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Sectarianism
Jack Conrad really can’t help himself. 
Instead of arguing for a united front 
of all those opposed to Nato’s war 
in Ukraine, he decides instead to 
indulge in a bout of sectarianism, 
painting the social-imperialist wing 
of the left as no better than the pro-
Putin left, with only the CPGB 
adopting the correct position of ‘A 
plague on both your houses’.

His article, ‘Pro-Kremlin 
socialists’ (April 28), makes it clear 
who his real targets are: not those 
on the left who fall in behind their 
own ruling class, under the rubric 
of Ukrainian self-determination, 
but those who are opposed to the 
imperialist warmongers. And if this 
means bending the truth then that is a 
small price to pay for some sectarian 
polemics.

We are told that amongst those 
who “see something progressive in 
the Putin regime” is the Socialist 
Labour Network. That is news to 
me. The SLN has a very clear policy 
on the conflict and nothing in that 
policy gives any support whatsoever 
to Putin’s gangster anti-working 
class regime.

At our last all-members meeting 
we passed the following amongst a 
16-point policy:
1 The Socialist Labour Network 
condemns the Russian invasion of 
Ukraine. We call for an immediate 
ceasefire and for all Russian armed 
forces to immediately withdraw.
2 The working classes of Russia 
and Ukraine have nothing to gain 
from war and will pay the biggest 
price. Despite the terrible situation 
caused by the intensification of 
rival nationalisms, we support the 
building of unity among workers 
across national boundaries. The 
workers of Ukraine and Russia have 
common interests.
5 We stand in solidarity with those 
in Russia who have protested 
against the invasion, despite police 
repression. We support the building 
of a mass anti-war movement, 
including among Russian troops.

Point 16 stated: “We support 
the right of secession of the two 
breakaway republics, Donetsk and 
Luhansk, in the face of attacks 
on ethnic Russians and Russian-
speaking Ukrainians.”

This was summed up in six bullet 
points, the last of which calls for 
“Unity of the workers of Russia 
and the Ukraine to overthrow their 
corrupt reactionary oppressors”. 
This is hardly the stuff of Putin hero 
worship, is it?

But perhaps Jack is referring to 
me? I should remind him that my 
view of Putin, who is a rightwing 
nationalist, has never changed. In 
my March 26 blog article, ‘The 
Ukraine war - who is responsible for 
the carnage?’, I stated: “We should 
also support, without hesitation, 
the anti-war protestors in Russia 
itself and condemn the repression 
by the gangster regime that Putin 
represents with his new law, 
imposing 15-year gaol sentences 
on those who contradict Russian 
propaganda.”

The subtitle of my blog was ‘Putin 
has fallen into the trap that Biden laid 
for him’. I remain of that opinion.

Maybe Jack is referring to my 
Weekly Worker article, ‘Pro-war 
socialists’ (April 21). I should 
remind Jack that the SLN is, as 
its name states, a network, not a 
democratic-centralist party. What I 
wrote was on my own behalf and not 
on behalf of the SLN. But Jack will 

not find in it anything that flatters the 
Putin regime.

However, the fact is that Russia 
has invaded Ukraine - or rather it 
has intervened in an already extant 
civil war. Russia’s intervention is 
clearly a defensive reaction to Nato’s 
expansionist aggression - a position I 
thought that the CPGB also adhered 
to.

Yes, I welcome the liberation of 
Mariupol from the tender grip of 
the neo-Nazi Azov battalion. And 
from the interviews I’ve seen with its 
residents, so do many of the people 
who have had to put up with these 
fascist thugs for the past eight years. 
There is little doubt that the rule of 
the Azov fascists has been a bloody 
one indeed for the inhabitants.

It is also the case that the 
Ukrainian military had been massing 
on the borders of the Donbas prior 
to February 24 with the intention 
of invading the two breakaway 
republics. It is my view that the 
people of those areas have the right 
to ask for the support of the Russian 
military against Zelensky’s fascist-
inspired military. What Russia had 
no right to do was to attempt to 
capture Kyiv.

Jack Conrad informs us that 
the fascist “tail hardly wags the 
Ukrainian dog”. In that he is wrong. 
The United States has helped build 
up the fascist militias into a potent 
fighting force. A concerted campaign 
has been underway in the media to 
paint these neo-Nazis as having been 
depoliticised by their incorporation 
into Ukraine’s military.

I believe the opposite is the 
case. Where you have ideologically 
motivated fascists in a rightwing 
environment it is clear that it 
won’t be the fascists, but the less 
ideological rightwingers, who will 
be incorporated. However, there is 
very clear evidence that the fascist 
influence today in Ukraine is very 
significant.

All in all, not only is Jack’s 
article factually wrong, but it is a 
good example of wooden-headed 
sectarianism - which prefers marking 
out a distinctive position for the 
CPGB to trying to build a mass anti-
war campaign. That is his choice. 
The real question is why he bothered 
to write it.
Tony Greenstein
Brighton

Socialist Plight
Gerry Downing of Socialist Fight has 
thoroughly misrepresented my talk 
and comments at the recent Online 
Communist Forum on the 1932 
Kinder Scout mass trespass (Letters, 
April 28). Old habits die hard for 
Downing, who has an answer for 
everything, but insight into nothing.

Let us remind ourselves of his 
record on issues of accuracy and 
veracity. Downing has been caught 
out on these pages misattributing 
quotes to David Broder (March 11 
2021) and myself (November 4 
2021). René Gimpel also pointed 
out (December 2 2021) that in one 
of Downing’s notorious brain-dumps 
on ‘philosophy’, the latter wasn’t 
even sure what century various 
key philosophers were writing in. 
Hardly an inspiring record of literary 
activity. On top of this have been 
tiresome and pathetic attempts to 
pass slurs on me and other comrades 
as ‘Stalinist’.

In his latest pile of steaming 
horseshit, Downing alleges that 
I “asserted that there was serious 
opposition within the Communist 
Party (internationally?) to the third-
period social-fascist ultra-leftism 
and he could produce documents to 
prove it”. I said nothing of the sort. I 
told the meeting that the CPGB had 
pruned back some of its ultra-leftism 

at the back end of the third period 
but made absolutely no mention of 
this as opposition, internationally 
or otherwise. On producing 
“documents”, Downing laughably 
suggested that I wanted to revive the 
“putrid history” of the CPGB, after I 
had spent some considerable time in 
the meeting suggesting we shouldn’t 
revive the many “warts” of the old 
party. I challenged Downing to find 
anything in my words or writing that 
suggested I wanted to simply revive 
the CPGB’s history without criticism. 
I made no reference to documents 
proving third-period opposition 
in the Comintern (other than in 
Downing’s fertile imagination).

Downing further alleges that 
“Lawrence’s talk, far more than 
his article, set out to prove that this 
[Kinder Scout mass trespass] was 
an exemplary class struggle action 
by the Young Communist League 
and CPGB in general”. Again, I 
said absolutely nothing of the sort. I 
remarked that I preferred the politics 
of the mass trespass of 1932 to the 
latter-day establishment recuperation 
of that event, but said that the 
tactics of those years represented 
a clear, economistic deformation 
of the CPGB’s politics in the 
1920s. Therefore, in contradiction 
to Downing’s addled memory, I 
certainly did not portray this period 
“as a great militant time”. Exactly 
the opposite, in fact.

I am also accused with Jack 
Conrad of prettifying the “appalling 
treachery” of the popular front. 
Utter poppycock. In fact, all we 
did is deny Downing’s factually 
incorrect assertion that the CPGB 
simply turned away from the labour 
movement in the second half of 
the 1930s, given that it re-entered 
the Labour Party in that period and 
continued working in the trade 
unions. No-one had anything positive 
to say about the popular front; I 
only argued that it didn’t lead to the 
CPGB becoming truly ‘respectable’, 
because its ultimate loyalty to the 
Soviet Union meant that it could 
never be treated as an acceptable 
bloc partner by the likes of a Labour 
Party right wedded to the British 
state. Only in Downing’s weird brain 
does this equate to giving the popular 
front a big tick.

I apologise to Weekly Worker 
readers for having to waste time 
dealing with these sad inventions of 
a tired old man, terminally addicted 
to the dubious art of playing snooker 
with a rope.
Lawrence Parker
London

Alive and kicking
I’m surprised that your contributor, 
James Harvey, didn’t contact the 
Labour Briefing editorial board 
for comment on his article, ‘Dead, 
not resting’, as Briefing is, in fact, 
very much alive and kicking. The 
printed copy will not be produced 
regularly, for a number of reasons - 
including our belief that visual media 
is where growth in communication 
is. However, the editorial board is 
continuing to develop Briefing’s 
great tradition, through Red Line TV.

Red Line TV is committed 
to developing a powerful, non-
factional voice for those on the left. 
We believe that debate, information 
and dialogue are essential to our 
movement. Even though only eight 
or so weeks old, Red Line TV has 
already achieved viewing figures 
of over 1,000, with a great range of 
contributors - and a new web page 
about to be launched on the back of 
this unexpected success.

Quoting from journalist Asa 
Winstanley, Red Line is “just 
excellent broadcast journalism, full 
stop. The format is really dynamic 

and innovative”. Past programmes 
have covered a range of subjects 
including ‘Corbyn, where did it 
go wrong?’, ‘The war on the left’, 
‘Inventions of race’, as well as trans 
rights and Ukraine. We’re improving 
with every show.

Red Lines’ next show, on Monday 
May 9 at 7pm, is ‘Reclaim the 
Earth’, looking at the environmental 
catastrophe. You can register for the 
show at us02web.zoom.us/meeting/
register/tZUqf-uhqzgpEtzDu7OIA5-
VMIEcChsY2xOd. There is no 
charge - we are sponsored by a 
growing number of patrons.

You can catch up with past 
programmes at www.youtube.com/
channel/UCvgTk2li4VBf8qSbG_
Pssng.
Jackie Walker
email

Wait for collapse
My reply to Andrew Northall’s letter 
(April 28) is that we should never 
forget the big picture - we need to 
start from there and then proceed to 
the details. In other words, starting 
from the big picture, I can say that 
there will be no move towards 
socialism in advanced capitalist 
countries like Britain and America 
until these countries face economic 
and political collapse. It is the 
collapse of capitalism which will 
lead to socialism in these countries. 
The collapse need not be total either 
- a partial collapse can do the trick, as 
long as it lasts long enough.

It is on the basis of this collapse 
that I argue that it is possible to win 
the Labour Party over to socialism. 
Another point is that there is no 
contradiction between doing that and 
the struggle for a mass communist 
party. But building a communist 
party should be done in such a way 
as not to split the working class.

The idea that the Labour Party 
can’t be won over to socialism, or 
that it would be difficult to do so, is an 
argument of ultra-left sectarianism. 
Karl Marx argued in the Communist 
manifesto that, in a serious crisis of 
the system, part of the ruling class 
will go over to the revolutionary 
class. He wrote: “Finally, in times 
when the class struggle nears 
the decisive hour, the process of 
dissolution going on within the 

ruling class - in fact within the whole 
range of old society - assumes such a 
violent, glaring character that a small 
section of the ruling class cuts itself 
adrift, and joins the revolutionary 
class, the class that holds the future 
in its hands ...”

If even a section of the ruling 
class will come over to socialism 
when capitalism collapses, we 
should not be putting forward the 
ultra-left argument that the Labour 
Party can’t be won over to socialism, 
or introduce it, given that the Labour 
Party already has one foot in the camp 
of socialism, as Corbyn’s election to 
the leadership showed. The other 
foot is in the capitalist camp and is 
now represented by the right. This is 
the real meaning of Lenin describing 
Labour as a bourgeois workers’ 
party. With one foot in socialism and 
the other in capitalism, all it will take 
to tip the balance towards socialism 
is the collapse of capitalism.

I disagree with the argument that 
the Labour Party can’t introduce 
socialism, which ignores the big 
picture. After the war Labour 
introduced the NHS. The NHS 
is socialism. They were able to 
introduce it due to the conditions 
prevailing at the time. And Clement 
Attlee wasn’t even particularly 
leftwing.

Also, the point comrade Northall 
makes about the defeat of Corbyn 
relates to detail rather than the big 
picture. What the Corbyn episode is 
telling us loudly and clearly is that 
the Labour Party can be won over 
to socialism. The role of Corbynism 
was that of an early warning system, 
telling us what is going to happen 
when capitalism collapses. To use 
‘Hegelian speak’, Corbyn was 
the temporary show of essence in 
appearance before it withdrew.

If Boris Johnson and Liz Truss 
fail to provoke nuclear war as a result 
of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, it 
would be reasonable to assume that 
the impending decline of world oil 
production will trigger the collapse 
of global capitalism. The Labour 
Party would be finished if it failed 
to move towards socialism in this 
situation.
Tony Clark
Campaigning for Democratic 
Socialism

Online Communist Forum

Sunday May 8 5pm 
Imperialism and the state
Speaker: Mike Macnair

Sunday May 15 5pm 
Northern Ireland elections: 

crises in permanence
Speakers: Kevin Bean and Anne McShane

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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MBS goes ballistic 
Disillusioned with the US, Riyadh refuses to condemn Russia, 
threatens to become a nuclear power and pivots towards China. 
Yassamine Mather investigates the shifting politics of the 
Middle East

In many ways the last few months 
have been both the best of times 
and the worst of times for the 

Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.
The war in Ukraine and the 

global shortages of oil and gas have 
led to massive price rises and that 
has no doubt benefited the Saudi 
economy, which had been facing 
serious problems. Year-on-year gross 
domestic product rose by 9.6% in the 
first quarter of 2022 - the fastest in a 
decade. World leaders from the UK’s 
Boris Johnson to Turkey’s Recep 
Tayyip Erdoğan and new Pakistani 
premier Shehbaz Sharif have been 
amongst recent visitors to Riyadh. 
In the case of Johnson, attempting 
to please the oil-producing host, the 
UK’s hypocritical claims of concern 
for human rights were left back at 
home. Pakistan’s premier wanted the 
extension of the terms of a $3 billion 
deposit in the country’s central bank.

As for Erdoğan, as he arrived 
in Riyadh begging for cash, he did 
not mention a word about the brutal 
assassination of journalist Jamal 
Khashoggi in 2018. Of course, 
the two countries had been allies 
in a number of regional conflicts: 
Syria, Iraq, Iran, Lebanon … until 
the killing of Khashoggi inside the 
Saudi consulate in Istanbul soured 
relations. But all that is now forgotten, 
as Turkey is desperate for cash and 
Erdoğan’s popularity is falling. But 
the Saudis also needed Turkey. Unlike 
Trump, Joe Biden and the current US 
administration are not great fans of 
crown prince Mohammed bin Salman. 
However, relations have worsened in 
the last few weeks, not least because 
Saudi Arabia and its close ally, the 
United Arab Emirates, have refused to 
increase oil production - which would 
have led to a reduction of global oil 
prices.

The Saudis have also refused to 
condemn the Russian invasion of 
Ukraine. The UAE’s ambassador to 
Washington, Yousef Al Otaiba, has 
hinted that the Gulf Cooperation 
Council - particularly Saudi Arabia 
and the UAE - will continue to resist 
pressure from Washington to condemn 
the invasion and side with Ukraine.

In what would have seemed 
unbelievable a few years ago, there 
are widespread rumours in the Middle 
East that the Saudi and Qatari leaders 
have rejected calls from the US 
administration to abandon Opec+ (the 
loosely affiliated group consisting of 
the 13 members of the Organisation 
of Petroleum Producing Countries and 
10 of the world’s other oil-exporting 
states, including Russia, of course). 
Its purpose is to ‘regulate’ the supply 
of oil in order to set the price on the 
world market.

China
In the United Nations, the UAE, 
which has held a seat on the security 
council since January, has joined 
China and India in abstaining on 
a resolution condemning Russia’s 
invasion. One explanation is the 
Persian Gulf countries’ close relations 
with China. Since 2020 China has 
been the largest trading partner of 
the Gulf Cooperation Council - its 
biggest oil buyer and a major source of 
direct investments following the now 
infamous Belt and Road initiative. 
China is helping GCC countries with 
maritime security as well as supplying 
them with advanced military and 
telecommunications technologies. The 
US is also concerned about allegations 
that China is building a major military 

facility in an Abu Dhabi port. Then 
there are satellite images of what 
is alleged to be a site built by China 
in Saudi Arabia for manufacturing 
ballistic missiles.

Saudi leaders are also unhappy - not 
least with Biden’s insistence on getting 
a new Iran nuclear deal signed, which 
they opposed in 2015. However, the 
Saudis are currently investigating the 
possibility of developing their own 
nuclear capability. In this respect, last 
week’s visit by the Pakistani premier’s 
to Riyadh was significant.

According to Jim Phillips, a 
senior research fellow at the Heritage 
Foundation, “If Iran went nuclear 
tomorrow, the next day the Saudis 
would probably buy a nuclear weapon 
from Pakistan or ratchet up their 
nuclear programme”.1

The internal situation is not that 
great either. In late March the Saudi 
authorities executed 81 political 
prisoners - amongst them a detainee 
who was 13 at the time of his arrest. 
In April the Middle Eastern media 
reported that many Saudi princes were 
selling their assets in fear of another 
crackdown by MBS. According to 
these reports, yachts, jewels, works 
of art and holiday homes were sold in 
Europe and the US. The panic sales 
coincided with rumours that access to 
royal funds will be slashed and there 
will be a cut-down on royal privileges.

Those selling assets include senior 
figures such as prince Bandar bin 
Sultan, the former Saudi ambassador 
to Washington. According to The Wall 
Street Journal, quoting an unnamed 
Saudi source: “These people don’t 
work, they have huge staffs and 
they’re afraid of MBS and they prefer 
cash in their back pocket and not to 
have visible wealth.”2

Of course, amongst all this Saudi 
princes remember the events of 2017, 
when members of the extended royal 
family, ministers and tycoons were 
held in the Excelsior hotel in Riyadh, 
in what the authorities called an ‘anti-
corruption’ action. The reality was 
more straightforward: they had not 
paid their dues to the king and his 
crown prince, and most of them were 
only released after they accepted the 
terms of the ‘financial settlements’ 
proposed by MBS.

Iran
If you follow Middle Eastern news 
you will know that the regional media 
is reporting that years of conflict 
between Iran and Saudi Arabia is 
nearing an end - or at least that is 
what Iraq’s prime minister Mustafa al-
Kadhimi is telling the world.

Saudi Arabia cut off relations 

with Iran in January 2016 soon after 
Iranian protestors, allegedly supported 
by government forces, stormed the 
Saudi embassy in Tehran after Riyadh 
executed the dissident Shiite cleric, 
Nimr al-Nimr.

Over the last 12 months, the 
supposed arch-enemies, Sunni Saudi 
Arabia and Shiite Iran, have held five 
rounds of talks in Iraq and it does look 
as if the two neighbours will resume 
diplomatic relations very soon. Of 
course, none of this takes away the 
bitter taste of recent bloody conflicts in 
Iraq, Syria, Lebanon and Yemen and 
the talks could collapse at any time. 
However, the question remains: what 
prompted the Saudis to enter these 
talks and how can we explain their 
silence, when it comes to the Russian 
invasion of Ukraine? One senior 
Saudi royal, prince Turki al-Faisal, 
told Reuters that the country feels “let 
down by the United States in tackling 
security threats to the kingdom and 
wider region by Yemen’s Iran-aligned 
Houthi movement”.3

There is also the continued 
association of MBS with Trump’s 
son-in-law, Jared Kushner. Faced with 
continued, albeit mild, criticisms from 
the Biden administration, the Saudis 
are clearly hoping for the return of 
Donald Trump or of a close ally, and 
a recent deal with Kushner is widely 
reported as a ‘political investment’. 
According to The New York Times, 
“a Saudi sovereign wealth fund led 
by Saudi crown prince Mohammed 
bin Salman” invested $2 billion in 
Kushner’s fledgling private equity 
firm six months after Trump left office. 
It is clear from the details that, while 
MBS’s expenditure did not make 
financial sense, it made political sense 
as payback for favourable treatment:

It’s a bad deal for MBS financially. 
Kushner is inexperienced in private 
equity (and had a middling record 
in real estate), and the seriousness 
of his new outfit was questionable. 
So questionable, in fact, that when 
MBS’s [sic!] vetted the funds tied 
to Kushner’s firm, a screening 
panel expressed concerns about 
the wisdom of such an investment 
after finding a bunch of major 
problems.4

In some ways the Iran-Saudi talks 
also reflect the disillusionment of US 
allies with the west’s strategy in the 
region. In the last few decades US 
policy has mainly concentrated on 
destruction, while China is engaged in 
‘constructive development’ projects, 
through importing technology, etc. 
All this is presented as deals between 
‘equal partners’, irrespective of the 
actual, often exploitative nature of such 
economic and political engagements.

Meanwhile, slowly but surely 
China is becoming a major player 
in the region and the uncooperative 
attitude of the US’s traditional 
allies, such as Saudi Arabia and 
the UAE, in response to calls for 
increased oil production, along with 
these countries’ refusal to express 
condemnation of Russia, reflect this 
changing landscape l

SAUDI ARABIA

Undercover policing
Saturday May 7, 10.30am: Conference, Unite House, 128 
Theobalds Road, London WC1. Discussing the impact of political 
policing on trade unions and activist movements. Stop the 
undercover policing inquiry becoming a whitewash. Defend the right 
to join a union, picket and protest, free from state spying.
Organised by Blacklist Support Group and Police Spies Out Of Lives:
eventbrite.co.uk/o/blacklist-support-group-tmg-psool-cops-43514895863.

Stop the war in Ukraine
Saturday May 7: Events organised by Stop the War Coalition.
Russian troops out of Ukraine. No to Nato expansion. No to nuclear 
war - scrap Trident.
Glasgow, 11.30am: Scotland-wide demonstration. Assemble 
Blythswood Square, Glasgow G2. March to rally in George Square.
www.facebook.com/events/2131584173663779.
Newcastle, 12 noon: Rally, Grey’s monument, Newcastle upon Tyne.
www.facebook.com/events/703136274344975.

Stop fascist Tommy Robinson in Telford
Saturday May 7, 1pm: Counterdemonstration, Southwater Square, 
Telford TF3. Robinson is cynically attempting to use appalling cases 
of child grooming in Telford for his own ends. Don’t let the racists 
divide us - Justice for the victims.
Organised by Stand Up To Racism Shropshire and Telford:
www.facebook.com/events/269543052047544.

Introduction to radical anthropology
Tuesday May 10, 6.30pm: Series of talks on social and biological 
anthropology. This talk is online only, via Zoom: ‘Grisi siknis: 
solidarity and resistance among young Miskitu women’. Speaker: 
Mark Jamieson.
Organised by Radical Anthropology Group:
www.facebook.com/events/3330480260529911.

The battle for democracy in Britain and Ireland
Thursday May 12, 6pm: Weekly online education series covering 
the history of republican ideas and their link to socialism.
This talk: ‘Peterloo 1819 and Shelley’s republicanism’. Speaker: 
Steve Freeman. Organised by Labour Left Alliance:
www.facebook.com/events/2817172418575451.

With banners held high
Saturday May 14, 10.45am: March and labour movement festival. 
Assemble Smyth Street, Wakefield WF1. Live speakers, workshops, 
music, poetry, drama, food and stalls.
Organised by With Banners Held High:
www.facebook.com/events/330016129098739.

End apartheid - free Palestine!
Saturday May 14, 12 noon: National demonstration. Assemble 
outside BBC, Portland Place, London W1. End Israel’s oppression. 
Demand the right of the Palestinian people to live in freedom.
Organised by Palestine Solidarity Campaign:
www.facebook.com/events/491520142328211.

Sizewell C protest march
Sunday May 15, 9.30am: Assemble Victory Road Recreation 
Ground, Leiston IP16. March to Sizewell beach. Even if 
construction begins this year, the earliest date for opening Sizewell C 
is 2035. Demand investment in renewables, not nuclear.
Organised by Stop Sizewell C and Together Against Sizewell C:
stopsizewellc.org/march.

Looted and hidden
Monday May 16, 6pm: Online film screening followed by Q and A 
with director Rona Sela. The film deals with Palestinian archives 
that were looted or seized by Israel or Jewish forces during the 20th 
century and are controlled and buried in Israeli military archives.
Organised by North Devon Palestine Solidarity Campaign:
www.facebook.com/events/378819347228175.

Solidarity with Bolivia
Monday May 16, 6.30pm: Online meeting. Hear first-hand 
accounts of the advance of democracy and social progress in Bolivia, 
with live links to Bolivian journalist Ollie Vargas and former foreign 
minister Diego Pary. Organised by Friends of Bolivia:
www.facebook.com/events/737456213921643.

Levellers Day
Saturday May 21, 11am to 3.30pm: A day of activities, discussion, 
radical history and music. Church Green, Burford OX18. The theme 
for 2022 is ‘Defending democracy and protest’. Speakers include 
Richard Burgon MP. Organised by Levellers Day: 
www.facebook.com/events/372054387728711.

Stop US nukes coming to Lakenheath!
Saturday May 21, 12.30pm: Rally and entertainment outside RAF 
Lakenheath, Brandon Road, Lakenheath IP27. No return of US 
nuclear bombs to Britain. Putting nukes back at RAF Lakenheath 
will make us an even greater target in US wars.
Organised by Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament:
www.facebook.com/events/1034449707172389.

Lenin on party and class
Sunday May 29, 11am: Online meeting. Michael Lavalette will 
discuss Lenin’s concept of a revolutionary organisation and its 
relation to the working class. Organised by Counterfire:
www.facebook.com/events/1093149924750371.

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. news.yahoo.com/saudis-develop-bomb-
apos-next-060501645.html.
2. threadreaderapp.com/
thread/1518513151901327363.html.
3. www.middleeastmonitor.com/20220502-
saudis-feel-let-down-by-us-over-houthi-
security-threats.
4. www.msnbc.com/opinion/msnbc-opinion/
jared-kushner-s-deal-saudi-arabia-sure-looks-
corrupt-n1294342.

Pakistani Shaheen missile test
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TURKEY
Craving expansion and annexation
While the western media has been dominated by the Ukraine war, it is virtually silent about Erdoğan’s 
ongoing military operations in Iraq and Syria, writes Esen Uslu 

The war in Ukraine has shaken the 
established order in the Middle 
East. That order was determined 

after World War I, and reformed and 
reinforced in the aftermath of 1945. 
During the years of the cold war, it 
seemed to become solidified, but 
after the collapse of the Soviet Union 
it quickly came unravelled. Now the 
struggle to establish enclaves, zones 
and new spheres of influence seems 
to be the order of the day.

The Turkish bourgeoisie and its 
state are more than keen to grab 
their share in what is a melee - the 
aim would be to consolidate and 
extend the tentative steps they have 
taken during the last decade, thanks 
to the opportunities provided by 
various conflicts. The first step 
was to extend Turkey into northern 
Syria and Iraq under the pretext 
of ‘counterterrorism’ operations 
against ‘unruly’ sections of the 
Kurds. In Syria the zones occupied 
in a piecemeal manner during recent 
years are now to be incorporated 
into Turkey itself. The process of 
integrating the occupied Syrian 
territories has already reached quite 
an advanced stage. Those territories 
are run by the Turkish administration, 
while its military maintains ‘law and 
order’. Alongside this, schools and 
other public services are provided by 
Turkish state institutions.

Beyond the occupied zone there 
is a Sunni-Islamic belt that extends 
down to the M4 autoroute, which 
is secured by the presence of a 
15,000-strong armoured group based 
in around 29 strategic points. That 
belt is meant to thwart any incursion 
by Syrian and Russian forces and 
also to create suitable conditions 
for further expansion. The Syrian 
town of Kobanê remains the thorn 
in the flesh, but on either side of it 
Turkish control has been growing 
incrementally thanks to targeted 
military operations.

In Iraq there are now almost 40 
fortified strongholds and bases, 
all maintaining year-round control 
over the traditional routes of travel. 
The occupied zone is now 30-40 
kilometres deep along the border 
and extends to the foothills of Qandil 
Mountains on the Iranian border. 
Roads capable of carrying heavy 
lorries and armoured vehicles even 
in harsh winter conditions are being 
constructed between those bases. 
Meanwhile, the cronies of the ruling 
Justice and Development Party 
(AKP) in Ankara are benefiting 
from various contracts for clearing 
forests and building roads and 
military defences in the occupied 
territories. Mount Sinjar and Sinjar 
town provide the thorn in the flesh 
in Iraq. Like Kobanê in Syria, Sinjar 
is controlled by opponents of the 
Turkish regime who are aided and 
abetted by the USA.

In northern Iraq and Iraqi 
Kurdistan the avowed aim of Turkish 
nationalism is to incorporate the area 
around Kirkuk and Mosul, with its 
lucrative hydrocarbon reserves and 
Sunni-Turkoman population, which 
tends to side with Ankara. This 
region extends about 200 kilometres 
from the current border. During the 
invasion of the region by Islamic 
State, Turkey’s sympathy was 
apparent. Despite the occupation of 
the Turkish consulate in Mosul and 
its staff being taken hostage, Turkey 
attempted to maintain good relations 
with IS till the bitter end.

Now, however, Turkey believes 
that maintaining control of the region 
requires the collaboration of Kurdish 
Regional Government which is 
under the domination of the Barzani 

clan. The KRG and its Peshmerga 
force are seen as a useful tool to 
‘separate the hot potatoes from the 
ashes’. They are being cajoled to 
move into the Sinjar area with the 
aim of disarming Ezidi and Kurdish 
forces.

Just a couple of days ago the town 
of Snuny to the north of Mount Sinjar 
was occupied by Peshmerga forces, 
after fighting with Ezidi and Kurdish 
forces. In doing this they blocked 
the traditional escape route of the 
Ezidi population towards Syria and 
Turkey, when Sinjar was attacked. So 
a stepping stone towards a genocidal 
attack on the remaining Ezidi people 
has been laid.

But what is the west’s attitude 
to such threats? All calls for urgent 
international assistance have 
fallen on ears deafened by the 
bombardment of Ukraine. While 
the USA is conducting its proxy war 
against Russia over Ukraine, with 
some justification Turkey has felt it 
has free rein to act as it pleases to its 
east.

Oil and gas
Now that reducing or even halting 
Russian oil and gas exports to 
western Europe has become the 
order of the day, Turkey is desperate 
to find new sources to quench its 
growing thirst - and it is also trying 
to find new ways to profit from 
transporting gas to Europe from 

the Middle East. The northern Iraqi 
and Kurdish hydrocarbon reserves 
represent some lucrative options.

According to Reuters reports, 
Turkey and Israel are cooperating 
in moves to pipe Kurdish gas 
through Turkey. It should also be 
pointed out that the Iraqi Kurdish 
oil company, KAR, owns 40% of 
the Kurdistan oil export pipeline. 
The other principal partner in the 
pipeline is the Russian firm, Rosneft! 
KAR reached an agreement with the 
Kurdish Regional Government to 
built a pipeline between Khor Mor 
field, which is in the Kirkuk area, to 
cater for domestic needs. However, 
when the pipeline reaches Dohuk, 
a town on the northern area, only 
35 kilometres remain to the Turkish 
border, where a branch of the 
pipeline has already been built and is 
awaiting connection from the south. 
It is connected to the main pipeline 
carrying Azeri gas to Europe and it is 
ready to accommodate a new supply. 
Perhaps it is superfluous to point out 
that KAR is controlled by the family 
of KRG president, Masoud Barzani.

Inevitably the potential export 
of Kurdish gas and oil has created 
ripples within the Iraqi regime, and 
consequently on Iran’s plans for the 
region. Iran prefers an alternative 
route, passing through Jordan and 
bypassing Turkey. But the shaky 
Iraqi government has been unable 
to accommodate such wishes. At 

the end of March, Iran’s Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards lobbed a 
couple of missiles on Erbil, the capital 
of the Kurdish region. Meanwhile, 
Barzani is in contact with Qatar, 
seeking further investment in the 
hydrocarbon industry. However, 
the closer cooperation between 
KRG and Turkey has caused anger 
which translated into a couple of 
missile attacks on the Turkish base at 
Bashiqa near Mosul.

It is well known that 44% of 
Turkey’s gas needs were met by 
Russia last year. However, what is 
less well known is that during last 
winter the USA became the second 
largest gas supplier, with 17% of 
Turkey’s imports. During the same 
period Russia supplied 38%, while 
the other major suppliers were 
Azerbaijan (13%) and Iran (12%). 
The rest is supplied by Algeria, 
Egypt and Nigeria.

While Turkey is desperate to find 
alternative suppliers, a redivision of 
the world gas market has happened. 
Qatar, which used to supply a 
substantial amount of gas to Turkey, 
is now shipping it to south Asia and 
the far east. And the whole of Europe, 
as well as Turkey, is getting much 
more gas from the USA despite the 
fact that on the Netherlands-based 
TTF gas market, which sets the bulk-
buying prices, they are five to six 
times what they were a year ago.

A short-term solution may be 

arrived at by persuading Azerbaijan 
and Iran to reach an agreement with 
Turkmenistan to transport gas from 
there, since there is some spare 
capacity in the Iran-Turkey pipeline. 
However, this winter the fact that 
the existing flow was halted for a 
fortnight due to a ‘technical fault’ has 
illustrated the precarious nature of 
the keeping the valves under Iranian 
control.

Turkey’s accelerated gas 
exploration in its exclusive economic 
zone in the Black Sea has produced 
results in the Sakarya field on the 
western seaboard. It is not expected 
to be operational before next summer 
with an initial low capacity - the aim 
is to reach full capacity by 2030, but 
that also requires a pipeline to be 
laid.

The other option, which seemed 
unimaginable a couple of years 
ago, is now becoming realisable. 
Exploring and developing south-
eastern Mediterranean gas fields 
jointly with Israel and Egypt, and 
to connect them via an underwater 
pipeline to the existing Turkish 
network, from where they can be 
delivered to Europe. This may soon 
become a viable option. Considering 
the ‘exclusive economic zones’ 
dispute with Greece and Cyprus, 
Turkey may now be holding the 
trump card to persuade the European 
powers to support such a project.

However, Turkey’s economy is 
on the rocks. It has no resources to 
undertake the necessary investment. 
Hence the visit of president Recep 
Tayyip Erdoğan to Saudi Arabia 
to patch up relations tarnished by 
the brutal murder of opposition 
journalist Jamal Khashoggi in the 
Saudi consulate in Istanbul in 2018. 
First the ongoing court proceedings 
in absentia were stopped and the case 
files were transferred to Saudi Arabia 
for continuation. Then a few weeks 
later a major governmental visit was 
arranged and Erdoğan embraced and 
shook hands with people whom he 
called murderers a couple of years 
ago. On his return journey he told 
Turkish journalists that such disputes 
could not be carried on indefinitely.

The same ‘realist’ politics are 
being pursued with US and European 
Union institutions. Meantime, a firm 
grip over the opposition within the 
country is being maintained - as 
the trial of Osman Kavala and other 
activists has shown. Slapping the face 
of the International Court of Human 
Rights and other such institutions, 
Erdoğan’s courts sentenced Kavala 
to life imprisonment and another 
seven defendants to lengthy terms - 
all for organising a (largely peaceful) 
anti-government protest in 2013.

Nor was mercy shown to 
Aysel Tuğluk, the former People’s 
Democratic Party MP, who is 
suffering from dementia and is 
now incapable of taking care of 
herself. But the Forensic Medicine 
Department has deemed her fit to 
serve the rest of her sentence. And, 
true, to form, Kurdish freedom 
fighters have been kept in jail using 
similar ‘legal devices’.

The short-term aim of the 
government is to maintain its grip 
on power in the face of elections that 
are due to be held within the next 
year. However, it is quite apparent 
that it is losing popular support. 
That is why Turkey’s expansion 
and annexation aims, as well as 
its ‘victories’ against the Kurdish 
‘enemy’, are being used to stoke up 
a nationalist and militarist ferment. 
That, and burnishing its Islamist 
credentials, are being relied upon to 
win the coming elections l

More and more Kurdish land in Syria and Iraq being taken
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Trouble in paradise
Like other such territories, the British Virgin Islands is an outpost of corrupt City of London financial scams 
and operations, writes Eddie Ford

T   hough completely overshadowed 
by the Ukraine war and 
‘partygate’, last week American 

authorities carried out a sting 
operation against the premier of 
the British Virgin Islands, Andrew 
Fahie, and the director of its port 
authority, Oleanvine Maynard. They 
were arrested at Miami airport after 
expecting to receive $700,000 for 
‘services rendered’ from a Drug 
Enforcement Agency agent posing 
as a member of Mexico’s Sinaloa 
drug cartel. The two were charged 
with drug trafficking and money 
laundering. In response, Fahie - who 
plays the organ at his local church 
and opens government meetings 
with prayer sessions - said the British 
“didn’t pay him much”. So what do 
you expect?

Part of an archipelago, the BVI 
is a British Overseas Territory to the 
east of Puerto Rico with a population 
of 30,000 - most of whom are 
British citizens. The first colonial 
administration was Dutch, but Britain 
took the islands in 1672. The British 
introduced sugar cane, which was to 
become the main crop and source of 
foreign trade, and large numbers of 
slaves were brought in from Africa 
to work on the plantations. An 
administrator was appointed to the 
islands from 1887, and then replaced 
by a governor in 1971, when the 
islands became a ‘distinct territory’. 
However, the ultimate executive 
authority remained vested in the 
British monarch, who exercises 
power through the offices of the 
governor - who since 2020 has been 
John Rankin, former ambassador 
to Nepal. Alongside that we have a 
premier who is normally the leader 
of the main party in the House of 
Assembly, but who is appointed 
by the governor. In other words, 
the whole set-up is only semi-
democratic.

Nowadays, of course, BVI is one 
of those tax havens - a paradise for 
shady business tycoons, kleptocrats 
and the downright criminal. In other 
words, no different to, say, Panama, 
which, thanks to the leaking of 11.5 
million documents (or 2.6 terabytes 
of data) that were published from the 
beginning of April 2016, we know 
all about.1 The ‘Panama papers’ 
detailed financial and attorney-client 
information for more than 214,488 
offshore entities, some going back 
to the 1970s. Embarrassingly for the 
then prime minister, David Cameron, 
one of the many revelations was 
about his father’s Panama-based 
Blairmore Investment Trust. After 
days of repeated questioning, 
Cameron finally admitted that he 
had benefited from the trust - owning 
shares in the fund, which he sold for 
£31,500 just before becoming prime 
minister in 2010.

BVI is basically the same sort of 
operation, run for exactly the same 
motive - greed. So obviously, when 
we look at the global situation, we 
are dealing with not just Russian 
oligarchs. It goes deep down into the 
ruling classes in Britain, US, China, 
the Middle East, former Soviet 
republics, etc. Though it has only 
a tiny population, the islands have 
370,000 companies registered there, 
accounting for $1.5 trillion of assets 
- pretty impressive by any measure. 
Importantly, we need to think about 
the BVI not as some weird foreign 
territory on the other side of the 
Atlantic, but as what it actually is: 

a British crown territory and one 
of the many outposts of the City of 
London, which is at the core of this 
particular financial scam. The City 
has spokes going out not just to the 
BVI, it goes without saying, but to a 
whole host of British tax havens, like 
the Cayman Islands, Bermuda, Turks 
and Caicos Islands, Anguilla - not 
to mention the Channel Islands just 
off the British mainland, which have 
British laws, but no British taxes.

What you have got are British 
lawyers and British accountants 
enriching themselves by creaming off 
a percentage here and a percentage 
there from their extremely monied 
clients. Most prominently we 
have the ex-attorney general and 
frustrated thespian, Sir Geoffrey 
Cox, of the absurdly booming voice 
- one of his clients being none other 
than Andrew Fahie. Working in 2021 
as “consultant global counsel” to the 
international law firm, Withers LLP, 
he earned £468,000 a year for 48 
hours of work per month, including 
over £150,000 for advising the BVI 
government about corruption in a 
case brought by the foreign office. As 
a result, Cox spent one month in the 
Caribbean and, with the permission 
of the chief whip, continued to vote 
in parliament via a proxy, due to the 
coronavirus lockdown.

At one point, Sir Geoffrey 
nearly got into serious trouble for 
conducting his very lucrative legal 
business from his parliamentary 
office. He defended himself by 
pointing out - with some logic, it has 
to be said - that MPs of all parties 
have practised as QCs over the years, 
and that the attorney general and 
solicitor general are normally chosen 
from their ranks. He also argued that 
70- and 80-hour weeks were quite 
normal for the legal profession and 
the Nolan report actually concluded 
that parliament needed people 
with current experience “of a wide 
range of professional and other 

backgrounds”. For good or bad, Cox 
won the argument and wriggled free.

But the latest turn of events must 
be an embarrassment even for him. 
Fahie spent several million dollars 
of public money, including for the 
services of Sir Geoffrey, to defend his 
administration - and we now know 
beyond any reasonable doubt that 
the BVI government is hopelessly 
corrupt. It does not speak well of 
Cox’s moral judgement - though no-
one can deny his financial acumen!

Colonialism
After the outgoing BVI governor, 
Gus Jaspert, made allegations of 
corruption at the highest levels of 
the BVI government in January last 
year, the British authorities had been 
conducting an inquiry led by retired 
judge Sir Gary Hickinbottom. When 
the Americans arrested Fahie and 
Maynard, the UK felt compelled 
to hastily publish the long-delayed 
report.

Hickinbottom found “appalling” 
failures in the BVI’s governance 
“almost everywhere” and a “high 
likelihood” that serious corruption 
had occurred. “Unless the most 
urgent and drastic steps are taken”, 
he said, “the current unhappy 
situation … will go on indefinitely”, 
citing multiple examples of dubious 
government contracts being awarded 
without scrutiny. Therefore his 
central recommendation, “made 
with a heavy heart”, was to partially 
suspend the constitution and impose 
direct rule from London for up to two 
years. Amanda Milling, the minister 
responsible for overseas territories, 
was immediately dispatched to 
the BVI to speak to the governor 
and “key stakeholders”. Liz Truss 
- foreign secretary and still a hot 
favourite to replace Boris Johnson 
as prime minister - said she was 
“appalled” by the allegations and 
Fahie’s “shocking” arrest, promising 
that the British government will 

very shortly “announce a clear 
path forward” - possibly before the 
weekend.

Unsurprisingly, imposing 
direct rule could prove to be very 
controversial in the Caribbean, 
especially when you bear in mind 
that Barbados last year scrapped the 
British monarch as head of state and 
some neighbours are considering 
following suit. Natalio Wheatley, 
now the BVI’s acting premier, 
has said direct rule from offices in 
London was “unacceptable”, and 
would “undermine all the progress 
that our people have made over 
generations”. Wheatley went on to 
say in a Facebook broadcast that “we 
have the strong belief that the people 
of the Virgin Islands are capable 
of working collaboratively with 
the United Kingdom to implement 
agreed recommendations” of the 
inquiry report - adding that the 
BVI administration is “preparing 
proposals towards this end”.

Wheatley’s words are conciliatory, 
but we could possibly be on course 
for a confrontation with the UK 
government. There has been a small 
demonstration of around 200 against 
the plans for direct rule outside 
Government House in Tortola, the 
office residence of the governor. Was 
this a real demonstration or a protest 
paid for by those who want to carry 
on in the tradition of Fahie? Only 
the hopelessly naive would take the 
chanted slogans such as “No to British 
rule” and “No going back to chains” 
on face value. One (unamed) speaker 
told the little crowd that the UK 
government wants “to take our rights 
away and deny us the opportunity 
of having a democratically elected 
government” - condemning the 
“colonialist mindset” behind the 
inquiry’s recommendations. 

But what was most interesting 
about the Hickinbottom inquiry was 
not that he said the BVI is thoroughly 

corrupt - which is merely stating the 
obvious - but rather that, while he 
went into great detail on numerous 
smaller allegations of general BVI 
government malpractice, he did 
not deal with the more serious 
claims of top-level collusion with 
drug traffickers, even though the 
Americans knew all about it. It is 
impossible to believe, in that case, 
that the British government did not 
know about it too.

The UK and US, along with 
Canada, New Zealand and Australia, 
constitute the Five Eyes intelligence 
alliance. The US might spy on 
Germany, but the five countries are not 
meant to spy on each other and must 
share information. How much they 
share is difficult to say, but you would 
have thought at the very least that the 
US would disclose the information 
it has about the prime minister of a 
British territory - not forgetting the not 
insignificant fact that he was about to 
be arrested for drugs trafficking and 
money-laundering.

For communists, the entire BVI 
story says less about the corruption 
of the individual, Andrew Fahie, 
and more about the systematic 
corruption of global finance itself - 
with Britain acting as number two to 
the US top dog. The entire capitalist 
system is thoroughly corrupt from 
top to bottom. In Britain recently we 
have had the seizure of the assets of 
various oligarchs, but the whole of 
the City of London runs precisely on 
the basis of such corruption. There 
is, of course, Russian money, but 
there is also Ukrainian money, Saudi 
money and so on.

This is not something you hear 
from the likes of Liz Truss and Boris 
Johnson ... What a surprise! l

eddie.ford@weeklyworker.co.uk

BVI

Notes
1. en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Panama_Papers.
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Brilliant result
Thanks to some excellent last-

minute donations, we just 
managed to squeeze home in 
April’s fighting fund! Readers 
will recall that this time last week 
I reported we needed to raise 
exactly £305 in just three days, in 
order to reach our monthly target 
of £2,250. But, incredibly, £313 
came our way - which means that 
the total for the month was £2,258!

It just so happened that, the 
day after I made that appeal, we 
received a cheque for no less 
than £150 from comrade RG. 
Then there was a bank transfer 
of £118 from comrade BC, and 
another for £25 from comrade 
MD. There was also VP’s end-
of-the month standing order 
for £10 and, finally, how could 
I forget comrade Hassan, who 
handed yet another tenner to one 
of our team?

All in all, a brilliant result, but 
can we do as well in May?

Well, if the first four days 
are anything to go by, we 
certainly can! No fewer than 19 
comrades chipped in with either 

their regular standing order or 
a one-off bank transfer. Top of 
the list was our regular Irish-
based donor, AM, with a very 
generous £65. Just behind her 
was AC (£60), while CG paid 
£30 and TG £25, with BK and 
PG close behind with £20 each. 
The remaining donations were 
between £6 and £15 - thanks go 
to comrades GB, DC, AN, CP, 
MT, BG, MM, TM, JS, YM, DI, 
GH and RG.

All that came to £352 in the 
first four days of May - even 
better than the last three days of 
April!

But now we need to keep it 
up, so don’t leave me worrying if 
we’re going to fall short, as we 
did in February. Please do your 
best to help us reach the £2,250 
we need each and every month l

Robbie Rix

Fighting fund

City of London is the hub: BVI is just one of many spokes

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Panama_Papers
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Moral panic and blue checks
Elon Musk’s proposed $44 billion Twitter takeover should not be compared with the last days of the Weimar 
Republic. Nor will it strike a blow for free speech, writes Paul Demarty

In the last decade or so, Twitter 
has found a particular place in 
the ecosystem of social media 

platforms.
Facebook has the raw numbers, 

of course: everyone and their uncle 
is on it, and their uncle is probably 
sharing some atrocious rightwing 
conspiracy theory, as we speak. Its 
subsidiary, Instagram, is the home of 
the photogenic narcissist, including 
that especially irritating subspecies, 
the ‘influencer’. YouTube allows 
people to play-act at being media 
professionals of various sorts.

The actual media professionals, 
however, are all on Twitter. Its 
smaller user base is, today, relatively 
well understood. These people are 
typically richer than the average 
Joe, and more liberal. They are more 
obviously stratified, fighting over 
follows and likes; those who, via 
some opaque process, can ‘prove’ 
their notability can get a so-called 
verified account. (The verified, 
denoted by a blue check-mark icon 
next to their names, are known as 
‘blue checks’.) A moral panic may 
begin somewhere else, but, if it 
captures the attention of the class of 
bourgeois professionals, it will be 
fought out above all on Twitter. Thus 
many hobby-horses of such people 
are best known by their Twitter hash-
tags - #MeToo, #BlackLivesMatter, 
and so forth.

It is thus no surprise, then, that ‘the 
discourse’ - the emergent narrative 
of the most influential Twitter 
personalities - around Elon Musk’s 
proposed takeover is so hysterical. 
An early reaction to Musk’s initial 
statement of intent compared the 
situation to life in the final days of 
the Weimar Republic, but somehow 
things have only devolved from 
there.

On the face of it, it does not 
look like much of a change. The 
current CEO, Jack Dorsey, is - like 
Musk - a tech-industry billionaire of 
libertarian, going on liberal, political 
opinions (the majority opinions, 
more or less, of tech industry people 
prior to the ‘great awokening’ of the 
past five or 10 years). They are both 
tiresome cryptocurrency enthusiasts. 
Their public personae are very 
different, of course, with Dorsey 
infuriatingly earnest and Musk 
playing more the troll; and Dorsey 

administers, rather than owns the 
company. But it is pretty close to a 
like-for-like swap - and we should 
bear this in mind, as we examine the 
details of the situation.

Musk’s proposals so far are 
not terribly numerous. He says 
he will ‘fix’ the bot problem. He 
will require human accounts to 
verify their identities, although 
they may nevertheless hide behind 
pseudonyms on the site. He will 
publish the algorithms backing the 
display of different items as open-
source code. And he will recalibrate 
the site’s content moderation to more 
closely match the first amendment of 
the US constitution.

There is good reason to suppose 
that none of these will happen, or 
else none of them will match up 
to the billing. Twitter has already 
placed huge resources behind 
spam prevention and bot detection, 
without noticeable results. Why 
should a change of owner fix that? 
Tying online and real-life identities, 
besides the moral qualms one 
might have (similar policies over at 
Facebook have been controversial), 
could very well reduce Twitter’s 
official user count considerably; he 
will have to think twice about it if 
he wants to sell the thing for more 
money at a later date. Publishing the 
algorithms would be interesting; but, 
even if he does, it is hard to explain 
the behaviour of the system purely 
from the algorithms, when so much 
depends on the data processed by 
them.

Moderation
It is the content moderation question 
which has dominated discussion, 
however, and which therefore 
requires more analysis.

In the last two years, Twitter 
has made a number of high-profile 
moderation calls, which have 
generated enormous controversy. 
The first concerns a leak of the 
contents of a hard drive belonging 
to a certain Hunter Biden, the son 
of then-candidate and now-president 
Joe. Hunter’s life is notoriously rich 
in incident, and will one day make 
an excellent meandering 
biopic after 
the fashion 
of Martin 
Scorsese. One 

episode saw him - in the glorious 
carpet-bagging years after the 
Maidan ‘revolution’ - acquire a 
comfortable sinecure on the board 
of a Ukrainian oil company. Emails 
found on the laptop rather implied 
that what the other bosses desired was 
not the business acumen of this most 
prodigal of sons, but access to his 
father - then Barack Obama’s vice-
president (but it is not clear whether 
such access was actually obtained). 
The news was broken by the Rupert 
Murdoch-owned and Trump-
supporting New York Post tabloid, 
shortly before the 2020 election. 
The major social media outlets, 
including Twitter, conspired to 
suppress the story on the basis that it 
was Russian disinformation - a claim 
that has since been comprehensively 
refuted. For this grave act of actual 
journalism, Twitter suspended the 
Post’s account.

Then, the following January, after 
the Capitol riot, Twitter finally did 
what liberals had been demanding for 
over five years - ban Donald Trump 
himself from the platform. It was 
understandable in a context when 
Trump had apparently attempted to 
launch a coup, as the presidential 
vote tallies were ratified in Congress 
(albeit the most farcically under-
cooked coup in living memory). 
People had died - although they 
were almost all rioters, and all but 
one of those apparently dead from 
over-excitement. The actual reason 
given, however - that Trump’s 
announcement that he would 
not attend Biden’s inauguration 
amounted to a threat of violence 
- was flagrantly preposterous. In 
statements after the event, Dorsey 
defended his team’s decision, but 
argued it was a ridiculous dereliction 
of duty for politicians to devolve 
these decisions to private companies 
like his. He thought Bitcoin and 
related technologies would solve 
it in the end, somehow: he always 
does.

One argument routinely 
made over the years for Trump’s 
suspension had at least some logic 
to it. People were routinely kicked 
off Twitter for statements deemed to 

be racist or hateful, or otherwise 
in contravention of the 

site’s typically vague 
terms of service; many 

such cases involved far less serious 
breaches than those routinely spewed 
out by @realDonaldTrump, and 
almost by definition from accounts 
with far less influence and therefore 
capacity to cause harm. Why should 
he be a special case? We mention 
this only to highlight the fact that 
Twitter’s moderation actions have 
the character of being both utterly 
arbitrary and politically skewed 
towards the liberal-identitarian doxa 
of the company’s employees and 
shrillest big-name users.

In the interests of full disclosure, I 
should say that I myself was briefly 
suspended for calling the MP, Wes 
Streeting, a word unprintable in a 
family publication such as this; not 
a proud moment, to be sure, but 
in any case I can therefore testify 
that no meaningful justification is 
offered to those so suspended, and 
no recourse except a button you can 
click to ‘appeal’ (which results in a 
pro forma appeal rejection about half 
an hour later).

Musk’s rhetoric since the 
commencement of his takeover bid 
has tended to cast these kinds of 
actions as a series of dreadful errors. 
He has said so specifically about 
the Hunter Biden affair, thereby 
implicitly criticising Vijaya Gadde, 
the Twitter executive ultimately 
responsible for the calls made over 
it. Gadde was later recorded crying 
on a call with her subordinates, and 
she will no doubt be updating her 
CV as we speak. Predictably, liberal 
journalists decried this as a racist 
attack on a woman of colour; equally 
predictably, rightwingers were quick 
to point out that this poor, oppressed 
creature has to get by on a barely-
livable pay packet of $17 million 
a year. There is some evidence 
of a flood of new Twitter users 
apparently hailing from the political 
right: Marjorie Taylor Greene, the 
utterly cracked congresswoman, has 
gained 90,000 followers in the last 
two weeks.

The peculiar thing is, of course, 
that nothing has actually changed. 
Musk has not bought Twitter - even 
if the deal proceeds without major 
problems, it will take months. Gadde 
and her team of censors remain in 
post; some of Greene’s new friends 
will no doubt feel the full force 
of the ban-hammer in due course. 

Why is Elon Musk prepared 
to shell out $44 billion to 

take over a stagnant media 
platform? Is it about profit? 
Is it about free speech? Is it 

about politics?

Booted ... even when still 
president of the USA



7weekly
worker 1394 May 5 2022

There is even some speculation that 
Musk may pull out: the expectation 
that he will finance the deal in part 
by selling Tesla stock has sent its 
price plummeting. (This feels like 
wishful thinking: presumably that 
would not have come as a surprise to 
a man who routinely uses his Twitter 
account in acts of borderline market 
manipulation.)

But suppose it does go through: 
can he actually deliver a significantly 
more ‘libertarian’ regime? Twitter 
is not too big to fail. Its business 
is utterly dependent, among other 
things, on presence in the app 
stores of Apple’s and Google’s 
respective mobile platforms, and on 
its infrastructure provider, Amazon 
Web Services. These are the three 
forces that conspired to crush Parler 
- a small free-speech-focused social 
network with an overwhelmingly 
far-right user base - in the wake 
of the Capitol riot. They could, of 
course, be ‘induced’ to do the same 
thing to Twitter. Leave aside the 
fact that Twitter has users outside 
the US, including in many countries 
with rather less robust constitutional 
commitments to free expression 
than we find in the first amendment. 
Twitter, like all the major social 
networks, has typically complied 
with these demands.

Freedom
There is a last American angle which 
necessitates some speculation. It is 
fairly clear that the US state core 
takes a serious interest in what goes 
on with these media - and why 
wouldn’t it? It is the FBI, CIA and 
who knows who else that Musk’s 
Twitter will have to face in many 
of these cases. The idea that he will 
be more likely to prevail against 
them than Dorsey and the faceless 
institutional investors currently 
holding the stock is based on nothing 
- how exactly is he going to do it? By 
making memes?

If Musk and Dorsey have much 
in common, Musk and Trump have 
more. They both have the whiff of 
people who have never been told 
‘no’ in their lives, who were born rich 
and got richer, who are surrounded 
by toadies and yes-men, and who 
have therefore never quite reached 
the level of psychological maturity 
found in the median 15-year-old. 
They both want to project an image 
of entrepreneurial vigour and an 
ability to fix things through their can-
do attitude and refusal to be fobbed 
off by the sea of mediocrities around 
them. They alone have the balls to 
get shit done. But Trump, for all the 
palaver, was ultimately tamed; he 
ranted on Twitter like a new breed of 
isolationist paleo-conservative, but 
governed in practice as a run-of-the-
mill Republican, doing much (to take 
one example) to prepare the ground 
for the Ukraine war despite his 
campaigning on a thaw in relations 
with Russia, passing huge tax cuts 
for the rich, and any number of other 
George W Bush-type initiatives.

We expect much the same result 
in the case of Musk, if for no other 
reason than that the American state’s 
commitment to freedom of speech 
- always more fragile than the clear 
words of its constitution on the matter 
would lead you to believe - has been 
tested almost to destruction. This is 
ultimately a result of contradictions 
in the capitalist system itself.

From its beginnings, capitalism 
has posed peculiar problems for 
the maintenance of its specific 
modes of class rule. It emerged 
typically through a class alliance 
of the bourgeoisie, the peasants, 
urban artisans and other plebeian 
layers against the traditional 
privileges of squire, bishop and 
king; but the all-consuming logic 
of capitalist production tends to 
concentrate power in the hands 
of the bourgeoisie, and reduce 

the other elements to propertyless 
proletarians. In order not to need to 
conduct unlimited warfare against 
the exploited (indeed, in order to be 
able to pay soldiers and the like), it 
requires a legitimating ideology that 
can replace the antique and medieval 
picture of a hierarchically ordered 
universe. Thus the myths of the 
deserving rich down the centuries, 
from Calvinism to Thatcherism.

Each individual proletarian, 
however, is steadily stripped of 
even the means of self-protection 
the peasantry held against its own 
exploiting classes; thus, sooner or 
later, it organises - since its only power 
is in numbers - and produces its own 
ideologies. The rapid technological 
innovation brought on by capitalism, 
meanwhile, quickly reaches into the 
means of communication, which 
are repeatedly revolutionised in 
the invention of various forms of 
moveable type, the telegraph, and 
so on. There is a contradiction 
here: the bourgeoisie needs rapid 
means of communication, and true 
information, but it cannot easily 
control its flow; it has instead a 
limited range of police instruments 
to suppress the speech of dangerous 
agitators, starting with press licensing 
and criminal libel, and proceeding 
through to the prosecution of anti-
war activists in World War I-era 
America (which gave us the quip 
about ‘shouting “fire” in a packed 
theatre’ so beloved of modern anti-
fascists).

The political results of this 
largely depend on the state of the 
proletarian movement; when it is 
strong, it can look something like 
a straightforward test of strength, 
as in the attempts of Bismarck to 
suppress the social democrats and 
the organisation, in reply, of the ‘red 
postal service’, to smuggle literature 
from abroad. In today’s America, of 
course, the movement is not strong 
at all; but meanwhile the means of 
communication have undergone the 
mother of all revolutions, by way of 
the internet and the emergence of 
social media usable by non-‘techy’ 
people.

The result of this combination 
is not less polarisation, but fewer 
and fewer adequate forms of 
polarisation: polarisation on second 
order problems, or wholly trivial 
problems, and ultimately in the 
age of QAnon and Russiagate, 
wholly illusory questions. There is a 
tendency, in ‘sophisticated’ Marxist 
conceptions of ideology, to bracket 
entirely the question of whether 
what is ‘known’ through ideology 
is true or false; a certain sniffiness 
about traditional metaphysical ideas 
of truth-value is borrowed either 
from Hegel or Nietzsche, or both. 
This is to miss an essential part of 
the dynamic: ideologies do resolve 
in part to simple propositions, 
which may be true or false (or, more 
usually, partly true). One really can 
investigate whether ‘a rising tide lifts 
all boats’. This is true, in fact, for 
more or less all ‘models’ of reality 
- as statisticians say, “all models 
are wrong, but some are useful”. 
In statistics and other scientific 
disciplines, however, a more useful 
model necessarily corresponds more 
closely to its object, at least in some 
respect. That link does not necessarily 
exist for ideologies, though they are 
unlikely to be successful if their 
pictures of the world are entirely 
alien to popular experience. Instead 
they must correspond to interests.

The credibility gap of a ruling 
ideology will ultimately lead to its 
defeat, regardless of whether the 
only true possibility of getting out 
of its grip permanently - the working 
class movement - is in any state to 
do the defeating. It is merely that it 
will be defeated by other ideologies, 
which serve the interests of different 
configurations of ruling layers, or 

even of subordinate layers (typically 
among the petty bourgeoisie). The 
result is a cycle of liberalism and 
reaction, each of which exhausts 
itself and is gobbled alive by its 
enemies in turn. Capitalism cannot, 
in the end, speak the truth about 
itself; its rival tribes of politicians 
and paid persuaders are doomed to 
refight the same battles on different 
terrain.

Regime change
Our current moment is one where a 
period of ‘liberal’ hegemony seems 
to be giving way at last. The election 
of Trump in 2016 made the crisis 
plain, and it is in the light of this 
crisis that we must view the liberal 
bourgeoisie’s increasingly bizarre 
enthusiasm for baroque rules of 
political etiquette, and censorship 
and public humiliation of those 
who breach them. The bourgeoisie 
as such, the owners of stocks of 
capital, cannot by themselves govern 
complex societies, but must defer to 
a caste of technicians suspended on 
the border of the bourgeoisie and 
petty bourgeoisie: today it is usually 
called the ‘professional managerial 
class’ or PMC.

A change of hegemonic ideology 
really does threaten such people, 
since they administer things not in 
the name of capital accumulation 
and the naked rule of wealth, but 
the prevailing values of the day: 
liberty, order, equality, meritocracy, 
tradition, anti-racism - whatever 
complex of ideas is to hand. The 
replacement of one set of such values 
by another entails the replacement 
of the holders of those values with 
others in the apparatuses of the 
establishment, most especially the 
apparatuses of persuasion - the 
media, including the modern social 
media. (The ‘replacement’ will 
naturally in part take the form of the 
defection of opportunists.)

The election of Trump enabled a 
peculiar dynamic - he was, after all, 
a candidate considered ‘unreliable’ 
by at least a faction of the American 
deep state, and frequently rebuked by 
former intelligence people (who are 
only ever retired to a certain point) 
and even serving army officers. 
There was thus an objective basis for 
the liberal media to not only retain 
its pre-eminence in elite opinion, but 
to become more (pseudo-) radical. 
Trump was portrayed, in a series 
of exceptionally bold falsifications, 
as a traitor and a Russian agent; his 
liberal opponents styled themselves, 
in leftist style, the ‘resistance’ - oh 
sorry, my mistake, the ‘#resistance’.

Instead of being supplanted by 
a new Trumpite-nationalist media 
class, there commenced the most 
universally antagonistic relationship 
between media and government 
since at least the Watergate nadir of 
Richard Nixon; but this experience 
was double-edged. Trump, of 
course, fought back from his 
Twitter bully pulpit, and rightwing 
mistrust of the mainstream media 
grew considerably. In response to 
emboldened white nationalists, 
liberals embraced ever more 
irrational forms of anti-racism; the 
backlash has resulted in sweeping 
local laws against ‘critical race 
theory’ in red states (a term which 
has expanded to cover almost any 
serious teaching of the history of the 
race question in America); and so on.

The point here is not that the anti-
CRT laws, or Florida’s notorious 
‘don’t say gay’ bill, or whatever else, 
are liberals’ fault in any moral sense. 
To argue such would be an insult 
to people who are largely trying 
very hard to make a real difference 
when it comes to real injustices. It is 
merely to point out that liberalism is 
not capable of really securing gains 
of this sort, because it cannot - any 
more than nihilistic conservatives 
like Christopher Rufo - tell the 

truth about them. It must, like such 
conservatives, be driven ultimately 
to irrationalism when its ‘model’ 
fails.

The only meaningful instrument 
the PMC has to shape the agenda is 
the thing it monopolises by virtue of 
its class role: control of the means of 
communication - especially among 
elite layers and within the PMC 
itself, and secondarily ‘outward’ 
to the masses. Hence the ability to 
coerce social media platforms into 
deplatforming certain individuals 
assumed such vast significance in the 
last six years, and the related ‘moral 
clarity’ ethic in journalism, and so 
on. It maintained a kind of discipline 
among in-group members. If it is 
about to be robbed from them, it is no 
wonder that they picture themselves 
in the last days of Weimar.

Hellsite
The alternative to it being stolen 
from them, as we argued above, is 
not general freedom of speech on 
Twitter. Among the many errors of 
‘post-left’ analyses of the PMC is 
that they tend to view the present 
liberal-intersectional ideology it 
typically holds as the ‘natural’ class 
ideology appropriate to its position 
within the social structure. Such an 
idea is falsified merely by comparing 
the public statements of today’s 
‘median’ journalists, academics and 
whatever else with their equivalents 
in the early 1960s. These are jobs 
that can just as well be done by 
reactionaries.

For a real commitment to freedom 
of expression, we must instead 
turn to the class that really needs 
it - the working class. Its status 
as propertyless again demands 
organisation on its own terms; but 
the true fulfilment of its interests in 
turn demands the ruthless pursuit 
of the truth, the abandonment of the 
illusions strewn everywhere about it 
by the two factions of the bourgeois 
political regime and its functionaries. 
Any given section of the working 
class must understand both that the 
rising tide does not lift all boats, and 
that capsizing nearby boats will not 
save it.

Until our own age, the 
organisations of the working class 
were at least able to produce media 
that could aspire to compete with 
those produced by our rulers. It 
was largely in response to this 
reality that the prima facie broad 
commitment to free expression 
found in the great constitutions of 
bourgeois society were curtailed 
in practice, but often to no great 
effect. The existence of great 
organisations and parties, or even 
modestly successful ones, provided 
the courage of solidarity and could 
thereby lead members to assert 
freedom where it was denied, even 
on pain of jail time, or worse.

If we regain our strength, we will 
do so in a new period in the history 
of media technology. The last time 
around was still very much the ‘old 
media’ era. Its platforms were either 
wholly closed to us (television and 
radio) or relatively decentralised and 
therefore easier to exploit (print). 
The internet era has proved more or 
less hospitable for small operations 
to tick over in the interstices of the 
larger, but the immediate context of 
the Twitter takeover is the shrinking 
of that space and sharper ideological 
homogenisation. Just as the parties 
of old needed their own printing 
presses, so the parties of the future 
will need their own social networks.

This might be achieved by literally 
building new ones, or by seizing the 
existing ones and rebuilding them 
as - for example - worker-consumer 
cooperatives. In either case, it is 
worth thinking for a moment about 
what could be different about ours. 
Twitter is an exemplary case here of 
the present state of affairs. All kinds 

of people are on it - including me, 
when I manage to keep my nose clean 
in the view of Gadde’s inquisition - 
but it seems a near universally hated 
platform (the more hated, the more 
time people spend on it). Its most 
engaged users call it the ‘hellsite’.

There are well-known problems 
frequently cited by Twitter celebrities, 
most particularly the proliferation of 
threats and abuse in direct messages. 
But the abuse is surely a side effect 
of the general design of the platform, 
which - unless users take special 
measures, which really rather break 
the whole experience - relies on the 
ability of anyone whatever to scream 
at anyone else, through the fiery void 
of the hellsite.

If users (barring a small subset of 
inveterate trolls) actually hate this, 
why does it survive? Because Twitter 
does not exist to make its users 
happy, but rather its advertisers. The 
more obnoxious everything is - up 
to a certain point - the more of their 
lives people pour into it; and the 
more of that, the more time they will 
incidentally spend staring at adverts. 
The result is the worst of all possible 
worlds: a space divided in fact into 
a series of smaller sub-communities 
- left Twitter, book Twitter, MAGA 
Twitter, and so on ad infinitum - 
permanently exposed to the most 
obnoxious opponents available. 
Twitter is not unique in this respect; 
it is merely the example of the genre 
most used by agenda-setting elites, 
which gives it an oversized profile. 
(For all the drama of Trump’s Twitter 
account, insofar as his victory can 
be attributed to one social media 
platform or another, the culprit is 
surely Facebook.)

Liberals have conventionally 
defended the moderation decisions 
of Twitter in controversial cases by 
arguing that the first amendment 
gives you the right to free speech, 
not to post your ideas on any 
particular platform (which are all 
privately owned and therefore not 
‘the government’). This argument 
is specious, but on a technicality - 
there is not actually any alternative 
to the major platforms, so long as 
they are subsidised by advertising 
and sovereign wealth funds via 
venture capital, so it is in the end the 
same as saying that the right to free 
speech does not extend to the use of 
the telephone network, which in the 
US and this country is privatised, and 
so on. The grain of truth is that the 
(supposedly) flat space, across which 
anyone on earth can call anyone else 
an asshole at a moment’s notice, 
is a total novelty in the history of 
human society - and one that is 
comprehensively proven useful only 
to a self-devouring digital advertising 
industry.

So a fighting party’s social 
network would doubtless have 
stricter limits than today’s Twitter 
for acceptable discourse. The 
difference would be, firstly, that it 
would have no pretence to being 
the entire world’s public square, and 
thus would be transparent about its 
limits; and secondly that moderation 
decisions would be answerable to the 
party and its democratic structures, 
and not to a faceless morass of 
institutional investors and their 
paranoid functionaries, who may 
or may not be spooked into some 
intervention by a big enough noise on 
a slow enough news day. Numerous 
other ‘advances’ would follow - that 
people would not burn up their lives 
scrolling through it purposelessly, 
that it would have no nauseating 
promoted content or creepy tracking, 
and all around fewer ‘features’ that 
have made life on the internet so 
trying in recent years.

In the meantime, we huddle in 
our corner of Twitter, awaiting the 
coronation of our new boy king l

paul.demarty@weeklyworker.co.uk
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HOUSING

Stunts, problems and solutions
The ‘right to buy’ scam exposes the Tories as the party of buy-to-let landlords, property speculators and 
City-boy financiers, argues Mike Macnair

On May 2 Boris Johnson was 
reported in The Sunday 
Telegraph to be reviving the 

idea - already floated and indeed 
trialled under David Cameron - of 
extending “tenant’s right to buy” to 
Housing Association properties. The 
Financial Times on Monday rightly 
commented that

A succession of Conservative 
leaders have sought to revive 
Right to Buy, with homeowners 
traditionally being more likely to 
vote for their party.

The prime minister is keen to 
shift the public’s focus away from 
the ‘partygate’ scandal ahead of 
Thursday’s local elections and 
demonstrate that his government 
is focused on policymaking.

The Express on Tuesday similarly 
front-page headlined “Boris’s right 
to buy plan is vote winner”.

The proposal is in substance 
naked theft from charities (the 
Housing Associations, which are 
charitable providers of subsidised 
housing for the poor) for the sake of 
marginal and, at the end of the day, 
short-term electoral advantage for 
the Tory Party. ‘Short-term’ because 
the fate of former council housing 
bought under ‘right to buy’ has been 
very extensively to pass through the 
hands of the former tenant owners 
into the hands of buy-to-let operators.

And indeed, unlike council 
right-to-buy, which disposed of 
state property,1 the proposal is a 
plain violation of the charities’ 
property rights within the European 
Convention on Human Rights, First 
Protocol, article 1:

Every natural or legal person is 
entitled to the peaceful enjoyment 
of his possessions. No-one shall 
be deprived of his possessions 
except in the public interest and 
subject to the conditions provided 
for by law and by the general 
principles of international law.

In consequence, it would be 
extraordinarily difficult to justify 
imposing right-to-buy against 
Housing Associations in the 
Strasbourg Court of Human Rights, 
unless the British state was prepared 
to pay to the charities full market 
value of the properties,2 so that the 
subsidy to tenant purchasers came 
wholly out of government funds. 
Hence, it is very likely that this 
announcement is merely a typical 
Boris Johnson bare-faced lie, to be 
abandoned as soon as it has done 
the job of distracting attention from 
‘partygate’ and mitigating Tory 
losses in Thursday’s local elections.

There is a striking coincidence 
between Johnson’s ‘neo-Thatcherite’ 
spin proposal and two other stories 
about housing that came out in the 
last week.

The Telegraph ran on the same 
day the story that “Buy-to-let 
landlords turn to insurance policies 
in face of eviction chaos”. During the 
Covid pandemic, as is familiar, the 
government imposed a moratorium 
on evictions - but did not stop the 
rent or interest arrears themselves 
building up, as people were unable to 
work, whether due to illness or to the 
economic effects of shutdowns, etc. 
The eviction moratorium was lifted as 
from June 2021, though for business 

evictions it was continued till March 
2022.3 The result has been, according 
to the Telegraph’s story, both 
“soaring arrears” and an immense 
backlog in possession proceedings in 
the courts, with eviction now taking 
a median period of 42 weeks, and 
sometimes up to 17 months, to move 
from initial landlord claim to reach 
actual eviction. Hence landlords are 
now in increasing numbers buying 
insurance against rent arrears; but 
this, in turn, reduces their profit 
margins (so rents will go up); and it 
also means that the insurers insist on 
landlords not letting to tenants who 
are ‘poor credit risks’.

Meanwhile, the Financial Times 
on April 27 carried a substantial 
article on ‘What’s causing the global 
rental squeeze?’ Urban rents, the 
FT reports, are shooting up - not 
just in Britain, but also elsewhere. 
In London, speculation on capital 
values looks more attractive than 
letting, so that the amount of property 
available to renters has reduced. The 
FT also points to an inflow of capital 
from investment funds into housing, 
and in this context quotes Canadian 
lawyer and former UN special 
rapporteur on housing Leilani Farha 
saying that “investment funds are ill 
suited to owning homes: the need 
to generate returns for investors 
must either jack up rents or cut 
their maintenance costs; either way 
tenants lose out”. And “Favourable 
conditions for investors and real 
estate professionals will not work 
for tenants. For housing, which 
is a human right, trickle-down 
economics doesn’t work”.

The FT’s ‘right to buy’ story 
reminded us that “Officials said 

that the issue had been sidelined 
by a bigger focus on increasing 
housebuilding through a radical 
shake-up of the planning system, 
although that initiative has also 
stalled after a backlash from Tory 
voters.” This issue is plainly enough 
also a part of the story of soaring 
rents. The site, ‘Building.co.uk’, on 
April 20 had an extended account by 
Joey Gardiner of what had become 
of the radical planning reform 
proposals.4 The failure of the Tories’ 
‘planning reforms’ illustrates, as 
I argued in November last year, 
that British domestic politics is 
gridlocked in spite of the absence of 
constitutional ‘checks and balances’ 
like those blamed for political 
gridlock in the USA.5

Chronic
It is common to talk about the 
‘housing crisis’.6 But to do so is to 
render the word ‘crisis’ - which in 
its origins means a sudden shocking 
or decisive event, or the moment 
at which a disease turns either to 
death or to recovery - mean no 
more than ‘problem’. The ‘housing 
crisis’ has lasted, in substance, ever 
since the emergence of capitalism. 
The Erection of Cottages Act 1589 
prohibited the construction of new 
cottages without four acres of land 
attached - an effort to restore the 
imagined patterns of medieval 
agricultural housing. It was repealed 
in 1775 on the ground that it was 
causing a housing shortage.

Under the ‘Old Poor Law’ from 
1601, parishes were from an early 
date concerned in making housing 
provision for the poor.7 In the later 
18th and 19th century the perception 

of the then existing urban working 
class housing as insanitary and a 
reservoir for cholera, typhus, etc led 
in the mid and later 19th century to 
efforts to improve the quality of 
working class housing - both in the 
form of private, quasi-charitable 
initiatives and of state interventions.8 
Meanwhile, employers were driven 
to build housing for their workers.9

Alongside these was the 
development by the upper section 
of the working class itself of the 
building societies movement - in 
its initial stages arguably a form of 
illegal subversive organisation, but 
later accepted and regulated.10

Already in the 18th century there 
was a conflict perceived between 
investors obtaining the returns they 
wanted from building developments, 
and so on, and housing the poor. This 
can be illustrated from a study of 
18th century housing developments 
which showed the use of covenants 
to force the building of more 
expensive housing;11 and from the 
later 19th century, from the provision 
of section 11 of the Housing of the 
Working Classes Act 1885, which 
provided that aristocratic landowners 
and their trustees were permitted to 
sell, lease or otherwise dispose of 
land for the housing of the working 
classes, in spite of the fact that other 
uses would be more profitable.12

The logical implication was that 
the charity operations would always 
tend to be outbid in sales of land by 
investors seeking higher returns. But 
the resulting costs fall not only on 
workers, but decisively on industrial 
and commercial employers, since, 
if the workers cannot afford places 
to lay their heads to sleep, etc (plus 

Gustave Doré ‘Over London - by rail’ 1856



9weekly
worker 1394 May 5 2022

whatever transport costs are needed 
to get to the workplace), they cannot 
work. Hence uncontrolled rents 
mean that wages have to rise, without 
any increase in workers’ disposable 
income, and profits have to fall. 
Uncontrolled rents are, then, merely 
a transfer of surplus value created in 
industry from productive capitalists 
to large and small landlords and 
property speculators as sub-classes.

With the Housing of the Working 
Classes Act 1890, it began to be 
recognised that this necessary 
conflict required the creation of tax-
funded, subsidised, public housing: 
council housing. Alongside council 
housing was a series of specialist 
forms of public housing: military 
barracks and quarters replaced 
‘billeting’; police housing; nurses’ 
accommodation near hospitals, etc.13

The cost-feasibility of these 
operations was given in part by the 
abolition of agricultural subsidy in 
the 1846 repeal of the Corn Laws. 
By making much farming only 
problematically profitable, this 
exerted a sustained downwards 
pressure on land prices until the 
restoration of agricultural subsidy (in 
different forms) in World War II.14

Council housing remained 
initially at a limited scale. But the 
intense pressure on housing in the 
vicinity of armaments factories 
produced in 1915 both the Glasgow 
rent strikes and lobbying from arms 
manufacturers, leading to the first 
Rent Restriction Act.15 After 1918, 
complete decontrol of rents proved 
to be politically impossible even 
for Tories; but expanding council 
housing continued through the 1960s 
to be a politically easier option for 
Tories than rent control, since at least 
it provided contracts for the building 
trade.16

The Tory Party remained, as 
it still remains, the party at the 
end of the day of large and small 
landlords and speculators, and 
inclined to prioritise their interests 
over those of employers. This was 
reflected in cuts to public housing 
maintenance budgets, as well as 
the subsidy to freehold-mortgage 
tenure provided through the tax 
system:17 the object was to shift 
away from the acceptability of 
public housing by fraudulent means, 
creating ‘less eligibility’, as tenants 
would be unable to get repairs done.18 
Meanwhile, the courts undermined 
rent control in the private rented 
sector through judicial legislation in 
the 1950s Court of Appeal, which 
overthrew a nearly 500-year-old 
property law dogma in order to 
create a loophole for landlords.19

By 1980, the ground had 
been prepared for the Thatcher 
government’s coup d’état of the 
landlords and financiers against 
both labour and industrial and 
commercial employers. Rent control 
was abolished, first in the private 
and then in the public sector, and 
‘right to buy’ eviscerated the public 
housing stock. This, of course, went 
alongside ‘shock therapy’ to destroy 
a wide range of industries, accepting 
the drift towards the dominance of 
finance in the UK economy. The 
ideological frame in the housing 
context was the claim that ‘freeing’ 
the land markets would, under 
the regime of modern financial 
arrangements, allow the satisfaction 
of housing needs by purely market 
means.

But this illusion - if it was ever 
an illusion and not just a fraudulent 
misrepresentation in the interests 
of a narrow group of Conservative 
donors - rapidly failed. The markets 
and financial engineering can 
no more provide housing for the 
working classes than they could in 
the 18th century. The ability of the 
City-boy financiers to engage in 
day-to-day dickering and bargaining 
arbitrage on a global scale depends 

on the techies, cleaners, transport 
workers, power workers, and so on, 
not being able to engage in dickering 
and bargaining over the price of 
their services: if everyone could do 
that, we would have medieval town 
markets or bazaars and nothing more. 
It is the proletarianisation of the large 
part of the labour force which allows 
capital to operate on a global scale.

In this context, wages have a 
material floor and, as I said before, 
uncontrolled rents and property 
prices are a tax on employers as 
well as employees, for the benefit 
of the sub-classes of landlords and 
property speculators. The result was 
that the abolition of rent control 
and marginalisation of council 
housing was rapidly followed by the 
introduction of ‘housing benefit’ and 
its various incarnations - as of 2017, 
a £23 billion per year element of the 
welfare bill, roughly 17% of that 
bill.20

Meanwhile, the dream of the 
‘property-owning democracy’ 
has also faded, as property prices 
(propped up by Keynesian money-
printing in response to the 1998, 
2001 and 2007-08 crashes) have 
risen to levels that are wildly 
disproportionate to wages, which 
have been held down by anti-union 
laws and by the entry of Chinese, etc 
labour in transition from the farms 
into global labour markets. Purchase 
has become beyond the reach of most 
of the young, and we are, gradually, 
shifting into ‘generation rent’.21

In London, we are almost in the 
territory which was attempted to 
be regulated by the Housing of the 
Working Classes Act 1885, section 
9:

(1) A tent, van, shed, or similar 
structure used for human 
habitation, which is in such a state 
as to be a nuisance or injurious to 
health, or which is so overcrowded 
as to be injurious to the health 
of the inmates, whether or not 
members of the same family, shall 
be deemed to be a nuisance within 
the meaning of section 91 of the 
Public Health Act, 1875; and the 
provisions of that act shall apply 
accordingly.
(2) A sanitary authority may 
make byelaws for promoting 
cleanliness in, and the habitable 
condition of tents, vans, sheds and 
similar structures used for human 
habitation, and for preventing the 
spread of infectious disease by the 
persons inhabiting the same, and 
generally for the prevention of 
nuisances in connexion with the 
same.

In sum, the housing problem is not 
a ‘crisis’, but a chronic problem 
of capitalism. It is currently 
exacerbated by the fact that the Tory 
Party under Thatcher removed the 
primary practical methods of treating 
the symptoms - public housing and 
rent control - substituting quack 
remedies which end with the mere 
payment of £23 billion per year to 
Tory supporters at the expense of 
the general taxpayer. To attempt to 
revive Thatcherite quack remedies 
for the housing problem at the present 
date should be treated as analogous 
to advocacy of the reintroduction 
of asbestos products in buildings 
or putting thalidomide back on the 
market.

Planning
The history of the housing question 
in 18th-20th century British capitalist 
society illustrates that the market 
cannot provide satisfactory housing 
for the working class. The reason is 
perfectly simple: the quantity of land 
is substantially fixed, and building 
tower blocks or artificial islands 
only ‘fiddles at the edges’ with this. 
Hence, rising land prices (whether 
as capital prices or as rents) do not 

produce an increased supply of land 
in response. They produce a mere 
transfer of value from employers 
(and to a lesser extent workers) to 
the sub-classes of large and small 
landlords and land speculators.

The ‘hidden hand’ was already 
in the hands of Bernard Mandeville 
and Adam Smith merely a slightly 
secularised version of the sparrow-
falls providentialism that was 
satirised by Voltaire in the form 
of Dr Pangloss’s doctrine that in 
“this best of all possible worlds” 
“everything is necessarily for 
the best of ends”.22 It retains this 
character in the form of “Dynamic 
Stochastic General Equilibrium”. 
The inability to provide affordable 
and sanitary housing for the workers 
on whom capitalism itself depends, 
because of the unlimited rapacity 
(‘rational choices’) of the landowner 
monopolists, is merely an example 
of the point.

The Tories are correct to 
suppose that the introduction of 
planning controls after World War II 
exacerbated the problem: however, it 
did so because of their own decision 
to hold onto planning controls, but 
give back speculator’s profit. The 
planning controls introduced in 1949 
were accompanied by ‘development 
charges’ to nationalise the gains. 
When the Tories in 1954 abolished 
development charges, the result was 
that ‘planning permission’ came to 
be an added value for development 
land, which added to the effect of 
agricultural subsidy in raising land 
prices. But the Tories now cannot 
take back the planning system, since 
it supports the high property values 
of their voter base in the suburban 
and rural middle classes, and the 
interests of their contributor base 
among landlords and speculators.

For the same reason, they cannot 
permit the property market to crash, 
even though it badly needs to crash in 
order to restore any degree of health 
to it. The property price crash of the 
early 1990s produced as a delayed 
effect Blair’s landslide in 1997, and 
both the Blair-Brown governments 
and subsequent governments have 
learnt all too well the lesson that the 
(ageing) middle class and upper-
working class homeowners cannot 
be touched, even by allowing rate 
revaluation in order to restore local 
government.

Nonetheless, solutions to the 
housing problem unavoidably 
involve planning in natura: that is, 
directly planning for the production 
of use-values in spite of the result 
not being ‘economically efficient’. 
When employers built ‘company 
towns’ they were planning in natura 
within their businesses. The quasi-
charitable initiatives of the mid-19th 
century, the various regulatory rules 
of the same period and the public 
housing of the late 19th and 20th 
were all similarly planning in natura, 
with the end goal of producing 
sanitary and affordable housing 
for the working classes, which the 
market could not deliver.

Public housing was a step further 
away from capitalism, since, while 
building workers were paid out of 
taxation funds, the land was taken by 
expropriation - compulsory purchase 
orders. And where works were 
organised by Council Direct Labour 
Organisations, though workers were 
paid and materials purchased out of 
money raised by taxes, there was 
a substantial element of planning 
in natura of the works. Hence the 
determined efforts of Thatcher and 
subsequent governments to compel 
outsourcing through ‘compulsory 
competitive tendering’ - in practice 
increasing the costs of works by 
giving advantages in the tender 
process to large, legally represented 
corporations.

What this story tells us is that, 
when the Fabians and Social 

Democrats said that it was possible 
to wring from capitalism reforms 
which would improve the situation 
of the working class, they were not 
wrong. Where they were wrong was 
in relation to how reforms could 
be won, and in relation to whether 
reforms could be defended against 
counteroffensives from the capitalist 
class or sections of this class, or 
thievery by pro-capitalist politicians.

Constitution
The reforms were won not merely 
because industrial and commercial 
employers had an interest, against 
the landlords, in workers’ ability to 
work and wages not being forced up 
by rent rises. The sanctity of property 
and the illusions of the ‘hidden 
hand’ would probably have won out 
against those considerations alone. 
Workers were also self-organising 
in trade unions, cooperatives and 
mutuals, and beginning on a small 
scale to organise politically - and 
the rapid growth of the German 
Social Democratic Party, even 
under illegality, offered a beacon 
of hope to workers and the left and 
cast a shadow over the Liberal and 
Tory political duopoly. Rent control 
in 1915 responded not just to arms 
manufacturers’ lobbying, but also to 
mass rent strikes.

Conversely, the reforms were 
lost through a series of complex 
long-term manipulations and frauds 
by the Conservative Party and its 
ideological satellites - beginning in 
the 1950s, with a long-term goal of 
restoring the ‘free market’ (meaning 
landlord monopolies) through steps 
like conning Labour into accepting 
tax relief on mortgage interest, 
abolishing development charges, 
judicial loopholing of the Rent 
Acts, the squeezes on local authority 
maintenance budgets to create ‘less 
eligibility’, and so on. The Tories do 
long-term frauds, not just short-term 
ones.

And they were also lost through 
the gradual implications of Labour’s 
loyalism - as, by the 1970s, the 
Labour right was no longer prepared 
to defend public housing and 
accepted the idea of the dominance 
of freehold-mortgage. If Tony 
Crosland and co could have seen 
what the actual outcome of their 
illusions in the ‘housing market’ 
would be in the 2000s, they might 
have recoiled; but, in reality, they 
backed the Tories’ schemes to restore 
British landlordism.

To win and - especially - to defend 
reforms, the working class needs aims 
beyond the winning of concessions, 
while leaving the landlords and 
capitalists the power to take them 
back through the sale of justice 
(‘free market in legal services’), the 
lying, bribed-press oligopolies, and 
the ability to buy Labour as well as 
Tory MPs. Hence the working class 
needs its own disloyalist party and its 
own disloyalist media. The resource 
implications mean that we need 
effective unity of the disloyalist left: 
a real Communist Party, rather than 
the groups that are all we have now 
with their - in fact loyalist - broad 
fronts l

mike.macnair@weeklyworker.co.uk
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DEBATE

From Biden, to Austin, to Truss
Despite the failure of phase one - the attempt to take Kyiv - Daniel Lazare says it is Nato that is floundering, 
not Russia’s invasion

In 1910, a sportswriter named 
Franklin Pierce Adams dashed 
off a poem about a trio of Chicago 

Cubs infielders named Joe Tinker, 
Johnny Evers and Frank Chance. 
Tinker would field a ball and then 
fire it off to Evers, who, after tagging 
out a runner at second base, would 
throw it to Chance, so he could tag 
the hitter out at first. “Tinkers to 
Evers to Chance” became a byword 
for teamwork so smooth and efficient 
it was practically a work of art.

Now we have a new combination: 
Biden to Austin to Truss. The trouble 
is that it is not nearly as effective as 
the original.

Joe Biden kicked things off on 
March 26 with a stirring anti-Russia 
speech in Warsaw that ended with 
the president saying of Vladimir 
Putin: “For god’s sake, this man 
cannot remain in power.” A month 
later, it was the turn of US secretary 
of defence Lloyd Austin, who told 
reporters during a visit to the Polish-
Ukrainian border: “We want to see 
Russia weakened to the degree that 
it can’t do the kinds of things that 
it has done in invading Ukraine.” 
Finally, the ball passed to Liz Truss. 
On April 27, she outlined a series of 
sweeping proposals that went well 
beyond anything the US or Nato had 
come up with to date.

The west, she said, should impose 
nothing less than a full oil and gas 
boycott. Instead of merely undoing 
the February 24 invasion, it should 
“push Russia out of the whole of 
Ukraine”, including, presumably, the 
Donbas republics and the Crimea 
peninsula. “We need a global Nato” 
she went on - not a Nato composed 
of nations from all over the globe, but 
the same old alliance with “a global 
outlook” that would allow it “to 
tackle global threats” - in other words, 
the familiar Euro-American heavies 
bending the rest of the world to their 
will. For good measure, the British 
foreign secretary called on the Group 
of Seven to also “act as an economic 
Nato, collectively defending our 
prosperity”.1 Economically and 
politically, Truss’s goal is to see 
to it that the global elite has the 
international system all sewn up.

In a matter of weeks, top US and 
UK officials have thus gone from 
toppling Putin and shrinking Russia 
to a Dr Evil-style project, in which 
a Nato-ised G7 will rule the world. 
Truss also had a warning for China:

Beijing has not condemned 
Russian aggression or its war 
crimes. Russian exports to China 
rose by almost a third in the first 
quarter of this year. They have 
sought to coerce Lithuania. They 
are commenting on who should 
or shouldn’t be a member of Nato. 
And they are rapidly building a 
military capable of projecting 
power deep into areas of European 
strategic interest.

But China is not impervious ... 
By talking about the rise of China 
as inevitable, we are doing China’s 
work for it. In fact, their rise isn’t 
inevitable. They will not continue 
to rise if they don’t play by the 
rules.

Putin must go, Russia must go in 
anything resembling its present 
form, and China had better watch 
it or it will go too. It is all too easy 
to point out the hypocrisy behind 
such statements. And it is startling 
to hear Truss declare that “most of 
the world does respect sovereignty - 
it is only a few pariahs and outliers 
that don’t” so soon after Britain and 

America trampled the sovereignty 
of Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya, Syria, 
Yemen and other countries too 
numerous to mention. It is strange to 
hear her condemn China for allegedly 
threatening “areas of European 
strategic interest”, when the US and 
its allies refuse to consider whether 
others have strategic interests too. But 
then imperialism and hypocrisy have 
long gone hand in hand.

What is more important is the 
degree to which such rhetoric amounts 
to whistling past the graveyard. No 
matter how much people like Truss 
may threaten and bluster, what 
the Atlantic alliance has mainly 
accomplished so far in Ukraine is to 
underscore its own comprehensive 
weakness.

Examples abound. The pro-Nato 
establishment, for instance, is no doubt 
breathing easier, now that Emmanuel 
Macron has fended off far-right 
challenger Marine Le Pen by nearly 
5.5 million votes in France. But is 
Macron’s victory a vote of confidence 
in Nato and the anti-Russian crusade? 
Or is it a sign of weakness, given 
that since 2017 Le Pen has reduced 
Macron’s lead by half? It is a safe bet 
that, the worse the war gets, the more 
Macron’s advantage will shrink.

Despite calling for regime change 
in Moscow, Biden himself is all but 
certain to face regime change at home 
due to sinking polls and an economy in 
growing trouble. He will still occupy 
the Oval Office if Republicans, as 
expected, gain control of both houses 
in the November congressional 
mid-term elections. But the party is 
already thinking up ways to make his 
life miserable by either impeaching 
him or launching a congressional 
investigation into the business 
dealings of his wayward, drug-addled 
son, Hunter.2 Either way, Biden will 
be more of a lame duck than ever, as 
he tries to fend off a loony right, while 
preventing a Democratic mutiny 
aboard what is plainly a sinking ship.

Economic war
Then there is inflation. Contrary to 
the Democrats, the problem did not 
originate with Putin. Rather, it has 
been building from nearly the moment 
Biden took office 15 months ago.

But two things are clear: the 
war is accelerating the process and 
Moscow, ironically, is turning out to 
be a major beneficiary. The reason is 
simple: thanks to trade interruptions 
and shrinking supplies, Russia’s main 
exports have all jumped in price since 
the invasion began. Natural gas is up 
55% as of May 2, petroleum is up 
14%, coal is up 69%, while wheat 
is up 40% and nickel 30%. This is 
why after plunging 42% during the 
first two weeks of the war, the rouble 
has not only bounced back, but has 
actually risen 10% more.

This is a weakness because it 
shows how badly the US has bungled 

an economic war aimed at bringing 
Russia to its knees. The pain is less 
apparent in America, a net exporter 
of both energy and grain. But it is 
growing in the European Union, a 
net importer, and creating wave upon 
wave of distress in a global south 
more dependent on international food 
supplies than ever.

Egypt and Tunisia, for example, 
both import 80% of their wheat from 
Russia and Ukraine alone, while 
Lebanon imports 60%. South of the 
Sahara, the picture is even worse, with 
the region as whole dependent on 
wheat imports for 85% of its supplies. 
Since it was a spike in food prices that 
triggered the Arab Spring in 2011, 
governments have every reason to be 
nervous, now that another price hike 
is in the works - and every reason to 
keep their business jets at the ready, 
in case angry mobs begin massing 
outside the presidential palace.

Which brings us to a third 
weakness: the military. With a 
pro-war press in lockstep with 
the Pentagon and the intelligence 
agencies, the public continues to 
receive a one-sided view of the war, 
in which plucky Ukrainians inflict 
huge casualties on Russians, whose 
tanks have broken down for lack of 
spare parts and whose soldiers are so 
short of food that they are reduced 
to ransacking local shops. If miracle 
anti-tank weapons such as UK-made 
Nlaws and US-manufactured Javelins 
and Switchblade drones are tossed 
in, then it is plain as day that Russian 
forces must be floundering.

Yet in practically the same 
breath, the press reports that Russia 
continues to

fire rockets and shells at Ukrainian 
military positions, cities, towns and 
infrastructure along a 300-mile-
long front, including bombarding 
the Azovstal plant, where the last 
remaining Ukrainian fighters in 
Mariupol are hunkered down.3

If Russia is on the run, then how is 
it able to maintain such a powerful 
military presence? Ukrainians are 
meanwhile running through western 
arms so rapidly that the United 
States is having trouble keeping up. 
The Wall Street Journal reports that 
America is unable to manufacture 
replacements because “the military-
industrial base is smaller than it once 
was” and because

Years of budget cuts and industry 
consolidation has left the US with 
just two producers of missile 
rocket motors. That is down from 
six in 1995, while the number 
of companies’ sub-suppliers 
has shrunk to 1,000 from about 
5,000 …4

The more the war drags on, the more 
munitions manufacturers will fall 

behind. Remarkably, the only western 
leader who has dared speak anything 
resembling the truth is Boris Johnson. 
It is “a realistic possibility” that Putin 
is “still in a position to win”, he said 
on April 22:

Putin has a huge army. He has a 
very difficult political position, 
because he’s made a catastrophic 
blunder. The only option he now 
has really is to continue to try 
to use his appalling, grinding 
approach - led by artillery - trying 
to grind the Ukrainians down. And 
he’s very close to securing a land 
bridge in Mariupol.

Johnson’s relationship to truth is 
famously casual, yet this time he may 
be on to something. Evidently, the 
war is not going as swimmingly as 
western propaganda maintains.

Finally, there is a fourth weakness: 
the nature of the Kyiv regime.

From Chiang Kai-Shek to former 
Afghan president Ashraf Ghani, 
the US has shown a remarkable 
propensity for choosing local allies 
who are corrupt, incompetent and 
fascistic - indeed, sometimes all three 
at once. Zelensky is no exception. He 
is a protégé of the notorious oligarch, 
Ihor Kolomoisky, an early funder of 
the neo-Nazi Azov battalion even 
though he is Jewish. Despite heading 
the poorest country in Europe, 
Zelensky managed to stash millions 
in secret bank accounts in the British 

Virgin Islands, Belize and Cyprus. 
Ukraine is in general a failed state - a 
kind of Lebanon by the Black Sea that 
has been sucked dry by oligarchs and 
is held aloft only by billions of dollars 
in US aid and seemingly unlimited 
supplies of Nato arms.

Moreover, it is a failed state 
permeated by Nazism. As even 
Zelensky admits, “Stepan Bandera is 
a hero for a certain part of Ukrainians, 
and this is a normal and cool thing. 
He was one of those who defended 
the freedom of Ukraine.” Bandera, 
of course, is the Ukrainian nationalist 
whose idea of defending freedom was 
to collaborate with the Nazis and kill 
thousands of Jews and as many as 
100,000 Poles in an ethnic-cleansing 
operation launched in mid-1943. 
Dozens of Ukrainian cities, towns 
and villages have erected statues in 
his honour, while Lvov dedicated an 
entire year to his memory in 2019.5

This too is a weakness, because, 
once word gets out about Zelensky’s 
unsavoury ties - and it is getting 
out already - politicians will find 
themselves facing tough questions 
about why food is increasingly 
expensive, why pensioners are 
shivering because they cannot afford 
to heat their homes, why fuel prices 
are rising more and more - and why 
Nato is shipping billions in advanced 
weaponry to the neo-Nazis of the 
Azov battalion.

Liz Truss may have dreams of 
world domination dancing in her 
head, but that is where they are likely 
to stay. Nato is already stumbling 
before it reaches first base l
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What we 
fight for
n Without organisation the 
working class is nothing; with 
the highest form of organisation 
it is everything.
n  There exists no real Communist 
Party today. There are many 
so-called ‘parties’ on the left. In 
reality they are confessional sects. 
Members who disagree with the 
prescribed ‘line’ are expected to 
gag themselves in public. Either 
that or face expulsion.
n Communists operate according 
to the principles of democratic 
centralism. Through ongoing debate 
we seek to achieve unity in action 
and a common world outlook. As 
long as they support agreed actions, 
members should have the right to 
speak openly and form temporary 
or permanent factions.
n Communists oppose all impe-
rialist wars and occupations but 
constantly strive to bring to the fore 
the fundamental question–ending war 
is bound up with ending capitalism.
n Communists are internationalists. 
Everywhere we strive for the closest 
unity and agreement of working class 
and progressive parties of all countries. 
We oppose every manifestation 
of national sectionalism. It is an 
internationalist duty to uphold the 
principle, ‘One state, one party’.
n The working class must be 
organised globally. Without a global 
Communist Party, a Communist 
International, the struggle against 
capital is weakened and lacks 
coordination.
n Communists have no interest 
apart from the working class 
as a whole. They differ only in 
recognising the importance of 
Marxism as a guide to practice. 
That theory is no dogma, but 
must be constantly added to and 
enriched.
n Capitalism in its ceaseless 
search for profit puts the future 
of humanity at risk. Capitalism is 
synonymous with war, pollution, 
exploitation and crisis. As a global 
system capitalism can only be 
superseded globally.
n The capitalist class will never 
willingly allow their wealth and 
power to be taken away by a 
parliamentary vote.
n We will use the most militant 
methods objective circumstances 
allow to achieve a federal republic 
of England, Scotland and Wales, 
a united, federal Ireland and a 
United States of Europe.
n Communists favour industrial 
unions. Bureaucracy and class 
compromise must be fought and 
the trade unions transformed into 
schools for communism.
n Communists are champions of 
the oppressed. Women’s oppression, 
combating racism and chauvinism, 
and the struggle for peace and 
ecological sustainability are just 
as much working class questions 
as pay, trade union rights and 
demands for high-quality health, 
housing and education.
n Socialism represents victory 
in the battle for democracy. It is 
the rule of the working class. 
Socialism is either democratic or, 
as with Stalin’s Soviet Union, it 
turns into its opposite.
n Socialism is the first stage 
of the worldwide transition to 
communism - a system which 
knows neither wars, exploitation, 
money, classes, states nor nations. 
Communism is general freedom 
and the real beginning of human 
history.
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A new Marshall plan?
The US and its allies see the war as a heaven-sent opportunity to weaken Russia, writes 
Michael Roberts. Next will come China - and the working class will pay the price

The great recession of 2008-09 
was a turning point for US 
global strategy. Up to then, the 

general aim was to ‘engage’ important 
economic powers like Russia and 
China.

Throughout the 1990s onwards, 
the US government pressed for the 
opening up of their economies to 
multinationals and banks from the 
‘west’. These economies would then 
grow and trade, but in doing so also 
provide the global profits expansion 
that US imperialism needed, as 
domestic profitability began to slip. 
‘Globalisation’ would take advantage 
of cheap labour and new markets in 
China and the rest of the global south, 
which had expanded sharply from 
the early 1980s under this policy of 
‘engagement’.1 It was no accident that 
the World Bank published a report 
in 2013 calling on China to move 
quickly to a full “market economy”.2

But the great recession changed 
all that. It became clear to the US 
strategists that, while globalisation 
brought extra profit, it also led to 
much faster economic expansion 
for countries like Russia, China and 
others in east Asia. It was becoming 
clear that the likes of Russia (and 
China in particular) were not 
prepared to play ball with American 
imperialism and its multinationals. 
Russia sought to link up with Europe 
and separate it off from the UK and 
the US, while China aimed to rival 
the US in technology and spread 
its influence throughout the global 
south. US capitalism plunged during 
the great recession and the advanced 
capitalist economies crawled along 
afterwards during the long depression 
of the 2010s. Meanwhile, China grew 
rapidly and Russia also built up its 
energy and mineral exports. This was 
too much. Something had to be done 
to put these rival economic powers 
in their place. ‘Engagement’ was 
dropped for ‘containment’.

Under the Trump administration, 
the US sought to isolate China with 
tariffs and bans on Chinese goods and 
companies.3 It insisted that Europe 
start paying for an expansion of Nato 
and arms in Europe. Under Biden, that 
policy was extended to back any pro-
west and nationalist parties against 
Russia. The aim was to include in 
Nato all countries along Russia’s 
borders - most of which were keen to 
take advantage of supposed economic 
prosperity from the European Union 
and Nato ‘protection’ from Russian 
control. This has now culminated in 
the Ukraine conflict.

Ukraine is now being destroyed 
by Russian bombing and arms. 
Thousands have died, millions have 
been displaced and/or fled the country. 
The economic base of the country 
is being annihilated. Before the war, 
Ukraine was already a very poor 
country with a real gross domestic 
product of just $160 billion. Before 
this war is over - and it looks like 
lasting years, not weeks or months 
any more - that GDP is going to be 
halved at least.

Ukrainian sources have estimated 
the cost of restoring infrastructure4: 
financing the war effort (ammunition, 
weapons, etc); losses of housing stock, 
commercial real estate; compensation 
for death and injury (resettlement 
costs, income support, etc); and lost 
current and future income (between 
$500 billion and $1,000 billion). The 
World Bank estimates that Ukraine’s 
produced capital stock per capita in 
2014 was $25,000, which amounts 
to approximately $1.1 trillion at the 
aggregate level. Early reports by 
government officials and business 

leaders suggest that 30%-50% of that 
capital stock has been destroyed or 
severely damaged. Assuming 40% 
destruction, the cost stands at $440 
billion. In addition, on the assumption 
of a cost of €10,000 per refugee 
(per year), the cost of financing five 
million refugees for one year is €50 
billion, or 0.35% of EU GDP. So to 
restore the Ukraine economy and 
rebuild is likely to cost $500 billion 
minimum over, say, the next five 
years. That is about 1.0% of EU GDP 
per year or 0.75% of G7 GDP - at a 
minimum.

Will the west in its wisdom decide 
that it is worth spending that sort of 
money to fund Ukraine’s war effort 
indefinitely, supporting its population 
and rebuilding the country as a Nato 
bulwark against Russia? It looks like 
it. Ukraine is becoming the touchstone 
of the US global containment policy. 
Already Joe Biden is pushing US 
Congress to agree to $30 billion 
support for Ukraine. But he is refusing 
to cancel or reduce US student debt 
that has now reached $1.8 trillion 
(international policy is more important 
than helping American youth to get an 
education).

For example, here is what Martin 
Sandbu, the Keynesian columnist in 
the Financial Times, said:

… the EU, which should shoulder 
the bulk of this (and support radical 
debt relief for Kyiv, as with post-
war Germany), should not see this 
as an expense. EU companies will 
be contracted for infrastructure, 
house building, transport and more 
- but should transfer skills and 
technology to Ukrainians. Beyond 
this, it is an investment in Europe’s 
values and its security. It would 
bring 44 million people firmly 
inside the liberal, democratic 
fold and into the social market 
economy - a historic achievement 
to rival the continent’s post-cold 
war reunification and the Marshall 
Plan itself.5

Weakening
Will the US and Europe go further 
and opt for what might be called 
a Marshall Plan for Ukraine? The 
actual Marshall Plan (officially the 
European Recovery Programme), 
named after US secretary of state 
George C Marshall, was an American 
initiative enacted in 1948 to provide 
foreign aid to western Europe. The 
US transferred over $13 billion in 
economic recovery programmes to 

western European economies after 
the end of World War II. The aims 
were to rebuild war-torn regions, 
remove trade barriers for US 
multinationals, modernise industry, 
improve European prosperity and so 
prevent the spread of ‘communism’. 
Marshall’s stated goal in his 1947 
speech was to “permit the emergence 
of political and social conditions in 
which free institutions can exist”.

How does the Marshall Plan 
compare with the cost of an aid plan 
for Ukraine? Well, $13 billion in 1948 
was about 1.1% of US GDP then and 
is equivalent to about $130 billion 
now. So any Marshall Plan for 
Ukraine would have to deliver double 
that, as shared between the US and 
Europe. The 1948 plan was composed 
of both outright grants and loans. 
The aid accounted for about 3% of 
the combined GDP of the recipient 
countries between 1948 and 1951, 
which meant an increase in GDP 
growth of less than half a percent. 
Ukraine will need much more.

What really revived Europe’s 
capitalist economies from 1948 was 
not so much the Marshall Plan, but 
the opening up of US and European 
markets to Europe’s industries, 
which could expand based on very 
cheap and plentiful labour after the 
war and the ability to purchase the 
latest technology. Is that the way 
forward for a weak and destroyed 
Ukraine? Only if Ukrainians can live 
on extremely low wages and expect 
little in the way of public services, 
while Ukraine’s capitalists (who used 
to be called ‘oligarchs’) and US’s and 
Europe’s multinationals take over 
Ukraine’s natural resource base.

But it seems that the US and 
Europe (the latter more reluctantly) 
are prepared to stump up the cash to 
get Ukraine fully restored as a pro-
west state in order to weaken Putin’s 
Russia. Most historians reckon that 
the political gains for capitalism after 
1945 from the Marshall Plan were 
even more important than the direct 
economic ones: Europe was kept 
‘safe from communism’. Indeed, the 
CIA received 5% of the Marshall 
Plan funds (about $685 million 
spread over six years), which it 
used to finance secret operations 
abroad. Through the Office of Policy 
Coordination, money was directed 
toward support for pro-business 
labour unions, and anti-communist 
newspapers, student groups, artists 
and intellectuals.

In an analysis of the Marshall 

Plan, Keynesians Bradford DeLong 
and Barry Eichengreen conclude:

It was not large enough to have 
significantly accelerated recovery 
by financing investment, aiding 
the reconstruction of damaged 
infrastructure, or easing 
commodity bottlenecks. We 
argue, however, that the Marshall 
Plan did play a major role in 
setting the stage for post-World 
War II western Europe’s rapid 
growth. The conditions attached 
to Marshall Plan aid pushed 
European political economy in a 
direction that left its post-World 
War II ‘mixed economies’ with 
more ‘market’ and less ‘controls’ 
in the mix.6

As for Ukraine, it is not the end of 
the cost for the west. The US is now 
insisting that Europe break with the 
use of Russian oil and gas. Phasing 
that out even as fast as the end of this 
year is going to cost Europe in higher 
energy prices and lower supply. That 
will take perhaps another 0.5% of 
GDP out of the European economy, 
which is already heading towards 
a recession. Inevitably this will 
force governments to expand their 
spending - both on weapons to meet 
new Nato commitments and on 
‘butter’, as unemployment rises.

Again, this is at a time when 
government debt-to-GDP in most 
economies is at its highest since the 
Marshall Plan began. According to 
the International Monetary Fund, 
global government debt-to-GDP 
stands at 97% - up 20% since just 
2017 - and is forecast to be way 
higher in 2027 than in 2019 before 
the Covid pandemic hit. In the 
advanced capitalist economies, 
government debt-to-GDP was over 
120% in 2020, with US gross debt at 
134%. If you include private-sector 
debt, then global debt reached 290% 
of GDP in 2021 - up 40% from 2001. 
And the IMF forecast for 2027 does 
not take into account a Marshall Plan 
for Ukraine and the Nato build-up.

There is big price ahead for 
working people in the west to pay in 
order to save Ukraine from Russian 
domination and open up the country 
to western multinationals. But it 
seems to the strategists of capital 
that this is a price worth paying (for 
working people) - with more costs to 
come in dealing with China over the 
rest of this decade.

Of course, the burden of funding 
Ukraine could be reduced if the 
western powers ordered the seizure 
of Russian foreign exchange 
reserves held abroad as reparations 
for Ukraine - that might be worth 
some $400 billion. But then that 
would be another step up the ladder 
towards outright confrontation with 
resisting powers like China. No 
wonder this week Chinese leaders 
discussed how to protect their own 
$3 trillion of reserves from seizure 
by the western powers l

Michael Roberts blogs at 
thenextrecession.wordpress.com

Notes
1. See: thenextrecession.wordpress.
com/2022/04/27/has-globalisation-ended.
2. www.worldbank.org/content/dam/
Worldbank/document/China-2030-complete.
pdf.
3. See: thenextrecession.wordpress.
com/2018/04/04/trump-trade-and-the-tech-
war.
4. For example: cepr.org/sites/default/files/
news/BlueprintReconstructionUkraine.pdf.
5. www.ft.com/content/39912ad6-c542-
40b3-a254-27f5490f4e77.
6. ideas.repec.org/p/nbr/nberwo/3899.html.

Whoever wins, reconstruction will be massively expensive
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Parliamentary and everyday sexism 
The current furore has produced a morally outraged cross-party consensus, but the last thing we need is yet 
more investigations, judge-led enquiries, quangos and powers to suspend or expel MPs, says James Harvey

For a few days last week, the war 
in Ukraine and the ‘partygate’ 
saga were replaced on the front 

pages and the news programmes 
with stories about the toxic culture in 
Westminster and allegations of sexism, 
misogyny and bullying at the heart of 
British politics.

The furore began following a 
story in the Mail on Sunday quoting 
an unnamed Tory MP, who claimed 
that Labour’s deputy leader, Angela 
Rayner, attempted to distract Boris 
Johnson during prime minister’s 
questions by crossing and uncrossing 
her legs à la Sharon Stone in Basic 
instinct.1 Cue outrage from across 
the political spectrum. Labour MPs 
responded by arguing that such 
accusations were unacceptable and 
revealed a deeply sexist culture at 
Westminster. Tory women MPs 
joined in by condemning the story 
as disgraceful and an example of the 
treatment that women in politics faced 
every day. Johnson himself threatened 
the “guilty party with the terrors of 
the earth” for making comments that 
were so offensive and demeaning to 
women.2

This cross-party consensus 
continued in the days that followed, 
as women MPs recounted their 
experiences of sexual harassment 
and unwanted advances, combined 
with wider allegations of a culture 
of bullying and entitlement amongst 
senior politicians. With the media 
reminding us that other MPs were 
subject to formal investigation 
following various accusations of 
improper conduct (alongside the two-
day suspension from the Commons of 
leading Labour rightwing MP Liam 
Byrne for bullying former members 
of his staff, and the resignation of 
Tory MP Neil Parish for watching 
pornography on his mobile phone 
in the Commons chamber), it 
seemed that the reputation of ‘our’ 
parliamentary representatives could 
not get any lower.3 The government 
front bench and the Labour leadership, 
along with mainstream editorial 
writers and commentators, all agreed 
that the situation was now completely 
unacceptable and that something must 
be done.

What that something was seemed 
all rather familiar and formulaic. It was 
familiar because we have been here so 
many times before. Whether cause or 
effect, media attention on wrongdoing 
by MPs has grown, as the reputation 
of politicians and parliament has 
fallen.4 Given that the ‘problem’ this 
time was deemed to be largely one 
of ‘culture’ and ‘behaviour’ rather 
than anything more fundamental, the 
solutions proffered by the politicians, 
jurnos and editors were cosmetic 
institutional changes. It was suggested 
that restricting the consumption of 
alcohol in the Commons would end 
the testosterone (alcohol?)-fuelled 
culture that encouraged bullying and 
harassment, whilst others believed that 
positive discrimination to increase the 
numbers of women elected as MPs 
would give the badly behaving males 
in the House some manners.5

The usual managerial ‘solutions’ 
of compulsory anti-discrimination 

training, strengthened codes of 
conduct, more powerful independent 
investigation bodies, changes in the 
ways that parliamentary research staff 
are employed, as well as the whole 
panoply of human resources initiatives, 
were dragged in too.6 Like all the 
condemnations from the government 
and the political establishment in 
general these proposals parroted 
the ‘official feminism’ and ‘equal 
opportunities’ policies that are now so 
central to bourgeois common sense. 
Other than a handful of bigots and 
reactionaries, who wants to demean 
women and keep them ‘in their place’? 
Who now isn’t a feminist? Who doesn’t 
want to smash the glass ceiling and 
ensure that a select few women reach 
the very top echelons of politics and 
society? Moreover, who isn’t opposed 
to bullying and discrimination in the 
workplace? Who now doesn’t stand 
for equal opportunities for all at work 
and throughout society generally?

Real change
The Marxist critique and opposition 
to this bourgeois ideology is clear 
and should be our starting point in 
understanding what goes on in the 
House of Commons - and elsewhere 
for that matter.

While women have won or 
been granted formal equality, the 
revelations about Westminster tell us 
something profound about society 
at large. If women MPs, including 
serving ministers, are treated with such 
contempt, how do we think the mass 
of women, working class women, are 
treated by the very same people? What 
goes on in everyday workplaces, bars, 
sports clubs and domestic settings? 
Women are not only commonly 
treated as sex objects, they, the mass 
of women, constitute, at work, worst-
paid labour, and, at home, they are 
unpaid servants. That double burden 
suits capitalism because it lessens the 
cost of renewing and reproducing 
labour-power.

With that in mind, our goal is not 
more female MPs, or another female 

prime minister, or a female leader of 
the opposition. We are not interested 
in facilitating careerists climbing the 
career ladder. When it comes to the 
workers’ movement, we want to put 
an end to careerism and that, of course, 
applies to the trade unions, political 
organisations and parliament too. 
Why? Not because that would be such 
a wonderful end in itself. No, ending 
careerism in the workers’ movement 
is necessary if we are going to realise 
our goals of ending capitalist wage-
slavery and the age-old oppression of 
the female sex, which, of course, goes 
back to the very origins of class society 
itself.

Naturally, our current crop of 
career politicians have no idea, no 
wish, no commitment to such an 
outcome. Instead, MPs - Tory, Lib 
Dem, SNP and Labour, including the 
so-called ‘left’ - put their careers at the 
front, centre and back of their entire 
approach to politics. Yes, they have 
far more in common with each other 
than with the electorate, which has to 
be flattered, bribed and conned every 
four or five years.

Thus together they treat the 
Commons as their ‘workplace’ and 
propose regulations and policies to 
deal with the pestering, leching and 
drunken lunges made on staff in 
terms of employment law and human 
relations ‘best practice’. This is far from 
a mere stylistic quibble, for it tells us 
a great deal about how contemporary 
bourgeois politics sees the role of MPs, 
the nature of the Commons and its 
relationship to the executive and the 
state as a whole.

Historically, the Commons has a 
legislative function, but it also had 
a significant role in representing the 
electorate and holding the executive to 
account. If even the most basic GCSE 
textbook outlines these functions, they 
also point to the relative historical 
decline in the power of the Commons 
in relation to the executive - notably 
through the strength of government 
patronage and the power of the whips. 
Thus, far from acting as ‘the grand 

inquest of the nation’ so beloved of 
constitutional theory and pompous 
politicians during great occasions 
of the House, real power in the state 
lies with the executive, whilst this 
‘representative’ institution is reduced 
to a noisy claque, whose sole role is to 
support the government (or alternative 
government). This concentration 
of power in an elected dictatorship 
further reinforces managerialism - or 
rather depoliticises parliamentary 
politics by further shifting real 
decision-making to the executive or 
a largely unaccountable civil service, 
quangos, courts and other state bodies 
Far from holding anybody really to 
account, MPs merely act as mediators, 
becoming in effect social workers 
dealing with ‘case work’ and seeking 
redress for constituents from the state.

If the current controversy shows 
how bourgeois politicians treat being 
a parliamentarian simply as a means 
for personal advancement or merely 
as a job, it also points to the need 
for the working class movement to 
adopt a radically different approach, 
which repoliticises the function of 
being an MP. We have plenty of 
good historical examples from both 
Britain and internationally to show 
how socialists can use elections and 
parliaments to agitate for militant 
action and facilitate the popularising 
of the programme. Using parliament 
as a platform to make demands and 
to explain the case for socialism - the 
real questions of politics and power 
- not solely dealing with individual 
constituency complaints or engaging 
in parliamentary games: that is how 
revolutionary parliamentary work 
should be, and has been, conducted 
since Liebknecht and Bebel in the late 
19th century or the Bolsheviks before 
1914.

This type of repoliticisation also 
requires recreating the historical 
relationship between the workers’ 
movement, its leadership and its 
elected representatives. Elected 
representatives such as MPs and 
councillors should be under the tight 
control and close supervision of 
the party: they are not individuals 
pursuing a political career, but servants 
of the party and its programme. Like 
all leading figures in our movement, 
they should regularly report back, be 
fully accountable, subject to recall 
and take only the wage of a skilled 
worker. Needless to say, office staff, 
researchers, etc, should be party 
workers on a party wage and not 
appointed at a whim or as a favour.

What an MP says and does should 

be decided by the party. Sitting in 
the Chamber and going to some dull 
select committee is far less important 
to us than going round the country 
supporting strikes, speaking to 
meetings and all in all building the 
movement. Speaking in the Commons 
is, of course, vital. Parliamentary 
privilege allows things to be said (and 
reported) that otherwise cannot be said 
(and reported). But, if needed, our 
MPs should be quite prepared to risk 
suspension for using unparliamentary 
language or risk a prison sentence for 
calling an illegal demonstration. If that 
triggers a by-election, so be it. All the 
best MPs have been kicked out by the 
speaker or have served time.

Looking at how Labour MPs have 
framed their response to the current 
furore, we can see just how far away 
they are from the militant tradition 
of the international working class 
movement. We can also see how their 
managerial politics and acceptance 
of the constitutional order are far 
removed from any real commitment 
to radical democracy and the socialist 
transformation of society. Not only do 
Labour MPs and liberal critics fail to 
link parliamentary sexism to the nature 
of class society itself: they propose 
measures that would, in fact, give 
more power to the prime minister, to 
government, to quangos and to judges. 
Instead we need to treat parliament as 
a battlefield, in which our MPs are at 
war l

Not gender 
solidarity, but 

class solidarity

Notes
1. www.dailymail.co.uk/news/
article-10746873/Tories-accuse-Angela-
Rayner-Basic-Instinct-ploy-crosses-
uncrosses-legs-PMQs.html.
2. www.thetimes.co.uk/article/boris-johnson-
defends-angela-rayner-against-perverted-
basic-instinct-claim-8fc3hfwmm.
3. www.independent.co.uk/
independentpremium/uk-news/parliament-
harrassment-bullying-mps-icgs-b2070857.
html.
4. In its modern form this process might 
be said to have begun with the ‘expenses 
scandal’ in 2009 and its impact on 
‘public trust’ in bourgeois politics and 
institutions. See: www.newstatesman.com/
politics/2019/05/mps-expenses-a-very-british-
scandal; www.theguardian.com/politics/2009/
may/15/michael-gove-mps-expenses; and: 
www.thetimes.co.uk/article/labour-accused-
of-delaying-commons-harassment-report-
wngn890xx.
5. www.standard.co.uk/news/politics/ben-
wallace-drinking-culture-westminster-tory-
mp-porn-commons-b996784.html; www.
theguardian.com/politics/2022/may/01/
sexism-harassment-parliament-westminster-
commons-mps.
6. www.theguardian.com/politics/
commentisfree/2022/apr/30/its-time-for-a-
rethink-on-mps-role-in-staff-issues; www.
independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/lindsay-
hoyle-porn-neil-parish-parliament-b2069284.
html.

Women MPs stand together: exactly the problem
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