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Rate of profit
Like Arthur Bough, I too was not 
entirely sold on Michael Roberts’ 
analysis (‘A world of declining profit’, 
January 27). For example, how is 
turnover calculated? But I have more 
of an issue with comrade Bough’s 
response (Letters, February 10) and 
that is what this letter will focus on.

First off, let us deal with his use 
of the term, ‘catastrophist’. This is 
simply code for scientific socialism, 
as outlined by Marx. So, when Bough 
attacks ‘catastrophism’, he is simply 
attacking scientific socialism - or, 
more precisely, he is attacking an 
historical economic perspective from 
an essentially ahistorical econometric 
perspective. It should be noted here 
that, when comrade Bough says 
‘catastrophism’, we could easily 
replace this with ‘leads to socialist 
outcomes’.

Comrade Bough seems to think 
that Marx was really interested in what 
caused recurring crises, as if crises were 
like the tides or something. No, Marx 
was interested in the barriers to the 
continuation of capitalist production, 
because Marx viewed capitalism as an 
historical development and analysed 
how capitalism would pass from its 
current stage to socialism. This is why 
the falling rate of profit is so important 
to Marx.

Comrade Bough opens his criticism 
by saying that for Adam Smith, David 
Ricardo and Thomas Malthus the 
falling rate of profit was important 
because it led to ‘catastrophic’ 
conclusions - as mentioned earlier, we 
could say because it led to socialism! 
He counterposes Marx’s position 
as being anti-catastrophist: ie, anti-
socialist!

The problem here is that this 
was not Marx’s position or that 
of his predecessors. Indeed, in 
Capital volume 3, Marx explains 
how bourgeois economists console 
themselves with the fact that the mass 
of profits rising will save the day, and 
Marx details why this is really beside 
the point. In other words, the truth is 
the exact opposite of what comrade 
Bough claims it to be!

Comrade Bough then claims that 
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”. 
To translate what comrade Bough 
is saying, the falling rate of profit is 
the basis for everything that causes 
imbalances and disruptions within the 
system, but is somehow itself immune 
for being the cause of crises! Marx 
is clear and explicit in chapter 15, 
volume 3 of Capital that the falling 
rate of profit causes crises. What is 
even more important for Marx is that 
the falling rate of profit also causes 
centralisation and concentration 
of ‘wealth’, etc, and analysing it 
demonstrates the historical character 
of capitalist production. This is what 
horrified Ricardo, Smith, etc.

Comrade Bough criticises the 
data used by Roberts as essentially 
ignoring the constant capital. This is 
just wrong. It should be noted that 
Marx, working with inadequate data, 
did not dispute the conclusions. He 
accepted that the data was showing a 
falling rate of profit.

Comrade Bough really shows 
his ahistorical, essentially bourgeois 
criticism with his contention of the 
use of historical costs, as opposed to 
current reproduction costs. By using 
the latter, Bough essentially describes 
the result by the result! He strips out 
the historical analysis. The rate of 

profit is measured over time, by using 
the current reproduction costs Bough 
removes time from the measure, 
leaving us with an econometric 
worthy of the marginal school, and 
in the process he obliterates Marx’s 
historical method and narrative.

All bourgeois criticisms of 
Marxian economics use the same 
tricks.
Steve Cousins
email

Mangled
My last letter (February 10) was badly 
mangled by the editor, by the addition 
of one small word. In the published 
version it reads: “That means that he 
omits the value of constant capital 
from the calculation of total output, 
as he does GDP and national income 
data ...” What I actually wrote was: 
“That means that he omits the value of 
constant capital from the calculation 
of total output, as does the GDP and 
national income data ...”

Roberts clearly does not omit the 
gross domestic product or national 
income data, as it is that which forms 
the basis of his calculations. This 
is the whole point of why they are 
wrong, and amount to a calculation of 
the rate of surplus value, not the rate 
of profit - although he modifies it by 
measuring against fixed capital stock, 
valued on the basis of historic prices, 
not current values.

As Marx explains, GDP is not 
equal to national output. Assuming 
simple reproduction, so as to avoid 
the complication of net investment, 
GDP is equal only to the value 
of the consumption fund - or, as 
Marx sets out, in his reproduction 
schemas, the value of department II 
output. It omits, therefore, all of the 
value of department I production. 
Department II output, consisting of 
c + v + s, can be bought solely out of 
revenues consisting only of v + s: ie, 
of the new value created by labour in 
the current year.

The value of GDP/department II 
output comprises c + v + s, but the 
element of c in this output is not 
value created in the current year. It 
is the value of the stock of constant 
capital (raw materials) and the wear 
and tear of fixed capital, which is 
merely preserved and transferred to 
department I output in the current 
year. Only v + s (wages and profits) 
contained in department II output is 
new value created during the year. 
That leaves the question then of 
where the demand for the element of 
c in department II output comes from, 
and the answer to that is that it comes 
from the revenues (wages and profit) 
created in department I. The workers 
and capitalists in department I obtain 
these revenues because they sell 
constant capital to department II, 
equal to the new value they create 
in department I during the year, and 
which thereby replaces the consumed 
department II constant capital, 
forming the stock of materials, and 
worn-out fixed capital, ready for the 
next year’s production.

None of the department II output, 
therefore, represents the value of c 
produced in the current year. And 
so it cannot appear in GDP data as 
such. In terms of incomes/revenues, 
department II output has no equivalent 
in constant capital, because it resolves 
entirely into revenues: ie, the wages 
and profits of both departments I and 
II, equal to the new value created by 
labour during the year. None of the 
value of items of constant capital 
produced in the current year appears 
in the GDP data. The constant capital 
produced by department I, and sold 
to department II, does not appear in 
GDP data until the following year, 
when it is consumed by department II, 
and its value is then transferred to the 
value of department II output.

This department I production, 
which forms what is termed in GDP 
data “intermediate production”, as 
Marx describes, itself contains no 
particle of value of constant capital, 
because it is equal in value only 
to department I revenues: ie, the 
new value created by department I 
labour. It’s for that reason that 
those department I revenues find 
their equivalent in the portion of 
department II output that is equal to 
the value of its consumed constant 
capital, and which department I 
replaces in terms of use values on a 
like-for-like basis.

In short, as Marx describes in 
Capital volume 2, chapter 20, GDP 
constitutes only the value of the 
consumption fund (department II), 
which is equal to the new value created 
by labour during the current year, 
whereas national output is equal to the 
value of output of both department I 
and II. Any calculation of the rate 
of profit which omits the value of 
department I output, therefore, and 
which instead bases itself on GDP or 
national income data is necessarily 
wrong, because it omits the value 
of constant capital in output value: 
ie, the value of department I output. 
Given that the whole basis of Marx’s 
analysis of social reproduction - and 
ironically the material basis of the law 
of the tendency for the rate of profit to 
fall - is that department I output rises 
relative to department II output, it’s 
clear that any calculation of the rate 
of profit based upon GDP or national 
income data is necessarily wrong. 
And adding in the fixed capital stock 
simply bastardises the calculation 
further, especially when the valuation 
of that stock is based upon historic 
prices rather than current values.

In Marx’s schemas, department I 
output is equal to 6,000, whereas 
department II output/GDP is equal 
to only 3,000. That gives an idea of 
the extent of the error that arises by 
omitting the value of department I 
output from the calculation. As 
Marx sets out, the demand for this 
department I output does not come 
from revenues (wages and profits), as 
Roberts wrongly implied in his earlier 
article, but comes from capital itself. 
A portion comes from department I 
capital, which replaces it in kind 
(for example, a farmer who replaces 
their own seed) or else by mutual 
replacement, where a coal producer 
reproduces the constant capital of a 
steel producer, and a steel producer 
replaces the constant capital of the 
coal producer. Similarly, the demand 
for constant capital by department II 
does not come from revenues, but is 
bought out of department II capital, 
as it replaces on a like-for-like basis 
that element of value contained in 
its output and sold to department I 
workers and capitalists.

As Marx points out, the demand 
cannot come from revenues alone, 
because they are simply inadequate. 
3,000 of revenues cannot possibly 
form the demand for 9,000 of output. 
Total output is equal to 9,000, 
whereas total revenues/national 
income/GDP is equal only to 3,000. 
The remaining 6,000 of demand 
comes from capital itself. It is also 
why national expenditure only equals 
national income/GDP if expenditure 
is considered only as expenditure out 
of incomes, and not expenditure by 
capital itself.

And, for the current discussion, 
it’s also clear that, given the 
predominance of department I output, 
not only does omitting it mean that 
the calculation of the rate of profit is 
wrong, but if (as required by the law 
of the tendency for the rate of profit 
to fall) there is rapid technological 
development, the fall in the value 
of constant capital - particularly the 
moral depreciation of the fixed capital 

stock resulting from such innovation - 
means that it has a dramatic effect on 
the annual rate of profit itself, which 
cannot be captured by calculations 
that do not take into consideration this 
department I output.
Arthur Bough
email

Powerful weapon
At what point exactly did Marxism 
become a convenient narrative to aid 
the imperialist bourgeoisie’s criminal 
activities?

Daniel Lazare plays the ultimate 
colonial settler apologia by equating 
the boycott, divestment and sanctions 
campaign with the punishment 
of “Israeli workers” (Letters, 
February 10). His formulation 
basically cripples any credible and 
effective means of challenging the 
gangsterism of the imperialists by the 
international working class. Maybe 
that is Lazare’s objective! Meanwhile 
the suffering of the Palestinian 
working class goes on unchecked, 
which Lazare disgustingly blames 
the Palestinians for! Does he work for 
Fox News or something?

It should be noted that the entire 
point of economic boycotts is to 
punish. The imperialist nations - ie, 
the leading bourgeois - continually 
use this tactic as a form of punishment 
and control. The advanced sections 
of the working class understand that 
under capitalism boycotts are very 
powerful weapons - ones that any 
revolutionary movement should not 
think twice about deploying.

The advanced sections of the Israeli 
working class are fully supportive of 
the BDS campaign, and understand 
why it is used and why it is a powerful 
weapon. The imperialist ruling class 
understands this too, which is why 
they have reacted with so much 
hostility to the BDS campaign. It 
would appear that the only people 
who do not understand its power and 
importance are the backward sections 
of the working class and some so-
called communists.

The BDS campaign would be 
a very powerful weapon if it was 
actually enforced by large numbers of 
people. It does not have a significant 
impact because workers across the 
world have not shown the kind 
of revolutionary independence, 
discipline and consciousness required 
to make it work.

Lazare looks into his crystal ball 
and sees an upturn of ‘revolutionary’ 
activity because capitalism has 
become unstable. We are apparently 
meant to take his word for this and 
just have faith. But capitalism is 
inherently unstable, and difficult 
questions remain. The very pressing 
question for Marxists to ask is, 
why have the working class and 
its leadership been so pitiful in 
responding to these blatant injustices? 
Where is the socialistic solidarity? 
Where is the socialistic conscience?

Why is the consciousness of the 
working class so utterly wretched? 
Why is the vast majority of the 
working class not independent of its 
own bourgeoisie and instead so loyal 
to its bourgeois master?

These are the questions Marxists 
need to ask. Not asking these 
questions is about as unMarxist as 
anything I can think of!
Maren Clarke
email

Workers’ sanctions
The sharp conflict between Daniel 
Lazare and the CPGB continued at 
the Online Communist Forum last 
Sunday (January 13). For the first 
time Lazare mentioned workers’ 
sanctions in counter-position to BDS.

I have strong methodological 
opposition to both sides here. In 
citing the World Socialist Web Site, 

David North and the Sparts, Lazare 
gave us some indication of where 
he is coming from on these issues. 
North has postulated since 1995 that 
all trade unions internationally are 
no longer workers’ organisations, 
before we even get to the question of 
bourgeois workers’ parties. And the 
ultra-sectarian methods of the Sparts 
have led to their collapse.

We should support all sanctions 
and boycotts of Israel, but also fight 
for workers’ sanctions; we campaign 
for the working class via their trade 
unions and Labour Party branches 
to fight to block arms shipments to 
Israel, etc. We should strive through 
workers’ organisations to block all 
cooperation and trade with firms 
engaged in war industries and in the 
occupation. We should support the 
BDS campaign, which uses economic 
and political pressure on Israel to end 
Israeli occupation and colonisation of 
Palestinian land, for full equality for 
Arab-Palestinian citizens of Israel, 
and campaigns for the right of return 
of Palestinian refugees.

However, the cross-class BDS 
campaign is inadequate. The myth 
that sanctions helped to end apartheid 
in South Africa is used to justify 
limiting this campaign to tokenistic 
gestures. The only time the world’s 
monopoly capitalists started to 
disinvest from South Africa was 
when they were faced with a mass 
working class rebellion there. Out of 
fear that they may lose everything, 
they changed the form of control to 
create local front companies to act on 
their behalf.

The Histadrut is not a legitimate 
trade union federation. It contains 
many employers in its ranks and 
itself owns a substantial section of 
Israeli industry. It is one of the main 
props of the Zionist state - it always 
defends Israel’s bombings of Gaza. 
The Palestinian General Federation 
of Trade Unions (PGFTU) acts as 
a Fatah front in many ways. It has 
not held elections since 1981 and its 
agreements with Histadrut are simply 
an extension of Mahmoud Abbas’s 
collaboration with Zionism against 
the rights and often the lives of 
militant trade unionists and liberation 
fighters. But it is a genuine trade union 
federation. We should campaign for 
the derecognition of the Histadrut 
by national and international trade 
union federations. Nevertheless, 
the Histadrut organises substantial 
proportions of the working class in 
Israel and revolutionaries should 
work within it, fighting to split it along 
class lines if there is no alternative 
available. We should not abandon the 
Jewish Israeli working class, whilst 
being conscious of the dominant 
Zionist, reactionary ideology - akin 
to loyalism in the north of Ireland, the 
old South Africa white working class, 
the Jim Crow white reactionaries of 
the southern USA and Pieds-Noirs of 
Algeria.

Many legitimate trade unions, 
which represent the majority of 
Palestinian workers, support BDS. 
The Palestinian Trade Union Coalition 
for BDS (PTUC-BDS) is the broadest 
and most representative body of the 
Palestinian trade union movement 
and includes the 290,000-member 
Palestine General Federation of 
Trade Unions, the General Union 
of Palestinian Workers, Federation 
of Independent Trade Unions (IFU) 
and the General Union of Palestinian 
Women. A conference of all these 
trade unions was held in April 2011 
and it adopted a statement that 
endorsed BDS, but went further in 
urging workers’ sanctions too:

“The conference decisively 
condemned the Histadrut and called 
on international trade unions to sever 
all links with it due to its historic 
and current complicity in Israel’s 
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Support the GOSH security guards strike
Friday February 18, 12 noon: Solidarity rally, Great Ormond 
Street, London WC1. Security guards at Great Ormond Street 
Hospital are on strike for equality and against race discrimination. 
The mainly black, brown and migrant workers are outsourced on 
poorer terms and conditions than the largely white in-house workers. 
They demand full sick pay, annual leave and overtime pay.
Organised by United Voices of the World the union:
www.facebook.com/uvwunion. Please check this website to 
confirm the high court injunction against the pickets is lifted.
UCU Solidarity UK-wide strike meeting
Monday February 21, 6pm: Online meeting. The two UK-wide 
university disputes are reaching a crunch point and the strike 
against job losses at Goldsmiths has resumed. Discuss how to direct 
maximum effort into building the actions, encouraging colleagues to 
strike and picket, and forming alliances with students.
Organised by UCU Solidarity Movement:
www.facebook.com/events/349001530562869.
Support the Actavo scaffolders strike
Tuesday February 22, 6am to 10am: Solidarity protest, British 
Steel Entrance D, Brigg Road, Scunthorpe DN16. Support the 62 
workers who have been on strike since last October. They maintain 
scaffolding structures at the British Steel site, but are being paid up 
to 15% below the industry agreed rates. 
Organised by Unite - North East, Yorkshire and Humber:
www.facebook.com/events/4856713067700756.
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.
Introduction to radical anthropology
Tuesday February 22, 6.30pm: Series of talks on social and 
biological anthropology. This talk is online only, via Zoom: 
‘The revolution will not be fossilized’. 
Speaker: Duncan Stibbard Hawkes. 
Organised by Radical Anthropology Group: 
radicalanthropologygroup.org/evening-talks.
Justice for striking rail cleaners
Wednesday February 23, 10.45am: Protest outside parliament. 
Assemble Old Palace Yard, Westminster, London SW1. Support 
outsourced train cleaners at Churchill and Atalian who are striking 
for better wages and demanding that cleaning is returned in-house.
Organised by RMT: 
www.rmt.org.uk/news/events/justice-for-rail-cleaners-demonstration.
Abolish the standing army
Thursday February 24, 6pm: Online education talk via Zoom. 
Part of a weekly series on ‘Abolition’.  Speaker: Jack Conrad.
Organised by Labour Left Alliance:
www.facebook.com/events/436141718210359.
State power, transitions, modes of production
Thursday February 24, 7pm: 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/348.
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
Why socialists learn from Cuba’s revolution
Monday February 28, 6.30pm: Online meeting. With a new wave 
of left governments and social movements against neo-liberalism in 
Latin America, what we can learn from Cuba’s revolution?
Speakers include Natasha Hickman (Cuba Solidarity Campaign).
With plenty of time for questions & discussion. 
Organised by Labour Outlook:
www.facebook.com/events/669954567346181.
Always Red with Len McCluskey
Wednesday March 2, 7pm: Online book event - Len Mcluskey 
introduces his autobiography. As general secretary of Unite the 
Union for more than a decade, he became a national political figure 
and a powerful influence in the Labour Party. Tickets £5 (free).
Organised by Housmans Bookshop:
housmans.com/event/always-red-with-len-mccluskey-online-event.
CPGB wills
Remember the CPGB and keep the struggle going. Put our party’s 
name and address, together with the amount you wish to leave, in 
your will. If you need further help, do not hesitate to contact us.

violations of international law and 
Palestinian rights. The Histadrut 
has always played a key role in 
perpetuating Israel’s occupation, 
colonisation and system of racial 
discrimination … Calls on port 
workers around the world to boycott 
loading/offloading Israeli ships, 
similar to the heroic step taken by 
port workers around the world in 
suspending maritime trade with South 
Africa in protest against the apartheid 
regime.”

And let us remember the 
consequences of making half a 
revolution in South Africa after the 
1994 election. In fact, it was only 
a quarter of a revolution, because 
Mandela abandoned the mass 
nationalisations part of the Freedom 
Charter and within two years of getting 
elected he was imposing the austerity 
programme of the International 
Monetary Fund, privatising apartheid-
era state enterprises. Now South 
Africa is the most unequal country 
on the planet, with a Gini coefficient 
of 62.7. The mass of black African 
people are now worse off than under 
apartheid.

So some CPGB supporters are 
wrong to give BDS uncritical support 
without seeking workers’ sanctions. 
Moshé Machover is right to criticise 
BDS here, pointing to the negligible 
effects it has on the Palestinian 
masses. But he does not see the 
burning necessity to fight for workers’ 
sanctions. 

Daniel Lazare is correct in pointing 
out the inadequacy of BDS, but wrong 
to reject it entirely - and wrong to say 
Histadrut is just a trade union like the 
British TUC or the US AFL-CIO. He 
is wrong to reject the role of Hamas 
in fighting Israel, but correct to point 
out its reactionary, anti-working class 
and anti-social attitude to women 
and the oppressed minorities. But he 
is right to point to the necessity to 
seek the leading role of the working 
class internationally. And, I’m sure, 
right to champion Trotsky’s theory of 
permanent revolution, which I assume 
he does.

Whilst we should be for a single, 
multi-ethnic workers’ state, we 
must be sensitive to the role that 
democratic demands might play in 
the revolutionary struggle, whilst 
integrating them into our transitional 
demands, which take us in the direction 
of the socialist revolution. Demands 
for a constituent assembly and the 
fight for secular democratic rights are 
very likely to play a prominent part 
in the revolution, but we know that 
these must be subordinate to the goal 
of overthrowing capitalism - in Israel/
Palestine, but also in the entire region 
of the Middle East.
Gerry Downing
Socialist Fight

Class power
I am starting to work my way 
through the recent Online Communist 
University (Winter 2022) series of 
six talks on ‘The party we need’, so 
maybe everything will become clear, 
but I have always struggled with the 
Weekly Worker Group’s advocacy of 
a separate minimum and maximum 
programme. Some of this may well 
be down to terminology and I suspect 
a lot is down to detailed debates 
within the early congresses of the 
Communist International. The WWG 
claims its advocacy of a minimum 
and maximum programme is what 
distinguishes it from all other left and 
Trotskyist or Trotskyist-influenced 
groups, and that is probably true.

The first problem is the WWG’s 
argument that the minimum 
programme is the maximum which 
can be realised under capitalism. Two 
issues. One, why should workers limit 
their demands to what can be realised 
under capitalism? Two, while some of 
the WWG’s minimum demands are 
certainly realisable under capitalism, 
many are not. Demands such as “the 

end of the standing army and its 
replacement by a popular militia” and 
“disband MI5, MI6, special branch 
and the entire secret state apparatus” 
could surely only be carried out either 
during or following a successful 
popular mass democratic revolution. 
So, perhaps these minimum demands 
are not limited by what is realisable 
under capitalism at all.

I always thought our approach to 
raising demands in the here and now 
should be based on what the working 
class and working people actually 
need rather than what the system says 
it can or cannot actually concede. 
Raising and fighting for such demands 
can help transform working people’s 
consciousness towards thinking in 
terms of what they as working people 
actually need and deserve in the here 
and now and in today’s circumstances 
and conditions. If ‘the system’ (ie, 
capitalism) says it can’t or will not 
provide that, that helps people think: 
perhaps we should be questioning the 
system itself and thinking in terms of 
a far more sensible and rational basis 
for organising society - one based on 
working people, rather than a minority 
capitalist class, running it from top 
to bottom, and in our interests (ie, 
socialism).

Some of the demands we put 
forward might provide a tangible 
glimpse or taste as to what such 
a rational, democratic, socialist 
society might be like: eg, free, high-
quality healthcare for all, housing for 
everyone, public utilities and services 
provided at low or negligible costs, 
production of goods and services 
determined by what working people 
want and need rather than production 
for capitalist profit.

Some might describe these sorts 
of demands as ‘transitional’, which I 
can accept, but they are very different 
from the approach put forward by 
Trotsky in his transitional programme 
and mimicked by the thousand and 
one Trotskyists ‘parties’, groups, sects 
and micro-sects in the present day.

Kevin Bean expressed this really 
clearly in the first talk. He identified the 
fundamental difference in approach 
between the communist, Marxist left 
and the Trotskyist left or ultra-left: the 
need for the development of working 
class consciousness - specifically 
revolutionary consciousness. The 
main task of communists and Marxists 
is to help the working class itself 
develop advanced and ultimately 
revolutionary consciousness, to 
become, in Marx’s words, “a class 
for itself, rather than just in itself”; 
to be aware and conscious of itself 
as a class, of its unique role in the 
production of goods, services and 
value in society, of the need to replace 
capitalism with socialism, and its 
own leading, revolutionary role in 
achieving this.

Kevin contrasted this with the two 
approaches of Trotskyism, which 
superficially appear in contradiction, 
but may be dialectically related and 
the flipside of each other (my opinion, 
not Kevin’s). One, especially in 
the late 1930s, was an assumption 
that the working class is inherently 
revolutionary and just needs to be 
steered or stirred through the putting 
forward of apparently reasonable 
demands, which either through 
struggle or achievement nonetheless 
throw capitalism into crisis and 
collapse. Two, the working class is 
essentially passive - unconscious of its 
existence or role as a class. Either it is 
too intellectually inferior (compared 
with the Trotskyist sect leaders!) to 
develop revolutionary consciousness 
or it is so damaged by years of 
capitalism and imperialism that it 
needs to be coaxed step by step, like a 
stubborn, recalcitrant donkey, over the 
bridge of the transitional programme 
through, first, very reasonable short-
term demands; then more substantive 
demands, which make inroads into 
capitalist wealth and power; and then 

ultimately to the need to overthrow 
capitalism - or, more likely, capitalism 
will have collapsed and the Trotskyist 
parties will seize power on behalf of 
the working class.

The approach of the communists 
and Marxists is indeed fundamentally 
different. We see and take great 
pride and inspiration in the existence 
and essential role of the working 
class both under capitalism and in 
the achievement of socialism. The 
role of developing advanced and 
revolutionary consciousness within 
and throughout the class is completely 
central to our strategic conception. 
This requires an all-round combination 
of struggle, education, agitation, 
support, solidarity, organisation, 
fighting to defend existing terms 
and conditions, raising demands to 
improve the position of the class at 
the expense of the wealth and power 
of the capitalist class, and also making 
what Engels called “the basic case” 
against capitalism and for socialism 
in all our daily work, activity and 
living. All alongside each other, in a 
joined-up manner, not mechanically 
separated out, Menshevik-like, over 
some transitional bridge to nowhere.

The working class itself must 
make the socialist revolution and 
establish and run the socialist society 
we need. Indeed, we define socialism 
as the political, economic and state 
power of the working class. The 
working class must be encouraged, 
educated and supported to become 
the new (majority) ruling class. 
The communists and Marxists are 
part of and integral to the class and 
its tasks. In contrast, the Trotskyist 
groups stand on the periphery, often 
in their lonely ivory towers, variously 
preaching, shouting, patronising, 
hating, factionalising (against each 
other), creating confusion, division 
and peddling false theories and 
remedies. They hate each other - and 
the communist and workers’ parties 
- more than they do the capitalist 
class and hold a basic contempt 
for the working class as it really 
is, as illustrated by their two basic 
approaches described above.
Andrew Northall
Kettering

CPB frankness
Re ‘The police and standing army too’ 
(February 10), I have long suspected 
that the British left “make themselves 
aware of the home office list of 
proscribed terrorist organisations” 
and hence make themselves scarce 
from any entanglements that might 
prove problematic. The Communist 
Party of Britain actually saying so out 
loud is remarkable, however.

I am experienced with solidarity 
work, and the frequent tendency of 
various left groups and individuals 
to keep their distance from overtures 
is probably down to fear of the 
Terrorism Act 2000. Solidarity with 
Palestinians, revolutionaries from 
Turkey, the ‘wrong kind’ of Kurds, 
and so on, is potentially and in some 
cases in actuality criminalised by the 
act.

On the other hand, it is not like 
the British left to openly admit that 
home office lists and proscriptions 
are their guiding light. Perhaps we 
should be grateful to the CPB for 
such frankness. What they and others 
will do if things really do kick off 
in Ukraine will be interesting, but I 
doubt whether it will include defiance 
of British government proscriptions.

In 1936, rather remarkably, a British 
visitor was allowed to tour Dachau 
concentration camp in Germany - 
supervised of course. He wrote later 
that the inmates were clearly afraid to 
do anything that might put them up 
against SS authority.

It seems that the CPB don’t even 
need to be in a concentration camp to 
arrive at such a state!
Steve Kaczynski
Email

https://www.facebook.com/uvwunion
https://www.facebook.com/events/349001530562869
https://www.facebook.com/events/4856713067700756/
https://www.palestinecampaign.org/events/film-webinar-caging-childhood
http://radicalanthropologygroup.org/evening-talks
https://www.rmt.org.uk/news/events/justice-for-rail-cleaners-demonstration/
https://www.facebook.com/events/436141718210359/
http://www.marx-memorial-library.org.uk/event/348
https://sosnhs.org/events/
https://spartacist.org/events/slb/london/
https://www.facebook.com/events/669954567346181
https://housmans.com/event/always-red-with-len-mccluskey-online-event
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Downfall of a company woman
Cressida Dick’s departure will not lead to meaningful reform. Paul Demarty insists that the police force 
needs to be replaced by a well-drilled popular militia

So farewell then, Cressida Dick, 
who has been strong-armed 
into resigning by London 

mayor Sadiq Khan.
Dick had been commissioner 

of the Metropolitan Police for five 
years, and in that time the force had 
weathered its fair share of scandals 
(as, to be honest, it had in any 
given five-year period in its history, 
most likely). Some tepid liberal 
enthusiasm was attached to her being 
the first woman to have that role, but 
the reality of her reign was pretty 
dismal. Of the available candidates, 
Dick was the most conservative, 
the most jealously protective of the 
Met’s institutional turf - a company 
woman through and through.

For those of us on the left, Dick 
was notorious long before she 
made it to the top job. In 2005, a 
couple of weeks after the July 7 
bombings, there was a botched 
attempt at a follow-up attack. The 
cops naturally set about rounding 
up the would-be perpetrators with 
their usual subtlety and skill, and in 
the course of so doing tailed a man 
into Stockwell tube station and shot 
him seven times in the head and once 
in the shoulder. The man, of course, 
was no terrorist, but a Brazilian 
electrician by the name of Jean 
Charles de Menezes, up to nothing 
more sinister than going to work. In 
the months afterwards, almost every 
detail of the police story of this case 
was shown to be a deliberate lie, 
although no officer involved was 
ever prosecuted, unsurprisingly. 
The following year, Dick - who had 
ordered this reprehensible act with 
little more evidence to go on than 
the fact that, according to the oafish 
cops involved, de Menezes had 
“Mongolian eyes” - was promoted to 
deputy assistant commissioner, and 
the in-house whitewash became her 
calling card.

Her only response to rises in 
reported violent crimes in the 
capital was more intrusive policing 
and stepping up controversial stop-
and-search practices, which proved 
ineffective at anything other than 
reducing the trust Londoners had 
in the police (so perhaps we should 
be thankful …). She has, of course, 
endlessly whined about decreasing 
police numbers, allowed police 
drivers to ram motorcyclists in 
response to the panic over ‘scooter 
crime’, and insisted that the failure 
to allow the use of dystopian 
facial-recognition technology has 
“hamstrung” the Met - which really 
makes you wonder why society 
bothered with them in the centuries 
before such technology existed.

Almost as soon as she took the 
job, Dick courted scandal. From 
her predecessor, she inherited 
an almighty mess in the form 
of Operation Midland, wherein 
various éminences grises of the 
political establishment, including 
Edward Heath and Leon Brittan, 
were investigated for historic sexual 
abuse on the basis of allegations by a 
fraudulent and possibly pathological 
liar, Carl Beech. The fallout was 
crazy, as you would probably expect; 
it is easy enough to get the police 
on the rack for their malpractice, 
provided you are member of the Lords 
and not the family of a ‘Muslim-
looking’ Brazilian electrician. An 
inquiry into the fiasco made a large 
number of recommendations for the 
Met to implement; however, Dick 
dragged her feet so petulantly that, 
by 2020, she was already facing calls 
to resign, but survived.

The following year, Sarah 

Everard, a young woman walking 
home in south London, was 
abducted, raped and murdered by the 
police officer, Wayne Couzens. The 
Met came under fire for aggressively 
policing vigils held as a result, 
and then for the great institutional 
shrug it made when asked if there 
would be any reforms to prevent 
its more psychopathic employees 
from following Couzens’ example. 
The subsequent leak of group 
chat messages between officers at 
Charing Cross nick, full of tasteless 
rapey banter (predating the murder of 
Everard, but throwing, shall we say, 
an interesting psychological light on 
it), also met endless obstructionism 
from Dick’s office, and it is this 
affair which caused Khan’s patience 
to finally snap.

Thin blue line
By social background - the privately-
educated daughter of Oxford dons, 
who went on to Oxford herself - Dick 
is not, let us say, typical of the average 
beat cop. But she nevertheless joined 
up as a constable, like all other 
commissioners in the Met’s history, 
and found her upper-middle-class 
roots no obstacle to adopting the 
‘thin blue line’ psychology that pits 
the police ‘gang’ against a purported 
horde of criminal degenerates (the 
only thing separating society from 
anarchy). She denounced the BBC 
drama Line of duty for its portrayal 
of rampant police corruption 
(showrunner Jed Mercurio shot back 
that the whole thing was inspired 
by the de Menezes case itself). She 
blamed social media for glamorizing 
gang culture. The list goes endlessly 
on.

Yet, of course, this petulant and 
authoritarian psychology is hardly 
limited to her, and it is to be expected 
- since this is a central government 
appointment - that Priti Patel will 
inflict someone of the same stripe 
on Londoners and on Sadiq Khan 
(hardly a ‘dovish’ character when 
it comes to law and order, but 
increasingly a whipping boy for a 
Tory government resentful of liberal 
Londonista types). The list of such 
potential candidates is likely to be 

very long. Dick was a bad apple - but 
not an apple fallen far from the tree.

The police force, despite the 
organisational principle of discrete 
‘services’ in different localities, is 
essentially a national organisation. 
The Met is of course the oldest 
force, founded in 1829 to deal 
adequately with the political and 
social consequences of the industrial 
revolution. The population of 
London had soared, with a large part 
of the growth consisting of ground-
down workers and pauperised 
lumpen elements living in squalor - 
ideal conditions for soaring crime, of 
course.

More important was the birth of 
working class politics, however - 
Chartism and the nascent labour 
movement gave rise to mass popular 
protests that posed very particular 
problems. The old systems of 
amateur constables, duties usually 
gifted between notables as a sort of 
political sinecure, was completely 
inadequate to the task. Regular 
army units, recruited from the same 
layers that needed to feel the rough 
hand of the law, were not reliably 
forceful. The yeomanry, recruited 
from among the exploiting classes, 
could not reliably hold back from 
inflammatory outrages like the 
Peterloo massacre. A professional 
police force was a timely ‘solution’ 
- a just-violent-enough response 
to the seditious activities of the 
working class. It was recognised 
as such by the Chartists and other 
radicals, and duly denounced. 
The model was rapidly expanded 
beyond London, but as late as the 
first Labour election platform, 
abolishing the police - to be 
replaced with a militia system that 
actually worked - was an utterly 
uncontroversial demand among 
British radicals and socialists.

Easy come …
If an institution can make it to its 
100th birthday, however, it will 
start to look like it has always 
been there, and life without it will 
become unimaginable, at least to 
the ordinary philistine. Among such 
philistines are to be counted political 

opportunists, who always have a 
Baldrickian ‘cunning plan’ to dodge 
the issue; and the labour bureaucrats, 
who wonder what the hair-raising 
demand for abolition of the police 
has to do with their members’ jobs 
and conditions.

So it has proven - at least up until 
the summer of 2020, when police 
abolition became modish in the wake 
of the Black Lives Matter protests in 
the US. For, as long as rejecting this 
pillar of capitalist power meant being 
a voice crying in the wilderness, 
scarcely a far leftist could be found 
to defend it except in ‘Sunday 
school’ pieties. Now our opportunist 
comrades scramble to catch up to the 
radical liberals, who have overtaken 
them in one of their characteristic 
enthusiasms. It is an improvement of 
a sort; but easy come, easy go. The 
question of the police is a serious 
strategic issue, and it should not 
be treated as an empty recruiter’s 
gimmick, to be dropped the minute 
it falls out of the goldfish memory 
of atomised (and now largely online) 
activists.

In a certain sense, Everard’s 
murder rather demonstrates the 
issue. For the activists who took up 
the crime - the sort of people roughed 
up by Cressida Dick’s thugs - the 
political salience of it, in the end, is 
that women do not feel safe in the 
streets and that ‘something should 
be done’ about ‘violence against 
women’. Addressed to the state, this 
cannot in the end amount to anything 
other than demanding higher 
conviction rates, stiffer sentences 
and … more police powers. Yet 
Everard was murdered by a cop, and 
one specifically abusing his authority 
to abduct her.

This contradiction is known to 
the literature - indeed, US activists 
have invented the term “carceral 
feminism” for this sort of appeal to 
the strong arm of the state to more 
aggressively prosecute those accused 
of sexual assault and rape, and so 
forth. It is a problem not just for 
Marxists, but for intersectionalite 
liberals, who are ever keen to remind 
us of the role of ‘white women’s 
tears’ (ie, phony accusations of rape 

against black men) in the lynchings 
of the old south, and (implicitly) 
making some modest contribution to 
the staggering rates of incarceration 
of black men in America today.

There is a logical puzzle here, 
one that can hardly be resolved 
either by ignoring the well-founded 
anxieties surfaced by this repellent 
crime or by supposing that the 
professional police force is an 
adequate instrument, in the end, for 
making London (or anywhere else) a 
safer place for women to walk home 
at night. Rape conviction rates are a 
recurrent source of scandal, but it is 
worth noting that only a minority of 
reported crime receives even the most 
cursory investigation. The only thing 
the police force is reliably good at - 
as we approach the 200th anniversary 
of the founding of the Met - remains 
inflicting capitalist revenge against 
political activism. It is fitted not to 
its supposed role in society, but to 
the actual contradiction that gave it 
birth. I am as happy as the next leftie 
to see Dick finally come to grief, 
when she should really have been 
put away as an accessory to murder 
16 years ago. But she is, after all, a 
company woman. Her vices are a 
peculiarly strong distillation of those 
of the armed body to whom she has 
dedicated her life.

By way of contrast, Socialist 
Worker’s Simon Basketter paints a 
suitably unflattering portrait of Dick 
and concludes, correctly if banally, 
that a new face at the top will not fix 
the Met, because “the real problem 
lies with the fact that an institutionally 
racist, sexist, homophobic and 
corrupt force remains. It’s not just 
Dick that should go, but all cops.”1 
This is both unscientific (it is not 
a list of ‘institutional’ prejudices 
that makes this necessary, but the 
fact that the police are an arm of 
the bourgeois state) and ultimately 
a posture. Yes, all cops “should 
go” - but how? Should they be 
pressured into resigning until the 
Met disappears by natural wastage? 
Or should we have something to say 
about what positively replaces it - 
and what should that be?

In this light, ‘Abolish the police’ 
- never mind its more modest 
cousin, ‘Defund the police’ - is 
insufficient. It does not provide even 
the barest elements of a positive 
proposal for law enforcement to 
replace the police. In the meantime, 
the empirical evidence is clear: 
petty and violent crime is correlated 
closely with a neighbourhood’s 
class character. Poor working class 
neighbourhoods suffer, bourgeois 
neighbourhoods do not. (In spite 
of George Floyd, Michael Brown 
and all the rest, black Americans 
are actually far chillier towards 
‘abolitionist’ rhetoric than whites: 
polling data suggests that their main 
complaint is not that the police 
inflict arbitrary terror on them, but 
that they do not answer 911 calls 
from their areas, and so forth.)

Alas, there is only one coherent 
alternative - and it is the one our 
forebears knew well: replace the 
police and army with universal 
military training and militia service 
for able-bodied adults. It is not, 
presently, very popular - which 
merely makes it all the more 
necessary to renormalise the idea l

paul.demarty@weeklyworker.co.uk
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Police violence 1871: primarily they exist to enforce bourgeois order, not to fight crime
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Charting the way forward
We have suffered, and continue to suffer, from political fragility, but we have every reason to be confident 
about the future. James Harvey reports

CPGB members, associate 
members and invited guests 
met to discuss our political 

perspectives and chart the way forward 
for the organisation in the coming year. 
The result was some lively discussion 
and an assessment of how the 
organisation had responded to recent 
political developments.

In a very brief introduction on 
behalf of the Provisional Central 
Committee, Jack Conrad explained 
that the perspectives were an attempt 
at mapping out politics, both where we 
had been and how we saw the situation 
developing over the next period. He 
outlined both the negative and positive 
impact of Covid on the organisation’s 
activity, and how this ‘new normal’ 
shapes our activities. The comrade 
went on to discuss the drafting of 
the perspectives and how the PCC 
had incorporated a large number 
of comments and suggestions from 
comrades to produce the final version 
presented to the meeting. However, 
a number of comrades still wished to 
amend the perspectives and the bulk 
of the meeting was taken up with 
discussing these amendments.

Moving an amendment to section 
1 of the perspectives covering climate 
and environmental change, Anne 
McShane argued that this was not just 
another issue, but was of profound 
importance and formed the backdrop 
to all the imperialist rivalries and 
economic crises that we currently 
face. Capitalism had produced this 
threat to the environment that could 
result in parts of the planet becoming 
uninhabitable and in humanity being 
thrown back centuries. Given this 
existential challenge, she added, 
it needs to be treated much more 
seriously and be placed at the very 
beginning of the perspectives.

Paul Demarty agreed with Jack 
Conrad that the amendment did fit 
logically as an introductory idea, but 
it was too limiting in its current form 
in the way that it tied contemporary 
crises, such as great power rivalry 
in Ukraine, to the issue of global 
warming. Outgoing PCC member, 
Mike Macnair followed up on this by 
suggesting that the drive to war was 
caused not just by climate change 
but was a product of the objective 
dynamics of American decline and the 
US policy of aggressive encirclement 
of China, which he compared to British 
policy directed against Germany 
before 1914. It was not right to say that 
climate change is the only existential 
threat. Whilst communism is posed 
by the threat of global warming, war 
is an equal existential threat and he 
thought that nuclear winter was a 
more likely possibility in the 21st 
century than runaway global warming. 
In supporting the amendment Ollie 
Hughes argued that by its very nature, 
capitalism cannot solve this crisis 
because it is built on production for 
production’s sake. A focus on climate 
change links directly to the nature of 
the transitional epoch and poses the 
question of communism more bluntly 
than most issues. Jack Conrad said that 
it was inadequate to say that it’s just 
capitalism that’s the issue. He warned 
that the climate movement could 
conceivably line up behind the state 
and a reactionary climate socialism. 
The amendment was overwhelmingly 
defeated.

Jim Nelson moved two 
amendments to sections six and 
seven dealing with the gridlock in US 
domestic politics. He thought that the 
sections oversimplified the issue of 
gridlock. Biden’s policies were being 

held up by Senate Democrats, not 
Republicans: in many key areas such 
as the environment and immigration 
Biden was a deal-maker, continuing 
Trump’s policies; the real opposition 
to Republican voter suppression at 
state level came from not from the 
Democrats, but activists and civil 
rights’ groups. Paul Demarty said 
the main issue was that the US does 
not have the political architecture to 
deliver what the Democrats promised. 
There are serious differences and 
divergences between Democrats and 
Republicans with real gridlock for at 
least a decade, raising the possibility of 
yet more coups and counter-coups in 
the future. Jack Conrad agreed, saying 
that there was a real polarisation in 
bourgeois opinion and society, and it 
was increasing rather than diminishing, 
with a general trend of a move to the 
right. Bourgeois politics were not 
simply a matter of Tweedledum and 
Tweedledee. In his contribution Mike 
Macnair described a real polarisation 
between the Democrats, who despite 
Biden’s ostensible Keynesian 
platform, remain neo-liberals, and a 
neo-conservative Republican party 
that wants, in essence to preside over 
the revolutionary overthrow of the 
1865 settlement and restore a limited 
class- and race-based franchise. The 
amendments were clearly defeated.

In an amendment to section ten, 
Alex Carnovic challenged the PCC’s 
argument that there was a continuous 
drift to the right. He saw the dynamics 
as less stable and moving back and 
forth between a centrism that wanted 
a liberal continuity and populists 
who argued for a politics of social 
cohesion focussed on the nation or 

the family, depending on national or 
local circumstances. He suggested 
the outcome of these struggles was 
uncertain and cited the case of Germany 
and its new coalition government 
which combines social liberalism with 
a pro-Nato, military interventionism 
and neo-liberal economic policy. 
The dynamics of these political 
conflicts and culture wars pulls in the 
left internationally, who tail behind 
liberalism. Comrade Carnovic believed 
that the PCC perspectives implicitly 
expressed a preference for the centrists 
and the liberals, whereas he argued 
for political independence and no 
preference for either side of this divide. 
In response Mike Macnair suggested 
that there are live grounds for a limited 
preference for the liberals because the 
working class has an objective interest 
in democratic rights which the right, 
such as Law and Justice in Poland or 
the British Tories, consistently attack. 
However, given our experience of the 
way that centrist governments ratchet 
to the right and pursue anti-democratic 
policies, it is not wrong to say that 
the underlying tendency of politics 
remains to the right. Citing examples 
from the Labour Party, Jack Conrad 
developed this point and suggested 
that the political ‘centre ground’ had 
indeed shifted massively to the right 
since the 1970s, caused, not least, by 
the weakness of the working class. 
While it is important to recognise that 
the ruling class is not one reactionary 
bloc, and that there are differences 
we ought to exploit, we must not get 
drawn into the politics of the lesser evil 
or believe that the liberal wing of the 
bourgeoisie is genuinely progressive, 
as some on the left have done. Anne 

McShane saw merit in the amendment, 
especially in describing the way that 
the left had moved to the right and 
that the connection between liberals 
and conservatives was stronger, 
making the centre much marshier. 
However, the main problem outlined 
in the perspectives was correct: the 
lack of an independent working-class 
programme and the failure of the left 
to address that fundamental issue. 
The amendment was overwhelmingly 
defeated.

Anne McShane and Sarah Stewart 
moved two different amendments 
to section 26, which dealt with a 
recent debate on the CPGB’s Draft 
programme on the woman question. 
Anne suggested that the PCC 
perspectives defined the terms of that 
debate “too narrowly”: it was not just 
about “the collectivity and political 
economy of the working class versus 
the illusory goal of obtaining equal 
opportunities in bourgeois society”, 
but included “wider issues” such 
as parental leave, the more diverse 
contemporary forms of family and 
the impact of child care and domestic 
labour on women. Her amendment 
singled out “the pursuit of a career in 
bourgeois society”. She also questioned 
whether the differences that had 
emerged during the debate reflected 
political fragility. Rather many 
comrades had not thought about these 
issues and comrade McShane hoped 
that further debate and structured study 
would be led by the PCC, not merely 
encouraged. From this process clear 
Marxist demands based in the logic of a 
collective approach to resolving social 
problems in society could emerge.

Comrade Stewart wanted to delete 
the section entirely as it was flawed 
and distorted the nature of the original 
debate that had taken place around 
the women question. She restated her 
criticism of those sections of the Draft 
programme as patronising and having 
a romanticised idea of parenthood and 
motherhood. Sarah referred directly to 
the experience of women at work and 
the importance of social interaction 
and life beyond the home for mothers 
as a means of overcoming alienation 
and forms of oppression. Work was 
not just about bourgeois careerism, but 
could be individually fulfilling, socially 
useful and politically important. For 
her, discussing these issues was not a 
sign of political fragility.

 Jack Conrad disagreed with 
comrade Stewart and argued that 
what is important about the CPGB as 
a proto-party is how we develop and 
uphold our programme. Attempts by 
some comrades to root our demands 
in the liberal bourgeois ideology of 
meritocracy and equality of opportunity 
was evidence of political fragility, 
he argued. It showed confusion and  
should not be simply brushed aside or 
downplayed. Going back over again 
the question of compulsion and the 
nature of the political economy of 
the working class, comrade Conrad 
argued that these were fundamental 
issues that should be brought before 
the whole movement and should not 
be hidden away in a purely private, 
internal discussion.

Paul Demarty supported the deletion 
of the whole of section 26, arguing that 
it seemed like a sideswipe that just 
came out of nowhere. There are a lot 
more complexities and subtleties that 
have not emerged in the discussion 
and which need to be considered and 
discussed much further, both in terms 
of the political economy and the 
oppression of women.

Ollie Hughes took issue with Jack 

Conrad’s arguments about equality of 
opportunity and bourgeois ideology, 
describing it as a red herring. No 
one, he claimed, was calling for 
that at all (he was joint sponsor of 
the “our programmatic differences” 
amendment being over “the political 
economy of the working class” versus 
“the pursuit of a career in bourgeois 
society”). Likewise to identify 
our programmatic differences as 
comparable with the political fragility 
some comrades had shown over broad 
frontism and the Labour left was 
simply wrong. He felt that the PCC 
was not really engaging with the issues 
raised in the discussion.

Vernon Price spoke as a comrade 
who had originally ‘voted the wrong 
way’, but now supported section 26, 
especially on the need for further 
discussion and study. He was unsure 
whether the outstanding issues could 
be easily characterised in black and 
white terms, and much remained to 
be discussed. We need to thrash things 
out and agree a programme we can 
take out into the movement.

Coming back into the debate 
comrade Conrad rejected Ollie 
Hughes’ arguments about ‘red 
herrings’. It was ‘self-evident’ that 
we had political fragility on the 
woman question, there was a real 
programmatic clash and, in a spirit 
of self-criticism and openness, we 
need to openly debate it. In their 
summing up comrades McShane and 
Stewart both agreed on the need for 
debate but were critical of the way 
some comrades had characterised 
the nature of the disagreements over 
the woman question and whether 
these differences really constituted 
‘political fragility’. Both stressed 
the need for further debate and 
study, and the need to listen to, and 
engage with, the wider experiences 
of other comrades on this issue. Both 
amendments were clearly defeated.

Moving his amendment to 
section 29, Alex Carnovic asked 
how we might assess the patterns of 
change amongst the organised far-left. 
He outlined what he saw as a process 
of decline on the Trotskyist left, with 
ageing leaderships, groups shrinking 
in size and declining in authority and 
influence. There were zero signs of 
any recognition of the need for change 
or a desire to create anything different: 
the dominant trend, he suggested, was 
that they would slowly fade away and 
die. The next generation of the left 
in Britain would look very different 
and we needed to draw up a balance 
sheet and a correct prognosis of these 
trends. 

In a rather hurried discussion in the 
tail-end of the AGM, comrades gave 
examples of the current trajectory of 
the left, including the rather surprising 
revival of the YCL and CPB, and the 
ways in which we might continue 
to intervene effectively in the wider 
left milieu. When the vote was taken 
comrade Carnovic’s amendment was 
clearly defeated. 

Ollie Hughes’ amendments 
to the same section had a rather 
different emphasis on organisation, 
recruitment, and education and, given 
the pressure of time, it was agreed 
to refer this to a future aggregate. 
However, the proposal not to proceed 
with the Summer Offensive was 
considered and overwhelmingly 
defeated. The meeting concluded 
with the adoption of the PCC’s 
perspectives and the election of a new 
PCC comprising Farzad Kamangar, 
James Harvey, Jack Conrad, and 
Mike Macnair l

AGM

Surely a basic proposition for communists
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AGM

Perspectives 2022
As proposed by the PCC and agreed by the AGM of CPGB members held on February 12

1.We live in the epoch of 
the transition from global 
capitalism to global 

communism. However, nowhere is 
the working class in a position to 
take power. That has produced and 
continues to produce all manner 
of combined forms, pathetic half-
measures, negative anticipations 
and strange dead-ends. Such is our 
present-day tragedy.
2. Because of a string of political 
and economic defeats, because of 
deindustrialisation and offshoring, 
class-consciousness - that is, the 
class-consciousness of the working 
class - is at a very low ebb in 
Britain and throughout much of 
Europe and North America.
3. Working class collectivism has 
been further weakened by the 
rise and incorporation of identity 
politics. Liberal politicians, 
media commentators and public 
intellectuals, global corporations, 
even military chiefs insist on the 
importance of ‘diversity’ and 
‘equity’. However, while official 
anti-racism and official anti-
sexism serve to improve the career 
opportunities of a minority, the 
doctrine of equal opportunities is 
illusory - not least because it is 
based on individualism and accepts 
capitalism, class divisions and the 
market as a given.
4. Tokenism, restrictions on 
free speech and the moralising 
condemnation of those deemed 
to be privileged by reason of 
race or gender, combined with 
deindustrialisation and offshoring, 
have predictably fuelled the growth 
of a chauvinist right, which is ready 
and eager to fight so-called ‘culture 
wars’ to whip up anger and build a 
mass following.
5. Overall, at this particular juncture 
politics continues to move to 
the right. The evidence is all too 
clear: India, Russia, Ukraine, Iran, 
Turkey, the Philippines, Poland and 
Hungary. In the UK there was the 
‘Get Brexit done’ general election 
in December 2019. Boris Johnson’s 

Tory Party scored a thumping 
victory, while the Labour Party, 
under the leadership of Jeremy 
Corbyn, went down to a crushing 
defeat.
6. True, Donald Trump lost - and 
not only in November 2020. His 
attempted self-coup ended in failure 
on January 6 2021. Yet, despite the 
promises, Joe Biden’s presidency 
shows all the signs of becoming a 
lame duck, crucially when it comes 
to Build Back Better. Not only has 
this neo-Keynesian package been 
massively pared down: there is the 
distinct possibility of it not even 
getting through Congress. And 
amid continued talk of coups and 
counter-coups, the Republican Party 
looks well placed for the 2022 and 
2024 elections.
7. While Democrats and 
Republicans are bitterly opposed 
to the point of gridlock in domestic 
politics, when it comes to foreign 
policy, especially China and Russia, 
there exists a broad consensus.
8. The US is attempting to reverse 
its relative decline and doubtless 
that will continue to generate war 
and the threat of war (potentially 
the outbreak of a big war). We 
would be foolish in the extreme to 
declare that the American century 
is over and done with. Firstly, 
the dollar remains the global 
reserve currency. Secondly, the US 
possesses unequalled economic, 
military, technological, diplomatic 
and ideological power. Thirdly, 
there is the US-dominated system of 
alliances: Nato, the Five Eyes, the 
Quad and Aukus. The US has only 
one serious rival, and that is China: 
the world’s second largest economy 
and a proto-imperialist power. 
The EU is hopelessly divided 
and militarily weak. Russia is a 
military, though not an economic, 
rival. Japan and the UK are little 
more than useful minions. China 
alone is a full-spectrum challenger 
- economic, military, diplomatic, 
technological and ideological. 
Hence the propaganda over 

freedom of navigation opportunities 
(FONOPs) in the South China sea, 
Huawei, Taiwan, Tibet, human 
rights, Hong Kong democracy and 
the so-called Uyghur genocide. 
All carefully crafted propaganda, 
designed to cover the pushback 
against China. The left must project 
a clear defeatist line in relation to 
the aggressive policy being pursued 
by the US and its allies, without in 
any way prettifying the regimes in 
China and Russia.
9. While it is clear that China will 
not be a viable alternative hegemon 
any time soon, over the last three 
decades the country has seen 
massive, historically unprecedented, 
economic growth, especially since 
2001 and World Trade Organisation 
membership. Modern China’s 
revolutionary origins, state-
controlled capitalist development, 
successful integration into the 
world market and Mao-Deng-Xi 
‘official communism’ have made 
it something of a model. Not only 
is there Vietnam, Cuba and former 
‘socialist-orientated’ regimes in the 
third world, but various ‘official 
communist’ parties have started 
to take their lead from China: 
eg, the Communist Party of the 
Russian Federation. There are also 
former Trotskyite converts. Surely 
there will be many more leftwing 
Sinophiles. Marxists - ie, genuine 
communists - need to develop 
a concrete analysis of China in 
all its contradictory complexity, 
not succumb to the intellectual 
prostitution of slavishly echoing the 
official doctrine of ‘socialism with 
Chinese characteristics’.
10. We still live in the shadow 
of the 2007-08 global economic 
crisis. It showed in no uncertain 
terms the failure of neoliberalism, 
but, contrary to the expectations of 
many on the left, this fuelled the 
growth of the nationalist right. That 
should serve as a warning, when 
considering the ongoing Covid-19 
pandemic and the distinct danger of 
runaway climate change.

11. The Covid-19 pandemic could 
not be contained through market 
forces and selfish individualism 
- that idea is risible. State 
organisation had to be deployed 
on a wartime scale. The left needs 
to use this indisputable fact to 
strengthen arguments for direct 
planning, the rule of the working 
class and socialism.
12. There will almost certainly be 
a very much welcome Covid-19 
wave of workplace militancy - in 
part a response to the post-Brexit 
labour shortage, in part a response 
to the rising cost of living, in part 
an opportunity to make gains. We 
must at every opportunity seek 
to raise the economic struggle to 
the level of a political struggle. 
Syndicalism in one form or another 
will probably revive.
13. There is no way market forces 
can deal with the climate crisis 
either. Indeed, with the climate 
crisis capitalism approaches its 
absolute limits. We must seek to 
give the climate crisis movement 
a clear, strategic perspective. 
Demonstrations, petitions, sit-
downs, sabotage, media stardom 
- none of that can bring about 
the fundamental system change 
that is needed. Indeed we should 
warn about the danger of ‘beyond 
politics’ protests feeding into 
some sort of ‘climate socialism’ 
- imposed by, or agreed in close 
collaboration with, the capitalist 
state.
14. Socialism - that is, the rule of 
the working class and the transition 
to communism - is the obvious and 
only rational solution. But what 
that poses is not the necessity of 
reindustrialisation and reshoring 
production - a delusional nationalist 
perspective. No, what is posed 
is independent working class 
politics and the building of a mass 
Communist Party. Obviously, 
however, that is alien territory for 
an existing left, which - trapped 
as it is in the broad frontism of the 
confessional sects - either cleaves to 

the liberal wing of the bourgeoisie 
out of fear of the chauvinist right, 
or it apes, seeks to give a ‘left’ gloss 
to, the politics of the chauvinist 
right over issues such as economic 
protectionism, migration, minority 
rights, etc. Meanwhile there is the 
‘bread and butter’ politics of routine 
trade unionism.
15. Once great hopes were placed in 
so-called parties of recomposition. 
In practice, as we warned, they 
proved to be merely reformist, 
easily slotted into the politics of 
bourgeois coalition government. 
That or they have simply collapsed: 
Syriza, Podemos, the Workers 
Party of Brazil, Communist 
Refoundation, Die Linke, New 
Anticapitalist Party, Respect, Left 
Unity, Scottish Socialist Party, etc. 
Despite that sorry record there are 
still those who hanker after yet 
another broad-left party.
16. We should expect demands for 
a second Scottish independence 
referendum to come back to the top 
of the political agenda in 2022. We 
should also expect much of the non-
Labour left to echo such demands 
and in general to tail, even fuse 
with, Scottish nationalism. Given 
the Westminster government’s 
stonewalling, there is the prospect 
of unofficial or illegal referendums 
and even a Catalan scenario. Nor 
should we discount the possibility 
of Sinn Féin emerging as the 
biggest party in Ireland (north and 
south) or the effects of the growing 
popularity of demands for Welsh 
independence. Communists are 
clear: we support Scotland’s right to 
self-determination but oppose calls 
for the break-up of Britain and an 
independent Scottish capitalist state. 
We stand for a federal republic of 
England, Scotland and Wales and a 
reunited Ireland.
17. However, there are shafts of 
light. In Latin America there is the 
pink tide. Leftish governments in 
Mexico (2018), Argentina (2019), 
Bolivia (2020), Peru and Honduras 
(2021) and Chile (2022) testify 

Perspectives: the state of one’s ideas, the facts known to one, etc, in having a meaningful interrelationship
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to the rejection of neoliberalism. 
But, though this provides a wide 
sea for Marxists to swim in, 
official horizons are limited to 
getting a better deal for the poor 
within the existing social order. 
Revealingly, the US has largely 
tolerated such developments. The 
pink tide either poses no threat, will 
be contained or will be reversed, 
in no small part due to popular 
disappointment. That, presumably, 
is the US calculation. Meanwhile, 
blockaded Venezuela and Cuba 
serve as a warning of the poverty, 
the oppression, that comes with 
‘socialism’ - a powerful weapon 
in US domestic politics, not least 
because of its 63 million Latinos 
(18.7% of the population).
18. From the beginning we argued 
that the Bernie Sanders movement 
in the US was of real significance. 
To have stood aloof from it would 
have been criminal. For the first 
time in a hundred years masses of 
Americans have begun to describe 
themselves as socialists. Of course, 
what is meant by socialism owes 
more to universal healthcare 
than the rule of the working 
class. Nonetheless, that, and the 
very considerable growth of the 
Democratic Socialists of America, 
give Marxists a real chance of 
building themselves into a serious 
force.
19. In Britain there was the Corbyn 
movement. Once again, to have 
stood aloof would have been 
criminal. The election of Jeremy 
Corbyn as Labour leader and the 
mass influx into the Labour Party 
radically altered the political 
landscape. True, the level of 
class-consciousness of Labour’s 
existing and newly acquired mass 
membership was never high. Indeed 
there was widespread desperation 
and therefore a willingness 
to believe that a Corbyn-led 
government was just about to usher 
in an era of equality, prosperity and 
peace.
20. There were more than a few 
broad-left initiatives. All of them 
failed, not least Momentum. Vague, 
indistinct, woolly politics went 
hand in hand with conferences 

that were in fact top-table-
dominated rallies, with little or no 
time allotted for serious debate. 
The common assumption of all 
such broad-left initiatives is that 
political strength derives not from 
developing a definite programme 
and firmly upholding principle, 
but from compromise, from 
agreementism, from selling out, 
from marginalising, even silencing, 
awkward leftwing voices and ideas, 
in order to be acceptable to the 
politically naive (and, therefore, 
to the right, and ultimately the 
capitalist class).
21. Indeed, that is what the grand 
strategy of the Corbyn leadership, 
including the Straight Leftist 
apparatchiks, amounted to. Hence 
the tailing of the ‘remain’ wing of 
the establishment during the 2016 
referendum campaign, the never-
ending attempts to conciliate with 
the Parliamentary Labour Party 
and the willingness to actually 
participate in, even to urge on, 
the ‘Anti-Zionism equals anti-
Semitism’ witch-hunt. Allies, 
friends, good comrades, were 
thrown to the wolves in ever-
increasing numbers, but, inevitably, 
Jeremy Corbyn himself became a 
victim. Deep demoralisation and 
widespread disorientation had to 
follow.
22. Nonetheless, because of the 
hard casing provided by Labour’s 
organisational structures, there 
was the outside possibility of 
channelling mass discontent into 
transforming the Labour Party.
23. The ‘Anti-Zionism equals anti-
Semitism’ witch-hunt was the form 
taken by the countertransformation. 
Yet, despite the left being 
investigated, suspended, expelled, 
cowed and much reduced - not least 
through mass resignations - the 
witch-hunt continues apace and 
should be expected to do so. Not 
because Sir Keir thinks he has no 
hope of becoming prime minister 
and lives in dread of the left - a 
stupid idea. No, because Sir Keir 
wants to become prime minister, 
he feels compelled to prove to the 
establishment - precisely because 
of the genuine shock and horror 

triggered by the few, brief Corbyn 
years - that Labour is once again a 
safe alternative party of government 
and would be a completely reliable 
ally of the US administration and 
its imperial foreign policy. In other 
words, the witch-hunt sends a 
reassuring ‘Pro-Zionism equals pro-
Americanism’ message. Israel, in 
and of itself, is, of course, merely a 
side issue. It is the UK alliance with 
the US hegemon that really matters.
24. We continue to fight for the 
transformation of the Labour Party 
into a united front of a special 
kind. Towards that end, we shall, 
where appropriate, maintain an 
engagement with the organisations 
of the Labour left. Nonetheless, 
while lessons might well be learnt 
further down the line, we have to 
admit that in immediate terms we 
failed. It was the ruling class, with 
its state machine, courts, media and 
bought and paid-for politicians, 
that won. The Labour Party’s 
bourgeois pole is very much back 
in the saddle. As to whether or not 
Sir Keir is, like Tony Blair, set on 
a course designed to deLabourise 
Labour and re-establish the great 
Liberal Party, that is very much an 
open question. Meanwhile Labour 
remains a bourgeois workers’ party.
25. That we had comrades within 
our ranks who fell in with the 
Corbynites, who wanted to 
downplay the importance of the 
witch-hunt, who joined the witch-
hunters or who embraced the 
politics of broad leftism testifies to 
our own political fragility. Lessons 
must be learnt at all levels of the 
organisation in terms of combating 
the inevitable rightist pressures 
within the Labour Party. Clearly, 
however, neither conciliationism, 
making excuses for those going 
to the right, nor opting out of the 
fight within Labour in the name of 
revolutionary purity are answers.
26. We have had programmatic 
differences over the woman 
question - specifically the 
collectivity and political economy 
of the working class versus the 
illusory goal of obtaining equal 
opportunities within bourgeois 
society. Once again this testifies to 

a certain political fragility. We shall 
encourage members, supporters 
and party organisations to study 
working class solutions to the 
woman question in the coming year. 
We shall also encourage debate in 
the pages of the Weekly Worker.
27. Due to the Corbyn movement, 
Labour Party mark two projects 
came to be seen as what they 
always were: ridiculous. Eg, Arthur 
Scargill’s Socialist Labour Party, 
Respect, the Trade Unionist and 
Socialist Coalition, and Left Unity. 
However, with the ignominious 
collapse of the Corbyn movement 
we should expect such projects to 
be given a new lease of life in one 
form or another. The CPGB has 
warned against all Labour Party 
mark two illusions. The CPGB 
resolutely posed the necessary 
alternative: the unity of the 
revolutionary left in building a mass 
Communist Party.
28. That said, we do not shun 
participation, even leadership, in 
such projects. Obviously we make 
a judgement based on political 
weight, importance and potential. 
At the risk of oversimplification, 
we seek, if we directly involve 
ourselves, to expose, to draw sharp 
lines of demarcation, to bring out 
latent contradictions - either that 
or we encourage, where there is 
the possibility, the development, 
the logic that exists in the unity 
of serious left forces (seriousness 
being defined here less by numbers, 
more by programme and politics) 
towards a proto-Communist Party.
29. Our organisation remains very 
small and we should not expect any 
dramatic change in the short term 
- that despite the total collapse of 
the Corbyn movement, the sterility 
of the confessional sects and the 
existential challenge represented 
by the danger of runaway climate 
change. Nevertheless, while a 
proto-Communist Party might well 
be built through recruiting ones, 
twos and dozens, our strategic 
expectation is that the initial 
breakthrough will come through a 
series of splits and mergers of the 
existing left groups (including those 
inside the Labour Party). In terms 

of going through the left, there is 
every reason for optimism. What 
our organisation does and says 
matters. The Weekly Worker - not 
least through its web presence - is 
read far and wide. As shown by 
the ready response we get from 
appeals for financial support, it is 
also much appreciated and highly 
valued way beyond our immediate 
ranks (including by not a few who, 
at present, consider themselves 
political opponents).
30. We have no wish to pursue the 
folly of an ‘oil slick international’. 
Nonetheless, greater attention 
will be paid to developing and 
consolidating our international links 
through the exchange of speakers, 
articles, joint campaigns, online 
meetings, schools, etc.
31. Because of the Covid pandemic 
we launched the weekly Online 
Communist Forum. This has proved 
to be a successful format and is 
something we shall maintain on a 
permanent basis and seek to build 
and improve upon.
32. There is also Hands Off the 
People of Iran (Hopi). Despite 
the Vienna talks there still exists 
the danger of war in the Middle 
East: eg, an Israeli strike on Iran’s 
nuclear facilities. While calling 
for the overthrow of the theocratic 
regime in Tehran from below, we 
recognise that US imperialism is 
the main enemy. We demand an 
end to sanctions and war threats 
and a nuclear-free Middle East. 
During 2022 we should look for 
opportunities to raise Hopi’s profile.
33. Communist University has 
for long been a highlight of our 
year. Once again, because of the 
Covid pandemic, we were forced 
to abandon face-to-face events. 
Instead we held summer, spring 
and winter online CUs. Again, 
that is something we should make 
a permanent feature of our year, 
except that, as soon as we can, we 
shall reconstitute a face-to-face 
Communist University - hopefully 
in August 2022.
34. We shall, in conjunction with 
this, also relaunch our Summer 
Offensive fund drive in 2022, with 
a target of £30,000 l

Proposed amendments
Amendment 1
Proposed by Anne McShane, Ollie 
Hughes and Sarah Stewart
Insert in paragraph 1 after the first 
sentence:
“Humanity faces an existential 
threat from capitalist-produced 
global warming, which proves that 
revolution is not only historically 
overdue, but urgently necessary.”
Amendment 2
Proposed by Jim Nelson
Insert in paragraph 6 after 
“Congress”: “and Biden’s real 
actions have done nothing to change 
this”. 
And in paragraph 7 after 
‘Republicans’: “give the appearance 
of being”.
Amendment 3
Proposed by Alex Carnovic
Replace paragraph 10 with: 
“We still live in the shadow of the 
2007-08 global economic crisis, 
which has shown in no uncertain 
terms the failure of neoliberalism. 
Contrary to the expectations of 
many, this has not aided the left. 
Since 2015-16, the crisis has instead 
found expression in an ongoing 
ideological war between an ailing 
(neo) liberalism, on the one hand, and 
a resurgent conservatism promoting 
the return to a more ‘organic’ society 
and stronger social cohesion. Much 
of the left has since reassembled itself 
around this front line, tailing either 
faction of the bourgeoisie instead 
of developing its own independent 
analysis and programme.”

Amendment 4
Proposed by Ollie Hughes and Anne 
McShane
Replace paragraph 26 with:
“We have had programmatic 
differences over the woman question 
- specifically the political economy of 
the working class versus the pursuit 
of a career within bourgeois society. 
We resolve to carry out a programme 
of study on working class solutions 
to the woman question in the coming 
year.”
Amendment 5
Proposed by Sarah Stewart
Reject both the current paragraph 26 
and the proposed replacement.
Amendment 6
Proposed by Alex Carnovic
In paragraph 29, replace entire text 
after “runaway climate change” 
with:
“While a proto-Communist 
Party might well be built through 
recruiting ones, twos and dozens, 
our strategic expectation is that 
the initial breakthrough will come 
through a series of splits, mergers 
and regroupments of the existing left 
(including the left inside the Labour 
Party). 

“The British Trotskyist 
organisations that made up much 
of the existing left in the past few 
decades look increasingly unlikely 
to provide the material for such a 
process in the future. Thirty years 
after the collapse of the Soviet Union, 
organised Trotskyism has not only 
failed to constitute itself as a viable 

alternative to the ‘official communist’ 
movement: it has in many respects 
proved to be an even less attractive 
option. One consequence is that the 
Trotskyist groups are now ageing, 
slowly fading organisations that no 
longer pick up significant numbers 
from among their traditional 
recruitment base (university 
students) or enjoy any authority on 
the British left (they were irrelevant 
throughout the Corbyn period 
despite some individuals’ Trotskyist 
backgrounds). Another consequence 
has been wide-scale political and/or 
organisational liquidationism (see the 
IS diaspora). A third consequence has 
been an upswing of unreconstructed 
Marxism-Leninism among younger 
people, including (but not limited to) 
a recent membership influx into the 
YCL and CPB.

“On the whole, the British left 
after Corbyn is disoriented and 
rudderless, and it is an open question 
in which direction it will evolve. 
We will promote our principles and 
programme under any conditions and 
warn against errors, but we are aware 
that these conditions - crucially, the 
political landscape of the existing 
left - might change considerably in 
the medium-term future.

“There are reasons for optimism. 
What our organisation does and says 
matters. The Weekly Worker - not 
least through its web presence - is 
read far and wide, and our theory 
has influenced groups of younger 
comrades outside Britain. As shown 

by the ready response we get from 
appeals for financial support, it is 
also much appreciated and highly 
valued way beyond our immediate 
ranks (including by not a few who, 
at present, consider themselves 
political opponents).”
Amendment 7
Proposed by Ollie Hughes
In paragraph 29, after “our strategic 
expectation is that the initial 
breakthrough will come through a 
series of splits and mergers of the 
existing left groups (including those 
inside the Labour Party)”, add the 
following:
“However, we recognise that an 
organisation that fails to recruit 
new cadre is a dying organisation. 
We need a renewed emphasis on 
recruitment, backed up with Marxist 
education resources and a reading 
course targeting potential recruits 
that are available on the website.”

After this, split the paragraph into 
two and delete “not least through its 
web presence” from the new split 
paragraph.

Add a new paragraph after the 
split one:
“As well as retaining our commitment 
to the print edition of the paper we 
recognise the increasing importance 
of the online edition. However the 
online archives of the Weekly Worker 
are incomplete, with large numbers 
of missing issues and articles in 
need of repair. Ongoing efforts to 
restore and expand The Leninist and 
Weekly Worker archives are to be 

encouraged. Over the lockdown we 
have delivered a new website for the 
party, and this year we will initiate a 
similar project to improve the Weekly 
Worker website.”

And add the following as a new 
stand-alone para:
“We also aim to engage more directly 
with the left by increasing our 
interventions both quantitatively and 
qualitatively. This means organising 
fringe meetings and hosting stalls 
at the events of other groups, the 
production of appropriate material: 
leaflets, broadsheets and pamphlets, 
followed by critical reporting in the 
Weekly Worker.”
Amendment 8
Proposed by Ollie Hughes
Add the following as a new stand-
alone paragraph before the current 
paragraph 30:
“Our organisation creates a lot 
of new content, and possesses 
quantities of earlier material. But 
it is acknowledged that we do not 
maximise the online availability and 
visibility of our work. To ensure all 
material is made available online 
with maximum exposure requires a 
significant commitment in terms of 
effort and skill, and to that end a new 
role will be instigated to manage our 
online presence (particularly on social 
media) and to provide regular status 
reports. This role should be appointed 
by and answerable to the PCC.”
Amendment 9
Proposed by Ollie Hughes
Delete paragraph 34 l
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DEBATE

BDS: for or against?
Israeli settler-colonialism and the appropriate solidarity movement with the Palestinians were debated at 
the February 13 Online Communist Forum. Daniel Lazare argued that the BDS campaign is a cross-
class popular front which therefore should be shunned. Mike Macnair stressed the US alliance with 
Israel, attempts to outlaw BDS and the ongoing witch-hunt against anti-Zionists in the Labour Party

A Hamas popular front
I believe this question of boycott, 

divestment and sanctions against 
Israel can be broken down into 

four parts. Those parts are, first, 
what is BDS? Secondly, what are 
its goals? Thirdly, the question of a 
popular front versus a united front of 
the working class. And, finally, the 
question of the Israeli proletariat in 
general, especially in the context of 
the broader Middle East.

So let us begin with the first 
question: what is BDS? The campaign 
is based in Ramallah on the West 
Bank. Its nominal governing body is 
called the Palestinian BDS National 
Committee, which consists of a couple 
of dozen Palestinian organisations, 
one of which is the Palestinian Council 
of National and Islamic Forces, which 
includes Hamas. So, as Hamas is part 
of the governing structure, I think it is 
worthwhile looking at what it stands 
for.

As we know, Hamas is a 
fiercely rightwing and anti-Semitic 
organisation, whose founding charter, 
which has never been rescinded, 
quotes the al-Bukhari hadith, calling 
on Muslims to kill the Jews when the 
day of judgment arrives.

The charter cites the Protocols of 
the Elders of Zion as one of its sources 
and refers to Jewish immigration 
to Palestine as a Tartar Invasion. It 
claims that Jews with all their money 
control the world media. They have 
stirred revolutions in various parts 
of the world, including the French 
and Russian revolutions, but they 
were also able to control imperialistic 
states, driving them to colonise many 
countries in order to exploit their 
resources and spread corruption.

All this is well known and Eddie 
Ford in a recent Weekly Worker article 
wrote that revolutionaries should 
point out that Hamas is an Islamist 
organisation that has a thoroughly 
reactionary agenda, both within 
Palestine and the wider region, 
and that the victims of this agenda 
would be women, gays, democrats, 
atheists, trade unionists, socialists, 
communists, religious minorities, 
etc.1

Ford also wrote that Hamas does 
nothing to divide the Israeli population 
along class lines, but - quite the 
opposite - helps to consolidate that 
population behind the Zionist state 
and its own ruling class. He went on 
to say that, if the Socialist Workers 
Party, which had called Hamas a 
“revolutionary organisation”, does 
not think it is anti-Semitic, they have 
a big problem. True, BDS laudably 
goes out of its way to condemn anti-
Semitism, but at the same time it has 
on its governing board a fiercely anti-
Semitic organisation.

I might also point out that when 
protests against unemployment, 
poverty and corruption erupted in 
the Gaza Strip, led by a group calling 
itself the We Want to Live movement, 
Hamas security forces crushed the 
demonstrations rapidly. In other 
words, Hamas is not only a rightwing, 
anti-Semitic organisation, but one 
dedicated to the repression of the 
Palestinian labour movement.

The Weekly Worker condemns 
the SWP for not acknowledging the 
problematic nature of Hamas, but 

in supporting BDS essentially does 
the same thing by failing to mention 
this problem. So not only does the 
SWP have a big problem: the Weekly 
Worker and the CPGB do as well.

The next question is, what are 
BDS’s goals? In his article last month 
Mike Macnair chose to zero in on the 
boycott plank alone. Mike defended 
boycotts against Israel, but drew no 
distinction between consumer and 
labour boycotts. When the BDS 
campaign talks about boycotts, it 
seems to mean the former, although 
it is not always entirely clear. But 
Marxists, while not necessarily 
opposing either, still see them very 
differently.

While consumers belong to all 
classes, labour boycotts, strikes and 
secondary actions, such as preventing 
the supply of weapons destined for 
Israel, are very different things. They 
are an expression of the working class 
movement and the Marxist attitude 
towards them is very different.

The second letter in BDS stands for 
‘divestment’: and that rests on appeals 
to the international bourgeoisie to 
withdraw investment from Israel - 
and therefore to disemploy Israeli 
workers - and the third letter stands 
for ‘sanctions’, which are appeals to 
bourgeois governments, including 
western imperialists and the Gulf 
states, to impose an economic 
blockade on Israel - not unlike the 
economic blockade the US has 
imposed on Iran, Syria, Cuba and 
literally dozens of other nations.

BDS also opposes what it calls 
the normalisation of relations 
between Israeli Jews and Arabs and 
Palestinians. For example, it calls 
for a boycott of all Israeli cultural 
activity, unless “the Israeli party in the 
project recognises the comprehensive 
Palestinian rights under international 
law” and the product or event is one 
of “co-resistance” rather than co-
existence.

The BDS website goes on to say: 

any engagement with Israeli 
individuals or institutions that is not 

within the resistance framework 
outlined above serves to underline 
the normality of Israeli occupation, 
colonialism and apartheid in the 
lives of the people in the Arab 
world. It is therefore imperative 
that people in the Arab world shun 
all relations with Israelis unless 
based on co-resistance.

Therefore BDS has called on foreign 
labour unions to sever links with 
Histadrut, the Israeli union, and for 
individual Palestinians to withdraw 
from it. And BDS supporters 
have gone so far as to interrupt 
performances by Israeli music groups 
by engaging in group heckling. 
Hecklers interrupted a performance 
by the Jerusalem Quartet in London 
that was being broadcast by BBC 
radio.

I would argue that, just like 
appealing to the international 
bourgeoisie to disinvest in Israel or 
to impose a bourgeois economic 
blockade, these methods are 
completely at variance with socialism, 
in that they are class-collaborationist. 
They do not rely on working class 
solidarity and in fact are violative of 
working class solidarity.

If all relations with Israelis are 
forbidden unless those concerned 
have pre-committed to a policy of 
co-resistance, that means that any 
normal relations between Israelis and 
Palestinians are impossible. It means 
that any attempt to persuade Israelis 
of the wrongness of Zionism and the 
true nature of the Palestinian plight 
is cut short as well, because there is 
no basis for persuasion or personal 
interaction. This is also completely 
counter to socialist methodology.

The question is therefore, if 
Marxists reject subordinating 
working class forces to bourgeois 
political forces in a popular front, 
how can they possibly support doing 
the same thing with regard to the 
thoroughly bourgeois forces that are 
behind BDS?

There is also the call for an 
academic boycott. I really have 

no idea how this actually works. 
Are Israeli scholars to be barred 
from international conferences or 
international academic journals? 
What happens when Israeli scholars 
make a discovery or breakthrough? 
Are those to be ignored? And what 
about Israeli Arab academics? Do 
different rules apply to them and, if 
so, how is that not discriminatory?

The reason why Hamas is part 
of the BDS governing structure is 
because BDS sees itself as a reflection 
of Palestinian civil society. But that 
means a reflection of all Palestinian 
society - bourgeois as well as working 
class - and therefore it is inevitable 
that it would include a major political 
party like Hamas.

But this is not the way that 
socialists approach civil society. 
Socialists believe in polarising 
politics, so that labour is counterposed 
to capitalism. So, when the Weekly 
Worker repeatedly denounces popular 
frontism, I am not really sure how it 
can defend the same kind of popular 
frontism in Palestine and why it does 
not recognise that the working class 
should have its own policy rather than 
relying on bourgeois forces to dictate 
it.

Finally, the fourth question is that 
of the Israeli proletariat in the broader 
Middle East. The attitude towards 
Israeli workers evinced in the Weekly 
Worker seems to be all over the map. 
We have Moshé Machover assuring us 
that BDS’s impact on Israeli workers 
will be negligible and it is a purely 
symbolic campaign, whose goal is 
to “win a moral battle in progressive 
public opinion”.

We have Tony Greenstein saying 
just about the exact opposite, when he 
argues that the Israeli working class is 
no ally of socialists and that socialists 
therefore should be unconcerned if 
BDS causes real, tangible harm to 
Israeli workers.

And then we have Jack Conrad. A 
few weeks ago, during one of these 
Sunday sessions, I asked him if he 
would support an economic strike 
by Israeli workers. Thankfully he 
answered in the affirmative. But from 
his attitude - maybe I am reading too 
much into this - he seemed to think the 
question was secondary or peripheral.

But I would submit that the Israeli 
working class is not peripheral at all. 
Rather it is a central part of a highly 
diverse Middle East proletariat that 
includes Palestinian workers in the 
occupied territories and in Israel 
proper, south Asian workers in the 
Gulf states, workers in Syria, Iraq, 
Iran and Egypt, with their long history 
of militancy, etc.

The Israeli proletariat is itself 
diverse in that it includes not just 
Jews, but Arabs, Russians, Thai and 
Filipino guest workers, etc, and any 
socialist movement must not penalise 
Israeli workers per se, but, on the 
contrary, should welcome Israeli-
Palestinian workers as comrades in 
a common struggle against wage 
cuts, unemployment, imperialist 
aggression and so on.

And the same goes for cultural 
and national concerns. Jews are now 
a minority in both greater Israel - ie, 
the territory ‘from the river to the sea’ 
- and in the larger Middle East. Their 

fears, concerns and legitimate cultural 
and national aspirations deserve to be 
recognised no more and no less than 
those of other minorities throughout 
the region. Minority rights are 
trampled throughout the Middle East 
and this must be a primary concern of 
all socialists.

Tony Greenstein recently wrote 
that Histadrut was never a trade union, 
but rather a great colonising agency, 
which at first refused admission to 
Arab workers and after that kept 
them in a separate section. This is not 
true. The infant Palestine Communist 
Party enjoyed considerable success in 
organising Jewish and Arab railroad 
workers, who were in a union that 
was part of the federation. The PCP 
did not leave Histadrut voluntarily: 
rather it was expelled by nationalists, 
who were all too aware of the damage 
it could do to Zionism. The PCP 
perspective was one of remaining 
inside Histadrut, not boycotting it, as 
Tony calls for.

There has been a great deal of talk 
about how the Israeli working class 
- presumably meaning the Jewish 
section - has somehow removed itself 
from the international proletariat by 
virtue of its subordination to its own 
bourgeoisie and the Zionist project 
of settler-colonialism, etc. To this 
American socialist what is strange 
about this is that the AFL-CIO, the 
main labour confederation in the 
USA, is really very little different. It is 
so thoroughly integrated into the US 
war machine that it has been dubbed 
the ‘AFL-CIA’.

And there is a rich history of 
racism in the US labour movement. 
Eugene V Debs called on rail unions 
to admit black workers, for example, 
but was voted down. Nonetheless, he 
still led the Pullman rail strike - one 
of the most tumultuous in US history.

The colour bar was widespread 
throughout American labour until 
communists went on the offensive 
against it. This occurred roughly 
around the same time as the PCP was 
trying to organise inside Histadrut. 
And I might add the drive by the 
Communist Party of the USA 
was highly successful - indeed so 
successful that the CPUSA in the 
American south was widely known 
as, excuse the expression, “the 
nigger party” - and to this day blacks 
are more likely to belong to US 
labour unions than the population as 
a whole.

But our socialist policy was 
not to boycott the AFL-CIO as 
consequence, but to work within it in 
order to counter racism from within. 
If I might quote Lenin in ‘Leftwing’ 
communism:

If you want to help the ‘masses’ 
and win the sympathy and support 
of the ‘masses’, you should not 
fear difficulties, or pinpricks, 
chicanery, insults and persecution 
from the ‘leaders’ … but must 
absolutely work wherever the 
masses are to be found.

And to me that includes Histadrut 
or, to quote Mike Macnair in his 
recent article: “Our interest in 
the class movement is not in the 
idea of a perfect purified workers’ 

BDS is under state attack on both sides of the Atlantic
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movement, but of the actual warts-
and-all movement, which very 
imperfectly points to the possibility 
of a cooperative future.”2

Just to take up one issue with 
Mike. He said that to pursue a purity 
politics of rejecting outright support 
for the BDS campaign is unavoidably 
in practice to solidarise with the 

witch-hunters, who deploy closely 
related arguments in the US and UK. 
I assume from that statement that 
Mike is saying that criticising BDS 
amounts to support for the Labour 
Party leaders who are trying to drive 
anti-Zionists out of the party.

But I am left puzzled by this 
argument, because I do not see how it 

is any different from arguments that 
Trotsky was effectively solidarising 
with the Third Reich in “pursuing a 
purity politics” against the Stalinist 
regime in Moscow.

Just to sum up, I think it is 
crucially important to criticise BDS, 
which I see as a classic popular-
front enterprise that has brought the 

working class into collaboration 
with some very nasty political 
forces, which nonetheless have a 
certain following in Palestinian civil 
society. We must not be afraid to 
criticise BDS, even though it may 
sound similar to certain criticisms 
emanating in bourgeois circles. 
These things are inevitable and it is 

wrong to try to shut down criticism 
of it on this basis.

I know that that the CPGB is 
deeply committed to BDS as part 
of its work against the Keir Starmer 
regime, but I think that it is has 
worked itself into a very bad anti-
labour, popular front position l

Daniel Lazare

Building opposition to main enemy
I am going to start in a different 

place from comrade Lazare, but 
we will see how far our ideas 

intersect.
I begin with the idea of defeatism 

and the point that in wars we take 
the view that ‘the main enemy is at 
home’; and even in peacetime we 
stand, as Wilhelm Liebknecht and 
August Bebel did and the German 
Social Democratic Party did until its 
1914 collapse, for ‘not one penny, 
not one man, for this regime’. We 
are not concerned with the merits 
or demerits of the other side; and 
this holds true whether the enemy 
is Louis Bonaparte in 1870, or the 
kaiser, the tsar, or the horrors of the 
British empire, in 1914. 

The point can be illustrated by 
mistakes about it. In 1914 the leftist 
Parvus, famous on the left as a 
contributor to the idea of permanent 
revolution, became an advocate of 
‘victory to the kaiser’: initially on 
the basis of the Turks’ rights to self-
determination against imperialist 
control of their state, then on the 
basis of Ukrainian self-determination 
against the tsar. Karl Kautsky 
moved from his initial position of 
saying that the workers’ movement 
should support only defensive war 
aims into pacificism; During 1917, 
however, he became a publicist for 
the self-determination of ‘plucky 
little Serbia’ and ‘bleeding Belgium’. 
This amounted to support for Entente 
powers, Britain, France and Russia. 
That position led Kautsky in October 
1917 to denounce the Bolshevik 
revolution as a coup. When he said 
Bolshevism was anti-democratic 
what he really meant was that it was 
anti-Entente.

Behind our commitment to 
defeatism lies the proposition that we 
are in the business of the overthrow 
of this constitutional order “to set 
free the elements of the new society 
with which old collapsing bourgeois 
society itself is pregnant”3 (as Karl 
Marx put it in 1871) - like the English 
oppositionists who collaborated with 
a Scots invasion of England in 1640, 
or who called for a Dutch invasion in 
1688, or the American revolutionaries 
who allied with the old enemy 
France in 1778. All these responses 
tended to set free the new social 
order. Conversely, the preservation 
of the old state order produces the 
stifling and even reversal of trends 
towards the new social order - as in 
the 17th-18th century France studied 
by David Parker, and on a larger scale 
in Ming dynasty China’s retreat from 
merchant capitalism.

That has the consequence that, 
when our state is involved in war, 
our primary responsibility is not to 
give advice of one sort or another to 
our comrades in the targeted regime, 
but to carry on a defeatist agitation. 
The point is not ‘victory to the other 
side’. It is to use the war as a chance 
to undermine our own state. In other 
words, it is not that we are for the 
victory of Hamas - we denounce the 
line of the Socialist Workers Party 
that ‘We are all Hamas’. It’s not we 
would have called for the victory of 
the kaiser in 1914. And, as Lenin put 
it in 1915:

For the ‘discerning reader’: This 
[defeatism] does not at all mean 
to ‘blow up bridges’, organise 
unsuccessful strikes in the war 

industries, and, in general, helping 
the government to defeat the 
revolutionaries.4

Rather, the task is to recognise that 
the war has become central to politics 
and to conduct an anti-war agitation 
which stretches as widely as possible 
- even into the armed forces. What we 
are concerned with therefore is how to 
conduct such an agitation.

It is in this context that it is 
actually misleading to say that there 
is a difference between a consumer 
boycott and workers’ action in the 
form of a labour boycott. What we 
are concerned with is not strike action 
- we are not proposing a syndicalist 
version of blowing up bridges. We are 
proposing to get the widest possible 
understanding in the society as a 
whole. And in this context symbolic 
initiatives are as important as direct-
action initiatives. The boycott 
campaign in this sense is a campaign 
of symbolic initiatives.

We may compare, as an analogy 
not too far distant, the British 
workers’ campaign of solidarity with 
the Union side in the American Civil 
War in 1862-65. The Union side 
was a bourgeois movement led by 
capitalists. But when British textile 
employers set out to campaign through 
a series of public meetings for British 
intervention on the Confederate 
side, to use the British navy to break 
the Union’s naval blockade of the 
Confederacy, the workers’ movement 
organised counter-meetings - no more 
than symbolic initiatives, but enough 
to undermine the pro-Confederate 
campaign. 

Our state’s war
The Israeli state is no more 
autonomous from the US state than 
the 17th-19th century East India 
Company was from the British state. 
Obviously that was not true originally 
(Israel was created under the British 
and backed against the British by 
the French in the 1930s and by the 
USSR in the later 1940s), but the 
Kennedy administration in the early 
1960s initiated what later came to 
be described as the settled policy of 
the United States - that Israel should 
have a qualitative military edge over 
its neighbours.

The military operations of the 
Israeli state are operations which 
the US state can turn off at will. It is 
not necessarily the case that it starts 
them or pre-approves them, any more 
than the British state started or pre-
approved the military operations of 
the East India Company. Nonetheless 
the United States can turn these 
operations off at will and it does turn 
them off when it suits its diplomatic 
agenda.

This is a colonial war carried out 
by an agency of the US, which is the 
Israeli state. It is a profound illusion 
of many liberals and quite a good 
many labour movement opponents of 
US support for Israel that this reflects 
Israeli interests and the success 
of Israeli lobby in the US. On the 
contrary, it reflects simply the US 
interest in holding veto power over 
the state politics in the Middle East 
to preclude the possibility of alliances 
which could affect US geopolitical 
power.

US military operations depend on 
the use of petrol, diesel and aviation 
fuel. It is not that the US itself needs 

the petrol, diesel and aviation fuel of 
the Middle East: it is that America is 
insistent that it should be able to turn 
off the supply of petrol, diesel and 
aviation fuel to France, Germany, 
China, etc - all countries which are 
potential or real rivals.

Previously Britain, France and 
indeed Germany were allowed 
a substantial degree of political 
autonomy in their dealings with 
Arab countries. That was because of 
the historical colonial relationships 
between Britain and France in 
particular and several post-colonial 
Arab countries - and also actually 
Britain and Saudi Arabia, which 
had never been formally colonised. 
although the Saudi royal family was 
sponsored by the British state in the 
interwar period.

The failure of France and Germany 
to support the invasion of Iraq in 
2003, and the extensive opposition 
to the war within the ‘establishment’ 
in Britain, led the US to determine 
that the autonomy of the European 
countries in dealings with Arab states, 
and therefore their right to explicitly 
denounce Israeli state actions, as they 
had done from time to time, should 
end. The means of overcoming the 
autonomy of the European countries 
in their relationships with Arab states 
was the creation of the International 
Holocaust Remembrance Alliance 
‘definition’ of anti-Semitism. That 
led to the campaigns which began in 
Germany around this question and 
were sharply expanded in Britain after 
Jeremy Corbyn unexpectedly won the 
leadership of the Labour Party.

The consequence was that Britain 
became a party to US war operations 
through its client regime in Israel 
and we are now in a situation where 
- rather than being on the sidelines, 
with the British state manoeuvring 
diplomatically between support for 
the Israeli state and endorsement of 
Arab states - we the UK have become 
a party to the US’s colonial war in 
Israel-Palestine.

Unique
Truth is the first casualty of war and 
in this context that takes two central 
forms, one of which is to say that 
Israel is by no means unique. It is 
true that Israel is not the only country 
to violently repress a part of its 
population. But as comrade Moshé 
Machover has argued, Israel is unique 
in that it is a settler-colonial regime, 
which actually still continues to take 
land for the benefit of settlers coming 
from elsewhere - unlike the many 
countries where settler-colonialism is 
done and dusted.

Israel is unique secondly because 
it is the immediate client of the US 
in a way in which no other colonial 
regime is. It is the immediate client in 
the sense of being given a ‘qualitative 
military edge’ over its neighbours.

The single exception to this 
‘qualitative military edge’ uniqueness, 
as I said in my recent article,5 is South 
Korea, in relation to which the view 
of the US continues to be that there 
is a war on the Korean peninsula and 
that North Korea is an illegitimate 
rebel regime, which needs to be 
overthrown. For that reason the US 
continues to arm the South Korean 
regime for war purposes.

The whole argument against the 
boycott, divestment and sanctions 
campaign as (allegedly) giving 

support to Hamas, and treating 
Israel inappropriately as a special 
target, and so on, is misconceived 
and false because of the character 
of the relationship between the US 
and Israel. Following the US turn in 
the wake of Iraq in order to recover 
control and prevent any repetition 
of what happened then by using the 
IHRA, that affects Britain as well. 
Iraq was a war which our state chose 
to make itself a party to. 

The second argument over BDS 
is about solidarity with the Israeli 
working class, which comrade Lazare 
has made more explicit in his letter to 
the latest Weekly Worker (February 
10) and in his speech at this meeting. It 
is solidarity, I should say, particularly 
with the Israeli Jewish working class 
because of concern about legitimate 
national and cultural aspirations.

There are two fundamental 
mistakes involved in this argument. 
Suppose that we were in a Palestinian 
socialist organisation or indeed one in 
Egypt or Syria, etc. We would then be 
in a situation we needed a strategic 
orientation to make class unity 
across the borders, and a strategy to 
separate Israeli Jewish workers from 
the Israeli Jewish bourgeoisie would 
be a plausible and in some respects 
desirable option. 

But to suppose that this is the only 
strategic option is misconceived, 
because it presupposes that either 
the global hegemony of the US will 
never be overthrown, or that the 
there can never be a sufficient shift 
in military technology (away from oil 
power) that the US aspiration to keep 
a stranglehold on the Middle East oil 
taps will be removed.

In either of those cases the 
foundation of US imperialist support 
for Israel would go away. And 
reducing imperialist support for Israel 
is actually more likely to produce 
a degree of separation of the Israeli 
Jewish working class from the Israeli 
Jewish boss class, as we can see in 
fact with the real decline of loyalism 
in the Six Counties following the very 
partial withdrawal of British state 
support.

Syndicalism
The second issue is the conception 
of the nature of class movements 
and, underlying it, the nature of 
the working class. Why should we 
suppose that the Israeli working class, 
as comrade Lazare writes in his latest 
letter, is central in the larger Middle 
East because it is an Israeli and Arab-
Palestinian proletariat composed 
not just of Arabs and Jews, but of 
Russians, Thai and Filipino guest 
workers and so on? Why is that 
central? Why is it that a country of 
about ten million is central to the class 
movement of over the whole Arab-
speaking population of the Middle 
East, not far short of 500 million?

The underlying assumption is 
that this group is to take a leading 
role because it is a minority which 
is employed in industry - just as the 
assumption that the working class is 
defined by employment in industry  
creates a radical separation between 
labour boycotts and consumer 
boycotts, and says labour boycotts 
are a working class tactic, while 
consumer boycotts are not. In reality 
that assumption is syndicalist.

The underlying assumption is that 
the working class can take power 

because it is employed in industry, 
while unemployed workers and 
those who are otherwise dependent 
on the social wage cease to be part 
of the strategic orientation of the 
working class.

This derives from the history of 
American Trotskyism - it is in the 
fundamental conceptions of James 
P Cannon in the 1946 Theses on 
the American revolution. There is 
a messianic role attributed to the 
American working class because of 
the centrality and preponderance of 
industry in the US.6

Comrade Lazare is entirely correct 
to say that the Communist Party of the 
USA built mass movements against 
the colour bar and in favour of black 
organisation. The Socialist Workers 
Party USA and its descendants 
among the Spartacists and so on had 
delusions that, because they had led 
some strike actions and because they 
came from the nativist wing of the 
Communist Party, their own little 
organisation of a couple of thousand 
had overtaken the CPUSA and that 
they were the natural leaders of the 
world revolution. This delusion has 
seemed to affected all the tendencies 
which grew out of that tradition.

Similarly there is a false conception 
in relation to mobilising the Israeli 
working class and its centrality to the 
Middle Eastern working class. There 
is a false conception in relation to 
the idea of the overthrow of Zionism 
inevitably taking the form of class 
differentiation between the Israeli 
Jewish working class and the Israeli 
Jewish bosses.

Let me flag just one thing in my 
January 20 article - it is a piece of 
bad writing on my part. The article 
stated that:

 
for the US, and in today’s 
circumstances also for the UK, to 
pursue a purity-politics argument 
for rejecting outright support for 
the BDS campaign is unavoidably 
in practice to solidarise with 
the witch-hunters, who deploy 
closely related arguments.

In this quotation “rejecting outright 
support” is ambiguous. What I meant 
by “rejecting outright support” is 
“rejecting support altogether”, not to 
demand that we must give “outright 
support” meaning uncritical support. 
I did not mean that we have to tailend 
whatever BDS argues for because 
the self-appointed leaders of the 
campaign are “the representatives 
of the oppressed”. Criticism of the 
campaign is perfectly legitimate. But 
to argue for no support at all for BDS 
on the grounds of the character of 
the leadership, or that it is a popular 
front, and so on is actually using the 
arguments of the witch-hunters l

Mike Macnair
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ITALY

Heading far-right
In light of recent opinion polls, Toby Abse looks at the increasing danger of a neo-fascist government

The Italian far right is the 
strongest in western Europe, 
at least in terms of opinion poll 

ratings. Two of the parties represented 
in the Italian parliament can only but 
be described as far-right: namely the 
Lega and Fratelli d’Italia (FdI). At the 
European level, the Lega is allied with 
both Marine le Pen’s Rassemblement 
National and the German Alternative 
für Deutschland (AfD).

The FdI is, as I will explain below, 
directly descended from the neo-
fascist Movimento Sociale Italiano 
(MSI), so readers should not be misled 
by its membership of the European 
Conservative and Reformist group 
(ECR), of which FdI leader Giorgia 
Meloni is president.1 The FdI and 
the Lega currently have the support 
of 20.5% and 17.4% of voters 
respectively. The FdI is the second 
most popular Italian party, very 
narrowly behind the centre-left Partito 
Democratico (PD), which has 20.8%. 
I will discuss each of these parties in 
more detail, before touching on the 
best-known extra-parliamentary and 
more openly violent far-right outfits, 
Forza Nuova and Casa Pound.

The FdI’s leading figures came 
into politics as members of the MSI, 
the neo-fascist party founded in the 
late 1940s by Giorgio Almirante. 
He started his career as editor of La 
Difesa della Razza, the anti-Semitic 
journal set up in the later years of 
the fascist regime in the wake of the 
racial laws of 1938. He played an 
active role in the Repubblica Sociale 
Italiano (RSI), Mussolini’s puppet 
republic of September 1943-April 
1945, which collaborated with the 
German occupiers in sending Jews 
to the death camps and slaughtering 
not only resistance fighters, but also 
many Italian civilians who either 
really or only allegedly sympathised 
with the resistance.

Name
MSI’s choice of name was as blatant 
a reference to Mussolini’s RSI as 
could be made at the time, since 
Italy’s 1948 constitution formally 

prohibited the reformation of 
a fascist party. The continuity 
between the MSI and FdI is not 
only a question of the long-term 
trajectory of the FdI’s leading 
personnel (like Ignazio La Russa, 
who first came to prominence 
as a neo-fascist street fighter in 
1970s Milan, or Giorgia Meloni, 
who joined the MSI’s youth wing 
as a teenager), but also of its use 
of symbolism - for instance, the 
Tricolor Flame (Fiamma tricolore) 
of the MSI has been incorporated 
into the FdI’s electoral logo. In 
short, the FdI implicitly rejects 
the belated attempt by the MSI’s 
last leader, Gianfranco Fini, to 
transform the party into a more 
mainstream conservative party, as 
the Alleanza Nazionale (AN) in the 
late 1990s.2

Fini’s political career ended 
in disaster, when it was revealed 
that he had sold a house in Monte 
Carlo bequeathed to AN to his 
own brother-in-law at a price far 
below its market value. However, 
given the degree of corruption 
prevalent in mainstream Italian 
politics, Fini’s desertion by his 
erstwhile close associates in MSI/
AN probably owed much more to 
their distaste for Fini’s willingness 
to repudiate Mussolini’s legacy 
than to any shock at this swindle. 
Moreover, many of them, including 
Meloni and La Russa, subsequently 
spent a few years in Berlusconi’s 
Partito della Libertà (PdL - Party 
of Freedom, as Forza Italia 
temporarily renamed itself after 
its fusion with the remnants of 
AN). This was hardly the action 
of anybody disgusted by financial 
malfeasance, since Berlusconi was 
a far more serious crook than Fini.

Whilst some ex-AN members, 
such as Fini’s former leading 
lieutenant, Maurizio Gasparri, 
remained in Forza Italia up to 
the present, the PdL fusion failed 
and La Russa and Meloni set up 
the FdI in 2012. Whilst Meloni’s 
only spell in public office was as 

Silvio Berlusconi’s youth minister 
in his 2008-11 government, her 
very recent remark that “I owe him 
nothing” is true enough - he had 
to give the former MSI/AN group 
within the PdL some minor posts, 
and very few veteran neo-fascists 
were of an age to be a credible 
youth minister.3

Her decision to set up the FdI 
may have seemed foolhardy at the 
time, but the party has made very 
rapid progress over the last four 
years, moving from the fringe to the 
mainstream. It only scored 4.4% at 
the last general election in 2018, 
and even its improved 6.5% score 
in the 2019 European election only 
placed it fifth, behind the Lega, 
the PD, Movimento Cinque Stelle 
(M5S) and Forza Italia. Meloni’s 
decision not to join Mario Draghi’s 
national unity government (which 
included all the other major parties 
- PD, Lega, M5S and Forza Italia 
- as well as some minor ones) has 
been a major factor in her party’s 
rise, enabling her to win over many 
of the 34.3% who had voted for 
the Lega in the 2019 European 
contest, at a time when Matteo 
Salvini’s strident anti-migrant and 
Europhobic rhetoric had made him 
the dominant figure on the far right.

Consistent
FdI is a more consistently 
ideological party than the Lega, 
and in recent times this has been 
made apparent in two of Meloni’s 
key decisions. The first, as I 
have suggested above, was not 
to join the Lega last February in 
entering Draghi’s government. 
This enabled Meloni to pose as 
the pure opponent of a liberal and 
pro-European establishment, in 
contrast to the vacillating Salvini, 
who has had to restrain himself to 
some extent and some of the time 
- especially since one wing of his 
party remains northern regionalist 
rather than ultra-nationalist, and 
is very eager to gain pragmatic 
advantages for northern capital 

from EU funds. The second was 
to refuse to join Forza Italia and 
the Lega in belatedly supporting 
Sergio Mattarella’s re-election as 
Italian president, even in the eighth 
and final ballot of that epic contest 
at the end of January.

Mattarella is a popular figure, 
and there was a pragmatic logic 
to the decision of the other two 
components of the ‘centre-right’ 
electoral coalition to back the 
winner after their own candidates 
had either given up a couple of 
days before the start of the contest 
(Silvio Berlusconi) or failed 
even to keep their own official 
supporters loyal in a secret ballot 
(Elisabetta Casallati). However, 

Meloni, in urging her followers to 
back the no-hoper, Carlo Nordio, 
to the end, was able to appear 
more principled.4 This oppositional 
stance means she has been able to 
rally a lot of the discontented in 
society to her side at a time when 
the combination of two years of 
Covid with an economic crisis has 
left a lot of people angry and eager 
to find scapegoats. Arguably, there 
has been a steady radicalisation 
towards the extreme right of a lot 
of the disaffected groups, who first 
looked to M5S in 2018, and then 
the Lega in 2019 as an anti-system 
party.5

The Lega, as many readers will 
remember, started life in 1992 as 

Fill in a standing order form  
(back page), donate via our  
website, or send cheques, 
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Getting there
Comrade AR is typical of 

so many of our readers in 
his appreciation of the Weekly 
Worker. He attempted to set 
up a new PayPal subscription, 
but somehow did so five times 
without realising it! When we 
informed him of his error and 
offered a refund, he promptly 
told us not to worry - we should 
take the extra £20 as a donation. 
Thanks very much, comrade!

He was one of four comrades 
who made PayPal contributions - 
the others are all regular monthly 
donors, each paying no less than 
£50 each time. Thanks go to 
DB, TL and Australian comrade 
MF, who now informs us that, 
having just lost his job, he will 
have to suspend his donations, 
so we should also suspend his 
subscription for the time being, 
he says. You’ve paid several 
years’ subscriptions, comrade, 
even though we send your Weekly 
Worker to Australia!

On top of that, we received 
three very useful standing orders 
- thank you, comrades TR (£40), 
PB (£60) and - last, but not least 
- KB, who came up with no less 
than £170! Finally, there was 
comrade Hassan, who handed 
his usual tenner to one of our 
comrades.

All that comes to exactly 
£450 received this week, 
taking our running total up 
to £1,191. The target is, of 
course, £2,250, so we’re 
getting there. But let me 
remind comrades that there are 
only 28 days in February, so 
there are less than two weeks 
to go to make the £1,059 we 
still need. But I know you 
won’t let us down! l

Robbie Rix
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Giorgia Meloni (Brothers of Italy), Silvio Berlusconi (Go Italy) and Matteo Salvini (League) - potential partners in a neo-fascist government



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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the Lega Nord6 - in other words. 
as a northern regionalist party that 
was hostile to the Italian central 
state, as the slogan ‘Roma ladrona!’ 
(Rome, the big thief) made clear. It 
was also rabidly hostile to southern 
Italians, as slogans such as 
‘Forza Etna!’ or ‘Forza Vesuvio!’ 
indicated. At one stage, it went 
beyond demands for increased 
regional autonomy and advocated a 
totally independent Padania (within 
the EU), but subsequently returned 
to its original advocacy of more 
devolution. It has always been 
racist in the more conventional 
sense of hostility to blacks and 
Arabs, but was originally hostile 
to Italian nationalism - especially 
ultra-nationalism, and hence by 
and large opposed to neo-fascism, 
which it saw as linked with Rome, 
the south, statism and so on.

Whilst Berlusconi gradually 
persuaded Umberto Bossi to join 
his Forza Italia and the neo-fascist 
MSI/AN in various ‘centre-right’ 
coalitions, this process had its 
ups and downs. Bossi broke with 
Berlusconi in late 1994, fought the 
1996 general election in solitary 
opposition to both Berlusconi and 
the left, and only came on board 
again in 2000. Eventually Bossi 
was forced to resign as party leader 
after he and his family were found 
to be involved in a corruption 
scandal.

For a period, he was succeeded 
by Roberto Maroni, who had 
been interior minister in one of 
Berlusconi’s governments, but this 
change of leadership failed to halt 
the party’s decline, and Maroni was 
in turn replaced by Matteo Salvini. 
Salvini soon transformed the 
party’s stance from pro-European/
northern regionalist to anti-
European/Italian ultra-nationalist. 
He even changed the party’s name, 
dropping the Nord from Lega 
Nord and put the phrase ‘La Lega 
per Salvini’ on ballot papers. This 
abrupt change did not go down too 
well in many of the party’s northern 
strongholds, and there is still some 
degree of grumbling amongst its 
elected representatives in northern 
municipalities and regional 
governments, who are aware that 
the old line was more popular with 
their own traditional voters.

However, the shift to 
nationalism enabled the Lega to 
make a breakthrough in central 
and southern Italy, and attain its 
highest ever general election score 
of 17.4% in 2018. Salvini was able 
to overtake Forza Italia, which only 
got 14% in 2018, and therefore 
present himself, rather than 
Berlusconi, as the overall leader 
of the so-called ‘centre-right’. In 
the aftermath of that election, he 
decided to make a governmental 
alliance with the politically 
confused populists of M5S, 
becoming deputy prime minister 
and minister of the interior in 
Giuseppe Conte’s first government 
(June 2018-August 2019). His new 
position allowed him to bring in 
tough anti-migrant ‘security laws’, 
and to ostentatiously refuse to let 
ships with refugees land in Italian 
ports.

Buoyed up by the Lega’s 34.3% 
score in the June 2019 European 
elections, he overreached himself 
in August 2019, breaking with 
M5S in a bid to precipitate an early 
general election. However, Conte 
outmanoeuvred him and formed a 
second, more leftish government, 
aligning M5S with the PD. From 
that moment on, Salvini has been 
on the defensive, and the Lega’s 
decision to abandon opposition 
and join Draghi’s national unity 
government may well have been 
the result of pressure from the more 
traditional northern regionalist 
elements of the Lega, represented 

by his deputy, Giancarlo Giorgetti, 
the current minster for economic 
development. Salvini’s attempt 
to intervene as kingmaker in the 
ballot for the presidency of the 
republic, by putting forward a 
succession of candidates without 
sufficient consultation with the rest 
of the parliamentary right, ended in 
failure. There is now the possibility 
that the Lega may revert to a 
slightly more moderate line that 
contrasts with Salvini’s deliberate 
adoption of catchphrases heavily 
associated with Mussolini back in 
2018-19. However, the alleged turn 
to a more pro-EU stance associated 
with participation in the Draghi 
government is still contradicted 
by the alliance with Le Pen and 
the AfD at the European level - 
an alliance which Giorgetti thinks 
they should ditch.

Thugs
Thus far, I have concentrated 
on the parliamentary far right, 
represented by FdI and the Lega, 
but one cannot ignore the more 
openly thuggish groups active on 
the streets, of which Forza Nuova 
and Casa Pound are the most 
prominent, although not the sole 
examples. Both have contested 
elections under their own banner in 
the past, but after their miserable 
scores in 2018, they seem to 
have turned towards Salvini. By 
and large they tend to regard 
Meloni and the FdI as ‘traitors’ 
who are insufficiently vigorous 
in defending the fascist heritage, 
although there is probably some 
element of overlap with FdI in 
some localities, just as there was 
between the MSI and fascist 
terrorist groups in the cold war 
years.7

Both these groups have a long 
record of violence, sometimes 
including murder, against gypsies, 
blacks and leftists. Forza Nuova 
led the successful attack on the 
headquarters of Italy’s largest trade 
union confederation, the CGIL, 
on October 9 2021. Although 
mainstream press sources claim 
that Forza Nuova only has about 
300 members, it has been the 
main force behind Italy’s anti-vax 
movement, which for months on 
end was able to mobilise thousands 
on the streets of Rome and Milan 
every Saturday afternoon. Forza 
Nuova is led by Roberto Fiore, 
the man who has been active on 
the extreme right for more than 
four decades. Fiore, involved in 
neo-fascist terrorism in the late 
1970s, was able to live a charmed 
existence in Chelsea for most 
of the 1980s, only returning to 
Italy when the criminal charges 
against him were ‘timed out’.8 It is 
widely believed that in London he 
enjoyed the protection of MI5, not 
just of the Italian secret services, 
whose association with neo-fascist 
terrorism from 1969 until at least 
the mid-1980s has been proved 
on numerous occasions. Given 
that the police and Carabinieri 
were easily able and willing to 
scan crowds with helicopters and 
drones in Rome during the G20 
summit later in October 2021, it is 
hard to believe that there was not 
some degree of collusion by some 
elements of the security forces in 
the total devastation of a centrally 
located building equivalent to the 
TUC headquarters in Great Russell 
Street.

Be that as it may, recent 
investigations by magistrates have 
shown that Fiore and his associates 
were able to bring millions of euros 
into Italy from the UK to finance 
the anti-vax protests, using British 
trusts with names like ‘St Mark 
the Evangelist’ and ‘St Michael 
the Archangel’, reminiscent of 
the scam involving a chain of 

phoney charity shops named after 
St George that brought Fiore to the 
attention of the Evening Standard 
during his London years. Needless 
to say, Casa Pound was also 
eager to intervene in the anti-vax 
movement, but these enthusiasts 
for the anti-Semitic poet seem to 
have taken second place to Fiore’s 
followers.

However, Casa Pound cannot be 
ignored. It was its leaders, rather 
than Fiore, who joined Salvini for 
dinner after the first Lega rally in 
central Rome, which he organised 
with Casa Pound’s assistance 
soon after changing the name of 
the former Lega Nord. This close 
association with Salvini, who went 
on to become interior minister in 
2018-19, may partially explain why 
no attempt has been made to evict 
the leadership of Casa Pound from 
the government-owned building 
near Rome’s main railway station 
that it has illegally occupied for 
two decades.9

In conclusion, it needs to be 
stressed that electoral support for 
the Lega and FdI is not confined to 
the petty bourgeoisie or the lumpen 
proletariat - two sectors which 
have suffered as a result of Covid 
and its economic consequences. 
More than 50% of the ‘operai’ 
(ie, manual workers, in factories, 
construction, ports, etc) express 
support for one of these two 
parties in what seems to have 
been a serious survey10 - with the 
Lega doing somewhat better than 
the FdI, since the old Lega Nord 
had already made inroads into the 
northern working class electorate, 
especially in smaller towns. By 
contrast, only 9% supported the 
PD, and support for anything to its 
left seemed minimal.

As the economic crisis deepens 
and the price of fuel and food rises, 
the longer the PD remains inside 
Draghi’s neoliberal national unity 
government, the more likely it is 
that the 2023 general election will 
produce a far-right government, 
probably with Giorgia Meloni 
rather than Matteo Salvini as prime 
minister l

NotesNotes
11. The largest component of the ECR in the . The largest component of the ECR in the 
European Parliament is the Polish Law and European Parliament is the Polish Law and 
Justice Party (PiS). The ECR was originally Justice Party (PiS). The ECR was originally 
founded by the British Conservatives founded by the British Conservatives 
under David Cameron when they left the under David Cameron when they left the 
more europhile Christian Democratic more europhile Christian Democratic 
group known as the European People’s group known as the European People’s 
Party (EPP). Although the ECR’s original Party (EPP). Although the ECR’s original 
Italian affiliate was Raffaele Fitto’s small Italian affiliate was Raffaele Fitto’s small 
split from Silvio Berlusconi’s Forza Italia, split from Silvio Berlusconi’s Forza Italia, 
and the FdI only wormed its way into the and the FdI only wormed its way into the 
ECR through incorporating Fitto’s minor ECR through incorporating Fitto’s minor 
group into its own ranks, it is nonetheless group into its own ranks, it is nonetheless 
worth noting that in the last months of the worth noting that in the last months of the 
Tory presence in the European parliament Tory presence in the European parliament 
after the June 2019 European election, the after the June 2019 European election, the 
Conservatives happily sat beside these heirs Conservatives happily sat beside these heirs 
of Mussolini.of Mussolini.
22. The fact that both La Russa and Meloni . The fact that both La Russa and Meloni 
were sufficiently opportunist as politicians were sufficiently opportunist as politicians 
to remain inside AN rather than join one to remain inside AN rather than join one 
of the ill-fated hard-line splinters, such as of the ill-fated hard-line splinters, such as 
Moviemento Sociale Fiamma Tricolore, Moviemento Sociale Fiamma Tricolore, 
should not fool us into thinking that they should not fool us into thinking that they 
genuinely approved of Fini’s project.genuinely approved of Fini’s project.
33. This appointment cannot be ascribed . This appointment cannot be ascribed 
to Berlusconi’s notorious fondness for to Berlusconi’s notorious fondness for 
much younger women. Unlike some much younger women. Unlike some 
of Berlusconi’s other female ministers, of Berlusconi’s other female ministers, 
who have remained leading figures in who have remained leading figures in 
Forza Italia, nobody has ever alleged that Forza Italia, nobody has ever alleged that 
her promotion was due to her physical her promotion was due to her physical 
appearance rather than her political acumen. appearance rather than her political acumen. 
Indeed, when Meloni is not claiming that Indeed, when Meloni is not claiming that 
political attacks on her are motivated by her political attacks on her are motivated by her 
gender, she is wont to say that her critics gender, she is wont to say that her critics 
are picking on her because she is short.are picking on her because she is short.
44. Moreover, Nordio got a noticeably . Moreover, Nordio got a noticeably 
larger number of votes than the total of larger number of votes than the total of 
FdI members in the electoral college, FdI members in the electoral college, 
suggesting Meloni is now gaining support suggesting Meloni is now gaining support 
from other parties of the right.from other parties of the right.
55. M5S topped the 2018 poll with 32.7%, . M5S topped the 2018 poll with 32.7%, 
slipped down to 17.1% in 2019, and slipped down to 17.1% in 2019, and 
currently stands at 15.6%. The Lega got currently stands at 15.6%. The Lega got 
17.4% in 2018, rising to 34.3% in 2019 and 17.4% in 2018, rising to 34.3% in 2019 and 
is now back at 17.4% and probably falling.is now back at 17.4% and probably falling.
66. This was itself an initially uneasy fusion . This was itself an initially uneasy fusion 
of Umberto Bossi’s Lega Lombarda with of Umberto Bossi’s Lega Lombarda with 
the Liga Veneta. I have discussed this the Liga Veneta. I have discussed this 
earlier period in previous Weekly Worker earlier period in previous Weekly Worker 
articles.articles.
77. Some members or close sympathisers of . Some members or close sympathisers of 
Forza Nuova and Casa Pound have been Forza Nuova and Casa Pound have been 
elected to local councils under other labels elected to local councils under other labels 
in the context of broad alliances involving in the context of broad alliances involving 
the allegedly respectable right.the allegedly respectable right.
88. Space does not permit an extensive . Space does not permit an extensive 
discussion of the bizarre Italian practice discussion of the bizarre Italian practice 
of prescrizione - usually translated (rather of prescrizione - usually translated (rather 
inaccurately) into English as ‘statute of inaccurately) into English as ‘statute of 
limitations’.limitations’.
99. No such tolerance has been shown . No such tolerance has been shown 
in Rome to other illegal occupations in Rome to other illegal occupations 
by migrants, leftists or even one fairly by migrants, leftists or even one fairly 
mainstream feminist group.mainstream feminist group.
1010. It was treated as accurate by journalists . It was treated as accurate by journalists 
from both La Repubblica, a daily now from both La Repubblica, a daily now 
owned by the Agnelli/Elkann family, and owned by the Agnelli/Elkann family, and 
Il Manifesto, the self-styled ‘communist’ Il Manifesto, the self-styled ‘communist’ 
daily.daily.
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Main enemy is at home
When it comes to Ukraine, writes Eddie Ford, what matters is not territorial integrity, but the danger of 
generalised war in Europe 

As I write, today is supposed 
to be invasion day, according 
to “multiple US officials”.1 

Apparently, if we are to believe this 
“specific and alarming” intelligence, 
Russia’s assault on Ukraine could 
be preceded by a barrage of aerial 
bombing, missile strikes and 
cyberattacks. Well, looking at the 
television, this does not appear to 
be happening. Perhaps everything 
will start to kick off later, or it could 
be a load of nonsense. In a show of 
defiance, Volodymyr Zelensky, the 
Ukrainian president, has declared 
February 16 a “day of unity”. 

We have been told repeatedly by 
the US and its ever-loyal poodle, the 
British government, that a Russian 
invasion is an “imminent” or 
“immediate” threat, could happen “at 
any time”, is a “distinct possibility”, 
“highly likely”, and so on. Whether 
any of these predictions are based on 
any real intelligence or facts is almost 
impossible to know, but it does not 
appear, so far, that Vladimir Putin 
has given the go-ahead. All you can 
say in conditions of pre-war and war 
(excuse the cliché) is that truth is the 
first casualty. Unsurprisingly, there 
are splits and differences within the 
western camp. A senior European 
Union diplomat is widely quoted as 
saying they “still refuse to buy” the 
idea that an invasion is imminent 
because “it would be such a mistake 
by Putin”, as Ukraine “will fight 
them with everything” - which seems 
a reasonable assessment. Another 
official from an eastern EU country 
said it is “difficult to say”, but “the 
main idea is to be prepared with 
sanctions” and that “coordination and 
unity are key”.

Self-determination
There have been numerous stories 
about Russian troops being moved 
away from the Ukraine border and 
also withdrawals from Crimea in a 
“partial” drawdown. Such news has 
certainly acted to calm the markets, 
the Russian rouble gaining 1.5% 
against the dollar and euro. However, 
many of those troops are returning 
to permanent bases that are just 
dozens of kilometres from Ukraine, 
meaning they could be redeployed 
quickly if the order is given to attack. 
Jens Stoltenberg, Nato’s secretary 
general, has said - correctly or not 
- that there has not been any de-
escalation on the ground, claiming 
that Russia continues its military 
build-up. New satellite images 
released by the US company, Maxar 
Technologies, reportedly show a 
flurry of Russian military activity 
at several locations near Ukraine, 
including Belarus, Crimea and 
western Russia. Ominously, if true, 
Maxar pointed to the arrival of 
several large deployments of troops 
and attack helicopters, as well as 
new deployments of ground-attack 
aircraft and fighter-bomber jets to 
forward locations - exactly what you 
would need if preparing an invasion, 
given that air superiority is key.

Whatever the exact complexities 

of the Ukrainian question or the wider 
issues of self-determination, important 
though they obviously are, the main 
job of socialists here in Britain is 
to oppose our own government - to 
do everything we can to expose the 
expansion of Nato, the attempt to 
encircle Russia and the egging on 
and arming of Ukraine. A necessity 
highlighted, in some respects, by the 
recent comments of defence secretary 
Ben Wallace. He told The Sunday 
Times that there is “a whiff of Munich 
in the air” - the only logical inference 
being that he was accusing some 
allies of seeking to appease Putin. But 
ministers scurried to the airwaves to 
explain what Wallace really meant. 
Apparently the defence secretary was 
suggesting it was possible the Russian 
leader had already decided to invade 
Ukraine, in the same way Hitler 
had already decided before Munich 
to occupy part of Czechoslovakia. 
Therefore all current diplomacy might 
come to nothing and the west should 
prepare itself for that.

Sorry, guys, but Ben Wallace was 
clearly making a reference to France 
and Germany - especially the latter. 
Putting it mildly, they are less than 
enthusiastic about arming Ukraine or 
stepping up the anti-Russian rhetoric. 
The explanation is simple: gas and oil. 
They need it and Russia has it.

Whenever there is talk 
of “aggression”, we need to 

essentially treat it in the same 
way as the internationalist left 
did during World War I. They did 
not champion Belgium’s rights 
specifically, unlike the pro-Entente 
socialists, who whined about poor 
little Belgium being the victim of 
German aggression. Of course, the 
progressive left stood up for people 
that had been overrun and occupied. 
But they understood that what was 
going on was a big imperialist war, 
and hence the priority for socialists 
was to oppose their own side. The 
main enemy is at home.

When it comes to Ukraine, 
we are dealing with the global 
hegemon, the US, aggressively 
expanding the EU and, crucially, 
Nato all the way to the borders of 
Russia. They clearly have ambitions 
to keep going east into Ukraine 
and Georgia - maybe other places 
as well like Moldova, Belarus and 
Kazakhstan - as they try to encircle 
Russia. Communists do not find it 
remotely surprising that voters in 
the non-Russian parts of Ukraine 
often yearn for EU membership and 
joining ‘the west’ - seeing American, 
German and British living standards 
on their televisions screens. In 
that sense, it is reminiscent of the 
expectations of people in the Soviet 
Union between 1988 and 1991. 
After all, the likes William Rees-
Mogg - father of the horrid Jacob 

- promised them in The Times that 
they would enjoy “Swedish levels 
of social security and German 
levels of wages”. Who would not 
want that? Instead, however, they 
got the sharpest and deepest decline 
in living standards in the modern 
world - with a dramatic drop in life 
expectancy, a litmus test of people’s 
general health and wellbeing. It is 
particularly shocking that Ukraine’s 
decline was even more savage and 
long-lasting than that experienced 
in Russia.

Moscow tells us that we are at 
“peak hysteria”. But what are all 
these Russian troops amassed on 
the border doing there? Enjoying 
the view? On the other hand, what 
exactly is “aggression” in this 
context? Defending Crimea from 
far-right militias connected to the 
Ukrainian army or proper self-
determination for the two ‘people’s 
republics’ in the east? Another thing 
we have been told is that the aim 
of those forces gathered to the east 
and north of Ukraine is to drive to 
Kiev, topple the government and 
install a pro-Moscow government. 
This seems far-fetched - or crazily 
optimistic. If the aim is to surround 
Kiev, then you have created the 
equivalent of a west Berlin during 
the Cold War. But that hardly means 
that the government falls - quite 
the opposite in fact. Under those 
sorts of circumstances, the civilian 
population - let alone the army - tend 
to show an extraordinary resilience 
and defiance. Kiev would be no 
pushover, let alone the country as a 
whole.

Frankly, 130,000 troops are not 
enough to conquer Ukraine, that is for 
sure. So why are they there? Maybe 
Putin is deploying them as a means 
to pressurise the US into accepting a 
deal over Ukraine - ‘Finlandisation’ 
is constantly mentioned. Something 
that keeps Ukraine permanently 
out of Nato. Any deal of this nature 
would apparently violate Ukraine’s 
sovereignty, goes the cry, which 
is the worst crime imaginable, it 
seems. But it is for the US to decide.

Naive
Meanwhile, Keir Starmer has 
declared that Labour’s commitment 
to Nato is “unshakable” under his 
leadership. Remember, he is not 
Jeremy Corbyn. Hence the slightly 
strange BBC headline - “Keir 
Starmer’s ‘I’m not Corbyn’ hints are 

getting louder”.2

Speaking for myself, I never 
thought he was Corbyn in the 
first place! Yes, there were some 
very naive Labour Party members 
who voted for Starmer because 
he promised to adhere to the 2019 
election manifesto. But the vast 
majority have long been disabused 
of that notion, especially with 
Corbyn out of the Parliamentary 
Labour Party and very likely never 
to return. Showing that Starmer 
still feels he still has something to 
prove to the establishment, needs to 
reassure them, he has attacked the 
Stop The War Coalition for playing 
into Russian hands.

If the CPGB has any criticisms 
of the StWC, it is for the opposite 
reason - that it is playing into 
western hands by upholding 
Ukraine’s territorial integrity. Let 
us return to Belgium. Expressing 
outrage about the violation of 
Belgium’s neutrality by Germany 
helped whip-up popular anger and 
recruit a generation of young men 
to the colours (meanwhile keeping 
quiet about self-determination for 
India, Egypt, etc). But if the German 
army had directly attacked France, 
that would have been hugely costly 
in terms of death, injury and time 
because of the strong system of 
French forts along the border with 
Germany. As general Alfred von 
Schlieffen advised, German forces 
should simply go round these forts 
via Belgium and then drive south 
into France. And that is exactly 
what the German army did in 1914.

Under the circumstances of an 
intra-imperialist conflict - with 
Germany surrounded to the east by 
Russia and to the west by France and 
with Britain blockading the North Sea 
- insisting upon Belgium’s territorial 
integrity was to align yourself with 
imperialism. In effect this is what the 
StWC has actually done over Ukraine 
with its talk of territorial integrity. 
Certainly Andrew Murray urging 
Boris Johnson’s government to be 
more like France and Germany shows 
that the StWC has definitively placed 
itself in the camp of social pacifism l

eddie.ford@weeklyworker.co.uk

NotesNotes
11. . politico.com/newsletters/national-politico.com/newsletters/national-
security-daily/2022/02/11/putin-could-security-daily/2022/02/11/putin-could-
attack-ukraine-on-feb-16-biden-told-attack-ukraine-on-feb-16-biden-told-
allies-00008344allies-00008344..
22. . bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-60353516bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-60353516..

StWC call for 
UK to be more 
like Germany 
and France

Woman being trained to shoot by member of the neo-Nazi Azov 
battalion ... something overlooked by western media

https://politico.com/newsletters/national-security-daily/2022/02/11/putin-could-attack-ukraine-on-feb-16-biden-told-allies-00008344
https://politico.com/newsletters/national-security-daily/2022/02/11/putin-could-attack-ukraine-on-feb-16-biden-told-allies-00008344
https://politico.com/newsletters/national-security-daily/2022/02/11/putin-could-attack-ukraine-on-feb-16-biden-told-allies-00008344
https://politico.com/newsletters/national-security-daily/2022/02/11/putin-could-attack-ukraine-on-feb-16-biden-told-allies-00008344
https://bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-60353516

