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 Momentum 
I am not going to attend Momentum 
meetings any more due to my 
disgust at people like Jon Lansman. 
My opinion is that his attitudes are 
divisive and authoritarian.

I have heard that he recently 
insulted leftwing Jews by saying 
that Jewish Voice for Labour is not 
part of the Jewish community. I note 
on his Twitter account that he made 
an anti-trades unionist comment 
by applauding the employer for 
sacking George Galloway. His 
values are intolerant and totalitarian 
in excluding any opinions which do 
not conform to his own. We should 
not condone sacking as a punishment 
on political grounds. If we follow 
Lansman’s principle we will end up 
with a society where employment 
is secured by obedience to the party 
line.

In a tweet I noted he used the 
term “rooting out” and “retraining” 
in respect of Chris Williamson, 
who he complained had not shown 
“contrition”. The fact that these 
attitudes are accepted in a democratic 
movement makes me shudder at the 
thought that people like Lansman 
could ever get into any position 
of real power. There is something 
unhealthily fanatical and ideological 
going on and I don’t feel comfortable 
with it.

I became a supporter of 
Momentum, because I believe in 
Jeremy Corbyn, but Lansman’s 
sentiments and terminology contrast 
totally with his. Bullying and 
punishing people because you don’t 
like their views is simply wrong. 
I know others who are similarly 
unhappy. All this excluding and 
expelling of decent socialists is 
unsavoury and nasty.

I supported Momentum because 
of a vision of freedom of expression 
and thought, and opposition to all 
forms of oppressive ideology, and I 
do not wish to be part of something 
which is run by sanctimonious 
ideologues, who believe that only 
their own views are acceptable and 
any deviation from their position 
results in punishment and exclusion. 
This is precisely the form of socialist 
values which Orwell warned about 
and it is this which ought to be the 
focus of any rooting out.
Jennifer Maynard
email

Vermin in ermine
It is reported this week that three 
lords have resigned the Labour whip 
because of anti-Semitism in the 
Labour Party. Actually they resigned 
a few days ago, but the news has 
obviously been held over for a more 
opportune moment. Like now, when 
Panorama is busy doing a hatchet job 
on anti-Semitism in the Labour Party.

One of them is ‘Baron’ David 
Triesman. Those of us who have been 
around awhile remember Triesman 
from the 1970s and 80s, when he 
was only a rising opportunist, not 
the risen one he has become. In the 
halcyon days of the Inner London 
Education Association Triesman was 
the doyen and leader of what was then 
the National Association of Teachers 
in Further and Higher Education 
(Natfhe).

He was also the chair of the (then) 
CPGB group within Inner London 
Natfhe. To give him his due, he was 
an excellent negotiator. He never gave 
up and never lost his temper - although 
most of the time, with the ILEA, 
Natfhe was beating on an open door. 
On the other hand, the negotiating 

style that Triesman brought was the 
‘one voice’ protocol - and that voice 
was always his.

The Communist Party group was 
rigidly controlled - its officers had 
pre-meetings before every members 
meeting - local, area or national - 
pre-meetings before full meetings 
before every conference: every vote 
was decided on in advance, every 
argument hashed out beforehand - in 
the name of democratic centralism, 
of course. In all of these meetings, 
he was never heard to be vocal about 
anti-Semitism.

Eventually, Triesman became a 
full-time official for Natfhe, then 
climbed his way out to become 
general secretary of the university 
lecturer’s union. In Natfhe he was 
known as a bit of a fabulist. Among 
his other fables was his boast that 
he had had a try-out for Spurs (his 
life-long football club). Someone in 
Natfhe discovered that this had never 
happened. Then, during the after-
meeting of a conference executive, 
unfortunately one of the officers 
died. DT went around telling people 
he had given him mouth-to-mouth 
resuscitation, which again, according 
to everyone who was there, didn’t 
happen.

From there he went on to become 
general secretary of the Labour 
Party. He started as he meant to go 
on by trying to convince the world 
(including Britain’s journalists) that 
he had always been a member of 
the Labour Party from when he was 
young. But he reckoned without the 
press being able to find out that in 
the interim he’d been a very active 
member of the Communist Party. 
Eventually, he was rumbled. Now it’s 
even on his Wikipedia page. He went 
on to serve in the Blair government. 
Again, he was never heard to say 
anything about anti-Semitism in the 
Labour Party.

When he became a baron, he 
was so popular that some of the 
Natfhe people who had worked with 
him christened him the “vermin in 
ermine”. From being a communist 
he went on to become a merchant 
banker, and now a cross-bencher. He 
is again climbing onto the bandwagon 
of his own aggrandisement, now 
by claiming to be horrified by anti-
Semitism.

 ‘Baron’ indeed - barren of 
principle, barren of loyalty and barren 
of respect.
Gaby Rubin
London

Climate solution
Dave Douglass and I are clearly 
talking past each other and I’ve no 
wish to prolong the agony (Letters, 
July 4). So just a couple of points.

I’ve often seen - though not from 
scientists - this reference to 50% of 
climate change put down to humans 
and 50% natural causes, and I just 
wonder which half is ours.

Dave says: “The Brazilian 
government demands the right to 
develop and bring the country up to 
the living standards and expectations 
of the west, and why not?” but I feel 
sure that Dave will agree that the 
Brazilian government - especially the 
current one - has no more interest in 
general living standards than the coal 
owners in old England had for us here.

However, we do agree at least, as 
Dave implies, that we are on much 
the same page as to what is needed 
worldwide.

I have some agreement with Maren 
Clarke’s letter in the same issue. But 
governments are not going to help us 
- the only people they will help are the 
capitalists. Any major interventions in 
the world regarding climate, plastic, 
non-stick chemicals or anything else 
will require government spending 
- ie, taxes or borrowing. One can 

note Michael Roberts’ ‘G20 and the 
trade war’ last week: government 
investments, especially in the US, 
have been slashed for a long time.

Governments don’t invest any 
more and I think we can rely on the 
big companies to follow their example 
- unless they can sell their products. 
In environmental projects that would 
mean selling to governments, but 
governments aren’t spending. I would 
suggest that any capitalist ‘solution’ 
to our environmental ills will cost us 
a lot of money and make things worse 
- so we can spend even more on the 
next round of ‘solutions’.

Maren asks why scientists are 
not resorting to terrorism. I think 
it’s probably for the same reason as 
anyone else: it doesn’t work, it is 
counterproductive, and it could get 
you killed.

We need class action on a 
worldwide scale, which, among 
other things, will provide full-time 
employment for decades (at least) 
clearing up the mess.
Jim Cook
Reading

Substandard
In Paul Demarty’s article, ‘Fetishising 
the web’ (June 27), you say regarding 
Socialist Resistance:

“The other [recent event] was 
the formal liquidation of the paper, 
Socialist Resistance, which was 
the organ of the right-opportunist 
Trotskyist group of the same name 
... SR has rebranded itself from a 
revolutionary organisation to an 
‘anti-capitalist network’, which may 
or may not be related to the need 
to protect its members from the 
tender affections of the Labour Party 
machine (for instance, comrade Fred 
Leplat, who was suspended last year, 
but later reinstated). It is notable that 
SR has not stated formally that it has 
ceased publishing a physical paper: 
it just does not do so any more” (my 
emphasis).

So which is it, comrades?
On a printed paper, as opposed 

to an online version, Demarty says: 
“Even the writing is likely to be 
better, simply because the need to 
fit things on a physical sliver of 
dead tree enforces some economy of 
wording.” This seems self-evidently 
not to be the case - at least as far as 
his article goes, with its excursions 
into cinematography, redundancy and 
flowery exposition.

The question of whether a serious 
grouping needs a hard-copy paper is 
worth addressing, but it is not done 
properly here. I would personally 
define Demarty’s characterisation 
of the left’s internet efforts as 
“substandard” as hardly harsh enough. 
In general the left seems to imagine 
that its meetings - probably not very 
interesting in the first place - when 
posted to the net (often with chronic 
sound quality) somehow become 
watchable. 

Not only does the right have its big 
hitters, such as Ben Shapiro, Katie 
Hopkins and Milo Yiannopoulos, but 
there are many conservatives who 
gain up to 10,000 views in a few 
days on YouTube from their kitchen 
and have a regular following. This 
must have a cumulative effect on 
consciousness. 

This begs the question: with its 
oikophobia, pro-Islamic apologetics, 
and ‘safe space’ for anyone with 
mental issues, does the current 
‘left’ really have much that the sane 
individual would be interested in? 
Ted Hankin
email

Corbyn switches
The 2016 referendum marked a 
significant change in the UK’s 
constitutional practice. It shifted the 
democratic centre of British politics. 

England and Wales voted to leave 
the European Union, and Northern 
Ireland and Scotland voted to remain. 
Nobody voted to leave the single 
market or the customs union. It 
required Her Majesty’s Government 
to negotiate a deal with the EU and, 
in recognition of popular sovereignty, 
return to the people to ratify in a yes/
no referendum.

The Tories rejected most of 
this. Leaving the single market and 
customs union is the crucial aspect 
of their version of Brexit, with their 
plan for free trade with Trump and 
US health corporations and to ramp 
up immigration control and build 
up a hostile racist environment. The 
Tories, as English unionists, are 
determined to impose their policy on 
the majorities in Northern Ireland and 
Scotland, who voted to remain in the 
EU.

Corbyn seized the centre ground. 
He took a ‘remain’-democrat stance 
when he voted to trigger article 50, in 
the 2017 general election manifesto 
and in the 2018 Labour conference 
resolution. Labour already supported 
a ratification referendum, but not a 
‘remain’ question. However, it fudged 
the democratic issue in calling for ‘a’ 
customs union, instead of remaining 
in the actual one, and aligning with 
the single market instead of remaining 
in it. Most significantly, Labour failed 
to demand the democratic right of 
Northern Ireland and Scotland to 
remain in the EU.

Nevertheless, Labour’s imperfect 
version of a ‘remain’-democrat 
position enabled Corbyn to block the 
Tory Brexit and wage a successful 
parliamentary struggle against it. 
May was beaten three times in the 
Commons and eventually forced to 
resign. Thanks to Labour’s fight, 
the UK is still in the EU at least 
until October 31. Those who oppose 
leaving should be singing Corbyn’s 
praises. But the very opposite is true. 
He has been isolated, as former allies 
like John McDonnell, Diane Abbott, 
Paul Mason and others have backed 
Tom Watson.

There has been a massive campaign 
waged by Watson and the Labour 
right to destabilise and eventually 
overthrow Corbyn. Watson’s 
‘transitional programme’ demands 
Labour switch to a second referendum 
for ‘remain’ and reform, expel the 
socialist left through the anti-Semitic 

witch-hunt, and demand the sack for 
Corbyn’s closest advisors. It has been 
a continuous barrage of lies, slanders 
and misrepresentations, which has 
brought Labour into disrepute.

The real winners in Watson’s battle 
against Corbyn are the Tories. By 
adopting a liberal ‘remain and reform’, 
unity in the Parliamentary Labour 
Party may break down. Mays’s deal, 
which was defeated in parliament, 
could conceivably be resurrected and 
repackaged. A section of Labour MPs 
- released from any need to follow 
Labour discipline - may vote with the 
Tories. The unintended consequence 
of Labour shifting to ‘remain’ could 
be victory for a Tory Brexit.

Corbyn has been resisting and 
standing by the 2018 conference 
policy, backed up by Len McCluskey. 
But on Monday five union leaders, 
including from Unite, backed a switch. 
Corbyn signalled the change after the 
shadow cabinet meeting. He wrote 
to Labour members: “As democrats, 
Labour accepted the result of the 2016 
referendum. In our 2017 manifesto, 
Labour also committed to oppose a 
no-deal Brexit and the Tories’ Brexit 
plans - which threatened jobs, living 
standards, and the open multicultural 
society that we as internationalists 
value so much.”

He continues: “Labour set out 
a compromise plan to try to bring 
the country together, based around 
a customs union, a strong single-
market relationship and protection of 
environmental regulations and rights 
at work.” He reassures members: 
“We continue to believe this is a 
sensible alternative that could bring 
the country together”; and says: 
“Whoever becomes the new prime 
minister should have the confidence 
to put their deal, or no deal, back to 
the people in a public vote.” So far 
democrats can agree.

However, Corbyn has added the 
call for a ‘remain’ question on any 
ballot paper. This introduces a new 
compromise into Labour’s existing
compromise. Labour still wants 
a general election for a Labour 
government to go to Brussels and 
negotiate an alternative deal. But then 
it comes back and supports ‘remain’ 
in a referendum against its own deal! 
This is a real problem, without an 
answer as yet.
Steve Freeman
London

Communist University 2019
A week of provocative and stimulating debate, sponsored by 

Labour Party Marxists and CPGB

August 17-24  2019
Goldsmiths, University of London, 8 Lewisham Way, New Cross,  London SE14 6NW

Nearest stations: New Cross, New Cross Gate
Accommodation: Loring Hall, St James

Full week, including accommodation in en suite single rooms - £250 
(£150 unwaged).  Solidarity price: £300. 

First/final weekend, including one night’s accommodation: £60 (£30).
Day: £10 (£5). Single session: £5 (£3). Reservation: £30.

Cheques: Make payable to CPGB and send to:
BCM Box 928, London WC1N 3XX.

PayPal: Go to the CPGB website: www.cpgb.org.uk.
Bank transfer: email tina@cpgb.org.uk for details.
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Pseudo-writings
As an occasional reader of your 
website, I do wonder at your editorial 
policy. I understand that you have an 
open publishing stance and that you 
produce material you don’t always 
agree with. Very good.

But I don’t understand why you 
engage obvious cranks - we can 
include here the ultra-repetitive 
Steve Freeman. But at least these 
people are confined to letters. 
Rex Dunn, on the other hand, is 
indulged to a ridiculous degree on 
the basis of articles that are boring, 
pompous, dogmatic and, in the 
case of his pseudo-writings upon 
culture, using up acres of space 
to say precisely nothing. Such 
writings wouldn’t be indulged by 
any serious journal, so I do wonder 
why the Weekly Worker wants to 
lower its reputation by producing 
such garbage.

I had a look on Rex Dunn’s 
website and he claims he was “no-
platformed” by the Weekly Worker in 
relation to an article on transgender 
that was not printed (thank god!). 
The idea that Rex Dunn has been 
no-platformed by the Weekly 
Worker is so ridiculous that no 
further comment is required on that. 
However, Dunn produces part of an 
email from the editor: “Initially, the 
editor was happy to print my critique: 
‘It’s 5000 words - a two pager!’, he 
said.” This gives a disturbing insight 
into the Weekly Worker editorial 
team becoming excited over vast 
quantities of words arriving in their 
inbox. Sure, this particular Dunn 
article was turned down, but we can 
envisage how plenty of other non-
controversial articles have made it, 
given that they had a vital ability to 
fill up space.

Doesn’t this take us back to the 
production ethos of the famous Soviet 
one-tonne nail: a triumph of quantity 
over quality? Dunn is probably 
working on these assumptions right 
now, brewing up 5k of nothingness. 
Fixing a hole where the rain gets in.
Brian Kugelmann
email

Nazi greens
Somewhat belatedly. I read Jack 
Conrad’s June 20 piece on deep 
greenism the other day. I particularly 
enjoyed the section on the 
Wandervögel youth movement - a 
topic that is of considerable interest 
to me - although I’m not sure about 
some of comrade Conrad’s claims.

It is true that the German youth 
movement’s various post-World 
War I reincarnations comprised 
so-called bündische youth groups, 
many of which adopted an outlook 
that was elitist and völkisch (ie, 
ethno-nationalist and therefore anti-
Semitic) and adhered to the Führer 
principle.

However, as Conrad himself 
concedes, even then there existed 
working class, leftwing and even 
outright communist-leaning 
sections in the movement - such 
as, for instance, the immortally 
named Order of Proletarian Armed 
Templars. Some were influenced 
by national Bolshevism - a Soviet-
friendly and subjectively socialist 
political current, hailing for the most 
part from the ultra-right. Others still, 
such as the Naturfreundejugend 
(Young Friends of Nature), merged 
ecological concerns with working 
class politics, anti-militarism and 
democratic socialism. When the 
bündische groups were outlawed in 
1933, some were integrated into the 
Hitler Youth, while others continued 
their lifestyles in illegality and even 
outright opposition - the Edelweiss 
Pirates, whose activities ranged from 
plain non-conformism to genuine 
anti-fascist resistance, spring to 
mind.

With regards to the original pre-

World War I Wandervögel, however, 
I think it is incorrect that “most were 
overt racists and many viciously 
anti-Semitic”. There certainly were 
some anti-Semitic, anti-Slavic and 
anti-French currents, and by 1913 
some groups had begun to exclude 
Jewish youths. But, by and large, the 
romantic nationalist streak that ran 
through the Wandervögel movement 
was not significantly informed by 
racist ideas - many groups had Jewish 
members. Let us also remember that 
assimilated Jews were among the 
most fervent German nationalists 
during that period and were greatly 
overrepresented among World War I 
volunteers.

It was not until the youth 
movement’s rebirth after the war 
that anti-Semitic ideas took hold to 
a considerable degree. That’s also 
when Jewish youth began to form 
their own bündische groups, which 
later became the Zionist youth 
movement.

The humorous description of the 
pre-war Wandervögel as “rightwing 
hippies” contains some truth, but 
not the whole truth. One ought to 
think of that movement as eclectic 
and, typically of the 1890s, subject 
to a great deal of ideological cross-
pollination. At most, it contained 
seeds that could, under certain 
circumstances, grow into something 
Nazi-like - as is indeed true for the 
hippie movement of the 1960s, which 
was also a mixed bag of reactionary 
and progressive ideas.

I understand there was a big 
debate on the 1980s German left as 
to the political character of the youth 
movement. More recent German 
literature on the subject does suggest 
that it was overwhelmingly anti-
Semitic and proto-fascist. Alas, 
much of it tends to depict virtually 
all of German history, including the 
history of the left, in that light and 
is extremely unreliable. Usually, it 
is written by establishment ‘leftists’ 
who know on which side their bread 
is buttered.

Finally, yes, I’m sure there were 
“homoerotic overtones”, as comrade 
Conrad writes, but it is not true that 
the Wandervögel and bündische 
youth groups were male only or 
generally segregated. This differed 
from group to group, and indeed 
the question of whether groups 
should be mixed-gender or not was 
a topic of heated debate - as was the 
question of ‘alcohol consumption v 
teetotalism’.
Maciej Zurowski
London

Capitalist twins
I read Pete Gregson’s letter asking 
that people “also seek to get their 
cities twinned with Palestinian 
ones”. Last time I checked, Britain 
and Palestine were capitalist states, 

so the cities aren’t theirs - theirs 
being the working class. So all 
we are doing is twinning cities in 
capitalist countries.

Seriously, what on earth has this to 
do with socialism? Nothing, as far as 
I can see. What will it do to alleviate 
the problems that the working class 
in Palestine face? Again nothing. 
In Palestine, the working class are 
oppressed, just as they are in Israel 
and every other capitalist country. 
The only way to end this is to replace 
capitalism with socialism.
Steven Johnston
email

New technology
The summer 2019 edition of Unite 
Landworker - the magazine of Unite 
the Union members working in rural 
areas - has an interesting article titled 
‘Introducing … “Robocrop”’.

The article is about the world’s 
first raspberry-picking robot. 
Initial trials of the robot have just 
been completed at a farm in west 
Sussex. Fieldwork Robotics - a 
spinout company of the University 
of Plymouth - is focussing on 
raspberries because they are hard to 
pick. As the article says, “Robotic 
fruit and vegetable pickers - as 
well as other technologies, such as 
autonomous dairy farms - are set to 
revolutionise food production in the 
coming years.”

Unite the Union has an industrial 
strategy called ‘Work, Voice, Pay’, 
which focuses on how automation 
can be made to benefit workers. 
The problem here is that Britain is a 
low-wage economy based on cheap 
labour. If communists are to see new 
technology introduced in agriculture 
on a mass scale, then the wages 
of rural workers need to be raised 
substantially to make it worthwhile 
investing. Communists therefore 
call for: (1) an end to piecework; (2) 
raising the minimum wage to £500 
a week; (3) trade union control over 
hiring and firing; (4) sharing out the 
work with no loss of pay; and (5) 
reducing the working week to 20 
hours or less.

Communists must embrace new 
technology, including robotics, 
lasers, artificial intelligence, etc, 
so we are seen as the most modern 
politicians. This way we can make 
communism become a reality in the 
not too distant future.
John Smithee
Cambridgeshire

Slyer liar
Someone asked me recently if there 
was anything to choose between the 
two candidates for the leadership of 
the Tory Party and the UK prime 
minister. I said: “One’s a liar. The 
other’s slyer.”
Mike Belbin
London

London Communist Forum
Sunday July 14, 5pm: Weekly political report from CPGB  
Provisional Central Committee, followed by open discussion and  
reading group: study of August Nimtz’s Lenin’s electoral strategy  
from 1907 to the October Revolution of 1917. This meeting: 
chapter 3 (continued): ‘After October: in defence of revolutionary 
parliamentarism’. Calthorpe Arms, 252 Grays Inn Road, London WC1.
Organised by CPGB: www.cpgb.org.uk and
Labour Party Marxists: www.labourpartymarxists.org.uk.
Durham miners gala
Saturday July 13, 8am to 6pm: Rally and labour movement festival, 
The Racecourse, Durham DH7.
Organised by Durham Miners Association:
www.facebook.com/events/1993862707314329.
Don’t attack Iran
Public meetings organised by Stop the War Coalition. Oppose British 
government support for Trump’s military brinkmanship.
Tuesday July 16, 6pm: Portcullis House, Bridge Street, London 
SW1. Speakers include Laura Pidcock MP.
www.facebook.com/events/457709105012085.
Wednesday July 24, 6.30pm: Deptford Town Hall, Goldsmiths 
University, New Cross Road, London SE14. Speakers: Abbas Edalat 
(Campaign Against Sanctions and Military Intervention in Iran) and 
Chris Nineham (Stop the War Coalition).
www.facebook.com/events/2470719522948508.
Thursday August 15, 7pm: Friends Meeting House, 22 School 
Lane, Liverpool L1. Speakers tbc.  
www.facebook.com/events/615383922282701.
Saturday August 17, 11am: Bold Street Methodist Church, Palmyra 
Square North, Warrington WA1. Speakers include Billy Hayes (ex-
general secretary CWU, now STWC national officer).
www.facebook.com/events/377086566274616.
From capital to labour-power
Thursday July 18, 6pm: Capital study session, Jack Jones House,  
2 Churchill Way, Liverpool L3.
Organised by Merseyside Socialist Theory Study Group:
study4socialism@outlook.com.
Remember the Tolpuddle Martyrs
Friday July 19 to Sunday July 21: Annual commemoration festival, 
Tolpuddle Martyrs Museum, Dorchester Road, Tolpuddle DT2. 
Tickets £15 to £42.
Organised by Tolpuddle Martyrs: www.tolpuddlemartyrs.org.uk.
General election now - Tories out!
Monday July 22, 6pm: Rally, Downing Street, London SW1.
As the new Tory prime minster takes office, demand a general 
election and an end to austerity.
Organised by People’s Assembly Against Austerity:
www.facebook.com/events/411580909446906.
Defend and build the Labour left
Monday July 22, 7pm: Public meeting, Friends Meeting House,  
22 School Lane, Liverpool L1. Speakers include Chris Williamson 
MP and Lesley Mahmood.
Organised by Supporters of Liverpool Labour Left: beankevin1955@gmail.com.
Popular resistance in Palestine
Hear Palestinian environmental and political activist Mazin Qumsiyeh.
Tuesday July 23, 7.15pm: Irish Cultural Centre, 5 Blacks Road, 
Hammersmith, London W6. Tickets £3 (£0).
Organised by Israeli Committee Against House Demolitions and West 
London Palestine Solidarity Campaign:
www.facebook.com/events/625133317993514.
Thursday July 25, 7pm: Friends Meeting House, 6 Mount Street, 
Manchester M2.
Organised by Manchester Palestine Solidarity Campaign:
www.facebook.com/events/2299360016942902. 
Monday August 12, 7.30pm: St Nicolas Church Hall, Bury Street, 
Guildford GU2.
Organised by West Surrey Palestine Solidarity Campaign:
www.westsurreypsc.org.uk.
Marx at the arcade
Wednesday July 31, 7pm: Book launch, Housmans bookshop,  
5 Caledonian Road, London N1. Marx at the arcade: consoles, 
controllers and class struggle, a study of the video games industry 
with author Jamie Woodcock. Tickets £3.94.
Organised by Housmans:
www.facebook.com/events/334579524139114.
Resisting war in the 21st century
Saturday September 7, 9.30am to 5pm: Stop the War AGM, 
Bloomsbury Baptist Church, 235 Shaftesbury Avenue, London WC2. 
Decide the next actions for the campaign. Entrance £11.37 (£5.98).
Organised by Stop the War Coalition: www.stopwar.org.uk.
Earth Strike UK
Friday September 27, all-day events: Venues all over the UK.
Call for trade unionists to join with students and school students in 
taking direct action on the climate crisis and ecological catastrophe - 
system change, not climate change!
Organised by Earth Strike UK:
www.facebook.com/events/743860869302537.
End austerity now!
Sunday September 29, 12 noon: National demonstration - assemble 
Oxford Road, Manchester M1. Protest at the Tory Party conference.
Organised by People’s Assembly Against Austerity:
www.facebook.com/events/2296340664029112.
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.

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

Keep it up
Thanks to a number of generous 

donations, our July fighting 
fund running total has increased 
by £265 since last week - we now 
have £805 towards our £2,000 
monthly target.

Let me start by listing the six 
standing orders we received - 
thanks go to FK (£35), CG and 
NH (£30 each), DV and GD (£25) 
and SM (£10). Then there were 
three PayPal gifts from comrades 
CL (£25), MS (£10) and KV (£5). 
But the pick of the week was LT, 
who wrote us a £50 cheque.

She says: “I only just came 
across the Weekly Worker - what 
a great surprise it was to see how 
close your views are to mine on 

the Labour Party, anti-Semitism 
and Momentum. How much we 
need things stated as consistently 
and clearly, as you do!”

Thanks for those kind words, 
comrade - and thanks also to VT 
for the more modest donation of 
£20 he added to his subscription.

Anyway, we’re doing quite 
well, with only 10 days of the 
month gone. Let’s hope things 
continue at this rate, so we reach 
that £2K again! l

Robbie Rix

Fighting fund
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Time to reorient
With talk of prorogation and an ‘alternative parliament’, writes Eddie Ford, a constitutional crisis is looming

E veryone knows that Boris 
Johnson will easily win the 
Tory leadership contest, 

probably by a landslide - the result 
being announced on July 23, just 
two days before parliament goes into 
recess.

Given that Johnson’s victory is 
certain, the first so-called head-to-
head TV debate between the two 
contenders on June 9 was something 
of a formality - especially as a large 
part of the membership would already 
have voted. Nevertheless, it still 
revealed a few things of interest. 
Jeremy Hunt had previously labelled 
Johnson a “bottler” after Sky News a 
few weeks ago was forced to cancel 
a scheduled live debate between the 
pair. On this occasion, however, the 
foreign secretary accused the former 
London mayor of putting personal 
ambition before the needs of the 
country - “it is not do or die,” he 
quipped: “It is Boris in Number 10 
that matters.” But the UK needs a 
leader, not a “newspaper columnist” - 
a reference to Johnson’s handsomely 
remunerated work for The Daily 
Telegraph.

More interestingly, Johnson 
swerved repeatedly away from 
the question of whether he would 
resign if he failed to deliver Brexit 
by October 31 - which for Hunt 
meant not being willing to “put his 
neck on the line” or stand by his 
principles: Boris was bluffing again. 
In reply, Johnson said making such 
a commitment would play into 
the hands of the European Union, 
because “they might encourage my 
resignation by refusing to agree a 
deal” - he found it “extraordinary” 
that British politicians “should be 
telling the British electorate we are 
willing to kick the can down the 
road”. Johnson also gave equivocal 
answers on issues including the 
planned HS2 railway, Heathrow’s 
third runway, and abortion and LGBT 
rights in Northern Ireland - even 
though that very same evening MPs 
overwhelmingly voted to bring the 
statelet into line with the rest of the 
UK on these matters. Unsurprisingly, 
Johnson also failed to condemn 
Donald Trump for his attacks on the 
British ambassador, Kim Darroch 
- who scandalously wrote in a 
confidential memo that the current 
US administration was “inept” and 
“dysfunctional”. Yes, hard to believe.

Perhaps more significantly still, 
Boris Johnson distinctly hinted that he 
will call a snap general election when 
appointed prime minister - though 
exactly when that will happen remains 
a bit unclear: on July 24 or after the 
summer recess? Of course, like all the 
other candidates, Johnson had said he 
has no intention of calling an election - 
but no-one really believes him. During 
the TV debate, Johnson declared that 
if the Tories fail to deliver Brexit by 
Halloween they will not win back the 
hundreds of thousands of voters “who 
are currently deserting us for other 
parties” - and “that is how to lose the 
forthcoming election”. Interpret that 
how you will.

But what excited most attention, 
however, was his refusal to rule out 
proroguing (suspending) parliament, 
as he was “not going to take anything 
off the table”. In fact, he thought it 
“absolutely bizarre” at this stage in 
the negotiations for the UK “yet again 
to be weakening its position” - the 
UK had had a “bellyful of defeatism”, 
when what needs to be done is to 
stand up to Brussels by showing them 

that the government was serious about 
leaving the EU on October 31, deal or 
no deal.

Breakdown
Under the current schedule, Boris 
Johnson will become prime minister 
by virtue of being the leader of 
the governing party. Some have 
complained that this method is 
undemocratic, because it will be the 
first time a sitting prime minister has 
been chosen by party members alone, 
who represent about 0.4% of the 
overall British population. But this 
is typical liberalistic, woolly-headed 
thinking. Party leaders are elected by 
rank and file members, MPs, or they 
emerge somehow from the hierarchy. 
Even in America the president is 
formally elected indirectly. Through 
state delegates. There are countries, 
such as France, where the president is 
directly elected. And what that means 
is an elected monarch, or a Bonaparte. 
Communists, needless to say, favour 
representative democracy.

Having said that, things are not 
going to be straightforward for 
Johnson. Last week ex-MI6 chief 
Sir John Sawers, who is now a non-
executive director of BP Global, 
ruffled some feathers when he 
talked about Britain going through a 
“political nervous breakdown” and 
how both Boris Johnson and Jeremy 
Corbyn do not have “the standing 
that we have become used to in our 
top leadership”. He added that it is 
only to be expected that “the people 
who have devoted themselves to 
serving the interests of this country” 
are concerned about the direction in 
which it is heading. It seems clear 
that Sawers was giving voice to the 
collective anxiety of the establishment 
and in reality this is another call for a 
national government - nothing to do 
with Johnson’s personal qualities or 
Corbyn being too “frail” for the job 
- though, of course, these stories feed 
into that particular narrative.

Either way, it would appear that 
both Labour and the Tories are about 
to have a car crash. Firstly, we had the 
July 10 BBC Panorama ‘exposé’ of 
Labour’s supposed ‘institutional anti-
Semitism’, after which we should 
expect an ultimatum of some kind - 

Corbyn must take immediate action to 
boot out the witches or you must go. If 
you deny that witches exist, that only 
proves you are a witch.

Secondly, Johnson says he will take 
the UK out of the EU by October 31, 
“do or die”. But this is somewhat at 
odds with the fact that the Tory Party 
is hopelessly divided over the issue of 
Brexit and Johnson will find himself 
presiding over a minority government 
just like the hapless Theresa May. 
You cannot wish that away. There 
have been various plausible stories 
about Barry Gardiner, the shadow 
international trade secretary, 
conducting negotiations with 30 
or so Tory MPS on support for a 
no-confidence vote in the Johnson 
government. There are also rumours 
that Philip Hammond has 40 MPs 
around him determined to stop a 
no-deal Brexit come what may. And 
Johnson is as aware of the situation as 
any reader of this article - even more 
so, indeed. What is he going to do?

One fairly obvious way to go is to 
prorogue parliament, as indicated in 
the ITV debate. Of course, that will 
require the consent of the monarch 
- or the privy council, which is how 
things really work. If Johnson gets 
his wish, which is a big assumption, 
Gardiner and Hammond cannot hold 
their confidence vote - or, to be more 
accurate, they will not get a chance 
to have a second one, as required by 
the Fixed-Term Parliament Act in 
order to trigger a general election. 
Also making life potentially more 
difficult for Johnson is John Major, 
the former Tory prime minister, 
whose premiership was sunk by “the 
bastards” (Eurosceptics), who has 
said he would seek a judicial review 
in the courts if the new prime minister 
tried to suspend parliament to deliver 
a no-deal Brexit - such a move would 
be “utterly and totally unacceptable”. 
Others have muttered about legal 
action if Johnson tried to suspend 
parliament.

Anyhow, he is shortly due to go 
to Buckingham Palace and have a 
nice chat with the queen. Anyone 
who thinks that the monarch is 
purely a feudal relic in a tiara might 
well discover the reality within a 
few weeks. She could turn around 

to Johnson and tell him he does not 
have sufficient backing in parliament 
to become the next prime minister - 
which is within her right under the 
current constitutional-monarchy 
system. Rather, she might inform 
the disappointed BoJo that she has 
been advised about other possible 
candidates for the post, like Hilary 
Benn or Yvette Cooper - names 
mentioned recently as possible leaders 
of a ‘temporary’ national government 
by Ed Davey, one of the contenders 
in the Liberal Democratic leadership 
battle (which has been totally eclipsed 
by the Tory contest). Then again, 
maybe it will be Philip Hammond, Sir 
Keir Starmer, Tom Watson - or even 
Jeremy Hunt, which would be highly 
amusing. Who the hell knows? At 
the end of the day, the monarch has 
the power to approach anyone she 
believes can command a ‘strong and 
stable’ majority in parliament and 
thus earn the right to become prime 
minister.

The idea that the leader of the largest 
party in parliament automatically 
becomes prime minister is false, 
though a remarkably large number of 
people seem to believe it - including 
some on the left who are also prone 
to constitutional cretinism, it seems. 
Ultimately, it is just a convention, 
usually followed because the leader of 
a party historically tended to be chosen 
either by members of parliament or by 
the parliamentary hierarchy. In other 
words, they could turn around and 
confidently declare to the monarch 
that they have the backing and votes 
of a sufficient number of MPs. 

But you certainly cannot say 
that about Jeremy Corbyn, just ask 
the 172 scabbing Labour MPs who 
put their names three years ago to a 
no-confidence motion - have they 
changed their minds? There is no need 
to send a postcard with your answer: 
just think about the Panorama 
programme. At most, Corbyn has the 
active support of around 40 MPs. On 
the other hand, though, there is a big 
question mark around Boris Johnson 
too. Yes, he just about had the support 
of the majority of Tory MPs in the 
last round of voting (160, or 51.1%) 
and obviously has the overwhelming 
backing of the party rank and file. 

But, when it comes to parliament as 
a whole, it is highly questionable as to 
whether he can command a majority 
- very doubtful, in fact, particularly if 
he is not bluffing and presses hard for 
a no-deal Brexit. Or he might not even 
get that far, Theresa May feeling in all 
honesty that she cannot recommended 
to the monarch that Boris Johnson 
becomes the next prime minister.

Clearly, as alluded to by the former 
MI6 spymaster, a seismic political-
constitutional crisis is looming - it 
could only be a few weeks away. 
Sleep with your boots on.

Pushback
In which case, we might see a situation 
where parliament is prorogued by a 
desperate Boris Johnson - running the 
clock down until October 31 to secure 
the prize. Thoroughly unconstitutional 
and devious, yes, though probably not 
illegal - but watch this space.

Rory Stewart, the defeated 
leadership candidate who became 
a bit of a star for his live-streamed 
walks around the country on social 
media, has said he is prepared to help 
organise an “alternative parliament” 
in order to stop a no-deal Brexit by 
a new prime minister determined to 
prorogue parliament or to use some 
other “constitutional manoeuvre” to 
get his way. He has suggested that 
the Methodist Central Hall opposite 
parliament would be a suitable venue 
for this rebel parliament - a former 
speaker of the Commons, such as 
Betty Boothroyd, could be enlisted to 
oversee proceedings.

Equally possible, the monarch 
refuses to prorogue parliament, as 
requested by prime minister Johnson 
and looks around for a replacement. 
Again, imagine what would happen 
under those circumstances. How 
would Johnson react, or Nigel Farage 
- mass Brexit Party rallies up and 
down the country to save Brexit from 
the treacherous metropolitan elite? It 
is almost impossible to predict what 
is going to happen, but what you can 
say with complete confidence is that 
we are moving into very interesting 
times - especially as you can expect 
any sort of move by Boris Johnson or 
the Brexiteers to coincide with a split 
within the Labour Party, as previously 
discussed. There was a story floating 
around recently about the PLP 
withdrawing the whip from the ‘anti-
Semitic’ Chris Williamson - maybe 
they will do the same to Jeremy Corbyn 
if he does not resign following the 
Panorama ‘exposé’? This would lead 
to the extraordinary situation where 
the Labour leader is not actually a 
member of the Parliamentary Labour 
Party. God knows how the Labour left 
or Momentum, insofar as it exists at 
all nationally, would respond to such 
a course of events.

More speculation: the newly 
elected Boris Johnson might go for 
an early election, only to find that 
Jeremy Corbyn, having survived a 
post-Panorama coup attempt, puts 
in another brilliant performance, this 
time making Labour the biggest party 
in the Commons. Under that scenario, 
you can guarantee that MI5 and the 
deep state would get involved, with a 
Mike Pompeo-type “pushback” - dig 
out your battered old copy of Chris 
Mullins’ A very British coup.

Alas, the left as presently 
constituted is ill-equipped to deal 
with such a challenge. Time to get 
reorientated, time to get reorganised l

eddie.ford@weeklyworker.co.uk

Blue on blue: the real question is not who wins; it is about what happens after Johnson wins
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Squandering the legacy
SPEW is severing its ties with the PCS leadership - because of its political errors, argues Paul Demarty

W e have spilled quite a lot of 
ink on the Socialist Party 
in England and Wales, 

together with its Committee for a 
Workers’ International, in recent 
months (although not nearly as much 
as has been spilled by the various 
participants in that acrimonious 
tear-up).

Alas, the bad news for SPEW and 
its useless leadership is not confined 
to the CWI crisis. In the background 
of the CWI story there has been, to be 
sure, the almost saintly forbearance 
displayed by the SPEW leadership’s 
antagonists in not mentioning its 
domestic misfortunes - even as the 
leadership and its creatures have 
gloated over electoral reversals for 
their despised Irish ‘comrades’. Yet 
those misfortunes may, in reality, 
loom large for SPEW’s cadre, as 
they gather themselves into a laager 
against their gathering Mandelite 
foes and enemies.

Among those reversals on 
home turf must be numbered the 
increasingly precarious position 
of its fraction in the Public and 
Commercial Services union (PCS), 
in which it has been a significant 
player for decades. For most of the 
first 15 years of Mark Serwotka’s 
tenure in the general secretary’s seat, 
SPEW and he were thick as thieves; 
but in the last year or so tensions 
have opened up. Serwotka supported 
a challenge to SPEW member Chris 
Baugh for the post of assistant 
general secretary (AGS) from long-
time president Janice Godrich. The 
first twist in that particular tale 
was that comrade Godrich is also 
a SPEW member (and still is, so 
far as we know), as were most of 
her supporters. In other words, the 
fraction was split badly enough that 
the leadership - so puritanically 
pursuing dissidents internationally - 
simply had to let it happen.

In the event, things got even more 
bizarre. Having won the contest to be 
the official candidate of the PCS Left 
Unity platform, which unites SPEW 
with the Socialist Workers Party and 
others, Godrich immediately pulled 
out of the coming AGS contest. 
Baugh became the LU candidate, but 
that did not mean the reunification 
of the SPEW fraction. The minority 
backed Mark Serwotka’s candidate, 
Lynn Henderson,  for AGS, in 
what turned out to be a three horse 
race. In the resulting chaos, it was 
John Moloney of the Alliance for 
Workers’ Liberty - a decreasingly 
hinged pro-imperialist cult (the AWL 
effectively leads a rival PCS caucus, 
Independent Left) - who farcically 
snuck through to victory - by far the 
worst possible outcome.

This clearly did little for the 
mutual affections of SPEW and the 
Serwotka circle. We read now, in The 
Socialist, that SPEW has formed its 
own faction within LU: the Broad 
Left Network (BLN). The immediate 
occasion of the faction’s formation 
is to propose SPEW lifer Marion 
Lloyd for the big job itself - she is 
campaigning to become general 
secretary, which means first of all 
fighting for the LU nomination, 
against a very well-entrenched 
incumbent. SPEW - sorry! the 
BLN - complains of members being 
removed from various committees 
by Serwotkaites, and in general 
of an increasingly top-down and 
bureaucratic approach to winning 
policy. Their founding platform, once 
the minutiae of industrial tactics are 

forgone, amounts to this:

 A campaign to restore lay 
democracy and control and 
to strengthen the democratic 
accountability of the union to its 
lay structures.
 For an independent political 
voice for PCS.
 For a Jeremy Corbyn-led 
government that increases pay, 
stops the cuts and office closures, 
restores national bargaining, 
renationalises privatised services, 
introduces better rights at work, 
and scraps and replaces universal 
credit with a fair social security 
system.1

Patience
If this is all a bit of a debacle, it is in part 
because it seems to be the terminus of 
what was in many respects a salutary 
initiative on the part of SPEW. We 
have been rather acid-tongued in the 
direction of Peter Taaffe and his merry 
men and women in recent months, 
as he embarked on his cynical split 
with his CWI factional opponents - a 
process currently grinding towards a 
conclusion. Yet the leftwing character 
of the PCS leadership so familiar to 
us in the past 19 years is an historic 
aberration, and the fact that it took 
place is in no small part down to 
SPEW and - going back further - its 
earlier incarnation as the Militant 
Tendency.

The story is, in a sense, one of 
how we got to one Polish surname - 
Serwotka - from another - Losinska. 
Kate Losinska was the president of the 
CPSA union, one of PCS’s principal 
forerunners, in the late 1970s and 
early 1980s; she was a ferocious 
anti-communist and a fearless fighter 
for the right wing of the trade union 
movement. Though she was atypically 
ideologically committed, she was a 
fair representative on the whole of 
the rightwing trend that managed to 
monopolise the CPSA bureaucracy, 
and who then managed to sustain that 
dominance into the days of the PCS.

Yet she and her ilk were not 
unopposed. Most spectacularly, in 
1986 the general secretary election in 
the CPSA was won by John Macreadie, 
a Militant supporter; though this was 
overturned by the courts, with John 
Ellis of the right winning the rerun, 
it was a sign that the left was not 
numerically insignificant in the union, 
and that Militant played no small part 

in this.
In fact, John Sullivan - author of 

the 1980s-vintage satirical sketch 
of the extant left groups, As soon as 
this pub closes - chose to interpret the 
basic outlook of Militant through the 
prism of its CPSA beachhead:

As is well known, Militant’s 
only trade union stronghold is 
in … the CPSA, specifically 
among social security clerks. One 
can understand why Militant’s 
passive propagandism should 
appeal to such people … A social 
security clerk is trained to assist 
the claimant in filling in her form 
correctly. If the details are even 
slightly wrong, she may lose her 
money. Inevitably, this attitude 
is carried over to the collective 
task of instructing the working 
class in the socialist formula for 
expropriating the bourgeoisie. Just 
as the individual claimant must put 
aside the wider calamities which 
surround her while she completes 
the form, the working class must 
concentrate on the nationalisation 
of the 253 monopolies.2

This is a little mean-spirited, but we 
bring it up to highlight a couple of 
things.

Firstly, that there was, in the end, 
a pay-off for Militant and later SPEW 
when the CPSA became the PCS, 
and the last bastard child of Losinska 
and co, Barry Reamsbottom, was 
replaced by Serwotka in 2000. It 
should be said that SPEW policy 
was to support the soft-left Hugh 
Lanning in that election (from which 
Reamsbottom was humiliatingly 
excluded by not acquiring enough 
nominations), but it rapidly welcomed 
comrade Serwotka’s victory and 
became important allies; and it seems 
undeniable that it was in part the 
patient work of Militant/SPEW over 
decades that meant that there was a 
constituency for a ‘hard’ left candidate 
in the end, even to its own surprise. 
So, while Sullivan may have found 
the Militant’s overrepresentation in 
a not especially ‘militant’ union in 
his day rather amusing, the political 
layout of the union movement today 
is drastically different, and we must 
say that the Militant/SPEW comrades’ 
efforts paid off.

Secondly that - of all the things 
Sullivan teased the Militant about - 
the CPSA/PCS fraction was about the 
only thing left to connect the 1980s 

Militant and the post-millennial 
SPEW. The famous Liverpool fraction 
was gone; the Scots section was 
reduced to a tiny rump; Labour entry 
was gone; sniffiness about ‘petty 
bourgeois’ feminism and suchlike 
gave way to wholesale capitulation 
in various front campaigns; and 
so on. The great virtue of Militant 
- its patience - was squandered 
everywhere except the PCS, where it 
quite genuinely bore fruit in turning 
a bastion of the right of the union 
movement into a bastion of the left.

Real issue
The weird series of events leading 
up to the formation of the Broad Left 
Network and SPEW’s break with 
Serwotka is in the end the result of 
its impatience in other matters finally 
laying waste to its influence here.

The dispute is, at bottom, about the 
Labour Party. In the 2000s Serwotka 
had the same scepticism about the 
political potential of Labour as SPEW 
- and indeed this continued down to the 
election of Jeremy Corbyn as leader 
in 2015. A practical man, however, 
comrade Serwotka rapidly started the 
tough job of bringing PCS around to 
a Labour-supporting position. He may 
initially have hoped that SPEW would 
make the same readjustment, but the 
latter, appallingly, has not done so; 
and now he used the Bonapartist 
prerogatives of the general secretary 
- appointment of full-timers and the 
rest - to bypass the SPEW fraction on 
the executive. It is this that underlies 
the BLN, and explains its demands for 
“lay democracy” and “an independent 
political voice for PCS” (translation: 
no reaffiliation to Labour).

It is this that is, in the end, decisive 
in the matter - both of the legacy of 
Militant/SPEW in the PCS, and in 
terms of the immediate future. Yes, 
as we have said, the fact that PCS is 
leftwing at all is a great achievement; 
but there is nothing inherently 
important in the grand sense about 
a union being under the leadership 
of the left, particularly one that is 
rather less influential than previously. 
Leaderships change, sooner or later - 
the question is what impact this has 
on the wider labour movement. It was 
enough, perhaps, in the drab days of 
Blair, Brown and Cameron for the PCS 
merely to be far-left-led at all. Along 
with the Rail, Maritime and Transport 
union, the PCS - under the influence 
of its various leftwing factions - was 
always available for a militant rent-a-

quote, and to fight at least verbally for 
coordinated industrial action.

There never arose a decisive 
industrial battle of the sort that could 
galvanise the whole movement, but, 
as it happens, we got something 
better, in the form of the election 
of Jeremy Corbyn as leader and 
the inauguration of a battle for the 
leadership of the main political arm 
of the labour movement. Of the three 
left-led unaffiliated unions as of 2015, 
the Fire Brigades Union fairly quickly 
corrected its position. That left the 
RMT and PCS, and both would have 
been very telling affiliations. In the 
RMT’s case, it had disaffiliated under 
Blair, despite its ancestors having 
been amongst Labour’s principal 
founders in the first place, and 
maintained a reputation for industrial 
and political militancy. As for PCS, 
it is legally barred from affiliating 
thanks to a piece of post-general 
strike revenge legislation, and a 
campaign on that front would have 
been most instructive so far as the 
intrinsic biases of the capitalist state 
are concerned.

That we have got neither so far 
is in no small part due to SPEW’s 
obstructionism; and we must insist 
here that the BLN’s point about 
seeking a Corbyn-led government is a 
piece of doublespeak. The problem as 
it is actually posed is about fighting 
for affiliation, and thus being present 
on the field of battle, so as to - you 
know - actually take part in it. So long 
as it is paired with the “independent 
political voice” clause, a dog-whistle 
for remaining unaffiliated, it is 
nothing more than a pious wish that 
one’s own football team should win in 
a cup final very far away.

We hope that Serwotka, or 
someone else, can correct course in 
time; but frankly we cannot ignore 
the real sense that we are reaching 
the crisis point in the Corbyn 
leadership, and it would have been 
nice to have the PCS on board now, 
and nicer still years ago. That it is 
not owes a great deal to the political 
stupidity of SPEW, for which it will 
be remembered unkindly indeed by 
future generations of socialists. Hell, 
it is not even consistent on this - 
SPEW formally calls for itself to be 
accepted as a Labour affiliate, albeit 
under such terms that no serious 
party could ever agree (including, for 
example, the right to stand candidates 
against Labour). We can only surmise 
that Taaffe and co consider the latter 
approach suitable fodder for run-of-
the-mill SPEW members wondering 
why the hell they aren’t where the 
action is, and the ‘independent voice’ 
line appropriate for the sectionalist 
consciousness of the unions (much the 
same silliness is on offer in relation to 
RMT).

As a result, principled socialists 
ought to critically support Serwotka’s 
re-election, and therefore his 
renomination by LU, in spite 
of criticisms of his bureaucratic 
methods. It is scarcely possible to 
imagine overturning such methods by 
means of a political line as confused 
and fatally diversionary as SPEW’s 
is, as the struggle in the Labour Party 
continues to intensify l

paul.demarty@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1. www.socialistparty.org.uk/
articles/29346/03-07-2019/new-group-launched-
to-fight-general-secretary-election.
2. www.marxists.org/history/etol/critiques/sullivan/
pub-2militant.html.

It’s about the Labour Party, stupid
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Witch-hunt’s biggest victim
Chris Williamson has dared question the claim that Labour has become institutionally anti-Semitic under 
Jeremy Corbyn, writes Carla Roberts of Labour Party Marxists. Now he is likely to be expelled for this crime

F or future generations of socialists 
studying how the right has 
managed to brand lifelong anti-

racists as racists, July 9 2019 might 
serve as a symbolic date.

Outside the Labour Party’s HQ 
in London’s Victoria Street, 100 
protestors gathered in solidarity with 
the Labour Party’s bravest MP. They 
delivered a petition, signed by almost 
4,000 people, demanding Chris 
Williamson’s reinstatement. Speakers 
who were there on behalf of Labour 
Against the Witchhunt, Jewish Voice 
for Labour, the Labour Representation 
Committee, the RMT union and 
various Momentum branches outlined 
what really is behind the charges 
against Williamson: “This is an attack 
on Jeremy Corbyn himself, because 
he remains an unreliable ally from 
the ruling class’s point of view,” said 
Stan Keable of Labour Against the 
Witchhunt - a position that was echoed 
by many other speakers on the day.

Inside the ugly Southside tower, 
however, fewer than 40 people (most 
of whom had sneaked in through 
the back door) made a decision that 
allowed the McCarthyite witch-hunt 
in the party to reach Kafkaesque 
proportions. In what we believe was 
an unprecedented move, a majority 
of Labour’s national executive 
committee voted to ‘revisit’ the verdict 
of an NEC anti-Semitism panel to 

reinstate comrade Williamson to full 
party membership. This only became 
possible because general secretary 
Jennie Formby had chosen to accept 
the ridiculous claim by Keith Vaz (one 
of the three panel members making 
the decision) that he was on some kind 
of mysterious medication that had 
rendered all his decisions on that day 
unsafe. Instead, she should have sent 
him to an independent doctor to verify 
his claims.

But her decision underlines yet 
again who is calling the shots in the 
raging civil war in the party - and that 
the leadership around Corbyn is still 
trying to appease the right rather than 
openly take them on. True, Corbyn 
might not want to see Williamson 
expelled. But by not speaking out and 
allowing the witch-hunt to grow and 
grow over the last three years, Jeremy 
Corbyn is as culpable for this decision 
as Tom Watson, who coordinated 
the vicious media backlash against 
Williamson’s brief reinstatement.

So instead of clearing comrade 
Williamson - which is, of course, the 
only rational conclusion the so-called 
evidence against him allows - the July 
9 NEC meeting decided to have his 
case re-examined by a different NEC 
anti-Semitism panel.

Incredibly, this will be the third 
panel dealing with Chris’s case. As 
we reported last week, the first one 

was to be made up of Momentum 
owner Jon Lansman, Claudia Webbe 
and ex-MP George Howarth. We can 
just about imagine the furore if such 
an ostensibly leftwing panel had voted 
to send Williamson - who is hugely 
popular amongst the membership 
- to the national constitutional 
committee (NCC). This is where the 
NEC outsources all the disciplinary 
cases that it cannot/does not want to 
deal with. Despite this body’s recent 
expansion from 11 to 25 members, 
it is still dominated by the right; the 
three person panels are ‘traditionally’ 
made up of one leftwinger and two 
rightwingers. No wonder that a 
referral to the NCC usually results in 
expulsion - which is how it got its well-
deserved epithet of ‘national kangaroo 
court’. Both Webbe and Lansman 
chickened out, leaving it to a second 
panel to rule on the case. As we know, 
Huda Elmi and Keith Vaz both voted 
for Williamson’s reinstatement, which 
was followed by a very PR-effective 
outcry by the right, mobilised by chief 
saboteur Tom Watson (whom Steve 
Hedley, assistant general secretary of 
the RMT union, quite rightly called “a 
scoundrel” that “the members should 
get rid off” at the lobby outside).

What if this third panel finds 
Williamson innocent? Will somebody 
have to fake a heart attack to get the 
verdict revisited once again? How 

many panels does it need to get the 
correct answer? We already know, of 
course, that the next panel is bound 
to get it ‘right’ - ie, wrong - and send 
Williamson’s case to the NCC.

Vicious circle
There is a very small chance this will 
not result in Williamson’s expulsion, 
but this has less to do with justice and 
more to do with timing: should there 
be a snap election before his case 
is dealt with by the NCC, he will be 
unable to stand again in Derby North, 
the constituency he represents, as he 
will still be suspended. Somebody 
else will be installed as the official 
candidate and might or might not 
become the next MP for Derby North.

It is far more likely, however, that 
the party leadership will want to get 
this over with soon. The very public 
resignation this week of three parasites 
from Labour’s benches in the House 
of Lords (who bizarrely claim that the 
party is “shielding anti-Semites”) and 
the outrageously one-sided edition of 
BBC’s Panorama programme on the 
issue will add even more pressure on 
those around Jeremy Corbyn to be 
seen to ‘act’. Unfortunately, we know 
what that means: there will be more 
investigations, more suspensions, 
more expulsions. The witch-hunt 
grows - ditto the attacks on Jeremy 
Corbyn. It is a vicious circle.

What lies behind the 
whole ‘Anti-Zionism 

equals anti-Semitism’ 
campaign is the fact 

that Jeremy Corbyn was 
elected Labour leader 

and he is still considered 
unreliable, as far as 
US-led imperialism is 

concerned. So the witch-
hunt will continue
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There is exactly zero chance 
of comrade Williamson getting a 
fair trial at the NCC - and even less 
chance of being exonerated. We 
expect that he will (eventually) be 
expelled. So let us be clear what his 
‘crimes’ are: like Jackie Walker, Marc 
Wadsworth and many other Corbyn 
supporters who have been smeared, 
vilified and wrongfully accused of 
anti-Semitism, he will be expelled for 
stating that the tiny number of cases 
of actual anti-Semitism in the party 
have been weaponised, amplified 
and woven into a hugely distorted, 
politically motivated narrative. He 
will be expelled for the crime of 
questioning the commonplace that the 
party has become institutionally anti-
Semitic because of Jeremy Corbyn’s 
leadership. He will be expelled, in 
other words, for daring to state the 
truth.

As Naomi Wimborne-Idrissi of 
Jewish Voice for Labour put it at the 
NEC lobby, “Now even questioning 
if somebody really is an anti-Semite 
is proof that you are an anti-Semite 
yourself.” Or, in the words of Moshé 
Machover, who also addressed 
the event: “The proof that Chris 
Williamson was right to question 
the party’s response to such false 
allegations is, of course, his own 
treatment by the party.”

There are obvious similarities to 
the case of Ken Livingstone. The 
former mayor of London might have 
been slightly clumsy in his off-the-
cuff remarks about Hitler - who, he 
said, “supported Zionism until he 
went mad”. Of course, he got the date 
wrong when he said Hitler came to 
power in 1932 (it was a year later). It 
was also wrong to personalise the shift 
in policy. But the point he was making 
about the collaboration of the early 
Nazi regime and Zionism is basically 
correct, as comrade Machover outlines 
in his excellent article, ‘Anti-Zionism 
does not equal anti-Semitism’.1

Livingstone’s original punishment 
for saying what is now deemed 
unsayable was a one-year suspension. 
The NEC was probably hoping that 
things would die down and that 
he could be allowed to sneak back 
quietly into the party. But, of course, 
by giving in to the witch-hunters and 
suspending him in the first place, the 
NEC and the leadership helped to fuel 
the flames and allow the witch-hunt to 
grow out of all proportion. So, instead 
of readmitting him, they planned 
to add another 12 months to his 
suspension. At this stage though, the 
rightwingers in and outside 
the party had grown so 
emboldened that anything 
less than Livingstone’s 
expulsion was not 
acceptable. Livingstone 
resigned to save Corbyn 
from further blushes.

We do not expect 

comrade Williamson to do the same. 
Contrary to Livingstone and many 
other Labour lefts, he is quite prepared 
to publicly criticise Corbyn. We note 
with interest the open letter circulated 
just before the July 9 NEC meeting, 
which has been signed by Mike Leigh, 
Ken Loach, John Pilger, professor 
Avi Shlaim, Alexei Sayle, Lowkey, 
Brian Eno, Professor Ilan Pappe and 
some other well-known people. This 
has no doubt been prepared with 
Williamson’s input:

Jeremy’s victory in 2015 was 
almost immediately followed 
by an onslaught against his 
supporters - starting with 
black and Jewish socialists - 
maliciously misrepresented 
as anti-Semites by disparate 
forces hostile to the prospect 
of a Corbyn-led government. 
Chris was sometimes their 
only parliamentary ally and 
advocate. The party’s complicity 
in this campaign of systematic 
harassment of black and Jewish 
members with long histories 
of fighting racism rendered all 
activists and MPs fair game, 
including Jeremy and members 
of his shadow cabinet.

This paragraph points to the ridiculous 
nature of the witch-hunt. Chiefly 
directed against Corbyn and his 
supporters, it could only become so 
successful because of “the party’s 
complicity” - ie, that of Jeremy 
Corbyn himself and those around him.

What’s an anti-
Semite?
We note that Gordon Brown and 
Keith Starmer are now demanding 
that “anti-Semites” should be 
“automatically expelled from the 
party”.2 That begs the question: what 
exactly is an anti-Semite? Thousands 
of party members have been 
suspended and investigated - and not 
because they show actual “hostility to 
or prejudice against Jews” (which is 
how the Oxford English Dictionary
defines anti-Semitism).

Most complaints are based on 
(sometimes sloppy) comments made 
in the heat of an online debate, 
when somebody, for example, writes 
‘Zionists’ when they should say ‘the 
Israeli government’. Or somebody 
sharing a meme or a video that, on 
much closer inspection, turns out to 
be the work of an actual anti-Semite 

- does that make the sharer 
anti-Semitic? How about 

having your words taken 
out of context, twisted 
and rearranged?

Or take the 
evolution of the term 
‘Zionism’. This 
is a label chosen 
by the Zionists 
themselves to 
describe their 

political ideology. 
Yet we have seen 

dozens of examples of 

Labour members being investigated 
simply for their use of the word - often 
merely in a descriptive fashion. They 
are presented with a charge sheet that 
reads:

The Chakrabarti report states: 
“The word ‘Zionist’ has been 
used personally, abusively or as 
a euphemism for ‘Jew’ ... Use the 
term ‘Zionist’ advisedly, carefully 
and never euphemistically or as 
part of personal abuse.” Do you 
think that your comments are 
against the spirit of this?

Ditto Jon Lansman, who wants to ban 
the diminutive form, ‘Zio’, because 
for him it is an insult.

Those accused might point out the 
Chakrabarti report has, in fact, not 
been implemented - otherwise, for 
example, automatic suspensions like 
that of comrade Williamson, would 
have to cease too.

These types of accusations 
make up the vast majority of the 
complaints against Labour members. 
Hastily written, sometimes based on 
misconceptions and misinformation 
and, yes, sometimes based on low-
level prejudice. But these instances 
- which, as can be expected, are 
increasing proportionally with the 
growth of the witch-hunt - would 
best be countered not by silly 
demands for ‘zero tolerance’, but 
by education through open debate 
(and, no, we are not talking about 
the ‘rehabilitation programmes’ 
offered by the Zionists of the Jewish 
Labour Movement or the witch-
hunters in Hope not Hate, who have 
joined in the calls to expel Chris 
Williamson).

After all, the idea of socialism is 
based on the presumption that people 
can change, for the better. But then, 
most of the people pushing this witch-
hunt and a ‘zero tolerance’ approach 
are, of course, not socialists - and 
should not be members of the Labour 
Party.

And, encouragingly, some half 
a dozen rightwing MPs have now 
publicly declared that they will not 
stand again. These include Blairites 
like Kate Hoey, Stephen Twiggs, Jim 
Fitzpatrick and Kevin Barron. Good 
riddance. Let us hope there will be 
many more rightwingers who follow 
their example.

Most of those now stepping 
down are, of course, jumping ship 
before they are pushed, thanks to the 
newly reformed system of trigger 
ballots. We are still awaiting detailed 
guidelines and a timetable from 
Labour HQ (without which trigger 
ballots cannot be launched), but we 
note with great interest a circular 
that was apparently sent by Jennie 
Formby to panicked MPs at the 
beginning of July. It clarifies how 
votes will be counted. As readers 
know, if a minimum of 33% of a 
Constituency Labour Party’s branches 
or 33 % of the CLP’s affiliates vote 
‘no’ to retaining the sitting MP, a 
full selection process starts - ie, a 
democratic contest between different 
candidates, including the MP. But the 
circular clarifies this by stating: “the 
third of branches is calculated based 
only on the branches that do cast a 
vote”. Which would be excellent, if 
indeed this is how the rule will be 
implemented.3

Getting rid of some of the biggest 
saboteurs in the Parliamentary Labour 
Party is crucial in the fight to transform 
the party into a weapon of and for the 
working class. It remains to be seen, 
however, whether this will be a case 
of ‘too little, too late’ l

 Helping hands

T he Summer Offensive - the 
annual fund drive of the 

Communist Party - always hits 
highs and lows during its eight-
week or so duration. The vast bulk 
of comrades who make donations 
during this intense period of 
fundraising for the CPGB are 
working class. Many contribute 
to the limits of their personal 
circumstances - others ignore those 
limits and contribute relatively 
huge amounts anyway. Our general 
approach to donations is … if it 
stings financially, you’re doing 
something right at this time of the 
year.

The first two weeks of this year’s 
fund drive have seen tremendous 
amounts added to our drive towards 
the £30K minimum we have set 
ourselves. Frankly, I was preparing 
myself for a much more modest 
total this week after our galloping 
start. Not so, however. Our 
comrades have stumped up £2,040 
of new money over this past seven-
day period, bringing our running 
total to £11,276.

Of course, we still have a long 
way to go to reach that target by 
Saturday August 24 - the last day 
of our annual school, Communist 
University. However, this looks like 
shaping up to be a very successful 
SO - possibly reflecting the political 
turmoil and unpredictability that 
presently characterises mainstream 
politics, but also (and perhaps 
less immediately discernible) 
opportunities for an advance of 
the left. The revolutionary left 
specifically, we hope.

When I joined this trend in the 
‘official’ Communist Party as was 

in the early 1980s, I was astounded 
by the example set by our (exiled) 
comrades from Turkey (the İşçinin 
Sesi wing of the Communist Party 
of that country). We worked closely 
with these comrades and took from 
them the principle of a fundraising 
drive upon which the Summer 
Offensive is based. Their rigorous, 
theorised levels of commitment 
put to shame the bureaucratic, 
self-serving apparatchiks in the 
‘official’ CPGB - dullards whose 
main concern was to scrape 
together enough in dues from an 
inert membership to pay (first 
and foremost) their own wages. 
They were foul parasites on our 
workers’ movement, wretches that 
left nothing behind them apart 
from the stink of corruption - as 
the subsequent careers of some of 
the more talented amongst them 
proved.

Unlike the silly accusations of 
some comrades in the movement, 
we did not seek to adapt a rigid 
‘Turkish’ template to our own 
different circumstances: that is, 
try to artificially manufacture 
the same levels of intensity and 
almost military discipline that 
our comrades in Turkey operated 
under during their illegality and 
the imposition of martial law. Their 
culture of sacrifice, hard work 
and tough commitment to serious 
working class organisations was, 
however, a breath of fresh air for 
young comrades like me. Amongst 
the many things we learned from 
these brave people, the Summer 
Offensive has been one of the 
most enduring - and politically 
instructive - of them all.

When comrades contribute to 
the SO, they are giving money to 
bolster the very best party traditions 
of our movement, the mass 
communist parties we have built 
historically, as well as to amplify 
the message of the Weekly Worker 
and its open, partisan journalism.

Special thanks this week go to 
JB for a tremendous £400 and the 
£100 from TG - both of whom I am 
assuming have been harassed in a 
comradely manner by our telephone 
team of SO callers. Many thanks 
to them, and all those who have 
contributed over the last seven 
days.

Just over £11k in the bank, 
comrades - that means the best part 
of £20k still to go before we hit our 
minimum of £30,000 l

William Sarsfield

Notes
1. http://labourpartymarxists.org.uk/anti-
zionism-does-not-equal-anti-semitism-2. 
2. www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-
politics-48887671. 
3. www.labouragainstthewitchhunt.org/
model-motions/how-to-use-the-new-
trigger-ballot-to-deselect-your-mp. 
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Corbyn, Tehran and fake news
Yassamine Mather shows that the mainstream media have little or no regard for the truth

L abour’s anti-Semitism debacle and 
the story of Iran’s interventions in 
the Middle East are both examples 

of fake news, spread deliberately and 
constantly by the mainstream media. 
This is done to such an extent that false 
information replaces facts. In both cases 
the inability of those accused to put 
forward a clear, comprehensive rebuttal 
to such fake news has contributed to 
it becoming part and parcel of ‘real 
news’, or ‘fact’. In this article I will 
deal with both cases.

As someone who is not a member 
of the Labour Party, looking it at from 
the point of view of an Iranian, the 
story is a very simple one: criticising 
the state of Israel has nothing to do 
with anti-Semitism. After the election 
of Jeremy Corbyn as Labour leader 
a large number of anti-war leftwing 
ex-members of the party - many of 
whom had left because of Blair’s Iraq 
war - rejoined. A younger generation 
of voters, concerned with social 
inequality, who were opponents of 
war - the generation that saw hope in 
the Arab spring, the generation that 
grew up with the continuing aftermath 
of the Iraq occupation, the rise of Al 
Qa’eda and Islamic State - welcomed 
the new leadership.

Suddenly a social democratic party 
(of the type that seemed doomed in 
most of Europe) had more than 500,000 
members. The ruling class was rattled, 
but the attempts to get rid of Corbyn 
failed. So far the story had nothing to do 
with Israel or Palestine and in fact that 
issue remains very much a sideshow. 
The fear had little to do with Corbyn’s 
support for the Palestinians - rather it 
was the anti-war character of the new 
Labour leadership, as opposed to the 
pro-US, pro-imperialist New Labour; 
the party they headed might become a 
headache when pro-Israeli, pro-Saudi 
lobbies tried to gain support for Salafi/
jihadi aggression or civil wars in the 
Middle East. The election of Donald 
Trump and the gradual move towards 
the Washington-Riyadh-Tel Aviv axis 
made the issue more pertinent.

That is when the whole subject 
of ‘anti-Semitism’ was raised. First 
I saw it was in the Financial Times, 
picked up by Blairite MPs, including 
deputy leader Tom Watson. The 
response to such accusations should 
have been simple and straightforward: 
‘Criticising the state of Israel is not the 
same as anti-Semitism. Anti-Zionism 
is not anti-Semitism.’ Did Corbyn and 
John McDonnell ever make such a 
statement? The answer is no - I cannot 
find a single instance where either of 
them made such a clear, emphatic 
declaration since the fake-news 
propaganda and allegations began. 
Noam Chomsky, Moshé Machover 
and Avi Shlaim (all from a Jewish 
background) and a number of other 
prominent Jewish academics, as well 
as Jewish Voice for Labour, have in the 
last two years made the clarification 
understandable for even the thickest of 
journalists, but has anyone in the BBC, 
ITV or Sky newsrooms listened? The 
answer is no.

In April 2016 the BBC published a 
page explaining the difference between 
anti-Zionism and anti-Semitism, 
which surprisingly is still there.1 
However, it does not look as though 
the organisation’s own reporters refer 
to it when allegations of anti-Semitism 
are thrown left, right and centre. A 
deliberate attempt to merge two quite 
separate concepts has helped create 
the atmosphere of witch-hunt and fear 
we are currently witnessing. If you 
speak about ‘occupied territories’, 
if you support the Palestinians’ 
right to existence, if you criticise 

Binyamin Netanyahu or anyone in 
his government, you are immediately 
accused of anti-Semitism if you do 
so too forcefully. By shutting you up, 
the ruling class - helped by Labour’s 
leaders, who keep apologising and 
compromising on this issue - have 
made sure the anti-war movement is in 
constant retreat.

The dominant line is that, 
irrespective of who is in power, the 
United Kingdom is the main ally of 
the United States and no real dissent 
regarding its foreign policy is allowed 
- even if it is Donald Trump who is 
making the decisions in Washington: 
the man who in the words of the UK 
ambassador to the US, Kim Darroch, 
is “clumsy and inept”. The foreign 
office’s man in Washington thinks: “We 
don’t really believe this administration 
is going to become substantially 
more normal; less dysfunctional; less 
unpredictable; less faction-riven; less 
diplomatically clumsy and inept.” But 
who cares? Let us make sure there is 
no serious challenge to US foreign 
policy from the Labour Party.

Corbyn and McDonnell have 
constantly retreated on this subject 
- they have constantly apologised, 
without offering any political 
explanation. It is difficult to know 
exactly what they are apologising 
for. Should no-one criticise the state 
of Israel? Should we accept a ban on 
mentioning ‘occupied territories’? 
Should everyone shut up about the 
plight of Palestinians? Should we not 
mention the fact that Israel possesses 
atomic bombs? Should universities 
stop research on the Balfour 
declaration? Should we stop revisiting 
the history of the Middle East because 
it doesn’t suit the administration in the 
United States?

What upsets me most is that 
because of the Labour leadership’s 
incompetence we are reaching a stage 
where serious, accurate comment 
about Israel is branded anti-Semitic. 
I have some questions for those who 
keep telling us that criticising the state 
of Israel is ‘anti-Jewish’ (let us put 
aside the fact that the most hardline 
opponents of the Zionist state are 
often actually of Jewish origin or 
Orthodox Jews). Is criticising the 

Islamic Republic of Iran anti-Persian? 
Is criticising the policies of Saudi 
Arabia Islamophobic? Any sane 
person will tell you that is not the 
case. So why is it different when it 
comes to Israel?

Iran
The other fake news that has 
become ‘fact’ these days concerns 
Iran’s ‘foreign interventions’. From 
Washington to London, from Paris to 
Berlin, western leaders keep telling the 
world that Iran’s ‘interventions’ in the 
region have to stop. I remain a staunch 
opponent of the Islamic Republic and 
I have written extensively against its 
foreign policy. Far too often the Shia 
state has tried to maintain a level of 
crisis outside its borders in order to 
divert attention from internal issues. I 
also believe that a country practically 
bankrupt as a result of sanctions, a 
country that claims it does not have 
sufficient money to pay its state 
employees, should not be involved in 
foreign adventures.

Having said that, the current fake 
news about Iran’s foreign policy should 
be exposed, as once more it is becoming 
‘real news’ repeated ad infinitum by 
Iranian exile commentators and media 
pundits! It is the equivalent of the 
‘anti-Semitism’ campaign. 

In 2001, according to some US 
military leaders, in the immediate 
aftermath of 9/11 Iran’s Islamic 
Republic offered to help the United 
States to destroy al Qa’eda - a Sunni 
jihadi organisation set up by the 
kingdom of Saudi Arabia. Ryan 
Crocker, former US ambassador to 
Afghanistan, gives us a vivid image of 
Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
commanders handing him a map 
of where to bomb Taliban forces in 
2001. So the United States benefited 
from Iranian intelligence against 
their common enemy. However, soon 
afterwards Iran was labelled part of the 
“axis of evil” by George W Bush and 
clearly no-one in Tehran (reformist or 
hardliner) was in a position to advocate 
rapprochement with the United States.

But when it came to 2003, the Shia 
Republic could not believe its luck. 
Contrary to all advice, Bush and Blair 
decided to invade and occupy Iraq, 

the west’s ally in the 1980-88 Iran-
Iraq war. If senior clerics in Qom and 
Mashhad had been drinking alcohol 
(I know they do not) it would have 
been champagne, as that idiot, Alastair 
Campbell, produced his dodgy dossier 
and Tony Blair allied himself with 
George W Bush in committing British 
troops to an attack on secular/Sunni 
Iraq.

The outcome was predicted by 
any academic worth his salt, by any 
commentator or news analyst looking 
beyond her/his nose. Of course, many 
pro-US reporters in the UK missed 
these basic facts, but the BBC’s 
mild criticism of the Iraq war was 
comprehensively silenced by the Blair 
administration and superficial judicial 
reviews, such as the one produced by 
Lord Hutton in 2003, helped ensure 
that future reporters and commentators 
toed the line, when it came to the UK 
blindly following US foreign policy. 
No wonder they cannot get beyond 
White House propaganda when it 
comes to the Palestinians and Israelis.

However, Iran’s celebration of 
the overthrow of its arch-enemy was 
short-lived. Saudi Arabia and the rich 
kingdoms of the Persian Gulf became 
hysterical about Shia dominance of 
the region. Suddenly the isolated 
Islamic Republic of Iran (considerably 
weakened by the war and continued 
animosity with Saddam Hussein’s 
Iraq) became a major regional power. 
We all know how the Saudi/Persian 
Gulf revenge took shape. There was 
genuine dissatisfaction with the Iraqi 
Shia state’s sectarian attitude towards 
religious and national minorities (as 
everyone had predicted and Bush 
and Blair had purposely ignored). 
However, without Saudi/Emirate 
support for Salafi/jihadi groups, it is 
unlikely that al Qa’eda and its later 
offshoot in the shape of IS would have 
gained such prominence in the region.

By 2014 the brutal Salafi groups 
were in control of large parts of Iraq 
and by 2015 they also controlled a 
considerable part of Syria. Those 
wonderful US allies, Saudi Arabia, 
Kuwait and the United Arab Emirates, 
were supporting one section of the 
jihadists, while Qatar was supporting 
another. Ironically, at a time when 

jihadi brutality was at its worst - the 
lives of many civilians across Europe 
as well as in the Middle East were taken 
- they somehow did not have much to 
say about Israel. Yet IS had already 
declared Tehran as its destination with 
the slogan, ‘Damascus today, Tehran 
tomorrow’.

I am not a nationalist. Nonetheless, 
as an internationalist I certainly did 
not want IS controlling Tehran, or 
for that matter anywhere else in the 
Middle East. They follow a more 
idiotic, murderous brand of Islam than 
anyone else. In this respect what do we 
think Iran’s Islamic Republic should 
have done? I am posing this question 
in particular to Iranian nationalists, 
royalists and republicans - the exiled 
Iranian press and media who are happy 
to accept Saudi and US funds for 
‘regime change from above’: Would 
you have wanted the jihadis of al 
Qa’eda or IS in your beloved ‘Persia’?

I do not think Iran’s Islamic 
Republic had much choice but to fight 
IS in Syria, Iraq and Lebanon. By all 
accounts it did so effectively - hence the 
renewed animosity of Saudi Arabia and 
a number of Persian Gulf countries.

I have previously quoted Olivier 
Roy’s book on Iran’s foreign policy 
- Sous le turban, la couronne: la 
politique extérieure - and I make no 
apologies for doing so again. Roy 
wrote that Iran’s foreign policy under 
the mullahs is not that different from 
that under the shah. However, the 
hopes of Persian expansionism have 
rarely matched actual achievements.

So, yes, Iran intervened in Syria and 
used its Shia allies in Iraq and Lebanon 
to defeat IS. Is the mainstream media 
telling us now that this was a bad idea? 
Should Iran have left IS to its own 
devices? Would the world be a better 
place if it had won? Let us be very 
clear, however: Saudi Arabia, Turkey, 
the United Arab Emirates, Kuwait and 
Qatar were not fighting IS or al Qa’eda. 
On the contrary, there is considerable 
evidence of citizens of all the above 
countries helping to finance those 
organisations. Even if we take at face 
value the assurances of these states 
that they did not actively participate in 
supporting and funding jihadi groups, 
we have every right to ask what they 
did to oppose IS.

So, for all its faults - and primarily 
in its own interests - Iran’s Islamic 
Republic fought against IS. But now 
the facts are presented in a distorted 
manner. According to Trump, Macron 
and (to much lesser extent) Merkel, 
Iran’s Islamic Republic must refrain 
from such ‘interventions’ in future. 
Fine, but what would you do if there 
was a revival of Salafi/jihadi groups 
in the region, supported by your main 
ally, the kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 
whose crown prince is implicated by 
everyone from the CIA to the United 
Nations fact-finding missions in the 
brutal murder of Jamal Khashoggi?

No doubt historians will look back 
at these two bizarre episodes of ‘fake 
news’ in our era and recognise them 
as the equivalent of the Iraq war’s 
‘dodgy dossier’. However, for the 
time being the media bubble is having 
a great time. The real victims of this 
episode, like last time, are the peoples 
of the Middle East: Palestinians, Iraqis, 
Iranians, Syrians, Lebanese …

None of this has anything to 
do with Christians, Muslims or 
Jews: it has everything to do with 
contemporary imperialism. Those 
who keep apologising are on the 
wrong side of history l

Notes
1. www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-36160928.

Pushing the big lie: dupes, fools or cynics
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From bailout to Brexit
The Dublin government sees its future with mainland Europe, not an insular UK, writes James Harvey 

T he self-congratulation and 
unbridled optimism of the 
Celtic Tiger came to an abrupt 

and chastening end during the global 
financial crisis of 2008. To prevent the 
collapse of Ireland’s banks, the Fianna 
Fáil government had guaranteed their 
debts in September of that year, but 
this failed to stabilise the situation 
and by September 2010 the cost of 
the guarantee had risen to €45 billion, 
pushing the state’s budget deficit up 
to the equivalent of around a third of 
GDP.1

In a policy model that was to be 
followed later in Greece and Portugal, 
the Irish government agreed an 
€85 billion rescue package with the 
European Commission, the European 
Central Bank and the International 
Monetary Fund. These three capitalist 
institutions, colloquially described as 
‘the Troika’, hoped that this bailout 
would shore up the state’s deficit 
and prevent the Irish contagion 
undermining the wider European 
financial system. In return for the 
rescue package and in order to “restore 
market confidence in the Irish state 
and economy”, the government 
agreed a draconian four-year austerity 
programme of tax rises and public 
spending cuts.2

Despite widespread protests against 
austerity, and the electoral rout of Fianna 
Fáil in the 2011 general election, Irish 
capitalism remained firmly committed 
to the strategy. If anything, the bailout 
had reinforced the consensus amongst 
Fine Gael and Fianna Fáil politicians, 
and Irish economic commentators, 
that there was now no alternative 
to Irish membership of the euro 
zone and a strict adherence to the 
financial rectitude of European Union 
Ordoliberalismus.3 This commitment 
to the dominant orthodoxy was 
revealed by the striking unity shown by 
the capitalist parties and media during 
the referendum campaign, which was 
successful in ratifying the EU fiscal 
compact in 2012.4

Although the ratification of the 
compact was taken as an endorsement 
of the Fine Gael/Labour coalition’s 
EU-imposed austerity programme, 
this remained a period of considerable 
political and economic uncertainty 
for Irish capitalism. The rise of ‘anti-
establishment’ parties and the collapse 
of Fianna Fáil, combined with wide-
scale criticism of the pillars of Irish 
society in the Catholic church and 
the ‘business community’, posed 
something of an ideological challenge 
for the bourgeoisie and its political 
representatives.5 In an attempt to 
rebuild its authority and legitimacy, 
the Irish state drew on two key themes, 
which politicians and commentators 
increasingly conjoined in a revised 
national project for the 26 counties: 
viz the historical struggle for Irish 
independence, celebrated in the decade 
of centenaries, and contemporary 
Ireland’s place as a committed 
‘European’ nation.6 Using the 
fashionable post-nationalist language 
of ‘re-imagining’ and ‘rebuilding’, 
official Ireland drew on these long-
established elements to give their 
state a new coat of Euro blue paint to 
heighten the gloss of novelty - albeit 
one with a strong shade of green.7

This type of political rhetoric 
became particularly useful during 
the Brexit negotiations, when Irish 
politicians and commentators 
consciously drew on the involvement 
of European states, such as France and 
Germany, in the historical struggle for 
Irish independence.8 In sharp contrast 
to the reactionary imperial nostalgia of 
Brexit Britain, they argued, the Irish 

state’s national project could only be 
fulfilled by moving forward within 
the EU.9 Thus at moments of tension 
during these negotiations the very 
epitome of the new official progressive 
Ireland, Leo Varadkar - the gay, young, 
multicultural taoiseach and leader of 
the historically most anti-republican 
party, Fine Gael - could simultaneously 
wrap himself in both the green and blue 
flags that symbolised the new Ireland.

Hard choices?
If the Irish bourgeoisie’s attempt to 
reconfigure its national project around 
‘Europe’ could be made to appear in line 
with the historical project of national 
independence, Britain’s withdrawal 
from the EU did pose some rather 
more serious economic problems for 
the 26 counties. Simon Coveney, the 
tánaiste (deputy prime minister) and 
minister for foreign affairs, argued this 
week that a no-deal Brexit would mean 
“a fundamental disruption to how the 
all-Ireland economy functions”, as 
well as putting stress on “the political 
systems that back it up ...”10

While much of the political focus 
was on the issue of the ‘hard border’ 
between Northern Ireland and the 
republic, perhaps the more important 
impact for the 26 counties’ economy 
was on bilateral trade as a whole 
between the United Kingdom and 
the Irish state. Although more than 
50% of Irish exports now go to the 
EU (excluding Britain) and the share 
of Irish exports going to the UK as a 
whole declined from 50% in 1973 to 
17% in 2016, this trade as a whole 
amounted to an estimated €60 billion, 
directly supporting 400,000 jobs in 
both jurisdictions, with perhaps the 
same figure indirectly linked through 
supply chains. Given that, in terms of 
goods and services, exports to the UK 
still amount to a fifth of the republic’s 
GDP, and that almost 30% of Irish 
imported merchandise comes from 
the UK, the extent and significance of 
this trading relationship for Ireland is 
clear.11

These direct economic interests 
exercised Irish politicians and 
policy-makers considerably when 
they commented during the Brexit 
referendum campaign.12 In particular, 
much attention was focused on east-
west trade between Ireland and Britain 
rather than the impact of Brexit on the 
cross-border economy. In terms of this 
trade, whilst some 30% of Northern 
Irish exports go to the 26 counties, 
just 1% of the republic’s exports go 

north. Given that some 85% of the 26 
counties’ total EU freight trade travels 
to continental Europe via British 
ports such as Holyhead, keeping this 
‘land bridge’ open for uninterrupted 
and freely flowing exports remains a 
prime policy objective for the Dublin 
government.13

As Irish ministers have made plain 
since the 2016 British referendum, 
they, like the British ruling class, 
would prefer that Brexit did not 
happen and that normal service as 
usual for the two capitalist economies 
could be maintained in some form. 
However, given the hard choice 
between their old British neighbours 
and their new European friends, the 
Irish capitalists have decisively opted 
for a future in the bigger trading bloc, 
with its access to larger markets for 
Irish goods.14 The whole pattern of 
Irish economic development since the 
late 1950s has been in that direction: 
not only do the specific interests of 
the ‘native’ capitalists in agribusiness 
and niche manufacturing require that 
Ireland stays within the EU, but, much 
more importantly the multinationals in 
manufacturing and financial services 
with bases in the 26 counties require 
that the state remains as a low-tax entry 
point, with unimpeded access to these 
wider European markets.15

However, this alignment with the 
EU is not without its own tensions and 
potential pitfalls for Irish capitalism, 
especially given the increasing risk of 
a disorderly Brexit and the imposition 
of a hard border between the Irish 
Republic (as an EU member-state) 
and the United Kingdom (as a third 
country) after October 31.16 The 
backstop has a dual purpose: one is 
to protect Irish economic interests 
by preserving the reality of the ‘all-
Ireland’ economy, especially in 
cross-border agribusiness. Thus, as 
Halloween approaches, urgent calls are 
being made by producers to prevent 
milk lakes in a post-Brexit Northern 
Ireland, whilst south of the border 
the diary industry is scaling back on 
Cheddar and into products deemed 
more palatable to the continental 
cheese consumer.17 The most important 
function of the backstop (along with its 
ostensible aim of preventing a ‘hard 
border’) for Dublin, however, remains 
political.

Despite some rather clumsy initial 
attempts by the British government to 
open up bilateral negotiations between 
the UK and Ireland on Brexit, the 
common front of the remaining 27 EU 

member-states has, so far - in public 
at least - remained solid.18 Germany, 
in particular, has said it “stands in full 
solidarity with Ireland over Brexit” 
and that, despite Boris Johnson’s 
incoherent bluster during the Tory 
leadership campaign, “the backstop 
will not be revisited”.19 For his part, 
Leo Varadkar has maintained his 
public position of rejecting “backstop 
alternatives”, technological solutions 
or further extensions beyond October 
31 as a way around the ‘hard border’ 
question.20 The complexities of the 
backstop and the hard line taken in 
public by the EU 27 also serve to 
increase the possibility of a ‘Brexit in 
name only’ - an option favoured by the 
dominant sections of both the Irish and 
British capitalist classes.

Moreover, the backstop and the 
nature of the border have been linked 
to the unfinished business of the 
national question and the current stasis 
at Stormont. Despite the growing 
urgency of the frequently expressed 
concerns about the impact of Brexit 
on the Good Friday agreement and 
the ‘peace process’, these arguments 
are not really serious.21 Whilst the 
underlying political divisions and 
communal tensions remain within the 
Six Counties, Brexit will only expose 
these fault lines, not cause them. 
Claims that dissident republicans will 
use a remilitarised hard border as an 
excuse to mount attacks or that a return 
to “the bad old days of checkpoints 
and approved roads” will reignite 
communal violence are really wide 
of the mark.22 Similarly, ideas floated 
by unionists and some Tories that 
Varadkar is using the Brexit crisis and 
the backstop to prise the Six Counties 
away from the UK and reunite Ireland 
are likewise very far from the truth.23

What the Irish state’s response to 
Brexit has shown is a very different 
picture. Irish capitalism wants 
to concentrate on developing its 
specifically 26-county national project 
by benefitting economically from its 
membership of the EU. In an unstable 
world of large trading blocs and fast-
changing geopolitics, Irish capitalism 
seeks certainty and security, but 
neither demands for Irish reunification 
nor Brexit offers these essential 
preconditions for profit and political 
stability.

While Dublin has made a clear 
choice about where its future lies 
by siding with its “gallant allies in 
Europe”, much remains uncertain - 
both about the future of the EU and 

how far Irish capitalism can succeed as 
a small state in an unstable period of 
global political and economic crisis l
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The main question is not a hard border in Ireland: it is a hard border between Britain and Ireland



GREECE

Learn the lessons
Rather than attempting to run capitalism, argues Peter Manson, in current circumstances we must aim to 
build Marxist parties of extreme opposition

H opefully the - totally expected 
- defeat of Syriza in the July 
7 Greek general election will 

cause sections of the left to engage in 
some serious strategic rethinking.

Back in January 2015, what was 
hailed by some as a new type of party, 
upon which we should base our own 
organisational forms, won 36.3% 
of the vote, making it the largest 
parliamentary group - and therefore 
entitled, under a highly undemocratic 
provision in Greece’s constitution, 
to an extra 50 seats. However, even 
this left it just short of an overall 
majority, with 149 out of 300 seats, 
so it could still only form a coalition 
government. Incredibly, it chose as its 
partner the right-populist Independent 
Greeks (ANEL), whose Panagiotis 
Kammenos was immediately 
appointed minister of defence!

This should have helped wake up 
various leftwing groups in Britain - 
most notably Left Unity - to reality. At 
that stage - a few months before the 
election of Jeremy Corbyn as Labour 
leader - LU remained influential, 
particularly amongst disillusioned 
ex-members of various left sects. It 
referred to Syriza as a “sister party” 
and hoped that it could eventually 
do in Britain what it claimed Syriza 
was about to do in Greece: ie, form 
a ‘socialist government’ so as to do 
away with austerity.

Then there was Owen Jones - at 
that time still regarded as a leftwinger 
- who in the months before Syriza’s 
victory predicted that it would be 
able to “kill off” austerity - not just 
in Greece, but in “alliance” with 
forces such as the “surging” Podemos 
in Spain and others throughout the 
European Union. They would succeed, 
according to Jones, by demanding that 
the EU abandon its austerity policies 
in favour of “quantitative easing” and 
a “growth-led recovery”. He hoped 
that as a result we could even see 
“Britain’s own Syriza-style party” in 
the near future.1

In reality, Syriza was not that 
different from what had existed 
previously. In fact an influential part 
of its leadership had once been part of 
Greece’s ‘official communist’ party, 
the KKE - Alexis Tsipras had been a 
former leader of the Greek equivalent 
of the Young Communist League. 
Tsipras, of course, was appointed 
prime minister after the 2015 election, 
heading a party that restricted its aims 
to old-style reformism - only, as it 
turned out, without reforms.

Syriza had no programme to 
fundamentally change the balance 
of class forces even within Greece, 
let alone across the continent. It did 
not consider measures to abolish the 
standing army (its appointment of 
Kammenos to the defence ministry 
said it all!) and create, instead, a 
popular militia. And what about the 
power of the Greek Orthodox Church, 
the country’s largest landowner? It 
had previously given its support to the 
1967-74 fascistic military junta, but 
Syriza had no policies to combat its 
reactionary institutional influence.

Before its election we warned 
that for Syriza to take office in 2015 
could only but lead - irrespective of its 
programmatic failings - to defeat and 
disillusionment. First of all, it enjoyed 
nowhere near majority support even 
within the Greek working class, let 
alone the population as a whole; and, 
secondly, how could a country like 
Greece mount a serious challenge 
to the forces of international capital 

- particularly the EU - without 
the expectation of a huge wave of 
solidarity action from an emboldened 
and prepared international proletariat?

It would be difficult enough for, 
say, France or Britain, with their highly 
developed industrial manufacturing 
base, but Greece, whose main industry 
is tourism, is completely dependent on 
more advanced states - not to mention 
international capital as a whole.

Solidarity
Of course, as we stated in the Weekly 
Worker, if Syriza formed a government 
we would, of course, do all we could 
to defend it from the expected attacks 
and fight for “solidarity with the 
working class and people in Greece, 
who have had their living conditions 
savaged”.2

However, as Eddie Ford noted in 
the same article,

The unfolding situation in Greece 
further reinforces the orthodox, 
classical Marxist view that the 
working class should not seek 
to come to power prematurely - 
and by that we mean not just in 
one country. Rather, we mean 
that the working class must have 
a reasonable chance of coming 
to power on something like 
a continent-wide basis and thus 
a realistic chance of implementing 
the minimum programme - that is 
our bottom-line perspective.

We were clear that revolutionaries 
everywhere - not least in countries like 
Greece - needed to organise and win 
over the vast majority of the working 
class and attempt to constitute 

themselves as a party of extreme 
opposition. There was, unfortunately, 
no immediate prospect of the working 
class in other countries - and certainly 
not throughout the EU - coming to 
the rescue of Greece by overthrowing 
their national bourgeoisie. We 
therefore urged Syriza not to “take 
the power”.

In reality, of course, Syriza had no 
intention of attempting to introduce 
‘socialism’ in a single country. No, 
its programme was based entirely 
on ending austerity and ushering in 
a Keynesian programme to spark 
economic growth and in this way 
improve workers’ living standards. 
But there was the small matter of the 
EU standing in Greece’s way. The 
previous rightwing New Democracy 
government had run up huge debts and 
the Troika’s price for bailing out the 
banks and continuing to make loans 
was a continuation of the combination 
of vicious cuts and tax rises, targeting 
mainly the working class.

What chance did Syriza have of 
persuading the Troika even to ease 
off? Imagine what sort of message 
that would have sent to the working 
class of other euro-zone countries - 
rebel and you will be rewarded? For 
this very reason, to avoid any such 
nightmare scenario for the EU, there 
was absolute insistence, particularly 
in Germany, that no trace of softness 
should be shown towards Greece - no 
concessions, no exceptionalism.

It was obvious that this was 
the reality - Tsipras and co should 
have known this without needing 
the likes of the Weekly Worker to 
continually point it out. Therefore, 
a Syriza government would have 

just two options: either comply with 
the demands of the Troika or go for 
‘Grexit’ - in other words, a return to 
the drachma and  isolation outside the 
EU. Well, Tsipras et al were not quite 
so stupid as to lead Greece into such 
a dead end. How would it survive as 
a ‘rogue state’ in the absence of mass 
working class solidarity?

So inevitably, and in very short 
order, Syriza completely capitulated 
- and as a result its ‘reward’ was a 
toughening of the Troika’s conditions 
and an intensification of austerity. 
As we stated, “What we now have 
is austerity in the colours of Syriza - 
which was inevitable, once Tsipras et 
al agreed to form a government.”3 
This provoked a split within its own 
ranks, but most of the dissidents 
did not really comprehend the 
reality, simply insisting that a Syriza 
government should have stuck to its 
anti-austerity programme, whatever 
the cost.

We strongly disagreed: in such 
circumstances no working class party 
should aim to take office. Syriza 
should have let New Democracy 
take sole responsibility for the 
misery it had created and aimed to 
develop huge and effective resistance, 
nationally and internationally. As we 
wrote at the time,

It should have concentrated 
instead on building up its own 
forces and digging deeper roots 
in society, to the point where it 
became genuinely hegemonic 
within Greece. Most importantly 
of all, it should have aimed to 
develop and deepen its European 
connections and contacts, with the 

eventual aim of taking power on 
a continent-wide basis alongside 
other working class parties.

Instead, like others before 
it, Syriza fell for the trap of 
government - leaving itself 
in a lose-lose situation, with 
extraordinarily limited room for 
manoeuvre.4

And now we can see the verdict of 
Syriza’s supporters. While its share of 
the vote last weekend fell by less than 
5% to 31.5%, the fact that it was now 
the second-placed party - behind New 
Democracy on 39.9% - obviously 
meant that it lost the 50-seat top-up. 
This had a devastating effect on its 
parliamentary representation: down 
from 149 to just 86.

It is now more important than ever 
for the left to grasp what is needed: 
the building of a powerful, fighting 
working class movement in every 
country, led by united, principled 
Marxist parties, cooperating across 
borders. Unfortunately there is no 
short cut to working class power.

As Jack Conrad wrote in the 
aftermath of Syriza’s demise, “Instead 
of believing that the big times are just 
around the corner, we need a healthy 
dose of revolutionary patience”5 l

peter.manson@weeklyworker.co.uk 
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Alexis Tsipras and Syriza did nothing to challenge the power of the Orthodox Church ... or the army



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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Completing the vicious circle
Michael Roberts recalls the disastrous policies of the Syriza government

S o the full circle is completed. 
The corrupt pro-business 
conservative New Democracy 

party, that was ousted by the anti-
capitalist Syriza in 2015, has been 
returned to office in the July 7 Greek 
general election, with an outright 
majority over all other parties.

New Democracy got just under 
40% of the votes cast, while Syriza 
under Alexis Tsipras received 31.5%. 
The voter turnout was just over 57% 
- the lowest rate since the end of 
military rule in 1974, suggesting huge 
disillusionment with all parties. The 
Syriza vote share was down only 3.5% 
from the last election in 2015, but 
the New Democracy share rose from 
28%. The small parties (including left 
breakaways from Syriza) did poorly, 
although the former Pasok social 
democrats increased their share from 
6.3% to 8% and the communists were 
unchanged at 5%. Also a new party 
- MeRa25, set up by former Syriza 
finance minister Yanis Varoufakis - 
got over the 3% threshold and will 
have MPs for the first time. The neo-
fascist Golden Dawn failed to make it.

The last four years of the 
Syriza government have been 
both tumultuous and saddening. 
Elected to oppose the policies of 
the Troika (European Central Bank, 
International Monetary Fund and the 
European Commission) in imposing 
vicious austerity measures on 
Greeks in return for ‘bailing out’ its 
banks and easing government debt, 
Syriza at first resisted the Troika. 
Under Tsipras and Varoufakis, it 
searched for a deal with the European 
leaders that would not impose such 
austerity. When that was rejected by 
the Troika and the Euro leaders led 
by Germany and the Netherlands, 
Tsipras called a referendum on 
the Troika ‘memorandum’: should 
Greeks accept the austerity or reject 
it? Despite a massive propaganda 
campaign by the pro-business media 
in Greece and internationally and 
lacklustre campaigning by Syriza, 
Greeks voted 60-40 to reject the 
Troika. Yet, little more than one day 
later, the government ignored the vote 
and capitulated.

For the next four years, the Syriza 
government duly attempted to 
implement every single demand of the 
Troika. Pensions have been slashed, 
public-sector employees have been 
sacked and wage freezes imposed, 
state assets have been sold off, taxes 
have been raised sharply. Varoufakis 
resigned after the capitulation and 
toured Europe; and the left faction 
in Syriza split away to run its own 
electoral parties - to no avail. The 
Syriza government ploughed on in 
the hope and expectation that if it 
met the austerity measures imposed 
by the Troika, it would eventually be 
able to resume economic growth, gain 
some ‘fiscal space’ and ‘return to the 
market’ for government borrowing.

The first loans from the Troika 
were used to pay off French and 
German banks, which held billions of 
Greek government debt that was now 
virtually worthless. After this private-
sector bailout, the next loans were 
used to meet repayments to the IMF, 
the ECB and other governments from 
the first bailouts. In this never-ending 
circle1 more debt was raised to pay off 
previous debt! None of this money 
went to alleviate the depression 
being suffered by Greeks to their 
living standards. The Greek economy 
collapsed by 30%, pensions and 
wages fell 40%; thousands of young 
people emigrated for work; and public 
services and jobs were decimated. 
And the biggest hit was to private-

sector jobs in tourism, industry and 
travel.

Outcome
Did these sacrifices restore Greek 
capitalism and eventually reverse 
the calamitous decline in output, 
employment and incomes? The short 
answer is ‘no’. Greek unemployment 
rates remain very high, especially for 
young people.

Capital investment collapsed during 
the debt crisis, but has not recovered. 
Greek business cannot invest and 
government spending has been driven 
down by the austerity measures.

But none of this has reduced the 
government debt ratio, which remains at 
a staggering 180% of GDP and will stay 
there for the foreseeable future. All the 
austerity measures have not dented the 
government debt built up to bail out the 
foreign banks, the Greek banks and other 
holders of that debt. The failure of the 
private sector, Greek business and global 
capitalism has been shifted onto the 
books of the government and its people 
for generations to come.

The huge loans that the Greek 
government owes to the EU leaders (the 
IMF and the ECB have been paid off) 
do not have to be repaid for a decade or 
more and the interest cost on the loans 
is low. But the debt has not been written 
off;2 it must be repaid eventually and 
the Greek government must run a huge 
budget surplus in order to cover future 
payments and the interest on the debt, 
and to obtain new loans from the global 
market.

The whole strategy of Syriza was 
that, as economic growth returned to the 
euro zone, it would lift up the Greek boat 
in the rising tide of economic recovery. 
‘Fiscal space’ would be created and 
public services and pensions could then 
be improved, while still meeting the 
repayment schedule of the creditors.

But it has not worked out like that. 
Euro zone economic growth since the 
debt crisis has been pathetic - hardly 
creeping above 2% a year and now 
slowing again drastically. During the debt 
crisis and the eventual capitulation of 
the Syriza government, I estimated that 
Greek economic growth would have to 
average at least 3% a year in order to end 
austerity if the government continued its 
commitments to the Troika. Instead, the 
growth rate averaged little more than 1% 
a year under the Syriza government. It 
is currently slowing down from a short 
burst above 2% to just 1.3%.

The new conservative government 
takes over just as the euro zone 
economies and much of the rest of the 
world face a slowdown in investment, 
trade and growth at best - an outright 
recession at worst.

The Syriza leaders’ economic strategy 
of accepting the Troika programme, 
honouring the debt burden and staying 
in the EU has failed. The result has 
been total disillusionment with Syriza, 

particularly among the young. Many 
have left to find work; those who have 
not either did not vote in the election or 
voted for a change of government in the 
form of New Democracy. Anecdotes 
relating to these attitudes have been 
published in the media.

Like many young Greeks, Tasos 
Stavridis plans to leave the country 
once he finishes his degree in political 
science. “Our financial crisis has gone 
on much longer than we expected and 
we are so exhausted,” says the 22-year-
old.3 “Most of my friends plan to leave 
too. In Greece the salaries are so low, 
and the economic situation is so bad.” 
Then there is Zoe Babaolou, a 19-year-
old from Thessaloniki who voted for 
New Democracy in the European 
elections: “The last time my family 
supported something left, it turned out to 
be a lot worse,” she says. “It seems better 
to return to something safer.” Babaolou 
adds: “We voted for ideology in 2015 
and we didn’t see any changes. So I’m 
more interested in economic measures.”4

Alternative
Could there have been an alternative to 
the strategy of Tsipras and the Syriza 
leaders back in July 2015 when the 
referendum to oppose Troika austerity 
was supported by the majority of 
Greek people? I think there was.5 One 
option prominently pushed by the left 
faction of Syriza MPs was to break 
with the EU and the euro; revert to the 
Greek drachma, devalue the currency, 
impose capital controls on any flight of 
money, renege on the debt and revert to 
government spending programmes.

For example, this was the option 
presented by socialist economist and 
Syriza MP, Costas Lapavitsas, at the 
time. Lapavitsas took a principled stand 
against the capitulation and broke with 
Syriza. But he argued: “the obvious 
solution for Greece right now, when I 
look at it as a political economist, the 
optimal solution would be a negotiated 
exit. Not necessarily a contested exit, 
but a negotiated exit.”6 This would 
involve a 50% write-off of the debt 
owed to the EU and protection of the 
new Greek currency (devalued by just 
20%) with liquidity from the ECB.

My thought then was that even 
if the Troika were to agree to such a 
“negotiated exit”, which was a moot 
point, and even if the new Greek 
drachma only depreciated by 20% 
(extremely unlikely), the Greek 
economy would still be on its knees, 
unable to restore living standards for the 
majority. Devaluation and rising prices 
would eat into any gains made from 
cheaper exports. Lapavitsas seemed to 
recognise this when he said at the time: 
“Wages must rise, but even if they rise, 
you’re not going to go back to where 
you were. It’s just not feasible at the 
moment. We need a growth strategy for 
that.”

But Lapavitsas opposed a growth 

strategy based on socialist planning:

I don’t think that Syriza should 
come out with a broad and wide 
nationalisation programme right 
now. What is necessary is to 
nationalise the banks, of course. 
And to make sure that energy 
privatisations stop, electricity 
in particular. That stops. And 
privatisation of other key assets 
stops. We need to put a growth 
and recovery strategy in place 
immediately outside of the euro, 
and later to have a medium-term 
development plan.7

For me, the strategy that Greece 
leaves the euro and implements a broad 
Keynesian spending programme first, 
leaving any socialist measures to later, 
could not work, because the forces of 
capital internationally and domestically 
would be untouched.

In my view, there was another option: 
a broad and wide programme to replace 
capitalism. For me Greek capitalism 
needed to be replaced, in or out of the 
euro. That would mean public ownership 
of all big business and foreign capital in 
Greece; a democratic mobilisation of 
workers to control their workplaces and 
the economy, with a plan of investment 
and production. A socialist Syriza could 
then appeal for support among the wider 
labour movement in Europe to force their 
governments to drop their imposition of 
austerity, cancel the debt and begin a 
Europe-wide programme of investment 
to include Greece.

Such a strategy would have more 
support from other European workers 
and at home than one that concentrated 
on condemning the euro as the problem. 
After all, there was always a majority of 
Greeks in favour of staying in the euro 
and the EU. Greece is a small and weak 
capitalist economy - it cannot succeed 
without success in the rest of Europe; 
and that applies to a socialist Greece too. 
But at least the Greek people would be 
in control of their own capital assets and 
labour allocation.

But, whatever the merits of a 
Keynesian or Marxist option back 
in 2015, now we have the return of 
a pro-business, corrupt, dynastic-led 
New Democracy government, which 
originally presided over the financial 
crash and recession back in 2010. The 
programme of the new government 
under Kyriakos Mitsotakis is to privatise, 
reduce taxes for the rich and encourage 
foreign investment, while keeping wages 
and pensions down and government 
services to the minimum - neoliberalism 
if you want to call it that.

The real aim is to boost the profitability 
of Greek capital as the economic solution 
and hope that capitalists then invest in 
Greece. According to the EU’s AMECO 
database, Greece’s net return on capital 
plummeted by 35% from 2007 to 
2012. Under the Syriza government, 
profitability recovered by 20%, but is 
still some 15% below the 2007 peak.

The aim of the new government will 
be to continue the work of Syriza to save 
capitalism, but with extra energy and 
vengeance. Meanwhile a new global 
recession looms nearer l

Michael Roberts blogs at https://
thenextrecession.wordpress.com.

Notes
1. See https://thenextrecession.wordpress.
com/2016/05/24/greece-the-never-ending-circle,
2. See https://thenextrecession.wordpress.
com/2018/05/22/greece-the-spectre-of-debt
3. www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-48798764.
4. Ibid.
5. See https://thenextrecession.wordpress.
com/2015/03/14/greece-keynes-or-marx.
6. www.tlaxcala-int.org/article.
asp?reference=14397.
7. Ibid.
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Turkey’s arms 
industry is on 
a war footing 

High-risk foreign adventures
Erdoğan has been engaging in lavish military spending despite the poor state of the economy, reports 
Esen Uslu

I n the aftermath of the defeat of 
president Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s 
Justice and Development Party 

(AKP) in the Istanbul mayoral 
elections, the survival instincts of his 
regime are now focused on foreign 
policy. Following the infamous maxim 
of Sir Cecil Rhodes, “If you want to 
avoid civil war, you must become 
imperialists”, Erdoğan has adopted a 
new swagger in his approach to regional 
disputes. While no doubt this is intended 
to garner domestic support, it may also 
prove very costly to both Turkey and its 
neighbours.

His attempts to extend Turkey’s 
military commitments and acts of 
aggression come at a time when the 
economy looks unable to sustain costly 
foreign adventures. Spiralling inflation 
is back with a vengeance. Turning 
all established precepts upside down, 
Erdoğan-style economics blames high 
interest rates for rising inflation, and 
insists that only by reducing those rates 
can the economy be boosted. Even the 
head of the so-called ‘independent’ 
Central Bank - appointed by Erdoğan 
via a controversial process a few years 
back - was summarily dismissed when 
he seemed unwilling to reduce rates. 
Will the new governor of the bank dare 
cut the 24% rate, fixed in September 
2018 to avoid a meltdown of the 
Turkish lira?

Since the interest hike, the 
government has attempted to reduce 
the impact of the painful economic 
slowdown by tax cuts, incentives and 
subsidies. For many goods the ‘Private 
Consumption Tax’ (PCT) and VAT 
rates were reduced (sometimes to zero) 
for a period that ends this month. The 
PCT was introduced as a special tax 
to alleviate the burden of the major 
earthquake of 1999. However, it was 
transformed into a regular tax in 2002, 
and has become a principal money-
maker for governments since. Yet, 
despite all these attempts to fire up 
the sluggish economy, the results have 
been dismal and their effect could be 
measured by the Istanbul mayoral 
election results. Now a new package is 
being prepared.

Overseas conflict
Nevertheless, as I have pointed out, 
despite the sorry state of the economy 
the AKP is intent on financing foreign 
adventures. Turkish armed forces 
control two zones under occupation in 
Syria, and maintain 12 “observation 
positions” in Idlib province. They are 
threatening to occupy further zones 
west of the Euphrates river too.

The military is also waging a 
large-scale combined operation in 
northern Iraq against the Kurds. Daily 
surveillance flights with domestically 
produced unmanned aerial vehicles 
(UAVs) are complemented by airforce 
raids, as well as UAV strikes. In some 
areas Turkish troops are in control 
up to 15 kilometres from the border 
within Iraqi/Kurdish territory and have 
established new bases controlling the 
traditional routes along the valleys. In 
effect Turkey has unilaterally redrawn 
the borders agreed with Iraq decades 
ago.

Meanwhile, the deep seabed 
exploration for gas and oil around 
Cyprus has become another bone of 
contention. The gas fields discovered 
off the coast of Israel and Cyprus and the 
development of the adjacent Zohr field 
in Egypt have increased competition as 
well as tension.

Turkey has declared that it does 
not accept the unilateral declaration of 
an economic zone off Cyprus by the 
internationally recognised government, 
and has sent two drilling ships, both of 
which are now operating to the south 
of Cyprus. Istanbul has been asked to 
desist by the ‘international community’ 
to no avail. When the Greek Cypriots 
issued international arrest warrants 
against the crew of the drilling ships, 
Turkey’s response was to use UAVs to 
keep the area under surveillance and 
organise navy and airforce patrols.

The outcome of the Greek 
elections, resulting in a new rightwing 
government, could also mean an 
escalation of tensions. Meanwhile 
Cyprus is planning to enlarge the Mari 
base to accommodate the French navy 
- president Emmanuel Macron has 
become quite vocal against Turkey’s 
drilling, and Erdoğan has publicly 
attacked him.

The US navy’s Sixth Fleet is also 
off Cyprus protecting the ExxonMobil 
company and other US interests in the 
region. On July 8, the state department 
released a press statement, which 
claimed: “This provocative step raises 
tensions in the region. We urge Turkish 
authorities to halt these operations 
and encourage all parties to act with 
restraint.”1

Turkey’s involvement in Libya’s 

civil war has also had repercussions. 
A spokesperson for Khalifa Haftar’s 
National Libyan Army recently declared 
that any ship or plane with a Turkish flag 
would be regarded as hostile and treated 
accordingly - immediately afterwards 
six crew members of a ship docked in a 
Libyan port were detained and released 
only after sustained pressure from 
Istanbul. This followed the defeat of his 
forces attacking Tripoli. It soon became 
apparent that overt and covert supply of 
Turkish arms and personnel had been 
instrumental in forcing the withdrawal 
of NLA forces.

While Turkey has built a good 
relationship with Russia, there are some 
who are piling on the pressure to thwart 
that. The Royal Navy’s HMS Duncan is 
yet again in the Black Sea, taking part in 
a large naval exercise called Sea Breeze 
with the participation of warships from 
17 countries, including Turkey and 
USA. The exercise aims to demonstrate 
support for Ukraine’s territorial 
integrity in opposition to Russia’s 
annexation of Crimea and aggression 
in eastern Ukraine, according to official 
press releases. This is highly pertinent, 
since there is a large Crimean Tatar 
community living in exile in Turkey 
and, since the cold war era, the Crimea 
has been used as a tool to drum up anti-
communist and nationalistic sentiments, 
making it quite difficult for Erdoğan to 
backtrack.

However, the president has been 
quite skilful when he decides to 
backtrack on some issues. During his 
recent visit to China, he uttered not 
a word on the plight of Uyghurs in 
Xinjiang and, when he was pressed on 
the issue, calmly stated that “Turkey 

remains committed to a one-China 
policy” - it “will not allow anyone 
to drive a wedge in its relations with 
China”. However, the extremist Uyghur 
fighters of the Turkestan Islamic Party 
are operating with impunity around Jisr 
al-Shughour under the protection of 
Turkish ‘observation posts’ in the Idlib 
province of Syria.

Armaments
To facilitate these incursions into 
neighbouring countries Turkey has 
changed the structure of its armed 
forces. Now all land forces are made up 
of professional soldiers - compulsory 
military service is mainly used to 
indoctrinate the young male population 
with nationalist dogma for a couple 
of weeks - for the remaining service 
duration there is an option of paying a 
withdrawal fee, which is actually a form 
of taxation.

Meanwhile a major programme of 
shipbuilding - including submarines, 
frigates and even a helicopter landing 
ship - is underway. However, a joint 
programme with the UK to produce 
a domestic fighter-bomber with the 
financial backing of Qatar seems to have 
fizzled out, following Rolls-Royce’s 
withdrawal from supplying engine 
technology this year. But a helicopter 
gunship produced in collaboration with 
Italy was rapidly put into service. A 
new heavier version is on the drawing 
board and a helicopter peddled as the 
first example of a “local and national” 
aircraft has been undergoing flight tests.

Armoured vehicles and blast-
proof personnel carriers are also big 
business. Mobile artillery and howitzers 
have been produced in large numbers 

and put into service. Similarly short- 
and medium-range artillery rocket 
technology has been developed and put 
into operation. Also anti-tank rockets 
for land-based and aerial platforms.

The main beneficiary of this 
spending spree - draped in the national 
flag and accompanied by Islamic chants 
in support of ‘martyrs’ - has, of course, 
been the Turkish arms industry. There 
has not been much media focus on this 
lavish spending. While for the moment 
the money is flowing in from the Gulf, 
the negative results may not be tangible, 
but in the long run all these debts have 
to be paid.

However, Turkey is facing another 
test as the USA and Nato are opposed 
to the purchase of long-range anti-
aircraft systems from Russia - Istanbul 
is threatened with sanctions and a 
deterioration of relations. Nonetheless, 
it is pressing on with the deployment 
of S-400s. Despite the noises coming 
from the Trump administration, Russian 
military planes have been landing 
in Turkey along with the technical 
personnel needed to install the S-400 
missiles (that includes visiting military 
airfields that have been off-limit for 
many years).

So these are interesting - and 
dangerous - times, yet the nationalistic, 
anti-Kurdish sentiment prevailing in so-
called progressive circles has paralysed 
the opposition. Nobody is raising these 
issues on the streets except the Peoples’ 
Democratic Party, while parliament has 
been relegated to a talking shop. Even 
Turkish journalists working for the 
foreign press are now being targeted with 
veiled threats - giving an idea of what 
may come in the near future. Hundreds of 
journalists have already been imprisoned 
for years, with or without conviction, on 
trumped-up charges.

Could all this be a prelude to a 
new wave of repression or just the 
thrashing about of a dying AKP 
regime? There are many signs 
indicating that the AKP is decaying 
from within. A former economics 
minister, Ali Babacan, has resigned 
from it with the intention of forming 
an alternative political party, while ex-
president Abdullah Gül seems to be 
supporting the move. And the former 
prime minister, Ahmet Davutoğlu, 
has been pursuing a similar aim. Will 
he also resign from the AKP and will 
they join forces? Watch this space l

Notes
1. www.state.gov/turkish-drilling-in-cypriot-
claimed-waters-2.
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