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Evidence?
Jack Conrad writes: “… but there 
was nothing - nothing - in the way of 
a frank and honest assessment (ie, on 
the part of Putin).

“The facts, however, surely, speak 
for themselves. Instead of Russian 
forces powering down upon Kyiv, 
surrounding, taking the capital 
city within days, capturing, killing 
or forcing Volodymyr Zelensky 
into exile, a combination of stiff 
Ukrainian resistance and astounding 
Russian military incompetence saw a 
humiliating retreat ...” (‘Notes on the 
war’, May 26).

Jack, like the entire Nato media 
(like all of us, except the intimate parts 
of the UK state machinery), can’t 
see RT (formerly Russia Today) any 
more. No doubt they - and even Maria 
Zakharova of the Russian foreign 
ministry - are not privy to the private 
(or ‘politburo’) thoughts of Putin. Yet 
those media - and Jack - opine à haute 
voix what Putin’s primary strategic 
goal(s) were and are.

It is by the standard of those 
imputed goals that Jack and the 
Nato media triumphantly declare 
a humiliating military retreat and 
political fiasco, if not disaster. Yet 
none of these commentators, Jack 
or the whole ‘genus Nato omne’, 
give a shred of evidence as to what 
Putin’s primary and contingency 
plans were. Yet there is evidence 
available, coming, for example, 
from Putin himself and the excellent 
Patrick Armstrong (former Russia 
specialist in the Canadian embassy in 
Moscow and a respected expert - so 
respected that I gather he has recently 
been visited by the political wing of 
the Mounties - no doubt to encourage 
him to tell us more and award him a 
Free Speech Medal like that awarded 
to RT!). Since then he has been silent.

The trigger events were:
1. The perceived imminent threat 
of a renewed and more massive 
onslaught, spearheaded by the 
Azov battalion (now increased in 
numbers, armaments and influence), 
on the devolutionists of Luhansk 
and Donetsk. ‘Devolutionists’ 
because they initially demanded the 
restoration of traditional Russophone 
linguistic rights and the devolution 
programme of Yanukovych and the 
Party of the Regions; separation 
became their only resort, because of 
the worse-than-Putinesque response 
of Kyiv to their policy proposals. 
(Kiev’s prolonged and stubborn 
refusal to implement the agreed Minsk 
devolution plans exacerbated and still 
exacerbates this stand-off, which the 
European Union, and especially Paris, 
has tried to bypass by insisting on its 
‘Normandy programme’; Russia was 
not and is not a signatory to Minsk 
and has no responsibility for such 
delays - or refusals). Was this threat 
wholly illusory?
2. Zelensky’s threat - wild, impossible 
perhaps, but nonetheless suggesting 
an imminent gross war crime - to use 
the old Tochka missiles to deliver 
against Russia a payload of the nuclear 
materials available at Chernobyl and 
elsewhere in Ukraine.
3. The activity, apparently increased, 
of the US biolabs in Ukraine. Readers 
- and the Nato power (there’s only 
one, of course - all the rest are 
‘working towards Washington’) - 
should decide and pronounce aloud 
whether any, let alone all, of these 
three triggers constitute a colourable 
casus belli for Moscow - and hence 
a basis for negotiation. The relentless 
advance of Nato since James 
Baker’s declaration of 1990 that, 

were Gorbachev to withdraw Soviet 
forces back to the USSR, it would not 
advance an inch beyond the eastern 
German border, provides evidence 
of the inherent untrustworthiness of 
Washington and its Nato puppets - if, 
after Serbia, Afghanistan and Iraq, 
etc any were needed. Washington has 
successfully been whipping the more 
errant running dogs, such as France, 
into line (as for Hungary and Turkey, 
who knows?). Nato rapidly and, it 
seems, spontaneously transformed 
itself from an anti-communist alliance 
into an anti-Russian axis.

The nature of the crisis has impelled 
Kissinger to mutter, almost sub 
rosa, a minor recognition of popular 
sovereignty - gall and wormwood to 
the great disciple of Metternich - all 
cloaked, of course, in raison d’état 
and Staatspolitik.

It seems clear that Putin’s call 
to Russophones and all democrats 
in Ukraine has had no identifiable 
success - on the contrary, Ukrainian 
chauvinism has, it seems, metastasized 
(yet the very vigour of the delations, 
arrests, bans and other ‘democratic’ 
Kyiv measures suggest either paranoia 
or genuine, if understandably timid, 
dissent/opposition - or both). 

As for fissures amongst or between 
the Russian people and ‘elites’, all 
sources seem also equally deeply 
compromised by gross partisanship ... 
the fog of righteousness ... But it 
seems unlikely that Biden’s demand 
for regime change at the Kremlin 
will encourage even the likes of 
Navalny to hope for victory, let 
alone endear US imperialism to the 
Russian masses; they saw plenty of 
its works, as Jeffrey Sachs impelled 
Yeltsin to plunge them into almost 
unprecedented impoverishment 
and premature death. Not exactly a 
Marshall Plan mark two. Spinoza’s 
dictum remains as relevant as ever: 
“Do not laugh, do not weep: try to 
understand.”

Armstrong is not the only source of 
possible understanding: SouthFront, 
Raevsky and The Saker, Andrei 
Martyanov’s books, Gonzalo Lira, 
Pepe Escobar, Georgy Vilches and 
plenty of links therein should help 
us - and Jack in particular perhaps 
- achieve more understanding, 
especially of their unthought standard: 
the Kremlin’s strategic priorities (not 
to mention statements by Putin and 
defence minister Sergei Shoigu ...).
Jack Fogarty
email

Middle classes
The conflict instigated by the US 
empire and its client states against 
Russia and China is a disaster for 
living standards throughout the world. 
As a result of this new world order, 
everything will be more expensive 
to produce, transport and manage. 
Incessant warmongering propaganda 
will continue to be a daily fact of life 
long beyond our lifetimes.

Capitalist societies are controlled 
by restricting/expanding the 
disposable incomes of the masses. 
Disposable incomes are the leash 
upon which the capitalist controls 
the masses. The masses in a capitalist 
system serve no other purpose than to 
be used and abused, as the capitalists 
and their coordinators see fit. We call 
this ‘freedom’.

I have said it before, and I will say 
it again: the war in Ukraine is a proxy 
war against the middle classes of 
the imperialist centre. Rishi Sunak’s 
recent announcements of help for 
the ‘poorest’ families are a necessary 
measure in this proxy war. The lack of 
any concerted diplomacy on the part 
of the US empire is a deliberate policy 
to drive up inflation, and squeeze the 
incomes of the middle classes. In 
other words, while politicians pretend 
they are concerned by the ‘cost of 

living’ crisis, this is actually their war 
aim. In fact, rather than diplomacy, 
the empire and its client states have 
done everything in their power to 
prolong and escalate the conflict.

The middle classes are a huge, 
but necessary, cost for the capitalist 
class, and more importantly have the 
power to tell the boss to shove his job 
where the sun doesn’t shine. The great 
resignation is on the lips of every 
boss: employees have tasted freedom 
with working from home during the 
pandemic and are loath to give it up; 
bosses are trying to force them back 
in, etc.

This power of the middle class has 
not been a significant problem during 
the very long wave of prosperity at 
the imperialist centre. This prosperity 
has been built upon the most intense 
superexploitation the world has 
ever seen. That superexploitation is 
hitting barriers which threaten the 
continuation of the capitalist system. 
As this prosperity is fast coming to an 
end, so too are the ‘privileges’ of the 
middle classes. This relative decline 
of the ‘west’ needs to be managed, 
and capitalists have only one form of 
control: the aforementioned leash.

People like Jack Conrad fail to see 
all this because they are blinded by 
the Putin fetish (and have descended 
into the political twaddle we see 
in advanced capitalist societies), 
rammed home every minute of every 
day by the capitalist media, who 
incidentally are not under any threat 
whatsoever as a result of the Assange 
affair.

The capitalist press, and people 
like Conrad, would have us imagine 
that Putin rules Russia by divine right, 
or is that alien right?! Russia (not 
Putin) has been deliberately backed 
into a corner by the empire and its 
client states, and has been left with no 
choice but to take the actions we see 
today.

Conrad talks of Ukraine as a 
real people, a real state. This is total 
baloney. In the last 20 years two 
presidents who were favourable 
to Russia, and elected by half the 
Ukrainian population, have been 
overthrown in western-backed coups. 
Given that half the population have 
been effectively disenfranchised, and 
suffer mob violence and persistent 
shelling for voting the wrong way, the 
only rational outcome is the break-up 
of Ukraine.

Russia’s actions are perfectly 
rational. Except, of course, throughout 
history, Russia, like Ukraine, has a 
schizophrenic nature toward the west: 
one epoch, it has desperately tried to 
court the west and mimic its culture 
and behaviours; the next it has raged 
against the injustices. I do believe that 
Russia has finally been cured of its 
schizophrenia.

I can’t help but think the left 
have descended into a narrow way 
of thinking, centred not around the 
high ideals of fraternity, liberty and 
equality, or universal suffrage and 
even land, but around the more low 
ideals of how long the capitalist leash 
needs to be. Let me give an example 
by way of David Douglass:

The opposite of climate panic is 
not giving a toss about anything other 
than your narrow, short-term interests 
and existence.

The opposite of eco-ism is 
the debasement of humanity to 
consumerism, that reduces everything 
to base desires and, along with it, 
culture.

The opposite of pro-‘remain’ is an 
idiotic nationalist and racist pseudo-
identity, while your grandkids are 
attending proms!

The opposite of Covid conformity 
is an ultra-individualist, neoliberal 
insistence that nothing - not even 
public health - gets in the way of your 
lifestyle.

In other words, it is David 
Douglass who is the ultra-liberal - and 
perhaps that goes for the CPGB too!
Steve Cousins
email

Only socialism
What position should the socialist/
communist movement adopt in regard 
to the war between Nato/Ukraine and 
Russia?
1. Those leftists who back Ukraine and 
view it as a war of national liberation 
are pro-imperialist dupes.
2. We should oppose all sanctions on 
Russia and oppose all arms supplies to 
Ukraine. We are actively for the defeat 
of Nato and Ukraine in this war. In 
both cases the main enemy is at home. 
We aim for workers’ unity and a new 
1917.
3. Russia is fighting a defensive war 
against a Nato attempt to break up 
the Russian federation and/or bring it 
under USA control - a step towards a 
US war against China.
4. Should we support a Russian 
victory? Certainly a necessary debate 
on the socialist left.

The Putin government is anti-
working class, controlled by Russian 
capital. Its ideology is Russian 
nationalism. It has no useful appeal 
to make to Ukrainian workers and 
any suggestion that Ukraine has no 
right to exist as an independent state 
is reactionary. The Russian state is 
a regime based on the destruction of 
1917 and the destruction of workers’ 
unity.

However, Russia is not an 
imperialist state and has no project to 
try and become the world imperialist 
hegemon. But any attempt by Putin to 
go beyond the Donbas and Crimea to 
seize other territory should be opposed 
by socialists. A democratic solution to 
the national question in Ukraine is 
needed. Putin is incapable of defeating 
imperialism - only holding it at bay 
for a while. The working class in 
Russia needs to overthrow Putin to 
win workers’ unity in the region and 
defeat the imperialist offensive. Only 
the working class movement has an 
anti-imperialist dynamic - there is no 
other real consistent anti-imperialist 
force on the planet.

So, in Russia, no support for the 
Russian state or the pro-imperialist 
opposition (Navalny, etc). For a 
socialist revolution to defeat the 
imperialist offensive.
Sandy McBurney
Glasgow

Dog fights?
In the last Weekly Worker we had Dave 
Vincent’s review of Dave Douglass’s 
book of the latter’s articles appearing 
in the paper. The review opens: “The 
Weekly Worker is so unique on the 
left for publishing letters and articles 
even against their stances on particular 
issues that a regular contributor has 
produced a book of a selection of his 
articles/reviews that have appeared in 
the paper!” In the same issue, we had 
Bruno Kretzschmar’s letter, where he 
writes of “back-alleyway dog fights”.

Perhaps comrade Kretzschmar 
feels that only those letters that he 
finds useful should be included. As 
above, there are letters and articles 
even against the stances of the Weekly 
Worker, but the paper retains the right 
to a robust defence - or even a robust 
attack - against some of these letters 
and articles. Again, as above, the 
Weekly Worker is unique on the left for 
allowing this kind of debate at all.

So, what are the “dog fights” that 
the comrade finds so troublesome? We 
have Lawrence Parker - a long-time 
and respected contributor to the paper - 
accused by Gerry Downing of, among 
other things, being a ‘Stalinophile’. 
This is quite an insult: if true it would 
undermine comrade Parker’s valuable 
writings - and Communist Forum 

appearances. However, comrade 
Parker goes to some trouble to refute 
Downing’s several allegations and 
to let us know that he will not be 
bothering to respond to such drivel in 
future.

The other ‘dog fight’ mentioned is 
that between Tony Greenstein and Jack 
Conrad. Tony Greenstein is a valued 
contributor to the Weekly Worker, but 
on some issues there is disagreement 
- very profound disagreement, I think 
both sides would agree. In this case it 
is about the position of the left on the 
war in Ukraine.

Without going into the details - they 
are there in recent issues - I think that 
most of us would agree that this is quite 
an important topic on which to hold 
and put forward principled arguments 
in this period. The position of the 
CPGB and the Weekly Worker is not 
the majority position on the left at the 
moment: “back-alleyway dog fights” 
would seem to be the order of the day.

It is explained that these two fights 
are merely examples of a worrying habit 
in letters, and comrade Kretzschmar 
thinks that “we should be addressing 
those incalculably more urgent matters 
and associated considerations thrown 
up by our current world”. While I think 
that the matters in contention here have 
some degree of urgency, I also believe 
that he will find on other pages of the 
paper the other urgent matters that he 
refers to.

He wants us to be “keeping that 
‘weather eye’ out on attracting new 
recruits to our tattered ranks”. Perhaps 
we should trim our sails a little, as other 
left groups do - not with any notable 
success, it may be mentioned. No, we 
face “urgent matters” in the world and 
pretty much everyone says, “the left 
is weak”, which is unfortunately only 
too true. Little glimmers of apparent 
light - leftish governments elected, 
mass movements initiated - are to be 
welcomed, but have yet to develop into 
real change in the world.

We need mass parties of the 
working class attracted to principled 
programmes. Part of that struggle 
for the CPGB is in allowing open 
discussion in our paper - and that 
includes a strong response to nonsense.
Jim Nelson
email

Not defeated
I always enjoy Esen Uslu’s articles 
on Turkey, the Kurds and the wider 
region. But Esen is surely completely 
mistaken in his latest article when he 
refers to “the defeat and dissolution of 
the Kurdish YPG (People’s Defence 
Units)” (‘A bazaar mentality’, 
May 19). I do follow Kurdish affairs 
quite closely and am as certain as I can 
be there has been no such “dissolution” 
whatsoever. Similarly, what “defeat”? 
Yes, of course, the YPG has had 
setbacks and taken casualties, but 
“defeat”? No.

Esen may be referring to the fact 
that the YPG and the YPJ (Women’s 
Protection Units) are now part of the 
wider alliance of the Syrian Democratic 
Forces (SDF), but, far from having 
been ‘dissolved’, they played a leading 
role in its establishment and continue 
to exercise a leading political and 
military role within the SDF today, and 
as distinct formations.

I am pleased Esen refers to them 
as Kurdish freedom fighters, as that 
is exactly what they are. The YPG, 
YPJ and the SDF played a vital role, 
acting on behalf of all humanity, 
helping ensure the complete territorial 
defeat of the terroristic and barbaric 
Islamic State, and are now helping 
resist increasing Turkish invasion and 
occupation in northern Syria.

They are politically progressive, 
advocating a form of highly devolved 
and ultra-democratic socialism. 
Originally informed by Marxism-
Leninism, this now seems to owe more 
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Dictating to the estate
Until Sunday June 12: Performance, Maxilla Social Club,
2a Maxilla Walk, London W10. Dictating to the estate is a 
documentary play by Nathaniel McBride about events leading up to 
the Grenfell Tower fire. Presented by Special Measures. Directed by 
Lisa Goldman and Natasha Langridge. Tickets £15 (£7.50).
ticketsource.co.uk/Special-Measures/dictating-to-the-estate/e-rxzyjz.
After Child Q, police out of our schools
Saturday June 11, 11am: ‘Conference for the Black Child’, Stoke 
Newington School, Clissold Road, London N16. The horrific 
treatment of Child Q by police exposes the reality of institutional 
racism in education. The angry response by students, parents and 
teachers shows the capacity to organise and demand real change.
Organised by Stand Up To Racism:
www.facebook.com/events/700064841308952.
Priced out: public renters’ meeting
Saturday June 11, 11am: Public meeting, Friends Meeting House, 
Ship Street, Brighton BN1. Rent too high? Facing eviction? About 
to be priced out? Discuss barriers low-income renters face, and what 
the council should do to address them. Put questions and suggestions 
directly to housing leads at Brighton and Hove City Council.
Organised by ACORN Brighton - Union for the community:
www.facebook.com/events/316683280639806.
No knighthood for Tony Blair
Monday June 13, 1pm: Protest at the annual Garter Day 
procession. Assemble Victoria statue, Castle Hill, Windsor SL4. 
Blair should be facing a war crimes trial, but instead he will be 
joining the queen to receive a knighthood. 
Organised by Stop the War Coalition:
www.facebook.com/events/1308840929629128.
Introduction to radical anthropology
Tuesday June 14, 6.30pm: Series of talks on social and biological 
anthropology. This talk is online only, via Zoom: ‘Decolonising 
the state? Indigenous local politics and the Bolivian movement for 
socialism’. Speaker: Matthew Doyle.
Organised by Radical Anthropology Group:
www.facebook.com/events/1064753724077335.
Oppose war drive against Russia and China
Wednesday June 15, 7pm: Public meeting, Pearce Institute,
840-60 Govan Road, South Side, Govan G51. Britain out of Nato. 
Remove all sanctions on Russia. Withdraw all British troops from 
eastern Europe and end all military supplies to the region.
Organised by Glasgow Against Nato Action Committee:
www.facebook.com/groups/505516981059862.
The battle for democracy in Britain and Ireland
Thursday June 16, 6pm: Weekly online education series, covering 
the history of republican ideas and their link to socialism. This talk: 
‘Challenging the state-republicanism in the 1860s and 1870s’. 
Speaker: Steve Freeman. Organised by Labour Left Alliance:
www.facebook.com/events/2861587017467324.
Socialists, sabotage and the secret state
Thursday June 16, 6.30pm: Public meeting, St Annes Soho,
55 Dean Street, London W1. Discussion on the undercover policing 
inquiry and what it has revealed. Speakers include Lindsey German, 
core participant in the spy cops inquiry, and Donna McLean, author 
of Small town girl: love, lies and the undercover police.
Organised by Counterfire: www.facebook.com/policespiesoutoflives.
We demand better
Saturday June 18, 10.30am: National demonstration. Assemble 
outside BBC, Portland Place, London W1, then march to Parliament 
Square for rally. Working people have had enough. Everything’s 
going up but our wages. Tell this government: we demand better!
Organised by the TUC: www.tuc.org.uk/DemandBetter.
Orgreave 38th anniversary
Saturday June 18, 1pm: March and rally. Assemble City Hall, 
Barkers Pool, Sheffield S1. Demand truth and justice for striking 
miners brutalised by the state at Orgreave on June 18 1984.
Organised by Orgreave Truth and Justice Campaign:
www.facebook.com/events/675109913744008.
Jarrow rebel town festival
Saturday June 25, 10.30am: Parade, speeches and musicians. 
Assemble pedestrian tunnel, Tyne Street, Jarrow NE32. Led by 
Felling Silver Band. Speakers include Jeremy Corbyn MP, Kate 
Osbourne MP and David John Douglass.
Organised by Follonsby Miners Lodge Banner Heritage and 
Community Association: www.facebook.com/FollonsbyBanner.
Revolution! a Marxist festival of ideas
Saturday June 25 and Sunday June 26: Online festival. Sessions 
include: Is globalisation over? / Capitalism and catastrophe: profits, 
pandemics and climate chaos / The new world disorder: against 
imperialism east and west / Fighting racism: Marxism vs identity 
politics. Free registration. Organised by Counterfire:
www.facebook.com/events/2221094694712613.
Marxism 2022
Friday July 1 to Sunday July 3: SWP annual school, Queen Mary 
University of London, 327 Mile End Road, London E1. Sessions 
include: System change, not climate change / BLM: Race, class and 
revolution / Is revolution possible in the 21st century? / Marxism, 
gender and trans liberation / Marx and Marxism today / Smashing 
sexism and the system / Palestine, Zionism and the fight for liberation / 
Imperialism and the growing threat of war. Tickets: day £20 (£10), 
full event £35 (£20). Organised by Socialist Workers Party:
www.facebook.com/events/1639302796431398.
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.

to theories of anarcho-communism and 
council communism - a sort of ‘left’ 
current within traditional communism.

More substantively, they stand for 
women’s liberation, genuine equality 
between the sexes, democratic equality, 
respect and unity between peoples 
of different ethnicities, nationalities, 
religions and none. Specifically, 
they advocate a secular, democratic 
and federalised Syria. They do not 
advocate the break-up of any existing 
nation-state, whether Syria, Turkey, 
Iraq or Iran. They are fighting for basic 
democratic, national, social and civil 
rights within those countries.

The Autonomous Administration 
of North and East Syria (AANES), 
also known as Rojava, was created in 
the vacuum left by the excision of the 
cancer of Islamic State.

In many ways, the YPG, YPJ 
and the HPG (the military wing of 
the Kurdistan Workers Party, the 
PKK) are present-day examples of 
the popular militias or arming of 
the people advocated by the Weekly 
Worker. Based on and organically 
part of the people, this gives them 
their very strength, resilience and 
capability. Whilst politics and the 
armed struggle are led by formally 
distinct organisations, there is a 
considerable overlap between them 
and full integration of military tactics 
and strategy within a wider political 
perspective and leadership.

Like many others, I questioned the 
temporary alliance between the SDF 
and US forces, but, given the Kurdish 
national liberation, democratic and 
military movements and the Kurdish 
people themselves were under 
genocidal attack by both Syria and 
Turkey, I don’t think they had much 
option and were right to do so if that 
meant survival.

Yes, some leading figures in the 
Syrian Democratic Council appeared 
to have been sucked into thinking of a 
more permanent alliance and, of course, 
US imperialism has its own aims and 
objectives, including the break-up of 
Syria and Iran, but that ‘deviation’ 
has been heavily challenged within 
the Kurdish liberation and democratic 
movement and is in the process of 
being corrected.

The genuine achievement and 
defence of basic Kurdish democratic, 
national and political rights in Syria has 
to be through a negotiated agreement 
with Damascus and as part of Syria. 
Interestingly, Russia, which played a 
key role in bolstering the Assad regime 
when under massive attack by western 
imperialism, also appears in recent 
times to have lent the SDF and allies 
crucial military and diplomatic support 
- helping prise them away from the 
US - and is strongly encouraging of 
a Kurdish solution within and part of 
Syria.
Andrew Northall
Kettering

Hidden legacy
According to an interview in the latest 
edition of the American socialist 
journal Against the Current, Peter 
Hudis, a professor of philosophy and 
humanities in Illinois, is collaborating 
in a collection of everything Rosa 
Luxemburg ever wrote - something 
which has not been done before.

One volume a year is being 
published by Verso Books in the 
USA (volume 4 is coming out now, 
volume 5 in 2023, and they are 
already working on volumes 6 and 
7, which will contain her writings 
on revolutionary strategy and 
organisation). The project started with 
a conference in South Africa - not 
specifically about Rosa Luxemburg 
- but ended up with collaborators 
from all over the world, including 
translators from German and Polish, 
working together from 2007.

There are interesting discussions 
throughout this three-page interview. 
One looks at the once-popular view 
that Luxemburg was not a feminist 

because she was a Marxist. There 
is still a difference of opinion as to 
whether the two are compatible. 
Hudis believes that some “are saying 
that the dichotomy of seeing her as 
a Marxist or as a feminist does not 
make a lot of sense”.

Hudis is interested in Rosa 
Luxemburg because she was “such 
an outstanding figure”, but there has 
never been a Luxemburg movement 
as such. She was, he avers, on 
the “margins of a lot of leftwing 
discussions in many parts of the 
world”. He goes on: “With Russia 
and China turning to the so-called 
‘free’ market after the failures of 
the command economies, here’s 
Luxemburg writing that there [is] 
an alternative to reformist social 
democracy and authoritarian 
revolutionary socialism”.

The collection begins with several 
volumes of Luxemburg’s economic 
writings, then her political writings. 
Another volume will contain 
economic essays and manuscripts 
that haven’t been translated into 
English before. One, written in Polish 
originally, which will feature in 
volume 4, “summarises the lessons 
of the three Russian dumas”. Hudis 
says that the material translated from 
Polish - some thousands of pages - will 
shed new light on the argument that 
Luxemburg was a “democrat versus 
others as hierarchical authoritarians”.

The volumes are organised 
thematicatically. There is one section 
on her political writings, with various 
sub-themes, such as her writings on 
the revolutions in 1905 and 1917. 
Three volumes cover ‘On revolution’, 
with a fourth on the way. Following 
is ‘Debates on revolutionary strategy 
and organisation’, which include 
debates she had with Eduard 
Bernstein, Karl Kautsky, Lenin and 
others. This will be four volumes with 
600 pages each. And then there are 
her cultural writings.

The volumes will be coming out 
in paperback as well, and are out 
on the internet. They are a labour of 
love, with all those involved doing 
their work gratis. The interview itself 
makes for interesting reading and I 
expect the volumes will be exceptional 
in their scope and quality. See www.
versobooks.com/books/1734-the-
complete-works-of-rosa-luxemburg.
Gaby Rubin
London

Stalinophilia
Lawrence Parker’s latest personalised 
attack on me is typified by the 
outrageous ageist and sexist remark 
at the end of his tirade (Letters, May 
5). I am “a tired old man, terminally 
addicted to the dubious art of playing 
snooker with a rope”. Furthermore, 
whilst denying he is a third-campist 
of Stalinist origins, he then confirms 
that that he was just that “as a much 
younger CPGB member” - that is 
presumably before he joined the 
Workers’ International League in 
the mid-1990s. His criticism of third 
campism - presumably his target 
is the Socialist Workers Party - is 
conjunctional: the SWP constantly 
seems to veer into supporting the ‘first 
camp’ and the politics of the ‘lesser 
evil’; they are simply not third-campist 
enough. In fact, that describes all 
third campists: as Trotsky explained 
in his conflict with Max Shachtman 
in 1939-40, “from a scratch to the 
danger of gangrene”. And Lawrence’s 
Stalinophilia is certainly more 
developed than anyone else that I have 
encountered in the CPGB.

Whilst the CPGB often refers 
favourably to aspects of Trotsky’s 
politics they agree with, I have seen 
very little from Lawrence on this, apart 
from his latest letter. I was surprised 
to learn that he was a member of the 
WIL in the mid-1990s - I certainly 
never encountered him when I was a 
member.

I joined the WIL from Tony 

Gard’s Revolutionary Internationalist 
League, when I decided they had 
become adherents of identity 
politics in conformity with the US 
Revolutionary Workers League and 
its leader, Leyland Sanderson. Two 
instances confirmed this for me. First 
was their opportunist relationship 
with one Chris Brind - simply 
because he was an out gay man who 
was therefore a revolutionary, they 
concluded. After the RWL funded his 
trips to the USA, Brind broke with the 
group and became a rightwing Labour 
councillor, voting through all the cuts 
demanded of the council at that time.

Second was Alex Olowade, who 
was a similar revolutionary because 
he was an out gay black man - the two 
essentials for being a revolutionary, 
it was implied. The RWL had a 
perspective of an alliance between the 
‘specially oppressed’ and the working 
class which strove for “the Democratic 
Dictatorship of the Proletariat and the 
Specially Oppressed”. After I resigned 
from the RIL there was a meeting 
to which he and Tony Gard came to 
defend me when I was sacked from 
Willesden bus garage. A fight broke 
out in the street between an Irish man 
and a black man for an unknown 
reason. A large crowd of West Indian 
onlookers spilled onto the street to 
watch, stopping all traffic. The Irish 
man was winning, and the black 
man pulled out a knife. “Cut him, 
cut him, cut him,” shouted Alex in 
great excitement. Fortunately, the 
watching West Indians were far more 
civilised. They immediately moved 
in and stopped the conflict they had 
been enjoying up to that point, thus 
potentially saving the Irishman’s life - 
and the black man from a life sentence. 
No police needed.

But I learned much from the RIL: 
“special oppression” as against class 
reductionism and the reaffirmation 
of the correct position of defeat of 
the British expeditionary fleet in the 
1981 Malvinas war. The Workers 
Revolutionary Party’s Mike Banda 
had defeated Gerry Healy’s line of 
neutrality in the conflict on this (not 
everything the WRP said and did was 
wrong). I learned after the split in 
1985 that most of the things we said 
about other groups were true, but also 
most of the things they said about us 
were also true. The RIL was part of 
the Trotskyist International Liaison 
Committee, that broke with both Sean 
Matgamna’s line of support for the 
fleet and Alan Thornett’s line of ‘a 
plague on both your houses’.

The WIL were far better and had a 
consistent line on special oppression, 
asserting that there were plenty 
of reactionary out gay men. They 
certainly did not have a position “as 
boringly Labourite as possible”, but 
developed a sophisticated line on 
the united front, on why work in the 
Labour Party was necessary when 
sufficient democracy prevailed. 
It is true that they collapsed into 
Labourism; I broke with them over 
that. They now publish (the original) 
Labour Briefing with others. They are 
simply a left reformist outfit with no 
revolutionary aspirations whatsoever.

As for the farcical sentence, “The 
WIL leadership weren’t horrible or 
spiteful people, but their attitude to 
Downing was akin to keeping a small 
child occupied in a hidden playpen 
with very soft toys”, as proof of what a 
pathetic idiot I am, I would respond to 
that with the old Gaelic saying, ‘Dúirt 
bean liom go ndúirt bean léi’ (‘A 
woman told me that another woman 
told her’). I met a man yesterday who 
told me that Lawrence Parker was the 
biggest Stalinist scoundrel going: I 
might be lying and who could prove I 
was not telling the truth?

I will pit my history of struggle for 
revolutionary politics after the 1985 
WRP split with Lawrence’s any time 
he wants.
Gerry Downing
Socialist Fight

https://www.ticketsource.co.uk/Special-Measures/dictating-to-the-estate/e-rxzyjz
https://www.facebook.com/events/700064841308952
https://www.facebook.com/events/316683280639806
https://www.facebook.com/events/1308840929629128
https://www.facebook.com/events/1064753724077335
https://www.facebook.com/groups/505516981059862
https://www.facebook.com/events/2861587017467324
https://www.facebook.com/policespiesoutoflives
https://www.tuc.org.uk/DemandBetter
https://www.facebook.com/events/675109913744008
https://www.facebook.com/FollonsbyBanner
https://www.facebook.com/events/2221094694712613
https://www.facebook.com/events/1639302796431398
https://www.versobooks.com/books/1734-the-complete-works-of-rosa-luxemburg
https://www.versobooks.com/books/1734-the-complete-works-of-rosa-luxemburg
https://www.versobooks.com/books/1734-the-complete-works-of-rosa-luxemburg
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Tony, the futurologist
The repeatedly delayed Future of Britain event is no threat to Sir Keir, but its ‘big ideas’ are utterly inadequate 
in the face of the problems they purport to address, writes Paul Demarty

One of the more obvious 
points against the system of 
bourgeois politics is the sort 

of people who survive it in good 
shape.

Can there really be a potential 
role - even in the backrooms and 
corridors of power - for Tony Blair? 
After everything - the disasters of 
Iraq and Afghanistan, the relentless 
lies, the toe-curling Tony’n’Cherie 
Christmas cards? Can this man really 
presume to return from a political 
retirement spent in the extremely 
profitable company of murderous 
dictators and rapacious corporations 
to lecture us all about ‘progressive 
values’?

Of course he can - the very 
same deficiencies that caused him 
to commit such crimes hide them 
from his view. If it could not stop 
him signing onto discreditable 
wars of mass destruction, Blair’s 
conscience will hardly stop him 
organising conferences to tell the 
British political class what it should 
do if it wants to repeat the glorious 
successes of Basra and Helmand. 
So we await, with some trepidation, 
the repeatedly delayed Future of 
Britain event, organised by Blair, 
together with his cronies, minions 
and chums. The speaking roster 
is a comprehensive field guide to 
‘centrist’ arrogance - including Blair 
himself, of course, but also Tory-
remoaners David Gauke and Rory 
Stewart, ex-Labour Blairites like 
Luciana Berger, and US neoliberal 
heavyweights like Larry Summers.

Galaxy brain
Blair spelled out the case for this 
event in a talk at Imperial College 
London back in January, such as it is. 
In fairness to the old boy, his outlook 
seems a little more substantial than 
the insipid whingings of Labour 
leader Keir Starmer in his now-
forgotten ‘ideas pamphlet’, The 
road ahead. There have been three 
“revolutions” in British politics, 
says Blair - “Brexit; the technology 
revolution; and a climate ambition 
which foresees a unique transition 
to being carbon-neutral in the power 
sector in just over a decade and the 
whole country in 25 years”. (Climate 
ambition is a funny way to put it - 
perhaps Mr Tony has been spending 
too much time among those tedious 
‘entrepreneurs’ who use the word 
‘opportunity’ instead of ‘crisis’.) In 
order to avoid “relegating ourselves 
to a league which is poorer, less 
prosperous and less powerful”, we 
need big plans to radically change 
how the British government works 
and is funded.1

Presumably this conference is 
supposed to deliver all these ideas, 
but Blair certainly has an idea of 
what should be among them. On 
certain points, he is quite clear: his 
long-time ardour for biometric ID 
cards has not been cooled by all 
that time he has spent giving advice 
to police-state tyrants - it is the 
only “sensible” way to stop illegal 
immigration, apparently. Meeting 
climate targets will require us to 
“double electricity supply; replace 
the present heating systems in 10 
million homes; turn 20 million 
fossil-fuel cars into scrap and buy 
new EVs; and boost renewables 
by 4x the present rate” (and build 
a bunch of new nuclear plants, and 
use gas in the transition period). On 
others - the ‘affordability’ of the 
health service and pension system - 
our grinning guru is more discreet.

We will return to Blair’s Big 
Thoughts in due course, but back 
to the conference stage for now. No 
end of effort has been expended on 
getting one other big name on the 
list - that of Emmanuel Macron. 
The French president, recently re-
elected, is the main glimmer of 
hope for Blairoid centrists on the 
global scene; and the enthusiastic 
courting of him for this event has 
led to a lot of speculation that this 
conference will be the founding 
of a new centrist party modelled 
on Macron’s La République En 
Marche! - for once, we are inclined 
to take Blair at his word that no 
such thing is forthcoming, but the 
point remains. If the notoriously 
combustible French population 
can deliver a two-term, centrist-
neoliberal regime, why should it be 
so difficult to arrange in Britain?

The specific form of LREM! is 
not an easy thing to reproduce, of 
course. The constitutional structure 
of the UK - with its parliamentary 
government and first-past-the-post 
electoral system - does not allow 
a single individual to break out of 
the two-party system, as Macron 
did through the French monarchical 
presidency. (Donald Trump, who 
won the Republican candidacy 
and then the presidency in open 
defiance of his notional party’s 
elder statesmen, would be another 
example of the phenomenon.) In this 
country, ‘centrist’ third parties are 
periodically formed to great fanfare, 
before they are mercilessly crushed 
by the intense two-party bias of the 
voting system. The one example 
of a third party breaking through - 
that of the Labour Party a century 
ago - was unimaginable without the 
victory of universal male and then 
female suffrage; the party and the 
franchise were both achievements 
of a workers’ movement on the rise. 

Shallow media froth, it seems, just 
does not do the job. The most recent 
- and perhaps the most farcical - 
failure was Change UK, formerly 
the Independent Group, which was 
cobbled together from disgruntled 
Blairites like Berger and Chuka 
Umunna and Tory remainers like 
Anna Soubry in the summer of 
2019, but had already been wound 
up by the end of that year!

At the very same time, however, 
Jeremy Corbyn was finally deposed 
as Labour leader after the 2019 
electoral disaster. The resulting 
selection of clean-cut ‘moderate’ 
Keir Starmer as leader has restored 
a kind of zombie Blairism to the 
upper reaches of the Labour Party. 
The utter failure of the Labour left’s 
perspectives, combined with its 
opportunism and cowardice in the 
face of rightwing smears, has given 
Starmer a free hand to do more or 
less what he likes; and one of the 
things he has done is bring people 
like Blair and prince of darkness 
Peter Mandelson back into the 
fold. Why form a new party, when 
Corbyn and his defeated colleagues 
have gift-wrapped you the old one?

So perhaps Blair has his vehicle. 
Labour, at present, is on course to 
become the largest party in a hung 
parliament, which in a sense is 
Blair’s ideal outcome. He always 
wanted to reverse the split of the 
Labour Party from the Liberals, 
but was in that respect a victim of 
his own overwhelming success in 
1997. Thus perhaps he could win 
the final transformation of Labour 
into - well, we would say a social-
liberal party, but Blairism in power 
was one long series of insults to 
the ‘metropolitan liberal elite’, 
from asbos to draconian anti-terror 
laws, to those ID cards Blair is 
still so keen on. He backs Starmer 
publicly, but warns him off overly 

“woke” gesture politics, and would 
clearly prefer a return to the nakedly 
manipulative gutter tactics of 
former lackeys like David Blunkett, 
Phil Woolas and the rest.

Negative sum
But for all the British focus here - the 
Future of Britain, the Britain Project 
ostensibly in charge of it and so on - 
this is clearly something that succeeds 
or fails as part of far wider political 
dynamics. In its ‘reforming’ days, the 
fascist British National Party would 
invite Jean-Marie Le Pen over from 
France to give them lessons in brand-
detoxification; the endless entreaties to 
Macron on the part of the ‘Britainists’ 
must surely have something of the 
same logic. The rise of Le Pen - and, of 
course, especially his more palatable 
daughter, Marine - was an early step of 
a revival of the far right in the advanced 
capitalist countries; and indeed the 
brief purple patch of the BNP was 
much the same in this country. Blair’s 
confidence that a revival of neoliberal 
technocratic ‘good governance’ is the 
wave of the future is a bet that the wave 
has already broken in France.

Purely on empirical grounds, there 
is reason to doubt this. Macron is not 
popular; Le Pen’s vote has actually 
increased, as has that of the left-
reformist, Jean-Luc Mélenchon. The 
other glimmer of hope on the sensible 
centrist horizon - the election of Joe 
Biden to replace Trump in 2020 - 
presents an ever grimmer picture, 
with the Biden administration unable 
to deliver any of its ‘big’ policies, 
and likely to get beaten badly in the 
midterm elections this autumn. Blair’s 
attitude - we need more policies and 
less ‘politics’ (meaning energy spent 
on fundamental principles) - is almost 
comically out of step with the times.

How so? In boom years, capitalism 
can appear to be a ‘positive sum’ game: 
the rising tide lifts all boats, although 

the lift can be almost undetectable 
if there is not a strong workers’ 
movement to coerce a share of the pie 
from the rulers. The history of the last 
decade and a half, however, is one of 
financial catastrophe, followed by a 
recovery (powered almost entirely by 
asset price bubbles), followed by a 
pandemic- and war-induced recession 
whose depth and seriousness is as 
yet incalculable. In such situations, 
capitalism becomes a negative-sum 
game, especially between nation-
states. A deeply-internationalised 
bourgeois elite is dragged into the 
territory of national chauvinism, and 
hopes to secure its privileges along the 
resulting bumpy rides.

So it must be for Blair - who is of 
Scottish extraction, but friend equally 
to the American hedge fund manager 
and the Kazakh secret policeman. 
The trouble is that - for all his joy 
in slaying sacred cows - his major 
priorities are simply dead letters as 
policies for Britain. He lists out a 
whole slew of climate policies that 
he openly admits will burn a hole in 
the treasury, but there is no point to 
implementing them if other nations do 
not do the same thing. We only have 
the one Earth - and Britain replacing 
its entire petrol car fleet with electric 
vehicles will not save us from rising 
sea levels if nobody else does. (And, 
of course, not everyone can - there is 
not enough lithium in the entire world 
for the batteries required to replace 
even close to the sum total of existing 
private vehicles). Why should the 
next Donald Trump - hell, the last 
Donald Trump, since his re-election 
in 2024 is hardly unlikely - not tear 
up any and all climate commitments 
again, calling them a bad deal and 
what have you?

So Blair’s key example of the 
things we are not doing because of 
political dysfunction is hardly a bad 
one, but ultimately tells against his 
whole project: there are objective 
limits to what can be done that have to 
do with the whole historical rhythm of 
capitalism. Should Starmer succeed in 
bringing Blairism back to high office, 
he will govern a country just as much 
driven towards beggar-thy-neighbour 
policy as the one he replaced; and, in 
the end, all Blair’s brilliant ideas will 
be abandoned to the gnawing criticism 
of the mice.

Politico reported that the conference 
organisers approached a certain 
Elon Musk for funding,2 and there 
is something appropriate about that. 
Musk is, after all, a climate-change-era 
billionaire, selling the (pipe) dream of 
a private electric vehicle for everyone. 
That and his various other white-
elephant projects seem to bespeak 
a boundless optimism. Yet the most 
ambitiously ludicrous of them all is to 
colonise Mars, candidly on the basis 
that we have screwed Earth up too 
much and a billionaire’s got to look 
after number one and find a new place 
to throw his weight around.

Blair’s programme has something 
of the same structure - on the surface, 
panegyrics to technological progress 
and the TED Talk’s canned can-do 
attitude; but everywhere under the 
surface a perception of decline, of 
being ‘relegated’ to the lower leagues, 
and a fear that it might already be too 
late l

paul.demarty@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1. thebritainproject.co.uk/news/the-future-of-
britain-in-an-era-of-the-three-revolutions.
2. www.politico.eu/article/tony-blairs-new-
centrist-program-just-dont-call-it-a-party.
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No third party: Sir Keir has nothing to fear
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MOMENTUM

Under false colours
Jon Lansman’s departure and the advent of a new regime held out the promise of radical change. Clive Dean of 
Labour Party Marxists tells the sorry tale of bureaucratic control, missed opportunities and political cynicism

The process of ‘refounding 
Momentum’ that began with 
the departure of founder/

chair/owner Jon Lansman has 
recently concluded with a raft of 
17 organisational changes designed 
to ‘restore decision-making’ to 
members.1

However, these changes do 
not amount to rolling back the 
constitution imposed on the 
organisation in 2017 following 
Lansman’s coup. In particular there 
will be no representative democracy 
based on local groups, regions and 
delegate conferences. The changes 
leave in place the atomised online 
voting process for members’ 
involvement, where click-based 
choices provide no opportunity for 
real participation in meaningful 
debates.

Momentum emerged in 2015 
from Jeremy Corbyn’s successful 
leadership campaign. By 2016, 
when I joined, there was talk of 
20,000 members organised in local 
groups all over the country. In my 
local group, meetings attracted 20-
30 people - both members and some 
frightened political opponents. We 
held policy debates and organised 
left slates for elections within the 
Constituency Labour Party. Later 
that year I attended a regional 
meeting of Momentum, where 
delegates from a dozen active local 
groups exchanged experiences and 
established comradely connections 
for future campaigns. Like many 
regions we used the Loomio 
platform to collaborate and develop 
coordinated interventions.

There was an air of confidence 
within the Labour left at that time. 
Preparations were well in hand 
for the first Momentum delegate 
conference and leadership elections 
in early 2017. Then on October 28 
2016 Jon Lansman staged his coup, 
using the steering committee to 
cancel a meeting of the body it 
was subordinate to, the executive 
committee.2

With the full support of Jeremy 
Corbyn and others in the Socialist 
Campaign Group of MPs he went on 
to cancel all the preparations for the 
conference and then introduced a new 
constitution, abolishing the regions 
and downgrading the role of local 
groups. Lansman used a members’ 
survey to claim endorsement for 
his new constitution, ensuring he 
kept control of his private property. 
Naturally, the dynamism and 
enthusiasm of Momentum quickly 
drained away, along with the 
members and the local groups.

Momentum became just another 
lifeless campaign, with all decisions 
taken at the top, and, despite the 
veneer of digital democracy, a 
membership reduced to the role 
of canvassing fodder. The oh-so-
close general election result in 2017 
obscured the decline, but with the 
2019 election disaster, followed 
by Sir Keir’s victory as Labour’s 
leader, Momentum needed a serious 
overhaul.

Forward
In May 2020 Lansman announced 
his departure and the overhaul began. 
Things had got so bad that the rest 
of the existing leadership decided a 
new image was required. Their slate 
for the June 2020 elections to the 
national coordinating group (NCG 
- Momentum’s leading committee) 
adopted the brand, ‘Momentum 
Renewal’, and promised changes. 

But instead the fresher faces on the 
new ‘Forward Momentum’ slate won 
all 20 seats in the members’ ballot.3 
The old guard had to make do with 
the remaining 14 NGC seats, elected 
or appointed by other routes.

The Forward Momentum pitch 
picked up on some of the grievances 
within the organisation:

Too many decisions have been 
made in back rooms, unwanted 
candidates have been imposed on 
local groups, and bold socialist 
strategy has been abandoned, 
often for no strategy at all. 
Momentum is failing because of 
this. Members have left in droves 
and trust in the organisation is at 
an all-time low. We are standing 
to change this.4

The process of meetings and 
consultations seemed to drag on 
for ages, but by May this year the 
refounding proposals were ready 
to be voted on by the membership 
- online, of course. Yes, there were 
17 subjects where a choice was 
required, sometimes with three or 
four options, and very brief technical 
‘supporting arguments’ to clarify 
the wording. But, having gone 
through each vote, and selecting the 
most radical in terms of member 
participation, you were left at the end 
with the distinct feeling that nothing 
fundamental would come of it all, 
that really it was just about tinkering 
with the details.

To illustrate, the topic of the 
first vote was ‘A Momentum 
convention’. This was the nearest 
we would be offered to a sovereign 
annual national delegate conference. 
There were four options here:
1 A convention of all members every 
two years to debate and vote on 
campaigning priorities;
2 As 1, but with delegates rather than 
all members;
3 An online convention of all 
members, but with voting deferred 
until later to allow offline members 
to participate; 4 No convention 
- existing routes to influence 
Momentum policy would remain.

The result for this vote was a win 
for option 1, with 41% support. We 
were not told how many members 
voted for it, or how much support the 
other options received.

Briefly, other decisions included:
n Allowing members to decide 
who Momentum endorses in leader/
deputy leader elections (backing 
Angela Rayner rather than Richard 
Burgon for deputy leader did not go 
down well).
n The re-introduction of the regional 
level of organisation - though this 

is very much for ‘coordinating’ 
and ‘helping’ rather than decision-
making.
n Providing a formal framework for 
Momentum local groups, including 
many requirements and standards 
they have to meet - thus providing 
a convenient stick to use against 
troublesome opposition: “Local 
Momentum groups that do not meet 
these standards will be transitioned 
to ‘Groups in recess’”!
n Momentum endorsement of 
candidates in selection processes 
to be decided by local groups. This 
seems obvious but caused a few rows 
during the Lansman era.
n Also included are some 
requirements for MP/councillor 
accountability - absolutely a good 
idea, but hard to enforce, I think.
n Single transferable vote rather 
than ‘first past the post’ in NCG 
elections, which ironically should 
prevent a repeat of the 2020 result 
referred to above!
n Finally an attempt to ensure that all 
members are nominally in a group, 
even when they are miles from a 
functioning local organisation.

Here the supporting arguments 
were revealing. We learnt that 
“Only a very small percentage of 
Momentum members are currently 
organised in local groups”; and 
“Very few Momentum members 
fall in the catchment area for a local 
Momentum group (approximately 
less than five percent)”. My logical 
deduction from these two statements 
is that Momentum is now a collection 
of dispersed individuals rather than 
an organised political force.

Today
On June 13 Momentum will open 
nominations for this year’s NCG 
elections, with voting beginning on 
June 28. So far two slates are known 
to be standing: last time’s winners are 
now branded as ‘Your Momentum’, 
and they are being challenged by 
‘Momentum Organisers’. Hopefully 
we will be able to report on some 
real political differences during the 
campaign.

The turnout in 2020 was 8,580. 
Given that the last two years have 
been dominated by Starmer’s reign 
of terror against the Labour left, 
we should expect a much smaller 
involvement this time. Indeed many 
groups that share Momentum’s 
terrain are struggling to survive. 
Momentum’s insistence on Labour 
Party membership will not help 
here either, given the large number 
of activists who have either been 
expelled or hounded out of the party, 
with hardly a whimper of protest from 
Momentum.

Where Momentum is still having 
an impact is in its promotion of The 
World Transformed - the major Labour 
left fringe umbrella that accompanies 
the annual party conference. Last 
year at Brighton it hosted 120 events, 
and it is now gearing up for Liverpool 
in September this year. Momentum 
also provides training courses for 
its membership, to enable them to 
function better as organisers within 
the milieu of protest politics, and 
to oil the career paths of would-be 
councillors and MPs (though maybe 
having Momentum on your CV could 
be an impediment just now!). In this 
educational activity Momentum 
is partnered (organisationally and 
financially) by the Berlin-based 
Rosa Luxemburg Foundation. Indeed 
Deborah Hermanns, who was elected 
to the NCG in 2020, is listed as an 
employee at the London office of the 
RLF.

The RLF functions as a vehicle for 
the German Left Party (Die Linke) 
to receive millions of euros from 

the German state. With this funding 
it promotes political research and 
education activities around the world 
- it has offices in over 20 countries. 
The link between Momentum and 
the RLF is a cosy fit politically - left 
reformism with a radical edge of 
anti-racism, feminism, pacifism and 
climate justice, so Momentum is a 
fortunate beneficiary here.

However, for genuine Marxists 
such a relationship would be 
problematic. First, we pride ourselves 
on our financial and political 
independence. In our movement 
there are too many examples 
of revolutionary politics being 
abandoned by parties which became 
dependent on direct or indirect 
government funding, whatever the 
government. Second, the legacy 
of Rosa Luxemburg projected by 
the RLF - ‘democratic socialism’, 
coupled with identity politics - is 
in complete contrast to the real 
Rosa Luxemburg: a communist 
revolutionary who fought against 
opportunism in the German Social 
Democratic Party, and an ally of Lenin 
who was committed to spreading the 
Bolshevik revolution beyond Russia 
to the heart of European capitalism.

Dare I suggest a session on 
‘Rosa Luxembourg, the party and 
proletarian revolution’ for this year’s 
The World Transformed? l

Notes
1. labourlist.org/2022/05/momentum-unveils-
democratic-changes-passed-in-refounding-
process.
2. See ‘Sole director wants to dispense with 
representative democracy’ Weekly Worker 
November 3 2016: weeklyworker.co.uk/
worker/1129/sole-director-wants-to-dispense-
with-representativ.
3. labourlist.org/2020/07/victory-for-forward-
momentum-candidates-as-lansman-steps-
down.
4. labourlist.org/2020/06/forward-
momentum-our-bold-vision-for-change-a-
plan-to-rebuild-momentum.

Online Communist Forum

Sunday June 12 5pm 
Marxist feminism and Lise Vogel 

reconsidered 
Speaker: Anne McShane

Sunday June 19 5pm 
A week in politics - political report from 
CPGB’s Provisional Central Committee 

and discussion
Use this link to join the meeting: 
communistparty.co.uk/ocf-register

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

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

Far fewer members and hardly any organised local groups
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Guns, class and social decay
After the Uvalde school massacre the question of gun control has once again topped the political agenda. 
But, argues Daniel Lazare, do not expect anything much to change

W ith US gun fatalities 
running at more than 
45,000 per year, the 19 

children and two adults who died 
in the May 24 school massacre in 
Uvalde, Texas, were barely a blip 
on the radar screen. Nationwide, 
six times as many Americans die 
each day from gun violence, while 
27 times as many kids aged 14 and 
younger die per year. Sixty-nine 
times as many children perish in 
road accidents, so what’s the big 
deal?

The answer, of course, is that 
it is not just the deaths that are 
so upsetting, tragic as they are. 
Rather, it is the fact that Uvalde is 
a milestone in an ongoing political 
crisis that is clearly reaching 
breaking point.

The shootings have left the 
country in state of shock for at least 
three reasons. One is the fact that, 
even though the shooter was too 
young to buy a beer - the Texas 
drinking age is 21 - he was able 
to visit a gun store and, with no 
questions asked, emerge with two 
assault rifles, plus 375 rounds of 
ammunition, within days of turning 
18.

A second is the Keystone Kops 
response. In a state that romanticises 
the Wild West gunslinger, more 
than 140 police officers ended up 
standing around for as long as 77 
minutes, twiddling their thumbs, 
while parents raged and screamed 
and bodies continued piling up 
inside. Communications broke 
down, the police chief did not 
even have a radio and, although 
state police, border agents and 
local officers were all on hand, 
responsibility somehow fell to a 
tiny department of school cops, 
consisting of just half a dozen 
officers, that was plainly out of its 
depth.

Finally, as a terrified girl dialled 
911 (the emergency dispatch 
number) and whispered that children 
were dying all around her, an ad hoc 
group of officers disobeyed orders 
and charged into the classroom 
on their own. The last thing they 
heard before unlocking the door 
and shooting the gunman was a 
command crackling in an earpiece 
saying: do not breach.1

Another detail has drawn 
attention as well. Even though 
gunman Salvador Ramos was 
so obviously troubled that co-
workers at a local fast-food outlet 
nicknamed him “school shooter”, 
no-one intervened. No social 
worker contacted his parents, no 
psychologist sat him down for a talk, 
no-one did anything. Republican 
governor Greg Abbott, who has 
made removing gun restrictions his 
trademark, told a press conference 
a day after the killings that “we as 
a state … need to do a better job 
with mental health”. What he forgot 
to mention is that, a month earlier, 
he had slashed $211 million from 
the Texas mental-health budget in 
a state that was already dead last in 
the US in terms of access to mental 
healthcare.2

As the voiceover says in Blood 
simple, the classic 1984 Coen 
Brothers movie about Texas 
carnage, “Now in Russia they got it 
mapped out, so that everyone pulls 
for everyone else. That’s the theory, 
anyway. But what I know about is 
Texas. Down here, you’re on your 
own.”

The state lacked any ability to 
spot trouble beforehand, it facilitated 
the rampage by providing instant 

access to advanced weaponry, and it 
failed to intervene, once the blood 
started to flow. State officials have 
no answer to such slaughter except 
to extend the usual “thoughts and 
prayers” - and to keep their fingers 
crossed that the next massacre 
happens on someone else’s watch.

Epidemic
Meanwhile, the gun epidemic 
continues to rage. Gun sales in the US 
have tripled over the last 20 years, the 
gun fatality rate has risen 35%, while 
an estimated 390 million firearms 
are now in private hands - three guns 
for every two adults. Internationally, 
America’s gun fatality rate is off the 
charts: ie, five times that of France 
relative to population, six times that of 
Canada, 14 times that of Australia, and 
15 times that of Germany.3

Bullets are flying as a consequence. 
Including Uvalde, 12 ‘mass murders’ 
(defined as any incident in which 
four or more victims are killed) 
have occurred so far this year. There 
have been 246 ‘mass shootings’ 
(any incident in which four or more 
victims are killed or wounded) over 
the same period. Last weekend alone 
saw 11 mass shootings; a gun battle 
in Philadelphia that left three people 
dead and a dozen wounded; a shooting 
in Saginaw, Michigan, that killed 
three and wounded two more; a bar 
shooting in Chattanooga, Tennessee, 
that claimed two other lives; and so 
on.

Yet nothing can be done. 
Newspapers ask priests and rabbis for 
words of wisdom about “a nation that 
has learned to live with mass shooting 
after mass shooting”, yet no-one has 
anything remotely sensible to say.4 Joe 
Biden is also at a loss. “Why? Why are 
we willing to live with this carnage?” 
he asked shortly after the news 
arrived. “Why do we keep letting this 
happen?”

The reason is simple: no-one knows 
how to make it stop. Even though 
Congress is now going through the 
motions of hammering out yet another 
bipartisan gun deal, it is a foregone 
conclusion that it is all a charade and 
that whatever it comes up with will be 
ineffectual at best. Washington has no 
problem allocating billions of dollars 
for the neo-Nazi Azov battalion 
in Ukraine. But, when it comes to 
preventing murder and mayhem at 
home, it is at a loss.

So why is the United States so 
helpless? The reason is not that 
Americans are weak and foolish or 
lack “backbone”, as Biden put it. 
Rather, it is a political structure that 

is in growing disarray. Congress has 
been gridlocked for a generation, an 
ancient artefact known as the Electoral 
College has overturned the popular 
vote in two of the last six presidential 
elections, Washington has already 
seen one attempted coup d’état, and 
speculation is growing that a second is 
on the way.

The parallels with the 1850s are 
striking except for one thing. Where 
secession might once have served 
as an escape hatch, the Civil War of 
1861-65 effectively closed it off. As a 
result, there is no way out, as a second 
war between the states reaches fever 
pitch. The two sides are like scorpions 
trying to sting one another to death 
inside a closed bottle.

Otherwise, the issues are much the 
same. There is racism, which is still 
rampant. There is urbanisation and all 
that goes with it - unions, immigrants, 
avant-garde social movements, 
apartment blocks instead of wide-
open spaces, etc. There is federal 
authority versus states’ rights. There 
is democratic majority rule versus a 
constitutional structure riddled with 
provisions that allow intransigent 
political minorities to block any action 
they do not like.

Second amendment
And then there are guns. As this 
writer has pointed out, guns have 
acquired a symbolic importance 
almost impossible for outsiders to 
comprehend.5 The reason is not only 
the right to bear arms set forth in the 
second amendment, but a 235-year-
old constitution that is hardly less 
sacred than the Bible or the Qur’an.

The amendment states in its 
entirety: “A well-regulated militia 
being necessary to the security of 
a free state, the right of the people 
to keep and bear arms shall not be 
infringed.”

Those 27 words have transfixed 
America ever since the gun wars broke 
out in the 1970s. Previously, liberals 
interpreted them to mean nothing more 
than the right to join “a well-regulated 
militia” in the form of the US National 
Guard. But subsequent decades saw a 
sea-change in academic opinion - not 
only among conservatives - in which 
the amendment was re-interpreted 
more sweepingly as a blanket right of 
individuals to arm themselves against 
incipient tyranny. The purpose was 
not only a well-regulated militia, but 
“the security of a free state”; and a 
well-armed citizenry, according to the 
prevailing theory of the day, was the 
only way to achieve it.

The effect was to return the 

amendment to the late 18th century, 
when a musket on a wall was a 
symbol of liberty and a well-regulated 
militia was what farmers formed 
when they took down their weapons 
and mustered on the village green à la 
Lexington and Concord - on their own 
volition, that is, and under their own 
direction.

This did not make the amendment 
right in the modern utilitarian sense. 
In fact, it made it the opposite - but 
rendered it constitutionally valid and 
hence imbued with all sorts of moral 
significance. Gun ownership was now 
more than a right: it was a patriotic 
duty. It was how the founders wanted 
Americans to respond when their 
liberties were under threat. Indeed, 
the greater the threat, the more patriots 
should arm up - which is why assault 
rifles outfitted with high-capacity 
magazines containing a hundred 
rounds or more are increasingly de 
rigueur.

So the logic of a reinvigorated 
second amendment seemed to dictate. 
The upshot is a vicious cycle, in which 
more guns lead to more calls for 
greater control, which lead to cries that 
tyranny is on the march, which lead 
to more citizens arming themselves 
to the hilt. It is a self-fuelling crisis 
that intensifies every time some 
troubled youth exercises his ancient 
constitutional right to mow down a 
class of 10-year-olds.

There is nothing progressive that 
can emerge out of such a frightful 
bourgeois mess. While the right drifts 
toward fascism, the only thing liberals 
have to offer is nostalgia for the golden 
age of chief justice Earl Warren (1953-
69), when celebrated judges used 
semi-magical means to turn an ancient 
plan of government into an instrument 
of modern democracy. It did not work 
then and it is working even less now. 
But, since liberals cannot come up 
with an alternative, turning back the 
clock is all they have to offer.

Quite inadvertently, the famous 
trial lawyer Alan Dershowitz 
summed up the problem in the 1990s. 
A former board member of the 
American Civil Liberties Union and a 
Harvard professor who “hates” guns, 
Dershowitz nonetheless assailed

foolish liberals who are trying to 
read the second amendment out 
of the constitution by claiming it’s 
not an individual right ... They’re 
courting disaster by encouraging 
others to use the same means 
to eliminate portions of the 
constitution they don’t like.6

It is all or nothing, in other words. Even 
though Dershowitz says he would 
like to see the second amendment 
repealed, that is out of the question, 
since the constitution’s amending 
clause allows tiny minorities (just 
13 states representing as little as 
4.4% of the population) to block any 
constitutional change - a barrier that 
is effectively insuperable. Fans of 
the first amendment - the one that 
says “Congress shall make no law 
respecting an establishment of religion 
... or abridging the freedom of speech” 
- must therefore make their peace with 
the second, even though it encourages 
a growing portion of the population 
to outfit themselves with Uzis and 
AR-15s. Although the constitution’s 
preamble says that the goal is “to form 
a more perfect union, establish justice, 
[and] insure domestic tranquillity”, 
the rest of the document is doing 
the opposite by fuelling an orgy of 
violence. Yet both Dershowitz and the 
National Rifle Association are of one 
mind: that the price of civil liberties is 

deepening social decay and that there 
is no way out of the bind.

Confusion
What is the socialist response? Here 
we have confusion as well: Paul 
Demarty, on the one hand, who is so 
taken with the second amendment that 
he writes: “I, for one, would be happy 
to have it verbatim in any socialist 
constitution”; and, on the other, 
Tony Greenstein, who says that “the 
problem isn’t gun law, but America’s 
violent, racist society - gun law reform 
won’t change that”.7

One argument is atavistic - a call to 
return to the 18th century in socialist 
guise. The other reflects a pseudo-left 
tendency to reduce all problems of 
capitalism to the r-word. Yes, America 
is racist, violent and increasingly 
unstable. But the real problem is an 
increasingly undemocratic structure 
that effectively bars the working 
class from tackling such ills in a 
comprehensive manner. The more 
the structure prevents the proletariat 
from mobilising, the more violence 
and racism will grow. Both are part 
of a complex of disorders generated 
by a politico-economic crisis that is 
increasingly acute.

Pace Demarty, the second 
amendment’s right to bear arms is 
the opposite of the workers’ militia 
he claims to endorse. Instead of an 
individual right, socialists believe 
in a collective right on the part of 
the working class as a whole. As the 
proletariat advances toward to the 
seizure of power, the right to form 
a workers’ militia transforms itself 
into a collective right to impose a 
monopoly on gun violence on society 
in general. Arming the working class 
means disarming the bourgeoisie and, 
in the process, disarming all those 
petty-bourgeois individuals whose rec 
rooms and basements are now bulging 
with guns.

This does not mean that the 
working class will necessarily take 
those guns away. Conceivably, it 
may still allow private ownership. 
But it will never recognise a supra-
political right to bear arms, because 
that means recognising an authority 
higher than its own. And if a working 
class government decides that - basta! 
- enough gun violence is enough, then 
it will be time for them to go.

Workers will have their work cut 
out for them, as they set about repairing 
America’s broken-down society, and 
effective gun control will likely be a 
top priority. If people persist in using 
them to murder innocent children, 
then the only solution will be to take 
them away. This is a reform that the 
American ruling class is incapable 
of achieving. But it is one that the 
international proletariat will be able to 
accomplish in a flash if it so chooses l

Notes
1. www.nytimes.com/2022/06/03/us/uvalde-
police-response.html.
2. mhanational.org/issues/2022/mental-
health-america-access-care-data.
3. D Lazare, ‘Designed to shorten lives’ 
Weekly Worker May 26: weeklyworker.co.uk/
worker/1397/designed-to-shorten-lives.
4. www.nytimes.com/2022/05/31/us/america-
life-uvalde-covid.html.
5.  See, for example, ‘Rittenhouse and white 
backlash’ Weekly Worker November 25 
2021: weeklyworker.co.uk/worker/1373/
rittenhouse-and-white-backlash.
6. Quoted in D Gifford, ‘The conceptual 
foundations of Anglo-American 
jurisprudence in religion and reason’ 
Tennessee Law Review No62 (1995), 
pp759, 789.
7. P Demarty, ‘Our gun rights too’ Weekly 
Worker December 2 2021: weeklyworker.
co.uk/worker/1374/our-gun-rights-too; 
T Greenstein, ‘What happened in Uvalde is 
why the police should be defunded’: azvsas.
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Too young to buy a drink but not too young to buy an assault rifle
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Guns are not the problem
Abolishing the second amendment would require a civil war and leave the state with a monopoly when it 
comes to the right to bear arms. Mike Macnair sees no reason why we should trust the capitalist courts, 
army and police

Uvalde is a temporary political 
gift to the Democrats. Joe Biden 
made a speech on July 2 calling 

for the restoration of the ban on “assault 
weapons” adopted in 1994, which 
lapsed in 2004, and other measures. On 
June 2 the House of Representatives 
Judiciary Committee adopted a suite 
of proposals along similar lines, over 
Republican opposition.1 In the Senate, 
a ‘bipartisan’ group proposes extended 
‘background checks’ on gun purchases 
and a ‘red flag’ power to take away 
guns from people at risk of committing 
crimes. A story on CBS reports that 
a poll it conducted “shows 81% of 
Americans supporting background 
checks on all potential gun buyers, 
while 72% favour a federal red flag law 
and 62% a nationwide ban on assault 
weapons”.2 I said it is a ‘political gift’ 
to the Democrats, because, while the 
wound is still raw, the Republicans’ 
opposition to gun control loses them 
support. ‘Temporary’ because the 
pattern over 40 years of such events 
is that the broad support for new laws 
ebbs away with time.

‘Background checks’ and powers 
to withdraw licences equivalent to ‘red 
flag’ laws have been the centrepiece 
of British gun licensing rules since 
the Firearms Act 1920 (introduced 
with a view to disarming the working 
class after World War I, while leaving 
‘respectable’ gun owners unaffected3); 
in this country the perpetrators of the 
1987 Hungerford mass shooting, the 
1996 Dunblane mass shooting, and 
the 2019 Plymouth mass shooting, 
all held gun licences after police 
background checks, and the Plymouth 
shooter had had his guns returned after 
an initial confiscation.

Every mass shooting revives 
the narrative that this is the product 
of widespread gun ownership and 
availability in the US, and that the 
solution is gun control. Various 
sites dramatise the issue with tables 
showing ‘world leagues’ of gun 
ownership and gun-related homicides. 
The result is not quite as comforting 
for gun control advocates as might be 
imagined: the US has exceptionally 
high gun ownership, but “the highest 
per capita rate of firearm-related 
murders of all developed countries” - 
a slippery expression, which excludes, 
for example, South Africa or Mexico 
(both of which have much higher gun 
homicide rates than the US).4 On the 
other side, among countries with high 
gun ownership rates, Switzerland, 
Finland, Serbia and Cyprus have very 
substantially lower gun homicide rates 
than the USA.

Suppose, purely for the sake 
of argument, that it was accepted 
that if the US had UK-style very 
tight gun licensing laws the rate 
of gun homicides would fall from 
the US’s 3.2 per 100,000, to the 
0.07 per 100,000 of England and 
Wales. This is questionable, since 
the overall homicide rate in England 
was already one per 100,000 in the 
later 18th century, well before gun 
controls were introduced (and has 
not risen dramatically since then). 
In contrast, US homicide rates were 
already significantly higher in the 
late 18th century and have remained 
consistently higher since.

Civil war
In practice, however, to actually 
implement such a policy would 
involve fighting a civil war, in order 
first to overthrow the commitment 
to the right to keep and bear arms in 

the second amendment to the US 
constitution, which provides that “A 
well regulated militia being necessary 
to the security of a free state, the 
right of the people to keep and bear 
arms shall not be infringed”; and, 
secondly, to extract from their owners 
the millions of guns which are already 
privately owned in the US. It would 
thus involve at least a temporary very 
large spike in gun homicides, on the 
scale of the level of casualties in 1862-
65, as scaled up to the increase in US 
population since then ...

At the end of the day the US 
constitution does need to be 
overthrown. And that will probably, 
though not certainly, involve a new 
civil war. But the question posed 
is whether gun control is an issue 
worth fighting a civil war for. It is 
not comparable to ending slavery 
and the US escaping from indirect 
British control through the slave-
owner states blocking protectionism, 
won in 1862-65. Nor to the partial 
political independence won in 
1776-83. Nor to the overthrow of 
the absolute monarchy in Britain in 
1642-51. (The ‘Glorious Revolution’ 
of 1688, which involved few 
casualties in England, involved full-
scale war in Scotland and Ireland 
in 1689-92 and, beyond these, in 
Europe in 1689-97). Getting the sort 
of gun controls which advocates 
seek would (at their strongest) mean 
getting merely features of the current 
British regime.

The consequence is that the mantra 
according to which gun control is the 
‘necessary solution’ inevitably turns 
into handwringing by senior public 
officials and media figures, ending 
with nothing of substance done.

There is, on the other hand, a 
certain amount of literature which 
starts from a different place: that 
shooting massacres may be driven 
by dynamics which do not consist 
simply in the availability of guns. 
Katherine Newman and others’ 2004 
book Rampage: the social roots of 
school shootings points out that the 
events usually take place in rural 
or suburban schools; the shooters 
have usually had lack of success in 
obtaining social integration; and have 
displayed increasingly threatening 
behaviour in the run-up to the attack. 
Similar conclusions are reached in the 
2013 Rural School and Community 
Trust pamphlet, Violence in US K-12 
schools, 1974-2013. The pattern 
which appears to be involved is one 
of extreme forms of kickback against 
a history of bullying in the dominant 

high school culture - a bullying culture 
which is more powerful and exclusive 
in small-town and suburban schools 
than in urban ones.

From these studies, their 
authors are able to make concrete 
recommendations to mitigate the 
risks of school shootings,5 while the 
gun control advocates are unable to 
propose anything really concrete, and 
the NRA and its supporters advocate 
merely more school shoot-outs 
through arming teachers.

More generally, the political 
culture of the US tends to favour 
higher homicide rates. It is culturally 
recognised that all branches of the 
government, centrally as well as local, 
are corrupt; it has been so recognised 
since the late 19th century. This 
cultural recognition is reflected in the 
celebration of ‘lone avenger’ figures 
working outside the official order: 
the ‘virtuous outlaw’ gunslinger, the 
private investigator, the maverick cop, 
the superhero. Mass shooters seek to 
claim this form of celebrity and to 
avenge themselves on enemies who 
they imagine are backed by dominant 
forces in society. It is the absence of 
normalised corruption which allows 
Finland or Switzerland to have high 
gun ownership but low gun homicide 
rates.

Let us imagine for a moment this 
US culture of normalised corruption 
and the celebration of the lone avenger 
as an alternative - but combined with 
firearms being largely banned. We 
should, I think, expect to see a more 
extensive use of what we have already 
seen in the form of ‘Islamic terrorism’: 
improvised explosive devices, and 
attacks using vehicles.

Conversely, suppose that a 
constitutional revolution struck at 
the roots of the culture of normalised 
corruption - the free market in legal 
services, the advertising-funded media 
regime, and the system of unlimited 
private donations to politicians 
and commercial lobbying services. 
By doing so, it would necessarily 
undermine the basis of the cultural 
celebration of the lone avenger. It 
can reasonably be expected that the 
presence of numerous firearms in 
the society need not, under those 
circumstances, prevent gun homicide 
rates falling to the levels of other 
countries. Such a revolution would, 
of course, probably involve a civil 
war just as much as a revolution to 
overthrow the second amendment. 
But, since it would be a giant step 
towards political democracy, it 
would be far more worthwhile - more 

of a task worth dying for - than a 
revolution merely to overthrow the 
second amendment, while leaving the 
regime of corruption intact.

Benign cops?
Besides the practical difficulty of 
getting rid of all the existing guns 
in the US, the other side of the ‘gun 
control solution’ is that it supposes that 
the law enforcement agencies, who 
are under the new regime to be trusted 
with a monopoly of deadly force, are 
wholly benign in their motivations.

We should not forget the May 1985 
bombing by Philadelphia police of 
a row house occupied by the black 
radical group MOVE, which burned 
down the row, killing 11 and making 
250 homeless. Nor the 51-day siege 
of the Branch Davidian compound 
in Waco, Texas, which ended in 
a massacre, when FBI tanks fired 
pyrotechnic CS gas grenades into 
the compound. It remains uncertain 
whether the Branch Davidians, or 
agents of the Bureau of Alcohol, 
Tobacco and Firearms, fired first on 
February 28 1993.

Further back still is the black civil 
rights movement. It is celebrated for 
non-violence, but Charles E Cobb’s 
2014 book This nonviolent stuff’ll get 
you killed: how guns made the civil 
rights movement possible complicates 
the story considerably. The southern 
whites normally held the blacks down 
by the use or threat of extra-legal 
violence (and had done so since the 
end of ‘Reconstruction’). Self-defence 
was needed alongside non-violent 
action.

Gun control advocates also invite 
us, in effect, to forget the steady trickle 
of rather more recent police homicides 
- effectively unprosecutable, thanks to 
the corrupt quality of the US judicial 
system - which led to the Black Lives 
Matter movement.

Not trusting the state more than 
we have to, is the point of the second 
amendment. It reflects the fact that 
Americans in 1776-82 overthrew 
by force an undemocratic British 
regime. The second amendment in 
turn was derived from article 7 of 
the English Bill of Rights (1689), 
which asserts: “That the subjects 
which are Protestants may have arms 
for their defence suitable to their 
conditions and as allowed by law.” 
The background to this provision was 
the royal government’s 1680s seizure 
from Whig landowners of stocks of 
arms for whole infantry and cavalry 
regiments, and pieces of artillery. 
Article 7 is visibly - from its text and 
its context - a provision for the right 
to bear arms for the revolutionary 
wing of the capitalist class. It was 
transparently connected to the right 
to overthrow the government by force 
in case of tyranny, claimed by Whig 
theorists.

At the end of the day, the overthrow 
of a modern state will require not 
militia resistance, ‘barricades’ or 
‘Lexington and Concord’, but that 
the state’s armed forces are broken up 
along political lines. This was a point 
already argued by Friedrich Engels 
in his 1893 Can Europe disarm? and 
his 1895 introduction to The class 
struggles in France. The possibility 
Engels identified was confirmed by 
the course of the revolutions in Russia 
in 1917, and in Germany, Austria and 
Hungary in 1918-19.

But the question of militia 
remains posed as an alternative to 
the professional police force. The 

malign conduct of law enforcement 
officials, mentioned above, is 
far from unique to the USA. The 
phenomenon of fascist bands, which 
have appeared episodically elsewhere, 
invariably depends on support from 
the professional police force (and 
commonly on support from the 
judiciary). Indeed, fascism is arguably 
a political ideology based in the 
cultural ideas of professional police 
forces, and extended from this core 
to para-statal mobilisation. Indeed, 
the trap represented by “background 
checks”, shown by Hungerford, 
Dunblane and Plymouth, grows out of 
this: far-right shooters are likely to be 
seen by police as appropriate people to 
hold gun licences ...

Paradoxically, the militia could 
if pursued provide a more arguably 
‘constitutional’ road forward in the US. 
Gun control advocates have argued 
at length that the second amendment 
means that the provision quoted above 
protects only militia weapons, and 
thus not private ownership of guns. 
The argument is, frankly, indefensible 
history. And if it was right, what should 
be protected is precisely ownership of 
military weapons, as opposed to cut-
down civilian versions like the semi-
automatics stigmatised as “assault 
rifles”.6

But, on the other hand, it is 
arguable on the basis of the text of 
the amendment not that only the 
(voluntary) militia have the right 
to keep and bear arms, but, on the 
contrary, that those who acquire 
arms are subject to mandatory militia 
enlistment - that is, to military training 
and service. The ‘originalist’ case for 
this approach is that English militia 
service was (prima facie) obligatory 
at the time of the American revolution.

It is unlikely that ‘gun rights’ 
advocates would wish to go down this 
path, which is broadly that of Engels’ 
argument in Can Europe disarm?, for 
universal military training in schools. 
The right wants to see voluntary 
militias of themselves and their friends 
- not actual universal military training 
and service, which would weaken the 
power of their landlord and capitalist 
backers.

In short, we should think about 
protection against ‘rampage’ shooters 
not in terms of the struggle for gun 
control - which will in fact prove 
merely to be a form of whingeing 
without practical effect - but in terms 
of other steps against the culture 
of corruption and bullying and the 
illusions of lone-avenger cults l

mike.macnair@weeklyworker.co.uk
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Their army and ours
Most of the left has embraced the peace slogan in a thoroughly pacifist manner. Marxists, of course, prefer 
peace to war, but, as Jack Conrad explains, with us that goes hand in hand with making propaganda for 
the establishment of a popular militia

When it comes to the war in 
Ukraine, there is a ‘victoryist’ 
‘left’. More accurately there 

are two victoryist ‘lefts’ because, after 
all, there are two - capitalist - sides to 
this horrific conflict.

That we are talking about two 
capitalist sides, the one fighting the 
other in what is a - violent - continuation 
of their previous domestic and foreign 
policies, explains why we place quote 
marks around the victoryist ‘left’. 
The victoryist ‘left’, is, in fact, a fake 
‘left’, a treacherous ‘left’ that does not 
deserve to be called ‘left’ (which we 
take as an honourable title).

There is the ‘left’ which backs 
victory for Russia and Vladimir 
Putin’s siloviki regime. Why? Because, 
supposedly, this outcome would 
make the world a safer place: from 
murderous US ‘humanitarian’ military 
interventions, from US sanctions 
warfare, from US-engineered colour 
revolutions and from US-advised and 
-financed far-right terrorist gangs. A 
dubious proposition.

Urging on their army, the armed 
forces of the Russian Federation, there 
are, to name just a few, the red-brown 
Communist Party of the Russian 
Federation, Monthly Review in the US, 
the Workers Revolutionary Party in 
Greece, one wing of the Tudeh Party in 
Iran, one wing of Rahe Kargar in Iran, 
while in Britain, of course, we have 
George Galloway’s Workers Party, 
Socialist Action, Gerry Downing’s 
Socialist Fight, the New Communist 
Party and, albeit equivocally, the 
CPB’s Young Communist League.

On the other side, there are those 
on the ‘left’ who back victory for 
Ukraine and its puppet masters in 
Washington. Why? Because this 
will - yes, supposedly - make the 
world a safer place: from Putin’s so-
called megalomania, from Russian 
expansionism, from Russian attempts 
to undermine ‘democracy in the west’ 
by promoting illiberal politicians such 
as Donald Trump, Marine Le Pen and 
Viktor Orbán.

Especially in the US and the UK 
this ‘left’ is particularly despicable, 
particularly worthy of contempt. 
Instead of the main enemy being 
located at home, it is, safely, located 
far, far away in Moscow (or/and in 
Beijing). Hence the main enemy of 
this ‘left’, is the main enemy of its own 
ruling class. A ‘left’ which, therefore, 
constitutes itself, consciously or 
unconsciously, as a dupe, an asset, a 
pawn of its own bourgeoisie.

This social-imperialist ‘left’ 
includes the Democratic Socialist 
of America-backed, ‘progressive’ 
caucus in Congress without a single 
exception. All voted for Joe Biden’s 
$40 billion ‘aid’ package: ie, military 
supplies for Volodymyr Zelensky’s 
oligarch-military-SBU regime in Kyiv. 
Principled leftwingers in the DSA are 
not engaged in a cover-up, as is the case 
with Jacobin. No, as is right, they are 
demanding an accounting from them, 
the imposition of discipline over them 
and, failing that, a split with them.

The rot runs deep. The social-
imperialist ‘left’ includes, with only 
a few national exceptions, the entire 
so-called Fourth International.1 On 
the streets of London, Paris, Rome 
and Washington, once they defiantly 
chanted ‘Ho-Ho-Ho Chi Minh’ and 
‘Victory to the Viet Kong’. Now they 
tamely, shamefully, echo Joe Biden 
and the call to ‘Arm, arm, arm Ukraine’ 
and ‘Putin, Putin, out, out, out’.

So, here in Britain, we have Anti-
Capitalist Resistance, the FI’s officially 
recognised section, lining up behind 
Chris Ford’s CIA-tainted Ukrainian 
Solidarity Campaign, along with other 
affiliates, such as the Alliance for 
Workers’ Liberty, RS21, the Scot-nat 
Liberation and Emancipation grouplet, 
the Labour Representation Committee 
and, at least by implication, its Red Line 
TV adjunct. Their army is Ukraine’s 
army, along with the 30 armies of 
Nato (three of them possessing nuclear 
weapons).

Evidently, while the victoryists 
take opposite sides in the Ukraine 
war, they are united by a common 
inability to champion working class 
political independence, a common 
belief in lesser evilism and a common 
delusion in the progressive potential of 
capitalism in one form or another.

Aesop’s saying, ‘Be careful about 
what one wishes for’, is relevant here. 
A victorious Russia (unlikely in the 
given geo-strategic context) would, 
almost certainly, be looking for further 
advances in its near abroad, maybe 
incorporating Little Russia and White 
Russia into a neo-tsarist Greater 
Russian empire, which would seek to 
elbow itself into the imperialist club 
of exploiting nations. Under those 
circumstances, expect the US-UK 
axis to become ever more aggressive, 
ever more desperate to reassert itself. 
A Ukrainian victory, on the other 
hand (in other words, a victory for 
the US-UK axis), would see the Azov 
far right gain still further kudos, an 
ever more expansionist Nato, and - 
this is the stated aim - the ousting of 
the Putin-siloviki regime, plus the 
denuclearisation and the decolonising 
(ie, the dismemberment) of the Russian 
Federation into a series of pliant semi-
colonies. After that comes the turn 
to the ‘main business’, which is, of 
course, knocking China out as the only 
serious imperial rival to the US global 
hegemon. Both in Russia and China, 
that would mean socio-economic 
retrogression, local warlordism and 
crashing living standards.

Social-pacifism
The majority of the left in Britain takes 
a social-pacifist position: eg, Peace and 
Justice, the Morning Star’s Communist 
Party of Britain, Left Unity, CND and 
Momentum. There are, naturally, 
differences and gradations: eg, some 
stand for overt pacifism; others shade 
over into overt pacifism. Basically, 
though, all peddle the lie that there 
can be a lasting peace while capitalism 
remains.

Stop the War Coalition is the main 
umbrella. Its steering committee 
includes representatives of various 
unions, Unite, PCS and NEU, as well 
as the CPB (Emily Mann), Morning 
Star (Ben Chacko), Socialist Workers 
Party (Judith Orr), Young Labour 
London (Artin Giles), CND and Left 
Unity (Kate Hudson) and the Green 
Party (Mariette Labelk).

StWC statements reek of pacifism. 
There are complaints about the 
US-UK axis “deliberately trying 
to head off moves towards serious 
negotiations”. In that same spirit StWC 
makes pious plea for “respecting” 
UN treaties, national sovereignty 
and for governments to behave in 
a less bellicose manner. It sees its 
particular role to pressurise the British 
government “to stop fuelling the 
escalation of conflict in Ukraine” and, 
instead, favour a “negotiated peace 
immediately”.2 An approach which 
effectively lines up the STWC behind 
António Guterres and the United 
Nations bureaucracy.

Note, the SWP triumvirate of Alex 
Callinicos, Charlie Kimber and Amy 
Leather stress their “support” for the 
StWC. However, anyone who reads 
the SWP’s internal bulletin, Party 
Notes, will know that moves are afoot 
to exert SWP domination at a local 
level. Members are busily caucusing 
and whatsapping “about our anti-war 
work and involvement in StWC”.3 
Not that the former SWPers, John 
Rees, Lindsey German and Chris 
Nineham, who kept their clutches on 
the STWC central apparatus, in spite 
of their Counterfire split, can do much 
about it. Meanwhile, in the pages 
of Socialist Worker, Alex Callinicos 
grovelingly seeks a civilised dialogue 
with well known representatives of 
social-imperialism, such as Gilbert 
Achcar and Paul Mason. A shameful 
position that ought, at least, to have 
provoked a serious struggle in its ranks 
(unlike the Counterfire, International 
Socialist Tendency and Revolutionary 
Socialism 21 splits).

Not surprisingly, any idea, any 
suggestion of calling for a mass 
revolutionary party (not yet another 
bureaucratic-centralist confessional 
sect), and linking the demand for 
peace with the struggle for socialism, 
is rejected out of hand. After all that 
practical first step, in the direction of 
organising the working class into a 
class for itself, would be unacceptable 
to the Greens and Labourite 
reformists, who, in actuality, set the 
programmatic limits for the entire 
current crop of so-called united fronts. 

Eg, Stand Up to Racism, People’s 
Assembly, StWC, etc, etc.

But what ought to be acceptable, 
in principle, to any radical, any 
democrat, certainly any revolutionary, 
is the demand for the abolition of 
standing armies (and the police) and 
their replacement by the armed people 
- a popular militia. If the demand was 
tirelessly fought for in the left press 
and media, in trade union meetings, 
in parliament, if the demand was 
directed at new recruits and serving 
members of the armed forces, if the 
demand featured prominently on anti-
war demonstrations and in election 
leaflets and manifestos, if the demand 
gained wider and wider acceptance, 
it would be a powerful political and 
moral blow against the forces of 
militarism and war.

Certainly winning the demand for 
a people’s militia in practice would 
make a huge contribution to reducing 
the danger of war. Foreign adventures 
- especially of the US kind in Korea, 
Vietnam, Iraq or Afghanistan - would 
be more or less impossible. A militia 
is made up of civilians and is totally 
unsuited for fighting long wars in 
the far abroad. By equal measure, 
however, foreign invasion would 
meet the stiffest resistance - resistance 
in depth, resistance from every angle. 
True, initially, there might well be 
defeats. After retreating the militia 
army would, though, make advances 
by enemy forces ever more difficult 
by striking back from well-prepared 
tunnels and underground bunkers. 
Sabotage and guerrilla warfare sees 
the invaders’ supply lines disrupted 
and eventually broken. Fraternisation 
and establishing links with the rank 
and file, class appeals, including 
to the population back home, help 
break the hold of the officer caste and 
bring over enemy units. The militia 
army, having gathered strength from 
the armed people, stages its decisive 
counter-offensive.

We unashamedly fight for a popular 
militia. Not a copy of the US National 
Guard, the Israeli Defence Force, the 
Ukrainian National Guard or the Swiss 
Army. Officers must be elected and 
recallable, discipline self-imposed and 
military instruction going hand in hand 
with political education.

This is admittedly a reform demand. 
But, of course, no Marxist discounts the 
importance of putting forward reform 
demands, not least in order to expose 
opportunists. They would be glad if we 
left demands for reform to them and 
them alone. Then they would be free 
to peddle - unchallenged, unimpeded, 
unembarrassed - the fantasy of a “just 
peace”, a “non-annexationist peace” 
an “enduring peace”, where every 
country’s sovereignty and legitimate 
security concerns are guaranteed by 
legally binding treaties. A utopian 
fantasy that still pulls the wool over 
the eyes of far too many working class 
militants, student radicals and anti-war 
activists.

Thankfully, not least due to our 
efforts, the opportunists are challenged, 
are embarrassed, are exposed. Eg, 
according to Sam Fairbairn, former 
national secretary of the People’s 
Assembly, calling for a popular militia 
is divisive, provocative and certainly 
beyond the “remit” of the anti-austerity 
movement, and should therefore be 
avoided like the plague.4

Strange, given that the People’s 
Assembly rejects the renewal of Trident, 
condemns imperialist adventures in 

the Middle East and opposes unjust 
and illegal wars. Stranger still, given 
that comrade Fairbairn, along with 
John Rees, Lindsey German and Chris 
Nineham, is a member of Counterfire. 
Their 2010 breakaway from the SWP 
proudly proclaimed, true to form, that 
Counterfire is a “revolutionary socialist 
organisation”. Sneakily, however, it is 
committed to “eliminating unnecessary 
barriers between our socialist politics 
and the thousands of activists being 
drawn into opposition to austerity 
and war”.5 Presumably, Counterfire 
considers, for its own opportunist 
reasons, that the dissolution of the 
standing army and the formation of a 
popular militia constitutes one of those 
“unnecessary barriers”.

No less strange, Romayne Phoenix 
vehemently supported comrade 
Fairbairn’s insistence on establishing 
a barrier against the demand for the 
abolition of standing armies and their 
replacement by people’s militias. Who 
is Romayne Phoenix? Well, she’s a 
“key person” in the People’s Assembly 
and, no less to the point, a leading 
member of the Green Party of England 
and Wales. With the backing of Peter 
Tatchell and Derek Wall, she stood 
on a Green Left ticket against Natalie 
Bennett in the August 2012 contest 
to be Green Party leader.6 Note: the 
Greens have a long-standing peace 
and defence policy (modified in 
January 1990, modified in September 
2014 and modified again in October 
2019.). In short, though, the Green 
Party demands scrapping Trident 
and a British withdrawal from Nato. 
Moreover - and this is the killer point 
here - the Greens are programmatically 
committed to replacing the existing 
armed forces with “civilian and 
military volunteers” in a reorganised 
Territorial Army.7 In other words, a 
Green Party version of a militia.

So what was the candidate of 
the Green Left doing in People’s 
Assembly opposing the long standing 
programme of her own party? Shame 
on her and shame on the Green Left 
for ever backing her. Not that the so-
called revolutionary left even have a 
paper commitment to anything that 
smacks of the constitutional demand 
for replacing the standing army with 
a popular militia. No, on the contrary, 
there is fear, avoidance and downright 
panic.

Leave aside Fairbairn and 
Counterfire. A few years ago, we 
interviewed Dave Nellist, a leading 
member of the Socialist Party in 
England and Wales. Revealingly, 
the comrade refused point-blank to 
say whether or not he supported the 
demand for a popular militia.8 In truth 
he does not support the demand, but 
just does not want to admit it. The 
entire Militant tradition, upheld not 
only by SPEW, but its Socialist Appeal 
and Socialist Alternative splits too, 
testifies to a thoroughgoing clause-four 
reformism, as can be seen from the 
little 1983 pamphlet jointly authored 
by their three ‘great’ teachers: Ted 
Grant, Peter Taaffe and Lynn Walsh.9

Robert Griffiths, part-time general 
secretary of the Morning Star’s 
CPB, at least has the virtue of openly 
revealing his craven prostration before 
the bourgeois state. He aggressively 
dismisses the demand for abolishing 
the standing army and a popular militia 
as “nothing to do with real struggle”. 
There is, he dumbly pronounces, no 
revolutionary situation in Britain. 
Hence such a demand is to be 

MILITIA

Niccolò Machiavelli: militias as theory and practice
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lambasted as a CPGB “provocation”. 
Showing his true yellow colours, he 
states that the very idea of a militia 
presents “a gift to the British state”. 
If we advocate such an outrage, “MI5 
will be around straightaway”.10

Programmatically, in Britain’s road 
to socialism, as agreed by comrade 
Griffiths and co, the existing armed 
forces (the police included) are simply 
taken as a given. All that is required 
when it comes to the “taking of state 
power” is replacing “key personnel”.11 
Not abolishing the institutions of 
oppression, including the armed 
forces, and their replacement by new, 
democratic, forms, crucially a popular 
militia.

Faced with a rebel YCL, Griffiths 
even issued an edict which clearly has 
the effect of banning members from 
even discussing the militia question:

… it is essential that the party and 
its members do not publish or post 
anything that could be interpreted 
as support for the possession of 
weapons in Britain or for armed 
struggle at home or - except when 
explicitly endorsed by our party 
- abroad. Party members should 
make themselves aware of the 
home office list of proscribed 
terrorist organisations.12

Doubtless, Her Majesty’s loyal 
subject, Robert Griffiths esq - a home 
office ‘communist’ if ever there 
was one - thinks the words of the 
Internationale are a risky provocation 
too, that most certainly should not be 
published or posted either. Here is the 
second stanza:

No more deluded by reaction,
On tyrants only we’ll make war!
The soldiers too will take strike 

action,
They’ll break ranks and fight no 

more!
And if those cannibals keep trying,
To sacrifice us to their pride,
They soon shall hear the bullets 

flying,
We’ll shoot the generals on our own 

side.13

Andrew Neil
Objectively then, when it comes to the 
standing army, it is clear that the Green 
Party, at least on paper, stands well to 
the left of the cowardly social-pacifists.

A final example, which will also 
allow me to flesh out our position. 
Cross-examined by Andrew Neil, in 
2014, when he was still at the BBC, 
Salman Shaheen, one of Left Unity’s 
four principal speakers, bent over 
backwards to present his organisation 
as broad, conventional and safely 
within the remit of 1945 Labourism. 
Yet, despite comrade Shaheen’s 
self-identification as a “moderate”, 
inevitably, Andrew Neil sought to paint 
Left Unity as “loony”. Specifically, 
he cited our Communist Platform’s 
standing motion to Left Unity national 
conferences.

It is worth reproducing the motion 
in full (adapted from the CPGB’s 
Draft programme). As will be readily 
appreciated, the popular militia we 
envisage is not only far more radical 
than the Greens’ “updated” Territorial 
Army. It combines abolishing the 
standing army with a militant class 
struggle perspective:

Left Unity is against the standing 
army and for the armed people. 
This principle will never be realised 
voluntarily by the capitalist state. 
It has to be won, in the first place 
by the working class developing its 
own militia.

Such a body grows out of the 
class struggle itself: defending 
picket lines, mass demonstrations, 
workplace occupations, fending off 
fascists, etc.

As the class struggle intensifies, 
conditions are created for the 
workers to arm themselves and 

win over sections of the military 
forces of the capitalist state. Every 
opportunity must be used to take 
even tentative steps towards this 
goal. As circumstances allow, the 
working class must equip itself with 
all weaponry necessary to bring 
about revolution.

To facilitate this we demand:
1. Rank-and-file personnel in 
the state’s armed bodies must 
be protected from bullying, 
humiliating treatment and being 
used against the working class.
2. There must be full trade union 
and democratic rights, including 
the right to form bodies such as 
soldiers’ councils.
3. The privileges of the officer caste 
must be abolished. Officers must be 
elected. Workers in uniform must 
become the allies of the masses in 
struggle.
4. The people have the right to bear 
arms and defend themselves.
5. The dissolution of the standing 
army and the formation of a well-
regulated militia under democratic 
control.

Supposedly this reminded Neil of 
America’s Tea Party. Or so he said. 
Would Shaheen be voting for this 
madness? No, no, no, he cringingly 
replied. “I disagree ... I will be voting 
against ... The majority of Left Unity 
members are disaffected Labour 
voters.”

Neil is, in fact, an Americophile. He 
has worked in the US and still owns 
a plush New York apartment. So you 
would have thought he might have 
recognised some of the well known 
phrases. In no small part, after all, our 
formulation drew upon the second 
amendment to the US constitution. 
Ratified to popular acclaim in 1791, it 
states: “A well regulated militia being 
necessary to the security of a free state, 
the right of the people to keep and bear 
arms shall not be infringed.”14

Tradition
It should be stressed, therefore, that, 
when it comes to opposing standing 
armies and demanding a militia, 
Marxists stand part of a long tradition.

The Florentine bourgeois republic 
of the 15th and 16th centuries deserves 
particular mention. Having overthrown 
the Medici dynasty and experienced 
the failure, incompetence and betrayal 
of the professional (mercenary) army, 
the republic adopted a system of 
district militias. In the humanist mind 
the militias of ancient Rome served 
as the model - spread throughout 
renaissance Europe via the writings 
of Niccolò Machiavelli (The prince 
chapters 12, 13 and 14, Discourses on 
Livy and The art of war). Machiavelli, 
of course, himself helped create the 
Florentine militia. Between 1498 and 
1512 he served as a senior official in 
the republic. Incidentally, both Marx 
and Engels held Machiavelli in the 
highest esteem.15

English radicals such as James 
Harrington (Commonwealth of 
Oceana 1656) and John Trenchard and 
Thomas Gordon (Cato’s letters 1720-
23) took up Machiavelli’s militia ideal. 
From England it made the journey 
over the Atlantic to America, where 
the militias famously sparked the 
revolutionary war by taking on the red 
coats at Lexington and Concord.

Even after victory and the Treaty of 
Paris, the militia were seen by the camp 
of plebeian and middling democracy 
as their best defence against another 
unacceptable regime. There were, after 
all, those - eg, Lewis Nicola - who 
wanted George Washington crowned 
king. To guard against such an outcome, 
guarantees were demanded against the 
“establishment of a standing army, 
the bane of liberty” (Eldridge Gerry, 
1789).16 Hence the second amendment 
(which unmistakably referenced the 
1689 English Bill of Rights and before 
that the Magna Carta).

Marx and Engels considered 

themselves as the inheritors of 
Machiavelli, English radicalism and 
the second amendment. Clause four 
of the Marx-Engels Demands of the 
Communist Party in Germany (1848) 
is unequivocal:

Universal arming of the people. 
In future armies shall at the same 
time be workers’ armies, so that 
the armed forces will not only 
consume, as in the past, but produce 
even more than it costs to maintain 
them.17 

The Marx-Engels team never 
wavered. Read Can Europe disarm? 
(1893). Written by Frederick 
Engels 10 years after the death of 
his friend and collaborator, here 
we find a concrete application of 
Marxism to the dawning epoch of 
universal suffrage and universal 
conscription. Engels concluded that 
the key to revolution was mutiny 
in the armed forces. His pamphlet 
outlined a model bill for military 
reform in Germany. Engels was 
determined to show that the proposal 
to gradually transform standing 
armies into a “militia based on the 
universal principle of arming the 
people” could exploit the mounting 
fears of a pending European war 
and widespread resentment at the 
ruinously costly military budget.18

For propaganda purposes, Engels 
proposed an international agreement to 
limit military service to a short period 
and a state system in which no country 
would fear aggression, because 
no country would be capable of 
aggression. Surely World War I would 
have been impossible if the European 
great powers had nothing more than 
civilian militias available to them.

Not that Engels was some lily-
livered pacifist. He supported universal 
male (!) conscription and, if necessary, 
was quite prepared to advocate 
revolutionary war on the model of 
Napoleon’s grande armée. Needless to 
say, his Can Europe disarm? was not 
only intended to prove the undoubted 
military superiority of a militia over a 
standing army, at least when it comes 
to defensive wars (it can fully mobilise 
very large numbers at speed and is 
capable of successfully surviving 
a whole series of initial setbacks). 
No, Engels wanted a citizen army 
where rank-and-file troops would, 
if necessary, turn their guns on any 
officer tempted to issue orders that 
ran counter to the vital interests of the 
people.

Subsequent Marxists took the 
militia for granted: August Bebel, Leo 
Jogiches, Karl Kautsky, Clara Zetkin, 
Vladimir Lenin, Leon Trotsky, Eugene 
Debs, even Eduard Bernstein.

Take Jean Jaurès and his L’armée 
nouvelle (1910). True, it is marred 
by various reformist assumptions, a 
muddle over defensive and offensive 
wars, and is tainted by French 
nationalism: eg, he wanted men of 
military age in departments bordering 
Germany to keep their arms at home 
(in Switzerland a universal obligation). 
Nonetheless, L’armée nouvelle 
provides solid arguments in favour of 
the militia system and even outlines 
a detailed implementation plan (in 
the form of a draft parliamentary 
bill). Interestingly, Charles de Gaulle, 
an advocate of mechanised warfare 
and the professional army, expressed 
admiration for Jaurès - though a 
civilian and a socialist - because of his 
ability to grasp military matters.19

A précis. According to Jaurès, 
society and army have to be brought 
together. He wants the armed nation. 
Democracy and morale are of crucial 
importance. There will be millions 
of reservists. The number of full-
time officers must be drastically 
reduced and those who remain kept 
for purposes of instruction. All levels 
of public education must contain a 
military element. The working class 
movement is to be encouraged to 

organise military-gymnastic and 
shooting clubs. Trade unions should 
make provision for the selection of 
officer material. Promotion to be 
decided by panels that include elected 
representatives of the army rank and 
file. In the event of a government 
attempting a counterrevolutionary 
coup against the “enemy within”, or 
launching a war of foreign conquest, 
the new army - the militia army - does 
its duty to the nation and launches a 
“constitutional” insurrection.20

The mass parties of the Second 
International likewise took the militia 
for granted. In the political section of 
the programme of the French Workers’ 
Party (Parti Ouvrier), authored jointly 
by Karl Marx and Jules Guesde, we 
find the demand for the “abolition 
of standing armies and the general 
arming of the people” (clause 4).21 
A proposition faithfully translated 
by the Germans: “Education of all 
to bear arms. Militia in the place of 
the standing army” (clause 3).22 The 
Austrians too are adamant: “The cause 
of the constant danger of war is the 
standing army, whose growing burden 
alienates the people from its cultural 
tasks. It is therefore necessary to fight 
for the replacement of the standing 
army by arming the people” (clause 6).23 
Then the Russians: “general arming of 
the people instead of maintaining a 
standing army” (clause c9).24 Even the 
newly formed, though hardly Marxist, 
Labour Party in Britain too: in its first 
general election manifesto (1900), 
there is this call: “Abolition of the 
standing army, and the establishment 
of a citizen force”.25

Practice
Besides the word there is the deed.

Amongst the first decrees of the 
1871 Paris Commune was the abolition 
of the standing army and constituting 
the national guard as the sole armed 
force in the country. By forging a 
new state based not on a repressive 
force that sat outside the general 
population, the Commune opened a 
new chapter in working class politics. 
And Russia took what happened in 
Paris to as yet unsurpassed heights. 
Formed in April-March 1917, the Red 
Guards proved crucial. They, and an 
increasing number of army units, put 
themselves under the discipline of the 
Military Revolutionary Committee 
- a subdivision of the Bolshevik-led 
Petrograd soviet formally established 
on Leon Trotsky’s initiative. On 
October 25 (November 7) 1917 
the MRC issued its momentous 
declaration that the provisional 
government of Alexander Kerensky 
“no longer existed”. State power has 
passed into the hands of the soviets of 
workers, peasants and soldiers.

And there are other instructive 
examples. Beginning in the early 
1920s, the two main workers’ parties 
in Germany built their own militias. 
The SDP dominated the soft-left 
Reichsbanner, while the Communist 
Party formed the much more militant 
Rotfrontkämpferbund (at its height 
it boasted 130,000 members). In 
Austria, despite its 1923 founding 
statutes, emphasising ceremonial 
paraphernalia, marches and band 
music, the Schutzbund served 
as a kind of “proletarian police 
force”.26 When it came to strikes, 
demonstrations and meetings, 
this workers’ militia maintained 
discipline and fended off Nazi gangs. 
Though hampered by a dithering 
social democratic leadership, the 
Schutzbund heroically resisted the 
February12 1934 fascist coup.

Workers formed defence corps 
during the 1926 General Strike in 
Britain. American workers did the 
same in 1934. There were massive 
stoppages in San Francisco, Toledo 
and Minneapolis. In Spain anarchists, 
‘official communists’, the Poum, 
etc, likewise formed their own 
militias in response to Franco’s 
counterrevolutionary uprising.

Then, more recently, in 1966, 
there was the Black Panther Party. It 
organised “armed citizen’s patrols” 
to monitor and counter the brutal US 
police force.27 Even the “non-violent” 
civil rights movement, led by Martin 
Luther King, included within its 
ranks those committed to “armed self-
defence” against the Ku Klux Klan and 
other such terrorism.28 Nor should we 
ever forget the miners and their heroic 
hit squads of 1984-85. Countless other 
such examples could be cited.

This is the “loony” tradition viewed 
with dread, fury or embarrassment by 
Dave Nellist, Sam Fairbairn, Robert 
Griffiths and their ilk. In common 
parlance, what these soggy social-
pacifists advocate is the politics of 
the lowest common denominator. 
Broadness, acceptability, respectability 
are their watchwords. Therefore 
they begin by asking what “potential 
recruits”, what “disaffected Labour 
voters”, what “the overwhelming 
majority”, etc are supposed to think. 
Having cut their message according 
to that cloth, then, as mass support is 
supposedly gained from one election 
to another, they promise to slowly 
reveal their ‘true’ principles. The end 
point is, though, not socialism; rather it 
is the exact opposite: trimming, selling 
out, going over to the bourgeoisie, 
including to its most reactionary 
elements.

The communist approach is entirely 
different. “In our intransigent attitude 
lies our whole strength. It is this attitude 
that earns us the fear and respect of the 
enemy and the trust and support of the 
people” - so runs Rosa Luxemburg’s 
famous rebuttal of the revisionists in 
the German SDP29 l
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IRAN

Deaths, deals and demonstrations
There are growing mass protests, but very little, if anything, in the way of conscious organisation. Under 
these contradictory circumstances the left must avoid the temptation of giving up on basic anti-capitalist 
and anti-imperialist principles, insists Yassamine Mather

The suspicious death of a senior 
Iranian engineer, Ayoob 
Entezari, who allegedly 

specialised in development of drones 
and missiles in Iran, is the latest in a 
series of ‘accidents’ taking the lives 
of Iranian officials. Entezari had a 
PhD in aerospace engineering from 
the prestigious Sharif University of 
Technology in Tehran. He took part 
in several projects at the Institute 
of Technology in Yazd, and was 
considered one of the top scientists 
in his field.

His death came a day after the 
assassination of another Iranian 
official, colonel Ali Esmailzadeh, 
who, according to news agencies, 
died during an “incident in his 
residence” in the city of Karaj, 
about 35 kilometres north-west 
of the capital. News agencies 
associated with Saudi Arabia 
claimed Esmailzadeh was killed 
over suspicions that he provided 
information to Iran’s enemies that 
was used in an alleged Mossad 
operation in Iran.

In late May, the Iranian news 
agency, Tasnim, reported that a senior 
member of Iran’s Revolutionary 
Guards Quds Force was assassinated 
by two motorcyclists in Tehran. He 
was named as colonel Hassan Sayyad 
Khodaei and the Israeli media 
claimed he had been responsible for 
a plan to kill Israeli businessman 
Teddy Sagi in Cyprus, as well as a 
number of other similar attempts.

Khodaei was killed while sitting 
in front of his house in a quiet 
suburb of the capital in his car and 
the assailants reportedly shot him 
five times. After his funeral general 
Hossein Salami, the commander in 
chief of the Revolutionary Guards, 

told reporters: “We will make the 
enemy regret this and none of 
the enemy’s evil actions will go 
unanswered.” Meanwhile, according 
to The New York Times, a member 
of Iran’s National Security Council 
claimed the killing was “definitely 
the work of Israel”.1

The New York Times also reported 
the killing of an Iranian engineer, 
Ehsun Ghadbeigi, in a drone attack on 
a military base near Tehran, although 
Iran’s ministry of defence maintained 
that the event at the Parchin complex 
was an “accident”. Despite denials 
by the Israeli government, we know 
that Israeli intelligence officials 
bragged about the assassinations 
and claimed “Israel had informed 
American officials that it was behind 
the killing”.

If all this was not proof of Mossad 
infiltration into Iran’s security 
services, on May 31 the Israeli 
government published seized papers, 
claiming they show that Iran spied on 
the United Nations nuclear agency in 
order to find out what it was hoping 
to discover regarding the country’s 
nuclear programme, and then created 
cover stories to hide the evidence, in 
order to evade the agency’s probes. 
Prime minister Naftali Bennett 
claimed the documents were taken 
from Iran, which was attempting to 
cover up its rogue nuclear activities.

All this, of course, happened in 
the midst of the jubilee celebrations 
in the UK, along with wall-to-wall 
news about the war in Ukraine. 
However, imagine if Iran’s 
Islamic Republic had boldly 
claimed it was involved in 
assassinations of another 
country’s nationals within 
its borders. There would 

have been no end to condemnations. 
The UN would have by now passed 
a few resolutions condemning Iran 
and indignant western leaders would 
have appeared on the media telling 
us about reckless behaviour of a 
terrorist state. New sanctions would 
have been imposed …

Yet in the case of the Israeli 
state there seems to be endless 
tolerance of its terrorist activities. 
I am in favour of the overthrow 
of Iran’s Islamic Republic - by its 
own people. Iranians do not like 
their own leaders, blaming them for 
incompetence, corruption and the 
growing gap between the rich and 
the poor. However, US, Israeli and 
Saudi operations to facilitate such 
an overthrow will only strengthen 
the Islamic Republic. As far as I can 
see, the only criticism of the Israeli 
Mossad operations is a Ha’aretz 
editorial of June 6, under the title, 
‘Israel’s targeted killings of Iranian 
experts are pointless’. The writer 
states:

Iran has managed to develop 
a sophisticated, advanced 
programme with the help of 
a broad infrastructure that 
includes scientists, technicians, 
stolen or acquired knowledge, 
unlimited funding and assistance 
from supportive states, such as 
North Korea, Pakistan, China 
and Russia, as well as private 
companies in European countries. 
Anyone who believes that the 

‘surgical’ murder of a scientist 
will deter Iran is peddling a 
lie and saying, in effect, that 
the Iranian nuclear threat 
is a giant balloon that can 
be deflated with a single 

pinprick, or a bomb attached to a 
scientist’s car.

If Israel’s goal is to show 
intelligence supremacy that 
enables it to find and assassinate 
a target in the heart of Tehran, 
this policy is puzzling … At the 
same time, US administration 
officials have made it clear that 
the killings are pointless and will 
not dissuade them from trying 
to find a diplomatic solution to 
the Iranian nuclear issue. In this 
regard, one can only laugh at the 
notion that these assassinations 
could encourage, much less bring 
about, regime change in Iran.2

Of course, none of this is good news 
for Iran’s elite Revolutionary Guards, 
who are supposed to be the guardians 
of the Islamic revolution and its 
state. They are clearly infiltrated by 
foreign (or at least Israeli) agents. 
No-one else would have had access 
to such secret documents; no-one 
else would have known the home 
address and detailed schedule of 
those assassinated in recent days.

Rather than throwing accusations 
around, left, right and centre, the 
Islamic Republic should take a hard 
look at its own ranks and its most 
trusted security services. And it is not 
only that. From what I read on social 
media, a large chunk of the supporters 
of the ‘reformist’ factions within the 
Islamic Republic regime have now 
become supporters of regime change 
from above. A number of sons and 
daughters of senior ayatollahs, plus 
close associates of senior ayatollahs 
and their civilian allies, are now 
the main spokespersons for pro-US 
regime change. The fundamental 
problem remains with the nature of 

Protests erupt time and 
time again, but there is a 

noticeable lack of 
organisation and the 

soft-left’s confusion and 
back-tracking are not 
helping matters either

Reza Pahlavi: exiled son of 
former dictator, who still 

dreams of returning to Iran 
in some American 

regime-change-from-above 
operation
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the religious state, its empty rhetoric 
against the west was never more 
than just slogans, No wonder its own 
supporters are so cynical, when it 
comes to pro-US, pro-Israeli or pro-
Saudi forces.

On top of that, the nuclear talks 
are in stalemate. According to Iran, 
the compromise formula, written 
by the European Union, to give 
Iran assurances that future US 
administrations will not walk out of 
the proposed new deal (as Trump 
did), is not acceptable to the Biden 
administration.

On June 7, the US delegation in the 
Vienna talks blamed Iran’s demands 
that all sanctions should be lifted for 
the failure so far to reach an agreement 
and revive the 2015 Iran nuclear deal: 
“What we need is a willing partner in 
Iran. In particular, Iran would need 
to drop demands for sanctions-lifting 
that clearly go beyond the JCPOA 
[Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action] 
and that are now preventing us from 
concluding a deal.”3

Protests
In addition to external enemies, the 
Iranian state is now facing a series of 
internal protests. They started in May 
after the abolition of subsidies on 
some essential food items and have 
continued over the last two weeks, 
along with demonstrations against 
the authorities following the collapse 
of a building in Abadan (Khuzestan 
province). According to official 
figures, at least 34 people died under 
the rubble, while dozens remain 
unaccounted for. But both the funerals 
and the subsequent protests have been 
heavily suppressed by the authorities.

Demonstrators were angry, 
shouting “Incompetent officials must 
be executed”, while some videos 
posted on social media showed 
chants of “Death to Khamenei” - 
meaning, of course, the country’s 
supreme leader, ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei.

Every time workers protest 
against non-payment of wages, 
poor working conditions, lack of 
job security, etc, they are accused 
of being agents of foreign powers. 
Nothing could be further from 
the truth, as the anti-capitalist and 
anti-imperialist slogans of these 
protestors make quite clear.

There is a lot of controversy 
about the owner of the building that 
collapsed in Abadan. The official 
media initially reported that he 
was inside the Metropol tower and 
died as a result of its collapse, but 
later reports seem to contradict 
this. The Islamic Republic News 
Agency (IRNA) reported his arrest 
and the country’s vice-president, 
Mohammad Mokhber, announced 
that the property of the tower’s 
owner has been confiscated and will 
be used to compensate the victims. 
Ali Bahadori Jahromi, a spokesman 
for Iranian president Ebrahim Raisi, 
claimed the administration will look 
into the corruption surrounding the 
building of the tower and subsequent 
safety and security measures.

Even before the Islamic 
republic, under the shah’s regime, 
there was a term for unscrupulous 
builders who did not pay attention 
to details and built unsafe tower 
blocks, endangering the live of 
their inhabitants. The term ‘bessaz, 
befroush’ (‘build and sell’) referred 
to developers who were cutting 
corners to save expenses and thereby 
risking the lives of Iranians ‘for a 
few extra tomans’.

Of course, in a corrupt 
dictatorship such as Iran’s Islamic 
Republic, you can only operate 
in this way if you have the right 
connections. The Metropol tower’s 
owner is no exception. He is Hossein 
Abdolbaghi, who also owns dozens 
of other buildings in Khouzestan 
province and, of course, he is related 
to a number of senior ayatollahs 

and senior revolutionary guards 
commanders. Son of one, son-in-law 
of another … he has accumulated 
enormous wealth, while being 
awarded for his ‘charitable 
donations’ by none other than the 
military commander of Khouzestan 
province, Heydar Abbas Zadeh, in 
March 2021.

IRNA reported that the lower 
floors of the tower, situated on one 
of Abadan’s busiest commercial 
streets, had been open for a few days, 
while construction work continued 
on the floors above. Protestors 
are blaming the wider authorities, 
accusing them of negligence and 
corruption and, despite attempts by 
the security forces to block internet 
access in order to reduce posting 
of online social media videos and 
images of the local anti-government 
demonstrations, the protests spread 
quickly to other towns and cities, 
with shouts of “Death to Khamenei!” 
and “Death to Raisi!” heard on 
videos posted on social media.

On May 29, a cleric sent by the 
country’s president, ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei, was shouted down as he 
tried to address mourners near the 
site of the collapse. He was heard 
to whisper to a bodyguard, “What’s 
happening?”, before trying to calm 
the crowd, which responded with 
cries of “Shameless!”, according to 
the Associated Press news agency. 
Again the police used force against 
the protestors and a number of 
videos show fights between police 
and demonstrators.

These do look like spontaneous 
demonstrations and it is difficult to 
deduce much from them. Of course, 
the rightwing opposition is keen 
to claim they are organising the 
protests. However, there is no reason 
to take such claims seriously. For all 
the publicity given to the odd slogan 
shouted by a handful of protestors, 
“Reza Shah, rouhat shad” (‘Reza 
Shah, god bless your soul’), the 
number of protestors supporting the 
man who ruled Iran from 1925-41 has 
been considerably exaggerated by 
two Persian-language broadcasters 
in particular: one paid and organised 
by Israel; and the other a branch of 
Saudi crown prince Mohammed bin 
Salman’s publicity machine.

One can only imagine the 
contempt within the Islamic Republic 
when anyone shows nostalgia for a 
military man who became shah via a 
British coup and was eventually then 
forced to abdicate from the throne 
because of his support of Hitler and 
the Nazis.

It is worth quoting the words of 
Howard Blum in relation to his Nazi 
connections:

Reza Shah had proudly said, 
whenever he got the chance, 
that his people were not lowly 
Semites like their Jewish or Arab 
neighbours, but pure-blooded 
Aryans - same as the Germans. 
He made sure the world got this 
message, too. In 1935 he issued 
a proclamation to the League of 
Nations that “henceforth” the 
country of Persia would be called 
Iran or “Home of the Aryans”.

In quick response, Germany 
bestowed their seal of racial purity 
on the kingdom: the pernicious 
Nuremberg Laws that had made 
anti-Semitism the law of the 
land were amended. Iranians, the 
Nazis’ racial nit-pickers formally 
adjudicated in 1936, were to be 
considered as Aryan as any full-
blooded German.4

Of course, Reza Shah’s fascist 
supporters then and now fail to 
realise that this racist classification 
as ‘Aryan’, instigated by Hitler, was 
an opportunist act in order to dupe 
Iran’s ruler into support for Germany 
at the start of World War II.

There is, however, a growing 

reactionary rightwing movement 
in Iran, which, in opposition to the 
Islamic regime, has become anti-
Arab, anti-Semite and pro-Aryan. 
True, it is disheartening to see 
sections of the opposition moving 
so far to the right. However, if you 
are governed by a state that over 
the last 43 years keeps telling you 
the world’s saviour is the 12th Shia 
Imam, who died hundreds of years 
ago but will come back on a white 
horse to save the world, you might 
resort to looking for other silly 
saviours yourself. So the blame for 
this slogan lies squarely with the 
Islamic Republic.

This bit of fake news led to Reza 
Pahlavi, the ex-shah’s son, making a 
live TV appearance, duly broadcast 
by a number of pro-western stations, 
ironically repeating almost word for 
word a speech given by Khomeini 
in the last weeks of the rule of 
Pahlavi’s father, when he told Iran’s 
security forces that the shah’s regime 
would not last long and they should 
refrain for opening fire on protestors. 
Of course, contrary to what the 
idiot, Reza Pahlavi, intimated, the 
situation is not quite the same as 
1979. The shah’s military guards had 
no conviction, no ideology, while 
Khamenei’s Islamic guards will 
sacrifice their lives in the manner of 
previous martyrs. There is therefore 
a considerable difference between 
the end of the shah’s time and the 
current crisis - something our exiled 
playboy cannot understand.

Inevitably this stupid outburst 
helped ayatollah Khamenei, who 
repeated his false claims that 
protests in Iran are all “ploys by 
western powers”. As I have said, 
his comments came after weeks of 
demonstrations in most Iranian cities 
over the rising cost of basic foods, yet 
he keeps insisting that US sanctions 
are to blame for the soaring prices of 
basic foods in the country. There is 
no doubt some truth in this. However, 
endemic corruption and nepotism 
have played their parts in creating a 
society where the gap between the 
rich and poor is worse than almost 
every country in the Middle East 
and beyond. So, obviously, blaming 
western powers as the only cause 
of Iran’s economic problems is just 
a lie. Khamenei said in a televised 
address on June 4: “Today the enemy 
counts on popular demonstrations to 
strike the Islamic system.”

The enemy “hopes to turn the 
people against the Islamic Republic 
by psychological means, through the 
internet, money, and the mobilisation 
of mercenaries,” he added. “The 
Americans and the westerners 
made miscalculations in the past on 
various questions.” Moreover, “it’s 
a miscalculation that they think they 
can make the Iranian nation oppose 
the Islamic Republic.”

Of course, the supreme leader is 
suffering from a total delusion as 
always, presiding, as he does, over 
one of the most unequal societies on 
the planet, where the gap between 
rich and poor is extreme even by 
the standards of contemporary 
capitalism. Yet he still claims to 
be the Imam of the ‘poor and the 
disinherited’.

To the right
In all this what is obvious is 
the weakness of the left and the 
disastrous consequences of this 
disarray. The exiled left opposition 
has moved steadily to the right to 
such an extent that it dropped anti-
imperialist slogans, allegedly because 
it was trying to distance itself from 
the regime and its opposition to the 
USA. This was, of course, a serious 
mistake, as the Islamic Republic of 
Iran has never been and is not anti-
imperialist. Rather than sections of the 
left retreating from anti-imperialism, 
they should be exposing the regime’s 
empty anti-west slogans!

Now we have the bizarre situation 
where a radio station associated with 
one of the two Rahe Kargar factions 
is rejoicing about the reactionary 
slogans used by some demonstrators 
in Iran: “Doshman ma amrika nist - 
doshman hamin ja ast” (‘Our enemy 
is not the US - the enemy is here’). 
The reality is that the enemy remains 
global capitalism, imperialism - and, 
of course, the current regime. It is not 
a case of one or the other!

However, these days the situation 
is getting even worse. Sections of 
the so-called left seem not to want to 
mention anything against capitalism. 
It is as though it is only the Islamic 
Republic that is headed by a corrupt 
regime - as if other capitalist 
countries are above criticism. All 
this is part of a conscious (or at times 
unconscious) desire to join forces 
with anyone opposed to the Islamic 
Republic. In other words, they have 
learnt nothing from the failure of 
the broad fronts with Islamists at the 
time of the 1979 revolution. At that 
time they were not criticising Islam 
for fear of breaking the unity with the 
religious movement. Nowadays they 
are keeping quiet about the shah, 
capitalism, imperialism … If the 
first time was a tragedy, its repetition 
43 years later is a comedy.

In this situation at times it is 
very difficult to see what can be 
done. What Hands Off the People 
of Iran has argued is that we 
should not exaggerate the potential 
of the current situation. Yes, the 
regime is in crisis, but the working 
class is very weak. Its struggles 
remain defensive - for unpaid 
wages, against job losses, etc. In 
the absence of a revolutionary 
alternative, unorganised street 
protests can easily be used by the 
US, Israel, Saudi Arabia, etc to 
further the possibility of reactionary 
regime change from above.

What we can and must do is to 
stick to basic principles, however 
unpopular this might be. We 
must continue explaining why 
Iran’s Islamic Republic was never 
anti-imperialist, but why anti-
imperialism remains an absolutely 
essential part of revolutionary 
struggle.

We must keep emphasising the 
fact that the anti-working class 
policies of the regime stem from 
its absolute defence of ‘private 
property’ and exploitation - essential 
aspects of Islamic as well as non-
Islamic capitalism. Moreover, 
another capitalist regime - be it 
pro-shah or supported by the loony 
Mujahedin-e-Khalq (the favourite 
alternative of Donald Trump 
and Mike Pompeo) or any other 
successor to the Islamic Republic 
imposed by the west - will not do 
any better than the current regime.

We have to keep reminding 
the idiotic, Islamophobic, Iranian 
left that the abolition of subsidies 
has nothing to do with Islam 
and everything to do with the 
International Monetary Fund and 
the World Bank, not to mention the 
Islamic Republic’s intricate relations 
with these neoliberal economic 
institutions. In other words, we 
have no alternative but to adhere 
to basic slogans: the battle against 
capitalist states is inseparable from 
the struggle against imperialism.

Those on the Iranian left who 
do not want to accept such basic 
concepts are either opportunist, 
ignorant of basic facts - or both l
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ZIONISM

Messianic colonialism
Religious ideology and nationalist ideology have a unique interrelationship; after all, even secular Zionists 
have to justify their ongoing colonial project with reference to a god they do not believe in. However, as 
Moshé Machover shows, it is the religious Zionists of the far right who are increasingly setting the agenda, 
not least by staging all manner of highly dangerous provocations

Recently I was watching live 
news from Jerusalem, which 
exemplified in a frightening 

way the subject of this article.1 There 
was a huge demonstration of hate 
led by messianic thugs, streaming 
through the gates of the old city of 
Jerusalem, taunting and attacking 
the Palestinian inhabitants and 
celebrating the conquest of 1967.

This brings me to the topic of 
ideology. I am going to address not 
Zionist colonisation as such, but 
the very unique role of the special 
kind of ideology used to inflame, 
justify and fuel the conflict on the 
Israeli side. This comes as a sequel 
to a previous article, published five 
years ago: namely ‘Israel and the 
Messiah’s ass’.2 The ‘ass’ in question 
is not used in the anatomical 
American sense of the word, but 
simply means ‘donkey’. (A slightly 
different version of the article was 
later published in Monthly Review3).

This refers to the old testament 
book of Zechariah (9:9), which may 
be read as a prophesy that the messiah 
will arrive victorious - riding not on a 
horse, but an ass. In other words, he 
will be both victorious and humble 
like ordinary people. This is relevant 
to what I shall discuss below.

What I am going to discuss first 
is the dangerous incendiary role of 
the fusion and mutual adaptation of 
two components. The first is a strand 
within Zionism - a religious mutation 
of it, if you like - which brought out 
into the open something which was in 
fact immanent within Zionism from 
the beginning. This is now playing 
a leading role in pulling the cart of 
Zionism in its direction: in other 
words, into a religious evolution.

The second component of this 
fusion is a strand within Judaism, 
the Jewish religion (Judaism is, of 
course, a conglomeration of many 
different strands). This particular one 

promotes two things: the tribalism 
of that religion, and the focus on a 
sacred territory. While this is not 
common to all religions, it is certainly 
part of this ancient layer of Judaism, 
which was focused primarily on a 
given territory.

Judaism evolved from its very 
ancient form dating from around the 
10th century BCE, when Yahweh 
(Jehovah) arrived in the Land of 
Canaan from Edom, across the river 
Jordan, according to some verses 
of the Hebrew bible. He was the 
god of a particular tribe (the ancient 
religion did not deny the existence of 
other gods) and he was attached to 
a particular territory, which was the 
only place where he was worshipped. 
This rather archaic strand remained 
among the ‘supermarket of ideas’ 
that developed later on.

This fusion between a religious 
component of Zionism and the tribal-
territorial strand within the Jewish 
religion constitutes an incendiary 
combination we are witnessing in its 
current aggressive form, symbolised 
by the hexagonal star (sometimes 
called the Star of David), which 
is a traditional religious logo, as 
well as the logo of both the Zionist 
movement and Israel. It appears in 
synagogues, where it has no Zionist 
connotation, as well as on the flag 
of the Israeli state, of course. This is 
what is being waved by the thousands 
of thugs who were streaming through 
the old gates of Jerusalem.

This kind of ideological fusion 
has hardly been universal in colonial 
and communal conflicts around the 
world. Take, for example, Northern 
Ireland, where the conflict is 
supposedly between two religious 
groups: Protestant and Catholic. But 
in reality it is a political conflict - 
and so it is in the case of Palestine. 
The difference, however, is that, 
whereas in Northern Ireland there 

is no theological issue dividing the 
unionists and republicans, theology 
plays a very important role in Israel.

There have been cases around the 
world which were similar: eg, India. 
No doubt an expert on that subject 
would confirm that such theological 
ideas have played a role in the 
intercommunal conflict there.

It is very likely that the next major 
confrontation, playing a devastating 
role in local, regional and global 
politics (which could happen at any 
time), will be detonated by events 
in al-Haram al-Sharif, aka Temple 
Mount. It, along with other holy 
sites, has been a recurrent focal point 
of trouble.

Massacres
Let me mention some events that 
started there. In 1929, a massacre 
that took place in Hebron - another 
holy city to the south of Jerusalem 
- started as a result of rumours that 
were not entirely invented that 
Jews were trying to infiltrate the 
compound and take over the Temple 
Mount mosque in Jerusalem. Hillel 
Cohen wrote a book, published 
in 2015, entitled Year Zero of the 
Arab-Israeli conflict: 1929, which 
describes what happened. The 
rumours - spread by people arriving 
in Hebron - provoked the massacre 
of Jews by incensed Muslims.

Hebron also saw the massacre of 
Muslims perpetrated by a member 
of the extremist religious Kach 
group, Baruch Goldstein, in 1994. 
He went into the main mosque - 
believed by Muslims and Jews alike 
to be the tomb of Abraham - and 
machine-gunned Muslims at prayer 
in what became known as the Cave 
of the Patriarchs massacre (unarmed 
worshippers managed to stop him and 
actually beat him to death). Despite 
that, he became a hero for fanatic 
religious Zionists. His supporters are 

very prominent today in events that 
are unfolding right now.

In the year 2000, Ariel Sharon 
became leader of Likud, the Israeli 
opposition. He made a visit to 
the Haram al-Sharif shrine on 
the West Bank, accompanied by 
armed police. This was a major 
provocation, intended to challenge 
the government of Ehud Barak, and 
led to the outbreak of the second 
intifada, which lasted for five years, 
causing the death of more than 6,000 
people, most of them Palestinians.

In May 2021, there was another 
major incident during Ramadan. 
In eastern Jerusalem, outside the 
old city, Palestinian families were 
evicted from Sheikh Jarrah to make 
room for Israeli settlers. There was 
a provocation triggered by a march 
of religious Zionist settlers, leading 
to a reaction from Hamas and other 
Muslim factions in Gaza, setting off 
the confrontation that ended in the 
destruction of a large part of the Gaza 
Strip. That included the bombing 
and destruction of the building that 
housed the headquarters of the Al 
Jazeera news agency in Gaza. By 
the way, an echo of this more recent 
event was the assassination by an 
Israeli sniper of the Palestinian 
journalist, Shireen Abu Akleh - also 
triggered by the events at the holy 
site in Jerusalem.

I must point out that part of the 
heightened sensitivity of this location 
is that Israel is trying to change the 
status quo that was agreed soon after 
the occupation of east Jerusalem 
in 1967. This status quo aimed to 
preserve a very fine balance. This 
includes the agreement that grants 
custodianship to Jordan of the third 
holiest site of Islam, al-Haram al-
Sharif. An arrangement that dates 
back to when Palestine was under 
Turkish rule, and was preserved 
under the British mandate, gave the 

Muslim waqf (endowment) owners 
of this site the right to manage it and 
prevent non-Muslims from entering 
the compound around the mosque of 
al-Aqsa.

In 1967, Moshe Dayan, who 
was then the Israeli minister of 
defence, made an agreement with 
the Hashemite king of Jordan, 
Hussein bin Talal, that only Muslims 
would be permitted to pray in this 
compound. People of other religions 
would be allowed to visit the site, 
but not allowed to engage in prayer. 
The Jordanian government is still 
recognised by Israel as the custodian 
of this holy site.

Why did Dayan make this 
agreement, which forbids Jews from 
praying at this site? Simply because 
he knew that orthodox rabbis forbid 
Jews to go to this holy site - to do so 
was regarded as sacrilege. So why are 
Jews doing so now? That is where 
ideology comes in.

Ideology is very flexible and can 
be modified to suit material conditions 
and ambitions. Let me describe what 
is happening. This neo-messianic 
strand within Judaism has developed, 
as it were, in contrast to the traditional 
stance of orthodox Judaism. The author 
of this mutation was a rabbi, Abraham 
Isaac Kook, who founded in the 
early 1920s a yeshiva (higher Jewish 
religious educational institution), in 
which he promoted what was then 
a very unusual ideology. Standard 
rabbinical orthodox Judaism forbade 
Jews to try to dominate Palestine, and 
certainly to go onto the Holy Mount, 
which was supposed to be left for the 
coming of the messiah (not the ‘second 
coming’ - Jesus, after all was one of a 
number of imposters …). One day the 
real messiah would come, riding in on 
his prophetic ass, and would gather 
together the Jews in the Holy Land.

However, rabbi Kook developed 
a theology according to which the 

Historically Zionism was usually secular, but still claimed ideological justification in religion
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messiah is actually about to come and 
Zionism is his herald. Although the 
hand of god must not be forced before 
the arrival of the messiah, he is now 
on his way!

It could be pointed out that 
Zionism was then a largely secular 
movement, so how could it be the 
messiah’s herald? Kook’s answer 
was that Zionism was the equivalent 
of the messiah’s ass; a mere vehicle. 
That is where the title of my article, 
which I referred to at the beginning, 
originates. Kook’s yeshiva was where 
the messianic Zionists fanatics were 
hatched.

Spectrum
Let me now describe the spectrum 
of today’s fanatics. What is the 
arrowhead of this religious Zionism 
- the fusion of Judaism and Zionism? 
First of all, there are the ‘grown-ups’ 
- the political leaders, if you like - and 
I would like to mention two of these 
nationalist messianic politicians, who 
are amongst the best known.

(By the way, for the most part 
these people are not part of the ultra-
orthodox strand of Judaism; not the 
kind of people you will find in some 
areas of New York or east London 
who are the strict haredim or ‘fearful’ 
- they fear god. They strictly follow 
the traditional views of ‘medieval 
Judaism’ which is opposed to various 
political shifts. The movement of 
religious Zionism comes from the less 
orthodox, the less extreme strands of 
Judaism in religious terms.)

First, there is Bezalel Smotrich, 
a former deputy speaker of the 
Knesset, who has openly called for 
the expulsion of Palestinians from the 
West Bank and whose model is the 
book of Joshua, which describes the 
ethnic cleansing of the land of Canaan 
by the Israelites who emerged out of 
Egypt. (This is, of course, a myth, but 
Smotrich is a believer …)

But, if anything, Smotrich has 
been overtaken on the right by a 
violent racist, Itamar Ben-Gvir. In 
the 1980s he was a young member 
of an organisation that was declared 
a ‘Jewish terrorist group’ by the 
Israeli authorities and was imprisoned 
for a short time. He did not serve 
in the Israeli army because he was 
regarded as too dangerous amongst 
its ranks. He is like a man running 
with a flaming torch looking for 
gunpowder - a dangerous rabble-
rouser who can be seen amongst those 
shouting provocative slogans at the 
demonstrations in the vicinity of the 
holy site that have just been taking 
place.

So these two are among the ‘grown-
ups’, but they have many followers 
among young people - typically 
teenagers and those in their early 
20s. The arrowhead of this younger 
generation is made up by fanatics 
who populate settlements in the West 
Bank, some of which are regarded as 
illegal even by the Israeli authorities. 
They act as a kind of bridgehead near 
Palestinian towns and villages, and 
engage in harassing the inhabitants, 
attacking them and their property. 
They damage their houses, set fire to 
their cars, harm their livestock, uproot 
their olive trees and destroy their 
crops. They have taken over pastures, 
cultivated fields and water resources, 
but are actually protected by the Israeli 
armed forces, despite the fact that their 
actions are illegal under Israeli law.

A very common occurrence is 
that, when a Palestinian farmer, for 
example, complains to the Israeli 
police, it is the complainant who is 
detained for questioning. Rather than 
arresting the religious thugs, it is the 
elderly shepherd or agriculturalist who 
is held.

What lies behind this fusion of 
Zionism and religious extremism? Let 
me quote from an exchange that took 
place in the Israeli paper Ha’aretz 
in April between two writers who 
are very critical of what is going on. 

One is Gideon Levy, whom I regard 
as a very good reporter of atrocities 
committed by Israeli settlers, although 
I do not think much of his political 
analysis. The other is the columnist, 
Michael Brizon (using the pen-name 
B Michael), who is a brilliant satirist.

Levy states:

Everything is immersed in religion 
and fundamentalism - the Temple 
Mount, Joseph’s Tomb [another 
focus of trouble on the West 
Bank], the yeshiva at Homesh, 
the pilgrims, the worshippers, 
Ramadan, the sacrificial lamb, 
the Temple. A religious war taken 
straight out of the biblical stories.

Despite this, make no mistake: 
religion is only a theatrical prop. 
The motive driving the settlers 
and their supporters remains 
ultra-nationalist, fuelled by real 
estate considerations, including 
the attendant evil, violence and 
sadism employed by settlers and 
the authorities behind them.4

This is the reply from B Michael, the 
satirist, in his article entitled ‘Religion, 
not nationalism or real estate, is to 
blame in Israel’:

No, it’s really about religion. It’s 
almost all about religion. And 
religion is absolutely not “just 
scenery”, as you wrote in your 
op-ed. I wish it was. But this is a 
religious drama, in which faith is 
the playwright, the director, the 
producer, the cast and even the 
cashier selling tickets.

You wanted to make things look 
worse than they seem by casting 
messianic settlers as imposters, 
cynics and pseudo-believers who 
in real life are greedy realists 
pursuing real estate. But that’s not 
who they are: they are authentic 
religious lunatics. They really 
want to ‘remove the abomination’ 
from the land and to purify it. They 
really do dream of the day when 
the blood of the sacrifices will be 
sprinkled on the altar. Likewise, 
they are true zealots, in the fullest 
historic and bloody sense of the 
word. And zealots, history teaches 
us over and over, are much more 
dangerous than cynics.5

Let me comment that, whereas Levy 
has no religious background, B 
Michael went to a religious school and 
so he knows quite a bit about Judaism.

Ideology
So who is right? They both are, in a 
way. That is the thing about ideology, 
which works best only when people 
really believe in it. But they believe 
in a particular ideology when it serves 
their purpose or fulfils their need, so 
a Freudian analogy is needed here. 
People believe very passionately, but 
they are not always cognisant of the 
motive for their beliefs. That is how 
ideology works - and it would not 
work at all if it was just a theatrical 
prop.

Of all ideologies, the most effective 
- the one that works most potently - is 
religion, and the second most potent 
is nationalism. While I am no expert 
on these things, it seems to me that 
religion is so potent because it is felt to 
be ordained by forces above us - as a 
result people sacrifice their lives in the 
cause of religion; religious martyrdom 
is widespread. Nationalism too has 
claimed a large number of martyrs. 
That is because its demands seem to 
emanate not from individuals, but 
from the ‘community to which we all 
belong’.

(When Benedict Anderson talked 
about the nation as an “imagined 
community”, this has been 
misinterpreted by many to mean 
that nations are imaginary. What he 
meant is that the idea that the nation 
constitutes a community is imagined. 
You cannot know personally all 

members of your nation, as you can 
within your real local community.)

Leaving that aside, religion and 
nationalism can be combined to form 
a very potent ideology. The people 
who uphold this ideology - religious-
fanatic nationalists - do not constitute 
a majority of the Israeli population 
by any means. Let me give you some 
estimates. Firstly those who self-
describe as Jews make up 75% of 
the population, while Arabs make up 
20% (the rest are made up of people of 
various other self-descriptions).

Amongst Jews 43.1% describe 
themselves as ‘secular’: ie, they do not 
follow any religious practice. A further 
33.4% say they are ‘traditional’ (they 
may follow certain religious practices, 
but not in any consistent way). 10.1% 
are haredim, who do not adhere to 
Zionism (many are opposed to it). 
That leaves just 11.3% of the Jewish 
population who are religious Zionists.

However, this small percentage 
extracts a very high political price - 
sometimes a relatively small group 
can exercise a very marked influence 
and be very significant in setting 
the agenda. An example of this is 
the Democratic Unionist Party in 
Northern Ireland. The DUP and its 
supporters do not account for a huge 
proportion of the population - certainly 
not in the United Kingdom as a whole. 
But look at the influence it exerts over 
UK politics

But it is not just a matter of the 
considerable ability of the religious 
Zionist minority to play political 
games. It has been said that settler 
colonialism is like a gas: it expands to 
fill all available spaces. This applied 
to north America and Australia, and 
today it applies to the colonisation 
of Palestine, as we speak. It keeps 
expanding for various reasons. Firstly, 
there is a feeling of power: we can do 
it, so why don’t we and thus become 
stronger? Then there is the question 
of ‘security’. As settler colonialism 
expands, it encounters at the margin 
resistance from those who are being 
excluded, which results in settlers 
seeing themselves as ‘under attack’ 
- from their victims! This is the 
dialectic of the need to subdue those 
described in the American Declaration 
of Independence as “merciless Indian 
savages”: ie, the dispossessed turning 
against those innocent settlers. Then 
there is the right to access coveted 
land and natural resources.

But continuous expansion, which 
is a feature of settler colonialism, 
cannot work well without ideological 
justification: those needs alone, 
outlined above, are not sufficient to 
provide such justification. There is 
also a need for support from a ‘higher 
power’ to justify such expansion. 
This role is played by the messianic 
Zionists in Israel: they are the highly 
motivated commando units of Zionist 
expansion.

This is not only because of their 
political influence DUP-style, but 
also because the mainstream Zionists 
have no real ideological counter-force. 
Mainstream Zionism had a secular 
beginning - but even then it had an 
underground religious root: it started 
as a secularised version of a religious 
ideology.

Zionism claims that the Jews are 
‘a nation’, but they certainly do not 
constitute a nation in the modern 
sense. It is compatible with only 
one religion: Judaism. A convert to 
Judaism is considered a member of 
the ‘Jewish nation’, whereas a convert 
from Judaism is no longer such a 
member. So ‘secular Zionism’ never 
severed its religious roots. 

Zionists were inspired not by the 
Talmud, the central text of Rabbinical 
Judaism, but by the Hebrew bible - 
Judaism’s archaic layer. Like most 
religions, Judaism is highly adaptable 
- it has many layers and many 
components. It has undergone many 
changes and transformations over 
time.

The most influential part of the 
Talmud was composed not in the Holy 
Land, but in Mesopotamia - today’s 
Iraq. Because the centre of Judaism 
had shifted from the Holy Land, there 
was a desire to refocus it away from 
Palestine. They had adapted to the fact 
that Judaism was no longer a religion 
based on the original Holy Land. 

A much later evolution - an 
analogous one - took place in the 
Jewish community in the United 
States. There it adapted itself to the 
fact that they had become a major 
focus of the Jewish religion and 
this is exemplified by the biggest 
denomination in American Judaism, 
known as Reform Judaism.

The founding document of this 
movement, which dates from 1885, 
reacts to Zionism very negatively. 
Although the Zionist movement was 
yet to be founded officially, Zionism 
was already in the air in certain parts 
of Europe. This is from the Pittsburgh 
Platform of 1885:

We consider ourselves no longer a 
nation, but a religious community, 
and therefore expect neither a 
return to Palestine, nor a sacrificial 
worship under the sons of Aaron, 
nor the restoration of any of the 
laws concerning the Jewish state.6

This is, if you like, an analogue of 
what the authors of the Babylonian 
Talmud laid down: ie, Judaism is no 
longer focused on Palestine; we are 
not a political nation, but purely a 
religion.

Messianic Zionists have taken the 
very opposite route. They ardently 
strive to revive sacrificial worship 
in a Jewish temple built on the ruins 
of the present Muslim shrines. They 
are able to play their dangerous 
provocative game because they 
believe passionately in what they are 
doing, while other strands of Zionism 
have nothing with which to counter 
them.

Arab nationalism
Let me make a few remarks about 
the relation between nationalism and 
religion on the Arab side. The situation 
here is quite different.

True, Arabisation and Islamisation 
came together in Palestine, which 
became predominantly Muslim at the 
same time as it became predominantly 
Arab - around 700AD. However, 
there is no lasting essential connection 
between the two: the biggest Islamic 
countries in the modern world are not 
Arab. Conversely, there are many non-
Muslim Arab minorities - Christian 

and others - in Arab countries. In fact 
Arab nationalism acted as a counter 
to pan-Islamism. Typically, modern 
Arab nationalism was pioneered by 
non-Muslims. It was an alternative to 
pan-Islamism. One of those pioneers 
was George Antonius - a non-Muslim, 
as you might gather from his name, 
and a native of Lebanon. Another was 
Michel Aflaq, a Syrian.

Similarly among Palestinian 
leaders there have been many non-
Muslims. George Habash was 
leader of the Popular Front, while 
Nayef Hawatmeh heads the Popular 
Democratic Front. And, of course, 
the latest heroic figure is Shireen Abu 
Akleh, who was a staunch supporter of 
Palestinian identity and a reporter for 
Al Jazeera. Typically, at her Catholic 
funeral, which was viciously attacked 
by the Israeli police, both a Catholic 
priest and a leading Muslim cleric said 
prayers. Not something you would 
expect on the Israeli side!

It is true that Islamism has 
recently featured within Palestinian 
nationalism, as well as within the 
Arab world more generally. But that 
is because of the political failings of 
secular Arab nationalism. That has 
created a vacuum into which Islamic 
ideology has attempted to step.

Nevertheless, the situation is not at 
all parallel to that on the Israeli side. 
Let me mention the Dome of the 
Rock, the Islamic shrine located on 
the Temple Mount. But it is not only a 
religious symbol: it became nationally 
symbolic from early times. Under the 
British mandate the Dome of the Rock 
was seen a symbol of Palestine - it 
featured on the Palestinian pound note 
and on postage stamps at that time. 
It has become a focus of Palestinian 
nationalism for people who were not 
Muslims at all.

This is an explanation as to why 
events that started last year around 
al-Haram al-Sharif featured not only 
Muslims, but Palestinians of all 
descriptions l

Notes
1. This article is based on the talk given by 
Moshé Machover to the May 29 Online 
Communist Forum.
2. Weekly Worker June 1 2017: 
weeklyworker.co.uk/worker/1157/israel-and-
the-messiahs-ass.
3. monthlyreview.org/2020/02/01/messianic-
zionism.
4. www.haaretz.com/opinion/.premium-
how-israel-uses-radical-islam-to-justify-the-
occupation-1.10758331.
5. www.haaretz.com/opinion/2022-04-26/
ty-article-opinion/religion-not-nationalism-
or-real-estate-is-to-blame-in-israel/00000180-
66ae-d030-a3cc-7eaf4a310000.
6. people.ucalgary.ca/~elsegal/363_Transp/
PittsburgPlatform.html.
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TURKIYE

Inflation and pauperisation
Inflation is soaring, along with chauvinist rhetoric. Things are not looking good for Erdoğan and 
Erdoğanomics, reports Esen Uslu

According to Marx, “The more 
extensive ... the industrial 
reserve army, the greater 

is official pauperism. This is the 
absolute general law of capitalist 
accumulation.”1 That is certainly the 
case in Turkey right now.

According to the Turkish 
Statistical Institute (TSI), consumer 
prices rose 2.98% in May. This 
represents an annual inflation of 
73.5% - the highest since rate since 
1998. For the same period Reuters 
calculated the monthly inflation rate 
as 4.8%, which means an annual rate 
of 76.5%. Meanwhile the team at 
the official state Anatolian Agency 
calculated an annual rate of 5.8%!

The figures of the discredited 
TSI are now nothing but crude 
propaganda aimed at the captive 
domestic audience. During the last 
four years four directors have been 
appointed to the TSI tasked with 
putting president Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan’s spin on the numbers. 
The internal pressure became so 
unbearable that seven members of the 
committee announcing the monthly 
figures took leave of absence just 
before the figures were released. 
Many technical staff resigned. The 
situation became so shambolic that 
soon the European Union may stop 
accepting TSI data as reliable - as it 
did once for the Greece’s statistical 
institution during its economic 
meltdown.

The most reliable data was 
provided by the Inflation Research 
Group, an independent body of 
economists, which calculated the 
monthly rate at 5.5% and annual rate 
at 160.8%.

These are horrendous statistics; 
even the TSI’s doctored figures 
are heralding very difficult living 
conditions for working people, 
pensioners, students - and, of 
course, the unemployed. There are 
20.8 million wage earners and 13.6 
million pensioners in Turkey. The 
minimum wage, which is practically 

the median wage in the private 
sector, and pensions are calculated 
on the basis of the TSI’s figures.

So doctoring the figures enables 
Erdoğan to corner a large number 
of people by dangling the carrot of 
rising minimum wages, pensions 
and student grants, while using the 
stick of religiosity, militarism and 
nationalism on their backside.

As the economy goes down the 
drain, anti-Kurdish, anti-Arabic, anti-
Iranian, anti-Greek and anti-western 
rhetoric is rising to fever pitch. 
While the militarist and bureaucratic 
state is itself the core reason for 
rising inflation and the economic 

downturn, the growing prowess and 
posture of the armed forces, and the 
brinkmanship, conquest, invasion 
and annexation of northern Syria and 
Iraq are presented as major successes 
that make the unbearable bearable.

On top of the May figures, a 40% 
hike on natural gas and energy prices 
was announced at the beginning 
of this month. The Producer Price 
Index is rising more sharply than the 
Consumer Price Index, indicating 
that inflation would continue to 
accelerate in the coming months.

Since September 2021, the 
Turkish lira has lost half of its value. 
There was an attempt to prop it up by 
selling massive amounts of foreign 
currency, but currency reserves were 
so depleted that the government 
resorted to borrowing heavily 
through deals with Gulf countries, 
and the foreign currencies obtained 
through those deals are being sold.

In Turkey those lucky enough 
to have savings try to protect their 
value in the face of rampant inflation 
by buying foreign currency or real 
estate. Consequently house prices 
and rents have risen sharply. Soon 
ordinary working families will not 
be able to afford living in cities. 
The prices of a woefully inadequate 
public transport system have also 
risen so sharply that workplaces 
situated around the metropolitan 
centres are now providing buses to 
bring people to and from work.

Interest rates
This situation is primarily the 
result of the Erdoğan government’s 
deliberate policy of maintaining 
growth despite inflation, based on 
the forlorn hope that, if it succeeds 
in doing so until the next general 
election, due in June 2023, then the 
‘prosperity’ created - ie, new jobs, 
the illusion of an increased minimum 
wage, cheap mortgages to rejuvenate 
the sagging construction industry, an 
export drive and increased tourism 
revenues, etc - would be sufficient 
to win another term in office for 
Erdoğan’s Justice and Development 
Party. And, inshallah (god willing), 
the economy will improve, as in the 
major capitalist countries.

The motto, ‘Higher interest rates 
are not the result of inflation, but its 
cause’, has been put into practice 
rigorously since the last change of 
staff in economic administration. 
Despite the highest inflation rate for 
half a century, the Central Bank’s 
interest rate is kept at 14%.

This policy is receiving criticism 
from left, right and centre, but is still 
maintained doggedly. The finance 
minister, Nureddin Nebati, openly 
declared this in a recent speech, 
when he said: “At the crossroads 
we switched track. We have chosen 
growing together with inflation … In 
this system companies and exporters 
are increasing their earnings; only 
low income-earners are suffering.”

That much plain speaking was, 
of course, not to the liking of 
Erdoğan, who released a statement 
of correction, saying that policies 
to improve the lot of low income-
earners are also being undertaken. 
And Erdoğan in his wisdom added 
that there is no inflation - just a high 
cost of living.

Even the head of the employers’ 
association, TUSIAD, felt obliged to 
speak against this in his recent speech 
at a gathering promoting investment 
in Turkey: “The paradigm shift 
started with the monetary policy 
of the principal central banks and 
fighting inflation became the primary 
objective. If need be, growth could 
be sacrificed to achieve that.”

The growing popular discontent 
is yet to create a great impetus for 
change, and any display of popular 
opposition is brutally suppressed. 
The state with its security 
apparatus, together with the 
bureaucracy, judiciary and armed 
forces, are standing behind the 
government and dutifully carrying 
out such acts of suppression as 
required. In fact the lawlessness 
of the state is beyond belief. Since 
the military junta of 1980, the 
aim has been to create a single, 
unified administration under a 
popular figure supported by a veil 
of religiosity and nationalism, and 
prepared to go to any length to 
crush any trace of opposition.

And now, with all those aspects 

seemingly in place, Turkey is poised 
to conquer more land in Syria. It is 
just looking for the green light from 
the US and Russia to go ahead with 
plans to put an end to the Rojava 
conflict by capturing Manbij, Tel 
Rifaat and Kobane from the Kurds. 
At present the official position of 
both powers is negative, but Turkey 
is very keen to make use of any 
crack that may appear during the 
Ukraine war. The recent opportunity 
to use Turkey’s veto against the Nato 
membership of Sweden and Finland 
was designed to create yet another 
bargaining chip to try to persuade 
Russian and/or the US to shift their 
positions.

However, unexpected popular 
opposition against increasing prices 
has flared up in occupied northern 
Syria. With Turkey posed to attempt 
yet another ‘holy conquest’, the 
people of Afrin and Jindires rose 
up against the price hikes imposed 
by the Turkish-owned electricity 
company. The Turkish-trained and 
-equipped police force killed one of 
the protestors. Within a couple of 
days Mare’, Bab al-Salameh, Azez 
and Akhtarin also became hot spots 
of protest.

Quickly the mood turned ugly, 
with the chants of “Syria is a free 
country!” and “Turks out!” It was 
a sobering smack in the face for 
imperial dreams. But the Turkish 
lira was made the de facto currency 
of the occupied zones, and health 
clinics as well as housing were built 
to win hearts and minds. But the 
economic collapse made clear that 
only brute force and bribery remains 
to suppress the jihadis and control 
the occupied zones.

A similar situation exists in 
northern Cyprus. Individual 
ministers and even governments are 
routinely replaced in an attempt to 
maintain loyalty. And an ongoing 
assault operation on the northern 
Iraqi territory is going on with 
almost daily air strikes, killing tens 
of people every day l

Notes
1. K Marx Capital Vol 1, chapter 25: www.
marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1867-c1/
ch25.htm.
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Back with you!
A good number of our 

readers have expressed 
disappointment (not to mention 
surprise) that there was no paper 
last week. That was, of course, 
because of the two extra bank 
holidays on Thursday and Friday 
last week, called to celebrate the 
monarch’s platinum jubilee.

The simple fact of the matter 
was that our printers were closed 
for the entire long weekend. Then 
there is Royal Mail. So if we had 
printed the paper, it would been 
not on the Thursday as usual, 
but on the following Monday … 
and you would have got it 
through the post on Wednesday, 
or even Thursday. We should 
have expected that, but, frankly, 
we didn’t. Apologies, therefore, 
about the last edition of the paper 
not carrying an announcement.

Of course, those with 
subscriptions will have their 
accounts suitably adjusted and, 
sort of, by way of compensation, 
this week’s paper has 16 pages 
instead of the normal 12.

Nevertheless, despite our 
non-appearance, this did not stop 
readers expressing their steadfast 

support - and, in particular 
contributing to our fighting fund, 
which is one of the most important 
ways of doing that!

So far in June £497 has been 
notched up - and this comes on 
top of the fantastic £2,643 we 
received in May. Our monthly 
target is, of course, £2,250, so we 
exceeded that by over £400 last 
month! Thanks very much to one 
and all.

Over the last two weeks more 
than £900 was contributed to our 
fund in total and I would like to 
give special thanks to the most 
generous: namely BK (£100), 
TDB and AC (£60), EW (£55) 
and JT, AN and DB (£50 each). 
There were 30 other donations 
- almost all via bank transfer or 
PayPal.

Keep up your support. Let’s 
see if we can match the success 
of May once again this month. 
Please play your part if you can l

Robbie Rix

Fighting fund

Turkish lira: buying less and less by the day
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What we 
fight for
n Without organisation the 
working class is nothing; with 
the highest form of organisation 
it is everything.
n  There exists no real Communist 
Party today. There are many 
so-called ‘parties’ on the left. In 
reality they are confessional sects. 
Members who disagree with the 
prescribed ‘line’ are expected to 
gag themselves in public. Either 
that or face expulsion.
n Communists operate according 
to the principles of democratic 
centralism. Through ongoing debate 
we seek to achieve unity in action 
and a common world outlook. As 
long as they support agreed actions, 
members should have the right to 
speak openly and form temporary 
or permanent factions.
n Communists oppose all impe-
rialist wars and occupations but 
constantly strive to bring to the fore 
the fundamental question–ending war 
is bound up with ending capitalism.
n Communists are internationalists. 
Everywhere we strive for the closest 
unity and agreement of working class 
and progressive parties of all countries. 
We oppose every manifestation 
of national sectionalism. It is an 
internationalist duty to uphold the 
principle, ‘One state, one party’.
n The working class must be 
organised globally. Without a global 
Communist Party, a Communist 
International, the struggle against 
capital is weakened and lacks 
coordination.
n Communists have no interest 
apart from the working class 
as a whole. They differ only in 
recognising the importance of 
Marxism as a guide to practice. 
That theory is no dogma, but 
must be constantly added to and 
enriched.
n Capitalism in its ceaseless 
search for profit puts the future 
of humanity at risk. Capitalism is 
synonymous with war, pollution, 
exploitation and crisis. As a global 
system capitalism can only be 
superseded globally.
n The capitalist class will never 
willingly allow their wealth and 
power to be taken away by a 
parliamentary vote.
n We will use the most militant 
methods objective circumstances 
allow to achieve a federal republic 
of England, Scotland and Wales, 
a united, federal Ireland and a 
United States of Europe.
n Communists favour industrial 
unions. Bureaucracy and class 
compromise must be fought and 
the trade unions transformed into 
schools for communism.
n Communists are champions of 
the oppressed. Women’s oppression, 
combating racism and chauvinism, 
and the struggle for peace and 
ecological sustainability are just 
as much working class questions 
as pay, trade union rights and 
demands for high-quality health, 
housing and education.
n Socialism represents victory 
in the battle for democracy. It is 
the rule of the working class. 
Socialism is either democratic or, 
as with Stalin’s Soviet Union, it 
turns into its opposite.
n Socialism is the first stage 
of the worldwide transition to 
communism - a system which 
knows neither wars, exploitation, 
money, classes, states nor nations. 
Communism is general freedom 
and the real beginning of human 
history.
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Enlightenment and pure joy
Helena Aksentijevic Compass and Moshé Machover YouTube, 2022

Moshé Machover is well 
known to Weekly Worker 
readers, in particular for his 

regular articles on Israel/Palestine, but 
Helena Aksentijevic, a filmmaker and 
photographer, heard of him through 
her local Palestine Solidarity group. 
She was making a series of short films 
about supporters of Palestine and 
decided to feature him in this one.1

She told me in an email that her 
technique is “to focus almost entirely 
on the subject of the film: the idea is 
that they are telling the viewer their 
story”. She continued: “Moshé is such 
a mesmerising and eloquent speaker 
- he really does keep the viewer’s 
attention.” And so he does. Except for 
some photographs, a few other film 
strips and the occasional question, 
Moshé speaks alone throughout the 
entire film, which lasts for well over 
half an hour.

To set the scene, at the start Moshé 
shows a paid advert taken from the 
Israeli newspaper Ha’aretz, dated 
September 22 1967 (just after the six-
day war), which says in part (translated 
by Moshé): “The right to defend 
ourselves against extermination does 
not give us the right to oppress other 
people.” Moshé goes on to translate 
what follows: “Holding onto the 
occupied territories would turn us 
into a nation of murderers and murder 
victims. Let us get out of the occupied 
territories at once.”

This letter was signed by 12 
people, including Moshé, most of 
whom were members or supporters of 
the organisation he was a founder of, 
Matzpen (translated as ‘Compass’.) 
He says with a smile: “I am proud to 
be one of the signatories.”

Both of Moshé’s parents were 
born in the Russian empire and ended 
up in Palestine in the 1930s. Neither 
was religious, and most of his family 
were not practising Jews. Moshé 
grew up in Tel Aviv (then part of the 
British mandate of Palestine) and his 
first memory was the outbreak of 
World War II. Tel Aviv was once or 
twice bombed by Italian planes, but 
otherwise it was prosperous. He says 
that by 1944 they knew that something 
horrible was happening under the 
Nazis, but not the details.

Moshé as a boy was part of a 

socialist-Zionist youth movement. He 
remembers that in 1948, just after the 
foundation of Israel, they went on a 
hike, in which they saw some of the 
villages recently ethnically cleansed 
during the 1948-49 war. They saw 
the after-effects of the removal of 
the villagers - abandoned belongings, 
including cutlery and even a 
shepherd’s flute, buildings destroyed. 
What remained of the Palestinian 
community was simply left to rot and 
this made a deep impression on him as 
a youngster.

Moshé sketches in the nationalist 
militia groups in Palestine under the 
British mandate - Haganah, Irgun 
and the Stern Gang. The latter, a 
self-described terrorist military 
organisation, even wrote to the Nazis 
- before knowledge of the holocaust 
became public - stating it was prepared 
to work with the Germans as ‘fighters 
for the liberation of Israel’.

The 1948-49 victory was 
“incomplete”, because, as he explains, 
the “Holy Land, land of Palestine - 
whichever you want to call it” was 
not totally in Israel’s hands. It is 
noticeable that, when Israel became a 
state, it never declared its borders, as 
you might expect of a newly created 
country. It turned out that Israel’s 
military leaders were waiting for an 
opportunity to expand its territory.

That came in 1967. The Israeli 
leadership knew that the threatened 
annihilation of Israel was, as Moshé 
puts it genteelly, “poppycock”, and 
the six-day war, in his view, was a 
turning point for the rest of the region 
and maybe the world.

Previously, in 1962, as a reaction 
to Stalinism (“the Israeli Communist 
Party was not a revolutionary party, 
as it claimed to be”), Matzpen was 
founded. The name was actually that 
of the journal the founders previously 
published. They focused on working 
class issues at first, and were soon 
joined by Jabra Nicola, a Marxist, who 
was a great influence when it came to 
Palestinian issues. Moshé believes 
Nicola’s insights are still valid today.

Future
Zionism, as anyone who has heard 
Moshé speak knows, is both an 
ideology and a project. When it comes 

to ideology, Zionists believe that Jews 
all over the world constitute a ‘nation’ 
and the land was promised by god to 
this nation. Moshé recalls a joke that to 
be a Zionist you don’t have to believe 
in god - but you do have to believe that 
god gave the land to the Jews!

It is important, Moshé says, to 
distinguish between differing modes 
of colonisation. The first, he says, 
were slave colonies, like the southern 
United States, the West Indies, etc, 
while Karl Kautsky called the second 
type “exploitation colonies”, where 
the colonisers exploited the labour of 
the indigenous people. This was the 
character of British colonies, such as 
India and much of Africa. The third 
type were called work colonies by 
Kautsky, where the colonists are the 
main direct producers. They are in 
fact ‘exclusion colonies’, where the 
indigenous population are ethnically 
cleansed or simply annihilated.

Israel is an example of the third. 
The Israeli ruling class wants more 
territory - but without most of the 
Arabs who currently live there. Moshé 
explains that the reason Israel did not 
annex the West Bank or Gaza Strip 
outright is because there are too many 
“unwanted people” there - namely, 
those very Arabs.

Matzpen’s view of Israel as a work 
colony was put forward even before 
the 1967 war, but afterwards a huge 
hate campaign was directed against 
it because the group was opposed to 
the occupation. There was, as Moshé 
puts it, “a frenzy of chauvinism”. 
Members were ostracised and 
threatened, but Matzpen remained 
uncompromising.

In an interesting few minutes 
towards the end of the film, Moshé 
discussed the kibbutzim, which he 
says shows the internal contradictions 
in one wing of Zionism. Leftwing 
Zionists believed this was a form of 
socialism - but, as he points out, only 
for Jews. And Moshé believes that 
Israel’s leaders are still not satisfied 
with what they have: they want 
more territory. Those who settled 
in the kibbutzim have played their 
part in helping to gain Palestinian 
land. Many are still attracted to 
the settlements for economic 
reasons - they receive good houses, 

cheaply, for example. But others 
are ideologically committed and are 
extreme in their criminal behaviour 
towards Palestinians.

And what of the future? Moshé 
does not see any grounds for 
optimism. One possibility is the ethnic 
cleansing or even annihilation of the 
Palestinians as a viable entity. This, 
he says, is what many in the Zionist 
establishment want. He believes that 
Israel might even instigate a new 
Nakba.

Those that argue for a single state 
are well-intentioned, Moshé says, but 
there is a catch - the Zionist regime 
would have to be overthrown, but the 
Palestinians simply lack the leverage 
to do that, as previous uprisings 
have shown. What Jabra Nicola and 
Matzpen insisted upon was that such 
an overthrow could only come about 
on a regional basis. Only the working 
class in Israel, combined with other 
working classes in the Arab world, 
including the Palestinians, of course, 
could have a realistic prospect of 
overthrowing Zionism - and that 
is only possible on the basis of a 
socialist programme. This has been 
Matzpen’s view from the beginning. 
Moshé considers that his work in 
Matzpen is the most important thing 
he has done in his entire political life 
- all his subsequent activism followed 
from that.

In an afterword towards the end, 
Helena Aksentijevic asks Moshé 
whether he thinks the Labour Party 
will once again try to expel him, or 
whether he will go quiet for a few 
years. His response is typical: “I’m 
not going to go quietly!”

This film consist of 36.39 minutes 
of education and pure joy for a Marxist. 
It is not often one gets the chance to 
hear anyone speak so clearly on his 
own, without interruption, articulating 
his life-long commitment. I have 
watched it three times and learned 
something new each time. Where 
else, and with whom else, could one 
half-hour be so enlightening? l

Judy Carousian

Notes
1. https://www.helenaaksentijevic.com/. 
Helena Aksentijevic’s website describes her 
as a travel photographer who specialises in 
the untouched corners of the world. 

Moshé Machover (left) with Jabra Nicola in 1968

https://www.helenaaksentijevic.com/


Standing order
To ______________________________________________________________________ Bank plc ___________________________

Branch address _____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Post code ______________________ Account name __________________________________________________________

Sort code _____________________________________________ Account No ________________________________________

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

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

Date _________________________  

Signed _______________________________________________ Name (PRINT) ___________________________________ 

Address ____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Name:______________________________________

Address:_____________________________________

____________________________________________

____________________________________________

____________________________________________

Tel:________________________________________

Email:______________________________________

Sub: £/€ ____________________________________

Donation: £/€ ________________________________

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

New UK subscribers offer: 
3 months for £10

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

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

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

 London WC1N 3XX

No 1398 June 9 2022

Jubilee versus democracy
Much of the left fails to take the monarchy seriously. But Eddie Ford reminds the SWP of the shameful 
moment when it voted against republicanism in Respect so as not to alienate royalists

Over the last week we have 
had wall-to-wall monarchy, 
forcing staunch republicans to 

rush to the ‘off’ button on the TV or 
radio far too often than is good for 
their mental health. The four-day 
Platinum Jubilee bank holiday was 
to mark the 70th anniversary of the 
accession of Queen Elizabeth II in 
1952, with fifteen and a half hours of 
live coverage from the impeccably 
royalist BBC - punctuated by 
documentaries and ‘specials’ about 
stuff we have seen countless times 
before.

There was, of course, the Platinum 
Party at the Palace concert that had a 
peak viewing figure of 13.3 million. 
In addition, there were very many 
local events such as church services, 
street parties, and so on - though 
it did depend on where you lived. 
There was very little trace of the 
jubilee in Liverpool, for instance.

Nonetheless, it would be foolish 
indeed to dismiss the popularity of 
the monarchy and its strong hold 
over the popular imagination. For 
those who remember the 1977 
Silver Jubilee, there was some sort 
of republican sentiment and protest 
back then - the whole nonsense did 
not go completely unchallenged. But 
fast-forward to 2022 and there was 
no discernible republican activity - 
everybody appeared to be happily 
sipping the royalist Kool-Aid. In its 
internal bulletin, Party Notes, the 
Socialist Workers Party says that 
the best thing republicans can do is 
go off with your friends and family 
to the park and have a picnic - not 
exactly a militant stand against the 
dominant narrative. 

We have long argued against 
the profoundly wrong notion quite 
common on the left that somehow over 
time - with a new younger generation 
or whatever - we will inevitably see 
a decline in the popularity of the 
monarchy and eventually its demise. 
Delusional thinking. No doubt true 
that if you talk to younger people 
they will tend on average to be either 
indifferent or hostile to the monarchy. 
Nonetheless, the thing about young 
people is that they do have an 
unfortunate habit of getting older and 
the tendency is for them to get drawn 
into the dominant ethos.

Another widespread, but 
mistaken, idea on the left is that, 
once Elizabeth II does her inevitable 
thing and dies, then Charles III will 
be far less popular, if not actively 
unpopular. Then we will have our 
chance and the monarchy will itself 
be facing its demise too. Hence we 
read Simon Basketter in Socialist 
Worker: “That we have been 
inundated with royalist propaganda 
is not a sign of the strength of the 
monarchy, but of its weakness. It’s 
an ailing industry … there will be a 
crisis when she dies”. This argument 
is completely unconvincing. What 
makes Elizabeth Windsor popular is 
not her wit and charm, her charismatic 
personality. No, she is stiff, sour and 
dull. Here only genuine interests 
seem to be corgis, race horses and 
getting her disgraced second son out 

of trouble. What endears her to the 
population is the press, TV, radio and 
the whole carefully crafted panoply 
of military parades, gold encrusted 
church services, deference, honours 
and medals. There is every reason 
to think that this will continue under 
Charles III, albeit in a suitably 
modified form (eg, expect the 
monarchy to be slimmed down).

Yes, it is quite right to say we have 
a constantly made and remade cult of 
monarchy. In the 1983 collection of 
essays, The invention of tradition, 
David Cannadine usefully points out 
that, if you go back before Victorian 
times, what we take for granted now 
in terms of the “great and splendid 
monarchy”, largely did not exist.1 In 
other words, this cult is not something 
that goes back uninterruptedly to 
1066 or even Georgian times. And 
the modern monarchy that was 
invented in the 19th century, with the 
fusing of the crown with the British 
empire, the crowning of Victoria 
Empress of India, the ever extended 
royal family, the great occasions 
attended by prime ministers from the 
Dominions and resplendent ranks of 
colonial troops, was reinvented with 
World War I - as the House of Saxe-

Coburg and Gotha became the very 
British sounding House of Windsor 
- and was reinvented yet again after 
1952 as the empire rapidly dissolved 
and was replaced by the altogether 
more insubstantial Commonwealth.

Left and Labour
It is worthwhile touching upon what 
the SWP has to say. Its central slogan 
is ‘Stuff the jubilee’, and Socialist 
Worker talks happily about “platinum 
parasites” and suchlike. Communists 
would, of course, go along with these  
sentiments. However, we should 
never allow the comrades to forget 
what happened when they - along 
with George Galloway and Alan 
Thornett’s Socialist Resistance - 
were leading the organisation called 
Respect, which also included the 
Muslim Association of Britain (a 
branch of the Muslim Brotherhood).

The name ‘Respect’ was derived 
from the initials of Respect, Equality, 
Socialism, Peace, Environmentalism, 
Community and Trade Unionism. 
We, in the CPGB, wanted to 
replace ‘Respect’ in Respect with 
‘Republicanism’, but to their eternal 
shame the SWP-led majority voted 
down the proposal.

Why? The SWP’s chosen 
speakers objected - on the grounds 
that republicanism would put off 
royalists! As we pointed out at the 
time: yes, in the same way that 
advocating socialism will put off 
anti-socialists. Now we hear that 
“socialists oppose the monarchy”, 
so presumably the SWP does stand 
for its abolition after all. But in 
those days the SWP voted against 
republicanism. True, that was under 
the leadership of John Rees - but 
no-one in the SWP ranks rebelled or 
protested. They all did as they were 
told and raised their hands.

There is also the story in Socialist 
Worker about the monarchy being 
very expensive. Then again, amongst 
the vast crowds that recently 
gathered outside Buckingham 
Palace, there were no doubt a large 
number of tourists bringing lots of 
money into Britain. I do not know 
whether on balance the monarchy 
is a money-loser or money-winner, 
but my guess would be that it is the 
latter. However, as Rosa Luxemburg 
insisted, we stand against the 
monarchy not on the basis of cost, 
but as a matter of principle and, 
even more fundamentally, on the 
basis of democracy. We are not just 
talking about the fact that when 
Elizabeth Windsor dies, Charles 
will automatically become head of 
state. Something never elaborated in 
Socialist Worker is that the monarchy 
in Britain possesses substantial 
reserve powers.

As we have explained on 
countless occasions, the idea that 
Jeremy Corbyn was ever going to be 
allowed to lead a Labour government 
in 2017 or 2019 was pure fantasy. 
Not least because it is the monarch 
that decides, albeit after taking 
advice from the Privy Council, about 
who to call to the palace to form a 
government - that is, the person who 
can command a vote of confidence 
in the House of Commons. By 
definition, that ruled out Corbyn. 
But just imagine for a moment if JC 
had actually been in a position where 
the majority of the Parliamentary 
Labour Party actually supported him 
as prime minister - which admittedly 
stretches credibility to breaking 
point: we would still be in a situation 
where the army swears loyalty to 
the monarch, not to the government 
or constitution. To all intents and 
purposes a legal coup can be carried 
out through that institution. It needs 
to be understood that we have a 

parliamentary democracy based on 
the crown in parliament.

Indeed, it is worth remembering 
that, when the platonic republican, 
Jeremy Corbyn, attended his first 
ceremonial event in 2015 after being 
elected Labour leader, the press made 
a big fuss about how he remained 
silent during the national anthem at 
the Battle of Britain memorial service 
at St Paul’s Cathedral.2 Typically 
Sir Nicholas Soames complained 
that Corbyn was being “very rude 
and very disrespectful’’ and “needs 
to make his mind up whether he is 
a grown-up or not”. Nigel Farage 
chipped in by describing Corbyn 
as a “hardcore republican to his 
fingertips” - yet more fantasy. But 
for communists the real significance 
of the event was the fact that he was 
there at all - dutifully participating 
in the ceremony. The last Labour 
manifesto his team produced was 
not republican, but royalist - merely 
saying that Labour would look into 
the question. How pathetic.

And look at who replaced Corbyn 
- yes, Sir Keir Starmer. Under his 
leadership, we have had a series of 
fawning statements over the last 
week emphasising that Labour is 
a patriotic and royalist party that 
defends precious British institutions 
- if not the “true party” of patriotism 
and British values. Sir Keir himself 
wrote an article in The Daily 
Telegraph, the main ‘serious’ Tory 
paper in Britain, saying that it was 
people’s duty to support the jubilee 
celebrations, as Britain “is a better 
country thanks to the queen”.

When a few people in the crowd 
outside St Paul’s cathedral booed 
Boris Johnson as he went up the 
steps with his wife, this gave Labour 
an opportunity to parade its pro-
establishment credentials. Writing 
in The Observer, Lucy Powell, the 
shadow secretary of state for digital, 
culture, media and sport, said the 
incident shows that people no longer 
see the prime minister as having 
the “standards necessary to lead 
the country” - no wonder he is so 
unpopular.

Straight from the Blue Labour 
crib sheet l

eddie.ford@weeklyworker.co.uk

Republicanism 
ought to be at 
the core of our 

politics

Notes
1.  EJ Hobsbawm and T Ranger (eds) The 
invention of tradition Cambridge 2012, p119.
2. theguardian.com/politics/2015/sep/15/
jeremy-corbyn-silent-during-national-
anthem-battle-of-britain-service.

We cannot escape the monarchy when it comes to money
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