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Against fascism 
For those who claim president Putin 
is a megalomaniac sociopath intent 
on drawing Europe and America into 
some kind of Machiavellian war in 
order to massage his over-inflated ego, 
let’s look at the facts.

Over the past eight years Putin has 
avoided a conflict with Ukraine and 
by extension the European Union, 
America and Nato, through his refusal 
to annex the Luhansk and Donetsk 
Republics or indeed to formally 
acknowledge them as independent 
states. He allowed the Minsk 
agreements 1 and 2 from 2014 and 
2015 to form the basis of negotiations 
between the Luhansk People’s 
Republic, the Donetsk People’s 
Republic and the regime in Ukraine.

For over seven years the regime 
in Ukraine, including the infamous 
fascist Azov armed forces battalion, 
has continually violated the 
Minsk agreements by shelling the 
independent republics with prohibited 
military munitions causing death and 
destruction. President Volodymyr 
Zelensky, being courted by the west, 
took things further when he escalated 
tensions and violence in February by 
preparing an invasion of the Donbas 
region by 120,000 Ukrainian soldiers. 
He stated publicly he wanted Ukraine 
to become a nuclear power. 

Putin had only a few choices.
1. Allow Kiev to retake the Donbas 
Republics, thereby placing pro-Nazi 
Ukrainian nationalists on its border.
2. Recognise the two independent 
republics and send troops to protect 
them.
3. Recognise them and then stage 
a limited incursion into Ukraine to 
disarm the fascists and save Europe 
from another war by eliminating the 
current Nazi threat.

Twenty-seven million Russians 
died defeating European fascism in 
World War II. Putin has prevented that 
from happening again.

During Donald Trump’s presidency 
there was no American focus on the 
Ukraine. But enter Biden in 2021 
and now threats of a thermo-nuclear 
war against Russia are being openly 
debated by US officials. For Biden, 
Russia is the new enemy. Is he 
finishing the outstanding business of 
2014, when they let two million people 
escape the clutches of the fascist coup? 
Weapons of mass destruction have 
been poured into Ukraine and billions 
of dollars spent on continued support, 
so now, bolstered by EU, British and 
Nato support, it feels strong enough 
to reoccupy the separatist areas of the 
Donbas. The American administration 
under Biden has been cajoling the 
German government to abandon the 
Nord Stream 2 project and impose 
sanctions on Russia over the Ukraine/
Donbas issue.

If we add the weapons sales to 
Ukraine to the profits from American 
energy sales to Europe, together with 
the promised long-term financial 
support through billion-dollar loans 
from western financiers and global 
capitalists, I think we can clearly see 
what is really at stake in Donbas. For 
America the war in Donbas is no more 
than a vehicle to create profit with 
the bonus of further marginalising 
and isolating Russia in a continued 
economic war of global dominance.

On one level everything we witness 
is a fight between the capitalist classes 
of many nations, fighting over the 
resources of countries which are 
vulnerable to capitalist superiority 
through military and financial 
destabilisation. Yet the people of 
Luhansk, Donetsk and Crimea have 

the right not to live under imposed 
fascist rule. They have democratically 
elected leaders in place, mandated 
by the people. They are Russian-
speaking, with long cultural, historical, 
economic and family ties to Russia.

Should the fascists in Ukraine 
launch an all-out invasion of Donbas, 
we must stand with the people of the 
region in the face of a western-armed 
fascist regime.

Say no to capitalist wars for profit. 
Say no to fascism.
Fra Hughes
Belfast

Critical support
Ukraine is not simply a semi-colony 
of the US like any others. It is unique, 
in that the Maidan coup of February 
2014 installed a regime that, whilst 
not outright fascist, relied on US-
sponsored fascist forces to achieve 
the coup and to continue in power by 
banning and repressing opponents.

Ukraine is the only country in the 
world to have a national holiday for 
an explicit Nazi collaborator like 
Stepan Bandera. There are hundreds 
of monuments to him and other 
Nazi collaborators in Ukraine. Lev 
Golinkin, writes in ‘Nazi collaborator 
monuments in Ukraine’ on the 
Forward website: “Beginning in 2014, 
when the Maidan uprising brought 
a new government to Ukraine, the 
country has been erecting monuments 
to Nazi collaborators and holocaust 
perpetrators at an astounding pace - 
there’s been a new plaque or street 
renaming nearly every week.”

Jack Conrad refers to the 18% 
Russian minority (‘Here we stand’, 
March 3), but the far more important 
statistic is Russian speakers. The 
Russian language is severely 
discriminated against, and the 
import of Russian-language books is 
banned. According to a 2004 public 
opinion poll by the Kyiv International 
Institute of Sociology, the number of 
people using Russian in their homes 
considerably exceeds the number 
of those who declared Russian as 
their native language in the census. 
According to the survey, Russian 
is used at home by 43%-46% of 
the population of the country (in 
other words, a similar proportion to 
Ukrainian) and russophones make a 
majority of the population in eastern 
and southern regions of Ukraine.

We must make anti-imperialism our 
main principle in this struggle. Trotsky 
set out this in 1938 in regard to a 
putative invasion of Brazil by Britain: 
“In Brazil there now reigns a semi-
fascist regime that every revolutionary 
can only view with hatred. Let us 
assume, however, that on the morrow 
England enters into a military conflict 
with Brazil. I ask you on whose side 
of the conflict will the working class 
be? I will answer for myself personally 
- in this case I will be on the side of 
‘fascist’ Brazil against ‘democratic’ 
Great Britain.” He pointed out: “The 
defeat of England will at the same time 
deliver a blow to British imperialism 
and will give an impulse to the 
revolutionary movement of the British 
proletariat”.

Of course, having reached the 
conclusion that the defeat of the 
US-sponsored regime is the best 
outcome, we must then put forward a 
programme to unite the Ukraine and 
Russian working class. The survival of 
Ukraine as a sovereign nation is now 
doubtful, given the actions of Kiev and 
the Azov Battalion, but it can only be 
revived by the defeat of the fascists. 
It can only be re-established by the 
autonomy of the ethnic and Russian-
speaking population of the Donbas. 
Over 80% of the shelling and the same 
for the casualties including the 14,000 
deaths have been suffered by this 
population at the hands of the Azov 
Battalion, who paid absolutely no heed 

to Minsk 1 and 2. A coup by these 
vicious anti-Semitic fascists against 
the Jewish president, Zelensky, would 
initiate a fascist state. We must be for 
proper defence of language rights in 
education and public service and for 
the defeat of the fascist forces in the 
army.

Lest anyone doubt the reactionary 
character of Putin’s ultimate project 
for Ukraine, here are a few extracts 
from his speech on February 21, 
announcing the recognition of Donetsk 
and Luhansk People’s Republics:

“Modern Ukraine was entirely 
created by Russia, more precisely, 
Bolshevik, communist Russia. This 
process began immediately after the 
revolution of 1917 … As a result of 
Bolshevik policy, Soviet Ukraine 
arose, which even today can with 
good reason be called ‘Vladimir 
Ilyich Lenin’s Ukraine’ … And now 
grateful descendants have demolished 
monuments to Lenin in Ukraine. This 
is what they call decommunisation ... 
We are ready to show you what 
real decommunisation means for 
Ukraine …”

Fascism in western Ukraine has 
its origins in the Holodomor of 1932-
33, in which some seven million 
perished from famine due to Stalin’s 
disastrous forced collectivisation 
of 1929-35. The memory of these 
terrible events remains in much of 
western Ukraine and has resulted in 
sympathy for Bandera’s version of 
independence from Russia and hatred 
for ‘communism’ - albeit the bogus, 
bureaucratic communism of Stalin: 
the very opposite of the revolutionary 
internationalist communism of 
Lenin, Trotsky and the Bolsheviks. 
In a backhanded compliment, Putin’s 
contempt for the revolutionary Lenin 
is matched by his admiration for the 
bureaucratic, counterrevolutionary, 
nationalist Stalin.

We need a new Zimmerwald, a new 
anti-imperialist united front, to discuss 
and hammer out a programme for the 
world revolution. And that does mean 
engaging with other leftist groups and 
the mass organisations of the working 
class on this vital question. The call 
must be for arming the workers, 
calling for defection of soldiers on 
both sides of the conflict and taking 
out Azov without the collateral and 
civilian costs. Simply relying on the 
Russian army to do this is not going to 
work out well for anyone.

We must both support Putin 
critically to defeat the Azov Battalion, 
whilst seeking to mobilise the Russian 
working class to overthrow him. Only 
the Russian army can now defeat the 
Azov Battalion and that is certainly 
necessary for any progress.

To rely on Putin for anything more 
would prove fatal. His own fascists 
around him, characters like Aleksandr 
Dugin, Nazbol and Dmitriy Utkin’s 
Wagner Group, are very dangerous, but 
secondary enemies for us right now, 
but this is a very dangerous period for 
revolutionaries in Russia and Ukraine. 
The organisations of the Ukrainian 
working class are concentrated in the 
east, but also exist in the west. We need 
to call for mobilising them and then 
arming any mobilisation.
n For the defeat of the Azov Battalion 
and Right Sector!
n Imperialist hands off Russia!
n Britain out of Nato, Nato out of 
Ukraine!
n Workers of the world, unite against 
global imperialism!
Gerry Downing
Socialist Fight

Eliminating wars
It is disappointing that in his roll call 
of political parties and their attitudes 
towards the Russian invasion of 
Ukraine, Jack Conrad, despite listing 
organisations made up of mere 
dozens, neglected one body - the 

Socialist Party of Great Britain - that 
has consistently stood by its long-
held principle, “No war between 
peoples, no peace between classes”. 

If we are to eliminate wars, the 
workers’ historic role is to transform 
the private ownership of the means 
of production and distribution into 
social ownership, producing for use 
instead of for profit. The function of 
the socialist movement is to educate 
fellow workers to this end and to 
impart the understanding that under 
capitalism the world is divided into 
competing nations, vying with each 
other to acquire and control political 
and economic spheres of influence.

The SPGB once again calls for the 
cessation of the war, declaring not a 
patch of dirt is worth working people 
shedding a drop of their blood. 
We say to them: “Don’t die for 
capitalism, but live for socialism.”
Alan Johnstone
SPGB

Disconnection
The Weekly Worker refers to the 
“volcano of violence” in Ukraine 
(‘America’s drive to the east’. March 
3). Obviously that’s both right and 
with enormously tragic consequences 
in terms of human suffering. But 
surely also of profound significance 
is the western propaganda that has 
been triggered by these events - 
where meticulously selected facts 
are presented within a process that 
allows a near-complete and anyway 
abjectly cynical inversion of truth, 
altogether amounting to nothing less 
than ‘shock and awe’ for those with 
their faculties remaining intact. That 
same calibre of shock and awe as 
was perpetrated in its own context 
against us all as helpless observers 
to the ‘coalition of the willing’ in 
America’s bombardments of Iraq.
Bruno Kretzschmar
email

Social-patriots
As noted by CPGB comrade Mike 
Macnair, we are in 1870 all over 
again (‘Neither 1914 nor 1940’, 
March 3). We are definitely not in a 
revolutionary period for the working 
class.

I learned in high school about 
German unification in 1871 and the 
Franco-Prussian War. I did not learn 
then, however, that it was the French 
defeat that led to the Paris Commune 
in the first place. Basically, nationalist 
socialists in the German kingdoms, 
the Lassallean ADAV (one of the 
SPD’s predecessors), supported the 
Bismarck government consistently 
during the war.

Karl Marx initially supported the 
war, when learning that the French 
started the shooting, but, once the 
Prussians switched from defence 
to offence, he flip-flopped. The 
‘Marxist’ Eisenachers, clustered 
around the SADP (the other SPD 
predecessor), opposed the war 
outright. August Bebel opposed 
it. Wilhelm Liebknecht opposed it 
more, because he personally hated 
Bismarck.

The ‘Anti-Socialist Laws’ were 
laid down in 1878. Even though 
they were doomed to fail, Bismarck 
simply did not forget the anti-war 
opposition. This is exactly the same 
position that the Russian left is in 
today in relation to their government: 
while the Putin regime is not a fascist 
one, it is an authoritarian, right-
nationalist one, with white-leaning 
historical overtones.

Where I disagree with Macnair, 
however, is my position that Marx, 
Bebel and Liebknecht were actually 
wrong to oppose a Prussian victory. 
They should have been consistent 
‘social-patriots’ on German 
unification at France’s expense. In 
today’s world, Russia’s Left Front 

is doing this, unlike Trotskyist or 
anarchist groups.

Now, what about socialists in 
1870-71 France? Well, they should 
have preceded Alexander Parvus, the 
first Marxist campist: they should 
have opposed the French war efforts 
and should have been sympathetic 
towards a quick Prussian victory. 
Parvus was a critical campist 
because, while he came from the 
Russian empire, he rooted for its 
defeat and for a German victory. Of 
course, the problem is that he did so 
during World War I, when it was a 
revolutionary period for the working 
class.

In today’s world, 38% of US 
Democrats and 47% of Americans 
aged 18-34 think Russia’s recent 
actions are a bit more justifiable, to 
say the least.
Jacob Richter
email

Zionist friends
The more that he says, the deeper 
the hole he digs for himself. Daniel 
Lazare’s assertion that Moshé 
Machover and myself are “flagging” 
in our support for the boycott, 
divestment and sanctions (BDS) 
campaign is wishful thinking on 
the part of this chauvinist scoundrel 
(Letters, March 3). He tries to persuade 
us that attacking an oppressed nation 
for racism and how it campaigns is 
compatible with socialism. It is not.

It was Engels and Marx who 
emphasised that “No nation can be 
free if it oppresses other nations”. 
Lenin emphasised that the imperialist 
epoch has “brought to the forefront the 
task of fighting against chauvinism 
and nationalism in the advanced 
countries”.

Having previously sung the praise 
of Histadrut, Zionism’s apartheid 
‘union’, Lazare had nothing to say 
when I explained that Histadrut was 
not, even according to its leaders, a 
trade union. Instead he returned to his 
favourite theme - Hamas - and in the 
process joins every reactionary jack in 
the box.

It may have escaped Lazare’s 
attention that not only the military 
wing, but the political wing of 
Hamas, has just been proscribed as 
a ‘terrorist’ organisation in Britain. 
This accords with the position of the 
European Union. They too are terribly 
concerned about its ‘anti-Semitism’.

I’ll tell Lazare what anti-Semitism 
is. It is the Kishinev pogrom of 1903 
and the Odessa pogroms of 1881. 
It is Auschwitz and Treblinka. It is 
Dreyfus. Anti-Semitism is not the 
understandable reaction of Hamas to 
the fact that Israel perpetrates its war 
crimes on an innocent and defenceless 
population in the name of ‘the Jews’.

Of course, Hamas is reactionary 
and nationalist, but it is still a 
Palestinian resistance organisation. 
Its 1988 charter with anti-Semitic 
formulations did not prevent Israel at 
that time supporting it against secular 
nationalist organisations.

Khaled Meshaal, its political 
leader, made it clear in an interview 
with CBS that “We are not fanatics; 
we are not fundamentalists. We do 
not actually fight the Jews because 
they are Jews per se ... We fight the 
occupiers.”

Likewise Osama Hamdan of 
Hamas was quoted in The Times of 
Israel in 2017 as saying that, in the 
amended charter, “You will find ... that 
we [sic] against the Zionists, against 
the occupation of our lands and we 
will resist the occupiers, whoever 
they were. And we are not against 
anyone regarding to his religion or to 
his race.”

In an article, ‘Hamas condemns 
the holocaust’, Bassem Naeem wrote: 
“We are not engaged in a religious 
conflict with Jews; this is a political 
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Support the GOSH security guards strike
Friday March 11, 12 noon: Solidarity rally. Assemble north 
end of Queen Square, 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 in-house 
workers. They demand full sick pay, annual leave and overtime pay.
Organised by the United Voices of the World union:
www.facebook.com/events/1333177207157131.
Homes for all - housing summit
Saturday March 12, 11am: Online conference to build networked 
national housing campaigns by bringing together local groups, trade 
unionists, MPs and supporters. For genuinely affordable, secure and 
safe housing. Speakers include Kevin Courtney (National Education 
Union), Bell Ribeiro-Addy MP, Matt Wrack (Fire Brigades Union) 
and Kwajo Tweneboa (tenant activist).
Organised by Homes for All:
www.facebook.com/events/2062765763887853.
No to arms fairs, yes to refugees and migrants
Tuesday March 15, 6pm: Vigil outside the home office, Marsham 
Street, London SW1. Protest against the ‘Security and Policing’ 
annual arms fair organised by the home office. This secretive event 
is attended by arms companies, police, prison and border agencies 
rubbing shoulders with ministers and senior civil servants.
Organised by Campaign Against Arms Trade:
www.facebook.com/events/1113757936105742.
Introduction to radical anthropology
Tuesday March 15, 6.30pm: Series of talks on social and biological 
anthropology, Daryll Forde seminar room, Anthropology Building, 
14 Taviton Street, London WC1. Also online via Zoom.
This talk: ‘Hadza ogresses, mountains, trees and giants’.
Speaker: Camilla Power. Organised by Radical Anthropology Group:
radicalanthropologygroup.org/evening-talks.
Abolish money
Thursday March 17, 6pm: Online education talk via Zoom.
Part of a weekly series on ‘Abolition’. Speaker: Michael Roberts.
Organised by Labour Left Alliance:
www.facebook.com/events/436141718210359.
Compass
Friday March 18, 6pm: Film screening and discussion, St Pancras 
Church, Euston Road, London NW1. Compass is a film by Helena 
Aksentijević about Moshé Machover: mathematician, logician, 
Marxist, opponent of the Israeli Zionist regime and supporter of 
Palestinian rights. Followed by conversation with Moshé, Louise 
Regan (National Education Union), Sabby Sagall and Luca Salice.
Organised by Camden Palestine Solidarity Campaign:
www.palestinecampaign.org/events.
Britain needs a pay rise
Saturday March 19, 10am: Demonstration and rally. Assemble 
Comedy Carpet, Promenade (in front of the tower), Blackpool FY1.
Protest at the Tory Party spring conference. With bills rocketing, but 
wages falling, the trade union movement must demand action on pay 
and the cost of living.
Organised by the TUC: www.tuc.org.uk/bnapr.
March against racism
Demonstrations to mark UN anti-racism day, organised by Stand Up 
To Racism:
Saturday March 19, 11am: Assemble Kelvingrove Park, Glasgow 
G3. www.facebook.com/events/274432127988168.
Saturday March 19, 12 noon: Assemble BBC, Portland Place, 
London W1. www.facebook.com/events/2763359650635710.
Sunday March 20, 12 noon: Assemble City Hall, Cardiff CF10.
www.facebook.com/events/890206241686230.
Love, lies and the undercover police
Wednesday March 23, 7pm: Online book event - Donna McLean 
introduces her spycops memoir Small town girl, telling how an 
undercover police officer started a two-year relationship with her in 
order to spy on her activist friends. Tickets £5 (free).
Organised by Housmans Bookshop:
housmans.com/event/small-town-girl-with-donna-mclean-online-event.
Student rally against apartheid
Thursday March 24, 3pm: Demonstration, assemble Victoria 
Embankment, London WC2. UK universities invest over £400 million 
in companies complicit in Israeli apartheid - demand our institutions 
end their involvement in violations of Palestinian rights.
Organised by Palestine Solidarity Youth and Student Committee:
www.facebook.com/events/322855686563470.
Stop arming Saudi
Saturday March 26, 12 noon: Vigil outside 10 Downing Street, 
London SW1. To mark seven years since the Saudi-led coalition 
started their brutal assault on Yemen, resulting in thousands of 
Yemeni civilians killed by Saudi bombs.
Organised by London Campaign Against Arms Trade:
www.facebook.com/events/512684826872415.
Yemen: a seven-year-long crime
Saturday March 26, 5pm: Online meeting. Find out more about the 
catastrophic Yemen war and how you can help to end it. Speakers 
include Shireen Al-Adeimi (Yemeni peace activist), Steve Bell 
(Stop the War Coalition), Jeremy Corbyn MP and Roger McKenzie 
(Liberation). Followed by Q&A. Register free.
Organised by Liberation: www.facebook.com/liberationorg.
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.

struggle to free ourselves from 
occupation and oppression” (The 
Guardian May 12 2008).

Like every Zionist propagandist 
Lazare refuses to accept these 
assurances. Lazare sees racism where 
it doesn’t exist and ignores it where it 
is alive and kicking. Racism is what 
you do, not what you say. Give me 
even one example of anti-Semitic 
discrimination against Jews who have 
entered the Gaza Strip as solidarity 
activists.

Like his Zionist friends, Lazare 
chooses to ignore the very real racism 
of Zionism, which, unlike Hamas, 
is put into practice. Last June’s 
Jerusalem Day demonstration was 
attended by thousands of settlers 
who chanted “Death to the Arabs” 
and “May your village burn”. These 
slogans aren’t merely words. They are 
integral to the systematic oppression 
that Palestinians experience every 
day. Yet Lazare has nothing to say 
about this either.

If he wanted examples of Nazi-
style racism, then it is amongst Zionist 
Jews, not Palestinians, that he will find 
them. In 2009, rabbis Yitzhak Shapira 
and Yosef Elitzur wrote a book, Torat 
Hamelech (‘The king’s torah’), which 
was a manual on how to kill non-Jews 
legally. When the book was criticised, 
hundreds of Israeli rabbis rushed to 
support it. The Israeli state refused to 
prosecute the authors.

To quote from one extract: “There 
are times in which we will want to 
harm the innocent from the outset. 
And their presence and their killing 
is actually beneficial and helpful to 
us. For example, harming the infants 
from the wicked king’s family, who 
are currently innocent; their killing 
helps us to harm and pain the king, so 
that he will stop fighting us.”

But to Lazare racism is an ‘equal 
opportunities employer’. In other 
words, it has no relationship to 
class. It is an ideology that affects 
everyone - a virus even. This is the 
Zionist analysis of anti-Semitism. To 
Lazare racism has nothing to do with 
imperialism, colonialism or indeed 
capitalism. Black workers can be 
equally guilty. Do I really need to 
respond to this pernicious nonsense? 
Let me set Lazare’s mind to rest. I’ve 
known many supporters of Hamas 
and have never experienced any form 
of anti-Semitism from them. I’ve 
experienced ‘Pity Hitler didn’t get 
you’, but that was from Zionists!

Hamas politically has no influence 
on BDS, which is a widespread, 
grassroots movement of solidarity 
activists and mainly secular 
Palestinians. Even the Zionists don’t 
pretend that it is a Hamas demand. 
This is purely Lazare’s obsession. 
BDS is seen, quite correctly, by Israel 
as a threat to its legitimacy. That was 
why they passed a BDS law in 2011. 
Thirty US states have passed anti-
BDS acts, as have several European 
states. Britain is in the process of 
doing this. Lazare, in his sectarian 
self-isolation, has nothing to say 
about this imperialist unity.

Lazare asks: “Should socialists 
have called on France and Britain in 
the late 1930s to impose an economic 
blockade on Nazi Germany?” I 
have news for him. They did! But 
that didn’t stop them campaigning 
amongst workers and wider society 
for a grassroots boycott. The same 
with the boycott of South Africa. So, 
of course, activists demand that their 
governments impose sanctions on 
Israel. Lazare, however, chooses to 
join hands with the imperialists, not 
anti-Zionists.
Tony Greenstein
Brighton

BDS or not
It seems like Daniel Lazare is obsessing 
over Hamas again - I can’t really think 
why. Oppressed populations come up 
with all sorts of ‘remedies’ to try and 
get their oppressors off their backs or at 

least alleviate them. As comrades have 
pointed out, Israel was keen to build 
up Hamas as an alternative to secular 
opposition movements - perhaps 
following on from the impressive 
success of the USA in building up al 
Qa’eda.

Desperation can lead to all sorts 
of moves - some successful, many 
counterproductive. Terrorism can 
have its moments, but racial hatred, 
including anti-Semitism, is always 
counterproductive - in the long or even 
short term. Daniel tells us that Hamas 
hasn’t dropped anti-Semitism, just 
manoeuvred about with it a bit - very 
similar perhaps to US political parties 
and racism.

But Hamas isn’t BDS and BDS isn’t 
Hamas - despite the overlap. Is Lazare 
implying that we should only support 
movements and campaigns where we 
also support the leadership? Doesn’t 
leave much, does it? We can critically 
support all sorts of movements and 
campaigns or are we to say ‘a plague 
on all your houses’ to BLM, XR, CND, 
not to mention a plethora of charities?

People give to charity, support 
campaigns and do all sorts of things 
without necessarily delving into their 
history and leadership. Perhaps we 
should delve into Hamas - there’s a lot 
of contradictory history there - but not 
to oppose BDS!

I wonder, concerning the long list 
of actors, musicians, local authorities, 
student unions and academics, how 
many BDS activists went to the BDS 
leadership and sought their political 
advice, perhaps filling in an application 
form?

As Moshé Machover has pointed 
out, “BDS is not a front, but a 
campaign” (Letters, February 24). He 
describes it as “the most successful 
campaign for Palestinian rights”. 
Lazare may have a scheme for an 
absolutely pure and correct movement 
to relieve some of the oppression of the 
Palestinian people, but I don’t think 
they can wait for its fruition.

And the Zionists don’t like 
BDS; they hate it! Screams of 
‘Anti-Semitism!’ greet its every 
appearance, as they round up their 
allies in government, local authorities, 
universities, everywhere, to try and get 
it put away.

But why do people support it? I’m 
sure that Lazare is aware of the crimes 
of Israel. The cutting of vines just 
before harvest, the stealing or burning 
of olive trees, the demolition of homes, 
the imprisonment and/or murder of the 
innocent - including children. That’s 
why people support BDS; not because 
they want to join Hamas.

Lazare speaks of the Israeli working 
class and there are a lot of very brave 
Israeli Jews who stand up for the 
Palestinians - Breaking the Silence, 
an organisation of former members of 
the military in Israel, comes to mind. 
Then there are the extremely brave 
few who assist Palestinian farmers, as 
they try and plant or harvest in the face 
of settler violence. This is in the hope 
that, although they may get beaten 
up, as Jews they probably won’t be 
murdered. Those few are greatly 
outnumbered by the many, including 
those that chant ‘Death to the Arabs’, 
as they march around Jerusalem.

One Israeli response to Hamas is 
to say that they are terrorists. I would 
suggest that if you were to list terrorist 
organisations in the land then Hamas 
would come well down the page after 
the IDF, the border guards, the police 
and, of course, the West Bank settlers 
- guarded by some or all of the above - 
along with a few more.

In short, to say that because of 
Hamas BDS is anti-Semitic sounds 
more like Keir Starmer than comrade 
Lazare. I’m somewhat surprised.
Jim Nelson
email

Ignore Hamas
Daniel Lazare alleges that I “claim 
that anyone who points out that 

Hamas is part of the BDS governing 
structure is guilty of ‘arguing like a 
hasbara operative’ - which is to say - 
a Zionist propagandist”.

This is untrue. What I did say 
was that he had grossly inflated 
the role of Hamas in the BDS 
campaign, in order to divert the 
discussion to the fake dichotomy, 
‘Israeli working class v Hamas’. In 
this he indeed emulated the tactics 
of Israel’s hasbara. In his article, ‘A 
Hamas popular front’, he posed the 
question, “What is BDS?” (Weekly 
Worker February 17). To which he 
replied directly by going on and on 
and on about Hamas, as if it runs 
or controls the BDS campaign, or 
plays a special role in it. This is false. 
In fact Hamas is included, along 
with virtually all Palestinian civil, 
political and military organisations, 
in the Palestinian BDS National 
Committee - the nominal governing 
body of the campaign. Singling out 
Hamas is a cunning device designed 
to sidetrack the debate about BDS 
into a discussion of Hamas.

My advice to comrades is not to 
fall into this trap. In the context of 
the BDS debate, the nature of Hamas 
is irrelevant and should be ignored.
Moshé Machover
London

Another planet
Andrew Northall’s letter in the 
March 3 edition of the Weekly 
Worker took me back in time and 
place - the time being the 1930s and 
the place being another planet! I had 
to pinch myself at first - thinking I 
had come across the transcript of an 
Alexei Sayle routine from the 1990s 
about his mam and dad’s trips to 
Czechoslovakia.

I was astonished to learn that 
“Stalin was an absolutely committed 
and dedicated communist and 
revolutionary, who was utterly 
committed to the socialist revolution 
and the achievement and building of 
socialism”. It’s also a long time since 
I have heard the claim that Soviet 
opponents to Stalin’s murderous 
rule were “linked with intelligence 
agencies”.

Comrade Northall accepts that 
“Stalin did indeed use the Great 
Purge to eliminate some of his 
political opponents”. So, all in all, 
it’s swings and roundabouts.

Before we all get too carried away 
in condemning Stalin, we’re told 
that “Roberts’s evidence suggests 
to me that the great majority of the 
investigation and trial evidence of 
the anti-Soviet conspiracies in the 
1930s was largely factual and true”.

He finishes by criticising Jack 
Conrad’s article in a recent Weekly 
Worker, saying: “But, when it 
comes to real class struggle and 
real revolution in the real existing 
USSR, Conrad’s Kautskyism 
comes to the fore. He is, obviously, 
completely opposed to the very real 
class struggles fought by genuine 
communists against the enemies of 
Soviet state power, which did very 
much include the Great Purge of 
1937-38, as one specific episode. 
The socialist revolution did not start 
and finish within 10 days in October-
November 1917.”

It’s apt that Northall brings up 
Kautsky, given that by this stage 
Stalin had surrounded himself by 
ex-Menshevik henchmen, dedicated 
to filling their bellies at the expense 
of the Soviet working class. Stalin 
- the gravedigger of revolutions - 
created the system which buried the 
leaders of the revolution and tens of 
thousands of other party members, 
who had dedicated their lives to 
bettering humankind.

The same Stalinist system 
eventually led to counterrevolution - 
one of the consequences of which we 
now see playing out in Ukraine.
Matt Kelly
email
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Spineless of the little blob
Its response to the Ukraine war shows the official Labour ‘left’ is sinking ever further into the mire, writes 
James Harvey

S ir Keir Starmer is having a 
‘good war’, but, then again, 
we would expect nothing 

less from this trusted servant of 
British imperialism and its American 
masters.

For months Sir Keir has been 
setting out his stall as an alternative 
prime minister and a safe, reliable 
pair of hands, who can be trusted to 
enter Downing Street and ‘govern’ in 
the interests of capitalism. Defence 
of Nato and the interests of US 
imperialism are central to the British 
state, and in his job application 
Starmer has made his support for this 
strategic status quo a central theme. 
Until last autumn this had something 
of a platonic character: true, it 
was politically and symbolically 
important in demonstrating loyalty to 
the state, and a good way of drawing 
a clear line between himself and his 
notoriously unreliable predecessor, 
Jeremy Corbyn, but there was 
no immediate political crisis that 
necessitated a choice.

Then came Ukraine and Sir Keir 
relished his opportunity to trumpet his 
loyalty to Nato and show that, when 
called upon, he could take an even 
harder line than the most rightwing 
jingoists on the Tory back benches. 
Whether it was calling for even 
tougher sanctions or standing fully 
behind the Ukrainian state, Starmer 
was always on hand to provide the 
statesmanlike rhetoric and necessary 
support for the Nato line.1 As war 
fever swept the House of Commons 
and the media, he enthusiastically 
joined in and, like the rest of the 
capitalist class, was willing to fight 
to the last Ukrainian in defence of 
western values and freedom against 
the Russian autocracy.

If Sir Keir acted his part to 
perfection, the official Labour left 
too has been playing its own rather 
ignominious role during this crisis. 
If truth is the first casualty of war, 
for the parliamentary left principled 
politics comes a very close second. 
Just when you thought what passes 
for a left wing in the Labour Party 
could not fall any lower, leading 
left MPs sink even further into the 
mire and prostrate themselves before 
the pro-imperialist leadership of 
Starmer.

Apart from the unashamedly pro-
Nato Paul Mason, the openly pro-
imperialist Alliance for Workers’ 
Liberty, the confused Mandelites 
of Anti-Capitalist Resistance and 
the fellow-travellers of rightwing 
Ukrainian nationalism in the 
Ukrainian Solidarity Campaign, the 
dominant moods on the left are a 
species of social pacifism, reflected 
in the statements of the Stop the 
War Coalition. These oppose the 
war, criticise Nato expansion and 
urge diplomacy and negotiation as a 
solution to the crisis. In line with the 
popular-frontism of its leadership, 
they seek to build a mass movement 
in alliance with progressives and 
other bien pensants of the liberal 
bourgeoisie.2 Hence, they stick to 
righteous indignation at the horrors 
of war and avoid the complexities of 
great-power politics. Above all, they 
do not link the struggle against war 
to the capitalist system that spawns 
it or pose a specifically independent 
working class politics that links 
fundamental questions of war, peace 
and the importance of fighting the real 
enemy - the ruling class at home.

It was to a statement of this type 
of social pacifism that 11 Labour MPs 
(plus Jeremy Corbyn and Claudia 
Webbe) added their names on the 

eve of the war - only to retract them 
when Starmer threatened to withdraw 
the whip or even possibly expel them 
from the party for daring to be even 
mildly critical of Nato!3 This was 
followed by an even more cowardly 
retreat, when John McDonnell and 
Diane Abbott pulled out of speaking at 
an StWC meeting following yet more 
reported threats from Starmer.4 To 
compound McDonnell’s cowardice, 
it appears from reports that Starmer 
only said that “ the party would be 
looking closely at what was said 
about Nato and the war in Ukraine” 
rather than pronouncing an explicit 
anathema on McDonnell’s attendance 
per se. However, McDonnell has 
always been good at sniffing the 
wind and knew exactly what Starmer 
expected of him.5

Abbott went even further in her 
abject recantation and gave explicit 
backing to Nato as a “defensive 
alliance”. Having a debate around 
Nato strategy is one thing,” she 
said, but “attacking Nato is another. 
Everybody in the Labour Party 
supports a defensive alliance” (my 
emphasis).6

Sir Keir has made Stop the War 
a particularly symbolic and political 
target, and his attacks on this social-
pacifist campaign have grown as 
the crisis has unfolded.7 As he drove 
the point home and denounced 
even the muted critical politics of 
the Labour left, these bold leaders 
simply collapsed and grovelled at the 
leadership’s bidding.

Betrayal
This betrayal by what remains of the 
official Labour left is all the more 
stark because of the long histories of 
McDonnell and Abbott in opposition 
to Blair’s imperialist wars, and their 
personal connections with Jeremy 
Corbyn in those campaigns. In this 
instance the wounds and the sense of 
treachery truly are personal. Given 
McDonnell’s role in conniving at the 
witch-hunt and attempting to placate 
the Labour right during the Corbyn 
era, we should not be at all surprised 
by his abject surrender to Starmer and 
his vow of silence, when it comes 
to criticism of Nato and the strategy 
of the British state. Moreover, 
he continues to support the USC 
and thus give a ‘left’ cover to pro-
Nato politics. So bold John is now 
effectively amongst the cheerleaders 
for greater support for the Ukrainian 

state and is laying the ground for even 
more direct intervention in the war. 
But, before we pass on to the bigger 
picture, let us consider McDonnell’s 
specific defence of his recantation of 
the StWC statement and withdrawal 
from the protest meeting. Beginning 
with the argument that “people are 
dying on the streets of Ukrainian 
cities”, McDonnell goes on to say:

This is not the time to be distracted 
by political arguments here. Now 
is the time to unite and do all we 
can to assist the people of Ukraine 
desperately seeking asylum and to 
do all we can to bring about peace. 
Nothing is more important at this 
time. Nothing should distract us 
from that. So I won’t feed into that 
distraction by going tonight.

I do think many Labour Party 
members will want clarity over the 
Labour Party’s attitude to attending 
demonstrations organised by Stop 
the War or by them jointly with 
other groups. My final comment 
is that, in the wider context of 
securing a socialist Labour 
government, and possibly inspired 
by my team Liverpool at Wembley 
at the weekend, I do believe it’s 
important for socialists to stay on 
the pitch for as long as it takes [my 
emphasis throughout].8

This rather brief statement reveals 
the utter bankruptcy and rotten core 
at the heart of the official Labour 
left, and the complete lack of any 
authentic or determined leadership 
amongst its MPs and trade union 
bureaucrats. As the official Labour 
left continues its demoralisation 
and disintegration, this is the type 
of compromising ‘leadership’ that 
remains behind to further disillusion 
and disorientate honest left activists. 
Now is not the time to be distracted 
by political arguments!

As if questions of war, peace, 
imperialism and great-power 
strategic rivalry are not issues for 
political argument which demand 
a socialist, working class response 
to the war in Ukraine. Rather than 
develop our own politics and make 
the voice of independent proletarian 
internationalism heard amidst the 
clamour of war, demands by the likes 
of McDonnell that we unite and do 
all we can for peace really mean that 
workers in each country are being 
asked to effectively line up behind 

their ruling class.
The reasons why McDonnell and 

co fail this vital test is not just moral 
cowardice or careerism, although 
they have their part in these betrayals 
of the official Labour left. At the root 
of these politics is the original sin of 
the Labour left since the early 20th 
century: namely compromise with 
capitalism and a lack of confidence 
that the working class can rise to the 
challenges of both war and peace, and 
overthrow capitalism internationally. 
The official Labour left’s road 
to socialism lies not through the 
conscious self-emancipation of 
the working class, but through the 
parliamentary road of “ socialist 
Labour governments” and gradual 
modifications of capitalism. Any hint 
of principled politics is jettisoned 
in subordination to that goal, which 
requires endless compromise with 
the pro-capitalist Labour right and 
constant retreat on even the semblance 
of socialist politics.

War and peace are fundamental 
questions for society and the working 
class internationally. Wars have 
historically exposed the nature of 
imperialist and great-power rivalry, 
and the reality of class society. The 
war in Ukraine is no exception, 
showing the strategic competition 
between the US hegemon and its 
Nato clients, and a regional power, 
Russia (and, behind it, a major 
challenger to US hegemony, China).

The voice of the left and 
independent working class politics is 
at its weakest since the 19th century, 
but that does not mean we must 
meekly surrender to capitalism and 
imperialism like the official Labour 
left. Our forces are as yet too weak to 
turn this colonial war by proxy into 
a civil war of workers against the 
bourgeoisie, but we must continue 
to adhere to that programme of 
independent working class action.

Unlike traitors such as John 
McDonnell, for the genuine partisans 
of socialist and internationalist 
politics the main enemy remains 
at home. In time of war there is no 
other position: here we stand - we 
can do no other l
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Away with comforting delusions
‘Official communism’ is bitterly divided over the Ukraine war. Paul Demarty traces the battle lines back 
to their origins

A distinct subplot of the Ukraine 
war - relevant to readers of 
this paper, but alas not very 

much to the course of immediate 
events - is the political confusion and 
divisions it has caused (or at least 
exacerbated) on the left.

A sub-sub-plot worth further 
analysis is the particular divisions 
in the world ‘official communist’ 
movement. And there is no better 
starting point than something we 
mentioned in our last article - apparent 
divisions within the Communist 
Party of the Russian Federation 
itself. Several CPRF duma deputies 
denounced the invasion, including 
Mikhail Matveev, who said:

When I voted for the recognition 
of the Donetsk People’s Republic 
(DPR) and the Luhansk People’s 
Republic (LPR), I voted for peace, 
not for war. For Russia to become 
a shield, so that the Donbas was 
not bombed, but not for Kyiv to 
be bombed.

It was not long before the party’s 
presidium placed itself firmly behind 
the ‘special military operation’, 
declaring in a statement by central 
committee president Gennady 
Zyuganov that

coercing Kiev provocateurs 
into peace and restraining Nato 
aggressiveness has become 
the bidding [sic] of the time. 
Only demilitarisation and 
deNazification of Ukraine can 
ensure lasting security for the 
peoples of Russia, Ukraine and 
the whole of Europe.1

It is not clear, at this remove, who 
out of Zyuganov and Matveev 
has wider support among the 
CPRF’s membership, but we are 
not optimistic, and with extensive 
regime action against opponents 
of the war, one side has a distinctly 
stronger incentive to keep its head 
down.

The whole sorry show tends to 
demonstrate the peculiar position 
occupied by the CPRF in Russia - 
influential to a point, but essentially 
a loyal opposition to Putinism and 
extensively corrupted by Great 
Russian nationalism. Even Putin’s 
recent diatribes against Lenin and all 
subsequent Soviet leaders for their 
‘indulgence’ towards the USSR’s 
various nationalities is not enough 
to cool Zyuganov’s enthusiasm for 
“deNazification”.

Western approaches
Zyuganov’s attitude was repellent 
enough to merit extensive discussion 
in the Communist Party of the 
USA’s People’s World, wherein it 
was contrasted with the bravery 
of Matveev, Oleg Smolin and 
Vyacheslav Markhaev (two other 
communists in the duma who 
objected).2

This in itself is somewhat 
interesting: politically the CPRF and 
the other ‘communist and workers 
parties’ with which it formally 
enjoys fraternal relations have long 
drifted apart, but if there is one near-
universal feature of international 
‘official communism’, it is the 
diplomatic silence that substitutes for 
polemic between them on points of 
contention (with some exceptions).

For its part, the CPUSA takes a 
substantially social-pacifist line: “No 
war on Ukraine, No war on Russia, 
No war, period!” Its statement does 
at least focus its fire on the US 
government and Nato, and places 

Putin’s adventure in the context of 
decades of strategic provocation 
on the part of those forces. It limits 
itself, however, to demanding “no 
expansion of Nato” (our emphasis) - 
so presumably a Nato border barely 
100 miles from St Petersburg is just 
fine, then.3

Similar material is on offer from 
the Morning Star’s Communist 
Party of Britain, which - along with 
the Communist Party of Ireland 
and the Tudeh Party of Iran - issued 
a statement under the even more 
cringe-inducing slogan, “Stop the 
war, start the peace”. It differs 
from the CPUSA statement on one 
or two points, such as its touching 
concern for Ukraine’s territorial 
integrity - already a busted flush 
with the annexation of Crimea in 
2014 (Sevastopol will be reduced to 
irradiated cinders before it is given 
back to a hostile Ukraine, that is for 
sure).

More concerning, although 
predictable coming from the CPB, 
is its cretinous faith in the United 
Nations and its associated charters 
and holy texts. The three parties 
condemn the invasion of Ukraine 
not so much for the obvious reasons 
- that it is an increasingly bloody 
enterprise in the pursuit of grubby 
great-power interests - but because 
it “not only undermines the founding 
principles of the charter of the United 
Nations, but also creates justification 
for the future abuse of such methods 
by the imperialist powers against 
other nations”. The statement further 
“urge[s] the [UN Security Council] 
and neutral and non-aligned 
countries to convene talks aimed at 
de-escalating the conflict”.4

Rather headier material is on 
offer by a rival group of ‘official 
communist’ parties and sects, not 
least the Communist Party of Greece 
(KKE), which has been a persistent 
left critic of this sort of thing for years. 
The KKE and friends denounce “the 
illusions fostered by bourgeois forces 
claiming that there could be a ‘better 
security architecture’ in Europe 
by EU intervention, Nato ‘without 

military plans and aggressive weapon 
systems in its territory’, a ‘pro-peace 
EU’, or a ‘peaceful multipolar 
world’”. They call for struggle on all 
sides “against the propaganda of the 
bourgeois forces that lure the people 
to the meat grinder of imperialist war 
using various spurious pretexts”, and 
“for the overthrow of capitalism, 
for the strengthening of the class 
struggle against imperialist war, for 
socialism, which remains as timely 
and necessary as ever”.

Tradition
This is quite an array of different 
positions for a movement that 
is committed, in principle, to 
monolithic unity. How did we get 
here?

That is in the end a matter of 
‘official’ communism’s historical 
roots, as an expression of continuity 
with the whole history of the world 
communist movement - from its 
origins in the political disaster of 1914 
to the death of the Soviet Union in 
1991. There is, at the very genesis of 
this history, the decision of Lenin and 
the Bolsheviks to hold firm to the line 
agreed by the Second International 
of principled and revolutionary 
opposition to imperialist wars, 
whereas most sections capitulated to 
their own countries’ war aims. The 
rhetoric of the KKE’s statement is 
very much in this mould.

The turn of the Soviet regime under 
Stalin towards constructing socialism 
in a single country, however, 
introduced a different dynamic. The 
preservation of the USSR depended 
at least in part on boxing clever in 
global politics, among world powers 
almost universally hostile to it. With 
the victory of fascism in Germany, 
this found its most enduring 
political form in the policy of the 
popular front, which governed the 
activities of Soviet-loyal communist 
parties, under various names and 
slogans, throughout the movement’s 
subsequent history.

After World War II, with the onset 
of the cold war and the establishment 
of the United Nations, the rather 

fractious security architecture 
thereby established gave the Soviets 
a number of mechanisms to conduct 
diplomatic struggle with their western 
enemies, and the foreign policy of 
communist parties in the west tended 
to reflect the diplomatic gambits of 
the Soviet leadership. The policy was 
to struggle (mostly unsuccessfully) 
to keep various countries out of Nato 
and other transnational institutions, 
like the European Communities, that 
reflected American strategic interests; 
but not to try to win such countries 
to membership of the Warsaw Pact 
and suchlike, which would have been 
seen as too much of a provocation.

The tradition of ‘official 
communism’ at this point included 
both a residual militant anti-
imperialism and the social-pacifism 
of popular-frontist, Soviet-loyal 
‘official communism’. The fall of 
the Soviet Union in 1991, and with 
it the bipolar security architecture of 
the cold war, ought to have killed the 
latter stone-dead, but old habits die 
hard. The hopeless eclecticism of the 
CPB/CPI/Tudeh statement comes 
from a picture of the world with the 
USSR at its centre, but there is, of 
course, no USSR today. A transfer of 
sympathies to China (in spite of the 
bitter history of the Sino-Soviet split 
and Sino-American rapprochement 
after the 1972 Nixon visit) has 
obscured the transition somewhat.

The KKE, on the other hand, 
seems to have been so badly burned 
by the experience of its popular-
front governments in the 1990s - at 
one point including the conservative 
New Democracy party - that it 
lurched leftwards, and fell back on 
the revolutionary rhetoric of the 
Bolsheviks (and the third-period 
ultra-leftism of 1929-34), with a 
strong dose of Greek nationalism 
thrown in. It has learned lessons, after 
a fashion, but the result is eclectic 
and eccentric in its own way. Its call 
for revolutionary struggle against 
imperialist war is well-meaning, but 
leaves out of account the lack of 
forces able to wage such a struggle. 
We are engaged, in reality, with the 

more modest work of open dissent 
from the bloodlust of our own ruling 
classes, in the hope that a movement 
that could really wage such struggle 
will be built on strong programmatic 
foundations.

The main problem, however, is 
not with the KKE, but the CPB and 
similar outfits. We read a lot about 
the possible emergence of a new, 
multipolar world order; but, if this is 
true, then the mainstream of ‘official 
communism’ has not yet even caught 
up with the current world order. How 
can one appeal, in good faith, to the 
founding principles of the UN charter 
after Korea, Vietnam, the whole 
bloody history of decolonisation, 
Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya … ? What 
other interpretation of that document 
can anyone claiming a Marxist 
heritage hold than that it is a bare fig 
leaf for the use or threat of force? As 
to the idea that the Ukraine invasion 
will authorise imperialist powers 
to use the “same methods”: well, 
comrades, nothing stopped them 
before. What’s another excuse in a 
pile of thousands?

The Ukraine crisis confirms 
those very conclusions of Marxist 
analysis which, perhaps, we would 
most like to be disproved - that 
capitalism immanently generates 
war. The one theatre where the post-
war architecture succeeded, for the 
most part, in suppressing military 
conflict - Europe - now teeters on 
the brink of annihilation. We can ill 
afford the comforting delusions of 
1960s ‘multilateralism’ under such 
circumstances l

paul.demarty@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
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presidium 
2. www.peoplesworld.org/article/russian-
jails-fill-with-anti-war-protesters-more-
communist-lawmakers-denounce-invasion.
3. www.peoplesworld.org/article/communist-
party-ukraine-statement.
4. www.communistparty.org.uk/for-peace-
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ukraine.
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GEOPOLITICS

Cementing US control
Mike Macnair spoke to Online Communist Forum on the 50th anniversary of Richard Nixon’s historic 
week-long visit to China

R ichard Nixon’s visit to China in 
February 1972 was celebrated 
as a radically unexpected turn 

in international affairs, but in fact it 
had definitely been prepared the year 
before by the visit of Henry Kissinger 
(then national security advisor) in 
July 1971 and by what was called the 
‘ping pong diplomacy’ of April that 
year. In October 1971, the US did 
not mobilise to block the vote at the 
United Nations to transfer China’s 
UN security council seat from 
Taiwan to mainland China.1

The turn, indeed, was not as 
unexpected as it is commonly 
presented. To give an odd piece 
of evidence, in Emma Lathen’s 
detective novel Murder against the 
grain, published in 1967, a Wall 
Street bank, the ‘Sloan Guaranty 
Trust’, has been defrauded of just 
less than a million dollars by a scam 
involving forged Soviet shipping 
documents in relation to a recent 
trade agreement between the USA 
and the USSR. George C Lancer, the 
chairman of the board of the bank, 
hopes that he can pass off some of 
this loss onto the correspondent bank 
abroad; but he is telephoned by the 
US state department:

“My god!” remonstrated the long-
distance line from Washington. 
“Do you want to play into the 
hands of the Chinese?”

Lancer, who occasionally 
wrote articles on international 
events for Foreign Affairs hastily 
denied the charge. Hadn’t he been 
one of the first to recommend 
exploitation of the Sino-Soviet 
rift?

Coincidentally in the October 1967 
issue of Foreign Affairs, one Richard 
Nixon - not yet president - published 
an article which argued precisely for 
exploiting the Sino-Soviet rift, and, 
among other things, drawing the 
Chinese into the concert of nations - 
the ordinary conduct of international 
affairs.2

So, while the US Chinese turn 
signalled by Nixon’s 1972 visit 
certainly caught a substantial part of 
the left by surprise (and particularly 
those who had regarded the Chinese 
as being to the left of the Soviets), 
it clearly did not catch American 
foreign policy actors by surprise. It 
was not outside the range of thought 
of popular fiction writers in the 
United States.

What was the content of the deal 
made between the US and China, 
signalled by Nixon’s visit? We do 
not know an awful lot about what 
private agreements were made, but 
the public communiqué consists 
in substance of an ‘agreement to 
disagree’, which is still with us. 
The US view as of 1972 was - and 
indeed arguably still is - that China 
and Taiwan are one country with one 
legitimate government, which is the 
government in Taipei (the capital of 
Taiwan). In this view, the Chinese 
Communist Party administration in 
Beijing are rebels, who need to be 
dispersed, for the restoration of order 
under a Taipei-based government of 
the mainland. The Beijing point of 
view, on the other hand, is and has 
been ever since 1949 that Taiwan 
is a part of China, and there is one 
legitimate government, which is in 
Beijing.

So what was done in 1972 was to 
agree to disagree on this question. 
However, the recognition by both 
that China was one country enabled 

a series of further diplomatic steps. 
The US continues to arm Taiwan to 
the teeth and to subsidise it through 
economic preferences; but it avoids 
actually formally supporting Taiwan 
independence and is diplomatically 
silent about Taipei’s claim to be the 
legitimate government of mainland 
China. So the US, while never 
formally conceding full legitimacy of 
the Beijing government, nonetheless 
conceded enough legitimacy to 
ensure that Taiwan has been held in a 
degree of limbo for the last 50 years.

There were very substantial 
broader implications of the Chinese 
turn. The most obvious at the time 
was that the Chinese government 
backed the 1973 Pinochet coup in 
Chile. That was a moment at which 
leftists suddenly realised that the 
Communist Party of China (CPC) 
had gone over into an alliance with 
US imperialism. That in turn gave 
rise to a very substantial crisis of 
Maoist organisations. How people 
responded varied. One way was to 
replace Chinese-led Maoism with an 
Albanian version.

Secondly, when the Vietnamese 
intervened in 1978 against the Khmer 
Rouge government in Cambodia, 
the Chinese responded by invading 
northern Vietnam.

Thirdly, the open turn of the 
Chinese to a political rapprochement 
with the US had very substantial 
implications for Soviet military 
budgets; the implication was that 
the Soviet Union had to budget for 
deterrence on both the south and 
the west, against two nuclear-armed 
powers, the US and China. That 
is an important part of the process 
whereby the USSR spent a huge 
amount of money trying to keep up 
with the Americans on armaments.

Finally, soon after 1972, 
China moved to agricultural 
decollectivisation and the legalisation 
of small-scale private industry. In 
the 1980s that was followed by 
more extensive privatisation and 
‘economic reforms’. The US expected 
that a market economy would 
lead to ‘democratic government’ 
(meaning, as it now usually means 
for US state actors and the media, 
plutocratic government); and the 
1989 Tiananmen Square events 
were expected to be the trigger. But 
in fact the Tiananmen movement 
was successfully repressed by the 
CPC and, although it did not retreat 
from ‘market reforms’, it insisted on 
retaining an all-powerful state.

There was a profound difference 
between China and Russia after 
1989. In the USSR and much of 

eastern Europe in the 1990s we got 
‘Chicago boys’ shock therapy and 
economic collapse. The Chinese 
refused to go down that road 
although it was pressed on them 
by US economic advisors; instead 
they insisted on following broadly a 
‘Japanese’ path of a market economy 
- but one steered by the central state.

These events, beginning with 
the US’s and China’s 1971-72 
turns, are thus an important stage 
in the process of getting to where 
we are now regarding US relations 
with both China and Russia; and 
regarding the general demoralisation 
and disorientation of the left and the 
generalised sense of failure.

What, then, is the background 
to this fundamental turn in world 
politics in 1971-72? There are, I 
think two sides to it. The first relates 
to the geopolitical doctrines of the 
US state about China. The second 
concerns the doctrine of socialism 
in one country, and its implications 
for the development of the Sino-
Soviet split, which is what enabled 
Nixon’s turn and that of the Chinese 
leadership.

Open door
Let us begin with the US. The 
starting point is its ‘open door policy’ 
around 1900. Japan had just defeated 
China in the war of 1894-95 and 
as a result annexed Taiwan. China, 
though still a great empire, was 
thus seen as the ‘sick man of Asia’ 
(just as the Ottoman empire was 
seen as the ‘sick man of Europe’). 
The British had already acquired 
Hong Kong and its ‘new territories’; 
Germany in 1898 annexed Jiaozhou. 
The question was now posed: ‘How 
is China going to be cut up?’ There 
were negotiations at length between 
the various European powers about 
how to divide China into distinct 
spheres of influence - who would 
get the concessions to build railways 
here? Who would get the rights 
of access to Chinese agricultural 
produce there? Would Manchuria or 
Korea become Russian colonies or 
Japanese ones? And so on.

In this context the US ‘open 
door policy’ was that the state of 
China should be kept intact - but it 
should not have any right to impose 
protective tariffs or regulations, 
which would in any way impede free 
trade. Thus all the different European 
states and the US itself would have 
free access to Chinese markets.

This open door policy was not that 
of Britain in 1900 - but it had been 
British policy during the UK’s two 
‘opium wars’ with China in 1839-42 

and 1856-60, in order to force the 
Chinese government to accept the 
right of British drug traffickers to 
sell Indian opium into the Chinese 
market.

But it continued to be American 
policy all the way through to 1949, 
and it resulted in US hostility to the 
Japanese war on China from the 
mid-1930s: America began to back 
the Kuomintang (KMT) regime 
before the outbreak of war between 
the US and Japan: indeed, it was US 
sanctions against Japan, ‘justified’ by 
the China question, which triggered 
the Japanese decision for war with 
the US in 1941.

Arising out of this background, it 
has been US naval doctrine since the 
1940s that unfettered access to the 
coastline of China is an essential US 
security interest. This implies that 
either China must be a subordinate 
ally of the US or the US will not 
recognise the right of China to 
significant territorial waters.

The second element of US 
geopolitics concerns the United 
States itself. Its leaders think of the 
US as the new Rome - specifically 
the new Roman Republic - and they 
tell stories of decline of the republic 
into the tyranny of the first emperor, 
Augustus. And they also think of 
themselves as the republic in their 
relations with foreign states. The 
Roman republic had socii (allies), 
which were very unambiguously 
subordinate; and everyone who was 
not among the socii was considered 
one of its hostes (enemies - also often 
referred to for ideological purposes 
as barbari or barbarians).

Allies who revolt therefore 
become hostes. Not just if they 
take up arms against Rome, but if 
they ‘get above themselves’ in one 
way or another, then either direct or 
indirect force will be used against 
them. A very late example was that 
of the Visigothic king, Alaric II, 
whose kingdom was in what is now 
south-western France, who issued a 
codification of the law in 506 CE. 
That was seen by the remaining 
empire (based in Constantinople) 
as a usurpation of the imperial 
prerogative of law-making. So 
the government of the emperor 
Anastasius encouraged the Franks, 
who lived in what is now northern 
France, to attack the Visigoths.

The US thinks of itself in the 
same sort of terms: its allies are 
very definitely subordinate, and 
periodically it is necessary to remind 
them of their subordination. One of 
the things the present war in Ukraine 
is doing is reminding the US’s 

European allies of this. After all, 
everyone who is not a subordinate 
ally is an enemy.

The American empire controls 
the centre, while both allies and 
enemies are on the periphery. In 
other words, the US inherently 
has the initiative, while in order to 
regain some initiative both allies 
and enemies would have to combine 
against the imperial centre. Now this 
is a slightly odd thing to say, because 
the ‘centre’ here is the sea: both the 
‘centre’ and the periphery relate to 
the international trading system.

US and other writers have made 
heavy use of the geopolitics of 
Halford Mackinder. He argued 
precisely from the point of view that 
somebody who controls the centre 
controls the periphery by virtue of 
inherently having the initiative and 
interior lines of communication. 
Mackinder on this basis argued:

Who rules East Europe commands 
the Heartland;
who rules the Heartland 
commands the World-Island;
who rules the World-Island 
commands the world.3

Here “the Heartland” means the area 
between Ukraine and central Asia, 
and “the World-Island” is Eurasia.

In fact Mackinder’s idea was 
false, because - as I have said above 
- the ‘centre’ is actually the centre 
of trade and communications, and 
the periphery also relates to that. It 
is this communications centrality 
which yields control and initiative. 
When Mackinder was writing, it 
could be imagined that the invention 
of the railway and the telegraph 
allowed land communication to 
become central, so that Ukraine 
through central Asia would become 
the ‘pivot’, as he put it. But in reality, 
the scale on which sea transport can 
operate is massively higher than 
road or even rail transport (let alone 
air transport). So the sea remains the 
centre of trade and communications 
and the ‘heartland’ is the periphery.

The US controls the centre 
- the sea - by virtue of its naval 
dominance and its dominance of the 
international trading structure. This 
has the consequence that it is not a 
choice which is available to people 
who wish to oppose the US as to how 
and when to do so. The US, because 
it controls the centre and holds the 
initiative, gets to choose when and 
how to launch wars.

The geopolitics of the US in 
relation to China therefore meant 
that historically the US wants China 

Left to right: China’s prime minister Zhou Enlai, interpreter, Mao Zedong, Richard Nixon and US national security advisor Henry 
Kissinger
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intact as a state, but with open trade. 
But the underlying idea is that the 
US should retain geopolitical control 
through its naval and aerospace 
supremacy and control of the 
international trading system (just as 
was the case for Britain before 1914).

In Nixon’s China turn, the 
US’s claims for Taipei (and, 
more abstractly, making China a 
semi-colony) were temporarily 
subordinated to the higher 
geopolitical imperative of restoring 
US dominance over the USSR and 
defeating the ‘colonial revolutionary’ 
movements which had handled the 
US and its socii rather roughly in 
Cuba, Vietnam, South Yemen and 
Portugal’s African colonies. What 
made it possible was the Sino-Soviet 
split.

Nationalism
Where did the Sino-Soviet split come 
from? Again, we have to actually 
go back to the late 19th century, 
when there are two interconnected 
developments. One is the emergence 
of Bonapartist nationalism as a mode 
of escape from British control for 
some subordinated countries; the 
second is the emergence within the 
Second International of the ideas of 
socialism in one country and national 
roads to socialism.

Regarding the first point, 
successively France, the US and 
Germany attempted to escape from 
British control. In France it entailed 
the overthrow of the parliamentary 
monarchy of Louis Philippe - at first 
in a revolutionary crisis, but then 
the 1851 creation of the Bonapartist 
regime. This escapes from British 
control because the parliamentary, 
rule-of-law regimes as such yield 
to the dictatorship of capital in its 
monetary form: the sale and denial 
of justice through the free market in 
legal services; the routine bribery of 
politicians; the essentially corrupt 
character of advertising-funded media 
oligopolies; and the free movement 
of capital through financial markets. 
And monetary power is at root that 
of the world-dominant capital. In 
the US, for example, the rule-of-
law regime gave veto power to the 
southern states, whose economy was 
tied to Britain through their character 
as colonial, extractive economies, 
feeding British industry with raw 
materials.

In the US what happened in 
1861-65 was a completion of the 
war of independence: northern 
US capital mobilised itself and the 
northern working class to defeat 
the slaveocracy and thereby break 
free from the chains of economic 
dependence on Britain. In France and 
Germany, what happened was that 
the creation of a state with a strong 
executive, high levels of credentialism 
and ‘equality of opportunity’, 
and artificial preservation of the 
peasantry, created a social bloc 
around nationalism - which in France 
was expressed as Louis Bonaparte’s 
principe des nationalités and in 
Germany as German unification and 
the Second Reich. The resulting states 
were capable of standing outside and 
to some extent against British power.

So the idea of obtaining national 
autonomy through a strong state 
regime enables the partial exclusion 
of the normal methods by which 
money controls politics in a rule-of-
law regime - normally the monetary 
power of the lead capitalist state (at 
that time Britain) controls politics.

Secondly, as already noted, there 
was the development of the idea 
of socialism in one country. This is 
not an invention of Joseph Stalin or 
anybody else in the Communist Party 
of the Soviet Union in the 1920s. It 
goes back probably to Georg von 
Vollmar’s 1878 book Der isolierte 
sozialistische Staat (‘the isolated 
socialist state’), but certainly to Karl 
Kautsky’s arguments in his book 

introducing the Erfurt programme 
(abridged translation in English as 
The class struggle). Kautsky argues 
there that socialism will result in 
a reduction of international trade 
and increased autarkic economic 
development of nation-states. He 
similarly argued the centrality of the 
nation-state in his article, ‘Nationality 
and internationality’, which Ben 
Lewis translated some years ago 
in Critique - this was Kautsky’s 
contribution to the debate on the 
national question in the 1900s in the 
Second International.

So the idea of socialism in one 
country was already present in the 
ideas of the Second International. 
The Third International started with 
an internationalist gamble: October 
1917 was a gamble on the victory of 
the revolution in Europe. But neither 
the Germans nor the Austrians 
delivered, and while the Hungarians 
did arrive they were defeated, and so 
on.

Comintern as a result shifted 
towards an orientation designed to 
raise the nationalist sentiments of the 
oppressed colonial countries against 
the imperialist centres. It was a 
perfectly reasonable strategic choice 
that made particular sense because 
the victor powers in the World War 
I - Britain, France and the US - all 
invaded Russia in order to overthrow 
the Bolshevik regime and continued 
their intervention operations against 
the Bolsheviks through the civil 
war down to 1921. Even after that 
the British and French imposed 
economic sanctions on the Bolshevik 
regime, which were not lifted. So it 
looked like a reasonable strategic bet 
to promote anti-imperialist struggles 
and in particular nationalism in the 
oppressed colonial countries. That 
was the policy adopted at the Second 
Congress of Comintern in 1920. Even 
after the dissolution of Comintern in 
1943 it remained a central feature of 
Soviet policy, all the way down to the 
point at which the US managed from 
1978 and after to exploit it in order to 
trip the USSR up in Afghanistan.

Alongside this is the question: 
why did the Reds win the Russian 
civil war? The answer is not just 
because they held the arms factories 
and the centre, and had the support 
of the working class; or that they 
got the peasantry onside (the most 
fundamental points). It is also that 
the Reds won over a really quite 
substantial section of the professional 
middle classes. And they did so 
because they offered the restoration 
of Russian national power, against 
the humiliation represented by 
successive invasions by Germany 
and (in the intervention) by the 
Entente powers.

Indeed, the nature of the civil war 
and intervention in a sense forced 
the Reds to act as ‘Great Russians’. 
The Bolsheviks began with a radical 
self-determination policy, but all the 
various nationalities to whom self-
determination was granted promptly 
went over to the imperialists: the 
Ukrainians, Georgians, Finns and 
Baltics to the side of the German 
occupying power in 1917-18; 
and to them and most of the rest 
to the Entente powers during the 
intervention in the civil war. In 
order to survive without revolution 
in the west, it was necessary for the 
Red Army to reconquer most of the 
territory of the former tsarist empire. 
There was no other choice, except to 
surrender and accept the partitioning 
of the territory into a series of semi-
colonies and colonies.

But then the consequence, 
which very much concerned Lenin 
in the last period of his life, was 
Great Russian chauvinism among 
Russian communists. The attempt 
to counter this produced what Terry 
Martin called The affirmative action 
empire in his 2001 book on Soviet 
nationalities policy: the USSR 

actively promoted nationalism.
The Comintern policy of 

encouraging nationalism against the 
imperial powers did in fact yield 
explosive growth of communist 
parties in very many colonial and 
semi-colonial countries, including 
and most spectacularly in China. I do 
not propose to discuss the history of 
the Chinese revolution at length: its 
outcome, through tortuous paths, is 
that the CPC took power in 1949.

The actual attitude of the USSR 
to this is not entirely clear, and the 
‘Chinese version’ is that they acted 
alone or against Soviet opposition. 
This is questionable at least, because 
the USSR could have cut off the 
supply of arms to the Chinese red 
army. At the end of the World War II 
Moscow set out to achieve a glacis 
around the Soviet Union of neutralised 
countries with friendly (but bourgeois 
or feudal) governments. That was not 
acceptable to the US, for the obvious 
reasons which I have discussed 
already in relation to US geopolitics. 
Just as the US wanted free access to 
the coastline of China, it also insisted 
that it was an essential security 
interest of the US that it should have 
naval access to the Danube.

This demand produced in 1947-
48 a turn on the part of the Stalin 
leadership in the USSR, which broke 
with the policy of preserving forms 
of bourgeois rule with friendly but 
neutral governments, and instead 
either themselves directly Sovietised 
these countries (eg. Poland, Hungary) 
or let loose the local Communist 
Party to do so (eg, Czechoslovakia). 
In this context, it looks as though the 
US’s demand for military access to 
the Soviet Union’s borders led Stalin 
also to let loose the CPC in China. 
As a result, the Kuomintang regime 
collapsed, and its supporters on the 
mainland - to the tune of 1.5 million 
people - fled to Taiwan.

The basis upon which these 
developments occurred was 
nationalism - in the form of both 
the national struggle against the 
imperialist powers, and of Russia’s 
‘Great patriotic war’ (1941-45); and 
also under the banner of socialism in 
one country and peaceful coexistence 
as a global general framework, 
positing that the capitalist class is to 
be overthrown state by state, not as a 
global phenomenon.

Sino-Soviet split
But then the consequence of this 
is that it involves very substantial 
tension between the interests and 
ideas of the leaderships of all the 
different individual ‘communist’ 
regimes. This kicks off first with 
the Yugoslavs, who refused to play 
ball with the Moscow government’s 
particular demands in late 1948, and 
started from the same date to seek 
assistance from the US. Throughout 
the period there were also tensions 
which exploded at different points in 
time between the Soviet Union and 
the various satellite states - indeed, 
tensions within the Soviet Union 
between its constituent republics.

The idea of socialism in one 
country and peaceful coexistence 
carries with it the idea of economic 
autarkic development - and the 
idea that within the framework of 
peaceful coexistence it should be 
possible for individual socialist 
states to manoeuvre as between 
‘western countries’ (not, usually, 
recognised as a US world-empire 
and its vassal-states) and the USSR 
or other ‘socialist’ countries. It is in 
this context that the Sino-Soviet split 
emerges.

I recently read an academic article 
which argues persuasively that what 
triggered the Sino-Soviet split was 
the supremacy of the US in nuclear 
weapons delivery in the 1950s; which 
meant that the consequence of the 
Chinese not having nuclear weapons 
was a serious problem for Chinese 

national autonomy (remember that 
MacArthur proposed to drop the 
bomb on China in order to win the 
Korean war in 1950). But at the same 
time, conversely, Amardeep Athmal 
argues, the USSR under Khrushchev 
decided it needed to pursue détente 
towards the US, producing the 
‘deStalinisation’ turn.4

As part of that turn, the Soviets 
began to squeeze the Chinese in 
relation to technical assistance. The 
Chinese, meanwhile, hung on to 
the idea of ‘Stalin, the great leader’ 
and so on. Indeed, as the USSR 
was ‘deStalinising’, the Chinese 
were engaged in their first five-year 
plan project and collectivisation of 
agriculture.

Then in 1958 the Chinese 
embarked on the ‘Great Leap 
Forward’ - in effect a more extreme 
version of Stalin’s voluntarist five-
year plan and forced collectivisation 
in Russia. It had worse consequences 
in terms of economic dislocation and 
deaths by famine than what resulted 
in the USSR.

Immediately after deciding to 
abandon the ‘Great Leap Forward’, 
the Chinese leadership embarked on 
a war with India over the question 
of borders. This exacerbated the 
antagonism between China and the 
USSR, because the Soviet Union 
for its own geostrategic reasons 
had been pursuing an alliance with 
the Congress government in India, 
and they chose to side with India 
against China. That is a sharp turning 
point, because it is one thing to have 
disputes about how much economic 
assistance is going from the Soviet 
Union to China (indeed, at one point 
seven percent of Soviet GDP was 
being spent on that); equally, it is one 
thing to have loud polemics about 
deStalinisation, which the Chinese 
denounced as revisionist and so on. 
But it is another thing altogether to 
be on opposite sides in relation to a 
shooting war, even a relatively minor 
one.

The next step was the 1966 launch 
of the ‘Cultural Revolution’ in China, 
which rapidly spun out of control, and 
the Chinese People’s Liberation army 
was introduced into politics on a big 
scale in order to regain control. After 
the second failure of this voluntaristic, 
ultra-leftist economic policy there 
was a ‘World War II’ policy: in this 
case there was conflict between China 
and the USSR in 1969 (on a small 
scale once more). There are different 
stories of how this war started from 
the Soviet and the Chinese side, but 
the predominant view is that this 
was Chinese aggression - though 
not wholly unprovoked, since the 
USSR had decided to claim back 
tsarist imperial borders, which had 
extended slightly beyond the normal 
legalities of the fixing of borders 
under international law.

Nonetheless, the Chinese seem 
to have started the military action; 
and the probable explanation of their 
doing so lies in two motives: first, 
that the Chinese leadership needed 
a distraction from the failure of the 
‘Cultural Revolution’; and, second - 
and perhaps equally significant - that 
China was signalling to the US that 
there was a real antagonism with the 
USSR, not just superficial, polemical 
exchanges of one sort and another, 
covering an underlying alliance (as, 
for example, Zbigniew Brzezinski 
argued well after the Sino-Soviet split 
was obvious to everyone else).

We now arrive where we began: 
the ‘ping-pong diplomacy’ and 
Kissinger in 1971, and Nixon in 
1972, when China changed sides and 
became allies of the US against the 
USSR in geopolitics.

As I said at the beginning, there 
is an issue which is outstanding: the 
US’s geopolitics towards China, 
apart from the need for a big lever 
to pull down the USSR. The US’s 
underlying position was that China 

should be a semi-colony with an open 
market controlled by US finance. 
That was the meaning of the ‘open 
door’ policy. US doctrine and national 
security required free naval access to 
the coastline of China. That was the 
meaning, in fact, of the very extensive 
anti-China propaganda in the recent 
period.

And, in fact, I think that is probably 
also at the end of the day the long-term 
goal of the Ukraine war: the end game 
of Brzezinski’s Grand chessboard, in 
which the Russian republic is to be 
broken up into component parts; and 
after that even the Russian-language 
part of it to be partitioned in some 
way to create, among other things, a 
Siberian Republic. This achievement 
would complete the encirclement of 
China.

Lying behind that is the need of 
the US to take back from the Chinese 
the amount of development they 
have been permitted - or at least to 
aggressively encircle China, in the 
same way that the British through the 
Entente and the promotion of Serbian 
nationalism aggressively encircled 
Germany in the early 20th century. 
That means that the Taiwan question 
and the unresolved issues resulting 
from the ‘agreement to disagree’ in 
the Nixon-Mao meetings in 1972 are 
now live once more - issues even of 
potential war.

The other side of this coin is, what 
about socialism in one country? And 
the answer is that it failed, precisely 
because what it produced was 
competition between the leaderships 
of the various different ‘socialist’ 
countries vying for the favour of the 
USA.

The Maoists were quite correct 
to say that the Sino-Soviet split 
was driven in the first place by 
Khrushchev conciliating the US - 
even if this was sensible, given that 
the US had absolute superiority 
in nuclear weapons delivery (this 
shifted later, but ‘mutual assured 
destruction’ only really arrived in 
the late 60s-early70s). Nonetheless, 
the Russian leaders were prepared 
to sacrifice the Chinese by cutting 
back on the aid they were providing, 
partly in connection with the need for 
conciliation with the US.

Conversely, the Chinese then 
embarked on socialism in one country 
on the basis of Chinese resources 
alone without external support. That 
is what the ‘Great Leap Forward’ 
and the ‘Cultural Revolution’ were 
all about. But they failed, because 
in reality industrial development 
can never occur on the basis of the 
resources of one country alone, which 
means that socialist development in a 
single country is completely illusory.

The Sino-Soviet split and 
the Chinese turn in 1971-72 
demonstrated the ability of the US to 
manoeuvre between the USSR and 
China. It turned out that ‘peaceful 
coexistence’ is no longer an option, 
and it is not the case that the ‘socialist 
countries’ can manoeuvre between 
the rival imperialist powers. Rather, 
imperialism is led by one hegemonic 
centre - whether Britain in the 18th 
and 19th centuries or the US in the 
later 20th and 21st. That one centre is 
able to manoeuvre between the rival 
nationalists of the ‘socialist countries’ 
in order to defeat them.

That, it seems to me, is the 
underlying fundamental lesson of 
Nixon in China 50 years ago l

mike.macnair@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1. en.wikipedia.org/wiki/China_and_the_
United_Nations.
2. ‘Asia after Viet Nam’.
3. Mackinder’s Democratic ideals and 
reality (London 1919) - quoted here from 
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Geographical_
Pivot_of_History.
4. A Athmal, ‘The United States and the 
Sino-Soviet split: the key role of nuclear 
superiority’ Journal of Slavic Military Studies 
Vol 17 (2004), pp271-97.
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NUCLEAR POWER

An unsafe technology
Russian shelling near the Zaporizhzhia plant is a stark reminder of the inherently dangerous nature of 
nuclear power, warns Eddie Ford

Reports about how 
Zaporizhzhia, Europe’s largest 
nuclear power station, had 

been shelled by advancing Russian 
forces, caused widespread alarm. 
According to a plant spokesperson, 
firefighters were initially unable to 
tackle a blaze in a nearby outbuilding, 
because they were being shot at. 
Petro Kotin, acting president of the 
state-run nuclear power corporation, 
Energoatom, said workers had been 
allowed by Russian forces to go back 
to their posts at the nuclear plant - but 
had been working “under the barrels 
of machine guns” and they were 
“physically and mentally exhausted”.

Rafael Mariano Grossi, director-
general of the International Atomic 
Energy Agency, called for a ceasefire 
and warned of severe danger if any 
reactors were hit by a missile or some 
other type of military ordinance. As a 
result of the Russian shelling around 
Zaporizhzhia, the IAEA is putting 
its Incident and Emergency Centre 
on full alert. This is a quick-reaction 
team that is designed to respond to 
nuclear incidents, whether accidental 
or due to deliberate acts.

More dramatically, Ukraine’s 
foreign minister, Dmytro Kuleba, 
tweeted a warning that if an explosion 
occurred it could be “10 times larger 
than Chernobyl”.1 As for Volodymyr 
Zelensky - the president and new 
pin-up boy for the west - he declared 
that “if there is an explosion, that’s 
the end for everyone. The end for 
Europe. The evacuation of Europe.” 
He went on to accuse Russia of 
resorting to “nuclear terror” for the 
first time “in the history of mankind”, 
claiming that “no country other than 
Russia has ever fired on nuclear 
power units”.

Of course, we understand why 
Zelensky would want to exaggerate 
the threat for propaganda reasons 
- the idea of using “nuclear terror” 
paints the Russians in the blackest 
possible light. But what exactly are 
the risks at Zaporizhzhia? Thankfully, 
they appear to be minimal - though 
obviously they had the potential to 
be far worse. Perhaps ironically, the 
Zaporizhzhia plant was allegedly 
the target of an attempted attack 
back in 2014, when 40  members of 
the fascist Right Sector tried to gain 
access. but were stopped by guards.2 
Maybe they had “nuclear terror” 
ambitions of their own!

Anyhow, Zaporizhzhia is the 
ninth largest nuclear facility in 
the world - based on Soviet-era 
technology, but of a more modern 
design than Chernobyl. Each 
reactor is enclosed in a pressurised 
and sealed, steel vessel with 
20-centimetre-thick walls, which 
in turn is housed inside a massive, 
reinforced-concrete containment 
structure. The plant has six nuclear 
reactors, which generate nearly half 
of the country’s electricity derived 
from nuclear power, and more than 
a fifth of the total generated in 
Ukraine.

Importantly, the plants also have 
multiple safety back-up systems 
and built-in fire protection systems. 
In addition to the normal reactor 
cooling, they have both high-
pressure and low-pressure injection 
systems. In the opinion of Koji 
Okamoto, a nuclear safety researcher 
at the University of Tokyo, “the 
containment structure may have a 
resistance to normal weapons” (my 
emphasis). Hopefully we will never 
find whether he is right or wrong. 
Obviously, it would be a completely 
different matter if Russian forces 
were deliberately trying to breach 
the containment structure - but why 
on earth would they want to do 
that? It would be to invite death and 
destruction upon themselves.

Even at the Chernobyl 
disaster site the risk of accidental 
radioactive releases appears to be 
limited. The dangerous material 
is in the basement of the reactor 
building, protected by the remains 
of that building and many tons of 
concrete that have been poured 
over it. Meaning that the ruins of 
the reactor that exploded in 1986 
are enclosed in a massive 63-metre 
steel and concrete shell called the 
sarcophagus. In the view of many 
nuclear scientists, a direct artillery 
hit could breach the shell and allow 
a small amount of radioactive 
contaminants to escape - but the 
solid mass of melted fuel elements 
it contains - that is the uranium - is 
inaccessible.

However, having said all that, 
it would be a mistake to think that 
everything is safe - there are still 
risks. One worst-case scenario 
involves damage to the cooling 
capability at Zaporizhzhia or one 
of Ukraine’s other facilities - 

especially given that the reactors 
are now reliant on external power 
for cooling. Even after reactors are 
switched off, they need continual 
cooling for several weeks in order to 
remove residual heat from the core. 
The cooling systems rely on diesel 
generators, so any damage to these 
(or if fuel was siphoned off for other 
purposes) could cause an incident 
similar to that at Fukushima, where 
the plant’s power failed after a 
tsunami. That could result in the 
reactors overheating and residual 
water turning into steam, which 
could melt the fuel inside the reactor 
and cause the release of radiation 
into the atmosphere.

Then there is the ever-present 
problem, and danger, of what to 
do with the spent-fuel pools. After 
fuel is taken out of a reactor core, 
it is put into the pools for a year 
or more to cool it down before 
being transferred to long-term, 
more secure storage. Damage to 
one of these, whether accidental or 
intentional, could cause the water 
to leak out or boil off. The rods 
would then overheat and start a fire 
hazardous to people in the vicinity 
of the plant, and even to those 
further afield - bearing in mind that 
the prevailing winds are towards 
Russia. One mitigating factor is 
that fuel rods that have been in the 
pool for several weeks or months 
are less dangerous than they were at 
the beginning, as the main cancer-
causing isotope they contain decays 
quickly. So far, no issues had been 
reported with Zaporizhzhia’s spent 
fuel pools.

Hazards
When Russian soldiers took the 
Chernobyl plant in late February, 
that generated an equal avalanche 
of excited headlines about radiation 
levels shooting up and potential 
nuclear Armageddon. Sadly, 
under conditions of war you do 
not get a calm, balanced, reliable 
investigation by the media. Instead 
there is hysterics.

What happened in Chernobyl 
was not the result of fierce fighting 
or irresponsible shelling as part of 
a crazy military determined to seize 
a dead nuclear facility. Actually, 
it was nothing more sinister than 
tanks and other military vehicles 
moving about and kicking up 

earth into the air - hence the rise in 
radiation levels, which was detected 
by scientists in Poland, Hungary, 
Sweden, etc.

This incident tells you two 
things. Firstly, that the sensitivity 
of the instruments used by scientists 
is very impressive. Secondly, and 
more seriously, what an appalling 
mess Chernobyl is and was. It is so 
polluted that merely driving tanks 
and lorries through the area can 
be detected many miles away. The 
recent and very good HBO/Sky 
mini-series Chernobyl reminded 
us of the extraordinary lying that 
went on and the extreme danger 
that the plant posed to the health 
of those dealing with it in the 
immediate aftermath of the disaster 
- many of whom died prematurely. 
But the wider population was also 
exposed to very dangerous levels 
of radiation. Of course, post-
Zaporizhzhia people are now asking 
- quite understandably - why the 
hell have these plants if they are so 
dangerous? And why the hell are we 
building them right now in Britain 
and other countries? Madness 
posing as rationality.

Sure, inevitably the technology 
has improved. But recent events 
in Ukraine show the inherently 
dangerous nature of nuclear power. 
Since 9/11 such facilities have been 
strengthened, naturally enough - so 
they do not go into meltdown if 
struck by an aircraft like a Boeing 
747. But it does not provide similar 
protection, it seems, against a direct 
missile strike or perhaps sabotage 
by people who know what they are 
doing.

In this context, it is worth 
mentioning Iran’s nuclear facilities 
which are buried underground, 
or heavily protected by layers of 
concrete. There are, of course, 
bunker-busting weapons, such 
as the so-called ‘Mother Of All 
Bombs’, GBU-43s and GBU-57s, 
last used by the US in April 2017 
against Isis-K militants hiding in 
deep caves in Afghanistan. As it 
happens, the Americans did not have 
to use MOAB. But they did so for 
demonstrative purposes, showing 
off their technological prowess, 
and also presumably to terrify Iran. 
Note, the US has supplied Israel 
with MOABs, supposedly to be used 
against Hamas. However, the most 

likely target Israel has in mind is 
Iran … and a strike on its facilities, 
already subjected to bombing and 
sabotage, would have horrendous 
consequences.

Either way, nuclear power is 
inherently dangerous - not just 
because of the inevitability of 
human error, as in Chernobyl, but 
by its very nature.

Despite that, there are those who 
are tempted by nuclear technology as 
a short-term fix to global warming, 
whether on the accelerationist left 
or Green realos. The latter would 
have us believe that nuclear power 
is “a highly effective method of 
reducing greenhouse gas emissions, 
as well as providing secure, reliable 
and scalable electricity supplies” 
- therefore “to maximise nuclear 
energy’s contribution electricity 
markets need to acknowledge these 
benefits”.3

We have to disagree. Not only are 
these plants inherently dangerous 
and incredibly expensive, compared 
to other technologies, but - not at 
least in the case of Britain - they also 
take an enormous amount of time to 
build - normally up to 20 years. If 
you take the latest projections for 
global warming, we simply do not 
have 20 years to wait.

There are other, far better 
solutions to global warming - not 
the dichotomous choice between 
climate warming or nuclear power, 
as some absurdly argue - such as 
ramping down on coal and oil use 
as quickly as possible and going 
for thermal, wind, tidal, solar and 
other renewable power sources. Or 
cutting back on demand through 
measures such as insulation, home 
working and radically reducing 
the consumption of meat and dairy 
products. Above all, though, we 
must break with the car economy 
and massively invest in traditional 
and innovative forms of public 
transport l

eddie.ford@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1. twitter.com/DmytroKuleba/
status/1499543775240196099.
2. web.archive.org/web/20140721080643/
http://www.ukrinform.ua/ukr/news/
ohorona_zaes_zablokuvala_grupu_ozbroe_
nih_osib_1939062.
3. world-nuclear.org/press/press-statements/
the-ipcc-1-5c-special-report-nuclear-energy’s-
impo.aspx.

Zaporizhzhia nuclear plant caused huge scare
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DEBATE

Four anti-war nos
Daniel Lazare welcomes the refusal of the DSA’s international committee to go along with the Democrats’ 
warmongering

S ince the Vietnam War, anti-
war movements in advanced 
capitalist countries have been 

middle class affairs. This is not to 
say that workers have not taken 
part - they have. But academics, 
clerics and liberal politicians have 
set the tone by stressing pacifism 
and morality and generally playing 
down class struggle.

Part of the problem is that class 
struggle was itself in decline, at least 
overtly. Vietnam took place during 
a period of unrest that, in America, 
saw black revolts in dozens of 
cities and a strike wave that peaked 
in 1970, when 2.5 million people 
took part in major work stoppages. 
But, by the time the ‘coalition of 
the willing’ invaded Iraq in March 
2003, the situation was the opposite, 
with the black middle class safely 
coopted and bourgeoisified and 
strikes down by more than 96%.1 
Working class quiescence meant 
that bourgeois liberals had the field 
to themselves.

But the war in the Ukraine 
creates an opening for something 
different: a working class movement 
that is anti-war relative to Nato, but 
militant with regard to the class war 
at home that the capitalist crisis 
is unleashing. The call to ‘turn the 
imperialist war into a civil war’ may 
have seemed distant and removed 
when endless war in the Middle 
East coincided with apathy and 
indifference in the industrialised 
world. But that is no longer the 
case. Now class war and imperialist 
war are driving one another to new 
heights, as the war sets fire to the 
financial markets and the financial 
crisis fuels the growth of war.

One reason has to do with 
the war itself. Contrary to media 
reports, Putin’s invasion of Ukraine 
is not the biggest European military 
eruption since 1945 (at least not yet). 
Military deaths so far total 3,000-
3,500, according to US and UN 
estimates, while civilian fatalities 
have reportedly topped the 400 
mark. Tragic as this is, it is still a far 
cry from the top estimate of 140,000 
deaths during the Balkan wars of 
1991-2001. While two million 
Ukrainians have so far fled abroad, 
that is still half the number of those 
displaced in former Yugoslavia.2 So 
Ukraine still has a way to go.

But the new war, of course, is just 
two weeks old, which makes it all 
the more explosive and intense. It 
is also more virulent and infectious. 
Since Ukraine is not a Nato member, 
the Russian invasion did not trigger 
the alliance’s famous Article 5, 
which says that an attack on one 
member is an attack on all. But since 
it is officially a ‘member in waiting’, 
alongside the former Soviet republic 
of Georgia, the challenge to the Nato 
power structure is unmistakable.

It has therefore responded 
with everything short of war, as 
it airlifts arms and materiel at an 
unprecedented rate, welcomes 
refugees with open arms - in contrast 
to the wall of hostility that greeted 
African and Middle Eastern refugees 
in 2015 - and piles on the economic 
sanctions. “We’re waging an all-
out economic and financial war on 
Russia,” French finance minister 
Bruno Le Maire declared last week. 
“We will cause the collapse of the 
Russian economy.”

The big question, therefore, is 
whether Nato can continue tiptoeing 
to the edge without going over. The 
answer is that the balancing act will 

grow more and more difficult, as 
calls for a no-fly zone proliferate 
and plans grow for a foreign-
sponsored, Afghan-style insurgency 
inside Ukraine, should the Kyiv 
government fall. Pressure will 
increase for the alliance to put an 
end to its ‘half in, half out’ posture 
and choose once and for all between 
staying out and going in. As passions 
rage and the bourgeois press does 
everything in its power to drum up 
war fever, odds are definitely in 
favour of the latter.

If so, then considering that the US 
and Russia possess roughly 5,000 
nuclear warheads each, comparisons 
with 1914 seem distinctly optimistic.

Consequences
Meanwhile, the economic 
consequences also seem 
unstoppable. The world is already 
seeing a first-class energy shock, 
with crude oil prices up by 40% 
since the start of the war, petrol 
prices up 15% in the US, while 
natural gas prices zoomed 67% over 
the last weekend alone. But that 
could be just the start, as Washington 
and Moscow trade threats to boycott 
Russian oil and cut off German 
gas supplies by shutting down the 
decade-old Nord Stream 1 pipeline.

First, the US blamed Russia 
for building a new pipeline, and 
now it blames it for threatening to 
turn the old one off. But if the two 
sides indeed end up severing energy 
links, then Russian predictions of 
oil hitting $300 a barrel are far from 
implausible.

With US inflation already rising 
at the highest rate in 40 years, the 
US Federal Reserve will have little 
choice but to jack up interest rates 
even more sharply in response. An 
energy shock will give way to a 
lending shock, as factories close, 
workers are dismissed and financial 
markets tumble. Prior to the war, 
inflation was already costing 
American households an extra $276 
a month for goods and services 
over the previous year, according 
to Bloomberg News. But now they 
will be spending more, even though 
household income has yet to recover 
from the pandemic. Nationwide, 
some 21 million customers in the 
US had fallen behind on heating 
electricity bills as of December - a 

figure that is certain to rise, as the 
energy crunch deepens.

The seeds for a social explosion 
are thus being sown. Socialists have 
always rallied workers against wage 
cuts and layoffs. But now they must 
rally them against layoffs and war.

This double burden is not 
without certain advantages. This 
is particularly so inside the global 
hegemon, where Russophobia is 
largely a Democratic phenomenon. 
To be sure, the US has been 
fulminating against Putin since the 
2008 South Ossetian war, which 
erupted while Republican president 
George W Bush was still in office. 
But American anger increased 
under Barack Obama, when Putin 
dared to oppose Nato intervention 
in Libya in 2011, and it rose even 
further when the Kremlin backed 
a pro-Russian rebellion in eastern 
Ukraine in response to the US-
backed, anti-Russian coup d’état in 
Kiev in February 2014.

Secretary of State Hillary Clinton 
and her fellow neocons were 
furious when Putin took control 
of the Crimean peninsula a month 
later. But they were positively 
incandescent when he intervened 
in Syria in September 2015. Even 
though the goal was to prevent 
the Bashar al-Assad regime from 
falling into the maws of Islamic 
State and al Qa’eda, Democrats saw 
it as proof that Putin was every bit 
as satanic as they said he was.

Seven years later, the upshot is 
that Democrats ‘own’ the Ukraine 
war to a great degree - not only 
because it is taking place during 
a Democratic administration, 
but because they see it as the 
culmination of warnings that Putin is 
infinitely evil, someone who wants 
to “re-establish the former Soviet 
Union”, as Joe Biden recently put it, 
and thus undermine the Democrats’ 
‘rules-based’ international order.

But this also means that left 
liberals, who would ordinarily lead 
the anti-war charge, are nowhere to 
be seen, thanks to their Democratic 
ties. Bernie Sanders and Alexandria 
Ocasio-Cortes are both toeing the 
party line by calling for “severe 
sanctions on Vladimir Putin and his 
fellow oligarchs”. So is The Nation, 
mainstay of America’s liberal 
left, which recently published 

a war cry written by Anthony 
Barnett, co-founder of the left-lib 
‘openDemocracy’ pressure group. 
Barnett declared:

Putin will and - more important 
- should be defeated. Now is the 
time for war, given that he has 
chosen it, until Russia withdraws. 
The conflict will be suffered by 
the people of Ukraine, and we 
must extend to them solidarity 
and support, including military 
support.3

DSA response
Surprise, surprise - the Democratic 
Party’s left wing is falling in line 
behind the Nato war drive. But this 
makes a statement put out by the 
Democratic Socialists of America’s 
international committee all the more 
important. Issued during the run-up 
to the invasion, it declares that “Nato 
is a mechanism for US-led, western 
imperialist domination, fuelling 
expansionism, militarisation and 
devastating interventions,” and it 
puts the blame for the crisis precisely 
where it should be: on “the US and 
its western allies” for “stationing 
US troops in Ukraine and training 
far-right extremist groups with neo-
Nazi sympathies, such as the Azov 
Battalion.”

The statement goes on:

In order to de-escalate the crisis 
and avoid further conflict and 
death in eastern Europe and the 
Caucasus, DSA international 
committee calls on the US to 
reverse its ongoing militarisation 
in the region, avoid implementing 
sanctions against Russia, and 
uphold internationally agreed-
upon commitments to end 
Nato’s expansionist drive to 
provide guarantees that Ukraine 
will remain a neutral state. 
These measures are crucial 
for diplomacy to bring about a 
resolution to this conflict without 
it spiralling into a larger regional 
war between nuclear powers. 
We call on anti-war activists to 
be resolute in opposing military 
escalations and to demand a 
lasting diplomatic solution.4

This is not the same as calling 

for class war, but it is a step in 
the right direction - one that the 
DSA’s governing body wound up 
strengthening, once the invasion 
took place, by seconding the call for 
withdrawal from Nato. It declared:

Much of the next 10 years are 
coming into view through this 
attack. While the failures of 
neoliberal order are clear to 
everyone, the ruling class is trying 
to build a new world, through a 
dystopic transition grounded in 
militarism, imperialism and war. 
Socialists have a duty to build an 
alternative.

Crucially, the statement ended with 
the slogan: “No war but class war”.5

Democrats are now pulling away 
in horror, and a divorce with the 
DSA is clearly in the offing. Hence, 
just as a new imperial strategy 
is coming into view, a new anti-
war movement is as well - one 
shorn of its old bourgeois-liberal 
attachments. It is a movement that 
must be socialist and class-based. 
While it should oppose Putin’s 
invasion, it should condemn Nato 
first and foremost for clearing a path 
to war by attempting to encircle 
Russia with its reckless eastward 
expansion. It is a movement that 
should see recession at home and 
imperialism abroad as part of the 
same capitalist war drive.

If it is to be successful, a workers’ 
anti-war movement must base itself 
on four ‘nos’:
n No to Nato!
n No to neo-Nazis!
n No to inflation and unemployment!
n No to imperialist war! l

Notes
1. Major work stoppages are defined as those 
involving a thousand workers or more. ‘Days 
of idleness’ relative to total working time 
meanwhile fell from 0.29% in 1970 to 0.01% 
in 2003. See ‘Work stoppages’, US Bureau 
of Labor Statistics: www.bls.gov/web/wkstp/
annual-listing.htm.
2. www.ictj.org/sites/default/files/ICTJ-
FormerYugoslavia-Justice-Facts-2009-
English.pdf.
3. www.thenation.com/article/world/after-
putin-ukraine-democracy.
4. DSA international committee statement, 
January 31 2022: international.dsausa.org/
statements/no-war-with-russia.
5. DSA, ‘On Russia’s invasion of Ukraine’, 
February 26 2022: www.dsausa.org/
statements/on-russias-invasion-of-ukraine.

In the absence of Democrats, but also in the absence of a party
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OUR HISTORY

Working women find a voice
Anne McShane looks at Rabotnitsa, first published by the Bolsheviks on February 23 1914 to mark 
International Women’s Day

In this article, I will present 
Rabotnitsa of 1914 (‘Woman 
Worker’, the first Bolshevik 

women’s publication), in context 
and provide quotations translated 
from a selection of articles, in 
order to illustrate the quality of 
the propaganda and agitation put 
forward.

Rabotnitsa was launched on 
February 23 1914 (old style, ie, 
Julian calendar) to mark International 
Women’s Day in Russia.1 Political 
conditions at the time were extremely 
challenging and the Bolsheviks were 
operating mainly underground. 
The journal almost did not appear, 
as the majority of its Russia-based 
team were arrested in a police raid 
on the final editorial meeting. Only 
the editor - Anna Ulyanova, Lenin’s 
sister - escaped capture because of 
her late arrival. The 30 women who 
were arrested were sent into internal 
exile. Fortunately the majority 
of articles had been received and 
Ulyanova managed to cohere other 
comrades around her and produce 
a first-print run of 12,000 copies. 
A further six issues of Rabotnitsa 
were published between February 
and April 1914, before it was finally 
closed down by the tsarist state.

The significance of the journal lay 
in its ambition to put forward Marxist 
ideas in an accessible form to the 
women of the Russian working class 
and to promote their organisation 
and integration into the proletariat. 
Women textile workers had taken 
part in regular wildcat strike action 
since the 1890s, raising political 
and economic demands - including 
for the right to strike, freedom of 
assembly and maternity rights. There 
had apparently been more strikes in 
these industries than in the male-
dominated metal industries in the 
same period.

One of the largest was that of 
11,000 women workers at Ivanovo-
Vosnesensk in 1905. Many thousands 
took part in the Bloody Sunday 
March of January 7 1905 in St 

Petersburg, led by Father Gapon, and 
had witnessed the carnage exacted 
by state forces. They had taken part 
in the Moscow uprising of the same 
year and numerous other protests, 
documented vividly by Rosa 
Luxembourg in The mass strike. 
Female communists such as Inessa 
Armand had witnessed first-hand the 
events of 1905 and been profoundly 
struck by the militancy of women 
workers - as had Alexandra Kollontai, 
who had unsuccessfully agitated in 
its aftermath for the Russian Social 
Democratic Labour Party to set up a 
women’s organisation.

Armand was also present when 
Kollontai led an intervention by 
women workers into an all-Russia 
women’s congress led by bourgeois 
women in 1908. In Kollontai’s words 
this event was very significant, 
in that, “it drew a clear line of 
demarcation between the bourgeois 
suffragettes and the women’s 
liberation movement of the working 
class in Russia”.2

But these struggles had not 
in general led to women joining 
leftwing groups. There were 
barriers of culture, illiteracy and 
physical inaccessibility for the left to 
overcome. But also there was little 
attempt to recruit them.

However, the launch of Rabotnitsa 
was a serious attempt to address 
this void. The motivation came 
from Inessa Armand and Liudmila 
Stal in Paris, Nadia Krupskaya 
and Zlata Lilina in Poland, along 
with Konkordiia Samoilova and 
Praskovia Kudelli in Russia. There 
was a Russian and an émigré 
editorial board, with the division 
of labour giving the émigré board 
responsibility for the propaganda 
aspects of the journal.

Ulyanova, who had previous 
experience as a journalist, was 
reluctant when Armand asked her 
to be editor, as she had not seen 
herself as the type to lead a woman-
centred project. However, once she 
attached herself to Rabotnitsa, she 

was astonished and delighted by the 
flood of positive responses and this 
produced in her a fierce commitment 
to the journal’s continuance and very 
definite ideas about its content.3 She 
and Armand clashed over the latter’s 
demand for the journal to include 
longer theoretical pieces, with 
Ulyanova determined to produce 
a popular journal. Unsurprisingly, 
given that she was on the ground in 
St Petersburg, Ulyanova’s approach 
prevailed. Appearing fortnightly, 
the journal featured a mixture of 
agitational and propaganda pieces, 
alongside messages of support and 
short reports from the readership. It 
also included poetry and short stories 
- the latter being very popular.

It was most definitely an initiative 
of Bolshevik women and the 
editorial team was made up entirely 
of women. While both Lenin and 
Zinoviev (Zlata Lilina’s husband) 
were supportive, the central 
committee of the RSDLP refused 
to provide any financial assistance, 
believing it to be a waste of scarce 
resources. Rabotnitsa therefore 
relied entirely on funds raised from 
supporters abroad, and from women 
workers in Russia. Short reports 
from groups of workers in factories 
in Russia, Ukraine and other parts of 
the tsarist empire invariably included 
a report of the amount of money 
raised from collections. Some groups 
of women workers volunteered to 
physically distribute the journal, and 
held meetings to discuss specific 
articles.

First issue
The first 12,000 copies of the journal 
were sold - or more often distributed 
for free - at factories and workplaces. 
Illiteracy was a major problem, 
resolved through group readings and 
talks. Despite the fact that only seven 
issues were published, the journal 
made important inroads into the 
movement of working class women, 
particularly in St Petersburg.

Following its demise, Bolshevik 

women in Russia kept in contact 
with the journal’s readership, among 
whom would be the organisers 
of the mass demonstrations and 
the instigation of the February 
revolution. Many of those who 
became involved went on to become 
leading figures in the movement 
of working class women in 1917, 
the October revolution and the 
creation of the Zhenotdel (Women’s 
Department of the Communist Party) 
in September 1919.

Rabotnitsa needs to be considered 
as an integral part of the Second 
International women’s movement. Its 
strong connections with Clara Zetkin 
and other members of the secretariat 
are evidence of that, as is the fact that 
two of the three main demands raised 
in its initial publications reflect 
the International’s resolutions. The 
Women’s Secretariat of the Second 
International, formed on August 
17 1907, had passed a resolution 
committing itself to struggle for 
women’s suffrage. The congress 
of the International subsequently 
adopted the same resolution, 
presented to it by Zetkin, the 
appointed leader of the secretariat.

The resolution included a 
clause which stated “It is the 
duty of the socialist parties of all 
countries to agitate strenuously 
for the introduction of universal 
women’s suffrage”.4 This was an 
important success for the secretariat 
in overcoming the passivity and 
opposition towards women’s 
suffrage evidenced in previous 
congresses. The fact that women 
socialists were now organised made 
a qualitative difference.

As will be seen from the selection 
of articles below, suffrage was a 
central question for Rabotnitsa. So 
too was the struggle for an eight-
hour working day. The resolution on 
this had been passed by the Zurich 
congress of 1893, with very clear 
directions to the component parties 
to raise the question in all political 
arenas, both regional and national.

The establishment of International 
Women’s Day itself had, of course, 
also been won by the Women’s 
Secretariat in 1910. The first events 
to mark it in Russia had taken place 
in 1913, but these had been muted 
due to the illegal conditions and lack 
of organisation. It was hoped that 
Rabotnitsa would provide an impetus 
to overcoming these obstacles.

In 1914 Kollontai was the RSDLP 
representative to the secretariat. She 
was still a member of the Mensheviks 
and unfortunately was not included 
among the contributors to Rabotnitsa, 
although she did send a message 
of support and a contribution. The 
plan was for Armand to replace her 
as representative to the secretariat in 
1915. However, the outbreak of war 
in July 1914 brought an end to those 
plans, although Armand proposed 
a conference of socialist women 
to discuss the war, which Zetkin 
organised and chaired in March 1915 
in Berne - itself an important event in 
the movement’s history.5

The first issue of Rabotnitsa 
took up three questions which 
would feature again and again in 
subsequent issues. These were the 
demands for state health insurance 
for all workers and the right to vote 
and stand in elections, as well as 
for an eight-hour day. The editorial 
by Ulyanova set out how important 
health insurance was for women 
workers, pointing in particular to the 
dangerous conditions in the textile 
industry, where many women were 
based. She urged women workers to 
demand participation in the existing 
worker’s insurance campaign and 
called on male workers to encourage 
and facilitate their involvement.

Another article focused on the 
situation for women domestic 
servants, and gives us an indication 
of the commitment to organise all 
women workers. Domestic servants 
were a very significant, albeit 
isolated, section of the workforce. 
The writer, who signs herself as 
‘L’ (most likely Lilina), describes 
the slave-like conditions of these 
servants in the homes of the nobility 
and bourgeoisie - women whose 
existence was so precarious that 
they could lose their job on a whim 
and find themselves on the streets, 
where many became prostitutes. 
She pointed to the fact that domestic 
servants were denied their own 
home life, being forced to hand 
their children over to orphanages, 
while acting as de facto mothers 
to the children of their mistresses. 
The article ends with the call to all 
servants to make Women’s Day their 
opportunity to unite:

Comrade servants, your political 
weakness results from your 
physical enslavement. Come 
together now and organise your 
own trade union. Fight alongside 
working class women and men of 
all countries to win your political 
equality and take up your fight 
to take part in the public life of 
the nation and to forge your own 
destiny.6

The first issue also contains an 
article on August Bebel and his 
book, Women and socialism. The 
author, Siberamova, wrote of Bebel’s 
challenge to traditional views of 
women:

Bebel spoke out sharply against 
those obscurantists who claim 
that a woman is born to serve; 
that she is destined to be a 

International Women’s Day in 1917 Petrograd



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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provided me with the pdf of Rabotnitsa 1914.
2. www.marxists.org/archive/kollonta/1926/
autobiography.htm.
3. K Turton Forgotten lives London 2007, 
pp67-68.
4. Mike Taber (ed) Under the socialist 
banner: resolutions of the Second 
International 1889-1912 Chicago 2021, 
pp111-12.
5. johnriddell.com/2015/03/28/1915-socialist-
women-unite-against-war.
6. Rabotnitsa February 23 1914, p67.

submissive wife and mother. He 
conducted a comprehensive study 
of the position of women over 
the epochs, and concluded that, 
within the historical development 
of humanity, conditions of life 
for women and attitudes towards 
them had changed significantly.

Thus for Bebel there was nothing 
natural about women’s role in current 
society. The author goes on:

Bebel believed that the only 
thing which would resolve 
women’s oppression was a 
total transformation of today’s 
society. It was only this which 
could extinguish every form of 
economic and legal servitude, and 
subjugation within the family.

He urged the coming together of 
working class men and women to 
achieve this victory.

Bebel was described as an 
outstanding individual - as a thinker, 
parliamentarian and human being:

As a member of the Reichstag, 
he was the first to put forward 
a demand to extend the right to 
vote to women. He also spoke 
and fought for the protection of 
maternity care. His entire attitude 
towards women was humanitarian 
and comradely ... Not only in 
public, but also in his personal 
life, Bebel showed his positive 
attitude towards women.

The author particularly stresses 
Bebel’s view of his wife as an equal, 
and she urged male workers to 
emulate his attitude and to treat their 
wives as equals too:

… in order for your life partner to 
become your comrade and travel 
with you on your path through 
life, you need to remember that 
she is your equal and to assist her 
in her development. To nurture in 
her a humane and civic spirit and 
to draw her towards your working 
class organisation.

The idea of men leading their wives 
towards political involvement may 
seem patronising to some. However, 
I would argue that the approach is 
a good one - men should not allow 
their wives to remain as domestic 
slaves, while they go out in the world 
to do politics. They should treat 
them as equals and facilitate their 
involvement as equals.

The article concludes by stating 
that Women and socialism

must be on the desk of not only all 
women workers, but also all male 
workers. The life of Bebel and 
his untiring struggle for the rights 
of women must be constantly 
understood by all Russian 
workers, who are still a long way 
from our European comrades in 
terms of how they should fight for 
the demands of women workers.

This feature on Bebel shows the 
continuing influence of his writing 
and political activity on Bolshevik 
women - particularly illustrated in 
the advocacy of his book as essential 
reading. It also belies the claim made 
by some academics that Bebel was 
seen as too radical for the movement. 
The opposite was in fact the case.

Right to vote
Following the success in bringing 
over the international to campaign 
for universal suffrage, the aim of 
Rabotnitsa was to win working class 
women to take up that demand and 
link it to other issues.

Writing in issue No3, Inessa 
Armand, under the pseudonym 
‘Elena Blonina’, argued that working 
class women have

begun to understand far better than 
before how important it is to utilise 
all forms of struggle, economic and 
political. Among these forms, for 
all countries, excluding Finland, 
Austria and a number of US states, 
working class women are deprived 
of a very important weapon in the 
class struggle; that is, the right to 
vote.

Armand asserted:

… the political struggle of the 
workers does not simply take 
place on the streets and political 
strikes, demonstrations and 
meetings. It also takes place in 
parliament, where representatives 
of the working class in sight 
of all countries confront the 
representatives of the ruling class. 
They conduct a struggle with 
them for working class demands. 
Women workers understand and 
are conscious of the necessity to 
take part in this form of political 
struggle and over recent years 
they have sought universal 
electoral rights.

She goes on then to point to the 
struggle for universal suffrage being 
in the interests of all workers:

Firstly, working class women are 
not just interested in the protection 
of maternity rights, childcare and 
so forth. The right to an eight-
hour working day is no less 
important to them as is freedom 
of association and assembly and 
all other working class demands. 
Secondly, the working class has 
no less an interest in the protection 
of women’s position within the 
workplace and in the protection 
of children and in issues relating 
to family and household life and 
they have already fought for those 
demands for a long time.

Therefore,

There are no working class 
women’s demands of any 
kind which are not relevant 
for the entire proletariat. The 
achievement of electoral rights for 
women will in turn strengthen the 
entire working class. Including 
it in the agenda of the entire 
working class will accelerate 
its advance to socialism. In 
confronting bourgeois women 
who do not look beyond the 
limits of contemporary society, 
conscious working class women 
understand that only socialism 
can destroy the heavy shackles 
which oppress them. Political 
rights make it easier for a working 
woman to reach the bright future 
for which she aspires.

Clara Zetkin also addressed the 
question in an article in Rabotnitsa 
No5. In this piece she congratulates 
Russian women workers on the 
advances they have made and 
encourages them to take up the 
weapon of political struggle to 
develop the movement:

Political freedom affords the 
opportunity to consolidate the 
power of working class men and 
women. It educates women and 
men in an understanding that, in 
order for us to replace the modern 
economy with a new system 
of fraternity, which is free and 
equal, we must patiently prepare 
and educate our forces. Without 
standing for political equality, the 
Russian working class women’s 
movement cannot defeat the 
bourgeoisie’s claim to do so. They 
cannot claim property or personal 
rights for women. To win this 
your movement must become an 
integral part of the working class 
movement and you must work 
harder to achieve this.

Armand took up the question of the 
eight-hour day in Rabotnitsa No4, 
emphasising that recent medical 
studies had shown the negative 
impact on the health of workers who 
worked for longer than eight hours.

Marxists seek this eight-hour 
day precisely because of the 
observations made by medical 
professionals that adults cannot 
work longer than this without 
harming their health. Any longer 
than an eight-hour day - even 
working for nine hours - depletes 
that person and undermines their 
strength. And for men and women 
workers younger than 20 years 
of age or those who work in 
particularly unhealthy industries, 
even an eight-hour day is too long 
and their working day must be 
much shorter.

For women the situation was “more 
onerous than that of men, as they 
have to combine their work in the 
factory with their duties as a mother 
and a housewife”. The woman 
worker,

having completed an exhausting 
working day in the factory, must 
then face all the household duties. 

She has used up the last drop of 
her energy in the factory and now 
must find additional strength and 
resources. She needs to be able 
sleep for a few hours before she 
can sit down with a book or a 
journal or even attend a meeting. 
When does this woman worker 
have the time to study and play an 
active part in the class struggle?

And it is not just having enough time 
to take part in political activities 
- Armand argues that “an eight-
hour day provides the opportunity 
to relax, to have fun, to live for 
yourself and to experience some of 
the joys in life.” Marxists therefore 
“demand ‘eight hours of work, eight 
hours of relaxing and eight hours 
sleep’. They strive for this demand 
to be enshrined in law and to become 
obligatory for every employer.” At 
that time RSDLP deputies in the 
duma had proposed legislation for 
these demands and, of course, the 
fight for the vote would increase the 
pressure to win them.

One of the things which is 
particularly interesting about the 
journal is the large number of 
messages from women workers. 
Every issue features letters from 
groups of women factory workers, 
government clerks, exiled activists 
and individual supporters, some 
enclosing financial contributions. A 
group of stenographers confirmed 
that they would assist in the 
distribution of the journal. Another 
group of commercial sales women 
reported that they had passed a 
resolution in their union to build 
International Women’s Day. Very 
many of them welcomed the fact that 
there was finally a Marxist women’s 
journal. They reported on the 
discussions on various articles and 
consistently described Rabotnitsa as 
“our journal”. Some wrote poetry, 
others short stories.

The journal gained mass appeal 
in a very short time and Ulyanova 
can be said to have had remarkable 
success in developing the roots 
of Bolshevism within the Russian 
women’s movement.

1917
In the aftermath of the February 
revolution it was agreed to relaunch 
Rabotnitsa, and once again it had a 
dynamic effect. It began to organise 
women in struggle, soldiers’ wives, 
laundresses and those in other 
sections, educated them and won 
them to the October revolution. 
Following that revolution, it 
organised the first working class 
women’s conference in December 
1917. This spearheaded the decrees 
which provided women formal 
equality in all aspects of the new 
society.

Rabotnitsa shows that claims of 
Bolshevik inaction on the woman 
question before 1917 are erroneous. 
However, it also shows the problems, 
in that the initiative was confined to 
women. It also shows that February 
1917 was not simply some elemental 
movement that just happened to 
take place, but that it had roots in 
the earlier progressive politics of 
the Second International and other 
forms of organisation, including the 
influence of Rabotnitsa.

It demonstrated that women 
connected to Marxist ideas of 
liberation considered themselves 
revolutionaries, not feminists l

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

Acceleration
The highlight of this week’s 

contributions to the Weekly 
Worker fighting fund comes in 
the shape of a fantastic £100 bank 
transfer from regular donor BK. 
Thank you, comrade!

Other donations that came our 
way were some other very handy 
bank transfers or standing orders 
from AC (£60), BO (£35), CG 
and HN (£30 each), GC and DV 
(£25), RG and LM (£15), and BH 
and SM (£10 each). In addition 
there were a couple of PayPal 
gifts from PW (£20) and MH 
(£10) - not to mention the usual 
tenner handed to one of our team 
from comrade Hassan.

All that comes to £395, which 
takes our running total up to £697 
for March. That’s not too bad, as 
we’ve not yet reached a third of 
the month and we’re not too short 
of a third of the way to reaching 
our target, which is £2,250.

But now we could do with a 

bit of acceleration - especially as 
we really need to make up some 
of last month’s deficit, when we 
only just passed the £2K mark. 
This time something more like 
£2,500 would be just what the 
doctor ordered, and we’d really 
appreciate it if our readers and 
supporters could come up with 
the goods to help us meet all 
those rising costs.

You could click on that PayPal 
button on our website, send us 
a cheque or - best of all, as it’s 
quickest and cheapest - make 
a bank transfer. Make your 
payment to ‘Weekly Worker’ at 
account number 00744310 (sort 
code 30-99-64).

Let’s make sure we get there 
this month! l

Robbie Rix

Fighting fund

https://www.marxists.org/archive/kollonta/1926/autobiography.htm
https://www.marxists.org/archive/kollonta/1926/autobiography.htm
https://johnriddell.com/2015/03/28/1915-socialist-women-unite-against-war/
https://johnriddell.com/2015/03/28/1915-socialist-women-unite-against-war/


Standing order
To ______________________________________________________________________ Bank plc ___________________________

Branch address _____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Post code ______________________ Account name __________________________________________________________

Sort code _____________________________________________ Account No ________________________________________

Please pay to Weekly Worker, Lloyds A/C No 00744310 sort code 30-99-64, the sum of ___________ every month*/3 months* 

until further notice, commencing on ________________________ This replaces any previous order from this account. (*delete)  

Date _________________________  

Signed _______________________________________________ Name (PRINT) ___________________________________ 

Address ____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Name:______________________________________

Address:_____________________________________

____________________________________________

____________________________________________

____________________________________________

Tel:________________________________________

Email:______________________________________

Sub: £/€ ____________________________________

Donation: £/€ ________________________________

Subscribe
 6m 1yr Inst.
UK £30/€35 £60/€70 £200/€220
Europe £43/€50 £86/€100 £240/€264
Rest of £65/€75 £130/€150 £480/€528
world

New UK subscribers offer: 
3 months for £10

UK subscribers: Pay by standing order and 
save £12 a year. Minimum £12 every 3 

months... but please pay more if you can.

Send a cheque or postal order payable to ‘Weekly Worker’ at:  
Weekly Worker, BCM Box 928, 

 London WC1N 3XX

No 1386 March 10 2022

Hypocrisy all round
Moshé Machover highlights the selective condemnations of oppression and explains why Israel’s prime 
minister can pose as the peacemaker

Some errors, such as Freudian 
slips, are instructive and 
thought-provoking. On 

February 24, the day Russia began 
its full-scale, barbarous invasion 
of Ukraine, USA Today discovered 
that a photo circulating widely in the 
social media, and purporting to show 
a fiery blast and smoke behind a pair 
of high-rise buildings near Kharkiv, 
was not quite genuine.

The photo was real enough, but it 
was shot in the Gaza Strip, during the 
May 2021 Israeli bombardment of 
that besieged ghetto.1 This revealing 
mix-up (or hoax?) is used by the 
Israeli-British leftwing historian, 
Ilan Pappé, as an introduction to 
his excellent article exposing the 
hypocrisy of the west’s political 
elites and tame media.2 He draws 
“four lessons from Ukraine” under 
the following sarcastic headings:
n White refugees are welcome; 
others less so.
n You can invade Iraq, but not the 
Ukraine.
n Sometimes neo-Nazism can be 
tolerated.
n Hitting high-rises is only a war 
crime in Europe.

Among the ironic facts he 
mentions the following two stand 
out:
n One of president Volodymyr 
Zelensky’s first acts [in office] was 
to withdraw the Ukraine from the 
United Nations Committee on the 
Exercise of the Inalienable Rights 
of the Palestinian People - the only 
international tribunal that makes sure 
the Nakba is not denied or forgotten.
n The decision was initiated by 
the Ukrainian president; he had 
no sympathy for the plight of the 
Palestinian refugees, nor did he 
consider them to be victims of any 
crime. In his interviews after the last 
barbaric Israeli bombardment of the 
Gaza Strip in May 2021, he stated 
that the only tragedy in Gaza was the 
one suffered by the Israelis. If this is 
so, then it is only the Russians who 
suffer in the Ukraine.

Let me add that, under a previous 
pro-Nato government, Ukraine took 
part in the devastation of Iraq.3 

None of this is meant or should be 
allowed to justify the mega-criminal 
Russian invasion. In any case, our full 
solidarity is extended to Ukraine’s 
people, not to its politicians. The 
point is that condemning aggression 
and oppression is hollow when it is 
selective.

Having drawn attention to Pappé’s 
article, I would like to add here a few 
remarks regarding Israel’s political 
conduct during the present crisis.

Refugees
Israel makes a strict distinction 
between Jewish and non-Jewish 
Ukrainians who arrive and request 
to be let in. The former are admitted 
according to the racist Law of Return, 
which entitles them automatically to 
Israeli citizenship.

In contrast, non-Jews are faced 
with formidable hurdles. They are 

not granted refugee status, but given 
short-term tourist visas. On top of 
this, they are required to prove that 
they have an Israeli relative who 
invited them; if there is no such 
relative, they must prove they would 
not settle in Israel. Moreover, the 
host is required to deposit a surety 
of 10,000 shekels (£2,322) on the 
applicant’s behalf and, if the latter is 
not a first-degree relative, promise 
that they would leave the country 
within a month. Unsurprisingly, very 
few have managed to get through 
these barriers. (Following wide 
criticism, the deposit requirement is 
currently being reviewed.)

The reason behind this policy was 
made clear by interior minister Ayelet 
Shaked, Israel’s double-plus version 
of Priti Patel. She has noted with 
alarm that over 90% of Ukrainians 
arriving at Israel’s borders are not 
Jewish and that the influx of non-
Jewish refugees “cannot go on”. The 
Israeli Immigration Policy Centre 
has warned that an intake of non-
Jewish refugees threatens the Jewish 

state with a “ticking demographic 
time bomb” - a persistent Zionist 
nightmare.4 This anxiety is, however, 
relieved by the prospect of an influx of 
between 100,000 and 200,000 Jewish 
immigrants from Ukraine and Russia.

Cosy relations
Western observers have noted that 
Israel has been dragging its feet 
in the matter of condemnation of 
Russia’s aggression and the sanctions 
imposed on it by the US and its 
camp followers. In fact, Israel’s 
relationship with Putin’s Russia has 
been quite cosy for the last 20 years 
- which may seem surprising, given 
Israel’s position as a close ally and 
protégé of the US.

This relationship is no doubt 
smoothed by the large Israeli 
community of immigrants from 
Russia, who have kept strong 
personal and cultural ties with their 
country of origin. Among them are 
some oligarchs - most notably Putin’s 
confidant, Roman Abramovich, who 
is an Israeli citizen and one of its top 

billionaires (he holds Portuguese as 
well as Russian citizenship).

But the main motive for Israel’s 
almost friendly relations with Russia 
is strategic. It has to do with Russia’s 
strong presence in Syria, where it 
has helped the Assad regime to stay 
in power and suppress its opponents: 
first the leftwing opposition and 
then the various reactionary Islamist 
insurgents. For Israeli strategy, the 
most important aspect of Russia’ 
presence is its control of Syria’s 
airspace. For many years, Israel 
has been conducting what it calls 
a “campaign between the wars” 
(CBW): a series of assassinations, 
intelligence raids and low-level 
military operations short of a full-
scale war, designed to sustain and 
enhance Israel’s regional strategic 
hegemony.

Among the main targets of 
the CBW are Iran and its allies, 
especially the Lebanese Hezbollah. 
An important part of these operations 
are frequent raids by the Israeli 
airforce against targets in Syria that 

include Iranian troops and supply 
lines of military materials and 
equipment to Hezbollah. But Israeli 
incursions into Syria’s airspace 
require not only Russia’s consent, 
but detailed coordination.

This has been made perfectly 
evident by an incident in September 
2018, when Syrian defences 
accidentally shot down a Russian 
IL-20 military intelligence plane. 
The Syrians were attempting to hit 
four Israeli Lockheed Martin F-16 
fighters that were attacking Syrian 
targets; the Russian plane got in the 
way, because its pilot was unaware 
of the Israeli planes’ presence in that 
vicinity.

Since then, Russia requires precise 
Israeli notification of its intended 
raids into Syria. (A good question: 
why does Russia allow Israel to do as 
it pleases in Syria? The answer is that 
Russia is concerned to preserve the 
Assad regime; but it is not too keen 
on allowing Iran too much influence 
in Syria, which could rival its own.)

Following the Russian assault 
on Ukraine, Israel’s prime minister, 
Naftali Bennett, has been able to 
leverage his unique position as a 
close ally of the US, as well as a 
regular interlocutor with Russia: he 
has volunteered to serve as peace 
mediator. This is a somewhat risky 
gamble: it may raise his domestic and 
international profile and prestige, but 
it could attract criticism for cosying 
up to Putin. Bennett is no doubt 
aware of the risks and he will keep 
the Americans closely informed of 
his talks with Putin.

He will continue so long as Biden 
and his advisors are interested in 
keeping open this side channel of 
communication with their Russian 
adversary l

Israel in 
constant contact 

over Syria

Notes
1. eu.usatoday.com/story/news/
factcheck/2022/02/24/fact-check-gaza-
strip-not-ukraine-pictured-explosion-
photo/6922317001.
2. ‘Navigating our humanity: Ilan Pappé 
on the four lessons from Ukraine’ 
Palestine Chronicle March 4 2022: www.
palestinechronicle.com/navigating-our-
humanity-ilan-pappe-on-the-four-lessons-
from-ukraine.
3. There were up to 1,650 Ukrainian soldiers 
in Iraq from 2003 to 2008. See Wikipedia: 
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Multi-National_
Force_–_Iraq.
4. Ha’aretz March 6 2022: www.haaretz.
com/world-news/europe/.premium-israeli-
minister-90-of-ukrainians-refugees-are-non-
jews-situation-cannot-go-on-1.10655497.

Israel’s Mr Bennett goes to Moscow
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