced 
assets, the more each worker in an 
economy contributes to GDP: ie, a 
higher productivity of labour.

But the profitability of tangible 
productive assets has been falling. 
So, as McKinsey states,

If a company invests, say, $1 
million in new machinery, will the 
value of operating that machinery 
to produce a widget outweigh the 
value of the land underneath the 
factory where the machinery sits? 
If an individual invests in rental 
property, will any improvements 
to the property to increase rent 
be worthwhile. compared to 
simply waiting for market-price 
appreciation?

For that reason alone, a roaring 
2020s is not likely l

Michael Roberts blogs at 
thenextrecession.wordpress.com

Notes
1. thenextrecession.wordpress.
com/2021/04/18/the-roaring-twenties-
repeated.
2. See, for example: thenextrecession.
wordpress.com/2017/01/23/beware-the-
zombies.
3. See this YouTube recording from 
22.36 to 42.30: www.youtube.com/
watch?v=4GWUkbGaD-U.
4. www.mckinsey.com/industries/financial-
services/our-insights/the-rise-and-rise-of-the-
global-balance-sheet-how-productively-are-
we-using-our-wealth.
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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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creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
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How not to lead a liberation
Amin Cajee (as told to Terry Bell) Fordsburg fighter: the journey of an MK 
volunteer Cover2Cover Books, 2016, pp194, £22.09

The foreword to this book - 
written by Paul Joseph, a 
lifelong African National 

Congress activist - states that Cajee’s 
“honestly told story is an essential 
one for us to gain a fuller picture 
of our history, if only to ensure, 
perhaps, that future generations will 
learn from our mistakes” (pvii). 
From that it is clear that this is not a 
life story of someone whose views of 
the ANC are all sweetness and light.

Here I must insert a personal 
exculpation: for many years I was 
an active member of the ANC in 
London. At the time my partner 
(who was South African) and I 
believed that it was necessary for the 
ANC (and by implication the South 
African Communist Party) to take 
power, in order to progress towards 
a socialist and eventually communist 
society. Yes, OK, it did not quite 
work out that way, but this was 50 
years ago, so forgive the naivety. Not 
that we were naive about the ANC 
itself: we were aware of the personal 
and political venality within it even 
then, but believed this would be 
ironed out after the wash, as it were.

Amin Cajee opens the first chapter 
by describing how he was sentenced 
to death, along with others, for high 
treason. Not by the South African 
state, as was common, but by the 
leadership of the ANC! They were 
in a camp in Tanzania, supposedly 
getting ready to become a fighting 
force in SA. The charges were 
complex, but consisted of being in 
collusion with the Chinese embassy 
in Dar-es-Salaam, and being 
groomed to take over the liberation 
movement for that purpose. This in 
a camp which the fighters were not 
allowed to leave and had no access to 
the outside world - no radios, letters 
or anything.

The accusing tribunal refused 
to identify witnesses or evidence. 
The underlying political problem, it 
turned out, was the Sino-Soviet split, 
so that those in the camp who had 
been trained in China were suspect. 
Cajee was asked to testify against 
two comrades who had been trained 
in China in return for unspecified 
amnesty, but he refused. 

However, the death sentence was 
not carried out. Eventually, on the 
basis that Cajee had been led astray 
by ‘others’, he was sent back to 
his tent on three months’ probation 
with a stiff warning that he had to 
toe the line - or else. The ‘others’ - 
those dangerous Chinese-instructed 
spies - were carted off to Tanzanian 
prisons. Cajee did see some of them 
later - in London, in exile.

Other continuing problems 
throughout the book were the 
political rivalry between Xhosa 
and Zulu speakers - and racism 
among the fighters themselves. 
Cajee noted that most of the black 
South African fighters were sent to 
other African countries for training, 
while South African Indians like 
himself and ‘coloureds’ were sent to 
Czechoslovakia/Soviet Union. A few 
were sent to China, with unforeseen 
results.

In Czechoslovakia, the trainees 
found difficulties. A minor but 
amusing episode occurs when, never 
having seen a teabag before, they 
mistook what was floating in the 
teapot for an insect! A rather more 
important problem was the racism 
they discovered. One of their African 
comrades became depressed by the 
fact that, when they went into town, 
people would come up to him and 
touch his hair or rub his skin to see if 
the blackness came off. When using 
the swimming pool, people would 

ask him how he knew when he was 
clean, and did he wear clothes for the 
first time in their country? After a 
while he refused to leave the camp.

A small group got together and 
decided to challenge this behaviour. 
They went into town with their 
comrade and, every time someone 
said or did something unpleasant 
to him, they would challenge the 
person for being racist and ignorant. 
Occasionally, they would decide to 
use sarcasm - at one point they agreed 
with the questioner that, yes, they did 
live in trees, and the ambassadors 
were the ones who were highest on 
the branches. They became known 
very well in the town, and began to 
be treated better.

Another difficulty was that in 
the beginning, the training was for 
conventional warfare, as though 
when they began the armed struggle 
in South Africa somehow the Soviet 
Union would be able to make sure 
they had all of the tanks, machine 
guns, etc they needed in the midst 
of a battle. Cajee argued that in all 
probability they would be fighting an 
unconventional, probably a guerrilla, 
war. They eventually got some of the 
training they needed.

Disorganisation
Their return to Tanzania was full of 
disorganisation. Their cover story 
was that they were Indians returning 
from India, but the ANC had 
neglected to organise Indian visas 
for them. (The Indian government 
would have been helpful.) Upon 
flying to England, they were 
interrogated by the UK immigration 
services, followed by an attempted 
bribe from a large Afrikaans-
speaking man - probably part of 
the external security service. They 
were sent back to Prague, where 
they continued their training, but 
encountered further racist taunting 
- this time from one of their fellow 
trainees.

This was not the only time the 
ANC’s obsessive secrecy meant 
that one part of the organisation 
did not tell another what was 
happening. Several times in Cajee’s 
perambulations, they would arrive 
in a city having been sent by the 
ANC in one country, only to find 
that the office in the receiving city 
knew nothing about them. At one 

point they were told they were going 
to be sent back into South Africa on 
their own passports, and it turned 
out that no-one knew about what 
had happened to them in London. 
So that plan was scrapped.

Cajee was eventually sent back 
to his original camp in Tanzania, but 
found the atmosphere changed:

Any form of challenge to the 
commanders would be seen 
not only as a challenge to the 
leadership, but as a challenge 
to the people of South Africa. 
This approach made me feel 
very uncomfortable. It was 
not the type of welcome I had 
expected, thinking I was joining 
a democratic organisation” (p88).

Other aspects of camp life were 
also disappointing - and unnerving. 
The men had to do a two-mile jog 
every morning before breakfast, 
while the commanders followed in 
a land rover, from where the sound 
of clinking glasses could be heard.

There was a ‘people’s 
court’, which meted out savage 
punishments, including beatings, for 
minor infractions. The Africans (in 
the South African sense) would say 
quite openly: “When the revolution 
was achieved the leadership would 
consider accepting Indians into the 
country. The Congress Alliance was 
moribund and the decision rested 
entirely with the Africans” (p94). In 
the meantime, the fighters were all 
anxious to get back to South Africa 
to engage in the struggle, but for 
the leadership “there was no real 
urgency” (p97).

The language differences 
became more pronounced. The 
command structure of the camp 
was handed to the Xhosa speakers. 
One man was given the position of 
commander in chief of uMkhonto 
we Sizwe, the armed wing, because 
he was a Setswana speaker, and the 
direct infiltration route into South 
Africa would have been through 
Botswana, where that language was 
spoken. One of the Xhosa speakers 
- supposedly a committed Marxist - 
stated that there would be no role for 
Zulus in a future government: the 
Xhosas would “take control of the 
movement and the armed struggle” 
(p115).

Difficulties piled up in the camp, 
until finally Cajee felt they were now 
overbearing:

I was beginning to realise that 
perhaps I had been naive in 
thinking I had joined a movement 
that superseded all trivialities, such 
as racism, tribalism, regionalism 
and ethnic groupings. In the camp 
this hope was being systematically 
destroyed … and … set the stage 
for the future of the movement 
… [These differences] … were 
exploited by individuals in 
leadership positions, because unity 
at rank-and-file level might have 
confronted them with a force that 
might have exposed the hypocrisy 
and corruption that existed (p102).

Cajee describes the problems (and 
corruption) in the camp itself, which 
were ignored. The fact that those 
who had returned from the Soviet 
Union had no training in guerrilla 
warfare, but only in conventional 
battle conditions. The fact that the 
food became less and less palatable 
- sent from the Soviet Union with 
1942 as the date embossed on the 
tins! But gradually the desire to be 
part of the struggle in South Africa 
and the constant promises that they 
would go back ‘soon’ - a ‘soon’ that 
never happened - began to take its 
toll. Discipline and morale plunged. 
Punishments were decided on and 
meted out by camp commanders 
- the ‘people’s court’ no longer 
existed. Cajee describes the camp as 
containing “a demoralised army of 
men, who were underfed and prone to 
malaria, diarrhoea, malnutrition, eye 
infections and depression”.

And then someone tried to kill 
him, and in secrecy he was told to 
beware of old enemies. He then 
describes how he and some of his 
comrades decided to leave the camp, 
how they got out and how he became 
a refugee in London, where he has 
spent the rest of his life. He saw his 
mother in London also, who was on 
a stopover from South Africa, for the 
first time in eight years.

In the last chapters of the book, 
Cajee describes the attempts of 
the MK to penetrate South Africa 
through “dubious” military strategy 
(p174), and the results of the Soweto 
uprisings.

He reports and comments on all 
this without hyperbole, self-pity or 
individual censure (and with some 
humour). Of course, he and his 
friends worried about deserting the 
struggle, but, as he says,

I volunteered to serve what I 
saw as a democratic movement 
dedicated to bringing down an 
oppressive and racist regime. 
Instead, I found myself serving a 
movement that was relentless in 
exercising power and riddled with 
corruption. I had to take a decision 
to continue being party to this or to 
exit. I chose to exit (p175).

From a political point of view this is a 
difficult book to read. In not planning 
and putting into operation rigorous 
political education and optimum 
unity, the road was left open for 
prejudice and error. Kept without 
action, without information and 
eventually without hope, the troops 
in training became demoralised and 
ill-disciplined.

Some of the difficulties faced by 
those embarking on a revolutionary 
action are very clearly pointed to and 
as such this is an important book to 
read l

Gaby Rubin

Toyi-toyi dance: Umkhonto we Sizwe, the ANC’s armed wing
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Onslaught continues
With the busiest winter period fast approaching, James Linney savages the government’s NHS ‘rescue plan’

Remember the recent duplicitous 
media and government 
campaign for more face-

to-face appointments with GPs? 
We were told that they were being 
denied to long-suffering patients, so 
that ‘lazy’ GPs could improve their 
work-life balance. Apparently the 
lack of appointments has nothing to 
do with the government’s diabolic 
mismanagement of the pandemic, on 
top of its long-term, veiled scheme to 
underfund and outsource the NHS.

Since then, the government 
has published its ‘rescue plan’ for 
improving access to GP surgeries and 
like a hostage being handed a plan 
for escape by their captor we should 
be highly sceptical. As though to 
reinforce this point, in the introduction 
of the plan we are told:

… patients’ ability to access primary 
care is often not as good as it should 
be. Some patients are experiencing 
unacceptably poor access to general 
practice, including an inability to 
contact practices - as witnessed by 
their stories and those reported in 
the media.1

Here we are given a peek at the real 
motivation behind this worse than 
inadequate plan: to placate and give 
credence to the rightwing media and 
the campaigns to undermine the NHS. 
When it comes to the detail, it appears 
to have been written by someone 
who has absolutely no experience 
or concern about the desperate state 
of primary care. We are told that 
the government has a grand plan to 
increase the number of GPs, despite 
the total continuing to fall and a recent 
GP poll revealing that more than half 
(54%) of respondents are thinking 
about “leaving the NHS altogether”.2 
Undeterred by a little thing like reality, 
the authors of the ‘rescue plan’ go 
on to claim that the “government’s 
manifesto has commitments to 
improve general practice capacity by 
increasing the size of the primary care 
workforce and delivering 50 million 
more appointments”.

Empty promises aside, we 
eventually get to the hub of the plan, 
which boils down to a meagre pledge 
of a £250 million ‘winter access 
fund’ for GP surgeries. Even if this 
money was divided out and given to 
GP surgeries to spend on what they 
feel is most important, it would have 
very little impact on the enormous, 
unsustainable pressures currently 
being faced. But this is not the deal. 
This pledge comes with a list of 
prescriptions and hoops to be jumped 
- arbitrarily the money will only be 
available till March and any funds not 
spent during this time will be lost. GP 
surgeries are told they must submit a 
detailed business plan justifying how 
they plan to spend the money, and they 
were only given 13 days to submit it - 
or else the offer would be withdrawn. 
This is a substantial extra burden 
to administrative and clinical staff 
already trying to juggle their ever more 
demanding routine clinics, extended 
hours and the running and staffing of 
Covid vaccination centres. Even if by 
some miracle GP surgeries manage to 

secure some extra funding this winter, 
we are told, “funding could be reduced 
or discontinued if demonstrable 
progress has not been made by mid-
December”.

Pathetic
By any standard this so-called ‘rescue 
plan’ is pathetic. Demand for GP 
appointments has never been greater, 
whilst the number of available clinical 
staff is falling, not increasing. GPs 
are still not seeing as many patients 
face-to-face (currently about 60% of 
consultations vs 80% pre-pandemic), 
but we are still in the midst of 
Covid-19, which is by its nature 
very unpredictable. But it would be 
surprising if a government that showed 
little remorse for its own role in the 
mass deaths during the pandemic 
should start caring now.

As I write (November 22), there 
were 44,917 new cases of Covid and 
292,417 in the last seven days - an 
increase of 10% on the previous 
week. The high number of circulating 
viruses means an increased risk of 
new variants developing. Despite 
this risk GP surgeries are still trying 
to keep face-to-face consultations, 
when clinically indicated. Yet 
the ‘rescue plan’ aims to punish 
GPs for their justified caution by 
monitoring the number of face-
to-face appointments offered by 
each surgery - the lowest 20% will 
be named and shamed, and these 
practices “are likely to be required 
to resolve the issues: for example, to 
increase resilience; smaller practices 
offering unacceptable access may 
be expected to partner with other 
practices, federations or [primary 
care networks].”

GPs are having more clinic contacts 
each day than ever: there have been 
196.8 million so far in 2021 - up 10% 
on the previous years.3 The argument 
about face-to-face appointments is for 
the government a useful distraction 
and an attempt to deflect blame from 
the real causes and depth of the current 
crisis - a crisis which has nothing to 
do with face-to-face consultations 
and was not caused by Covid-19. It 
is actually the continuation of a trend 
resulting from over a decade of Tory 
government mismanagement of the 
NHS. From its inception until 2008 
the health service received an average 
annual uplift in funding of 3.7%, but 
since 2008 this has been reduced 
to 1.4%4 and, compared to other 
G7 countries, the UK’s healthcare 
spending per person has fallen to the 
second lowest.5

The consequences of this defunding 
are being seen not just in the difficulties 
in getting to see a GP, but in the equally 
disastrous state of hospital care. NHS 
England’s most recent monthly data 
paints a bleak picture of a service 
already beyond capacity - and not yet 
in the busiest winter period. The overall 
number of people waiting for routine 
operations was at a record high of 5.83 
million at the end of September, with 
more than 10,000 people having to 
wait more than two years. In October, 
more than 30% of people attending 
accident and emergency departments 
had to wait more than four hours for 
a bed or to get treatment after the 
decision was made to admit them - 
more than 7,000 people had to wait 
more than 12 hours! These figures are 
likely to represent an underestimation 
of the problem, because many people 
attending A&E choose to go home 
when they are told how long they may 
have to wait: ironically, they feel too 
unwell to cope with such a long wait.

Ambulance and paramedic services 
are in just as dire a situation. A recent 
report published by the Association 
of Ambulance Chief Executives6 
estimated that up to 160,000 people in 
the past year have been harmed due to 
having their handover to emergency 
departments delayed - approximately 
12,000 of these patients could have 
experienced severe harm or even died 
as a result. Across the country the 
average ambulance response time for 
those with life-threatening illnesses 
is significantly below the target: the 
average waiting time for an ambulance 
is now 1 hour and 17 minutes! That 
represents an increase of 88% on 
2020 and more than double the wait in 
2019.7

What of the reaction to the 
government’s ‘rescue plan’? To their 
credit, the British Medical Association 
(BMA) and General Practice 
Committee England (GPCE) were 
quick in unequivocally rejecting it 
and called on GPs not to engage with 
the process of trying to apply for the 
funds offered. Going further, the BMA 
is balloting GPs as to whether they 
would be prepared to engage in protest 

action, the most significant of which 
would be to resign from their primary 
care networks (PCNs). In 2019 NHS 
England forced GP surgeries to create 
these new organisations, grouping 
several GP surgeries in a given area, 
which were each responsible for 
managing care for tens of thousands 
of patients. The extra clinical staff 
they employed (such as pharmacists, 
dieticians, social prescribers, etc) were 
spread very thinly despite increased 
numbers of patients. PCNs are just the 
latest in a long line of bodies created 
since the Andrew Lansley-inspired 
Health and Social Care Act of 2012, 
along with clinical commissioning 
groups, GP federations and the 
newest manifestation: ‘integrated 
care systems’ (ICS). These bodies 
have been vehicles for privatisation 
and implementing Tory cuts, whilst 
shouldering the bureaucratic burden 
of micromanaging the ever deepening 
primary care crisis.

Timid
What the BMA and GPCE are 
threatening then is not a GP strike, 
but merely a withdrawal from PCNs 
- a rather tame threat, even by the 
standards of the BMA, which is a very 
conservative union historically.

Yes, leaving the PCNs would 
reduce some of the administrative 
burden on GP surgeries and would 
be a token show of dissatisfaction 
at the current underfunding, but it is 
hardly going to have the government 
shaking in its boots. It would also 
have negative consequences: it would 
mean that the clinical staff employed 
by PCNs would likely be out of a 
job and surgeries would lose that part 
of their funding which is currently 
routed through PCNs. However, even 
this rather timid proposal already has 
the rightwing media outraged. Hence 
the Daily Mail’s headline: “Fury 
over ‘absurd’ GP plans to ‘STRIKE’: 
Campaigners urge Sajid Javid to 
crack down on family doctors who’ve 
threatened industrial action in protest 
over ‘being asked to do their job’.”

The government can always rely 
on the media to spew their anti-union 
bile and it is easy for them to paint 
any protest action involving doctors 
or medical staff as self-serving and 
dangerous to the public. This is exactly 
what happened with the 2016 strike 
action involving junior doctors against 
the government’s implementation 
of their contract. Then the BMA did 
propose strikes and, although public 
opinion and support was clearly 
behind the junior doctors, the BMA 

mismanaged the episode so badly that 
momentum was lost and ultimately the 
leadership does what it knows best: it 
capitulated to the government for the 
absolute minimum of gains.

We must not fool ourselves that 
a GP strike would be guaranteed to 
have any lasting impact, but it has 
more chance than the current BMA’s 
proposed ballot; it would get significant 
media coverage and be an excellent 
opportunity to voice opposition to the 
government’s covert campaign against 
the NHS.

The most recent manifestation of 
this campaign has been the creation 
of the Integrated Care Systems (ICSs), 
which threaten to open the door to even 
more privatisation. Already it has been 
estimated that as much as 26% of NHS 
funding goes to private healthcare 
providers.8 The creation of ICSs will 
be cemented by the proposed Health 
and Care Bill 2021, which is currently 
going through parliament. ICSs will be 
controlled by ‘integrated care boards’, 
constituting a group of interested 
parties responsible for care provision 
in 42 geographic regions of the UK - a 
model that looks suspiciously like the 
one used to provide care by insurance 
companies in the US. Not surprisingly 
then, there are already examples of 
private health companies securing 
seats on these boards, like Virgin 
Care’s local managing director, Julia 
Clarke, being listed on the board which 
currently runs the ICS covering parts 
of Somerset and Wiltshire.9

Here lies the real and imminent 
threat to the NHS. It is not that it costs 
too much, it is not because of an aging 
population and it is not Covid-19: it is 
the fact that it offers an opportunity to 
access an untapped source for profit l

NHS GPs 
are furious 
with Sajid 

Javid
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