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Greenstein guff
Tony Greenstein is wrong about the 
nature of my criticism of his position. 
He writes: “Both Steve Cousins 
and Ian Donovan criticise me for 
not supporting Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine” (Letters, April 7).

Excuse me, but I didn’t criticise 
him for not supporting Russia! I 
criticised him for the utterly absurd 
juxtaposition of, on the one hand, 
unreservedly condemning “Russia’s 
brutal invasion of Ukraine”, while 
at the same time providing a million 
and one reasons why it should have 
carried out its ‘special operations’ in 
Ukraine! I criticised his analysis (if 
we can call it that).

I also pointed out that his is 
effectively a pro-Nato position, as 
what he is arguing is that Russia 
should simply accept US imperialist 
dominance, and its arming to the teeth 
of a Russophobic Ukraine, which has 
been murdering Russian-speaking 
civilians, and which historically has 
been used as a battering ram against 
Russia. Not to mention that this 
Russophobic Ukraine is the product 
of numerous coups instigated by the 
US empire and its client states!

And Tony Greenstein’s cover for 
this pro-Nato position is some guff 
about the Russian working classes, 
and more guff about revolutionary 
armies. In other words, he retreats 
to some other world to escape 
from taking a concrete position in 
this world. As much as I detest the 
Alliance for Workers’ Liberty, at 
least they take a position.

He writes: “The purpose of my 
article was to combat the wave 
of nationalist hysteria and pro-
imperialist social chauvinism spread 
by the mass media.” His article failed 
miserably then - not helped by the 
fact that in his very first sentence he 
simply echoed the nationalist hysteria 
and the mass media’s unreserved 
condemnation of “Russia’s brutal 
invasion of Ukraine”. Everything 
after that first sentence then became 
an absurdity.

“[The article’s] aim was to show 
how the responsibility for the Russian 
invasion lies squarely with Nato and 
the United States.” Then why is he 
unreservedly condemning “Russia’s 
brutal invasion of Ukraine” and not 
unreservedly condemning Nato? 
Why instead didn’t he say something 
along the lines of ‘Russia’s invasion 
of Ukraine may be brutal, but the 
blame lies at the hands of a rapacious 
Nato for the following reasons ...’

Next: “Putin fell into the trap 
that Biden and the west laid for 
him.” No, he didn’t! Nato really 
are arming to the teeth and courting 
a Russophobic Ukrainian nation 
that is murdering Russian-speaking 
people, and encircling Russia with 
military bases. While all this was 
going on, we have been subjected, 
for at least the last 10 years, to 
incessant anti-Putin rhetoric from the 
corporate media. This isn’t a trap: it 
is a strategic direction of the empire, 
and a declaration of hostile intent, 
which demanded and forced some 
sort of response from Russia. The 
response from Russia was probably 
long overdue. Putin’s mistake was to 
view the US and its client states as 
global partners. However, it is by no 
means clear yet who is the ultimate 
loser of this.

What is clear is that the empire 
will not tolerate anything but 
complete obedience to its interests 
and ultimately has its sights set 
on its main competitor, China. I 
am sure, when the time comes, 

Tony Greenstein will be on hand 
to unreservedly condemn China’s 
defence of its sovereignty in the 
face of a belligerent empire intent 
on retaining its global supremacy. 
And the cover for this absurdity will 
be all the usual other-worldly guff 
about how the working classes need 
to unite.
Steve Cousins
email

Questions
The current hatred for Russia, 
encouraged in the UK media, must 
be viewed as an element in a wider 
international strategy, founded on 
expansion of Nato and the wider 
growth of capital. Poland and 
Ukraine have devious intent - they 
both act like puppets of international 
capital.

The surge of anti-Russian 
propaganda vilifies the entire 
Russian people and includes bizarre 
bans on classical composers and 
literary giants. When young Russian 
soldiers are portrayed as human 
rights abusers we must stop and 
consider. Who defeated the greatest 
human rights abuser of the 20th 
century? The Third Reich led by 
Hitler effectively met its death in 
the broken streets and buildings 
of Stalingrad. Many so-called 
‘civilised European’ nations, such as 
Croatia, Hungary, Holland, Finland, 
Spain and Norway, contributed 
‘volunteers’ to the barbaric Nazi 
onslaught against the territory of the 
USSR.

The Red Army forces and 
partisans displayed courage at 
Stalingrad that defies belief. The 
young soldiers effectively liberated 
London and Paris, as well as the 
ruins of Stalingrad. My mother’s 
generation admired and respected the 
crucial military assistance provided 
by the USSR to Britain in World 
War II, but this sense of gratitude 
has gradually been assaulted by 
media careerists determined to win 
favour with capitalist politicians and 
business leaders. Communists must 
remind British workers of the honest 
intent and progressive nature of the 
USSR.

Did the same media forces 
denounce the civilian death toll in 
the American invasion of Iraq in 
1991? (This figure is conservatively 
estimated to exceed 200,000.) Did 
Tony Blair and George Bush face 
such an onslaught of vitriol that now 
taunts Russia? Did the destiny of 
Vietnam, Nicaragua and Chile, as 
well as Cuba, deserve the vindictive 
interference of the American 
imperialistic war machine?

The role of Britain in Ireland, 
India and Africa was not essentially 
benign. Huge loss of human life, 
as well as a profound distortion 
of national destiny, accompanied 
the British empire. Lenin spoke at 
length about the malign influence of 
imperialism, which creates a bloated 
sense of moral superiority in the 
leaders of the west.

American provocation underlined 
the previous coup in Ukraine and 
funds the current abuse of Donbas and 
Crimea. Are the Donbas and Crimean 
regions not permitted to identify with 
and celebrate their general Russian 
cultural heritage? The ‘war of lies’ 
has distorted the daily perspectives 
of English workers, as emphasised 
with enthusiasm by Keir Starmer.

In Palestine currently the Israeli 
state exercises such despotism that 
it even restricts the access to water 
supply for native Palestinians. 
Torture and repression defines the 
essential character of the Israeli 
state apparatus, firmly supported by 
America and Britain. Meanwhile, 
Saudi Arabia bombs Yemeni 
insurgents with weapons sold 

to them by numerous European 
governments, including Britain. 
Why are these obscenities not 
vigorously condemned by the 
western media?

We must insist on repeating these 
important questions. I am unsure, 
however, if honest answers will 
punctuate the silence.
Rob Blake
email

Social-imperialism
In his letter (April 7), Jack Howard 
asks me to substantiate the claim 
that Revolutionary Socialism in the 
21st Century “has clearly evolved to 
the right”.

The answer is simple and can 
be found in the details provided 
in my original article about the 
Ukraine Solidarity Campaign (‘A 
toxic operation’, March 24). By 
supporting a campaign whose 
murky origins lay in various front 
organisations set up by the CIA 
in the 1980s and which continues 
to act in the interests of Nato and 
US imperialism, RS21 has openly 
gone over to social-imperialism - 
that is, support for imperialism and 
its interests - whilst parroting the 
language of socialism. Is that not a 
political evolution to the right?

Like others involved in the 
recent splits from the Socialist 
Workers Party, such as Counterfire 
and the International Socialist 
Tendency, RS21 claims to uphold a 
revolutionary position of opposition 
to imperialism and capitalism. 
However, in practice these various 
refugees from the SWP seek out 
allies wherever they can find them 
within the ‘mainstream left’.

With Counterfire, whose leading 
comrades play an important role in 
the leadership of the Stop the War 
Coalition, its drift to the right entails 
social-pacifism and an implicitly 
pro-Nato position. For RS21, its 
journey to the right has been much 
more open: in the name of ‘solidarity 
with Ukraine’ it makes its peace 
with imperialism and effectively 
lines up alongside those supporting 
US strategy directed against Russia.

Is that miserable political 
collapse not reactionary enough to 
be called rightwing?
Paul Houston
email

Down the drain
There was some discussion at the 
CPGB’s April 10 online communist 
forum as to whether the British 
Labour Party might be going down 
the same drain as the Socialist Party 
in France and whether some working 
class people, especially amongst the 
young, might be willing to vote for 
the right.

The reason why the French 
‘socialists’ have gone downhill so 
precipitously is because they are - 
to put it as politely as I can - bloody 
useless! Just as in Britain, Spain, 
Italy - and, of course, they are joined 
by Syriza in Greece. And, in France, 
as in so many other places, they are 
joined by the Communist Party.

A few years ago, I read a quote 
from an interview with an ex-miner 
from northern France - formerly a 
stronghold of the Communist Party 
- and he said, ‘We’re not fascists, 
but at least they listen to us’. Not 
a lot to hang on to, but apparently 
more than what was on offer from 
the left.

As readers know, there are 
many factors and policies that 
have drained these parties of any 
relevance to the working class - 
and hence of any further use to 
the ruling class either. Possibly the 
main reason for their near demise 
is their wholehearted embrace of 
‘neoliberalism’. As Mrs Thatcher 

said, “there is no alternative” and 
social democratic, along with so 
many communist, parties have gone 
along with that.

In 1981 François Mitterrand 
became president of France, 
promising this, that and the other, 
but very quickly did a U-turn. As 
JK Galbraith pointed out soon 
after, Mitterrand realised that 
Keynesianism was over - the banks 
and the International Monetary 
Fund had made that plain.

Tony Blair was one of the most 
wholehearted embracers and he 
managed to lose the Labour Party 
nearly three million votes between 
1997 and 2001 - and that was before 
he went to war on Iraq. In fact, 
that election was the first time that 
the UK turn-out went below 60%, 
or even 70%, since full female 
suffrage. But Blair was lucky for a 
while - the Tories were apparently 
even more bloody useless than 
Labour.

So what is neoliberalism and 
why are workers so unimpressed 
by it? ‘Neo’ means a return to 
good, old-fashioned capitalism. 
Labour-power is a commodity and, 
the cheaper it is. the better that is 
for ‘the economy’. So never mind 
the newly ‘old-fashioned’ welfare 
state, the NHS, affordable housing 
and so on. They can’t be dumped 
too quickly - there might be some 
unrest - but slowly, piece by piece 
(and accelerating, because, after all, 
where is the opposition?).

And so with greater and greater 
arrogance the dumping on the 
working class continues: in the 
UK, overpriced health contracts for 
buddies, stealthy NHS privatisation, 
fire and hire (oh dear - not too 
abruptly).

All so familiar to Weekly Worker 
readers, along with most other 
people. But what’s the answer? 
Again so familiar to readers, if not 
to so many others: a mass party of 
the working class to get rid of them 
for good.
Jim Nelson
email

Excesses
I thought readers might be interested 
in the results of extensive research 
into the files of what happened 
in the Kirov region of the USSR 
during the so-called Great Purge. 
This research was conducted by 
a colleague who currently lives 
and works in the region. It is one 
example of quite a number.

Grigorii Ivanovich Plaksin, 
the former Raikom secretary of 
Kiknurskii district, was arrested 
on October 26 1937. He spent two 
years in custody. According to 
Plaksin,

“For not pleading guilty, I was 
forced to stand on my feet and 
I stood for 300 hours with short 
breaks. Later, investigator Krupenin 
began to beat me, inflicted 
continuous interrogations, and for 
26 days I hardly slept, while on the 
so-called ‘conveyor’ [a chair used to 
put people in stress positions, while 
they were sleep-deprived]. In front 
of my eyes, a warrant was issued for 
the arrest of my wife, who had four 
small children to care for. I was kept 
in solitary confinement.

“As a result I had a mental 
breakdown and spent several months 
in a psychiatric hospital. As a result 
of the same measures of physical 
pressure on the part of the persons 
who were in charge of my case, 
I was forced, under the dictation 
of the investigators, Lebedev and 
Krupenin, to write testimony with 
fictitious confessions and facts that 
in no way correspond to reality.”

He admitted to forming a terror 
cell to destroy Soviet power.

According to my colleague, when 
Plaksin’s case was reviewed by the 
closed court session of a military 
tribunal, the charge that he was a 
member of a counterrevolutionary 
organisation was not confirmed 
and the court ordered him to be 
freed. The tribunal also noted that 
the materials provided by Plaksin 
during the re-examination of his 
case showed a serious violation of 
procedure.

Plaskin became a major and in 
1941 was sent to the front. He was 
awarded the order of the Red Star 
in 1943. He was wounded in 1944 
and was absent from the records my 
colleague was able to find, but is not 
listed among the war dead either.

In response to my colleague’s 
question as to what persuaded the 
tribunal of Plaksin’s innocence, 
there is this answer:

“They did extensive interviews 
with him and with witnesses. I 
read through the whole transcript. 
And if you read his interrogation 
it is insane, so its clear something 
was up. In Kirov almost all of the 
accusations against district-level 
officials were overturned by the 
courts. It seems they were a slow 
but effective bulwark against the 
NKVD in these cases.

“The NKVD, and in this case 
particularly Krupenin - who has 
showed up in other materials of 
mine, described as a sadist who 
enjoyed beating prisoners - grossly 
overstepped, but you also see 
the courts step in, do their own 
independent investigation that has a 
much more reasonable outcome and 
you see they condemn the treatment 
Plaskin received and request an 
investigation of the interrogators. 
And people like Plaskin went right 
back into leadership positions and 
fought for the country in which they 
had been wrongly imprisoned. Its 
deeply complex and the traditional 
view of repression does not reflect 
that.”

I agree. It is perhaps ironic that all 
this took place in the Kirov region 
- we can’t vouch for other regions 
of the country. Of course Kirov’s 
assassination was at the heart of the 
Menshevik/CIA/Trotskyite pretend/
cover conspiracy theory that he 
was a rival to Stalin and headed 
a “moderate, consolidationist 
opposition” and that was the reason 
for the “Great Purge 1937-38”.

No. There were significant 
conspiracies aimed at overthrowing 
Soviet power in the 1930s. These 
involved the very Mensheviks 
and Trotskyists who had always 
opposed the consolidation of 
socialism in the USSR, represented 
by rapid industrialisation and mass 
collectivisation (‘Stalinism’!). 
They were often from or allied 
with the overthrown classes of 
landlords and capitalists, who 
were finally routed and dispersed 
by this ‘Third Revolution’: ie, the 
full consolidation and defence of 
socialism in the USSR.

I have always acknowledged that 
there were excesses in these special 
operations conducted by the NKVD 
and other state organs to root out and 
destroy these counterrevolutionary 
conspiracies, that innocent people 
were falsely fingered, arrested and 
some wrongly executed - genuine 
tragedies and damaging to the cause 
of Soviet socialism.

But the above and other examples 
surely also show the sheer strengths 
of Soviet institutions in successfully 
defending socialist legality and 
principles, even against the state 
security services in full flow, where 
the latter on occasions exceeded or 
outright violated them.
Andrew Northall
Kettering
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No to war in Ukraine
Public meetings organised by Stop the War Coalition.
Oxford, Tuesday April 19, 7pm: Oxford Town Hall, St Aldate’s, 
Oxford OX1. Speakers: Chris Nineham (Stop the War Coalition) and 
Sophie Bolt (CND).
stopwar.org.uk/events/oxford-stwc-meeting-no-to-war-in-ukraine.
North London, Thursday April 21, 6.30pm: Sotheby Mews Day 
Centre, Sotheby Road, London N5.
Speakers: Tariq Ali and Lindsey German.
stopwar.org.uk/events/north-london-stwc-meeting-no-to-war-in-ukraine.
York University, Friday April 22, 3pm: ARC/014, Alan Maynard 
Auditorium, University of York YO10. Speaker: Chris Nineham 
(Stop the War Coalition). stopwar.org.uk/events/york-university-
students-meeting-no-to-war-in-ukraine.
Bristol, Wednesday April 27, 6.45pm: Events Space, Hamilton 
House, 80 Stokes Croft, Bristol BS1. Speakers: Andrew Murray (Stop 
the War Coalition) and Jon Reddiford (National Education Union).
stopwar.org.uk/events/bristol-stwc-meeting-stop-the-war-in-ukraine.
Palestinian prisoners demand justice
Wednesday April 20, 6pm: Online meeting. Demand freedom and 
justice for political prisoners held by Israel’s apartheid regime. Hear 
directly from prisoners’ rights advocates in Palestine. 
Organised by Palestine Solidarity Campaign and War on Want:
www.facebook.com/events/1118807838979832.
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.
Stop the War Coalition AGM
Saturday April 23, 12 noon: Online meeting. Discuss and decide 
the policy and priorities of the coalition, and elect the steering 
committee and officers. All members are entitled to attend and vote.
Organised by Stop the War Coalition:
stopwar.org.uk/events/stop-the-war-coalition-agm-2022.
Introduction to radical anthropology
Tuesday April 26, 6.30pm: Series of talks on social and biological 
anthropology. This talk is online only, via Zoom: ‘The tale of the 
buffalo wife, a sacred narrative of the Kua’. Speaker: Helga Vierich.
Organised by Radical Anthropology Group:
radicalanthropologygroup.org/evening-talks.
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.
End racist outsourcing at Great Ormond Street
Friday April 29, 12 noon: Rally, North end of Queen Square, 
London WC1. Support the Great Ormond Street Hospital security 
guards in their fight for equality after seven weeks of strike action. 
The predominantly black, brown and migrant security guards are 
now the only workers at the hospital not on NHS contracts.
Organised by United Voices of the World the union:
www.facebook.com/events/722326025450586.
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.
London May Day march and rally
Sunday May 1, 12 noon: Assemble Clerkenwell Green, London EC1,
then march to Trafalgar Square for rally. Bring banners, balloons 
and placards to this celebration for workers across the world, with 
leading speakers from trade unions and London communities.
Organised by London May Day Organising Committee:
www.londonmayday.org.
May Day rally against cost of living crisis
Sunday May 1, 1pm: Bargate Street, Southampton SO14. Rally in 
defence of workers’ rights. Don’t let the capitalists make workers 
pay for the crises of their system. Organised by Southampton and 
South West Hampshire Trades Union Council:
www.facebook.com/events/228399516115725.
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.

Notes
1. labourlist.org/2022/03/exclusive-awl-
among-three-more-groups-to-be-proscribed-
by-labour-nec.
2. www.youtube.com/
watch?v=O93Orer7rXQ1.
3. www.workersliberty.org/index.php/
story/2022-04-05/ban-means-narrowing-
labour.
4. www.workersliberty.org/index.php/
story/2022-04-05/model-motion-labour-ban-
workers-liberty.
5. The Weekly Worker has an extensive 
archive of articles outlining how the politics 
and role of the AWL have developed from 
the 2000s onwards. For just a couple 
of examples of these processes, see 
‘Matgamna’s chauvinistic tirade’ (October 
31 2013): weeklyworker.co.uk/worker/984/
awl-matgamnas-chauvinistic-tirade; and 
‘Those who side with imperialism’ (October 
23 2014): weeklyworker.co.uk/worker/1031/
those-who-side-with-imperialism.

The biters bitten
James Harvey of Labour Party Marxists asks why the AWL has 
been proscribed when it has given such unstinting service to the 
right in promoting the ‘anti-Zionism equals anti-Semitism’ big lie

The recent decision of Labour’s 
national executive committee 
to proscribe the Alliance for 

Workers’ Liberty almost makes 
you feel sorry for the average AWL 
member, who must be asking: 
what have we done to deserve such 
shabby and ungrateful treatment 
at the hands of the Labour 
bureaucracy? How dare they lump 
us in with such left groups as the 
Labour Left Alliance and the 
Socialist Labour Network, who 
were also proscribed at the same 
NEC meeting on March 29.1 After 
all we have done, and continue 
doing, in support of Labour’s pro-
imperialist leadership, they now 
turn on us and discard their faithful 
servants without so much as a 
second thought. Truly there is no 
gratitude left in the world!

It must all be very distressing 
for the AWL to find itself out in the 
cold and so shamefully abandoned. 
Worse still, it now shares the same 
fate as Labour left groups that the 
AWL accuses of being anti-Semitic 
and acting as useful idiots for Putin 
during the Ukraine war. Such pain 
was evident when a leading AWL 
supporter, Peter Radcliffe, put the 
group’s case when he appeared 
recently on Not the Andrew Marr 
show. The presenter, Crispin 
Flintoff, asked, why proscribe a 
group so close to Labour leadership 
positions on Ukraine, a second 
referendum on the European Union, 
and purging the left through (false) 
accusations of anti-Semitism? 
Radcliffe was hard put to produce 
a coherent response.2 The core 
of his defence was a standard 
Labour loyalism and the AWL’s 
long history of campaigning for 
a Labour government as the only 
alternative to the Tories.

According to the faithful Peter, 
it seems that Keir Starmer does not 
know what is in the party’s best 
interests: he is worried, it appears, 
about the potential strength of the 
AWL’s influence within Labour’s 
ranks. So, despite being on the 
same page as Starmer on so many 
issues, Radcliffe asserted that the 
AWL is now under attack because 
it is the most credible opposition 
to the Labour leadership’s attempts 
to ensure total conformity within 
the party!3 For anyone with even 
the most cursory knowledge of the 
AWL’s complicity in the witch-
hunt and the cover it provided for 
the most outrageous attacks on 
the authentic left, such an utterly 
self-serving explanation is risible. 
Such attempts at self-justification 
are also very revealing about the 
bankruptcy of AWL politics.

Its new-found opposition to bans 
and proscriptions and demands for 
freedom of speech within Labour 
have also provoked some wry 
amusement amongst those of us who 
defended such principled positions 
from the very beginning of the 
Labour right’s onslaught.4 Where 
was the AWL when Labour Against 
the Witchhunt was proscribed and 
supporters of Palestinian rights 
were smeared as anti-Semites and 
hounded by the media? Did they 
support the pickets and protests at 
the Labour conference and outside 
NEC meetings in opposition to 
bans and proscriptions? Not only 
was the AWL absent from Labour 
movement demonstrations and 
meetings in favour of free speech, 
but it actively lined up with the right 
and joined in the attack. The role 
of individual AWL supporters in 

the constituencies in collaborating 
with the Labour bureaucracy by 
targeting leftwingers for expulsion 
is well-known.

All of this scabbing is not simply 
an accidental lapse in judgement: 
it is all of a piece with the AWL’s 
wider social-imperialist politics 
and practice since the 2000s.5 Its 
current support for US imperialism 
and the aims of Nato expansion 
in Ukraine only builds on its 
earlier backing for imperialism’s 
‘progressive’ wars of intervention 
in Afghanistan, Iraq and Libya, 
and the AWL’s active defence of 
Israel, and despite the inherent 
racism, expansionism and bellicose 
nature of the whole settler-colonial 
project.

This is why it is important to 
look at why the Labour leadership 
has now imposed these bans and 
proscriptions. The AWL’s own 
explanation - that it represents a 
real challenge to Starmer that has 
to be removed - does not really 
stand up. Having proven to be 
such ‘useful idiots’ for the Labour 
right throughout the witch-hunt, 
they are no threat at all to the 
party leadership. Perhaps the real 
explanation lies in the dynamics 
of a witch-hunt, which quickly 
takes on a momentum of its own - 
especially in such a bureaucratised, 
top-down, managerial-style party 
as Labour.

The party apparat has regained 
secure control once again after 
the temporary disruptions of the 
Corbyn period. As was all too 
apparent under his leadership, 
Labour MPs and full-time 
officials - both at the party’s HQ 
and in the regions - still retained 
considerable power, which they 
successfully used to undermine the 
left and democratic accountability 
within the party. Furthermore, we 
know how Corbyn and the rest 
of the official left compromised, 
thus failing to take the fight 
to the Labour right, and the 
political disaster that resulted. 
This weakness and acquiescence 
gave the bureaucracy a safe space 
from which to attack the left - an 
offensive which has continued to 
this day.

It may be that these party 
bureaucrats lack the political 
finesse to understand the valuable 
role the AWL has played for the 
right. To these hacks the AWL is 
just another bunch of Trots who 
need to be purged like all the rest. 

Apart from the tendency of purges 
to quickly get out of hand and 
embroil new victims far beyond 
the original targets, this latest 
move might have a more direct 
purpose in further weakening the 
soft left. If they can even go for 
such collaborators with the Labour 
right as the AWL, then even the 
mildest of critics are not safe.

Through its role in Another 
Europe is Possible and now the 
Ukraine Solidarity Campaign, 
the AWL has developed clear 
links with some soft left MPs and 
trade union bureaucrats. It is thus 
possible that behind this move 
against the AWL the real aim is to 
further muzzle even this hitherto 
accepted ‘left’ current. However, 
whatever the exact circumstances, 
the proscription of the AWL clearly 
points towards the direction that 
Labour is taking under Starmer. 
Even the most lukewarm of 
criticism cannot be tolerated and 
will be suppressed, irrespective of 
how useful a role its perpetrators 
may have played in the past.

Given the group’s poisonous, 
social-imperialist politics, few 
on the militant, genuine left will 
naturally have much sympathy for 
the AWL. With such an appalling 
record it would be easy to indulge 
in a little Schadenfreude and derive 
just some small pleasure from the 
way that the AWL biters have now 
themselves been bitten. However, 
that misses the point.

Despite our vehement 
opposition to the openly pro-
imperialist politics of the AWL, 
we must, at this present juncture, 
oppose its proscription in the name 
of defending what remains of free 
speech in the Labour Party l

Thoroughly undeserving of the honour
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A farrago of illusions
Social-Putinism and social-imperialism are not our only problem, argues Jack Conrad. There is the curse 
of social-pacifism and centrism too

F irst, a few notes on the war.
Phase one of Russia’s ‘special 
military operation’ did not go 

as planned. It ended in defeat at the 
gates of Kyiv. Now, in phase two, the 
main theatre shifts to Donbas and the 
south-east.

The outcome is far from certain. 
Russia’s armed forces are huge and 
have a mountain of equipment and 
human reserves to draw upon, but 
there have been crippling logistical 
shortcomings. Deliveries of food, 
fuel and ammunition were either 
pilfered or logjammed - or destroyed 
in Ukrainian ambushes. There has 
also been a revolution in warfare, 
which has cost the slow-moving, 
tactically ponderous Russian army 
dear. Moreover, instead of being 
greeted as liberators, or with mere 
indifference, Russia’s soldiers have, 
predictably, met stiff resistance - and 
not only from regular Ukrainian 
forces, but from militia units and the 
mass of the wider population too. 
Not surprisingly there are reports 
of low morale, mutinies and even 
defections.

Presumably the appointment of 
Alexander Dvornikov as the new 
commander of Russian forces in 
Ukraine is expected to fix such 
problems. Russia’s Kyiv army - 
three-quarters of its total invasion 
force - is already being rotated, re-
equipped and redeployed to the east.

Before the Russian eastern 
offensive begins in earnest, the 
US, UK, France, Germany, etc, are 
furiously transporting thousands of 
drones, shoulder-launched Javelin 
and Nlaw anti-tank and Stinger anti-
aircraft missiles, armoured cars, 
artillery pieces and much, much more 
military hardware besides. Getting 
such material to the Ukrainian border 
will present little or no difficulty, but 
getting it to the eastern front will 
be another matter entirely. Russian 
fighter planes, attack helicopters 
and missiles will presumably exact a 
terrible toll.

Meanwhile, every Russian 
atrocity, real and faked, is used to 
stoke war fever in Nato countries 
(and other countries besides). 
This excuses sanctions, increased 
military spending, Swedish and 
Finnish abandonment of neutrality, 
battle group deployments to eastern 
Europe and readying public opinion 
for possible, though unlikely, direct 
Nato involvement in what is, after 
all, a proxy war.

Needless to say, Russia is not an 
imperialist power (in the classical 
Leninist sense). Yet nor is it a colony 
or even a neo-colony. Though, if it 
is defeated in Ukraine, the US has 
definitely got its sights on regime 
change in Moscow - through a colour 
revolution, promoting anti-Russian 
‘national liberation wars’ in Belarus, 
Moldova and Georgia, facilitating a 
palace coup or promoting national 
fragmentation (all four could, 
and doubtless would, easily be 
combined).

Next, in the attempt to reboot 
US hegemony, is China. If it can 
subordinate China - and it is a 
big if - the US would then be able 
to “manage” the Eurasian world 
island - as envisaged by Zbigniew 
Brzezinski.1 The result would not, 
however, be a new age of democracy, 
peace and prosperity: rather anarchy, 
breakdown, destruction and chaos. 
The declining US hegemon is the 
bringer, nowadays, not of new 
heights of (capitalist) civilisation 

- eg, the post-World War II social 
democratic settlement (in western 
Europe, Japan and, with a final 
flourish, South Korea, Singapore 
and Taiwan). No, instead it 
brings barbarism (eg, Nicaragua, 
Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya). Fear of 
generalised breakdown surely - 
well, at least in part - explains why 
a whole raft of countries, and not 
only the ‘usual suspects’ - ie, North 
Korea, Syria and Belarus - but 
also China, Iran, Iraq, India, South 
Africa … even Pakistan, all have 
refrained from joining Nato’s anti-
Russia crusade.

Tragedy
What the prospect of a US imperial 
reboot presents is not the left 
- that is, the potential working 
class movement, the advocates of 
socialism and communism - taking 
sides with the Putin regime. There is, 
of course, a heterogeneous left that 
takes such a bizarre approach. Eg, in 
the UK: George Galloway’s Workers 
Party, the Brarite CPGB (ML), 
the New Communist Party, Gerry 
Downing’s Socialist Fight, Socialist 
Action and (unofficially, using 
devious language) the CPB’s Young 
Communist League. Strategically 
myopic, true, but morally brave, 
albeit in a particularly stupid way.

Yes, they oppose the main 
enemy … which is at home (not 
least in the form of further curbing 
protests, imposing austerity and 
outlawing effective trade unionism). 
But naively the pro-Russian left take 
Vladimir Putin at his word. When 
this former FSB goon and budding 
autocrat says he is committed to 
the “noble cause” of deNazifiying 
Ukraine, they believe him. Gullible, 
moronic even. Yes, there are 
fascists in Ukraine, not least those 
incorporated into its armed forces: 
eg, the Azov battalion. But this 

militarily important tail hardly wags 
the Ukrainian dog.

And, of course, there are plenty 
of fascists on Putin’s side too. Leave 
aside figures such as Vladimir 
Zhirinovsky and the Wagner and 
Rusich mercenary outfits. During 
the 2000s Putin’s regime launched 
a ‘managed nationalism’, which 
sought to incorporate the radical 
far right, including neo-Nazis, in 
order to counter the rising tide of 
liberalism and the left. Skinhead 
gangs, such as the notorious OB88, 
were recruited too. There followed a 
wave of savage beatings and murders 
of leftists, migrants and journalists.2 
Abroad too Russia has established 
well known links with the far right, 
going from the high-profile likes of 
Donald Trump, Marine Le Pen and 
Viktor Orbán all the way to bottom-
dwelling fascist boneheads and 
boogaloos.

Then there is the equal nonsense 
about Ukraine not being a ‘real’ 
nation. Perhaps the original 
Slavic root of the term ‘Ukraine’ 
meant ‘borderlands’ - interesting, 
but nothing more. Marxists will 
investigate the Norman origins 
of the Kievan and Muscovite Rus 
states, the religious-ideological 
influence of the Byzantine empire, 
the impact of the Mongol invasion, 
the expansionism of the Polish-
Lithuanian Commonwealth, the 
Brest-Litovsk treaty, etc. But what 
really matters is what the mass of 
Ukrainians actually think today - and 
they surely think of themselves as 
fervently Ukrainian. That for us is 
what decides whether or not there is 
a Ukrainian nation … a historically 
constituted people, which occupies 
a common territory, speaks a 
common language and is united by a 
common economic life and political 
consciousness.

So what are Putin’s real war aims?

We take seriously enough the 
goal of “decommunisation”, which, 
presumably, means rejecting 
the Bolshevik commitment to 
national self-determination and 
federalism that gave birth to the 
modern Ukraine. And yet, while 
Putin claims that the Russians and 
Ukrainians are essentially one 
people, it is all too clear that the 
majority of ordinary Ukrainians 
disagree. Indeed, because of the 
misjudged February 24 invasion, 
divisions between Ukrainians and 
Russians have hardened, become 
toxic, turned into bitter hatred, 
especially on the Ukrainian side.

Maybe militarily the goal is 
now to destroy the Ukrainian army 
in Donbas and then renew the 
offensive on Kyiv in order to install 
a pliant puppet regime. But, as 
already proven, initial military plans 
are always abandoned following 
the “the first encounter with the 
enemy’s main force” (Helmuth von 
Moltke3). Phase one ended in defeat. 
So, whatever Putin’s intentions are 
for phase two, the actual result will, 
once again, be decided in the battle 
to surround and take the remaining 
towns and cities of the Donbas. 
Because urban warfare and street-
by-street combat is such a great 
equaliser, expect one, two, three, 
many more Mariupols.

Finally, in terms of the pro-
Russian left, there is the argument 
that America’s enemy must be our 
friend. A sort of Americaphobia, 
which mirrors the supposed 
Russiaphobia of Marx and Engels. 
True, the Marx-Engels team 
championed war against tsarist 
Russia by “revolutionary Germany” 
in 1848.4 Such an approach - soon 
abandoned by Marx and Engels - 
might once have been applicable 
(eg, in the 1776-1871 period), but 
that is manifestly no longer the 

case. What is posed nowadays is not 
the left placing itself behind this or 
that big, middling or small power 
in order to push forward capitalist 
progress against feudal reaction. 
No, what is posed by a declining 
capitalism, along with its declining 
US hegemon, is the question 
of working class rule - that or 
civilisational breakdown (through 
generalised warfare, but also the 
capitalocene and runaway climate 
change).

Yet, whereas the working class 
was a (rival) global power in its own 
right, say from the 1860s onwards, 
that is clearly not something we can 
boast about at this juncture. Indeed, 
speeded up no end by the Ukraine 
war, what we have had is the political 
collapse of much of what passes 
for the left. Here is our modern-
day tragedy. Doubtless there are 
materialist explanations for this 
dreadful situation (the incorporation 
of Labourism into the capitalist state 
apparatus, the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, the merging of the so-called 
far left with the lower levels of the 
trade union bureaucracy, the abject 
failure of the Corbyn project, etc).

In any case, given our resulting 
fringe status, we have no choice 
but to concentrate on the battle of 
ideas and rival small groups and 
personalities.

Imperialists
With that in mind, we turn to Chris 
Ford’s ghastly blue and yellow 
Ukraine Solidarity Campaign. 
Despite “murky origins” in CIA 
cold war operations,5 it is supported 
by the Labour Representation 
Committee, Alliance for Workers’ 
Liberty, Anti-Capitalist Resistance, 
Labour Briefing, Emancipation 
and Liberation, RS21, the Haldane 
Society and a couple of trade unions: 
ie, Aslef and the micro-rump NUM. 
The USC also enjoys individual 
backing in the form of Labour’s ex-
shadow chancellor, John McDonnell, 
the Socialist Campaign Group MP, 
Nadia Whittome, Paul Mason (once 
of Workers Power, now The New 
Statesman), and Soas professor 
Gilbert Achcar - a rogues’ gallery of 
cruise missile socialists.

The USC purports to “support 
the right of the Ukrainian people 
to determine their own future free 
from external intervention from 
Russian or western imperialism”. 
But on Saturday April 9 the USC led 
a little, mainly aged, demonstration 
in central London under the twin 
slogans of “Russian troops out 
now!” and “Victory to the Ukrainian 
people!” Other slogans, chanted en 
route, included “Arm, arm, Ukraine!” 
and “Putin. Putin, out, out, out!” 
Basically the war aims of “western 
imperialism”: ie, the US and its core 
allies.

Indeed in and around the USC 
there are those who have come out 
in favour of strengthening Nato in 
what is claimed to be an existential 
battle between “democracies”, on 
the one hand, and “autocracies” such 
as Russia and China, on the other.6 
In that exact same spirit, Eric Lee, 
writing in the AWL’s Solidarity, has 
even made reference to Marx’s and 
Engels’ attitude towards the Crimean 
war of 1853-56 and claimed that they 
would have stood alongside Nato 
against Russia today.7 Disgraceful, 
and nonsense besides. The fact of 
the matter is that neither Marx nor 
Engels championed Britain and 
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France, let alone the Ottoman empire, 
against Russia over Crimea. Pro-war 
socialists such as Lee, who trace their 
own current views back to Marx and 
Engels, simply ignore the historical 
record. True, Marx and Engels were 
for the defeat of Nicholas I, but that 
should not be taken as wishing for 
an Anglo-French victory. What they 
sought to encourage was revolution, 
not only in tsarist Russia, but in 
Peelite Britain and Bonapartist 
France too. Those former 48er 
revolutionaries - eg, Louis Kosuth 
and Armand Barbès, who sided with 
the Anglo-French alliance - found 
themselves excoriated by Marx and 
Engels.8

The USC talks heavy on workers’ 
rights and international workers’ 
solidarity. But, clearly, this provides 
socialistic cover for what is a proxy 
war against Russia being conducted 
by the US hegemon and its UK 
rottweiler. Any semblance of working 
class political independence has 
been abandoned. Logically calls for 
arming ‘plucky little Ukraine’ with 
heavy armour, long-range artillery 
and F-35 jets lead, inexorably, to 
calls for a “stronger, not a weaker, 
Nato”.9 And, obviously, such social-
imperialism adds a useful note to the 
bellicose media chorus demanding 
a ban on all Russian gas and oil 
imports, increased military budgets 
and a Nato-imposed no-fly zone over 
Ukraine (in effect, World War III).

That should cause any honest, 
or even half-honest, socialist in the 
ranks of the AWL, LRC or ACR to 
immediately, openly, rebel - in short, 
to risk expulsion. When it comes 
to the struggle for socialism, those 
who do not do that - those who treat 
Ukraine as merely some interesting 
issue to be cosily, politely, debated 
between friends and colleagues - 
consign themselves to the ranks of the 
living dead. They become renegades.

Peace
Whereas the social-imperialists call 
for the arming of Ukraine (including, 
by definition, fascists, such as the 
Azov battalion) and victory for 
Ukraine/Nato, the social-pacifists 
make the plea for peace.

The Stop the War Coalition, the 
Morning Star’s CPB, Counterfire, the 
Socialist Campaign Group of MPs, 
Peace and Justice, Momentum, etc, in 
fact champion diplomacy, the Minsk 
accords, international law and the 
notion that capitalism and peace are 
compatible. Plaintive calls for a Nato 
reset combine with plaintive calls 
for Ukrainian self-determination and 

territorial integrity. Where this leaves 
the Russian majority in the Crimea 
and Donbas largely goes ignored.

Though branded “fifth columnists” 
and “Putin apologists” by Sir Keir 
and the Labour front bench, the abject 
cowardice of the 11 ‘left’ Labour MPs 
should never be forgotten. Diane 
Abbott, John McDonnell, Richard 
Burgon, Ian Lavery, Beth Winter, 
Zarah Sultana, Bell Ribeiro-Addy, 
Apsana Begum, Mick Whitley, Tahir 
Ali and Ian Mearns all signed up to 
the StWC’s ‘Self-determination for 
the Ukrainian people’, plus respect 
for Russia’s ‘legitimate security 
concerns’ statement.10 Shamefully, 
they immediately withdrew their 
names after nothing more than being 
threatened with the loss of the Labour 
whip.

They put unity with the pro-
imperialist right wing and their silly 
little careers above the principles 
they claim to hold so dear. Instead 
of defying Sir Keir, organising a 
long overdue fightback in Labour’s 
ranks and pledging to stand in the 
next general election as unofficial 
Labour candidates, they pathetically 
collapsed. Proving it, many of them 
eagerly rushed to condemn Putin’s 
February 24 invasion and display 
their state loyalty in the House of 
Commons. Condemning Sir Keir 
over his threats is right and justified, 
but really misses the point. It is the 
spineless 11 who really deserve our 
odium.

But it is not only the 11 MPs. The 
StWC hardly deserves to be called 
social-pacifist. In word and deed 
it is simply a pacifist organisation. 
Take its damp-squib April 9 day of 
action. Sounding like some canting 
C of E vicar, the StWC made the 
call, in the name of “peace-loving 
people”, for Boris Johnson’s “British 
government” to “set aside all 
belligerent language and encourage 
the participants in the ongoing peace 
talks to negotiate an immediate 
ceasefire, the withdrawal of Russian 
troops and a full and lasting peace”.11

It is all too clear that John Rees, 
Lindsey German, Chris Nineham 
and the Counterfire leadership 
of the StWC have collapsed into 
petty bourgeois pacifism. They are 
“peace-loving people” who call 
for peace in general (ie, a “full and 
lasting peace”). An approach that 
is, obviously, not only non-socialist, 
but is left deliberately vague and 
undefined in the interests of securing 
the broadest possible unity.

Many, many people favour peace 
in general, including, of course, Joe 

Biden, Boris Johnson, Volodymyr 
Zelensky and Vladimir Putin. Each 
of them wants a swift end to the 
present war. The trouble is that each 
of them advocates a reactionary 
peace (ie, a peace that is oppressive 
towards other peoples) and which is, 
naturally, to the advantage their own 
state. The US and the UK wants a 
peace in Ukraine that sees Russian 
humiliation as a prelude to regime 
change in Moscow … and from 
there on to Beijing. Zelensky wants 
to align with Nato and the European 
Union and deny national rights to 
Ukrainian Russians. Putin wants a 
neutered Ukraine as a step towards 
establishing a greater Russia as an 
imperialist power in its own right, 
which commands equal status with 
the United States.

Our perspectives, by contrast, are 
based on challenging the existing 
division of the left into countless 
confessional sects and highlighting 
the gulf separating socialism and 
capitalism (including of the Jeremy 
Corbyn variety), for the purpose 
of uniting the working class under 
the banner of a mass Communist 
Party and the struggle for extreme 
democracy and revolution.

Does that mean we scorn or sneer 
at demands for peace that come from 
so-called ordinary people? No, not at 
all. As Lenin explained, the slogans 
of the organised left are one thing; 
the sentiments of the masses are 
something else entirely. Indeed, the 
yearning for peace “is one of the 
most important symptoms revealing 
the beginnings of disappointment 
in the bourgeois lie” about a war 
of “liberation”, the “defence of the 
fatherland”, and similar falsehoods 
that the class of capitalists “beguiles 
the mob with”.12

That is why Lenin urged socialists 
to pay the closest possible attention 
to popular yearnings for peace. 
In fact every effort must be “bent 
towards utilising the masses’ desire 
for peace”. But, asks Lenin: “how is 
it to be utilised?” To “recognise the 
peace slogan and repeat it” would 
be mere phrase-mongering, would 
“mean deceiving the people” with the 
illusion that “existing governments”, 
the “present-day master classes”, are 
capable of granting a “peace in any 
way satisfactory to democracy and 
the working class”. No, they will 
have to be “eliminated” by a series 
of revolutions in all the advanced 
countries.13

Today, therefore, nothing is 
more harmful to our cause than the 
deception peddled by the StWC that 
Biden, Johnson, Zelensky and Putin 
are capable of delivering “a full and 
lasting peace”. Nothing fosters more 
illusions amongst the advanced 
part of the working class, nothing 
misleads more, nothing blurs over 
the profound difference between 
capitalism and socialism, nothing 
embellishes capitalist slavery more 
than this deception does.

No, we must make use of the 
desire for peace so as to explain to the 
masses that the security, prosperity 
and progress they expect from 
peace cannot be obtained without 
revolutions. We want peace between 
all peoples, an end to imperialist 
wars, annexation wars and proxy 
wars - that is our stated goal. But 
that can only be realised through the 
struggle for extreme democracy and 
socialist revolution. The ground for 
that is laid by making propaganda for 
the abolition of all standing armies, 
for a popular militia, by supporting 
all progressive mass actions, protests 
and movements, and exposing - not 
least through polemics - all the direct 
and indirect allies of the bourgeoisie.

Centrism
There is what we have called the 
more principled left. We shall 
once again focus on the Socialist 
Party in England and Wales, but 

mainly the Socialist Workers Party 
(through there are more than a few 
others who could be cited). ‘More 
principled’, because SPEW and the 
SWP do link the question of peace 
with the struggle for socialism. But 
‘more principled’ does not mean 
consistently principled. For example, 
SPEW calls for a pre-1989-91 Nato 
reset, but, strangely, not the abolition 
of Nato itself. Then there is the SWP.

Our basic argument bears 
repeating. Alex Callinicos, the 
SWP’s leading thinker, rightly 
points a critical finger at the 
spineless Labour 11, attacks Nato 
expansionism and candidly admits 
that the left is pitifully weak and is in 
no position to do much in the way of 
decisive action. Good. We have had 
more than enough nonsense about 
the actuality of revolution.

Yet, given the intellectually 
suffocating dictates of the 
International Socialist tradition, 
Callinicos can only but explain the 
Ukraine conflict as being down to 
rival imperialisms. However, by 
this he means nothing more than the 
“rivalry of states”. If that was the 
case, then we have had imperialism 
since the rise of the first city-states 
such as Sumer, Kish, Uruk, Ur and 
Larsa in the 4th millennium BCE. 
True, there was imperial Rome, 
imperial China, etc, but from the 
early 20th century onwards Marxists, 
as everyone knows, have given the 
term ‘imperialism’ a much narrower, 
specific, definition. Eg, the colonial 
division of the world, the export 
of capital, super profits and great-
power rivals striving to become the 
global hegemon.

The problem for Callinicos arises, 
of course, from the insistence that, 
with the first five-year plan, the 
Soviet Union saw the birth of what 
the SWP’s founder-leader, Tony 
Cliff, called “bureaucratic state 
capitalism”. Not that capitalism 
operated within its borders, but 
rivalry with outside powers imposed 
the compulsion to accumulate capital 
for the sake of accumulation and 
to behave in an imperialist manner 
abroad. According to Cliff, external, 
not internal, contradictions provided 
the system’s laws of motion.

Hobbled by this rotten theory, 
the SWP could not admit that 
something fundamental happened in 
1991. History did nothing more than 
“move sideways” (Chris Harman).14 
The Soviet Union was imperialist, 
so Putin’s Russian Federation 
must be too, despite the fact that, 
characteristically, what its so-called 
oligarchs (ie, billionaires) export is 
not capital - that is, self-expanding 
value - but money, which they use 
to purchase luxuries: properties in 
Manhattan’s Upper East Side or 
London’s Mayfair, Hampstead and 
Highgate … that and rare art works, 
super yachts and prestige football 
clubs.

But the real giveaway, as argued 
first by myself and then a little later 
by Paul Demarty, is the centrism of 
Callinicos.15 He fawningly conciliates 
‘very important people’ in the social-
pacifist and social-imperialist camps.

I singled out Callincos’s “Dear 
Paul” open letter to that turncoat, 
Paul Mason. Callinicos went out 
of his way to express his friendship 
and admiration.16 Comrade Demarty 
did a similar job on Callinicos’s next 
open letter to Gilbert Achcar of ACR 
and the Mandelite so-called Fourth 
International. Once again there were 
fulsome expressions of friendship 
and admiration.

Why the friendship and admiration 
for social-imperialists who side with 
Zelensky’s Ukraine, Nato and the 
“master class” in the US and UK? 
Leon Trotsky furiously denounced 
‘official communism’ and its 
promotion of such class-collaboration 
in the late 1930s, branding the turn as 
an act of class treachery on the scale 

of August 1914 - when ‘official’ 
social democratic parties went over to 
their own bourgeoisies in ‘defending 
the fatherland’. We all know how 
Lenin responded: polemical salvo 
after polemical salvo and call after 
call for splits.

He also rounded on centrists who 
opposed World War I, but refused to 
countenance a complete break with 
the social-imperialists: Julius Martov, 
Henriette Roland Holst, Leon Trotsky 
and, above all, the former ‘Pope of 
Marxism’, Karl Kautsky.

Doubtless, Callinicos’s criminal 
softness can be explained by the 
SWP’s guilty past and the Respect 
mishmash. After all, the SWP 
established Respect in 2004, in 
collaboration with the likes of George 
Galloway, Salma Yaqoob, Alan 
Thornett and Nick Wrack, so as to 
unite socialist activists with Islamic 
radicals: eg, the Muslim Association 
of Britain (a recognised branch of 
the Muslim Brotherhood). A classic, 
unpopular popular front that failed 
in the ballot box and over which the 
right possessed an acknowledged 
political veto.

But there is also a guilty present. 
The expression of friendship and 
admiration for Mason and Achcar is 
surely done with an eye on getting 
them to grace the platform of the next 
Stand Up To Racism demonstration 
or the next Marxism school. After the 
‘comrade Delta’ scandal, the SWP is 
still desperate to court such ‘leftwing’ 
VIPs.

Then there are the social-pacifists 
- a slightly different story. Given 
February 24 and the Doomsday 
Clock’s “hundred seconds to 
midnight” danger of a World War III,17 
the SWP’s central committee decided 
on an urgent reorientation … back to 
the StWC.

Having been content to leave 
it in the hands of the breakaway 
Counterfire group headed by John 
Rees - Tony Cliff’s chosen heir and 
successor, but a disaster when it 
came to the Respect popular front - 
Charlie Kimber and Amy Leather 
have directed their much diminished 
forces back into helping to “build 
and shape the anti war movement in 
Britain - that means being involved in 
the Stop the War Coalition”.18

From maintaining a watching 
brief with former CC member Judith 
Orr on the leadership, the SWP might 
well have its sights on re-establishing 
effective control over the StWC at its 
April 23 AGM and quietly elbowing 
Counterfire aside. 

An SWP counter-coup would be a 
step forward - but not much of one. 
Instead of rightwing social-pacifism 
we will have leftwing social-
pacifism l
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russian-states-long-history-of-cultivating-
homegrown-neo-nazis-178535.
3. quoteinvestigator.com/2021/05/04/no-plan.
4. K Marx and F Engels CW Vol 7, Moscow 
1977, p212.
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7. Solidarity March 22.
8. H Draper and E Haberkern Karl Marx’s 
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9. Solidarity February 16.
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weeklyworker.co.uk/worker/1390/alexs-
greater-friend.
16. Socialist Worker February 21 2022.
17. en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Doomsday_Clock.
18. Party Notes April 4 2022 (my emphasis).

Online Communist Forum

Sunday April 17 5pm 
James Connolly and the Easter Rising

Speaker: Kevin Bean
Use this link to join the meeting: 
communistparty.co.uk/ocf-register

Organised by CPGB: communistparty.co.uk and 
Labour Party Marxists: www.labourpartymarxists.org.uk

For further information, email Stan Keable at 
Secretary@labourpartymarxists.org.uk
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ENERGY

No quick fix
Mimicking the sun and producing power using nuclear fusion has long been a dream and it appears that will 
be the case for a long time to come. Yassamine Mather explains

A s the price of fuel continues 
to spiral in the aftermath 
of Russia’s February 24 

invasion of Ukraine, Boris Johnson’s 
government has presented its 
38-page energy strategy, specifying 
targets for wind and solar power, 
along with a U-turn regarding 
greater exploitation of North Sea oil 
and gas reserves and the proposal 
to build eight new nuclear power 
stations.

There is a threefold aim: (1) 
getting to 95% clean electrical 
generation by 2030; (2) achieving 
net-zero by 2050, as pledged at 
Cop26; (3) especially in light of 
Ukraine, ensuring UK energy 
security.

Commenting on the proposed 
£400 billion annual budget target 
(about 0.6% of gross domestic 
product), Dieter Helm, a professor 
of energy policy at the University 
of Oxford and until recently a 
government advisor, says this is 
nowhere near enough and renders 
its goal of reaching net zero by 2050 
“hopelessly unrealistic”.1 Helm tells 
us that the transition to clean energy 
can never be achieved at “very low 
cost”. The government’s whole 
strategy assumes “not only that the 
costs of renewables and low-carbon 
technologies will keep falling, but 
also that government policy will 

be perfect”. This is “nonsense”, he 
added, because “the unfortunate 
reality is that the costs do not go 
away by assumption”.

Anyone following the disastrous 
consequences of underestimating 
the costs and time scales for the 
nuclear industry will certainly 
agree with Helm. The whole 
nuclear sector has been plagued 
by accidents, soaring costs and 
massive delays ... and, eventually, 
when a nuclear station is up and 
running, it produces very expensive 
electricity.

Mycle Schneider, lead author 
of the annual World Nuclear 
Industry Status Report (WNISR), 
has highlighted these problems. 
He estimates that since 2009 the 
average construction time for 
reactors worldwide was just under 
10 years - well above the estimate 
given by the World Nuclear 
Association of between five and 
nine years.

Those researching and proposing 
the next generation of nuclear power 
stations keep telling us they have 
learned lessons from the mistakes 
and problems of the past. Despite 
that, nothing can hide the exorbitant 
sums involved: estimates are in the 
range of $5,500-$8,100 per kilowatt 
or between $6 billion and $9 billion 
for each 1,100-megawatt plant.

In fact, while other energy sources 
have declined in cost, nuclear has 
become more expensive:

Over the past decade, the WNISR 
estimates levelised costs (which 
compare the total lifetime cost of 
building and running a plant to 
lifetime output) for utility-scale 
solar have dropped by 88% and 
for wind by 69%. For nuclear, 
they have increased by 23% [my 
emphasis].2

What about nuclear power as 
a panacea for global warming? 
Schneider damningly writes: 
“Stabilising the climate is urgent, 
[but] nuclear power is slow.”3

Then there are the inherent 
dangers. Leave aside the problem 
of disposing of spent fuel rods 

and other such waste material and 
keeping it away from humans - for 
example, stored deep underground 
for many thousands of years. There 
have been well over 100 serious 
accidents in nuclear power plants, 
the worst being Three Mile Island 
(1979), Chernobyl (1986) and 
Fukushima (2011). While the new 
designs have much better fail-safe 
mechanisms built into them, there is 
still the horrid prospect of terrorist 
or military attack.

A Boeing 747 or a ballistic 
missile slamming into a nuclear 
power plant would send a ploom 
of deadly radioactive dust high 
into the atmosphere and then to 
wherever the prevailing wind takes 
it, potentially killing hundreds 
directly and sentencing tens of 
thousands more to an agonising 
early grave.

That is why various 
environmentalists, physicists, 
journalists and politicians hold out 
the prospect of going for nuclear 
fusion, as opposed to nuclear 
fission. Indeed, the Johnson 
government is considering a 
Scottish site for a new nuclear 
fusion energy station - despite the 
Scottish government’s opposition. 
The Tories are also intending to 
nominate four potential sites south 
of the border.

According to the Scottish paper, 
The National:

A total of £222 million in 
preparatory funding has been 
allocated to select a site and 
develop a concept design, with 
a “considerably higher quantum 
of money” than required to build 
the working power plan by 2050, 
according to Leon Flexman of the 
[UK Atomic Energy Authority].4

So what are these two processes? 
How do they differ from each 
other? Fission and fusion are both 
physical processes that produce 
massive amounts of energy from 
atoms through nuclear reaction - 
as opposed to carbon-based coal 
and gas or obtaining power from 
windfarms, solar radiation or water.

Fission is based on splitting 
the nucleus of a larger atom into 
two or more smaller nuclei, a 
process which  releases energy. The 
nuclear power reactors, where the 
process takes place, use uranium 
and plutonium. Both products are 
highly dangerous with a half-life 
of up to 24,100 years. But in theory 
both are easy to control. Energy is 
released in these reactors, heating 
water and producing steam, which 
is used to spin a turbine in order to 
produce carbon-free electricity.



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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Fusion is almost the opposite: 
two light atomic nuclei combine 
to form a single heavier one, 
while also releasing energy. This 
is something learnt from studying 
similar processes that power the 
sun and stars. A common example 
is the fusion of two hydrogen 
atoms, which fuse in order to form 
a helium atom. The process requires 
exceedingly high temperatures to 
overcome their mutual electrical 
repulsion.

Fusion creates more energy than 
fission - in some cases up to four 
times as much. The illustration 
shows how the process works in 
the sun: Tritium and Deuterium 
(isotopes of hydrogen, Hydrogen-3 
and Hydrogen-2 respectively) 
unite under extreme pressure and 
temperature to produce a neutron 
and a helium isotope.

Fission requires a nuclear 
power plant with all its technical 
complexity. Such plants must 
satisfy strict safety regulations and 
that in part explains the time delays 
and cost overruns.

How about fusion? Obviously, 
given fission’s evident 
shortcomings, this option is getting 
a lot of attention and funding. 
However, is it the answer? Not 
if the intention is to deal with 
the impending climate disaster! 
The US strategic report relating 
to a fusion pilot plant gives the 
following timeline: design - 2020s; 
construction - 2030s; operation - 
2040s.

All this will depend on the 
following:
1 throwing the power of 
computation and machine learning 
into the fusion process;
2 relying on the assumption that 
the latest models have reliable 
predictive power;
3 assuming that turbulence can 
be optimised in stellarators (ie, 
plasma devices that rely primarily 
on external magnets - scientists 
researching magnetic confinement 
fusion aim to use stellarator devices 
as a vessel for nuclear fusion 
reactions).

When we study the sun and stars, 
we find that high temperatures 
and powerful gravitational 
forces naturally prepare a fusion 
environment. But on earth we face 
the challenge of creating the same 
conditions, so that we can achieve 
self-sustaining ignition. This is 
not a minor problem, as it requires 
maintaining the plasma (a mixture 
of gaseous deuterium, tritium ions 
and atoms, and the helium fusion 
product) at millions of degrees 
Celsius. But it soon became clear 
that scientists could not find any 
materials capable of withstanding 
such high temperatures. That is why 
they came up with the solution of 
keeping the plasma in a magnetic 
field, using superconducting 
magnets surrounding a fusion 
vessel or chamber.

When it comes to radioactive 
waste, fusion has an advantage over 
fission, in that nuclear fuel chain 
reaction does produce radioactive 
waste, while in a nuclear fission 
reactor the radiation consists of beta 
particles, alpha particles and gamma 
rays. In a nuclear fusion reactor, the 
vessel wall is the only part that the 
high-energy neutrons can bombard.

In a worst-case scenario, if the 
enclosure of the main fusion vessel 
layers breaks, the neutron radiation 
will end as soon as the fusion 
reaction stops. But in a fission 
reactor the radiation continues 
to exist in the waste materials. 
For nuclear fusion, the activated 
materials (eg, the containers and 
vessel walls that neutrons have 
bombarded) must be stored safely 
for centuries. However, in fusion 
the radiation level is so small that it 
can be reused in the reactors.

In February 2022 a team of 

scientists from the Joint European 
Torus - a magnetically confined 
plasma physics experiment based 
in Oxfordshire - produced 59 
megajoules from a sustained 
reaction lasting five seconds. This 
was heralded as a major achievement 
- it was more than double what 
was achieved in similar tests back 
in 1997, producing enough power 
to boil about 60 kettles. One of 
the main achievements of the 
experiment was proof that new 
materials used to construct the inner 
walls of the fusion reactor worked 
as intended.

However, it should be 
remembered that the current 
estimate for actually using this type 
of energy is the 2040s. In the words 
of BBC science correspondent 
Jonathan Amos: “Fusion is not a 
solution to get us to 2050 net zero. 
This is a solution to power society 
in the second half of this century” l

Fission Fusion
Type of reaction Not a natural process. Similar to the process occurring in stars, 

such as the sun.

Radioactive 
by‑products of the 
reaction

Fission produces many highly 
radioactive particles.

Few radioactive particles are produced 
by fusion reaction, but, if a fission 
‘trigger’ is used, radioactive particles 
will result from that.

Conditions Critical mass of the substance and high-
speed neutrons are required.

A high-density, high-temperature 
environment is required.

Energy 
requirement

Takes little energy to split two atoms in a 
fission reaction.

Fusion requires temperatures of 100 
million Kelvin - six times hotter than the 
core of the sun

Energy released The energy released by fission is a 
million times greater than that released 
in chemical reactions, but lower than the 
energy released by nuclear fusion.

The energy released by fusion is three 
to four times greater than the energy 
released by fission

Nuclear weapons One class of nuclear weapon is a fission 
bomb, also known as an atomic bomb or 
atom bomb.

One class of nuclear weapon is the 
hydrogen bomb, which uses a fission 
reaction to ‘trigger’ a fusion reaction. 
To date, no nuclear weapon makes 
use of nuclear fusion alone, though 
governmental defence programmes have 
put considerable research into such a 
possibility.

Energy production Fission is used in nuclear power plants. Fusion is an experimental technology for 
producing power.

Fuel used Uranium is the primary fuel used in 
power plants.

Hydrogen isotopes (Deuterium and 
Tritium) are the primary fuels used in 
experimental fusion power plants.

Nuclear waste The by-product of fission is radioactive 
waste that takes thousands of years to 
lose its dangerous levels of radiation. 
This means that nuclear fission reactors 
must also have safeguards for this waste 
and its transport to uninhabited storage 
or dump sites.

Fusion does not emit harmful toxins 
like carbon dioxide or other greenhouse 
gases into the atmosphere. Its major by-
product is helium - an inert, non-toxic 
gas. There is no long-lived radioactive 
waste.

Mathematics Nuclear fission is the splitting of a 
massive nucleus into photons in the form 
of gamma rays, free neutrons and other 
subatomic particles. In a typical nuclear 
reaction involving 235U and a neutron: 
23592U + n = 23692U, followed by 
23692U = 14456Ba + 89 36Kr + 3n  
+ 177 MeV

The energy released in fusion is related 
to E = mc2 (Einstein’s famous energy-
mass equation). On earth, the most likely 
fusion reaction is Deuterium-Tritium. 
Deuterium and Tritium are both isotopes 
of hydrogen. 2 1Deuterium + 3 1Tritium 
= 42He + 10n + 17.6 MeV. 
Fusion of deuterium with tritium, 
creating helium-4, freeing a neutron and 
releasing 17.59 MeV of energy.

The two types of nuclear power summed-up

Notes
1. worldnewsera.com/news/finance/energy-
expert-slams-uks-net-zero-strategy-as-
hopelessly-unrealistic.
2. Ibid.
3. www.reuters.com/article/us-energy-
nuclearpower-idUSKBN1W909J.
4. www.thenational.scot/news/19867784.
uk-government-consider-ayrshire-coast-
nuclear-plant-despite-scottish-government-
opposition.

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

Nice boost
The fighting fund received a 

nice boost this week in the 
shape of a brilliant £200 cheque 
from comrade LP. That was 
something we really needed, 
because things had not been 
looking too good, with only £295 
coming our way via bank and 
PayPal transfers, when we need 
a weekly average of over £500 
to arrive at our monthly £2,250 
target.

But that cheque helped to take 
our running total for April up to 
£930, as we edge towards the 
halfway mark. But we’re still a 
bit behind where we need to be if 
we’re going to reach that target, 
with almost half the month gone. 
In other words, we could do with 
a bit of a spurt. True, we are 
nearing that time of the month 
when we get several substantial 
standing orders, but they won’t 
be enough to get us home unless 
quite a few more readers chip in 
too.

Over the last seven days, as 
well as LP’s excellent cheque, 
there were two useful £50 PayPal 
transfers from comrades SB and 
RL, as well as standing orders 
from PB (£60), BO (£35), HN 
(£30), DV and GD (£25 each), 
plus SM and CC (£10). But we 
still need more than £1,300 in 
just over two weeks.

Anyone else fancy giving 
us a bit of a boost? A few more 
cheques would be handy or, if you 
prefer, you can click on the PayPal 
button on our website. Best of all 
though, in terms of both speed and 
money, would be a bank transfer, 
as there’s no charge deducted. 
Please pay ‘Weekly Worker’, 
account number 00744310 (sort 
code 30-99-64).

With your help we can do it! l
Robbie Rix

Fighting fund
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Rise and fall of a creep
The fiasco over his wife’s non-dom status and now a fixed-penalty notice have sunk Rishi Sunak’s prime 
ministerial ambitions. Paul Demarty is amused

The return of ‘Partygate’ to the 
front pages - after a month or two 
when, for all its contemporary 

relevance, it felt almost as if it were an 
episode from Sumerian history - casts 
an interesting light on the escalating 
tensions between 10 and 11 Downing 
Street.

On April 12, the news broke that 
both Boris Johnson and his chancellor, 
Rishi Sunak, were to be issued with 
fixed-penalty notices for violating 
lockdown rules at the height of the 
Covid-19 pandemic. Momentarily, 
the war in Ukraine - which may be the 
greatest favour anyone has ever done 
for Johnson - was bumped off the top 
of news websites to make way for the 
various piously shocked reactions.

At the end of last year and 
beginning of this, it was revealed - in 
a steady drip-drip of leaks - that, at 
a time when ordinary Joes like you 
and me were forbidden even the most 
modest social engagements in the 
interests of controlling the spread of 
Covid-19, the prime minister and his 
staff had several parties in the garden 
of 10 Downing Street. The optics, 
needless to say, were not good, and 
before long, there was an inquiry led 
by bureaucrat Sue Gray, and various 
Metropolitan Police investigations. 
Now the cops have made Johnson the 
first sitting prime minister to fall foul 
of the criminal law, and thrown the 
chancellor in for good measure.

The fines - topping out at £50 apiece 
- are unlikely to trouble Johnson, 
let alone the now famously deep-
pocketed Sunak. And, so long as the 
wartime atmosphere persists, Tories 
will be shy of unseating the PM. Roger 
Gale, a foe of Johnson, said: “I am not 
prepared to give Vladimir Putin the 
comfort of thinking that we are about 
to unseat the prime minister of the 
United Kingdom and destabilise the 
coalition against Putin”. Similar stuff 
came from Andrew Bridgen, who had 
already sent his letter demanding a vote 
of confidence earlier this year. It is, 
however, an uncomfortable reminder 
to the Tories that their great saviour 
has a rather inconsistent command 
of his common touch. Opinion polls 
continue to put Labour consistently 
ahead of the Tories, though the lead 
tightened during the Ukraine crisis.

More problems
We should not forget Sunak, however, 
since this is not even his first scandal 
this month.

Plucked from obscurity by Boris 
Johnson to effectively the highest 
political office in the land short 
of the premiership itself, Sunak 
distinguished himself from the rest 
of Johnson’s crony cabinet by having 
more than a quarter of an idea what the 
hell he was doing, even if the times 
ended up demanding something else 
from him, apart from the Thatcherite 
asset-stripping he plainly prefers to get 
on with at the earliest opportunity. His 
errors are those from the point of view 
of elementary human dignity, like 
the ‘eat out to help out’ scheme that 
successfully kick-started the Covid-19 
pandemic all over again; they are 

not errors from the point of view of 
cannibalistic Tory principle.

Alas, the chaos of the last few 
years - Brexit, Covid-19, global gas 
shortages and now economic warfare 
with Russia - finally caught up with 
him. Gordon Brown quipped, at the 
height of his regard in the bourgeois 
media, that there were two kinds of 
chancellor: bad ones, and those who 
got out in time. Sunak’s department 
now confronts a spiralling cost of 
living, with huge spikes in energy 
prices coinciding with high inflation in 
ordinary supermarket goods (putting a 
new spin on the old choice, frequently 
faced by the poor, between heating 
and eating - how about neither?).

His laughably timid response to 
this crisis already had him on the 
ropes; but then came a series of leaks 
about his family finances. The bulk 
of the Sunaks’ fortune comes from 
Rishi’s wife, Akshata Murthy; she is 
the heiress of the owners of Infosys, 
one of the biggest IT outsourcing 
firms in the world. Not a bad catch for 
our dishy Rishi - but he is hardly the 
first politician to marry into money. 
The problem is that, as it turns out, 
Murthy paid for non-domiciled status, 
which allowed her to dodge something 
like £20 million in British taxes for a 
modest investment of £30,000.

This is not a good look for a man 
whose most recent major political 
decision was essentially to shift large 
parts of the national insurance burden 
from businesses to employees. But 
inevitably he was slow to accept there 
was a problem, rebuffing enquiries 
from journalists on the basis that his 
wife’s financial affairs were none 
of anyone’s business, that the pair 
were victims of a “political hit job”. 
This went down like the proverbial 
shit sandwich (now retailing for 50p 
more than last week in your local 

Pret a Manger), and - after a storm of 
controversy - Murthy announced that 
she would condescend to pay taxes like 
the little people, because she “didn’t 
want the issue to be a distraction for 
my husband”. A most noble motive 
for paying taxes, compared to the rest 
of us, who merely do it out of fear of 
being thrown in jail … not a prospect 
ever likely to darken the mood of an 
Akshata Murthy.

Whodunnit?
Watching this creep suffer is 
entertainment enough, but our 
thoughts must turn to the key mystery: 
who was leaking this stuff? We do not 
know yet (Whitehall investigations 
are ongoing), but we may advance a 
hypothesis. And for that, we’ll have to 
go back to Partygate.

As that crisis deepened, Boris 
Johnson’s response went through 
the usual cycle: first denial; then 
attempts to claim it was no big deal 
(after all, the staff at number 10 had 
been working so very hard … ); then 
increasingly ludicrous attempts at 
deflection. Belatedly, the PM noticed 
he needed a PR strategy that looked 
farther ahead than that day’s PMQs. 
He struck a fantastically implausible 
penitent pose, and secretly prepared 
‘Operation Red Meat’ - a programme 
of cynical culture-war provocations 
to recover the Tories’ poll lead and 
prevent further defections from ‘Red 
Wall’ constituencies to Labour.

As Johnson’s trouble mounted, 
Tory minds - as is their wont - 
turned to defenestration. Perhaps his 
premiership was unsalvageable after 
all. The question then posed itself 
- who next? Who could replace the 
party’s great blonde hope? We can 
safely assume that Matt Hancock was 
not in the running. But Sunak perhaps 
was.

But then a real ‘operation red 
meat’ was started - the ‘special 
military operation’ of Vladimir Putin 
in Ukraine. The demands of the 
hour were clear: vigorous, jingoistic 
bloviations from morning till night, 
and total lockstep subservience to the 
interests of the US state department. 
Nobody better for that role than Boris, 
jiggling the jowls of his pound-shop 
Churchill mask. Nothing could hope 
to penetrate the most total blanket of 
media unanimity in living memory, 
never mind some petty squabbles 
over who passed out drunk in whose 
garden in Whitehall. Not, that is, until 
the rozzers came knocking on the door 
of Number 10.

Sunak was suspiciously 
unavailable to do his duty and defend 
the indefensible in the national media 
during the height of Partygate. At 
roughly the same time, meanwhile, 
several flagship ‘red Tory’ policies 
favoured by Johnson’s electoral 
machine back in 2019 hit the buffers 
- most notably the scaling back of the 
projected HS2 railway line in a way 
that made a mockery of the so-called 
‘levelling up’ agenda. Johnson’s allies 
briefed friendly journalists to the 
effect that Sunak was to blame for all 
this, which may be true; alternatively, 
it could be merely evidence that the 
knives were already out for someone 
seen as a major potential rival.

We cannot know that Johnson’s 
people are behind this, of course: 
it may be some metropolitan 
liberal remainer in the bowels of 
Whitehall, or someone completely 
out of left field. The prime minister’s 
minions, however, provide the most 
immediately satisfying answer to the 
question, cui bono? The truth is that 
the ranks of prominent Tories are 
rather empty of likely replacements: 
Sunak, Liz Truss maybe (it is a good 
time to be foreign secretary, and nibble 
at the edges of someone else’s war 
in the hope of reflected glory). With 
Sunak floundering, the prospect of 
offloading Boris is even less enticing 
to nervous Tory MPs.

What next?
The return of Partygate to popular 
consciousness comes at a bad time 
for the Tories - what with the price of 
a loaf of bread and a gallon of petrol 
soaring and, most pertinently, local 
elections coming up on May 5. The 
fact that the new wave of scandal has 
taken in both the PM and his most 
serious rival, however, makes things a 

little less predictable.
In the short term, both men are 

safe. We have discussed Johnson’s 
prospects above. In principle, Sunak 
would be easier to offload - he is, after 
all, not the prime minister; he has had 
a torrid spring already; and so on. Yet 
could Boris’s people really sell it to 
the rest of the Tories, when they are 
so obviously embroiled in the same 
scandal?

But, longer term, there is the 
prospect of greater instability. Johnson 
cannot hide under Vladimir Putin’s 
skirts forever; as the Ukraine war 
takes its course, either to a ceasefire 
of some sort or a protracted guerrilla 
struggle and counterinsurgency, or 
some other awful outcome, it will 
become impossible to defer domestic 
politics any longer. A truly bad outing 
on May 5, above and beyond the usual 
chastening received by governing 
parties in mid-term polls, may be 
enough to cause a crisis of leadership 
that could threaten Johnson for real.

In any case, this all ought to put 
paid to talk of ‘levelling up’ for 
good. It is, as always, hard to tell 
how much Johnson believed his own 
sales pitch, but the MPs returned 
from deindustrialised ‘red wall’ seats 
certainly did. On the other hand, Sunak 
- a repellent City Thatcherite of the old 
school - certainly did not. Somehow, 
the promise of ‘Red Toryism’ always 
remains unfulfilled - from Ruskin, 
through Chamberlain, to Phillip Blond 
and Nick Timothy; somehow, the likes 
of Sunak find a way to ensure their 
fathers-in-law make out just fine, and 
the rest of us get battered by the forces 
of the world economy.

What we meet in the end is 
the central lie of Tory (and even 
‘leftwing’) Brexitism - that the reason 
Britain is industrially emasculated lies 
across the channel. In truth, as Mike 
Macnair has argued over the years, 
there is a natural lifecycle to imperial 
hegemony, which ends with the total 
domination of finance capital.

Whether or not Sunak survives, 
he - and the others who see the post-
Brexit ‘sunlit uplands’ as a matter of 
completing Thatcher’s revolution and 
turning Britain into an unassailable 
offshore financial centre, with tax 
rates comparable to the Virgin Islands 
- are riding the wave of British history. 
Diverting it from its present course 
poses the question of international 
political coordination l
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