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LPM is wrong
I’ve always enjoy reading Paul 
Demarty’s thought-provoking 
pieces - until last week’s 
‘Deserting the fight’ (November 
25). In his plea for the defeat of 
the proposal for Labour Against 
the Witchhunt to merge with the 
Labour in Exile Network, Paul 
does not take into account the 
bigger picture.

LAW began five years ago. 
I don’t know who the founding 
members were and whether they 
are still in it, but - and we need 
to speak plainly about this - now, 
it is a front organisation run by 
Labour Party Marxists and the 
CPGB-PCC. Paul’s first reason 
for retaining it is 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” - a familiar formulation 
for readers of this paper. There’s 
nothing wrong with trying to 
get people involved in a single-
issue campaign in the hope that, 
in the course of that struggle, 
they will be won over to one’s 
political ideas - and maybe join 
one’s party. But, let’s not kid 
ourselves that there is anything 
more principled in the opposition 
to the merger than a simple fear 
of losing control.

Despite Paul’s piece, and the 
majority on LAW’s steering 
committee advising against it, 
the membership voted for the 
merger to go ahead. Sadly, the 
LPM members on LAW’s steering 
committee then wrote to all 
members to explain why they had 
no choice but to resign and would 
play no role in establishing the 
new organisation. I don’t know 
what a “united front of a special 
kind” means, but it can’t mean 
a united front where everyone 
thinks like us.

LPM are very clear that Labour 
is not a working class party - it 
does not challenge, or offer 
an alternative to, the capitalist 
system. The main argument of 
the comrades who resigned was 
that, while LIEN seemed to think 
that Labour was dead, “many 
working class people still see it 
as ‘their’ party - and therefore 
we need a strategy to continue 
the fight in Labour”. If you’re 
in an organisation called Labour 
Party Marxists then it’s very hard 
to give up on the idea that the 
Labour Party has to be a ‘site for 
struggle’. However, the ‘bigger 
picture’ is that the Labour Party’s 
hold over the working class is 
weakening.

Surely, communists would 
welcome the Pasokification of 
the Labour Party. And would 
want to help expose it as the 
sham working class party it is. 
To achieve that, I would suggest 
a united front of trade unionists, 
working class partisans, socialist 
groups and parties might be the 
way to go. However, that does 
mean being willing to work with 
people.
Tom Conwell
email

Things to learn
This is not a letter opposing 
Jack Conrad’s picture of early-
human society (aka ‘primitive 
communism’), but a supplement 
to it, with a term that he may 

agree Greens often leave out: 
‘mode of production’(‘The past 
as future’, November 25).

Jack begins with a sketch 
of original communism, where 
women were in control - either 
through struggle or concealment 
of menstruation or a reinforcing 
religion. Things are more or 
less egalitarian, either inside 
roving bands or semi-settled base 
camps, until people left Africa 
for Asia and Australia to deplete 
the world’s resources under 
patriarchy.

Yet the egalitarian division 
of labour between the women’s 
network and the male hunters may 
have developed out of material 
evolution, when hominids stood 
upright, with the consequent 
disappearance of obvious sexual 
signals in females during estrus, 
so providing humans with an 
interest in cooperation between 
equally weak (or strong) sexes.

No economy is without its 
contradictions and early human 
communism was no exception. 
With cooked food and equal ease 
(and maybe monogamy after a 
free-for-all), human production 
for sustenance developed better 
tools and practical knowledge. 
This, however, led to what Lionel 
Sims has called the “Mesolithic 
crisis”, where improved hunting 
and fishing led, some time 
between 10,000 and 5,000 years 
BCE, to depletion of big game. 
The resulting scarcity may have 
seen an increase in competition 
between groups and a more 
settled reliance on agriculture and 
pasture animals. Some groups 
were dominated by those families 
in control of pasture, while others 
needed protection from roving 
bands.

Military characteristics - like 
autocratic command, strength 
in combat and aggression - 
could therefore have risen in the 
estimation of communities and 
especially with regard to those 
hunters who had developed a 
hormone prosperity for these: ie, 
men. Social struggle selects the 
approaches required. Conquest of 
competitors created empires and 
states with ruling families (like 
Cleopatra’s) set over the slavery 
mode of production.

Since then the productive 
forces, including human 
ingenuity, have developed through 
further crises to a point where the 
drive for profit threatens human 
sustainability itself. The road has 
not been smooth: there have been 
stumbles and waste. Eliminating 
capitalism in one country led 
not to socialism, but to a terrible 
improvisation of bureaucratic 
rule.

There are things to learn from 
the past and the main one is what 
not to repeat. 
Mike Belbin
email

Woke narratives
I see Jack Conrad uses his series 
on Cop26 to once again peddle 
his laughable and dangerous 
narrative in relation to the 
community of women. He paints 
a picture of a pre-modern society, 
but with a twist: a pre-modern 
society with bourgeois morality 
thrown in! Conrad imagines a 
society where a community of 
women oversee all relationships.

He conjures up the image of 
a nervous young man knocking 
on the community door, to be 
greeted by the female elders, 
who evaluate if the young chap is 
suitable to wine and dine his love, 
and live happily ever after! It is 

a very monogamous affair! Back 
in the real world, the community 
of women refers to women 
‘servicing’ many men: this was 
required to create harmony 
within the social structure. A pre-
modern society simply couldn’t 
be held together if only some men 
reproduced the next generation.

This was the basis for 
the bourgeois attacks on the 
communistic community of women. 
Marx and Engels defended 
this community of women by 
pointing out that the bourgeois 
turn proletarian women into 
prostitutes and that bourgeois 
marriage is a form of prostitution. 
In other words, the defence by 
Marx and Engels was along the 
lines of ‘Those in glass houses 
shouldn’t throw stones’.

Conrad projects this bourgeois 
criticism onto the community 
of women itself. This is not 
dialectics, but dangerous 
bourgeois feminist nonsense. He 
is trying to reconcile extreme 
neoliberal individualism and 
radical bourgeois feminism with a 
communistic social solidarity, but 
in order to do this he will need a 
body of armed men to enforce it.

This is the ultimate irony of all 
such woke narratives.
Steve Cousins
email

Lost and fretting
In her letter, of November 
25, Maren Clarke praises the 
“veritable buffet” available 
from Jack Conrad’s item of the 
previous week (‘On the dark 
side’, November 18). Indeed 
the very next edition offered a 
veritable cornucopia by way of 
both letters and articles that were 
hugely thought-provoking in their 
stances, even if also conflicting.

How those substantial 
disagreements were given space 
demonstrates perfectly that 
the Weekly Worker is putting 
principle into practice, in relation 
to its objectives for openness 
when it comes to debate/serious 
questioning etc; and ultimately for 
a party born from and then rooted 
in “democratic centralism”. 
On a downside of things, 
given the complete disarray of 
revolutionary leftism and the 
almost complete absence of ‘real 
world’ connection criticised so 
succinctly by comrade Clarke, 
it’s hard not to become dispirited. 
It occurs to me that prospects for 
Marxist parties are not looking 
good.

I can only hope I’m wrong. But 
in any event, going by their latest 
letters, I do find myself closest to 
Maren Clarke and Gerry Downing 
rather than Andrew Northall. The 
latter, surely, is nothing much 
more than a sales and marketing 
manager for the funeral service 
industry that continues around 
Stalinism; someone whose 
emotionless siding with the 
killing of 700,000 citizens in 
the USSR exhibits stupidity that 
crashes off the scale!

One final observation: 
comrade James Linney’s superbly 
comprehensive analysis and 
overview was slap-bang on 
target (‘Onslaught continues’, 
November 25). Given that I 
have three close family members 
working in frontline healthcare, 
I know full well about the 
extensive and multiple problems 
within the NHS. As the comrade 
makes plain, they include 
deliberate or at least tolerated 
chaos - ultimately disastrous - to 
which only a socialist framework 
can bring genuine resolution 

via future funding rooted in 
common good: ie, rather than 
(as surely it must be described) 
‘primitivist profiteering’ by 
nefarious privateers.
Bruno Kretzschmar
email

Dictatorship
Jim Nelson’s reply to me 
confirms my argument that 
Marxists copy Marx’s mistake 
by confusing dictatorship with 
coercion (Letters, November 
25). This mistake was copied 
by communist leaders like 
Lenin, Trotsky, Stalin and Mao. 
Stalin had it corrected later or 
approved its correction.

The first two Soviet 
constitutions of 1918 and 
1924 referred to the state as 
a dictatorship of workers and 
peasants, thus repeating Marx’s 
mistake. But in the 1936 ‘Stalin’ 
constitution, working class 
rule was not described as a 
dictatorship: rather article 1 of 
the new constitution referred 
to the Soviet Union as “a state 
of workers and peasants”. This 
was, in fact, a constitution of a 
democratic socialist society. It 
is wrong, and a perversion of 
socialism, to refer to working 
class rule as a ‘dictatorship’ 
when the latter term means rule 
untrammelled by law, like Al 
Capone or the Krays.

The comrade also mistakenly 
gives the impression that, 
according to me, Lenin didn’t 
believe in any law. But the 
question is not that: it is about his 
correct position that dictatorship 
is rule untrammelled by law. If 
a dictatorship has to obey any 
law, it would by definition not 
be a dictatorship.

Comrade Nelson refers 
to Lenin presiding over a 
dictatorship during the civil 
war. The civil war, like the Paris 
Commune of 1870, was obviously 
an emergency situation, so 
turning to dictatorship under 
these conditions was justifiable, 
although it should be noted that 
the soviet regime was more 
relaxed in the civil war period 
than after, which saw the ban 
on factions and the vicious 
crushing of Kronstadt.

Unfortunately, the comrade 
continues to defend the Weydemeyer-
Marx misrepresentation of the 
term ‘dictatorship’ to argue 
that we presently live under a 
dictatorship - the same mistake 
made by the German communists 
- which helped clear the road 
to Hitler. But if we live under 
a dictatorship at present, why 
does the prime minister have to 
answer to parliament or, in the 
case of the United States, why 
is it possible for Congress to 
impeach the president?

The comrade refers to the 
Chartists, whose position 
on changing society was 
‘Peaceably if we can, forcibly 
if we must’, and suggests that 
force here implies dictatorship, 
but the use of force doesn’t 
always require dictatorship, and 
there is no reason to assume that 
this was what the Chartists were 
suggesting. The comrade simply 
assumes this, because Marxism 
confuses dictatorship with 
coercion. Some leftists may 
not want to accept that Marx 
was wrong to teach that the 
road to communism is through 
dictatorship, but when it ends in 
totalitarianism and bureaucratic 
usurpation they shouldn’t 
complain.

The comrade says that I am 
a bit worried about Marxism, 
which he seems to think I 
view as original sin, but what 
I am worried about are those 
who absolutise Marxism and 
are thus unable to see that the 
doctrine has a negative as well 
as a positive side, or contains 
contradictions, which is how 
reality expresses itself.

We can’t assume that the 
bourgeoisie will always put 
up resistance to socialism. 
For instance, if capitalism 
collapses as a result of the 
decline in oil production, then, 
rather than starting campaigns 
against nationalisation, as they 
did during the 1945 Labour 
government, industry will more 
likely seek to be taken over by 
the state. In this scenario it is not 
so much a question of opposing 
socialism, but distorting it in 
their own interest. This is one 
reason why Trotsky’s struggle 
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Solidarity with the higher education strikes
Friday December 3, 12.30pm: March and rally. Assemble 
Tavistock Square, London WC1, then march to Bank in the city for a 
rally. Support three days of strike action at 58 universities.
Organised by University and College Union London Region:
www.facebook.com/events/314954863783514.

The 40-year war in Afghanistan
Friday December 3, 6.30pm: Book launch, The Casa Bar, 29 Hope 
Street, Liverpool L1. Tariq Ali will introduce his new book and 
speak about the collapse of the puppet regime in Kabul. Followed by 
Q&A. Register for free tickets.
Organised by Merseyside Stop the War Coalition: 
www.facebook.com/events/212703054239298.

¡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 John McDonnell, Andrew 
Feinstein, Kevin Higgins and Crispin Flintoff.
Organised by Defend the Left!:
www.facebook.com/events/220637180142345.

Introduction to radical anthropology
Tuesday December 7, 6.30pm: Series of talks on social and 
biological anthropology. This talk is only online via Zoom:
 ‘Human evolution: some recent discoveries and their implications’. 
Speaker: Chris Stringer.
Organised by Radical Anthropology Group:
radicalanthropologygroup.org/evening-talks.

The rise of the Bennite left in the 1980s
Thursday December 9, 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.

The posties’ tradition of unofficial strikes
Thursday December 9, 7pm: Online meeting. Postal workers have 
a tradition of unofficial ‘wildcat’ strikes, which defy anti-strike 
legislation and often lead to quick wins. How was this tradition 
developed, maintained, and how can it be spread?
Organised by Free Our Unions:
www.facebook.com/events/936130177323587.

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.

Nothing to lose but our chains and  
Make bosses pay: why we need unions
Friday December 10, 6.30pm: Online book launch via Facebook, 
YouTube and Twitter. Jane Hardy and Eve Livingston discuss their 
new books. Organised by Bookmarks the socialist bookshop:
www.facebook.com/events/439307044432814.

Campaign for Labour Party Democracy
Saturday December 11, 11.15am: Online AGM for members.
To hear speakers, consider motions and elect the executive 
committee. Organised by Campaign for Labour Party Democracy:
www.clpd.org.uk.

Palestine: 73 years since UN resolution 194
Saturday December 11, 5pm: Online webinar. On the 73rd 
anniversary of UNGA Resolution 194, hear from Palestinian exiles 
on their experiences, and learn how the right of return remains an 
essential part of the Palestinian struggle for justice.
Organised by Palestine Solidarity Campaign:
www.facebook.com/events/1085445258876611.

Aukus treaty: a new cold war against China
Tuesday December 14, 7.30pm: Public meeting, Wellington 
pub (upstairs), 37 Bennetts Hill, Birmingham B2. Speaker: Chris 
Nineham (Vice-chair, Stop the War Coalition). Also online via 
Zoom. Organised by Birmingham Stop the War:
www.facebook.com/BStWC.

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.

against totalitarianism in favour 
of democratic socialism is so 
important.
Tony Clark
email

Great Purges
Andrew Northall’s letter in defence 
of Stalin and the “extremely 
well organised national 
security operations”, which he 
euphemistically substitutes for 
the more condemnatory Great 
Purges between August 1937 
and November 1938, is one sick 
joke (November 25). Why does 
he repeat his stuck record now?

The answer surely lies in 
the crisis that has developed 
between the Young Communist 
League and the Communist Party 
of Britain/Morning Star about 
how to relate to the legacy of Joe 
Stalin. The youth are disgusted 
at the continued fawning of 
the adult section to “peace and 
socialism”, to parliamentary 
roads and the status quo. So they 
imagine Stalin was far better 
than Khrushchev in this regard, 
not taking into account his 
authorship of the ultra-reformist 
British road to socialism, 
which castigates the Tories and 
Labour for lack of ‘patriotism’: 
ie, failure to defend capitalist 
property relations, as he 
advised all communist parties 
internationally to do.

Did Stalin order the 
assassination of Kirov? All the 
circumstantial evidence points 
to that, as does the testimony of 
Alexander Orlov. All the heads 
of the NKVD, who organised the 
mass executions, show trials and 
extrajudicial murders, themselves 
faced firing squads: Genrikh 
Yagoda in January 1937, Nikolai 
Yezhov in February 1940 and 
Lavrentiy Beria in December 
1953.

We do know from Boris 
Nicolaevsky’s ‘The letter of an 
old Bolshevik’ (1936), that Stalin 
wanted to have the rightist, anti-
Trotskyist Martemyan Ryutin 
executed for opposing him over 
the terrible consequences of the 
forced collectivisation of 1929, 
which caused the seven million 
deaths in the famine in Ukraine 
from 1932-33 and Stalin’s first 
wife to commit suicide, but Kirov 
and his supporters baulked him.

The 17th party congress of 
January-February 1934 was 
the last with any measure of 
democracy remaining, and it 
sealed Kirov’s fate. He got a bigger 
and more obviously enthusiastic 
standing ovation than Stalin. 
Some wanted him to replace 
Stalin, but there is no evidence 
that he accepted this offer; in fact 
he made the obligatory grovelling 
praise. But ominously he got only 
three negative votes from the 
1,966 delegates, whereas Stalin 
got 166. Stalin had the records 
altered to say he too had got 
only three negatives, but later 
records revealed the truth. Stalin 
did not forgive or forget. Before 
1938, out of the 139 members 
and candidates of the central 
committee who were elected 
at the 17th Congress, 98 were 
arrested and shot. In addition, 
out of those 1,966 delegates with 
either voting or advisory rights, 
1,108 were arrested, shot or sent 
to the Gulag.

In 1921 Lenin warned 
Zinoviev and Bukharin by letter: 
“If you demand nothing but 
approbation in the [Communist 
International] you will surround 
yourselves exclusively with 
‘docile imbeciles’”. This came 
to pass with Harry Pollitt and 
Rajani Palme Dutt in the UK, 
Earl Browder in the US and Ernst 
Thälmann in Germany, to mention 
just a few. Andrew Northall now 
signals his membership of that 
club.
Gerry Downing
Socialist Fight

Waste of time
Doubts crept in when I read Gerry 
Downing placing Spinoza, Kant 
and Hegel in the 18th century 
(Letters, November 25). No: 
Spinoza was the 17th century; 
Kant the 18th and Hegel, though 
born in 1770, published all his 
major works in the 19th. 

So I was not surprised to read the 
mish-mash of claims about Jean-
Paul Sartre. Sartre’s sole major 
text on existentialism, Being and 
nothingness, was published in 
1943. There is nothing in its 800 
pages about the ‘Ubermensch’, 
contra to Gerry’s assertion that 
this concept, which he attributes 
to Heidegger, influenced Sartre’s 
philosophy.

By the mid-50s, Sartre had 
moved away from existentialism 
and he became the leading French 
anti-colonial writer and agitator. 
In his 1946 editorial in Les Temps 
Modernes, Sartre denounced the 
war in Indochina and demanded 
the withdrawal of French 
troops. The editorial justified 
revolutionary violence and 
compared the French presence 
in Indochina to the German 
occupation of France. Outrage 
followed.

His fiery introduction to Franz 
Fanon’s The wretched of the Earth; 
his wholehearted espousal of the 
Algerian war of liberation, which 
earned Sartre two fire-bombings 
at his Parisian apartment and 
demonstrators shouting “Sartre 
to the firing squad”; his trips to 
Cuba to defend the revolution; 
his hosting of Bertrand Russell’s’ 
International War Crimes Tribunal 
on Vietnam - these are all signs 
of a fully engaged, radical, public 
intellectual.

As for Gerry’s absurd claim 
that “it served Sartre… to defend 
France against revolution in 
1968”, the precise opposite is the 
case. Sartre was one of the very 
first to proclaim the legitimacy 
of the student uprising, appearing 
tirelessly at gatherings to exhort 
and encourage them. After the 
May 68 defeat, when countless 
leftwing academic and public 
intellectuals retreated or, worse, 
went apostate, Sartre doubled 
down. He appeared at rallies and 
supported continuing factory 
strikes. The Gaullist government 
forbade the publication and sale 
of a Maoist newspaper, La Cause 
du Peuple, and so Sartre took on 
the role of editor and, along with 
Simone de Beauvoir, sold the 
daily on the streets of Paris until 
arrested.

Gerry Downing ends his 
diatribe by suggesting that 
existentialism continues its grip 
(“so beloved by Sartre and others 
ever since”). I’ve attended quite 
a few annual conferences of the 
UK or North American Sartre 
Societies and the number of 
visitors would barely fill a small 
lecture hall. Demonising Sartre 
for his imagined misdeeds is a 
waste of time.
René Gimpel
email

Interesting times
In my Cop26 report from 
Glasgow I mentioned the police 
kettling of the Fight Racism, 
Fight Imperialism contingent on 
the Saturday march (‘Sit down 
and plan it’, November 11). I’ve 
since discovered that it was in fact 
the Young Communist League 
contingent and I thought Weekly 
Worker readers would find this of 
interest.

I apologised to the YCL 
comrades on the Scottish TUC 
anti-racism march on Saturday 
November 27. (This, by the 
way, was woefully attended. 
despite being part of a national 
mobilisation “proudly organised 
by the STUC” and in the 
immediate wake of the horror 
stories from the English Channel 
and Patel’s pathetic and appalling 
responses.)

The YCL comrades said that 
everyone seemed to have a different 
explanation for the kettling of their 
50-60-strong contingent on the Cop 
march. But they certainly have a 
militancy not usually seen in their 
‘parent’ party, the Communist Party 
of Britain. This was also reflected 
in their main chant on Saturday: 
“Lenin’s party: YCL!”

Interesting times indeed ...
Tam Dean Burn
Glasgow

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

We got there!
I am more than pleased to report 

that our first fighting fund 
since we raised the monthly 
target to £2,250 came up with 
the goods! Thanks to some 
brilliant last-minute donations, 
we just got there, ending 
November with £2,308. Well 
done, everybody!

The comrade who sealed 
it was JC, whose £100 bank 
transfer took us over the line late 
in the afternoon of November 30. 
Another £100 donation came 
from comrade TB, who used 
PayPal - as did comrades DB 
(£50) and AR (£5). And AR 
did his usual double act, as his 
standing order - also for a fiver - 
came through the same day.

Other standing orders were 
from JT (£50), MD (£25), DG 
(£20), GT (£15), VP (£10) 
and OG (£9). On top of that 
comrades BK (£25) and JF (£10) 
came up with end-of-the-month 
bank transfers, while comrade 
Hassan handed his usual tenner 
to a Weekly Worker comrade. All 

in all, we pulled in an extra £424 
in the last week of the month.

A very good start - meeting 
the new target the first time of 
asking! And after just one day 
since our December fighting 
fund began, we already have 
£186 in the kitty. That resulted 
entirely from all those SOs that 
come our way on the first of 
the month - no fewer than 13 
comrades did the necessary on 
December 1.

So now we need to make 
sure that this success is not just 
a one-off. We need £2,250 each 
and every month, so how about 
taking out a standing order if 
you haven’t got one already - 
or increasing it if you have? 
Subscribers will be receiving an 
email or phone call urging them 
to do so very soon! l

Robbie Rix

Fighting fund
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Exercise in double standards
Joe Biden’s forthcoming ‘summit for democracy’ is all about securing US hegemony, argues Daniel Lazare

Fans of ‘Roadrunner’ cartoons 
always relish the moment when 
Wile E Coyote freezes in mid-

air after running off a cliff. He looks 
down at the canyon floor, looks back 
at the audience, looks down again, 
and then gulps before plummeting 
thousands of feet below.

American imperialism has been 
frozen in a similar state for years. 
It was more or less on solid ground 
back in the 1980s, when it was still 
immersed in its crusade against the 
Soviet bloc - aka ‘the evil empire’. 
But the Soviet collapse of 1989-91 
left it unmoored. After a series of 
jolly romps in Panama, the Persian 
Gulf war, and the Balkans, post-
Soviet unilateralism gave way to 
the forever wars of post-2003. The 
more the troops slogged on, the more 
Americans demanded to know what 
it was all for.

Now Joe Biden is trying to rev 
up imperialism with a new theme: 
democracy versus autocracy. The 
effort kicks off next week, when, 
starting on December 9, more 
than 100 countries are expected to 
participate in a virtual “summit for 
democracy” to discuss corruption, 
authoritarianism, human rights and 
other such problems.1 Although 
no-one knows what comes 
next, presumably it will entail 
an abundance of mutual back-
scratching and applause, followed 
by more coups, as the trend toward 
dictatorship accelerates. Already, 
one think tank says that “the 
number [of countries] moving in the 
direction of authoritarianism is three 
times the number moving towards 
democracy”.2 So the process will 
likely continue, as pressures build 
due to the economic slowdown, 
climate change and a pandemic that 
just will not quit.

The upshot, as ‘democratic 
imperialism’ further unravels, is 
that Wile E Coyote will once again 
go crashing to the floor. This is 
how empires die - not with a bang 
or a whimper, but with endless 
diplomatic gabble.

Not that the news about the 
summit is all bad, since the US state 
department - determined not to look 
too ridiculous in the eyes of the 
world - was careful to leave the most 
egregious offenders off the list. Thus, 
Saudi Arabia will not be attending 
despite its long-standing partnership 
with the US, and neither will ultra-
dictatorial petro-states, such as 
Qatar, Bahrain and the United Arab 
Emirates. Also off the list are El 
Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras 
- three disaster areas, in which 
corruption, racism and brutality are 
all off the charts. Ditto Hungary 
and Turkey, whose authoritarian 
tendencies are rampant and whose 
strategic value as far as Washington 
is concerned is growing less and less.

Other non-invitees, on the other 
hand, were a foregone conclusion 
from the start. China is off the list, 
because it is guilty of a double sin in 
US eyes: making too much money 
by manufacturing goods the US no 
longer chooses to make and then 
using the profits to create a powerful 
military defence system in order to 
ward off an angry and jealous US 
bent on revenge. Next is Russia, 
whom the US constantly accuses 
of aggression because it insists on 
opposing aggression by Nato, as it 
pursues its relentless drive to the east. 
Iran is persona non grata because 
it signed a nuclear accord with the 
US that Washington no longer cares 
to honour. And then there is Cuba, 
whose crime is similar: ie, resisting 
a 60-year US economic siege, aimed 
at restoring the corrupt old Batista 

regime or something very close to 
it. The only thing worse than pissing 
Washington off is refusing to accept 
American punishment in return.

Then there are small fry, such 
as Nicaragua, which has infuriated 
the US by repeatedly disregarding 
instructions not to vote president 
Daniel Ortega back into office; 
Bolivia, which had the temerity to 
oppose a US-backed coup d’état 
in April 2020, and Syria, whose 
chief offence is failing to submit to 
sectarian slaughter at the hands of 
pro-al Qa’eda head-choppers, funded 
by the US and Saudi Arabia.

What does it all mean? Simply 
that ‘democracy’ is America’s latest 
rationale for lining up a global 
majority against a small number of 
‘rogue states’ that, for one reason or 
another, have come into its line of 
fire. Since the Biden administration 
assumes that democracy is 
something that everyone agrees on, 
then it figures that everyone will line 
up behind a Washington-led crusade 
against those it regards as not 
making the grade. The fact that other 
countries’ sins are worse has nothing 
to do with it. If the US says that 
China and Russia are undemocratic, 
then that is all that counts and the 
rest of the world should join in the 
US drive to isolate and harass them.

To paraphrase the political 
theoreticians, Rodgers and 
Hammerstein:

You’ve got to be taught before 
it’s too late,

Before you are six or seven or 
eight,

To hate all the people the 

Americans hate,
You’ve got to be carefully 

taught …

And the US?
What makes it even worse is the fact 
that US is in no position to judge. As 
threadbare as American imperialism 
appears post-Afghanistan, American 
democracy is looking even worse. 
Every day brings a new horror, as 
the country’s 18th century political 
structure continues to disintegrate. 
An unelected Supreme Court 
is preparing to overturn ‘Roe v 
Wade’ - the 1973 landmark ruling 
guaranteeing the right to abortion. 
Republicans are redistricting such 
battleground states as Texas, North 
Carolina, Ohio and Georgia in order 
to lock in political control for years 
to come.3

The acquittal of Kyle Rittenhouse 
- the teenager who used an assault 
rifle to kill two people and injure 
a third during a night of political 
unrest in Kenosha, Wisconsin - is 
an invitation to white backlash, 
vigilantism and civil war. The fact 
that Republicans are rallying more 
strongly than ever around the big lie 
that Biden stole the 2020 election 
does not bode well for elections in 
2022 and 2024.

If US democracy is retreating at 
home, then where does America get 
off advising others how to build it 
abroad? Incapable of confronting its 
own problems in an honest manner, 
all America can do is blame others 
for its woes, while clapping itself on 
the back ever more enthusiastically.

Meanwhile, the invitation list 
grows odder and odder, the closer one 

looks. Colombia is a country marked 
by bitter class warfare and violent 
police repression, in which killings 
of community activists have reached 
levels that Amnesty International 
describes as “shocking”.4 But, since 
it is a key partner in the US drug 
war as far back as the 1980s, it gets 
an invitation, while neighbouring 
Venezuela - a thorn in Washington’s 
side since the rise of Hugo Chávez in 
the late 1990s - does not.

To absolutely no-one’s surprise, 
Israel makes the cut, even though 
it tramples human rights on a daily 
basis. This is the case not only in 
the occupied territories, but in the 
Jewish state itself, where not only 
Arabs, but hundreds of thousands 
of ex-Soviet immigrants and their 
children, are treated as second-class 
citizens, because they do not qualify 
as Jewish according to rabbinic 
law. With the Jewish share of the 
population now down to less than 
48% in ‘greater Israel’ - the entire 
zone under effective Zionist control 
from the Jordan to the Mediterranean 
- Israel is more and more a 
Herrenvolk state, whose democratic 
ties are increasingly frayed. Yet all 
that the United States cares about is 
that it is the reigning military power 
in the Middle East and therefore can 
do no wrong.

Then there is Iraq, which received 
an invitation for opposite reasons: 
ie, because Washington cannot bring 
itself to admit that nearly 20 years of 
US military occupation have resulted 
in a country nearly as broken as 
Afghanistan. Poland made the cut, 
even though it is a Catholic crusader 
state marked by xenophobia, anti-

Semitism and anti-gay bigotry. But 
what do such trifles matter, as long 
as it is a reliable military ally that 
happens to share a border with Russia 
and Belarus? With a combined 
population of nearly 1.6 billion, 
India and Pakistan are both too big 
to fail and too strategically situated 
to ignore, which is why Washington 
has invited them as well, despite 
menacing Hindu authoritarianism, 
on the one hand, and growing 
Islamic jihad, on the other. Indonesia 
is a stronghold of Saudi-sponsored 
Wahhabism, but it too makes the 
grade, because Washington needs 
it to fill out its growing anti-China 
alliance in the western Pacific.

The point is clear: Biden’s summit 
is less about democracy than about 
shoring up US strategic interests. 
During the height of the cold war, 
the two camps were separated by a 
clear class line, with workers’ states, 
deformed or degenerated, on one 
side and capitalist powers on the 
other. But today’s line-up could not 
be more confused. China may still be 
a workers’ state in some attenuated 
sense, and so might Cuba. But others 
on the US ‘enemies list’ fall into a 
whole slew of different categories: 
nationalist, religious fundamentalist, 
social democratic, neo-tsarist and 
whatnot.

Since they have little in common 
with each other, the only thing that 
unites them is negative, which is to 
say a refusal to bow to US dictate. 
This is not because they are stubborn 
or unreasonable, but because doing 
so would be tantamount to suicide. 
In the case of Russia, for instance, 
Nato is not only clearly aiming 
at encirclement, by extending 
membership to Georgia and the 
Ukraine and establishing a pro-EU 
government in Belarus, but break-up 
and dismemberment of the sort that 
Zbigniew Brzezinski recommended 
in 1997.

This is when he wrote in his best-
seller, The grand chessboard, that 
the ultimate solution to the Russian 
problem was to break it up into 
three parts: “a European Russia, a 
Siberian Republic and a Far Eastern 
Republic”.5 In the western Pacific, 
US control of the South China Sea 
means bringing US naval power 
right up to China’s doorstep - a 
situation that the United States would 
not tolerate for an instant if Chinese 
warships suddenly took to patrolling 
off the coast of Hawaii or California. 
In Cuba, Iran, Nicaragua, etc, the US 
goal is nothing less than Libyan-style 
regime change, in which people like 
Ortega might well end up swinging 
from a rope.

Unlike the mafia, the US 
insists on making offers that such 
countries cannot possibly accept. 
So its fallback position is to isolate 
the refuseniks, punish them with 
economic sanctions and embargoes, 
and then cajole the rest of the world 
into going along. ‘Democracy’ is the 
latest American battle cry, but it is 
the least convincing of all.

Biden’s “summit for democracy” 
is an exercise in double standards 
and little else l

USA

Notes
1. For the full list of participants, see: www.
state.gov/participant-list-the-summit-for-
democracy.
2. International Institute for Democracy 
and Electoral Assistance Global state of 
democracy report 2021 Stockholm: www.
idea.int/gsod/sites/default/files/2021-11/the-
global-state-of-democracy-2021_1.pdf. 
3. www.nytimes.com/2021/11/25/us/politics/
republican-redistricting-swing-states.html.
4. www.amnesty.org/en/location/americas/
south-america/colombia/report-colombia.
5. Z Brzezinski The grand chessboard: 
American primacy and its geostrategic 
imperatives New York 1997, p202.
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TURKEY

Storm clouds gather
Foreign policy has already been affected by the nosediving lira, but, argues, Esen Uslu, there is also the 
distinct possibility of mass protests over prices and wages 

P resident Recep Tayyip Erdoğan 
has always liked to point out 
that his economic policies are 

based on the letter and spirit of Islam. 
He has claimed time and again that 
rising interest rates is the cause, while 
inflation is its result. This rhetoric 
used to be served as a side-salad to 
the ‘borrow and spend’ main course 
in his kitchen of economic policies. 
Now the changed circumstances 
have rendered it to be the only grub 
available to dish out.

In the ‘quantitative easing’ 
period, when great sums of money 
were pushed into the international 
economy to avoid collapse, a few 
countries, including Turkey, became 
awash with ‘hot money’: that is, 
easily obtainable short-term credits. 
Borrowing heavily and investing in 
major infrastructure projects buoyed 
the economy and created a sense of 
never-ending growth.

Underlying problems were swept 
under the carpet. The quality of higher 
education has not improved; the 
behemoth of inefficient bureaucracy 
servants steadily expanded; the 
military-industrial complex grew 
uncontrollably under the cover 
provided by the ‘war against terror’. 
Meanwhile, Erdoğan’s chosen 
supporters gorged themselves on 
cushy public contracts and shady 
deals.

Now the merry-go-round has 
stopped - not only because of a 
changing international economic 
climate, but because of foreign policy 
kickback. Anti-imperialist rhetoric, 
albeit with a soft-Islamist tinge, 
attempts to balance off America 
against Russia, while maintaining 
bully-boy tactics in regional conflicts, 
effectively constituted Erdoğan’s 
foreign policy. But inevitably this 
package led to isolation and the 
current dire economic consequences.

Limited options
Over the last year Erdoğan’s son-
in-law and former finance minister, 
Berat Albayrak, together with the 

team he placed at the helm of the 
Central Bank, attempted to keep 
interest rates low and maintain the 
value of the Turkish lira by selling 
$128 billion of reserves. A policy 
which failed dismally.

Despite a change of personnel, the 
low interest rate policy is still being 
promoted, but now there is no attempt 
to maintain the value of the lira - hence 
the nosediving Turkish currency. The 
bets this time are on bringing in lots 
of ‘Islamic finance’. That, of course, 
also requires a new alignment, when 
it comes to foreign policy. Erdoğan 
was an ardent supporter of the Muslim 
Brotherhood in Egypt and maintained 
that support even after the military 
coup - much to the dismay of other 
Arab countries.

Turkey quickly took the side of 
Qatar in its regional conflict and 
provided troops to protect the Qatari 
regime against the United Arab 
Emirates. The murder of the dissident 
journalist, Jamal Khashoggi, in 
the Saudi embassy in Istanbul was 
another element in the cooling of 
relations with wealthy Gulf countries.

But now Erdoğan has to put 
bravado aside and, licking his wounds, 
has attempted to improve Turkey’s 
relationship with the UAE. Under 
the watchful eye and prompting of 
the US, which does not want to make 
Iran the only beneficiary of all this, 
a temporary reprieve was provided. 
At a recent high-level meeting the 
UAE promised to provide credit to 
Turkey to the tune of $100 billion. 
Now Erdoğan touts that to woo those 
in his party who believe his economic 
policies are wavering at best, or totally 
confused at worst, to supporting him 
for the foreseeable future: that is, in 
the next elections.

Thanks to the lower value of the 
lira, manufacturing costs have been 
marginally reduced in terms of export 
markets. Erdoğan hopes to maintain 
the growth that followed the ending 
of most Covid restrictions through a 
new export drive, and believes he will 
be able to keep the Turkish working 

class in check during the coming 
bitter months.

But suddenly a new element 
has been added to his rhetoric on 
economic policies. His accustomed 
style of creating shadow opponents, 
and firing verbal salvoes against 
ghost targets, has enabled him to 
deliver colourful speeches to his 
domestic audience without shaking 
or stirring anybody abroad. The 
anti-American and ‘anti-imperialist’ 
rhetoric has now been embellished 
with the need to win the “economic 
liberation war”.

The president has also enrolled 
the army top brass to support 
this new rhetoric. The National 
Security Council - that is, the body 
formed by the previous ruling junta 
that brought top generals and top 
ministers together and provided 
levers to the armed forces to keep the 
civilian government in check - met 
on November 25. The bland press 
releases of the NSC usually reiterate 
all the well-known positions on the 
usual subjects, such as the dirty war 
in Kurdistan, the occupation of parts 
of Syria and Iraq, the disputes with 
Greece, and the Caucasus conflict 
between Armenia and Azerbaijan.

However, this time the press 
release contained a surprise. In its 
‘official speak’ it stated that the NSC 
had

evaluated the challenges and 
threats encountered, and that may 
be encountered, in the process of 
implementing economic policies 
focused on investment, production, 
employment and export in line with 
the targets utilising the durable 
infrastructure that has been built 
to date, and forcefully stressed the 
resolve to reach the centenary of 
the republic by attaining a robust 
economy and strength in all other 
fields.

Now Erdoğan’s “economic liberation 
war” has become a priority for the 
NSC. It was only the Kurdish issue 

that preceded it in the eight points 
mentioned in the press release. All 
this is a clear indication that at present 
Erdoğan enjoys the support of the 
armed forces, and they are ready to 
keep popular opposition in check if 
need be.

Working class
As the lira rapidly loses value, the 
price of goods ordinary folk buy 
every day has skyrocketed. The rosy 
projections relating to price rises and 
the general inflation rate provided by 
an inept statistical department have 
been discredited. But the reality of 
inflation is not only about prices: it is 
about wages too, and the annual date 
to readjust the compulsory minimum 
wage has arrived.

The previous proposal from 
tame unions, which was deemed 
unacceptable on the government and 
employers’ side just a few weeks 
ago, is now too low to even merit 
consideration. In Turkey more than 
half of those employed are paid only 
the minimum wage, so setting its 
level is a serious matter. Considering 
that the unemployed do not enjoy the 
benefits of a social security system or 
health insurance, and any substantial 
rise in the minimum wage could 
push many into more precarious 
employment, the tax base would be in 
danger of reducing drastically.

The effects of an unbearable tax 
burden have been seen during the last 
year. Some sales taxes on essential 
commodities, such as fuel, were 
lowered, as purchasing power shrunk. 
Tax concessions were granted to the 
automotive sector, which is one of 
the driving forces of the economy. 
However, such selected actions 
inevitably disrupt business. Buying 
early and stocking goods as a measure 
to protect against inflation has been 
common, but, while this may have 
stimulated growth temporarily, this 
could well ignite a new crisis in a few 
months time.

So Erdoğan, speaking to a few 
selected journalists asking approved 

questions in a lengthy TV interview 
on November 30, declared that a new 
line of credit would be available to 
medium and small enterprises. He 
stressed that output and employment 
would rise, and everything would be 
fine once again. The consequence 
of such credit in a hyperinflationary 
period is to encourage the privileged 
few to switch from the lira and invest 
in foreign currencies. In the end they 
hope to make more money by selling 
their foreign currency holdings than 
investing them in enterprises.

As a people living under 
hyperinflation over long years, for 
us the nosediving Turkish lira and 
the ensuing economic hardship is 
business as usual. Will the working 
class be cowed by the threat of war 
and brutal oppression? Some have 
started to bang spoons on pans every 
night, but will the masses join in?

The omens coming from the left 
are not promising at a time when the 
loyal opposition parties are keen to get 
the votes of the disgruntled, but do not 
want to be seen cooperating with the 
Kurds. The Peoples’ Democratic Party 
(HDP) has been trying to develop a 
joint position with other left parties 
and groups, hoping to bring a day 
of reckoning to the loyal opposition. 
However, the HDP’s overtures have 
been met with a kick in the teeth. The 
Left Party, which is the rump of the 
ÖDP (Freedom and Solidarity Party), 
and the TKP (the remains of the 
former Socialist Power Party, which 
assumed the mantle of communism), 
and the EMEP (Labour Party) have 
all stated that they were unhappy 
with what Selahattin Demirtaş, the 
imprisoned former leader of the HDP, 
had proposed. Those three parties 
now believe that a ‘democracy front’ 
is possible without the Kurds - that 
despite opinion polls showing that the 
HDP could easily get 15% of the vote 
in the next election.

Many are hoping that the left’s 
timidity will be overcome by a 
massive wave of popular protests 
over prices and wages l

Falling, falling, falling 
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LAW

Cul-de-sac closure
Derek James of Labour Party Marxists argues that this is no time to give up on the fight against the 
witch-hunt. Nor will the attempt to form an amorphous socialist movement get anywhere

The decision to close down 
Labour Against the Witchhunt 
represents a step backwards 

in the fight against the Labour 
leadership’s attacks on party 
democracy and freedom of speech.

The proscribing of four 
organisations, the expulsion of long-
standing leftwinger Graham Bash 
and the return of open Blairites 
to the shadow cabinet are just the 
most recent examples of how the 
right’s offensive is being intensified. 
Unfortunately, at a time when Keir 
Starmer and the party bureaucracy 
are stepping up their attacks on the 
left, the so-called merger of LAW 
and the Labour In Exile Network is 
likely to produce a total much less 
than the sum of its two parts. So, 
just when the need for a determined 
fightback by the left has never been 
greater, the possibility of it actually 
happening seems less likely!

The LAW all-members’ meeting 

on Saturday November 27 was 
presented with two sharply opposed 
motions that posed very different 
perspectives about the future 
direction of the campaign. The first, 
submitted by Tony Greenstein and 
Esther Giles, called for the merger of 
the two groups. It took as its starting 
point the argument made by Ken 
Loach that “democracy was dead 
in the Labour Party” and that there 
is now a political vacuum which 
presents the biggest challenge to the 
left in a generation. Quoting directly 
from comrade Loach, the motion 
said:

... 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 
… 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.

After calling for a merger - or 
a “consolidation”, as comrade 
Greenstein described it - the motion 
went on to define its strategy as one 
of working or joining forces with 
other “like-minded organisations, 
including the Labour Left Alliance, 
Labour Representation Committee, 
Resist and Defend the Left”. 
Significantly a section of the 
original motion was deleted. This 
would have committed the merged 
group to:

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 [and 

seeking] to work with grassroots 
mass movements such as over 
climate change (XR) and racism 
(BLM).

It was deleted as a result of an 
amendment moved by a leading 
member of LIEN, Norman Thomas.

The second motion, moved 
by LPM supporters Stan Keable 
and Andrew Kirkland, opposed 
the merger of LAW and LIEN, 
and argued that the focus of 
our campaign should remain on 
Labour and not the formation of a 
new group outside the party. The 
motion located the witch-hunt and 
the continuing battle inside Labour 
in a wider political context, by 
arguing that “reasserting rightwing 
domination of the Labour Party 
is of great importance to the UK 
establishment in guaranteeing the 
loyalty of its alternative capitalist 
government to the US world 

As the witch-hunt 

intensifies and reaches out 

further and further, the 

strategically directionless 

not only abandon ship: they 

sink LAW
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hegemon and its ally, Israel”.
The motion rejected the 

view that the struggle against 
the Labour witch-hunt is over, 
and that LAW has outlived its 
usefulness. Comrades Keable and 
Kirkland believed that the merger 
of LAW and LIEN would not only 
liquidate LAW, but would add to 
the widespread demoralisation and 
disorientation that already exists on 
the Labour left. Far from giving up 
on this fight, the motion stated that 
LAW still has a specific job to do 
in fighting the ongoing witch-hunt.

Thus it outlined a concrete set 
of campaigning proposals, such 
as intervening in all layers of the 
Labour Party and continuing to 
campaign at a grassroots level: 
working to build opposition 
to bans and proscriptions in 
the trade unions; winning the 
Socialist Campaign Group of MPs, 
Momentum, the Campaign for 
Labour Party Democracy, etc to 
adopt a militant and unambiguous 
stance against the witch-hunt; 
deepening links with those outside 
the Labour Party who are being 
subjected to the bogus ‘anti-
Zionism equals anti-Semitism’ 
smear campaign - pro-Palestine 
activists, academics, students, 
trade unionists, journalists, writers, 
artists, comics, film-makers, etc 
- and joining together with those 
internationally who are fighting 
back against the witch-hunt: eg, in 
the US, Germany, the Netherlands 
and France.

Consolidation?
Although both motions were 
moved, the meeting agreed by 
49 to 41 to only vote on motion 
1. Thus, if motion 1 was agreed, 
motion 2 would then automatically 
fall. In the event, it was indeed 
motion 1 favouring the merger 
that eventually passed with 47 
votes in favour, 27 against and 12 
recorded abstentions - although, 
with some 100 members present 
online, another 14 participants did 
not record a vote.

Both in moving the motion to 
merge and during the subsequent 
debate, the supporters of 
liquidating LAW argued that 
the current attacks on the left 
were “unprecedented” and that 
there was no real possibility of 
continuing the fight in Labour. 
Trade unions are breaking their 
links with the party and a slow 
“one-sided split” was underway. 
Comrade Greenstein said that 
there was little that LAW could do 
to resist the witch-hunt and that 
the immediate task was to build 
a socialist movement that could 
keep together the 150,000 party 
members who had left Labour 
since Starmer had become leader. 
In due course, when the time is 
right, he suggested, this would 
lead to the formation of a new 
party. But what sort of party and 
programme are we offered?

Here the real political 
weaknesses of the merger project 
were revealed. Although some of 
the comrades supporting this new 
initiative self-define as Marxists, 
all that they could offer us was 
yet another warmed-up halfway 
house or a Labour Party mark two. 
This oh-so-new project is in fact 
based on Labour’s 2017 and 2019 
general election manifestoes, 
whose timid, managed capitalism 
is impossible to dignify even with 
the title ‘left reformism’, much less 
‘socialism’. When the essentially 
pro-capitalist and pro-imperialist 
nature of these manifestoes was 
pointed out, all these comrades 
could do was to warn us not to 
scare the horses - the Labour left 
would be frightened off by too 
radical a project! Take it easy! 
Gently does it!

The transition towards socialist 
consciousness is a gradual one, 
we are told, showing that our 
rather Fabian Trotskyist comrades 
really lack confidence in winning 
the working class to the cause of 
socialist revolution. Instead, in 
this new organisation we can be 
sure that these ‘Marxists’ will hide 
their revolutionary light under a 
bushel and play the part of loyal 
Corbynites, whose only aim is to 
return to the glory days before the 
2019 election defeat: no socialist 
politics or Marxist programme 
here, you understand; just an 
attempt to revive the Corbyn 
moment and its inchoate slogans, 
albeit this time sans Corbyn.

However, when reminded that 
the recent history of the left is 
littered with many such attempts 
to build broad fronts, such as the 
Scottish Socialist Party, Respect 
and Left Unity, and that all they 
produced were futile political 
cul-de-sacs, we are assured by 
these comrades that this time 
everything will be different. What 
justifies such confident hope 
after this often bitter story of the 
left’s political failure? Why, it 
is the experience of ‘the Corbyn 
movement’ itself and the belief 
that the missing 150,000 members 
can be quickly recalled to the 
colours by the new broad socialist 
movement that will emerge from 
the “consolidation” of LIEN and 
LAW.

While we wish the comrades 
well, it is not only past attempts 
to unite disparate elements in 
halfway-house projects that 
fail to inspire confidence about 
the future of this new initiative 
- which means, in effect, the 
absorption of LAW by LIEN. 
The plain fact is that the Corbyn 
moment has passed and no 
amount of ghost dancing is going 
to bring it back. The 150,000 lost 
members are not sitting around 
waiting for a call to arms to join 
a new initiative. They will not be 
so easily scooped up. Some have 
joined the numerous small groups 
outside the Labour Party, such 
as Chris Williamson’s Resist; 
others have turned their attention 
to renewed activity in the trade 
unions or thrown themselves into 
activism and protest politics, such 
as XR; while many more have 
simply given up - disillusioned by 
the dismal failure of the Labour 
left and its leaders.

Disgrace
The leaders of the official, 
licensed left in the Socialist 
Campaign Group of MPs and 
Momentum have compromised 
and surrendered to the Labour 
right all along the line. They are 
a disgrace, having squandered 
opportunity after opportunity to 
advance the politics of the left 
in the party. They have been 
prepared to throw good comrades 
under the bus and join in the 
attack, as socialist militants are 
smeared with false accusations of 
anti-Semitism.

The continued failure of 
Corbyn, McDonnell et al to 
rally the left in the face of the 
witch-hunt has only added to the 
demoralisation of the left, which 
is now in a full, disorganised 
retreat. Attendance at meetings 
has fallen dramatically and 
there is a widespread pessimism 
in many Constituency Labour 
Parties. Indeed, many left 
activists are keeping their 
heads down and their 

powder dry, hoping for better 
times ahead somewhere in the 
distant future, and only breaking 
cover to take part in Twitter 
storms and sporadic conference 
rebellions against the leadership.

In this period of defeat, it 
is essential to keep a cool, 
strategic head. Despair is no 
help whatsoever. If the comrades 
were proposing an organisation, 
a movement, which had half a 
chance of leading to a serious 
Marxist party, it would be another 
matter. Meanwhile, it is clear that 
the fight in the Labour Party is far 
from over. Like the trade unions 
it remains a vital site of struggle.

Despite the seriousness of the 
current witch-hunt and the dire 
position in which the left now 
finds itself, the present situation 
is part of a wider pattern. Just 
look at the history of recurring 
witch-hunts against the left from 
the 1920s onwards. Bans and 
proscriptions, expulsions and 
suspensions are nothing new.

Neither is the bourgeois nature 
of the party’s leadership and 
pro-capitalist right, irrespective 
of their individual social 
backgrounds. Who can tell me that 
trade union leaders turned Labour 
politicians like Jimmy Thomas 
and Ernie Bevin did not further 
the interests of capitalism within 
the workers’ movement? Many 
comrades in the 1990s argued 
that Tony Blair’s apparent total 
victory meant that Labour had 
become a completely bourgeois 
party. In the main the various 
halfway house projects and ‘new 
workers’ parties’ that developed 
in this period were predicated 
on that assessment, yet failed to 
break through - even when they 
watered down their ‘Marxism’ 
and presented themselves as the 
real inheritors of the ‘old Labour’ 
tradition.

The politics of the Labour 
leadership from the foundation 
of the party have always 
been bourgeois, in that they 
seek to integrate the working 
class into capitalism and the 
constitutional status quo. Given 
the party’s origins as a sectional 
representative of ‘labour’ and a 
party of the trade unions, which 
attempts to bargain with the ruling 
class, the development of this 
type of limited politics, focused 
on obtaining concessions within 
the framework of capitalism, 
was inevitable. The absorption 
of individual Labour leaders into 
the ruling class and the creation 
of Labour as an acceptable 
alternative party of government 
from the 1920s were simply a 
corollary of this structural process 
of incorporation.

Starmer and Blair are particularly 
egregious examples of this, but, 
in their acceptance of capitalism 
and the rules of the political game, 
they are just the same as earlier 
Labour leaders. Characterising the 
leaderships of Blair and Starmer as 
somehow uniquely ‘bourgeois’ not 
only obscures the historical nature 
of the Labour Party, but also sows 
illusions in those Labour leaders, like 
Jeremy Corbyn, who use left rhetoric 
to cover their compromises with 
capitalism.

However, whilst Labour retains 
the affiliation of significant trade 
unions, maintains an electoral base 
amongst working class voters and 

remains a potential focus for those 
who define themselves 

as socialists, it still 
can be seen as a 

bourgeois workers’ party. So, despite 
and perhaps because of the witch-
hunt, Labour under Keir Starmer is 
far from dead: it remains a bourgeois 
workers’ party that the ruling class 
are determined to keep under their 
control and thus it is still an important 
site of struggle for socialists.

History repeating 
Our critique of the as-yet-unnamed 
merger project is both political 
and strategic. The leadership of 
LIEN includes comrades who are 
uncritical supporters of Corbyn, do 
not understand his treacherous role 
and will not countenance a word said 
against him, whilst others who support 
the merger are openly and correctly 
critical of Corbyn’s surrender to the 
right during the witch-hunt. Hardly a 
recipe for harmony. 

Likewise, there are similar 
political fault lines about the strategic 
direction of the new group. Whilst for 
many the merger is simply a case of 
huddling together in a cold and hostile 
political environment or continuing 
the headless-chicken ‘politics’ of 
‘action, action, action’, others have a 
more clearly defined aim. Although 
it appears that, in arguing that the 
new initiative should work or join 
forces with other “like-minded 
organisations”, options are being kept 
open, in practice the general line of 
travel into a new broad-front grouping 
and political dead-end outside the 
Labour Party is clearly signposted. 
The two lines of ‘action’ and ‘fusion’ 
are, of course, not incompatible and 
can easily coexist and cooperate 
within one organisation for a certain 
period. But, taken as a whole, they 
do not make for long-term political 
coherence and a clear organisational 
strategy.

Our opposition to the liquidation 
of LAW and our call to keep its focus 
on Labour is not the result of any 
blind Labour loyalism or of clinging 
onto the routine certainties of party 
membership and activity. LPM 
recognises both the historical and 
contemporary place of the Labour 
Party in British society and working 
class politics. It also understands 
that this position is not immutably 
fixed for all time and that it could 
change in the future: like other social 
democratic parties in Europe, it 
could undergo a process of decline 
and Pasokification. The electoral 
collapse of Labour in Scotland and 
the undermining of the ‘red wall’ is a 
warning of how that might happen in 
Britain as a whole.

However, Labour is not 
dead yet. Just as the obituaries 
pronounced in the 1990s were 
proven to be premature by the 
unexpected development of the 
Corbyn movement and the growth 
of a mass left in the party, so 
the continued witch-hunt shows 
that for the ruling class and their 
collaborators on the Labour right 
the party remains too valuable a 
tool to be abandoned to the left 
and working class militants. If the 
ruling class thinks the battle is still 
worth fighting, then so must we.

LPM has a serious strategic 
orientation towards Labour. We 
call not for the abandonment 
of the party, but its refounding 
as a united front of a special 
kind, open to affiliation by all 
working class and socialist 
organisations. We recognise 
that Labour is not a ready-
made instrument for achieving 
socialism: that requires a 
party armed with a Marxist 
programme of working class 
self-emancipation, as opposed 
to electoralism and participation 
in bourgeois governments. The 
development of such a party and 
such a programme is absolutely 
essential. This is not a Labour 
Party mark two, or a broad-left 
party with a Marxist vanguard l

Having proscribed LAW, he 
will undoubtedly be pleased 
that the Labour left either 

silences itself out of fear or 
runs away in despair
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LAW

Stay and fight and fight again
A call that went unheeded: opening remarks by Graham Bash to LAW’s final all-members meeting

This is the greatest crisis for 
the Labour left in my lifetime. 
So many statements from left 

leaders and organisations are not 
good enough - that we have seen it 
all before, that this is a repeat of the 
1980s, it’s business as usual, our time 
will come, keep your head down, 
wait for Labour Party conference, 
don’t share platforms with those 
expelled or members of proscribed 
organisations. These are not good 
enough.

Nor is it good enough that much 
of the left has so often colluded with 
this witch-hunt - either by allowing 
the narrative of ‘leftwing anti-
Semitism’ to go unchallenged, by 
failing to support those disciplined, 
or by scuppering any chance of 
Labour left unity by refusing to 
engage with those who have been 
expelled.

Since party conference it has got 
worse. At conference, Leah Levane 
was expelled, then suspended - like 
getting a red card, followed by a 
yellow card: you couldn’t make it up! 
Then in the last few weeks, Jo Bird, 
Pamela Fitzpatrick, Norman Thomas 
- and me - have all been expelled. 
Crispin Flintoff has been suspended. 
I have been expelled after almost 53 
years of continuous membership - a 
survivor of the Blair years, fighting 
for Labour in every general election 
since 1970. My crime was signing a 

LAW petition in January 2020 - 18 
months before it was proscribed!

Yes, it is unfair. Yes, it is an 
outrage. Yes, I and we are angry. 
But that is a bit beside the point. 
We are collateral damage in a much 
bigger picture. The establishment 
had the fright of their lives when 
Corbyn became party leader. They 
had lost control of the Labour Party. 
The establishment in the party - 
controlling the Parliamentary Labour 
Party and party machinery - were 
determined at all costs that this 
would never happen again.

They got rid of Corbyn as leader 
- even threw him out of the PLP. 
But this wasn’t enough. They still 
had the membership to deal with - a 
membership that had risen to 600,000 
during the Corbyn years. That is the 
meaning of the witch-hunt. It is a war 
against the members. It is a form of 
class war. And, if it is necessary, they 
will destroy the membership, break 
the union link and threaten the very 
survival of the party.

So we have to resist. Despair for a 
moment if you must, but despair - in 
the words of one Palestinian activist I 
met - is a luxury we cannot afford.

Over 150,000 members have left 
the party since the fall of Corbyn. 
Another 150,000 will leave unless 
we build a visible resistance. In the 
meantime our scope for action is 
being reduced by the day.

Does this mean we leave the 
Labour Party? It most certainly does 
not. Why do the establishment’s job 
for them? The party still has many, 
many more socialists in it than all of 
the left outside the party put together. 
We will not, must not, leave those 
party and trade union members who 
managed - even in the face of this 
assault on our democratic rights - to 
pass at conference the most radical 
statement on Palestine and on the 
Green New Deal. And please avoid 
the distraction of getting involved in 
pointless electoral adventures against 
Labour which leaves the balance of 
forces within the Labour Party and 
labour movement totally untouched 
- unless you stand a chance of 
winning, that is, like Jeremy Corbyn 
if he is forced to stand against Labour 
in Islington North.

It may be that the fight in 
the Labour Party is being lost - 
permanently. But we must not accept 
this defeat - this loss of 120 years 
of history - without the fight of our 
lives.

We have to try to unite our 
forces where possible, but on 
firmer foundations - not refusing 
to share platforms with each 
other, but building a movement in 
which fighting the witch-hunt, and 
defending freedom of speech within 
our movement, is an integral part of 
our struggle.

Comrades, it has been heart-
warming for me, Pamela, Jo, 
Leah and Crispin to receive such 
support and solidarity. But we 
must be careful not to create 
a hierarchy of those expelled. 
Yes, we are treated as the good 
ones, the deserving ones. Just 
remember those who sections of 
the left threw under a bus - Jackie 
Walker, Ken Livingstone, Marc 
Wadsworth, Chris Williamson, 
Tony Greenstein and so many 
others - all worthy of our support 
and solidarity.

I have not engaged with the 
resolutions before us today - and 
will not do so - and apologies if 
I am forced to leave before the 
conclusion. But a word of caution. 
We need firmness of principle, but 
we also need to try to reach out 
beyond our own small bubble. We 
need to go far beyond the unity 
that is being proposed today.

As always, the motor force 
of change will come from class 
struggle, from the fights against 
austerity, against racism, against 
climate change - in the trade 
unions and in the broader social 
movements. Our task as a left is to 
look outwards, build movements 
of resistance and try to give these 
political expression - within the 
Labour Party if we may, outside if 
we must l

Why we resigned
Not unity but division: joint statement by four former members of LAW’s steering committee

Following the vote at Labour 
Against the Witchhunt’s 
all-members’ meeting on 

November 27 to merge with the 
Labour In Exile Network (by a vote 
of 47-27, with 12 abstentions), we 
have decided to resign from LAW’s 
steering committee. 

We cannot support the view that 
the struggle against the Labour 
witch-hunt is over, or that “LAW 
has outlived its usefulness”, as 
Tony Greenstein, the proposer of 
the motion to merge, put it. The 

witch-hunt in the labour movement 
is expanding every day and a 
campaign like LAW still has a vital 
role to play. 

We do not believe that LAW can 
be effective if it is part of a much 
less focused and politically diverse 
organisation like LIEN, which has 
committed itself to Corbyn’s 2019 
and 2017 manifestos. There are half 
a dozen groups with similar soft-left 
programmes - all small and entirely 
ineffective. Building yet another 
one on the same political basis is 

unlikely to lead to another result!
The prevalent view in LIEN 

is that Labour is ‘dead’. While 
Starmer has been doing his best to 
close down all avenues for political 
intervention by the left, we should 
not underestimate the fact that many 
working class people still see it as 
‘their’ party - and therefore we need 
a strategy to continue the fight in 
Labour (which includes working 
with groups outside Labour). We 
cannot simply run away from that 
struggle.

The motion commits the 
newly merged organisation 
to “work and/or join forces” 
with groups including Chris 
Williamson’s Resist. He is in 
his own unity negotiations with 
the Trade Unionist and Socialist 
Coalition and George Galloway’s 
nationalistic Workers Party and his 
lieutenants in the Stalin Society. 
That is not a serious strategy.

The recent expulsions from 
Labour of Graham Bash, Jo Bird 
and Pamela Fitzpatrick, as well as 

the ongoing reluctance of much of 
the official Labour left to speak out 
against the witch-hunt, proves how 
necessary a single-issue campaign 
like Labour Against the Witchhunt 
still is. 

Thanks to all comrades who have 
fought in this battle with us over the 
last five years. 

In solidarity l
Jackie Walker
Kevin Bean
Stan Keable
Tina Werkmann

Graham Bash: do not hide, 

do not stand aside, do not 

run. No, fight, fight and 

fight again
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USA

Our gun rights too
Despite Kyle Rittenhouse’s acquittal, Paul Demarty raises three cheers for the second amendment

The outcome of the Kyle 
Rittenhouse murder trial has 
reopened a lot of political 

wounds in the United States.
The teenager’s acquittal on self-

defence grounds, for shooting two 
men to death and injuring another, 
is - given the facts of the case and 
of the applicable laws in the state 
of Wisconsin - not terrifically 
surprising. The fact that he was 
immediately catapulted to celebrity 
on the American right, bringing 
forth endless donations towards 
his legal defence, gave him a leg 
up denied to many on comparable 
charges. It is true, as American 
rightists have complained, that the 
presentation of the case in liberal 
media was often highly misleading. 
Even granted all that, it offends any 
meaningful idea of justice that one 
can be hit by a skateboard, hit back 
with a fatal AR-15 bullet, and walk 
free of a murder rap. But so it seems 
is the case in Wisconsin.

It is the AR-15 angle that most 
interests Daniel Lazare, writing 
in last week’s paper. For him, the 
underlying pathology lies in the 
US constitution, and specifically its 
second amendment, which declares 
that the “people’s right to bear arms 
shall not be infringed” (‘Rittenhouse 
and white backlash’, November 25). 
Despite some insights, his account 
is dangerously one-sided.

Comrade Lazare notes that 
defence of this amendment has 
“emerged in recent decades as 
an ideological framework for 
vigilantism and white backlash”. He 
states: “According to enthusiasts, 
the second amendment does not 
merely allow Americans to arm 
themselves with semi-automatic 
weapons: it fairly compels them to.”

But everything seems to be behind 
the gun-nuts. Congress is paralysed, 
with the Senate in particular having 
a spectacular bias towards the 
Republican Party and therefore the 
right. The Supreme Court, with its 
six-three conservative majority, is 
“not only … 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”.

This is a rather remarkable 
change, according to comrade 
Lazare, from earlier decades. 
Half a century ago, the second 
amendment, according to consensus 
opinion, “confer[red] nothing more 
than the right to join a state unit of 
the National Guard”. This theory 
ultimately perished in the 1980s, 
when originalists and others began 
to interpret the thing more in its 
original spirit - defending a more 
populist interpretation of the “well-
regulated militia” encompassing the 
whole people. “The connection of 
all this to the killing in Kenosha”, 
Lazare concludes, “is all too clear”. 
The idea of the “well-regulated 
militia” has ended up authorising 
the vigilante hysteria that now 
accompanies civil unrest, and which 
swept up young Kyle Rittenhouse 
last year.

It is difficult to work out exactly 
what comrade Lazare thinks should 
be the legal regime governing arms 
in America, from the point of view 
of the socialist goals he avows. That 
said, his spin is overwhelmingly 
negative. He cannot mention 
the second amendment without 
sounding like he has stepped in 

something. It is a matter of teenage 
vigilantes and wild-west shootouts 
on the New York metro. Invisible 
to him, apparently, is the role of 
the left in the present and obviously 
pathological situation, where the 
second amendment is admired - at 
best - by paranoid petty bourgeois 
and - at worst - by psychotic spree-
killers.

With the broad outlines of 
comrade Lazare’s juridical history 
it is difficult to disagree, but for 
those of us on the revolutionary left 
there is a striking omission. That is, 
of course, the story of the earliest 
days of the Black Panthers in the 
Bay Area. As of the mid-1960s, 
California was an ‘open carry’ state: 
it was legal to possess a loaded gun 
in public, so long as it was on display 
and not pointed at anyone. The 
Panthers, having famously raised 
money by selling copies of Mao’s 
little red book, spent it on shotguns 
and pistols, and began tailing the 
police patrols around Oakland. 
The state authorities did not like 
this one bit, and in 1967 passed the 
Mulford Act to abolish ‘open carry’ 
in California - straightforwardly a 
result of the panic over the Panthers. 
It was signed into law by the then 
governor, a certain Ronald Reagan.

We should not romanticise the 
Black Panthers - an ideologically 
eclectic group that got sucked into 
criminality and was smashed to 
smithereens by FBI provocateurs 
and thugs before too long. Yet it 
rather punctures Lazare’s narrative 
of steady descent into petty 
bourgeois derangement that one of 
the first celebrated assaults on gun 
rights in the US after the World 
War II was directed against the left. 
The prevailing view of the second 
amendment as pertaining only to 
institutions like the national guard 
was not a kind of sanity from which 
we have fallen into madness, which 
seems to be Lazare’s take: it was a 

state response to the more militant 
wings of, especially, the labour 
and civil rights movements of the 
1930s-60s.

Basement arsenal
Lazare concedes that

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.

Nothing in common, comrade? If 
we are to have an armed response 
to fascists and scabs, then the arms 
will be stored somewhere - maybe 
in some comrade’s basement, or 
maybe the back room of a union 
headquarters. And since we 
currently live under a capitalist 
society, the arms will be purchased 
by individuals, and the ‘working 
class power’ involved will take the 
juridical form of a free association 
of individuals (a party, union, trades 
council or whatever). The right 
of Kyle Rittenhouse to his AR-15 
is the same as the right of any 
working class or left organisation 
to its own defensive armaments, 
as dramatically illustrated by the 
Panthers and the Mulford Act. 
Suppose socialists do call for such 
a militia, for such purposes - where 
is that need easiest to satisfy? In 
a country like America, where 
firearms are generally available to 
private citizens, or in a country like 
Britain, where they are not?

It has been a long time, however, 
since serious numbers on the left 
have raised even the one-and-a-
half cheers for the workers’ militia 

managed by comrade Lazare. As 
a result, it is not only the case that 
the right enjoys hegemony over the 
elementary democratic principle 
embodied succinctly in the second 
amendment (I, for one, would be 
happy to have it verbatim in any 
socialist constitution): we have the 
far more serious problem that this 
hegemony is unchallenged. The 
only people who might challenge 
it - which is to say, the only people 
apart from the far right to have a 
good reason to distrust the armed 
forces of the state: the far left - have 
abandoned the fight.

This does tie into the wider issues 
around the Rittenhouse case and the 
violent vigilantism increasingly 
endemic on the American right. 
Its ideology, so far as it touches 
on guns, has two elements: one, 
the ‘Lexington and Concord’ 
revolutionary mythology, which is 
a dream of comradeship and heroic 
sacrifice; the other, the obsessive 
fear of home invasions, of looters 
and rioters and lawlessness, of the 
anonymous lumpen mass. The 
rightist militiaman fears tyranny; 
the petty bourgeois pater familias 
fears anarchy. These are very often 
the same people.

The contradiction proves 
irresolvable in these terms - their 
petty bourgeois class interests, 
or even just petty bourgeois 
aspirations, both demand the 
defence of property by the state 
and resent the interference of the 
state. They can no more realise 
such a programme than they can 
draw a square circle. The tendency 
- all things being equal - is thus 
towards greater confusion, absurd 
adventurism and (in the end) pure 
nihilism, as glimpsed in spree 
killings.

Working class power, as comrade 
Lazare points out, offers a very 
different prospect. Yet the flipside 
to power is, precisely, self-defence. 

The moment we have need of 
defence against scabs, we have 
need of defence against that other 
population so richly implicated in 
the Kenosha shootings: the police. 
The police back the scabs; it is from 
the police that the threat of violence 
flows. Indeed, that is typically the 
case when it comes to fascists as 
well, who routinely enjoy support 
or ‘friendly neutrality’ from the 
armed detachments of the state (as 
illustrated by the Kenosha cops’ 
polite treatment of the vigilantes).

Police
But that in turn poses the question 
of policing. If cops cannot be 
permitted to enter working class 
neighbourhoods, on grounds of 
self defence, then before long 
somebody must deal with domestic 
incidents and apprehend murderers. 
That somebody must either be a 
permanent professional police 
force or a militia; and, in the latter 
case, individuals are compelled to 
carry out this duty as part of their 
elementary citizenship. The militia 
is not a temporary expedient to 
defend a picket line - not in its inner 
essence; but its essence will never be 
realised except through conscious 
political action. This means, in the 
end, that political actors on the left 
must demand it, and its necessary 
corollary: “that the right of the 
people to keep and bear arms shall 
not be infringed”.

The silence of the left on the 
question of arms not only condemns 
it to strategic incoherence, but 
disarms it tactically. The principal 
demand of progressives and 
lefts since last year’s protests 
has been ‘Defund the police’, or 
sometimes ‘Abolish the police’. 
So far, attempts to get such politics 
passed in local plebiscites have 
been widely unsuccessful, but that, 
in itself, need not discourage us. 
The problem is that the left cannot 
pose a meaningful alternative 
because it cannot face the fact 
that there is an irreducible part of 
policing which involves the forcible 
submission of criminals. Since the 
left will not touch guns with a barge 
pole, a truly radical shift in the 
organisation of such forcible action 
is precluded in advance, and so we 
get a sort of ‘mutton dressed as 
lamb’ situation, in which marginal 
reforms are dressed up in very r-r-r-
revolutionary sounding slogans and 
presented to atomised voters - with 
predictable results at the ballot box.

We conclude with one of the odder 
moments of the 2020s protests. 
Many voices were raised in support 
of Black Lives Matter, but perhaps 
none so unlikely as one Ammon 
Bundy - the scion of a notorious 
family of rightist ‘wingnuts’ with a 
habit of armed occupation of federal 
lands. He declared that you had to 
have something wrong in your 
head to believe BLM were a bigger 
threat to life and liberty than the 
police, and even offered his group 
as armed security for protests in 
cities in the northwest. The offer 
was declined – understandably so, 
given the unsavoury associations 
of the Bundy clan and their habit of 
getting into armed standoffs.

But so long as the left fears the 
Bundys more than the police, it 
offers the victims of arbitrary state 
violence no serious prospect of 
redress l

paul.demarty@weeklyworker.co.uk

Just like the first amendment and freedom of speech, the right to bear arms can be used by the 
right and the left
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DEBATE

A Stalinist school of development?
Paul Flewers looks back at the flawed but insightful theory of state collectivism presented by John Fantham 
and Moshé Machover in the late 1970s

The discussion around the nature 
of the Soviet Union was and 
still remains a matter of great 

interest for the left. Readers of the 
Weekly Worker will be familiar with 
the various analyses of the Stalinist 
socio-economic formation, such 
as ‘degenerated workers’ state’, 
‘bureaucratic collectivism’ and ‘state 
capitalism’.

Rather less known is the novel 
analysis presented in the pamphlet 
written by John Fantham and 
Moshé Machover, The century of 
the unexpected: a new analysis of 
Soviet-type societies.1 This was 
written in the summer of 1978 and 
published in 1979 as a discussion 
document by Big Flame - a now-
defunct semi-Maoist organisation. 
Here, in a slightly edited version of 
a chapter in my forthcoming book, 
Confronting the myth: essays on 
Stalinism and the cold war, I would 
like to appraise this pamphlet and the 
analysis which it presented.

The century of the unexpected 
presented an analysis of the Stalinist 
socio-economic formation that 
considered it to be a new mode of 
production, which the authors called 
“state collectivism”. This mode of 
production - one which “was not 
anticipated, let alone described and 
analysed, by classical Marxism” - 
was neither capitalist nor socialist, 
but was a parallel to capitalism, an 
example of “a bifurcation in human 
history” (pp3-4).

The most prescient observation 
made by Fantham and Machover was 
that state collectivism was essentially 
a means by which an underdeveloped 
country could make progress in 
a world dominated by the big 
imperialist powers. The developed 
world, they accurately noted, had 
“remained virtually immune to it” 
(p3).2 They considered that, because 
of the impact of imperialism, the path 
of underdeveloped countries towards 
the “full development of capitalism” 
was blocked.

This left these countries with three 
choices. The first was subordination 
to the main capitalist powers, with no 
possibility of a full development of 
capitalism. The second was a move 
to a socialist society, but this was 
more or less ruled out because of the 
retardation of the productive forces. 
The third was to move away from the 
world market to a state-collectivist 
society, in order to “develop the 

forces of production and to lay down 
an industrial infrastructure” (pp11-
12).

State collectivism was “not an 
alternative to socialism on a world 
scale” nor “some halfway house 
between capitalism and socialism”, 
but an “alternative to the road of 
full capitalist development”, which 
was blocked for underdeveloped 
countries (p4). And so:

A series of societies in the 
underdeveloped world have 
branched off into a non-capitalist 
path - a path which runs not 
between capitalism and socialism, 
but parallel to capitalism; a path 
along which those societies can 
industrialise and to some extent 
catch up with the more advanced 
part of the world (p4).

This is a compelling argument, as the 
Stalinist socio-economic formation 
was introduced in a number of 
countries, starting in eastern Europe 
after World War II, in China in 
1949, and subsequently in various 
former colonial countries. Although 
the Soviet Union was looking a bit 
worse for wear by the time Fantham 
and Machover were writing their 
pamphlet, it was nonetheless giving 
generous military, financial and 
technical aid to various national 
liberation organisations in third 
world countries and to the post-
colonial regimes, which some of 
them had managed to establish.

The USA had but a few years 
previously ignominiously withdrawn 
from Vietnam - the world’s mightiest 
armed power humbled by the forces 
of this small and divided country, 
which was reunited in 1976 as the 
Socialist Republic of Vietnam. The 
apartheid regime in South Africa was 
fighting a vicious, but nonetheless 
rearguard, battle against Soviet-
backed national liberation forces and 
newly-proclaimed Marxist-Leninist 
regimes in neighbouring countries, 
and the western rightwing press 
regularly ran lurid articles pointing 
to growing Soviet influence in the 
third world. Four decades back, it 
did not seem unreasonable to declare 
that: “A very large part of humanity 
at present lives in what may be 
termed ‘the second world’ - a group 
of countries which includes the 
Soviet Union, eastern Europe, Outer 
Mongolia, China, North Korea, 

Indochina and Cuba” (p3).
Fantham and Machover dealt 

succinctly and convincingly with 
both the traditional Trotskyist 
‘degenerated workers’ state’ theory 
and the theory of state capitalism. 
Arguing against the former, they 
stated that the mere existence of a 
planned economy and nationalised 
property was not necessarily in the 
interests of the working class: “It all 
depends on who makes the plans, 
whose interests they represent and 
therefore who, in the final analysis, 
controls the state.” Proletarian control 
“over the means of production and 
distribution, and over all areas of 
life” is essential.

As for state capitalism, they 
explained that the proportion of 
authentic commodity exchange 
within economic relations in the 
Soviet Union was very small, 
existing almost exclusively in the 
state import/export trade and in the 
trading of agricultural produce from 
private plots. The bulk of Soviet 
economic activity consisted of the 
exchange of goods within the state 
sector, and the state purchase and 
sale of agricultural produce and sale 
of consumer goods, and these did 
not constitute commodity exchange 
(pp7-10).

The authors also engaged with the 
theory of bureaucratic collectivism, 
although here they realised, maybe 
a little uncomfortably (perhaps 
because of their knowing where 
Max Shachtman, its most prominent 
promoter, ended up), that this had 
a certain resemblance to their own 
ideas on the subject. Hence they - 
not without justification - criticised 
Shachtman for his “moralisation”, 
“lack of theorisation”, “woolliness” 
and “impressionism”, but they 
nonetheless conceded that his 
insights were “significant” (p10).3 
They claimed that one of the main 
problems with Shachtman’s theory 
was that it considered the Stalinist 
socio-economic formation as 
inseparable from the development of 
the Soviet Union:

The question of Stalinism is 
confused with that of the new 
mode of production (we use 
the term ‘Stalinism’ here in an 
historically specific and strict 
sense - the regime that existed in 
the USSR under the leadership 
of Joseph Stalin). Because in 

the Soviet Union the rise of the 
new mode of production was 
accompanied by the crushing 
of the proletarian revolution, 
Shachtman sees the new mode of 
production as emerging only as a 
Stalinist phenomenon. Stalinism 
is the inevitable and brutal 
accompaniment of Shachtman’s 
‘bureaucratic collectivism’.

The effect of Shachtman’s 
emphasis on Stalinism as the 
supposedly necessary form of 
bureaucratic collectivism is to 
make any study of the bureaucratic 
mode itself highly problematical. 
Rather than seeing Stalinism as 
just one variant of bureaucratic 
collectivism, it becomes the 
distinguishing mark of this form 
of society. The bureaucratic 
collectivist society then is not 
defined through intrinsic analysis 
of its mode of production, but 
by its similarity to the Soviet 
Union. That is why Shachtman 
is unable to understand either the 
historical place of the new mode 
of production or, for that matter, 
Stalinism. The real and urgent 
problem of the historical and 
material conditions under which 
the new mode of production might 
and does emerge is lost amidst a 
polemic around the demon, Stalin 
(p11).4

Three questions
This does raise some important 
questions. Firstly, it begs the question 
as to whether our authors considered 
that state collectivism would have 
emerged if the Soviet Union had 
developed along a different path, or 
indeed had never existed. Leaving 
out the possibility that world history 
would go the way the Bolsheviks 
hoped - towards a global socialist 
society - as this renders irrelevant any 
consideration of the emergence of 
other, non-socialist forms of society, 
there are the possibilities that the 
Soviet regime might have collapsed 
during the civil war of 1918-21. 
Alternatively, it might, with different 
leaders at the helm, have developed 
in a different direction from the mid-
1920s - and not experienced the crash 
collectivisation and industrialisation 
schemes which established the 
Stalinist socio-economic formation 
reproduced in the state-collectivist 
‘second world’.

Had the last-mentioned possibility 

- a non-Stalinist Soviet Union - come 
about, it is difficult to envisage the 
country as the prototype for state 
collectivism, unless it was a state 
collectivism without totalitarianism, 
without repressive, single-party 
states, without monolithic parties 
with leader cults, without police-state 
measures and show trials, without 
forcible state-led modernisation, 
and all the other paraphernalia of the 
actual Soviet regime, both permanent 
and transitory. Such a development 
was not impossible - we are, after 
all, dealing with a century of the 
unexpected - but this brand of 
state collectivism would have been 
radically different from the various 
permutations of state collectivist 
society that did come into existence.

I do not think that state collectivist 
society can be understood without 
reference to the experience of the 
early Soviet Union and the rise of 
Stalinism. To be sure, the society 
which emerged during the first 
five year plan was not what the 
Bolsheviks had originally envisaged, 
and there were different routes along 
which the Soviet republic might 
have proceeded in the 1920s. But for 
Stalinism - the specific form that the 
degeneration of the Soviet regime 
took - to have come into being, there 
needed to have been in the first place 
a revolution putting a revolutionary 
Marxist party into power, and there 
needed to have been a leadership in 
the Soviet republic that contained 
within itself the possibility of 
mutating into a new elite, whilst it 
introduced a non-market solution to 
the deep economic problems that it 
was facing.

A capitalist class facing a crisis 
of similar depth would not have 
hesitated to restrict or distort value 
relations through heavy state 
intervention in the economy, had 
it felt this necessary, but it would 
not have expunged the market 
altogether: there is a qualitative 
difference between the distortion 
of value relations under capitalism 
and the suppression of them under 
Stalinism. It is extremely unlikely, 
if not absolutely impossible, that a 
new elite would emerge from within 
a capitalist class and proceed to 
introduce a non-market economy. 
However, the Stalinist elite needed 
to have emerged from within a 
political movement that accepted 
the principle of expunging market 

Far from being a new mode of production



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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relations, even if that elite’s practical 
form of suppressing the market bore 
no relationship to how Marxists had 
traditionally envisaged doing so.

Secondly, Fantham’s and 
Machover’s consideration of 
Stalinism as limited to the regime 
that existed in the Soviet Union 
under Stalin - as opposed to viewing 
it as the socio-economic formation 
that came into being during the first 
five-year plan of 1929-32 and lasted 
until 1991, and which was in the 
meantime to come into being in other 
countries - means that they shifted the 
focus from the fact that, whatever the 
differences amongst these countries, 
they all shared quite a few features 
that existed in the Soviet Union: 
some reminiscent of what we might 
call the ‘high Stalinism’ of 1929-53, 
and some reminiscent of the post-
Stalin era.

The importance of the existence 
of the Soviet Union and other 
Stalinist countries and their influence 
upon third world modernisers can 
be seen in respect of the nature 
of several national liberation 
movements in Africa and the way in 
which they governed, once having 
obtained power. It is true that these 
movements often varied in respect 
of their histories. For example, 
the People’s Movement for the 
Liberation of Angola (MPLA), the 
main nationalist movement in that 
country, was a product of a merger 
in 1956 of the Angolan Communist 
Party and various national liberation 
groups, whereas the Liberation 
Front of Mozambique (Frelimo) was 
formed in 1962 and the experience 
of implementing reforms in the 
liberated zones it had set up from 
the late 1960s led it consider itself 
a Marxist organisation. Having 
come under Soviet influence, both 
organisations formally adopted 
Marxism-Leninism in 1977, two 
years after Angola and Mozambique 
had been proclaimed as People’s 
Republics.

Some post-colonial modernising 
regimes were headed by career 
military officers who had become 
entranced by the Soviet Union. 
Mohamed Siad Barre, who led the 
pro-Moscow government established 
in Somalia in 1969, was an army 
officer who had been politically 
influenced by Soviet military leaders 
he had met in the early 1960s. In 
neighbouring Ethiopia, Mengistu 
Haile Mariam had attended military 
training courses in the USA, but 
subsequently became an admirer 
of Stalinist policies, which he 
implemented when heading the 
Derg regime, which seized power in 
1974, and its successor, the People’s 
Democratic Republic of Ethiopia.5

Nevertheless, whatever their 
differing origins, the nature of the 
state-collectivist regimes that were 
established both in Africa and on 
other continents, and the policies 
that they implemented, shared far 
too many features for the similarities 
to have been purely coincidental. In 
each of these countries a one-party, 
Marxist-Leninist government was 
established which dealt harshly with 
political dissidence, nationalised key 
sectors of the economy, initiated 
land reform, introduced healthcare 
and education schemes, attempted to 
abolish archaic social practices and 
bring into being a cohesive nation-
state, and established close links with 
the Soviet Union - or, in the case of 
Cambodia, with China - from which 
each country received technical, 
financial and military assistance.

Thirdly, Fantham and Machover 
claimed that Shachtman’s association 
of bureaucratic collectivism with the 
Stalin era “obscured the possibility 
of less barbarous forms of state 
collectivism emerging” (p11). True, 
not all Stalinist regimes implemented 
destructive and inhumane policies 
to the degree experienced at certain 
junctures in Stalin’s Soviet Union; 

Cuba and Vietnam are two examples 
that come to mind. But surely Mao’s 
Great Leap Forward of 1958-62 was 
more costly in both material and 
human terms than Stalin’s five-year 
plans, and his Cultural Revolution of 
1966-76 gave Stalin’s terror of the 
late 1930s a good run for its money, 
so far as the human costs and societal 
disruption went.6

Two errors
Although The century of the 
unexpected was written at a time when 
the Soviet economy was showing 
distinct signs of slowing down and 
China was emerging bleary-eyed 
from the trauma of the Cultural 
Revolution, it nonetheless seemed 
that the Stalinist socio-economic 
formation was a going concern, 
and Marxist-Leninist movements 
were making distinct gains in 
various underdeveloped parts of the 
world and seizing power in some 
countries. At the time of publication, 
Fantham’s and Machover’s 
contention that state collectivism 
was a new mode of production - a 
parallel to capitalism that enabled 
underdeveloped countries to break 
free of imperialist domination and 
embark upon a programme of state-
led modernisation - did not lack 
plausibility.

Looking back after four decades, 
however, it can be seen that Fantham 
and Machover erred in two aspects - 
one that was discernible at the time, 
and one that can be seen only in 
retrospect.

The first error was to downplay 
the connection between the Soviet 
Union and the other state-collectivist 
countries, which was the result of 
the authors’ narrow association of 
Stalinism with the Stalin era in the 
Soviet Union, rather than with the 
entire Soviet experience from the 
start of the Stalin era. As we have 
seen, the nature of the regimes in 
those countries and the policies they 
implemented shared far too much in 
common with the Soviet Union under 
Stalin and his successors for this to 
have been purely coincidental, and 
the differences amongst them were 
mostly relatively minor variations 
within a definite framework.7

As if to prove this, the connection 
endured, if in a negative manner, 
when the Soviet Union entered its 
death throes and finally expired, 
with the bureaucracy almost to a man 
disavowing Marxism with indecent 
haste, as we can see if we return to 
the African liberation organisations. 
Parallel with the falling away of the 
eastern bloc countries from Moscow 
in 1989, Frelimo reimaged itself 
as a social democratic party, and 
in Ethiopia Mengistu dropped any 
commitment to Marxism-Leninism 
and proclaimed his support for a 
mixed economy and multi-party 
elections. The MPLA dropped any 
commitment to Marxism-Leninism 
shortly after the collapse of the Soviet 
Union in 1991, and subsequently 
joined the Socialist International.

The most obvious exemplifier of 
this organic connection must be the 
African National Congress in South 
Africa. For decades the ANC was a 
classic example of a pro-Moscow 
national liberation organisation. 
Intimately linked since the 1950s to 
the South African Communist Party, 
and even running its own private 
Gulag for dissident members, it 
was therefore an obvious candidate 
as a would-be state collectiviser. 
When it finally took office in 1994, 
three years after the demise of the 
Soviet Union and with the shift 
of China to the market underway, 
it did not nationalise the South 
African economy or proclaim a 
one-party state, but proceeded to 
govern via a parliamentary political 
system, overseeing a conventional 
capitalist economy. In neighbouring 
Namibia, the national independence 
movement, the South-West Africa 

People’s Organisation, still adhered to 
a Marxist-Leninist programme when 
the country achieved independence 
in 1990, but, like the MPLA, 
soon adopted a social democratic 
orientation and subsequently joined 
the Socialist International. It is as if 
the chastened shade of the deceased 
Soviet Union still managed to exert 
its influence upon its erstwhile client 
organisations.

The second error is fundamental, 
although one must emphasise that 
it could not have been detected at 
the time when The century of the 
unexpected was being written, and 
is obvious only when we look back 
from today. The four decades since 
the pamphlet was published have 
seen a great deal of change in the 
world - and unexpected change 
at that: the collapse of the entire 
Soviet bloc during 1989-91 and the 
return of its constituent countries to 
the world market; the remarkable 
transformation of China under 
the dictatorial stewardship of its 
Communist Party into the world’s 
second largest and decidedly 
capitalist economy; and the 
relegation of Stalinism elsewhere to 
Cuba, itself facing an uncertain future 
since the passing of Fidel Castro, and 
the grotesque fossil of North Korea, 
now under the third generation of 
the Kim dynasty. As for the other 
countries which Fantham and 
Machover listed as state-collectivist, 
whether or not a party with a Stalinist 
past still rules, is in a coalition or has 
been replaced is barely a relevant 
question, as they all have found their 
way back into the world market and 
are more or less indistinguishable 
from their neighbours, which never 
experienced a Stalinist government.

Fantham and Machover wrote that 
historically “modes of production 
diverge from each other along 
alternative paths, sometimes only to 
reconverge” (p4), and foresaw that 
this would occur when “the three 
parts of the world (developed world, 
collectivist world, underdeveloped 
world)” would “converge into one 
universal society”: that is, socialism 
(p13). There has indeed been a 
reconvergence, albeit not in the 
way that they expected, with the 
return of all but a tiny handful of the 
Stalinist countries to the capitalist 
world. This reconvergence with the 
capitalist world more than suggests 
that the theory of state collectivism 
as a new mode of production was 
erroneous, and that it is much 
more accurate to conclude that the 
Stalinist socio-economic formation 
was a historically temporary 
phenomenon - one which enabled an 
underdeveloped country to undergo 
a process of state-led, non-capitalist 
primary accumulation under the rule 
of a determined national elite, but 
which at some point obliged that 
country to return to the world market 
if that elite wished to continue the 
process of economic development.

Moreover, if one takes into 
consideration the intrinsic 
connection between the Stalinist 
socio-economic formation and 
the Soviet Union and China, the 
collapse of the former and the move 
to the market of the latter, along 
with the unlikeliness of any country 
embarking upon the Stalinist road of 
development in the future, it is fair 
to conclude that this socio-economic 
formation is essentially a thing of the 
past.

No reasonable person will 
criticise Fantham and Machover 
for failing to predict the future; 
after all, they were discussing the 
‘century of the unexpected’, and 
who actually did predict with any 
accuracy what was to happen in the 
Soviet bloc or in China? The theory 
of state collectivism was a serious 
attempt to position historically the 
Stalinist countries, and its central 
thesis - that Stalinism was a non-
capitalist socio-economic formation 

parallel to capitalism, which enabled 
underdeveloped countries to engage 
in a process of modernisation - 
was far closer to reality than the 
assertions of the rival leftwing 
analyses of Stalinist society that 
held it to be ‘state capitalism’ or a 
‘degenerated workers’ state’.

The authors were emphatic 
that the Stalinist socio-economic 
formation was a mode of 
production, which they correctly 
outlined as “the historically 
determined, irreducible totality 
of relations and arrangements, 
through which a society reproduces 
both its material life and these 
very relations and arrangements 
themselves” (p 3). However, the 
course of recent history has proven 
that the socio-economic formation 
that existed in the Soviet Union, 
China and the other countries 
the authors denoted as state-
collectivist was not a new mode of 
production. It is clear that it was 
not able to reproduce itself and 
that it therefore was a temporary 
phenomenon - one, moreover, 
whose time has assuredly come 
and gone l

Notes
1. J Fantham and M Machover The century 
of the unexpected: a new analysis of Soviet-
type societies London 1979. An image of the 
original pamphlet is available in two parts 
at bigflameuk.files.wordpress.com/2009/12/
unexpected-sec1.pdf and
bigflameuk.files.wordpress.com/2009/12/
unexpected-sec2.pdf 
2. They did mention East Germany and 
Czechoslovakia, where unspecified “very 
special circumstances” led to its introduction 
- presumably the post-1945 Soviet 
occupation of eastern Europe (p3).
3. I do take issue with the authors’ assertion 
that Shachtman’s formulation was “the first 
attempt, other than Trotsky’s, to come to 
terms with developments in the Soviet Union 
following Stalin’s consolidation of power” 
(p10). There had been attempts to do this at 
various points during the 1930s by Friedrich 
Adler, Yvon Craipeau, Rudolf Hilferding, 
Karl Kautsky, Lucian Laurat (Otto Maschl), 
Gavril Miasnikov, Bruno Rizzi, Simone 
Weil and Ryan Worrall. The debate on the 
left about the nature of Stalin’s Soviet Union 
was also part of a much broader exchange of 
ideas about the trends towards étatisation and 
totalitarianism in respect of Italy, the Soviet 
Union and, after 1933, Germany, and indeed 
modern society in general.
4. Fantham and Machover provided a rather 
one-dimensional picture of the bureaucratic 
collectivist school. There were differing 
strands of thought within this school - from 
viewing the Stalinist socio-economic 
formation as a short-lived diversion on 
the road from capitalism to socialism, to 
seeing it as a new form of viable society 
that could emerge in any country, given the 
existence of a suitable social force willing 
and able to seize power. Both of these 
extremes Shachtman promoted at different 
times (including his remarkable prognosis 
in 1951 of Attlee’s Labour government as 
a would-be bureaucratic collectivist ruling 
elite). Shachtman also threw into the mix 
the idea that bureaucratic collectivism was 
most likely to emerge in more marginal 
countries, in which the capitalist class was 
weak, and that one of his comrades, Jack 
Brad, in a formulation closely resembling 
the state-collectivist theory, considered that 
it was an ideal option for a would-be elite in 
countries (in particular China) in which the 
bourgeoisie was incapable of carrying out 
the tasks of the bourgeois revolution.
5. Narrow national interests could lead to 
trouble between state-collectivist countries, 
not just between ones that were sponsored 
by different countries (one thinks here 
of Beijing-backed Cambodia’s war with 
Moscow-backed Vietnam), but between 
ones which were sponsored by the same 
country. In 1977, Somalia invaded Ethiopia, 
and Moscow solved its dilemma by siding 
solidly with Mengistu and providing the 
Derg regime with matériel and Cuban troops, 
despite having been allied with Somalia for 
much longer. Barre repaid Moscow for its 
perfidy by turning Somalia into a client state 
of the USA.
6. The appalling events that took place in Pol 
Pot’s Cambodian madhouse had probably 
not emerged in full when this pamphlet 
was written, but were soon to come to 
light, and surely what happened there was 
proportionally more cruel and irrational than 
anything that occurred in the Soviet Union 
under Stalin’s rule.
7. It is almost certainly no accident that Pol 
Pot’s Cambodia - by far the most irrational 
and proportionally the most destructive of all 
the Stalinist regimes - was a client state of 
China rather than of the Soviet Union. The 
Khmer Rouge grew up and seized power 
under Beijing’s aegis during the time of 
Mao’s Cultural Revolution, and its economic 
programme was explicitly modelled on his 
Great Leap Forward.

https://bigflameuk.files.wordpress.com/2009/12/unexpected-sec1.pdf
https://bigflameuk.files.wordpress.com/2009/12/unexpected-sec1.pdf
https://bigflameuk.files.wordpress.com/2009/12/unexpected-sec2.pdf
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Thin end of the wedge
We should oppose both the banning of Hamas and its leftwing apologists, writes Eddie Ford

On November 27 Harakat 
al-Muqawama al-Islamiya 
(the ‘Islamic Resistance 

Movement’, Hamas) was banned 
in its entirety in the UK under the 
Terrorism Act. This means that 
Hamas members or those who 
“invite support” for the group could 
be jailed for up to 14 years. The 
European Union, the US and Canada 
have already proscribed Hamas as a 
terrorist group.

The British government released 
a statement, saying it now assesses 
that “the approach of distinguishing 
between the various parts of Hamas 
is artificial”, as it “is a complex 
but single terrorist organisation”. 
This is a reference to the fact that 
Hamas’s military wing (the Izz 
ad-Din al-Qassam Brigades) was 
banned in March 2001. Revealingly, 
the policy change was outlined a 
few days before a speech by home 
secretary Priti Patel in Washington 
DC. She explained that Hamas is 
“fundamentally and rabidly anti-
Semitic”, arguing that the banning 
“will strengthen the case against 
anyone who waves a Hamas flag” in 
Britain - “an act that is bound to make 
Jewish people feel unsafe”. For her, 
“this is an important step, especially 
for the Jewish community”.

In response, Hamas declared 
that, “instead of apologising and 
correcting its historical sin against 
the Palestinian people”, Britain 
“supports the aggressors at the 
expense of the victims”. Of course, 
they are referring to the Balfour 
Declaration and its support for 
the establishment of a “national 
home for the Jewish people” in 
Palestine, regardless of the wishes 
or democratic rights of the people 
already living there. The “national 
home” became the colonial-settler 
state of Israel and the Nakba for 
the Palestinians. Hamas added that 
“resisting occupation, by all available 
means, including armed resistance, 
is a right guaranteed by international 
law to people under occupation” 
- though whether the upholders of 
“international law” really recognise 
that right is debatable, to say the 
least.

Patel’s ban is clearly part and 
parcel of the pro-Zionist political 
campaign to delegitimise support 
for the Palestinians. Hence the 
disgusting, yet unfortunately 
successful, slander campaign that 
anti-Zionism equals anti-Semitism, 
directed against Jeremy Corbyn 
and the left of the Labour Party. 
It was justified in Keir Starmer’s 
wretched speech to Labour Friends 
of Israel, where he claimed that 
opposition to Zionism “denies the 
Jewish people alone a right to self-
determination” - a blatant lie. As if 
‘core’ Jewish people worldwide - ie, 
those in America, Canada, France 
and Argentina - want, need or should 
have the right to self-determination, 
when they do not, after all, constitute 
a nation of any sort. No, globally, 
‘core’ Jewish people - that is people 
who first and foremost identify 
themselves as Jewish - constitute at 
most a loosely linked culture, with 

historic roots in a common, if highly 
fractured religion. But for Zionism 
the “right to self-determination” 
is the right to colonise, take away 
another people’s land - an ongoing 
process that is still uncompleted: 
after all around half of the population 
of Greater Israel are Arabs, who have 
to be driven out if the Zionist project 
is to be completed. That is something 
no democrat, no anti-imperialist, no 
anti-racist can countenance.

As for Priti Patel herself, she has 
form. Most readers will remember 
that she was forced to resign as 
Britain’s international development 
secretary after she failed to disclose 
meetings with senior Israeli officials 
during a supposed private holiday 
trip to the country - followed by 
revelations about more undisclosed 
contacts with Israeli officials in 
Westminster and New York.

Clearly, the proscription order 
is an attack on democratic rights 
and should be vehemently opposed. 
But remember, Hamas was actually 
once actively promoted by the 
Israeli state in order to counteract the 
influence of the secular Palestinian 
forces of Fatah, the PLO and the 
left. Now Hamas is in power in the 

Gaza strip - effectively the world’s 
largest prison house. But, unlike 
Fatah, Hamas refuses to recognise 
Israel and the entirely bogus ‘two 
state solution’ (in reality a one-state 
solution and two ‘self-administered’ 
Bantustans). To show its defiance, to 
maintain popular support, including 
on the West Bank, Hamas fires off 
the occasional, largely ineffective, 
rocket and organises protest marches 
to the border with Israel (from where 
Israeli sharpshooters gun down 
young and old alike).

What does “support” for Hamas 
mean in this context? It is a step 
in the direction of outlawing 
demonstrations, organisations, 
events designed to express 
solidarity with those resisting 
colonial oppression. Revealing the 
true anti-democratic nature of the 
Hamas ban is the case of Feras Al 
Jayoosi. He appeared in court on 
November 12 charged with wearing 
a T-shirt featuring Hamas’s military 
wing and Palestinian Islamic Jihad 
(banned in the UK in 2005). On three 
occasions in June, the court heard, 
he wore the T-shirt in the Golders 
Green area of north London, which 
has a large Jewish population. 

Provocative, doubtless. But no less 
than wearing a pro-Israel T-shirt in 
Bethnal Green. If people are going to 
be prosecuted for wearing ‘politically 
incorrect’ clothing, carrying flags 
or wearing symbols associated with 
‘undesirable’ political organisations, 
then the courts are going to be very 
busy indeed. Where will it end?

Another aspect worth mentioning 
about the ban is that it was obviously 
intended to put the squeeze on the 
Labour Party by forcing it to take a 
position on Hamas - a invitation to 
the Starmer leadership to launch yet 
further attacks. After all, Labour’s 
rank-and-file membership is strongly 
pro-Palestinian - as witnessed by this 
year’s conference resolution. 

Not surprisingly, Nick Thomas-
Symonds, representing Labour’s 
front bench, supported the Hamas 
ban - with former shadow foreign 
secretary Lisa Nandy telling Jewish 
News that the ban was “absolutely 
the right thing to do”. Expect no 
change with David Lammy (despite 
him being regularly promoted and 
featured by Stand up to Racism).

Anti-Semitic
In last week’s Socialist Worker we 
read that Hamas is a “Palestinian 
resistance group” (November 22). 
Yes, but Hamas is more than that. 
Surely revolutionaries should point 
out that it is an Islamist organisation 
that has a thoroughly reactionary 
agenda - both within Palestine and 
the wider region. The victims of 
this agenda would be women, gays, 
democrats, atheists, trade unionists, 
socialists, communists, religious 
minorities …

Hamas does nothing to divide the 
Israeli population along class lines. 
Quite the opposite: its existence 
helps to consolidate that population 
behind the Zionist state and its own 
ruling class. 

Socialist Worker also states 
that “in its charter, Hamas says its 
enemy is the Israeli state, not Jews”, 
so it is not anti-Semitic. Sorry, 
comrades, Hamas is anti-Semitic. 
This is absolutely explicit in its 1988 
charter. In article 22, we read that 
“the enemy has been planning for a 
long time in order to achieve what it 
has [effectively] achieved”:

... it stood behind the French 
revolution, the communist 
revolution, and most of the 
revolutions we have heard and 
hear about, here and there. It is 
with this money that it has formed 

secret organisations throughout 
the world, in order to destroy 
societies and achieve the Zionists’ 
interests. Such organisations are 
the Masons, Rotary Clubs, Lions 
Clubs, B’nai B’rith and others.

True, the 1988 charter was ‘updated’ 
in 2017, but it has not been 
superseded. Hence, it still stands and 
is still worth quoting, not least when 
it says this: “... in regard to local and 
world wars, it has become common 
knowledge that [the enemy] was 
the trigger behind the [outbreak of] 
World War I, in which it realised the 
abolition of the Islamic Caliphate” - 
meaning the Ottoman empire.

We also learn that “the Zionist 
scheme has no limits, and after 
Palestine it will strive to expand from 
the Nile to the Euphrates. When it has 
digested the region it has consumed, 
it will look to further expansions, 
and so on”. How does Hamas know 
all this? Because the “plan outlined 
in the Protocol of the Elders of Zion 
and [Zionism’s] present [conduct] 
is the best witness to what is said 
there”. In other words, while the 
charter uses the term ‘Zionists’, 
rather than ‘Jews’, it makes clear 
that “the enemy” are Jewish people 
everywhere.

In a 2012 interview with Al-Aqsa 
TV, Marwan Abu Ras, a Hamas 
MP, was more open: “The Jews are 
behind each and every catastrophe 
on the face of the Earth”. On the 
same theme in an interview on 
Lebanese television in 2014, Hamas 
spokesman Osama Hamdan came 
out with the blood libel myth: “We 
all remember how the Jews used to 
slaughter Christians, in order to mix 
their blood in their holy matzos ... It 
happened everywhere”. If the SWP 
does not think this is anti-Semitism, 
they have a big problem.

Hamas also envisages Jewish 
colonists going back to their country 
of origin. That might have been 
technically practical in 1940s and 
50s, although hardly a progressive 
demand. But nowadays the vast 
majority of Israelis were born in the 
country. They have constituted an 
Israeli-Jewish nation or a Hebrew 
nation. That is why in the regional, 
working class-led, Arab revolution, 
envisaged by communists, it is more 
than correct to highlight the right of 
the Israeli-Jewish nation to decide 
whether or not to join some sort of 
socialist federation l
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