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Imperialist trap
Both Steve Cousins and Ian 
Donovan criticise me for not 
supporting Russia’s invasion 
of Ukraine and the latter goes 
even further (Letters, March 31). 
Apparently I am a “social 
chauvinist”. Unsurprisingly, I 
disagree!

Both comrades make the 
fatal mistake of assuming that, 
because I characterise Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine as defensive, 
it is therefore an anti-imperialist 
war. It isn’t. It is, as I said in the 
article, a war waged by a gangster 
capitalist regime to preserve their 
own class privileges and status 
which they see, rightly, as under 
threat from Nato (‘Key issue is 
not Russia’, March 23). It is a war 
that the Russian working class has 
very little interest in supporting.

It is no accident that Putin 
justified the war with reference 
to Greater Russian chauvinism, 
denying even the existence of a 
Ukrainian nation. His justification 
of it as an anti-Nazi war might 
be more convincing if Putin and 
his regime hadn’t worked closely 
with Russian neo-Nazis, such as 
Russkii Obraz.

Russia’s army is not a 
revolutionary army, defending a 
socialist revolution and appealing 
to the Ukrainian working class to 
turn on their own ruling class. It 
is a demoralised and ill-equipped 
army, which is clearly less 
motivated than their opponents. 
As a result of the rampant 
corruption amongst Russia’s 
oligarchs, much of the equipment 
is defective.

The purpose of my article was 
to combat the wave of nationalist 
hysteria and pro-imperialist 
social chauvinism spread by the 
mass media. Its aim was to show 
how the responsibility for the 

Russian invasion lies squarely 
with Nato and the United States, 
which repeatedly broke promises 
not to expand Nato into eastern 
Europe. A Nato which, far from 
being a defensive alliance, was 
an offensive, imperialist alliance.

I have argued from the start 
that Russia’s invasion was, even 
from the perspective of Russia’s 
gangster regime, a mistake. 
Putin fell into the trap that Biden 
and the west laid for him. He 
has managed to portray Russia 
as the aggressor and western 
imperialism as the victim. That is 
why all informed commentators, 
such as John Mearsheimer, 
were convinced that he would 
not invade. I too was taken by 
surprise. Putin talked himself 
into a war that he had no chance 
of winning.

When Russia first invaded on 
February 24, I was convinced 
it would be confined to defence 
of the Donbas and possibly its 
expansion. I found it impossible 
to believe that Putin could 
seriously entertain the idea that 
not only could he conquer the 
whole of Ukraine, but that he 
could also hold it against a hostile 
population. As it is, Putin has had 
to drastically revise his war aims. 
Far from de-Nazifying Ukraine, 
he may well end up strengthening 
the far right.

Unless Putin is overthrown 
and Russia withdraws entirely, 
we are likely to see the effective 
partition of Ukraine and 
continued hostilities for some 
time to come. This will, of course, 
have consequences in terms of 
democratic rights in Britain and 
Europe. Already, for example, the 
German government is proposing 
to make it a criminal offence to 
openly support Russia.

Socialists have no interest in 
supporting an invasion by one 
capitalist country of another, 
whatever the motivation. The fact 
that Russia’s motivation is not 
imperialist does not mean that 
it is justified. Our interests are 

those of the working class of both 
countries and they have been ill-
served by Putin’s invasion.
Tony Greenstein
Brighton

Putin and Nato
Nato’s main purpose remains 
opposition to Russia. Events 
since 1991 have intensified its 
hostility. George Robertson - one 
of the hardest of hard-line Nato 
propagandists and functionaries 
- made this plain, as witnessed 
in his recollection, as follows 
(republished last week).

Robertson - the former labour 
defence secretary who led Nato 
between 1999 (the year of the first 
major Nato aggression/war crime/
crime against humanity) and 2003 
- said Putin made it clear at their 
first meeting that he “wanted 
to be part of that secure, stable, 
prosperous west that Russia was 
out of at the time.” Putin asked: 
‘When are you going to invite us 
to join Nato?’ and [Robertson] 
replied: ‘Well, we don’t invite 
people to join Nato; they apply 
to join Nato.’ And he said: ‘Well, 
we’re not standing in line with a 
lot of countries that don’t matter.’ 
(‘We won’t grovel’ - JF).

This, of course, after the success 
of the swindling of Gorbachev 
by James Baker and GHW Bush, 
regarding the expansion of Nato - 
once bit, twice shy. An obvious if 
unnecessary reminder of Russia’s 
special position in Nato eyes - 
opposition to Russia still defined 
Nato, which was not true of any 
other country.

The account chimes with what 
Putin told the late David Frost in 
a BBC interview shortly before he 
was first inaugurated as Russian 
president more than 21 years ago. 
Putin said he would not rule out 
joining Nato “if and when Russia’s 
views are taken into account as 
those of an equal partner”. since 
opposition to Russia was the main 
purpose (Germany having been 
kept down) of Nato, to treat Russia 
as of no more geopolitical - or 
geo-economic - importance than 
Estonia, Latvia, etc (the list now 
includes those pillars of the world 
order Crna Gora (Montenegro), 
‘Northern Macedonia’ and Kosovo) 
was a calculated - and, ever since, 
an ongoing - insult.

We do not need to discuss 
whether Russia counts as an 
imperialist power (albeit, as pre-
1917, a power plainly subordinate 
to the world hegemons). The 
so-called oligarchs in no way 
dominate Russian policy, as they 
did under Harvard rule in the 
1990s. The ideology of Nato - 
organiser of the joint criminal 
enterprise, as Andy Wilcoxson 
well puts it in his thorough 
analysis of the Nato war against 
former Yugoslavia - is to ensure 
that Russia “knows its place, and 
may well - indeed certainly will - 
need to be taught the lesson that 
was forced upon Iran, Iraq, Serbia. 
Afghanistan, etc; Cuba, Vietnam, 
Venezuela are in the ‘departure 
lounge’”.

Nato’s ‘defensive glacis’ is to 
extend, encircle and throttle both 
Russia and China. ‘Humanitarian’ 
points - often well-founded - 
about Putin’s arbitrary and very 
often gangsterish rule are merely 
grist to the propagandist mill. 
Nato is the biggest gangster in 
human history. The same is true 
of the alleged oligarchs - so very 
different from the Nato elites, 
whose domestic policies are, 
sometimes apologetically, in line 
with the overt interests of the 
Peter Hebblethwaites and the oil 

sheikhs. The 1990s mass murder 
of the population of the Soviet 
Union, but especially Russia, 
shows what their unbridled ‘free 
markets’ will inflict on the working 
class throughout the world, given 
the chance - Pinochet on a world 
scale. With friends like these, who 
needs enemies? Putin has learned 
George Robertson’s lesson.

Given this, the lack of evidence 
in Nato commentators’ accounts of 
the current Russo-Ukrainian war 
matters relatively little. Did Putin 
bet the farm on a quick thrust to 
decapitate the Zelensky regime 
- or just the outbuildings? We do 
not - and until Nato decapitates the 
Kremlin we will never - know. Do 
you think the Nato conquerors of 
the Red Square would publish the 
captured state in full?

So the best response to Jack 
Conrad’s appreciation (‘End of 
phase one’, March 31) is to insist 
that we do not know what Putin’s 
plans were or are or will be. And 
those unknown knowns are the 
criteria by which Jack, and the 
Nato media at large, are measuring 
the flow and ebb of the special 
(military) operation.
Jack Fogarty
email

Shachtmanism
There has developed a fashion 
to liken the present war in 
the Ukraine to the war in the 
Malvinas in 1982 and to assert 
that in both we should be neutral, 
taking neither side; that both are 
examples of inter-imperialist wars 
and we should be defeatist on 
both sides. I reject that and assert 
that neither Argentina nor Russia 
are imperialist countries, and 
we should be/have been for the 
victory of both over the forces of 
imperialism, direct or proxy.

Back in 1982 the Spart 
‘family’ all had the same 
reactionary chauvinist positions 
on the Malvinas conflict. They 
refused to defend semi-colonial 
Argentina against imperialist 
Britain, because “The Falkland 
war [sic!] was an armed conflict 
between capitalist Argentina and 
rotten British imperialism. At no 
point in this war was the national 
sovereignty of Argentina put into 
question, whereas the overthrow 
of their respective governments 
was in the interests of the British 
and also of the Argentinean 
working classes. For this 
reason, communists put forward 
the position of revolutionary 
defeatism and fight for the defeat 
of their own bourgeoisie.”

This is only applicable to inter-
imperialist wars. In a war against 
a semi-colony it amounts to great 
nation chauvinism. I responded to 
them that this is a shameful evasion 
of proletarian internationalist duty 
to defend a semi-colony against 
an imperialist attack: the evasive 
“capitalist [not semi-colonial] 
Argentina”, the failure to admit 
US support for “rotten imperialist 
Britain” and the transparently 
cowardly “at no point in this war 
was the national sovereignty of 
Argentina put into question” - as 
if this could excuse a failure to 
defend this semi-colony against 
imperialist attack.

And the rationale for it all - 
“the overthrow of their respective 
governments was in the interests 
of the British and also of the 
Argentinean working classes” - 
is clearly wrong on both counts. 
Thatcher recovered from a 
disastrous opinion poll position, 
due to her destruction of British 
jobs and manufacturing industry, 
to sweep the next election because 

of it. This ideological victory 
set her up for her assault on the 
miners in 1985 and for her anti-
union laws and privatisation of 
public assets. And need we point 
out the dire political consequence 
of this for the British and world 
working class, however much 
imperialism’s apologists on the far 
left might have sought to obfuscate 
their treachery by trumpeting the 
secondary gain of the overthrow of 
Argentinean president, Leopoldo 
Galtieri?

The British working class 
were left ideologically leaderless 
by the national chauvinism of 
Labour leader Michael Foot. 
Ronald Reagan embarked on a 
simultaneous, ruthless offensive 
against the US working class, 
which set the pattern for the 
offensive of every capitalist class 
against their own working class 
worldwide. All this prepared 
for imperialism’s crowning 
achievement: the world-historical 
defeat which the world working 
class suffered in the overthrow of 
the Soviet Union.

The sinking of the ARA General 
Belgrano on May 2 1982 was a 
victory for world imperialism, 
which the Spart ‘family’ were 
unable to oppose politically: the 
ass’s ears of Shachtmanism poked 
through the orthodox Trotskyist 
hat.
Gerry Downing
Socialist Fight

RS21
Is Paul Houston able to substantiate 
his claim that Revolutionary 
Socialism in the 21st Century 
is a group which “has clearly 
evolved far to the right” (‘A toxic 
operation’, March 24)? I should 
note that I’m not a member of 
RS21.
Jack Howard
Melbourne, Australia 

Regroupment
In many leftist venues, the call has 
gone out for a new international - 
or at least some kind of effort to 
bring the revolutionary and radical 
left into some kind of alignment. 
And yet there appears to be no 
obvious means by which this can 
occur, for multiple reasons.

There is a natural tendency 
for each group, thinker or leader, 
to believe that any new form of 
alignment should occur under 
their own auspices. After all, we 
all believe that we are right and 
indeed we should: only a hypocrite 
asserts beliefs they do not actually 
hold. We differ on matters 
small and large, on policies and 
practicalities.

We have no great charismatic 
figure of such stature that they 
could lead a mass movement, and 
few enough causes that we can 
even cohere around. We differ 
over relations with bourgeois 
parties and activist groups and, 
even where one radical group and 
another happen to coincide, we do 
not work together. For the most 
part, we do not even know what 
the strategy of other groups might 
be.

I cannot solve these problems at 
a stroke, but I do hope to propose 
a method that may begin to 
discover or develop an approach 
to such a solution - or at least to 
an arrangement that can usefully 
pursue our goals, whether in 
historic forms or novel ones.

I am not convinced that we need 
only to duplicate the methodologies 
of the past: it is quite possible that 
the strategy of one great party, or 
one big union, is now redundant. 
Much of the organisational role 

Online Communist Forum

Sunday April 10 5pm 
A week in politics

Political report from
CPGB’s Provisional Central Committee 

and discussion
Sunday April 17 5pm 

James Connolly and the Easter Rising
Speaker: Kevin Bean
Register in advance each week at: 
communistparty.co.uk/ocf-register

Organised by CPGB: communistparty.co.uk and 
Labour Party Marxists: www.labourpartymarxists.org.uk
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Secretary@labourpartymarxists.org.uk
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Solidarity with Justyna Wydrzyńska
Friday April 8, 5.30pm: Protest outside Polish embassy,
47 Portland Place, London W1. Justyna Wydrzyńska is facing three 
years in prison for helping someone access safe abortion pills.
Organised by Abortion Rights:
abortionrights.org.uk/they-better-come-for-all-of-us.
Cable Street
Performances of Lisa Goldman’s play as part of the National Theatre 
connections programme for youth companies. Cable Street is about 
growing up in London’s Jewish East End in the 1930s, and the 
political turmoil caused by Oswald Mosley’s fascist Blackshirts.
Friday April 8, 7pm: Weston Studio, Bristol Old Vic, King Street, 
Bristol BS1. Company: Boomsatsuma. £5.
bristololdvic.org.uk/boxoffice/ticket/492724.
Friday April 8, 7pm: Theatre Royal, Royal Parade, Plymouth PL1.
Company: KEVICC Performing Arts. £6.
theatreroyal.com/whats-on/connections-festival-2022.
Saturday April 9, 2.45pm: Royal and Derngate Theatre, Guildhall 
Road, Northampton NN1. Cheltenham Youth Theatre Company. £6.
tickets.royalandderngate.co.uk/80429/80440.
Tuesday April 12, 7pm: Trinity Theatre, Church Road, Royal 
Tunbridge Wells TN1. BHASVIC Theatre Company, £5.
www.trinitytheatre.net/book-now?event_id=174201.
End the fossil fuel economy
Saturday April 9, 10am: Protest rally, Hyde Park, London W2. 
Demand the UK government immediately blocks investment in 
fossil fuels. Part of mass protests in April to grind the capital to a 
halt - the disruption will not stop until the fossil fuel economy ends.
Organised by Extinction Rebellion UK:
www.facebook.com/events/480073833610992.
Cut the rents - end rip-off service charging
Saturday April 9, 12 noon: Protest outside Department for Levelling 
Up, Housing and Communities, 2 Marsham Street, London SW1.
Housing associations have a collective surplus of over £4 billion. 
Demand the government instructs social housing providers to cut 
rents and end rip-off service charging.
Organised by Shac: www.facebook.com/events/562013548247997.
How do workers fight back to win?
Sunday April 10, 8pm: National Education Union conference 
fringe meeting, Carlton Hotel, Grove Road, Bournemouth BH1. 
Speakers include Jeremy Corbyn MP, trade union reps and strikers.
Organised by NEU Left:
www.facebook.com/events/2031835283661205.
No to war in Ukraine
Colchester, Wednesday April 13, 7.30pm: Public meeting, Quaker 
Friends Meeting House, 6 Church Street, Colchester CO1. Also 
streamed via Zoom. Russian troops out, no Nato expansion, refugees 
welcome. Organised by Stop the War Coalition:
stopwar.org.uk/events/colchester-stwc-meeting-no-to-war-in-ukraine.
Oxford, Tuesday April 19, 7pm: Public meeting, Oxford Town 
Hall, St Aldate’s, Oxford OX1. Speakers: Chris Nineham (Stop the 
War Coalition) and Sophie Bolt (CND).
Organised by Stop the War Coalition:
stopwar.org.uk/events/oxford-stwc-meeting-no-to-war-in-ukraine.
London, Thursday April 21, 6.30pm: Public meeting, Sotheby 
Mews Day Centre, Sotheby Road, London N5. Speakers: Tariq Ali 
and Lindsey German. Organised by Stop the War Coalition:
stopwar.org.uk/events/north-london-stwc-meeting-no-to-war-in-ukraine.
A short guide to Israeli apartheid
Thursday, April 21, 7pm: Book launch, The Globe, 11 Railway 
Street, Newcastle upon Tyne NE4. Alex Snowdon describes the grim 
reality of Israel as an apartheid state: how it was constructed, what it 
means for those who suffer under it, and how it is sustained.
Organised by Newcastle Counterfire:
www.facebook.com/events/559067108559665.
Keep Newcastle fascist-free
Saturday April 23, 12 noon: Assemble at Grey’s Monument,
Newcastle upon Tyne NE1, for a protest against a planned 
demonstration by the ‘North East Frontline Patriots’.
Organised by North East Against Racism:
www.facebook.com/events/508227710942861.
The anatomy of a witch-hunt
Thursday April 28, 7.30pm: Film preview, The Casa Bar, 29 Hope 
Street, Liverpool L1. This film investigates the purge of Labour 
Party members following the election of Keir Starmer as leader. 
Followed by discussion with makers Hazuan Hashim and Phil 
Maxwell. Tickets £6. 
Organised by Merseyside Pensioners Association:
www.facebook.com/merseysidepensionersassociation.
Socialism, unity, internationalism
Saturday April 30, 2.00pm: Online pre-May Day rally. At a time 
of crises internationally and in Britain, now is the time to unite in 
struggle and put forward socialist solutions. Speakers include Ian 
Lavery MP, Richard Burgon MP and Kate Hudson (CND).
Organised by Arise: A festival of Labour’s left ideas:
www.facebook.com/events/397233902240513.
May Day open day
Sunday May 1, 10.30am: Marx Memorial Library, 37a Clerkenwell 
Green, London EC1. Visit for stalls, tours and displays, as the annual 
May Day march assembles outside.
Organised by Marx Memorial Library:
www.marx-memorial-library.org.uk/event/352.
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.

that was previously filled by the 
trade union or party bureaucracy 
has now been digitised, just as it 
has in other arenas. These days, a 
membership list can appear as all 
the names copied into an email, or 
the members of a WhatsApp group 
of the followers of a Facebook 
page. Announcements about 
actions and events no longer need 
to be spread at a factory workshop 
meeting, or posted on a bulletin 
board, etc.

Similarly, things like a union’s 
strike fund, while not precisely 
redundant, could conceivably 
be duplicated by crowdfunding 
methods, to which we have 
indeed already seen the grassroots 
right resort. The ‘We Build The 
Wall’ crowdfunding campaign to 
supposedly erect Trump’s racist 
border wall pulled in $25 million, 
while the recent Trucker convoy 
around Washington DC raised 
something in the order of 
$10 million. Crowdfunding has 
been used by the left in some 
respects, such as the raising of 
bail funds and legal fees for jailed 
protestors, but overall our adoption 
of new methods is lagging behind 
the right.

The shapes of these historical 
structures - the party, the 
unions, etc - take the form of a 
hierarchical network, but this 
isn’t the only form of network 
topology available. Hierarchical 
networks are effective when the 
cost of communication between 
individuals is high, such that 
they benefit from the efficiencies 
of being addressed in groups. 
But these days the technology 
for point-to-point networks is 
abundant and available, and we 
are making surprisingly little use 
of it.

I suggest that modern radical 
groups start to think in terms 
of horizontal, peer-to-peer 
relationships with other groups, 
including groups that are, strictly 
speaking, outside the left, or 
outside the radical layer of 
the left; that they locate other 
groups for which they have some 
sympathy, or at least curiosity, 
and establish a deliberate process 
for maintaining contact and 
exchanging information.

I imagine this taking on the 
form of an appointed ‘Liaison’. 
It is already fairly commonplace 
for members of this or that group 
to attend the meetings of another, 
and I would like to encourage and 
deepen this practice. In the age 
of Covid, we have all become 
familiar with off-the-rack and 
free teleconferencing tools, so 
the barrier to entry is decidedly 
low. It should be quite practical 
for even the smallest of groups to 
make a point to establish regular 
(or irregular) relations with others 
by dialling into a Zoom meeting. 
Larger groups, that might have 
several ‘Liaisons’ approaching 
them, could marshal them all 
through such a meeting without 
impinging on their physical, hard-
world arrangements.

Much of this happens already; 
thus the main point would be to take 
this informal praxis and formalise 
it. Rather than just individuals 
connecting to another group, about 
which they might be curious, to 
actually and deliberately choose 
those groups with which to 
establish a connection, to ensure 
that someone is available to fill 
the Liaison role, to actively solicit 
reports from the Liaison to the 
home group, and to deliberately 
and systematically maintain an 
awareness of what other radical 
left groups are involved with and 
doing.

Links from one group to another 
don’t have to be permanent, can 

be turned on and off at will, don’t 
have to be carried out by the same 
person, and don’t imply any further 
endorsement or collaboration. 
They are not alliances or working 
arrangements, although one might 
hope that they will facilitate such 
further deepening of relations.

The power of networking 
lies in the way that each node 
in the network enhances the 
effectiveness of each other node. 
If there were only one telephone 
in the world, it would be useless; 
if there are 100 phones, that first 
device can connect to 99 others; 
if there 1,000 phones, each can 
connect to 999.

The Liaison model facilitates 
this kind of thing by bringing 
Liaisons from more than one group 
into contact with one another. 
Although these Liaisons may 
operate without the need to speak 
in a meeting they attend, it would 
certainly be worthwhile having the 
chair acknowledge and announce 
their presence. Thus each group 
that has incoming Liaisons itself 
serves as a venue for these other 
groups to discover each other and 
thus potentially form further links.

A broader community where 
individuals with particular 
expertises and competencies come 
to be known allows us to call 
on these specialities. If group A 
knows that group B has someone 
who knows some topic well, 
they could ask for that person to 
attend their own meetings as a 
speaker. Recent recruits might be 
brought into contact with groups 
in their physical proximity that 
they previously had no contact 
with. The depth of knowledge and 
mutual awareness would hopefully 
spread and deepen, allowing us all 
to learn from each other, and to 
undertake collaborative action.

None of this is a panacea for 
the fragmentation and structural 
weakness of the radical left. But 
at the moment it seems to me 
we are all individually groping 
around in the dark, with little idea 
even who our allies are. Although 
there are many publications which 
express the positions of various 
groups, there is actually far too 
much of this for anyone to really 
keep on top of who everyone 
is and what stances they take. 
Even if and when a major issue 
arises that would benefit from the 
collaboration of left groups, there 
is little mechanism even for the 
word to spread.

Until and unless someone can 
come up with a better strategy, I 
think this is worth a try.
Gareth Martin
email

Assessing Stalin
As someone who has read 
Geoffrey Roberts’ previous 
books about ‘Stalingrad’ and his 
excellent Stalin: from world war 
to cold war, which firmly refutes 
the conventional Trotskyite view 
that the war was won ‘despite 
Stalin’, I was very interested in 
Andrew Northall’s comments on 
Stalin’s library (Letters, March 3). 
The usual reviews of Roberts’ 
books are why waste your time 
researching on Stalin? One of the 
reviews of Stalin’s library called it 
“an airbrushing of a book-reading 
monster”. No need to bother 
thinking then.

In material such as Trotsky’s 
biography of Stalin there is 
much reference to the “backward 
Georgian” and the Trots like in 
general to give the impression that 
Stalin was much below Trotsky’s 
intellectual level, so I was frankly 
surprised that Stalin had a library 
of 25,000 books and that evidence 
exists through annotations, 
markings, etc that he had read 

many of them.
Matt Kelly’s view is that of the 

conventional wisdom that Stalin 
is not worth any critical analysis 
(Letters, March 10). After all, 
‘everybody knows’ that the man 
was a monster (to use a classic 
piece of Marxist terminology). 
He writes: “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.” That is 
that then: Stalin, and by definition 
communism, of which he was the 
leader for a considerable time, are 
totally discredited and there is no 
point in thinking about this period 
or critically examining it.

Regarding Robert Conquest, 
I would advise people to read 
The great terror and Harvest 
of sorrows, but not uncritically, 
as Jack Conrad suggests on the 
advice of somebody like Hillel 
Ticktin. Conquest was a western 
intelligence asset who published 
extensively, as Conrad does point 
out, via Praeger Press. But he also 
had unlimited access to the anti-
Soviet journals such as Encounter 
and was reportedly spoon-fed 
by the Information Research 
Department - so he is not so much a 
genius as someone who had access 
to all the panoply of anti-Soviet 
press. You do not receive the 
Presidential Medal for Freedom 
and all his various British and 
international gongs for reporting 
objectively on communism and 
communist society.

This is important because 
Geoffrey Roberts appears to be 
that rarest of all creatures when it 
comes to historians of communism 
(rather than communist historians) 
- someone with integrity. I would 
also place David McLellan in this 
category.

Comrades may say: ‘So what? 
Who cares? It was all a long time 
ago.’ However, the point is that 
this is not just another historical 
debate. A long line of attempts to 
build a socialist society have either 
completely failed or partially 
failed (USSR, China, Vietnam, 
Cuba, etc) and potential recruits to 
the socialist cause are entitled to 
ask: if all existing attempts have 
resulted in failure, is ‘socialism’ 
just a potentially nice idea that is 
doomed to fail?

If nothing else, ‘official 
communism’ has at least led 
millions of people in struggle - 
yes, with errors and crimes - but, 
if Marxism really is the bifurcation 
termed Trotskyism, it has led to 
nothing but the absurdity of one-
man political ‘parties’ - small 
groups of ‘academics’ who blame all 
and every problem with socialism 
as ‘Stalinism’ or, ridiculously, the 
‘aftermath’ of Stalinism and the 
kind of petty bourgeois-led outfits 
exposed every week in the Weekly 
Worker, which actually despise 
working class people and covertly 
consider them to be stupid.

The real question about the 
USSR is, could it have been 
transformed from the inside in a 
socialist direction, as asserted by 
someone such as Roy Medvedev? 
Classic Trotskyism also seems to 
think that the USSR could have 
been transformed, albeit with 
a ‘political revolution’ of some 
nature. If this meant removing 
the nomenklatura, but leaving the 
overall social structure intact, then 
I for one would have seen this as an 
historical step forward.
Ted Hankin
email
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Alex’s greater friend
The SWP is clearly motivated by opportunist considerations, not least the fall-out from the Martin Smith 
rape scandal. We do not owe politeness to renegades, argues Paul Demarty

I t was not too long ago that Socialist 
Workers Party international 
secretary, Alex Callinicos, was 

threatening to unleash lynch mobs 
against his factional opponents. 
Today, he seems a great deal more 
clubbable in attitude - at least when 
it comes to pro-imperialists, that is.

The SWP’s formal line on the 
Ukraine conflict is imperfect, but 
reasonably healthy. However, it 
views it as an ‘inter-imperialist’ 
conflict between Russia and a United 
States proxy. It therefore denounces 
the role of the US and Nato in 
provoking it all - demanding an end 
to the flow of arms, opposing no-fly 
zones and what have you. We could 
argue back and forth about ‘inter-
imperialist’, but the important stuff 
is all there.

The trouble is the company 
the comrades keep. First we had 
Callinicos’s grovelling open letter 
to Paul Mason, the increasingly self-
parodic ex-Trot journalist, whose 
decades of failed predictions have 
merely nudged him further to the 
right at every step. Callinicos even 
congratulated Mason on writing a 
book about fighting fascism, when 
precisely what the latter means 
by ‘fighting fascism’ is defending 
liberal norms against big baddies like 
Vladimir Putin. If there was anything 
admirable about the book, perhaps it 
would be Callinicos’s duty to agree 
with this man. We suspect, alas, that 
this is merely a typical outing for 
Mystic Mason’s crystal ball, and it 
will be quietly forgotten, when the 
course of events drags him elsewhere 
once again.

Casuistry
And now, in last week’s Socialist 
Worker, the trick is pulled again - 
this time with Gilbert Achcar as the 
object of Alex’s wooing. In both 
cases, comrade Callinicos politely 
implores the renegade in question to 
agree with some modest rebuke to 
their analysis.

Achcar, a long-time Mandelite 
of Lebanese extraction, has suffered 
the same collapse as his chosen 
international on matters of war and 
imperialism, and not long ago he 
provided Anti-Capitalist Resistance, 
the British Mandelite outfit, with 
a short ‘explainer’ on Russia’s war 
in Ukraine. In it he characterised 
the whole thing as a Russian war 
of aggression, ridiculed the idea 
that it was an ‘inter-imperialist’ war 
(because, after all, Ukraine is not an 
imperialist country) and supported 
delivery of “defensive” arms to 
Ukraine by the west. He opposed 
sanctions on the narrow basis that 
we cannot be sure they will only 
affect Russia’s military capacity, 
and not the living conditions of 
ordinary Russians (that is one 
way of putting it … ).1 Callinicos 
mentioned Achcar’s piece in one of 
his own, leading to the exchange of 
letters last week.

Achcar goes first, and really only 
reiterates his points, with a detour 
into ‘Leninology’: Callinicos’s 
‘inter-imperialist war’ analysis 
does not hold, because only one 
combatant in the war is actively 
attempting to annex territory from 
the other; thus Lenin’s analysis 
of World War I is irrelevant. 
Far from being a revolutionary 
defeatist, Callinicos is guilty of the 
mysterious sin of “neo-campism”. 
Achcar ridicules the idea of inter-

imperialist conflict taking the form 
of a small country fighting off an 
aggressive neighbour - he peculiarly 
cites the case of the Vietnam war:

… in Vietnam, the USSR 
- which, according to your 
political tradition, was a state-
capitalist country - backed 
the Vietnamese against the 
US aggression. Did that make 
Vietnam an “inter-imperialist 
war”? Should revolutionary 
defeatism have been advocated 
by internationalists on both sides 
of that war? Certainly not, of 
course.2

Achcar’s distinction is merely a 
piece of casuistry. It is as if - after the 
invention of the firearm - someone 
were to pretend that its use by one 
country against another was not an 
act of war, since wars were fought 
by cavalry, infantry and archers. A 
proxy war is a war - a war between 
the sponsor of the proxy and its 
antagonist. The proxy country is a 
weapon. The fact that the weapon is 
a country does not make it any less 
a war.

Viewing the case of Vietnam 
through the right of self-defence is 
highly misleading. Of course, the 
states of North and South Vietnam 
resulted from the overthrow 
of colonial rule; but, from the 
beginning of the 1960s, one could 
quite easily make a pseudo-leftist 
argument that the key question 
was the aggression of the north and 
their guerrillas in the south, and 
fundamentally the expansionism 
of Stalinist totalitarianism. Indeed, 
the American Shachtmanites and 
suchlike did make this argument. 
The only secure inoculation against 
this was, precisely, ‘campism’. The 
struggle of Hanoi against Saigon 
was just, and the struggle of Saigon 
against Hanoi was not, because of 
the substantive politics at issue, 
of a deformed and militarised 
‘socialism’ on one side and an 
American regime of quasi-colonial 
subjection on the other. It was, in 
other words, a function of the global 
arrangement of forces.

There is no ‘socialist camp’ 
today, of course, but the US is as it 
ever was, and blinding ourselves to 
its involvement in these situations 
will not do - and nor will treating 
vast arms shipments as the moral 
equivalent of humanitarian aid 
shipments. Asking the question as 
to whether the Ukrainians have the 
‘right to resist’ is otiose: of course 
they do. However, Achcar is not in 
Ukraine, but London. The question 
for him is - does he recognise the 
right of the US and its closest 
allies to use Ukraine as a weapon 
against Russia, and therefore 
does he support an end to arms 
deliveries, the end of Nato, and so 
forth? Far from it - he supports arms 
shipments, and ‘opposes’ Nato in a 
purely Platonic fashion.

But this is not Achcar’s first 
offence; that would be, so far as 
we know, his support for a no-fly 
zone in Libya (which turned out 
just great …), and subsequently 
his support for US proxies in Syria 
(likewise), and on to the present 
day. His basic argument is always 
the same - how dare you lecture 
those in struggle as to whom they 
may turn to for support? But, 
Gilbert, we are not lecturing the 

oppressed masses of Libya or Syria 
or Ukraine - we are lecturing you. 
It is you who have failed in your 
duties, and made of yourself a pro-
imperialist traitor.

Chums
But, really, our subject is not Achcar 
or his friends in ACR (Anxious 
Centrist Renegades, perhaps?). 
Callinicos’s response makes some 
of the same points we have above 
and, while his insistence on viewing 
the Ukraine crisis as an inter-
imperialist war, rather than the 
result of imperialist encirclement 
of the global subordinate, Russia, 
does not exactly help his cause, it 
at least represents a break with the 
deliberate blindness to American 
intervention represented by Achcar, 
ACR, the Alliance for Workers’ 
Liberty and indeed Paul Mason.

The problem is really with the 
tone. “We have, you and I, quite a 
long tradition already of debates 
between us,” Achcar begins:

… our debate is conducted in 
the way it should be between 
Marxists: that is, in a comradely 
spirit and clear of the deliberate 
distortion and defamation that are 
alas all too frequent in the ranks 
of a large section of the left, still 
affected by the detestable legacy 
of Stalinism.

And Callinicos repays the 
compliment. “I’m delighted that 
you have chosen to respond to my 
article,” he writes. Achcar merely 
represents “a mistaken tendency on 
the radical left to focus exclusively 
on the struggle between Ukraine 
and Russian imperialism, ignoring 
the role played by the US and Nato.”

Such a simple mistake, and who 
amongst us has not made mistakes? 
But some of us have at least managed 

to avoid making so many mistakes, 
of such incomparable gravity, as 
Achcar, from Benghazi to Mariupol. 
Callinicos’s aim is “to demonstrate 
the relevance of the Marxist theory 
of imperialism to understanding the 
present appalling situation”; but is 
this its relevance? To illustrate a few 
innocent mistakes?

Surely not. Our two writers 
squabble over the significance of 
Lenin’s analyses of the various 
aspects of World War I. What is 
absent is the significance Lenin 
attributed to the differences in the 
Second International; that these 
were split issues that placed the 
pro-war elements of the different 
sides firmly outside the fold of 
principled revolutionaries. Not 
only that: it also placed outside 
the fold those who formally took 
an anti-war line, but sought to 
mend fences with the outright 
‘defencists’. For Lenin, and the 
small forces beyond the Bolsheviks 
on the ‘Zimmerwald left’, the war 
was a split issue not only with the 
pro-war forces - whether rightwing 
or even historically leftwing, 
as with a figure like Alexander 
Parvus - but with the conciliators, 
the centrists, the Karl Kautskys, 
Ramsay MacDonalds and even 
Leon Trotskys of the international 
- the Callinicos equivalents of the 
early 20th century, in other words 
(though often of otherwise greater 
distinction than our comrade Alex).

This chummy, if slightly fractious, 
exchange could not be further from 
the fire-breathing polemics issued 
by Lenin and another authority cited 
by Callinicos, Rosa Luxemburg. For 
them the issue was an existential 
one for the very possibility of 
socialism in Europe and the wider 
world. Those stakes are bizarrely 
absent from this polite disagreement 
among friends. Why? We can hazard 

a couple of guesses. The first is that 
the SWP has thrown itself back into 
Stop the War Coalition work, having 
often taken a discreet distance since 
its split with former SWP top people 
John Rees and Lindsey German. In 
its typical way, the SWP achieves 
this reorientation by smoothing over 
its differences with the pervasive 
social pacifism of the STWC.

We might illustrate this ‘method’ 
by remarking on Callinicos’s 
wounded rejection of the charge of 
“neo-campism”. We will note only 
that, when the outlook of the StWC 
was more ‘campist’, one could 
easily enough find evidence of a 
certain Alex Callinicos prettifying 
the Iranian theocracy, to please 
his then allies. It was not until the 
split with Rees and German, and 
moreover the ‘green revolution’ of 
2009, that this sort of thing receded 
from SWP politics - to the shock of 
many of its spokespeople, who were 
rather caught on the hoof.

Achcar is still an intellectual of 
some standing, and - despite his 
intellectual self-mutilation in the 
service of his new allegiances - an 
intelligent writer who it is worth 
taking seriously. He is also on the 
perennial long-list of potential 
speakers at the SWP’s Marxism 
festival. As for Paul Mason, his 
obsession with ‘fascism’ makes him 
an ideal candidate to speak on the 
platforms of Stand Up To Racism, 
which takes up much of the rest of 
the SWP’s energy. He is a far better-
known figure than Achcar, though it 
is difficult to think of someone who 
has done less to deserve it; and so 
he offers a respectable veneer to the 
SWP’s daily grind.

The SWP is in need of such 
beards as Achcar and Mason at 
least in part due to its huge, self-
inflicted injury of 2013-14, in 
which it calamitously mishandled 
allegations of rape against leading 
member Martin Smith, lost half 
its active membership and burned 
what reputation it had in the wider 
movement down to ashes. Its 
activities since then have been 
markedly timid and ‘respectable’ 
even by its own standards. For these 
reasons, we suspect, Callinicos is 
unwilling to come out fighting. He 
needs all the friends he can get.

But perhaps we are overthinking 
it; perhaps it really is merely a matter 
of the two men being, precisely, 
friends. They have a long history 
in the movement together. They 
have spoken from many of the same 
platforms. They are merely cautious 
about giving offence to each other. 
This is perfectly understandable 
from a human point of view. 
Callinicos, however, presumes to 
lead an organisation of self-styled 
revolutionaries; Achcar to guide 
another with his big thoughts. They 
have greater duties than the ones 
they owe each other.

As a philosopher by training, 
Callinicos will no doubt be familiar 
with the saying attributed to Plato: 
‘Socrates is my friend, but my 
greater friend is the truth’ l

paul.demarty@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1. anticapitalistresistance.org/six-faqs-on-
anti-imperialism-today-and-the-war-in-
ukraine.
2. socialistworker.co.uk/long-reads/ukraine-
and-anti-imperialism-gilbert-achcar-and-alex-
callinicos-debate.
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The war party
With the Republican right still preaching isolationism, it is the Democrats who are now gung-ho for wars 
and military adventures, writes Daniel Lazare

“A criminal wants to portray 
Nato enlargement as an 
imperial project aimed 

at destabilising Russia,” Joe Biden 
declared in Warsaw on March 26. 
“Nothing is further from the truth. 
Nato is a defensive alliance. It has 
never sought the demise of Russia.”

An “imperial project aimed at 
destabilising Russia”? Where did 
“criminal” Vladimir Putin ever 
get an idea like that? Could it have 
something to do with the non-stop 
threats, accusations and paranoid 
fantasies that US Democrats have 
been sending his way for more than 
a decade?

Years from now, when historians 
look back at how the United States 
helped plunge the world into war, 
Washington’s endlessly bellicose 
rhetoric will be a big part of the 
story. Republicans, to be sure, have 
engaged in more than their fair share 
of Russia-bashing. But demonising 
the Kremlin has emerged as a 
Democratic speciality since early 
2011, when Putin infuriated secretary 
of state Hillary Clinton by opposing 
Nato intervention in Libya - and the 
then vice-president, Biden, bragged 
of meeting the Russian leader and 
telling him, “I’m looking into your 
eyes, and I don’t think you have a 
soul.”

Whether or not the story is true - 
Biden stretches credulity by saying 
that Putin then smiled, as he replied, 
“We understand one another” - the 
remark set the tone for a barrage 
that would only intensify in the 
years to come. After exulting over 
the death of Muammar Gaddafi 
in October 2011 and cackling, 
“We came, we saw, he died”, 
Clinton sparked unruly protests 
in Moscow by calling for a “full 
investigation” into alleged Russian 
election irregularities because the 
Russian people “deserve free, fair, 
transparent elections and leaders 
who are accountable” - words that 
likely left Putin wondering whether 
he would be the next national leader 
to die at the hands of a US-inspired 
lynch-mob. In early 2012, Clinton 
said that Russia’s refusal to back 
efforts to overthrow Syria’s Bashar 
al-Assad was “no longer tolerable”, 
while, a few months after that, she 
slammed Russian efforts to promote 
economic cooperation in central 
Asia as “a move to re-Sovietise the 
region”.

That was just the warm-up. 2014 
saw a quantum leap, when US-
backed protestors toppled a Russian-
leaning president in Ukraine, causing 
Putin to retaliate by seizing the 
Crimea peninsula to protect Russia’s 
all-important Sevastopol naval base 
and ensure access to the Black Sea. 
Comparisons on the American side 
to Hitler and the 1938 Sudetenland 
crisis promptly multiplied. The 
decibel level rose more when Donald 
Trump announced his run for the 
presidency in June 2015 and called 
for a rapprochement with Russia. 
And it went shooting through the 
roof in November 2016, when 
Trump won the White House and 
Dems chose to blame the upset not 
on America’s antiquated Electoral 
College, which allowed him to eke 
out a victory despite trailing in the 
popular vote, but on the Kremlin - by 
now an Elders of Zion-style centre of 
worldwide evil and subversion.

Campaign manager Robby 

Mook and campaign chairman John 
Podesta laid out the Democratic line 
less than 24 hours after Clinton’s 
concession speech. According to one 
account,

Mook and Podesta assembled 
her communications team at 
the Brooklyn headquarters to 
engineer the case that the election 
wasn’t entirely on the up and up. 
For a couple of hours, with Shake 
Shack containers littering the 
room, they went over the script 
they would pitch to the press 
and the public. Already, Russian 
hacking was the centrepiece of the 
argument.1

2016 allegations
Supposedly, Russian intelligence had 
stolen a treasure trove of Democratic 
emails and passed them along to 
Wikileaks, which dutifully disclosed 
them to the press. The story did not 
add up for a variety of reasons. Julian 
Assange, whose record for veracity 
is nonpareil, denied it roundly, while 
the chronology laid out by special 
prosecutor Robert Mueller had the 
data reaching WikiLeaks just days 
prior to publication - far too short 
a time for an organisation known 
for its curatorial diligence to vet 
thousands of documents and verify 
that all were genuine.

But Democrats would not allow 
details like that to get in the way. 
More charges followed, each more 
outlandish. Russia was hacking state 
electricity grids. It had taken over 
hundreds of seemingly respectable 
websites to spread dezinformatsiya. 
It was bombarding US embassy 
personnel with mysterious energy 
waves. It was communicating 
with the Republican campaign via 
a secret internet server in Trump 
Tower. It was using a secret sex 

tape to blackmail Trump, and it 
was paying bounties to the Taliban 
to kill US soldiers in Afghanistan. 
The Guardian trumpeted the news 
that Trump campaign manager Paul 
Manafort was meeting regularly with 
Assange at the Ecuadorian embassy 
in London in order to advance the 
conspiracy.2

Such stories were either untrue or 
exaggerated beyond all recognition. 
What they showed was the degree 
to which Democrats had become 
prisoners of a fantasy world of their 
own making. But that was not all 
they showed. They also revealed that 
Dems had come to see Putin-bashing 
as a no-lose proposition. The party’s 
base loved it and the press gobbled 
it up, while Russia was too weak 
to strike back. So why not hit Putin 
with more made-up accusations, the 
more lurid the better? What could go 
wrong?

So it went, right up to the 
February 24 invasion of Ukraine. 
Biden did his bit by accusing Russia 
of trying to frame him by planting 
a laptop in a Delaware repair shop 
containing emails purportedly sent 
by his son, Hunter, concerning 
efforts to make money off his father’s 
position. “You mean the laptop is 
now another ‘Russia, Russia, Russia’ 
hoax?” an incredulous Trump asked 
during a televised debate. “You’ve 
got to be kidding.” (Trump was right: 
the laptop was not a hoax, the emails 
were genuine and Russia had nothing 
to do with it.)3 Biden called Putin 
a “killer” a couple of months after 
taking office, while secretary of state 
Antony Blinken wondered aloud in 
December 2021 how the Kremlin 
could ever think that the United States 
and its North Atlantic allies posed 
a danger to the Russian Federation. 
“The idea … that Nato represents a 
threat to Russia is profoundly wrong 
and misguided,” he said.4

In fact, it seems clear in retrospect 
that the rising crescendo of 
vituperation led Putin to conclude 
that America would not stop Nato’s 
eastward thrust until Russia was 
surrounded on every border by 
hostile states bristling with western 
armaments. American claims that an 
attack was imminent (‘He’s going to 
invade! He’s going to invade!) may 
have convinced him that the US 
was about to act if he did not move 
first. As clumsy and paranoid as this 
was on his part, it did not arise out 
of nowhere. To the contrary, Putin 
had every reason to fear that the US 
posed an existential threat to Russia 
and that it was out to break up the 
federation, just as former national 
security advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski 
had urged back in 1997 (see ‘What 
hath Zbig wrought?’ Weekly Worker 
March 315).

This does not mean that Putin’s 
assault was justified. But it does mean 
that American claims of innocence 
are nothing less than laughable. Or, 
rather, they would be laughable if 
thousands of people had not already 
died and if the world did not appear 
to be plunging off a 1914-style cliff.

Lesser evil?
But the Democrats’ role in paving 
the way for war means something 
else: that they have replaced the 
Republicans as the US war party. This 
was not the case as recently as 1991, 
when Dems voted against the use of 
force in the coming Gulf War by a 
margin of two to one in the House 
and by better than four to one in the 
Senate. With memories of Vietnam 
still painful, Democrats were the 
‘peacenik party’, determined not 
to be drawn into a military debacle 
again.

That changed when the Gulf War 
proved to be a one-sided military 
romp over the depleted forces of 
Saddam Hussein. Fearing that they 
had missed the boat, Democrats 
swung sharply to the right. The ever-
slippery Bill Clinton told a reporter 
on the eve of the war that he agreed 
with the arguments against it, but 
probably would have voted for 
it regardless.6 As a result, he was 
careful to choose Al Gore - one of 
the 10 Democratic senators who 
had voted in favour of the pro-war 
resolution - as his running mate and 
then, in 1997, to name the hawkish 
Madeleine Albright, a Brzezinski 
protégé, as his secretary of state. War 
against Serbia followed, along with 
the stepped-up bombing of Iraq.

From now on, the Democrats 
would be the party of endless 
warfare against a rogue’s gallery 
consisting of Saddam Hussein, 
Slobodan Milosevic, Muammar 
Gaddafi, Bashar al-Assad … and, 
finally, Putin, the most villainous of 
them all. The political implications 
are sweeping. With the Republicans 
retreating into isolationism and neo-
Putinite authoritarianism, the only 
anti-war statements one hears in 
America are from Fox News host 
Tucker Carlson and others on the 
ultra-right. From the ‘radlibs’ who 
opposed US intervention in Vietnam 
and central America, the message is 
the opposite: ie, hatred of Russia, 
cheers for plucky little Ukraine 
and demands that Washington 
up the supply of arms. The same 
Democratic news outlets that once 
retailed endless horror stories about 

Russian collusion now fill their 
pages with tales of Russian atrocities 
and Ukrainian derring-do. Nato 
has supplanted the American Civil 
Liberties Union as the most admired 
liberal institution of the day!

The implications are particularly 
striking for the left. The idea of the 
Democrats as the ‘lesser evil’ - less 
bellicose, less reactionary, less anti-
intellectual than the Neanderthals of 
the Republican Party - has penetrated 
deep into leftwing ranks: not only 
those of Popular Front liberals 
of The Nation magazine variety, 
but radicals, Maoists and some 
Trotskyists as well.

Even the CPGB is not immune. 
The evidence is the party’s position 
on the Bernie Sanders campaign 
set forth in its ‘Perspectives 2022’ 
document adopted in February. It 
reads:

From the beginning we argued 
that the Bernie Sanders movement 
in the US was of real significance. 
To have stood aloof from it would 
have been criminal. For the first 
time in a hundred years masses 
of Americans have begun to 
describe themselves as socialists. 
Of course, what is meant by 
socialism owes more to universal 
healthcare than the rule of the 
working class. Nonetheless, that, 
and the very considerable growth 
of the Democratic Socialists of 
America, give Marxists a real 
chance of building themselves 
into a serious force.

The wording is notably imprecise. 
Yes, Marxists should not stand 
aloof. But what should they have 
done instead - joined in a campaign 
whose goal is to win the nomination 
of a party galloping to the right? 
Considering that Sanders had 
introduced a Senate resolution in 
2018 endorsing the CIA’s nonsense 
about Russian collusion,7 would 
his nomination mean combating 
the party’s pro-imperialist drift - or 
endorsing it? In fact, Sanders was 
using ‘socialism’ to draw votes 
deeper into the Democratic fold, 
prettifying the party rather than 
exposing it.

Fortunately, the party’s pro-war 
stance now makes the problem a bit 
more clear. Instead of the lesser evil, 
it is now apparent that the Democrats 
are fully the equal of their Republican 
opponents - better, perhaps, in certain 
respects, but worse when it comes to 
the life-and-death issues posed by 
the war in Ukraine l

Bernie Sanders: if he had won the nomination, wouldn’t that 
have been a swing to the left?

Notes
1. J Allen and A Parnes Shattered: inside 
Hillary Clinton’s doomed campaign New 
York 2017, p396.
2. www.theguardian.com/us-news/2018/
nov/27/manafort-held-secret-talks-with-
assange-in-ecuadorian-embassy.
3. “[N]o evidence has emerged to back up 
suspicions from former intelligence officials, 
backed by Biden himself, that the laptop’s 
leak was a Russian plot” (A Prokop, ‘The 
return of Hunter Biden’s laptop’ Vox March 
25 2022 (www.vox.com/22992772/hunter-
biden-laptop).
4. Blinken press briefing, December 2 2021: 
www.state.gov/secretary-antony-j-blinken-at-
a-press-availability-at-the-nato-ministerial.
5. weeklyworker.co.uk/worker/1389/what-
hath-zbig-wrought.
6. S Kornacki, ‘The war that made Bill 
Clinton president’ Salon January 23 2011: 
www.salon.com/2011/01/23/clinton_gulf_
war.
7. www.sanders.senate.gov/press-releases/
sanders-introduces-resolution-to-protect-
american-democracy-from-russian-meddling.
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Resistance to war fever
Amidst the suffocating establishment consensus, Toby Abse welcomes the relatively principled position 
taken by much of the Italian left

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine 
has precipitated a militarist 
turn in Italian mainstream 

politics over the last month.
Before the war started, the Italian 

government appeared supportive 
of French and German efforts to 
mediate between the two sides. 
Prime minister Mario Draghi’s 
initial stance was doubtless 
more the product of a desire not 
to jeopardise Italy’s economic 
recovery from the 9% slump 
induced by the Covid pandemic in 
2020 than any particular interest in 
eastern European political disputes.1 
Arguably, Draghi’s embrace 
of a warlike stance was more a 
response to the massive rearmament 
programme of the German ‘traffic 
lights’ coalition than to any signal 
from Washington, as his time at 
Frankfurt as European Central Bank 
president (2011-19) meant he was 
particularly sensitive to Germany’s 
political climate.

The sudden shift to war fever 
has been most clearly shown by the 
massive parliamentary majorities 
- including the main, neo-fascist, 
opposition party, Fratelli d’Italia 
(FdI), as well as the six parties of 
the National Unity government - 
firstly in favour of sending arms 
to the Ukrainians, and secondly 
for colossal increases in Italian 
arms expenditure in order to reach 
the target of 2% of gross national 
product that Washington has set 
for European Nato members. It 
needs to be emphasised that the 
most Atlanticist and bellicose party 
in the coalition has been the social 
democratic Partito Democratico 
(PD), which clearly regards matters 
such as health, education, the cost 
of living, job insecurity and the 
ecological transition as secondary 
to the overwhelming urgency of 
rapidly and massively increasing 
‘defence’ spending.

As I will show, this means that 
the bridge between Enrico Letta’s 
PD and the most leftwing of the 
major trade union confederations, 
the CGIL, is now as gapingly wide 
as it was during Matteo Renzi’s 
premiership in 2014-16, and all the 
efforts made by Letta’s immediate 
predecessor as PD leader, Nicola 
Zingaretti, to reach out to CGIL 
general secretary Maurizio Landini 
have been nullified.

The bellicose hysteria of the 
dominant parliamentary parties 
has been reflected in Italian media 
coverage of the war itself (eg, an 
almost universal failure to mention 
the Ukrainian rocket attack on 
Donetsk, which killed at least 
25 civilians, and the ludicrous 
description of the Azov battalion 
on Italian TV news as either ‘ultra-
nationalist’ or ‘controversial’, rather 
than neo-Nazi; and, for example, the 
complete failure to even mention 
the 30,000-strong March 26 anti-
war demonstration in Florence in 
TV news bulletins.

The most extreme example of 
this shameless partisanship has 
been in the daily paper traditionally 
associated with the ‘centre-left’, 
La Repubblica, whose editorialists 
(and sometimes even political 
or parliamentary reporters) seek 
to label anybody who expresses 
any criticism of Nato or shows a 
lack of enthusiasm for Volodymyr 
Zelensky as a stooge of Vladimir 
Putin. Whilst it is the case that some 
leading figures on the Italian right 
have in the past been great fans of 
Putin (Lega leader Matteo Salvini 

was once photographed wearing 
a Putin T-shirt, and one of Silvio 
Berlusconi’s more notorious sexual 
encounters allegedly occurred in a 
bed he had been given by his friend, 
Vladimir) Repubblica’s primary 
target has been Draghi’s left critics - 
especially the CGIL’s Landini.

Genuine peace demonstrations, 
like that of 50,000 people in Rome 
on March 5, at which Landini 
was the most prominent speaker, 
have been the object of intense 
scorn, whilst the ‘Cities stand 
with Ukraine’ rally in Florence 
on March 12 was described as a 
‘peace demonstration’, when it was 
obviously the opposite. The majority 
of the 20,000 participants waved 
blue and yellow flags, rapturously 
received Volodymyr Zelensky’s call 
for a ‘no-fly zone’ (ie, a third world 
war) and were ardent supporters of 
a Ukrainian military victory. Many 
would probably not be content until 
the last Russian tank driver died in 
agony.

By March 22, establishment 
enthusiasm for the Ukrainian war 
effort had reached its climax with 
the invitation to Zelensky to address 
via video link a joint session of both 
chambers of the Italian parliament. 
He was only the third foreign head 
of state ever to do this; Italy differs 
from the UK, where such addresses 
by foreign dignitaries seem to have 
become almost routine. Zelensky’s 
speech was broadcast live on Italy’s 
main state television channel as part 
of a half-hour programme which also 
featured the laudatory introductions 
from the speakers of the Chamber of 
Deputies and the Senate, as well as 
the subsequent eulogy from Draghi.

The Ukrainian actor was far 
more restrained than he had been in 
previous episodes of his worldwide 
virtual tour2 - no call was made for 
a ‘no-fly zone’ over Ukraine, which 
even Nato has rejected so far. Nor did 
he make the misleading comparison 
with the Italian resistance in World 
War II that many had expected. 
Instead, he made some flattering 
references to the Italian people’s 
hospitable and welcoming character, 
and to his happy visits to Italy in 
times of peace. Understandably, he 
failed to mention the huge villa in 
the upmarket seaside resort of Forte 
dei Marmi that he has purchased 
with his ill-gotten gains from money 
laundering in offshore tax havens 
like the Virgin Islands, which 
surfaced in the rarely mentioned 
Pandora Papers.3

Of course, Zelensky’s red carpet 
treatment was a logical consequence 
of the second parliamentary vote in 
favour of sending arms to Ukraine 
on March 17. This confirmed 
the overwhelming vote earlier in 

March supporting Draghi’s initial 
belligerent statement to parliament, 
in which he had stressed that mere 
economic and humanitarian aid was 
insufficient, and that the Ukrainians 
needed more arms. The small 
minority of opponents were more 
or less the same people who on the 
previous day had voted against the 
rapid increase of Italian military 
spending from 1.5% to 2% of GNP 
by 2024. Despite the overwhelming 
majority, it is worth noting that there 
were 231 absences, only 78 of which 
had what Italian parliamentary rules 
regard as ‘a justification’. Whether 
this indicates pangs of conscience 
(either about inflaming the conflict 
or, in the case of the Lega, of 
appearing disloyal to their generous 
patron, Vladimir Putin) is open to 
question.

Hawks
The whole question of the dramatic 
increase in Italian military spending 
cannot be detached from the general 
international trend within Nato and 
the European Union. Between 2015 
and the present, Nato has spent 14 
times as much on ‘defence’ as the 
Russian Federation ($5,892 billion, 
against $414 billion). Even if one 
looks at EU countries alone over the 
same period (and excludes what the 
particularly militarist UK spent after 
2019), the total is more than 3.5 times 
that spent by Putin ($1,510 billion 
for the EU, as against $414 billion 
for Russia). These figures may cast 
a little doubt on the notion that Nato 
and the EU are totally unprepared for 
the alleged Russian threat to ‘western 
civilisation’.

Furthermore, Lorenzo Guerini, 
the PD minister of defence, a 
particularly virulent Atlanticist 
hawk, has already pushed Italy’s 
military spending up every year 
- from €21.5 billion in 2019 to 
€25.8 billion in 2022. As Maurizio 
Acerbo, the leader of the Communist 
Refoundation Party (PRC), said at a 
rally on March 19,

The vote in favour of the increase 
in military spending demonstrates 
that there is a single party of 
Nato and war in parliament - to 
bring military spending up from 
€25 to €38 billion annually is a 
blow against millions of Italians, 
who for years have suffered the 
consequences of cuts in health 
and social spending. It is a choice 
that flows from the servility 
towards Nato and the USA of 
our government and the political 
forces that sustain it.

On March 26, the very same square 
in Florence, the Piazza Santa Croce, 
that had hosted the ‘Cities Stand 

with Ukraine’ rally two weeks 
earlier was filled by a crowd of 
30,000 people with a very different 
message - “Insorgiamo” (‘Let’s 
rise up’) - organised not by the PD 
and the city’s establishment, but 
by the Factory Collective of the 
former GKN workers of the motor 
component plant at Campi Bisenzio, 
near Florence.

These skilled engineering workers, 
who were sacked by email overnight 
back in July 2021, have waged an 
epic struggle to save their factory 
from permanent closure, and are 
still hoping that it will be converted 
into a plant producing some more 
ecologically sustainable goods. They 
have consistently gone out of their 
way to send delegations to support 
others in many similar disputes 
all over Italy and were also able to 
make connections with Fridays For 
Future - the predominantly youthful 
ecological movement associated 
with Greta Thunberg, which had 
mounted demonstrations in many 
Italian cities the day before.

The result of this energetic 
nationwide activity by the Factory 
Collective was that they were able to 
attract far larger numbers than any of 
Italy’s fragmented far-left groupings 
could have done - particularly in a 
location other than Rome or Milan. 
Their leading spokesman, Dario 
Salvetti, at the start of what proved a 
long march, stressed:

Don’t get lost in the bars. Stay 
united. In the square they will 
count us, because here a fortnight 
ago the no-fly zone that would 
take us into a third world war was 
invoked. We are going to take 
this square; we are going to make 
them see what Santa Croce is.

A variety of student organisations 
were present, as were the whole 
spectrum of semi-syndicalist rank-
and-file unions. Given the link 

between the Factory Collective and 
the left current within the CGIL, the 
mainstream left union confederation 
was also in evidence, including its 
Tuscan regional secretary, Maurizio 
Brotini. “Ne con la Nato, ne con 
Putin’ (‘No to Nato, no to Putin’) 
was the most frequently heard chant.

There was a large contingent from 
the PRC, including its current leader, 
Maurizio Acerbo, in addition to 
Simona Suriano, the deputy from the 
feminist party, ‘ManifestA’. The left-
green Sinistra Italiana was also well 
represented, as were the youthful and 
very lively supporters of the Potere 
al Popolo (‘Power to the People’) 
coalition.

Although reports in the local 
press made no mention of Sinistra 
Anticapitalista (Anti-capitalist Left’ 
- the Italian section of the Fourth 
International) the photograph in Il 
Manifesto clearly showed its banner. 
In view of the pro-Zelensky and 
implicitly pro-Nato line which the 
Fourth International seems to be 
taking, one would like to hope that 
its Italian comrades may perhaps 
have remembered Karl Liebknecht’s 
point in 1914: “The main enemy is 
at home” l
Notes
1. Given his long career as a banker, Draghi 
would have been far more concerned with 
Italy importing roughly 40% of its gas from 
Russia and its need for grain, maize and 
sunflower oil from both Russia and Ukraine 
than with any military clashes in the Donbas. 
By early February, the rising prices of both 
gas and oil were already eroding Italy’s 
chance of maintaining anything like the 6.5% 
growth of 2021 in the coming year, which in 
reality meant it had not even got back to 2019 
levels of production.
2. So far, Zelensky has addressed the UK 
parliament, the US Congress, the European 
parliament, the German Bundestag, the Israeli 
Knesset and the French parliament.
3. Despite Zelensky’s appeal as an anti-
corruption campaigner to a gullible Ukrainian 
electorate, who gave him over 70% support 
when he stood for the presidency in 2019, 
he owes his career both as an actor and as a 
politician to one of Ukraine’s most corrupt 
oligarchs.
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Florence: much publicised official demonstration
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March success
As I reported last week, with 

one day still to go, we had 
just passed our £2,250 fighting 
fund target for March. But the 
question was, how much could 
we eat into the £250 deficit from 
February in that final day?

Well, I’m pleased to say that 
one comrade in particular did his 
best to help us get there: JC made 
a brilliant £100 bank transfer, 
while there were also standing 
orders from MD (£25) and VP 
(£10). So we ended the month 
on exactly £2,400 - in other 
words, a surplus of £150, leaving 
just £100 remaining from the 
previous month’s deficit.

But I’m pleased to say that 
after only six days of April we 
already have £435 in the kitty - 
hopefully we can not only reach 
the target this time, but cancel 
out that remaining £100 from 
February. There have been 25 
individual contributions in those 
first six days - all but one by 
bank transfer or standing order, 
with just one comrade using 
PayPal.

Top of the list is Irish 
comrade AM, who donated an 
excellent £65, while AC chipped 

in with £60. Then there were 
FK (£35) and CG (£30), who 
both came up with their usual 
monthly payments, while the 
remaining 21 contributions were 
for between £5 and £20. Thanks 
very much to all of you - with 
a special mention for GB, who 
made two donations of a tenner.

Changing the subject, many 
subscribers have remarked on the 
interesting stamps that appear on 
their envelope each week. But 
I’m sorry to say that very soon 
that will no longer be the case, as 
those old stamps will no longer 
be valid and we intend to switch 
to franking by the end of the 
year. That will save us money 
in the long run, but the change 
will cost us money in terms of 
immediate requirements.

That’s why I’m hoping our 
readers and supporters will 
continue backing the Weekly 
Worker by contributing even 
more generously to our monthly 
fighting fund! l

Robbie Rix

Fighting fund



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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NHS

Seasons of crisis
The huge increase in NHS waiting times is not just a result of the pandemic, James 
Linney explains

Daffodils have bloomed, bees 
are again buzzing amongst 
the flowers and the sun’s rays 

are thankfully once again offering 
warmth: spring has arrived.

Not too long ago, for workers in 
the national health service spring 
also meant they could breathe a 
little easier, because they had made 
it through the annual winter crisis; 
a time when, inevitably, emergency 
departments would be overflowing 
and free hospital beds would be as 
rare as hens’ teeth. I am not saying 
that outside of the winter crisis 
period things used to be all rosy - 
there has never been a golden age for 
the NHS, since it has always been 
grossly underfunded. There was, 
however, a temporary easing of the 
most extreme pressures felt during 
the winter months.

But it seems those days are 
gone. The new reality is an NHS 
in perpetual crisis - like an old fir 
tree being battered by ever more 
violent storms, it feels, sadly, like 
only a matter of time before it comes 
crashing down. As yet another surge 
of Covid-19 cases have worryingly 
started manifesting themselves 
in increasing hospitalisations and 
deaths, there looks to be no sign of 
the storm subsiding.

In the past week there has been 
a 21.6% increase in people being 
admitted with Covid-19 (13,844 
people) and a 17.9% increase in 
deaths within 28 days of a positive 
coronavirus test (877) compared 
to the previous week.1 On the day 
of writing there were 50,202 new 
cases recorded, but this will only 
be a fraction of the real number, 
because there are fewer people 
testing now and the number of tests 
is soon going to plummet further, 
because as of April 1 the government 
will no longer provide free lateral 
flow or PCR tests in England and 
many cannot afford the £5.99 for a 
single test that the likes of Boots are 
charging.2 In terms of a public health 
strategy, this move is the equivalent 
of the government switching off 
all the lights whilst the NHS is still 
battling to hold off the deadliest 
pandemic in a generation. Perhaps 
the Tories hope that the darkness will 
conceal the ever growing number 
of dead bodies - 165,570 and still 
counting - the majority of whom 
have died as a direct consequence 
of their gross mismanagement of the 
pandemic.

The current wave of infections is 
being driven by the new Omicron 
BA.2 variant - the most recent in 
a long line of variants that have 
dominated UK cases. This comes as 
yet another warning that Covid-19 
is not going away and remains 
highly unpredictable. There are 
likely more people infected in the 
UK now than at any other time - 
cases have climbed by a million in a 
week and swab tests suggest at least 
one in every 16 people is currently 
infected.3 BA.2 is a sub-variant of 
the highly transmissible Omicron, 
which is even more infectious 
than its predecessor. Thankfully 
the available vaccines remain 
effective in reducing the risk of 
severe complications from the virus, 
although being fully vaccinated is no 
guarantee of not being infected - and 
it is possible to become infected a 
second time.

The protection provided by the 
vaccines is also limited temporally 
and it starts to wane after only a few 
months.4 The fact that the Omicron 
variants have proven to be less 

deadly is not due to any natural or 
guaranteed tendency for Covid-19 
virus to become less severe with 
time or with each mutation: it is 
largely down to chance. As long as 
it can successfully spread from one 
host to another, there is nothing 
stopping future variants from being 
more deadly or being able to evade 
the vaccines.

Highlighting this fact, in the past 
week a new variant, called XE, was 
detected and is now spreading in the 
UK. XE is a mutation of the BA.1 
and BA.2 Omicron strains, having 
probably emerged in someone who 
was infected by multiple variants 
of Covid-19. The World Health 
Organisation estimates that early 
data indicates a community growth 
rate advantage of 10%, as compared 
to BA.2,5 and it is not yet clear how 
severe an infection XE will produce 
or how effective the vaccines will be 
in limiting its impact.

These facts are, of course, mere 
trivial inconveniences for our 
government, whose ‘Living with 
Covid’ message equates to ignoring 
Covid. There will be no attempt to 
make our schools better ventilated 
and safer for children, there will be 
no more support for workers with 
Covid-19, who are expected to turn 
up for work, there will be no more 
attempts at tracking and tracing 
the virus. Additionally, the React 
study (which randomly tests about 
150,000 people across England each 
month to see how many are infected 
with coronavirus), the Zoe Covid 
study (which tracks symptoms 
and the spread of the virus), the 
Siren and Vivaldi studies (which 
monitor infections in health workers 
and care homes) and the CoMix 
social contacts survey are all being 
defunded or scrapped as of April 1.

The combined effect of all this 
means that, if a vaccine-avoiding 
variant does appear, by the time we 
are able to detect it, it will be too 
late, and we could end up in a similar 
position to February 2020.

What next?
Whatever the future consequences of 
Covid-19, the NHS is going to be in 
dire trouble: even if there were not 
another single case, it would take 
us at least a decade to catch up with 
the backlog of work the pandemic 
has already created. That backlog 
consists of the care that the NHS 
would normally have delivered, 
but which was disrupted, as the 
pandemic impacted service delivery, 
and includes the ‘known’ backlog - 
ie, those patients on waiting lists for 
medical or surgical care - but also a 
likely significant ‘unknown’ number 
of people who need care but have 
not presented to the NHS yet, due to 
concerns about catching Covid-19 or 
not wanting to overburden the health 
service.

Before Covid-19 there were 
already 4.43 milllion people on 
a waiting list for care. But, as 
of January, there was a record 
6.1 million people waiting for 
treatment.6 The total waiting longer 
than the 18 week target is two 
million, while for no fewer than 
312,000 it has been over a year: 
this is 190 times more than before 
the pandemic. Cancer waiting times 
too are at a record high, with half a 
million having to wait more than the 
two-week target to see a specialist 
when cancer is suspected by their 
GP. Emergency care is just as dire - 
the average number of people being 
seen and treated within the four-hour 
target has fallen from 95.5% (the 
target being 95%) to currently being 
as low as 61%, with those having 
to wait over 12 hours for treatment 
being once again higher than ever - 
over 16,000 people as of February 
2022. This is despite the fact that 
there has only been a relatively small 
increase in the number of attendances 
to accident and emergency units.

The government’s mantra has 
predictably been that the current 
state of the NHS is due solely to 
Covid-19 - that it was just a bad 
hand we have been dealt and that 
the health service will take time to 
rebuild. Yet, even if we buy into this 
idea of Covid-19 just simply hitting 
us like a ‘natural disaster’ (of course, 
such disasters will always affect the 
working class more in general, while 
leaving the poorest communities 
most devastated), its disastrous 
consequences for the NHS are 
directly related to the appalling state 
it was in just prior to the outbreak of 
the pandemic; the backlog of work 
and staff sicknesses have simply 
been a catalyst for a process that 
was consciously set in motion by the 
Tory government over a decade ago. 
A political strategy of defunding and 
privatising by stealth meant the NHS 
had a 93,000 staff deficit, leaving 
those who remained overworked 
and disheartened before a single 
Covid-19 case had been diagnosed.

The fallacy of the ‘natural 
disaster’ lie can be see most clearly 
in the contrast with how the private 
health sector has fared during the 
pandemic: for it, unlike the NHS, 
Covid-19 has turned out to be a very 
good thing indeed. These good times 
started soon after the pandemic hit, 
when NHS England block-booked 
almost the entirety of the private 
hospital sector’s services, facilities 
and nearly 20,000 clinical staff. This 
deal - the cost of which is still secret, 
but estimated to be between £2 billion 
and £5 billion - meant that between 
March 2020 and March 2021, whilst 
the NHS was shouldering the cost 
of caring for the severely sick and 
dying, during the most fatal period 
of the pandemic, the private sector 
was making more profit than ever 
for doing nothing. It turned out that, 
in total, private hospitals delivered 
0.08% of Covid-19 care - the highest 
number of private hospital beds 
occupied by Covid patients on any 
one day was just 78.7

But this transfer of NHS funds 
was just the start: for the Tories 
the deaths and indescribable 
suffering of the pandemic was too 
good an opportunity to miss to 
undermine the NHS - whilst at the 
same time making eye-watering 
profits for their mates, donors or 
business partners. The ‘VIP Lane’ 
for purchasing personal protective 
equipment proved to be one very 
efficient method for achieving this 

and 32 billion items of PPE with 
a value of £14 billion were bought 
following directly awarded and 
negotiated contracts. For example, 
this week we have learnt that the 
PPE for which the government paid 
£122 million to Medpro - a company 
linked to the Tory peer, Michelle 
Mone - was purchased by Medpro 
from a Chinese manufacturer for 
just £46 million.8 In an article 
investigating Tory spending in the 
first year of the pandemic The New 
York Times summed up the levels of 
corruption quite well: we have seen:

one of the greatest spending 
sprees in Britain’s post-war era … 
roughly 1,200 central government 
contracts … have been made 
public - together worth nearly $22 
billion. Of that, about $11 billion 
went to companies either run by 
friends or associates of politicians 
in the Conservative Party.9

No sign here of the politics of 
austerity that have been slowly 
starving the NHS over the last 10 
years.

The current backlog of waiting 
times crippling the NHS is also a 
perfect opportunity for private health 
companies to cherry-pick those 
patients who can afford to pay for 
private care or who are too desperate 
to wait years for their operations - 
hence the Spire Healthcare company 
has seen a 47% surge in revenues 
from self-paying patients, up to a 
record £130 million. That has lifted 
its overall revenue by nearly 40% 
to £558 million.10 Growing waiting 
times for elective treatments in the 
NHS have also seen an acceleration 
in their outsourcing to private clinics 
and hospitals - but this too is only a 
continuation of a trend that the Tory 
government has been pushing for 
years: between 2010 and 2018 NHS-
funded patient activity in private-
sector facilities grew by 156%, 
compared to a 19% growth in elective 
activity in NHS hospitals. The 
opening this month of the Cleveland 
Clinic London - a new £1 billion 
private hospital - is another signal that 
private health companies are smelling 
blood and want to be ready to cash in 
on any feeding frenzy resulting from 
the further decay of the NHS.

In regard to Covid-19, the Tories 
are trying their best to push their 
own version of reality - one where 
they defeated the pandemic through 
developing vaccinations and by 
preventing the NHS from becoming 
‘overwhelmed’. No doubt these 
are claims we will hear repeated 
endlessly, largely unchallenged by 
the media, until the next general 
election. And, given the state of the 
current Labour leadership, there 
is every chance they will get away 
with it l

Notes
1. coronavirus.data.gov.uk/easy_read.
2. www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-51943612.
3. www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-60872687.
4. www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/71/wr/
mm7107e2.htm.
5. ndtv.com/world-news/new-covid-variant-
xe-found-in-uk-more-transmissible-than-
omicron-who-2858643.
6. www.bma.org.uk/advice-and-support/
nhs-delivery-and-workforce/pressures/nhs-
backlog-data-analysis.
7. chpi.org.uk/papers/reports/for-whose-
benefit.
8. www.theguardian.com/politics/2022/
mar/27/government-paid-firm-linked-to-tory-
peer-122m-for-ppe-bought-for-46m.
9. www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/12/17/
world/europe/britain-covid-contracts.html.
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Process of poverty
Will there be a new Winter of Discontent in response to the cost of living crisis? Eddie Ford is hopeful, but 
it will only happen with organisation and challenging the grip of the trade union bureaucracy

W ithout doubt, the 
overwhelming consensus 
is that Rishi Sunak’s spring 

statement was a complete failure - if 
not a political embarrassment for 
the Tories. Ask any Conservative 
MP, whose inbox is filling up with 
outraged complaints and pleas for 
assistance. Sunak basically offered no 
help for those suddenly saddled with 
sky-high energy bills, with inflation 
spiralling to possibly near 10% by the 
end of the year.

Perhaps appropriately on April 
Fool’s Day, the Office of Gas and 
Electricity Markets raised the so-
called ‘energy price cap’ by an 
average of 54%, with another increase 
of that level due in October. The fuel 
poverty charity, National Energy 
Action, has warned that the cost of 
heating an average home has doubled 
in 18 months, leaving 6.5 million 
households across the UK unable to 
live in a warm home. According to the 
Resolution Foundation, the number 
of English households in ‘fuel stress’ 
(those spending at least 10% of their 
total budgets on energy bills) was set 
to double overnight from 2.5 to five 
million. Citizens Advice has said 
around five million people would 
be unable to pay their energy bills 
from this month, whatever paltry 
‘support’ the government has already 
announced - like the £200 “discount” 
that is actually a loan. Once the 
price cap rises again in October, CA 
estimates that this number would 
almost triple to one in four people 
in the UK - more than 14 million. 
Indeed, in the words of CA’s chief 
executive, the energy price cap rise 
will be “potentially ruinous” for many 
millions of people across the country.

If that was not enough, prices 
of just about everything else are 
spiralling too - particularly petrol. 
Middle Eastern producers are not 
going to turn the taps on despite the 
repeated requests from Joe Biden and 
his sidekick, Boris Johnson. Motorists 
are facing record high prices on the 
forecourt, despite Sunak’s pathetic cut 
of 5p on fuel duty. Obviously, this will 
impact upon everyone, regardless of 
whether they drive or not. All goods 
rely on either electricity or petrol to 
get to their destination, which means 
that food prices will continue to rise. 
The Bank of England has further 
warned that the effects of the Ukraine 
war on food prices would become 
visible on the supermarket shelves in 
the second half of this year, as food 
inflation pushes to 6.5%, and will 
continue into next year.

As we all know only too well, 
higher energy and petrol prices are 
not the only way households are being 
hammered. Council tax is increasing 
by about 3%, as are broadband and 
phone bills. There are also reductions 
in state pandemic support and national 
insurance rates are going up - as are 
rents for those in social housing.

The cost of living crisis is 
especially terrifying for those on fixed 
incomes like pensioners, disabled 

people or those on universal credit 
- whose incomes have been frozen 
year after year. Now, with inflation 
expected to go significantly beyond 
5%, that quickly halves your income. 
These people were struggling before 
the astronomical rise in energy bills. 
Even though the last winter was 
incredibly mild, they were still faced 
with a choice between turning the 
heating on or feeding the kids - so 
they chose the latter, sitting in coats 
in one room. If that is the case now, 
then the fearful prediction can only 
be that the kids will start to go hungry 
this year. That is the reality for many 
people in 21st century Britain.

Perhaps John Harris of The 
Guardian was right when he wrote 
that, rather than a cost of living crisis, 
this is “a social emergency that will 
define who we are” (April 3). The 
scars could last for a very long time.

Strategic
Putting it bluntly, all this crap will 
screw very many people - and the 
government knows it. They are 
promising to do something about 
it somewhere down the line, but 
exactly what and when remains a 
mystery. Will the government fulfil its 
promise? It is impossible to say, but 
I am not particularly optimistic. Then 
again, if the British government does 
not do something, it could possibly be 
facing mass discontent - if not some 
sort of social explosion.

At the weekend, thousands attended 
People’s Assembly demonstrations 

against the big squeeze on incomes. 
One of the key speakers at the 
London demonstration was Jeremy 
Corbyn, who said the crisis was 
“pushing millions into poverty” 
(he also lambasted “the disgusting 
treatment” of the summarily sacked 
P&O ferry workers). For Corbyn, the 
demonstrations represent “thousands 
of people coming together to demand 
redistribution of wealth and power 
and decent wages for all”.

As for the TUC, it is demanding an 
“emergency budget” to help working 
families who are at “breaking point”. 
Some are taking comfort from the 
fact that strikes in the UK are at their 
highest in five years (even if the most 
recent Office for National Statistics 
briefing suggests that days lost to 
strikes remain low in historic terms). 
But there appears to have been an 
upturn in disputes not captured by 
the official data, which only covers 
formal strikes and lags at least a 
year behind. For example, the GMB 
union has recorded disputes with 42 
employers between October 2021 and 
March 2022 - seven times the number 
in the same period in 2019-20. Unite 
members are currently involved in 
30 disputes in England - almost four 
times the reported number three 
years ago. Over the past 12 months, 
the TUC has recorded at least 300 
disputes in different industries.

In this context, some are now 
talking about a new Winter of 
Discontent - though, in the case 
of Labour MPs, it is more in fear 

than excited expectation. But large 
sections of the left like the Socialist 
Party in England and Wales, and 
Socialist Appeal, are optimistic about 
their potential organisational growth. 
They are anticipating an explosion of 
anger from the trade union rank and 
file similar to what happened between 
November 1978 and February 1979.

Back then, as some readers will 
recall, there was a Labour government 
in cahoots with the union bureaucracy 
- at a time when there was a much 
smaller workforce compared to 
now, but the union movement had 
12 million members, as opposed to 
the roughly six million today. There 
was a rank-and-file rebellion against 
the deal that the Labour government 
had struck with the union bosses: 
the ‘social contract’. This had four 
phases and basically limited pay 
demands, meaning that workers 
began to experience a real fall in their 
living standards - so much for the 
“fundamental and irreversible shift 
in the balance of wealth and power 
in favour of working people and their 
families”, as promised in Labour’s 
election manifesto of October 1974.

Workers rose up against the final 
phase of the social contract with a 
wave of strikes on a scale that had 
not been seen since the General Strike 
of 1926. As the rightwing press will 
never let you forget, people were not 
being buried, bins were not emptied, 
and so on. What that finally ended 
up with, of course, was the Thatcher 
government lining up for a militant 
and ruthless battle with the trade 
union movement that was taken to 
a culmination in 1984-85 - leading 
to a strategic defeat not just for the 
National Union of Mineworkers 
following its year-long strike, but the 
entire working class.

Obviously, no-one on the left 
wants to see a repeat of that. Yet 
many are clearly hoping for another 
Winter of Discontent. However, 
unfortunately, this seems unlikely. 
The trade union movement in its 
present form has been massively 
bureaucratised and weakened - half 
the size it used to be despite a far 
larger workforce. Yes, for sure there 
will be trade union resistance in 
some shape or form. But whether or 
not the rank and file are in a position 
to stage a 1978-79-type explosion 
is an open question. The 1970s was 
after all a period when a picket line 

actually meant something and nearly 
everyone abided by the Eleventh 
Commandment - lorry drivers and 
other workers did not cross them 
and were unafraid to take secondary 
action themselves. All that started 
to break down during the 1984-85 
miners’ Great Strike and nowadays 
many workers do not know what a 
picket line is or should be - thou shalt 
not cross. This is a principle we are 
going to have to rewin.

Communists, like anyone else, do 
not know what is going to happen. 
However, you can imagine some 
sort of social rebellion - whether 
in the form of riots (which tend to 
be the work of young people) or 
political action, such as standing 
alternative candidates. Then again, 
the trade unions could be rebuilt into 
something like what they were at the 
end of the 19th century with the birth 
of general workers’ unions rather 
than for skilled workers alone. But to 
do that the working class will need 
to be organised in a way that enables 
them to successfully challenge the 
trade union bureaucracy, which is 
not interested in provoking a wave 
of strikes - quite the opposite. It 
has a material interest in settling 
disputes and negotiating deals that 
could easily see workers’ pay and 
conditions pushed downwards.

Regrettably, that was what 
happened at P&O Ferries. We had 
800 workers brutally sacked without 
any notice via a pre-recorded video 
message. Yet there were RMT 
officials on the media implying they 
might have negotiated lower wages 
and longer terms out at sea - just 
like what happened on Irish Ferries. 
Instead of actually going to the P&O 
bosses to raise the conditions of all 
ferry workers, the main complaint 
from the RMT bureaucrats was in 
reality, why did not these Dubai 
owners agree to negotiations that 
could lead to worse pay and longer 
hours?

Naturally, there will be pressure 
on the trade union bureaucracy to 
fight. But this will not correspond to 
successful action or strikes without 
organisation and without defying the 
law. We need shop steward power 
again. We need secondary action 
again. We need mass picket lines 
again l
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Anti-trade union 
laws must 
 be defied

Everything is costing more


