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All kudos
Recently a number of articles and 
letters in Weekly Worker have 
implored us to refound Labour “as 
a united front of a special kind”. 
I assume the phrase has been 
elaborated in the Online Communist 
Forum or Online Communist 
University discussions as I’ve 
not noticed an explanation in the 
paper. Given my phobic disposition 
toward online meetings then, the 
meaning of the phrase remained a 
mystery to me until I found Labour 
Party Marxists’ James Marshall had 
recently published an eye-opening 
article on the LPM blog (‘Labour 
as a united front of a special kind’ 
September 20 2021).

James traces the concept back to 
the earliest moments in Labour’s 
foundation in 1899, and goes 
on to outline how the party has 
nearly always preoccupied itself 
with witch-hunting leftists, ever 
since becoming established as a 
viable parliamentary force. I’ve 
not managed to hermeneutically 
trace the phrase to any source 
in particular, and the comrade 
doesn’t offer this either. That’s 
just as well, as we should choose 
political slogans that are directly 
meaningful rather than euphemistic. 
The provenance of set phrases and 
terminology is commonly invoked 
among the so-called confessional 
sects to justify articles of faith - 
Trotsky said X, so you’d better 
blindly accept the authority of the 
central committee’s proposition or 
you’re no real revolutionary. I share 
CPGB’s view that points of debate 
are to be discussed and developed, 
not taken as scripture.

Why James’s article hasn’t 
been published in WW for a wider 
readership remains to be seen. For 
my money it’s the most instructive 
theoretical work thus far produced 
out of the abundant debate over 
Labour and the role of communists 
within and without it. All kudos to 

him! It does frustrate, though, that 
comrades seemed to unwittingly 
lapse into mantra-chanting over 
recent weeks without offering what 
exactly ‘Labour as a united front’ 
means.
Alastair Thomas
Email

Liquidation sale
The allegation against Tony 
Greenstein of ‘liquidation’ of 
Labour Against the Witchhunt into 
the Labour In Exile Network (the 
unified group is now known as the 
Socialist Labour Network) is a fetish. 
LAW is not a revolutionary party. It 
is meaningful to talk of liquidating 
a programme or a revolutionary 
party, but ‘liquidating’ a single-
issue campaign is a nonsense. 
LAW was conceived originally as 
a united front of different forces to 
oppose the witch-hunt within the 
Labour Party under Corbyn.

Jack Conrad is making a fetish of 
LAW simply because it is a political 
status symbol. In fact they did not 
run LAW as a genuine united front 
even within the Labour Party. They 
did not seek to unite all victims of 
the witch-hunt, they expelled some 
who did not fit in with their third-
campist politics. 

One manifestation of this 
was the exclusion of Socialist 
Fight, and also Peter Gregson, 
for supposed ‘anti-Semitism’. 
Despite admitting that neither of 
these individuals/trends actually 
hated Jews, so their exclusion 
could only be justified with the 
self-contradictory characterization 
of these as ‘politically but not 
personally anti-Semitic’. A foolish 
and self-contradictory formulation 
that denies human agency and in 
reality is an excuse for political 
cowardice. It really signified that 
LAW became not a united front, but 
a ‘front’ for the CPGB and its third 
camp politics in the manner that 
Stand Up To Racism is a front for 
the SWP’s politics. 

But now it has come apart 
because of its own contradictions, 
as the bulk of its hoped for 
constituency has been radicalized 
by experience far to the left of these 

third camp politics, and the Labour 
Party leadership is destroying the 
left in the party in a manner going 
way beyond Blair, and destroying 
the party itself as an alternative for 
workers. 

This has led to a change in Tony, 
and a breakdown in his relations 
with the CPGB. So I was excluded 
from LAW by the CPGB and Tony 
in 2018, but I was invited to join 
in LAW discussions online a few 
months ago by Tony. That is a 
change from 2018 and in Tony, 
which is to be welcomed.

Derek James’ recent article in 
Weekly Worker (‘weapon forged in 
lies’, September 9 2021) bemoaned 
this.

“Thus, whilst correctly 
identifying the politically motivated 
exaggeration of the nature and 
extent of anti-Semitism, some 
comrades enter into a sterile game 
of competitive oppression, in which 
racism directed towards black 
people or Muslims is contrasted 
unfavourably with the rather 
different contemporary experience 
of the Jewish population. Such 
denialism is ultimately rooted in 
the ‘beggar my neighbour’ politics 
of identity: it is not only politically 
wrong on all counts, but is also 
totally counterproductive, as it 
only gives further ammunition to 
the witch-hunters in the Labour 
bureaucracy and the media. It also 
adds further grist to the mill of 
those who provide the ‘intellectual’ 
cover for the big lie identifying the 
left with anti-Semitism, such as 
the ex-leftist turned conservative 
commentator, Brendan O’Neill, 
or the social-imperialists of the 
misnamed “Alliance for Workers’ 
Liberty.”

The truth is that contrary to Jack 
Conrad’s profession of opposition 
to ‘confessional sects’, he is 
building a confessional sect around 
Draperism and Kautskyism. 

This rightist element is 
manifested in the denunciation of 
David Miller in Weekly Worker, 
reluctant defence of him and the 
allegation that he is a propagator of 
conspiracy theories.

Another manifestation of this is 
the idea of the Labour Party as a 
united front of a special kind. This 
is the old Chartist group’s position, 
the Labour Party as a soviet, 
in effect. A real liquidationist 
position. A soviet is a united front 
of a special kind.

LAW-LIEN is similar in some 
ways to the Socialist Alliance but 
on a higher level, not dominated by 
sects. More open to an intelligent 
revolutionary group that seeks 
to persuade and educate, not 
dominate. The CPGB was involved 
in the Socialist Alliance and other 
similar things like Left Unity, only 
not involved in Respect for third-
campist and Islamophobic reasons, 
but actually both Respect and Left 
Unity have or had similarities with 
this.

This is where left activists are 
at today, there is nothing unusual 
about this. You have to work 
alongside them to win influence 
for your programme. The CPGB 
fear them because subliminally 
they fear that this left-Corbynite 
milieu, because of their experience 
of Zionist witch-hunts and its 
linked Islamophobia, will be 
spontaneously to the left of the 
CPGB’s third campism.

There is no coherent Marxist 
justification for the CPGB’s 
abstention from movements 
like LAW-LIEN other than this 
cowardly fear of the left-Corbynite 
layer. Not entirely different to the 
hostility that is seen towards it 
from Andrew Coates and the AWL, 

but given a more superficially 
leftist phrasemongering.

This is ironically justified by a 
position of Labour Party fetishism 
that is similar to things the CPGB 
denounced in the early 2000s in 
the Socialist Alliance. The kind of 
thing that Socialist Appeal and Bob 
Pitt did in those days, supporting 
Blairites against the left. Will the 
CPGB support Starmer against, 
say, Chris Williamson today if 
Labour is challenged? That seems 
like the logic of the argument.
Ian Donovan
Consistent Democrats/Liaison Committee 
for the Fourth International

Counting
Weekly Worker published a 
shortened version of my letter 
on December 2 2021. Bits that 
were cut amounted to a 49% 
diminution, from 992 words to 
489. Space considerations was 
the reason given. Significantly 
the cuts defended the ‘dual role’ 
of the bureaucracy, as Trotsky 
put it, defending the nationalised 
property relations at home as 
the source of their privileges 
whilst pursuing appeasement and 
counterrevolution abroad. Cut, too, 
was the role of Stalinism and the 
NKVD in the Spanish revolution 
where Orlov, with the able 
assistance of Palmiro Togliatti and 
others, organised the assassination 
of revolutionary anarchists, POUM 
members and their leader Andreu 
Nin and Trotskyists after the 
counterrevolution that was the Días 
de Mayo in May 1937. Without 
that balance the letter could then 
be slated as no better than that of 
bureaucratic collectivists, state 
capitalists or outright reactionaries 
like Alexander Solzhenitsyn 
or Robert Conquest; the grisly 
truths they exposed only served 
imperialism’s agenda.

 On January 6 the Weekly Worker 
afforded Andrew Northall 1,323 
words again to praise Stalin as a 
“socialist” and defend the great 
purges: “despite their negative 
aspects, as having helped promote 
and develop a new cultured Soviet 
intelligentsia (like himself, no 
doubt!) by ‘clearing away a lot of 
the old crap’, ‘people of the past’, 
and seeing a new Soviet people 
forged in the heat of the class 
struggle.”

Almost all Lenin’s remaining 
1917 Central Committee members 
were shot to appease imperialism, 
and 800,000 others executed 
secretly without a trial: a bullet in 
the back of the head. From August 
1937 to November 1938, 50,000 
executions a month, 1,700 a day 
for nearly 500 days. Photographs 
online show the reburial of 559 
Soviet citizens at Katyn Memorial 
near Smolensk, on October 30 
2019, one of the many mass graves 
of the Stalin era now excavated. 
What a nightmare world Andrew 
and his Stalinist mates have in store 
for us if he manages to recreate that 
epoch!
Gerry Downing 
Socialist Fight

Debate
I listened to last Sunday’s Online 
Communist Forum debate between 
Jack Conrad and Tony Greenstein 
with a great deal of interest. The ins 
and outs of what has been going on 
in Labour Against the Witchhunt 
(LAW) and the decision to merge 
with the Labour in Exile Network 
escaped me a little, but the wider 
issues in the discussion between 
the two comrades were important 
and I hope others will comment on 
them in future debates and articles. 

Beyond the debating points, 

it seemed to me that the central 
question was clear: what is the 
correct strategy to win the working 
class to the socialist transformation 
of society? I pose the question in this 
way because it was very apparent 
from comrade Greenstein’s 
comments that he would not frame 
the issue in terms of class at all. His 
arguments about ‘the decline of the 
working class’ in the developed 
capitalist economies of Europe 
and North America seemed to me 
to echo the oh-so-familiar refrain 
of right-wing Labour politicians, 
media commentators and bourgeois 
sociologists from at least the early 
twentieth century. 

In searching for some other 
social and political force to 
transform society, Tony Greenstein 
is following in the historical and 
rather discredited footsteps of 
some of the most reactionary pro-
capitalist political leaders that the 
workers’ movement has thrown up 
in that period. If the basis of the 
Marxist programme and strategy 
is the self-emancipation of the 
working class, then, on the showing 
of this debate, comrade Greenstein 
has abandoned this perspective and 
seems to be returning to some form 
of utopian socialism of the type 
that Marx and Engels intellectually 
defeated in the 1840s and 1850s and 
continued to counter subsequently 
in the First International and the 
emerging workers’ parties in 
Germany and France in the 1870s, 
1880s and 1890s. 

Tony seems to be identifying the 
proletariat solely with the particular 
forms that developed during the 
growth of industrial capitalism in 
the 19th and 20th centuries. He 
finds no place for the contemporary 
working class of North America 
and Europe, employed in services 
and other types of production, 
who are still ruthlessly exploited 
by capitalism. Moreover, he plays 
down the emergence of the working 
class in the developing economies 
of Africa, Asia and Latin America, 
and the ways that the increasingly 
globalised and integrated world 
economy draws ever more sections 
of the population throughout 
the world into capitalist social 
and economic relations, and so 
strengthens the working class as an 
international class. 

As history has shown, 
exploitation and the relations of 
production within capitalism will 
tend towards creating a degree of 
collective consciousness and class 
struggle in which the working 
class initially resists and attempts 
to change the terms of this 
exploitation. If capitalism creates 
the conditions for class struggle in 
this way, then the job of conscious 
socialists is to take the struggle 
forward, beyond mere conflict over 
the price of labour and trade union 
rights, by agitation and propaganda 
that raises the fundamental issue 
of the transformation of society. 
This type of classical Marxism 
places the raising of socialist and 
revolutionary consciousness centre 
stage and argues that the proletariat 
remains the key, truly universal 
revolutionary class whose self-
emancipation as a class will also 
begin the process of general human 
liberation. 

The confused, utopian politics 
advanced by Tony Greenstein may 
suit reformists and faint-hearts 
who have lost self-confidence, 
but those of us who believe in 
the revolutionary project and the 
historical role of the proletariat 
choose the Marxist programme and 
strategy.
Aiden McGowan
Kent

Online Communist Forum

Sunday January 23 5pm 
A week in politics

Political report and discussion from 
CPGB’s Provisional Central Committee

Sunday January 30 5pm 
50 years since Bloody Sunday 

Speaker: Kevin Bean
Register in advance for this webinar: 

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

https://weeklyworker.co.uk/
https://communistparty.co.uk/ocf-register
https://communistparty.co.uk
http://www.labourpartymarxists.org.uk
mailto:Secretary%40labourpartymarxists.org.uk?subject=
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Save Sheikh Jarrah - end ethnic cleansing
Friday January 21, 6pm: Protest, Israeli embassy, 2 Palace Green, 
London W8. At 3am on Wednesday Israeli security forces raided 
the Salhiya family house in Sheikh Jarrah, occupied East Jerusalem, 
arresting and injuring family members, then demolishing their home.
Mobilise in solidarity with the Palestinian resistance.
Organised by Palestine Solidarity Campaign: 
www.facebook.com/events/929311474615448.

Citizen Marx
Friday January 21, 7pm: Fortnightly online study series based 
on Citizen Marx: the relationship between Karl Marx and 
republicanism by Bruno Leipold.
Organised by Labour Left Alliance:
labourleft.org/education/new-study-series-citizen-marx.

Bloody Sunday commemoration march
Saturday January 22, 1:30pm: Assemble Great Orford Street, 
Liverpool L3. Remembering the 14 innocent civilians who were 
killed at the hands of the British state in Derry in 1972, and to 
demand justice. Organised by Irish Society Liverpool:
www.facebook.com/events/238661191147860.

Stop the Twickenham arms fair
Monday January 24, 11am: Protest, Twickenham Stadium, 200 
Whitton Road, Twickenham TW2. Oppose the ‘International 
Armoured Vehicles’ event. 
Organised by Richmond & Kingston Palestine Solidarity Campaign:
www.facebook.com/events/223592209977509.

Introduction to radical anthropology
Tuesday January 25, 6.30pm: Series of talks on social and 
biological anthropology. This talk is online only, via Zoom: 
‘The grammar of world mythology, part 1: The trickster’. 
Speaker: Chris Knight. 
Organised by Radical Anthropology Group: 
radicalanthropologygroup.org/evening-talks.

Chile’s struggle for a new republic
Thursday January 27, 6pm: Online meeting. What are the lessons 
from Gabriel Boric’s victory for the left in the presidential elections?
Speakers include Carlos Gonzales, prisoner of Pinochet regime and 
member of the Collective of Democratic Unity, and Victor Figueroa, 
former lecturer in Latin American history at LSE and biographer of 
Salvador Allende. Organised by Labour Left Alliance:
www.facebook.com/events/620592739204706.

Building solidarity: student-staff assembly
Saturday January 29, 12 noon: Online organising meeting for 
university and college staff and students, in the wake of UCU ballot 
results, and plans for a further round of action in higher education.
Organised by UCU Solidarity Movement:
www.facebook.com/events/309237057631180.

Johnson out! Resist the Tory offensive
Saturday January 29, 2pm: Online rally. Taking a stand against the 
most corrupt administration in generations. Speakers include John 
McDonnell, Richard Burgon, Shami Chakrabarti, Sarah Woolley 
(BFAWU) and Manuel Cortes (TSSA).
Organised by Arise: A festival of Labour’s left ideas: 
www.facebook.com/events/4312816802158356.

Organising against cuts on Merseyside
Tuesday February 1, 7pm: Conference, The Quaker Meeting 
House, 22 School Lane, Liverpool L1. To discuss practical ways to 
oppose cuts in local government services.
Organised by Merseyside Pensioners Association: 
www.facebook.com/merseysidepensionersassociation.

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

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

Cap energy bills
Saturday February 12, 1pm: Demonstration. Assemble central 
Manchester (details to follow). Energy bills are set to increase 
dramatically. Demand action to tackle the cost of living crisis.
Organised by Manchester Trades Council:
www.facebook.com/events/350330473201366.

Always Red with Len McCluskey
Wednesday March 2, 7pm: Online book event - Len Mcluskey 
introduces his autobiography. As general secretary of Unite the 
Union for more than a decade, he became a national political figure 
and a powerful influence in the Labour Party. Tickets £5 (free).
Organised by Housmans Bookshop:
housmans.com/event/always-red-with-len-mccluskey-online-event.

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

Will ye no come back?
Amidst rumours of Jeremy Corbyn being set to launch a new 
party, Derek James asks why so many on the left are still in 
thrall to Corbynism

We can gauge the current 
state of the Labour left by 
the reaction, over the last 

few weeks, to rumours that Jeremy 
Corbyn was about to launch a new 
party. The response on social media 
was overwhelmingly positive, with 
many activists warmly welcoming 
the supposed initiative. One writer 
in the Morning Star spoke for many 
when she bemoaned the loss of 
energy, creativity and hope amongst 
the Labour left that followed 
Corbyn’s defeat and the election of 
Keir Starmer. Supporting the idea of 
a new party, Chelly Ryan argued that 
the possibility of any fight within 
Labour was now over: 

The prospect of building slowly 
from within the Labour Party is 
now entirely defunct. We don’t 
have time for slow movement-
building. And we don’t have 
the heart for it either. We are all 
spent from five years of internal 
warfare, defending one of, if not 
the, best leader the Labour Party 
ever had, from sabotage by the 
PLP and party staff. 

… Starmer is sitting there, 
rubbing his hands in arrogant 
glee, knowing all he has to do 
is not cock up too badly and 
his time will come. And when 
it does, he will claim it was his 
purge of Corbyn and the “hard” 
left that won it. Then it will be 
business as usual. Fuscia Labour 
will tweak the status quo but 
they won’t change it dramatically 
This revolving door of not much 
changing can only be challenged 
by a new party and that new 
party has to be headed by Jeremy 
Corbyn. 1

For these comrades Corbyn still 
remains the prince over the water, 
the rightful leader who, they hope, 
will one day return to claim his own 
and lead his followers to victory. 
He is, they say, the most unifying 
and inspiring figure we have had 
for generations, with the political 
weight and credibility to “light 
that spark” the left so urgently 
needs to revive.2 Similar hopes are 
entertained elsewhere. Former left 
Labour MP Chris Williamson’s 
organisation - Resist: movement 
for a people’s party - welcomed the 
possible move, as did those who 
have always seen Corbyn’s Peace 
and Justice Project as the nucleus of 
a new party-in-waiting.3 However, 
before everyone gets too excited, 
it seems that the rumours were just 
that - rumours. It appears that the 
source of the stories were a number 
of articles in the right-wing media 
and briefings from sources close 
to the Labour leadership.4 Whether 
these speculations were part of a 
deep-laid Machiavellian plot to 
force the Labour left’s hand into 
formally breaking with the party, 
a simple misreading of yet another 
fairly innocuous Peace and Justice 
Project initiative, or a distorted echo 
of the party bureaucracy’s plans to 
select a new parliamentary candidate 
for Islington North, remains to be 
seen.5 However, it is the left’s rather 
excited response to the reports that is 
the important issue here.

The reaction to this ‘news’ by 
comrades like Chelly Ryan shows 
that many are still clutching at straws 
and hoping that the Starmerite tide 
can be turned. This is illusory for 
two reasons. Firstly, such hopes fail 
to really account for the political  
failure of the ‘Corbyn project’ and 

the treacherous role that the Corbyn 
leadership played in appeasing the 
pro-capitalist Labour right during 
the anti-Semitism smear campaign 
against the left. Remember that 
the purges and witch-hunt began 
under Corbyn, who not only stood 
idly by when genuine socialists 
were expelled, but, along with John 
McDonnell, was quite willing to 
throw long-standing comrades and 
close allies under the bus in what 
proved to be an ultimately fruitless 
attempt to preserve their position. 
Not only was it a cowardly response 
to the attacks from the Labour 
right and the capitalist media, but 
it actually proved to be worse than 
useless as it only further demoralised 
and weakened the Labour left. 
Let’s have no more illusions - this 
particular prince and his politics 
should remain firmly over the 
water. Corbyn’s rotten strategy of 
appeasement does not deserve a 
second outing, and his warmed-over 
Keynesianism and limited tinkering 
do not at all constitute a real socialist 
alternative to capitalism.

The second fallacy is that the rank 
and file of the Corbyn movement 
can be easily recalled to the colours 
and that the clock can be turned back 
to 2017 or 2018. Many comrades on 
the Labour left talk as if the 150,000 
or so who have quit since Starmer 
took over are just waiting behind the 
lines in reserve, ready to be called 
back into the battle. Unfortunately, 
this is not the case at all. This left has 
scattered to the winds: some have 
joined single issue protest campaigns 
or now focus their attention on 
trade union militancy, others have 
joined one of the confessional sects, 
but the vast majority have simply 
dropped out of politics altogether, 
disillusioned with the abject failure 
of the Corbyn project.

Yet many on the left cling to the 
idea that some kind of revival of 
these politics of the past is not only 
possible but is actually desirable. 
Some examples of this misplaced 
optimism were on display at what 
was, in effect, the foundation meeting 
of the Socialist Labour Network 
(LAW and LIEN) on January 14. 
Regular readers will remember that 
this group has emerged following 
the liquidation of Labour Against the 
Witchhunt through its merger with 
the Labour in Exile Network. The 
main impetus behind the new group 
appears to be an attempt to rally the 
confused and disoriented forces and 
begin some kind of fightback. But 
despite the righteous indignation and 
the opposition to what has happened 
in the Labour Party since the election 
of Starmer, the initial meeting of this 
new grouping shows that it lacks 
coherence and a unifying strategy. 
The basic division within the SLN 

is between those comrades who 
still orientate towards the Labour 
Party and those who believe that it 
is now both possible and necessary 
to build some new project primarily 
outside of Labour. While the new 
group has yet to agree its aims (that 
will be the first task of the newly 
elected steering group), both the 
composition of that committee and 
the discussion on January 14 shows 
that this is a fundamental, if as yet 
implicit, faultline.

How exactly these divisions will 
play out remains to be seen. For 
example, what will be the response 
of those members who are in effect 
Labour left loyalists to election 
candidates who stand against 
Labour? On past experience, some 
of the leading members will want 
to support the next electoral outings 
of, say, George Galloway or his 
ilk, or advocate that trade unions 
disaffiliate from Labour, while 
others still hope that Labour can be 
saved by the revival of Corbynism. 
Perhaps such minor ‘tactical’ 
problems and political differences 
can be temporarily papered over, but 
the real issue of the direction of this 
type of project cannot be ignored by 
the principled and serious left.

A significant and leading minority 
of the leadership of the SLN claim 
to be Marxist. Yet, rather than 
advocating a Marxist programme 
that seeks to replace capitalism by 
building a Communist Party and a 
conscious movement for the self-
emancipation of the working class, 
these comrades play at being left 
reformists, proposing instead the 
‘transitional’ economistic politics 
of the half-way house. Arguing that 
such timid, essentially reformist 
politics can build a bridge to the 
masses, they see the new network 
as a way to gradually win the 
Labour left to Marxism. However, 
when push comes to shove on 
significant matters of programme, 
this approach badly falls down and 
our bold ‘Marxists’ stick to the 
commonplace reformist banalities 
of the Labour election manifesto 
or the Fabian certainties of the old 
Clause Four.

These concessions to Labourism 
and compromises with reformism 
may ensure that the SLN limps on 
for a few months or so, but both 
its internal dynamics and the state 
of the wider left do not augur well 
for its long-term future. Instead 
of pretending that the Corbyn 
movement was the zenith of real 
left politics, the authentic, militant 
left needs to settle accounts with 
the past and completely break from 
what is now clearly a project whose 
time has passed. Corbynism is 
dead, but the struggle for principled 
Marxist politics and a revolutionary 
programme continues l

Notes
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hoping-corbyn-launches-new-party.
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hoping-corbyn-launches-new-party. 
3. creatingsocialism.org/resist-welcomes-
rumoured-new-corbyn-party.
4. www.dailymail.co.uk/news/
article-10386125/Jeremy-Corbyn-launch-
new-Peace-Justice-Party-losing-Labour-whip.
html; www.newstatesman.com/politics/
labour/2022/01/why-a-new-left-party-led-by-
jeremy-corbyn-is-a-bad-idea.
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https://www.newstatesman.com/politics/labour/2022/01/why-a-new-left-party-led-by-jeremy-corbyn-is-a-bad-idea
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/politics/2022/01/09/jeremy-corbyn-could-establish-party-hopes-fade-reinstated-labour
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/politics/2022/01/09/jeremy-corbyn-could-establish-party-hopes-fade-reinstated-labour
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/politics/2022/01/09/jeremy-corbyn-could-establish-party-hopes-fade-reinstated-labour
https://leftfootforward.org/2022/01/tory-press-stirs-speculation-that-jeremy-corbyn-is-considering-launching-new-party
https://leftfootforward.org/2022/01/tory-press-stirs-speculation-that-jeremy-corbyn-is-considering-launching-new-party
https://leftfootforward.org/2022/01/tory-press-stirs-speculation-that-jeremy-corbyn-is-considering-launching-new-party
https://leftfootforward.org/2022/01/tory-press-stirs-speculation-that-jeremy-corbyn-is-considering-launching-new-party
https://www.facebook.com/TheCorbynProject
https://www.islingtongazette.co.uk/news/local-council/jeremy-corbyn-islington-mp-could-face-labour-challenge-8616308
https://www.islingtongazette.co.uk/news/local-council/jeremy-corbyn-islington-mp-could-face-labour-challenge-8616308
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Operation Save Big Dog
Is Boris Johnson toast? Eddie Ford comments on the partygate scandals and what it means for Sir Keir’s 
prospects

Boris Johnson’s fate seems to 
hang on a thread. Various 
reports suggest that rebellious 

Tory MPs are getting close to the 
magic 54 figure - the number of 
letters needed to be sent to the chair 
of the 1922 Committee in order 
to trigger a no confidence motion 
against the prime minister, which 
requires a simple majority to pass. 
With David Davis calling upon 
him to go in the name of god, with 
Christian Wakeford defecting, with 
Dominic Cummings plotting his next 
move, many think Johnson is already 
a goner. A mistake ... maybe.

True, a broad coalition of forces 
is ranged against Johnson - unlike 
Theresa May, where the sedition 
essentially came from just one group, 
the Brexiters (“the bastards”). In 
the words of one Conservative MP, 
“letters are coming from the left and 
from the right, from Brexiters and 
remainers.” But those who oppose 
Johnson lack organisation and a clear 
alternative candidate. Something 
that cannot be said of Johnson’s 
government and its whips.

Not surprisingly, an Opinium poll 
published on January 15 shows that 
Johnson’s personal approval ratings 
have fallen below the worst figures 
ever recorded by Theresa May - an 
ironic turn of events, given his role in 
her downfall. As for the actual party 
he leads it is languishing 10 points 
behind Labour on 31% - whilst the 
Liberal Democrats are on 9% and 
the Greens 6%. A YouGov survey 
conducted a few days earlier had 
63% of the general public wanting 
Johnson to resign, and another poll 
by Savanta ComRes found that 66% 
would like him to go. His core Brexit 
supporters are divided, only 47% 
thinking he should remain. Adding to 
the prime minister’s woes, a survey 
by Grassroots Conservatives found 
“massive anger” amongst its ranks 
- 40% of them want Boris Johnson 
to quit. The same goes for many 
Tory donors. In the short term, these 
figures are bound to get worse for the 
prime minister.

Those on the left who insisted that 
Keir Starmer - as opposed to their 
hero Jeremy Corbyn - is a loser, or 
that he does not even want to win 
a general election, are looking ever 
more foolish. Having donned the 
Blue Labour patriotic mantle, having 
upped the ‘anti-Zionism equals 
anti-Semitism’ witch-hunt, having 
welcomed Christian Wakeford 
into the ranks of the Parliamentary 
Labcon Party, it is not impossible that 
Sir Keir could win the next election 
with a landslide (just as it is possible 
that Johnson somehow wriggles free 
from the self-inflicted mess and goes 
on for 13 more years).

In a failed attempt to elicit 
sympathy, Johnson gave an 
absolutely wretched interview with 
Sky News on January 18 - where, 
frankly, he looked tired, if not beaten. 
Johnson pathetically pleaded that 
“nobody warned me it was against 
the rules” for a drinks party to be 
held in the Downing Street garden 
during the first strict lockdown, 
and “if I had my time again, I 
would not have allowed things to 
develop in that way”. Of course, 
he was repeating what he had told 
parliament last week in his lawyerly 
and non-apologetic apology: that he 
“believed implicitly that this was a 
work event” and had not been warned 
in advance that it would be a mistake 
for the party to go ahead. Despite the 
fact that Johnson’s principal private 
secretary, Martin Reynolds, sent 

email invites to about 100 people 
with the instruction to “bring your 
own booze” - and despite the fact 
that some of the nearly 40 people 
who attended the party (sorry, work 
event) were not actually Downing 
Street staff, such as Johnson’s wife. It 
has to be said that the prime minister 
was remarkably unobservant not to 
notice the tables awash with bottles 
of wine, nibbles, etc.

However, Johnson’s nemesis 
- the jilted Dominic Cummings - 
tells a completely different story. In 
a recent blog post, he says that he 
personally told Johnson on the day 
of the garden party that holding it 
was a mistake. But Johnson “waved 
[the concerns] aside”, we are told. 
Cummings also wrote that he and 
another “very senior official” told 
Reynolds on the day that holding 
the party would be against the rules. 
Reynolds disagreed, according 
to Cummings, but said he would 
discuss it with the prime minister. 
Cummings has stated that he 
would “swear under oath” that his 
version of events is true and correct 
- but does anyone really believe 
Cummings? 

In the same Sky interview, 
Johnson confirmed that he had 
apologised - or grovelled - to the 
queen after it was revealed that 
staffers had held two separate 
leaving parties the day before 
Philip Windsor’s funeral on April 17 
2021. This is when his widow was 
required by coronavirus restrictions 
to sit alone, an image that the 
sycophantic royalist press never 
tire of showing - presumably in an 
attempt to convince us of her near 
divine status. Anyhow, the two 
parties eventually merged into one 
and somebody was sent out with a 
wheelie suitcase to buy £142 worth 
of wine from the local Co-op for 
the Downing Street drinks fridge, 
as nobody appears to drink beer, 
whilst somebody else acted as a 
DJ - with a child swing used by one 
of Boris Johnson’s children getting 

broken during the revelry … almost 
Bacchanalian.

Genuine
Meanwhile, apart from at work, 
the rest of us in the first lockdown 
were only allowed to socialise with 
one other person from a different 
household - which had to be in an 
outside public venue like a park, so 
long as we kept to social distancing 
rules. Some people could not be 
with their dying relatives, especially 
those in care homes, only able to 
communicate via Zoom or FaceTime 
- assuming their family member could 
use or understand the technology. In 
some cases, they watched their loved 
one die on Zoom - which must be a 
truly cruel experience.

The outrage of ordinary people 
against the partygate antics is 
obviously genuine and heartfelt - we 
abided by the rules, but those setting 
the rules did not. To mischievously 
borrow a phrase, you could call us 
the silent majority - because we 
got vaccinated and accepted the 
lockdowns as a necessary measure 
during a public health emergency. 
The anti-vax demonstrators, the 
anti-mask refuseniks, the lockdown 
breakers, the party goers were the 
minority.

This also explains the popular 
resentment against people who 
brazenly flout the rules in another 
recent scandal - that of Novak 
Djokovic, the world’s number one 
male tennis player, who has become 
a bit of a hate figure for the silent 
majority. Because of the nature of the 
media - which is not a criticism - they 
naturally focus on the protests against 
restrictions, or, in this particular case, 
on those supporting Djokovic. But 
clearly the majority of Australians 
- which is obviously the political 
calculation of prime minister Scott 
Morrison - support the government’s 
decision to rescind Djokovic’s visa, 
even if it was bungled. They took 
deep offense at the way the tennis star 
swanned around the place ignoring 

all the rules: why was he let into the 
country in the first place? We have 
been under a severe lockdown from 
the very beginning, but we stuck by 
the rules, unlike this arrogant guy.

Similar feelings can be found in 
France, which has less draconian 
restrictions than Australia. There 
can be little doubt that most French 
people sympathise with Emmanuel 
Macron’s recent comment about 
how he wanted to “piss off” the 
unvaccinated by “limiting as much 
as possible their access to activities 
in social life” - crude, but it could be 
politically effective, which is what 
really matters to him in a presidential 
election year. Sure, National Rally 
- those stout defenders of freedom - 
protested about Macron’s remarks, 
but the majority supported it. 
They recognise the need for mass 
vaccinations and state organisation 
to combat the virus.

This is part of something wider, 
explaining why the popular anger 
against the partygate scandals 
has purchase - it is a feeling that 
runs deep in society. As for Boris 
Johnson, digging himself deeper 
into the hole, you can safely say that 
popular opinion - and even a lot of 
Tory MPs - will not be impressed by 
Operation Save Big Dog, which the 
prime minister personally named. 
This consists of throwing a lot of his 
underlings, like Martin Reynolds, 
under the bus, blaming them for the 
fiasco. Very statesman-like. Nothing 
is ever the fault of Boris Johnson, 
of course. A more honest name 
would be Operation Save My Skin. 
Getting really desperate, Johnson 
has also launched Operation Red 
Meat to divert attention away from 
partygate. This is a supposedly 
populist offensive that includes 
attacks on the woke ‘Bolshevik 
Broadcasting Company’, such as 
freezing the licence fee; sending 
in the navy to help tackle cross-
Channel migration; compulsory 
training schemes for universal 
credit claimants; the much-delayed 

“levelling up” white paper; and the 
lifting of all Covid restrictions on 
January 26 if the Omicron wave 
continues to abate (which seems 
likely). In retaliation, anti-Johnson 
Tory MPs have setup Operation 
Rinka - in reference to the Great 
Dane shot dead on Exmoor during 
the Jeremy Thorpe affair in the 
1970s, an incident that eventually 
led to the Liberal leader standing trial 
for conspiracy to murder. Maybe the 
anti-Johnson rebels optimistically 
envisage a similar fate befalling the 
prime minister.

Now everybody is waiting for 
Godot, or rather the partygate report 
by Sue Gray, the “independently 
minded” civil servant whose boss is 
… Boris Johnson, which for many 
represents a conflict of interests. It 
was hoped, at least by Johnson’s 
supporters, that it would come out 
at the end of this week. But that 
seems unlikely now, given that new 
scandals are being added daily to the 
inquiry’s remit. It may be another 
couple of weeks before we get a 
chance to see it. Johnson has been 
interviewed by Gray, and reportedly 
she will also grill Cummings about 
his explosive allegations that the 
prime minister lied to parliament 
and everybody else about the 
Downing Street garden party and 
god knows what else. But the 
reasonable expectation is that 
Gray’s report will be a fairly bland 
fact-finding operation about facts 
we already know - outlining when 
each alleged party occurred, how 
many people were present and who 
was involved in organising them. It 
will also, presumably, describe the 
regulations at that time, and could 
suggest whether each event appears 
to have broken the regulations in 
force at that time. In other words, 
the Gray report is not expected to 
recommend a criminal investigation 
and will therefore be Johnson’s ‘get 
out of jail free’ card l 

eddie.ford@weeklyworker.co.uk
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Christian Wakeford (centre) joins ranks of the Parliamentary Labcon Party
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KAZAKHSTAN

An uncertain situation
Discounting the danger of Islamic reaction is more than stupid. Paul Demarty looks at the Kazakh uprising 
and the CSTO intervention

One of the more striking events 
at the start of this year has been 
the uprising in Kazakhstan.

Following a certain pattern in 
other countries, the suspension of 
important subsidies for consumer 
goods - in this case, petrol and 
natural gas, vital for heating homes 
in the freezing winter and for 
transport - led to angry and militant 
mass demonstrations and strikes 
in key industries, starting in the 
western cities on the Caspian Sea 
and spreading to the capital, Nur-
Sultan (until recently Astana), and 
Almaty in the south. Protests turned 
violent with exceptional speed, along 
with the numbers arrested and those 
“shot on sight”. There were also 
widespread reports of murky state-
insiders taking a lead in attacks on 
government buildings, seemingly 
in an attempt to secure or advance 
sectional interests.

Calm seemed to be restored 
when Kassym-Jomart Tokayev, only 
the second president in the state’s 
history and not a man who seems 
in much control of his own destiny, 
called for help from the Collective 
Security Treaty Organisation, a 
regional military bloc substantially 
controlled by Russia. Its 2,000 
‘peacekeeping’ troops were there to 
send a clear message and not only to 
the protesting masses. The Kazakh 
state machine showed distinct signs 
of splits and divisions. The CSTO 
was on the side of the existing order, 
not regime change of any kind. Now 
that its troops have withdrawn, the 
situation remains uncertain, with the 
masses quiet for the moment and, on 
the other hand, president Tokayev 
cancelling price rises and promising 
tough measures against corruption 
and cronyism (interestingly, former 
president Nursultan Nazarbayev 
recently broke cover and belatedly 
offered his backing for Tokayev - 
presumably a deal has been struck 
in which he agreed to ‘give up’ on 
influential members of his clan).

Story so far
The question remains as to how 
we got here, which requires some 
historical background.

Kazakhstan is a huge country, 
the largest landlocked state in the 
world, stretching from the Caspian 
Sea to the north-western borders of 
China. Its geography is dominated 
by the Great Eurasian Steppe, for 
thousands of years home primarily 
to nomadic peoples who lived off 
pastoral agriculture and raids into 
neighbouring peasant economies.

It was not until the 18th century 
that the Russian empire took any 
real interest in this vast, politically 
febrile territory; but ultimately the 
tsars succeeded in their divide-and-
rule games between the different 
Kazakh khanates, and Russian 
settlers arrived in large numbers to 
work the land. Over the course of 
the next century, the tsarist and then 
Soviet regimes would progressively 
displace these traditional societies. 
In the Stalinist period, Kazakhstan 
became a destination for internal 
exiles (most famously, Leon 
Trotsky found himself in Alma-
Ata, now Almaty, for a time), and 
later for gulags. It was a test bed 
for countless nuclear devices. It 
suffered environmental disasters. 
All this built up the kinds of national 
sentiments that exploded in the 
dying days of the USSR.

The president of the Kazakh SSR 
in those days was, yes, one Nursultan 
Nazarbayev, a former steel worker, 

who seems to have been more 
reluctant than many of his peers to 
break away from the USSR in those 
final months. Kazakhstan declared 
its independence late, on December 
16 1991, only 10 days before the 
union liquidated itself. Yet in many 
respects it otherwise followed the 
pattern of the ex-Soviet republics. 
Its new elite - above all Nazarbayev 
- largely drawn from the ranks of 
the old, became fabulously wealthy 
from the privatisations that followed 
the USSR’s fall. It combined 
formally democratic rules with 
essentially dictatorial norms.

Kazakhstan is distinguished from 
its neighbours - except Russia and 
China, obviously - largely by its 
staggering mineral and fossil fuel 
wealth. It is by far the wealthiest 
central Asian economy, accounting 
for something like 60% of the 
region’s GDP. In the rather cruel 
picture painted by Sacha Baron 
Cohen’s Borat franchise, the 
Kazakh national anthem feebly 
boasts of its great potassium 
deposits; the reality is a country 
rich in oil, natural gas, uranium and 
half the rest of the periodic table. It 
also has a tiny population of a mere 
19 million or so - one of the lowest 
densities in the world. Between 
those two facts, the reality of recent 
weeks - that deliberate policy 
sparked a vast protest movement 
by spilling a large fraction of the 
population into fuel poverty - stands 
as an indictment of the government 
merely on grounds of competence. 
It is, as sports commentators might 
say, an unforced error.

But, of course, the Soviet 
Union’s fall did not create the 
sort of Sugar Candy Mountain 
capitalism promised by western 
triumphalists - not that such a thing 
has ever existed anywhere. It merely 
produced kleptocratic dictatorships 
and quasi-democracies. In countries 
where the spoils were greater - eg, 
Kazakhstan - so, correspondingly, 
was the corruption more naked 
and dionysiac (with lots of juicy 
crumbs landing with London 
lawyers, accountants, PR firms and 
consultants - not least Tony Blair 
and his £13 million fee).

Previous waves of protests 
succeeded in securing Nazarbayev’s 
resignation in 2019, to be replaced 
by Tokayev. But Tokayev’s position 
is, as we noted, weak. He is an 
old crony of his predecessor, who 
clearly considered him an easy man 
to manipulate. Nazarbayev and 

his family maintain considerable 
control over some of the most 
lucrative economic enterprises in 
the country, including the QazaqGas 
petroleum firm and large banks. 
Tokayev’s public response has 
been to blame this clan for sparking 
the protests, by hiking prices at 
QazaqGas for liquid petroleum gas. 
His invitation to the Russians and 
others to help him out is implicitly 
a rebuke to Nazarbayev’s record of 
selling the country’s resources to 
western firms like Chevron. 

Spontaneity
That is one aspect in which the 
situation is not terribly clear to 
outside observers. Naturally, 
this has not prevented certain 
starry-eyed western leftists from 
hailing a working class revolution. 
Emblematic is a solidarity statement 
whose signatories include various 
Mandelite and Mandelite-adjacent 
figures and organisations, along 
with Alex Callinicos and some 
other Socialist Workers Party-type 
characters, which hails the Kazakh 
uprising, condemns the intense state 
repression and flatly rejects

the propaganda of the dictatorship 
that this uprising is a product 
of “Islamic radicals” or the 
intervention of US imperialism. 
There is no evidence of that 
whatsoever. It is the usual resort 
of an unpopular regime - to 
blame ‘outside’ agitators.1

Indeed, there can be little doubt 
that the events at least began as a 
spontaneous revolt in response to 
an assault on living standards and 
quickly took aim at the presidency 
old and new: the cry of “Shal ket!” 
or “Old Man, out,” was as much 
directed at Tokayev as Nazarbayev. 
So far as it had or has this character, 
“deep solidarity” is certainly the 
appropriate response. The problem 
is more one of perspectives, that 
is, of what demands solidarity with 
Kazakh workers is concretely likely 
to place on us. The standard view of 
the Mandelites and Cliffites is that 
such uprisings pose the question 
of power in and of themselves 
and induce a virtuous cycle of 
radicalisation, arguably all the more 
when the state meets the challenge 
with military force. Yet, since the 
Iranian revolution in 1979 and the 
Arab Spring of the 2010s, example 
has followed example of such 
revolts - when they are not simply 

defeated - being led or taken-
over by reactionary forces. So it is 
foolish in the extreme to discount 
the influence of Islamic groups 
such as East Turkestan Liberation 
Organisation, Jamaat of Central 
Asian Mujahedins, etc.

The error is explicable enough 
on a superficial level. These leftist 
traditions were formed substantially 
in the wake of the 1968 new left, 
at which time mass movements 
against brutal capitalist state 
regimes typically did take on some 
kind of leftist hue. The sensibilities 
of an Alex Callinicos, say, or a 
Gilbert Achcar, were formed in this 
mould. It was close enough to the 
truth then to survive contact with 
reality, but has been found wanting 
in recent years. We should mention 
the case of Syria in particular - 
mass protests against the regime 
of Bashar al-Assad were hailed 
by a spectrum of the international 
left as a new front in the Arab 
Spring, but rapidly devolved into 
an exceptionally bloody civil war 
fuelled by Saudi Arabia, Qatar and 
other Gulf states; but much of the 
left never adjusted, and ended up - 
in the case of some sections of the 
Mandelites - calling for western, 
ie, US humanitarian intervention 
to save Islamic held areas from 
Assad’s advancing forces. Actual 
US military intervention succeeded 
only in prolonging the bloodshed, 
and - now that, for all intents and 
purposes, Assad has come out on 
top - preventing, through sanctions, 
any efforts to rebuild this shattered, 
depopulated country.

The course of the Syrian civil 
war was largely determined by 
regional and global powers outside 
Syria, and such was also the case in 
many of the other revolts that turned 
ugly in recent years. That, in the 
end, is the difference between our 
day and the days of anti-colonial 
revolutions, the Sandinistas and 
other iconic revolts of the post-
1968 era. At that time, there was a 
global superpower that could offer 
material support and international 
solidarity on a far greater scale - the 
USSR (however little Callinicos 
and other SWPers might like to 
admit it, even Tony Cliff had to 
come up with a theory of ‘deflected 
permanent revolution’ to explain 
this phenomenon). Indeed, Soviet-
loyal parties and movements had 
already been built in these countries 
and could immediately offer mass 
upsurges a clear political direction, 

albeit one shaped by the diplomatic 
needs of the USSR in sometimes 
disastrous ways.

Global politics
The international situation facing 
the Syrian protestors in 2011, and 
the Kazakh protestors today, is very 
different. Russia is not the Soviet 
Union of old; its strategy, for all the 
anti-Putin hysteria of the western 
press, is fundamentally defensive, 
even when tactically offensive (as 
in the Crimea and South Ossetia-
Abkhazia), designed to secure its 
near-abroad and prevent the further 
expansion of Nato. An increasingly 
belligerent foreign policy elite in the 
west - the notorious ‘blob’ - wishes 
to encircle its adversaries, principally 
China but also Russia, and does so 
through grand diplomatic bargains 
and (as in Syria) creating insoluble 
problems and military chaos among 
the junior partners of their adversaries.

One open question in the current 
situation is the role of Turkey, which 
has become more assertive in its own 
right recently. The Turkish deep state 
takes an interest in what it considers 
a wider ‘family’ of Turkic peoples, 
certainly including Kazakhstan 
(besides the 63% Kazakhs, there are 
other Turkic peoples). Turkey backed 
the Azeris in the recent Nagorno-
Karabakh war between Azerbaijan 
and Armenia, and it was largely 
due to that backing that the conflict 
turned into a rout of the Armenian 
side. Though Turkish drones were, 
in the end, decisive, destroying 
Armenian artillery positions, Ankara 
also enlisted thousands of jihadi 
irregulars, veterans of the Syrian 
conflict. Turkey backed some of the 
most psychopathic Sunni militias to 
fight the Armenians.

The extent of Islamist involvement 
in the Kazakh movement is unclear 
at this point, although if the 
government’s claim that several 
members of the security forces were 
beheaded are true - and no serious 
media organisation appears to dispute 
it - then it certainly does not seem 
like the work of striking oil workers, 
but rather of the sort of people who 
butchered, raped and enslaved their 
way from one end of Syria to the other. 
The question is more - what comes 
next? If the result is not a prolonged, 
uneasy peace but a descent into civil 
war, it is impossible to imagine that 
such a war over the source of crucial 
gas and oil pipelines and 40% of the 
world’s uranium deposits will be left 
by the great powers to resolve itself. 
A social base exists for ‘Syrianising’ 
any such war, in which case the 
ordinary workers and rural population 
of Kazakhstan will have more to 
worry about than fuel prices.

If that outcome is avoided, 
however, we are back at the same 
dismal place where we started - the 
brutal kleptocracy that has ruled 
uninterrupted since the end of the 
Soviet era, thieving the national 
wealth and beating and imprisoning 
- or worse - those who protest. The 
Mandelite-Cliffite statement is right 
to highlight the need for “the building 
of an independent trade union 
movement and socialist movement 
in Kazakhstan”, to which we need 
merely add that we have done a poor 
enough job of building such things 
anywhere of late l

paul.demarty@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1. anticapitalistresistance.org/solidarity-with-
the-uprising-in-kazakhstan.

Mayor’s office in Almaty set ablaze during spontaneous protests
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REVIEW

Heroes and villains
Ben Harker The chronology of revolution: communism, culture, and civil society in twentieth-century 
Britain University of Toronto Press, 2021, pp376, £63.99

Ben Harker has produced a 
well-researched and engaging 
account of the history of the 

Communist Party of Great Britain, 
seen through the lens of the party’s 
cultural activity and the ideas that 
informed its work in this arena. The 
book is beautifully produced and I 
hadn’t previously seen many of its 
illustrations, which are well chosen 
and empathetic to the topic. I respect 
Harker’s knowledge of the CPGB 
and this book taught me many 
interesting things. It is worth noting 
that Harker previously produced the 
outstanding Class act: the cultural 
and political life of Ewan MacColl 
(2007). Some of the preconceptions 
used to inform this 2021 work are 
another matter, and I have to record 
a profound disappointment at the 
author’s interpretative method, 
which, to my mind, is a reiteration of 
dusty themes that have been kicking 
around histories of the CPGB for a 
few decades now. 

EP Thompson once famously 
wrote that he wanted to save 
working-class historical figures 
“from the enormous condescension 
of posterity”. Before I had read 
Harker’s book, I never thought 
of myself as having that type of 
moral imperative, but now I’m not 
so sure, given that I seem to have 
spent considerable time raising up 
the voices of the CPGB’s previously 
half-forgotten revolutionary left - 
‘anti-revisionist’ and pro-Soviet, 
for the most part. So, I’m always 
curious to see how other historians 
treat activists from these left trends.

Fergus Nicholson was the 
CPGB’s national student officer 
in the late 1960s and, according to 
Harker, “best remembered by some 
for pulling the plug on the pop 
music at a lively [Young Communist 
League, YCL] branch social in the 
summer of 1968 to deliver a speech 
defending the Soviet invasion of 
Czechoslovakia” (p166). Who is this 
“some”? In this case, it is the memory 
of the CPGB’s last, Eurocommunist, 
general secretary Nina Temple, 
when she was interviewed for Phil 
Cohen’s Children of the revolution 
(1998); needless to say, she was 
hardly a friend of the party’s left. 
We must also record the mundane 
point that, surely, although it might 
have impeded Temple’s fox-trot, 
it wouldn’t have been unusual for 
the Young Communist League 
to be having discussions around 
Czechoslovakia in 1968 when this 
issue was controversial in the British 
movement. All Harker has really 
done is amplify Temple’s displeasure 
at Nicholson’s stance on inner-party 
divisions, treating it as unilateral 
good coin. 

Harker adds: “Committed 
to traditional party hierarchies, 
Nicholson and [assistant Phil] 
Goodwin created an atmosphere 
more likely to repel than recruit, 
complaining about the difficulty of 
organising a group that refused to 
behave like workers, stressing the 
importance of bringing students 
‘towards the labour movement’, 
and warning ominously that no 
special licence would be granted to 
newly recruited students in terms 
of ‘attitudes and breaches of rule 
that nobody else would get away 
with’” (p167). Harker makes this 
judgement based on articles from 
Nicholson and Goodwin, and it 
is therefore a perfectly legitimate 
opinion that they were “more likely 
to repel than recruit”. But this doesn’t 
stack up with what subsequently 

emerged in the YCL and the CPGB. 
Nicholson didn’t act alone in the 
YCL - he was the leader of an 
alternative factional structure inside 
the youth organisation (Jack Conrad, 
a member of this group in the late 
1960s and 1970s, has explained how 
this functioned1). This YCL faction 
then informed the ‘party within a 
party’ that worked inside the CPGB 
through the 1970s (combining a 
Surrey district bridgehead with 
Nicholson’s followers and other 
associated left fiefdoms) and the 
1980s (the Straight Left/Communist 
group that remained inside the party 
until it was liquidated in 1991). 
Nicholson’s problem was not that he 
couldn’t recruit or even sometimes 
maintain supporters (although all 
these fiefdoms were always prone 
to shedding members): it was his 
overall dead-end strategy for the 
CPGB. Some found Nicholson’s 
rhetoric of discipline attractive, 
particularly as many of his youthful 
target audience saw themselves 
as revolutionary ‘Leninists’ and 
because the YCL/CPGB had 
competition to its left from Maoist 
groups who had some success in 
recruiting young communists in the 
late 1960s to their own disciplined 
brand of politics, with the YCL/
CPGB becoming a significant feeder 
of ‘anti-revisionism’. Put another 
way, there was clearly more to life 
than just dancing.

Free spirit
Harker’s treatment of ‘villains’ from 
the CPGB’s left can be usefully 
contrasted with his more ‘heroic’ 
picture of Eurocommunists such 
as Martin Jacques, who ultimately 
became editor of Marxism Today - 
once the party’s theoretical journal, 
but, under Jacques, a platform for 
police chiefs and other assorted 
reactionaries dredged up under the 
serially abused moniker of ‘lively 
and modern’. The Eurocommunists 
were the party’s leading faction in 
its final years, which, in concert 
with sections of the CPGB’s older 
bureaucracy, attempted to persecute 
and drive out its long-established 
left wing. Jacques is portrayed 
as part of a “young rising cadre” 
being incorporated into the CPGB’s 
leadership due to anxieties over 
the latter’s ageing membership, 
although Harker is slightly sceptical 
about Jacques’ own description of 
himself as a “free spirit” (a quality 
that doesn’t exactly bubble up in 
the folk memory of the CPGB’s 
left) and notes, correctly, the 
limitations of working inside the 
CPGB bureaucracy (pp151-152). 
But Harker has no hesitation at 
all in sympathetically defining 
Jacques as a moderniser, hailing the 
“significant headway” made in the 
cultural arena: “Redefining culture 
and reconceptualising the role it 
played in shaping and reinforcing 
experience of the world was therefore 
one task to which culturally minded 
modernisers like Jacques naturally 
applied themselves” (p180). The 
attentive reader will note the softer 
focus that comes into play here. 

It is obvious whom Harker does 
and doesn’t like and it’s fair enough 
for him to have those preferences. 
But it’s also useful to counter this 
with the observation that Jacques 
and Nicholson were both supremely 
flawed factional leaders and a 
faction can never be equated with 
a genuine working-class party, so 
to prefer one or the other in such an 
obvious manner is a methodological 

trap. It should also be clear that 
Nicholson and the CPGB’s left have 
been besmirched by the “enormous 
condescension of posterity” in 
histories like this one in a way that 
the Eurocommunists haven’t. I could 
very easily gather from my contacts 
a collection of statements that would 
show how utterly loathed the likes 
of Temple, Jacques and Beatrix 
Campbell were in the CPGB (and 
not just by the party’s left, either). 
That would scarcely be edifying 
history - merely reversing the 
condescension shown towards the 
old CPGB left would solve nothing, 
but such material needs to be part of 
the historical record. 

In Harker’s case, I think his 
respective treatment of these 
representative figures shows an 
inability to conceive a fragmented 
post-war CPGB that, by the 1970s 
had developed into two parties: the 
‘official’ one around the party’s right-
centrist, and later Eurocommunist-
inclined, bureaucracy; and another 
‘unofficial’ party of opposition, with 
its own discipline, leadership and 
cadre structure. (You could also make 
a case for a third party, composed of 
trade-union activists, but I’ll leave 
that aside here.) Harker certainly 
notes serious political divisions 
inside the CPGB in the immediate 
post-war era (for example, p72) but, 
as far as I can see, these don’t have 
real consequences for the future of 
the party. Once you ascertain what 
I would argue is the reality of the 
post-1945 CPGB - an organisation 
fundamentally split between left 
and right factions - then the urge to 
‘prefer’ this or that alignment, or 
align oneself with ‘winners’, rapidly 
fades; or, at least, it should do. 

This inclination towards 
Eurocommunists is a function 
of Harker’s overall thesis and 
perspective for his study. He argues 
that the international communist 
movement formed in the wake of 
the Russian revolution of 1917 
was overly focused on the seizure 
of state power accompanied by a 
“fundamental underestimation of 
the resilience of capitalism and its 
supporting structures and ideologies” 
(p5). This meant a movement that 
relegated and underplayed cultural 
struggles as something that would 
be decided after a communist seizure 
of power. That led in turn to disabled 
parties in the west that lacked the 
necessary cultural mechanisms 
to undermine resilient capitalist 
superstructures. The ‘chronology’ 
of the revolution needed to be 
altered so that culture was dealt with 
prefiguratively by such parties in the 
here-and-now, and not deferred until 
the morning after the revolution. 

Harker traces the lineage of this 
argument through Trotsky and 
Gramsci, but he largely defers to 

the reformist twist given to the latter 
by the Italian Communist Party 
(PCI) in the 1940s under Togliatti. 
In David Broder’s words, this was 
“the creation of a ‘folk Gramsci’ in 
the war period” that laid “a massive 
tombstone over the many green 
shoots of working-class communist 
thought during the resistance period” 
and, above all, a ‘Gramsci’ that 
became “a cipher for the PCI’s claim 
to be the democratic party of all 
Italians, united by anti-fascism and 
the values of the constitution written 
after the war”.2 Leaving aside the 
lack of historical authenticity of such 
claims, Gramsci, in the post-war 
PCI and when he was subsequently 
‘discovered’ by the CPGB, became 
a symbol of adaptation to bourgeois 
ideas in the supposed cause of 
hegemonic struggles for the ‘heart 
and soul’ of the nation. It is no 
accident that Harker, who appears 
to have swallowed a large dose of 
PCI mythology, draws attention to 
his recuperation of those moments 
in the CPGB’s history when it 
seemed most porous to bourgeois 
ideas and sought to adapt itself to 
British nationalism: the popular 
front of 1935-39; late- and post-war 
reconstruction (1942-47); and the 
‘Battle of Ideas’ (1947-56) against 
US imperialism. He calls these 
“exceptional moments” when key 
hierarchies around the ‘Bolshevised’ 
party “were overthrown and notions 
of cultural struggle were tolerated 
and even promoted by the party 
leadership” (p9). The CPGB had 
a final chance to embrace the 
“countercultural and oppositional” 
in the mid-to-late 1970s, which 
coincides, as if by magic, with the 
rise of the party’s Eurocommunist 
faction (p12). Their failure in this 
regard means, for Harker, that the 
CPGB’s grisly fate was sealed. 

For those of us who have been 
around a bit, this thesis sounds 
awfully familiar, despite comrade 
Harker giving it a more elegant 
rendering than most. It originated in 
the CPGB’s final decades, when the 
party started to address its history in 
works by James Klugmann, Noreen 
Branson and Margot Heinemann 
(all CPGB activists/writers of long 
standing). I’m going to have to 
over-simplify this for brevity, but 
the story went something like this: 
the CPGB formed in 1920 was far 
too revolutionary for the tastes of 
the party’s right-centrist leadership 
in the 1960s; the popular front of 
the 1930s, stripped of its practical 
relationship to Stalin’s diplomacy 
and the ‘party of a new type’, was 
thus projected as the real foundation 
period of the party. By the 1970s and 
1980s, the Eurocommunist faction 
of the party was also venerating 
the CPGB of the popular front 
era, seeing the 1930s adaptation 
to bourgeois politics as support 
for its own inclinations towards 
adapting to feminism and other 
social movements and becoming the 
‘democratic party of all Britons’, as 
a kind of mini-homage to Togliatti’s 
PCI. Harker has produced a more 
elaborate version of this mythology, 
and his projection of it into some 
palpably under-researched areas of 
the CPGB’s history means his work 
is still valuable. His preconceptions 
draw on the CPGB’s own 
mythologies about itself, but they 
are problematic because they blind 
Harker to a more salient tragedy in 
the party’s cultural history, when, 
as in Italy, a tombstone was laid 
over a richer working-class political 

culture. In order to see that tragedy 
we must strip away Harker’s 
contextual narrative and pretty much 
start over.

There’s no real sense in Harker’s 
book of the roots of Comintern-
associated parties in the Second 
International. Even the small CPGB 
had significant components from 
the British Socialist Party and the 
Independent Labour Party. Harker 
starts with Eric Hobsbawm’s concept 
of a short 20th century of 1914-91 and 
identifies a key problem with such a 
frame: “This flatters the communist 
movement by positioning it at 
the century’s dynamic core” (p4). 
Harker offers no corrective to this 
in the sense of recognising that the 
Third International was bounded by 
the experience of its forebear, and so 
he is largely left with the singularity 
of the Comintern experience. As 
readers of this paper will be fully 
aware, the Second International, 
including the German SPD, the 
Russian Social Democratic Labour 
Party and its Bolshevik faction, 
had very pronounced ideas on the 
prefigurative organisation of the 
working class in the cultural sphere; 
there was no sense of waiting for the 
revolution to solve such problems. 
The German party’s dense web of 
cultural and social associations was 
hugely influential, and some of this 
was very obviously carried over into 
the Comintern’s national sections, 
which, even in a relative backwater 
such as Britain, meant competition 
with the Labour Party in the cultural 
sphere.

Literary merger
Neither was Lenin in any sense 
laissez faire about the cultural 
struggle within the confines of tsarist 
Russia. In 1905’s ‘Party organisation 
and party literature’ he said:

To work, then, comrades! We are 
faced with a new and difficult task. 
But it is a noble and grateful one 
- to organise a broad, multiform 
and varied literature inseparably 
linked with the Social-Democratic 
working-class movement. All 
Social-Democratic literature must 
become party literature. Every 
newspaper, journal, publishing 
house, etc, must immediately 
set about reorganising its work, 
leading up to a situation in which 
it will, in one form or another, 
be integrated into one party 
organisation or another. Only 
then will ‘Social-Democratic’ 
literature really become worthy of 
that name, only then will it be able 
to fulfil its duty and, even within 
the framework of bourgeois 
society, break out of bourgeois 
slavery and merge with the 
movement of the really advanced 
and thoroughly revolutionary 
class.3

This is the ‘merger theory’, common 
currency in the Second International, 
whereby the working class was seen 
as quite capable of absorbing and 
using Marxism up to, including 
and after the revolution. Harker’s 
Lenin, on the other hand, who hadn’t 
apparently absorbed the nuances of 
the more participatory structures 
of western capitalist democracy 
(pp5-6) and, by that token, couldn’t 
lead sophisticated prefigurative 
cultural struggles in the pursuit of 
hegemonic strategies, is, at best, a 
poor caricature. 

In fact, Lenin was often adapting 
the experience of the German SPD 

Martin Jacques: “free spirit”?
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to Russian circumstances. If it really 
was the case that Lenin and the 
Bolsheviks hadn’t understood the 
role of “supporting structures”, it 
would make the serious and lengthy 
work of the Bolsheviks in the Duma, 
and Lenin’s close attention to such 
tasks, completely inexplicable. 
Finally, long before the phrase 
‘organic intellectual’ had become 
a necessary Gramscian condiment 
to spice up faltering hypotheses, 
Lenin, as the recent work of Lars T 
Lih shows, had looked confidently 
to the Russian movement to produce 
worker-leaders in the mould of 
August Bebel of the German SPD.4

We are then faced with the 
question of what happened to the 
‘merger theory’, the positive vision 
that Marxist ideas could become the 
life blood of millions of working-
class people and their proletarian 
leaders, in the Comintern and 
organisations such as the CPGB. 
We can offer some pointers.5 If one 
considers the National Left-Wing 
Movement (NLWM) and the Sunday 
Worker newspaper (which Harker 
is rightly enthusiastic about, see 
pp22-25) - projects initiated by the 
CPGB in the mid-1920s to win the 
rank and file of the British Labour 
Party to communist ideas - one is 
struck by the relatively sophisticated 
political culture that underpinned 
such initiatives. One could find the 
working-class readership of the 
Sunday Worker debating all manner 
of political and cultural matters in 
its pages; non-communist members 
of the NLWM arguing with CPGB 
members over their interpretation of 
Lenin’s theory of Labourism; and, 
after the dissolution of the NLWM 
by the CPGB in 1929, arguing with 
the CPGB over the decision. Thus, 
the programme of the NLWM sought 
to differentiate the organisation 
from more run-of-the-mill reformist 
Labour lefts by introducing advanced 
anti-militarist, anti-imperialist, and 
anti-monarchist demands. This, of 
course, relied on a certain conception 
of its audience as the advanced part 
of the proletarian class. But such 
a culture was not set in aspic, and, 
because the CPGB was a product 
of the early Comintern, it denied 
the right to form internal factions. 
This had the effect, when operating 
in the wider labour movement, of 
producing an opportunistic tendency 
to close ranks in relation to other 
non-communist sections. The 
differentiation, or ‘unity in diversity’, 
that it denied to itself could not 
be properly advanced externally 
without radically undermining the 
party’s internal regime.

By the time the CPGB started 
to develop the politics of the Third 
Period in late 1928 and 1929, the 
political programme of the NLWM 
was something to be junked, a 
barrier to engaging with the working 
class. Unlike the radical verbiage 
one associates with this juncture in 
Comintern politics, solace was to be 
sought in developing ‘immediate’ 
demands deemed more appealing to 
workers. Despite the shift in rhetoric, 
this perspective of a politically 
stunted and simplistic proletariat 
was carried over into the popular 
front. In contrast to historians such 
as Harker (and others such as Elinor 
Taylor in her recent work on popular 
front novels6) this tactic wasn’t a 
fundamental break in terms of its 
perception of the ability of working-
class people to master advanced 
ideas. By January 1936 a leading 
party member could state:

What are the issues around 
which unity can be achieved? 
We are not thinking in terms of 
a cut-and-dried programme, but 
those immediate and sometimes 
changing issues affecting the 
daily lives of the workers, small 
shopkeepers and professional 

people: wages, salaries, hours, 
conditions, taxation, democratic 
rights, armament expenditure, the 
threat of war, etc.7

This programmatic perspective 
bred a certain limited view of the 
proletarians it was meant to address. 
In other words, more simplistic 
and immediate programmes meant 
thinking of proletarians in a simplistic 
manner, including in the realm of 
culture. Critics included Bertolt 
Brecht, who castigated these “so-
called poetical forms”, in his famous 
1930s critique of Georg Lukács. 
Brecht derided the representation 
of ‘the people’ “in a superstitious 
fashion” that “endow[s] the people 
with unchanging characteristics, 
hallowed traditions, art forms, 
habits and customs” such that “a 
remarkable unity appears between 
tormentors and tormented …”8 This 
was clearly a political problem 
lodged in the development of the 
Comintern throughout the 1920s and 
1930s. 

Poetry pleas
In 1950, the CPGB’s Daily Worker 
featured a ‘debate’ on poetry in 
which one reader responded with 
the fatal words: “For the working 
class, things are and always have 
been fairly simple - for the class-
conscious workers, extremely so.”9 
This is simply a superstition, or even 
a prejudice, on the lines laid out by 
Brecht. It absolutely jars with many 
autobiographies of working-class 
autodidact CPGB members who 
joined the party not only because of 
immediate issues such as poverty but 
often due to a thirst for knowledge 
and a discerning attitude towards 
the political and social forms taken 
by the proletarian movement. 
Raphael Samuel argues: “Many, 
it seems, came into the [CPGB] 
through reading, sometimes under 
the guidance of older workers, 
sometimes by themselves.”10 So, 
when communist politics were 
refracted through this fatalist 
superstition that non-communist 
workers could only be approached 
through so-called immediate issues, 
unmediated by the intellectual life of 
proletarians, the CPGB partly ran up 
against its own experiences, which 
led to a particularly schizophrenic 
ideological existence.

This deformed culture of 
working-class consciousness has 
consequences for some of the 
‘heroes’ that Harker raises up: those 
CPGB figures that, in his eyes, 
attempted to disrupt the party’s 
erroneous ‘chronology’ by raising 
cultural struggle onto the centre 
stage. I’m thinking in this case of 
the writer, Jack Lindsay (1900-
1990). It would be churlish to see 
Lindsay as anything other than an 
interesting character and a talented 
writer, although reading him is 
sometimes like perceiving someone 
with a brain composed of blotting 
paper, sopping up whatever ideas he 
comes across and then expounding 
them. (I’m thinking in particular of 
Marxism and contemporary science 
[1949], which was influenced by the 
‘Browderism’ that was current in the 
international communist movement 
in 1944,11 and The subtle knot 
[1947], a strange novel that housed 
a rather undigested collection of 
philosophical and psychological 
themes.) Harker draws attention to 
Lindsay working up a selection of 
documents and articles in 1945-46, 
in which he attempted to tackle the 
party’s anti-intellectualism and its 
reduction of culture to “a secondary 
manifestation of class position”. 
This blocked the party from building 
effective alliances across civil 
society (p73). Lindsay also argued 
that Marxism “had failed to produce 
an adequate theory of culture and 
popular consciousness” (ibid). He 

is drawn by Harker as a kind of 
British proto-Gramscian, invoking 
the PCI’s strategy of a nebulous 
‘national unity’ and looking for 
routes back to an enhanced version 
of the popular front of the 1930s 
(p74). This became a familiar theme 
with Lindsay, and his later works, 
such as After the thirties (1956), 
partly function as reductive nostalgia 
for the CPGB of the popular front: 
ie, profound unpopularity cast as 
popularity. His writings of 1945-46 
were all rejected, with a measure 
of vituperation, by the CPGB’s 
leadership (p75). Harker also has 
his own partial criticism of such 
writings, stating that they “remained 
stuck in an essentially diffusionist 
model of cultural empowerment” 
(p74). 

British way
Where then did Lindsay stand on 
the CPGB’s relationship to working-
class culture and consciousness, that 
had deteriorated so badly in the 1920s 
and 1930s? One gets an answer by 
drawing on his ‘British way’ novels 
(essentially a fictional rationalisation 
of the CPGB’s British road to 
socialism programme of 1951). His 
Betrayed spring (1953) is pertinent 
because here Lindsay spelled out, 
in an exceptionally clear fictional 
form, how the CPGB envisaged 
the development of working-class 
consciousness. The novel centres 
on a young working-class woman 
from London, Phyl, who, having 
been through the experience of the 
mass squatting movement, attends 
a demonstration of striking hotel 
workers in central London: “She 
wasn’t sure what the cause was in its 
full working-out, what the big words 
implied when the march was ended 
and the strike was won; but she felt 
the meaning of it all inside her, in the 
deep determination and happiness 
that gripped her, the pride of being 
there in the defiant march …”12

So, rationality is placed as the 
antithesis of the emotional impact 
of the march, given that Phyl 
apparently doesn’t understand all of 
the implications of the cause she is 
supporting. We have this alienated 
power of the mass on the move to 
spark proletarian political virgins 
into life. This is no accident on the 
part of Lindsay, and he underlines 
Phyl’s response as she listens to the 
speeches at the end of the march: 
“And once more she felt herself 
part of this great thing which she 
only partly understood but which 
had entered irretrievably into her 
life.”13 Lindsay also extends this 
impact to the crowd around Phyl: 
“…  the sunlight was sparkling over 
the myriad faces, while the voice 
flowed on, like the truth of struggle 
suddenly becoming articulate in all 
the dumb mouths of the world. The 
world within the world, the ghosts of 
the future taking body as the familiar 
comrades of everyday light.”14

Now, “the truth of struggle 
suddenly becoming articulate in all 
the dumb mouths of the world” is 
pretty prose indeed, but its alliance 
with such a partial and intensely 
ideological view of the “dumb” 
working-class being impregnated 
with external signs, merely 
foregrounds the retreat of Lindsay’s 
articulate prose into the realm of a 
mere literary effect; a reconciliation 
with an alien ideology.

Harker clearly applauds Lindsay’s 
‘oppositional’ writings of 1945-46. 
But this opposition is all surface, 
in that Lindsay’s view of working-
class potentiality wasn’t that of the 
‘merger theory’ of Karl Kautsky 
and Lenin, whereby the class 
rationally attains socialist ideology. 
It was the mutilated view, presaged 
on the survival of various party 
bureaucracies, that saw the proletariat 
as something to be poked and prodded 
by external factors, stuck in its 

immediacy. The ‘hegemonic’ system 
of cultural alliances that CPGB 
dissidents such as Lindsay outlined 
was not based on any conceivable 
notion of proletarian revolution 
and the boundless potential that the 
Bolsheviks, for example, saw in the 
working class. In that sense, they are 
not even properly “diffusionist” at 
all, except in the most manipulative 
fashion. Such notions came to 
function (and this is what compelled 
the CPGB bureaucracy to sponsor 
and adopt Eurocommunists in the 
1970s) as wishes and hopes that the 
party could do better in its existing 
state of bureaucratic centralism - ie, 
the party regime that complemented 
its anti-working-class ideology by 
making it impossible that the CPGB 
could be captured by proletarian 
forces. Jack Lindsay was clearly a 
pain in the arse to the party leadership 
at times, but viewing him as a major 
heretic is simply implausible. Much 
the same could be said of Harker’s 
other intellectual heroes in his 
lexicon of CPGB cultural heretics: 
an opposition of appearances but not 
of reality. 

Questions
I am in more agreement with Harker 
around his diagnosis of the CPGB’s 
Questions of ideology and culture 
(QIC) statement of 1967, which fed 
off discussions in the French and 
Italian parties, and was meant to 
offer a renewal of the CPGB’s work 
in scientific, cultural and ideological 
spheres (pp145-147). Naturally, it 
wasn’t drawn up in any democratic 
fashion but, after its top-down 
submission, it was the subject of a 
long debate in Marxism Today. Its 
nebulous advocacy of ‘freedom’ in 
the cultural sphere was, as critics 
observed, paying penance for the 
past crimes of Stalinism and the 
days in which the movement had no 
hesitation in ordering comrades what 
to paint and write. But this ‘hands-
off’ approach meant that the CPGB 
had nothing very specific to say on 
these topics anymore and many of 
the activists in the party’s cultural 
and specialist groups were reported 
to be in opposition to QIC in the 
years following its appearance.15 

Harker says of QIC: “A document 
that was at least frank in identifying 
‘a lack of theory and perspective’ as 
the central weakness of the British 
working-class movement … was 
itself a striking instance of it” (p146). 
The BBC mocked the CPGB at the 
time of QIC (“The party line is 
that there is no line …”) and party 
philosopher Maurice Cornforth 
was the most savage of all: “Never 
objecting to anything is as stupid 
as objecting to everything” (ibid). 
The irony is that the majority of the 
party’s activists would, I think, in 
this period still be inclined towards a 
preference for realism, even ‘socialist 
realism’, trimmed of the more blood-
curdling rhetoric of the Zhdanov era 
of the 1940s and 1950s. This was the 
basis for the launching of dissident 
CPGB cultural magazines from the 
left, such as Artery in 1971, in which 
Harker, naturally, shows no interest. 

By 1967, the CPGB’s ageing 
leadership was frightened of its 
own reflection. The party had long 
ago abandoned the noble Bolshevik 
mission of merging socialist 
consciousness and the working class. 
For a time, this could be offset by 
notions of a ‘party of a new type’ 
vanguard, a minority that would 
drag the proletariat by its ear towards 
the promised land. When the CPGB 
had to face up to what that actually 
meant in its crisis year of 1956, the 
horrors of Stalinist ‘construction’ 
and sending tanks into Hungary, this, 
unsurprisingly provoked a crisis in 
party morality; hence the eventual 
emergence of QIC and a leadership 
scared of its own historical shadow. 

Despite his inclination towards 

the later dubious luminaries of the 
CPGB’s Eurocommunist faction 
(I once had a vivid dream that I 
opened a dictionary and the entry for 
‘overrated’ had been merely defined 
as ‘Beatrix Campbell’), Harker is 
sensible enough to recognise that 
no real ‘renewal’ of the CPGB took 
place and the party was pretty much 
finished by 1979, along with the 
Eurocommunist trend in Europe, 
which ran aground in Italy and 
effectively destroyed the Spanish 
party under Santiago Carrillo’s 
tutelage (p197). But I think Harker’s 
analysis is under-powered in not 
identifying the inability of any of his 
heretical ‘heroes’ to face up to the 
existential crisis of the CPGB. Class 
politics - the universal liberation of 
the proletariat ‘for itself’ and without 
distinction in relation to gender, race 
or sexuality - was side-lined, and the 
Euros, as they were dubbed, became 
the most enthusiastic protagonists 
of the anti-democratic, bureaucratic 
centralist mechanism that the likes 
of Dutt, Pollitt and Gollan had 
used to maintain their control over 
proletarian activists.

This book, I would judge, is not 
really a history of the CPGB as a 
party, even in the cultural sphere. 
To be a party history it would need 
to include more of the arguments 
and activities of the CPGB’s left, 
which contributed a lot to the 
debates that Harker covers, partly 
because such questions were dealt 
with in a relatively open manner by 
the leadership. You could debate 
about art in a way that you couldn’t 
about the nature of the Soviet Union. 
But the left is largely invisible, 
being subjected to the “enormous 
condescension of posterity”. Instead, 
this is largely a factional history about 
precursors of the Euros, saddled with 
the limited preconceptions of that 
group. That doesn’t mean it isn’t 
valuable. You can’t tell the story of 
the CPGB without Harker’s often 
shop-soiled ‘heroes’, but they don’t 
equate, in themselves, to the cultural 
history of the party l

Lawrence Parker
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Path to nowhere
Daniel Lazare accuses his critics of burying their heads in the sand over the nature of the BDS campaign

I stirred a hornet’s nest last month 
with an article about Israel and 
the class-collaborationist politics 

of the Democratic Socialists of 
America (‘Taking a pass on Israel’ 
Weekly Worker December 9 2021). 
These politics caused the DSA to go 
easy on a ‘progressive’ Democratic 
congressman who had paid a 
friendly visit to the Jewish state and 
taken part in a photo-op with far-
right prime minister Naftali Bennett. 
But, although hostile to Israel, the 
piece ended with a swipe at the 
boycott, divestment and sanctions 
(BDS) movement that, as I put it, 
“deserves more scrutiny than it 
usually receives”.

The swipe squeezed six major 
arguments into five paragraphs. To 
wit:
 BDS is based on a false and 
misleading premise that Israel is 
singularly evil, when in fact Saudi 
Arabia - America’s other great ally 
in the Middle East - is without equal 
“when it comes to sheer bloody 
repression”.
 Hence, BDS serves to distract 
attention “from Riyadh’s reactionary 
influence”.
 Calling on the US to impose 
sanctions on the Jewish state 
makes little sense, since American 
imperialism, whose power dwarfs 
that of Zionism, is the real source of 
the problem.
 Since the purpose of divestment is 
to shut down Israeli businesses and 
throw employees out of work, “BDS 
is also anti-working class - a scab 
outfit, to put it plainly”.
 The BDS argument that it is 
wrong to see “the Israeli working 
class as a current ally”, to quote a 
DSA faction known as the Tempest 
Collective, is an attack on proletarian 
internationalism as well as an 
invitation to anti-Semitism.
 BDS is counterproductive, finally, 
because, instead of advancing the 
socialist goal “of detaching Israeli 
workers from their Zionist masters”, 
it undermines it by “cement[ing] 

them together all the more securely”.
This is the simple truth about a 

nationalist movement that has done 
absolutely nothing to alleviate the 
Palestinian plight since it began in 
2005, and much to impede it. But, 
judging from the angry response, 
truth is not what BDS supporters want 
to hear. Moshé Machover shot back 
with an article calling my arguments 
“shoddy and morally wrong-headed” 
(‘Israel’s singularity’, December 
16). Djamil Lakhdar-Hamina of 
Cosmonaut called them “a travesty” 
(‘Stand by Palestine’). Even the 
Weekly Worker’s editors chimed in 
with a subhead, thanking “three well-
informed comrades” for their replies 
and declaring: “Needless to say, our 
sympathies are fully with the critics” 
(Parker McQueeney of the Marxist 
Unity Group contributed an article 
that was only tangentially related).

All of which was unexpected 
for two reasons. One is that it was 
surprising to see such shock and 
horror over arguments that are more 
than a bit old hat here in the US, 
thanks to the Spartacists and their 
various spin-offs, the World Socialist 
Web Site, plus individuals like Noam 
Chomsky and Norman Finkelstein - 
all of whom have weighed in on the 
anti-BDS side.1

Another reason is that it 
represents an about-face on the part 
of the Weekly Worker itself. Scrolling 
through back issues, I came across 
a 2007 article by Mike Macnair, a 
member of the CPGB Provisional 
Central Committee, advancing a 
decidedly anti-BDS viewpoint to the 
effect that socialists should support a 
limited anti-Israeli boycott at most. 
As he put it,

In this particular case, we should 
be for action properly targeted 
against Israeli aggression and 
occupation of territory beyond 
its 1967 borders. Simultaneously 
we should both be against badly 
conceived general boycott 
proposals and against any and all 

uses of anti-Semitic arguments 
(like the ludicrous idea that the 
‘Israel lobby’ runs US foreign 
policy).2

So how in the course of a decade 
and a half did the CPGB go from 
a limited boycott to a full-throated 
endorsement of an unlimited boycott 
plus sanctions and divestment? Did 
it thrash out the policy implications 
in full? Or did it decide to tag along 
with the latest pseudo-left fad, while 
conveniently forgetting that it had 
ever disagreed?

While waiting for an answer, 
permit me to run through the 
responses to my article to show 
why BDS is a thoroughly bourgeois 
strategy that will only exacerbate 
nationalist passions to new heights - 
to the detriment of the Palestinians, 
one might add - the perennial losers 
in this hundred years’ war.

Machover
Let us begin with Moshé Machover. 
He is a founder of the Matzpen 
(‘Compass’) group, which burst on 
the Israeli scene in the late 1960s as 
a leftwing splinter from the Israeli 
Communist Party. In a “general 
declaration” issued in March 1968, 
Matzpen said of the Palestinians:

It is both the right and duty of 
every conquered and subjugated 
people to resist and to struggle 
for its freedom. The ways, 
means and methods necessary 
and appropriate for such struggle 
must be determined by the people 
itself and it would be hypocritical 
for strangers - especially if they 
belong to the oppressing nation - 
to preach to it, saying, ‘Thus shalt 
thou do, and thus shalt thou not 
do.’

These were sentiments that would 
have appalled Marx and Engels, 
who never characterised workers of 
different nationalities as “strangers” 
to one another and who never 

hesitated at hurling ‘thou shalt not’ 
thunderbolts across ethno-national 
lines. Needless to say, it was also a 
dodge of the terrorism issue.

After multiple splits, Matzpen 
came under the aegis of the 
United Secretariat of the Fourth 
International, headed by the notorious 
Belgian revisionist, Ernest Mandel - 
famous for embracing every middle 
class nationalist movement under 
the sun, regardless of how dubious 
their politics might be. Based on 
Paul Flewers’ recent article (‘A 
Stalinist school of development?’ 
Weekly Worker December 2), 
Machover seems to have then 
come down with a serious case of 
‘third worlditis’ of his own, arguing 
in the late 1970s in a Maoist (!) 
publication that non-aligned nations 
did not have to choose between 
capitalist and socialist development 
paths, but could “industrialise and 
to some extent catch up with the 
more advanced part of the world” 
by adopting neo-Soviet “state 
collectivism” instead. It was the old 
dream of a third way between the US 
and USSR. But it proved as ill-fated 
as all the rest, since the Soviet model 
was already in an advanced state of 
decay, while the underdeveloped 
world would soon be inundated by 
an international debt crisis of tidal-
wave proportions.

So political analysis does not 
seem to have been Machover’s 
strong suit. But his response on the 
question of BDS betrays something 
worse: cynicism.

The reason has to do with his 
casual acknowledgement that BDS’s 
goal of pushing the US to impose 
sanctions on Israel cannot succeed, 
because American imperialism and 
Zionism are joined at the hip. As he 
puts it,

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.

This is quite an admission. But 
there is a problem. Even though 
he sides with BDS, there is no 
indication that BDS sides with him, 
at least not on this particular point. 
To the contrary, the official BDS 
website shows no misgivings about 
US sanctions whatsoever. It urges 
“banks, local councils, churches, 
pension funds and universities to 
withdraw investments” and says that 
governments should do likewise by 
“banning business with illegal Israeli 
settlements, ending military trade 
and free-trade agreements, as well 
as suspending Israel’s membership 
in international forums such as UN 
bodies and FIFA.”3

Nowhere is there the slightest 
hint that such goals are unobtainable 
because Washington is guaranteed 
to veto them before they get off the 
ground. Nowhere does it suggest that 
appealing to the US might not make 
sense, because the US will never 
contradict the Jewish state. 

So who is right - the BDS defender 
who says the movement’s rhetoric 
is not to be taken seriously or an 
entirely serious BDS? If Machover 
believes the movement is putting out 
a false message, isn’t he duty-bound 
to let supporters know? If Marxists 
“disdain to conceal their views and 
aims”, according to the Communist 
manifesto, shouldn’t telling workers 
the truth be his top priority? Yet all 
Machover offers is a wink-wink 
suggestion that BDS propaganda 
is not to be taken at face value and 
leaves it at that.

This will not do. The US has been 
on a rampage in the Middle East since 
January 1980, when Jimmy Carter 
and his national security advisor, 
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Zbigniew Brzezinski, declared their 
intention of turning the Persian Gulf 
- the source of two-thirds or more 
of the world’s proven oil reserves - 
into an American lake. The Carter 
Doctrine led to a reign of destruction 
unequalled since the Vietnam war.

Yet BDS says it can reform US 
imperialism by enlisting it in the 
anti-Zionist cause. Not only is this 
nonsense: it is dangerous nonsense, 
because the effect is to soft-pedal US 
militarism by, among other things, 
seeking out allies among members 
of the pro-American camp - most 
notably the Gulf states. But not only 
does Machover go along with such 
rubbish: he attempts to shout down 
anyone who raises a word in protest.

To be fair, he does offer a 
justification of sorts: “The impact 
of the BDS campaign on Israel’s 
economy is slight - almost 
negligible,” he says. Still, it is helping 
“to win a moral battle in progressive 
public opinion”. While unsuccessful 
inside the Jewish state, it

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.

So BDS has propaganda value, even 
though its line on US imperialism 
is all wet. Or so Machover says. 
But there is a problem here as well. 
The forces that Machover invokes - 
grassroots, civil society, progressive 
public opinion, etc - are all based on a 
liberal concept of bourgeois society, 
in which class barely figures. Instead 
of workers versus capitalists, his goal 
is to mobilise this amorphous supra-
class entity - especially students, 
academics, church-goers and other 
strata in between the proletariat and 
the bourgeoisie. This was the goal of 
Mandel’s United Secretariat, which 
was forever chasing after middle 
class will-o’-the-wisps in the hope 
of winning them over to Bolshevism. 
It got nowhere, since the only 
effect was to dissolve Marxism in a 
petty bourgeois sea. And it will go 
nowhere again, now that political 
conditions are even less favourable.

Socialism does not seek to 
mobilise the public. To the contrary, 
it seeks to mobilise the workers 
and, in the process, draw as sharp a 
line as possible between them and 
all other social classes. It does not 
ignore the petty bourgeoisie, but it 
does not cater to it either. Rather, it 
encourages members to break with 
their class and rally to the proletarian 
banner instead. In the case of Israel 
and Palestine, similarly, socialism 
calls on workers on both sides of the 
divide to unite against unemployment 
rather than calling on the US to pit 
them against one another via a policy 
of sanctions and divestment.

Proletarian internationalism was 
the Marxist goal back in the 1940s, 
when Mandel - a rising young star in 
the Fourth International - called on 
“the Jewish worker” to join forces 
with “his proletarian ally, the Arab 
worker”,4 and there is no reason why 
that should not be the goal some 75 
years later. If Machover thinks he 
has come up with something better, 
he should let socialists know.

Lakhdar-Hamina
To better understand what 
“progressive public opinion” actually 
means in this instance, let us turn to 
Machover’s co-thinker and admirer, 
Lakhdar-Hamina. The results are 
disturbing.

Machover says there is no reason 
to worry about Israeli workers being 
thrown on the scrapheap, because 

talk about sanctions and divestment 
is merely so much background noise. 
But Lakhdar-Hamina goes a step 
farther by saying he does not care 
whether they wind up on the street, 
because “it is vulgar workerism to 
think that in every single situation we 
must seek the unity of the working 
class”. The reason:

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 [sic] 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’.

Israeli workers, in short, deserve 
what they get. Lakhdar-Hamina cites 
Jim Crow, the Algerian revolution 
and the struggle against apartheid 
in support of this profoundly 
reactionary position, yet manages to 
get each example thoroughly wrong. 
He sneers:

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.

As for apartheid, he says: “… imagine 
that we asked for no boycott against 
South African apartheid - after all, 
we might affect the livelihood of 
white South African workers”.

He thus assumes that black 
sharecroppers shared the same 
obsession with ‘white privilege’ that 
‘critical race theorists’ do today. But 
they do not. Black tenant farmers 
who organised the Sharecroppers’ 
Union in Alabama in the early 1930s 
with the help of the Communist 
Party were eager, even desperate, for 
whites to join up - and if whites held 
back, it was not necessarily because 
they were racist, but because they 
were afraid. White tenant farmers 
“wanted this colour line broke down 
better than us do”, a black SCU 
organiser named Lemon Johnson 
explained. “… Some of them be with 
us in the meetings, the white women. 
And some of these white men from 
out here be with us in the meeting, 
help bringing this thing down.”

Said another black SCU member: 
“I’d like to see [whites] come along 
with us, but I ain’t gonna go out and 
ask them. That’s too dangerous.” 
Indeed, a white tenant farmer named 
JW Davis was kidnapped and 
lynched in 1934 due to his support 
for the SCU.5

White privilege has nothing 
to do with it. As for the Algerian 
revolution, yes, all Marxists worth 
their salt backed independence. But, 
while they defended the National 
Liberation Front against French 
imperialism, supporting it - ie, 
endorsing its goals and methodology 
- was another matter. This is a 
distinction that no doubt escapes 
Lakhdar-Hamina’s attention, but 
was crucial in view of the political 
wasteland the NLF would help bring 
about. The story is much the same 
with South Africa. While socialists 
opposed apartheid, obviously, the 
African National Congress’s strategy 
of appealing to the international 
banks for sanctions and divestment 
was considerably more controversial 
than Lakhdar-Hamina realises.

This was due not to the impact 
on white farmers, but on an 
overwhelmingly black working 
class. Black workers, to put it simply, 
did not understand why they should 
be made jobless in order to put 
bourgeois ‘progressives’ in power. 
While the Congress of South African 
Trade Unions supported sanctions, 
members nonetheless criticised 
them in 1987 for “caus[ing] serious 
regional unemployment”. A year 
later, the Chemical Workers Industrial 
Union demanded negotiations with 
41 foreign-controlled companies to 
see to it that divestment would not 
be at workers’ expense. In 1990, the 
union struck against both Mobil Oil 
and Goodyear over plans to ‘divest’ 
by selling out to local interests, while 
metalworkers also struck against 
Goodyear over its divestment plans.6

The same year, the courageous 
Trotskyist journalist, Paul Trewhela 
- writing from exile in the UK 
after a three-year stint in a South 
African prison camp - protested 
that the ANC’s alliance with global 
capitalism was “a turning point” in 
which it was emerging as a “medium 
for distribution of the policy thinking 
of the banks and the treasuries of 
various bourgeois states”. The ANC 
and the South African Communist 
Party were adopting a strategy that 
“is as foolish as it is hostile to the 
needs of the majority of the people”. 
He went on:

[T]he future of the country will be 
determined by the way in which 
apartheid is ended. If the banks 
and the IMF play a major part in 
ending apartheid, their influence 
will be decisive in the subsequent 
society.7

This was a warning that has proved 
all too accurate, now that even the 
World Bank describes South Africa 
as “one of the most unequal countries 
in the world” - one in which the 
racial gap has actually grown since 
apartheid was formally abolished 
in 1994.8 Yet the anti-“workerist” 
Lakhdar-Hamina does not even 
notice. All he cares about is a shuffle 
in the ruling class.

Is this the sort of ‘progressive’ 
opinion Machover hopes that BDS 
will encourage? If so, then middle 
class liberalism will likely grow even 
more rancid than it already is.

Machover and Lakhdar-Hamina 
make other points as well, all equally 
spurious. “Lazare endorses this 
calumny” that BDS is anti-Semitic, 
writes the former. But I do not. I 
merely wrote that a strategy aimed 
at dis-employing Israeli Jews is an 
invitation to such charges, which is 
obviously the case. “Lazare seems 
oblivious to recent and current witch-
hunts in the British Labour Party and 
academia,” Machover adds, “even 
though in his own country, the US, 
criticism of Israel is similarly and 
singularly suppressed ...” But I am 
not oblivious, and my December 9 
article gives no reason to think 
otherwise. Suggesting that I am 
soft on Keir Starmer’s witch-hunt 
because I am critical of BDS is like 
suggesting that someone is soft on 
the Nazis because he or she is critical 
of Stalinism. It is an argument that no 
serious Marxist should ever make.

Finally, both respondents accuse 
me of pointing to Saudi Arabia as 
a way of distracting attention from 
Israel. As Machover puts it,

… 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 my point is simply that the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict is 
incomprehensible without a grasp 

of the Middle East crisis in general. 
It is impossible, in other words, to 
understand settler-colonialism on 
one hand and Saudi jihadism on the 
other, without some comprehension 
of what ties them together, which is 
to say oil. Yet it is a comprehension 
that BDS impedes.

‘Pharisaic’
But enough about Machover and 
Lakhdar-Hamina, whose politics 
are plainly shallow, ill-informed and 
anti-working class. Let me address 
BDS’s problems on their own.

The movement bases itself on a 
type of reasoning best described as 
‘pharisaic’. Since Zionist oppression 
is wrong, virtue lies in distancing 
oneself from the tainted object. 
So if Israel is bad, then boycotts, 
divestment and sanctions must be 
good, because their goal is to isolate 
the Jewish state from the mainstream 
of global culture and commerce, and 
cast it off as far as possible away 
from civilised society.

But this assumes that global 
society is civilised, which, of 
course, it is not. To the contrary, 
it is a cesspool dominated by 
US capitalism in an advanced 
state of breakdown with a host of 
lesser evils - Saudi bigotry, Polish 
Catholic fundamentalism, Ukrainian 
revanchism, Hindu nationalism, 
etc - playing subordinate, but no 
less poisonous, roles. Never mind 
that the global order is heading for 
a major crack-up due to climate 
change, the pandemic and economic 
decline. Never mind about a growing 
imperialist collapse. BDS implicitly 
seeks to play all that down, so as to 
play the only thing that matters in its 
view, which is the struggle against 
Zionism.

Yet struggling against Zionism in 
isolation does not make sense. This is 
why BDS is in such trouble. Outside 
of a small number of stalwarts, no-
one understands why they should 
boycott Israel, when other countries 
are just as bad: not just the Saudis, 
but India, whose anti-Muslim and 
anti-Christian outrages by this point 
are no less appalling; France, which 
is galloping to the right, thanks to 
runaway Islamophobia; America, 
where democracy is hanging by a 
thread; and so forth.

Moreover, no-one can 
quite understand how they can 
boycott Israel in an increasingly 
interconnected world. How can they 
turn their back on Israeli academics 
whose advances in archaeology, 
chemistry, medicine and other 
fields are impossible to ignore? 
What should scholars do - refuse 
to publish their articles? Refuse 
to acknowledge their discoveries? 
Should scholars boycott the Israeli 
archaeologist, Israel Finkelstein, 
whose research has helped 
revolutionise our understanding of 
biblical history and, what is more, 
has undermined Zionist mythology 
about the ancient Israelite conquest 
of the Holy Land? Should they 
boycott Miki Ben-Dor and Ran 
Barkai of Tel Aviv University, 
whose research into large-animal 
extinction and the rise of agriculture 
- a topic dear to the heart of the 
CPGB, by the way - is now drawing 
international attention?9

BDS is putting itself on the wrong 
side of science, intellectual progress 
and history in general by suggesting 
that they should. As for the cultural 
boycott, it continues to plumb new 
depths of pettiness. Lebanese film 
director Ziad Doueiri denounces 
BDS as “fascist” because it tried 
to get the Lebanese government 
to ban The insult, his superb 2017 
film about the plight of Palestinian 
refugees, and even prompted his 
one-day arrest. BDS has attacked 
the Lebanese fashion designer, 
Elie Saab, because Gal Gadot was 
photographed wearing one of his 

dresses; the Canadian-Lebanese 
actor and director, Wajdi Mouawad, 
because he allowed an Israeli theatre 
to put on one of his plays; and Amin 
Maalouf, the French-Lebanese 
writer best known for The crusades 
through Arab eyes (1983), because 
he granted an interview to an Israeli 
TV station. According to Maalouf,

The BDS has hijacked a good 
cause and, consequently, 
alienated many who supported 
the Palestinian cause, and they’re 
creating a bad image of Palestine. 
People in the Arab world and in 
the west are deserting them. They 
must be exposed and dismantled.10

BDS has also attacked the West-
Eastern Divan Orchestra, founded 
by Daniel Barenboim and Edward 
Said, because its goal of “promoting 
dialogue” smacks too much of 
normalisation.11 It has attacked 
Sari Nusseibeh, former president 
of Al-Quds University, because 
Al-Quds participates in joint 
academic programmes with Hebrew 
University - even though BDS 
founder Omar Barghouti is himself 
a graduate of Tel Aviv University. It 
calls on Arab workers to withdraw 
from Histadrut, the Israeli trade 
union. But, since its aim is plainly to 
nip Arab-Jewish labour solidarity in 
the bud, one would expect no less.

All of which has occurred amid 
widening violence and chaos in 
the region as a whole. In the last 
month or so, we have seen an Israeli 
airstrike that set the port of Latakia 
in Syria ablaze; growing US-Israeli 
war threats against Iran over a treaty 
the US itself violated; stepped-up 
Saudi airstrikes on Yemen; and an 
ongoing US blockade of the Assad 
government that is devastating the 
Syrian economy and crippling its 
efforts to cope with the Covid-19 
pandemic.

Yet what is the big news on the 
BDS website? Believe it or not, it 
is a Miss Universe beauty pageant 
in the Israeli resort city of Eilat 
and the news that Miss Greece has 
withdrawn in solidarity.12 What 
a triumph! What will BDS target 
next? A dog show in Tel Aviv? A 
‘comicon’ in Petah Tikva? Do BDS 
supporters have any idea of how 
trivial all this has become?

After a decade and a half of such 
nonsense, it is time to open BDS up 
to debate. Yet Machover, Lakhdar-
Hamina and the Weekly Worker 
want to stifle it before it can even 
occur. If this is not a case of burying 
one’s head in the sand, what is? l
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POLEMIC

No change of line
Mike Macnair responds to Daniel Lazare on BDS, the Israel Jewish working class and the necessity of 
opposing the witch-hunt

We do not usually reply 
to polemics in the same 
issue of the paper, but 

sometimes it seems necessary. In 
this case, the issue in question is 
centrally connected to the ‘anti-
Semitism’ witch-hunt, which 
remains fundamental to the 
political affairs of the British 
workers’ movement. This witch-
hunt is driven by the demand of 
the British state core, run out of 
some part of the security apparat, 
that the Labour Party should 
display conspicuous loyalty to 
the Atlantic alliance. The form of 
displaying Atlanticist loyalism 
is to characterise opposition to 
US Middle East policy as ‘anti-
Semitic’ (and therefore ‘racist’). 

The principal argument usually 
offered is ‘whataboutery’: ie, that 
targeting Israel for opposition to its 
conduct towards the Palestinians 
is itself anti-Semitic, because 
it singles out the Jewish state 
and not other, equally criminal, 
states. This concept of ‘new anti-
Semitism’ was invented by Israeli 
Foreign Minster Abba Eban in the 
early 1970s, and rapidly taken 
up by the United States and its 
cheerleaders, though its spread to 
Europe has been more recent. An 
additional argument, specifically 
targeted at the labour movement, 
is for class solidarity of the British, 
or American, workers with Israeli 
Jewish workers.1 

The battle of the capitalist state, 
to restore its control of the Labour 
Party after the Corbyn episode, is 
nearly finished, with the revival 
of Labour’s standing in the polls 

under securocrat Sir Keir Starmer, 
giving the Labour right reasons 
to crow. But it is not quite over, 
and the capitalist media as well as 
the Labour right have had a scare 
and are keen to secure ‘never 
again’. The witch-hunt, therefore, 
continues, in the context of a more 
generally increasing tendency 
to censorship in the name of 
preventing ‘harassment’ under 
the ultra-broad section 26 of the 
Equality Act 2010. 

In this context, while we 
did not want to refuse to print 
comrade Lazare’s polemic against 
the Boycott, Disinvestment and 
Sanctions campaign - given that 
his original comment was a mere 
side-swipe - to print it without 
contradicting it in the same 
issue would have the effect of 
associating ourselves politically 
with some of the primary tropes of 
the witch-hunters.

I have undertaken the task of 
replying, partly because comrade 
Lazare’s polemic includes a piece 
of selective quotation from a 2007 
article of mine, which he uses to 
claim that the CPGB has reversed 
its position on the issue. It is 
certainly true that we have shifted 
our position, though I do not think 
that this amounts to a reversal; 
this partly reflects the shift in the 
role of the ‘Palestine question’ 
in British politics, but it is also 
possible that my contribution to 
the 2007 discussion (which was 
not a party position, but explicitly, 
in part, a minority position) was, 
in part, wrong when I wrote it as 
part of the discussion at that time.2

To left variants of whataboutery 
and solidarity with Israeli Jewish 
workers, comrade Lazare adds an 
objection to boycotts in general as 
a tactic of the workers’ movement, 
and the criticisms of BDS made 
by the Robertsonite Spartacist 
tendency, Northite World Socialist 
Web Site and (from different 
angles) Noam Chomsky and 
Norman Finkelstein. He uses the 
Robertsonite arguments more 
extensively - for example, the 
reference to “the notorious Belgian 
revisionist, Ernest Mandel …” 
and other stylistic tics, such as 
the claim that Moshé Machover 
publishing in Big Flame, actually 
not a Maoist, but a ‘libertarian 
Marxist’ journal, was somehow 
unprincipled;3 but these can be left 
on one side for the moment as not 
central to our political concerns. 

Uniqueness
The case of Israel is distinct from 
other instances of tyrannical 
regimes. Israel is, at one level, 
unique as a live settler-colonial 
project which operates an ongoing 
programme of land seizures in the 
interests of settlers - this is comrade 
Machover’s point. Until rather 
recently, Israel was also unique in 
that the land seizures programme 
made Israel a ‘trespasser ab initio’ 
(like someone who comes into my 
house lawfully, but then assaults 
me) in the occupied territories, 
making 1967 (and the continued 
occupation and annexations since 
then) into a war of territorial 
aggrandisement, in violation of 
the Nuremberg Principles and UN 

Charter. Russia’s annexation of 
Crimea has ended this particular 
uniqueness.

In a sense more fundamental to 
the present issue, Israel’s relation 
to the USA is near-unique. Since 
the Kennedy administration, 
the US has pursued a policy of 
maintaining Israel’s ‘qualitative 
military edge’ over its neighbours.4 
This is radically different from 
arms sales to third world countries 
(including Saudi Arabia) by the 
US and, earlier, the British. The 
only comparable cases are South 
Vietnam during the US’s war 
there, and South Korea (where 
the US view continues to be 
that a state of war exists, merely 
suspended by ceasefires). A 
consequence is that Israel has 
been and remains dependent 
on US resupply of munitions in 
order to carry on actual sustained 
large-scale military operations, so 
that the US can and does dictate 
cessation of these operations when 
its own interests call for this. 

The result is that the military 
operations of Israel have to be seen 
as war operations of the USA, just 
as much as the military operations 
of the East India Company had to 
be seen as British war operations, 
in spite of the formal separation of 
the company and the British state. 
And hence, for US socialists, the 
issue of the policy of defeatism is 
posed.

I say this not merely because 
revolutionary defeatism was 
the policy urged by Lenin and 
Zinoviev in response to 1914, and 
the policy urged by the Communist 

International in relation to colonial 
wars in the 1920 ‘Twenty-one 
conditions’ and other Comintern 
texts. In the first place, English 
bourgeois revolutionaries allied 
with Scots invaders in 1639-40 
and called for and supported a 
Dutch invasion of England in 
1688. American revolutionaries in 
1776-83 allied with Britain’s old 
enemy, France. In both cases the 
disloyalty to the existing state was 
essential to revolutionary victory. 
Secondly, it is clear that August 
Bebel and Wilhelm Liebknecht’s 
refusal to vote for war credits in 
1870 gave them a decisive edge 
in projecting a clear opposition 
to the Kaiser-state - a line which 
informed the Gotha unification, 
which remained fundamental to the 
success of the Social Democratic 
Party in building a mass working 
class movement, and which was 
only shattered in 1914. 

This issue is relevant to what 
may be wrong with my 2007 
article, and conversely to what has 
changed. My judgment in 2007 
was that the question of defeatism 
was not immediately posed in 
relation to British communists and 
Israel, because

the strongest moral 
responsibility of British 
socialists is to oppose 
oppression for which the 
British state is immediately 
responsible. Right now, that 
means that opposing the wars in 
Iraq and Afghanistan, in which 
the British state has a direct 
hand, is a more immediate 

Enough is Enough Zionist protest in Parliament Square, March 2018: not only targeting Corbyn and Labour left but the whole BDS movement



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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Notes
1. I use the expression “Israeli Jewish 
workers” rather than comrade Machover’s 
“Hebrew workers” because, while “Hebrew 
workers” poses more clearly the national 
question, the Israeli Jewish workers include 
substantial numbers of recent settlers, the 
extent of whose use of Hebrew is debatable. 
2. ‘Boycotts and working class principle’ 
Weekly Worker Oct 11 2007. For other 
articles in that discussion see Hillel Ticktin, 
‘Toothless motions and hysterical attacks’, 
September 20 2007; Tony Greenstein, 
‘Solidarity with the oppressed’, September 
27 2007; Moshe Machover, ‘Rights and 
wrongs’, October 4 2007. My article 
was also a polemic against a number 
of arguments from the Matgamnaite 
Alliance for Workers’ Liberty, better-called 
‘Atlanticists for Workers’ Liberalism’. 
3. Does he object to Trotsky in the 1930s 
publishing in rightwing papers?
4. www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-
analysis/us-foreign-policy-and-israels-
qualitative-military-edge-need-common-
vision. This dates at least the expression to 
after the 1967 war; but the decisive steps 
taken by the Kennedy administration, as part 
of Cold War policy, are discussed by Vaughn 
P Shannon, Balancing act: US foreign policy 
and the Arab-Israeli conflict (Ashgate, 2003; 
Kindle edition, 2020) chapter 2, text at nn. 
45-49.
5. Owen Gager, ‘James P. Cannonism’ 
Spartacist: A Marxist Journal, Vol. 3 
No1 1973. www.marxists.org/history/
etol/document/swp-us/misc-1/tpd01.htm; 
CommunisTCadre [sic], What the Spartacist 
League really stand for (nd - 1977-78) 
archive.org/details/What-The-Spartacist-
League-Really-Stand-For-A-Self-Exposure-
By-James-Robertson.

priority than opposing the 
Israeli state, which since the 
mid-1960s has been a creature 
of the USA.

The background is that, while 
the US has funded and armed 
the Zionist enterprise since the 
early 1960s, until rather recently 
the US’s geostrategic orientation 
allowed Britain and France to 
continue close relationships with 
the Arab-speaking countries 
which emerged from their former 
colonial territories; and hence to 
manoeuvre on diplomatic issues 
in relation to support for Israel, 
offering public condemnation 
of Israeli actions of a sort 
unacceptable in the US. This 
background ‘Arabism’ was 
reflected in opposition within the 
British and French state cores 
to the 2003 invasion of Iraq - 
an opposition unsuccessful in 
Britain but temporarily successful 
in France. The US responded 
to this opposition by attacking 
the autonomy of the European 
countries on this issue through 
the ‘International Holocaust 
Remembrance Alliance’ and 
its spurious definition of anti-
Semitism. 

My judgment in 2007 was 
thus that the UK was sufficiently 
distanced from the US’s Israeli 
client for it to be possible to pose 
the issue not as one of whether 
to support live pro- or anti-
war campaigns, but as how to 
intervene in discussions so as to 
pose a strategic way forward for 
the working class in the region. 
In this context I argued that a 
targeted boycott, targeted on 
Israeli operations in the occupied 
territories, would be tactically 
preferable to BDS’s general 
boycott (and a fortiori BDS’s 
focus on ‘soft targets’). 

I may have been wrong in that 
judgment, because the UK was 
already moving into the radical 
subordination to the US’s Israel 
policy which is now so prominent 
in British politics; at the same 
time, it is certainly the case that 
the present situation is one in 
which the choice between BDS 
and its opponents is a choice 
between the enemies and the 
supporters of a war effort to 
which the UK has become a party. 

What does revolutionary 
defeatism require? Not, contrary 
to the Spartacists, ‘military but 
not political support’ to your 
country’s enemy. I have argued 
at some length on this issue in 
Revolutionary strategy (2008) 
Chapter 4, based on Lenin’s 
arguments, and I will not repeat 
those arguments here: the essence 
is that defeatism consists in 
conducting an anti-war agitation 
against your own state, which 
reaches as far as possible into 
the ranks of the armed forces. 
We cannot prevent the state from 
going to war or carrying on war 
by demonstrations, or strikes, 
or other measures short of ones 
which pose the question of power. 
But a serious and successful anti-
war agitation which wins mass 
support and is carried into the 
ranks of the armed forces will 
undermine the fighting capacity 
of the armed forces and threaten 
state coherence: this is apparent 
both in 1917, on the largest 
possible scale, and in the US anti-
Vietnam war movement and its 
implications in the US army in the 
late 1960s to early 1970s, which 
the US escaped by dumping the 
war. 

Class 
It should be apparent from what 
I have already said that comrade 
Lazare is flatly wrong to claim 

that there is an abandonment 
of class politics when comrade 
Machover argues for BDS 
winning a battle in progressive 
public opinion, grassroots 
support, etc. Comrade Lazare 
counters that

Socialism does not seek to 
mobilise the public. To the 
contrary, it seeks to mobilise 
the workers and, in the 
process, draw as sharp a line 
as possible between them and 
all other social classes.

This argument is straightforwardly 
Lassallean (the other classes 
are ‘one reactionary mass’), not 
Marxist. The Marxist position 
- also argued at some length in 
Lenin’s What is to be done - is 
that the workers have to organise 
themselves in a political party, 
but to attempt to lead the society 
as a whole. In this context yes, 
winning a battle for public opinion 
in support of some working class 
interest is a task of the workers’ 
movement - here, the effort to 
defeat our own imperialist state’s 
war effort through building a 
mass anti-war movement. 

In this context symbolic forms 
of action - like boycotts and so 
on - are entirely valid working 
class tactics. Effective working 
class boycotts - ‘secondary 
industrial action’, formerly 
called ‘blacking’, though this 
form of expression would now 
not be politically correct - is 
fundamental to solidarity beyond 
sectional struggles. Symbolic 
boycotts, and so on, promote the 
idea of solidarity. The point was 
the burden of my 2007 article 
which comrade Lazare quotes out 
of context. 

The converse of this point is 
the issue of the Israeli Jewish 
working class as a ‘labour 
aristocracy’ (the quote marks 
indicating the problematic 
character of the category). The 
present situation, and that for 
most of the last century, is that the 
Israeli working class is a section 
of the international working class 
which is committed, for various 
reasons, to political support for 
the representatives of US capital 
and its Israeli client. In relation to 
actions taken against the Israeli 
state, this is an issue comparable 
to serious strike actions, in which 
it is inevitable and usual that the 
capitalist class and their state/s 
will set out to organise large-
scale scabbing. The fact that 
scabs suffer in such strike actions 
is not an argument against the 
strike.

That remains true even where 
the strike is in defence of a policy 
which communists do not favour 
- like the defence of piece-work 
in British Leyland car factories 
in the 1970s or the struggle 
of the British print unions in 
defence of the pre-entry closed 
shop in the 1980s. Our interest 
in the class movement is not 
in the idea of a perfect purified 
workers’ movement but of the 
actual warts-and-all movement 
which very imperfectly points to 
the possibility of a cooperative 
future. 

I argued in 2007, I think rightly, 
that we should not premiss our 
arguments on the impossibility 
of the overthrow of the Zionist 
regime without the conversion of 
the Israeli Jewish working class. 
If the US loses its global military 
primacy, or if it loses its strategic 
interest in Israel as a means of 
veto control on the Middle East 
oil taps (because the oil-driven 
military model is superseded), 
the Zionist regime will fail. The 
case is rather that it is preferable 

from the point of view of working 
class interests not to have a 
Götterdämmerung of the Israeli 
state. But it is almost certainly 
illusory to suppose that rejecting 
symbolic forms of action against 
the Israeli state will promote 
a break of the Israeli Jewish 
workers from Zionist-loyalism.

On the contrary, the weakening 
of the support of the imperialist 
sponsor (the US and its allies) 
can potentially cause Israeli 
Jewish workers to begin to 
look for alternative ways out. 
We may compare the case of 
Ulster loyalism, which has been 
precipitated into political decay 
by the British state’s manoeuvres 
with the ‘peace process’ and is 
now substantially weaker than it 
was 40 years ago.

Spartacism
As I said above, comrade 
Lazare uses, in support of his 
argument, the criticisms of the 
BDS campaign made by the 
Robertsonite Spartacist tendency 
(now apparently defunct), 
the Northite World Socialist 
Web Site, Noam Chomsky and 
Norman Finkelstein; and he also 
uses polemical/stylistic ‘tics’ of 
Spartacist polemics. 

What, it seems to me, is 
common to these very different 
critics, are forms of US patriotism 
submerged in other politics. This 
is transparent in Finkelstein, who 
has an ‘Israeli lobby’ conception 
of the US’s support for Israel, not 
a ‘US interests’ version. Chomsky 
sees himself as a patriot opposed 
to imperialism and jingoism. 

In the case of the Northites 
and Robertsonites, what we are 
concerned with is an American-
messianic policy in which the 
US working class has to lead 
the world revolution, which is 
covered by an extreme purity-
politics opposition to any form 
of action against US imperialism 
which does not comply with 
very specific ideological pre-

commitments. The American-
messianic policy is an inheritance 
from mid-20th century Trotskyist 
leader James P Cannon, and 
took utterly grotesque forms in 
the private utterances of James 
Robertson.5 

In the present case, the adverse 
effects on the BDS campaign of 
nationalist ideologies and soft-
target policies do not alter the 
fact that for the US, and in today’s 
circumstances also for the UK, to 
pursue a purity-politics argument 
for rejecting outright support for 
the BDS campaign is unavoidably 
in practice to solidarise with 
the witch-hunters, who deploy 
closely related arguments l 
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A slow week
Robbie Rix is away for 

a few weeks on family 
business - Judy Carosian, 

at your service.
This has not been a great 

week, comrades.
We’ve had £100 via Paypal 

from BB for a resub plus 
donation. Now that is what we 
like to see - resubs plus: very 
welcome indeed. Thank you 
so much, comrade. We’ve also 
had two resubs, from EM and 
PM. Great to see that comrades 
are continuing their support of 
our thoughtful and interesting 
journalism.

A new subscripton arrived 
from AJ, a reader in the 
Netherlands - one of a growing 
number of comrades from 
Europe. Welcome to our print 
readership, AJ! When the paper 
is actually in your hands, you 
will find it a far better reading 
experience than looking at a 
computer or phone screen.

It is also an excellent sign 
that some comrades who have 
recently been contacted are 
raising their regular donations 
- we all know that inflation is 
officially at 5.4% - a 30-year 
high. That means extra direct 
and indirect costs for the Weekly 
Worker, not least our wonderful 
printer, and what they have to 
pay out for paper and ink.

You may have noticed that 
last week’s issue had thicker 
paper than usual, which meant 
that we had to reduce some 
bulk orders. But that was all our 
printer could get hold of … so, 
not only price rises, but shortages 
too. Hopefully we will be back to 
normal this week.

Talking about bulk orders, 
the lifting of Covid restrictions 
expected very soon will mean 
more demonstrations, more 
face-to-face meetings and more 
chances to sell, or simply hand 
out, copies of Weekly Worker. 
If you can do that, brilliant. Just 
contact us … in money terms, 
send what you can (and at least 
try to cover the cost of postage).

Meanwhile, if you can help, 
please click on the PayPal button 
on our website. Better still, why 
not make a bank transfer, for 
which no fee is deducted: make 
your payment to account number 
00744310 (sort code 30-99-64). 
And, yes, unlike some shops, we 
still accept cheques!

Help us go shooting past our 
£2,250 target for the first month 
of the new year l

Judy Carosian

Fighting fund
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Economy in meltdown
Amid unpaid wages, soaring inflation and daily protests in Iran, the Vienna negotiations drag on, reports 
Yassamine Mather

W ith contradictory headlines 
dominating the news media, 
the future of the Iran nuclear 

deal is still in doubt, although all sides 
in Vienna agree there has been some 
progress. The United States and its 
allies are blaming Iran for taking too 
long to make decisions, a US state 
department spokesperson is quoted 
as saying, “The runway is very, very 
short - weeks, not months.”

Bizarrely, Iran is still refusing 
direct talks with the US. Not only 
are all discussions conveyed via 
intermediaries in the European, 
Russian and Chinese delegations, 
but after almost every stage of the 
negotiations the Iranian team flies back 
to Tehran to consult the government 
or the supreme leader. It seems the 
Iranian negotiators don’t trust even the 
most sophisticated internet security 
apps. With good reason, perhaps they 
fear their discussions or, even worse, 
the exact location of the officials they 
consult inside the country, might be 
exposed to the US or Israel, potentially 
endangering their lives.

A main source of information is 
the Russian delegation head, Mikhail 
Ulyanov, usually with optimistic or 
pro-Iran messages. On January 15, he 
wrote: 

We expect agreement to be reached 
at #ViennaTalks. For that #Iran 
should be as realistic as possible. 
Western partners should refrain 
from applying psychological 
pressure. Quiet diplomacy works.

Ulyanov also retweeted a message 
from Abas Aslani, an Iranian 
delegation representative:

Many tables & their columns have 
been prepared. Some brackets were 
erased & agreements on ideas are 
largely done & are being turned 
into words. Key issues remain 
requiring political decisions esp by 
US. If this happens, we’ll reach a 
durable agreement at a good pace. 

Residents of Iran’s western region 
reported hearing loud explosions in 
a number of provinces, including 
Kermanshah, Kurdistan and Hamadan, 
some near Iran’s main nuclear plants. 
The regime’s security forces denied 
any links to these explosions, and 
media affiliated to them tweeted 
that people had heard “massive 
thunder”. “We had no explosions in 
the city”, Saeed Kitabi told the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corp’s Fars 
News Agency. But the governor of 
Asadabad city in Hamadan ruled out 
the ‘thunder’ assertion, and social 
media was full of rumours of Israel 
targeting IRGC bases.

The cold war between Iran 
and Israel continues in the form 
of propaganda, skirmishes and 
espionage. Last week Israel’s internal 
security agency, Shin Bet, arrested 
five Israelis accused of spying for Iran. 
Four Jewish women of Iranian descent 
living in Israel, recruited by a handler 
- a man, Rambod Namda, claiming 
to be Jewish - were allegedly paid to 

take photographs of sensitive sites 
and monitor security arrangements, 
and maintained contact via Whatsapp. 
According to the BBC, quoting Shin 
Bet:

… a 40-year-old woman from the 
Tel Aviv suburb of Holon agreed 
to take photographs of the US 
embassy when it was still in the 
city, as well as the interiors of the 
Israeli interior and social affairs 
ministry buildings and a shopping 
centre. The handler also asked the 
woman to tell her son to join Israeli 
military intelligence during his 
mandatory military service, it said. 

A 57-year-old woman from the 
town of Beit Shemesh is alleged 
to have encouraged her son to 
serve in military intelligence too 
and passed on military documents 
belonging to him. The woman 
was instructed to establish a club 
for Israelis of Iranian descent to 
gather their personal information, 
and attempted to become close 
friends with a female member 
of the Israeli parliament … She 
is also said to have installed a 
hidden camera in a massage room 
at her home, apparently to collect 
potentially embarrassing footage of 
her clients.”1 

The accused deny these allegations. 
However, many Jewish Iranians who 
emigrated to Israel over the last few 
decades remain nationalist about Iran 
and resent their second class status 
as citizens in a country where white 
Ashkenazi Jews remain dominant 
economically and to a certain extent 
in terms of political power. At the 
same time Iran‘s Jewish population, 
those who decided against migrating 
to the Zionist state, remain ardent 
Iranian nationalists even if they don‘t 
like the current Islamic regime - as 
Benjamin Netanyahu found out when 
he extended a red carpet to them. 

Like previous US governments, 
the Biden administration is behind the 
Iran-Israel cold war. On January 18 

the US and Israel tested the Arrow 3 
Weapon System - designed by Israel 
Aerospace Industries in collaboration 
with the Israel Air Force and US 
Missile Defence Agency, intended ”to 
intercept ballistic missiles outside the 
earth’s atmosphere”.2

Regional
Regional and global complications 
constantly affect the nuclear 
negotiations, and the US is keen 
to add new restrictions on “Iran’s 
interferences in the region” - eg, Iran‘s 
role in Syria, Yemen and its support for 
Shia Hezbollah and Amal in Lebanon. 
The latter two have announced that 
they will end their three-month boycott 
of the Lebanon cabinet, allowing it to 
make a new budget, trying to save 
the economy and currency from 
further collapse. The currency has 
lost over 90% of its value since 2019 
and economists estimate that three-
quarters of the population now lives in 
poverty. According to the World Bank, 
the Lebanese financial crisis is one of 
the worst since the mid-19th century.

On January 17 news agencies 
reported that Houthi rebels had carried 
out a drone attack on the United Arab 
Emirates, causing two explosions. 
At least three people were killed: a 
Pakistani and two Indian workers. 
The US blames Iran for its support 
of the Houthis. Retaliation came in 
the form of Saudi bombing of Houthi 
strongholds in Sanaa. Iran-UAE 
relations were at an all-time low during 
the Trump presidency, but tensions 
have reduced and economic ties 
strengthened over the last 12 months.

Iran‘s relations with Saudi Arabia 
too were tense during the Trump 
presidency, but recent negotiations 
between the two countries have now 
led to the arrival of three Iranian 
diplomats tasked with re-opening 
an Iranian Organisation of Islamic 
Cooperation (OIC) presence in 
Riyadh. Iran‘s foreign ministry 
spokesman, Saeed Khatibzadeh, said: 
“The Islamic Republic of Iran is also 
ready to reopen its embassy in Saudi 

Arabia”, but this would hinge on 
”practical efforts” by the Saudis. This 
is bad news for Iranian journalists and 
analysts employed by Saudi Arabia 
in its 24/7 propaganda efforts on TV 
stations and websites in support of US-
inspired ‘regime change from above’ 
in Iran.

It is clear from the headlines 
of most Iranian dailies published 
inside the country that all known 
factions of the Iranian regime, from 
ultra conservative to ‘reformist’, are 
desperate for a deal. The economic 
situation is dire. The 25-year Iran-
China co-operation programme that 
started its first ‘operational’ stage this 
week cannot save things. China has 
made the programme dependant on 
lifting some US sanctions against 
Iran, which is dependant on a nuclear 
deal. Iranian president, Ebrahim Raisi, 
is visiting Moscow from January 19, 
and will address the lower house of 
the Russian parliament. This might 
be good publicity for the new Iranian 
president, however Russia‘s main 
concern is to encourage Iran to sign 
the nuclear deal.

Discontent
As non-payment of wages, low pay and 
spiralling prices continue, every day 
sees new protests inside the country. 
Although these are mainly defensive, 
they express the desperation felt by 
workers, from car workers to teachers, 
miners to pensioners. While security 
forces try to disrupt such protests, 
they are now so numerous that the 
government seems to think little can 
be done about it.

The outcry against corruption 
and nepotism is so loud that even the 
main conservative daily, Jomhouri-e 
Eslami, admits it has become a serious 
problem. Its January 15 commentary 
entitled ‘Pay attention to this warning’ 
criticises the way the country is 
governed, warning that a thousand 
families, relatives and people with 
close connections to government 
and religious officials own or control 
everything. Reminding its readers of a 
similar situation under the ex-shah, the 
paper’s editorial tells us that nepotism 
and corruption was one of the reasons 
the shah‘s regime was overthrown. 
It derides the appointment of ill-
suited individuals simply because 
of their connection to clerics or 
government officials, warning that 
this is precipitating the regime towards 
collapse. Strong language for a daily 
well known as the ardent supporter of 

the regime, the conservative faction 
currently in power and the supreme 
leader. 

To add insult to injury, the security 
forces this week arrested a niece of the 
supreme leader, accused of supporting 
and doing propaganda for Iranian 
royalists. Farideh Moradkhani was 
arrested on January 14, and some of her 
personal belongings were confiscated 
in a raid on her home. The arrest came 
after a video posted on social media 
showed her praising the ex-empress, 
Farah Diba, in an online event. Given 
the sad state of the country’s nostalgia 
for the shah’s period, fuelled by 
relentless propaganda from Saudi, 
Israeli and US financed broadcasting 
services about the ‘good old days 
of the royal era’, this is no surprise. 
However, it is yet another example 
of the superficial nature of the anti-
western slogans of many Islamists. As 
sociologist Olivier Roy reminds us, 
the hatred of the west carries with it an 
envy of the west. In this case, religious 
Farideh is nowadays so intoxicated by 
‘western values’ that she has become, 
consciously or unconsciously, a 
supporter of ‘regime change from 
above’.

Before Iranian royalists get too 
excited, let me remind them that a 
number of close relatives of the ex-
shah became very disillusioned by 
his rule, openly echoing the slogans 
of the opposition. These included 
Patrick Ali Pahlavi, a member of the 
deposed Pahlavi dynasty who was 
heir presumptive from 1954 to 1960, 
before the birth of the ex-shah‘s 
son, Reza Pahlavi. According to the 
Pahlavi constitution, Patrick was first 
in line for succession to the throne. It 
is also widely reported that in the mid-
1970s, following the assassination of 
Catherine Adl (daughter of the shah’s 
personal physician) by the security 
forces, the shah’s eldest daughter, 
Shahnaz, opposed her father’s 
tyrannical rule and left Iran never to 
return.

All of this should be a warning 
to the Islamic Republic. Something 
must be seriously wrong when close 
relatives of dictators desert them and 
jump ship. This was true of the last 
years of the ex-shah and it is true of the 
rule of Ayatollah Khamenei l

Israel fears 
a nuclear 

deal

Notes
1. bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-
east-59977916.
2. www.haaretz.com/israel-news/.premium-
israel-u-s-successfully-test-arrow-3-anti-
ballistic-missile-defense-system-1.10546354.

Still falling against the dollar
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