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BDS hurts
Last week’s letter by Tony Greenstein 
on the boycott, divestment and 
sanctions movement marks a 
new low in the ongoing debate 
(February 3).

Six weeks earlier, Moshé 
Machover acknowledged in the 
Weekly Worker that the BDS 
campaign “cannot possibly” have a 
significant economic impact on Israel 
and therefore has had “no effect, 
positive or negative, on the adherence 
of the Hebrew working class to 
Zionist colonizing chauvinism” 
(‘Israel’s singularity’, December 
16). Mike Macnair subsequently 
offered the view that BDS is largely 
“symbolic” and that, in any case, “it 
is preferable from the point of view 
of working class interests not to have 
a Götterdämmerung of the Israeli 
state” (‘No change of line’, January 
20) - meaning, as I understand it, that 
it will do the international proletariat 
no good if Israeli society goes 
down in flames and takes the Israeli 
working class with it.

Whatever their errors, both 
comrades at least agree that 
punishing Israeli workers is not the 
goal. But now we have Greenstein 
saying the opposite. It “is perfectly 
correct to say that the Israeli working 
class is no ally” of anti-Zionists, 
he writes. “… Of course, BDS will 
affect Israeli workers, but socialists 
ally themselves with the workers of 
the oppressed nation, even against 
workers in the oppressor group.”

So Greenstein recognises that 
BDS will hurt Israeli workers, but 
doesn’t care, because the Israeli 
proletariat is part and parcel of an 
oppressor nation. It “identifies with 
its own bourgeoisie”, it accedes to 
the ongoing existence of a “unique … 
settler-colonial state” and therefore 
it must go down in defeat, so that 
Palestine can be free. Greenstein 
freely admits what others hesitate to 
say out loud: that politics in Israel-
Palestine is a zero-sum game and 
that one group can advance only at 
the expense of the other.

This is as unMarxist a formulation 
as one can imagine. To understand 
how Greenstein arrived at such a 
reactionary position, it’s helpful to 
revisit another piece he published 
(‘Self-declared heretic replies’. 
January 6). He doesn’t repudiate the 
principle of the working class as the 
motor force of history in that earlier 
article, at least not completely. But he 
comes awfully close by dismissing 
whatever role the proletariat may 
have to play in the current epoch. To 
wit:
n “To imagine that we are in a 
revolutionary or pre-revolutionary 
situation is to engage in the politics 
of fantasy and wishful thinking ...”
n “There is no possibility of forming 
a mass revolutionary Communist 
Party today. We are not in 1917 or at 
the end of World War I … We have 
seen over 35 years of industrial quiet 
with a recomposition of the working 
class and the halving of trade union 
membership …”
n “When class-consciousness was 
at a peak, they [ie, workers] fought 
economic but not political battles, 
leaving the latter to a reformist Labour 
Party. Why should an atomised and 
deunionised working class fare any 
better today or tomorrow?”

The international working class 
is irrelevant - today, tomorrow, 
and beyond. We can’t look to it for 
answers, because its role is nil. The 
implications in terms of the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict are obvious. 

Since an international working 
class solution to the crisis is nothing 
more than a Marxist pipedream, the 
struggle will continue to unfold along 
national lines, leaving Marxists no 
choice but to side with the nation 
that is more aggrieved. Nationalism 
of the oppressed is all socialists can 
hope for.

But Greenstein is wrong. 
Working class militancy is indeed 
at an ebb. But socialists know this 
can’t continue, because capitalism 
is every bit as unstable as it was in 
the 1930s, if not more so. Hence, 
the Marxist outlook is clear: even 
if the international proletariat is 
not responding now, it must do so 
shortly, because deepening capitalist 
decay will leave it with no choice but 
to fulfil its historical mission. If it 
doesn’t, then we all know what will 
happen next: a worldwide nationalist 
upsurge that will intensify the crisis 
all the more.

Needless to say, vast political 
problems must be overcome before 
the working class can respond 
effectively - most notably the 
lingering legacy of Stalinism, which 
has served to equate socialism with 
economic and political stagnation in 
the eyes of all too many workers. But 
this does not make the struggle for 
internationalism any less pressing. 
In fact, it makes it more so, as the 
breakdown intensifies.

But Greenstein is not just wrong 
on an international level - he is 
wrong on a local level too. Just as 
nationalism can only lead to an 
intensification of the global crisis, 
it can only lead to an intensification 
of the Israeli-Palestinian crisis 
by causing battle lines to harden. 
The more Palestinians continue to 
wage their struggle along national 
lines - to the cheers of ‘friends’ like 
Greenstein - the more they will be 
locked into the same losing position 
they have occupied for the last 
century. If martyrdom is what they 
want, then martyrdom is what they 
will get, as long as they remain on 
the same track.

There is a way out. Since military 
or economic pressure on the Jewish 
state as a whole causes Israelis to 
bind together all the more tightly, the 
solution is to attack Zionism from 
within by driving a wedge between 
the proletariat and bourgeoisie. This 
means relentless class struggle - not 
just within the Jewish state, but on 
both sides of the Israeli-Palestinian 
divide. To accomplish this, several 
things are necessary:
n The struggle must be joint: ie, 
waged under a common leadership 
and integrated to the greatest degree 
possible.
n Workers must go out of their way 
to allay ethno-religious fears in both 
camps and recognise the legitimacy 
of either side’s national aspirations - 
expressed in a democratic manner, of 
course.
n They must recognise the centrality 
in a larger Middle East of an Israeli-
Palestinian proletariat composed 
not just of Arabs and Jews, but of 
Russians, Thai and Filipino guest 
workers, and so on.

After all, the Middle East is not 
just a prison-house of nations à la 
tsarist Russia, but a veritable torture 
chamber due to the barbaric treatment 
of Yazidis, Alawites, Shi’ites, etc. As 
a minority in both Israel-Palestine 
and the region as a whole, Jews 
have a right to have their concerns 
addressed no more and no less than 
other minorities.

Finally, there is Greenstein’s 
statement that “members of the 
oppressor group have no right to 
dictate to the oppressed how they 
must conduct their struggle”. This 
is not just nonsense, but pernicious 
nonsense. As Macnair put it back in 

2007 - in an article he is now trying 
to take back - “to be a ‘tribune of 
the oppressed’ means to oppose 
oppression: it does not mean to do 
what the oppressed call on us to do. 
The oppressed as much as anyone 
else are divided by political choices” 
(‘Boycotts and working class 
principle’ Weekly Worker October 11 
2007).

Quite right.
Daniel Lazare
email

Rate of profit
Michael Roberts has got overexcited 
in relation to data on the rate of 
profit collated by him and his co-
thinkers. He objects to the fact that 
most Marxists disagree with his 
catastrophist insistence that crises are 
caused by Marx’s law of the tendency 
for the rate of profit to fall (‘A world 
of declining profit’, January 27). 
However, the data which he claims 
shows such a fall in the global rate 
of profit, over a long period, does 
not change anything in respect of 
this disagreement in relation to its 
significance.

Roberts fails to recognise that 
Marx’s definition of the law of the 
tendency for the rate of profit to 
fall is significantly different to that 
of his predecessors, Adam Smith, 
David Ricardo and Thomas Malthus, 
whose explanations did indeed result 
in crises. For them, it was important, 
precisely because it led to these 
catastrophic conclusions, which 
Marx himself rejected. For Marx, 
the law is important, because it is the 
basis of the average annual rate of 
profit, and prices of production, and 
so explains the allocation of capital 
to different spheres of the economy. 
He did not see it as relevant to the 
accumulation of capital in total.

Marx’s law is founded on changes 
in the technical/organic composition 
of capital, whereas the theories of 
Smith, Ricardo and Malthus rest on 
changes in the value composition of 
capital, and primarily a rise in wages 
that squeezes profits. The two are 
opposites: Marx’s theory depends 
upon rising productivity resulting 
from technological change, which 
causes wages to fall and profits to 
rise.

Marx’s explanation of a crisis 
of overproduction of capital does 
rest upon conditions such as those 
described by Smith, in particular, in 
which, as a result of an expansion 
of capital at a faster pace than the 
social working day, it is not possible 
to expand absolute surplus value 
and, as the demand for labour pushes 
up wages, relative surplus value 
is also reduced (eg, the 1970s). It 
is in response to such crises that 
capital introduces technological 
improvements that replace labour, 
so causing wages to fall and profits 
to rise (eg, the mid-80s). Those 
conditions, required for the law of the 
tendency for the rate of profit to fall 
are then a consequence of crises, not 
a cause of them, as Roberts contends.

This also explains the cyclical 
nature of crises. Having introduced 
new labour-saving technologies, 
capital goes through a period in 
which it rolls out more of this 
same technology (eg, the late 90s), 
having replaced all of the previous 
technology - intensive accumulation 
gives way to extensive accumulation. 
The rise in productivity inevitably 
slows and, as output expands, more 
and more labour must be employed, 
until the conditions exist again where 
labour is in relative short supply, 
wages rise, profits are squeezed, 
and so capital is overproduced 
relative to the labour supply. A new 
technological revolution is required 
(it takes time for the necessary new 
technology to be introduced.

New technology creates a moral 
depreciation of existing fixed capital, 
which leads to a rising rate of profit, 
as well as a massive release of 
capital. It reduces the value of raw 
materials, with the same effect, but, 
as economies enter new periods of 
prosperity, the higher productivity 
causes the demand for materials to 
expand faster than existing supply 
can match, leading to sharply rising 
material prices (eg, post-1999), until 
such time that investment in new 
sources of supply reduces those prices 
once more (2014). Sharply rising 
material prices and physical shortages 
cause disruptions to the circuit of 
capital, which can lead to crises. In 
periods of intensive accumulation, 
where new technologies are still 
replacing existing technologies, 
gross output grows faster than net 
output, manifest in rising profits 
relative to output, which is the real 
basis of falling interest rates during 
such periods (eg, post-1985). Falling 
interest rates lead to rising asset 
prices, which leads to speculation in 
these assets. It is the basis of bubbles 
and subsequent financial crises, such 
as that of 2008.

Roberts accepts the Ricardian 
argument that investment is a function 
of the rate of profit, so that, if the rate of 
profit falls, then investment will also 
subsequently fall. Marx makes clear 
that is not true. In times of expanding 
markets, each capital seeks to obtain 
its share and invests accordingly. In 
times of squeezed profits and tighter 
markets, each capital is driven even 
more by competition to produce 
at its maximum possible limit to 
obtain benefits from the division of 
labour and economies of scale and 
so undercut its competitors. The 
minimum efficient size of capital 
is then driven up and also capitals 
are driven into taking over their 
competitors to achieve greater size. 
Gross output rises faster than net 
output, resulting in rising interest 
rates and falling asset prices.

In failing to distinguish between a 
fall in the rate of profit resulting from 
a change in the value composition - 
as against the long-term tendency 
for the rate of profit to fall as a result 
of increases in the technical/organic 
composition of capital - Roberts fails 
to distinguish how the former can 
cause the rate of profit to fall in some 
periods, with consequent crises, 
whilst it rises in others, as a change 
in the value composition in the 
opposite direction occurs, due to the 
effects of rising social productivity 
and a change in the technical/organic 
composition of capital.

Roberts accepts the basis of 
Say’s Law, as amended by Keynes 
(equating saving/profit with net 
investment) that supply creates its 
own demand. Roberts says that all 
demand comes from either wages or 
profits (ie, just v + s, not c + v + s, as 
Marx describes), which is based on 
Smith’s absurd dogma that the value 
of total output resolves entirely into 
revenues. That means that he omits 
the value of constant capital from 
the calculation of total output, as he 
does GDP and national income data, 
which means his calculation of the 
rate of profit is necessarily wrong. 
Roberts’ calculation of the rate of 
profit is essentially a measurement of 
changes in the rate of surplus value, 
not the rate of profit modified by the 
inclusion of the fixed capital stock, 
but valued on the basis of historic 
prices, not current reproduction costs. 
Because the technological revolution, 
required as the basis of the law of 
the tendency for the rate of profit to 
fall, itself brings about a huge moral 
depreciation of the fixed capital stock, 
calculating the rate of profit on the 
basis of historic prices systematically 
and massively understates the actual 

rise in the rate of profit it induces.
Marx noted that the fall in the 

rate of profit described in his law 
is very small and only detectable 
over long periods of time, and is not 
therefore a credible cause of crises. It 
depends on the quantity of materials 
processed increasing at a faster pace 
than the corresponding fall in the 
unit value of materials, as a result of 
rising productivity. But changes in 
the nature of production means this is 
no longer the case, and the shift from 
manufacturing to service industry, 
which does not process materials, 
makes it redundant as an explanation 
of changes over time.
Arthur Bough
email

Lopsided
I have just read ‘Remembering and 
forgetting’ by James Harvey (Weekly 
Worker February 3).

I agree with a fair amount of the 
analysis, but it is seriously lopsided. 
The battle between revolution and 
reform was led by my organisation in 
Ireland - then People’s Democracy, 
now Socialist Democracy - and 
supported in Britain by the 
International Marxist Group. We are 
still opposing the political settlement 
today, but James seems unaware of 
this.

Lopsided historical interpretation 
leads to a lopsided current 
interpretation. Bernadette McAliskey 
may have been able to finish her 
speech in 1972, but Sinn Féin 
retained overall control, treated 
genuine protestors with contempt 
and defined the commemoration in 
terms of constitutional nationalism 
and peace with British rule.
John McAnulty
Socialist Democracy

Big lie
A new documentary film will 
expose the “conspiracy of smears” 
to destroy former Labour leader 
Jeremy Corbyn. The film, Labour: 
the big lie, documents an orchestrated 
attack on Corbyn and his supporters, 
involving forces from across the 
political spectrum. A conspiracy 
of smears was used to bring down 
Jeremy Corbyn and this film will 
give chapter and verse on how it 
was done. The film is also relevant 
to the current leadership crisis in the 
Conservative Party.

Boris Johnson tried to get himself 
out of trouble by trying to smear 
Keir Starmer with the Jimmy Savile 
scandal. Ironic, really, since Starmer 
himself has used fake allegations 
of anti-Semitism to purge hundreds 
of members of his own party. But 
it just illustrates the way smearing 
has become the weapon of choice in 
politics today.

False smears, using social media 
and the press have had a deeply 
corrosive effect on political life in 
Britain and date back to the Tory-
LibDem coalition government. 
Our research has revealed that the 
smearing really began with small 
numbers of alt-right activists, who 
were attacking middle-of-the-road 
members of the Tory Party. But the 
smearing came into its own when 
Jeremy Corbyn became Labour 
leader.

The feature-length documentary 
is being produced by the independent 
film maker, Platform Films, which 
made the award-winning People’s 
flag TV history of the Labour Party 
for Channel Four. The producer 
is inviting anyone with stories of 
smears or who wishes to donate 
financially to get in touch with them 
at platformfilms.co.uk/contact.

To see a trailer for the film go to 
youtu.be/s3Vb8APbUGM.
Norman Thomas
email

https://weeklyworker.co.uk/
https://platformfilms.co.uk/contact
https://youtu.be/s3Vb8APbUGM
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Challenge the cost of living crisis
Saturday February 12: Nationwide protests. Inflation has reached 
7.5% (RPI). Wages are not keeping up. The triple lock for pensions 
has been broken and Universal Credit cut. Price-capped energy 
bills face a massive hike from April, when the increase to National 
Insurance also takes effect. Protest to defend living standards.
Bangor, 12 noon: The Clock Tower, High Street, Bangor LL57.
Birmingham, 12 noon: Waterstones, High Street, Birmingham B4.
Brighton, 1pm: The Level, Brighton BN1.
Bristol, 1pm: College Green, Bristol, BS1.
Eastbourne, 1pm: Bankers Corner, Terminus Road, Eastbourne BN21.
Glasgow, 1pm: George Square, Glasgow G1.
Lancaster, 1pm: Market Square, Lancaster LA1.
Liverpool, 12 noon: Bombed Out Church, Leece Street, Liverpool L1.
London, 1pm: Parliament Square, Westminster, London SW1.
Manchester, 1pm: Piccadilly Gardens, Manchester M1.
Newcastle, 1pm: Greys Monument, Newcastle upon Tyne NE1.
Nottingham, 1pm: Old Market Square, Nottingham, NG1.
Southampton, 1pm: Guildhall, Southampton SO14.
Organised by The Peoples Assembly: thepeoplesassembly.org.uk.
Boycott Puma day of action
Saturday February 12: Nationwide protests to demand Puma ends 
sponsorship of the Israel Football Association. The IFA operates in 
illegal Israeli settlements on land stolen from Palestinian people.
Birmingham 1pm: JD Sports, The Bullring, Birmingham B5.
Brighton 12 noon: Clock Tower, North Street, Brighton BN1.
Bristol, 2pm: Sports Direct, 13-15 Broadmead, Bristol BS1.
Cardiff, 12 noon: Queens Street, Cardiff CF10.
Coventry, 11am: JD Sports, The Precinct, Coventry CV1.
Edinburgh, 11am: Princes Street/Castle Street, Edinburgh EH2.
Kingston, 12noon: Sports Direct, Fife Road, Kingston upon Thames KT1.
Leicester, 10am: Sports Direct, Gallowtree Gate, Leicester LE1.
Liverpool, 12 noon: Bottom of Church Street, Liverpool L1.
Llantrisant (RCT), 12 noon: Talbot Green Retail Park, CF72.
London, 12 noon: Puma Store, Carnaby Street, London W1.
Luton, 1pm: St George’s Square, Luton LU1.
Northampton, 11am: Sports Direct, Abington Street, Northampton NN1.
Norwich, 2.30pm: Carrow Road/Geoffrey Watling Way, Norwich NR1.
Plymouth, 11am: Sports Direct, New George Street Plymouth PL1.
Wolverhampton, 11am: Queen Square, Wolverhampton WV1.
Organised by Palestine Solidarity Campaign:
www.palestinecampaign.org/events/boycottpuma-day-of-action-2.
Yemen is bleeding - stop the arms sales
Saturday February 12, 12 noon: Protest outside Downing Street, 
London SW1. The recent wave of Saudi-led coalition airstrikes 
against Yemen killed over 100 civilians, including the targeted 
bombing of a detention centre. Demand an end to British support 
and arms sales to the Saudi-led coalition.
Organised by Stop the War Coalition: 
www.stopwar.org.uk/events/protest-for-yemen-stop-arms-sales.
Introduction to radical anthropology
Tuesday February 15, 6.30pm: Series of talks on social and 
biological anthropology. This talk is online only, via Zoom: 
‘The grammar of world mythology, part 3: The wives of the sun and 
moon’. Speaker: Chris Knight. 
Organised by Radical Anthropology Group: 
radicalanthropologygroup.org/evening-talks.
Abolish the monarchy
Thursday February 17, 6pm: Online education talk via Zoom. 
Part of a weekly series on ‘Abolition’. 
Speaker: Steve Freeman (LLA Republican Working Group).
Organised by Labour Left Alliance:
www.facebook.com/events/436141718210359.
State power, transitions, modes of production
Thursday February 17, 6pm: Online lecture. Examining issues 
of productive forces, class formation and state power in transitions 
from feudalism to capitalism, drawing on the work of Alexander 
Chistozvonov. Speaker: John Foster. Registration free.
Organised by Marx Memorial Library:
www.marx-memorial-library.org.uk/event/347.
Military detention of Palestinian children
Tuesday February 22, 6.30pm: Webinar and online film screening. 
Caging childhood: Palestinian children in Israel’s military detention 
system is a documentary about three Palestinian children in the 
occupied West Bank and their experiences in the Israeli military 
detention system. Speakers include Shaina Low (Defence for 
Children International - Palestine) and Daniel Kebede (President, 
National Education Union). 
Organised by Palestine Solidarity Campaign:
www.palestinecampaign.org/events/film-webinar-caging-childhood.
SOS NHS
Saturday February 26: Day of action with events nationwide.
Emergency funds for the NHS must be secured now to avert disaster.
Oppose the health and care bill. Fight for a fully public NHS and an 
end to privatisation.
Organised by SOS NHS: sosnhs.org/events.
Against Labour and union tops’ betrayal
For a revolutionary programme in the pandemic!
Saturday February 26, 3pm: Public meeting, Room 538, Birkbeck,
University of London, Malet Street, London WC1.
Organised by Spartacist League/Britain: 
spartacist.org/events/slb/london
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.

Destroyed by economygate?
After the “longest wage squeeze in 200 years”, workers in Britain 
face an unprecedented fall in living standards. Michael Roberts 
rejects the Bank of England’s call to “moderate” wage rises

Prime minister Boris Johnson 
is currently in danger of 
losing his job because of the 

blatant flouting, by him and his 
staff, of the Covid restriction rules 
imposed by his own government 
on the rest of the British people. 
But rather than ‘partygate’, it is the 
rocky road ahead for the economy 
and its impact on living standards 
for the many which is much more 
likely to destroy the fortunes 
of this rightwing Conservative 
government at the next election, 
probably in 2024.

What a mess the UK economy 
is in. At its February 3 monetary 
policy meeting, the Bank of 
England forecast that the year-
on-year rate of inflation in prices 
would reach 7.25% this spring. 
This is after forecasting just 4% at 
its previous meeting. Indeed, the 
BoE’s forecasts have been wildly 
short of reality for the past year.

If inflation hits 7.25% in 
April, that would be the highest 
Consumer Price Index figure since 
August 1991, just after the first 
Iraq War oil shock. It has not risen 
to this level since Saddam Hussein 
invaded Kuwait in August 1990.

The BoE announced another 
hike in its policy rate with the 
belated aim of getting inflation 
under control “before it gets even 
worse”.

Of course, inflation rates are 
rising in all the major economies, 
driven partly by increased consumer 
demand, but mostly by supply-
chain bottlenecks, particularly 
in fossil fuel, energy and food 
commodities. But the British 
inflation rate is considerably higher 
than even in the US or the euro 
zone and the hit to living standards 
of the average British household is 
going to be much greater. The BoE 
admits that real post-tax household 
income will fall by 2% in 2022, 
with a further fall in 2023.

This is a five times worse fall 
in income than in the financial 
crisis of 2008-09, and worse than 
Black Wednesday 1992, when 
the pound broke with tracking the 
European Currency Unit (the pre-
euro currency “unit of account”). 
Indeed, it will be the biggest fall in 
disposable income on record - and 
comes after a strangulation of real 
household incomes for nearly 30 
years in the UK - the longest wage 
squeeze in 200 years!1

Ben Broadbent, one of the 
BoE deputy governors, said that 
“extraordinary” rises in global 

energy prices are a key factor 
beyond the bank’s control, with 
even bigger increases than during 
the oil price shock 50 years ago. He 
said: 

I think this represents the 
steepest rise in energy costs for 
households as a share of income 
in a year than we have seen 
ever, including the 1970s.

Energy bills to British households 
are capped in the UK by a 
regulation authority, as in many 
countries. However, because of 
the rise in global energy prices, the 
authority is raising the cap by 50% 
from April.

The government has panicked 
and is introducing a price rebate or 
discount to reduce the bill. But this 
is no handout. Instead, it is only 
a loan to reduce energy bills and 
will be clawed back in higher bills 
“when energy prices are lower”. 
The government wants to maintain 
the profits of the privatised energy 
monopolies, rather than bring them 
under public control, and it is not 
putting public funds into providing 
energy to people at reasonable 
cost. So much for targeted price 
controls as a solution to inflation, 
as advocated by some on the left.2

Price controls do not work. But 
the authorities still expect wages 
to be controlled. BoE governor 
Andrew Bailey said that, while it 
would be “painful” for workers 
to accept that prices would rise 
faster than their wages, some 
“moderation of wage rises” 
was needed to prevent inflation 
becoming entrenched:

In the sense of saying, we do 
need to see a moderation of 
wage rises, now that’s painful. I 
don’t want to in any sense sugar 
that, it is painful. But we need to 
see that in order to get through 
this problem more quickly.

So, with inflation rocketing, energy 
and food prices spiralling, the Bank 
of England tells British workers not 
to ask for more wages. This advice 
comes from a bank governor who 
gets £575,538, including pension, a 
year, more than 18 times higher than 
the median annual pay for full-time 
employees in Britain of £31,285.

The BoE claims that if workers 
ask for more wages, firms will 
be forced to raise prices and 
then there will be a ‘wage-price’ 
spiral. There are two points here. 

Workers have not caused this 
price inflation - an important fact 
when mainstream economists 
(particularly Keynesians) argue 
that inflation is caused by ‘tight’ 
labour markets and ‘wage-
cost push’. Second, there is no 
evidence that rising wages lead to 
price rises - indeed, there is much 
more evidence (as I have shown 
in previous posts)3 that wage rises 
generally lead to falling profit 
share. And that is what really 
worries the government and the 
BoE - the profitability of British 
capital, which is already weak 
enough.

And this low profitability leads 
to very poor productive investment 
and productivity growth.

The government boasts that the 
British economy is recovering fast 
from the disastrous pandemic slump. 
But this is nonsense. Inflation rates 
may eventually subside in the UK 
and the major economies - mainly 
because economic growth will 
slow fast. But Britain is in the 
worst position relative to other 
G7 economies. The UK is second 
from the bottom of the G7 league 
table, when comparing the overall 
recovery from Covid to the pre-
pandemic GDP level. And now 
the BoE has reduced its economic 
forecast significantly, saying that 
UK economic growth would soon 
“slow to subdued rates” of around 
only 1% a year, lower than any 
other G7 economy.

Worse, the current growth rate is 
artificially boosted by £25 billion of 
corporate tax incentives this year and 
next, but investment remains weak. 
In the third quarter of 2021, it was 
still 4% below pre-pandemic levels - 
again lower than any other economy 
in the G7. And the government 
plans to raise corporation tax rates 
from 19% to 25% in 2023. The IMF 
reckons the UK economy will slide 
to near stagnation in 2023, with 
GDP only 0.5% larger than at the 
start of the pandemic: the lowest in 
the G7. That’s not a great scenario 
for another Conservative election 
victory in 2024 l

Michael Roberts blogs at 
thenextrecession.wordpress.com

Party snaps are one thing, the economy another

Notes
1. www.tuc.org.uk/news/workers-still-
suffering-longest-pay-squeeze-200-years-
says-tuc.
2. thenextrecession.wordpress.
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A rapidly sinking ship
Clive Dean, of Labour Party Marxists, reports on an organisation in sharp decline, politically at sea and 
now lacking any strategic perspective

A t its height just 82 people 
attended the zoom call for 
the AGM of the Labour 

Representation Committee, held 
last Saturday February 5. Far less 
than would attend the ‘normal’ 
face-to-face meetings in London’s 
Conway Hall. But nowadays it is 
dangerous to even appear on the 
same computer screen as those who 
have been expelled … and spies 
from Labour’s Victoria Street HQ 
were undoubtedly recording and 
readying new lists of those to be 
‘investigated’. The AGM had been 
postponed from October last year, 
presumably in part out of fear of the 
witch-hunters, but also due to the 
pandemic and toll that has taken in 
terms of human resources. 

There was a full agenda, but, 
thankfully, the non-appearance of 
billed guests Apsana Begum MP 
and Unison president Paul Holmes 
allowed some space for questions 
and debate. Exactly what the LRC 
leadership ‘normally’ seeks to avoid 
by packing the agenda to the rafters.

Having said that, potential time 
was still taken up by the rally-style 
guest speakers - Neda Abu Zant 
from Palestine and John Lister 
from SOS NHS. Then there were 
the constitutional amendments 
and policy motions to consider, 
but these contained nothing at all 
controversial, just tidying up the 
rules, affiliating to the Palestine 
Solidarity Campaign and updating 
policy on housing, local government 
cuts and open selections.

An emergency motion on the 
Russia/Ukraine tension would have 
been in order, given the imminent 
threat of war and the LRC’s 
affiliation to the pro-imperialist 
cat’s paw, the Ukraine Solidarity 
Campaign. It draws an equals sign 
between “western imperialism” and 
“Russian imperialism” but gives 
the game away by championing 

“Ukrainian self-determination”. 
Nato expansionism and the Russian 
question within Ukraine is brushed 
over. But no, the nearest we got 
to a contentious vote was on the 
proposal to open up the zoom chat 
feature (lost 29:25).

Time given over for questions 
and debate featured in the 
morning session, both following 
Jeremy Corbyn (originally billed 
as a panel speaker) and around 
the LRC executive’s political 
statement. These were by far 
the most interesting, well, to be 
honest, the least boring, parts of the 
proceedings, so I will concentrate 
on the issues that came up.

Jeremy Corbyn’s contribution 
contained some unexpected 
points - he began by expressing 
his solidarity with those who have 
been suspended and expelled 
from the Labour Party. Does that 
include those witch-hunted under 
his watch? He asked the question, 
“Did we make mistakes while I was 
party leader”, and replied, “Yes, 
plenty”. He defended his efforts to 
mobilise the 400,000 who joined 
the party during that period and his 
attempts to transform the party into 
a campaigning organisation.

He lamely criticised the current 
party leadership for concentrating 
on suspensions and expulsions 
rather than organising against the 
Tories. He mentioned the tension 
over the Russia/Ukraine border, 
but went no further than calling 
for peace (perhaps he was aware of 
tensions within the LRC). He did, 
though, alert us to the non-danger 
of Boris Johnson attempting a 
Falklands-style engagement to save 
his failing premiership.

Ask Jeremy
Chairing, Matt Wrack asked for 
questions for Jeremy - not something 
I’ve encountered before!

Tina Werkmann was first to 
seize the opportunity and asked 
him to elaborate on the mistakes. 
Agreeing with his assessment that 
anti-Semitism in the Labour Party 
had been overstated for political 
reasons, she asked if he agreed that 
calling for zero-tolerance of anti-
Semitism was a mistake, and that 
education was a better response. 
She also asked if it would have been 
better to face down the right in the 
Parliamentary Labour Party rather 
than compromising, as the right 
were part of a class war against the 
Labour left.

Nick Wrack also thought it was 
important to look at what went 
wrong. For him the key issues were 
the failure to mobilise the mass 
membership and the retreat from 
open selections. Looking forward, 
he considered it vital for the left to 
be clear on the questions of “What 
is socialism?” and “How do we get 
there?” Managing capitalism was 
not the answer: the profit system 
had to be abolished.

Other contributors steered 
clear of ‘mistakes’, though Alison 
McGarry thought that a Corbyn 
victory in 2019 would have faced a 
coup, something the left was totally 
ill-prepared to rebuff, she said.

Some of Corbyn’s responses 
were illuminating - apparently he 
is preparing a book about his time 
as leader, which will include self-
criticism. He told us that at his first 
prime minister’s questions he was 
aware that in the PLP seated behind 
him he had the support of barely 15 
MPs. While his leadership was able 
to garner strong support using social 
media, dealing with the mainstream 
media had been a big failing. As 
if the mainstream media was ever 
going to come over to support a 
Corbyn-led government. Corbyn 
agreed that discussing ‘what 
socialism means’ is important, and 

his Peace and Justice Project will 
be inviting everyone on the left to 
contribute 500 words on this subject 
- not exactly a recipe for clarity.

Unfit
Amazingly, the LRC executive’s 
political statement was exactly the 
same document that was due to be 
presented back in October, with a 
small appendix added that covered the 
US withdrawal from Afghanistan and 
the Taliban take-over. Hence some of it 
was painfully out of date. For example, 
the pledges to build support for Cop26 
events in Glasgow. The slogan for the 
AGM was ‘building the resistance’, 
and this seems to be the ‘positive’ 
course for the LRC projected within 
the statement. In fact, the LRC’s old 
strategy of backing left MPs and 
getting Labour into office as the road 
to socialism has been completely 
exposed as utterly illusory. Indeed 
the LRC has no answer about how to 
fight the ongoing anti-Zionism equals 
anti-Semitism witch-hunt. Hence, in 
the absence of anything approaching 
a viable strategy the LRC leadership 
clutches at “the trade unions, climate 
change protests, Black Lives Matter, 
in solidarity with the Palestinian 
people, defending asylum seekers and 
migrants, resisting violence against 
women or discrimination against 
disabled people, fighting Universal 
Credit and the cut in its uplift, parts of 
the mutual aid movement and many 
more”.

In moving the statement, Graham 
Bash sounded the alarm for the 
LRC, which, along with the rest of 
the Labour left, had failed to stop 
the witch-hunt. He rightly agued that 
the Starmer purge was class war, 
and that over 200,000 members had 
already left the party. He urged those 
remaining not to give up and noted 
that alternative electoral ventures 
usually failed miserably. He urged 
the LRC to rise to the “challenges” - 

tailing existing protest movements? 
Otherwise the LRC was no longer fit 
for purpose - which is clearly already 
the case.

At least 15 members joined in 
the discussion, though many were 
oblivious to the stark warnings from 
comrade Bash, and some were totally 
off beam. Predictably there were 
voices calling for a new non-Marxist 
broad left to bring together all the left 
groups within Labour, united around 
‘a dozen points we all agree on’. 
Ironically such unprincipled unity can 
only encourage further demoralisation 
and disintegration - because it is bound 
to fail. Others endorsed the suggestion 
to divert efforts into supporting broad 
movements outside the party - again 
a route away from socialist politics. 
Many gave examples of the crisis of 
democracy within the party and how 
it is damaging the prospects for left 
candidates. But throughout there was 
an undercurrent of despair, summed 
up when Nick Wrack asked “What is 
the LRC for?”

In reply to the discussion, comrade 
Bash declared that this time the fight 
within Labour was different, and the 
party we know may not survive. On 
supporting those standing against 
Labour he recalled backing Ken 
Livingstone and Dave Nellist in 
earlier struggles, and would support 
Corbyn should he be forced to stand 
outside Labour. His blunt answer 
to the question “What is the way 
forward?” was that he didn’t know - 
the struggle will provide the answers. 
Surely a declaration of strategic 
bankruptcy.

No contest
The unhealthy spirit of hopelessness 
also affected other areas of the AGM. 
Nobody felt the need to question the 
treasurer’s report, despite an ominous 
loan for £5,000 which appeared to be 
funding an ‘organiser’. The 18 officers 
and the new executive committee 
were all elected unopposed, though 
nominations for some posts were 
only received on the day, and at least 
one post remains unfilled. Only five 
of the candidates deigned to submit 
a personal statement, so perhaps it is 
just as well there were no votes. A 
look at the attendance record for the 
retiring executive reveals that at least 
one third of them had resigned part-
way through their period in office.

A new editorial board was elected 
for the LRC’s ‘monthly’ journal, 
Labour Briefing. But there was no 
comment on its non-appearance 
since September, and no update on 
the email received in November, 
advising members: “We are pausing 
production while we re-organise and 
hopefully relaunch.” The talk is that 
when the relaunch comes it won’t 
be printed anymore, but will be just 
another one of those worthy but 
largely pointless online publications, 
that no one organises to support and 
very few go to the bother of reading.

When it ‘normally’ appears, Labour 
Briefing proclaims that “The LRC is 
a democratic, socialist body working 
to transform the Labour Party into an 
organisation that reflects all sections 
of the working class.” A thoroughly 
dubious formulation. No, we should 
seek to drive away, overthrow, the 
labour and trade union bureaucracy, 
not reflect, let alone promote, their 
narrow sectional interests and self-
serving careers. But that is exactly 
what the LRC has been all about, 
and look how it has ended. Failure, 
complete and abject failure l

LRC

Jean-Louis André Théodore Géricault ‘The raft of the Medusa’ (1818-19)
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Had the Experience
Well done so far in February, 

comrades. Last week we had 
a technical problem, which meant 
we couldn’t access our online bank 
account for a time and as a result I 
left a lot of our donation stalwarts 
out (I am assuming we can abolish 
banks under communism?).

So let me apologise to last week’s 
donors for not noting their standing 
orders. They are DC (£6), MM (£11), 
AN (£10), CP (£10), BK (£20), GB 
(£10), MD (£16), (BG) (£7), TM 
(£12), TG (£25), MT (£15), YM 
(£10), DI (£10) and PG (£20). Then 
there are our regular contributors 
for this week: thanks to AC (£60), 
BOC (£25), CG (£30), BH (£10), 
RG (£15), GD (£25), NR (£25), SM 
(£10), DV (£25), NH (£30) and Irish 
comrade AM, whose donation, paid 
in euros, translated as £66. Finally - 
last, but definitely not least - we had 
the usual PayPal donations from GB 
(£5), MH (£20) and GH (£20).

So far this month we have 
£741 in the kitty then. Great! 
But the usual caveat: we need a 
further £1,509 to get to our £2,250 
monthly target and, since we didn’t 
quite make it last month, please 
could we do our best in February?

We’re still phoning subscribers 
and asking them (very politely) if they 
are able to increase their contributions, 
and many are doing so - some without 

even being asked! (That’s what’s 
known as proactive, comrades.)

If you want to sell or give out 
Weekly Workers, let us know. If you 
can cover the postage, even better. It’s 
a great way to start a conversation, 
by the way. One of our comrades 
gives his local shop, the owners of 
which are Turkish Kurds, a copy on 
a regular basis. Last week he pointed 
out an article on Turkey’s economy 
and said “It’s going down”, to which 
the shop owner replied, lugubriously, 
“I know.”

If you want to contribute by 
PayPal, go to our website and use 
the PayPal button. Or - even betterer 
(as my little brother used to say) - a 
bank transfer does not deduct fees. 
Remember to specify the name of 
the account - it’s ‘Weekly Worker’, 
of course - and the account number 
is 00744310 (sort code 30-99-64). 
And, yes, we still accept cheques, 
which can be sent to our address 
(see the bottom of p2).

So, to keep our great journalism 
going, do what you can. Otherwise, 
as the poet warned, “We had 
the experience, but missed the 
meaning” l

Judy Carosian

Fighting fund

Cosying up to Sir Keir
Derek James reports on the split in the Socialist Campaign Group and the prospects for the ‘insider’ strategy

Another day, another initiative 
on the Labour left. However, 
this time rather than a new 

‘rank and file’ initiative, it seems 
that a group of 11 Campaign 
Group MPs and one member of the 
Scottish parliament are forming 
a new parliamentary caucus. 
Reports on social media and blogs 
like Labour List and Skwawkbox 
are still somewhat sketchy, but 
even at this early stage the main 
outlines of the project seem clear 
enough.1

In what seems to be a carefully 
planted leak, the group’s ‘strategy 
coordination document’ outlines 
the political and organisational 
basis of the new group, and 
its relationship to the current 
Labour leadership. Whilst much 
social media attention has been 
on its funding by a levy on MPs, 
proposals for a full-time staff 
member/researcher and ideas for 
more high-profile parliamentary 
interventions modelled on the 
US Democrats’ ‘Squad’, it is the 
broader political orientation of the 
as yet unnamed group that is of the 
greatest interest.

The putative group identifies 
itself, of course, as being on 
the left, but this is a ‘new left’, 
you understand. It is distinctly 
different from the old left 
represented by Corbyn and the 
socially reactionary elements of 
old-style Labourism, because it 
is “pushing the Labour leadership 
to do better on its economic 
approach, and social and 
environmental justice issues”.2 We 
can surmise what this might mean 
by looking a little more closely at 
some of the names currently in the 
frame. They are said to include 
backbenchers Lloyd Russell-
Moyle, Clive Lewis, Nadia 
Whittome, Rachel Maskell, Dawn 
Butler and Kim Johnson, along 
with frontbenchers Sam Tarry and 
Olivia Blake. Apparently other 
MPs were asked to get involved, 
such as Paula Barker, Beth Winter, 
Nav Mishra and Rachel Hopkins, 
but they declined for various 
reasons.3 On the face of it this 
motley collection of very soft-left 
Labourites has little in common. 
Although they largely represent 
a new generation of post-Corbyn 
MPs - that is, people who were 
elected since 2015 - this group of 
careerists and opportunists come 
from different backgrounds and 
political positions.

Thus Clive Lewis, who is 
likely to be the leading figure 
if this project ever gets off the 
ground, has been a member of 
Corbyn’s shadow cabinet and was 
a possible leadership candidate in 
2020. Resigning from the shadow 
cabinet in 2017 over Labour’s 
support for triggering article 50 
to leave the European Union, he 
is still strongly identified with 
the remainers.4 Lewis has also 
made something of a name for 
himself amongst Labour activists 
by ‘campaigning’ for liberal 
approaches to race, immigration 
and asylum issues, and presenting 
the ‘Green New Deal’ as a radical 
alternative economic strategy. He 
is the very model of a modern, 
moderate, post-Corbyn ‘leftist’, 
who can get a good write-up in The 
Guardian and space in Tribune, 
alongside an undeserved reputation 
as a leftwinger in Constituency 
Labour Parties. Whilst others on 
the list, such as Nadia Whittome 
and Lloyd Russell-Moyle, share a 

similar pedigree on the soft left, 
some members of this putative 
caucus, including Kim Johnson 
and Dawn Butler, have their roots 
in other types of activism in local 
government, community groups 
and the trade unions.

Invertebrate
However, there is one trait that 
they all share to a greater or lesser 
extent - a refusal to publicly 
oppose the attacks on Corbyn and 
complete silence on the witch-
hunt. If the response by the SCG 
in general to the onslaught of 
the Starmer leadership has been 
pathetically supine, then the 
record of this subset of individuals 
has been positively invertebrate. 
Despite their protestations of 
leftism, MPs like Nadia Whittome 
and Kim Johnson have joined 
in attacks on the left in their 
CLPs or discreetly worked with 
the party machine to undermine 
any challenges to the Starmer 
leadership.5 This combination 
of political characteristics and 
individual careerism finds its 
nadir in the approach of the new 
caucus towards the leadership of 
Keir Starmer. This goes beyond 
the cowardice and compromise 
that is the hallmark of the ‘official 
left’ to complete capitulation.

Our bold ‘leftists’ can read as 
well as anyone and throughout 
their distinguished political 
careers have developed a very keen 
sense of the way the wind blows in 
the Labour Party. So the strategy 
outlined is one of tacking between 
what remains of the left amongst 
party activists and snuggling up to 
the Starmer leadership.

Alongside “conventional 
parliamentary tactics”, we are 
promised some really dramatic 
action to spice things up for their 
potential audience in the CLPs 
and “capture media attention”, 
such as “calling Boris Johnson a 
liar, actions involving dresscodes, 
knee in the chamber, etc”.6 There 
is a fine heroic, historical tradition 
of working class tribunes using 
the platform that parliaments 
can provide to denounce the 
ruling class and mobilise a mass 
movement against capitalism. But 
what even these MPs admit are 
puerile parliamentary stunts are 
certainly not that!

While this publicity-seeking 
might catch the eye of the media 
and get a few headlines, their real 

attention is focused elsewhere on 
what, significantly, the new group 
defines as its “insider strategy”. 
These “tactical approaches” 
aim to put “pressure on Keir 
Starmer off and on his front 
bench” by “working alongside 
Starmer and trying to steer him 
rather than resist or remove him” 
(emphasis in original).7 This 
strategy of surrender is couched 
in the fashionable language of 
“an alliance between GND (green 
new deal) and new/progressive 
economics”, representing little 
more than some warmed-over 
Keynesianism, elements of 
modern monetary theory and 
worthy green projects.8 Like 
Labour’s 2019 election manifesto, 
this represents nothing more than 
a modified, regulated capitalism, 
albeit with a green-wash 
makeover. However, given what 
we have heard from the Labour 
leadership about its pro-business 
credentials, it is likely that even 
these timid, ‘progressive’ reforms 
will get short shrift from the oh 
so responsible shadow chancellor, 
Rachel Reeves.9

It does not take a political 
genius to predict that this new 
group is unlikely to get very far. It 
clearly represents something of a 
split to the right by some elements 
in the rather quiescent and actually 
quite moribund SCG. At all levels 
of the party former leftists have 
moved on from keeping their 
heads down to now actively 
making their peace with the 
Starmer regime. This should not 
surprise us, given the experience 
we had throughout the witch-hunt 
when supposed leftist MPs and 
activists either stood mutely aside 
or - even worse - joined in the 
attacks on the genuine left in the 
Labour Party. This new initiative 
is really just the logical extension 
of that approach.

Will anyone be convinced 
by this ‘insider strategy’? 
Starmer and his allies will not 
be impressed. Although they 
already have enough useful idiots 
recruited from among former 
leftists who abandoned the cause, 
a few more are always handy. 
However, for all the fine talk 
of a new strategy, it will be the 
leadership that is calling the shots: 
all this new group will be doing is 
providing a mildly left cover for 
Starmer, while trying to persuade 
Labour activists to concentrate on 

the main issue: unite behind the 
leadership and focus on ‘getting 
rid of Johnson’.

It is possible that some left 
activists might be persuaded 
to go along with the politics of 
this putative split from the SCG. 
In the wake of the defeat and 
disintegration of the Corbyn 
movement, the failure of the 
official left to offer any sort 
of lead has disorientated and 
demoralised many. So some might 
clutch at these straws of bizarre 
parliamentary stunts and making 
your peace with the leadership for 
want of anything else. But if they 
do they will surely find themselves 
simply acting as bit-part players, 
mere voting fodder supporting the 

careers of political opportunists.
The politics of this new group, 

however, point to something more 
fundamental than just individual 
failings and venal parliamentary 
ambitions. This tendency towards 
compromise is inherent in the 
Labour left: it is an original sin 
that flows from their focus on 
achieving ‘socialism’ through 
the election of a left Labour 
government, which in turn is 
predicated on the necessity of 
unity with and political surrender 
to the pro-capitalist Labour right. 
The whole history of the official 
Labour left is made up of these 
types of compromise, which end 
up ultimately as major betrayals 
and defeats for the working class.

In its timidity and complete 
surrender to Starmer, the politics 
of this new group of MPs is 
just the latest iteration of this 
thoroughly discredited and putrid 
tradition l

LABOUR
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The police and standing army too
The SWP is bad, but the CPB is worse. Jack Conrad critiques the cowardly, tailist, opportunist left and 
stands by what used to be the uncontroversial call to establish a popular militia

A few years ago, and not only 
in the United States, millions 
joined Black Lives Matter 

protests and demonstrations. Many, 
very many, unconsciously echoing 
the classic Marxist programme, 
carried ‘Defund the police’ or 
‘Abolish the police’ home-made 
placards. Excellent. They were 
being spontaneously communistic. 
There is every reason to be confident 
about the future.

Naturally, president Donald 
Trump branded BLM as treasonous. 
Naturally, Nigel Farage compared 
BLM to the Taliban. Naturally, Sir 
Keir Starmer took the knee, only 
to stress his “strong support for the 
police”.1 Naturally, the opportunist 
left desperately tailed what was 
suddenly fashionable.

However, still reeling from the 
comrade Delta rape scandal, the 
Socialist Workers Party found itself 
caught on the horns of a dilemma. 
On the one hand, there was the 
determination to keep respectable 
left Labourites gracing its Stand 
Up To Racism popular front 
platforms: eg, Diane Abbott and 
her Bell Ribeiro-Addy sidekick. 
On the other hand, in front of BLM 
activists, the SWP was more than 
keen to pose as very revolutionary. 
“The police”, it declared, must be 
abolished “altogether”. Upon closer 
examination, though, this turns 
out to be under socialism, after the 
overthrow of capitalism, in “an 
alternative society”.2 So not very 
revolutionary at all.

Socialist Resistance, official 
section of the so-called Fourth 
International, likewise tried to sound 
bold, even re-re-revolutionary, but 
could not quite manage anything 
more than a faint - a very faint - 
subBLMism: “We need to move 
beyond reform,” declared Susan 
Pashkoff. After that, though, 
it was rapidly downhill all the 
way: “Listening and hearing the 
protestors’ demands is essential. 
We must support the campaign for 
defunding the police and support 
the movement that is arguing for 
a transition towards a more just 
society.”3 All fully in the spirit of the 
woolly liberal.

Members of the Socialist Party in 
England and Wales marched on BLM 
demonstrations carrying Malcolm X 
‘You can’t have capitalism without 
racism’ placards, which also featured 
the re-re-revolutionary-sounding 
slogan: ‘Build a mass movement to 
smash racism’. Programmatically, 
however, SPEW backs immigration 
controls and is rooted in the mildest of 
mild-mannered re-re-reformism and 
the call for “police accountability”.4 
A pusillanimous formula doggedly 
repeated by Socialist Appeal and 
the more recent Socialist Alternative 
breakaway.5

Then we have Martin Thomas 
of the social-imperialist Alliance 
for Workers’ Liberty. He wrote in 
the spirit of the frightened liberal. 
Warning against the demand for the 
“abolition” of the police, Thomas 
says, “it would lead not to liberty, 
but to selected ‘police’ functions 
being operated instead (and worse) 
by mafias or private security forces, 
as they were against strikes and 
unions by the Pinkerton Agency in 
the late 19th-century USA.”

As if BLM, or anyone else for 
that matter, can vanish the police 
like David Copperfield supposedly 
vanished the Statue of Liberty. 
No, in politics - real politics, that 
is - we are not dealing with some 
magician who can do away with the 

police in a blink of the eye. On the 
contrary, we suppose mobilisation, 
organisation and prolonged, often 
bitter, struggles.

With Thomas we are dealing 
with a foreign-office socialist who 
is undergoing a further degeneration 
into becoming a home-office 
reformist. His wretched perspective 
showed all the morbid symptoms: 
“push back the scope and powers 
of the police, to demilitarise it, 
to decriminalise areas of life, to 
improve mental-health and school 
provision, etc, and to cut police 
funding as a result”. What happens, 
though, if capitalism refuses to 
become peace-loving, generous 
and ever so nice? What happens if 
capitalism extends and extends again 
police powers (against free speech, 
against free association, against the 
right to protest)? 

Reformism inevitably leads 
to complicity: “a low-paid police 
in the same class structures will 
probably just be more corrupt”. 
So, presumably, an AWL MP 
would vote to increase the already 
generous police salaries and 
pension provisions: constables get 
paid £26,199 after initial training, 
rising to £41,130, while sergeants 
get between £41,499 and £46,227 
(salaries designed to buy loyalty).6

The whole approach stinks of 
reformism. Hence we read that the 
AWL’s “general formula” is, first, 
the “struggle to impose democratic 
checks on the police under 
capitalism, and then, to replace it 
under a workers’ government by a 
public-safety service, democratically 
controlled by communities”.7

Evidently, the AWL’s perspective 
of imposing “democratic checks” 
on the police under capitalism leads 
not to ‘replacing’ the police, but 
merely to the police in a different 
guise or form (well, at least in the 
imagination). Meanwhile, explicitly, 
the AWL actually opposes those who 
call for the abolition of the police 
and those who advocate a popular 
militia … under capitalism.

If the AWL exhibits stage-three 
home-office reformism, the Morning 
Star’s Communist Party of Britain 
must be classified as a terminal 
case. The existing armed forces (the 
police included) are simply taken as 
a given. All that is required when it 

comes to the “taking of state power” 
is replacing “key personnel”.8 Not 
the smashing-apart of the existing 
institutions and their replacement 
by alternatives. Facing a wave 
of youthful rebellion, part-time 
general secretary Robert Griffiths 
even banned members discussing 
the question of the popular militia. 
Towards that end the CPB issued 
this strange, but all too revealing, 
decree:

it is essential that the party and its 
members do not publish or post 
anything that could be interpreted 
as support for the possession of 
weapons in Britain or for armed 
struggle at home or - except when 
explicitly endorsed by our party 
- abroad. Party members should 
make themselves aware of the 
home office list of proscribed 
terrorist organisations.9

Bolshevism
Compare and contrast this horrible 
modern-day collection of tailism, 
posturing and cringing timidity with 
Vladimir Lenin and the Bolsheviks. 
They actively encouraged workers, 
students and peasants to violently 
resist the police. Advice was given 
on street-fighting tactics and how to 
obtain weapons.

What about defunding? In 1908 
we find the 5th Conference of the 
Russian Social Democratic Labour 
Party instructing its deputies in 
the tsarist duma not to vote for 
government budgets - specifically 
not to vote for items in government 
budgets which “sanction expenditure 
on instruments for the oppression 
of the masses (the armed forces, 
etc) … [the] point of departure 
should be the principle of our 
programme that social democrats 
reject reforms involving tutelage 
of the police and the bureaucracy 
over the working classes”.10 Hence, 
in April 1917 Lenin unequivocally 
calls for the “abolition of the 
police, [the standing] army and 
the bureaucracy”.11 He makes the 
exact same call a few days later in a 
Pravda article:

the replacement of the police and 
the army, which are institutions 
divorced from the people and set 
against the people, by the direct 

arming of the whole people; order 
in the state under such a power is 
maintained by the armed workers 
and peasants themselves, by the 
armed people themselves.12 

And again and again throughout 
1917 till the October Revolution 
itself. This is a key lesson Lenin 
draws from Karl Marx and Friedrich 
Engels and their most famous 
writings on the Paris Commune 
(1871, 1872 and 1875). Lenin’s 
suggested revision of the RSDLP 
programme contains this splendid 
formulation:

The party of the proletariat cannot 
rest content with a bourgeois 
parliamentary democratic 
republic, which throughout the 
world preserves and strives 
to perpetuate the monarchist 
instruments for the oppression of 
the masses: namely, the police, the 
standing army and the privileged 
bureaucracy.13 

Nor, as we have seen, is Bolshevik 
opposition to the police confined 
to the Russia of Nicholas II and 
Alexander Kerensky’s provisional 
government. Lenin sets out the 
charge sheet:

In all bourgeois republics, even 
the most democratic, the police 
(like the standing army) is the 
chief instrument of oppression 
of the masses, an instrument 
making for a possible restoration 
of the monarchy. The police beat 
up the ‘common people’ in the 
police stations of New York, 
Geneva and Paris; it favours 
the capitalists either because it 
is bribed to do so (America and 
other countries), or because it 
enjoys wealthy ‘patronage’ and 
‘protection’ (Switzerland), or 
because of a combination of both 
(France). Separated as it is from 
the people, forming a professional 
caste of men trained in the 
practice of violence upon the 
poor, men who receive somewhat 
higher pay and the privileges 
that go with authority (to say 
nothing of ‘gratuities’), the police 
everywhere, in every republic, 
however democratic, where the 
bourgeoisie is in power, always 

remains the unfailing weapon, 
the chief support and protection 
of the bourgeoisie. No important 
radical reforms in favour of 
the working masses can be 
implemented through the police. 
That is objectively impossible.14 

Background
It is often argued by opportunists - 
the more ‘sophisticated’ citing the 
so-called ‘transitional method’ and 
the ‘existing consciousness of the 
working class’ - that the demand to 
abolish the police and the army, and 
replace them with the armed people, 
is only applicable in a revolutionary 
situation. No, obviously not - this 
is evidently a rotten excuse for 
abandoning what ought to be an 
elementary programmatic principle.

It should be stressed, therefore, 
that, when it comes to opposing 
standing armies and demanding a 
people’s militia, Marxists stand as 
part of a long tradition.

The Florentine bourgeois 
republic of the 15th and 16th 
centuries deserves particular 
mention. Having overthrown the 
Medici dynasty and experienced the 
failure, incompetence and betrayal 
of the professional (mercenary) 
army, the republic adopted a system 
of district militias. In the humanist 
mind, the militias of ancient Rome 
served as the ideal - an ideal spread 
throughout renaissance Europe via 
the writings of Niccolò Machiavelli 
(The prince chapters 12, 13 and 14, 
Discourses on Livy and The art of 
war). Machiavelli, of course, himself 
helped create the Florentine militia. 
Between 1498 and 1512 he served as 
a senior official in the republic.

English radicals, such as James 
Harrington (Commonwealth of 
Oceana 1656), and John Trenchard 
and Thomas Gordon (Cato’s letters 
1720-23), took up the militia ideal. 
From England it travelled the 
Atlantic to America. Militia units 
helped trigger the 1776 revolution.

Anti-Federalists - a very diverse 
political grouping - feared that the 
US presidency could easily evolve 
in the direction of a monarchy. There 
were those - eg, Lewis Nicola - who 
wanted George Washington crowned 
king. To guard against such an 
outcome, guarantees were demanded 
against the “establishment of a 
standing army, the bane of liberty” 
(Eldridge Gerry, 1789).15 The camp 
of plebeian and middling democracy 
saw in the militia their best defence 
against another tyranny.

Ratified to popular acclaim 
in 1791, the second amendment 
to the US constitution is justly 
famous: “A well regulated militia 
being necessary to the security of 
a free state, the right of the people 
to keep and bear arms shall not be 
infringed.”16

Marx and Engels considered 
Machiavelli, English radicalism and 
the second amendment part of their 
heritage.17 Clause four of the Marx-
Engels Demands of the Communist 
Party in Germany (1848) is 
unequivocal:

Universal arming of the people. 
In future armies shall at the 
same time be workers’ armies, 
so that the armed forces will not 
only consume, as in the past, but 
produce even more than it costs to 
maintain them.18 

The Marx-Engels team never 
wavered. Read Can Europe disarm? 
(1893). Here, in this pamphlet 
written by Friedrich Engels 10 years 

Masses of people spontaneously communistic
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after the death of his friend and 
collaborator, we find a concrete 
application of Marxism to the 
dawning epoch of universal suffrage 
and universal conscription. Engels 
concluded that the key to revolution 
was mutiny in the armed forces. 
His pamphlet outlined a model bill 
for military reform in Germany. 
Engels was determined to show that 
the proposal to gradually transform 
standing armies into a “militia 
based on the universal principle of 
arming the people” could exploit 
the mounting fears of a pending 
European war and widespread 
resentment at the ruinously costly 
military budget.19

For propaganda purposes, Engels 
proposed an international agreement 
to limit military service to a short 
period and a state system in which 
no country would fear aggression, 
because no country would be 
capable of aggression. Surely World 
War I would have been impossible 
if the European great powers had 
nothing more than lightly armed 
civilian militias available to them.

Not that Engels was some lily-
livered pacifist. He supported 
universal male (!) conscription and, 
if necessary, was quite prepared to 
advocate revolutionary war on the 
model of the Napoleon’s grande 
armée. Needless to say, his Can 
Europe disarm? was not intended 
to prove the undoubted military 
superiority of a militia over a 
standing army (it can fully mobilise 
very large numbers with incredible 
speed, provide defence in depth and 
is, therefore, capable of successfully 
surviving a whole series of initial 
defeats). No, Engels wanted a 
citizen army within which discipline 
would be self-imposed. An army 
where rank-and-file troops would, 
if necessary, turn their guns on any 
officer tempted to issue orders that 
ran counter to the vital interests of 
the people.

Subsequent Marxist writers took 
the militia for granted. Though his 
L’armée nouvelle (1910) was marred 
with various reformist assumptions, 
Jean Jaurès elaborated upon the 
whys and hows of a militia system. 
Work and military training had to 
be brought close together, full-time 
army cadre would be confined to 
instructors, etc.20

What went for Marxist writers 
went for Marxist parties too. Eg, 
the 1880 programme of the French 
Workers’ Party, the 1891 Erfurt 
programme, the 1889 Hainfeld 
programme of the Austrian Social 
Democratic Party, the 1903 
programme of the Russian Social 
Democratic Labour Party, etc. In the 
‘political section’ of the programme 
of the French Workers’ Party (Parti 
Ouvrier), authored jointly by Karl 
Marx and Jules Guesde, we find the 
demand for the “abolition of standing 
armies and the general arming of the 
people” (clause 4).21 A proposition 
faithfully translated by the Germans: 
“Education of all to bear arms. Militia 
in the place of the standing army” 
(clause 3).22 The Austrians too are 

adamant: “The cause of the constant 
danger of war is the standing army, 
whose growing burden alienates 
the people from its cultural tasks. 
It is therefore necessary to fight 
for the replacement of the standing 
army by arming the people” (clause 
6).23 Then the Russians: “general 
arming of the people instead of 
maintaining a standing army” 
(clause c9).24 The newly formed, 
though hardly Marxist, Labour Party 
in Britain too: in its first general 
election manifesto, 1900, there is 
this call: “Abolition of the standing 
army, and the establishment of a 
citizen force”.25

Practice
Besides the word, there is the deed.

We have already mentioned the 
1871 Paris Commune. Amongst its 
first decrees was the abolition of the 
standing army and its replacement 
by the national guard - “the bulk of 
which consisted of working men” 
(Marx). By actually constituting a 
new state, based on a repressive force 
that did not sit outside the general 
population, the Commune opened a 
new chapter in global politics. And 
Russia took what happened in Paris 
to new heights.

With the virtual collapse of 
the old tsarist state machine in 
1917, the Bolsheviks strove to 
prevent the “restoration of the 
police”. Following the February 
revolution, two rival militias arose: 
a civil militia, organised under the 
municipal dumas; and a workers’ 
militia, largely brought into being 
by groups of factory workers. 
They were overseen by factory 
committees and served to maintain 
law and order locally. Workers did 
not give up their jobs. They served 
in the militia according to an agreed 
rota.

The Menshevik- and Socialist 
Revolutionary-dominated executive 
committee of the soviets voted in 
favour of merging the civil and 
workers’ militias. This, in effect, was 
an attempt to revive the professional, 
full-time police force. Only the 
Bolsheviks denounced the decision, 
but it was a position fully in accord 
with rank-and-file sentiment.26

In May 1917 a conference of 
workers’ militias took place in 
Petrograd. It denounced the attempt 
to impose on the population a 
western European police force 
“hated throughout the world 
by the majority of people, the 
poorer classes”. The conference 
agreed a Bolshevik motion for 
reorganising the workers’ militias 
as a “transitional stage towards the 
general arming of the population” - 
a position which found wide support 
in factory committees, including 
many dominated by Mensheviks 
and SRs.

From the start there were those 
groups of armed workers who 
called themselves Red Guards. 
They saw their task as defending 
the gains of the revolution. Over 
April-June 1917, more and more 
workers’ militias voted to transform 

themselves into Red Guards - a 
development denounced by the 
Mensheviks. After Kornilov’s 
attempted counterrevolutionary 
putsch in September 1917, the Red 
Guards grew into a mass force and 
proved crucial to the success of the 
October Revolution.

And there are other instructive 
examples. Beginning in the early 
1920s, the two main workers’ parties 
in Germany built their own non-
state militias. The SDP dominated 
the soft-left Reichsbanner, while the 
Communist Party formed the much 
more militant Rotfrontkämpferbund 
(at its height it boasted 130,000 
members). In Austria, despite its 
1923 founding statutes emphasising 
ceremonial paraphernalia, marches 
and band music, the Schutzbund 
served as a kind of “proletarian 
police force”.27 When it came 
to strikes, demonstrations and 
meetings, this workers’ militia 
maintained discipline and fended 
off Nazi gangs. Though hampered 
by a dithering social democratic 
leadership, the Schutzbund 
heroically resisted the February12 
1934 fascist coup.

Workers formed defence corps 
during the 1926 General Strike 
in Britain. American workers did 
the same in 1934. There were 
massive stoppages in San Francisco, 
Toledo and Minneapolis. In Spain, 
anarchists, ‘official communists’, 
the Workers Party of Marxist 
Unification (Poum), etc, likewise 
formed their own militias in response 
to Franco’s counterrevolutionary 
uprising.

Then, more recently, in 1966, 
there was the Black Panther Party. It 
organised “armed citizen’s patrols” 
to monitor and counter the brutal 
US police force.28 Even the “non-
violent” civil rights movement, led 
by Martin Luther King, included 
within its ranks those committed 
to “armed self-defence” against Ku 
Klux Klan and other such terrorism.29

Invented
As we have seen, the Bolsheviks 
opposed funding the police under 
tsarism. We have also seen that the 
Bolsheviks opposed attempts to 
establish a western-European-type 
police in 1917. And yet today’s fake 
Bolsheviks - along with mainstream 
liberal and conservative opinion - 
take the police for granted. They 
appear to believe that the police have 
been around forever. But, of course, 
today’s police force was invented 
by home secretary Sir Robert 
Peel, beginning in 1829, with the 
establishment of the Metropolitan 
Police Force for London (Peelers). 
It is worth stressing that he drew 
heavily upon his experience of being 
chief secretary - read chief oppressor 
- of colonial Ireland.

The British bourgeoisie was 
terrified by what had happened in 
France, especially with 1793 and the 
sans culottes briefly imposing their 
will upon society. The emergent 
radical and working class movement 
posed the same sort of threat. The 
ideas of Tom Paine, Robert Owen 
and James Morrison gained a 
mass audience and took material 
form with corresponding societies, 
insurrectionary conspiracies and 
revolutionary trade unionism.

Before 1829 there was nothing 
like a centralised police force. 
Various local bodies financed night-
watchmen (Charlies). There were 
also unpaid constables, supervised 
by justices of the peace. In theory 
every able-bodied male householder 
was expected to serve as a parish 
constable for a one-year term. In 
practice this duty was passed onto 
others in return for a small payment. 
Corruption was endemic.

What first evolved in the 15th 
century could not serve the fully-
fledged capitalism of the early 

19th century. The use of untrained 
constables - often dissolute, old 
and in poor health - proved useless 
when faced with mass meetings, 
demonstrations and even the 
everyday pilferings of bully bucks, 
moochers and snick fadgers. Not that 
the military were much of an answer. 
Troops were unreliable - they had 
sympathy for those whom they were 
ordered to attack. On occasion rank-
and-file soldiers actively took sides 
with radical protestors. This explains 
why the yeomanry - a mounted force 
officered by the upper and middle 
classes - was formed. Hopeless in 
military terms, its main purpose 
was to suppress local ‘Jacobinism’. 
Something it did with “enthusiasm 
and unfailing brutality”.30 The 
Peterloo massacre of 1819 saw 11 
peaceful demonstrators killed and 
400 wounded, just because they were 
calling for parliamentary reform. In 
other words, the yeomanry applied 
too much force. So in 1829 the army 
was placed in reserve and a strong 
body of professional, trained, paid 
police was put on the front line. 
The truncheon was to prove more 
effective than the sabre.

Popular pamphlets attacked 
“Peel’s bloody gang” and called for 
unity around the demand, “Abolish 
the new police”. Showing the 
hostility of the general population, 
when, in the early 1830s, a 
policeman was fatally stabbed 
during a meeting of the National 
Political Union - a thoroughly 
moderate reform organisation - the 
inquest jury returned a verdict of 
“justifiable homicide”.31

As the Metropolitan police 
model was applied to other areas, 
local big wigs lost their customary 
powers. The growth of the central 
bureaucracy provoked objections 
from the landed gentry. However, 
with the rise of Chartism, that 
evaporated. The police were in 
the forefront of the fight against 
revolution. Hence, the passing of the 
1839 Metropolitan Police Act was 
opposed not so much by Tories, but 
the Chartist movement and Radical 
MPs. The Herald newspaper 
expressed its outrage at what was in 
effect a move to establish a national 
police force:

The Centralised Police Bill 
is unconstitutional in its very 
essence; in its operation and 
effects it will prove the most 
frightful instrument of despotism 
- of money despotism - ever 
introduced into England.32

Over the years, while there has been 
the attempt to give the appearance 
of local control - eg, the election of 
police and crime commissioners - 
the fact remains that the police still 
operate as a single national force 
for operational purposes under the 
overall direction of the home office.

The official account insists that 
the main reason for the creation 
of the modern police was crime 
prevention. A dubious proposition. 
True, the police function to protect 
the property and persons of ordinary 
citizens. But the evidence strongly 
shows that the police have little 
effect on reducing crime. Economic 
booms and slumps, government 
social provisions and the organised 
strength or weakness of the working 
class movement - all are far more 
important factors. Clear-up rates 
are undoubtedly pathetic. In 2019 
police forces in England and Wales 
reported that just 7.8% of offences 
saw someone charged or summonsed 
- down from 9.1% the previous year. 
Only to be expected from a force set 
above and apart from society.

No, the police exist primarily to 
maintain order and to protect the 
state. Towards that end the police 
force - not just top personnel - must 
be thoroughly imbued with loyalty 

to the monarch (queen or king) and 
the country.

The top echelons of the army 
and civil service are still heavily 
recruited from the public-school 
intake into universities. Not the 
case with the police. Though there 
has been the introduction of fast-
tracking for university graduates, 
since 1958 and Sir Joseph Simpson, 
all Met Commissioners have joined 
as constables. There is, in other 
words, no officer caste. Nonetheless, 
there is natural conservatism. Most 
recruits join the police not with 
especially reactionary views: in 
general they appear, on entry, to 
share the problematic outlook and 
moral values of the respectable end 
of the working and middle classes. 
But experience of the police being 
the police produces especially 
reactionary and especially racist 
notions and ideas.33 There can be 
no doubt that the great majority 
of serving police men and women 
despise, look down upon, fear, 
striking trade unionists, the left, 
black-rights protestors, statue 
topplers, etc.

For our part, we support the 
right of the police rank and file 
to join a genuine trade union. But 
communist MPs would certainly 
not vote for police budgets. They 
would either abstain or vote against. 
Programmatically we are committed 
to abolishing the police and all 
standing armies, and replacing them 
with a popular militia l
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REPORT

Behind Israeli apartheid
Amnesty International’s moralistic condemnation is totally inadequate. As Moshé Machover has long argued, 
anachronistic settler-colonialism is the root of Israel’s racist apartheid. Only de-Zionisation can end it

Why a racist state?
That Israel is a racist state is a 

well-established fact. On July 
19 2018, it enacted a quasi-

constitutional nationality bill – 
‘Basic law: Israel as the nation-
state of the Jewish people’1 - which 
has been widely condemned as 
institutionalising discrimination 
against Israel’s non-Jewish citizens. 
As many have observed, this law 
merely codifies and formalises a 
reality that long predates it.2 Within 
its pre-1967 borders, Israel is an 
illiberal semi-democracy. It defines 
itself as “Jewish and democratic”, 
but as its critics point out, it is 
“democratic for Jews, Jewish for 
others”. In the territories ruled by 
it since 1967, Israel is a military 
tyranny, applying one system of 
laws and regulations to Jewish 
settlers and an entirely separate 
one to the indigenous Palestinian 
Arabs.

The ways in which Israel 
exercises racist discrimination are 
too numerous to list here. Adalah, 
the Legal Centre for Arab Minority 
Rights in Israel, lists over 65 Israeli 
laws that discriminate directly 
or indirectly against Palestinian 
citizens in Israel and/or Palestinian 
residents of the Occupied 
Palestinian Territory (OPT).3 In 
addition to these laws, there are 
countless unofficial bureaucratic 
practices and regulations by 
which Israeli racist discrimination 
operates in everyday life.

The conclusion cannot be 
denied: the state of Israel is 
structurally racist, an apartheid 
state according to the official UN 
definition of this term.4

Shocking 
comparison
In Israeli public discourse, racist 
speech is extremely common, 
even at the highest echelon of 
politics. Some of this high-level 
racist discourse is almost casual, 
such as Netanyahu’s infamous 
“Arabs voting in droves” video 
on election day, March 17 2015;5 
or the “we are not Arab lovers” 
declaration of Isaac Herzog, leader 
of Israel’s Labor Party.6 At the most 
obscene end of the range there are 
statements by senior politicians 
containing barely concealed calls 

for ethnic cleansing.
Some of the harshest 

condemnation of Israel’s racism 
is voiced by two Israeli academics 
who, as recognised experts on the 
history of fascism and Nazism, 
speak with considerable authority. 

Professor Zeev Sternhell is 
emeritus head of the department 
of political science at the Hebrew 
University of Jerusalem and one 
of the world’s leading experts on 
fascism.7 In an article published 
earlier this year, he referred to 
statements made by two senior 
Israeli politicians, members of the 
ruling coalition, Bezalel Smotrich 
(deputy speaker of the Knesset, 
Israel’s parliament) and Miki Zohar 
(chair of one of the Knesset’s most 
important committees). These 
statements, Sternhell writes, 
“should be widely disseminated 
on all media outlets in Israel and 
throughout the Jewish world. In 
both of them we see not just a 
growing Israeli fascism but racism 
akin to Nazism in its early stages.”8

This shocking comparison with 
Nazism is endorsed by Daniel 
Blatman, professor of history 
at the Hebrew University of 
Jerusalem, whose book The death 
marches: the final phase of Nazi 
genocide won him in 2011 the 
Yad Vashem international book 
prize for holocaust research. In 
an article published last year he 
commented: “Deputy speaker 
Bezalel Smotrich’s admiration for 
the biblical genocidaire Joshua 
bin Nun leads him to adopt values 
that resemble those of the German 
SS.”9

Blatman returned to this topic in 
a more recent article:

Deputy Knesset 
speaker MK Bezalel 
Smotrich … presented 
his phased plan, 
according to 
which the 
Palestinians 
in the 
o c c u p i e d 
territories 
( a n d 

possibly Israeli citizens, too) 
would become, in the best 
case, subjects without rights 
with a status that reminds us of 
German Jews after the passage 
of the Nuremberg laws in 1935. 
To the extent that they do not 
agree to the plan, they will 
simply be cleansed from here. If 
they refuse to leave, they will be 
uprooted violently, which would 
lead to genocide.

Another elected official from 
the ruling coalition, Likud’s 
Miki Zohar, did not hesitate 
to state that the Arabs have a 
problem that has no solution - 
they are not Jews and therefore 
their fate in this land cannot be 
the same as that of the Jews. … 
Professor Zeev Sternhell wrote 
in this paper earlier this month 
that this racism is “akin to 
Nazism in its early stages.” I 
think it is Nazism in every way 
and fashion, even if comes from 
the school of the victims of 
historical Nazism.

He concludes that “if a racism 
survey were held in western 
countries like the one on anti-
Semitism, Israel would be near the 
top of the list.”10

Material base
Exposing Israel’s racism is all too 
easy. Mere denunciation, without 
explanation of its underlying 
context, may actually be misleading 
if not counter-productive; it may 
appear as singling Israel out for 
some peculiar and exceptional 
moral defect of its leaders or, 
worse, of its Jewish majority. 
In fact, racist structures and 
attitudes, wherever they occur, are 
part of the legal and ideological 
superstructure and cannot 

properly be understood in 
isolation from their 

material base.
In the case 

of Israel, that 
material base 
is the Zionist 

colonisation 
of Palestine 
- a process 
of which 
Israel is 

both product and instrument. That 
the Zionist project is all about the 
colonisation of Palestine by Jews 
is an indisputable fact. It is how 
political Zionism described itself 
right from the start. Thus, the 
second Zionist congress (1898) 
adopted the following resolution 
(supplementing the Basel 
programme adopted at the first 
congress a year earlier):

This congress, in approval of the 
colonisation already inaugurated 
in Palestine, and being desirous 
of fostering further efforts in 
that direction, hereby declares, 
that for the proper settlement of 
Palestine, this congress considers 
it is necessary to obtain the 
requisite permission from the 
Turkish government, and to carry 
out such settlement according to 
the plan, and under the direction 
of a committee, selected by this 
congress. This committee to be 
appointed to superintend and 
direct all matters of colonisation; 
it shall consist of 10 members, 
and have its seat in London …11

The congress also resolved 
to establish a bank to finance 
the activities of the Zionist 
movement. The bank was duly 
incorporated in London in 1899; 
its name was the Jewish Colonial 
Trust.12 Well into the 20th century, 
Zionists continued to describe 
their project unabashedly, in a 
perfectly matter-of-fact way, as 
one of colonisation. Later in that 
century this usage became a public 
relations liability, and the term was 
replaced by various euphemisms. 
But the practice of colonisation 
of Palestinian land has continued 
unabated and is going ahead at full 
steam to this day.

This context makes Israel’s 
racism quite ‘natural’, in the sense 
of conforming to a general law. 
Every colonisation of an already 
inhabited territory is accompanied 
by racism. This is the case whether 
or not the colonisers arrive 
with preconceived racist ideas. 
Colonisation invariably meets 
resistance by the indigenous people. 
This was clearly understood, for 
example, by Vladimir Jabotinsky 

Amnesty International has 
now joined with Israel’s 
foremost human rights 

organisation, B’tselem, and the 
US-based Human Rights Watch - 
alongside a host of other groups 
and individuals - in accusing 
Israel of the crime of apartheid.1 
Moreover, AI’s strongly worded 
and evidence-rich report concurs 
with B’tselem in applying this 
condemnation not only to the 
military regime in the territories 
Israel seized in 1967, but to the 
entire area under Israeli rule. 

As you would expect, Israel’s 
leaders, its imperialist sponsors 
and devoted worldwide advocacy 
organisations are not exactly 
happy about this. Devoid of valid 
counter-arguments, all they are 
left with are accusations of ‘anti-
Semitism’, a currency debased by 
counterfeiting and hyper-inflation. 
The witch-hunters - including 
the self-described Zionist leader 

of the Labour Party and his 
general secretary sidekick - will 
no doubt go on witch-hunting. 
But informed public opinion is 
gradually shifting against them 
as the evidence of Israeli crimes 
keeps mounting.

AI, as well B’tselem and 
HRW, have done excellent 
work in documenting much 
of this evidence. Yet, there is 
an important absence, a great 
gap, in their reports. According 
to international law and UN 
resolutions, apartheid is a crime 
against humanity.2 The reports 
present detailed proof of Israel’s 
guilt of this crime, but say 
virtually nothing about its material 
motive. In the absence of a 
motive, the crime appears to be a 
product of pure incomprehensible 
evil. We are presented with 
detailed descriptions, but little 
or no explanation and analysis. 
In fact, this lack of analysis is 

very common in much liberal 
and leftist discourse on Palestine/
Israel. It flattens the discussion 
to a question of morality, which, 
rather than being one aspect of the 
conflict, appears as its essence. 

A good start for an analysis 
is to observe that the conflict is 
a colonial one, between Zionist 
colonisers and Palestinian 
colonised. And apartheid is a 
regular feature of such conflicts 
because it is an indispensable 
instrument of colonisation. 
Moreover, just as there are several 
types of colonisation, there are 
several corresponding forms 
of apartheid. Israel’s apartheid 
clearly differs from that practised 
in pre-1994 South Africa, 
where the term ‘apartheid’ was 
coined. This is because Zionist 
colonisation and the Israeli 
settler state differ in fundamental 
respects from their South-
African counterparts. The former 

aims to exclude and expel the 
indigenous people of Palestine, 
whereas the latter’s political 
economy depended on the 
indigenous peoples’ labour power. 
For Zionism, the Palestinians 
are surplus to requirement; 
for apartheid South Africa the 
indigenous people were a vital 
exploitable asset. 

In September 2018 the 
occasional publication Labour 
Party Marxists published an 
article ‘Why Israel is a racist state’ 
[below] in which I presented this 
analysis in some detail.3 I think 
it would be a good idea to revisit 
it, as it has not lost its topicality. 
The article explains the function 
of racism for Zionist colonisation 
and its Israeli settler state. In this 
context the difference between 
‘racism’ (in the sense discussed in 
the article) and ‘apartheid’ is not 
significant. Indeed, the crime of 
apartheid amounts, by definition, 

to aggravated systemic and 
institutionalised racist oppression, 
domination and discrimination l4

Notes
1. B’tselem ‘A regime of Jewish supremacy 
from the Jordan River to the Mediterranean 
sea: this is apartheid’ January 12 2021: www.
btselem.org/publications/fulltext/202101_
this_is_apartheid; Human Rights Watch ‘A 
threshold crossed: Israeli authorities and the 
crimes of apartheid and persecution’ April 
27 2021: www.hrw.org/report/2021/04/27/
threshold-crossed/israeli-authorities-and-
crimes-apartheid-and-persecution; Amnesty 
International ‘Israel’s apartheid against 
Palestinians: cruel system of domination 
and crime against humanity’ February 1 
2022: www.amnesty.org/en/documents/
mde15/5141/2022/en.
2. For detailed references to international legal 
conventions and UN resolutions, see Section 
4.1 of the Amnesty International report.
3. First published in Labour Party Marxists 
No21 September 2018: labourpartymarxists.
org.uk/wp-content/uploads/LPM-21-web.pdf. 
and  labourpartymarxists.org.uk/2018/09/25/
why-israel-is-a-racist-state.
4. For a detailed definition of apartheid, 
see Subsection 4.1.1 of the Amnesty 
International report.
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Notes
1. en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Basic_Law:_Israel_
as_the_Nation-State_of_the_Jewish_People.
2. Thus, for example, Bernie Sanders 
remarked in passing that “the recent ‘nation 
state law’ ... essentially codifies the second-
class status of Israel’s non-Jewish citizens” 
(‘A new authoritarian axis demands 
an international progressive front’ The 
Guardian September 13 2018).
3. www.adalah.org/en/content/view/7771.
4. en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Crime_of_
apartheid.
5. “The right-wing government is in danger. 
Arab voters are heading to the polling 
stations in droves. Left-wing NGOs are 
bringing them in buses.”: www.theguardian.
com/world/2015/mar/17/binyamin-
netanyahu-israel-arab-election.
6. ‘We are not Arab lovers - Israeli Labor’s 
bankrupt efforts to stave off decline’ 
Middle East Eye April 25 2016: www.
middleeasteye.net/columns/when-israels-
main-opposition-party-has-problem-
countrys-palestinian-citizens-1878921672.
7. en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zeev_Sternhell.
8. ‘In Israel, growing fascism and a racism 
akin to early Nazism’ Ha’aretz January 19 
2018: www.haaretz.com/opinion/.premium-
in-israel-growing-fascism-and-a-racism-
akin-to-early-nazism-1.5746488.
9. ‘The Israeli lawmaker heralding genocide 
against Palestinians’ Ha’aretz May 23 2017: 
www.haaretz.com/opinion/.premium-the-
israeli-mk-heralding-genocide-against-
palestinians-1.5475561. The biblical 
reference is to the book of Joshua, which 
contains a mythical account of the conquest 
and ethnic cleansing of the land of Canaan 
(Palestine) by the Israelites. The account is, 
of course, purely fictitious, but is taken as 
inspiration and virtual blueprint by the likes 
of Smotrich.
10. ‘International holocaust remembrance 
day: an Israeli hypocrisy’ Ha’aretz 
January 28 2018: www.haaretz.com/
israel-news/.premium-international-

Whatever their exact form, colonial-settler states inevitably generate racist laws, sentiments and divisions

(1880-1940), the founder of the 
Zionist current that has been 
politically dominant in Israel for 
the last 41 years. In his seminal 
article ‘The iron wall’ (1923) he 
wrote:

Every native population in the 
world resists colonists as long 
as it has the slightest hope of 
being able to rid itself of the 
danger of being colonised. That 
is what the Arabs in Palestine 
are doing, and what they will 
persist in doing as long as 
there remains a solitary spark 
of hope that they will be able 
to prevent the transformation 
of ‘Palestine’ into the ‘Land of 
Israel’ …

Colonisation can have only 
one aim, and Palestine Arabs 
cannot accept this aim. It lies 
in the very nature of things, 
and in this particular regard 
nature cannot be changed ….

Zionist colonisation must 
either stop, or else proceed 
regardless of the native 
population. Which means that 
it can proceed and develop 
only under the protection of 
a power [ie, Britain - MM] 
that is independent of the 
native population - behind an 
iron wall, which the native 
population cannot breach.13

In their conflict with the ‘natives’, 
the settlers tend to develop a racist 
ideology as self-justification. 
We can say more. Racism in 
general comes in many different 
variants, and colonisers’ racism 
takes different forms, depending 
on the type of colonisation. In 
colonisation based primarily on 
exploiting the labour power of the 

indigenous people, the latter are 
usually depicted by the colonisers 
as inferior creatures deserving no 
better fate than working for their 
conquerors.

But in colonisation based on 
excluding and displacing the 
‘natives’ rather than incorporating 
them into the colonial economy as 
workers, they are usually depicted 
as dangerous wild and murderous 
people who ought to be ethnically 
cleansed. Zionist colonisation 
belongs to this category. In 
this respect, it is not unlike the 
colonisation of what became 
the United States, except that 
the Zionist organisation insisted 
explicitly and deliberately on 
denying employment to non-Jews.14

In the US declaration of 
independence, the freedom-loving 
founding fathers - only some 
of whom were slave owners - 
complain that the king of Great 
Britain “has endeavoured to bring 
on the inhabitants of our frontiers, 
the merciless Indian Savages 
whose known rule of warfare is an 
undistinguished destruction of all 
ages, sexes and conditions.”15 In 
today’s terminology they would no 
doubt be described as ‘terrorists’. 
The Palestinian Arabs are Israel’s 
“merciless Indian Savages”.

When viewed against the 
background of the history of this 
type of colonisation, Israeli racist 
ideology and practices are par for the 
course. The annals of colonisation 
certainly have grimmer chapters, 
such as the total extermination 
of the people of Tasmania, to 
mention an extreme example. 
Zionist colonisation is however 
exceptional in being anachronistic: 
it continues in the 21st century the 
kind of thing - settler colonialism - 

that, elsewhere, ended in the 19th.
To conclude: apart from its 

anachronism, there is little that is 
exceptional about Israel’s racism. 
It is rooted in its nature as a settler 
state. Uprooting colonialist racism 
requires a change of regime - 
decolonisation - which, in the case 
of Israel, means de-Zionisation l16
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holocaust-remembrance-day-an-israeli-
hypocrisy-1.5768945.
11. www.jewishencyclopedia.com/
articles/2612-basel-program.
12. www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jewish-
colonial-trust.
13.  ‘The iron wall’ (‘O zheleznoi stene’) 
published November 4 1923 in the 
Russian-language journal Rassvyet (Dawn) 

- English translation: tinyurl.com/m8dp3le.
14. See the 1929 constitution of the Jewish 
Agency: tinyurl.com/ycq3nqpo.
15. www.ushistory.org/declaration/
document.
16. See my article ‘The decolonisation of 
Palestine’ Weekly Worker June 23 2016: 
weeklyworker.co.uk/worker/1112/the-
decolonisation-of-palestine.
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Abstraction and obfuscation
Michael Sommer Anti-Postone (translator Maciej Zurowski), Cosmonaut Press, 2021, pp124, £11.99

This short book, presenting 
in English for the first time 
a critique of the Marxisant 

theory of anti-Semitism 
propounded by Moishe Postone, 
may appear a rather niche product, 
but has significance far beyond 
its straightforward purview.

Michael Sommer’s essay, 
originally published in German 
as ‘Falsch aber wirkungsvoll’ 
(‘Wrong, but effective’), is one 
artefact of an extensive debate 
in German on Postone’s work. 
Postone was so influential on 
the German scene, especially 
in its anti-fascist autonomist 
subculture, that he was sometimes 
considered an honorary German; 
but his epigones, mostly drawn 
from the notorious anti-German 
school, would hardly have 
considered that an honourable 
designation. Postone himself 
was a Canadian, and - though a 
participant in the American new 
left - more or less functioned 
as an academic, teaching at 
the University of Chicago.

Chicago is an institution 
not conventionally thought of 
as a good home for a Marxist 
academic. It is essentially the 
mother church of American 
neoliberal thought. It gave its 
name to the ‘Chicago boys’ - the 
economists who advised Augusto 
Pinochet on the ‘liberalisation’ of 
the Chilean economy coterminous 
with his furious and appalling 
purges of the left. Readers of 
Sommer’s text, however, will 
get a ready sense of how Postone 
fitted the place like a glove.

Value
Sommer begins with an account 
of the Blockupy anti-capitalist 
protest in Frankfurt in May 2013. 
It was a standard leftwing event 
of the era, in this case focussed 
on the economic punishment 
being inflicted on peripheral 
European economies at the time. 
“Break the rule of banks and 

corporations!” went the slogan 
- a little banal, you might think, 
but no worse than that. Yet there 
were those on the left who hated 
the implication. Sommer quotes a 
panel on a Hamburg radio debate:

The anti-bank critics, one of 
the panellists argued, were 
all in agreement that “the 
money lender … confronting 
ordinary craftsmen and honest 
workers who build the industry 
and represent the concrete” 
is the “enemy of all that is 
decent … the wicked banker, 
the wicked money lender, 
and ultimately the wicked 
Jew who embodies all these 
things - that’s what it always 
boils down to in the end” (p3).

The giveaway word here is 
“concrete”. It is the opposition 
of the abstract to the concrete 
that founds Postone’s theory of 
modern anti-Semitism, and is 
thereby taken up by anti-German 
activists and writers as a cudgel 
against the left. Postone’s account 
characterises capitalism as a 
system which replaces traditional 
forms of economic dependence, 
with the rule of value as an 
abstraction over economic 
activity. So far, so (roughly) 
Marxist - but, for all the ambition 
of Marx’s political economy, the 
conclusion drawn by Postone is 
far stronger. Capitalism thereby 
becomes a system of completely 
impersonal, abstract domination. 
This “form of power that does 
not manifest itself directly … 
seeks a concrete carrier”.

For Postone, it is pertinent 
that mobility, intangibility and 
so forth associated with ‘Jewish’ 
economic activity by anti-
Semites are precisely 
those features 
associated with 
the “abstract 
‘ v a l u e 
d i m e n s i o n ’ 

of capitalism”. Anti-Semitism 
emerges as a “foreshortened 
anti-capitalism” by “concretising 
the abstract”, and projecting 
the impersonal, intangible, 
abstract features of capitalism 
onto the Jew as a scapegoat. The 
logical culmination of all this is 
Auschwitz, rather gnomically 
described as “a factory to 
destroy value” (pp10-13).

Sommer offers two essential 
lines of critique here. One - 
which appears towards the end 
of the essay - is straightforwardly 
historical. Postone’s account 
requires an incredibly partial view 
of the content of anti-Semitism:

The Postoneans only see the 
elegant, civilized “Jud’ Süß” 
who dupes dumb peasants 
with his arithmetic tricks. The 
dirty, beast-like “eternal Jew” 
who transmits diseases and 
lives in a “bug-ridden hole” 
is missing from their theory 
of anti-Semitism, as is the 
“black-haired Jewish youth” 
- the sex offender who “lies 
in wait” for the unsuspicious 
German girl in order to 
take her honour (pp50-51).

Characterising anti-Semitism as 
a “foreshortened anti-capitalism” 
meanwhile leaves us no place for 
the pro-capitalist anti-Semitic 
writings available in the first 
half of the 20th century, quoted 
at some length here. There is 
certainly an opposition presented 
between ‘productive’ industrial 
capital and usury, but this is 
typically an argument in favour 
of the industrial bourgeoisie 
that decries its subjection to the 

demands of the socialist 
working class as 

just one more 
plot of the 
J e w i s h 
puppet -
m a s t e r 
(pp43-

51). (In his introduction, Mike 
Macnair traces the lineage of this 
idea further back, to the creation 
of Catholic social teaching in the 
1880s as an alternative to social 
democracy, and further still to 
18th century Tory hostility to 
naturalisation of wealthy Jews 
in this country - pp xxi-xxii).

Philosophical
Sommer, however, also directly 
attacks Postone’s use of the 
terms ‘abstract’ and ‘concrete’ 
in his analysis, and it is here that 
his critique is most useful, since 
it touches not only the core of 
what is wrong with Postone’s 
account of anti-Semitism, but also 
undermines his whole theoretical 
edifice, and moreover leaves many 
other philosophically extravagant 
interpretations of Marxism with 
real questions to answer as well. 
Sommer establishes, briefly, the 
role of ‘abstract’ and ‘concrete’ 
in Marx’s political economy, and 
what emerges is a distinction that 
would feel familiar to anyone with 
a modest acquaintance with the 
western philosophical tradition.

Abstraction, in its etymological 
roots, means ‘to take out of’, and 
this is how we would normally 
use the word in philosophical 
discourse. To treat X in 
abstraction from Y is to treat it 
as though Y does not exist for 
illustrative purposes. Our account 
of X is abstract insofar as it does 
not account for the whole world 
of relations into which X is really 
inserted, including Y (and Z and 
so on). For example, when we 
investigate the speed with which 
bodies fall to earth as an effect 
of the law of gravity, we abstract 
from air resistance - which of 
course alters the observable 
behaviour of falling bodies in 
real, concrete life. Likewise, Marx 
starts from extremely abstract 
determinations, but with the aim 
of “rising to the concrete”: that 
is, of specifying in as full and 
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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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rich a manner as is practicable the 
operation in detail of capitalism 
and the potential mechanisms of 
its overthrow.

Postone, however, treats 
‘abstract’ and ‘concrete’ as 
discrete “forms of appearance” 
of capital, and since these forms 
of appearance are necessarily 
generated by the fetishism of 
commodities, they really are 
properly predicated of capital. 
The concrete is the use-value, the 
commodity’s ‘thingliness’, and the 
abstract is its value in the sphere 
of exchange and circulation. I 
will not attempt to summarise 
Sommer’s argument in detail 
here, but he makes a good case 
that - far from being a profound 
and difficult scientific insight - 
Postone’s distinction adds up to 
a method of “free association of 
concepts”.

Where does this “free 
association” lead? At best, merely 
to obfuscation - in the sort of 
philosophical discourse under 
discussion here, ‘abstract’ and 
‘concrete’ have fairly definite 
meanings, and redoubling them 
to refer to specific ideological 
illusions cannot but lead to 
confusion when the terms are 
already used by Marx in the 
‘ordinary’ philosophical sense. 
There is a worse confusion that 
can be introduced - the idea that 
capital, or value, or whatever, is 
really abstract, is founded on a 
“real abstraction”, under which 
name the idea has far wider 
currency than Postone’s work. 
There is a temptation among 
Hegelian Marxists to build yet 
another vast system of unfolding 
moments and categories; but 
Hegel knew what the abstract 
and concrete were, and his use 
of those words in the exposition 
of the Phenomenology or Logic 
is akin to Marx rather than the 
prophets of the ‘real abstraction’.

The results of this kind 
of reasoning are laid out by 
Sommer in lengthy and absurd 
quotations from various anti-
German luminaries. Any concrete 
expression of displeasure at the 
ruination of daily social life by 
the rule of capital is, inevitably, 
‘foreshortened’ into something 
incipiently or structurally anti-
Semitic - that is what it always 
boils down to in the end. It is 
necessary, therefore, to side with 
banks and giant corporations to 
prevent some dreadful revenge 
against the ‘abstract’ on the model 
of Auschwitz.

Self-hatred
Sommer correctly identifies this as 
a descendant of impossibilist ultra-
leftism, quoting Max Horkheimer: 
“be mistrustful of the person 
who says that unless everyone is 
helped, it’s no use” - such people 
“hide behind a theory to excuse 
their failure to do their duty in a 
concrete [sic! - PD] case”. The 
Postonian ‘anti-fascists’ improve 
on such behaviour, Sommer 
sardonically concludes, by “‘in a 
concrete case’ defend[ing] capital 
and denounc[ing] anyone who 
protests against the corporations 
as a Nazi” (pp59-60). The story of 
Postone’s theory and its reception 
in Germany, then, becomes a 
pathological case of a familiar 
phenomenon - the ultra-leftist 
critique of Marxism can very 
rapidly phase into a rightwing 
critique. Jürgen Elsässer, one 
of the founding anti-Germans, 
eventually found his way to the 
far-right ‘Patriotic Europeans 
Against the Islamicisation of the 
Occident’ (Pegida); but he was 
doing nothing more spectacular 
than that vociferously leftist 
socialist, Benito Mussolini, had 

done a century earlier.
The anti-Germans (Elsässer 

included) originated in the 
‘K-Gruppe’ milieu of the 1980s, 
who combined semi-anarchist 
lifestylism with trenchant 
criticism of the traditional left. 
Sommer rightly notes that the 
turn to the right exemplified 
by the anti-German movement 
results from failure - the idea that 
a new holocaust could follow the 
reunification of Germany and the 
corresponding total identification 
with the state of Israel came down 
to the resentment of failure. It was, 
alas, not unlike the picture painted 
by Horkheimer and Theodor 
Adorno, quoted by Sommer, that 
the anti-Semitism of the industrial 
capitalist is the self-hatred of the 
parasite: the anti-leftism of the 
Postonian is the self-hatred of the 
failed activist.

Postone’s ideas, and the 
broader ‘realism of the abstract’ 
school of Marxian theory, exist 
in a similar liminal zone in 
social terms to the old K-groups: 
political organisations committed 
‘in theory’ to hyper-revolutionary 
goals (”full communism now!”), 
but ‘in practice’ to lifestylism and 
publishing dense journals on the 
fringes of academia.

In this respect we should 
highlight a flaw in Sommer’s 
account: he dedicates a couple of 
pages to exonerating Adorno and 
Horkheimer of the sins of their 
supposed disciple, Postone (never 
mind his disciples). His argument 
is strictly limited, however, to 
the chapter in their Dialectic of 
enlightenment addressing anti-
Semitism directly. Sommer 
makes a decent case that their 
argument avoids the pitfalls of the 
Postone theory. But critical theory 
certainly is in the mix when it 
comes both to the aforementioned 
despairing impossibilism (see the 
late Adorno’s infamously poor 
relations with radical students) 
and, indeed, the tendentious 
theory of the ‘real abstraction’ 
(invented by their associate, 
Alfred Sohn-Rethel, in 1970). 
It is in these respects, rather 
than on the direct matter of anti-
Semitism, that Postone and his 
German followers are indebted to 
the Frankfurt School.

This is a rather incidental 
matter, however. The question 
remains as to the importance of 
Postone, and therefore of critiques 
of his work. As noted, his influence 
on the left was far stronger in 
Germany than elsewhere, but has 
tended to grow this century. The 
Historical Materialism journal 
conducted a symposium on 
Postone’s most substantial 
work, Time, labor and social 
domination in 2004. A few 
years later, students of his at 
Chicago founded the Platypus 
organisation, which spread 
to campuses throughout the 
US and beyond (including, 
inevitably, Germany, 
where it recruited mainly 
among semi-reformed anti-
Germans). The various 
disasters to befall small 
sectarian left groups in the 
2000s and 2010s benefited, 
among others, the semi-
anarchist, theory-obsessed 
milieu we mentioned 
above; Postone remains 
an important reference 
there. Like the first anti-
Germans, we confront 
a world marked by 
our failures, and the 
temptation shall be felt once 
again to project our guilt onto 
some outward representative of 
our shame. Anything could result, 
except something good.

Then there is the question 

of anti-Semitism itself. In his 
translator’s preface, Maciej 
Zurowski notes that, had Anti-
Postone been published in 
English in 2013, it would have 
been met with “incredulity”: 
“German guilt may have been 
identified as the psychological 
motivating force, and the notion 
that ‘this could not happen here’ 
would have prevailed especially 
among readers from the UK”. 
But, of course, we have lived 
through a sustained witch-hunt 
that identified all criticism of 
Israel as anti-Semitic as a way to 
destroy the Labour left. Far from 
fighting back, the left capitulated, 
and in any case had long 
politically disarmed itself through 
“its unwillingness to challenge 
the subjective standpoints of 
professed spokespeople for 
identity groups”. Solidarity with 
the victims of scandalous libels 
was sacrificed in the name of 
“starting from anti-racism” - 
that is, refusing to doubt any 
accusation of racism, no matter 
how tendentious.

As the witch-hunt proceeded, 
comrade Zurowski notes, all kinds 
of people began to recite second- 
or third-hand Postonite arguments 
on the inherent connection 
between anti-Semitism and anti-
capitalism. It was never, really, 
about the Jews, but about keeping 
the Labour Party as a ‘safe space’ 
for big donors. Zurowski quotes 
the Blairite spin-doctor, John 
McTernan, and the MPs, Luciana 
Berger, Siobhan McDonagh 
and Nadia Whittome (the latter 
of whom even cited Postone 
explicitly in an article). But 
he might have mentioned the 
arch-Eustonite, Nick Cohen, or 
Brendan O’Neill of Spiked - yet 
another maximalist-sectarian-
turned-rightist - to the same 
effect.

In short, ‘Marxist’ excuses 
for demobilising struggle against 
capitalism are au courant, here as 
in Germany. All the more reason 
to expose them as philosophically 
and historically illiterate; for it is 
not the commodity form but the 
fully-determined, concrete reality 
of capitalism that starves some 
and works others to death, that 
poisons ground-water and drives 
uncounted species to extinction. 
Sommer’s text serves as a strong 
critique of certain ideas to the 
contrary, and a warning of the 
insanity to which it can lead l

Paul Demarty

paul.demarty@weeklyworker.co.uk

Available £11.99 
from Amazon at 
www.amazon.co.uk/Anti-Postone-
Moishe-Postones-Antisemitism-
Effective/dp/195327305X.
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Facts on the ground
Eddie Ford argues that supporting Ukrainian self-determination, without taking into account Nato expansionism 
and the rights of the Russian minority, effectively means backing US imperialist interests

Various recent reports, along 
with satellite imagery, seem to 
show that the Russian army is 

establishing field hospitals on its side of 
the border with Ukraine - something that 
will obviously be needed if it engages 
in armed action. Additionally, Russia 
recently held a major training exercise 
involving army medics evacuating 
and “operating on severely wounded” 
soldiers.

The mobilisation of the military 
police from around Russia has another 
significance. Their primary job, so we 
are told, would be keeping the civilian 
population under control - for which 
they are apparently specially trained. 
Then there is dealing with the inevitable 
enemy special forces who will be left 
behind the lines - with the intention 
of mounting guerrilla operations 
(sabotage, assassinations, etc).

Of course, these reports are from 
western sources, which have an agenda 
of their own, needless to say. They are 
fed information, or misinformation, 
by various agencies and government 
departments - most crucially the 
United States. Where do you think all 
the satellite images and pictures come 
from? Certainly not the Russians.

There are the ongoing joint military 
exercises conducted by Russian and 
Belarusian forces from February 10-20. 
Furthermore, there has apparently been 
a ‘nod and wink’ agreement between 
Vladimir Putin and Xi Jinping about 
not doing anything that will spoil the 
Winter Olympics in Beijing, due to 
finish on February 20. Inevitably, this 
has fuelled speculation in some quarters 
that these military exercises are actually 
pre-invasion preparations.

Having said that, I do not see any 
prospect of Russia trying to conquer 
Ukraine - it just does not make sense 
militarily, politically or strategically. As 
we all know, such campaigns can go 
drastically wrong when faced with facts 
on the ground. Everybody knows that 
you take territory but then you have to 
keep it. Yes, it is perfectly true that the 
US could invade countries like Iraq or 
Afghanistan in an amazingly short time: 
America could within days drive all 
the way to Baghdad and pull down the 
statue of Saddam Hussein. But then you 
have to hold the country, which the US 
simply could not do. Then there were 
the British, whose forces were meant 
to go in with soft hats and perform 
brilliantly because of their long history 
of colonial operations, yet they ended 
up huddled in miserable, besieged, forts. 
Naturally enough, the same applied to 
Afghanistan - Nato occupation forces 
could hold Kabul (and other cities), not 
the countryside.

Nationalism
The same would apply many times over 
to Ukraine. Clearly, there is a Ukrainian 
nationalism of a particularly fanatical 
kind - precisely because of the history 
of Russian tsarist imperialism. And also, 
because of the experience of the early 
Soviet Union, VI Lenin did not really 
predict that there would be a Ukrainian 
national question, but reality showed 
him otherwise.

Indeed, that was why the Soviet 
Union was formed in the first place. 
The original plan of the Bolsheviks was 
for a centralised republic. The right to 
national self-determination applied to 
the tsarist empire. Their model was 
not a federal republic. Right up to 
1917, you can read Lenin attacking 
the idea of federalism as something 
alien to Marxism. In general, that is 
absolutely right. Communists do not 
favour federal republics in general, even 
if we in the CPGB call for one right 
now for England, Scotland and Wales. 
But it is not the norm for the Marxist 
programme.

Regarding Ukraine, national 
antagonisms were certainly 
compounded by the treatment meted 
out to the population - particularly when 
it came to collectivisation. We had 
the expropriation of the kulaks, but all 
peasants suffered, especially in Ukraine. 
Though we may never know the true 
figure, maybe millions starved to death 
- usually a slow process that goes hand 
in hand with disease. That helps to 
explain why so many Ukrainians, at 
least initially, welcomed the invading 
German army - some volunteering 
to fight alongside the Germans (most 
were quickly disabused by the barbaric 
treatment meted out by the Nazis). 
But all this means that strong national 
feelings exist.

Excluding Crimea and Sevastopol, 
Ukraine has a population of over 
41 million - therefore it will not be 
a pushover. You would expect stiff 
resistance - not only from the Ukrainian 
army, but the population in general. The 
Russian high command knows that and 
Putin will certainly know it too. You can 
amass a hundred thousand troops on the 
border. Yes, you could probably get to 
Kyiv in a ‘lightning strike’, but could 

you actually hold it? Russia does not 
have enough troops for that even if their 
numbers are reinforced.

At the end of the day, sabre rattling 
aside, Russia is basically protesting 
against any prospect of Ukraine joining 
Nato. Obviously, Crimea is a different 
question. There is no denying that the 
seizure and then formal annexation 
of the peninsula in 2014 following a 
referendum clearly violated the United 
Nations Charter agreed after the end of 
World War II (even if the large majority 
of Crimeans supported the annexation). 
According to the UN, redrawing 
boundaries and conquering territory 
was a crime against the new world 
order.

As thing stand now, we have a 
situation where anything that happens 
could be used as a trigger for war. On 
the Ukrainian side, there are ultra-
chauvinistic forces that do not recognise 
the rights of the Russian people in the 
east of Ukraine - or in the country as 
a whole, for that matter. These people 
talk about “Russian imperialism” - how 
the Russians in Ukraine are foreigners, 
a permanent fifth column and so on. 
They are armed and very dangerous 
- the Right Sector, the Azov battalion, 
National Corps, etc. These forces are 
quite capable of staging some sort of 
provocation, perhaps in the hope that 
the west will come to their aid. Far 
right and openly fascist groups hope 
and dream of driving out the Russian 
military in Crimea (though its vital 
naval bases have long been agreed 
and a 1991 referendum approved 
by 94% the restoration of Crimea’s 
autonomous status as independent from 
the Ukrainian republic).

The Ukrainian government is 
definitely trying to dampen down talk 
of war for obvious reasons. It wants 

to keep foreign investment - whether 
from American, British or Chinese 
capital, but the fear of war might make 
them want to move their money to 
somewhere safer.

Yet at the same time we have the 
mobilisation of reservists in Ukraine, 
and the ready receipt of British and 
American military equipment - 
especially anti-tank and anti-aircraft 
weaponry. The country might be cash-
strapped, corrupt and oligarchical, but 
there is no shortage of troops and arms. 
If we are to believe the analysts, it is 
pretty effective weaponry too.

Do not forget how the introduction of 
the Stinger missiles in Afghanistan was 
an absolute game-changer. Immediately 
they put at risk Russian air superiority, 
along with the much humbler - though 
very effective - improvised explosive 
devices planted along roads which 
could blow up anything apart from a 
heavy armoured tank. 

Redrawing
Communists do not adhere to the UN 
charter on the inviolability of borders - 
it is not a principle for us. For example, 
we are for a federal Britain, but, when 
it comes to the United Kingdom, we 
positively favour the redrawing of the 
borders. Communists want to abolish 
the border dividing the Six Counties 
from the Twenty-six Counties and 
achieve a reunited, independent, Ireland. 

Self-determination is one of the 
weapons in our armoury, which we 
uphold - generally speaking - where 
there is a genuine national question. 
Communists certainly do not view the 
right to self-determination as an absolute 
principle. Looking back at Lenin’s 
1914 pamphlet, The right of nations to 
self-determination, is a useful exercise. 
He used the example of Norway’s 
separation from Sweden in 1905, 
without a shot being fired. Of course, 
we were dealing with a unity of crowns, 
not states. Behind the scenes, the British 
empire was trying to pull Norway into 
its own sphere of influence - as opposed 
to Sweden, which was under German 
influence.

Anyway, Lenin essentially argued 
that if the separation of Norway was 
certain to trigger a generalised European 
war then it would have been advisable 
to oppose separation. The bigger picture 
decides. That is why during World War I 
the internationalist left did not champion 
the national rights of Belgium. To have 
done so would play into the hands of 
Anglo-French imperialism.

Broadly, this is how communists 
approach the question of Ukraine. 
We do not want a European war over 
Crimea or the two so-called people’s 
republics of Luhansk and Donestk (or 
put ourselves in the position of giving 
foreign policy advice to Boris Johnson, 
or any government that follows him). 
Therefore it is deeply unfortunate that 
sections of the left are echoing the line 
of the foreign office and the US state 
department - the imperialist line being 
that we stand for the territorial integrity 
of Ukraine, and the right of Ukraine 
to self-determination. If that right is 
violated, they say, we would view that 
as an act of aggression - an act of war.

War is clearly a danger under these 
circumstances, even if Emmanuel 
Macron told reporters this week that 
Vladimir Putin assured him that Russian 
forces would not ramp up the crisis. 
Then again, Russia said any suggestion 
of a guarantee was “not right”. In the 
Russian press fairly shortly after the 
annexation of Crimea, there was also 
talk of annexing Donetsk and Luhansk. 
However, Putin put a stop to that as 
being a “provocation”.

Showing their confusion and 
inability to confront the imperialist 
agenda, some left groups have affiliated 
to the Ukraine Solidarity Campaign - eg, 
the Labour Representation Committee, 
Alliance for Workers’ Liberty, and 
Socialist Resistance. The USC says it 
seeks to organise solidarity with the 
labour movement and the left in Ukraine 
- which sounds very worthy. But that 
goes hand in hand with a demand “to 
support the right of the Ukrainian people 
to determine their own future free from 
external intervention from Russian or 
western imperialism”.

Russia is only imperialist in the 
sense that ancient Rome and China 
were. Most Russian money flowing to 
the west is not capital, self-expanding 
value. It goes into property, into buying 
football clubs, etc. No less to the point 
it has been the west, ie, the US and its 
UK lapdog, which have driven through 
the expansion of Nato right up to the 
borders of Russia, oversaw regime 
change in Kiev and promoted Ukrainian 
and Georgian membership of Nato too. 
That is why Putin acted over Crimea 
and in the Russian-speaking east.

To simply call for Ukrainian self-
determination under these circumstances 
is to line up with the western imperialism 
that the USC purports to oppose l
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Far right - armed and dangerous


