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BDS wars
I lack the detailed research of 
Daniel Lazare or of Mike Macnair 
but I would like to comment on the 
dispute over the BDS campaign. 
BDS was initiated by Palestinians 
and was, and is, a call to Boycott, 
Divest and Sanction the businesses 
and products of the Israeli regime.

The BDS website lists three 
demands on Israel:
1. Ending its occupation and 
colonization of all Arab lands and 
dismantling the wall.
2. Recognizing the fundamental 
rights of the Arab-Palestinian 
citizens of Israel to full equality.
3. Respecting, protecting and 
promoting the rights of Palestinian 
refugees to return to their homes 
and properties as stipulated in UN 
Resolution 194.

What’s wrong with that?
Last week Lazare noted his 

“six major arguments” (‘Path to 
nowhere’ Weekly Worker January 
20 2022) including, “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”.

As I understand it, BDS came 
from a call from Palestinians, which 
makes it, I believe, quite unusual in 
the sanctions world. It was a call 
from black South Africans which 
led to boycotts of apartheid South 
Africa. I find it hard to imagine that 
any group of Saudis would call for 
a worldwide campaign of sanctions 
against their country - in part 
because what would you boycott 
- transport all over the world that 
uses Saudi oil? But also because of 
the risk of torture and death - not 
that Israel isn’t up to that too.

Further: “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.” 
I would guess that the movers of 
BDS are aware of this and that a 
call to sanction the US would be 
somewhat unrealistic: what would 
you have left unboycotted? How do 
you know what is ultimately linked 
to US money?

I’m not aware of any other 
oppressed people who are calling 
for sanctions - maybe I’m missing 
something. Most sanctions are, 
after all, aimed by the strong 
against the weak.

But BDS does seem to have 
an effect. Yes, it’s a pinprick, 
but the Zionists don’t like it and, 
while screaming ‘anti-Semitism’ 
they do all they can to suppress 
it: for instance, by passing laws, 
especially in Germany and several 
US states. And then we have the 
witch-hunts in the UK: against 
socialists in the Labour Party, 
academics and, more recently, the 
BBC of all people!

Later in his article Lazare goes 
on to say: “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.”

I would suggest that this rather 

overrates the aims of the BDS folk. 
It is rather to draw attention of 
people all over the world to what 
‘the only democracy in the Middle 
East’ is up to and to thereby ramp 
up some outrage and maybe gain 
some support.

Lazare objects to the impact 
on Israeli academics and the arts. 
There may well be some errors in 
some of the BDS calls, and they 
can be raised - but do any such 
errors come anywhere near to the 
sadistic malice of the Israeli state, 
which has the enthusiastic support 
of the bulk of its Jewish citizens as 
well as that of Zionists all over the 
world?

As I say, the achievements of 
the BDS movement are pinpricks: 
SodaStream had to move from the 
West Bank to Israel itself, Ben and 
Jerry ice creams have raised a little 
fuss, there is the occasional news 
of a singer, band or actor refusing 
to perform in Israel. Not much 
impact on Israel but I’d guess that 
many Palestinians would see that 
as better than nothing.

Lazare mentions some 
academics. He hasn’t mentioned 
Palestinian academics who can’t 
get to conferences or can’t get 
to their students. Then there is 
Palestinian education: children in 
jail, without charge, for months on 
end. Other children shot dead by 
Israeli soldiers or settlers. Children 
deprived, with their families, of 
food, shelter, electricity … I’m 
sure that Lazare is aware of all 
these things and is as disgusted 
about them as any of us. 

Even pinpricks are better than 
nothing, and we should give whole 
hearted support to BDS and any 
other resistance that Palestinians 
put up to oppose their oppressors. 
We certainly shouldn’t attack 
any resistance since that can only 
benefit the oppressors. Helpful 
criticism maybe, but we know 
whose side we’re on.
Jim Nelson
email

Lassallean
Comrade Lazare (‘Path to nowhere’ 
January 20) 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, and 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 struggle to 
defeat our own imperialist state’s 
war effort through building a mass 
anti-war movement.
Bruno Kretzschmar
email

Hub
The new group, Socialist Labour 
Network (LAW and LIEN), plans 
to be the hub of a grassroots labour 
movement. Formed by the merger 
of the two leading organisations 
opposed to what they claim is a 
ruthless, undemocratic purge of 
the left in Labour - Labour Against 

the Witchhunt and Labour in Exile 
Network. In July 2021 both were 
proscribed. The new group is 
pledged to continue supporting the 
fightback against the forces of the 
right.

Since he became leader, 
Keir Starmer has been engaged 
in a dictatorial witch-hunt of 
members on the left of the party 
on an industrial scale - the biggest 
purge in British political history. 
Democracy has been undermined, 
destroyed, and free speech 
suppressed. But while he may 
expel individual activists from the 
party, Starmer will never destroy 
the movement of people who came 
together under the leadership of 
Jeremy Corbyn.

Since he became leader Keir 
Starmer has pushed Labour to 
the right. His admission of the 
Tory, Christian Wakeford, into the 
parliamentary party is only the 
latest of his moves in that direction 
and points to him intensifying his 
attack on socialism and socialists 
in the party. The need for a leftwing 
fightback outside and inside the 
party has never been more urgent.

The new group believes it has a 
critical role in linking up ‘shadow’ 
local Labour parties and activists in 
a fightback for a new way forward 
for the left. It is calling on anyone, 
inside or outside Labour, interested 
in being part of a network of 
socialist organisations to get in 
touch at 07989 070843.

Across the country leftwing 
groups are springing up, often to 
replace local Labour parties which 
have been broken or paralysed by 
the Starmer regime. We believe in 
socialism, for the many and not 
the few. As a movement we are 
unstoppable.
Norman Thomas 
SLN spokesperson 

Galled
Whilst it always thrilling to be 
mentioned in the Weekly Worker 
letters, I feel a correction is due 
on Ian Donovan’s comment that I 
was expelled from Labour Against 
the Witchhunt for supposed anti-
Semitism (‘Liquidation sale’ 
January 20). I was expelled, at 
Tony Greenstein’s behest, because 
I had not acceded to his demand 
that I delete a link on an update 
I’d posted on Change.org. This 
was on a petition for Labourists 
to sign, declaring that Israel was 
a racist endeavour, and calling on 
the executive to abandon the IHRA 
definition of anti-Semitism (see 
tinyurl.com/israelihra). 

What Tony objected to was a link 
I ha posted to a very long article 
by Ian Fantom about Herzl, the 
architect of the Jewish state. That 
article of some 6,000 words had 
a small mention to another article 
which questioned the execution 
of a million Jews at Auschwitz. I 
had warned readers of the link to 
this second piece, describing it as 
“toxic”, but I thought the article 
on Herzl was of wider interest. 
What particularly galled me was 
the manner of Tony’s approach: 
he had emailed me and copied in 
LAW, demanding the deletion of 
the reference to the Herzl piece. So 
I refused.

Now, what I like about the 
Weekly Worker is that it believes in 
freedom of expression, but sadly 
LAW does not. With that obsessive 
absolutism that cripples so many 
initiatives of the left (‘If you don’t 
fit the mould 100%, you must be 
banished’), I was expelled. I guess 
you could say I was kicked out for 
obliquely referencing holocaust 
denial.

Whilst I’m here, I also wanted to 

take Tony to task for his letter in the 
previous Weekly Worker (‘Hanging 
man’ January 13) where he ridiculed 
“Ian Donovan’s theory that US 
foreign policy towards Israel was 
a product of an ethnic Jewish 
subset of the US ruling class.” I 
believe Tony to be extremely well-
informed on all matters pertaining 
to Palestine, but I was taken 
aback by this view. How on earth 
does Tony think Israel continues 
to avoid sanctions for its racist 
treatment of the Palestinians, if it 
were not for the support of wealthy 
US Jews? Why does the US show 
such unstinting support for Israel 
at the UN? Back in 1940 under 
president Truman the situation was 
the opposite, with the US primarily 
concerned with Arab rights. The 
Zionist lobby then made it clear 
that organised American Jewry 
would withdraw its support for 
any politician that did not support 
Ben-Gurion and his plans for Eretz 
Israel. I refer Tony to Alan Hart’s 
excellent book Zionism - the real 
enemy of the Jews to get the full 
story. And AIPAC, the American 
Israel Public Affairs Committee, 
continues the Zionist’s work to this 
day, supported by an overwhelming 
majority of Republican Jews - and 
a fair number of Democrat ones.

It is said that 70% of Jews 
support Israel. We must address 
our campaign to these Jews, for 
it is only when we convince them 
that equality with the Palestinians 
in one single state will not lead to a 
second holocaust, that we may one 
day see peace and justice there.
Pete Gregson
email

Broad church
When I read the letters page of 
Weekly Worker I find inspiration, 
encouragement and education. Yet 
I am also filled with despair.

It is writ large that we on the left 
have no idea how to do practical 
politics. To make change, to get 
things done, it is necessary to form 
a coalition around core values 
and ideas. When that coalescence 
occurs there is the opportunity to 
make things happen.

It would take too much space 
to list the factions and sects 
represented in Weekly Worker’s 
letters page. Suffice to say they 
are all at each other’s throats when 
they should be standing shoulder to 
shoulder in solidarity against the 
capitalist bastards ... Pettifogging 
philosophical differences foment 
division - grist to the mill of the 
ruling class.

Surely we can agree to differ 
whilst joining together in the cause 
of a better future. If we can’t then it 
will be forever a pipe dream ...

In solidarity. 
Robbie Leslie
email

Assange
As a British, Irish or Commonwealth 
citizen who is not serving a term 
of imprisonment in the United 
Kingdom or in the Republic of 
Ireland, Julian Assange is eligible 
to contest a British general 
election. He ought to do so against 
his persecutor, Keir Starmer. 
Furthermore, Starmer supported 
the prosecution of the Colston Four, 
whose actions have been found to 
have been a prevention of crime, 
since the statue of Edward Colston 
was itself a breach both of Section 
5 of the Public Order Act 1986, 
and of Section 1 of the Indecent 
Displays (Control) Act 1981. The 
jury accepted those arguments. 
The Colston Four should support 
Assange in his parliamentary 
candidacy against Starmer. We 

ourselves would certainly do so.
David Lindsay
North West Durham

Cry murder?
Last week I broke free of my Covid-
cocoon, braved the trams and trains, 
and headed down to Liverpool for 
the Bloody Sunday march.

Small at less than 300, but 
considering that this was very 
much a locally organised event it 
is certainly nothing to be scoffed 
at. What I was disappointed with, 
however, was the dismal effort of 
the so-called ‘left’. By my count 
we had a stall from the SWP and 
two small clusters of IMTers and 
ISAers handing out their party 
newspapers. Of course numbers are 
one thing, but politics are another.

As ever with the SWP, a 
gazeebo clad in the usual slogans; 
“No to Islamophobia”, “No to 
racism”, “Tories out! Out! Out!” 
etc. Likewise, come in the same 
postcode of the stall and you’ll 
be met with the usual “Are you a 
student? Have you heard about this 
important strike?” You know the 
drill. Speaking to comrades running 
the stall I heard plenty about state 
capitalism and Soviet imperialism 
and the like, but nothing to do 
with that small tangential point … 
Ireland and British imperialism.

It is the utmost duty of the British 
working class to show solidarity 
with the oppressed and call for the 
defeat of ‘our own’ bourgeoisie, 
to show workers have no nation 
and we ourselves can never be free 
whilst we enslave and brutalise 
another, to equip the working 
class with a proletarian foreign 
policy. Hence Ireland, England’s 
first colony, is the key acid test of 
internationalism for Marxists in 
Britain. Comparing the showing I 
got last week to the days of old (see 
The Leninist archive), it seems that 
internationalism ended with the 
armed struggle.

So what of the march itself? 
A small brigade of the Parkhead 
faithful parading the tricolour 
through Liverpool city centre to the 
tune of a few choice Provo lullabies. 
We reached the end of our route 
- an alley of sorts - and promptly 
scattered to pubs in all directions. 
Not even one speaker! All this left a 
bitter taste in my mouth.

Has nothing really happened 
in the last 50 years that is worth 
mentioning? The armed struggle, 
the imperialist “peace” that simply 
replaced barricades with “peace 
walls” and froze society in a new 
sectarian order, Brexit, the rise of 
Sinn Fein south of the border … 
Not a peep.

All of which points to a very 
strange picture. Is this just a case 
for ceremony? Another one to tick 
off the ‘decade of anniversaries’ 
calendar? What of the left, how do 
we take the cause of Irish national 
liberation and unity forward? What 
about the struggle for democracy, 
the constitution and the republic? 
Where is the programme? Where is 
the strategy? 
Ollie Douglas
Manchester

Dick Gregory
With respect to the review of 
Nigger (‘Callouses on our souls’ 
January 13), the bravery of Dick 
Gregory has appeared again in a 
small paragraph in the definitive 
biography of Malcolm X by the 
late Manning Marable, a Black, 
left historian who was, I am told, a 
member of the CPUSA.

It seems to me that Black 
American history and its major 
actors are much neglected outside of 
the United States, apart from Martin 
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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.

No cuts to rail, ferry and energy services
Monday January 31, 11am: Demonstration, assemble Waverley 
station, Princes Street, Edinburgh EH1. Reject the Scottish 
government’s proposed cuts to essential rail, ferry and 
energy services.
Organised by RMT: www.rmt.org.uk/news/events.

Restore full sick pay for hospital workers
Monday January 31, 12 noon: Protest, Croydon University 
Hospital, 530 London Road, Croydon CR7. Porters and cleaners 
employed by private contractor G4S are being denied full sick pay 
if they test positive for covid. Demand Croydon Hospital takes the 
contract back in-house and pays full occupational sick pay.
Organised by GMB southern region: 
www.facebook.com/GMBSouthernRegion.

Introduction to radical anthropology
Tuesday February 1, 6.30pm: Series of talks on social and 
biological anthropology. This talk is online only, via Zoom: 
‘Participatory technocracy: Islam, activism and Jordan’s marriage 
crisis’. Speaker: Geoff Hughes. 
Organised by Radical Anthropology Group: 
radicalanthropologygroup.org/evening-talks.

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.

Does prison work?
Thursday February 3, 6pm: Online education talk via Zoom.
Part of a weekly series on ‘Abolition’. 
Speaker: Tony Loftus, former prison officer at Wormwood Scrubs.
Organised by Labour Left Alliance:
www.facebook.com/events/436141718210359.

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, 10.30am: 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.

Latin America’s second ‘pink tide’
Monday February 7, 6.30pm: Online rally: Find out about the 
latest inspiring election wins in Chile and Honduras, alternatives to 
neo-liberalism and how to build solidarity. Speakers from Honduras, 
Chile, Bolivia, Ecuador and also Jeremy Corbyn. 
Organised by Labour Friends of Progressive Latin America:
www.facebook.com/events/356845602517922.

Cap energy bills
Saturday February 12, 1pm: Demonstration. Assemble 
Piccadilly Gardens, Manchester M1. 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.

Nuclear warheads driving through your town
Thursday March 3, 6.30pm: Online webinar. Convoys carrying 
nuclear bombs often travel along Britain’s roads. No radiation 
warning symbols are carried and neither the public nor local 
authorities are warned. Help to track these convoys as part of the 
campaign to scrap Trident.
Organised by Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament: cnduk.org/events.

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.

Luther King and slavery. Some 
work is done in academia, but for 
the most part, even in schools in the 
US, treatment of black history only 
skirts the surface. So, at the risk of 
teaching grandmothers about eggs, 
what is written about Malcolm X 
deserves some retelling.

Many speakers of English (and 
those languages into which the 
book is translated) have read The 
Autobiography of Malcolm X, 
written jointly with Alex Haley. 
Others may have seen the 
movie made by Spike Lee, with 
Malcolm X played by Denzel 
Washington, who, by the way, 
does a magnificent job. In the 
Autobiography and in the movie, 
Malcolm’s life seems a smooth 
transition from poverty to petty 
criminal; from prison to the Nation 
of Islam (who believed in strict 
separation of the races, and some 
bizarre myths about their leader, 
Elijah Muhammad); from NOI to 
orthodox Islam - and thus moving 
closer to Martin Luther King’s 
view of the civil rights movement, 
which included working with 
white activists - following which 
the fanatical adherents of the NOI 
assassinated him.

Malcolm’s assassins were 
feared by many, as they had been 
responsible for fire bombings of 
homes (including Malcolm’s own 
home, with his family inside), 
murders, and frightful beatings. For 
that reason most churches in West 
Harlem refused to allow Malcolm’s 
funeral to be held on their premises, 
and many Harlemites, where 
Malcolm had worked and spoken 
throughout his life, refused to take 
part in the proceedings.

Only the tiny Faith Temple 
Church allowed its premises to 
be used for the purpose. And then 
only a small number of people in 
the civil rights movement dared to 
attend. Among them were Bayard 
Rustin, co-organiser of the 1963 
March on Washington, at which 
MLK spoke; James Farmer, founder 
of the Congress of Racial Equality 
which led the first Freedom Rides 
to desegregate transport; the 
Student Non-violent Coordinating 
Committee’s John Lewis and James 
Forman; and Dick Gregory.

It is interesting that these four 
who attended were all acolytes in 
some way of Martin Luther King, 
and yet they attended the funeral 
of a controversial figure, seen at 
the time as an enemy of MLK’s 
philosophy.

In his book, Nigger, Dick 

Gregory says he was scared to death 
of being involved in the civil rights 
movement - but proceeded anyway. 
Once again he more than proved his 
mettle by this later demonstration 
of bravery and commitment.
Gaby Rubin
London

Hail McCluskey
Prior to the 2019 British general 
election, there was a realistic 
possibility of a socialist government 
in Britain that would close the 
shameful racist chapter of British 
history, and begin making global 
preparations for Cop26 to stop the 
ice caps melting so that people 
of all races may look forward to 
enjoying their convivial recreation 
on Earth until its natural predictable 
destruction without prejudice.

The leader who did most to make 
a socialist government a possibility 
was Len McCluskey, because it 
was his threat to launch a working 
class party to rival Labour in 2014 
that spurred enough Labour MPs 
to select an anti-racist leader who 
might win enough working-class 
votes for them to continue as MPs. 
Despite McCluskey’s staunch 
championing of the leader they 
selected, we now have a racist 
government of bare-faced liars 
and self-serving swindlers, and 
a pandemic that is heralding our 
premature extinction.

If we are to change the course of 
British history, we need to recall how 
racism was institutionalised by the 
masters of philosophy at Britain’s 
oldest universities, who taught their 
exclusively wealthy, white male 
students that people from Africa 
were expendable merchandise like 
cattle, and that women were not 
capable of degree-level scholarship 
because, like Africans, they are 
innately intellectually inferior, in 
arrogant mercenary self-serving 
defiance of all critical reason, 
ethical philosophy and scientific 
evidence.

It is self-evident that none of 
the socialist parties in Britain are 
teaching their members what in 
the revolutionary nature of the 
historically unconscious proletariat 
will make it the self-conscious 
instrument of history, because 
their leaders are all demonstrating 
their unconsciousness of it by their 
sectarian refusal to collaboratively 
champion it. What Marx and Engels 
called ‘the revolutionary nature of 
the proletariat’ is its instinctively 
compassionate solidarity, its 
spontaneous practice of linking 

arms against whoever uses armed 
force to coerce or subjugate it, 
whatever race, colour or creed they 
are.

According to the 1848 Communist 
manifesto, “The essential condition 
for the existence, and for the 
sway of the bourgeois class, is the 
formation and augmentation of 
capital; the condition for capital 
is wage-labour. Wage-labour 
rests exclusively on competition 
between the labourers. The advance 
of industry, whose involuntary 
promoter is the bourgeoisie, replaces 
the isolation of the labourers, due to 
competition, by their revolutionary 
combination, due to association. 
The development of modern 
industry, therefore, cuts from under 
its feet the very foundation on 
which the bourgeoisie produces 
and appropriates products. What 
the bourgeoisie therefore produces, 
above all, are its own grave diggers. 
Its fall and the victory of the 
proletariat are equally inevitable.”

Although capitalism’s unconscious 
grave-diggers naturally reproduce 
an abundant supply of themselves, 
it continues to predate on them 
because the world-wide unity 
necessary for its fall and their 
victory has yet to be achieved, and 
the global unity of the working 
class is self-evidently not being 
consciously championed by any 
of the socialist parties currently 
existing in Britain (or anywhere 
else).

McCluskey was elected as 
Unite’s general secretary in 
2010. His 2014 intervention in 
Westminster affairs was not his first 
or his last in that capacity.

In 2011, he appealed for millions 
of working people to prepare for 
a national campaign of “civil 
disobedience” and co-ordinated 
strikes in protest at coalition cuts to 
pensions and public services. The 
Labour Representation Committee 
(LRC) failed to collaboratively 
champion this courageous act 
of political defiance, or offer to 
jointly organise a campaign of 
civil disobedience to protect state 
pensions. If LRC had, the Tories 
might have been prevented from 
cutting state pensions.

In 2012, McCluskey was 
instrumental in the founding of 
and the funding for the Centre for 
Labour and Social Studies (CLASS) 
to shape and champion left analysis 
and policy debates.

In 2015, career anti-racist Jeremy 
Corbyn was elected leader of the 
Labour Party (though he wasn’t 
McCluskey’s preferred candidate), 
and Labour Party membership 
doubled.

In 2016, McCluskey declared 
his internationalist working class 
opposition to Brexit. International 
solidarity is a long-standing working 
class principle that has been upheld 
by socialists throughout the world. 
Again, all British socialist parties 
failed to collaboratively champion 
that international socialist principle 
as the pre-condition to the working 
class changing the course of history, 
and so did CLASS and LRC. If they 
had all championed internationalism 
on that basis, Corbyn might have 
been persuaded to oppose Brexit, 
and the referendum outcome might 
have been significantly different.
Steve Ballard
email

Correction
While most of your article ‘An 
uncertain situation’ (Weekly Worker 
January 20) on the protests in 
Kazakhstan was well written, I feel 
obligated to point out that Aum 
Shinrikyo is not an Islamist group 
and I hope that this error will be 
corrected in a timely manner.
Ben Brown
email

Online Communist Forum

Sunday January 30 5pm 
50 years since Bloody Sunday 

Speaker: Kevin Bean
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On the brink of war?
The US drive to subordinate Russia, not Putin’s imperial ambitions, are the main explanation for any 
further conflict, argues Paul Demarty

The Ukrainian crisis is 
remarkable, in the end, due to 
the contrast between the pitch 

of fanaticism it has provoked, and 
the ordinariness of the motives at 
work.

The immediate cause of the 
present panic is the slow build-up 
of Russian troops on its Ukrainian 
border, more recently the Ukrainian-
Belorussian border as well. The 
Ukrainian government insists that 
this is preparation for an invasion. 
This insistence is parroted in 
increasingly deranged terms in 
the mainstream media of the west, 
especially Britain and the United 
States. Exactly what this invasion 
involves - a tank-thrust to surround 
Kiev or the annexation of the eastern 
territories over which Ukrainian and 
Russian militias have been fighting 
since 2014 - is a matter of dispute. 
What is not disputed is that this 
is all a matter of Vladimir Putin’s 
megalomania, or else some depraved 
characteristic of the Russian national 
psyche.

In vain do sceptics point out that 
the number of troops assembled - a 
modest 100,000 or so at most - could 
not possibly take the Ukrainian 
capital and secure it for more than 
a moment; or that no evidence is 
available of any loss of message-
discipline on the part of Putin’s 
government, the message being that 
their actions are purely a response 
to provocations of various sorts 
(compared to frequent leaks from the 
Ukrainian side to the effect that they 
do not really believe the ‘invasion’ 
scenario either). Like the common-
or-garden leftist, the western neo-
conservative ideologue needs to 
believe that they are on the side of a 
plucky underdog against the galactic 
Empire of Star Wars. In the name 
of this confusion of fantasy with 
reality, they denounce Joe Biden for 
repeatedly declaring that there will 
be no troops on the ground in eastern 
Ukraine (of course, the obligatory 
squads of special forces types and 
mercenary companies do not count 
as ‘troops’ on this point).

Promises
How did we get here? The story, 
like so many others, is rooted 
in the particular way the Soviet 
Union collapsed. After the eastern 
European satellite states gave up 
their ‘socialist’ regimes, Mikhail 
Gorbachev cut a deal with the west 
- Germany would be allowed to 
reunite, on the condition that Nato 
expansion would go no further east 
than Germany. Once the Soviet 
Union dissolved itself, the US 
considered that agreement null and 
void - after all, it had been with the 
USSR, which no longer existed. The 
rump Russian state was stung by the 
rapid accession of Poland and the 
Baltic states to the Nato alliance. 
The sense of humiliation attached 
to that phenomenon is not incidental 
to the rise of Putin and his resurgent 
nationalism. Russia began, again, to 
cleave apart from the US-led order, 
though this took time to fully work 
itself out.

A crucial flashpoint came in 2008, 
when the possibility of Ukrainian 
and Georgian membership of Nato 
was first taken seriously by the US. 
Buoyed by this prospect, Georgian 
president Mikheil Saakashvili found 
a pretext to retake two border areas, 
South Ossetia and Abkhazia, which 
had, since the USSR’s break-up, 
been under the de facto control 

of pro-Russian separatists. The 
Russians took a dim view of that 
development and beat the hell out 
of the Georgians in a brief war. The 
result was effectively the status quo 
ante - except now Russia recognised 
South Ossetia and Abkhazia as 
independent states. Whether they 
cared to admit it or not, both Nato 
and the Georgians knew that, under 
such conditions, Nato membership 
was impossible for Georgia; so 
long as these formally-Georgian 
territories are under dispute, such 
a move would immediately invoke 
mutual defence obligations and 
demand a global war against Russia. 
Nobody had an appetite for that, 
though Saakashvili seems genuinely 
to have believed that the Americans 
would come to his rescue.

The South Ossetian war served 
notice that the Russian state was 
prepared to go to war to prevent its 
encirclement by Nato, which was 
received with alarm among the pro-
western elements in Ukrainian ruling 
circles, who coexisted uneasily 
with pro-Russian opponents. In the 
course of the Soviet era, the eastern 
part of Ukraine had been extensively 
industrialised and had an influx of 
Russian workers to meet demand. 
Post-Soviet deindustrialisation 
hit these areas hard. In parts of 
the west, meanwhile, Ukrainian 
national sentiment was triumphant, 
and resented the cautiousness 
of the country’s elite towards its 
eastern neighbours. Such was the 
background to the political crisis 
of 2014, when president Victor 
Yanukovych’s stymying of closer 
relations with the European Union 
inadvertently set off a colour 
revolution that placed, ultimately, an 
alliance of ‘moderate’ and far-right 
nationalists in charge.

Defensive
The popular reaction in majority-
Russian areas of the country was 
intense, and the Russian government 
responded by annexing the Crimean 
peninsula and discreetly supporting 
ethnic-Russian irregulars in the 
Donbas. The Ukrainian government 
- not in possession of a terribly 
effective army - became reliant on 
openly fascist paramilitaries to fight 
the Russians. Low-level conflict has 
reigned ever since. Just as in the 
Georgian case, this situation rules 
out Ukraine joining Nato for the 
foreseeable future, at the cost of a 
combustible irregular war not far 

from the Russian border.
Russia’s actions in both these 

theatres are of the same type. They 
combine offensive tactics - annexing 
the Crimea, aggressively retaking 
South Ossetia and Abkhazia - with 
a defensive strategy. The latter part 
of the equation is the one that gets 
lost. Russia is, militarily at least, a 
capital-G, capital-P Great Power. It 
takes an interest in its near abroad, 
and this interest is characterised 
by resisting attempts to break 
these countries from its sphere of 
influence. It’s not completely clear 
that Russia could militarily conquer 
Ukraine from one end to the other 
(though you’d bet on them to do 
more damage than the Ukrainians), 
but it could certainly have conquered 
Georgia, and it didn’t. So far as 
Ukraine goes, Russia has shown no 
interest at all in any part of it other 
than the majority-Russian eastern 
provinces and the Crimea, which 
has a vitally important Russian naval 
base and was part of Ukraine only as 
a result of a Khrushchev-era lines-
on-a-map exercise.

In 2015, the outline of a deal 
was reached between Ukraine and 
Russia, brokered by the west - the so-
called Minsk II protocol. From the 
Russians, it demanded real military 
withdrawal from eastern Ukraine and 
the demobilisation of pro- and ethnic-
Russian militias. From the Ukrainians, 
it demanded regional autonomy 
for these territories. In practice, the 
Ukrainian political system has failed 
to deliver governments that can meet 
this agreement; and, whether due 
to strategic incoherence or active 
malice, the US and its allies have 
refused to apply the pressure that 
might get it done. The result, as we 
noted, is a slow-burning conflict that 
has quietly claimed 14,000 lives in 
the last seven years.

Shades of opinion are discernible 
within Nato on all this. Germany - 
ironically, given how this all started 
- seems the least enthusiastic. After 
all, it is extremely dependent on 
Russian fossil fuels, and recently 
signed off on the Nord Stream 2 
pipeline project (much to the 
irritation of Russophobe elements in 
the US). Kay-Achim Schönbach, the 
chief of the German navy, caused 
a minor scandal when he told an 
audience in Delhi that Russia only 
wanted “respect”, and respect was 
due; the important thing was to 
enlist Russia in global competition 
with China. After an outcry, he 

found himself out of a job; but he is 
presumably guilty of little more than 
saying the quiet part out loud.

On the opposite fringe - naturally! 
- we find our own government, which 
has gone so far as to manufacture a 
bizarre conspiracy theory about 
a looming coup that would put a 
Russian patsy in charge of Ukraine. 
No evidence has been presented, 
and the proposed patsy seemed 
as bewildered as Putin and Sergei 
Lavrov to find out about it. In the 
Baltic states, meanwhile, fear of 
Russia is very real, and rather more 
serious a matter for them than for a 
punch-drunk Boris Johnson.

Realism
Our emphasis, so far, has been on 
‘demythologising’ this conflict. The 
sheer pitch of hysteria over ‘Russian 
aggression’ is supposed to hide 
the plain fact that over the decades 
since the fall of the Soviet Union, 
US strategy has been uniformly 
aggressive in expanding its direct 
sphere of influence at the expense of 
Russia. The present crisis - indeed, 
the apparent unassailability of Putin’s 
position domestically - is wholly the 
result of this aggression. The western 
powers have cornered themselves 
into a situation where they can be 
manipulated onto the brink of great-
power war by a few screw-loose 
MI6 analysts and an ultra-nationalist 
constituency in Kiev.

To this point, we have an account 
substantially similar to the sort of 
thing being put forward by certain 
‘realists’ in the foreign policy sphere. 
Anatol Lieven, of the ‘realist’ Quincy 
Institute think tank, provides a lucid 
version of this case at great length1: 
that western scaremongering refuses 
to take seriously the fact that Ukraine 
“is vital to Russian interests”, and 
that not only can a deal be worked 
out - it has been worked out, and 
it is called Minsk II. Western 
powers should use their leverage to 
compel a constitutional amendment 
recognising the autonomy of the 
Donbas, and a peace treaty to ensure 
Ukraine’s neutrality “for the next 
generation”.

Much the same note is struck by a 
statement from Britain’s Stop the War 
Coalition:

Britain should be advancing 
serious diplomatic proposals to 
defuse the tension and seek a 
solution to the crisis rather than 
ratcheting it up. This involves 

taking both Ukraine’s integrity 
and Russian security concerns 
seriously … There needs to 
be a new all-inclusive security 
architecture in Europe, not under 
the hegemony of any one state. 
We demand that the British 
government and the Labour 
Party distance themselves from 
the policies and priorities of the 
USA and develop an independent 
foreign policy.2

It is very strange, for someone of my 
age who came into radical politics as 
a result of the anti-war movement, 
to read phrases like “international 
security architecture” and “security 
concerns” in an “anti-war” statement. 
I have argued that Russia does 
have such concerns that ought 
to be intelligible to any ordinary 
observer; but to leave things there 
implies they are morally legitimate 
concerns, which thereby demand 
that StWC should give an account 
of its indifference to the “security 
concerns” of the United States.

For communists, this is in the end 
beside the point. We don’t want to 
live in a world composed of relatively 
less and more powerful states, with 
the less powerful tugged between the 
‘spheres of influence’ of the greater. 
But to speak of such a world is to 
move from being abstractly anti-war 
to positively internationalist (and 
therefore to leave behind first-order 
concerns for “territorial integrity” 
of nation states …) The (notionally 
communist, by and large) forces 
behind StWC are happy to stay in 
a world where they can hop from 
Quakerish pacifism in one statement 
to Kissingerish ‘realism’ in the next.

If that won’t do, neither will false 
equivalences of the sort Socialist 
Worker proposes when it characterises 
the whole issue as one of “sabre-
rattling between US and Russian 
imperialism”.3 The SWP seems 
to be reverting to its old ‘neither 
Washington nor Moscow’ line, which 
- whatever its demerits - at least held 
somewhat true in an era of roughly-
symmetrical competition between 
the two. With the ‘sabre-rattling’ 
coming down, in the end, to the right 
of one named party to encircle every 
significant rival, and the attempts of 
the other to avoid being so encircled, 
the attitude ends up like the typical 
pious statement of some bishop 
“condemning the violence on both 
sides”. The characterisation of both as 
‘imperialist’ has at least the sense that 
both operate with a ruthless attitude to 
the questions contested between them; 
but it wholly obliterates the weakness 
of Russia’s position. There is, after all, 
no Mexican Maidan movement for 
Putin to exploit on America’s borders 
by sending extensive ‘lethal aid’.

The SWP at least concludes, 
correctly, that “in Britain socialists 
should build opposition to the US 
and British states beating the drums 
of war”. Indeed, that is our first and 
only duty, especially given our own 
state’s foul role in furthering the drive 
to a conflict that could - with a snake-
eyes roll of the dice - wipe out human 
civilisation l

paul.demarty@weeklyworker.co.uk

UKRAINE

Ukraine’s far-right Azov battalion: heirs of Nazi collaborators

Notes
1. quincyinst.org/report/ending-the-threat-of-
war-in-ukraine.
2. www.stopwar.org.uk/article/stop-the-war-
statement-on-tensions-around-ukraine.
3. socialistworker.co.uk/news/us-forces-on-
stand-by-as-west-and-russia-raise-stakes-in-
ukraine-clash.
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CHILE

Pink is the colour
Despite supposedly bringing “feminism and gender perspective to power”, Gabriel Boric does not impress 
Eddie Ford. What sort of “candidate of the streets” supports laws criminalising street barricades?

Some sections of the left are 
getting excited about the 
new president-elect of Chile, 

Gabriel Boric. For example, an 
editorial in the ‘official communist’ 
Morning Star declared that 
“Chile’s victorious left deserves 
our solidarity - and our vigilance”.1 
The opinion piece goes on to quote 
Boric saying: “if Chile was the 
cradle of neoliberalism, it will also 
be its grave” - describing the former 
student leader as the “candidate of 
the streets”. 

So, welcome to the Boric fan 
club, reminiscent of the way too 
much of the left became cheerleaders 
for Lula in Brazil, Hugo Chávez 
in Venezuela and, of course, not 
forgetting the dashing Alexis 
Tsipras and his Syriza government 
in Greece. Alas, Tsipras followed 
the usual course and took up the 
post of prime minister with a broad 
left programme … but without 
even a parliamentary majority and, 
therefore, in coalition with the hard-
nationalist right. The results were 
predictable. The working class had 
to endure austerity in the colours of 
Syriza, Tsipras becoming an agent 
of the very IMF, World Bank, ECB 
institutions he professed to hate - 
with Greece reduced to a miserable 
debt colony. Inevitably popular 
demoralisation set in and in July 
2019 the Syriza government was 
swept from office and replaced by the 
conservative New Democracy. Then, 
farcically, the same left transferred 
their loyalties to Podemos, which 
went down the same disastrous path 
of coalitionism (this time, though, as 
junior partner). 

Also writing in the Morning 
Star, Hugo Guzman, editor of El 
Siglo (The Century), anticipates “the 
long and winding road ahead” for 
Chile. He confidently predicts that 
Boric and his supporters “will have 
a government that will promote 
transformations in the areas of 
pensions, health, the environment, 
taxes and institutional reforms”.2 
Apparently, all of this is in line 
with the principles of “dismantling 
neoliberalism”. Guzman also 
mentions that the votes of social 
democrats, Christian democrats, 
liberals and “other political 
currents” will be required, therefore 
the “negotiating skills” of the 
president-elect and his ministerial 
cabinet “will be essential to pass 
new and necessary laws” - giving us 
a clue as to the political coloration 
of the new incoming government. 
Of course, it was good that the far 
right was defeated in the polls. 
But for all the hullabaloo, it will 
be a ‘pink’ government committed 
to running capitalism. Therefore 
it is typical, though stupid, for 
the likes of the Morning Star to 
foster the standard illusions about 
the forthcoming Gabriel Boric 
government.

Yes, looking at things purely 
arithmetically, it was a considerable 
achievement by Boric and the 
electoral coalition he fronted, 
Apruebo Dignidad (Approve 
Dignity) - created on January 11 
last year by the Equality Party, 
Broad Front and Chile Digno in 
preparation for the constitutional 
convention elections.3 AD consists 
of the Communist Party of Chile, 
Social Green Regionalist Federation, 
Humanist Left, Christian Left of 
Chile, Democratic Revolution, and 
other pinkish groups and coalitions 

- including Social Convergence, 
which is led by Boric. (The Equality 
Party eventually decided to run a 
competing parliamentary list with 
the Humanist Party, Dignidad 
Ahora.)

In the presidential elections 
held on November 21, with seven 
candidates standing, Boric obtained 
25.83% of the votes in the first 
round. This secured his place in a 
run-off against José Antonio Kast of 
the far-right Christian Social Front, 
who got 27.91%. In third place was 
Franco Parisi of the right populist 
Party of the People (12.81%). In 
the second round that took place on 
December 19, Boric surprised many 
by winning 55.87% of the votes, 
11.74% ahead of Kast. At 35-years-
old, Boric became the youngest 
ever president of Chile and second 
youngest state leader in the world. 
He also secured the largest number 
of votes in the electoral history 
of Chile - 4.6 million - as turnout 
in the second round increased to 
55.7%, the largest since voting 
became voluntary in 2013. All the 
newly elected authorities, including 
president-elect Boric, will officially 
begin their term in office on 
March 11. In the meantime, Gabriel 
Boric will continue to serve as a 
member of the chamber of deputies 
representing the Magallanes and 
Chilean Antarctica region’s 28th 
district - the southernmost, largest, 
and second least populated region 
of the country. Given that AD 
only holds 37 of the 155 seats in 
congress, plus a mere five of the 
43 senate seats, there is going to 
be plenty of haggling and horse 
trading. 

Helping to explain the Morning 
Star’s excitement, Boric has 
appointed three Communist Party 
of Chile members to ministerial 
posts in the cabinet-to-be. Camila 
Vallejo was appointed government 
spokeswoman, whilst the other two 
were made minister for welfare and 
labour and minister for science and 
technology. Another appointee was 
the Socialist Party of Chile’s Maya 

Fernandez Allende, granddaughter 
of Salvador Allende who was killed 
during the US-backed 1973 military 
coup. Perhaps with a sense of irony, 
she will take up the post of defence 
minister. So, Maya Allende will 
be overseeing the same institution 
that murdered her grandfather and 
thousands of others during the 
Pinochet coup. As for the CPC, 
many Weekly Worker readers will 
probably be familiar with its less than 
illustrious history. In fact, you could 
arguably call it a scab organisation. 
The leadership essentially blamed 
the “far left” for the 1973 coup 
on the perverse basis that they 
isolated Allende’s Popular Unity 
government by going “too far”, 
and thus provoked the bosses, the 
military and the CIA into the coup. 
If it had not been for the “far left”, 
or “ultra-left”, Chile would have 
eventually progressed peacefully 
to socialism. In some respects, this 
view continues to be a foundation 
stone for many left groups in 
Chile today, not just the CPC - 
that an ‘historic’ accommodation 
with the capitalist class and the 
‘progressive’ bourgeoisie is the 
only possible way forward, not 
a revolutionary overthrow of the 
existing system.

Another thing that has 
attracted attention about the new 
Boric government, especially 
internationally, is that 14 of the 24 
new ministers are women - giving 
Chile a female-majority cabinet 
for the first time in the country’s 
history. Plus the fact that a quarter 
of ministers are under the age of 40, 
making the new administration look 
shiny and modern. Vallejo said the 
new team represented “a historic 
leap in the struggle to make visible 
and vindicate the role of women 
in the processes of social and 
political transformation” - bringing 
“feminism and gender perspective 
to power”. The implication, at 
least in the Morning Star and other 
reporting, is that because the Boric 
government has lot of women and 
people under 40, you can ignore the 

fact that their job is to administer 
capitalism. Just admire the photo 
shoots. 

Constitution 
Gabriel Boric has said that his main 
task is to confront the “extractivist” 
and privatising development model, 
and to introduce a new constitution 
by the end of the year, as mandated 
by a referendum held in October 
2020. Not without controversy, the 
referendum asked whether a new 
constitution should be drafted, and 
whether it should be drafted by a 
“constitutional convention” made 
up by members elected directly 
for this convention, or by a mixed 
constitutional convention, made up in 
halves by currently-sitting members 
of parliament and directly elected 
citizens. The ‘approve’ side won by a 
landslide with 78% agreeing to draft 
a new constitution on a 51% voter 
turnout. On how the new text should 
be written, 79% opted for an elected 
constitutional convention.

But what needs to remembered is 
the referendum was a response to the 
2019 protests - specifically after the 
so-called “biggest march of Chile” 
held on October 25 in Santiago, 
with more than 1.2 million people 
participating. Hence the widely held 
opinion was that the referendum was 
actually a means to divert popular 
anger into a safe constitutional mire. 
Chile was experiencing what must 
be judged as a pre-revolutionary 
situation, the masses refused to 
be ruled in the old way. And the 
government could not rule in the 
old way and stood on the edge of 
collapse. President Miguel Piñera 
ordered a state of emergency, called 
in the army, imposed curfews and 
eventually was forced to sack eight 
cabinet ministers, including the hated 
minister of the interior.

But while there are mass parties 
with revolutionary names, there is no 
mass revolutionary party worthy of 
its name. Instead of electing popular 
assemblies, establishing defence 
corps, striving to split the police, and 
above all the army, the mass anger 

and the yearning for change was 
easily diverted into a referendum 
on the constitution and then the 
presidential election campaign. 

What happens next is hard to 
predict. How will elected members 
of parliament react when the elected 
constituent assembly produces its 
new constitution and presumably 
gets its referendum majority? Boric 
has called for reforms to the market 
economy, changes to the pension 
system, protections for indigenous 
and LGBT people, and so on. So there 
could be a constitutional crisis. What 
happens if Boric and his government 
fail to deliver sweeping economic 
changes. Will the working class be 
reduced to demoralised passivity? 
Will they spontaneously strike and 
take to the streets again? What the 
army does will certainly not depend 
on the wishes of Maya Fernandez.

But the line of travel that Boric 
wants to take is already all too clear. 
Throughout his election campaign 
Boric was eager to get the support of 
the right. Disgracefully, he demanded 
action against those accused of 
“burning and looting” during the 
October 2019 protests - hardly any 
mention of police brutality, or the 
way charges were blatantly fabricated 
against demonstrators. He also 
refuses to call for pardons for those 
jailed under the “anti-barricade” 
law that modifies four articles of the 
penal code to increase punishment for 
those accused of building barricades 
or other obstacles to “free passage”.4 
Boric was central to the ‘peace 
agreement’ of November 2019 which 
saved the skin of outgoing president 
Piñera. Furthermore, even if the 
Morning Star might not like it, Boric 
has committed himself to “fiscal 
responsibility” in the 2022 budget.

Sending a signal to the markets 
that nothing too radical is going to 
happen, Boric has appointed Mario 
Marcel as his finance minister. He 
is the current president of the central 
bank and has also worked at the 
World Bank and the Organisation 
for Economic Cooperation and 
Development, of which Chile is a 
member. In other words, you could 
not ask for a safer pair of hands 
from the viewpoint of capital. As 
a consequence, the Santiago stock 
exchange went up 2.27% while the 
peso traded slightly stronger against 
the dollar after appreciating more 
than 6% against the greenback so far 
this year, amid growing expectations 
- and hopes - that Gabriel Boric is not 
a wild radical after all, even if he does 
have Communist Party members in 
his cabinet. Indeed, he seems mature 
and responsible. 

In almost the ultimate seal of 
approval, the Financial Times 
described the president-elect as not 
the “anti-market hard leftist as some 
had feared” - but, rather a “modern, 
pragmatic social democrat” (January 
22 2022). What the paper really 
means, of course, is post-1945 social 
democracy - that operates within 
capitalism, posing absolutely no 
dangers to the system l

eddie.ford@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1. morningstaronline.co.uk/article/chiles-
victorious-left-deserves-our-solidarity-–-and-
our-vigilance.
2. morningstaronline.co.uk/article/chile-long-
and-winding-road-ahead.
3. en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Apruebo_Dignidad.
4. en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anti-Barricade_
Law.

Gabriel Boric: the latest object of broad left fandom
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IRELAND

Sheer unadulterated murder
Kevin Bean looks back to the events of Bloody Sunday and blames the killings not merely on individual 
members of the paratroop regiment but those sitting round the cabinet table in Downing Street

F ifty years ago this weekend, 14 
unarmed  civil rights 
marchers, protesting against 

internment without trial, were 
murdered by British paratroops on 
the streets of Derry.1 These cold-
blooded killings revealed the true 
nature of British repression in the 
Six Counties of Northern Ireland and 
had an electrifying effect throughout 
Ireland and internationally. In the 
immediate aftermath of Bloody 
Sunday, the ranks of the Provisional 
IRA experienced an influx of young 
people determined to strike back 
against the British state. Large-scale 
protests and strikes swept Ireland - 
the British embassy in Dublin was 
burnt down - and boycotts of British 
interests and goods were launched 
from New York to Berlin.2 

Far from crushing opposition, 
the actions of the British state on 
Bloody Sunday only intensified 
the resistance of sections of the  
nationalist population of the Six 
Counties and resulted in what has 
been called ‘the darkest year’ of 
the Troubles. If the state murders in 
Derry gave a further impetus to the 
IRA’s armed struggle, they had an 
even more dramatic political impact. 
Within three months, the unionist 
state had effectively collapsed under 
the weight of nationalist resistance, 
the devolved government at 
Stormont was suspended by UK 
prime minister Edward Heath and 
direct rule from London, which 
lasted for nearly 30 years, was 
instituted on March 24.

As well as these immediate 
effects, the events of Sunday 
January 30 1972 have continued to 
cast a very long shadow over politics 
in Ireland and Britain. Following a 
public outcry about the killings, the 
Westminster parliament established 
a tribunal of inquiry under the 
lord chief justice of England, Lord 
Widgery, to investigate the events 
on that day.3 This official inquiry and 
its report in April 1972 were widely 
held by nationalists to be a state 
whitewash that not only covered 
up the murderous attack by British 
troops on the civil rights marchers, 
but also propagated deliberate lies 
as part of a wider attempt to de-
legitimate any criticism of, and 
opposition to, the British state in 
Northern Ireland.4 In subsequent 
press briefings, British officers and 
ministry of defence spokespeople 
created a wholly fictional account 
of what had occurred. Claiming 
that the paratroopers had come 
under attack from “gunmen” and 
nail bombers, the official narrative 
was that “all the army shooting 
was at identified targets in return 
of fire” and that four of the dead 
were on the army’s wanted list.5 
The establishment media, Tory 
ministers and unionist politicians 
joined in the attack, fully backing 
the actions of the paratroopers and 
justifying the murders. Typical of 
the establishment response was the 
Daily Telegraph. Its January 31 
editorial equated civil rights 
protesters with the IRA and blamed 
both for the deaths:

It [the civil rights movement] 
does not murder; it simply 
creates conditions favourable to 
the murders attempted by others 
and leaves the army in the last 
resort with no alternative but to 
fire. Its courage may be less than 
that of the IRA; its guilt is not. 
The IRA has promised to avenge 
the dead. Their blood is on its 
own hands.6

But if this knee-jerk defence by the 
Tory government and their friends in 
the media was only to be expected, 
the ways in which the British army’s 
operation on Bloody Sunday were 
justified by the state still left plenty 
of unanswered questions about what 
really happened on that afternoon. 
Individual reporters and other 
eye-witnesses challenged specific 
aspects of both the British army’s 
official story and the findings of the 
Widgery Report, and supported the 
accounts of Bloody Sunday given by 
the nationalist population of Derry’s 
Bogside. Journalists on the ground 
reported that the paratroopers’ firing 
was indiscriminate and that nobody 
present heard the nail bombs or the 
fusillade of shots allegedly directed 
at the British army. A photographer 
standing directly behind the 
paratroopers as they ran towards the 
crowds of protestors was quoted as 
saying: “I was appalled. They [the 
paratroopers] opened up into a dense 
crowd of people. As far as I could 
see, they did not fire over people’s 
heads at all. There appeared to be 
no warning.”7 A reporter from The 
Times found the reaction of the 
paratroopers “interesting”:

They seemed to relish their 
work, and their eagerness 
manifested itself, to me, mainly 
in their shouting, cursing, and 
ribald language. Most of them 
seemed to regard the Bogsiders 
and people who took part in the 
parade as legitimate targets.8

These, and other critical accounts in 
newspapers, such as The Guardian 
and The Daily Mirror, gave weight 
to the argument that individual 
soldiers or units were either out of 
control or that military discipline 
had, to some extent, broken down.9 
A widely quoted verdict given by 
the Derry city coroner at the end of 
the inquest into the 13 deaths only 
strengthened these arguments. He 
concluded:

It strikes me that the army ran 
amok that day and they shot 
without thinking of what they 
were doing. They were shooting 
innocent people. These people 
may have been taking part in 
a parade that was banned, but I 
don’t think that justifies the firing 
of live rounds indiscriminately. I 
say it without reservation: it was 
sheer unadulterated murder. (my 
emphasis)10

This type of argument is frequently 
used by liberal critics to explain the 
crimes of the state. It is a version 
of the ‘bad apple theory’, namely 
that the state and its institutions 
are essentially sound, while 
serious problems or breakdowns 
in ‘acceptable’ standards are 
ascribed to incompetence or wilful 
wrongdoing by individuals, not 
the interests of the ruling class or 
the nature of the state itself. Put 
simply, for many of the journalistic 
critics or the Derry city coroner, 
the presence of the British army in 
Derry or the overall strategy of the 
British state in Northern Ireland 
itself were not to be questioned. 
Rather, it was the implementation 
of the state’s policy and the conduct 
of individual actors that might be 
justifiably subject to scrutiny and 
critique. So, apart from the people 
of the Bogside and other nationalist 
communities who had suffered 
similar British state repression, 
along with some radicals on the left, 
both the official Widgery whitewash 

and the liberal bad apple theory 
were left largely unchallenged, both 
at the time and in the years that 
followed. The important questions 
- the deployment of paratroopers in 
Derry, the orders they were given 
on the day and the wider political 
responsibility of British ministers 
and senior military commanders 
for the operation - remained 
unanswered, despite subsequent 
official inquiries, stalled legal cases 
and prosecutions, and intrepid 
investigative journalism.

Saville’s gloss
Widgery’s official whitewash 
(1972 vintage) was replaced by 
a new revised version in 2010: 
the Saville Report into the events 
of Bloody Sunday.11 The Saville 
inquiry reflected the shifts in 
British government strategy during 
the peace process and was framed 
politically as part of building a ‘new 
Northern Ireland’ that had come to 
terms with its violent past.

Saville’s findings differed 
significantly in a number of ways 
from those of Widgery. For example, 
Saville concluded that “there was a 
serious and widespread loss of fire 
discipline among the soldiers of 
Support Company” and “despite 
the contrary evidence given by 
soldiers … none of them fired in 
response to attacks by nail or petrol 
bombers.” Moreover, the report 
added, “many of these soldiers 
have knowingly put forward false 
accounts in order to justify their 
firing.”12 In condemning the soldiers 
and exonerating their victims, who 
were deemed not to be posing a 
threat of causing death or serious 
injury, the conclusions of the 2010 
inquiry were in line with the views 
of both relatives campaigning for 
justice and the wider nationalist 
population of the Six Counties 
about what had taken place on 
Bloody Sunday. Prime minister 
David Cameron appeared in full 
penitential mode as he offered an 
apology on behalf of the British 
government and state for this 
historical atrocity and subsequent 
besmirching of the paratroopers’ 
victims: “What happened on Bloody 
Sunday”, he said, “was unjustified 
and unjustifiable”. For Cameron, 
the inquiry was “absolutely clear” 
and there were “no ambiguities” 
about its conclusions.13

However, although both the 
apology and the report were widely 
welcomed by nationalists and 
campaigners, the really important 
issues were deliberately ignored 
by Saville. Thus, in discussing the 
operational decisions in the days 

leading up to the civil rights’ march 
and on the day itself, Saville focussed 
on the role of individual officers on 
the ground, such as colonel Wilford 
CO 1 PARA, whose men committed 
the murders, and the argument of 
the commander of land forces in 
Northern Ireland, major general 
Robert Ford, that “the minimum 
force required to deal with the 
‘Derry Young Hooligans’ [a military 
slang term for the militants of the 
Bogside] was, after clear warnings, 
to shoot selected ringleaders.”14 
Likewise, by not looking too closely 
at the way the British army covered 
up in the immediate aftermath of 
Bloody Sunday, especially the role 
of general Sir Michael Jackson - 
a junior officer at the time who 
went on to become army chief 
of staff - the focus was shifted 
away from the higher political and 
military echelons to the grunts on 
the ground. Moreover, the wider 
context of British military strategy 
and operations in the Six Counties 
were consciously excluded from the 
inquiry.

By restricting the terms of the 
investigation to the immediate 
events in Derry and omitting to 
mention the role of the paratroop 
regiment in previous atrocities, 
such as the Ballymurphy massacre 
in August 1971, it was possible 
for Saville to conclude that there 
was no culture of tolerance or 
encouragement of the use of 
unjustified lethal force by the British 
army.15 So, in successfully insulating 
the military and political institutions 
of the state from serious scrutiny, an 
inquiry that took 12 years to report 
and cost £195 million (including 
the £97 million m’learned friends 
earned in fees), making it the 
longest running and most expensive 
public inquiry in British history, 
was money well-spent for the ruling 
class.16 If Widgery had slapped on 
a thick coat of whitewash in 1972, 
Saville’s gloss was more subtle 
and the brush strokes more delicate 
in 2010, but as far as the political 
class was concerned the overall 
decorative effect and cover-up was 
pretty much the same. Indeed, in 
terms of public relations success 
and political impact, Saville’s suave 
obfuscations did a very much better 
job than Widgery’s blatant lies. 
Unionists and Tory backwoodsmen 
might bemoan the implied slurs 
on the British army’s ‘good name’ 
while disgruntled, ageing ex-
squaddies were (unjustifiably, as 
it turned out) fearful of the legal 
consequences of being hung out to 
dry, but in terms of the response 
of nationalist politicians in the Six 

Counties and the liberal media 
at home, it had all worked rather 
well for the political and military 
leadership of the British state. 17

Turning point
Bloody Sunday has been correctly 
seen as a pivotal moment, a 
decisive turning point in Ireland’s 
contemporary history. In 1972, 
Derry, the second-largest city in the 
Six Counties, occupied a central 
place in the nationalist population’s 
insurgency against the British state 
and the IRA’s war for national 
liberation. The description given in 
the  Saville Report itself captured the 
situation and the atmosphere well:

The situation in Londonderry in 
January 1972 was serious. By this 
stage the nationalist community 
had largely turned against the 
soldiers, many believing that the 
army, as well as the RUC [Royal 
Ulster Constabulary], were agents 
of an oppressive regime … A 
large part of the nationalist area 
of the city was a “no go” area, 
which was dominated by the IRA, 
where ordinary policing could not 
be conducted and where even the 
army ventured only by using large 
numbers of soldiers.18

The alienation of the nationalist 
population that Saville refers to 
was part of a much wider hostility 
to the Northern Irish state that had 
grown in intensity during the late 
1960s. Its proximate causes were 
the state’s attempts to suppress the 
civil rights movement that initially 
demanded the ending of repressive 
laws, discriminatory employment 
practices, and a gerrymandered 
electoral and local government 
system. This had broadened out 
into a mass mobilisation of wide 
sections of the nationalist population 
campaigning for full civic equality 
and fundamental political and social 
change.19 The novel features and 
political rhetoric of this movement 
frequently borrowed from other 
popular protest movements 
internationally in this period, such 
as the black civil rights movement in 
the US.20 Street demonstrations and 
campaigning brought the movement 
not only into direct confrontation 
with the state in the shape of the 
RUC, but also produced clashes 
with unionist ultras mobilised in a 
‘Protestant backlash’ by increasingly 
important fringe loyalist politicians 
such as Ian Paisley.

 By the summer of 1969, the 
challenge of the civil rights movement 
presented the unionist state with a 
crisis it was no longer able to contain, 
and it was only saved from collapse 
by the intervention of the British 
government. Following the ‘Battle 
of the Bogside’ in August, attacks by 
unionist mobs on nationalist areas 
in Belfast resulted in widespread 
violence and the deployment of 
British troops in support of the 
civil authority at Stormont.21 This 
brought a momentary stabilisation, 
but the Northern Irish state had 
been fundamentally weakened by 
the civil rights challenge and was 
unable to restore its old position 
over the nationalist population. Its 
authority was further weakened by 
divisions within the unionist bloc, 
with sections of the unionist right 
demanding firm action against the 
nationalist population to maintain 
the status quo. These years were 
to be the founding moment of the 
provisional republican movement 
and the beginnings of its campaign 
against the Northern Ireland 

Civil rights protesters gunned down
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state and the British presence in 
Ireland. This period of heightened 
communal polarisation and the 
collapse of state authority produced 
an insurrectionary mass movement: 
a “community in revolt rather than 
a hermetically sealed secret society 
of gunmen and bombers”, as one 
former IRA volunteer has described 
it.22 The movement that emerged 
from the crisis had a much wider 
social base than the pre-1969 IRA. 
Amongst many young nationalists 
in particular, this was a time when 
the structures and institutions of the 
state appeared to be thrown off and 
revolution seemed possible. A ‘pool 
of energy’ had been released:

 
We realised that they [the state] 
weren’t all-powerful … We had 
no-go areas and we had an armed 
organisation … All of this resulted 
in a discussion about what could 
replace it.23 

The British state also understood the 
serious potential of the movement 
that was developing. The state had 
a wide range of political, military 
and economic instruments at its 
disposal and deployed different 
combinations in response to the 
threats the state faced in the Six 
Counties at different periods. Before 
June 1970 the Labour government 
had attempted to persuade the 
unionist regime at Stormont to 
reform itself and make concessions 
to the civil rights movement, as a 
way of heading off the challenge of 
a radicalised nationalist population. 
While Harold Wilson’s government 
accepted the legitimacy of Stormont 
and had deployed troops to prevent 
the collapse of the Northern Ireland 
state, it also tried to develop a 
strategy of reform and attempting 
to draw nationalist politicians into 
some form of remodelled cross-
community government, an idea 
that would later become a key 
element in British policy after 
1972.24 The election of Edward 
Heath’s Conservative government 
in June 1970 marked a clear shift 
towards a much more directly 
repressive strategy, although there 
were earlier signs that the British 
army was already adopting a more 
active ‘counter-insurgency’ strategy 
towards nationalist communities. 

The support, the strength, and the 
militancy of the Provisional IRA, 
which had been formed in December 
1969, grew in step with each episode 
of increased state repression, such as 
the Falls Road curfew in July 1970 
and the introduction of internment 
in August 1971. By the late spring 
of 1971 the British state was facing 
a well-organised and strategically 
coherent armed insurgency, with 
support drawn from sections of the 
nationalist urban working class and 
the rural poor. Operating from ‘no-
go’ areas in Belfast and Derry, the 
IRA could mount frequent attacks on 
the British army and RUC, as well 
carrying out an effective bombing 
campaign against commercial 
targets and business districts in the 
city centres. The degree of popular 
support the Provos enjoyed amongst 
these sections of the nationalist 
community not only provided a 
ready stream of recruits and a high 
degree of communal legitimacy but 
also ensured that any incursions 
by the state forces into these areas 
were frequently met with militant 
opposition and riots. In areas like 
Ardoyne and the Bogside, the 
IRA’s campaign of armed resistance 
went hand-in-hand with popular 
mobilisation and mass confrontations 
with the British army and the RUC.25

British state
The events and the significance 
of Bloody Sunday can only be 
fully  understood in the context of 
wider British strategy to combat 

this insurrectionary mobilisation. 
Although both Widgery and 
Saville addressed this context, they 
rejected the view, widely-held in 
the nationalist community, that the 
paratroopers’ attack on the crowds 
in the Bogside was premeditated and 
fully in line with Britain’s counter-
insurgency in the Six Counties in this 
period. In the immediate aftermath 
of Bloody Sunday, Widgery’s report 
dealt with these arguments head on:

It was suggested that 1 PARA 
had been specifically brought 
to Londonderry because they 
were known to be the roughest 
and toughest unit in Northern 
Ireland and it was intended to use 
them in one of two ways: either 
to flush out any IRA gunmen in 
the Bogside and destroy them by 
superior training and firepower; 
or to send a punitive force into 
the Bogside to give the residents 
a rough handling and discourage 
them from making or supporting 
further attacks on the troops … 
there is not a shred of evidence to 
support these suggestions.26

Saville reached similar conclusions, 
albeit in more diplomatic language. 
He rejected arguments that:

the politicians in both the United 
Kingdom and Northern Ireland 
governments, as well as the 
military authorities, had planned 
not simply to stop the civil rights 
march and to mount an arrest 
operation against rioters … but 
rather to use 1 PARA for the 
purpose of carrying out some 
action, which they knew would 
involve the deliberate use of 
unwarranted lethal force or which 
they sanctioned with reckless 
disregard as to whether such 
force was used. On this basis 
it was submitted that the civil 
and military authorities bore 
responsibility for the deaths and 
injuries on Bloody Sunday. These 
allegations were based on one of 
two propositions, either that what 
happened on Bloody Sunday 
was intended and planned by the 
authorities, or that it was foreseen 
by the authorities as likely to 
happen. We are of the view that 
neither of these propositions can 
be sustained

While an establishment figure like 
Widgery in the early 1970s could 
adopt a very positive presumption of 
innocence and legitimacy as far as the 
policies and actions of the British state 
and its agents were  concerned, by 
the more sceptical 2000s a similarly 
establishment legal figure like Lord 
Saville had to adopt a much more 
circumspect tone. The campaign 
by the families of the victims and 
the experience of decades of state 
cover-ups, from the Birmingham 
Six to Hillsborough, had weakened 
the credibility of official reports and 
legal pronouncements. As a result, 
Lord Denning’s ‘appalling vista’ 
was now a reality for many people 
in Ireland and Britain.27 Even so, 
Saville inevitably sided with British 
state by concluding that: 

genuine and serious attempts 
were being made at the highest 
level to work towards a peaceful 
political settlement in Northern 
Ireland. Any action involving the 
use or likely use of unwarranted 
lethal force against nationalists 
on the occasion of the march 
(or otherwise) would have been 
entirely counterproductive to the 
plans for a peaceful settlement; 
and was neither contemplated nor 
foreseen by the United Kingdom 
government. So far as the 
Northern Ireland government was 
concerned, although it had been 
pressing the United Kingdom 

government and the army to 
step up their efforts to counter 
republican paramilitaries and to 
deal with banned marches, we 
found no evidence that suggested 
to us that it advocated the use 
of unwarranted lethal force or 
was indifferent to its use on 
the occasion of the march (my 
emphasis).28

Marxists do not make the same 
presumption of innocence as Lords 
Widgery and Saville with respect to 
the bona fides of bourgeois states, 
capitalist governments and their 
armies, especially when it comes to 
the role of the British state in Ireland. 
What we attempt to do is to look at 
the various interests and dynamics 
that shape state policy and assess how 
these might determine the actions of 
state agents and the outcome on the 
ground. In the broadest sense, the 
British state in the 1970s retained (as 
it still does today) vital geo-political 
and strategic interests in Ireland as a 
whole. Given the rivalries of the cold 
war and the wider strategic threats, 
Britain required a stable and friendly 
neighbour across the Irish Sea, and 
so could not be at all indifferent to 
what happened on either side of the 
Irish border. Dublin was, in general, 
a reliable partner in British attempts 
to stabilise the northern state and was 
to prove so throughout the Troubles: 
its role during the peace process 
from the mid-1980s onwards was 
invaluable for British policy makers.

The economic interests of British 
capitalism demanded stability, 
although Northern Ireland had really 
ceased to be a positive economic 
asset for British imperialism from 
the 1920s onwards. By the 1970s its 
declining shipbuilding, engineering 
and textile industries, high levels 
of unemployment and relatively 
generous levels of public spending, 
paid for by the British treasury’s 
subvention, meant that Northern 
Ireland was very much a financial 
liability. When combined with 
spending on the counter-insurgency 
campaign and the armed bodies of 
men which maintained British rule, 
these levels of state expenditure 
made it an expensive drain on the 
British state.

The British state’s interest in 
Northern Ireland were primarily 
political in this period, and it was 
these political imperatives that 
generally shaped British military 
policy and counter-insurgency 
strategy.29 There were, of course, 
deep historical and constitutional 
ties between Britain and Northern 
Ireland. Even before the 1800 Act of 
Union, British government policy in 
Ireland had long exerted a reactionary 
pull on British domestic politics and 
governance. Likewise, historically 
British policy in Ireland had been 
a contradictory combination of 
the colonial and the domestic, and 
so it continued to be in the 1970s. 
Although in many senses a place 
apart since partition in 1920-25, 
Northern Ireland was constitutionally 
an integral part of the United 
Kingdom, and an enforced alteration 
to its status would represent a serious 
and possibly fatal undermining of the 
British state’s sovereignty, authority 
and standing internationally. 

Above all, sections of the political 
class argued that the state faced a 
number of internal and external 
challenges so serious as to call into 
question its legitimacy and its ability 
to maintain its basic functions in 
a capitalist society. The British 
Conservative Party had intimate links 
with the Ulster Unionists, whose MPs 
at Westminster took the Tory whip 
and had acted on occasions as British 
government ministers. There was a 
right-wing pro-Unionist backbench 
lobby that saw any attack on ‘Ulster’ 
as an attack on the fundamental 
position of the United Kingdom as a 

whole. Right-wing Tories like John 
Biggs-Davison and Enoch Powell 
saw the defence of the union as  vital 
for the health of the nation. Their 
argument went that if a state could 
not defend its territory and see off 
challenges to its authority within 
its own borders, then it had ceased 
to be able to act as a state. It would 
be prey to both external predators 
and other internal threats from a 
militant working class, and all kinds 
of dissident, racial minorities who 
denied the essential authority of the 
capitalist state. This kind of talk was 
not confined to the fringes: cabinet 
ministers talked about a similar threat 
of extremism in the working-class 
movement and compared striking 
miners to the IRA. Thus, far from 
being peripheral to the concerns of 
the British ruling class, the crisis in 
this place apart - Northern Ireland - 
was in fact at the very heart of what 
many contemporaries saw as the 
crisis of the British state in the 1970s. 
To these representatives of the ruling 
class, the war in Northern Ireland was 
one the state could not afford to lose.

In retrospect these fears (and hopes 
for some of us) of an impending 
revolutionary situation in Britain 
may have been overstated, but for 
many at the top of government and 
the armed forces, in the City and 
the leading boardrooms, these 
threats were very real indeed. The 
collapse of the northern state and 
the serious challenge of a militant 
mass movement against British rule 
in the Six Counties gave an all too 
real face to these deep fears of chaos, 
decline and disorder in Britain itself. 
This climate of opinion helps us to 
understand both the mentality of the 
Tory government that presided over 
the Six Counties in 1972 and the 
operational strategy of the British 
army officers charged with dealing 
with the insurrection on the ground.

The Provisional’s campaign did 
present a threat to the state, but it 
was the mass resistance embodied in 
Derry’s no-go areas, like the Bogside 
and the Creggan, that posed the most 
serious challenge to the British state’s 
authority. In an area populated by 
some 30,000 people, its writ did not 
run - as Lord Saville acknowledged 
in his report. The Derry “young 
hooligans” whose ringleaders, 
general Ford suggested, should be 
shot, were not simply criminals or 
delinquents, as far as these agents 
of the ruling class were concerned. 
Their power and their threat to the 
state lay not in the stones they could 
throw or the petrol bombs they might 
hurl across the barricades. The power 
they held in their hands was much 
greater than that.

It lay in the example they gave 
of working-class people taking 
on the capitalist state and the 
established constitutional order and 
holding it at bay for years. The mere 
existence of Free Derry and areas 
like it throughout the Six Counties 
were living examples, symbols of a 
potential alternative order, brought 
into existence by the militancy of an 
insurgent mass movement.

Neither Widgery nor Saville 
wanted to reveal that truth or show 
why the British state had to defeat 
this mass movement it faced in 
1972. Both had to obscure these 
political truths along with the 
specific mechanisms by which the 
British state and its agents decided to 
deal with what they saw as a major 
problem. We will probably never 
know the exact chain of command, 
the real sequence of events or the 
details of the orders given, both 
immediately before and after Bloody 
Sunday. Despite the hierarchy and 
the bureaucracy of states and armies, 
their operations and actions are rarely 
as tidy and clear as they would like 
us to believe.

However, like the working-class 
people of Derry, we know who is 

really responsible for the murders 
on Bloody Sunday. The paratroopers 
pulled the triggers and their officers 
urged them on as they ran into 
the Bogside to get some kills, but 
ultimately the key preparators of the 
massacre on Bloody Sunday were to 
be found not around the Rossville 
Flats or in Glefada Park, but far away 
around the cabinet table in Downing 
Street l
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Spin, traps and rights
Left responses to Raab’s proposals - in so far as they exist - have simply been to defend the 1998 Human 
Rights Act and the European Convention. A bad idea. Mike Macnair proposes a real Bill of Rights instead

On December 14 2021 the lord 
chancellor, Dominic Raab 
MP, unveiled both the report 

of the ‘Independent Review of the 
Human Rights Act’ (which had 
been submitted to the government 
in October) and, overshadowing it, 
the government’s actual proposals 
for replacing the Human Rights Act 
1998 with a ‘modern Bill of Rights’.1 

The ‘independent review’ can 
be disregarded, since its main 
conclusions were that very little 
should be done, the only proposal 
of substance being that there is 
a need to restrict extraterritorial 
jurisdiction (ie, to block the use of 
human rights claims to question the 
UK army’s terrorist operations in 
Iraq), but that this requires action at 
intergovernmental level. The ‘Bill 
of Rights’ proposals are a lot more 
significant, and invite the opposition 
to enter into a culture-war to ‘defend 
human rights’, in which the Tories 
will be able to pose as populist 
defenders of ‘democracy’ and 
‘common sense’.

This is a political trap for two 
reasons. Like Brexit, the Gender 
Recognition Act, and so on, it aims 
to force a choice between liberal 
elitism (defending the 1998 Act) and 
rightist-nationalist populism (Raab’s 
proposals). Secondly, defending 
the European Convention and 1998 
Human Rights Act is also defending 
the right of the judiciary to overrule 
law reforms about tort law which are 
adverse to the interests of insurance 
companies,2 or reforms of rape 
prosecutions which reduce the ability 
of defendants to run ‘she’s a slag’ 
defences.3

(It is necessary, because of the 
confusion sedulously promoted by 
the advertising-funded media, to 
reiterate yet again that the European 
Convention on Human Rights is 
separate from the European Union, 
and the European Court of Human 
Rights in Strasbourg is separate from 
the (EU) European Court of Justice 
in Luxemburg.)

Raab’s proposals are not to 
abolish ‘human rights’. Rather, they 
are to preserve them for the benefit 
of corporations and the rich, while 
limiting them in certain ways to reduce 
access to the court for the poor by 
increasing the costs of proceedings, 
and to get rid of decisions made in 
the last 20 years that are unacceptable 
to the editorial line of the Daily Hate 
Mail. ‘Harmsworth rights’ (from 
the trust for the Harmsworth family 
which controls the Mail) in place of 
‘human rights’. 

Like the British constitution 
as interpreted by Bagehot,4 the 
proposals have a ‘dignified part’ and 
an ‘efficient part’. The ‘dignified 
part’ is, essentially, the spin which is 
designed to allow the government, 
on the one hand, to claim that the UK 
will not be departing from the 1950 
European Convention on Human 
Rights, and to assert the existence of 
a ‘British tradition of rights’ to which 
we are to return; and, on the other, to 
set up the ‘culture wars’ framework 
for the claim that the Human Rights 
Act in its present form mainly protects 
criminals and terrorists and wastes 
the time of public officials. It does 
not have operative consequences. 
The ‘efficient part’ is the much more 
limited set of operative consequences. 

One might naturally suppose that 
the whole of Chapter 4 (pp56-87) is 
the ‘efficient part’. But in fact quite 

a lot of this is still spin, rather than 
operative. Take, for example, the 
proposal at p61 that “there may be 
scope to recognise trial by jury in the 
Bill of Rights …” In reality, the scope 
of trial by jury has been massively 
reduced since 1940, and continues 
to be reduced. And it didn’t take long 
after this proposal was published for 
the government to adopt the opposite 
view of trial by jury in the case of the 
acquittal of the Colston Four. Such 
a proposal would never have been 
more than ‘dignified’ spin. 

Efficient
There are three clear operative 
components of the proposals. The 
first is that “the current position under 
section 12 of the Human Rights Act 
be amended to limit interference 
with the press and other publishers 
(emphasis added) through injunctions 
and other relief” (p64, Question 4). 
The way this is formulated betrays its 
clear purpose: it is to protect the right 
of the Conservative press barons to 
run smear stories, mainly about sex, 
without fear of interference from 
claims to the Convention right to 
private and family life.

The second is ‘reforms’ which aim 
to increase costs and thereby choke 
off claims by the poor. The main 
proposal here is the introduction 
of a “permission stage” for human 
rights claims (para 219-223). This 
would transfer to the claimant the 
burden of showing that they have 
suffered a “significant disadvantage” 
- as opposed to the present right of 
the Crown to apply for claims to be 
struck out as “frivolous or spurious”. 
Another step in the same direction 
is to require litigants to exhaust 
common law and statutory remedies 
before making a human rights claim 
(paras 224-227). This approach, 
which copies the Strasbourg court’s 
requirement that claimants exhaust 
domestic remedies before going to 
Strasbourg, makes no sense at all in 
an internal-UK context: the general 
approach of civil procedure is that 
claims should be raised as early as 
possible, not as late as possible. In 
both cases, the practical effect will 
be to exclude the poor from making 
human rights claims, since both the 
permission stage and the ‘exhaustion 
of rights’ will add sharply to costs. 
The operation is the same as Vince 
Cable’s wizard wheeze to destroy 
employment tribunal applications by 
raising the tribunal fees.5 

The third operative element 
is obscurely technical but of 
considerable importance in principle. 
Its purpose is a general “Henry VIII 
clause”. In 1539 the Tudor monarch 
got an act of parliament passed to give 
royal proclamations the same effect 
as acts of parliament: it would then, 
in theory, be less necessary to have 
meetings of parliament, or for these 
to spend time arguing about laws, 
rather than doing what governments 
wanted them for - approving taxes. 
The act was repealed in 1547; but it 
has given its name to “Henry VIII 
clauses” - powers contained in acts of 
parliament to alter acts of parliament 
by “secondary legislation”, meaning 
regulations made by the relevant 
minister.

The Tories have a real doublethink 
attitude to “secondary legislation”. 
On the one hand, the powers under 
European Union law to alter acts of 
parliament by “secondary legislation” 
were one of the objections of 

the Brexiteers to the EU as anti-
democratic. On the other hand, the 
actual legislation to implement Brexit 
contains extraordinarily extensive 
“Henry VIII powers”. 

Within this particular set of ‘bill of 
rights’ proposals, the internal conflict 
in Tory ideas remains present. 
On the one hand, the proposals 
raise objections in principle to 
the alteration of English law by 
secondary legislation in order to 
comply with decisions that it is, in 
its present state, incompatible with 
human rights (paras 253-258). On 
the other hand, closely connected 
proposals (paras 246-251) would 
remove the right of courts to strike 
down secondary legislation which is 
incompatible with human rights: thus 
giving regulations made by ministers 

the same status as acts of parliament. 
The ‘Independent Human Rights 

Act review’ also considered this 
issue (chapter 7) and reached the 
conclusion that it would be odd if 
courts could strike down secondary 
legislation which is inconsistent with 
primary legislation (which has been 
possible since the 17th century) but 
could not do so, on the ground of 
inconsistency with the Human Rights 
Act.

The Tory government, of 
course, does not care about radical 
inconsistency in its proposals, as long 
as they are going to be backed by the 
Tory press. Witness, for example, 
the simultaneous Tory-press cancel 
campaigns against supposed ‘anti-
Semites’ and the same press’s 
opposition to ‘cancel culture’ when it 

is applied to defenders of the glories 
of the British empire, or to supposed 
‘transphobes’. ‘Freedom of speech’ 
for these people means freedom of 
conservative speech only. So, too, 
‘Henry VIII powers’ to reverse EU 
regulations, not to enforce them; to 
overthrow human rights rulings, not 
to implement them. 

Pseudo-efficient
Other parts of Chapter 4 of the 
government document purport to 
propose substantive changes to the 
Human Rights Act, but in fact merely 
tinker with it in order to allow the 
government to posture as defenders 
of a ‘British tradition’ without, in 
fact, making real operative changes. 
They are, in Bagehot terms, pseudo-
efficient; but, in reality, dignified. 

I have already referred to the 
proposal to ‘recognise’ a ‘qualified’ 
right to trial by jury (paras 202-203) 
- which has been rapidly followed by 
Tory attacks on trial by jury in the 
Colston Four case. A real modern 
bill of rights, one which did the sort 
of job the Bill of Rights 1689 did, 
would restore the right to trial by jury 
in civil and criminal cases. The point 
of the government’s proposal is not 
to actually defend or restore trial by 
jury, but merely to allow the Tories to 
posture as English nationalists. Near 
the end of the proposals, paras 309-
317 propose legislation to reassert the 
supremacy of parliament in relation 
to rulings from Strasbourg - again, 
nothing but spin, since it would not 
change current law. 

Similar declaratory provisions 
would direct the courts to prioritise 
the text of the 1950 Convention 
and the travaux préparatoires, the 
discussions in its drafting process, 
over the precedents of the Strasbourg 
Court (paras 190-197) and declare 
that the supreme court of the UK 
(UKSC) is the ultimate arbiter of 
interpretation (paras 198-202). The 
idea of the first provision is to ‘roll 
back’ the ECHR to its imagined 
Conservative and Christian Democrat 
origins. It is far from clear, however, 
that the Strasbourg judges would be 
willing to follow suit (unless a wave 
of Orbanism or Law and Justiceism 
in western Europe produces a 
Strasbourg court staffed by illiberals). 
If so, the English judiciary might 
be uncomfortable with adopting 
Raabist interpretations, only to 
lead to decisions against the UK in 
Strasbourg. This, I suppose, might 
have the operative effect of ‘choking 
off’ litigants who cannot afford to go 
to Strasbourg.

It is similarly proposed to make 
some change (as yet unidentified) to 
section 3 of the 1998 Act, which at 
present requires the English courts 
to interpret English statute so far as 
possible to be compatible with the 
Convention rights. The preferred 
change seems to be to require that 
the interpretation be “consistent 
with the wording and purpose of the 
legislation” (paras 233-248). The 
first branch of this test makes no 
actual change in the law at all. The 
second branch (italicised) would 
require the court to ask what the 
“real purpose” of parliament was. 
Is it what the minister said in the 
debate? The Commons minister, or 
the minister in the Lords? Or would 
it be admissible evidence that some 
sacked special adviser (Spad) was 
prepared to swear on oath that there 
was an ulterior purpose (for example, 
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that government should seem to ‘do 
something about’ a controversial 
issue, but not actually change the 
law)? What should be the attitude 
to amendments passed against the 
government’s will, or made by 
concession to allow passage of the 
bill?

Analogous provisions are 
proposed by paras 259-261, which 
would alter in some undisclosed 
way ministers’ current obligation to 
accompany bills with statements that 
they are compatible with the Human 
Rights Act rights, with a view to 
“creating space for innovative 
policies”. Again, the point might be 
merely to increase costs: parliament 
can then legislate knowingly (or by 
fraud on the part of the minister) 
inconsistently with the convention 
rights, but safe in the knowledge 
that the individuals targeted will not 
be able to afford to challenge the 
legislation in court. Or para 270-276, 
which would give public authorities a 
defence in human rights proceedings 
where their conduct was “required by 
the will of parliament” - but which 
will? This “will” reappears in para 
282-291, to be the final determination 
in relation to ‘qualified’ rights and 
‘proportionality’. Analogously, the 
proposal at para 292-296 in relation 
to “rights and responsibilities” (on 
which more below) gives parliament 
the right to “authoritatively 
determine” the balance between 
rights and responsibilities.

To give a concrete example of the 
issue, Stuart Anderson showed some 
years ago that section 14 of the Law of 
Property Act 1925 was a concession 
made by government to allow the 
1922 bill (later ‘consolidated’ in 
1925) to pass the Lords against the 
prior opposition of senior judges 
to the scheme proposed by the 
draftsman, Benjamin Cherry. But the 
judiciary have in practice interpreted 
the act as if this was not the case, 
taking as gospel the narrative of the 
act’s purposes promoted by Cherry 
and his associates: and this pseudo-
story of the purposes of the act is 
taught in English law textbooks.6 The 
difference between the intention of 
government (in this case actually the 
intention of the technician to whom 
government had delegated drafting) 
and the intention of parliament, 
makes the issue of the “purpose of 
the legislation” seriously slippery.

This slippery nature of 
interpretation as such has been a 
matter of debate among lawyers 
and legal theorists for at least 500 
and possibly 1500 years.7 It has the 
consequence that legislation which 
purports merely to change the 
weighting of factors in interpretation 
cannot bind judges, as direct 
substantive or procedural rules 
maybe can; but can only work as spin 
affecting judges’ general ideological 
commitments.

It is not clear that the proposers 
of this bill actually intend anything 
more than the spin: aimed at 
wasting parliamentary time in the 
immediate term and judicial time in 
the long term, with a view to short-
term electoral advantage through 
promoting nationalist right-populism.

Dignified
Chapters 1-3 of the proposals do not 
pretend to be proposals for change. 
Chapter 1 is, essentially, a party-
political publication on behalf of 
the Conservative Party’s view of the 
issues of rights, the British history of 
rights, and the European Convention. 
A few vignettes:

The UK’s tradition of human rights 
and civil liberties stretches back 
over the centuries. In 2015 we 
celebrated the 800th anniversary 
of the sealing of Magna Carta at 
Runnymede. While a great deal of 
the document is concerned with 
the immediate dispute between 

King John and the barons, it 
contains within it the seeds of 
the freedoms enjoyed by all of us 
today: jury trial, legal certainty, 
the rule of law, and habeas corpus, 
(the right not to be detained 
without charge indefinitely or for 
protracted periods). (para 13).

On jury trial in particular (which in 
1215 appeared as something opposed 
to the ‘trial by peers’ which Magna 
Carta guaranteed), this is a startling 
piece of spin; on habeas corpus it 
is plainly anachronistic; and so on. 
Absent is “to no man will we sell, to 
no man deny justice” - unsurprisingly, 
since the whole project of Raab’s 
operative proposal is exactly to sell 
and deny justice. 

On 1689, we are told that

the Bill of Rights (in England) 
and the Claim of Right 1689 
(in Scotland) represented a leap 
forward in recognising the civil 
liberties and political freedoms 
that are almost universally 
accepted today: free elections to 
regular parliaments, a ban on cruel 
and unusual punishments, free 
and fair trials, freedom of speech 
in Parliament, and no suspending 
or dispensing of the laws, without 
Parliament’s consent. Importantly, 
these rights are generally framed 
as limitations on the government, 
not as rights pertaining to 
individuals. This would prove to 
be a distinction between rights as 
conceived in a UK context, and as 
they would develop in time on the 
Continent. (para 16)

The ‘free and fair trials’ in the Bill 
of Rights concerns merely jury-
packing, the subsequent development 
coming from the Treason Trials 
Act 1696. Missing are the ban on a 
standing army without the consent of 
parliament, and its converse, the right 
of the Protestant subjects to have 
arms for their defence. Missing, too, 
is “the right of the subjects to petition 
the king”. Neither of these last two 
fit with the claim that “these rights 
are generally framed as limitations 
on the government, not as rights 
pertaining to individuals”. The point 
here is spin, to assert the existence 
of an English national tradition of 
approaching rights counterposed to 
the ‘continental’ tradition. 

We are told that “Famously, in 
Somerset v Stewart in 1772, Lord 
Mansfield found that the law did 
not permit someone to be forcibly 
removed from England and sold 
into slavery” - a statement flatly 
false, since what Mansfield ruled 
(under considerable pressure) was 
that the status of slave did not exist 
in English law, so that where a slave 
was brought into England, he became 
a semi-free person analogous to an 
indentured labourer and hence could 
not be removed from England (while 
not becoming fully free). 

There is indeed an English 
tradition of rights. But governments, 
both Labour and Tory, and courts, 
have gradually taken away this 
tradition. They have done so by 
allowing a “free market in legal 
services” to develop since the early 
19th century, concealed since 1945 
by legal aid, but now transparently 
amounting to the sale and denial 
of justice, and ‘Bleak House’ 
(inordinate expense and delay) in 
ordinary judicial proceedings. They 
have done so by extending statutory 
police powers of arrest and inventing 
powers to detain without arresting, 
which become completely arbitrary, 
and by the gradual erosion of trial by 
jury. They have done so by ‘reforms’ 
to local government which have 
taken away most of its powers and 
made councillors mere puppets of 
their legal advisors. They have done 
so by the Firearms Acts and related 
legislation; and so on. The Raab 

proposals do not propose to restore 
this English tradition of rights at all, 
but merely to pretend continuity with 
it. 

Under the headline ‘Different 
approaches to rights’, a box on 
page 10 of the document tells us, 
among other things, that

Karl Marx presented a critique 
of the Rights of Man proclaimed 
during the French Revolution in 
his 1843 article On the Jewish 
Question. Marx was amongst the 
early critics of the liberal tradition 
of civil and political rights, like 
the right to free speech, a fair 
trial, freedom of worship and 
habeas corpus, reflecting what 
Isaiah Berlin defined as ‘negative 
liberty’. In the 20th century, 
amidst the struggle of the Cold 
War, a movement grounded in 
the communist, socialist and 
social democratic traditions 
began to push for recognition 
of economic, social and cultural 
rights, including specific rights to 
education, healthcare and housing.

Classic selective quotation of Marx - 
given, for example, his 1842 articles 
on freedom of the press.8 And the box 
concludes that 

Whilst the government proposals 
will fully protect the fundamental 
civil and political liberties as 
individual rights, we also wish 
to preserve proper democratic 
oversight over the development 
and realisation of economic and 
social public policy.

As AH Clough put it in the mid-19th 
century, “Thou shalt not kill, but 
needst not strive officiously to keep 
alive”.9

Chapter 2, ‘The international 
context’, is a polemic at length against 
the ‘living instrument’ interpretation 
of the European Convention, 
arguing, like US originalists on their 
constitution, that this instrument 
should be read down to its original 
meanings as visible from the text 
and the travaux préparatoires. There 
is further comparative discussion 
of other countries’ bills and charters 
of rights, spun in favour of the 
government’s views.

Chapter 3, ‘The case for reforming 
UK human rights law’, is more 
polemic at length. If we compare it 
with the ‘Independent Review’ it is 
clear that the government’s version 
selects those cases which can be used 
to run a Daily Hate Mail-style critique 
of the Act, and then uses those cases 
selectively, while the ‘Independent 
Review’ makes judgements about the 
frequency of difficulties which cast 
doubt on such arguments. We may 
compare Boris Johnson’s ‘straight 
bananas’ and suchlike stories from 
his time as a Telegraph Brussels 
correspondent.10 Or, perhaps - 
going back to an issue referred to 
at the beginning of this article - the 
rapists’ rights campaigns in the Tory 
press which radically overstate the 
frequency of false rape accusations, 
by playing up their prominence in 
publication, in order to prejudice 
jurors against rape prosecutions.

The primary feature to be drawn 
from this document is thus its 
character as dishonest spin from 
beginning to end, which buries in this 
nationalist-populist spin operative 
proposals which preserve ‘human 
rights’ for the benefit of corporations 
and the rich, but deny them to the 
poor.

Responsibilities
Para 302-308 of the proposals assert 
that rights come with responsibilities. 
This claim - for what it is worth - is 
entirely justified. For example, my 
right to drive a car is contingent on 
my doing so with reasonable care 
and in compliance with road traffic 

regulations. 
To be a little more controversial, 

the right to private property in land 
is contingent on responsibilities. 
Recognised in existing law, 
negatively, not to use it so as to pollute 
your neighbour’s property; positively, 
to make sufficient use of it that it is 
not squatted. There is arguably an 
inherent obligation on the owner to 
contribute through taxation to (at a 
minimum) the common defence, the 
maintenance of the infrastructures 
the owner uses to access the land, 
and the costs of the legal order which 
guarantees the owner’s rights against 
other people who might want to take 
the land.11 Hence perhaps the First 
Protocol, Article 1 (“A1P1”) right to 
“peaceful enjoyment of possessions” 
should be read as “subject to not 
making tax avoidance arrangements 
which cast the burden of taxation on 
other taxpayers” ...

This is not, however, what the 
Raab proposals mean by the claim 
that rights come with responsibilities. 
For them, what is concerned is 
that criminal conduct should in 
itself deprive you of rights (though 
probably not the A1P1 rights). In 
substance, what is at issue is the 
Cameron administration’s fight 
with the Strasbourg court over the 
deprivation of prisoners’ right to 
vote.12 In this case, the right to vote is 
plainly fundamental to a democracy, 
and cannot be characterised as a 
“positive right” like the right to 
education. 

There is a case for denying 
fraudsters, and, or, those who engage 
in electoral fraud, or who as public 
officials violate the rights of others, 
from the right to vote or to stand for 
election to parliament. But there is no 
rational ground for the mere sentence 
of imprisonment (for example, for 
non-payment for a TV licence or of 
a fine) to deprive people of the right 
to vote. 

This issue is, like another in a 
different bit of proposed legislation 
- the proposal for photo-ID to be 
needed to vote13 - a Tory borrowing 
from the US Republican Party, 
intended in future to serve as a means 
of large-scale disenfranchisement 
and gerrymandering. Ancient 
Athenian law made it a crime to 
propose an unconstitutional bill in 
the Assembly.14 It might not be a 
bad idea to legislate to deprive of the 
right to vote and to stand for election 
those public officials who propose 
fraudulent legislation for the purposes 
of gerrymandering and exclusion ...

A real bill of rights
The response of the left to Raab’s 
proposals - so far as it exists at 
all - has been simply to defend the 
Human Rights Act. Socialist Worker, 
The Socialist and Solidarity were 
presumably all caught out - as this 
paper was - by Raab’s proposals 
coming out shortly before the Xmas 
break. The New Statesman carried a 
pre-emptive pre-appearance attack 
on Raab by Paul Mason.15 The 
Morning Star offers a standard 
liberal response: “Raab’s Human 
Rights Act reforms will ‘rip families 
apart’, campaigners warn”. The 
Young Communist League’s 
Challenge was a bit better at seeing 
a constitutional issue, headlining: 
“Raab’s human rights reforms 
criticised as a government ‘power 
grab’” - but in fact merely quoting 
Liberty and lawyers.16 Jake Richards 
on LabourList begins by appealing 
to Martin Luther King (when taken 
out of context, this is usually a bad 
sign) to argue that “The battle against 
Raab’s ‘Bill of Rights’ will be hard-
fought - but it is necessary”. Richards 
opposes the defence and extension 
of trial by jury on the ground that 
it will increase delays, rather than 
imagining how it might be restored 
(of course, Raab only raises the issue 
to play the nationalist card).17

Silence is a bad idea. The fact that 
this project may be essentially spin 
does not alter the fact that if Raab’s 
proposals are left unanswered in the 
hope that they will go away (as long 
as we focus on “bread and butter 
issues”) they will, in fact, define 
future politics about the issue. This 
was the way the Corbynistas led the 
left and Labour to catastrophic defeat. 

Defending the 1998 Act and the 
European Convention is equally 
problematic. As I said at the outset, 
tempting as it is, it is like remainer 
politics - holding out illusions in the 
EU. Here, holding out illusions in a 
cold war inter-state instrument which 
has been used against socialisation 
and against law reforms favourable 
to women and to the victims of 
industrial illnesses.

We should counterpose to Raab’s 
proposals an actual modern Bill of 
Rights - one which, like the Bill of 
Rights of 1689, began by declaring 
illegal the main lines of the policy 
of recent governments. In this case, 
what would be at issue would be a 
Bill of Rights to restore democratic 
rights - the right to self-government 
both in the localities (local 
councils) and sectoral organisations 
(demanagerialising universities, 
schools, and so on); restoring 
trial by jury; replacing the press 
freedom which permits only speech 
approved by the advertiser-funded 
media with real freedom of speech 
and communication; declaring the 
illegality of the “kettling” decisions; 
reasserting the duty of universal 
military training and service and 
the right to bear arms; and so on. 
Proposing a real ‘modern bill of 
rights’ would be a far better way to 
expose the politics behind Raab’s 
fraudulent scheme than the delusive 
‘realism’ of defending the European 
Convention and 1998 Act l

mike.macnair@weeklyworker.co.uk
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A world of declining profit
Michael Roberts reviews new empirical evidence vindicating Marx’s law of the tendency of the rate of 
profit to fall, which underpins capitalism’s inherent tendency to crises

Marx’s law of the tendency 
of the rate of profit to fall 
(LTRPF) has either been 

heavily criticised or ignored as being 
an irrelevant explanation of crises 
under capitalism, both theoretically 
and empirically. The critics are not 
from mainstream economics - which 
generally ignores the role of profit 
in crises altogether. They partly 
come from amongst post-Keynesian 
economists who look to “aggregate 
demand”1 as the driver of capitalist 
economies, not profit. But the 
biggest sceptics come from amongst 
Marxian economists.

Even though Marx considered the 
LTRPF as “the most important law 
of political economy” (Grundrisse2) 
and the underlying cause of recurrent 
cycles of crises (Capital Volume 
3, Chapter 133), the sceptics argue 
that Marx’s LTRPF is illogical and 
“indeterminate” as a theory (Michael 
Heinrich4). And the empirical 
support for the law is non-existent 
or impossible to ascertain. Instead, 
we must look elsewhere for a theory 
of crises either by turning to Keynes 
or amalgamating various eclectic 
theories like “overproduction” 
or “underconsumption” or 
“financialisation”5 - or just accepting 
that there is no Marxist theory of 
crises. In my view, these critics have 
been answered effectively by several 
authors, including myself.6

But let’s leave aside the logical 
validity of the law and consider 
here just the empirical evidence to 
support Marx’s formula that the rate 
of profit on capital in an economy is 
s/(C+v), when s = surplus value; C= 
stock of fixed and circulating means 
of production and v = value of labour 
power (wage costs). Marx’s two key 
points on the LTRPF are: 1) there 
will be a long-term secular decline 
in the average rate of profit on 
capital stock as capitalism develops; 
and 2) the balance of tendential and 
counter-tendential factors in the 
law explains the regular booms and 
slumps in capitalist production.

Thanks to better data and also 
determined work by various Marxist 
economists (too numerous to name 
all here) perhaps starting with Shane 
Mage back in 1963, there is now 
overwhelming empirical evidence 
to back Marx’s law.7 To begin 
with, this evidence was exclusively 
confined to US data, which was the 
most comprehensive. However, in 
the first decade of the 21st century 
some Marxist economists began 
to compile evidence to calculate a 
world rate of profit. As I argued in 
my own first attempt to calculate 
a world rate of profit,8 this was 
necessary because capitalism is 
a “closed economy” at a global 
level and capitalism had spread its 
tentacles to all parts of the world 
through the 20th century. So to find 
better empirical support for the law 
required calculating a world rate.

As early as 2007, Minqi Li et al9 
made the first attempt that I know 
of to calculate the world rate of 
profit, followed by David Zachariah 
in 2010.10 My first crude attempt 
was in 2012 (which I revised in 
2017).11 Then along came a much 
more comprehensive calculation, 
going back to 1855 for 14 countries, 
by Esteban Maito (2014).12 Some 
Marxist economists were vehement 
in their scepticism about calculating 
a world rate of profit (Gerard 
Dumenil13). But some of us did not 
desist. Given new data from the 
Penn World Tables 10.0 database 
available for the components of the 

law s/(C+v) going back to 1950 for 
economies, I made a much better 
calculation in 2020.14

But now Marxist economists at 
the University of Massachusetts 
Amherst, led by Deepankur Basu, 
have delivered new evidence15 using 
data compiled by Brazilian Marxist 
economist Adalmir Marquetti. 
Marquetti has expanded and 
modified the Penn World Tables 
developed by the Groningen Growth 
and Development Centre16 into what 
he calls the Extended Penn World 
Tables (EPWT). The EPWT was 
first developed by Marquetti back in 
2004, and I have used that database 
since then for my world rate of profit 
calculations. But now Marquetti has 
issued an updated series, EPWT 
7.0, and this series can be used to 
calculate a world rate of profit based 
on a large number of countries going 
back to 1960.

Basu et al use the new EPWT data 
to construct a world rate of profit as 
a weighted average of country-level 
profit rates, where a country’s share 
in the world capital stock is used as 
the weighting. Of course, this world 
rate is only an approximate world 
average. A proper world average 
would involve aggregating all the 
s, C and v in the world. Basu et al 
make the point that it is incorrect to 
aggregate country-level profit rates 
using the gross domestic product 
(GDP) as weights. So previous 
studies like Maito’s and mine have 
used an incorrect weighting scheme, 
when country capital stock should 
be used. I agree, and in my latest 
version of the world rate of profit I 
went further and aggregated the s, 
the C and the v for the G20 countries 
using the Penn World Tables 10.0 
going back to 1950 - so no country 
weighting was necessary.

So much for method. Let’s look 
at Basu et al’s results. They are 
compelling in support of Marx’s 
law. 

Basu et al conclude that:

The country-aggregated world 
profit rate series displays a strong 
negative linear trend for the period 
1960-1980 and a weaker negative 
linear trend from 1980 to 2019. 
A medium run decomposition 
analysis reveals that the decline in 
the world profit rate is driven by a 
decline in the output-capital ratio. 

The industry-aggregated world 
profit rate shows a negative linear 
trend for the period 2000-2014, 
which, once again, is driven by a 
fall in the output-capital ratio.

So Marx’s law is emphatically 
vindicated empirically at a world 
level. On the Amherst figures there 
has been a secular decline in the 
world rate of profit over the last 
80 years of -25%, starting with the 
huge profitability crisis from 1966, 
leading to the major global slump 
of 1980-82. That was followed by 
the so-called ‘neoliberal’ revival 
in profitability up to 1996 (+11%). 
After that, the world economy 
entered what I have called “a long 
depression”17 when profitability 
slipped back, turning up briefly in 
the credit boom of the 2000s until 
2004, before slipping again into 
the Great Recession of 2008-09. 
Since then, the world rate of profit 
has stagnated and was near its all-
time low in 2019, before the global 
pandemic slump of 2020. Each 
post-war global slump has revived 
profitability, but not for long.

How does the Basu calculation 
compare with my own made in 
2020? Bearing in mind that my last 
calculation was only for the top 19 
economies in the world (the EU is 
a separate G20 member) and my 
method of calculation is somewhat 
different, my results show a striking 
similarity. There are the same 
secular decline and turning points. 
Perhaps this is not too surprising as 
both Basu et al and I are using the 
same underlying database.

Marx’s LTRPF argues that the 
rate of profit will fall if the organic 
composition of capital (OCC) rises 
faster than the rate of surplus value 
or exploitation of labour. That is 
the underlying reason for the fall. 
Basu et al have decomposed the 
components of the world rate of 
profit to ascertain whether that is 
correct. They find that the world 
rate of profit declined at a rate of 
about 0.5% a year from 1960 to 
2019, while the output-capital ratio 
declined by 0.8% a year (this is a 
reciprocal proxy for the OCC), and 
the profit share (a proxy for rate of 
surplus value) rose by about 0.25% 
a year. This supports Marx’s law 
that the OCC will outstrip the rate 
of exploitation of labour most of the 

time and so lead to a fall in the rate 
of profit. I found a similar result in 
my 2020 paper.

Ahmet Tonak, the world’s 
greatest Marxist expert on national 
accounts, had some concerns on 
using the Penn Tables as the raw 
data source for calculation because 
it does not distinguish between 
productive (value-creating) labour 
and unproductive (value-using) 
labour in an economy. And that can 
lead to diverging results on the rate 
of profit in national economies - 
which he found for Turkey.

We can go some way to dealing 
with this possible divergence by 
considering the rate of profit in 
the non-financial, non-residential 
property sectors of an economy. 
It does not solve the problem of 
delineating unproductive and 
productive labour within a sector, 
but it does provide some greater 
precision. For more on this issue, 
see the excellent work by Tsoulifis 
and Paitaridis.18

Basu and Wasner have also 
produced a profitability dashboard 
for the rate of profit in the US 
which distinguishes non-financial 
corporate profitability from 
corporate profitability. I compared 
the Basu et al (global) results for the 
US rate of profit against their results 
for the US non-financial corporate 
rate of profit. Both series follow the 
same trend and turning points, so 
the divergence at this level is not a 
significant problem.

However, during the neoliberal 
period, the US rate of profit based 
on the global data (which does 
not distinguish productive and 
unproductive sectors) rises much 
more than the rate of profit on just 
the non-financial sector using the 

Basu-Wasner calculations. That 
suggests that the neoliberal recovery 
in profitability was mostly based on 
a switch into the financial sector 
by capital - another explanation for 
the fall in productive investment 
exhibited in the US in that period.

In sum, the Basu et al study 
has added yet more empirical 
evidence in support of Marx’s 
law on a world level - see their 
profitability dashboards for the US 
economy,19 and for the world and 
various countries.20 The evidence is 
overwhelming and yet the sceptics 
continue to ignore it and deny its 
relevance. The sceptics of Marx’s 
law of profitability are increasingly 
becoming like the climate change 
sceptics l
Michael Roberts blogs at 
thenextrecession.wordpress.com
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A newer world
I said we needed to receive more 

of our regular donations and 
resubs - and this week has proven 
that sometimes people actually 
listen.

Resubs are always welcome,  
since they show us that people 
are  reading and (hopefully) 
appreciating our clear and hard 
hitting journalism. This week 
couldn’t have been better. First 
of all, we received two overseas 
resubs: a prominent university 
in the US sent us a resub for 
£480, and another American 
academic sent us £240. We 
received online resubs of £50 
from LC, £60 from TB and £5 
from BO.  Excellent so far.

But donations were a little 
disappointing. There was, 
though, our own OD who 
raised £20 by selling the Weekly 
Worker at the Bloody Sunday 
demonstration in Liverpool. 
Then JC added a magnificent 
£100 bank transfer - to 
encourage others. 

Since Robbie Rix last told 
us our January total was £971, 
it seems our new monthly total 
received is £1,076. But we 
still need £1,174 to reach the 
£2,250 we require for the end 
of the month, comrades. And 
hopefully more to surpass it. 

January is always a difficult 
month, coming right after 
Christmas, but still, if you are 
able, the usual drill applies.

We are phoning subscribers 
and asking them to increase 
their contributions. If we reach 
you, do try to tack on that 
bit more. If you are going to 
meetings or demonstrations 
(like OD!) and you want a few 
copies of the Weekly Worker to 
sell or give out, let us know. 
If you can cover the cost of 
postage, so much the better.

And if you find you can help 
even more, please click on the 
Paypal button on our website. 
Better still, how about a bank 
transfer, for which no fee is 
deducted: make your payment 
to account number 00744310 
(sort code 30-99-64). And, yes, 
unlike many places these days, 
we accept cheques!

Help us reach and (hopefully) 
surpass our £2,250 target for 
this month. As the poet says, 
‘tis not too late to seek a newer 
world l

Judy Carosian

Fighting fund
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What we 
fight for
n Without organisation the 
working class is nothing; with 
the highest form of organisation 
it is everything.
n  There exists no real Communist 
Party today. There are many 
so-called ‘parties’ on the left. In 
reality they are confessional sects. 
Members who disagree with the 
prescribed ‘line’ are expected to 
gag themselves in public. Either 
that or face expulsion.
n Communists operate according 
to the principles of democratic 
centralism. Through ongoing debate 
we seek to achieve unity in action 
and a common world outlook. As 
long as they support agreed actions, 
members should have the right to 
speak openly and form temporary 
or permanent factions.
n Communists oppose all impe-
rialist wars and occupations but 
constantly strive to bring to the fore 
the fundamental question–ending war 
is bound up with ending capitalism.
n Communists are internationalists. 
Everywhere we strive for the closest 
unity and agreement of working class 
and progressive parties of all countries. 
We oppose every manifestation 
of national sectionalism. It is an 
internationalist duty to uphold the 
principle, ‘One state, one party’.
n The working class must be 
organised globally. Without a global 
Communist Party, a Communist 
International, the struggle against 
capital is weakened and lacks 
coordination.
n Communists have no interest 
apart from the working class 
as a whole. They differ only in 
recognising the importance of 
Marxism as a guide to practice. 
That theory is no dogma, but 
must be constantly added to and 
enriched.
n Capitalism in its ceaseless 
search for profit puts the future 
of humanity at risk. Capitalism is 
synonymous with war, pollution, 
exploitation and crisis. As a global 
system capitalism can only be 
superseded globally.
n The capitalist class will never 
willingly allow their wealth and 
power to be taken away by a 
parliamentary vote.
n We will use the most militant 
methods objective circumstances 
allow to achieve a federal republic 
of England, Scotland and Wales, 
a united, federal Ireland and a 
United States of Europe.
n Communists favour industrial 
unions. Bureaucracy and class 
compromise must be fought and 
the trade unions transformed into 
schools for communism.
n Communists are champions of 
the oppressed. Women’s oppression, 
combating racism and chauvinism, 
and the struggle for peace and 
ecological sustainability are just 
as much working class questions 
as pay, trade union rights and 
demands for high-quality health, 
housing and education.
n Socialism represents victory 
in the battle for democracy. It is 
the rule of the working class. 
Socialism is either democratic or, 
as with Stalin’s Soviet Union, it 
turns into its opposite.
n Socialism is the first stage 
of the worldwide transition to 
communism - a system which 
knows neither wars, exploitation, 
money, classes, states nor nations. 
Communism is general freedom 
and the real beginning of human 
history.
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REVIEW

Clarifying the Arab Spring
Alaa Al-Aswany The republic of false truths Faber and Faber, London 2021, pp464, 
£12.79

A laa Al-Aswany’s fictional 
engagement with the events 
known as the Arab Spring 

may seem pointless, given the tons of 
films, books and studies on the topic, 
but the English title of this recently 
translated novel underscores the 
fact that it rises above the realm of 
cliché and ‘common sense’. Unlike 
its Arabic title, the English version 
zooms in on the false omnipresent 
that applies uninterruptedly to 
everyone in Egypt, irrespective of 
class or gender.

The republic of false truths serves 
to expose various lies, recreating the 
events leading to the euphoria of 
Tahrir Square in 2011 and 2012, the 
decapitation of the dictatorship’s head 
and a few key moments afterwards. 
To anyone doubting the relevance 
of synthesising those events into a 
novel, I would ask, where is Tahrir 
Square today on the map of Cairo? 
Chapter 31 of this 73-chapter book 
provides an explicit answer: “Tahrir 
Square has been transformed into 
a small, independent republic - 
the first parcel of Egyptian land 
to be liberated from the dictator’s 
rule” (p184). It has become an 
interminable construction site with 
the specific objective of eradicating 
from collective memory the very 
possibility of massive gatherings, 
which may or may not propagate a 
revolt.

If a physical space has garnered 
such a monumental level of hatred, 
then the unbiased rationalisation of 
historical reality, let alone activists’ 
narratives of the popular uprising, 
remains an unaffordable indulgence. 
Not for nothing, the early 20th 
century French philosopher/activist, 
Simone Weil (1909-43), comments: 
“Official history is a matter of 
believing murderers on their own 
words …”1 For if events that unfolded 
in most readers’ own lifetime - that 
is, only the other day - are decreed 
disconcerting and are now being 
falsified, there is certainly reason to 
distrust official reporting of incidents 
that happened when we were less 
aware or not on this planet yet. It is 
never a tautology to underscore that 
history writing is thus no joke.

Indeed, Al-Aswany’s novel 
does not shy away from the task 
of setting events in their correct 
historical order. It measures the 
actors as variables within the scale of 
unfolding experiences, not mythical 
or ideological unravelling. There 
will be people who may find that 
form of measurement lacking in 
revolutionary ardour and passion, 
but what can be more radical 
and subversive than an honest 
elucidation of that which actually 
happens? Understandably, there 
exist vested interests reporting on 
what took place in Tahrir Square 
from a bourgeois perspective, and 
justifying the counterrevolutionary 
status quo of the present. Hence, the 
explanatory (never the justificatory) 
demand for a methodological axis 
serving also as an existential matrix, 
whereby falsity (or “false truths”) 
can be distinguished from reality.

Class struggle
Al-Aswany’s theoretical coordinates 
have derived from history’s 
inevitable class struggle.

The term, ‘class struggle’, comes 
from a glossary that, for better or for 
worse, has been antinomic vis-à-vis 
the current counterrevolutionary 
climate of the post-2011 Arab 
world. Let us recall that many Arab 
cities witnessed exhilarating events, 

with millions standing up against 
dictators, only to be disappointed in 
the following months and years. But 
the term is not just an ideological 
milestone for those activists of 
social movements on the left: it is 
a methodological eye-opener for 
registering and thus seizing the real 
movement of the world, according 
to Karl Marx in The communist 
manifesto.

The concept of class struggle 
expresses historical continuity with 
uprisings and revolutions of the 
oppressed from all over the world, 
and from times both past and to 
come. If enough oppressed people 
embrace the class struggle as a 
milestone for consciousness, the 
current world order will be not just 
shaken, but redefined. This explains 
how the powers-that-be have always 
had a vested interest in sweeping that 
term under the carpet.

The dynamic interactions 
between a set of characters allows 
readers of this book to gain a solid 
understanding of what took place 
in Tahrir Square. The characters 
emerge from diametrically opposing 
backgrounds, and in this way the 
novel reflects the class dimension 
of the uprising. This allows readers 
to grasp how the needs of the 
counterrevolution justify the status 
quo via effusive abstractions and 
unabashed crusades for the chasing 
of smokescreens.

The republic of false truths 
resuscitates the concept of class 
struggle for the purpose of underlying 
urgently needed theoretical clarity. 
Part of Al-Aswany’s demystification 
showcases that, well before the 
restoration (July 2013) formally 
triumphed, most rank-and-
file Egyptians were expressing 
varying levels of exasperation at 
revolutionaries. Following the heady 
18 days leading to the abdication 
of president Hosni Mubarak, 
which were marked by a degree of 
euphoria, there was a steady decline 
in support from people living in 
impoverished neighbourhoods, as 
more and more became disenchanted 
with the revolutionary project. Today 
the oppressed frequently accuse the 
revolutionary youth of jeopardising 
their security by ‘conspiring against 
the country’.

When the film actor turned 
activist, Ashraf Wissa, and his 
team displayed the atrocities of the 
military through a mobile cinema 
project moving across Cairo’s 
working class areas, he and his tiny 
group of supporters were attacked, 
their gadgets broken and they 
themselves were accused of bringing 
disaster. But, instead of despair, Al-
Aswany’s unorthodox conclusion 
zooms in on the need for theoretical 
clarity - the failure of the revolution 
did not result from the actions of 
the repressive forces as much as the 
conservatism, nihilistic resignation 
and detachment of the oppressed 
themselves. Al-Aswany shows that 
the military intervened only after the 
majority showed their discontent: 
the repression served to formalise 
what the oppressed actually desired: 
security.

Without a precise reading 
of the role of various actors, 
revolutionaries will remain 
befogged by myth and self-pity. 
Even if repression had provoked 
the discontent of the oppressed, and 
not the other way round, a legalistic 
and procedural response would still 
be inconsequential. Once activists’ 
attention was diverted towards the 

legalistic, as when denouncing 
‘human rights abuses’, the 
revolutionaries were pronouncing 
their own death sentences.

However, Al-Aswany’s criticism 
of the revolutionaries does not 
mean that he favours a culturalist 
approach, whereby the oppressed 
are blamed for their own misery. 
In fact, The republic of false truths 
hinges the revolutionary project 
on a deeply entrenched historicist 
approach. It is this revolutionary-
counterrevolutionary arch that 
determined the fortunes and 
misfortunes of not only the Egyptian 
revolution, but also those of nearly 
all the Arab socialist uprisings. 
Certainly, Al-Aswany’s remarks 
connect directly with the Egyptian 
scenario, but in essence his remarks 
mirror most, if not all, Arab revolts 
post-2011.

Pushing for a culturalist 
account of events counts among 
the reactionaries’ toolkit to regain 
hegemony. Given the brutal violence 
that marked the Egyptian revolution, 
it is not surprising that some mistake 
The republic of false truths as an 
exercise in oriental despotism. The 
accounts of the female activist in 
this novel, Asma, after experiencing 
beatings and sexual abuse, read more 
like self-pity. For her, it is hopeless 
to count on ordinary people, as 
Egyptians are submissive by nature. 
Other characters too do not restrain 
themselves from drawing similar 
generalisations, expressing doubts 
vis-à-vis revolutionary change in a 
country where large swathes of the 
population are doubtful whether 
their lot can be bettered. Her letter 
from London, where she is in exile, 
is probably the type of ranting that 
every revolutionary might succumb 
to in the face of adverse situations. 
But such despair risks eternalising 
oriental despotism, because it 
overlooks the dynamic of history.

Demonisation
But Al-Aswany rejects timeless 
generalisations. His spokesperson 
in the novel is Mazen, who from 
beginning to end underlines a 
historicist approach as to why 
ordinary Egyptians - even well 
before the violence - traded security 
for freedom. Nevertheless, the 
media’s brainwashing of ordinary 
Egyptians and its demonisation of 
the revolutionary youth have borne 
fruit. In an exchange with the interior 
minister, general Alwany explicitly 
outlines his strategy: “Our goal is to 
tell the ordinary citizen, ‘Either you 
side with the demonstrations and 
lose your security or you side with 
the state, in which case it will protect 
you’” (p142).

Readers learn that business 
tycoons and media moguls, like 
Hag Muhammad Shanawany in this 
novel, have invested enormous funds 
and resources to “redirect Egyptians 
towards ‘the right path’: family 
values and the wisdom of the tested 
and tried”, in line with the requests 
of the security apparatus. His media 
prodigies go as far as “uncovering 
CIA plots of destabilising the country 
and creating chaos”! Readers learn 
how Madam Nourhan, the celebrity 
broadcaster, has been hailed by the 
apparatus not only for following the 
instructions of the supervising army 
officer (stationed in every TV and 
radio station), but for her ‘innovative’ 
methods and commitment to 
defaming revolutionaries, such as 
presenting fabricated evidence that 
paints democracy activists as spies 

on the payroll of foreign secret 
services.

Eventually, revolutionary activists 
realise that campaigning exclusively 
through Facebook and Twitter has its 
limits, as large numbers of Egyptians 
remain hooked to newspapers and 
the TV. By the time revolutionaries 
such as Ashraf start touring 
neighbourhoods to present the 
human rights abuses committed by 
the military, it has become crystal-
clear that it is too late. The triumph 
of the counterrevolution resulted 
from the steady and deliberate effort 
to rewrite history.

The final scene features Madany 
(literally signifying ‘passivism’ in 
Arabic) taking revenge on the police 
officer who killed his son, Khaled. 
He had been a principal organiser of 
a field hospital near Tahrir Square, 
charged with providing first aid to 
demonstrators. The officer killed 
Khaled because he dared to reject an 
insult. Through that scene the author 
kills two birds with one stone. First, 
he breaks from the liberal stance of 
situating revolutionary work entirely 
in passivist forms of agitation. 
Secondly, theoretical clarity is gained 
from the failure of the legalistic 
path - the crooked justice system in 
Egypt facilitates the regaining of that 
incendiary form of clarity.

Not only does the bereaved father 
reject religious authority - personified 
in the mediation of sheikh Shamil, 
who brings Madany a sack of cash 
in exchange for closing the case in 
court. He also indulges Khaled’s 
university colleagues for a while, 
agreeing with their plan to pursue 
the murder case in court. Danaya, 
who is general Alwany’s daughter, 
Khaled’s former classmate and an 
eye witness to the murder, asks 
Madany to relieve her from giving 
evidence - in the end, her admiration 
for and attachment to Khaled did not 
produce revolutionary consciousness 
or a rupture with privilege. That is 
why Madany resorts to hiring thugs 
to kill the police officer, rejecting the 
crooked system and taking justice 
into his own hands. The message 
from that scene is that revolutionary 
work cannot merely be a cerebral 
undertaking. It needs a spontaneous 
eruption and, in this situation, no-
one can convince Madany, who has 
lived his entire life as a virtual slave, 
not to resort to violence.

If there exists one hero in this 
novel, it is Madany, because, when 
catastrophe hits, he rationalises things 
far better than a university professor. 
Both religious and civic authorities 
warn people not to take justice into 
their own hands, thus encouraging 
those stripped of their basic rights to 
aggravate their servitude by seeking 
the institutional mitigation of justice. 
But Al-Aswany shows that this is not 
only pointless, given how ‘justice’ is 
administered under dictatorships, 
but is counterrevolutionary. Not only 
was the police officer not arrested in 
preparation for the trial: he was not 
even suspended from work. And, 
unsurprisingly, he was found not 
guilty. Al-Aswany’s point is that the 
show trial of Khaled’s killer has to 
be read not as a dysfunctionality of 
the ‘justice system’, either in Egypt 
or elsewhere. Rather, it has to be read 
specifically as part of the immanent 
logic of dictatorships - something 
that Khaled’s father clearly registers 
and acts upon l

Fouad Mami
Notes
1. S Weil Simone Weil: An Anthology. 
London 2005, p.105.
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From right to right
Yassamine Mather investigates some of the well-paid ‘independent’ experts and journalists who constantly 
appear in the western media

I ranian leftists often express 
surprise at the way former die-
hard supporters of the Islamic 

Republic (both former reformists 
and conservatives) become so right-
wing and turn into rabid supporters 
of US ‘regime change from above’ 
as soon as they go into exile. The 
reality is that these people were 
always right wing: yes, they repeated 
the anti-west slogans of the Islamic 
Republic but even then there was 
always an element of envy of the 
west. Contrary to the illusions of 
sections of the international left, they 
were not anti-imperialist (and neither 
is the Islamic Republic). They were 
always in favour of private property 
and capitalist exploitation. We should 
not be surprised then that as soon as 
they decide to stay in the US the more 
‘intelligent’ are recruited by right-
wing institutions and ‘think tanks’. 

In the 1980s Mohsen Sazegara, for 
example, was a deputy in the prime 
minister's office, deputy minister 
of heavy industries, chairman of 
the Industrial Development and 
Renovation Organisation of Iran, 
and vice-minister of planning and the 
budget. Nowadays he is described 
as “a journalist and pro-democracy 
political activist”. Sazegara left 
Iran in the early 2000s and, soon 
after arriving in the US, joined the 
Washington Institute for Near East 
Policy (WINEP) as a visiting scholar. 
In fact WINEP plays a vital role when 
it comes to ‘regime change from 
above’ in Iran. In case you are not 
familiar with its aims and ambitions, 
the institute is based in Washington 
DC and is described as an American 
think tank focused on US foreign 
policy in the Near East, seeking “to 
advance a balanced and realistic 
understanding of American interests 
in the Middle East and to promote 
the policies that secure them”. It was 
established in 1985 with the support 
of the American Israel Public Affairs 
Committee and the funding of many 
of its donors. The institute’s 2016 
accounts (the most recent set I can 
find) show a revenue of $14,112,627 
and expenses of $13,033,921.1

In their 2008 book The Israel 
lobby and US foreign policy, John J 
Mearsheimer and Stephen M Walt 
write: 

Although WINEP plays down its 
links to Israel and claims that it 
provides a ‘balanced and realistic’ 
perspective on Middle East issues, 
this is not the case. In fact, WINEP 
is funded and run by individuals 
who are deeply committed to 
advancing Israel’s agenda … 
Many of its personnel are genuine 
scholars or experienced former 
officials, but they are hardly 
neutral observers on most Middle 
East issues and there is little 
diversity of views within WINEP’s 
ranks ... This situation highlights 
that the lobby is not a centralised, 
hierarchical organisation with a 
defined membership ... It has a 
core consisting of organisations 

whose declared purpose is to 
encourage the US government and 
the American public to provide 
material aid to Israel and to 
support its government’s policies, 
as well as influential individuals 
for whom these goals are also a 
top priority ... a lobbyist for the 
American Israel Public Affairs 
Committee (AIPAC), a research 
fellow at the Washington Institute 
for Near East Policy (WINEP), 
or the leadership of organisations 
like the Anti-Defamation League 
and Christians United for Israel 
are part of the core (pp175-176).

However the institute denies it is 
“part of the core” of the Israel lobby 
in the United States,

The institute’s executive director, 
Robert Satloff, has been in the 
position for almost 30 years - since 
1993 - and holds the institute's 
Howard P Berkowitz chair in US 
Middle East policy.

One of the main ‘Iran’ specialists 
appearing almost daily on Persian-
speaking TV channels is Mehdi 
Khaliji. The WINEP website tells 
us he is the Libitzky Family Fellow 
at the institute, yet he is constantly 
introduced by Persian speaking 
media, such as BBC Persian, Voice of 
America and Saudi International TV, 
as a ‘scholar’ or ‘analyst’ - with no 
mention of the Washington Institute 
and, god forbid, no mention of the 
Libitzky family fund.

According to Taube Philanthropies, 

the Libitzky Family Foundation and 
associated partners are involved in a 
number of programmes aimed at 

Strengthening Jewish engagement 
for Bay Area young adults, which 
addresses the declining rates of 
Jewish identity, engagement, and 
support for Israel among young 
adults (2020).

And in case you had any doubts 
the Libitskys’ ‘Jewish community 
federation and endowment fund’ 
website proudly informs us that:

The Libitzkys’ philanthropic work 
supports programs promoting 
Jewish learning for children ... 
Moses [Libitzky] … provides 
leadership and financial support 
to AIPAC, UN Watch, and 
Washington Institute for Near East 
Policy, where he is on the board.2

Back to the recipient of the Libitzky 
fellowship, Mehdi Khalaji. This 
is a man who spent over a decade 
studying Islam, supervised by various 
ayatollahs in Ghom seminaries. 

When he was in Iran, he made 
contributions to a couple of journals 
before going to Paris in 2000, where 
he continued to study Shia Islam. He 
then started work for two years as a 
political analyst  for BBC Persian. 
However, he was ‘talent spotted’ by 
Radio Free Europe, Radio  Liberty’s 
Persian-language programming and 
later worked for Radio Farda.  The 

latter is financed by the US state 
department, and blatantly calls for 
regime change from above in Iran. 
The move was a steppingstone to 
joining the Washington Institute in 
2005.

Like Sazegara, he is against 
any nuclear deal between the US 
and Iran and actively campaigns 
for more sanctions against Iran, 
clearly reflecting the views of the 
neoconservative US Republicans 
and its ‘academic’ institutes. Yet 
broadcasters keep introducing him 
as an ‘independent’ expert. Of course 
we all know who else is against the 
Iran nuclear deal: the State of Israel 
and, one presumes, the Libitzky 
foundation. What a coincidence!

Having said that, neither of the 
above - nor the dozens, maybe 
hundreds, of others in similar 
positions: former supporters of 
the Islamic Republic of Iran, now 
supporters of Trump-style regime 
change - have made dramatic changes 
in their fundamental political views. 
When they were in Iran, they were 
loyal to those in authority, they had no 
qualms about repression of the left, 
lack of justice, inequality, systematic 
non-payment of workers wages … 
When they went to the US their 
loyalties shifted to those in power in 
Washington: Bush, Obama, Trump - 
but they haven’t changed their class 
position. They were and remain in 
favour of capitalist ‘law and order’. 
Like the rest of the Islamic Republic, 
they never took the anti-west, anti-US 
slogans seriously. They probably had 
some nationalist sentiments and that 
has changed after seeing the much 
larger personal financial benefits of 
supporting the hegemon power.

Of course this is not limited to 
the current or former supporters 
of the Islamic Republic. We have 
Islamophobia in the form of various 
factions of what was known as the 
Worker-communist Party of Iran. 
I have lost count of their all too 
numerous splits. However, what 
distinguished them from the rest of 
the left was their eagerness to become 
apologists for the Zionist state. At 
one meeting of Hands Off the People 
of Iran where Moshé Machover 
spoke about Israel’s nuclear bomb 
and the need to call for a nuclear-
free Middle East, a member of one 
of the WPI factions told me, “Who 
cares if Israel has a nuclear bomb? 
They are a democracy” - a country 

constantly denying its nuclear 
weapons capability and one that has 
had no International Atomic Energy 
Association inspections as it is not a 
signatory of the Nuclear Proliferation 
Treaty.

On the international ‘left’ we 
have a number of organisations and 
individuals who have moved from 
being apologists of the Zionist state to 
open advocates of its discriminatory 
policies, using various excuses: 
they are defending progress against 
obscurantism, western democracy 
against Islam. In the UK the most 
prominent amongst them is the 
Alliance for Workers Liberty. 
However, the AWL is not alone in that 
position.

These groups have been apologists 
of imperialist intervention for the 
last few decades, often using weasel 
words to appear ambiguous.  In 
essence, however, nothing much has 
changed.

What is more regrettable is the 
right wing direction of some so-called 
supporters of the anti-war movement. 
In this case we heard  explicit or 
implicit support for US ‘humanitarian’ 
intervention in Libya, Syria and 
elsewhere in the Arab world. No one 
in their right mind should have any 
doubt that it is decades of colonial 
and imperialist interventions that 
have created the current disastrous 
situation in the Middle East.

Assad, Ghadaffi, Saddam as well as 
rulers of the Islamic Republic have all 
played their role in  helping the west 
suppress their own working class, 
decimate left-wing forces and pave 
the way for Islamic fundamentalism 
of one type or another. After that they 
become redundant and the US and its 
allies then try to get rid of them. In 
that respect all western interventions 
in the region have been the cause of 
the problem in the first instance. The 
idea that another round of missile 
strikes and bombings could have 
helped the peoples of the region is 
madness, yet numerous groups and 
individuals claiming to be on the left 
proposed such solutions only a few 
years ago. Yet another sign that we 
are in a period of defeat and retreat of 
the left l

Going over 
to the world 

hegemon

Mohsen Sazegara: former deputy prime minister of Iran and 
founder of the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps, now a 
western media pundit
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