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Unionist dupes
One of the central arguments of left 
unionists is that support for a ‘yes’ 
vote in the Scottish referendum is 
promoting anti-English chauvinism and 
racism. Not only did I reject this in my 
previous letter (June 12), but turned the 
argument upside down. The problem is 
unionism promoting the fear of anti-
English racism in order build support 
for ‘no’ among the significant minority 
of English people living in Scotland. It 
is part of ‘Project Fear’.

Ian Donovan says: “It’s good that 
Steve Freeman has chosen not to 
brazenly defend his earlier, implicitly 
xenophobic smears against leftwing 
opponents of the SNP’s separatist 
referendum for Scotland” (Letters, July 
3). Of course I deny any “xenophobic 
smears”. They were not “smears”. They 
were allegations. I am not defending 
allegations, rather explaining them 
again for those who either didn’t read 
them or didn’t understand them.

Not for the first time I have 
complained that Ian doesn’t read what 
I said. He avoids the words, “Scottish 
republic”, which is central to my 
argument. He only uses the word, 
“separation”, which I never used. 
He makes up what he thinks I could 
have said and then shoots down what 
he has attributed to me. He thinks I 
won’t defend my previous allegations 
against the British mafiosi about anti-
English racism and chauvinism. Yet in 
my letter of June 26 I ended by saying: 
“The last point concerns Ian’s failure to 
understand the point about anti-English 
racism in the referendum period. I make 
(or made) no claim about how the 
situation may change after the result. I 
hope to comment on the ‘dark side’ of 
the ruling class on another occasion”.

Another occasion has arrived. Notice 
the words, “ruling class”, if you are 
offended by the term, “British mafiosi”. 
Their “dark side” is a reference to what 
the queen herself called “dark forces”. 
I am, of course, referring to MI5, one 
of the crown’s most powerful political 
organisations. Even Jack Conrad in 

identifying the British ruling class as 
unionist and loyalist did not mention 
them (‘Sinking loyalism and lifeboat 
nationalism’, June 26). MI5 was 
heavily involved in the miners’ strike 
and struggle in Ireland. What are they 
doing about this little matter?

Are they neutral - refusing to take 
sides, or perhaps going on holiday until 
October? I doubt it. Are they siding with 
the ‘yes’ campaign, biting the hand that 
feeds them, tearing up their oaths and 
commitments to the crown? I doubt it. 
The whole raison d’être for MI5 is the 
‘defence of the realm’. They will be 
fighting the unionist cause with all the 
dirty tricks at their disposal.

It is highly significant that Ian did 
not mention them, much less their role 
in the referendum. Jack tells us the 
respectable unionist parties and the 
military establishment want nothing 
official to do with the UK Independence 
Party and the Orange Order. Ministers 
of the crown have their own covert ways 
of dividing and ruling, coordinated with 
their agents in the Daily Racist Garbage 
and the rest of the gutter press.

I am not saying that left unionists 
are paid agents of MI5. That would be 
a smear, not least because I have no 
evidence for making such a claim. The 
fact is their own economistic theories 
and false ideologies make them into 
willing dupes of the British ruling 
class. Look at George Galloway when 
he stood up to the ruling class over Iraq. 
Now see how far he has fallen, right into 
the cesspit of unionism, as he praises the 
heroic stand of the unionist billionaire, 
JK Rowling.

Greg Philo, a left unionist or 
unionist-socialist, wrote a piece on 
‘Socialism and nationalism’, in which 
he identified anti-English racism. He 
says: “some incidents attracted a 
lot of attention, especially that of a 
disabled man being pulled from his 
car and attacked for having a union 
jack, and a young boy being punched 
in the street for having an England 
football shirt. The crucial point is that 
a rise in nationalist fervour is likely 
to intensify a divisive racism” (http://
redpaper.net/page/2).

A Scottish government spokesperson 
said the number of incidents had actually 
fallen from 84 to 57. So who supplied 

Greg Philo with this information? He 
cites The Daily Telegraph (December 
10 2013) as a source. The Telegraph 
reports: “The Tories highlighted 
Scottish government statistics showing 
that 5% of complainers or victims of 
racist attacks in 2012-13 were English.” 
Margaret Mitchell (Tory justice 
spokesperson) said she was worried that 
statistics demonstrated that anti-English 
feeling was on the increase north of 
the border ahead of next September’s 
referendum. She went on to say that 
“anti-English rhetoric doesn’t help”.

I have been at meetings where left 
unionist Sandy McBurney has tried to 
associate ‘yes’ supporters with anti-
English racism. It is one of his main 
arguments. Its aim is to divide the left 
in England from the vast majority of 
the left in Scotland. It is using ‘fear of 
racism’ to divide people. Ian himself 
plays the same game. He says: “The 
nationalists are struggling to get the 
support they need and to do so they 
have to try to actively poison relations 
between the working class of Scotland 
and the rest of the UK. Their ‘left’ 
supporters have to help them in this 
task.” Physician, heal thyself!

Ian accuses me of “dog whistling”. 
I don’t know what he means, but I 
suppose he is accusing me of whistling 
at the dogs of unionism. These dogs 
have been barking too loudly for too 
long. They are very dangerous. If you 
doubt this go and watch the forthcoming 
Orange Order demo in Scotland.

Whistling our derision at the 
unionists is the least we can do - it is 
our solemn duty as internationalists. 
Now Scottish workers have a chance 
to do more than whistle by voting ‘yes’ 
against the British union on September 
18. And if you are in England win the 
support of your friends and fellow 
workers for the ‘Scottish republic yes’ 
and build support for much greater 
democracy both sides of the border. 
Only then might a federal republic 
actually turn up.
Steve Freeman
Scottish Republic Yes tendency, Left 
Unity

Hipster
I think your regular correspondent, 
Alan Johnstone of the Socialist Party 

of Great Britain, is being a little 
ungenerous when he complains about 
his party not being mentioned by 
Jack Conrad even among the “Uncle 
Tom Cobley and all” left fragments 
(Letters, June 26).

Alan and the SPGB seem to have 
free and open space in the Weekly 
Worker to express their views on a fairly 
frequent basis. Just a short, wee while 
ago I recall Weekly Worker editor Peter 
Manson on the then forthcoming Euro 
elections advising workers in Wales “to 
cast a critical vote for the Socialist Party 
of Great Britain” and in the North West 
“to vote for the Socialist Equality Party” 
(‘Vote Tusc, vote left’, May 22).

I do not recall from exactly which 
putrid microbiological culture dish 
the SEP emerged from. And I am not 
particularly bothered. I just remember 
being told if you want to keep clear of 
‘intelligence’ agencies from some very 
nasty foreign dictatorships, keep well 
clear of the WRP, its multiple splits and 
fragments, and its genetically spliced 
offspring. Alan and his comrades must 
be really pleased to have received the 
‘critical’ vote of confidence from the 
Weekly Worker and to be listed among 
such ‘interesting’ sectlets as the SEP 
in this regard.

Incidentally, I note that Alan 
always signs his letters as being 
SPGB. Does this mean Alan always 
speaks on behalf of the SPGB, that his 
views are always the democratically 
and collectively determined view of 
the SPGB? I somehow suspect not. I 
sense Alan ‘shoots from the hip’ in his 
letter-writing, and then has to face a 
bit of a row back home over what he 
has written!

It’s all good fun, and leaves ‘our’ 
capitalist class quite untroubled ... 
which is the main thing.
Andrew Northall
Kettering

Safely spaced
Now that the Weekly Worker has made 
itself clear about ‘safe spaces’, I should 
say that, while I’m in the middle, this 
professional worker is leaning towards 
(albeit very) critical support of that 
personal conduct policy. Your citation 
of the Social Democratic Party of 
Germany right wing’s anti-criticism 
stance might be taken as disingenuous 
(‘Bolshevism was not a safe space for 
opportunism’, July 3). The difference 
is that said stance was stated during a 
revolutionary period. Left Unity’s ‘safe 
spaces’ policy exists outside of such.

Again, this professional worker 
agrees that diplomatic criticism isn’t 
enough, but surely we should be capable 
of offering professional criticism, which 
is neither criticism-for-the-sake-of-
criticism nor more amateurish forms, the 
latter including tiresome ad hominems 
and polemical slurs that only drive 
people away!

Professional criticism can be worded 
in ways like informed concerns, or 
alarms over another group’s lack of 
due diligence. Surely, this is the case 
in the time-tested-and-failed reform 
coalitionism strategy, an advocate 
of which you quoted (from the SPD 
right wing). We should be the ones 
internalising the political equivalent 
of due diligence as part of offering 
professional criticism. You write: 
“Naturally, this means trying to 
accurately represent the views of 
opponents, but pulling no punches.” I 
agree, but unfortunately I’ve observed 
more than enough of a fair share of 
personalised misrepresentations, so 
I also favour, outside revolutionary 
p e r i o d s ,  c o u n t e r a b u s e  a n d 
counterbullying enforcement by 
personal-conduct ‘apparatchiks’.
Jacob Richter
email

Bad faith
I would like to reply to comrade Gupta 
(Letters, June 26) and Mr Lawton 

(Letters, July 3).
I never claimed to have met or 

have any inside knowledge about the 
Vicar of Rome. I merely note that a 
man who needs a bulletproof vehicle, 
whether he gets shot or not, is clearly 
lacking in faith. After all, whatever the 
outcome, it would be god’s will. Also, 
if comrade Gupta is ever successful in 
securing an audience with the purveyor 
of superstition, maybe he could ask for 
a little wealth distribution.

The comrade asks what other ideas 
I might have for “after the revolution”. 
Of course, all thoughts and ideas which 
are printed in the Weekly Worker letters 
page are merely hypothetical, as no-one 
can predict the outcome, although some 
ideas do receive overreaction from the 
more, shall we say, reactionary reader.

Some of my ideas include the 
replacement of the existing order and its 
buildings, palaces, castles, universities, 
monarchy, pomp and ceremony with 
high-tech places of learning and leisure 
centres, hospitals, housing, etc.

Throughout the world money would 
be abolished and replaced with working 
for the common good, where all citizens 
of the world would be free from border 
controls. They would work together to 
bring proper drinking water and decent 
food, education and build high-spec 
housing for all.

History would be taught from the 
workers’ point of view and not that of 
the kings and queens, so, yes, there 
would be a fair bit of book-burning. 
Comrade Gupta’s views on Marxism 
seem to suggest it’s where the few end 
up in the palaces quaffing champagne 
and looking at paintings of the last 
supper and the rest who are sidelined. 
That’s us, the real working class, who 
would be welcome to come out of our 
housing association hovels and marvel 
at the classical buildings and stately 
homes that the modern ‘Stalinists’ 
would now occupy, after which the 
workers could return to the factories.

I can visualise the bulldozers in 
Revolution Square, once known as 
Trafalgar Square, with no Nelson’s 
column. A voice would come from a 
megaphone directed at the National 
Gallery: ‘Would Lord Gupta and his 
pals please put down their glasses of 
champagne, come outside and join 
the workers in creating a brand new 
world? You have nothing to lose but 
your chains.’

Mr Lawton says: “It seems that 
Mr Roberts, as a self-described 
‘revolutionary socialist’, stands for 
a war on religion. Yet he fails to tell 
us how bulldozing religious buildings 
(some of which are beautiful works 
of architecture and culture) relates to 
us achieving socialism - the abolition 
of classes.”

At the point of bulldozing religious 
buildings we would already be a 
long way to achieving socialism/
communism, having already gained 
the majority either democratically 
(preferred option) or through armed 
struggle. The religious buildings are 
symbols of the oppressor, as are palaces 
and, of course, financial districts. 
The symbols of oppression must be 
removed as a huge psychological 
victory for the working class. The 
notion that some religious buildings 
are beautiful and of culture and should 
be kept is totally bourgeois.

Mr Lawton may need a more 
in-depth explanation and here I 
suggest he reads Nikolai Bukharin’s 
and Evgenii Preobrazhensky’s The 
ABC of communism, chapter 11, on 
‘Communism and religion’ (www.
marxists .org/archive/bukharin/
works/1920/abc/11.htm).

On a more personal note, I have no 
idea why he refers to “r-r-revolutionaries”, 
but must congratulate him on an excellent 
impersonation of Arkwright from the TV 
series Open all hours.
Tony Roberts
email

We’re off!
We are off at a cracking pace in 

this year’s Summer Offensive, 
the annual fundraising drive of the 
Communist Party. As we go to press, 
the money in hand is an impressive 
£5,564 - something like £3k ahead 
of where we were at a comparable 
stage last year. Particular thanks 
go to DG for his £500 in cash, 
handed in on the very first day 
of the campaign (June 28), to the 
comrades responsible for £100 
in badges sales and the numerous 
smaller contributions from the likes 
of FK (£20), SM (£20), GD (£25) 
and NW (£20).

This is our 29th Summer 
Offensive - which makes those 
of us who have participated in all 
of them feel particularly decrepit. 
Our first campaign in 1985 was 
inspired above all by the miners’ 
Great Strike. This demanded that 
every political trend worth its 
salt upped its game, politically 
and organisationally. Few passed 
the test. Indeed, the miners’ fight 
exposed everything that was hollow 
and unserious in the movement and 
directly brought about the demise 
of some groups (for example, the 
weird, but relatively substantial 
organisation of Gerry Healy, 
Vanessa Redgrave and co - the 

laughably misnamed Workers 
Revolutionary Party - imploded 
soon after the strike).

Apart from the faction around The 
Leninist (the forerunner of today’s 
Weekly Worker), other trends in the 
CPGB proved themselves to be 
useless to the struggle - although, 
to be fair, the Stalinite left of the 
party was supportive of the miners’ 
fight, in its own myopic, left-Labour 
reformist way, while the rightwing 
Eurocommunists were poison and 
more or less explicitly opposed to 
the ‘macho’ struggle.

The Leninist transformed itself 
from a quarterly theoretical journal 
(actually, more like three times a 
year, once we’d agonised over each 
issue) into a monthly newspaper 
that, by the end of the strike, had 
won itself a not inconsiderable 
readership amongst an important 
layer of the very best militants of the 
National Union of Mineworkers. So 
in 1985, we needed to consolidate 
these advances and push ahead - 
and, for that, cash was vital.

Other sources of inspiration 
were our comrades from Turkey 
around the İşçinin Sesi newspaper 
that organised a hugely impressive 
annual campaign, but also the 
funding initiatives of the Bolsheviks 

and newspapers edited by Marx. 
So, the Summer Offensive was 
born - and (we are proud to say in 
hindsight) actually caused a small 
split in our ranks at the moment of 
its inception.

Thus, the antecedents of today’s 
SO stretch back much further than 
1985. It is a campaign we are 
immensely proud of and - given 
the continuing decay of so much 
of the left that surrounds us - it is 
extremely encouraging that it has 
got off to such good start. Members 
and closer supporters of the party 
have so far pledged an impressive 
£22,850. However, to hit our target 
of £30k by August 23 - the last day 
of our annual school, Communist 
University - we need sympathisers, 
regular readers and all those who 
value the role of this paper and 
its ‘Augean stables’ project in 
our movement to help us over the 
finishing line.

No donation is too small, 
comrades. Nor, it goes without 
saying, too large! l

Mark Fischer

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

Summer Offensive
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CPGB podcasts
Every Monday we upload a podcast commenting on the current 
political situation. In addition, the site features voice files of public 
meetings and other events: http://cpgb.org.uk/home/podcasts. 

London Communist Forum
Sunday July 13, 5pm: No seminar
Sunday July 20, 5pm: Weekly political report from CPGB Provisional 
Central Committee, followed by open discussion and Capital reading 
group. Calthorpe Arms, 252 Grays Inn Road, London WC1. This 
meeting: Vol 1, appendix: ‘Results of the immediate process of 
production’ (continued).
Organised by CPGB: www.cpgb.org.uk.

Urbicide of Palestine
Friday July 4 to Monday August 4: Exhibition, To the jungle, 6 
Dalston Lane, Dalston Junction, Hackney, London E8.
Organised by Palestine Solidarity Campaign: www.palestinecampaign.org.

Marxism 2014
Thursday July 10-14, 12pm: Annual festival, Institute of Education, 
20 Bedford Way, London WC1. 
Organised by Socialist Workers Party: www.marxismfestival.org.uk. 

Stop the bombing
Friday July 11, 5.30pm: Emergency protest, Israel embassy, 2 Palace 
Green, London W8 (nearest tube: High Street Kensington).
Organised by Stop the War Coalition: www.stopwar.org.uk.

Durham Miners Gala
Saturday July 12, 8.30am till late: Annual labour movement day 
event, Durham city centre.
Organised by Durham Miners Gala: http://durhamminers.org/Gala.html.

No to TTIP
Saturday July 12, 12pm: Protest against the Transatlantic Trade and 
Investment Partnership, Department for Business, Innovation and 
Skills, 1 Victoria Street, London SW1. 
Organised by No to TTIP: www.noTTIP.org.uk. 

Support Ritzy workers
Saturday July 12, 7pm until late: Benefit for striking workers, The 
Grosvenor, 17 Sidney Road, Stockwell, London SW9. Live bands, DJs, 
visuals, food - £4.
Organised by Ritzy Living Wage: www.facebook.com/RitzyLivingWage. 

No arms dealers at Science Museum
Monday July 14, 6.15pm: Anti-arms trade protest, Science Museum, 
Exhibition Road, London SW7.
Organised by Campaign Against the Arms Trade: www.caat.org.uk. 

War matters
Monday July 14, 7.30pm: Film screening, Rumi’s Cave, Willesden 
Lane, London NW6. Showing of War matters plus Q&A with the film’s 
editor, Ethan Race.
Organised by Stop the War Coalition: www.stopwar.org.uk.

The left and Scottish independence
Tuesday July 15, 6.30pm: Debate, committee room 10, House of 
Commons, Westminster, London SW1.
Organised by the People’s Parliament:
www.thepeoplesparliament.me.uk/themes/scottish-independence. 

Against austerity
Tuesday July 15, 7pm: Meeting, Five Leaves Bookshop, 14A Long 
Row, Nottingham NG1. Speaker: Andrew Fisher.
Organised by Labour Representation Committee: www.l-r-c.org.uk.

The real World War I
Saturday July 19, 10am: Demonstration to commemorate the real 
history of the war, Imperial War Museum, Lambeth Road, London SE1.
Organised by The Real WW1: www.therealww1.wordpress.com.

Yorkshire People’s Assemblies
Sunday July 20, 3pm to 6pm: Regional gathering, TSSA office, 51-53  
Nunnery Lane, York.
Organised by York People’s Assembly:
http://yorkpeoplesassembly.wordpress.com.

Crisis in Iraq
Thursday July 24, 7pm: Public meeting, ‘How the US-UK wrecked 
a country’, St Saviour’s Hall, St Saviour’s Road, Saltley, Birmingham 
B8. Speaker: Chris Nineham.
Organised by Stop the War Coalition: www.stopwar.org.uk.

Palestine solidarity
Friday July 25, 8pm: An evening of Arabic song, Rich Mix, 47 
Bethnal Green Road, London E1. With Reem Kelani.
Organised by Palestine Solidarity Campaign: www.palestinecampaign.org.

No to Nato
Saturday August 30, 1pm: Anti-imperialist protest, through central 
Newport. Assemble Civic Centre car park, Godfrey Road, for march to 
rally at Westgate Square. 
Sunday August 31, 10am: Counter-demonstration, County Hall, 
Atlantic Wharf, Cardiff CF10. Speakers include: Boris Kagarlitsky, 
Jeremy Corbyn, Lindsey German. 
Organised by Stop the War Coalition: www.stopwar.org.uk. 

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.

Purist
Reece Lawton’s criticism of Tony 
Robert’s ultra-left position on religion 
should be welcomed by everyone on 
the left (Letters, July 3).

However, when Lawton proceeds 
to criticise me, he fails to rise above 
dogmatism and avoids the issue. He is 
not interested in facts or experience, but 
only in doctrinal purity. This brings to 
mind the wise words: “A man should 
look for what is, and not for what he 
thinks should be” (Albert Einstein).

What Einstein is saying is that 
theory is all very well and necessary, 
but in the end we have to follow the 
facts. For instance, no-one claims that 
Marxism calls for the persecution of 
religious people in its theory. However, 
in practice, Marxist-led revolutions 
have persecuted religious people in 
Russia, Spain and China, etc. Cuba 
seems to be an exception, but the 
leadership around Castro did not 
originate in the Marxist movement 
and the regime was able to survive 
the downfall of the Soviet Union and 
eastern European regimes, even though 
Cuba is only 90 miles off the coast of 
America. This would not have been 
possible if the Cuban leadership had 
the same attitude and practice towards 
the religious element in Cuba, which 
is a Catholic country, as traditional 
Marxist-led regimes displayed.

There is no call for the persecution 
of religion in Marxist theory, as Lawton 
recognises, but in practice it happened. 
Lawton doesn’t recognise that there is 
often contradiction between what people 
say and what they do. He claims I am 
unaware of the Marxist position on 
religion, and triumphantly declares that 
I have made a fool of myself. Lawton 
can say this because he defends what the 
Marxist position is on paper, but ignores 
practice. As an uncritical defender of 
Marxism, he is unable to comprehend my 
position when I argue that its attitude on 
religion is one way Marxism undermines 
the struggle for socialism. By its attitude, 
I mean not only how Marxists relate to 
religion and its supporters, but also the 
Marxist theory of religion, viewing it 
one-sidedly as a ideological product of 
class society, which implies that pre-
class societies had no religion, while 
ignoring the metaphysical base of its 
origins. Thus, Marxists believe in the 
crude notion that, if people are well fed, 
live well, minus oppression, religion will 
fade away.

Lawton claims that I am a deluded 
liberal who “completely lacks an 
understanding of Marxism, yet is 
content to attack his own caricature of 
it”. This is rich, coming from a person 
who confuses theory with practice; rich 
indeed from someone who argues in his 
reply that socialism means the abolition 
of classes, an idea which is nowhere 
to be found in Marxist text. Finally, 
Lawton claims that communists cannot 
struggle for socialism successfully 
without Marxist leadership, but offers 
no proof of this theory. Such proof is 
necessary in view of the fact that most 
regimes claiming to be Marxist have 
collapsed. So, Mr Lawton, bring it on, 
if you dare.
Tony Clark
Email

Ex-devotee
Comrade Clark (Letters, July 3) lacks 
neither combativity nor persistence 
- a bit like comrade Marx. But I was 
surprised he didn’t realise that when 
Marx declared that he was no Marxist 
he was simply being sarcastic. He was 
frustrated by people misunderstanding 
his arguments and then still claiming 
to be Marxists. For example, what are 
the parameters of Marx’s thinking and 
where does he demand that Marxists 
shouldn’t go beyond them?

Tony Clark’s previous letter did state 
that Marx had a one-sided hostility 
towards religion, and now he says that 
“the party should remain neutral in the 
atheism/theism debate”. That is, be 
agnostic, not critical - or, as comrade 

Clark puts it, “hostile”. In this way we 
could have won the religious masses 
away from fascism. This perfectly 
captures the bureaucratic mindset. What 
slicker way of winning the hearts of 
the ignorant and gullible masses than 
to refuse to state the truth?

Communism requires, on the other 
hand, an educated and politically aware 
working class that can take power and 
rule in its own right. While I accept that 
you can have a so-called bureaucratic 
socialism delivered from above by a 
self-generating elite, it is the antithesis 
of Marxism and of working class rule 
- the first step towards a stateless, 
classless society.

The comrade’s first two paragraphs 
do establish that he was once a devotee 
of Stalinism. He was opposed to “the 
rather simplistic view that Stalin was 
the leader of a counterrevolutionary 
Soviet bureaucracy”. It is good to 
see that he is trying to break away 
from that, but his lack of any real 
understanding of Marx is leading 
him to some bizarre conclusions. Not 
least the one contained in the final 
paragraph of his letter - that those who 
disagree with him “should logically 
argue that adherence to atheism should 
become a precondition for those who 
want to participate in the struggle for 
socialism”.

Marxism depends on united 
action in this world, not personal 
beliefs about our relationship to the 
supernatural. Communist atheists 
can easily live with the illusions of 
dedicated comrades whose actions 
speak louder than words. We are not 
anti-clericalists.
Phil Kent
London

Looking tired
Last weekend the Alliance for Workers’ 
Liberty put on its annual summer school, 
Ideas for Freedom. The event attracted 
over a hundred people on Saturday July 
5, from what I could see - not a bad 
turnout in the scheme of things, but 
probably worse than previous years. I 
went to a few different sessions from 
Saturday afternoon. It was fairly dull, 
but I managed to get into a couple 
of scraps with AWLers, which was 
reasonably instructive in itself.

I was not surprised that in the 
first session, on ‘Marxism and 
intersectionality’, Camila Bassi, the 
speaker on the pro-intersectionality 
side of the debate, managed to 
wheel out our very own Paul 
Demarty and his “terrible” article 
on the SWP crisis (‘Rape is not the 
problem’ Weekly Worker March 14 
2013), as an example of the level of 
depravity socialism descends to when 
dominated by patriarchy. Looking at 
the article again, I cannot actually 
find the quote she supposedly took 
from it, but in any case the article 
describes feminism as a moralistic 
approach to politics, which adds 
nothing to Marxism’s own thorough 
understanding of women’s oppression 
rooted in concrete historical forces.

She presented a discussion based 
on Engels, Eleanor Marx and Claudia 
Jones, of a type which she said had 
never appeared in the Weekly Worker - 
because we do not understand our own 
Marxist-feminist history, apparently. I 
pointed out how wrong this was, and 
asked her to clarify what she actually 
disagreed with in the Demarty article, 
but the response was pretty indignant: 
“How dare he tell me about feminism!” 
she repeated a couple times. The speaker 
from the AWL, Kate Harris, was fairly 
spot-on in describing intersectionality 
as a consciously anti-Marxist strain of 
thought that is based in the academy for 
the most part. However, this obviously 
calls into question the AWL’s active 
courting of this political milieu in 
the student movement - no doubt for 
opportunistic reasons.

The organisers did not feel the need 
to put on an AWL speaker in the session 
on Ukraine. Instead they handed it 
over to the duo that has been doing the 

rounds on the most pro-Maidan wing of 
the left - Chris Ford and his contact in 
the Ukrainian Left Opposition, Zakhar 
Popovych, who spoke over a very bad 
Skype connection. Some of the points 
made were convincing enough. That 
there was some kind of popular element 
at the beginning of the protests is clearly 
correct, and the antics of the Stalinist 
left have been ridiculous - specifically 
the sacking of, and refusal to publish 
articles by, a journalist in the Morning 
Star, because his reports contradicted 
the line that Maidan was purely a 
reactionary movement.

Even so, the AWL speakers in the 
room took this way too far, and really 
began to question whether calling 
some of the elements in the Ukrainian 
government fascists at all was even 
“useful”. Even Popovych corrected 
this, stating that there were certainly 
dangerous fascist elements in the 
administration. (Martin Thomas of the 
AWL attended this session, by the way. 
He was sporting a T-shirt bearing an 
Israeli flag and a Palestinian flag side 
by side, above the slogan, “Two states. 
One future!”, on the back and “Shalom!” 
- the Hebrew for ‘peace’ - on the front. It 
felt quite incongruous, given the Israeli 
bombardment and collective punishment 
of Gaza over the last week.

The last full session I went to was 
on the radical left after the SWP crisis. 
The AWL had managed to reel in 
Simon Hardy, who is national secretary 
of the almost dead International 
Socialist Network. He seems to be in 
danger of leaving a trail of defunct 
left organisations behind him, having 
wound up his Anti-Capitalist Initiative 
a few months ago. Prominent AWLer 
Ruth Cashman related to me afterwards 
that it would have been impossible to 
get other ISNers who actually represent 
the group’s politics better, like Paz 
Thomson, because they consider the 
AWL too politically toxic to touch with 
a barge pole.

But Cathy Nugent, the editor of 
Solidarity, the AWL’s paper, insisted that 
there was a need for activists to “know 
what they were for”, and be able to offer 
“vision” - it was not enough to simply 
be populists or anti-capitalists. There 
was also a need for firm, principled 
politics, she said. She praised Simon 
Hardy and others like him for their job 
of constituting the “hard left” of Left 
Unity, which she thought was important. 
This was obviously too ridiculous to take 
seriously. She talked about political 
timidity, but at the same time insisted 
the AWL was not getting involved in 
Left Unity in a big way because it had 
“other more important priorities”.

I said that I thought this was 
basically baloney, and that the AWL 
was too politically timid itself to engage 
seriously in the debates in Left Unity 
because of the likelihood of it being 
taken apart over its flagrant social-
imperialism. For this I was roundly 
denounced by the assembled AWLers, 
who were particularly incensed because 
the CPGB had tried to expel the AWL 
from LU’s Socialist Platform last 
year. Cathy obliquely referenced this 
incident as another reason the AWL 
were steering clear. I pointed out the 
obvious hypocrisy of the AWL signing 
a statement which contains a clause 
categorically opposing imperialist 
interventions - which was why we 
thought comrades who agreed with 
the AWL line on, say, Iraq and Libya 
should not have been allowed to join 
the SP. For this both I and the CPGB in 
general were condemned by everyone 
else in the room for telling “lies” about 
the AWL’s position on the occupation 
of those countries.

To me, the AWL senior and middle 
cadre are looking a little tired, as 
though they are just going through 
the motions. They seem to be courting 
softer targets like comrade Hardy in the 
regroupment milieu, but without any 
visible success. I can’t see them doing 
anything significant at present.
Daniel Harvey
London
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INTERNET

Balkanising the web
Government oppression and ‘right to be forgotten’ legislation threatens internet freedom, argues Eddie Ford

We have heard many times 
from cyber-libertarians, and 
their fellow thinkers on the 

left, that the internet will usher in a 
new utopian age of untrammelled 
freedom of expression. No boundaries, 
stateless, leaderless - everyone having 
an equal voice.

Of course, there is a certain truth to 
this - the internet is essentially free and 
a form of ‘real-time’ communication, 
obviously representing a marvellous 
technological advance. A tool to use. 
Communists would be the very last 
people to shun or belittle new technology, 
especially when it comes to the means of 
communication: we embrace anything 
which facilitates a freer and greater 
circulation of ideas. Alex Callinicos 
(‘Stalinicos’) of the Socialist Workers 
Party may mutter about the “dark side” 
of the internet, but that was just the 
instinctive reaction of a bureaucratic 
control-freak when confronted by a 
seemingly unstoppable flow of dissent. 
His equivalents throughout history have 
made similar complaints, whether it 
was about the seditious Caxton printing 
press, trains, paperbacks, radios or (in the 
case of the North Korean dictatorship) 
photocopiers.

Having said that, what needs to 
be realised is that the internet is not 
an astral force that floats above our 
base and fallen world - gloriously 
disconnected from the global capitalist 
system or governments. It is not 
necessarily indestructible, let alone 
a magical technology that bypasses 
the need for ‘old-fashioned’ forms 
of political organisation. The same 
old problems of class society and the 
cash nexus remain. There are various 
agents that want to tame and subvert 
the internet’s emancipatory potential - 
even start closing the gates if it comes 
to the crunch.

Localisation
We are not just talking here about the 
obvious example of state snooping 
by the likes of the US National 
Security Agency with the active 
collaboration of Google, Microsoft, 
Apple, Facebook, Yahoo, AOL, 
Skype, etc - what else would we 
expect them to be doing? Promoting 

world peace? Rather, in recent times 
we have seen distinct moves towards 
the Balkanisation of the web, and in 
turn further governmental control and 
censorship. We already have China’s 
‘Golden Shield Project’ (aka the ‘Great 
Firewall of China’) that was initiated in 
1998 and began active operations five 
years later - to which Google almost 
immediately capitulated. The size of 
its ‘internet police’ is estimated to be 
some two million, the largest in the 
world. Interestingly, legislation first 
introduced in 1997 and expanded upon 
since, stipulates that no-one may use 
the internet for “making falsehoods 
or distorting the truth”, “spreading 
rumours”, “destroying the order of 
society” or “injuring the reputation 
of state organisations” - sounds a bit 
like a charge sheet from those who 
currently dominate Manchester Left 
Unity. Naturally, only “licensed print 
publishers” in China have the authority 
to deliver news online.

Similarly, Iran has attempted to 
censor the internet, especially when 
president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad 
became president in 2005 - with the 
regime targeting social media networks 
such as Facebook and Twitter. The ruling 
AKP party in Turkey has also made 
partial moves to suppress these outlets, 
Recep Erdoğan regularly raging against 
the ‘immoral’ website, YouTube, and so 
on. Russia too appears to be heading 
in the same general direction. Last 
month the duma passed the first reading 
of a bill against the dissemination of 
“extremism”, effectively banning the 
forwarding, reposting or retweeting of 
undesirable information. The Kremlin, 
of course, claims the legislation is 
purely for “data protection”, but in 
reality it could muzzle social networks 
and create a closed and censored version 
of the internet within the borders of 
Russia. If passed, the new rule will 
not formally come into operation until 
September 2016, but you can bet your 
bottom dollar that the Putin government 
will act early against sites that show no 
signs of complying - the state telecoms 
agency, Roskomnadzor, now having 
the authority to force local internet 
providers to restrict access to services.

Brazil also has plans to ‘localise’ 

the internet, portraying this as a 
radical move to break free of Yankee 
imperialism. Dilma Rousseff, the 
Brazilian president and former urban 
guerrilla, has an ambitious plan that 
includes constructing submarine 
cables that do not route through the 
US, building internet exchange points 
in Brazil, creating an encrypted email 
service through the state postal service 
and having Facebook, Google and other 
companies store data about Brazilians 
on servers in Brazil. And in April this 
year she actually signed into law the 
Marco civil da internet, the so-called 
internet ‘Magna Carta’.1 The new law 
explicitly applies to any company 
anywhere that has at least one Brazilian 
user, has servers located in Brazil or 
runs an office there - ie, just about every 
internet company on the planet. Once 
the law enters into effect next month, 
a Silicon Valley-based firm could, for 
example, be penalised for complying 
with US data protection laws that 
come into conflict with the Marco civil. 
Failure to comply can result in fines of 
up to 10% of Brazil-origin revenues or 
service blockage in the country.

Despite its progressive gloss, 
Rousseff’s ‘Magna Carta’ is yet 
another step towards Balkanisation - 
after all, she is the head of a bourgeois 
government more concerned with 
wasting obscene amounts of money on 
white-elephant football stadiums, whilst 
workers can barely afford to travel to 
work or even eat properly (and Brazil 
still lost 7-1). Why should we trust 
anything she says?  In order to have a 
healthy future, the internet, the network 
of networks, must have a fundamentally 
global foundation - not be carved up 
into smaller and smaller pieces or be 
increasingly subject to short-sighted 
and reactionary local/national laws.

Oblivion?
Now we have the so-called ‘right to 
be forgotten’ that was upheld by the 
European court of justice on May 13. 
The ruling originally came about when 
the court ordered Google to remove 
a link to a 15-year-old newspaper 
article about a Spanish man who has 
spent years trying to suppress the 
embarrassing truth that in 1998 his 

house was repossessed to pay off his 
social security debts.2 Imagine the 
shame. Of course, no-one had even 
heard of Mario Costeja González until 
he won the ‘right to be forgotten’.

Anyhow, the decision was based 
on an interpretation of article 17 of 
the new European Data Protection 
Regulation, which replaces the 
outdated 1995 European Union Data 
Protection Directive - stipulating 
that people who are mentioned in 
the data have the right to “obtain 
from the controller the erasure of 
personal data relating to them and the 
abstention from further dissemination 
of such data”, particularly relating to 
information about the person when 
they were a child and/or when the data 
is no longer relevant or necessary for 
the purpose it was originally collected.3 
In its wisdom, the court defines ‘data 
controllers’ as “people or bodies that 
collect and manage personal data” - 
and Google is defined, admittedly with 
some logic, as a data controller.

Following the ruling, Google 
implemented a system whereby 
individuals can make a legally binding 
statement, requesting particular links 
deemed “inadequate, irrelevant or no 
longer relevant” be removed from 
searches on their name - though the 
original web pages with the ‘offending’ 
information still remain if you know 
how to find them. Within a week of 
the ruling, the corporation had been 
bombarded with 70,000 requests from 
across Europe to have information 
removed from more than 276,000 web 
pages - although now the number of 
such requests is down to about 1,000 
per day. On July 2, for example, 
Google removed links via searches 
on an unspecified name to pages from 
2010 and 2011 on The Guardian and 
Daily Mail sites. The stories covered 
a football referee in Scotland, Dougie 
McDonald, who admitted lying about 
his decision to rescind a penalty 
in an October 2010 match in the 
Scottish Premier League.4 However, 
the links were quickly reinstated and 
can be found by a simple search for 
McDonald’s name.

This removal and rapid reversal has 
thrown a spotlight on those newly hired 
by Google to vet requests. It is understood 
that a supervised team of ‘paralegals’ 
- not professionally trained lawyers - 
have been given the task of examining 
every request and making a decision on 
whether to approve it. A recipe for chaos 
and confusion, you might think. Stirring 
the pot, the information commissioner’s 
office in the UK says that it expects to 
receive complaints “soon” from people 
who have had requests to remove 
personal details from Google’s index of 
links turned down.

Matters were brought to a head 
by a complaint from Robert Peston, 
BBC News’s esteemed business 
editor. He complained that Google 
had “cast me into oblivion” after the 
corporation received a notification 
that a blog post he wrote in 2007 
about the dodgy dealings of Merrill 
Lynch and its chief executive, Stan 
O’Neal, had been removed (nobody 
else had been named in the very short 
article). Actually, Peston’s post had 
not been “removed” from Google. 
If you search for ‘Merrill Lynch’ or 
‘Stan O’Neal’ or ‘Robert Peston’ - or 
any combination of these - the 2007 
post still appears: O’Neal did not 
request any removal and would have 
been refused anyway because he is 
not a European citizen.

Rather, the truth is somewhat 
stranger - insofar as it is possible 
to establish the real facts. Google’s 

UK director of communications, 
Peter Barron, on June 30 popped 
up on the BBC to chirpily say that 
the ‘removal’ request came from an 
“ordinary member of the public” 
who left a comment on Peston’s 
blog. Even odder, maybe, is that if 
you Google ‘Oren Vinishavsky’ - who 
made an implicitly racist post about 
greedy minorities - the 2007 Peston 
article comes top of the list. Yet if 
you do the same for several of the 
other contributors who made totally 
inoffensive remarks, you get the 
following disclaimer: “Some results 
may have been removed under data 
protection law in Europe”. Hmm …

You do not have to be a conspiracy 
theorist to strongly suspect that Google 
deliberately chose to interpret the 
new law in the way it did precisely 
so as to highlight the inherently 
absurd and irrational nature of the 
‘right to be forgotten’ legislation - 
which it understandably opposes. 
The European court of justice has 
opened up a writhing can of worms, 
and Google would much prefer if 
they were shoved back in the tin. It 
seems fairly obvious that Google - no 
paragon of virtue, to put it extremely 
mildly - wants to pile on the pressure 
by one means or another to make the 
EU change or revoke the law.

But for all the complexities and 
absurdities, legal or otherwise, the EU’s 
‘right to be forgotten’ legislation sets a 
dangerous precedent when it comes 
to internet freedom. The Guardian 
has already established that in some 
cases Google is removing links for any 
searches that include terms associated 
with the complainants’ names - not just 
those which include the name only. 
Showing what could happen, the paper 
has been contacted by members of a 
pressure group about Collins and Bone 
- a now-defunct UK company, which 
in 2010 sought investors for a business 
aiming to “renovate” houses and then 
rent them to students. An investigation 
by the British government’s insolvency 
service determined that Liam Collins and 
David Bone should be disqualified from 
directorships for a total of 28 years.

Collins, a former semi-finalist on 
Britain’s got talent - that alone should 
ring alarm bells - demanded a few days 
after the ECJ ruling that Google remove 
links to a blog critical of him and his 
business partner. But, as Google did not 
by then have a process for dealing with 
such claims, it was instantly mirrored 
at the Chilling Effects website, which 
enables recipients of ‘cease and desist’ 
notices to submit them to the site and 
receive impartial information about 
their legal rights and responsibilities. 
The blog attacking Collins and Bone 
still appears in Google’s UK results, 
but campaigners and others who claim 
they were defrauded fear that it may 
soon be removed. They have good 
reason to be worried.

We on the left must say no to the 
Balkanisation of the internet or the 
imposition of judge-made law that 
threatens freedom of expression. We 
do not recognise the right not to be 
embarrassed any more than the right 
not be offended - either just live with 
it or show how your accusers have got 
it wrong l

eddie.ford@weeklyworker.org.uk

Notes
1. http://marcocivil.org.br/o-projeto-de-lei/
brazilian-civil-rights-framework-for-internet.
2. The Guardian May 13.
3. www.computerweekly.com/guides/Essential-
guide-What-the-EU-Data-Protection-Regulation-
changes-mean-to-you.
4. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dougie_McDonald.
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SOUTH AFRICA

ANC hold on unions weakens
The metalworkers are seeking to emulate the success of the platinum strikers, writes Peter Manson

A week after the victory of 70,000 
members of the Association of 
Mineworkers and Construction 

Union (Amcu) in the platinum belt, 
who had been on strike for five months, 
the National Union of Metalworkers of 
South Africa (Numsa), the country’s 
largest trade union, has called out its 
210,000 members in the metal and 
engineering industries, and looks 
likely to win a substantial pay rise.

The bitter Amcu strike, in which 
numerous strikers were assaulted by 
police and several workers who crossed 
picket lines were killed, resulted in an 
approximate 20% increase on average. 
Amcu had demanded a minimum 
monthly salary of R12,500 (£683), 
representing no less than a 150% 
increase for the lowest paid, but there 
is no doubt that most workers feel their 
mammoth struggle, which began on 
January 23, has been worthwhile, 
even though some will still be taking 
home wages that fall well below that 
target at the end of the three-year deal. 
All workers paid below R12,500 will 
receive a R1,000 (£55) per month rise 
backdated to July 2013, plus another 
R1,000-a-month increase in each of 
the next two years. Various allowances 
will also rise in the same proportion.

The three mining houses - Lonmin, 
Amplats and Implats - had at first 
believed they could hold out, since 
they had stockpiled huge supplies of 
platinum, but eventually they had to 
concede defeat, once those stockpiles 
became dangerously depleted. South 
Africa holds 80% of the world’s known 
platinum reserves and accounts for 
40% of global output, so it eventually 
became clear that the companies would 
have to give ground in order to restart 
production. Hence Amcu president 
Joseph Mathunjwa was right when 
he said, “Only a fool can ask us what 
happened to our R12,500 demand.” 
Even though the strikers lost five 
months’ pay, the backdated rise in the 
form of a lump sum (not covering the 
period of the strike, of course) and 
subsequent much higher salary will 
provide some speedy relief.

To its shame, the National Union 
of Mineworkers refused to call out 
its platinum members and as a result 
several NUM scabs paid with their 
lives. The NUM was until very recently 
the largest union, but its subservience 
to the ruling African National Congress 
and to the ANC’s agent in the workers’ 
movement, known as the South African 
Communist Party, in the end resulted 
in the Amcu breakaway.

However, while leaders like 
Mathunjwa are prepared to make a 
stand against the effects of the ANC’s 
neoliberalism, they are hardly principled 
socialists. In fact the dubious nature of 
Amcu’s leadership caused the affiliate of 
Peter Taaffe’s Committee for a Workers’ 
International, the Democratic Socialist 
Movement, to rethink its foolish call for 
workers to give up on bodies like the 
NUM and form new unions outside the 
SACP-dominated Congress of South 
African Trade Unions (Cosatu). Now 
the DSM concedes that it may, after 
all, be necessary to fight within Cosatu 
unions.

But the leaders of the ANC-SACP-
Cosatu triple alliance have been rocked 
by the latest success of a non-Cosatu 
union and have desperately been 
trying to rally workers to the NUM. 
The July 3 meeting of the NUM 
central committee was attended by 
ANC deputy secretary-general Jessie 
Duarte and Blade Nzimande, SACP 
general secretary. For her part, Duarte 
accused Amcu of being part of a bloc 
whose aim was to “destabilise” South 
Africa. She lumped it together with 
Julius Malema’s populist Economic 

Freedom Fighters when she said: 
“The formation of the EFF and Amcu 
show similar characteristics.” As a 
result, “The platinum belt has become 
counterrevolutionary.”

In ANC/SACP-speak, “counter-
revolutionary” means opposing the 
trajectory of the ruling party. She 
elaborated: “When you take workers out 
of their workplace for five months, you 
deplete the health reserves, you ensure 
that by the time they go to work they are 
too weak and too ill to go underground, 
and they might be dismissed … What is 
it that you are fomenting, it is an anti-
ANC perspective.”

As for Nzimande, he did not go so 
far as to dub Amcu - and by association 
the victorious platinum workers - 
“counterrevolutionary”. He told the 
NUM CC: “Several tendencies have 
been engaged in attacking our historical 
links, including the alliance between our 
national liberation and progressive trade 
union movements. Opportunistically, 
these tendencies have been seeking to 
use workers’ demands in the Rustenburg 
platinum belt and turn both these and 
that area as their base for a country-
wide agenda. Some of the individuals 
involved have always been hostile to 
our movement; however, others were 
previously in our ranks.”

But he did not stop to ask why 
animosity to the ANC has been able 
to gain ground amongst platinum 
workers - or indeed amongst the 
workers’ movement as a whole. 
For him the ANC is at the head of 
a “national democratic revolution” 
(NDR), which the SACP claims is 
“the most direct route to socialism” in 
South Africa. The fact that this NDR 
has for the last couple of decades 
manifested itself in privatisations, 
wholesale attacks on workers and 
the consolidation of South African 
capitalism is of no concern, it seems.

Cosatu divisions
His comments reflect the fact that it 
is not only chancers like the Amcu 

leadership who have been able to 
make inroads into SACP hegemony 
within the workers’ movement. 
Because of the splintering of the 
NUM, the largest union is now the 
340,000-strong Numsa, which has led 
an anti-ANC rebellion within Cosatu 
that is very much to the left of Amcu.

Indeed, nine of the 19 Cosatu 
affiliates have demanded a special 
congress of the confederation - a 
demand unconstitutionally rejected 
by president Sdumo Dlamini. Such 
a congress would discuss Cosatu’s 
continued adherence to the triple 
alliance and reverse disciplinary 
moves against its general secretary, 
Zwelinzima Vavi, who was suspended 
in October last year. Ostensibly this 
was because of an affair with an 
office worker he had recruited, but 
in reality it was because he was 
regarded as a thorn in the side of the 
tripartite alliance for his criticisms of 
the ANC. However, Vavi’s suspension 
was challenged legally by Numsa and 
on April 4 it was overturned by the 
high court in Johannesburg.

But, with Cosatu facing a further 
legal challenge over Dlamini’s refusal 
to call a special congress, and with 
the ANC trying to hold on to its share 
of the vote in the May 22 general 
election, enough was enough for 
the ruling party. Cosatu and its rival 
factions were becoming a liability, so 
the ANC intervened in the shape of its 
deputy president, Cyril Ramaphosa, 
who persuaded the April 8 meeting 
of the federation’s leadership to call 
a “ceasefire”. Opposition unions 
would hold back on legal moves, 
and in return the Cosatu leadership 
majority would refrain from taking 
the threatened disciplinary reprisals 
against Numsa, while Ramaphosa 
tried to sort out the mess.

That did the trick over the election 
period, but Numsa in particular has 
now lost patience. It wants to force 
Cosatu to ditch the ANC and join 
forces with it in a Movement for 

Socialism, which Numsa general 
secretary Irvin Jim hopes will give 
birth to a new working class party in 
time to contest the 2019 elections. 
However, although Vavi is back in 
office, he is an unreliable ally - while 
he has strongly criticised the ANC’s 
trajectory and, like Jim and many 
others in the unions, is now an SACP 
oppositionist, he is not prepared to 
call openly for a break with the ANC.

For instance, at a rally in 
Johannesburg at the start of Numsa’s 
strike on July 1, he said: “A demand for 
a living wage is political, because it is 
politics that allowed such conditions 
20 years into a democracy.” But, 
as usual, he kept quiet on what he 
thought Cosatu should do about it. 

As for the strike itself, Numsa is 
demanding a 15% increase for its 
members in the metal and engineering 
industries. But Eskom - the electricity 
supplier which remains state-owned 
despite attempts by president Thabo 
Mbeki to force through privatisation 
in the 1990s - won a court interdict 
preventing power utility workers 
from taking part. Nevertheless, some 
Eskom workers defied the order and 
took to the streets - police fired rubber 
bullets at strikers demonstrating 
outside Eskom’s Medupi power 
station on July 3. At the time of 
writing, 26 Numsa members have 
been arrested across the country, 
accused of “acts of intimidation, 
public violence and malicious damage 
to property”, to quote the opposition 
Democratic Alliance.

But, unlike the platinum dispute, 
the Numsa action could well be over 
very quickly. There have been ongoing 
negotiations and several optimistic 
noises within the last couple of days. 
The union is consulting its structures 
to assess “the latest [employers’] 
offers” and “to obtain mandates with 
respect to what should constitute a 
resolution of the industry strike”.

True, the Numsa’s 15% pay claim 
is well above inflation, which in 

May was running at 6.6% (although 
for food and other basic necessities 
the figure is more like 10%), but 
South African profits are looking a 
bit shaky, with Moody’s, the credit 
agency, threatening to downgrade 
the country’s rating. And, despite the 
Cosatu infighting, the federation - as 
well as ANC-loyal unions like the 
NUM - has come out in support of 
the Numsa strike.

In these circumstances, a double-
digit settlement might be considered a 
price worth paying to end the threat of 
another long-drawn-out action. Most 
recent wage deals have resulted in 
increases below 10% - which for 
poorly paid workers, many of whom 
take home as little as R3,000 (£164) 
a month, actually represents a pay 
cut, when you take into account the 
high proportion of their income they 
are forced to spend on high-inflation 
necessities. The idea would be to buy 
off Numsa quickly and then hope to 
see off less powerful unions.

Keynesianism
To give you an idea of the kind 
of campaign Numsa has been 
running, it is worth referring to the 
union’s “memorandum to employer 
representatives in the metal and 
engineering industries”, aimed 
at stiffening the resolve of local 
officials. Capital, it says, “continues 
to make excessive profit”, yet “26 
million South Africans live in abject 
poverty and it is widely accepted 
that South Africa is one of the most 
unequal countries in the world when 
it comes to income distribution”.

According to the memorandum, 
the “20 years of democracy” have 
been “disastrous to the working 
class of our country”, resulting in 
“higher rates of racialised poverty 
and unemployment”, an “inferior 
education system”, “collapsed public 
healthcare” and “dehumanising living 
conditions”.

The last 20 years have been “a 
bad story to tell for the majority of 
our people, and a good story to tell 
by white monopoly capital, which 
has benefited immensely since the 
dawn of democracy”. Then there is 
“the increasing arrogance of South 
African capitalism, especially mining 
and finance capital, most starkly 
illustrated through the 2012 massacre 
of mineworkers at Marikana”.

As for the change of course Numsa 
envisages, however, it is telling that 
the union bemoans the “government’s 
failure to implement policies which 
encourage industrialisation and a 
thriving manufacturing sector”. In other 
words, Numsa is for a leftwing version 
of Keynesianism, which it believes 
will result in a kind of socialism in one 
country. Numsa is open in its belief that 
the kind of ‘socialist’ party needed is 
one that implements in full the ANC’s 
Freedom Charter, including all the 
social democratic provisions abandoned 
soon after the first democratic election 
in 1994.

It is, of course, highly positive 
that a section of the SACP and the 
union movement has at last woken 
up to the realities of South African 
capitalism under the ANC. And it 
is hardly surprising that comrades 
like Irvin Jim, who have begun to 
rethink the old certainties, are still 
stuck with the template of ‘official 
communist’ reformism. But at least 
they are rethinking and its is up to 
genuine communists to attempt to 
win them to the principles of working 
class independence and proletarian 
internationalism l

peter.manson@weeklyworker.org.uk

No longer tied to ANC triple alliance
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DEBATE

Incomprehensible and erroneous
Did the tendency for the rate of profit to fall cause the crisis of 2008-09? Bruce Wallace and Steve 
Dobbs reply to Arthur Bough

In a recent Weekly Worker article 
Arthur Bough claims that the 
debate over Karl Marx’s law of the 

tendency for the rate of profit to fall 
(LTRPF), and the argument that it is 
the underlying cause of the current 
capitalist crisis, is based on “false 
premises”.1

Unfortunately he does not really 
give us any context regarding the 
debate, but instead presents us with 
four vague and imprecise questions 
that are supposed to encapsulate 
the debate and then he immediately 
provides us with the answers!

So he says the debate is about such 
things as:
Q1. Is there any such law to begin with?
A. Yes, but it is not the law that some 
believe it to be.
Q2. Is it a basis of Marx’s theory of 
crisis?
A. No.
Q3. Does it  mean capitalism 
increasingly becomes prone to crisis, 
necessitating the collapse of the 
system?
A. No - not at least on the basis of the 
information we have currently.
Q4. Does it explain the crisis of 2008-
09?
A. No.

So the debate is definitively 
resolved to the satisfaction of 
comrade Bough on the basis of his 
encyclopaedic knowledge of Marx’s 
critique of capitalism. Leaving aside 
‘the law as such’, Bough states that 
Karl Marx “demonstrates that there 
is no reason, therefore, why this 
law should lead to a collapse of 
capitalism”.

Perhaps comrade Bough feels he 
has proved a point against the “many 
who claim” (he never says who they 
are) that the tendency for the rate of 
profit to fall will lead to the collapse 
of capitalism? Indeed on his blog he 
denounces the “prognostications of 
the catastrophists” who allegedly 
predicted the demise of capitalism in 
a cataclysmic big bang.2

This is a typical straw-man 
method that he employs. He creates 
an imaginary argument (catastrophe) 
that he fails to attribute to anybody, 
then he proceeds to knock it down 
with the aid of some highly selective 
quotations from Marx.

Just to be absolutely clear: neither 
Karl Marx nor any other serious living 
Marxist we know of believed or 
believes that the falling rate of profit 
leads, in and of itself, to the collapse of 

capitalism. This ‘method’, if it can be 
called that, is completely dishonest. If 
Bough wishes to take exception to the 
views of others he should name them 
so they can respond. Does comrade 
Bough lack the confidence to do so?

However,  comrade Bough 
completely misunderstands, or 
misrepresents, the argument of 
Marx regarding the law itself. Using 
selective textual citations, he states 
that the rate of profit is not the 
decisive determining factor in the 
continued expansion of capitalist 
production: rather it is the mass 
of profit, because Marx “devotes 
considerable time to demonstrating 
that, as the rate of profit falls, the mass 
of profit must rise”. 

Top marks for being able to read 
and understand one paragraph from 
volume 3 of Capital, chapter 13, but 
comrade Bough stops short just as 
Marx goes into his exposition of the 
‘Internal contradictions of the law’ in 
chapter 15. Bough’s confusion as to 
how the law of the tendential fall in 
the rate of profit is supposed to work 
is astonishing. The presentation in 
volume 3 is very clear: chapter 13 
(‘The law itself’) is followed by 
chapter 14 (‘Counteracting factors’) 

and chapter 15 (‘Development of the 
law’s internal contradictions’).

Rate and mass
What does Marx actually mean when 
he explains the relationship between 
the rate and the mass of profit that is 
explored in chapter 15?

Marx does show that, as the rate 
of profit falls progressively, the mass 
of profit must increase, but comrade 
Bough portrays Marx’s argument 
as if, as the rate of profit falls, it is 
compensated for, or counteracted/
offset, permanently by the increasing 
mass of profit. However, Marx does 
not argue this at all.

Bough says:

Marx showed that, even as this 
rate of profit fell, the mass of profit 
must rise, because these are both 
caused by the same process of an 
expansion of capital and rise in 
social productivity ... There results 
a massive expansion of the quantity 
of commodity units produced. The 
profit per unit falls, but by less 
than the expansion of the quantity 
of units produced, so the mass of 
profit continually rises despite 
these falling profit margins. The 

two things are different sides of the 
same phenomenon.

Unfortunately comrade Bough’s 
picture of capitalism leaves out Marx’s 
key concept of the concentration and 
centralisation of capital. Bough believes 
that the continuous growing mass of 
profit means that the falling rate of profit 
does not cause economic crisis, but Karl 
Marx thought otherwise. As capitalism 
develops and productiveness increases, 
“there develops a higher composition of 
capital: ie, the relative decrease of the 
ratio of variable to constant capital”.3 
Concentration and centralisation of 
capital means that large firms and 
monopolies squeeze smaller and less 
productive firms out of business, 
leading to yet more concentration and 
centralisation:

On the other hand, a fall in the 
rate of profit connected with 
accumulation necessarily calls 
forth a competitive struggle. 
Compensation of a fall in the rate 
of profit by a rise in the mass of 
profit applies only to the total social 
capital and to the big, firmly placed 
capitalists.4

Marx then writes:

A fall in the rate of profit and 
accelerated accumulation are 
different expressions of the same 
process only in so far as both reflect 
the development of productiveness. 
Accumulation, in turn, hastens the 
fall of the rate of profit, inasmuch 
as it implies concentration of labour 
on a large scale, and thus a higher 
composition of capital. On the 
other hand, a fall in the rate of profit 
again hastens the concentration 
of capital and its centralisation 
through expropriation of minor 
capitalists, the few direct producers 
who still have anything left to be 
expropriated. This accelerates 
accumulation with regard to mass, 
although the rate of accumulation 
falls with the rate of profit.5

The way that Bough depicts the 
process is as if the entire capitalist 
economy of some anonymous country 
has a continuously increasing mass 
of profit that the capitalists mutually 
share out in perpetuity, ensuring that 
falling profit rates are not a problem. 
But this is pure fantasy. Individual 
enterprises are engaged in vicious 
competition with each other in pursuit 
of profit and, as Marx explains,

At a certain high point this 
increasing concentration in its 
turn causes a new fall in the rate of 
profit. The mass of small, dispersed 
capitals is thereby driven along the 
adventurous road of speculation, 
credit frauds, stock swindles and 
crises. The so-called plethora of 
capital always applies essentially to 
a plethora of the capital for which 
the fall in the rate of profit is not 
compensated through the mass 
of profit - this is always true of 
newly developing fresh offshoots 
of capital - or to a plethora which 
places capitals incapable of action 
on their own at the disposal of the 
managers of large enterprises in 
the form of credit. This plethora of 
capital arises from the same causes 
as those which call forth relative 
overpopulation, and is, therefore, 
a phenomenon supplementing 
the latter, although they stand 
at opposite poles - unemployed 
capital at one pole, and the 
unemployed worker population at 

Karl Marx: not a catastrophist. Capitalism must be overthrown 
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the other.6

Let us repeat this point just to emphasise 
it for comrade Bough: according to 
Marx, there are a plethora (a lot) of 
capitals (firms), “for which the fall in the 
rate of profit is not compensated through 
the mass of profit”.

So comrade Bough’s point is 
completely asinine. One would expect 
that somebody who quotes Marx as if 
he was an expert would at least be able 
to present his arguments faithfully, 
but on this point Bough is without a 
clue. It is doubly rich that he says that 
the argument for Marx’s theory as an 
explanation of the crisis of 2008-09 is 
based on a “false premise”, when he 
does not even understand the theory 
he is allegedly familiar with.

Marx goes on in chapter 15 to 
explain:

These different influences [the 
growing concentration of capital 
and the increasing mass of surplus-
value (profit)] may at one time 
operate predominantly side by side 
in space, and at another succeed 
each other in time. From time to 
time the conflict of antagonistic 
agencies finds vent in crises. The 
crises are always but momentary 
and forcible solutions of the 
existing contradictions. They are 
violent eruptions which for a time 
restore the disturbed equilibrium.7

And:

On the other hand, the rate of self-
expansion of the total capital, or 
the rate of profit, being the goad 
of capitalist production (just as 
self-expansion of capital is its 
only purpose), its fall checks the 
formation of new, independent 
capitals and thus appears as a 
threat to the development of the 
capitalist production process. It 
breeds overproduction, speculation, 
crises and surplus capital alongside 
surplus population.8

Just to nail Marx’s view of the impact 
of the falling rate of profit, he added in 
the Grundrisse:

These contradictions lead to 
explosions, crises, in which 
momentary suspension of labour 
and annihilation of a great portion 
of capital violently lead it back to 
the point where it is enabled [to go 
on] fully employing its productive 
powers without committing suicide.9

Turnover
Comrade Bough presents one of the 
most confused and confusing arguments 
imaginable. He attempts to argue that, 
for instance, chapter 9 of Capital, 
volume 3 - ‘Formation of a general 
rate of profit (average rate of profit) 
and transformation of the values of 
commodities into prices of production’ 
- refers to a different rate of profit than in 
chapters 13-15 on the LTRPF. Yet Marx 
directly relates the two:

In view of the many different 
causes which make the rate of 
profit rise or fall one would think, 
after everything that has been said 
and done, that the general rate of 
profit must change every day. But 
a trend in one sphere of production 
compensates for that in another; 
their effects cross and paralyse one 
another. We shall later examine 
to which side these fluctuations 
ultimately gravitate.10

Marx spells out exactly the direction 
towards which the general rate 
of profit ‘ultimately gravitates’ 
in chapters 13-15, and why the 
“progressive tendency of the general 
rate of profit to fall is, therefore, just 
an expression peculiar to the capitalist 
mode of production of the progressive 
development of the social productivity 

of labour”.11

Bough introduces a phoney novelty 
in the form of turnover time, which, 
according to him, masks the real rate of 
profit. He states: “In Capital, volume 2, 
Marx analyses the effect of the rate of 
turnover on the annual rate of surplus 
value. His analysis is extensive, and 
central to his study of the circulation 
of capital.” If only this were true. Marx 
did not write any of it: Engels wrote it 
in its entirety.

However, we are presented with a 
real beauty by comrade Bough, who 
makes this assertion about the effect 
of faster turnover time:

To understand the importance 
of this, compare one of the new 
industries, such as a restaurant 
chain, to an old manufacturing 
industry. The latter may turn over its 
capital only 10 times a year, whereas 
the former turns over its capital 
every day, or 365 times a year!

One gets an image of a hamburger 
chain, but do hamburgers turn over 
(cook) faster today than 50 years 
ago? To understand the importance of 
this look at the number of restaurant 
chains that go bust! As Restaurant 
Finance Monitor asked in March why 
so many restaurant chains are filing for 
bankruptcy:

Fi tch  Ra t ings  ca l l ed  the 
bankruptcies “a warning sign of 
financial distress among restaurant 
chains”. But, it added: “We do 
not view them as portending to 
widespread bankruptcies of US 
restaurants, but a reflection of 
difficulties faced by brands that 
have lost their competitive position 
and relevancy with consumers.”12

Restaurants do not turn over their 
capital on a daily basis and certainly 
not their fixed capital (buildings, 
kitchen equipment, etc). That is why 
the Sbarro pizza chain, which emerged 
from bankruptcy just two years ago, 
already finds itself heading back in 
the same direction. The company has 
about $140 million in debt and has just 
closed 155 outlets. 

The main problem with Bough’s 
preposterous exposition is that it is 
entirely abstract without the support of 
even a modicum of serious economic 
research. 

The ‘turnover time’ argument 
was well known to Marx and is a bit 
more complicated than Bough thinks. 
Constant capital may be fixed or 
circulating. Fixed constant capital (such 
as plant and machinery) may be turned 
over once every 10 years (not, as Bough 
dreams, 10 times a year). Circulating 
constant capital (such as raw materials) 
may be turned over every six weeks. 
Marx saw this as a complication in 
presenting the law of value and in 
working out a general rate of profit 
(without which you cannot begin to 
discuss the law of the tendential fall 
in the rate of profit). He dealt with this 
mainly in Capital, volume 2 (subtitled 
The process of circulation of capital). 
This difficulty makes the calculation of 
the annual rate of profit, which Bough 
thinks is a crucial problematic concept, 
a little tricky.

Most empirical analyses of the 
contemporary rate of profit actually 
use the value of constant fixed capital 
(at historic or current costs) as the 
denominator. The reason for this is 
that it is very difficult to work out 
the turnover time for constant and 
variable capital from statistics such 
as those provided by the US Bureau 
of Economic Analysis.

However the problem is also well 
known to contemporary Marxist 
economists and is fully taken into 
account in their analysis. For example, 
the Argentinian economist, Esteban 
Maito, in his paper The historical 
transience of capital: the downward 
trend in the rate of profit since the 19th 
century, acknowledges turnover time:

The rate of profit on fixed capital 
tends, however, to converge with 
the Marxian rate of profit in the 
long run. The reason for this is 
simple. The growth in turnover 
speed of circulating capital steadily 
reduces the participation of that 
circulating capital in the total 
capital advanced: ie, related to 
fixed capital.13

Unlike the bungling amateur, Bough, 
Maito does real, number-crunching 
research that factors in turnover time, 
and his conclusions are telling:

Many considerat ions  were 
made on the ability of capital 
to overcome the crisis and 
regenerate constantly. Periodic 
crises are specific to this mode of 
production, and allow, ultimately, 
a partial recovery of profitability. 
This regeneration capacity is, 
again, a characteristic aspect of 
capital and the cyclical nature of 
the capitalist economy. But the 
periodic nature of these crises 
has not stopped the downward 
trend of the rate of profit in the 
long term. So that, compared to 
those arguments claiming the 
inexhaustible capacity of capital 
to restore the rate of profit and 
its own vitality, which therefore 
consider the mode of production 
as a natural and ahistorical 
phenomenon, it’s necessary to 
assert its inevitable historical 
transience, in the light of empirical 
evidence.

We would encourage readers to 
examine Maito’s evidence and 
his methodology, which shows a 
historical, secular decline in the rate 
of profit of all the advanced core 
economies, which also applies to 
the peripheral emerging economies, 
including China.

Bourgeois 
economics
Comrade Bough’s main point, after 
much confusion, is that the rate of 
profit did not fall prior to the great 
recession. He argues to the contrary, 
without a scrap of empirical evidence 
to support it, that “the rate of profit 
was actually rising”. In fact, he 
asserts, “in the latter half of the period 
of stagnation the general annual rate 
of profit rises, and the conditions are 
created for the next boom cycle”. 

The only empirical evidence he 
eventually cites in the entire article 
is that presented by Doug Henwood. 
However, Henwood’s US data shows 
that the rate of profit hit a post-war low 
around 1982, recovered for 15 years 
prior to 1997 and has never regained its 
1997 high since. He shows that the rate 
of profit fell during the great recession 
of 2008-09 and has undergone a limited 
recovery since, but stopped rising after 
2011 and looks pretty precarious at 
present. We would also add that the 
rate never rebounded to the superprofit 
rate of the post-war boom.

Yet why choose Henwood’s 
data? There are questions about how 
he gathered it and calculated his 
results. In any case it is problematic 
whether Henwood can be considered 
a genuine Marxist economist at all. 
He is marginally on the left, but has 
publicly stated that if data (“any series 
of numbers”) is produced that shows a 
falling rate of profit he will not accept 
it. In his opinion it would be wrong 
in any case, because neoliberalism 
has been a smashing success from a 
capitalist viewpoint. But Henwood 
has been challenged by the Marxist 
economist, Andrew Kliman, to explain 
his results. He rebuffed the challenge 
and actually stated in a comment on 
his blog: “I refused to get involved in 
any of these value theoretic games. 
They’re a total waste of time. Enjoy 
your day.”14

Those wishing for a proper critical 
approach may pursue Kliman’s 
response to Henwood on the Diet 
podcast.15 Comrade Bough cites not 
a single other authority on the rate of 
profit debate and ignores the work of 
Kliman and Michael Roberts, amongst 
a host of others. In this sense Bough’s 
contribution, apart from being abstract, 
confusing and poorly argued, does 
not raise the level of discussion, but 
obscures the issues at stake.

Bough is critical of those who propose 
the LTRPF as the underlying cause of 
crisis, without naming any of them. 
But what is his alternative? He refers 
to the great recession repeatedly as a 
“financial” crisis. His explanation seems 
to be that because of the (unproven) high 
profits up to 2008 interest rates were very 
low. This led to the formation of bubbles, 
which eventually burst. So it was all a 
chapter of accidents really.

Although we reject the prospect of 
automatic collapse, in Bough’s analysis 
there is no reason why capitalism could 
not go on for ever. At root Bough’s 
explanation is practically identical 
to that of the bourgeois economists, 
even if he adds some Marxist window-
dressing of a rather tattered nature.

Some of his assertions are totally 
impressionistic and have nothing at 
all to do with the law of value. One 
glaring example of his deviation from 
Marxist theory is in relation to the 
value of commodities as, according 
to Bough, market share can be won on 
the basis of quality. He says:

Market share can be won, and 
profits made, by appealing to 
the idea of quality, rather than 
cheapness, and indeed the latter 
usually undermines the image of 
the former. Mercedes does not 
make large profits selling cars 
to China on the basis of their 
cheapness, and the quality is 
associated with the value added 
by labour, not the value transferred 
from materials.

Mercedes does indeed make large 
profits selling their cars to China, 
but they are expensive - the quality 
of the product depends on the value 
of the raw materials that go into their 
production and the labour exploited 
during the production process. One 
reason why Mercedes makes such 
high-quality cars is because of the 
massive investment in the latest 
productive technique: in other words, 
an increase of constant capital in 
the form of machinery. The amount 
of surplus value extorted from car 
workers is tiny on the robotised 
production lines of the major 
automotive manufacturers. 

Indeed why bother to make value 
the basis of economics at all if the key 
determinant can be the quality of the 
product? However, Bough, as usual, 
merely expresses the latest bizarre 
idea in his head. A quick check of 
Bloomberg reveals that Mercedes had 
a massive loss in 2012. But what is the 
current situation?

Mercedes-Benz Cars, which also 
makes the Smart two-seater, more 
than doubled first-quarter [earnings 
before interest and tax] to €1.18 
billion from €460 million a year 
earlier, lifted by sales gains in China 
and the US and cost cutting. Its 
profit margin a year ago was 3.3%.16

The profit margin is only 3.3%! The 
fact is that most car manufacturers 
do not have healthy margins. That is 
why the US government had to step 
in to rescue its car plants during the 
great recession, with the big three 
companies getting a $25 billion loan!

Bough’s flights of theoretical fancy 
have no bearing on the real world of 
decaying capitalism, we are afraid to 
say. He just regurgitates the arguments 
of the bourgeois economists or, as in 
the case of his musings about quality, 
has no grasp of the facts or of a Marxist 

theoretical framework.

Restating the 
questions
Here we must restate the questions 
asked by comrade Bough and provide 
rather different responses:
Q1. Is there any such law to begin with?
A. Yes their definitely is, as elaborated 
by Marx in the Grundrisse, Contribution 
to a critique of political economy and 
in Capital, volume 3, but it is not the 
version of the law that is misunderstood 
and misrepresented by comrade Bough.
Q2. Is it a basis of Marx’s theory of 
crisis?
A. Comrade Bough says no, but Marx 
says that the falling rate of profit 
“manifests itself in contradictory 
tendencies and phenomena”; that it 
“finds vent in crises”. That it causes 
“explosions” and “crises” , “violent 
eruptions” and “expresses itself in 
bitter contradictions, crises, spasms”, 
culminating in the “violent destruction 
of capital”. It leads to “the actual 
stagnation and disruption of the 
process of reproduction” and “calls 
forth disturbances, and stoppages 
in the capitalist production process, 
crises, and destruction of capital” and 
propels capitals to “speculation, credit 
frauds, stock swindles, and crises”. It 
“appears as a threat to the development 
of the capitalist production process. It 
breeds overproduction, speculation, 
crises, and surplus capital alongside 
surplus population”. Perhaps Marx was 
engaging in hyperbole, or these are the 
ravings of a catastrophist.
Q3. Does it mean capitalism 
increasingly becomes prone to crisis, 
necessitating the collapse of the system?
A. Yes, it does, and future economic 
crises will become more violent and 
destructive. It does not necessarily mean 
that capitalism will totally collapse of its 
own accord, because capitalism must be 
overthrown as a social system through 
the active agency of the working class. 
However, economic collapse will be 
a definite possibility at a future point. 
Whether collapse leads to a higher mode 
of production is not preordained, but will 
be determined by the success or failure 
of proletarian leadership.
Q4. Does it explain the crisis of 2008-
09?
A. In applying a Marxist analysis to the 
crisis of 2008-09, the LTRPF fits the 
facts better than the stock, conventional 
accounts of bourgeois economics. If 
the crisis was purely financial then why 
have we entered a long depression, now 
that the financial crisis is over?

We unequivocally condemn Bough’s 
confused mishmash of an argument 
and wilful misrepresentation of the 
ideas of Karl Marx and Fredrik Engels 
in his woeful contribution, which is so 
riddled with mistakes that it is almost 
impossible to reply fully. This is, in the 
words of Marx, a time for “sober senses” 
and not the time for incomprehensible 
and erroneous thought experiments 
supposedly based on the ideas of the 
founder of scientific socialism l
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IRAq

Descent into regional chaos, 
horror and fragmentation
Bush and Blair promised democracy and prosperity, writes Yassamine Mather - a lie echoed by their 
social-imperialist allies

Last week, the leader of the 
Islamic state (formerly the 
Islamic State of Iraq and the 

Levant, or Isis) appeared in Friday 
prayers in Mosul addressing Muslims 
worldwide. At least this is what his 
supporters claimed after a week 
when the organisation had declared 
the territory under their control a 
“caliphate”.

On July 3 the Iraqi ministry 
of interior (not the most reliable 
source of information) put out a 
statement maintaining that Abu 
Bakr al Baghdadi (otherwise 
known as Ibrahim al-Samarrai), 
the Islamic world’s new caliph, or 
Amir Almuminin (‘commander of 
the believers’), successor to prophet 
Muhammad, had been wounded in 
an air strike and had been transferred 
to Syria for medical treatment. 

Irrespective of whether this was the 
real Baghdadi or a double (as claimed 
by Iraqi government forces and the 
United States), Isis took no chances. 
According to Mosul residents, the 
city’s mobile network was closed 
down, presumably to stop any tracing 
of the movement of the Isis leader.

The same day the militant Sunni 
group also issued video footage 
showing the destruction of dozens 
of places of worship in Nineveh 
province in northern Iraq. Shia, Sunni 
and Christian sites were destroyed, 
with images placed on social media. 
In line with Isis’s claim that it is 
abolishing the arbitrary borders 
drawn up by Britain and France in 
1916, the group symbolically blew up 
border posts between Syria and Iraq. 
On July 8 the Al Arabia news agency 
was reporting the circulation of a new 

Isis passport in the name of “the State 
of the Islamic Caliphate”.

The first caliphate, or succession 
to Islam’s prophet Muhammad, 
was established in the 7th century, 
when, according to Sunnis, Abu 
Bakr succeeded Muhammad as the 
commander of the believers. Sunni 
Muslims claim Abu Bakr was chosen 
by Muhammad in the last few days 
of his life - the prophet asked him 
to lead prayers and this indicated 
his choice of successor. However, 
according to followers of Shia Islam, 
Ali ibn Abi Talib, Muhammad’s 
cousin and son-in-law, had been 
designated his successor and previous 
caliphs were irrelevant.

The Ottoman emperors (1451-
1924) were originally secular 
conquerors. However, Fatih Sultan 
Mehmed in 1481 claimed caliphal 

authority and his grandson, Selim 
I, who conquered and unified more 
Islamic territories, continued the title 
as the defender of Islam’s holiest 
shrines. The collapse of the Ottoman 
empire in 1923 marked the end of the 
caliphate.

Over the last few centuries 
small fringe groups have, like 
Isis, declared their territory to be 
a caliphate and, of course, Iran’s 
Islamic Republic portrays itself as 
the true Islamic state for both Sunnis 
and Shias, while the Moroccan king 
calls himself “commander of the 
faithful”. The specific problem with 
Isis’s declaration is not just that it 
has left itself open to accusations of 
overreaching itself, but that it has 
put it on a collision course with al 
Qa’eda. The conflict between the 
two groups has been in the open for 

months and in Syria they have taken 
up arms against each other.

Stalemate
The government of Nouri al-
Maleki has rightly been blamed for 
sectarianism and incompetence and 
it is certainly largely responsible 
for creating the political stalemate 
that paved the way for the current 
crisis in Iraq. Throughout his two 
spells as prime minister, the Iraqi 
leader made no serious effort to 
reach out to either the Sunnis or the 
Kurds. On the contrary, Maleki’s 
‘counterinsurgency’ policies were 
aimed at reducing the influence of 
Sunnis in the state and the military - a 
policy that created dissatisfaction 
amongst the Sunni population of the 
northern provinces. The Iraqi army 
became dominated by incompetent, 

Isis fighters: likely to face defeat
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unpopular officers whose only 
quality was loyalty to the Shia prime 
minister.

Maleki ignored reports of 
corruption and torture made against 
his allies in the upper ranks of the 
military. One general close to the 
Iraqi premier was implicated in 
torture; another, already sacked in 
2009 for failing to protect Baghdad 
from terror attacks, was put in charge 
of defending part of the northern 
territories and is believed to have 
been amongst the first deserters. As 
a result, the military was quickly 
sapped of morale and cohesion, and 
the local population lost confidence 
in the central government.

In the 2010 elections, the more 
or less non-sectarian, mainly Sunni 
Iraqiya coalition gained the largest 
number of parliamentary seats. 
However, Maleki used the courts 
to stop it from attempting to form a 
government. He later used delaying 
tactics, bringing false accusations 
of corruption against Sunni rivals to 
outmanoeuvre opposition politicians 
and eventually taking power himself. 
And now, nearly three months after 
the elections held on April 30 2014, 
the Iraqi parliament has failed to 
reach an agreement over nominations 
for the country’s top posts: president, 
prime minister and speaker of the 
parliament.

According to the Iraqi 
constitution, a new president should 
be chosen within 30 days of the 
election of parliamentary speakers 
and their deputies. Following this 
process, the new head of state will 
have two weeks to ask the political 
party/alliance with the most MPs 
to nominate a prime minister, 
whose responsibility it is to form a 
government. Maleki, who remains 
the prime minister-designate until 
August, is responsible for carrying 
the process through and it is his 
delaying tactics that are blamed for 
the current political chaos in Iraq - a 
stalemate that has paved the way for 
Isis’s military advances.

The Iraqi prime minister has now 
acquired some powerful enemies. 
The United States, Britain and some 
factions of Iran’s Islamic Republic 
are looking for an alternative figure. 
John Kerry, Tony Blair and senator 
John McCain all agree that Maleki 
needs to stand down before a unity 
government can take shape in 
Baghdad. In late June US deputy 
secretary of state William Burns 
discussed Iraq with Iran’s foreign 
minister, Javad Zarif, in Vienna. US 
officials claim Iran is sending out 
conflicting messages over whether it 
is prepared to support a new Shi’ite 
prime minister other than Maleki. 
Both Adil Abdul-Mahdi and Ahmed 
Chalabi, mentioned as possible 
replacements, are acceptable to Iran’s 
government. However, ayatollah 
Khamenei, Iran’s supreme leader, 
has publicly declared his support 
for Maleki and demanded the US 
stop interfering in Iraq’s political 
deliberations.

His views are supported by some 
commanders of Iran’s Revolutionary 
Guards. In fact the Revolutionary 
Guards are heavily involved in 
military operations against Isis. 
For all the denials by Iran’s foreign 
ministry officials regarding the 
country’s military intervention in 
Iraq, there are a number of reports 
over the last couple of weeks of 
funerals held for Revolutionary 
Guards, as well as for Iranian airforce 
pilots, killed in Iraq and Syria.

Tribal leaders and Sunni 
politicians in northern Iraq have 
also been blamed for the crisis. 
Without the active cooperation or 
acceptance of locals, Isis would not 
have been able to capture so many 
cities. Those Sunni leaders who 
think they are preparing the ground 
for an Islamic state have clearly not 
thought through the implications of 

being part of an Isis-led ‘rogue state’, 
with little or no access to oil; a state 
where self-appointed ‘caliphs’ will 
interfere forcefully in every aspect of 
the private and social lives of Iraqi 
citizens in the cities under its control, 
irrespective of their religious and 
cultural background.

Kurdistan
In the midst of this political and 
military chaos, incompetent, corrupt 
and deluded Iraqi Kurdish leaders 
are also hoping to benefit from the 
situation, and are calling for Kurdish 
independence. Having secured 
temporary control of the Kirkuk oil 
refinery on July 1, Massoud Barzani, 
the president of Iraq’s autonomous 
Kurdistan region, told the BBC 
he intends to hold a referendum 
within months - Iraq was already 
“effectively partitioned”, he added. 
No sooner had Barzani spoken than 
the Israeli prime minister, Binyamin 
Netanyahu, promised cooperation 
with any new state.

The news of Netanyahu’s support 
initiated postings on the internet and 
the social media of the historical 
background to Israeli-Kurdish 
relations, including photographs 
from the 1960s showing Massoud 
Barzani’s father, Mustafa, embracing 
the then Israeli defence minister, 
Moshe Dayan. In 2004 Israeli 
officials met with Kurdish political 
leaders when Massoud Barzani, Jalal 
Talabani and the former Israeli prime 
minister, Ariel Sharon, publicly 
affirmed good relations with Iraqi 
Kurdistan.1

Soon after the Israeli statement, 
social-imperialist groups, ranging 
from the Worker-communist Party 
of Iran to the Alliance for Workers’ 
Liberty in Britain, echoed Israel’s 
position on the establishment of an 
independent Kurdish state.

Iran’s response followed soon 
after, with a warning to its former 
allies in Iraqi Kurdistan, the Kurdish 
Democratic Party and Patriotic 
Union of Kurdistan, not to declare 
independence, since Israel was 
plotting to divide Iraq. Iran’s foreign 
ministry spokeswoman Marzieh 
Afkham was quoted as saying: 
“Undoubtedly the vigilant Iraqi 
people will not allow the Zionist 
regime and enemies of a unified Iraq 
to carry out their plots and realise 
their immature fantasies in the 
region.” Deputy minister for Arab 
and African affairs Hossein Amir-
Abdollahian said that the US is going 
for a Ukraine scenario in Iraq.

However, before anyone gets 
too excited about an ‘independent 
Kurdistan’ (limited to Kurdish 
territory in Iraq, of course), let me 
remind them that the biggest obstacle 
to such a plan will be economic 
considerations. Barzani clearly hopes 
to benefit from oil revenues generated 
from areas under his control, but the 
Kurdish authorities are currently in 
dispute with the central government 
and Baghdad is withholding payment 
of the share of the national budget 
allocated to the Kurdish regional 
government. Any serious attempts at 
separation will reduce the chances 
of the Kurdish authorities obtaining 
sufficient funds for economic 
survival. Moreover, the territory is 
landlocked, and the ‘independence’ 
plan is based on the income gained 
from the export of oil resources 
through Turkey. This will depend on 
the outcome of lengthy negotiations 
with Ankara. In other words, the 
new Iraqi Kurdistan’s economic 
survival will be in the hands of 
Ankara (not exactly the Kurds’ best 
friend) instead of Baghdad. Turkey’s 
support for such a state will no doubt 
include plans to control and silence 
aspirations for independence in 
Turkish Kurdistan.

Meanwhile, exaggerated stories 
about the role of KDP pishmargehs 
in fighting Isis in northern Iraq 

do not match reports from the 
region. Barzani’s initial order to his 
pishmargehs was to avoid conflict 
with Isis. It is the PKK and Pejhak 
guerrillas who have been taking 
the lead against Isis advances in 
Kurdish territory in Syria and 
Iraq. Furthermore, Barzani and his 
supporters should be well aware 
that Isis’s ambitions go far beyond 
defeating the Shia government in 
Baghdad. It is violently opposed to 
semi-secular Iraqi Kurdistan, where 
there is no state-imposed sexual 
segregation, where some women dare 
go out without a headscarf, where 
alcohol is openly sold and consumed 
...

There is also the question 
of Sunni Arabs living in Iraqi 
Kurdistan. They are fiercely 
nationalistic and will oppose any 
talk of independence. Iraqi Turkmen 
in and around Kirkuk are also 
unhappy about Barzani’s proposal 
and are threatening to unite against 
the Kurdish regional government’s 
attempts to fully integrate Kirkuk 
into the region.

No-one should take Netanyahu 
and his cheerleaders in the Iranian 
and the British left seriously 
when they talk of the “birth of a 
new Kurdish nation” in Iraq. Any 
unilateral attempt at declaring the 
current Kurdish region independent 
would unleash civil war.

Stability
For all the hype about Isis’s military 
gains in the last few weeks, we 
should remember that last time 
jihadists, in the shape of al Qa’eda 
forces led by Abu Musab Al-
Zarqawi, controlled a large chunk 
of northern Iraq, they did not keep 
hold of it for long, because their 
brutality alienated the majority of 
the local population and they also 
managed to alienate the Sunni tribes 
who had backed them. Reports from 
Iraq imply the new ‘caliph’ has not 
learned any lessons from the previous 
occasion. No wonder al Qa’eda has 
distanced itself from its former ally.

Having said that, clearly the 
unpopular Maleki, like Syria’s 
Bashar al-Assad, does not believe he 
can stop Isis without huge support 
- and in the case of Iraq almost 
everyone is now involved: Russian 
jets, Iranian planes and ground 
forces, as well as US drones.

Although the governments in 
Iran and Iraq have publicly accused 
Saudi Arabia of funding the jihadi 
movement, the Saudis, together 
with Jordan and Morocco, are now 
concerned that it could endanger 
their own rule. In the case of Saudi 
Arabia there is clearly a feeling that 
the monster it has created is out of 
control. Nothing else would explain 
the recent rapprochement between 
Iran and Saudi Arabia, with talk of 
a possible visit by the chairman of 
Iran’s expediency council, ayatollah 
Hashemi Rafsanjani, to Riyadh.

On July 5 Rafsanjani proposed 
the following: “To fight extremism 
… a collective effort should be made 
by all Muslim countries, particularly 
Iran and Saudi Arabia, in order to 
prevent a perception that Islamic 
nations and governments depend 
on foreign powers to maintain their 
stability and security.”2

Once again it is clear that, far 
from securing ‘democracy and 
prosperity’, the ‘war on terror’ 
unleashed by Bush and Blair has 
created such chaos that the two most 
reactionary countries in the region 
- Iran and Saudi Arabia - could 
soon be widely seen as forces of 
moderation and “stability” l

yassamine.mather@weeklyworker.org.uk

Notes
1. The Guardian June 21.
2. www.presstv.ir/detail/2014/07/06/370099/iran-
ksa-must-unite-against-extremism.
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Treating people like toy soldiers 
results in frivolous politics
Alex Callinicos is trying to talk about strategy and patience, but his tongue is tied by his organisation’s 
disastrous errors, argues Paul Demarty

Writing about the Socialist 
Workers Party’s insubstantial 
front group, Unite the 

Resistance, Martin Thomas of 
the Alliance for Workers’ Liberty 
observed: “Five three-quarter truths, 
piled one on top of another to reach a 
conclusion, make a conclusion which 
is only three-quarters times three-
quarters times … true. Or 24% true. 
Or three-quarters false.”1

We are reminded of comrade 
Thomas’s generally weak article upon 
reading ‘Thunder on the left’, a lengthy 
document by the SWP’s ‘intellectual 
leader’, Alex Callinicos, published 
in the current issue of International 
Socialism.2 It is a most peculiar 
chimera of an article - a perspectives 
document, stapled onto ruminations 
on various theoretical ephemera, glued 

to a reply to the SWP’s critics. It is 
not, word for word, Callinicos’s finest 
work (and there are very many words - 
some ten thousand of them, excluding 
footnotes); rather, it is a snapshot, from 
an oblique angle, of the mess the SWP 
has got itself into.

Its defining characteristic, to 
borrow comrade Thomas’s assessment 
of UTR, is its reliance on half-truths 
- along with a distinct seasoning of 
telling omissions. The less charitable 
among Callinicos’s critics will call 
this systematic dishonesty; but I have 
read too much Freud for that. The 
silences are symptomatic, not directly 
mendacious; the misrepresentations 
of SWP history are now thoroughly 
internalised. What is exposed here is 
the level of collective self-delusion 
now required for the SWP to believe 

it is the vehicle of the revolution.

Good feelings
The ostensible aim of the article is to 
illuminate the problem declared at the 
outset: “The paradox of the present 
situation is that capital is weak - but 
the radical left is much weaker … 
less because of mass ideological 
commitment to the system than 
because of the weakness of credible 
anti-capitalist alternatives.”

There’s a whole truth for you, 
although it is pretty banal - it is the 
picture painted by Richard Seymour in 
his recent book, Against austerity; by 
this paper; indeed, by most self-defined 
propaganda groups (the Spartacist 
League, for instance), since things 
generally have to be pretty bad for a 
self-described Trotskyist to resort to 

‘mere’ propaganda. Indeed, the silver 
lining of the left’s present political 
confusion is that it at least, now, comes 
with some self-awareness about our 
collective weakness.

Comrade Callinicos sketches the 
history like this: from the end of the 
1990s to the mid-2000s, there was a 
period of general “good feelings for the 
radical left”, epitomised by the alter-
globalisation movement and its later 
evolution into the anti-war movement 
after the September 11 attacks.

In parallel,  there was the 
emergence of “a cluster of new left 
parties” predicated on the “rejection 
of social liberalism”: his examples 
are “Rifondazione Comunista in 
Italy, Die Linke in Germany, Syriza 
(the Coalition of the Radical Left) 
in Greece, the Bloco de Esquerda 

in Portugal, the Scottish Socialist 
Party (SSP), the Red-Green Alliance 
in Denmark, Respect, the Unity 
Coalition, in England”.

After this development, along with 
the rise of the left in Latin America, 
we are slammed into reverse gear - 
some organisations split (Respect, 
the SSP); some are electorally wiped 
out (Bloco de Esquerda), others both 
(Rifondazione). This fragmentation 
began before the current crisis, when 
“George Galloway launched his attack 
on the role of the [SWP] within Respect 
in August 2007”, but has continued, 
more or less uninterrupted, since. 
In Britain, ‘unity projects’ multiply 
farcically; ‘the movements’ (against 
university fees, for instance, but also 
the Arab spring and Occupy) produce 
short-term spectaculars which burn 

Loyalists misled by Callinicos



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 
imperialist wars   and occupations 
but constantly strive to bring 
to the fore the fundamental 
question - ending war is bound 
up with ending capitalism.
n C o m m u n i s t s  a r e 
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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out quickly. Despite an explosion in 
electoral support, the “left-reformist” 
Syriza “has marched firmly onto the 
centre ground”.

It is hardly remiss to pause here 
and hike an eyebrow - Respect seems 
rather to be a gatecrasher in the list 
of leftwing advances, as it never 
represented significant forces beyond 
the SWP and some extremely light-
travelling allies among the south 
Asian petty bourgeoisie, nor garnered 
significant votes without access to the 
latter’s patriarchal networks or the 
celebrity of George Galloway. Nor was 
it founded in response to the march 
of social liberalism, but as an attempt 
to turn the anti-war movement into a 
popular-front party.

Indeed, presenting things this 
way is misleading for many of the 
entries in the list. Rifondazione was 
formed in 1991 as a split from the 
‘official’ Communist Party, which 
was transforming itself into the Partito 
Democratico della Sinistra - not as a 
response to social liberalism.3 Syriza 
and Die Linke appear to have emerged 
according to this schema, but in reality 
the largest components and spinal 
cores of both are also products of 
the early 1990s: the Eurocommunist 
Synapsismos - formerly, more or 
less, the Communist Party of Greece 
(Interior) - and the former ruling 
party of East Germany, the Partei 
des Demokratischen Sozialismus 
(PDS). All three are not products of 
a reaction to ‘social liberalism’, but 
of the earlier collapse of the ‘official 
communist’ movement.

This second misrepresentation is 
in service of the first: putting Respect 
in the company of serious - if, by 
historic standards, hollowed out - 
contingents of the traditional workers’ 
movement aggrandises its importance. 
Yet mentioning it here requires still 
another mangling of the truth. It 
was not Galloway, but the SWP who 
manufactured the split in Respect for 
more or less wholly cynical reasons.4

Right all along?
The slightly tricksy nature of this 
passage is emblematic of the task 
Callinicos has set himself here. It is 
unignorable, even within the SWP, 
that society has drifted rapidly to 
the right in recent years. Yet this 
truth must be acknowledged without 
implying that the SWP has made any 
serious mistakes.

Thus the SWP was right to get 
very excited about Seattle; was right 
to build the anti-war movement in the 
way that it did, and to try to convert 
that into electoral support with 
Respect. The successive reversals 
since can be put down to either 
suddenly and mysteriously inclement 
political conditions, or the perfidy of 
individuals (an implied reference to 
John Rees’s and Lindsey German’s 
“shameful” leadership of the Stop 
the War Coalition in its recent pro-
Assad, pro-Putin guise, shows up in 
the footnotes).

The same dilemma afflicts most 
of the rest of Callinicos’s survey 
of present thinking on the left. We 
cannot deal with everything in his 
guided tour - although we note the 
overrepresentation of the International 
Socialist diaspora in his polemics. It 
is worth examining his comments on 
‘feminism’ in more detail, however, 
both as an exemplary case of ‘right all 
along’ syndrome and as a window into 
what is really going on here.

Introducing the subject, comrade 
Callinicos declares his interest: “This 
is a sensitive subject both because 
the SWP’s crisis focused on rape 
allegations and because the claim was 
made by successive oppositions within 
the SWP that the leadership responded 
by targeting ‘creeping feminism’.”

He continues: “This was entirely 
false. We would never dream of treating 
feminists as enemies. The SWP indeed 
can be proud that it identified early 
on the ‘new sexism’ characteristic 

of the neoliberal era, where the 
objectification of women’s bodies is 
represented as ‘empowerment’, and 
welcomed the emergence in response 
of a new wave of feminism.”

Again, this is half true: the SWP 
did indeed rail against what Ariel Levy 
called “raunch culture” (it slotted in 
very nicely with the SWP’s then 
alliance with east London Muslims, 
who have their own difficulties with 
exposed female flesh). It is, however, 
simply a matter of record that the 
SWP’s initial response to rebellion on 
the Delta issue was to target, quote-
unquote, “creeping feminism”.

Callinicos goes on, regardless, 
to survey various contemporary 
feminisms, and many of his 
comments are correct as far as they 
go. He notes that the rising influence 
of certain feminist currents today 
is part of “broader anti-capitalist 
radicalisation”, which we may more 
or less accept - despite its deep 
political problems, there can be 
no doubt that the intersectionality 
‘movement’ revels in radical rhetoric, 
or its growth among many who 
were participants in or sympathetic 
observers of Occupy, the student 
movement and so on.

Just as those movements have 
been limited, however, current 
feminism is limited by “the context 
in which it has emerged” - firstly, in 
a period of defeat, its demands have 
a “defensive character”; secondly, 
“one effect of the women’s liberation 
movement in the 1960s and 1970s is 
that lip service to feminism … has 
become institutionalised in the state 
and the business world”; thirdly, the 
“entrenchment” of esoteric feminism 
in the humanities. All of this “leads to 
an approach to politics in which moral 
critique takes priority”.

What disappears is the class 
dimension - modern feminist 
theories “have very little to say about 
capitalism” - a product of the 1980s 
eclipse of Marxism in the academy, in 
which figures who would previously 
have identified as both feminist and 
Marxist became the one and not the 
other. Today, with “the lack of a strong 
forward thrust provided by an insurgent 
working class”, this theoretical legacy 
looms large.

The result - “privilege theory and 
intersectionality … legitimise a hunt 
for differences among the oppressed 
themselves”. The way out is through 
the agency of the working class, 
and “classical Marxism” - meaning, 
naturally, the infamous interventions 
of Lindsey German and Chris Harman, 
plus an approving reference to the 
social reproduction theory pioneered 
by Lise Vogel.

Whither the SWP?
Much of this material, while hardly 
especially acute, is agreeable (if we 
ditch the German-Harman references, 
at any rate). The same might even be 
said for Callinicos’s conclusion, which 
sounds some of the same notes we 
do. However bad things are now, the 
historical tendency is not against us:

The past few decades have seen a 
global expansion of the working 
class thanks to the spread of 
industrial capitalism to parts of 
the global south, but also because 
the neoliberal restructuring of 
the advanced capitalist societies 
has intensified processes of 
proletarianisation. The problem 
is that this vast reorganisation has 
broken up the existing structures of 
the workers’ movement, and building 
new structures amid the storms of 
crisis and under constant pressure of 
capitalist attack is proving a difficult 
and protracted process …

The present crisis [of the left] 
is much more diffuse, but in some 
ways more threatening, because the 
revolutionary left is much weaker 
than it was in 1979. This makes 
the attempts to split and even to 

destroy organisations such as the 
NPA and the SWP so irresponsible. 
These parties represent decades of 
concentrated efforts by thousands 
of militants to develop credible 
revolutionary alternatives. They 
are not to be thrown away lightly.

He quotes Chris Harman to the 
effect that “revolutionary patience 
is the order of the day. It is the 
only alternative to either allegedly 
‘transitional’, but in reality reformist, 
palliatives that suggest that something 
other than the self-emancipation of 
the class can deal with the crisis of the 
system, or to running off in pursuit of 
ephemeral ‘new movements’.”

It is unfortunately necessary not to 
take the comrade at his word here. The 
reason is simple: his conclusion, and 
indeed his discussion of feminism, form 
one pole of a contradiction. The other 
pole is … the SWP, as it actually is, and 
as it actually does politics. Who turns 
to the SWP for a dose of “revolutionary 
patience”? The notion is self-evidently 
laughable. Callinicos’s conclusions 
are implicitly an argument against the 
character of the organisation he leads.

This bitter irony permeates the 
article. “The economic class struggle 
during the present crisis has nowhere 
been sustained on a sufficient scale or 
assumed the offensive form required to 
break with the pattern of fragmentation 
and defeat,” writes Callinicos; 
meanwhile, Socialist Worker mindlessly 
gees up its readers for July 10. Or on the 
women’s question: “one reason why we 
suffered such a severe crisis was because 
we take combating sexism so seriously”. 
Another half-truth - because the SWP’s 
operative approach to these issues, and 
most others, is shrill moral outrage, its 
former comrades had very little distance 
to travel before they washed up as 
intersectionalists.

An incidental, weasel-worded attack 
on Lars Lih’s research, which firmly 
places Lenin in the tradition of western 
European social democracy, contains 
the grumble that “Lih’s work can be 
used (irrespective of his own intentions) 
to deny any legitimacy to the project of 
building an independent revolutionary 
Marxist organisation”. Very true: there 
are many liquidationist projects that 
abuse Lih’s research to pretend that the 
Bolsheviks sought a fluffy broad party 
in favour of nice things.5

If you want a masterclass in 
the instrumentalisation of theory, 
however, you must turn to the SWP: 
we have mentioned the writings on the 
women’s question, which concluded 
that working class men do not benefit 
at all from women’s oppression. An 
obviously fanciful notion, but one 
which could be justified in the context 
of a grubby bureaucratic manoeuvre 

against a more avowedly feminist 
faction of the SWP in the early 1980s.

And so it continues - for every 
sober argument Callinicos raises 
here, his organisation yells an idiocy 
through a megaphone. For every 
counsel of realism, there is a Socialist 
Worker article urging us to believe the 
hype: one last push, comrades!

And finally, there is the cynicism 
embedded in a sentence we have 
already quoted - the adverse situation 
“makes the attempts to split and even 
to destroy organisations such as the 
NPA and the SWP so irresponsible”.

Indeed, Alex: it is irresponsible for 
a leader of an organisation to fail to 
account for the loss of half of its active 
membership, except with hand-waving 
and generalities. Comrade Callinicos 
consciously decided to double down 
when opposition arose to the handling 
of the Delta case, again and again. 
His irresponsible provocations led 
hundreds of members to tear up their 
party cards in disgust.

It is more than his personal role in 
the SWP crisis that is at issue, however 
- look at the fate of those who left the 
SWP. Adverse ideological pressure is a 
permanent background hum of bourgeois 
society - indeed, all class societies. The 
point of a Marxist organisation is to 
provide an alternative pole of attraction, 
to teach comrades to smell bullshit, to 
spot the “embryo of a reactionary idea in 
a revolutionary phrase” (Martov).

That this article, which consists 
mostly of Callinicos shadow-boxing 
his own erstwhile factional opponents, 
should have to devote so much attention 
to cretinous post-Marxist fads and the 
lunatic fringe of identity politics, is the 
ultimate testament of the SWP’s abject 
failure to play this role. By wrenching 
its people this way and that, deploying 
them like toy soldiers, it has taught them 
to treat politics frivolously.

In the absence of genuine self-
criticism, it is quite inconceivable 
that an SWP led by Callinicos ever 
will be capable of making sturdy 
revolutionaries. We hope comrade 
Callinicos will take his own 
conclusions seriously enough to realise 
how disastrous his contribution has 
been during these last few years l

paul.demarty@weeklyworker.org.uk

Notes
1. M Thomas ‘The SWP on industrial strategy: 
five three-quarter truths’ Solidarity February 12.
2. International Socialist Journal No143, June 
2014.
3. See T Abse, ‘Failed refoundation’ Weekly 
Worker October 18 2012.
4. See P Manson, ‘Two Respects, two dead ends’ 
Weekly Worker November 8 2007.
5. A representative example can be found here 
- inevitably, from a splinter of the IS tradition: 
http://externalbulletin.org/2014/06/21/the-great-
lenin-debate-of-2012.
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Zionist racism on display
The disparity in the treatment of two bereaved families is a direct consequence of a Jewish state, writes 
Tony Greenstein

When three Israeli teenagers, 
Eyal Yifrah, Gilad Shaar 
and Naftali Frenkel, who 

were hitchhiking in the West Bank, 
were killed on June 12 by unknown 
assailants, Israeli prime minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu was under no 
doubt as to who was responsible. 
It was Palestinian “terrorists” - 
specifically the militant Islamist 
group, Hamas.

At what were effectively state 
funerals of the teenagers, Netanyahu 
waxed lyrical: “I know the pain of 
mourning; there is nothing worse than 
that,” he said, standing by the three 
coffins, each draped with the blue and 
white Israeli flag. Addressing their 
parents, he stated: “The whole nation 
has witnessed your inner strength and 
that of the rest of your family.” Their 
three youths had been “attacked by 
murderers, who violated the decree, 
‘Never cast a hand on a child’.”

In subsequent days, Netanyahu 
gave full rein to the racist barbarism 
of the Zionist state. Israel launched 
37 air strikes on Gaza - a defenceless 
target, which has been the subject of 
a blockade for eight years. The Israeli 
military demolished the houses of two 
Hamas members named by Israel as 
suspects in the abduction - Marwan 
Qawasmeh and Amer Abu Eisheh.

Fifty Palestinian militants, released 
under the deal to free Gilad Shalit, 
a captured Israeli soldier, were 
rearrested, proving that the Israeli 
state is incapable of sticking to an 
agreement. Netanyahu vowed that 
Hamas would “pay a heavy price” - 
although one wonders what on earth 
Hamas as an organisation would hope 
to gain by kidnapping and murdering 
three civilians. In remarks reminiscent 
of Menachem Begin’s description of 
Palestinians as “two-legged beasts”, 
Netanyahu informed us that the three 
Israeli teenagers had been murdered in 
cold blood by “wild beasts”.

When, a few days later, Netanyahu 
also condemned the murder of 16-year-
old Palestinian Muhammad Abu 
Khdeir - almost certainly as a racist 
reprisal - he adopted a very different 
tone. Nothing about casting a hand on 
a child or the pain of mourning. After 
all, Palestinians do not mourn: they 
glory in violence. Whereas Netanyahu 
knew without a shadow of a doubt who 
was responsible for the killing of the 
Israeli teenagers, he did not “know the 
motives or identities of the murderers 
of Muhammad Abu Khdeir”. Yes, 
he was prepared to “unequivocally 
condemn” the murder of a Palestinian, 
but the police investigation was still 
ongoing and so he would not engage 
in further speculation.

Whereas it is likely that the murder 
of the Israeli teenagers was carried out 
by individual Palestinians, it is clear 
that the killers of Muhammad Abu 
Khdeir were settlers. The burning 
alive of the teenager testifies to their 
murderous racism and sadism.

Kiryat Arba, a settlement just 
outside Hebron, is known for the 
strength of the Jewish Nazi Kach 
movement. It has a memorial to Baruch 
Goldstein, who killed 29 Palestinians 

and injured 129 in Hebron in 1994. 
To the settlers Baruch Goldstein is a 
folk hero. Some idea of the virulence 
of the racism of Hebron settlers can 
be gauged by the graffiti daubed on 
nearby Palestinian houses - “Arabs to 
the gas chambers”. But obviously, there 
were no air strikes on the settlement 
where the nest of killers are based. 
Instead it is protected by the army. In 
Hebron itself 400 settlers have taken 
over the centre of the city, which was 
once bustling with thriving shops. 
But today Palestinians are forbidden 
to walk down the main street.

The Palestinians were collectively 
guilty for the actions of whoever killed 
the Israeli youths - just as the entire 
Greek people were held responsible 
by the Nazis for the actions of the 
partisans and German Jews for the 
assassination of Erich vom Rath, 
providing the excuse for the November 
1938 ‘Kristallnacht’, when hundreds of 
Jews and their property were attacked. 
It is symptomatic of racist and fascist 
movements that they hold the people 

they demonise collectively responsible 
for the actions of individuals. The 
National Front did this in 1970s 
Britain and today in Europe rightwing 
politicians blame Muslims as one 
undifferentiated mass for the acts of 
extremists.

So too it is with the Zionists: being 
less than human, the Palestinians, 
according to mainstream Israeli 
culture, care little for the death of their 
loved ones. They will willingly send 
their children on jihad, because they 
lack the normal feelings that parents 
have for their offspring. There is only 
one response to what Dror Eydar, a 
columnist for Israel Hayom, described 
as a “Palestinian culture of death”. It 
is to inflict such violence that even 
the beasts of the terrorist nest that is 
Gaza think twice: “No-one negotiates 
with cancer cells - we fight to dig them 
out at the root.”1 This racist attitude 
was first articulated by former Israeli 
prime minister Golda Meir: “Peace 
will come when the Arabs start to love 
their children more than they hate us.”2

It is in these statements that 
the genocidal rationale of settler 
colonialism is best articulated. All 
human society requires a justification 
for its activities and the crimes of 
the colonists are no exception. The 
same is true of British imperialism. 
According to the British satirical 
magazine Punch in 1862, the Irish 
immigrant is a “creature manifestly 
between the gorilla and the negro ... 
When conversing with its kind, it talks 
a sort of gibberish. It is, moreover, a 
climbing animal, and may sometimes 
be seen ascending a ladder laden with 
a hod of bricks.”3

In 1869, New Mexico’s supreme 
court ruled in relation to native 
Americans: “The idea that a handful of 
wild, half-naked, thieving, plundering, 
murdering savages should be dignified 
with the sovereign attributes of nations, 
enter into solemn treaties and claim a 
country 500 miles wide by 1,000 miles 
long as theirs in fee simple, because 
they hunted buffalo or antelope over 
it, might do for a beautiful reading 

of Hiawatha, but is unsuited to the 
intelligence and justice of this age, or 
the natural rights of mankind.”4

The Nazis had defined the Jews 
as belonging to the Untermenschen, 
the sub-human races. Untermenschen 
also included the “masses from the 
east”, gypsies and Slavs, as well as 
black people and mulattos.5 Israel is 
therefore in good company and the 
racism of Zionism has come full circle 
- except that today instead of the Jews 
it is the Arabs who are the sub-humans.

This attitude was displayed once 
again in the treatment of the family 
of the murdered Palestinian, which 
was quite different to that of the 
parents of the Israeli teenagers. The 
15-year-old cousin of Muhammad, 
Tarek Abu Khdeir, visiting for the 
summer from the US, was the victim 
of a savage beating by armed Israeli 
police. They kicked and punched 
him relentlessly while he was cuffed 
and lying on the ground - the whole 
incident was videoed.6 A campaign 
has been secretly waged by the Israeli 
police to discredit the Khdeir family, 
suggesting that Muhammad was a 
closet gay, killed in an ‘honour’ feud. 
The father and other close relatives 
were subject to intense and distressing 
questioning in police cells from the 
Israeli security services.

The disparity in treatment between 
the Israeli and the Palestinian families 
is indicative of what Zionism means 
in practice. That disparity is clear to 
many people, including those who 
see recent events as one-off incidents 
rather than the direct consequence of 
a Jewish state l

Notes
1. www.algemeiner.com/2014/07/02/murder-of-is-
raeli-teens-highlights-palestinian-culture-of-death.
2. J Levy The agony of the promised land New 
York 2004, p187.
3. www.irishhistorylinks.net/More_Links/Racism.
html.
4. United States v Lucero, 1869: www.thephora.
net/forum/archive/index.php/t-66961.html.
5. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Untermensch.
6. See www.jonathan-cook.net/blog/2014-07-05/
four-families-grieve-one-is-under-assault.

An opportunity that suited Israeli warmongers 


