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Misleading

Eddie Ford writes that, “unlike
Fatah, Hamas refuses to recognise
Israel and the entirely bogus ‘twostate solution’ (in reality a one-state
solution and two ‘self-administered’
Bantustans)” (‘Thin end of the
wedge’, December 2).
This is a misleading rendering of
Hamas’s position on the two-state
settlement - whatever you think of
that solution, it has long been the
international consensus for resolving
the conflict. The idea that Hamas is
wildly at odds with this consensus is a
fiction of Israeli propaganda intended
to portray recalcitrant Arabs as the
primary obstacle to peace instead of
Israel and the United States. Ford
unwittingly reinforces this message.
Although Hamas refuses to
recognise Israel, it has repeatedly
expressed its willingness to accept a
Palestinian state within the pre-1967
borders since 2006. Even after Israel’s
murderous assault on Gaza during
2008-09 (codenamed Operation Cast
Lead), Hamas leader Khaled Mashal
said: “We along with other Palestinian
factions in consensus agreed upon
accepting a Palestinian state on
the 1967 lines. This is the national
programme. This is our programme.
This is a position we stand by and
respect.”
This stance was reiterated in the
2017 document of principles that
Ford references in his article, which
says that, although Hamas rejects
Israel, it “considers the establishment
of a fully sovereign and independent
Palestinian state - with Jerusalem as
its capital along the lines of June 4
1967, with the return of the refugees
and the displaced to their homes
from which they were expelled - to
be a formula of national consensus.”
Furthermore, Hamas has repeatedly
offered a long-term ceasefire with
Israel on the condition that it ends its
inhuman blockade of Gaza.
Every year the UN votes on
a resolution entitled ‘Peaceful
settlement to the question of
Palestine’, which outlines the two-

state settlement for resolving the
conflict. In 2020, 145 states voted in
favour, with nine abstentions. Just
seven states voted against: Australia,
Canada, Israel, the Marshall Islands,
Micronesia, Nauru and the United
States. It is clear that Israel, enabled
in its rejectionism by Washington,
has been the main obstacle to
peace. There is no need to accept
the propaganda line that Hamas is
implacably opposed to negotiations
based on two states.
In any event, at this stage the ‘peace
process’ is not the appropriate focus
for the Palestine liberation struggle.
The realisation of Palestinians’ human
rights should be prioritised over the so
far elusive search for a comprehensive
political settlement.
Talal Hangar
email

Desperate stuff

I was very pleased to see Gerry
Downing’s response (December 2)
to my own letter (November 25).
It is very desperate stuff and Gerry
still hasn’t got the hang of quotation
marks. He really should have used his
famous quotation marks to identify
the verbatim passage he quotes from
Nikita Khrushchev’s “secret” speech
referring to the losses suffered by
delegates to the 17th Congress and
the central committee elected there.
I am delighted Gerry as a noted
veteran Trotskyist continues to
embarrass and discredit the whole
Trotskyist tradition through his
claims and choice of sources.
Gerry continues to stick to Boris
Nicolaevsky’s ‘Letter of an old
Bolshevik’. Excellent. Its original
claimed basis was that the Menshevik
had spoken to Nikolai Bukharin
whilst he was in Paris, but it is now
accepted that this never happened
and that Nicolaevsky had effectively
made the entire conspiracy theory
up.
Does Gerry simply deny the
concrete evidence from the Soviet
archives that there was no factional
division between a moderate,
consolidationist faction and a more
radical Stalin leadership core? As
I have said previously, it is a nice
story and if true I would probably
have been with the moderates, but
unfortunately it was nothing more
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Bit of a spurt

ur December fighting fund
got a big boost this week
in the shape of a generous €100
(£83) donation from comrade
AM in Ireland. That was very
much needed, because we were
straggling a bit behind where we
need to be, if we’re going to reach
that recently increased monthly
target, now set at £2,250.
In addition there were eight
standing orders: thanks go to
comrades AC (£60), NH and CG
(£30 each), BO, GD and DV (£25),
LM (£15) and SM (£10). Then there
were two PayPal contributions of
£10 from comrades MH and BH,
while that old favourite, comrade
Hassan, handed a fiver to one of
our comrades.
All that comes to £328, taking
our running total up to £514 after
eight days. That’s not too bad, but
still quite a bit behind where we
need to be. True, the middle of the
month sees a number of substantial
standing orders coming our way,
but, even so, I feel we need to put
on a bit of a spurt.
Our comrades have been busy

contacting our subscribers, asking
them to take out a standing order
(or increase an existing one) and
we’ve already had a few positive
responses. If you want to set
one up, ask your bank to make
a monthly payment to account
number 00744310 (sort code 3099-64). Alternatively, you can fill
in the standing order form on the
back page of each issue and send
it to the Weekly Worker address
(see below).
Of course, if you’re feeling
generous right now, any one-off
donation would be very much
welcomed. Send us a cheque,
click on our PayPal button or best of all - make a bank transfer
to the above account.
Following our success last
month, let’s make sure we get
there at the second time of
asking! l
Robbie Rix
Fill in a standing order form
(back page), donate via our
website, or send cheques,
payable to Weekly Worker

than a speculative fantasy.
Going from fantasy to the bizarre
- and actually pretty nasty and
exploitative of a genuine human
tragedy - Gerry claims Stalin’s first
wife committed suicide as a result of
the collectivisation policy. Stalin’s
first wife was Ekaterine ‘Kato’
Svanidze, who died in 1907 from
tuberculosis - a period before the
collectivisation of the late 1920s. I
think Gerry is referring to his second
wife, Nadezhda Alliluyeva, who
did commit suicide in 1932. Again,
being very loose with his facts. I am
surprised Gerry didn’t just claim
Stalin killed her himself (he probably
will next week).
Alliluyeva’s suicide was a
dreadful human and personal tragedy
and had absolutely nothing to do
with policies of high state, as Gerry
surely must know, but disgracefully
and disgustingly, he tries to exploit
it for his sectarian political purposes.
“All the circumstantial evidence
points to [Stalin ordering the murder
of Kirov], as does the testimony
of Alexander Orlov,” says Gerry.
“Circumstantial” (!) evidence and
Alexander Orlov!? Do me a favour.
Studies of the Soviet archives
show there can now be simply no
doubt there were large numbers of
complex, overlapping conspiracies
and networks from the outset of
the establishment of Soviet power
in 1917, with a range of differing
motives and objectives - some of
them conflicting, but allowing for
temporary alliances; some including
with the Axis powers, and which
reached peak intensity from the
early 1930s onwards: ie, just as the
Soviet Union was achieving fullscale socialist construction and
consolidation. The overthrown
classes and the imperialists were
increasingly desperate that their
chances of capitalist restoration
would vanish.
A number of assassination
attempts were made on Stalin and
other top leaders from the early
1930s. The high-powered weaponry
used, the degree of organisation and
the fact they were able to escape
unscathed indicated strong links
with the security and military forces.
Prior to Kirov’s assassination, Stalin
frequently walked the streets of
Moscow. After Kirov’s death, he
never did again. If Stalin had ordered
the murder, why change his habit?
As for Orlov, I suggest readers
look him up on Wikipedia which
is an absolute gem and includes:
“Most of what Orlov said, even
under oath, or during his debriefing
by the US intelligence officials, or in
private discussions with his friend,
Gazur, has by now been established
as outright invention to elevate his
status in the eyes of his debriefing
officials and the wider western
public”. In other words, a complete
liar and fantasist. Yes, very credible
and persuasive Gerry - not!
If Gerry was being honest, he
would openly admit he would
have supported all those attempts
to overthrow Soviet socialist state
power, rather than dredging the depths
to regurgitate discredited Nicolaevsky
or Orlov conspiracy theories.
I have previously made clear in
this paper that I completely condemn
the killings of large numbers of
communists in the purges, including
those indicated in Gerry’s nonquote relating to the 17th Congress.
However, I do not have sympathy for
those who were genuinely indicated
as involved in myriad conspiracies
to attack, weaken and overthrow
Soviet power, including through
alliances with the secret services of
Nazi Germany and Japan. I am not
concerned if they were overthrown
capitalists,
displaced
kulaks,

Whitists, Mensheviks, monarchists,
social democrats, liberals, fascists,
Trotskyists, etc; or what their precise
personal or factional motivations
were.
I supported the Bolshevik
revolution and the establishment of
Soviet power in 1917. I consistently
supported all defences of Soviet
socialist state power from 1917 until
1991. I am proud of that record.
Gerry is on the opposite side of
that basic class divide. Fine. His
counterfactual fantasies, claims,
‘evidence’ and ‘sources’ to ‘justify’
his anti-proletarian class positions
are, however, unusually pathetic and
pitiful.
Andrew Northall
Kettering

Temporary?

Comrade Paul Flewers’ article
promises that his forthcoming book
should present an engaging new
contribution to the debate on social
formation in the former USSR (‘A
Stalinist school of development?’,
December 2). It isn’t perfectly clear
from the comrade’s edited chapter,
however, how exactly he sees that the
Stalinist socio-economic foundation
being by its nature a “historically
temporary phenomenon” in any sense
undermines or discredits the theory of
state collectivism as such.
Unless I have misunderstood,
the same argument could surely be
levelled against any historical theory
by virtue of its object of inquiry being
historical - and hence temporary by
its very essence. Comrade Flewers
risks throwing the baby out with the
bathwater.
For example, it’d be meaningless
to discredit as a “historically
temporary phenomenon” the theory
of Fordism as a phase in 20th century
development of the capitalist mode
of production, simply because it
has since been replaced (or at least
supplemented) by a neoliberal phase.
The end of Fordism and of Stalinism
are, of course, connected, although
this is not my point.
The fact that contemporary
societies of the former USSR
developed out of their prior Stalinist
socio-economic
foundation
in
itself gives us nothing of inherent
worth to say about the theory of
state collectivism. We know that
modes of production are, generally
speaking, dynamic objects with
historically determined trajectories of
development and transition. It is the
ways in which they have developed
and why that would prove more
compelling material for study.
Alastair Thomas
email

China

Following Paul Flewers’ discerning
analysis of the term “state
collectivism”, as applied to the
Soviet Union, I’d like to clarify a
point about my recent article on
China (‘Modernisation with typical
characteristics’, July 22).
Contrary to the suggestion made
at the time that my view must be
that there was no distinction between
state-assisted Meiji Japan and the
People’s Republic of China, let me
quote Paul Flewers on the relevant
distinction: “... there is a difference
between the distortion of value
relations under capitalism and the
suppression of them under Stalinism.”
Just so: what began the distortion in
the 19th century was the formation of
joint stock companies and monopoly
plans, encouraging competition
between firms supported by nations,
especially over Africa, which led to
World War I. In response, backwardcapitalist nations like Germany,
Turkey and Japan made innovations
in state assistance.

Soon even bourgeois reformers
in China began to think in terms of
building a strong counter-colonial,
state, governed autocratically. The
Chinese Communist Party, which
emerged after China’s humiliation by
the Versailles Treaty, saw “state-led
modernisation” going much further
than those who assumed a domestic
capitalism under state direction.
Contrary to revolutionaries like
Lenin and Trotsky, whose Marxism
intended Russia to become a key to
international revolution, the CCP were
Stalinist-before-Stalin by pursuing,
in the name of popular revolution, a
strong party state in charge of national
development.
Given China’s weak capitalist
class and domination by imperialism,
this involved the suppression of value
relations - a non-capitalism miscalled
socialism. The CCP’s underlying aim
made for a confidence and flexibility
that not only instigated disasters
like the Great Leap Forward and
the Cultural Revolution, but in time
introduced “market reforms”, while
maintaining party dominance.
The stability of such a society
though, especially among an emergent
middle class, is no more guaranteed
than in that other temporary answer to
capitalism, the Soviet Union.
Mike Belbin
email

ANC capitalism

Paul Flewers, in his otherwise useful
and very balanced critique, lets drop
an odd notion about the deliberate,
more or less Thatcherite - or, more
extreme, Majorite - policies of every
ANC government in South Africa.
This involved the tearing up of a big
raft of proposals for ‘reformist’, stateregulated (if not state-controlled)
financial and industrial frameworks.
That was beyond “conventional
capitalist” economies (I know no
more about those developments than
the average Guardian reader).
Why? My suspicion is a
combination of dogmatism - in great
part inherited from Stalinism - and
of understandable, but reactionaryutopian, distrust of the high degree of
state regulation and control put in place
by the Nationalist Party governments
since Malan and Strijdom - with the
explicit goal of opposing British
imperialist finance and raising the
poor (Afrikaner) whites from the
lumpen misery imposed by the Brits,
Smuts, et al.
Could taking a leaf out of the
state-control/regulation book of
apartheid/Baasskap have done more
to raise the mass of poor blacks - a
task desperately needed and not
neglected, but opposed by the ANC
governments?
Ben Cosin
email

John Maclean

The
annual
John
Maclean
commemoration was held on Sunday
November 28 in Glasgow, where I
gave the following graveside oration:
“John Maclean is talked of as
Scotland’s favourite socialist saint.
But why is he so important? Why nearly 100 years on from his death
- do we commemorate him? Why do
we bother to remember him?
“We remember him first because
he was an internationalist. A supporter
of the Bolshevik revolution. An
Honorary president of the All Russian
Congress of Soviets. The Bolsheviks
made him the first Soviet consul in
Scotland. And he ran a consulate at
12 Portland Street in the Gorbals. The
Post Office refused to deliver mail and
the state wanted it shut. But Maclean
fought on. Connolly admired him, by
the way, and said: ‘The fight against
Maclean is a conspiracy against the
working class.’

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

3

weekl16

worker 1375 December 9 2021

“Secondly we remember Maclean
because he was a pioneer in working
class education. He himself got an
MA in political economy at Glasgow
University through evening study.
Later he and his colleagues ran scores
of classes in Marxist economics. He
wrote pamphlets, set up the Scottish
Labour College and the Tramp Trust
Unlimited.
“We remember Maclean because
he was an exponent of working class
self-organisation: organising the
unemployed; at the fore in the Clyde
Workers’ Committee; backing striking
women workers in Neilston; and the
workers also at Singer, Clydebank
and Weirs Engineering, Cathcart.
“We remember Maclean because
he was a principled opponent of
imperialist wars. He went to prison
several times - and had to endure
particularly harsh conditions because of his steadfast opposition
to the bloody slaughter of World
War I. He organised anti-war rallies.
The first was at Nelson’s Column on
Glasgow Green. At first the anti-war
movement was small, but it grew. He
was discussed several times in Cabinet
and Lloyd George dubbed him ‘the
most dangerous man in Britain’.
“And finally we remember
Maclean because, like James
Connolly, he was someone who
recognised the inextricable link
between the demand for socialism and
the demand for national liberation.
The national question - the right to
national self-determination - was and
is a democratic demand that needs to
be at the very heart of socialism.
“So thanks for coming here today!
Thanks for your support.
“All hail the Scottish Workers’
Republic!”
Alan Stewart
Scottish
Republican
Socialist
Movement

Democracy

Tony Clark thinks that some of us
don’t know the difference between
dictatorship and coercion (Letters,
December 5). So I looked them both
up and found that coercion is “the
practice of persuading someone to do
something by using force or threats”,
while dictatorship is “absolute rule
unrestricted by law”.
But the comrade is unconvinced
that we currently live under a
dictatorship of the bourgeoisie.
He writes: “... 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?”
However, the Marxist terms,
‘dictatorship of the bourgeoisie’ and
‘dictatorship of the proletariat’, do
not use that word in its usual sense of
“absolute rule unrestricted by law”.
They refer specifically to the ultimate
control of one particular class over
another.
As Marx and Engels put it in The
German ideology, “The separate
individuals form a class only insofar
as they have to carry on a common
battle against another class; otherwise
they are on hostile terms with each
other as competitors.” In other words,
to take the present context, sections of
the bourgeoisie can be at loggerheads,
but, when push comes to shove, they
know which side they’re on, as their
blood-soaked history shows only too
clearly.
Clark reckons, it seems, that
Stalin’s 1936 constitution was a step
forward from Lenin’s “dictatorship”.
I’m not sure that the masses of
Bolsheviks murdered, albeit following
a ruling from a court of law, soon after
that constitution came into effect
would have agreed with him. But this
was, apparently, “a constitution of a
democratic socialist society” which
we must fight for.
No, comrade, the ‘dictatorship of
the proletariat’ is not, for Marx or for

Marxists, the rule of a single dictator,
but of the proletariat as a whole. It
refers to a conscious proletariat, with
far reaching democracy within this
class (and therefore the overwhelming
majority of society), dictating to the
old order by whatever means are
necessary. And, as Marx put it, “this
dictatorship, itself, constitutes no
more than a transition to the abolition
of all classes and to a classless
society”.
Jim Nelson
email

Labour process

Lenin famously said: “An ounce of
experience is worth a ton of theory.”
He was also fond of the Russian
proverb, “Life teaches”. Or - to put it
another way - you can’t keep banging
your head against a brick wall.
I refer to the two letters in the
Weekly Worker (November 4) by
former CPGB comrade Jim Moody
and expelled Labour Party member
Tony Greenstein. I will not repeat
the arguments of Jim and Tony,
which I agree with: suffice to say that
following the defeat of Corbynism it
is the height of madness for the CPGB
to repeat its mantra that “the Labour
Party should be turned into a united
front of a special kind” and that “the
Labour Party and trade unions are a
field of struggle”.
Over the last 20 years the CPGB
has flipped from calling for a Socialist
Alliance party to its opposite, when
it calls any attempt to form a Marxist
Party as a Labour Party mark two. The
CPGB continues with its undialectical
analysis of the Labour Party, when it
repeats Lenin’s description of it from
100 years ago as a bourgeois workers’
party.
Dialectics teaches us that all
organisms are in a state of continual
change, and that quantity changes into
quality and vice versa. In my opinion,
the Labour Party since Tony Blair has
been in the process of a qualitative
change, where it is no longer a
bourgeois workers’ party, but is now
akin to a bourgeois party just like the
US Democrats.
The CPGB puts much weight on
opinion polls. It is true that Labour is
improving its poll ratings, but this is
only because Boris Johnson like Tony
Blair has lost his Teflon coating and is
self-destructing. As soon as the ‘men
in grey suits’ decide his time is up,
Boris Johnson will be replaced by the
much savvier Rishi Sunak.
If Rishi Sunak cannot rescue the
fortunes of the Tories (he has opposed
the equalisation of the rate of capital
gains tax with the rate of income tax),
Keir Starmer will need a rainbow
coalition of Labour, Scottish National
Party, Lib Dems and Greens, to form
a government, such is the strength of
Tory support in middle England and
the south-east.
A Keir Starmer government
would quickly show that Labour
is in its long, drawn-out death
agony (to paraphrase Trotsky). In
my neck of the woods (North-East
Cambridgeshire) the Labour Party is
hated by working class people due to
the neglect and betrayals of the New
Labour governments of Tony Blair
and Gordon Brown, which people do
not forget.
A similar qualitative change has
occurred in the trade unions, which
are now intertwined with the state and
the big corporations. The trade union
bureaucracy - not just in the United
States, but also in the UK - is a strikebreaking caste who are working
day and night to put a break on the
mushrooming number of strikes
calling for improved pay.
The existence of this strikebreaking caste shows that it is correct
to counterpose the establishment of
rank-and-file workplace committees
(as advocated by Trotsky in his
1938 transitional programme) to the
call for the unionisation of Amazon

warehouses and logistics by the
rightwing bureaucracy which controls
the GMB union.
John Smithee
Cambridgeshire

Prescient

The series of articles by Jack Conrad
on ecological questions is hugely
important and should be brought
together into a pamphlet or book.
They could also form the core of much
needed discussions on these most
pressing issues of our time, perhaps
in the form of a special Communist
University. To have such material to
study and debate could be extremely
valuable - there was so much to
explore just in the last of the series
(‘The past as future’, November 25).
This appeared - coincidentally,
it seems - exactly at the moment
when David Graeber’s and David
Wengrow’s The dawn of everything
- a new history of humanity is flying
off the shelves and receiving plaudits
across the board. There is much
common ground being explored
in both, but there are also huge
differences in conclusions drawn. I
haven’t read The dawn of everything
yet, but I am more than aware of
how much it has disappointed the
Radical Anthropology Group (RAG)
- amongst whom there are Chris
Knight and Camilla Power, familiar
participants in previous Communist
Universities. The former is also
mentioned in the footnotes of the
article, recognising the importance
of his seminal work, Blood relations,
published 30 years ago.
There has been a Zoom discussion
event featuring Chris Knight with the
London Communists group, chaired
by Simon Pirani, in which Chris
described the Graeber-Wengrow book
as more like the “teatime” than the
“dawn” because of its almost complete
dismissal of what’s to be learned from
hunter-gatherer egalitarianism. But
Chris did also say that the success of
The dawn of everything is opening a
door that those of us who are keen to
learn from that original communist
past - towards a future that saves us
from the looming disaster - can walk
through.
I thought it was also prescient that
the report of the CPGB’s revision of
the section in its Draft programme on
women appears in the same issue of
the Weekly Worker as the last Conrad
article. This is key to all of the above,
as the women question lies at the very
heart of human history.
In another RAG event just past,
Morna Finnegan, in her illuminating
talk on ‘Love and loneliness in
anthropology’ (available on the RAG
Vimeo channel), poses the question
relating to Graeber and Wengrow:
“Where are the children, where are
the babies?” - and that’s something
that needs to be raised with comrade
Conrad and the Draft programme too.
RAG has shown me how socialised
childcare was absolutely key to the
human revolution way back when,
and children must be restored to
their rightful place - both in terms of
whatever society we are to aim for and
in terms of how we get there. Don’t
throw the children of the revolution
out with the bathwater, I say. But I do
think a communist programme is vital
and that’s what RAG can learn from
the CPGB.
In closing, I have to say I find the end
section of comrade Conrad’s article
on the human counterrevolution and
ecological destruction, that he claims
happened when humans moved out
of Africa, very difficult to accept
on face value. I see that as a much
later occurrence, which happened in
tandem with what Engels describes as
the first-class subjugation of women.
Fortunately I can ask comrades in
RAG about this and hope it can spark
some of the debate we so badly need.
Tam Dean Burn
Glasgow

ACTION

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.

Tony Benn - lessons for the present crises

Sunday December 12, 12 noon: Online discussion. How Tony
Benn’s ideas offer insight into alternatives to the crises caused by
the failing capitalist system - climate catastrophe, stagnating living
standards and growing inequality. Panellists: Jeremy Corbyn MP,
Richard Burgon MP, Apsana Begum MP, John McDonnell MP,
Lindsey German (Stop the War Coalition) and Rachel Garnham
(CLPD). Organised by Arise: a festival of Labour’s left ideas:
www.facebook.com/events/391655185989877.

Introduction to radical anthropology

Tuesday December 14, 6.30pm: Series of talks on social and
biological anthropology. This talk is online-only via Zoom.
‘Children as agents of culture change in hunter-gatherer societies
and beyond’. Speaker: Sheina Lew-Levy.
Organised by Radical Anthropology Group:
radicalanthropologygroup.org/evening-talks.

The wanted 18

Tuesday December 14, 7pm: Free film screening, Grove Theatre,
Eastbourne Library, Grove Road, Eastbourne BN21. The story of
18 cows whose milk was considered a threat to Israel’s national
security. Followed by Q&A with a Palestinian activist in Bethlehem.
Organised by Eastbourne Palestine Solidarity Campaign:
www.facebook.com/events/954068635526884.

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.

Stop cuts to South Western Railway

Wednesday December 15, 1pm: Protest outside parliament, Old
Palace Yard, London SW1. SWR and Network Rail are proposing
swingeing cuts across the SWR Network, using Covid-19 as a cover
for reducing services and attacking jobs and conditions.
Organised by National Union of Rail, Maritime and Transport
Workers: www.rmt.org.uk/news/events.

Transition and decline

Wednesday December 15, 6pm: Online Marxist study session.
Organised by North West Socialist Theory Study Group:
study4socialism@outlook.com.

A night for Labour heroes

Wednesday December 15, 7.30pm: Meeting with speakers and
performers, Conway Hall, 25 Red Lion Square, London WC1. Join
a glittering array of smeared, suspended and expelled members for
a night to remember. Speakers include Diana Neslen, Graham Bash,
Ian Hodson, Jackie Walker, Joe Attard. John Dunn, Ken Loach, Leah
Levane and Naomi Wimborne-Idrissi. Poetry from Kevin Higgins,
comedy from Don Biswas and music from Robb Johnson.
Tickets £12 (£5). Organised by Labour Grassroots:
www.facebook.com/events/1387218098382593.

The witch-hunt against Militant in the 1980s
Thursday December 16, 6pm: Online education talk via Zoom.
Part of a weekly series on ‘Labour and the left - a history of
witch-hunts and fightbacks’. Speaker: Roger Silverman.
Organised by Labour Left Alliance:
www.facebook.com/events/310064463792088.

Fighting for anti-racist workplaces

Saturday February 5, 11am: Online trade union conference.
The government uses ‘divide and rule’ to fool working people
that ‘others’ - migrants, refugees and Muslims - are to blame for
problems in society, legitimising racism and opening the door to
the far right. We need to take up these arguments in workplaces,
building unity to oppose racism and austerity.
Organised by Stand Up To Racism:
www.facebook.com/events/614529873228514.

Building the resistance

Saturday February 5: Online AGM of the Labour Representation
Committee. Debate the NEC statement, resolutions and elect a new
NEC. Speakers include Apsana Begum MP and Jeremy Corbyn MP.
Registration £1. Organised by Labour Representation Committee:
labourrep.com/lrc-conference-btr.

CPGB wills

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

Beware of Nazi obsession

We must oppose the fascist right, writes Eddie Ford. But we should also oppose state bans on organisations
and ‘dangerous’ books

B

en Raymond from Wiltshire
was sentenced last week to eight
years in jail for membership
of the fascist group, National
Action - plus a two-year extended
period under supervision. He will
also be subject to the notification
provisions of the Terrorism Act 2000
for 15 years and is the 17th person
to be convicted of membership
of this “unapologetically racist”
organisation.
As many readers will recall,
NA was proscribed in 2016, but
not because Thomas Mair - who
assassinated the Labour MP, Jo Cox was a member of the group or operated
under its instructions. Rather, due to
the fact that NA glorified the murder,
saying “only 649 MPs to go!” and
“Don’t let this man’s sacrifice go
in vain”. Additionally, NA altered
the strapline on its website to read:
“Death to traitors, freedom for
Britain!” - a slogan Mair had used in
court when asked to give his name.
As a result of that, it was not just
the assassin who was imprisoned,
but the organisation itself was
outlawed, on the grounds that it was
“concerned in terrorism”. As a piece
of political irony, Ben Raymond had
very recently published a manual
for former NA members on how,
like him, to avoid being arrested - or
maybe not. This can stand alongside
his other two works, Attack! and A
case for fascism.
From our point of view, it almost
goes without saying that we find NA
a repugnant political formation. It
was set up in 2013 by Ben Raymond
and Alan Davies, when they were
studying politics at the University of
Essex. Davies described the group
as “like the British Nationalist Party,
but more radical” and NA regards
itself as a “revolutionary nationalist”
organisation, which grew out of
a failed offshoot within the BNP
youth wing. Since then, it has made
relatively effective, large-scale
use of social media and blogging
platforms. Raymond told BBC News
in 2015 that “the source of all of the
conflict in society is all the different
racial groups that have been brought
here”.1 He coined the term, ‘white
jihad’, the basic idea being that the
‘races’ cannot live together. The job
of an organisation like NA is to stir
things up and give history that little
necessary push - as they think the
“race war” is coming anyway. We all
need to prepare for the white jihad
and new world order.
Now, communists are not going to
object if someone who attacks other
people on the basis of their warped
ideology is found guilty of assault,
let alone murder, as with Thomas
Mair. However, we certainly object
to the banning or closing down of a
political organisation. Fascism and
reactionary ideas in general are best
combated in the open, not by being
driven underground, where they will
inevitably resurface in some shape or
form. What happened in the case of
NA is that it carried on at a regional
level, using different names. We
had, for example, Scottish Dawn,
which called itself “identitarian” (a
common far-right buzz word) and
even claimed to have held regular
litter-picking days, encouraging its
members to participate in “regular
hikes in Scotland’s beautiful
countryside”. Then there was NS131
(National Socialist Anti-Capitalist
Action), System Resistance Network
and Triple K Mafia. These groups
communicated via social media
platforms, encrypted messages,

The police and army far more of a threat
and so on. Clearly none of this will
succeed if you have GCHQ and MI5
on your tail.
We are reminded of Leon Trotsky
when he was in exile in Mexico,
subject to numerous assassination
attempts before the final successful
one in 1940 - not least those organised
by the Communist Party of Mexico.
He was prepared to go to the US to
testify before the House Committee
on Un-American Activities. Trotsky
was refused a visa, so instead wrote
an article outlining what he would
have said. His essential message
was that he hated the Stalinists, as
they were criminal murderers, not
only of his followers throughout the
world, but of leading members of
the Bolshevik Party. Yet he did not
support the banning of the CPUSA or, for that matter, the Nazi Party of
the United States of America, which
then was quite a sizeable organisation
of Hitler admirers. Correctly, Trotsky
argued:
… under the conditions of the
bourgeois regime, all suppression
of political rights and freedom,
no matter whom they are directed
against in the beginning, in the
end inevitably bear down upon
the working class, particularly its
most advanced elements - that is a
law of history.2
Such sentiments would horrify most
Trotskyists today.
At Ben Raymond’s trial, the
prosecution said he was the “public
face” of NA and absurdly likened
him to Joseph Goebbels, because
the Wiltshire man was “the natural
head of propaganda” - giving
“media interviews setting out the
group’s virulent ethnic cleansing
agenda to the media with sometimes
transcendental calm”.
This is all part of the silly myth
that there are these brilliant speakers
who can cast a near supernatural
spell over their audience. Bourgeois
academia in the 1950s was especially
vexed by the question of how come
Hitler came to power? It could not

possibly have been because of the
capitalist class. It must be some
inbuilt weakness in the masses and a
corresponding special gift bestowed
upon speakers and propagandists.
Apparently, the charismatic Hitler
could hypnotise people with his
words, the same going for Goebbels.
You cannot allow people like that
to appear again, as the masses are
stupid and will just follow them.
In their own way, sections of the
left have bought into this myth. It is
hard to forget the Socialist Workers
Party telling us that Hitler’s Mein
Kampf should not be available in
public libraries due to its corrupting
influence - a bad and dangerous
book. Therefore only duly accredited
students and specialist academics
should have access to it. But this
book, like many others, needs to be
read and understood. For instance,
what did it say about Zionism?
Unlike a lot of other Nazis, Hitler
was completely unsympathetic to it
- Zionists are just the same as other
Jews, always plotting and scheming.
Ultimately, the SWP and others
like them believe if the masses - the
sheep - are exposed to a racist speech
or a piece of demagoguery, then they
will inevitably become captivated by
such ideas.

Possession

Ben Raymond was not only
prosecuted for membership of
a proscribed organisation, but,
incredibly, also for possession of
two books deemed to be “of use
to a terrorist”, contrary to Section
58 of the Terrorism Act. One was
essentially bomb-making advice by
Ragnar Benson called Homemade
detonators: how to make ’em, how
to salvage ’em, how to detonate ’em!
Benson is the pen name of a prolific
survivalist author, who specialises
in ‘preparedness’ topics, such as
hunting, trapping, false identification,
explosives, firearms, improvised
weapons, etc. Some readers might be
particularly interested in Guerrilla
gunsmithing and Live off the land in
the city and country.

Interestingly enough, in the
aftermath of the 1995 Oklahoma
City bombing, Timothy McVeigh
was found to have had two books
by Benson - whose work on
improvised medicine has been
recognised and promoted by the
US Special Operations Command.
Perhaps amusingly, Homemade
detonators is openly available for
purchase on Amazon - even if it
is currently unavailable (probably
sold out, thanks to the publicity
generated by the Raymond trial).3
More worryingly, if possession of
Homemade detonators is potentially
a criminal offence, then what about
Che Guevara’s famous 1961 book,
Guerrilla warfare? There must be
some sort of overlap between the two
books, Guevara informing us how
to make a tank trap or a Molotov
cocktail and other handy tips. Surely
Benson’s work is no more or less
‘dangerous’ that Guevara’s book or should you be prosecuted as well
for having it on your bookshelf?
The implications for freedom of
information are obvious.
Ben Raymond was also done for
having a copy of Anders Breivik’s
rambling manifesto, detailing all
his obsessions: the 1,518-page
2083: A European declaration of
independence. This work acted
partly as a justification for his
July 2011 mass murder, when he
detonated a van bomb killing eight
people in Oslo, then went to the
island of Utøya and slaughtered
69 participants of a summer camp
run by the Workers Youth League,
which is affiliated to the Norwegian
Labour Party. This was the highest
number of fatalities ever caused by a
single gunman. Naturally, he became
an instant hero for fascists (and
lunatics) everywhere - quoted by
Brenton Harrison Tarrant, the 2019
Christchurch Mosque mass murderer
in New Zealand.
Raymond was found not guilty
of four counts of possessing other
documents - including, inevitably
enough, Mein Kampf. Clearly, it is
incredible that you could end up

in jail merely for possessing such
books and documents. But surely it
is more than legitimate to want to
understand how these people think.
Breivik’s deranged manifesto should
be studied in the same way as Mein
Kampf - in order to understand the
ideological motivations of the early
Nazi Party. Ignorance is not bliss: it
is deadly. You need to get your head
around what motivates someone like
Ben Raymond to actually want to set
up something putrid like National
Action. We have to understand why
someone picks up a gun and starts
murdering kids - not close your
mind out of fear that you too might
become a fanatical murderer just by
reading about it.
At the end of the day, the real
explanation for such events is to be
found in the social conditions that
drive people in that direction - with
arguably the prime factor, at the
present time, being the weakness of
the left.
The fact that possession of such
documents can see you in the dock
shows which direction society is
going in. Yet too many on the left
are complicit in this narrative. In
many respects, the left’s unhealthy
obsession with Nazis and fascists
- real or imagined - has developed
into the idea that these forces are
the supreme danger. And, unless
you stop them now, by any means
necessary, you are going to end up
with Nazism and the gas chambers.
Thus the left’s non-opposition to
state bans on fascist groups, if not
active support for such measures.
But this is a profound misreading
of history and forgets that the state and
the capitalist class are the real danger,
not deluded idiots like Ben Raymond.
The police and the army are far more
dangerous to us and, predictably, the
weapons of ‘no platforming’ and
refusal to debate have already been
turned against the left.
Virtually all press reports say
that the 2016 banning of NA was
the first political banning since
1940 (Oswald Mosley’s British
Union of Fascists). This is clearly
not true, as there is an extremely
long list of proscribed groups on the
government’s website, mainly Irish
republican and Islamist.4 What these
journalists mean to say is that NA
was the first fascist organisation to
be banned since 1940.
When America was establishing
its hegemony in western Europe after
the end of World War II, Operation
Gladio5 set up ‘deep sleepers’ in
countries like Belgium, France,
Turkey, Italy and Greece, who would
carry out state-tolerated terrorist
actions if those countries went red,
or seemed like they would.
It is not impossible that
the Gladio doctrine applied to
Britain as well. Hence there was
previously no ban on any rightwing
organisation since the end of
the war - possibly part of the US
agreement with its newly acquired
client European states. Either way,
we oppose the ban on NA and
imprisoning people because of
alleged membership l
eddie.ford@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1. bbc.co.uk/news/av/uk-34119417.

2. www.marxists.org/archive/trotsky/1939/12/
dies2.html.
3. www.amazon.co.uk/RagnarsHomemade-Detonators-Salvage-Detonate/
dp/0873647378.
4. www.gov.uk/government/publications/
proscribed-terror-groups-or-organisations--2.
5. en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Operation_Gladio.
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USA

Taking a pass on Israel

Daniel Lazare denounces the DSA’s unprincipled stand on congressman Jamaal Bowman and controversially
questions the whole BDS movement

Jamaal Bowman: supporting Israeli settler-colonialism should not be tolerated within any principled socialist organisation

T

he Democratic Socialists of
America have this week created
a small furore by letting a proDSA Democratic congressman
named Jamaal Bowman off the hook
despite the fact he voted for steppedup military aid to Israel and followed
up with a trip to the Jewish state
and a photo op with prime minister
Naftali Bennett.
The decision is a shock, because
the DSA supports the boycott,
divestment, and sanctions (BDS)
movement, which opposes not only
military aid to Israel, but political
normalisation in general. So, despite
declaring that Bowman had “no
excuse” for either his vote or his
“egregious” visit with Bennett, who
is “an unapologetic racist and war
criminal”, the DSA’s 18-member
national political committee decided
last week that he was too important
to let go.
The reaction was fast and furious.
Tempest, a magazine founded by
refugees from the Hal Draper-Tony
Cliff movement, accused the DSA of
crossing anti-Zionist “picket lines”
and said that penalising Bowman “is
not just a secondary issue of minor
importance, but a central component
of building a principled opposition
to US imperialism”.1 The Electronic
Intifada website said the decision
showed that the DSA had failed the
test of Palestinian solidarity: “At the
very least,” it said, Bowman “should
have been expelled from DSA, but
invited to reapply for membership
when he has clearly met its political
conditions”.2
It is hard to disagree. But what is
notable about criticism like this is not
only what it says, but what it does not.
While assailing the DSA for violating
BDS - a movement, incidentally,
that deserves more scrutiny than
it usually receives - groups like
Tempest and Electronic Intifada are
silent on the more fundamental issue
of what self-proclaimed socialists
are doing with the likes of Bowman
in the first place. Clearly, they think
there is nothing wrong with working
with Democrats if it helps advance
their aims.
Except that it does not, simply
because such manoeuvres are little
more than an exercise in collective
self-delusion. The DSA’s halfin, half-out relationship with the
Democrats is not something the
group picked up along the way, but

a basic organising principle. DSA
founder Michael Harrington got it
from his mentor, the notorious Max
Shachtman, who, after breaking with
Trotsky’s Fourth International in
1940, decided that deep “entryism”
vis-à-vis the Democrats was the
only way to go. Along the way, he
supported an anti-communist purge
of organised labour beginning in
1949, sided with pro-segregationist
Dixiecrats
against
civil-rights
workers seeking to overthrow them
in 1964, and backed the Vietnam
war as well. Still, Harrington saw
entryism as a question of realism.
The only way to avoid ending up
on the margins with the Trotskyists,
he figured, was to forget about
revolution and enlist instead as the
“left wing of the possible within the
Democratic Party”.
This has been the DSA calling
card ever since. But what is
remarkable about such ‘realism’ is
how unrealistic it has become.

‘Left’ Democrats

Take Bernie Sanders. The DSA
not only endorsed him in 2016
and 2020, but provided him with
an army of foot soldiers for his
campaigns. But this meant staying
silent whenever Bernie toed the
Democratic line - something he has
done more often than the DSA cares
to admit. As the World Socialist
Web Site points out, Sanders
backed US intervention in Somalia
in 1993, the Nato air war against
Serbia in 1999, and the invasion
of Afghanistan in 2001.3 When
The Washington Post published an
article in February 2020 charging
Russia with assisting his presidential
campaign, his response was not to
blast it for spewing out nonsense.
Rather, it was to proclaim himself
more Russophobic than thou, even
when it came to Jeff Bezos and his
yapping journalistic watchdogs.
“My message to Putin is clear,”
he said:
Stay out of American elections,
and as president I will make
sure that you do. Unlike Donald
Trump, I do not consider Vladimir
Putin a good friend. He is an
autocratic thug who is attempting
to destroy democracy and crush
dissent in Russia.
When

Trump

appeared

overly

chummy with Putin at the 2018
Helsinki summit, Sanders’ strategy
was to embarrass Republicans by
daring them to vote for a Senate
resolution endorsing the US
intelligence-community claim that
the Kremlin had helped get Trump
elected. Quoting arch-hawk John
McCain, he tore into Republicans for
refusing to recognise that:
Russia has been interfering not
only in US elections, but in the
elections of other democracies,
the United Kingdom, France,
Germany … Russia’s goal is
to advance its own interest by
weakening
the
transatlantic
alliance of democracies that arose
after World War II, while also
inflaming internal divisions in our
country, as well as other countries.
Weakening the transatlantic alliance?
The DSA rarely has a good word
to say about Nato, yet here was its
hero rising to its defence. Its only
choice was to hold its tongue, so
as to continue as the left wing of a
bourgeois party galloping to the
right.4
The DSA also assails “our ossified
constitution”, as its platform puts it,
and calls for abolition of both the
Senate and Electoral College.5 But
it remains silent for the same reason
whenever Sanders uses his position
in America’s lopsided Senate to bring
home the bacon for his constituents in
Vermont - the second least populous
state in the union and hence the
second most overrepresented. Per
capita, Vermont thus receives $3,741
each year in federal aid, whereas
California, whose population is 64
times greater, receives just $12.6
Among other things, Sanders has
used his outsized clout to see to
it that nuclear-capable F-35 jet
fighters are stationed at a Vermont
air base - a move that will generate
$222 million in economic spin-offs,
according to state estimates.7 This
puts him squarely in the middle of
the military-industrial complex that
the DSA loves to denounce (except
when he is concerned).
What is the upshot? Simply that
after losing the nomination to Joe
Biden, Sanders is now reduced
to shepherding his “Build Back
Better” program through the Senate,
where it doesn’t stand a chance due
to the same ossified constitutional

structure. DSA might just as well
have stayed at home.
Then there is Alexandria OcasioCortez - another example of where
such class collaboration leads. The
DSA pronounced itself disappointed
when, after she voted ‘no’ to a
proposal to grant Israel an additional
$1 billion in military aid for its Iron
Dome missile defence system, she
burst into tears at the last minute and
change her vote to ‘present’ in a clear
effort to avoid alienating pro-Israel
voters back home in New York.8
But instead of blaming AOC, the
DSA blamed itself: “It is up to us, as
socialists, to build enough working
class power to ensure that votes
like this can never happen again,”
it declared.9 Like Boxer in George
Orwell’s Animal Farm, its answer
to every setback is merely to “work
harder”.
If such manoeuvres had helped
steer Democrats in a less proIsraeli direction, they might have
been worth it. But they have not.
September’s Iron Dome vote sailed
through the House with only nine
‘no’ votes and two abstentions. The
influential Defense News website
called it a “blowout”, while House
speaker Nancy Pelosi said it “reflects
the great unity in Congress, on a
bipartisan and bicameral basis, for
Israel. Security assistance to Israel
is vital, because Israel security is an
imperative for America’s security.”10
This is why Binyamin Netanyahu
always loved addressing Congress it assured him of a warmer welcome
than anything he could expect
from the Israeli Knesset! The US
political establishment is every bit
as Zionist as the Zionists themselves
- a situation that the DSA, for all its
deal-making, has done nothing to
change.

BDS

As for BDS, it is also an easy way
out, which is why groups like
Tempest love it. But little about it
makes sense either.
The reasons are endless. Yes,
Israel is racist, expansionist, and the
rest. But singularly evil it is not, for
the simple reason that, when it comes
to sheer bloody repression, no-one
holds a candle to America’s other
great Middle East ally, the Saudis.
The kingdom’s treatment of its 15%
Shi’ite minority in the oil-rich Eastern
Province is every bit as shocking as

Israel’s treatment of the Palestinians
in the occupied territories. Its war
on Yemen, now in its seventh year,
has resulted in death, disease and
famine, while the aid it funnelled
to pro-al Qa’eda jihadis in Syria,
beginning in late 2011, has wreaked
havoc in that country as well. And
this does not include channelling
aid to jihadi militias in Libya or to
Islamic State in Afghanistan - or, for
that matter, supporting the hijackers
who brought down the World Trade
Center in 2001, the mega-event that
gave us the ‘war on terror’ to begin
with.
If the BDS movement prefers
not to mention Saudi Arabia, could
it have something to do with the
billions of dollars that the kingdom
has donated to the state of Palestine
over the decades - aid that has
reduced the Palestinian Authority to
little more than a Saudi appendage?11
If so, then the implications are clear:
BDS is a fundamentally conservative
movement aimed at distracting
attention from Riyadh’s reactionary
influence.
Pressuring the US to boycott Israel
assumes that Israel is the master and
the US the servant. But it is the other
way around, since US imperialism
dwarfs Zionism, according to any
objective measurement. So BDS
actually helps conceal the source
of the problem. Since the purpose
of disinvestment is to shut down
industry and throw employees out
of work, BDS is also anti-working
class - a scab outfit, to put it plainly.
Tempest magazine spilled the beans
in its denunciation of Bowman,
when it argued that it is wrong for
socialists to see “the Israeli working
class as a current ally”. Since
Palestinians account for roughly
20% of the proletariat in Israel
proper, the statement presumably
applies only to Jews. And yet BDS
cries foul whenever it is accused of
anti-Semitism ...
BDS does not work. Instead
of detaching Israeli workers from
their Zionist masters, it cements
them together all the more securely.
The same goes for the Democrats:
teaming up with them does not work
either. Instead of building socialism,
all it does is sow illusions that
the ruling class is open to reform,
when in fact it is more closed and
undemocratic than ever. This is the
unfortunate truth that DSA also tries
to conceal l

Notes
1. www.tempestmag.org/2021/12/do-

comrades-cross-picket-lines.
2. electronicintifada.net/blogs/ali-abunimah/
dsa-fails-palestine-test-giving-jamaalbowman-pass.
3. www.wsws.org/en/articles/2021/12/06/
bowm-d06.html.
4. See my article, ‘Subordinate to
the bourgeoisie’ February 29 2020:
weeklyworker.co.uk/worker/1288/
subordinate-to-the-bourgeoisie.
5. www.dsausa.org/dsa-political-platformfrom-2021-convention.
6. “Federal Aid by State 2021”:
worldpopulationreview.com/state-rankings/
federal-aid-by-state.
7. www.cnbc.com/2019/07/10/berniesanders-faces-backlash-over-war-machinehe-brought-to-vermont.html.
8. www.nytimes.com/2021/09/23/us/politics/
israel-iron-dome-congress.html.
9. twitter.com/demsocialists/
status/1441485122709057538?lang=en.
10. www.defensenews.com/
congress/2021/09/23/house-passes-1-billionfor-israels-iron-dome-system-in-blowoutvote.
11. english.alarabiya.net/News/
gulf/2020/08/15/Saudi-Arabia-remains-topaid-provider-for-Palestinians-nearly-1-mlnper-day.
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PANDEMICS

Danger of barbarism

Invisible to the eye, viruses and bacteria make up a good percentage of the global biomass. They also shape
history. HIV/STD specialist and Marxist Mohsen Shahmanesh discusses microbes and human society.
This article is based on his talk to the November 28 Online Communist Forum

W

e are now in the third year
of the Covid pandemic,
which has caused the deaths
of something like five million people
across the world (a very conservative
estimate). Which means that now
is quite a good time to look back at
some of the pandemics previously
encountered - and ahead at what they
may have in store for us.
In my view pandemics occur
during particular moments in history
and not only deepen already existing
social fissures and currents, but
sometimes turn them in a different
direction. In other words, they
can have a major role in history.
To illustrate this I will use five
examples of past pandemics which
all had political, social and economic
consequences that affected human
lives.
First of all, though, I would
like to say a few words about the
place and role of microorganisms
in our world. These are often
underestimated, because they are
invisible. We tend to ignore what
is in fact the largest biomass in
numbers and in biodiversity. The two
microorganisms which I will focus
on are viruses and bacteria.
Viruses, as we know, cannot
reproduce themselves independently
and need a host for that purpose. If
we imagine that every single creature
on earth had one unique virus, the
diversity of those viruses would
amount to more than all the other
creatures put together. A scientist
once calculated that if all the viruses
in the world were strung end to end,
they would form a chain so long that
a beam of light would take over 200
years to go from one end to the other.
So we are talking about a huge mass
of diverse organisms, most of which
are obviously harmless to human
beings.1
There is a similar diversity when
it comes to bacteria, which do not
need a host to reproduce themselves.
They are numerous indeed. For
example, each one of us will have
more microbes in our body than all
the cells in our body put together.2
Therefore it is important to think of
these micro-organisms when we talk
about nature and the biomass that
surrounds us.
Let us consider the issue of
infection. If a microbe goes from an
animal to a human, that is, of course,
a biological process. If, however, it
survives within that human being and
is passed on to someone else, then
in addition to a biological process
we are witnessing a social process,
which could be the beginning of an
epidemic; and if it is passed on from
region to region, that would be a
pandemic. Thus, while the passage
from animal to human is biological,
the transfer of this microbe or this
virus from one human to another
is a social process. In other words,
pandemics are a reflection of social
relations at any particular junction
in history. Pandemics are human
creations and they in turn affect our
social relations.
It is this that provides the basis of
what I am about to explore. I will use
as examples five pandemics, two of
which occurred at the beginning and
end of the Middle Ages and were
caused by the plague bacterium.
We will fast-forward and look at the
huge influenza epidemic at the end
of World War I. We will then spend
a little bit of time talking about the

momentarily drove up wages,
stimulating innovation in technology
and production. Only merchant
capital was not really damaged, so
the former merchants were now able
to invest not just in land, but also in
industry, where they became part of
the new industrial capital. You can
see an example of this in the Welser
family in southern Germany, who,
from being flax merchants, expanded
into flax farming and the production
of linen cloth, which the family sold
and exported.5
The system of banking developed:
for example, the Medici family in
Italy became wildly rich as a result
of the new mobility of capital across
Europe. The power of the state was
enhanced, as it was able to collect
more taxation. Over the next decades
the rise in the price of labour was
repeatedly suppressed by the state,
with consequent resistance from
below. Capitalist relations, which
before the pandemic had already
developed in the bosom of feudal
relations, were now spreading across
Europe.6

H1N1 influenza

Superspreader: 4.2 billion passenger flights in 2019
pandemic which occurred during the
neoliberal globalisation in late 20th
century before coming to Covid-19.

Justinian plague

The first plague we will consider
was caused by Yersenia pestis - a
bacterium which is found in the
flea that inhabits rats and mice. It
can be passed on to humans, and
can also infect cats and dogs. This
conjunction between rats, mice and
humans is where the transmission
occurs, resulting in a pretty lethal
disease with a high mortality rate particularly the pneumonic variant.
The year is 541 AD. Justinian,
Roman emperor from 527 to 565 AD,
had initiated a series of wars with
the aim of uniting the eastern and
western parts of the Roman empire.
He sent armies into north Africa and
Asia Minor, and over his entire reign
there were movements of armies
across Europe, north Africa and the
Middle East.
In Iran he came up against King
Khosrow I (Anushiravan), who
earlier had inherited a country in
revolt, which he brutally put down
by massacring the new religious sect,
the Mazdakites, which proclaimed
egalitarian - almost communistic aims. Khosrow initiated his reign by
killing over 200,000 of its followers.
He too was a conquering emperor,
who came up against Justinian in
Asia Minor and Syria. His armies
fought in the Arabian Peninsula,
Yemen and Ethiopia, the Caucasus
and central Asia.3
In other words, there was a
huge movement of armies over a
whole period of time and it is this

movement that carried the plague
from one place to another. We do not
know where it originated - possibly
north Africa or Kyrgyzstan - but we
know it reached parts of Europe,
as well as the Sasanian lands, and
caused huge devastation. Roughly
100 million people died during this
pandemic - a huge proportion of the
population at that time in western
Asia and Europe.4 For example, one
third of Constantinople’s inhabitants
died and it is estimated that 25%60% of the population of Europe
succumbed to the pandemic. This
was followed by eight years of
Europe-wide famine. Agriculture
was totally destroyed - this was the
start of the system of crop rotation:
eg, wheat, followed by another crop
on the same piece of land the next
year, then leaving the land fallow
the third year. This increased the
yield manyfold. The western Roman
empire never really recovered after
this pandemic, while in Europe we
saw the development of feudalism
and serfdom.
In Iran quite the opposite
happened: the famine and plague
resulted in the destruction of the
property of large landowners. What
this did was to create a new class of
smaller landowners called ‘farmers’
(dehqanan), who were in fact a lowranking aristocracy, in addition to
the three already existing classes:
namely the aristocracy, the clergy
and the commoners. All this resulted
in the strengthening of a centralised
government and that facilitated the
creation of the Silk Road, which
opened up trade from China across
the Middle East into Europe. When,

less than a hundred years later, that
route was disrupted because of
bandits and the breakdown in civil
society, this gave Arab merchants,
under the banner of Islam, the
opportunity to take over the eastwest trade across the Mediterranean
and north Africa into Europe.

Black Death

Let us now move forward about
eight centuries, to Europe in
1346 AD. States like Venice and
Genoa actually had control of the
trade in the Mediterranean and we
believe that it was through this that
rats were carried in ships from north
Africa across the entire continent.
The plague, known as the Black
Death, went as far north as Denmark
and as far west as England. There
is data regarding its effects on the
Mediterranean and at least part of
the Middle East, which was also
devastated.
It is likely that between a
quarter and a third of the European
population died and about onetenth of all the farms and villages in
Europe disappeared. The population
fell to below what it was half a
century earlier (1290s) and it took
at least a century and a half before
it came back to where it was before.
Merchants whose capital had been
least damaged were able to form
a new landlord class, while the
previous feudal rulers were ruined.
This meant that peasants were
liberated, and in western Europe
serfdom never came back.
The result was that this now
freely mobile labour came into
the cities, and the labour shortage

Now let us go on to World War I and
the spread of the influenza virus. The
genes of the so-called Spanish flu
originated partly in swine and partly
in birds - a particular characteristic
of influenza, as well as some other
viruses, where bunches of genes can
be exchanged between one species
and another, creating a new species.
This reconstitution gives it greater
flexibility.
The flu pandemic was probably
caused by the development of
mutations that were not only much
more infectious, but also more lethal.
The normal seasonal flu that we see
every year today kills around 0.01%
of those infected, but back then the
mortality rate was between one and
three percent. That still does not
sound too high, but, because millions
of people were infected, the actual
number of deaths was very high.
The social background to this
pandemic was the wartime troop
movement - not just across Europe,
but from colonies in Africa, Asia
and across the world. The blockade
of European ports by the Allies
produced mass hunger across
Germany, weakening the population
and making them more susceptible.
And, of course, there were social
upheavals, not least the Russian
Revolution.
It is likely that the influenza virus
originally came from the USA, once
America joined the war in 1917.
It may be that it developed in US
pig farms and was brought over to
Europe by the US troops. Infection
among troops ensured that it spread
rapidly across Europe, Asia and
Africa. We are talking about the
deaths of 50-100 million people as a
result - much more than those who
died as a result of the conflict itself.
This was particularly true in
places outside Europe: India lost
an estimated five percent of its
population, Iran between eight and
20 percent - not just as a direct result
of the virus, but also the famines
associated with it. In Europe 0.5-1%
of the population died.
The US, being further away
from the war, was damaged much
less than Europe - not just from the
destructions of war, but also from
the influenza pandemic. In fact the
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USA - already the largest capitalist
economy in the world - now became
even more powerful following this
pandemic. The disparity between
capitalism in Europe and in America
was accentuated as a result of the
slaughter caused by the pandemic,
as well as the damage of war itself.
Across Europe there was huge
social turmoil, with the rising of the
working class through strikes as well
as revolutions. Even Switzerland
came near to civil war.
The difference in the mortality
rate was reflected in Asia, where
anti-imperialist movements were
stimulated after the war - partly
accentuated by the different effects
of the pandemic in Europe and Asia.
Just to give you an example, the
Indian Congress, which until then had
limited its demands to reforms within
the colonial system, from then was
calling for independence. There were
strikes across Asia - for example, in
sugar factories in Java and among
British plantations in Assam. In
Iran the pandemic, which, as I said,
had killed between eight and 20
percent, weakened the hold of feudal
landowners and regional power bases,
paving the way for Reza Khan - later
Reza Shah - to create the modern state
that we have today.

HIV

Let us move on now to a little later
in the 20th century. In the early
decades of the century a retrovirus
living in our closest relative, the
chimpanzee, in Cameroon, was
probably repeatedly passed across
to humans through the consumption
of bush meat. The chimpanzee SIV
virus is a construct of two different
monkey retroviruses that must have
passed over to the chimpanzee some
time before. Until the middle of
the century, HIV and the illness it
caused, Aids, was probably restricted
to this or that family in isolated
villages. Now this virus suddenly
began to spread across Africa and in
a very short period of time it became
global. So what was it that caused
a virus that had been localised in a
corner of Cameroon to become a
global pandemic?
Across Africa there were two
elements. Firstly, the growth of
mining of tin, gold, diamond, copper

and other minerals. Alongside that,
and related to the growth in mining,
was the improved transport, with the
wealth of this virgin land now being
plundered. The Congo river became
navigable, which allowed workers
from Cameroon to go down into the
mines in the Congo. Then there were
the roads that were built to move
what had been mined into the ports,
from where it could be exported to
Europe, America, etc. So, effectively,
it was the combination of mining and
transport that provided the backdrop
to the spread of the virus. But who
got it?
In Africa a quarter of all workers
were migrants. In South Africa and
other countries they were often
housed in single-sex dormitories
away from their families for weeks
and sometimes months, and they
were serviced by commercial sex
workers during the period when the
men were away from their families.
Studies showed that the incidence of
HIV infection was higher, the longer
the men stayed away from home. The
women who were left behind had no
work, while even the rudimentary
social welfare services that had
existed in some African countries
were dismantled at the behest of the
International Monetary Fund through
its promotion of privatisation.7
For women - the lowest rank
within the social structure - there was
often no other work except selling
their own bodies. In this the IMF had
the help of company managements.
One example was in the Ivory Coast,
where every weekend the bosses
would bus in loads of commercial
sex workers (CSWs) to a large
industrial farm, where on average
each CSW serviced 25 men. So you
can see how everything was set up
to facilitate the transmission of the
virus from one person to another.
Lorry
drivers,
who
were
transporting the products of these
mines, were the other group of people
involved in that transmission. For
example, the nearer you lived to the
route of the highways through Uganda
and Kenya into Mombasa, the higher
the rate of HIV was likely to be in
CSWs. Like migrant workers, when
the drivers went home, they passed it
on to their wives and families.
Besides unprotected sex, HIV
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is also transmissible through the
sharing of blood, or from mother to
child - these are the only three ways
it can be transmitted from one person
to another. The HIV pandemic
spread to east Asia and later to
eastern Europe through the rise in
substance abuse. In the far east,
HIV appeared in huge numbers of
needle-sharing drug addicts. These
were the years of the huge rise in
transnational drug smuggling and an
exponential growth of drug addiction
in the far east - Burma, Thailand, etc.
And, later on, when the Soviet bloc
collapsed, eastern European states
encountered the spread of drug
addiction and the sharing of needles.
The cause of all this was
neoliberal globalisation, which
created a highly mobile workforce
and trillions of dollars of floating
money - some of which was used in
illegal drug and human smuggling
across borders, and now accounts for
a significant portion of global trade.
According to the United Nations, for
instance, today there are 21 million
men, women and children across the
world who have been trafficked and,
effectively, are slaves.8
These are the sort of mechanisms
through which a virus which was
previously very localised can
become globalised - changes in both
economic policy and relationships
between humans.
One particular consequence
is that, since the HIV pandemic,
almost every new drug that is not a
‘me too’ item has been produced in
laboratories or universities funded
by public money. Similarly the
vaccines used today against Covid
have also been developed by public
money. Once a new drug or vaccine
is seen to be a useful addition to
production, it is handed over to big
pharma. I am not aware of a single
major drug group over the recent
years that has not been developed
along this pathway.
Another observation that the HIV
pandemic revealed was a change in
social behaviour - something which
almost certainly also occurred in
previous pandemics. We saw an
interesting combination of solidarity
and distrust. Distrust of official
information – which, in the case
of HIV, was a denial that the HIV
virus causes Aids. In South Africa
this became the official government
position, resulting in millions of
people in the country contracting the
virus.
You can, of course, see such
attitudes very much in the current
pandemic, where larger and larger
sections of the population are
effectively denying the existence of
this particular infection. The other
side of the coin of denial is risktaking: we saw that with HIV and we
see it today with Covid.
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We could look at today’s pandemic
by asking, ‘What is this world that
we’ve created that makes it so much
easier for that microorganism to
move from person to person, region
to region, and very rapidly become a
pandemic?’ Remember, it only took
a couple of months for the Covid
virus to envelop the entire world in a
most amazingly rapid spread.
You could answer that with
the word ‘mobility’. We are in a
world where everything is mobile:
production,
commodities
and
humans. Human beings have
always been the most mobile of all
mammals and, of course, technology
and the way we organise these days
has accentuated that to almost insane
levels. For instance, there were
38.9 million flights and 4.2 billion
passengers in 2019 alone - ideal
for the global transmission of an
infectious virus.
The other aspect that assists
the movement of a virus from

an animal source into humans is
industrial farming. Let me give you
one concrete example. Previously
there were one million pig farms
in the United States, but now there
are 100,000: in other words, there
has been a tenfold reduction, even
though the production of pork has
actually expanded. The cramming
together of all those pigs results in
more favourable conditions for the
transmission of a virus. Remember
that the H1N1 influenza virus was
a combination of genes from swine
and birds.
Just to give an idea of the volume
of meat that is produced globally,
there are 1.5 billion cattle, one
billion pigs and 20 billion poultry
globally - half of which are produced
in industrial-type farms. These are,
if you like, a petri dish ready for
the mixing together of viruses from
different species. The farm animals
are not only in close contact with each
other, facilitating the transmission
of infective agents, but also with
other wild animals, such as birds,
rodents, etc. There are potentially
numerous viruses that are able to
adapt themselves to be transmitted to
a human host in this way.
Add to this our assault on nature.
Today, there is no part of nature
which is virgin any more. Humans
have gone into every single virgin
forest that existed - in the Amazon,
in Africa, in Indonesia, etc - and by
going into those regions humans
come into contact with new species of
micro-organisms which had hitherto
had no contact with humans. Such a
scenario also creates opportunities
for the creation of new viruses.
Although the vast majority of new
viruses we encounter will not cause
disease in human beings, the odd one
does - and, provided it is capable of
passing from one human to another,
we have the conditions for another
epidemic or pandemic.
Wars and tourism provide
additional mechanisms for the
dissemination of infections. Since
World War II, there has not been
a single year when there has not
been a war somewhere in the world.
Moreover, looking at population
mobility and movements, in 2019
alone 33.4 million people are
estimated to have been uprooted,
and in 2020 the UN estimated that
280 million people live somewhere
that is not their country of birth currently international migrants
represent about 3.6% of the world’s
population.9

Covid-19

The current Covid-19 pandemic
is our third coronavirus pandemic,
following SARS and MERS, both
of which actually did not spread as
widely. The reason this particular
coronavirus is so successful is its
highly infectious nature. We have in
epidemiology what we call R0 (the
‘R value’) - the figure relates to the
number of people one single already
infected person can in turn infect.
Delta’s R value is between three and
four, and, in one study, six (almost as
infectious as measles), but the new
variant, Omicron, appears to be even
more infectious, more capable of
transmission, than even Delta. If you
multiply that figure in your head, you
can perhaps understand how rapidly
the Delta variant, which is now taking
over the whole world, can spread.
In summary Covid is a
highly infectious virus which,
proportionally does not actually
kill a huge number of people. That
is actually an advantage for a virus,
when it comes to its ability to spread:
if a huge number of people are
killed, that makes it easier to identify
and isolate the patient, making it
easier to control the spread. That
is why influenza is so efficient: it
kills relatively few people. When it
comes to the current virus, it kills

less than 0.15% of people under 60
and three percent of those over 60.
If this is compared, for instance,
to SARS, with 10% mortality, and
Ebola, which kills over 80% of those
infected, the difference is marked.
So, yes, it is efficient - in the
sense that it spreads because it
kills a relatively small number of
people - but, if you multiply the R
value by millions, the number of
deaths is actually huge. Of course,
we are not just concerned about
fatalities, but debilitation and longterm consequences in a significant
proportion - 10% or so - of those
infected.
What will be the long-term effects
of this latest pandemic? Obviously,
it is too early to say, but we can
look at some of the effects that have
already taken place, such as changes
in work habits and perhaps even in
chain production: where previously
commodities might depend on parts
produced in five or six different
countries, that may well change
now. This pandemic has broken the
supply chain across the world: half
the global economy ground to a halt
for a period. I personally think that
this pandemic has accentuated the
weakening of US global hegemony,
which was already on the wane
before Covid.
It is interesting to look at what has
happened to the Centre for Disease
Control and Prevention (CDC), the
US federal agency. In all previous
pandemics, such as that of the Ebola
virus five years ago, the entire
public health community across the
world would follow the directions
of the CDC, as they had in previous
epidemics and pandemics. But
where is the CDC in this particular
pandemic? This says a lot about the
inability of the US to deal with even
its own problems, let alone act as a
guide to the rest of the world. While
the CDC dealt very effectively with
Ebola and SARS, we are in year
three of Covid-19 and its lead has
been non-existent. We still do not
have a global response. Whenever
a new Covid variant appears, each
country goes its own way. This is
very telling, when it comes to the
structure of the capitalist world and
its development.
I have not said anything about the
relationship between global warming
and the development of viruses and
bacteria. That is a huge field in itself
and, while the two are obviously
quite interrelated, the subject needs
much more work and research.
In the meantime, let me sum up
what I am arguing: pandemics are
human-made; they are the child
of social, economic and political
relationships.
If we take Rosa Luxemburg’s
famous statement that we face “either
barbarism or socialism”, I believe
we can now refine that “barbarism”
more clearly. My personal take
is that, while nature is treated as
a commodity, while our assault
on nature continues, and until we
change radically and fundamentally
the way we live collectively, we
can confidently predict that Rosa’s
“barbarism” will rise out of a chain
of global pandemics and terminate in
the victory of one part of nature over
humankind l

Notes
1. See N Wolfe The viral storm London 2011.

2. www.sciencefocus.com/the-human-body/
human-microbiome.
3. en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Khosrow_I.
4. en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Plague_of_Justinian.
5. theconversation.com/how-pandemicspast-and-present-fuel-the-rise-of-largecompanies-137732.
6. www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20200701how-the-black-death-make-the-rich-richer.
7. See, for example, my article ‘Aids and
globalisation’: sti.bmj.com/content/76/3/154.
8. www.unodc.org/documents/data-andanalysis/tip/2021/GLOTiP_2020_15jan_web.
pdf.
9. www.un.org/en/desa/internationalmigration-2020-highlights.
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Shuffling further to right

Derek James assesses Sir Keir’s new shadow cabinet, the cowardice of the official left and the danger of
both Corbyn and McDonnell being expelled

Useless, useless, useless

W

hile
Keir
Starmer’s
reshuffle of his shadow
cabinet was surrounded
by the usual political speculation
and gossip about who was in and
who was out, the re-emergence of
a number of figures from the Blair
era is significant in showing the
direction that Starmer is going.
It also shows how tightly he now
controls both the Parliamentary
Labour Party and the party
machine - that and the weakness
and demoralisation of the Labour
left at all levels. Cat Smith - former
Socialist Campaign Group member
and shadow minister for democracy
and young people - presumably
jumped before being pushed. She
was the last ‘leftwinger’ on Labour’s
front bench. Clearly, though, Sir
Keir’s whole approach, and not only
when it comes to the shadow cabinet,
is designed to win the next election.
Arguments coming from not a
few that Starmer is so fixated on
rooting out the Labour left that he
is prepared to destroy the party and
risk yet another electoral defeat are
plainly nonsensical. As a dedicated
careerist, Sir Keir understands that
his route to Downing Street can only
be achieved with the support of the
bourgeoisie and its media. He must
prove that he is a safe pair of hands
that can provide a reliable alternative
government when the first eleven,
the Tories, are no longer able to
do the job. Hence his pledge, once
safely elected as Labour leader, to
continue the attacks on the left under
the guise of rooting out the so-called
scourge of anti-Semitism. Hence his
eagerness to ritualistically sacrifice
Jeremy Corbyn. Hence his reshuffle.
All designed to show Sir Keir’s
hostility to any hint of socialism
and prove his commitment to the
Atlanticist consensus and support
for Israel, US imperialism’s most
important asset in the Middle East.
The reshuffle moves the Labour

leadership still further to the right:
given her role in the Blair government
and acceptance of the Cameron
government’s austerity strategy after
2010, the presence of Yvette Cooper
alone would justify that description.
However, high-profile appointments,
such as David Lammy as shadow
foreign secretary and Wes Streeting
at health, confirm the shift. Then
there is Jonathan Reynolds taking
over the business brief from Ed
Miliband. While the latter made
some vague and clearly unacceptable
suggestions about ‘public control’ of
energy supply, Reynolds is on record
as supporting ‘market-led solutions’
to the energy crisis. Lisa Nandy is
now shadowing Michael Gove on the
government’s ‘levelling up’ agenda.
She has clearly read the Blue Labour
playbook and argues that Labour
must position itself as a “patriotic
and responsible” party to win back
the ‘red wall’ voters who deserted the
party during the Corbyn period.
The return of Blairite veterans
and the complete takeover by the
right was warmly welcomed by
many media commentators and
added to the momentum Starmer
gained following his fawningly probusiness, ever so grown-up speech
to the November conference of the
Confederation of British Industry
- which was positively contrasted
with Johnson’s incoherent Peppa
Pig ramblings. The continuing
headlines about sleaze, government
incompetence over Afghanistan,
outright lies about Christmas
parties and the tearful resignation
of Allegra Stratton have all helped
to boost Labour in the polls. A
Labour government can no longer be
discounted, that is for sure.
The carefully calculated snub
Sir Keir administered to his deputy,
Angela Rayner, in announcing the
reshuffle at the same time as she
gave a major speech only goes to
show the commanding position that

the Labour leader now enjoys. As
a directly elected deputy, Rayner
cannot be removed, but she can be
sidelined and humiliated, as the
occasion requires. From Starmer’s
point of view, the politics behind
this are relatively simple. She is
yet another symbolic target, who
offers an opportunity to prove both
his domination of the party and his
electoral credibility.
Others,
however,
see
her
differently. In a series of interviews
and media interventions Rayner
has played up her background and
life story to position herself as the
voice (quite literally) of the Labour
heartlands and the working class. In
reality she is a former trade union
bureaucrat and political opportunist
of the first water, using her union
contacts to climb the greasy pole and
to quickly abandon the Corbyn project
when the tide turned. She is so blatant
a careerist that even the most gullible
party member should be able to see
through her rather threadbare act.
But no! Even if they are not really
taken in, some on the left claim to
see her as some type of leftwinger,
perhaps mistaking her demotic
rhetoric and personal spat with
Starmer for principled opposition and
socialist politics. If they genuinely
do see her in this light, it just
shows how far the Labour left has
degenerated politically - and if they
are only pretending, it truly reveals
how desperate and opportunist the
official left has become.

Demoralisation

The official left, in the form of the
Socialist Campaign Group of MPs
and the leadership of Momentum,
have cut a sorry figure throughout
the witch-hunt. Their policy of
compromise and keeping heads down
has not only been unprincipled: it has
proved to be singularly ineffective.
Their pathetic little careers are what
really matters to them.

Given the complete abdication of
leadership from the official left, the
mood amongst its rank and file in the
Constituency Labour Parties is one of
demoralisation and confusion. As we
have reported on several occasions
in the last few months, the organised
left does not know which way to
turn in the face of the witch-hunt. In
fact, with ever more comrades being
expelled, with nothing approaching
an agreed common strategy, it is
going in all sorts of contradictory
directions.
For example, the Labour Left for
Socialism initiative - ie, the Chatham
House left - has run out of steam and
is effectively dead, while Labour
Against the Witchhunt has been
liquidated into yet another grouping
which has a definite trajectory away
from the fight in the Labour Party
and into the useless, ineffective
and utterly ridiculous territory of
Corbynism without Corbyn. But
whether it is in the Labour Party
or out of the Labour Party, the left
is incapable of learning from its
repeated failures. It remains trapped
in Labourism.
All this was on display at
Expulsion Rebellion - an online
meeting held on Sunday December 5
to celebrate those members who
had been expelled or suspended.
Chaired by Crispin Flintoff of
Labour Grassroots, the event had an
upbeat feel with speeches by purged
comrades, along with video clips,
poetry and songs. Speakers outlined
their various experiences of the
witch-hunt and some offered their
perspectives on the way forward.
For Graham Bash, the purge of
the left was a form of class war inside
Labour, carried out by a leadership
that feared the membership more
than the Tories. He argued that this
was the greatest crisis the Labour
left has faced in the entire history of
the Labour Party - no exaggeration.
Instead of advocating giving up

on Labour, he called on comrades
to stay and fight. There were still
more socialists within Labour, he
said, than outside. This, of course,
depends on what defines a socialist,
but it is certainly the case that Labour
remains a party with a mass working
class base in terms of members, trade
union affiliates and voters. Correctly,
comrade Bash stressed that there was
no hierarchy of those expelled and
suspended, that it was vital to stand
by and speak up for not only Jeremy
Corbyn, but all victims of the witchhunt, including, by implication, those
thrown under the bus when Corbyn
was Labour leader and Jennie
Formby was general secretary.
Similar points were made by
Pam Fitzpatrick and two members
of Jewish Voice for Labour, Leah
Levane and Richard Kuper. They
also conclusively nailed the Starmer
leadership’s lies about anti-Semitism
and exposed the Kafkaesque
situation, where expelling Jewish
members was described as ‘dealing
with anti-Semitism’ in the party!
However, whilst there was a
degree of unity in opposition to
the injustices of the witch-hunt,
no speakers proposed a clear way
forward. Expelled Labour councillor
Jo Bird, for example, expressed her
relief at being purged and suggested
the totally futile strategy that other
councillors in her position should
stand for re-election as independents
and thus build a grassroots campaign.
Such an approach represents a
political dead-end, a recipe for
individualistic gestures, and has no
chance whatsoever of long-term
success.
As to the meeting overall, while
it is good to be defiant and positive
in the face of Starmer’s purge, we
need much more than speeches
of solidarity - we need a militant
strategy and a clear alternative to
seeking unity with the pro-capitalist
leadership of the Labour Party. Many
who attended this meeting, along
with others who were part of the
wider Corbyn movement, still look
to the official left to provide some
kind of fighting lead.
So it was with some anticipation
that the meeting awaited the
messages received from Jeremy
Corbyn and John McDonnell. When
they were read out by the chair,
the disappointment was palpable.
Corbyn restated his commitment
to Labour principles and his own
continued membership of the party.
His focus was on the need for party
unity to fight the Tories. Likewise,
John McDonnell reiterated his
original statement in support of
Graham Bash, but there was no
explanation of why the witch-hunt
was being carried out and no calls
for solidarity with all those who
have been expelled. Corbyn and
McDonnell probably hope that they
said enough to reassure the rankand-file left that they remain on their
side, whilst at the same time saying
nothing that would justify action
against them from the party machine.
What happens next remains
to be seen. It is, though, far from
impossible that Sir Keir and the
Victoria Street apparatus will see an
opportunity to prove themselves to
their masters yet again by expelling
both Corbyn and McDonnell.
After all, they sent messages of
support to a meeting ‘celebrating’
the contributions of people who
have been expelled. Nowadays a
heinous crime l
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Not a liquidation?

Abandoning any pretence of class politics, Tony Greenstein defends what he calls the ‘merger’ of LAW
and LIEN and advocates yet another ‘transitional’ halfway-house broad front
Goebbels is reputed to have said that,
the bigger the lie and the more often
it is repeated, the greater the chance
that it will be believed.1 It seems
that those who have taken up arms
against the merger of Labour Against
the Witchhunt and the Labour In
Exile Network have adopted the
same tactics.
Yet nowhere in the successful
resolution2 was there any mention
of “liquidation” or “closing down”
LAW. Paragraph 1 talked of the
“consolidation” of LAW and LIEN
“into one organisation”. This is not
an abandonment of the fight against
the witch-hunt, as Derek James
argued,3 or a “liquidation” of LAW,
as Paul Demarty stated.4
Point 8 of our motion called for
both organisations to “fight” both
“the witch-hunt in the Labour Party
and the politics of Starmer”. The
third aim of LIEN is to “Stop the
witch-hunt”.
What makes this debate surreal
is that Tina Werkmann, who led the
opposition to the merger, was, as late
as October 14, proposing that the
two groups explore a merger5:

Joseph Goebbels: has LPM really adopted the same tactic as the chief Nazi propagandist?

Just like LLA, they [LAW and
LIEN] have made the fight
against the witch-hunt and the
anti-Semitism smear campaign a
central platform of their political
work - and this is reflected in the
overlap of some of the comrades
in the leaderships of all three
groups.
This meeting believes (point 6)
that:
Unity is strength. While there
are obvious political differences in
the history of the three groups, the
composition of their memberships
and some campaigning priorities,
we believe that they have enough
in common politically to start
bringing their forces closer
together ...

for Corbyn. Equally predictably
that support became politically
differentiated between a soft left and
those like LAW who wished to stand
up to the politics of appeasement.
Rather than bringing together the
best elements of that movement
and going forward, Tina and LPM
advocate a wholesale retreat into the
politics of left sectarianism. It was
that which the majority of LAW and
LIEN members rejected.
The problem is that both LPM
and the CPGB never understood
the Corbyn phenomenon and what
drove it. It was clear that the Corbyn
project had captured the imagination
of millions of people. On April 20
2017, shortly after the general
election was announced, when
everyone was predicting disaster, I
wrote: “Labour can win if Corbyn
is bold - the key issue is poverty and
the transfer of wealth”.8 And then on
June 3 “General election - is Labour
on the threshold of victory?”9

A month later Tina was arguing: “I
would be very much in favour of
building a democratic and socialist
movement based on the revolutionary
politics of Marxism. But that is not
what is being discussed here - far
from it.”6
Is Tina and those who voted for
her motion really suggesting that
in the course of a month LIEN has
abandoned the witch-hunt? This is
not serious politics.
If anyone has liquidated LAW,
it is its steering committee. For the
past two years it has done very little,
even against the Corbyn witch-hunt.
Against Starmer’s witch-hunt it has
been paralysed. What it has done,
like the picket of Labour’s HQ in
protest at the proscriptions and the
Not the Forde Inquiry at the Resist
at the Rialto has been done with
LIEN.7
The problem with Tina and
Labour Party Marxists is that they
never had any analysis of the Corbyn
movement: still less any strategy
worthy of the name. That is why they
have written it off and are happy to
see the hundreds of thousands who
joined the Labour Party disappear.
Instead we are told that what we
need to do is to build a narrowly
based movement based on “the
revolutionary politics of Marxism”.
In other words, a CPGB mark two.
The victory of the Tories in 2015
over the austerity-lite politics of
Miliband produced a wave of anger
that was channelled into support

In the middle of the 2017 election
campaign Paul Demarty wrote
that the CPGB “for more than
20 years, been committed to one
political project - the reforging of
a Communist Party: that is, the
unification on a principled basis
of all those who call themselves
Marxists in this country”.10
Unsurprisingly this project has
gone nowhere. You cannot from
existing levels of consciousness and
organisation leap to a revolutionary
consciousness. You have to have
something in between. Revolutionary
fish need a sea in which to swim.
The Corbyn movement provided
just such an opportunity and that
option, despite the CPGB advocating
wholesale retreat and - yes liquidation, has not ended.
Thousands of good socialists have
been suspended, expelled or left the
Labour Party. It is our job to say to
them that the fight for socialism is not
over. To point out the dire errors of
Corbyn and the Momentum/CLPD/
LRC left and give them hope and
confidence that we can forge a new
movement. The position of LPM and
those who opposed the merger was
one of despair, camouflaged with
revolutionary rhetoric.
When LIEN was formed, it
consisted of a new layer of activists,
primarily suspended and soon to
be expelled Constituency Labour
Party officers, who had protested at
the suspension of Jeremy Corbyn.

Going nowhere

Their protests were deemed “not
competent” by ‘Torquemada Evans’.
Of course, there are those who are
less critical of Corbyn than Esther
Giles, who moved the successful
motion alongside myself. But since
when are Marxists afraid of debate?
This idea that you can only work in a
revolutionary party or speak to those
who agree with you has consigned
the far left in Britain to the margins.
Should we repeat all the historical
errors of the Marxist left?
Political clarity is also not helped
by the misrepresentation of Graham
Bash’s speech.11 What Graham said
was nuanced. The article says that
“Graham’s call to stay and fight and
fight again” was “a call that went
unheeded”. Not so. What we said is
that it is now virtually impossible for
socialists inside the Labour Party to
conduct such a fight, because they
will be expelled.
Nowhere have we suggested that
people should voluntarily leave the
Labour Party. However, we have to
face up to the fact that 150,000 have
resigned and another 150,000 are
likely to do so. Look at the reaction
of Jo Bird: “I’m delighted the
Labour Party expelled me today. I’m
free from fear about speaking and
meeting with other people.”12
Derek James dismisses such
reactions - “Bans and proscriptions,
expulsions and suspensions are
nothing new”, but compare this
with what Graham said: “This is the
greatest crisis for the Labour left in
my lifetime.”13 Starmer is not merely
expelling one or other sect, but is
going for the left’s jugular. This is not
a repeat of the Militant expulsions. It
is an attack on the left as a whole.

Not revolutionary

The question is what we do about
it. I and others believe that it is
time to form a socialist movement
which straddles both those inside
and outside the Labour Party. A
precondition for forming a socialist
party is a mass socialist movement.
Whether that can be achieved I do
not know. However, does that mean
we should not try?
To dismiss such movements as
examples of a “warmed-up halfway
house or a Labour Party mark two”
is to retreat into a sectarian cul-desac. The CPGB write off anything
bar the formation of a revolutionary
Marxist Party. The problem with this
‘all or nothing’ approach is that you
are likely to get nothing. We need
transitional political formations.

We are not living in revolutionary
times. The class struggle is at an alltime low. The working class has been
atomised as a result of globalisation
and the Thatcherite attack. There is
a real question for revolutionaries
as to our strategy and that means
not hanging onto shibboleths. The
CPGB/LPM stake out their positions
as if they were religious dogma to
be safeguarded from heretics like
myself. So let me play the role of a
socialist Baruch Spinoza.
1 The Russian Revolution was over
a hundred years ago. There must be
political and material reasons why
there has been no repeat. Should we
not examine them?
2 The working class as an agent of
revolutionary change in the west is
open to question. Especially in the
light of working class support for
the rise of parties of the far right in
Britain and Europe, which the vote
for Brexit and Ukip represented.
3 Is not Lenin’s insight that the
British working class’s conservatism
owed its origins to the crumbs from
the table of British imperialism not
true today?
These questions are at least worthy
of consideration, yet people shy
away from them. I am struck by the
poverty of Derek James’s analysis of
the situation in the Labour Party. He
compares leaders like Ernest Bevin
to the right wing today. This is not
serious politics and he hides it with
the meaningless slogans that Labour
is a “bourgeois workers’ party”.
Bevin was general secretary of
the Transport and General Workers
Union. He came from the working
class. Is that true of the Labour
right today? For years the Labour
leadership relied on the block vote
of the right wing of the trade union
movement. Today’s right wants to be
shot of the unions (and the members).
Allan Bullock in his biography of
Bevin quoted him as saying that the
“ghost of 1929” stalked the cabinet.
There was a determination to end
the scourge of mass unemployment.
Starmer is completely indifferent to
the privatisation of the NHS, rail or
any public utility.
Talk of refounding the Labour
Party as a “united front of a special
kind” is meaningless. There never
was such a united front. The Fabians,
a wholly bourgeois organisation,
were one of those founders.
Derek James writes: “The plain
fact is that the Corbyn moment
has passed and no amount of ghost
dancing is going to bring it back.”

And then we are accused of running
away from the battle! The Corbyn
Project was not a “moment”. Nor was
Black Lives Matter despite Starmer’s
wishful thinking.14 The left in the
Labour Party has been defeated,
but thousands were politicised and
saw through the false anti-Semitism
allegations. That is why the last
Labour conference voted to declare
Israel an apartheid state.15
Today it is abundantly clear that
the fake ‘anti-Semitism’ allegations
were bogus. Starmer may say that
“every Jew in the Labour Party
counts”, but when you are five times
more likely to be expelled if you are
Jewish, there cannot be many who
are fooled.16
The Corbyn movement has
politicised hundreds of thousands of
people. If LPM/CPGB have nothing
to say to them and write them off
politically, then they are not serious
Marxist groups. LIEN/LAW is trying
to regroup the best of the Corbyn
movement. Of course, there are
those within it who are less critical of
Corbyn’s appeasement strategy, but
that is precisely why the resignation
of four of the six LAW steering
committee was so irresponsible.
I was taunted with the fact that I
was the only one out of six on LAW’s
steering committee to support a
merger: as if being in a majority is
proof that one is right.17 Yet the four
members who signed the resignation
letter have failed to explain why it is
that, despite being politically isolated
on that committee, members voted
by nearly 2-1 for a merger.18
The steering committee became
detached from its members. LAW
was no longer a living campaign. It
had become dysfunctional. LIEN by
way of contrast, although smaller,
has been far more active in having
different groups.
I am sorry that those who have
resigned wish to portray events in
such a negative light. I would appeal
even now for comrades to reconsider
their decision to resign and not
simply walk away l

Notes
1. en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Big_lie.

2. docs.google.com/document/
d/1HDhZwsBks40ULhArt9fMdMD8pj9j9t9/edit.
3. ‘Merging into a cul-de-sac’ Weekly
Worker December 2: weeklyworker.co.uk/
worker/1374/merging-into-a-cul-de-sac.
4. ‘Deserting the fight’ Weekly Worker
November 25: weeklyworker.co.uk/
worker/1373/deserting-the-fight.
5. docs.google.com/document/d/1HsyiNvm
ewbaP1rkGH0BAlIBgtvRxM1BH1IoAj2M
AY4Q/edit.
6. docs.google.com/document/d/1p3fNpQaNdPdXBrkC73es9EPrZA5A0uu/edit.
7. www.theresistevent.com/about.
8. azvsas.blogspot.com/2017/04/labour-canwin-if-corbyn-is-bold-key.html.
9. azvsas.blogspot.com/2017/06/generalelection-is-labour-on-threshold.html.
10. ‘Total intellectual collapse’ Weekly
Worker April 27 2017: weeklyworker.co.uk/
worker/1152/total-intellectual-collapse.
11. ‘Stay and fight and fight again’ Weekly
Worker December 12: weeklyworker.co.uk/
worker/1374/stay-and-fight-and-fight-again.
12. twitter.com/bird4riv/
status/1461723054191616009.
13. ‘Merging into a cul-de-sac’ Weekly
Worker December 2: weeklyworker.co.uk/
worker/1374/merging-into-a-cul-de-sac.
14. www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/ukpolitics-53269453.
15. www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/
politics/labour-conference-israel-palestineapartheid-b1927830.html.
16. www.middleeasteye.net/news/uk-labourantisemitism-accused-purging-jews-overclaims.
17. Facebook post, November 26: www.
facebook.com/groups/351457695278396.
18. ‘Why we resigned’ Weekly Worker
December 2: weeklyworker.co.uk/
worker/1374/why-we-resigned.

10

weekly

December 9 2021 1375 worker

CHINA

China’s four great teachers: profound discontinuities

Contradictions and ambiguities

Market socialism, capitalism with Chinese characteristics, or a workers’ state? Michael Roberts takes
issue with three recent books

T

he Chinese Communist Party’s
central committee recently
held its sixth plenum, to
discuss “the major achievements
and historical experience” of the
party in its 100-year history, as
well as to consider policy “for the
future”. Just after this, JP Morgan
CEO, Jamie Dimon, joked that the
Wall Street Bank would outlast
the Chinese Communist Party: “I
made a joke the other day that the
Communist Party is celebrating its
100th year. So is JP Morgan. I’ll
make a bet that we last longer,” he
said, speaking at the Boston College
Chief Executives Club, a business
forum.
So what is the experience and
future for China and its Communist
Party rule? It seems appropriate to
consider a number of new books on
China that have been published that
try to answer this question.

Weber

Let us start with Isabelle Weber’s
How China escaped shock therapy.1
This has had a wide and significant
impact in academic leftist circles,
endorsed as it is by Branko
Milanovic, the leading global
inequality expert and also author
of a recent book, Capitalism alone,
in which he argues that socialism
can never happen and the choice
for human social organisation for

the foreseeable future is between
“liberal democratic” capitalism (the
US and the ‘west’) or “political
capitalism” of an autocratic state
(China, Russia).
Weber’s book is an account of
how and why China did not go down
the road of restoring capitalism
through the ‘shock therapy’ of
privatisation and the dismantling
of state control, as Russia did in
the early 1990s. Instead, according
to Weber, China’s leaders under
Deng in the late 1970s debated what
direction to take and opted for a
gradual opening-up of the planned,
state-owned economy to capitalism
- partly through privatisation, but
mainly through foreign investment.
Weber argues that the “gradual
marketisation” of its economy
facilitated China’s economic ascent,
but without leading to “wholesale
assimilation” to capitalism. The
decision of the Chinese leaders for
a gradual move to capitalism was
anything but a foregone conclusion
or a “natural” choice predetermined
by Chinese exceptionalism, Weber
claims. In the first decade of “reform
and opening up” under Deng
Xiaoping (1978- 88), China’s mode
of marketisation was carved out in
a fierce debate. Some argued for
shock therapy-style liberalisation
while others preferred gradual
marketisation, beginning at the

margins of the economic system.
Indeed, on at least two occasions,
Deng opted for a “big bang” in price
reform, but stepped back from the
brink.
From the 1980s, the influence
of the dominance of neoclassical
economics in the west, both in
universities and in government, set
in motion the process of China’s
marketisation. Those
Chinese
economists who favoured a gradual
dual-economy development were
replaced by economists with
neoclassical market zeal. But the
neoclassical policy of allowing
the market to set prices led to
increased inflation and eventually
the Tiananmen Square protests, the
ensuing military crackdown and the
imprisonment of Zhao Ziyang, then
general secretary of the CCP. Even
so, according to Weber, throughout
the 1990s the economics profession
in China continued to align with
the
international
neoclassical
mainstream. Neoliberal reformers
made deep inroads in the arenas of
ownership (selling or liquidating
state enterprises), deregulating the
labour market and the healthcare
system (partly privatised) - things
that I think have come back to haunt
China’s leaders now, forcing them
to advocate under Xi Jinping a new
turn towards ‘common prosperity’.2
However, Weber reckons that

the core of the Chinese economic
system was never destroyed in
one big bang. Instead, it was
“fundamentally transformed” (?)
by means of a dynamic of growth
and globalisation under the activist
guidance of the state. In October
1992, Deng Xiaoping made
the formal decision to establish
a “socialist market economy
with Chinese characteristics”.
This formulation was a hybrid
concoction, which Jiang Zemin
explained in this way:
Whether the emphasis was
on planning or on market
regulation was not the essential
distinction between socialism
and capitalism. This brilliant
thesis [of Deng] has helped free
us from the restrictive notion
that the planned economy and
the market economy belong
to basically different social
systems, thus bringing about
a great breakthrough in our
understanding of the relation
between planning and market
regulation.3
Market socialism was born.
Under Jiang, China moved
further towards a capitalist market
economy. Weber says that the
Chinese leadership of the 1990s
“was willing to shatter all remaining

boundaries to the operation of
market forces, in the name of
economic progress”. Controls over
essential consumer and producer
goods were now dismantled step
by step. However, the impact of
this “big bang” was far smaller
than it would have been a few years
earlier. By 1992, says Weber, “the
liberalisation effort was akin to
jumping off a low-standing rock at
the base of a mountain from which
one has just descended”. She argues
that the state maintained its control
over the “commanding heights” of
China’s economy, as it switched
from direct planning to indirect
regulation through the state’s
participation in the market: “China
grew into global capitalism without
losing control over its domestic
economy.”
Weber’s book is insightful in
showing the debates on policy
among the CP leaders about what
direction to go and the factors that
dominated their thoughts. However,
she appears to do so from the
viewpoint that China was capitalist
at least from the point of Deng’s
leadership and all the debates after
were about how far to go - whether
to go for ‘shock therapy’ or moderate
moves towards “more capitalism”.
Weber appears ambiguous on
the economic foundation of the
Chinese state. For her, China “grew
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into global capitalism”, but still
“maintained its control over the
commanding heights”. What does
that mean for the future?

Ross

In sharp contrast, there is no
ambiguity from John Ross, in his
new book, China’s great road.4
Ross is senior fellow at Chongyang
Institute for Financial Studies at the
Renmin University of China and
writes profusely in defence of China
and its economic model as he sees it.
He provides the reader with a wealth
of data on China’s unprecedented
economic success, taking over 900
million out of poverty (as defined
by the World Bank) and outstripping
every other economy in output and
wage growth over the last 30 years.
Ross’s view of the Chinese
model of development, “socialism
with Chinese characteristics”, is
in reality a ‘radical version’ of
Keynesianism. But it is different
to Keynesian policies in the US
and Europe, where budget deficits
have been utilised, low central bank
interest rates have been pursued and
some forms of quantitative easing,
driving down long-term interest
rates through central bank purchases
of debt, have been applied:
In China, in contrast, relatively
limited budget deficits have been
combined with low interest rates,
a state-owned banking system
and a huge state investment
programme. While the west’s
economic recovery programme
has been timid, China has
pursued full-blooded policies
of the type recognisable from
Keynes’s General theory, as
well as its own “socialism with
Chinese characteristics”.
Ross argues that it was Deng’s lack
of ideology or commitment to either
a market or state-led economic
model that was the reason for
China’s economic success (Deng:
“I don’t care if the cat is black or
white, so long as it catches mice.”)
Ross says:
Because in the US and Europe, of
course, it is held that the colour
of the cat matters very much.
Only the private-sector-coloured
cat is good; the state-sectorcoloured cat is bad. Therefore,
even if the private-sector cat is
catching insufficient mice (ie, the
economy is in severe recession),
the state-sector cat must not be
used to catch them. In China,
both cats have been let loose and therefore far more mice are
caught.
So Ross seems to accept Deng’s
view that the planning mechanism
and public ownership were not
vital to China’s success, and the
market could and can do as well,
if not better, in developing China’s
economy. Ross asserts:
A systematic comparison of
Marx’s concepts with those of the
post-1929 Soviet Union makes
it entirely clear that post-Deng
policies in China under reform
and opening up were far more in
line with Marx’s than were the
USSR’s.
But is it really the case that opening
up the economy to a capitalist
sector and foreign investment,
while necessary for China’s
economic development from the
1980s, has no serious contradictions
and consequences for China’s
‘socialism’? That is not how Lenin
saw it when he reluctantly opted
for the New Economic Policy in
1921 in Russia in order to restore
agricultural production after a world
war and a civil war.5 For Lenin, the

NEP was a necessary step back in
the transition to socialism, which
was forced on the Soviet Union by
the wars and the failure of other
revolutions in Europe. Russia was
on its own. With the NEP Lenin put
it this way:
You will have capitalists
beside you, including foreign
capitalists, concessionaires and
leaseholders. They will squeeze
profits out of you amounting
to hundreds percent; they will
enrich themselves, operating
alongside of you. Let them.
Meanwhile you will learn from
them the business of running the
economy, and only when you do
that will you be able to build up a
communist republic.
Lenin called the NEP “state
capitalism”, not ‘socialism with
any
special
characteristics’.
China’s “long NEP”, as described
by Weber, is not a fulfilment of
Marx’s teachings, as Ross claims,
taking China gradually towards
‘socialism’; in reality it was a forced
step back to capitalism. Lenin in
1921 posed the contradiction for
Russia that Ross ignores for China
now:
We must face this issue squarely
- who will come out on top?
Either the capitalists succeed in
organising first - in which case
they will drive out the communists
and that will be the end of it. Or
the proletarian state power, with
the support of the peasantry,
will prove capable of keeping a
proper rein on those gentlemen,
the capitalists, so as to direct
capitalism along state channels
and to create a capitalism that
will be subordinate to the state
and serve the state.
Ross unfortunately goes close to
echoing the views of that antisocialist socialist, the recently
deceased Hungarian economist,
János Kornai, who is widely
acclaimed in mainstream economic
circles. He argued that China’s
economic success was only possible
because it abandoned central
planning and state dominance and
moved to capitalism.6 According
to Kornai, democracy (undefined)
can only exist under capitalism, as
socialism is restricted to dictatorial
and autocratic forms: “democratic
socialism is impossible”.
Combining public ownership of
the commanding heights, indicative
planning and a large capitalist sector
with market prices has taken China
forward, but it has also increased
the contradiction between the law of
value plus the market and planning
for social need. In my view, this is the
key contradiction in all ‘transitional’
economies and also within the
Chinese economy. But Ross seems
to argue that the combination of
markets and planning as the way
forward to a ‘socialist China’ has
no contradictions. He quotes Xi:
“We need to make good use of both
the invisible hand and the visible
hand. China can and will, because
of its economic structure, use both
the ‘invisible hand’ of the market
and ‘visible hand’ of the state.” But
can Deng’s private-sector cat and
the state-sector cat live together in
harmony for the foreseeable future
or will the contradictions inherent
in this combination increase and
intensify? - the current crisis in
the post-Covid Chinese economy
suggests the latter.7
Ross recognises that “inequality
in China, as is admitted
domestically, has risen to levels
which are excessive, and need to be
corrected”, but he does not explain
why there is such inequality and
how it may be reduced. Yes, there

have been periodic crackdowns on
corrupt party functionaries and the
excesses of private capitalists (Jack
Ma, for example). But the Chinese
leaders continue to oppose any sort
of independent action by workers
and strikes remain illegal, although
in many cases this prohibition is not
strictly enforced.
Ross reckons China’s economic
success is based on ‘socialism’
Keynesian-style:
“reform
and
opening up, and socialism with
Chinese characteristics, can be
easily understood within the
framework of Keynes”, referring
to Keynes’s concept of the
‘socialisation of investment’. Ross
continues: “China’s economy is not
being regulated via administrative
means, but by general macroeconomic control of investment - as
Keynes advocated.”
But this is a distortion of both
Keynes and China. Keynes’s
“socialisation of investment” never
involved massive public ownership
of the commanding heights of an
economy - he was strongly opposed
to that.8 And China’s economic
success is based primarily on stateowned and -led investment, not on
Keynesian ‘macro management’
of credit and fiscal measures, as
in capitalist economies. Ross’s
explanation of China’s economic
success implies that capitalist
‘macro-management’ can work when it has clearly failed in the
advanced capitalist economies.
This is not a Marxist view of
China. A Marxist model of China’s
economy should not start by looking
at the rate of savings or investment
in an economy. Marxist theory
starts from the law of value. China’s
success is because the law of value,
which operates in capitalist markets,
foreign trade and investment,
was at first totally blocked and
later controlled by a large stateowned sector, central planning
and macro policy, as well as by
restricted foreign ownership of new
industries and controls on the flow
of capital in and out of the country.
The Keynesian analysis misses a
key ingredient and contradiction
of economic development: the
productivity of labour versus the
profitability of capital.
The Marxist model argues
that the level of productivity will
decide economic growth, because
it reduces the cost of production
and enables a developing nation to
compete in world markets.9 But in
a capitalist economy, where the law
of value and markets operate, there
is a contradiction: profitability. In
the Marxist model, there is a longterm inverse relationship between
productivity
and
profitability.
Profitability comes into conflict
with productivity growth in a
capitalist economy and so will result
in regular occurrences of crises in
production. A developing economy
needs to restrict this conflict to a
minimum.
In so far as China’s private
capitalist sector increases its
contribution to the overall economy
and the public sector’s role is
reduced, then the profitability in
the overall economy becomes
relatively more important and the
contradiction between productivity
growth and profitability intensifies.
Both the neoclassical and Keynesian
models of development ignore this
contradiction.

Smith

Richard Smith in his book
published last year definitely does
not miss the contradictions in a
transitional economy, with the
contradictory forces of planning
and the market in play.10 He
considers China is a “bureaucratic
hybrid”: neither capitalist nor a
‘command’ economy. China’s rulers

preside over the largest and most
dynamic economy in the world, a
powerhouse of international trade,
whose state-owned conglomerates
count among the largest companies
in the world. They profit immensely
from their state-owned enterprise
(SOE) market returns. But they are
not capitalists - at least not with
respect to the state-owned economy.
Communist Party members do not
own individual SOEs or shares
in state companies like private
investors. They collectively own
the state, which owns most of the
economy. They are bureaucratic
collectivists who run a largely stateplanned economy that also produces
extensively for the market. But
producing for the market is not the
same thing as capitalism.
But Smith concentrates his
fire on the failure of the Chinese
government to handle the continued
rise in carbon emissions and
environmental degradation that
China’s
economic
expansion
has generated.11 Both capitalist
and
state-owned
enterprises
continually ignore or flout climate
and ecological directives and Xi
accepts this, because otherwise
economic growth will slow and
unemployment
will
increase,
undermining Xi’s drive to industrial
self-sufficiency in the face of the
attempts of imperialism to isolate
and strangle China.
Smith argues that there is just
no way that Xi can “peak China’s
emissions before 2030 and achieve
carbon neutrality before 2060”,
while also maximising growth.
He can “pursue development at
the expense of protection” or he
can “transition to green and lowcarbon development [and] take the
minimum steps to protect the Earth,
our shared homeland”. He cannot do
both. Actually, what Smith shows is
that no one country can deliver on
controlling emissions and avoiding
climate disaster - by definition this
is a global existential threat.
The countries of the global south
are not the historical polluters
of the world. That honour falls
to the imperialist countries that
industrialised from the 19th
century onwards and continue to
shift the generation of emissions
to the periphery by consuming
the manufacturing and resource
commodities produced in the likes
of China, east Asia, India, Latin
America and Russia. These countries
need help to reduce emissions and
stop destroying nature as they seek
to ‘catch up’ with the global north.
That help will not come as long as
imperialism continues. Rather than
coordinate with China to deal with
climate change, the ‘international
community’ is aiming to ‘contain’
and isolate it globally l
Michael Roberts blogs at
thenextrecession.wordpress.com
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What we
fight for
n Without organisation the
working class is nothing; with
the highest form of organisation
it is everything.
n There exists no real Communist
Party today. There are many
so-called ‘parties’ on the left. In
reality they are confessional sects.
Members who disagree with the
prescribed ‘line’ are expected to
gag themselves in public. Either
that or face expulsion.
n Communists operate according
to the principles of democratic
centralism. Through ongoing debate
we seek to achieve unity in action
and a common world outlook. As
long as they support agreed actions,
members should have the right to
speak openly and form temporary
or permanent factions.
n Communists oppose all imperialist wars and occupations but
constantly strive to bring to the fore
the fundamental question–ending war
is bound up with ending capitalism.
n Communists are internationalists.
Everywhere we strive for the closest
unity and agreement of working class
and progressive parties of all countries.
We oppose every manifestation
of national sectionalism. It is an
internationalist duty to uphold the
principle, ‘One state, one party’.
n The working class must be
organised globally. Without a global
Communist Party, a Communist
International, the struggle against
capital is weakened and lacks
coordination.
n Communists have no interest
apart from the working class
as a whole. They differ only in
recognising the importance of
Marxism as a guide to practice.
That theory is no dogma, but
must be constantly added to and
enriched.
n Capitalism in its ceaseless
search for profit puts the future
of humanity at risk. Capitalism is
synonymous with war, pollution,
exploitation and crisis. As a global
system capitalism can only be
superseded globally.
n The capitalist class will never
willingly allow their wealth and
power to be taken away by a
parliamentary vote.
n We will use the most militant
methods objective circumstances
allow to achieve a federal republic
of England, Scotland and Wales,
a united, federal Ireland and a
United States of Europe.
n Communists favour industrial
unions. Bureaucracy and class
compromise must be fought and
the trade unions transformed into
schools for communism.
n Communists are champions of
the oppressed. Women’s oppression,
combating racism and chauvinism,
and the struggle for peace and
ecological sustainability are just
as much working class questions
as pay, trade union rights and
demands for high-quality health,
housing and education.
n Socialism represents victory
in the battle for democracy. It is
the rule of the working class.
Socialism is either democratic or,
as with Stalin’s Soviet Union, it
turns into its opposite.
n Socialism is the first stage
of the worldwide transition to
communism - a system which
knows neither wars, exploitation,
money, classes, states nor nations.
Communism is general freedom
and the real beginning of human
history.
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Iran is under
attack from
within and
from without

Together for the media, but then the Americans go off into a room of their own

Sabotage, scientists, sanctions

Soheil Behrang reports that, amid the P5+1 negotiations in Vienna, Mossad is playing a dangerous game

T

here are conflicting reports
about the first round of
negotiations between Iran’s
Islamic Republic and the P5+1 - the
United Nations security council’s five
permanent members (namely: China,
France, Russia, United Kingdom
and United States) plus Germany
- within the framework of the Joint
Comprehensive Plan of Action
(JCPOA), which was a detailed quid
pro quo agreement regarding Iran’s
nuclear development.
China is claiming this round
of talks was successful, but the
Europeans are quiet and the US is
apparently asking Russia, China
and some Arab Gulf states to put
pressure on Iran to reduce uranium
enrichment. Meanwhile, Iran is
insisting that the two final texts it had
tabled in Vienna covered everything
required to finalise the deal, adding
that the real obstacle is the US refusal
to lift sanctions.
After the initial photo opportunity
of the delegations sitting around
the table, reporters in Vienna gave
details of how the talks progressed.
The Iranian delegation was in one
room with European representatives.
The Iranian delegates spoke in
Persian and their comments were
translated into English. They were
then conveyed next door to the room
where the US delegation sat - all in
all, a lengthy, time-consuming and
somewhat bizarre process.
Just to recap, the deal was signed
in 2015 with an implementation
date of January 2016 - only to be
abandoned by Donald Trump as soon
as he took office. The US officially
withdrew from the deal in May 2018
and imposed dozens of new sanctions
against Iran. Joe Biden, during his
election campaign, had indicated
that he would rejoin the deal - to
the fury of the ‘regime change from
above’ Iranian exile groups and the
Israeli government. However, the
resumption of negotiations has taken
a long time, mainly because of the
presidential elections in Iran.
You might be forgiven for failing
to notice the negotiations. Unlike the

original JCPOA talks, they were not
exactly headline news - except in
Israel, where there seems to be an
endless obsession with the alleged
‘threat’ of an Iranian nuclear bomb.
A comrade has forwarded me a
sample of some of the articles in
the Israeli press over the last week
and they give a rare insight to the
mindset of the Israeli government
and media. On December 4 Ha’aretz
had an article by Zvi Bar’el under
the headline, ‘Iran has drones and
missiles - but not enough chicken
or meat’, drawing attention to the
country’s well known economic
problems.
By December 6 Israel was already
worried that a deal might be struck.
An article in Ha’aretz, entitled ‘Can
Israel alone prevent a nuclear Iran?’,
gave prominence to a quote by
Mossad director David Barnea: “Iran
won’t have nuclear weapons - not in
the coming years, and not ever. This
is my commitment, and this is the
Mossad’s commitment.” The paper
also covered a ‘scoop’ by The Jewish
Chronicle, quoting its deputy editor,
Jake Wallis Simons:
… the sabotage of centrifuges at
Iran’s Natanz enrichment facility
in April was committed by 10
Iranian scientists recruited by
Mossad. According to the report,
the scientists believed they were
working for Iranian opposition
organisations … Some of the
explosives used were dropped
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by drone and collected by the
scientists. Others were smuggled
into the facility on trucks that
supply food to the workers.
Explosives were also used
in an attack on Natanz in July
2020, the report said, and a
third attack in June 2021 was
carried out by a quadcopter that
had been smuggled into Iran in
separate components. The drone
fired missiles at a centrifuge
manufacturing plant near Karaj,
around 50 kilometres north-west
of Tehran.
Even more interesting was the
information that in 2019 Mossad
agents planted explosives in
the construction material used
to build the centrifuge facility
at Natanz. The explosives were
triggered in 2020, just hours after
Iran announced that it had started
operating advanced IR-5 and IR-6
centrifuges.

As the writer points out, it really
does not matter how many Iranian
nuclear scientists were recruited
by Mossad (via Iranian opposition
groups): it is a direct message to
the Iranian government that the
country’s nuclear scientists either
face assassination or they might be
recruits of foreign powers.
Responding
to
Mossad
claims, Avnar Cohen, writing on
December 8, stated:
Only an ignoramus can believe

that an external force, whether
an espionage agency (Mossad or
the CIA) or an army, can prevent
a country with a population of
85 million, with a nuclear and
industrial infrastructure of the
type now existing in Iran, from
acquiring nuclear weapons. It’s
true that with stratagems it is
possible to cause damage and to
delay the inevitable, and at best
to buy perhaps a year and even
somewhat more, but we have to
understand that no external force
can prevent a determined Iran
from producing nuclear weapons,
except by means of an overall
military conquest.

As many Israeli and international
commentators have written, Iran
has been careful in its approach to
nuclear military capability. Although
the country can enrich uranium
to levels necessary for a nuclear
weapon, it has stopped short of
doing this, presumably because it
fears direct confrontation with world
powers.
By contrast, the Israeli threat is
real. On December 4 an explosion
shook the area near Iran’s main
nuclear-enrichment plant at Natanz
- the explosion was heard 12 miles
away. Of course, Natanz has been the
subject of a whole number of attacks
and acts of sabotage, yet the Iranian
government tried to play down the
latest explosion. The Tasnim news
agency in Tehran quoted an Iranian

army spokesman claiming a missile
system had been test-fired and there
was no reason to be concerned.
It is hard to believe this claim, as
even the most irresponsible Iranian
military official would be aware of
the dangers of any explosion close to
a nuclear plant.
If this latest attack was another
Israeli action, as seems likely, we
will probably hear its representatives
boasting about it some time soon.
If all this was not bad enough,
the US authorities imposed
new sanctions on 13 Iranian
organisations on December 8 - a
day before the resumption of talks
in Vienna. The new list includes
Iran’s Law Enforcement Forces
and the Counter-Terror Special
Forces - the group tasked with
dealing with the sabotage of
nuclear plants by Israel and Iranian
opposition groups. The response
from Iranian foreign ministry
spokesman Saeed Khatibzadeh was
no surprise: “Washington fails to
understand that ‘maximum failure’
and a diplomatic breakthrough are
mutually exclusive. Doubling down
on sanctions won’t create leverage and is anything but seriousness and
goodwill.”
Of course, Iranians do have to live
with the danger of nuclear plants.
But it is the Israeli attacks, added to
the long-lasting effects of punitive
sanctions, affecting every aspect of
their daily lives, that pose the biggest
danger l
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