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Heretics
The Socialist Fight group has been 
targeted by the right wing and parts 
of the left for witch-hunting over 
our opposition to Zionism. And the 
CPGB has echoed the allegation of 
anti-Semitism against us, and even 
on some occasions implied that we 
have something in common with 
Nazism because of our forthright anti-
Zionism and hostility to expressions 
of Jewish racism and chauvinism, 
which we see as just as dangerous 
as any other form of imperialist 
chauvinism. This reflects both the 
CPGB’s Stalinist background, and 
a degree of political capitulation to 
Zionism; both Stalinists and Zionists 
are well known for Nazi-baiting 
their leftwing critics.

What the CPGB really objects 
to is our pointing out the overlap 
of the Israeli ruling class with 
the ruling classes of the US, UK 
and other advanced countries. 
This  is  the resul t  of  a  shared 
ethnic-nationalist  project  of a 
politically self-selected part of the 
disproportionately large section 
of these ruling classes that are 
of Jewish origin, with the ruling 
class of Israel. It is a material fact 
that the representation of Jewish 
bourgeois in the ruling classes of 
the advanced countries greatly 
exceeds the proportion of Jews in 
the population.

We cons ider  th i s  c rea tes  a 
unique relationship between Israel 
and the older imperialist powers, 
and gives Israel a political clout 
over  specif ics  that  individual 
imperialist powers generally do 
not possess in each other’s politics, 
even when they are allies. For 
example: in the decades of Irish 
republican struggles against British 
imperialism, a considerable section 
of US bourgeois opinion expressed 
vocal sympathy for the Irish against 
Britain. This did not harm the 
political careers of the Kennedys, 
or the likes of Tip O’Neill, one iota. 
Despite the origins of the US as a 
one-time British colony, there was 
no ethnocentric British lobby in 
US politics that could criminalise 
Irish republican sympathy in US 
bourgeois politics.

But the hugely powerful Zionist 
bourgeois lobby in US (and British) 
politics has a Jewish bourgeois 
pol i t ical  core with a  common 
interest with the Israeli ruling 
class, through a common bourgeois 
citizenship embodied in Israel’s 
racist ‘law of return’. To seriously 
cr i t ic ise  Israel’s  abuse of  the 
Palestinians is to court almost 
certain ruin of a career in bourgeois 
politics, or even in academia. 

T h e  r e a s o n  f o r  t h i s 
overrepresentat ion of  Jews in 
the  bourgeo i s  c l a s ses  o f  the 
imperialist countries is a tricky 
historical question, which Socialist 
Fight has addressed in Marxist 
historical materialist terms, most 
synthetically in our Draft theses on 
the Jews and modern imperialism, 
September 2014.

Much of  our  analysis  is  an 
extens ion  of  the  approach of 
communists, including Karl Marx 
and Abram Leon, who followed 
a pattern that is also true today, 
that some of the most penetrating 
analysts of Jewish politics, and 
critics of its reactionary sides, have 
been of Jewish origin themselves. 
This is a historical statement, but it 
is essential that non-Jewish leftists 
should acquire the political cojones 
to get to grips with this difficult 
subject.

When Ian Donovan, speaking 
as a  Social is t  Fight  supporter 
i n  d i s c u s s i o n  a t  C o m m u n i s t 
University in Norman Finkelstein’s 
session on the ‘future of Palestine’, 
made some of these points, he was 
loudly heckled by some CPGB 
supporters and friends, and ran 
out  of  speaking t ime because 
of this disruption. He was then 
denounced, as is usual, by among 
others the CPGB’s Jack Conrad, 
who, apart from calling our views 
reprehensible in a manner that he 
could not actually define, flatly 
denied that Jews are represented 
in the ruling class of the US and 
Britain in considerably greater 
numbers  than  in  the  gene ra l 
population.

But it is simply a fact. Forbes, 
which is a kind of American Who’s 
who of the bourgeoisie, notes that 
the representation of Jews among US 
billionaires is close to 50%, whereas 
the Jewish population of the US is 
only around 2%. These facts are not 
disputed by Jewish sources - indeed 
some boast about the influence and 
prestige they bring.

To  m e n t i o n  t h e s e  f a c t s  i s 
apparently a political crime. But 
while Marxism bases its materialist 
analysis of the world on facts, the 
CPGB apparently subordinates 
its Marxism to liberal prejudices 
against highlighting the role of 
Jewish ethnic-nationalist interests 
in politics. The fact that some of 
these issues have been exploited 
by Nazis and other racists should 
not put them off-limits to Marxists, 
while the Palest inians,  on the 
receiving end of the oppression 
resulting at least in part from these 
things, are shafted and cannot be 
properly defended - a betrayal of 
internationalism.

We have considerable differences 
with Norman Finkelstein, who has 
a Maoist political past and has 
long since renounced Marxism. He 
has regrettably also developed a 
‘pragmatic’ two-statist position on 
the Israel-Palestine conflict. This 
relies on apparent contradictions 
between the words and the deeds of 
the ‘international community’ - ie, 
the imperialists - over the illegality 
of the Israeli occupation of the 
West Bank, Gaza and Golan. He 
seeks to exert pressure through 
a  Gandhian  s t ra tegy  o f  c iv i l 
d isobedience and non-violent 
protesters “getting killed” by the 
Israelis, in order to mobilise world 
opinion - even though he admitted 
this may not even work. As he 
said, an occupation that is not 
temporary amounts to annexation. 
This certainly is the case with the 
large-scale settlement of the West 
Bank. Gaza is a different facet of 
the same strategy, in this case to 
make a territory uninhabitable for 
its people and refugees.

D e s p i t e  m a k i n g  s o m e  o f 
these criticisms in his curtailed 
con t r ibu t ion  a t  CU,  I an  was 
gratified that Finkelstein, whilst 
not endorsing our analysis, came 
to our defence against the CPGB’s 
calumnies. To paraphrase, even 
v i e w s  c o n s i d e r e d  s o m e w h a t 
malevolent should be listened to, 
as they may contain an element of 
truth. On some key specifics, he 
argued, we were at least partly right 
and should not be heresy-hunted 
and heckled down. 

“Of course” the activities of the 
Zionist lobby, of Jewish bourgeois, 
like for instance Sheldon Adelson, 
were examples of ethnic influence 
in US bourgeois politics. Of course 
“Jewish lobbies” (the term he used) 
had influence in US politics, and, 
on matters not fundamental to 
US imperialist interests, could 
force adoption of policies that are 

irrational from the point of view 
of the interests of US imperialism. 
Of course there was no US interest 
in associating themselves with the 
most egregious atrocities of the 
Israeli right, but they frequently do.

Finkelstein noted that on some 
seemingly fundamental  issues 
for US imperialism, the Zionist 
lobby had lost - for instance over 
Obama’s nuclear deal with Iran. We 
are not so sure. The Republicans, 
even prior to Trump’s ascendency, 
were united against it .  Hillary 
Clinton was notoriously slow to 
endorse it, and has rhetorically 
made stringent ‘demands’ of Iran 
and may sabotage the deal if she 
succeeds Obama. It may prove that 
Obama’s defiance of Netanyahu 
was a transitory product of the US 
electoral cycle - a president in the 
second half of his second term can 
never face re-election, and thus 
enjoys exceptional latitude with 
regard to lobbies.

F inke l s t e in  a l so  compared 
the  Jewish/Israel i  lobby with 
the Cuban Gusano lobby, which 
saddled the US with an irrational 
policy towards Cuba for decades, 
unt i l  very recently.  There are 
both similarities and differences 
here. There cannot be an overlap 
between the Gusano elements in 
the US ruling class and Cuba itself 
- there are counterrevolutionary 
exiles hostile to the Cuban state 
at  the centre  of  their  project . 
But the overseas Jewish-Zionist 
bourgeoisie has deep roots in the 
imperialist bourgeois Israeli state, 
and common citizenship by birth. 

Notwithstanding these caveats, 
Finkelstein’s defence of our right 
to dissent and be heard, and even 
more his statements that, on key 
aspects ,  what  we say is  r ight 
against the CPGB, are devastating 
to these people.  He was their 
honoured guest as an undoubtedly 
courageous Jewish dissident and 
fine writer, despite his flaws.

The denunciation of Socialist 
Fight as an example of ‘left wing 
anti-Semitism’ is  now a point 
of honour and goes to the very 
root of the integrity of the CPGB 
leadership of Jack Conrad, which 
both hounded out Ian Donovan 
from its sponsored platform in Left 
Unity for his views, and then took 
an absurd, contradictory position 
on the Zionist/rightwing attack 
on Gerry Downing in the Labour 
Party, professing to defend us on 
democratic grounds while agreeing 
with the right wing that our views 
are anti-Semitic. In fact, the case 
against Gerry Downing made by the 
Labour Representation Committee 
collapsed because Gordon Nardell 
QC, for the LRC’s complaints 
sub-committee, could not give a 
legal definition of anti-Semitism, 
and would not say what the original 
complaint  was against  him or 
who had placed it. (See https://
socialistfight.com/2016/06/16/
lrc-drops-charges-against-gerry-
downing).

After the meeting, there were 
red faces from CPGB cadre. At 
lunch, their comrade Tina Becker 
expressed shock that  Norman 
Finkelstein had defended us and 
even agreed with  us  on some 
things. Jack Conrad even seemed 
to  ev idence  good  humour  in 
responding to an ‘egg on your face’ 
gesture from comrade Downing. 
But humour aside, there are serious 
issues for Marxists and the left in 
general at stake here. It is telling 
that a respected Jewish dissident 
figure such as Norman Finkelstein 
has the courage to recognise and 
openly cri t icise Jewish ethnic 
politics in play in ruling class 
politics in the USA and Britain, 

whereas would-be Marxists cringe 
in fear and echo the right wing 
when these issues are raised.

Tony Greenstein was amongst 
the first on the left to join the 
r ight  wing wi tchhunt  agains t 
Gerry Downing, giving the lead 
to the LRC right wing and others 
(‘Confusing the question’, Weekly 
Worker March 17). He himself was 
then suspended from the Labour 
Party for … anti-Semitism! He 
wrote:  “I t  was August  Bebel , 
the leader of the German Social 
Democratic Party, who described 
anti-Semitism as the ‘socialism of 
fools’. Gerry Downing - the leader 
of a tiny Trotskyist group, Socialist 
Fight, one of the splinters resulting 
from the implosion of the Workers 
Revolutionary Party of Vanessa 
Redgrave fame - is nothing if not 
a fool.” But it was he who looked 
foolish as he spluttered his outrage 
at Norman Finkelstein’s defence 
of the very principles that he had 
condemned as ant i-Semit ic  in 
Gerry Downing and Socialist Fight. 
We will not be holding our breath 
for the apology.
Gerry Downing and Ian Donovan
Socialist Fight

Missing something
Perhaps I’m missing something in Paul 
Demarty’s article (‘Voting for the right 
lizard’, August 4), but it seems that 
there is a lot about how Hillary Clinton 
is not really a lesser evil - which is an 
inadequate response.

While not denying that there 
are different ways to critique the 
arguments for voting Hillary in this 
specific case, including pointing 
out her essentially reactionary track 
record and current policies, surely it 
is more important to tackle the whole 
‘lesser evil tactic’ itself, and the 
political strategy behind it.

This has been discussed to some 
extent in Weekly Worker articles 
on the Bernie Sanders movement, 
but I would argue that Demarty 
should have decisively reminded 
readers of the principled reasons why 
socialists advocate not voting for the 
Democratic Party.
Alan Theasby
Middlesbrough

Pipedream
Paul Demarty’s conclusion that the 
election of Trump would benefit the 
working class (presumably because he 
would be so bad that he would usher 
in a working class revolution?) is a 
pipedream. You cannot be serious! If 
you are, then try reading Gramsci.
Michael Ellison
email

Crude approach
The motives of the Orlando shooter 
were established by witness reports and 
details from friends and acquaintances, 
including the shooter’s lover. This, 
not the initial media reaction, is the 
most reliable information. Think of 
the Madeleine McCann case and all 
the blind alleys the media took us 
down in order to sell the story. The 
truth is one thing; the media narrative 
is something else.

When a shooting occurs the media 
like to sniff out an Islamic motive so 
they can peddle the terrorist-at-large 
narrative. Ted Hankin (Letters, August 
4) is the embodiment of the media. 
We saw with the recent knife attack 
in London how the media desperately 
wanted to link a clear case of mental 
illness to terrorism. No one with dark 
skin can have mental health issues any 
more - they are simply to be described 
as terrorists. Every act of violence 
carried out against a European nation 
is presented as the work of Islamist 
radicals. Once terrorism is discounted, 
the media loses interest.

Mental health is a clear factor that 

leads to acts of terror. The media 
are not interested in the wider and 
more important social issues, the 
backgrounds of the assailants or 
the social environment they live in, 
only the Islamic dimension. ‘Mental 
health’ does not look as good as ‘terror 
attack’ on those scrolling breaking 
news items.

To simply say, as Ted Hankin does, 
let us abstract from everything and 
just lay the blame at the feet of Islam 
and terror networks, is crudeness 
taken to absurdity. His view amounts 
to this: disregard the truth, forego 
serious analysis and simply act as 
propagandists against Islam. I would 
urge everyone to reject this crude 
approach.
Maren Clarke
email

Race central
The CPGB’s coverage of the United 
States is severely weakened by your 
inability to understand the central role 
race has played in class formation 
in the United States and Canada. 
America was founded as a settler 
colonialist project - by Europeans 
brutally taking land from natives to 
carve out a new country. This project, 
in which all classes participated, 
created a unified white American 
nation (or something - nation is 
the best word I can think of). The 
promise of this nation was that the 
profits gained from slave labour and 
land stealing could be distributed 
to all members of the nation. The 
promise was that any white person 
could rise from his lowly origins 
by standing on a mountain of black 
and native corpses.

In the white American labour 
movement, many unions created 
a colour l ine,  refusing blacks 
membership. The idea was that if 
blacks were super exploited, white 
workers could get a decent deal. In 
many places, when it was felt that 
blacks were driving down wages, 
white workers would engage in 
race riots, driving out lower cost 
black labour.

This is not to deny that cross-
racial class politics emerged - they 
did. The Industrial Workers of the 
World were admirable in this regard. 
However, when these movements 
were broken up, a pattern emerged. 
The black membership would see 
worsening conditions and even 
more repression, while the white 
membership would see slightly 
improved conditions, in exchange 
for ignoring the worsening of 
conditions for black workers. The 
only exceptions were those who 
could not or would not abandon 
their black comrades. Those who 
refused to accept the deal would be 
treated as black and executed. Most 
workers, no doubt looking to their 
starving families, accepted the deal.

For a revolutionary communist 
left  to emerge in this country, 
the white working class must be 
convinced to betray their race in 
mass numbers. Not impossible, 
but difficult. They must declare 
war on America as a concept. We 
should find ways to so thoroughly 
burn the bridges with America that 
no worker will have the option to 
backslide.

The CPGB’s failure to talk about 
the Black Lives Matter movement 
is born out of this blind spot.

On a related note, I would like 
to bring to your at tent ion the 
upcoming prisoners’ strike. On 
September 9, prisoners across the 
United States will go on strike 
against what can only be described 
as prison slavery. See www.rawstory.
com/2016/08/why-were-about-the-see-
the-largest-prison-strike-in-history.
Ian Hartman
email
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MIDDLE EAST

London Communist Forum
Sunday August 28, 5pm: Weekly political report from CPGB 
Provisional Central Committee, followed by open discussion and 
reading group. Calthorpe Arms, 252 Grays Inn Road, London WC1. 
Study of Ralph Miliband’s Parliamentary socialism. This meeting: 
chapter 7 (‘MacDonaldism without MacDonald’), section 1: ‘The lure 
of words’ (continued). 
[Sunday September 4: No forum]
Organised by CPGB: www.cpgb.org.uk; and Labour Party Marxists: 
www.labourpartymarxists.org.uk. 
Waltham Forest Momentum
Saturday August 27, 12pm-2pm: Momentum rally. St Michael and All 
Angels church hall,
Northcote Road, Walthamstow, London E17 6PQ.
Organised by People’s Momentum: www.peoplesmomentum.com.
Still talking Scottish independence
Tuesday August 30, 7pm-9pm: Discussion. Unison Glasgow City 
Branch, 84 Bell Street, Glasgow, G1 1LQ.
For independence - Tony Cox. Against independence -Sandy McBurney.
Organised by Unison Glasgow City:  
www.facebook.com/UnisonGlasgowCity/.
Community energy
Saturday September 3, 9am to 4.30pm: Meeting, Said Business 
School, Park End Street, Oxford OX1.
Organised by Cooperatives UK: www.uk.coop.
No to austerity
Saturday September 3, 12 noon to 3pm: National meeting of People’s 
Assembly, NUT, Hamilton House, Mabledon Place, London WC1.
Organised by People’s Assembly: www.thepeoplesassembly.org.uk.
Remember the Diggers
Saturday September 10, 10am to 5pm: Annual political festival, The 
Wiend, Wigan WN1. Leftwing entertainment, music and politics.
Organised by Wigan Diggers Festival: https://wigandiggersfestival.org.
TUC Congress
Sunday September 11 to Wednesday September 14: Annual 
conference of Trades Union Congress, Brighton Centre, King’s Road, 
Brighton BN1.
Organised by TUC: www.tuc.org.uk.
National Shop Stewards Network
Sunday September 11, 1pm: Rally at TUC conference, Ashdown 
Suite, Holiday Inn, 137 King’s Road, Brighton BN1.
Organised by National Shop Stewards Network: http://shopstewards.net.
The Media and Corbyn
Thursday September 15, 7pm-9pm: Exploring media’s relationship to 
radical movements. Student Central, Malet Street, London, WC1E 7HY. 
Event bringing together media activists, workers and scholars to explore 
the media’s misrepresentation of progressive movements.
Event page: www.facebook.com/events/757281407745069/.
Organised by: Media Reform Coalition: www.mediareform.org.uk/
Underbelly of the workplace
Friday September 16, Saturday September 17, 11am to 5pm: 
Conference, University of Greenwich, Stephen Lawrence Building, 30 
Park Row, London SE10. 
Organised by Blacklist Support Group:  
www.facebook.com/groups/blacklistSG.
The World Transformed
Saturday 24 to Tuesday 27 September: Four days of left-wing 
politics, art, community and culture. The Black-E, 1 Great George St, 
Liverpool, L1 5EW. 
Facebook page: www.facebook.com/TWTNow/.
Organised by People’s Momentum: www.peoplesmomentum.com.
Official website: http://theworldtransformed.org.
15 Years of the ‘War on Terror’
Monday September 26, 7pm: Meeting in Liverpool during the Labour 
Party Conference.
Friends’ Meeting House, 22 School Lane, Liverpool L1 3BT.
Further details to come.
Organised by Stop the War Coalition: http://stopwar.org.uk.
People’s Conference
Saturday October 1, 10.30am-5pm: Anti-austerity conference and 
policy discussion.
Birmingham Town Hall, Victoria Square, B3 3DQ.
Organised by: The People’s Assembly:  
www.thepeoplesassembly.org.uk/peoplesconference.
Tories out!
Sunday October 2, 11.30am: Anti-austerity protest, Conservative Party 
conference, Victoria Square, Birmingham B1.
Organised by People’s Assembly: www.thepeoplesassembly.org.uk.
One Big No
Friday October 7, 7.30pm: Stop the War benefit with stand-up, poetry 
and music.
Shaw Theatre, 100-110 Euston Road, London, NW1 2AJ. 15 years of STWC.
Book your tickets online: www.ticketmaster.co.uk/one-big-no-richard-
herring-london-07-10-2016/event/3500510B86E81059.
Organised by Stop the War Coalition: http://stopwar.org.uk.
15 years of ‘bombing for peace’
Saturday October 8, 10am-5pm: Anti-war conference. TUC Congress 
House, 23-28 Great Russell St, London, WC1B 3LS.
Book your place online: www.eventbrite.co.uk/e/15-years-on-time-to-
stop-the-war-tickets-26658109122
Organised by Stop the War Coalition: http://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.

Imperialists bearing gifts
Yassamine Mather examines the changing alliances in the 
war in Syria

Last week’s comments by Owen 
Smith, suggesting “Isis should 
be invited to peace talks aimed 

at ending the Syrian civil war” have 
led to expressions of indignation 
and condemnations all around. The 
accident prone, vacuous Smith seems 
to walk from one controversy to 
another. Now, it seems, in trying to 
imitate Jeremy Corbyn, he has made 
yet another foolish statement.

As the Morning Star pointed out, 
while Isis is a “terrible murderous 
organisation”, the “British press and 
media’s indignation at the comment 
made by Owen Smith is hypocritical”, 
conveniently forgetting that western 
governments speak daily with the 
backers of Islamic State; that the 
international and internal policies of 
some of the states with whom UK, US 
and European countries have extensive 
political and economic relations - 
countries such as Saudi Arabia, Abu 
Dhabi, the United Arab Emirates, 
Qatar - are not much better than Isis; 
and throughout history governments 
have spoken with political leaders 
and organisations they had previously 
labelled terrorist murderers.

The British mass media talks of 
Isis, in Iraq and Syria, as if it is an 
alien force descended from another 
planet, isolated from the rest of the 
region. Nothing could be further from 
the truth. The group is very much part 
of the regional and world economy. 
It sells oil, cotton and works of arts 
on a daily basis. Funds from these 
transactions are held in banks in 
Turkey and the Arab Emirates of the 
Persian Gulf.

Saudi Arabia’s role in the creation 
of Al Qaeda, supported by the United 
States and Britain in the Afghan wars 
of the 1980s, is well documented and 
undisputed. Even Hillary Clinton has 
described how the US government 
created and funded Al-Qaeda in order 
to fight the Soviet Union.

In the last few weeks the German 
press has followed a number of stories 
connecting Saudi Arabia with jihadist 
groups involved in terror attacks in 
Europe at a time when the monarchy 
is supposed to be helping Berlin’s 
security forces in the fight against 
terror. According to a report in Der 
Spiegel, German security forces have 
proof that the jihadi inspired attack on a 
train near Wurzburg, and a failed bomb 
attack in Ansbach, were supposedly 
orchestrated by men in Saudi Arabia. 
The attackers got their instructions 
online (in chat rooms) from within 
the kingdom. According to the Spiegel 
report: “Several telephone numbers 
show that the two young men were 
in close contact with the terrorist 
organisation ‘Islamic State’ (IS) in 
Saudi Arabia.”

First of all we have the Saudi origins 
of Wahhabi Islam, often described 
as “ultraconservative”, “austere”, 
“fundamentalist” and “puritanical”. 
The sect’s founder, Al Wahhabi, was 
a hardline opponent of Shias; he 
preached against the “cult of saints” 
(or Imams, in the case of Shia Islam), 
he opposed idolatry (shark) as well 
as innovation and impurities. An 
insignificant preacher in a remote 
part of the kingdom, he found power 
and influence after a pact with a local 
leader Muhammad bin Saud, founder 
of the current dynasty in Saudi Arabia. 
The alliance between followers of ibn 
Abd al-Wahhabi and Muhammad bin 
Saud’s successors (the House of Saud) 
proved to be a durable one.

In recent years, especially after the 
overthrow of the Ba’ath regime in Iraq, 
the regional and political interests of 
Saudi Arabia have given additional 
impetus to Wahhabism.

When Bashar Assad decided to 
suppress the opposition movement 
in Syria, Saudis found an ideal 
opportunity to intervene in the 
country’s civil war, financing jihadi/
Wahhabi groups. Many of these groups 
were not only seeking to topple the 
Assad government - they wanted to 
create a new “caliphate” under the 
control of ‘Islamic State’. The Saudi 
government clearly opposed this latest 
stage in the development of jihadism 
- the establishment of the caliphate - 
however, by all accounts quite a number 
of Saudi religious organisations and 
foundations as well as a number of 
wealthy individuals, many of them 
relatives of the extended Al Saud 
family, are sympathetic to the aims 
of IS and do send large contributions 
to finance the organisation. Although 
Saudi ministers claim that in recent 
months they have started “monitoring” 
such money transactions, according to 
Sebastian Sons, Middle East expert 
at the German Council on Foreign 
Relations (DGAP), “there is no way 
to exert total control over them. 
Firstly, Saudi Arabia doesn’t have the 
capacity to do so. And secondly, one 
has to say that there is serious doubt 
about whether they have the political 
will to do so.”

All this means that the rest of the 
world will have to live with the reality 
of more attacks being orchestrated 
by IS, so long as the ‘international 
community’ fails to address those of 
its allies who support, trade with and 
finance it. And for the peoples of the 
region, of course, IS bombings and 
Syrian, Russian, not forgetting US air 
raids, continue to take their toll.

In the last few weeks a number of 
interrelated events have paved the 
way for an increasingly dangerous 
situation in the Middle East, and IS 
is far from being the only problem. 
On Friday August 19 a near-clash 
between US and Syrian (according 
to some reports, Russian) warplanes 
over Kurdish Hassaka in the north 
of Syria marked a new phase in the 
multinational confrontation. The US 
Obama administration is increasingly 
concerned about the growing Russian-
Iranian-Syrian alliance. The incident 
occurred when US jets flew in 
protective formation over the Kurdish 
positions, the day after they had been 
attacked by Syrian (some Middle East 
sources say, Russian) jets.

According to the website Debka:

The US jets came within a mile of 
the two Syrian Su-24 fighter jets 
approaching the Kurdish enclave 
of Hassaka, and warned them off. 
Without responding the Syrian 
planes turned tail.

The US Defense Department 
reported that when the incident began, 
“coalition forces on the ground” tried 
reaching the Syrian jets on a “common 
radio frequency” but received no 
response. It may be assumed that the 
Russian tracking and reconnaissance 
systems spread across Syria and the 
eastern Mediterranean picked up the 
American communications and, had 
they wanted to, could have passed 
the US warnings on to Bashar Assad.

Russian president Putin is clearly 
encouraged by the deal he struck with 
Turkish president Erdoğan in early 
August. Turkey has subsequently made 
peace with Iran, and in a U-turn (no doubt 
linked to conspiracy theories associated 
with the alleged coup against Erdoğan) 
is no longer part of the US-led coalition 
to overthrow the Syrian dictator. On 
the contrary, the promise by Russia 
to oppose any attempt to achieve full 
independence by Kurds in Syria or 

Iraq was sufficient to add Turkey to 
the Iran-Russia-Syria axis.

Turkey is concerned about the 
connection between Kurdish YPG 
forces in Syria and the “people’s 
protection units” of Abdullah Öcalan’s 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) based 
in the Kurdish areas of Turkey. Turkey 
and Iran’s Islamic Republic are also 
concerned about the possibility of Iraqi 
Kurdistan becoming an independent 
state (with US help) and both countries 
are also worried about the new alliance 
between the Iranian Kurdish Democratic 
Party and the state of Israel.

Back in May 2016 the US 
administration found itself making 
contradictory statements on the Syrian 
wing of the PKK and its military arm, 
the YPG. According to the US state 
department, the PKK is officially 
designated a terrorist organisation, 
yet the YPG is not. In Syria, the YPG 
Kurds have proved themselves to be a 
reliable fighting force against IS. The 
US administration fears that the Kurdish 
YPG in Syria may be looking for a 
new alliance with Moscow, following 
accusations by the Turkish prime 
minister Ahmet Davutoglu that the YPG 
were hired soldiers of Russia, along 
with the Syrian Kurdish nationalist 
Democratic Union Party (PYD). 
Addressing members of the Justice and 
Development Party on February 16, he 
said, “Neither Daesh [IS] nor YPG are 
primary components of these territories. 
The YPG and the PYD are legionnaires 
and hired soldiers of Russia.”

According to the Al-Monitor website, 
throughout the spring of 2016 there 
was a tacit alliance between Russia 
and the United States with respect to 
supporting YPG. However this seems to 
have changed as a new alliance between 
Russia, Turkey and Iran in support of 
Assad was forged over the summer 
months. In the ever shifting alliances 
of this multi-faceted war, last week 
Syrian (may be Russian) planes were 
attacking YPG forces, while US planes 
were defending them. This week saw 
the arrival of Turkish tanks on Syrian 
soil. According to Turkish media, their 
military operations, involving artillery, 
rocket and air strikes, had destroyed 
70 targets in the Syrian border town of 
Jarablus.

Tayyip Erdoğan announced that the 
operation was against both Islamic State 
and Kurdish fighters - one assumes with 
the approval of the Assad regime. There 
seems to be no end to the misery facing 
the Kurds.

Last week it became clear that 
Iran’s Islamic Republic has allowed 
Russian military planes to use an 
airbase in central Iran near Hamadan, 
the first foreign recipient of such a 
facility since the February uprising of 
1979 and in direct contravention of the 
country’s constitution. According to 
US and Iranian government sources, 
the use of the air base by Russian 
planes was approved by the United 
States government, adding yet another 
complicated dimension to the current 
conflict in Syria.

There are indeed many sides fighting 
in Syria, some with conflicting interests 
and, unfortunately, none of them is 
better than the others. Fighting between 
the Syrian army and Kurdish forces 
continued over the weekend. For most 
of the last 5 years of the Syrian civil 
war, the Assad regime and YPG Kurdish 
forces had kept out of each other’s 
way. While Syrian government forces 
concentrated on fighting Sunni Arab 
rebels in Western Syria, the Kurds 
were mainly fighting Islamic State in 
northern Syria ... Turkey’s U-turn has 
changed all that l
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Serious and open debate
Danny Hammill reports on the 8-day Communist University, organised  jointly by Labour Party 
Marxists and the CPGB

For this year ’s Communist 
University we had a change of 
venue, moving away from our 

traditional stomping ground of south 
London to the playing fields of Harrow 
in the north-west - using the facilities at 
the University of Westminster, a pleasant 
if rather sprawling campus. In fact, the 
distance between the meeting room and 
the kitchens in the halls of residence 
presented a few practical problems 
when it came to providing refreshments 
between sessions. And alas, ambitious 
plans to live stream the whole event 
came to nothing.

As we always emphasise, our summer 
school is - unfortunately - entirely 
different from others put on by the 
left, and not just because we call it a 
university as opposed to a school in order 
to denote a higher level of seriousness. 
I say unfortunately because the CPGB 
would dearly love to be in a situation 
where the left, and the working class 
movement as a whole, had an ingrained 
or ‘institutionalised’ culture of open and 
genuinely free-ranging debate in which 
the voicing of different or contending 
viewpoints, sometimes in an acute or 
sharp form, is considered perfectly 
normal - where no one is afraid to speak 
their mind or submits to leader-worship. 
We in the CPGB have no sacred cows or 
taboos, no regiments of thought police. 
But this is certainly not the case with the 
other schools which, in reality, are more 
like rallies where we have to listen to one 
boring speech after another by various 
leading figures with an entitlement 
complex, and the time for ‘debate’ is 
laughably foreshortened - with hacks 
usually reading out prepared answers 
that spout the ‘party’ line (ie, sect line).

Another thing that marks out CU from 
the others, as anyone who has attended 
can readily testify, is that we make and 
prepare food communally, and do what 
we can to provide our own entertainment. 
In this way we hope to foster a sense of 
solidarity and human friendship, if not 
anticipate in a small way the communist 
society of the future - and also save a 
lot of money too! Furthermore, on the 
penultimate day we always have our 
‘offensive’ meal - which, no, is not a 
comment on the quality of the food but 
rather marks the culmination of our 
summer fundraising blitz. This year we 
raised £31,546 and enjoyed a Kurdish 
banquet into the bargain.

Corbyn
Predictably enough, the implications of the 
Corbyn phenomenon - and the constant 
plotting against him by the right - in 
many respects provided the backdrop 
for the entire week. Jack Conrad, in his 
opening on ‘Jeremy Corbyn and the Labour 
Party’, remarked upon the “weird” social 
experience that all of us recently must have 
felt to one degree or another - suddenly 
there are socialists everywhere, eager to 
talk politics to you. Or as comrade Ben 
Williams put it in the subsequent discussion, 
we are living in “incredible times” - with 
things “changing before our eyes”, Corbyn 
acting as a “projection board” for all sorts 
of people’s hopes and fears. Almost feels 
like an alternative universe from a couple 
of years ago.

Of course, the genuine enthusiasm for 
Corbyn’s radicalism - however described 
or understood - is an anathema to the right 
and their bourgeois backers, which has 
cynically thrown any shit they can in 
an attempt to take his scalp. Hence the 
flood of nonsense about “anti-Semitism”, 
whether from the likes of the learned 
Simon Schama in the Financial Times 
(did you know that Marx was a self-hating 
anti-Semite?), the Jewish Chronicle, 
Jonathan Freedland in The Guardian, or 
the Chakrabarti inquiry which concluded 

that the Labour Party was not “overrun” 
by anti-Semitism - well, fancy that. Not 
to forget the crap, all painfully synthetic, 
about “intimidation”, such as the brick 
that was supposedly thrown through the 
window of Angela Eagle’s constituency 
office (it wasn’t)1 - or Corbyn’s appalling 
failure to protect “vulnerable colleagues” 
on the NEC by opposing a motion to 
allow committee members to vote by 
secret ballot, as a tearful Johanna Baxter 
recounted.2

As comrade Conrad reminded us, who 
exactly is ‘intimidating’ who? Surely it 
is the right that is guilty, threatening to 
split the party if Corbyn remains leader, 
despite his overwhelming democratic 
mandate. What is remarkable about the 
Labour right is their lack of politics. 
Indeed, in the shape of Owen Smith, we 
have a right which dares not speak its 

name - aping many parts of Corbyn’s 
programme, as the rightwing press is only 
too quick to point out. What is the plan, 
what are they going to do when Corbyn 
is re-elected next month by another 
whopping majority? But what the left 
needs to do, argued comrade Conrad, is to 
get unions like the RMT, PCS or the NUT 
to “commit” to Labour affiliation and 
transform the party into a “united front 
of a special kind” - a party that allows left 
groups like the Socialist Workers Party, 
Socialist Party of England and Wales, 
Communist Party of Britain, etc to join up 
as affiliated organisations. This requires 
the call for mandatory reselection and 
the kicking out of the Blairites, as part 
of the struggle to equip the Labour Party 
with a Marxist programme. Challenging 
various left sectarians, comrade Conrad 
said that giving up on the Labour Party is 

like giving up on the unions - and giving 
up on socialism.

One topic that surfaced was how to 
respond to a snap general election, which 
seems extremely likely. After all, Theresa 
May just needs a simple parliamentary 
majority to scrap the Fixed-Term Act, 
and she would be mad not to take ruthless 
advantage of Labour’s ongoing civil 
war - but she is neither mad nor stupid, as 
her performance so far has amply proved: 
she is a very canny operator. This came up 
again in the discussion following Chris 
Knight’s interesting session on ‘The 
British Labour Party and the Russian 
soviets’ - where the comrade argued that 
the “genius” of Leon Trotsky was that 
he managed to find a “legal” way to do 
something that was extremely illegal: ie, 
make revolution. Comrade Tina Becker 
said she disagreed with the “Weekly 

Worker line” that Corbyn does not have 
a chance of winning an early (or ‘late’) 
general election - more likely than not, 
Labour will be hammered in a manner 
not seen since the early 1930s with the 
national government, which saw Labour 
reduced to 52 seats. Comrade Becker said 
this was tantamount to “sabotaging” the 
Corbyn campaign, citing an opinion poll 
showing Labour only a few percentage 
points behind the Tories.

But the majority of comrades rejected 
this approach - we need to tell the truth, 
not peddle illusions. Whatever this or 
that opinion poll might say at any one 
time, electoral defeat for Labour is a 
near inevitability - thanks to the ongoing 
civil war, the overwhelming hostility of 
the press, and so on. Marxists, however, 
should use this as an opportunity to 
point the finger of accusation at the 

Plenty of lightbulb moments
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right, not Corbyn - they lost it. It would 
be irresponsible to do anything else, 
or become simple cheerleaders for the 
Labour leader (‘Corbynistas’), as that 
would just generate demoralisation when 
reality intervened - possibly leading to a 
mass exit from the party, which would 
be a disaster. Under those conditions, 
the party would move “organically” 
to the right (as would the trade union 
bureaucracy) on the grounds of ‘realism’ 
and ‘electability’ - though, at this current 
political cycle, people like Smith, Eagle, 
Hilary Benn, etc have no more chance of 
winning a general election than Corbyn, 
probably less. Clearly, the right have lost 
the ability to think.

Finkelstein
Unsurprisingly, the biggest attendance, at 
68, was for the ‘star’ speaker of the week, 
professor Norman Finkelstein - who has 
been denied tenure for the last nine years, 
as he often joked. His talk on ‘The new 
anti-Semitism and the holocaust industry’ 
reiterated and developed themes found in 
his famous (or notorious depending on 
your viewpoint) book, The Holocaust 
industry: reflections on the exploitation 
of Jewish suffering. Maybe the turnout 
was slightly boosted by the unexpected 
but, of course, welcome publicity from 
the Jewish News Online - which ran a 
short story about how “Jewish security 
chiefs blast UK visit of anti-Israel 
professor Finkelstein” to “Community 
[sic!] University’s” summer school, to 
“pervert the meaning of the word Zionist 
into a term of absolute hatred and abuse”.3

Anyway, Finkelstein - whose parents 
were both holocaust survivors - said 
that the modus operandi of the “new 
anti-Semitism” in Britain is to usurp 
Corbyn, very similar to the campaign 
against Bernie Sanders that regularly 
invoked the fact that he was an atheist, 
which still has sinister connotations in 
the United States. Finkelstein pointed 
out that when he was growing up, the 
Nazi genocide did not exist in American 
consciousness. Indeed, if anything, 
it was a “source of shame” to be a 
survivor - you must have done something 
‘dirty’. At that time, the Nazi genocide 
(or holocaust) had a “remarkably slight 
effect” on American Jewry, and up until 
the mid-1960s, now hard to believe, there 
were only two books on the subject - Raul 
Hilberg’s The destruction of the European 
Jews and Hannah Arendt’s Eichmann 
in Jerusalem: a report on the banality 
of evil, the former being told that “it’s 
your funeral” to write a book about the 
genocide (ie, he would never get a job in 
academia if he pursued this line of study).

In fact, it went deeper than that - 
you did not go on about the genocide 
because you did not want to appear as a 
communist. Thus the doctoring of Pastor 
Niemöller’s famous ‘First they came for 
…’ poem, with the Washington Holocaust 
Museum omitting the communists as 
that did not fit with Cold War ideology 
depicting the reds as the ultimate evil. 
Just as importantly, the US’s main ally 
at the time was West Germany - which 
was staffed by former Nazis, so no 
rocking of the boat. As for Israel, to use 
Finkelstein’s words, it was considered a 
“strange backwater” in the Middle East 
that American Jews felt no particular 
affinity towards.

However, as Finkelstein argued in 
the talk and in his book, the 1967 Six 
Day War changed all that - then Israel 
became “the religion” of the US, a 
major strategic ally fighting America’s 
wars and winning. Of course, the actual 
war was over in five minutes but lasted 
longer because Israel wanted to grab 
more land. But, perversely, Israel now 
had to be portrayed as a victim - giving 
us the first beginnings of the holocaust 
industry, integral to which is treating the 
genocide as a ‘unique’ and unknowable 
event in human history. In a deliberate 
and calculated political move, the 
‘uniqueness’ of the holocaust meant 
that ordinary standards do not apply to 
Israel as it is the object of ancient and 
eternal hatreds that will never cease. In 
other words, the holocaust (as opposed to 
the actual historical Nazi genocide) is an 

ideological weapon to delegitimise any 
criticism of Israel - which by definition 
must be irrational and anti-Semitic, even 
if you are a Jewish critic (making you 
that most loathsome creature of all, the 
‘self-hating Jew’).

Finkelstein also gave two other 
talks - on the future of Palestine and 
John Stuart Mill’s On liberty. In the 
former, he noted that 2017 will see a 
series of significant anniversaries: the 
hundredth anniversary of the Balfour 
Declaration, 50 years since the Six Day 
War and ten years after the imposition 
of the blockade on the Gaza Strip. He 
remarked that some want to undo the 
entire Zionist project pre-1917, reel the 
film backwards. This, he contended, is 
not possible from either a practical or 
political point of view - let alone when 
you consider the morality of it. For 
Finkelstein however, it was imperative 
to get the “international community” 
to actually act as an international 
community - that is, do the right thing 
and end Israel’s occupation of the West 
Bank, which it knows is wrong. To 
this end, Finkelstein appealed to the 
spirit of Mahatma Gandhi - who in his 
opinion focused entirely on what was 
practically possible, such as shaming 
the colonial authorities into retreat 
even if it meant ‘blood sacrifice’ (or 
revolutionary suicide).

Comrade Moshé Machover, an 
Israeli communist, whilst sympathising 
with most of what Finkelstein said, 
“disputed” his conclusions - he was 
relying on the so-called ‘international 
community’ or ‘free world’ to do what 
Gandhi relied on the masses to do: big 
difference. The comrade was much more 
“pessimistic” about the prospects for 
Palestine: the ‘international community’ 
was just another term for US-led western 
imperialism, and Israel was just far 
too important an “asset” for the US to 
readily relinquish. Israel has already 
ethnically cleansed the Golan Heights 
and is now waiting to do the same to the 
West Bank, East Jerusalem and the Gaza 
Strip - and, in his view, the ‘international 
community’ would accept that as a fait 
accompli. On the other hand, comrade 
Mike Macnair of the CPGB did not think 
it was impossible to drive Israel into the 
sea from a purely practical stance - he 
could imagine circumstances in which 
the US withdraws its support and the 
colonial-settler regime faces oblivion at 
the hands of vengeful neighbours. But 
he certainly agreed with Finkelstein that 
it was “morally impossible” - ethically 
inconceivable. With regards to Gandhi 
and so on, comrade McNair reminded 
us that it was US “coercion” that made 
Britain finally give up its grip on India, 
not a change of conscience by the colonial 
administration.

There can be no denying that the 
session on JS Mill was the liveliest 
of the week, with plenty of audience 
participation. On liberty had come 
as a refreshing tonic for Finkelstein 
after inhabiting the strange milieu of 
the US Maoist left, admitting that he 
stayed in bed for two weeks upon 
hearing about the death of the Great 
Helmsman. In retrospect, suggested 
Finkelstein, Marx was “totally unfair” 
to Mill in Capital when accusing him 
of “shallow syncretism”, trying to 
“reconcile irreconcilables”, “eclectic 
logic”, “neither extensive nor profound” 
research, and such-like. Finkelstein 
utterly agreed with Mill that truth has an 
“inherent advantage” over falsehoods, 
and that we all benefit in a utilitarian 
way from untrammelled free speech: it 
is useful for us.

Provocatively, Finkelstein asked us 
to imagine a university curriculum in 
which it was mandatory to attend lectures 
by a holocaust denier or a scientist 
arguing that from an evolutionary point 
of view women benefitted from, and 
enjoyed, being raped. Would we attend? 
This caused split opinions in the hall, 
ranging from the affirmative to the 
negative and all points between. For 
Finkelstein, communists should attend 
such lectures as there will be a kernel 
of truth to whatever is said (say, about 

the nature of the gas used in the Nazi 
death camps) - and therefore we all 
benefit: truth has an absolute advantage 
or pay-off. Needless to say, the CPGB 
would broadly agree with the thrust of 
Finkelstein’s argumentation - we would 
certainly never appeal to the authorities 
to ban this or that opinion. But, having 
said that, it all depends upon the concrete 
circumstances. Under such a scenario, 
we might organise an active boycott - or 
whatever - of such lectures. Nothing 
exists in the abstract or floats free above 
class society, including ‘free speech’.

Some comrades were also dubious 
that truth has an “inherent advantage” 
over falsehoods or lies, which sometimes 
can be very useful - the “anti-Semitic” 
campaign against Corbyn is partial proof 
of that, or possibly the rise of Donald 
Trump too: nothing is too outrageous or 
nonsensical for him to say at a megaphone 
level, hence the recent discussions about 
‘post-truth’ politics.4

Commendations
Regrettably, space does not permit us 
to detail all the other sessions. Moshé 
Machover and Tony Greenstein (the 
latter still outrageously suspended 
from the Labour Party for suspected 
“anti-Semitism”) both agreed that the 
Labour right, Daily Mail, Telegraph, 
etc have all suddenly become “terribly 
concerned” with anti-Semitism, which 
comrade Greenstein thinks is a “marginal” 
form of racism (he has even suggested 
at times that it is virtually non-existent 
within Britain). The comrade also 
reminded us that the first Zionists were 
not even Jewish, that historically the 
overwhelming majority of Jews have 
not been Zionists, and that far right 
groups like the British National Party, 
English Defence League and Front 
Nationale are all “ardently pro-Israeli”: 
feeling a common ideology. Comrade 
Machover mentioned that Zionism is a 
specific motivation for colonisation in 
the West Bank and elsewhere - referring 
to Leo Pinsker’s 1882 pamphlet, Auto-
Emancipation, which essentially argued 
that Polish Jewry had been “corroded” 
by assimilationism - therefore you do 
not want to have too much or too little 
anti-Semitism, as it coheres the Jewish 
people.

Lawrence Parker gave an informative 
talk about the relationship between the 
Labour Party and the CPGB, a topic often 
misunderstood - especially by Trotskyist 
dogmatists desperate to demonise the 
CPGB leadership and the Stalinised 
Comintern. Hopefully the comrade’s 
researches will become a book in the 
not too distant future. Chris Knight 
gave a fascinating talk about ‘Decoding 
Chomsky: science and revolutionary 
politics’ - the title of his new book (make 
sure you get a copy). Once again we 
were presented with the enigma of the 
two Chomskys, the political activist who 
fearlessly speaks truth to power, and the 
scientist who works for the electronics 
laboratory at the Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology - the premier department 
in the world when it comes to developing 
weapons of mass destruction. The two 
Chomskys, it seems, never talk to each 
other: there is a permanent firewall 
between the boffin and the anarchist 
activist. Knight’s book is an attempt 
to explain that paradox. Ian Birchall’s 
discussion of Alfred Rosmer (Lenin’s 
Moscow) and the early Comintern 
presented us with a very different Lenin 
to that of either the Stalinist or Trotskyist 
hagiographers - one who was more than 
willing to admit to making “stupid” 
mistakes.

Naturally, Hillel Ticktin gave his 
annual lectures on the world economy, 
capitalist crisis, decline and the current 
transitional period - CU would not be 
CU without such talks. Michael Roberts 
and Mike Macnair both looked at Brexit, 
albeit from different angles - the former 
dealing with the nature of international 
trade under capitalism and the latter 
concentrating more on British politics, 
especially the rise of nationalism north 
and south of the Scottish border. Comrade 
Macnair also gave talks on ‘class power 

and individual liberty’, using a BDSM 
group on the US West Coast as a case 
study, and an impromptu opening on 
1688 and the meaning of the Glorious 
Revolution, after a speaker dropped out 
due to illness.

Perhaps disappointingly for a few, 
Marc Mulholland decided at the last 
minute to give a talk on Karl Kautsky’s 
theory of revolution instead of the 
“English Marx”, AD Lindsay - oh well, 
maybe next year. Comrade Kevin Bean 
gave a very thorough talk on revolution 
and counterrevolution in Ireland, this 
year marking the centenary of the Easter 
Uprising. Comrade Yassamine Mather 
added to the mix with her openings 
on the Chilcot report, which was not 
quite the whitewash we expected, 
and the aerospace industry - which, 
it goes without saying, has always 
been driven by military concerns first 
and foremost, including in the field of 
robotics: the possibility of almost fully 
automated warfare is very appealing 
for US imperialism for fairly obvious 
domestic political reasons (no more 
pictures of body bags coming home). 
Paul Demarty gave us a history of the 
media, old and new - saying the mass 
media is a “straightforward product of 
maturing capitalism”, used to disseminate 
a vast quantity of half-truths and untruths: 
we should remember it was not that 
long ago when it was illegal to report on 
parliamentary business. Once again, he 
lamented the fact - despite the vast array 
of talent at our disposal - we do not have 
our own workers’ media: why not? Given 
current technology it is a fairly easy 
matter to set up your own internet radio or 
TV station - something that comrades in 
Iran or South Africa can manage, but we 
in the ‘advanced’ west have failed to do.

In the last session of the school, 
comrade Conrad returned again to the 
fate of 1917. He confessed to a “bit 
of satisfaction” when reading back 
issues of The Leninist, our predecessor 
publication. Though the analysis was 
far from perfect, these articles predicted 
that such a dysfunctional or freakish 
society as the Soviet Union was bound 
to collapse - its days were numbered. 
The real thing to explain was how it 

managed to survive for as long as it did. 
Comrade Conrad repeated his thesis that 
with the adoption of the first five-year 
‘plan’ in 1928, which was no plan at 
all but rather an exercise in uninformed 
target-setting, the Soviet Union 
ceased to exist as any sort of workers’ 
state: it had become a bureaucratic 
dictatorship over the working class, 
who had absolutely no input or say in 
the running of society. Of course, Gerry 
Downing from the Trotskyite Socialist 
Fight group dogmatically insisted 
that the USSR was a “degenerated 
workers’ state” right up to 1991, as it 
still had nationalised industries - and a 
supporter of the rather odd groupuscule, 
Economic and Philosophical Science 
Review (whose founder member wrote 
a legendary letter to Weekly Worker 
in 1999 saying homosexuality had 
“obvious disadvantages for any species 
in evolutionary terms”), angrily declared 
that Conrad’s analysis was “crapulous”.

True, we in the CPGB cannot claim 
to have made a qualitative breakthrough 
when it comes to the numbers attending 
CU - up to 110 came in total (representing 
about a 10% increase from last year), with 
about 35 staying for the entire week or 
for most of it. What is worth noting was 
the appearance of ‘old faces’, comrades 
coming again into our orbit - something 
mainly, if not entirely, attributable to 
the Corbyn effect, which has obviously 
galvanised relatively large sections of 
society to enter politics either for the first 
time or to get active again after a period 
of dormancy. It has to be said that that we 
had quite poor attendance from CPGB 
members, some just coming for short 
stays or failing to appear at all. We hope 
to see an improved effort l

Notes
1. www.thecanary.co/2016/07/18/angela-eagle-
claims-corbyn-supporters-attacked-office-video-
footage-suggests-otherwise-video.
2. www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/labour-
executives-johanna-baxter-tearily-recounts-tense-
nec-meeting-criticises-jeremy-corbyn_
uk_578662b1e4b0daae46faed69.
3. http://jewishnews.timesofisrael.com/security-
chiefs-blast-uk-visit-of-anti-israel-professor-
finkelstein.
4. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Post-truth_
politics.
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Proving our worth
The CPGB’s annual fundraising 

drive, our Summer Offensive, 
proved to be an outstanding success 
this year. Our £30,000 target was 
exceeded by well over £1,000, the 
final total being £31,546.

The SO finished on August 12, 
when, as usual, we marked the 
end of our Communist University 
summer school with a celebration 
meal, attended by around three 
dozen comrades. It was announced 
that three CPGB stalwarts between 
them had raised over £8,000, while 
a returning supporter, comrade VP, 
donated a fantastic £2,000.

Altogether, more than 100 
comrades donated sums ranging 
from a tenner to four-figure sums, 
and during the last few days of 
CU, several came up to the mark 
with their individual contributions, 
including MM with £100 - a sum 
also donated collectively by the 
three Dutch comrades who attended 
the school. Then there was £150 
from NR, £50 from KB, £40 from 
TC and £30 from CG - the latter 
also providing some enjoyable and 
stimulating entertainment after the 
celebration meal in the shape of 
political songs to his own guitar 
accompaniment.

Let me point out also that after 
the SO had officially finished the 
usual donations were still coming 
in to the Weekly Worker - £230 from 
SK, £75 from MM, £50 from RB, 
£30 from TR, £20 from KB and £10 

from DJ were amongst the latest.
So how is it that our paper 

and our organisation continues to 
attract such financial support from 
so many selfless supporters? Well, 
the answer is not difficult to work 
out. It is very much connected to 
our strategic aim and the method of 
achieving it. We openly campaign 
for a single Marxist party, uniting 
Marxists on the basis of genuine 
democratic centralism. Such a party 
would openly debate its differences, 
while acting as one in support of 
democratically agreed decisions - 
freedom of debate, unity in action.

We practise this method in the 
here and now, as everyone can 
see by picking up a copy of our 
paper. Open debate is featured not 
only in our letters pages, but in the 
articles we publish - how else can 
we get to the truth? In other words, 
we practise what we preach and 
this is very much appreciated by 
those supporters. In their eyes we 
have been proving our worth - both 
through our weekly paper and our 
annual Communist University. It 
is this that ensured that our 2016 
Summer Offensive was such a 
success l

Peter Manson

Summer Offensive
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After the Brexit vote
Mike Macnair argues that very little has become clearer since late June

The effects of the referendum are 
still unclear, beyond the impact on 
the Tory and Labour leaderships. 

It is not at all certain that ‘Brexit means 
Brexit’. However, as we argued before 
the referendum, ‘Lexit’ - a left exit 
campaign - was a complete illusion. 
‘Left remain’ was less catastrophic, 
but also illusory. One of the particular 
aspects of this last is that it is very 
likely that Theresa May will succeed 
in doing to Labour in England what 
David Cameron did to it in Scotland 
- conning the Labour leadership into 
acting ‘statesmanlike’ in the interests 
of British and US capital, then knifing 
them with an appeal to rightwing popu-
list nationalism to wreck the relation 
between the party and its electoral base.

The immediate results of the 
June 23 Brexit vote were Cameron’s 
resignation on June 24 and the launch of 
the parliamentary Labour party’s coup 
against Jeremy Corbyn on June 25-26. 
By July 11, the Conservative leadership 
election was done and dusted with the 
coronation of Theresa May, and by July 
13 it was clear that the Labour right 
had not succeeded in forcing Jeremy 
Corbyn’s resignation or excluding him 
from any leadership ballot, and there 
would be a contest; May’s ministerial 
appointments were announced July 13 
and 14. The primary immediate impact 
of the referendum were therefore on UK 
domestic politics, as CPGB comrades 
had argued throughout the campaign. 
Parliament closed on July 21, taking 
us into the news media “silly season”.

Unsurprisingly, the UK’s negotiating 
stance on ‘Brexit’ is still unknown, 
likewise that of the European countries. 
The economic impact is also unclear, 
except that the fall in the pound has to 
a limited extent materialised.

An early general election is likely 
after the party conference season, 
producing a large Tory majority whether 
or not Jeremy Corbyn is dislodged by 
the Labour right. Brexit proposals will 
remain tentative and ‘airy’ until after 
the election, to avoid anything that 
might cause financial panic. Beyond 
the UK too, uncertainty is likely to 
continue because of pending elections: 
the US presidential and congressional 
elections (November 8), the French 
presidential election (April 23 to May 8 
2017), and German Bundestag elections 
(September-October 2017).

In the US, Clinton is anti-Brexit and 
Trump (verbally) pro-Brexit. And given 
the demagogic use of false ‘democracy’ 
and pseudo-anti-elitist claims in the 
referendum campaign, Clinton and 
Obama will have to tone down criticism 
of the Brexit vote, or any pressure on 
the UK government, until November.

Contradictory statements have 
come from European capitals, and 
we cannot expect clarity until the UK 
government comes forward with post-
Brexit proposals. Brexiteers, moreover, 
are hoping Marine Le Pen wins the 
French presidency and triggers ‘Frexit’ 
and a general collapse of the EU, which 
would massively improve the UK’s 
negotiating position.1 Even if this can 
be avoided, German polls show rising 
trends for the rightwing Alternative für 
Deutschland and the Greens, and falling 
trends for the Christian Democrats and 
Social Democrats.2 If this persists, Angela 
Merkel will try to avoid adopting definite 
policy before the Bundestag elections.

Given this continued uncertainty, 
likely to continue, about outcomes 
beyond the very immediate, it is right 
to focus on the background to the actual 
vote and how to judge it.

The CPGB, collectively, did not 
expect a vote for Brexit. We still do not 
collectively expect there to be an actual 
exit; though, as I said in my June 30 

article, there are some reasons why exit 
might, in the end, possibly materialise.

Why referendum?
It is worth thinking a little bit further about 
why the referendum took place. It was, of 
course, David Cameron’s wizard wheeze 
to ‘see off’ UKIP and the Tory Party’s 
own Brexiteer backbenchers - a scheme 
which backfired because Rothermere, 
Murdoch, Desmond and the Barclay 
brothers systematically published enough 
fraudulent misrepresentations about the 
EU to swing a narrow vote and get rid 
of Cameron instead. But why did Ukip 
and the Tory Brexiteers have enough 
weight for Cameron’s scheme to look 
worthwhile?

The ‘European project’ has been 
generally undermined in favour of 
nationalism by the effects of the crash of 
2008-09, the need for states to bail out 
capitals, and the resulting trend towards 
nationalism. I pointed out in 2008 that 
this dynamic would result - though, as 
is all too regrettably usual for leftists, 
I overstated the speed with which the 
dynamic would develop.3

In the UK, however, ‘Euroscepticism’ 
has a longer track record and more 
established political weight than 
elsewhere in Europe. Tory splits over 
Europe under the Major government 
helped the capitalists and their hired press 
turn to Blair in 1997; the Euroscepticism 
of Iain Duncan Smith and Michael 
Howard helped keep Blair in office in 
2001 and 2005. The old Labour left was 
traditionally Eurosceptic, for reasons 
of commitment to ‘Socialism in one 
country’ ideas which are still reflected 
in the ‘left Exit’ policy of the Morning 
Star’s Communist Party of Britain. 
The roots of Euroscepticism are in the 
geopolitics of the original ‘Brentry’: 
British entry in 1972 into what was then 
the ‘European Communities’.

The creation of the European 
Communities in the 1950s represented 
a compromise between US interests and 

those of the original ‘Six’ continental 
European participants (Germany, 
France, Italy, Netherlands, Belgium, 
Luxemburg).

The US was primarily interested in a 
free-trade zone, though during the Cold 
War which had begun in 1948, the US 
also had an interest in promoting social-
democratic concessions to the working 
class and to the petty-bourgeoisie in 
western European countries, and the 
EEC institutions provided a vehicle for 
this approach.

The founders of the ‘European 
project’, particularly in France and 
Germany, began in 1950 with a coal 
and steel cartel, the European Coal 
and Steel Community. Underlying this 
small step, they were concerned about 
the risks of a new European war and 
about the problem of subordination 
to the US (though also afraid of the 
USSR) and aimed to create a defence 
community and political community, ie 
a federal state. These projects were both 
contrary to US interests and defeated by 
Gaullist opposition in France. The 1957 
European Economic Community was 
from this perspective a step back - to 
economic cooperation - with a view 
to moving forward - through creating 
judicial, administrative and political 
institutions around which defence and 
political cooperation could later be built.

After the Suez adventure in 1956-57, 
the US insisted that the UK must join the 
European Communities (it had not been 
involved in the 1950-57 negotiations). 
But ‘Brentry’ was delayed for more than 
a decade, because of the opposition of 
French president Charles de Gaulle, 
who soon after his 1958 accession to 
power blocked EEC participation in the 
British-constructed European Free Trade 
Area, and thereafter vetoed British entry 
in the EU. His reason for doing so was 
plainly that Britain as an EU member 
would serve the specific interests of the 
US, as opposed to those of the European 
founders.

In 1968, the French événements 
brought down de Gaulle - after a 
delay, and not without the Nato high 
command refusing him the right to use 
French troops stationed in Germany to 
suppress the strikes. The new Gaullist 
government under Georges Pompidou 
retracted the veto, and the UK duly 
joined the Communities. Since then, UK 
policy in the Communities, renamed as 
the ‘European Union’ by the Maastricht 
Treaty in 1993, has been consistently to 
promote a ‘wide shallow’ Community/
Union, pushing in the direction of a 
free-trade zone without regulatory 
capabilities and hence a regulatory 
race to the bottom. It has used EC-EU 
expansion to reduce the ability to agree 
regulation and - since the fall of the 
USSR - to make the EU into a lever for 
the eastward expansion of Nato.

This UK role in the geopolitics of the 
EC-EU is in the interest of the City and of 
the US, but against the objective interest 
of large parts of the UK electorate. The 
race to the bottom agenda is pretty 
obviously against the interests of the 
working class. But it is also against the 
objective interests of the Tory petty-
bourgeois base, some of whom benefit 
from EU regulations and subsidies 
(especially farmers) while others would 
benefit from extended continental-style 
schemes to promote the middle classes 
if the UK became more ‘European-style’ 
in economic regulation.

To provide UK governments 
with the political backing to allow 
them to push the ‘wide shallow’ line 
therefore involved the media sedulously 
promoting British nationalism and a 
continuing trickle of lies about the EU 
(straight bananas, anyone?), to create the 
impression that a powerful Eurosceptic 
force was breathing down the necks 
of governments. But promoting that 
impression naturally in turn promoted 
actual Euroscepticism.

This, moreover, fitted with the 
historical natural inclinations of the 

Tory Party, which has engaged in 
foreigner-baiting French refugees in the 
1680s and 1790s, Jews in the 1750s and 
1900s-1920s, and so on and on ... The 
possibilities were accentuated when the 
Blair administration, as usual sedulously 
following US policy, backed allowing in 
east European migrants from the ‘new 
EU’ countries beyond what was required 
by the accession agreements.

Combining these effects, and more 
especially after the 2008-09 crash, 
the result was to create the conditions 
for Ukip to cease to be marginal; a 
fortiori when, instead of a Tory-majority 
government, in 2010 we got a Tory-
Lib Dem coalition. Hence, in turn, 
Cameron’s wizard wheeze.

Analysing the vote
CPGB got the immediate outcome of the 
referendum wrong. This is not unique; 
Nigel Farage, on the day of the vote, was 
expecting a ‘Yes’ vote.

It is important to emphasize, yet 
again, the point that this was a narrow 
vote: 51.9% Leave to 48.1% Remain. I 
said in my June 30 article that this was 
being over-hyped by the media as saying 
fundamental things about ‘the British’, 
and this has continued to be the case.

It is certainly true that what has 
been flagged as a victory of the Mail, 
Express and such-like has been seen 
by some people as legitimising their 
chauvinist abuse and violence. The 
chauvinism was there all along, it was 
an element in Gordon Brown’s ‘British 
jobs for British workers’ slogan and 
in the (understandable) appropriation 
of this idea by sections of workers 
facing closures and unemployment. 
But the abuse and violence lacked 
legitimacy, and more of it has come 
out of the woodwork. To draw general 
conclusions about ‘Britain’ or even 
about ‘England’ on the basis of such a 
narrow vote, or of the small-scale revival 
of old-fashioned migrant-baiting, is 
seriously problematic.

Murdoch press recruits Elizabeth Windsor for the cause
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I commented in my June 30 article 
on the fraud element. It is proverbial 
that you can fool some of the people 
some of the time, but you can’t fool 
all of the people all of the time. In 
UK elections, assuming first past the 
post, four year intervals, and six-week 
election campaigns, you usually only 
need to be able to fool 5% of the people 
2.9% of the time to get a result. As far as 
the referendum was concerned, this was 
a four-month campaign thirty years (360 
months) after the last referendum on the 
issue, or the need merely to fool 3.8% 
of the people 1.1% of the time. These 
are reasons against referenda (beside 
the points that in referenda the question 
always conceals important issues, and 
forces a bad choice of options) and 
reasons for frequent elections.

I also flagged in my June 30 article 
the regional differences in the results. 
There has been a good deal of chewing 
over this issue in the media; but in 
addition, a good deal of the initial 
excitement about it has died down. We 
can leave it on one side; but it is clear 
that there is some inconsistency between 
what May has said to the Scottish and 
the Six County devolved governments, 
and what the Brexiteer press is saying 
about the issue.

Another much over-hyped element 
turns out to have been the supposed 
abstention of the youth, and of Labour 
Party supporters. Contrary to the 
media lies about Corbyn ‘losing the 
referendum’, it turns out that these forces 
did turn out in large numbers - though 
a number of traditional working class 
constituencies voted for leave.

It is, however, also worth thinking 
a bit about the class composition of the 
vote. This is difficult because published 
‘class’ statistics are produced on an 
anti-Marxist basis of analysis, while 
Marxist writers on the topic display a 
marked tendency to oversimplify the 
class structure by writing as though the 
real global tendency towards decline of 
the petty-bourgeoisie and pre-capitalist 
classes was a completed phenomenon.

The UK population is estimated for 
2015 at 65.1 million.4 The ‘economically 
active’ population, meaning people 
working, self-employed, or unemployed 
and seeking work, is estimated as 
of January 2016 at 33.1m, with an 
additional 19m ‘economically inactive’ 
of which 8.9m of working age, and 
10.1m pensioners, 65 or over. The 
remaining 13m are under-16s.5

There were 30.6m individual income 
tax payers in 2012-13 (this figure 
includes a good many pensioners) 
of whom 273,000 were liable to pay 
the ‘additional rate of tax’ on income 
above £150,000: 0.9% of taxpayers, or 
0.42% of the population.6 This number 
is not, of course, a good proxy for actual 
capitalists: it includes, for example, as 
well as the great rentier landlords like 
the Duke of Westminster who recently 
died and others of his ilk, various celebs, 
overpaid journos, and so on. The tag 
“the 1%” is from this point of view 
an exaggeration of the numbers of the 
ruling class.

On the other hand, 4.63m people 
were self-employed - excluding the 
97,000 people on government-supported 
programmes of one sort or another, 
including ‘small business’ programmes. 
Looking at the same issue from a 
different angle, as of December 2015 
there were 5.34m small and medium 
sized businesses, defined as employing 
up to 150 people, of which 5.1m were 
‘micro-businesses’ employing up to 
nine people. (The number of businesses 
is larger than the number of the self-
employed, because a company director 
is technically an employee.)7

A good deal of this is artificial 
outsourcing of jobs actually dependent 
on a single ‘client’; but this does not alter 
the fact that people in this position are 
forced to think of themselves as ‘small 
businesses’. Roughly 5m, or 15% of the 
economically active population, is then 
a reasonable very rough proxy for the 
size of the traditional petty-bourgeoisie. 
This group predominantly backs the 

Tories, though it is also found among 
Labour, Lib Dem and Green local 
councillors and activists. It was similarly 
predominantly pro-Brexit.

Another element of the middle 
class is small rentiers: those who, 
though not large rentiers like the Duke 
of Westminster, still actually live off 
investments. The traditional element of 
this group is successful authors, artists, 
and so on, who ‘make it big’ enough to 
be able to invest and live off the proceeds; 
also small-scale private landlords. But 
by far the largest element today is the 
holders of private occupational pensions, 
corresponding roughly to the 10.1m 
‘economically inactive’ pensioners. 
Whatever these people did during their 
working lives, and even if they were 
then militant trade unionists, after some 
years living on a pension they are forced 
to think in terms of the performance of 
investments, inflation fears as affecting 
fixed incomes, and so on.

A final complication is differences 
between the urban and the rural 
(including small-town) populations. 
The rural areas are characterised by the 
presence of the large landlord class, and 
of farming, but also by a higher share of 
pensioners (18.1% as opposed to 12.8% 
in urban areas); and of the self-employed 
(13.8% as opposed to 8.8% in urban 
areas), and lower levels of unemployed 
and students.8 Wage-workers in these 
areas are significantly less likely to be 
organised. The English countryside and 
small towns are in the main strongly 
traditionally Tory.

How did these class issues play out 
in the Brexit vote? In the first place, it 
is clear and unsurprising that the rural 
classes voted heavily for leave. Secondly, 
pensioners, as predicted, voted by a very 
clear majority for leave. Lord Ashcroft’s 
post-vote poll on motivations suggests 
that British nationalism, disguised as 
pseudo-democracy, was the primary 
‘acceptable’ reason given; but that leave 
voters were also motivated by hostility 
not only to immigration, but also to 
multiculturalism, social liberalism, 
feminism, and so on; they were much 
more likely to identify themselves as 
‘English and not British’ than remain 
voters.9 This was the shape of the ‘core’ 
leave vote.

Thirdly, and critically, there was a 
significant swing of parts of ‘Social 
Grades DE’ - meaning unskilled and 
casualised workers and the long-term 
unemployed - towards leave; particularly 
in areas with relatively low immigration. 
Thus, for example, Blaenau Gwent voted 
61% for leave; Barking and Dagenham 
(formerly the scene of large BNP votes, 
more recently of substantial Ukip votes) 
voted 62.3% leave. The West Midlands, 
an area commonly of constituencies 
which ‘swing’ in general elections, voted 
more narrowly leave. Yorkshire voted 
leave in the Labour conurbations (fairly 
narrowly) as well as the Tory rural seats 
(strongly). And so on.

In essence, therefore, the leave 
campaigners were able to build, in 
traditionally Labour voting areas, on a 
degree of increased support for Ukip and 
on Cameron’s legitimation of English 
nationalism after the Scots referendum, 
to pose a right-populist alternative to 
Labour.

Brexit?
CPGB predicted and continue collectively 
to predict that Brexit will not at the end 
of the day actually be implemented. 
This remains uncertain. Iain Duncan 
Smith, writing in the Sun, demands an 
early triggering of article 50 to ensure 
that the referendum is not turned into a 
‘neverendum’ or treated as ‘a suggestion’,10 
while Monday’s Telegraph headlines 
Norman Tebbit’s column as saying that 
“The vast forces of the anti-Brexit elite 
are already regrouping. Theresa May 
must resist them.”11

The mere fact that Guardianistas, 
metropolitan liberals, and so on, remain 
hostile to Brexit, would not prompt these 
interventions. Rather, they suggest that 
in spite of all the ‘Brexit is Brexit’ talk, 
there is also serious talk within the state 

core and the Tory party of finding a way 
out of the decision (or at least to defer 
it); and that Duncan Smith and Tebbit 
aim to pre-empt this talk.

I said at the end of my June 30 article, 
and again at the end of my Communist 
University introduction this year, that 
in spite of our collective view on this 
question, I personally see some limited 
reasons for supposing Brexit might 
end by going ahead. My grounds for 
supposing this were two.

The first was that European states 
might collectively take the view of ‘good 
riddance’. After all, the UK’s consistent 
pursuit of US interests (and of its own 
semi-detached role) in the EC-EU has 
been an obstacle to creating an EU 
capable of dealing with north-south 
divisions, the refugee crisis, and so on. 
Hence it might make sense to offer no 
concessions at all and force the UK out.

It is possible, and has been argued 
by a specialist in EU law, that Cameron 
already triggered article 50 and the 
2-year negotiation period when he 
reported the result of the referendum 
to the Council of Ministers meeting 
on June 28.12 For the moment, this is 
not a widely accepted view. But if the 
British government came to be seen to 
be dragging its feet on a decision, while 
adopting policies prejudicial to other EU 
member states, it could become more 
widely popular.

Secondly, as a matter of politics, 
‘getting away’ with ignoring the 
referendum depends on a degree of 
‘buyer’s remorse’ developing, ie that 
enough people who voted leave come 
to realise that doing so has made them 
worse off. However, the fragility of 
the world economy has meant that 
allowing the economic implications to 
become immediately manifest posed an 
unacceptable risk of triggering a new 
global financial crash.

Rather, the vote has triggered another 
round of ‘quantitative easing’ and interest 
rate cuts to avert a crash. Although the 
pound has certainly slid, there has been 
no real run on the pound. This, in turn, 
has implied a degree of boost to inward 
tourism to the UK - and, since vendors 
have held off from feeding through 
the slide in the pound in prices, it is 
reasonable to suppose that consumers 
may have decided to buy durables now 
in the expectation that prices will rise in 
the future. The result is that there is - so 
far - not much in the way of ‘buyer’s 
remorse’.

Indeed, a YouGov poll published on 
August 18 on the basis of July 31-Aug 
1 fieldwork suggests that 24% of the 
sample voted remain but now think 
that the referendum should be treated 
as decisive, with only 22% wanting to 
overturn the decision. That said, the poll 
also showed clear majorities in favour 
of some sort of access to EU markets, 
and willing to trade immigration controls 
and compliance with EU regulations for 
that purpose; so that actual support for 
the Brexit policies of the Brexiteer press 
is a minority view.13

A number of criticisms of these 
arguments have been made in our 
debates and discussions. A strong point 
made by Moshé Machover was that the 
“remaining EU states” do not form a 
common bloc. Even the troika of Angela 
Merkel, François Hollande and Matteo 
Renzi who issued a joint statement that 
‘Brexit will not destroy the EU’ from 
an aircraft carrier on August 22, were 
unable to point to any substantive agreed 
policies.14 Hence, the ‘good riddance’ 
policy is unlikely to produce a real 
common front.

Paul Demarty has argued that my 
points were contradictory: an actual 
‘good riddance’ policy would have 
the effect of crashing the markets, 
which would be inconsistent with the 
financial fragility point (and would 
create ‘buyer’s remorse’).

Several other comrades made the 
point that we have seen numbers of 
Euro referendums reversed or ignored, 
and the role of lies in this referendum 
implies that lies could easily enough be 
used to reverse it (provided that the press 

barons were persuaded of the necessity).
For the moment, decisions are 

postponed. The EU has been very good 
at postponing necessary hard decisions 
in the hope that they will become easier; 
this is what it has been doing in relation 
to the European banks, and in relation to 
Greece (and Portugal, Italy, Spain ...).

In relation to Brexit there is also 
a British interest in postponing the 
hard stuff. The Brexiteers may not be 
completely unreasonable in hoping for 
the EU to collapse on its own before it 
is necessary to trigger article 50. On 
the other hand, as comrades have said 
before in this paper, by giving Boris 
Johnson the foreign office, Liam Fox a 
new trade department and David Davis 
a Brexit department, Theresa May has 
handed them a poisoned chalice and set 
them up to fail; but they need enough 
rope (more time) to hang themselves ...

Illusions
CPGB argued in the run-up to the 
referendum that there were serious 
political problems with backing either 
leave or remain.

On the one hand, ‘Lexit’ meant 
merely adding the left’s voice to 
those of Ukip, Boris Johnson, and co. 
The left in 1975 failed to achieve an 
‘internationalist no’ campaign; there 
was no reason to suppose that the much 
weaker left of 2016 would be able to 
do so.

On the other, even if a ‘left no’ voice 
could reach the general public, it would 
merely be reasserting the old doctrine 
of ‘Socialism in one country’ which 
catastrophically failed in the old Soviet 
Union and its satellites. The uselessness 
of the policy is neatly illustrated, after 
the vote, by an article in the Morning 
Star by Rob Griffiths, general secretary 
of that paper’s Communist Party of 
Britain. Griffiths’ “positive vision for 
Britain outside the bosses’ bloc” is, in 
fact, anything but a ‘vision’.15

The concrete demands at the end 
of the article remain utterly vague: 
for example, “regulate the movement 
of capital, commodities and labour 
in the interests of working people” 
- but which working people? Or 
“Enact any progressive EU social and 
environmental policies into British law” 
Again, which, concretely? - perhaps the 
attempt to promote diesel, the softly, 
softly approach to VW and Renault?

Underlying this vagueness is the fact 
that to think an alternative to capitalism 
means thinking outside the money 
arrangements of decision-making. 
To do so is certainly possible on a 
European scale. For Britain alone, it 
would immediately come up against 
the fact that Britain is not self-sufficient 
in food, runs a major deficit in ‘visible 
trade’, and therefore lives off the offshore 
earnings of the City of London. In the 
result, as soon as anything more than 
vagueness is offered, it must either 
become obvious nonsense - or become 
the neoliberal version of the Ukip and 
Tory Brexiteers’ story, under which 
Britain becomes more fully a pure 
offshore financial centre.

Backing remain, however, had 
its own problems. It amounted to 
identifying with the Cameron-Osborne 
side in the internal Tory dispute; and 
with the City and the ‘great and the 
good’. The EU that left-remainers such 
as the ‘Another Europe is possible’ had 
to defend - however critically - was the 
EU of the Maastricht and Nice treaties 
with their constitutional commitments 
to monetarism and public expenditure 
cuts; it was the EU of the Viking and 
Laval decisions, more serious attacks on 
trade union organisation and strikes than 
the British Tory anti-union laws, since 
they illegalised any action demanding 
more than legal minimum rights; and it 
was the EU of the bailout of European 
private bank lenders to Greece at the 
expense of imposing a massive crash 
on the Greek economy.

Both Corbyn (damned by the press 
for failing to defend remain vigorously 
enough, ie for doing so critically) 
and the campaign ‘Another Europe is 

possible’ recognised the problem. But 
they were on the horns of a dilemma. 
The EU constitution (and that of 
the Eurozone) urgently needs to be 
overthrown, because with the treaties 
requiring unanimity for change and the 
impossibility of overruling the Court 
of Justice short of treaty change, it 
cannot be reformed without overthrow. 
But to say so was, in the context of the 
referendum campaign, to undermine the 
case for Remain; and to deny it was also 
to undermine ‘remain’ by attempting to 
hide obvious truths which the Brexiteers 
had only to point out.

Behind this is the other side of 
Cameron’s wizard wheeze, one which 
May looks likely to cash in this autumn. 
The Scots independence referendum and 
2015 general election showed that there 
is in the UK a significant and increasing 
working class constituency for right-
nationalist populism, and that Labour 
could - if it was forced into backing the 
‘establishment’ - be electorally wiped 
out, at least for a significant period. 
The Labour rightwing leadership in 
Scotland fell headlong into this trap and 
paid the price.

Corbyn and his cothinkers attempted 
to avoid the trap, but do not seem to have 
succeeded: the Brexiteers succeeded, 
as indicated above, in mobilising an 
important section of the working class 
vote behind right-populist English 
nationalism. May has moved, not only to 
hand a poisoned chalice to Johnson, Fox 
and Davis, but also to position the Tory 
Party to take advantage of right-populist 
‘anti-elitism’. The result can be seen 
in mid-August polls: Ipsos Mori has 
Conservatives 45%, Labour 34%; ICM 
has Conservatives 40%, Labour 28%. 

Left remainism sets up this trap, 
albeit less immediately obviously than 
the Atlanticist establishment ‘pro-
Europeanism’ of the Labour right. What 
remains of it after the vote is a whinge: 
visible on the websites of ‘Another 
Europe is possible’, of Left Unity, and 
of Socialist Resistance.

It is absolutely true that the workers’ 
movement needs to organise for 
common action on a European scale. 
It is also true that Brexit - if, in the end, 
it actually happens - will reduce the 
possibilities for this by taking the UK 
out of the EU institutions. But this is 
rather marginal, since the European left 
has been pretty ineffective in using the 
EU parliament for real common political 
action. The immediate effect of clinging 
to left remainism as an orientation after 
the vote is in, is not to overcome this 
problem, but rather to facilitate the 
Tories using right-nationalist populism 
to wreck Labour in an early general 
election l

Mike Macnair

mike.macnair@weeklyworker.co.uk
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Sources, streams and confluence
Ben Lewis offers some thoughts on the origins of democratic centralism

Democratic centralism is perhaps 
one of the most maligned, misun-
derstood and controversial terms 

in the contemporary Marxist vernac-
ular. More often than not, enemies of 
Marxism and self-proclaimed defenders 
alike have deployed the term in a 
fashion that is completely at odds with 
the way this guiding idea was applied 
historically as a common sense modus 
operandi within the healthiest trends 
of the revolutionary movement. As 
with many other ideas and practices 
that abound on today’s radical left, 
the experience of Stalinism still casts 
its long, dark shadow. Whether it is 
peddled by those on the left who place 
the interests of their particular bureau-
cratically-run sect above the interests of 
democracy, or those who make it their 
duty to distort and undermine socialist 
ideas, there is a lazy and ahistorical 
equation of democratic centralism with 
despotic, bureaucratic rule, of Lenin 
with Stalin, of workers’ democracy 
with its negation.

For this reason alone, it is necessary 
to proceed with extreme caution 
when discussing the term democratic 
centralism. But discuss it we must. 
A cursory look at the programmes 
of the annual schools of the various 
bureaucratic sects on these shores shows 
just how fundamental their conception 
of the term is to the political practice 
of formally anti-Stalinist organisations 
such as the Socialist Party in England 
and Wales, the Socialist Workers’ Party 
and so on. But, as I will attempt to show, 
the utterly garbled understanding of 
these groups adds fuel to the fire of 
those who wish to equate democratic 
centralism with despotism, secrecy, 
expulsions, crass manoeuvres and 
splits - in the way that Tom Watson has, 
largely unsuccessfully, attempted with 
his dodgy dossier on so-called Trotskyist 
infiltration of the Labour Party.

In attempting to outline the concept, 
then, it is vital that we try and place the 
term in its proper historical context and 
follow its subsequent degeneration 
into a fig-leaf for the worst and most 
bureaucratic excrescences of the 
socialist movement, both in the 20th 
century and in this one.

Such a task is, of course, beyond 
the remit of a single article. In what 
follows, I wish to restrict myself to a 
brief overview of the possible sources 
of the term democratic centralism 
within two of the parties in the Marxist 
Second International (1889-1914). 
In order to do so, I will first provide 
a highly condensed outline of the 
current state of historiography on the 
first use and the original meaning of 
the term democratic centralism. On 
that basis, I will proceed to discuss 
three front-running contenders for the 
first use - the original deployment, as it 
were - of the term democratic centralism. 
Our three contestants are: Johann 
Baptist von Schweitzer (1833-75); 
Karl Kautsky (1854-1938) and August 
Bebel (1840-1913). What becomes 
immediately obvious here is that all 
three were pivotal figures in the German 
workers’ movement: in light of recent 
historiography, this should come as little 
surprise to comrades, but we will return 
to this matter later.

Finally, after drawing a balance 
sheet of the evidence in this historical 
Whodunnit? I will take a step back from 
the origins of the term and conclude 
by discussing the implications of this 
journey through the German sources 
of democratic centralism for both the 
left’s understanding of Bolshevism 
and also what these hitherto little-
discussed episodes can teach us about 
the continuing struggles for democracy 
in our movement, not least in terms 
of the unfolding civil war within the 
Labour Party. It should be noted that 

this research is very much a work-in-
progress and that, particularly when 
it comes to the nitty-gritty of certain 
historical details and facts, much of what 
I outline is of necessity quite provisional 
in nature.

Historiography
The first stop on our search for the 
origins of democratic centralism is 
Petrograd in 1905. Here, at a meeting 
of the Menshevik faction of the Russian 
Social Democratic Labour Party, held 
at a time of a huge upswing in political 
mobilisation, those present adopted the 
following resolution (‘On the organisation 
of the party’):

The RSDLP must be organised 
according to the principle of democratic 
centralism. All party members take 
part in the election of party institutions.

All party institutions are selected 
for a [specified] period, are subject 
to recall and obligated to account 
for their actions both periodically 
and at any time upon demand of the 
organisation which elected them.

Decisions of the guiding 
collectives are binding on the members 
of those organisations of which 
the collective is the organ. Actions 
affecting the organisation as a whole 
(ie congresses, reorganisations) must 
be decided upon by all of the members 
of the organisation. Decisions of 
lower-level organisations are not to 
be implemented if they contradict 
decisions of higher organisations.1

As far as the historiography goes, this 
Menshevik use of the term is the first 
use in the Russian labour movement. 
This salient fact is worth remembering, 
not least because a whole host of 
sources - from Wikipedia through to 
the far left - seem to be convinced that 
the term originates with Lenin in his 
1901 What is to be done?, despite the 
fact that the term does not surface at all 
in this publication.

As Lars T Lih has explained in his 
articles on democratic centralism for 
the Weekly Worker,2 the Menshevik 
deployment of this notion was 
something of a bolt out of the blue in 

terms of Russian social democratic 
political discourse. As far as Lars 
knows - and his knowledge of the 
Russian movement far surpasses 
my own - the term has no Russian 
precursors. Less than a month later, in 
December 1905, the Bolshevik faction 
of the RSDLP - keen to catch up with the 
lead taken by the competing Menshevik 
grouping - also adopted the idea of 
democratic centralism, in a motion 
entitled ‘On party reorganisation’:

“Recognising as indisputable the 
principle of democratic centralism, 
the conference considers the broad 
implementation of the elective 
principle necessary; and, while 
granting elected centres full powers 
in matters of ideological and practical 
leadership, they are at the same time 
subject to recall, their actions are 
given broad publicity, and they are 
to be strictly accountable for these 
activities.”3

The guiding principles of democratic 
centralism contained in these resolutions, 

within the framework of which open 
and democratic debate was the utter 
norm - were then subsequently adopted 
at the RSDLP Unity Congress of both 
factions on April 25 1906. But how are 
we to explain this sudden emergence 
of the term in Russia? Paul le Blanc’s 
1993 study Lenin and the revolutionary 
party, which has recently been reprinted 
by Haymarket Books, quotes the 
bourgeois Cold War historian of Russia, 
Leonard Schapiro, who wrote: “It will 
be recalled that, in the Russian context, 
the phrase [democratic centralism - BL] 
was of Menshevik origin. Historically, 
the phrase originated in the German 
Social Democratic Movement, and was 
first used in 1865 by JB Schweitzer”.4 
This brings us to the first of our three 
contenders for the first use of the term 
democratic centralism.

Schweitzer’s 
centralism 
Alongside Schapiro’s account, there are 
a number of other claims I have found 
online which assert that Johann Baptiste 
von Schweitzer was the first to coin the 
term ‘demokratische Zentralisation’ 
(‘democratic centralisation’). Von 
Schweitzer took over as the leader of the 
Allgemeiner Deutscher Arbeiterverein 
(the ADAV - General German Workers’ 
Association), in 1867, following the 
death of its founder leader, Ferdinand 
Lassalle (1825-1864), who was killed in 
a duel. The ADAV was one component 
of the united social democracy, which 
agreed on a single programme in Gotha 
in 1875.

A strong argument in favour of 
von Schweitzer as the originator of 
the term democratic centralism can 
clearly be found in current historical 
research regarding the multifarious 
political and intellectual ties between 
the German workers’ movement and 
the young Russian RSDLP. As Lars 
Lih has shown, Lenin’s dream was, 
in short, to do what the Germans 
were doing, namely forming a mass 
social-democratic party on the basis 
of the SPD’s Erfurt minimum-
maximum programme of 1891: Lenin 
was a “Russian Erfurtian”.5 Indeed, 
while both Cold War and Stalinist 
historiography drove a wedge between 
the German and Russian experience 
(in line with Stalin’s 1939 assertion 
that Bolshevism was “a party of a new 
type fundamentally different from the 
social democratic parties of the Second 
International”),6 the intimate links 
between Russian and German Marxism 
have become increasingly apparent in 
recent scholarship.

So perhaps the Russian Mensheviks, 
in the early days of their faction and 
the upswing in politics following 
the Russian revolution of 1905, 
were looking back to the origins 
of the German party movement for 
organisational guidance? There are 
two main arguments against this. First, 
Schweitzer was effectively a labour 
dictator who ran his organisation with 
an iron hand. His pro-Prussianism led 
him into all sort of dodgy discussions 
with Otto von Bismarck and the pro-
Prussian junker class behind the backs 
of the members and the movement at 
large. On a number of occasions, he 
was also accused of being in the pay 
of the German police - including in 
parliament by a certain August Bebel. 
Indeed, to cut a long story short, Bebel 
and Wilhelm Liebknecht (leaders of 
the Eisenacher/Marxist wing of social 
democracy) were clear that unification 
with the ADAV presupposed knocking 
Schweitzer off his throne. As such, 
while I am increasingly convinced that 
Schweitzer did use a phrase along the 
lines of democratic centralisation to 
summarise his organisational methods, 
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what he had in mind was clearly worlds 
apart from the Russians in 1905 who 
were, after all, basing themselves on 
the openly Marxist/Erfurtian current 
of the German movement, not the 
continuation of the Lassallean, pro-
Prussian movement as represented by 
Schweitzer. Gustav Mayer’s biography 
of Schweitzer also provides numerous 
insights into Schweitzer’s conception of 
a centralised organisation. In 1869, for 
instance, Schweitzer wrote glowingly 
about how a small handful of people 
can become a force for major historical 
change - for good or bad. His examples 
were the Catholic church, the Jacobins 
of 1789 or - revealingly - the Prussian 
general staff of 1866.7

Such an outlook is more akin 
to Blanquism than Marxism, and 
this would not have been lost on the 
Mensheviks of 1905, who were well-
versed in their German labour history. 
Indeed, if we think about the Cold War 
agenda of historians such as Schapiro, it 
is perhaps rather useful for them to trace 
the Russian revolutionaries back to a 
figure such as Schweitzer, to portray 
them as a small elite cog attempting to 
drive the larger wheel of history in a 
manner that supposedly heralded the 
later Stalinist norms. Moreover, we 
have to explain the obvious time gap: 
if von Schweitzer of the 1860s was 
the source of the term, why did it not 
emerge in Russia before November 
1905?

Kautsky and MPs 
A more obvious candidate, given that 
he embodies the Marxist tradition in 
the German movement, would be Karl 
Kautsky, the ‘pope of Marxism’ and the 
theoretician behind the so-called ‘radical’, 
‘centre’ or ‘orthodox’ tendency within 
social democracy on which Lenin based 
his political strategy.

In early 1904, Kautsky penned 
an article for his weekly theoretical 
journal, Die Neue Zeit, entitled 
‘Constituency and party’.8 The 
immediate catalyst to this intervention 
was a controversy within an electoral 
constituency in Saxony, where the 
district party and the party leadership 
had to intervene in order to prevent 
the possible candidacy of an ex-priest 
turned social democrat revisionist, Paul 
Goehre. The more general backdrop to 
this was an offensive of the revisionist 
right in arguing for a more ‘sensible’ 
and ‘electable’ approach to the military 
and naval policy of the German empire. 
Indeed, around this time one SPD 
parliamentary deputy, Max Schippel, 
was forced to resign his seat after 
breaking party discipline and voting 
with the government on its naval bill. 
Kautsky spoke for the ‘radicals’ against 
the revisionists, and as such with the 
party majority, which at congress 
after congress had voted to defeat the 
policies of revisionism.

Not that this stopped the right from 
kicking up (an all-too familiar) fuss 
regarding the “persecution” of free 
speech and democracy within the party. 
Goehre was defended in an article 
by the SPD legal expert, Wolfgang 
Heine, who - writing in the revisionist 
SPD factional journal, Sozialistische 
Monatshefte - contended that the “will 
of the local party should have been 
respected”.9

Kautsky’s polemic against Heine 
bears many of the hallmarks of the 
principles of democracy and centralism 
found in the resolutions on party 
organisation passed by both RSDLP 
factions in 1905 in Russia. For example, 
regarding majorities and minorities in 
the organisation, Kautsky even refers to 
the accusations of ‘centralism’ bandied 
about by the right:

“However, if there is one democratic 
principle, then it is this: the majority 
must be preponderant over the 
minority and not the other way 
round. In our case, the majority is 
the party as a whole and the minority 
is the constituency party. Let us not 
forget that we have gone beyond 

the feudal representative system, 
where the individual delegate acted 
as the representative of a particular 
locality. The Reichstag deputy is the 
representative of the German people, 
not of a constituency. And, as a party 
man, he is the representative of the 
party as a whole, of three million 
people, not of the 10,000 or so who 
have voted for him. He is given a 
platform from which he not only speaks 
to his constituency, but to Germany 
as a whole. And what he does and 
does not do in the Reichstag reflects 
not merely on his constituency but 
on the party as a whole. Whatever he 
does well has a positive impact on the 
entire organisation; whatever he does 
badly embarrasses or compromises 
it. The selection of each and every 
candidate to the Reichstag is thus an 
important matter for the party as a 
whole. But, since the party cannot 
deal with this very well itself, its 
representatives must do so. Those 
who consider this too ‘bureaucratic’ 
or ‘centralist’ [‘zentralistisch’] 
may propose that candidates be 
determined by a referendum of all 
party comrades …”

Kautsky’s thought on this matter are in 
keeping with his outlook on parliamentary 
democracy more generally. He argues 
that the social democratic party is the 
lever with which the cycle of faux 
bourgeois parliamentary democracy 
can be broken, where elections can 
become not a means of the deception 
of the masses, but of their liberation.10 
In this regard, so Kautsky argues, the 
hypocritical hue and cry from the 
right about the ‘individual freedom’ of 
elected MPs is reflective of a bourgeois 
conception of democracy:

The voters, however, are only sovereign 
during the election. Following the 
election, all the power at the masses’ 
disposal is handed to the person 
elected, who does with it what he 
likes. He can sell out and betray his 
voters as he sees fit; nothing stands 
in the way of the ‘free’ development 
of his ‘personality’. He is ‘free’ until 
the next election and can carry the 
‘democratic principle’ to the height of 
absurdity; his voters have no power to 
restrict his ‘intellectual freedom’. He 
cannot, of course, take things too far, 
otherwise he will not be re-elected. 
But his successor probably will not 
do a better job and, after all, the 
electorate has such a short memory! 
If he behaves himself in a way that 
is to some extent friendly towards 
the people, then this can cover up 
quite a lot. Long periods between 
elections [ie putting up and shutting 
up for four years before casting a vote 
again - BL] are part of the essence 
of modern parliamentarism. So that 
the ‘rights’ of the individual are not 
infringed upon.

In the Goehre case, Kautsky contends: 
“We are not dealing with the freedom of 
opinion of the masses, but the freedom 
of action of the leaders. Democracy 
does not mean the absence of rule 
[Herrschaftslosigkeit], it does not 
mean anarchy: it means the rule of the 
masses over their representatives, in 
distinction to other forms of rule, where 
the supposed servants of the people are 
in reality their masters.”

And finally, in words that could 
(and perhaps should) have been written 
this summer, Kautsky concluded:“the 
elected representative remains a simple 
party comrade and as such subject to 
party discipline.”

There are clear arguments in favour 
of Kautsky as a possible source of the 
term democratic centralism. While he 
does not use the concept in this piece, 
he certainly comes close, and also 
provides a solid defence of the way 
in which democratic centralism was 
understood and applied in the Russian 
movement in 1905: democracy from 
below, the elective principle, and 
the accountability and recallability 

of party representatives and leaders. 
Moreover, the article made a direct 
impression on Lenin (and, by 
association, on many of the Russian 
leaders). In One step forward, two steps 
back, written in the spring of 1904, 
Lenin stressed that “the undoubted 
tendency to defend autonomism 
against centralism ... is a fundamental 
characteristic of opportunism in matters 
of organisation”.11

This is almost paraphrasing Kautsky’s 
1904 article (or, rather, in this particular 
instance, translating it directly into 
Russian).

Nonetheless, it would be expected 
that, if Kautsky had used the term 
around this time, then the term would 
appear in the Russian movement before 
November 1905. This is where the last 
of our contenders, August Bebel, comes 
into consideration, for he was involved 
in a dispute within German social 
democracy almost concurrently with 
the deployment of the term in Russia, 
namely in the autumn of 1905.

Bebel and Vowärts
August Bebel would be a fitting candidate 
for the originator of the term ‘democratic 
centralism’ insofar as he played a pivotal 
role in the German workers’ movement and 
earned the praise of many revolutionaries 
in Russia. As Lenin put it in his obituary of 
Bebel in 1913: “The period of preparation 
and the mustering of working class forces 
is in all countries a necessary stage in the 
development of the world emancipation 
struggle of the proletariat, and nobody can 
compare with August Bebel as a brilliant 
personification of the peculiarities and 
tasks of that period”.12 From working 
class origins, Bebel eventually became 
the political leader of the radical tendency 
within the SPD and was renowned for his 
fiery speeches in the Reichstag as an SPD 
parliamentarian and his condemnations of 
the SPD right at party congresses.

The party struggle in which Bebel was 
involved, as we shall see, was similar 
in nature to that conducted by Kautsky 
in 1904 and broached similar themes 
related to the practice of the party and 
the relationship between the revisionist 
minority and the radical majority. But it 
did not revolve around electoral work, 
but rather the party’s main daily paper, 
Vorwärts.

Due to the peculiarities of the legal 
and political status of Prussia within 
the German Kaiserreich, Vorwärts had 
a dual function: it was both the main 
national paper and that of the local 
Berlin party organisation. Its editorial 
board consisted of a 6:4 majority in 
favour of the revisionists, despite this 
grouping being in the minority in the 
party as a whole. Naturally, this particular 
balance of forces became the source of 
much friction both within the editorial 
board itself and between the board and 
the party leadership. Complaints about 
the publication’s lack of clarity were 
forthcoming both in other local party 
newspapers, including from a certain 
Rosa Luxemburg writing in Leipzig: 
she and others felt that the publication 
vacillated too much and was unduly soft 
on the revisionist wing. After much toing 
and froing, the party leadership and the 
press commission intervened to remove 
the gang of six from their positions in 
order to bring the hybrid national/regional 
publication into line with the party 
majority. But this did not occur until the 
end of a huge dispute, lasting for months, 
in which the six sacked editors went out 
of their way to place their individual 
positions above the will of the party as a 
whole: waiting until the radical minority 
had left editorial board meetings in order 
to override agreed editorial changes, 
leaking material about the dispute to 
the bourgeois press, chiding the party 
leadership and the press commission 
for being in thrall to the ‘dictatorial’ 
Bebel and … listening in on meetings 
between the leadership and the press 
commission. To their credit, however, 
the six former editors published their 
entire correspondence with the party 
in a pamphlet that includes their own 
contributions to the debate alongside 

those of Anton Pannekoek, Bebel and 
others.13

Quite clearly, the issues involved 
here relate to the question of democratic 
centralism and bringing the daily paper 
- while it enjoyed majority support for 
the revisionists locally - into line with 
the majority of the party (Bebel says 
so explicitly in explaining the party’s 
actions: a majority that corresponded 
with the party needed to be “made”). 
Interestingly enough, the uproar about 
the dictatorial Bebel using the party 
leadership and the press commission 
as puppets in his drive to oust the six 
editors is rather reminiscent of the way 
in which Lenin was presented in the 
heat of the early factional battles in the 
RSDLP. Much of the language and the 
insinuations overlap: the bugaboo of 
Blanqui and Blanquism appears here too.

Our third candidate thus seems the 
most likely to have been the guiding light 
behind the term democratic centralism.14 
However, as of yet I have been unable to 
find a ‘smoking gun’, an explicit use of 
the term, either in his speeches, which 
are reprinted in the fascinating protocols 
of the SPD congresses (where all 
contributions, heckles and interjections 
are recorded in astonishing detail) or in 
the party’s theoretical journals. However, 
one source which may prove more 
fruitful is the daily newspaper Vorwärts 
itself, which is currently in the process 
of being digitised and published online. 
In this sense, our three candidates should 
perhaps not be seen as contenders for the 
prize but rather as the fonts of a stream of 
ideas which ebbed and flowed, developed 
and deepened, within the political and 
intellectual environment of European 
social democracy as a whole. And the 
confluence of these ideas between the 
German and Russian movements in 
1904-05 was an enduring one. Coming to 
terms with the treachery of German social 
democracy in voting for war credits in 
August 1914, Lenin is adamant:

We defend always in our press the 
democracy in the party. But we never 
speak against the centralisation of the 
party. We are for democratic centralism. 
We say that the centralisation of the 
German labour movement is not a 
feeble, but a strong and good feature 
of it. The vice of the present Social 
Democratic Party of Germany consists 
not in the centralisation, but in the 
preponderance of the opportunists, 
after their treacherous conduct in 
the war.15

Concrete 
applications
So, while I am confident that I will be 
able to discover the origins of democratic 
centralism and translate, annotate and 
introduce the appropriate documents as 
part of a future project, there is a sense 
in which focussing solely on tracking 
down the origins misses something 
important about democratic centralism, 
namely that it should be a guiding 
principle of our movement, not some 
kind of ready-made catch-all panacea 
that will immediately transform the 
fortune of socialist ideas in society 
for the good. Finding the source, or 
sources, of the idea, certainly is not 
akin to locating some kind of Marxist 
holy grail that will solve all of the left’s 
problems. Indeed, it is hardly the case 
that - having discovered the true origins 
of their dogma - left leaders like Alex 
Callinicos or Hannah Sell will let the 
scales fall from their eyes and embrace 
a genuinely democratic-centralist 
culture.16

But, as I have tried to outline, 
whichever particular words we use 
to summarise these fundamental 
democratic practices, centralised 
democracy, majority rule with minority 
rights within the framework of the 
organisation’s programme, etc, it is 
clearly utter nonsense to declare that 
democratic centralism, and the ideas 
which it embodies are passé, only 
deserving the dustbin of early 20th 
century history.

Indeed, while we have to be careful 
about drawing historical parallels all too 
quickly - the SPD of 1905 and the Labour 
Party of 2016 are, after all, rather different 
beasts - nevertheless the issues which 
seem to have sparked the emergence of 
democratic centralism at the beginning 
of the 20th century are unmistakeably 
present in the current Labour coup 
attempts. It’s not that the #chickencoup 
plotters have gone back and read the 
writings of the revisionist right, of course; 
merely that the logic of these endeavours 
is embedded within capitalist society 
itself, in the tensions within the fight for 
the political representation of our class, 
the bourgeois media and so on.

What we see now is similar to 
what we saw in 1903-05 on the part 
of the revisionists: the placing of one 
part (the Parliamentary Labour Party, 
or rather the careers of the PLPers) 
above the party as a whole - with all 
the attendant nonsense about ‘the abuse 
of democracy’ that is re- or deselection 
(or even sacking), the leaks to the press, 
the intrigue, the talk about ‘saving the 
party’ and so on. In this obvious respect, 
therefore, democratic centralism - far 
from being the creation of a conniving, 
manoeuvring Asiatic mind, as it is all 
too often portrayed by both opponents 
and purported champions of Lenin, is 
actually of the foremost contemporary 
relevance. Understanding its origins 
and the context of its appearance on 
the political scene can hopefully be of 
some assistance to those of us engaged 
in the struggle for democracy in our 
movement today l
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and by Grigory Zinoviev in his 1916 The social 
roots of opportunism.
10. For more on this, see my article ‘Referenda 
and direct democracy’, Weekly Worker 
September18 2014.
11. https://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/
works/1904/onestep/q.htm.
12. https://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/
works/1913/aug/08.htm.
13. Kurt Eisner et al. (eds) Der Vorwärtskonflikt: 
gesammelte Aktenstücke Munich 1905.
14. A fourth possible source, albeit a rather strange 
one given his revisionist outlook, is Georg von 
Vollmar. He was tasked with reporting to the Jena 
Congress of 1905 on the reorganisation of the 
party following the repeal of the ban on the SPD 
in Prussia in 1904. The repeal created the prospect 
of increased national cooperation and uniform 
party practice across the country. Vollmar 
summarised the debate on the way forward as one 
between those who favoured “strict centralisation” 
and those who placed more emphasis on 
federalism and localism. Ultimately, he argues, the 
party agreed on a compromise between the two 
views. Thanks to Mike Macnair for pointing this 
out to me in the discussion following my 
Communist University presentation. The potential 
overlap between the reorganisation of the party 
and the party paper is quite clear and something I 
need to study more closely in the future.
15. https://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/
works/1915/nov/09.htm.
16. By way of an example, listen to the following 
speech by comrade Sell, in which she makes a 
‘democratic-centralist’ case (bureaucratic 
centralist, actually) for not allowing oppositionists 
in SPEW space to publish their views on the 
importance of the tendency of the rate of the profit 
to fall (!) in the party’s press. Her argument, which 
is an affront to the lived experience of 
Bolshevism, runs something like this: ‘Lenin did 
champion open debate and says this openly. But 
this was in 1906, when the Bolsheviks were a 
minority within a reformist ‘broad’ party, the 
RSDLP (which she compares to Tusc), but Lenin 
would never advocate such a thing in a 
revolutionary party, like the Socialist Party’. The 
mind truly boggles: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=Qm3afIYVrG8.
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Different plot twists, same ending
Jim Creegan shows that there is nothing progressive about the Hillary Clinton’s platform

Immediately after Hillary Clinton 
was officially nominated on July 
26, wealthy givers left the sidelines 

to party and open their chequebooks. 
Oblivious of the protesters gathered 
outside, corporate CEOs and lobbyists 
descended upon Philadelphia to sip 
cocktails in the vaulted marble bar of 
the downtown Ritz-Carlton Hotel. The 
New York Times reported that:

… For many Clinton donors, 
particularly those from the financial 
sector, the convention is a good 
time to shed what one called the 
‘hypersensitivity’ that had previously 
surrounded their appearance at Mrs 
Clinton’s fund-raisers or at her 
political events, during a period when 
Mr Sanders repeatedly attacked Mrs 
Clinton’s connections to Wall Street 
and her six-figure speaking fees from 
financial institutions” (July 29).

The party’s rainmakers were celebrating 
Hillary’s success in defeating Bernie 
Sanders and maintaining the grip of 
the party apparatus on delegates and 
voters. To be sure, the going had been 
rougher than usual. Sanders had made 
an unexpectedly strong showing in 
the primaries, and although Clinton 
went into the convention with enough 
delegates to secure the nomination, it 
was not clear how the 1,900 delegates 
pledged to Sanders would behave. Their 
anger was stoked by the well-timed 
Wikileaks release of nearly 20,000 

emails from the Democratic National 
Committee (DNC), supplying proof 
positive of what Sanders supporters 
had known all along: that the party’s 
supposedly impartial governing body 
had been secretly working for Clinton 
throughout the primary season. The 
Democratic national chairwoman, 
Florida congressperson and Clinton 
flack Debbie Wasserman Schultz, was 
forced to resign, along with three other 
top DNC officials. Hundreds of Sanders 
delegates booed loudly whenever 
Hillary’s name was spoken during 
the first night of the convention. They 
later walked out and joined protesters 
outside, chanting, “Hell No, DNC! We 
Won’t Vote for Hillary!”

Yet, in the end, events followed 
a well-worn playbook. Treading in 
the footsteps of earlier left-liberal 
challengers to a centrist Democratic 
frontrunner - from Jesse Jackson to 
Dennis Kucinich - Sanders endorsed 
the party’s nominee. At one gathering 
he did so over the loud boos of some of 
his own ‘Bernie or Bust!” supporters, 
who had deluded themselves into 
disbelieving the vows of party loyalty 
their candidate had made at the 
beginning of the process.

Nor did Sanders, as others had 
hoped, offer a merely pro-forma 
endorsement of his rival. He had just 
appeared with her at a campaign rally in 
New Hampshire. His convention speech 
was full of glowing praise for both the 
candidate and the great “achievement” 

represented by the “most progressive 
party platform ever”. The platform is 
a notoriously meaningless document, 
no sooner written than forgotten about, 
especially by candidates and elected 
officials. Sanders highlighted all the 
bones thrown to him by the platform 
committee - a call for a $15 per hour 
minimum wage, free education at 
public universities, lowering the age 
of Medicare eligibility from 65 to 
55 - while pointedly ignoring its 
refusal to include - even in a virtually 
irrelevant piece of paper - any language 
on Palestinian rights, and the insertion 
of a clause affirming the intention to 
“resist Russian aggression” in Ukraine. 
The Clintonite committee majority 
also voted down a clause opposing 
the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), 
ostensibly out of deference to Obama 
and his efforts to ram approval of the 
pact through the ‘lame-duck’ session 
of Congress that meets between now 
and election time. Sanders also made 
a motion from his seat in the Vermont 
delegation that the roll-call vote on the 
nominee be dispensed with, and that 
Clinton be affirmed by acclamation.

Eyes right
After some of the party’s leading left-liberal 
lights - Bernie Sanders, Massachusetts 
Senator Elizabeth Warren, Minnesota 
Representative Keith Ellison - were 
allowed to appear on stage on the first 
night to bookend a speech by Michelle 
Obama, the gathering, in a likely preview 

of the campaign’s future trajectory, 
took a decided right turn. Hillary had 
already signalled her intentions with 
the choice of Tim Kaine, the resolutely 
middle-of-the-road Senator from Virginia, 
as her vice-presidential running mate. 
Like her, Kaine was formerly a member 
of the Democratic Leadership Council, 
which had been instrumental in moving 
the party to the right in the 90s. Like 
her, Kaine had been a reliable supporter 
of the North American Free Trade Act 
(NAFTA) and the TPP, before having 
a sudden pre-campaign change of heart 
regarding the latter. Hillary’s well known 
big business-friendly tilt was now 
emphasised on the convention floor by 
the speech of Michael Bloomberg, New 
York’s former three-term Republican 
mayor, who, with a fortune estimated at 
about ten times that of Trump, debunked 
the latter’s multiple bankruptcies and 
frauds with the authority of an upstanding, 
honest multi-billionaire like himself. 
Hillary has received with open arms the 
endorsement of the ultra-right billionaire 
activist, Charles Koch.

Next, the stage was turned over to 
the war hawks. Clinton had already 
been endorsed by two key Republican 
‘national security’ figures: air force 
general Michael Hayden, George W 
Bush’s CIA chief; and John Negroponte, 
Bush’s director of national intelligence 
- who, as Reagan’s ambassador to 
Honduras in the 1980s, played a 
pivotal role in running the Contra war 
against the Sandinistas in Nicaragua. 

Now, at the Wells Fargo Stadium, 
the delegates heard former secretary 
of defence and CIA director Leon 
Panetta extol Hillary’s ability to act as 
commander-in-chief. He was briefly 
drowned out by Sanders supporters 
incanting “No more war”, before the 
lights were turned out over the sections 
they sat in, and Hillary loyalists waving 
signs reading “Strong America” replied 
with chants of “USA!” The scene 
repeated itself when marine general 
John Allen, who had commanded US 
forces in Afghanistan, took the stage 
accompanied by a martial drumbeat 
and a phalanx of admirals and generals, 
to affirm - against Trump’s threats to 
decrease Nato funding - America’s 
unbreakable commitment to its allies. 
A few journalists remarked that the 
proceedings of the second half of the 
Philadelphia spectacle seemed eerily 
familiar… from their previous coverage 
of Republican conventions.

The imperial notes sounded on 
the convention floor were reinforced 
by the offstage efforts of the Clinton 
campaign to divert attention from the 
undisputed contents of the Wikileaks 
emails by alleging that they had come 
to Julian Assange via Russian hackers, 
said - only on the basis of conjecture - to 
be acting on behalf of Vladimir Putin. 
Democrats then disparaged Trump’s 
patriotism with insinuations that he was 
somehow working in cahoots with the 
Russian president. The suggestion was 
based on a few of The Donald’s usual 

Hillary Clinton and Bernie Sanders: endorsement came as no surprise



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

Several hundred people - Sanders 
delegates and other activists - flocked 
during the convention to a Socialist 
Convergence event sponsored jointly 
by Socialist Alternative and the 
International Socialist Organization - 
American affiliates, respectively, of the 
Socialist Party (UK) and the Socialist 
Workers Party (UK). The audience 
booed the leftwing journalist, Chris 
Hedges, who had never supported 
Sanders, when he made remarks critical 
of the Vermont Senator, for whom even 
disillusioned delegates still harbour a 
great deal of affection. But Hedges’ 
position is based on a bitter truth: that, 
despite the deep vein of discontent 
that Sanders tapped into, and the class 
feelings he aroused, he had in the end 
functioned in the same way as leftish 
Democratic challengers in the past: 
to steer dissidents into support for a 
mainstream, neoliberal candidate, and 
to help put a convenient left face on 
what is at bottom a pro-corporate, pro-
imperialist party. Some Sandernistas 
will no doubt defect in disgust to the 
Green Party and its nominee, Jill Stein. 
But most, if polls are to be believed, 
will hold their noses and vote for 
Clinton as the lesser evil in November. 
With the Republican campaign in 
what looks like total meltdown - 
with Trump plummeting in the polls, 
with one Republican politician after 
another withdrawing support, and 
some endorsing his rival, and with 
Wall Street lucre pouring more freely 
into Democratic campaign coffers than 
ever before in recent memory, Hillary 
appears poised to become the country’s 
next president.

The New York Times columnist, 
Maureen Dowd, offered consolation 
to worried Republicans:

All these woebegone Republicans 
whining that they can’t rally behind 
their favoured candidate is crazy. 
The GOP angst, the gnashing and 
wailing and searching for last-minute 
substitutes and exit strategies, is 
getting old.
 They already have a 1-percenter 
who will be totally fine in the Oval 
Office, someone they can trust to help 
Wall Street, boost the US Chamber 
of Commerce, cuddle with the hedge 
funds, secure the trade deals beloved 
by corporate America, seek guidance 
from Henry Kissinger and hawk it 
up - unleashing hell on Syria and 
heaven knows where else.
 The Republicans have their candidate: 
It’s Hillary (August 14).

No honeymoon
It is probably safe to say that the 
second Clinton White House will not 
enjoy the prolonged honeymoon that 
the Democratic base accorded Barack 
Obama. Hillary Clinton is one of the 
most widely disliked and distrusted 
candidates ever to seek the White House, 
and even if she did manage to save the 
bacon of the party bigwigs for the time 
being, it is unlikely that the post-2008 
discontents that roiled the waters of 
both parties this season will go away 
any time soon. Recent developments 
therefore make it possible to contemplate 
the decline of the Democratic Party, 
and the rise of a leftwing alternative, 
not as a hope for the distant future, but 
a real possibility. It may therefore be 
in order to try to anticipate the forms 
this may take.

First, I think we can by now predict 
that no major change in the political 
landscape will occur due to a slow 
accretion of members to any small 
revolutionary socialist group, no matter 
how flawless its programme; a sudden 
influx of members to such groups is 

also unlikely. Such a sea change is, 
moreover, virtually inconceivable 
without further turmoil within the 
Democratic camp, involving the 
growing disaffection of youth, union 
members and minority groups who 
have thus far formed the party’s base 
and functioned within its orbit. Further, 
such malcontents will not defect 
with revolutionary working-class 
consciousness, but rather with militant 
reformist and vaguely populist ideas. 
Marxist groups can only grow their 
influence by interacting with these 
forces in some larger political arena. 
The Green Party may be one such 
arena, provided Marxists are permitted 
full freedom of expression. But here the 
perennial question arises: are insurgent 
Democratic Party campaigns, such as 
that just waged by Bernie Sanders, 
and others that will no doubt follow, 
an appropriate medium for socialist 
participation?

Empty vessel?
The question is answered in the affirmative 
by Jason Schulman, who, in a letter of 
March 24 to Weekly Worker, upbraids 
“various American Trotskyists” who write 
here - I am presumably one - for being 
“insistent on missing the opportunity 
for building a mass socialist movement 
that the Bernie Sanders campaign 
represents”. Schulman refers readers to 
the arguments he makes in an article, 
‘Bernie Sanders and the dilemma of the 
Democratic “Party”’, which appeared in 
the American socialist magazine New 
Politics (Winter 2016). The author is 
a member of Democratic Socialists of 
America (DSA), the US affiliate of the 
Second International, and the country’s 
leading (and only significant) social 
democratic organisation. Schulman 
claims to have abandoned any hope of 
realigning the Democratic Party to the 
left - the strategic aim of the DSA’s late 
icon, Michael Harrington, champion 
of what he called the “left wing of the 
possible” (read: the left wing of the 
permissible). Schulman seems to agree 
that the ultimate goal must be to lead a 
segment of the Democratic Party base 
toward the exits, and into some kind of 
left or labour party formation. Yet he 
remains true to what has always been his 
organisation’s bottom line: commitment 
to working within the ‘progressive wing’ 
of the party - at least for now.

The word ‘party’ appears in inverted 
commas in the title of Schulman’s 
article because he argues that the 
Democrats (like the Republicans) 
are not much of a party at all, and 
that the ultra-left habit of denouncing 
them as the ‘party of capital’ and the 
‘party of imperialism’ is based upon a 
misunderstanding of American electoral 
politics. By his lights, the Democrats 
are not the party of anything. Unlike 
European ‘private association’ parties, 
which are free to include or exclude 
anyone they wish, and have local 
branches like, for example, the Labour 
Party’s constituency organisations, 
American parties are little more than 
‘ballot lines’, ie, labels affixed on 
election day with almost no indication 
of the ingredients contained in the 
package. Anyone who wants to run as 
a Democrat (or Republican) can do so 
by acquiring the requisite number of 
signatures from individuals registered 
as members of his/her party. There are 
no rules on how candidates must vote 
if elected, whom they must endorse 
if defeated, or from whom they must 
take money to finance their campaigns. 
And if, as Schulman argues, American 
parties are empty vessels into which 
just about any political content can be 
poured, doesn’t it make more sense 
to avail oneself of the advantages 
- access to voter lists, participation 
in candidates’ debates - that running 
under the Democratic label sometimes 
confer, than to remain righteously but 
impotently outside the tent? Were not 
the ten nationally televised primary 
debates a better platform for spreading 
Sanders’ ideas than a corner soapbox? 
And did not taking part in the campaign 

put participants in a better position 
to pressure their candidate to run 
independently than exhorting from 
without?

The problem with these arguments is 
that they emphasise formal party rules 
to the almost total exclusion of very 
real interests and internal pressures. 
‘Progressives’ may not be obliged to 
accept corporate donations or endorse 
the mainstream candidates to whom 
they lose, but most of them wind up 
doing exactly these things (Bernie 
Sanders, who refused corporate cash, 
was a rare exception). Schulman 
says candidates act as they do only 
because they choose to do so. This, 
however, seems a bit like saying that 
someone given the choice between 
an all-expense-paid vacation in the 
Bahamas and two weeks’ wandering 
alone in the Sahara desert, will ‘choose’ 
the former. Let us consider the question 
of endorsing the winner, which Bernie 
Sanders pledged to do, not at the end 
of the primary contest, but before it 
even began.

Obstacles
First, although it is true, as Schulman 
points out, that the old-fashioned party 
political machines that ran things prior 
to the 1960s no longer exist, there are 
local, state and national party apparatuses 
that are not without important powers. 
Many state Democratic committees, for 
instance, deny access to computerised 
voter phone lists to candidates challenging 
incumbents in the primaries - a tactic 
recently deployed by the just-cashiered 
DNC chairwoman, Congressperson 
Debbie Wasserman Schultz, against a 
pro-Sanders competitor, Tim Canova, in 
her home district in Florida, provoking a 
legal challenge by Canova. And, thanks 
to Julian Assange and Wikileaks, we have 
a better idea of the ways in which the 
Democratic National Committee brings 
its power to bear. Even before the DNC 
emails were exposed, Wasserman-Schultz 
put her thumb on the scales by scheduling 
several key presidential debates, which 
she thought would favour Sanders, on 
holiday weekends and Saturday nights 
when viewership is at a low. And in the 
emails themselves we can read how one 
member of the committee was toying with 
the idea of using Sanders’ supposed lack 
of religious observance against him, and 
how a top official - Luis Miranda, forced 
out along with Schultz - instructed his 
subordinates to circulate a bogus news 
story that Sanders supporters behaved 
violently at one state gathering. Then 
there are the 700 unelected convention 
‘superdelegates’ - senators, congressmen, 
DNC members and ‘distinguished 
party leaders’ - who account for 15% 
of the total delegate vote, and who can 
be relied upon with few exceptions to 
back the establishment candidate. The 
superdelegates were created precisely 
to ensure that primary voters did not run 
amok and choose some crazy left-liberal, 
like the ill-fated George McGovern, who 
split the party by campaigning against 
the Vietnam war in 1972. And these 
two obstacles - DNC dirty tricks and 
superdelegates - were ones that Sanders 
faced even after he had promised to 
support the party’s presidential pick.

The obstacles thrown in Sanders’ 
path had he refused to commit in 
advance would have been uglier by 
orders of magnitude. After he had lost 
the primaries, Sanders was booed in 
the Democratic progressive caucus for 
not endorsing Hillary early enough. To 
the extent that the Democratic Party is 
a party, its life revolves around elected 
officials, who may act and vote in 
different ways, but band together on 
election day, especially in the face of 
any left challenge. One has only to 
remember the lengths to which the 
party went - legal and otherwise - in 
2000 to keep Ralph Nader of the Green 
Party off the ballot in as many states 
as they could. How does Schulman 
think they would react to a Democratic 
primary candidate who might be 
thinking about leaving the party after 
losing the primary, and running in 

opposition? Even the most progressive 
candidates are career politicians. They 
depend upon collegial relations with 
other elected officials like themselves 
- the ability to join their caucuses, to 
collaborate in crafting legislation, to 
engage in political horse trading, etc, 
etc. They know that they could do none 
of these things in the political Coventry 
to which they would be consigned 
for having violated the sacrosanct 
obligation of electoral party unity. 
Their careers - at least as the kind of 
‘pragmatic’ politicians they have been 
or aspire to be - would effectively come 
to an end.

To submit to the pressure and fall 
in line behind the standard bearer, 
however, means to short-circuit any 
radical impulses a dissident campaign 
may have unleashed. What good are all 
the ‘socialist’ ideas the Sanders bid is 
said by its supporters to have raised, if 
those ideas - leaving aside the question 
of their content - are prevented from 
assuming any organised form after the 
convention ends? And preventing them 
from doing so is precisely one major 
function the Democratic Party performs 
for the ruling class. If the ideas raised 
by Sanders, and the votes they got, will 
serve any post-convention purpose 
at all, it will be to burnish the phony 
‘progressive’ credentials, and swell 
the vote totals, of Hillary Clinton. By 
replicating this oft-repeated pattern, 
even the best-intentioned left-reformist 
office seekers act in the end as enablers 
of centrist or rightwing front-runners.

Schulman argues that leftwingers 
working inside campaigns like 
Sanders’ will be better positioned 
to pressure the candidate to break 
away from the Democrats. He seems 
to forget that it is the candidate 
who defines the campaign, and not 
the campaigners who define the 
candidate. What instrument do rank-
and-file doorbell ringers and envelope 
stuffers have for exerting pressure? 
There is no democracy in Democratic 
campaigns. All major decisions are 
up to the candidate.

With all that said, it should be 
acknowledged that what we are seeing 
in this election cycle is not simply more 
of the same. The currents of anger 
now coursing through both parties 
have already breached Republican 
floodgates and almost overflowed 
Democratic ones. It is therefore not 
entirely inconceivable that a future 
left Democratic candidate may 
seriously threaten to fly the coop. 
Such a contender would have to be a 
very different political animal from 
the go-along-to-get-along types we 
have seen up to now, but politics 
can produce strange mutations in 
turbulent times. But can Schulman 
name a single present or prospective 
Democratic candidate who, out of 
leftwing principle, has given any 
indication of being prepared to go as 
far as have the numerous Republicans 
who are now refusing to endorse 
Donald Trump, by refusing to endorse 
Clinton? If by some miracle Sanders 
had captured the nomination you can be 
sure we would see numerous defections 
by rightwing Democrats. When and 
if a figure of comparable backbone 
emerges on the left, we will have reason 
to reassess. But none has appeared thus 
far, nor are we aware of any Democratic 
grouping, affiliated with DSA or 
anyone else, which is demanding that 
a current or prospective candidate be 
willing, as a condition of their support, 
to quit the party after losing in the 
primaries. Sanders was certainly no 
such candidate; there was no reason, 
given his pre-primary pledge, to think 
he would be any different in this respect 
from the left challengers who came 
before. In the event, things played 
out - albeit with more bumps along the 
road - as they have in the past, and the 
millions who “felt the Bern” ended up 
with the blues in same old marshland 
of disappointed hopes l

Jim Creegan may be reached at 
egyptianarch@gmail.com



Name:________________________________________________

Address:______________________________________________

_____________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________

Tel:__________________________________________________

Email:________________________________________________

Sub: £/€ ______________________________________________

Donation: £/€ __________________________________________

Standing order
To ______________________________________________________________________ Bank plc _____________________________

Branch address _______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Post code ________________________       Account name ____________________________________________________________

Sort code ______________________________________________ Account No __________________________________________

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

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

Date _________________________  

Signed __________________________________________________ Name (PRINT) _______________________________________ 

Address ______________________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

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

New UK subscribers offer: 
3 months for £10

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

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

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

 London WC1N 3XX

weeklyworker
No 1119 August 25 2016

Another dodgy 
dossier

Trotspotting: a field guide
Tom Watson is worried about ‘infiltrators’: Jim Grant of Labour Party Marxists is less than impressed 
with his conspiracy theories

“I was first taught to spot a Trot 
at 50 yards in 1965 by Mr Bert 
Ramelson, Yorkshire industrial 

organiser of the Communist Party,” 
Jack Straw wrote in a briefly infamous 
letter to the Independent1. It is a matter 
of some regret that Straw never passed 
any tips on to Tom Watson, deputy 
leader of the Labour Party.

In the raging civil war over Labour’s 
future, Watson is playing a most 
particular role. He is, of course, a 
partisan of the right, according to the 
current polarisation, albeit historically 
a muscular centrist and Brownite. Yet 
his role is to present a lawyerly facade; 
he is the ‘responsible’ guy who does 
what he does for the good of the party. 
Frankly, it was a threadbare outfit 
even when he became deputy, and it 
is even scantier now. Loyalty to the 
party means, so far as Watson and his 
like are concerned, hostility to the left. 
For all his ‘fixer’ credentials, Watson 
has screwed this one up royally: all his 
backroom manoeuvres, all his ‘talks’ 
and press briefings, and where has it 
gotten his colleagues? Merely back 
to exactly where they were last year: 
staring down the barrel of another 
humiliating defeat at the hands of 
ordinary members.

It is perhaps that which explains 
the sheer desperation of Watson’s 
behaviour recently - and, to return 
to Straw’s Stalinoid missive to the 
Indy, the desperation of his ‘dossier’ 
of evidence concerning far-left 
infiltration.2

Rather inevitably, given the return 
to public consciousness of the 2003 
invasion of Iraq since the Chilcot 
report was published, Watson’s 
evidence has acquired the ‘dodgy 
dossier’ soubriquet; and there are 
certain similarities between it and the 
notorious ‘evidence’ of Iraqi weapons 
of mass destruction presented to the 
press and parliament in September 
2002. Principally, there is the fact that 
much of it is simply false, deliberately 
or otherwise; and of the rest, everything 
is presented in an entirely misleading 
light.

Rogues’ gallery
So who are the nefarious Trots steamrollering 
into the Labour Party? At the top of the 
list - inexplicably, given that they might 
be the smallest of the lot - is Red Flag. 
Watson and his valiant team of hurried 
Googlers have managed to work out that 
RF is the continuation of Workers Power. 
The comrades are guilty of - shock, horror! 
- distributing a model motion against the 
manoeuvres of the parliamentary party 
against the leadership.

Next is Labour Party Marxists - in 
Watson’s view, a “project” of the CPGB, 
which is in turn a “Trotskyist party” (it 
is neither Trotskyist, nor a Party; but the 
distinctions probably appear theological 
to the intrepid Trotspotters of Brewers’ 
Green, for whom no doubt Maoists 
are Trotskyists for present purposes 
too, and also our handful of confused 
old left-communist friends who find 
themselves today with Labour Party 
cards ... ). Our great crime? Arguing 
for global proletarian revolution, for 
wholesale purging of the right, for 

winning Labour to a full revolutionary 
Marxist programme? Er, no: we support 
reselection of MPs (something already 
allowed for, to some extent, in the 
party’s rules ... ) All the rest, we thereby 
conclude, must be just fine by brother 
Watson, which is certainly a pleasant 
surprise! Elsewhere, Watson & co are 
horrified to discover our call for more 
people to join the unions, and more 
union members to engage in the life 
of Labour; old Tom wants none of that 
rubbish. The unions are quite large 
enough for him (especially, no doubt, as 
most of them are behind the leadership).

Next up is the Alliance for Workers 
Liberty, which is ‘guilty’ of much 
the same sort of stuff, so we will not 
belabour the point: much outrage, of 
course, is dedicated to AWL comrade 
Jill Mountford’s senior position in 
Momentum. Mountford was suspended 
from Labour membership; it is obviously 
quite unacceptable to Watson that 
Momentum does not allow Labour’s 
blatantly compromised Compliance 
Unit to determine its membership 
requirements. It is also worth noting 
that it is hardly the case that Labour is 
suddenly flooded with AWL members, 
even adjusting for the group’s size: most 
of those to have fallen foul of disciplinary 
proceedings have been Labour members 
for years. Their membership can hardly 
be blamed on Jeremy Corbyn.

Stupidity
The three groups aforementioned, though 
all tiny compared to the massive influx of 
new members, at least have the virtue of 
operating within it.

Tom Watson wants to go further, 
however. We can see why: there’s simply 
not enough Trots on that list for even 
the most gullible idiot to consider it an 
invasion. Add us all up, and there is 
probably a numerically greater scourge 
of 9/11 truthers to worry about. There is 
a wider Trotskyoid fringe in the Labour 
left that Watson could have mentioned, 
of course, but most of these people - like 
AWL members - have been hanging 
around for a long old time. It is still not 
enough.

Thus he insists on trying to rope in the 
two largest Trotskyist organisations in 
Britain - we speak of the Socialist Party 
in England and Wales, and the Socialist 
Workers Party. At this point, Watson’s 
document descends entirely into stupidity. 
For both these organisations have refused 
to urge people to join the Labour Party.

Thus the ‘evidence’ against SPEW, 
which amounts in the first instance to the 
fact that they claimed to help organise a 

few Momentum meetings, and secondly 
that a motion passed at Unite’s policy 
conference in favour of mandatory 
reselection was moved by a SPEW 
member. What, does Watson want SPEW 
members out of Unite now? Does Unite 
not get to decide its own policy? Is it not 
a greater concern for greaseball careerists 
like Watson that people were willing to 
vote for it?

The punchline to Tom’s tour of the 
British far left is the SWP. Surely not? 
“SWP sets up training course to infiltrate 
Labour”, screams the sub-headline. You 
can imagine the embarrassment at Weekly 
Worker towers, dear reader! We have 
been keeping close tabs on the SWP for 
decades; how can we have missed such 
a major change of course? Except, of 
course, that the truth is the exact opposite: 
the link Watson helpfully provides brings 
us to a list of articles in SWP publications, 
all of which urge readers not to join the 
Labour Party.3 It is as if some neo-Nazi 
had a headline along the lines of ‘Finally, 
proof that the holocaust never happened’, 
and then linked readers to Raul Hilberg’s 
Destruction of the European Jews.

There will no doubt be some who 
think this comparison a little gauche. 
Alas! What else do we have before us 
than a conspiracy theory quite as absurd? 
At least holocaust deniers, 9/11 truthers, 
birthers and anti-vaxxers actually believe 
the nonsense they peddle – which Watson 
surely cannot. How thick does he think 
his audience is?

Tom’s friends
Come to think of it, who does he think his 
audience is?

The memo was ostensibly for the 
information of Jeremy Corbyn and 
his ‘people’, but they are surely quite 
aware of the limited extent, such as it 
is, of Trotskyists coming to the Labour 
Party. Perhaps it is a last ditch appeal to 
wavering voters in the Labour leadership 
poll, suggesting that the voice they hear 
telling them to vote for Corbyn is the same 
voice that shrilly hawks them a copy of 
Socialist Worker outside the tube on a 
Saturday morning ... but can there be any 
waverers at all?

Let us advance another, more likely 
hypothesis: Tom’s dossier has the 
same purpose as Tony Blair’s ‘Alice in 
Wonderland’ intervention in last year’s 
Leader contest: that is, to raise a standard 
for the troops on his side. It will yield 
an infusion of publicity from the yellow 
press. It will rally the despondent among 
the Progress youth, and give them another 
absurdity to hurl at opposing forces in CLP 
meetings. It will remind them, like a good 

fighting song, of the justice of their cause 
and the perfidy of their enemies.

From the point of view of the ‘Trots’ - 
or, indeed, of anyone with an attention span 
north of ten seconds - such accusations as 
are contained therein are richly amusing. 
For what is the picture painted? That 
“they”, the Trots, are playing silly buggers, 
taking things over by stealth, fighting 
dirty, lying about their true intentions and 
political outlook. Remind you of anyone?

Here is the situation as it is, not as Tom 
Watson would like you to think it. There 
is an electoral contest going on, between 
Jeremy Corbyn, a more-or-less principled, 
run-of-the-mill Labour leftist of some 
years standing, and Owen Smith, whose 
politics are entirely undistinguished, 
and is running on the basis that he is not 
Jeremy Corbyn. Smith, in other words, is 
deliberately obfuscating his politics, since 
it is plain to him that he would not win on 
the basis that he was a jolly competent paid 
lobbyist for Pfizer. His supporters routinely 
manufacture scurrilous accusations - of 
physical intimidation, anti-Semitism, 
misogyny - against the supporters of his 
opponent. Those of his supporters on the 
National Executive Committee - including 
Watson - attempted to keep Corbyn off 
the ballot entirely, and - when that failed 
- aggressively gerrymandered the contest.

Now, some number among them 
whisper that - quelle surprise - they will not 
accept the result of the election if, as looks 
nigh on inevitable, Corbyn is returned 
as leader; they will instead attempt to 
seize the Labour Party’s name, assets 
and status as Her Majesty’s Most Loyal 
Opposition. This may be a serious threat, 
or perhaps merely more mind games; 
either which way, the sense of entitlement 
is breathtaking, as is the hypocrisy of 
Watson, the arch-manipulator, fishing 
around for reds under his bed. In truth, 
more than 200,000 people have joined 
the Labour party in the last year and a half. 
We doubt there are 200,000 Trotskyists 
in the world.

Trot want?
Is there any truth to Watson’s ‘dossier’?

Well, there always is - somewhere. 
There certainly are some number of 
far-leftists in the Labour Party, and some 
smaller number more than there were 
prior to last summer. Even those who have 
not joined up, like SPEW, who insist on 
maintaining a pseudo-Labourite electoral 
profile even under the new conditions, 
will vent forth about their ‘support’ for 
Jeremy, which must nevertheless come 
from ‘outside’ ... We ‘Trots’ are not so daft 
as not to recognise helpful movement in 
the Overton window.

There is another thing, which is more 
deeply ironic. The most immediate 
effect of little curveballs like Watson’s 
dossier is to put the Corbyn camp on the 
defensive (‘no, we’re not Trots, honest!’). 
This attitude leads to desperate attempts 
to be doing something, which means 
tacitly accepting the justice of the right’s 
hysterical accusations. The clearest recent 
example is the ‘anti-Semitism’ panic, but 
there have been depressingly many. Where 
the Corbyn inner circle go, Momentum’s 
unaccountable leadership clique is sure 
to follow - nothing must be allowed that 
would embarrass the leadership, and thus 
people are leant on to obey Jeremy’s call 
for a “kinder politics” (ie, do not criticise 
the right, do not pursue political struggle 
against them, and so on).

This attitude greatly benefits two 
groups: the first, naturally, is the right. The 
second is ... the ‘Trots’.

For, if the official leadership of the 
Labour left is paralysed by timidity - if 
it is unable to meet even the instinctive 
understanding of angry Corbyn-supporting 
Labour members without patronising and 
demobilising them - then who will? We 
expect that more than a few will have a 
positive appreciation of Lev Davidovich 
Bronstein.

Who will provide you a model motion 
to get rid of your traitor MP, and pack them 
off to their panic room? The Trots. Who 
will call for militant countermeasures 
against any further coup attempts by the 
right - the occupation of party premises 
whose fate lies before some judge, for 
example? The Trots. (We would like to 
stress, parenthetically, that local Labour 
organisations ought to plan for such 
action starting now - the right may well 
be desperate enough to try something of 
this kind.)

Who will urge street stalls, picketing, 
fighting for policy at conference, setting up 
papers, initiative at the rank and file, rather 
than damping down enthusiasm wherever 
possible? Who will dare to suggest that 
you think further ahead than the next 
general election, or even the current 
Labour leader, who will need replacing at 
some time or another? Who will give you 
permission not to be held hostage by the 
right, and by extension Rupert Murdoch? 
The Trots, the Trots, the Trots!

Long may Tom Watson, and 
his perverse co-conspirators in the 
Momentum leadership, continue to do 
us such favours l

Notes
1. November 16, 2004.
2. https://www.scribd.com/document/320882857/
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