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Nato and Germany
The tide of public opinion in 
Germany is as overpowering as 
elsewhere: “Stop the Russian 
invasion!” “Defend Ukraine!” 
“Send them more weapons!” 
Sustaining this tide is an all-
encompassing media campaign and 
no politician is exempt.

Every epoch has had its call to 
battle the forces of evil. Once it was 
anarchism, then Bolshevism. After 
those menaces were defeated, new 
ones were required. In 2001 it was 
‘terrorism’, but with that frightening 
term eroding, it is being replaced by 
‘authoritarianism’. The gargoyle 
staring at us from magazine covers - 
after Stalin, Mao and Fidel have died 
and Saddam Hussein, Osama bin 
Laden and Muammar Gaddafi have 
been eliminated - is now a scowling 
Putin. And with him Russia, which 
must be ostracised, sanctioned, 
wrecked, starved and, above all, 
defeated. And the weapons are ready, 
with $800 billion spent annually in 
the USA - about 13 times Russia’s 
military budget (not counting the 
others in Nato). In Germany, a 
special €100 billion fund was added 
to its already huge military outlay. 
All this is to ‘achieve security’.

But even the most valid 
comparisons with past or present 
dangers cannot minimise the Putin 
government’s share in the guilt for 
the present horror! Nor can they 
overcome worries that Putin may 
indeed be dreaming of a ‘greater 
Russia’, denying Ukrainian rights 
to independence and sovereignty. 
Nor do accusations of Nazi rule 
justify the violation of international 
law, the wrecking of so many towns, 
cities and families, despite a very 
real Bandera cult and the strength 
of Azov thugs. It is more than likely 
that a massive attack against the 
Russian-speaking Donbas republics 
was planned and Putin moved to 
prevent it. But was invasion the only 
method of prevention? I cannot say.

But there can be only one 
answer to current escalation, with 
growing election-related American 
belligerency, ever more powerful 
weaponry which will cost ever 
more lives, mostly Ukrainian 
ones - and the constant menace 
of atomic war. The answer must 
be to pressure Biden to support 
negotiations and peace. I think this 
must top the agenda, worldwide, 
of every progressive! The call for 
peace is also heard from inside 
Russia, despite attempts to silence 
it. I hope it bears fruit - but not for 
those Russians who yearn for a 
Nato victory - and one more regime 
takeover!

In Germany, weak attempts 
to avoid total confrontation and 
work for peace were heard from 
chancellor Olaf Scholz. But timid 
words in this direction were soon 
shushed by his coalition partners: 
the rightwing Free Democrats, 
ready to spend billions for war 
and weapons, but not tax the 
billionaires one more euro; and the 
Greens, once seen as progressive, 
now nicknamed ‘Olive-Greens’, 
with foreign minister Annalena 
Baerbock loudest in the ravenous 
pack. Scholz knows that resisting 
either partner could sink his 
coalition ship and end his captaincy. 
Both of them (and his own party) 
have happily joined in many state-
level coalitions with the rightist 
Christian Democrats and could 
try it again nationally. His fears of 
their desertion could explain his 

loud support for the €100 billion 
package for the military.

Olaf Scholz now plans to forget 
past insults from Kyiv and pay 
a visit, together with Emmanuel 
Macron and Italian premier Mario 
Draghi, all of them somewhat 
hesitant till now but all fearful 
of media accusations of being 
slouchers, the threesome will be 
listening favourably to Zelensky’s 
insistent demands for heavy 
weapons. They will undoubtedly 
be spared embarrassing encounters 
with the Nazi-like flags, insignia 
and tattoos of the Azov battalions or 
visits to giant Bandera statues.

While the western winds were 
blowing stronger, partly out of 
sympathy and solidarity, partly 
tainted by the smell of nationalism 
and hatred, where in Germany was 
Die Linke (‘The Left’) - a party 
traditionally standing for peace and 
opposing the weapons race? Sadly 
said, it’s better not to ask!

After its disastrous results in the 
national election last September, 
where it sank to 4.9%, down from 
9.9% in 2017, and only squeezed 
back into the Bundestag as the 
weakest party, down to 39 seats from 
69. Drastic changes were more than 
urgent! But they were not made, and 
in three state elections Die Linke 
again lost catastrophically.

A heavy blow hit in April, 
when the more ‘reformist’ co-
chair, Susanne Hennig-Wellsow, 
resigned because of her “personal 
situation” as a mother - but with a 
veiled attack on her more militant 
co-chair, Janine Wissler, based on a 
nastily distorted article in the crafty 
magazine Der Spiegel. That journal 
has always been an enemy of Die 
Linke and wrote of Die Linke’s 
mishandling of “sexism”.

Because of the co-chair’s 
resignation, the many election 
defeats and the charges of sexism 
flying around (although Die 
Linke has a female majority in its 
Bundestag delegation and in state 
legislatures), it was decided to elect 
an entire new leadership at the party 
congress in Erfurt on June 24-26. 
Defying the unjust media attacks, 
Janis Wissner will run again for the 
top office. Since she is a left-leaning 
female West German, a likely co-
chair might be a reformist-leaning 
male East German.

But the party is sharply divided. 
The ‘reformers’, who based their 
disastrous campaign last year 
on hopes of joining a national 
coalition with the Greens and the 
Social Democrats, have had to 
bury this dream (for now). Even if 
feasible, the party would have to 
abandon opposition to Nato and 
the deployment of German troops 
in foreign wars and occupations, 
and its resistance to big armament 
plans or sending heavy weapons 
to Ukraine. The ‘left wing’ of Die 
Linke insists that this would mean 
giving up its position as the lone 
party of peace, thus becoming 
irrelevant.

Such basic questions will likely 
be at the centre of debate in Erfurt 
at the end of the month - and in 
the choice of co-chairs and all 
other positions. Will the party 
choose sides? Will it find some 
compromise? Could it split, forming 
two weak parts, leaving a peace 
position unstated in the Bundestag 
and the media? In two weeks we 
should know.
Victor Grossman
Berlin

Hands off regime!
I have just read Yassamine 
Mather’s article on Iran in the 
Weekly Worker (‘Deaths, deals and 
demonstrations’, June 9). My own 

view on Iran and Turkey (there is 
an article on Turkey by Esen Uslu 
in the same edition) as a republican 
socialist and anti-monarchist is that 
Iran and Turkey should not have 
internal breakdowns at this moment 
in time and that the protests and 
demonstrations she speaks about, 
though understandable, should not 
be encouraged by revolutionaries 
on the outside.

It’s vital that those two countries 
- especially Iran, which is in a 
different boat from Turkey - should 
remain in the current hands of state. 
Turkey is really a different kettle 
of fish, as it is a member of Nato 
and, though a distant prospect, is 
a candidate for European Union 
membership. It is not in the pocket 
of Israel and has frequently and 
confidently lashed out at its 
government. 

I know from seeing the London 
government in action that their 
statistics have little relationship to 
reality, but statistical arguments in 
general should be treated with great 
caution, as they are the root bed of 
propagandists the world over. They 
are extremely attractive to the 
scum of the earth, as they can be 
presented in stunning fashion - they 
are a form of psychological terror, 
intended to shut up opposition 
thinking. 

Yassamine’s article isn’t guilty 
of statistical perversion, but the 
article by Esen Uslu uses them to 
great effect. I am not convinced by 
any statistical arguments. Statistics 
are highly manipulative and in the 
wrong hands, deadly. 

The fall of Iran is the last thing 
the world needs (outside of the 
satanic agents of western regime 
gangsterism). What we need is the 
fall of Ireland and Iceland rather 
than the fall of Iran. We need falls 
that weaken western mafia gangs, 
not ones that strengthen them. You 
have one thing in common with 
the Jewish state of Israel and that 
is your antagonism to the Islamic 
state of Iran. Strange bedfellows. 

All the energies and plotting 
of worldwide revolutionary 
movements should be fixed on 
western capitalist states. Iran could 
not then pursue a capitalist path, as 
the bottom would drop out of that 
market overnight. Iran is being 
targeted by the Satanic regimes 
because they cannot control its 
government and its domestic and 
foreign affairs. Again we end up 
with strange bedfellows. Yassamine 
Mather’s article strikes a common 
purpose with unholy forces. She 
mentions Hands Off the People of 
Iran. What we should have - as it 
would be highly provocative to that 
government in London - is Hands 
Off the Government of Iran.

There is one single enemy of the 
human race, and it is not Iran or 
Turkey: it is the US, EU, UK and 
their evil allies. We will never get 
freedom, democracy or fairness 
as long as these Nazi demigods 
exist on earth. You can remove the 
Islamic regime in Tehran, but the 
people will not be liberated. 

The weakest links in this 
Satanist rule on earth are where 
the nesting centres lie. In 
Washington DC, in London, in 
Brussels. In the international 
terrorist organisations they control, 
such as the International Monetary 
Fund. Removing the current 
regime in Tehran would not do the 
people of the EU, US and UK the 
least good: it would make their 
situation far worse, as it would 
open up the path to Moscow and 
Beijing, and worldwide totalitarian 
and genocidal nightmare.

There is a very good reason 
why Tehran, Moscow and Beijing 

are opening up a splendid era of 
relations between themselves and 
it’s all to do with geostrategic 
stability and resistance to the 
demented western governments 
who have become psychiatrically 
insane, as their hold on world 
power starts to wane. 
Lennox Greggs
Hull

Distortion
Gerry Downing writes: “The 
[Revolutionary Internationalist 
League] 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’.”

This is just plain wrong. In 
1982, I was heavily involved in 
the debate inside the Workers 
Socialist League, on the side of 
Matgamna’s majority faction, 
against the minority faction of 
Thornett. It was the position of the 
majority to oppose the war on both 
sides. That is also the position I 
hold today in relation to Ukraine-
Russia. We most certainly did not 
offer “support for the fleet” during 
the Malvinas war, as Downing 
suggests.

The position of the Thornett 
minority, once the shooting started, 
was that it was then necessary to 
support president Galtieri and the 
Argentinian junta, even though 
they had not done so before the 
shooting started. Ironically, that 
is the position of Matgamna and 
the Alliance for Workers’ Liberty 
today, in supporting the reactionary, 
corrupt regime in Ukraine, and its 
Nato imperialist masters.

I have no time for Matgamna’s 

petty-bourgeois, pro-imperialist 
sect today, but that is no reason to 
distort and lie about history. That is 
the method of the AWL itself. 
Arthur Bough
email

Train drivers
Why should engine drivers not 
be paid £60,000? How much, 
exactly, should they be paid 
instead, and why? MPs complain 
that they cannot live on £84,144 
plus gargantuan, self-certified 
expenses. Boris Johnson has 
made the same complaint about 
£164,080 plus expenses. What do 
any of the workers who will soon 
be on strike do at work? Get drunk? 
Watch pornography? Similarly, 
why should any particular worker 
be paid less than a Fleet Street 
comment writer, or a talking head 
on television?

Who are these agency workers 
who would be capable, at a 
moment’s notice, of taking over the 
jobs of the railway workers? What 
have they been doing hitherto? Rail 
fares have gone up by more than 
inflation, and the railways receive 
enormous public subsidies that are 
being passed on to bosses and to 
shareholders that routinely include 
foreign states. Those states use that 
money to keep fares low in their 
own countries, where rail strikes 
are perfectly legal, contrary to what 
is now being claimed.

The money is there, and it is 
very largely public money. The 
question is whether the British 
public, such as our railway 
workers, should be the ones to get 
it.
David Lindsay
Durham

Online Communist Forum

Sunday June 19 5pm 
A week in politics - political report from 

CPGB’s Provisional Central Committee and 
discussion

Sunday June 26 5pm 
Some new translations of Die Gleichheit, 

 the German Marxist women’s paper 
Speaker: Ben Lewis
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

https://weeklyworker.co.uk/
https://communistparty.co.uk/ocf-register
https://communistparty.co.uk
http://www.labourpartymarxists.org.uk
mailto:Secretary%40labourpartymarxists.org.uk?subject=OCF
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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.
Fightback against the cost of living crisis
Tuesday June 22, 7pm: Public meeting, Central Hall, Warwick 
Lane, Coventry CV1. Speakers include: Rob Williams, NSSN chair; 
Pete Randle, deputy convenor Coventry Council HGV drivers.
Followed by discussion.
Organised by National Shop Stewards Network:
www.facebook.com/events/593692715419938.
The battle for democracy in Britain and Ireland
Thursday June 23, 6pm: Weekly online education series covering 
the history of republican ideas and their link to socialism. This talk: 
‘Militant Irish republicanism from the Fenians to James Connolly’.
Speaker: Kevin Bean. Organised by Labour Left Alliance:
www.facebook.com/events/2817172421908784.
Stop the war in Ukraine
Friday June 24, 1pm: Public meeting, LMB/030, Law and 
Management Building, East Campus, University of York, YO10.
No to Nato expansion; no escalation. Speakers include Chris 
Nineham (Stop the War Coalition).
Organised by Stop the War Coalition:
stopwar.org.uk/events/stop-the-war-in-ukraine-york-university-meeting.
International day of action - peace in Ukraine
Saturday June 25: Protest events in Shrewsbury, Dorchester, 
Nottingham, York, Manchester, Sheffield, Hull and London.
Organised by Stop the War Coalition: stopwar.org.uk/events.
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.
From treaty to civil war in Ireland
Thursday June 30, 7pm: Lecture, Marx Memorial Library,
37a Clerkenwell Green, London EC1. The Anglo-Irish Treaty was 
signed on December 6 1921, consolidating partition and granting the 
Irish Free State a truncated form of political independence. Within 
six months, disputes over the treaty clauses had ushered in a brutal 
civil war. Speaker: Seán Byers. Entrance free (donations welcome).
Organised by Marx Memorial Library:
www.marx-memorial-library.org.uk/event/369.
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.
National Shop Stewards Network
Saturday July 2, 11am to 4.30pm: Conference, Conway Hall,
25 Red Lion Square, London WC1. A forum for trade unionists and 
anti-cuts campaigners to discuss the strategy, tactics and programme 
needed to fight attacks on the working class. Speakers include 
Sharon Graham (Unite general secretary). Registration £6.
Organised by National Shop Stewards Network:
www.facebook.com/events/340185257922375.
Women Chainmakers festival
Saturday July 2, 11am to 5.30pm: Family festival, Mary 
Macarthur Gardens, Cradley Heath B64. Celebrate the 1910 Cradley 
Heath women chainmakers’ victorious 10-week strike against 
starvation wages. Organised by TUC Midlands:
www.facebook.com/events/3130008930591049.
Durham Miners’ Gala
Saturday July 9, 8am to 4pm: Rally and labour movement festival, 
The Racecourse, Green Lane, Old Elvet, Durham DH1.
Organised by Durham Miners’ Association:
www.facebook.com/events/363683181144261.
CPGB wills
Remember the CPGB and keep the struggle going. Put our party’s 
name and address, together with the amount you wish to leave, in 
your will. If you need further help, do not hesitate to contact us.

Notes
1. en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jack_Renshaw_
(terrorist).
2. marxists.org/archive/trotsky/1939/12/
dies2.html.

Beyond the pale
Alex Davies of National Action has been jailed for eight and a 
half years. Such legislation can easily be directed against the 
left and the working class movement, Eddie Ford warns

Last week Alex Davies, 
co-founder of the Hitler-
worshipping and “white 

jihadist” National Action, was jailed 
for eight-and-a-half years, with a 
further year on an extended licence. 
In May he had been found guilty of 
terrorism offences and membership 
of two proscribed organisations - 
NA and its subsequent offshoot, 
National Socialist Anti-Capitalist 
Action (or NS131). Fellow founder 
member, Ben Raymond, was jailed 
in December for eight years, with a 
further two years on extended licence 
and made subject to the notification 
provisions of the Terrorism Act 2000 
for 15 years. Absurdly likened to 
Joseph Goebbels during his trial, he 
once described Liverpool as a city 
“where every day the enemies of 
this nation preach their race-mixing 
communism”.

In court, Davies was called an 
“extremist’s extremist” and the 
prosecution described NS131 - 
which covered the southern part of 
Britain - as a “continuity faction” of 
NA. The latter got banned in 2016 for 
celebrating the killing of Labour MP 
Jo Cox, saying things like “Only 649 
MPs to go!” and “Death to traitors” 
- though Cox’s actual assassin, 
Thomas Mair, did not have any 
connections with the organisation. 
Nor was anybody in NA involved in 
the murder at all. However, with no 
particular logic, it was deemed that 
NA was “concerned in terrorism” - 
somehow equally as guilty as Mair 
- and therefore was banned in a form 
of collective punishment. That made 
NA the first fascist organisation 
to be banned since World War II, 
which for the likes of Davies and 
Raymond could be regarded as a sort 
of accolade. In laying an order for its 
proscription, the then home secretary, 
Amber Rudd, said the group was “a 
racist, anti-Semitic and homophobic 
organisation, which stirs up hatred, 
glorifies violence and promotes a 
vile ideology”.

Alex Davies was the 19th person 
to be convicted of NA membership, 
amounting to a significant act of 
state repression. Among those 
convicted have been British soldier 
and Afghanistan veteran, Finnish-
born Mikko Vehvilainen, and former 
Metropolitan probationary police 
officer, Ben Hannam. This led to 
lurid talk in the press about NA 
“infiltrating” the police and army, 
as if the group represented a threat 
to the authorities - its membership 
never exceeded 100 and mainly 
existed online, communicating via 
social media platforms, encrypted 
messages, and so on. In other words, 
the sort of group that is easy meat for 
the GCHQ and MI5 if they decide 
to act against it. Showing the milieu 
they mixed in, one of the group’s 
associates was convicted of making 
a “working” pipe bomb. Another was 
Jack Renshaw, a former organiser for 
British National Party Youth and NA 
spokesperson. He admitted plotting 
to kill Labour MP Rosie Cooper 
with a machete and was jailed for 
life with a minimum of 20 years (at 
his trial it emerged that he had been 
convicted previously of child sexual 
offences)1. Interestingly, Renshaw’s 
conspiracy was only thwarted after 
a NA member grassed him up to 
the official anti-racist-cum-quasi 
state body, Hope Not Hate, which 
dutifully passed the information on 
to police.

In some respects, Davies is 

an interesting case study. As a 
teenager, he had twice been referred 
to the government’s Prevent 
‘deradicalisation’ scheme - which 
was obviously a great success. The 
explicit aim of the group was to 
create a National Socialist, or neo-
Nazi, youth movement in the UK, 
Davies stating: “We’re like the BNP 
but more radical” - NA regarded 
itself as a “revolutionary nationalist” 
organisation. Before it was banned, 
the organisation was at its most 
active in Yorkshire, distributing 
leaflets adorned with swastikas 
and making Nazi salutes. Almost 
inevitably, it promoted the idea that 
Jews were behind the September 11 
2001 attack and labelled Jo Cox the 
“patron saint” of grooming gangs. 
As for Renshaw, he argued that NA 
needed a “killer instinct” because “as 
nationalists we need to learn from the 
mistakes of the national socialists” - 
meaning “we need to realise that, no, 
you do not show the Jew mercy”. 
NA or NS131 has no problem being 
described as a “throwback to the 
1930s, dedicated to all-out race war” 
- seeing its primary role as stirring 
the pot and giving history that little 
necessary push in the right direction 
towards the white jihad and the new 
Aryan world order. Davies proudly 
called himself a Nazi at his trial.

Open fight
Now, it need hardly be said that, as 
communists, we find NA utterly 
revolting. The CPGB has said before: 
if someone goes around physically 
attacking other people on the basis of 
some twisted, anti-human ideology, 
then we have no problem with them 
being found guilty of assault - or 
murder in the case of Thomas Mair. 
They deserve to be imprisoned 
(where they ought to be rehabilitated 
and where necessary treated for 
mental health issues).

Doubtlessly some on the left 
were happy to hear the news that 
Alex Davies got eight-and-a-half 
years in the slammer. But that would 
be profoundly foolish and actively 
counterproductive. Communists 
are against jailing people for their 
political views, no matter how 
abhorrent - Davies has not attacked 
or assaulted anybody and now 
will almost certainly feel that his 
world view has been vindicated 
and reinforced. The same goes for 
Ben Raymond, whose “jihad was 
fought with words and images”, 
according to the prosecution. And 
we are definitely opposed to the 
banning or closing down of political 
organisations, whatever their political 
coloration. As history has shown 
time and time again, fascist and 
reactionary ideas in general are best 
combated in the open - not by being 
driven underground by the state, 
where they will inevitably resurface, 
possibly in a more pernicious form.

After all, look at what happened 
to NA. Whatever the courts might 
have said, it just carried on at a 
regional level, using different names 
and morphing into new shapes. For 
example, we had the “identitarian” 
Scottish Dawn, a “patriotic society 
for the defence of our race and 
nation” - with its black ‘life rune’ 
Nazi symbols. Then there was 
System Resistance Network, aka 
Vanguard Britannia, the British 
chapter of Vanguard America - 
essentially NA in a different guise. 
Not to mention Triple K Mafia and, 
of course, NS131.

More fundamentally still, we 
know who such legislation would 
be directed against in rather different 
circumstances - that is, if the 
working class movement were on 
the offensive. Then the establishment 
would start to jail our leaders and 
representatives. Therefore it logically 
follows that communists must be 
the most consistent and militant 
advocates of freedom of speech, 
and political freedom in general - it 
is the weapon we can wield against 
the capitalist ruling class, which is 
inherently anti-democratic. On this 
basis, Leon Trotsky correctly argued 
against the banning of the Nazi Party 
of the United States of America in the 
1930s - as “under the conditions of 
the bourgeois regime, all suppression 
of political rights and freedom, no 
matter whom they are directed against 
in the beginning, in the end inevitably 
bear down upon the working class, 
particularly its most advanced 
elements - that is a law of history”.2

One of the most disturbing 
aspects of the Raymond trial was the 
incredible fact that he was prosecuted 
for possessing two books judged to 
be “of use to a terrorist” under section 
58 of the Terrorism Act. One was 
basically bomb-making advice by 
Ragnar Benson called Homemade 
detonators: how to make ’em, how 
to salvage ’em, how to detonate 
’em! The other was Anders Breivik’s 
meandering manifesto chronicling 
all his many obsessions: the 1,518-
page 2083: A European declaration 
of independence. If the bourgeois 
state can ban books, decide what 
views are legitimate, then this has 
obvious implications for the working 
class movement. What about Che 
Guevara’s Guerrilla warfare or even 
the Communist manifesto? How 
about the call for a popular militia? 
Or protests by Extinction Rebellion 
and Insulate Britain?

Yet, as the CPGB has pointed out 
before, the left has a dismal record 
on freedom of speech. In fact, far too 
many are complicit in the construction 
of the narrative that certain ideas 
are beyond the pale and need to 
be suppressed before they gain a 
malignant hold over the masses. We 
shall never forget the crazy spectacle 
of the Socialist Workers Party telling 
us that only duly accredited students 
and specialist academics should have 
access to Hitler’s Mein Kampf, given 
its corrupting influence - a bad and 
dangerous book that should not be 
available in public libraries or read 
by the workers, who will inevitably 
become entranced by such ideas. In 
turn, the left’s longstanding, unhealthy 
obsession with Nazis and fascists, real 
or imagined, has mutated into the idea 
- if not ‘common sense’ - that these 
forces are the supreme danger to our 
movement, which have to be stopped 
by any means necessary. Hence the 
left’s acquiescence to state bans on 
fascist groups, if not active support 
for such anti-democratic measures.

But this is to totally misread 
history. The police and the army - the 
state apparatus in general - are far 
more dangerous to us than deluded 
fools like Alex Davies and Ben 
Raymond l

eddie.ford@weeklyworker.co.uk
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Revisiting January 6
Hearings into the failed coup bid are all very well and good, says Daniel Lazare. But there is more to the 
breakdown of the political system than Donald Trump

L ike Hollywood, Washington has 
long been partial to ‘great man’ 
theories of history. When things 

go right, it is because some hero or 
saint has stepped in to save the day. 
When they go wrong, it is because 
an evil-doer has been messing up the 
works. It could be Osama bin Laden 
destroying the World Trade Center 
because he “hates our freedoms”. It 
could be Vladimir Putin interfering 
in American politics because he 
wants to “sow discord”.

Or it could be Donald Trump - the 
ultimate Great Satan in Democratic 
eyes - who spurred on the Capitol 
Hill insurrection on January 6 2021 
because he hates the US constitution 
and all that it stands for.

‘Donald dunnit’ is the theme of an 
extraordinary series of congressional 
hearings that began last week. 
A special panel chosen by the 
Democrats and largely boycotted by 
Republicans is presenting evidence 
that Trump ignored campaign staffers 
who told him he was on track to lose 
the 2020 election, ignored attorney 
general William Barr when he said 
that claims of election fraud were 
“bullshit”, and then egged on a mob 
to attack Congress in a desperate 
last-minute bid to retain power.

Bennie Thompson, the Mississippi 
Democrat in charge of the hearings, 
declared at the outset:

Donald Trump was at the centre 
of this conspiracy, and ultimately 
Donald Trump, the president 
of the United States, spurred a 
mob of domestic enemies of the 
constitution to march down the 
Capitol and subvert American 
democracy.

“The sacred obligation to defend 
this peaceful transfer of power,” 
added Liz Cheney, the Republican 
‘never-Trumper’ from Wyoming, 
who is co-chairing the sessions, “has 
been honoured by every American 
president except one”: ie, Trump.

Hence, if Trump is singularly 
responsible for the greatest US 
political breakdown since the Civil 
War, then punishing, defeating or 
otherwise removing him from the 
scene will allow American politics to 
return to normal.

Fairy tale
But it is a fairy tale that Democrats 
tell one another, while shivering in 
the dark. To be sure, Donald Trump 
is guilty of all the things Thompson, 
Cheney and others say he did - which 
is to say pressurising a local official 
in Georgia “to find 11,780 votes”, so 
he could say he won the state after 
all; telling the fascist Proud Boys to 
“stand by and stand back”; fomenting 
insurrection; and so on. But the idea 
that he is solely responsible is absurd 
for one simple reason: politics were 
falling apart long before he entered 
the scene.

The process goes back to 
Watergate in 1972-74, although the 
1990s is when it erupted in a really 
big way. This is when house speaker 
Newt Gingrich twice shut down the 
federal government in a fit of pique - 
he felt insulted because Bill Clinton 
made him leave the presidential plane 
by a rear exit1 - and then tried to use 
the Monica Lewinsky sex scandal 
to drive Clinton out of office. While 
unsuccessful, the fury of Gingrich’s 
attack left Washington stunned.

A few years later, dozens of 
Republican activists - many of 
them congressional staffers flown 

in especially for the occasion - shut 
down the presidential vote count in 
Miami by pounding on windows 
and roughing up election workers. 
The ‘Brooks Brothers riot’ - so-
called because the bourgeois crowd 
were so well-dressed - succeeded 
in throwing the election into the 
hands of the Supreme Court, whose 
5-4 Republican majority promptly 
named George W Bush the winner, 
even though he was trailing 
Democrat Al Gore by half a million 
votes.

Liz Cheney thus condemns Trump 
for trying to do what her father, Dick 
Cheney, Dubya’s running mate, 
accomplished all too successfully in 
November-December 2000, which 
was to steal a presidential election. 

After a pause for wars in 
Afghanistan and Iraq - which 
produced the usual ‘rally round the 
flag’ effects among Democrats like 
Hillary Clinton and Joe Biden - the 
next step occurred in 2011, when 
Republicans raised the ridiculous 
charge that Barack Obama was 
ineligible for the presidency because 
he was born in Kenya and therefore 
was not a natural-born citizen as 
required by the constitution’s article 
II. Was ‘Birthergate’ a genuine 
coup attempt or merely an effort to 
hold onto the spotlight in an odd-
numbered year between elections? 
Whatever, it was a sign that politics 
were growing increasingly unhinged.

But it was in 2016 that America 
truly went off the rails. After 
Trump’s victory, Dems might 
conceivably have concentrated 
their ire on the Electoral College - 
the ancient constitutional relic that 
enabled Bush and Cheney to win in 
2000 and Trump to prevail a decade 
and a half later. But this was both 
dangerous and unprofitable, because 
(a) it would have meant criticising 
the constitution, the holy of holies 
as far as US politics are concerned, 
and (b) the ancient document is so 
difficult to amend at this point that 
the Electoral College is all but set in 
stone.

With reform a dead letter, 
Democrats decided to blame Russia 
instead. Referring to campaign 
manager Robby Mook and campaign 
chairman John Podesta, one 
campaign account observed:

That strategy had been set 
within 24 hours of [Hillary 
Clinton’s] concession speech. 
Mook and Podesta assembled 
her communications team at 
the Brooklyn headquarters to 
engineer the case that the election 
wasn’t entirely on the up and up. 
For a couple of hours, with Shake 
Shack containers littering the 
room, they went over the script 
they would pitch to the press 
and the public. Already, Russian 
hacking was the centrepiece of the 
argument.2

This was every bit as much a coup 
attempt as January 6, since the 
goal was to prevent Trump from 
taking office, or boot him out once 
collusion was proved. Indeed, a 
palace coup may have been in 
the works as early as May 2017, 
when deputy attorney general Rod 
Rosenthal and FBI director James 
Comey met secretly to discuss tape-
recording the president and using 
the 25th amendment to declare him 
unfit. But, despite more than two 
years of around-the-clock Russiagate 
hysterics about walls closing in and 
bombshells going off,3 the effort 
flopped when special prosecutor 
Robert Mueller concluded that 
there was nothing to “establish that 
members of the Trump campaign 
conspired or coordinated with the 
Russian government”.

One coup attempt led to another, 
which is no doubt why Trump felt 
justified in marshalling his forces 
in early 2021. The central thesis of 
the January 6 hearings that it was 
all Trump’s fault is therefore false. 
Indeed, it is a cover-up aimed at 
concealing the Democrats’ own 
role in the debacle. The goal is 
to distract attention from the real 
problem at hand, which is less a 
single, errant politician than an 18th 
century system that is on the verge 
of collapse.

Politicians emit so much foggy 
constitutional rhetoric at moments 
like these that Americans have long 
since stopped paying attention. But 
they should listen more closely, 
because it is highly revealing.

Thompson set the tone. “The 
constitution doesn’t protect just 
Democrats or just Republicans,” he 
said. “It protects all of us - we, the 

people. And this scheme was an 
attempt to undermine the will of the 
people.”

So the constitution equals the 
popular will, does it? In fact any 
bright college freshman would 
have no trouble coming up with a 
dozen different ways in which it 
undermines it. These include:
n monstrous inequities baked into 
the Senate, the Electoral College and 
the Supreme Court that tilt the system 
firmly in a white rural direction;
n a broken amending process that 
prevents the people from reforming 
a constitutional structure that is 
beyond sclerotic;
n minority privileges that enable 
entrenched special interest to ride 
roughshod over the democratic 
majority;
n plus the curious fact that “we, 
the people” have never had an 
opportunity to vote on the document 
as a whole since an estimated 150,000 
property-owning white males voted 
to ratify the proposed new plan of 
government back in 1787-90.

That is more than 230 years 
without a say-so in terms of the 
overall governing structure. If 
Thompson really believes the 
constitution represents the will of the 
people, why not allow Americans to 
vote - not on individual amendments, 
but on the document as a whole? Or 
does he think that would violate the 
rule of law?

Capitol Hill
But the hearings have accomplished 
one thing, which is to remove any 
doubt that the January 6 2021, 
uprising was anything other than an 
attempted coup. This is in contrast to 
a chorus of scepticism that the coup 
initially elicited from certain sectors 
of the pseudo-left.

Three days after the mob tried to 
overturn the election, for instance, 
radical journalist John Pilger 
tweeted that “the made-for-media 
theatrics on Capitol Hill were not an 
attempted ‘coup’. Coups are what 
the CIA stages all over the world. 
Neither was ‘democracy’ in peril. 
What democracy?”4 The New Left 
Review sneered at the “hysteria 
over the Capitol Hill occupation”, 
while editorial board member Mike 
Davis was especially supercilious: 
“Yesterday’s ‘sacrileges’ in our 

temple of democracy - oh, poor 
defiled city on the hill, etc - 
constituted an ‘insurrection’ only in 
the sense of dark comedy.”5

Jacobin magazine - “the closest 
thing to a flagship publication of the 
DSA left”6 - was more thoughtful, 
but still dismissive. The uprising 
was “a significant defeat for the far 
right,” it said. “The riot and its quick 
repudiation by the political and 
economic elite made plain that there 
is currently little base in the state 
or among big capital for a Trumpist 
coup.” The article continued:

It will be difficult for the GOP 
[ie, the Republicans’ ‘Grand Old 
Party’] to maintain its radical base, 
while also winning nationwide 
office … the ability for these 
forces to pose a real threat to 
liberal democracy will ultimately 
depend on attracting support from 
big capital - a possibility that, for 
now, seems remote.7

All of which sounds distinctly 
hollow a year and a half later, now 
that Trump’s grip on Republicans is 
stronger than ever and the party is 
gearing up for massive gains in the 
upcoming mid-term elections. The 
main lesson that Republicans have 
learned from January 6 is not that 
coups are a losing venture, but the 
opposite: ie, next time do it right. 
Thus, they have continued stacking 
state governments with election 
officials committed to the big lie 
that 2020 was stolen, continued 
accusing Democrats of preparing 
an even bigger steal in 2024, 
and continued attacking Biden’s 
legitimacy.

The goal, to put it simply, is to rig 
the electoral process by sidelining 
the popular vote and seeing to it 
that Republican state officials have 
the final word in determining who 
enters the Oval Office. Whether this 
is a violation of the constitution or 
a return to its proper 18th century 
roots is unclear. But it is precisely 
that lack of clarity that may enable 
the gambit to succeed.

In any event, it is not the radical 
right that is retreating: rather it is 
the Biden administration that is 
crumbling before American eyes. 
By equating the constitution with 
democracy, people like Bennie 
Thompson merely guarantee that 
one will blindly follow the other 
over a cliff. The only force capable 
of breaking this vicious cycle is 
the working class, and it can do so 
only by pointing out that mindless 
constitution worship is the enemy 
of democracy and that workers 
must take the lead in reconstructing 
American politics from the ground 
up.

Unity, democracy and maximum 
hostility to both bourgeois parties 
- this must be the essence of the 
working class programme if it is to 
succeed l

Notes
1. edition.cnn.com/US/9511/debt_limit/11-16/
budget_gingrich/.
2. J Allen and A Parnes Shattered: inside 
Hillary Clinton’s doomed campaign New 
York 2017, p396.
3. www.youtube.com/
watch?v=f1ab6uxg908&t=36s.
4. twitter.com/johnpilger/
status/1347871961175744512.
5. newleftreview.org/sidecar/posts/riot-on-
the-hill.
6. J Creegan, ‘Walking the tightrope’ Weekly 
Worker March 22 2018: weeklyworker.co.uk/
worker/1195/walking-the-tightrope.
7. jacobin.com/2021/01/capitol-building-riot-
business-trump.
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Same colour, same aim
Boris Johnson narrowly survived, but he is far from secure. However, the left needs to go beyond chanting 
‘Tories out’, because today that implicitly means ‘Sir Keir and Blue Labour in’, says Paul Demarty

Certain bare facts must be 
recounted, first of all, if we are 
to make sense of last week’s 

attempt to end Boris Johnson’s 
leadership of the Conservative Party.

They come in the form of a series 
of magic numbers: 54 (the number 
of Tory MPs who must formally 
request a vote of confidence in the 
leader for one to take place); 180 
(the number of MPs who would 
have had to vote against Johnson to 
offload him); and 163 (the minimum 
size of the ‘payroll vote’ - those MPs 
who enjoy privileges in the gift of 
the prime minister, from cabinet 
ministers down to trade envoys and 
party vice-chairs).

It will not tax even the most 
mathematically challenged reader 
to point out that 54 is a far smaller 
number than 180. The calling of 
a confidence vote, therefore, is 
a far easier thing to achieve than 
the overthrow of the incumbent - 
especially when nearly half of the 
electorate is in hock to the PM for 
some sinecure or other. So far as 
we can tell, Johnson also faced no 
rebellion in his cabinet or among 
his whips - the two places where 
division might have counted against 
him. A ‘big beast’ resigning from 
the front bench to vote against him 
would have shaken things up; a 
weakened whips’ office might have 
allowed backbenchers to conspire 
more ambitiously. As things were, 
Johnson maintained the power of 
initiative throughout.

There is, finally, the matter of 
timing. Johnson is fortunate that 
his enemies were unable to keep 
their powder dry until after the two 
by-elections later this month. One, 
Wakefield, is one of those famous 
‘red wall’ constituencies poached 
from Labour in the 2019 Hottentot 
election (albeit one where the Tories 
had run Labour close in recent 
elections); the other, Tiverton and 
Honiton, is a rural constituency in 
mid-Devon which (including its 
various predecessors) has returned 
Conservative MPs since 1923. Both 
look likely to fall, to Labour and the 
Liberal Democrats respectively. If 
a confidence vote was held under 
such circumstances, with the press 
relentlessly declaring the grand 
Bozza coalition breaking apart at 
both ends, you could imagine him 
losing - just about.

Big beasts
And yet, with all these advantages, 
Johnson’s survival was hardly 
comfortable. His opponents obtained 
41% of the vote, which equals those 
against Margaret Thatcher in 1990, 
and is a better showing than Boris 
and friends got against Theresa May 
in 2019.

We need hardly spell out the 
implications here. If the actual 
win-or-lose result in these contests 
is comically skewed towards the 
Tory leader (especially when 
in government, with so many 
more junior ministerial posts and 
parliamentary private secretary jobs 
to go around!), the Conservative 
Party is not so degenerate an 
institution that a mere vote will stop 
its representatives from doing what 
needs to be done, and defenestrating 
those in need of defenestration.

It would seem, then, that 
Johnson is in graver trouble than 
we might have thought. The vote of 
confidence itself was no enormous 
surprise - the PM has been under 
pressure throughout the period 

of the Partygate scandal; a brief 
reprieve courtesy of one Vladimir 
Putin and his foolish and bloody 
invasion of Ukraine has, if anything, 
tended to make things worse over 
the long term. The economic fallout 
of the west’s anti-Russia policy is 
a huge factor in a looming cost-of-
living crisis; nobody has been more 
hysterical in its anti-Russian rhetoric 
than the British government and 
political class. That there is nothing 
between Johnson and Starmer on this 
issue (except, perhaps, that Starmer is 
more belligerent) hardly matters; it is 
the government, not the opposition, 
who will carry the can for high prices 
at the petrol pump and the electricity 
meter.

But there are always 
contingencies like this, if not always 
quite so existentially dramatic. After 
all, governments tend to lose by-
elections. Shock results in previously 
safe seats are not enormously 
uncommon in the years between 
general elections. The fact that the 
vote was so close is, on the face of it, 
extremely worrying for Johnson. It is 
likely that all, or close to all, 148 of 
the MPs who voted against him did 
so not out of short-term opportunism, 
but because they genuinely believe 
he is in for a hiding at the next 
general election. It is not at all likely 
that all the remainder believe he is on 
course to win. Some will have been 
bribed; others will have succumbed 
to cowardice; still others will despair 
of any replacement, and have 
thought it best to stick with Boris on 
the ‘Always keep a-hold of nurse, 
for fear of finding something worse’ 
principle.

It is, above all, a testament to how 
bereft the Tories are of plausible 
alternatives to Johnson right now. 
May was unable to survive a less 
humiliating vote, because she was 
encircled by hungry sharks. By 
contrast, Johnson is surrounded only 
by diffident, error-prone guppies. 
Cronyism is the watchword of the 
Johnson administration, which has 
given us such a parade of nonentities 
in key roles, it is enough to make 
us nostalgic for the glory days of 
Chris Grayling. The one obvious 

exception was Rishi Sunak, an old-
school Thatcherite hardliner with 
a bit of showbiz about him, but he 
too is tangled up in Partygate, along 
with a clutch of scandals related to 
his dubious tax status; and if there 
is one thing worse than being prime 
minister during a cost of living 
squeeze, it is being chancellor of the 
exchequer.

That leaves: Liz Truss, whose 
gaffe-proneness at the foreign 
office is truly something to behold; 
Ben Wallace, who gets to be 
defence secretary during a wartime 
atmosphere, but without any brave 
boys returning home in body bags; 
Penny Mordaunt who … but already 
we are running out of ideas. There 
are no big beasts left: only Boris, 
the biggest and beastliest of them 
all. His response to all this bad press 
- something we learned from leaked 
documents is called Operation Red 
Meat - is to bang on the national-
chauvinist drum like a demented 
apprentice boy at an Orange march. 
This week’s cut of red meat is the 
unilateral revision of the Northern 
Ireland protocol, which sets up a 
nice slanging match with the old 
enemy, Brussels - not likely to the 
profit of the Six Counties statelet, 
but perhaps to the profit of the 
prime minister.

Gloating
It is customary, in such situations, 
for the left to gloat, and attempt 
however possible to speed the 
demise of the incumbent. “Boris = 
dead man walking”, said the subject 
line of a Momentum mailshot last 
week, appending a coffin emoji for 
those incapable of understanding the 
concept of death (which presumably 
includes those Momentum officials 
who still think their project has a 
bright future): Johnson “may have 
scraped by amongst Conservative 
MPs tonight - but, with the Tories 
in civil war, a general election 
might be just around the corner. Our 
movement must get ready.”

The June 8 Socialist Worker, 
meanwhile, went for the 
straightforward “Finish him off” by 
way of a front-page headline. The 

full reasoning comes towards the 
end of the article:

It’s important if Johnson goes. It 
will underline that the hold our 
rulers have is always fragile, and 
their filthy lies can always be 
punctured. He would, of course, 
be replaced by another Tory 
committed to corporate power 
and profit. But the new prime 
minister would be much weaker, 
without a mandate and without 
the fake anti-elitism that Johnson 
cultivated. They would be 
plunged immediately into a sharp 
social emergency of mass poverty 
and falling living standards.1

Another Socialist Worker article 
declared that “the key task now 
is to use the Tories’ crisis to force 
them out”, and that “more struggle 
in the streets and the workplaces 
will be needed to halt the attacks 
on working class people and make 
the calls for a general election 
into a reality”, This last article, 
of course, was not published last 
week, but in 2019, shortly after 
Theresa May’s resignation.2 Which 
is the fundamental problem with 
the dead-man-walking, Tories-in-
crisis analysis typical of the SWP, 
Momentum and friends. As the great 
Hank Williams sang, we’ve been 
down that road before - and very, 
very recently at that; and it brought 
us … here, via the immolation of 
the Jeremy Corbyn project, of which 
Momentum was so much a part.

It is, to be sure, difficult to see 
how the Tories could come out of all 
this stronger, whether or not Johnson 
goes. As we have noted, there is no 
clear and obvious replacement who 
could easily unite the upper-middle 
class reactionary MP out in the shires 
with the ‘levelling-up’ populist in 
a crack of the red wall. The Tory 
Party, however, is a battle-hardened 
organisation, and in the end can act 
ruthlessly to preserve its rule, as it 
did by offloading May.

Though the rightwing media has 
generally been critical of Johnson in 
the wake of his confidence vote, we 
are not in a situation where significant 

parts of it seem likely to promote the 
only reasonable alternative and back 
Labour, as the Murdoch press did in 
the 1990s, however ‘moderate’ the 
Labour Party’s current leadership. A 
new Tory leader would not have the 
same mandate as Johnson, true, but 
we have a parliamentary system at 
the end of the day: the Tories have 
a large majority. There is no reason 
for any new leader to call a fresh 
election, so long as no large faction 
of the party is prepared to vote no 
confidence in the government, not 
their leader. There is little sign of 
that, either.

That is not to say that the Tories 
will win next time around. Polls 
currently suggest a Labour minority 
government, or Labour-led coalition. 
Would that be some great step 
forward for the working class - with 
Sir Keir in charge? For Momentum, 
the affirmative answer is more or less 
an article of faith, and the purpose of 
its mailout was to lighten members’ 
wallets in order to get “good 
socialists” like Bell Ribeiro-Addy and 
Zarah Sultana and so on re-elected. 
But why would they show any more 
spine in the next parliament than 
the existing crop of “socialist” MPs 
have in this parliament? The lot of 
them withdrew their signatures from 
an anodyne Stop the War Coalition 
statement on Ukraine. Why? To save 
their precious careers after threats of 
the whip being withdrawn. (If only 
Corbyn and Momentum had showed 
even such minimal ruthlessness as 
Starmer!) A Starmer government 
will be a Blue Labour government 
through and through, given the total 
demoralisation and marginalisation 
of the Labour left.

There certainly are historic 
instances where determined working 
class action has brought down Tory 
governments. When the Edward 
Heath government introduced the 
Industrial Relations Act, mass strikes 
in solidarity with jailed dockworkers 
quickly rendered it a dead letter. 
Heath called an early election under 
the slogan, “Who rules?” - and lost to 
Labour!

Surely not even the most optimistic 
leftwinger, however, expects a similar 
kind of outcome from this weekend’s 
TUC day of action; and we need 
hardly ask why. What separates 
those days from today is above all 
the lack of such a militant, strong 
union movement; and above all a 
Communist Party numbering 20,000 
or more, which provided the cadre 
that to a large extent formed and led 
the unions’ corps of militants.

It is the need for such a party - 
indeed, a much larger party, without 
the defects of political opportunism 
that plagued the ‘official’ CPGB - that 
has been so strenuously ignored by 
the far left over many decades, which 
leaves it hoping that the occasional 
and inevitable moments of disarray 
in the enemy camp will inevitably 
redound to the benefit of the socialist 
cause.

We will not deny ourselves the 
pleasures of Schadenfreude, as we 
watch the odious Boris Johnson 
suffer. But we must protest at yet 
another orgy of false hopes, each 
more pathetic than the last l

paul.demarty@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
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NHS

At whose service?
Reform of primary care should not be trusted to the likes of Policy Exchange, writes James Linney. This 
‘independent’ think tank was set up by Tories to serve the Tory agenda of cost-saving and profit-making

On March 4, Policy Exchange 
published its vision for 
the future of primary care, 

entitled ‘At your service: a proposal 
to reform general practice and 
enable digital healthcare at scale’.1

It did not make much in the 
way of waves in the media, but its 
proposals are worth taking a close 
look at, because, given the extent of 
influence Policy Exchange has over 
the government, they act as a peep 
through the keyhole at how primary 
care and the national health service 
in general are likely to be moulded 
in the coming decade - if, that is, the 
NHS is left in the abusive hands of a 
Tory government.

Policy Exchange claims to be the 
“leading think tank in shaping policy 
agenda since their birth in 2002”, 
which is probably true enough: it 
is certainly the favoured rightwing 
influencer for the Boris Johnson 
government. Less true though is its 
claim to be an independent, non-
partisan, educational charity; whose 
research is “evidence-based and 
shared with policy makers from all 
sides of the political spectrum”.2 
In reality this ‘independent’ think 
tank was founded in 2002 by the 
Conservative MPs Francis Maude 
and Archie Norman, along with 
Nick Boles, who later also became 
a Tory MP. Its first chairman was 
Michael Gove. Policy Exchange 
plays dress-up as an objective 
scientific research body, but it is 
actually a secretly funded lobby 

group acting in the interests of 
capital.

It is no surprise then that its ‘At 
your service’ document is forwarded 
by the secretary of state for health and 
social care, Sajid Javid. He evidently 
fully endorses the proposals, saying 
he welcomes them as “a pragmatic 
contribution to the vital debate on 
the future of the NHS”.

Despite its 98 pages, the 
document (noticeably lacking 
evidence, whilst being stuffed full 
of repetition, empty soundbites and 
bafflingly unexplained managerial 
speak) can be boiled down to a few 
key proposals: namely, the buying 
out of general practitioner (GP) 
partnerships and amalgamating 
them into large super-surgeries, 
‘digitalising’ primary care and 
relying on AI technology for initial 
clinical triage and diagnosis.

The document at least begins 
with some sense, with the authors 
admitting that primary care is in a 
bad place. Hence we are told:

The status quo is unacceptable to 
both the GP profession and their 
patients. Pressures predate the 
pandemic, but increased demand, 
combined with acute workforce 
pressure, has moved GP access 
to the top tier of public 
concerns.

In fact this is a great 
understatement. As 
anyone who works for 

or has had recent contact with the 
NHS knows, it is in a major crisis; 
GP appointments are extremely 
hard to come by, accident and 
emergency departments across the 
country regularly have waiting 
times in excess of 10 hours, delays 
for operations and secondary care 
clinics are longer than at any other 
time in NHS history and there are 
110,192 job vacancies across the 
NHS.3

How then did we get into such an 
unholy mess? The authors go on to 
explain: “… the fundamental issue 
is well understood: demand outstrips 
supply.” No mention here then of the 
decade-long Tory attack on the NHS, 
their unrelenting defunding, staff 
pay freezes and privatisation - all of 
which have been accelerated during 
the Covid-19 pandemic.

Scaled
Turning to the main proposals, 
let us first consider their 
recommendation for a “scaled 
model of general practice”. This 
essentially means bringing an end 
to GP surgeries that care for a 
few thousand people, where they 
are able to be familiar with their 
practice population and build over 
time a meaningful doctor-patient 
relationship. Policy Exchange 
instead prefers ‘super-surgeries’ 
that have 250,000-500,000 patients 
under their care, covering very 
large geographical areas, where 
presumably a GP or practice 

nurse would likely never be dealing 
with the same person’s care twice.

Without falling into the trap 
of nostalgically recalling a time 
of jolly village GPs, available for 
home visits 24 hours a day, there 
is, however, a lot to be said for 
the continuity of care and it is 
an essential part of what makes 
primary care such a satisfying 
and rewarding job; additionally 
there is a well-established body of 
evidence that such continuity leads 
to better experiences of healthcare 
and better outcomes for patients.4

Why then should we abandon 
this valuable, central characteristic 
of primary care? Policy Exchange 
claims there are “considerable 
agglomeration benefits” and 
continues:

Scale presents the opportunity 
to align primary care more 
effectively with secondary 
and community services and, 
in doing so, the means to 
ensure general practice has a 
stronger voice within integrated 
care systems … Independent 
provision will continue to have 
a central role in primary care. 
Driving innovation at scale and 
enhancing service offerings 
for consumers, independent 
providers should be essential to 
primary care service provision. 
Commissioning and procuring 
services at a larger scale will 
allow for the purchasing power 
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of the NHS to be felt, delivering 
improved value for the taxpayer.

The scaling up of primary care 
is not a new idea. Many will 
remember the poly-clinic ‘Darzi 
centres’ of 2008 that gained traction 
when Labour health minister Ara 
Darzi proposed them as a way of 
modernising primary care; notably 
they were an extremely expensive 
failure, with many closing in 
subsequent years. More recently 
Primary Care Networks (PCNs), 
introduced in 2019, are also 
essentially an exercise in scaling 
up - this time GP surgeries were 
instructed by NHS England to form 
partnerships with several other 
surgeries in their area, most serving 
30,000-50,000 patients.

One of the PCN’s roles has 
been to recruit and integrate 
additional clinical staff, such 
as physiotherapists, clinical 
pharmacists or dietitians: 
the so-called additional 
roles reimbursement scheme 
(ARRS). But ARRS has been so 
underfunded that it has probably 
resulted in more work for GP 
surgeries, with any new additional 
clinic staff being spread so thinly 
as to be completely ineffectual. 
For example, the PCN will be 
responsible for recruiting, training 
and mentoring a junior pharmacist, 
who then has the impossible job 
of providing care for up to 50,000 
patients. Meanwhile mostly well-
meaning senior primary care staff 
have become increasingly tied 
up in running PCNs, their role 
mostly boiling down to absorbing 
the bureaucratic burden on 
micromanaging the devastating 
cuts being enforced from above.

The authors of ‘At your service’ 
do not seem to be put off by the 
lack of evidence for, or the past 
failures of, upscaling in primary 
care. An explanation for their 
disregard is clearly the claim that 
scaled-up super-surgeries will be 
cheaper - almost certainly having 
to spread even more thinly already 
scarce healthcare workers. At the 
same time, they will represent a 
lucrative proposition for potential 
third-party (private) companies. 
These independent providers 
have much more to gain securing 
a deal to sell their products to a 
surgery caring for half a million 
‘consumers’. Another even more 
damaging implication contained 

here is that these ‘super-surgeries’ 
would be managed and owned by 
various independent providers: a 
very attractive proposal for many 
financial or private healthcare 
companies, whose directors will, I 
am sure, be reading this document 
with great interest.

Profit first
In order to achieve these super-
surgeries, Policy Exchange here 
propose a £6 billion buy-out 
of the current GP partnerships, 
subsequently offering all GPs full 
employment in a standardised 
salaried role. This in itself could 
be a progressive idea - potentially 
a sort of nationalisation of 
primary care. Since the NHS 
was established, GPs have held 
a unique place within it - with 
each surgery, consisting of GP 
partners (or sometimes a single 
GP), essentially being a small 
business owner, who is paid by 
the government to provide certain 
services and ensure their patients 
meet set health targets.

Historically the financial 
compensation for these services 
was more generous, but a decade 
of Tory rule has seen primary care 
made to do more and more work, 
for less pay - to the point where 
many GP surgeries are struggling 
to remain open and staff are 
worked to the point of burnout.5 
However, there remains an obvious 
conflict of interest: GP partners 
have a responsibility to their own 
businesses above everything else. 
To bring all GPs under the same 
salaried contracts could remove 
this conflict of interest, whilst at 
the same time helping to break 
down the separation of primary 
and secondary care, allowing 
better cooperation rather than them 
having to compete for already 
scarce resources.

I am not, of course, suggesting 
that Policy Exchange is aiming 
for the nationalisation of primary 
care. Instead what will happen 
is that primary care will be run 
on the cheap for the benefit of 
shareholders and CEOs. A vision of 
this was presented a few days ago 
in a BBC Panorama programme 
that revealed how Operose Health 
(owned by US healthcare giant 
Centene Corporation), which runs 
70 GP surgeries around England, 
was using physician associates to 
do that. Physician associates are 

less experienced and less well 
paid, normally working under the 
close supervision of a GP. But for 
this patient population of over 
600,000 they were being made 
to take the place of GPs, putting 
patients health at risk for the sake 
of profit.

One of the other emphases of 
the Policy Exchange document is 
what it calls “delivering digital-
first primary care”. People would 
no longer call up their own GP 
surgery to book an appointment: 
they would instead initially use 
an app and be directed to an 
AI symptom-checker tool. This 
‘chatbot’ would triage, diagnose 
and advise the patient. If deemed 
appropriate, the person might gain 
access to a video consultation 
with an actual clinician. Policy 
Exchange would like this clinician 
to be based anywhere - possibly 
abroad, with priority countries 
including Australia, Canada, New 
Zealand and South Africa.

This is essentially a proposal 
to impose the Babylon Health, 
‘GP at Hand’ model of primary 
care on the entire NHS, with all 
the enormous profit benefits for 
private tech companies that this 
would obviously entail. As I have 
stated in a previous article,6 the use 
of AI for diagnosing illness is far 
from a proven, safe way of caring 
for patients and, despite Policy 
Exchange here wanting a national 
rollout, it offers no new evidence 
for its safety or improved clinical 
outcomes.

The pandemic has, of course, 
been a catalyst throughout the 
NHS (and particularly in primary 
care) for changes in the way care 
is offered, including greater use of 
digital technology. Despite the fact 
that we are mostly back to seeing 
people face to face, GP telephone 
consultations are now more 
routinely offered and we also have 
the option of video consultations 
(and photos of rashes, etc, too 
can be requested from patients via 
secure apps).

These digital options, though at 
times helpful, have hardly produced 
a revolutionary transformation. 
For example, from personal 
experience, video consultations 
have been of very little benefit: 
often the clarity of the video is 
poor, but more generally there 
is not much additional clinical 
information a video offers above 
a telephone consultation. Both can 
often lead to duplication and more 
work, because often a telephone 
or video consultation leads to the 
need to arrange to see the patient in 
person anyway. Obviously remote 
consultations have their benefits 
in certain situations and can be 
convenient, but most medical 
presentations are dealt with more 
safely and effectively face to face.

The increased requirement to 
use digital technology has begun 
to create more of a barrier to 
accessing healthcare for many of 
those who often need it the most; ie, 
some of the more vulnerable and/
or elderly, or people who simply 
cannot afford a smart phone.

Let me be clear: I think the 
NHS should have available to 
it the most cutting-edge IT and 
technology, but this should be safe 
and proven to benefit patients. 
Once again the Policy Exchange 
document does not engage in any 
serious discussion or presentation 
of evidence in favour of complete 
reliance on digital technology 
for clinical decisions, telling us 
instead:

Lessons can be learnt from best 
practice in the banking sector, 
where in the space of a decade 
online services have become 
commonplace, with initiatives 

introduced to effectively 
support the digitally excluded.

By this time a common theme 
has well and truly emerged - 
the pretence of reforming and 
innovating primary care is actually 
a guise for cutting corners and 
making privatisation much easier. 
No doubt this all makes for happy 
reading for certain tech companies 
that are very keen, I am sure, to 
land these enormously profitable 
contracts - whilst simultaneously 
gaining access to some very 
marketable data.

Damage
So far we have seen how Policy 
Exchange wants to restructure 
primary care, but what this document 
fails to do in any meaningful way 
is attempt to tackle the two major 
challenges facing the NHS currently: 
the lack of funding and the staffing 
deficit. Since the government made 
its pledge to recruit 6,000 more GPs 
by 2024, the number has actually 
fallen - it will take a miracle to meet 
that target now. There are 1,622 
fewer fully qualified GPs today 
than there were in 2015, while 
each practice has on average 2,026 
more patients than in 2015. The UK 
now has fewer practising doctors 
per 1,000 inhabitants than any 
other Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development state 
apart from Poland.7 As the British 
Medical Association highlights,

There are now just 0.45 fully 
qualified GPs per 1,000 patients 
in England - down from 0.52 in 
2015. For the GPs that remain, 
this means increasing numbers 
of patients to take care of. The 
average number of patients 
each GP is responsible for has 
increased by around 300 - or 
16% - since 2015.8

Meanwhile the UK spends far less 
on healthcare as a share of gross 
domestic product than comparable 
OECD countries (0.27% of GDP on 
capital in healthcare compared to an 
OECD average of 0.51%).

Yet the ‘At your service’ 
document, for all its 98 pages, has 
very little to say about the staffing 
crisis - and even less about how the 
NHS has been intentionally starved 
of funding. These omissions are 
consistent with recent statements 
by Sajid Javid, who said: “The NHS 
now has locked in the resources it 
needs. It doesn’t need any more 

money. What it needs to deliver for 
more people is not money. It needs 
reform.”

These omissions are further 
evidence that this Policy Exchange 
document is not concerned with any 
serious discussion of the crisis of 
primary care nor the solutions to it. 
To reveal its real intentions we need 
only return again to the question 
of who Policy Exchange are, who 
they have political ties with and 
who funds them. If the proposals 
above are introduced and the crisis 
of funding and staffing continues, 
the result will be disastrous for the 
NHS, which may never be able to 
recover.

Policy Exchange reassures us 
that it is committed to “upholding 
the founding principles of the NHS” 
by keeping services free at the point 
of use. But there is more than one 
way to skin a cat. As we have seen, 
it is perfectly possible to privatise 
the NHS whilst keeping it free of 
direct charges; taxes just flow from 
government to the ‘independent 
providers’ hiding behind an NHS 
logo - a kind of nationally sponsored 
form of money-laundering. This 
was demonstrated numerous times 
by the Tory government during 
the Covid-19 pandemic. Take, for 
example, the £39 billion (20% of 
the NHS’s entire annual budget) 
spent on the failed ‘test and trace’ 
system, which provides the likes of 
Serco with record profits.

There emerges from the pages 
of this document the picture of a 
bleak future for the NHS if the Tory 
government has its way. Scratching 
beneath the surface reveals that 
Policy Exchange would have us 
ignore the fundamental crises 
threatening the very existence of the 
NHS in favour of actually harmful 
reforms that are solely ‘at the 
service’ of private health and tech 
companies l
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Fill in a standing order form  
(back page), donate via our  
website, or send cheques, 
payable to Weekly Worker

Speed things up
Unfortunately we’re lagging 

rather behind where we need 
to be if we’re going to make that 
£2,250 fighting fund target for 
June.

With exactly half the month 
gone as I write, we have only 
£744 in the kitty - more like a 
third of what we need to raise. 
True, it’s that time of the month 
where standing orders are few 
and far between, but, even so, we 
do need to put on a bit of a spurt 
in the second 15 days.

There was one excellent 
standing order - from comrade 
PB, who chipped in with her 
usual £60, and there were also 
SOs from GS (£20), CC (£10) 
and JL (£7). On top of that we had 
three brilliant PayPal donations 
from regular supporters SB, RL 
and PM, who each contributed 
no less than £50. But I’m afraid 
that only comes to £247 over the 
last seven days, so now we really 
do need to speed things up.

As if by way of example, new 

Weekly Worker subscriber RS has 
set up a monthly payment for £20 
- way over the subscription fee, of 
course. He writes: “About time I 
did this. Reading you online is all 
well and good, but I think I want 
to get a copy of the best paper on 
the left in my hands!”

That’s much appreciated, 
comrade, but now we urgently 
need others to follow suit 
- especially as we have to 
raise another £1,556 in just a 
fortnight! As comrade RS says, 
it’s “my way of showing my 
appreciation”.

If you want to do the same, 
please send us a cheque, click 
on the PayPal button on our 
website or - better still - make a 
bank transfer (‘Weekly Worker’, 
00744310, sort code 30-99-64) l

Robbie Rix

Fighting fund
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Our own programme
Without the working class organising itself into a political party there can be no chance of socialism. But, 
argues Jack Conrad, without a comprehensive, fully worked-out programme, that party has no chance of 
navigating the road to socialism and beyond

Socialism cannot be delivered 
from on high. So, no 
socialism via a so-called 

‘good leftwinger’ getting their 
hands onto the bureaucratic state 
machine, winning over trade union 
officialdom, lifting into power 
a charismatic liberator or some 
confessional sect. Certainly, no 
socialism via Sir Keir and his 
thoroughly bourgeois front bench 
(despite his Socialist Alternatives 
origins and dalliance with Pabloism, 
he is indeed a “harmless moderate”1).

Socialism is an act of self-
liberation by the great mass of the 
working class for the sake of the great 
mass of humanity. The working class 
smashes the old state machine of the 
bourgeoisie, constitutes itself the 
ruling class and begins the transition to 
the communist mode of production. A 
necessary precondition being the fight 
for the most extensive democracy, 
a high level of class-consciousness 
and, correspondingly, organising 
the working class into a disciplined 
political party.

Though it may appear paradoxical, 
that party is built top-down. Does 
that mean that the party we envisage 
- its proper, scientific, name being 
‘Communist Party’ - is going to 
consist of just a few thousand activists, 
managed, controlled and directed by a 
self-perpetuating central committee 
or all-knowing guru? No, not at 
all, and that is why we consider the 
perspectives and political culture of 
groups such as the Socialist Workers 
Party, Socialist Party in England and 
Wales, Workers Revolutionary Party, 
Workers Party of Britain, etc, etc, so 
problematic.

No, what we mean by ‘party’ is 
the kind of mass organisation fought 
for by Karl Marx. At the Hague 
congress of the First International, 
held in September 1872, he moved 
a successful resolution, which called 
for workers to form themselves “into 
a political party”. Otherwise the 
“working class cannot act as a class”.2

The kind of class party Marx 
had in mind was realised, to some 
considerable degree, by the Social 
Democratic Party of August Bebel, 
Wilhelm Liebknecht and Karl 
Kautsky. A million members and, 
in the 1912 elections, 34.8% of 
the popular vote. Over a hundred 
Reichstag deputies and well over 
a hundred, largely autonomous, 
specialist, local and regional papers, 
all of which featured robust debate. 
Politically viewpoints ranged from 
the overtly revisionist (who should 
have been expelled, but in the main 
were not), to those who would later be 
called ‘left’ communists (who needed 
to be patiently brought around). For 
the working class as a whole, though, 
the SDP was very much a state within 
the state: it had its own theoreticians, 
festivals, mass trade unions, libraries, 
sporting clubs, pubs and cooperatives.

Although there were exceptions - 
such as the British Labour Party - most 
parties of the Second International 
took the German party, along with 
its 1891 Erfurt programme, as their 
template. Amongst them, of course, 
the Russian Social Democratic Labour 
Party led by Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov 
(aka Lenin).

Lenin, it should be stressed, 
was perfectly candid about the 
desire to imitate the German SDP 
programmatically:

... a few words are in order on our 
attitude to the Erfurt programme 
... we consider it necessary to 
… bring the programme of the 
Russian social democrats closer to 
that of the German. We are not in 
the least afraid to say that we want 
to imitate the Erfurt programme: 
there is nothing bad in imitating 
what is good, and precisely today, 
when we so often hear opportunist 
and equivocal criticism of that 
programme, we consider it our 
duty to speak openly in its favour.3

A little later Lenin advises those who 
want to “understand the whole of our 
programme” to:

get hold of two pamphlets to use 
as aids. One pamphlet is by the 
German social democrat, Karl 
Kautsky, and its title is the Erfurt 
programme. It has been translated 
into Russian. The other pamphlet is 
by the Russian social democrat, L 
Martov, and its title is The workers’ 
cause in Russia.4

With good reason the historian, 
Lars T Lih, dubs Lenin a “Russian 
Erfurtian”.5

The parties of social democracy 
sunk deep social roots in the working 
class and, through tireless, often 
heroic struggles, managed to become 
a power in their own right in the 
power politics of continental Europe 
- an achievement which rested in 
no small part on thoroughgoing 
internal democracy, the lively, frank 
and open debate of differences, and 
the considerable freedom allowed 
to local districts and branches. 
However - and this is the main point 
here - these parties were built around 
their programmes. The first point 
of Lenin’s draft rules of the RSDLP 
reads: “A party member is one who 
accepts the party’s programme and 
supports the party both financially and 
by personal participation in one of its 
organisations.”6

There are, of course, those rank 
opportunists who know a smattering 
of Marx and gleefully quote his 
famous statement: “Every step of real 
movement is more important than a 
dozen programmes.”7 This is certainly 
true, but to field those words now, 
in order to dismiss the necessity of 
a programme, in a period of defeat, 
organisational fragmentation and 
theoretical confusion - well, that is 
to actually inflict further damage. No 
less to the point, these words are taken 

from Marx’s letter to Wilhelm Bracke 
- commonly attached to his Critique of 
the Gotha programme (1875) - where 
he eviscerates the compromising, the 
backtracking, the trading away of 
principled programmatic formulations 
by his comrades in Germany.

Needless to say, Marx fully 
appreciated the role and importance of 
programme - after all, he (co)authored 
the Manifesto of the Communist Party 
and the Demands of the Communist 
Party in Germany. Then there was 
the International Workingman’s 
Association, the First International. 
Marx was responsible for its rules 
and fundamental documents. Marx 
was, in fact, a consummate writer of 
programmes: eg, the role he played 
in drafting the 1880 Programme 
of the Parti Ouvrier. No, far 
from downplaying the need for a 
programme - and this is obvious 
with even a cursory reading of his 
1875 Critique - Marx was striving to 
reorientate, to rescue, the proto-SDP 
programmatically.

It is doubtless true that a party 
should be judged primarily by 
what it does, rather than what its 
programme says. But a new party 
will be judged by its programme. And 
the Gotha programme represented a 
considerable retreat compared with 
the prior Eisenach programme.

A little background. The Social 
Democratic Workers Party was 
founded at Eisenach in 1869 under 
the leadership of August Bebel and 
Wilhelm Liebknecht - an organisation 
of just a few thousand. Its programme 
had, moreover, definite shortcomings: 
eg, it demanded a free people’s state 
and universal male suffrage. But 
there were also calls for the liberation 
of the working class, abolition of 
the standing army, establishing a 
people’s militia and the separation of 
church and state. And it constituted 
the SDWP as “a branch” of the First 
International - “to the extent that the 
associational laws permit”.8 Bebel and 
Liebknecht, note, both served lengthy 
prison sentences for membership of 
the International.

Contemporaries regarded the 
SDWP as a Marxist party. So 
everything the SDWP said and did in 
Germany reflected on the reputation 
of the Marx-Engels team in London. 
A reputation they were determined to 
uphold. Eg, Mikhail Bakunin attacked 
what he called Marxism in his Statism 
and anarchy, in no small part by 
laying hold of the real and imagined 
failings of the “duumvirate of Bebel 

and Liebknecht” and the “Jewish 
literati behind or under them”.9 The 
Slavophile, Bakunin, hated Germans 
and Jews with a horrible passion.

Anyhow, put together jointly by 
Bebel and Liebknecht, on the one 
hand, and, on the other hand, by 
the followers of the state socialist, 
Ferdinand Lassalle, a new programme 
was to be presented to the unity 
congress of the two groups meeting 
in Gotha. After much haggling Marx’s 
comrades agreed a series of rotten 
compromises. Not only the “iron 
law of wages”, but other Lassallean 
drivel, such as “state”-financed 
industry and the claim that “all other 
classes are only a reactionary body”.10 
The justification for making such 
compromises? The opportunist dictum 
of beginning where people are at and 
pursuit of the holy grail of ‘unity for 
the sake of unity’.

Disobeying doctor’s orders, Marx 
took to his desk to compose a blistering 
commentary. He also offered the 
advice that, unless his alternative 
formulations - or something very 
much like them - were adopted, 
then it would be better, far better, for 
the SDWP and the Lassalleans to 
remain separate organisations and 
find issues where they could engage 
in common action. Rather disunity 
and maintaining principle than 
unprincipled unity.

Unity and unity
Without a revolutionary programme 
there can be no successful socialist 
revolution. That truth cannot be 
insisted upon too strongly, especially 
at a time when: (1) the numbers 
committed to building a mass 
Communist Party remain small; (2) 
single-issue campaigns and so-called 
united fronts dominate, when it comes 
to leftish mass actions; (3) much of 
the organised left remains trapped in 
confessional sects; (4) that, or with 
the reformist left and refugees from 
the confessional sects, prime energies, 
loyalties and hopes are vested in 
working towards yet another broad-
left alliance, network or party.

By contrast, communists aim for 
nothing short of an explicitly Marxist 
party - a mass Communist Party that 
is fit for the burning tasks of the 21st 
century: breaking the hold of the 
labour bureaucracy; transforming 
the trade unions; delegitimising 
the existing constitution; securing 
an active majority for socialism; 
winning working class state power 
and superseding the malfunctioning, 
ecologically destructive, historically 
exhausted system of capitalism on a 
global scale.

Bertolt Brecht’s wonderful 
poem, ‘In praise of communism’ 
(1931), calmly insists that the truths 
of communism are easy to grasp 
and “simple” … unless you are an 
exploiter. The working class has a 
vital interest in fighting capitalism 
and realising a communist society. 
The instinctive struggle for improved 
wages and conditions, the struggle 
for dignity and self-respect, drives - 
or at the very least tends to move the 
working class - in that direction. So, 
looking to the future, we have every 
reason to be confident. Millions upon 
millions can be won to the cause of 
communism.

Yet Marxism, rightly, is spoken of 
as a science. After all, another term for 
it is ‘scientific socialism’. Marxism 
richly deserves that title, because it 

is solidly founded, rigorously logical 
and painstakingly developed.

Marx himself had to - and did - 
penetrate through the outer appearance 
of the capitalist mode of production, 
revealing its inner laws of motion and 
historical tendencies. It took him half 
a lifetime to write Capital. (In fact, 
he was unable to complete even that 
study. Volume 3 was put together by 
Engels with only a few mistakes and, 
much more problematically, Theories 
of surplus value, volume 4, which 
was originally compiled by Kautsky 
- Capital itself being part of a much 
bigger, multi-volumed project that 
would encompass “landed property”, 
“wage-labour”, “the state”, “foreign 
trade” and the “world market”.11)

While Marx and Engels 
undoubtedly possessed first-grade 
minds, they had to put in endless 
hours of study (not forgetting their 
leading role as practical organisers 
and revolutionaries, which immensely 
enriched their theory). As with 
Copernicus, Galileo, Newton, Darwin 
and Einstein, their genius was 99% 
sweat. Likewise, explaining finance 
capital, the permanent arms economy, 
the ecological destruction resulting 
from production for the sake of 
production, the betrayal of social 
democracy, the contradictory role of 
‘official communism’, the collapse of 
bureaucratic socialism in the Soviet 
Union and eastern Europe … none of 
that is easy.

Such phenomena have to be studied, 
grasped, in all their complexity, 
and answers transmitted with even 
more energy and imagination than 
displayed by physicists, evolutionary 
biologists and mathematicians. We 
emphasise the term ‘even more’, 
because Marxism is dedicated not 
merely to explaining what is: the goal 
is to completely transform what is.

Brecht’s poem ends with this neat 
twist, calling communism “the simple 
thing, that’s so hard to achieve”. We 
not only have the state machine of the 
ruling class against us. We have the 
ruling ideas of the ruling class against 
us.

Incidentally - and this too must 
be emphasised - at this moment in 
time, though there are members of the 
CPGB, there is no CPGB. The Weekly 
Worker’s ‘What we fight for’ column 
says that, while there are “many so-
called ‘parties’”, there “exists no real 
Communist Party”. Another of those 
paradoxes which exist in the real 
world, that causes endless confusion 
for narrow-minded pedants and 
buffoons.

While doing our best to support key 
strikes and mass movements, taking a 
disproportionately prominent role in 
all manner of unity projects on the left 
(and not forgetting fighting the witch-
hunt in the Labour Party), we put the 
aim of establishing a mass Communist 
Party at the centre of our work. Today 
that means not only combining 
political education with ongoing 
class struggles: it means ending the 
debilitating disunity of Marxists, not 
least by the confessional sects and their 
systematic mistreatment of members 
(they are typically considered as mere 
speaking tools).

Instead, we must secure solid, 
worthwhile, meaningful unity in a 
viable project for a mass Communist 
Party. Of course, it is no good just 
calling for ‘unity’. It is necessary to 
have a definite political programme. 
Without that there can only be 

It’s the simple thing that’s so hard to do
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unprincipled lash-ups, empty phrase-
mongering and then, usually within 
a very short time, the inevitable 
floundering, break-up and bitter 
recriminations.

Purpose
We have devoted some considerable 
time and effort to drawing up a 
Draft programme.12 Not to present 
others with an ultimatum, but as a 
contribution, a means of provoking 
thought, stimulating debate and, 
hopefully, facilitating serious 
negotiations. Nonetheless, we are 
proud of what we have produced.

There is nothing faddish, 
doctrinaire or myopic about our Draft 
programme. It is neither a litany of 
unfulfillable Keynesian nostrums - eg, 
Labour’s For the many, not the few 
(2017) or the economistic election 
manifestos of the Trade Unionist 
and Socialist Coalition - nor is it a 
sectarian confession of faith, or a trite 
commentary that has to be constantly 
updated: eg, the Morning Star’s 
Communist Party of Britain and its 
Britain’s road to socialism.13

No, the communist programme 
stems from the needs of the real 
movement. Hence, firstly, it is a guide 
to action: ie, how to go about organising 
the working class into a political party. 
Secondly, the programme represents 
the crystallisation of our principles - 
spun not out of thin air, but derived 
from the accumulated theoretical 
knowledge and practical experience 
of the global working class.

The programme is thereby the 
foundation for the Communist Party. 
It links the everyday work of members 
with the goal of communism and full, 
collective and individual, human 
development. To use a well rubbed 
formula, the programme represents 
the dialectical unity between theory 
and practice. It thereby constitutes 
the basis for agreed actions. It is the 
standard, the reference point, around 
which the unity of communists is 
built, tested and strengthened.

The Communist Party - organising 
the advanced part of the working 
class - formulates, agrees and adjusts 
the programme. But in many ways 
the Communist Party is in itself an 
outgrowth of the programme. Recruits 
are attracted to its far-reaching, 
inspiring, but theoretically well-
grounded demands. Members are then 
trained, encadred, made into mass 
leaders by the struggle to realise those 
goals. In that sense the programme 
is responsible for generating the 
Communist Party. For certain, the 
main determination runs not from the 
needs of the organisation, but from the 
programme and its principles to the 
organisation and its membership.

Our Draft programme is as short 
and concise as possible. Everything 
that is not essential was deliberately 
kept out. Passing facts, prime 
ministers, presidents, opposition 
leaders, demonstrations, opinion polls 
and episodic alliances have no place 
in the communist programme. Engels, 
of course, himself urged exactly that 
approach: “All that is redundant in a 
programme weakens it”.14

No, our Draft programme, rightly, 
concentrates on principles and 
strategy. Particular tactics, theoretical 
and historical explanations - all that 
should be dealt with elsewhere: party 
meetings, articles in our press and 
on the internet, seminars, pamphlets 
and books. As we confidently stated 
back in 1991, it should follow that 
our programme “will therefore not of 
necessity need rewriting every couple 
of years, as with the programmes of 
the opportunists, let alone go out of 
date even before it has come off the 
press, as was the case with the CPB’s 
version of the BRS” (ie, the British 
road to socialism - the precursor of its 
Britain’s road to socialism.)15

Evidently, the communist 
programme has a twofold function. 
On the one side, it presents chosen 

demands, principles and aims. On 
the other side, it charts an overall 
strategic approach to the conquest 
of state power, based on a concrete 
analysis of objective socio-economic 
conditions. Naturally, to state what 
should be obvious, we seek to 
navigate the shortest, least costly route 
from today’s cramped, squalid socio-
political conditions to a truly human 
world.

Our programme owes nothing to 
holy script - it is not fixed, timeless 
and inviolate. On the contrary, given 
a major political rupture - eg, Brexit, 
the break-up of the United Kingdom 
and its historically unified workers’ 
movement, the abolition of the 
monarchy, etc - then various passages 
in our programme ought to be suitably 
reformulated; that or new sections 
added.

The programme must become the 
political compass for millions. Again, 
as I argued a few years back,

Every clause of the programme 
must be easily assimilated 
and understood by advanced 
workers. It must be written in an 
accessible style, whereby passages 
and sentences can be used for 
agitational purposes and even 
turned into slogans.16

We have sought to learn from the 
best that history provides: eg, in my 
opinion, the Marx-Engels Manifesto 
of the Communist Party, the Erfurt 
programme of the German SDP and 
the first and second programmes of 
Russia’s communists. Of course, we 
have not mindlessly aped. Conditions 
in the UK, its history, economic 
peculiarities, specifics and, not least, 
its constitution and class structure 
must be taken into account.

Let me briefly describe the structure 
of our CPGB Draft programme. There 
are six sections, one logically leading 
to the other - form and content being 
closely connected.

The opening section is a brief 
preamble, describing the origins of the 
CPGB and the inspiration provided by 
the October 1917 revolution. We also, 
rightly, touch upon the liquidation of 
the CPGB by its various opportunist 
leaderships and conclude with the 
organised rebellion staged by the 
Leninist forces and the subsequent 
struggle to reforge the party.

The next section - the substantive 
or real starting point - outlines the 
main features of the epoch: the epoch 
of the transition from capitalism, by 
way of socialism, to communism. 
Then comes the nature of capitalism 
in Britain and the consequences of 
its development. Following on from 
there come the economic, social 
and democratic measures that are 
needed if the peoples of Britain are 
to live a full and decent life. Such a 
minimum, or immediate programme 
is, admittedly, technically feasible 
within the confines of present-day 
capitalism. In actual fact, though, the 
minimum section of the programme 
can only be genuinely realised by way 
of revolution.

There will be those who might 
want to call some, or all, of the 
demands contained in this section 
‘transitionary’ demands. I am fine 
with that, as long as the struggle for 
democracy remains central and there 
is no retreat into relying on routine 
economic struggles to spontaneously 
generate socialist/communist 
consciousness. That would be fatal. 
The real point though is the necessity 
of having a minimum programme. 
Those who reject the minimum 
programme, as Rosa Luxemburg did 
in 1918, disarm the party: “socialism”, 
she proclaimed, “this is the minimum 
we are going to secure”.17 In the 
midst of a revolutionary situation it is 
doubtless right to raise slogans such as 
“all power to workers’ and soldiers’ 
councils”. But if the revolutionary 
situation is drowned in blood and 

becomes a counterrevolutionary 
situation, what does the party then 
have to say?

From our minimum demands 
we move on to the character of the 
British revolution and the positions 
of the various classes and strata. 
Marxists, let it be noted, do not 
consider non-proletarian classes to 
be one reactionary mass. Sections of 
the middle class can and must be won 
over. Next, again logically, comes the 
workers’ government in Britain and the 
worldwide transition to socialism and 
communism. Here is our maximum 
programme. Finally, the necessity for 
all partisans of the working class to 
unite in a Communist Party is dealt 
with. The essential organisational 
principles of democracy and unity in 
action are stated and we underline in 
no uncertain terms why the CPGB 
must combine unity in action with 
internal democracy and the open 
expression of differences.

SWP vs programme
Though communists treat their 
programme with the utmost 
seriousness, talk to any Socialist 
Workers Party loyalist and I guarantee 
you that they will adopt a completely 
dismissive, even a hostile attitude, 
if you dare suggest that it would be 
a good idea to adopt a programme. 
There have been, thankfully, various 
members of the SWP who have 
agreed with us on this subject. But 
now, of course, they are ex-members.

Anyway, in justifying the SWP’s 
bizarre aversion to adopting any kind 
of rounded programme, its loyalists 
typically insist that a programme 
would be too rigid, inflexible and 
constricting. Chains and manacles 
are even referred to. Therefore, it 
supposedly follows, a programme is a 
horrible danger that must be avoided 
at all costs. To provide themselves 
with the sanction of ‘orthodoxy’, SWP 
loyalists will, yes, invoke the ghost of 
Marx and the “Every step of the real 
movement” statement. That is meant 
to clinch the argument. In fact, it does 
no such thing.

Neither Marx nor anyone standing 
in the authentic Marxist tradition 
has ever denied the necessity of a 
programme. It was the revisionist, 
Eduard Bernstein (1850-1932), 
who openly scorned the maximum 
programme and tried to theoretically 
justify elevating the organisation 
of the party into a thing for itself. 
Unconsciously this was echoed and 
turned into dogma by the SWP’s 
Machiavellian founder-leader, Tony 
Cliff. He routinely warned against 
adopting a programme. Gaining 
recruits and factional advantage was 
his sole guide.

Yes, a democratically agreed 
programme would have created 
intolerable difficulties for the SWP 
central committee and its many and 
sudden about-turns under Cliff. True, 
in the early 1950s, when his Socialist 
Review Group was a mere bacillus 
worming away in the bowels of the 
Labour Party, Cliff agreed to a pinched, 
12-point programme of “transitional 
demands”, which were meant to attract 
and recruit “individual” Labour and 
trade union activists.18 It was Duncan 
Hallas who wrote and submitted the 
original “transitional programme” to 
the SRG. Cliff, however, ensured that 
it was stripped, shorn, of anything too 
radical: eg, the “overthrow of the Tory 
government by all the means available 
to the working class” and “defence of 
socialist Britain” against Washington 
and Moscow.

The inspiration, clearly, was 
provided by Leon Trotsky. Here, 
though, the ‘transitional method’ is 
taken to the point where democratic 
questions, both in the workers’ 
movement and society at large, go 
ignored, along with the attitude towards 
the middle classes. The tasks of the 
working class movement are reduced 
to trade union politics. As to the “final 

aim” of working class rule, socialism 
and the transition to communism, 
that is, yes, left to spontaneity. Hallas 
explains the duplicity involved. The 
“programme of demands” must be 
“made to appear both necessary 
and realisable to broad sections of 
the workers, given their present 
(reformist) level of understanding, 
but which in reality pass beyond the 
framework of bourgeois democracy. 
Naturally … [this is] only part (a fairly 
small part) of what we advocate.”19

With the Cliffite turn away from 
Labour Party deep entryism in the 
mid-1960s, economistic minimalism 
was abandoned for a heady brew 
of eclectic Luxemburgism and the 
International Socialists. Cliff sought 
distance from what then, in the 
aftermath of World War II, passed as 
Leninism and Trotskyism because he 
was able to recognise both Stalin’s 
palpable success in creating an empire 
in eastern Europe and the palpable 
reality of the long economic boom in 
the west. Events had beached Trotsky’s 
1930s expectations. Stalinism did not 
collapse with the Nazi invasion. Nor 
was capitalism in its “death agony”.20 
In fact, it was the Trotskyites who 
were spiralling into crisis. As Cliff 
wittily put it, guided by Trotsky’s 
1938 Transitional programme, they 
were like people trying to find their 
way round the Paris metro using a 
London tube map.

Cliff readily admits how 
“excruciatingly painful” it was to face 
up to the reality that Trotsky’s prognosis 
had not come true.21 But come true it 
had not. Cliff, therefore, reluctantly 
concluded that the Transitional 
programme had been refuted “by life” 
and that reformism was enjoying a 
second spring.22 In the fourth volume 
of his Trotsky biography, Cliff argued 
that its demands, such as a sliding 
scale of wages, were adopted in 
response to a “capitalism in deep 
slump” and therefore “did not fit 
a non-revolutionary situation”. He 
concluded:

The basic assumption behind 
Trotsky’s transitional demands 
was that the economic crisis was 
so deep that the struggle for even 
the smallest improvement in 
workers’ conditions would bring 
conflict with the capitalist system 
itself. When life disproved the 
assumption, the ground fell from 
beneath the programme.23

In the 1950s at least, Cliff was no fool.
Nonetheless, his blasé attitude 

towards programmes can be judged 
by what might appear to be the glaring 
exception. Namely the International 
Socialists’ programme of the early 
1970s. Cliff, and industrial organiser 
Andreas Nagliatti, took the lead by 
writing an article with this revealing 
title: ‘Main features of the programme 
we need’.24 Drafts were discussed over 
several meetings of the IS national 
committee.

The underlying motivation behind 
the programme move seems twofold. 
First, induct the growing body of 
recruits into the belief-system of the 
organisation. Second, draw lines of 
demarcation. The IS had just suffered 
two jarring faction fights. First with 
Sean Matgamna’s Workers Fight 
group, then the Right Opposition 
(the origins of today’s Fight Racism, 
Fight Imperialism, the pro-Brexit 
Party Institute of Ideas and Spiked). 
Both factions showed an unwelcome 
attachment to Trotsky’s Transitional 
programme.

Ian Birchall recounts, that the draft 
programme was mainly the work of 
Chris Harman and Duncan Hallas, 
though others made contributions. It 
ran to some 15,000 words. Far, far too 
long. Programmes should be precise, 
succinct and short.

Submitted to the 1973 IS 
conference, the draft was remitted to 
the NC for further consideration. A 

job given over to a sub-committee, 
consisting of Cliff, Hallas and 
Birchall. “However, Cliff, without 
consulting the sub-committee, let 
alone the NC”, passed it on to the 
(new) industrial organiser, Roger 
Rosewell, who “turned it into a 
pamphlet” (The struggle for workers 
power 1973). Incidentally, Rosewell, 
a rather pathetic figure, dropped 
out of the IS soon after and quickly 
moved to the right. He joined the 
short-lived Social Democratic Party, 
serving on its industrial committee, 
worked for the free-market Aims for 
Industry outfit and wrote leaders for 
the Daily Mail.

Anyhow, showing the importance 
attached to programme, the September 
1974 conference took just 30 minutes 
to debate and agree the whole thing 
… and then nothing more was heard 
of it!

As a result Cliff was free to do and 
say what he pleased without reference 
to any map: tube, road or anything else 
for that matter. What went for Cliff 
went double for his chosen heir and 
successor, John Rees, especially with 
his Respect popular-front adventure. 
The modus vivendi of Respect was, 
of course, to unite “secular socialists 
with Muslim activists” on the basis 
of whatever it took to get local and 
national candidates elected.25

Much to the discredit of the post-
Rees SWP, it has steadfastly refused 
to conduct any kind of autopsy into 
the Respect popular-front debacle. 
Indeed, the SWP central committee 
continues to act like a headless 
chicken - like so many of the 
confessional sects, broad left alliances 
and socialist coalitions - there is no 
overall strategy l
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DEBATE

Women, wages and reproduction
Critically engaging with Lise Vogel can be useful if we want to develop our understanding of women’s 
oppression and how to overcome it, argues Anne McShane

A debate took place within the 
CPGB in November 2021 
on amending the ‘women’ 

section of immediate demands in the 
organisation’s Draft programme.

One of the issues raised was 
the impact of demands to limit 
women’s participation in work 
during pregnancy and its immediate 
aftermath. Sarah Stewart pointed 
to the obstacles to developing a 
career because of pregnancy and 
childcare. These include women 
being overlooked for promotion 
and discriminated against when 
they take maternity leave or time 
off for childcare. She argued that 
enforcing demands like a six-hour 
day for nursing mothers puts them at 
a disadvantage within the workplace, 
because they cannot compete with 
their male colleagues.

Jack Conrad argued that it was 
wrong to approach the problem 
from the perspective of seeking the 
individual right to compete with men 
in the labour market. Instead we need 
to promote “the political economy of 
the working class versus the political 
economy of the bourgeoisie”.1 
“Therefore, we support legal limits 
on the ability of capitalists to exploit 
women who are pregnant, have just 
given birth or who are breastfeeding. 
We do not stand for mere ‘equal 
rights’.”

Following this debate, 
paragraph 26 of the 2022 perspectives 
document passed at a CPGB 
members meeting in February states:

We have had programmatic 
differences over the woman 
question - specifically the 
collectivity and political economy 
of the working class versus the 
illusory goal of obtaining equal 
opportunities within bourgeois 
society. Once again this testifies 
to a certain political fragility. 
We shall encourage members, 
supporters and party organisations 
to study working class solutions to 
the woman question in the coming 
year. We shall also encourage 
debate in the pages of the Weekly 
Worker.2

I decided to initiate this debate by 
presenting a review of the book 
Marxism and the oppression of 
women - towards a unitary theory3 
at the June 12 Online Communist 
Forum. Written by Lise Vogel (who 
describes herself as a “Marxist 
feminist”) and published in 1983 
(revised in 2013), it has been 
considered by Marxist feminists 
as a ‘classic’. This is because of 
her advocacy of a theory of ‘social 
reproduction’ to explain the material 
basis for women’s oppression 
within capitalism, and advance our 
understanding of the issues to be 
examined. I made it clear on June 12 
that I am not a ‘Marxist feminist’ or 
a ‘socialist feminist’. I believe that 
Marxism itself provides a solution to 
the oppression of women within class 
society and that adding feminism 
on makes it a sectional struggle - 
limiting rather than extending the 
development of our theory.

Lack of clarity?
However, I do think that Vogel raises 
at least one valid point, which needs 
further exploration. This is her claim 
that there is a lack of clarity within 
Marxism on the relationship between 
the role of women in the reproduction 
and maintenance of labour-power, 
and the wage paid by capitalism for 
that labour-power. She acknowledges 
that Marx had planned to write far 

more on this question and the role 
of wage labour within his Capital 
project, but was unfortunately unable 
to do so because of illness and death.

In her analysis of the history 
of consideration of the woman 
question and the family, Vogel far 
less convincingly accuses Engels of 
muddying the waters by separating 
the processes of social production 
and private reproduction. She argues 
that in Origin of the family, private 
property and the state, he presents 
a ‘dual-systems’ approach - with a 
“characterisation of the single family 
as the ‘economic unit of society’”, 
separate from social production 
(p136). She continues: “Also along 
the same lines, Marx, as well as 
Engels, spoke several times of the 
sex-division of labour within the 
family as a sort of representative 
miniature of the social division of 
labour in society”, claiming that 
it “contains in miniature all the 
contradictions which later extend 
throughout society and the state”.

Vogel asserts that such statements 
have led to a false belief that there are 
two separate struggles to be fought - 
one with patriarchy within the home 
and the other with capitalism in the 
workplace. She goes on: “While 
Engels underscores the simultaneous 
emergence of sex and class conflict, 
he never achieves a clear picture of 
their connection” (p137). Of course, 
she is completely wrong here - 
Engels actually made that connection 
abundantly clear and advocated the 
socialisation of domestic labour and 
childcare in order to free women 
from their subservient position not 
simply within the home, but within 
capitalist society itself. In fact Vogel 
is later forced to climb down on 
this assertion and admit that Engels 
“does not entirely neglect the social-
reproductive perspective”, when he 
advances the path to emancipation 
through social and collective 
solutions. Even so, she maintains 
that his “contradictory blend of the 
dual systems and social reproductive 
perspectives became, in effect, the 
unstable theoretical foundation for 
all subsequent socialist investigation 
of the so-called woman question”.

Vogel also claims that the 

“dual systems” theory dominated 
the reformist wing of the Second 
International and stunted its ability 
to make progress on the woman 
question. She argues that in contrast 
Lenin took socialisation of domestic 
labour and the link between the 
family and social production more 
seriously than his comrades. She 
also credits him as the originator of 
the argument to connect democratic 
rights for women with real substantial 
equality through revolution. Again 
she is wrong. Lenin was educated 
in the necessity for socialisation 
and for working class democracy 
within the Second International. He 
had been schooled in a programme 
which had self-emancipation 
through democracy at its core, and 
which included August Bebel, Karl 
Kautsky, Clara Zetkin and Rosa 
Luxemburg among its international 
leaders. This is where his politics 
came from.

In the discussion at the OCF, Jack 
Conrad dismissed Vogel’s book as 
“truly dreadful” - in particular her 
pronouncements on Engels and the 
Second International - and argued 
that she evidenced a profound 
ignorance of the politics and theory 
of that movement. However, while 
Vogel exhibits many problems, her 
assertion that there has been a lack 
of systematic theoretical work on 
the woman question since Engels 
wrote Origin cannot be denied. 
Zetkin, Kollontai and Armand made 
advances, but it was more from 
the perspective of the struggle to 
link demands for democracy with 
work and politics, socialisation 
of childcare, domestic labour and 
demands around maternity, childcare 
and the right to choose. Zetkin and 
Kollontai reminded their male 
comrades repeatedly that there could 
not be socialism without women’s 
emancipation. But they were not 
able to make much progress on 
development of theory without 
a collective commitment to this 
project within the Second and Third 
Internationals.

Interaction
Now to look at the issue Vogel 
raises about the interaction between 

the reproduction and maintenance 
of labour-power and the payment 
of wages for that labour-power. 
My understanding is that under 
capitalism the worker receives a 
wage which allows the purchase 
of commodities necessary to feed, 
clothe and culturally maintain that 
person and their dependents, if it is 
paid at its proper value.

However, in my view - and that of 
Vogel - what it cannot be said to cover 
is the full cost of the generational 
reproduction and maintenance of 
labour-power. The majority of this 
is provided free by women during 
pregnancy, in the performance 
of domestic labour, provision of 
childcare and the general care of the 
worker who sells their labour-power 
to the capitalist. Capitalism as a 
system excludes any responsibility 
for these costs from its budget. As 
the CPGB Draft programme states,

Women carry the main burden 
of feeding babies, house 
management, supermarket 
buying, family cooking, child 
ferrying, etc, which is performed 
gratis. Such work is often frantic, 
demoralising and allows no kind 
of rounded, cultural development.

And also: “As a norm therefore 
women are exploited by capital as 
cheap wage workers and domestic 
slaves. Hence they suffer a double 
burden”. 

We can see evidence of this in the 
failure to pay for adequate maternity 
leave, childcare costs, time off for 
nursing mothers, time off to care 
for sick children, aging parents, and 
other needy members of the working 
class. Capitalism needs the working 
class to reproduce and maintain 
labour-power, but is in continual 
struggle with the working class 
about resources to allow them to do 
this. Women are disadvantaged from 
the outset within capitalism, which 
needs them active in the workforce 
as well as at home to reproduce 
and maintain labour-power. This 
is a contradiction which cannot be 
resolved by the system.

And it is no wonder that, with 
such enormous competing pressures, 

women often choose to restrict the 
number of children they have. The 
difficulties of combining childcare 
with a career, and the financial and 
personal costs of combining long 
working days and childcare are well 
known. Not to mention the prejudice 
and disadvantages they suffer in the 
workplace as a mother - mentioned 
at the outset of this article.

The discussion following my 
presentation at the OCF was 
extremely interesting. Comrades 
raised a range of questions, including 
the relevance of the decline in the 
international birth rate, including 
the US and China. Is the failure of 
women to reproduce because of the 
pressures of being a mother under 
capitalism causing a crisis in the 
system? Does it signal a pending 
population emergency?

Another issue raised was whether 
women’s work in reproducing 
and maintaining labour-power 
can be considered as part of social 
production. Is it really free labour 
or covered by the wage paid by the 
capitalist for labour-power? What 
about a family wage - should we be 
arguing for a wage sufficient to pay 
for women’s work in the home?

Another point made was about 
the importance of the care provided 
privately by women within the home 
and the need for the working class 
to collectively provide this care for 
the young and vulnerable in our 
society. This is something which is, 
of course, implicit within demands 
for socialisation of childcare and 
domestic labour. It is why the 
demands for childcare facilities are 
extremely important, along with 
proper paid maternity leave, etc. The 
logic of the political economy of 
the working class means collective 
solutions. Resolving these questions 
collectively means that women 
are not penalised because of their 
position in reproduction.

The Zhenotdel (Women’s 
Bureau of the Central Committee 
of the Russian Communist Party) 
tried to develop socialisation in 
extremely constrained circumstances 
in the early years of the Russian 
Revolution. Its success in developing 
hundreds of public canteens, 
childcare facilities, public laundries 
and other amenities provided many 
working women with the opportunity 
to attend political meetings and take 
part in the discussions and initiatives 
of the early Soviet republic. It gave 
them a stake in the success of the 
project. Of course the civil war, New 
Economic Policy, the isolation of the 
revolution and the ultimate rise of 
Stalin put paid to their project and 
the small steps forward in obtaining 
real equality were rapidly reversed. 
The Zhenotdel was closed down by 
Stalin in 1930 despite the protests 
of its members. Its legacy shows the 
enormous possibilities which exist if 
we adopt a collective approach.

Finally I hope my talk and this 
article underlines the fact that 
women’s emancipation is integral 
to our collective project and that 
our theory on the question must be 
developed further. I am aware that 
I have raised many more questions 
than I have answered and invite 
others to join this debate l

Notes
1. ‘Amending our programme’ Weekly Worker 
November 25 2021: weeklyworker.co.uk/
worker/1373/amending-our-programme.
2. ‘Perspectives 2022’ Weekly Worker 
February 17 2022: weeklyworker.co.uk/
worker/1383/perspectives-2022.
3. L Vogel Marxism and the oppression of 
women - towards a unitary theory Chicago 
2013.

Should we seek equal competition between male and female workers ... or limiting that 
competition?
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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.

The Weekly Worker is licensed by 
November Publications under a Creative 
Commons Attribution-NonCommercial  

4.0 International Licence: 
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/

legalcode. ISSN 1351-0150. 

weekly
worker 1399 June 16 2022 11

REVIEW

A disaster predicted
Nathaniel McBride (writer), Lisa Goldman and Natasha Langridge (directors) 
Dictating to the estate Maxilla Social Club

On the night of the 2017 fire in 
Grenfell Tower, the nearby 
Maxilla Social Club had shut 

its doors at 11.30pm. At 1.30am, 
when staff living nearby saw the 
flames, they unlocked the doors and 
kept the club open all night, serving 
tea and coffee to everyone involved.

As you walk under the flyover 
towards the social club, the entire 
area is covered with painted signs 
and hand-drawn graffiti. The green 
heart on the top of Grenfell looms 
large over you. The names of every 
one of the 72 who died are there in 
large letters. It is a grim reminder of 
the struggle of the residents to have a 
safe building - a struggle which was 
ignored for years.

The Maxilla Social Club was 
therefore, an excellent venue for 
this play, Dictating to the estate. 
Unlike most of the articles/TV 
programmes, etc marking the 
fifth anniversary of the fire, this 
docudrama concentrates on the years 
leading up to the fire. Taken from 
minutes of meetings, emails and 
discussions, the play demonstrates 
in stark terms the obfuscations, glad-
handing and downright lying that led 
to the council, the Royal Borough of 
Kensington and Chelsea, deciding 
to “regenerate” the building in the 
cheapest way possible.

Nathaniel McBride, the 
playwright, lives in Notting Hill, 
near to Grenfell. After a few years of 
research, he wrote the piece with the 
help of Lisa Goldman acting as script 
consultant. He is not a professional 
playwright - this is his first venture 
into playwriting (his actual work 
is German translation). He is, 
however, an activist. He took some 
time in the local elections to stand 
as a Labour candidate in a Tory-
dominated borough. He has been on 
the Grenfell walks and involved with 
those fighting for justice. Before the 
play was advertised, it was read by 
and discussed with former residents 
who had been involved in the fire, 
relatives of the deceased and, to 
make sure nothing could lead to 
court action, legal advice was also 
obtained. Nathaniel said he “didn’t 
want to get it wrong”.

Lisa Goldman, who is also 
co-director along with Natasha 
Langridge, is a noted playwright and 
director. She has a play about Cable 
Street coming up at the National 
Theatre. As for the cast of Dictating 
to the estate, it consists of just five 
people, who between them play 
48 characters. The stage is in the 
Social Club, with a screen behind 
them showing photos, cartoons from 
the time and quotes, as the play 
continues. The floor is bare, props 
consist of chairs, tables, a loudhailer 
and pieces of paper. The actors are 
virtually never off stage and change 
from personality to personality in the 
blink of an eye. In addition they move 
the tables and chairs for each scene 
with fluidity. They are obviously 
well directed and dedicated to their 
roles. The play is about two hours 
long, but goes by quickly. The twists 
and turns of the action keep the 
audience riveted.

Originally, the council saw 
Grenfell as blighting the area. It was 
regarded as a demolition project, as 
the land itself was regarded as a gold 
mine. But that would have meant 
marginalising the people in the 
building, almost all of whom were 
black or brown, mostly not speaking 
English as their first language, and 
many in social housing. For various 

(financial) reasons, it was decided 
to “regenerate” the building instead, 
which included adding cladding to 
the outside to make it look more 
upscale.

Although at times the names of 
the personages involved become 
a blur, very subtle changes in 
attitude, facial gestures and body 
posture allow the audience to think, 
‘We’ve seen this person before’. 
One character is always holding 
his tie, another changes her facial 
expression like a chameleon. Women 
playing men splay their legs like men 
do. The actor playing Eric Pickles 
sits in a chair and thrusts his stomach 
out - you know who he is alright. 
The play is gender-blind - although 
men do not play women, I noticed. 
This is probably because there were 
more men - engineers, civil servants, 
architects etc - involved in the 
Grenfell fiasco than women.

I assume the directors have a 
nice sense of humour. There is a 
scene where two characters playing 
contractors stand back to back and 
turn in a circle to face each resident 
who speaks. The main activist 
then says: “We’re going round in 
circles.”

The play begins and ends with the 
words of residents. The first, who 
opens the play, describes how he 
managed to flee from the building. 
He recalls not being able to see the 
walls in the hallway because of the 
thick smoke, until a firefighter, lying 
on the floor of the staircase because 
the smoke is thinner there, tapped 

his leg. At that point he could see the 
staircase and ran for his life.

The epilogue to the play is in the 
words of a resident whose immediate 
family survived, although his 
brother’s family did not. It ends with 
the words. “Within a week of the 
fire they told us it was unlikely they 
[his brother’s family] had survived. 
We didn’t get confirmation until 
weeks later that Abdudaziz, Faouzia, 
Yasmin, Nur Huda and Mehdi had all 
died in the fire.”

At the end, the audience was silent 
for several seconds, many wiping 
their eyes. Then a torrent of applause 
for an exceptional performance.

Dismal failings
The play traces the residents’ 
complaints about the structural faults 
of the tower, which had not been 
improved since it was built. One of 
the major problems was that the fire 
precautions had never been updated, 
tested or even examined from the 
1970s. It seems that each contractor 
involved in the “regeneration” - 
the council’s tenant management 
organisation (TMO), the housing 
authority, the architects, the building 
contractors, the subcontractors for 
the cladding, the British Board of 
Agrément, even the fire department 
- denied direct responsibility for fire 
testing. Each assumed that others 
would have told them if anything 
was wrong.

Passing responsibility from one 
organisation to another, and at times 
refusing to spend money for testing, 

or to follow up on testing results, 
each displayed an astonishing lack 
of interest or professionalism. Here 
are some examples:
n There was never an evacuation 
plan for the tenants, including the 
disabled.
n At one point a fire technician 
sends an email saying, “We have 
performed a test on your cladding. 
Unfortunately, we stopped the test 
before the end. Widespread fire on 
the surface reaching critical values 
resulted in the termination of the 
ongoing test. Therefore we cannot 
provide you with a classification.” 
The superior’s reply? “Let’s stop the 
tests now.”
n It is pointed out that the fire 
extinguishers are out of date by 
years. Nothing is done.
n Because it is cheaper, the architects 
and builders decide to put boilers for 
heat and water in hallways, instead 
of in the tenants’ kitchens, where a 
fire might be contained. One tenant 
points out that with boilers in the 
hallway, it would be impossible to 
him to move furniture out of his 
flat. After a lengthy struggle, those 
families who complained did have 
their boilers moved to the kitchen. 
The rest remained in their hallways.
n And the main problem that led 
to the fire - the type of cladding, 
changed to a cheaper one - was not 
understood by anyone to be capable 
of such combustion. And after one 
inspection goes wrong, an email is 
sent, reading: “Let’s hope our luck 
holds out and there are no fires in the 
meantime.”

Example after example, meeting 
after meeting, email after email 
show the ineptness, mendaciousness, 
penny-pinching and lying that went 
on from organisation to organisation 
dealing with Grenfell. At one point 
the colour of the cladding became 
the single most important item in the 
“refurbishment”.

The words of the Grenfell Action 
Group’s blog are frighteningly 
prescient. They

firmly believe that only a 
catastrophic event will expose 
the ineptitude and incompetence 
of our landlord, the TMO, and 
bring an end to the dangerous 
living conditions and the neglect 
of health and safety legislation 
they inflict upon their tenants and 
leaseholders.

The Grenfell Action Group has 
reached the conclusion that only 
an incident that results in serious 
loss of life will allow the external 
scrutiny that will shine a light on 
the practices that characterise the 
malign governance of this non-
functioning organisation.

It is our conviction that a 
serious fire in a tower block … 
is the most likely reason that 
those who wield power … will be 
found out and brought to justice.

The Grenfell Action Group 
predict the words of this blog 
will come home to haunt the … 
management.

To date, however, no-one has been 
held to account for the dereliction of 
duty that caused the fire.

The playwright, directors, 
producer, cast and everyone else 
involved are trying to raise funds to 
take the production to other cities, 
where high-rise tower blocks are a 
problem. If it comes to your area or 
city, run, don’t walk, to see it l

Gaby Rubin

So many warnings, so many deaths
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Banging same old drum
It has nothing to do with business in Northern Ireland, everything to do with keeping the Red Wall seats. 
James Harvey explores the politics behind Boris Johnson’s plans to scrap the Northern Ireland protocol

The announcement that the 
government is introducing 
legislation giving it powers to 

effectively scrap the Northern Ireland 
protocol has met with a predictable 
response.

For the Irish foreign minister, 
Simon Coveney, the unilateral 
measure by the British government 
represented a “new low for the 
UK” and “legitimised the breaking 
of international law.”1 In similar 
vein the European Commission 
condemned the move and announced 
that it would be taking legal action 
against the UK to enforce the 
protocol, which is part of the 
negotiated withdrawal agreement 
between the British government 
and the European Union.2 This was 
combined with further, unspecified 
threats of sanctions and reports of 
a future trade war between the EU 
and the UK if the legislation was 
implemented and the protocol was 
actually scrapped.3

With claims and counter-claims 
all round, the row had all the familiar 
ingredients of the Brexit battles of 
yesteryear. While British ministers 
variously justified the new legislation 
as defending UK sovereignty, 
protecting the peace process and the 
Good Friday agreement, and ending 
trade and economic disruption 
between Great Britain and Northern 
Ireland, EU bodies and European 
governments strongly condemned 
the move as a unilateral abrogation 
of a legal agreement and an 
international treaty that the UK had 
signed as part of the Brexit process. 
For politicians and headline-writers 
it seemed to be a case of déjà vu.

The protocol has all but been 
out of the news since 2019, when it 
was negotiated to ensure that Boris 
Johnson got Brexit done in time to 
call an election and campaign on 
his success in bringing the long-
running withdrawal agreement 
saga to a successful conclusion. 
Regular readers will know that in 
order to bring negotiations to a 
speedy conclusion the protocol left a 
number of rather contradictory loose 
ends concerning Northern Ireland’s 
economic status and relationship 
with the EU.4 To ensure that there 
was no hard border on ‘the island of 
Ireland’, as the diplomatic jargon has 
it, for certain aspects of the single 
market and customs arrangements, 
Northern Ireland, in effect, remained 
within the EU, thus establishing an 
economic border in the Irish Sea 
between the Six Counties and Great 
Britain.

Unionist politicians were 
incandescent about what they 
correctly regarded as Boris 
Johnson’s wilful sacrifice of their 
political interests and his bare-faced 
lies in pledging that there would 
be no Irish Sea border as part of 
a Brexit deal. However, despite 
Unionist campaigns and rallies 
against the protocol, and the collapse 
of devolved government in the Six 
Counties as a result of the withdrawal 
of the Democratic Unionist Party 

from the power-sharing executive 
in February of this year, the protocol 
remained in place. The elections to 
the Northern Ireland assembly in 
May added a further twist, with Sinn 
Féin displacing the DUP to become 
the largest single party and pro-
protocol members of the legislative 
assembly now in the majority.5

However, whilst the Johnson 
government made no moves to 
amend the protocol throughout this 
period, it was kept alive by ministers 
as a possible problem and serious 
issue that might have to be dealt with 
‘at some stage in the future’. Keeping 
the protocol as a handy weapon in the 
government’s back pocket, a useful 
addition to the potential causus belli 
with the EU, for use at a suitable 
juncture, made sound political sense 
for the Tories. Ministers such as Liz 
Truss and Jacob Rees-Mogg played 
the ‘orange card’ and repeated unionist 
arguments about the economic 
disruption caused by the protocol and 
the threat posed to ‘the peace process’ 
by loyalist opposition to the protocol 
and its ‘Irish Sea border’.

The main capitalist interests in 
the Six Counties have challenged 
these arguments about the economic 
impact of the protocol and have 
instead argued for compromise and 
minor modifications.6 In fact, despite 
the constant repetition of these lines, 
the anti-protocol unionists have been 
singularly unsuccessful in mobilising 
a militant campaign beyond a few 
stunts and poorly attended rallies, 
led by Jim Allister of the Traditional 

Unionist Voice (TUV) and the 
Brexiteer has-been and ex-Labour 
MP, Kate Hoey. The idea that the 
Six Counties stood on the brink of 
widespread violence was not made 
any more plausible by its endless 
reiteration by unionist opponents 
of the protocol or British ministers. 
So, when Boris Johnson said on 
June 13 that “our higher and our 
main international obligation is to 
the Belfast-Good Friday agreement, 
to the peace process in Northern 
Ireland, getting that Stormont 
assembly up and running”, he was 
following a well-established and 
calculated political strategy rather 
than responding to real threats.7

Brexit basics
If the dynamics of the 
institutionalised, communal politics 
of the Good Friday agreement 
provide the occasion and an 
ostensible reason for this latest 
turn in the policy of the Johnson 
government, the real explanations 
are to be found not in Belfast, nor 
Brussels for that matter, but lie much 
closer to home, in Westminster.

Last week’s confidence vote 
revealed the depth of opposition 
that Johnson faces amongst Tory 
MPs and the precarious position he 
faces within his own party. When 
combined with growing economic 
problems, the ‘cost-of-living crisis’, 
developing trade union militancy, 
probable by-election defeats at 
Wakefield and Honiton and Tiverton, 
and declining opinion poll ratings, 

last week’s alarums and excursions 
show that Johnson and his immediate 
supporters need a strategy to turn the 
tide and rebuild support both within 
and without the Tory Party. This was 
rather unsuccessfully attempted with 
Johnson’s somewhat muddled and 
incoherent Blackpool speech, which 
was supposed to be a reset of his 
government’s direction. Similarly, 
hints of tax cuts to come and 
promises of future economic growth 
were also meant to do the trick, but 
this time fell rather flat. The usual 
Johnsonian boosterism and rambling 
rhetoric was not working, so it was 
back to Brexit basics for Boris as he 
attempted to rekindle the spirit that 
had proved so effective in 2019. 

The idea of refighting Brexit and 
rebuilding the electoral coalition that 
had demolished the Red Wall has 
long been floated in Tory circles. 
This strategy is based on a number 
of assumptions about Johnson’s 
personal appeal and ability as 
an electoral campaigner (which 
have been sorely tested in recent 
months). However, even with the 
lingering impact of Partygate and the 
widespread belief amongst MPs and 
Conservative members that Johnson 
has become a liability rather than an 
asset, Tory strategists close to him 
see Brexit as a political gift that still 
has the potential to keep on giving.

We saw hints of this in the 
opprobrium directed at one of 
Johnson’s leading Tory critics, 
Tobias Ellwood, when he suggested 
that Britain might rejoin the single 
market. Similarly, pro-Tory papers 
like The Daily Telegraph, Mail 
and Express have carried articles 
warning of how unspecified 
‘remainers’ could plot to undermine 
both Johnson and Brexit. Using the 
language of a culture war against 
metropolitan elites, lefty lawyers, 
luvvies and out-of-touch Labour 
MPs, this wing of the Tories believe 
that both their internal and external 
opponents can be identified as 
wanting to thwart the popular will 
by undermining Brexit. Moreover, in 
rehearsing the referendum arguments 
about sovereignty and ‘taking back 
control’ directed against the EU 
and the European Court of Justice, 
the technicalities and legal niceties 
of the protocol can be simplified 
during a political campaign, in which 
defending Brexit is the centrepiece.

Whilst the likelihood is that a 
suitable compromise acceptable 

to both the UK and the EU over 
modifications to the protocol can be 
reached, a low-intensity pre-election 
campaign by the Tories to keep the 
issue to the fore has clear political 
advantages. Moreover, given his role 
in the shadow cabinet under Jeremy 
Corbyn, the identification of Sir Keir 
Starmer with the ‘remain’ cause has 
some considerable basis in reality 
and will be one that the Tories will 
be keen to exploit, as the election 
approaches - if Starmer remains 
Labour leader.

These sections of the Tory 
leadership are not the only ones 
who see the protocol and Brexit 
as political opportunities. Recent 
whispering against Starmer 
emanating from unreconstructed 
Blairites in the shadow cabinet and 
beyond, alongside the rather obvious 
manoeuvres from the would-be king 
over the water, David Miliband, 
show how they too might use the 
manufactured crisis over the protocol 
to suit their political strategy. Tony 
Blair’s attempts to shape Labour’s 
direction behind the scenes through 
vehicles such as the forthcoming 
Future of Britain conference might 
also point in this direction as well.

Whether these personal and 
political ambitions necessitate 
removing Starmer remains to be 
seen, but, whatever the outcome, for 
both the Tories and Labour, Brexit 
has not gone away and, through the 
political machinations surrounding 
the protocol, it is likely to remain 
centre-stage for the next few years l

Brexit being 
kept as an 

issue

Notes
1. www.standard.co.uk/news/uk/brexit-
boris-johnson-law-northern-ireland-
break-b1005644.html.
2. www.rte.ie/news/
brexit/2022/0615/1304909-brexit-protocol.
3. www.theguardian.com/politics/2022/
may/17/eu-raises-spectre-trade-war-if-uk-
rewrites-northern-ireland-protocol’
4. See, for example, ‘Back to the past 
again’ Weekly Worker October 21 2021: 
weeklyworker.co.uk/worker/1368/back-to-
the-past-again.
5. www.newsletter.co.uk/news/politics/52-
of-90-mlas-sign-letter-to-prime-minister-
boris-johnson-rejecting-legislation-to-amend-
northern-ireland-protocol-3730170.
6. www.thejournal.ie/business-leaders-
northern-ireland-protocol-richie-neal-
5775735-May2022. This is a view shared 
by important sections of British capitalism 
as well - see www.theguardian.com/uk-
news/2022/jun/13/cbi-warns-uk-government-
over-northern-ireland-protocol.
7. www.theguardian.com/politics/video/2022/
jun/13/boris-johnson-says-plan-to-amend-
northern-ireland-protocol-not-a-big-deal-
video.
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