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SLN correction
Tony Greenstein is quite right to 
correct me over my characterisation 
of the Socialist Labour Network 
as being part of the pro-Kremlin 
left (Letters, May 5). From what he 
quotes, and from what I have read 
myself, the organisation seems to 
take a principled position on the 
Ukrainian conflict. This is most 
welcome.

However, why I included the SLN 
in the pro-Kremlin left owes not a 
little to comrade Greenstein himself. 
He wrote a private letter to the CPGB, 
where he praised the SLN position 
and described the internal fight 
conducted against the advocates of 
social-imperialism (naturally carried 
out in the name of defending brave 
little Ukraine against the Russian 
big-power bully). He also recently 
wrote a Weekly Worker article on 
Ukraine (‘Pro-war socialists’, April 
21). Mistakenly, I took his article as 
expressing the majority position of 
the SLN. Clearly, this was wrong and 
I apologise for that.

As for comrade Greenstein and 
others like him, they really are 
in the pro-Kremlin camp, seeing 
something progressive in the Putin 
regime. Though he pooh-poohs the 
idea, there can be no denying that 
comrade Greenstein refuses to call 
for the withdrawal of Russian troops. 
Why? Errrr … because he sees 
them as playing a progressive role. 
Indeed he welcomes the “liberation” 
of Mariupol and calls for “critical 
support” for the Russian army 
“defending” Donbas.

Comrade Greenstein says that “in 
essence” there is a civil war between, 
on the one side, Russian-Ukrainians 
and, on other side, Ukrainian-
Ukrainians, Volodymyr Zelensky 
and the fascist Azov battalion. This 
is not seeing the woods for the trees. 
There is indeed a civil war, but this 
has been subsumed by a much wider 
struggle, which pits Russia against 
the US and Nato in what is in essence 
a proxy war.

Comrade Greenstein’s call for 
“critical support” for Russian forces 
results from his abandonment 
of working class politics and his 
desperate search for a substitute. 
He calls my criticism of himself 
and others on the pro-Kremlin 
left “sectarian”. That is only to be 
expected.

Needless to say, his claim that the 
CPGB rejects unity in action around 
demands such as the abolition of 
Nato, ending sanctions on Russia, 
withdrawal of British SAS troops 
from Ukraine, etc is also to be 
expected, but is equally unfounded.
Jack Conrad
London

For or against?
In the first half of his letter (May 5) 
Tony Greenstein makes a case for 
Russian withdrawal in agreement 
with the Socialist Labour Network, 
which condemns the Russian 
invasion of Ukraine, and then, on 
his own behalf, he disagrees with the 
SLN (and with himself apparently) 
and acknowledges that “Russia’s 
intervention is clearly a defensive 
reaction to Nato’s expansionist 
aggression - a position I thought that 
the CPGB also adhered to”.

However ex-CPGBer Tina 
Werkmann tells us that “I strongly 
oppose the Russian invasion, which 
is not ‘defensive’. I strongly oppose 
Nato’s role in helping to create the 
current situation. A plague on both 
their houses. Both sides are led by 

enemies of the working class and 
socialists should have nothing to do 
with supporting.” This is a position 
repudiating the ‘defend Ukraine’ 
mob of pro US/Nato, pro-imperialist 
leftists around Chris Ford’s Ukraine 
Solidarity Campaign. Tina ends up 
with a position to the right of Tony 
and the CPGB, but at least it is 
consistent.

The pope has adopted Tony’s 
and the CPGB’s line (is he a regular 
reader of the Weekly Worker?): 
“Nato barking at Russia’s gate may 
have compelled Putin to unleash 
the invasion of Ukraine. I have no 
way of telling whether his rage 
has been provoked, but I suspect 
it may be facilitated by the west’s 
attitude,” he speculated. Does it 
not go without saying that Russia 
is entitled to defend itself, or is the 
only right the one afforded to the US 
and Nato to urge on its Azov fascist 
battalion to attack Russia? “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,” Tony 
acknowledges and only disagrees 
with Russia’s attempts to seize Kyiv 
- a tactical rather than a strategic 
difference if we had conceded 
Russia’s right to defend itself, 
against all the stooge imperialist 
Russophobes, and himself as part of 
the SLN.

Why does Tina think the Russian 
invasion was not a defensive move? 
Zelensky was preparing an invasion 
of the Donbas and Crimea, so forced 
the move to defend the Russian-
speakers and ethnic Russians in 
the Donbas and Russia itself. The 
Minsk agreements were brokered by 
Germany, France and Russia, but not 
the USA, which funded, trained and 
politically directed the Azov battalion 
to “fuck the EU”, as Victoria Nuland 
so colourfully put it, as she prepared 
the Maidan coup. She organised the 
ouster of the democratically elected 
president, corrupt oligarch though he 
was.

As Bob Pitt has pointed out, the 
Minsk agreements were scuppered 
when Zelensky visited the front 
line and tried to order a ceasefire 
and a partial withdrawal. The 
Azov battalion mounted ferocious 
opposition, threatened to assassinate 
him, and he was forced to tacitly 
acknowledge who really ran the 
illegitimate state, which makes 
second-class citizens of its ethnic 
minorities, as Israel and Northern 
Ireland do and did. And Ukraine has 
now banned all leftist parties and its 
so-called trade unions are simply 
corporate arms of the state with no 
independence whatsoever.

On Lawrence Parker and playing 
snooker with a rope (Letters, May 5), 
I have just taken my daily dose of 
political Viagra and would observe 
that he is not a Stalinist, but a third-
campist Stalinophile of Stalinist 
origins, like the rest of the CPGB 
- even if his Stalinophilia is more 
developed than most others. 
Gerry Downing
Socialist Fight

Freedom of speech
A recent Jacobin article is headlined: 
“PayPal has begun quietly shuttering 
leftwing media accounts’ (May 3). 
The article points to two media 
outlets: “Consortium News, founded 
by the late Associated Press 
investigative legend, Robert Parry, in 
1995 as one of the web’s very first 
independent, reader-funded news 
outlets”; and “MintPress News, a 
leftwing, web-based outlet based out 
of Minnesota”.

Consortium News was about to 
launch its Spring Fund Drive and its 
editor-in-chief, Joe Lauria, reported 

that “the company said it would 
hold onto the thousands of dollars 
accumulated in the outlet’s account 
for 180 days and reserved the right 
to seize the money entirely to pay 
for unnamed ‘damages’”. Mintpress 
similarly was told that PayPal 
would hang on to their money for 
180 days. In both cases no warning 
was given and Jacobin continues: 
“Given the outlet’s critical coverage 
of the Ukraine war, and given the 
far-reaching steps already taken 
in the ‘information war’ over the 
conflict, Lauria writes that it’s ‘more 
than conceivable’ the outlet is being 
punished for its Ukraine coverage.”

Journalists too have been targeted 
and both publications have been 
critical of US policy regarding 
Ukraine. The article also points out 
that PayPal has form here, when 
they, “under pressure from the US 
government, froze the account of 
WikiLeaks”.

This is a bit reminiscent of the 
move a few years ago, when the 
police here decided that Prevent 
should watch out for ‘extremists’ 
on the left and right in the UK and 
listed, I believe, 20 organisations 
allegedly falling under this rubric. 
It included, as I recall, the Morning 
Star’s Communist Party of Britain, 
but not, to our disappointment, the 
CPGB. 

A little earlier there was an article 
by Max Blumenthal on the US site, 
Alternet, headlined: “Washington 
Post promotes shadowy website 
that accuses 200 publications of 
being Russian propaganda plants” 
(November 25 2016). A group called 
‘PropOrNot’, the members of which 
had to have their identities kept 
secret to protect them from Russian 
hackers, according to the Post, 
produced this list of over 200 dodgy 
groups who were clearly working 
for Russia. As Blumenthal says, 
“Among the criteria PropOrNot 
identifies as clear signs of Russian 
propaganda are ‘Support for policies 
like Brexit, and the breakup of the 
EU and euro zone’; and ‘Opposition 
to Ukrainian resistance to Russia and 
Syrian resistance to Assad’.”

Quite a wide group then. This 
nonsense was picked up and spread 
on by journalists from The New 
York Times and Bloomberg, along 
with campaigners for the failed 
election attempt of Hillary Clinton. 
Blumenthal goes into some of the 
background of this piece of fiction, 
but it had its impact despite its falsity.

Over the next few weeks assorted 
‘left’ sites in the US (and elsewhere?) 
noted a sharp drop in their readership. 
From being near the top of searches 
for various stories, they more or 
less disappeared from view. This 
had a major effect on their finances, 
especially if they were reliant on 
advertising.

I used to look at Alternet itself 
quite often, for instance, as they had 
interesting stuff, but over the last few 
years they have gone right over to 
‘clickbait’ (eg, joining so many with 
their Trump stories) and have a load 
of short pieces that are rarely worth 
the click. Blumenthal himself seems 
to have had few articles on this site 
since this 2016 one. He has written 
a lot of good stuff over the years in 
quite long articles - not much use for 
Alternet now.

We can expect a lot more when 
it comes to attacks on the left - the 
ruling class would love to close down 
any disagreement or resistance.
Jim Nelson
email

New home
Sheffield Left was launched on 
May 1, International Workers’ 
Day, as a new political home for 
those who want to pursue socialist 

answers to the problems created 
by capitalism. It replaces Sheffield 
Labour Left that has been organising 
within the Labour Party locally since 
2017. Sheffield Left recognises that, 
while some will still seek socialism 
through the Labour Party, for many 
that is no longer a political solution.

Convenor Lee Rock commented: 
“Following the resignation of Jeremy 
Corbyn and others in the leadership 
of the Labour Party, for many people 
who share the ideal of solidarity with 
the working class there is no obvious 
political home in the current political 
landscape. Sheffield Left offers that 
home and looks to support those 
in struggle - locally in Sheffield, 
nationally against the Tories and 
internationally in places such as 
Palestine.

“We support the principle of public 
ownership and control over private 
profit, which was encapsulated in the 
policies presented by Corbyn in his 
time as Labour leader. This is not a 
Corbyn fan club looking to turn back 
the clock, but a progressive banner 
for those wanting, as a minimum, a 
living wage for workers such as those 
in the gig economy, fair rents on 
housing and a welfare system to help 
those least able to help themselves.

“Sheffield Left is seeking to 
support any group in Sheffield in 
conflict with employers, landlords 
or government exploiting their elite 
position of power, putting profit 
before people.” 

What do we stand for?
n Sheffield Left is a socialist group 
that seeks the radical transformation 
of society. We are anti-capitalists 
who recognise the primacy of the 
class struggle to bring about the 
change necessary for humans to live 
a free and fulfilling life.
n We are in favour of an equal 
society based on need and not on 
profit, and therefore oppose the 
present oppressive aspects inherent 
in capitalism of racism, sexism and 
all other forms of discrimination and 
oppression.
n We believe in collective 
ownership and democratic control 
of the means of production, and of 
all essential services: eg, health, 
utilities, transport.
n We support radical transformative 
policies to combat the climate 
emergency and create a fairer, 
greener, socialist society.
n We are anti-imperialists 
supporting the struggles of 
progressive organisations opposing 
imperialism and settler-colonialism.
n We are internationalists and 
support our sisters and brothers 
across the planet who are fighting for 
a better, socialist, world.
n We recognise the importance of an 
organised working class and support 
workers joining and transforming 
their trade unions into democratic 
organisations of the working class.
n We believe in the importance of 
open public debate of socialist ideas. 
n We support the idea of a mass, 
democratic, socialist party, which 

allows the formation of temporary 
or permanent internal tendencies and 
factions, and we will work towards 
achieving that.

New members are welcome 
who share such a vision. Please 
contact the convenor, Lee Rock 
(lee.rock@live.co.uk), through our 
Facebook group (www.facebook.
com/SheffieldLabourLeft) or on our 
website (www.sheffieldlabourleft.org).
Adrian Roxan
Sheffield

Committed radical
Kathy Boudin died on May 1 - I’m 
sure she would have agreed it was a 
good date for her to go. 

People my age (and probably 
American) will remember a 
‘revolutionary’ group called the 
Weather Underground - an anti-
war (Vietnam) breakaway from the 
Students for a Democratic Society. 
The name came from a Bob Dylan 
song, one line of which was: “You 
don’t need a weatherman to know 
which way the wind blows.”

Kathy’s father was a well-known 
radical lawyer, acting for, among 
others, Paul Robeson and Daniel 
Ellsberg (remember Pentagon 
papers, anyone?). She went to a 
radical school with the likes of 
Angela Davis, so she had from the 
start a background of radicalism, 
and became active in the civil rights 
movement prior to joining the WU. 
Complete details of the Weather 
Underground, what happened to it 
and Kathy’s arrest can be found in 
various places. Suffice to say, she 
received 21 years to life in prison 
for felony murder following the 
killing of two police officers (she 
was the driver of the getaway car), 
and served 22 years, being released 
in 2003.

At the time I admired her courage, 
which led me to question my own, 
although I didn’t think the group’s 
policies or violence would lead 
anywhere politically. But what was 
more interesting to me about her 
was what she did whilst in prison 
and afterwards. She was a prison 
activist - raising money for inmates 
to take college classes, organising 
a parenting scheme for inmates, 
helping build a community scheme 
for HIV/Aids (at that time considered 
a frightening and unknowable 
illness), editing and co-authoring a 
book on Aids and women. In prison 
she got a masters degree and after 
release a doctorate, and continued 
being active in causes for the poor 
and oppressed for the rest of her life.

I mourn her passing. Kathy was 
a dedicated radical and, although 
we were not in the same political 
groups and were only active together 
during the civil rights era, I maintain 
a great deal of respect for the work 
she did. I was only sorry she didn’t 
put her undoubted dedication and 
compassion into a different and more 
fulfilling organisation.
Gaby Rubin
London

Book now
August 13-20

Central London venue

Full week, including 
accommodation in en suite 

rooms: £250 (£150 unwaged). 
Solidarity price: £300.

First/final weekend, including 
one night’s accommodation: 

£60 (£30).
Full day: £10 (£5).  

Single session: £5 (£3). 
Reservation: £30.
Make payments to 

Account ‘Weekly Worker’ 
Account number: 00744310  

Sort code: 30-99-64

war & peace 

https://weeklyworker.co.uk/
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https://www.facebook.com/SheffieldLabourLeft
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AGGREGATE

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, then march to Whitehall 
for rally. 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.
Organised, protected robbery
Saturday May 14, 12.15pm: Meeting, Strange Brew, 10-12 Fairfax 
Street, Bristol BS1. How imperialism is shaping global politics. This 
session, part of the Bristol Transformed weekend, will discuss what 
imperialism is and why it is still driving wars, rivalry and economic 
crisis around the world. Speakers: Yassamine Mather, Michael 
Roberts and Vladimir Unkovski-Korica (Stop the War Coalition).
Tickets £15 (£10). Organised by Bristol Transformed:
bristoltransformed.co.uk/festival/bristol-transformed-2022/programme.
Defend abortion rights in the US
Saturday May 14, 4pm: Demonstration. Assemble Parliament 
Square, London WC1, then march to US embassy. Protest at the 
Supreme Court overturning of Roe v Wade, which has ensured the 
legal right to abortion since 1973. Organised by Abortion Rights: 
www.facebook.com/events/700393431006016.
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.
74 years of the ethnic cleansing of Palestine
Sunday May 15, 1.30pm: Demonstration. Assemble Whitworth 
Park, Manchester M15. March to Pakistani Community Centre,  
612a Stockport Road, Manchester M12 for talk and films on the 
continuing Nakba. Speaker: Musheir El-Farra.
Organised by Palestine Solidarity Campaign Manchester:
www.facebook.com/events/726810638674983.
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.
Demand Julian Assange’s immediate release
Tuesday May 17, 6pm: Protest outside home office, 2 Marsham 
Street, London, SW1. Halt the extradition of Julian Assange to the 
United States. Organised by Stop the War Coalition:
www.stopwar.org.uk/events/stop-priti-free-assange.
Introduction to radical anthropology
Tuesday May 17, 6.30pm: Series of talks on social and biological 
anthropology. This talk is online only, via Zoom: ‘An ideology 
of blood at the root of symbolic culture: African hunter-gatherer 
perspectives’. Speaker: Ian Watts.
Organised by Radical Anthropology Group:
www.facebook.com/events/1402955730142826.
Hacking justice: Julian Assange
Wednesday May 18, 6pm: Film screening and discussion. Curzon 
Soho Cinema, 99 Shaftesbury Avenue, London W1. A documentary 
about Spanish lawyer Baltasar Garzón and his world-famous client, 
Julian Assange. Followed by Q and A with Stella Assange, Apsana 
Begum MP and film director Clara López Rubio.
Organised by Don’t Extradite Assange:
www.facebook.com/hackingjustice.
The battle for democracy in Britain and Ireland
Thursday May 19, 6pm: Weekly online education series covering 
the history of republican ideas and their link to socialism.
This talk: ‘William Cuffay, the Chartists and working class 
republicanism 1840s’. Speaker: Kevin Bean.
Organised by Labour Left Alliance:
www.facebook.com/events/2817172411908785.
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.
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.

Time to rebel!
James Harvey reports on last weekend’s CPGB membership 
aggregate, which discussed Ukraine and our plans for Communist 
University and fundraising

T he central message from the 
May 7 aggregate meeting of 
CPGB members and invited 

guests was: now is the time to begin 
a real fightback against the social-
pacifists and pro-Nato ‘socialists’ who 
have betrayed the left internationally! 
The task of principled socialists is 
to encourage rebellions within such 
left groups, reflecting their anger at 
the way so many of their ‘leaders’ 
have either gone openly over to the 
bourgeoisie or remain complicitly 
silent in the face of a major 
geopolitical crisis.

The tone for the discussion was 
set by Provisional Central Committee 
member Jack Conrad’s opening, 
which began by considering the 
significance and context of the war 
in Ukraine - which, he argued, was 
a turning point in world history. The 
key issue was the reality that the 
real conflict was not between the 
big bully, Russia, and ‘plucky little 
Ukraine’, but rather turned on an 
attempt by the declining hegemon, 
the United States, to reassert its global 
dominance. Thus, Nato’s aims in this 
proxy war extend beyond ending the 
strategic occupation of Crimea and 
the Donbas regions to regime change 
in Moscow, bringing the Russian 
state to heel and ending its alliance 
with China. Following Clausewitz’s 
dictum that war is the continuation of 
politics by other means, it is clear that 
China is the ultimate target of the US 
and its Nato clients: the current drive 
against Russia is but a prelude to a 
future conflict and proxy war against 
the rising power in the east.

Tracing the development of the 
war, comrade Conrad outlined the way 
that Nato had ratcheted up sanctions 
and increased military aid to Ukraine. 
The presence of US and British 
advisors training troops in Ukraine 
and the role of Nato in providing 
intelligence on Russian targets, such 
as senior officers and warships in the 
Black Sea, risks further escalation. 
There is even the possibility of direct 
involvement by Nato forces, if the 
chorus of former generals channelling 
the demands for stronger action from 
serving senior military figures in the 
US and Britain are to be believed.

Given the seriousness of the crisis 
and its potential to become a major 
war, the role of the left had been 
disastrous and frequently treacherous 
to the cause of the international 
working class. Jack outlined the 
social-imperialist position adopted 
by the ‘defencist left’ in the advanced 
capitalist countries. Groups such as the 
Alliance for Workers’ Liberty, with its 
calls of “Arm, arm, arm Ukraine!” and 
“Putin out!”, simply echo the lines of 
Biden, Johnson and Zelensky. Anti-
Capitalist Resistance has a similar 
social-imperialist position, while the 
Labour Representation Committee 
and Labour Briefing have both 
affiliated to the Ukraine Solidarity 
Campaign, whose origins lay in a 
CIA-funded front organisation. All 
these tendencies must be classified as 
pro-Nato ‘socialists’.

Comrade Conrad argued that 
principled socialists within those 
organisations cannot continue to 
keep quiet in the face of a crisis that 
could escalate from a proxy war into 
a full-scale major conflict. These 
comrades need to rebel now against 
the line of their organisation: not to 
fight is an out-and-out betrayal and 
an abandonment of revolutionary 
politics.

He also attacked the positions 
adopted by the Stop the War Coalition, 

the Socialist Workers Party and the 
Morning Star’s Communist Party 
of Britain. The social-pacifists sow 
illusions in ‘international law’ and 
the United Nations, suggesting that 
perpetual peace was possible under 
capitalism. As for the pro-Kremlin 
left, it seems to identify Putin’s 
reactionary FSB state as the socially 
progressive inheritors of the USSR 
and bizarrely thinks that Russia is 
fighting a war to liberate Ukraine 
from fascism! 

Jack concluded by reiterating the 
classic Marxist argument, which is 
defeatist on all sides, stressing that 
the main enemy is at home. Whether 
they be social-imperialists, social-
pacifists or pro-Russian socialists, 
these ‘leftists’ continue to deny both 
the potential and the necessity for an 
independent working class position 
on the war.

Debate
In the subsequent discussion the 
broader strategic and geopolitical 
implications of the war were an 
important theme in comrades’ 
contributions.

Most speakers agreed that the war 
was likely to be protracted and that it 
could be just one of many medium-
sized regional wars - which could, 
over the longer term, develop into a 
much larger conflict, even another 
world war. In the immediate term the 
US aims to remove a potential naval 
rival in the shape of Russia, initiate 
regime change in the Kremlin, and 
strengthen its control over Europe as 
part of a wider, long-term strategy 
of encircling China. Comrades 
also considered the arguments that 
war and military defeats can breed 
revolutionary movements, as in 1905 
and during World War I.

In comparing the current situation 
internationally with this earlier 
period, the key difference was that 
the early 20th century had seen the 
building of mass socialist parties 
and a working class movement 
educated in Marxism. The arguments 
of Lenin and Zinoviev in 1915 that 
a revolutionary proletariat could 
quickly overcome the treachery of 
the leadership were based on the very 
different historical situation. Today 
we have endured decades of defeats 
and the state of the revolutionary left 
internationally is closer to the relative 
isolation of Augiust Bebel and 
Wilhelm Liebknecht in 1870-71 than 
Lenin and the Bolsheviks in 1914-17.

Other comrades took up this theme 
and suggested that the emergence of 
a pro-Nato ‘left’ was not a sudden 
development, but the result of a 
much longer process, in which the 
left had become more conservative 
and reluctant to challenge the status 
quo. Support for ‘humanitarian’ 
intervention in Syria, for example, 
had paved the way for this sell-out to 
imperialism. This pro-Nato position 
amongst the European left contrasted 
with the strength of anti-US feeling in 
the global south and some sympathy 
for Russia’s position.

The Ukraine war has created a 
major division within the left and this 
will not go away quickly or easily, 
comrades argued. One comrade 
found this lack of understanding 
about the role of Nato and its proxy 
war in Ukraine dispiriting, but also 
reminded the meeting that many 
Ukrainians viewed the current 
conflict as a defensive war against 
aggression, not as a proxy war. It 
would be a mistake not to understand 
this and the impact such views might 

have.
Throughout the discussion 

comrades returned to a central theme 
of the potential of the working class 
as a subjective factor in politics 
internationally and the need to develop 
a party and programme to make that 
a reality. This brought the discussion 
back to the current state of the left and 
its failure to offer a real revolutionary 
alternative. We need to clearly lay it on 
the line to the existing left, comrades 
agreed, if we are to be successful 
in beginning to reforge a genuine 
Communist Party with a genuine 
Marxist programme.

Those opposed to social-pacifism, 
pro-Nato social-imperialism or pro-
Kremlin defencism need to rebel 
now and break with the treacherous 
leaderships of the left groups. Don’t 
leave it until it is too late: we need 
to draw a line between the genuine 
partisans of militant working class 
politics and the various collaborators 
with imperialism and reaction.

CU and SO
The second part of the aggregate 
heard a report from PCC members 
about the preparations for this year’s 
Communist University and Summer 
Offensive, our annual political 
campaign and fundraising drive to 
finance the work of the CPGB and 
the Weekly Worker.

This year’s CU will be held in 
central London from August 13-20. 
The theme of the event is ‘War and 
peace’ and the various sessions will 
consider the political, theoretical and 
historical aspects of this key issue for 
the working class. CU is designed 
to be a school for the thinking and 
questioning left: that is, those who 
are not content with simply parroting 
slogans or satisfied with platitudes 
handed down by the leadership of 
the existing left groups. Given the 
Ukraine war and the urgent need to 
build genuine revolutionary politics, 
Communist University will be an 
important event and an opportunity 
to discuss how we can do that in 
Britain and internationally.

The Summer Offensive has 
long been an established tradition 
of the CPGB. But it is not mere 
routine or just another aspect of 
our activity. It is politically and 
financially essentially for our work 
in building a genuine Communist 
Party committed to a revolutionary 
programme. Money is needed to 
produce, distribute and expand 
the content of the Weekly Worker, 
and to conduct our campaigns for 
revolutionary politics in Britain and 
internationally. Events like CU cost 
money and the SO is vital in raising 
it. Fundraising is also a good way to 
build support for our ideas and show 
the commitment of our comrades, 
supporters and periphery in the wider 
labour movement to the CPGB.

This year’s campaign is all the 
more important, because it will be 
for the first ‘normal’ year after the 
ending of Covid restrictions and 
it will be a good opportunity for 
us to get back on the streets, as the 
working class movement starts to 
come alive again. It is politically 
important that the ideas of the 
Weekly Worker are taken to all parts 
of that movement and the finance 
raised by the Summer Offensive is 
vital for that.

The £30,000 SO target for 2022 
announced by the PCC sets the bar 
high, but is necessary if we are to 
expand and intensify our political 
work in the year ahead l

https://www.facebook.com/events/330016129098739
https://www.facebook.com/events/491520142328211
https://bristoltransformed.co.uk/festival/bristol-transformed-2022/programme
https://www.facebook.com/events/700393431006016
https://stopsizewellc.org/march/
https://www.facebook.com/events/726810638674983
https://www.facebook.com/events/378819347228175
https://www.facebook.com/events/737456213921643
https://www.stopwar.org.uk/events/stop-priti-free-assange/
https://www.facebook.com/events/1402955730142826
https://www.facebook.com/hackingjustice/
https://www.facebook.com/events/2817172411908785
https://www.facebook.com/events/1034449707172389
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LABOUR

Open letter to ‘Red Line TV’
Jack Conrad scorns the ‘alive and kicking’ claim, questions Labour Briefing’s ‘great tradition’ and urges 
rebellion against LRC’s social-imperialism

D ear comrades, we take it that 
Jackie Walker’s response to 
our recent Labour Briefing 

obit article by James Harvey is 
a joint effort on behalf of Tina 
Werkmann, her co-presenter on Red 
Line TV, and others besides. Either 
way, the claim that Labour Briefing - 
what was the monthly journal of the 
Labour Representation Committee - 
is “alive and kicking” is impossible 
to take seriously (Letters, May 5).

Graham Bash, founder and 
former editor, has publicly 
announced: “Labour Briefing has 
now ceased production as a PDF/
magazine” … and rightly, given 
those circumstances, he has offered 
to reimburse subscribers.

True, he says Briefing is “making 
the transition to ‘Red Lines/Briefing 
TV’, but, frankly, that is akin 
to saying Marxism Today made 
the transition to Martin Jacques 
getting his Chinese sinecures and 
LSE fellowship, or that the labour 
movement’s Daily Herald made 
the transition to Rupert Murdoch’s 
“soaraway” Sun, or that the flapping, 
squawking Norwegian Blue made 
the transition to being a “resting” 
parrot.

No, there has been a break. 
Labour Briefing has passed on! This 
journal is no more! Has ceased to 
be! Has expired! Briefing is dead, is 
buried, is gone!

Nor does your LRC mothership 
look to be in a particularly fit and 
healthy condition either. It is alive, 
yes (just), but not doing much in 
the way of kicking. Committees, 
membership structures, websites - all 
appear to be inert: that, or in severe 
decline. For example, the February 
5 online AGM was attended by a 
mere 50 people and went on to elect 
35 comrades to leading positions. So 
absurdly top-heavy - lots of chiefs, 
but very few Indians. And, despite 
being elected as web manager, the 
irreplaceable Ian Morris - well, until 
the next AGM - has not updated 
LRC’s site since February 26. In 
fact, the whole organisation is 
characterised by demoralisation, 
lethargy and decay. The reason for 
this sorry state of affairs is, needless 
to say, bleedin’ obvious.

With Jeremy Corbyn’s leadership 
of the Labour Party the political 
programme of Labour Briefing/
LRC was tried and tested to the 
point of destruction. Not only were 
the policies promoted by Briefing’s 
ideal leader, as it turned out, 
exceedingly moderate: when the 
‘Anti-Zionism equals anti-Semitism’ 
witch-hunt really gained momentum, 
the Corbyn leadership willingly 
threw one friend, one comrade, 
one principled leftwinger after 
another to the wolves in the name 
of appeasing the rightwing majority 
in the Parliamentary Labour Party ... 
and securing a Corbyn government. 
(But given the UK constitution and 
the fact that the monarch appoints 
who can be expected to command a 
House of Commons confidence vote, 
this was stupid to the nth degree - the 
PLP right were never going to vote 
for Corbyn unless each and everyone 
of them had a gun directly pointed to 
their head).

First they came for Jackie Walker, 
then Marc Wadsworth, then Tony 
Greenstein, then Stan Keable, 
then Moshé Machover, then Chris 
Williamson ... and then hundreds 
upon hundreds of others. But Jeremy 
Corbyn, John McDonnell, Diane 
Abbott, etc maintained a criminal 
silence throughout. Indeed, under 

‘leftwing’ general secretary Jennie 
Formby, the witch-hunt grew both in 
scope and intensity. To deny that the 
Labour Party had an anti-Semitism 
problem became a disciplinary 
offence in its own right: denialism.

Despite all that, Labour Briefing 
refused to denounce - let alone 
break from - Corbyn and the 
official Labourite left. How could 
it? It was tied body and soul to the 
fantasy of a Labour government 
with Corbyn as prime minister. Till 
he found it inconvenient, in terms 
of maintaining his silly little career, 
shadow chancellor, John McDonnell, 
was provided with a regular Labour 
Briefing column to whitter on about 
Modern Monetary Theory or some 
such other nonsense. Fully in that 
servile spirit of Briefing’s “great 
tradition” (Jackie Walker) the column 
was ended without explanation … 
and then the LRC February 5 2002 
AGM went on to elect McDonnell as 
president.

By contrast, we in the CPGB 
used our influence in Hands Off 
the Peoples of Iran to remove John 
McDonnell as honorary president 
and to openly sever all links with 
this spineless opportunist. Good 
riddance, we say.

With Labour going down to a 
crushing December 2019 general 
election defeat, Corbyn stupidly 
resigned, to make way for the 
hapless Rebecca Long-Bailey, but, 
totally predictably, the consummate 
careerist, Sir Keir, got in instead. 
Even Corbyn’s own Constituency 
Labour Party voted for this Pabloite 
turncoat. When the witch-hunt 
finally, inevitably, turned on Corbyn 
himself, there was no serious force 
there to defend him. Nowadays, 
Labour members are barred 
from even mentioning Corbyn’s 
suspension from the PLP at meetings. 
Testimony to the complete and utter 
failure of Briefing’s programme.

Politics
‘Red Line TV’ is a Zoom/Facebook/
video production job that comes out 
weekly and features lots and lots of 
speakers in lots of lots of bite-sized 
slots. And, true, compared with a 
dead Labour Briefing, a dead LRC 

website and the general torpor that 
hangs over the entire LRC project, 
‘Red Line TV’ stands out as ‘alive 
and kicking’. But, of course, there is 
the problem of politics.

Form and content are closely 
related and in this context we note 
Jackie Walker dismissing the closure 
of Briefing because the “visual media 
is where growth in communication 
is”. Sounds like advertising agency-
speak to me. Certainly not serious 
politics. Only a fool would dismiss 
the visual media either in the arts 
or in politics. But the implication 
is that the editors of ‘Red Line TV’ 
consider the print media passé, so 
very 20th century, not really relevant 
to nowadays. If that is the case, it 
certainly explains why you in ‘Red 
Lines TV’ are so nonchalant about 
the demise of Labour Briefing.

But the fact of the matter is 
that challenging, difficult, highly 
complex, ideas are best explored, 
best explained in written form. The 
Japanese Capital - in Manga! must 
count, by definition, as mainly 
visual. In 1927 Sergei Eisenstein 
envisaged making a film of Capital 
- that would have been amazing, if 
it could have been pulled off, and 
surely only an Eisenstein - well, at 
that time - could have pulled it off. 
But surely no-one would suggest 
that reading Capital should be 
replaced by watching ‘Red Lines 
TV’, even if it had a brilliant talent 
such as Eisenstein available to it 
(which, sad to say, it hasn’t).

Not that Briefing had a tradition 
of carrying challenging, difficult, 
highly complex ideas. Most articles 
were in the hundreds of words, not 
the thousands. No less to the point, 
few articles rose above the trivial, 
the ephemeral, the anti-Tory, anti-
Labour right, anti-capitalist and 
anti-imperialist banalities that are 
standard fare in too many leftwing 
publications. Polemics, to-and-fro 
debate, historical and theoretical 
investigations were notable by their 
absence. There were exceptions, but 
what can be said in a few hundred 
words? Very little, if anything.

Not that Briefing was eclectic. 
Articles were joined together by 
the common sense that historical 

progress, socialism, would come 
about through the Labour Party and 
the election of Labour governments. 
In class terms that amounted to 
a strategy of alignment with one 
wing - the liberal wing - of the 
bourgeoisie. After all, the Labour 
Party is a bourgeois workers’ 
party, in which the bourgeois pole 
has historically dominated. Even 
with Corbyn, bourgeois politics 
dominated … though he provoked 
fear in the establishment of some 
sort of crisis of expectations.

Either way, this strategic alliance 
with the labour and trade union 
bureaucracy (and hence with the 
liberal bourgeoisie) is what passed 
for Briefing’s common sense, and, 
of course, ‘Red Line TV’ says, via 
Jackie Walker, that it is “committed 
to developing” this “great tradition”. 
A dreadful mistake, let us call it 
that, which surely can be rectified, if 
there is the will, the determination to 
fight, fight and fight again.

Non-factionalism
What about the claim to be “non-
factional”? In our tradition - that is, 
the tradition of classical Marxism, 
not least the tradition of Bolshevism 
- “non-factionalism” is forever 
associated with the left dilettantism 
and fake unity-mongering promoted 
by Leon Trotsky between the years 
1903-17. Trotsky called his various 
journals, eg, Borba, “non-factional”, 
but, in actual fact, they championed 
the interests of a definite political 
group which was notable because of 
its lack of definite politics.

Not surprisingly, Vladimir Lenin 
was scathing. He accused Trotsky of 
using the label “non-factionalism” to 
“mislead the younger generation of 
workers” (CW Vol 20, Moscow 1977, 
pp327-47). Of course, ever since 
1903 there had existed for practical 
purposes two factional groups in the 
Russian Social Democratic Labour 
Party: Bolsheviks (majorityists) and 
Mensheviks (minorityists). Both 
had deep roots in the working class 
and as such were able to operate as 
separate organisations, with their 
own press, apparatus, trade union 
fractions, fighting units, Duma 
deputies, etc. There were unity 

congresses in 1906 and 1907, but 
no unity. Fundamentally disunity 
stemmed from the fact that each 
faction adhered to its own distinct 
strategic conception of the Russian 
revolution. The Bolsheviks looked 
to the peasant masses as their key 
internal ally, the Mensheviks to the 
liberal bourgeoisie (both looked 
to the socialist working class 
internationally). That key internal 
strategic difference manifested itself 
in every big dispute - the December 
1905 uprising, how to participate in 
Duma elections, whether to support 
or oppose moves towards a Russian 
version of the British Labour Party, 
the outbreak of World War I, etc.

However, besides these two big 
factions, there were numerous little 
exile groupings located in Paris, 
Vienna, London, Zurich, etc, one 
of them being the Trotsky faction. 
Whereas political definiteness was 
an unmistakable characteristic of 
Bolshevism, what was characteristic 
of the Trotsky faction was its lack 
of political definiteness. ‘Non-
factionalism’ allowed Trotsky to 
propose all manner of unprincipled 
unity projects, and the main obstacle 
to unprincipled unity was, of 
course, the Bolsheviks, who were, 
inevitably, denounced as sectarians, 
splitters and sowers of division.

‘Red Line TV’ professes to be 
‘non-factional’, but it too is, in actual 
fact, a definite faction. If it is really a 
continuation of Briefing, as claimed, 
then it is strategically wedded to the 
labour and trade union bureaucracy 
and, heaven help us, the election of 
the next Labour government. If it 
is something new, as we hope and 
suspect, then it needs to decide what 
principles it stands on as a matter of 
extreme urgency.

Hosting truncated debates 
on trans rights, global warming, 
women’s oppression and other such 
issues makes for mildly interesting 
broadcast journalism. But we are 
working class politicians and that 
demands the taking up of definite 
positions. Neutrality, real or feigned, 
is a bourgeois affectation upheld by 
the BBC, ITV, Skye, etc. However, 
of course, today there is the Ukraine 
war. I know you in ‘Red Line TV’ put 
together a little package of talking 
heads a month or so ago. One of 
them was our comrade, Yassamine 
Mather. But what is the position of 
‘Red Lines TV’ itself?

This matters not only because 
the Ukraine war has the potential 
to drag on for years: mission creep 
more and more threatens to directly 
involve Nato forces. What is today a 
proxy war can all too easily become 
a direct war against Russia. So there 
is more than a whiff of World War 
III in the air.

As you know, both the LRC 
and Labour Briefing are listed as 
sponsors of the Ukraine Solidarity 
Campaign. This outfit has its 
political origins in CIA operations in 
eastern Europe, which can only but 
be considered to be a manifestation 
of out-and-out social-imperialism 
today.

Will ‘Red Line TV’ join the 
social-imperialist camp? It will 
do so, if it is a continuation of the 
“great tradition” of Briefing. No, 
no, no, comrades - instead you must 
rebel. Hiding behind the cover of 
“non-factional” factionalism will 
not do. Life demands that you take 
a definite position. Rebel, openly, 
unmistakably, against social-
imperialism and the rotten tradition 
of Labour Briefing l

Life demands taking sides
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FOOTBALL

Two souls of big money
Todd Boehly’s consortium and the deal to buy Chelsea FC for £4.25 billion reveals the menace threatening 
the beautiful game, argues Paul Demarty

A fter a very nervy couple of 
months, the sale of Chelsea 
football club seems to have 

been agreed.
For close to 20 years one of the 

country’s - indeed the world’s - very 
richest clubs for a moment looked in 
danger of becoming one of the less 
predictable casualties of the war in 
Ukraine. Its current owner, Roman 
Abramovich, found himself on a list 
of sanctioned individuals and his 
assets were frozen. Chelsea were, 
for a time, forbidden from selling 
tickets to their games and even from 
paying for the team’s transport to 
away fixtures. Only a special set 
of contortions on the part of the 
government brought things back to 
some sense of normality.

There still, nevertheless, loomed 
the matter of finding a sale before 
the government’s ‘special measures’ 
conclude at the end of this month. If 
a buyer could not be found, there was 
a real danger that the club might be 
liquidated entirely - something like 
the fate that befell Bury FC recently, 
albeit writ very large indeed! 
Rumours abounded last week that 
the deal had hit a snag: Abramovich 
was alleged to have withdrawn an 
assurance that a £1.6 billion loan 
would not need to be repaid by new 
owners. His people have since denied 
any such move, and the way is open 
for the club to be sold for £4.24bn to 
a consortium of American interests, 
led by a certain Todd Boehly.

Oligarchs
We have argued before in these pages 
that there are two different kinds 
of big-money football proprietors: 
essentially individuals with vast 
fortunes, for whom the club becomes 
something of a plaything; and 
relatively ‘conventional’ investors, 
for whom it is expected to produce a 
reasonable profit. Assuming the sale 
is agreed, Chelsea will become the 
first club in England to move from 
the first column into the second.

It was also a trailblazer for the 
more ‘oligarchic’, quasi-feudal 
model of ownership too. Nobody 
before Abramovich had put money 
into the English game on that scale. 
It is worth thinking a little about his 
own background, and that of English 
football, in the years leading up to 
his 2003 acquisition of Chelsea.

Abramovich was, by background, 
fairly typical of the post-Soviet 
oligarchy in Russia. He had been a 
well-connected state official, and 
had turned that influence into a 
powerful position on the late Soviet 
black market. When the USSR 
finally dissolved, he was in an ideal 
position to profit. He struck up a 
friendship with another business 
oligarch, Boris Berezovsky, and 
the two of them conspired with 
various corrupt officials and mafiosi 
to obtain enormously valuable 
state industries at fire-sale prices. 
Abramovich was notable at this 
time for his non-notability - he did 
a good job of keeping out of the 
spotlight. When Vladimir Putin rose 
to power and reined in the oligarchs 
politically, he submitted without 
objections, and in return got to keep 
the incredible fortune stolen from 
the Russian people. (Berezovsky did 
not, and lived out the rest of his years 
in exile in London, before dying in 
suspicious circumstances.)

Abramovich’s purchase of Chelsea 
raised his public profile considerably. 
In some respects, it raised the profile 
of his class too. The Russian men of 
his generation who acquired such 

vast wealth are no longer properly 
called oligarchs, since the Putin 
regime has politically expropriated 
them. Their money talks very loudly 
in this country, however, which has 
long placed itself at the service of 
anyone with a bank balance likely 
to generate its fair share of billable 
hours among the magic-circle law 
firms and investment banks of the 
City. Abramovich and friends do not 
so much export capital as exfiltrate 
wealth. His purchase of Chelsea was 
the only great achievement of the 
post-Soviet kleptocrats of 1991 with 
any real ‘soft power’ attached to it in 
the west.

In retrospect, we can think of 
Abramovich’s acquisition as the 
end of a transitional period in 
English football, which had begun 
with the creation of the Premier 
League 10 years earlier. The top 20 
clubs thereby unilaterally declared 
independence from the pre-existing 
football pyramid, and in doing so 
secured a vastly larger share of the 
revenue associated with televised 
matches for themselves. At the 
same time, the pay-TV era began in 
earnest, massively increasing the size 
of those revenues in absolute terms.

Initially, however, the game itself 
did not change very much. The clubs 
had to sell the product they had, 
and that product was essentially the 
same rough and ready sport that 
had existed in the 1980s. It was not 
until the mid-1990s that overseas 
stars started arriving on hitherto 
unimaginable transfer fees and wage 
packets. The decade, meanwhile, 
steadily produced the largest global 
footballing brand in history, in the 
form of Manchester United, whose 
astonishing and near-imperturbable 
success under manager Alex 
Ferguson brought with it fabulous 
wealth for the club’s owners.

By the early 2000s, then, the big-
money era was in full swing. That 
held its attraction for two classes 
of potential buyers. The first we 
have discussed already: it gave the 
Abramoviches and Gulf autocrats of 
the world a mode of expenditure even 
more extravagant than a super-yacht 

or a fleet of Italian supercars. Unlike 
the yachts, meanwhile, thousands or 
even millions would actually thank 
you for buying the club, provided 
you gave them success on the field. 
Abramovich was equal to the task, 
and so was Sheikh Mansour of 
Abu Dhabi up at Manchester City. 
(Whether the Saudis can repeat 
the trick on Tyneside remains to be 
determined.)

The second kind of owner was 
a more straightforward sort of 
capitalist. Let us call them investor-
owners, since the most characteristic 
feature of an investor is that he or she 
wants a return on that investment. A 
level-headed capitalist can look at 
the Manchester United of the early 
2000s, with its millions of fans all 
over the world, and think of all the 
money to be made by stamping the 
club crest on every imaginable kind 
of product. And, indeed, this is more 
or less what happened to Man U in 
the end. The Glazer family took it 
over; they have spent a lot of money 
on star footballers, to be sure, but 
have notoriously gotten little in the 
way of competitive success in return. 
They have tended to pick up players 
at moments when their fame is at its 
height - Paul Pogba, for example, 
after strong performances for France 
- which does not necessarily make 
for a strong team, but certainly does 
make for strong official strip sales.

United are something of a basket 
case, but a similar ‘corporate’ 
ownership structure might work out 
better in practice. John Henry and 
Fenway Sports Group, the owners 
of Liverpool, are certainly of the 
‘investor’ type, but have succeeded 
in reviving a rather stagnant club, 
which spent the 90s and 2000s 
coasting on its past glories, rather 
as United is doing now. The same 
might be said of Red Bull, which has 
worked around German football’s 
ownership regulations to turn Leipzig 
into a success out of almost nothing, 
to the horror of everyone else.

The question as to which type of 
owner is likely to thrive dogs the 
game. We compared Abramovich 
unflatteringly to the owners of Bury 

earlier, but there really is a sense in 
which these unimaginably wealthy 
individuals more resemble the 
sentimental local businessmen who 
run clubs as a labour of love further 
down the pyramid, and did so all the 
more in the past. (Likewise, there are 
monstrously parasitic mini-Glazers 
to be found - the vile Oyston clan 
who nearly destroyed Blackpool FC 
springs to mind.)

No control
At the elite level, the amount of 
money involved tends to spook 
people. Thus there are initiatives like 
‘financial fair play’ that more or less 
force clubs to run at a profit. These 
tend to favour the ‘investor’ owners 
(and also the clubs with more storied 
history, and thus a better starting 
position in terms of revenue). 
Enforcing the rules has proven 
difficult, however, when it comes 
to the oligarchs and sheikhs. The 
‘investor’-owned clubs, meanwhile, 
were notably more enthusiastic for 
the botched European Super League 
than the ‘oligarchs’; between the 
post-pandemic relaxation of Covid 
restrictions and the failure of the 
ESL, the balance has perhaps shifted 
back towards the latter, regardless 
of Abramovich’s rude ejection from 
their number.

Meanwhile, Chelsea fans wait 
to see whether they have caught 
themselves a Malcolm Glazer or a 
John Henry. Boehly has a stake in 
the Los Angeles Dodgers baseball 
team, who at a glance seem to 
be doing well; perhaps Chelsea 
supporters will take heart from 
that. The truth, however - and this 
holds both for the ‘oligarchs’ and 
‘investors’ - is that the fans are 
wholly incidental to the whole thing. 
English football is unusually fan-
hostile in its structure, of course; 
and this is merely a reflection of 
our role in the world economy 
as an offshore centre and money 
laundry. The rapturous welcome for 
Newcastle United’s new owners was 
thought a little distasteful in polite 
society - Chelsea fans’ chants in 
solidarity with Abramovich after he 

was sanctioned rather more so. But 
really what else is to be expected? 
Fans have no power; with no power 
comes no responsibility, surely. 
The options are merely to thank the 
owner for ‘rain and sunshine from 
above’, or rebuke him for draining 
the club dry in a wholly ineffectual 
show of resentment.

The government, in the 
wake of the ESL fiasco and the 
aforementioned problems further 
down the pyramid, was stirred 
into action (by some definition 
of ‘action’). It appointed Tracey 
Crouch - a Conservative MP who is 
at least some kind of enthusiast for 
the sport - to investigate changes to 
the structure of the game, and she 
and her flunkies produced a lengthy 
report a few months ago. By the 
standards of Tory governments, 
her proposals are radical, but that 
is a low bar, even compared with 
the existing governance regimes in 
countries like Spain and Germany. 
She proposes a kind of stamp duty 
on transfers in the top flight, to be 
distributed to lesser teams and the 
game’s grassroots. She proposes 
a ‘golden share’ scheme, whereby 
supporters’ representatives will 
have a veto on certain decisions 
(an obvious example being the sale 
of football grounds or their use 
as collateral in dubious financing 
arrangements, which has been a 
real problem in the lower leagues). 
She proposes more “consultation” 
with supporters, represented by a 
‘shadow board’ of some sort, and 
more support for the women’s game, 
which has gained in prominence 
somewhat in recent years.

All of this is, of course, hopelessly 
inadequate to the task actually before 
partisans of the game: the euthanasia 
of the big-money owners, and 
football’s placement in the control of 
fans. These proposals, moreover, are 
merely the opening offer in what is 
likely to be a protracted negotiation 
process. How large will this ‘stamp 
duty’ be, once it has been torn to 
shreds by the lawyers of the big 
clubs?

Many concrete versions of 
governance in the sport might be 
proposed by way of an alternative - 
perhaps a kind of cooperative model, 
or something else. So far as society 
at large is in the grip of capital, 
however, we will get the clubs we 
deserve. You can view football, if 
that is your preference, through a 
capitalistic lens, as a special form of 
competition between rival firms; but 
that is in the end to justify the course 
of the game as it has actually played 
out in the era of its financialisation: 
a concentration of capital among 
an ever smaller elite of clubs, to the 
detriment of the grassroots and even 
of national teams, which are all but 
openly viewed as a nuisance by club 
administrators: merely an occasion 
for injuries for star players and a 
shop window for their agents to 
procure a better deal.

The reality of football, and other 
competitive sports of its type, is 
a dialectic of competition and 
cooperation: the ‘product’, after all, 
is the game, the spectacle of match 
day and the culture built by fans to 
keep their blood flowing from one 
weekend to the next. From this point 
of view, the dominance of money 
- whether in the form of oligarchic 
largesse or high-finance parasitism - 
is the greatest menace to football’s 
fulfilment l

paul.demarty@weeklyworker.co.uk

Fans have little if any power
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PALESTINE

Two impossibilities
Neither a one-state nor a two-state solution is feasible, argues Moshé Machover. Instead we ought to think 
outside the Israel-Palestine box and argue for a working class solution

I t is generally accepted - except 
by people who know better - 
that there are just two possible 

resolutions to the Israeli-Palestinian 
national/colonial conflict: either a 
two-state or a one-state solution. But 
that is a false dichotomy - although 
there are several things that these two 
supposed solutions have in common.

I will start with these common 
features, and then I will go on 
to explain in what way there are 
profound differences between them. 
Both are bourgeois democratic 
schemes, and by this I mean two 
things. First, they envisage a 
resolution in which the resulting 
state or states will be capitalist. They 
do not project a socialist outcome. 
This is not in general a drawback 
- I am not arguing here that all 
national/colonial conflicts can only 
be resolved through socialism. 
However, I do argue just that in this 
particular case: there is no capitalist 
resolution to this conflict.

These ‘solutions’ are also 
bourgeois or bourgeois-democratic 
in another sense: they do not assign 
any special role to the working class. 
In fact, they do not mention class 
at all. Yet, even where a national/
colonial conflict can be resolved 
without socialism, it is still the case 
that socialists should insist on the 
working class organising separately 
on its own terms and with its own 
demands.

Both of these supposed resolutions 
to this conflict were originally 
raised by the Palestinian liberation 
movement - specifically by the 
Palestine Liberation Organisation as 
led by Fatah, which is the dominant 
organisation in the PLO. Both are 
not only confined to capitalism, but 
they are also confined to the Israel-
Palestine box: that is to say, they 
do not in any way connect with the 
general region - the Arab east, in 
which the Israel-Palestine box is 
embedded and in which this conflict 
is also embedded.

I think this disqualifies both of 
them as socialist positions, because, 
as my comrades and I in Matzpen 
have been on record as saying since 
1966 (that is to say, even before the 
1967 June war), the resolution to 
this conflict must be regional and it 
must be socialist - for reasons to do 
specifically with this case, not for 
any general theoretical reasons.

Here the similarities between 
these two supposed resolutions and 
I will examine below the profound 
differences between them. Just to 
give you the bottom line in terms 
of political positions, the two-state 
supposed resolution is a deception 
and should be exposed. Until some 
time ago you could say that some 
people supported it out of ignorance. 
It looks good, so why not support it? 
Now this is no longer possible.

It is not the case that everyone who 
supported it did so out of evil motives 
or a wish to deceive. Some people 
did so, and still do, because they are 
captives within the dichotomy. They 
think that either one state or two 
states can happen and, since for good 
or bad reasons they cannot support 
one state, they are stuck in the two-
state paradigm - probably against 
their better judgment. I do not want 
to mention any particular groups or 
individuals, but you probably know 
whom I mean.

On the other hand, the people who 
advocate the one-state solution (so-
called) are often well-meaning and 
well-motivated, and are not putting 

it forward in order to deceive. While 
these people are not our enemies, 
I do not think socialists should 
propose a resolution to the conflict 
that does not work. So I think it is not 
something that should be advocated 
as a solution.

The origin of the one-state 
resolution is in the old period of 
Fatah, dating from about 1969. I 
would refer you to my 2013 article, 
‘Palestine/Israel: belling the cat’.1 
Here you will find certain historical 
quotations as to the origins of 
these various ideas, as proposed 
by accredited PLO officials and 
spokespeople.

The proposed formula was 
a “secular, democratic, unitary 
Palestine”. Now, the wording 
here is important. Until 1969, the 
Palestinian nationalist movement 
regarded Palestine as forever the 
homeland of one national group: the 
Palestinian Arabs - it was an Arab 
country. However, they came to the 
conclusion, in view of the actual 
reality, that the Zionist settlers could 
not be dislodged. They are there to 
stay. So they reasonably thought that 
they should propose a solution that 
would incorporate them. But, being 
stuck in a nationalist mindset, they 
could not accept the idea that what 
had crystallised in the occupied part 
of Palestine, in Israel, was a national 
formation, a settler nation. This is 
not unique - there are other settler 
nations in the world - but this was 
a settler nation still in the process 
of colonisation, which made it even 
harder to accept.

So the PLO related to this 
particular settler nation as a religious 
entity - hence the word, “secular”. 
The future Palestine is going to be 
Arab in national character, but it 
is going to be secular: it is going 
to allow equal religious rights and 
freedom of religious worship to all 
concerned - Jews, Christians and 
Muslims.

Paradoxically, in relating to the 
settlers not as a new nation, but 
just as part of Jewry, they accepted 
implicitly the diametrically opposed 
stance of Zionism, which also regards 
the Israelis just as part of Jewry, not 
a new nation. Except that, according 
to Zionist ideology, all Jews around 
the world constitute a nation. 
However, this was 1969, remember 
- it was at the height of the Vietnam 
war and the PLO was no doubt 
inspired by the Vietnamese struggle 
against colonialism, although in 
very different circumstances. The 
inspiration and ideas they got from 
Vietnam were very unhelpful and in 
fact soon led to disaster.

Two states
Then in circa 1974, having realised 
that this “secular, democratic” 
Palestine was not going to happen - 
the means that they had envisaged 
to achieve it were not working - the 
Palestinian movement came up with 
the idea of two states. Originally, in 
the 1970s, the Israeli leaders rejected 
it outright. This was connected to the 
basic, long-term strategy of Zionism. 
They were not going to allow 
anything like a sovereign Palestinian 
state alongside Israel.

In the late 1970s, comrade 
Emmanuel Farjoun and I wrote a 
set of theses, in which we pointed 
out the long-term strategy of the 
Zionist movement. These theses are 
available on the Matzpen website.2 
We quoted a speech by Moshe 
Dayan, who was then Israeli minister 
of defence. This is what he said:

Fundamentally a Palestinian 
state is an antithesis of the state 
of Israel: that is to say, the two 
are incompatible. The basic and 
naked truth is that there is no 
fundamental difference between 
the relation of Arabs from Nablus 
to Nablus [in the West Bank] than 
there is of the Arabs from Jaffa 

to Jaffa [a formerly Arab town 
in what became Israel, which is 
now a suburb of Tel Aviv] ... And 
if today we set out on this road, 
and say that the Palestinians are 
entitled to their own state because 
they are natives of the same 
country, and have the same rights, 
then it will not end with the West 
Bank. The West Bank, together 
with the Gaza Strip, do not amount 
to a state ... The establishment of 
such a Palestinian state will lay a 
cornerstone to something else.

And he ends up by saying: “Either 
the state of Israel or a Palestinian 
state.”

So this is unambiguous. And 
I can quote earlier texts from 
leading Zionists, including David 
Ben-Gurion, who was one of the 
most astute strategists of Zionist 
colonisation, saying that eventually 
we need to be able to colonise - to 
settle, he says - in the whole of 
“Eretz Israel” (the land of Israel, 
aka Palestine). But there was now 
mounting pressure on Israel to reach 
a settlement.

By the way, a major difference 
between the two ideas of one state 
and two states is that the two-state 
solution fundamentally presupposes 
an international agreement between 
Israel and the Palestinian movement. 
It does not require the overthrow of 
the existing regime of Israel and is 
not a revolutionary idea in any sense. 
But even that Israel would not allow.

But there was a growing pressure 
internationally for Israel to agree 
and therefore, eventually, it accepted 
the idea - in name only: it was a 
deception right from the start. It was 
this that led eventually to the 1991 
international conference in Madrid, 
where the Palestinian movement 
was not officially represented 
because Israel demanded that the 
Palestinian viewpoint could only 
be expressed by Jordan. But behind 

the scenes there were negotiations 
directly between Israeli diplomats 
and Palestinian leaders in Oslo. This 
led to the Oslo accords, which were 
finalised in 1993.

Now, many people think that the 
Oslo accords were about two states, 
but this is a deception. There was 
not a word in the agreed text about 
a Palestinian state in any part of 
Palestine. Moreover - and even more 
importantly - there is not a word 
about ending the Israeli colonisation 
of the West Bank. You would 
have thought at least, if Israel was 
seriously aiming for a Palestinian 
state, then it would stop encroaching 
on and stealing Palestinian land. 
What happened during the Oslo 
accords has been compared to two 
people negotiating over how to 
divide a pizza, while one of them 
is eating it bit by bit - an apposite 
metaphor for what happened.

In fact since Oslo we have seen 
the increasing colonisation of the 
West Bank. In other words, it was 
a deception. But now I think the 
usefulness of that deception is 
coming to an end, because the Israeli 
government is openly admitting 
that it intends to annex parts of the 
West Bank - not the whole of it, 
because there are too many Arabs 
there. You see, the problem for the 
Zionist colonisation project is that 
they want that land, but they do not 
want the people. This is an important 
characteristic of certain types of 
colonisation: what Marx called 
“colonies, properly so-called”.3

It is significant that, following the 
1967 war, Israel almost immediately 
annexed two parts of its conquest: 
Jerusalem and the Syrian Golan 
Heights. In the case of Jerusalem it 
was for ideological reasons, because 
it has always been a key part of the 
Holy Land. But it took the precaution 
of first ethnically cleansing the 
Golan Heights, leaving there only the 
Druze community - who, according 

Within Israel-Palestine there can only be one victor
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to Israeli ideology, are, uniquely, not 
regarded as Arabs.

The Druze are, in fact, an Arab 
religious community, but it is 
the second of two religions that 
Zionism has falsely claimed is a 
nation - the first, of course, being 
the so-called Jewish nation, which 
is spread around the world. But this 
deception allows Israel to state that 
the Druze are not Arabs, and could 
be left in place as a minority in the 
Syrian Golan Heights, from where 
more than 100,000 inhabitants were 
ethnically cleansed before Israel 
annexed it formally.

In 2019 Israel revealed its 
intention to annex parts of the so-
called ‘Area C’, which is a big chunk 
of the West Bank, although more 
rural and less inhabited, while the 
more densely populated areas will 
not be formally taken over just yet. 
Representatives of the government 
wrote a letter to members of US 
Congress, urging them not to support 
the two-state ‘solution’, which is 
now dead. Although the annexation 
plan has been shelved for the time 
being, it is by no means finished. So 
the deception has come to an end, 
which means that anyone who still 
supports that ‘solution’ should be 
denounced or at least exposed.

One state
Why do some good people still 
adhere to the ideas of two states? 
Because, as I have pointed out, they 
can only see one alternative: a one-
state ‘solution’, which they reject.

Now, a one-state solution means 
one of two things. Either Israel will 
annex the whole of the West Bank 
- at least that will produce one state 
and then we can fight for equal rights. 
(This is obviously a very dangerous 
recommendation, when viewed in 
this way. Can a democratic, equitable 
solution to the conflict be achieved 
by first of all Israel annexing the 
whole of the occupied Palestinian 
territories?) Or else, alternatively, 
the Israeli Zionist regime must first 
be overthrown.

But people are afraid to say that. 
Imagine Jeremy Corbyn when he 
was Labour leader declaring that the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict should be 
resolved by first of all overthrowing 
the main obstacle: the Zionist 
regime. Clearly the Zionist regime 
is not going to accept any one-state 
solution which enshrines anything 
approaching equal rights.

It is true that my position is 
one of pessimism, but please do 

not misunderstand me. It is not 
pessimism of the will: it is just that 
I have no grounds for spreading 
optimism - false optimism. I think 
the situation is dire and the likely 
prospects, in the near and medium 
future, are also dire. I am optimistic, 
of course, in the long run, but, given 
my age, I realistically do not expect 
to see a positive outcome in my 
lifetime.

The thing about the so-called 
one-state solution is that it is 
actually revolutionary. Given current 
circumstances, a state leading to 
not only equal individual rights, 
but equal national rights, cannot be 
established. There is one oppressing 
nation and another oppressed people 
- the Palestinian Arabs, who are 
part of the pan-Arab nation. But 
anything leading to equality would 
require the overthrow of the Zionist 
regime, which is why I say it is a 
revolutionary solution.

How did Fatah originally envisage 
a secular, democratic state, when 
the PLO still advocated a one-state 
solution? This is a quotation from 
1969:

A popular war of liberation, 
aimed at the destruction of the 
racist, imperialist state, will create 
new conditions that make new 
Palestine possible. In this process, 
the alternatives presented to the 
Jews of Palestine are drastically 
changed and instead of security of 
the state of Israel, instead of being 
thrown into the sea [the reactionary 
PLO position before 1967 - MM], 
this revolution offers a new set of 
alternatives: the insecurity of an 
exclusive, racist Israel versus an 
open, safe and tolerant Palestine 
for all its patriots. The Palestinian 
revolution thus aims in the long 
run to recruit Jewish Palestinians, 
as well as non-Jews, in its 
liberation forces as an important 
step towards its final goals.

Note, by the way, that the person 
using the word “revolution” is a 
senior Fatah spokesperson. This is 
from an unsigned programmatic 
paper, endorsed by the organisation, 
but I know the person who wrote 
it. His name is Nabil Sha’ath, with 
whom I had friendly discussions 
back in the 1960s and 70s.

However, in the above statement 
we see the Vietnam paradigm. When 
these words were written, American 
forces were in Vietnam, where 
guerrillas fought against the invading 

force. But imagine resistance to the 
United States inside US territory 
from bases in Mexico. How much 
success would you predict for this?

It would be a non-starter, but the 
equivalent of that is what happened, 
unfortunately and tragically, to the 
Palestinian guerrilla movement, 
which thought that fraternal Arab 
states would aid them. But they 
were stationed in hostile territory, 
in Jordan; and the result was Black 
September in 1970. The Palestinian 
guerrilla movement was slaughtered 
and decamped from Jordan to 
Lebanon.

So the Vietnam paradigm did not 
work. But now many people - not 
the official Palestinian movement, 
but many progressive-thinking 
people around the world, including 
in Israel - have returned to the one-
state idea. However, this time it is not 
the Vietnam paradigm, but another 
one: the South African paradigm. 
Things are going to be like South 
Africa - another rainbow nation will 
be created.

Colonisation
A lot of well-wishing, right-minded, 
good people - some of them my 
friends and comrades - believe in 
this, but in my opinion we cannot 
avoid looking at the situation from 
a Marxist point of view. Not all 
colonisations are of one type: there 
are differences. Marx distinguished 
between three types in Capital 
volume 1.

First there are “plantation colonies 
for exports only”. He gives one 
example - the West Indies. Secondly, 
there are colonies “in rich and well 
populated countries … given over 
to plunder”: for example, Mexico 
and India. And, thirdly, he writes 
about colonies “properly so-called”: 
for example, New England. Karl 
Kautsky, a leading Marxist of the 
Second International, forgot about 
plantation colonies at the beginning 
of the 20th century. He mentioned 
just “exploitation colonies” - which 
correspond more or less to places 
like India and Mexico - and “work 
colonies”, where the direct producers 
are settlers themselves.

Now there are two differences 
between Kautsky and Marx. Whereas 
Marx distinguished between three 
types and Kautsky only two, 
Kautsky was quite complimentary 
about work colonies. By contrast 
Marx is scathing about them. If you 
read what he says about the colonies 
of New England, he is angry about 
the way they treated the natives.

There are few laws in history, 
but one law that I can, without 
any hesitation, formulate is that, 
wherever what Kautsky called “work 
colonies” take place in modern 
times, a new settler nation comes 
into existence. This has happened 
everywhere - it happened in New 
England, it happened in Australia 
and New Zealand, and it happened in 
Palestine.

By the way, what Kautsky calls 
work colonies are more or less 
what academics in post-colonialist 
discourse call ‘settler colonies’. 
But be careful, because not all 
academics - especially those who 
are not Marxists - make the crucial 
distinction concerning who the direct 
producers are. Kautsky does make 
it, when he points out that it is the 
settlers themselves who do the work.

And that applied to Zionist 
colonisation from the start - they 
actually planned it that way. In the 
early documents of Zionism, Theodor 
Herzl, the founder of the Zionist 
movement, said: “We shall try to 
spirit the penniless population across 
the border by procuring employment 
for it in the transit countries, while 
denying it any employment in our 
country.”4

He wrote this before deciding 
where this was going to take place: 

it was not yet clear that it was going 
to be in Palestine: there were other 
ideas - east Africa, for instance. 
The main perpetrators of this form 
of colonisation were the socialist 
Zionists. But that is not surprising 
- many ‘socialists’ in the early 20th 
century favoured colonisation. But, 
remember, today we are living in the 
post-colonial era, while, at the 1907 
Stuttgart conference of the Second 
International, for instance, there was a 
strong current in favour of endorsing 
a pro-colonisation movement. 
Kautsky had a big problem in getting 
this proposition rejected - there was 
a large minority that supported it. In 
other words, the Zionist socialists 
were not exceptional in supporting 
colonialism: it was quite widespread.

But the basic point is that the type 
of political economy in apartheid 
South Africa was very different from 
Zionism. The main direct producers 
were the oppressed, indigenous 
black population. The apartheid 
regime could not do without them.

Arguably, two things brought 
the apartheid regime down. Yes, 
whatever people say about sanctions 
and the international movement 
against apartheid, they helped. But 
two things that actually brought 
the regime down were, firstly, the 
class struggle inside South Africa - 
the regime could not forever deny 
elementary rights to a huge majority 
of the population; secondly, there 
was the military defeat in Angola, 
mainly with the help of Cuba. These 
two things tolled the bell for the 
apartheid regime.

There is nothing like that scenario 
in the case of Palestine and Israel. I 
cannot see any way of overthrowing 
the Zionist regime without the 
consent and participation of the 
Hebrew working class - which is 
highly unlikely in the present 
situation. The problem is that the 
majority of the Israeli masses - the 
working class and its allies - are 
Hebrew, not Palestinian. The latter 
are externalised, just as, unlike in 
Vietnam, they were when they were 
fighting the guerrilla war.

But why should the Israeli 
working class in the present 
circumstances accept a capitalist 
‘one state’, in which it would still 
be an exploited class, but in which 
it would lose its currently existing 
national privileges? They see quite 
plainly that establishing a single 
state would be against their present 
interests - if it is capitalist, which 
is what is on offer. They will resist 
such an outcome to the death. And 
remember: Israel is a nuclear power. 
There is no way I can see that it is 
possible to implement a one state 
so-called solution in the existing 
circumstances.

Arab revolution
There is a possible scenario, 
however - a theoretical possibility 
- in which the Israeli working class 
would accept the overthrow of the 
Zionist regime. Imagine a regional 
revolution: the working class taking 
power in Egypt, in Iraq, in Syria; and 
inviting the Israeli working class to 
be partners. I am not saying that this 
will surely happen, but it is at least 
a possibility, albeit one that would 
require many prerequisites. In this 
situation it would be a good deal for 
the Israeli Hebrew working class. It 
would exchange its current status - 
as an exploited class with national 
privileges - for one in which it is part 
of a regional ruling class without 
national privileges.

As I have said, I am certainly not 
an optimist in the medium term, but I 
do not see any other way in which the 
conflict can be resolved. However, 
I am talking about something that 
is both a socialist resolution and a 
regional one and I do not think there 
is any other way - socialism in one 
country is a joke, especially in a 

country like Israel/Palestine. It would 
have to be at least on a regional scale.

Of course, this would require a 
lot of preparation. For decades, I 
have been participating in attempts 
to form a regional organisation of 
Marxists, which I think must be 
a precondition - an organisation 
which prepares the ground for the 
kind of resolution I am talking 
about (I cannot say I have been 
too successful, although there have 
been some beginnings).

By the way, although the 
Hebrew working class is not very 
sympathetic to the Palestinians, 
because it regards them as a danger, 
there have been very clear signs of 
solidarity and sympathy with the 
Arab working class in Egypt, Iraq 
and Syria.

In the mass demonstrations of 
2011 - the biggest in Israel’s history 
- one of the most popular slogans 
in Hebrew was: “Tahrir Square is 
here in this town”. True, there was 
no discussion of the occupation of 
Palestinian land, but there was a 
clear feeling of solidarity with the 
Egyptian working class. Another 
of the popular slogans was against 
“Mubarak, Assad, Netanyahu” - 
nobody seemed to oppose it. So 
there is a glimmer of hope, although 
I do not say more than that.

What I am saying is that, while a 
one-state resolution might be well-
meaning and it is not a good idea to 
denounce it, it is utopian. It is not 
going to happen and therefore it is 
wrong for Marxists to advocate it. 
The road to the heart of the Hebrew 
working class goes through Cairo 
and Baghdad.

By the way, the Socialist 
Workers Party, which is supposed 
to be Marxist, does advocate a one-
state ‘solution’. And what paradigm 
does it present? South Africa. The 
comrades should know better. It 
sounds progressive, it is progressive 
and I wish it could happen: one 
state with equal rights for all, 
even a capitalist one, would be a 
huge improvement on the existing 
situation. But it is utopian, and 
Marxists do not advocate utopia.

I think, as opposed to proposing 
utopian resolutions, Marxists should 
raise demands as a challenge to the 
existing structure:
● Equal rights, individually and 
nationally, for all in the area of 
Israel/Palestine. At the moment 
such rights do not exist.
● Israeli withdrawal from the 
occupied Palestinian territories. 
Israel is not going to withdraw, but 
it is correct to demand it, because 
this exposes the Israeli occupation.
● The right of return of the 
Palestinian refugees. This is a 
progressive, just demand that puts 
Israel on the back foot. The Zionists 
object to it because it would end the 
Jewish character of Israel. Did they 
think about that when they started 
to colonise Palestine? When they 
destroyed the previous character 
of Palestine, which was an Arab 
country?

The Zionists claim the right 
of ‘return’ for the Jews, claiming 
they were expelled from Palestine 
by the Romans. Actually that 
never happened - it is a historical 
invention, a mere fiction. But their 
ideology says that the Jews were 
expelled about 2,000 years ago and 
now they claim the right to ‘return’ - 
but not for the Palestinians after just 
70 years! l

Notes
1. Weekly Worker December 12 2013: 
weeklyworker.co.uk/worker/990/
palestineisrael-belling-the-cat.
2. matzpen.org/english/1976-08-08/the-
national-movement-in-the-arab-east.
3. K Marx, ‘Genesis of the industrial 
capitalist’ Capital Vol 1, chapter 31: www.
marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1867-c1/
ch31.htm.
4. www.palestineremembered.com/Acre/
Famous-Zionist-Quotes/Story643.html.

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

Follow the example
The highlight of this week’s 

donations to the Weekly 
Worker fighting fund was the 
magnificent cheque for no less 
than £350 received from a group 
of communists from Turkey 
resident in Britain. That almost 
exactly doubled our running total 
for May, which was standing at 
£352!

But, as I say, that was just 
the highlight. There were also 
regular PayPal donations from 
SB and RL (£50 each), as well 
as £10 from German comrade 
MH, which he contributes every 
month in addition to his regular 
Pay Pal subscription. Then there 
were those standing orders from 
BO (£35), NH (£30), GD, NR 
and DV (£25 each), plus SM 
and CC (£10). Finally, I know 
readers will be disappointed if I 
fail to mention the usual £5 note 
donated by comrade Hassan.

All in all, May’s fighting 
fund shot up by £625, taking our 
running total to £977 towards our 

£2,250 target, with just over a 
third of the month gone.

On top of that, comrade 
JH says she has set up a new 
standing order, beginning in 
June. She writes: “I’ve been 
reading you online since I came 
across the Weekly Worker in 
January. One of my colleagues 
at work mentioned it to me, but 
I was sceptical - until I read it for 
myself!” As with so many of our 
readers, she is impressed by the 
open debate carried in our pages: 
“That’s just what the left needs,” 
she concludes.

If you agree with her, why not 
follow her example? Or you can 
make a one-off donation to the 
Weekly Worker by bank transfer 
if you prefer. It’s account number 
00744310; sort code 30-99-64 l

Robbie Rix

Fighting fund
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Little to get excited about
As predicted, the Tories suffered losses, writes Eddie Ford. But Sir Keir has made no obvious progress - 
and nor has what passes for the left 

This year’s local elections 
did not produce any major 
surprises - not that anyone 

was really expecting a huge Labour 
breakthrough. Before the elections, 
The Daily Telegraph published a 
poll saying the Tories would lose 
810 seats in England and Wales, 
but that was clearly an exercise in 
expectation management - hey, we 
did not do so badly after all for a 
midterm governing party.

In the end, with 4,411 council 
seats up for grabs, the Tories 
suffered a net loss of 487 seats, 
whilst the Labour Party gained 108. 
The Liberal Democrats and Greens 
too made progress, winning 222 
and 87 seats respectively, especially 
in the south - making some sort of 
inroads into the so-called Blue Wall. 
As for the Scottish National Party, it 
gained 22 seats, while Plaid Cymru 
lost six. In terms of the popular vote, 
Labour got 35%, Tory 30%, and Lib 
Dems 19%. So if you want to play 
fantasy politics and forget that we 
have a ‘first past the post’ system, 
that would have resulted in a hung 
parliament, with Labour on 291, 
Conservatives 253, Lib Dems 31 and 
others 75. But this is all nonsense, 
of course. General elections are 
somewhat different from local 
elections, given that most people 
shy away from protest politics and 
choose a government instead.

Overall, while the losses were 
certainly bad for Boris Johnson, 
there was nothing to suggest yet 
that Keir Starmer is building up the 
momentum needed to secure him a 
parliamentary majority in a general 
election. In the 2018 local elections, 
it should be remembered, Jeremy 
Corbyn’s Labour Party made gains 
in London at the expense of the 
Tories, who in turn made gains in 
the rest of England at the expense 
of the UK Independence Party. 
In this context, it is worthwhile 
pointing out - without wanting to 
read too much into the tea leaves - 
that Starmer performed worse than 
Jeremy Corbyn in the local elections 
outside London, at least according to 
the election ‘guru’, professor John 
Curtice.1 That is, Labour’s share of 
the vote and numbers of seats won 
outside the capital was actually 
lower than 2018. In Curtice’s 
opinion, there was “very little 
sign” of the party making progress 

in the Brexit-backing areas of the 
north and Midlands, which fell to 
the Tories in 2019, when the ‘Red 
Wall’ started to disintegrate. Yes, 
says Curtice, Labour needs to do 
well in London to win elections, but 
painting the capital even more ‘red’ 
than it was before is not sufficient - 
it has to reclaim the ground that it 
has been losing further north.

Then again, with warnings from 
the Bank of England about an 
impending recession and possibly 
a very protracted war in Ukraine, 
leading to global food shortages, 
events and politics can change very 
quickly indeed.

The results in London were 
more interesting than the rest of 
England. With all the London 
borough councillor seats being 
contested, along with elections 
for five directly-elected mayors, 
Labour got 43.9% of the popular 
vote, with the Tories on 28.8%, 
Lib Dems 13% and Greens 8.6%. 
This meant Labour gained majority 
control of the former Tory flagships 
of Wandsworth and Westminster - 
with Starmer inevitably claiming it 
as a “historic” victory. Labour also 
took the suburban redoubt of Barnet 
with its large Jewish population, 
which Starmer would regard as 
an ideological victory in the ‘war 
against anti-Semitism’ and the 
Corbyn legacy - doubling down on 
the slander that anti-Zionism equals 
anti-Semitism. However, Labour 
also lost Croydon to no overall 
control, where the Conservative 
candidate, Jason Perry, won the 
newly created mayoralty. The 
Tories also gained Harrow council. 
Of the four existing mayoralties, 
Labour held three, but lost in Tower 
Hamlets to Lutfur Rahman - founder 
of Aspire, a purely local party that 
gained majority control by winning 
24 of the council’s 45 seats.2

In some ways, this was the most 
surprising election of the night. As 
anybody who has been there will 
tell you, Tower Hamlets is very 
British-Bengali - hence the election 
(or re-election) of Rahman, a former 
Labour leader of the council from 
2008 to 2010. After allegations of 
links to a fundamentalist group, 
he was booted out of Labour and 
then re-elected at the 2014 mayoral 
election as the candidate for Tower 
Hamlets First. But the result was 

declared null and void the following 
year by the Election Court, which 
found him “personally guilty” of 
“corrupt or illegal practices, or 
both”. Rahman and his supporters 
were found to have used “religious 
intimidation” through local imams, 
“vote-rigging” as well as “falsely 
branding” his Labour rival as racist 
to gain power. Rahman never faced 
a proper criminal court before judge 
and jury, but was, nonetheless, 
disqualified from holding electoral 
office for five years. Now he’s back.

When it comes to Scotland, 
Labour performed reasonably well, 
particularly in Glasgow, pushing the 
Tories into third place - but that is 
not saying much, as they are still 
way behind the SNP. After 15 years 
in power, on a 43% voter turnout, the 
SNP increased its tally by 22 - which 
is hardly earth-shattering - with 
Labour gaining 20, the Lib Dems 
20 and the Greens 16. Perhaps a 
more accurate framing of the results 
in Scotland is to say that the Tories 
have stopped making progress, 
rather than Labour advancing. 
Regarding Wales, the Conservatives 
lost over a third of their seats, while 
Labour gained. Once again, nobody 
did particularly badly or especially 
well.

That said, what passed for the left 
in these elections certainly did not do 
well, only badly. In two seats Trade 
Unionist and Socialist Coalition 
candidates came in second place 
behind Labour (in Seven Kings and 
Knowsley), while eight got over 5% 
of the vote. But for the rest it was a 
case of statistical marginality to the 
point of being barely detectable … 
and that on the basis of thoroughly 
economistic politics. The candidates 
of the Morning Star’s Communist 
Party of Britain and George 
Galloway’s Workers Party of Britain 
were no exception. True, Momentum 
boasts of 100 councillors, however 
the vast majority of them are 
sitting councillors who are barely 
distinguishable politically from the 
Labour right - and the Tories for that 
matter.

Contempt
Obviously, the cost of living crisis 
had a big impact on the local 
elections. According to polling of 
those who voted Tory in 2019 but 
not this year, 81% said the cost of 

living was among the most important 
issues. That is not surprising, when 
you consider, as new research from 
the Food Foundation has found, that 
more than seven million adults are 
living in households that are “food 
insecure” - ie, are unable to buy 
enough food and sometimes miss a 
meal. ‘Partygate’ was also another 
significant factor, it goes without 
saying. Many Tories opted to stay at 
home rather than vote.

But, for all that, allies of Boris 
Johnson said he was “very upbeat”. 
Some of them responded to the 
London results by suggesting that 
they did not really matter, because 
the city was the ‘cultural enemy’ 
anyway. Thus one Tory said to Times 
Radio that doing well in London 
“is not going to bode well” for 
Labour”, because it will “reinforce 
the notion in working class people’s 
eyes that they are now the party of 
the metropolitan elite”.3 Another 
Tory official said, “the fact Labour 
lost Hull but won Mayfair tells you 
all you need to know about them”. 
Perhaps it is rather ironic that the 
man who was the capital’s two-term 
mayor now employs people who 
treat Londoners with such contempt.

Nor is there any hint whatsoever 
that Johnson is worried about 
Partygate or phased by the idea of 
getting wrapped over the knuckles 
again by the police. Even if he is 
fined a second or third time, his close 
colleagues do not expect him to 
quit - one saying that Boris had told 
him, “You’ll need a flamethrower 
to get me out”. And, of course, the 
local election results did not sink 
Boris Johnson, even if they did not 
entirely rescue him either. Senior 
Tories have grumbled, but, in the 
words of one despondent former 
Tory cabinet minister, they were “at 
the lower end of barely acceptable” - 
there was no clamour for him to quit. 
As far as we can tell, there have been 
no calls for a vote of no confidence 
- a rebellion by Tory MPs right 
now is looking unlikely. Johnson’s 
spirits must also have lifted when 
he heard the announcement by the 
Durham police force that it was 
investigating “potential breaches” 
of Covid-19 regulations during a 
gathering with party workers in 
April 2021 involving Keir Starmer 
- the tiresomely named ‘beergate’ 
event.

Almost Johnson-like, Starmer 
insisted from the beginning that 
there was no party - he and his 
staffers were working in the office 
and merely stopped for something to 
eat and drink. Feeling the pressure, 
with tense deliberations within the 
party, Starmer and Angela Rayner - 
the deputy leader who was also at 
the event - issued statements saying 
they would do the “right thing” and 
resign if given a penalty fine by 
the police. Unsurprisingly, some of 
their fellow shadow ministers were 
unhappy about the move, one saying 
that, “once you start talking up the 
prospect of your own resignation, 
you are on dangerous ground”. But 
in reality, having demanded that 
Boris Johnson must resign even 
before the police handed out a fine, 
he and Rayner had no choice if they 
wanted to avoid charges of gross 
hypocrisy. If Starmer does get fined 
by Durham police, his position 
would surely be untenable - he 
would have to quit. 

If Starmer suddenly had to go, 
rule changes pushed through at last 
year’s conference mean that any 
candidate for the party leadership 
must be nominated by a fifth of 
MPs in order for them to be put to a 
membership vote - a higher threshold 
than the one which saw Jeremy 
Corbyn get enough nominations 
to strand for the leadership in 
2015. The rule change was clearly 
intended to disadvantage the Labour 
left, insofar as it continues to exist.

If Starmer does resign, there 
is no obvious interim leader. The 
most senior members of Starmer’s 
shadow cabinet - Rachel Reeves, 
Yvette Cooper, David Lammy, 
Wes Streeting and Lisa Nandy - 
are all potential candidates. In the 
meantime, the party’s national 
executive committee would 
presumably have to appoint a 
temporary leader l

eddie.ford@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1. todayuknews.com/politics/starmer-
performed-worse-than-corbyn-outside-
london-says-elections-expert.
2. en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aspire_(political_
party).
3. msn.com/en-gb/news/world/london-is-
now-seen-as-a-cultural-enemy-and-local-
election-results-have-exacerbated-a-sad-
divide/ar-AAWZB7V.
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NORTHERN IRELAND

Crisis in permanence
Sinn Féin is hailing an historic turning point, but, despite that, Irish reunification is still a long way off. 
Anne McShane and Kevin Bean look at the results

T he elections in Northern Ireland 
- which saw Sinn Féin become 
the largest party, the Democratic 

Unionist Party relegated to second 
place and the Alliance Party emerge 
as an important political force - have 
been widely hailed as an historic 
turning point.

On the face of things this is a 
momentous shift in Irish and UK 
politics, representing a critical 
reversal of what had been the status 
quo in Northern Ireland since 1921, 
when a cast-iron unionist majority 
was contrived to ensure that the Six 
Counties remained part of the UK. 
Under the terms of the 1998 Good 
Friday Agreement (GFA), Sinn Féin, 
as the largest party, could potentially 
take the helm of Northern Ireland’s 
government. The symbolism is 
unmistakeable.

However, this election success 
may not so easily translate into 
positions in government. Under 
the rules for power-sharing set out 
by the GFA, the first minister is 
nominated by the largest party of 
the largest designation (meaning 
unionist or nationalist) and the 
deputy first minister is nominated 
by the largest party of the second-
largest designation. The GFA further 
stipulates that the executive cannot 
function without representatives 
of both ‘designations’. Since 
2007, when the current form of 
the executive and assembly were 
established, the DUP has held the 
first minister position, with Sinn 
Féin as deputy. Now that SF has 27 
seats, as opposed to 25 for the DUP, 
it is clear those roles have to change. 
Michelle O’Neill, SF vice-president, 
should now be nominated as first 
minister, with her deputy coming 
from the DUP.

However, such a smooth 
transition is not going to happen. 
The DUP’s leader, Sir Geoffrey 
Donaldson, has made it clear that his 
party will not enter into the executive 
with Sinn Féin until his party’s 
problems with the Northern Ireland 
protocol are resolved. In February 
the DUP exercised its veto to 
collapse the executive in protest over 
that protocol, which, for trade and 
customs purposes, leaves Northern 
Ireland within the European 
Union’s single market and customs 
framework. According to unionists, 
this weakens the Six Counties’ place 
in the UK, and so scrapping the 
protocol became the major plank 
in the DUP’s election campaign. In 
the post-election manoeuvres this 
remains the DUP’s position and so 
it is unlikely, as things stand, that a 
new executive will be formed any 
time soon.1

Whilst much of the attention has 
understandably focused on Sinn Féin, 
the very real predicament in which 
the DUP leadership now finds itself 
is perhaps more significant. This 
political hiatus could go on in one 
form or another into next year. The 
GFA allows for six months in which 
to form a government, after which 
there has to be another election. 
Since Brexit, which the DUP 
campaigned for, and the controversy 
over the border in Northern Ireland 
with the EU and Britain, the DUP’s 
vote has dropped very significantly. 
It went from 38 members of the 
legislative assembly (MLAs) in 
May 2016 to 28 in March 2017 and 
now 25 in May 2022. Although not 
translated into seats won, the DUP at 
this election haemorrhaged votes to 

the more hard-line unionist party, the 
Traditional Unionist Voice, which 
will continue to gain if the DUP 
shows any sign of compromising 
over opposition to the protocol.2

It is clear that the DUP is hoping 
that the Johnson government will 
ride to its rescue and unilaterally 
scrap the protocol. However, far 
from getting the DUP out of the 
hole it dug for itself, this solution 
simply entangles it still further in the 
internal politics of the Tories, and 
the growing diplomatic rift between 
Westminster and the EU. Whether 
this is sabre-rattling on both sides 
remains to be seen, but, given the 
wider geopolitical context of the war 
in Ukraine, the strategic importance 
Washington attaches to the EU and 
the political difficulties facing the 
Tories, the political priorities of the 
DUP will not be high on anyone’s 
agenda. Recent history has shown 
that, when bigger forces and interests 
are brought into play, the narrow 
concerns of unionism usually take 
a very distant second place in the 
priorities of British governments.

Driving seat?
Alongside Sinn Féin’s new-found 
position as the largest party in the Six 
Counties, both in terms of MLAs and 
first-preference votes, the growth 
in support for the Alliance Party is 
also politically significant. With 17 
MLAs - an increase of nine from 
the last election - and 13.5% of first 
preferences, the party’s success was 
claimed by many to herald the arrival 
of a new cross-community ‘third 
force’ in the north that challenged the 
old communal, ‘sectarian’ politics of 
unionism versus nationalism.

In the run-up to the election, 
opinion polls and surveys seemed 
to point to a growing section of 
Northern Ireland’s population who 
wished to be designated as neither 
unionist nor nationalist, but opted 
for some other, more ‘neutral’ 
identifier. A closer examination of 
the Alliance vote, its geographical 
and demographic distribution, and 
its reliance on transfers rather than 
first preferences to secure seats tends 
to cast doubt on some of the more 
over-wrought headlines and claims 
about a breakthrough.3 Despite the 
excitement of the commentariat and 
the bullish language, the communal 

divisions (which the GFA aimed to 
manage and continues to reproduce) 
still remain the defining framework 
for politics in the Six Counties.

Although Sinn Féin only had 
a marginal increase in its vote in 
this election and did not win any 
additional seats, it feels it is in the 
driving seat: it is the party which 
opposed Brexit, is pro-EU and 
ready to go into government on both 
sides of the border. In the immediate 
aftermath of the poll Michelle 
O’Neill declared that the election 
“ushers in a new era which I believe 
presents us all with an opportunity 
to reimagine relationships in this 
society on the basis of fairness, on 
the basis of equality and the basis 
of social justice”4 This studiously 
moderate and inclusive language 
echoed much of the party’s toned-
down campaign rhetoric, but in the 
days that followed she has been 
demanding - along with MLAs 
representing the Social Democratic 
and Labour Party as well as the 
Alliance Party - that the DUP takes 
its seats to form an executive by 
May 13. Putting pressure on the 
British government to respect her 
party’s electoral mandate, she 
stated: “The public here can’t be a 
pawn in the British government’s 
game of chicken with the EU. Time 
to form an executive now.”5

The political and psychological 
advantage of Sinn Féin’s electoral 
strength has increased calls for the 
British secretary of state, Brandon 
Lewis, to call a border poll on the 
constitutional status of the north. 
He has dismissed these calls, but 
on both sides of the border leading 
Sinn Féin politicians are continuing 
to argue that the dynamics for 
such a transition are now falling 
into place. The confidence that 
the party’s leaders exhibit seems 
initially justified by the election 
results in the north and SF’s strong 
position in the opinion polls south 
of the border. The possibilities of an 
SF first minster and a dominant role 
in government in Dublin within the 
next two years appear to be in reach.

While this optimism might 
play well for its activists, there 
are real obstacles in the way of 
such a gradualist, transitional 
strategy. In constitutional terms, 
the British state still holds the 

whip hand: the institutions and 
electoral mechanisms of the GFA 
were designed to manage, not end, 
conflict, and so the basic underlying 
conflict of Irish reunification and 
national democracy remains intact 
and unresolved. In Dublin, the Irish 
bourgeoisie and its state are terrified 
of the costs and the instability that 
reunification would entail. Far from 
welcoming the completion of ‘the 
national project’, all they want is 
stability and a modified form of the 
status quo: they recoil in horror from 
the possible disruption and threat to 
their interests that a new all-Ireland 
state would entail. Any dynamic 
energy for reunification that SF sees 

coming from that quarter is purely 
wishful thinking on its part.

In the Six Counties the electoral 
arithmetic still favours the unionists. 
While Sinn Féin is the largest party, 
the total number of unionist MLAs 
still outnumbers the combined 
nationalist representation. There will 
be no border poll in the immediate 
future: the British government is 
under no real pressure to act on that 
score. Indeed, the pressure is all the 
other way. Despite the vagaries of 
the electoral cycle and the tensions 
over Brexit and the protocol, 
London and Dublin both want 
stability and the continuation of the 
status quo in the Six Counties. So, 
with some necessary modifications 
and diplomatic legerdemain in the 
coming months, both states will 
continue the partnership embodied 
in the GFA and thus work to secure 
their long-term goals.

In that sense, the more it changes, 
the more Northern Ireland remains 
the same - a crisis in permanence l

Notes
1. www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-
ireland-61406434.
2. The single transferable voting system used 
in Northern Ireland enables us to understand 
the pattern of transfers and shifts of opinion 
within the communal voting blocs. See the 
full results and details at www.bbc.co.uk/
news/election/2022/northern-ireland/results.
3. The designation of the Alliance Party as 
‘cross-community’ belies its acceptance of 
the constitutional status quo and willingness 
to accept a unionist designation in the 
assembly, as the occasion has demanded 
since 1998. See www.irishtimes.com/news/
alliance-party-confirms-re-designation-of-
mlas-as-unionists-1.402409. See also the 
party’s own website: www.allianceparty.org.
4. www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/naomi-
long-mary-lou-mcdonald-stormont-alliance-
party-northern-ireland-b2073801.html.
5. www.rte.ie/news/
ireland/2022/0510/1297112-northern-ireland-
politics.
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REVIEW

Understanding capitalist dynamics
Emmanuel Farjoun, Moshé Machover and David Zachariah How labor powers the global economy 
Springer Publishing 2022, pp166, £90

This book is a powerful 
contribution to the Marxist 
critique of capitalist political 

economy and essential reading for 
anyone interested in understanding 
the dynamics of contemporary 
capitalism.

How labour powers the global 
economy is a sequel to Farjoun’s 
and Machover’s seminal and 
groundbreaking Laws of chaos, 
first published in 1983, which 
introduced the methodological 
approach of interpreting key Marxist 
categories as probabilistic, rather 
than deterministic, quantities.1 This 
was a bold and novel theoretical 
move that required readers to 
have some familiarity with linear 
algebra, probability theory and 
statistics. Hence the readership of 
Laws of chaos was unavoidably 
limited, even amongst Marxists. 
Nonetheless, due to its remarkable 
analytic insights, interest in that book 
steadily increased, culminating in its 
republication in 2020.

The book continues and deepens 
the ‘probabilistic turn’ in Marxist 
theory. The authors split their book 
into three parts. The first introduces 
their main categories that are direct 
probabilistic analogues of Marx’s 
basic value-theoretic categories. 
The second part confronts these 
theoretical foundations with 
the empirical phenomenon of 
contemporary global capitalism. The 
authors deduce a collection of highly 
explanatory, yet relatively simple, 
probabilistic laws that constrain 
how capitalism evolves over time. 
The third part explains why such 
laws inhibit human flourishing, and 
points to our need to organise global 
production for social good rather than 
private profit. The authors recover, 
and in many respects surpass, the 
scientific content of Marx’s original 
formulations. What we get from this 
exercise is a reinvigorated version 
of key aspects of Marx’s theory of 
capitalism that directly relates to 
modern empirical data.

A good starting point to 
understand the probabilistic turn is to 

contrast how Marx and the authors 
relate labour time to prices. Recall 
that Marx defined the value of a 
commodity as “socially necessary” 
labour in the following sense: “The 
labour time socially necessary is that 
required to produce an article under 
the normal conditions of production, 
and with the average degree of 
skill and intensity prevalent at 
the time”.2 In consequence, the 
value of an individual commodity, 
such as a rollerball pen, is not the 
actual working time supplied when 
making it (for otherwise inefficient 
production techniques, which use up 
relatively more labour time, would 
produce pens of higher value). 
Rather, every individual rollerball 
pen has the same value, determined 
by the conditions of production 
involved in the production of all 
rollerball pens. Ex post we can 
deduce the current value of an 
individual pen by dividing the total 
labour time supplied to produce all 
rollerball pens by the total quantity 
produced (eg, if society produces 
1,000 pens with 100 hours of labour 
time, then the value of one pen is 0.1 
hours).

Marx’s values are therefore a 
property of the social conditions of 
production, not individual labour 
processes, and Marx’s modifier, 
“socially necessary”, controls the 
heterogeneity in the conditions of 
production of the same commodity 
type by considering each individual 
commodity as an “average sample of 
its class”.3

Marx’s explicit use of “average 
sample” when defining ‘value’ in 
the opening chapters of Capital 
should be noted, because it indicates 
his desire to capture the irreducible 
variability of economic reality: there 
is not a single production process for 
pens (or any other commodity, for 
that matter), but multiple processes, 
and they necessarily differ: some 
are highly efficient, others less so. 
Hence ‘the’ value of a commodity 
is necessarily an average. Social 
systems, as the authors note, have a 
huge number of degrees of freedom 

and therefore any lawful regularities 
necessarily have a probabilistic 
character. In fact, as Julian Wells 
has carefully documented,4 Marx 
repeatedly employs informal 
statistical and probabilistic 
argumentation throughout Capital, 
influenced by his reading of the 
statistician, Adolphe Quetelet 
(pioneer of statistics and creator of 
the concept, ‘average man’), in order 
to grasp the reality of capitalism in 
thought. This may seem, at first, 
a surprising assertion, but, once 
you notice Marx’s informal use of 
probabilistic reasoning, it becomes 
impossible to unsee it.

Probability
The authors, unlike Marx, have all 
the tools of linear algebra, probability 
theory and statistical mechanics 
at their disposal, plus access to 
modern macroeconomic data. They 
apply these tools to gain even better 
purchase on concrete reality. Farjoun, 
Machover and Zachariah carefully 
walk the reader through their 
core theoretical propositions and 
probabilistic formulae, and relegate 
the majority of their mathematical 
deductions to appendices. This book 
has been written to be as accessible 
as possible, given its irreducibly 
technical nature. The argumentation 
can be followed by any reader 
comfortable with relatively 
straightforward mathematical 
equations.

The authors introduce the concept 
‘labour content’ (or L-content) as 
a formal development of Marx’s 
concept of value. L-content remains 
an average property of the conditions 
of production, but explicitly deals 
with the interconnectedness of 
economic production (vertical 
integration) and the existence of 
heterogeneous production units that 
produce multiple outputs (so-called 
‘joint production’). They show how 
L-content can be approximated 
from national accounting data. 
Like Marx they aim to explain how 
the underlying labour processes in 
the “hidden abode of production”, 

quantitatively captured by L-content, 
constrain and shape the more readily 
apparent surface phenomena (and 
fetishes) of the capitalist economy, 
such as prices, profits, growth - 
and the class struggle over the 
distribution of the surplus.

The ‘law of one price’ - a staple 
of mainstream economics - states 
that identical goods sell at identical 
prices (in the absence of ‘market 
imperfections’). That ‘law’ is 
empirically false, because market 
prices are subject to all kinds of 
accidental determinations and 
therefore the price of the same 
commodity type typically varies 
(eg, consider the different discounts 
on rollerball pens across thousands 
of different retailers). The authors 
embrace this variability. They define 
the “specific price” of a commodity, 
in a concrete act of exchange, as its 
selling price divided by its L-content 
(eg, if a particular pen sells for 
$1 then its specific price, in this 
sepific transaction, is $1 divided by 
0.1 hours, which is $10 per hour). 
At the microeconomic level the 
same rollerball pen sells for many 
different specific prices. Hence, 
‘specific price’ is an example of a 
random, rather than a deterministic, 
variable that takes on multiple 
values, where each value empirically 
manifests with a different probability 
defined by an underlying probability 
distribution. The authors argue that 
the distribution of specific price has 
roughly a log-normal form, where 
most specific prices cluster around 
a central mode, but there remains a 
low probability of very low and very 
high specific prices.

It is worth reflecting on the 
power and parsimony of this 
theoretical move. The authors do not 
‘heroically’ assume that instances 
of the same commodity type sell 
at the same price. Instead they 
consider the totality of all market 
transactions in a given period as 
probabilistically relating quantities 
of money, as expressed by the selling 
price, to quantities of labour time, 
as expressed by the L-content. The 

microeconomic disorder of the 
exchange of millions of different 
commodities types, produced under 
diverse conditions of production, and 
which sell at prices that vary so much 
as to be (almost) accidental, can 
nonetheless be captured by a single, 
macroeconomic, random variable - 
the ‘specific price’ - which reduces 
this bewildering disorder to a single, 
orderly probability distribution. 
The higher level of abstraction - 
the probabilistic turn - views any 
market transaction, involving any 
commodity whatsoever, as simply 
an exchange of a sum of money 
for a sum of expended labour time, 
governed by a macroeconomic 
probability distribution.

The authors, having defined 
L-content and the random, variable 
‘specific price’, then use probabilistic 
reasoning to deduce that the money 
price of any sufficiently large basket 
of commodities is approximately 
proportional to its L-content. In 
other words, market prices ultimately 
reflect, and are constrained by, 
underlying real costs of production, 
measured by labour time.

This basic relationship was, of 
course, conceptually central to all 
formulations of the classical labour 
theory of value. But it was implicitly 
formulated in deterministic, not 
probabilistic, terms. In the simple 
labour theory of value, proposed by 
Adam Smith and applicable to an 
economy that lacks profit on money-
capital invested, ‘the’ price of a 
commodity is proportional to ‘the’ 
value. But Marx, following both 
Adam Smith and David Ricardo, 
rejected this basic relationship, even 
when expressed deterministically, 
because profits, which form a 
component of prices, have a non-
obvious relationship to labour 
time and, at the very least, distort 
market prices away from simple 
proportionality to values.

Farjoun, Machover and 
Zachariah, continuing a theme from 
Laws of chaos, correctly point out 
that the distortion is maximal when 
profit rates across different sectors of 

Probable, not determined



What we 
fight for
n Without organisation the 
working class is nothing; with 
the highest form of organisation 
it is everything.
n  There exists no real Communist 
Party today. There are many 
so-called ‘parties’ on the left. In 
reality they are confessional sects. 
Members who disagree with the 
prescribed ‘line’ are expected to 
gag themselves in public. Either 
that or face expulsion.
n Communists operate according 
to the principles of democratic 
centralism. Through ongoing debate 
we seek to achieve unity in action 
and a common world outlook. As 
long as they support agreed actions, 
members should have the right to 
speak openly and form temporary 
or permanent factions.
n Communists oppose all impe-
rialist wars and occupations but 
constantly strive to bring to the fore 
the fundamental question–ending war 
is bound up with ending capitalism.
n Communists are internationalists. 
Everywhere we strive for the closest 
unity and agreement of working class 
and progressive parties of all countries. 
We oppose every manifestation 
of national sectionalism. It is an 
internationalist duty to uphold the 
principle, ‘One state, one party’.
n The working class must be 
organised globally. Without a global 
Communist Party, a Communist 
International, the struggle against 
capital is weakened and lacks 
coordination.
n Communists have no interest 
apart from the working class 
as a whole. They differ only in 
recognising the importance of 
Marxism as a guide to practice. 
That theory is no dogma, but 
must be constantly added to and 
enriched.
n Capitalism in its ceaseless 
search for profit puts the future 
of humanity at risk. Capitalism is 
synonymous with war, pollution, 
exploitation and crisis. As a global 
system capitalism can only be 
superseded globally.
n The capitalist class will never 
willingly allow their wealth and 
power to be taken away by a 
parliamentary vote.
n We will use the most militant 
methods objective circumstances 
allow to achieve a federal republic 
of England, Scotland and Wales, 
a united, federal Ireland and a 
United States of Europe.
n Communists favour industrial 
unions. Bureaucracy and class 
compromise must be fought and 
the trade unions transformed into 
schools for communism.
n Communists are champions of 
the oppressed. Women’s oppression, 
combating racism and chauvinism, 
and the struggle for peace and 
ecological sustainability are just 
as much working class questions 
as pay, trade union rights and 
demands for high-quality health, 
housing and education.
n Socialism represents victory 
in the battle for democracy. It is 
the rule of the working class. 
Socialism is either democratic or, 
as with Stalin’s Soviet Union, it 
turns into its opposite.
n Socialism is the first stage 
of the worldwide transition to 
communism - a system which 
knows neither wars, exploitation, 
money, classes, states nor nations. 
Communism is general freedom 
and the real beginning of human 
history.
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the economy are entirely uniform - 
which obtains in a hypothesised state 
of steady, deterministic equilibrium. 
The authors, consistent with their 
probabilistic turn, reject deterministic 
equilibrium as inappropriate for 
the analysis of economic systems. 
Instead, if an equilibrium prevails, 
it will be a statistical one, where 
microeconomic variance persists 
in the context of macroeconomic 
steady-state probability distributions. 
Hence there is no single industrial 
profit rate, and it is never uniform; 
Instead, the profit rate is a random 
variable. And, in consequence, the 
proportional relationship between 
market prices and underlying values, 
far from being a naive simplification 
applicable to special cases, in fact 
holds generally in capitalism.

Monetary phenomena
The authors explain that the 
probabilistic relationship between 
money prices and L-content 
predicts that sectoral prices (ie, the 
prices of baskets of commodities 
of a similar type) will be highly 
positively correlated with measures 
of L-content, and that sectoral profit 
rates will be positively correlated 
with labour intensity. They point to 
the growing body of econometric 
studies - based on modern input-
output data and widely replicated 
within Marxian and heterodox 
economics - which find precisely 
such correlations. The probabilistic 
approach therefore yields a very 
clear, and important, fundamental 
economic proposition of central 
importance - the probabilistic 
relation between prices and values - 
that is consistent with the observed 
data.

Marx’s proposal that values 
constrain prices and that the origin 
of profit is ultimately labour, not 
capital, is fully vindicated by the 
probabilistic turn - but not quite 
in the way Marx expected. In 
volume 3 of Capital he attempts 
to explain how competitive prices 
that correspond to a deterministic 
equilibrium of uniform profit-
rates, although not proportional to 
values, are nonetheless conservative 
transformations of them, and 
therefore the average profit rate is 
ultimately determined by labour 
time.

This theory, in the subsequent 150 
years or more, has generated huge 
controversy simply because it is a 
theorem that Marx’s transformation 
cannot be conservative, and 
therefore profits, contra Marx, seem 
unconnected to the contributions 
of labour. The authors, to a large 
extent, successfully cut this Gordian 
knot by pointing out that no such 
deterministic equilibrium exists. 
There is an average profit rate, 
of course - but there is not ‘the’ 
profit rate. The authors derive a 
probabilistic relationship between 
the average profit rate and (i) the 
total labour supplied in the economy 
as a whole, (ii) the L-content of all 
capital goods in production, and (iii) 
the wage share (ie, the proportion 
of the surplus product that workers, 
as a whole, can purchase). In other 
words, the average profit rate is 
indeed constrained by labour time - 
specifically the size of the workforce 
and the labour time necessary 
to produce the capital goods in 
operation. If workers supply more 
labour, then, all other things being 
equal, the average profit rate will be 
higher; if production is more capital-
intensive, then, all other things being 
equal, the average profit rate will be 
lower, etc. This result re-establishes 
the sought-for link between profit 
rates and labour time, but Marx’s 
theory of the transformation is 
no longer needed, theoretically 
vestigial, and hence the controversy 
is neatly sidestepped.

I have focused on the probabilistic 

relation between prices and 
L-content, and drawn contrasts with 
Marx’s original approach, in order to 
communicate some of the specific 
flavour of the book’s contributions. 
However, it tackles a much wider 
variety of topics in capitalist 
political economy. The novel and 
unorthodox approach of recasting 
Marx’s theory in terms of random 
variables generates largely orthodox 
conclusions entirely consistent with 
the intent, and largely consistent 
with the content, of Marx’s scientific 
contributions. As the book develops, 
a clear methodological pattern 
emerges: Farjoun, Machover and 
Zachariah consider a fundamental 
economic phenomenon, and apply 
their probabilistic approach to deduce 
a relatively simple, yet insightful, 
aggregate probabilistic relationship 
that reveals how that phenomenon 
is ultimately constrained and 
governed by properties of the labour 
process. In virtue of the power of 
the probabilistic approach, they 
deduce new insights with relatively 
short derivations and back-of-
the-envelope approximations that 
nonetheless always hit the empirical 
data.

For example, the authors observe 
that capitalism, driven by the 
competitive scramble for profit, 
tends to revolutionise the conditions 
of production, and that, empirically, 
the L-content of all the many 
diverse commodity types tends to 
decrease over time (equivalently, 
the productivity of labour tends to 
increase). They call this persistent 
pattern “the law of decreasing labour 
content” (LDLC). They demonstrate, 
again probabilistically, that monetary 
cost-cutting by individual firms, 
which consists of strategies to cut 
mixtures of wages and non-labour 
costs and also input replacement 
strategies, nonetheless generates, as 
an unintended consequence, a high 
probability that the L-content of 
any sample basket of commodities 
will decrease over time. They derive 
quantitative bounds for this rate of 
decrease and then demonstrate that 
their predictions are consistent with 
the relevant empirical data.

Another example: the authors 
derive a formula that approximates 
the rate of economic growth as a 
simple sum of the growth rate of the 
workforce and the rate of increase 
in the productivity of labour. Armed 
with this formula, they predict that the 
global growth rate must stay below 
about 4% a year and demonstrate, 
once again, that their prediction is 
consistent with empirical data.

This methodological pattern is 
repeated, with great conceptual and 
quantitative success, throughout 
the book: Farjoun, Machover and 
Zachariah explain why a capitalist 
economy cannot grow by more than 
2%-3% a year above the growth of 
the working population; why wage 
incomes, as a share of total output, are 
necessarily confined within a narrow 
range; why overall productivity 
cannot grow more than 3%-4% per 
year; why money-capitalists must 
impose an interest rate of at least 
2%-3% above expected inflation to 
preserve their share of total output; 
and why total automation is entirely 
incompatible with capitalist social 
relations, and so on. The book, in 
many respects, is a theoretical tour 
de force.

Unresolved
Some issues, however, despite the 
authors’ efforts, are not fully and 
satisfactorily resolved, and therefore 
point to opportunities to further 
develop the probabilistic approach 
to political economy. I will briefly 
mention two: the ‘objective’ nature 
of Marx’s theory of value; and the 
status of the transformation problem.

Ricardo had merely wanted to 
define a standard of economic value 

- something objective, outside of 
the market - that could explain the 
equilibrium prices of reproducible 
goods. Any real cost basis (be it 
labour time, quantities of gold or 
corn, or other basic commodities) 
could potentially perform this role. 
Marx, in contrast, claimed that the 
dynamics of capitalist competition 
instantiate objective laws that bind 
the form of value - such as pounds, 
dollars or euros - to a specific 
content, which is labour time. 
Quantities of money, and therefore 
prices, in fact represent labour time, 
and not anything else - not because 
an economic theorist decides that 
labour time is a convenient measure 
to understand the economy, but in 
virtue of our own social activity. In 
this sense, prices and labour time 
are objectively and uniquely related 
- regardless of whether anyone 
subjectively thinks they are or not.

The authors, in contrast, justify 
their choice of using L-content as 
a key explanatory variable because 
“we are, of course, mostly interested 
in labour and labour time as a socio-
political factor of production” (p44) 
and then survey various properties 
of labour that entail its unique 
role in powering the development 
of capitalism. However, their 
justification for adopting L-content 
ultimately reduces to the subjective 
convenience of the theorist. They do 
not attempt to develop Marx’s theory 
of how social activity can instantiate 
objective semantic relations between 
a representation (eg, money) and 
a referent (eg, labour time). In this 
sense their value-theoretic ambitions 
fall short of Marx’s.

As mentioned, Farjoun, 
Machover and Zachariah sidestep 
the transformation problem and view 
it as a rather large red herring. The 
probabilistic approach, although 
wildly successful in re-establishing 
clear quantitative relationships 
between monetary phenomena and 
underlying labour values, does not 
really sidestep the problem, but 
hides it underneath a rather beautiful 
tapestry of random variables and 
‘good enough’ approximations. 
Ricardo in 1805, employing his own 
back-of-the-envelope calculations, 
already understood that “the great 
cause of the variation of [the price 
of] commodities is the greater or 
less quantity of labour that may be 
necessary to produce them”, but 
there is another “less powerful cause 
of their variation”, which is profit.5 
In other words, the majority of the 
variance in competitive prices is 
indeed approximately explained by 
labour time.

The authors reproduce this (true) 
proposition in more sophisticated 
probabilistic terms. However, 
motivated critics will reproduce 
a “probabilistic transformation 
problem” in the authors’ framework 
that demonstrates that changes in 
the specific-price distribution cannot 
be fully explained by changes in 
L-content. Further, the accuracy of 
the proportional relation between 
money prices and L-content will wax 
and wane depending on the increase 
and decrease in the variance of profit 
rates: if the variance is suitably 
wide then the approximation will 
hold, but if that variance reduces 
then the approximation will begin 
to break down until hitting the limit 
of a degenerate distribution: ie, 
the classical case of deterministic 
equilibrium and uniform profits. 
Such an extreme degenerate case, 
of course, does not empirically 
manifest. But the variance of profit-
rates does empirically change over 
time.

Can the ‘correctness’ of any version 
of the labour theory of value depend 
on a varying empirical ‘strength’ 
of aggregate correlations between 
prices and values? For example, at 
what level of correlation should we 

decide to accept the authors’ value-
theoretic claims? Above 95%, 90% - 
or is 85% or even 75% OK? In years 
where the variance of profit rates is 
more narrow, is their theory of value 
less true? Perhaps any residual lack 
of correlation, however ‘small’, 
is precisely a reward to money-
capitalists for their own abstemious 
contributions to production?

Regardless of these unresolved 
difficulties, the authors’ contributions 
help clarify the nature and impact of 
the transformation problem.

Theory of capitalism
Textual interpretations of 
Marx, narrowly concerned with 
hermeneutic analysis of the three 
volumes of Capital, are 10 a penny. 
And such works, whatever their 
merits in promoting Marx’s ideas, 
tend to view Marxism as merely a 
type of ‘critical theory’. Yet Marx, a 
self-avowed scientist, was eager to 
marshal the latest theoretical tools 
- such as Hegelian philosophy, the 
counterfactual reasoning of classical 
political economy, simultaneous 
and differential equations, nascent 
probabilistic reasoning, etc - and 
the latest available empirical data 
(such as government reports on 
the length of the working day, 
debates on the English Factory 
Acts, the history of productivity 
and employment revolutions in the 
cotton trade, national differences in 
wages, interest rate data, etc, etc) 
in order to understand the objective 
laws of motion of capitalist society, 
and therefore the real possibilities 
for effective political intervention to 
transcend it.

Most Marxology rarely develops 
Marx’s critique of political economy 
in this scientific sense and therefore 
constitutes what Imre Lakatos 
would call a “degenerative research 
programme”. How labor powers 
the global economy, in contrast, is 
a completely different kind of book 
and squarely within the tradition of 
classical, and therefore scientific, 
Marxism. The authors, throughout, 
directly confront Marx’s theoretical 
framework - literally enlivened by 
the mathematical theory of random 
variables - with the phenomenon of 
contemporary global capitalism, in 
order to explain key aspects of its 
change over time.

The causal power of labour - albeit 
ruthlessly controlled and organised 
by the rule of capital and its manic 
scramble for profit - is the key driver, 
and central explanatory variable of 
the modern world. In consequence, 
and as the authors’ subtitle states, 
the theory of capitalism must be “a 
labor theory of capitalism”, in which 
labour is properly recognised as the 
underlying creative substance that 
powers the global economy. This 
concise yet rich book successfully 
demonstrates that Marx’s theory of 
value, suitably reinvigorated, is the 
key to understanding contemporary 
capitalism.

In my view, both Laws of chaos 
and this sequel are essential reading 
for those who wish to deepen their 
understanding of Marx’s value 
theory and capitalist dynamics. The 
probabilistic turn in Marxist theory 
cannot be ignored and deserves to be 
understood much more widely l

Ian Wright
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Right strikes at abortion right
Sexual barbarism is about to return with a vengeance, but, Daniel Lazare insists, it would be profoundly 
mistaken to rely on the constitution to defend the gains made in a past generation

Last week’s leak of a draft 
Supreme Court decision 
abolishing the right to abortion 

has hit the US political system with 
all the force of a hypersonic missile.

The disclosure is explosive 
because it suggests that a basic 
democratic right that women have 
enjoyed for close to half a century is 
barely hanging by a thread. Twenty-
one states, representing roughly 30% 
of the US population, have put anti-
abortion laws on the books - some 
of them timed to go into effect the 
moment the Supreme Court decision 
becomes final.

Not that abortion will become 
illegal everywhere in the US if it 
goes through. To the contrary, the 
decision kicks back the issue to the 
states, many of which will likely end 
up strengthening abortion rights, just 
to show their contempt for a decision 
they regard as illegitimate and 
unjust. But poor women who cannot 
afford to travel hundreds of miles 
to pro-abortion states will either 
have to carry unwanted children to 
term or resort to dangerous back-
alley procedures. The same goes 
for teenage girls afraid to tell their 
parents, women locked in abusive 
marriages, and so on. Even if they 
are able to travel, moreover, they 
could conceivably face problems 
back home since at least one state 
- Louisiana - has begun work on a 
bill classifying abortion as murder, 
even if the procedure takes place 
somewhere else.1

All this is a return to the sort of 
sexual barbarism that most of us 
thought went out with bell bottoms 
and mini-skirts. But in Trump 
country, it is roaring back to life.

But there are other aspects to the 
decision. If it goes through and if Roe 
v Wade - the landmark ruling that 
legalised abortion back in 1973 - truly 
bites the dust, then other decisions 
could also go down. These include 
Lawrence v Texas, a 2003 ruling 
striking down Texas state sodomy 
laws; Obergefell v Hodges, the 
2015 ruling legalising gay marriage; 
Griswold v Connecticut, a 1965 
decision legalising contraceptives; 
and Loving v Virginia, a 1967 ruling 
that struck down a state ban on 
interracial marriage. 

All rest on a liberal reading of the 
US constitution holding that privacy 
rights are implicit in the text and that 
whom one marries or has sex with is 
officially no-one’s business but one’s 
own. It is nice to believe in the fairy-
tale that a 235-year-old document 
would protect a modern concept of 
privacy that the people who drew 
it up could never have imagined. 
But Samuel Alito - the conservative 
Supreme Court justice who wrote the 
new opinion - has gone out of his way 
to specify that, just as the constitution 
nowhere mentions abortion rights, 
“a right to privacy … is also not 
mentioned”. The implication is clear: 
if the constitution does not spell a 
right out in black and white, then 
liberal lawyers will have a hard time 
proving it is real.

Two generations of social 

progress thus turn out to rest on a 
right that, according to a Supreme 
Court majority, does not even exist. 
Not only is capitalism crumbling, but 
so are the constitutional assumptions 
on which it rests.

The decision threatens not only 
to rewrite the relationship between 
law and sex, but also to revamp the 
relationship between the Supreme 
Court and the constitution, on the 
one hand, and bourgeois politics, on 
the other.

The current relationship dates 
back to 1937, when a rightwing 
Supreme Court gave into pressure 
from Franklin D Roosevelt and 
admitted that the constitution 
granted the federal government more 
economic regulatory power than 
it was previously willing to admit. 
The court announced the new policy 
so quietly - in a footnote, no less - 
that few people realised something 
momentous had just occurred. But 
the result was to put the court on 
a long march to liberalism that 
culminated in the 1950s and 60s 
under chief justice Earl Warren.

The highlights are well known: 
Brown v Board of Education (1954) 
- the epic decision that struck down 
racial segregation in public schools; 
Reynolds v Sims (1964) - the first 
of a series of rulings eliminating the 
most egregious violations of ‘one 
person, one vote’ in state and local 
elections; Miranda v Arizona (1966), 
which required police to inform 
arrestees of their right to remain 
silent and to consult an attorney; and, 
finally, Roe itself.

Hocus-pocus
The court’s about-face also put the 
constitution on a new course - or, 
rather, showed it in a new light. 
During FDR’s first term from 
1933-37, liberals had raged against 
the Supreme Court as a bastion of 
privilege and the constitution as an 
elitist document designed to serve 
the interest of the ultra-rich. It was 
an argument made famous by the 
populist historian, Charles A Beard, 
in his 1913 tract, An economic 
interpretation of the constitution, and 
for decades it served as left-liberal 
dogma.

But that changed with the popular 
front, the 1937 reversal, World War 
II, and the long wave of capitalist 
growth that followed. Instead of 
attacking the constitution, liberals 
now celebrated it as a charter of 
liberty. Instead of heaping abuse 

on ‘nine old men’ for opposing 
Roosevelt’s New Deal, they now 
hailed the high court as a sacred 
temple of democracy. When a 
character in Arthur Miller’s 1949 
play Death of a salesman announces 
that he is leaving to argue a case 
before the Supreme Court, it is clear 
that Miller - Communist Party fellow 
traveller and anti-Joe McCarthy 
refusenik - views it as the honour of a 
lifetime. Instead of planting a red flag 
in the rubble of the Supreme Court 
building in downtown Washington, 
the goal was to polish its Corinthian 
columns to a high gleam.

A half-dozen years later, the 
ideology emerged at the head of a 
powerful civil rights movement led 
by Martin Luther King. As King told 
a packed meeting at the start of the 
1955 Montgomery, Alabama, bus 
boycott,

The only weapon we have in our 
hands this evening is the weapon 
of protest. That’s all. And certainly 
- certainly - this is the glory of 
America with all of its faults. This 
is the glory of our democracy. If 
we were incarcerated behind the 
iron curtains of a communistic 
nation, we couldn’t do this ...

“If we are wrong,” he went on, 
“the Supreme Court of this nation 
is wrong. If we are wrong, the 
Constitution of the United States 
is wrong. If we are wrong, God 
Almighty is wrong.”

Since God is always right by 
definition, then the constitution and 
the Supreme Court are always right 
as well. It was a typically cold war 
mix of anti-communism, patriotism 
and social uplift. As secretary of 
state Dean Acheson (architect of 
Nato and the Marshall Plan and chief 
formulator of the Truman Doctrine) 
put it a few years earlier,

United States is under constant 
attack in the foreign press, 
over foreign radio and in such 

international bodies as the United 
Nations because of various 
practices of discrimination against 
minority groups in this country. 
As might be expected, Soviet 
spokesmen regularly exploit this 
situation in propaganda against 
the United States, both within the 
United Nations and through radio 
broadcasts and the press, [which] 
reaches all corners of the world.2

America therefore had to clean up 
its act in order to prevail against the 
Soviets - which is why, now that it 
has emerged victorious and the left 
has gone into eclipse, it feels free to 
turn back the clock.

The unwinding is tough on 
Democrats who, blinded by decades 
of constitution-worship, have 
ignored how much the machinery of 
government has turned against them. 
When the Supreme Court awarded 
a stolen election to George W Bush 
in December 2000, even though he 
was trailing by half a million popular 
votes, Democratic reverence for the 
rule of law was such that the party 
could barely muster a protest. When 
Donald Trump won in 2016 despite 
trailing by an even larger number of 
popular votes, they said as little as 
possible about the Electoral College 
and promoted a paranoid conspiracy 
theory that Russia had interfered in 
the election. It was a classic case of 
refusing to face an internal problem 
and displacing it onto a foreign 
power instead. When Republicans 
filled the Supreme Court with ultra-
conservatives, they used character 
assassination and even the filibuster 
to try to block the nominees. But they 
maintained strict silence regarding 
an undemocratic executive branch 
and an increasingly unrepresentative 
Senate that made such rightwing 
court-packing possible in the first 
place.

Four of the five justices who 
signed the draft decision, formally 
known as Dobbs v Jackson Women’s 
Health Organization, thus turn out to 
have been appointed by unelected 
presidents - which is to say Dubya or 
Trump. Four out of five also turn out 
to have been confirmed by senators 
from white rural states, representing 
a minority of the population. Thus, 
the senators who confirmed Neil 
Gorsuch and Brett Kavanaugh 
represented less than 45% of the US, 
those who confirmed Amy Coney 
Barrett in 2020 represented 47.6%, 
while those who confirmed Clarence 

Thomas represented 48.7%.
A minority-controlled presidency 

thus colludes with a minority-
controlled Senate to create a 
Supreme Court that is now 
spitting in the face of democracy 
by overturning an abortion policy 
that as many as 69% of Americans 
support.3 Government of, by and for 
the people is churning out policies 
that the people despise. Yet there is 
nothing they can do.

Believe it or not, Alito’s decision 
is not all bad. He is correct on a 
number of points: that Roe was 
poorly argued - even the saintly 
Ruth Bader Ginsburg thought 
it was constitutionally weak4 - 
and that in trying to balance a 
mother’s rights versus those of 
an unborn child, it takes what 
properly should be a legislative 
question and misappropriates it 
on behalf of the judiciary. As for 
privacy, he is correct that such a 
right is nowhere to be found in the 
constitution itself or in the post-
Civil War 14th amendment, which 
federalised rights that Americans 
had previously enjoyed as citizens 
of the individual states. William O 
Douglas, the liberal Supreme Court 
justice appointed by FDR in 1939, 
claimed to discern a general right 
of privacy in various “penumbras” 
and “emanations” arising out of 
the Bill of Rights. But socialists 
should be wary of hocus-pocus on 
the part of unelected judges. If they 
believe in a right of privacy, which 
they obviously should, they should 
demand a democratic constitution 
that comes right out and says so.

Alito’s logic is at the service of a 
system that is illogical at the core: ie, 
an 18th century constitution made in 
the name of the people, but one that 
the people are unable to change, 
even though it is utterly at odds 
with the needs of modern society. 
No matter how much Democrats 
moan and complain, their beloved 
constitution is taking their party 
down - and what little is left of US 
democracy with it. The furore over 
Alito’s abortion decision is just the 
beginning of a long downhill slide l

For too long 
there has been 

constitution 
worship

Notes
1. www.nytimes.com/2022/05/05/us/
louisiana-abortion-bill-homicide.html.
2. ML Dudziak, ‘Desegregation as a cold war 
imperative’ Stanford Law Review November 
1988.
3. www.cnn.com/2022/01/21/politics/cnn-
poll-abortion-roe-v-wade/index.html.
4. www.nytimes.com/2020/09/21/us/ruth-
bader-ginsburg-roe-v-wade.html.
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