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Act or quit
The Forde report means Keir Starmer 
must take action to reinstate unfairly 
expelled members of the Labour 
Party or step down. The report was 
commissioned by Starmer himself 
soon after he became leader in April 
2020.

It confirms that after Jeremy 
Corbyn became leader the party’s 
rightwing bureaucracy pursued 
their own factional interests against 
the majority of the membership. 
This resulted in unfair suspensions, 
expulsions and smearing on an 
industrial scale, including many today 
who are part of the Socialist Labour 
Network.

The Forde report shows:
n That anti-Semitism was 
weaponised to attack people in the 
party for factional reasons, despite 
denials by Starmer and other senior 
members of the party that this was the 
case.
n There were “deplorably factional 
and insensitive, and at times 
discriminatory, attitudes” among the 
party’s most senior staff.
n Plus a lack of diversity, tolerance 
and inclusivity across the party.
n As well as a hierarchy of racism in 
the party.

An SLN spokesperson said: “This 
is a shameful account of a party which 
is supposed to be for social justice 
and equality. Although Forde was 
commissioned to inquire into events 
that happened under the previous 
leader, there is no evidence that any 
of these failings have been addressed 
under Starmer - and they all demand 
urgent action.”

The SLN is calling for an 
independent investigation into the 
lack of diversity and inclusivity in the 
party. It is also calling for urgent action 
to bring justice to all members of the 
party who have suffered because of 
factionalism in the party bureaucracy.

The party should also put right any 
cases of injustice which may have 
taken place because of the factionalism 
Forde has highlighted in the party. As 
a matter of urgency members who 
were suspended or expelled from 
2015 on should be able to appeal their 
cases with a view to reinstatement 
if it can be shown that they were 
unfairly treated for factional reasons. 
In particular any members who were 
deprived of a hearing under ‘fast 
track’ rules and then expelled should 
be reinstated pending a review of their 
case. In addition many members have 
been blocked from standing for office 
in the party because of abuse of the 
disciplinary processes and their cases 
should be investigated and reviewed, 
too.

The group is also calling for the 
restoration of the parliamentary whip 
to Jeremy Corbyn. Anyone who has 
read the Forde report would accept 
that there was no basis for suspending 
Jeremy Corbyn from the party and 
none whatsoever for refusing to 
return the parliamentary whip to him. 
He was punished only for saying - 
in a milder form - what Forde says 
up front: that anti-Semitism was 
weaponised in the Labour Party.

The SLN also point to an 
important recommendation regarding 
training to combat anti-Semitism in 
the party: Forde questions the reliance 
of the party on the Zionist Jewish 
Labour Movement for its sub-optimal 
training in resisting anti-Semitism 
and regrets that there is no role for the 
Jewish Voice for Labour. We call on 
Starmer to put this right immediately 
by inviting JVL to become centrally 
involved in the party’s educational 

programme.
The SLN claims that the report 

presents a huge test for Keir Starmer. 
Unless he shows himself ready to 
act on a report which he himself 
commissioned, then he should stand 
down immediately. And if he fails to 
stand down, then the many thousands 
of people who joined Labour to 
support Jeremy Corbyn will take 
action on their own part. This issue is 
not going to go away.
Norman Thomas
Socialist Labour Network

Insults
I write to protest vigorously against 
the baseless, inflammatory claim by 
your editors that I was involved in 
“the promotion of pro-imperialist 
politics when it comes to Ukraine”, 
by writing an article in the Durham 
Miners’ Gala programme.

Such a fantastic, groundless 
accusation can only confound 
discussion, not facilitate it. Your 
editors’ decision to make it - in the 
standfirst for Dave Douglass’s article 
(‘Past and present’, July 14) - perhaps 
tells us something about what the 
Weekly Worker thinks constitutes 
meaningful debate. But it doesn’t say 
anything about Douglass’s criticism 
of my article or the article itself, let 
alone anything actually happening in 
the real world in Durham, Ukraine or 
anywhere else.

In the gala programme article 
- accessible on the Labour Hub 
website - I reported that trade unions, 
including the mineworkers’ union, 
are providing humanitarian and 
medical aid to Ukrainians resisting 
the Russian army that is laying waste 
to their communities. I reported 
that mineworkers have been killed, 
fighting in volunteer defence units or 
the army.

If someone thinks this makes those 
people “pro-imperialist”, then please 
have the honesty to say so. Don’t tack 
a cheap shot at me - and by implication 
at my comrade and friend, Dave 
Temple, who Douglass also mentions 
- on the top of Douglass’s article.

Douglass wants a “balanced 
review of the arguments - especially 
regarding the role of Nato”. Fair 
enough. But the gala programme 
article, in which I was asked to reflect 
on the longstanding relationship 
between Durham and Ukraine miners, 
in the light of the war, could not have 
done that job in detail. If anyone cares 
for my opinion, I’d suggest reading 
my article, ‘Ukraine: the sources of 
danger of a wider war’ (March 21) 
on the People and Nature website, 
and other things I have written on my 
blog, peoplenature.org.

Douglass writes: “Pirani tells us 
Russia is not resisting Nato expansion, 
and that Nato has no plans to take 
Ukraine under its influence.” I did 
not write that. While it’s obvious that 
Ukraine was and is extremely unlikely 
ever to join Nato, powerful forces 
in many Nato governments would 
love to increase their influence over 
Ukraine, and indeed are doing so - in 
ways far more devious and complex 
than the Kremlin claims. On the other 
hand, I think the Kremlin’s assertions 
that Nato expansion justifies its 
murderous, one-sided onslaught on 
Ukraine, with tens of thousands of 
civilian victims, are patent nonsense.

I welcome serious debate on the 
relationship of Russian and western 
imperialism, the role of Nato, and 
Russia’s war aims. It’s a shame that 
your editors throw around baseless 
insults that obstruct such debate.
Simon Pirani
London

Trapped
As extensively problematic as is 
may be for the comrade concerned 
to grasp, let alone accept, in his 

letter (July 21) David John Douglass 
continues to reveal himself as nothing 
more than a product of capitalism. As 
it were, merely yet another subspecies 
amongst those multifarious creatures 
created by and then conditioned by 
it, and so to all intents and purposes 
trapped within its general parameters, 
as well as its basic mentality.

He’s trapped within a system 
for the structuring of human affairs 
that’s fundamentally bound by 
considerations such as the needs 
of each separate nation-state’s 
international ‘competitiveness’ via the 
maintenance of ‘strength’ of its own 
particular economy; in turn adherence 
to an unquestionable, almost godlike, 
economic ‘growth’ and thereby again 
to those classically trade unionist-
modal totems of the creation of ‘jobs’ 
(ie, within the existing industrial and 
corporate and even socio-cultural 
formats that ‘provide’ them).

That’s to name just some highlights 
from capitalism’s poisonous farrago. 
There are myriad others. Not to 
suggest that comrade Douglass isn’t 
anything but formidably honourable, 
as well as knowledgeable, to the point 
of impressive - an obvious expert in 
his own field. But there’s the rub: 
none of that holds either any truly 
meaningful purpose or solid value if 
not simultaneously - in fact integrally 
and unwaveringly - deploying what 
might be called ‘transcendent’ 
perspectives for humankind.

No doubt some will say how 
all of this is merely ‘idealism’, 
representative of that old bogeyman of 
‘ultra-leftism’. Well, if that’s the case, 
so be it! Indeed, in terms of fostering, 
generating, designing, promoting or 
even inspiring productive change for 
our communist/Marxist left wing, 
let’s just ‘bring it all on!’
Bruno Kretzschmar
email

Undemocratic
My report on Richard Boyd 
Barrett’s appearance at Marxism 
2022 (‘Cliffism to ministerialism’, 
July 7) led to my expulsion from 
People Before Profit (PBP) after just 
one week of membership!

The article was published just 
before my online application to 
join on July 10. Afterwards I was 
informed by some PBP comrades 
that the organisation was far more 
democratic and open to criticism 
than I had implied. Therefore I 
decided to apply to join and I was 
accepted into membership on 
July 11 and informed: “You are 
joining a dynamic, democratic and 
collective organisation. You can 
partake in strategy discussions, 
policy-making and selection of 
candidates.” I received an email 
from Mark Penny, national 
administrator, informing me that my 
membership fee had been received 
and personally welcoming me. I 
then received a text inviting me to a 
‘new members’ meeting via Zoom - 
all very efficient, to be fair.

I attended the new members 
meeting, where the presentation 
was given by Kieran Allen of the 
Socialist Workers Network (SWN) 
wing of PBP. I introduced myself 
and gave a summary of my political 
experience and views. I was told I 
would shortly be contacted by my 
local branch in Cork.

Instead, on July 18, I received an 
email from Kieran Allen and Eddie 
Conlon on behalf of the steering 
committee. This stated that my 
“interest in becoming involved” 
in PBP had been discussed by the 
committee, and it had decided that 
“your politics are incompatible with 
membership”. My membership fee 
was to be “refunded”. I replied, 
objecting to the expulsion and 
asking exactly what “incompatible” 

meant, but received no response. 
I wrote again stating I wished to 
appeal and asking for a copy of the 
constitution and appeal procedure. 
Again no reply.

A PBP member who objected to 
my expulsion helpfully sent me a 
copy of the constitution. It states: 
“Membership of People Before 
Profit shall be open to any individual 
or group sharing its aims.” Those 
aims confirm that “People Before 
Profit is a 32-county party that 
seeks an end to the partition of 
Ireland through a struggle against 
the two states that were designed 
to create a carnival of reaction, and 
work towards the goal of a socialist 
Ireland, where people from all 
backgrounds can have a stake.” It 
sets out a list of social, political and 
economic demands, and states: “To 
achieve these modest demands, we 
will require change from a society 
that is addicted to profit to one where 
the needs of people come first, and a 
radical extension of democracy.”

On participating in government, 
PBP “seeks to have TDs and MLAs 
elected to parliament and the 
Northern Assembly, but these shall 
not join in coalition governments 
with rightwing parties to manage the 
current order. We will seek to bring 
change by combining a presence 
in parliament with mobilisation of 
large numbers of working people 
outside.”

Of course, I broadly share 
those aims, while having doubts 
- in particular over the ambiguity 
about entering a government under 
capitalism. But I am not alone in 
this and am aware that there are 
divergences on this question not 
only between the SWN majority 
of PBP and the two other networks 
(Rise and the Red Network), but also 
between members of those groups.

The SWN is the most enthusiastic 
about the possibilities of pulling Sinn 
Féin to the left sufficiently to provide 
the basis for entering government 
with it. Indeed Boyd Barrett wrote 
to SF leader Mary Lou McDonald 
in 2020 to ask her to enter into 
talks to form a “left government”, 
and expressed his disappointment 
at SF’s negative response on the 
basis that such a government would 
be “unworkable”. Kieran Allen 
continues, however, to maintain that 
“yes, of course we shall enter into 
discussions with Sinn Féin after an 
election about participation in such 
a government - should the party be 
willing to rule out coalition with 
Fianna Fáil, embrace the lesson 
of past left failures and be willing 
to mobilise people-power to push 
back the resistance of the rich.” To 
exert pressure to the left, “socialists 
should put forward united front-
style demands on Sinn Féin. This 
should come by way of an appeal 
to their support base by addressing 
their leaders.”

For Allen, a “left government” 
is one that is prepared to break the 
rules of contemporary capitalism. 
But Sinn Féin is evidently not going 
to break those rules and has signalled 
this clearly. Just one example is its 
attitude towards climate change. 
In the current controversy over 
government backsliding on cutting 
carbon emissions in agriculture, 
SF has remained silent, refusing to 
set any emission targets of its own, 
being far more concerned about 
the rural vote than climate change. 
PBP TD Brid Smith has called on 
SF to take up the question, but her 
demands appear to be falling on deaf 
ears.

SF is actually far more like 
Fianna Fáil (FF) than any kind of 
workers’ party. Its commitments 
to improvements to the lives of 
“ordinary workers and families” 

depend on it balancing the books 
more effectively. And what we have 
seen of it in government in Stormont 
shows that such commitments 
are paper-thin. Indeed McDonald 
and her colleagues are at pains to 
reassure Irish capitalism that their 
party represents no threat. The fact 
that FF leader Micheál Martin stated 
this week for the first time that 
he would not rule out a coalition 
government with SF, testifies to a 
shift in establishment attitudes. FF 
is clearly under pressure, with SF 
continuing to soar in the polls - 36% 
in the most recent poll, as compared 
to only 20% for FF and 18% for Fine 
Gael.

Rise evidences a more leftwing 
approach to the question. Paul 
Murphy writes that “revolutionaries 
should participate in a left 
government within capitalist society 
if it is a ‘ruptural government’. In 
other words, a government that 
will not betray workers’ interests 
by remaining within the rules of 
capitalism, but instead will use this 
position to pursue a revolutionary 
struggle against capitalism.”

In both cases today’s “left 
government” slogan is equated with 
the “workers’ government” slogan 
of Germany in 1923, etc. Absolutely 
wrong on all sorts of levels. The 
working class is not organised 
in a revolutionary party with a 
programme to overthrow capitalism. 
These are very different times. And 
the slogan, “left government”, is 
vastly different from “workers’ 
government”. Left of what?

There is a major discussion to 
be had on the tasks ahead for the 
left here in Ireland. To deliberately 
exclude critical Marxist voices such 
as my own from its ranks in such a 
situation betrays real sectarianism 
and a determination by the SWN to 
ride on the coat tails of SF. This spells 
disaster - as we saw with the collapse 
of the Scottish Socialist Party, whose 
leaders thought that they could ride 
a wave of nationalism to a socialist 
Scotland. The SWN’s Boyd Barrett 
expresses a similar view.

To conclude, a corrective to my 
July 7 article. It stated that Boyd 
Barrett is looking forward to his 
ministerial car and salary - in fact, 
now I have the constitution, I can 
see that there is a rule that “elected 
representatives shall take in general 
the average industrial wage and 
donate the rest to campaigns”. But I 
still believe he is looking forward to 
a ministerial portfolio!
Anne McShane
Ireland

United front
In the alternate ‘Jane Crow’ universe, 
barbaric and medieval, by the name 
of “Mississippi” (and other US states 
which have fallen into deep reaction) 
I’d like to see all the hospitals sign 
a pledge of non-cooperation and 
non-compliance with the pro-death 
laws which eviscerate reproductive 
rights, but a desire for justice on 
the part of hospitals would require a 
different world.

The doctors and nurses who took 
an oath to protect life should threaten 
to strike en masse if the hospitals 
remain neutral. All qualified medical 
practitioners in these hospitals who 
are involved in reproductive health 
should agree to volunteer certain 
hours per week to perform free 
abortions on demand; however, to 
expect the aforementioned scenario 
from the hospitals and medical 
professionals would be living in a 
quixotic fantasyland.

Well-to-do people in the state 
and elsewhere who oppose the 
subordination of women need to 
step up and donate millions of 
dollars (regardless of tax benefits or 
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Manctopia: citizen’s guide to planning system
Saturday July 30, 2pm to 4pm: Workshop, Methodist Central 
Hall, Oldham Street, Manchester M1. Peek under the hood of the 
planning process and learn practical methods for investigating 
dodgy developments, bust corporate jargon and decipher planning 
documents. Opening by Meteor journalist Nick Prescott. Free entry.
Organised by The Meteor, Manchester’s Independent Media:
www.facebook.com/events/2028870287310801.
Big Ride for Palestine welcome rally
Sunday July 31, 12.15pm: Final stage of cycling event, Platt Fields 
Park, Manchester M14. Around 250 cyclists will participate in this 
three-day fundraiser from Derby, in solidarity with the people of 
Palestine against the apartheid practices of the Israeli state.
Organised by The Big Ride for Palestine 2022:
www.thebigride4palestine.com/big-ride-summer-2022.
Trade unions and mass socialist politics
Tuesday August 2, 7pm: Onsite and online lecture, Marx Memorial 
Library, 37a Clerkenwell Green, London EC1. Speakers: Alex 
Gordon and Mary Davis. Assessing the limits of economism and 
other impediments to the development of class-consciousness in the 
fight to end capitalism.
Organised by Marx Memorial Library:
www.marx-memorial-library.org.uk/event/372.
The lives of the left: Antonio Gramsci
Thursday August 4, 6pm: Weekly online education series. 
Introduction by David Broder, followed by discussion.
Organised by Labour Left Alliance:
www.facebook.com/LabourLeftAlliance.
Revolution in the developing world
Thursday August 4, 6.30pm: Online public meeting. Trotsky’s 
theory of revolution in countries on the periphery of the capitalist 
system following the experience of the Russian Revolution, and 
what we can take from that today. Speaker: Feyzi Ismail.
Organised by Counterfire:
www.facebook.com/events/7609555402452657.
Britain’s militarised policing industrial complex
Thursday August 4, 6pm: Online launch of ‘A very British 
problem’: the evolution of Britain’s militarised policing industrial 
complex. This report explores the increasingly militarised nature of 
British policing. Speakers include the author, Dr Keren Weitzberg.
Organised by Campaign Against Arms Trade:
caat.org.uk/events/report-launch-a-very-british-problem.
Barclays: banking on apartheid
Tuesday August 9, 6pm: Online campaign launch. Militarised 
violence against the Palestinian people is a central feature of Israel’s 
occupation and apartheid regime. Israel trades in arms with dozens 
of countries, including the UK. Banks like Barclays facilitate this 
trade. Campaign to demand Barclays end their complicity.
Organised by Palestine Solidarity Campaign and War on Want:
palestinecampaign.org/events/barclays-banking-on-apartheid-2.
Thames walk for Palestine
Saturday August 13, 8.30am: Walk along the Thames, raising 
funds for Medical Aid for Palestinians. Start at Thames Barrier 
(about 11 miles) or Greenwich (six miles), ending at Tower Bridge.
Organised by Lewisham Stop the War Coalition:
www.facebook.com/events/785813662424210.
Peterloo march for democracy
Sunday August 14, 12.30pm: March, followed by speeches and 
entertainment. Assemble Piccadilly Gardens, Manchester M1.
A celebration of democracy and how to actually implement it. 
Also remembering the Peterloo massacre. Speakers include Jeremy 
Corbyn, Ricky Tomlinson, Stella Assange and Laura Pidcock.
Organised by The Word newspaper and Oldham Trades Council:
www.facebook.com/groups/770925089714393.
Remember Burston Strike School
Sunday September 4, 10.30am to 3.30pm: Rally, Diss Road,
Burston, Norfolk IP22. Commemorate the longest strike in history. 
Speakers include Mick Lynch, RMT general secretary. Free entry. 
Organised by Unite the Union and TUC:
www.facebook.com/groups/9098942153.
Stop Rwanda flights - no offshore detention
Monday September 5, from 9am: Protest outside Royal Courts of 
Justice, Strand, London WC2. This hearing will decide whether the 
Rwanda deportations policy is lawful.
Organised by TUC and Stand Up To Racism:
www.facebook.com/events/424295039569316.
Wigan Diggers Festival
Saturday September 10, 11am to 9.30pm: Open-air free festival, 
The Wiend, Wigan WN1. Commemorating Gerrard Winstanley and 
the 17th century Diggers movement with music and political stalls.
Organised by Wigan Diggers Festival:
wigandiggersfestival.org/2022/07/07/wigan-diggers-festival-2022.
Strike together - lobby the TUC
Sunday September 11, 1pm: Eve of TUC rally, Holiday Inn,
137 Kings Road, Brighton BN1. Solidarity with the rising wave 
of strikes as workers fight back against the employers amid the 
relentless cost of living crisis.
Organised by National Shop Stewards Network:
www.facebook.com/events/575165120890994.
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.

liability) for the cause of reproductive 
rights - which translates into saving 
lives from state terror: ie, money 
for reproductive healthcare and to 
bolster pro bono legal advocacy. The 
CEO of Starbucks is among those 
who’ve made a gesture in support of 
abortion care for their workers, but 
he makes no promises to unionise 
the stores (there are more important 
things in life, Howard, than the 
bottom line!). A fully unionised 
workforce can, of course, organise 
against the burgeoning fascist reality 
of politics in America and make 
the overturning of Roe v Wade a 
temporary bad dream.

A conference should be organised 
in the US with the purpose of 
founding a revolutionary political 
party (unless an existing organisation 
has revolutionary, mass-action 
potential) to defend and promote 
basic democratic rights, for starters, 
which are under attack or being 
denied: For example, reproductive 
rights, the right to not be locked up 
for poverty-related crimes or for 
seeking asylum; the right of people 
incarcerated for decades, for no 
good reason (ie, Leonard Peltier) 
to be freed immediately. The racist 
system of mass incarceration in a 
‘criminal justice’ system, which is 
an intractable instrument of state 
control and exploitation, needs to be 
commandeered by the working class 
and their allies.

All large and small organisations 
- ie, rank-and-file trade union 
formations and civic organisations 
- and individuals, who want 
to see fundamental political 
transformation, will have a voice in 
this party. Additionally, if a political 
party becomes large enough and 
faces political competition, a ‘united 
front’ approach, in my opinion, is 
the way to accomplish the needed 
changes and define the path forward. 
I wonder if such politics are relevant 
to current conditions.

What is a united front? It’s 
a theory and practice that was 
articulated at length by Leon 
Trotsky, which, if implemented, 
would undoubtedly have prevented 
the historical catastrophe facilitated 
by European fascists during the 
Spanish civil war and World War II. 
Basically, the objective is to join 
with all forces against the enemy, 
including reformist and centrist 
forces, around specific issues, 
without compromising revolutionary 
principles. Another objective of 
a united front is to win over the 
activists who can be convinced of 
the futility of remaining loyal to the 
bourgeois organisation of society; 
the idea is mass unity and solidarity 
on the basis of proletarian interests. 
‘March separately, but strike 
together!’ - an idea which probably 
originated in Germany, circa 1921.

The ‘class’ in charge - the 
moneyed interests and their legal 
agents in the courts - needs a come-
uppance: we need a class-struggle 
solution to deal with the present, 
rampaging capitalist system. At 
times, capitalism relentlessly 
progresses to a fascist tyranny, the 
signs of which appear evident.

Action is needed; time is of the 
essence!
GG
USA

Soviets and Gerry
I thought Gerry Downing made some 
interesting points (yes, genuinely) 
in his discussion counterposing 
soviet democracy to representative 
democracy (Letters, July 14).

I am generally in favour of much 
more direct democracy - certainly 
far more than we have at the moment 
- and would want to see far higher 
levels of direct democracy under 
socialism. For me, that is part of the 
basic case for socialism/communism. 
One of the strong arguments against 

‘bourgeois’ democracy is that people 
vote once every four and five years 
to hand over power to a group of 
then unaccountable politicians to do 
more or less what they like. Forms 
of direct democracy are necessary at 
the very minimum to ensure elected 
representatives are constantly 
accountable, representative and 
responsible to the electorate.

Direct democracy means that 
whole populations are able to take 
decisions which affect them rather 
than hand them over to elected 
delegate or representatives. I 
don’t think direct democracy and 
representative democracy have 
to be counterposed - one could 
easily complement and enhance the 
other. You can see frequent polls or 
consultations of whole populations 
taking broad decisions on principle 
and directions of travel - and elected 
representatives working up the detail 
and practicalities.

On Gerry’s arguments about 
soviets of workers, etc, being superior 
to representative democracy, there is 
an obvious point that under soviet 
power lower soviets were meant to 
elect higher soviets - would these 
therefore not also be a form of 
representative democracy?

In its struggle to be a ‘class for 
itself’, to develop independent 
politics and organisation, ultimately 
to overthrow the capitalist state, 
it seems obvious the working 
class has to (and does) develop its 
own structures and organisations 
completely separate and independent 
of the bourgeois state, including 
parliaments and local councils. 
These working class structures are 
variously referred to as soviets, 
workers’ councils, factory councils, 
popular committees, councils of 
action, etc. A great deal of the 
working class’s potential power lies 
in its central role in the production 
of goods and services and the fact 
it supplies a lot of the staffing of 
the various elements of the state 
apparatus. It is not surprising 
therefore that self-organisation of 
the working class has taken the form 
of workers’ or factory councils; in 
revolutionary Russia these included 
peasants’ and soldiers’ soviets.

But must these always be based 
on workers as workers and in 
workplaces? Popular committees, 
which have emerged, for example, 
as part of the unified Palestinian 
resistance and intifada, are based on 
communities rather than workplaces 
and are taking responsibility for a 
whole range of local state and civil 
society functions, including public 
safety, health, education, social 
provision, etc - especially where the 
occupation does not operate or has 
been forced out. Councils of Action 
during the 1926 general strike in 
Britain, whilst based on local trade 
unions, were also firmly grounded 
in local working class communities, 
not just workplaces, organising and 
mobilising solidarity and social 
protection.

‘Points of production’ will 
always remain important to the 
working class and the development 
of working class consciousness and 
organisation under capitalism, but 
they have changed very significantly 
in the past decades. There are now 
far fewer large factories and fewer 
very large workplaces. In many 
industries and services, with modern 
technology and many workers 
working individually, in small 
groups or from home, it can be really 
hard to identify specific ‘points of 
production’ as such. They may exist 
virtually and/or across a range of 
settings and locations.

An interesting counterexample 
may be large hospital sites - very 
large workplaces with thousands 
of people on site at any one time, 
plus many more thousands directly 
concerned with that hospital, either 

as the off-duty workforce, recent 
patients or relatives of patients. 
Hospital soviets? Even here, hospital 
workers, patients and visitors live in 
local communities, so does it always 
make sense to be talking only of 
workers’ or workplace soviets?

Developing class consciousness 
must include breaking down the 
artificial silos between work, 
home, leisure, workplaces and 
communities, to bring together and 
unify the whole class across all 
aspects of our lives. It is far more 
than the economic relationship 
which operates in work and work 
settings. The working class needs 
to organise across all these settings 
and develop an integrated, unified 
and coherent approach to all these 
issues.

Workers and workplace councils 
or soviets will remain important in 
any revolutionary process - they 
are part of building up the power 
of the working class and the force 
necessary to overthrow and destroy 
the capitalist state. The independent 
structures and organisations built up 
by the working class in its struggle 
against capitalism must also be an 
important component of the post-
revolution rule of the working class, 
often termed the dictatorship of the 
proletariat.

But what about those millions of 
the working class who are not active 
workers or in workplaces? Those not 
in paid work; unpaid home workers; 
unpaid (often women) carers for 
children, the elderly and infirm; 
pensioners; children. How are these 
millions of members of the working 
class to be included in working class 
democracy?

Just as we must envisage socialist 
democracy established after 
socialist revolution being further 
deepened and broadened, as part 
of the transition to full socialism, 
we must surely have to think 
about working class democratic 
institutions broadening out from 
just paid workers and formal 
workplaces to embrace the whole 
of the working class, and the most 
reasonable and sensible way to do 
this must involve some form of 
geographical representative bodies 
and/or direct, whole community 
involvement. This is where Gerry’s 
sharp polarising of workers’ soviets 
versus representative democracy 
really breaks down.

If the concern is about excluding 
members of the overthrown classes 
and their political representatives, 
parties, etc from the new socialist 
democracy, this can easily be 
achieved. You simply deprive your 
identified actual or potential enemies 
of a range of political and civil rights, 
liberties and freedoms, and thereby 
exclude them from political life under 
a socialist democracy. You don’t need 
a soviet system in order to do that.

So Gerry will not be surprised 
that I find no issue at all with the 
evolution of the soviet system in the 
USSR, reflecting the consolidation 
and deepening of socialism, from 
the original soviets of workers’, 
peasants’ and soldiers’ deputies, 
which elected successively higher 
soviets, to soviets which were 
increasingly directly elected and 
based on whole geographical areas 
and nations, and which enabled the 
full contribution and involvement of 
the whole of the working population 
in soviet socialist democracy.

As I recall, the soviet system 
after 1936 had no real difficulty 
in excluding members of the 
overthrown classes, their supporters 
and organisations from political 
power in the Soviet Union, despite 
it then being based on geographical, 
directly elected representative 
bodies. Indeed the criticism is often 
it was rather too effective at doing so.
Andrew Northall
Kettering

https://www.facebook.com/events/2028870287310801
https://www.thebigride4palestine.com/big-ride-summer-2022
http://www.marx-memorial-library.org.uk/event/372
https://www.facebook.com/LabourLeftAlliance
https://www.facebook.com/events/7609555402452657
https://caat.org.uk/events/report-launch-a-very-british-problem/
https://www.palestinecampaign.org/events/barclays-banking-on-apartheid-2
https://www.facebook.com/events/785813662424210
https://www.facebook.com/groups/770925089714393
https://www.facebook.com/groups/9098942153
https://www.facebook.com/events/424295039569316
https://wigandiggersfestival.org/2022/07/07/wigan-diggers-festival-2022
https://www.facebook.com/events/575165120890994
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CLASS WAR

General strike call
Leadership favourite Liz Truss has promised to impose ‘minimum service levels’ on striking workers just 
30 days after coming into office. In response, Mick Lynch says he will campaign for the TUC to call a 
general strike. Eddie Ford comments

When it comes to the Tory 
leadership contest, as 
everyone knows, we now 

have a different electorate - the Tory 
rank and file, not the parliamentary 
party. Rishi Sunak, the former 
chancellor, was the MPs’ favourite 
and everything indicates up until now 
that Liz Truss is the favourite amongst 
the membership - if not their darling. 
Of course, a couple of disastrous 
interviews or debates could change 
the picture.

The Tory leadership contest has 
been described as a ‘race to the 
right’ - which is certainly correct. All 
you have to do is watch the news or 
read the press, with every debate 
or hustings being a competition 
as to who can come out with most 
reactionary, most oppressive, most 
sadistic policy - hoping to appeal to 
the prejudices, both real and imagined, 
of the Tory rank and file. Or, as 
widely quoted, the leadership race has 
descended into “horrific nastiness” 
- to the point where some Tory MPs 
urged the remaining candidates to stop 
“knocking seven shades of shit out 
of each other” and to pull out of any 
head-to-head TV debates. Apparently, 
party grandees were worried that such 
public acrimonious squabbles - with 
hopefuls trying to scratch each other’s 
eyes out - were “trashing the brand”. 
In which case, long may it continue!

Upping the ante on “blue-on-
blue” attacks was Nadine Dorries, a 
vociferous Liz Truss supporter and a 
fully paid-up swivel-eyed philistine. 
She laid into Rishi Sunak’s expensive 
attire after his campaign team had 
been making efforts to emphasise his 
family’s ever so umble beginnings - 
his Kenyan father being a GP working 
in the NHS and his Tanzanian mother 
a pharmacist. “Liz Truss will be 
travelling the country wearing her 
earrings which cost circa £4.50 from 
Claire Accessories [sic],” Dorries 
tweeted. “Meanwhile … Rishi visits 
Teesside in Prada shoes worth £450 
and sported a £3,500 bespoke suit, as 
he prepared for the crunch leadership 
vote.” In retaliation, a Sunak ally said: 
“It’s a bit rich for a cabinet minister 
earning £140,000 to pretend they’re 
somehow just like everybody else.”

Actually, Liz Truss herself is from 
a lower-middle class background with 
leftwing parents who in the 1980s 
regularly took their daughter to protest 
marches against Margaret Thatcher, 
apartheid and nuclear weapons. She 
was president of Oxford University 
Liberal Democrats and at the 1984 
Lib Dem conference she talked about 
abolishing the monarchy - before 
working for Shell and becoming a 
chartered management accountant. 
Naturally, hoping to discredit her, 
allies of Rishi Sunak are busily 
circulating a video of her 1984 speech 
on social media.

U-turn
Presently, however, Sunak is 
somewhat stuck because he cannot 
get round the fact that many Tories see 
his last budget as being at least partly 
responsible for the cost of living crisis 
- Britain certainly has the highest level 
of taxation since the late 1940s. 

Obviously feeling the pressure, 
Sunak has now pledged to scrap the 
5% VAT rate on household energy 
from October if the price cap on bills 
rises above £3,000 for the typical 
household - which seems likely - 
having recently dismissed a Labour 
plan to do the same, on the basis that 

it would “disproportionately benefit 
wealthier households”. Supporters 
of Liz Truss have accused Sunak of 
performing a “screeching U-turn”, 
which might well be true - it would 
hardly be surprising if he is getting a 
bit desperate, given his performance 
in the latest polls.

Truss, of course, has ignored the 
advice of virtually all mainstream 
economists by talking about radical tax 
cuts at a time when inflation is rising 
sharply. Under normal circumstances, 
whatever Liz Truss might say, you 
would expect such a move to add to 
inflationary pressures - now standing 
at 9.4%, but forecast to hit 11.3% or 
even higher by the end of the year. 
Again, showing that the question of 
the European Union will never go 
away - a permanent purgatory Brexit 
- Liz Truss has vowed a “bonfire” of 
EU laws by 2023. If that were ever to 
happen, which is doubtful, that would 
probably lead to chaos - but what the 
heck.

Perhaps in another display of 
desperation - or ‘political common 
sense’, depending on how you look 
at things - Sunak has adopted a crude 
‘let’s bash foreigners’ platform, which 
normally goes down well with the 
Tory membership and rightwing press. 
Not only will he send cross-Channel 
migrants or ‘boat people’ to Rwanda, 
he wants to expand the scheme to 
include other countries - more horrible 
places we can send you to if you dare 
to enter the UK illegally. Furthermore, 
he has offered a 10-point plan that 
involves a commitment to a narrower 
definition of who qualifies for asylum, 
with enhanced powers to detain, tag 
and monitor illegal migrants. Sunak 
has also promised to introduce an 
annual cap on the number of refugees 
accepted each year, threatening as 
well to cut off aid to countries that 
do not accept back their nationals, 
which seems entirely self-defeating. 
Surely the poorer poor countries get, 
the more people will want to leave. 
What exactly will Sunak do with these 
desperate people - force them onto 
planes back to Afghanistan, Syria or 
Iraq?

Of course, what we are dealing 
with here is electioneering - they say 
anything to get elected, based on the 

fact that members of the Tory rank and 
file tend to be rightwing and bigoted. 
But it would be a huge mistake to 
deduce from that, as some on the left 
do, that the main reason for the rank 
and file’s coolness towards Sunak is 
because of his race. Rather, they loath 
the tax increases coming down the 
line. Another important factor is Boris 
Johnson. Sunak knifed him in the back 
by resigning from the government. 
And, of course Boris remains hugely 
popular with these people, even if 
most Tory MPs though he should 
go in the interests of the party, the 
country … and their careers.

That explains why more than 
10,000 Tory members have signed 
a petition demanding Johnson joins 
the leadership race, as replacing 
him as prime minister would be 
“guaranteeing a Labour victory” at the 
next election. Of course, the petition 
is a nonsense, but the crucial point is 
that Liz Truss is seen by the rank and 
file as remaining loyal to Johnson - 
hence in a better position to beat Keir 
Starmer and the Labour Party.

The left makes an equal hash of 
things when it comes to Sunak’s 
money. His unpopularity with the 
rank and file is not because he and 
his wife are fantastically rich - Nadine 
Dorries aside, when did that matter 
for Conservative Party members? 
Harold Macmillan, Margret Thatcher 
and David Cameron were not exactly 
poor. Famously, in 1988, Thatcher, 
who cleverly married into money, 
told the Church of Scotland’s general 
assembly about how charity relied on 
rich people working hard to create 
the necessary wealth. No, what rank 
and file Tories dislike about Sunak 
are his tax rises, his disloyalty, his 
technocratic narrowness of vision. 

The left also finds itself completely 
discombobulated when it comes to 
Sunak’s vicious attacks on migrants. 
How can this son of Hindu east 
African Asian migrants propose such 
beastly things? But Jewish people, 
after all, can be out-and-out British 
national chauvinists even though their 
grandparents fled pogroms in Poland 
and Russia and met a very hostile 
reception from the Tories, and even 
from the TUC. So why cannot people 
whose parents came from Africa or 

the Indian sub-continent become out-
and-out British national chauvinists 
too? Well, as shown by Rishi Sunak, 
Kemi Badenoch, Nadhim Zahawi and 
Suella Braverman, they can and they 
do.

Georgian
Liz Truss appears set to win, 
according to a whole series of polls. 
What would her victory mean for 
government policy? Tax cuts - surely. 
Hiking inflation still further - surely. 
Even worse treatment for migrants 
- surely. Another round of anti-trade 
union laws - surely. After all, the Truss 
response to RMT, Aslef and TSSA 
strikes on the rails is to echo transport 
sectary Grant Shapps and threaten 

ever more restrictive anti-trade union 
laws: wider ballot margins, new votes 
for each strike day, the imposition of 
minimum service levels so that unions 
are forced to dilute the effectiveness of 
strikes.

Truss promises to deliver such a 
package within 30 days of coming 
into office. She wants to out-Thatcher 
Thatcher and return Britain not to 
Victorian, but Georgian values. In 
response, however, Mick Lynch, 
RMT general secretary, has rounded 
on Truss and her anti-trade union 
crusade. He promises to campaign for 
the TUC to get off its knees and call 
a general strike. An unlikely scenario. 
But, with the cost of living crisis, a 
widespread explosion of strike action 
is to be very much expected. There 
will be a hot autumn - surely.

And it is not only Conservative 
politics which are moving to the right. 
The innate laws of triangulation being 
pursued by Sir Keir and his team mean 
that Labour is moving rightwards too. 
Take the EU. Essentially his ‘make 
Brexit work’ repositioning has seen 
Labour adopt Theresa May’s old 
stance. Having previously been an 
ardent Remainer agitating for a second 
referendum - which in no small part 
led to Labour’s crushing defeat in 
2019 - now Sir Keir is a soft Brexiteer.

The logic of triangulation is that 
the centre of British politics moves 
steadily to the right. That is what saw 
Sir Keir sack Sam Tarry from the 
shadow cabinet. While Tarry has his 
own reasons for suddenly wanting to 
appear leftwing by turning up on an 
RMT picket line at London’s Euston 
station (he is a former TSSA official 
and faces a reselection challenge), 
he is also, reportedly, no less to the 
point, close to Labour’s deputy leader 
Angela Rayner. So his sacking could, 
possibly, trigger a split at leadership 
level l

eddie.ford@weeklyworker.co.uk

Online Communist Forum

Sunday July 31 5pm 
A week in politics - political report from 
CPGB’s Provisional Central Committee 

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

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

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

A selection of previous Online Communist Forum talks can be 
viewed at: youtube.com/c/CommunistPartyofGreatBritain

Mick Lynch: up for a fight with neoThatcherite Liz Truss
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Gift that keeps on giving
The Tories can neither abandon Brexit nor make it work. That means we can only expect more chaos, 
argues Paul Demarty

Brexit is in the news again - of 
course. The flashpoint over the 
weekend was the apocalyptic 

tailbacks on the approach to the port 
of Dover and the Channel Tunnel. 

We had perhaps already gotten 
used, in previous such episodes, to 
the stories of perishable goods - well 
- perishing in the backs of lorries, as 
haulage firms got to grips with the vast 
new cat’s cradle of red tape involved 
in getting things over a hard customs 
border that never used to exist between 
Britain and France. Such was the near-
immediate result of the conclusion of 
Boris Johnson’s deal in 2019 and 2020. 
In 2020 and 2021, however, there was 
at least the pandemic to worry about, 
which had the effect of radically 
cutting down travel plans, so there 
was no equivalent hue and cry about 
ruined holidays. On the first weekend 
of the summer holiday of 2021, 2,000 
vehicles attempted to board ferries to 
the continent in Dover. This weekend, 
the number was 11,000. The system 
buckled and broke.

True to form, and showing the 
maturity and acute realism we have 
come to expect from her, foreign 
secretary (and, to all appearances, 
prime minister-elect) Liz Truss chose 
to publicly blame the French. The 
latter - rather used to this sort of idiocy 
by now - responded with the usual 
eye rolls. The concrete problem is 
that we now need our passports - our 
beloved, beautiful blue passports - to 
be stamped as we enter the Schengen 
area, and that increases the time of 
the average passport check from 50 
to 90 seconds. The effects of this are 
utterly predictable to anyone familiar 
with a branch of discrete mathematics 
called ‘queuing theory’ (little known 
outside of the software business today, 
but something you start to see at work 
everywhere, once you know about it). 
Common sense dictates that a longer 
processing time per car means fewer 
cars getting through per hour (say). 
If you are now processing fewer cars 
than are arriving, the queue is going to 
get longer. And the sting in the tail of 
queuing theory is that queues get a lot 
longer much more quickly than you 
might expect.

The one way to fix it is to process 
more cars at once, for which purposes 
we need more French border police, 
and more stations to sit them in. Since 
this was an utterly predictable problem, 
where are our Frenchmen, and where 
are their booths? It turns out that the 
French interior ministry proposed 
such an increase in December 2020, 
but the port of Dover turned them 
down, when it became clear that the 
port would have to foot the bill for 
changes in the facilities. Plainly the 
weekend’s chaos was a preferable 
outcome from the point of view of 
HM government and its placemen on 
the board of trustees. Instead of ranting 
about the French, Truss ought to have 
a few choice words for Grant Shapps.

Totemic
Small chance of that, however. Brexit 
is totemic for all Tories within a 
mile of the leadership contest, and 
even more so for the membership, 
described acutely by the London 
Review of Books’s James Butler as 
“200,000 wealthy geriatrics and 
small-town Poujadistes”.1 There is 
almost a comical level of unrealism 
about the actual consequences of 
Brexit from the Tory front bench. 
Queues at Dover are not the half of 
it. The UK is predicted to have the 
lowest economic growth in the G20 
excepting Russia - currently the target 

of global economic war. Estimates 
for the hit on gross domestic product 
incurred in the name of Brexit bounce 
around the 4%-5% range. There is a 
constitutional crisis smouldering away 
in Ireland, and maybe another one to 
come in Scotland. So it goes on.

The calculation of the Brexiteers 
was not as insane as hindsight makes 
it look. The assessment was that 
the European Union was basically 
unworkable politically in the long 
term. Brexit would be the spark for 
an international revolution: it would 
bring to a boil the legitimacy crisis 
that had been nibbling at the EU 
periphery for decades, and especially 
since the financial crisis. If that had 
panned out, there would no longer be 
an 800-pound-gorilla trading partner 
to deal with, but a series of more or 
less friendly or hostile neighbours, and 
thus the opportunity to complete the 
transformation of Britain into a low-
tax, low-spend offshore centre.

However, the spark did not ignite 
the prairie fire. The result instead 
was several years of political crisis 
domestically and, with no other EU 
country prepared immediately to 
follow the UK’s lead, the damage 
was eminently containable on the 
European side, however exasperated 
the likes of Michel Barnier got in the 
process. The political result on the 
continent was that far-right parties 
which had previously taken a ‘leave’ 
line, like France’s Rassemblement 
National, quietly retreated from that 
stance. In short, there was every reason 
to believe that the expectation of those 
beautiful sunlit uplands - at least, from 
the ideological standpoint of the Tory 
Brexiteer - had been invalidated by the 
course of events. It was a dramatic roll 
of the dice, all right; and it came up 
snake eyes.

Since then, things have only gotten 
worse. It seemed at least for a while 
that the US state department was 
losing its interest in Europe, thus 
making more likely the quiet death 
of the EU - not able to cohere itself 
enough to defend itself militarily or 
challenge for hegemony. But Russia 
invaded Ukraine, and thus the US has 
aggressively reasserted its hegemony 
in Europe; the Europeans can take the 
worst hit for the sake of breaking up 
Russia, giving the US more of a free 
hand in east Asia. At this point, Brexit 
Britain starts to look like a liability, 
and rightwing Tories now openly 
gripe about Joe Biden’s disrespect 
for Britain, muttering darkly that it 
must be a matter of his latent Irish 
nationalism.

The only remaining use for Brexit 
is in low politics - fidelity to the 

cause becomes a token of culture war 
side-taking, interchangeable with 
anti-trans scaremongering, horror at 
the defacement of statues, and any 
number of other reactionary, petty 
bourgeois bugaboos.

Stupid idea
Truss’s Brexit policy, at least so 
far as the 200,000 small-town 
Poujadistes are concerned, is perhaps 
illustrative. She proposes to “review” 
all legislation that keeps rough 
parity with the relevant EU regimes 
and scrap anything that supposedly 
harms UK growth by the end of 
2023. This is either an empty posture 
or a catastrophically stupid idea - 
guaranteed to make worse all the 
problems discussed above. So we 
may surmise that it is … an empty 
posture after all. It will bowl over the 
Tory membership, and get Truss into 
the hot seat, at which point she can 
break any of the ‘promises’ that are 
likely to impact UK economic growth 
(that is, all of them). Indeed, one could 
almost imagine her - on the ‘only 
Nixon could go to China’ principle 
- simply lifting Kier Starmer’s weak-
tea Brexit amelioration programme 
wholesale (but then we can imagine 
an increasingly restive and deluded 
Tory parliamentary party offloading 
her for the crime of doing so; so 
perhaps the result will be more of the 
chaos we have now).

Mention of the Ukraine war 
perhaps brings us to the most ironic 
of conclusions: Brexit really was, in 
a certain sense, going with the grain 
of world history, but was the wrong 
gambit in the wrong place at just the 
wrong time. The 2008 crash kicked 
off eight years of stagnating living 
conditions, sharpening inequality 
and increasingly obvious political 
corruption - in Britain, as in many 
other countries. It also coincided with 
the nadir of the organised left, which 
disintegrated into forms of identity 
politics trivially appropriated by the 
bourgeoisie and somehow even more 
fissile than what Trotskyism and 
Maoism left behind. The result was 
that rightist reaction to intolerable 
conditions prevailed: with the 
cementation of the ‘problem regimes’ 
of Fidesz and Law and Justice in 
Hungary and Poland, with Brexit, and 
above all with the election of Donald 
Trump.

That ‘rules-based international 
order’ we hear so much about today 
was always secretly a matter of the 
strong exploiting the weak - Trump 
made a virtue out of not concealing 
the fact. This was more than a 
cosmetic change, however: when 

the imperialist elite cannot even 
bother to be hypocritical, the shift 
towards a negative-sum, beggar-thy-
number international regime - with 
its attendant risks of great-power war 
(already underway for all practical 
purposes in Ukraine) - is likely to 
accelerate.

The left’s response to Brexit 
was utterly myopic and hopeless. 
On the one side, the Lexiteers, who 
held to the historic cold war policy 
of opposing the ‘Brussels bosses’ 
club’ in the name of global strategic 
neutrality; on the other, left remainers, 
so frit at the sight of reaction on the 
march that they were gobbled up 
whole by bourgeois liberalism. (It 
was common enough to find ‘left’ 
remainer outfits, like Another Europe 
is Possible, happily living on the dime 
of George Soros, indistinguishable 
from any other tediously earnest, 
liberal NGO.)

The Lexiteers cannot confront 
the fact that their great ‘victory’ 
has visibly shoved British society 
sharply to the right; left remainers, 

meanwhile, are abandoned by Labour 
rightists and others, who have the 
required indomitable cowardice 
to simply abandon the issue they 
thought so existentially important 
a mere three years ago. Thus 
Martin Thomas of the Alliance for 
Warmongering Liberalism plaintively 
objected to Starmer’s recent retreat on 
the question, with arguments sweetly 
redolent of the summer of 2019: “a 
narrow majority in one vote (taken 
without allowing 16-17-year-olds, or 
EU-27 citizens settled here, their say) 
cannot bind a population six years 
later which now knows what Brexit 
really means”.2

That would be a perfectly viable 
argument, had the AWL denounced 
the referendum in principle, on those 
grounds or others, back in 2016. In 
failing to do so, it implicitly accepted 
the rules of the game - which are, of 
course, that such a vote is binding. 
(Suppose the vote had gone 51%-49% 
the other way, with the same electorate, 
would Thomas object that it was 
undemocratic? No - because he does 
not care about democracy: only about 
the success of the liberal bourgeoisie 
over the conservative bourgeoisie.) In 
the event, almost no contingent at all 
of the left (apart from the CPGB and 
Weekly Worker) took a boycottist line, 
with the result that the Lexiteers were 
utterly drowned out by the right, and 
therefore the left was easily associated 
with remainer ‘sabotage’. Only an 
independent working class policy 
might have shown this whole initiative 
up for the manipulative sham it was.

Perhaps we might learn the lesson 
in time for the next false choice we 
are offered by our utterly incoherent 
ruling class l

paul.demarty@weeklyworker.co.uk

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

On the cards
With four days to go to reach 

out £2,250 fighting fund 
target, we are just £115 short. 
That should be on the cards, I 
know you’re saying, but there’s 
one slight snag: the last two days 
of the month are on Saturday 
and Sunday, when nothing much 
comes our way.

In other words, there’s no time 
to lose. Please click on the PayPal 
button on our website or - better 
still - make a bank transfer. And do 
it Thursday or Friday, to make sure 
we get it before the end of July!

That’s exactly what Irish 
comrade AM did a couple of days 
ago. She transferred no less than 
€150 (£126), which we received 
immediately, while a range of 
others did the same thing from 
within Britain - either that or 
we got their monthly standing 
order. So thanks very much to JT 
(£50), DG (£20), GD, JR and GT 
(£15 each), OG (£14), JM (£10), 
DD (£8) and TT (£6). On top of 
that comrade DB made his usual 
monthly £50 donation via PayPal, 
while comrade Hassan handed 
a tenner to one of our comrades. 
So all that came to £339 over the 
last seven days, taking our running 

total up to £2,110.
I must also mention comrade 

LJ, who says a new standing order 
will be coming our way very soon. 
He writes: “It’s now five years 
since I started reading the Weekly 
Worker online, so I thought it’s 
about time I gave you a few quid 
for all your hard work.” As well 
as our own writers, Paul Demarty 
and Eddie Ford, he was also full 
of praise for regular overseas 
contributors Dan Lazare and Esen 
Uslu. He concludes: “You can’t 
be beaten for the quality of your 
reports, not to mention the debate 
you encourage.”

Thanks for those kind words, 
comrade. But now we need a 
few more readers to follow your 
example - especially if you can do 
so on Thursday or Friday! If you 
want to make a bank transfer, it’s 
Account name ‘Weekly Worker’, 
sort code 30-99-64, account 
number 00744310.

With your help we can do it! l
Robbie Rix

Fighting fund

Notes
1. www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v44/n14/james-
butler/johnson-s-downfall.
2. workersliberty.org/story/2022-06-29/
labour-demand-debate-brexit.

Queuing theory: the tailback quickly grows
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Ideologue of the revolution
He drew on secular thinkers such as Frantz Fanon, Jean-Paul Sartre and Karl Marx, Catholic liberation 
theology and the symbolism and language of Shi’ite Islam. Lydia Apolinar explores the ideas and influence 
of Ali Shariati

One of Ali Shariati’s principal 
influences, Frantz Fanon, 
once wrote him a letter that 

conveyed both admiration for the 
Iranian sociologist’s work and 
apprehension toward his use of 
religion as the basis for anti-colonial 
struggle.

While acknowledging Islam’s 
capacity to act as a progressive force 
against colonialism, he wrote that, if 
leftist intellectuals like Shariati were 
unable to “breathe this spirit into the 
weary body of the Muslim orient”, 
they risked instead contributing 
to a revival of traditionalism and 
sectarianism that could “divert … a 
‘nation in becoming’ from its ideal 
future, bringing it closer to its past”.1 
The historian, Ervand Abrahamian, 
made a similar criticism years 
after Shariati’s death and the 1979 
revolution:

It is significant that Shariati did 
not even pose the major question 
that was to trouble his disciples 
during the Islamic revolution - the 
question of whether one could 
initiate a rebellion under the 
banner of religion and yet keep the 
leadership of that rebellion out of 
the hands of the traditional-minded 
religious authorities.2 

Shariati, often called the “ideologue 
of the Iranian Revolution”, developed 
an eclectic ideology that combined 
secular philosophical and leftist 
influences like Fanon, Jean-Paul 
Sartre and Karl Marx, Catholic 
liberation theology, and the symbolism 
and language of Shi’ite Islam. He 
envisioned Shi’ite Islam as a truly 
emancipatory ideology that, rather 
than looking back nostalgically at an 
archaic past, could be used to create 
a socialist future - an association of 
believers who, rather than looking 
inward and thinking only of salvation 
and the next world, would strive to 
achieve the monotheistic ideal of a 
classless society on earth.

As much as he was an enemy of 
monarchy and imperialism, he was 
also no friend of the clergy, whom he 
viewed as reducing Islam to a set of 
unchanging rules and dry, meaningless 
rituals. His unique ideology inspired 
students and intellectuals - many of 
whom sacrificed their lives in guerrilla 
organisations - to revolutionary action, 
and it is worth examination in depth, 
particularly because of his cooption 
by the Islamic Republic in spite of 
his irreconcilable differences with 
conservative Islamism. Shariati’s 
synthesis of Islam and Marxism 
failed to prevent the domination and 
takeover of the revolution by clerical 
conservatives, and, as Fanon and 
Abrahamian observed, can be said to 
have unwittingly strengthened them 
against the secular leftists.

Ali Shariati was born in 1933 in 
Kahak, a village in north-eastern 
Iran, to a family of clerics and small 
landowners. His father was a teacher 
and an Islamic scholar who engaged 
him in the religious left from an early 
age, having established in 1947 the 
Centre for the Propagation of Islamic 
Truths - an Islamic organisation 
which took a strong nationalist stance 
in the late 40s and 50s and became 
involved in the movement for the 
nationalisation of oil. Ali studied at the 
teachers’ training college in Mashhad, 
where he became more aware of the 
class divisions in Iran and the struggle 
of the expanding urban working class. 
He also read a diverse selection of 

philosophers and political writers, and 
wrote essays that outlined an immature 
version of the ideas he would devote 
his life to.3 

Following his first arrest for his 
political activity, Shariati spent many 
years in Paris, where he completed 
his PhD at the Sorbonne. There he 
spent time with other exiled Iranian 
intellectuals and helped to found 
the Freedom Movement of Iran. He 
also came into contact with figures 
like Sartre and Fanon (whose books 
he translated). He attended lectures 
by French orientalists, whose work 
on Islam and Islamic mysticism 
influenced him deeply. Particularly 
interesting was his engagement 
with the Catholic left - something 
he would later avoid mention 
of. Shariati attended lectures by 
prominent Catholic thinkers like 
Louis Massignon, whom he once 
described as the single most important 
influence on him, and Roger Garaudy, 
and read Esprit, a Catholic journal 
that supported national liberation and 
frequently featured Marxist writers.4 

Religion and politics
Shariati conceived of the intelligentsia 
as a political class that, with its 
educated distance from society, could 
act as a mediator, the leaders of a 
‘superstructure’ that would necessarily 
transform the mode of production. He 
shared this position with Mojahedin 
of Iran (not to be confused with the 
completely unrelated Mojahedin of 
Afghanistan; this organisation, known 
by the initials MEK, exists today as a 
bizarre personality cult favoured by US 
conservatives, but was an interesting 
and important group in the 60s and 
70s). Though he was never directly 
involved with them, Shariati’s thought 
was the main ideological influence on 
the organisation, which was mainly 
composed of the university-educated 
from petty bourgeois families.

Shariati’s view of the intelligentsia 
was influenced by Georges Gurvitch, 
the French sociologist who founded 
the ‘school of dialectical sociology’, 
according to which “history was 
made not by economic classes, but by 
‘conscious classes’”.5 The idea of the 
class struggle featured prominently 
in Shariati’s work, but primarily as a 
struggle between political rather than 
economic classes: in Iran, the only class 
which could lead the revolution was, 
he believed, the intelligentsia, who, 
with their enlightened, progressive 
understanding of Islam, would bring 
society toward true monotheism. 
Upon his return to Iran in 1964, 
Shariati was immediately arrested 
and spent several weeks in prison. 
When he was released, he began to 
teach at the University of Mashhad. 
He would later move to Tehran, where 
he frequently gave wildly popular 
lectures at the Hosseiniye Ershad 

Institute - a non-traditionalist religious 
institution, of which he became the 
central figure.

The idea of “true monotheism” is 
one Shariati discussed in Religion v 
religion, a book comprising two of 
his lectures at the Hosseiniye Ershad, 
given in the summer of 1970. This text 
is in part an attack on secularists who 
saw the primary conflict in the world 
(and particularly in Iran) as being 
between religion and atheism, or non-
religion. Non-religion, he argued, 
was a new phenomenon, and mostly 
irrelevant until recently. Religion had 
always shaped the lives of human 
beings, and the struggle had always 
been the most intense within religion 
itself. He simplified the various 
religions into two - the religion 
of monotheism and the religion 
of ‘multitheism’. He maintained 
that it was impossible to separate a 
religion from its political and social 
implications, and discussed religion 
mainly with these implications in 
mind.

According to Shariati, the religion 
of multitheism was distinguished 
by its conservatism. Though many 
multitheists believed in one creator 
deity, they also found necessary a 
multitude of lesser gods that were, 
in contrast to the universal god of 
monotheism, confined to specific 
groups of people, based on gender, 
ethnicity and, most drastically, social 
and economic class. The work of 
the multitheist was to convince the 
poor and oppressed person that “I am 
connected to a lower class not only 
because my essence is lowly, but 
because my god is lower than the gods 
of other races”.6 

He termed multitheism a “religion 
of legitimation”, because it had always 
worked to legitimise the social classes 
of the societies in which it appeared, 
and argued that monotheism was not 
only the belief in a single god, but 
also the eternal striving for unity and 
equality. Since human beings were all 
the creations of a universal god, there 
was no natural or sacred justification 
for domination, whether by the 
privileged classes over the oppressed 
classes (a vaguely defined term which 
variously included and excluded 
the traditional petty bourgeoisie) or 
by the core nations over those in the 
periphery.

Shariati’s conception of 
multitheism was not limited to the 
literal belief in multiple gods. He 
claimed that “throughout history, the 
work of the religious leaders has been 
to preserve the religion of multitheism 
… often by assuming the name of 
monotheism”.7 While these religious 
leaders upheld the most superficial 
monotheism, they worked to preserve 
the classes that existed in multitheistic 
society, and those that arose after, 
making one’s class (and the right to 

private property) something sacred - 
the ‘will of god’. Shariati viewed the 
will of god as ultimately inevitable, 
but he asserted that this will could 
only be carried out by conscious 
human beings - and that god’s will 
was the end of - class society. For him, 
a true believer was not necessarily 
a Muslim devoted to the formal 
aspects of religious adherence, such 
as praying and fasting: true belief was 
about action. An atheist who brought 
society closer to the monotheistic ideal 
could in some cases be preferable to a 
religious person, who was in reality a 
multitheist in disguise.

A similar essay of his, ‘Red Shi’ism 
v black Shi’ism’, was another critique 
of the conservative and apolitical 
clergy. In this work, Shariati wrote of 
his conception of the revolutionary 
nature of Islam in general and Shi’ite 
Islam in particular: “Islam is the 
religion which makes its appearance 
in the history of mankind with the 
‘no’ of Muhammad” - the ‘no’ to 
polytheism and endless tribal warfare 
on the Arabian peninsula. “Shi’ism is 
the Islam which distinguishes itself 
and determines its direction with the 
‘no’ of the great Ali.”8 Shia Muslims 
have always placed particular 
importance on Hussain, the grandson 
of the prophet, and on his martyrdom 
- Hussain was killed in battle against 
an Umayyad caliph, viewed by many 
Muslims as unjust and impious. In 
another essay on martyrdom, Shariati 
wrote:

Hussain’s meaning becomes 
clear when we understand his 
relationship to that flow of 
movements which we have 
discussed in earlier lectures, which 
historically begins with Abraham. 
This meaning should be made clear 
and Hussain’s revolution must be 
interpreted. To view Hussain and 
the battle of Karbala as isolated from 
historical and social circumstances 
would force us, as indeed it has for 
many of us, to view the man and 
the event purely as an unfortunate, 
if not tragic, occurrence in the past 
and something for us to merely cry 
about (and we certainly do continue 
to cry), rather than as an eternal 
and transcendent phenomenon. To 
separate Karbala and Hussain from 
their historical and ideological 
context is to dissect a living body, 
to remove only a part of it and 
to examine it in exclusion of the 
living system of the body.9 

The question that arose for Shariati 
was what to emphasise - Hussain, 
the man, and his action, which could 
be considered a model for martyrs in 
the guerrilla movements, or the simple 
tragedy of his martyrdom?

In his essay, ‘Islamology’, Shariati 
sought to define what he meant when 

he said that Islam must become not 
only a religion, but an ideology. 
He gave the example of a physicist 
who followed a particular ideology, 
whose approach to physics was part 
of the whole, encompassed by a 
systematic worldview. Islam had to 
take on a similar role for the Muslim 
sociologist, because “all of the views 
on economics, sociology, religion, 
philosophy, and even on art and 
literature … have a cause-and-effect 
relationship to each other”.10 Without 
ideology, history was nothing but 
a meaningless mass of facts, the 
“lies that people have agreed upon”. 
He admonished sociologists who 
attempted to be non-ideological and 
apolitical, which he viewed as both 
impossible and undesirable. Islam 
offered both a systematic framework 
within which to analyse history and 
positive prescriptions for immediate 
political change, and it was up to 
Islamic intellectuals to discover what 
they were and implement them.

Marxism
In this text, Shariati used the word 
‘utopia’ in a positive sense, and 
defended it against socialists who 
mocked it as non-materialist and 
unscientific. He wrote that utopia is

… the ideal society that one 
conceives of in one’s own mind 
[and] desires and struggles for, 
so that human society takes that 
form. All philosophies, religions 
and human beings have a different 
type of utopia in their minds. 
Paradise is the utopia or ideal 
society in the mind of a religious 
man. Plato’s utopia was the ideal 
city for the aristocratic Greeks and 
intellectuals of his age. The City 
of God of St Augustine … are all 
ideal societies … Essentially, the 
existence of an imaginary society 
proves that the human being is 
always moving from the ‘present 
situation’ to a more ‘desirable 
situation’, whether it be imaginary, 
scientific, the utopia of Plato or the 
classless society of Marx.11 

This ideal society would also need 
its “ideal citizen” - a prototype of 
a human being who has reached 
the highest possible potential. An 
important part of progress would be 
to encourage people to actively aspire 
to this height. According to Shariati 
(who had a strained relationship with 
Iranian Marxists),

… even Marxism, which is based 
on ‘materialism’ and which, as 
our intellectuals explain it, views 
the human being as an economic 
animal, speaks about a ‘total 
human being’ who has not become 
imperfect, paralysed, cut into 
pieces or alienated. He has not been 
made insane by the system or been 
metamorphosed … He is neither a 
master nor a slave.12 

An example he gave of an ‘ideal 
human being’ in Islam was Abu 
Dharr al-Ghifari al-Kinani - an early 
Muslim who protested corruption and 
accumulation of wealth and agitated 
for a fairer distribution of wealth, and 
who Shariati saw as the first Islamic 
socialist.13 

In some ways Shariati’s thought was 
a reaction to Marxism, an answer to its 
criticisms of religion and an attempt 
to create an independent Islamic 
socialism. Many of his ideas came 
from Marx, and he often took Marxist 
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terms and imbued them with religious 
meanings, as he simultaneously 
gave to theological terms meanings 
that resembled Marxist concepts. 
Shariati’s relationship to Marxism 
was complicated: though in his youth 
he had praised certain authors as 
“Muslim Marxists”, in his later years 
he was frequently critical of Marxism.14 

He certainly admired Marx as a 
social scientist, but took issue with 
aspects of his philosophy and approach 
to history and politics. He seemed to 
view Marxism, or at least the Iranian 
Marxists, as reducing the analysis of 
human history to a narrow economic 
determinism and as dismissing 
spiritual concerns as “non-materialist”. 
The work in which Shariati most 
thoroughly criticised Marxism, 
Marxism and other western fallacies, 
is of questionable authenticity: a 
collection of early essays and lectures, 
it was published many years after 
they were written, against his wishes, 
in a state-run journal.15 In the text, he 
criticised liberalism, existentialism 
and Marxism for their “materialistic” 
conception of humanism, which 
opposed god under the false belief that 
he was anti-human - which may have 
been true of western Christianity, but 
had nothing to do with Islam, which 
was founded on the unity of god and 
humanity - and he dismissed Marxism 
as yet another “western fallacy” - 
another European ideology imposed 
on Iran.16 One of the shah’s favoured 
tactics was to play Islam and Marxism 
against each other, and an outright 
denunciation of Marxism by Shariati 
- who had been critical of, but not 
unwilling to work with and support, 
Marxists in their shared struggle - was 
of great use to the monarchy.

Shi’ite Islam had always been more 
formally structured and centralised 
than Sunni Islam. This was partially 
because, unlike most Sunni schools of 
jurisprudence, the Ja’fari school (the 
Twelver Shi’i school of jurisprudence) 
left open the door to ijtihad, or the 
use of independent reasoning in the 
interpretation of Islamic texts, usually 
in regards to legal questions. In order 
to maintain a degree of consistency 
and order in the faith, this privilege 
was reserved for Islamic scholars of 
the highest order, or marja al-taqlid. 
A Shi’i follower could choose among 
these formally recognised experts, 
who sometimes differed in their 
interpretations, but were obliged to 
choose one and follow his judgments 
absolutely.

Shariati recognised the need for 
intellectual authority, but wanted 
to expand the privilege of ijtihad to 
intellectuals in general, and potentially 
also to ordinary Muslims who were 
creative and thoughtful enough to 
participate in the process. His concept 
of ijtihad also referred to much more 
than legal rulings and prescriptions 
on personal behaviour - it entailed a 
process of refiguring the meaning of 
Islam in its entirety and its relation to 
modern problems.

Martyrdom
Another idea of importance to Shariati 
was martyrdom - an ideal that was 
essential to the Iranian guerrilla 
groups, both Islamic and socialist. 
Taking inspiration at once from Shia 
doctrine and from the insurrectionary 
anarchist concept of “propaganda of 
the deed”, these various groups - the 
Muslim Mojahedin and their Marxist-
Leninist splinter group, Peykar, the 
Marxist Fedayeen, and others - may 
have had serious theoretical and 
practical disagreements, but they 
were united in their veneration of 
martyrdom.

With the exception of occasional 
efforts, in the face of failure and 
continuous fatalities, to move 
towards organising mass movements, 
these groups focused on operations 
they knew to be suicidal and risky 
assassinations. Shariati was not 
directly involved in any of the guerrilla 

movements - he called himself 
“emotionally and spiritually weak” 
for that reason - but provided most 
of the theory upon which the Muslim 
Mojahedin based their existence, and 
passionately praised martyrdom in 
a collection of lectures, Martyrdom: 
arise and bear witness. His respect for 
the ideal of martyrdom brought him to 
the height of emotion and, according 
to him, it had a vital significance to 
Shia and Iranian culture:

The story of martyrdom and that 
which martyrdom challenges is so 
sensitive, so belovedly exciting that 
it pulls the spirit towards the fire. It 
paralyses logic. It weakens speech. 
It even makes thinking difficult. 
Martyrdom is a mixture of a refined 
love and a deep, complex wisdom. 
One cannot express these two at 
the same time and so, as a result, 
one cannot do them justice. In 
order to understand the meaning of 
martyrdom, the ideological school 
from which it takes its meaning, 
its expression and its value should 
be clarified. In European countries, 
the word martyr stems from 
‘mortal’ which means ‘death’ or ‘to 
die.’17 One of the basic principles 
in Islam (and in particular in Shi’ite 
culture), however, is ‘sacrifice 
and bear witness’. So, instead of 
martyrdom - ie, death - it essentially 
means ‘life’, ‘evidence’, ‘testify’, 
‘certify’. These words, martyrdom 
and bearing witness, show the 
differences which exist between 
the vision of Shi’ite Islamic culture 
and the other cultures of the world.

Martyrdom was not the tragic end 
of an individual life, but rather the 
complete commitment of that life to 
a cause, belief or idea - the highest 
honour one could achieve; it was not 
a “means, but a goal in itself”.

Seeking martyrdom was not 
viable as a political strategy, however. 
The Mojahedin experienced a 
continuous loss of membership and, 
though they were popular among 
university students, they failed to 
appeal strongly to the working class. 
Their combination of anti-monarchy 
radicalism and Shia tradition appealed 
particularly to the university-educated 
from traditional bourgeois, devout 
families, while Marxism was more 
popular among the urban working 
class and oil workers in the south. 
Among the traditional bourgeoisie 
themselves, they may have had 
some appeal with their emphasis on 
Shi’ism, but they insulted the “sacred 
right to private property” and were 
at best ambivalent, and often hostile, 
toward the clergy, who the bazaar shop 
owners looked to as the traditional 
leaders of their communities.18 
Though they were influential in 1979, 
the Mojahedin would have benefited 
from focusing on mass organisation 
rather than propaganda of the deed.

Working class
The shah’s government lacked firm 
foundations in the social classes of 
Iran. Though it generally favoured 
large industrial capitalists, particularly 
in its extensive development plans, 
it initially dealt with the inflationary 
economic crisis of the 1970s by 
arresting well-known “industrial 
feudalists” in an anti-profiteering 
campaign, which

caused schizophrenia among 
rich entrepreneurs. On the one 
hand, they benefited from the 
socioeconomic system … on the 
other hand, they suffered from the 
political system, which placed their 
wealth and futures in the hands of 
one man.19 

The Resurgence Party, which held 
hegemonic power after 1975 as the 
country’s only legal political party, 
attempted to appeal to the left, declaring 
an intention to synthesise socialism 

and capitalism in its path toward the 
success of the White Revolution. In its 
anti-profiteering campaign, it quickly 
refocused its energy from large 
capitalists to the small bourgeoisie, 
the latter of which complained that 
the government, in imposing strict 
price controls on basic commodities 
and organising “inspectorate teams” 
to wage a “merciless crusade against 
profiteers”, was beginning to resemble 
a communist one, and the White 
Revolution a Red one.

The anti-profiteering campaign 
ignited the anger of the small 
bourgeoisie, while the government’s 
war against traditional culture 
simultaneously offended their 
conservative sensibilities. Guild courts 
sentenced hundreds of thousands 
of businessmen, and imprisoned 
around 8,000. In the face of this 
harsh treatment, the conservative 
small bourgeoisie began to speak of 
revolution.20 

Of course, the shah’s government 
was not communist and, for all its 
show of anti-profiteering, it repressed 
the working class more consistently 
and with far greater brutality. Since 
the 1953 CIA-orchestrated coup that 
overthrew Mohammad Mossadegh 
(the popular, nationalist politician, 
who represented the struggle for the 
nationalisation of the oil industry), 
Mohammad Reza Pahlavi regained 
the absolute power his father held 
before his abdication in 1941.

In the period between 1953 and 
1978, the communist and largely 
working class Tudeh Party was 
banned, many of its members 
arrested and over 40 leading members 
executed. Socialist newspapers were 
made illegal, and all independent 
unions were replaced by unions 
under the direct control of the state. 
The working class was left largely 
unorganised and its struggle confined 
to sporadic illegal strikes.21 As anti-
monarchy demonstrations escalated, 
however, and the government’s grip 
on power grew weaker, socialist 
organisations resumed their activities. 
This was also in the midst of the 
recession the government engineered 
to deal with inflation, which led to 
rising unemployment and falling 
wages.

The shah reacted to the demands of 
the working class in a televised press 
conference that became notorious:

This is intolerable. Those who do 
not work, we shall take them by 
the tail and throw them out like 
mice. He who does not do his 
job properly is betraying not only 
his conscience, but his patriotic 
duty … I remember a few years 
ago a mason … was prepared to 
work a whole day for a mere meal.22 

The response to the government’s 
harsh labour policy was an enormous 
increase in strikes and demonstrations. 
Striking workers brought the 
country to an economic halt, with 
strikes especially prevalent in oil, 
communications, heavy industries and 
power plants.23 The working class, 
repressed into dormancy since 1953, 
took its place in the summer of 1978 
at the centre of the revolution.

Islamists
Though the 1979 revolution was 
made by a diverse group of Marxists, 
Islamists and Islamic socialists - 
students, workers and petty bourgeois 
- Ruhollah Khomeini and his group of 
clerical conservatives took control in 
the years that followed, consolidating 
power completely by 1981.

This happened for a number of 
reasons. First of all, Khomeini had a 
stronger base among the traditional 
bourgeoisie than Shariati had in 
any mass segment of society. Also, 
although he was openly and fervidly 
anti-communist, Khomeini was a 
careful politician who managed 
to endear himself to (or at least to 

avoid open confrontation with) all 
the various sides of the opposition, 
including Marxists who attempted to 
represent a left alternative within the 
new Islamic political order (with the 
exception of a few of the communist 
guerrilla groups).

When asked by another cleric to 
condemn Shariati’s irreverently anti-
clerical speeches at the Hosseiniye 
Ershad, Khomeini refused, having 
been well aware of the latter’s 
popularity. He avoided addressing 
sensitive and divisive issues, such 
as women’s rights, and, rather than 
revealing the socially conservative 
positions which would later become 
the focus of the Islamic Republic’s 
policy, instead made vague 
proclamations about the triumph of 
the masses, or of the suffering of the 
wretched, borrowing language from 
Shariati and Fanon. He appealed to the 
working class, while simultaneously 
promising to protect private property. 
Khomeini attempted to be everything 
to everyone - simultaneously a 
progressive and a guardian of tradition 
- and was remarkably successful in 
doing so.24 

The attitude of the Mojahedin 
to Khomeini was confused and 
contradictory. They could not entirely 
resist his charismatic appeal, and 
continuously sought the advantage of 
an alliance with such an influential 
religious figure. Though at the time 
he would not publicly condemn the 
Mojahedin, Khomeini received them 
coldly when a contingent came to visit 
him in Iraq, advising them to purify 
themselves from socialist delusions 
and return to true Islam.25 In spite 
of this experience, the Mojahedin 
remained ambivalent toward 
Khomeini until after his power was 
consolidated.

Secular left organisations remained 
equally ambivalent, with the Tudeh 
Party offering its support for the 
Islamic Republic in its early years. 
Workers’ councils were formed from 
the strike committees of the revolution 
and, by the time of its victory, all major 
industrial plants were under their 
control. Initially, most of the councils 
supported the Islamic Republic and 
adhered to Khomeini’s back-to-work 
decree. However, tensions began 
to form early on as the working 
class demanded radical change - an 
immediate improvement of working 
conditions and wages, nationalisation 
of industry, workers’ participation in 
management - while the country’s 
new leaders were content to stick to 
the status quo.

Following the fall of Bazargan’s 
provisional government, the councils 
would not back down and refused to 
become mere appendages of the new 
state, and were replaced with ‘Islamic 
Councils’, which, “while creating an 
atmosphere of terror in the workplace, 
moved towards a thorough-going 
indoctrination of workers”.26 Those 
workers suffered terribly through the 
1980-88 war with Iraq, with longer 
hours and lower wages imposed 
on them, as well as mandatory war 
fundraising and involuntary transfer 
to the front. The new Labour Law, 
passed after years of deliberation, was 
even more reactionary than that of 
the shah, when it came to the right of 
workers to organise.

Having died in 1977 at only 43 - 
supposedly of a heart attack, though 
many suspected Savak, the secret 
police, was responsible - Shariati 
never saw the revolution he helped to 
shape. After extensive persecution and 
repeated attempts at reconciliation, in 
the early to mid-1980s the Mojahedin 
changed its position to one of militant 
opposition to the Islamic Republic. 
After organising mass demonstrations 
which failed to effectively challenge 
the new regime, they retreated into 
exile, where they became increasingly 
insular and intense in their cult of 
personality around Massoud Rajavi. 
The organisation went on to support 

Saddam Hussein in the Iran-Iraq war 
- a decision that led most Iranians to 
distrust the Mojahedin deeply - and 
continued to carry out terrorist attacks 
and assassinations, while becoming 
increasingly alienated from the 
population.

Today, a street in Tehran is named 
after Shariati, and “no-one loved 
Khomeini so dearly as he did”, 
according to supreme leader Ali 
Khamenei.27 Yet Shariati’s vision 
of Islam as a theology of liberation 
differed dramatically from the 
reactionary politics of the Islamic 
Republic, and one wonders whether 
he would have survived the mass 
executions of the early 1980s, in 
which so many left revolutionaries 
died. Though his is not the ideology 
of the Islamic Republic, it was an 
indispensable part of the Iranian 
Revolution - an inspiration to the 
millions of workers and students who 
participated in a revolution that was 
much more complex and dynamic 
than the caricature all too common in 
the west of a mob of mullahs angry at 
social progress.

At once a Muslim and a socialist, 
Shariati was a formidable rival of 
conservative Islamism; in his mind 
was a genuine liberation theology, 
in which “the enlightened soul is 
the person who is conscious of his 
‘human condition’ in his historical and 
social setting, and whose awareness 
necessarily gives him a sense of social 
responsibility”28 l

First published in Cosmonaut 
magazine,29 this article was the 
basis of the Lydia Polinar’s talk 
to the July 24 Online Communist 
Forum30
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STRATEGY

Very much in control
The US may be in decline, writes Moshé Machover, but the left is doing little or nothing in the way of 
strategic thinking

In this article I outline a simple 
thesis that ought to be obvious, but 
has sadly been ignored by some 

parts of the international left.
This is the fact that the United 

States is the global hegemon; its 
strategy, aiming to preserve and 
extend its hegemony, is global and 
can only be understood as such. Its 
policies in Latin America, the Middle 
East, Europe and the Indo-Pacific 
region must be viewed as connected 
parts of this global totality.1

The global hegemony of the US 
is based on two power resources 
which it possesses exclusively. First, 
the US wields unequalled economic 
power. Despite its relative decline, 
its economy is still the world’s 
largest. Moreover, the US dollar is 
the world’s quasi-exclusive means of 
international payments, and American 
banks dominate the global financial 
sector. Thus the US is in an unrivalled 
position to wage economic warfare. 
It is the only state that can impose 
effective economic-financial sanctions 
on countries or institutions that defy it. 
It can do so by penalising third parties 
who try to circumvent its dictate.

Second, the US is militarily 
supreme. Its military-industrial 
complex is unequalled; its armed 
forces and those of its subordinate 
allies have at their disposal about one 
thousand bases and military facilities 
around the globe (not counting 
those in US territory). Its warships 
and submarines rule the oceans. No 
other country wields anything like 
this machine of violence. This often 
enables the US to impose its will by 
merely issuing open or veiled threats.

Occasionally, it does invade a 
recalcitrant country, just to show that 
it means business. Admittedly, these 
invasions do not always end well for 
the US - Vietnam, Afghanistan and 
Iraq are instances of US failure - but 
even in its defeats it sustains far less 
damage and destruction than it wreaks 
on its enemies. A country that dares to 
defy the US militarily can at best win 
a pyrrhic victory.

Still, the global hegemony of the 
US is incomplete: there have been and 
remain around the world some states 
that try to evade or defy it. And the US 
is constantly engaged in preserving, 
shoring up and extending its dominion. 
In each case, it applies a broadly 
similar set of strategies, adapted to 
local conditions. The aggressive 
operations it uses are: economic 
warfare; forming intimidating military 
(‘security’) alliances; making overt 
or implied military threats; direct or 
proxy military intervention; assisting 
regime change. These aggressions 
are routinely justified as humanitarian 
operations in defence of human rights.

Challengers
I will now survey some of the current 
challenges to US hegemony - in 
increasing order of importance.
n Latin America: Cuba is the most 
important remaining country on this 
continent still defying incorporation 
in the US camp - the so-called 
‘international community’, formerly 
known as the ‘free world’. It has so 
far survived - at great cost to itself - 
every one of the aggressive strategies 
enumerated above. US aggressions 
against other Latin-American 
countries are too numerous to mention, 
and too well-known to need pointing 
out. However, at present no country 
in Latin America poses anything like 
a serious challenge to US quasi-total 
domination of this continent.

n Middle East: Iran, one of the 
largest and most populous countries 
in this region, is the third most 
important state currently defying 
total political submission to the US. 
It has been subjected to most of the 
aggressive US strategies enumerated 
above. So far it has been spared 
massive military intervention, but 
it has been the target of a campaign 
of warlike operations of bombings, 
cyber sabotage and assassinations. 
Much of this campaign is waged by 
Israel, America’s regional lieutenant.

This ‘campaign between wars’ 
or ‘war between wars’ is constantly 
escalating. It may well culminate 
with the (possibly intended) result of 
igniting a full-scale war, in which Iran 
and its local allies will be subjected 
to physical and cyber destruction. So 
far, Iran has reacted cautiously to US-
Israeli hostilities, but there is always 
the possibility that it will be provoked 
to take an accidental or intentional 
step that can be used as a pretext for 
an all-out war of regime change. For 
the Iranian people this will be a plunge 
from the frying pan of oppressive 
theocracy to the fire of catastrophe.

Recently the US has been busy 
setting up a regional military alliance 
designed to coordinate operations 
against Iran. This alliance, headed 
by Israel, has so far enlisted most 
US clients in the region. A notable 
exception is Saudi Arabia. The reason 
for Saudi hesitation may well be its 
reluctance to acquiesce in Israel’s 
US-licensed regional hegemony. For 
obvious reasons, the Saudi autocrats 
see their kingdom as the rightful local 
leader.
n Europe: The second most 
important state currently beyond US 
domination is Russia. US strategy 
vis-à-vis Russia is, of course, an 
integral part of its project of total 
global domination. In this sense, this 
strategy is not only analogous to, but 
interconnected with, the strategy vis-
à-vis Iran. Disregarding this analogy 
and interconnection is an elementary 
political error.

Of course, Russia, unlike Iran, is 
a declining, no longer great power 
that has nevertheless retained - for 
the time being - residues of its former 
days as a second-rate great power: 
a nuclear arsenal, its own military 
industry and large resources of oil, 
gas, gold and other minerals. Also, 
the present confrontation between the 
US camp and Russia is a transformed 
continuation of the post-World War II 
cold war.

I have referred to Russia as a 
former second-rate great power, for 
it has never been more than that - and 
the same applied to the Soviet Union. 
For this reason (if not for any other), 
it is a serious mistake to refer to the 
conflict between the US and Russia/
USSR as a symmetric inter-imperialist 

rivalry. There is no symmetry, and 
there never was. The US bloc is and 
has been global, reaching far beyond 
the territory of the world hegemon.

In contrast, although the 
USSR was denounced by western 
propaganda as ‘expansionist’, it 
never tried to dominate countries 
beyond its immediate neighbours. Its 
strategy was in this sense defensive-
aggressive: the aggression was 
directed at its ‘near abroad’, aiming 
to form a protective wall around its 
own territory. Unlike the US perennial 
policy of regime changes around 
the world, during the cold war the 
USSR did not actively encourage the 
formation of ‘communist’ regimes 
beyond its ‘near abroad’. In fact, it 
positively discouraged ‘communist’ 
party takeovers in those countries. 
The cases of Greece (1945-49) and 
Iraq (1958) are well known. As far 
as countries beyond its immediate 
borders, especially in the third world, 
the Soviet policy was to encourage 
them to adopt a position of neutrality, 
rather than a ‘communist’ regime. The 
case of Cuba is an exception, which 
the Soviet rulers and their Cuban CP 
adherents did not initiate or intend.

Nevertheless, Stalinist disingenuous 
‘Marxist’ posturing and waving of red 
flags enabled western propaganda 
to depict the USSR as aggressor, 
and to justify US-led expansionism, 
including the formation of Nato, as 
‘defensive’. This was a useful theme 
of western propaganda, in addition 
to the selective promotion of human 
rights by the ‘free world’. The Soviet 
Union was the totalitarian bogeyman 
aggressor.

Plus ça change … Today the 
nostalgia of Russia’s elite for the days 
when it led a great power - albeit a 
second-rate one - can be used as proof 
of its ‘imperialist expansionism’. Its 
attempt, born of weakness, to salvage 
the last remaining shreds of its near-
abroad protectorates can be depicted 
as a threat to Poland, Finland, Sweden 
and the rest of Europe …

In reality, Russia has been provoked 
into starting an aggressive, ruinous 
and self-destructive war, which may 
eventually lead to its downfall - in 
much the same way that in 1979 the 
Soviet Union was lured to invade 
Afghanistan,2 which contributed to its 
demise. The US may win now (as it 
won then) by using proxies to do the 
bloody part of the fighting.
n Indo-Pacific region: By far the 
most important state outside US 
domination is China: not a failing 
local power like Iran, nor a declining 
has-been like Russia, but a rising 
giant and a potential threat to US 
hegemony. In the old days of the cold 
war, when China was a much less 
important world player, but already 
dissatisfied with a supporting role 
beside the Soviet Union, it could be 

enlisted by the US to help downgrade 
the USSR’s international position. 
This was Henry Kissinger’s strategy, 
showcased in Richard Nixon’s 1972 
visit to China.

Since then, power relations have 
changed dramatically. China is now 
the leading power competing with 
the US, and Russia is degraded to a 
lower position. But both are faced 
with US ambition of exclusive global 
domination. Clearly, a de facto Russo-
Chinese alliance is in their mutual 
interest.

The rise of China and the 
relative decline of the US point to 
a coming Chinese challenge to US 
hegemony. No-one can predict the 
future with certainty, but a US-China 
confrontation is a probable prospect.3 
Indeed, there are clear signs that for 
US strategic planners China is now 
a primary concern. With this in view, 
the US has recently formed and 
extended a system of military alliances 
in the Indo-Pacific region, clearly 
aimed against China. The old Seato 
(Southeast Asia Treaty Organization) 
having folded in the 1970s, two new 
alliances are being fostered. First, 
the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue 
(QSD or ‘the Quad’), a pact between 
Australia, India, Japan and the US, 
originally initiated in 2007 by the 
late Japanese prime minister Shinzo 
Abe, was revitalised in 2021. Second, 
Aukus - a tripartite ‘security’ pact 
between Australia, the UK and the US 
- was launched in September 2021.

Beyond these regional preparations, 
elementary geostrategic logic implies 
that major moves of the US in other 
regions must closely conform with 
contingency planning for a coming 
mega-conflict in the Indo-Pacific 
region. This applies, in particular, to 
moves leading to the present Ukraine 
war. On the face of it, the successive 
eastward extensions of Nato, and in 
particular the recent decision to include 
Ukraine in the cordon of US bases 
armed with missiles aimed at Russia, 
seem like pointless provocations. But 
it all makes sense as part of strategic 
preparations for a coming great clash 
further east.

In that future confrontation, the 

US would be better off if it does 
not face on the European front a 
powerful Chinese ally, but a defeated 
and degraded Russia, ruled by a 
compliant Yeltsin-type puppet, or 
broken up into several fragments. 
From this perspective, it made sense 
for the US to draw Russia into a 
war that may result in its outright 
defeat or in exhaustion and internal 
weakening.

The left
Strategists must think in global 
terms. The Marxist left used to 
share this mode of thinking with the 
political-military general staff of 
our class enemy. But the defeat and 
fragmentation of the revolutionary 
left has been accompanied by 
regress to fragmented thinking. 
Not all have succumbed,4 but too 
many have lost the total picture and 
see only pieces of the jigsaw. This 
has led them to regard the present 
war as a local conflict between the 
Ukrainian victim and the Russian 
aggressor - and they side with 
the former. But, seen in the broad 
global context, this is a war between 
capitalist powers, one of which uses 
Ukraine as a proxy. The primary 
victims are mostly working class 
Ukrainian civilians and soldiers, 
as well as working class Russian 
soldiers. The secondary victims are 
the global poor.

We must not take sides in this 
bloody battle between two mafias, 
but unite to overthrow the global 
capitalist system that is the cause of 
such horrors l

Notes
1. This article owes a great deal to Mike 
Macnair’s articles in the Weekly Worker: 
weeklyworker.co.uk/worker/authors/mike-
macnair.
2. See Brzezinski interview’: dgibbs.faculty.
arizona.edu/brzezinski_interview.
3. See D Lazare, ‘On a collision course’ 
Weekly Worker June 23 2022: weeklyworker.
co.uk/worker/1400/on-a-collision-course.
4. For a good example of joined-up thinking, 
see M Macnair, ‘Recovering global 
ascendancy’ in Weekly Worker July 21 
2022: weeklyworker.co.uk/worker/1404/
recovering-global-ascendancy. I came across 
his article, as I was about to complete my 
present draft.
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Coup and collapse
Daniel Lazare looks at the damning made-for-TV congressional hearings on Trump’s coup attempt - and 
their ultimate futility

The Democrat’s approach to 
the Donald Trump problem 
has always been simple: laugh 

at him, sneer at him, mobilise the 
corporate media to throw everything 
at him except the kitchen sink, and 
then prosecute him to the hilt. The 
idea is to do anything and everything 
except defeat him politically - about 
which the corrupt elitists who run the 
party do not have a clue.

The strategy has reached new 
heights since June with a series of 
eight televised congressional hearings 
about Trump’s role in the January 6 
2021 Capitol Hill insurrection. With 
the help of James Goldston, the Anglo-
American ex-president of ABC News 
(brought in to give the hearings more 
pizzazz), they have certainly had their 
dramatic moments.

The first hearing, held on June 9, 
explored how top White House legal 
advisor John Eastman drafted a multi-
point plan, in which Trump would 
pressure the department of justice 
to back up allegations that the 2020 
election was rigged; vice-president 
Mike Pence would be called on to 
block certification of the Democratic 
victory in Congress; and Republicans 
in seven key states would then be 
urged to appoint alternate ‘electors’ 
committed to someone other than 
Joe Biden. The goal was to throw 
the election into the House, where 
Republicans enjoy a significant edge, 
thanks to arcane procedures dating 
from the early 19th century.

The second hearing - televised a 
week later - zeroed in on how Trump 
and his top aides tried to spread claims 
of voter fraud, while the third detailed 
the effort to force Pence to go along. 
The fourth described how Trump 
pleaded with a top Georgia election 
official named Brad Raffensperger 
to rustle up the extra votes needed to 
throw the state into the Republican 
column. “Fellas, I need 11,000 votes,” 
Trump told him over the phone. “Give 
me a break ...”

The fifth hearing provided more 
news about the pressure campaign, 
while the sixth featured a young 
ex-White House staffer named 
Cassidy Hutchinson, who regaled 
viewers with inside details about the 
final days. When told that members 
of the January 6 mob were armed, 
she said she heard Trump say 
“something to the effect of ‘I don’t 
fucking care that they have weapons 
- they’re not here to hurt me’”. When 
attorney general William Barr told the 
Associated Press that there was no 
evidence of electoral fraud, she said 
a White House valet told her that a 
furious Trump responded by throwing 
a plate of food. “There was ketchup 
dripping down the wall, and there 
was a shattered porcelain plate on the 
floor,” she said.

Hutchinson said that Tony Ornato 
- an ex-secret service agent who had 
signed on as Trump’s deputy chief 
of staff - told her that Trump had 
tried to grab the steering wheel of the 
presidential SUV car on January 6, 
when a secret service agent refused to 
drive him to the Capitol to address the 
rioters and that he lunged at another 
agent as well. Finally, she testified 
about an exchange between White 
House counsel Pat Cipollone and 
chief of staff Mark Meadows. “Mark, 
we need to do something more,” 
Cipollone said. “They’re literally 
calling for the vice-president to be 
effing hung.” To which Meadows 

replied: “You heard him, Pat. He 
thinks Mike deserves it. He doesn’t 
think they’re doing anything wrong.”

The seventh hearing focused on 
pro-Trump efforts by neo-fascist street 
brawlers like the Oath Keepers and 
Proud Boys, while the eighth, held just 
last week, concentrated on Trump’s 
187 minutes of silence, in which he 
refused repeated entreaties to call the 
violence off.

Problems
The effect was to flesh out what had 
happened in one of the most crucial 
periods in US presidential history. But 
there were problems - lots of them.

Apart from a few colourful details, 
for example, the hearings offered 
little that Americans had not heard 
before. A 12-minute video aired 
during the first hearing featured wild 
scenes of rioters battling with police, 
while chanting, “Hang Mike Pence”. 
While vivid and graphic, it was more 
than a bit old-hat, since YouTube has 
been overflowing with such images 
since the moment the uprising began. 
The same goes for Eastman’s advice 
about how to stage a rightwing coup 
in a few easy steps: the memo was 
all over the internet within days. 
As for Trump’s telephone chat with 
Raffensperger, a tape became public 
three days before.

Much of Hutchinson’s June 28 
testimony was second-hand. Shortly 
after her appearance, the secret 
service issued a statement that Ornato 
and the two agents in the SUV were 
prepared to testify that her account 
of the incident in the car was wrong. 
Trump roundly denied the food-
throwing story. “I don’t throw food 
in the White House. I don’t throw 
food anywhere,” he told a July 22 
mass rally in Arizona. “I eat the food, 
which is a problem,” the corpulent 
real-estate mogul added.1 A Trump 
attorney named Pam Bondi further 
undermined Hutchinson’s testimony 
by reporting that she had applied for 
a job at Trump’s Florida retreat at 
Mar-a-Lago despite witnessing such 
allegedly shocking behaviour.

Her testimony was compelling for 

those who want to believe and less so 
for those not so inclined. A poll later 
found that the number of Republicans 
who describe the events of January 
6 as an insurrection and a threat to 
democracy had risen by a paltry two 
points since last December, which is 
to say from 10 to 12 percent, while 
fewer than one Republican in five was 
willing to admit that Trump deserves a 
good or great deal of the blame.2

The meter had hardly budged. 
Another problem was format. Thanks 
to a Republican boycott, the nine-
member January 6 committee includes 
just two members of the ‘Grand 
Old Party’ - Adam Kinzinger of 
Illinois and Liz Cheney of Wyoming. 
Leftwingers were taken aback, to say 
the least, at how Democrats fawned 
over Cheney, the daughter of former 
vice-president Dick and a foreign-
policy hawk in her own right. But 
the absence of dissent meant that 
there was no cross-examination of 
witnesses, no scepticism and no 
debate. Instead, there were nine faces 
expressing pro-forma shock and 
dismay at each new revelation.

Finally, there was no point. The 
purpose of a legislative committee 
is to propose legislation - a 
requirement admittedly subject to 
broad interpretation. But the January 
6 committee is not proposing any 
congressional action at all. Its sole 
raison d’être, rather, is to gather so 
much evidence that attorney general 
Merrick Garland, a member of the 
executive branch, cannot avoid filing 
criminal charges.

After two failed impeachments and 
a three-year media campaign aimed at 
driving Trump out of office because of 
‘collusion’ with Russia, Democrats are 
thus back again in full prosecutorial 
mode. Since they cannot defeat the 
Republicans at the polls, their aim is to 
defeat the Republican standard-bearer 
in the courts by finding a charge that 
will finally stick.

The effort seems doomed like all 
the rest. Garland - a former appellate-
level federal judge known for caution 
and moderation - is the last person 
likely to take the extraordinary step of 

indicting a former president for acts 
committed while in office. Moreover, 
it is unclear what he would prosecute 
Trump for and whether he would be 
able to get a jury to unanimously agree.

As Jack Goldsmith - a Harvard law 
professor and an ex-legal counsel in 
the George W Bush administration - 
pointed out in The New York Times, 
“Trump can plausibly … argu[e] that 
he lacked criminal intent because 
he truly believed that massive voter 
fraud had taken place”; and that “key 
elements - his interpretations of the 
law, his pressure on Mr Pence, his 
delay in responding to the Capitol 
breach and more - were exercises of 
his constitutional prerogatives as chief 
executive”.3

If the judge or jury disagrees, 
Trump will then be in a position to 
appeal to a Supreme Court dominated 
by ultra-conservatives, three of whom 
he appointed himself. Democrats are 
big believers in the rule of law. But 
they may find that a far-right judiciary 
has a different understanding of what 
the concept means.

Consequences
Finally, there are the political 
consequences. With Trump all but 
confirming that he will run in 2024, 
an indictment is an attempt to take 
the decision away from the voters 
and place it before unelected judges 
instead. If so, the consequences will 
undoubtedly be explosive. Observes 
Goldsmith:

Along the way, the prosecution 
would further inflame our already 
blazing partisan acrimony, 
consume the rest of Mr Biden’s 
term, embolden and possibly 
politically enhance Mr Trump, 
and threaten to set off tit-for-tat 
recriminations across presidential 
administrations. The prosecution 
thus might jeopardise Mr Garland’s 
cherished aim to restore norms of 
justice department ‘independence 
and integrity’, even if he prosecutes 
Mr Trump in the service of those 
norms. And, if the prosecution 
fails, many will conclude that the 

country and the rule of law suffered 
tremendous pain for naught.

Goldsmith is right - the result would 
be to push the US constitutional 
system to breaking point. Republicans 
moving in an increasingly anti-
democratic direction would accuse 
the Biden administration of using 
undemocratic means to stop them, 
while Dems would no doubt reply that 
all is fair in the war against rightwing 
authoritarianism. More confusion 
would ensue, along with more anger 
and bitterness, more polarisation and 
more conspiracy-mongering. America 
would end up taking yet another step 
toward civil war - one even bigger 
than on January 6.

The hearings are thus more 
evidence that a constitutional system 
cannot cure itself when it is in the 
process of breaking down. Every 
action it takes ends up compounding 
the problem. Both parties are correct 
in their own limited way: Democrats 
that the Capitol Hill insurrection 
was not just a riot that got out of 
hand, but a full-fledged coup d’état; 
and Republicans that the three-year 
Democratic effort to use Russiagate 
to drive Trump out of office was an 
attempted coup as well. Both sides are 
equally duplicitous in denying their 
own role in the crisis.

The real problem is that January 6 
was both a coup and a collapse. 
Congress has been gridlocked for a 
generation, and anger and disgust 
have mounted ever higher as a 
consequence. As a minority party that 
has lost the popular vote in seven out 
of the last eight presidential elections, 
Republicans have clawed their way 
back by making maximum use of every 
minority advantage that a decrepit 
18th century constitution has to offer. 
Thanks to relentless gerrymandering, 
they have enjoyed a 12% advantage in 
House elections since 2010, meaning 
that they require 12% fewer votes to 
obtain each congressional seat. They 
represent 41 million fewer Americans 
in a grossly unrepresentative Senate 
that is ostensibly split 50-50. They 
enjoy a key advantage in an Electoral 
College that tilts heavily in favour 
of under-populated rural states like 
Wyoming and the Dakotas, which is 
why they have been able to steal the 
presidency twice since 2000. And now 
they have an iron grip on the Supreme 
Court that is likely to extend into the 
mid-2030s.

The more liberals squeal, the more 
the minority dictatorship tightens its 
grip. Yet all Democrats like House 
speaker Nancy Pelosi can do in 
response is offer encomiums to “the 
beautiful, exquisite, brilliant genius 
of the constitution”4 - the same 
constitution that is depriving millions 
of women of the right to an abortion 
and will undoubtedly take many more 
rights away before the Supreme Court 
is through.

Never have two more ignorant 
armies clashed by night l

Notes
1. Quote begins at 2:51:55: www.youtube.
com/watch?v=RB0X9F_dDoE.
2. ‘January 6 committee has done little 
to sway Republicans: poll’ Axios July 23 
2022: www.axios.com/2022/07/23/jan-6-
committee-republicans-poll.
3. www.nytimes.com/2022/06/20/opinion/
trump-merrick-garland-january-6-committee.
html.
4. Transcript of House impeachment 
managers announcement, January 15 2020: 
www.speaker.gov/newsroom/11520-0.

Not a demonstration that got out of control
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MIDDLE EAST

No support for either side
War crimes investigations and trials are not just a continuation of the Russia-Ukraine conflict by other, 
legal, means. There is, Yassamine Mather shows, a grisly connection with the Middle East

According to Alexander 
Bastrykin, head of Russia’s 
investigative committee, 

speaking to the government 
newspaper Rossiyskaya Gazeta, over 
1,300 criminal cases against Ukrainian 
prisoners of war are being examined.

It is proposed that the accused will 
be tried before an international tribunal 
backed by Iran, Syria and Bolivia - 
countries that could be considered 
allies of the Russian state (Syria and 
Iran voted against a United Nations 
resolution in March condemning 
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, while 
Bolivia was amongst the countries 
that abstained).

Russia has charged 92 members of 
the Ukrainian armed forces with crimes 
‘against humanity’, and apparently 51 
armed forces commanders are also 
on Russia’s wanted list. Moscow 
also keeps repeating the claim that 
Ukraine is overrun by neo-Nazis as 
justification for Russia’s “special 
military operation”. No doubt 
there are Nazis close to the current 
government - the military militias 
of the far-right Azov battalion have, 
according to state officials, including 
president Volodymyr Zelensky, been 
integrated into Ukraine’s army.1 
However, Putin’s Russia relies heavily 
on internal ultra-nationalist and Nazi 
support and its main European ally 
is Hungary, led by Viktor Orbán. So 
it would be foolish to accept Russia’s 
claim of ‘deNazification’.

Ukraine too is investigating some 
21,000 war crimes and crimes of 
aggression allegedly committed 
by Russian forces since the start of 
the invasion in February, and the 
International Criminal Court now has 
a team of investigators and forensic 
experts in Ukraine.

Of course, truth is the first 
casualty of war, and neither side can 
be believed when it comes to either 
accusations of war crimes against their 
enemy or protestations of innocence 
regarding their own troops. However, 
the Russia-Iran-Syria alliance in the 
proposed ‘international tribunal’, a 
week after Iranian supreme leader Ali 
Khamenei praised Putin’s ‘initiative’ 
in starting the war in Ukraine, is 
truly frightening. Iran and Syria - two 
countries renowned for repressing 
their own people - are joining with 
Putin’s Russia in deciding the fate 
of prisoners of war (I am afraid I 
do not know much about Bolivia’s 
internal politics, so I will confine my 
comments to Iran and Syria).

Iran’s Islamic Republic openly 
admits to - in fact boasts about - the 
number of socialists it has killed 
over the last four decades. Recently 
a court in Sweden issued a life 
sentence against an ex-Iranian official, 
Hamid Noury, for his part in the 
1988 massacre of leftwing political 
prisoners. Of course, 1988 represents 
just one period of repression in Iran: 
there have been a number of such 
episodes during the rule of both 
supreme leaders, ayatollahs Ruhollah 
Khomeini and Ali Khamenei. So Iran 
is clearly well qualified to help run 
Russia’s ‘international tribunal’.

Syria
Then we have Syria - another bastion 
of civil rights! Dictator Bashar al-
Assad has presided over more than 
10 years of bloody civil war. Of 
course, we should refute the ill-
informed opinions of those sections 
of the left who only see Syria, Iran 
and Russia as the culprits. True, they 
are guilty of terrible crimes, but they 
are not the only ones. Some of the 

comments made by pro-Nato, pro-
imperialist forces about Syria, repeated 
ad infinitum during the Ukraine crisis, 
are part of the fake news that has been 
presented as ‘undisputed fact’.

No-one should be in any doubt 
about the brutal, undemocratic nature 
of the Syrian state. However, as I have 
written on a number of occasions, it 
was the destruction of Iraq and prior 
to that the war in Afghanistan that 
paved the way for the Syrian civil 
war and many other disasters in the 
Middle East. The invasion of Iraq 
led to the coming to power of a Shia 
government in Baghdad, changing 
dramatically the balance of forces 
in the region and leading to the rise 
of militant jihadism, often supported 
by Sunni states fearful of losing their 
influence in the region. Soon after the 
‘Arab spring’ uprisings a decade ago, 
the desire to kill off the burgeoning 
democratic movements, as well as the 
need to regain the upper hand in the 
region, led countries such as Saudi 
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates 
to wage war not just against the 
Muslim Brotherhood government in 
Egypt, but against Qatar, Iran, …

This is how the creation of a civil 
war (wrongly dubbed a Sunni-Shia 
conflict) in Syria took off. In other 
words, it was not just Assad and his 
allies, along with the reactionary 
clerics in Tehran, who started the civil 
war in Syria. There was a lot more 
to that conflict, but some of those 
who clearly have the most superficial 
understanding of the region amongst 
the social-imperialist ‘left’ - those 
who have no sense of history and are 
completely ignorant of the dynamics 
within the region - end up consciously 
or unconsciously acting as apologists 
for US/UK policy, and indeed for the 
Saudi/UAE position.

The Islamic Republic of Iran’s role 
in Syria should also be condemned, 
while Russia was acting in its own 
geopolitical interests (access to a 
warm-water port and revenge on 
the jihadi Chechens). However, no-
one in their right mind believes that 
the financial and political support 
from Arab regimes for Islamic State 
(completely brushed under the carpet 

by the US and its allies) in Iraq and 
Syria was simply aimed at defeating 
the Shia government in Iraq or the 
Alawite, Assad. The real enemy was 
Iran.

None of the Arab states which 
supported the protests against Assad 
were in favour of the Arab spring or 
‘democracy’ in Syria. Their aim was 
twofold: firstly to destroy or divert the 
aims of the Arab spring; and, secondly, 
to weaken Iran’s allies and therefore 
counter the ‘Shia/Alawi’ influence in 
the region. Their ultimate goal was 
weakening Tehran’s influence, so Iraq 
and Syria were just convenient places 
to start.

Hated
Long before there were any sizeable 
demonstrations in Damascus, I was 
in Cairo (in late 2010-early 2011), 
where every day huge protests took 
place in Tahrir Square. However, 
when I switched on the Saudi satellite 
TV station in my hotel there was no 
footage of these protests - instead 
news bulletins were dominated by 
what looked like very small protests in 
Damascus. Al Jazeera (later accused 
by the Saudi regime of supporting 
Muslim Brotherhood) was the only 
Arab channel showing the Tahrir 
Square protests.

Of course, irrespective of their 
size, the demonstrations in Damascus 
against Assad were totally justified 
- they were protests against a 
dictator - but disregarding the larger 
demonstrations in Cairo was not 
accidental. The Saudis were telling 
us to focus on the Sunni/Shia conflict 
and take sides in the Syrian civil 
war. Of course, none of this excuses 
the use of the Syrian army against 
civilians, Iran’s Revolutionary Guards 
attacking non-IS opposition forces in 
Syria, or Russia’s substantial military 
intervention. Yes, some of that was 
initially aimed at defeating Islamic 
State, but ended up being used to 
suppress any opposition to Assad. All 
of which took place not far from those 
Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon 
and Jordan. 

Returning to Russia-Ukraine, 
it would be absurd to suggest that 

all the Putin supporters, both in the 
governments of the global south, as 
well as amongst large sections of 
the left in this part of the world, are 
paid agents of Russia or China. Yes, 
they are mistaken, but there are good 
reasons why they side with Russia in 
the current conflict. They look at US 
and western policy over the last four 
decades and know full well that the 
US, with the support of large parts 
of what it calls the ‘international 
community’, have brought nothing 
but destruction and devastation to 
the global south, and in particular the 
Middle East.

This region is not in the condition 
it is just because of the Syrian civil 
war. That destruction and devastation 
started in 2003 with the US-led 
invasion of Iraq - an example of 
reactionary imperialist aggression 
that paved the way for US-led action 
against potential rivals in the 21st 

century. This connection was apparent 
in the Freudian slip by George W Bush 
when he condemned the invasion 
of Ukraine. Speaking in Dallas on 
May 22, he referred to the “decision of 
one man to launch a wholly unjustified 
and brutal invasion of Iraq”. Whoops! 
He then corrected himself: “I mean of 
Ukraine.”2

In the Middle East and the rest of the 
third world, the US is hated because 
of its ‘scorched earth’ policy, both 
when it comes to war and destruction, 
but also in respect of its support for 
neoliberal economic policy via the rule 
of the International Monetary Fund 
and the World Bank. However, those 
who, as a result, think that any US 
enemy could be their friend are very 
badly mistaken. Russia is no friend 
of the peoples of the Middle East and 
its victory in Ukraine (unlikely as it 
might be) would be disastrous for 
the peoples of the region. It would 
strengthen Putin’s current allies: Iran’s 
ayatollah Khamenei, president Recep 
Tayyip Erdoğan in Turkey and Bashar 
al-Assad in Syria, to name just a few 
unsavoury dictators.

Meanwhile, those sections of the 
European, US and Canadian left 
who are attacking the third world 
left for their pro-Russia positions are 
themselves guilty of whitewashing 
imperialist and even colonial crimes. 
In justifying any support for Ukraine, 
they have become apologists for Nato 
and the United States. They do not 
seem to understand that a victory for 
Nato would be a victory not just for 
the United Sates as the undisputed 
global hegemon, but also a victory 
for its allies, Mohammed bin Salman 
in Saudi Arabia, the Zionist state in 
Israel, the sultan in Oman, the sheikhs 
in the UAE and the supporters of 
‘regime change from above’ in Iran, 
etc.

That is why internationalists cannot 
just oppose one side in this reactionary 
war. We should oppose both sides in 
the name of the international working 
class l

Notes
1. ua.interfax.com.ua/news/general/828874.
html.
2. www.theguardian.com/
commentisfree/2022/may/21/george-bush-
iraq-war-week-in-patriarchy.

George Bush Snr meets and greets after first Iraq war in 1990

Ticking Over
Given Covid, and the 

lockdowns it entailed, we 
always knew that this Summer 
Offensive - our annual finance 
drive - would be a tight one. That 
said, our comrades are keeping 
the party’s finances ticking over.

This week for example, the 
SO went into a bit of a dip. 
This is not surprising given the 
tremendous boost of £6,155 our 
comrades stumped up the week 
before. Like the rest of today’s 
left, the social pool we draw our 
members and supporters from 
is overwhelmingly proletarian. 
Contrary to the more lurid 
rumours that circle among some 
of our opponents out there, 
CPGB billionaires are in short 
supply - trust us, we’ve looked.

Well done to comrade MM, 
who helped make the total much 
more robust-looking with a 

very welcome £1,000. Regular 
contributor JC sent a sturdy £145 
and his namesake - JC - pipped 
him at the post with a very 
welcome £150. Also welcome 
was the contribution of our 
international comrade AMc who 
passed on £126 to help us on our 
way.

And welcome to ML, who has 
opened his account in this year’s 
SO with £100. 

Thanks to all comrades who 
have stumped up cash this week 
to keep our money drive moving 
forward and to those who have 
promised to contribute in the 
near future.

Our total for this week stands 
at £1,521, giving us an overall 
number of £12,176.

Many thanks! With comrades’ 
support we’re on our way! l

Linda Carr

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

Energy as a weapon
Michael Roberts looks at the fallout from the Ukraine war and how plans for an oil 
cap could trigger a deep recession 

There is confusion among 
mainstream economists and 
policy-makers on whether the 

major economies are heading for a 
recession, are already in a recession or 
will avoid one altogether.

The majority view - at least in 
the US - is the latter. This optimistic 
view argues that, while inflation rates 
are high, they will start to fall over 
the next year, enabling the Federal 
Reserve to avoid hiking its policy 
interest rates too much, to the point 
where it could restrict investment and 
spending. At the same time, the US 
unemployment rate is very low and 
the ‘labour market’ remains strong. 
Such a scenario hardly suggests a 
recession. Whoever heard of a slump 
where there is full employment? So 
the argument goes.

On the other hand, the pessimistic 
view is that the major economies are 
already in a slump that will eventually 
be recognised. If we look at the 
models that measure various aspects 
of economic activity, the major G7 
economies seem to have contracted in 
the second quarter (Q2) of this year. 
The Atlanta Fed Now model has US 
gross domestic product contracting at 
an annual rate of 1.2%, while the Euro-
Area weekly tracker is also suggesting 
contraction of about 1%.

Is it possible to have a recession and 
a tight labour market at the same time? 
US real GDP fell at a -1.5% annual 
rate in Q1 and looks like repeating that 
in Q2. That is a ‘technical recession’, 
as it is called. But the unemployment 
rate is near a record low of 3.6% and, 
over the past four months, on average 
380,000 jobs have been created each 
month.

The extremely well-paid 
economists of the investment bank, 
Goldman Sachs, try to reconcile 
these divergent indicators. It is true, 
they argue, that some GDP tracking 
estimates now project negative Q2 
GDP growth, which would trip the 
rule of thumb that two consecutive 
quarters of negative growth constitute 
a recession. But they point out that 
the indicators on employment, real 
personal income less transfers, and 
gross domestic income have all 
continued to increase. And they find 
it “historically unusual for the labor 
market to be as strong as it is at present 
even at the very outset of a recession. 
In particular, nonfarm payroll 
employment has grown at roughly 
double the typical pace at the start of 
past recessions.” Nonfarm payrolls 
have grown at an annualised pace of 
3.0% over the last three months and 
3.7% over the last six - roughly double 
the typical pace at the start of past 
recessions.

But Jan Hatzius, chief US 
economist at Goldman Sachs, said 
there is “no doubt that a labour 
market slowdown is under way”, 
adding that “job openings and quits 
are declining, jobless claims are 
rising, the ISM [Institute of Supply 
Management] employment indices 
in manufacturing and services have 
fallen to contractionary levels, and 
many publicly traded companies 
have announced hiring freezes or 
slowdowns”. That suggests that 
unemployment is a lagging indicator 
in judging when a slump comes. 
Indeed, that would be in line with 
a Marxist analysis of slumps. First, 
profitability declines, particularly in 
the productive sector, then profits in 
total. This leads to a fall in investment 
by companies and then the laying off 
of labour and a reduction in wages.

The GS economists admit that 

the battery of economic indicators 
that they look at are now suggesting 
the negative in the latest months. 
They conclude that there is a 30% 
probability of entering a recession over 
the next year, but a 48% probability of 
entering a recession by next year - in 
other words, it is more or less likely 
by 2023, but not yet. For them, “we 
do not have a recession in our baseline 
forecast, but we continue to expect 
well below consensus growth and do 
see heightened recession risk”.

Curve
As I have noted previously,1 if the 
government bond ‘yield curve’ 
inverts, it is a relatively reliable 
indicator of a future recession. The 
‘yield curve’ measures the difference 
between the interest rate earned on 
a government bond that has, say, a 
10-year life and the interest rate on a 
bond of possibly just three months or 
a year.

Normally, somebody who invests 
in a longer-term bond expects a 
higher interest rate, because their 
money will not be repaid for a longer 
time. So the yield curve is usually 
positive: ie, the rate on the longer-
term bond is higher than on the short-
term. But sometimes it goes negative, 
because bond investors are expecting 
a recession and so put their money 
into longer-term government bonds as 
the safest way to protect their money. 
So the yield curve ‘inverts’.

When that happens and the curve 
stays inverted, recession seems to 
follow within a year or so. The US 
government bond yield curve for 10 
years-two years is now inverted. The 
last time that happened was in 2019, 
when the major economies seemed to 
be heading for a slump anyway, just 
before the Covid pandemic.

The frightening thought for the US 
economy is that, if inflation rates stay 
high and unemployment stays low, 
then it may take two recessions to kill 
inflation and smash jobs - the ultimate 
aim of the Fed and the authorities. 
That is what happened between 1980 
and 1982 - a double-dip recession.

But that is the US economy, 
where the recovery from the Covid 
slump has been greatest among the 
major economies (although that is 
not saying too much). The situation 
is much worse in stagnant Japan2 and 
in Europe, where the Russia-Ukraine 
crisis portends a major energy crisis. 
Indeed, the war and the sanctions on 
Russia look like triggering a slump in 
the euro zone of major proportions.

Already, Russian gas exports are 

down by one-third from a year ago 
and only 40% of the Nord Stream 1 
pipeline capacity is being used. As 
winter approaches, demand for gas in 
Europe will double, causing a serious 
shortfall for industrial production 
and heating homes. That alone could 
contract the euro zone economy by 
1.5%-2.8% of GDP, according to 
some estimates. And rocketing natural 
gas and oil prices would drive up the 
inflation rate even more - into double 
digits by mid-winter.

The main pipeline for Russian 
gas to the European Union through 
Ukraine is currently down for 
maintenance. But if Russia decides 
that it and the Nord Stream 1 pipeline 
are not to be brought back online - 
fully or in part - things could get a lot 
worse.

Russia now sells more oil than 
before it invaded Ukraine. So its 
current account surplus is likely to be 
over $160 billion (more than 3.5 times 
the previous year), with more oil sold 
to China and India to compensate for 
the drop to Europe.

But what could trigger an even 
a deeper recession in Europe and 
globally would be if the G7/Nato 
countries go ahead with their plan 
to introduce price caps on Russian 
oil. The only way the G7 sees how 
to bring down oil prices and deprive 
Russia of oil revenues to finance its 
war is to price-cap Russian oil. The 
cap would presumably be set between 
the cost of producing Urals (say $40 
per barrel) and its current discounted 
sale price of $80.

This plan is not going to work, 
however. Countries like India, China, 
Indonesia and a raft of others are not 
going to join a cartel that punishes 
themselves, whether they like Russia 
or not. Given that the supply and 
demand balance in global oil markets 
is very tight, knocking out whole or 
part of Russian output will raise global 
prices sharply. And Russia could well 
retaliate by halting all oil exports to 
either the EU or all participants in the 
cap scheme. Moreover, the scheme of 
using shipping insurance to enforce 
the cap on Russian cargoes will mean 
that both Russia and some consuming 
states will set up their own state-
sponsored insurance schemes (as 
China did with Iran and as the Russian 
National Reinsurance Company is 
doing for Russian shipping now).

Far from forcing Russia to submit 
to Nato demands, any oil price cap is 
more likely to drive the oil price to 
near $200/barrel. That would trigger 
a global slump. The German central 

bank, the Bundesbank, reckons that 
real GDP in Germany could plunge 
as much four or five percentage 
points from its previous growth rate. 
No wonder the euro has dropped to 
near parity with the US dollar in 
foreign currency markets, its lowest 
level since 2002.

Record-high energy prices, fast-
rising interest rates and collapsing 
profit margins among most companies 
(down 6% in the last year) spell a 
recession.3 Central banks are currently 
planning to raise their ‘policy rates’ 
by about two-four percentage points 
over the next year. That is not much 
compared to the hikes made to 
control inflation back in 1979-81, but 
inflation was much higher then. It 
will probably still be enough to stop 
borrowing for productive investment 
and for household spending. 
Mortgage rates will jump to squeeze 
the housing market.

Most important, rising global 
interest rates will likely provoke yet 
more debt crises in the global south. 
Total debt in these poor countries is 
already at a record high of an average 
207% of GDP. Government debt, at 
64% of GDP, is at its highest level 
in three decades, and about half of it 
is denominated in foreign currency, 
while more than two-fifths are held 
by foreign investors, who could 
pull out. About 60% of the poorest 
countries are already in, or at high 
risk of, debt distress. Already this has 
led to the collapse of the Sri Lankan 
economy and the removal of the 
corrupt government there.4

And, as I have outlined many 
times previously, corporate debt in 
the major advanced countries is also 
at a record high, with as much of 20% 
of companies getting profits below 
the cost of servicing that debt - the so-
called ‘zombie’ companies.5 

This remains a ticking time bomb 
for a corporate debt meltdown - and 
the countdown is ticking closer to 
zero l

Michael Roberts blogs at 
thenextrecession.wordpress.com

Notes
1. thenextrecession.wordpress.
com/2022/03/26/the-war-on-inflation.
2. See: thenextrecession.wordpress.
com/2022/07/06/japan-the-new-capitalism-
updated.
3. See: thenextrecession.wordpress.
com/2022/06/10/the-scissors-of-slump.
4. thenextrecession.wordpress.
com/2022/04/03/the-submerging-market-
debt-crisis.
5. thenextrecession.wordpress.
com/2022/03/06/fallen-angels.
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Indy2, strikes and boycotts
Why are the ‘official communists’ in such a muddle over the SNP’s bid to hold a legal referendum on 
independence? James Harvey critiques the YCL’s gensec

As we await the next big set-
piece battle in Scottish politics 
- the Supreme Court’s hearing 

in October on whether the Holyrood 
parliament has the power to hold an 
advisory ‘yes’/’no’ referendum on 
independence without the consent of 
Westminster - the various parties are 
busily preparing the ground for what 
will follow the court’s ruling.

The Scottish government’s most 
senior legal officer, lord advocate 
Dorothy Bain, has published the 
Scottish government’s written 
position, while the SNP will also seek 
to take part in the case as a separate 
player to ensure its political points 
about ‘self-determination’ are heard. 
While the legal language and the 
technical nature of much of what is 
being argued might seem remote from 
‘real politics’ and only of interest to 
‘m’learned friends’ and constitutional 
experts, in fact the political issues are 
very clear indeed, as the reactions of 
politicians in both Edinburgh and 
London have shown.

Both the Conservatives and 
Labour took much the same position 
in opposing the SNP’s proposed 
referendum. While Scottish Tory 
spokesperson Donald Cameron 
accused the SNP of “playing these 
political games”, Scottish Labour’s 
constitutional spokesperson, Sarah 
Boyack, argued in favour of the 
constitutional status quo and claimed 
that it was “a dereliction of duty” to 
hold a referendum in the midst of a 
cost-of-living crisis.

Both Tory and Labour leaders 
have also made it clear that if the 
Supreme Court revenges itself on 
the government, after the failure of 
ministers to stand up for the judiciary 
following the Daily Mail’s infamous 
November 4 2016 ‘Enemies of the 
people’ headline, and allows the 
Holyrood government to go ahead 
with its ‘advisory’ referendum, they 
will boycott the whole thing.

A ‘yes’/’no’ referendum which 
has 99% of voters opting for 
independence, but just a 30% turnout, 
will be dismissed as a farce, as an 
irrelevance. In other words an object 
lesson in the kind of political tactics 
that the Labour Party under Jeremy 
Corbyn, the trade union movement 
and the left ought to have adopted in 
June 23 2016 with respect to David 
Cameron’s EU referendum.

A mass boycott would have 
rendered his referendum a farce, an 
irrelevance. It would have left his 
government split down the middle, 
while the working class movement 
would have been greatly strengthened. 
Instead, acceptance of the Brexit vote 
opened the door for Boris Johnson, 
paved the way for the crushing 
December 12 2019 general election, 
Corbyn’s demise as Labour leader and 
a general shift to the right in British 
politics.

Labour was not alone in dismissing 
Indyref2 and the whole issue of 
independence as a distraction. In the 
name of working class politics, the 
Morning Star’s Communist Party of 
Britain effectively lined up behind 
the Labour leadership. In strikingly 

similar terms Johnnie Hunter, general 
secretary of the Young Communist 
League, argued in a recent Morning 
Star article that “a new referendum 
will distract from the class struggle”, 
replacing the “new unifying 
wave of worker militancy and 
strikes with a polarising division 
between rightwing unionism and 
nationalism.”1

This position sets the ‘official 
communist’ CPB and YCL apart from 
the bulk of the left in Scotland, which 
tails behind the SNP’s referendum bid, 
but gives it a militant edge by calling 
for industrial action and for ignoring 
the law. However, the CPB/YCL 
position on the referendum makes its 
own serious political errors. It is also 
worth noting that, on this question, 
the Johnnie Hunter article shows a 
fundamental alignment between the 
politics of the YCL gensec and Robert 
Griffiths, the CPB gensec. So, despite 
ongoing strains over the YCL’s Stalin 
worship and vicarious love affair with 
the armed struggle, when it comes 
to Scotland both sing from the same 
muddled hymnbook.

The SNP’s referendum is opposed, 
on the one hand, in the name of strikes 
and, on the other, in the name of either 
David Cameron’s 2014 referendum 
or a more complex, CPB amended 
referendum.

Let us begin with strikes. Comrade 
Hunter’s approach is essentially 
economistic, emphasising the 
“electrifying change” brought about 
by the “recent upswing in industrial 
militancy and class-consciousness 
in Scotland”.2 The implication 
is that this strike movement will 
automatically go beyond immediate 
issues of wages and conditions and 

develop into socialist politics. The 
future constitutional status of Scotland 
and the high politics in contention in 
Edinburgh and London are deemed to 
be an unimportant distraction from the 
real issues facing the working class.

So, for Johnnie Hunter, it is wrong 
for the left to respond politically and 
advance a distinctive working class 
alternative to the SNP’s referendum, 
because, he warns us, “at this time 
of rising industrial militancy, a return 
to politically disabling polarisation 
should not be our priority”.3 What he 
calls “class politics”, and constantly 
counterposes to the reactionary 
irrelevance of another independence 
referendum, is simply a mistaken 
elevation of the most basic forms of 
defensive struggle conducted within 
the framework of capitalism.

True, they are the starting point for 
the development of a much higher 
level of militant socialist politics 
which challenges capitalism and the 
constitutional order that supports 
it; but to develop those forms of 
consciousness the left must not 
limit itself to economic demands. If 
the working class is to take power 
in society into its own hands and 
become the ruling class, it needs 
its own programme and its own 
independent approach. So, despite the 
militant phraseology of class struggle, 
the deliberate avoidance of high 
politics and confining our struggles 
to the economic sphere are the real 
distractions.

Hymnbook
What about opposing the SNP’s 
referendum in the name of David 
Cameron’s 2014 referendum? After 
making the ritual obeisance to the 

right to self-determination and arguing 
that independence is a question for 
the Scottish people alone, comrade 
Hunter then argues that the 2014 
referendum produced a democratic 
result which should be respected. 
The same goes for David Cameron’s 
other referendum. Where the SNP-
Green government in Edinburgh 
wants an independent Scotland to join 
the EU, the CPB upholds the 2016 
Brexit result in the name of national 
independence.

The implication seems to be that 
the issue of Scottish independence has 
thus been settled for a definite period 
and should not be opened up again. 
But it has been, and the working-
class movement cannot simply wish 
it away, however much we recognise 
the reactionary nature of the bourgeois 
nationalism of the SNP and its utopian 
small-state nationalism. Likewise, we 
cannot elide the differences between 
such bourgeois nationalism, however 
well-disguised in the language of 
‘radical nationalism’, and communist 
politics.

National question
The position of Marxists on the 
national question is quite clear. Our 
support of the right of peoples to 
self-determination is not designed 
to heighten national differences and 
sow illusions in a supra-class nation 
that encompasses both the capitalists 
and the working class. Rather it is 
rooted in the interests of the working 
class as an international class and 
in a political programme that seeks 
to unify that class, not add to its 
divisions. Supporting the right of 
self-determination is an elementary 
democratic approach, which places 
communists on the side of oppressed 
nations. 

However, if we support the right 
to separate, we do not necessarily 
advocate separation. Guaranteeing 
this right builds confidence between 
the workers of different nations where 
there is a disputed national question 
and strengthens working class 
solidarity. Thus, as we have argued 
consistently, Scottish independence 
and the Balkanisation of Britain is 
neither in the interests of the Scottish 
or the British working class nor, from 
the standpoint of the working class 
internationally, does it represent an 
advance for our movement as a whole.

Comrade Hunter and his CPB 
co-thinkers fail to grasp this wider 
context: he further compounds these 
economistic errors by limiting his 

‘political’ demands to a “progressive 
federalism”, which ostensibly rejects 
both the “status quo Tory-SNP 
austerity” and “the SNP’s model of 
so-called independence”.4

What is progressive federalism? 
The CPB wants parliaments in 
Scotland, Wales and England 
with powers to legislate for public 
ownership and redistribute wealth 
through progressive taxation. 
On top of that there should be an 
elected federal parliament and the 
replacement of the unelected House 
of Lords by an upper chamber 
elected by the Scottish, Welsh and 
English parliaments (and a Cornish 
assembly). The monarchy seems to 
go unquestioned. So not a progressive 
federalism, but a royalist federalism 
with lots of extra politicians. If there 
is going to be another referendum in 
Scotland, comrade Hunter wants this 
to be a third option on the ballot paper. 
Some hope.

We Marxists have, in general, 
rejected referendums as a matter of 
principle. They are not a higher form 
than the representative democracy 
we favour. Marxists aim to form the 
working class into a political party, 
not split it with simple questions that 
reduce the complexity of politics to 
‘yes’ or ‘no’ answers.

Nor do Marxists support 
upper houses. We do not want the 
constitutional checks and balances so 
beloved by the bourgeoisie. Nor are 
we monarchists. The CPGB stands 
for a federal republic of England, 
Scotland and Wales, in which 
Scotland and Wales have the right to 
self-determination, up to the right to 
separate through nothing more than a 
majority vote in their parliament.

As for Europe, we envisage the 
working class coming to power on a 
continental scale. A Europe ruled by 
the working class is both a strategic 
possibility and a strategic necessity. A 
Europe united under the working class 
has the material wealth, population 
numbers and international connections 
to stand up to the US global hegemon 
and spread the flame of liberation 
to Asia, Africa, Latin America and 
finally to North America itself. This 
cannot be said of an isolated ‘socialist’ 
Britain, let alone an isolated ‘socialist’ 
Scotland l

Left needs to 
break from 

tailism when 
it comes to 

Scotland

Notes
1. morningstaronline.co.uk/article/f/new-
referendum-will-distract-class-struggle.
2. Ibid.
3. Ibid.
4. Ibid.

Too much of the left has given into petty nationalism
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