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All wrong
We are in a time of great ideological 
and political confusion. Former 
leftists are retreating pell-mell 
from the class struggle, denying 
the heritage of the Russian 
Revolution and rejecting the 
possibility of the working class 
ever overthrowing capitalism 
in its imperialist heartlands or 
anywhere at all.

John Smithee assures us that the 
trade unions “are now intertwined 
with the state and the big 
corporations” and “the trade union 
bureaucracy is a strike-breaking 
caste” (Letters, December 9). For 
this reason, we must counterpose 
the unionisation of Amazon 
warehouses to the formation of 
rank-and-file committees outside 
the trade unions, “as advocated by 
Trotsky in his 1938 transitional 
programme”. Trotsky advocated 
no such thing, but working within 
existing trade unions and, if 
necessary, forming new ones.

This is the programme of David 
North’s Socialist Equality Party, 
who are opposed to reballoting 
at Amazon’s plant in Bessemer, 
Alabama, because a judge found 
the original ballot involved 
massive company intimidation of 
the workforce. In the name of an 
ultra-left, third period-Stalinist, 
cultist line of ‘nobody but us’, we 
have a rightwing, strike-breaking, 
union busting enterprise, in 
collaboration with Jeff Bezos.

Tony Greenstein’s “socialist 
Baruch Spinoza” three questions 
(getting him excommunicated 
from the Jewish socialist 
community?) are a truly shocking 
abandonment of the class (‘Not 
a liquidation?’, December 9). 
He attempts to use Lenin against 
Leninism by distorting the 
question of the aristocracy of 
labour and then goes on to deny 
that Labour remains a bourgeois 
workers’ party and champions 
the cause of the rightwing anti-

communist, Ernest Bevin, on 
the spurious basis that he was 
of working class origin. I’ve no 
hesitation in supporting the former 
majority executive of Labour 
Against the Witchhunt - Jackie 
Walker, Kevin Bean, Stan Keable 
and Tina Werkmann - against him.

Michael Roberts generally 
sticks to Marxist economic 
analysis which is highly 
educational. However, when 
he gets on to the politics of 
China in his three reviews, he is 
seriously wrong (‘Contradictions 
and ambiguities’, December 
9). Although he mentions 
inequality, he does not specify 
how this operates. He tells us 
that strikes are illegal, but this 
“is not strictly enforced”, and 
makes no attempt to define the 
class nature of the state itself or 
where this “transitional economy, 
with the contradictory forces of 
planning and the market in play”, 
is going. Strikes break out which 
the bogus All-China Federation 
of Trade Unions cannot prevent, 
not those the leaders of the state 
magnanimously allow. Inequality 
works in China through the 
‘hukou system’: fully 40% of the 
urban population are hukou - rural 
immigrant, second-class citizens 
with no welfare, healthcare or 
education rights for their children. 
The non-hukou workers are an 
aristocracy of labour with first call 
on everything. All the investment 
could not have secured the high 
rate of profit without the super-
exploitation which has produced 
those 1,058 billionaires and 5.5 
million millionaires in China’s 
fully capitalist state and economy.

Michael Roberts neglected to 
tell us that John Ross is a Trotskyist 
renegade, a former leader of the 
Mandelite International Marxist 
Group, who now sings for his 
supper. But confusion really reigns 
when he endorses Richard Smith’s 
outlook. A huge proportion of the 
top Chinese Communist Party 
members are millionaires and 
billionaires, often closely related 
to other top bureaucratic leaders. 
The state-owned enterprises 
are run along capitalist lines: 

all planning there is directed to 
enriching and producing yet more 
billionaires, of which president Xi 
is one and Xu Jiayin - the founder 
and chairman of the huge property 
company, Evergrande - another. 
Evergrande has just collapsed, 
with liabilities of more than $300 
billion, owed mainly to foreign 
investors. Upwards of 30% of 
China’s gross domestic product 
depends on the property market - 
this may be about to burst, with 
consequences for the whole global 
market. Of course, producing for 
the market is capitalism - why 
would anyone seek to deny such 
an obvious truth?

I must spare a few words for 
Andrew Northall, who told us 
back in July that the Great Purges 
were “not ‘above’ or ‘outside’ the 
law, but using the law - the law 
of the established and legitimate 
Soviet state” (Letters, July 15). 
Any serious historian knows from 
the Soviet archives upwards of 
40 years ago that this is wholly 
untrue. Nicolas Werth wrote a 
piece in 2010, ‘The NKVD mass 
secret operation No 00447 (August 
1937 - November 1938)’. He tells 
us: “800,000 people executed in 
secret (over half of them under 
order No 00447) by means of a 
bullet in the back of the head after 
a pretence of justice - this over 
a period of 16 months, at a rate 
of 50,000 executions per month 
or 1,700 per day for nearly 500 
days”. Leaders were given quotas 
of how many to arrest and execute 
and how many to send to the 
gulag. A three-man commission 
(troika) decided this without any 
defence allowed or any hearing 
at all. This had nothing to do 
with any “Trotskyite-Zinovievite 
terrorist centre”, but was designed 
to assure western imperialism 
that Stalin was a complete 
counterrevolutionary who posed 
no revolutionary threat to them. 
Many overfilled their quotas, 
eager to get recognition of loyalty 
- one unfortunate failed to find 
enough ‘counterrevolutionaries’ 
to murder, so he was on the next 
list. And the man in Moscow, 
seeing this, filled his quota by 
picking names at random from the 
telephone directory.

Trotskyists defend the 
nationalist property relations 
based on state planning in the 
USSR even under Stalin, and in 
Cuba and even the brutal ultra-
Stalinist terror regime in North 
Korea today. Political revolution 
is needed there to preserve the 
planned mode of production, 
which constituted a degenerated 
or deformed workers’ state. But 
we accept none of these absolute, 
consciously disseminated lies 
from the likes of Andrew Northall 
about “not outside the law”.
Gerry Downing
Socialist Fight

Class is central
It is normal that a sub-headline 
sums up the article below it, but 
the one below my article last week 
broke with tradition: instead it 
was a commentary and a criticism 
of my article!

The headline I had suggested, 
‘Why the merger of LAW and 
LIEN is not a liquidation’, was 
also jettisoned in favour of ‘Not 
a liquidation?’ - itself a form of 
commentary. I was accused of 
“abandoning any pretence of class 
politics” and advocating “yet 
another ‘transitional’ halfway-
house broad front”. I am at a 
loss to know how arguing for the 
merging of Labour Against the 
Witchhunt and the Labour In Exile 

Network amounts to abandoning 
class politics.

On the contrary, it is those 
whose sole focus of activity is 
concentrated on a forlorn battle 
inside a Labour Party where all 
democratic norms, due process 
and natural justice have been 
abandoned who are in danger of 
abandoning class politics. The 
elimination of the organised and 
class-conscious left by Starmer 
and Evans poses the question as 
to how the left should organise in 
the current period. The strategy I 
and others have been arguing for 
is to fight both inside the Labour 
Party, where possible, and outside 
the Labour Party where that is 
impossible.

It was not that long ago 
when the CPGB was the most 
trenchant critic of what it called 
“auto-Labourism”. It did not 
support New Labour in 1997 and 
argued: “Far from representing 
independent working class 
politics - albeit in embryonic form 
- historically the left acts as a 
Labourite tail” (‘Auto-Labourism 
in crisis’, July 8 1999). Is it 
seriously suggested that there is 
any political difference between 
Starmer and Blair, other than the 
fact that Blair had the means to 
enact certain reforms, such as a 
minimum wage and tax credits? 
The whole tenor of Derek James’s 
article, ‘Shuffling further to right’ 
(December 9), was that Starmer 
was moving ever further towards 
the Blairites politically and 
adopting Blair’s playbook.

There is a real debate to be held 
as to how the left best organises 
in the wake of the defeat of the 
Corbyn project. Caricaturing the 
arguments of one’s opponents 
is not the best way of carrying 
out that debate. For the record, 
class politics has to be central to 
everything we do. However, class 
politics cannot simply be reduced 
to fighting the right in the Labour 
Party or just economic struggles. 
The fight against the racism of 
the British state is part and parcel 
of that struggle, as is the struggle 
against imperialism. It is not me, 
but the CPGB, who maintains 
that the capitalist state is not 
inherently racist.

I repeat my call for comrades in 
Labour Party Marxists not to join 
those on the former LAW steering 
committee in trying to destroy 
the possibility of a new combined 
political formation of the socialist 
left in the Labour Party, but to 
join us instead.
Tony Greenstein
Brighton

2nd amendment
Paul Demarty has thrown himself 
into the controversy over Kyle 
Rittenhouse and the right to bear 
arms, and the results are not pretty 
(‘Our gun rights too’, December 
2).

Rittenhouse, of course, is 
the Illinois teenager who was 
acquitted of murder last month 
despite killing two people and 
wounding a third during a night 
of political violence in Kenosha, 
Wisconsin. Comrade Demarty 
agrees that the acquittal “offends 
any meaningful idea of justice”. 
But he likes the US constitution’s 
second amendment regardless, 
because he sees the right to 
bear arms as an “elementary 
democratic principle”. He even 
says he “would be happy to have 
it [the amendment] verbatim in 
any socialist constitution”.

None of which makes the 
slightest bit of sense. One reason 
is that it’s impossible to decry 

the verdict, while embracing the 
amendment that made it possible 
in the first place. Without the 
second amendment, Rittenhouse 
would not have been able to strut 
around with his assault rifle in full 
view and would not have gotten 
off scot-free. But another reason 
is that, rather than democratic, 
the right to bear arms is a pre-
democratic vestige that goes back 
to ‘Old Whig’ writers like John 
Trenchard and Thomas Gordon, 
whose Cato’s letters swept 
colonial America in the 1720s; 
to Machiavelli’s Discourses two 
centuries earlier; and even to the 
‘forest communities’ of medieval 
Switzerland, whose members 
were likewise expected to carry 
swords in defence of ancient 
liberties.

Such thinkers believed in the 
right to bear arms, because, in a 
pre-democratic age, they couldn’t 
conceive of government that was 
anything other than threatening 
and oppressive. Instead of 
changing it, the only solution 
was for the people to rein it in 
through sheer force of arms. 
If the infant United States felt 
obliged to ‘constitutionalise’ the 
right to bear arms, it’s because 
it viewed government - even its 
own - in roughly the same way. 
If, by the same token, nothing 
remotely similar appears in the 
French Declaration of the Rights 
of Man of 1789, it’s because 
French revolutionaries were 
ready to move on to something 
more advanced - which is to say 
government that would defend 
the people, not government that 
the people would have to defend 
themselves against.

When a pre-modern belief 
system collides with modern 
society, the results are predictable. 
With its traffic laws, Covid-19 
restrictions, environmental 
regulations and so on, modern 
bourgeois society is nothing if 
not intrusive. It’s in our face 24/7 
- a tendency that freedom-loving 
patriots are all but programmed to 
see as tyrannical and therefore to 
reach for their guns in response.

This is why basements and ‘rec 
rooms’ in the US are now bristling 
with advanced weaponry: because 
if one AR-15 is needed to safeguard 
ancient liberties, according to the 
second amendment, then three or 
four will do the job even more 
effectively. Political tension leads 
to rising levels of gun ownership, 
which lead to rising levels of 
political tension - a vicious cycle 
that is all but unbreakable in 
today’s climate.

The idea that all these backyard 
Rambos will somehow transform 
themselves into Bolshevik 
militants, as Demarty seems 
to believe, merely adds to the 
absurdity. As I originally wrote, 
the only thing a reactionary right 
to bear arms will lead to is racism, 
xenophobia and authoritarianism 
(‘Rittenhouse and white 
backlash’, November 25).
Daniel Lazare
USA

Dictatorship
In reply to Jim Nelson (Letters, 
December 9), let me say that, 
according to Marx, a dictatorship 
is necessary under socialism. 
But the political leadership of 
the British working class, the 
Labour Party and the trades 
Unions rejected Marx’s 19th 
century continental definition of 
socialism as a dictatorship. Some 
in radical circles accepted Marx’s 
talk about the ‘dictatorship of 
the proletariat’, but the British 

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

End-of-year break
Brilliant! A good number of 

subscribers have already 
responded to our call to take out 
a regular standing order - and be 
generous with it. Others have 
given solemn pledges. The first 
payment has just come through 
from comrade GS, whose 
additional £20 is most welcome.

While we await more new 
SOs, we have our much-valued 
stalwarts. For starters, there are 
the three comrades who each 
donate £50 at this exact time of 
the month - RL, MF and SB. You 
are our bedrock. And then there is 
US comrade PM and his regular 
£25. We really do appreciate 
such help - you embody the spirit 
of proletarian internationalism 
which we uphold, promote and 
fundamentally rely upon. Salute!

We also have comrade PB, 
whose generous monthly SO of 
£60 came our way; and, finally, 
how could I forget comrade 
Hassan, who handed yet another 
donation of five times the cover-
price! All that comes to £260, 
taking our running total for 
December up to £774.

A slight problem though: 

exactly half the month is gone 
and we only have a third of the 
total we need (don’t forget, 
because of our increased costs, 
we’ve raised the monthly target 
to £2,250). Still, there are two 
positives to report: first, I’m 
expecting those additions via new 
(or increased) standing orders to 
land in our account before the 
end of December; and, secondly, 
we’re about to reach that part of 
the month where more than a few 
existing SOs come through.

One drawback: this issue is 
the last before our two-week end-
of-the-year break, so you won’t 
have me prompting, nagging … 
and giving heartfelt thanks.

Despite Omicron - and the 
‘don’t do what we do, do what we 
say’ Tory scum - here’s hoping you 
all have an enjoyable, refreshing 
and safe end-of-year break.

We’re back on January 6 
2022! l

Robbie Rix

Fighting fund

https://weeklyworker.co.uk/
mailto:mailto:editor%40weeklyworker.co.uk?subject=


3weekly
worker 1376 December 16 2021

Saturday January 8 - Sunday January 9

Online Communist University

The party that 
we need

Saturday 10am
Party and programme: why the 
contemporary left fails to take 
programme seriously
Speaker: Kevin Bean

Saturday 2pm
1910 and all that: the republic, 
the mass strike and the curse of 
reformism
Speaker: Ben Lewis

Saturday 6pm
The Labour Party and its limits: 
why Labour can never substitute 
for a Communist Party
Speaker: Jack Conrad

Sunday 10am
How broad-frontism requires 
top-down bureaucratic controls
Speaker: Mike Macnair

Sunday 2pm
The party we need and 
internationalism 
Speaker: Yassamine Mather

Sunday 6pm
COP26, climate crisis and the 
necessity of a Communist Party 
Speaker: to be confirmed 

Further information will be available from communistuniversity.uk
Organised by communistparty.co.uk and 

Labour Party Marxists: www.labourpartymarxists.org.uk

left was mostly, instinctively, 
suspicious of the notion of 
socialism as a dictatorship, and 
preferred the idea of democratic 
socialism.

This was one of the main 
reasons why Marxism never 
gained leading influence in the 
British labour movement. The 
wise heads in the British Labour 
Party/trade union establishment 
weren’t taken in by all this 
Prussian talk about dictatorship. 
The Labour Party is right to 
oppose those who teach that 
dictatorship is necessary under 
socialism. Those who believe 
in this doctrine represent the 
intolerant, totalitarian tendency in 
socialism.

Most of the communist 
movement later dropped the 
term ‘dictatorship’ in describing 
working class rule, if only for 
appearance’s sake, although Jim 
Nelson thinks Marx was right, and 
we should still describe socialism 
as a dictatorship. He argues that 
for Marx dictatorship means the 
working class as a whole and not a 
single person. I am not responsible 
for Marx’s political mistake and 
misuse of the term in describing 
the socialist rule of the working 
class. Where has there ever been 
a dictatorship without a dictator, 
supported by a small group of his 
associates? Indeed, back in the 
days of the Communist League, 
Marx himself was regarded as 
a potential dictator, due to his 
frequent displays of intolerance to 
others with different views.

Another point is that in 
political science dictatorship 
refers to a form of political rule, 
not ownership and control of 
the means of production by a 
particular class. So Marx not 
only confused coercion with the 
dictatorship: he also confused 
politics with economics by using 
a political term to describe the 
economic domination of the 
capitalist class.

Comrade Nelson suggests that 
Marx used the term ‘dictatorship’ 
in the sense of the control of one 
class over the other, not in the 

sense of absolute rule unrestricted 
by law. If this was how Marx 
was using the term, it would also 
be wrong, because the control 
of the capitalist class over the 
working class is not presently 
a dictatorship: that is why the 
working class can form unions, 
and vote for political parties. 
Also, the control of the working 
class - ie, socialism - over the 
capitalist class doesn’t require a 
dictatorship, but state coercion 
if necessary. Of course, we can 
speak about those sinister forces 
in the elites that are pushing the 
creeping transhumanist agenda - 
ie, absolute, hidden dictatorship - 
for which universal vaccination is 
laying the groundwork, and going 
well beyond Orwell’s 1984, but 
that is another issue.

Dictatorship, as traditionally 
understood, is something which 
the working class can resort to 
in emergency situations, but this 
is not the same as Marx’s view 
that it is necessary as a principle 
in the transition from capitalism 
to communism. The political 
control of the working class and 
dictatorship are not the same 
thing. The former can lead to 
democratic socialism; the latter 
opens the door to totalitarianism.

There are people who think 
our past leaders never made any 
mistakes, so there is no need for 
correction, but this is the view 
of cultists. I once met a Maoist 
who praised China’s Great Leap 
Forward debacle. Alternatively, 
some leftists only focus on 
mistakes. This is why I argue 
that, regardless of his mistakes, 
Trotsky’s struggle for democratic 
socialism against totalitarianism 
was correct and in line with the 
1936 Soviet constitution (whether 
the constitution was honoured 
during Stalin’s leadership or after 
is another question).
Tony Clark
email

Irrelevant
Mohsen Shahmanesh’s article, 
which concluded, “I believe we can 
now refine that ‘barbarism’ more 

clearly”, was interesting (‘Danger 
of barbarism’, December 9). But 
I would argue, in light of the 
evidence and thinking, that our 
primary aim is to refine socialism 
more clearly, so instead of 
‘barbarism or socialism’, it is now 
barbarism or eco-socialism. This 
ties in with Jack Conrad’s recent, 
wildly distorted articles.

Broadly speaking, Marxists 
are not embracing green ideas 
deep enough or fast enough, and 
hold onto absurd and antiquated 
ideas around growth and 
mastery of nature. It is telling 
that Marxism has been utterly 
incapable of grappling with 
these issues. Thanks mainly to 
western socialists, Marxism has 
descended into a dogmatic set of 
doctrines, and I would say has 
made itself irrelevant in the face 
of the numerous problems we are 
facing.

The other point I want to make 
about the article is that it presents 
a battle between humankind and 
nature. This reminded me of 
Jason Hickel’s Less is more - one 
of the few books by the left that 
seriously attempts to grapple with 
current problems. He argues that 
viewing humanity in opposition to 
nature is one of the fundamental 
weaknesses of western thought 
and a major source of current 
problems.

I think Hickel’s book, which 
has its flaws, is essential reading 
and a nice dialectical antidote to 
Jack Conrad’s approach, which I 
can only describe as mischievous. 
(I have in mind a gremlin knocking 
things over!)
Maren Clark
email

Old baloney
Mohsen Shahmanesh’s article 
provided knowledgeable and 
fresh perspectives for anybody 
grappling with the thorny issues 
of Covid infectiousness - the 
scientific truths or otherwise 
distortions and misinformation 
of the pandemic (those latter 
elements, despite often being just 
plain daft, invariably also result 
in behaviours that are grossly 
contrary to common good).

Maybe another conclusion 
quite justifiably to be drawn is 
how humankind under capitalism 
is doomed to be the agency of 
its own demise. That, of course, 
assumes that ultimately it won’t 
prove possible to resolve our grand 
conundrum of how we get beyond 
this current paradigm, where in 
essence our species continues to 
operate not that differently from 
the animal kingdom as a whole 
since primeval times. Mutual 
exploitation lies at the core of 
things, with the only available 
option to be either the hunter or 
the prey. Capitalism’s version of 
‘civilisation’ offers a life based 
upon that proverbial ‘3Rs’ ratio of 
reward versus risk - a scrabble to 
dominance - as our society’s main 
driving force.

Put more simply, how do 
we as human beings keep both 
the pleasures and comforts of 
our lifestyles and necessities 
of civilised society affordable 
(ranging from tea and coffee to 
building materials for a roof over 
our head), whilst not drawing 
upon exploitation and inherent 
oppression of others, both in 
our capitalist ‘homelands’ and 
globally?

Thankfully there are 
alternatives to all such depressive 
nihilism, most notably made 
available by virtue of ambitions in 
a socialist/communist direction; 
by that ability to identify the 
underlying forces in play - in 

the specific context of comrade 
Shahmanesh’s article, how it’s 
almost exclusively the absence 
of a sophisticated, modernistic 
Communist Party within the life 
and mind of our 21st-century 
populations that has resulted in 
all such dangerous, anti-social 
confusions and that associated, 
distractive nonsense of conspiracy 
theories, Covid denial, ‘anti-vax’ 
mentality, etc. The absence of 
a Communist Party of that type 
in each of capitalism’s nation-
states has resulted in a situation 
not where the population end up 
believing in nothing, but rather 
they believe in anything: ie, any 
strung-together old baloney, even 
if placing them and humankind in 
general at that risk of severe self-
harm.

All of which leads to a personal 
gripe also arising from last 
week’s edition. The insertion of 
the editorial heading into Tony 
Greenstein’s contribution, ‘Not 
a liquidation?’, that the comrade 
was “abandoning any pretence of 

class politics” is not only blatantly 
inaccurate, given the cogency of 
his arguments (whether one agrees 
with them wholly, partially or 
not at all), but actively promotes 
mutual alienation over and above 
the incalculably more necessary 
consolidation and/or unity of our 
Marxist practices and positions. 
Not good, not healthy, not clever.

Despite these problems, 
all must not be seen as lost - 
especially where, on the one hand, 
citizens in Austria are protesting 
against Covid ‘restrictions on 
freedom’, but, at precisely the 
same time, Serbians are out on the 
streets in their tens of thousands, 
making clear how their so-called 
government’s collaboration with 
global pillagers of our planet 
will not be tolerated. Then there 
are the activities of Extinction 
Rebellion, etc - something which 
all communists can agree is 
unquestionably worthy, arguably 
also essential, even if in the final 
analysis vastly insufficient.
Bruno Kretzschmar

Online Communist Forum

Sunday December 19 5pm 
Jesus - a man of his times

Speaker: Jack Conrad
Sunday January 2 5pm 
A week in politics

Political report and discussion from 
CPGB’s Provisional Central Committee

Register in advance each week at: 
communistparty.co.uk/ocf-register

Organised by CPGB: communistparty.co.uk and 
Labour Party Marxists: www.labourpartymarxists.org.uk

For further information, email Stan Keable at 
Secretary@labourpartymarxists.org.uk
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Victim of vengeful US mafia
Julian Assange has been patiently, unrelentingly pursued. Mike Macnair highlights the complicity of the 
UK state and courts and the failure of the left

On December 10 the divisional 
court of the queen’s bench 
division of the high court ruled 

that Julian Assange can, after all, 
be extradited. The judges reversed 
the decision made by district judge 
Vanessa Baraitser in the Westminster 
magistrates’ court on January 4 2021 
that extradition was barred, because 
Assange’s “physical or mental 
condition … is such that it would 
be unjust or oppressive to extradite 
him”: in particular, having regard 
to conditions in the USA’s remand 
prisons, Assange was at risk of 
suicide. This was overruled on the 
ground that the USA had (after the 
hearing before the district judge) 
offered diplomatic assurances as to 
Assange’s treatment on remand.1

This is not quite the end of the 
story. An appeal to the UK supreme 
court is technically possible, though 
probably unlikely. In addition, 
representations are being made to 
Priti Patel that she should exercise 
her discretion as home secretary to 
refuse to extradite. Again, these are 
unlikely to work - though it may be 
significant that a public call for the 
Australian government to act comes 
from the country’s deputy prime 
minister, a Liberal (in English terms, 
Conservative) MP.2

Even if the saga is not quite over, 
it is worth briefly recapitulating 
what has happened, with a view to 
assessing its lessons for the left. And 
we have to begin with Wikileaks 
and what it has exposed: because 
this lies behind the USA’s patient, 
long-term, unrelenting pursuit of 
revenge on Julian Assange, the UK 
government’s and courts’ complicity 
in this pursuit, and the willingness of 
elements of the left to act as ‘useful 
idiots’ at a certain stage of the story.

Wikileaks was set up in 2006 to 
use the ‘Wiki’ multi-editor technology 
to publish leaks of government 
secrets of various sorts. What these 
leaks have produced is primarily 
information which shows that US 
federal agencies under the imperial 
presidency routinely use official 
secrecy as a cover for perfectly 
ordinary crimes (murder, burglary, 
perverting the course of justice 
and so on) under claimed statutory 
authority, which cannot be tested 
in court because of the clandestine 
nature of the operations; and that 
the US administrations routinely 
lie to supposed allies in diplomatic 
communications, and to the media in 
both on- and off-record briefings.

It is important to grasp that, in 
spite of interesting details, the basic 
point is not new: it goes back to the 
Pentagon Papers in 1971 and the 
(partially linked) Watergate scandal; 
and, indeed, to the Bay of Pigs in 
1961. Indeed, CM Kornbluth’s 
1953 novel, The Syndic, depicts 
the US government as a totalitarian 
terrorist group based in Iceland, 
which opposes the civilised rule 
of the ‘Syndic’ (the Mafia) in the 
eastern half of what was formerly the 
USA: the book thus provides a mere 
hint of contemporary perceptions of 
the nature of US government secret 
operations. Pushing further back, 
British government crimes under 
cover of secrecy, lies and news 
management through ‘reporters’ 
using ‘secret service’ money, go back 
at least to the reign of Queen Anne 
(1702-14).

Kornbluth’s intuition that the 
state was much the same thing as a 
protection racket, and not necessarily 
more benign than one, turns out to 
have real explanatory value. At least 

as far as the US is concerned, the 
mafia don’s need to take revenge 
on those who diss him, in order 
to retain ‘respect’, is very much 
present in policy-making and can 
override rational decision-making: 
the clearest case is the 2003 invasion 
of Iraq.

The novelty of Wikileaks lay 
in a combination of a reality - that 
web publication allowed very rapid 
and widespread dissemination of 
information - and a claim which 
was quickly disproved - that states 
had no effective defence against 
web leaks. Assange’s politics are 
essentially market-libertarian,3 
and Wikileaks as a project was a 
part of the grand delusion of the 
1990s-2000s that the internet would 
directly enable overcoming the 
nation-state in favour of some sort of 
market-libertarian order. But it turns 
out that Wikileaks itself is equally 
vulnerable to allegations of ‘spin’; 
and that mainstream advertising-
funded news media (controlled by 
capital, and in the UK by the state 
through the DSMA notice system4) 
still dominates the political agenda.

Moreover, web ‘anonymity’ 
is by no means the same thing as 
effective clandestinity: the web 
is a highly capitalised apparatus, 
controlled in the end by the US 
state.5 Web ‘anonymity’ is merely 
an appearance, which is protected 
by some interests of states and 
political parties (disinformation 
and trolling) and of business (secret 
financial transactions), but which 
is subordinate to fundamental state 
interests - as became clear in the 
cases of Chelsea Manning and Julian 
Assange, as much as in the US 
state’s insistence on backdoors into 
encryption.6

Secrecy
In spite of the delusive quality of the 
politics of the Wikileaks project, the 
actual disclosures involve an interest 
which Marxists happen to share with 
libertarians. Regimes of official 
secrecy and lying make public 
information the private property 
of the individual state bureaucrats 
whose secrecy is protected.

The point is not merely that the 
regime of secrets and lies provides 
cover for very extensive criminal 
conduct of public officials, corruption 
and cronyism. It can be seen also 
in the economies of the former 
‘socialist’ countries: the right of the 
bureaucracy to secrets and hence 
to lies produces pathetic decision-
making. In turn this, and all the lies 
of ‘official optimism’, produce the 
result that the bureaucratic elite 
itself restored capitalism, and no-one 
was willing or able to defend the real 
limited gains of the working class.

So Marxists need to campaign 
against official secrecy - but, unlike 
libertarians, also against commercial 
secrecy and other forms of private 
property in information.

The revenge of the US Fed-Gov 
extortion gang on Julian Assange has 
been a long drawn out process. The 
US launched a criminal investigation 
into Wikileaks in 2010 and 
obtained from a grand jury a sealed 
indictment. Meanwhile, Assange 
was charged in Sweden with rape 
and sexual assault. Quite irrespective 
of the genuineness of the complaints, 
it is in the highest degree unlikely - 
given the general treatment of rape 
and sexual assault charges involving 
adult alleged victims at present - that 
Assange would have been charged 
without the ulterior motive of the 
US government’s campaign against 
Wikileaks. The point of the charges 
was to pin him down in a particular 
place - Sweden or the UK - until the 
USA was ready either to assassinate 
him, as some political actors have 
argued should be done,7 or to pursue 
extradition. Assange was able to 
delay the proceedings with appeals, 
and then for a period of time to take 
refuge in the Ecuadorian embassy in 
London.

The whole process has been 
characterised by the unwillingness 
of the English courts to consider at 
all seriously the possibility that the 
proceedings against Assange may 
have been brought by Sweden in 
US interests, and then by the US in 
bad faith for purposes of revenge 
for the embarrassment of the US 
government by the leaks. This in 

spite of really quite substantial 
circumstantial evidence in the form 
of published statements by US state 
actors in favour of such a view. At 
first instance, the presumption of 
‘good faith’ of the European arrest 
warrant issued by the Swedish 
prosecutor, and of US extradition 
demand, is taken to cast a burden of 
proof on Assange, which he cannot 
discharge. In the appeal courts the 
issue is simply ruled out.

On the other side, there is quite 
significant judicial ‘leniency’ to the 
prosecutors. Lord Mance’s powerful 
dissent on the European arrest 
warrant issue in the supreme court 
in 2012 showed that the government 
was pressed in parliament on the 
precise issue of who could issue 
these warrants and represented to 
MPs that it was courts as such, while 
the court relied on points of law not 
fully argued in court.8 In the latest 
decision in the divisional court, the 
USA is allowed to succeed on the 
basis of fresh evidence, which the 
US could, with reasonable diligence, 
have had available at the first hearing.

Lessons
What should we learn? The first and 
most fundamental point is that courts 
are not trustworthy to protect liberty 
or democracy, where state security 
interests are at stake. There are 
fundamental reasons why this should 
be the case. A court is different 
from a voluntary arbitration, solely 
in that the court has available to 
it the coercive power either of the 
‘community’ (as in early medieval 
courts, whose decisions were 
enforced, if at all, by the collective 
action of the more important locals) 
or - in the Roman or Chinese 
empires, and in late medieval and 
modern societies - of the state. So it 
is a fundamental interest of courts as 
courts that the state should remain 
the dominant coercive power in 
society. Courts, therefore, cannot 
be expected to decide in favour 
of defendants where prosecutors 
argue that deciding in favour of 
the defendant will undermine state 
security (or where they are lobbied to 
the same effect behind closed doors).

The second point is that we 
should no longer think of the UK as 
a fully-independent sovereign state. 
It is a protectorate of the USA (as 
Libya showed, the UK can no longer 
actually carry on serious military 
operations without US military 
support) and, as such, the courts have 
to act not only in UK state interests, 
but also in US state interests: any 
threat to US state security is ipso 
facto a threat to UK state security. 
This dependence is exacerbated by 
Brexit (though not much, given the 
relative puniness of recent European 
military capabilities).

Thirdly, a significant part of 
the left allowed themselves to be 
drawn in 2010-12 into the role of 
‘useful idiots’ for the US’s revenge 
project against Assange, who was 
urged, on feminist grounds, to give 
himself up and go to Sweden. Not 
surprising from the Alliance for 
Workers’ Liberty (better: Atlanticists 
for Workers’ Liberalism), who 
are consistent opponents of any 
opposition to US imperialism, but 
wider layers were moved by the 
‘intersectional’ argument. It is now 
pretty clear that the rape allegations 
against Assange were dropped 
when they had served their purpose 
of effectively immobilising him in 
London. The ‘feminist’ claims had 
as much real value as the claims 
that the US war in Afghanistan was 
conducted for the benefit of Afghan 
women - who have been duly 
abandoned as soon as it no longer 
suited US interests.

Finally, and back to the beginning. 
The Wikileaks project has faded 
into the background, if episodically 
resurfacing. The defence of 
Julian Assange has been limited 
and primarily a matter of legal 
manoeuvres and celebrity support. 
What we have not got is anything like 
International Red Aid - a standing 
organisation for the defence of class-
war prisoners. Hence, while the state 
is patient and persistent in pursuing 
its victims - in Assange’s case, now 
for more than 11 years - the left is 
incapable of the same degree of 
sustained defence work.9

Behind this failure is the choice of 
the left, since the 1960s, to replace 
‘educate, agitate, organise’ with 
‘agitate, agitate, agitate’: and, going 
along with that choice, the failure 
to build an actual anti-constitutional 
party organisation which could tie 
together the different threads of the 
movement, and combat both the 
state’s disinformation operations and 
its persistent malevolence l

mike.macnair@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1. [2021] EWHC 3313 (Admin). There is 
more detail in the Westminster Magistrates’ 
Court decision at: www.judiciary.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2021/01/USA-v-Assange-
judgment-040121.pdf.
2. ‘Liberal MPs support calls for Australian 
government to seek Julian Assange’s return’ 
The Guardian December 14.
3. There is a useful discussion at: 
thesocietypages.org/cyborgology/2011/11/08/
julian-assange-cyber-libertarian-or-cyber-
anarchist (2011).
4. www.dsma.uk.
5. Try going to: www.presstv.com/ and see 
what you get.
6. Encryption: see, for example: www.justice.
gov/opa/pr/international-statement-end-end-
encryption-and-public-safety (Oct 11 2020).
7. www.peopleokwithmurderingassange.com/
the_list.html.
8. [2012] UKSC 22, Lord Mance at paras 
[245]-[266]; on the second point, see the Note 
at the end of the decision rejecting Assange’s 
counsel’s objection to the majority’s reliance 
on state practice.
9. See, for example: johnriddell.
com/2021/07/29/international-red-
aid-1922-1937.
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Whole horrible saga has been going on for 11 years
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Sheen comes off bluster and boosterism
Derek James looks at the stunning Tory rebellion over Covid-19 safety measures and Labour’s lead in the polls

The Commons rebellion by 
100 Tory MPs against the 
government’s Covid protection 

measures shows the serious political 
position now facing Boris Johnson. 
The fact that almost half of the 
parliamentary party voted against 
a major plank of his government’s 
Covid strategy - despite a personal 
appeal by Johnson to the 1922 
Committee meeting immediately 
preceding the vote - and the fact that 
the measures could only be passed 
because of Labour support is a 
severe blow to his political standing 
and personal authority.

As leading Conservative 
commentator Daniel Finkelstein 
put it, the “Tory rebellion was a 
vote of no confidence” in Johnson’s 
leadership and in the direction his 
government is taking.1 So the sheen 
has come off the Boris brand and 
the electoral appeal of his blend 
of boosterism and bluster is now 
very much on the wane. As Labour 
increases its lead in opinion polls, 
it is clear that for the electorate the 
joke’s not funny any more.

The parliamentary vote comes 
after weeks of press criticism and 
internal crisis within the Tory Party. 
A whole series of scandals and causes 
célèbres, ranging from the Owen 
Patterson saga and the financing of 
the refurbishment of the Downing 
Street flat, through to the revelations 
about last year’s Christmas parties at 
No10 and Conservative HQ. Allegra 
Stratton’s tearful resignation only 
added fuel to the fire.

The significant feature of the 
growing chorus of criticism and 
the sharpness of the direct attacks 
on Johnson personally was that 
they were coming from within the 
Tory Party and the rightwing media 
rather than the usual suspects on the 
liberal left. When the Daily Mail, 
the Express and the Telegraph turn 
their guns on Boris Johnson and 
even usually friendly commentators 
in The Spectator raise doubts about 
his performance and capability, you 
know he really is in trouble.2 Just as 
important was the open opposition 
of sections of backbench Tories to 
both the government’s handling of 
the various crises and scandals - the 
whipped vote on the Patterson case 
seems to have particularly rankled 

with many of them - and its approach 
to the new wave of Covid.

The Tory rebellion in the 
Commons went beyond the 
hard core of Covid sceptics and 
confirmed opponents of government 
policy to include others who 
seemed to relish the chance to take 
a free hit at Johnson without the risk 
of defeating the government in a 
parliamentary vote. When MPs from 
different wings of the Tory Party, 
like the former member of Theresa 
May’s cabinet, Damien Green, and 
Mark Harper of the Covid Recovery 
Group, vote together against 
Johnson’s leadership, then the 
rumours of a leadership challenge 
and speculation about the future 
of the government are bound to 
surface.

Furthermore, when leadership 
hopefuls such as Rishi Sunak and 
Liz Truss are said to be out on 
manoeuvres, touring the tearoom 
in the Commons, and inviting MPs 
for informal dinners to sound out 
potential support, the sense of a 
growing crisis at the top of the party 
seems to be only getting stronger. 

The studied silence of his cabinet 
and its failure to rush to his defence 
also speaks volumes.

Pantomime
While this pre-Christmas political 
pantomime only adds to the gaiety of 
the nation, providing fresh headlines 
for the media and producing endless 
speculation by the commentariat, 
there is a serious political aspect 
to what can be easily dismissed as 
the obsessions of the Westminster 
bubble. Leaving aside the personal 
ambitions of potential leadership 
contenders, which should never be 
discounted in bourgeois politics, 
there are also political fault lines and 
policy differences opening up within 
the Tory Party.

As well as the divisions over the 
handling of the new wave of Covid, 
there are clear differences over the 
government’s political and economic 
strategy, including tax cuts, public 
spending and the level of debt. Sunak 
and Truss are both making their pitch 
on cutting the deficit and returning 
to ‘traditional’ Tory policies, while 
Johnson’s ‘levelling up’ project and 

political commitments have been 
reined in by the treasury. To these 
Tory critics and many commentators, 
it seems that Johnson’s agenda for 
government - always more a set of 
slogans than firm proposals - has 
finally run out of what little steam 
it had. As The Economist put it, 
“behind the chaos and scandal of 
Boris Johnson’s government lies 
stasis”.3 It seems that Johnsonism 
has finally been exposed for the 
hollow sham we all thought: now he 
lives on borrowed time and only then 
at the sufferance of the Labour votes 
he needed to secure his major Covid 
policy.

However, whilst Johnson has 
clearly been weakened by recent 
events, his position is not yet 
terminal. A British prime minister 
has considerable powers of patronage 
and political influence at his/her 
disposal that can be deployed to ward 
off both external opponents across 
the chamber and internal enemies 
on the back benches. It is not easy 
to remove a Tory leader, although 
when the final collapse does come 
it can be quite rapid. So, whilst the 
Tories have a deserved reputation 
for unsentimental brutality in 
dispatching failing leaders - vide the 
defenestration of Thatcher and May - 
Johnson’s time may not be up just yet. 
After all, backbench unrest, political 
unpopularity, slumps in the opinion 
polls and by-election setbacks in 
the mid-term of a government have 
historically been the norm. It is only 
the ‘new normal’ of post-Brexit 
referendum politics that brought 
Johnson to power in the first place 
and the ‘unprecedented’ impact of 
the Covid crisis that seemed to alter 
those patterns. So, perhaps after this 
brief interlude, in which Johnson 
appeared to have rewritten the 
political rulebook, ‘normal’ service 
has been resumed once again?

One possible reason for this is that 
we can now imagine the political 
demise of Johnson - just look at 
the growth of Labour support in 
the opinion polls and the possibility 
that Keir Starmer could win the next 
election.4 The votes in parliament 
have provided just the opportunity 
Starmer needed to play the patriotic 
card, putting ‘the country’ before 
narrow party politics, and showing 
statesmanlike gravitas in the face of 
incompetent frivolity.5 Offering his 
support for the government’s Covid 
strategy in the face of Tory rebels 
and exposing Johnson’s weakness is 
an important part of the party games 

at Westminster and their echoes in 
the media. It is all supposed to help 
build support for Starmer with the 
audience at home.

But the audience that Sir Keir 
has really been appealing to since 
his election as Labour leader has 
not been amongst the mass of the 
electorate, but amongst the rather 
more rarefied circles of the ruling 
class. His main aim has been to 
demonstrate to the people who really 
matter that he and his party are a 
responsible second eleven for British 
capitalism and could provide a safe 
alternative to the Tories, should the 
need arise. Starmer’s attacks on the 
left, the continuing shift to the right 
in the shadow cabinet and his abject 
prostration before the politics and 
strategy of the US hegemon are all 
of a piece to secure this support from 
the bourgeoisie and so open the way 
to Downing Street for him.

The current crisis plays well 
into this strategy and he is certainly 
making the most of it. Starmer will 
hope that he can continue with this 
approach and that the seemingly 
inevitable disintegration of the 
Johnson government will allow him 
to just walk in and pick up the pieces. 
However, whilst not entirely a policy 
of masterly inactivity on Starmer’s 
part, this political strategy is not 
without its risks. It largely relies on 
the uncertainty of events and the 
Tories destroying themselves, whilst 
Labour stands patriotically waiting 
in the wings for the call. It is hardly 
a positive rallying call for radical 
change and a real alternative that 
will inspire an increasingly cynical 
electorate.

But then that is not what Keir 
Starmer and the Labour Party under 
his leadership are about: for them 
politics is about getting elected so 
that they can enjoy the perks and 
privileges of office that come from 
sitting around the cabinet table l

TORIES
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Commemoration message
As read out at the December 11 online meeting to mark 
the 20th anniversary of the death of an exiled Turkish 

revolutionary leader
I first got to know comrade Rustu 

Yürükoğlu (Veli Dursun) on a 
long bus journey from London 
to Yorkshire. The first English 
edition of Turkey - weak link 
of imperialism had just been 
published and I was given a copy.

Being far too used to the 
standard fare produced by ‘official 
communist’ writers, I began with 
few expectations. However, I 
read it cover to cover and with 
growing enthusiasm. The book 
was a revelation. I can say without 
hesitation that it changed my life. 
It opened a window, allowed me 
to think.

This was in the late 1970s 
at a time of greatly heightened 
political tensions in Turkey. The 
country was approaching boiling 
point. It was going to be revolution 
or counterrevolution.

Comrade Yürükoğlu was 
above all a revolutionary. He and 
his comrades around İşçinin Sesi 

(Workers Voice) began an open 
struggle against the opportunism 
that disarmed and disorientated 
the working class movement, and, 
of course, not only in Turkey.

While the Communist Party of 
the Soviet Union bears a particular 
responsibility here, we must 
also blame ourselves. Too many 
communists allowed themselves 
to become apologists for a 
conservative, self-serving and 
ultimately doomed bureaucratic 
elite.

Fortunately, many other 
İşçinin Sesi books and articles 
were translated into English. 
There can be no doubt that they 
provided us with inspiration in 
our own struggle against the 
Eurocommunists, Straight Leftists 
and other factions who were bent 
on liquidating the Communist 
Party of Great Britain. The 
existence of the CPGB’s current 
Provisional Central Committee 

and its Weekly Worker therefore 
owes a real debt to Rustu 
Yürükoğlu and his comrades.

We worked particularly 
closely for a brief period in the 
late 1970s and early 80s. That 
relationship continued throughout 
the 1980s, but was very much 
wound down following the 
collapse of bureaucratic socialism 
in eastern Europe and the Soviet 
Union. Sadly, our paths diverged 
somewhat.

On the occasion of the 
20th anniversary of comrade 
Yürükoğlu’s death - when 
capitalism is showing all the 
signs of dragging the whole of 
humanity into barbarism, and yet 
the left remains feeble, divided 
and programmatically adrift - we 
can assure you of our continued 
commitment to principled unity, 
the struggle for working class rule 
and international communism l

Jack Conrad

Johnson won with 369 votes because of Labour
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DRUGS

Fun and punishment
Crazily, the government wants to intensify the cruel and unwinnable ‘war on drugs’. Eddie Ford, on the 
other hand, wants to call it off and legalise all drugs

Buried in all the news about 
Omicron, Peppa Pig, Tory sleaze 
and Christmas “gatherings” at 

No10, the government announced its 
new 10-year policy on drugs. 

Of course, the very last thing the 
government - especially a Tory one 
- wants to be accused of is being soft 
on drugs: that is for metropolitan 
liberals and Guardian subscribers. 
True, there are some concessions to 
rationality, when it comes to things 
like crack cocaine and heroin: they 
are often viewed now as a question 
of treatment and rehabilitation - 
alternative drugs should be supplied, 
and so on. A step in the right 
direction.

However, this goes hand in 
hand with showing how tough 
the government is - with the new 
strategy accompanied by dramatic 
images on the TV and in newspapers 
of the police battering down the door 
of an evil drug-dealer who threatens 
the moral fabric of our society. This 
is all for the benefit of the Telegraph, 
Sun and Daily Mail readers, it goes 
without saying - confirmation that 
the new drugs regime will be a 
continuation, even an intensification, 
of the irrational and cruel ‘war on 
drugs’: a war that can never be won 
and endlessly piles up the casualties.

And the government, of course, 
is keen to demonstrate that it has not 
gone woke. Thus, in order to prove 
their macho credentials the Tories 
are saying that they will target so-
called “middle class” or “lifestyle” 
users of cocaine. Such language is 
obviously a populist-tinged measure 
designed to be part of its essentially 
meaningless ‘levelling up’ agenda. 
Most headline-grabbing of all, they 
will now confiscate your driving 
licence and passport - the government 
arguing that wealthy professionals 
are increasing exploitative practices 
through their demand. Consider 
yourself a wealthy professional? 
Police officers will be given powers 
to go through drug dealers’ phones 
and contact their clients with 
warnings about the perils of drug use 
in a bid to spook them into changing 
their behaviour. Frankly, this seems 
unlikely. If anything, it will just 
spook them into finding a new dealer.

The 10-year plan also has a 
heavy focus on going after more 
than 2,000 gangs behind the ‘county 
lines’ phenomenon, which often sees 
young, vulnerable people turned 
into cross-country mules. In this 
way, the government hopes to make 
thousands more arrests - criminalise 
yet more people - and invest up to 
£145 million in the ‘county lines’ 
programme. That money will seek 
to target the road and rail networks 
and in theory protect those exploited 
by the gangs, supporting any attempt 
to rebuild their lives (which sounds 
fine and dandy on paper). Other 
measures include expanding drug 
testing on those arrested, developing 
out-of-court disposal projects to 
ensure those who “misuse drugs” 
face tougher consequences, and - 
we are told - the largest ever single 
increase in investment in treatment 
and recovery, which it is understood 
will be made available to 50 local 
authorities. So far we have not got 
a full breakdown of how the £780 
million will be spent, but it seems 
£530 million has been allocated to 
increasing and improving treatment 
services.

These new policies come as drug 
poisoning deaths are at a record high, 
having increased by almost 80% 

since 2012.1 The data shows that 
there is a public health emergency, 
the pandemic negatively affecting 
those with addiction problems.

Then there is crime. According 
to the home office, there were 
300,000 heroin and crack addicts 
in England who were responsible 
for nearly half of all burglaries and 
robberies - while drugs were a factor 
in nearly half of all homicides. The 
total cost to society of this misery 
is roughly estimated at nearly £20 
billion a year. For what it is worth, 
the government has promised to 
improve offender drug treatment 
across the prisons and probation 
service as a whole - like increasing 
housing support and access to 
treatment for those at risk of sleeping 
rough. As everyone knows, UK 
jails suffer longstanding addiction 
problems - hardly surprising when 
you incarcerate people for years 
on end in overcrowded hell holes. 
Ministers have also said they want 
to roll out individual employment 
support across all local authorities in 
England by 2025.

In a further development, the 
government is planning to introduce 
league tables - an old obsession - 
so that the public can see which 
prisons have successfully taken 
prisoners off drugs. Prison governors 
will be given individual targets 
on the number of drug tests to be 
carried out. For the first time, the 
government plans to publish drug 
rehabilitation figures in a national 
league table - almost Blairite. Six 
new prisons will also have “airport-
style” security as standard, including 
cutting-edge X-ray body scanners, 
biometric identification for visitors, 
and drug dogs and hand-held 
wands at prison gates. Sounds like a 
perfect therapeutic environment for 
rehabilitation, doesn’t it?

Party time
Seizing driving licences or passports 
will really help people get off drugs 
or deter them from using them in 
the first place, right? You know 
the answer. Once again, this crazy 
proposal will just make things even 
worse. You lose your job, your 

means of financial security, because 
you no longer have a driving licence 
- therefore you are more likely to get 
depressed and in turn more prone to 
addiction and drug/alcohol misuse in 
general. Real joined-up thinking by 
the government yet again.

Compounding the hypocrisy, you 
will not be astonished to learn that 
illegal drug use is rife in parliament. 
There are 12 sets of toilets in the 
buildings and some bright spark 
went with a testing kit and found 
traces of cocaine in 11 of them - 
which is pretty impressive. Over 
2,000 people work in parliament 
and on any given day this number 
might be swelled by journalists, 
visitors, tourists, lobbyists, etc.2 In 
other words, it would have been 
amazing if you did not find evidence 
of illegal drug taking - never mind 
the subsidised bars that are open 24 
hours a day for thirsty MPs, peers 
and others. Of course, somebody 
did something similar at the Tory 
Party conference at Birmingham in 
2012 - going round the venue and 
other buildings used by the Tories.3 
And what did they find in the toilets? 
No prizes for guessing that there 
were sizeable traces of that middle 
class drug of choice, cocaine. A 
week earlier, the same investigators 
discovered traces of cocaine in a 
hotel taken over by the Labour Party 
during its conference in Manchester, 
albeit on a rather smaller scale (the 
Tories tend to have deeper pockets).

Every Friday in the City of 
London, apparently, not only 
are vast quantities of wine and 
champagne consumed - especially 
when the bonuses come through 
- but huge amounts of cocaine as 
well. Doubtlessly our readers will 
recall that two years ago Michael 
Gove confessed to taking drugs on 
“several occasions” when he was 
a young journalist - which was a 
dreadful “mistake”, of course. As 
for Boris Johnson, he has admitted 
trying cocaine and cannabis while 
at university - claiming in a 2007 
interview that the substances 
“achieved no pharmacological, 
psychotropic or any other effect on 
me whatsoever”. Indeed, he once 

joked on the BBC’s Have I got news 
for you about being given cocaine 
- but sneezed and “so it did not go 
up my nose”. In fact, he added, “I 
may have been doing icing sugar”. 
If you or I publicly admitted to such 
behaviour, we would probably run 
the risk of getting arrested or losing 
our job.

Last week’s Socialist Worker 
stated: “drug abuse is a health 
issue, not a crime”. Rather, we 
read, “people should be given 
information and if necessary proper 
support and medical treatment to 
recover from addiction” (December 
6). This is true up to a point, as 
people can obviously get addicted 
to heroin or cocaine (less so). Then 
again, people can just quit using 
the drug in the same way many 
people do with smoking - decide 
enough is enough. Dependency and 
addiction are not inevitable, as often 
implied in government messages 
or popular culture - a certain path 
to degradation and squalor. But 
sometimes people need help to get 
off the drug and they should get that 
help, not be thrown into prison or 
criminalised – once again a clearly 
crazy approach.

On the other hand, just imagine 
I went along to the bars and 
restaurants of the Square Mile after 
the million-pound bonuses had been 
dished out and told the revellers 
that I am from the government - 
here to help you with your cocaine 
habit. How would they respond? 
They would probably look at me 
bemused, if not pityingly, saying 
we have no problem - we just want 
to have some fun. This is what 
the Socialist Workers Party fails 
to understand, as with so many 
different things. When it comes to 
football, for instance, the comrades 
can only see profit - believing that 
the people owning and running 
these clubs are only in it for the 
money. The comrades do not get 
the idea that it is a form of luxury 
consumption - as is cocaine, which 
over the years has permeated down 
to the masses like so many other 
products and services. What used 
to be a pretty rarefied class A drug 

scene in the 1930s has become 
increasingly broad, but, since drugs 
are illegal, the price is high.

From our communist angle, we 
understand that some people might 
have a health issue with alcohol 
- or tobacco, or cocaine, or heroin 
- but also that people want to have 
fun, to relax and enjoy themselves, 
and may not have any ill effects. In 
other words, just as with alcohol 
and tobacco, all drugs should 
be legalised and hence quality-
controlled, so you always know 
what you are taking. When you take 
a sip of whiskey, you know that it 
is going to be strong. Regarding 
beer, is it weak or strong? Which 
means you can limit or control your 
drinking, depending on what you are 
used to - which varies enormously 
from individual to individual, of 
course. That ought to be the case 
with all drugs.

London’s Evening Standard had 
a story recently about the police 
bursting into the house of a dealer and 
seizing a whole load of … flour. Yes, 
incredibly enough, what these people 
were selling as cocaine was actually 
baking powder (I doubt if you can 
get your money back if not happy 
with the product, or complain to the 
ombudsman). But the main point to 
emphasise here is that we need quality 
control, so people can have fun safely 
- since, without that, it will not always 
be baking powder you are taking (or 
icing sugar). but sometimes drugs 
laced with dangerous impurities that 
can prove fatal.

Drugs are as old as human culture, 
probably going back hundreds of 
thousands of years. Human beings 
have drunk, sniffed, snorted, ingested, 
smoked - got high - either for spiritual 
reasons or because they want a good 
party. There is no crime in that l

eddie.ford@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1. www.theguardian.com/society/2021/
aug/03/drug-poisoning-deaths-in-england-
and-wales-reach-record-high.
2. www.parliament.uk/site-information/foi/
foi-and-eir/commons-foi-disclosures/human-
resources/staff---numbers-2015.
3. dailystar.co.uk/news/latest-news/cocaine-
traces-found-conservative-party-18565418.

Police raids provide good TV and press pictures
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USSR

The future that ended
Three decades after the collapse of the Soviet Union, the causes and consequences still elude most of the 
left, writes Paul Demarty

I t is anniversary season once 
again, and on the agenda this 
time is the dissolution of the 

Soviet Union, which finally 
concluded on December 26 1991.

It had, of course, been a 
long time coming. The fall of 
the Stalinist regimes of central 
and eastern Europe in 1989-90 
immediately posed the question - 
why should the USSR escape the 
same fate? If Mikhail Gorbachev, 
the last Soviet leader, was prepared 
to permit East Germans, Poles and 
the rest to determine the fate of 
their ‘socialist’ regimes, then why 
not those in the Soviet Union?

So the USSR’s various 
constituent parts began to break 
up. Various Soviet republics 
conspired together against the 
central state, and the centrifugal 
motion became unstoppable, once 
Russia itself - under the presidency 
of Boris Yeltsin - pulled behind 
the trend. Gorbachev proved 
powerless to resist the break-up, 
and once Yeltsin and his Ukrainian 
and Belorussian contemporaries 
signed an agreement that would 
effectively replace it with the 
Commonwealth of Independent 
States (CIS), Gorbachev finally 
resigned on December 25.

It is worth emphasising how 
much this came as a surprise to 
so many, especially in hindsight. 
Every secondary school history 
student, surely, will know today that 
Soviet society had been stagnant 
for decades. The ‘we will bury 
you’ promises of the Khrushchev 
era - of overtaking the west and 
building full communism within a 
few decades - were a bad joke by 
the 1970s. Attempts to modernise 
factories, to produce quality 
consumer goods and increase 
productivity ran to nothing. The 
black market loomed ever larger in 
daily life. Soviet citizens then faced 
the embarrassment of three ancient 
party eminences - Brezhnev, 
Andropov and Chernenko - dying 
while being general secretary of 
very obviously natural causes 
within a few years of each other. 
The cliché that ordinary Russians 
(and Poles, and … ) wanted blue 
jeans and rock’n’roll is well known, 
but increasingly the nomenklatura 
wanted Ferraris and Italian suits. 
They wanted, in other words, to be 
capitalists.

Commentary at the time, 
however, painted a very different 
picture. Ronald Reagan may 
have claimed for himself - rather 
dubiously - the credit of defeating 
the Soviets, but he could only turn 
to his more aggressive posture 
by vastly overstating the Soviet 
threat. The ‘respectable’ British 
historian, Paul Kennedy, in his 
1988 bestseller The rise and 
fall of the great powers, rather 
embarrassingly failed to predict 
the fall of the USSR, just over the 
next hill. Soviet-loyal ‘official’ 
communists in the west could not 
allow themselves to believe it, 
and often venerated Gorbachev, 
the Morning Star called him the 
“Lenin of our day”.

The same, rather remarkably, 
was true of many Trotskyists, who 
saw in the glasnost and perestroika 
era not the piecemeal reversion to 
capitalism that was actually going 
on, but the political revolution 
predicted by Trotsky in the 1930s. 
Tariq Ali dedicated his Revolution 
from above - also from 1988 (a bad 
year for prognostication all round) 

- to a certain comrade Yeltsin! 
Others sought that political 
revolution in trivial groups of 
the rank and file. The Spartacist 
League, in its obituary of its 
long-time guru, James Robertson, 
recalled its German comrades 
marching with “masses of workers, 
soldiers, students and others” 
under pro-communist slogans.1 
But in Germany and Russia alike, 
any such sentiments were - if not 
marginal to begin with - rapidly 
marginalised, and it is not clear that 
this perspective was better than 
‘Victory to comrade Yeltsin’.

It was not only such orthodox 
Trotskyists as the Sparts who looked 
to a revolution from below. Those 
who viewed the Soviet bureaucracy 
as essentially capitalist exploiters 
could correspondingly expect the 
direct class struggle to impose 
itself sooner or later, and with it 
the possibility of workers’ action 
for socialism. We think here in 
particular of the Socialist Workers 
Party and its allies, who believed 
that the USSR was forced into 
capitalist social relations by the 
logic of inter-state competition. It, 
too, found objects for its admiration 
- notably the Solidarność trade 
union in Poland, despite its obvious 
and very rapid co-optation by US 
agencies, laundered through the 
Roman Catholic church.

Consequences
If few were theoretically prepared 
for the collapse of the USSR, 
fewer still coped well with the 
consequences of that collapse. 
Socialist Worker reminds us, in 
its anniversary piece, of its own 
line:

Most of the left saw it as 
a defeat for socialism. But 
Socialist Worker argued it was 
“a fact that should have every 
socialist rejoicing”. A front 
page celebrated the break-up 
of the Soviet Union, saying, 
“Communism has collapsed - 
now fight for real socialism.”2

To repeat this line in 2021, as 
if nothing had happened in the 
interim to call it into question, is 

really quite something. But that is 
indeed the point:

Whether the new states 
were ruled by ‘reformed’ 
Stalinists, liberal democrats or 
a combination of the two, the 
governments all accepted the 
logic of global capitalism. They 
pursued vicious free market 
policies. [But] that doesn’t mean 
socialists should mourn the 
collapse of the Soviet Union.

That “vicious free market policies” 
were pursued in the aftermath of 
1989-91 is true enough, but very 
much incomplete - and incomplete 
in ways that undermined the 
idea that, as SWP leaders put it 
at the time, history was ‘moving 
sideways’.

Russia, certainly, gives us the 
most complete picture of what a 
capitalist ‘utopia’, built from a 
standing start, actually looks like. 
The shock-therapy privatisation 
of the whole economy resulted 
in cliques of the nomenklatura 
and psychopathic mafiosi helping 
themselves to the country’s assets. 
Living standards declined sharply: 
by the end of 1993 Russia was 
bankrupt and effectively on the 
brink of state failure - put off for a 
time by Yeltsin’s self-coup against 
an increasingly hostile parliament. 
The result of free-market 
fundamentalism was not the sort 
of stable liberal society anticipated 
by its advocates, but - after Yeltsin 
was succeeded by Vladimir Putin 
- a relatively stable authoritarian 
kleptocracy.

On the other hand, it should be 
said that the faultlines along which 
the USSR broke apart were, in the 
end, national, and the immediate 
and long-term consequences took 
on that stripe. These events are 
sometimes implied to be bloodless 
among western triumphalists, 
but the immediate consequence 
outside of Russia was a series 
of bloody wars: in Tajikistan the 
new government faced off against 
Islamist separatists in a conflict 
that would claim up to 100,000 
lives, and the newly-independent 
Armenian and Azerbaijani 

republics fought a short conflict 
over Nagorno-Karabakh, which 
was brutally relitigated only last 
year. Russia itself conducted a 
disastrous war in Chechnya from 
1994 onwards.

Putin’s popularity is 
based on straightforwardly 
chauvinist national sentiment. 
His replacement of the drink-
sodden, melancholic Yeltsin, his 
ostentatious ruthlessness towards 
hostile oligarchs, and his reversals 
of the social liberalisations of the 
1990s on the gay question and 
the like appeal to a deeply rooted 
sense of national shame, and the 
need to exorcise it. (And, despite 
all the rigged votes and battered 
protests, Putin remains popular.) 
Pushback against Russia’s ‘grand 
strategy’ moves has, likewise, had 
a rightwing, nationalist character 
(one need only mention the grim 
coalition that governs Ukraine, 
and the fascist militias skirmishing 
with Russian-Ukrainians in the 
Donbass).

We observe, then, two 
complementary kinds of blind spot. 
Those like the SWP, who consider 
the Soviet bloc to have consisted 
of ‘state capitalist’ or otherwise 
class-exploitative regimes, cannot 
account for the monstrous carnival 
of reaction that followed in the 
1990s and 2000s, both in the 
CIS and former Warsaw Pact and 
globally in the ‘new American 
century’. On the other hand, those, 
including ‘official communists’ 
and orthodox Trotskyists, who 
consider the events of 1989-91 
to be a counterrevolution can 
readily understand such disasters 
as consequent upon the end of 
‘actually existing socialism’; but 
they cannot confront the fact that 
nobody wanted it to continue, or 
lifted a finger to defend it with any 
effectiveness. Either the evils of 
the present or of the ‘socialist’ past 
must be repressed.

Rethinking
Given the miserable course of 
the last three decades, you would 
expect there to be a wave of fresh 
thinking on the Russian question. 
The supporters of this paper’s 

predecessor, The Leninist, analysed 
the USSR in terms similar to 
‘defencist’ Trotskyist theories, 
broadly speaking, though it was 
more realistic about the danger of 
capitalist restoration. It still had the 
second problem, however: where 
was the political revolution, even a 
failed political revolution? And we 
have tried to rethink the question 
for that reason.

The far more common reaction, 
however, is - after the fashion of 
the Socialist Worker article quoted 
above - a stubborn refusal to modify 
any sacred theories, no matter how 
flatly they are contradicted by reality. 
In the end, this is a function of the 
role these theories played in the 
activity of such groups. Theories of 
the USSR served as a distinguishing 
shibboleth for sects of one sort or 
another, and so serious criticism 
of such theories tended to be 
suppressed or cast as unbridgeable 
differences of principle. 
Secondarily, these theories served as 
justifications for political strategy. 
The anticipation of a political 
revolution in the ‘socialist’ countries 
justified an expectation of sudden, 
spontaneous social convulsions, 
which was central to Trotskyist 
politics: a truly revolutionary USSR 
would revolutionise global class-
consciousness. For the Cliffites, 
the theory of state capitalism 
correspondingly dovetailed with 
its ultra-spontaneist conception 
of the direct struggle of employer 
and employed solving the political 
problem.

The instrumentalisation of 
theories of the Russian question 
tends to obscure theoretical 
difficulties. For Marxists, there is 
an overarching directionality to 
history, and a rhythm to historical 
epochs. Transitions between epochs 
can be chaotic, however; to accept 
such a teleological outlook is not to 
suppose that there is nothing like 
contingency in human history. The 
trouble for historical interpretation 
of any particular social formation 
is in separating the world-historic 
from the contingent. It seemed 
to the Trotskyist leader, Michel 
Pablo, in the 1950s that the USSR 
and its satellites were a necessary 
form of the transition to socialism 
- that we would have “centuries 
of deformed workers’ states”. 
Tony Cliff thought Soviet-style 
‘bureaucratic state capitalism’ to be 
a new ‘highest stage of capitalism’.

The unavoidable lesson of 1991 
is that the particular features of 
‘actually existing socialism’ were 
no such thing: they were not an 
intrinsic part of the historical 
transition from capitalism to 
communism, whether on the 
capitalist or communist side, but 
formed a contingent ‘morbid 
symptom’ of the transition. These 
societies were not able to reproduce 
their own social relations for 
more than two generations. While 
1917 disclosed the possibility 
of working class revolution, its 
betrayal (or whatever you want to 
call it) showed us - and the world 
- the risks, and enormous costs, of 
failure.

We are all in the shadow of that 
failure, three decades later l

paul.demarty@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1. www.icl-fi.org/english/wv/1162/jim.html.
2. socialistworker.co.uk/art/52788/
Why+the+Soviet+Union+fell+30+years+ago.

Boris Yeltsin was a hero: but not for long
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POLEMIC

Something serious is needed
It is clear that Tony Greenstein has abandoned any pretence of adhering to class politics: that is, the class 
politics of the working class. Jack Conrad defends the Marxist programme against those who advocate 
yet another broad-front halfway house

Replying to Tony Greenstein’s 
shameful accusation that those 
who resigned from Labour 

Against the Witchhunt’s steering 
committee have resorted to the same 
“big lie” tactics as Joseph Goebbels 
is unnecessary (‘Not a liquidation?’ 
Weekly Worker December 9 2021). 
The long record of Tina Werkmann, 
Jackie Walker, Kevin Bean and Stan 
Keable speaks for itself. They are 
honest comrades holding honest 
views.

So has LAW been liquidated? 
Comrade Greenstein pleads 
that “nowhere in the successful 
resolution” was there any mention 
of “liquidation” or “closing down” 
LAW. True, but this is clearly a 
pedantic attempt to pull wool over 
eyes.

In politics, as in other walks 
of life, context is all. Comrade 
Greenstein is on record as saying that 
the fight in the Labour Party is over, 
that trade unions should disaffiliate, 
that voters in the July 1 2021 Batley 
and Spen by-election should support 
George Galloway and not Labour’s 
Kim Leadbeater. Many attending the 
LAW members’ meeting expressed 
similar views and, no less to the 
point, that is also the case with the 
leadership slate comrade Greenstein 
got installed on November 27. 
So, while the words ‘liquidation’ 
and ‘closing down’ did not appear 
in motion 1, only someone who 
wants to cover up, to obfuscate, to 
hoodwink, would object to such an 
assessment.

Indeed, presumably working 
according to the motto, ‘Attack is 
the best form of defence’, we find 
comrade Greenstein himself making 
accusations of liquidationism: 

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 

[Labour In Exile Network].

This is simply childish. LAW has 
done very little, has been paralysed 
even, but despite this paralysis has 
maintained a professional looking 
website, gained members, picketed 
Labour Party HQ, organised Not 
the Ford Inquiry at the Resist event 
at this year’s Labour conference in 
Brighton. Of course, these actions 
have been organised with a range 
of others and not only LIEN (there 
were the Labour Left Alliance, 
Labour Campaign for Free Speech 
and Labour Party Marxists too). 
And all in the midst of the Covid-19 
pandemic, social mixing restrictions 
and two lockdowns, remember.

It is perfectly understandable why 
in practice comrades want to abandon 
the fight in the Labour Party. Many 
have been shamefully expelled or 
suspended, their reputations trashed 
and besmirched. The official Labour 
left has proved spineless, ineffective 
and treacherous. After all, under 
Jeremy Corbyn and Jennie Formby 
the witch-hunt was actually ramped 
up. Disgracefully, in a futile attempt 
to appease the right, they stayed 
silent, while, one after another, their 
own close comrades and friends 
were thrown under the bus. And now, 
making matters even worse, Sir Keir 
is firmly in the saddle and riding high 
in opinion polls.

Frankly, while we were 
disappointed by the November 
26 vote at the LAW members’ 
meeting, we were not surprised. An 
unprecedented reactionary tornado 
is ripping through the Labour Party 
and those who naively counted on 
Corbyn, those who lack strategic 
moorings, those who have little or 
no understanding of class politics 
are swept away, left desperately 
clutching at anything with appears to 
offer hope.

If comrade Greenstein and co 
were committed to, had their sights 
on, a serious party, it would be 
another matter entirely. We would 
still disagree with abandoning the 
Labour Party as a site of struggle - 
for us that is like abandoning the 
trade unions. But what is being 

proposed lacks any credibility: 
variously a Corbyn movement 
without Corbyn, a rainbow coalition, 
a classless people’s party or more 
commonly a Labour Party mark two. 
Taking their cue from Ken Loach, 
this undefined melange is what the 
successful motion 1, moved by Tony 
Greenstein and Esther Giles, and 
carried 47:27 on November 26, takes 
as its “starting point”. A recipe for 
confusion, disunity and one micro-
split after another.

Strategy
Let us move the argument on by 
quoting comrade Greenstein once 
again. He claims that we have never 
had “any analysis of the Corbyn 
movement: still less any strategy 
worthy of the name”. Well, I know 
the comrade is a regular reader of the 
Weekly Worker, even an occasional 
contributor, but obviously not an 
attentive one. Maybe he is becoming 
forgetful? Who knows.

Either way, he is talking rubbish. 
Our attitude towards the Jeremy 
Corbyn leadership of the Labour 
Party was worked out in advance: 
that is, well before his actual election, 
and with far greater foresight, and 
with far greater worth and precision, 
than any other campaign, committee, 
group or party on the left. Why? 
Because we have a fully worked out 
strategy.

Labour needs be refounded as 
a united front of a special kind and 
politically armed with a Marxist 
programme and put under a tried 
and tested Marxist leadership. Such 
a perspective can only be realised, 
of course, through the struggle for a 
mass Communist Party. Needless to 
say, we envisage once again opening 
up the Labour Party to the affiliation 
of leftwing groups and parties - 
crucially the affiliation of the CPGB. 
So this is a twin-track strategy, with 
the main emphasis on the struggle 
for a mass Communist Party.

Corbyn got into the leadership 
by a historical accident. Naturally 
we, and many others, agitated at 
a constituency level to persuade 
Labour MPs to ‘lend him’ their vote. 
Much to my surprise, this actually 

worked. The ‘morons’ allowed him 
to run. Once he was on the ballot, 
we were convinced he would easily 
win. Not just because of the £3 
supporters, but because of the deep 
well of discontent within the then 
existing ranks of the Labour Party 
membership.

What about the mass influx? Did 
we leave it unanalysed? Of course 
not. The suggestion is laughable. 
Corbyn appeared as a vehicle, a 
focus, a saviour for hundreds of 
thousands. It was not merely a 
rejection of Ed Miliband’s austerity-
lite politics, as comrade Greenstein 
suggests. An older generation who 
had left the Labour Party in disgust 
over Tony Blair and the Iraq war 
returned. A younger generation who 
felt betrayed over student loans, 
the commodification of education, 
the lack of affordable housing, low 
wages and job insecurity - well, they 
flocked in. But what was notable 
about them - especially, sad to say, 
the younger generation - is that they 
were not politically determined, not 
politically educated and therefore did 
not fully engage. They voted Jeremy 
Corbyn against Owen Smith, but had 
not much of a clue when it came to 
national executive elections. Tens 
of thousands joined Momentum, 
but, with the connivance of Corbyn 
and his Straight Leftist advisors, 
they were relegated to mere spear-
carriers ... though a select few 
carved out lucrative political careers 
for themselves. Today, of course, 
Momentum is not only much 
reduced: it is an empty husk.

Bizarrely, comrade Greenstein 
says we write off these people and 
are “happy” to see 150,000 of them 
“disappear”. Nonsense, yet again. 
No, comrade, we do not dismiss 
them and nor are we happy to see 
them go. We want them educated, 
we want them organised. But this 
will not happen if we attempt to do 
the impossible and follow them to 
their 150,000 different destinations.

Showing a rather sad lack of self-
awareness, comrade Greenstein likes 
to boast of his amazing powers of 
prediction. This is him in full flight: 
“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.’” 
He goes on: “And then on June 3: 
‘General election - is Labour on the 
threshold of victory?’” Well, what 
was the result? Against a hapless 
Theresa May, Labour experienced a 
tremendous surge in support in the 
last week or two of the campaign and 
secured 262 seats. But that still left 
the Tories with 317 seats. So comrade 
Greenstein got it wrong. Nothing to 
be ashamed of, but nothing to brag 
about either.

What of ourselves? We never 
expected the election of a Corbyn-
led Labour government. Neither in 
2017 nor in 2019. After all a clear 
majority of the Parliamentary Labour 
Party was ranged against him. To 
become prime minister he would 
have to secure a vote of confidence 
in the House of Commons. Only if 
he could be assured of that would 
the queen graciously call him to 
Buckingham Palace.

There was, though, an 
extraordinarily remote possibility of 
such a scenario. Say a million to one. 
However, what was important was 
not the odds. It is what the rank and 
file of the Corbyn movement thought 
and believed. In their minds they saw 
Corbyn soon entering the famous 
black door of No10 as prime minister 
and then realising all their hopes and 
dreams.

Hence our two warnings.
Firstly, the “bold” promises 

contained in For the mamy, not 
the few or It’s time for real change 
were, in reality, very timid … and 
they were not going to be delivered. 
True, the Corbyn leadership was 
committed to reversing austerity, 
increasing the economic role of 
the state, repealing some anti-trade 
union laws and introducing some 
minor constitutional reforms. But 
at best that amounted to an illusory 
attempt to run British capitalism in 
the interests of the working class. 
Meanwhile, wage-slavery continues, 
Britain remains a monarchy, subject 
to judge-made law, one of the ‘five 

Without the working class, socialism can never be realised
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eyes’, a core imperialist power, a 
member of Nato and armed with 
US-controlled nuclear weapons. To 
call such a programme ‘socialist’ 
- and the Labour Representation 
Committee was not alone in this - is 
inexcusable.

Secondly, what would the capitalist 
class, the political establishment and 
the deep state do in the event of a 
Corbyn-led government? Despite 
the manifesto being far from radical, 
there would be a run on the pound, 
sabotage by the Labour right, a 
constitutional coup, an army mutiny, 
US ‘pushback’, etc. Even with a 
crisis of expectations, given the 
suffocating hold of constitutionalism 
and narrow trade unionism, popular 
resistance would prove to be feeble 
and ineffective, and end in a crushing 
defeat. Maybe a few dozen of us 
would be killed ‘resisting arrest’, a 
few hundred more would be detained 
at her majesty’s pleasure … but 
widespread demoralisation would 
inevitably follow.

In others words, while we soberly 
assessed the situation, others on the 
left blithely urged on a crushing 
defeat. They wanted a “bold” 
Corbyn government running a nice 
capitalism, while we, on the other 
hand, seek to establish an explicitly 
socialist opposition that stands 
against the existing constitution, that 
educates and prepares the working 
class to become the ruling class, that 
positively avoids the temptation of 
forming a government when there 
is not the least chance of delivering 
what we Marxists call the minimum 
programme (ie, the maximum that 
can be achieved under capitalist 
conditions). Back in the late 19th 
century this was ABC common sense 
in the workers’ movement: nowadays 
it is regarded as odd, strange, almost 
unhinged - testimony to a general 
degradation of our political culture.

Going nowhere
Comrade Greenstein believes that 
going for a mass Communist Party 
is hopeless - well, certainly under 
present-day historical circumstances, 
which, to say the least, are hardly 
revolutionary. “Unsurprisingly”, 
he says, “this project has gone 
nowhere.” His reasoning is 
philosophically revealing: “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.”

Well, beginning with the last 
statement, we agree with the fish 
and the sea analogy (presumably 
knowingly borrowed from Mao 
Zedong). With students, big strikes 
and protests around the climate 
emergency, we find a ready audience 
for our ideas. But the key is political 
organisation and one of the seas we 
swim in is the historically established 
Labour Party, with its hundreds of 
thousands of individual members 
and millions of affiliated members.

And here, precisely because it 
matters to the ruling class, because it 
needs a trustworthy second eleven, a 
safe alternative party of government, 
we have the ongoing ‘Anti-Zionism 
equals anti-Semitism’ witch-
hunt and the Starmer leadership 
proscribing LAW, LIEN and 
Socialist Appeal. And here, precisely 
because of the instinctive, stubborn, 
often wonderfully creative resistance 
put up by the rank and file, we have 
an elemental clash of class against 
class. That explains why LPM is 
committed to staying and fighting 
in the Labour Party, including, of 
course, alongside those suspended 
and expelled members, not seeking 
refuge in yet another rickety, broad-
left lifecraft.

What about the claim that one 
“cannot from existing levels of 
consciousness and organisation leap 

to a revolutionary consciousness”? 
The claim that one “must have 
something in between”? This speaks 
to a deep-seated bourgeois ideology. 
Basic dialectics tells us that things 
develop quantitatively and then at 
some point leap qualitatively from 
one state to another state. Once the 
temperature rises above 0°C, water 
- ie, H2O - leaps from ice to liquid. 
The same goes with water turning 
from liquid to steam (gas). It happens 
at a definite moment: 100°C (at sea 
level).

Understandably bourgeois 
ideology mortally fears the 
qualitative leap - precisely because 
of its revolutionary implications. 
So, yes, in biology, classical 
Darwinism posits an endless series 
of intermediary forms and stages. 
Charles Darwin specifically warned 
against the leap in his Origin (1859) 
because of his dread of a revived 
Chartism. Yet radical biologists 
such as Stephen Jay Gould and 
Niles Eldredge have shown that his 
gradualism was mistaken, false - yes, 
rooted in a bourgeois fear of social 
revolution. There is speciaisation, 
the leap. The same goes for the 
other sciences. Did physicists need 
an intermediate stage between the 
steady state theory of the universe 
and the theory of the expanding 
universe? There were futile attempts 
to establish such a halfway house, 
but none of them stood up to 
serious examination. Nowadays 
the expanding universe is simply 
taken as a proven fact. Certainly 
the halfway house theories were not 
needed in order to arrive at the truth. 
They were diversions.

Marxism itself represents 
a qualitative leap from the 
contemplative materialism of Ludwig 
Feuerbach. On a more prosaic level 
people can and do go from holding 
racist/national chauvinist views to 
almost in an instant seeing the light. 
Ricky Tomlinson comes to my mind. 
There are countless other examples 
that could be given. But let us suffice 
with just two. There is religious 
conversion and conversion from 
religion. There is reformism and 
being won over to Marxism.

However, what comrade 
Greenstein understands by 
establishing a mass Communist 
Party is yet another repetition of 
the half-crazy confessional sects 
that he has known from first-hand 
experience and has rightly learnt not 
to love. Even then, though, he gets 
things wrong. In his account the 
confessional sects only speak to those 
“who agree with you”. No, not even 
true with the CWO ‘left’ communists, 
the SPGB and the Northite WSWS. 
They are quite prepared to talk to all 
manner of people who disagree with 
them: eg, on demonstrations. But the 
reality is that most confessional sects 
only speak to organisations safely to 
their right - that is the certainly the 
case with the SWP, CPB and SPEW. 
Does that apply to the CPGB? Surely 
not. We have a proven record of 
debating with organisations both to 
our left and to our right … but - and 
this is vital - throughout, militantly, 
resolutely, undeviatingly, defending 
a definite political programme.

Not revolutionary
Comrade Greenstein confidently 
announces that a “precondition 
for forming a socialist party is 
a mass socialist movement”. If 
by a “socialist party” he means a 
revolutionary Marxist party and if 
by “mass socialist movement” he 
means mass socialist consciousness, 
well, that would provide ideal, 
almost perfect conditions. But a 
“precondition”? No.

Did the formation of Germany’s 
Social Democratic Party in 1875 
require a pre-existing mass socialist 
consciousness? There was a certain 
interest in socialistic ideas, that is true 

- not least because of the success of 
workers’ education associations. But 
the mass socialist movement, mass 
socialist consciousness, including 
mass trade unions - that came after 
1875, through the SDP and its 
MPs, press, libraries, clubs, choirs, 
local branches and the production 
and wide dissemination of Marxist 
literature. That was the general 
pattern for the Second International 
and the Third International … 
especially in the colonial and semi-
colonial world of the 1920s. Eg, the 
Communist Party of China, formed 
in July 1921, had 50 founding 
members. By 1925 membership had 
risen to 2,428 and there was rapid 
progress in influencing the urban 
working class. By 1927 the pro-CCP 
militia controlled Shanghai.

What needs to be understood is 
that socialist - ie, Marxist - parties, 
are built top-down, not bottom-up. 
What is primary is the programme: ie, 
theory. It is from there to the masses 
and in the process, of course, theory 
is enriched, concretised, taken to new 
heights. It should also be understood 
that Marxist parties do not require 
revolutionary conditions in order to 
grow. They can grow in peaceful, 
seemingly almost uneventful, 
conditions. And the fact of the matter 
is that such parties, because of their 
tenacity, cohesion, discipline and 
theoretical and political training, 
are far better at obtaining economic, 
social and democratic concessions 
than explicitly reformist parties or 
routine trade unionism. Certainly if 
we wait to form a revolutionary party 
till there is a revolutionary situation, 
then it will be too late … we would 
have already lost.

According to comrade Greenstein, 
we in the CPGB “write off anything 
bar the formation of a revolutionary 
Marxist Party”. He calls it an “all 
or nothing” approach, out of which 
“you are likely to get nothing”. A neat 
line. But there is a little problem: it is 
simply untrue. Leave aside our vastly 
disproportionate role in various 
unity projects compared with our 
numbers - the most promising being 
the Socialist Alliance in the early 
2000s (which was wrecked first by 
SPEW and finally by the SWP). We 
do not write off campaigns around 
runaway climate change, Palestinian 
solidarity, student grants, the trade 
union movement, the Labour Party or 
for that matter the many and various 
organisations of the existing left. We 
simply say that they are inadequate 
if we are going to empower the 
working class and ready it for state 
power.

So, yes, we do say that the key 
question today is the formation of a 
Communist Party. We in the CPGB 
have the name, but we fight to make 
the name a reality. The Communist 
Party must be made into a part - the 
leading part - of the working class. 
To begin with, in embryo, that might, 
in present-day British conditions, 
consist of just a few thousand; 
maybe brought together through a 
series of splits and fusions within the 
existing left (including those in the 
Labour Party). But to become real it 
must go on to organise hundreds of 
thousands, millions.

Comrade Greenstein discounts 
this strategic perspective. Why? 
Because “we are not living in 
revolutionary times”, because “the 
class struggle is at an all-time low”, 
because “the working class has been 
atomised as a result of globalisation 
and the Thatcherite attack”. Of 
course, a class that has been atomised 
is no longer a class: it is merely an 
amorphous mass. That aside, he 
goes on: “The Russian Revolution” 
happened “over a hundred years 
ago”. Nothing controversial here - 
we can count too. But he has a point 
to make, a big one: “There must be 
political and material reasons why 
there has been no repeat. Should 

we not examine them?” Leave aside 
the 20th century being a century of 
wars and revolutions: from Russia, 
Germany and Austria to China 
and Vietnam, from Yugoslavia and 
Cuba to Portugal and Afghanistan. 
The notion that we, and numerous 
others, have not tried to get to grips 
with the century of the unexpected is 
frankly risible. We might be totally 
wrong, we might be near getting 
it right, but, yes, we have provided 
answers. Comrade Greenstein, 
seems altogether oblivious - sad, 
what a pity.

In the same short-sighted, 
philistine spirit he blunders on:

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.

So, if it is not the working class that is 
the “agent of revolutionary change”, 
what force does comrade Greenstein 
look to? Throughout modern 
history - that is, under conditions of 
something like universal suffrage 
- people, including working class 
people, have voted for all manner of 
reactionary parties and candidates: 
based on notions of common 
nationality, common religion, etc. 
Meanwhile, capital remorselessly 
extracts surplus value and the class 
struggle is fought out every minute, 
every hour, every day, every week, 
every year … workers resist, fight 
back, organise together to limit 
competition and improve conditions 
and thereby spontaneously generate 
a tendency towards collectivism and 
a readiness for the ideas of Marxism 
and joining the fight for international 
communism. That outcome is not 
automatic, but it does explain why 
the Marx-Engels team thought that 
only the working class “is a really 
revolutionary class” (Communist 
manifesto).

What is clear is that in the west 
comrade Greenstein has given 
up on the working class as the 
“agent of revolutionary change” 
(ie, the advanced, core, capitalist 
counties). Hence, if he really thinks 
revolutionary change and socialism 
are possible in a country like Britain, 
which is seriously open to question, 
then his only realistic option must 
be some sort of ethical socialism, 
which, beginning with his tailism of 
David Cameron, Peter Mandelson, 
Caroline Lucas, Chuka Umunna, 
Anna Soubry and the thoroughly 
bourgeois remain campaign, 
inevitably entails a haughty, arrogant, 
thoroughly stupid, contempt for 
leave voters and a casual dismissal of 
the basic tenants of Marxism. A rerun 
of Eduard Bernstein, Fabianism and 
Eurocommunism.

Living contradiction
Hence we find comrade Greenstein 
rubbishing the paradoxical Marxist 
category, bourgeois workers’ party 
- first coined by Fredrick Engels, 
elaborated and defended by Vladimir 
Lenin and given useful historical 
background by Theodore Rothstein 
in his classic study From Chartism 
to Labourism (1929). Tony Cliff 
and Donny Gluckstein use the term, 
“capitalist workers’ party”, in their 
The Labour Party - a Marxist history 
(1988). Presumably they did not 
think their readers could cope with 
a difficult ‘foreign’ word such a 
‘bourgeois’ (which in point of fact is 
not the direct equivalent of capitalist). 
Beside that, The Labour Party is one 
of the worst books I have ever read. 
But for comrade Greenstein, whether 
it is a bourgeois workers’ party or a 
capitalist workers’ party, it is binned 
as a “meaningless slogan”.

Meaningless? A slogan? No, it is 

a concept, the result of insightful, 
indeed profound, thinking. And, if 
the Labour Party is not a bourgeois 
workers’ party, then in class terms 
what the hell is it? Only if you have 
abandoned class politics - that is, the 
class politics of the working class - 
does the concept of Labour being a 
“bourgeois workers’ party” appear to 
be a “meaningless slogan”, a Marxist 
“shibboleth”.

The living contradiction that 
is today’s Labour Party can be 
negatively resolved - in favour of the 
dominant, bourgeois, pole. Tony Blair 
attempted to do just that, but failed. 
He wanted to end the historic split 
with Liberalism. Maybe Sir Keir has 
the same aim in mind. He certainly 
wants to fulfil his youthful, Pabloite, 
dream of becoming prime minister 
and is willing to sacrifice the left to 
demonstrate his loyalty to the system. 
But the trade union link? We shall see.  
But as well as the negative there is the 
positive. The contradiction can be 
resolved by driving out the bourgeois 
careerists and the triumph of the 
working class pole. In other words, 
“refounding the Labour Party as a 
‘united front of a special kind’”.

Predictably, dumbly, once again 
for comrade Greenstein, this too is 
meaningless. Why? Because “there 
never was such a united front”. Why? 
Because “the Fabians, a wholly 
bourgeois organisation, were one of 
those founders”. So why, in 1907, 
did Karl Kautsky - and following 
him Lenin, albeit it with some 
revealing reservations - strongly 
advocate that the Labour Party be 
accepted as an affiliate to the Second 
International? It was not really a 
party, nor was it a straightforward 
trade union federation. As to the 
leadership - not the right opportunist 
Fabians, but the centrist Independent 
Labour Party - well, despite their 
socialistic pretensions, they ensured 
that the Labour Party remained a 
mere tail of the bourgeois Liberal 
Party. Similar, politically, in other 
words, to comrade Greenstein’s 
“transitional” formation and the likes 
of himself constituting a mere tail of 
the bourgeois remain campaign.

Nevertheless, despite all of its many 
flaws and limitations, the Labour 
Party represented a real step forward 
for the working class movement in 
Britain - at the time, potentially the 
most important component of the 
international socialist movement. 
No less to the point in terms of 
this argument, all working class 
organisations - including the Social 
Democratic Federation and, after 
it, the British Socialist Party - were 
unproblematically accepted as 
affiliates. Indeed the SDF was given 
two automatic NEC seats along with 
the ILP … compared with a single 
seat for the Fabians. Hence, with 
the encouragement of the Second 
International’s leadership, the 
continued spread of Marxist ideas and 
through concerted political struggle 
(not least in the trade unions, where 
the left had a strong presence), there 
existed the possibility of the Labour 
Party becoming a fully working class 
organisation.

Dismissing the original Labour 
Party as a “united front of a special 
kind” because of the presence of 
the Fabians, is not to see the forest 
for a single tree. One might as 
well dismiss the soviets in Russia 
as “meaningless” because of the 
presence of delegates from Georgi 
Plekhanov’s very small national 
chauvinist faction. No, the soviets 
were a “united front of a special 
kind” (Trotsky), because they united 
all working class trends, factions and 
parties - not merely ephemerally, but 
permanently (well, until the right and 
the centre minority finally walked … 
after the Bolshevik seizure of state 
power - carried out, of course, in the 
name of the workers, soldiers and 
peasant soviets) l
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RESPONSES

Getting BDS and DSA right
Not surprisingly, last week’s article by Daniel Lazare, ‘Taking a pass on Israel’, has caused some considerable 
controversy. Thankfully, three well-informed comrades have written replies. Needless to say, our sympathies 
are fully with the critics

Israel’s singularity
Daniel Lazare’s attack on the 
Boycott, Disinvestment and 
Sanctions campaign is shoddy and 
morally wrong-headed. He concedes:

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 … 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?

Here he is insinuating that the 
Palestinian grassroots organisations 
which in 2002 initiated the BDS 
campaign, and the present promoters 
and advocates of BDS, are fans of 
Saudi Arabia and the Palestinian 
authority. This is the opposite of 
the truth. In fact, they oppose Saudi 
Arabia, because, among other 
things, it is Israel’s ally, and they 
excoriate the Palestinian ‘Authority’, 

precisely because it is an appendage 
of Israel. Saudi money paid to the 
PA is in effect an indirect subsidy to 
Israel, helping to keep its quisling 
PA proxies in the style to which 
they have grown accustomed. 
Counterposing Israeli and Saudi 
repressions is preposterous: they are 
partners.

In any case, what Lazare is offering 
us is the immoral ‘what about’ 
cop-out: we should not respond 
to the oppressed Palestinians’ call 
for solidarity action, because their 
oppression is not ‘singular’. What 
about Saudi Arabia, ha?

But let me come to the main point. 
Whether or not Israel is “singularly 
evil”, it is spectacularly ‘singular’ 
in other major respects. It is the US 
imperialists’ most pampered junior 
partner and protégé. It is by far the 
biggest recipient of US military 
aid. (That is in absolute terms; in 
per-capita terms it leaves all other 
US favourites many miles behind.) 
Why? Because it is an invaluable 
strategic asset of the US hegemon, 
an unequalled loyal nuclear-armed 
garrison in a volatile region - “the 
largest American aircraft carrier in 
the world that cannot be sunk, does 
not carry even one American soldier, 

and is located in a critical region 
for American national security”, as 
former US secretary of state and 
Nato commander Alexander Haig so 
aptly put it.

There is an even more remarkable 
singularity that may have escaped 
Lazare’s notice: Israel is the 
unique state that the US and its 
camp followers ferociously 
shield from political reprobation. 
In these countries, public and 
private expressions of support for 
Palestinian rights and opposition 
to the Zionist colonial-settler state 
are ferreted out, proscribed and 
punished by the establishment, 
their authors traduced as ‘anti-
Semitic’ and viciously victimised. 
Indeed, a negative attitude to Israel 
has become a common marker of 
leftwing dissidence, hounded by the 
ruling class and its abject media. 
Lazare seems oblivious to recent and 
current witch-hunts in the British 
Labour Party and academia, even 
though in his own country, the US, 
criticism of Israel is similarly and 
singularly suppressed (in Germany it 
is even worse).

The BDS campaign is essentially 
a focus of the struggle against this 
singular suppression, and is itself a 

target of the persecutors - who, of 
course, besmirch it as ‘anti-Semitic’. 
Lazare endorses this calumny: “And 
yet BDS cries foul whenever it is 
accused of anti-Semitism,” he sneers 
- implying that the accusation is not 
groundless. Shame on him!

Lazare claims that “BDS does 
not work”. Doesn’t it? Well, that 
depends on how you assess success. 
When the US imposes sanctions on a 
country, its aim is to cause economic 
misery to its ordinary people, driving 
them to turn against their government 
and overturn it. The BDS campaign 
cannot possibly have such a strategy. 
It would require enlisting the full 
support of the American state and 
its subordinate allies; but, given 
Israel’s singular position as a prime 
imperialist favourite, that is quite out 
of the question. What it can hope for 
is to win a moral battle in progressive 
public opinion. Strong international 
grassroots pressure may help to 
prevent Israel’s worst atrocities and 
stop it acting with total impunity.

The impact of the BDS campaign 
on Israel’s economy is slight - 
almost negligible. In internal Israeli 
public opinion it barely registers. 
Most Israelis become aware of it 
only when popular international 

stars refuse to visit the country. It 
has no effect, positive or negative, 
on the adherence of the Hebrew 
working class to Zionist colonising 
chauvinism. (For that adherence to 
be severed, a necessary precondition 
is a major regional socialist 
transformation!)

But these are the wrong 
measures of success. BDS has 
been remarkably successful outside 
Israel, in raising consciousness and 
mobilising grassroots support for 
Palestinian rights in the US and 
its camp followers. It serves to put 
the issue of Zionist colonisation 
and Palestinian oppression on the 
agenda in trade unions, universities 
and other civil society organisations. 
Especially noteworthy is the 
growing participation of young 
radical Jewish activists. It has 
become a significant public issue, 
a shibboleth of left and progressive 
opinion. The controversy around 
BDS is now a focus of the struggle 
about the very right to speak out 
against the Zionist colonisation 
project.

Daniel Lazare has enlisted in this 
ideological civil war - on the wrong 
side of the barricade l

Moshé Machover

Stand by Palestine
At this point I think we are all used to 
reading comrade Daniel Lazare and 
his grumbling pejoratives, then going 
on with our day. However, the recent 
article of his on the Bowman affair, 
Israel and BDS was a travesty that 
needs to be countered. The beginning 
on the record of Bernie Sanders and 
on Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez is, of 
course, all true. Nothing to contest 
there. Yet, as soon as Lazare speaks 
on Israel and the boycott, divestment 
and sanctions campaign, he steers so 
far off course that one has to surmise 
if being this wrong is an art form.

In an interview with Al-Jazeera, 
Bernie Sanders roundly criticised 
BDS and deflected criticism of Israel 
by arguing that the United Nations 
focus on Israel was one-sided and 
criticisms also needed to be made 
of Saudi Arabia. Now, Lazare 
denounces BDS and makes the same 

argument. Imagine that, when we are 
discussing BDS and Israel, we stay 
focused on … Israel. To deflect to 
Saudi Arabia is to actually treat the 
Middle East as one big morass, and 
that is not to relativise the reactionary 
regime or its brutal genocide in 
Yemen.

The reason, also, that Palestine is 
such a vital issue, not to be submerged 
with everything else Middle Eastern, 
is that Palestine is a site of ongoing 
settler colonialism: a settler-
colonialist project that represents 
the beachhead of US imperialism in 
the Middle East; a colonisation daily 
financed by US dollars. Furthermore, 
Saudi Arabia is not a normalised and 
popular state in the United States of 
America, though it has support from 
the US military and political classes. 
I never once heard any person in 
the US say anything positive about 

Saudi Arabia. Israel, however, is a 
site for adulation. Saudi Arabia is 
not normalised in the way Israel is, 
where tourism is accepted, where 
organisations pay for ‘Birthright’ 
trips, and where Israel is treated as 
orthodoxy. The whole point of BDS 
is to stop the normalisation of Zionist 
colonisation - a normalisation 
achieved in things like the sale of 
goods and tourism.

However, Lazare goes one step 
further than Sanders: he claims that 
BDS is actually a puppet of Saudi 
Arabia! What is his evidence? That 
the Palestinian National Authority 
(PNA) has taken money from Saudi 
Arabia. It has also taken money from 
the United Nations, the United Arab 
Emirates and the United States. Is it 
the puppet of Saudi Arabia or their 
great neighbouring rival, the UAE? 
Is it the plaything of Saudi Arabia or 

of the United States? Which one is it? 
Maybe it is the confused marionette 
of all of them at the same time? The 
PNA is in fact forced to take aid from 
any number of sources because it is 
absolutely unable to raise funds in 
any other way, not because it is at the 
behest of any one power.

If one is to label the PNA a puppet 
of anything, it is Israel. Lazare 
seems to be under the impression 
that the PNA is a state, but I can 
assure him that it is no state, but a 
policeman for Israel, helping guard 
a divided enclave of islands, put in 
place by the Oslo accords and upheld 
by Israeli military power. Under the 
Oslo accords, the PNA administers 
and deals with security in ‘zone A’. 
However, in ‘zone B’ they only deal 
with “civilian matters”, while Israel 
deals with security, and in ‘zone C’ 
Israel deals with both. What state has 

a territory divided into zones, cut up 
by another state, where it administers 
some parts of its territory with the 
help of another? None that I know 
of. Furthermore, the claim of Saudi 
Arabia giving money to the PNA 
and feeding BDS is patently false. 
BDS is not the sole possession of 
the PNA: it is a call rising up from 
Palestinian civil society, and the 
strong association of the two is not 
only false, but strange.

We then get the most 
unconscionable argument of them 
all, a true ‘galaxy brain’: ie, BDS 
is “scabbing”: it will hurt the 
Israeli working class and divide 
the Palestinian and Israeli working 
class. Historical analogy will 
suffice to demonstrate the falsity 
and bankruptcy of this position: 
eg, imagine that we asked for no 
boycott against South African 



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

More importantly, it is vulgar 
workerism to think that in every 
single situation we must seek the 
unity of the working class. We are 
communists and must be clear on 
what basis we seek unity. According 
to Lazare, we would ask black share-
croppers in the southern United 
States during Jim Crow to make their 
peace with white workers, forget the 
horrid racism and seek unity (on 
what basis I do not know). I also 
wonder how Lazare would have 
treated the Algerian revolution and 
the call for independence. Maybe we 
should have refused to support the 
National Liberation Front and their 
struggle, because the war would 
hurt the standing of the Pieds Noirs 
workers.

The truth is that unity can only be 
achieved when settler or chauvinist 
workers struggle against their 
racial prejudice. Forgetting all this, 
must we make our central strategy 
against Zionism depend on the 
Israeli working class? Must we seek 
unity on the terms of this mostly 
reactionary and backward section 
of the global working class - one 
that for now is deeply committed to 

Zionism? Pure tailism of the worst 
sort, pandering to backwardness.

As if all this were not enough, 
Lazare insinuates that Tempest is 
anti-Semitic because of the true 
claim that the Israeli working class 
cannot be seen as a principal ally in 
the struggle against Zionism. Why 
are they anti-Semitic? Because they 
did not specify the Jewish Israeli 
working class. I find this ridiculous. 
Lazare is practically every week 
doing the ‘culture warrior’ thing, 

bashing on the woke - but then in the 
flash of an eye he is willing to make 
such ‘identitarian’ arguments. Why 
is he egregiously wrong though? 
Israel is the self-proclaimed state 
of the Jews, even though it should 
never have the right to speak for such 
a diverse and loosely connected set 
of groups.

So Tempest is evidently not 
saying anything anti-Semitic: it 
is implicitly referring to the fact 
of Israeli apartheid. The Israeli 

working class - yes, the Jewish 
Israelis - has the rights and status 
it has because of the subordination 
of the Palestinian people and the 
colonisation of Palestinian lands. 
Its existence and origin lies in the 
displacement and elimination of 
Palestinians, and the class struggle 
within Israel is strongly shaped by 
a more fundamental antagonism of 
‘indigenous versus settler’. I would 
ask that Lazare read the work of 
Matzpen and the inimitable work of 
Weekly Worker contributor Moshé 
Machover, ‘The class character of 
Israeli society’, to get clearer on all 
this.

BDS is a movement which 
sprang from Palestinian civil 
society as a strategy and tactic to 
generate repercussions to the endless 
colonisation of Palestinian land. It 
is meant to denormalise a project 
that for too long has been treated 
not simply as normal, but as noble. 
For socialists, BDS is a tactic that 
follows from our commitment to 
anti-imperialism, to the struggle of 
indigenous peoples for their land 
and rights against colonialism. Now 
more than ever, with the United 
States passing its largest military 
budget ever, with Israeli chauvinism 
on the rise, we must be clear that we 
will give “not one penny, not one 
man” to the Zionist settler-colonial 
project and that we stand by the 
struggle of the Palestinian people - 
as we stand by those of all colonised 
peoples - for self-determination.

Long live Palestine! l
Djamil Lakhdar-Hamina

Cosmonaut

Remarkable progress
Daniel Lazare, in his article on the 
Democratic Socialists of America’s 
‘Bowman affair’, writes that the 
decision of the national political 
committee (NPC) not to expel 
Congressman Jamaal Bowman 
comes as a shock.

If it came as a shock, it could only 
do so to somebody who has not paid 
attention to the strategic orientation 
of the DSA since it became the 
socialist organisation in the US in 
the wake of Bernie Sanders’ 2016 
presidential campaign. Indeed, 
comrade Lazare shows he has not 
been paying attention to internal 
DSA debates, since his article is full 
of inaccuracies. Some are minor, like 
the fact that the NPC is a 16-member 
and not an 18-member body, but 
some are more egregious. For 
example, he claims:

… 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.

But that is pure fabrication.
Electronic Intifada can be put 

aside, since it is not a socialist 
group, but rather an independent 
publication focused on Palestine 
and not involved with the DSA. 
Tempest Collective, on the other 
hand, operates as a DSA faction 
(although there are also members 
who are not in the DSA. This way, 
Tempest has plausible deniability 
when accusations of reformism arise 
from others on the far left). It has, 
plainly speaking, been one of the 
most consistent critics of the strategy 
comrade Lazare accuses them of, 
both ideologically and practically.

In fact, the spontaneous campaign 
to discipline Bowman was the 
most promising effort to cohere 
a left wing towards a principled 

Marxist electoral strategy yet. It also 
resulted in a pyrrhic victory for the 
liquidationist forces. Here is a brief 
recap of events: 
n October 1: members of the Marxist 
Unity Group circulated an online 
petition via Cosmonaut calling on 
the NPC to discipline Bowman for 
his vote to fund the Iron Dome. It 
received a little over 500 signatures 
and was delivered on October 13.
n October 30: Madison DSA in 
Wisconsin, which is the main chapter 
with Tempest influence, issued a 
letter voted on by the chapter calling 
for the expulsion of Bowman. The 
letter was co-written by a member 
of Tempest and a member of Marxist 
Unity Group. On November 4, a 
chapter in North Carolina followed 
suit.
n November 9: This is when 
Bowman takes his liberal-Zionist PR 
trip for Naftali Bennett. 
n November 13-16: After Bowman 
coincidentally escalated the issue 
by taking the trip, nine more DSA 
chapters issue similar statements. 
The NPC acknowledges the issue 
and says it will meet with Bowman.
n November 17: The national 
working group for BDS and Palestine 
solidarity issues a statement with a 
list of demands Bowman must meet 
for the NPC meeting. This has the 
effect of giving the calls for expulsion 
a degree of legitimacy in the eyes of 
the average DSA member.
n November 18: the DSA Muslims 
working group signs onto the BDS 
working group letter. Liquidationists, 
now on the defensive, release the 
letter, ‘For unity, not unanimity’.
n November 19: The NPC meets 
with Bowman, but stays silent for 
the time being.
n November 22: The Nation reports 
that the NPC failed to get Bowman 
to commit to supporting BDS.
n December 1: By now 28 DSA 
chapters and 11 YDSA youth 
chapters have made statements in 
support of expulsion (there are 208 
total chapters).

n December 2: The NPC releases 
the statement, ‘On the question of 
expelling Jamaal Bowman’. They 
do not vote to expel Bowman, but 
they do say they will withhold 
endorsement in his re-election 
campaign and condemn his actions. 
The NPC also

agrees with members who 
have signified the strategic 
importance of developing greater 
accountability for DSA electeds. 
In the aftermath of the Iron Dome 
vote, the NPC initiated a series 
of conversations on electoral 
strategy and governance … the 
NPC decided to re-evaluate our 
national endorsement process, 
further develop our electoral 
training program, and initiate a 
Socialists in Office committee 
where the NPC will oversee 
relationships and direct strategy 
in greater coordination with 
DSA elected officials. We are 
committed to this during our two-
year term.

This two-month process was 
remarkable in two ways.

Firstly, the DSA ‘left’ has 
historically been a smattering of small 
groups that could not coordinate a 
picnic, much less a national strategy 
debate, or even agree on what it 
meant to be on the DSA ‘left’. In 
fact, most opposition to the dominant 
factions have expressed themselves 
as a crypto-anarchist struggle 
against the ‘national organisation’, 
or have taken an economistic and 
anti-electoral ‘base-building’ line, 
focused on ‘doing the work’ (such 
as building tenants unions) and 
ignoring electoral strategy rather 
than challenging it.

Neither the Libertarian Socialist 
Caucus nor the operaismo-inspired 
Communist Caucus, for example, 
publicly supported any of the left 
electoral resolutions written by 
Tempest, Socialist Alternative, 
Reform and Revolution or Marxist 

Unity, to my knowledge. In this 
crisis, it is possible to see the 
contours of a principled Marxist left 
emerging.

Secondly, it was remarkable in 
the sense that it created, without 
much coordination or planning, deep 
discussions and re-evaluations of 
DSA strategy within chapters from 
coast to coast, as well as dozens of 
articles from various formations. It 
had convinced people - even those 
who had voted and campaigned 
against the MU and Tempest 
resolutions at convention - of the 
need for a more disciplined electoral 
strategy, and got the NPC to create 
a body designed to move towards 
more direct ‘fraction’-type politics.

This, of course, could come 
to nothing, but, if Marxists work 
towards it, could become a route to 
the principled strategy laid out by 
Lenin in ‘Left’ wing communism. 
It put the dominant liquidationist 
strategy on the defensive and won 
conditions for the re-endorsement 
of Bowman, though it did fail to 
produce an expulsion, or even an 
official censure.

However, given the playing field of 
the DSA over the last four years, any 
expectation that this would result in 
an expulsion was fantasy. Germany’s 
war goals in 1914 included the 
annexation of France. If in late 1917 
somebody had suggested that the 
Central Powers were losing the war 
because Germany had annexed one 
third of the Russian empire rather than 
France, they would have been rightly 
laughed at. Of course in the end, the 
Allies won the war and Germany 
suffered a humiliating defeat at the 
Treaty of Versailles.

It is not certain - maybe not even 
probable - that Marxists will succeed 
in winning over the DSA to become 
a principled Marxist party. Yet a 
strategy of patient struggle within it 
remains the best road to a socialist 
party in the US. l

Parker McQueeney
Marxist Unity Group, DSA

As expected: DSA refused to either suspend or expel
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Vienna means everything
Negotiations are proceeding through carrot and stick brinkmanship on both sides. Meanwhile, reports 
Yassamine Mather, workers are striking and protesting out of sheer desperation

Rumours about the possible 
failure of the negotiations in 
Vienna over Iran’s nuclear 

programme have caused yet further 
trauma for an economy already beset 
by crippling US sanctions and the 
Covid-19 pandemic.

Unemployment is at a record 
high, estimated at 40%, while the 
currency continues to plummet. 
According to the World Bank, 
Iran’s gross domestic product per 
capita has halved since 2017 when 
the Trump administration started 
reneging on the nuclear deal and 
reimposed sanctions. Meanwhile, 
the country’s public debt in 2021 
is estimated to have risen to more 
than 50% of GDP. All in all, a 
dire situation, which has produced 
yet another wave of economic 
strikes and protests throughout the 
country.

It is difficult to assess Joe Biden’s 
intentions regarding Iran. Clearly the 
current White House administration 
might tighten sanctions if diplomatic 
efforts to restore the nuclear deal fail. 
But Tehran claims to be confident, 
citing the recent achievements of 
its nuclear programme in producing 
highly enriched uranium and progress 
regarding work on centrifuges.

As far as most Iranians are 
concerned, however, the economic 
hardships caused by the sanctions 
are not worth it - nationalist bravado 
over uranium, centrifuges and 
potential nuclear-bomb status do not 
put bread on the table of ordinary 
citizens. The Iranian government 
is now presenting its annual budget 
for the Iranian year 1401 (‘new 
year’s day’ is March 21 2022). 
President Ibrahim Raisi insists that 
the country should not rely on the 
lifting of sanctions - taking a swipe 
at his predecessor, Hassan Rouhani, 
for making the economy dependent 
on the whims of ‘foreigners’. So the 
government is proposing to fund its 
expenditure with a modest increase 
in taxation on the wealthy, as well as 
- potentially - higher crude oil prices: 
around $60 a barrel.

Surprising as it might sound, 
despite severe sanctions the Iranian 
economy grew over the past year 
and the government is using this as 
proof of the ability to survive, no 
matter what. This could be part of 
the regime’s attempts to out-bluff 
the P5+1 negotiators in Vienna - 
the economic situation is not as 
desperate as the Americans claim 
and therefore Iran does not need to 
make any further concessions.

But, as I have pointed out, all 
this stands in contrast to the mood 
in the country, where low wages, 
high prices and mass unemployment 
continue to trigger protests. Workers 
in the oil, automobile and agricultural 
sectors - and more recently teachers 
- have all moved into action, which 
soon takes on a political dimension.

Despite the gloomy news 
regarding Vienna, it appears that the 
US has relaxed its monitoring and 
penalising of those who engage in 
financial transactions and economic 
deals with Iran - or, at least, that is 

what the Israeli media is claiming. 
But there is little doubt that Iran 
has been able to sell more oil on 
the world market than it did in the 
Trump era.

Tanks debt
Last week a delegation from the 
British foreign office was over in 
Tehran discussing carrot: ie, the 
payment of a £400 million debt, 
superficially as part of its effort 
to secure the release of Nazanin 
Zaghari-Ratcliffe - the British-
Iranian dual citizen who was jailed 
in 2016 for “plotting to topple the 
Iranian government”. She is, in fact, 
a mere pawn - for both sides. Once 
the Iranian ambassador in London 
let the cat out of the bag by telling 
the media about the visit, foreign 
secretary Liz Truss said this:

We do want to pay this debt - we 
recognise it’s a legitimate debt, 
but, of course, there are lots of 
issues. It is not simple, for various 

reasons. I’m also pressing for the 
return of our unfairly detained 
British nationals, including 
Nazanin.

The UK debt relates to Iran’s 
payment in the 1970s for the 
purchase of Chieftain tanks. But, 
following the 1979 revolution, the 
tanks were not delivered, yet the 
UK government sat on the money. 
The Islamic Republic has won a 
number of legal cases in the UK 
regarding this debt and last week 
there were suggestions that the £400 
million can be returned in the form 
of ‘humanitarian aid’, prompting this 
response from Mohsen Baharvand, 
Iran’s ambassador:

It’s not aid. Our money is here and 
we want our money. That is very 
simple. We want to receive our 
money. We are not even insisting 
on interest. Otherwise it would be 
billions. We are talking to our UK 
colleagues as to which channel is 

the most probable to transfer that 
money to our accounts.

Once more there is almost no 
mention of all this in the British 
media - although BBC Persian has 
shown its Farsi-speaking viewers 
a video of the Westminster foreign 
affairs committee, where former 
foreign secretary Jeremy Hunt 
challenged Boris Johnson about both 
the debt and the possible method of 
payment.

Hunt refers to an occasion 
during the Obama presidency when 
a planeload of US dollars was 
sent to Tehran in order for the US 
government to avoid sanctions. Yes, 
you read it correctly: it avoided its 
own sanctions. Ordinary Iranians 
have faced tough penalties for just 
sending money home to friends and 
relatives. Often their accounts are 
frozen - while, on the other hand, 
the US government itself sent a 
planeload of cash. Anyway Hunt 
asked Johnson if a similar plan was 

now being discussed as a means of 
paying the “tanks debt”, while at 
the same time securing the release 
of dual nationals from Tehran. In 
his usual manner Boris Johnson 
huffed and puffed, but he did not 
deny the suggestion. This week 
there was also talk of the US giving 
written confirmation to the British 
government to allow the ‘legal’ 
transfer of this debt to Tehran, free 
from any potential penalties.

Network
Over the last couple of weeks 
teachers in more than 60 towns and 
cities have been protesting over low 
salaries, poor working conditions 
and the constant micro-management 
and ‘evaluation’  of their work. 
They also staged a three-day strike, 
culminating in demonstrations on 
December 13.

In some major cities, including 
Tehran and Shiraz, demands 
included the release of arrested 
teacher activists. Videos on social 
media show them outside the Majles 
(parliament) shouting at the security 
forces, who were trying to break 
up their demonstration: “Shame on 
you!”

This seems to have had an 
effect, because on December 14 the 
government, and even conservative 
parliamentarians, seemed so 
concerned that they voted for 
pay rises for teachers as well as 
university lecturers. Of course, this 
might not amount to much. After all 
both teachers and university lecturers 
often face months when their wages 
go unpaid!

Having said that, the teachers are 
in a good position to continue their 
protests. They have established a 
nationwide network, allowing them 
to communicate and organise with 
speed and effectiveness. They are 
computer-savvy and they are also 
using mobile devices to film and 
distribute news of their strikes and 
demonstrations. However, like 
many similar protests, these remain 
defensive: a desperate response to a 
desperate economic situation.

We need to show solidarity with 
Iranian teachers and support their 
strikes in a principled manner. At the 
same time, despite our opposition 
to the Islamic regime, we must 
denounce the threats against it - 
from Israel, of war, and from the 
US, of more sanctions - if the P5+1 
negotiations in Vienna fail to achieve 
a nuclear deal with Iran l

Israel is 
desperate 

for a no-deal 
result

Iran is not relying on lifting of sanctions


