
A paper of Marxist polemic and Marxist unity

workerweekly

n Letters and debate
n Labour and arms
n Italy and migrants
n István Mészáros 

From boycott to participation. 
August H Nimtz: Lenin’s 
approach to tsarist elections 

Moshé 
Machover: 
expelled for 
saying the 
unsayable

No 1173 Thursday October 5 2017 Towards a Communist Party of the European Union £1/€1.10



BCM Box 928, London WC1N 3XX l 07704 903382 l www.weeklyworker.co.uk l editor@weeklyworker.co.uk


Letters may have been 
shortened because of 
space. Some names 

may have been changed

LETTERS

Progress
The exchange of letters between myself 
and Alan Gibson has on occasion been 
frustrating. But, especially given his 
last contribution, I think it has proved 
worthwhile (Letters, September 28).

L e t  m e  c o n c l u d e  t h i s 
correspondence then, by answering 
his last letter, point by point.
1. Comrade Gibson believes that the 
CPGB defence of the principles of 
democratic centralism amounts to a 
“shibboleth”. Eg, it is “empty of real 
meaning” and merely serves as a means 
of “distinguishing” our organisation 
from the confessional sects. But then 
comrade Gibson, revealingly, says 
this: “every other left group … apply 
a different understanding (which is not 
to defend all those other versions of 
democratic centralism, many of which 
are, to varying degrees, effectively 
what I would personally understand 
as bureaucratic centralism).” Well, of 
course, I basically agree with him here. 
Most left groups - not all - practice not 
democratic centralism, but bureaucratic 
centralism (there are, though, those 
groups which reject the necessity of 
centralism altogether).

So where does that leave the idea 
that the CPGB’s democratic centralism 
is a “shibboleth”?

We defend the idea of ‘freedom 
of criticism and unity in action’: 
a two-sided formulation taken 
directly from the classic tradition of 
Marxism - in particular, of course, the 
Bolsheviks. But, presumably, given 
his internalisation of bureaucratic 
centralism, thanks to his long-time 
membership of the International 
‘Bolshevik’ Tendency, comrade 
Gibson still cannot grasp the simple 
fact that freedom of criticism was 
the unproblematic norm amongst 
the Bolsheviks. He continues to find 
something unusual, something strange, 
something exceptional about the 
Bolsheviks openly debating Lenin’s 
April theses.

Revealingly, comrade Gibson puts 
it this way: “Decisions on whether 
or not to debate issues openly (in the 
public press) were the result of internal 
discussion and votes or consensus 
decisions - just as with any other 
political activity.”

As I have readily admitted, I simply 
do not know exactly what happened 
with the leading Bolsheviks in terms 
of “internal discussion and votes or 
consensus decisions”, when it came to 
Lenin’s April theses. But it is certainly 
worth pointing out that, having read 
out the whole thesis to Bolshevik 
delegates attending the all-Russia 
conference of soviets on April 4 
1917, Lenin was asked by the chair, 
Gregory Zinoviev, to immediately read 
it out once again. This time to “a joint 
meeting of Bolshevik and Menshevik 
delegates” (transcribing and printing 
facilities were severely limited at that 
precise moment in time). Though he 
was doubtless dog-tired, Lenin did 
as asked.

It should be emphasised, though, 
that this was before the April theses 
had been published in Pravda, 
before differences amongst leading 
Bolsheviks had been put into print 
and before it had been agreed to 
openly debate out such differences 
in the run-up to the 7th Conference 
of the Russian Social Democratic 
Labour Party. To state the obvious, 
the Mensheviks did not like what 
Lenin had to say. They accused him of 
going over to anarchism. But the vast 
majority of Bolsheviks went along 
with its main thrust.

To press home my case, let us 
take several steps back … to 1906 
and Lenin’s article, ‘Freedom to 

criticise and unity in action’. Here, in 
the context of Bolshevik-Menshevik 
reunification, Lenin is to be found 
rebelling against the Menshevik-
dominated centra l  commit tee 
resolution, which was, in effect, 
attempting to impose an outright ban 
on “conducting agitation” against 
congress decisions at public meetings.

This is what Lenin says in reply:
“Those who drafted the resolution 

have a totally wrong conception of 
the relationship between freedom 
to criticise within the party and the 
party’s unity of action. Criticism 
within the limits of the principles of 
the party programme must be quite 
free … not only at party meetings, but 
also at public meetings. Such criticism, 
or such ‘agitation’ (for criticism is 
inseparable from agitation), cannot 
be prohibited. The party’s political 
action must be united. No ‘calls’ that 
violate the unity of definite actions can 
be tolerated either at public meetings, 
or at party meetings, or in the party 
press.”

Put another way, Lenin did not 
ask permission, engage in some 
polite internal consultation, reach 
a consensus or win a vote. No, he 
simply got up from his seat - eg, at 
the 300-strong meeting held in St 
Petersburg’s Moskovsky district - and 
rounded on what he considered to be 
the wrong decisions of the 1906 unity 
congress.

Lenin’s approach just cited above 
neatly sums up our democratic 
centralism in the CPGB. Hence there 
is no shibboleth, nothing unique 
in our democratic centralism. It 
is simply Bolshevik democratic 
centralism applied to 21st century 
British conditions.
2. Comrade Gibson chides me for 
trying to pull a fast one when I quote 
Lenin, saying that his differences with 
Kamenev were “not very great”. Yes, 
I plead guilty to trimming Lenin’s 
remarks to a mere three-word phrase 
(I am, after all, writing a letter, not a 
full length article).

But the essential argument remains. 
There was no programmatic break 
when Lenin presented the Bolsheviks 
with his April theses. As for Kamenev 
versus Lenin, yes, there was a to-and-
fro open polemic, but arguments 
were those of nuance, shade … and 
clarification. They resulted, within 
a very short time, in agreement. As 
I have argued elsewhere at length, 
there was a convergence between 
the two men: the leader and his main 
lieutenant in Russia. And, whatever 
Lenin says about Kamenev coming 
round to his viewpoint, a good case 
can be made for Lenin coming over 
to Kamenev’s viewpoint. Eg, at least 
in my opinion, when it came to the 
peasantry: “Kamenev was clearly 
right and Lenin wrong” (Jack Conrad, 
‘False memory syndrome’ Weekly 
Worker April 4 2017).
3. Comrade Gibson charges the CPGB 
with a “capitulation to popular frontism”. 
The evidence? We had CPGB members 
operating in, reporting on, exposing and 
throwing conference bombs in Respect.

I agree, of course, that Respect was 
an example of one of those unpopular 
popular fronts. The Socialist Workers 
Party established it with a view to 
cementing unity between itself and 
the Muslim Association of Britain 
(the British branch of the Muslim 
Brotherhood). Towards that end the 
SWP voted down our motions calling 
for a republic, secularism, a woman’s 
right to choose to have an abortion, 
Respect MPs only taking the average 
skilled worker’s wage, etc, etc.

Comrade Gibson says that this 
activity is “just one example from 
what is a consistent history of the 
CPGB giving political support 
to popular frontist projects”. For 
further details he recommends the 
International Bolshevik Tendency’s 

pamphlet, Bolshevism vs CPGB-ism.
I must confess to never having read 

that particular gem. But, from what 
I can gather from comrade Gibson, 
he believes that the principle that 
“working class independence” rules 
out being in any organisation that is, 
or supports or advocates, a popular 
front (ie, an implicitly or explicitly 
cross-class organisation, which in its 
higher forms joins together working 
class parties with the bourgeoisie in 
one way or another).

I recognise the principle  of 
“working class independence”. By 
this I mean the struggle to organise 
the working class into its own distinct 
political party. But I do not recognise 
the principle of ‘thou shall not’ 
political purity. In other words, I do 
not recognise the principle of holding 
ourselves aloof from political fights, 
in case we, the league of the pure, get 
contaminated.

Historically,  Marxists  have 
participated in all manner of parties 
and movement. Eg, Marx himself 
took out membership of the cross-
class Democratic Association in 
1848; in the 1860s his comrades in 
America were to be found in the 
Republican Party. They took a lead in 
campaigning to ensure that Abraham 
Lincoln got to be its presidential 
candidate. The Bolsheviks fought to 
become a majority in the soviets - that 
despite the presence of Menshevik and 
Socialist Revolutionary ministers in 
the bourgeois Provisional government.

The same is true in Britain. With 
Lenin’s full approval, the young 
CPGB had around half its foundational 
membership in the Labour Party, 
although the first Labour government - 
which also featured Liberal ministers - 
faithfully defended the interests of the 
British empire. Indeed today’s Labour 
Party includes official affiliates such 
as the Jewish Labour Movement 
and Labour Business. Then there is 
Progress, Labour First, etc.

Comrade Gibson’s purity politics 
remind me of Hugo Oehler, an 
opponent of Leon Trotsky’s so-called 
French turn. When Trotsky entered 
first the French Socialist Party then 
other Second International affiliates,  
Oehler objected, fearing reformist 
contamination. Note, the French 
Socialist Party constituted the central 
core of the 1936 Popular Front 
government - the French Communist 
Party declined ministries, but did, 
consistently, support the Léon Blum 
government, in parliamentary votes.
4. Finally, comrade Gibson issues a 
challenge. I must prove my “assertion” 
that in his first letter he denied the 
“reality” that Lenin described the 
soviets that existed in April 1917 
as being the concretisation of the 
‘revolutionary-democratic dictatorship 
of the proletariat and the peasantry’ 
slogan (August 31).

Well, instead of going over comrade 
Gibson’s first, second and third letters, 
I will simply say this. If comrade 
Gibson has, at last, come round to 
my point of view when it comes to 
the history of Bolshevism, that is a 
welcome development.
Jack Conrad
London

Expelled
In an October 2 email, Labour’s 
‘governance and legal unit’ informed 
me that Labour Party Marxists, of which I 
am secretary, has been accused by persons 
unnamed of publishing “apparently 
anti-Semitic articles”, which “appear 
to meet” the International Holocaust 
Remembrance Alliance definition of 
anti-Semitism, “which has been adopted 
by the Labour Party” - the definition 
promoted by Israel, which deliberately 
and dishonestly conflates anti-Zionism 
with anti-Semitism.

This obviously false accusation of 
anti-Semitism is evidently worthy of 

being “placed under formal notice of 
investigation”.

However, for a different reason I am 
expelled forthwith from membership 
of the Labour Party for five years with 
no right of appeal - for being secretary 
of LPM, the aims and principles of 
which are “incompatible” with Labour 
Party membership, and which is “a 
front organisation” for the Communist 
Party of Great Britain, a “rival political 
party” - this despite LPM’s best efforts 
to persuade the non-Labour left to cease 
standing candidates against Labour.

LPM will continue the fight to 
democratise and transform Labour into 
a party for the whole of the working 
class movement, open to affiliation 
by all socialist organisations which 
agree not to stand candidates against 
Labour. Instead of excluding Marxists, 
the limits of membership should 
be redefined to exclude rightwing, 
pro-capitalist careerists who support 
welfare cuts, wage restrictions, 
anti-trade union laws and imperialist 
military actions.
Stan Keable
Hammersmith

Referendum
I am registered as resident in Spain, 
in Catalonia, but I didn’t know if I 
had a vote in the October 1 (“illegal”) 
referendum on independence - I can vote 
in municipal elections, but not national 
ones, so it wasn’t very clear what the 
situation was. In the end the people 
running things at the polling station 
regretfully informed me that I was not 
eligible to vote in the referendum.

This took quite a long time. 
Although the registers were controlled 
electronically (so that voters denied 
access in one place could go elsewhere), 
there seemed to be some electronic 
sabotage going on (is there any 
investigation, is it indictable?) and we 
had to wait quite a long time. My wife 
is a Spanish national and eventually 
managed to vote.

We are both for ‘no’ and from a 
rational point of view should not have 
tried to vote at all. The overwhelming 
majority of votes cast were, of course, 
for ‘yes’ and the real contest was to 
see how many people actually turned 
out. But if you are against the petty 
nationalisms inherent in this contest 
your ‘vote’ would be not to take part at 
all. However, the even more distasteful 
petty nationalism and nasty, spiteful 
actions of the Spanish government 
convinced us - and I am sure many 
people like us - that we had to stand 
up this time and be counted as voters.

I have always been a ‘voter’. I 
remember with pleasure the works of 
Welsh author Gwyn Thomas and his 
stories, where he refers to the people 
of any particular place not as ‘the 
inhabitants’ or ‘the citizens’, but as 
‘The Voters’.

Anyway we had a jolly time standing 
around while the activists were trying 
to rectify the electronic problems and 
eventually half a dozen of The Voters 
accompanied us home and we had an 
impromptu meal and a few bottles of 
the (very good) local wine.

A jolly day for us, yes, in our small 
municipality, but then we started seeing 
the pictures on television of what was 
going on in other parts of Catalonia. I 
was outraged. Is this what the Madrid 
government (I can no longer call them 
the Spanish government) had been 
planning all along? The scenes of brutal 
violence were absolutely sickening.

The people (sorry, The Voters) 
were outraged. A national strike was 
called for October 3 and was supported 
overwhelmingly. Transport, banks, 
shops closed; communications cut, 
roads closed. We had to wait till the 
next day to go for our prescriptions to 
the chemist in the next village - on the 
strike day even she closed down.

Is this what Rajoy wanted? He 
said he had to do everything he did 

to frustrate the vote, in the cause of 
‘constitutional legality’. But two 
million people voted. It is Rajoy’s 
supporters who should be asking for 
his resignation.

I wanted to voted ‘no’ on October 1. 
Today I would vote ‘yes’ - my Homage 
to Catalonia.
Dave Taylor
Tarragona

Notwithstanding
The people have spoken. More accurately 
they rather quietly slipped into the 
isolation of polling booths and secretly 
made their marks on ballot papers. This 
amidst the clamour of hyperbolic voices 
speaking with forked tongues.

The constitutional status of 
referenda in Britain is ambiguous. 
The broader history of the plebiscite 
is troubling, it being the favoured 
tool of the despot eager for at least a 
vestige of popular credibility. It is a 
blunt instrument allowing only choice 
between predetermined polls.

The 2016 referendum on European 
Union membership was essentially 
called to settle a long-running 
and acrimonious dispute in the 
Conservative Party in particular, and 
British capitalism more generally. It 
was largely a campaign of competing 
assertions largely devoid of factual 
detail.

The result was that a small majority 
in favour of withdrawal from the EU has 
subsequently become the democratic 
will of the British people as a whole - or 
at least that is essentially how it is being 
portrayed by triumphalist Brexiteers. 
That there was a majority is beyond 
question, around 17.4 million people 
voted for leaving. However, that is only 
about 37% of the electorate. Therefore, 
63% did not vote for Brexit: a rather 
larger, if quietly spoken, voice.

Of course that figure includes more 
than a quarter of the electorate who did 
not vote, but this must not be construed 
to imply apathy. Indeed, this may well 
be the most clear-sighted section of 
the electorate, the ones who realised 
there was no rational way of voting. 
With an absence of certain data and 
no possible way of knowing what 
the future consequences of staying or 
leaving might be - both sides could 
only offer partial speculation - the only 
reasonable response was not to vote 
either way.

There should have been a third 
option on the ballot paper: ‘Neither of 
the above’. The onus would then have 
been on the ‘leave’ campaign to achieve 
a clear majority of the electorate. This, 
at least, would indicate a more accurate 
view of voters’ wishes at that moment.

Yet another problem lies here 
though. So far consideration has 
only been given to the electorate as 
constituted on the day of the vote, 
but the implications of acting on that 
vote affects the futures of everyone 
- even, perhaps especially, those not 
eligible due to age. Voters in favour 
of Brexit constituted about 26% 
of the population. This, it must be 
remembered, was a referendum, not an 
election. Were a government returned 
on 26% it would only be for four or 
five years, after which that result could 
be reversed.

Also, those too young in any given 
election do eventually grow up and 
have the opportunity to vote and undo 
whatever political mess their elders 
might have created. The Brexit vote 
is being cast as once and for all time, 
allowing the past to dictate to the future.

The 2016 referendum actually 
resolved nothing. The inequalities, 
the social and economic problems, 
the pernicious ideological influence of 
nationalism, all of which influenced the 
vote, are symptomatic of capitalism. 
Following the vote, following 
withdrawal from the EU, capitalism 
will adapt and remain.

Voting in the referendum, either 
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London Communist Forum
Sunday October 8, 5pm: ‘Remembering 1917’. Speaker: Mike Macnair.
Sunday October 15, 5pm: Weekly political report from CPGB 
Provisional Central Committee, followed by open discussion and 
reading group: study of August Nimtz’s Lenin’s electoral strategy from 
Marx and Engels through the revolution of 1905. This meeting: chapter 
2, ‘Revolutionary continuity’ (continued).
Calthorpe Arms, 252 Grays Inn Road, London WC1.
Organised by CPGB: www.cpgb.org.uk;
and Labour Party Marxists: www.labourpartymarxists.org.uk.
Radical Anthropology Group
Tuesday October 10, 6.45pm: Series of talks on human origins, Daryll 
Forde seminar room, Anthropology Building, 14 Taviton Street, off 
Gordon Square, London WC1. This meeting: ‘Mother Scorpion: sex 
and gender among the Miskitu of Nicaragua’. Speaker: Mark Jamieson.
Organised by Radical Anthropology Group:
http://radicalanthropologygroup.org.
Balfour and Palestine
Saturday October 7, 10am to 4.30pm: Conference, Mander Hall, 
Hamilton House, Mabledon Place, London WC1.
Organised by Palestine Solidarity Campaign: www.palestinecampaign.org.
Venezuela Solidarity Campaign
Saturday October 7, 10am to 4pm: Annual general meeting, Discus 
Room, Unite House, 128 Theobalds Road, London, WC1. 
Organised by Venezuela Solidarity Campaign:  
www.venezuelasolidarity.co.uk.
Unreported Venezuela
Saturday October 7, 3.30pm to 7pm: Public meeting, Neuadd Goffa, 
Penparcau Road, Aberystwyth. Entry £10, including food and drink.
Organised by Aberystwyth and Ceredigion Stop the War Coalition:
https://www.facebook.com/events173938816515855/
Nottingham for Palestine
Sunday October 8, 6pm: Garden party, 4 Burlington Gardens, 
Nottingham NG5. Suggested entry: £10 (£5 concessions), including 
music, Middle Eastern food and bar.
Organised by Nottingham Palestine Solidarity Campaign:
https://twitter.com/NottsPSC.
No to smears
Tuesday October 10, 7.45pm: Meeting, Labour Rooms, Nelson 
Street, Otley LS21. ‘Is it anti-Semitic to oppose Zionist colonisation?’ 
Speaker: Moshé Machover.
Organised by Otley Palestine Support Group: 07887 400551.
For a ministry of peace
Wednesday October 11, 6.30pm: Public meeting, Wilson Room, 
Portcullis House, Victoria Embankment, London SW1. ‘Can Labour 
help shape a new political culture?’
Organised by London Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament:
www.londoncnd.org.
Social histories of the Russian Revolution
Thursday October 12, 6.30pm: Discussion meeting, Birkbeck, 
University of London, 26 Russell Square, London WC1. ‘Local soviets 
in 1917-18 and their relations with the central executive committee’. 
Speaker: Lara Cook.
Organised by Social Histories of the Russian Revolution:
https://socialhistories1917.wordpress.com.
The Yorkshire miners
Saturday October 14, 1pm: Socialist and labour history and 
discussion, Red Shed, Vicarage Street, Wakefield WF1. Speaker: Ken 
Capstick (former vice-president of Yorkshire NUM) on “The curious 
case of David Swallow”.
Organised by Wakefield Socialist history Group:
www.theredshed.org.uk/SocialHist.html.
We are many
Monday October 16, 6.30pm: Film screening, arts faculty, room 2.01, 
University of East Anglia, Research Park, Norwich NR4.
Organised by Norwich Stop the War Coalition:
http://tinyurl.com/y8bxy67e.
Britain deserves a pay rise
Thursday October 17, 5.30pm: Demonstration. Assemble opposite 
Downing Street for march via department of health, treasury, 
department for education and home office to rally outside parliament.
Organised by Unite, Unison, PCS, UCW, GMB, FBU and others.
Organised by TUC:
www.tuc.org.uk/events/britain-still-needs-pay-rise-rally-fair-pay-public-servants.
Revolution then and revolution now
Saturday October 21, 10am to 5pm: Conference, room 1, Central 
Library, William Brown Street, Liverpool L3. Speakers: David Lowes, 
Anne McShane, Hillel Ticktin. Entrance free, but donations welcome.
Organised by Supporters of Critique Journal of Socialist Theory:
contactpaulinehadaway@gmail.com.
100 years since the October revolution
Saturday November 4, 10am to 6pm: International conference, Marx 
Memorial Library, 37a Clerkenwell Green, London EC1.
Organised by Marx Memorial Library: www.marx-memorial-library.org.
Red Star over Russia
Wednesday November 8 to Sunday February 18: Exhibition, Tate 
Modern, Bankside, London SE1. Propaganda posters, prints and 
photographs from the period of the Russian Revolution.
Organised by Tate Modern:
www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-modern/exhibition/red-star-over-russia.
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.

way, was largely an exercise in magical 
thinking: an X on a piece of paper is 
some sort of votive offering to forces 
beyond the control of ordinary men and 
women that might grant a future much 
better than the present. Whatever it 
was, the referendum result was not the 
voice of the people ringing out loudly 
and clearly. In fact, it wasn’t even a 
majority, but, in capitalist terms, a 
democratic decision notwithstanding. 
Dave Alton
email

Now free him
On September 29, the syndicate of 
bus workers in Tehran and suburbs 
announced that in response to internal 
and international requests and having 
received firm promises by the authorities 
of a judicial review of his case, trade 
union activist Reza Shahabi has agreed 
to end his 50-day hunger strike.

We in Hands Off the People of Iran 
are glad that the life of this leading 
anti-war and labour activist has been 
saved and Hopi would like to thank all 
those who intervened on his behalf. 
We will continue to support Reza and 
other labour activists who remain in the 
Islamic regime’s prisons and we call for 
their immediate, unconditional release.

President Hassan Rouhani and his 
foreign minister, Mohammad Javad 
Zarif, are adamant in interviews with 
the foreign press and media that no-one 
in Iran is arrested or held in prison for 
their political views. This is clearly 
not true. In the case of Shahabi, his 
support for workers’ rights has landed 
him in a dreadful situation. He should 
be released and all charges against him 
dropped immediately.
Yassamine Mather
Hopi

Annihilation
As naive as it may have been, I thought 
I’d lived long enough to have witnessed 
absolutely everything that reformist 
politics could chuck at the world in 
terms of its innate contradictions (let 
alone by way of any irony, verging upon 
outright self-parody).

Clearly not so! Because last week 
Labour’s John McDonnell very 
publicly revealed that his crew are 
preparing for “all eventualities”, should 
they be elected into government - 
including any potential so-called run 
on the pound sterling. Surely, with this 
announcement from McDonnell, we 
have now entered Alice through the 
looking glass territory? At least this 
particular aspect of Jeremy Corbyn’s 
third party conference as leader is 
now a damned good approximation 
of the Mad Hatter’s Tea Party. Talk 
about handing your enemies a machine 
gun with a full magazine! Talk about 
admitting defeat before you’ve even 
settled your trainers onto the starting 
blocks!

Even if they do absolutely nothing 
else during the run-up to the next 
general election by way of re-educating 
themselves, I suggest McDonnell and 
Corbyn, as well as all others in that 
freshly ‘socialist’ leadership, read an 
article online at The Intercept - one 
entitled ‘Government by Goldman’ 
by Gary Rivlin and Michael Hudson.

Crystal-clear and in astounding 
factual detail, there they will see 
laid out the cold and hard realities 
of how far capitalism as a system 
will go - and what bottomless depths 
capitalist financiers as individuals 
will sink to - purely in pursuit of 
profit and advantage. Profitable 
exploitation, that is, even if pursued 
whilst simultaneously destroying 
the lives of working class citizens 
in their own country, or even on a 
global scale.

Starkly, there was no reference 
whatsoever to those core considerations 
or that fundamental truth from 
McDonnell. No exposure for the benefit 
of the hard-working UK citizenry of 
those ‘dangerously’ revolutionary 
facts. No, merely what we got was his 
revelation of how Labour plans to be 

“prepared” for any such eventuality, as 
per their generalised reformist scheme 
of things.

Please don’t get me wrong. As my 
atom-like contribution to the moving 
forward of mass consciousness, I voted 
Labour at the last general election and 
I’ll do so at the next. But I believe 
your readers of the Weekly Worker 
might well agree that Corbynism 
is stretching the rope of tolerance 
extremely close to breaking point 
by stumbling blind along a policy 
pathway that quite possibly will result 
in its early annihilation at the hands 
of international financial institutions.
Bruno Kretzschmar
email

Not in the bag
Jeremy Corbyn’s programme includes 
such policies as the funding of free 
sanitary products in our secondary 
schools, homeless shelters and food banks. 
Other ‘revolutionary’ policies include 
the ending of all benefit sanctions on 
jobseekers, which are the main reason 
people go to one of the 2,100 food 
banks across Britain. Work capability 
assessments that have caused so much 
distress to hundreds of thousands of sick 
and disabled people, including over 50 
suicides, will be abolished.

The nationalisation of the railways, 
which has the support of 60% of 
Tory voters, will stop government 
subsidies being syphoned off by the 
train-operating companies. Building 
500,000 new council houses over five 
years will help deal with the housing 
crisis and reduce subsidies being paid 
to private landlords. The employment 
of hundreds of new tax inspectors will 
bring in £35 billion a year in tax, which 
is currently being evaded in the black 
economy and avoided by the rich.

A Corbyn government is not yet in 
the bag. Labour will have to campaign 
for every vote amongst the young and 
the tens of millions of people who are 
‘just about managing’.
John Smithee
Cambridgeshire

Devastating
Despite growing pressure from the 
establishment to stop the roll-out of 
its flagship welfare reform, ‘universal 
credit’ (UC), to the whole country, works 
and pensions secretary David Gauke 
confirmed to the Tory conference that 
the roll-out will continue.

This is devastating news for those 
having to claim benefits. Rugby has 
been one of six pilot areas for UC 
since 2013. We have been campaigning 
against it ever since, pointing out that 
its aim is to make it harder for people to 
claim the benefits they are entitled to, 
and thereby pushing more people into 
poverty. What we have seen happening 
to the poor and vulnerable in Rugby 
will now happen nationwide.

Our evidence has been gained by 
talking to claimants outside Rugby 
Job Centre on at least a monthly basis 
over the last four years. We are not at 
all surprised that former government 
advisor Dame Louise Casey urged 
the prime minister at the weekend to 
delay the roll-out of universal credit: 
“Otherwise, some people will end up 
in dire circumstances - more dire than 
we have seen in Britain for years,” 
she claimed. This friend of the Tories 
highlighted the likelihood of families 
being made homeless if UC continued 
to be pushed forward. A number of 
Tory MPs have also written asking the 
government to halt the roll-out.

Official figures show that 24% of 
new UC claimants wait longer than six 
weeks to get their benefits, and many 
fall behind with their rent. If claimants 
are sanctioned for unavoidably missing 
an interview, this also means rent 
arrears build. We met a single parent 
with a three-year-old child outside the 
job centre who was being evicted for 
rent arrears to Rugby Borough Council: 
she thought her UC was paying her rent. 
A 50-year-old woman was sanctioned 
by actually having her rent stopped 
because she apparently failed to provide 
enough evidence of her 17-year-old 
daughter’s apprenticeship - even 
though she doesn’t receive any benefits 
for her daughter.

A man who was living with a friend 
after separating from his partner was 
told he might be sanctioned if he did not 
find his own place to live. Claimants in 
Rugby are being asked to pay for sick 
notes demanded by the DWP, and we 
spoke to a woman with a tumour on 
her spine who was told by the DWP 
she had to continue working until she 
was in a wheelchair.

In a partial admittance of the 
hardship caused by universal credit, 
the Tories have also announced that 
claimants may be able to get a loan 
to help with the six week delay when 
first claiming. However, this comes 
off their first monthly payment and 
will not cover both rent and food. 
Claimants can supposedly already 
get financial help if they are awaiting 
benefits or have been sanctioned, but 
this simply does not happen in Rugby. 
The DWP do not inform claimants 
there is a ‘nil income form’ which 
can reinstate housing benefit and 
council tax, and give access to food 
vouchers, emergency cash payments 
and Utility Meter Credit. Rugby 
Council housing benefits office does 
not even stock these forms, four years 
into UC locally!

 These problems, and the poverty they 
cause, will be replicated everywhere, 
given Gauke’s announcement. Our 
campaign will need to move up a gear.
Pete McLaren
Rugby Trade Unionist and Socialist 
Coalition

London Communist Forum

Remembering 1917 

Sunday October 8, 5pm, 
Calthorpe Arms, 252 Grays Inn Road, London WC1.

Speaker: Mike Macnair
Organised by CPGB: www.cpgb.org.uk;

and Labour Party Marxists:  
www.labourpartymarxists.org.uk.
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Expelled for saying the unsayable
Labour Party Marxists attracted much praise and support from delegates at the Labour Party conference, 
in particular because of the excellent ‘Anti-Zionism does not equal anti-Semitism’ article written by 
Moshé Machover. Since then the right has taken its revenge. Around the country anyone who has 
expressed a liking for the LPM online or forwarded an article could well be on the receiving end of an 
expulsion letter. One of them is Moshé Machover. LPM’s Reg Kingston spoke to him

What do you make of the 
charges being levelled 
against you?

As far as I can see, they have not twisted 
what I said. What is twisted is their sly, 
toxic ‘definition of anti-Semitism’. In 
relation to the second charge all I have 
to say is this: I am not, nor ever have 
been, a member of the organisations 
cited: CPGB and LPM (to quote the 
old McCarthyite formula). However, I 
can’t deny or confirm being ‘associated’ 
with them, because I do not know what 
this is supposed to mean.

Moreover, I suspect that at least part 
of the ‘evidence’ that these are “political 
organisation[s] with incompatible aims 
to the Labour Party” is the fact that you 
published my articles and invited me 
to give talks …

Frankly, I enjoyed your article, 
but I didn’t anticipate it would 
cause so much fuss. How do 
you explain the vehemence 
of the attacks? Why is this 
happening?

It’s the result of a conjunction of 
two things. I follow the Israeli press 
very closely and the wider political 
discussions in Israel in general. Quite 
some time ago - and I’m talking about 
before anyone imagined that Corbyn 
would be Labour Party leader (least 
of all himself!) - there was a feeling in 
Israeli establishment circles that they 
were losing the propaganda war. They 
responded with the Hasbara campaign.1

This was part of a decision to go 
onto the offensive: in a sense, it’s 
the last-ditch attempt to rescue the 
international reputation of this state. 
They are losing credibility in the arena 
of what could be called ‘international 
opinion’, but - more importantly - they 
are losing the Jewish public outside 
Israel, especially those under 30. There 
is a clear generational shift in opinion. 
These people are becoming very critical 
of Israel and its colonisation project.

You could see a sign of this at the 
Labour conference on September 27, 
in Jeremy Corbyn’s closing speech. His 
call for Israel to stop the oppression of 
the Palestinians and to end their savage 
treatment won loud applause.2 This was 
a sign of the times. It’s an indicator of 
what the general public has come to 
feel - including a large percentage of 
Jewish people, especially the youth.

Remember, the Israeli establishment 
identified this quite some time before 
Corbyn’s breakthrough was on the 
agenda. They had already decided to 
go on the attack internationally, using 
this ‘dirty bomb’ tactic of labelling as 
‘anti-Semitic’ any criticism of Zionism 
and its colonisation project.

In the UK, they found useful fools 
in the form of the Labour right wing. 
The Israeli state’s propaganda tactic of 
smearing all criticism of itself as anti-
Jewish coincided with the Labour’s 
right’s need to discredit Corbyn and 
the left of the party.

Now Corbyn has plenty of enemies 
- both inside and outside the party! So 
this smear tactic was eagerly seized 
upon - including by people who care 
absolutely nothing about the issues of 
Israel-Palestine, the Jews, Zionism and 
all these important questions. They 
are totally cynical in their use of these 
issues. As Chris Williamson’s phrase 
goes, the Labour right ‘weaponised’ 
the sensitive and complex issue of 

anti-Semitism for the sake of narrow, 
factional advantage against a left in 
the Labour Party that was growing and 
threatening to overwhelm them.

It’s a dirty war.

Mike Katz of the Jewish 
Labour Movement3 dubbed 
you an “amoral historian” in 
conversation with one of our 
supporters at the Brighton 
Labour conference. He couldn’t 
really elaborate on this 
category when challenged to 
do so. He didn’t directly contest 
the veracity of anything you 
said: he seemed to be implying 
that bringing up the issue 
of the limited collaboration 
between Zionist organisations 
and the Nazi regime at all is 
outside the boundaries of 
social/political acceptability. 
But, as I say, that’s a guess! 
What do you think he’s talking 
about?

Well, I’m not quite sure. I have made my 
views about history and morality quite 
clear in the past. They can be found in a 
book I published in 2012 and in public 
lectures I gave in London in 2006.4

In these, I make it crystal-clear that 
moral judgements of historical events 
are very important. But first you need 
the facts. You mustn’t start with a moral, 
value-laden attitude to past events. In the 
first instance, establish what happened. 
The moral judgements must come later.

Everyone is entitled to their own 
moral assessments of the historical 
actions of individuals, groups, parties 
or social classes. We can disagree. But 
people are not entitled to ‘alternative 
facts’. The factual record I refer to in my 
article is there - it is available to access; 
the basic record of the events I write about 
is uncontested. (As you say, Mike Katz 
didn’t contest them either!) So, accept 
that these events took place: they are part 
of history and must be explained. Then 
let’s talk about morality!

The JLM seem to approach 
historical truth and investigation 
with parameters that are set 
by what is sayable - what is 
permitted to be spoken of, 
regardless of whether it is an 
actual historical fact.

Here are some historical facts, then. We 
are closing in on the centenary of the 

Balfour declaration.5 It’s interesting to 
read what the Board of Deputies of British 
Jews said about it at the time. During 
the discussions around the declaration, 
spokespeople of the BDBJ expressed 
consistent and fundamental objections to 
the general plan for the Zionist colonisation 
of Palestine and specifically to the idea 
that the Jews in Britain were a separate 
race or nationality.

They insisted that Jewishness is 
a religion. Take Lucien Wolf,6 a leading 
light in the BDBJ. In a famous letter to 
Lord Rothschild while the negotiations 
that resulted in the Balfour declaration 
were taking place, he took great exception 
to the Zionist idea that it was “self-
delusional for any Jew to believe him 
or herself to be English by nationality 
and Jewish by faith”. This is how Wolf 
responded:

I have spent most of my life in combating 
these very doctrines when presented to 
me in the form of anti-Semitism and 
I can only regard them as the more 
dangerous when they come to me in 
the guise of Zionism. They constitute a 
capitulation to our enemies, which has 
absolutely no justification in history, 
ethnology or the facts of everyday life …

In fact, the Zionists of that time - who, 
it must be remembered, were a minority 
amongst British Jews and minorities in all 
western European countries - would have 
regarded Wolf’s stance as abominable.

Later, we have the Montefiore 
brothers, Alexander and Claude, who 
were, respectively, the presidents of the 
Board of Deputies and of the Anglo-
Jewish Association. These two penned 
a letter to The Times, published on May 
24 1917. In it, they express a similar 
sentiment:

Establishment of a Jewish nationality 
in Palestine founded on the theory of 
Jewish homelessness would have the 
effect throughout the world of stamping 
the Jews as strangers in their native 
lands, undermining their hard-won 
position as citizens and nationals of 
those lands.

So what they are saying is that our nationality 
is British: we are Jewish by religion. In 
fact, they go on to reject the idea of “a 
secular Jewish nationality recruited on 
some loose and obscure principle of race 
and of ethnographic peculiarity”.

And isn’t this the specific 

feature that you point to when 
you reference the limited 
‘commonality’ between one 
aspect of Zionism and the Nazis? 
The notion of the Jews as a race; 
the idea that they could not 
live amongst gentiles without 
constant conflict and friction; 
that assimilation was an illusion 
and, therefore, there was the 
need for the Jews to separate 
themselves from the gentiles 
and vice versa?

Yes, but let’s remember something about 
that Heydrich7 quotation in my original 
article8 - the one that caused LPMers so 
much trouble from JLM activists outside 
the Labour conference! In this, Heydrich 
is responding to a reciprocal overture on 
the part of German Zionists.

Let me put this in its historical 
context - the publication of the notorious, 
abominable Nuremberg laws against 
German Jews - probably the foulest racist 
laws ever enacted.9 These were published 
in September 1935. Of course, most 
German Jews felt the same as Lucien 
Wolf and the Montefiores in Britain: 
they regarded themselves as Germans 
by nationality and Jews by religion or 
religious background. But a minority 
amongst the community - the Zionists - 
welcomed the Nuremburg laws!

Let me quote from the official organ 
of the Zionist movement in Germany 
- it is available in Yad Vashem, the 
Israeli Holocaust Memorial Museum in 
Jerusalem. The name of this journal was 
Jüdische Rundschau. Specifically, it 
was an editorial, signed by the editor, a 
certain Mr Brendt, which welcomed the 
fact that Germany had recognised the 
Jews not as part of the German people, 
but as separate nationality/race (in 
Germany - and in many other places at 
that time - the words ‘nation’ and ‘race’ 
tended to be treated as synonyms). Brendt 
refers to the resolution recently passed by 
the 19th World Zionist Congress (1935), 
held in Lucerne in Switzerland. He says 
that this resolution put an end to any talk 
of Judaism being simply a religion. And 
now, he says, speaking of the Nuremberg 
laws: “Germany has merely drawn the 
practical consequences from this and is 
meeting the demand of the International 
Zionist Congress when it declares the 
Jews now living in Germany to be a 
national minority.”

So, according to this leading Zionist, 
by enacting the Nuremburg laws, the 
German Reich is implicitly accepting 
the position of the international Zionist 
Congress.

Of course, we look back at this history 
with the 20/20 vision of hindsight. We 
know the end of the story, as it were: 
where the Jews of Europe actually ended 
up - facing physical extermination. 
And, of course, you cannot be sure 
that Heydrich himself was guilty of 
dissimulation when he responded 
positively to this overture. He may have 
been lying; or, as some historians argue, 
that at this point in history the ‘final 
solution’ was not yet the fixed policy of 
the Nazi state.

In some ways, this question of 
intention is a secondary matter. Heydrich, 
writing in the SS paper Das Schwarze 
Korps, is responding within days of that 
editorial in that official Zionist organ, and 
he explicitly states:

... the government [ie, the Nazis in 
power] finds itself in complete agreement 
with the great spiritual movement within 

Jewry itself, the so-called Zionism, 
with its recognition of the solidarity 
of Jewry throughout the world and the 
rejection of all assimilationist ideas.

It was very important for the Nazi state 
to insist that Jews were not simply a 
religion, because it was not the policy - in 
general - of their state to persecute and 
discriminate in such an extreme way 
against religious minorities. Thus, they 
insisted that the Jews were a separate 
nation/race. In this respect, their view 
clearly coincided with that of the Zionist 
movement - which, remember, was a 
minority viewpoint amongst German 
Jews. In that sense, Heydrich was using 
the Zionists against the majority of the 
German Jews. He was using Zionism as 
a polemical stick against the majority 
viewpoint of German Jews - who were 
for assimilation and full civil rights in 
Germany, the country of their birth.

What’s your estimation of the 
Labour conference and what 
does the controversy around this 
sensitive question tell us about 
the current balance of forces 
between the left and right?

There are contradictions. On the one hand, 
Corbyn wins enthusiastic applause when 
he calls for an end to the oppression of 
the Palestinians. On the other hand, we 
have an ongoing guerrilla war in the 
lower levels of the party - at the level 
of council votes, for example - where 
bad positions are being adopted, very 
dangerous votes taken.

So, the ‘weaponisation’ of anti-
Semitism continues, but can move into 
different arenas of struggle. We can 
make progress in the Labour Party itself, 
but then in local councils the rightwing 
Labour councillors can stop education 
on the issue of Israel-Palestine, they 
can close down actions and meetings in 
solidarity with the Palestinians, etc.

The fight isn’t over! This dirty war 
against us will continue and probably 
intensify, as the pro-Israel apologists and 
rightists in the party lose ground l

Notes
1. Hasbara is a Hebrew word for the public 
relations efforts of the Israeli state to disseminate 
abroad positive propaganda about itself and its 
actions.
2. “… let’s give real support to end the oppression of 
the Palestinian people, the 50-year occupation and 
illegal settlement expansion and move to a genuine 
two-state solution of the Israel-Palestine conflict” 
(www.totalpolitics.com/articles/news/jeremy-
corbyn%E2%80%99s-2017-labour-conference-
speech-full-transcript).
3. Mike Katz is a leading member of the Jewish 
Labour Movement. A fuller biography of the man 
can be read at www.mikekatz.org/about-me.
4. M Machover Israelis and Palestinians: conflict and 
resolution Chicago 2012. The lecture can be read at 
www.israeli-occupation.org/2006-11-30/moshe-
machover-israelis-and-palestinians-conflict-and-
resolution.
5. The Balfour declaration was a public statement in 
the form of a letter to Lord Rothschild, issued by the 
British government during World War I. 
It announced support for the establishment of a 
Jewish “national home” in Palestine - then an 
Ottoman region with an Arab population and a tiny 
Jewish minority.
6. Lucien Wolf was a British-Jewish journalist and 
historian of Anglo-Jewry. He was a campaigner for 
Jewish civil rights and an outspoken opponent of 
political Zionism.
7. Reinhard Tristan Eugen Heydrich was a high-
ranking Nazi SS commander during World War II, 
and one of the main architects of the holocaust.
8. http://labourpartymarxists.org.uk/john-mann-mp-
expel-labour-party-marxists.
9. The Nuremberg laws (1935) institutionalised 
many of the racial theories of Nazi ideology. 
The laws excluded German Jews from Reich 
citizenship and prohibited them from marrying or 
having sexual relations with persons of “German or 
related blood”.
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Don’t be disheartened
Despite the outrageous expulsion of Moshé Machover, writes Tony Greenstein, Labour’s pro-Zionists 
are increasingly isolated

Imagine if, during the apartheid 
era, white South African exiles 
opposed to the apartheid regime had 

been expelled from the Labour Party 
for ‘racism’ against whites. Crazy? 
Imagine there had been a Labour 
Friends of (White) South Africa which 
had demanded the expulsion of these 
‘anti-white’ racists. Even more ludi-
crous. Well that is exactly the situation 
in the Labour Party today.

Israel has two organisations working 
inside or alongside the Labour Party 
seeking to subvert its democracy. As 
we saw from the Al Jazeera programme 
‘The lobby’,1 the Israeli embassy, 
headed by its war criminal ambassador, 
Mark Regev, has deliberately sought 
to interfere in and destabilise the 
party alongside creatures such as 
Jeremy Newmark of the Jewish Labour 
Movement. The South Africans tried 
this kind of thing, but with less success.

The aim of the Jewish Labour 
Movement and Labour Friends of Israel 
is to help in the overthrow of Jeremy 
Corbyn, who, despite his appeasement 
of the Israel lobby, is seen as a dire and 
mortal threat. His speech to conference 
in which he spoke of support of the 
Palestinians and opposition to the 
settlements and siege of Gaza will 
have won him no plaudits amongst 
the Zionists.

The right in the Labour Party love 
Israel’s ethnic-cleansing state because 
it is an essential part of the alliance 
with the United States. Tom Watson 
and Luke Akehurst are prepared to 
turn a blind eye to any war crime, 
any human rights violation, any act of 
racism, however vile, because Israel is 
the United States’ watchdog in the area. 

Not once, ever, has Watson, Wes 
Streeting, John Mann or any of the 
cacophony of Zionists who bleat 
about ‘anti-Semitism’ in the Labour 
Party expressed any indignation about 
Israel’s gaoling and shackling of 
Palestinian children as young as 12. 
Or the beating and torture of children. 
Not one protest about the demolition 
of Palestinian homes, villages or the 
endemic discrimination in the ‘Jewish’ 
state. In much the same way, Tom 
Watson et al are happy to support 
Israel’s ally in the region, Saudi Arabia, 
in its genocidal war against Yemen. 
The real racism in the Labour Party is 
that of the right - and in that I include 
Labour Friends of Israel supporter 
Emily Thornberry.

Thornberry tried to mollify 
Labour Friends of Israel at its fringe 
meeting at conference by explaining 
Corbyn’s absence, as they shouted 
“Where is he?”, as if beckoning a 
naughty schoolboy. Unfortunately her 
explanation, that he was working on his 
big speech, was somewhat contradicted 
by pictures of him having a jolly time 
at the Daily Mirror reception!

The last base of the right in the Labour 
Party is amongst its civil service and 
staff. In particular its general secretary, 
Iain McNicol and the compliance unit 
under John Stolliday. McNicol, the 
witch-finder general, is something of 
a hero to Labour Friends of Israel. He 
was greeted with a rapturous reception 
by the LFI meeting.2

I myself have been suspended for 
18 months and now my comrade and 
friend, Moshé Machover, the founder 
of Matzpen, the Socialist Organisation 
in Israel, has been expelled. Just like 
that, without even a hearing or the 
opportunity to answer the charges 
levelled against him. Expelled at the 
whim of a petty Blairite apparatchik, 
someone who would have been at 
home rooting out communists in the 

McCarthy era or fingering the enemies 
of Stalin.

Now that the pro-Corbyn left has 
a majority on the national executive 
committee there is no excuse not to 
demand that this expulsion is reversed 
and Moshé and all other people 
similarly treated are reinstated. This 
is a matter of principle. If Corbyn has 
any bottle he will finally put an end to 
this nonsense. 

The other accusation levelled 
against Moshé is that he writes for 
and “associates with” the Communist 
Party of Great Britain. Well, so do I. 
I have written for the Weekly Worker 
for over a decade, but neither Moshé 
nor I are members of the CPGB. Since 
when is it an expulsion offence to write 
articles for or speak at the conferences 
of other organisations?

Inspiration
Moshé, who is over 80 years old, 

is a veteran Israeli anti-Zionist. He has 
inspired a generation of Jewish and non-
Jewish anti-Zionists. I first became an 
anti-Zionist as a consequence of reading 
his joint article with Haim Hanegbi and 
Akiva Orr back in 1970, ‘The class 
nature of Israeli society’.3 The idea that 
Machover, a Marxist, is ‘anti-Semitic’ is 
for the birds. Unlike his Zionist detractors 
he does not have a racist bone in his body.

By coincidence it was only the night 
before I heard of his expulsion that I 
posted on his blog his article, written 
for Labour Party Marxists, that led to 
Moshé’s expulsion.4 In it he explained 
that, far from opposing anti-Semitism, 
Zionism has always accepted, if not 
welcomed, it as a means of separating 
out Jews from non-Jews. Zionism 
begins from an acceptance of the anti-
Semitic idea that Jews cannot live in 

non-Jewish society. That is why Israel 
was established.

In the Nazi era the Zionist movement, 
far from opposing the Nazis, sought 
to cut deals with them. They actually 
welcomed the Nuremberg laws, which 
stripped German Jews of citizenship, 
and Machover’s article quoted directly 
from the translation of an article in 
the German Zionist paper, Jüdische 
Rundschau, which can be found on the 
site of the Zionist Holocaust Museum, 
Yad Vashem.5 Of course, the Zionists 
did not know at the time (1935) that 
Nazism would change from expulsion 
and separation to genocide, though 
many Jews had premonitions of this, 
as did Trotsky. Today we know better. 
Genocide is often the accompaniment 
of a movement for expulsion, as Burma 
is showing us at the moment.

Moshé Machover has been expelled 
for telling the truth. The truth is, 
apparently, anti-Semitic and no-one must 
draw any attention to what the Zionists’ 
actual role was when anti-Semitism was 
not some contrived fantasy. Today when 
there is virtually no anti-Semitism, the 
Zionists invent fake examples in order 
to attack their opponents.

Moshé’s article was classified as ‘anti-
Semitic’ under the Zionists’ International 
Holocaust Remembrance Alliance 
definition that Corbyn adopted in yet 
another attempt to appease the right. 
Despite being told that Labour had only 
adopted the introduction to it and not 
the examples, it is clear that Labour’s 
witch-hunting bureaucracy has adopted 
the definition wholesale. We can see 
how the IHRA is being used not to 
combat anti-Semitism, but to combat 
anti-Zionism. Indeed the main victims 
of the IHRA are Jews!

The IHRA definition is almost the same 

as the discredited ‘working definition on 
anti-Semitism’ that was abandoned by the 
EU’s fundamental rights agency in 2013. 
The working definition was drawn up by 
the Zionist American Jewish Committee. 
Likewise the IHRA version is vague and 
open-ended:

Anti-Semitism is a certain perception of 
Jews, which may be expressed as hatred 
toward Jews. Rhetorical and physical 
manifestations of anti-Semitism are 
directed toward Jewish or non-Jewish 
individuals and/or their property, toward 
Jewish community institutions and 
religious facilities.6

This is followed by 11 examples of 
‘anti-Semitism’, seven of which are 
concerned with Israel. Thus it is clear 
that the purpose of the definition is not to 
clarify what anti-Semitism means, but to 
conflate anti-Zionism with anti-Semitism. 
As Sir Stephen Sedley, a former court of 
appeal judge, wrote in his article, Defining 
anti-Semitism’, in May’s edition of the 
London Review of Books, the IHRA

fails the first test of any definition: it 
is indefinite. “A certain perception 
of Jews, which may be expressed as 
hatred” invites a string of questions. 
Is anti-Semitism solely a matter of 
perception? What about discriminatory 
practices and policies? What about 
perceptions of Jews that are expressed 
otherwise than as hatred? 

These gaps are unlikely to be 
accidental. Their effect, whether or 
not it is their purpose, is to permit 
perceptions of Jews which fall short 
of expressions of racial hostility to be 
stigmatised as anti-Semitic.7

The example that Moshé seems to have 

fallen foul of is the one stating that 
“Drawing comparisons of contemporary 
Israeli policy to that of the Nazis” might 
be anti-Semitic. In fact Moshé was writing 
about the historic position and policy of 
the Zionist movement in relation to the 
Nazis, but anything that mentions the 
Nazis in connection with Israel is good 
enough, it seems.

Another example of ‘anti-Semitism’, 
it is claimed, is “Denying the Jewish 
people their right to self-determination 
(eg, by claiming that the existence of a 
state of Israel is a racist endeavour)”. In 
other words, the IHRA accepts that Jews 
are a nation - a postulate that previously 
only anti-Semites believed in. There 
follows an ‘example’ which bears no 
logical relationship to this - the claim that 
Israel is a “racist endeavour”. And quite 
why refusing to accept the right of Jews 
to self-determination has any bearing on 
anti-Semitism is a mystery. The purpose 
of the IHRA definition self-evidently 
has nothing to do with anti-Semitism 
and everything to do with preventing 
criticism of Zionism.

The Palestine Solidarity Campaign 
and Free Speech on Israel obtained a 
coruscating opinion of the IHRA by Hugh 
Tomlinson QC, which is worth reading,8 
as is Sedley’s article  in the London 
Review of Books. Both Tomlinson 
and Sedley criticise the definition as a 
whole, but the more liberal and defeatist 
elements in the Palestine solidarity 
movement, such as Palestine Solidarity 
Campaign and Jewish Voice for Labour, 
believe that you can accept the first part 
of the definition without the second part. 
This is fundamentally mistaken. A fish is 
rotten from the head down.

Moshé’s reaction to the latest outrage 
from the witch hunters was: “I have just 
been expelled from the Labour Party - for 
telling the truth, which is falsely and 
maliciously described as ‘anti-Semitic’.” 
But we should not be disheartened by 
what has happened. On the contrary, 
it is a sign of the political weakness of 
the Labour right. After a conference 
where that became all too apparent - the 
successful Free Speech on Israel and 
Jewish Voice for Labour meetings, 
coupled with the rapturous reception for 
two Jewish anti-Zionist speakers, and 
then the applause for Jeremy Corbyn’s 
mention of Palestine, which was the 
loudest for any part of his speech - it is 
clear that the Zionists have not won many 
friends in the Labour Party.

Suspended members of the Labour 
Party are therefore planning a fightback, 
with the formation of Labour Against the 
Witch-Hunt, whose first meeting is on 
October 21 l

Notes
1. http://www.aljazeera.com/investigations/
thelobby.
2. See http://azvsas.blogspot.co.uk/2017/09/ian-
mcnicol-receives-warmest-welcome-of.html.
3. https://newleftreview.org/I/65/haim-haneghi-
Moshé-machover-akiva-orr-the-class-nature-of-
israeli-society.
4. http://azvsas.blogspot.co.uk/2017/10/saying-
unsayable-about-zionist-support.html.
5. www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/german-news-
agency-on-the-nuremberg-laws.
6. www.holocaustremembrance.com/sites/default/
files/press_release_document_antisemitism.pdf.
7. www.lrb.co.uk/v39/n09/stephen-sedley/
defining-anti-semitism.
8. http://freespeechonisrael.org.uk/ihra-
opinion/#sthash.dM8bj8rZ.VAey2vAe.dpbs.

Labour Against the 
Witch-Hunt
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Addressing our Brighton confer-
ence, Emily Thornberry said 
that the world lives in “dark 

and dangerous times” and that 
“too many times, the problems we 
face come down to people abusing 
their power and ignoring the rules 
and values that should govern our 
world”. Hence, her call for a world 
order based not on trampling over 
diplomatic norms, starting illegal 
wars, let alone the seizure of foreign 
territories. Instead, she called for 
“human rights and international 
treaties”. “Leaders,” we were told, 
“should insist on working through the 
United Nations.” In the exact same 
spirit of Hugo Grotius and his peace 
‘through international law’ tradition,1 
Thornberry appealed for a “revolution 
of values”, a “genuine revolution 
of values”, a “radical revolution of 
values”.2

Unfortunately, her revolution 
turns out to be the same old British 
militarism glorified, financed and 
deployed by the Attlee, Wilson and 
Blair governments. She approvingly 
cited her colleague, shadow defence 
secretary Nia Griffith, and her 
solemn pledge that the next Labour 
government “will be a strong leader 
within Nato, committed to spend 2% 
of our national income on defence”. 
That includes, of course, renewing the 
Trident missile system.

Thornberry’s speech was primarily 
designed to assuage. The Labour right, 
big business, the City, the capitalist 
media, the generals, Britain’s Nato 
allies need not worry about the next 
Labour government … “Jeremy has 
been on a journey.” There will be 
pacifistic rhetoric, true, but the next 
Labour government comes with a 
binding commitment to the existing 
constitution, Nato and, therefore, the 
US-dominated world order.

There are those who somehow 
still manage to pass themselves off 
as leftwing, who give this dismal 
narrative a radical, anti-capitalist, 

spin. Sharing a platform with John 
McDonnell and Len McCluskey, at 
Momentum’s World Transformed 
event, Paul Mason outlined his case for 
a “battle of rational ideas”. Basically, 
what his rationality boils down to is 
Labour striving to prove its “economic 
competence” and promising that there 
will be an “essential continuity, that 
there’s going to be an army, nuclear 
weapons and a police force”.3

Sad to say, John McDonnell and 
Len McCluskey raised no objections. 
Evidently, they too want to stand under 
the shade of the same pale-pink flag 
as the repentant Trotskyite. In other 
words, a Labour government which 
will seek to manage capitalism better 
than the Tories and do nothing to take 
the “toys” (Paul Mason’s word) from 
the top brass boys.

It is pointless grumbling about 
Corbyn, McDonnell, Thornberry, etc, 
from the sidelines. No, especially under 
today’s auspicious circumstances, the 
task of the authentic left is to engage 
with the Labour Party rank and 
file - total membership now stands 
at over 570,000 - and win the real 
battle of rational ideas. In short, we 
need to convince this mass that we 
not only need a socialist economic 
programme: we need a socialist 
military programme.

War danger
Despite Donald Trump’s provocative 
threats, China’s imperial ambitions, 
the defensive expansionism of Russia 
and Emmanuel Macron’s call for a 
common European Union arms budget 
and common armed forces, there is 
no immediate prospect of an all-out 
World War III. With the certainty of 
mutually assured destruction (MAD), 
who would fight whom and why? 

Nevertheless, there is the obvious 
danger of a regional conflict sucking 
in rival big powers with all manner of 
unpredictable consequences: Korea, 
Ukraine, Syria, Kurdistan and the 
South China Sea immediately spring 
to mind. A direct clash between the 
US and Russia or China could quite 
conceivably rapidly escalate. Even a 
limited nuclear exchange would exact 
an almost unimaginable human toll.

However, what distinguishes 
Marxists from others on the left who 
oppose the danger of war is that we 
emphatically reject all varieties of 
pacifism. And, when it comes to the 
left, there are many pious nostrums on 
offer. Eg, the Labour Representation 
Committee touchingly suggests 
appointing a “UK minister for peace” 
and a Labour government which will 
“progressively withdraw the UK 
from the international arms trade”.4 
Nor do we agree with the Alliance 
for Workers’ Liberty’s altogether 
vague “Cut arms spending” slogan.5 
Nor Left Unity’s equally ambiguous 
demand for a “drastic reduction” in 
military expenditure.6 The same goes 
for the number-crunching plea of the 
Morning Star’s Communist Party of 
Britain to “cut military spending to 
average European levels”.7 Ditto the 
Scottish Socialist Party’s formula of 
reducing “defence spending” to no 
more than the per capita level of the 
Republic of Ireland.8 Short-sighted, 
timid and, when it comes down to it, 
a banal cost-cutting exercise.

Our military programme does not 
champion a slimmed-down version 
of the existing armed forces in the 
name of securing peace. Despite the 
factional variations, that is actually 
what the LRC, AWL, Left Unity, CPB, 
etc, advocate. Marxists - real Marxists 

that is - know that wars are inevitable 
while society remains divided into 
classes. Hence we recognise that 
the struggle for international peace 
is inextricably linked with the class 
struggle at home - crucially the 
struggle to raise the working class, so 
that it becomes the ruling class.

That is why Marxists stand by the 
time-honoured demand of arming 
the working class and disarming the 
capitalist class. An immediate demand 
that educates minds, readies the first 
tentative steps and finally realises. So 
the demand for arming the working 
class and disarming the capitalist class 
is not one that should only be raised 
in a revolutionary situation. Then it 
would be too late. Far too late. We 
would already have been defeated.

N a t u r a l l y ,  o p p o r t u n i s t s 
instinctively recoil from the very 
notion of arming the working class. 
That is certainly the case with the 
Socialist Party in England and Wales 
and the CPB.9 But, if untreated, 
what begins as a scratch carries the 
danger of gangrene. Confronted by 
the miners’ Great Strike of 1984-85 
and the formation of hit squads, the 
Marxism Today Eurocommunists 
and their ilk condemned “macho” 
violence. They offered instead the 
mystical, women-only pacifism 
of Greenham Common. Come the 
‘war on terror’ - ie, the invasions 
of Afghanistan and Iraq - not a few 
of these former peaceniks were to 
be found amongst the ranks of the 
Bush-Blair warmongers: eg, David 
Aaronovitch, Nick Cohen, Francis 
Wheen, Norman Geras, Christopher 
Hitchens and the so-called Euston 
manifesto.

Marxists are convinced that the 
bour geois state machine must be 

broken apart, demolished, smashed 
up, if we are to put an end to war. 
So, concretely, in today’s conditions, 
that not only means scrapping 
Trident and all nuclear, biological 
and chemical weapons of mass 
destruction - indiscriminate and 
therefore inherently inhuman. We 
should be arguing for the scrapping 
of all standing armies.

Peace will not be realised through 
the UN, or being a “strong leader” in 
Nato, or by appealing for slimmed-
down armed forces. Paradoxical 
though it may seem, peace has to 
be fought for. Specifically, towards 
that end, the working class has to 
develop its own militia. Such bodies 
are not the invention of ivory-tower 
philosophers; no, they grow out of the 
day-to-day struggles of the working 
class itself: protecting picket lines, 
defending Muslims from fasc ist 
thugs, guarding our local offices, 
meeting places and demonstrations, 
etc. And, of course, with a genuinely 
powerful workers’ militia, it becomes 
a realistic possibility to split the 
state’s armed forces. Fear of officers, 
sergeants and court martials can 
thereby be replaced by the rank and 
file’s readiness to disobey orders. 
Certainly, army regiments, airforce 
squadrons and naval crews declaring 
for our side provides us with the 
military wherewithal needed to 
safeguard either an expected or a 
recently established socialist majority 
in the House of Commons.

Programmatically the labour 
movement should therefore champion 
these demands:
l Rank-and-file personnel in the state’s 
armed bodies must be protected from 
bullying, humiliating treatment and 
being used against the working class.
l There must be full trade union and 
democratic rights, including the right to 
form bodies such as soldiers’ councils.
l The privileges of the officer caste 
must be abolished. Officers must be 
elected. Workers in uniform must 
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become the allies of the masses in 
struggle.
l The people must have the right to 
bear arms and defend themselves.
l The dissolution of the standing army 
and the formation of a citizen militia 
under democratic control.

Background
Strange though it may appear to the 
historically ill-informed, here Marxists 
draw direct inspiration from the second 
amendment to the US constitution. 
Ratified to popular acclaim in 1791, it 
states: “A well regulated militia being 
necessary to the security of a free state, 
the right of the people to keep and bear 
arms shall not be infringed.”10 Those who 
made the American revolution - above 
all the urban and rural masses - saw a 
standing army as an existential threat to 
democracy. Eg, in her Observations on 
the new constitution (1788) Mercy Otis 
Warren - the mother of the American 
revolution - branded the standing army 
as “the nursery of vice and the bane of 
liberty”.11 At great sacrifice the common 
people had overthrown the rule of 
George III - some 70,000 patriots are 
believed to have died - and the camp 
of democracy was determined to do 
the same again, if faced with another 
unacceptable government.

Naturally Marx and Engels 
considered the second amendment 
part of their heritage. Clause four 
of the Marx-Engels Demands of the 
Communist Party in Germany (1848) 
is unequivocal:

Universal arming of the people. In 
future armies shall at the same time 
be workers’ armies, so that the armed 
forces will not only consume, as in 
the past, but produce even more than 
it costs to maintain them.12

The Marx-Engels team never wavered. 
Read Can Europe disarm? (1893). Here, 
in this pamphlet written by Frederick 
Engels, 10 years after the death of 
his friend and collaborator, we find a 
concrete application of Marxism to the 
dawning epoch of universal suffrage 
and universal conscription. Engels 
concluded that the key to revolution 
was mutiny in the armed forces. His 
pamphlet outlined a model bill for 
military reform in Germany. Engels was 
determined to show that the proposal 
to gradually transform standing armies 
into a “militia based on the universal 
principle of arming the people” could 
exploit the mounting fears of a pending 
European war and widespread resentment 
at the ruinously costly military budget.13

For propaganda effect, Engels 
proposed an international agreement 
to limit military service to a short 
period and a state system in which 
no country would fear aggression, 
because no country would be capable of 
aggression. Surely World War I would 
have been impossible if the European 
great powers had nothing more than 
lightly armed civilian militias available 
to them.

Not that Engels was some lily-
livered pacifist. He supported universal 
male (!) conscription and, if necessary, 
was, of course, quite prepared to 
advocate revolutionary war. Needless 
to say, his Can Europe disarm? was 
not intended to prove the military 
superiority of a militia over a standing 
army. No, Engels wanted a citizen 
army, within which discipline would 
be self-imposed. An army where rank-
and-file troops would turn their guns 
on any officer tempted to issue orders 
that were against the vital interests of 
the people.

Marxist parties of the late 19th and 
early 20th century unproblematically 
championed the demand for disbanding 
the standing army and establishing 
a popular militia. Eg, the 1880 

programme of the French Workers’ 
Party, the 1891 Erfurt programme, 
the 1889 Hainfeld programme of the 
Austrian Social Democratic Party, the 
1903 programme of the Russian Social 
Democratic Labour Party, etc.

In the ‘political section’ of the 
programme of the French Workers 
Party (Parti Ouvrier), authored jointly 
by Karl Marx and Jules Guesde, we 
find the demand for the “abolition 
of standing armies and the general 
arming of the people” (clause 4).14 
A proposition faithfully translated 
by the Germans: “Education of all 
to bear arms. Militia in the place 
of the standing army” (clause 3).15 
The Austrians too were adamant: 
“The cause of the constant danger 
of war is the standing army, whose 
growing burden alienates the people 
from its cultural tasks. It is therefore 
necessary to fight for the replacement 
of the standing army by arming the 
people” (clause 6).16 Then we have 
the Russians: “general arming of 
the people instead of maintaining a 
standing army” (clause c9).17 The 
newly formed Labour Party too: in 
our first manifesto, in 1900, there is 
this defiant call: “Abolition of the 
standing army, and the establishment 
of a citizen force”.18

And after the word comes the deed.
Amongst the first decrees of 

the 1871 Paris Commune was the 
abolition of the standing army and 
its replacement by the national guard 
- “the bulk of which consisted of 
working men” (Marx). By actually 
constituting a new state, based on a 
repressive force that did not sit outside 
the general population, the Commune 
opened a new chapter in global 
politics. And Russia, of course, took 
what happened in Paris to new heights. 
Formed in April-March 1917, the Red 
Guards proved crucial to the success 
of the October revolution. Red Guards, 
and increasing numbers of army units, 
put themselves at the disposal of the 
Military Revolutionary Committee 
- a subdivision of the Bolshevik-led 
Petrograd soviet, formally established 
at Leon Trotsky’s initiative. On 
October 25 (November 7) 1917 
the MRC issued its momentous 
declaration that the provisional 
government of Alexander Kerensky 
“no longer existed”. State power has 
passed into the hands of the soviets 
of workers’, peasants’ and soldiers’ 
deputies.

There are many other instructive 
examples.

Beginning in the early 1920s, 
the two main workers’ parties in 
Germany built their own militias. 
The SDP dominated the soft-left 
Reichsbanner, while the Communist 
Party formed the much more militant 
Rotfrontkämpferbund (at its height it 
boasted 130,000 members). Despite its 
1923 founding statutes emphasising 
ceremonial paraphernalia, marches 
and band music, the Schutzbund in 
Austria served as a kind of “proletarian 
police force”.19 When it came to 
strikes, demonstrations and meetings, 
this workers’ militia maintained 
discipline and fended off Nazi gangs. 
Though hampered by a dithering social 
democratic leadership, the Schutzbund 
heroically resisted the February 12 
1934 fascist coup. Workers formed 
defence corps during the 1926 General 
Strike in Britain. American workers 
did the same in 1934. There were 
massive stoppages in San Francisco, 
Toledo and Minneapolis. In Spain 
anarchists, ‘official communists’, 
the Poum, etc, likewise formed their 
own militias in response to Franco’s 
counterrevolutionary uprising.

Then, more recently, in 1966, 
there was the Black Panther Party. It 
organised “armed citizen’s patrols” 

to monitor and counter the brutal US 
police force.20 Even the “non-violent” 
civil rights movement, led by Martin 
Luther King, included within its 
ranks those committed to “armed 
self-defence” against Ku Klux Klan 
and other such terrorism.21

Corbyn
Speaking to a Hiroshima remembrance 
event in August 2012, Jeremy Corbyn 
spoke of his wish to emulate “the people 
of Costa Rica”, who “abolished the 
army”. Leave aside the concrete situation 
in Costa Rica and the synthetic outrage 
generated by The Sun22 and the Daily 
Mail.23 Demanding the disbanding of 
the standing army has precisely assumed 
crucial importance since Corbyn was 
elected Labour leader.

Imagine for one moment that Corbyn 
wins a general election majority in 2020. 
Supposedly because it is constitutionally 
inappropriate for serving officers to 
“intervene directly in matters that are 
of political dispute”, are we really 
expected to believe that the armed 
forces will sit idly by and behave in a 
thoroughly trustworthy manner?24 That 
would be parliamentary cretinism - a 
disease that infects reformists of every 
stripe and variety with the debilitating 
conviction that the main thing in politics 
is parliamentary votes.

By 2020 a Corbyn-led Labour Party 
will - if we have anything to do with 
it - be fully committed to immediately 
making up for the loss of income caused 
by the Osborne-Hammond austerity 
regime, immediately sweeping away all 
the anti-trade union laws, immediately 
renationalising all privatised industries 
and concerns, immediately ending 
British involvement with Nato, 
immediately decommissioning Trident, 
immediately abolishing the standing 
army and immediately establishing a 
citizen militia.

Even wi thout  such a  bold 
programme, we can certainly imagine 
a crisis of expectations. Masses of 
Labour members and voters are already 
well to the left of the 2017 general 
election manifesto. The prospect of a 
Labour government - certainly the actual 
election of a Labour government - could 
quite conceivably, probably will, set 
them into motion as a class force. 
Through their own efforts they would 
seek to put into practice what they 
think a Corbyn-led government really 
stands for. Defy the hated anti-trade 
union laws and win substantial pay 
increases. Occupy empty properties and 
solve the housing crisis at a stroke. Arm 
themselves with rudimentary weapons 
to prevent police attacks.

Any such scenario would inevitably 
provoke a frothing reaction. It is not 
so much that the ruling class cannot 
tolerate a Corbyn-led government 
and its present-day programme of 
renationalising the rails when franchises 
run out, reviewing ‘private finance 
initiative’ contracts, introducing some 
form of rent controls, repealing the 
latest (2016) round of Tory anti-trade 
union legislation and establishing a 
people’s investment bank. Tinkering, 
safe and, in fact, amongst Keynesian 
economists perfectly reasonable. No, it 
is the enthusiastic reception of Marxist 
ideas, the rejection of capitalism by 
Labour members, the dominant position 
of the Corbyn left in the Labour Party 
and the distinct possibility of a yanking 
further shift to the left, and consequent 
mass self-activity, that causes ruling 
class fears. And, have no doubt, fearful 
they are.

And all this in the midst of maybe 
failed negotiations with the EU 27, a 
no-deal Brexit and, consequently, a 
severe economic downturn. Hence the 
much touted option of a circuit-breaking 
national government that brings together 
a Labour right-Conservative-Liberal 

Democrat grand coalition. Failing that, 
and a Corbyn-led government, expect 
other, illegal or semi-legal, methods. A 
politically motivated run on the pound, 
civil service sabotage, bomb outrages 
organised by the secret state, even a coup 
of some kind.

Say, following the advice of Paul 
Mason, the Corbyn-led government 
stupidly decides to leave MI5, MI6, 
the police and the standing army intact. 
Frankly, that would present an open door 
for a British version of general Augusto 
Pinochet. The September 11 1973 army 
coup in Chile overthrew the Socialist 
Party-Communist Party Popular Unity 
reformist government under president 
Salvador Allende. That, despite its 
studiedly moderate programme and 
repeated concessions to the right. CIA 
fingerprints were, of course, all over 
the Pinochet coup.25 Thousands of 
leftwingers were tortured, were killed, 
and who knows how many, including 
US citizens, disappeared. 

Already, Tony Blair denounces the 
idea of a Corbyn government as “a 
dangerous experiment”.26 Sir Richard 
Dearlove, former head of MI6, condemns 
Corbyn as a “danger to this nation”, who 
“wouldn’t clear the security vetting”.27 
The Financial Times ominously warns 
that Corbyn’s leadership damages 
Britain’s “public life”.28 The Economist 
lambasts Corbyn as a member of the 
“loony left” and “dangerous” to Britain.29 
Sir Nicholas Houghton, outgoing chief 
of the defence staff, publicly “worried” 
on BBC1’s Andrew Marr show about 
a Corbyn government.30 There were 
carefully placed accompanying press 
rumours of unnamed members of the 
army high command “not standing for” a 
Corbyn government and being prepared 
to take “direct action”.31

The army is, of course, an instrument 
of counterrevolution, almost by 
definition. Failure to understand that 
elementary fact represents a failure 
to understand the lessons of history. 
Legally, culturally, structurally, the 
British army relies on inculcating an 
“unthinking obedience” amongst the 
lower ranks.32 And it is run and directed, 
as we all know, by an arrogant officer 
caste, which is trained, almost from birth, 
to command the state school grunts.

Of course, the British army no longer 
has vexatious conscripts. Instead recruits 
join voluntarily seeking “travel and 
adventure” - followed by “pay and 
benefit, with job security”.33 Yet, because 
they live on bases, frequently move and 
stick closely together socially, members 
of the armed forces are unhealthily cut off 
from the wider civilian population and 
the growth of progressive and socialist 
ideas. Indeed far-right views appear 
to be very common - eg, see Army 
Rumour Service comments about that 
“anti-British, not very educated, ageing 
communist, agitating class war zealot”, 
Jeremy Corbyn.34

Still the best known exponent of 
deploying the army against internal 
“subversives” is brigadier Frank Kitson 
in his Low intensity operations (1971). 
The left - trade unionists and strikers 
- they are “the enemy” even if their 
actions are intended to back up an elected 
government.35 Legally, the “perfect 
vehicle for such an intervention” would 
be an order in council.36 After consulting 
the unelected privy council the monarch 
would call a state of emergency and invite 
the army to restore law and order.

Remember, army personnel swear an 
oath that they “will be faithful and bear 
true allegiance to Her Majesty Queen 
Elizabeth II, her heirs and successors”, 
and that they will “defend Her Majesty 
... against all enemies”. And, as made 
crystal-clear by Michael Clarke, director 
of the United Services Institute, this is 
no mere feudal relic: “The armed forces 
don’t belong to the government: they 
belong to the monarch,” he insists.

And they take this very seriously. 
When [the Tory] Liam Fox was defence 
secretary a few years ago, for his first 
couple of weeks he referred to ‘my 
forces’ rather than Her Majesty’s forces 
- as a joke, I think. It really ruffled the 
military behind the scenes. I heard it from 
senior people in the army. They told me, 
“We don’t work for him. We work for 
the Queen.”37

In the late 1960s and early 70s there 
were widespread press reports of senior 
officers and ex-officers conspiring 
against the rightwing Labour government 
of Harold Wilson. Many were unhappy 
about Rhodesia, many branded him a 
Soviet mole. However, their pathological 
hatred was directed squarely against 
leftwing Labour MPs, such as Tony 
Benn, Irish republicans, communist 
trade union leaders, striking workers 
and protesting students - the background 
to Chris Mullin’s novel A very British 
coup (1982).

If Corbyn makes it into Number 10, 
there is every reason to believe that 
threats of “direct action” coming from 
the high command will take material 
form. That is why we say: put no trust in 
the thoroughly undemocratic standing 
army. No, instead, let us put our trust in 
a “well regulated militia” and the “right 
of the people to keep and bear arms” l
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Taking elections seriously
In his second talk at the Labour Party Marxists’ and CPGB’s Communist University, August H Nimtz 
looked at Lenin’s approach to the tsar’s first two dumas

My book, Lenin’s electoral 
s t r a t e g y  f r o m  M a r x 
and Engels through the 

revolution of 1905, was inspired 
in part by a number of political 
events - not least the mobilisations 
that took place in the wake of 2008 
and especially the events of the 
Arab spring.

Intel lectually,  however,  the 
book  i s  i n sp i r ed  by  a  s m a l l 
pamphlet published in 1971 by 
the US Socialist Workers Party, 
called Lenin as election campaign 
manager. I mention it because I 
know of no other publication that 
actually takes up Lenin’s electoral 
s t ra tegy.  The context  for  this 
pamphlet was the 1972 presidential 
election and the debates on the left 
at the time as to whether or not to 
participate in the political process. 
The SWP’s Doug Jenness wrote 
the pamphlet to take on people 
who were critical of any attempt 
by the left to take part. I am struck 
by the fact that this whole question 
has been ignored not just by the 
enemies of Lenin, but also by his 
friends.

Friends of Lenin had devoted 
little if any attention to it. Progress 
Publishers would take excerpts and 
put together various collections 
of Lenin’s works, but I know of 
nothing more substantive. When 
I  f i rs t  looked into this ,  I  was 
amazed by the amount of time 
Lenin devoted to the subject. On a 
rough word count maybe between a 
quarter and a third of the Collected 
works  are devoted to electoral 
strategy, but there is a silence on 
the part of friend and foe.

I  took to task Lars  T Lih a 
little bit regarding his biography 

of Lenin - it is excellent, but it 
devotes at most four or five pages 
to Lenin’s electoral strategy. Why 
is this important part of Lenin’s 
practice ignored? In a way what I 
have done is an excavation, rather 
than something new: it is all there 
in Lenin’s works.

There are some loose ends to 
deal with from my last talk1 that I 
wanted to come back to, in order 
to back up my claim of continuity 
between Marx and Engels, on the 
one hand, and Lenin, on the other, 
on electoral strategy. I alluded last 
time to a letter that Engels wrote 
to Paul Lafargue in 1892, in which 
Engels is congratulating Lafargue 
and the French party on the gains 
they had made in recent elections. 
This is what Engels says:

Do you real ise now what  a 
splendid weapon you in France 
have had in your hands for 40 
years, in universal suffrage? 
If only people had known how 
to use it! It’s slower and more 
boring than the call to revolution, 
but it’s 10 times more sure, and 
what is even better, it 
indicates with the most 
perfect accuracy 
the day when a 
cal l  to armed 
revolution has 
to be made; it’s 
even 10 to one 
that universal 
suffrage, 
intelligently 
used by the 
workers, 
w i l l  d r i v e 
the rulers to 
overthrow 

legality: that is, to put us in the 
most favourable position to make 
the revolution.2

Engels is arguing for the use of 
elections to force the rulers to resort 
to illegality. I suspect part of the 
context for this is what happened 
in the US civil war and the decision 
of the Confederacy to walk away 
from the elections. Lincoln could 
prosecute the war because the rebels 
decided to leave the union, as they 
did not like what had happened in 
the elections.

There is another idea that I 
forgot to mention in my first talk: 
it was Engels who first came up 
with the phrase, ‘parliamentary 
cretinism’ - this would become a 
favourite of Lenin, who often used 
it when referring to the Cadets and 
tendencies within the Mensheviks. 
‘Parl iamentary cretinism’ was 
used by Engels in describing the 
Frankfurt assembly in 1848-49 as 
the tendency on the part of some 
people -  especially professors 
who like to write constitutions 

and so on - to think that what 
takes place within the 

legislative arena is 
the be-all and end-

a l l  o f  po l i t i cs . 
Engels employed 
the term in later 
years and Lenin 
picked up on it 
and used it quite 
frequently.

Parliamentary 
c r e t i n i s m  i s 
consistent  with 
what I would call 
voting fetishism. 
T h i s  i s  t h e 

assumption that when you vote you 
are actually exercising political 
power, which is treating voting 
as a fetish. What we are actually 
doing is registering a preference, 
and to equate this with the exercise 
of power is very problematic. I 
think this supplements the idea 
of parliamentary cretinism. When 
Marx and Engels started talking 
about parliamentary cretinism, 
there was no universal suffrage, 
which was not conceded until the 
1870s in Germany. Voting fetishism 
is something that arises later in the 
20th century.

Early writings
After looking at what Marx and 
Engels had to say on parliamentarism 
and the electoral process, let me 
now turn to what Lenin was saying 
prior to 1905. I looked at these 
earlier writings to see if there was 
anything that would allow us to 
anticipate how Lenin would act when 
the opportunity to participate in 
elections arose in 1905-06. His first 
statement on the political process 
was in 1894 in a 200-page opening 
salvo called What the ‘friends of the 
people’ are, which is a critique of 
the Narodniks.

After discussing the importance 
of providing relief for the peasants 
i n  R u s s i a ,  L e n i n  w r o t e  t h e 
following:

In general, the Russian communists, 
adherents of Marxism, should more 
than any others call themselves 
social democrats, and in their 
activities should never forget 
the enormous importance of 
democracy.

... it is the direct duty of the 

The tsarist duma was 
thoroughly undemocratic. 

Elections were indirect, 
weighted against workers 

and peasants, and the 
monarch could veto 

anything. Delegates were 
grouped into four curia: 

aristocrats, middle classes, 
peasants and workers. This 

suited Lenin fine
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working class to fight side by side 
with the radical democracy against 
absolutism and the reactionary 
social estates and institutions - a 
duty which the social democrats 
must impress upon the workers, 
while not for a moment ceasing 
also to impress upon them that 
the struggle against all these 
institutions is necessary only as a 
means of facilitating the struggle 
against the bourgeoisie; that the 
worker needs the achievement of 
the general democratic demands 
only to clear the road to victory 
over the working people’s chief 
enemy, over an institution that 
is purely democratic by nature, 
capital, which here in Russia is 
particularly inclined to sacrifice 
its democracy to enter into alliance 
with the reactionaries in order 
to suppress the workers, to still 
further impede the emergence 
of a working class movement.

. . .  pol i t ical  l iber ty  wil l 
primarily serve the interests of 
the bourgeoisie and will not ease 
the position of the workers, but 
will ease only the conditions for 
their struggle - against this very 
bourgeoisie.3

In other words, democratic space 
provides the conditions for the 
s t ruggle  of  the working class 
against the bourgeoisie. I contend 
that the essence of Lenin’s position 
in 1894 is what informs Lenin in 
the period up to 1905: this is the 
framework he employs, when it 
comes to approaching what needs to 
be done in Russia in the democratic 
struggle. He talks about the need 
for a constituent assembly as part 
of his political strategy - it is about 
opening up political space and is 
consistent with the views of Marx 
and Engels.

L e n i n  a r r i v e s  a t  a n o t h e r 
important position as early as 1901 
in the short article, ‘What to do?’, 
that serves as an introduction in 
some ways to What is to be done? 
in 1902. It makes what I would 
argue is perhaps his most important 
con t r ibu t ion  to  the  worke r s ’ 
movement, with his argument that 
if there is no revolutionary party 
in place before the proverbial shit 
hits the fan, it is already too late. 
This insight is the basis for What 
is to be done? and also has to be 
seen as informing Lenin’s electoral 
strategy. Without the revolutionary 
party electoral work would end up 
on a reformist course.

I t  i s  impor tan t  to  ment ion 
Lenin’s fascination with electoral 
data and with the voting processes. 
Nowhere is that clearer than in 
One step forward, two steps back, 
his analysis of the party’s 2nd 
Congress. There are about 10-15 
pages in the book in which he 
analyses the voting behaviour and 
the various blocs at the congress 
- what political scientists today 
call ‘roll call voting’ (it may be 
one of the earliest examples of it). 
That kind of examination of voting 
behaviour is exactly what he would 
end up conducting with election 
returns from the duma elections.

It appears that in his youth Lenin 
was befriended by a statistician 
and through this contact became 
interested in statistics. He always 
had a favourable opinion of the 
statisticians who worked with the 
zemstvo - the local institutions of 
self-rule that the monarchy briefly 
permitted to exist after 1864. Lenin 
always had a great appreciation of 
the data that they collected.

One of my favourite revelations 
in the course of my research was 
the egregious fabrication of Lenin’s 
view by Bertram Wolfe, who wrote 
Three who made a revolution about 
Lenin, Trotsky and Stalin. He took 
a section from One step forward, 
two steps back and changed the 

entire meaning of the piece to try 
and demonstrate that Lenin was 
some kind of dictatorial ogre. It 
is a masterful job in fabrication. 
The book was published in 1948, 
remains in print ,  and was one 
of the most influential books on 
Lenin - when I was in graduate 
school i t  was official reading. 
Bertram Wolfe was one of the 
founding members  of  the  US 
Communist Party and later broke 
with Marxism, and this is what 
made the book so influential.

‘Tomfoolery’
In 1905 it was increasingly clear 
that the Russian monarchy was in a 
deep crisis, especially following the 
Russo-Japanese war in 1904. Marx 
and Engels in 1877 made a comment 
that I do not think Lenin knew about: 
they said that the Russo-Turkish 
war had also betrayed the weakness 
of the regime. Marx had hoped 
that he would live long enough to 
see a Russian revolution - if the 
regime entered into another war, 
it would lead to another upsurge. 
Marx thought that the regime would 
then try to engage in “constitutional 
tomfoolery” - that is, using elections, 
feigning reforms and subsequently 
finding itself in a bind.

That is exactly what happened at 
the end of 1904. Lenin understood 
this well and I argue that there had 
never before been a revolution 
that had been more accurately 
anticipated by a revolutionary than 
1905. Bloody Sunday (January 9 
1905) was an event that saw Lenin 
immediately spring into action. 
Though it would take 12 years for 
his prophecy to be realised, he was 
essentially correct.

T h e  t s a r  d i d  j u s t  a s  h i s 
counterpar ts  in  Germany had 
done in 1848-9; that is, play the 
constitutional card. The idea was 
to take all the energy in the streets 
and bring it into the electoral arena. 
Revolutionary forces had to figure 
out how to respond to this. The first 
wink and nod on the part of the 
regime saw both revolutionary and 
liberal forces deciding to boycott 
the proposal  for  a consti tuent 
assembly. The Bolsheviks and 
the Mensheviks were united in 
boycotting the Bulygin duma and 
it never really got off the ground.

By December, with the end of 
the uprising in Moscow, the regime 
made another proposal to convene 
a duma in 1906. In the meantime, 
in the second half of 1905 a new 
form of representative governance 
had come into existence -  the 
soviets. At first Lenin was a bit 
cool towards them, but was finally 
won over - although by December 
they had been defeated.

The question then became one 
of how to respond to the call to 
convene another duma, which 
provoked a major debate within 
the Bolsheviks. The Mensheviks 
decided to  go a long wi th  the 
elect ions,  but  the majori ty  of 
the Bolsheviks took the opposite 
view - Lenin was in a minority. 
You can see him bending to the 
majority on this - he explained 
that it was because they had been 
on the ground in Russia and he 
thought they knew the situation 
better. Lenin later criticised this 
position in Leftwing communism: 
an infantile disorder, saying that 
it was a mistake to have boycotted 
these elections.

Lenin’s perspective was that in 
a revolutionary moment boycotting 
w a s  l e g i t i m a t e ,  b e c a u s e  t h e 
elections were an attempt on the 
part of the regime to siphon off 
the energy in the street. But by the 
spring of 1906 the revolutionary 
wave had ebbed, which many did 
not recognise, and so they should 
have participated.

The Bolsheviks and Mensheviks 

took part in a unity congress during 
the middle of the elections and the 
Mensheviks had a majority. When 
the congress voted to support a 
duma fraction, you can almost feel 
Lenin’s joy. This is the context in 
which the question of democratic 
centralism really is first posed - 
the question of carrying out the 
decisions of the majority of the 
congress.

There were 18 Social Democrats 
e l e c t e d  t o  t h e  f i r s t  d u m a . 
Immediately afterwards Lenin 
sprang into action to organise 
them - that  was when he f irst 
emerged as the manager of the 
Social Democrat fraction within the 
duma (the written records are not 
very clear on how he was able to 
manoeuvre this with the Menshevik 
leadership). Lenin was very open 
to working with the duma fraction, 
even though he was very clear that 
they were not Bolsheviks.

One of the issues that came 
up at the party’s 4th Congress 
was the relationship between the 
duma representatives and the party 
rank and fi le .  The Bolsheviks 
unsuccessfully proposed that the 
duma fraction would be under the 
control of the whole party. Despite 
the defeat of that resolution Lenin 
enthusiast ical ly embraced the 
fraction.

1907
The duma election results were not 
what the regime had anticipated, 
in the sense that a lot of liberals 
were elected. A Cadet majority 
was unacceptable to the regime 
and the duma was sent packing 
by the tsar - new elections were 
called for February 1907. Lenin 
saw this election as a chance to 
spr ing in to  ac t ion again .  The 
Bolsheviks by now were pretty 
much unified on the importance of 
participating and Lenin now had 
licence to direct their activity in 
the elections themselves. He saw 
this as an opportunity to get out 
ideas. And, once the elections took 
place, he was very interested in 
the outcome.

One of the realities of these 
elections in Russia was that they 
were very Byzantine, involving 
something similar to the electoral 
co l lege  in  the  Uni ted  S ta tes , 
in which different estates were 
represented. The bourgeoisie, the 
peasantry and the petty bourgeois 
townspeople each had their own 
curia, as did the workers. These 
four separate colleges representing 
the different groups would then 
decide on who would serve in the 
duma. For Lenin the fact that the 
workers had their own electoral 
college was excellent. This gave 
the Bolsheviks an opportunity to 
speak to workers and have debates 
inside the factories. For Lenin 
this was a godsend and he was 
very concerned that some in the 
party were not taking the elections 
seriously enough. He said:

Unless  our  par ty  off ic ia l s , 
and especially the advanced 
workers themselves, undertake 
the necessary and extremely 
important task of studying the 
course and the results of the 
elections in the worker curia, 
we can definitely say that we 
shall lose extremely valuable 
and necessary material for the 
future development of party 
work and party agitation.4

He believed that if they did not 
take the elections seriously they 
would lose an opportunity for the 
development of the party. When 
it  turned out that the Socialist 
Revolutionaries had performed 
better than some had anticipated, 
he argued that all Social Democrats 
should study this carefully:

We cannot conduct consistent 
Social Democratic work in St 
Petersburg unless we pay close 
attention to the way in which 
the  masses  o f  the  workers 
have voted for the candidates 
of the various parties. For the 
bourgeois parties it is important 
only to win so many seats. For 
us it is important for the masses 
themselves to understand the 
tenets  and tact ics  of  Social 
Democracy, as distinct from all 
petty bourgeois parties, even 
though they may call themselves 
revolutionary, socialist parties. 
We must therefore strive to obtain 
exact and complete data on the 
voting at the elections in the St 
Petersburg worker curia.5

This gives you a sense of the kind 
of detailed attention Lenin would 
give to election results.

Lesser evil
There was another important issue 
in these elections that Lenin had to 
grapple with. This was the question of 
the Black Hundreds, the reactionary 
organisation that anticipated in some 
ways the fascists in subsequent 
generations. The question that came 
up for the Social Democrats was 
the lesser of two evils.

The Cadets made an appeal to 
the Social Democrats,  arguing 
that if they did not lend them their 
support that would allow the Black 
Hundreds to be elected. All of us 
are familiar with this argument and 
it was used in different contexts 
throughout the 20th century.

Lenin insisted upon independent 
working class political action. 
Voting for the Cadets was in his 
opinion antithetical to the very 
basis of what a workers’ party 
should be about. To make his case 
Lenin analysed the results of the 
first duma elections, in order to 
argue that voting for the Social 
Democrats would not enable the 
r ight wing to be elected.  This 
required deta i led a t tent ion to 
vot ing  records  f rom the  f i r s t 
duma elections. On that basis he 
was able to persuade - if not the 
Mensheviks - the Bolsheviks not 
to give in to the scare campaign 
of the Cadets.

Indeed ,  when  the  e l ec t ion 
results came in, he was proven 
right. He was very clear that he 
was not opposed in principle to 
electoral blocs. However, he had 
made it clear in the first duma 
elections that  they should not 
do this. What would be the point 
in standing if it  means making 
concessions in the first round of 
elections? This is exactly what 
Marx and Engels had to address in 
the 1850 address to the Communist 
League. Lenin, drawing on this, 
was able to make a convincing 
case about why the Bolsheviks 
should not buy into this scare 
campaign.

Back in April 1905 there was 
a  deba t e  be tween  Len in  and 
Plekhanov about the relevance 
of the 1850 address. Plekhanov 
argued that the 1850 address was 
applicable at that moment, but 
Lenin disagreed. He argued that 
the address was designed for a 
moment after the overthrow of 
the regime in Germany and for 
dealing with the question of what 
kind of government would replace 
the monarchy in that country. In 
Russia, he argued, this was not on 
the agenda and it would only apply 
in a post-tsarist scenario.

I think this shows that Lenin 
was much more conversant with 
the ideas of Marx and Engels than 
Plekhanov. This moment defined 
their  relat ionship and enabled 
Lenin to establish his authority 
in regards to Marx and Engels, as 

opposed to Plekhanov.
After the second duma elections 

had taken place there were 65 
Social  Democrats elected -  30 
were Mensheviks, while the rest 
were Bolsheviks and independents 
not aligned with either faction. 
There was a big contingent from 
the Caucasus region once again. 
These were the biggest gains the 
Socia l  Democrats  would ever 
have in the duma, prompting the 
regime to change the electoral 
laws to make sure this would never 
happen again.

Worker-peasant 
alliance
One of the things the regime did 
for the second duma elections was 
facilitate the election of more peasant 
representatives. This was to counter 
the influence of the Cadets - the 
view of the regime was that the 
peasants were loyal to the tsar. 
One of the things that Lenin did 
was use the parliamentary process 
to help forge the worker-peasant 
alliance. This was done by putting 
forward ideas to convince the 
peasant deputies that the working 
class, not the Cadets, had their best 
interests at heart. The Cadets had 
been campaigning to win over the 
peasants and Lenin consciously 
attempted to prevent this. This 
meant coming up with policies on 
land reform, agrarian policies and 
so on. He worked closely with the 
deputies, even writing speeches 
for some of the Social Democrats 
on the peasant question.

Some of his clearest work on the 
peasant question was based on the 
interventions in the duma. He was 
grappling with the central question: 
how can the Social Democrats 
win over  the peasantry to the 
working class programme? His 
whole strategy of the democratic 
dictatorship of  the proletariat 
and the peasants was concretised 
in this  duma work.  If  you are 
in teres ted  in  t ry ing to  f igure 
out programmatically what that 
actually represents, I suggest you 
look precisely at that duma work.

It was a success, in that peasant 
deputies began to side with the 
Social Democrats. I argue that 
th is  expla ins  why the  regime 
became more and more nervous 
about the second duma, and after 
three months sent it packing. At 
the same time Lenin was using 
the press, playing a constant cat 
and mouse game with the regime. 
There would be a newspaper that 
would be legal for two weeks, 
then suppressed; then it would 
change its name and the printing 
press would be moved. What Lenin 
made clear through the press was 
that what was happening in the 
duma should not be restricted to 
the duma, which was why being 
able to publish a newspaper was 
extremely important.

A few days before the regime 
closed down the duma it suppressed 
the Bolshevik newspaper. In that 
last issue Lenin really let it all hang 
out with regards to agrarian reform 
and the peasant question - this was 
too much for the regime.

In the final talk I will look at the 
third duma and the way in which the 
regime changed the electoral laws in 
an attempt to prevent what happened 
with the second duma recurring. 
This would provoke what I think 
is the biggest debate conducted 
amongst the Bolsheviks l

Notes
1. See ‘Bringing Marx and Engels into the picture’ 
Weekly Worker September 21.
2. K Marx, F Engels CW Vol 50, p29.
3. www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1894/
friends/08.htm.
4. www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1907/
jan/30.htm.
5. www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1907/
jan/30b.htm.
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ITALY

Capitulating to xenophobia
The Renzi government is now competing with the far right when it comes to migrants, writes Toby Abse

Last month, it became quite clear 
that Matteo Renzi’s nominally 
centre-left Partito Democratico 

(PD) had abandoned any attempt during 
the current legislature to pass the ius 
soli (‘right to the soil’) - a law giving 
Italian-born children of immigrants 
citizenship on certain conditions.

The bill had been passed by the 
Chamber of Deputies back in October 
2015 in the face of opposition from the 
conventional right (Lega Nord, Fratelli 
d’Italia, Forza Italia) and abstention by 
the right-populist Movimento Cinque 
Stelle (M5S - Five Star Movement). The 
very fact that M5S long ago announced 
its intention to abstain once again if 
the bill reached the Senate, where an 
abstention counts as a negative vote, 
should serve as an indication of the 
increasing visceral racism of the Grillini. 
The ius soli was supposedly scheduled 
for discussion in the Senate in July of 
this year, but the PD leadership came up 
with some rather feeble justifications for 
postponing the debate until September. 
Its excuse was that the PD-led governing 
coalition has a much narrower majority 
in the Senate, and there is a real danger 
that the senators of foreign minister 
Angelino Alfano’s Alternativa Popolare 
(AP: the party formerly known as the 
Nuovo Centro Destra - New Centre 
Right) will not vote for it, at least not 
without a vote of confidence being 
called by PD prime minister Paolo 
Gentiloni.

Whilst there can be no certainty 
about any vote of confidence, and the 
downfall of Romano Prodi’s centre-left 
governments in both 1998 and 2008 as 
a result of failures to win such votes 
probably haunts the PD, it seems 
unlikely that the AP senators, regardless 
of their negative views on the ius soli, 
would bring the government down - it 
would be a case of turkeys voting for 
Christmas. Their original defection 
from Silvio Berlusconi’s parliamentary 
group could best be described as rats 
leaving what they believed to be Forza 
Italia’s sinking ship - underestimating, 
like many before them, the tycoon’s 
skill as a political Houdini - and they 
remain dependent on the PD for political 
survival. AP is scoring so badly in the 
opinion polls that its vote share in any 
snap election precipitated by voting 
down the Gentiloni government would 
automatically exclude it even from the 
Chamber of Deputies, let alone the 
Senate (where parties currently have to 
overcome a higher percentage threshold 
to achieve representation under Italy’s 
complicated variant of PR).

M o r e o v e r ,  w h i l e  a  f e w 
individual defectors amongst the AP 
parliamentarians have recently been 
welcomed back to Berlusconi’s Forza 
Italia - and a few more might be in the 
future - Alfano and his close associates 
have in all probability burnt their boats. 
In short, the PD’s emphasis on AP’s 
lack of enthusiasm for the ius soli is, 
to a large extent, a cover for its own 
cowardice. The only left opposition 
in the Senate - Sinistra Italiana1 - has 
made it clear that, despite its general 
hostility to the Gentiloni government, 
it would make an exception in the case 
of a vote of confidence over the ius soli 
and vote for what they regard as an 
anti-immigrant government in order 
to pass a law favouring the children 
of migrants. This would cancel out at 
least some potential AP defections in 
the event of any split in Alfano’s group 
caused by individuals imagining that 
Berlusconi would give them a second 
chance.2

In reality, the PD is clearly responding 
in an utterly panic-stricken manner to the 
opinion polls rather than making rational 

calculations about its chances of getting 
a Senate majority for the bill.

Cowardice
In 2014, when the PD first started to 
devise the ius soli, 80% of Italians 
said they favoured giving citizenship 
to the children of immigrants born in 
Italy. The very sudden drop in support 
for such a measure has only occurred 
in the last few months: in June it was 
down to 57%, and by September it 
had sunk to 52%. Nonetheless, there 
was still as big a majority amongst 
the Italian population in favour of 
this law as there was for Brexit in the 
UK, so it was easy for the PD to claim 
a popular mandate for it, if it had the 
political will to do so. Moreover, a 
clear majority of those most likely to 
vote for the PD backed the ius soli in 
the last opinion poll. Amongst voters 
identifying themselves as ‘left’, it 
has 72% support, and amongst those 
identifying themselves as ‘centre-left’ 
it has 70% support.3 However, the PD 
leaders seem far more concerned with 
their flakier, marginal voters - they seem 
to have carried out private polls which 
suggest they would lose 1.5% - 2% if 
they enacted the ius soli.4

The most robust response to this 
abject cowardice has come from former 
centre-left prime minister Romano 
Prodi: tailing the Lega and M5S will 
do the PD no good, he said, because 
people with racist inclinations will vote 
for the more consistently racist party. 
That, of course, applies not just to the 
abandonment of the ius soli, but also to 
the whole set of anti-migrant policies 
belatedly pursued by interior minister 
Marco Minniti over the last few months.

I t  is  worth noting that  PD 
infrastructure minister Graziano Delrio 
had already described the capitulation 
as “an act of grave fear” the day before 
Prodi’s comments. Delrio has some 
form on these matters, having already 
come into conflict with Minniti in July, 
when the hard-line and increasingly 
demagogic interior minister first 
mounted his strident attack on the 
NGOs - a conflict that was not purely 
verbal, since Delrio’s portfolio enabled 
him to temporarily sabotage Minniti’s 
disgraceful efforts to prevent the Italian 
navy taking on board migrants rescued 
by NGOs. It is worth pointing out 
that the humanitarian, Delrio, is a 
former Christian Democrat and the 
racist, Minniti, a former communist, 
so that the PD’s deep divisions over 
immigration cannot be reduced to a 
replay of the long-standing factional 
rivalry between former communists 
and former Christian Democrats5. It is 

no coincidence that Minniti featured in 
an annual publication of the neo-fascist 
Fratelli d’Italia, significantly entitled 
‘E tempo di patrioti’ (‘The time of 
patriots’), at which he appeared along 
with his fellow ‘patriots’, the Lega’s 
Matteo Salvini and Giorgia Meloni of 
the far-right Fratelli d’Italia.

It should be stressed that the so-called 
ius soli in the form in which it was 
passed by the lower house after some 
AP restrictive amendments did not 
automatically grant Italian citizenship to 
all those born in the country in the way 
some other state citizenship laws do. 
The PD had already made concessions 
to groups like AP, which are obsessed 
with illegal immigration. According to 
the bill, a child born in Italy of foreign 
parents only became an Italian citizen 
if the father and/or mother had had the 
legal right to be in Italy for at least five 
consecutive years. Italian citizenship 
was also open to a foreign child born in 
Italy, or arriving in Italy before their 12th 
birthday, if they had attended an Italian 
school for at least five consecutive 
years - what was called the ius culturae, 
since it rewarded youngsters for learning 
the Italian language and, it was assumed, 
an Italian way of life. Despite these 
limitations, it is estimated that about 
800,000 children would have benefited 
from the law.

Even putting to one side the 
question of basic human rights, 
anybody genuinely concerned about 
the children of migrants turning to crime 
or terrorism ought to have recognised 
that granting such children legal equality 
with their Italian contemporaries and 
schoolmates would be far more likely 
to integrate them into wider society 
than continuing to marginalise and 
exclude them - something which 
naturally sows resentment, especially 
in adolescents. Such resentment in 
some cases can obviously take anti-
social forms, even if it also leads to 
constructive civil rights campaigns like 
the Italiani senza cittadinanza (Italians 
without citizenship), who have been 
indefatigable in their struggle for a 
change in the law. Of course, in reality 
political groups like the Lega Nord, FdI 
and M5S, all of whom opposed the ius 
soli and very publicly rejoiced at the 
PD’s recent surrender, have no genuine 
desire to integrate either migrants or 
their children into the Italian nation, and 
shamelessly delight in every instance of 
criminality or terrorist activity by tiny 
minorities in a bid to demonise entire 
ethnic or religious groups.

The PD’s gross cowardice is not only 
a reflection of the negative shift in public 
opinion over this particular issue, but a 

response to increasing xenophobia in 
the most literal sense of that word. In 
September 2017, 46% of those polled 
agreed with the statement, “Immigrants 
are a danger to public order and 
people’s safety”. Whilst such a level of 
xenophobia had been exceeded in 2008, 
when it reached 51%, it sank to 26% in 
December 2012, before rising steadily 
over the last few years. Unsurprisingly, 
there is a correlation with the number 
of references to immigration on 
television news bulletins, which have 
been far higher in 2015-17 than in any 
previous years, partly because of the 
massive influx of migrants across the 
Mediterranean from Libya, once the 
Balkan route was closed.

Moreover, in the month of August 
and the first ten days of September this 
year, 38% of television news bulletins 
contained news of crimes committed 
by immigrants. The recent gang rape 
at Rimini by two young Moroccans 
and two young black Africans was 
mentioned an average of five times a 
day over four days - an all-time record.

It seems reasonable to suggest that 
the PD is absolutely terrified of the 
views of working class voters, and 
reacts in the same way as Blairite MPs 
from smaller towns in the north and 
Midlands have after Brexit - adapting 
to chauvinism rather than ditching 
the neoliberalism which has led a 
demoralised and atomised working 
class to become easy prey for racist 
demagogues - in the Italian case, Matteo 
Salvini, Giorgia Meloni and Beppe 
Grillo.

Needless to say, there is no correlation 
between levels of xenophobia and 
real, rather than perceived, levels of 
immigration. Around 11,000 migrants 
from across the Mediterranean landed 
in Italy in August 2017, less than half 
the July 2016 figure of more than 
23,000, but the level of xenophobia 
has increased, not decreased, over the 
intervening period. There is often more 
xenophobia in Italy’s rural areas and 
small towns, where there are either no 
immigrants or very few immigrants, 
than in larger cities, where there are 
more of them, of course. A number of 
recent anti-immigrant riots in the ‘red 
region’ of Emilia despite the arrival of 
comparatively few migrants, would tend 
to support this argument.

Libya deal
Until this summer, Italy had stood out 
as, in practical terms6, one of the most 
welcoming of the European states in 
relation to refugees. Given the refusal 
of the ‘Visegrad four’ to accept a single 
refugee, the minimal quota accepted by 

the UK, and the extraordinary zeal with 
which France seeks to prevent migrants 
crossing the border to its east, Italy had 
behaved better than the majority of the 
EU states, and until very recently the 
Italian navy had performed a genuinely 
humanitarian role in the Mediterranean, 
in contrast to the anti-refugee stance of 
the pan-European Frontex.

However, things have changed 
radically in the last few months. The 
PD’s shift to an anti-immigrant position 
seems to have come at the end of June, 
and thus precedes its backtracking on 
the ius soli. Whilst a phrase in Renzi’s 
latest book Avanti referring to helping 
migrants ‘in their own home’ was very 
unfortunate at best, the real thrust behind 
the crackdown came from Minniti, 
probably in response to a particularly 
large contingent of migrants rescued 
from the sea over a couple of days in 
late June. Every allegation against the 
NGOs involved in rescuing migrants 
that had previously been made by the 
Lega, the FdI and M5S was taken up 
by the government.

The imposition of a ‘code of 
conduct’, which involved, amongst 
others, putting armed police officers 
on rescue boats, was unacceptable 
to widely-respected groups like 
Médicins sans Frontières, for whom it 
is essential to appear unaligned to any 
state when operating in war zones. It 
is quite obvious that the purpose of 
the new regulations was to hinder the 
NGOs from performing their primary 
objective of saving human lives, and 
thus to reduce the flow of migrants 
arriving on Italy’s shores. In other 
words, Minniti had really adopted the 
‘Let them drown’ position of the Lega, 
FdI and M5S, hidden behind a thin veil 
of pompous and hypocritical rhetoric 
about upholding the rule of law and 
combating the human traffickers.

Although opposit ion to the 
government line was relatively 
marginal, a ‘let them drown’ policy 
could only be a short-term expedient. 
Thus the Italian government suddenly 
became eager to make deals with the 
two main rival Libyan governments, 
as well as various tribal militias in the 
south of that country, largely motivated 
by a desire to keep the migrants there. 
The new idealisation of the Libyan 
coastguard - known to have maintained 
close links with ‘people smugglers’ 
in return for substantial payoffs - 
accompanied the official demonisation 
of all NGOs which failed to agree to the 
code of conduct. Whilst migrants from 
sinking boats might still be rescued 
from drowning, the involvement of 
Libyan coastguards was designed to 
make sure that these unfortunates were 
transported to Libyan camps, not Italian 
reception centres. A policy of ‘out of 
sight, out of mind’ was replacing ‘let 
them drown’ l

Notes
1. This largely consists of the more hard-line 
remnant of the parliamentarians elected as 
Sinistra, Ecologia e Libertà in 2013.
2. Berlusconi does not favour an early General 
Election, since he is still dreaming of a court 
judgement from Strasburg that would overturn the 
Italian ban on his candidacy for elected office, and 
his appeal will not be considered for some months. 
In any event, Forza Italia is only scoring about 
half the percentage that Berlusconi’s Polo della 
Libertà could command in 2013, so loyalists stand 
more chance of safe seats than repentant traitors.
3. Demos poll reported in La Repubblica 
September 13.
4. Corriere della Sera September 14.
5. Delrio, once a close ally of Renzi, has fallen 
out with the PD leader over immigration, with 
Renzi siding with Minniti on both occasions, more 
blatantly now than in July.
6. Regardless of harsh laws on clandestine 
immigration and in part because the state is too 
inefficient to implement deportations of those who 
fail to qualify for asylum.
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What we 
fight for

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

A Marxist philosopher
István Mészáros, December 19 1930 - October 1 2017

István Mészáros was born and 
educated in Hungary, where he 
studied under György Lukács, 

becoming a close friend and follower. 
He left for the UK in 1956 at the 
time of the Hungarian uprising. He 
lectured at St Andrews University, 
Scotland, then went to York University 
in Toronto. The Canadian government 
saw him as a dangerous Marxist and 
raised the question of his immigration, 
but the minister concerned had to back 
down. István left, however, after four 
years in Toronto, and then settled down 
as professor of philosophy at Sussex 
University. After retirement, he lived 
near London. 

Politically, István was associated 
with Monthly Review, particularly in 
the last two decades, but also with 
a remnant of the former Workers 
Revolutionary Party associated with 
Cliff Slaughter and Terry Brotherstone, 
who revered him. However, his theory 
and viewpoints were his own - clearly 
derived from his experience in Hungary 
and association with Lukács. In recent 
years he supported Hugo Chávez and 
the Cuban leadership. He was not 
uncritical, but nonetheless was part 
of that section of the left which gave 
support to them.

István was a very courteous and 
decent man, who had a profound 
understanding of the present. 
Unfortunately in my view he lacked 
a theoretically developed view of 
Stalinism. His 1970 book, Marx’s 
theory of alienation, if read in that 
context, does not provide a basis for 
such a view. It was never clear to me 
why he made no attempt at theorising 
the political economy of Stalinism.

István was obviously not uncritical. 
Indeed when he came to Glasgow and 
stayed with me we had a series of 
discussions and, when Lukács came up, 
he mentioned the latter’s antagonism 
to Trotsky, which “showed the limits 
of the man”, he thought. However, he 
encouraged me to read Lukács in spite 
of that remark.

His work is prodigious - it is 
listed in his Wikipedia entry.1 A good 
introduction is provided by Monthly 

Review, which has reprinted an essay 
by John Bellamy Foster originally 
written as an introduction in one of 
Mészáros’s books.2

István occupied a very particular 
position among Marxists, in both 
political and theoretical terms. He was 
not a Trotskyist and did not belong 
to any party. On the other hand, he 
was not a sectarian or a Stalinist. He 
wrote on the nature of contemporary 
capitalism from the perspective of 
a Marxist philosopher, but since the 
crisis of 2006-07 he wrote and spoke 
extensively on the political-economic 
crisis.

He argued that the present crisis is 
not “conjunctural”, but “structural” - 
something with which many agree. It 
is reasonably clear to many Marxists 
that the present downturn is part of 
the reversal of bourgeois policy from 
the 1970s. Mészáros insisted that this 
is all part of a world in transition, 
and he used ‘transition’ as the basis 
of his understanding of that world. 
This does not mean that there will be 
an immediate collapse, but that there 
is no capitalist way out of the global 
economic impasse. His lectures on 
this subject are available on YouTube.3

It was Trotsky who introduced the 
idea that the world was in a transition 
to socialism, as a result of the Russian 
Revolution and the failure of the Social 
Democrats in Germany to take power. 
Of course, one can argue the point, 
ignoring Trotsky and the history of the 
concept, because it is clear that there is 
a process of transition from the forms 
of the market towards greater society-
wide forms of integration. Some might 
use the word ‘control’, because it is 
equally clear that greater integration 
with control from above has also been 
part of the history of the world since 
1917. For István the future socialist 
society was exercising its influence 
on the contemporary world, while the 
capitalist world was in the process of 
disintegration.

This, of course, is elementary 
contemporary Marxism, but István 
was distinguished by the fact that he 
continued to maintain that viewpoint 

throughout. Many Marxists had given 
up the idea of socialism or a process of 
movement to socialism in our lifetime. 
For them, the crisis was a surprise and 
they expect it to be dealt with over 
time. István remained within classical 
Marxism in arguing that crises would 
come and could not be overcome 
without a process of movement to 
socialism. Humanity is going through 
a process of progressive socialisation.

István was no sectarian. At the 
same time, he did not write articles 
on the contradictions of Stalinist-type 
societies. He did not try to analyse 
the nature of the Soviet Union in 
the transitional epoch. He received 
the Deutscher Prize for his book 
on alienation, and an honour from 
Hugo Chávez. All this gives one the 

impression that he saw these countries 
in a more positive way than many more 
critical Marxists. For example, he did 
not analyse in terms of the importance 
of real control from below, except in a 
somewhat arcane way.

The passing of István Mészáros 
is a loss to the left and to humanity. 
He dedicated his life to enlightening 
people on the nature of the movement to 
socialism. He will be long remembered l

Hillel Ticktin

Notes
1. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Istv%C3%A1n_M%C3%A9sz%C3%A1ros_
(professor).
2. https://monthlyreview.org/2010/02/01/István-
Mészáros-pathfinder-of-socialism.
3. See, for example, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=ORRl8SkIIy0.
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payable to Weekly Worker

Not complaining
First things first. A big thank 

you to the three comrades who 
helped take us over our £1,750 
fighting fund target for September 
- especially RK, who transferred 
a fantastic £100 straight into our 
bank account. Well done, comrade! 
Then there was IJ (£20) and SR 
(£10), who both clicked on our 
PayPal button with just a few hours 
to go before the end of the month!

So we ended September on 
£1,846 - not eating into the 2017 
shortfall by quite as much as I’d 
hoped, but I’m hardly complaining 
about the extra £96. Thanks to 
everyone who contributed.

Now for October. We benefited, 
of course, from the usual standing 
orders that come in at the very start 
of each month - they accounted 
for £272 this time. Deserving a 
special mention from among the 
19 SO donors are SW, AC and 
CG (£30 each), FK (£25), plus DL 
and II (£20).Then we had two nice 

cheques from GR (£50) and ST, 
whose note accompanying his £20 
contribution read: “Thanks for the 
brilliant reports from Brighton!” 
We do our best, comrade!

Finally comrades FG and FP 
used PayPal to donate £10 each - 
they were among the 3,193 online 
readers last week (no doubt many 
of them, like ST, were keen to 
read our coverage of the Labour 
conference).

So, all in all, that’s £362 in the 
coffers after only four days. But 
that’s a bit misleading, of course, 
because, as I’ve already said, we’re 
always a bit ‘top-heavy’, compared 
to later in the month. But let’s build 
on it and see if we can at least match 
September’s total l

Robbie Rix

Fighting fund

Feted by Hugo Chávez
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Right to self-
determination 
does not mean 

separation

Dangerous games
There is a perverse rationality to the Spanish repression of the Catalan independence campaign, writes 
Paul Demarty

Sunday’s scenes of mass police 
repression in Catalonia, as the 
separatist regional government 

attempted to carry out an ‘illegal’ 
referendum on independence, were 
greeted with widespread horror.

What was horrific was not simply the 
scale of the violence - alas the world has 
put things into perspective on this point, 
by dispatching yet another gun-toting 
lunatic to a densely populated area of 
the United States ... Over 800 injuries 
is a grim tally, but few of them are 
serious, and worse things occur in the 
world’s growing number of failed or 
badly shaken polities (Syria, Yemen, 
Libya, Iraq ... ). However, the Madrid 
government’s police action in Catalonia 
is deemed more shocking because it is 
happening in Europe; and, though this 
is where it begins, there are many grisly 
places it could end.

Alarm is widespread throughout 
the bourgeois press. Foreign ministers 
of major powers talk in diplomatic 
terms about the need to uphold the 
law, thus implicitly backing Madrid 
(even Boris Johnson managed to keep 
from blundering through his favourite 
Iberian stereotypes, presenting a suitably 
statesmanlike vagueness); but privately 
the tone will be urgent and unsparing of 
the Spanish government.

Europe is increasingly riddled with 
nationalist sceptics; the European 
Union lacks legitimacy among these 
growing layers, and so do its ‘loyal’ 
governments, like that of Mariano 
Rajoy’s Partido Popular. In taking such 
a crude approach to the Catalans, Rajoy 
has surely massively increased support 
for independence in the region (which 
had peaked in 2013 and was slowly 
falling before this debacle); but equally 
he has furnished every other separatist 
group in Europe, and further afield, with 
a martyr in the peculiarly modern cause 
of ‘nationalist internationalism’.

What on earth is Rajoy thinking? He 
and his flunkies protest that there is no 
right to self-determination of Spain’s 
nationalities in the constitution, which is 
true enough. That constitution is only 40 
or so years old, modern Spanish history 
being as it is, and the Catalan population 
acceded to it happily enough at the time. 
But that hardly settles the issue. Scotland 
has no legal right to self-determination 
either; and, while the referendum 
there was hardly handled with spotless 
efficiency by the unionists, the ‘right’ 
result was obtained, in the end, and no 
plastic bullets were fired in the Gorbals.

Rajoy’s recklessness is surely a 
product of the recent political history 
of Spain, and his place in it. He came 
to office in 2011, at the nadir of the 
economic crisis in southern Europe, 
and was immediately engulfed in a 
corruption scandal. The 2015 election 
yielded only a slender plurality for 
the PP, and produced parliamentary 
deadlock; a subsequent election returned 
Rajoy to power, albeit at the head of a 
minority government, and only at the 
third time of asking parliament to name 
him prime minister (after more than 
half a year without a government, the 

liberal and anti-separatist Ciudadanos 
party decided to abstain, leaving the 
way clear for the PP). Rajoy’s grip on 
power is pretty thin and when the next 
election comes he will need a strong 
shot in the arm.

The Catalan crisis, then, is one 
that he certainly must not let go to 
waste. His intransigence harms the 
anti-separatist cause in Catalonia, but 
it helps him in many other places. 
The police units off to suppress the 
referendum were garlanded by crowds 
as they left their towns. Catalonia is for 
him a vast, internal Falkland Islands. It 
is a high-stakes game, but if he wants 
to remain in the top job it is hard to 
see what other options are available - 
either he prevails, crushes the Catalan 
separatists and triumphs on a wave of 
Spanish-nationalist chauvinism, or he 
falls, perhaps taking the integrity of the 
Spanish kingdom with him.

Oppression and 
sectionalism
In fairness to Rajoy, he is not the only 
one engaging in stunt politics. The fact 
that support for independence has visibly 
peaked and gone into decline in the last 
few years must have been taken into 
account as part of the Catalan separatist 
parties’ decision to call a referendum, 
knowing that a showdown of some 
sort would result. As things got nasty, 
the Spanish state would reveal its true 
face, and opinion would nudge in their 

direction - this was certainly a feature 
of the Scottish referendum, in which the 
British state actually participated. I do 
not think they expected it to get this nasty 
and now the Catalan administration has 
promised a declaration of independence 
within days.

Support got as high as it did, of 
course, because the supreme court in 
Madrid - at the urging of the PP, then 
in opposition - tore up some of the 
provisions of a devolution deal agreed 
by the Socialist government of José 
Luis Rodríguez Zapatero. But this is 
merely the latest issue in the history 
of Catalan nationalism - as with many 
other varieties, it is a relatively recent 
phenomenon, but near the end of its 
second century.

It is certainly true that Catalonia was 
once a distinct kingdom in part of the 
territory that is now Spain (and a little 
of what is now France, borders being 
what they are), but it was integrated 
into the Aragonese monarchy in the 
13th century and, when the kingdoms 
of Aragon and Castile fused, Catalonia 
followed. Catalonia was certainly the 
site of many local rebellions in the early 
modern era, and as a border province 
was crucial in affairs like the war of 
the Spanish succession, which pitched 
Anglo-Dutch interests against the 
French after the death of the fearsomely 
inbred Charles II.

In the 19th century, this began to 
coalesce into what we would now 
recognise as a fully-formed nationalism, 

with a revival in the Catalan language 
and the promotion of a distinctive 
cultural history by the likes of Jacint 
Verdaguer, and in the political tumult 
that accompanied the modernisation of 
the creaking Spanish state the Catalans 
loomed large. The final crisis came, 
of course, in 1936, when Francisco 
Franco rebelled against the leftwing 
Republican government; the irredentist, 
conservative nationalism of Franco gave 
the Catalan nationalists every reason 
to take the side of the republic, and the 
region was the site ultimately of the most 
dramatic leftwing upsurges of the failed 
Spanish revolution.

From this experience, and the 
subsequent decades of grinding 
oppression under Franco, Catalan 
nat ionalism was cemented in 
its leftwing coloration. This was a 
national identity based as much on 
anti-fascism as linguistic distinctness. 
The generalissimo’s name is invoked 
often in discussions of the horrendous 
police invasion on October 1, and it 
is worth noting that Rajoy’s Partido 
Popular is directly descended from 
Franco’s regime, and the largest 
remaining civilian part of it. Catalan 
nationalists can hardly be blamed for 
seeing something of the old enemy in 
the new.

Mixed in with this is a less morally 
elevated element: Catalonia is one 
of the richest areas of Spain. It was 
industrialised early, in the late 19th 
century, and not the smallest part of its 
historic radicalism is down to a better 
established workers’ movement there 
than in many other parts of Spain. Spain 
at large, however, was hit hard by the 
financial crisis of the last decade, with 
soaring, Greek levels of unemployment 
- there is a sense among many Catalans 
that they would be better off going it 
alone. In this respect, the independence 
movement has something in common 
with the less savoury national separatists 
of the continent - say, Italy’s Lega Nord 
in its original form (although it has more 
or less completely become a run-of-the-
mill far-right organisation today). Both 
embody some resentment that their own 
‘national’ product is being appropriated, 
via central taxation, by a ‘foreign’ 
government to prop up the floundering 
economy of underdeveloped areas.

So caution is advised to those on the 
left getting starry-eyed, at a distance, 
about the shining justice of the Catalan 
cause. The leftwing character of the 

region is undeniable, as is its distinctive 
national majority and its oppression 
under Franco (and, it seems, Rajoy). 
Yet nationalism is inherently exclusive: 
Catalan nationalism is not only about 
liberation from Rajoy, but from the 
unemployed of Andalusia.

The right of nations to self-
determination has its own complex 
and chequered history, going back to 
Louis Napoleon III, which I will not 
address here. Suffice it to say that for 
Marxists, it is a matter of confronting 
this contradiction, that there is one 
aspect of the national aspirations of 
a people that is progressive, in that it 
signals the will to battle oppression; 
and another that is sectionalist and 
anti-universalist by its very nature, and 
therefore reactionary. That contradiction 
is particularly sharp in the Catalan 
case, where a nationality seems - on 
the whole - to be doing rather well for 
itself within a wider state formation, but 
is nonetheless subject to restrictions on 
its rights, backed up with borderline 
military police actions.

There is a popular illusion that 
Catalonia’s relative economic strength 
within Spain bodes well for a putative 
independent existence. In reality, things 
are not so simple. We remark only on 
the typical matter that such projections 
of prosperity rely on the assumption of 
continued EU membership, which is, 
of course, hardly guaranteed - subject 
as it is to the vetoes of many states with 
internal separatist populations, like, er, 
Spain. Larger states, in general, fare 
better in the world than smaller ones.

The matter of national oppression, 
however, does not merely sit in 
arithmetical balance with vulgar 
economic reality, but cuts to the heart of 
democratic principle and rebukes those 
purportedly ‘democratic’ states that 
deny it. We said that Catalonia has no 
legal right to self-determination, but its 
moral right to the same is clear as day, 
and clearer still with every truncheon 
blow. The only acceptable socialist 
policy is to fight, not only among the 
Catalans, but in the whole of Spain (and 
indeed throughout Europe), for these 
national rights to be recognised. The 
half-cocked, post-Franco ‘transition 
to democracy’, which leaves in place 
the king and the riot cops, must be 
consummated on a truly revolutionary 
basis l
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National police: like an army of occupation


